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St John’s Wood, North-West London — Richard Bernard Heldmann, more familiar under his pseudonym Richard Marsh, was born at 23 Adelaide Road in 1857.
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Hammersmith, London, in late Victorian times — Marsh moved to Hammersmith with his parents after bankruptcy forced his father to accept a post as a schoolmaster.
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Marsh began his writing career under his real name, Bernard Heldmann, writing adventure and school stories for boys’ papers like Union Jack – a paper for which he served as a sub-editor until 1893


THAT MASTER OF OURS
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This novel was published anonymously in 1908. The story revolves around a schoolmaster that arrives in a small coastal village, where he suffers terrible persecutions for his religious mania. Despite this, he finds popularity among the boys of the local school — and a final act of heroism ultimately wins over the adult population as well.

The novel is an interesting example of both Marsh’s complex literary identity and his canny knowledge of the literary marketplace. His first pieces of fiction (both novels and short stories) had been published during the 1880’s under his real name – Bernard Heldmann. These had been stories of schoolboy life and adventure written with a young audience in mind and were often serialised in boys’ magazines before being published in book form. Later, Heldmann changed his name to Richard Marsh under which name he penned a vast quantity of popular fiction in an equally large range of genres. The reason for this change of name was Heldmann’s imprisonment, in 1884, for forging cheques – a crime for which he received a sentence of eighteen months’ hard labour. After his release, a new literary identity was required to avoid the taint of his criminal past. 

Despite being published anonymously, however, this novel of 1908 is attributed to ‘the author of Dorrincourt, Boxall School, Expelled, etc.’ – all novels published more than two decades earlier under the name ‘Bernard Heldmann’. It would appear that Marsh wished to remind readers of his expertise as a writer of boys’ stories, whilst also continuing to distance himself from the name of Heldmann.
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A Victorian schoolroom, like the one featured in the story; it was in this environment that Marsh’s father was employed as a schoolmaster. His experiences may have influenced Marsh’s early writing as Bernard Heldmann.


BOOK I. WHY HE CAME

“It was now dark, and Jesus had not come to them.”


CHAPTER I

THE PROLOGUE TO THE STORY

BOYS were boys then, and queer things at the best of it. You tell me that they are boys now! Aye, but I tell you that they were boys then — you’ll never see the like of them again; you’ll never have the turbulent, topsy-turvy spirits which drove this parish to its wits’ ends, the recklessness, the carelessness, the utter disregard of punishment; and punishment was punishment in those days too. But wait a bit, and you’ll hear all about it.

I am speaking now of 1745. I never was much of a hand at dates, and it might have been’46 or’47, but what fixes’45 in my mind is that that was the year of the Great Rebellion; and I mind well that down in our parts we were all in a ferment long after it was over and done. Not that we had any fighting, not we — we had fighting, and that I’m coming to, but it was not fighting for the King; and when I say we hadn’t any fighting I mean that we never struck a blow either for King or Young Chevalier. Because, you see, down in Cornwall it was as though we were alone, as though we were cut off from all the rest of England, and there was many a law made and observed in Cornwall which they knew nothing of in the next shire. We were restless too with strangers, and jealous of their coming; and any one who interfered with us, or busied himself with our affairs, he was a lucky man if he got back safe and whole to the place from whence he came. I tell you we were a rare and a restless people, and wild and desperate, and it was up with your hand and down with your man whenever a contrary word was spoken. Cornwall now and Cornwall then — why, it’s like the difference between hot and cold; and you may think I lie, but it’s true every word of it, when I tell you of what happened in my time.

Redruth was my town. I don’t know that it has altered much since then — at least, not outside; it wasn’t much to look at then, and it isn’t now. The winding High Street, up and down the hill, as though you climbed a mountain-top, the bare stone houses on either side of it, Carn Brea frowning down upon the right — these things were then just as they are now; and though you might not think it, it was busy even then, and there was money in the town, and passing through it, and spreading out into all the corners of the world — for all we were so clannish Redruth money went far and wide; and there were warm men then as now, and men who were warm one day and cold and with empty pockets on the next, for speculation was as rife in those days as ever it has been since, and what was called gambling too; and as the standards went up or down, and the yield of tin was heavier or lighter, and the markets flat or buoyant, so were men’s hearts and faces — up or down, light or heavy, flat or buoyant, just according as it was with tin.

My father was captain of a mine, the Norwath (the Great Norwath mine); it’s young now, but it was old then, for a few years more or less makes little difference to such a mine as that, for I have heard tell that they were working at that mine even before the great and blessed day on which Christ was born. My father came from an old Cornish stock, as old almost, I have heard him say, as this mine; and all of them, fathers and sons, and sometimes mothers and daughters too, had been miners, and had had something to do with mines, since the time when first they were. He was a type of a class of men now gone. I am not here to say a word against my father, and sorrow be on the lads or on the lasses who have nothing good to say of those who gave them birth; and I mean no disrespect to him when I say he was one of a class of men common enough in those parts in those days, but whose days have now gone for ever.

For everything has changed since then. Why, I stand on my little hill in Cornwall, and I see upon the right or upon the left, and sometimes upon either hand of me, buildings raised to the praise and the glory of God, and in those days I believe you could have counted the churches in all the county upon the fingers of your hands, and there was hardly one of them with more than a dozen worshippers upon the Sabbath.

He was a strong man, my father, tall and strong, with a black beard which reached almost down to his waist; a passionate man, a man who in his passion would stop at nothing. He has flung me from him as good as dead many a time from the beating he has given me; and there would come a look into his eyes which I used to dread — aye, how I used to dread it; and there were few things, let me tell you, which I used to dread in the days when I was young. He was a Cornishman, he was, to the backbone — it was his perpetual boast; and if one listened to his creed of all the strange things in human nature a Cornishman was pretty well the strangest; a Cornishman would drink, and fight, and swear; a Cornishman would scorn all parsons and all psalm-singing; a Cornishman would train his dogs to fight, and kill them if they happened to be beaten; it was a word and a blow with him; it was a lifting up on high of the strength and muscles of a man. A weakling was a fool with him, a scholar a madman, a gentle and though pure yet a timid soul an idiot. He had scant respect for any qualities of a man but those of his hand or of his arm. He who could thrash a couple single-handed — that was the man for him; he who could drink strong drink all night and yet sit straight in his seat when morning dawned — that was the man for him; swiftness of foot, quickness of eye, strength of arm, deftness of hand, these were manly attributes with him. Goliath was his hero; he would have been with those who laughed at David.

But, mind you, with all this you must not think my father was naught but a bear or a brute — far otherwise; in knowledge of metals he was far in advance of others then; his fame as a man wise in the secrets of the rocks was spread throughout the county; he could tell at a glance if a lode was worth the working, or if it was but a blind. He was a just man, a man who scorned to tell a lie, and was ashamed of debt; he was a brave man, his principles were strange, some of them, but such as they were he stood up for them through good report and evil; his duty was to him more sacred than his life; he was ever at his post, he would at any moment face death to save another. I have heard men talk with bated breath of the gallant deeds he did: how, with the waters in the mine, or foul gases burning, he had gone down alone and borne up more men than one upon his back; and there was a story told of a great and mighty storm, in which a vessel, being in sore distress off Godrevy rocks, he with two others had gone out in a little cockleshell of a boat and piloted the ship to a safe anchorage, and that despite the wreckers with their false lights burning on the cliffs to lure it to destruction; for of all those bred and born upon the sea few knew the tides and currents, shoals and sandbanks, of that dread coast better than did he, and he held it scorn that any sought to snare a vessel to its undoing for the sake of gain.

Now my father’s name was Thomas — Captain Peter Thomas — and the names of those two who went with him in the boat that night were Jonathan Reddy and Stephen Pengellick; they three were sworn friends, and by reason of their strength were known as the “Three Strong Men of Cambrea,” being, each man of them, born under the shadow of this hill. I was my father’s only son — Young Peter Thomas I was called, to know me from my father, who was Captain Peter. I had a sister, Ellen. There were no more of us in family, since my mother died the day that I was born, so that I never knew a mother’s voice, nor was I ever strengthened by a mother’s care. They tell me I was a giant even as a boy, and I can believe it well, else had I not been my father’s son; a boy there was no taming, a boy of boys, for ever since the day when first I crawled I had been, to all intents and purposes, and save on rare occasions, my own father and mother too; for there was none in whom I could confide, none to whom I could come in trouble, none, so far as I knew, who loved me in all the wide, wide world but Ellen, for boys and girls were not known to my father’s philosophy.

Not, mind you, that I wanted love or confidant, or one to whom to come in time of trouble; not I, I was too strong, too independent, too true a boy to want such things as that — they were for fools and women, and of no account at all to me. We were boys together; and what a set we were! If the men were strange and wild and headstrong in their ways, what were the lads, and, mark you, sometimes the lasses too? I doubt if ever such a set was known before; and if you bear in mind the wild, stern land, the bare, bleak country, the rugged, sagged cliffs and rocks, the furious and mighty seas, the separation from all the world besides, the sort of life we lived, the nature of the influences brought to bear upon us, the customs to which we were bred up, the traditions amidst which we moved and had our being, the standard of living which was handed down to us, you will not find it wonderful that we were what we were. If aught went wrong, sure, it was the boys; if any trick was played, it was the brats; in any mischief that was done the lads must have their shares.

There was hardly one of us who was not already as much his own master as if he were twice as old; we were free, and knew no government; few cared what we did, or how we did it; we were like young colts turned out upon the hills to graze. It was only now and then that the reins were tightened, or that we felt the curb; only when some mischance brought us in too particular a manner under our elders’ eyes that we woke to the stern truth that there were after all some to whom we owed submission; and just such a mischance had happened when my tale begins. No less a mischance than the burning of a witch out of house and home; for there were witches in those days, or we believed there were, and every hill had its own legend, and every dale its tale of mysteries.

Those were the days of fairies, of sprites, of visions from the dead, of things unseen, who had their dwellings in trunks of trees, or who crouched beneath the shadow of the mantel, working for us mortals strange spells for good or ill; of charms and incantations, and all that variety of magic-lore which even wisdom held in reverent respect.

She was an aged crone, withered and shrivelled up; bent double beneath the weight of many years; with hair upon her chin, and tangled locks untended by the comb hanging careless down her back. By Zunny Waters was her home, a little hut close to the mill, and when the rains were at the full the waters would rise up and trespass in her dwelling, while she, poor soul! would sit and watch them with helpless, frightened eyes, and moan and sigh lest they should bear her home away. So came Steve to me one day; it was the end of summer, and autumn tints were turning nature sober with their wealth of russet brown.

“Peter,” said he, “what have you to do this afternoon?”

“Nothing,” said I, which indeed was all I had to do, not on that afternoon alone, but, for the matter of that, on most days of the week besides.

“Then,” said he, “let’s take vengeance on the witch; she’ll be the death of us if we’re not quick; there’s Tommy Rosewarne fallen from a tree and broke his arm, and all because she laid her curse on him; don’t you remember she said evil would be his lot, and all because he knocked her crutch from under her, and left her lying on the road; think of Tommy falling from a tree — he who never tumbled down before.”

And that was true enough; it was as Steve said, she had laid her curse on him, and not on him alone, but on many more of us, and indeed she had been more than mortal had she done otherwise, for we were to her what were the plagues to Egypt, more than she could bear. She was a witch; we had settled that among us; we knew she was a witch because she was so old and ugly, and lived alone, and knew no happiness in life; and since she was a witch we did no harm in using her as one. We stole her crutch, without which she could not move even from her chair; we cut it dexterously in the middle so that when she leant on it it brought her with it to the ground; we drowned her cat, the accomplice of her crimes; we stuffed rubbish down her chimney, so that she came near to choke with smoke; we took the door from off the hinges, so that she lay open to all comers; we stole her firewood, so that in the winter she was well-nigh frozen dead with cold; we knocked holes in her kettle and her pan so that they would hold no water; in short we played all the tricks which were right and proper to play upon a witch; and in return she showered curses on our heads.

And here had Tommy Rosewarne, because of them, fallen from a tree and broke his arm. Surely here was proof she was a witch. That was plain enough; we lads saw it with half an eye, and we came together in a crowd and declared that vengeance should be taken on her for her crime.

“She ought to burn! she ought to burn!” we cried; but since we had not arrived in action so far as that, and since, seemingly, the time had not yet come for her to burn, we decided that we would burn her out of house and home instead.

“The place will just burn like a stack of hay,” said Steve; “it will flare up as though it were made of tinder; it will be the best bonfire ever we have had — we’ll burn the witch out of her hole.”

“For my part,” said Ben Trelyat — he was short, and thick, and dark, and taciturn was Ben, not fond of many words, of a temper cold yet passionate, of a nature we could not understand; he had no bosom friend, for none could find him out; he studied books, and wrote as writes a clerk; he had a thirst for books and would beg or borrow means to buy them; he was not one to quarrel with, and we had known him kill a dog that once was not obedient to his word, and when we fell out with him for his severity, “It is a kindness I have done,” he said, “it were better he should die,” and he turned and left us, unable to find out the meaning of his words — and now, “For my part,” he said, “I would burn her in her hole; it would be pleasant sport to see her burn; almost as pleasant sport for her as us.”

We looked at him, not knowing whether to laugh or not, but there was no sign upon his face, which was, as it nigh always was, grave and quiet.

But Steve said, “It would not do, if she were burnt we should hear of it again; better wait till she is fairly tried for witchcraft — it cannot be long that we shall have to wait — that will be the time to burn her then.”

So we all agreed; it would not be well to burn her on our own account; it might go ill with us if it were noised abroad; better wait for a fair trial and a public burning.

It was that night we burned her out of house and home; there was a host of us, thirty perhaps, or more; and we had all declared that we would have a finger in the pie. It was a night as dark as any we had had; there was no moon, and the stars seemed faint and distant; clouds were here and there, and there was a wind which swept them fast across the heavens.

“This is just the sort of wind we want,” said Steve, “to fan the flames.”

And so it was, for never saw I flames burn more merrily. Save for us the place was lone and solitary as the grave; I doubt if we had ever had the courage to venture on so dark a night in so desolate a place, and in such close neighbourhood to the witch’s dwelling, had there not been so large a company of us. The trees overhead awed us, the stream stole by with sullen murmurs, the hills rose high on either side of us; it was no cheerful trysting-place at so gloomy and so sullen a season.

“Is she abed?” asked one, as we approached with doubtful and cautious steps, even though we were so large a band.

“I think she is,” said Steve, “all’s still; it’s eight o’clock, and she sleeps with the sun.”

“If she sleeps,” said Ben, “we will not rouse her, it were a shame to wake her on so cold a night; where would she go but out into the air? and that at her years would chill her to the bones.”

All were silent; no one had a word to say to Ben; why should she not burn? it was only a little sooner, for the measure of her crimes was full, and surely they would burn her ere the year were older; we did not wish to burn her, but if she chose to still sleep on while the place was all in flames whose fault was that but hers? So no one took it on himself to wake her.

“Pile the sticks up on one side,” said Steve, who was the leader through it all; “throw them in one heap; heap them up until they reach the roof — they shall all blaze off together.”

Each of us had his arms full of sticks and heather and brushwood, the whole as dry as it would be; in silence first one threw down his heap, then another his on that, then all the rest till there was a great stack reaching almost to the cottage roof. The hut — for hut it was rather than cottage since it but contained one room — was all built of wood; indeed it was nothing but a bam; and the wood from age was dry as tinder, so that there could be no doubt as to whether it would or would not burn.

“Are you ready?” asked Steve, when the pile was made. We all said that we were. “Let no one make a noise; it is not for us to rouse her from her sleep — who are we to do even a witch so ill a turn? get back under the shadow of the trees — it will not do to be too plainly seen.”

We did his bidding, and went back to where the shadow of the trees made the place beneath so black you could not see your hand held out before your face. He alone remained close to the hut; stooping, tinder-box held in his hand, he struck a light, while we held our breath and watched him; once it went out, and then again; the third time the sparks fell on a little heap of tindery grass which he had previously prepared; with his hands he shaded them, he fanned them with his breath; for an instant they lay dormant, then burst into a blaze; the heap of grass was all ablaze; fanned by the wind the flames passed on, they caught the brushwood, from the brushwood passed to the thicker sticks. It was like a dream. A moment back and all was dark; now the lurid glare made it lighter than the day. It was a splendid blaze.

“The house has not got caught,” said one; “what if the pile burns out before it catches?”

“No fear of that,” said Steve; “wait a bit and she’ll be roasting in her own fire.”

He was right, there was no fear of such an accident; for even as he spoke we saw that the wood at that side where we were standing glowed red hot, and quickly it too had burst into a flame. Yes, it was indeed a splendid blaze! So swiftly did it burn that scarcely had it begun to be alight than it was all one furious fire.

“It warms one,” said Steve.

And that it did; it was chilly standing there, and it put life into our veins. It was exciting too; as it burned and blazed our blood rose up and our spirits with it; we smiled, and rubbed our hands, which before were cold, and were all agog to shout.

“It burns too fast,” said Ben, in that grave, cold voice of his, so that you could never tell if he meant jest or earnest, “the pleasure will be short; she will burn before she has time to find her crutch.”

But he was wrong; for, even as he spoke, there rose a shriek out of the burning hut; not one shriek but many, one after the other, swiftly treading on each other’s heels; they ring in my ears sometimes still; the cries of one in mortal agony of mind and body; it was the witch burning in the hut. We listened, as we could not help but do; we looked into each other’s faces; we had not bargained quite for that; we had not supposed that she would scream.

“I wish,” said Steve, and there was a tremble in his voice, “that we had roused her.”

It was too late for that; the flames had done that for us. The hut tottered to its foundations; it would quickly fall, and the witch would be buried in the ruins. My blood boiled within me, and a great fury burned within my heart. I had not supposed that I should feel like that; but while I hesitated one sprung from among us, and while the roof and walls fell in as falls a house of cards, leaped into the flames. It was Ben. That same moment some one came from behind and laid a hand on Steve’s shoulder and on mine; startled, we turned — it was the miller from the mill.


CHAPTER II

MILLER TRUIN

Now it was the miller’s hut which we had burned; we had not thought of that. In our haste we had not remembered that it was he allowed the witch to dwell in it free from rent. Nicholas Truin was the miller’s name; scarcely a Cornishman although of Cornish birth, for most of his life he had lived in cities and in far quarters of the world. He had been a wild one, so men said, and a rover too; be that how it may, back he had come to the place where he was born and taken to the mill which had been his father’s once, and built it up again, so that it was a better mill now than it had ever been. But he was not like his neighbours, and they were few who found him to their liking. He would not drink, he would not fight, he would not swear; he was a milksop said some, he was a cur said others; so poor a sample of a man, they all agreed, was not fit to grind their corn!

“If any one,” said Bull Trelyat — his name was Benjamin and he was the father of our Ben, but they called him “Bull” for certain reasons—” sends his com to him to grind I’ll put him down with Train and foot them both together — they’ll be fit company! A psalm-singing, snivelling gawk! he’s a disgrace to all these parts — what shall we be coming to if we have many more like him? His father was the sort to call a man; go to church on Sunday! — why, he’d fight more mains on Sunday than in all the week besides — he always kept the best of his cocks for then. Talk of parsons! if any parson had talked to him, that parson would have had to fight or else to run; not that I say anything against parsons in the lump, for there are some of them as good as any souls alive.”

It was in the market-place he said it, and the Rev. William Wilkins of St. Stithians happened to be standing by; so Bull slapped him on the back, and stretched out his hand, crying, “Give me your hand, Will, my lad, for you’ve the blood for me.” And the Rev. William gave him his hand, laughing, and they shook hands upon it amid the applause of those around.

Now the story of what Bull said and how he said it, came, as such stories are apt to do, and as perhaps Bull meant that it should do, to the miller’s ears. The miller was neither tall nor broad, but short and slight in build, with a thin, dark face and short brown beard, very quiet in look and manner, and one whom you would have said you would have twisted round your finger like a child. Bull was in strength and build and nature bovine; as bad-tempered as a bull and as obstinate as one; a huge man, who, in his cups, little recked what he did or who he did it to; the terror of quiet people, held in respect by all who did not wish to be continually at strife. The word of such a man to some extent was law; and when it was known that those who sent their com to Miller Train’s would have hard words if nothing more from Bull not a few people ceased to send it.

It was the second market-day after Bull had expressed his opinion of the miller. It was a pleasant day, and there were many there. Bull stood in the centre of a crowd talking, as was his wont, with this one and with that, when on a sudden there was a noise behind, and that hum which rises in a crowd when anything strange is happening. Bull was the last to notice it, and it was not until some one touched him on the shoulder that he learned he was the observed of all observers. Turning, he saw the miller standing by his side.

“I want a word with you,” the miller said.

“As many as you please, and as few as well,” was Bull’s reply.

“It is not many that I want,” the miller said, and he was, as he ever was, calm and quiet; and his voice was as a foreigner’s, clear and musical, gentle as his manner, and he had nothing in his hands, which were loosely clasped behind his back. And those around saw him with surprise, for in size he could not be compared with Bull, and crowded closer, wondering what brought him there at such a time in such a way. “What wrong have I done you that you should seek to work my ruin?”

“What! your ruin! what do I care for the ruin of such a rat as you!” And Bull flamed up, raising the hand which held his whip and shook it in the air. The miller for a moment held his peace, looking at him; and those round held their peace too, wondering what would be the sequence of this strange affair.

“So,” said Truin at last, when the spectators saw that Bull would not much longer bear the examination of his eyes, “that is the sort of man you are; rumour for once has told the truth; being big and strong you think to trample on the weak; being coarse in the manner of your living you seek to make others coarse as well — in short, you are a bully. I will instruct you upon one point; one need not, because one is weak, therefore, be a cur; to prove it you shall do yourself the pleasure of beating me where we now stand.”

All this the miller said with the same sweet and gentle voice, and calmly as though it was nothing strange. He took off his coat and vest, neatly folding them, and laid them by him on the ground. The folks were thunderstruck, expecting to see Bull fall on him and break his every bone. But, choking back his rage — 

“What, you whipper-snap!” cried Bull, “is it a thrashing that you want, a beating and a basting? — I’ll cook your goose for you! I’ll give you flavour for your sauce! — here, catch my coat!” and with that he flung off coat and vest to right and left of him. “Although it is market-day, I’ll do my marketing with you, and beat you in the bargain for a thousand pounds.”

And with that he turned his shirt sleeves to the shoulder, showing an arm thick as the thighs of many a man, with the muscles standing out on it like iron bars.

Then all the market knew there was to be a fight; all ceased their chaffering, all left their stalls and forms and flocked to see the fray; there was little business done that day. Never before were seen two combatants so much unlike, never two so poorly matched; it was as when David came forth and stood before Goliath; yet was not the issue like unto the issue of that day, for when it was all done and over — and it was not long in doing — the miller was all bruised and beaten, battered nigh to death, lost to sense, bleeding from many wounds, and in as sore a strait as he could well have been, while Bull had scarce a scratch upon his skin. For, as all had easily foreseen, with strength and bigness went the day, and Bull had the easiest task which ever yet was set him to give the miller the beating he desired.

They took him to an inn and tended him, for though he had never stood a chance to win yet had he borne him like a man; then they placed him in a cart, and thus they bore him home. It was a week ere the miller stirred from his bed, and a fortnight ere he set foot abroad. A month went by, and well-nigh had the miller faded from the public mind, when on the fifth market-day since that on which he had had his famous beating, who should walk quietly into the market-place but Miller Truin. Not a few came crowding to him — remembering how well he had borne himself — to wish him well on his recovery; but giving little heed to any, he strolled this way and that until at last he came to Bull Trelyat. Just as he had done before, straight up he went to Bull, and touched him on the shoulder. Turning, Bull was amazed to see him there, as well he might be, for though again abroad the miller was not yet by any means his former self.

“Well, and what do you want with me?” he thundered.

“What evil have I done you that you should seek to work my ruin?” asked the miller.

Bull looked at him and stared, saying never a word, for was not this the question which he had asked, in the same calm and quiet fashion, upon that other day?

“Is the man mad?” he cried; “what does he want with me? Has he not had beating enough, or what is it he would have?”

“I am not,” the miller said, in the same soft tones, so gentle and so musical, “by habit or by nature a man of battle, for, for the most part, my life has been spent in the companionship of books; but, since I have my bread to earn, having but scant means of my own, it shall be no fault of mine if I do not earn it. Certain words of yours have caused my mill to cease to grind for want of corn for grinding; I therefore desire you to take them back or prove them to be true.”

“What words were those?” cried Bull, for the miller’s speech was so strange, and his manner was so calm that he for once was taken aback.
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“Among the chief, you said I was a cur; now since the people in these parts will not send their corn to a cur to grind, I desire you to tell the world you were mistaken, for I am no cur.”

“Do you want me to eat my words?” asked Bull, to whom this manner of man was strange, and who could not for the life of him conceive what any one could gain by bearding him; “what do you take me for? Do you think I care if they come to you with corn to grind or no? what affair is it of mine?”

“Then, if you will not deny it, I will make you prove it, else will I tell the world upon my own account you are a liar.” And he quietly took off his coat and vest as he had done before, and began to fold them.

Trelyat’s face, I more than once have heard, was worth the seeing; he stared and stared and got no further on than staring; was this man a madman that he thus gave his body to the slaughter? And all the crowd was astonished into silence, and, with Trelyat, did nothing else but stare. But Jonathan Reddy, who was in the market on that day, came out from among the crowd and stood between the two and said — 

“There shall be no fighting here to-day, for the plain reason it would not be fighting, ’twould be murder, neither more nor less; the man, at his best, is no fighting man, now he is no fitter than a child.” Joseph Reynolds, who also was standing in the crowd, cried out and said, in those thin acid tones in which he always spoke — 

“What has it to do with you? Leave the thing alone; you’re always over ready, Reddy, to poke your finger in another’s pie.”

But Jonathan paid no heed to him, for it was well known Reynolds was as Trelyat’s shadow, with a tongue as bitter and as long as Bull’s arm was strong.

“I am obliged, sir, for your care,” the miller said, just as quiet and as calm as ever, “but I am in another’s hands; it is only for my livelihood I strive; com I must have for grinding.”

Jonathan turned and looked down at him; it was the giant and the pigmy, for the miller was under the usual height of men, while Jonathan, they say, was nearer seven feet than six.

“You are a curious and a singular man,” he said; “I cannot pretend to understand you, for I have not seen your like before; but this I think may be fairly said, that you are neither a coward nor a cur. Bull,” and with that he crossed to where Trelyat stood and placed his hand upon his shoulder, and there were they two giants side by side, though Jonathan was both the taller and the broader of the two, “since you have given him so good a basting once, and he has now come to you for another, you fairly may allow him to be neither a coward nor a cur.”

Bull put Reddy on one side, and stepped out in front of him, and stood before the miller and looked at him from top to toe, and all about, as it might seem.

“So you want another basting, do you now? Well, my lad, I won’t deny you’re fond of it, though it’s the first time I’ve known a man fond of it before. Go home; go to your mill; thank your stars you have a bone that’s whole. You’re not built for fighting; you’re more a woman than a man, though I call you neither a coward nor a cur.”

“That suffices,” the miller said. “Good people, you hear on authority so good that I am neither a coward nor a cur; send therefore your corn once more to me; I will grind it finely and well; I will not keep back a single ear; I will charge you no more than do my neighbours. My mill is clean and wholesome, give me therefore the custom which once was mine, since it is now allowed that I am neither a coward nor a cur.” And with that he put on his vest and coat and left the crowd.

Such was the miller who had the mill by Zunny Waters; unlike his fellows, with tastes and manners of his own and with a will which, once set to a certain point, was not easily to be turned aside. Else never had Old Madge the witch dwelt in a house of his. From all the country had they chased her; none would have her on their land, none would rest under the same roof which sheltered her, for all said that where the witch was would be trouble also. Homeless was she, and spumed by old and young, by rich and poor; it was foreseen that so old a crone would die from mere exposure; for, for three whole days and nights did she lie under a hedge by the roadside, and all were satisfied that in such a way there should be an end of her, and thus the neighbourhood would be saved from the great scandal of harbouring a witch. But just as the thing was going well and every one was looking hourly to hear that she was dead, who should come into the matter and spoil it all but Miller Truin. For what should he do, chancing to pass by, and seeing her lie there, just at the point of death, but lift her with his own hands into his cart, and take her to the mill, and lay her, so folks said, on his own bed, and there he kept her till the hut close by was fit for her reception. And then, although she paid him not one penny of rent, did he insist that she should stay. In vain did all let him know their mind about so scandalous a thing; he listened not to any, or if he listened he heeded not their words.

“She is no witch,” he said to one or two who went down to have speech with him upon the matter, “but an old and feeble woman who has had children in her time, who have used her ill, and left her in her age to die alone. I say nothing of her temper, it is not too sweet a one; and as for her cursing — is it so strange she should rain curses upon those who would hunt her to her death? Is it a crime to have left her youth behind her? Is it wicked to grow old? Nay, sirs, there is not so much pleasure in old age that we should grudge it any there may be. God’s own good time will come that she should die; leave her to Him. I will answer to you for any mischief she may do.”

And from that they could not move him, although they tried for an hour or more; nor had the arguments, coupled, as in truth they were, more than once with threats, of all the country-side the least effect on him; in the hut by the water-side Old Madge lived on.

And now we had burned her and her home, and the miller had Steve and I fast by the collar, and Ben had sprung into the flames.

“What,” asked the miller, as he looked into our faces, and I know that I for one trembled before his calm and gentle look, “my lads, is this?”

We answered never a word; of Stephen I know nothing, but of myself I know that I could not have spoken then had any one given me a golden guinea; my head hung forward, and there was a cold shiver down my back the like of which I do not think that I had ever felt before. As for the rest of them, there was a rustling among the trees and a scrambling of feet, and although I never turned my head to see I knew as well as anything that they had done what I should have been very glad to do — taken to their heels and run. So there were Steve and I and the miller and the hut and Ben and never a word among the whole of us. Down fell the hut with a mighty crash and a cloud of sparks and smoke rose to the sky, and there was Ben half hidden and wholly blinded by the smoke stooping amidst the flames. Quickly almost as he sprung into the fiery furnace did he spring out again, and we saw he staggered and that he bore something in his arms. The miller loosed his hold of us and ran to him; I saw him reach his side and take him by the arm, and, as in a dream, I stood still and watched him. As the miller touched him, Ben stooped down and placed the something which he bore in his arms upon the ground, and that same moment, standing straight up again, he staggered and would have fallen had not the miller caught him.

“What ails you, boy?” the miller asked; and Ben, gathering himself together, took himself out of the miller’s arms.

“Nothing, nothing,” he said, “smoke is blinding, and fire warm — that is all. I think the witch is dead, and so has put an end to all the sport which we might still have had with her.”

“Dead!” cried the miller, and he again put out his hand towards Ben, adding in a low voice, which was very stem and earnest, “Then, boy, you and your friends have murdered her.”

Ben made no reply, and both knelt on the ground beside her.

“Let’s go and see,” said I, unable to keep silence any longer; “I cannot stand here like a dummy.”

“No,” said Steve, and I saw that his face was white and that his lips were trembling, and that he was very different to what he was before he set fire to the heap; “let’s run; what is the use of staying? What affair is it of ours if she is dead? We did not want to kill her, besides, they would have burned her later, if not now.”

I scarcely listened to his words, and paid no heed unto their sense, for on my heart a great fear had fallen, which stopped its beating; if the witch was dead then we had killed her, and I had had a hand in it, and her blood was on my head. Run! I could not have run a yard for all the tin in Cornwall; I was like one stunned, and my feet as though they were glued to the ground; heavily I staggered to where she lay, and as I did so, was conscious that Steve stole off and vanished under the shadow of the trees.

“She has not improved in beauty,” said Ben as I came up; “the fire has not added to her good looks.”

“Boy,” said the miller, and his every word thrilled me with a curious pain, “she is where neither you nor I can know aught of her looks; she is with the Lord; it is well with her at last — rest and peace for ever and a day.”

He spoke as one who speaks at a distance, and his eyes looked out across the stream; the remnants of the hut still burned, and the trembling, uncertain flames cast a strange light upon the scene.

“The world and its weeping gone, who shall judge of even a witch’s looks in the land of endless day?”

In the meantime Ben bent over her as she lay there.

“She is not dead,” all at once he cried; “she lives. I felt her tremble underneath my hand, and her breath upon my face.”

As he spoke the miller came back to the things of earth and began to examine her as well; and through my veins there rushed so hot a stream of blood that I stumbled and all but fell; if she was not dead — why, then, I thought that it was the best news which ever I had heard. For she was not dead, there could be no doubt of that, for soon she moved, and sighed and groaned, and suddenly threw back her arms, striving to sit up, and gave just such another scream as she had screamed when burning in the hut. It was terrible standing and listening to her.

“Poor soul,” the miller said, “she is in agony; what can we do for her? We cannot leave her here, and to move her carelessly might be her death. Stay! come with me, we will get a bed and carry her on that.”

This he said to Ben, then, turning, he saw me at his side.

“So! you are still here? Well, stay by her and watch; we shall not be absent long.”

They went, he and Ben, and I stayed there, and all the time in agony of body and of mind she screamed and cried. Never was there so terrible a watch; I stuffed my fingers in my ears, I hung my head, I shut my eyes, I turned aside from her; had it not been for very shame I would have followed Steve and run, to hear her was so horrible. And to think that I should be left there with her all alone, I who had just had a hand in burning her. If she was indeed a witch, as who could doubt? what evil might she not do now that she was struggling with death? And should they not return? should I be left there alone on watch till morning came? The very thought chilled me to the bones: in every leaf I saw a hidden thing, in every shadow was a host, at every rustle of the trees I shook so that I could hardly stand. If this was fun, or anything like sport, then it was the grimmest sport which ever yet was known, and the less I had of it the better I should be pleased.

They came back at last, after they had seemed for hours gone; they bore a mattress, and on it they placed the witch. When they touched her she shrieked the more. Never have I heard such shrieks before or since.

“Poor soul! poor soul!” was what the miller said; “it were almost better that she had died. O Lord!” and in the flickering light of the dying fire he stood with head upturned and bare, and hands clasped in front of him, “have mercy on Thy servant, have mercy! nevertheless, not our will but Thy will be done.” And as he spoke I saw that Ben stood watching him with curious eyes, and I know that I had never heard the like before.

We bore her to the mill, all three of us, speaking not a word upon the way, and all the while she shrieked. We took her in; the miller lived in the mill alone — so far as we knew, he had neither wife nor child, neither kith nor kin. We carried her into a spacious chamber in which there was a mighty bed; on it we laid her down. For some moments we stood by the bed and watched and waited, no one saying a word; by degrees she grew more still; the bed was easy, and she was at rest. The miller came round to the side on which we stood, and laid a hand on each of us.

“Lads,” he said, “before you go it would be well for us to pray.” And he gently forced us on our knees and knelt between. I know not what he prayed, I have not the faintest memory of a single word he used; indeed I listened as one listens in a dream — never had I heard a prayer before. I knew not what it meant to pray, and can only call to mind the strangeness of the scene, his sweet and gentle voice, his hands which lay clasped before him on the bed; all else is lost, it was not present even then; as I have said, it was as though it happened in a dream.


CHAPTER III

THE MEETING IN THE EXCHANGE

THE next day the tale was told through all the country-side — the witch was burned, and the boys had burned her. There was a pretty talking of it over; you may take my word for that — no one had anything else to say.

“Did any one ever hear the like? They set fire to the hut, with her inside of it, and roasted her in her own fire.”

More than one of those who had figured so gloriously upon the scene were missing; they had not come home at all, none knew where they might be; and long before the day was over I had wished with all my heart and soul that I was missing too. Never had such a tempest rained upon my head before. Tired and troubled had I crept home; all had long since gone to bed, and the bar was dropped across the door. Such a state of things was nothing strange to me, for not seldom did I stay out and steal in when all were hushed in sound repose; at such times it was understood with Ellen that a window should be left unlatched through which I might make my entry. But tonight, for some cause or another, and to my great amazement and disgust, all the windows, like the doors, were barred and shuttered too.

I was in a fix; there was nothing for it, if I did not wish to spend the night out in the open air, but to rouse up Ellen. I was cold and hungry, tired out and out, and, to tell the truth, more than half afraid; I was in a state of nervous agitation, the night’s adventures were still vividly present to my mind, and I could not shake off, although I tried, a simple fear of things uncanny hovering on every side of me. I tried each window — all were fast. I hesitated, crouching in the shadow of the door; the wind sighed through the trees. In my haste I had left the gate unfastened; it swung to with a crash: had all the dead sprung from their graves I could scarce have been more terrified. In quite an agony of fear I caught up a handful of small shingle and flung it up at Ellen’s window; there was so much of it, and so loosely was it thrown, that it struck not hers alone but my father’s too; frightened afresh I crouched farther back into the shadow of the door. It was in vain; in the silence which followed I distinctly heard two windows open, and knew that my father was opening his and Ellen hers as well.

“Peter! Peter!” said my father, and he spoke loud enough to be heard near half a mile away, “stand out and let me look at you.”

I stood out; there was nothing else that I could do. I understood his tone, and knew that I might thank my stars if he had not a good thick stick at hand. There he was, in his shirt, and his head out of the window, and there was Ellen too, in the room next his, with her face just peeping out; I could but see her dimly, for there was but little of her to be seen, and what there was was all in shadow, but my father I distinctly saw. I stood out, as he had bid me, and there for some moments he let me stand. It was not comfortable I felt at all, doubting if he was not hesitating as to whether he should flog me with his stick or thrash me with his cane; indeed I should not have been surprised had he flung both stick and cane straight at my head and bade me bring them up to him to beat me with. But he did nothing of the kind; instead he said, in the same loud tones — 

“Stay there; don’t move an inch. I will be your servant, boy, and let you in.”

Then he withdrew his head and shut down the window, and I knew that he was coming down to unbar the door. Directly she heard his window shut and knew that he was gone, Ellen opened hers a little wider and thrust her face a little farther out, and in a low voice she said — 

“I forgot all about the window, Peter; I cannot think how I could have done it, but I went to bed and quite forgot to look if it was fastened; I am so sorry.”

She might be; so was I. I fancy I was the more regretful of the two; it was a matter of considerably more consequence to me than it could be to her.

“Sorry! I should think you were!” I replied as loudly as I dare; then nobly adding, “You ought to have the thrashing instead of me.” Whether she had more to say I cannot tell, for just then we heard my father at the door, and such a sound was quite enough to keep us still, no matter what we might have had to say. He simply bade me come in, and in I went with as much boldness as was left within my heart.

“That is the way up to your room; do you need that I should show it you?”

This he said as I waited in the entry, doubtful what he would have me do. I did not need him to show me to my room; on the contrary I would rather he did not. As quickly as I dared, up the stairs I went, and was right glad to find myself in my own chamber and alone. Yet I had a troubled night, with but little sleep, and when in the morning I awoke it was but half refreshed. It was broad day, but the rain beat against my window panes and still the wind sighed on. Tired still and longing for more rest I lay and tossed in bed seeking ease where there was none. Suddenly something made me start and shiver and spring out on the floor as though my bed was all at once alive with living coals. It was my father calling me below, and in a voice which, to my excited fancy, seemed to set the house a-shaking.

“Peter! Peter! do you hear me, boy?”

Hear him! that I did, and but too well; in general, there were few less given to fear and trembling than I, but since I had gone to take vengeance on the witch I seemed to have done nothing else but shake and shiver.

“Yes, father, I hear; I am coming.”

More quickly I believe than I had ever done, did I slip on my clothes; it did not take me long at any time, but then it took me no time at all; no sooner was I out of bed than I was dressed and ready to go down; I did not stay to wash, being content to plunge my head into the water to get the sleep out of my eyes; I did not stay to smooth my hair, knowing that when my father spoke like that he was in no mood for waiting, and that it was wise not to baulk his mood. He was waiting for me at the bottom of the stairs, and when I came down he put his hand upon my shoulder and led me into a little room in which he would sometimes sit and work when he had finished at the mine. It was an unusual hour for him to be at home, and I knew before he said a word that the story of last night’s doings had already reached his ears. He wore his hat, and I knew from the expression of his face that so soon as he had heard the news he had hastened from the mine to have it out with me; with one hand he held his great black beard, in the other was my shoulder; he bent his head and looked at me with that look in his eyes which frightened me more than anything in all the world besides. Nor did his words allay my fear.

“Boy,” he said, and his voice made me shake from head to foot, “you are a murderer; you have blood upon your hands.”

With all the courage that was left to me I lifted up my head and looked him in the face.

“She is not dead,” I said; “besides, if she is, I had nothing to do with killing her; I did not set fire to the pile.”

He answered not a word; I gazed at him as one fascinated; I knew the fits of passion, of madness they were better called, which sometimes seized him; for days and weeks I might do anything, I knew not what it was to have any master but my own sweet will. I might stay out for many nights, aye, and for many days together; he cared nothing for what I did or for how I did it. I seemed to have faded from his sight and mind alike. Then suddenly he would awake to my existence; he would pounce on some offence of which I had been guilty — not half so heinous, maybe, as some mischief I had done with complete impunity before his very eyes but a day or two before — and would pour out on me such ferocity of rage that more than once he had left me at his feet for dead; why, I knew, and it was common talk that men had betted that in one of his fits of passion, and before a certain time, my father would go too far, and leave me dead indeed.

And I knew from the look on his face and in his eyes that his passion was on him now. His hand grasped my shoulder as though it were a vice, when it was gone the mark of its presence would still be left behind; even then I was big and strong, more than a match for many a man, but he shook me as though I were a reed; suddenly he raised his hand and with a blow which an ox would have staggered under he struck me to the ground. As I fell I gave a cry, and where I fell I lay; he stood over me with fist still clenched; what would come next I dared not think; I crouched on the floor, my face buried in my hands. All at once to my astonishment he seemed to change his mood; he drew back a pace and let his hand fall to his side; he spoke in tones in which scorn seemed mingled with his rage.

“Get up! go to your room, and stay there till I order you to leave it; do you hear? remain in your room.”

I made no answer; I simply did his bidding; like a whipped dog I slouched across the room and through the door, his eyes upon me all the time. Outside stood Ellen; I did not look at her, but instinctively I knew her pitying glance was fixed on me, and I guessed that in her eyes were tears. Upstairs my father followed me; when I was in my room he shut the door and locked it, and I heard him take the key out of the lock and put it in his pocket. Then once more he left me to my own reflections. All this came from meddling with a witch.

That afternoon there was a meeting in the town; it was no formal thing, but just a gathering together of some thirty or forty in the Exchange. Miller Truin was there, and he was at the bottom of it all. I heard the story afterwards, and all agreed that had it not been for Miller Truin there had been nothing done; but this was said and that, and things were whispered here and whispered there, and finally word went round that at four o’clock there would be a gathering in the town at which matters would be treated which would be of interest to all.

Squire Vivian was present, and the Rev. William Wilkins of St. Stithians, and one or two besides of considerable repute. There was my father there, and Jonathan Reddy, and Stephen Pengellick, and Bull Trelyat, and many men of standing. The miller came in nearly last, and it was only when he came that men knew the bottom of the business which had brought them there. The thing lay in a nutshell — so the miller declared at least. It was plain, he said — and as he stood there, the smallest and most insignificant among them all, it was curious to notice how, despite themselves, they listened to his words — that they had to deal with a very serious affair; that they were in fact in the presence of a crime. Then Trelyat bade him speak out plainly and not to mince his words; in plain language, what was it that he meant. The miller, in the same quiet fashion, heedless of the somewhat blustering way in which Bull spoke, said they all knew what he meant; they all knew that last night certain lads, hardly yet on life’s threshold, had all but stained their hands with blood, had been all but guilty of the crime of murder; among those present were not a few of their fathers; it was for them to consider whether the responsibility was not theirs rather than their sons. At this there was a fine to-do, and no wonder, to be charged by inference with such a crime would stir the blood of any. Up sprang my father, and Trelyat, and many more besides. What did he mean, asked Bull, by saying such a thing? did he want another such basting as he had had before? If any other, my father said, had ventured such a saying, he would have had few bones left to call his own, but the miller was either a madman or a fool.

In like fashion spoke the others too; there was a torrent of abuse poured on his head which was enough to have made a stronger man than he turn pale, and sink into his seat. But the miller did nothing of the kind. Calm, and to all appearance undisturbed, he stood quite still until the noise allayed; without the least dismay, although they crowded round, he gave them look for look: they might storm, he would still stand still. It was Squire Vivian who brought peace at last. He was a merry, jovial fellow was the Squire, big and burly, with shaven chin and fat, red cheeks, and a twinkle in his eyes.

“Come, come,” he cried, laughing all the time, for they did say there was nothing like a scrimmage to please him, “what’s this to-do? what do you suppose to gain by talking all at once? one at a time, and let the rest come after; stand clear! sit down! isn’t one of you enough to beat the man?”

The Squire was a man of property and a magistrate to boot; not a few of the miners were on his land, and he was on the King’s Commission, a man of weight, and one by no means to be slighted; listening to his words calm by degrees ensued, and again the miller was left standing alone. Turning to the Squire, who, by common consent, was appointed to preside — 

“I have always understood,” he said, “that in Cornwall men loved fair play. Have I been wrong?”

“Fair play!” Trelyat was beginning in tones of thunder, when the Squire called for silence.

“Sir,” he said, speaking to the miller, “I have not the pleasure of your acquaintance, but I have heard of you before, and believe you to be not entirely a stranger in these parts. Fair play is very well, but a prudent tongue is better; if you set yourself against every one, then you must expect to have every one set against you.”

“I believe, sir, that I have no desire to set myself against any.”

“You will forgive me if I confess that your belief is scarcely mine; to lay a charge of murder, or an attempt to murder, against a whole community, is that a pleasant thing?”

“If you will hear me to the end you will understand my meaning clearer.”

Without blanching in the least the miller looked the Squire in the face; his tones, as they ever were, were very quiet, but they knew him well enough by now to know that what he had to say he was resolved to say.

“I do not threaten, but truth is truth whether it is agreeable to your tastes or no; and let it well be understood that a crime has been done, and that I can lay my hand upon the culprits, for they are known to me, and will do so if you will not hear me to an end; and I shall call upon you, sir, as a magistrate, in the King’s name, to administer that law whose representative you are, and I shall not hesitate to tell you then as now, whether you are seated on the bench or here in friendly conference, that though legally and actually the fault may be the sons’, morally and in the eyes of God it is the fathers’, for it is the duty of the father to train up the child in the way which he should go, and inasmuch as that duty has been neglected, and inasmuch as that neglect is the cause of the lads’ misdoing, then in the first place the blame is with the parents, and only in the second place with the sons.”

Had a cannon been suddenly discharged among them the confusion could not have been worse confounded. All rose to their feet at once: some shook their sticks, and some their fists; all did their best to speak at once. In such a din it was difficult to hear what was said; but one thing seemed pretty plain, and that was that all breathed threatenings and slaughter against the miller for his insolence and daring. One or two there were who kept their seats, and among them were the Squire and Parson Wilkins and my father.

“Order! order!” cried the Squire, and “Order! order!” cried the Parson and my father, and at last a lull came in the storm.

“Come!” cried the Parson, “let’s hear him to an end; let’s give him what he asks — fair play. A man may have his own opinion and yet be none the worse for that!”

“Opinion!” shouted Bull; “but who has set a whipper-snap like that to be a judge of honest men! Are the brats ours or his?”

“As for being a judge,” replied the miller, “I am no judge.”

“And that you’re not,” interrupted Bull, “and never will be while you’re alive.”

“It is on the evidence of facts that I rely,” quietly went on the miller. “I doubt if half of them can read or write; I doubt if half of them have ever yet been told the difference between right and wrong; is such ignorance becoming to a Christian in a Christian land? They are all of them of decent parents” — this went home, for every parent likes to hear that he is decent—” is such ignorance becoming then? Why, I myself have heard some of you say the lads were nuisances.”

“That’s true,” my father said, thinking probably of me, “and so they are, no bigger nuisances were ever bred.”

“Well, and we too in our time were nuisances, no doubt,” put in the Parson; “I know I’ve heard my father call me so; lads always are; it is their nature so to be. Still, I agree with Mr. Truin, their ignorance is greater perhaps than it had need to be; they need not perhaps be scholars, but it would be well that they should read and write, for learning now is more in fashion than it used to be.”

“Scholar!” growled Trelyat, who had a trick of repeating any word which he disliked, “is any man of us a scholar, and are we the worse for that?”

“Sir,” replied the Parson, who took this remark as personal, “I would have you know that in my younger days I was as good a scholar as any one. I took my degrees at college in a year when the examination was more difficult than was often the case; and I would have you to know further that any one who in my presence despises scholarship, speaks of that of which he is altogether ignorant.”

“Well said, and as becomes a man!” the Squire cried, and spanked him heartily upon the back, for the Parson was getting warm; “each man to his trade, and you are master of more trades than one. Better leave him alone, Trelyat; you’ve got the strength, but you haven’t got the tongue.”

“Saving your presence, Squire,” returned Trelyat, “I’ve as much tongue as any one, and no one, be he clerk or parson, shall call me ignorant without my knowing why; more than a dozen men I’ve thrashed for less than that—”

“And will again,” went on the Squire, “we none of us doubt that. But come, to return to our discussion. Mr. Truin, what is it that you suggest?”

“That a schoolmaster be provided for the parish.”

“And here,” the Squire said, “is the very man to fill the office.” And he laid his hand upon the Parson’s shoulder.

“Squire Vivian,” said Parson Wilkins, throwing off his hand and rising in high dudgeon, “I am no pedagogue to thrash a b c into the skulls of blockheads; I would have you know I am a gentleman.” And he looked round as though he dared denial.

“No more a gentleman than any one of us,” Trelyat said.

“The Church is above the laity,” declared the Parson.

“The Church,” returned Trelyat, “but not the parsons. To my mind a parson is in general a fool.”

“Sir,” asked the Parson, greatly scandalised, “am I here to be insulted in a public place? Am I in an assemblage of gentlemen? Does any gentleman fail to respect the cloth?”

“Now, Trelyat,” said the Squire, “you are bent on brawling, and we upon a temperate discussion; here it is proposed that a schoolmaster be provided for the parish; what has any gentleman to say upon the question?”

“I have this to say,” Trelyat said, “that it is a piece of nonsense from the beginning to the end, and if I have my will, and I am not accustomed to have my will denied,” and he looked the Parson in the face with a threatening glance, “no son of mine shall ever set his foot inside a school. No schooling was needed when I was young, and I see no reason why it is needed now. Books have worked more evil than anything alive; they puff men up to think themselves better than their fellows, and to scorn all honest labour. Give me a man of muscle, and no fool.”

“For my part,” said my father, “in this matter, though not in general, I am with the miller; the lads are scamps, there can be no doubt of that; reading and writing are more accounted now than in my younger days they used to be; there is good to be got from books as well as evil, though I do not say you cannot have too much of them. For my part I say a schoolmaster, a trustworthy and a decent man, would be worth more than he would cost.”

“And I,” agreed Jonathan Reddy.

“And I,” agreed Pengellick too. As they might be expected to do, for in general they and my father were of one mind.


CHAPTER IV

THE MEETING IN GWENNAP PIT

FOR more than an hour they continued to discuss, more than once approaching angry words, it being a matter on which difference of opinion might well be expected. To begin with, it was a new question, or as good as new. Within my time there had been no schoolmaster within ten or twelve miles round. Schoolmasters there had been in times gone by, and it was a tradition of my childish days that when I was a little toddling thing there had been one at Camborne. Whether it was so in truth, to this hour I cannot say, still less what had become of him, or whether he was dead or living; yet it was imprinted on my memory that there had been one, and that I had seen him once upon a time.

But in Redruth, if history told the truth, schoolmasters had never been popular institutions; it was little about schools or schooling they cared for then — they had matters more important to occupy their minds. Stories were told of the evil fortune which had lighted on such schoolmasters as there had been, who had dared to do their duty in their own rash way; but in fact there were not many such. So far as I have learnt, schoolmasters in Cornwall were not much better than their pupils, and both were scamps together; it is recorded that no pupil could be more ignorant than some of these learned pedagogues, who themselves had never been to school in all their lives before, and scarce knew what it was to hold a book the right way up; while the best of them could do little more than read plain English and write a decent hand.

Yet let it not be supposed because the schoolmasters were not worthy of their name, their pupils liked them any more for that, for to a certain sort of boy the name itself is like a red rag to a bull, and the bull is not more eager to make an end of the one than the boy is of the other. And this I know that when it was announced that a schoolmaster was to be appointed and set over us, there was a burst of rage as though some one had sought to rob us of our very best possessions. The idea could not be more distasteful to Bull Trelyat than to us. It was intolerable, it was incredible, it was repugnant to the dearest feelings of our hearts; what wanted we with such an animal as that? what indeed! What wanted we with books, who did not know one letter? what with pens, who did not know which end was used for writing? The thing was scandalous, and we declared it so.

The affair was all the bitterer since it did not affect us all alike, since its effect was only partial. Alas for human nature that any could yield to so debased a thing! that my father could lend his sanction to a tyranny so degrading and so bad! for we agreed with one accord that all schoolmasters were tyrants; and were Britons to be slaves? Not all fathers were shaped in such a mould, the more shame on those who were! for the miller’s suggestion had been by no means unanimously adopted; far otherwise, Bull Trelyat had made it well understood that any who favoured such a measure was in direct and violent opposition to himself, and therefore all his friends, among whom Joseph Reynolds was the loudest, being unwilling to offend him, were against it, and on his side. These had at once declared that not only would they in no way contribute towards the schoolmaster’s support, but also that no chick nor child of theirs should set foot within his schoolroom.

“My ass can go, but not my child,” Reynolds had said; “four legs are more at home in such a place than two.”

How fortunate, therefore, were the children of such parents! how happy were they in the wisdom of their sons! while, alas for us, that such fathers were not also provided for our lot! alas for us that fortune was so unkind!

Dissension was bred not only among the fathers but among the sons, and, God wot, it was no difficult thing to breed it then. In our hearts we must have all heartily wished that the witch had never been. The schoolmaster question was a very bone of contention. Just as Trelyat and his friends set themselves against the miller and the rest of them, so their sons, instead of offering us their sympathy, set themselves to jeer at us. We were the “Jack Apples,” the cry-babies, the boobies who were to be spanked and sent to bed; the slaves who were to submit to tyranny; the niminy-piminies who were to sit all day before a desk. There was no insulting epithet they did not pour upon our heads. Added to our other injuries, it was more than flesh and blood could stand; from words we quickly passed to blows; we indulged ourselves with fighting from morning until night.

Talk there was of putting the matter before our fathers, or before our mothers at the least, and begging them to right the wrong before it became too great to bear; but it ended, as a rule, in talking. One or two of us plucked up our courage and mildly suggested to the authors of our being that their view of the matter was not entirely our own; we used nothing like the strength of language we were wont to use in private; we adopted the most conciliatory demeanour, but in no single case were the results in any way encouraging. Instead of being encouraged to enlarge upon our views, we were lucky if we escaped an anticipatory thrashing — anticipatory, that is to say, of those which we might expect when the master was satisfactorily installed; for it seemed to be the opinion of more than one fond parent that the larger part of a schoolmaster’s duty would consist in thrashing us. We had our meeting too, just as our sires had theirs; in Gwennap Pit we met, and there, under the open skies, discoursed upon our wrongs. To have made away with Magna Charta could scarcely have appeared to our fathers a more serious affair than this appeared to us. There was not one of us who had ever known an hour’s schooling in his life; such knowledge as we had, and the cleverest of us had as good as none at all, had been picked up anyhow, in odd places and odd ways. If there was one thing on which we prided ourselves it was our manliness, our strength and freedom; school was associated in our minds with sammys and with fops, with softs and ninnies. Were we to be put into such a mould and shaped in such a fashion?

It was a boisterous day; the wind came into the pit, which is funnel shaped, much wider at the top than at the bottom, and swirled round and round with such a din that, when it was at its highest, we scarce could hear each other’s voices. There were forty or perhaps fifty of us there. We had kept the matter quiet, and only those were there whose evil destiny was school; for if the thing got noised abroad we knew that those whose fate was fortunate would come and make a mock of us, and perhaps bring the meeting to an ending far from dignified. What exactly we had in our minds to do, or what exactly was the purpose of our meeting, or what we hoped to gain by it, or why we met at all, had not been clearly stated. Which was perhaps the reason why the proceedings were so peculiarly vague.

To begin with we agreed that Johnny should preside. So much we knew, that over all public meetings it was proper to have a president. At that time, and many days before that time, and many a long day after, Johnny Reddy was my own true friend. We called him Johnny for the sake of shortness, for his name was Jonathan, like his father’s, for it was the fashion then to give to sons their fathers’ names. Like the Reddys were wont to be, he was big and strong, with a promise too of fatness, and on that account he was known as well as “Fatty” as he was as Johnny. He was the best-tempered soul I ever yet have known, and I am bound to add, if not the cleverest, not the least sensible. Even as a boy he wore an air of gravity which was becoming to his size; not given to much speech, what he said was to the point, honest and true, I never knew him tell a lie to any one, and when he once had made up his mind he was as difficult to move as was a rock.

Perhaps on the whole he was as good a president as we could have chosen, though it is saying little in saying that; for, on the other hand, it would have been difficult to find a worse. He had only one idea of keeping order, and that was, when the din became too great for even him, to shout out with all his strength — 

“If you’re not quiet, I’ll fight the lot of you with my left hand.”

And after that there would ensue a lull, for there was something in his threat which never failed of its effect; not that we were in any way afraid of him, for I myself, not to mention more than one besides, would have tackled him on equal terms. When we first agreed he should preside, this is what he said — 

“I’m not going to talk to you, I’m not so soft as that — I suppose you know what it is you want to do, so you had better do it; but if any schoolmaster supposes he is going to come schoolmastering it over me, he’ll find it more difficult than he thinks, and if any schoolmaster, schoolmaster or no schoolmaster, tries to hit me with a stick, I’ll hit him back again, because nobody shall hit me but my father.”

And with that we cheered, for he expressed our sentiments to a nicety; but it was not to express our sentiments that we had come together, for that we had done continually and in the fullest way already, but to decide upon some common course of action. Herein lay our difficulty; what was there we could do? One suggested one thing and one another; there were hardly two of us agreed.

“Let’s run away to sea,” said Stephen Pengellick — the same Steve who had set fire to the witch’s hut and then slunk away so gallantly when the miller came upon the scene—” let’s run away to sea and show them that we will be free; if we stay here they’re bound to make slaves of us — you mark my words, if they are not.”

“Don’t let’s go back now, let’s start at once,” said Oliver Aymes — a very imp was Oliver, thin and dark, with countenance that never changed and impudence unparalleled, swift as a hare, and when caught as slippery to hold as any eel—” what’s the use of putting it off? You do nothing else but talk.”

“What would you have us do?” retorted Steve; “how can we go now? we have nothing we could take.”

“What do you want? — pockets full of gold and silver? Besides, if you were in earnest you would soon find something, but you’re not; you’re just the one to talk! talk! talk! and then say thank you for a flogging.”

At hearing which Steve was scarcely pleased.

“And what are you?” he asked, “a tongue and a tail; one of those days, my lad, you’ll get your bones well broken, for your tongue is stronger than your arm.”

“I propose,” said Talbot Vivian, who was the Squire’s son, and was, or should have been, the most learned of us all, for he had had a tutor once upon a time, a learned clerk, who they did say was more fond of strong drink than teaching, and whom his pupil had used with such indignity that, despite the little pride which he had left, he was perforce compelled to take refuge in that he had, and leave him to his own devices. “I propose,” said Talbot then, “that we form ourselves into a band and swear each to stick to the other, and if the man must come, as it appears he must, then we will tell him how the affair is lying, and give him to understand that it is we who are to be the master and not he. For my part, I think it will be good sport to bait him.”

“Pretty baiting indeed!” cried Roger Pollen; “do you suppose all men are alike, or that all masters are like yours? Suppose we have just such another one as Mr. Reddy, or as Bull Trelyat; a pretty baiting we should have indeed. Why, there are masters I have heard who will kill you if you look at them, and who are practised in every art of torturing.”

“Then we could but die,” returned Talbot, who was of a romantic turn of mind, and was always ready, in theory at least, to run headlong into the most tremendous perils, “and would it not be better to die fighting than like dogs penned in a kennel? For me, I would prefer such a death ten thousand times! Besides, is it to be supposed that any man, no matter what his strength, would be equal to us all? Why, Pete and Johnny should be a match for him alone.”

“Don’t be too sure of that,” I said, “there is something in a man which is wanting in a boy; I know that not half-a-dozen like me would be equal to my father, especially if he is in a rage. None the less if this schoolmaster that is to be thinks to make free with me, I’ll have a try at him at any rate.”

“Then,” said young Oliver Aymes, standing in front of me, his legs apart and his great bold eyes fixed on my face, “may I be there to see. Pete in a rage, a good, rare, rattling rage is worth going a mile to look at any day, and I should not care to be the master, be he large or small, short or tall, who fell out with him when he was in his tantrums.”

For it was well known that, though in general, and when left alone, I was as well meaning and well disposed a boy as any boy could be, none the less my father’s temper had come down to me, and that when my rage had hold of me I was rather a madman than a sane creature. But in spite of that I had no taste for being made sport of by young Oliver, so I suddenly put out my hand to grasp him by the collar, but he was too quick for me and sprang out of my reach, making at the same time a gesture which was very far from complimentary.

“I’ll bide my time,” said I, knowing it was vain to try to catch him when he once was off, “then you shall see some sport without having to go half a mile to look for it.”

“I’ll wait,” cried he, “I’ll wait; I’m not impatient, thank you, sir, to-day.”

“I knew it would end in this — I knew it would,” cried Talbot hotly, who saw there was no promise of those great results which we had fondly anticipated would inevitably ensue from so serious a meeting, and that there was little prospect of our being better off at the end than we had been at the beginning. “Nothing but squabble! squabble! Why doesn’t somebody propose something? Haven’t we an idea among the whole of us? What’s the good of our having a president, Johnny Reddy, if he hasn’t got a word to say? You let them make any noise they please; we might just as well have a block of wood for president at once.”

“Then why don’t you?” cogently inquired Johnny; “it wouldn’t matter in the least to me. I’m sure I never wanted to be president.”

Despite the gravity of the occasion — and that it was a grave occasion we all of us allowed — not a few of his hearers broke into a laugh; the speech was so like Johnny, the easiest going fellow living, with no sense of dignity, and little inclined to trouble himself about anything or any one. But Talbot was tempestuous; in those days he had little sense of humour, and was all for the romantic and the terrible. Was this grave and weighty meeting, on this grave and weighty subject, to come to nothing more than this?

“I thought so — I knew it all along!” he cried; “this comes of mixing with the common herd.” His father was a greater man than any one of ours, and now and then he did not forget to tell us so; he shared our companionship rather because there was none other to share than for any other reason, because at bottom Talbot Vivian was the proudest of the proud. “There is no spirit in any one but a gentleman; peasants and such like sort of people would endure any injury before they would dare to say a word.”

Just as he finished, and before we had time to speak — and we might have spoken to some purpose had we only had the time, for we none of us liked being spoken of like that; for we certainly were not peasants, though we might not all be squire’s sons — there came a sudden shout, and a sudden yell of laughter, and then voices crying — 

“Yah! yah! there they are! there are the pretty darlings! they’re the boys for school! rouse them all, and spank them all, and send them all to bed!”

And looking up, there on the brink were standing some twenty perhaps of those whose fathers were of a different turn of mind to ours. Tom Reynolds was there, and his brother Joe, and Willie Trenton, and Philip Wynyatt — who for one his size, for he was not over big, could fight better than any boy in all those parts, and indeed it was in the family, for they did say that his father had gained more than a hundred guineas with his fists — these, and many more besides.

“Yah! yah!” they cried, “and would their mammies be unkind to them, and would their master lock them in his school. They shall be coddled, dearies, then.”

And with that they rattled down upon our heads a shower of dust and stones, dancing all the time like beings gone mad, whirling their arms like windmill-sails and jeering down at us. We were taken by surprise; in the midst of our private squabbles to be assailed in such a fashion was a thing we had not bargained for.

“At them! at them!” shouted Talbot, while we yet stood in hesitation, very willing to turn his wrath upon the common foe; “give it to them. I saw you, Philip Wynyatt; you hit me on the head, you coward, you! I’ll soon see how much your fighting’s worth of which you boast so much.”

And before we knew what he had in his mind to do, before indeed we had recovered from our first surprise, there was he tearing up the steep pit side, as hard as he could tear, heedless of the fact that he was all alone, and that we remained below in a state of indecision. Oliver Aymes was the first to see that single-handed he ran every risk of being badly handled, for they were not of a sort to stand on ceremony.

“To the rescue! to the rescue!” cried Oliver with all his lungs, following after Talbot; “back him up! they’ll murder him if they get hold of him alone! don’t stand there like a pack of idiots!”

His words were like the trump which calls to action.

“To the rescue! to the rescue!” was immediately the cry, and we one and all tore upwards vowing vengeance on the insolence and the daring of our foes. But in spite of it we were too late; Talbot’s rash courage met with an ill reward, nor could we save him from his fate. I know not how it was; he perhaps was twenty yards in front of us; at a word from Wynyatt those above rushed at him, seized him, as they could easily being so many, threw him down, and set him rolling down the slope towards us. It was a miracle that the roll did him no injury, for it would not have been strange had he been killed. From the top almost to the bottom did he roll until his course was stayed at last against a bush, whereon he immediately set our fears at rest by rising to his feet and roaring with a vigour which proved that at any rate his lungs were sound and whole. And by that time all hope of taking vengeance for his fall was gone, for his assailants were fled and were already far away.


CHAPTER V

THE FIGURE AT THE DOOR

THEY had found him, they had engaged him, the very day was fixed on which he was to come, he, who was to be our master and our tyrant. We did not know his name, although we were to know it soon; but all else we knew of him, or thought we did, for what part of our information was true and what part was false we did not at that time too studiously inquire. We knew from whence he came, his age, his looks, and the manner of man he was; or rather we supposed we did, for there were so many who knew these things, and their knowledge was so various, that it was hard to say with certainty which was the right and which the wrong. One said that he was tall and dark and old — he knew it of a certainty, he had heard it spoken of at home; another said that he was short and fair and young, and that he beat boys with an iron rod — he too had heard it spoken of at home; a third was not certain of his size, or of the colour of his skin, or of his age, but he had heard that he had the blood of more than one boy upon his hands, that he would use his boots as often as his fists, and a pistol too if he thought that there was need. These things were not comforting to hear. When that was said about the pistol, Talbot Vivian declared — 

“I have a pistol too; it was my father’s, and my grandfather’s in his time, and now it is mine; I will carry it to school, and then we will see who it is can fire first. It will be no more murder upon my part than on his.”

We had had no opportunity as yet to repay Wynyatt and his friends, but we only waited for our chance to pay them with good interest. Not only was it said the master made it his custom to use a pistol and cold lead, but there were other things said of him besides. Some one had heard that, hidden within his breeches, he carried a naked sword, and that he thought nothing of cutting about him with that; a master with such ways I soon decided was no pleasant one for me; more than one declared that he was mad — and indeed I had little doubt but that, if all the rest was true, then this was true as well, and that on four days of the week it was as much as one’s life was worth to come within reach of his right arm.

But if these things were just a little doubtful, and on them opinion differed, other things there were which were plain facts enough. And the first of these was that the master was to come. Twelve pounds a year they were to give him, and a house in which to live. Of the house much could not be said, but twelve pounds were not to be despised; and there were few of us I know who for so much a year would not have been willing to thrash the boys in all the county, and not one town alone. True it was that the house was of a sort one would sooner live outside of than within, for it had only one room of any size that one could call a room, and it was more than possible that, on some very windy night, even that might disappear and the whole tenement come down about the master’s head and ears. It was Roger Pollen’s contribution to the school expenses, and its value may be supposed when it is known that he conceived it cheaper to lend his house than to subscribe five shillings a year.

“I,” he said, when they came to him to learn how much he would subscribe—” I will provide the house in which the man may live; it will be a loan and one which I may at any time withdraw; but while the man is on his good behaviour, I will provide a house in which he may abide.”

On hearing this those present were divided between admiration and surprise — admiration at such noble generosity, for not even the Squire would promise more than ten shillings every year, and the most of them but promised one, or two, or three, and here was a man who spontaneously, upon the spot, and without any need of pressing, promised to provide, not one room or two, but a whole house in which the man might live; surprise as to where the house was coming from, for Roger Pollen was not a man of property, and except his own, which was no great affair, had no other house of which they, who knew him well, had heard. But when they came to the bottom of the affair they perceived that his generosity was not so rash and wonderful as they at first supposed; for, in the corner of a field, beside a ditch, stood an old hut in which had dwelt a man who tended pigs — for Roger Pollen was once great at breeding pigs. The pigs were dead, the man was gone, the hut had long stood empty — this was the house which he designed to lend. It stood not very straight, but leant rather over to the ditch; the thatch was well-nigh gone, and what was left was rotten and hardly of a kind to bid defiance to the rain; there was no window to the place, the one door swung upon one hinge and would not close, or if it closed it would not open. Birds built their nests inside and out, the walls were but bare boards and stained with wind and weather, cleanliness was a thing entirely unknown, no well-bred dog would willingly have made the place his kennel, and if the master had it for his dwelling, Roger Pollen would not lose much by his generosity. Not the less, none better being to be had, and Roger Pollen declining to give money, it was agreed that it should be the master’s home.

As for the schoolroom, Squire Vivian made the parish a gift of that; and if it is said that it was better than the house, the best is said. It was a barn, and had been used for storing grain, but people said for such a purpose it was of use no longer, since it was old and rotten nearly, and damp and the rain came in. Moreover, it was a good four miles from what was to be the master’s house, and that could scarcely be called convenient. In summer the roads were never of the best, and in winter, or after rain, as uncomfortable for travelling as you could wish to find; besides, the master’s house was in the midst of fields which often in bad weather were nothing but a swamp, and to tramp four miles over such a country each morning and each night — he was of a singular nature who was inclined to that.

My father was against it from the first.

“You take it for granted that the man will be a fool,” he said; “we know what Roger’s fields are like at times — nothing but water everywhere. At such a time the man will set himself before the fire and stay at home; there will be little schooling for anybody then.”

“I think not,” said Roger Pollen, with a twinkle in his eye—” I think you’re wrong; if there is water on the fields there will be water in the house as well, it will be little fire he’ll have burning there. He will be wiser to have his fire in the school, and do his sleeping there.”

“Your pardon,” said the Squire, who, like his son, was now and then given to swelling words and a swelling manner, and who was just then in his pompous mood, “but that is a position of affairs which has not entered into my consideration. I am not at all sure — not at all sure that I could consent to this — this person using as a residence what was intended as a building in which to convey instruction to his scholars. Moreover, there is neither fireplace nor chimney.”

“That is of little consequence, he could soon knock a hole in the roof or the wall,” said Jonathan Reddy.

“Sir, sir,” observed the Squire, pressing the tops of his fingers firmly together and surveying Jonathan with his most important air, “I beg you to understand that my building—”

“I thought you had presented it to the parish,” interposed Parson Wilkins; “in that case it is not your building but the parish’s.”

For the Squire had presented it, not to the parish of St. Stithians, but to the parish of Redruth, which the Parson had taken as a slight, and was not quite friendly with the Squire in consequence, though it was hard to see in what way it was the Squire’s fault. Now the Parson of Redruth was a gentleman of birth, who lived in London, and the curate, whose duty it was to fill his place, had been ill of a fever for a month and more, and the church had been closed these six Sundays past.

“Sir,” said the Squire, turning to the Parson, “the gift was without prejudice, which is a legal term, and one which therefore you may not understand.”

“I am a magistrate like yourself,” observed the Parson, “and perhaps as much a lawyer too.”

For his living not being in the Squire’s gift he did not stand in any way in awe of him.

“I did not say that you were not,” returned the Squire bridling, and getting somewhat redder in the face, “but to my mind a parson ought to stick to his own affairs, and the business of religion, and not meddle with other men’s.”

“Do I understand you to say that I do not do my duty?” asked the Parson, rising from his seat, and speaking as though he stood in his pulpit and read a sermon, as he was wont to do on the first Sunday in every month, he having a fresh set of sermons sent to him every year from Plymouth.

“In matters of conscience I judge no man, sir — no man,” the Squire said; “let each man be a judge unto himself,”

“I am obliged to you,” returned the Parson, “but you are over modest; I am ready to be judged by any man.”

But the Squire declined to deliver judgment; it is possible that in a war of words he was no match for Parson Wilkins, and knew it, for the Parson had a tongue of strength, and when he chose could say some ugly things which it was difficult for any man who remembered that he was a parson to listen to with temper. But the affair of the schoolroom and the master’s house remained exactly where it was; it was for the future to show whether, when the days were stormy, and the rains were strong, he would choose the hut for his abode, or build his bed within the bam.

It was on a September evening he came; I remember it now as though it were yesterday. The day was over, and the night was close at hand; it was eventide, dark and gloomy; the wind was high, straight from the north, and well we knew that by St. Agnes and Portreath and Gwithian the waves were dashing furiously over the rocks and leaping high against the cliffs, nor did we doubt that the false lights of the wreckers burned bright and clear where death was surest and danger was most terrible. All day long we had expected him; indeed for two days we had looked for his coming, for a letter had been received from him in which he said that he had been delayed upon the road, but that on the Monday he would be with us “if the Lord so willed” — those were his words.

“If the Lord so willed,” I remember them, for they were thought so strange. Yet here was Wednesday past and still he had not come.

“He has changed his mind,” my father said, and such was the opinion of others besides my father. “He is not a fool; he has heard of Roger Pollen’s hut, ‘If such a hovel is to be my home,’ he has told himself,  ‘of what sort may I expect the scholars to be?’”

“He has heard of me,” said Bull Trelyat, “and that there are others of my mind; some one has told him that our arms are heavy and our sticks are strong.”

But they were wrong; he had not heard, nor had he changed his mind, for that very night he came.

It was close on nine o’clock; they were gathered in the parlour at the Bull; a choice company. It was a pleasant room, large and well arranged; a fire burned upon the hearth, for though it was September only, the nights were chilly, and to my mind the darkness of the night is always lightened when you have the companionship of a flaming fire; the fire roared and crackled; they gathered round the hearth, sitting in a circle, each in his own special chair; the wind roared in the chimney, and the rain began to beat against the window-pane. They smoked and talked; the very contrast between the ease within and the stormy time without added to the pleasure of the hour. In the centre sat my father, in his great chair, on his right was Reddy, and on his left Pengellick; in the corner by the fire was Trelyat, and next to him sat Reynolds; behind my father stood the landlord, Nathaniel Dabbs, or Nat as he was called for short, a little man, with wizened face and sharp black eyes, who never could stay still, but was always watching for his customers to call for drink.

“How it howls!” my father said, as a greater gust than usual seemed to shake the very floor on which their chairs were standing.

“What a time for the sailors and the ships at sea,” said Reddy.

“And for the wreckers at Portreath,” said Trelyat.

“It’s an ill wind,” said Reynolds, “that blows no one any good.”

“Each man to his taste,” declared my father, who it was well known was against wreckers tooth and nail; “if sunken ships and drowned men are good to any man, then that man is no man at all, and I would have him hanged to the mast of the first ship that comes his way.”

“When a ship is sunk and a man is dead,” asked Reynolds, “what good are they to any? Each man must gain his bread.”

“Joseph Reynolds,” my father said, looking him straight in the face, for it was currently reported that he had had his finger in more than one affair of wrecking, and it was well known that he was always ready to buy anything which might be brought to him without asking whence it came, “that is the tale of every coward and of every thief; there will come a day of reckoning; but let me prove it against any man that he has had anything to do with the setting of a light to lure a ship to its death and he shall settle his account with me.”

On hearing which in the presence of them all Reynolds moved in his chair uneasily and shuffled with his feet, for certainly he of all men would be the least desirous to have such a settlement upon his hands; but ere he could reply — if indeed he was prepared with a reply — there came a tapping at the door, and before any one could cry, “Come in!” it was opened and a man came in.

Now the room in which they were in a sense was private, for none except a certain set were free of it; therefore when they heard the tapping, and the door without any further ceremony opened, they looked to see either an acquaintance or a friend. But he who entered was a stranger to them all, as indeed, judging from the sort of man he seemed to be, well might be the case.

There upon the threshold he stood still, a man rather tall than short; though his height seemed greater from the excessive leanness of his figure; he, in the county of strong men, in the room wherein sat some of the strongest men in all the shire, seemed to be made of nothing else than skin and bone — a skeleton rather than a healthy and a living man. His hair was long, brown almost to blackness, tangled by the wet and in the absence of a comb, but even in its draggled state one could see that it curled upon his shoulders. He had no beard upon his chin to conceal his features, and no stranger face than his have I ever seen before or since. I saw it not that night, but it grew familiar to me as the time went on, and I have heard that then, when it was first seen within our town, it was stranger even than in general. You will think that I exaggerate if I tell you all that face seemed to be to me, but there were many who could have borne me out in all I say.

First of all bear in mind again that it was a face the like of which I never saw before, or since — that alone is a thing to be remembered. It was the face of a man whom many would have called almost mad and yet not quite, just mad enough to see many things of which the world knows nothing — the face of a prophet; if you like, of a dreamer. The colour of his skin was as white as the sheet on which I write; he was always suffering and yet was always strong. His eyes were so large and so singular that when you saw them, and more especially when they saw you, you forgot the rest of his face entirely. They were filled with a fire which burned like lightning; you felt them when they lighted on you as though they had the actual power of touch — they were evidences of the heat and agitation of his mind. His arms were, like his body, long and thin, his hands were white and delicate as any woman’s, yet instinct with a certain nervous strength which I have heard is to be found only in the highest natures; they were hands which spoke, when he raised them you understood what he had to say although his tongue was silent.

In general his attitude was one of deprecation. There can be no doubt that by nature he was physically a coward; he was a man to retire from the observation of his fellows, to flee from danger, to shrink from toil; the delicacy of his constitution was such that I imagine in his youth he was wholly unable to undergo the strain of any sort of labour or the agitation of any sort of peril. Even when I knew him, such at times was his weakness and his nervousness that I have seen him start at shadows and sit for hours crying like a child. But he had risen above his nature, risen to a standpoint entirely his own, to the possession of a courage which never was surpassed, which forgot all, peril, hunger, cold, fatigue, illness — all, in the endeavour to attain his ends. Such, either by nature or by education was the force and power of his will that he knew not what it was to turn aside for any cause whatever when he had set himself to do a thing.

At all times, even when deprecatory, his attitude was one of dignity; when he chose, one of singular and striking power; let him once draw himself upright, let him once flash on you the magic and the lightning of his eyes, and you were amazed to find the manner of man he was. There was an eloquence in his gestures, in his looks, his bearing, a fire, an intensity, and yet a wondrous gentleness, such as I, who was never born a scholar, nor with the gift of many words, with my poor pen, cannot describe.

All this was as he was, not as we knew him then; had we known him all at once there had been no need for my story to be written. Then he was only a strange and curious figure, with long and tangled locks, face white as the face of the dead, and eyes which seemed to glow with fire, standing at the door.
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CHAPTER VI

THAT MASTER OF OURS

“MY name,” said he, “is William Strange.”

His hat was in his hand, and his head was bent as though he demanded pardon for intruding. His clothes were torn and tattered, old and travel-stained; there was blood upon his face and on his brow a wound which yet had barely closed and which lent to his countenance an air of wildness and of strangeness. At sight of him they all with one accord rose from their seats. This William Strange? this the schoolmaster who was to teach the lads? They were amazed, none spoke a word, they stared at him as though he were a thing uncanny. He on his part was silent too, still with his head bent, still with his hat held in his hand. Then, with a quick, odd gesture, he raised his head and looked at them and for the first time they saw his eyes. At sight of them, and of the blood upon his countenance, Reynolds stepped back a pace and caught Trelyat by the arm.

“The man is mad,” he whispered in his neighbour’s ear, “stark, raving mad! do you ever see such eyes as his? they search one like a fire! Here’s a pretty kettle of fish which they have got.”

“Don’t tear me with your nails,” growled Trelyat, for Reynolds gripped him hard; “do you fear the man? It is no affair of ours, but theirs.”

The rest of them still held their peace, doing nothing but stare at the stranger with all their eyes; his coming seemed to have thrown upon the company a spell. Seeing which, in a voice the like of which they had never heard before, for though low it fell upon their ears like warlike music and set their hearts a-beating they knew not why.

“I fear,” said he, “I come unexpected; I knew not there was so large a company. I am the schoolmaster newly appointed to the school.”

“Mr. Strange,” said my father, advancing to him with his pipe in his left hand, his right held out, “I bid you welcome; you are late, we had expected you two days ago.”

“Sir,” said Mr. Strange, as he put his small white hand into my father’s mighty fist, “I had intended to be here, but the Lord willed otherwise.”

My father stared at him, the others all stared too. It was Trelyat who spoke next.

“That is the first time I have ever heard of the Lord having anything to do with the breaking of appointments, but I have often heard of men getting drunk upon the road.”

And he looked at Mr. Strange with much significance, for his clothes were all disordered, and it was easy to see that something had befallen him upon the way. Instantly he let go my father’s hand and walked to Bull Trelyat, standing straight in front of him. As he approached, Joseph Reynolds moved farther to one side; he had settled in his mind that the man was mad, and one never knows what will follow when a man is mad.

“Sir,” said Mr. Strange, and again all felt the power of his voice, “there are things which the Lord wills which we shall never know, nor shall we ever understand; only this we know, that all He wills is good.”

Then, suddenly, and to their great amazement, he flung up his hands to heaven, and cried, so that his cry entered into their hearts with a new, unwonted pain — 

“O Lord! Thou Lord of Lords! why hast Thou afflicted me?”

And then, before their very ears, he sank into a chair, put his hands up to his face, and there and then began to cry, not as cries a child, but as cries a man whose heart is near to breaking. They were dumbfounded.

“What manner of man is this?” asked Pengellick of my father when he had found his tongue. My father shrugged his shoulders; he was bereft of words. “Here is a pretty bargain we have got!” he said, “here is a pretty sort of animal to train our lads to manliness! it is little of his training that boy of mine shall have!”

Such was the commotion Mr. Strange had made that it penetrated even to the rooms without; attracted by the sound, and curious, like every woman, to learn the reason of the stir, Mrs. Dabbs came in and saw a stranger and a full-grown man crying with all his heart upon a chair.

“Gracious me!” she cried, coming bustling in, “what ails the man? is he dead or dying? what is the reason of it all?”

And with that, putting one hand upon his shoulder, she bent over him, at a loss to understand the whole affair.

“That, Mrs. Dabbs,” said Bull Trelyat, with a grin upon his face, “is the new master come to teach the boys; they are afraid he’ll flog them day and night and never tire — it’s a pity they cannot see him now.”

“Perhaps,” went on Joseph Reynolds, with a sneer, “his mother has not long loosed him from her apron strings.”

“The man, if ’tis a man,” cried Roger Pollen, “for he is more a mongrel than a man, has drunk too much; throw him out into the road, the rain will cool him, he will be better there.”

Still Mr. Strange cried on; he was trying their patience hard; the fingers of more than one itched to get a firm hold on his stick and beat him back to sense again; all believed that he was drunk, and some that he was mad as well. Mrs. Dabbs, who was not by any means a child, and had strength enough for many a man, set to shaking him till his bones bade fair to rattle in his skin.

“Come, come, my man,” she cried, “is this the way you take your drink? Is this the sort of man you are? I’d have you know it is a decent house you’re in, and a man must be a man if he comes here.”

For answer Mr. Strange ceased all at once to cry, and, taking his hands from before his face, turned to Mrs. Dabbs, saying in a voice so gentle it did one good to hear — 

“Evil has befallen me upon the road; I am not strong, my weakness and my strength alike are of the Lord, and often when the night has come nothing is left me but the weakness of a child.”

“What evil has befallen you upon the road?” asked Mrs. Dabbs, her woman’s heart perhaps touched by this singular confession.

“I know not well,” said Mr. Strange, passing, with a weary gesture, his hand across his brow.

“’Tis very likely,” muttered Joseph Reynolds; “’tis more than possible when a man has got a certain quantity inside of him knowledge fleeth.” But paying no heed to this interruption — and indeed even Mrs. Dabbs looked at him with eyes by no means friendly — for Joseph Reynolds was little liked by any one — Mr. Strange went on.

“It was the Monday night, I pressed hard onwards, for on the Sabbath I had lingered with the Lord, and I yet had not arrived; ’twas dark, I know not well the road, but it was perhaps ten miles from here, upon a sudden I was set upon, I know not by whom, and thrown upon the road, and struck upon the head — here, here upon the head,” and he put his hand to where the wound was plainly to be seen upon his brow, “I lost all sense of life and believed that my end had come — in that hour I was very near unto the Lord; only to-day has consciousness returned, I found that I was lying in a hut in which I was alone. Who placed me there I cannot say — there have been many good Samaritans since the day on which Christ died — but lo! when I stood up, I found that all was gone — all! all! my watch, which was my father’s gift, my purse, which held but little and was not worth the stealing, my books, my bundle, in which was the little clothing that I had, and my all! Nay,” and he sat upright in his chair, and looked round with eyes of fire, and by this time, whether they would or no, all hung upon his words, “not all! not all! what is it that I say? do I still dream? this — this remained to me, the very word and volume of the Lord.”

And he put his hand into his breast and drew out a little book, a little brown book, and held it up in front of him.

“Well,” asked Reynolds, sneering as he always sneered, “and what is that? Is it so very precious? Is it worth its weight in gold?”

“Sir,” answered Mr. Strange, looking at him as though the question were an amazing one, and speaking in a voice which though still low was so earnest and so full of fire that their pulses quickened and the blood mounted to their cheeks without their knowing why, “it is the Word of God.”

“The Word of God?” continued Joseph Reynolds, resolved that he would not be beaten though he tried in vain to meet the other’s looks, “and pray what curious thing is that?”

For answer Mr. Strange stood up, straight up, with his head thrown back and such a look upon his face as quite astonished them; he was transformed, no longer the same man, there was that in his face which forced them all to look at him with wonder, not venturing any one of them to make a sound; and when he spoke his voice was like the trumpet’s note, like the clarion which calls to battle; it rang in their hearts with such a ringing that it set them all a-tingling and a-trembling; indeed they knew not what it was had come to them. He opened the little book which he held in his hands and read from it these words, “‘Come unto Me, all ye that labour and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you, and learn of Me; for I am meek and lowly of heart: and ye shall find rest unto your souls.’ That, sir,” said he, “is the Word of God.”

He said no more, and they were silent too. What he said they scarcely understood, but it was the manner of the saying which bound them as with a spell. They scarcely breathed; they looked at him as though they watched for him to still say on. Lifting up the hand which held the little book above his head, he cried — 

“‘ Thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes. Even so, Father: for so it seemed good in Thy sight,’” and then again was silent; and they again were silent too. It was Trelyat who was the first to speak. Shaking himself as though he were shaking off an influence which he could not understand, and which was as unwelcome as it was strange, he cried — 

“What mummery is this? are we bewitched? is the man a wizard or are we fools? Come, my pipe is out, give me a light! Nat, another quart of your home-brewed.”

“And you, sir,” said Mrs. Dabbs to Mr. Strange, in a tone very different to that which she had used to him at first, “had better sleep, you must be wearied out and out; to think that you should have lain two days without your senses, and in a strange place to boot! and the villains who have robbed you of your all! Oh, if I had my way I would never call myself a Cornishman till such doings were driven clean out of the land!”

And she looked at Mr. Dabbs, as wives, even the best of them, will look at their husbands now and then, as though the fault were his, as though it were a shame that he should call himself a Cornishman while such things were going on. But Mr. Dabbs was not to be so treated, and understanding well the meaning of her look, exclaimed—” Is it any fault of mine that such things are? am I any happier or better because that folks are robbed? What would you have me do? go out and make an end of all such scamps? a pretty task I should have upon my hands!”

“Nat,” said Bull Trelyat, whose patience was not great, “am I to wait all night until it is your pleasure to serve me with that other quart of beer?”

“Wait! wait indeed!” cried Mrs. Dabbs, with vigour equal at least to Bull’s, “he’ll keep you waiting till you’re tired! Am I to do your work while you stand sleeping there?”

And with that she gave Mr. Dabbs so hearty a slap upon the back that he, deeming it prudent not to wait for more to follow, went hurrying off amid the smiles and laughter of them all; for it was well known that Mrs. Dabbs was mistress of her husband as well as of herself. Then, turning to Mr. Strange, who had stood a silent spectator of the scene — 

“Now, sir,” she said, “if you are ready I will show you to your room,” and this although Mr. Strange had hitherto not said a word about his sleeping there; nevertheless, when Mrs. Dabbs moved towards the door Mr. Strange went after her. When they were almost gone, Joseph Reynolds cried with his continual sneer — 

“Since Mr. Strange has lost his watch, his purse, his books, his clothes, his all, doubtless those who have brought him here will pay their master’s lodging.”

Thereupon Mrs. Dabbs turned and fired, as it were, a farewell shot — 

“You mind your own business, Joseph Reynolds, that will be enough for you, some of it is dirty enough if all I hear is true; the bill won’t come to you.”

“And well for you it won’t,” cried Reynolds after her when she was gone, “I am not fool enough to pay for the keep of every ranting vagabond; let those who are do as they please.”

“Here’s to the health of Mr. Strange,” said Bull Trelyat, raising the foaming tankard which Mr. Dabbs had brought him to his lips, “he stands in need of some, a poorer thing to call a man I never saw; a pretty master for your lads — there is not one of them who is not a better man than he already.”

None answered him, the whole thing had been so sudden and so strange that they had yet few words at their command; this Mr. Strange was a kind of man they had never seen before, and was as yet beyond their understanding. What their thoughts might be was at present better kept to themselves — it was early days to criticise.

The next day Mr. Strange met formally those who were chiefly interested in the matter of the school; what passed was never told to me; the Friday was the first day on which I, and many more besides, first set a foot inside a school.

It was a wet and dismal morning, a small fine rain fell without ceasing; we met in a crowd outside the barn which was to serve for schoolroom, fifty of us perhaps, or more, boys and girls together, for it had been decided that the girls needed to be taught as well as us. We boys were clustered in a throng, the girls stood by themselves apart. It was ten o’clock; nine was to be the hour in general, but to-day things were not yet orderly, and nothing yet was as it was to be. We talked all at once; news had gone forth what sort of man the master was, but none of us had seen him well as yet. A flying glimpse one or two of us had, but nothing to give us any clue as to his character. We were agog with curiosity.

“My father says that he is mad,” said Oliver Aymes; “I heard him tell my mother so. What did I tell you? Did I not say that he was mad?”

“You said nothing of the sort,” replied Talbot Vivian, “it was I — I said that he was mad — I know it too! you can see it in his eyes — such eyes! my father says he never saw such eyes before in all his life.”

“What of that? what is there in a man’s eyes?” cried Roger Pollen, “I saw a man once who had only one eye, and that was big as my fist” — and he held up his fist to show the size; if that was so, then certainly no bigger eye was ever seen—” but he wasn’t mad.”

“Mad or not mad,” said Stephen Pengellick, “he had better look out or look at that!” and he drew out of his breeches a short thick stick, thick round as my wrist; “if he so much as lays a finger upon me — crack!” — and he struck with it smartly at the air—” you will see what I shall do!”

“Yes, we shall see! we shall see all sorts of mighty things,” cried Oliver Aymes, “when fish have legs and pigs can fly! Put that in your pocket, do! You know you no more dare show him that than if you had never heard about a stick at all.”

“Daren’t I! daren’t I! you wait and see! you’ll change your mind ere long, my lad! You don’t know what I am when I am roused!”

“No, I don’t; I never saw you roused in all my life, except roused to talk or roused to run.”

There was a laugh at Stephen, whose words were often bigger than his actions, and who would lead us into a scrape and then leave us to get out of it as best we might.

Just then, as we were laughing still, who should come up but Ben Trelyat. We were amazed, and supposed at first that he had come to make a mock of us, for all knew his father was more set against the master and the school than all the rest of them together. But in his face there were no signs of anything like mockery, moreover he would hardly venture single-handed against so many.

“Hullo, Ben,” cried Vivian, as he came up, “what do you want here? If you’re come to make game of us you’d better take my advice and run; we’re in no mood for anything like sport, my boy!”

“I have come,” said Ben, in that cool way of his, half-mocking and half-earnest, which we found it so difficult to understand, “to school.”

“To school!” we cried all with one voice, and even the girls cried out with us — that any one should come of his own will to school! the thing was most amazing; we supposed that he was laughing. “You come to school! don’t make fun of us, Trelyat, or we’ll pound you, all the lot of us.”

“Pound away! there is nothing I know so pleasant as being pounded, especially by so many. None the less it’s true — I’ve come to school.”

“Trelyat,” said Talbot Vivian, and he caught him by the arm, “I’ve always thought you cracked, but I never thought you were so cracked as that.”

“Vivian,” answered Ben, looking him full in the face, “I have never thought of you at all.”

“But what does your father say?” asked Oliver Aymes.

“My father,” and an odd look came in Ben’s eyes which I, standing by, saw well, “my father did not say I might not come.”

“Did not say you might not, but did he make you come? Did he drive you with his whip, or did he drag you by your hair?”

“My father has said neither yes nor no, he knows nothing of what I do, and cares as little perhaps!”

“Pound him, lads! pound him! pound a fellow who comes to school unless he’s made! give him something to make it worth his while his coming!”

It was Pengellick’s voice, but in a minute all joined in the cry, and immediately there was an eager throng round Ben, buffeting him and each other too in their anxiety to pound him well. They bade fair to use him badly; I myself had half a mind to lend a hand upon his side, for I never like to see so many on to one, and after all what affair was it of theirs if he chose to come to school. But while I yet hesitated and Ben was being mauled, Johnny Reddy, who was standing by, pushed his way into the crowd, crying — 

“Stand off! stand off! do you hear, stand off! I will not have so many on to one!”

But in their excitement, for by now they were warming to their work, they did not hear what he said, or if they heard they paid no heed; so without any more ado Johnny commenced upon his own account to strike out right and left of him. That was enough for me; in a moment I too was by his side, doing my best for Ben. We were a pretty sight, the three of us against so many; not that I should in any way have feared the issue, for Johnny and I with our backs against a wall would have fought the town had there been need; still the work was warm, the more especially as Ben was beginning to be spent, and I doubt, if they had seen it out, but that we should have had the worst of it. But at the very moment when the fight was hottest, a rusty bell, which they had hung outside the barn, rang out as a signal for us to enter school.


CHAPTER VII

THE VERY FIRST DAY IN SCHOOL

WE were as promising a set of scholars as ever you have seen. With noses bleeding, faces bruised, suspicious rings about our eyes, our clothes all torn and rumpled, our hair all in a tangle, our hands all itching for just another round — I doubt if such a set of scholars ever for the first time entered any school. It was an excellent beginning. We muttered as we entered, some of us did more than mutter, declaring openly what vengeance we would take when opportunity might offer; we hustled in the doorway, we pushed each other to and fro, we cast at one another glances which were not looks of love.

For my part, I know that I saw nothing when I first got in. Pengellick was treading on my toes; he did it purposely I knew, and I was more disposed to knock him down than think of school.

“If you don’t keep your feet, Pengellick, to stand upon the floor,” I roared, “I’ll make you stand upon your head.”

This I said, I fancy, in as loud a tone as I could muster, and when I chose I could make myself well heard. Instantly a voice even louder than my own cried out — 

“Silence! silence! is that you, young Peter Thomas? How dare you make a noise?”

It was the Squire’s voice; we trembled in our shoes; all feared the Squire, for could he not, for all we knew, with a single word send any one of us to prison? We clustered in a crowd as we had entered, not knowing what to do or where to look.

“Take your seats! don’t stand there like a pack of idiots! Do you suppose that is a proper way to come into a room?”

It was the Squire’s voice again. We took our seats, hitherto we had not known that there were any; our ideas of what there was and what there was not as yet were rudimentary. We took our seats as we had entered, with a considerable amount of bustle and of noise. Down one side and at both ends were tables of the rudest sort, old boards just nailed together and supported upon trestles; at both sides were benches, made in the same manner. On these we took our seats, doing our best to crowd together on those benches which enabled us to turn our backs upon the Squire, who stood at a lofty desk which had been picked up somewhere doubtless as a bargain, and which was placed in the centre of one side. He was not alone, for on his right hand stood Parson Wilkins, and on his left a man whom we knew at once to be the master.

“This is a very pleasant thing — a very pleasant thing,” said Parson Wilkins, when it was possible to be heard without having to shout with the full force of his lungs, and speaking in that voice with which he was wont to preach on Sundays, and with which he tried to frighten us, for it was well known that he detested boys—” this is a very satisfactory commencement, broil and battle, battle and broil! you’re nothing but a set of savages! I warn you, Mr. Strange, that they are nothing but a set of savages; they are still in that state in which man in his primeval condition was originally found.”

The Parson was angry, there could be no doubt of that, as angry perhaps as any one of us, and the way in which he eyed the master seemed to say that he was almost as wroth with him as with his scholars. We nudged each other and held our tongues; we could not agree with the Parson that it was a satisfactory commencement. The Squire rapped his stick against the desk and cleared his throat; we knew that we were doomed to hear a speech; it was notorious that the Squire’s speeches began but never ended; we feared them almost more than we feared him.

“Boys — boys — we are met here for the first time — it is for the first time we are met here.” It was his rule to repeat each portion of a sentence twice, as though his eloquence were so stupendous that he feared, unless he gave us every opportunity, we should fail to grasp his meaning. “I say that this is the first time we have met here for school — that is to say, for education, for the improvement of our minds — that is to say, your minds, and the improvement of our — that is to say, your manners. ‘Manners make the man.’ Your mind must be improved with your manners, and your manners must be improved with your mind, that is to say, they must be both improved together. Here is your schoolmaster — this is your schoolmaster—” and with his stick he pointed at Mr. Strange, as though we had not noticed him before—” this is Mr. Strange, and I say he is your schoolmaster — it will be his duty to improve your manners and to improve your minds — he will perform his duty — I am certain he will perform his duty — I hope he will perform his duty — it will be your duty to perform yours — that is to say, to perform your duty—”

“John Reddy, if you don’t leave Stephen Pengellick’s head alone it will be my duty to break yours.”

We bounded up from our seats; it was the Parson; he was possibly tired of the Squire’s speech, and began to lose himself in the varieties of duty which it would be necessary to perform. He seemed in a great rage; apparently Johnny Reddy was finishing the battle which had been previously begun, and the Parson had caught him in the very act. His rage was natural.

“Do I understand — do I understand,” asked the Squire, who seemed divided between surprise at the thought that any one for any cause whatever should have dared to interrupt him, and at Johnny Reddy’s astonishing behaviour, “that any one is fighting — that is to say, that any one is actually fighting underneath my very nose — that is to say, while I am speaking. It — it’s amazing — I say that it’s amazing — Mr. Strange, I say that it’s amazing.”

“Yes, sir,” said Mr. Strange, and I wondered even then if there was any laughter in his voice, “I hear you do.”

“Then, sir, I say don’t let it happen again — I say, sir, that it’s your duty not to let it happen again. After this — after this, I need hardly say that it is not my intention to allow myself to be insulted — that is to say, actually insulted by saying another word.”

This the Squire said with a dignity that was imposing, and having finished, picked up his hat from off the desk, rammed it tight upon his head, struck his stick fiercely against his boots, and marched out without a word.

The Parson followed him, but before he went he turned to Mr. Strange and said — 

“I told you, Mr. Strange, they were a set of savages; you see, sir, that they are neither less nor more.”

And with that he too went out and left us alone with the new master.

There was silence when they had gone, a curious and a sudden silence. I know not why, but we all kept silence, and all of us with one accord looked at the man who was to be master over us; we were taking the measure of the man. He, on his part, moved not, but stood as he had stood before, just by the desk. His head was bent, and his eyes were fixed upon the floor as though he were afraid to look at us; I noticed that his hands were clasped, and to my eyes he seemed in pain, but why or wherefore was more than I could tell. We were in no small degree surprised; what manner of man was this that he should be afraid to look at us? Pengellick, who sat next to me, and who had doubtless already forgotten the little difference of opinion which we had had, nudged me in the side, and whispered something, but what it was I could not catch, I was too much engaged in looking at the master to attend.

One thing I saw plainly enough, and that was that he was nothing of a man — nothing, that is to say, so far as strength might make a man. He was taller by an inch or two than I, but not half so broad, and I would engage to say not half so strong. My mind was made easy upon one point — I need not stand in much fear of being thrashed by such a man as that; if it came to thrashing it would be for me to thrash — I would engage to lay him flat in half a minute, and to knock him out of time in two; this was a pretty sort of fellow to rule over such a set as we!

While I was thinking thus he still stood with his head bent and hands clasped in front of him, but suddenly he loosed his hands and stood straight up and looked at us, and then I was amazed. It was the first time I had fairly seen his face, for hitherto my eyes had been engaged with other things, and when I saw it I say I was amazed. It was so strange a face, so singular, so wholly unlike any that I had ever seen before. Then for the first time I think it began to dawn on me that there might be two sorts of strength — strength of mind as well as strength of arm, that after all he might be more a man than I at first supposed.

I know not if the same thought came to the others as it came to me, but, although there had been chattering a moment back it ceased so soon as he raised up his head. We sat in a row, looking at him as though we all were dumb. All at once he said — and even now the memory of how his voice rang through and through my ears is with me still — 

“I was asking a blessing from the Lord.”

A blessing from the Lord? Well, why not? We knew little of what a blessing from the Lord might mean; still, if he chose to ask it, it was his affair, not ours.

“It is well,” he added, as if for our instruction, “in all things to ask a blessing from the Lord.” Suddenly a voice dispelled the silence.

“If you don’t leave off pinching me, Oliver Aymes, I will give you something that will make you.”

It was Tommy Rosewarne’s voice; we knew it, there was no need to tell us; that Tommy Rosewarne whom the witch had cursed, and who in consequence had fallen from a tree and broke his arm; but now his arm was mended. In an instant every one was on his feet to see the fray.

“Give it to him, Tommy!”

“Oliver, don’t you be afraid of him!” These and such like were the cries; we forgot where we were standing.

“Oliver Aymes, stand out!”

It was the master’s voice, and Oliver stood out whether he would or no.

“The rest of you sit down.”

We did as we were bid; his tone was very different to that which he had used just now, and whether we would or not it never occurred to us to do aught else but just obey. There stood Oliver in the centre of the room, and there sat we looking at him. Impudent as was his wont he did his best to stare the master out of countenance. Mr. Strange crossed to him, and laid his hand upon his shoulder.

“My little lad,” he said, and again how different his tones, “is it well we should commence with strife?”

“Don’t you hit me!” cried Oliver—” don’t you hit me!”

After all that had been said of flogging Oliver supposed that the master could have no other intention but to flog him there and then.

“Hit you!” said Mr. Strange, and his voice showed no symptoms of either irritation or surprise, but rather a rare and curious tenderness to which we were one and all unused, “no such thought came in my mind; I pray that blows may be far from all of us; rather let us live in peace, for where is peace is happiness.”

Oliver said not a word; this was a curious doctrine, as new to him as it was to us. Pray that blows might be far from us? Certainly, we had not the least objection that they should not touch us personally, but others? what was the use of fists if it were not to deliver blows? Still keeping Oliver by him in the middle of the room, the master said, speaking to us all — 

“We must first of all learn the difference in your acquirements, so that you may be classified accordingly. Let me see what books you have; hold them before you so that I may see them as I pass.”

And still leading Oliver, walking with one hand upon his shoulder, the master moved to the end of the room.

Books! we were at a loss; we had not one, nor the ghost of one between the whole of us. What did we want with books? What interest had they for us? If we could read it was as much as most of us could do, and we should as soon have thought of cumbering ourselves with books, which were to us the most useless and the most babyish things in all the world, as we should of flying. Besides, books cost money; where were we to get them from? My father had never given me a book in all his life. I had learned to read and spell I knew not how; I could sign my name with pain, but still so that any one could tell at once that it was mine; but I could no further go. That was the beginning and the end of my accomplishments.

Books! what did I want with books? I, whose life until to-day had been so free, whose almost every hour had been spent in the fields or in the mines, on the moors, on the cliffs, or on the sea! I doubt if one of us, save perhaps Trelyat and Talbot Vivian, had two books to call his own, certainly we had brought none to school; it had not occurred to us that it was the sort of thing we ought to bring. Mr. Strange saw the dilemma we were in.

“No books?” he said, and a smile lit up his face, and it seemed all at once like waters on which the sun is shining, “well, we must try to do without to-day; but we must have some, that is certain; much learning was never got by any one without the help of books.”

Much learning! what did we want with that? we should be satisfied with very little of that indeed.

He went on to examine us, walking up and down in front of us, talking in a pleasant, easy way still with his hand on Aymes’s shoulder, asking what we knew, and of what we were most ignorant; what we knew was quickly said, it was comprised in one word — nothing! but of what we were most ignorant was another matter altogether; it was impossible for us to say, our ignorance was so complete that we did not know what it was we did not know. He showed not the least surprise, nor did his manner show in any way that he was conscious of anything peculiar in so promising a state of things among his scholars. He smiled with us, and talked, and passed from one on to another as though we already were his friends.

But with Ben Trelyat he paused longer than with any other, and looked, I thought, intently into his face. Here was one who, according to his own account, and it was true enough, deserved among so many dunces to be almost called a scholar; we were astonished to listen to the catalogue of all the things he knew, things of which we had never heard. For the first time in all our fives, as we listened to Ben, we felt a sort of shame at our want of knowledge. More, there were some there who loved Ben no better because he knew so much when we knew nothing. When he had done examining Ben the master said, speaking to himself rather than to the rest of us — 

“The seed is sown, but will it grow? and what will be the manner of the reaping?”

Before Johnny Reddy and before me he also lingered longer than before the others.

“Muscles! muscles!” he said, and there was a smile upon his face, which I for my part did not understand, “how pleasant a thing is strength! how great a house the strong may build unto the Lord.”

But when he came to Talbot Vivian, Talbot there and then stood up in front of him, and to the amazement of us all, to the awe of some of us, said straight out before his face — 

“I am Talbot Vivian, and my father is the Squire; I had a tutor before to-day and I drove him away; I said that I would never learn and I never will; what does a Vivian want with books? I shall come to school just as I choose, and when I choose shall stop away, and you dare not thrash me — you try and see.”

There was a rare commotion there and then, and every one sprang to his feet, looking to see a struggle between Talbot and the master on the spot; this was the sort of thing most of us had meant to say, but Talbot was the only one who had had the courage to bring it out. Pengellick’s courage, dormant hitherto, immediately sprang up; out came his short, thick stick from inside his breeches, and crash! he brought it down upon the desk.

“Bravo, Vivian,” he cried, “bravo!”

But instead of doing as we expected, and endeavouring to tackle Talbot there and then, the master stood very quiet, and looked at him, and then at Stephen, who again brought down his stick upon the desk, although he did not seem too ready to meet the master’s eye.

“Talbot Vivian,” said the master when at last he spoke, and his voice was even more gentle than it had been throughout, “do I look as though I were the sort of man to thrash? look at me! see! you are already as strong as I, and I am weaker even than I look; were you and I to try who is the stronger of the two, it would certainly be you.”

We were amazed, again we asked ourselves, what manner of man is this? It might be true, it might be exactly as he said, but was this the sort of confession for a man to make, and for one who was appointed master over us? Talbot looked at him like all the rest of us dumbfoundered, seeming for the moment to have lost his tongue; but all at once Mr. Strange went on, and as he spoke his tones grew louder, and there was a certain music in his voice which warmed our blood we knew not why.

“But there is a rule of love as well as fear; I do not come to beat and bait, such of a surety is not the fashion with the Lord, rather to walk hand in hand and to dwell among you as a friend, so that each may help the other, so that where the one is weak he may lean upon the other’s strength. Have you never heard of such a rule as that, my lad?”

If he had we had not; it was not at all the sort of fashion in which we had supposed a master would impart to us his learning; moreover, it was a saying which we could not understand. Talbot gave utterance to our thoughts, “I don’t know what you mean; I don’t want to be your friend; you are no friend of mine.”

“Give me your hand,” the master said, holding out the one which had hitherto been on Aymes’s shoulder.

“No,” said Vivian, “not I.” And he put both of his behind his back.

The position was one of which certainly we had never dreamed, and was interesting to a degree which made it impossible for us to keep our seats; we came clustering round the speakers in a circle, Pengellick in the front, his stick held in his hand.

“No,” said he, volunteering a remark, “do nothing of the kind — don’t you let him have your hand; it is only a trick of his, he will hit you if you do.”

Assuredly if the master were to be in fact our master it must be at once; when Pengellick ventured on such a speech, and right before his face, matters were going so far that now they must be checked or never, for Stephen was neither the bravest nor the strongest of those who stood around. I, who was right in front, and could therefore see him well, saw a look — I knew not whether it was of fear or pain — come into the master’s face, then pass away as quickly as it came, and then drawing himself straight up he said, as quietly as though nothing of any account were happening at all — 

“This is more difficult even than I had supposed; we will leave this matter to be discussed another day,” and he smiled at Vivian as pleasantly as though the words which he had spoken had been the pleasantest which he could possibly have used. Then he added, and again there was music in his tones, “All things shall come with patience from the Lord.”


CHAPTER VIII

AFTER THE FIGHTING WAS OVER

“ALL things shall come, with patience, from the Lord.”

It might be so; we knew not, we only heard his voice, having little understanding of his words. We stood there, awkwardly enough, not knowing what was to come next; then he turned, saying, still in easy, pleasant tones — 

“To your seats; let us speak of other things.” And that moment there came a clamouring and shouting outside the barn, and a clattering of sticks and stones against the wall, and a score of voices bawling — 

“Good-day to you, schoolmaster, good-day!”

“Are the babies good, schoolmaster?”— “Does the master hurt you, dears?” and I know not what besides, there was so great a hubbub and it was so sudden it was difficult to distinguish words. Mr. Strange turned quickly on his heels, with an astonished look upon his face.

“What does it mean?” he asked, “who is it there?”

No one answered him, but Talbot Vivian cried out — 

“It is these beggars come to make game of us; at them, boys, at them! give them something to take back with them!” And immediately a dozen more were crying, “At them! at them! give it to them hot and strong!”

It was like a dream; in an instant every one was rushing across the barn, over desks and benches, scrambling to the door, as though there were no master there, and as though they had never heard of such a thing as school. It took me quite aback; I knew not what to say, or think, or do. They ran past me, jostling and struggling in their haste, with as little ceremony as though I were not there at all. I heard a voice, which I knew to be Pengellick’s cry out, “Never mind the master, boys, he’s but a nincompoop!” and another, which I knew to be Trelyat’s, say, “What are you up to? are you mad? are you nothing else but beasts?” and then, almost before I knew it, the door was opened — I did not see by whom or how — all were gone, the place was empty, and sounds of battle were heard without.

Somewhat dazed by the rude handling I had received, it was some moments before I was sufficiently myself to look about. When I was, I saw that three of us were in the barn, Mr. Strange, Ben Trelyat, and myself. I saw, too, that Mr. Strange had not escaped rough handling, for his coat was torn half off his back, and he looked as though he had only just been roused from sleep.

For my part, I was not the least inclined to go; had I gone I should first have taken vengeance upon such friends of mine as had trodden on my toes, and thrust their elbows into my sides, and jostled me, and otherwise maltreated me; I was more wroth against them than against the pack of scamps who had troubled themselves to come so far to laugh at us. But just then I was not inclined to do battle with any one for anything, but rather curious to see what Mr. Strange would say to all the stir.

Ben Trelyat lingered, too, to see, but there was a look upon his face the like of which I had not seen before; he who was in general so scornful and so self-contained, now had knitted brows and flashing eyes, and cheeks all flushed, and to my surprise I saw that for the first time in all his life — so far as I knew — he was in a towering rage. But what astonished me the most was the conduct of Mr. Strange; he who had done nothing else but astonish me since the moment when I saw him first, put the climax to it all by his behaviour now.

There he stood, there, in the centre of the floor, his long hair disordered, and his coat half on, half off his back; and instead of doing, as he might very well have done, bursting into a storm of rage, and sallying forth to chastise his pupils, as, in fact, even I was forced to own they very well deserved — instead of that he did something very different and much more singular. There was no sign of passion on his face, nor any look of anger; but there he stood, his face turned towards the door, with such a cloud of sorrow in his eyes such as I never saw in the eyes of any man before; and while amazed I stood and watched he lifted up his hands unto his face and burst into a storm of tears so that he shook in every limb.

I started as though some one had struck me a tremendous blow; I knew not which possessed me most, fear or scorn. At first I was afraid the man had lost his senses, for on no other supposition could I understand how any man could cry for such a cause; then I was filled with scorn to think that any one laying claim to be a man could be so miserable and base a thing.

But I was to be more amazed by his behaviour still, for hardly had he begun to cry than, as if overcome by the force of his emotion, he sank upon his knees, and not only on his knees alone, but right flat upon the ground so that he laid his face against the floor. I looked at Ben, and Ben for a moment looked at me. I could not read the meaning of his look, but I, for my part, was lost in wonder: here was a pretty master they had given us! Without the fight still raged; there were shouts and cries, and clattering of sticks, and now and then the bounding of a stone against the barn. Within the master cried upon the floor and Ben and I looked on. Was this the beginning of the reformation which he was to work?

Suddenly he ceased to cry with so much violence, although he still cried on; and raised himself upon his knees, and I saw the great tears rolling down his cheeks and great marks beneath his eyes, and his face was haggard and his hair still more disorderly — I had not seen so strange a sight before. And as we watched he lifted up his hands above his head, and with his face turned upwards, said, not loudly, but still so that we could hear, and again his voice had that strange music so that. whether we would or no, when we had once begun to listen we listened to the end.

“Lord,” he said, “have pity on Thy servant, and incline Thine ear unto his prayer, for verily the way is dark, and through the darkness hardly shine the gates of pearl; but since, O Lord, Thy Son has trod the darkened way, lend now His hand lest that my feet may slip. Yet do I know—” and despite his haggard face and the tears upon his cheeks there was such a burst of triumphant music in his voice, that, although I knew not why, I trembled so that I could hardly stand—” Yet do I know that my Redeemer lives!”

And he was silent, having his hands still raised above his head, and having all at once a smile about his lips, and such a flash and fire in his eyes, which but a moment back were filled with tears, that he seemed suddenly another man.

As for me, I own I knew not what possessed me on a sudden; I was trembling in all my limbs, the blood boiled in my veins, mounting hotly to my head. I felt that I was in a new and unknown world; half as in a dream I saw Ben leave his place and move to Mr. Strange, and hold out his hand, and say, in an eager voice — 

“Sir — sir, do not stay crying there, they are not worth the pain; and Pete and I are on your side.” Upon his side! Who had bade him say that I was on his side? I certainly had given him no warrant; indeed I knew not what it meant — what did it mean to be upon the master’s side?

I stood and watched them. Waking as from an ecstasy Mr. Strange looked at him; I saw Ben shiver and blush as does a child. Still on his knees Mr. Strange took his hand in both of his, and said, in a voice which I thought both stern and sweet — 

“You are on my side? — on my side and His?” and with his right hand he pointed up above his head.

Ben was troubled.

“His?” he stammered, “what do you mean by His?”

The master said nothing for a moment, but only looked at him. Then “What is your name?” he asked.

“Ben Trelyat.”

“Then, Ben Trelyat, henceforth you and I are friends, for you are on my side; I pray that your friends may be my friends, and that my friends may be your friends, and that we may all be friends of God and His Son, Christ Jesus, who is the Friend of all. Leave me now, school is over — you see that school is over?” he smiled as he said this—” we will improve our friendship another time.” He took Ben’s hand between his own again, then loosed it, and let him go.

Ben turned, without a word, to find his cap. It was lying on the floor, thrown there, doubtless, by the rest when they went rushing out. Seeing him prepare to go, I did the same. My cap was in a similar predicament, and was torn and mudded; with a sort of savage fury, the why and whereof of which I could not have told even to myself, I picked it up and crammed it fiercely on my head. All the time the master had not seemed to see that I was there. Now he rose and, still not noticing my presence, moved languidly to his own desk. Ben and I being ready turned and both went out; as we went some of the benches were overturned upon the floor, and one of the desks as well. The place was already in disorder, and Mr. Strange was leaning, with bowed head, and face from which all the light and fire had gone out, against the desk which was intended to be his own.

The change from the inside of the barn and the scene which we had witnessed there to the scene without, was curious. Outside the strife was by no means ended; rather it seemed to have grown in interest and fury; bruised faces I saw on every side of me and noses from which the blood was streaming. It was evident that the enjoyment of all was most complete. Several, not so fond of the amusement as the rest, had had enough, and had either slunk off entirely, or else were viewing the proceedings from that distance which lends enchantment to the view. The forces on the whole were fairly matched; if anything the advantage lay with the aggressors. They seemed to have brought every boy they could find all round the town; the Reynoldses, and Trenton, and Philip Wynyatt were, as they ever were, the leaders, and their followers did their best to support them in the attack. It was a lively scene to come upon after the quietude within!

Philip Wynyatt was settling affairs in an amicable fashion with Talbot Vivian, who probably still smarted from his mishap in Gwennap Pit. Johnny Reddy had his hands full with half-a-dozen at the least, not one of whom gave him a chance to get fairly within reach. Every one was doing his best to have it out with some one else; they were too seriously engaged to make much noise, and I noticed, as is ever the case, that those who did least work cried out the most. Some were at too close quarters to use their fists with ease, so they had closed, and each strove to throw the other on the ground.

Indeed, it was a most diverting spectacle. I saw that if any one was gaining it was the other side; that gradually but surely the boys from school were being driven back against the bam. Not a few of ours had had enough of it and fled — conspicuous among whom was Steve Pengellick, who at a distance of some half a dozen yards or so beckoned frantically with his short stick to some more distant still to come back again and join the fray, as though he could not think of having a hand in it while they displayed such cowardice; and I fully expected to see him go after them with the valiant intention of bringing them back by force to fight. The odds were now upon the other side in a way that in the end was sure to tell.

I still was in a state of strange excitement, and yet despite it, was as cool and calm as possible; my veins tingled, my fingers itched, I knew my muscles were like iron; immediately I resolved to join the fray, and turn the fortune of the day. With a general’s eye I saw that a reinforcement on our side would stem the tide and incline victory our way. Quietly I walked into the battle.

“Now, Trenton,” I said, as quietly as though it were nothing of any account at all, “take yourself off, or you will have your bones all broken.”

He was having it out with Roger Pollen, who was being distinctly worsted. At sound of my voice he stopped and looked at me; to do him justice Willie Trenton was nothing of a coward, although he knew full well that without much trouble I could thrash two or three of him.

“Well, I’m sure!” he cried, as saucy as you please, “geese are swans upon a sudden! Here, lads, here’s Peter Thomas come to frighten us to fits!”

And with that, before I had the least idea of his design, he stepped back a pace and gave me as fair a blow between the eyes as you shall care to see. To think of his audacity! that startled me more even than his blow, though he had a wellshaped arm and knew how to plant a blow as well as any one. For a moment I was staggered, and saw nothing but stars, as indeed was not surprising, but ere he could send in his right I was down on him, and in less time than it takes me to write, he was on the ground with his affair well ended.

Warm before, my blood now was doubly warmed. I laid about me with the heartiest good will; none could complain of the quality of the metal which they received from me. My presence bred confusion in their ranks; I was fresh and they were fagged. They could do little or nothing against this new attack; everywhere they fled before me, every moment I looked to see them take to their heels and run.

The fight was at its fiercest, and the cries upon our side rose higher still and higher; victory was well within our grasp, my blood grew hotter with every blow I gave, when all at once I knew, although I saw not the cause, that a paralysis, as it might be, had fallen upon the combatants, and that the fight was stayed. No longer were there shouts and cries, no longer when I struck at any one was I struck back; all stayed their hands and tongues, as though, as I just said, a paralysis had come upon them unawares. Struck by so remarkable a change, I too kept down my hands and looked to see what was the cause of it. Some secret voice, I know not what it was nor why it spoke, seemed to tell me that the master had left his place within to come out and stay the strife, and to my surprise I seemed to feel a sort of shame that he should find me figuring in such a scene.

I felt shame, I, who loved naught better than a sturdy fight, and who deemed that strong arms were given for naught better than to pound one’s fellows with; what was this change that had come over me so suddenly? In a sort of fearful shame, which I remember amazed me more than anything, I turned, fearing, yet looking to see the master’s haggard face and wondrous eyes. But I saw him not, for he was not there to see; yet what I saw brought to my heart a very different feeling, and set me wondering what would be the issue of this thing; for there, upon the great brown horse we knew so well, and which was strong and big enough even for his master’s riding, looking down upon us with angry eyes and knitted brows and a hard smile upon his lips, was Ben’s father, Bull Trelyat.

We had not heard, nor had we seen him come; what was it brought him there at such a moment? His farm lay six miles away at least, beyond Ilogan near Portreath; it must have been some singular occasion which brought him so far from it at that hour of the day.

Suddenly — for that was a day of new, and strange, and sudden feelings, which went on and gathered force until the end, which was not yet — I was afraid for Ben. Why should I be afraid for him? for what was Ben to me? I turned and looked at him. He had not entered in the fray, having perhaps had enough of fighting ere the school began, but stood still by the door through which he and I had not long ago come out. His clothes were tumbled, for he had been roughly handled before the bell had rung, and his cap was drawn down tight upon his head. His face was pale, his fists were clenched, his lips were knit with a certain sternness which I had not seen before; he saw his father, and eyed him with a firm and steady gaze. There could be no doubt, too, but that Bull saw him, only just then he did not choose to see, but trifled with his great riding-whip, and cried out to us — 

“So this is the way your master brings you up! this is the training that he gives! this is why your fathers send you all to school! Flog! if I had my way your master should be flogged if he knows no better than to let you fight like beasts right at his very door!”

This he said so loud that I had no doubt he meant Mr. Strange within the school to hear; though the words were strange from him, for if any one liked fighting and aided and abetted any one who fought it certainly was he; dogs or cats, or cocks, or men, or boys, it was all the same with him, he ever judged that man or animal the better which beat his fellow. And yet here all at once he was turned moralist, and lectured us because we fought. It boded mischief I was sure.

Having made an end of speaking, he got down from his horse and looked among us, his riding-whip held in his hand.

“Where is my son?” he cried, as though he had not seen Ben there right in front of him; “have any of you seen my son?”

Immediately we all looked round at Ben, who at once came to his father, saying — 

“Father, here I am.”

“Oh, there you are,” his father said, looking at him with a smile which was more scowl than smile, “and what may you be doing there?”

“I have been to school,” said Ben.

“Been where!” his father cried, and that with so great an oath that I trembled all the more for Ben, for I saw that all at once he was in a towering rage, and that mischief was in his eye.

“To school,” said Ben; then adding, as though the matter were new unto his father, and therefore needed explanation, “the master has newly come and has only opened school for the first time today.”

I saw that Ben was in the wars; he already had been badly used by us, and now here was his father worse a hundred times than us upon his hands.

“And so, my lad,” said Bull, and he drew his heavy riding-whip up and down between his hands, “you think to make a mock of me; you think to make a scoff of me for all the country round. The father is of one mind and the son is of another, and the son is the stronger of the two; so that is how the land is lying.”

“You did not tell me I was not to come,” said Ben, who though very pale neither flinched nor winced before his father’s eyes or words, “I am very ignorant, I love to learn — you did not say I might not come to school.”

“My lad, my lad,” replied his father, still passing the whip between his hands, while, holding our breath almost, we all looked on, for we knew what Bull was when in a rage, “this is not the first time you and I have fallen out, and I have seen this long time past that we seriously would differ in the end. It was not the learning that you loved, you rogue, it was not the school, it was the flogging that you loved. Because you had heard the master flogged, and your father did not flog you hard enough nor often enough. You lying hound!” till now he had spoken with a sort of savage irony, as though he made a rough joke of the affair, but all at once he burst into a furious rage, shouting with all his might, “you did not know I did not wish for you to come to school; I’ll teach you now to know!”

And with that he caught Ben by the collar, and dragged him to him as though he were no stronger than a child, and raised his heavy whip up in the air and brought it down upon his back with such fury and such force that I almost looked to see it cut him right in two; and as it fell Ben screamed so that you could have heard him for a mile away, for after all he only was a boy. And we stood looking on, daring scarce to breathe, for in his present mood I had not been surprised to see his father kill him on the spot.


CHAPTER IX

THE END OF BULL TRELYAT’S EXPEDITION

FOR his scream had no effect upon his father, nor the way in which he writhed and struggled beneath his furious blow; again he raised his whip, and again we held our breath, for no human creature could live beneath many such blows from such an arm as Bull’s.

But this blow was not fated yet to fall, for even as Ben’s scream rang out the schoolroom door was opened, and the master came running out, his long hair all flying in the breeze, and all his clothes awry. His face was white as any ghost’s, but there was a lightning in his eye which showed it was not white from fear; and in his bearing was such dignity, such majesty — indeed that is the word — that I there and then declared that he never could seem base again unto my eyes. Almost he was too late, for the blow was all but falling as he came through the door, but immediately as he came out he cried, in clear, ringing tones, which I have always likened then and since unto a trumpet’s call — 

“Sir, what is it that you do?” And at the sound of his voice the blow was stayed even in mid-air.

We all stood in a throng and watched and watched, a thin fine rain beginning then to fall, it seemed to me, just as he spoke, as though he summoned it from heaven. To look at those two men, from one unto the other, in what were they alike? You have heard about the miller, and how he was a dwarf and puny in face of Bull Trelyat; well, the miller was twice or thrice as strong as Mr. Strange, who was no stouter than a lath, and weaker than many and many a twelve-year child — at least, as they were grown round there. But there was in Mr. Strange, as he stood there, something stronger as it seemed to me than strength of arm — to me, to whom strength of arm was all in all; there was a power and a might in his very look, a splendour in his bearing.

I know he had on me the same effect which he had had before, and all my blood was tingling in my veins and my brain was in a state of exaltation. I looked at him like one bewitched and waited for the issue of the scene. On Bull it did not seem that the effect was like with me; and yet I do not know, for as he spoke Bull ceased to strike, and glared at him as glares a savage beast, furious yet fascinated, not knowing what to do or say. But at last he shouted, though he with difficulty had found his voice at last — 

“What affair is it of yours?”

With a swift step Mr. Strange came to him, looking at him with a glance of fire, which seemed to cow him and yet to madden him still more.

“Sir, such doings are the affair of every man; you would not kill your son!”

“And if I would, what then, you dog, what then?”

“What then?” And I despair to let you know the manner in which Mr. Strange made answer, for my pen is weak and no pen of ready writer, and his voice and manner even beyond his words were strong. It seemed as though one spoke from God, and he grew larger on a sudden and more grand; indeed he seemed altogether to be another man. “What then? Then, sir, there is a God!”

And as he spoke Bull shrank before him and fell back as though one struck at him a heavy blow; then, with a cry like a wild beast’s rather than a man’s, he leapt back again and with his whip struck furiously at his unprotected head, and immediately, without a word or movement of any kind, Mr. Strange fell to the ground as though he were struck dead.

His fall seemed somewhat to sober Bull, for, letting his whip fall to his side, and loosing Ben, he said in sullen tones, looking down at the prostrate figure at his feet — 

“Let that be a lesson to you, my friend, to keep your finger out of the pies of other men.”

I know not what it was possessed me, I know not to this hour; I know not what it was that made me do what I did then; but I suppose, like Bull, that I was rather mad, for I have heard madness is catching, and one furious man will set a whole company a-raging. I say I know not what it was, the cause is hidden from me, and I am not philosopher enough, nor yet enough a scholar, to trace it to its source; but this I know, and know full well, and aye! when I think of it this very day how that same moment comes back unto me now, for the old Adam is with me still — I know that when I saw Bull strike and Mr. Strange fall down I was, I know not why, possessed with so furious and inarticulate a rage, the like of which I seriously affirm I never have known since, that I was there and then a man, gifted with a strength ten times my own, and so desperate a courage that I verily believe it would have driven me single-handed against a whole army had there been one to meet. My whole heart went out to Mr. Strange, my blood all boiled to take vengeance for his fall.

Little recking what I did, why I did it, or how, I dashed at Bull just like a thing gone mad.

“You cur! you cur!” I cried, “you coward and you cur!”

And there, before them all, I set on him more like a savage animal — of that I now am very sure — than like a boy. I struck him with my fists, I tore him with my nails, I kicked at him, I am not certain that I did not use my teeth as well. Utterly astonished at the suddenness of the attack, and, remember too, I was no puny lad, but equal, as after events proved well to more than two or three of Mr. Strange, overcome too by my ferocity, Bull gave way before me as though I were a troop, and for half a minute at the least I did with him just as I would, I rained blows, no baby’s tappings either, upon his head, and face, and chest, and everywhere; it was only his enormous bulk and weight — for as I have said, in breadth and build he was just like a bull — rather than his strength which saved him from being struck right to the ground. Certainly the punishment which he received was almost equal to that which he had given Mr. Strange.

In my fury I had lost all consciousness, and it was only when he began to recover self-possession and made a wild effort to lay hold of me, that I began to think of what would be the consequences if I should fall into his grasp, and instantly, remembering that caution is the better part of valour, I struck a parting blow and like a deer I turned to flee. Whether he pursued I cannot of my own knowledge say; I have been told he did. That, blind with fury, when I fled he fled after me, but I was fleeter far upon my feet than he, and safe in that knowledge, and with fury still burning in my breast, I never turned my head to see if he might be behind, but, without once stopping, from the school I ran straight home.

Of course, since for the best of reasons I was not there to see, of what followed I was no spectator, and all that I have learnt has been told to me by others. Quickly Bull gave up the chase, for, blindly furious as he was, even he perceived that he might almost as soon seek to catch the lightning as outrun me. Boiling with rage, he soon came back to them. They tell me, and I can well believe it, that his appearance was not improved by my attack; that the blood streamed from his nose, and that through one eye he already scarce could see. The blood had fallen on his clothes and spotted him from head to foot; his hat had been struck off and trampled in the dirt; the collar of his shirt was torn, and his neckerchief, spotted with blood, strayed loose outside his coat. Indeed he, in general so neat and orderly, and who prided himself upon the propriety of his apparel, was now as disreputable a being as any sloven scamp within the shire.

He said nothing as he came up, or if he did it was nothing they could hear, for thinking it at least possible that he might vent his rage on any one within his reach, prudence had taught them caution, and they had removed themselves to a safe distance from his arm. But so far as they perceived he was too furious for speech; he picked up his crushed and muddy hat and thrust it as it was upon his head; picked up, too, his riding-whip which, fortunately for me, had fallen when I charged, and then turned with the intent to mount his horse. But, whether astonished by the singularity of the proceedings in his immediate neighbourhood, or judging it a fair opportunity for a little journey on his own account, that sagacious beast had strayed to an adjoining meadow where the pasturage was to his taste.

Amazed anew by what he deemed the animal’s misconduct, Bull set off in search of him; but the steed, possessed seemingly by a spirit of contrariety, would not be caught. No sooner was his master within a yard or so of him, than, tossing his mane, and kicking up his heels, he trotted a little distance farther on ahead. In vain Bull used the language for which he was far famed, the steed was not tempted by the sound thereof; farther on he went, and farther, while Bull came swearing after.

This you will understand had its comical side for those who might be looking on, for to see a man strive to catch his horse when his horse will not be caught, is not a sight to elevate the mind; especially when the man is in a towering passion, and the horse mischievous. Away they went, both horse and man, Bull splashing through the rain, the horse, so soon as he came within reach, curvetting and prancing off some twenty or thirty yards ahead. Bull was helpless in his rage, and as he ran his foot caught in a hole and down he went crashing to the ground, and when he rose, his appearance not improved by his contact with the mud, the laughter of the boys came ringing in his ears, for this was sport to them, and in futile fury he turned and shook his whip at them. What he would have done to them had they but fallen in his grasp I hardly dare to think, but, like his horse, they were well out of his reach, and could therefore afford to jeer and laugh at him.

In the meantime Mr. Strange lay, scarcely noticed by any one, where Bull had struck him down, for all this, which has taken me so long in telling, took perhaps not three minutes in the doing. But now Ben, despite the rain and the blow under which he certainly must yet have smarted, knelt beside him and sought to win him back to life again.

“Sir, sir,” he kept on saying, “say that you are not dead,” as though if he had been dead he could have said anything at all. But Mr. Strange lay still, and fearing that his father’s hand had driven life away, Ben raised his head and pillowed it against his breast, and sought by every art he knew to win him back to sense. And still Bull chased his horse, and ran and stumbled, and raged the more, and still the boys laughed on. And all at once as though their laughter touched some chord within, with a shiver which passed from head to foot, Mr. Strange undid his eyes and turned and said — 

“Who is it that is laughing?”

Ben was both surprised and glad to see him roused and to hear his voice, and bending over him replied — 

“It is nothing, sir, it is the boys; it is at my father they are laughing. How are you now?”

“At your father?” and with a sort of start Mr. Strange put his hand up to his head, and when he drew it away it was all stained with blood, for the blow had cut his head as with a knife; “your father! who is he?” And all at once memory came back to him, and he remembered all, and with a sort of spasm he drew himself away from Ben, and staggered — for it was a stagger only — to his feet. Even on his feet he tottered so that Ben held out his arms fearing he would fall. He was a pitiable sight as he stood there, pitiable indeed! more like one dead than living; like one who had risen from his grave. Seeing that he could scarcely stand alone Ben offered him his arm and bade him lean on it. But Mr. Strange would not, but placed instead his hand upon Ben’s shoulder, and leaned on that.

“Where is your father?” he asked, as one asks a question in a dream.

“There, sir, there! do you not see him? He cannot catch his horse.” And Ben pointed to where still the chase was carried on.

Tired perhaps of running straight, the horse, to add to Bull’s vexation, had now wheeled round, and was returning in a sort of circle to the place from whence he came. Every step that he advanced, the boys, who had long ago forgotten their own particular cause of difference, like valiant spirits, who still wished to enjoy their mirth and yet escape the weight of Bull Trelyat’s arm, went back another step in front of him, and so the horse with Bull behind came on.

With an effort Mr. Strange strove to collect his scattered senses, and look round, and when he did he saw at once the plight which things were in. Turning to Ben, with a certain grave displeasure in his voice which amazed Ben not a little, he said — 

“Why do you not help your father, lad? surely it were an easy thing to catch his horse for him.”

Just then the horse came within a yard of two of where he himself was standing, and to Ben’s surprise and to the surprise of all the rest besides, he staggered forward rather than ran and caught the creature, which had not looked to be chased in front as well as in the rear, by the bridle. Behind, Bull, whose turn it now was to stagger too, came lumbering on; he was not over quick upon his feet, and was built in such a fashion that it was no joy for him to run. His wind was short, he easily was puffed and tired. Now the sweat poured down his face in streams, he well-nigh was beaten. Another dozen yards and he would have been obliged to let the beast go its own way, while he sat down upon the ground to rest, for though a man may be in the most furious of rages and strongly bent upon a certain thing, that does not help him to run a mile when he has not wind enough to run a yard. As he came panting and puffing, fairly at a loss for breath to keep his rage well heated, Mr. Strange stood by his horse, the bridle in his hands.

“Sir,” he said, in the most courteous of tones as though he already had forgotten the assault which he had suffered, although it was plain to see that he hardly yet had strength enough to stand, “I am sorry that your horse has troubled you so much, but animals, like men, are troublesome at times.”

Bull made no reply, but simply glared at him; I doubt indeed if at that moment he had breath enough to speak. Again they were in contrast, the two men — the one pale as death, the other red as fire, the one shivering with weakness, the other panting from a cause so different; the one, too, so courteous and gentle, the other so rough and rude.

“Will you not rest before you go? Our school is rough, but there is at least a seat and shelter.”

I believe that Bull thought the other made a mock of him; the idea of any one, after the treatment which he had measured out to Mr. Strange, offering as it were his hand in friendship, and bidding him even welcome beneath his roof, for in a sense the school was Mr. Strange’s, was a thing impossible in his philosophy. Courteously Mr. Strange waved his hand towards the school, desiring him to enter there and rest. But all that Bull vouchsafed as a reply was — 

“Get out of my way!” spoken as though he spoke unto a dog; and he brushed the master on one side to reach his horse — which he might easily have done without so rude an action. But when it came to mounting he was so tired and so heavy he found he could not mount alone; immediately Mr. Strange was by his saddle to give him a helping hand.

“Leave me alone!” cried Bull, as though he were an angry child; “do you hear? I will have no assistance, man, from you.”

But he was obliged to, none the less, for though he tried once, twice, thrice, aye, four several times he could not mount alone, and was the more fatigued because he tried so hard. At last Mr. Strange advanced to him again.

“I pray you, sir,” he said, speaking as humbly as though he were a slave and Bull a king, “to use my hand; it is no service that I offer you; it is only right from a younger to an older man.” This time Bull turned to him, eyeing him from head to foot, speaking between his teeth, with a grim smile upon his face.

“You are a curious fellow,” he said, “as curious as ever I have seen; do you think you have muscle enough to lend me a hand? Stretch it out and see.”

“I will try, sir; I know I am not strong, the Lord has not seen well to give me strength.”

I confess had I been Bull I should have hesitated too, for I had not supposed that in his arm was strength enough to raise up one so weighty; yet it appeared there was, for in some way or other by his aid Bull reached his saddle and took his seat. And when he was seated Mr. Strange said, still in the same sweet, gentle, even supplicating tones — 

“I beg you to pardon me for having given you cause for anger, and to believe I did not mean to anger you.”

But without a word, or even so much as a look at him, Bull urged on his horse, and rode away, and left him standing there.


BOOK II. WHAT HE DID

“We have seen strange things to-day.”


CHAPTER X

I TELL THE STORY TO MY FATHER

THE time passed on; two years went by; the master was with us still, but the things which had happened since those two short years were lost to time, were indeed singular and strange. It was as though some convulsion of nature had arisen, as though some hidden fire, long pent up, had suddenly burst forth; for while before there had been among us comparative peace, now there was such a tempest of disputation, such a contest of many minds, such a declaring white was black, and black was white, that the place was not the same. Throughout the shire a great wave of passion had swept on, every town and village was in commotion, and the cause of it will not take me long to tell.

Looking back upon it, I see that it was not unlike some mighty war, for there were two parties, one arrayed against the other; and I remember how stern a time it was, how stirring, and how full of tumult and excitement. And how throughout it all my blood got warmer still and warmer as the days passed on, and how a new strength seemed given to me — do I say seemed? nay, but it was given indeed, a something which before I lacked, a higher and a nobler strength, a newer vision, eyes which before were dark saw things which till then were hidden, things the like of which I had not even dreamed, things more glorious and grand than ever yet were seen in dreams, more strange and wonderful than all the visions and imaginations of the night. I was re-formed, re-cast, remade, re-newed, another boy — or rather man, for by that time I had approached the age of man, and was strong enough for any one among them all. And it was that master of ours who had had a hand in the doing of it all!

That very day on which I had had that small affair with Bull Trelyat — though perhaps I do wrong in saying it was small — so soon as it was done, if you remember, off I ran straight home. I was like a boy gone mad, all my veins on fire and a fire too seemed burning in my brain. The events of the morning had been too much for me, and this man who had come to rule over us was of a kind so new to me, so different to the man I had thought to see, to the man we had told ourselves that he would be — fierce and cruel, caring for little else but flogging us. Instead, and as I ran in my seething brain a thousand fancies seemed to boil and bubble, and again and again his face and form, his voice, his eyes, that haggard look upon his countenance, were back with me. He seemed with me still; I seemed to hear his voice ring in my ears, to see his eyes fixed on me as though they would pierce me through and through, to note his feeble form and anguished look, and above all again to see him on his knees as he had been when the boys ran out and left him in the school alone; to hear his words and that triumphant cry of his, “I know that my Redeemer lives.”

He knew that his Redeemer lives! What did he mean by saying that he knew that his Redeemer lives? It was all a mystery to me. And again I saw him as Ben shrieked in his father’s arms, as he came out — he, the poor, weak man, whom I had thought so base a thing, so cowardly, so feeble-spirited — came out with that grandeur in his bearing, that power in his eye; where had all his tears, his weakness, gone to on a sudden? Again I saw Bull strike him to the ground, and again the blood burst like a torrent through my veins, and I threw up my hands and fairly cried, though I knew not the why nor wherefore of my tears.

When I reached home, there at the door was my sister standing; Ellen, who had not been sent with me to school, with the sweet brown face and sweet brown eyes, in which there was mischief too at times; and when she saw me coming, running at such a rate, she came out and met me at the little garden gate.

“Pete,” she cried, at sight of my disordered looks, and the tears upon my face, for I was a great lad and it was a shame for me to cry, “he has not beaten you so soon?”

And she laid her hand gently upon my arm, and when I heard her soft, tender voice, and the fear that was in it on my account, all at once some of my sense came back to me, and I remembered that in fact tears were in my eyes, and that my looks must be disorderly, and I threw up my hand seeking to wipe the tears away, and stared at her in a way which seemed to startle her still more.

“Has he beaten you already?” she repeated; “is he so very hard and stern? What is it, Pete, that you have done?”

“Beaten me!” I cried, for the very thought seemed all at once to be ridiculous—” beaten me indeed! I should like to see him try it on! why, I could beat him a dozen times before he could beat me once!”

“Beat him! beat the master!” Ellen said, and I saw she was even more fearful for me than before, thinking that I had been guilty of some scandalous behaviour, which would bring fresh vials of wrath upon my head. “Pete, what have you done? You have not beaten him?” and her voice sank to an awestruck whisper, for the thought was terrible to her.

“Not I indeed!” I cried, “not I! instead I have beaten Bull Trelyat!”

“Beaten Bull Trelyat!” Never shall I forget the look of amazement on her face and in her eyes, I verily believe she thought I had gone mad. “Beaten Bull Trelyat!” She said it once again, as though she tried to grasp exactly what it meant, the thing was so incredible. “What is the matter with you, Pete? What is there gone wrong? You do not really mean that you have beaten Bull Trelyat?”

“I do! I do! I really mean it, sis! I have laid the lion low.” And I laughed, I know not why; it was no laughing matter, but it was in a sort of ecstasy, for my excitement not yet had passed away.

“Pete! Pete! come indoors!” she said; “I think you are not well” — she seriously believed that I had got the fever or gone mad—” I thought you were not well this morning when you went out; I thought I saw it in your eye.”

Did anybody ever hear the like! She thought I was not well! She saw it in my eye! I who was as strong and healthy as any lad within the shire, who had never known a day’s illness since the day that I was born! Oh, sister mine, I fear you almost fibbed; you thought I had been guilty of some shameful trick or other, and thought to pass it off on my ill-health!

“But come,” I said, “come, sis, do you not see that it is raining? and if you think I am not well” — and with that I looked at her with a twinkle in my eye, for now the tears were gone—” I think that I had better go indoors, for rain is not the very best of things for invalids, at least so I have heard the people say.” And, stooping down, to her increased bewilderment I took her, and after all she was not such a very little girl, up in my arms and lifted her as though she were a baby upon my shoulder, and seated her up there as though it were a throne, and looking up at her I laughed — for suddenly my heart was just as gay as though it never had known tears.

“That is pretty well for one who is not well, I think,” I cried.

And she replied, more and more bewildered still, “I’m sure something dreadful must have come to you, you wretched Pete! What is it has gone wrong with you? How dare you raise me as though I were still a little child!”

But paying no heed to her remonstrances, or to a word she said, I ran her round and round the garden in the rain, perched aloft up there, and when I had had enough of that I bore her in the house and stood her on the kitchen table, and looked up at her again, and laughed, and said — 

“Do you still think, sis, I am unwell? A little exercise should do me good — nothing like exercise for invalids, I’ve heard them say; and you — you’re like a feather; it’s like carrying nothing at all to carry you about, you know.”

“I’m as heavy as it is proper for a girl of my age to be. I know that very well; you needn’t talk to me,” she replied sententiously, still as grave as grave could be. “Of course I’m not a monster like some boys I know. But tell me, Pete — like the good Pete you sometimes are — what is it has gone wrong? For there is something I am sure.”

Then I told her then and there; told her as she was standing on the table and I stood on the floor; told her all the tale. And as she listened her surprise grew more and more.

“And is he a sort of man like that?” she asked, speaking of the master, though I was sure that after my clearest of clear descriptions she understood him not one whit.

“Yes,” I said, “he is like that; just a sort of man like that.”

Then I went on to tell her all the rest; and when I had finished with it all she was in such a state of complete astonishment she could not open her eyes half wide enough, and scarcely knew what else to do.

“Well,” she declared, when she found breath with which to speak, “of all the things that I have heard this is the very strangest thing of all; I cannot understand it yet.” And she could not, there was no need to say it; that was plain enough to see. “But,” she cried, as a new consideration entered in her mind, “what will he do to you? What will he do when you get in his hands? Oh, Pete! what have you done?”

I shrugged my shoulders; I had not thought of that as yet, though I confess I did not like it when I did, for it occurred to me that that would scarcely be one of the pleasantest half-hours when I should once more be face to face with Bull. But I was not disposed just then to make so much of it as Ellen, for she knelt down upon the table, and put her arms about my neck, and kissed me, and said, in a voice which trembled — 

“Oh, Pete! if he should kill you!”

I laughed. “He will not go so far as that,” I said. But my chief fear was for my father. How would he look at it? Would he take my side or whose? Would he punish me upon his own account? or would he hand me over then and there to Bull?

The day passed on; I know not what I did as the hours fled. I lingered here and lingered there; I was in a tremor of excitement, and Ellen was excited too, she upon my account, and I? — I scarce knew why.

Father came in for the evening meal. I looked at him as he came in; I knew at once that part of the story at least was told already; but from his countenance I could not tell if it had angered him or no. He simply looked at me as he entered, and hung his hat upon the rail.

“Father,” said Ellen, anxious for his comfort, as indeed she ever was, for she kept house for both of us, and kept it well, “you are wet through and through; make haste and change, for supper is already waiting.”

“Waiting, little lass? well, so am I; I will not keep it waiting long.” And he laid his great hand upon her head, and stroked her glossy hair; for he was always tender with Ellen, even when furious with me. ‘It was not till supper was nearly done that he said a word upon the business of the day, and it was not for me to begin upon it first. Then he looked at me, and I cast my eyes anywhere but on his face.

“Bring me my pipe,” he said to Ellen; and she brought it to him, filling it as she stood by his side, and bringing him a light as well. Then I knew that the time was come to have it out with father.

“So, boy,” he began, when he had had a whiff or two, and Ellen standing with her arm in his, leaning all the time against his shoulder—” so, boy, a pretty tale I hear of you.”

I answered not a word, but looked straight down upon my plate; there was no doubt it was a pretty tale, if one chose to call it so. Ellen leaned nearer to him.

“A pretty tale, upon my word.” And then he took his pipe out of his mouth and laughed. I started as though he had struck me; was this the way he meant to look at it? I felt the blood stealing to my cheeks, but still looked down upon my plate. “And so you tackled Bull Trelyat, ha! ha! ha! you pounded him! But come, let us hear all about it from the beginning to the end.” And he leaned right forward on the table, pushing with his arm the supper things aside. “This is a serious affair, Pete, a serious affair,” adding, with a chuckle, “for Bull as well as you.”

“But it was all Mr. Trelyat’s fault,” said Ellen, taking the part of advocate for me upon the spot, stealing her arm about his neck, and pillowing her head upon his shoulder; “you know he is so cruel — he would have killed this Mr. Strange, if it had not been for Pete.”

“Killed! i’ faith, it seems to me six of one and half-a-dozen of the other, and each seems to have done a little killing on his own account. But come, lad, out with it all.”

And he had it all; I told him all as I told Ellen when I first came home. He stopped me now and then to ask a question, but made not the least remark, and heard me out unto the end, seriously, but with a twinkling eye just now and then, and fresh enjoyment of his pipe. When I had done, for some moments he held his peace and looked at me, and at my flushed face, for it was flushed by now. Then he asked — 

“And what manner of man is this master of yours?”

I was at a loss; I could not tell him; I wanted words, and had I had them I doubt if I had ventured to put into speech the feelings of my heart, even had I understood them, the which I scarcely did.

“He is a man — a brown man, with white face and great black eyes, and his hair is long.”

That was my description of Mr. Strange; for I was not so heated now as I had been with Ellen, nor had I such a store of language.

“A brown man, with white face, and great black eyes,” repeated my father after me; “well, that is not far from right, but I have seen him too, my lad, as well as you; but it is not of his appearance that I spoke, but of the man.”

“It is too soon to know him yet,” I stammered; “I never set eyes on him before to-day.”

“It is not too soon for you to get yourself into a scrape on his behalf,” said my father, as though he tried to read me with his eyes; “there must be something in the man to have roused you to do so mad a thing — for you know that it was mad as well as I. I say nothing for Trelyat, for he is no friend of mine, and I have sometimes thought that he needed to be taught that because he is strong he should not therefore fall on all the weak; but he is a man easier to offend than satisfy, and ready to go to any length to be revenged upon an injury; you have made an enemy of Bull Trelyat for this man Strange.”

“Father, you would not have had me stand by and see him killed? What had he done to Bull? He is the weakest sort of man — not stronger than Ellen there, and he ran out, braver than any lion, to shelter Ben.”

“Braver than any lion! oho! that is how the land is lying!” and there was a twinkle in his eyes as he noticed how I warmed.

“Yes, braver than any lion!” and I stood up before him with all my face aglow. “You should have seen him but a minute before; there were Ben and I alone with him, and he was crying on the floor, and I thought him the basest sort of thing, then all at once, when Ben gave such a scream, he came running out with his eyes on fire and stood before his father like a king.”

“Like a king! and brave as any lion! well! this is well indeed! Well? and then Bull knocked him down?”

“He said, ‘ Sir, you would not murder Ben!’ and Bull said, ‘ And if I would, what then?’—’ Then, sir,’ said Mr. Strange, ‘there is a God.’ Oh, father! if you had heard him say, ‘There is a God!’ he was like another man. And then without a word of warning Bull stepped back and struck him with all his force upon his head.”

“Then all I can say, that if the whip was heavy and Bull struck hard I am surprised the man still lives to tell the tale.”

“He may be dead for all I know! How do I know he lives? I left him lying there upon the ground—”

Just as I said the words, just as I was about to tell my father how he lay, and how the sight set all my blood on fire, there came a knocking at the outer door.

“Who is it comes so late?” cried Ellen.

“A visitor,” my father said. “Bull, no doubt, come to have it out with Peter.”

“Oh, father, you will not let him,” my sister cried; “you will not let him kill our Pete!”

“You need not fear, my lass; there need be no talk of killing. If Bull Trelyat must settle this affair with any one, he must settle it with me. Open the door; whoever it is we must not keep him waiting there.”

Ellen, trembling still, undid the door, and there upon the threshold, stood Mr. Strange. Ellen, who had never seen him yet, was ignorant as to who he was.

“Who is it you are seeking, sir?” she asked. But my father had already risen, looking at me with twinkling eyes, and with a chuckle said — 

“Come in, sir, come in; and take a seat. This, Ellen, is Mr. Strange — my daughter, Mr. Strange.” And Mr. Strange came in, his hat held in his hand.

For my part I was as red as fire, and full of shame, and had I dared would have fled upstairs to bed. He bowed as he came in, with quaint and gentle courtesy, and said — 

“I pray your pardon for intruding here so late, but I could not have slept had I not come. I would have come before, but I have scarcely been myself.”

As to that no one could doubt who looked at him; he was more like a ghost than like a man, as though he had one foot already in his grave; a great strip of plaster was on his head which matched very oddly with his hair.

“Sir,” said my father, with a courtesy which surprised me, for though all comers were welcome to his house he was in general rough and ready in his ways, “no excuse is needed; supper is still upon the table, and there is a chair for you.”

I saw Mr. Strange cast a strange, wistful look upon the plenteous provisions; my father saw it as well, and Ellen too, for she immediately set a chair by the table, and my father beckoned him to sit on it.

“Sir,” he said, and there was still that twinkle in his eyes, “I shall take it ill if you have supped already; I myself have hardly done, and all who come must eat with me.”

Mr. Strange’s lips were trembling, and indeed I thought that he was going to cry; he turned his hat round in his hand and seemed as nervous as a child.

“I — I — I thank you, sir,” he stammered, “I confess that I am hungry; I have eaten nothing yet to-day.” Eaten nothing yet to-day! you should have seen how Ellen bustled here and there, and set the table all in order as though we were about to begin again our meal. “The Lord is very good.” The Lord is very good! to hear him say those words! it was curious how they went straightly to my heart. The Lord is very good!

Seeing that the best way to give him courage was to set him an example, my father himself sat down as though he yet had eaten nothing, although he had had a hearty meal already, and we sat too; then Mr. Strange came to the table, but before he took his seat he folded his hands and closed his eyes and said, “We thank Thee, Lord, for these Thy bounties, for Thou art ever bountiful. Blessed be Thy holy Name, O Lord.”

We stared at him. Who was this man that he was always talking and thinking of the Lord? He was beyond our understanding.


CHAPTER XI

UPON THE MASTER’S SIDE

I HAD never seen a man eat his food with such feverish haste and yet with such seeming fear as Mr. Strange; shame seemed to choke him, and he trembled sometimes so that he could scarcely lift his hand up to his mouth. Few words were spoken; my father stared at him, despite his evident desire to play the courteous host, with undisguised amazement. Ellen, thou tender heart! did nothing but watch his needs and hasten to supply them; for the time she had no eyes for any one but him; she knew he was in trouble, and her heart ached for his; as for me, I, like my father, was amazed. I verily believe he was not far from starving, for he ate as eats a starving man, and I doubt if it were not two days instead of one since he had tasted food. And all the time he trembled, as though he feared to intrude upon our charity, as though he feared we thought that he had only come to us in search of food. We pressed him to eat and eat again, and each time he seemed divided between his hunger and his fear to prey upon our larder.

At last when some time had passed, and his hunger began indeed to be appeased, my father said — 

“So, sir, I hear you have begun by getting in the wars.”

You should have seen the master start! he started as if my father had said the bitterest and cruellest of things; he laid down his knife and fork, and stretched out his hand unto my father with a beseeching gesture, and with such a look of trouble in his face replied — 

“Sir, I pray you will not think that!”

“Not think that!” my father cried, amazed afresh, “but, man alive! what would you have me think! you have a pretty plaster on your head, and if all that I hear is true your first morning’s experience of school was not exactly one of peace.” Immediately Mr. Strange was in a maze of trouble.

“Sir! sir!” he cried, and his voice was low and earnest and full of trouble, “the wisdom of the Lord is beyond our finding out, His ways are not our ways, but all His ways are peace; He knows nothing of wars — all things are for the best.”

“Come, Mr. Strange,” replied my father, not a little puzzled by the man, “you and I talk of different things; I am a plain man and my words are plain, and what you call one thing I may call another, but when a man gets his head broken as you have yours, I call that getting in the wars.”

Mr. Strange looked at my father for a moment and met my father’s eyes so that each looked at the other, and then replied, with a rare smile upon his face — 

“Heads are quickly broken, sir, especially when they are thin, and quickly mended too; the fault was mine, no doubt; I should have been more careful — I was too abrupt in what I said. But,” and here he turned to me, and again was trouble in his face, and his voice was more sweet and gentle, and again was that strange music in it which seemed to come at will, “it is for your son I fear; there was a champion of whom I had not thought or dreamed, who for my sake has put himself in peril from a stronger arm; and indeed I was not worthy of so much. Peter,” and he held out his hand to me, smiling all at once, and I took it into mine, and it was as though I had nothing there, “do you know whence comes your name? Well are you called Peter, for your courage at least is strong as is a rock. What made you, lad, do all that for me?”

I do protest I was no bashful lad, I do protest I was in general as bold and ready as the best, but this Mr. Strange had on me an influence so singular that all my nerves were twittering, and all my face on fire, and all because he looked at me. My tongue was tied, I could scarcely stammer — 

“It was nothing, sir, nothing at all.” And as I spoke I felt a hand laid gently on my shoulder, and I knew that Ellen had come round to me, as though to give me the courage I seemed to lack.

“But it was very much — it was much indeed. Yet, Peter, there is perhaps one thing you do not know” — and still his voice was strangely musical, and played upon my nerves like the wind upon Æolian strings— “that it is better to leave all vengeance to the Lord. Christ’s vengeance is forgiveness — if we could only know the wisdom and the beauty of such revenge — there is only happiness in that.”

“Forgiveness?” — it was my father speaking now, and there was a certain dry intonation in his voice—” do I understand you, sir, that you have already forgiven Bull Trelyat for that cut upon the head?” Mr. Strange loosed my hand, turned towards my father, and stretching out his hands in front of him with that curious air of deprecation, replied — 

“But what was that? and who am I that I should not forgive? What has not the Lord forgiven me; and if it was suffered for the Lord, how great my happiness should be.”

My father was still; he took his pipe from off the table, lighted it again, and puffed at it some moments quietly, then he said — 

“Well, Mr. Strange, you and I have different ideas of happiness; I fancy we were trained in opposite corners of the world.”

Mr. Strange in his turn was still gazing at my father with steadfast gaze; then, changing the subject all at once, he asked — 

“You do not blame me for this morning’s work?”

“Blame you,” and my father took his pipe out of his mouth and laughed, “what’s coming to the man! If there is any one to blame, it is pretty plain it is not you; you only did what any honest man would do — asked Trelyat not to kill his son, and between us two—” and here my father pointed his words with the butt of his pipe, “Benjamin Trelyat, or Bull as he is oftener called, when in a fury, which is sometimes half-a-dozen times a day, would stick at nothing.” I thought of my father’s rage, but held my peace. “He is strong, and he is big, and he is blustering too, and the less you have to do with him the wiser you will be; and if he interferes with you, you come to me, for it is I who am a subscriber to the school, and it has nothing at all to do with him.”

“Sir,” said Mr. Strange, very earnestly, “I would wish to live at peace with Mr. Trelyat.”

My father laid his hand heartily upon his shoulder, and I saw the master sink beneath it as though it were a load of tin.

“And you are right,” he cried, and laughed, “for he is not the sort of man to quarrel with.”

The question Mr. Strange asked next was singular, and it was with a certain timidity he asked it.

“Is he much loved in all these parts?”

“Loved!” and my father slapped his knee with so much force, and so much enjoyment of the question that Mr. Strange sprang from his seat as though he had struck at him, “much loved indeed! don’t you see that every one must love a man like that, for should any one but breathe a word against him, and there are plenty to carry him the tale, Bull would not rest easy till he had brought the matter to the use of his fists, and not all the world is like Nick Truin.”

“Nick Truin? who is he?” And then my father told him the tale about the miller, how he had had it out with Bull.

“This Mr. Truin is no ordinary man,” said Mr. Strange when the tale was finished.

“No, and no coward to boot,” my father said; “you and he are just the sort to hit it off together,” and he struck Mr. Strange so heartily upon the shoulder that he almost knocked him off his chair.

What Mr. Strange might think I cannot say; but with what truth my father spoke as to the miller and the master being the sort to hit it off together, time quickly showed.

Soon after that the master took his leave.

“Well, sir,” my father said, as he gave him good evening, “I’m glad to have seen you here. I’m a plain man, and my words are plain, so you must excuse all that I may say, and if you don’t, I am not like Bull and shall not take offence. You’re not of a sort we’re used to here; I don’t say you are better or worse for that, but you’ll find things at cross-purposes perhaps, or they’ll seem so to you — now just mind what I say, you come up to me, you’ve pluck, although your arms are like a chick’s, and I’ll stand by you, and see you have fair-play.”

“Sir,” said Mr. Strange, “I will mind it well; I am very weak and ignorant, and blunder on sometimes I scarce know how, but all my strength is from the Lord, so that I know no fear, and all my days are psalms, and all my nights are blest by Him, and though my arms are weak, my body frail, in the Lord my God I am stronger than the strong.”

This he said quite quietly, but again with that strange music in his tone which seemed to steal into one’s heart, and set it all a-fluttering, I know not why. And then he went, and my father did him honour by opening the door for him with his own hands, and as he went down the garden path, and as his figure faded in the night, my father turned and said, with an odd puzzled look upon his face — 

“That man will turn us upside down; this is a pretty broth that we have brewed.”

But Ellen, seated by the table, trifling with the knives and forks, said, speaking as in a sort of dream — 

“Is he not beautiful?”

“Beautiful!” my father cried; “you have a pretty eye for looks, upon my word; why, he is nothing of a man — a rat — a rat, no more; and yet—” and here he hesitated, and his brows were knitted—” well, he has beaten me, I own” — and he threw out his arms, as though he threw off a weight which lay upon him. “What a face he has! and what a light comes in his eyes! and there is something in the fellow’s voice — but bah! am I becoming a dreamer too? Come, lad and lass, it is time for bed!” and he took his watch out of his pocket; “why, it’s ten o’clock and past; fine hours we’re keeping — come, off to bed! leave the supper things, my lass, until the morn.” And as we went upstairs Ellen stole to my side, and slipped her arm through mine, and said, so softly that it was as though she whispered in my ear — 

“I know, Pete, why you did it.” I understood her meaning; I did not need to ask her to explain. “And, Peter, how he loves the Lord.”

“Yes,” I said, “he loves the Lord.” And somehow in all my dreams that night, I seemed to hear the words keep ringing, in the sweet music of the master’s voice, “He loves the Lord! he loves the Lord!”

And time slipt on, and so many things were crowded into its flight that if I would tell you one tithe of them I must hasten too. Oh, those early days of school! the turbulence, the riot, and the roystering that reigned supreme! it was like anything but school! And yet the master moved among it all with a sweet and gentle patience, never ruffled in the least, never uttering an angry word, but troubled now and then. Despite themselves, seeing that he could not by any means be angered, but that he was ever at their service, ever ready with a kindly word, to bless when they had looked for him to curse, to take their ill-conduct upon his shoulders, and to blame himself as though it were he who had done wrong — despite themselves, when they saw this, they began to be less turbulent in their behaviour.

Besides, there were a certain set who, as it were, ranged themselves upon the master’s side, and among them I certainly was one. For as the time went on I began to love the master with such a love as I had not thought was in my heart, and to strive in all my ways to give him pleasure. And it was such an easy thing to please him too, so easy and so pleasant. He opened for me, too, the world of books, and I stayed at them sometimes might and day. I never was a scholar, for at their best my brains were dull and heavy, but all that I know I learnt of him, and learnt with such pleasure, although too it was with pain. But who, with him for teacher, with that rare voice speaking in one’s ear, with that gentle look bending with one’s own eyes upon the book — who would not have learnt? Who, spending part of every day with him, and seeing with what rare and gentle courage he fought on and never struck a blow, with what strange faith, although all the fight seemed going against his arms, he saw peace and victory ahead. How his heart would never sink, his courage never waver, how he was blind to all defeats, and turned sorrow into joy, aye, I wonder still how it was they were not all upon his side! For, after all, we were not many, five at most: Johnny Reddy, who was himself a host; Ben Trelyat — and how it all fell out with him in a moment you shall hear; Talbot Vivian, who was no contemptible recruit; and Roger Pollen.

Talbot Vivian was with us, first of all, he said, because he liked to see a man with pluck, and Mr. Strange was, in his opinion, a man with more pluck than was found in all the town besides. He came up to me the very next day after that affair with Bull Trelyat, the second day of school, and told me that, from his point of view, the master was a trump.

“I told my father,” he said, standing before me with his legs apart, tapping his riding-whip against his breeches, for he had ridden into school, and his horse was tethered there against a fence, “that the fellow was a trump — I told him yesterday as soon as I got home; as for Bull Trelyat — that man—” and he shook his riding-whip with a menacing gesture in the air—” and I wish that he were here to hear me say it”; I believed him fully, for Talbot would not have curbed his tongue in the presence of the king himself—” is nothing but a brute and bully, and I told my father that if he did his duty, which he doesn’t, and nothing will induce him to, that he would let him cool his heels in the county gaol till he was too old to do anything but scowl.”

Whether he had really told his father so or not is more than I can say, but I think that it is highly probable, for he was wont to use him with remarkable freedom, the Squire being sometimes fairly outargued by his son. “But as to that fellow Strange,” continued Talbot, “I say he is a gentleman, and that is more than you can say of many round about this town.”

Yet, though numbered among our ranks, Talbot was not the most amenable of scholars, and, as his enthusiasm and admiration grew greater day by day, was wont to cause the master much distress; for sometimes when one of the others had been more turbulent than usual nothing would satisfy Vivian but to get up in the middle of the schoolroom, and commence with the offender there and then a desperate affray, which, instead of making matters better made them doubly, trebly worse, for I have seen the school turned upside down by one of these freaks of Talbot Vivian’s.

Johnny Reddy came in because he was my friend, and because I asked him to, and because Mr. Strange was weak and needed a strong arm to help him on, although I do not believe he fairly understood the master even at the end. Yet none the less he did great things on his behalf, as you shall see.

As for Roger Pollen, he puzzled me, he was all by fits and starts; sometimes he would work as hard as any one of us and seemed to strain every nerve to give the master pleasure; at others he was as obstinate as nails, would not do a stroke of work, and answered all Mr. Strange’s solicitations with a fixed and stony glare. Yet he too was in front in that hour when there was not one of us to spare.

It was thus with Ben Trelyat; and as to his father first of all. My father made the affair his own, and the next day rode over to Bull Trelyat at his farm. What happened there I never exactly heard, but anyhow there was a stem and furious quarrel between the two, and only Mrs. Trelyat’s interference prevented them from coming then and there to blows. Now Mrs. Trelyat had been in her day one of the beauties of the shire, and was as gentle as Bull was fierce. She was perhaps the only thing in all the world he really loved, and her he worshipped. He was her very slave, her very word was law, there was nothing he would not have tried to do to satisfy her wishes. But she was a true and tender woman, and but used her power over her husband to good and proper ends; in spite of which, however, she could not change the nature of the man.

Still when she stood between him and my father and bade them not to come to blows there was an end of it, and since my father gave him to understand that if there was any one to thrash it must be he who must be thrashed — which would have taken Bull all his time to do — therefore, since his wife would not allow him to try to thrash my father, and since the quarrel was henceforth to be my father’s, I got off scot free.

Nevertheless, when some days afterwards I met Bull as I was coming back from school, I stopped, shivered in my shoes, and had half a mind to turn and flee. Talbot Vivian was with me, and his presence, if nothing else, would have shamed me out of fleeing, for when he saw my hesitation he cried out — 

“What! you are going to flee from him! You’re never such a coward! He will never dare to lay a finger on you while you’re with me.”

Of that I was anything but certain, for I had not such an exaggerated opinion of the value of his presence as he had himself, and had there been nothing else to buoy up my courage should without the slightest hesitation have taken to my heels and ran; but I knew that my father had taken up the quarrel as his own, and that Bull had in a way agreed to regard it as my father’s; so I went on.

Yet I must confess that when I came up to Bull, and saw he carried the self-same whip which he had had on that eventful day, again I shivered in my shoes, the more especially when he stopped short in front of me and barred my way. Nor was my anxiety relieved when I perceived that he had still an ugly scar upon one cheek, and a rim about one eye as black as night. Yet was I not a little amazed to hear Talbot Vivian all at once cry out, as boldly as though he were I know not whom — 

“Mr. Trelyat, if you lay so much as a finger on my friend I give you notice that you will sleep this night in gaol, for it will be a villainous assault in the language of the law.”

I looked to see Bull make him prove his words upon the spot, and should have been extremely satisfied to have had Talbot leave the advocacy of my cause alone. But to my relief Bull contented himself with the use of looks and words alone, putting his hands behind his back, in one of which that dreaded whip was held — and looking down at Talbot as looks a giant at a pigmy.

“What sort of an animal is this? a bantam or an eagle? a sprat or whale? You give my compliments — the compliments of Benjamin, better known as Bull Trelyat, to the worshipful your father, who is, as we all know, a most important man, and tell him that if he wishes his son to keep a whole skin upon his back, he will teach him to mend his manners.”

I think that Talbot was rather awed either by his words or by his looks, for once he held his tongue. Then, wheeling somewhat round, Bull addressed himself to me, for which attention I was certainly not grateful.

“As for you, my lad, you may thank your stars you have a father who takes all his whelp’s tricks upon his shoulders — he will have a pretty burden with them soon! — or as sure as you and I are living you would not have had a whole bone left in your body to call your own.” And with that, without another word, he pushed me on one side, and strode straight on.

When he had gone a certain distance, nearly perhaps a hundred yards, in spite of my entreating him to silence, Talbot called after him — 

“I tell you what, my man, it’s lucky for you that you’re the sort of man you are, and not a gentleman; for had you been a gentleman I would have treated you as one.”

What exactly this vague threat conveyed I cannot say, nor whether it was heard by Bull; at any rate he paid no heed to it, but still strode on.


CHAPTER XII

THE STORY TAKES A STRIDE

THE reason Ben still came to school was because it was his mother’s wish that he should come. For some days he did not put in an appearance, nor did I ever look to see him back with us again, but after rather more than a week had passed, sure enough, after the bell had rung perhaps half-an-hour, who should walk in but Ben. He was very grave and very pale, and walked straight up to Mr. Strange, who seemed surprised at sight of him, as indeed were all of us, and said — 

“I have come to be a scholar, sir, if you will have me back again.”

“If I will have you?” and to see the smile on Mr. Strange’s face! there had been hubbub in the room a moment back, but now was silence, for all were curious to hear what would be said—” Ben! Ben!” and he dwelt upon the name with that loving intonation which some of us began to know by then, “if I will have you back again? as though you were not welcome, lad! The fold is large enough if all the sheep will come! But have you your father’s leave this time?”

“It is my mother, sir; my father said she might do with me as she would, and it was her wish that I should come.”

And so he came, and was among us once again, and was indeed a bright, particular star, for he galloped where we could scarcely walk, and knew as much in his little finger as all the rest of us in all our heads together, for if ever lad was born to be a scholar that lad was Ben. We soon understood that, because it was still his wish to come, between him and his father had been built as it might be a high partition wall, for his father would not speak to him nor look at him, nor know him in any way whatever, and that despite his mother’s oft-repeated prayers; since he could have his way in nothing else Bull had it in this and stood quite firm.

But this division from his father was, I think, made up to Ben by his association with the master. Mind you, I do not pretend that I ever understood him quite, for he was a mystery at the last as he was at the beginning; he walked on mountain-tops, I stumbled in the vales; his was an eagle’s glance, and mine a mole’s. And on that account, because he was so far above the rest of us, there grew up so great a friendship between him and Mr. Strange, for quickly each understood the other, each read the other’s heart, and hand in hand they walked upon the mountain-top together.

I say friendship, for such it was, although one was but a boy and the other was a man; for indeed Mr. Strange was a friend to all of us. He stooped down to us and we sprang up to him, a friend rather than a master, a well-loved friend, a tried and trusted one, one in whom to place our confidence, one to whom to come with every petty trial, to share our griefs with, and to share our joys, to make our hopes his own, and all our best ambitions the subjects of his earnest prayer.

For it was he who taught us how to pray; and here I sweep on with a stride to the climax, the germ, the very heart and centre of the tale I have to tell. For that was his greatest sin, his cardinal offence — that he taught us how to pray! That he taught us the knowledge and the love of God, and the shame and glory of the Cross! That he opened eyes which before were blind, ears which before were void of hearing, hearts which knew not what it was to live! That he came among us and brought us Christ and God — such was his crime, such was the measure of his guilt.

For when I look back upon those days I marvel and shudder too to think what days they were, for men knew nothing of their God. Churches there were and parsons too, but the church doors were seldom opened, still more seldom entered, and the parsons kept as much as possible away. Lest any good man should read these words and be offended, I would not have you think that it was thus with all; not so, not all the churches were in ruins, and not in all of them was worship a scandal and a shame. I would not speak so hardly, for there were good men then as there have ever been, but this I will say, and pray that none thereat may take offence, of these good men little was either heard or seen, they kept themselves too much unto their studies and to their books. They did not move sufficiently among their fellows, nor strive sufficiently to spread abroad the good they had themselves.

As for the land in general, the land of Cornwall, that fair and beauteous land, I will strive to hold back my pen, nor will I say it was comparable to Sodom and Gomorrah, but the Lord indeed was merciful since He did not use it as He had used the cities of the plain. For there was no God, all that He held reverent they held unclean, and all that was unclean with Him was reverent with them. But I will not linger here, or you will think that I have dipped my pen in gall.

Now among these people rose a voice, and it was the voice of one John Wesley. It was afar off still, even its echoes had not reached us yet. But this William Strange had been at the University of Oxford when John Wesley was a student there, and had there known him, and as you know it is the little spark which lights the mighty fire, so one mind has an influence on many, even at times on all the world. Thus Mr. Strange came under the influence of Mr. Wesley. I know not what he was before, I know nothing of the history of his early days; he may have told it all to Ben, or to the miller perhaps, but he never told a word to me. But, however that may be, when circumstances compelled Mr. Wesley and him to say farewell, he was a man after Wesley’s heart; and all the world knows what that was, what kind of Christian and man of God, what sort of follower of Christ.

Now there are some who think that the history of such a man must of necessity be dull and void of entertainment; to such I say — and to the lads I chiefly speak, for it is for the lads I tell this story of my boyish days, and in the telling I am all at once a boy again — to such I say, if you find one dull page in this the history of William Strange, close the book, and bid the man farewell. If you do, it is the writer’s fault, for in his life there was no dulness — it was one perpetual sweeping on, one perpetual strife and battle, like a kaleidoscope, in which there is continually change — until the end.

And the storm that rose about his ears, and the scorn and the derision! you shall hear it all. I know not how it came unto me first — the love and knowledge of the Lord, for it came by degrees; but I remember it came unto a head one Monday morning, as I was about to take my leave when school was done.

“Peter,” said Mr. Strange, as he took me by the hand, and there was that sweet, grave smile in his eyes, and round his lips which always made me smile at him again, “I did not see you yesterday in church.”

I held down my head and blushed. That certainly was true, for I had not been to church a dozen times in all my life, for I had always held it time wasted, and preferred to make the Sabbath holiday, and spend it indeed I know not how. But all at once as Mr. Strange said that to me, and I felt his eyes upon my face, I was ashamed and held my tongue.

“Why, Peter, why were you not at church? Why were you missing from the worship of the Lord?”

“I — I was reading all the day. I do not often go to church.”

“Not often? Why, I have never seen you once, I have missed your presence there, you who are my friend, and” — here his voice was so gentle and its strange music trembled in my heart—” the Lord has missed you too; are all your hours so busy that you cannot spare Him one?”

I held my peace, there was nothing I could say.

“Peter,” and as he spoke a great trembling came over me, “will you not come with me before the Lord? Are we only friends in word, and not in deed, are we to be parted there? For oh, lad! you know not the comfort and the glory of the knowledge that we are ever in the presence and the keeping of the Lord.” Then, after a moment’s pause, “Peter, will you pray with me?” he said.

I was silent, I could not have spoken then to save my life. He took me by the hand and led me like a little child to the bench at one side of the room.

“Peter, will you kneel with me?” he said.

I knelt, or rather I stumbled down upon my knees, for all my strength had left me then. He knelt down beside me, and then he prayed. I will not write down his prayer, though every word of it is still ringing in my ears. “O Lord” — it was thus he closed—” hear our prayer, for from the fulness of the heart the mouth is speaking, and receive unto Thyself this Thy servant who is so young, and who longs to come to Thee,” and by that time I was crying like a child. I had laid my face upon my folded arms and cried as though my heart would break — aye, how I cried, for the first time I felt that indeed I was in the presence of the Lord. And Mr. Strange was silent, and let me still cry on, and I knew he prayed within himself, and prayed for me. And all at once I lifted up my head, with the hot tears still streaming down my cheeks, and said in a voice which shook and seemed to stifle me, and all my shame was gone, and I cared not then if all the world should see my tears — 

“Sir, sir, what does the Lord want with such as I? What does He care for such an animal?” And Mr. Strange turned to me, and in a voice which filled me with a curious awe — 

“Jesus died that you might live!” he said. And then he told me all, all the great, and grand, and wondrous story — the story of the Cross. And I listened as would a little child — and to hearken to his voice and to watch his face! He played upon my heart as upon a harp with many strings; he roused in me every emotion of love, of wonder, of hope, of fear. I was like one in whom a tempest had broke loose, and was tossed this way and that as the wind swept on; and such an ecstasy sprang up within my soul, I could have leapt upon my feet and cried aloud, yet such a dread I dare not move from off my knees, and when all was over and I went home I was another thing.

And it was thus with not a few of them; he drew them to God. And this I say again was his chief and great offence. And, moreover, he had influence upon our fathers too, and drew them unto him and unto God; and when this was told abroad you would have thought never so foul a thing was done before, such was the tumult and the noise. And since those who are always looking for a reason of offence can always find one if they will, so they at least succeeded in fastening on Mr. Strange a crime for which they would have done him to death had they been able.

Our own church at Redruth had been closed these several Sundays past, the curate being ill, and the vicar never coming down to us at all, so that those who wished to worship were obliged to go to Camborne or St. Stithians. Now at those churches only one service was held on Sundays, and that early in the morning, so that for the rest of the Sabbath in all these parts there was no public worship of the Lord. Not that folks in general were vexed thereat, but on the other hand were rather pleased to find so good an excuse for using the whole Sabbath exactly as they would.

But some few there were, friends of Mr. Strange, who felt that this was scarcely the way in which to dedicate the day unto the Lord, and at his suggestion they met together in simple, unpretentious fashion to praise the Lord. It appeared that this had been the fashion with Mr. Wesley and his friends in those days at Oxford; they had been wont to meet together in each other’s rooms for prayer and praise. And it was at these meetings that Mr. Strange developed that wondrous gift he had of expounding the word and truth of God. Putting religion entirely aside, it was worth going many and many a mile to hear his eloquence of speech — his was indeed a tongue of fire.

One would have thought that in those meetings, since none were forced to come, and all who chose might stay away, though at the same time all who came were welcome, there was no cause to take offence. The affair was innocent enough, one might almost say insignificant enough, to excite no comment. Yet when it was noised abroad that these meetings did take place, and that at them Mr. Strange did expound the Word, you would have thought the world was coming to an end from the noise it made.

And yet I doubt if it would have gone any further than hard words, which, after all, can break no bones, had it not been, despite the stir — perhaps because of it — that the meetings increased and multiplied. The fame of Mr. Strange’s eloquence travelled far and wide, and people came from all the neighbouring parts to hear him speak. And then the step was taken which caused the storm to burst; for so many came to hear, there was no room which was large enough to hold them.

We were gathered in the bam on Monday after school, four or five of us, those who were most closely attached to Mr. Strange. We were talking of the meeting which had been held the day before, and which had been so well attended that there had not been room for half of those who wished to come.

“Why not have them here?” cried Talbot Vivian. It was an inspiration; we turned to him; it was a splendid thought.

“Why not?” we cried.

“If we could it would be well,” said Mr. Strange; “but we should need to have permission first.”

“My father,” cried Talbot, in his impetuous way, “will give it you. I will go bail for him! Why should he refuse? — he’s not such an idiot as that! He’s not like all the rest of them!”

The idea was taken up; it was too good a one to lose. Talbot, as he always did, being ever impetuous and eager, beat the iron while it still was hot, and went straightway to his father, laying the case before him then and there.

That same evening he went back to Mr. Strange with the good news that the Squire placed the barn entirely at his service to use it as he would. Satisfied with this, and never supposing that aught else was needed, the very next Sunday afternoon he held the meeting in the barn. It was a glorious day, the sun was high up in the heavens, and yet a gentle breeze was blowing from the sea, which made the atmosphere both cool and pleasant.

The barn was full as it could hold; there was scarcely room for all. I should say there were more than two hundred inside and as many again without. We were amazed to see the number, for Mr. Strange had never addressed more than thirty together before. My father and Ellen and I all went together and found it already full when we arrived.

“There is some meaning in this,” said my father in my ear, when he saw how great a crowd they were; “they have not all come here to hear us pray and preach.”

“Perhaps,” said I, “they have come from curiosity to hear him speak — they have not had so good a chance before.” But in my heart I doubted it, for in the crowd I saw some who were known to be friends of Bull Trelyat and Joseph Reynolds, and who were the most turbulent among those who cried down Mr. Strange.

As we entered my father had to force his way among them before they would let him pass, for he had said to me — 

“Let us get well to the front, so that if anything should happen we may be near to Mr. Strange.” And to Ellen he said, “You had better stay outside, my lass; indeed I am not sure but that you had better not go right away off home, for I do not like the look of things, and I fear there may be more than praying and preaching here.”

But Ellen begged to stay. “Do not send me home,” she said; “oh, father, let me stay, and let me come with you right up to Mr. Strange.”

And my father let her have her way, and putting her between us we forced our way up to the little desk at which Mr. Strange already had his seat, people looking at us not too kindly as we passed, and muttering some of them, “There goes Praying Peter and his boy! there go the ranter’s friends!”

My father, hearing James Edgett — James Edgett was a general dealer, and more than suspected of having an interest in the shameful trade of wrecking — say this a little way from where we were, stopped short in the middle of the crowd, and cried out — 

“Yes, James Edgett, here goes Praying Peter — you do not often tell the truth, but you have told it now; I thank the Lord that He has taught me how to pray, and this very night, my man, I will pray that He may make you an honest man, for that you will never be without much help from Him.”

There was silence after that, and I saw smiles on many a face, for no one was disposed as yet to quarrel with my father, and few in their hearts were fond of James.

At last we stood by Mr. Strange; around him were Miller Truin — for the miller had been among the very first to join him hand in hand — and Jonathan Reddy, who was always with us on the Sabbath, and Stephen Pengellick, who at my father’s earnest solicitation had come for the first time that afternoon, and one or two besides, and Johnny Reddy, and Talbot Vivian, and Ben Trelyat, a small but stalwart band, and I also saw that, a little distance off, stood Roger Pollen and his son. There were we few around the desk, ready to stand by Mr. Strange unto the death, and all the rest of the crowd spread out in front of us.


CHAPTER XIII

THE DESECRATION OF THE BARN

SEEING how few there were of us, and how many there were in front, and that those in front wore scarcely kindly looks, Stephen Pengellick said, when my father came up to him and shook him by the hand — 

“Ah, Peter! ah, Peter!” and he shook his head and spoke as solemnly as though it were a funeral at which he was assisting, “I did not think that it would come to this; this is a foolish course that you are entering on; we shall have them all about our ears like wasps about a hive.”

“For my part,” said Jonathan Reddy, in that stolid way in which he always spoke, and which was so exactly like his son’s, “I’m ready to fight or pray; I’ve heard tell that in the old days they used to pray with sword in hand.”

“The sword of the Lord and of Gideon,” said Matthew Pollet. Matthew was engaged in the pilchard fishing, and lived right over at St. Ives; he was a small, thin man, dried by wind and sun, and when he spoke of the sword of the Lord and of Gideon, I do not think he fully understood what Gideon’s sword might have to do with Reddy’s words; but he was a true man was Matthew, although not eloquent of speech. Just then a noise began in the middle of the barn, and a thin querulous voice cried out — 

“I told you not to come — I bade you stay away — I knew how it would be — what does a man who keeps a respectable inn want in such a place as this?” And I looked, and lo and behold! there were Nathaniel Dabbs and Mrs. Dabbs in the centre of the throng, and Nathaniel was in a fume and Mrs. Dabbs was seemingly no cooler than her spouse, for she replied, in even louder tones than his — 

“A man needn’t be respectable although he keeps a respectable inn, so you keep still and hold your tongue, or I will give it you when we get home.” And at that there was a general laugh, for hardly any one could help but smile, and it put the people in good humour.

Immediately Mr. Strange stood up and there was such a silence one could have heard a person breathe, and as he rose, all of us about the desk took off our hats and held them in our hands, but those in front still kept them on. Seeing which, and having waited for a moment, the master said in those gentle tones which were never without effect on those who heard — 

“It is no shame for any man to uncover in the presence of the Lord.” And again he waited, and this time first one took off his hat, and then another, and at last all had them in their hands. All eyes were turned to him, and on each face was a look of curiosity as though they wondered what was to follow next.

Now I know not why so many people came to us that Sunday afternoon; I know not if they came to make a scoff of us, if they came with the intent to turn the meeting upside down, to let loose a flood of ribaldry, to pour abuse upon our heads, to go even further still, and strive to silence us with fists and sticks and blows, if nothing else would do — I know not if these purposes were in their minds when they left home, but from what came afterwards, from the storm which burst so soon I strongly suspect they were. But whether such was the case or not, whether indeed they meant to turn into a tumult the worship of the Lord, this much I know that upon that particular afternoon their hearts were turned and softened, for never was behaviour more reverent than theirs. And who could help it? who that once gave Mr. Strange an opportunity to use his voice, that once gave him an opportunity of being heard, could help but listen to the end? Who could resist the charm? Who could close his ears to that sweet music when once the strain began? Mr. Strange had over them, despite themselves, an influence which for the time at least drew them upon his side. That spare, weak man, that man with the pale, emaciated face, that man whom any one of them could have beaten with a single hand, could have conquered with his breath as it might be, who was poor and scantily clad, who had not a pound to call his own, who had scarce a roof to shelter him, who had neither kith nor kin in all the world, who was nothing but a poor, half-starved pedagogue who had come to fill a post which many a beggar would have scornfully refused — this man, as he spoke on, had power over them which many a king would lack yet sigh in vain to call his own. He charmed them with a strange and wonderful and magic charm.

And as he spoke he played upon their hearts as, as I have said before, a skilful player plays upon an instrument of many strings. Every look of his they hung upon, every intonation of his voice, and as his tones rose or fell so rose and fell their eager, anxious faces. They scarcely seemed to breathe, yet now and then they sighed as sighs the wind among the trees when the monarchs of the forest bend before the storm; and now and then they seemed to catch their breath as if they feared to choke, and ever and again their eyes would steal away and look into each other’s faces, with a curious half-startled, half-sheepish gaze, which seemed to say, What things are these we hear?

The master spoke upon the words of Luke, “Jesus himself began to be about thirty years of age, being (as was supposed) the son of Joseph.” He dwelt first of all upon this period of a man’s life, this age of thirty, and pointed out what a man might have done before he reached that age, and what reasonably he might look forward to afterwards. And then suddenly he showed them what Jesus did in the short time that remained to Him after He had reached that age until the end. And to listen to that tale! to listen to it as he told it then! with his gaze ever fixed upon the Cross and on the Throne! — he was as one inspired, and as men listened to the prophets in the days of old they hung upon his words. He told them of That Life, what It meant, and what It was; he never breathed the least reproach, he never sought by a single word to bring the moral directly home — it was Mr. Strange’s first and chief peculiarity that the thought of blaming others never seemed to enter into his mind, rather his feeling was one of strange and wondrous pity, yet there was not one who could have helped but see the great gulf fixed between the life that he was leading and the life of Christ, the glory of the One and the shame of the other; nor was there one who could have helped being struck by the suggestion which seemed to breathe in every word the master said, that theirs was the loss rather than the blame; what an infinite pity it was that they chose to stay outside in the darkness, and the misery, and the cold, when the door was open and the feast was spread.

I cannot tell you of the words he used, of the music of his voice, of the magic of his glance — I pray you to always bear in mind this is a halting pen of mine; nor can I show how, as he spoke on, a change seemed to come upon the scene, how the veil seemed drawn aside, and how we seemed suddenly to be transported into some unknown land; how the music of many instruments seemed ringing in our ears, the sounds of many voices, the songs of many saints; how the presence of the Lord seemed spread around, how the barn seemed fled, how, as in a vision, we seemed to see the glory face to face; how tears came in our eyes, and ecstasy came in our hearts; how the crowd swayed to and fro as if by passions rocked; how some lifted up their hands and some their voices, crying with the master, “Hosanna to the King!” how, when he showed the sorrow and the shame, the anguish and the pain which Jesus knew, some wept aloud, and how, when he yet further showed, that even through this sorrow and this shame, this anguish and this pain, the glory glowed beyond, men’s faces brightened and a strange light shone - in their eyes. Upon these things I am not competent to dwell, for though I have felt them all and known them all, yet have I not the power to make them felt by and known to others.

That afternoon it was a strange and silent throng which, when all was done, went from the barn; they had come to scoff and had remained to pray. Yet, and here is the bitterest and most grievous thing of all, that the feeling was only transitory events soon showed; that Mr. Strange had only after all succeeded in getting at the surface and had not reached the heart, that, in spite of all outward seeming, his words had fallen off them as water falls from a duck’s back, time soon proved.

So it is with men, at least with some of them, they come before the Lord, and yield to Him, and own His majesty and power, and are abased, and as soon as they have left His presence, or deem they have, for since the Lord is everywhere, they are, although they know it not, for ever in His presence, they shut their eyes and ears and heart and forget the matter altogether, and begin to laugh again at Him.

The meeting being over we thanked the Lord for the great things that had been done, and supposed that such an influence had been brought to bear upon those who so recently had left, that the story would be noised abroad, and that we in the future need not fear the public clamour. But Mr. Strange was wiser. His speaking being done, the strength which had sustained him while he spoke seemed gone, and he was now as weak and helpless as a child. He knew men’s hearts better than did we.

“Build not too hastily,” he said, with a faint smile upon his pallid face, “lest the building falls. It takes time to build a house upon a rock — we have not built it yet.”

As indeed was quickly proved, for the very next day the first thing of which we heard was that all the town was in a tumult because of the meeting in the bam. One would have thought a deadly crime had been committed, such was the hubbub and the stir. Who was the cause of it, or who was at the bottom of it all, I never heard, it was enough to know that it was there.

The ostensible cause of all the clamour was the alleged misusage of the bam. Any one would have supposed that all the town, and all the neighbourhood to boot had been interested heart and soul in the project of the school, so surprising was the noise they made. Upon a sudden it appeared that no more precious building than that bam had ever yet been built; we might have been transported into the old days of Rome, and that barn might have been a sacred temple of the gods which had been by some impious hands profaned. No Roman crowd believing that such profanation would bring down upon their city the wrath and vengeance of the offended gods could have clamoured more; so sacred in one night had that old barn become!

First of all it was clearly evident — no man could have the slightest doubt upon that point — that Mr. Strange’s action was intended to be a direct and signal insult to the town, for the barn was township’s property, and it appeared the most precious and valued property it had — the brightest jewel in its crown — its inestimable treasure; and to misuse it so was to shamelessly and wantonly insult the town, to stab it to its heart, to wound it in its tenderest part, to seek to rob it of its honour. For one thing they with all their lungs contended, and that was that the bam belonged to no one in particular, to no one more than to any other, but in common to every soul and person in the town, and who, they asked, with proud and haughty mien, had given this man the right to scandalise the Sabbath, and to use it for a purpose so atrocious?

To scandalise the Sabbath? Yes, such was the cry, and it gathered strength and grew; just as of old they laid the charge of blasphemy upon the head of Christ, so now they charged Mr. Strange with desecration of the Sabbath. It would have been ridiculous had it not been so real, contemptible had the accusers not been so strong; and the one tangible fact on which they all laid hold was that he had used the barn — their barn — the township’s barn, for such a purpose.

We, when we heard of it, were all amazed, amazed and angry, inclined to laugh; the thing was so ridiculous, it could surely not be true, they could not be so foolish and so mad. But that it was no laughing matter we were soon to learn, for that very day, as we were about to leave, my father came to the school with a grave look upon his face, and taking Mr. Strange somewhat apart from the rest of us he said — 

“You must come home and stay with me tonight; those mad men in the town are in such a state of mind that there is no knowing what they may take it into their heads to do.”

“Why,” said Mr. Strange, surprised, for we had been disposed to treat the story of the anger in the town as but a foolish tale, “what new bee have they got in their bonnet?”

“They say,” replied my father, and despite his gravity he could not help a grim smile upon his face, “that you have used their property to enable you the better to break the Sabbath.”

“But I cannot understand it,” cried Mr. Strange, for the thing was so unheard of and astonishing.

“No, nor any one except themselves; but that is not the point, we must set ourselves to understand it later on — just now you must come home with me, for they are like a set of madmen in the town, and if they knew you were alone to-night I would not answer for any sort of justice they might think proper to dispense.”

As they were standing there, and those of us boys who still remained were wondering what new thing was in the air, some one else came in, and this time it was the miller; he had evidently driven over, and that in haste, for he had his whip still in his hand, and for one in general so calm he was in no small degree excited.

“Sir,” he cried to Mr. Strange, hurrying at once to him, and scarcely noticing my father standing at his side, “you must come away at once with me — put on your hat and come, there is no time to lose.”

“Why, what is the matter now?” my father cried, while Mr. Strange seemed to hesitate and his wits seemed wandering for a time, for it was all so sudden. “I have just come on the same errand, to take our friend away — he will stay at my house to-night.”

“But now — now!” returned the miller, almost shouting in his eagerness, “my cart is at the door, quick, into it, there is no time to lose.”

“But why this haste?” my father asked, amazed to see the miller in such a heat.

“Why!” replied the miller, in a passion all at once, “why!” and he took my father by the arm and said in hot, eager tones, which seemed strange in one usually so calm, “because they are already coming here; because they are already on his track; I passed them on the road, and they stoned me as I passed. Come! come!” and he turned to Mr. Strange, and his figure was trembling in his eagerness, “I pray you, sir, to lose no time; if they should find you here God only knows what they may do.”

Mr. Strange, when he understood that danger was actually at hand, and that the people, or some of them, were coming to lay rough hands on him, lost all signs of hesitation, and drew himself straight up, and said in calm and tranquil tones — 

“Why should I flee? what evil have I done? Why should I be afraid if I stand justified before my conscience and the Lord? What can they do to me if I rest under the shadow of His wing?”

Just then we began to hear a great noise of people shouting; it was yet too far off to tell what they said, but yet near enough to show that if Mr. Strange was to leave before they came there was no time to lose.

“Sir,” said my father with that look upon his face which I knew well of old, that stem look which I had often seen, which forbade any one to cross his will, “you must go; I know these men better than do you; I know that at times there is nothing which they will hesitate to do. This is no time to ask the why or wherefore, you must go lest a worse thing happen. Pete and you lads, if they should find you and ask you where Mr. Strange is gone, say nothing. Now, sir, we have no time to lose.”

“I come,” said Mr. Strange, with that perfect calmness, that sweet gentleness which was in his manner in an hour even still more serious, “to remove temptation from these people, lest in their haste they should do some evil.”

“Quick! quick!” cried the miller, “I pray you to be quick!”

Never did I see him in such a state before; he who always was so calm was now like one distraught. Every moment the shouts came nearer; we now could catch the burden of their cries — 

“Down with the ranter!”

“Down with the schoolmaster!”

“We’ll have none of his kidney here!” and many other things beside.

“The first one who puts his head in here. I’ll break it for him with this ruler,” cried Talbot Vivian, and he caught up a heavy ruler which was on Mr.

Strange’s desk. And I felt the muscles of my arms grow tense, and my fists closing for the fray.

“Talbot! Talbot! what is it you would do?” cried Mr. Strange. But they would not wait for him to speak; the miller caught up his hat, and clapped it on his head, and between them took him to the door. I followed them. When they got outside, and the people saw it was their intention to carry him out of their reach, they gave a great shout, and all came running on together.

“Quick!” cried my father, for the people were not fifty yards away, and already stones were in their hands, and as they ran, they brandished sticks, “or they will have us yet.”

How they got him in I know not, I was too much beside myself to see, but in an instant he was in, and when he was he stood up and, turning to the people, said, in clear, ringing tones, which were heard even above the tumult and the din — 

“My friends, what is it you would have from me? In what have I offended you?”

But my father caught him by the arm and pulled him down, and turning himself to the people, shook his fist at them, and in a furious passion cried — 

“If I had five or six of you alone, you craven-hearted curs, I would show you of what stuff a man is made.” And there was another and a longer howl, and some stones were thrown; but, just as those in advance had almost reached the cart, the miller lashed his horse, which was a good and trusty beast and famous for his speed, and they were soon removed from all pursuit.


CHAPTER XIV

THEY THRASH THE MATTER OUT

THE question was, who had given Mr. Strange permission to hold a meeting in the barn. My father, and the miller, and Jonathan Reddy too, all sought to show that the responsibility was not his but theirs; that they had as much to do with it, nay, that they had more to do with it than he. The people would have none of it, they pretended that they only said this to shield the master, and that however they might turn and twist the matter the blame was actually his. It was him they hated — him perhaps in a sense they feared — and they were resolved that at him the blow should be struck. Just as firmly as my father and the rest resolved to shield the master, just as firmly the others resolved that they should do nothing of the kind.

The truth was that the storm was beginning to rage which burst out directly John Wesley set his foot on Cornish land; England was in a ferment, Cornwall was in a rage. They saw well enough that if John Wesley’s teaching was to gain the day all their old habits, all their old ways of living would as in a night be swept away; it was a revolution that was threatened, not a change, a revolution as complete as ever Luther worked.

Doctrine, what there was of it, was well enough before, but it was theory not practice, the spirit and the life were wanting. Wherever Mr. Wesley went his cry was — Be up and doing!— “Go to the ant, thou sluggard; consider his ways and be wise.... Yet a little sleep, a little slumber, a little folding of the hands in sleeping: so shall thy poverty come, as one that travelleth, and thy want as an armed man.” He was for ever telling them that religion was before all things a thing for practice, not for theory alone. And as to practise the religion of Christ, as Mr. Wesley bade them practise it, would necessitate an entire change of habits — habits to which they were attached, to which they clung, which were handed down from father unto son — whenever he appeared, wherever his words of fire went, there was a burst of fury almost of madness; it was as though he lashed them with scorpions, they who had never known the lash before.

Thus it was with Mr. Strange, it was because they saw in him the concentration of the principles they hated, an actual example of the things which they in their ignorance and blindness feared, because he was a follower of Mr. Wesley that they resolved to have him out of the way. The affair of the barn was but a pretext; if they had not found that they would have found another, but since they had it they did their best to use it as a handle to effect the ends they had in view. That we quickly saw, and saw moreover that they had just enough right upon their side to render it difficult for us to acquit the master entirely of blame.

For when they asked who had given him permission to use the barn, we replied, the Squire; to which they retorted with another question, what had the Squire got to do with it? — what affair was it of his? The barn was no property of his since he had given it to the town, and he had not the slightest right; and they asserted that the master knew that he had not the slightest right to deal upon his own responsibility with what was the common property of all. Moreover, and here was the hardest blow, they declared that even supposing he had the right to give permission, he had not given it, but on the contrary had plainly said that the affair had nothing at all to do with him and that he would have nothing at all to do with it. And this, when we came to inquire into the matter, appeared to be something like the truth. The Squire’s own account of it was this, and he seemed to take it as a personal insult that any one should ask him about the thing at all.

“I’d have you know I’m not going to answer questions,” he said; “I’m not going to be your tool, a man in my position is neither an idiot nor fool, and if any man insults me again that moment I will get up and leave this room.”

This he said in Dabbs’ parlour; there were some thirty or forty there, subscribers to the school for the most part, but there were also others who had been opposed to it from first to last. And on this point, as on every other, arose contention; my father argued, and three or four with him besides, that only those who subscribed to the school could have any possible concern in what was done with the bam. This the others, with Bull Trelyat and Joseph Reynolds at their head, denied, maintaining that since it was public property every one had an interest alike in what was done with it.

In vain my father protested against this view, the clamour was so great that at Mr. Strange’s own earnest solicitation he gave up the point; and the consequence was that, at this very meeting, not only were there in the room itself some ten or twelve red-hot opponents to the school and to all connected with it, but in the street without and in the tap there was a motley crowd which raved about the desecration to its property. And to make matters still more pleasant the Squire started off with the declaration that he would answer no questions to any one of any kind whatever — and this at a meeting whose special object it was to thrash the matter to the bottom.

“There is no need to ask a single question,” my father said, “your son, when Mr. Strange pointed out, in reply to your son’s own suggestion, that before he could use the building for such a purpose, permission must be granted, declared that he would ask yours; that same evening he said that he had asked it, and that you had granted it.”

“My son! my son!” cried the Squire, almost fit to tear his hair, for among them all, and in the impossibility to please both sides, he had enough of it, “upon my word — I say, gentlemen, upon my word, and I assure you as a gentleman, a gentleman and a magistrate of this shire, that there never was such a son as is that son of mine; I never have a moment’s peace with him — not one single moment’s peace, and as for this affair I never from the day that I was born until this very hour knew so much fuss and stir about a barn that would be dear at forty shillings. If I had only dreamt — I say that if I had only dreamt that there would be this to-do I would have pulled it down and used it for firing myself.”

“I wish you had,” my father said; “the loss would have been little.”

“Then I suppose,” observed Parson Wilkins, with a twinkle in his eye, as though he took a pleasure in baiting the Squire, “that you wish us to understand that you gave the required permission to your son. That of course gives the matter a different complexion; I was not quite clear upon the point before, but I suppose you wish us to understand that now?”

“No, I do not — I do not — I do nothing of the kind,” roared the Squire, and I verily believe he would have liked to box the Parson’s ears, “I have already stated fifty times that I did nothing of the kind.”

“Then you refused it him of course; one thing is clear, you must have either given or refused it, and I presume you do not wish us to understand that you did both.”

“That boy came to me,” screamed the Squire, and he danced about and shook his fists and worked himself into so great a heat that he grew purple in the face, “that boy came to me when I had done my dinner; he burst into the room, he dashed into the house like one gone mad. I was sitting at the table — I protest that I had not risen from the table and was just about to have a nap, the whole house knew that I was not to be disturbed — he shouted out something about Mr. Strange wanting to hold a meeting in the school. What affair was that of mine? I asked him what affair was that of mine? I ask you what affair was that of mine? He said would I say he might. I said for all I cared he might do exactly what he chose, for I knew nothing at all about it, and didn’t want to, and I didn’t and I don’t; what with the schoolmaster and the school I have been more worried than in all the rest of my life together, and I wish the barn were at the bottom of the sea — and I told that boy that if he didn’t leave the room directly I would break my stick about his back, for I do protest he never lets me have a moment’s peace, and when he wants a thing he never lets me alone until he has it, and if every father has a son like mine I don’t wonder that their grey hairs go in sorrow to the grave.”

“It is plain,” said Joseph Reynolds, “that the Squire gave the fellow no permission.”

“Of course I didn’t — I said I didn’t from the first — what affair was it of mine? When a man has dined what does he care about a twopenny-ha’penny barn?”

“It is equally clear,” maintained my father, “that the lad understood he had his father’s leave.”

“Understood! understood! what business is it of mine what he understood? That boy will understand just anything he pleases — am I responsible for what he understands?” And a fresh discussion followed, it was impossible to satisfy all parties when they had made up their minds that they would not be satisfied. At last Bull Trelyat and his friends drew themselves apart and talked together in undertones; and when they returned unto the others — 

“Mr. Thomas,” said Bull Trelyat to my father, “I believe you are spokesman for Mr. Strange.”

“I am Mr. Strange’s friend, and am prepared in this or any other place to act for him.”

“We don’t want any breaking of the peace,” continued Bull, “nor any disturbance of any kind, we want everything fair and orderly.”

“You want everything fair and orderly! you! you!” my father cried.

“Yes, I! I! I thought I said it plain enough before; if you are this fellow’s friend as you pretend, you will not knock out your brains against a wall for his sake, we are too strong for him.”

My father was about to make some angry retort, but the miller laid his hand upon his arm, and checked him, saying quietly — 

“Let us hear him to an end; Mr. Trelyat can be no more anxious for peace and quietude than are we.”

“Peace and quietude can be had in only one way, Mr. Miller; your friend Mr. Strange must go.”

“What do you mean?” cried my father, paying no heed to the entreaties of the miller.

“What I say,” said Bull; “the people have made up their minds that he must go — he is a stranger here, let him go back to the parts from which he came, they perhaps love him there” — this with a sneer—” I am but spokesman for the people just as you are spokesman for Mr. Strange. Squire, you know the temper of the people as well as I — listen to them now!” There was no need to listen, the hubbub almost drowned the voices in the room; they were shouting I know not what ribaldry against the Ranter and the Ranter’s friends. “Their blood is up; Cornishmen do not often take a holiday upon a working day except to do something on which their hearts are set. If you do not want a riot this man must go; who is he that he should endanger property and lives? — for I would not answer for the life or property of any man who harboured him; if he is wise he will take himself away while there is anything of him left to take.”

“You have finished, sir?” the miller asked, for my father could not trust himself to speak.

“For the present, although you and your new friends had better understand that the last word is not yet said.”

“That I can easily believe,” replied the miller calmly, “for there is still much to say upon the other side. You are magistrates, gentlemen?” and he turned to the Squire and Parson Wilkins, who seemed neither of them proud of the prominence which their position gave to them. “I call on you to witness that Mr. Trelyat has threatened violence upon his friends’ part if not upon his own.” Bull scowled but held his peace. “If this Mr. Strange, who is a dear and honoured friend of mine, has done anything against the law, let him be brought to justice — he is ready at once to deliver himself into your hands. But if he has not, then I have yet to learn that any man or any body of men can threaten violence not only against an inoffensive person, but against an inoffensive person’s friends; by so doing they themselves offend against the law, and I call on you, sirs, as worthy and honourable gentlemen, representatives of the law and of the king, knowing no fear or prejudice in the execution of your duty, to show that no one can with impunity do that.”

“Listen to me, Bull Trelyat,” said Jonathan Reddy, in that slow, stolid way of his, advancing and laying his hand upon Trelyat’s shoulder, before the Squire or the Parson had time to say a word, “I will take Mr. Strange into my house this night, and if any of those friends of yours” — with a stress upon the words—” dare to come howling as they are howling now, I will buy a brand-new cart-whip and whip you with it round the town. You may be strong, my man, but you are not so strong as I am, and you know that you are not.”

“This is very well,” said Bull, paling despite himself before the other’s steady passionless gaze; “who is threatening violence now? Mr. Squire, do you listen to this man?”

“It is not violence,” said Jonathan, “but justice that I threaten, because it is you, and one or two besides, who have gone out of your way to stir up all this tumult. And if you, gentlemen,” turning as every one seemed at last to turn, to the Parson and the Squire, “will do your duty we shall soon put these brawlers back into their proper places.”

“I will have you know, Mr. Reddy,” cried the Parson, who began to lose his temper in his turn, “that I have had quite enough lecturing about what is my duty and what is not. And as for Mr. Train, pray what is it, sir, that you would have us to do? Pray, where have we the means to enforce the law against every man for three or four miles round? Would you have us send for the military? You would soon have bloodshed then!”

“Were I a magistrate,” replied the miller, “I do not think that I should be the first to say that riot and disorder were too strong for me to cope with; with all deference, sir, it seems to me that at such a time hesitation is nothing but a crime.”

“Did I say they were too strong for me to cope with?” the Parson cried, still more angry than before; “and let me tell you, sir, since you seem to look upon yourself as superior to all the world besides, that I like Mr. Strange’s proceedings no more than other men.”

“If you like them as much as some men you would like them very well indeed,” replied the miller, still quite tranquilly.

“Enough of this,” returned the Parson, redder and redder in the face, “I am not here to bandy words with every one who has a saucy tongue, nor have I nothing else to do but waste my time because a foolish fellow chooses to run counter to all the world except himself.” And with that he turned to leave the room.

“Sir,” cried the miller, aghast at such an ending to the meeting, and seeing in it peril to Mr. Strange and to them all, “I pray you to forgive me if anything I have said displeases you, but surely you will not leave these misguided men to do what violence they choose — you see the mood that they are in as well as I — they may pull down the town about your ears before to-morrow if they please.”

“Mr. Train,” said the Parson, “you have already told us that when you are a magistrate you will know many things, and among others you will know this, that his Majesty the King does not appoint a gentleman to be a magistrate who requires to be taught his duty; I do not fear to see the town come tumbling down about my ears.” And with that he left the room, without giving any one a chance of saying another word; and as he went they heard the people shout — 

“Good-day to you, Parson!”

“You’re the sort for us — none of your ranting scum!”

“Here’s to the health of Parson Wilkins!” and I know not what else besides.


CHAPTER XV

SOMETHING IN THE AIR

WHEN he was gone and they heard the people shouting, the miller cast up his hands and eyes and said — 

“Such is the wisdom of those who are appointed magistrates!”

“We are not all of us so wise as Miller Truin,” sneered Joseph Reynolds.

“I never for a moment,” replied the miller quietly, “supposed you were.”

Whereat Reynolds scowled and bit his lip. But the spark which was to set the fire in a blaze was yet to come.

“Why,” exclaimed the Squire all at once, seeing in the Parson’s departure a fair opportunity to leave as well, “how the time has flown — it is dinner time almost — I must be off — I must be off — it is the second time that I am late again this week; we will talk about it all again to-morrow.”

“But to-morrow may be too late,” said the miller, who felt that in the present temper of the town delay was dangerous.

“Too late!” cried the Squire, in his irritation never thinking of his words, and certainly never supposing that they would be used in the way they were, “am I to be plagued my whole life long about this business? I would give five pounds to any one who pulled down that wretched bam and threw every stick of it into the sea!”

“Bravo! that is a fair offer!” said Bull Trelyat, as though he took the words as earnest ones. Then, to every one’s amazement, turning to the window and throwing it wide open he put out his head and shouted, “The Squire says he will give five pounds to any one who will pull down the barn — what do you say to that, my lads?”

Those in the room were all confounded, perhaps the Squire most of all. Before any one could say a word against an act so wanton, for, the street being full of angry and excited men, it was as though Bull set a match to powder, Jonathan Reddy came from behind and lifting Bull right off the floor tossed him through the window into the street beyond; and immediately there rose so wild a cry of rage from the crowd without that those within supposed that they would be there and then attacked.

“After that!” said Stephen Pengellick, cramming his hat tighter down upon his head, and taking a firm grasp upon his stick, “each man had better do his best to save himself.”

“Lock the door! lock the door!” cried Joseph Reynolds, who was white with fear, “they will not know friend from foe but will use us all alike.”

But the Squire showed more dignity and presence of mind than might have been supposed. Going to the window he said, in bold, unfaltering tones — 

“Men of Redruth, be careful what you do! Remember that in the end the law is strong.”

Just then Bull Trelyat rose to his feet; the window was but slightly raised above the road, but he had fallen on his face so that he was covered from head to foot with dust. In a voice hoarse with passion — 

“Don’t you hear what the Squire says?” he cried, “he will give five pounds to any man who will pull down the barn, and if that is not enough I will put another ten on top of it.” And there arose such a hubbub, such a discord of shouts and yells that no single pair of lungs could by any possibility be heard.

“To the barn! to the barn! Hurrah for the Squire and Bull Trelyat! To the bam! to the bam!” and immediately they came streaming from every side, men and women, aye, and children too, and went rushing down the street in the direction of the barn. The Squire was as pale as death.

“What is it they would do?” he said.

“More mischief than they ever will repair,” replied the miller; “God restrain their hands from sin!”

“I must find a horse and man to go to Truro, the soldiers must be here to-night. I will go myself if no one else will go.” And the Squire turned and faced them all, all thoughts of his dinner for the moment fled. “Gentlemen, who will ride at once to Truro, with a writing from my hand?”

Suddenly a boyish voice called out: “I will go! I will go! give me the paper and a horse and I will go!” and behold there was Oliver Aymes, who had entered they knew not how, with all his face aglow and his eyes on fire, for no doubt the whole affair was a huge and mighty joke to him.

“He shall have a horse; I’ll find him one,” cried Mrs. Dabbs, who with her spouse was standing at the door.

“Be careful, wife, be careful!” cried Nick Dabbs, “who knows what they will do to us if they find out?”

“Who knows? I know, and so it’s no affair of yours — you’d have us all slaughtered in our beds before you’d stir a step! Go down and saddle the brown mare and don’t stand chattering there.”

Nick Dabbs, who was too wise to argue with his wife, went off grumbling beneath his breath to do her bidding. As he went Bull Trelyat, who still was in the street, put one hand upon the windowsill, and shaking the other in the room, cried out — 

“Squire Vivian, I call you to witness that a breach of the peace has been committed; the first blow has not been struck by us, on their heads will be the last.”

“Mr. Trelyat,” said the Squire, and standing in the middle of the room he stretched out his arm towards him with a warning gesture, “I warn you that on your head will be the guilt of all the evil which may be done, and so far as in my power lies, you shall be brought to answer for it to the law.”

“On my head! on mine! I but reported to them the very words you used, and for that I was assaulted.”

“I am not here to split straws with you, but again I warn you that if by word, act, or look you are found countenancing these rash men in their unlawful doings I shall call upon any one who may be close at hand to arrest you on the spot; you are too dangerous a character, I find, to be allowed your liberty.”

Bull said nothing, but scowled at him as he so well knew how to scowl, and picking up his hat, which had hitherto lain in the dust where it had fallen, he put it on his head, and with a mocking bow — 

“A good dinner to you, Squire,” he said, “and may good digestion wait on appetite.” And with that he turned and went down the street. When they saw him go Joseph Reynolds and James Edgett and the rest of them began to leave the room.

“Gentlemen, I am bound to warn you too,” said the Squire, “to be careful that in whatever you do you are siding with the law,”

“Of course, of course,” muttered Reynolds, who did not seem to have regained his courage yet, “of course, Mr. Squire, you may rely upon us to support the law.”

When they had gone the miller turned to my father, who seemed to have fallen into a brown study for some minutes past, and said — 

“We too must go; who knows at what moment we may not be needed? God help us in this hour, and keep our feet from stumbling.”

“Gentlemen, I must beg you to be careful too; you may be right or wrong, I say nothing against any one of you, but remember that these people are angry and excited, and it behoves you, as good citizens, to do nothing which may make it more difficult to uphold the law.”

The Squire spoke with an ease and frankness, with a dignity withal, which they had not supposed was in him.

“Sir,” said the miller, “you need not fear for us; for our parts we will leave no stone unturned which may secure peace.”

“Mr. Train,” said the Squire, “if all men were like you I should have no fear at all; but believe me, gentlemen, there is such a thing as too much zeal even in the cause of right.”

“I think not,” replied the miller; “believe me, sir, there cannot be too much zeal to serve the Lord, for does the Lord ever tire of serving us?”

Soon after that they took their leave; most of them went straight off home, only too anxious to keep their fingers from meddling in the pie, careless as to what might be the issue of the thing, or who might suffer injury or hurt, so long as they and theirs came scatheless through it all; but Jonathan Reddy, and Stephen Pengellick, and Matthew Pollet, and Roger Pollen and the miller came with my father home to us.

At home throughout the afternoon we had been sitting, as it were, on thorns, for every now and then some one came running by with news of what was doing in the town, and each brought matter more alarming. One said that all the town was rioting and all the people up in arms; another that they had resolved to throw Mr. Strange at once in gaol — though why, or for what offence the informant did not know. A third shouted as he went running by that Mr. Strange must at once take to his heels and flee if he would save himself alive, for the people were coming down upon him now; and indeed we heard in the distance a great noise and tumult, and believed for a time that he had told the truth.

But nothing we could say would induce Mr. Strange to seek safety in flight; in spite of the entreaties of myself and Ellen, of Ben Trelyat and Johnny Reddy, both of whom were with us throughout the day, he refused to stir a step in search of safety.

“Why should I flee?” he asked, with that strange absence of any knowledge that there was anything to fear in death or danger, “what have I to fear? what evil have I done? Rather will I go forth and meet them upon the road, bearing the message of peace with me in my hand.” And he would have there and then gone out to meet the crowd, with the intent to tell them of the mercy and loving-kindness of the Lord, as though they would have listened to him then.

But that I for one would not permit, it seemed to me that this was a matter in which the plainest common-sense dictated that I should be master and not he; and I gave him plainly to understand that on no account whatever would I suffer him to leave the house on such an errand. But the report that they were advancing on us immediately proved groundless, and by degrees the noise and tumult died away.

Yet the whole time was one of agitation and anxiety, and the only one throughout it all who never for a moment lost his calmness was the one who was principally concerned, and that was Mr. Strange. Heartily glad was I when, as the day began to die away, and the shadows began to fall, my father and the rest of them came home.

“Well,” said my father, in a great hearty voice, as he came in, “all well at home? Still in the land of the living, Mr. Strange? Well, my little lass! my little lass!” and he took Ellen in his arms and kissed her even more tenderly than was his wont, and it seemed to me there was an unusual tenderness in all he said and did.

For my part when I saw so many with him, and all without a word come in, I guessed at once that something unusual and strange had happened in the town; moreover, I saw in spite of what seemed to me their evident desire to hide all signs of anxiety or fear, that a troubled look would come into their faces, that every now and then they would throw round them, and especially at Mr. Strange, a curious half-startled glance, and would listen, almost unconsciously, with a strange eagerness as though there were something afar off which they looked for yet feared to hear.

“What fortune has attended you?” asked Mr. Strange, with that rare smile of his, when they were all assembled in the room, “have they, in their collective wisdom, found me guilty of high treason or only of treason-felony?”

My father laughed as he replied, in a manner which despite myself I thought was rather forced — 

“Of neither. We have talked and talked and talked throughout the afternoon and yet have come to no conclusion at the end. Come, Ellen, lass, we are hungry and thirsty too — have you nothing to offer us to eat or drink?”

“Has the matter dropped then?” asked Mr. Strange, and I saw that though he still smiled a shrewd look of inquiry was in his eyes, “have they resolved without troubling themselves with farther discussion to acquit me of the charge of desecration of the barn?”

“Resolved!” and again my father laughed with that odd laugh, and the others seemed to look anywhere but at Mr. Strange, and were all in a fidget as it were, “if you can get them to resolve anything you will needs be a cleverer man than we; they have resolved to resolve nothing, that is what they have resolved upon. Come, lass, lass, do you know that we are all of us like starving men.”

Mr. Strange saw, and moreover they knew he saw, as did all the rest of us, for they were clumsy at dissimulation and unable to make us believe that the tidings which they bore were good when they were ill, that there was something which they wished to hide, and for the present he held his peace. Ellen telling us the meal was ready we all of us sat down to table, and there were so many there was scarcely room for all to sit, though in the matter of meat and drink the board was substantially and bountifully spread; yet, despite the appetite which my father said they had, there was but little eaten considering. Jonathan Reddy and Stephen Pengellick ate the most, but my father and the others scarce ate anything at all, and when I saw that I knew that something very strange indeed had happened, for I have ever been a good trencherman myself, and am always concerned to see a hale and hearty man without his appetite.

It was growing dark by now, and at my father’s wish the lamp was lit, and by its light we sat round the table doing our best to eat and drink and keep the ball of conversation rolling, though doing neither with either heart or spirit. A certain gloom and hesitation seemed hanging over us, which was all the more apparent since we did so much to hide it. Without it was very still and dark and close; it was so hot that my father and most of them undid their vests and collars; there was thunder in the air. And every now and then some one would pause with his fork half-way to his mouth and with a quick gesture would incline his head to listen — listen I knew not for what — and would knit his brows, and then a moment afterwards would look round the table as though he were ashamed of what he did and begged the others not to notice it. And by degrees a certain oppression came down upon us, and conversation ceased almost entirely, only a word being spoken every now and then, in a half whisper, as though the speaker feared he might be overheard; and any one who had looked in would have wondered what it was possessed our souls and enveloped us with such an atmosphere of gloom.

The time stole on, now and then a sullen roar of distant thunder disturbed the air; the meal was finished, all pretence of eating was at an end, all pretence of appetite, of ease of mind, no one attempted to hide or deny that there was trouble close at hand. And yet no one seemed willing to be the first to speak of it; they sat like men suddenly struck dumb, each with his eyes cast down and with a cloud upon his brow. For some moments none had even moved; motionless they sat, a silent group, the only sound which broke the stillness being still the thunder which murmured far away.

Suddenly Mr. Strange bent forward, leant his arms upon the table, and clasped his hands in front of him. No one moved or looked at him.

“O Lord,” he said, in tones which were scarcely above a whisper, but which grew in volume and increased, and as he spoke my father and the miller clasped their hands and bent their heads, and after a moment’s hesitation, for they were taken unawares, the others did the same. “O Lord,” said Mr. Strange, “we beseech Thee to hearken to our prayer, and to give us wisdom so that our steps may ever tread the path which leads to Thee, and to give us strength to bear in mind that Thou art ever by our side, and that all Thy ways are righteous, for no hurt can come to those who trust in Thee — for whether we live we live unto the Lord; and whether we die we die unto the Lord: whether we live, therefore, or die we are the Lord’s. O Lord Jesus, Thou art our Friend. Amen.”

He ceased, and silence followed; his words were words of comfort, and his great faith brought faith to them.

“Friend Thomas,” and it was Mr. Strange who suddenly again broke silence, and he laid his hand upon my father’s arm, “we have commended our selves unto the Lord; all will be well.” My father and all of us looked at him seeing that he had something more to say. “But let us be frank,” and there was that sweet light in his eyes and that sweet music in his voice again, “are you afraid for me? or do you think that I shall be afraid? What is it you would hide from me? Is this the part of friends, to only give half confidences, not to tell all the truth, but to keep the greater portion back? Nay, nay, not so — you know that as well as I — come, what has happened in the town? What have they done because of me?”

“I know not,” replied my father, as though the words were wrung from him against his will—” I know not; that is the truth.”

“But what is it you fear? Come, friend, friend! is this honest unto me?”

“I fear,” and my father hung his head, then raised it up again with a look of more determination on his face, “I fear a-many things; I fear they will pull down the bam to show how much they value it; I fear, sir, they will come here in search of you.”

“You fear?” said Mr. Strange, and the others, now that the truth was spoken and the worst was said, seemed easier in their minds and raised their heads and looked at him, “you know? — is that not the better word?”

“No, sir, I do not know; I know they have gone like a set of madmen to pull down the bam; afterwards I do not know — it is afterwards I fear.”

“To pull down the bam — to destroy it because in it was offered praise unto the Lord! they are mad indeed! O Lord, forgive them, for they know not what they do.”

He was to offer up that prayer more than once again that night; he was more than once to pray the Lord’s forgiveness for others because they knew not what they did — but whether they knew or not only the Lord can say.


CHAPTER XVI

GONE

MR. STRANGE had risen; as he prayed he lifted his hands to heaven, then turned unto my father, and fixed on him his flashing eyes. The rest of them still kept their seats, listening to his words. Just then another peal of thunder, louder and more prolonged than it had been before, rolled through the heavy air.

“You fear they will come here in search of me, that at all costs they will find me out, that they will use your homestead as they have used the barn if they suppose that I am hidden within its walls — oh, my Lord! am I a Jonah that I should bring evil on the heads of all who shelter me?” and again he raised his hands to heaven and a strain of agony was in his voice which we could scarcely bear to hear. My father rose with stem determined countenance and knitted brows, resting his clenched fists upon the table, and the veins stood out from them like cords.

“I fear? — do you suppose I fear? — do you suppose I fear for that? Nay, though every stone came tumbling down upon my head I would not fear!”

“Not for yourself you would not fear,” and the sudden change that was in the master’s voice, the marvellous sweetness that was in it now, “not for yourself, but you would fear for me. Have I not known a Thomas before to-day? Have I not known your son?” and I protest that when he spoke of me for no reason in the world I was trembling like a child, and the blood was burning in my cheeks—” no fear for yourselves, but all, all for me; nay, nay, my friend, it must not be.” He checked my father who was about to speak with a motion of his hand. “Have I hurt them so mortally that there is nothing I can do to heal their wound? Is there no condition on which they will consent to turn aside their wrath?”

“Yes,” said my father, “there is one.”

“And that?”

“That you should go; that you should go clean away and return unto the parts from which you came; that we should lose you just when we have learnt to know your value, that your work should stop just at the beginning, that you should cease to spread abroad the knowledge of the Lord, that you should be an outcast because you taught us to love Him. That is the condition, and it is too hard a one for so plain a man as I to swallow; that is why I fear. Rather would I see them beat against these walls until I see them beat them down, rather would I be left a beggar in my own land, rather would I have every man’s hand against my own — but you shall not leave us when we have only just begun to know the Lord!”

I had not thought that in my father was such eloquence, I had not thought he had such force of words, I had not thought he had such power to set our hearts a-beating as they were beating then; by the time that he had done each man stood up and all doubt and hesitation had fled from every countenance alike.

“My hand on that!” cried Jonathan, and stretched his hand out to my father.

“And mine!”

“And mine!” they cried, and each stretched his out in turn. I saw that Mr. Strange was trembling so that he could scarcely stand; he leant with one hand upon the table with head bent down. Ellen came to his side, and laid her hand gently upon his arm.

“Sir,” she said, and inclined herself towards him — oh sister mine! how could we rough creatures of a sterner sex know what it was to be tender and gentle in face of that rare gentleness and tenderness of thine, in face of the love-light in thine eyes, of thy forgetfulness of self for others; for what was there thou wouldst not do better than ourselves—” Sir” — and oh for the pen of a ready writer that you might the better understand the depth of meaning, of tenderness, of a something indescribable that seemed in her every word—” did you think that we could let you go? that we could let you leave us alone? What should we do when you were gone? We might never find so rare a friend again in all the world.”

“Child,” and in his voice as in hers was music too, “friends are rare — God grant that we may never lose a friend! But there is no parting between friends — they cannot part, for if distant in the body, in the spirit they are both present with the Lord.” And stooping he kissed her, with a father’s kiss, upon the brow. Then, turning to the others, he said, with still the music in his speech — I cannot insist upon it often enough — the music in the master’s voice — 

“My friends — my dear, dear friends, companions in the Lord, had I not known before the value of a true man’s friendship I should know it now, but you must not tempt me beyond my strength; not defiance is the spirit of the Christ, and it is not contention we would arouse. Fear not that I will leave you; it is my hope I may be with you till my life is gone: but there are other sheep, you know, not of this fold, and these men, now so angry and so rash, are all the children of the Lord; we must take care they do not go too far astray.”

He stopped; we looked at him, somewhat at a loss to catch his meaning — what was it that he meant to do?

But while we wondered he went on. “Goodnight,” we were amazed and doubted, but his next words brought us back assurance, “I would be alone in my chamber for a time; I have many things to occupy my mind, and should I not see you again before the mom, may the Lord be with you and give you a happy and a peaceful night.”

Frankly, we were not altogether sorry when he went, for we knew that business was at hand from which he were better kept away, for we feared that were he present he would do something rash when the attack — if we were to be attacked — began, for we were assured that rather than there should be strife on his account he would at any cost deliver himself into the people’s hands.

“I have half a mind,” my father said, “for his own sake to make a prisoner of him in his room. I know the man, and if what we fear should come he will be as anxious to get at them as ever they can be to get at him.”

We hesitated; it was a curious proposal, and at first sight scarcely one of friendship; but as we all knew it was indeed, as my father said, made in the master’s interest alone. So obvious was this that no one said no to it until my sister spoke.

“If we did that,” she said, “he might not trust to us again.”

“At least,” the miller said, “let us not do it till there is really need.”

“I for my part,” said Jonathan Reddy, “would do anything to keep him from throwing himself into these fellows’ hands; with one so weak as he they would quickly be the death of him.”

“But at least,” insisted Ellen, “as Mr. Truin says, wait till there is really need.”

As she wished was done, until the people were right upon us no effort was to be made to fetter the master’s liberty of action. The minutes slowly fled.

Now that Mr. Strange had left us, a heaviness seemed again to fall upon our spirits. Conversation flagged; we seemed unable to find anything to talk about which would be likely to cheer away the prevailing gloom. The elders sat and smoked, saying a word just now and then as if for the purpose of keeping themselves awake; for the most part they were occupied with their own thoughts, or with what with them took the place of thoughts; it was not a lively time for we lads, you may take my word for that.

Although our pulses might beat faster when we remembered that danger might be upon us, even now it was hard to keep that fact in mind in such a sleepy company. And though we might start now and then and strain our ears thinking that we heard in the distance the sound of many voices, the fancy quickly died away, and we sank back into heaviness again. Johnny never was the brightest of companions, and if he answered a question with any sort of volubility it was as much as in general he could be brought to do. Now he would scarcely answer yes or no, but when I spoke to him would stare at me with sleepy eyes, as though he wondered why I spoke to him at all, and did not understand what it was I spoke about.

As for Ben, I could not make him out; he sat upright in his chair, with his arms folded across his chest, and a look in his eyes as though he saw far, far away. There was that mixture of sternness and gentleness in the expression of his face which was habitual to it now — he was as far beyond my understanding as he had ever been. Indeed in such a mood as that in which he seemed to be at present I stood almost in awe of him, and would certainly not have entered into a conversation which was not first begun by him.

Ellen was the only one of us who was about and doing, and she busied herself in tidying the table and clearing away the remnants of the evening meal, singing to herself the while with that sweet voice of hers some song which she had learned from Mr. Strange.

Without, the night still was dark and heavy; the lamp burned low. At last my father rose and, going to the window, with an impatient gesture threw it open.

“Air! air!” he said, “the place is stifling — we can do no harm by letting in the breath of heaven.”

No one answered him; the open window seemed to make no difference, there was not the slightest breeze came in; the lamp burned steadily, but was now so low the room was half in shadow, and each smoker, moving uneasily upon his seat, threw the outline of his figure upon the floor or on the wall. My father leaned his head through the casement and looked out upon the night.

“How still it is,” he said, “not a soul is moving. I do not think we shall have company to-night, they probably have drunk themselves to sleep by now, and forgotten us entirely.” He paused; those in the room smoked and nodded; it was so calm the smoke from his pipe was not even wafted in the room, but curled in lazy wreaths as it would just here and there. Ellen went to his side, and put her arm through his.

“There will be a storm,” he said, as again the thunder rolled and rumbled nearer and nearer every time; “it will clear the air — there will be a great storm before the night is gone.”

A minute afterwards he started and bent still farther through the window.

“What is that?” he said.

We started too, and sat ourselves more upright in our chairs and brushed the cobwebs from our eyes.

“What is what?” asked Roger Pollen, for as yet we could hear nothing, and were almost inclined to look upon my father’s exclamation as a sort of injury unto ourselves — we, who were just sinking into a peaceful doze.

“Hush! hush!” my father said, bending still farther through the window, Ellen bending with him. It was she spoke next. She drew her body in again, and standing upright, with cheeks paler all at once — 

“It is some one riding on the road,” she said.

“It is a horse’s hoofs,” my father said, with his head still out, “they travel fast — it is some one who pushes his horse along at its utmost speed — it is some one riding in hot haste.”

He drew back his head. By now we all had risen. Such was the tension of our nerves that so slight a thing as a horse’s hoofs being heard upon the road set all our pulses in a fever. We looked at each other, no one speaking a word. The miller and Ben advanced to the window, and both leaned out their heads. By now we could plainly hear the sound within, a horse’s hoofs patter — patter — pattering along the road; certainly the rider, whoever he might be, was pushing his steed forward at its utmost speed.

“There is only one,” the miller said, who was straining every nerve to listen, “there is no one else behind, there is no sound, all is still. If the horseman comes to us it is a friend and not a foe — a messenger perchance who brings us news or warning.”

Then for the first time that night we saw the lightning flash, lighting up the heavens with a lurid glare and illuming the room so vividly that the lamp burned yellow; instantly it was followed by a mighty thunder-clap.

“How terrible a flash!” cried Ellen, and instinctively we had all recoiled before it.

“It is the beginning of the storm,” observed my father.

The miller drew in his head with an odd, unusual action; he turned to us as one who is moving in a dream.

“I am afraid that I am blind,” he said, in a strangely quiet voice, stretching out his hand in front of him as though he could not see his way; “the lightning has taken away my sight.”

Blind! we all gave a great cry and looked at him as though we too were in a dream.

“It is nothing,” said the miller, still groping in that strange way with his hands stretched out in front of him; “put me in a chair — pay no heed to me, my sight will come again in time — it is only perhaps that my eyes are dazzled for a while.”

Ellen took him by the arm and led him to a chair, then knelt beside him, the tears streaming from her eyes. We looked on as though we were all dazed, as indeed we were, for it was a thing beyond our comprehension; nearer and nearer came the horse’s hoofs upon the road.

“Child! is that Ellen Thomas who is kneeling there?” the miller asked, and stroked with his hand her silken hair—” child, you need not grieve for me; do you think I cannot see the Lord?” She pillowed her face upon his knee and sobbed the more: “Oh sir! sir!” she cried, “we all have need to see the Lord.”

The horse’s hoofs came nearer still and nearer.

“God help us!” cried my father, “for my soul misgives methat we shall see strange things to-night.”

“Never mind, Peter, never mind,” said Jonathan Reddy, and he put his arm around my father’s shoulder, “Jesus saw stranger still.”

The horseman now was right upon us; suddenly he stopped, we heard him rein up his horse outside.

“Close the window! close the window!” cried Roger Pollen, “how do we know whom it may be?” Matthew Pollet moved to close it. Suddenly a voice outside shouted — 

“Leave it alone! leave it alone! don’t close it! What are you doing? Why can’t you let it be?”

“Why,” I cried, for I knew the voice at once, for there was no mistaking it if one but knew it well, “it ‘ is Talbot Vivian, the Squire’s son.” I ran to the window and looked out. “Why, Talbot,” I cried, “is that you?”

For answer—” How high is this fence of yours?” he asked, “I don’t want to bawl a hundred yards.” Before I could tell him, or direct him to the gate, or even go myself and show him where it was, with his habitual impatience he set his horse at the railing, topped it easily, and landed in our garden. Had it been at any other time I should have trembled at my father’s rage, for this particular piece of ground was his pride and his delight, and I felt certain that Talbot had sprung right in the centre of his most cherished bed of flowers. Even then I could not help but think of it, and wondered what would be my father’s state of mind when he saw the havoc that was done; but no such thought came into Talbot’s head. Trampling down the beds, and crushing at every step our garden’s choicest glories, he led his horse to the window at which I stood.

“Where is Mr. Strange?” he asked, and then I saw that he was out of breath with the haste that he had made, that his horse was panting, and was covered with great flakes of perspiration.

“He is here,” I said.

“There are fine goings on to-night; my father is half beside himself; he sent young Oliver Aymes to Truro this afternoon, but there are no signs of him as yet or of the soldiers either — I shouldn’t be surprised if he was having a little game upon his own account; fancy sending such a brat as that! Those idiots have pulled down the barn and burned it every stick; some one will have to pay the piper, you see if they will not; now they have gone to that wretched hut of Pollen’s which is supposed to be the master’s home” — Roger Pollen was standing by; I know not how he liked this manner of speaking of his subscription to the scholastic funds—” after they have done with that I should not be surprised if they came here — nothing like blood to whet a tiger’s appetite, and they are nothing else but tigers now; if you take my advice you will take the master to another lodging right away, for they know that he is here.”

“Take him to the mill,” said the miller, who had risen and with Ellen’s arm in his listened with the rest, “they will not suppose that he is there, and if they find him they will spend their rage against its walls in vain.”

Talbot had rattled on so that no one had had a chance to speak a word; now my father said— “You think it likely that afterwards they will come on here?”

“I think it very probable indeed, there is nothing and no one to prevent their doing as they please — that is to say, unless the soldiers come, and who can rely on them when such a brat as Oliver Aymes has gone as messenger? It is exactly like my father — him all through! — they are bent on having a high old time for just this once if they never have the chance again; if they can lay hands upon the master they will have their hearts’ desire, and they will do their best to get at him.”

“I will go at once and rouse him,” said my father; “I will have the horse put in the cart, for, as Mr. Truin says, he will be safer in the mill.”

He left the room, the while we stayed behind and waited.

“You will find he will not go,” I said beneath my breath.

“He will have to,” replied Talbot; “we will not ask his leave but make him.”

Just then my father burst into the room, crying, “I cannot find him! he is gone!”


CHAPTER XVII

RIDING THROUGH THE STORM

“GONE!” we cried, “gone!” we looked at each other and at my father. Ellen left the miller and went to him.

“You cannot mean that he has gone, father; that he has left us all without a word! he never would do that.”

“He has left his room — there is no one in it, and the window is wide open; come for yourselves and see!”

We went and saw, all in a body, pushing and hustling each other in the doorway in our haste to be the first; fear and anxiety were in our minds, bewilderment and wonder — what was it that the master could have meant to do?

In our haste, the blow which had fallen on the miller was forgotten, he was left to grope his way as best he could — all our thoughts were for the master, we had not one to spare for him; had not Johnny Reddy seen his plight, that he stumbled here and there, and was pushed first by one and then the other, he would have found it hard to get out of the room at all. But Johnny came to his assistance.

“Lean on my arm, Mr. Train,” he said, “and walk with me.”

Without, Talbot shouted through the window — we heard his words but no one paid them any heed — 

“Here, send some one to hold my horse — I cannot leave the beast; he will bolt as sure as anything.”

No one seemed to care whether he bolted or did not just then — that was his affair, not ours; we all of us pushed forward to the room which had been so lately occupied by Mr. Strange.

He was not there; he was gone, there could be no doubt of that — the evidence of our own eyes was proof of it — nor was there any as to the manner of his flight. It was easy enough to shut the stable door now that the steed was stolen, but had we at all supposed that he was bent on such a step we might at least have made it more difficult of execution. His room was on the ground floor; he had but to step out through the window into the yard outside. Which was evidently just what he had done, there was the window open, there was even a chair in front of it which he probably had used to assist him in his flight. The dogs were in the yard curious to know what was the reason of the stir; but they knew Mr. Strange and had probably supposed that there was nothing wrong in his proceedings; even had they barked we certainly should not have even guessed the cause.

We had not a word to say; we stood there like a crowd of dummies. Ellen was crying; the thing was beyond measure marvellous to her, as indeed it was marvellous to us all. What was the meaning of it all? For what reason could he possibly have gone? and especially in such a fashion. Talbot Vivian came in, he had probably found means to tether his horse and been unable to remain outside in ignorance. Directly he came in he darted to a little writing table which stood against the wall.

“What’s this?” he cried.

We all turned to him as though we were all moved by the same piece of machinery. He held a piece of paper in his hand on which there was some writing; he read it out to us.

“Forgive me for leaving you in so singular a fashion, but I knew that if I asked you, you would have constrained me to remain. Your concern for my safety would have compelled me to violate that purpose for which alone I hold my life worth living. It would not be well for me to take mine ease when I should be up and doing. I go to these angry people. For my life is not mine; it is the Lord’s.”

It was a message from the master; it was not signed, it needed not his signature, we knew it there and then; there was no need to look upon that fair Italian handwriting, delicate as any woman’s, yet firm withal — his spirit was in the words. We perceived that yet we did not understand this man; he had mapped out his course of living, had resolved to devote his life in its entirety unto the Lord — in a sense we did not understand. We had supposed that we could guide him better than he could guide himself; in that we had been wrong; for his Guide he looked unto the Lord alone — again in a sense we did not understand.

When Talbot had read the paper, and it had been handed on from hand to hand, blank silence followed; we were in a measure awed — here was his spirit left behind — no action on our part could constrain him from going where he deemed his duty led him. He would not be hampered even by his friends.

“He is probably dead by now,” said Talbot Vivian.

It was an ominous speech with which to break the silence.

“Dead!” cried my father, “why should he be dead?”

“Why? because in their present mood they would think as little of killing him as they would of killing a fly, a beetle, or a rat — they just are mad; singly they would not venture to lay a hand on him in violence — they are not criminals, only angry men, but in a crowd with nothing to restrain them, if they do nothing else they will play with him as a cat plays with a mouse — and that, which will be sport to them, will be death to the master.”

We saw that he spoke truly; we saw, as if it were being acted before our eyes, the drama which perhaps was playing now. For my part I saw the master’s haggard face, I saw his flashing eyes, I heard him crying out in vain, as in some horrid nightmare. I seemed to see him die; my blood boiled in my veins.

“At least,” I cried, “let us not stand idle here — we can die with him if we can do no more.”

It was a strange speech for such a thick-headed lad as I to make, but my voice aroused them.

“We certainly will not stand here,” my father cried; “but where are we to go to find him?”

“Come, Peter,” said Talbot, and seized me by the arm and seemed all at once to be in a furious passion, “you and I will go down to that hut of Pollen’s — we shall find him there dead or living; let these good friends of his who have always talked so big, stop here to think the matter over. What is an hour or two to them? We must not think to hurry them.”

He almost dragged me from the room, but his spirit was infectious, and soon I did not stand in any need of dragging.

“But how are we to go?” I asked.

“Go! Are you an idiot, Peter Thomas? Are you as thick-headed as the rest of them?” — as thick-headed? aye, with a head twice as thick as any one of theirs!—” haven’t I a horse outside?”

“But we are two!”

“Well, we are two! we are two! there is one horse and we are two! Do you think that I was not aware of that before?” and he stamped his foot with passion even as we ran, “what an idiot you are! did you never hear of two upon one horse before? Do you suppose he cannot carry us? Where do you suppose I get my horses from — do you think they have three legs or two? Brown Bess would carry a dozen idiots, every one of them as big as you.”

I did not answer him, I deemed it better not; had it been any other time I would have made him eat his words, or trounced him for them well, but he took liberties in such an hour.

When we were outside and he was unloosing Brown Bess, whom he had tethered in some mysterious fashion to the handle of the door, and off which she had kicked all the paint in her displeasure, Ellen came running to us with my hat, which I had clean forgotten, in her hands. Within the house we heard them moving, and I guessed that they made ready for their departure too.

“Pete,” said Ellen, “Pete, give my love to Mr. Strange, and tell him that though I cannot come to him I am praying for him all the time upon my knees.”

I made some answer, though in my excitement and confusion I scarce knew what. In spite of Talbot’s confidence Brown Bess displayed the most distinct objection to having two of us upon her back; nor could I blame her either, for certainly such a load was not to be despised. But at last we managed it; Talbot got on the saddle, and I got on behind with my arms around his waist; the mare bucked and kicked like a thing gone mad.

“Take care, Pete, take care,” cried Ellen, alarmed to see her antics, “or you will never get to Mr. Strange alive.”

“Then we shall have to reach him dead,” cried Talbot recklessly, for he was in his most reckless mood that night.

Just then Johnny Reddy came running up and I saw Ben Trelyat go running past us through the night.

“Pete,” said Johnny, “haven’t you got room up there for me?”

“Yes,” cried Talbot, like one gone mad, “room for half-a-dozen more besides; why don’t you hang on her by the tail? or shall we have you strapped to her beneath? Do you suppose that she can carry all the world upon her back?” And with that, without warning us that he was off, he touched Brown Bess lightly with his whip and away she flew.

“Take care! take care!” I cried; “how do you know but that the garden gate is shut?”

“Confound the garden gate! she’ll hop the railings as lightly as a bird.”

“What!” I screamed, “with two upon her back?” And just then I verily believed that it would be as Ellen said and that we should never get to Mr. Strange alive. But ere I could remonstrate further, my heart was in my mouth — we were in the air — and in a moment we were safe again upon the ground. As Talbot said, the gallant beast had topped the railings as lightly as a bird. I was amazed; after that I should scarcely have been surprised to see Brown Bess develop wings and fly.

We tore along; the storm had now begun in earnest, the rain poured down with furious violence, the lightning flashed, the thunder roared. It was like some fearful dream; now some lurid flash lit up the country far and wide; we could distinguish every object as we passed, every field and every hedge, every stone and every tree; now all was plunged in darkness, which was rendered all the more profound by the dazzling brightness which had gone before. We could not see our hands before our faces; although I had my arms round Talbot’s waist I could not see his back, though just before I had been almost able to count the threads in the coat he wore. We could not see Brown Bess’s head, we could not even see what it was we rode upon.

And the rain — how it came pelting down! dashing in our faces, beating on our heads, soaking us in a minute to the skin. And the thunder — how it roared! I thought it never would leave off; without ceasing it roared and boomed upon the world, seeming to shake the very ground we rode upon.

It was a fit and proper night for such a ride, and we were in a fit and proper mood for its enjoyment. Talbot continually urged the mare to greater speed, although she already tore along as though she were possessed by the spirit of the storm. He seemed to be in the highest of high spirits, singing and shouting and laughing all at once, while I ground my teeth and listened, and waited too. We were very differently affected by all that there was done, by all that there was yet to do; and yet he did a man’s work that night despite his seeming recklessness, his mockery and laughter; it was only the difference between our natures — his and mine. He noticed my silence as though at such an hour it were singular or strange.

“Why, Pete,” he cried, and to my excited fancy his voice seemed to mingle with the thunder, “haven’t you a word to say? Did you ever see so grand a night before? Didn’t I say Brown Bess would carry two? Isn’t this the sort of thing to warm the cockles of a fellow’s heart, my lad?”

But I made no reply; I do not think I could have spoken had I tried; we were so different, he and I: what roused him to speech bound my tongue as with a chain. I never yet could talk when my heart was full.

The course he began to take, moreover, was sufficiently intricate to keep all one’s faculties alert without giving one much time to waste in speech. I who never yet had been farther than Bodmin on one side, and Land’s End upon the other, knew every inch of all that country round, yet should I have found it difficult to know it then; but away went Talbot as though it were as light as day, as though two were no more upon a horse’s back than one.

Leaving the high-road, as though it were not difficult enough to follow, he dashed across the fields, taking the shortest cut to that hut of Roger Pollen’s. In the daytime it was not the easiest of ways to find, and there were more gates to open and stiles to cross than were, when one was weary, pleasant. Now Talbot took no count of all these things at all; never had I had such a ride before, never such an one have I had since. That I still live to tell the tale is little short of marvellous.

“Talbot,” I cried, when I saw the way he meant to take, “you’ll kill the mare and us as well! You never think to go that way to-night!”

“Hurrah!” cried Talbot, as Brown Bess took us safely over hedge number one — though how she did it, how she saw even that there was a hedge to leap, is more than I can say, “I never think! how dare you say I never think! I pass my nights and days in think, think, thinking. Hurrah for Brown Bess, the best of mares, for she’s the lass for me.”

I held my peace, I asked him no more questions, I saw that it was vain, I saw that I should get no sense from him that night; yet I confess that in a certain way I caught his spirit too, and I grew rash and reckless, careless of all danger, as though there was a charm encircling me which would keep me from all ill.

And that there was some such charm I am assured, that the love of God did especially watch over us that night, that we were held in the hollow of His hand, I do not doubt at all, else had that ride been the last which we had ever taken. I know not how long it was since we had started when I first began to hear even above the storm the noise of people shouting. At first I almost thought it was a dream, but by degrees I had no doubt that it was real. Even had I doubted Talbot would have driven my doubts away. All at once he stopped his noisy shouts and laughter, and with a sudden earnestness which startled me, exclaimed — 

“Do you hear them shout? — the hounds are hunting, and the fox is found.”

I was silent; the noise every moment increased in strength. Over another hedge, and yet another, and still a third — it was a wild and frantic ride! — and suddenly we were in a field in which was a multitude of people; some had torches in their hands, which smoked and flamed, casting an uncertain light upon a scene which was in harmony with the place and with the time, wild and grotesque enough to be the creation of some fantastic dream.

“Take care! take care!” I cried, for we were on them all at once before he had time to draw a rein, “or you will run them down; besides we had better stop so that we can see what all the tumult is about; for my part I can make nothing of it all.”

“Take care! why should I take care? Up, Bess, and at them, thou bonniest of mares! He is in the hut — be sure that he is in the hut! Do you think I do not know where that is? We must get at it without asking their permission.”

Recklessly he spurred his horse and dashed into the crowd, there was a great shout as we came on, and frantically the people sought to let us through.

“Stand off! stand off!” he cried, so hoarse with passion that his voice was like a shriek, “if any one of you lays hand upon my bridle I will fell him like an ox!” And he turned his whip, and held it by the thong, and made ready to strike with its heavy butt any one who sought to bar our way. But they were too amazed at the suddenness of our appearance, at once dropping as it were out of the clouds, two furious figures upon one horse, to think of standing in our way; rather they did their best to give us room. How we got through without hurt to any one, for I do not think the mare so much as touched a soul, I cannot say, but get through we did, and all at once, in the glare of another lightning flash, I saw a little building right in front of us — it was the hut of Roger Pollen.


CHAPTER XVIII

THAT HUT OF ROGER POLLEN’S

“ARRIVED!” cried Talbot, “well done, thou bonny mare!” And with quick and dexterous hands he drew her up immediately, and we stood still before the hut.

I needed not a word from him; I was off Brown Bess’s back in the twinkling of an eye. Without casting one look upon the shouting crowd, I turned to the hut. I sought the entrance; formerly there had been no door to it at all, but now one was furnished, and when I came on it I found that it was closed — closed and resisted all my efforts to force it open. Suppose Mr. Strange had not sought refuge in it after all? I knocked; there was no answer. I knocked again.

“It is I! I!” I cried, “Peter Thomas, and Talbot Vivian is with me too!”

The people clustered round, not so noisy now, but seemingly curious to see what would be the issue of my attempt at entry, jeering at me as I knocked. I saw the faces there of many I knew well, in general decent, well-conducted men. I had never thought to see such as they figuring in such a way in such a scene.

“Stand back! stand back!” cried Talbot, who had done I know not what with Bess, standing undaunted before them all; “I am Talbot Vivian, the Squire’s son; you know me and you know my father well, and I know you as well; take my warning, don’t go farther than you have gone already — in all conscience you have gone far enough — and every one that I see here to-night will hear of it again; you will pay pretty dearly for your frolic unless you take good care — men have been hung for less before to-day.”

I had not thought to hear him speak in such a fashion; I had not thought to hear him speak so sensibly, but rather to have heard him hurl death and defiance in their teeth, and I know not what manner of reckless things besides. But whether they would or no, his speech, every word of which they knew was true, had weight with them. That which he said too about knowing them touched them to the quick, and those in front slunk back, and those behind were not desirous to come in front.

All the time I had been knocking at the door, and crying out that I was Peter Thomas and that Talbot Vivian was with me too; and at last a voice within replied — 

“Peter, is it you indeed?” And I knew the voice, I knew that it was Ben’s, though how he got there — he who had come on foot and we upon a horse, though true he had run off before we started — I did not seek to understand.

“Yes,” I cried, “’tis I! ’tis I indeed!” And then a bolt was drawn, and the door opened cautiously an inch or two, and Ben’s nose thrust out.

“Come in! come in!” he said; “do not stand there, or all the rest of them will come as well.”

“You go in,” said Talbot, “I will stay here and keep an eye on what they do.” As he said I did, I slipped through the narrow portion of the door which Ben so jealously unclosed, and stood within the hut. A single rushlight lighted the interior; it was standing on a shelf and scarcely kept itself alight, such was the draught which came through the unmortised boards. There was no flooring, the hut stood on the bare ground; a single strip of discoloured cloth concealed its nakedness, but for any protection it afforded it was as well away. The place was an inch or two in water and in mud, for, owing to the frequent and heavy rains which we recently had had, the ditch behind had risen, and had spread itself out upon the land adjoining so that it was like a swamp. Yet on the piece of cloth and in the water and the mud lay Mr. Strange. As I entered he endeavoured to get up, and succeeded so far as to raise himself into a sitting posture. My first feeling, when I saw the plight that he was in, was one of sheer amazement. I certainly should not have known in that bemudded and bedraggled figure, from whom almost every rag of clothing had been torn, the man who had been in our midst so short a time ago. He observed my wonder, and said in a voice which was so feeble that I could scarcely catch his words — yet in his tones there still was, as it were, the memory of music, and still a smile struggled through the filth which hid his face — 

“How are the mighty fallen! or ever the silver cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken! Oh, Peter! Peter! how wise we are, and what is our wisdom compared unto the Lord’s.”

I said nothing — I could say nothing — there was nothing I could say. That was to me a night of many silences; I simply looked at him and wondered. What was this that had come upon him all at once? He read my question in my eyes and answered it without my having said a word, still in the faint and feeble voice, so different from the clear and ringing tones which we were wont to hear from him.

“Well, Peter, so you have come to me and found me out? How good it is to have a friend like you even here below; and yet if any one had seen me but a quarter of an hour ago one might have thought that I had not a single friend in all the world, or else that those friends I had were very rough and boisterous in the manner of their friendship” — and again a smile struggled to light up his face—” you see they have tumbled and tossed me as though I were a ball, rolled me in the mud as though mud were made for men to revel in, torn my poor clothes from off my back as though there were no better usage to which clothes could possibly be put. Oh, it is excellent sport which they have had with me! and had not my other friend, had not my Ben” — and he looked up at him, even despite his pitiable plight, with a glad light in his eyes—” come just in time, their sport might have gone farther than they ever had intended.” He stopped, his voice had sunk still lower, he closed his eyes, Ben knelt down behind him and supported him in his arms. “And yet” — it was so faintly said I had to bend right forward to hear at all—” and yet angels were with me still, and their songs were round about, and a glad light was in the sky, and I heard a voice which bade me Come!”

He was still; I knew not if he slept or swooned, but like a log Ben held him in his arms. Without the shouts had almost ceased; I heard now and then Talbot’s voice raised in loud expostulation and the murmurs which replied to him; what might we look for next? Had they, as Talbot said, made up their minds that they had gone far enough for once? The storm still raged; without pause or stay the lightning flashed, the thunder roared, the rain came down. The wind had risen; I was seized with a new anxiety; the frail structure in which we were, rendered still more frail by the water which sapped its nethermost foundations, swayed to and fro. If the wind rose to a gale it would certainly be down upon our heads, what should we do for shelter then? I pointed this out to Ben.

“If the hut falls, what shall we do then?”

He looked up at me with a sort of scorn that I should think to ask him such a question. He did not answer it, but asked another in his turn.

“Is there no means of getting him away? Are you alone? Where are all the rest of them besides?”

“I don’t know,” I said; “they are coming here, I think — Talbot is outside. Has he swooned or is he dead?” I asked this last question with a catching in my voice, for fear was in my heart; I feared I knew not what.

“He is swooned,” said Ben; “he has been like this ever since I brought him here alone; no one of them would raise a hand to give me aid. If he is not dead it is no fault of theirs.”

I too knelt down beside the master; still the storm raged, the thunder was so loud we scarce could hear each other speak. The water rose higher and higher, and without I could hear the angry waters beat against the rotten boards. The rain came in; the wind was rising still; it blew in gusts; the hut swayed this way then that, and groaned and grumbled as though it suffered pain from the violence of the storm. I was persuaded that it would not be long before it fell in ruins.

“We must take him away from this,” I said; “soon the place will be about our ears; if it falls on him it will crush him perhaps to-night.”

“Where are we to take him to?” asked Ben; “if we three take him outside alone they will soon complete their work. Talbot may keep them quiet for a time, but if they once set eyes on him nothing will keep them from getting him into their hands. Where are the others? Why do they not come? As for Squire Vivian—”

He stopped, he perhaps was about to work himself into a fury about the Squire’s neglect of his duty, but felt that this scarcely was the hour to talk of that. I was perplexed, I knew not what to do; if the others would but come! One thing was clear, nothing would keep the hut long as a shelter above our heads, and if it fell on us — would not anything be better than to run the risk of that?

Mr. Strange came to himself again; we did not notice it at first, the difference in his present state of weakness, between insensibility and sensibility was almost imperceptible; life scarcely seemed in him in either case. It was Ben who first saw he was awakened.

“Hush!” he said; I was about to speak, but he checked me ere I could commence, “hush! the master wakes!” I held my tongue; Ben bent over him. “Are you better, sir?” he asked — his speech was tender as a woman’s then.

“Ben, Ben, how many things there are we do not know, but we shall know them then; through a glass darkly we see them now — all shall be lightened then!”

“He wanders in his speech,” I whispered so softly that I thought he would not have heard. But he immediately caught up my words, and looking at me with a strange light in his eyes, replied — 

“Wanders? wanders? wanders in his speech? Who is it wanders in his speech? Nay, there shall be no wandering then, nor shall any go astray, for the Shepherd shall be with the sheep, and He shall guide them on the way. What is this noise?” He suddenly seemed conscious that something strange was going on around. “What is this noise?” and he strove to raise himself out of Ben’s protecting clasp, “there is the noise of many waters and the rush of many winds; who is it that calls without?” and a look of intense inquiry came in his face. “O Lord, if any call to Thee Thou wilt not close Thine ear nor shall any call to Thee in vain.”

“It is the people, sir,” said Ben; “it is the people who are still without.”

“Ay, the people, the people; in what have I done them any wrong? Why have they such anger against me in their hearts, such fury in their eyes? I came unto them — I came unto them, Ben, and I sought to tell them of the Lord, to tell them of the Cross of Christ, for it behoves us, Ben, who are so happy in the Lord, to bring them to His feet as well, for there are many mansions in the skies and room in them for all.”

Furiously raged the storm, higher and higher rose the wind, every instant I looked to see the hut come down.

“Sir,” said Ben, “do you feel strong enough to move? We fear that if we linger here the hut will be blown down.”

But the master seemed to care for none of that, nor to be concerned for his own state at all.

“There will be a crowd at the gates of gold, and there will be joy to see them come. Think, Ben, what should we feel if any through our fault or negligence were left behind, if any we knew were missing there? Oh Ben, Ben, for those who now are blind could they but see, and if we ask Him, lad, they too shall have their sight.”

There was a still more frantic gust of wind; I instinctively crouched down. The hut stooped so that I made up my mind that it was bound this time to fall. There were now six inches of water on the ground and it was rising fast. Ben looked at me and I at him; the people were more quiet. I felt that the worst with them was over; however that might be nothing could be worse than to wait for the hut to bury us beneath its ruins. I understood his meaning as he did mine; we felt that the crisis now was come.

I said, “It must be now or never; if we wait it will be to keep the master here to die.”

“Now,” he said, “you take his feet and I will take his head; be gentle — be careful how you move. Undo this door; stay, warn Talbot we are coming; bid him tell them the master is at the door of death — they will perhaps have mercy on him then.” I rose to do his bidding; the hut trembled, the boards began again to groan; all at once the light went out.

“Quick,” cried Ben, “there is no time to lose; where is the door? Undo it, quick.”

I knew there was no time to lose, I had known it all along; I groped for the door; at first I could not find it in the dark. When I found it and laid my hand on it, it trembled as though it were possessed with life. Just then the lightning made the place as light as day; I saw that the hut leaned almost on one side. A new and sudden fear seized hold of me; I drew the bolt and pulled at the door. It was as I feared; it had fallen from its perpendicular and the timbers above held it as with a wedge; it was impossible to move it from within.

“Talbot! Talbot!” I cried, “push with all your force at the door, we cannot open it — we are prisoners inside.”

“What is the matter?” asked Ben, in a voice which was curiously calm in comparison to mine. I told him.

“The door is wedged — it is impossible to move it from within.”

“They will have to be quick outside or it will be too late.”

“Talbot! Talbot! Talbot!” I cried. He heard me call to him at last.

“Yes, what is it you want?” he asked again.

“Push the door! push it! the hut is falling and we cannot open it inside.”

He answered something, though I heard not what he said. I was aware that something new was happening without; there were shouts and cries, people were moving to and fro, I heard fresh voices — I heard my father’s voice — the rest of them had come.

“Right!” I heard my father say, “do not fear; we will get you out before it falls.” And I knew that some one was pressing with all his weight against the door; and there came a great gust of wind, greater than any which yet had gone before, and like a house of cards the hut was blown away; it was taken clean out of the ground and carried bodily away; it struck me as it passed and felled me to the ground; a torrent of water came rushing in, and I was borne upon the stream.


BOOK III. HOW HE WENT

“ Of such is the kingdom of heaven.”


CHAPTER XIX

UPON A SUNNY DAY

I LAY upon my bed, I was in my own room — my room at home. The curtains were open, and through the window the sun was peeping; it glanced through the great old ash tree which stood outside. The summer days had gone, autumn was coming on us fast, the leaves had fallen off the tree, but the skeleton remained. There was a breeze without, and its naked arms danced as it were in the sunlight on the floor, the delicate tracery of leafless branches floated hither and thither as the breezes rose and fell — they sported in my room. The more slender stems moved quicker in the wind and sometimes as it seemed in a contrary direction; the network which trifled in the sunshine changed its form with every breeze that blew. Sometimes one could count each shoot and tendril, could clearly discern some sort of plan in the shadowy outlines on the floor; on came the breeze, it was all in agitation — there was a tumult in the tree — the larger branches swung majestically, with a slow and solemn rhythm almost from the ceiling to the floor; the smaller branches seemed to be disturbed and to totter here and there in terror on the floor; the tiny shoots shivered as with cold, doing their best to assist the smaller branches in their attempt to blur the harmonious design which one could easily have traced before.

I lay and watched the branches moving to and fro; a sweet content was in my heart, a pleasant weariness, a sense of ease and comfort, the completest satisfaction in the mere fact that I was lying there. I did not move, I did not strive to think, I was too lazy yet to attempt so great a labour as that which would be necessitated by the effort to gather in my thoughts; dreamy and languid, I watched the network dancing on the floor. It was enough for me as yet.

But by degrees a sort of gentle curiosity sprang up within my soul — what was it I was doing there? I shut my eyes and turned the matter over in my mind. What was it I had done before I found that I was lying there? It was difficult — too troublesome to recollect. As in a dream I seemed to see that something strange last met my waking gaze, but what it was — it would come to me in time — but as yet I could not recollect.

I lifted my hands from between the sheets, and as I did so immediately was conscious that there was something curious about my head; startled somewhat I raised my hand to feel; there certainly was something which I could not understand, I could not find my hair where it was wont to be; it could not be? — yes, I had a nightcap on my head! I pulled it off, I was amazed, indignant a little too — what had a nightcap to do with me? Was I a woman or an old man that I should be afraid to expose my head at night when I lay asleep in bed?

But underneath the nightcap there was something else besides, something too, which would not come off; this was more puzzling still. I sat up in bed; I was getting bewildered, I could not make it out at all. With both my hands I felt about my crown — or rather where certainly it used to be; there was nothing else but linen, linen everywhere, linen too which seemed fastened to my head. I was astounded; what had come to me upon a sudden? I put down my hands and tried to think. It was in vain, I could not recollect; something, that was plain, something remarkable besides, and yet — yet I could not recollect.

I must solve this mystery at any rate about what was the matter with my head. I got out of bed; as I did so, and put my feet upon the ground, and for the first time essayed to stand up straight, I was conscious of some distinct uncertainty about the action of my legs. I tottered — staggered, could scarcely stand. I was obliged to sit on the bedside if I did not wish to fall. I had lost all interest in the network dancing on the floor; I did not care for it at all; I was no more curious to notice how often it might lose its harmonious design, or how suddenly take shape again; it might take itself entirely away, shadow and reality, for any interest it had for me. I was too anxious to learn what it was they had put upon my head to be interested in such pettiness as that; and now there was this new business about the behaviour of my legs — what was the meaning too of that?

Somewhat ruefully, I sat upon the bed and stretched them out in front of me and looked at them, doubtful if they too had not suddenly become possessed of some mysterious covering which was strange to them before. But no, nothing of the kind, there they were, hare enough and sturdy as they had ever been; my fancy must have been playing me a trick; I would stand upright again. I stood, with the same caution with which a beginner for the first time mounts on stilts; my legs were legs in which confidence could not implicitly be placed. They were better now — I will do them justice so far as that, they certainly were better, but yet not quite what I had a right to expect that they should be.

So far did they fall short of that high standard that I tottered across the room as though my head were drunk with wine. But I was getting used to strange things now; no doubt I should understand it all in time, though as yet it seemed to me that I was in a dream, and though I staggered first to the front and then to the back, though I almost fell upon my right and then upon my left, though I went all ways as a ship goes in a storm — I held my peace; I should understand it perhaps in time. That was the first and last time in my life that I wished to have a stick to aid me in my walking; though my hair, what there is left of it, is grey — nay, white with age — never since that day have I desired a stick to lean upon to keep my steps aright; but certainly I sighed, and vainly sighed, for such a helpmate then.

I reached the little mirror which hung upon the wall — that was the end and object of my walk. To look in it I was obliged to stretch out my arms in front of me and lean against the wall. What I saw amazed me. It was not the very best of mirrors and even at the best of times was wont to make me wonder if the thing I saw reflected there was really me. Now I started in amazement, as well I might, for I could see nothing there at all except my eyes and nose and mouth and chin; my forehead, ears, all the splendour of my wavy hair — not that it was splendid, but it is only a figure of speech I use — all these things were covered with a piece of spotless linen which was fastened tightly down I know not how. As to that portion of my countenance I saw — there was nothing to be gained by seeing it; it was some other person’s countenance, not mine; it was black and blue and red, bruised and scratched and torn; no wonder that I scarce could see out of my eyes, and that there seemed something which partially obscured my gaze. In the mirror you could scarcely see anything of them at all, the flesh around them had risen mountains high and was all the colours of the rainbow to add to the effect. My nose was like a pumpkin as to shape and size, and to boot was scratched and torn; my cheeks were liberally bestrewed with plaster; my lips were thick and swollen like a drunken man’s. This was the picture that I saw; it was not strange that I stared and stared, that it took me some time to understand that this really was the reflection of myself I saw.

Still leaning with my arms stretched out against the wall, still staring in the glass, I became conscious — although the linen over my ears by no means sharpened my hearing powers — that some one was at my bedroom door. I turned; the door was open, and there upon the threshold stood Ellen with the handle in her hand. She was surprised, and no wonder, on the whole, to see me standing there, and yet I thought upon her countenance was something of pleasure too — as though she were divided between emotions of surprise and pleasure: if she were pleased to see me in such a plight then that was more than I could say upon my own account. She still stood with the handle in her hand.

“Pete! Pete!” she cried, “what are you doing there? How could you get out of your bed?”

It was true — how could I? I could say with truthfulness that all my powers were needed to succeed in the attempt. I did not answer her; I did nothing but stand and stare. She left the door, closed it, and came into the room.

“Pete,” she said again, as though she thought I had not caught her words at first, “what are you doing there? How could you leave your bed?”

“My dearest sister,” I began, with some intention of being playful, and of making a jest upon I know not what, but I got no further than the opening words: “My dearest sister” was all I said, for not only were my legs, head, and countenance at fault, but something ailed my voice as well. It was as though plums were in my mouth and choked my utterance — in fact I suspect my throat was finely swollen, for I had only said so much in a sort of infinitesimal bellow when all my breath was gone and I could say no more. On her face were smiles and fear as well.

“You must not try to talk,” she said; “how dare you try to talk? What is there you could have possibly to say? Come, get into bed at once, you bad, bad boy!”

She spoke to me as speaks a nurse to her infant charge some two years old, and I obeyed her I suspect with obedience more implicit than the child shows to its nurse sometimes. To tell the truth I was glad enough to get between the sheets again, for I felt so far stronger, altogether better there. She put her arm through mine without a word from me, and in that fashion led me to the bed; though I was still enough she talked incessantly, she never seemed to lose her breath; I suspect the cunning lass had some deep design to hide her tears and comfort me; she was sly enough for that and more besides.

“I never saw any one do such silly things as you — I cannot leave you for a moment still without your getting into mischief there and then; here have I been sitting by you night and day and you have been as good as gold, but no sooner do I leave you just for half-an-hour than you rush into mischief over head and ears.”

I tried to speak to her, I tried to ask her if she had indeed been sitting by me night and day; if so, how long had this state of things been going on? and what had I been doing all the time? But tried in vain — I could not articulate a word; whether she saw my failure or not I cannot say, she went rattling on with neither pause nor stay.

“Why some people are blessed with so much sense and some with none at all is one of those things which always puzzled me; if I had no more sense than some I know — oh Peter! Peter! what wouldn’t I begin to do!”

We had reached the bed again, and in a confused, uncertain fashion I got between the sheets again. She drew them over me — drew them to my chin, she tucked them tightly underneath the mattress, and there was I a prisoner indeed.

“There now! — now, Peter, I beg of you, if you have the least respect for me, and I fear that you have little, that you will not attempt to move again until you have first asked leave from me.”

I tried to murmur something, I knew not what, but not a distinct word was there that I could say. She moved about the room, she was busied with some bottles on the shelf; I heard her pour some liquid into a cup; she came to me with cup in hand.

“Drink this,” she said; “now let me put my arm about your back and lean on me.”

She put her arm about my back and raised me so that I half sat up in bed — fancy raising me! She put the cup to my lips; I know not what it was that it contained, but I opened them and drank it at a draught. She put the cup back on the shelf, drew a chair to the bedside and, sitting down on it, commenced some of her mysterious girl’s work. She was silent for a time; screwing my head half round I lay and looked at her. The stuff that I had swallowed acted like a spell, soon my throat was eased, I felt that I could talk. Yet I held my tongue and lay and looked at her. I noticed that her cheeks were pale and that there was some suspicious colouring about her eyes; it dawned on me for the first time that perhaps the lass was pretty. Some rebellious tresses of her brown hair had strayed from the velvet band with which it was imprisoned and would steal down into her eyes. The sun had come farther in the room; it shone upon her hair, and here and there the brown was shot with gold; certainly she made a pretty picture as she sat working there. She observed at last my earnest gaze, and with a toss of her small head she drove the rebellious tresses back out of her eyes.

“Well, Peter,” she said, with that sweet halflaughing voice of hers, “I think that you have looked at me enough; you must find something better to occupy your mind.”

“Nell,” I said, “I do believe that you are pretty.”

She was amazed — astounded was the better word; so I had found my voice at last, truly it was faint and feeble and but the ghost of what it once had been, but still it was my voice and my words could be distinctly heard and understood; it was a pretty speech to make as a beginning. But the effect on her was most surprising; she stared at me a moment with wide-opened eyes and parted lips, then let her work go toppling to the floor, and pillowing her head beside me on the bed she burst into a flood of tears. It was my turn for amazement now; I drew my hands from underneath the sheets and laid them gently upon her hair; I saw then how beautiful it was, and as I stroked it softly I thought I had felt nothing so refreshing to the touch before.

“Nell,” I said, “Nell, why is it that you cry? You did not ought to cry, you know.”

“But I must, and will, and shall — I cannot help it, Pete,” she said. “Pete, do you know you are my brother, and that you are the very best and very bravest boy of boys; and do you know that you are such a hero to me and to us all and that there is not a girl who has such cause for pride and happiness as I; and do you know” — and here her voice was lowered—” that I thought that you would die?”

She had lifted up her face from off the bed, and it was wet with tears, and her locks were more rebellious still, yet despite her tears there was such a flashing in her eyes, and I knew that she was beautiful indeed. But all this she said confused me not a little, and not least what she said last — that she had thought that I would die. I did not answer her; I was struggling with memories of the past. Light broke by degrees, and I began to understand it then.

“Where is the master?” I asked, and faint though it was my voice was trembling.

“Peter, you are not to ask — you are not to speak — you are not to say a word, you are only the best and bravest boy of boys; but Peter, I don’t mind answering you this once, but only this once, and never more again, at least until I choose and you are well — which you will be soon, thou Peter mine” — and the little witch, for I saw she was a little witch, shook her finger at me with a grave and serious air of merriment and fun—” the master is about and well and all because of you.”

“Because of me?” I cried, if that could be called a cry which one could scarcely hear.

“Now, Peter, is this right or wrong? and how can anything be right if it is wrong? How dare you speak again? and do you suppose I tell a fib? When they found you were drowning — you and he” — and how serious had her voice become upon a sudden—” you had let the hut fall on you and kept it away from him, and at the peril of your own life you had brought him safe through all — and Peter! Peter! I thought that you would die!” And again the maiden fell a-crying, and because she was above me her tears fell on my face.

But here was a pretty tale she had to tell, here was a pretty business she had laid hold of at the wrong end. What was all this about Mr. Strange being saved because of me? there certainly was an error somewhere. So far as my consciousness went I had not raised a hand to snatch him out of peril; and as for letting the hut fall down on me, and so keeping it from him — it was nothing but a dream! I tried to point this out to Ellen, but she would scarcely listen to a word.

“There must be some mistake,” I said; “I had no more to do with saving Mr. Strange —— —”

“Peter! Peter!” she cried, and pretended to be in a rage upon a sudden, “how can you treat me so? Is this the sort of gratitude you show? Can I not speak to you without your speaking back to me? I command you — command you, mind, on peril of my serious displeasure, not to say a word without first asking permission if you may; at least” — perceiving that in such a case I should be in a cleft stick indeed—” without my giving you permission without your asking it at all. One thing I will do for you — one thing, sir, and I trust it is a thing the value of which you will appreciate; I will bestow on you a kiss.” And she bestowed on me a kiss, not one but many, and I held her in my arms, and she cried and laughed in turn, and she called me good, brave, heroic — I never was so grossly flattered in all my life before.


CHAPTER XX

SOME VISITORS

THUS it was that the story got about that I was the means of saving Mr. Strange. I protest — do solemnly protest — that no one was more astonished by the tale than I, and do here put it on to paper, as I have so often declared times without number, that the matter was misunderstood from the beginning to the end. When the hut went down I went with it, of that there can be no sort of doubt whatever, and from that moment I lost consciousness until that sunny day on which I woke up in bed. When they found us, covered by the flood, it appears that Mr. Strange was in my arms, his mouth just above the water; he had been wholly uninjured by the falling timbers, while my face and head had been bruised and battered out of shape.

Now again I do protest that if Mr. Strange was in my arms, as I suppose he must have been, how he got there I have not the least idea; and further, that the most reasonable conjecture is that so far from seeking to insure his safety at my own expense I clutched at him in a possibly delirious attempt to save myself from peril and from death.

But do you suppose that they would accept this my honest attempt to solve the mystery? Not they! there are some who believe unto this day that I was the means of saving Mr. Strange, and as for Ellen — I soon found that she was the most unreasonable of beings, and that she had made up her mind that she knew much more about the matter than I — I, who had been the chief actor in the scene! — by any possibility could know. Such is the way in which some people are made heroes in spite of their doing their very best to prove, what is certainly as clear as day, that they have been anything but brave.

One thing was clear, that Mr. Strange had borne the treatment which he had received better than any one had ventured to expect. When they first found us that night — that is to say, Mr. Strange and Ben and I — their first supposition was that all three of us were dead. Mr. Strange was still and cold as death, Ben had been stunned by a falling timber, while I, as I have said, was so bruised and battered about the head, that even my father scarcely recognised me to be his son. But their fears were groundless. Ben was the first to come unto himself, and it was soon perceived that his injury was very trifling indeed. Two days after the catastrophe he was up and about again and inquiring for Mr. Strange.

The master was chained to his bed for a week, but after that he had his own way and would get up, though he was yet still far from strong, and everybody declared that he had not given himself a fair chance to gather strength. But he surprised them now as he had surprised them many times before and was to surprise them more than once again. Instead of being injured by the course which he had taken he seemed to benefit by it every day. So suddenly did he grow strong that they scarcely knew him as the same man — he was undoubtedly stronger than he had been when first he came, he gained in health and vigour, flesh came upon his bones, and there was an elasticity about his step, and a freshness — a buoyancy — an energy about his manner which seemed all at once to make him young again. Not that he ever would be such a man as those in all our parts, not that he ever would be really strong; but compared to what he was — it was a transformation — a magic change; he had been a skeleton before, now he was something of a man.

My case proved to be the most serious of all, and as Ellen said, despite all the skill that could be brought to bear, for some time they thought that I would die. My head, which I had always thought was thick enough to flatten out a cannon ball should any be unfortunate enough to come my way, had been shattered by the violence with which the hut had saluted me as it had met its end; for three weeks I was delirious nor could they get from me a word or look of recognition; afterwards — and that Ellen always said was the most uncomfortable time — I lay in a sort of stupor as though I actually were dead; it was seven weeks after that great storm and the catastrophe of which it was the cause, before I woke up upon that sunny day to see the network dancing on the floor, and to admire my countenance in the mirror on the wall. No wonder I was weak and dazed and lame, no wonder I thought that I was in a dream; the only wonder was that I still lived at all.

Dr. Ricketts, who came all the way from Truro, and who was the wisest man in all that country round, told me that it was only the strength of my constitution that had pulled me through — though it was scarcely complimentary the way in which he put it.

“Yes, my lad,” he said to me one day when I was rapidly approaching health and strength again, in that short, snappy way of his, indulging in snuff in a way which always made me wonder how it was that, despite the constant applications, he still spoke through his nose, “there are a good many of us who would like to have the constitution of an ox, or of an ass, or of a mule, or of any brute among them all; but to some of us are given brains” — snuff—” and to some of us are given bones instead.” But there was one who traced my recovery to a very different source than either brains or bones, and that was Mr. Strange; of whom, by the way, Dr. Ricketts expressed his peculiar opinion too.

“That man,” said he, “is a fool, but he is wiser than the wise; he is weaker than a rat, but stronger than the strong. I would sooner be that articulated skeleton than a king upon his throne; nevertheless, he is a fool in spite of that.” And Dr. Ricketts once more refreshed himself with snuff, then went upon his way.

But Mr. Strange came to me with a message of his own. It was the first time I had seen him — though I learnt that he had been often with me both by day and night, and had once watched by me two whole days when they thought every hour that ere another one was past, I should have yielded my spirit back from whence it came — since I had been ill, then nearly eight weary weeks ago. He was not the first visitor I had had, for he had been, since I recovered sensibility, continually engaged both day and night, so that he scarcely had a single minute which he could call his own. Johnny Reddy was the first and after him that self-same day came Talbot Vivian and Ben Trelyat. Ellen came in with Johnny, and I saw at once that she had told him something by the expression of his face.

“Peter,” said Ellen, proving at once that my supposition was correct, and it was a sight to see the abject submission of the gigantic Johnny to the dictation of the tiny lass, “I have told Johnny that if he says a single word about what happened upon — we know when, or speaks about anything that can in any way depress you, or do anything else but raise your spirits, he will leave this room and house immediately.”

For my part I confess that I believe that in the face of such instructions the most loquacious and cheerful soul alive would have found it difficult to make much way; nor was the difficulty lessened by the manner in which she in the present case enforced them. At the best of times Johnny had not the readiest of wits; now he seemed to be able to do little else than twirl his hat round in his hands; yet I saw that he had something which he wished to say, although he might find it difficult to say it.

“Why didn’t you take me with you on the horse that night?” all at once he blurted out. Instantaneously Ellen was down on him.

“Johnny Reddy,” she cried, “is this the way you play with me? is this the way you keep your word?”

“Why, I was only going to say,” said Johnny, still more confused, and still more anxious to get out what he had upon his mind, “that if you had taken me with you on the horse that night—”

“Johnny!” cried Ellen, and you should have seen the look upon her face, but Johnny went desperately and slowly on.

“ — as I asked you to, I should have been with you in the hut, and might have given you a hand; but instead of that, look at you lying there, and I shouldn’t have been surprised to have seen you dead upon the spot.”

I knew not which to admire most, Johnny’s courage or Ellen’s countenance. This was the one in whom she had placed her trust and this was the recompense she got! She was too much astonished to find breath to interrupt him, and even when he had finished stood for some moments like an icy image of scorn; then the storm burst upon his head. With dignified step she marched to the door and threw it open.

“Johnny Reddy, there is the door,” she said.

“But,” insisted the courageous Johnny, “I only said—”

“It is not of the slightest consequence what you said; there is the door.”

“But,” repeated Johnny, quailing ignobly before her indignant eye, “I only said—”

“If you only say what you only said again, Johnny Reddy, I will leave the room instead of you. Then, sir, what will you say to that?”

“But, Ellen, you know, I didn’t mean anything, you know, I only said—” He never completed his sentence, he was never able to inform us again what it was he only said; Ellen marched to him, took him by the coat-sleeve, and led him, without a single word of remonstrance, like a frightened animal from the room.

He cast one appealing look over his shoulder as he went, one appealing glance at me — aye, I confess it now, old friend, and that I was cruel enough to let it go unanswered; but also, Johnny, I confess that she was just as tyrannical towards me as you, that I was every whit as much beneath her sway as you could be; for that small maiden could be as autocratic when she pleased as any autocrat among them all; and after all, Johnny, I was invalid and weak, and you were hale and strong.

But one there was who would not be served in such a way and that was Talbot Vivian. Half-an-hour after Johnny had been so ignominiously defeated, I heard a noise downstairs of voices, Ellen’s voice and some one else’s; then a burst of laughter, and some one came flying up the stairs as though he did his best to bring them down about his ears. While I wondered what was the cause of such a clatter, half doubting whether Johnny had not plucked up courage and come back again, the door was flung wide open and Talbot Vivian dashed into the room. At his heels came Ellen, half furious and half laughing. When he had made good his entrance he turned and took off his hat, saluting her with a sweeping courtesy, and said, with a grace which I must own became him well — 

“And so, fair madam, cunning has vanquished tyranny. I protest, young Peter Thomas” — thus with his usual audacity he spoke to me, who was nearly head and shoulders taller than himself, and nearly twice as broad besides—” I never saw such discourtesy in any one before. I have told her, not once nor twice, but a dozen times at least, the story of your desperate deeds upon that desperate night; I have got it up so well that I can reel it off by heart. I have had to rack my brains lest I had forgotten some detail of the gallant things you did, your shade has been with me night and day, and I have never seen her at any time or in any place without her making me tell her the tale again — and yet when I respectfully present myself and request that I may be allowed to have the honour of a few words with you — you on whose behalf I have prematurely turned my hair to grey — she even refuses to open the door to let me in; and, Peter, you may believe me or you may believe me not, but I have actually been forced to make a felonious entrance through the kitchen window even now.”

“Yes, Peter, I told Mr. Vivian that you were yet too ill to be disturbed by any noise—”

“As though I should make a noise — I! the quietest of living things! do you wonder that such insinuations cut me to the quick? Oh, Peter! Peter! if you only knew the things I’ve had to bear! Many times I’ve wondered why it is my head is not broken as well as yours.”

“There are some things which will not break,” suggested Ellen.

“But hearts are not among them, lady fair.”

“I am afraid that some are much too hard; if yours had not been would you have come upon one who is so ill as Peter with such riot and such noise?”

“There! there!” cried Talbot, and he turned to me, striving to maintain an air of injured innocence, “that is the sort of thing I have to bear; as though I — I! wished to come to you with noise and riot. I ask you — and I ask you, madam, in the presence of your maltreated brother, upon his ill-used bed, whose heart, if you could only see it now, bleeds for me, for me his most devoted friend — I ask you, madam, if I did not assure you that, if you would only admit me through the door, as in common decency you ought to do, I would go upstairs on tiptoe, and never speak above a whisper?”

But she did not condescend to answer him, but walking straight past him, busied herself in making me more comfortable in bed.

“Brother,” she said — and I could not make the damsel out at all, she was the most inscrutable of girls—” does not loud talking hurt your head? I fear you will be worse again to-night; I see, dear Peter, that the strain is too great for your strength; but some people, dear, who call themselves your friends — I am afraid — I do not say so certainly, for I do not wish to do any one a wrong, however others may wish to do wrong to me — but I am afraid they take a pleasure in injuring your health.”

“Now, there — there!” cried Talbot, and I must confess that there was a certain justice in his expostulation, for I was not in any way conscious of receiving injury from his conversation; “but I am used to it. I am prepared for anything by now! I should not be surprised to hear that I already have an eye upon your coffin, that I have even dug your grave, and that my hands are itching to shovel down the earth upon you dead or living.”

“I am afraid there is no more certain sign of a cold and cruel nature than a liking to jest on solemn things — have you not heard that before, dear Peter?” and still the lass busied herself with raising the sheets a little farther up or down, and I know not what other mighty cares for me besides.

“And what is that a sign of when you see a maiden trample on a true and loyal heart? — try to blight a friendship in the bud ere it can blossom into flower? — seek to desecrate the temple which the heart has made its own?”

“And what is that a sign of when people use big words and phrases they do not understand?”

“Oh! oh!” and Talbot flung his hands — his riding-whip held in the one and his hat held in the other — wildly above his head, “what last straw has the camel still to bear?”

“Are camels boys, or are boys camels, Peter dear?” asked Ellen, and she laid her cool hand gently upon my brow.

“Madam, Mistress Ellen, sister of my dearest friend,” and down went Talbot on his knees, and clasped his hands in front of him in correctly tragic style, “I pray you to have mercy; I am neither a camel nor a boy, but a plain young man—”

“A plain young man,” said Ellen after him.

“ — a plain young man” cried Talbot desperately.

“I said a plain young man,” said Ellen.

“She said! she said! — oh, Peter!” and he sprang up from his knees, and broke into a peal of laughter. Then, changing his tone and manner suddenly he came and stood by the bedside, and bending over her said, with a grave and courteous air — and I could not but own that they were a well-looking pair as they stood side by side—” Will you deign to once more extend to me your gracious pardon, Ellen?”

“If you are sorry that you came in the way you did,” she answered, without lifting her eyes from off the bed.

“Do you not think I would have preferred to enter by the door?”

“But I told you that you might not,” she said.

“Are you not sorry that you told me I might not?”

“Sorry!” and this time she lifted up her head indeed, and looked him straight in the face; but immediately for some cause she turned her eyes away again, and I saw that a curious redness was on her cheeks—” No, Mr. Vivian, I am not. Peter, don’t you think that you would like some sleep?”


CHAPTER XXI

I MOVE ABROAD AGAIN

BUT I loiter by the way; I forget that my space is scant, and that I yet have much to tell; what interest can one take in such foolish gossiping of a lass and of a lad? And while I loiter the master waits and is standing at the door. It was evening when he came; the lamp was lighted, Ellen was downstairs, busying herself I know not with what. I heard my father enter, I heard his strong voice greet his little lass, and directly after I heard, as I thought, another voice besides. Nor was I wrong, for immediately there came a strange footstep on the stairs, and some one mounted to my room. I knew who it was before I saw him, the palpitation of my heart warned me who it was that came, and when the door was opened, and Mr. Strange stood on the threshold, I was already prepared to give him welcome.

The first thing that struck me was, how greatly he had altered. The short space of time which had gone since last we met had wrought a miracle, it seemed to me; I who had not watched the change noticed it no doubt the more for that. The habitual stoop which had been his before had almost if not entirely gone; now he stood straight up, his head well back, with some new sense of power — I had almost writ of pride — in the deportment of the man; he was more manly, in a word. He moved with a more agile and elastic step; there was a novel air of buoyancy, of health and vigour, in every movement which he made; and though his face still wore something of its old haggard look, and still had that marvellous play of various emotions, there was something stronger in it too, some subtle change — I can scarcely tell you what — more certainty and more assurance; he seemed bolder, hopefuller, happier even than he had been before. But in essentials he had not changed, nor in that old sweet voice of his, nor in that rare smile with which he advanced to give me greeting.

“Peter, another meeting in the Lord; again hand in hand together; I do believe we shall be hand in hand together even to the end.”

“Sir,” said I, “I only hope we may.”

“Lad,” and he drew a chair towards him, and sat down on it by the bed, “you and I have no need to do as was done in days of old to build an altar as a sign between us, a Mispah, to keep us each in the memory of the other, for you, for my part, will be with me unto the end of time; for as there are varieties of gifts, unto you have been given strength of arm and courage of the heart and of the head.”

I did not answer him, I know not how it was a word of praise from him could send the blood so hotly through my veins, but so it was; I was blushing like a little lad and bashful as a child, and turned my head aside willing to let my eyes encounter anything but him.

“And you, sir,” I said at last, feeling that the silence were better broken, “how has it been with you?”

It was his turn now to pause before he answered; he looked at me with a kindling glance, and I thought of how I saw him last lying in the hut, and remembered that even then, as he looked up at Ben, there had been a flashing in his eyes. “I know not wherein I have deserved it of the Lord, but His mercy is always far beyond what we deserve — Peter, there is a new life and strength within me, a new hopefulness of living. I fell asleep and dreamed of pleasant things, and behold when I awoke the dream was true.”

“You look better, sir, and stronger too,” I said.

“Stronger every day and every hour in the strength of God. And you, Peter, you still lie there in bed, and I scarcely know you yet for the giant that you were.”

“But you will know me soon,” I said, and smiled at him, “for I have yet got something on my arms, gristle and bone, and just a little else besides.”

“Aye, and something else besides, and in your heart thankfulness to God. Lad, if you had seen yourself as I saw you lie, wrestling with death, if you had heard us cry unto the Lord to spare you to us yet, you would know how great has been the answer to our prayer. The angel of death was hovering nigh, and as we prayed the Lord bade him wing his flight back again to heaven.”

“Sir, I never shall be good at words,” I answered, “but I trust that the manner of my living may show what with my tongue I can scarcely say.”

“And it is the life that is the best thanksgiving, it is the living of the months and years, it is the bridge you build from time unto eternity, ‘looking unto Jesus,’ Peter, ‘who was the Author and Finisher of our faith’ — build but your bridge on the foundations He hath laid, that is the best thankoffering, the surest way to heaven.”

We sat and talked I know not how far into the night, for the charm of the things he said, and of the manner of his saying, concealed the flight of time; for what is sweeter to the attentive ear, when one is awaking out of sleep, rising from wrestling with death, than the music of a wellloved voice which speaks to us of God.

Nor was that the last time he sat by me talking so; strength came apace, and I hastened along the road to health leaning as it were upon the master’s arm. I could easily have borne a more protracted stay in bed had he been always at my side; but there came a day on which I rose from between the sheets, and left them as my continual abode formally behind, and another on which for the first time I took my walks abroad. Ellen was with me then and I was still so weak and puny that I submitted, whether with a good or bad grace is not for me to say, but at least without remonstrance, to the pace at which she insisted I should walk, to the direction which, in her opinion, my conversation, if not my thoughts, should take, to the barbarous stipulation that I should not talk too much lest my breath should fail — I who never was a talker! and I know not what else besides.

On the second occasion and on the third as well, Talbot Vivian gave us the pleasure of his company, and then there was no necessity to bid me hold my tongue for I never had a chance to say a word; they talked at each other most of the way through me, falling out a dozen times, and making up their quarrels just as often; for my part their proceedings were entirely beyond my comprehension, and I was forced to wonder more than once if they had not taken leave of what stood to them in the place of senses.

On the fourth occasion Ellen absolutely forbade his coming, declaring, though on what grounds I have not the faintest notion — indeed in all these matters I must pray forgiveness for both the lad and for the lass — that his behaviour was the cause of the greatest suffering to me, and that I was worse each time for my walk instead of better. Now I declare that in my judgment it was entirely the other way, that Talbot had no ill effect on me whatever, and that my health was visibly improved each time I set my foot abroad; but since she seemed to have made up her mind upon the point I wisely held my peace, and let her have her way.

But on this fourth occasion, despite of Ellen’s prohibition, who should come trotting quietly along but Talbot Vivian. He was on Brown Bess, who seemed none the worse for her extraordinary performance upon that famous night.

“Well,” he cried, as he saw us come, “now who would have thought of seeing you? I protest it is the most astonishing thing in the world. It is no matter what you do, these things will happen, and you will come upon people unawares.”

I saw there was a stony look on Ellen’s face, and that it was her fixed opinion that Master Talbot had not come upon us so entirely unawares as he would have us think.

“Peter,” she said, giving him the tiniest of nods and calmly walking on, “you had better walk a little faster, the air is chilly, and I fear that you will catch a cold.”

Now just a little while before she had observed that the weather was warm and that I must not walk too fast for fear of getting overheated; but nevertheless I did her bidding.

“There is nothing so dangerous as a cold,” said Talbot, turning his mare as though it was only natural that he should be going our way, “Peter, you must wear another flannel — or two would be better perhaps instead; a yard or so thick of honest flannel is nothing to one with such a chest as you; you must take the greatest care to protect yourself against the cold, for there is no knowing but that a breath might not blow you clean away.”

Ellen said nothing, she was too dignified for that, but crushed him with the contempt of silent scorn; for she was quite aware that Talbot was only poking fun at her through me, for he had more than once declared that if I grew much stronger than I was already Goliath would be a weakling in comparison to me.

“Or, Peter, perhaps you would prefer to get behind me on Brown Bess as you did upon that night when those deeds of yours were done which the world cannot forget; there is nothing like horse-exercise for those who are not strong.”

Ellen stopped short in the middle of the road; Talbot immediately did likewise.

“Mr. Vivian,” she said, with her most queenly air, and I know not if she looked prettier like that or in her meek and gentle mood, “my brother and I have the pleasure of wishing you good-day; we prefer to be alone.”

Talbot took off his hat and dropped his mocking tone.

“Miss Thomas, may I venture to ask which is the way that you are going?”

“I am sorry to say, Mr. Vivian, in the contrary direction to yourself.”

“Miss Thomas, if you are sorry, and I am sure you would not say you were if you were not, I shall have much pleasure in making your direction mine.”

“Mr. Vivian, we wish you a good-day,” said Ellen, and before I could make an effort at remonstrance she took me by the hand, and turned me round, and marched me straight away, leaving Talbot in a dilemma on the road. And as we went I heard him cry and mourn aloud, and I have no doubt he cast his hand towards the sky and was a figure of despair.

“Oh Brown Bess! oh Brown Bess! deceitful are the hearts of some people whom you and I could name, and desperately wicked; expect not gratitude below!”

Thus after all Talbot Vivian was treated in his turn in much the same fashion as the less valiant Johnny.

When I began to move abroad I found that many changes had been made. Upon that night the people had, as Bull Trelyat bade them do, pulled down the bam, but whether anybody got the ten pounds which he had promised them is more than I can say. Oliver Aymes brought the soldiers, but after all was over, and there was a dispute between their commanding officer and Squire Vivian as to whether there had been any necessity for them to come at all. Indeed, the captain — or whatever rank it was he might have held — in his indignation at what he deemed the bootless errand on which he and his soldiers had been brought, said that some men were like old women and they no sooner saw two tipsy bumpkins fighting in a corner than they wanted the whole British army to come and crush the insurrection. At which the Squire declared that he never had been so insolently spoken to in all his life before, that he would report the captain to headquarters, that instead of being on the side of order he was on the side of riot and confusion, and that what the British army was coming to was a thing he could not understand. Thus little good was done by calling out the soldiers to support the peace.

Mr. Strange resolutely refused to have anything to do with prosecuting those who had treated him so hardly, and not only refused upon his own account and on behalf of those over whom he had any influence whatever, but even went up to the Squire to pray him to let the matter rest. The Squire, who was divided between indignation at the officer’s behaviour and astonishment at the rioters’ proceedings was yet conscious that if he desired to punish all those who had been prominent in the affair he had all his work upon his hands.

On this account he yielded the more readily to Mr. Strange’s intercession.

“Sir,” he said to him, with his most important magisterial air, “I am not going to inquire into the motives which actuate you in this affair — I say, Mr. Strange, that I am not going to inquire into those motives, that is no part of my duty — I say, sir, that as a magistrate that is no part of my duty. I have endeavoured throughout these lamentable proceedings” — here he pressed the tips of his fingers together and moved them to and fro—” to preserve that judicious impartiality which, as the representative of our sovereign — which, I say, as the representative of our sovereign is becoming to a man — that is to say, to a man in my position — a position of responsibility, dignity, and weight — that is to say — eh — to a man in my position. Should — I say, should — unfortunately should there be a recurrence — a recurrence, that is to say, of these proceedings, I should be compelled — compelled — that is to say, I should consider it my duty — duty, sir, to take the very strongest measures.

In the meantime — eh — in the meantime, I have the pleasure, Mr. Strange, of wishing you good-day.”

The old barn having been destroyed, and there being nothing else available, Jonathan Reddy, who lived on the outskirts of the town, placed a stone building of convenient size at the master’s disposal in which to hold his school, and not only his school, but also any other meetings which he might think desirable. This point Jonathan made plain.

“This building,” he announced, in that slow, deliberate way of his, “is not given to any one for anything whatever, but is lent to Mr. Strange to be used by him for any purpose he thinks proper, and if any one pulls it down, or damages it in any way, or even talks of doing so, they will find that they cannot use my property as though it were their own.” In this new building therefore school was held.

Nearly three years had passed since Mr. Strange first came, and though I was a great lad by now, and, in my own esteem at least, almost a man, I still went to school, and was to continue doing so until I had made up my mind, or my father had made it up for me, what position I was to occupy in the great world, and in what way I was to earn my daily bread.

Ben Trelyat was with us still in school, and Roger Pollen; Johnny Reddy was helping his father with his farm; Talbot Vivian looked in now and then in that careless way of his, for his schooling days were over and shortly he was to finish his education at the University of Oxford — though how he was to finish what he had scarcely yet begun, was more than I could say. Steve Pengellick, and Oliver Aymes, and most of the smaller fry, were still under the master’s care and training, and a host besides; for the number of pupils had increased and grown, more than doubled itself indeed, so that one may easily believe that a heavy burden was laid upon his shoulders.

One thing there is that I must not forget to say, and that is that the master had taken up his permanent abode with the miller at the mill.


CHAPTER XXII

WALKING TO THE MILL

OF two things I have yet to write, two things, two more scenes with the master, two more pictures from the history of his life have we to glance at as we go, and then I put my pen away, and my tale is done for ever. And it is with mingled feelings that I approach this closing of my task, for in so doing I leave my youth behind, and all the memories of those days fly with it too, and I am old, and I remember that my hair is grey. For pleasant days were those in which to linger, to walk beside the master hand in hand and heart in heart, and to watch the growing of his work and of the knowledge of the Lord. For in this matter, in this knowledge of the love and glory of the Lord, it is the first step which is the hardest to be taken, after, when once the road is entered on, we march on steadily, swifter and surer as we go, looking unto Jesus, until the goal is reached at last. Once having breathed the name of Christ, once having spoken boldly yet sweetly of His love, the rumour of these things was noised abroad and by degrees men came in and were gathered to the fold.

For this was a great time of gathering in, this was a time when many sickles were put unto the corn, and many sheaves were garnered in. Riots and storms there were and Mr. Wesley’s voice was often drowned in tumult and in din, but still his voice was there, his voice was in the land, and like a tongue of fire it went from end to end and thawed the ice which had bound men as with icy chains before. The cold was changed for heat, the snow for summer rain — it was summer in the souls of men. No one could be indifferent, every one was woke from sleep and slumber; the evil day was on them now — they must make their choice at last. And that was a great point gained if there had nothing else been done, the persuading of a man that he could no longer postpone his choice unto some uncertain distant day, but that now was the appointed time — that now he must make his choice for evil, that now he must make his choice for good. And many there were, a great multitude indeed who even then when the work was only just beginning to be born chose for themselves the nobler part.

With us that business of the bam, that rioting on that one tempestuous night was the beginning and the end of all illegal and tumultuous doings so far as the master was concerned. Not that all opposition was at an end, or that his proceedings were received with universal acceptation, far otherwise; but the opposition was at least confined to words, and they often spoken in a corner as it were, where the master could not hear.

For he himself, apart from the truths he preached, had gained a singular hold upon the people, especially upon the people of the poorer class. His thin, gaunt figure, scantily clad in his ill-fitting clothes, was a familiar sight beside a sick child’s bed, the music of his rich rare tones a familiar sound to ears which were attuned to harsher melodies, and while there was a penny in his purse it at least was shared with others, and no man stood in want of bread while he had aught which he could offer him to eat. And, too, by degrees they learned that it was not with words of contempt and scorn that he greeted sin, that no word of upbraiding came ever from his lips, that he never lost himself in anger or that his patience ever fled, but that he had a strange and wondrous habit of treating all their sins as though they were his own, of suffering for what they did, of praying the Lord’s forgiveness when he himself was innocent of guilt. They did not anger him — they could not anger him, they only pained him — physically pained him by wrongdoing. And he always was their friend, he came to them in times of trouble, he grieved with them as though their griefs were his, he found them lost in darkness and showed them there was light beyond, he made it his constant aim and pleasure to take their burdens off their shoulders and put them on to his.

No wonder that when they asked themselves what manner of man was this that they could but give him at least a portion of his dues, could but at least acknowledge that he was not so black as he was painted, could but allow that there was something of manhood in him although his frame was weak; and even they began to see that there was a greater and a nobler strength than strength of body and strength of arm, that there was something of which they had never even dreamed beyond.

But not all; not all would acknowledge that white was white, and black was black, that when the sun was shining it was day; some there were who would have it that light was darkness, and that night was day. And among these were still Bull Trelyat and his friends; they still sat in the seats of the scornful, and still regarded all the master’s doings with unfriendly eyes.

One evening I was walking home with him from the school to the mill. We had been delayed in town, I know not upon what errand, but it was night before he turned his steps towards home. At first he would not have me come with him, but bade me turn my steps at once to my own home and let him wend his way in solitude to his; but I persuaded him to let me accompany him at least a little on his way. The night was cloudless, the heavens were peopled with myriads of stars, but the moon had not yet risen, and despite their glistering light the road was dark. It was, I think, after nine — indeed nearer ten than nine — all the world seemed sleeping, and the lights were out in the windows as we passed. It was so still that our voices, travelling through the clear, calm air, seemed almost irreverently loud, and in subdued tones we conversed as we went on; our road lay across the fields towards Rosewarne, we walked beside the rippling stream that runs from Zunny Waters to the town, the stars were mirrored and shivered in the eddies which rose upon the breast of the pellucid water. By degrees our conversation died away and, wrapt in thought, we both moved on. So deeply were we sunk in reverie that both he and I forgot that our agreement was that at the stepping-stones I should leave him to continue his way alone. The master crossed them first.

“Take care, sir,” I said as he advanced, “the stream is well in flood, and the stones are tottery when the stream is strong and high.”

“You need have no fear for me,” he answered, “I know them well by now; I could cross them, I think, upon the darkest night. I have led the miller over them often both by night and day.”

I watched him go, I saw he knew them well, and that he ran but little risk of falling. He paused in the centre upon a stone which was almost large enough to be worthy to be called a little island, and looked down at the little edge of foam which curled about his feet; I saw too that he looked along the stream towards the direction from whence it flowed.

“The miller always says it sounds to him like the murmuring of many people; he thinks sometimes he hears their voices, a cry of joy, a cry of pain — all the varieties of utterance of the people of the Lord; it is a quaint and curious fancy which he has. Now to me it sounds as one who plays upon a harp with muted strings, and I always wonder when the mute will be removed and the notes be clear and strong; hark! hark! the strings are muted now!”

He was in a dreamy mood, the master; standing on his stone he bent his head, and raised his hand, and stood in an attitude of listening, as though indeed he heard the unknown player trifle with his muted strings.

As he stood there, and I was on the bank, catching something of his mood and listening too, suddenly I heard a sound which certainly bore no semblance to the music of the stream. It was clear, so clear it startled me, but it was faint and distant and died away as quickly as it came.

“What was that?” I asked, and raised my head to look at Mr. Strange.

He paused a moment before he answered: “It sounded like a distant cry.”

“Yes,” said I, “a cry of pain.”

We both strained our ears to listen, watching for a repetition of the sound, but nothing came, all was still again — only the music of the stream.

“It was but a fancy, the fancy takes strange shapes at night, and simple things seem strange.”

I made no answer, I was persuaded that it was no fancy, I was persuaded that if it was not, it sounded very like a cry of pain, but I held my peace and followed Mr. Strange; he went on across the stones and I went after him.

The master’s reference to the miller seemed to have turned his thoughts to Miller Train. He had never seen the light since that first flash of lightning robbed him of his sight; but he never seemed to feel his deprivation, to feel that there was anything which he had lost, that he had anything for which to mourn; he went through life in the same simple, quiet way which he had done before; he was a wholly unchanged man.

“Mr. Truin says,” said the master as we went, knitting his arm in mine — and I could not but note what a dwarf he was compared to me — speaking below his breath, and there was a sweet and tender pathos in his voice, sweeter to my ears than the music of the stream, “that his sight is better now that his eyes are gone, that many things to him are clear which before he could not see. It may be that to the blind the Lord reveals at times the glories of His throne, and that the creations of the brain are fairer pictures than the material pictures of the eye; for my part when I wish to see the best I often shut my eyes, and then I seem to see at times even beyond the veil.”

It was a subtle thought I did not seem to grasp, for my brain was ever slow to comprehend an idea out of the common track; but in a sense I seemed to understand how it is that in the darkness we sometimes have the brightest dreams.

We had left the stream behind, but we yet could hear it babbling in the rear. We walked upon the grass, I knew that it was thick with dew, our steps were noiseless as we passed; we were mounting up the hill, we gradually rose higher; something ran across our path just at our feet, a hare or rabbit, or some creature of the fields. We reached the summit of the hill, and as we breasted it there came that noise again. There was no mistake about it this time — it was a human cry, and a cry, moreover, of fear or pain. It was nearer than it had been before, comparatively close at hand, doubtless the sound had been deadened in the vale which was clear upon the hill. We stopped and looked into each other’s face.

“There,” said I, “it is again.”

“It is some one calling,” said Mr. Strange; “from which direction did it come?”

“It came from over there,” I said, and signalled the direction with my hand; “it was certainly a cry of pain.”

As we stood there, listening and wondering, for it was a deserted place and we could not conceive whence such a sound could come, it came again. Nearer and clearer too — there could be no doubt of it; it was some one screaming as they ran.

“It is a woman’s voice,” I said; “she comes this way.”

“It is some poor creature in distress; let us hasten to learn if we can ease her trouble.”

He loosed my arm, and we both ran on in the direction whence the calling came. It came again, nearer still and nearer; it was a weird and awful cry, it rang in my ears, and set my heart a-beating; we hastened quicker on.

“Why,” I said, as again it came, “it is some one calling ‘help! help!’”

Before I could finish what I had to say, it rang out again with terrible distinctness — so loud and clear that it seemed to us that it surely must be heard far away through the still night air — 

“Fire! fire!”

“Some cottage perhaps is burning — some poor creature’s worldly all.”

We dashed headlong through a hedge into another field; the shrieking was plainer and plainer every instant.

“Help! help! fire! fire!”

“Look! look!” I cried, “she runs to us across the fields!” I could dimly see her flying to us across the grass.

“Why,” I cried again, “she has just sprung from her bed!” For she was clad in white from head to foot, and I saw as she came nearer that she had nothing on her feet. We ran towards her as she came running on, asking where the fire was, and encouraging her with shouts and cries. Suddenly I was seized with a great shock of amazement.

“Sir,” I said, “it is Bull Trelyat’s wife.”

“What!” cried Mr. Strange, and stood stock still.


CHAPTER XXIII

FIRE AT THE FARM

SHE reached us, the fair, delicate woman, whose beauty once was famous, the woman Bull Trelyat loved so well. I never saw so pitiable a sight before or since, nor do I ever wish to look upon the like again. She was distraught with anguish and with fear, her glorious hair was floating in the breeze, madness was in her eyes, an exceeding horror on her face; she did not weep, she was too far gone for tears, but flinging herself upon her knees before us on the grass, she screamed — 

“Save my husband! save him! he burns within his bed!” and that same instant she fell to the ground like a log, and we knew that she had swooned.

Many thoughts flashed into my mind; I turned in the direction in which stood Trelyat’s farm, a distance of perhaps half a mile away; the sky was already beginning to be red with flames; and there, said his wife, her husband was burning in his bed. Mr. Strange knelt beside the fallen senseless woman and sought to raise her in his arms. I stooped and picked her up as lightly as though she were no weight at all — and indeed to a weaker lad than I she would have been but little.

“Quick!” said I, “let us hasten to the farm, perhaps Bull is drunk in bed.”

The master did not need a spur; we rushed at our utmost speed in the direction of the farm, I bearing Mrs. Trelyat with what tenderness I could. I do not know how we traversed the intervening space, I only know we ran like madmen through the night.

The dogs were barking — that was the first sound which fell upon our ears, the bull-dogs, the terriers, the hounds, the spaniels, the whole collection for which their master was so famous, howled, and bayed, and barked in unison, and in the meantime perhaps their master burned in bed.

In the stables and outbuildings — for Bull’s was a large and extensive farm — the uproar was prodigious, the sensitive animals were conscious of the neighbourhood of fire and in a dozen different tones expressed an extremity of terror. In the yard before the house stood five servants, two of them men and three of them women; they all alike were in a state of dazed amazement as though they were witnessing a show, and while their master’s property burned merrily did nothing else but stand and gape and stare.

I saw at once that the house was doomed, that no human aid could do much to save it now. It was old and antiquated, built to an unusual extent of timber, timber which was as dry as touchwood and burned as though it were; the roof was thickly thatched, the thatch was old, nothing could have been better planned to feed the flames. A gentle breeze had risen, just enough to fan the flames, and it seemed to do its best to fan them into greater fury still. No, nothing could be done to save the house, the best that could be done was to attempt to save some of the valuables which it contained, and to prevent the flames spreading to the buildings which surrounded it on every side.

My, first care was to rouse the servants from their lethargy, and to bring their wits back from the gathering of wool.

“Here,”? I cried, as we burst on them before they knew that we were coming, “don’t stand mooning there! Has none of you a cottage close at hand?” One of them, a shock-headed fellow, turning to us began to scratch his head.

“Yes,” he observed, with so much deliberation that at such a moment it exasperated even me, “my house is down the lane.”

“Come,” and I turned to the woman whom I took to be his wife, “here is your mistress; do you not see that she has swooned? Show me it at once, she must have warmth and care immediately if you do not wish to see her die.”

“Poor lass! poor lass!” said the woman, and I saw that on her rough and homely face there was a pitiful and kindly look, “he’s been hard to her, and that he has.”

She moved away in front of me; we went past the house and through a little gate into a narrow lane. Not a stone’s throw from the farm we reached a little cottage; the door was open, there was no light within, but the flames were now so strong we scarcely needed one. We went inside; a rough truckle bed was in one corner from which some one recently had risen; I laid Mrs. Trelyat down on that, she still was motionless as death.

“See to her,” I said, “you know more about these things than I; others will come soon no doubt and I will send one of them for doctor’s aid.”

I spoke as speaks a man, I felt that the responsibilities of manhood were upon me now, as though a charge was given in my hands which the Lord would have me manfully fulfil. I had never had all my faculties so entirely my own before; I felt conscious of a clearness of mind which was strange to me indeed.

Hurrying back to the farm I found that matters had scarcely improved since I had left; the servants had certainly been roused from their lethargy but to very little purpose, the women were weeping and wringing their hands, exclaiming they were ruined, for all their treasures inevitably were doomed, while the men were remarking that the house burned very fast indeed.

Just then William Trenton and Willie came running in with two men and some women bringing up the rear; Trenton’s farm was close at hand, he had doubtless heard Mrs. Trelyat’s screams and seen the flames against the sky; he himself was one of Bull Trelyat’s closest friends, a shrewd, longheaded man, who although a weakling compared to Bull yet exercised an influence over him which was scarcely, I fear, for good, and Willie was certainly no friend of mine, yet I welcomed them, as indeed I would have welcomed any one at such a time. William Trenton at once took the direction of matters in his own hands.

“Now don’t stand gaping there!” he cried, in that sharp, shrill voice of his; “you women hold your prate, or take yourselves away! Your things be burned? — of course they will be burned, and you as well if you’re not hanged or drowned. Who’s that? oh, young Peter Thomas, so you have found your way up here, and your clothes-prop of a teacher too, to boot. Now what’s been done?” And he paused so that he might be better able to take in the details of the scene.

“Nothing has been done,” I said; “I have just taken Mrs. Trelyat to the cottage down the lane, and when we came over found these people gaping here.”

“And they might gape for all the good that they could do. Bull Trelyat’s burnt out of house and home to-night as sure as eggs are eggs; that place is like a tinder-box. Now, you men, get buckets and fill them at the well and damp that stabling there — you women can lend a hand, you can pump enough water out of your eyes to fill the buckets without going to the well — and here, Will, and you hulking fellow there, get out the beasts and turn them into the twelve-acre field — and throw some water on the stacks beside the sheds — if those women are afraid to go and cry on them; why they haven’t drowned the place is a mystery to me — it’s better to have them wet than burnt — confound those dogs for the noise they make! — and you, young Thomas, lend me a hand, and that hop-pole of a ranter too — we’ll get something out of the house while there is time.”

He paused in the torrent of his words; despite his jibes and jeers he certainly set the folks a-stirring; he seemed to have an eye for everything, and soon all was being done to arrest the progress of the fire. We advanced towards the burning house. The flames were now pouring through many of the windows and through the roof as well; it was little else but one huge furnace. Trenton perceived this to be the fact; thick smoke was pouring through the open door in a way which made it impossible to see what there might be beyond; he paused in doubt.

“I’m not sure that it’s not too late already; I don’t like it freezing and I don’t like it blazing hot — here, you women, why don’t you come and drown this fire? — and however ready I may be to lend a hand to Bull I’m not such a fool to go and burn myself to save his sticks of furniture.”

“But where is Mr. Trelyat?” asked Mr. Strange, who till now had not spoken since we came upon the scene, and there was that curious coldness in his tone which I had begun to understand by now was in him a sign of the extremest agitation.

“Where is Mr who? How should I know? Do you suppose that I’m his keeper? No, my tall, thin friend, if he knew where you were it mightn’t be all happiness for you.”

Mr. Strange’s question brought to my mind what I protest in the excitement and confusion I had entirely forgotten — that Mrs. Trelyat had said that her husband was burning in the house.

“Why,” I cried, “he’s burning in his bed!”

“What!” shouted Trenton, so loudly that you might have heard him I know not how far away, and he sprang right off his feet, and turned round to me, and grasped me tightly by the sleeve, “what was that you said?”

As he spoke some one else came running in, I know not who they were, but I saw several figures come running and shouting through the gate.

“Which is his room?” I asked, “Mrs. Trelyat said that he was burning in his bed.”

“His room!” cried Trenton, and I never shall forget the look of amazement and of horror on his face, “why, there is nothing left of him by now — there it is, right above your head” — and he pointed to a window some twenty feet above—” he must have been dead drunk — that is how he set the place on fire — and I thought that he was down in town! — why didn’t you tell me where he was before? You have killed him between the lot of you! — perhaps that is what you had it in your minds to do! You curs! you sneaking thieves and cowards.”

The man was in a towering passion, yelling and screaming in his sudden fury; he would have attacked me tooth and nail had I not seized him and held him tightly by the wrists. My brain was in a whirl, the clearness of my mind had altogether gone; I was in a whirlwind of confusion; Trenton’s words were in my ears — would Trelyat’s death be really on my head?

Suddenly I was startled by a cry; I turned, all at once I missed the master from my side; there was not one cry but many — they grew louder and louder, for by this time a small crowd was gathered in the yard and they all seemed shouting like one man. Their faces were all turned upwards towards the house, and their eyes all fixed upon one point. I followed the direction of their glances, let Trenton loose, let my hands fall to my side, staggered and almost fell.

My first feeling was one of horror and intense surprise; I scarcely dared to look, but with a low cry turned my face away as one who turns his face from some too horrid spectacle. But then a new feeling came over me and I turned my face again, and looked as all the others looked besides.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE MASTER’S REVENGE

THE wind had risen, the moon had risen too, the stars were dimmed, the flames burned brighter and brighter still; I noticed these things as in a dream, and yet I was distinctly conscious of them all. And I remember that a prayer rose in my heart, a sort of dumb calling upon God; that I felt that only from the Lord were hope and safety. And I watched and watched with that morbid, feverish glance with which despite oneself one sometimes eyes the details of some horrid dream.

For Mr. Strange had set himself to rescue Bull Trelyat; it was a fitting revenge to take upon his enemy, to peril his life to save the life of one who once had sought to take his own. It was indeed an ambition worthy of a ranter, worthy of his high calling, of a clothes-prop, of a hop-pole of a man — as Trenton just now had deigned to style him. And perhaps some one was reading then that scripture in which He said, “He that loseth his life for My sake shall find it.”
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Before the house, against the wall, creeping plants were trained, roses, magnolias, and I know not what besides; these Mr. Strange used as a ladder. He was framed in fire — shrined, I had almost said, for indeed it was a shrine to him just then; it was strange to see the contrast between his plain black clothing and his long black hair floating in the breeze, and the brilliant tongues of flame which surrounded him on every side. I had never thought such agility was in him; he climbed that natural ladder with a swiftness, a dexterity, a certainty, an ease, as though he had been used to such performances his whole life long. It all passed with the haste and hurry of a dream; as soon as I had seen his purpose he had mounted to the window.

It was closed, the heat had not yet cracked the glass; he smashed it with his fist — that fist which I knew was so feeble and so weak — he put his hand inside to draw the bolt; the window swung wide open. Smoke came out, a great volume; it hid him from us and enveloped him as in a cloud.

“Sir,” I cried, finding my voice at last, “you cannot go in there, the smoke will stifle you!” And others cried “Come back! come back!” and I heard some say that if the man went in that room he never would come out of it alive; and Trenton swore a great oath and cried that some stuff was in the fellow after all.

But the master paid no heed to me, nor to the crowd, nor to Trenton’s words; we saw him disappear within this living sepulchre and entirely vanish from our view, a low cry broke from the men, while the women sobbed and sighed. As for me I knew not what to do or say, but, spell-bound, stood as though I were riveted to the spot.

Just then the chimneys came toppling to the ground, one side of the wall fell in, part of the roof gave way; soon the place would be nothing but a heap of ruins; there was a cry that the stables were on fire; as the wind rose higher great clouds of sparks rose in the air and were carried far away across the land. Every one’s thoughts were busied with Mr. Strange and the man whom he had gone to seek; the fire was left to do exactly as it pleased.

Minutes which seemed hours passed, a great fear came in my heart, and at the same time a new excitement too; I began to feel a new desire to do and dare — to do anything rather than stand helpless there. The man was doomed; he would never come out of that place alive, so people began to say and I began to think it too. I felt that I had let him do what I had not dared to do, that I had let him go unto his death, that I had not moved hand or foot to help him in what might be his vital need, that he might be dying now for want of aid from me. I worked myself into a sort of rage, a frantic determination that I would at least go where he had gone before, that I would at least sacrifice myself upon the altar on which he had been a sacrifice already. I rushed forward; some one grasped me by the arm — it was Trenton.

“Don’t be a madman, young Thomas,” he said; “the man is doomed, nothing living can save him now, and though you killed yourself a dozen times you would not bring him back to life again.”

I did not answer him, his words only added fuel to the fire, I threw off his grasp, and flung him from me, using more violence than I intended, for I flung him to the ground. I dashed towards the tottering house, I paid no heed to the fact that it was already trembling to its foundations; I grasped the tendril of a creeping plant and essayed to do as Mr. Strange had done, and use it as a ladder. But I reckoned without my host; I had scarcely taken a couple of steps, and it had only just begun to feel my weight when it came toppling down and I fell headlong to the ground. Mr. Strange was one person and I was quite another.

Somewhat confused and stunned by my untoward fall, I lay for some moments where I was and did not seek to get upon my feet again. I was roused by such a yelling and shouting and tumult of men’s voices that I do believe it was almost strong enough to make the deaf to hear; not a momentary shouting which immediately was done and over, but a loud, sustained, and vigorous din which rose and fell like the tumult of angry waves which beat upon some rugged shore. I thought the people had gone mad; they ran about, and shouted all at once, a dozen different things in a dozen different tones; the women cried and screamed, and called down blessings upon I know not what. I staggered to my feet, and then I saw the cause and joined my voice to theirs. For there! there! standing at the window which now indeed was shrined in fire, amidst the smoke and flames, while the people called and shouted like folks gone mad, stood the master with something in his arms.

He beckoned, signalled to us, shouted, perhaps — we could not hear. We understood his meaning; he wanted help to aid him in bringing Bull Trelyat to the ground. In a minute ladders were placed against the house — I do protest that not one of us had thought of them before. I am amazed when I think of it now, ashamed as well, but such was the haste and hurry we were in, such the confusion of the scene, that I doubt many things were forgotten which we ought to have had first of all in mind. Instantly the flames curled round them and began to char them into tinder; in a few minutes they would be useless, nothing could live which touched that wall of fire.

Careless of danger, half-a-dozen men sprang to the longest ladder; the people still shouted and encouraged Mr. Strange; moments were precious, every second I looked to see him fall to rise no more. I brushed all competitors aside. Trenton still essayed to climb; he was excited every whit as much as I.

“Stand back! stand back!” I cried, “it is for me to give him help.”

“You shall not,” he answered, “you are too heavy — it will not bear your weight!”

He was thinking that the flames would weaken it, and that it would fall beneath my weight as the creeping plant had done. I made no answer. I took him by the shoulders and, as I had done before, without intention I flung him to the ground. I sprang up the ladder three spokes at a time; the heat was scarcely bearable, the smoke was blinding. I reached the master, I saw that all his hair was scorched, and that he was black as any negro.

“Quick, sir, quick!” I cried, “step out upon the ladder — the house will fall.”

I saw that flames were in the room, and where I was the heat was already more than I could bear.

With difficulty he passed Trelyat’s body through the window.

“Take him, Peter,” he said, in a voice which was choked with heat and smoke, “be careful — he is heavy — he is not prepared to die and I am ready for my Lord.”

I clutched Trelyat, I know not how. I turned upon the ladder.

“Take him!” I cried. I saw not who, I saw not how, but some one took him from my grasp. I felt the ladder trembling — I knew that in a minute it would fall — I made a desperate grasp at Mr. Strange, I lifted him bodily out of the room; the flames came through the window, I felt the fire touch my face; I tucked him beneath my arm as though he were a parcel — and that instant the ladder fell. But the fall was nothing; I scarcely lost my footing, there were a dozen willing hands to give us aid; I staggered to my feet, I put Mr. Strange on his, there were shouts and cries, and a din of voices. I was conscious that many people crowded round something which lay at a little distance on the ground. The master pushed forward to it, with difficulty forcing his way through his admirers who pressed on every side. In the centre of the little crowd lay Bull Trelyat on the ground — Bull Trelyat, or rather what was left of him, for what I saw there was no more like the Bull Trelyat I had known than light is like to darkness. When they saw the master they did their best to let him through.

“Oh sirs, you do not say that he is dead!” he cried.

“He is not dead,” said Trenton, who supported Bull within his arms, and the tears were running down his cheeks as though he were a child — I had not thought there was such feeling in the man—” his heart is beating still, but God help him if he lives.”

“God help him if he lives or dies,” said the master, and he raised his hands to heaven, and every man there took off his hat and bowed his head without a word. “O Lord, let this be the cleansing fire through which he may have passed to Thee, for the sake of Jesus Christ, Thy Son.”

And that moment the house, roof and walls and all, went crashing in, and such a host of sparks went rising through the air that they were seen through all the country round; and at a distance folks thought that they were stars.


CHAPTER XXV

THE GWITHIAN STORM

Two months or thereabouts had passed, and winter was upon us with more force and fury than had been known for many and many a long year past. It was the night of that great tumult of wind and waters, which is known even to this day as the Gwithian Storm; for acres and acres by the sea at Gwithian and at the mouth of Zunny Waters the sand was lifted bodily from off the shore and driven by the tempestuous winds into the country round. And there it is unto this day, nor has it ever been taken back into its place, nor will it be, perchance, unto the end of time. Mountains and hills were lifted in a single night, lands which before were rich and fertile were covered many feet in sand. Men who rose up to greet the light of day found that while they slept the face of the country had been changed; landmarks were gone, hedges were lost to view, roads were hidden, crops were sunk from sight, and where before were cultivated fields and pastures, rich and flourishing farms, was nothing now but a desert waste of sand.

The storm raged for a week and more, but for three whole days with a great and peculiar violence, and especially upon that famous night. Tales were told, and not a few of them were proved to be the truth, worthy to be placed beside the chronicles of fairy lore; people, and especially children, were borne through the air, sometimes half through a town; animals were carried off their feet and swept unwillingly into streams and ditches; travellers were brought to a standstill on the roads, they could not move against the wind and dared not turn for fear they should be blown entirely away. The strangest things had taken wings unto themselves and went travelling above our heads — roofs of houses, slates and tiles, articles of furniture and of clothing, whole stacks of hay, gates, and doors and trees, hedges even, all sorts of vegetation, and I know not what besides. To tell the truth, if one took all the tales as gospel some folks had seen whole houses, with people looking out of windows, flying fast above their heads, but no one had seen them fall, nor could any tell from whence they came; while others had seen whole flocks of sheep, some said that there were cows as well, and some that there were pigs, far, far above their heads — but all these things were fiction, and those of which I tell were real.

One scarcely knew if it were safer to stay in one’s house or out of it, for if you stayed inside it might come toppling down about your ears, and if you stayed outside it might come crashing down upon you in the street; and in the fields you were not much better, for it required a strong-built man to keep his feet against the wind. It was a time of general havoc and of ruin.

And as for the sea it was terrible; woe betide those ships which approached our cruel coasts, no courage nor knowledge of his craft could save the sailor from his fate; our shores were strewed with wrecks and the bodies of drowned men. It was a rich harvest for what seemed then to be the wild rapacious sea. And as if the elements were not productive of sufficient ruin men lent them a helping hand to lure on their prey. There were things then done in Cornwall which gave Cornishmen cause indeed to blush, for wherever opportunity afforded, wherever the coast was cruellest, wherever the currents were deadliest and most certain to engulf the helpless ship which came within their toils there the wreckers plied their evil, aye! their awful trade.

We were not sure of this at first; it was not until the morning of that memorable day that we were absolutely assured of the awful things which our brothers, as it were, were doing at our doors. There was such a dexterity and such a daring in their proceedings that it was almost impossible for one who was not an accomplice to be certain what they did; still more difficult to learn by whose hands the deeds were actually done.

A ship was wrecked; what more natural? The coast was cruel, it was impossible in such a sea to give them aid; there was flotsam and jetsam, a rich prize to those who owned the foreshore rights, and every fisherman considered that he had a right to what he found. Dead men were stripped of all their clothing, the cash was taken from their pockets; there was a fine harvest for any one who chose to seek.

And beyond all this there lay a fearful, nay, a horrid mystery — after all, how came that ship to meet its fate? How came it to drift upon those fatal rocks when safety and calm water lay so close at hand? Herein lay the mystery, and only those who were in the secret could arrive at its solution. Strange tales were told by ships which passed our coasts on windy nights of lights upon the shore, lights which never would keep still; of lights which, when they steered for them, suddenly went out and reappeared upon another tack; and one light there was, which was often seen from sea but was never seen from shore, and which was known far and wide and was called the Devil’s Own. Those who had heard of it, or had seen it once before, would at any cost keep far away from it, and would strain every nerve to beat farther and farther out to sea; but foreign ships, to whom that coast was strange, would be puzzled by its meaning, and, supposing in their distress that it beckoned them to safety, would venture a little closer in and would suddenly be caught in a swift and mighty current against which all their efforts were in vain, and which would bear them to a cruel reef of rocks, and once there all hope was over — certain death would claim them then.

Now a report came in upon the morning of that memorable day that false lights, or will-o’-the-wisps as they were called, were being used with only too terrible results all round the coasts, but particularly between St. Ives and Gurnard’s Head; and, further, that somewhere on the cliffs between Como and Godrevy the Devil’s Own was shining every night. Such had been the state of public feeling that such things might be and yet no one feel it his duty to raise a hand; it was pretended that no one knew for certain if such was actually the case, and that if it were it was no business of any one in particular to interfere; let those whose affair it was change matters if they could.

The truth was, and I grieve to have to write it of my own loved land, and at the same time I thank the Lord that these things are truly of the past and that His light is now where outer darkness was before — the truth was, that so many were indirectly interested in the trade, that so much valuable property was to be obtained at half its value, including merchandise of every kind, that after every great storm so many bargains were to be obtained on every hand, that every one seemed to feel, if he did not say so much in words, that it would be a very foolish thing to interrupt so profitable a source of revenue — a source of revenue, too, which was profitable to all.

Yet some there were who had been against it from the first, and among them my father had made himself notorious by the opposition he had offered; and now that Mr. Wesley had come into the land, and more especially, as it concerned our own locality, since Mr. Strange had come into our midst, the number of these men had increased and multiplied, and moreover public opinion had been affected in such a way that certainly no decent man would in any way have countenanced the trade however unwilling he might have been to trouble himself to put an end to it. Thus when it became known that the wreckers were once more at their wicked trade there was a sort of tumult in the town. As for my father he was in a greater passion than I had seen him in for many and many a day.

“Peter,” he said — it was in the schoolroom he spoke, where several of us were gathered to talk about the matter—” you and I must at once be up and doing, and indeed it behoves every man who is worthy of his manhood to strain every nerve and sinew to put down this pestilential plague. It has been too long a stain upon our names, and it is only because nothing has been done to make an end of it that it is still within our midst. A dozen determined men with strong hearts and arms if they but put their shoulders to the wheel can stamp out the wreckers from Tintagel to Land’s End.” It was seldom my father made so long a speech as this, and when he did you might be sure that indeed he was in earnest. “Who will go out to-night?” he continued, appealing to them all. “Who will brave the tempest? Who will watch suspected places?”

“I!” and “I!” they cried, every one was ready enough to go. There were some fifteen or sixteen there, men and lads; my father divided them, they were to go in little bands, some four or five together, and each band was to watch some particular portion of the coast, and be careful that no wrecker’s tricks were practised there.

“And the Lord be with us in the work,” said Mr. Strange — and I remembered that all that day he had spoken of a weakness in his limbs and of a strangeness in his head, and indeed it needed not his words for any one to see that he was ailing. He stood against his desk, and as he spoke he leaned on it; and without the wind was so tempestuous that it shook the place in which we were, though it was built of stone. Night was coming on — indeed it had not been really light thoughout the day — and the shadows stealing through the window darkened the rough, weather-beaten faces of those who stood in front of him, and made them seem more sombre still—” the Lord be with us in the work, for it is indeed a work of God, and may this time of storm and tempest be the birthday of a holier time when peace may be within the hearts of men.”


CHAPTER XXVI

THE WRECKERS BEYOND GODREVV

WE could not stand against the wind, we had to hold each other by the arm to keep ourselves upon our feet; never knew I so great a violence of wind before or since. We could scarce hear each other speak, indeed we scarcely ventured to open our mouths lest the words be driven down our throats and our breath back into our bodies. And as for the noise it made, not all the world’s artillery dinned at one’s ears could rival the rushing tumult of that wind. The air was peopled with a myriad sounds, a multitude of Titanic voices seemed to yell and scream as it went past. We staggered like drunken men, strive as we would, for each two steps that we advanced back it drove us one at least; we hardly ventured to lift our feet from off the ground, for on one leg we had no resisting force at all; we shuffled rather than we walked. Knit arm in arm, with heads bent down, in an irregular line we strove to battle on.

There were five of us: the master, Jonathan Reddy, Ben Trelyat, Matthew Pollet, and I. It was against our wish that Mr. Strange had come, for not only had he been ailing all the day and yet was not himself, but besides it was not the sort of work for which nature had intended one with so weak a frame as his; but he had quietly set all our exhortations aside, and we had learnt by now that it was vain to try to turn him from a path which he had set himself to tread.

It had taken us two hours to walk two miles, and at the end we felt as though they had been twenty instead of two. We had just gained the summit of the cliff, and I for one was thankful that the wind was blowing on the land, for had it been blowing towards the sea we should have run no little risk of being blown with it into the hell of waters which raged beneath. We were drenched with spray, which the wind dashed into our faces as though it were a bombardment of small shot. I felt that the skin was peeling off my cheeks with every step I took, and knew that in the morning my face would be as raw as beef. It smarted terribly, and how I wished that before I had come out I had besmeared it plentifully with grease.

There was not a soul in sight, and I should have been astonished if there had been; it was as much as any man could do to live on such a night. The most surprising thing of all, in the midst of these surprising things, was certainly the sea — the noise it made! I began to wonder if my hearing ever would come back again, it beat with such tangible force upon our ears; it was as though some one battered at one’s brain. And the discord! the varieties of noises which it made! — it was as though all the demons screamed upon the sea! It beat against the cliff with so great a violence that it shook the solid ground on which we stood; and to so surprising a height did it ascend that, though we were on a precipice and it was far below, the foam rose high above our heads.

Every now and then we paused the better to survey the scene, and the better to take breath. To turn round and face the sea was actually a work of time, for that meant facing the wind as well, and that we could only do by bending ourselves half double. I know not how the others were, but for my part the struggle to keep myself upon my feet compelled me to strain every nerve, and left me with but few faculties to attend to anything besides.

I was one end of the line, Jonathan Reddy was the other; I was nearest to the sea, Ben Trelyat was next to me, Mr. Strange was in the middle, and after him was Matthew Pollet. Speech was a thing forbidden, since we had gained the cliff not one of us had said a word; we knew that if we did find breath to speak not a word we said could possibly be heard. Besides there was nothing we could say; what was there to converse about?

We were content with signs. Once when we stood in a line and looked out across the sea, each one of us bent double and yet staggering to and fro, Ben nudged me with his elbow and pointed with his hand. So far as I was able I followed the direction of his hand, although it was by no means an easy thing to do; first of all my eyes were so blinded by the spray that I could scarcely see at all, and then they were so painful that I was very loth indeed to keep them open. Certainly I saw nothing, I could see nothing; I doubt if at that moment I could have seen objects a dozen feet ahead; if he saw anything then his eyes were better far than mine — it was all the blackness of the blackest night to me.

Yet he still seemed to think that he saw something, for he still kept his hand pointed across the sea; what it was he thought he saw I had not the least idea, I could no longer keep my eyes unclosed, it was agony to me; I closed them, and let him continue pointing if he chose.

Suddenly for some cause I opened them again; a trembling went down the line, and every one seemed to do his best to confess he was surprised. I looked, and I too started, so that the wind took advantage of my momentary weakness and almost threw me down upon my back, for there, there through the outer darkness of the night rose towards the heavens a thin line of fire; it burst into a shower of sparks, and as they fell and faded the night seemed darker than before.

“A ship is in distress!” Jonathan was so possessed by this dread fact that he so far forgot himself as to lean still further forward and to bawl with might and main; though we heard not a single word he said, and could only perceive by his actions that he spoke, I doubt not that that is what he shouted—” A ship is in distress!”

We knew it, one and all of us, we did not need the telling, we were too well acquainted with that fatal sign to be told its meaning then; we needed not a word to aid us in conceiving the agony that ship was in.

And yet — and I have noticed the same feeling on like occasions before and since — our blood rose higher when we knew that close to us, yet hopelessly divided, men were in peril of their lives. As if by magic all consciousness that my eyes were painful fled, and, despite the blinding spray, I strained my gaze to see what could be seen. A feverish anxiety to pierce the veil of night and to see the things which were hidden from my sight possessed me. Ben bent his head towards mine and bawled something into my ear; I could scarcely catch his words, but knew that he said something about looking over the cliff down to the sea. What did he mean? He saw I did not catch his meaning, and bawled again. It was vain, if he had had a voice like thunder I doubt if I could have clearly distinguished it from the tumult of the wind. I knew he said something about the cliff and about the sea, but what I could not understand.

Just then a strange thing happened, or rather it seemed strange to us just then, though it was ordinary enough no doubt — the moon came out. The change was marvellous; the drifting clouds were parted in one particular place and there the moon hung in the heavens like a lamp of gold. It was like the transformation worked in fairy tales by a touch of some magician’s wand. Her rays falling on the waves made them gleam like molten silver; the scene was indescribable, we had formed no notion of its wonderful magnificence until we saw it then; there were mountains on the ocean, and valleys too, snow-capped peaks, abysmal depths; and they were never still, the mountains swept along, the valleys rose and fell, whole mountains were in a moment dashed away, as struck by some gigantic hand, and sprang into the air in clouds of snow-white spray. There was eternal change, eternal turmoil, eternal anguish on the sea; and it seemed to me as though the waters knew great agony, and screamed and yelled in suffering and pain, and raved and raged, and despite themselves were lashed into a storm.

And there was a ship upon the sea — there where the moon seemed brightest, there where the storm was at its height. A great ship, a mighty ship, and yet for all that her strength or size availed her then she might have been the smallest pigmy of them all. The moon shone full upon her; we could see her every mast, her every spar; in my excited fancy I almost thought I saw the faces of her crew, I almost thought I saw them looking towards the land, I almost thought I saw their blanched and pallid countenances, the anguish in their eyes as they beheld the safety which was so near and yet so far.

It was a terrible yet stirring sight, a sight which set one’s pulses glowing, which filled me with a longing to do rash and wondrous things. She had not a rag of canvas; her masts were gone; she was continually engulfed among the waves; each time we thought that she had sunk to rise no more; great seas swept her from stem to stem — she was a wreck already, but worse was yet to come.

Ben struggled to his feet, and yelled out something, but what it was I could not say, and yet could guess, for I yelled out as well; for I saw that she was heading upon the rocks, right into the current which, in such a sea, would whirl her to certain and instant death upon the samphire reef. I yelled again, though I might have saved my breath for all that any one could hear.

“They must be mad!” I screamed; and I was almost mad as well. What frightful and fearful folly could induce them to sweep voluntarily along the nearest road to death?

She was of foreign build; I saw it at a glance. It flashed upon me all at once! — where were my wits that I had not thought of it before! — were the wreckers tempting her into their toils? She came straight on; I could not doubt but that there was some purpose in the directness of her aim, her plight was not so desperate but that she might have steered another course. What was the mark at which she aimed? Was there a light which lured her below?

It was, I think, one of the most terrible hours in all my life when I understood that this noble ship with all the souls on board was being skilfully tempted to a certain and a horrid death; and I could not move a hand — that I could not even warn them of their peril, far less remove it from their path — that I saw the whole horrid drama played before my eyes and could do nothing but look on.

I was as certain that that light, so rightly called the Devil’s Own, was burning on the cliff beneath us where we stood as if I saw it there. I understood what Ben had said, that he had wished me to look over the cliff to see if it were flashing out across the sea. But what availed it if we did? If we knew that it was there, what could we do but stand and look?

The only thing which could be of use to the doomed ship would be to put out the light before it was too late, before it came too near. But such a thing — why, it was a madman’s dream! In the daytime, when it was calm and clear, it was no difficult task for one skilled in climbing to descend over the edge and reach the sea.

But now, now when the moon’s pale light only made objects more deceptive, when all the winds of heaven were out upon the world, when we could scarcely keep our feet, though knit arm in arm and standing upon solid ground, now when the maddened sea flung itself in its fury to the very summit of the cliff — why, as I said, it was a madman’s dream.

And yet — and yet, there was the ship, and there were the souls on board of her — sinful souls perhaps some of them, souls which did not know the Lord — and there was death ahead; and there was murder being done beneath our feet, and men, our brothers, natives of our own fair land, dwellers at our doors, with whom we walked and talked, and did business in the market-place, staining their hands in innocent blood, steeping their souls in guilt which might perhaps nevermore be washed away. And what for? — for that the love of which is truly the root of evil; and we could not move a hand.

Aye! the exceeding agony of the thought of our exceeding helplessness to save their souls alive! to stay those hands from crime! to help our fellowmen! to think that we could do nothing else but stand and gaze and see it done.

And yet — aye! and a thousand alleluias be to God! there was one among us then who never would recognise under any circumstances whatever that it was altogether hopeless to try to save a soul from sin, to try to help one’s fellow-man; who was so constituted that he never could perceive that it was hopeless to strive at doing good, that the day was lost, that the retreat was sounded; and it was that master of ours, it was Mr. Strange.

And when I look back now, now over the vista of the years, and think of all that made that night so famous, and one never to be forgotten until our eyes shall open upon an endless day, I do protest I am amazed to think so many years have flown. It is so present to me now; I see it all, all as though it had been a week ago. I see the ship riding upon the angry sea, I see the rocks ahead, the tumultuous waters, the moon shining on the scene, and we five standing upon the summit of the cliff, bent almost double, staggering before the wind, with blanched faces and anguished eyes — standing in a despairing row.

And I see what followed too, but I see that as in a dream, as indeed I saw it then; a film comes before my eyes, a cloud upon my brain, and as in a mist I see things darkly — just as I saw them then.

I see the line break suddenly in two; I see it surging to and fro; I see some one advance from out its midst, some one whose hat blows off as he advances, some one tall and thin, whose gaunt figure stands out clearly in the moon’s cold rays, whose hair is long and is floating in the wind, whose face is pale as death, whose eyes are flashing as with fire; I see him raise his hands to heaven; I see him in an attitude of prayer; I seem to hear him say some words, but what they are I cannot say; I see the others rush towards him as one man; I see him elude their grasp and disappear — whither? oh, who can say?

And when I saw the master disappear, wild with excitement and surprise, I made a frantic dash to follow him; he should not go and I be left behind! Was he so good a climber? — had he so firm a grasp, so strong a wrist, so sure a foot, so clear a head, so keen an eye? — and was I of no account at all? If I could not save him, if I could not help him, with him I at least could die.

But some one seized me; I tried to throw him off; he was not to be so used; he closed with me — it was Jonathan Reddy. We struggled furiously upon the very brink of death, upon the precipice’s very edge; he was too strong for me, he was a man, and after all I was nothing but a lad. He threw me down, I drew him with me, we continued to struggle on the ground; and the moon was covered by a cloud.


CHAPTER XXVII

BENEDICTUS

“Lives of great men all remind ns We can make our lives sublime, And, departing, leave behind us Footprints on the sands of time.”

“For me to live is Christ, and to die is gain.... For unto you it is given in the behalf of Christ, not only to believe on Him, but also to suffer for His sake.”

WE never saw his face again. The lamp went out, the ship was saved; two days after it was towed into the harbour of St. Ives. But the master? — we never saw his face again. The sailors told us in their broken English — for the ship was French — that suddenly as they came on the light went out, and, struck by sudden doubt and fear, they strained every nerve to turn the ship aside, to change her course, to take her out into the open sea again; and the Lord was with them as they strove, giving strength unto their hands, and the efforts which they made were not made in vain. It was a miracle, or so it seemed to us; to think that after all the ship was saved, that she should be snatched from the very jaws of death, from the very gates of hell, to give thanks unto the Lord.

And the master lost his life in saving theirs.

And when I think of the fight he must have waged with wind and wave, of how he must have battled with the storm, of how he must have clung unto the rock, of how he must have reached that wicked light at last and flung it down into the sea, and of how he must have commended himself unto the Lord, Ruler of the winds and waves, Controller of the seas, for whom he indeed was ready — what can I write but “Bless the Lord, O my soul: and all that is within me, bless His Holy Name.”

We met in the schoolroom to give Him praise, because we did not dare to mourn; and because all the town was there, and people came from far and wide, so that it could not hold them nearly all, we went into the field, and all the people praised the Lord. And Parson Wilkins was there, and the curate of the town, and other ministers besides, and all joined to praise the Lord; and among the crowd was Bull Trelyat, who never would be his old self again, the old turbulent, tumultuous Bull, one who entered life halt and maimed, but who yet entered life indeed; and with him was his wife, and Ben knelt at their side, and all three joined in fervent praise. And the miller too was there, and he raised his sightless eyes to heaven, and saw — who can say what he saw there? — for it is not with the material eye that one can see the glory of the Lord. And the Squire was there, and Talbot too, and indeed all the country side; and could there be a fitter epitaph, a fitter song of praise, a fitter pæan than that reverent crowd of men? One needed not the sculptured marble on which to write the master’s praise; it was written on the hearts of men.

The fittest monument which shall glorify a good man’s life is the life itself. It is like a mighty river which rolls throughout the land, and gathers strength and volume as it goes; it is a thing which never dies; it is a tree which ever blossoms, and which ever bears good fruit; it is the foundation-stone on which a mighty edifice is built. For the master, though dead, though buried fathoms deep beneath the sea, is with us still; for his works were us and his works were him. And what can we do but praise the Lord when we consider that though his life was rich in good his death was richer still, for the story of it travelled far and wide, and men came first to love the manner of his death, and then to love the Love for which he died.

And sometimes I think that he is with me still, standing as it were in the shadow of the room, and I seem to hear his voice, and it tells me of the Lord; and I always seem to be nearer to the glory of the throne when my thoughts go back to him.

And Talbot Vivian and Ellen have long been married now — I have never had a wife — their children cluster round my knees, and I tell them tales of Mr. Strange.

And Ben comes in, whose hair is also grey by now, and who is himself a worker for the Lord; and our voices hush as we wander through the fields of memory with — that master of ours.

 

“Life’s but a means unto an end, that end, 

Beginning, mean, and end to all things — God.”


DAINTREE

[image: img16.jpg]


CONTENTS

CHAPTER I.

CHAPTER II.

CHAPTER III.

CHAPTER IV.

CHAPTER V.

CHAPTER VI.

CHAPTER VII.

CHAPTER VIII.

CHAPTER IX.

CHAPTER X.

CHAPTER XI.

 


[image: img17.jpg]

The original frontispiece


CHAPTER I.

JOHN FREEMAN.

HAIN FRISWELL, in one of his well-known essays upon “The Gentle Life,” makes some very just remarks upon old age. He rightly concludes that that state of mind which inclines some of us to look upon it with pity, if not contempt, is altogether wrong. It rather resembles that stage of the plant in which the swelling bud is about to burst into the perfect flower; it is that moment when, standing upon the threshold of the life which is to come, we are able to look back with unfevered eye upon the life which is almost past, in the deep and perfect joy of the knowledge that our day’s work is almost done. Surely there is nothing pitiful in that, and surely there is nothing worthy our contempt? When the labourer’s task is done, he rejoices to think that he is worthy of his hire; when the evening comes, he looks forward with the completest satisfaction to his rest. If the days labour has been faithfully performed, that rest is sweeter, and the wages he receives are doubly dear.

John Freeman was an old man; he had seen more than threescore years, years of labour, years of unending toil. Day after day, year after year, had he done what he was sent into the world to do, earned his bread by the sweat of his brow. Such a career is in itself a psalm; it needs no words to sing its praise. It is folly to pretend that there is the romance of the idle life; it is the purest nonsense to suppose that such a career can be shrined in beauty. There is no poetry in idleness. If so, then the inhabitants of our lunatic asylums are the most poetical beings in the world, for they are incapable of reasonable continued labour either of the brain or hand. There is poetry in rest from toil, that is the romance and the crown of glory. It needs but a moment’s thought to perceive that to the idle man apply Christ’s words to the unfruitful vine, “Why cumbereth it the ground?” He works his own ruin, and, in the long run, the ruin of all those who follow after him.

But in the life of this John Freeman, the more we see of it the more we perceive the inevitable conclusion to which it tends, the more clearly do we understand that this is a more perfect poem than any poet has yet written. He was getting into years now. He was very tall as a youth, upright as a dart, broad and strong; but he was different when he first appears upon our page. Sixty years are sixty years; let your life be what you will physically, you are changed. The man who wastes his substance in riotous living, or the man to whom existence means stagnation, is, as a rule, for all practical purposes a centenarian at sixty. John Freeman was still broad, and he was still strong, but he was no more upright; his back was bent, and his head was bowed; he would never again, this side the grave, be the stalwart fellow which he once was. The labourer’s task was almost done. Not that he was laid upon the shelf: he was still the head which he had always been; he still was his own master; he walked without a stick, and, if his steps were slower, they still were sure, and he would do a good day’s journey in a day. Nor was there any sign yet of that decay of mental powers which those near and dear cannot see without a sigh. The sight of a strong man feeble is melancholy to us all; we cannot help thinking of what he once has been, and the memory almost swallows up the knowledge of what he will be soon. But that day had not yet come to him; he was still the shrewd, clear-sighted, cautious farmer he had always been, as capable of managing his own affairs as in the days of long ago.

He was nothing extraordinary to look at. We are so fond of the uncommon that to say a man is what we call commonplace, is almost synonymous in one’s eyes to saying he is uninteresting. Do we suppose he is uninteresting to his God? and what are we? — are we commonplace, or the reverse? Better be delf than china; it is more useful, and wears better too. Of this we may be very sure, every man is interesting to himself; and since the commonplace must be in excess of the uncommon, it appears to us that, if we wish to receive benefit, we shall do no harm in taking for our study that order of creation to which we have the most probability of belonging. Therefore, unless we wish to disparage ourselves — and that would be a somewhat novel feature in our characters — to say that John Freeman was nothing extraordinary to look at, is to say nothing in his disparagement. Compared to the glory of heaven this world is nothing to look at, but how should we be if the great Father regarded us the less on that account?

He looked what he was, an honest, homely English yeoman, and we do not know what better thing we can appear; his character was written in his face. There was confidence in his eye, and determination in his mouth; his square-set jaw and thin compressed lips meant resolution and obstinacy, which you please, both are righteous in their place, both unrighteous out of it; his brow was broad and open, — it was creased in innumerable wrinkles, and the colour of old parchment, but it showed that his intellectual powers were equal to the average; his hair was silver grey, and short and thick; he wore neither beard, whiskers, nor moustache, and this, which threw his features into prominent relief, tended to make him appear hard and stern; altogether, his head being large and massive, his dress simplicity itself, so far as appearance went, he might well have figured among those early Puritan fathers from whom his ancestry was drawn.

He was a man of action, not of thought; he had no theory — it is more than doubtful if he could have told you what “theory” meant. Consciously he had no ideal; he was no more capable of doing what the dreamer and the poet does, building castles in the air, than he was of flying. He did, that was enough for him; life was to him one continual round of doing; contemplation was not part of his philosophy; he neither looked forward nor looked back, he simply went straight on. Certain axioms he had imbibed, as it were, with his mother’s milk; why they were and how they were he would have been puzzled to explain, neither argument nor definition might be reckoned as strong points of his. Intellectually he was no shining light; what we understand by genius was strange to him; he was a disciple of no school, a preacher of no philosophy. Let it be understood that we by no means hold him up for imitation; we simply draw the man, let others judge him with their own judgment. He was no politician; he busied himself with his own affairs, turning neither to the right hand nor to the left; and so long as he did what there was to do, he aimed at nothing further.

Education was for the rich when he was a boy; ignorance was the birthright of poverty. Though he certainly never belonged to that portion of humanity which owns to poverty, on the other hand, he was never rich, and the education which in those days was deemed enough for him, would be deemed enough for no one now. He could read after a fashion, he could write, he could spell fairly well, and that was all; and he could add up figures at a pinch, but he was never sure that the result was exactly what it ought to be, and he always preferred to pay and receive upon the nail, and have as little to do with bills as possible. Of geography he knew literally none, of history he had the faintest notions; his history was rather tradition: his father had told him the stories which his father had told him, and which, as in duty bound, he re-told to his sons when their turn came. Oliver Cromwell and his times comprised all secular history to him, and his notions of that tremendous period were rather vague than accurate. But if you come to Bible history, no doctor in divinity, no theological specialist, could know more than he. From the Bible he practically learned to read; the school-dame who was responsible for his scholarship pursued the method adopted by Mrs. Susannah Wesley, which Mr. Joseph Benson, in his edition of John Wesley’s journal, rightly calls peculiar, but wrongly peculiar to herself; having taught her pupils their letters from the Bible, she gave them the first chapter of Genesis to read, and then set them to read straight on. If he ever read another book, beyond dabbling in Foxe’s “Martyrology” and Bunyan’s “Pilgrim’s Progress,” it is not on record.

But there is another education besides the education to be got from books, a practical knowledge experience alone can give. In his own way he was master of his trade; as his father had been before him, he was a farmer born and bred. He knew the signs of the sky and the signs of the seasons; he knew his land, and what it was capable of doing, as well as he knew himself; but his knowledge of both was equally imperfect. No man knows himself as God does, and it is obvious that, with John Freeman’s education, he could not know — as the moderns know — the capabilities of his land. But so far as his knowledge went, it was complete; he was thorough so far as his lights allowed; whatever his hand found to do he did it with his might. It was too late for him to be a scientific agriculturist, too late for him to understand the principles of model farming, but what he did understand, he understood right well; he loved his labour, his heart was in it, he was proud of it — righteously proud, as we should be of a good thing.

God had been good to him in giving him that first and greatest blessing, a good wife — a wife who had stood by him through sunshine and through clouds, who had made his burdens lighter by making them her own — a wife who was indeed bone of his bone, flesh of his flesh, with whom he had entire sympathy, and in whom his most sacred confidence reposed.

It was a pleasant thing to see these two together; she was as old as he, silver-haired, but not so bent; her face was very plain, but very sweet; her hair was like a silver coronal around her head, crowning the smile she always had for him. He was her “man,” her “master,” the head and front of all her earthly hopes and fears; she was his softer half, she softened him; she was very tender, and before her tenderness he grew tender too; her voice was sweet and low, her variations of tone were manifold; she never raised her voice, yet perfectly expressed the varied feelings of her soul. Her susceptibility to sympathy was wonderful; she was like a musical instrument highly strung, which answers to the slightest touch. As if instinctively, she took her mood from him; she never jarred him with false harmonies. He would sometimes wonder, as she sat by his side, and the evening sun stole across the long, low, level fields, and through the window pane, his great, strong fingers trifling gently with her silver locks, how it was that he always felt bettered by her presence, and he would compare her to the harp which David played to Saul.

“John,” his wife would say, as he sat musing thus, “what is it you are thinking of?” The smile which stole across his face as he replied, it always did her good to see.

“I would not make thee proud, wife,” and his low, deep tones were gentler than they were wont to be, “but I was thinking of the goodness of the Lord in that He gave me thee. You’ve been to me like the cruse of oil was to the Zarephath widow, a never-failing help and comfort. I do believe, Mary, that such a woman as thou is the best gift God can give to man; say, Mary, what is it has made thee so good a wife to me?”

“John,” and she would lift her eyes to his with the love-light in them of a woman’s loving smile, “shame on you that you should ask me that! My man, could I love you, and be to thee a thankless wife? No, John, you know there is no need to answer when you ask like that; for are you not my John, and am I not thine?”

“God bless thee, lass!” he then would say, “God bless thee, lass!” He would stroke her hair, speaking as if in thought, “‘Therefore shall a man leave his father and his mother, and shall cleave unto his wife: and they shall be one flesh.’ My lass, thou hast been very good to me, God will reward thee in the end.”

“In the end! and has He not done so now! Nay, John, how foolishly you talk. All my days are my reward, all my life with thee. As though, too, you had not been a good man to me! My master, if all husbands are to their wives as you have been to me, then praises must be going up from women’s hearts continually to God.”

Then after this there would be a pause, and they would think a while. If it were weekday, her knitting-needles would be flying to and fro, for she never was idle, finding time to work and minister to his comfort too. But if it were the Sabbath, and they were back from chapel, the great old Bible would be on the table ready to their hands, and he would put his spectacles upon his nose, and turn its pages with reverent hands. She would wait while he did so, or she would ask him to find a particular passage, which they would read together, or he would read aloud while she sat listening by. After such a conversation as the foregoing the hundred and third Psalm was one which he would often read. “Bless the Lord, O my soul, and all that is within me, bless His holy name. Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all His benefits.” His voice would thrill as he read on, and there was a deep earnestness in his tone, which told that he spoke with his heart and not with his lips alone. “Like as a father pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth them that fear Him. For He knoweth our frame, He remembereth that we are dust. As for man, his days are as grass; as a flower of the field, so he flourisheth. For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; and the place thereof shall know it no more. But the mercy of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear Him, and His righteousness unto childrens children.” And then, when he came to where the Psalmist again raised his song of praise, he would lay his left hand upon the open page, put his right arm about his wife, and lift up his eyes to heaven; he knew the words so well by heart he did not need to read them to her. “Bless the Lord, ye His angels, that excel in strength, that do His commandments, hearkening unto the voice of His word. Bless ye the Lord, all ye His hosts; ye ministers of His, that do His pleasure. Bless the Lord, all His works in all places of His dominion: Bless the Lord, O my soul.” Silence would follow; then, turning, he would fold her to his bosom, and kiss her on the brow; and so they blessed the Lord.

That was the long anthem of her life, “Bless the Lord, O my soul: and all that is within me, bless His holy name.” Had she lived a century she could hardly have told all she had to bless Him for; no need for her to say, “Forget-not all His benefits,” they were so many, so various, so ever present, so ever being added to, that it was impossible she should forget them for a single instant even. All was from Him; everything in the world was to her a blessing, and it was all from Him; until her life was forgotten, she could not forget His loving-kindnesses. She and her master were at one in this as they were in all other matters, though, had they been able to analyse each other’s hearts, they would have perceived that they looked at it from somewhat different standpoints. His thanksgiving was militant, as his forefathers’ had been. “Bless the Lord, O my soul,” and woe unto His enemies; hers quiescent, as was fitted to her gentle nature, “Bless the Lord, O my soul,” and pity those who stray.

She had a rare faculty of acquiescing in his will; she never pulled one way while he strained his back to pull the other; she always consulted him before a thing was done. In domestic matters he filled his place, and she filled hers; in his own department he was master, while in hers she was mistress; home was home to him, she knew it, and made it sweet as home should be. “Whose findeth a wife, findeth a good thing, and obtaineth favour of the Lord she remembered that, and she proved it true. There was no need for effort on her part, it came naturally. Woman’s highest destiny on earth is marriage, her truest sphere, her greatest duty, her supremest joy; wifehood proves a woman, tries her as in the fire. The truest woman is the truest wife. Mary Freeman needed no evidence to show her the holiness, the joy of marriage; simple soul, she knew Paul’s words: “Wives, submit yourselves unto your husbands, as unto the Lord and as he bade, so did she.

Nor was John Freeman slow in performing his part in this “great mystery.” How often had they two sat over that fifth chapter of Ephesians, and read it line by line!

“There was no need, John,” his wife would say, “for Paul to bid a wife submit unto her husband, for if she loves him she must do so.” Then John would consider before replying, for in this matter, as in all others, he had somewhat of the leaven of the spirit of his Puritan fathers, being inclined to accept with them that twenty-second verse simply as it stands: “For the husband is the head of the wife, even as Christ is the head of the Church.”

“Wife,” he would reply, taking his pipe from between his lips, for he was fond of a pipe, was John, “there is no marriage without submission. Woman is not first but second; and if she does not obey her husband, then she is no wife.”

This was laying down the law with rigour. Woman, alas! is no more perfect than is man; indeed, she proves her imperfection by being every whit as ready as ever man could be to break the law because it is. Mary Freeman, gentle spirit though hers was, was not insensible to that disposition characteristic of womankind, pressing her to do battle for her sex.
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“But,” said she — she never raised her eyes, but knitted right on—” but, John, all men are not like you; some are so bad that women are their betters.” Whereat John, who knew that his wife had, if she chose, a power of speech the equal of his own, girded up his thighs, and made ready for the fray.

“It is not for me to deny, wife, that men are bad, but let their wives consider well before they decide that they will do more good by disobedience than by submission.” He paused, but seeing she did not go on, he did instead. “In marriage, the woman becomes part of the man, and the man of the woman. There is the fifth Ephesians, thirty-first, ‘And they two shall be one flesh;’ as she has her duties, so has he. ‘Nevertheless, let every one of you in particular so love his wife even as himself; and the wife see that she reverence her husband.’ But, Mary” — he put his pipe back in his mouth, and looked at her a while—” there is no submission in true marriage; where there is love, where they two are no more two but one, each submits as of course unto the other. I would have thee obey me, wife, but thou lovest me so well that with thee obedience is love; and I love thee so well, my lass, that what thou wouldst so would I, and what I would so wouldst thou. I am the head of the wife; but thou art me, and I am thou.”

“John,” and the immortal words sounded very sweet from the old woman’s lips, ‘“whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge; thy people shall be my people, and thy God my God. Where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried. The Lord do so to me, and more also, if aught but death part thee and me;’ for thou art my man, and I am thine indeed.” And one of her hands would leave her knitting, and steal to his, and there they two old folk would sit, hand in hand, and muse a while, until bedtime came, and they knelt down together in evening prayer.

Their lives were very quiet ones. The Juggernaut of civilisation might trample on time-honoured creeds; marching intellect might hold a mirror in its hands, and call its reflection God; the world might rage, nations might furiously contend; people might tone down the ancient faiths until religion was a sham, — but quietly they lived on.

“My mind to me a kingdom is,”

 the poet sings; they might well say it of their home. In it to them centred all their earthly hopes, and joys, and fears; it was to them the prelude — the only prelude — to their eternal home. The world went whirling on; their home was all the world to them. Hallowed by a myriad associations, no wonder it was so; they were such simple people that they could see no higher destiny in life than to love God and keep His commandments. They did not separate the two; as John said, there could not be love, whether earthly or heavenly, without obedience; for love is a subtle thing. What we love, we shall become; in a sense, it is a creative, if we love God — that is to say, in spirit and in truth — we shall become God, like unto God. God is love, and by it we were, and are, and shall be created in His image. They loved God, and so, according to their lights, they did as He commanded.

The farm was large, the land was good, if not beautiful in the eyes of the landscape-painter, and John Freeman found that it fully occupied his time. If he did his duty to his farm, he had little opportunity for meddling in affairs which were not, in the strictest sense, his own; and it must be allowed he had as little taste for it. He had been brought up, as it were, alone; he had been taught to believe, “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof” in its most literal interpretation; he had no ambition for interference, to manage or mis-manage the affairs of others. He knew his rights, or what he considered such, and stood by them as a bear stands by her whelps. It is not improbable that ere he would have yielded one of them, he would have struggled to the death. He was scarcely litigious, nor, properly speaking, could he have been called pugnacious either; he would not provoke a quarrel, but he would certainly not shrink if another forced one on him. His desire was to live at peace with all men; he would trespass on no man’s conscience, either spiritual or secular; on no man’s rights, either immortal or mortal; but let any one trespass upon his, then for the sword of the Lord and of Gideon, and vengeance on His foes! His spirit was identical with that of the old Puritans; he would make a good citizen so long as he retained the rights of citizenship, but let them be taken from him, and he would never rest till he had them back again.

Exception should be made in one direction, perhaps; for in one matter, and in one alone, were his sympathies outside his farm; that was in the matter of church government. But to his mind, his home and his church, chapel, if you please, were one; he might not say so in so many words, but he thought so none the less. He lived for God. God was the sole essence and purpose of his being; right or wrong, according to his lights, there was not a thought, a word, a deed in which God was not, and which was not for God; He was all and in all, omnipotent and omnipresent; God was in everything, and everything was for God to him. This being so, it was but natural that he should consider the two chief things or places in which God was as one, church and home. As naturally as his interests were centred in his home, so were they in his church; for home was church, and church was home. When he left his home he took it with him to his church, so that he was still at home; they were one and indivisible, both moving one way, with one end in view; both were bound to heaven, and heaven would be again his church and home as well; God was as present in his church and in his home as He was in heaven, so making them one part of the great whole; only here he saw Him with the eye of faith, and there he would see Him face to face.

The only difference, if difference there was at all, was that in his home he was alone, while in his church he was with many. In church the brethren met as in a common home; they prayed together and they praised together; they recognised the fact that they were one family, big and little, strong and ailing. They were all equally interested and equally concerned, their common home was common to them all, that is, dear to all. As members of one family it behoved them to attend to family interests; he was a traitor to his family who was careless of those interests. This John Freeman certainly was not; they were his interests, and he was never careless of his own interests; nor were his brethren behind him in this respect: they moved together in one body, in the bonds of union, that they might with one mind and one mouth glorify God, even the Father of our Lord Jesus Christ!

He was a deacon in his church, and respected in his office. At Daintree they are for the most part Congregationalists, Congregationalism being another legacy of Puritan independence, and the churches flourish as a green bay tree. And no wonder, when there are such men as John Freeman in the diaconate, for he was bound up, heart and soul — doing with his might what his hand might find to do — in the duties of his office. No grudging service was his, no carping spirit; the Lord, always the Lord, was in his thoughts. It was not his own dignity, or his own convenience, but the dignity of the Lord, and His convenience. He gave liberally in the true sense of giving; the Lord gave him, that he always bore in mind; what credit was there to him in returning to the Lord His own?

“All that I have is of the Lord; if He hath need of what I have, is it not His own?” Such was the line of thought which guided him; that touchstone of the reality of a man’s religion found him true as steel; all his saving habits, all his unacknowledged love of money, fled when the Lord had need. Accustomed as he was to take Scripture as it stood, he did not forget that the apostle’s admonitions to charity had their pecuniary sense among the rest.

He was in much demand among the brethren in their assemblies for prayer; if John took the meeting, rest assured none went away without refreshment. Simplicity is the essence of religion; your refined subtleties hardly come from God; the Book has simplicity stamped on every page of it, he who runs may read; your casuist, who explains away passages which do not fall in with his own views, might as well explain away his God. There is no line in Scripture difficult to understand if we would look at it as He would have us look. To hear some talk one would think Christianity was for the schoolman, for the splitters of straws. We have it in His own words that God has chosen the foolish things of this world to confound the wise. Not wisdom of the head is wanted, but wisdom of the heart, which is simplicity, that is the wisdom which is “more precious than rubies: and all the things thou canst desire are not to be compared unto her.” John Freeman was no man of letters; he was no more versed in scholarship than were Peter and Andrew, James and John, than all the rest of that noble company whom He made “fishers of men;” but with the eye of faith and of simplicity he knew God, and God knew him; therefore, to listen to his rough, rude, rugged heart, poured forth in all its intense earnestness to the common Father of us all, was better than all the hair-splittings of theology, and more acceptable to Him who heard — to Him whose every word is the perfection of simplicity, who thanked God, saying, “I thank thee, O Father, Lord of heaven and earth, because thou hast hid these things from the wise and prudent, and hast revealed them unto babes,” who left us those words which are surely meant for our instruction, when, unto those disciples who rebuked the little ones, He said, “Suffer little children, and forbid them not, to come unto me, for of such is the kingdom of heaven,” than all the learning which the world can boast.

Thus John and Mary Freeman were a simple couple, perhaps old-fashioned too; but the love of God is the oldest-fashioned thing the world can show, but we think no worse of it for that; thus far they had journeyed through the years as husbands and wives were meant to do. Marriage was instituted before the Fall, when only blessings were, and who shall answer for it if we turn His blessing to a curse? They had borne their share of sorrows; they had known the heat and the burden of the day; they were approaching that valley wherein death is but a shadow; they awaited that glory which is at the end, with a faith which almost equalled Paul’s. Night after night, as they knelt beside their bed in prayer, the same sure hope filled the hearts of both, that, even as they had known each other here, they might be known hereafter. This is a comfortable state of mind — when we are old to know that God is near; to know that even as the race is almost run, so is the prize almost won. Well might John Freeman, say — and Mary Freeman with him—” I am persuaded that neither death, nor life, nor angels, nor principalities, nor powers, nor things present, nor things to come, nor height, nor depth, nor any other creature, shall be able to separate us from the love of God which is in Christ Jesus our Lord.”

But the end was not yet come, else had not these lines been written. There is another verse, a little further on, in Rom xi., “Oh the depth of the riches of the wisdom and knowledge of God! how unsearchable are His judgments, and His ways past finding out! For who hath known the mind of the Lord? or who hath been his counsellor?” They were yet to know tribulation; they were yet to know that His ways are past finding out; they were to be faced with a difficulty of a kind which they had not bargained for. They were old-fashioned, and perhaps that had something to do with it. It is somewhat strange how often trouble comes from the quarter from which it is least expected; that which came to John Freeman was the hardest God could have given him to bear.


CHAPTER II.

SONS AND DAUGHTERS.

To the observant mind there are few things more surprising, few problems more difficult of comprehension, than the relationship of the parents to the child. This is not meant in its more obvious sense; we are quite aware of the very close degrees of consanguinity existing between the father and his son, and of the duties each owes the other. It is in a somewhat deeper sense we speak. Consider what the father is and what the mother is, consider their constitution and their character; and then consider what the children are. How often are we not forced to think that round pegs are in square holes? How often do we not find that the parent and his child are as ill-matched as they well could be? That they are in perfect contrast to each other? That what the one is is exactly what the other is not? That in character, tastes, genius, habits, they are as diametrically opposed as it is possible for two persons to be?

It need not be pointed out that this is a weighty question; it were well that we should all carefully consider it. We all have been children; we either are, or, in the common course of nature, we shall be parents. Both positions are important ones in the sight of God. How often the Psalmist speaks of them; how many of us bear in our hearts his words: “Lo, children are an heritage of the Lord.... Happy is the man that hath his quiver full of them;” and again those words of Solomon, “Childrens children are the crown of old men; and the glory of children are their fathers.” Here is the relationship of parent and child distinctly spoken of as a blessing; that of the parent is a happy one, that of the child is one of glory; and undoubtedly, if the economy, which we call the world, is to continue, that relationship must be regarded as a blessing. If in any possible sense it can be considered as a curse, then the whole structure of Christianity, the whole fabric of the social system, which is the consequence of Christianity, must fall to rack and ruin. Without hesitation it may be said that if the state, as a state, of parent and child can be proved in any sense to be one not to be desired, then we might as well give up our holy faith in Jesus Christ and Him crucified, and revert to the practice and practices of idolatry. But it cannot be proved. On the contrary, it can be shown that that intense love which fills a mother’s heart, which moves a father as nought else can do, which causes us to regard a parent or a child as part and parcel of ourselves, is in complete harmony with — is, indeed, evidence of — the perfection of that plan which causes and compels nature in all her varied moods to bring forth fruit unto the Lord. At the same time, let us remember that it is a position which is not to be regarded lightly; it is our duty to understand all that it involves, to have a clear comprehension of its mutual responsibilities. Through either ignorance or carelessness we are liable to turn the blessing into a curse, and then are too apt to lay the blame upon the Lord. He never errs — we say it glibly with our lips, but we seem to doubt it in our hearts. If there is error, it is ours; let us be careful that we do not go astray.

Take the case of John Freeman and his wife. What sort of children do you suppose theirs would be? We have heard what the parents were — old-fashioned folk, unlettered, cast in a mould which is passing out of date, rooted to the ground because of the traditions of their fathers. Surely we should be able to forecast, with some probability of success, what the offspring of such a pair would be. Surely it would not be difficult to draw a fancy sketch of their sons and daughters which should not be so far out after all. This man might say: but God, we know, can raise up children unto Abraham out of stones, with the coarsest clay can produce the finest potters ware; and not only can, but He does this, and that times innumerable.

The children of John and Mary Freeman were four, two sons and two daughters, and exactly what — generally speaking — the parents were, were the children. The oldest was John. He was a young man of some twenty-six or seven years, tall as his father in his tallest days, straight in the body as he had been; but there all resemblance ended.

John Freeman, the younger, was as certainly formed to rule, as others to be ruled. He had a man’s strength with a woman’s gentleness; he had a will of iron concealed in a manner of velvet. His was a face and form worth studying. His great height was well supported by great breadth, yet he had none of the awkwardness which we couple with giants. He had a natural grace, ease, and dignity; nature had given him what we rightly call the signs of gentle breeding. His every movement was full of dignity. He could not move across the room without your thinking how in so doing his noble form showed to advantage. He was never rough or rude in what he did — he was never clumsy — he would never knock over four chairs in racing for the bell, he would never overturn his victuals on his neighbours premises. If ever nature turned out that much-valued thing, a gentleman born and bred, she showed a fine speciman of her handiwork in him.

Nor was he mentally behind his physical standard. His face was a remarkable one; its general expression was one of gravity, but smiles were by no means rare with him, and when one lit up his countenance you were persuaded that you had seldom seen a face more beautiful. Its dominant characteristic was intellect, and the force and power of intellect; his eyes looked into yours with a keenness of penetration which feared nothing, and seemed to read you like a book; his forehead was broad and lofty, his nostrils were thin and almost femininely delicate, but his nose was bold and clearly cut, denoting courage and decision of character; his jaw was not unlike his fathers, square and resolute, but without that something hard which made his father seem so stern.

You could not be in his company ten minutes without discovering that this man was an uncommon one. He was no great talker, but when he spoke his words were to the point, and always made the subject under discussion clearer than it was before. His voice was good to listen to; it was so clear and musical. If you did not see the speaker, you said at once — his is no common character. The range and variety of his subjects was astonishing; he was ready for you on every point; he never led you beyond your depth, but you found it very difficult to lead him out of his. He seldom broached abstruse questions, but he followed you in any you might suggest. He was a puzzle to you; he was so terribly in earnest, and yet so calm. If the conversation grew to argument, he would lean his arms upon the table, his piercing eyes fixed right on you, his low tones clear and precise, yet thrilling with an eloquence you found it difficult to withstand; his influence upon his fellows was little short of wonderful. You started fully resolved to disagree with him in everything, primed to the muzzle with prejudice, wholly determined not to be convinced, but to differ from his conclusions, careless whether in your inner consciousness you thought them right or wrong. Such a state of mind is by no means uncommon in the combative conversationalist; it is not right or wrong he does battle for, but his own case; he prides himself on his powers of tongue, forgetful that the tongue is a weapon common to all fools, and that insane people gabble — gabble all day long — no matter if it is as clear as that the sun is in the sky that he argues against both right and reason; so afraid is he to own that he is wrong, that he ends by thinking the man his enemy who tries to set him right. Young Freeman’s influence over one like this was indeed surprising; he charmed while he convinced, he won your affections while he proved you wrong.

Whether you would or you would not, you esteemed him for his character. His was that subjective force — that resolution which never swerves — that combativeness which never strikes a blow, which always gains the end it has in view. The greatest force in the world, the surest, the most irresistible, is not the resisting but the enduring force. He who always strikes back at every one who strikes at him courts exhaustion, and with exhaustion comes defeat; but he who goes forward as if unconscious he has enemies on every side, first annoys, then surprises, then tires, then compels their respect, and with it victory. Which Character in all history has won, that is compelled, the universal respect and admiration, not only of believers but of sceptics too? Our Lord Jesus Christ. And by whom, and in whom was the principle of resistless nonresistance more clearly shown? Beyond doubt the completest victories were, are, and will be those in which not a blow was struck. There is a sublimity in endurance obvious to the rudest, the most besotted intellect.

Some such principle formed the key to young Freeman’s character. One perceived instinctively that this young man would swerve neither to the right hand nor to the left from the path which he had set himself to tread, that he would go straight as an arrow to the mark, and yet that he would neither shout nor bluster, that he would never run full tilt at obstacles bent on their destruction or his own, but that, with that patience which is in itself heroic, he would quietly set himself to remove them by the force of patience and the enduring power of his will. It is palpable that such a character is of the loftiest kind; it was the character of the prophets, apostles, and martyrs. Indeed by such a character every great man has done his greatest deeds; without it, in the truest sense of greatness, no man can be great. But let it not be imagined such a character is beyond the reach of any one of us; on the contrary, it is within the reach of all. Every man can copy Christ; we cannot all stand upon His pinnacle, but we can all approach the top of it; we cannot all reach the loftiest heights of the Christ-like nature, but if we strive it is astonishing how near we can attain to them.

John Freeman the younger, by the mere force of a character which he had cultivated to such a degree that it had become indeed remarkable, had already done great things. He had worked in the fields; he had done his father’s bidding in all things; he had striven with any labourer of them all, and yet, over and above this daily and continually recurring occupation of his hands, he Lad found time to so store his mind with knowledge that now he need not have been ashamed to take his stand among any assemblage of scholars in the land. Of actual education, in the sense of schooling, his share had been but small; but even while at school he evinced an unmistakable desire for knowledge, which soon placed him above his fellows, not a few of whom seemed to think that the sole and special purpose of their being sent there was to lounge their time away. The schoolmaster was by no means underworked; make no mistake about it, few persons have a better right to compare themselves to the busy bee than the man the business of whose life it is to direct the march of intellect; nor was he in any special sense a learned man, but seeing the bent of his pupil’s mind, and wishing to aid him to the best of his ability when his schooling proper was finished, he lent him such books as he had at his command, and from them John Freeman drew fresh stores of knowledge, either at the first dawn of day or in the silent watches of the night. Having got all he could from those, he invested his pocket-money in the purchase of fresh treasures. Thus by degrees he gathered together a tolerable library, which was of more use to him than larger ones to many another, for he knew nearly every line in every book in it.

Two daughters came next, Mary and Alice, but these we shall not at this moment particularly describe, but pass on to the fourth child and second son, Oliver.

If, as the poet holds, 

“A thing of beauty is a joy for ever,”

 then Oliver Freeman was that thing. We each of us have our ideal man and woman, we each of us have a dim conception of the personality of the being who shall attain nearest to our notions of perfection. Certainly from one point of view, Oliver Freeman was well worthy of being the ideal of any one, for in mere correctness of face and form he was so beautiful that the immediate feeling of the stranger who saw him for the first time was one of intense surprise. He was about twenty, and was younger rather than older than his years, though his desire was to be the other way.

The lad was a dreamer; he had what is called the “divine gift of poetry.” Whether this be a gift to be desired, or at all times to be encouraged, is doubtful at the best. There is a great deal of nonsense talked about the “poetic faculty,” nonsense which does more harm than good; it is not, or at any rate it is not chiefly, what we say and how we say it, but what we do and how we do it. Rely upon it, to make a poem out of life is much better than to make a poem out of words; there is a dangerous tendency accompanying the so-called poetic faculty, — a tendency to dream; above all things, let us steer clear of that. If once we forget that life means action, doing, it will go hard with us; the inclination to let existence slip by us as though it were one long dream, is the most awfully perilous state of mind which we can cultivate; it grows on us; like the clinging ivy, it is beautiful, but, like that ivy, it robs and finally destroys him to whom it clings.

 

“Life is real, life is earnest.”

 

Take the poem from which that line is taken as the guide whose directions you are to follow, and poetry will have been some good to you at any rate. There is a great cry to-day for “Art,” and all which that word embraces. God forbid that we should say a word against it; it is a great teacher, and a great gift; properly used and properly understood, it may be made a help, as all His gifts were meant to be, and not a hindrance on the road to heaven; but beware of excesses. So surely as you make “Art” your idol, and it would appear as if not a few were in danger of so doing, as surely will it make you its fool. The author of “Songs of Two Worlds” has some beautiful lines which express our thought far better than we can do; he asks — 

 

“Shall we too be led by that mirage of Art, 

Which saps the true strength of the national heart?

The sensuous glamour, the dreamland of grace, 

Which rot the true manhood they fail to replace; 

Which at once are the glory, the ruin, the shame 

Of the beautiful lands and ripe souls whence they came?”

 

To such a query let our answer be negation. Art is a very enchantress, a very syren; she lures us on by her strange beauty, until, if we are not careful, the whole, in the most literal sense the whole, of our existence is devoted to her advancement. For such a purpose God did not send us into the world. Art is very well as our servant, but never let her be our mistress; we have only one mistress and one master, and that is God, whose servants undoubtedly we are.

Oliver Freeman would have been effeminately beautiful had it not been for the fire in his eyes, and the restless energy which made varied emotions pass across his face like clouds across an April sky. He was like quicksilver, never still; a state of quiescence seemed impossible to his nature. That stately calm which in his brother was such a sign of power, was incomprehensible to him. It was almost painful at times the unrest which mastered him. He was the creature of his feelings; like the Æolian harp, sensitive to every changeful whisper of the gale.

“Why can I not keep still?” he would say in reply to some half-laughing, half-serious remonstrance of his brother’s, when some exceeding fit of restlessness made it appear as though he were half beside himself, “how can I tell?” and he would come and lean upon the table, and lay his hand upon his brother’s arm, and incline his face towards his, and with that strange witchery of manner, that subtle, passionate tenderness, that sweetly thrilling voice, which made it impossible to fall out with him. “Still?” he would repeat — and his language was in keeping with his mood—” how can I keep still? there is nothing still. The Lord has willed that nothing in the world shall be ever still. Nature is ever moving on, ever changing, and can I disobey the universal law? Jack, you sit here, you are always working, you are never still; why should you wish me to be what you are not?”

And, as though he had driven his brother into a difficult corner, he would stop and look at him with those rare eyes of his, which John never saw without becoming conscious of a curious qualm of tenderness — that tenderness which is akin to pity — for there was pathos in their almost childlike earnestness.

“Ollie,” he would reply, and his deep voice had its charm too, as he called his brother by the endearing name, “there must be something wrong with your internal structure; you seize the shadow of a thought, but the substance never strikes you. It is a paradox, for while nothing is ever still, the greatest things are always still; the babbler tells his secrets, but the wise man holds his tongue; it is the nothings which make a noise, but the great deeds of nature, the revolutions of the spheres, the actions of the seasons, in whatever God evinces His mightiest and most mysterious sway, there is no noise then; it is only the loftiest forces which can move and yet keep still.”

Oliver would wait till he had finished, then would dart way, and pacing up and down the room, would reply in his own fashion — 

“But if the universe were composed of nothing but the loftiest forces, where should we be then? The lark, which ever sings its song, ever mounting higher, higher, and is in no sense ever still, fills the place which it was called to fill by God; the leaves which ever whisper in the breeze are never still, but they are beautiful in the sight of God; the brook, which unceasingly murmurs across the stones, is not its song acceptable to God? Each of these is as He made them, and so, surely, is that man whose soul is full of harmonies which ever thrill, which ever tremble, which ever answer to the touch of the Great Player, who draws the sweetest music from the souls of men.”

John would be silent. He knew that to argue with his brother was to run after a will-o’-the-wisp; he generalised, he never gave you a fair issue on which to close with him, he left you in doubt as to what his own convictions were — if he really had any at all; certainly, if he had been compelled to write them down on paper, he would have been at a loss to do it. His was no uncommon character; it is one which many writers of books hold up to be admired. The reader of works of fiction for the present generation is familiar with the interesting hero, with restless gait, flashing eyes, and soaring imagination; his language is fine, his ideals high. He is to be found in real life as well as in fiction; but if we are to regard such a character as heroic, then away with heroism for you and me. Make no mistake about it, he is a more than doubtful hero who stands in need of pity. We do not pity Stephen, we do not pity Paul, we do not pity those great ones who suffered for the truth. Earthly success or failure, in its more obvious sense, is of no account at all; we know that they earned their reward, but at the very best, pity is the acutest feeling which we can feel towards such a character as that.

Oliver Freeman was like a child; his was the most sensitive organisation possible, and like all such organisations, while he was affected by everything, he was affected by nothing long; he was incapable of self-control. It was vain to attempt to predict his mood from one hour to another; sustained exertion in any one direction was too much for him. He was enthusiastic, and while enthusiasm is all very well at times, it is like fire, a dangerous thing to trifle with; when the blood is at fever-heat it is too often a sign of fever, and fever is good for none. The enthusiastic temperament should beware how it gives way to its impulses. The enthusiast, like the madman, is apt to injure himself and his friends, even the cause which he holds dear, to an extent which he regrets in vain when sanity returns.

Moreover, as was very well exemplified in the case of Oliver Freeman, enthusiasm, like boiling water, expends itself, and too often no more is left of the one than of the other; true, water generates steam, and steam works miracles, and so does enthusiasm if properly applied — the Apostles were enthusiasts in the most perfect sense of the word — but steam, if generated for no particular purpose, blows up the boiler, and so does harm; so with enthusiasm, it has a tendency to blow up its boiler, that is, to ruin the very end it desires to secure, and thus do all the harm which steam could do. With Oliver Freeman, as generally with the enthusiastic temperament, it always either blew hot or cold; he was either filled with a fiery determination to do or die, or else possessed by an overwhelming conviction that it was his destiny to die and never do, yet at present he had done neither. He was not dead, nor did he show any signs of dying, nor, in any special sense, had he done anything that was worth the doing.

He tilted at windmills. He was without an aim in life, which is the most melancholy sentence we can pass on any one; for without an aim in life what is the use of living? Think a moment of all that life involves before you furnish a reply. In certain moods, doubtless, he would have denied the charge, saying that he had not one but many; in others, he would have bowed his head upon his hands, and allowed that it was true. Now granting that He was actuated by the very indefinite desire to do good to himself and others, to which all but the very worst subscribe, note that, though, when a “certain man drew a bow at a venture” he “smote the king of Israel between the joints of the harness,” it was exceedingly probable that, having drawn his bow “at a venture and not having, of deliberate purpose, aimed at King Ahab, that his shaft would not have struck the king at all, but gone purposeless on, and so been lost and useless; for His own purposes God directed that shaft, so that it smote the guilty king, but rest assured it is not in accordance with God’s general rules of conduct, to speak reverently, to direct every aimless shaft in similar fashion. The mere fact of shooting implies an aim. What is the use of shooting without one? and of course an aim implies a mark. “So fight I,” says Paul, “not as one who beateth the air,” and so ought we to live. It is a deplorable want the absence of a definite purpose or intention; it is a rock on which more lives have been wrecked than perhaps on any other. Let us live for something, and let us be sure what that something is. The higher our aim, the higher will our achievement be; only, when we have once chosen the mark at which we are to aim, go right on, “looking unto Jesus, the Author and Finisher of our faith,” swerving neither to right nor left until the prize is won. No matter what your talents, your powers, your ambitions, remember always, if you are “unstable as water thou shalt not excel.”

It was characteristic of Oliver that you could not but love him; you could not be angry with him; though you might blame him with your heart, with your lips you could not tell him so. The lad was so winning, so gentle, that at the worst you could but pity him; he was one with whom you might console, you could mingle your tears with his, and make his griefs your own, but the great sorrow which came into his face when he saw a frown upon your brow, disarmed you utterly, you could not chide. But the strangest part of all was — and how often is it not so with others? — that despite the manifold weaknesses which were transparent to all who knew him best, he was ambitious; he seemed to have not the slightest doubt in his own mind, nor would he hesitate to tell you so, that his future was to be great, and grand, and glorious, and he was to make it so? He who was the creature of every changeful fancy! he who no more understood the real meaning of stability than if he had never heard the word! he who was no more master of himself than the ship is of the sea! — his future was to be great, and grand, and glorious! How it was to be he did not know, nor even in what sense it was to be; he was simply ignorant. He dreamed dreams than which none fairer were ever seen by mortal eye; he built castles in the air which were far grander conceptions than any architect could realise; but he did no more. The future was to him like an Eastern romance, full of beautiful things; like Tom Tiddler’s ground, in which one has only to stoop to pick up gold and silver. Thus his brother and he were in complete contrast; with John everything was real, with him everything was shadowy; with him, to-day was all for pleasure, to-morrow he would begin to work; with John, since on to-day alone could he rely, he would make the most of that.

Oliver was not irreligious; his religion was part and parcel of his character: as erroneous as his ideas of life; dreamy and contemplative, instead of real and active; he believed, but in his own way rather than in Christ’s; be might have been colour-blind, so little did he appear to see the spirit in which Christ would have had him take up His cross and follow Him; he was great on faith. It is singular how many people, to the exceeding peril of their souls, read that striking chapter on faith, Hebrews xi., with Oliver Freeman’s eyes. “I believe,” said he; “I believe in Jesus Christ and Him crucified.” But he entirely overlooked the fact that it is not lip service God requires. To say that we believe is one thing, to show that we believe is quite another. God searcheth the heart; practice, not precept, He asks us for.

Hebrews the eleventh was, of all chapters, the one Oliver loved best to read. “This faith,” said he, “‘which is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence of things not seen,’ is mine, and by it I shall be saved;” but he forgot — and it is astonishing how many people we have found, people who, in the ordinary affairs to life, would not be inattentive either of the spirit or the letter of the bonds to which they place their names, in the same case — he forgot that faith is known by its fruits, and by its fruits alone. “By faith,” we are told, “Abel offered unto God a more acceptable sacrifice than Cain, by which he obtained witness that he was righteous, God testifying to his gifts,” and then follows a long list of similar examples of the nature and fruits of faith, in every one of which the fathers of old time evidenced their faith by doing as He commanded, and inasmuch, and inasmuch only, as they did as He commanded, they perceived that they were faithful.

It is not necessary to point out how important it is that we should have a perfect comprehension of what this faith is of which so many of us boast, and how best we can evidence it by acting up to the spirit and the truth of His commands. We have here a family whose case may not be so very much unlike our own; we shall ask your attention in our attempt to follow them through one of those turning-points in life which may at any day be ours. So far, the narrative has lagged, and we ask your forbearance for one chapter more, but after that we trust to take you on your journey with but little digression by the way.


CHAPTER III.

FAMILY MATTERS.

IT was the one desire of John Freeman the elder’s life, that his sons should follow after him; to see them occupy the place which he himself now filled was all that he asked on earth. If possible, John should have the farm which he now held, and another should be got for Oliver in the near neighbourhood. Money should be no drawback; his wife had brought him a fair dowry; his father, whose only child he was, had left him something in hard cash; throughout his life he had been prosperous, the liberality with which he had given to the Lord had come back to him with interest; he had always been economical; he had nursed his money, so that now, for one of his class, he was a wealthy man. A prudent man, he had long decided how this wealth should be laid out. The Freemans might be primitive in the method of their testamentary dispositions, but they were just, and their intentions were as clear as light. The girls were each to have a certain portion on their marriage day; they were to be provided with good husbands, and those husbands were not to receive them penniless. John was to have the reversion of the present farm — a good provision — and as much cash as might be left when Oliver had been provided for; another farm was, if possible, to be obtained for Oliver, and he was to have the command of a good round sum to enable him to stock it properly, and to put it into working order, for old Freeman was sufficiently abreast of the times to be aware that to a man without capital a farm was like a mill-stone which he might, by straining every muscle, drag along, but which would be a hindrance rather than a help to him.

Thus old John Freeman had the future laid out like a map before him. It never occurred to him that this was an unwise thing to do — that, at the best, it was a risky thing to resolve upon his own responsibility what a child should be or do. Such a course of action placed him very much in the position of a prophet, and as Paul trenchantly asks, “Are all apostles? are all prophets?” We may safely agree to prophesy after the event, having left the issue to the Lord. But so had his fathers done, and as they did so would he. It had always been their custom to say what positions in life their children should occupy, and their children had occupied them as a matter of course; they were always used to be the arbiters of their children’s fortunes, and the children had passively agreed to their deliberations. So far as John Freeman knew his family history — and few could have known it better — there was no single instance in it of a rebellious child. It never entered into his philosophy to think that the traditions of the past might not be the practice of the future; he never imagined, in this respect, that the days which were, were now no more; still less did he perceive that the education of these modern days was putting into his children’s hands a power which they had never held before.

His sons should be farmers, his daughters should marry the husbands of his choice. He was shrewd enough to see that his lads were not the lads of his boyhood, and he was glad of it; he was proud of them; they were to him as the apple of his eye. He loved them with a love the strength of which he was himself unconscious. This old man, outwardly so stern, was the tenderest soul alive; his love was of the old-fashioned sort, strong as his own life. “Bless the Lord, O my soul,” was his continual cry, “and forget not all His benefits and chief among these were his children, his sons and his daughters — they were indeed to him “an heritage of the Lord;” he was indeed the happy man who had his quiver full of them. This strange old man was unimaginative in all things but one; his children were the one dream of his life, they were to be the crown of his old age, and the glory of their father. They were as dear unto him as his own soul; the thought that they should stand as a united family before the throne of God was rapturous in the extreme — the bliss of that imagining was beyond the power of speech to tell. How often to his wife — who was the only human being from whom no hope of his heart was hid — would he dwell upon the exceeding loving-kindness of the Lord in giving them such boys and girls!

“Ah, wife!” he would say, “how has the Lord been good to us? There are no lads in the neighbourhood like ours — none better and truer. How wise at their hooks they are! Mark me, my lass! they’ll be better farmers than ever their father was.”

And his wife would look at him and never say a word. She had that feminine instinct by which the average woman sees farther than the average man. She saw what he did not see, and it was like a load upon her heart, for she dared not tell him what she saw. Dared not tell him? She knew — none better — that such a tale as she could tell would be the bitterest he could hear, and she would not pain him. She bad no certain data on which to base her facts, but in her own mind she felt convinced that what the father wished was exactly the contrary of what the children wanted. Once she had hinted at some such possibility, but he had spoken to her in a way which made it impossible for her to attempt the task of enlightening him again. The old man saw what he wished to see; and every one who had not his eyes was as an enemy. The only occasion throughout their livelong lives on which anything approaching an unkind word had passed from him to her was when she tried to show him that what he saw did not exist in fact, but was a delusion of his senses.

“He is a good lad, John,” he would observe, “a right good lad; and his head is well placed upon his shoulders. He has more sense in his little finger than some have in their heads and body too. He sees as far into a thing as any one, and knows what he is talking of. ‘He trusts in God,’” said the old man with a chuckle, repeating a saying which is well known in those parts, “‘and keeps his powder dry.’ He’ll never need be told that poverty comes as ‘one that travelleth,’ and ‘want as an armed man.’ When he gets the farm into his own hands he’ll make a goodly thing of it, for though he knows better than to say so to his own father, young one though he is, he could teach me better than I could teach him.”

Still Mary Freeman would never say a word. She would let the old man talk on, his pipe in his mouth, and contentment on his brow. She had a shrewd suspicion that very possibly this was so. She had a clearer notion of her son’s acquirements than his father had; but she greatly doubted if his ideas as to how those acquirements would best be used at all coincided with his father’s.

“As to Oliver,” the farmer would go on — who, to speak truth, had no more real comprehension of Oliver’s character than the babe unborn, “he is young as yet; but he’ll grow older before he’s done,” and again his features relaxed into a smile, as though the notion of his growing older were a joke. “He’s a bonny boy is Oliver, and quick at seeing things. He’ll not be blind for want of spectacles to help him see. He’s a trifle light — he’s not his brother John, but he’ll sober in a while, and be as steady as any one.” Then, after a pause, “Sometimes,” said he — and his tone was a more contemplative one— “I think that Oliver is like Benjamin; nigh fifty years was I when he was born, so that the Lord sent him to me in mine age. He is a winsome lad; ay, John is dear to me, and so is Oliver dear too.”

He might have added, had he in this matter spoken out the fulness of his heart, that Oliver was dearer to him than was John, dearer to him in another sense than John. Nor, perhaps, might this be wondered at; it is the way with the Oliver Freemans of the world, to endear themselves to the hearts of those who love them in a particular sense and a special degree. The strong instinctively lean towards the weak, though the weak by no means necessarily lean towards the strong; and this because while the really strong man in his heart of hearts must be conscious of his strength, it is the peculiarity of a weak one that, while others may read him like a book, he himself is blind to his own weakness. Thus is the eternal law of compensation brought to bear by God: “We then that are strong,” again to quote St. Paul, “ought to bear the infirmities of the weak;” this is commanded by God, and we know that this spirit was Christ’s in its most sublime perfection; but it is also implanted in our nature; it is peculiar to man, being the outcome of that civilization which is synonymous with Christianity. The beasts of the forests consider the mere fact of weakness a sufficient pretext for them to prey on and slay the weaker members. We take the exactly contrary view, considering it ample and sufficient cause for us to take our weaker brethren into our immediate and near protection; we long to shield the weak, and God be thanked that it is so, and the strong are proud to think that the weak are their especial charge.

John Freeman was getting an old man now, and he knew it as well as any one; he did not try to blink the fact, it never entered into his thoughts to do it. The beauty of old men is the grey head, and with him so it was indeed. He was glad in his old age; it was meet that as the years went on they should lie heavy on his head, but there was no repining for his youth. The days of his pilgrimage had been many and long, the heat and the burden of the day had nearly gone, and now it was a good thing and righteous before the Lord that he should lay down the sceptre he had wielded, that he should yield up his place in the bustle and the battle and the strife to those who should be able to fill it better than he could now.

Such a thought had been some time in his mind; not that he was so far gone in years as to be entirely in the sere and yellow leaf; not so, he was still hale and hearty. Constitutionally strong, his mode of living had not been of that kind which rots the muscles and dries up the springs of life; but no matter how a man may live, when he has nearly reached threescore years and ten, the best of his travelling days are done, and the coming event casts its shadows before. Only one thing more he desired to see done, and then might he say with John: “He that testifieth these things saith, Surely I come quickly; Amen. Even so come, Lord Jesus.” Only one more earthly ambition had be still remaining, and then all his ambition would be for the Lord. It was a commendable one; he wished to set his house in order, he wished to see his children filling the places they were to fill, before he went to “That undiscovered country, From whose bourne no traveller returns.”

He wished to see those whom he loved fairly set out on their ways through life.

“Wife,” he said one evening to Mary Freeman, one evening when the sky was heavy with thick clouds — nature was in one of her moods of gloom — and the world seemed dull and heavy. They had been sitting in silence for some time when he broke the stillness in a way which rather startled the gentle woman at his side, “Wife, I must set my house in order.” She started. The words meant more to her than they did to him. She knew what a setting in order that was like to be. She waited to see what might be coming next. “I feel that the Lord is near at hand. It has come upon me lately that I’ll not be long from home,” and the old man passed his weary hand across his weary brow, but she said never a word. “‘The days of our years are threescore years and ten,’ eh, my lass? ‘and if by reason of strength they be fourscore years, yet is their strength labour and sorrow; for it is soon cut off, and we fly away.’ If the Lord so wills, let fourscore years be mine; but it has come to me, my girl, that I am very near the Lord, and the Lord is very near to me.”

He paused, but still she never spoke a word. She knew no fear lest he should die, nor did he know any fear of death. That thought, which we cannot have too clearly in our minds, was a very present help to both of them:

 

“There is no Death: what seems so is transition — 

This life of mortal breath 

Is but the suburb of the life elysian, 

Whose portal we call Death.”

 

They would not long be divided; in any case that portal would scarcely have closed on him before it opened too for her. She had no fear of death. That is a very grateful hymn which runs — 

 

“Now the labourer’s task is o’er.

Now the battle-day is past; 

Now upon the farther shore 

Lands the voyager at last.”

 

It was another thought which troubled her, and as he continued that thought grew heavier still.

“I must have some talking to the lads and lasses, and must tell them what I think to do. It is time that they should know that which I have planned for them. John is seven-and-twenty years of age — seven-and-twenty, and it would be well for him to have the farm, that I may see him flourish as a green bay-tree when my time is come; and he’ll be a good farmer will our John, better than ever his father was; he’ll not shame those who have gone before. The Freemans ever have been apt tillers of the soil, but he’ll be better than them all. He’s a good lad, our John. The Lord has been very good to us; he’s been a right good son to me.”

He paused, as if wearily; it had been a hot day, and the old man was worn out with labour. When he spoke again, Oliver was the subject of his thoughts.

“He’s ower young is Oliver, ower young to take the full burden of a farm; experience will do no harm to him, and he’ll learn more from John than any one I know. I’ve spoken to Robert Anson; he’s giving up his farm when the lease is out, ’tis a good piece of land, to the full as good as ours, and Oliver shall have the lease of it. It will be a great start for him. If he sticks to it as a man should do, and the Lord blesses the labours of his hands, there’ll be no farm, save John’s, in all the country that can compare to it. They’re good lads, both of them; they’ve been good sons to me, and they’re dear unto my heart. But I must tell them, wife,” rousing himself to speak with odd energy, “I must tell them, it’ll be too late ere long, ‘for the Son of man cometh at an hour when ye think not,’ and I must be ready.”

Mary Freeman, because of the fear which was in her heart, said something which was meant to comfort him; but he, not knowing her fear, knew not that he stood in need of comfort, and did not perceive the full meaning of her words.

“Fear not, my man,” said she, “all will be well. He is our Shepherd, and we shall not want. He has been very good to us throughout the years, and His loving-kindness faileth never.”

“Ay,” said he, and the twenty-third Psalm came from his lips almost unconsciously. “‘The Lord is my Shepherd, I shall not want. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: He leadeth me beside the still waters. He restoreth my soul: He leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for His name’s sake. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil, for Thou art with me; Thy rod and Thy staff they comfort me. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: Thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever.’” And at the words, “I will dwell in the house of the Lord for ever,” the looks of weariness passed from his face, and it was filled with an exceeding peace; and Mary Freeman said, “Amen!” But her woman’s instincts were right, and his were wrong. The wish with him had been father to the thought, and what he had hoped would come he had said would come; but he had reckoned without his host. The fault, if fault there were, was the fault of his education. And if a man, a man of strong resolution, is trained in a particular groove, if through boyhood, manhood, and old age he still goes where that groove leads him, it becomes practically impossible for him at this late period of his life to grow out of that groove and start again in a new direction; it is the old story of training a child in the way he should go, and when he is old he not only will not, but practically cannot, depart from it; and this applies not only to the way in which he should go, but to the way in which he should not go also. When a tree is but a sapling it yields readily to your hand; when the clay is damp you can mould it into any shape, but when you have once formed your pot, and baked it in the fire, you can break it, but only by so doing can you change its shape again. Thus with old John Freeman; he was in many respects a man of one idea, that idea had been his fathers, and now you might as well hope to change his fathers as alter him. He had decided what his sons’ walk in life should be, decided, indeed, before his sons were born; and as it had never entered into his philosophy to imagine but that their wishes could be the duplicates of his own, so it had never occurred to him to discuss the future with them in order to learn what their ideas respecting it might be; so had his fathers done, and so would he.

But with the sons it was altogether different. Let it at the opening be understood that they loved their father every whit as much as he loved them; they had been and were good sons — he spoke from actual knowledge when he thanked the Lord for that. John respected his father and loved him too. He would not have been young John Freeman had he not seen and esteemed the simple and patriarchal beauty of the old man’s life and character.

“I know no one,” he was wont to say, “who is like my father. He is a model of the Christian character, and if we were all like him, I think we should all certainly be of the ‘innumerable company of the angels.’ The Proverbialist said truly that ‘the glory of children is their father.’ I am prouder of him than of anything in the world.”

It is one thing to admire, to esteem a man, quite another to agree with him — at any rate to that extent that we are willing to give up our preconceived notions to fall in with his. We should not hastily conclude that this is unfortunate; we know and we are told that there are diversities of gifts; two men may differ, yet both be right; it is sufficient that we covet earnestly the best gifts. Let us Le assured in our own minds of the truth, let us search diligently until we find it. There are certain things written for our learning which no man can mis-read, “Whatsoever things are true, whatsoever things are honest, whatsoever things are just, whatsoever things are pure, whatsoever things are lovely, whatsoever things are of good report, if there be any virtue, and if there be any praise, think upon these things;” but let us remember that one dead level of agreement on things nonessential we shall never have until that great day of the Lord shall come. Paul says very plainly, “Him that is weak in the faith receive ye, but not to doubtful disputations,” for it is more doubtful even than the disputations if from such much good can come.

Thus, though while John Freeman esteemed and loved his father, he differed from him on many points, we must not therefore conclude that because one was right, the other was necessarily wrong. They simply saw with different eyes. It might be said that one saw with the eyes of tradition and sentiment, while the other saw with the eyes of reason. On two points young John was quite clear in his own mind. In the first place, he was persuaded that at present in England the calling of the agriculturist was not one to be desired in the second, he was very sure that such a calling was entirely unsuited to his tastes and his ambitions.

He was actuated by a desire to be a benefactor of his kind. This is a desire not uncommon among promising young men; but as a rule it suffers from the disadvantage of indefiniteness; but with him this was not the case, his desire was sufficiently definite. His mind was mathematical, exact; vagueness was no sin of his; above all things, he was practical.

He had an astonishing love for science; from his earliest years it had had for him an irresistible attraction; with delight he perceived that of all wells of knowledge, science was the deepest and most wonderful, but with astonishment, as he dipped deeper and deeper into it, he discovered the spirit in which so many seem to enter on its study. It is generally supposed that the first characteristic of a student is humility, that the spirit in which he enters on his study is one of reverence; but in some instances it would seem that this is not the case. It would appear that some think the characteristic of a student should be pride, and that of the most perverted kind; that study is synonymous with dogmatism; that science is not to instruct them, but they are to instruct science. Before all things John Freeman was a Christian, and he was amazed to learn that some scientists so-called, instead of regarding science as the hand-maid of Christianity, seemed to look upon it as a weapon put into their hands to knock it down. Here was the Athenian altar set up again! “For as I passed by, and beheld your devotions, I found an altar with this inscription, To THE UNKNOWN GOD.” And this in the nineteenth century! this after the great tragedy of Calvary! this after the story of the years! this after the plain evidence of the finger of God in every page of the history of the world since then! Young John Freeman was amazed; was this what science was to bring us too? Then what he understood by science was a very different thing. He looked abroad, considered the science of history, and saw as plainly as that the sun is in the sky that what has given our dear native land its place among the nations is and has been the faith of the great body of the people in Jesus Christ and Him crucified; that when that faith was great and showed brightest among the nations, so their prosperity was great; but when that faith sank low, so the sun of their prosperity sank low. He needed no hair-splitting, no casuistry of the scientists to show him this, and he was seized with that spirit which Paul has put into deathless words: “Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, Him declare I unto you. God that made the world and all things, seeing that He is Lord of heaven and earth, dwelleth not in temples made with hands; neither is worshipped with mens hands, as though He needed anything, seeing He giveth to all life, and breath, and all things; and hath made of one blood all nations of men for to dwell on all the face of the earth, and hath determined the times before appointed, and the bounds of their habitation; that they should seek the Lord, if haply they might feel after Him, and find Him, though He be not far from every one of us; for in Him we live, and move, and have our being; as certain also of your own poets have said, For we are also His offspring.”

To do this John Freeman resolved should be the great purpose of his life; at seven-and-twenty he decided that the great object of his life should be to say unto these wise men, with Paul, who, bear in mind, had sat at the feet of Gamaliel, and was in each and every sense the wisest of them all—” Whom therefore ye ignorantly worship, Him declare I unto you.” As at present advised he had no intention of entering the ministry. It is a great mistake to suppose that it is necessary to do that to bear witness to the truth of God. He intended to speak with a layman’s voice, and of a practical, work-a-day layman too.

He had made the acquaintance of one of the heads of a great shipbuilding firm in London, and had so favourably impressed that gentleman with his abilities that he had lately received a very inviting offer to accept a position on their staff; it was doubly inviting in his eyes, for at heart he was an engineer. It was a profession than which he esteemed none worthier; and a more favourable opportunity of making it his own was not likely to occur. It was a position which he valued, first, because it would give him special and increased opportunities of adding to his store of knowledge; second, because it was work he loved; and third, because it would enable him to share his home with Oliver.

For Oliver still less than himself had no thought of making his father’s case his own. The dreamy, castle-building lad could not but think of farming with a shudder. It was too real for him. That bright mirage which he called the future was full of beautiful things, and farming had nothing beautiful for him. He was to take high place among the great; he was to win name and fame. Wealth he cared nothing for; he was to hand down his name to future generations as one which they should love and cherish. He was actuated by the same desire as was John, to be the benefactor of his kind; but while one’s notion of a benefactor was clear and real, the others was vague and visionary. Soldiers, poets, senators, these were the heroes of Olivers imagination; he was only at a loss when he came to think which was the worthiest of the three; a judicious mixture he rather favoured in his more contemplative moods; but whether he was to be one or all, he was to be the greatest of his kind. Such a view of life would he ridiculous were it not so perilous to him who holds it, and yet it is more common than might at first appear; it is by no means unusual to meet a young man who regards life rather as a vision than a reality. What statistics those would be which would give us the number of careers which have been ruined on that account!

To stay at home was to Oliver a thought insufferable. Not that he did not love his home; he did, and all beneath its roof. It was his proudest ambition to come back to it, laden with honours, and crowned with laurel wreaths; but he could not realise his hopes there; when he had realised them was the time for him to stay at home. The world, the wide world, was the place for him; it should be his oyster-shell, which he would open with the sharp knife of his genius. How it was to be done he was not quite clear; that it was to be done he had long made up his mind. Had it not been for John, he would have declared his intentions ere now; when he left school, had it not been for his brothers influence, he would have told his father that a farmer’s life was not a life for him.

John, who knew him so well, supposed that he would change his mind in this as in all other things; but it is characteristic of weak-minded people that they are obstinate as well; he was as firmly resolved to try his fortune in the world at twenty as he had been at ten.

“If,” said John to him, when he found that he was bent on having his own way, “you had any notion what you meant to do, my objection would be less, but you have none. You have no idea what you mean to do, or how you mean to do it. Ollie, you are nothing but a child, and every bit as headstrong. Be careful; it is a dangerous adventure you are entering on, to set out upon an unknown sea without a rudder.”

“Never fear for me,” returned the other, throwing back his head with that sunny laugh of his; “you wait and see the wonders I shall do. I have some poems in my desk; but wait until you behold them in all the magnificence of print. Not that I rely upon my poems only, not I; I’m not so foolish as all that, but they’re the thin end of the wedge; just wait till I’ve got my poems in, and then I’ll get myself in afterwards.” And he laughed again, perhaps at his own conceit — a laugh which pained John, even while he smiled at his brother’s merriment.

“Ollie,” said John, — and seeing that he spoke very gravely now, Oliver came and knelt on the floor by his brothers side, and John laid his hand gently upon his head, for they were dear to each other, and no one could help but be affectionate to Oliver,  “You foolish boy, did you never read of that rich man who, because his ground brought forth so plentifully, dreamed dreams for the future? or of that house which was builded on the sand? In the one case the Lord came and said, ‘Thou fool, this night shall thy soul be required of thee;’ in the other, ‘The rain descended, and the floods came, and the winds blew, and beat upon that house; and it fell.’ Do you think that either of these parables applies to you?”

“Jock,” said Oliver, and his voice was very sorrowful, “don’t preach to me; I know that I am wrong and you are right, but I cannot bear to have your sermons aimed at me.”

Such an exclamation has come from other lips as well as his; we are, each one of us, too ready to say, “I cannot bear to have your sermons aimed at me; but my neighbours, ah! you can aim at them just as you please.”


CHAPTER IV.

JOHN FREEMAN THE ELDER EXPLAINS HIS PLANS.

AT last John Freeman the elder told his children what he meant to do for them, and so put, as he had it, his house in order. The occasion was one which, in the lives of none of them, could ever be forgotten, nor was it the less memorable because so wholly unexpected.

It was one Sunday evening, an evening in early August. The Lord’s Day had been a resplendent one; Nature had put on her most gorgeous garb to do honour to the Day of Rest, and now, in the calm of the sunset hour, the glory of the Lord was over earth and sky. The heat, which had been almost oppressive, was tempered by a cool, refreshing breeze; it was that comfortable season when the day, having all but run its course, meek, and mild, and gentle, bows its head to greet the evening hour. The dust, which had been conspicuous in all the country lanes, was for a while at rest; the birds, as if conscious that this was the day when all should unite in praise, carolled their evening hymn with throats that seemed to burst with song; the trees, the flowers, the fields of glowing grain, with heads inclined, joined in Natures universal evening prayer. — 

The services were all over, the quiet streets and shady lanes were alive with people returning from communion with the Lord. It was a sight to do one good to see. The simple country folk, dimly conscious of the unspoken music which glorified the evening hour, with lowered voices and radiant eyes passed homewards two and two. It seemed a sin to raise their tones, as if to do so would be to sacrilegiously jar upon the voiceless prayer which rose on every side to heaven. At such a moment none could be unhappy; of what kind would that man be who at such an hour could not find something for which to add his praises to the universal psalm?

The Freemans were returning from chapel along the lane which branches off the London Road when you have passed the cemetery — a pleasant lane in summer-time, for the hedges grow above your head; at their base are grassy banks, whereon, in spring, are primroses, pinks, and red and yellow violets, lilies, cowslips, pimpernels, and all the pride of wayside flowers, and on which, if you are wearied, you may recline and rest; while overhead here and there the lime-trees meet in a triumphal arch of flashing, quivering greenery. In these same limes the cuckoo loves to make free with some weak brother’s nest, and give the note to summer in his mellow tongue; here too the nightingale, when wrens and finches, and the bold cuckoo have sunk to rest, steals on silent wing and chants to the night her love-lorn song. This is indeed the very metropolis of birds. Across the field, in the topmost branches of the belt of elms, the glossy rooks, in coats of more than funereal blackness, caw and chatter, as though all the world were interested in their small affairs; sometimes some solitary member of the tribe sets out on melancholy wing, and fills the air with wailings loud and long, but whether it is because his heart is sad, or the ingratitude of his fellows, “more strong than traitors’ arms,” has cut him to the soul, no man can tell; the listener only knows that it is not pleasant to hear him give such emphatic utterance to his wrongs.
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John Freeman and his wife, her arm in his, went on before, speaking little by the way, while the lads and lasses, in straggling fashion bringing up the rear, were almost as silent as their parents. It was hardly the season for much talk; silence was more in harmony with the spirit of the time; a contemplative mood stole on them unawares, and as they walked each thought of many things.

It had been a striking sermon; it had been well chosen so as to have a special application to such a day. The preacher had chosen for his text Christ’s words when He sat by the well-side in the fair country of the Samaritans, “Lift up your eyes and look on the fields, for they are white already to harvest.” The full spiritual meaning of the words had been brought well home to his hearers’ hearts, and not a few of his congregation pondered them as they walked homewards by the way. They lifted up their eyes and saw that the fields were white unto the harvest. They remembered, too, that “he that reapeth receiveth wages;” but it was a matter for their own consideration whether he also “gathereth fruit unto life eternal,” though they were very sure, from the simple evidence of their own harvest-homes, that both he that soweth and he that reapeth rejoice together. But the higher spiritual meaning chiefly commended itself to old John Freeman’s mind—” Lift up your eyes and look on the fields, for they are white already to the harvest;” ay, was he not one of the fields? was he not white already to the harvest?— “Put ye in the sickle, for the harvest is ripe.” He could not doubt that the day of the Lord was nigh, that the reaping was close at hand, and after that but the garnering remained. The persuasion that this was so turned his thoughts into other channels, and prompted the utterance of them to his wife.

“My lass,” said he, — it was odd how he always addressed her as though she still were young; perhaps, in his eyes, hers was the secret of perpetual youth, “my lass, did you mind what the preacher said? Did you mind that he said that the harvest was at hand? I’ve prided myself through all my days to think that when the corn was ready so was I, and it won’t do that I should be found wanting now. When the Lord comes He must find me in all things ready. I must no longer put off until to-morrow what I can do to-day. ’Tis the Sabbath too, and such a Sabbath-day as, very like, I shall not see again. There has not been one like it all this summer. I’ll have the lads and lassies in when we’ve had supper, and tell them all there is to tell. It is the chiefest thing which I have to do, and it is fit that I should do it on the Lord’s chief day.”

But though he ceased, his wife said never a word. That sermon had been a comfortable one to her, and her thoughts had been with the fields of golden grain which were all ready for the Lord. Two stalks were they, she and her man John, and if the Great Reaper reaped them both with one stroke of His sickle, it would indeed be pleasant in her sight. But old John’s words sent her heart down low, and she fell trembling. She clung tighter to his arm, but she never spoke: seeing which the old man went on.

“Ay, it is time that I should tell them all; they have a right to say that I should speak, for though I go they stay behind, and I would not have them say when I am gone, that because I did not tell them my mind in time they knew not what it was; the Lord must find me ready. ‘Be ye also ready; for in such an hour as ye think not the Son of man cometh;’ and it would ill become me to make excuses. Lads and lasses! ay, I mind the day when my father told me what he would have me do, and I mind the Scripture which he read; it was Matthew xxv., the parable of him who ‘called his own servants, and delivered unto them his goods;’ and I mind how he read the words, with his finger on the page, slowly, word by word; he was no great reader, and he never loved to hurry in the reading of the Word. ‘After a long time the lord of those servants cometh, and reckoneth with them.’ He stayed before he read that verse, and looked at us. ‘And so he that had received five talents came and brought other five talents, saying, Lord, thou deliveredst unto me five talents: behold, I have gained beside them five talents more. His lord said unto him, Well done, thou good and faithful Servant; thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many; enter thou into the joy of thy Lord.’ Ay! how he looked at us then! and then, when he came to that part, ‘Then he which had received the one talent came and said, Lord, I knew thee that thou art an hard man, reaping where thou hast not sown, and gathering where thou hast not strawed: and I was afraid, and went and hid thy talent in the earth: lo, there thou hast that is thine;’ and the Lord’s reply, ‘Cast ye the unprofitable servant into outer darkness: there shall be weeping and gnashing of teeth,’ he closed the Book, and looked at us with all his eyes, and then he prayed. I mind that he prayed that we should not be unprofitable servants, but that we might return the talents which were now committed to our charge with interest when the great reckoning of the Lord should come. Ay, my lass!” and the old man sighed; “and that was nigh five-and-forty years ago, and I remember it as though it were but yesterday, and it is now my turn to distribute my goods unto the lads and lasses.”

That supper was a quiet meal; no one was in a mood for much conversation. The old man was thinking of the scene which was to follow, and was happy in the thought; this was to be the crowning evening in his life; the talents which had been committed to his charge he was to recommit, with interest, to those who should come after him. The reckoning was near, and he rejoiced to know that ere long he must render his account; almost could he hear the words, “Well done, good and faithful servant; thou hast been faithful over a few things, I will make thee ruler over many things: enter thou into the joy of thy Lord.” Such a thought must be very pleasant to whomsoever it may come.

His wife too was looking forward to the scene which was to follow, but her anticipations were very different to his. It is a good thing when a woman’s anxiety for those she loves evinces itself outwardly in plainer evidences of her love. This old-time dame was very fearful in her heart; the glory of her day threatened to be shadowed, not crowned at eventide, but she would suffer none of those she loved to discover the alarm which filled her bosom, for she thought that if they saw it they would suffer too; so she was even more tender than was her wont. She ministered to their wants with more observant eyes. There was a smile on her gentle face, because she feared that there was a shadow upon theirs; in a sweet cunning way no pen could well describe, she strove to acquaint them with the courage and contentment which were for the time unknown to her. What pen of a ready writer can fitly paint the gentle tenderness which animates a woman after God’s own heart even in her age? It is stronger than a man’s strength, weaker than his weakness, and of all gifts it is the one the most to be desired by her kind; for if a woman is to be a helpmeet for man, and so over and over again we are told that it was ordained, then surely it is a blessed thing and holy in His sight that she should help him in life and death, in his joys and in his sorrows, for it is amazing how great is a woman’s strength in the way of helping. No tongue of poet, no voice of wisdom, no cry of eloquence could conceive a more perfect, glorious, and acceptable epitaph to be placed upon a woman’s grave by the partner of her life than the words which, in their highest sense, are the attribute of Deity: She was “a very present help in time of trouble.”

Supper being finished, the old man said, — 

“My lads and lasses, I have something to say to you this night which you should hear. We’ll have a hymn, and after that is done Ill tell you what it is, and then it is meet that we had prayers.”

The two lads looked at each other, but said no word; the sisters, too, exchanged a glance, but as it was Mary’s duty, she being the elder, to accompany the hymns, she rose at once and went to the harmonium; the mother looked at them all, first at the children, then at the father, and in her face were blended the most distinct emotions; there was a smile about her tender lips, but it found no welcome in her eyes, for in them was a sort of fright, and the wrinkles on her worn brow worked with an agitation which was strange to her.

The hymn which old John Freeman chose for some reason of his own was John Henry Newman’s “Lead, kindly Light.” What connection there was between its sentiment and that special occasion did not appear upon the surface, but it had always been a favourite of his own since he had heard it first, and now perhaps the thought that that “kindly Light” did lead him on, and the time was close at hand when there should indeed be light, was sweet unto his soul. Be that how it may, it were a goodly thing to hear them sing. John stood by the harmonium; his voice was rich and mellow; sunny Oliver, who had the gift of song, and loved music perhaps as much as anything in all the world, stood by his mother’s side — youth and age — and looked over the book she held, not that he needed it, for he knew the words by heart; brown-eyed, grave, sedate Alice had slipped one arm through her father’s, and read from the large-type copy it needed both his hands to hold. They lifted up both hearts and voices, they sang with one and with the other, and a very flood of melody ascended to the King of kings. The last rays of the setting sun shone through the luxuriant creepers which framed the window in a frame of many flowers, and without it seemed as though everything were still with an intensity of silence, so that the plainer might the song be heard. None could doubt that the fair words were fitted to the fair time.

 

“Lead, kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom, 

Lead Thou me on.

The night is dark, and I am far from home, Lead Thou me on.

 

Keep Thou my feet; I do not ask to see 

The distant scene; one step enough for me.

 

“It was not ever thus, nor prayed that Thou Shouldst lead me on; I loved to choose and see my path; but now 

 

Lead Thou me on.

I loved the garish day, and, spite of fears, 

Pride ruled my will; remember not past years.”

 

When they came to the last verse their voices insensibly softened. How the hearts of the two older folk must have echoed the opening words! by the time it was done the woman’s eyes were wet with tears; her soul was filled with many thoughts, and the few words seemed to contain them all.

 

“So long Thy power hath blest me, sure it still 

Will lead me on 

O’er moor and fen, o’er crags and torrent, till 

The night is gone; 

And with the morn those angel faces smile, 

Which I have loved long since and lost awhile.”

 

There was silence at the end, no one moved and no one spoke. Mary’s hands lay lightly on the keys, and the last note died mournfully away; Oliver’s intensely sympathetic nature was touched to the quick, and the thought that the tears were in his mother’s eyes almost brought them into his; old John Freeman’s head was bowed, and his hand was on the Book; Alice’s arm was now about his neck, and her cheek pillowed upon his shoulder; John stood motionless by the harmonium, the hand holding the hymn-book had fallen to his side; perhaps his thoughts were the deepest of them all.

 

“Lead, kindly Light, amid the encircling gloom, 

Lead Thou me on.”

 

Ah! and might it not only lead him on, but all other men as well; he applied the spirit of the prayer not to himself alone, but to all the world beside.

It was Mrs. Freeman who was the first to break in upon the silence; quitting Oliver’s side, she rose and bustled round the room.

“Come, father,” she said, and her tones were cheery, “thou know’st ’tis getting late, if thou’st aught to say hadst not better say it, for in a while the lads and lasses will be going to their rooms?”

“Ay, wife,” and the old man roused himself out of his dream, “I’ll say it now; take thy seat, John, and lets see thy face.”

John did as he directed; they all sat down. The scene was not without a touch of oddity; the young men and women sat on four chairs before their father as if they were children called up in school. Oliver, who was nearest the table, rested his arm upon the board, and fixed his glorious eyes upon his father; he was in one of his solemn moods, but in spite of his solemnity there was a curious look of childishness in his boyish face. Mary sat next; hers were Olivers eyes, and something of the sunshine of his countenance, but without that look of weakness which, to the judicial eye, was traceable in every line of her brothers face. Alice next, strong and trusting, with something of that tenderness which was her mothers charm. Then John, with his legs crossed, his hands resting on his knees, leaning back in his chair so that his head bent slightly forward; his expression was one of patience, he simply waited without anticipating by so much as a glance what his father might have to say. Facing them, on the other side the table, were their father and mother — the mother, in her great wooden arm-chair, with her hands folded in her lap, was the most disturbed of all, though she did her best to hide it. Old John had drawn his chair close to the table; he had in his hand his spectacles, which he had drawn from their aged shagreen covering; wiping them carefully he perched them on his nose, and looked at his sons and daughters.

“My lads and lasses,” he began, “you mind the Scriptures, how a certain man had two sons, and divided unto them his living; and you mind too that other Scripture, when Isaac blessed Jacob, who deceived him in his old age. I am an old man, my years are nigh three score years and ten, and it is fit that I should divide my living, and give my blessing unto my sons and daughters. It would not be seemly that I should put off my preparations for departure until departure came. You have been good sons to me, and goodly daughters. I thank the Lord always in that He has endowed me so richly with His blessings.”

He paused; there was silence, nor did any speak until he had made an end of speaking. The perfect calm of eventide penetrated to the room within, and save the old man’s voice there was no sound; in that small circle there was a common feeling moved them all — reverence for their father.

“John,” continued the old man, turning to his first-born, “I design that you shall have the farm.” John never spoke a word; strong man though he was, he could not for his life have offered a remonstrance then. “Thou art a good son, John; thou art a good son unto thy father, thou hast a good head upon thy shoulders; thou knowest the Lord, to keep His commandments. Follow on as thou hast begun, and I do not doubt but that thou wilt do well. It was my father’s farm, and his father’s in his time. It is as though the Lord had given it unto the Freeman’s, to be their heritage for ever. I charge thee to administer it righteously in His sight. Be no spendthrift; but grudge nothing unto the Lord. The Lord has given, and the Lord taketh away. Blessed is the name of the Lord. Remember that the poor are with you always. ‘He that giveth unto the poor shall not lack.’ Neglect nothing that shall tend to the improvement of the land. I give it as a charge into thy hands, which thou shalt commit again unto thy children. It is the birthplace of thy fathers; and it would be well were it the birthplace of thy children’s children. And, John, for thy father’s sake, thy mother’s, and the Lord’s, forget nothing which is acceptable in the sight of Him in whom we live, and move, and have our being. Thou wilt be the head when I am gone. See to it that thou art a more worthy head than ever I have been. Herein is thy rule of life” — laying his hand on the Family Bible which lay in front of him—” ‘Search the Scriptures, for in them ye think ye have eternal life; and they are they which testify of Me;’ for ‘from a child thou hast known the Holy Scriptures, which are able to make thee wise unto salvation, through faith which is in Christ Jesus;’ be ye therefore mighty in the Scriptures, that ye may be fervent in the Spirit, and instructed in the ways of the Lord.” — 

Again the old man paused, and again John never spoke a word. His tongue was tied and his mouth was dumb. He knew that in this matter of the farm he had resolved in his own mind a plan of action which was diametrically the opposite of that which his father now laid down, but at this moment he could not hint that this was so even by so much as a syllable. He knew, though he never took his glance from his fathers face, that his mothers eyes were fixed on him, eloquent with a yearning plea that he would not dash this cup from the old mans lips. He knew that Oliver fidgeted in his seat, and felt that by his restlessness his brother warned him that it was his part to speak, but he sat in perfect silence and never moved his lips to frame a syllable.

Then his father turned to Oliver. A quick observer would have perceived that there was a difference both in the tone and manner of his speech.

“Oliver, thou art but a young lad yet,” — it was to be noted what a very different listener Oliver was to what John had been. John had remained quiescent all the while, but Oliver was not a moment still, seeming to receive discomfort rather than comfort from his father’s words,  “a score of years but make a stripling, so for a while thou wilt remain with thy brother at the farm. When Robert Anson’s lease runs out thou wilt have his farm. Thou wilt have the means to buy it if it can be bought and if thou wilt. I think it would be better thou shouldst have it out and out, but in that matter let thy brother advise thee when the time shall come. My lad, thou art the son of mine old age. I have thought of thee as though thou wert a Benjamin, the son of my right hand. Be sober, lad, be steady, and be true; whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might.

‘Mind not high things, but condescend to men of low estate. Be not wise in your own conceits.’ Remember, if the Lord is thy Shepherd thou shalt not want; ay, Oliver, have Him upon thy side and all will be well with thee. I would not be hard upon thee, for thou art young. ‘Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth,’ and when thou art old He will not depart from thee. Ay, Ollie! Ollie!” — it was many a long day since he had used that pet name, and at the sound of it the young man bowed his head upon his hands—” I go a long journey, and thy mother will follow quickly in my path. It is for thyself to say if thou wilt ever follow where we go, and if we shall ever meet again before the jasper throne and by the crystal sea.”

The old man spoke almost with the voice of prophecy; his own salvation he felt to be assured, and with a prophetic eye he warned his son to be careful of his own. And so Oliver was in John’s case; firmly resolved as ever John could be that his father’s plan of life should not be his, he yet could do nothing but bow his face upon his hands and hide it from his father’s eyes.

The old man’s words to his daughters were of a different kind.

“My lasses, is there need for me to say you are as dear to me as ever your brothers were? and when I am no more you will find that you are not forgotten. You have cheered my path as only lasses can, but I am but little acquainted with thy kind; I am not, nor was I ever, a woman’s man. Thy mother, my own lass, will tell you more of what is proper in a woman if she would be righteous before the Lord, than ever I could do; submit yourselves unto your husbands, and let them rule, not you; in all things, even with the lads, make this your guide,” and his hand was again upon the Book. “It is a very mine of wisdom, from which nothing can be had but precious things, and if you will but follow its guidance through good report and evil, nothing shall fall out in this world or in the next which shall not be to you a blessing.”

And then he spoke to them all, and there was an under-current of pathos in his voice which thrilled through the heart of each who heard; the sun had now sank down behind the elms, and just at that moment one solitary bird burst out into a vesper hymn as though it were announcing that now indeed the day was past.

“My children, mine has been the heat and the burden of the day, and I rejoice to think that it is nearly past. I have long had it on my mind to have this speech with you. Ay, lads and lasses, mine is a father’s love. May God so will it that at the proper season you too may know that children are an heritage of the Lord. You are dear unto your mother and to me. Where we go you too must follow. As we are now a united family, let us be then; let none be missing. If we part, ’tis but for a season; we cannot come to you, but you can come to us; and may the Lord so incline your hearts unto wisdom that not one of you, the children of our loins, shall be absent from among the saints of God.”

After that he read the twelfth chapter of Ecclesiastes, and those wondrous words had a new meaning and a new beauty as he read them then: — 

“Remember now thy Creator in the days of thy youth, while the evil days come not, nor the years draw nigh when thou shalt say, I have no pleasure in them; while the sun, or the light or the moon, or the stars, be not darkened, nor the clouds return after the rain: in the day when the keepers of the house shall tremble, and the strong men shall bow themselves, and the grinders cease because they are few:... because man goeth to his long home, and the mourners go about the streets: or ever the silver cord be loosed, or the golden bowl be broken, or the pitcher be broken at the fountain, or the wheel broken at the cistern. Then shall the dust return to the earth as it was: and the spirit shall return unto God who gave it.”

And he laid special stress upon the two last verses: “Let us hear the conclusion of the whole matter: Fear God, and keep His commandments, for this is the whole duty of man. For God shall bring every work into judgment with every secret thing, whether it be good or whether it be evil.”

And then he prayed: and having sung an evening hymn, 

 

“Glory to Thee, my God, this night, 

For all the blessings of the light; 

Keep me, oh keep me, King of kings, 

Beneath Thine own almighty wings,”

 

the lads and lasses went to their own rooms, and the old folks stayed below.


CHAPTER V.

SONS IN CONFERENCE.

JOHN and Oliver’s bedrooms were adjoining. John, by right of seniority, had the larger, and therein, at the sunset hour, flooded the sun’s last glories; it faced the western sky, while Oliver’s, which was at its back, knew its happiest hours when dawn broke on the world, and the loving-kindness of the Lord was once more evidenced by the coming of another day. Each room was characteristic of its owner. John’s was a spacious apartment; massive oaken beams, unpainted, and long black with age, ran overhead from wall to wall. It was a second curiosity-shop, for a sleeping apartment was by no means the primary use John made of it; it was his study, his laboratory, his workshop, and his all. Part of an old barn he had appropriated to his private use, and there his more cumbrous operations were carried on; but, as a rule, his bedroom formed his headquarters when his farming work was done. Household accommodation was limited, so he had to make the most of his share of it. The bed had originally been a sort of juvenile “Great Bed of Ware,” a mighty four-poster, in the style of our great-great-grandfather’s times, but to his mother’s secret grief, who reverenced old furniture, and all old things, he manoeuvred until it was removed, and in its place was a camp-bedstead, which occupied the smallest amount of space a bed could occupy. There were books everywhere; with his own deft hands he had lined the walls with shelves, and since he spent the major portion of his earnings upon his precious volumes, he had now a library of which no one need have been ashamed to boast. Models of machines were everywhere, chemical appliances of every kind, wheels and curious instruments, doubtful-looking bottles were arrayed upon a stand, tier above tier, in the manner of a chemist’s shop, pipes — for John’s almost solitary weakness was an inherent love of tobacco — tobacco jars, mathematical instrument cases, globes, terrestrial and celestial, were scattered about in confusion, the reverse of elegant. So fearful was he that the confusion might be made worse confounded, that he undertook to be his own handmaid; he made the bed, performed the menial offices, and kept his room in order. His mother made slight objection, for though she both loved and honoured him, she regarded with something akin to horror his room, and the dangerous combustibles which, in her imagination, it contained.

Oliver’s apartment, on the contrary, although much smaller, was feminine in its neatness. No one could do too much for him. The spotless curtains, the snowy blinds, the inviting bed furniture, luxuriously white, were so many evidences of female love and tenderness. A few books were on a shelf above his bed, and a little writing-table stood before the window; but though, when the mood was on him, he would cover sheet after sheet with scribble, it was only in the end to consign them to destruction. Deathless poems were floating through his brain, but they evaporated when he endeavoured to transpose them on to paper; works which the world should not willingly let die were, he flattered himself, the conceptions of his genius, but nothing satisfactory was the production of his hand. He did not doubt that the time would come when that undying thought, that immortal fancy, should take shape and be so smelted in the furnace of his brain that it should come out fine gold, innocent entirely of alloy; but that time had not come yet. “A certain man drew a bow at a venture, and smote the king of Israel through the joints of the harness.” How many of us are doing that each day! How many of us are drawing our bows at a venture, trusting to God to speed the shaft! How many of us are doing as that certain man did, seeming to know or care nothing how or where we shoot, as though the responsibility were not ours, but God’s!

The two rooms which adjoined were connected with each other by a door, so that each, when he pleased, had access to the other’s. This morning, when they went upstairs, each retired to his own apartment, but in a minute or two Oliver came out of his into John’s. By now the sun had gone; it was the full, first glory of a summer night; it was almost as light as day; the sky was lit by countless myriads of stars; the moon, near her prime, hung in the cloudless heavens, radiant with radiance seldom seen in these northern climes.

On Oliver’s entrance, John, who had not commenced to undress, was leaning against a bookcase, his hands in his pockets, his brow clouded with thought, his pipe between his lips. He always maintained, with an odd perversity, that his pipe helped him to arrange his thoughts. The window was wide open. Without a word his brother crossed the room, and took his seat upon the window-sill, with his body half in and half out of the summer air. Not a word was spoken, not a movement was made by either. Oliver’s face was turned towards the fields; his hands lay lightly on his knees, and his eyes looked out upon the land; but the faintest breeze disturbed the summer air; but the slightest rustling of the leaves was all the noise, they heard; the cows were in the field in front of him, and the moon threw their shadows into deeper shade; a field of oats was near to them, and, as the waving grain swung softly in the whispering gale, came to his mind the preacher’s sermon of the sight, “Lift up your eyes, and look on the fields; for they are white already to the harvest verily, in the moonbeams they were white indeed. Bounding the confines of his father’s farm he could just see the gleaming waters of the brook stealing through the grassy meads; Farmer Anson’s sheep — that Farmer Anson whose successor his father had planned that he should be — dotted the croft beyond; everywhere was rest and peace, none of the bustle of the day; the moon kept watch and ward over the sleeping world; and none could look upon the scene without yielding in some measure to the sacred influence of that happy hour.

And so the brothers stayed, while the minutes fled, as if unwilling to disturb, by the expression of their troubled thoughts, the peace which hung upon the land. The silence was broken by some one tapping gently at the bedroom door.

“Come in!” said John. The door was opened, and their mother entered, very gently, as though she feared to disturb them by her entrance.

“Mother,” said John, as he advanced to greet her, “is it you?”

“Ay, John, ’tis I.” Her looks, which seemed to forebode trouble, passed from him to Oliver. “Art thou not going to bed? is you Oliver? My lads” — she still stood almost upon the threshold of the door, she had no light, and the moonbeams shone on her hallowed head and reverent form—” my lads, if ye only knew what this night has been to me, if ye only knew how dear your father holds ye in his heart! I could not go to bed this night without telling ye how I thank the Lord that it is gone. The Lord will hold ye none the worse if ye do that which is righteous in your father s sight. John, my own boy, my brave, strong lad,” — and the mother laid her trembling hand upon his stalwart shoulders, “kiss me, for thou art thy mothers pride, thou know’st that I love thee, and thou wouldst not pain thy father, for thou know’st thou art dear to him.”

“Mother,” said John, as he folded her in his arms, and stooping, kissed her on the lips, “God knows that as my father loves me, so I love him.” — 

With that she was obliged to be content, though she knew and he knew that it was not the answer she would have been glad to hear. Then she crossed to Oliver and kissed him too, and Oliver held her long and fast, for she was very dear to him.

“Lads,” said she as she was going, and they knew that she meant ever more than her words conveyed, “you mind what the Psalmist says?

‘I have been young, and now am old, yet have I not seen the righteous forsaken, nor his seed begging bread.’ Is not your father a righteous man? yea, ye will have little hurt if ye follow where he leads.”

“Jock,” said Oliver when she had gone, still looking out upon the moonlit fields, “Jock, what shall we do?”

John did not reply at once, but paced slowly to and fro, picking his way among the miscellaneous collection on the floor. When he did speak, it was rather as though he were communing with himself than in direct reply to his brother’s questions.

“‘Come unto, Me all ye that labour and are heavy laden ‘ — he was quoting those words of Christ, than which none more comfortable ever came from His lips— ‘and I will give you rest. Take My yoke upon you, and learn of Me; for I am meek and lowly in heart, and ye shall find rest unto your souls; for My yoke is easy, and My burden is light.’ How easy to say the words; how easy to say, ‘Thy will be done,’ but how difficult to say at times with certainty what Thy will would be,” and the speaker sighed. “What shall we do? I thought I knew before, but now I am not sure.”

Again there was a pause. When Oliver spoke again it was in low dogged tones, through which a thrill of passion and pathos too was running; John still paced to and fro, wrapped in his thoughts.

“I shan’t be a farmer. I can’t — I cannot do it; it is not fair that father should wish me to; he has never asked me once in what way my tastes might lie; he has never once taken the trouble to inquire if I have any hopes of my own in life. Is it fair to arrange my future as though I had no voice in it? Is it my future or his own that he is planning? I will not be a farmer. I would sooner die than be what I loathe with all my heart and soul.”

John stood still, and again leaning against a bookcase, looked across at the vehement speaker. There was even the shadow of a smile upon his face; he knew the lad so well that it was with a curious sense of the ridiculous that he noted his tones of resolution, as though he himself knew anything of the future of which he spoke with so much emphasis.

“Have you considered the matter carefully?” he asked, “have you considered, if you will not be what father wishes, what you would be instead?”

Though nothing was farther from John’s mind than any intention of taunting him, Oliver seemed to see in his inquiry something which roused his anger, for with quick passion he replied, — 

“You may laugh at me if you please, you have done so before to-day, as though I were a child, not capable of knowing my own mind. You will find that you are wrong. If it had not been for you, father would have known that my mind was made up long ago, that I was resolved to have a voice in the settlement of my own future, that I would not be in the hands of any one as a puppet at a puppet-show.”

There was another interval of silence; John never moved, but his tones were softer, and even the shadow of a smile had gone, as he replied, — 

“Do you blame me, Ollie? in what have I done wrong? Was there only yourself to be considered? or was there not father too? Have I ever said that you had no right to a voice in your own future? Since you will have to answer for it to God, it appears to me that it is your voice which should be the chief in it; but One should have a greater voice than you, — God; and there being diversities of gifts, it is right that each should cultivate his own gift so that it may redound to the glory of God; but in order that we may be able to do this it would be well that we should be quite sure what our own gift is; it is not enough that we should think ourselves assured of what it is not; it would, at least, be prudent to do our duty in one way until it is plain that we could do it better in another, and we are certain what that other is. We know what Jacob said to Reuben before he died, ‘Unstable as water, thou shalt not excel.’ Let us be careful that that reproach does not apply to us. If we choose, let us choose with knowledge, and not for the sake of trying how a change would suit us.”

“It is all very well for you to talk like that,” said Oliver; “everything is cut and dried with you! But do you mean to say that we can force our genius? do you mean to say that we are not to listen to the inward monitor which tells us that one day we shall do great deeds? that the tide will come which, taken at the flood, leads on to fortune? Was Paul always an apostle? how many times in history has not the Lord, after years, a lifetime, perhaps, of waiting, singled out the man who was to do His deeds?”

This speech was so characteristic of the speaker, that, in spite of the burden which was weighing on him, John almost laughed outright; but he constrained himself, and, still retaining his position as before, answered his brother’s flood of questioning.

“On one point, Ollie, it is necessary that we should be agreed, and on that I think we are. We both agree that the beginning and the end of life is living to the Lord: this being so, we only need discover how this can best be done. Living to the Lord is an ideal view of life, but it is real as well. If it is an ideal only, we might as well leave it alone; for what is purely ideal is synonymous with what is purely unreal — like a fire which gives out no heat, but only smokes. But it appears to me that it is far from being only an ideal, for we can reduce it to the clearest practice. ‘Genius’ is a term which is oftener used than understood. I should define it, going a step farther than the dictionaries, as a particular natural talent or aptitude of mind for a particular study of God, and a peculiar power of living unto Him. To speak of ‘forcing’ genius is a misnomer, for properly understood it is genius which forces, that is to say, rules in us; for my part, ‘ genius’ is equivalent to the ‘Spirit of the Lord.’ And to my mind, a man has no more right to lay claim to the gift of genius, which is the gift of God, if he does not live to God, than he has to claim equality with God Himself. And when you talk of the inward monitor, which tells you that one day you will do great deeds, and that the tide will come which will lead you on to fortune, are you quite sure that you know what you are talking of? Some combinations of words have more sound than sense. Do you mean that you have some inward monitor which tells you that you are to lie idly by until you have an opportunity of doing some unknown deed upon some unknown day? if so, then it must be a very curious monitor indeed, and your idea of what a monitor should be and mine is very different. In my dictionary a monitor informs of duty, gives advice and instruction. Is that the case in yours? And about that mysterious tide? I quite allow that if you are bound for a port, if you survive the buffetings of the waves, a wind and a tide will come which will waft you into harbour at the end. But your inward monitor does not seem to tell you what harbour you are bound to. Are we to suppose that you would be at home in any? Then why do you object to farming? As to Paul, and the men who have been singled out to do His deeds, if you examine their lives, you will find that they have, above all things, been men of action. To what dreamer can you point as being a man of God? There is nothing so ruinous to every better instinct of man’s nature as inaction.”

“Well, what is the issue of all that?” asked Oliver, with something of defiance in his tone. “You are always telling me that in everything you say or do you should have a definite end in view.”

“The issue,” said John, — and he crossed over to where his brother sat,  “the issue!” — and he laid his hand upon his brother’s shoulder— “the issue is that I want us to understand each other, so that in what we do we may be sure that we do not act in haste or ignorance, but are doing it to the Lord.”

“Why don’t you come to the point!” exclaimed Oliver, with an angry light flashing from his eyes. “It seems to me that you are beating about the bush, and arguing with an opponent who does not offer opposition. Will you tell me once for all, and with that truthfulness in which you pride yourself, do you think that father has a right to treat us as he has done this evening?”

“Who are we that we should judge our father? Instead of coming to the point, you are going from it. It is not a question of whether father has a right. It appears to me quite simple that so long as we take the right path it does not matter who sets us first upon it, only let us be certain that the path is right. Do you consider, Ollie, what we are to father, and what he has been to us?”

“Jock,” cried Oliver, with a sudden burst of passion, the intensity of which took his brother by surprise, “it is because I consider it that it seems so hard; it is because I love him that it seems so hard that he should treat us as though he had no love at all. Why did he not ask us if we had no ambition in life entirely our own? Why did he treat us as though we were of no account? as though we were machines, without a single hope or purpose of our own? We might not be his children, for he seems to take no pleasure in our pleasures, as though our hopes were none of his.”

“Ollie, do you not see that you would do the very thing you are accusing father of? Consider yourself, and not him at all. There is one commandment which I think we children are too liable to overlook: ‘Honour thy father and thy mother, that thy days may be long upon the land which the Lord thy God giveth thee.’ It is clear to me that we have a right to choose our paths in life within certain limits; it is not at present so clear to me whether those paths which father has chosen are not the best for us. Of one thing we may rest assured — you know it, Ollie, as well as I — that he has chosen them in love, and because he thought them for the best.”

Before Oliver replied, he rose from his seat upon the sill, and flung his brother’s hand from off his shoulder.

“It may be love, but it is a curious way of showing it; he has managed so that if we offer an objection we shall seem disobedient! If he had consulted us before, we should at least have done — what you are so anxious we should do — understand each other. Of one thing I am determined; you cannot accuse me of instability in that, for I have been of the same mind ever since I can remember; nothing shall induce me to be a farmer.”

And with that he strode across the room, and before his brother could reply, passed through the door into his own.

So John was left alone. The first thing he did was to take a Bible, which lay upon his little writing-table, and hold it in his hand; he did not open it, but simply held it in his hand, as if it were comfortable to know that it was there. It was plain that whatever he might himself decide, his brother would not fall into their fathers plans; he knew Oliver so well, that he was aware that when one of his fits of obstinacy was upon him, neither rhyme nor reason would move him from his point; though he would not acknowledge it to himself, the position Oliver had taken up made his own task easier, for he had long resolved that where his brother went he would go too.

He set himself to logically argue out the matter, and this was how he reasoned. First of all, as to his taste for farming; it was one of the last careers he would himself have chosen; it would not be right to say, with Oliver, that he disliked it; his was one of those natures to which no kind of labour is actually ungrateful; he would rather do anything than nothing, but there were so many pursuits which were more congenial to his tastes that it amounted practically to the same. But his father wished it, he might say that his mother wished it too, for, in case of his father’s death, he would wish her to make his home hers, and he knew that no home would be really home to her other than the Daintree Farm.

Now, his love for his parents was real and true; if a favourable opportunity had offered, he would willingly have laid down his life for theirs. But the pitfall he was instinctively anxious to avoid was that of sentiment; he wanted to be sure that he was able to advance a real and right reason for whatever he might do. As he himself had said, his ideal of life was living unto God; he wanted to be convinced that he was making as much of life as possible. The more he thought of it the more he became persuaded that his father could not offer a single real and tangible reason why he should adopt the career of a farmer in preference to another; it was with him a question of sentiment, and of sentiment alone. What was the whole burden of his argument? “Because my fathers have held the farm, therefore you should hold it, and your children’s children.” John was very certain that it would be improper on his part to compel, or even to attempt to persuade, his children to adopt farming as their pursuit in life simply on such a ground as that; the notion was preposterous: how could he possibly tell what sort of children his would be? They might have abilities for anything but a farmers life; what should he do then? This presumptive case of his children was actually the case with him. Here was his father endeavouring to compel him to till the ground because, and only because, his ancestors tilled it in their time; what of that? In no sense was their case his. If tradition told the truth, it was, of all pursuits, the one most suited to their tastes, while exactly the contrary was the case with him. Not only so. No one could properly call young John Freeman vain of his own gifts, but it did occur to him that they were unlettered, ignorant men, while he had devoted every available hour of his life to learning, for the sole and express purpose that he might be able, in the highest sense, to devote that learning to the service of God.

Thus, so far from the balance of reason being on his father’s side, in John’s judgment it was palpably the other way. He had an exceptional power of being able to overrule his own desires that the truth might come uppermost. Love for his parents was a great factor in his nature, but it appeared to him that this was a case when that love might do good instead of harm; he was inwardly convinced that the state of life in which he would be able to do most good was not that in which his father would have him stay. Before he went to bed that night he brought the matter, as was his wont, to God. He decided that he would intercede with his father, that he would lay his own views before him and endeavour to win him over to his side; and he prayed the Lord that He would guide his father, his brother, and himself, that they might be led into the way of truth, and that they might do those things which were most to the credit of His holy name.


CHAPTER VI.

JOHN FREEMAN THE YOUNGER LAYS HIS VIEWS BEFORE HIS FATHER.

A WEEK passed and nothing was said. This was chiefly owing to the fact that they were just then in the first flush of harvesting. Every hour of the day every one in the house was busy; the old man had not a spare moment upon his hands, for, despite his age, and although he knew that he might have trusted John implicitly, he was here, there, and everywhere, seeing with his own eyes that the work was done; habit had become his second nature, and so long as he was able, it was plain that he could not find it in his heart to really relegate the chief authority to any one. Then, too, some of the reapers were as old as he himself. In his youth he had employed them, and in their age, although the time when they could do a hard day’s work was long since past, he employed them still. It was pleasant to see his bent form passing through the harvest-fields. Whenever he reached a sexagenarian reaper he would stop, and shake hands with him, and inquire how things were at home, and not unlikely they would fall into desultory chat, and remind each other of the harvests five-and-thirty years ago, and perhaps farther back than that; for ‘there were giants in those days.’

The old gentlemen would get together, sickle in one hand, cotton handkerchief in the other, and while the young ones were doing their full day’s work for their full day’s pay, would rake up their recollections of long ago, and recount the wonders they had seen. Nor was old John Freeman the most backward among them; they had done their full day’s work in their time, and now they might well be pardoned a little idleness; and if their talk was hardly intellectual, it was innocent, and they were simple souls.

“Ay,” one would say, mopping his head with his gorgeous handkerchief, “Muster Freeman, but d’ye mind you yeer when thy feether coomed least to hearvest hoom? ay, but ee (I) was but a leed, but ee meend it weel; ay, the Loord took heem as ‘tweer’s but a wee, preesed be Hees hooly neeme!”

“‘Tweer’s a reeghteous meen thy feether, Muster Freeman,” No. Two would say. “Ay, ‘tweer’s heem as wealked bleemeless before the Loord.”

“Seed hee (he) to ee (I),” would No. Three continue when Nos. One and Two were short of breath, “ay, I meend et weel— ‘tweer’s a dee like you, nee clood upon the skee. ‘Ay, Tummas,’ seed heer to ee, ‘‘tweer feen by heer, but ‘tweer feener,’ seed hee to ee, ‘eyont the skee.’”

But though old John Freeman might be led into a gossip now and then, he was tired out when the day was done, and young John could not find it in his heart to add to his burdens yet. Moreover, in his judgment, not only was it not a case in which there was need for haste, but it was better that there should be none; a day or two, or even a week or two, would be of no account; it was better to wait until the harvesting was done.

But Oliver thought otherwise, and it was his impatient impetuosity which forced him to speak before he had intended. To Oliver the season of harvest was peculiarly objectionable; it was a season when, if idleness was not actually impossible, for very shame he could not stand idle and useless by when all were working. One evening, the day’s work being done, he and John were walking through the half-reaped fields, and he chose that as a favourable opportunity for once more detailing his grievance for his brother’s edification. It was a glorious evening; even the old men who as a rule were able to draw up, from the bottomless well of their memory, recollections of seasons such as shall never be known again, were fain to acknowledge that they never had known finer days for harvest than the Lord was giving now. John and Oliver stood on a slope looking towards the setting sun, and as they noted the exceeding glory of the western sky the opening words of the twenty-fourth Psalm came to the mind of the elder brother, and almost unconsciously he uttered them aloud — 

“‘The earth is the Lord’s, and the fulness thereof; the world, and they that dwell therein. For He hath founded it upon the seas, and established it upon the floods. “Who shall ascend into the hill of the Lord? or who shall stand in His holy place? He that hath clean hands, and a pure heart, who hath not lifted up his soul unto vanity, nor sworn deceitfully!’ To think that any one could look upon a scene like this, and yet pretend to believe there is no God, and to think that any one could look upon such evidences of His loving-kindness, His power, His might, and yet deny His Presence! I don’t know how it is, but I always feel awed when I look upon a sunset, as though He were nearer to me then than at any other time. What are all the works of men compared unto the works of the Lord!”

The words were uttered in reverie rather than addressed to Oliver, and certainly there was nothing in them at which he could take offence; but he was in a captious mood, discontented with himself, therefore discontented with all besides — dreamily discontented, he knew not at what or why; it was in plaintive, querulous tones he commented upon his brother’s speech.

“All the works of men?” They had reached a hedge, he was seated on a stile, and John stood at his right hand. “Yes, indeed! if they are no better than mine are promising to be, they must be hardly worth the counting!”

He stopped, but seeing that John made no reply he went on, still in the same complaining fashion.

“You say you are going to speak to father; why don’t you speak to him now? what is the use of putting it off from day to day? That is the policy you have pressed upon me all my life, postponement and delay; and yet you always say that life’s so very real! At present, my life is nothing but a sham; I hate the work — I hate it all! it is so miserably small! there is nothing to look forward to! it cramps my energies, I feel as though I were in a prison, I want to break loose from it all; every hour it becomes harder to bear!”

“That is just the secret — you want to break loose from it all. You are like a child, who longs, he knows not why, to be a man; it is well for him, when he is a man, if he does not long to be a child again.”

“That is how you always talk to me, as though I were a child.” So spoke Oliver, the man of twenty. “In what am I so particularly childish I should like to know?”

That is a favourite way with us; quick to suspect some one of finding fault, we turn upon the speaker as though we are of all things desirous that he should show us in what our faults might be. We go out of our way indeed to invite his criticism, but woe betide him if he accept our invitation; we turn upon him in a passion, as though he were guilty of a crime than which none could be more heinous; we bring the judgment upon ourselves, and then we actually attack the judge whom we have brought for coming! Poor human nature! how we deceive ourselves! Only with difficulty can we bring ourselves to own that we are imperfect, as though it were possible to be perfect until we have removed our imperfections, forgetting — how often we forget! — that “if we say we have no sin, we deceive ourselves, and the truth is not in us.” For this reason John was careful not to answer Oliver’s question which he so pointedly put. Had he desired to enter into controversy, he might have answered it with another, “In what are you not childish?” For, practically, in everything his was the nature of a child; seven-tenths of his speeches were the utterances of a child; his impatience of control was unworthy of a man; the dreamy, unsettled condition of his mind resembled in no slight degree that curious stage of the infantile imagination when it is possessed by a half-doubtful belief in the nonsensical lore of fairydom. But of all things, the one which John was most desirous to avoid was such a controversy as that, so he ignored the question utterly. With half a smile he turned towards his brother and said — 

“You must forgive me, Ollie, but it really seems to me that your objection to farming applies to a pursuit of any kind; what is it you would like to be?”

But Oliver was posed; nor was his case an exceptional one. There are many Oliver Freemans in the world, possessed with a restless, unreasonable distaste for that station in life in which they are at present placed, yet who would be quite unable to give you a clear definition of what other they would prefer instead; as though life were to be trifled with like that; as though existence were a plaything; as though the fleeting humour of every passing moment were to make a human soul its sport and pastime! Oliver, being unable to satisfactorily answer such a query, resorted to the usual method in such a case; he threw himself into a rage.

“I’m not going to trifle any longer” — as though anybody but himself had been trifling all along—” if you don’t speak to father, I will! I’ve yielded to you too much already; no wonder you think me nothing but a child” — the morally weak have always a tendency to harp upon their own sore points—” I’ll go straight to father, and tell him all.”

And he sprang off the stile, with the intention of carrying his threat into instant execution; but this John would by no means allow. He knew what sort of telling his would be, so he laid his hand upon his brother’s shoulder, and held him fast.

“Let me go!” cried Oliver, “let me go, do you hear? I will be dictated to no longer, for I’ll tell him all!”

“Ollie,” said John very gravely, still detaining his angry brother, “this will not do; we agreed that this should be my business. If I had my way I would wait till father had the harvest off his mind, and were not so worn and weary; but since you insist on having yours, I promise you that I will speak to him to-night before the sun goes down.”

With that Oliver had to be content. With little grace he accepted his brother’s promise, and returned to his rest upon the stile; John turned to go, and leave him there.

“Mind,” said Oliver, as he saw the action, “mind, let there be no mistake about it; I will not stay, nothing will induce me to. If you hold out any possibility of such a thing, you do it on your own responsibility, not mine.”

John had already gone some steps, but as Oliver ceased he stopped, and turning again, addressed to him a few last words. His face was very calm and cold, but Olivers was hot and flushed. Just then a cloudlet flashed between the sun and them, and cast them into temporary shadow.

“I am sorry that you cannot trust me.” Oliver’s manner had stung him into something like a retort at last, but he spoke rather in pain than anger. “You would be the sole arbiter of your own life; I do not blame you; but have you considered if your strength be equal to your burden? You will find it easier to throw down than to build up again.”
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Before Oliver could answer, he turned, and walked quickly down the slope in the direction of the farm. Only once he paused by the way, and that was by the stile which led into the yard. He hesitated a moment, and moved into the shadow of the hedge; he took his hat off, and bowed his head in silent prayer for his father, his mother, and his brother, and himself in the last place of all. It was an axiom with John Freeman the younger, from the practice of which he never swerved, on all occasions whatsoever, when troubles overtook him, to bring them to the Lord.

When he crossed the stile the first persons whom he saw, standing in the porch, were his mother and his sisters. The porch was an old-fashioned structure, paved with stone, a wooden settle on either side, shrined, at this season of the year, in a canopy of bankshia roses; his mother stood on one side, looking across the fields, while her daughter stood upon her left, twined arm-in-arm.

“Where’s thy brother?” his mother asked, as he came up the path; “did not he go with thee across the fields?”

“Yes, mother,” answered John, as he raised his hat and, stooping, kissed her upon the brow, for never was a son more observant of outward courtesies than John, “and he is there yet, dreaming, perhaps, golden dreams. He is or was, when last I saw him, sitting on the stile in the upper field, looking towards the setting sun. Where is father?”

Whether there was something in the tone in which he asked the question, which struck warningly upon her ear, or whether her affection caused hereto be constantly on the alert, a frightened look came upon her patient face, and she glanced sharply towards him.

“Thy father? He is in the room; dost thou want to speak to him, my lad? I will come with thee then.”

“Nay, mother,” and laying his hands upon her shoulders he prevented her from moving, “that cannot be. What I have to say to father I must say to him alone; it is better so.”

“John!” his mother cried; but already he was gone, and, seeing it was so, she put her hands up to her face, and sank upon a settle in the porch.

Old John Freeman was seated in solitary state, his long churchwarden between his lips, when his son came in; his coat was off, for the evening was warm, and his waistcoat was unbuttoned. He was in that calm, contented mood which was characteristic of him at the evening hour, happy in the Lord. There are few feelings so comfortable — it is the secret of the elixir of happiness in life — as the consciousness that we have done our duty; let us only be sure of that and we need fear no evil. “Thy rod and Thy staff,” verily, “they comfort me.” It is at such seasons that we are able, in entire sympathy with the Psalmist, to say, “Rest in the Lord, and wait patiently for Him.”

When the door opened and John entered, his face lit up with a glad smile, and he held out his hand to him.

“Well, lad, and art thou come? I was thinking of thee at that very moment — of thee, and of thy brother too. What a harvest ’tis we’re having! How great is the Lord’s goodness unto us! John, when thy time comes, be careful that ye always thank the Lord for all the mercies which He sends.”

John made no reply; it was touching too nearly upon the business on which he came. He moved round the table, and sat down opposite his father, so that his back was to the window. There was silence for some few seconds, he looking at his father, and his father looking back at him.

“Well, lad,” said his father, still speaking cheerily, wholly unsuspicious of what was in the air, “what is it thou hast to say? I see thou hast something on thy mind. Is there aught wrong in harvesting? Or is it something of thy own concerns?”

Again John paused before replying. Then, leaning across the table, in those low, clear tones which were peculiar to him — 

“Father,” he said, “we have been good sons to you, both Oliver and I?”

His father stared; he did not see the drift of the question, and was surprised at it.

“And that thou hast, the best of sons; I thank the Lord in that He has given me my children as an heritage from Him.” It was said with such unconscious simplicity and heartiness that it almost stopped John’s lips, as though the words contained a reflection on what was yet to follow.

“Father,” continued John, strangely at a loss, feeling wholly unable to approach the subject with his usual straightforward frankness, “you remember how David was appointed to keep the sheep, how Simon and Andrew were fishers; such, doubtless, they were appointed by their fathers, and in each case the appointment was a worthy one, for both the keeper of the sheep and the fisherman are worthy before the Lord. But the Lord bad given them special gifts, which, while not actually disqualifying them for their places, qualified them more especially for other services.” He paused, while his father, wholly at a loss to know what he was aiming at, waited for him to continue in a condition of mind very like bewilderment.

“Father, do not think that I would compare ourselves to them, but I believe that the principles which apply in their case may be applied in others. I believe that I do not speak without consideration when I say that I think” — he paused, and looked his father steadily in the face—” that it is not impossible they may apply in ours.”

“May apply in yours!” cried old John, more and more bewildered. “What do you mean, my lad? I do not follow thee one whit! Thou dost not mean to say that thou thinkest thyself a David, or a Simon Peter, or an Andrew?”

“Nay, father, indeed I do not say that; but consider their cases for a moment. All three of them were trained, and doubtless intended by their father, to take one walk in life, while the Lord willed that they should take au other.” Again he stopped, so that the old man might have an opportunity of following his meaning in its entirety. “Do you not think that that might be the case, in a lesser degree, with other sons and other fathers — with you and us?”

His father rose instantly, and, laying his pipe upon the table, looked down at John.

“Do I not think what? Lad, why dost thou not speak plainly what thou hast in thy heart to speak, so that I may understand thee well?”

The old man’s voice was no more cheery, but hard and stern, though there was a quiver in it too. John’s voice was still low and quiet, though his heart was beating fast, as he explained his point for his father’s comprehension.

“This is what I mean; and if you will bear with me a while I will try to make it clear to you where the analogy exists. You have decided that we shall be farmers; you have done it out of love for us, we know it, and because you believe it for the best; but, father, you must forgive me what I say,” for he noted the strange look upon the old man’s face. “You have decided without consulting us in any way; you have never endeavoured to learn what were our own views upon the matter. If you had done so you would have saved me this explanation now, for the hearts of neither of us incline to farming.”

The old man never spoke a word; he was silent for some moments, and then he sank back in his chair. John, startled at his looks, rose and moved towards him; but he warned him from him with a gesture.

“Do not touch me now; sit thee down and let me hear thee out; this is a new lesson thou art teaching me. I have long known thy learning was before my own, but I knew not that it went so far as this would seem; all my study is of His Word, and thou art showing me old truths anew. So your hearts incline not to your father’s ways; this I wist not before. Whither would ye go?”

There was a new ring of bitterness, of sarcastic irony in his voice and manner, John had not heard before. He answered in the same calm tone, though, if his father had chosen to look, he would have seen the trouble in his face.

“On that matter we would consult with you.”

“That is good of ye, that is very good. But let us have no shilly-shallying now. I have been blind as yet. Let my eyes be wide-opened now. Thou hast likened thyself to Peter. It may be that I am like to Paul, for the scales are falling from my eyes, that I may see the truth. When ye say your hearts do not incline to farming, what is it that ye mean? Tell it in plain words.”

“All our lives long we have longed for other things; indeed we have trained ourselves for other things. We would not bind ourselves to farming.”

“So” — and in the bitterness of his father’s tone the son knew that the bitterness of his heart was speaking—” this is to be the end of all that I had hoped. These are the children of mine heritage. Seven-and-twenty years ago, when first I saw thy face, I thanked the Lord for giving me a son who should fill my place when I was gone. I thanked the Lord in haste. Year after year, as I saw thy strength increasing, I thanked the Lord in all my waking hours; for I saw in thee a successor more worthy than myself. I have builded mine house upon the sand, and the winds and the waves have swept it down.”

Although he ceased, John found never a word to say. He stood motionless as a statue. He had anticipated his fathers feelings, and knew him so well that he felt that to attempt to comfort him in this first hour would be worse than vain. His desire was great, but his power small. The old man sat, one hand upon the table, staring into vacancy, a stony look upon his face, and his son thought that he had never seen him look so old before.

“When my father was alive he bade me bring up my sons that they might take up the trust which he had committed to my charge. I had already thanked the Lord that I had fulfilled his bidding; and this is to be the end of all. Well indeed is it written, ‘ Take no thought for the morrow; for the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself. Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.’ I am like that man who built great barns, and stored his riches, and bade his soul eat, drink, and be merry; but he reckoned without His God.”

And the old man bowed his head upon his hands. Seeing which John approached to comfort him; but his father waved him from him with a restless movement. So, after momentary hesitation, John left the room to seek his mother and send her to him, that she might fulfil the divine office of a woman — to comfort in affliction.


CHAPTER VII.

A FATHER’S TROUBLE.

IN one day it almost seemed as if ten years had been added to John Freeman’s age. He had not seemed so old as his years before, now he seemed their senior. All at once the iron had entered into his soul; the blow had been struck by the hand from which he least expected it. How often that is in life! how often he or she who has been nearest and dearest to our hearts is the one who breaks them at the last! “O the depths of the riches both of the wisdom and knowledge of God! how unsearchable are His judgments, and His ways past finding out.” One thing we know, and what need we know but that? that all He does is right, “For as the heaven is high above the earth, so great is His mercy toward them that fear Him.”

Yet such a sight as that which John Freeman presented now is not without its pathos.

Almost the hardest knowledge which can be ours is the knowledge that the hopes, the mortal hopes — for immortal hopes can never undergo any change but in fulfilment — of a life are blighted. It is not necessary that those hopes should be reasonable ones; we do not stop to consider whether we have a right to count upon their realisation; right or wrong, logical or illogical, when the hopes of a life are blighted, life seems blighted too.

And these dreams which John Freeman dreamed were neither unnatural nor uncommon. Most fathers, to whom their sons are dear, nourish in their hearts the trust that, when their time comes, their sons will occupy the place which they now fill. The father rejoices in his prosperity, not for his own sake only, but for the sake of those who shall come after him; he thanks the Lord in that he has been permitted to obey the apostolic injunction, “For the children ought not to lay up for the parents, but the parents for the children.” That is a trying hour in his life when he learns that his efforts have been in great part thrown away, for his children will not follow the road which he has marked out for them, but are bent on marking out one of their own.

To old John Freeman it was doubly and trebly bitter. He had been, as he himself said, like the rich man who stored up his riches in his barns, and bade his soul eat, drink, and be merry, certain that what he desired would come to pass. He had been blind, and blindness is a pitiable state, in any case whatever. we unto him who is blind and cannot see things as they are! It was the fault rather of his education than his nature, for as a rule he was shrewd enough, and clear-sighted as any man. What he had longed for he had longed for so intensely that because of the strength of his longing he had taken for granted that it would be. It had never entered into his imagination that a son of his could desire to be anything but a farmer. That, again, is no uncommon state of mind. A father is inclined to think that of course his son’s tastes will be his own, and it cuts him to the heart if he finds that they are antagonistic. In the old man’s eyes no earthly pursuit was to be compared to farming; his reverence of it was almost sacred, indeed it came next to his Bible. It was a pursuit handed down from father to son through the ages in perpetuity; to his knowledge no Freeman had ever followed another craft, and he knew none which one could follow now. He turned to his Bible and rejoiced to see that all the patriarchs, from the days of Adam to the days of Israel, had been tillers of the soil; it was the lot which was ordained by God for man; it was the lot which the Freemans had always taken up with willing hearts; it was, as we have said, almost sacred in his eyes, it was the family tradition; from time immemorial the Freemans had been righteous, God-fearing men, and farmers. Unconsciously the two were together — righteousness and farming — in his mind; was the sequence to be broken now? were they, in these later days, to throw off the traditions of their fathers, and seek new gods.

The first result, when he fully understood what John desired to convey, was to shun him; he was dismayed — the thing was wicked. By degrees, if we continue in one groove all our lives, we begin to think that those who are not in our groove are of those who err; and this quite conscientiously, and in perfect simplicity of heart. More especially is this applicable to our children. If they move out of one particular groove, that in which we have endeavoured to bring them up, and in which we ourselves were trained, because they do so we are almost inclined to fear they sin, forgetting that there are diversities of gifts, that we are to “covet earnestly the best, and yet,” with Paul, “show I unto you a more excellent way.” The strong man, who had never really felt his age before, bowed his head upon his hands, and trembled like a leaf. Now he was old; he had been young before. Ordinarily a very clear line of demarcation is that which divides youth from age; the young too often is he who says unto his soul, “Eat, drink, and be merry;” the old, the same man when God has said to him, “Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee.” We have no right to be young only when we have what we desire, and old when what we would have is no more ours. Is that the spirit in which we say, “Thy will be done?” Age had come on him like a thief in the night, in an instant he had been stricken down, and for the first time for many and many a year the old man wept. “Lord, now lettest Thou Thy servant depart in peace,” was his prayer, though in a very different spirit to Simeon s. How fatal a mark it is of human nature that we are always most ready to “depart in peace” when we are stricken by the Lord, while we are always willing to put off His coming when the sky is clear, the sun is shining, and we have all the fruits of the earth to thank Him for!

The old man’s solitude was disturbed by the door being opened at his back, and his wife entering so gently that she did not rouse him by her coming. Unconscious of her presence, he never moved, but still stayed with his head bowed upon his hands. Stepping very quietly, she approached his side, and laid her hand upon his shoulder.

“My man,” said she, and her voice was very gentle, “my man, what is it’s ailing thee?” He started at her touch, but never raised his face; he kept his head still bowed, and his frame still shook with the emotion he could not command. As though he were a child, and she his mother, very tenderly her arm stole round his neck, and she stooped down so that his cheek was touching hers.

“My man,” and her homely voice had that rare music which a womans has when she would comfort those she loves, “my man, is it hard to bear? is it thy own trouble? nay, what is thine is mine; ’tis for thy lass to share.”

He raised his head, and turned his eyes so that they looked into hers. Her simple, kindly face was full of sympathy, and there was a dimness in her loving eyes. His rugged features had undergone a surprising change — a change which she was amazed to see; the strong man was all at once weak as a child; his sternness had melted like a summer cloud; in the first moments of bewilderment it seemed to her that he was a wreck of what he was. The determination of his mouth had gone, and his lips twitched with painful weakness; the lines of strength upon his cheeks and brow were lines of weakness now; his eyes were filled with tears; his whole manner was touchingly pathetic, it was so like a child’s; but in his voice was the greatest change of all. In weak, trembling accents — 

“My lass,” he said, “the days of the years of my pilgrimage have been many and long, many and blessed have they been, but the evil days have come, when the sound of the grinding is low, and the silver cord is loosed, and the golden bowl is broken; for all of my life that remains to me is vanity.”

She did not ask again what it was that ailed him, she knew without the asking; she had looked forward to this hour with a trembling fear no words could tell, but now that it had come, her nature rose superior to her sorrow, and her strength was equal to her need; she forgot herself in him; she fulfilled that first requirement of true love, for in his sorrow she cared nothing for her own.

“My man,” she said, and she knelt down by his side, still with her arm about his neck, and whispered very gently in his ear, “my man, is it so very hard to bear? Is it meet that in this thine hour thou shouldst forget thy Lord? Is He not to thee a very present help in trouble?— ‘Cast thy burden upon the Lord, and He shall sustain thee: He shall never suffer the righteous to be moved.’ Ay, how often hast thou proved it true! Canst thou not cast this thy burden on the Lord?”

The old man did not at once reply; he sat quite still, looking in his wife’s sweet face; and when he did speak, he raised his hand and smoothed the hair from off his brow.

“Lass, lass!” and his voice was still weak and faltering, “all that is left to me — all that is left, my own old wife. ‘If I am bereaved of my children, I am bereaved.’ The Lord — the Lord is very good.”

“My man,” said she, “thou hast no right in speaking so; thou art not bereaved of thy children; as they have been good children, so are they still; maybe they see not their father’s wisdom, but thon know’st they see their father’s love.”

“Love!” and for the first time he was something like his old self again; his voice was stern, and his face was strong, and he looked upon his wife as her master and her man. “What call’st thon love? is love in a child without obedience? How sharper than a serpent’s tooth is an ungrateful child! I tell thee there is no truth without proof, and the proof of love is an obedient child. When I was young, could I have loved my father had I been disobedient to his will? if I had opposed mine to his, and so made an end of all that made life worth to him? Nay, lass; my lads and I go different ways. So long I deemed that mine was theirs, but it seems that I was wrong; let them take their own, and leave me to die in mine! Is that a childlike love?”

His wife tried to interpose a word, for his anger now was as bad to her as his grief before; but he prevented her by rising from his seat and pacing to and fro.

“But am I a child that I am dismayed by them? Nay; I will show them, though I am their father, I am not dead yet; they shall draw from me no tears; and though they break my heart I will hold up my head; and though they bring my grey hairs in sorrow to the grave, my face shall wear a smile. This is the reward of children! this is mine heritage from the Lord! But a night ago I dreamed that I was as a green bay-tree, fanned by the fertile breezes, and my seed inherited the land, and lived in honour before the Lord; but in the night an enemy has come, and my dream is dead! Oh, how have I been like unto the fool in the parable, and how has the Lord said unto me, ‘Thou fool, this night thy soul shall be required of thee!?”

And the old man stood in the centre of the room, his clenched hands hanging by his sides, his face turned up to heaven, as though he saw, beyond the evening sky, in very truth the Lord, who thus spake unto his soul. There was silence. Then his wife, rising from her knees, moved across the room to him.

“John,” she said, “my man, is’t not a radiant sky? Is not the Lord gracious and long-suffering? See how the fields are ripe unto the harvest. See how the evening shadows bring peace unto the weary day. Dost mind thy own best psalm? “Bless the Lord, O my soul; and all that is within me, bless His holy name. Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all His benefits... Like as a father” — and the womans voice sank into the softest whisper as she spoke the words which have thrilled through the hearts of all those countless myriads to whom they are so dear—” Like as a father pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth them that fear Him” — and the woman s head sank upon his bosom, and she wept.

 

“How sweet the name of Jesus sounds 

In a believer’s ear!

It soothes his sorrows, heals his wounds, 

And drives away his fear.”

 

How true it is! The simple repetition of the words of Scripture had gone right to his heart, and his better self was back again. If we would only understand, if we would only realise the power, the strength, which is given by the mere utterance, “In a believer’s ear,” what a lesson we should learn! No voice of poet, no strain of melody, can be equal to the sound of the voice of God. If we always strive, in all times of peril and of need, of sickness and of health, of joy and sorrow, of youth and age, to hear that voice, even as we strive to hear the voice of love, what a hearing ours would be!

Old John Freeman pressed his wife to his bosom, and held her there. “Like as a father pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth them that fear Him.” The words seemed to open up the fountains of his heart, and for a time he was bereft of speech. And when he did speak, his voice was no more stern, but almost as soft and gentle as his wife’s had been.

“God bless thee, lass. Thou art very good to me. How many a time hast thou kept my feet from slipping! I know no want while thou art still mine own.”

So they remained, folded in each other’s arms. Whom God has joined, let no man put asunder. She was to him a present help in trouble. Happy is the man whose wife is of the Lord!

“My man,” said she, when calm was restored again — she was still in her husband’s arms, looking up at him with a trustful smile upon her tender face, and they still stood where the sunset rays lighted up their forms— “my man, what is it you would do?”

“Lass” — they were sweethearts once again, he a lad and she a lass—” lass, I cannot say. We will take it to the Lord, and He will guide.”

“You will not be hard upon the lads?”

“I will not be hard!” But his voice was not so gentle now.

“Ye will bear it in your mind that they are but lads, and lads are aye hardly ruled, but love to rule; and if they are bent in their own ways, ye will be soft to them, and love them still, and forgive them too.”

“My lass,” and he spoke with a trace of his old sternness, “this is a new matter which I have yet hardly learned; it is new to me that the sons shall rule the father, and not the father rule the sons. We will bring the matter to the Lord and He will guide; hitherto I wist not it was read rightly thus.” Insensibly his form grew straight again; unconsciously he loosed his hold and let his wife pass from his bosom. With the best will in the world he could not treat his sons’ behaviour in this off-hand fashion; he was very English in his stubbornness and his stability; he could not throw off in a moment the traditions of generations, the hopes of a lifetime, even if he would; and he would not, for they had been dear to him as his own life.

“What would you have me do? you would not have me sin? and from my childhood upwards I was taught that, next to God, a son owed obedience to his father. Is it a light thing that, in mine age, I should throw aside the teaching of my youth lest I seem stern? Not so, my lass; we will take it to the Lord and He will guide.”

“But,” said she, persisting, as women will do when they have their point at heart, “but they love thee dearly; I will answer for it that they do.”

“Wife,” — and now, indeed, his voice was strong and decided as it used to be, “wife, thou must not press me now; thou knowest I will not act in haste. This hour has been the bitterest I have known; in time, it may be, the bitterness will pass, and then I will listen to all thou hast to say; at present,” and his words were tinged with bitterness, “I am in no mood to hearken to thy advocacy of their cause.”

The words conveyed, or it seemed to her that they conveyed, reproach; that was hard to bear; her tender soul was hurt at the slightest sign that he was grieved, and grieved by her. She again put her arms about his neck and pillowed her head upon his breast. It is proper and righteous before the Lord that the woman should naturally cling to her husband in distress.

“My man! my man! thou art not hurt at me; thou knowest I am on thy side; but I do love thee so well that I love thy children too.”

The application of the word “thy” was a very woman’s stroke; it insinuated that she loved them not for her own sake, but for his, because they were from him. He did not reply in words, but stooping, sealed her lips with a long and loving kiss; so they were one again.

But though peace still reigned in the house, it was not the peace of yore. The old man was changed, bodily and mentally, and his bodily change was the evidence of his mental one. Strive how he would, it was not in his power to deny that a blow had been struck, and that the blow had gone well home. All at once he had become aged indeed, and the fact was the more lamentable because he endeavoured to deny that it was so. He would still do, or, rather, strive to do, what he was wont to do; he would still strive to see that work was done. It was pitiable to see his failure, more pitiable still to see his grief at it. He could not walk without a stick, nor much with that; yet every morning, breakfast being done, he would set out to journey through the fields to see how harvest was progressing, but, unknown to him, they watched him from afar. Once they found him sitting beneath a hedge, his stick lying by his side, crying as though his heart would break; and again, leaning against a tree, trying to totter on, crying all the time.

“Wife,” he said on this occasion, when they brought him home, “I am like that fig-tree to which Jesus said, ‘Cut it down; why cumbereth it the ground?’” And he cried again; and though his wife strove, in her loving, patient way, to comfort him, like Rachel weeping for her children, he would not be comforted.

But the truth was that in this matter the Lord had nearly discovered him in a very grievous sin — idolatry; instead of repining, he should have thanked the Lord for saving him from himself before it was too late. But how often do we not persist in reading life’s history our own way and not the Lord’s! This old man, who was so near to God, and had indeed striven faithfully to be His servant, had, unconsciously, almost set up an idol of his own; that idol was his farm. “O Lord,” he had often said in his heart, and meant it too, “gladly would I give up all for Thee!” And yet, even standing on the threshold of eternity, it cut him to the heart to give up his farm. He was practically rebelling against the Lord’s decree by closing his eyes against the evidence of His will. Idolatry is the subtlest of sins; it is the most heinous, yet the easiest disguised; with characteristic art the devil selects his worst devilry, and so dresses it up that at first sight we are inclined to mistake it for God Himself. Consider what a peril that is, and yet it is not impossible that each one of you who reads is trifling with it now.

John Freeman had certainly been so doing, and not only had been, but was still; at the eleventh hour of his life his love for his farm was rivalling his love for God; it was almost the parable of the Great Supper over again; he was not very different from those men who “all with one consent began to make excuse.” Make no mistake about it, you cannot serve God and mammon; and if mammon does at any time, in any shape whatever, intercede between you and God, you are in awful peril of your soul. There is no excuse for any one to plead ignorance; the word “mammon” signifies “the god of riches;” if you allow that god to intrude itself between you and your God, or worship it in any shape whatever, then it is plain as Holy Writ that you must be in peril of your soul.

Old John Freeman’s star threatened to sink in mist; it had shone in a cloudless sky so far, and now, for the first time, it threatened to grow dim. And though we confess that his position has its pathetic side, yet in the pathos we must not forget the fact; when filled with tears — a common state of things with some — our eyes grow dim, and we must be careful that we do not lose our sight through grief. It is easy to keep one’s head above water-mark when the tide is low; it requires a strong swimmer to do it when the tide is high; so it is easy to be strong, and bold, and happy, to thank the Lord, when one’s path is filled with roses, and there is all the heart desires; it is a different thing when it is the Lord’s way, not ours, when, to our eyes, everywhere are clouds, and the way is dark. Yet it is obvious that if we are to say “Thy will be done” at all, we must say it always, and always in the same spirit; it is simple mockery — and let him beware who mocks the Lord — to say “Thy will be done” only when the will is ours, or to say it with perfect content and full meaning only when our pet schemes are being fulfilled. Yet this was what John Freeman seemed to think that he might do; he had said “Thy will be done” with great heartiness all his life long; but now all at once he found that his will clashed with the Lord’s, and if he said it at all, it was with faltering lips and in trembling tones.

This was a very perilous, a very pitiable thing; yet, if you consider it well, you will perceive that it is not the element of pity which should strike us as of the first importance.


CHAPTER VIII.

BROTHERS AND SISTERS.

IT was a grievous thing to all that household the change which had come upon its head. So long the Lord had blessed them in one way, that they hesitated now that He evidenced His mercy and His wisdom in another. At first, so were they taken by surprise, that they almost failed to see, in this new aspect of affairs, that the Lord was still unchanged, the same yesterday, to-day, and for ever, allwise, all-loving, and all-good. That is not seldom the case with us; when a sudden apparent change sweeps across the even tenor of our lives, we are amazed, rebellious even, apt to forget, in the first flush of our surprise, that though seemingly all has changed, really all is still the same; for to the man who has builded his house upon the rock, the storms may rage, and the winds may blow, the face of nature may seem changed; but to him, secure in his habitation, wise in his trust, firm in the Bock of Ages, all is still the same.

Hitherto the chief characteristic of the Freeman family had been that they were indeed one family, in spirit and in truth; they had been one household in faith, one in love, and one in hope. Now this was changed, or seemed to be; the spirit of dissension had come in. A family is not unlike a house built on piles; while all remain, the house is firm, but let one be taken away, and it either comes toppling down, or shames the building by falling away from the perpendicular; it is no more symmetrical, no more a house in which one would like to live. This spirit of dissension which had come had practically the same results as though a pile had been removed; the family was all awry, out of the perpendicular. The consciousness that this was so was by no means pleasant, the more unpleasant because of the contrast it presented. — Undoubtedly a united family is righteous before the Lord; a disunited family, one whose members are at variance with each other, is, in the sense which the Lord intended it to be, no family at all. The idea of a family presupposes unison. We speak of one family, and one body, the words are almost synonymous; and he or she, father or mother, son or daughter, who brings strife into a family, does that which is not righteous before the Lord. Through all these years there had been no sign of strife in the Daintree household; and though, in the vulgar sense, there was no actual strife now, there was dissension, and the knowledge that it was so was a pain to all.

But each looked at it in a different way. Perhaps of the children the one who felt it deepest was the eldest, John; and that because his feelings were logical, and, to the best of his ability, founded on sound sense. He loved his father with that love which desires to reverence, but, study the matter as he would, he could not but feel that in this matter his father was not right, but wrong; moreover, it seemed to him that he was doubly wrong, for he was wronging himself and seeking to wrong his children too. Unconsciously, young John’s mind was intensely critical; he criticised himself so thoroughly, strove so hard to live up to his own high standard, that, almost without his knowing it, he looked at others with the same eyes with which he looked upon himself.

There was always one great leading question which he asked himself on all occasions of uncertainty, Was a thing right or wrong, judged by the standard of the Book and of the Lord? We have ill-performed our task if we have led any to suppose that he was what is commonly called a “prig,” or that his was in any way the spirit of the Pharisee. On the contrary, his frame of mind was one of unstudied humility; he did not rate himself highly, because he did not rate himself at all; it was his earnest endeavour to follow the Lord in what he deemed the spirit of the Lord; he bore constantly in mind the words of Christ, “If any man will come after Me, let him deny himself, and take up his cross, and follow Me,” and it was his chief desire to find that field in which his powers might be of most service, and in which he would so be enabled to live best unto the Lord. After much and mature deliberation, it appeared to him that that field he had found; and since his father would neither listen to reason nor argument, would not even give him an opportunity to explain his views, but simply relied on the sentiment of very fallible family traditions, it seemed to John that, at best, he was considering himself before the Lord: therefore it pained him the more to think that in his sorrow — which being the father’s was the son’s — he was not right, but wrong.

Oliver, too, was grieved at the position his father occupied, but on grounds very different to those his brother held. The ruling principle of his life was that which is the ruling principle of so many, selfishness. It assumes, as do all things evil, a myriad disguises. In his case he called it, and perhaps believed he rightly called it, ambition — that voice, which he was so fond of speaking of, within his breast, which told him that in the future he should do great things. It was only now and then that his selfish soul peeped out, for though his life was, consciously or not, dedicated to himself, when he liked his manners were so winning, his tongue so eloquent, and his face so fair, that people wholly occupied with the exterior, forgot to examine what was within. In his eyes his father’s conduct was selfishness personified; he never stopped to consider who was the wiser, the father or the son, but, after the manner of his kind, he at once agreed that he whose views were not his own must of necessity be wrong. None the less, and though he was firmly resolved that nothing should induce him to make his fathers way his own, his conscience pinched him when he saw the old man’s sorrow, and how greatly he was changed. In a curiously unreal fashion tender-hearted, although he had been, and still was, the cause of it, he grieved to see his father’s grief. Therefore, actuated by a sort of mock remorse, his demeanour was meek and gentle, and he strove to be pleasant unto all; aware too, that now his brother had put his hand unto the plough, he would drive straight on, and not stay until he had cut the furrow, he felt that he might delicately shift the action on to his shoulders, and pose as a passive if agreeing agent in his hands.

Thus the attitude of these two was one of sympathy, but not of acquiescence; they were sorry for their fathers trouble, but not so sorry that they would yield an inch to remove the cause of it. With their sisters, sorrow assumed a more practical form; so distressed were they, that they yearned with all their hearts for that reconciliation which would bring peace again. And to this end they resolved to seek an interview with the two lads, and so work upon their hearts that they should be melted back to obedience and love again.

Now these girls were sisters of whom any might be proud, and they loved their brothers with all their heart and soul; loving their father too, it seemed to them a bitter thing that between those whom they loved so well there should be strife instead of harmony. Crediting themselves with persuasive powers, it further seemed to them that what really was the cause of this falling out between the father and his sons was that neither side completely understood the other, and in their sweet wise way they determined that they would take advantage of the first occasion to instruct these rebellious youths up to the full measure of their own superior understanding.

Mary was the eldest. She was a very angel of the home. She was tall and very fair; her hair was golden, and defied all efforts of the brush to keep it straight; it would crimple, and the waving, laughing tresses would scorn all sense of order; how often Mary’s hand would steal up to her brow to brush away the rebel lock which would trespass upon another’s ground! For it was not fair that it should seek to hide that pleasant brow, which was so smooth and white, denoting truth and honesty as plainly as though the words were written there. Her eyes were merry, laughing eyes, those eyes which are infectious in their gaiety, and which it is a hard heart which looks upon and does not love. Her nose was small, a tiny Roman, in the fashion of her brother John’s, but on a smaller scale; it gave her face the firmness which it needed, showing that this damsel, despite her laughing eyes and laughing hair, had a determination and a force of character which were all her own, a showing which was well seconded by her mouth and chin, which though tender were still strong.

Alice was her graver half — the ideal daughter of a father’s heart. Her face was full of love. God, whose name is Love, in His Almighty love peoples with not a few such faces a struggling world. You knew at once, when you looked upon this girl, that here was one who would merge all thought of self in her unceasing thought for others. That is the epitome of love, and that was her practice in her daily life. She was two years her sister’s junior, and not quite so tall. She was dark, while her sister was so fair, with great brown eyes, very thoughtful, and very tender too. She was not beautiful in the common acceptation of the word. But if we are to judge a face by the tale it tells, then hers was beautiful indeed. There was gentleness in every line of it, and power too, and that power which the truly gentle nature exercises over every other with which it comes in contact, and which is not wholly bad; that refining influence which, insensibly exerted though oftentimes it is, does influence coarser natures in a wondrous way. With all her gravity, she was not austere, but had the rare faculty of shedding happiness on all around. One felt better in her presence, though one knew hardly why; and wherever she might go, peace and contentment seemed to follow in her train.

Mary was the sun, bright, merry, and strong. Alice was the cloud, with the sun behind. The earth was parched with thirst, and the cloud destroyed itself to minister unto its need; and by degrees, as the sweet, glad, grateful drops came falling one by one through the mist, the earth began to see that the cloud was melting into light, until all at once it woke to the consciousness that its wants were satisfied, and was surprised to find that, after all, the glory of the sun was upon land and shy. Her gravity was but the cloak; her heart was light and bright, and it was only when one knew her well that one perceived her gravity no more, but only the light, bright, true girl’s heart within.

These two, communing with each other, grieving at the appearance of dissension where before was none, were assured, or deemed they were, that their sweet selves had but to pour balm upon the wounds, and they would heal, oil upon the troubled waters, and there would be no more storms. It was a goodly sight to see these lasses, in the silence of their chamber, when the night was still, nestling side by side, striving to acquaint each other how this sorrow might be turned to joy. And one would lay her head upon the other’s breast, and they would muse a while; and they would get their Bible and turn its wisdom-laden leaves, seeking that guidance which they longed to find. And they would read, as ofttimes they had done before, in the Gospel of St. Matthew, “Come unto Me, all ye that labour, and are heavy laden, and I will give you rest;” and again, in the page of John, “Whatsoever ye shall ask in My name, that will I do, that the Father may be glorified in the Son. If ye shall ask anything in My name, I will do it.” And they would go to Him, and kneel beside the snowy bed, 

“... in the moonlight of the room,”

 and offer their petitions to the King of kings, in the name of His dear Son. And especially they asked that, in their dealings with the two lads, He would be on their side.

And thus it fell. It was an evening like many they had known of late, glorious and calm. The sun was fading in his western bed, and the moon, long risen, was gathering strength as he sank low; peace had come with eventide, and the time stole on. The lads, wearied with the labours of the day, willing to be apart, had risen when the evening meal was done, and sought that seclusion which was well fitted to the hour.

The grass-field nearest to the farm rose in a gentle slope, and was crowned on the summit by a bower of trees. Here, also, was a little dell, which, in the days of spring, was the dwelling-place of many flowers. Here, too, in this time of summer the lads would love to wander, and seek rest awhile. How many an hour had they spent here, beneath the grateful shadow of the trees, communing with their God, with their thoughts, or with their books. Hither, this summer night, they both repaired. The violets, the cowslips, and the primroses had long since gone, but the grass was as a verdant carpet, and on it they both lay down. They were in no mood for talking; Oliver lay on his back, his hat off, his hands beneath his head, his face turned towards the sky, seen through the glancing leaves; he was in the land of dreams, dreams whose realisation was perhaps farther from him than the stars. John reclined upon his side, his head resting on his hand; he too was wrapped in thought, but his thoughts were not like Olivers; they were not of himself at all, but of the Lord, of His wonders and of His mercies; of the marvellous loving-kindness which he had shown to men, and the ingratitude which men had shown to Him; he had always in his mind that altar which was seen by Paul, To THE UNKNOWN GOD, and mourned to think that any in these days should pretend that He was still unknown! To them, while they thus reclined and mused, their sisters came: the lasses took them unawares; they knew not that any one was near. While yet their thoughts were far away, the girls came gently across the mead, and up the slope until they stood close by. John’s back was turned to them, and Oliver gazed at the sky, so still they were not seen. Arm-in-arm the sisters stood looking down upon their brothers; then Mary whispered something into Alice’s ear, and each smiled at the words she said. Then they parted, and like two mice, or birds on silent wing, each stole unto a lad; Mary unto John, Alice unto Oliver. And when each reached her quarry, each stooped with sudden swiftness, and put her arm about her brother’s neck, and kissed him on the lips, and smiled, and laughed at him, for it was a huge joke to take them unawares. Whereat John and Oliver were much annoyed, but when they saw who these new-comers were, who took such tender vantage of their young manhood, they threw up their arms, and caught their sisters in their turn, and held them fast, and returned the kiss in kind. Then all laughed merrily, and they fell to talking of matters of all kinds.

But the girls had in their minds the purport of their coming; and Mary, who had John’s head pillowed on her lap, and with her fingers trifled with his hair, resolute to win him by force of love if not by force of argument, stooped and kissed him once again.

“John,” said she, with that sweet archness which was befitting with her eyes, “John, do you love us much?”

Then John smelt a rat; for he was wise, and knew they knew he loved them much, and suspected that behind this question there was something more, but he was not to be beguiled.

“Do I love you much, you foolish sis of mine? What do you think that I should say — much or little? or if much, how much? for there are degrees of comparison in muchness; and I should find it hard to define the size of my love for you.”

“Then, John,” — and she was shy and arch as well, for though she loved her brother she stood in awe of him somewhat, “if you have so much love for us that you cannot define its quantity, then you would please us if you could.” This maiden was a casuist, as, alas! some are, and approached by crooked roads the goal which she was aiming for. But John was too wise for her; he suspected all the more that this sweet innocence was seeking to entangle him in webs before he knew that they were spreading; so while she spoke him gaily, he replied with gravity, for which she was not quite prepared.

“I would please you, sis, in all I could, you know it well; but do not misinterpret what I say. I suspect, sis, that you have come upon an errand of your own, that you have come to ask from me a boon before you have considered well whether it is one that I should grant. You would not have me forsake what I believe to be my duty to the Lord to show my love for you?” Then she knew her purpose was discovered, and she sighed.

“But, John — John, are you sure that you are right and I am wrong? are you sure that it is your duty to the Lord to — to break our father’s heart, he has been so good to you — to us?” and already her eyes were filled with tears; “and he is an old man now; you would not send his grey hairs in sorrow to the grave; is that your duty to the Lord?” Great tears fell upon his upturned face. He roused himself to sit upright and answer her.

“Mary, I grieve as much as you for any trouble of our father’s, but you must not confuse the point at issue in your grief. All my life, as I think that you have known, I have striven to find the way in which I best could serve the Lord; and the chief question is, though you know I love our father, not whether he grieves or joys, but whether that way is found. I have long had the matter in my mind, I have taken it often to the Lord, I have counted the cost, and for many and weighty reasons I believe it is; even father does not hint that it is not, he will not speak at all; he simply says, as I understand it, that he hoped I would be a farmer because he is one and because his fathers were. If it were only a question of pleasing him I would yield, even though I doubted the wisdom of his choice, but it is not; in my heart I believe, and he has never said a word to alter my belief, that farming is not that walk in life in which I best could use my powers for the service of the Lord. In this case, Mary, what would you have me do?”

Then she knew that her cause was lost, and that further strife was vain, and that reconciliation would never come; at least, that it would not come as she had hoped it would; but she uttered no reproach, but kissed her brother once again.

Meanwhile Alice on her side fared no better than her sister did, though Oliver’s reasons were less rational than John’s, and were plainly founded rather on his own desires than on aught else. Some attempt he made to hide the selfishness which was in his heart, but Alice’s keen sense was not slow in detecting the real motive which ruled him now; the lad was restless, simply tired of his life here, and, regardless of what others might think or feel, bent on cutting himself free from all associations of the past. Thus she found that by her action, instead of lessening, she had increased her pain; for though she had long suspected that in Oliver’s eyes number one came first, and all else long afterwards, she had never been assured of it before to-night; now there was no room for doubt, and the knowledge that her much-loved brother was made of such poor clay after all, brought another pang to her soft heart. But she gave no sign of it. A true woman has a great power of concealing sorrow; she will wear out her heart for one she loves, and yet never let the unobservant world perceive her woe. So Alice still spoke gently to Oliver, and showered on him fresh evidences of her love, though all the time the thought that he was not what she would have him be was weighing like a load upon her heart.

But it was only when the night had really come, and they retired to their rest, that each let the other see the trouble that was in her breast. Alice being seated on the bed, Mary came and flung herself upon the ground, and laid her face upon her lap, and burst into a flood of tears; for though she was the elder, the brighter, and the stronger, in all times of doubt or sorrow it was to Alice she would come, and not Alice unto her. And Alice, though her own heart was heavy, laid her soft hand upon her sister’s head, and sought to comfort her; and the words of the Revelation of John were first upon her lips: “‘God shall wipe away all tears... and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain.’ Do not cry, Alice, all will be right at last. ‘We know that all things work together for good to them that love God;’ if we leave them unto Him, we need have no fear.”

Mary knew it, as we all do in our hearts; but though we know it, there are times when tears will start to our eyes, and our hearts will wax heavy; but it is our business to see that this natural impulse of our poor, weak natures in no way assumes the shape of rebellion to His will.

“I had hoped so much from their love for us!” was Mary’s cry. “I did think that we could do more than it seems we can!” And so, at times, we think too. We are very fond of thinking that it is our business to improve the world; and so indeed it is, if we only set about it in the right way. It is the glorious duty of every Christian to improve, if possible, his fellow-creatures; but our mistake consists in that we are apt to think that it is for us to rule the progress of events, imagining, in all sincerity, that we know what is the best order they should take; and if they are not exactly what we should like to see them, we repine, and think that all is wrong. If so, then we are repining because things do not fall out our way, but the Lord’s. Rest assured that He ordereth all things well; and if we do not see exactly how things are ordered well, it is because our sight is finite, and not like His omniscient and infinite.

“I think I too had some such hope,” said Alice in reply to Mary; “but even if our hopes are disappointed, it is the Lord’s doing, and we know that it is better so.” It would be a good thing if we could all realise that knowledge, that it is not only well if our hopes are disappointed, but that it is better so; if they are, then it is right that they should be, and the Lord is actually helping us against our own desire. At all such times we should do what those two girls did then.

“Don’t you think,” said Alice, when they had been still a while, “that we ought specially to thank the Lord to-night, more even than we sometimes do, for in our ignorance we wished for something which was contrary to His will, and He has saved us from the consequence of our want of knowledge?” And ought we not to thank him too, for how often are we exactly in the same case?


CHAPTER IX.

IN THE SILENCE OF THE NIGHT.

THAT same night old John Freeman and his wife were considering the trouble which lay upon their daughters’ minds. For some cause the old man could not rest; as a rule, no sooner had he laid his head upon the pillow, and finally committed himself throughout the night to God, than, worn out by the labours of the day, he was visited by that refreshing sleep which he had duly earned. But latterly this had not been so frequently the case. The mind is of primary importance in the constitution of the body; if it is ill at ease, then the body is uneasy too. As with John Freeman. Being, perhaps for the first time in his whole life, really uneasy in his mind, he was uneasy in his body too, and could not, or only with great difficulty, find that rest which is God’s great gift to wearied man.

But this night in particular he was in a restless mood. All day long his uneasiness had been gathering strength, and this was the more remarkable because in general he was so calm and quiet, resting in the Lord. There is the secret; we must be at peace so long as we are resting in the Lord, but so soon as peace departs from us, then it is plain, upon the face of it, that we cannot be resting upon the Lord, but on our own support, which is not equal unto His. John Freeman could not sleep. He had been later than usual before he retired to bed, and had sat long, smoking in his chair, with his wife sitting at his side; it was a weary time for her, for he had sat in moody silence, lost in the contemplation of his troubles. It had cut her to the heart to see how changed he was, though, after the manner of her sex, she had striven to conceal all sign of sorrow, fearful that, by showing it, she would but add to his. And indeed he was but the wreck of what he used to be; it was not only the lapse from comparative juvenility to the sere and yellow leaf of age; an old man, whose perfect trust is in the Lord, is very far from being a mournful spectacle; despite his age, he is still happy, happier even than of yore, the shadow of what is near at hand glorifies his furrowed face; but at present, with old John Freeman, this was not the case. He was not happy, nor did the near presence of his God shed glory on his face; and by consequence he presented that sight which is a mournful one indeed; the decrepitude of age, without the suggestion of its rejuvenescence, its helplessness without its hope. The old man sat, one arm resting on either side of his chair, crouching in its furthermost recesses, his head fallen forward on his chest, his face eloquent of utter weariness both of mind and body. Thus for hours together he sat, looking into space, which was not peopled with the bright conceptions of his brain, but which, no matter how long he looked, was still void and empty in his woe; it is ominous of a mans condition if he can look into vacancy, and yet look, while time flies on, and still see nothing there.

Now and then his wife had spoken to him, thinking that any conversation would be better than the misery which was self-evident; but her efforts had been vain. If he heard, he gave her no reply, and when she laid her hand upon his shoulder to seek to rouse him from his seeming stupor, with a pettish gesture he had dismissed her from him.

And now that the silence of the night had come, his uneasiness of mind had become uneasiness of body too; he could not sleep. For their evening chapter he and his wife together had read the thirty-seventh Psalm; not seldom they would choose a psalm with which to close the day; and he had paused very markedly at several verses which he seemed to think had a special application to his case: “Rest in the Lord, and wait patiently for Him,” was one; he even read the words twice over. “Cease from anger, and forsake wrath,” was another; then at those three grand ones which speak such comfort to the souls of men: “The steps of a good man are ordered by the Lord: and He delighteth in His way. Though he fall, he shall not be utterly cast down: for the Lord upholdeth him with His hand. I have been young, and now am old; yet have I not seen the righteous forsaken, nor his seed begging bread.” And again, “Mark the perfect man, and behold the upright, for the end of that man is peace and at the end, “He shall deliver them from the wicked, and save them, because they trust in Him.” These last words seemed to have gone home to his heart, and he repeated them once or twice as he was getting into bed.

“Because they trust in Him,”

“because they trust in Him ay, the Lord will deliver them, “because they trust in Him.” The old man repeated them again and again, laying emphasis now on this word and now on that, as though he desired to get all the full truth which they contained.

His wife said nothing, but when they had given each other a good-night kiss, — for it was the invariable custom of those old folk to be to each other as though they still were young, and man and wife of yesterday, — she lay very still in bed, and thought of the effect that weighty sentence seemed to have upon her husband’s mind; at her back he who was as a rule so quiet and so soon asleep, tossed and tumbled, and she knew that he was ill at ease. She thereupon resolved that she would keep awake until her husband was at rest, for she felt anxious, though she knew not why, at his disquietude. But she found that her desire was greater than her strength, and after battling with sleepiness for what seemed hours, but were, in reality, but minutes, at last she sank to rest with the opening words of the evening hymn, 

 

“Glory to Thee, my God, this night, 

For all the blessings of the light,”

 

upon her tired lips. Well might her husband at her side have offered up the prayer contained in another verse of the same hymn:

 

“When in the night I sleepless lie, 

My soul with heavenly thoughts supply; 

Let no ill dreams disturb my rest, 

No powers of darkness me molest.”

 

But the words of no hymn were at that moment foremost in his mind, for all his thoughts were of the Psalm which he had read: “Mark the perfect man, and behold the upright; for the end of that man is peace.” Was he a perfect man? or was he upright? If so, then would his end be peace; but if not, then would his end be — what? he trembled as he thought of it. “Cease from anger, and forsake wrath.” Was that what he was doing? was it, in any sense, what he was doing? or, rather, was it not precisely the opposite course he was pursuing?— “Conscience makes cowards of us all,” and he was conscience-stricken now.

The moon was in the heavens; though the blind was down he lay so that a shaft of pure light, stealing past it, gleamed upon his troubled face; and as he looked up whence this ray came, he caught a glimpse, in the cloudless skies, of the orb of night, the twinkling stars, and the myriad glories of the summer night, the symbols of His love in heaven, and the soft splendour of the time had a chastening influence upon his troubled mind, and like the water sweeps across the dam, came a flood of memories of the past — that past when the lads were still so young, and when he, in his paternal love and pride, formed such bright dreams of their future as he would have it be; then of that after-past, when they were growing up to manhood, and his dreams grew with them, and how, throughout the years, they had been obedient to his will, how they had done him good service, and how he had never had a fault to find. They were men now, young, perhaps, but still near manhood’s years; and was this his gratitude for all they had done now that their time had come? Such a thought had never occurred to him before, that he owed them any kind of gratitude, that he could owe them any kind; unconsciously he had been wont to think that all the gratitude was owed to him; to look upon his side of the question only, on them as parts of himself, and that therefore necessarily all his wishes must be theirs. It is well if this be so, it is a good thing for a good son to follow in a good fathers steps, and so take him as his model; but it by no means follows that the imitation need be slavish. A wise father will rejoice to see his son rear the structure the foundation of which he has builded, and a wise son will do well to remember that such a desire is highly to be commended, as being both lawful and expedient. Let him be sure that his ground is good before he disappoints that desire, that he does so in no spirit of unrighteous disobedience; for though it will be allowed that there are varied courses of conduct which are equally good, let there be no doubt of the goodness of another before we adopt it in the place of one whose goodness is undoubted; it is a perilous thing to chop and change, for it is the weaker, that is to say baser, sorts of nature which are prone to change. That son also will do well to remember that when he is a father in his turn his fathers case will be his own; he too will desire his son to rear the structure on whose foundation he has spent his years, and for whose sake he forsook his fathers paths, and if his son will not, his disappointment will be equally keen as was his father’s in his time. But though it is agreed that it is a good thing for the son to continue the work his sire has begun, a wise father will be very careful to observe that this is not essential, and that in things non-essential there may be differences of opinion and yet no fault.

Thus for the first time it began to dawn on old John Freeman that gratitude is, or ought to be, a mutual feeling: that no man has a right to a monopoly, that no man can say, “You have everything to be grateful for to me, and I have nothing to be grateful for to you.” In the true spirit of the teaching of Christianity, such a thing is utterly impossible; for, to go no further, we ought to be grateful if we are able to do another a service, if an exceptional opportunity comes in our way for us to show our obedience to the law of God. Further than this, we cannot truly have taken up our cross and be following Him, if we say that such and such an one ought to be grateful unto us. Our chief desire ought to be to do our duty in the sight of God. We cannot do more than our duty; and if we do it all in the meek and gentle spirit meet for the followers of Christ, we have so much cause to be grateful on our own account that it will be out of the question for us to think of charging ingratitude to others. And to go into this matter further still, he to whom we do service does a service unto us, by enabling us to do a service unto him; and thus we are actually benefited by his act. If our action be of God, then it is at his own awful peril if he is not grateful unto God. But so also is it at our own peril if we are not grateful too. We cannot too strongly impress upon ourselves that Christ’s was a self-denying spirit, and ours must be a self-denying spirit too; for, paradoxical though it seems, by denying ourselves we consider ourselves in the highest sense of consideration.

Thus, once more, for the first time it began to dawn upon John Freeman that not only did his sons owe gratitude to him, but that he owed gratitude to them as well; and it seemed to him that it was a very poor way of showing his gratitude — which perhaps, after all, in a certain sense, is sympathy — to pursue the course of conduct he was doing now. His heart yearned towards his boys — there, as he lay still in bed, observant of the radiance of the moon, his heart yearned towards his boys; he could not bear to think that there should be strife between his sons and him. All these years there had been peace, and now that the years were nearly done, and his race was nearly run — should there be strife in this last hour? He had waited and watched for his Lord to come, and had kept his lamp well burning, and now that the Lord indeed was coming, was his oil all gone, and his lamp gone out for ever? He could not bear to think of it.

Very quietly he rose out of bed, and, creeping to the window, pulled up the blind. The moon filled the chamber with her silvern light; but he was careful not to rouse his wife, and she still reposed in dreamless slumber. A chair stood near the window, and by it the old man knelt down; and the moonbeams, shining on his old worn face, seemed to discover in it a newer beauty and a younger charm. Then he knelt and prayed; with clasped hands resting on the chair, with bowed form and white-robed figure, the old man poured out his soul to God. Of the manner of his prayer no matter. That is a weighty moment in the life of a man, whether old or young, when, seeing that he is or has been wrong, he throws himself upon the mercy of his God for help, comfort, and forgiveness. That is even, if possible, a weightier moment, when, as in the case of this old man, he has seen the hopes of his life blighted; the tree which he has watered and tended throughout the long past years, until at last he has come to look upon its existence as bound up in his, and his in it, hewed down in the fulness of its prime. That is a grave moment when he prays the Lord’s dear pardon because, in the first anguish of his sorrow, he could not cry, “Thy will be done!” Surely the man who does that, and does it in spirit and in truth, is very near indeed to heaven, and heaven is very near to him.

When he had prayed, he rose up refreshed. Having asked pardon of the Lord, it behoved him to seek His guidance, so that in the future he might do well. For this purpose he turned the pages of the great old Bible which stood on the table in front of the window, a mighty volume, recording on its fly-leaves, yellow with old age, family births, marriages, and deaths for generations past. Bound in massive boards, covered with brown leather in a fashion long since out of date, this book had been the guide and comforter — the treasured heirloom bequeathed by father to son far down the years. Turning its time-worn pages, he lighted upon the first chapter of the Epistle General of James, and his eye was caught by the words, “My brethren, count it all joy when ye fall into divers temptations;” and then, “If any of you lack wisdom, let him ask of God, that giveth to all men liberally, and upbraideth not; and it shall be given him. But let him ask in faith, nothing wavering. For he that wavereth is like a wave of the sea driven with the wind and tossed.” He, wanting wisdom, had asked in faith, and not as the wave driven by the wind and tossed, therefore he comforted himself by the reflection that it should be given him; and then, turning from the epistle to the twelfth chapter of the Gospel according to St. Luke, he read first the parable of the rich man and his barns, and also those words of Christ, which we all know so well, “Take no thought for your life.... But rather seek ye the kingdom of God,” with the injunction not to lay up our treasures on earth but in heaven, because “where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.” He paused in bewilderment, as though the well-known words conveyed a new meaning to his mind. Surely this had been the very sin he had been himself committing; this sin, which all his life long he had been striving so earnestly against; surely his treasure must be laid up on earth, else how was it that he was so distressed about such a very earthly matter as the transferring of his farm from himself unto his sons? Could it be supposed that such a transaction was of near and pressing interest to God? Then the parable of the marriage feast and the guests, who all with one accord began to make excuse, flashed across his mind; was it possible that he was one like them? The bare possibility that such an application could refer to him astonished him, and in much perplexity he rose and began to walk about the room.

In rising he stumbled against a chair, and the noise it made roused his wife, who, sitting up in bed, was surprised to find him missing from her side, and in such evident distress of mind walking in the room. Alarmed, she cried — 

“My man, what is it ailing thee?” for she feared that his affliction might be bodily and mental too. But his answer surprised her even more.

“My lass, dost thou mind the parable, how a certain man gave a great feast, and how the guests with one accord began to make excuse? I am fearful that I am like unto them in this mine age.” And his tone showed that he indeed knew fear.

“Thou, my man! nay, not so and she rose to go to him. “Say, John, hast not thou all thy days striven to obey His words, and walk righteously in His sight? and what is it that affrights thee now?” For it was so new for him to be afraid that his alarm possessed her too.

“My lass, see here!” and he led her to the table where the Bible was, and together they bent over the great book. ‘Seek ye the kingdom of God... a treasure in the heavens that faileth not,... for where your treasure is, there will your heart be also.’ I fear that my heart has been too much with my farm; the lads are right and I am wrong. O lass! this has been a great and bitter night to me!” And the old man broke forth into the fifty-first Psalm — the Psalm of penitence, while his wife stood by his side, great hot tears falling on the open page, trembling so that he could hardly stand.

“‘Have mercy upon me, O God, according to Thy loving-kindness; according unto the multitude of Thy tender mercies, blot out my transgressions. Wash me throughly from mine iniquity, and cleanse me from my sin. For I acknowledge my transgressions: and my sin is ever before me.... Create in me a clean heart, O God; and renew a right spirit within me. Cast me not away from Thy presence; and take not Thy holy Spirit from me.’”

And when he had done speaking, and the last verse was ended, he turned unto his wife and said — 

“Wife, this has been a great night to me, the greatest I can call to mind; the Lord has been very good to me, in that He has opened mine eyes to perceive my sin. To think that I who am so near to God should be so far away; this is a teaching I had needs be taught. To-morrow the lads shall have their way, for theirs is right, and mine is wrong.”

His wife laid her head upon his bosom, and could not speak for tears.

“Why dost thou cry, my lass? here is no cause for grief but joy. Rather let us rejoice that He has made the blind to see, and the deaf to hear. Let us be mindful, since He has given us ears to hear, that we are doers of the word, and not hearers only.”

“My man,” said she, “I do not cry for grief, but joy.” Then she burst into tears again. “Oh, my man! my man! it was a great and grievous weight to me that between thy sons and thee there should be strife, or thought of it, for thou knowest they are good lads, and thou lovest them dearly, and they love thee dearly too.”

“Ay, they are dear to me as my own life, but dearer is the Lord; and surely it is no sin if they are wiser than such as I. Dry thy tears, my lass; we are old folk, we two; they are young, and still have some business with the world; but all our business now is with the Lord.”

Then he led her back to bed, and she went willingly with him; but when she lay once more between the sheets, she turned to him and said, in trembling accents still, for she yet was half afraid — 

“John, art thou sure there is nought in thy heart but joy? Be ye sure that the lads they will do well; and since they are our own, and to us so dear, can we do aught but rejoice in their well-doing? for in their well-doing we, too, do well.”

“Be easy, wife; thou must leave me to my God. Yet a little while and I shall be with Him, and He will give me all the joy I need.”

Then her hand stole towards his, and he held it in his fervent grasp; but she noted how hot his hand was, and how it shook as though it rested on the bed; and she sighed, for still his heart was not entirely at ease. Silently they lay; neither spoke, though neither turned to sleep, for the thoughts of each were far away.

“Mary,” said he, in a gentle voice, when they had been some time silent, “do you mind how Jesus said, ‘Peace I leave with you, My peace I give unto you; not as the world giveth give I unto you?’ It may be that His peace He will give unto us, not as the world willeth, but as He will, for ‘the peace of God, which passeth understanding,’ hath nought to do with farms, or with the world at present, but with the world that is to be; and if we are at peace with the lads, and they are at peace with us, surely our peace is whole.”

“Indeed they are at peace with us; it is the fear that we are not disposed towards them which is troubling their hearts. John is altered much of late, and he will rejoice to learn that thou forgivest him.”

“Forgiveness is of God,” said he, when there had been another pause. “Who am I that I should not forgive? or what has he done that he should not be forgiven? He is right and I am wrong; I have always had it in my mind that he is wiser than am I, and now I am assured that it is so.”

“My man, thou hast been a good man to me, and to thy boys. I cannot tell thee how dearly I rejoice to know that there will be an end of strife between thee and them.”

“My lass,” said he, “be thou at ease. I love them dearly too; they are stronger than am I; and since we have agreed till now, we must not disagree at last.”

And then he kissed her on the brow, and she kissed him too; and after that they composed themselves to rest, and slept quietly until the morning came; and the Lord was with them while they slept.


CHAPTER X.

HARVEST HOME.

THE next day passed as usual; the last of the corn was nearly reaped, and to-night the last load would be gathered in. John Freeman and his wife were later than usual in rising from their bed. As a rule, despite the number of their years, the habits of their youth were with them still, and they were up almost with the first dawn of day; but the case was an exceptional one — it was late before they fell asleep indeed, and even by overstaying their usual hour they did not have the amount of rest they were wont to have. The old man had decided that nothing should be said unto his sons until the evening came.

“This night,” said he, “the harvest, which the Lord has once more given, will all be garnered. It is a time of joy; the lads will rejoice with us, and we with them; at such a time it will be well that their joy be made complete.”

His wife said nothing; his tone was stronger than it had been of late, and her heart was stronger as she noted it. It is strange how keen is the observation of those who love; how the slightest shades of feeling are observed in those beloved; how the heart keeps time with every beat of another which is dear to us; how instinctively we look into another’s breast, and how our own is like a mirror, in which, and by which, we know what passes there. And if our love is thus observant, what must be the love of God? We are told that not a sparrow shall fall to the ground without our Father knowing it, that the very hairs of our head are numbered; conceive — we cannot fully, but what a conception even ours may be — what is meant by such a love as that of God. It is impossible to over-estimate how dear we are to Him individually, and therefore in the mass; every instant of our lives, every impulse of our hearts, every thought, asleep or waking, is watched by Him. He bore our sorrows, He knew more than mortal pain. Consider what is meant by the bare statement of the wondrous truth that His heart beats in perfect and continual sympathy with every beat of ours: our joys are His, His our sorrows; He weeps with us, with us rejoices; in a tremendous sense our sins are His, for every time we sin it is as though we added another thorn unto His crown, and with it pierce His bleeding brow.

In ignorance of what had passed in the silence of the night, the day went by with John and Oliver as so many had gone before. It was a busy time with them. Up with the lark, they had breakfasted and were in the fields before their father had appeared. Work kept them later than was generally the case; and when they came they found that he had gone to make final preparations for the harvest-home, which, as always was the case with them, was to commemorate the ingathering of the last load. Far from idling, they rather worked the more, because of the differences between him and them. Even Oliver worked well. Though he strove to deny it to himself, he felt the change which had come over his father in these latter days as a personal reproach. In his own way he was tenderhearted, though his tenderness was but skin-deep after all; and it troubled him not a little to see how his father had all at once grown old. It was as a sort of peace-offering that he now worked hard. It was the least which he could do; for though nothing was further from his mind than to accept any sort of peace other than that which came from his having his own way, still he was prompted by a desire to prove by his manifest good works that the fault, if any, was with his father, and not with him.

It was as the day was waning that the explanation came. The whole house was in a bustle. Every one was making ready for the feast, when the two lads, coming in to change their dress so as to do due honour to the occasion, were hailed by their mother, who was standing in the porch.

“Lads,” she cried, “I want to speak to ye.” She herself was decked in splendour. All the glory of her Sunday robes was on her now. The black-silk dress, of the stiffest and richest silk, which had seen many and many a year, and which still looked almost like new, lent to her homely person a new magnificence; while the dainty white lace cuffs and collar, her daughters’ gifts to her, and which she had only consented to receive and wear because they were the work of their own hands, gave to her silver locks and sweet old face a freshened charm. Her magnificence compelled her to be idle; which her daughters foreseeing, they had induced her to dress long before there was need for it, determined that she should rest, and not be wearied before the actual business of the night began. She formed a dainty picture, standing in the oldtime porch, so sweet and neat and dainty. The knowledge that the breach between her husband and her sons would soon be healed filled her heart with joy, so that the rare happy smile lit up her countenance which had been so seldom seen on it of late. Seeing which, John doffed his hat, and advanced in greeting, with Oliver close on his heels.

“Mother, what a grand dame you are! I fear to touch you with my hands; but I’ll trespass with my lips instead.” And bending forward he kissed her on the brow. She put her arm about his neck, and held him there, and kissed him back again. Then loosing him, she answered, looking at him with the love-light of her eyes — 

“John,” said she, “you must grow shorter, You are too tall for me to hold.”

Laughing, he gave way to Oliver, who came pressing to the front.

“Mother,” he said — his eyes flashed, and he shook his handsome head— “I am the right size for you. You can put the whole of me into your heart and keep me there.” And without more ado he pressed her in his arms and kissed her tenderly. “If you will be grand,” he then went on, “if you will be grand, ’tis at your own risk, for despite your grandeur I will kiss you when I will.”

“Ay, Ollie,” said she, using the diminutive for him, which she had not done for John, “thou wert headstrong ever, and ’twas hard to keep thee from having thy own way.”

Then she smoothed her ruffled plumes, and set her lace collar with propriety. Then, while they were lingering still, “My lads,” she said — and they noted that she did not look up at them this time, but spoke with her eyes bent down, while she arranged her cuffs— “thy father waits to speak to thee. He has something which he wishes much to say. Will ye go to him?”

“Surely, mother,” answered John, surprised to see that his mother waited, as though such a matter could for a moment be in doubt.

His eyes met Oliver’s, and they exchanged a meaning glance, each wondering in his heart what their father wished to say.

“My lads,” their mother continued, while they hesitated whether to go or stay, “my lads, ye know not what is the love your father bears to you. Next to the Lord, ye are nearest to his heart. Be good lads to him. Ay, be good lads, and the Lord will bless ye all your days.”

“Mother,” was John’s reply, “do we not know our father’s love, and have we no love for him? Bear with us a while. If for the present our love does not seem so great as indeed it is, wait until time proves that it is true.”

And with that they passed from the porch, and left their mother standing there. As they were going through the passage, Oliver spoke to John beneath his breath — 

“What is the matter now, I wonder? Surely we are going to have no more unpleasantness on such a night as this.” His tone was scarcely pleasant — different to that in which he had addressed his mother but a minute back. But there was no time for John to say much in reply.

“I do not think you have much cause for fear; but if there should be, as you call it, any more unpleasantness, I trust that you will leave me to deal with it.”

They found their father in the room in which he best liked to be; he too was in his best, and as they entered, with his hands behind his back was pacing restlessly to and fro. The great Bible lay open on the table, and they noted that his figure had regained something of its old erectness; while on his face, as he turned to look at them, was a calm, contented look, very different to that dreamy look of utter weariness it had so lately worn.

“My lads,” he said, as they came in, and even the tone of his voice was changed for the better, “I am glad to see ye both.” It was some time since he had confessed to any such emotion, so that the words were noticed too. “It’s been on my mind to speak a word to ye this good while now, and now I thank the Lord that my time has come.” He paused, and they stood and waited.

“John — Oliver,” — standing with his back to the window, he held out his hands to them, “give me your hands awhile.” Silently they crossed, and put their hands in his. “My lads,” and his tone was softer now, “since ye were young, scarce reaching to my knee, ye have been good sons, “and I have not needed to reproach ye once. Ye know I have had my dreams, ay, and as I am old they have grown with my years, and although now it comes to me that they were not all wise, I wist not then; the Lord has put away my ignorance; and though I am old, yet my dreams were young, and it is harder to put them from us in our age than when the years are as nothing on our heads. If, therefore,” and there was a strange humility in his tone, which cut them to their hearts, “if, therefore, I have seemed hard to ye, I did but seem, for indeed I never wished you aught but good; for ye are dear to me as my own life, my lads! my lads!”

“Father,” said John, compelled to break the silence which ensued, for Oliver could do nothing but hang his head as overcome by sudden shame, “as though we were ignorant of that; our fear was that you would doubt us. We never doubted you.”

“I do not think I doubted ye.” The fathers eyes were fixed with grave tenderness upon the face of his elder son. “’Twas hardly that, rather ’twas that I did not know ye well. It has come to me that two may live together for years in harmony and love, yet neither know the other at the end; that was my mistake with ye. I judged you to be as I, and I as ye. I need give thanks that, ere it is too late, the Lord has opened mine eyes that I may see.”

Silence once more; then, when he spoke again — 

“My lads, be it with ye as ye would; your ways shall be as my ways, the Lord grant that mine shall be as yours, ‘for whether we live, we live unto the Lord; and whether we die, we die unto the Lord; whether we live therefore, or die, we are the Lord’s.’ What recks it what path we choose to tread, so that it but leads to Him? My hopes ye wot of, they were but mine; my days are gone, ye are wiser than was I; and since whether ye live, ye live unto the Lord, or whether ye die, ye die unto the Lord, what recks it if the hopes are yours or mine?”

He ceased; but though he asked the question as though the answer were assured and plain, they knew that it had troubled him to find; they knew that although he strove to speak lightly of the hopes which he had had, and which would remain but hopes unto the end, the knowledge that they were never to reach fruition was to him as though the iron had entered into his soul. And as it is peculiar to our nature, if there still be any good in us, to be more sensitive to submission than to victory, by the old man’s surrender — he who was their father, he on whom they had looked with reverence from their cradle until now — by his surrender of all he greatly cherished, all he held most dear, they were vanquished as they had not thought they could have been. In that first moment it almost seemed to them that his submission was more than they could bear, and it was on their lips to cry out and say, “Not our will, father, but thine be done.” But it might not be: the die was cast; as they had made their bed, so they must lie. For the first time the fulness of the responsibility he had voluntarily assumed dawned on Olivers mind, and an unspoken prayer rose from his heart, that God might see that he had chosen well; while to John, as the old man stood before him there, the words of the Psalmist came with sudden force, “The sorrows of death compassed me, and the pains of hell gat hold upon me. I found trouble and sorrow but as he thought of them, he thought of the context too, and how strikingly it applied to his father now. Surely with David he could say, “Then called I upon the name of the Lord; O Lord, I beseech thee, deliver my soul;” for it was his custom always to call upon God in all times of joy or sorrow, of rejoicing or distress.

“Father,” said John, after an interval of silence, in low tones which yet were unfaltering and clear, “you know that I speak truly when I say that I grieve to cause you sorrow, but to the best of my ability I have sought the Lord, and I think that in this which I am doing I best do His will.”

But Oliver, when he spoke, burst into tears. He was soon touched either to tears or laughter; but, like the April sky, no mood stayed with him long; moreover, his emotions being transitory, lay on the surface, and were quickly to be seen. Now, while the scalding tears dropped on his father’s hand, and his voice shook with the distress he could not command — 

“Father,” he cried, “forgive me! I did not mean to trouble you! I did not think you would feel it as you do!”

How often is that the cry of such as he; how often is that the exclamation of the shallow heart, “I did not mean to trouble you! I did not think you would feel it as you do!” In effect we say it even to the Lord, “I did not mean!” and “I did not think!” So might our first parents cry, they did not mean to greatly sin; so might Cain; so might all the countless myriads who have disobeyed the Lord. First we disobey, then we profess surprise that we were ever disobedient; we did not mean to disobey, we did not think what the results would be. It is what the child says who has done wrong, “I did not mean to do;” but what avails the child’s excuse for us? Can we, in any sense, plead ignorance? God, who is no respecter of persons, may not be trifled with; it is at his own awful peril who attempts it; we know the path which we should tread; if it is not always clear, we have but to ask His help and He will make it plain to us. He stands in tremendous peril who, straying from it, pleads as an excuse that he did not mean to do so, or that he did not think what the results would be.

Some such thoughts as these passed through old John Freeman’s mind as he listened to his son’s cry. It was a pitiful tale; for it was certainly of no matter what he had meant or thought, it was what he had done with which they had to deal. The few words gave the father a clearer insight into his son’s character than ever he had had before; and as he saw what indeed he was, his heart was touched with a strange pity, and his own trouble passed from his mind.

“Ollie!” he said, and his tones were sweet and gentle, “what does that matter now? what need hast thou of my forgiveness? All that is past; pray God we may know each other better in the days to come.”

He led them to the table where the great Bible lay. Oliver’s eyes were almost dry again, but John still was grave and calm. The book lay open at the twenty-first chapter of the Revelation of St. John; turning to them, he said — 

“What matters to me all these things? Rather with John do I soon hope to see a new heaven and a new earth; for the first heaven and the first earth shall be passed away, and there will be no more sea; and I shall trust with mine eyes, which shall be no longer old, but young again, to behold ‘the holy city, new Jerusalem, coming down from God out of heaven, prepared as a bride adorned for her husband.’”

And he read on, they listening as he read, Ollie’s tears again falling on the open page, “‘And God shall wipe all tears from their eyes; and there shall be no more death, neither Sorrow nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain; for the former things are passed away.’” Then, with loving emphasis, he dwelt on the description of the heavenly Jerusalem, how it shall be; then, passing on to the last chapter, he read from the seventeenth verse unto the end: — And the Spirit and the bride say, Come. And let him that heareth say, Come. And let him that is athirst come. And whosoever will, let him take the water of life freely.... And if any man shall take away from the words of the book of this prophecy, God shall take away his part out of the book of life, and out of the holy city, and from the things which are written in this book. He which testifieth these things saith, Surely I come quickly. Amen. Even so come, Lord Jesus. The grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with you all. Amen.’”

When he had finished reading, he spoke to them, saying, “The time is passing, the night draws nigh, get ye ready for the feast; I shall be with ye there.” Then they went softly from the room, leaving him alone; and as they went they saw the old man kneel by the table on the floor, and bow his head upon the Book in silent prayer.

“I wish,” said Oliver to John, when they were alone in John’s bedroom, “I wish that I had never wished to go! Whoever would have thought he would have taken it like this?”

“It is too late for wishing now,” said John, in his grave tone. “It only remains for you and I to show that our wish was justified; to prove that it was no mere whim, that it was the outcome of our earnest prayers, that it was built on rock and not on sand. Ollie, let us promise to stand by each other through good report and evil, trusting in the Lord.”

And he held out his hand for Oliver to grasp; but Oliver turned away, and did not take it into his. His was one of those not uncommon natures which shrink from too much earnestness; in their eyes real strength of will and resolution of purpose frightens rather than reassures. So Oliver, with a petulant gesture, turned aside, and did not take his brother’s proffered hand.

“Why do you talk like that? you always try to make things look as gloomy as you can, as though it was such an awful thing to dislike farming; it is bad enough from father, but it is a good deal worse from you.”

John looked at him in silence. He knew his brother so well that he was not surprised at such a speech from him; he knew that it was practically impossible to induce him to look at life with earnestness; that earnestness and gloom were synonymous to him; that he could not understand that there was any difference between being grave and being sad. With such natures what can be done? with the man, whether young or old, who, being possessed of all his faculties — or presumably possessed of all of them — will persist in regarding life as one long puppet-show, as a plaything, which, being played with while it lasts, is of no account when thrown away or lost — what can be done save plead for him before the throne of God? Man is practically helpless; we can but leave him to the Lord, as John did now. Being in no mood to bandy words or arguments, he moved away, and left his brother to his own reflections, which Oliver seeing, crossed the room and went into his own.

Then John did as he had seen his father do, knelt by his bed, and prayed. It was, he knew, a critical moment in the lives of all of them. They were stepping from the past and known to the future and unknown. The “former things were passed away;” new conditions would take their place from now. He well knew how much he needed, how much they all needed, the guiding and restraining influence of God. With all his heart he prayed that they might have it then.

It was a goodly sight that night, when they were gathered for the harvest home. The great barn was full as it could hold. All the labourers, with their wives and children, were gathered there. There were two tables running side by side, and from end to end; and there was not a vacant seat at either. All were glad and merry, as indeed they well might be; the harvest being garnered in, and success having crowned the labours of their hands. Old John was there, and his wife, his daughters, and his sons; and none present could have guessed from their demeanour the thoughts which were foremost in their minds. From time immemorial nothing had disturbed the harmony and happiness of that great night. And old John Freeman was certainly not inclined to break in upon that rule now. So the feasters feasted, gay at heart, while their host and his family strove to hide from other eyes the thoughts which could not be hidden from themselves. — 

It was the custom on such occasions, the feast being done, for old John to say a few words to the assembled guests. And to-night the custom was, as usual, observed. None would have thought who saw the aged host standing at the head of the long table, or listened to his hearty words, that the hopes of his life had been so lately blighted; that even now the blight was on him still. It was not eloquent his speech, not as men phrase eloquence; though if that which cometh truly from the heart be eloquence, as some may think, then his words were tipped with fire. But only with his closing sentences have we to do. He was speaking of the harvest home, how they rejoiced to see it come; and then went on to speak of the great ingathering which was at hand for some of them, and himself particularly.

“The fields were white unto the harvest, and now the corn is gathered in. These many years have we met beneath this roof, to rejoice that the harvest is brought home. Some have fallen by the way, and the Reaper has garnered them. And if, as it may chance, ere another harvest comes, I too am gathered home, it will be well. It will be the greatest of my harvest homes; for I shall leave behind me those I love, in the knowledge that in their proper time they too will have their great harvest home. I thank God, and pray Him that all of us may know that greatest of great days, a united harvest home.”

And his wife and his daughters, and John and Oliver, standing by, knew he wished them from his heart to understand that the past was past; that his hopes, being dead, were dead; and that in the future they must be a united family again. And with their hearts, if not with their lips, each said, Amen.


CHAPTER XI.

MIZPAH.

HAVING recognised the doing of a certain thing, although unpleasant, to be inevitable, we may say with Macbeth’s guilty wife, “‘Twere well done if ‘twere done quickly.” That man gains nothing who, knowing something must be done, puts the doing of it off from day to day because it is an unpleasant thing to do; he rather makes the unpleasantness doubly bitter. It would be well if this truth were fully understood by all of us; for it is strange how such simple and self-evident axioms as these are disregarded — in possible ignorance — by so many. We should not hesitate to classify that man who, by having his arm cut off, might save his life, yet hesitated — although he dearly wished to save it — to sacrifice his arm until his life was sacrificed as well; why then should we hesitate to classify him who, although he knows that, until a certain thing be done, he will have no rest either in mind or body, yet postpones the doing until it is practically impossible for it to be done at all, and so the light goes out of his life for evermore? We easily see how this applies to others, less easily its application to ourselves; for it is a curious characteristic of our nature that we know, or fancy that we know, others better than ourselves; using in the one case a microscope, in the other the wrong end of a telescope. Self examination is first advisable where we are first concerned. We would appear to studiously read the words: “Bear ye one another’s burdens, and so fulfil the law of Christ,” in perhaps the chief sense in which they were not intended to be read. There is a little further on another verse, which we are singularly inclined to overlook, or else, with marvellous perversity, to imagine contradicts the first. “For every man shall bear his own burden,” as indeed he certainly shall; and if we were only to get those verses well by heart, and bear them constantly in mind, so that we might be “doers of the word, and not hearers only, deceiving” our own selves, it would help us materially in our endeavours to attain to the full measure and standard of Christ and Him crucified.

Old John Freeman was not one to postpone the evil day; he knew that what he had hoped was not to be, that his sons and he must part, and he deemed it better that the parting should not be postponed for the mere sake of the postponement. Besides, if one part of his hopes might not be realised, yet the other might; for it was part and parcel of his loftiest dreams that he should see their stem planted in the ground, and flourishing like a green bay-tree before his time came for going home. For after all, his better self had triumphed, and since they would not consider him at all, he would consider them above himself.

With this end in view, active negotiations were set on foot for John and Oliver to take their places in that world, which, to the old man, was as an unknown sea, but into which they, with the hardihood of youth, had elected to go forth. So far as John was concerned, the matter was soon decided; his plans were long since formed, he had not acted in haste. So far as in him lay, he had been careful not to take a leap in the dark, but had seen his way well in front of him in what he felt to be the critical moment of his life. The head of the engineering firm, of which we have previously spoken, and he had long been in correspondence, and he had now only to advise them that he was ready to occupy the post which was at all times ready for him to fill, and the matter was arranged at once.

But the difficulty was with Oliver. In spite of the fact that he had been the one to persistently press forward his desire to get away from home, it now became plain that he had but the faintest notions of what he should do when he was gone. Nothing with him was tangible. His father learnt more of his character in a week than he had done in all the years which had gone before, and he was grieved by his new knowledge.

“My lass,” he said to his wife one evening after another unsatisfactory intercourse with his second son, he having made one more vain attempt to learn what it was he had really set his heart on doing, “I misdoubt me whether, in this which I have done, after all I am not wrong. The lad Oliver is over young to stand alone. He knows not with certainty which way to turn,” and the old man sighing, dropped his head forward on his chest. “If he would but follow after John, all would be well. But never a John will be found in him.”

His wife, who knew this perhaps better than he himself, held her peace a while, plying her knitting-needles busily. Then the mother’s heart, sorrowing for and inclining to the younger son, and fearing above all things a breach between the father and the lad, sought to excuse him in the old man’s eyes. So very gently she said — 

“My man, does the Lord make two alike? But rest ye sure that He makes each one as He will; and though it may be hidden from our ken, there will be a place for each at last. The lad must bide His time. Maybe the Lord has His own time, which is not ours.”

The old man thought a while. The moon began to shine across the distant fields. The room was half in shadow. It was that time in the early days of autumn when daylight lingers and fades in twilight gloom. This was very well what his wife was saying. No doubt the lad must bide the Lord’s own time; but how could he tell if that time were now or never if he made no effort to inquire? Moreover, it jarred upon the old man’s sense of right to think that any one should lie idly by, waiting for some unknown work to come. He was himself so practical that a dreamer was to his mind very near a fool — like that virgin who let the oil run from her lamp, so that when the great time came there was none in it, and her light was out. Why need he wait for work? Was it not man’s place to work from morn till eve, from rising up to lying down? And was there not always work ready to his hand? And who was Oliver, that he should pick and choose; that he should call unclean what the Lord had called clean? For it began to dawn on old John Freeman that all honest work was honourable; and who was Oliver, that he should even imply dishonour, when dishonour there was none? But at the bottom of such like thoughts the suspicion lay uneasy on the old man’s mind that Oliver had thrown up farming, had blighted the hopes which he himself had formed — not on any solid grounds, not on any reasonable grounds at all, but simply in the indulgence of a whim; and the thought that this was so was the bitterest of all. So he answered to his wife—” Wife, we all need bide the Lord’s own time, but let us bide in readiness; because we bide, need we be idle? ‘Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it with thy might,’ is it not straitly written? My lass, I fear the lad loves not to work, but would rather idle. I pray God he may not be ever so; for though he still be young, none is too young to incline his heart to diligence.”

Then his wife said, pausing in her work awhile — 

“Fear not, my man, we will take it to the Lord; He orders all things well.” Then old John Freeman laid his hand on hers, and said no more.

None the less the future of the lad was on his mind, and on hers too. Nor was the burden lessened by his own behaviour; for although his plans were shadows, and not real, still his impatience grew apace. Impatience is at all times a sign of mental, oftentimes also of moral weakness; strength comes of knowledge. The man who, with the help of God, knows what he can do, knows not impatience; he can afford to wait; his is the key which is sure to unlock the gate of victory — patience. It is the man who is not conscious of his strength who frets and fumes, and reviles, instead of using, the passing hours. So, although Oliver knew not what he should do when he had gone, still he was impatient not to stay; every day his haste grew more, while the chances of his speed grew less; he was as one who beats the air, and so wastes his strength without ever having met a foeman worthy of his steel.

John, it was arranged, should go up to town at once; there was no cause why he should stay, rather every cause why he should quickly go. The time now spent away from what he had elected should be the purpose of his life, was, on the face of it, time ill-spent. He saw this, and his father too; for in that respect they were alike, inasmuch that, a scheme being planned and well matured, they both believed that the shortest possible space of time should be allowed to lapse before its execution. John, therefore, was to go to town at once; and when Oliver learnt this, nothing would satisfy him but that he should go too. When it was suggested that this at least was premature, for he knew not whither he was going, in a burst of passion, which surprised them all — there being no cause for it — he declared that, willy-nilly, he would go, if not with their consent, then lacking it, for he was a child no more, but of an age to guide himself, and his mind was made up to go with John to London, and go he would. After that it was agreed that he should have his way, his father only saying, “Well, lad, be it as thou wilt, and the Lord be with thee; but take thou heed lest thou fallest, for I own that, for my part, thou art embarking on a dangerous enterprise. God guide thee into a haven of His own.”

Oliver said nothing; for his part, all that as yet he asked was that he should be allowed to go.

In all Scripture, in all poetry, in all romance, in all the world, parting is allowed to be practically synonymous with sorrow. He who plays upon the heart’s pathetic chords, knows that parting is a note which seldom fails. Nor is it strange that this is so, for, as commonly interpreted, parting denotes division; and where is division is not joy, and where is not joy is sorrow. But it at least is doubtful whether it be wise to thus link tears and parting; in the highest sense there can be no doubt that we have no right to be sorrowful at anything but our own guilt, or that of others; but the fact remains, that to the sentimental, apart from the logical side of human nature, a parting, especially such an one as this, between aged parents and their children, who have never yet been parted, appears in a mournful aspect before all others. There would appear to be strings in the human heart which vibrate at they know not what; the wind goes over them, even the faintest breeze, and they give tongue; for on no other hypothesis is it possible to understand how a parting, which is for the better, should be regarded as being for the worse. That not uncommon person who, having to mourn and mourn, is always seeking something on which to vent his sorrow, who takes a pessimist view of mankind, whether individually or in the mass, who offers up his psalm of praise as though it were a dirge, is surely not a Christian in the best and truest sense. Christianity inspires happiness, not misery; he is the truest follower of our dear Lord, who, as Shakespeare has it, sees good in everything. Coleridge not untruly says — 

 

“He prayeth best who loveth best 

All things, both great and small; 

For the dear Lord, who loveth us, 

He made and loves them all.”

 

Parting was soon to divide this simple family, they who had never known what it meant before. There was, too, a feeling in the hearts of all, though they would not confess it, that in their case it meant more than separation; that it meant division in a sense in which they had hoped they would never be divided. Old John Freeman felt this most of all; it had been his hope in the first degree, and in the first degree its downfall affected him; yet his was the hardest struggle to deny its being. For, with that clear sight which distinguished him once more, he saw that nothing could be more useless, nothing more absolutely foolish, than regrets; “The Lord gave, and the Lord hath taken away; blessed be the name of the Lord.” Job’s was the spirit which he would have wished to be his own. And as, veteran warrior though he was, he found it difficult to say it heartily, so he resolved that it should be easier before he made an end of trying.

As the day approached it was curious to observe the moods which held sway at the Daintree farm. Old John was valiant; let the battle in his breast be what it might, outside there was no sign of it; his figure was straighter than it had been for this long time, his head was held aloft, and in his face and eyes was a calm look of resolution which seemed to raise him above their sphere, and in some quaint way to link him with things unseen. But his wife and her daughters were, as true women in such cases always are, in their sweet way, deceivers ever. God forgive them, for they meant no sin; nor was their deception hard to penetrate: they simply pretended that smiles were in their hearts, when tears were there. And the result was curious; it was like an April sky, which is inclined to rain, and which none the less the sun is struggling to shine through. They cried at times, for the tears would come, but very hard they pretended that they cried for joy and not for sorrow; for they feared that if it were seen they sorrowed, then the whole house would sorrow too; yet the sham was plain.

The day on which the lads went it rained. It was as the break-up of the fine weather which they had previously had. The heavens were heavy with clouds. A fine, cold rain fell fast, and a chill east wind seemed to sing the funeral song of summer. They were to go by an early train, and their father was to drive them to the station. They were to be alone with him, so that all farewells must be said before.

They all rose that morning earlier than usual, and all were very still. Little was said, and that little with gravity, and half beneath their breath. There was no display of emotion of any kind. Oliver was the most affected. He was very pale, and could not keep still, but fidgeted here, there, and everywhere, in a childish fashion. But the rest were quieter than was as a rule the case, and gave no signs of what was in their mind.

They bid their mother good-bye at the farm-house door, and with just a simple word or two. But she, although it was but a few words she said, strained them to her bosom long and fast, while the tears rained down her cheeks, and her old eyes were so blurred that she could hardly see. For now that the lads indeed were going, the fountains of her heart were opened, and her trouble choked her speech. But before they went, she said unto them, even as Laban unto Jacob; and the scene, as she stood in the old-time porch, as the rain fell fast, and the winds blew cold without, a hand, shaking as with palsy, on the shoulder of either son — they with their heads bowed and bared, she with the righteous glory of her silver locks — that scene was never to be forgotten by them until the time came for them to go home for ever.

“‘The Lord watch’” — and her voice trembled so that she could hardly speak—”’the Lord watch between me and thee, when we are absent one from another.’” Then she turned and went into the house, and left them there.

But the girls went with them to the garden gate. Said Mary, as John held her in his arms, and she laid her head upon his breast, “You will think of me every day, and of us all at home. Promise me you will; and however great your work may be, or how many friends you make, you will write to me each week. You will promise that? For although you may be going, I do mean to make it seem as though you were not. For whether you go or stay, you must be all the same to me, and to all of us at home. For, John” — this shyly, and in a lower tone—” this is still your home. Promise me that you will think of it always as your home, even though you are not with us all the time.”

He promised her, as with a good conscience he might dare to do; for the true man, no matter what his age or circumstances, always thinks of the place where his early days were spent, and where his parents lived and loved him well, as home — his home on earth. It is pleasant to hear a man in the prime of life, with his wife and children at his side, speak of the folks “at home;” in the mind of such an one, home — where he was innocent, so far as man can ever be, where he first knew God and love — and heaven are not divided much; and both are dear unto his soul.

But Alice said to Oliver, while the tears started to the lad’s eyes, and his face was hot with pain — 

“Ollie, dear, I want you to promise me something; I know you will, it will make me so happy if you do. Will you read your Bible at the same time I do? I read mine each night at ten; will you read yours then too? If you do, it will be as though we had not parted; each night we shall seem to meet again; for while we read we shall both be side by side before the throne of God. Will you promise me, Ollie dear? it will make me so happy if you will.”

Ollie promised her; what is the value of such a promise as that God alone can tell; may He grant that it is great. There are moments in the lives of the Oliver Freemans of this world when they are ready to promise anything to any one; they take, in their most literal sense, the words of the preacher: “To everything there is a season, and a time to every purpose under the heavens;” you may hear them say — and it is a fair specimen of the thoughtfulness of their general utterance — that there is a time for everything; forgetting that ALL time is the time for them to be wise, and NO time the time for them to sin. It is the custom of such like to do, as the scribes and Pharisees and hypocrites did, to strain at a gnat yet swallow a camel. They have Scripture texts at the tips of their tongues, which they will interpret with the most astounding literalism, if by so doing they can be twisted to their own desires; but they will split the finest hairs, shuffle out of the obvious sense of the most familiar words, if the text should happen to be disagreeable to them. The truth is, texts picked out at random are not to be recklessly used either on one side or the other, certainly not to be studied apart from the context, and never to be arbitrarily interpreted without a sure and certain knowledge of Jesus Christ and Him crucified. Study God’s Word as a whole, not in part; be careful how you pick and choose the parts which best fall in with your mood or whim; attain to a reasonable comprehension of the WHOLE Christian plan before you dip into the sacred Book in search of a line or verse which is peculiarly adapted to your palates. It is a fearful thing to trifle with your God; let us be at all times careful that the horror of such a situation is not our own.

When Old John’s turn came for parting, with odd simplicity and a quiet manner which told a story of its own, he took a hand of each, and said — 

“God bless ye, lads; God bless ye both, and be with ye in all ye do.”

Then they were gone. He left them at the station door; when they were inside the office he turned his horse’s head, and started off for home. They wondered that he did not come in and see them in the train and on their way; but a strange feeling kept them quiet, and they did not express their wonder. While on his part his heart was almost breaking, for a suspicion had suddenly sprung up from something Oliver had said; he would not come in and see them go, for he thought they would be ashamed, for it would be treating them like children in the eyes of all the world, when they were men. So he drove away, in the old dog-cart, through the muddy lanes and chilly rain, his heart almost breaking with the thought that it could ever have entered into their minds to conceive that by any possibility they could have been shamed by him. Shamed by him! The old man’s trembling lips were dumb; was it possible — and at the thought the old man sat like a statue in his cart — that they were ashamed of him? God help the father who is afraid of that.

Yet as he drove along mechanically through his mind were passing the words of his beloved Psalm. The Spartan child hugged the wolf unto his breast; but not even he made this agony the occasion of his praise.

“Bless the Lord, O my soul: and all that is within me, bless His holy name. Bless the Lord, O my soul, and forget not all His benefits: who forgiveth all thine iniquities; who healeth all thy diseases; who redeemeth thy life from destruction; who crowneth thee with loving-kindness and tender mercies....

Like as a father pitieth his children, so the Lord pitieth them that fear Him. For He knoweth our frame; He remembereth that we are dust. As for man, his days are as grass: as a flower of the field so he flourisheth. For the wind passeth over it, and it is gone; and the place thereof shall know it no more. But the mercy of the Lord is from everlasting to everlasting upon them that fear Him, and His righteousness unto children’s children.... Bless ye the Lord, all ye His hosts; ye ministers of His, that do His pleasure. Bless the Lord, all His works in all places of His dominion; bless the Lord, O my soul.”

Such is the cry which rose from Davids heart; such is the cry which, at all seasons, should rise from ours; for certainly if we were to remember all the blessings for which we have to thank the Lord, our life would be, as it should be, one long psalm of praise.


THE DEVIL’S DIAMOND
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CHAPTER I.

A BROTHER’S LEGACY.

MR. SAMUEL HOOKHAM was seated in his chambers in the Temple. Among the account-books which littered the table was a ponderous ledger. Over this he was poring with the affectionate air with which a bibliomaniac pores over his most prized black-letter. The sun was shining without, and the voices of the birds in the Temple gardens were heard through the dust-grimed windows. Obviously he was not the sort of man to care for sunshine — or for birds.

“I think I might raise those rents in Badger’s Buildings threepence a week, or even sixpence. It’s twelve months since last I raised them.” He lifted his eyes from the columns of his ledger. “That’s the best of weekly properties. You needn’t give any notice before you raise your rents. Those who don’t want to pay can go.” He stroked his chin. “And as there is generally nowhere else for them to go to, they have to stay. Few better investments than a good weekly property in the East End of London, — even in these socialistic days.”

Mr. Hookham looked down again at his ledger with something very like a grin. But hardly had he recommenced the absorbing study of its contents than there came from without the unmistakable sound of some one coming up the stairs.

“What fool’s that?”

As Mr. Hookham asked himself this hospitable question, it was obvious that, whoever the fool was, he was in a great hurry to reach his journey’s end. He appeared to be bounding up the stairs three at a time, as though a mad dog were at his heels. Mr. Hookham, who was not fond of promiscuous visitors, was meditating locking his door — there was not time to sport his oak — by way of suggesting that he was not at home, when he was saved the trouble by somebody flinging the door wide open, and entering the room as though he were flying for his life, and dropping, without the least regard to ceremony, into Mr. Hookham’s own particular chair. The visitor was a portly gentleman, clad in black from head to foot, who seemed to be in considerable agitation of mind and body. Mr. Hookham stared at him with not unnatural surprise, and under the circumstances not unjustifiable irritation.

“May I ask, sir, what you mean by entering a gentleman’s chambers in this extraordinary manner?” The visitor seemed scant of breath, which was not remarkable. For a person of his habit of body the haste which he appeared to have made was positively dangerous.

“Are you Samuel Hookham?” he gasped.

“Well, sir, and what if I am? Though I may mention that from strangers I’m accustomed to the prefix Mister. And pray, sir, who are you?”

“I’m an undertaker.”

Mr. Hookham rose from his seat, and stared even more than he had stared before.

“A what?”

“An undertaker.”

“And may I ask, sir, to what I owe the pleasure of this visit? I suppose you haven’t come to bury me?”

“Not to bury you. I buried your brother.”

“You—” Mr. Hookham started. “You buried my brother!”

“This day fortnight, in Nunhead Cemetery. Family grave, with fees, £13. Improved funeral car or hearse drawn by four horses, two modern carriages with pairs; elm shell, covered, lined, etc., stout case of polished oak, finished with best brass, mediæval furniture, and engraved inscription plate, with all necessary attendants; complete £20. Total £33. I’ve brought the bill to you.”

The visitor handed Mr. Hookham a blue document of portentous size. Mr. Hookham could scarcely believe his ears and eyes.

“Do I understand you to say that my brother Matthew is dead?”

“Dead as a coffin-nail! Couldn’t have had a handsomer funeral if all London had been there to see. He instructed me to bring the bill to you.”

Mr. Hookham became quite excited.

“But, my good sir, — your name, I presume, is — eh” — glancing at the headline of the document he held— “Truelove? You are the Mr. Truelove mentioned here?”

“The same. Established as General Furnishing Undertakers in 1789.”

“Mr. Truelove, I have not seen my brother Matthew for sixteen years. We parted — er — owing to a slight disagreement. What on earth has he been doing all this time?” — 

“I can guess.” Mr. Truelove sighed. “Particularly after the last fortnight, I can guess.”

“But he was a man of means. What has become of his property? Are you acquainted with his testamentary depositions? Of course I am his natural heir. What has he left?”

“All that he has left is this.” Mr. Truelove produced, very gingerly, between his finger and thumb, a small paper parcel from the recesses of his waist-coat pocket. “He said that if I gave you this you would see that my bill was paid.”

Mr. Hookham took the parcel, with a distinctly doubtful cast of countenance. But when he opened it he gave a start of surprise. And no wonder; for it contained, with no protection but the piece of coarse tissue paper, a crystal, which glittered and gleamed like a veritable mountain of light.

“What — what is this? A diamond?”

“Ah, I should say it was a diamond, and something like a diamond, too; your brother said that it was worth every penny of twenty thousand pounds.”

“Twenty thousand pounds? You don’t mean to say that he sank the whole of his fortune in a single precious stone?”

“I expect he did; anyhow, he said it had ruined him.”

“Ruined him! when you say that it is worth twenty thousand pounds. A man is not ruined who has twenty thousand pounds.”

“I can only tell you what he told me. He was lodging three doors off my place of business. When he was dying he sent for me. ‘Mr. Truelove,’ he said, ‘I want you to give me a gentleman’s funeral. I have no money with which to pay you, — when I am dead there will be only just enough to pay my landlady’s bill, — but I want you to give this to my brother,’ and with that he gave me the diamond, wrapped in a piece of paper, just as you see it there. ‘It’s worth twenty thousand pounds. You’ll find his address upon this envelope. I want you to give him this letter too.’”

Mr. Truelove took an envelope from his pocket; it was not in the cleanest condition, and it had been opened — Mr. Hookham perceived that fact at once.

“Who opened this envelope? — you?”

“Yes, me. And I wish I hadn’t.” And again Mr. Truelove sighed.

The envelope contained a letter written on one side of half a sheet of note paper. Here it is: — 

“DEAR SAMUEL, — I have told Mr. Truelove to give you the diamond, which you will have with this, after I am dead and he has buried me. Be good enough to pay his bill. Mr. Truelove is a perfect stranger to me. It would seem a rash thing to entrust such a commission to a perfect stranger; but I have not the slightest doubt that you will get the diamond, sooner or later, — certainly quite soon enough for you. It is called the Devil’s Diamond, and is worth, at a trade valuation, at least twenty thousand pounds. It has the pleasing property of bringing ill-luck to its possessor. It has brought the devil’s own luck to me. I was a rich man when first I had it; I am a beggar now, besides having lived the devil’s own life into the bargain. If I were to tell you the pranks that cursed stone has played me! It has at last succeeded in bringing me to an early grave. I have only had it two years, and it has done for me already. By the way, it possesses another pleasing property, — it is impossible to sell it. Whoever endeavours to do so will have the best of reasons for being sorry that he ever tried. It can only be given away. Knowing your character as I do, I am aware that you will never be able to give away a stone of the value of twenty thousand pounds. It was impossible for me; how still more impossible will it be for you! If ghosts are allowed to revisit these earthly plains, I hope I shall be permitted to see the fun — there will be fun, I know.

 

“Your affectionate brother, 

“MATTHEW HOOKHAM.”

 

The letter, which was written in the finest possible hand, took some time to read. When he had finished, Mr. Hookham, looking up, found that Mr. Truelove’s eyes were fixed upon him.

“It’s true,” said Mr. Truelove; “every word!” The undertaker groaned. “I ought to know. I tried to keep the thing. Twenty thousand pounds — such a prize as that! I didn’t think there was any harm. The time I’ve had with it; I wouldn’t go through another such a fortnight, not for twenty million pounds.”

Mr. Hookham’s manner, as he replied to the undertaker, whose moral standard, to say the least of it, seemed a little vague, was crushingly severe.

“Your conduct, sir, has been disgraceful. You have not only detained and opened a letter not addressed to you, but you have actually endeavoured to steal property of the value of twenty thousand pounds. Your conscience put a bar to your dishonesty; but you can hardly have the presumption to expect me to pay what you are pleased to call your bill.”

Rising from Mr. Hookham’s arm-chair, Mr. Truelove began to rub his hands.

“I think you’d better pay it,” he observed—” I think you really had. Mind — I don’t ask you to — I don’t say do or don’t; but I think you really had.”

“I am of a different opinion, sir. I not only think, under the circumstances, that I’d better not, but I beg to say plainly that I won’t!”

As Mr. Truelove stood with the handle of the door in his hand, preparatory to taking his departure, he murmured a last proffer of his advice.

“You’d better pay it! you’re sure to send it me — I know you will, and then you’ll wish you’d paid it now, you know.”

But as Mr. Hookham still seemed to be of a different opinion, Mr. Truelove disappeared.

When he was left alone, Mr. Hookham’s ideas, clear enough as a rule, as his debtors knew too well, were, for once in a way, a little confused. To have lost sight of his only brother for sixteen years, and then to hear of him again under, to put it mildly, such peculiar circumstances, even for a well-balanced mind, was confusing. Mr. Hookham and the deceased Matthew had quarrelled all their lives; there was such a strong family likeness between them that they could scarcely help but quarrel. Two keener pairs of eyes for a bargain probably never were encountered. The time which was not spent in getting the better of the world in general they spent in trying to get the better of each other. But there was one thing Matthew had which his brother lacked, and that was a sense of humour, — almost too keen a sense of humour, for he derived quite indescribable enjoyment from watching the troubles of his friends, and even, when occasion offered, of his brother.

Mr. Hookham sat at the table with Mr. Truelove’s bill upon his left. “Just like Matthew to leave me to pay his burial bill, — that was his idea of a joke!” Matthew’s letter was on his right, and the diamond was in front of him. What a diamond! If he had only been a student of the “Arabian Nights” it would have reminded him of the diamond which was found in the fish’s stomach, and which lighted the house at night. But Mr. Hookham despised such lore.

“Twenty thousand pounds!” Mr. Hookham smacked his lips. Such figures as those no man could possibly despise. “What a fool he was! If I’d gone first, I’d have seen him hanged before I left it him; I’d have swallowed it first. As for the stuff and nonsense in his letter, Matthew always was an idiot! Twenty thousand pounds!” Mr. Hookham took up the letter and glanced at it. “‘It is called the Devil’s Diamond’! — what a name for a precious stone! christened it himself, I expect; that would be just like another of his ideas of a joke. ‘And is worth, at a trade valuation, at least twenty thousand pounds.’ Suppose it is not worth twenty thousand pence?”

Mr. Hookham’s countenance fell. He realised very keenly indeed that to have played such a trick on him as that would have been exactly his brother’s idea of a joke, and of a good joke, too.

“Lucky I never paid that fool his bill; shouldn’t be surprised if they had got up the story of its value between them to make me pay for burying him. I’ll take it round to Schwabe — he’ll tell me what it’s worth.” Mr. Schwabe was a gentleman of Mr. Hookham’s acquaintance, who was in the diamond trade, and whose office was in Hatton Garden. It is some little distance from the Temple to Hatton Garden, and the idea of carrying a stone which might be worth twenty thousand pounds wrapped in a piece of tissue paper loose in his waistcoat pocket did not commend itself to Mr. Hookham. He searched about for some more suitable means of transit. Finally his ideas took the shape of wrapping the stone up in half a dozen newspapers, and cramming the newspapers into a jewel-box, and the jewel-box into a cash-box, and the cash-box into a Gladstone bag, and, when he was quite sure that the Gladstone bag was strapped and locked, he started off upon his journey.

Hardly, however, had he reached the bottom of the stairs than he was seized with a pain in the side — so violent a pain that he was obliged to lean against the wall to enable him to maintain even a semblance of the perpendicular. While he was in this position a ribald youth, coming across the courtyard, seeing he was in difficulties, mistook the cause of them.

“My hi!” exclaimed this youth. “Won’t you ‘ave ‘ot coppers!”

Mr. Hookham, momentarily inarticulate, was obliged to content himself with shaking his fist at this evil thinking vagabond. In a minute, the pain subsiding, he was able to make his way into Fleet Street. Hardly, however, had his feet touched that classic pavement than the pain returned, if anything with increased intensity. It had been his intention to walk to Hatton Garden. Matthew’s legacy might not be worth even twenty thousand pence, and he was not at all the sort of man to pay a cab fare for the mere sake of increasing the circulation of the currency. But it was impossible to stagger through the streets with that pain in his side. So Mr. Hookham made a virtue of necessity and hailed a cab, comforting himself with the reflection that it was safer to ride than to walk — which reflection, in this case, proved signally wrong.

Hansom cabmen are not noted for careful driving. Apparently he had hit upon the most careless driver in the whole of the town, or else ill luck followed him. The man lumbered and blundered from side to side, and all over the place, as though he had laid a wager to bring himself and his cab and his horse and his fare to grief in the shortest possible space of time. Mr. Hookham, sitting inside speechless with pain — for the pain in his side continued all the way — was also green with fright. It seemed to him a miracle that he was still alive when he reached his journey’s end. In paying the driver his strictly legal fare he was persuaded, from the expression of his countenance, which really was peculiar, that the man was drunk.

Mr. Schwabe was in. Mr. Hookham was just able to stagger into his office and plump down into a chair. In one respect his mode of entrance bore a strong resemblance to Mr. Truelove’s — it was distinctly of an unceremonious kind.

“Hookham!” cried Mr. Schwabe, starting from his seat at sight of him. “Are you ill?”

Mr. Hookham was just able to gasp out one word, and that word was “Brandy!”

Had any gentleman, suddenly overtaken by illness, suggested brandy in Mr. Hookham’s rooms, they would have suggested it in vain. But Mr. Schwabe was cast in a different mould. He immediately produced a bottle from a receptacle, which evidently contained several others of the same, or a kindred, kind. It was only after he had swallowed half a tumbler of neat spirit that Mr. Hookham began gradually to revive. “I can’t think what it was. I was never taken like that before. It must have been heartburn.”

“I shouldn’t like to have that sort of heartburn myself,” observed Mr. Schwabe, curiously regarding his friend. “I would have it seen to if I were you.”

“Oh, it’s nothing. I’ve been unusually excited, that is all, though it was a smart twinge while it lasted. Are we quite private here?”

Mr. Hookham’s eyes wandered round the room and finally rested on the door.

“Quite. That door is both sound-and fire-proof. And my walls have got no ears.”

“You know something of diamonds, Schwabe?”

“I ought to. It’s my trade. I’ve lived among them since I was so high.” Mr. Schwabe demonstrated the height he referred to by raising his hand about six inches from the ground.

“Eh — what passes between us is confidential, you understand?”

“Certainly.” Mr. Schwabe, who knew his friend, began to be amused. “Has anybody been trying to get you to lend them money on their diamonds?”

“No, no. I have something here about which I want to have your opinion.”

As he watched Mr. Hookham’s proceedings Mr. Schwabe’s amusement increased. First the cash-box appeared, then the jewel-box, then the newspapers. When all the wrappers were removed they formed quite a large heap upon the floor.

“How much would you say that was worth?”

As Mr. Hookham asked this question he removed the last of the wrappers and revealed — the mountain of light! When he saw this all traces of mere amusement passed from Mr. Schwabe. His usually immobile face lit up, and he leaned forward as though longing to feast his eyes upon this beautiful thing.

“Great snakes! Where did you get that from? My stars! What a diamond! It’s the finest stone I ever saw!”

“How much should you say it was worth?”

“Worth? How can you say how much a stone like that is worth? It’s worth a fortune. In former days it would have been worth a king’s ransom. There would not have been a crowned head in Europe who would not have endeavoured to grind out of his subjects the wherewithal to purchase it. Let me look at it — it’s worth one’s while to have lived if only to be able to say that one has handled such a stone.”

If such really were Mr. Schwabe’s opinion — and men have held similar opinions about other things, some about a teapot even, and why not about diamonds? — it would appear that he quickly changed his mind. In his enthusiasm he stretched out his hand to tenderly touch the precious thing, but no sooner had he got it in his grasp than he sprang from his seat with a yell which might have shaken the ceiling, and flung it down again upon the floor.

“The devil!” he screamed, hopping about the room like a bear upon hot plates. “Curse your infernal tricks! It would serve you right if I had your life for this!”

Mr. Hookham stared at Mr. Schwabe with most natural surprise. He had passed from fervid enthusiasm to frantic rage with the rapidity of a quick-change artiste. And it was really curious to see a gentleman who scaled a good sixteen stone bounding with so much agility about his office floor. And he had thrown the diamond on to the ground — the stone which was worth the ransom of a king! Mr. Hookham stooped to pick it up. As he did so he did exactly what Mr. Schwabe had done — directly he had it in his grasp he yelled. If he did not fling it immediately from him it was not for want of trying. But the stone actually appeared to stick to the palm of his hand; and it was only after the most frenzied efforts that he was able to haul it from him with a crash upon the floor. When he had succeeded in doing so he stood in the centre of the room and roared, literally bellowed like a bull.

“Stop that noise!” cried Mr. Schwabe, scandalised at an uproar which was even greater than he himself had made. “Do you want all the neighbourhood in!”

Thus appealed to, Mr. Hookham subsided into what was very much like a state of tears.

“It’s burnt a hole right through my hand!” he whined.

“Serves you right! You shouldn’t try to play your fool’s tricks upon other men. Look at that.”

Mr. Schwabe held out his hand. On the palm there was a scar which had the appearance of having been very recently branded there by a red-hot iron. “Look at that.”

Mr. Hookham held out his. On his palm the scar was even more perceptible than on his friend’s.

“Serve you right! Why didn’t you tell me the thing was hot?”

“Hot!” Mr. Hookham stared. “How was I to know that it was hot? It wasn’t hot when I put it in the bag.”

“Don’t tell your cock-and-bull stories to me! it’s a case of the biter bit, my boy, — I’m not sure I oughtn’t to give you a good sound hiding into the bargain. Pick up the stone and clear out. I want to have my hand dressed, — I wouldn’t lose it for all the diamonds in the world.”

Mr. Hookham did as he was told. He picked up the stone, with the aid of a pair of tongs.

“I shouldn’t be surprised if it burnt a hole through boxes and bag and all,” said Mr. Schwabe. “It’s hotter than a red-hot coal.”

Mr. Hookham made no reply. He left his friend’s office — bearing the Gladstone bag in his unburnt hand — with something of the air of the cur who carries his tail between his legs. He journeyed back on foot, stopping at a chemist’s to have his hand dressed; the chemist asking questions about the cause of the injury which he found it difficult to answer.

When he reached the Temple he found a small crowd gathered on the landing outside his chambers. Among them was a Mr. Walter Ferrol, a young gentleman who was “reading” with the great Juice, Q.C., on the floor beneath. Mr. Ferrol was a young gentleman to whom Mr. Hookham had a peculiar aversion; he was therefore not overwhelmed with satisfaction when he came forward to greet him with a bland smile upon his somewhat vacuous countenance.

“Really, Mr. Hookham, quite a pleasure; I was not aware you had a brother.”

Mr. Hookham scowled, but Mr. Ferrol blandly waved his hand towards Mr. Hookham’s door. Mr. Hookham’s glance followed the direction of the hand, and he saw inscribed right across the panels, in good-sized letters of red paint, this pertinent — or impertinent — inquiry:

 

“WHY DON’T YOU PAY THE MAN FOR BURYING YOUR BROTHER?”

Under this there was a true and particular copy, also in what appeared to be red paint, of Mr. Truelove’s small account. It was not surprising that it should have attracted the attention of the loungers on the stairs. While Mr. Hookham continued to gaze, Mr. Ferrol, standing at his elbow, continued to address to him a somewhat exasperating string of observations.

“Thirty-three pounds does seem a large sum to have to pay for burying a brother, — one must allow that, don’t you know. Still there are some men who would pay more; and then there’s the family grave-room for you! There must always be a certain satisfaction when you bear that in mind.”

Approaching the door Mr. Ferrol began commenting on the several items of Mr. Truelove’s account, in the style of a lecturer addressing a class.

“‘ Improved funeral car, or hearse,’ — one of those slap-up constructions, we may presume, all gilded corners and plate glass—’ drawn by four horses.’ Four in hand, you see! regular Derby team! fancy tooling them along with that plate-glass structure in the rear. ‘Two modern carriages with pairs,’ — two, you see, and ‘modern,’ and ‘carriages,’ not ‘carts,’

‘with pairs.’ It doesn’t say a pair of what, but possibly one fool inside and another fool out; ‘elm shell, covered, lined, etc.’; observe etc. ‘Etcetera’ is a Latin word denoting ‘and other things.’ Now what other things? Imagination may supply the answer.”

“Let me pass!”

Mr. Hookham, who apparently had at last found his tongue, cut Mr. Ferrol’s ribaldry short by thrusting him on one side and letting himself into his room. When he was in he locked the door behind him; but he could still hear Mr. Ferrol continuing his remarks without.

“This is that scamp of an undertaker’s doing; I’ll make him smart for this! If he thinks he is going to get money out of me by means of defamatory libels he has mistaken his man.”

Mr. Hookham sat down at his table. His hand still pained him; he felt in a curiously unsettled frame of mind. Had he had some brandy on the premises he would certainly have tried the remedial force of a second internal application. But he had none. While that scurrilous crowd lingered on the landing he felt an odd unwillingness to go out in search of some.

Suddenly he remembered Mr. Schwabe’s words about the stone burning a hole through bag and boxes and all. With hands which actually trembled he unfastened the Gladstone and began eagerly to see if any damage had been done. Apparently not; he could see no sign of any. There was his beauty, the mountain of light, the diamond that was worth the ransom of a king, nestling in a corner of the jewel-box. How beautiful it was! How it sparkled! How it focussed a million rays of light, how it flashed back a myriad rainbow hues! And it was worth the ransom of a king. Mr. Hookham stretched out his hand and touched it gingerly with his finger tip. It seemed quite cool. He pressed his finger against it harder. It was quite cool; he took it up; his hand was perhaps a little feverish, for it felt deliciously cool and pleasant to the touch. How could it, then, have burnt him — and his friend? Had he not had the evidence of his bandaged and smarting palm he might have supposed that his imagination had played a trick. But there was no disputing such evidence as that. He replaced the diamond in the jewel-case. Taking his brother’s letter from his pocket he unfolded it and re-perused it carefully from end to end.

On a second study it made a stronger impression on him than it had done before. The suggestion, however, that he should pay Mr. Truelove’s bill excited his ire.

“Pay him! yes, I’ll pay him! I’ll make him smart for publishing a malicious libel and disfiguring my door. When those idiots have gone I’ll get some water and wash it off, — but he shall smart for it, all the same.”

A little consideration showed that it was singular that Matthew should have entrusted so valuable a stone to a perfect stranger. Even more singular appeared his implicit confidence in the fact that sooner or later it would reach its proper destination. He seemed even to have suspected the trustee’s honesty, but his suspicions seemed in no way to have affected his belief that it would reach his brother in the end. And then why had he called it the Devil’s Diamond? What an exceedingly unpleasant name!— “It has the pleasing property of bringing ill-luck to its possessor.” When Mr. Hookham read that he scowled. It was absurd to suppose that such a property could belong to anything, — and to a stone! Still — well — Matthew was a fool!

“It has brought the devil’s own luck to me. I was a rich man when first I had it, — I am a beggar now, besides having lived the devil’s own life into the bargain. If I were to tell you the pranks that cursed stone has played me! It has at last succeeded in bringing me to an early grave. I have only had it two years, and it has done for me already.”

This was certainly strange language for a sane man to use. And Mr. Hookham had no reason — no special reason, that is — to suppose his brother to have been insane. Mr. Hookham laughed — not very pleasantly, but still he laughed.

“I think I’ll let it try its hand on me — I think I will. A diamond worth twenty thousand pounds — Schwabe says it’s worth the ransom of a king, and I suppose that would be fixed at twenty thousand pounds at least — would have to have an uncommonly bad reputation before it became formidable to me. I suppose Matthew got fooling his money away, and then attributed its loss to anything but his own want of common-sense? I’ve heard of that sort of thing before.”

Mr. Hookham laughed — and scowled, in judicious combination — still more when he came to that part of the letter which spoke of its being impossible to sell the stone.

“I never read such nonsense in my life! Not able to sell a stone of the value of twenty thousand pounds! Well, I’m in no hurry to find a purchaser, and I suppose it might be a delicate matter to find one at a moment’s notice for such a stone as that; but I think I know a party who would give me a five-pound note for it, at any rate! If I want to get rid of it I shall have to give it away, shall I? I fancy I shall want to get rid of it very badly indeed before I come to that.”

When he had completed the perusal of the letter his dominant expression was a scowl — a scowl of an altogether unmistakable kind. Matthew’s modestly expressed hope that he might be permitted, as a ghost, to revisit these mortal shades “to see the fun,” and his firmly-expressed opinion that there would be fun to see, did not appeal to Mr. Hookham’s sense — or rather absence — of humour in the least. He folded the letter and placed it in his pocket. Then he listened.

“I wonder if those idiots have gone?”

He stole to the door, and pressed his ear to the panel. All was still. He opened the door and peeped outside. Just at the moment the postman came up the stairs and handed him a letter. The official stared at the inscription on the door, and then at Mr. Hookham. But Mr. Hookham looked grim and wordless; and the postman, perhaps deeming that if speech is silver silence is golden, went silently away.

“I’ll sport the oak, and then perhaps I shall be allowed to wash the rubbish off in peace.”

When he had sported his oak, Mr. Hookham returned into his room. He read his letter. It was from an insurance company, notifying him that the necessary payment on certain fire policies of his was overdue. He was a little startled.

“How came I to forgot that? It was a very careless thing to do — an act of forgetfulness which I never remember to have been guilty of before, and I know that. I got out the cheque-book to write a cheque. However, I will send them one directly I have washed this rubbish off the door.”

But washing “the rubbish off the door” was an operation which occupied some time. He brought a basin, and some water, and an old towel, and began; but the “rubbish” declined to come off. He fetched some soap and a scrubbing-brush, and tried scrubbing; still it refused to disappear. His indignation grew apace.

“I’ll make that villain smart for this! Now I should like to know what I’m to do!”

But he was a man of resources. Among the odds and ends which his rooms contained was some paint in a can.

“I’ll paint it out,” he said.

He proceeded to paint it out. The paint in the can was black — a somewhat sombre colour, but anything was better than having Mr. Truelove’s bill, with the pertinent, or impertinent, inquiry overhead, staring the whole world in the face. While he was about it it occurred to him that he might as well make a complete job of the thing. The door wanted painting — it had never been re-painted while he had been there, and he had been an occupant of those chambers for over twenty years — and it was some consolation to think that he was, at any rate, saving the cost of a workman, So he shrouded the whole of the door, from top to bottom, with the same cheerful funereal hue.

By this time evening was lengthening the shadows. Mr. Hookham’s chambers, never very bright, were now dim and ghostly. When he had finished his self-imposed task, where he stood it was quite dark, yet he glanced up as if to admire the fruit of his labours. As he did so he sprang back with a start — well, it was a start of amazement, perhaps. There, on the new black paint, which was still wet, and smelling very strongly, was the inscription shining out through the darkness plainer than ever: — 

 

“WHY DON’T YOU PAY THE MAN FOR BURYING YOUR BROTHER?”

And under it was Mr. Truelove’s account, exact in every item as before, gleaming out at him, as it seemed, in letters of fire. As he stared, speechless, there came a thundering rat-tat-tat at the outer door. Mechanically, really scarcely knowing what he was doing, he opened it. A man, apparently in a high state of excitement, stood without.

“Mr. Hookham!” said this person, in a very husky voice, which seemed to be owing partly to agitation and partly — a considerable part — to gin, “for God’s sake come along, sir! The Buildings is on fire!”

“The Buildings on fire? What do you mean? Who are you?”

“Don’t you know me, sir? I’m Larry, what sees that none of ’em don’t go away without paying their rents. Buildings — Badger’s Buildings — is on fire!”

“Very well, I will come directly. You can go.”

But the man showed no signs of moving.

“Good Lord deliver us! Whatever’s that?”

He was staring with might and main at the fiery letters which flamed upon the newly-painted door.

“It’s — it’s nothing. It’s — it’s a little joke of mine. Don’t I tell you you can go?”

To make his meaning clear, Mr. Hookham slammed the door in the fellow’s face.

As he passed into the room there was a slight thud, as of something falling. Turning, he saw, shining through the darkness — a mountain of light indeed! — the diamond. Matthew’s legacy lying on the floor.


CHAPTER II.

THE LEGACY OBJECTS TO BEING REALISED.

It was an early hour on the following morning when Mr. Hookham returned to his chambers; but early as was the hour, he found someone awaiting his arrival. It was Mr. Truelove. Mr. Hookham did not seem at all surprised to see him, but looked up at him with lustreless eyes as though it were the most natural thing in the world to receive a visit from an undertaker before the arrival of the morning’s milk. No greetings were exchanged, but when Mr. Hookham had unlocked the outer door, and the inscription was revealed, blazing upon the fresh black paint, Mr. Truelove shook his head.

“Ah! I knew there’d be something of the kind — I knew there would! You’d better have paid me as I advised you to, you know.”

He followed Mr. Hookham into the room. When that gentleman sat down, he — altogether uninvited — sat down too. Mr. Hookham, in general one of the most particular of men as regards his personal appearance, looked wofully unkempt and dirty.

“Since last night I’ve lost five hundred pounds a year,” he groaned.

“What’s that? It’s nothing compared to what you will lose. Look at him; he lost his life.”

Mr. Truelove jerked his thumb over his shoulder. The allusion was to the deceased Matthew. Mr. Hookham went on, apparently unheeding.

“Badger’s Buildings produced last year £513 19s. 9d net.” And again he groaned.

“You’ll get used to losing things in time. The very first day I had that stone I had a funeral come to grief in the Mile End Road.” Mr. Truelove groaned in harmony.

“They were insured for five thousand pounds. I’ve paid on that policy for eleven years. The half-yearly payment was due ten days ago. For the first time I overlooked it. Last evening I received an intimation of my oversight, and last night they were burnt to the ground! — uninsured.”

“It’s the stone,” said Mr. Truelove. “It’s that there Devil’s Diamond.”

Mr. Hookham, looking up, seemed for the first time to recognise his presence.

“What do you want now?” he peevishly inquired.

“It isn’t what I want; it’s what you want. Something kept on telling me all night that you might want to pay that little bill of mine.”

“Don’t I tell you that since I saw you I am the poorer by five hundred pounds a year? Do you think I am likely to be in a humour for paying bills — and other people’s too?”

Mr. Truelove sighed, and shook his head.

“Still, I’d pay it all the same, if I was you.”

For some reason the undertaker’s words seemed to make an impression on Mr. Hookham’s mind. He glanced at his visitor out of the corner of his eyes, and pondered. Then he unlocked a drawer in the table at which he was seated and, taking out a cheque-book, wrote a cheque for three and thirty pounds. When he had written it, he produced Mr. Truelove’s account. “Here’s your money; receipt your bill.” Mr. Truelove did as he was told. “Now you can go.”

Without a word Mr. Truelove went. He went, that is, as far as the door; for when he had opened it he paused, the door in his hand.

“There! I knew how it would be. It’s gone!” he cried.

“Gone!”

Mr. Hookham started from his chair. He went to the door. It was gone, — the inscription which had, a minute back, been flaming in scarlet letters upon the freshly-painted door. Mr. Hookham grasped Mr. Truelove by the arm.

“Come inside,” he said, “and shut the door.”

They returned into the room. Mr. Hookham began fumbling with the papers which littered the table, seeming uneasy in his mind.

“What — what makes you think there is anything curious about that stone?”

“It isn’t what I think, it’s what I know. I wouldn’t be the owner of that stone not for a million pounds a year. What would be the use of the money if I had it? I should lose it in no time, and perhaps my life as well. I should be wishing I was dead, at any rate.” Mr. Truelove, who did not seem happy, although he had been paid his bill, took out his handkerchief and mopped his brow.

“Perhaps — perhaps, then, Pd better sell it?”

“Sell it!” Mr. Truelove gasped. “If I was you, I wouldn’t try. What do you think I’ve been doing all the time I’ve had it? Haven’t I been trying to sell it morning, noon, and night? Good Lord! the time I’ve had.”

As he made this frank confession, the perspiration rolled down Mr. Truelove’s countenance in streams, apparently called forth by the mere act of recollection.

“You impudent scoundrel! You dare to tell me you tried to rob me of twenty thousand pounds, and then come and ask me to pay your paltry bill!”

“I never asked you — never! I only said I thought you would find it better if you did.”

“Leave my room, sir! Don’t split hairs with me! If — if I didn’t feel unwell this morning, I should give you into the charge of the police. You thief!”

Mr. Truelove meekly shook his head, and went — this time right away. Even then Mr. Hookham was half-minded to call him back again, and address to him some fresh inquiries. He was very curious about the stone. But, curious as he was, he felt that he might pay for his curiosity too dear.

“It’s all stuff and nonsense,” he told himself. “The fellow is an impudent thief. He would be only too glad to get it into his hands again. Of course he couldn’t sell it! Who would be likely to buy a stone of that value from such a one as he is? I was a fool to pay his bill!”

But he thought of the inscription which had come and vanished; and on the last point he was not quite clear in his mind. Perhaps it was as well he had paid it after all. As for not being able to find a purchaser at any price for a stone worth twenty thousand pounds, the idea was most absurd. None the less, at the recollection of his interview with Mr. Schwabe he winced. At the thought of Badger’s Buildings, and the lapsed insurance, he winced still more. But then one need not have arrived at Mr. Hookham’s age to know what curious coincidences there are in the world.

When he had gone out in response to the sudden call the night before — that call which had summoned him to witness the loss of five hundred pounds a year — he had put the diamond in his safe; now, with listless air, he took it out. He brightened up as he beheld it. During the night it seemed actually to have increased in size; had he been a speculative man he would have wagered that it at any rate had grown in splendour. It positively blazed with light; it dazzled his eyes; indeed, as he gazed at it, it had a very curious effect on him: he found it difficult to remove his glance; it fascinated him as with some magic spell; it fired his breast with an unwonted passion; he gloated on it as a sensualist might be supposed to gloat on some fair woman; he feasted on its beauty, as it were; drank in its glorious light; it inspired him with a singular delusion; it seemed to speak to him; he seemed to hear its voice.

“Sell me,” it seemed to say. “Turn me into gold. There is a fortune in my smile! I am worth the ransom of a king!”

No harder-headed man than Mr. Hookham, yet the voice of the diamond filled him with a strange delusion. It warmed him through and through; it banished all his listless airs — drove from him the memory of his loss — made a young man of him again.

“Sell me! sell me!” it seemed to say.

“I will!” he cried, — out loud, so that his voice rang through the room; and — was it fancy? — the diamond smiled; nay, not only smiled, it laughed — it was like the sound of wondrous music in his ears; and Mr. Hookham, he laughed too.

“At once! at once!” the diamond cried.

“At once!” cried Mr. Hookham too.

He caught up his hat, and, all dishevelled and dirty as he was, he left the room. He must have been possessed, or he would never have behaved like that. It was not surprising that people stared at him as he passed along the street, he presented such a peculiar spectacle. He had his hand closed on the diamond, and every now and then he opened it to peep at the treasure which it held, and every time he peeped the diamond seemed to smile at him; and when it smiled he smiled at it again. It is an unusual thing for street passengers to behave like that.

An acquaintance at sight of him and his peculiar “carryings on” pulled up and stared.

“Hullo, Hookham! Whatever’s the row? You look as though you have been making a night of it, my friend.”

But Mr. Hookham did not even glance at him; he simply went on his way and smiled. The acquaintance stared after him and whistled.

“I should say, from appearances, that old Hookham’s ‘cracked.’”

It was now between eight and nine o’clock, the hour at which the great stream of life sweeps citywards. Mr. Hookham went along the Strand — which is scarcely the thoroughfare in which the average man would choose to air his eccentricities — through Bedford and Garrick Streets, across Leicester Square. He had not the slightest doubt as to whither his steps were tending. Something — he thought it was the diamond — kept whispering in his ear two well-known names, “Ruby and Golden! Ruby and Golden!” over and over again.

Every one knows, at least by reputation, the well-known firm of Messrs. Ruby and Golden. There are no more famous jewellers in the world. It is reported, and currently believed, that in their treasure-house in Bond Street there are gems before which the jewels in Aladdin’s Cave would pale their ineffectual fires. Who so likely to buy a diamond which was worth the ransom of a king? Where else was Mr. Hookham so likely to find a market for it if he could not find it there?

In Bond Street business is not at its flood tide at nine a m.; in fact, the shops have scarcely got their shutters down — or up, for nowadays they reverse matters, pulling them up where they used to take them down. Mr. Hookham’s appearance at Messrs. Ruby and Golden’s created a small sensation. An exceedingly well-dressed gentleman favoured him with a supercilious stare.

“Well, my man, what can I do for you?”

Mr. Hookham, who was not accustomed to being addressed as “my man,” gave a little start. He forgot that he had been out all night, and had omitted to make his toilet before he started on his expedition.

“I wish to see one of the firm,” he said.

“Well, you can’t, because one of the firm’s not here. I wouldn’t trouble myself to call again, if I were you. Good-day.”

But Mr. Hookham was not at all the sort of person to allow a shopman to turn him out of a shop quite so offhandedly as that.

“You jackanapes!” he said. It was the well-dressed gentleman’s turn to start. “Your master shall be informed by me as to his servant’s demeanour behind his back.”

“What is the matter, Wilkinson?”

The well-dressed gentleman became a little pale. Mr. Hookham turned. An individual had entered the shop whose presence seemed to inspire the well-dressed gentleman with reverential awe.

“This — this person wishes to see one of the firm.”

The new-corner addressed himself to Mr. Hookham.

“On what business? I am Mr. Golden.”

“What I have to say to you must be said in private.”

Mr. Golden eyed him up and down, possibly revolving in his mind whether his visitor was something in the commercial line, something new in pencil cases — or braces, perhaps; or, what was even worse, a tout for a charity, the charity being not impossibly himself.

“It is against my rule to see strangers in private unless I am first acquainted with their business.”

“You will see me.”

Mr. Hookham looking up met Mr. Golden’s eyes with a glance which impressed that gentleman with the belief that his bearing was hardly that of a “commercial,” or even of a tout for a charity. Mr. Hookham went on, — 

“What I have to say to you is of the first importance. If you will step with me into your private room, I think I shall be able to convince you that I have no desire to trifle with your time.”

Even the most “pushing” traveller in braces or pencil-cases would hardly venture to address a man of Mr. Golden’s standing with such words, and in such a tone, as that. Mr. Golden led the way into a room at the back of the shop, which, though not of vast dimensions, was more than comfortably furnished.

“What is it? My time is valuable.”

“I am Samuel Hookham, of Mitre Court, Temple. Although I am personally unknown to you, I believe your are acquainted with my friend Schwabe of Hatton Garden.”

“I know a Mr. Schwabe of Hatton Garden.”

“I believe that Mr. Schwabe is considered an authority on precious stones. I have lately come into possession of a diamond which he assures me is the finest he has ever seen.”

Mr. Golden smiled.

“Mr. Schwabe says that?”

“He does.”

Mr. Golden removed his hat, which he had hitherto kept upon his head.

“Sit down, Mr. Hookham.” Mr. Hookham sat down; Mr. Golden sat down too. “Since you say Mr. Schwabe is your friend, it is possible he used friendly language. May I ask how you came into possession of this remarkable stone?”

As he said this Mr. Golden was removing his gloves, and continued to smile.

“It was bequeathed me by my brother.”

“And your brother?”

“How my brother became possessed of it I cannot tell you. I had not seen him for sixteen years, nor was I aware of the existence of the stone till after his death.”

“And he left no explanation of how he came by it? I ask these questions because you must know that all really remarkable stones — and if what Mr. Schwabe says is correct yours must be a very remarkable stone indeed” — and again Mr. Golden smiled—” have a history.”

“I am aware of that; but he left none. We were not on good terms, and he simply left the stone,”

“And you wish — ?”

Mr. Golden paused for Mr. Hookham to supply the words.

“Under certain circumstances I wish to dispose of it.”

“You have it with you?”

By way of answer Mr. Hookham stretched out his left hand, and there was the stone in the palm. Mr. Golden started. The action was a little startling, and he probably thought that it was a rough-and-ready way of carrying about a really remarkable stone. He looked at it; Mr. Hookham looked at it too. Was it a hallucination, or had it really grown? It seemed to him to have increased to twice its original size.

“Don’t you think that’s rather a curious way of carrying a diamond through the streets — in your naked hand?”

Mr. Golden’s courteous and rather supercilious tones had all at once grown almost husky, as though he had caught a sudden cold. He did not take his eyes off the diamond on Mr. Hookham’s extended palm.

“I knew I should not be robbed. I was not afraid.”

“But suppose some one had struck you a sudden blow, and knocked it out of your hand? Such things are not uncommon.”

“I was not afraid.”

“Will you permit me?”

Mr. Golden put out his hand to take the diamond, so as to submit it to a closer examination. Mr. Hookham made no sign of objecting, and Mr. Golden’s finger and thumb closed on the precious stone.

“Is it fastened to your hand?”

“Not at all. How do you mean?”

“It seems as though it were stuck to your hand.” Mr. Golden glanced up at Mr. Hookham with rather an acrid smile.

“How can it be stuck to my hand?”

“I hope, sir, you are playing me no trick.”

“Playing you a trick! What on earth do you mean? Why don’t you take it?”

“Because I can’t. You know very well I can’t.” Mr. Golden’s face had become distinctly clouded. “I don’t believe it’s a diamond at all.”

“Not a diamond? What the dickens do you mean?”

“It’s some glutinous composition. Wilkinson!” Mr. Golden raised his voice very authoritatively indeed. The sprucely-dressed gentleman appeared at the door; the scene he saw was rather a curious one. The elegant Mr. Golden was seated on one chair, the shabby stranger on another just in front of him; the stranger had his left arm extended, Mr. Golden his right, and Mr. Golden’s finger and thumb were touching the centre of the stranger’s palm with what at first sight appeared to be affectionate familiarity. But neither Mr. Golden’s countenance nor voice was at all affectionate.

“This person has endeavoured to foist off some glutinous compound as a diamond, and my finger and thumb have got stuck to it.’’

“Got stuck to it, sir?”

“Got stuck to it! Don’t I say it plain enough? I shall have to send for the police.” Mr. Golden turned to Mr. Hookham. “Now, sir, will you or will you not release my finger and thumb?”

Mr. Hookham seemed to be in a state of extreme bewilderment.

“I don’t understand it; it is a diamond.”

“Diamond! stuff and nonsense! Don’t try any of your knave’s tricks on me! Either release my finger and thumb or remove your hand.”

“I can’t — it’s stuck to the palm.”

“Stuck to the palm!”

Mr. Golden, full of indignation, persuaded that he was the victim, at the very least, of some hideous practical joke, gave a sudden violent jerk with the intention of releasing his finger and thumb; but instead of succeeding in doing that, he only succeeded in pulling Mr. Hookham, who was a smaller man than himself, and who expected nothing of the kind, out of his seat in a manner which was both singular and surprising.

“Wilkinson!” cried Mr. Golden, as the astonished Mr. Hookham crashed forward on his chest.

The astute Wilkinson grasped Mr. Hookham by both his shoulders. “None of that,” he said. “Don’t you play any of your games here.”

“Games! My games!” gasped Mr. Hookham. “He’s almost dislocated my arm.”

“Send for a policeman,” said Mr. Golden, who was very red in the face.

For once in a way a representative of the majesty of the law must have been very close at hand, for in a surprisingly short space of time a constable appeared.

“Officer, I give this man into custody for assault.”

“Assault!” gasped Mr. Hookham.

“What has he done, sir?”

“He’s — he’s fastened my finger and thumb to the palm of his hand.”

The constable stared. Apparently this was a variety of crime which was new to him.

“He’s done what, sir?”

“He’s fastened my finger and thumb to the palm of his hand!”

As he repeated his words it was plain that Mr. Golden was very angry indeed, and, it must be confessed, with cause. But still it seemed that the constable did not completely understand.

“How’s he done that, sir?”

“I don’t know how he’s done it! He has done it, and that’s quite enough for me. He’s got some confounded thing, and — and my finger and thumb have got stuck fast to it.”

The constable advanced. Mr. Wilkinson advanced too. On the policeman’s face there was more than the suspicion of a smile. In spite’ of his indignation, which was genuine enough, Mr. Golden was evidently conscious of the absurdity of his situation; and Mr. Hookham did seem so overwhelmed by his bewilderment! The policeman addressed him.

“What is that you have in your hand?”

“It’s a diamond.”

As Mr. Hookham said so — which he did in a tone which seemed to suggest that he was not sure if he were standing on his head or heels — Mr. Golden gave utterance to a sound which might be described as a snort. It was expressive of complete incredulity and unmitigated scorn. Bending over, the policeman tried to see what the thing really was. But with Mr. Golden’s finger and thumb above, and the palm of Mr. Hookham’s hand below, the diamond was entirely hidden from sight. Grasping Mr. Hookham’s wrist firmly with his right hand, the policeman gave it a sudden wrench.

“Don’t!” cried Mr. Golden. “Do you want to break my arm, you idiot?”

“I beg your pardon, sir.” Then, to Mr. Hookham, “Is it stuck to your hand?”

Mr. Hookham put his right hand to his brow, as though he were endeavouring to collect his thoughts.

“It seems as though it were.”

“Seems!” growled Mr. Golden. “Devilish good seeming!”

“I thought you said it was a diamond.”

“So it is a diamond.”

“If it’s a diamond how’s it got stuck to your hand? With glue?”

“Glue?” repeated Mr. Hookham. “I’ve no more idea how it has got stuck to my hand than the man in the moon. It’s — it’s a remarkable stone.”

“I should think it was a remarkable stone,” said Mr. Golden.

The constable turned his attention to the infuriated jeweller.

“Are you quite sure, sir, that your finger and thumb are both stuck fast?”

“Sure? Of course I’m sure. Do you think I’d stand here if I wasn’t sure?”

“Perhaps you will allow me to see you endeavour to release yourself.”

“Oh, with pleasure.”

Mr. Golden began to go through a series of gymnastics, which seemed a little peculiar in a gentleman of his appearance, which caused considerable inconvenience to Mr. Hookham; but he wholly failed to release his finger and thumb from their close neighbourhood to Mr. Hookham’s palm.

“Perhaps you will allow me to see what I can do. I will only just touch you.”

The constable did only just touch him. He very gingerly took hold of Mr. Golden’s finger and thumb. Without the slightest difficulty he took them clean away from the palm of Mr. Hookham’s hand.

“That’s very singular,” said Mr. Golden, who seemed amazed at his sudden release.

“Very singular indeed.” The policeman’s tone was distinctly grim. “I suppose neither of you gentlemen have been having a little joke with me?”

Mr. Golden turned to Mr. Wilkinson.

“That’s a nice question to be asked by a policeman! Constable, I don’t know if you’re aware who I am. I am Mr. Golden, the acting member of this firm. Do I strike you as the sort of person to play little jokes with policemen — before the morning letters have been opened even?”

Mr. Golden waved his hand towards a table which was covered with unopened letters. The policeman made no direct reply. Instead he took the diamond from the palm of Mr. Hookham’s hand — an operation which was attended with no more difficulty than his first had been.

“It doesn’t seem stuck to your hand now.”

Again Mr. Hookham’s right hand sought his brow.

“I never thought it was.”

“Oh, you didn’t, didn’t you? Don’t you think it’s rather a pity you didn’t say so before? Well, gentlemen, I suppose you don’t want me any more? I don’t know much about diamonds, but this seems a very pretty bit of glass, if it is glass. Not much the matter with it either — I mean in the glue line.”

“Let me look at it.”

Mr. Golden stretched out his hand; the policeman stretched out his. As he did so there was a flash, a loud report, and with remarkable celerity the policeman let the diamond fall to the ground.

“Good God!” ejaculated Mr. Golden, who had sprung up like a jack-in-the-box. The policeman seemed on the point of losing his temper.

“I don’t know what’s your idea of a joke, but it seems to me that this is carrying a joke a little bit too far. It might have blown my eyes out: as it is, it’s singed my beard.”

In fact, there was a perceptible odour of burning hair. A momentary silence followed this expression of the constable’s mind. The four actors in the scene stared at each other, and at the diamond, which scintillated and glittered as it lay in front of them upon the floor. Mr. Golden turned on Mr. Hookham.

“Who the mischief, sir, are you? And what infernal machine is it that you’ve brought here?”

Before he replied, Mr. Hookham advanced and, stooping, picked up the diamond — not without exhibiting every appearance of the greatest care in handling it.

“What has occurred is as great a mystery to me as it is to you. I don’t understand it at all. When I do it is possible that I shall call on you again.”

Mr. Hookham moved towards the door. The policeman laid a detaining hand upon his shoulder.

“Where are you going to?”

“Pray, what has that to do with you? I am going away.”

“Shall I let him go, sir?” the policeman asked of Mr. Golden. The jeweller hesitated. He made some notes upon a piece of paper.

“You say your name is Samuel Hookham, of Mitre Court, Temple, and that you are a friend of Mr. Schwabe’s of Hatton Garden. I will cause inquiries to be made. Yes, constable, you can let him go, though if my inquiries prove unsatisfactory it by no means follows that he is gone for good.”


CHAPTER III.

MADAME NURVETCHKY IS INTRODUCED TO THE LEGACY.

WHEN Mr. Hookham found himself in the street, he was conscious, so far as he was conscious of anything, and for the first few moments that was saying very little indeed, of an emphatically complicated state of mind. He could not, so to speak, unravel his thoughts. Without any clear idea of where it was that he was going, he wandered up towards Oxford Street, the diamond tightly grasped in his left hand. In Oxford Street, almost mechanically, he stopped in front of a newsagent’s shop, and his eye was caught by the displayed contents bills of the newspapers of the day. One item of news seemed to be the item in all of them. “Awful Accident in a Mine. Appalling Loss of Life.” The announcement was repeated in almost the same words on all the bills. Slipping the diamond into his waistcoat pocket, Mr. Hookham went in and bought a paper, — scarcely knowing why, for by this time his own copy awaited him at home. He opened the paper in the shop. His glance fastened on the displayed headlines which called attention to the accident to the mine. The first few words were enough for him. A famous Cornish mine, which carried its workings far under the sea, had given way overhead, and had been swallowed up by the waves. Mine and miners alike had disappeared. Mr. Hookham’s hands dropped to his side.

“I hope there is nothing the matter, sir?” said the woman behind the counter. “I hope no friends of yours were in that dreadful mine?”

Without a word Mr. Hookham staggered out of the shop, clutching the paper in his hand.

“I will go to Schwabe,” he told himself. “I will go to Schwabe.”

He started at a good round pace to walk towards Holborn, reading the paper by snatches as he went. It was painful reading. Unless the accounts were wildly exaggerated, the Tretullack mine, Wheal Mary, would be no more a mine for ever. The loss of life was terrible, but it was not by any means that which most struck Mr. Hookham. The mine had been a magnificent property. It had been worked for centuries. Among mines it had been regarded almost in the light of Consols. It had been worked on the cost-book system, and Mr. Hookham had been one of the adventurers.

“There goes seven thousand pounds,” he repeated to himself as he hurried along. “There goes seven thousand pounds.”

When he reached Hatton Garden he found Mr. Schwabe seated at the writing-table in his private office, engrossed in his morning letters. The diamond merchant looked up when Mr. Hookham entered.

“What, Hookham! Come to play another little joke, eh?”

Mr. Hookham sank into a chair. As Mr. Schwabe continued to look at him he was struck by his appearance, his up-all-night air, his untidy costume, his ill-brushed hat, his disarranged collar and tie, his trousers and boots all splashed with mud. As he beheld these things Mr. Schwabe whistled softly beneath his breath.

“I say, Hookham, where have you been spending the night?”

“At Badger’s Buildings.”

“Where?”

“At Badger’s Buildings, watching them burning. Five hundred pounds a year gone in a single night.”

“I don’t understand you.”

“No? It’s plain enough! I’ve been watching my property being consumed by fire — making a bonfire, with which to warm the neighbourhood, of five hundred pounds a year.”

Mr. Schwabe got up and stood with his back to the fireplace.

“I’m sorry to hear that. But perhaps it isn’t so bad as you think. Wasn’t the property insured?”

“Insured! I’ve paid on the policy eleven years; the half-yearly payment was due ten days ago. I forgot to take it up, and I’ve lost policy, and premiums, and property, and all.”

“That’s bad — very bad indeed.”

Although Mr. Schwabe’s tone was grave, there was the glimmer of a smile in the corners of his eyes. Perhaps the idea of old Hookham being hit — at last! — struck him as rather a joke. He rattled the keys and coppers in his trousers pockets with quite a cheerful air.

“Have you seen about Wheal Mary — the Tretullack Mine?”

“Dreadful thing — very!”

“It’s robbed me of seven thousand pounds. Seven thousand pounds drowned by water, ten thousand pounds burned by fire, all between the evening and the morning of a single day.”

“You don’t mean that?”

“Don’t I mean it!” scowled Mr. Hookham. It was plain that he meant it very much indeed.

“Seventeen thousand pounds! All in a single night! Very odd — very odd indeed!”

“And it’s all that cursed stone!” — 

Mr. Hookham thrust his fingers into his waistcoat pocket. Withdrawing them he stretched his left arm out at its full length. He had spoken almost in a shriek. His attitude was grotesquely wild.

“What have you got there? Hollo, that diamond! Cooled off, eh?”

“Cooled off? Curse the thing!”

Mr. Schwabe began to think that his misfortunes had affected his friend’s brain. Mr. Hookham stood glaring at the diamond as though it was some creature of flesh and blood on whom he yearned to be revenged.

“I say, Hookham, if I were you I’d take a cooling draught and go home to bed — you’re a little upset. I’ll send for a cab and let one of my clerks go home with you.”

“Send for a cab! How do you think I’m going to pay for it when I’ve lost seventeen thousand pounds? Schwabe” — (Mr. Hookham glanced round the room with feverish eyes)—” Schwabe, there’s something I want to say to you. I must say it to some one. It’s not my habit to make confidences, but I’ll make a confidant of you. Sit down.”

“I can listen where I am; and if I were you I wouldn’t excite yourself more than you can help — you’re excited enough already. What you have to say would be better said another time.”

“I’ll say it now,” snapped Mr. Hookham, with quite a rabid snarl. “You see that stone?”

“I do, and know it too. I ought to — look at that!”

Mr. Schwabe stretched out his hand, on which there was still the mark of a scar.

“Look at that!” Mr. Hookham stretched out his. The bandage had gone, and on his palm there was quite an open wound. “But that’s nothing to what this — this cursed thing has done. Do you know what this stone is called?

“A diamond, unless I am a much mistaken man.”

“A diamond! The diamond! The Devil’s Diamond!”

Again Mr. Hookham’s voice rose almost to a scream.

“Rather an odd name to call a stone, but then diamonds do, as a rule, get curious names. You know all large stones have some sobriquet or other.”

Mr. Hookham had placed the stone upon the table, and was feeling in the inner pocket of his coat.

“That stone reached me yesterday afternoon, and I came at once with it to you.”

“Was it hot when it reached you?”

“Hot? No.”

“Then did you heat it as you came along? Very kind of you, I’m sure.”

“Do you think I’m a fool to play such tricks? Read that letter. Schwabe, I — I want your advice.”

Mr. Hookham handed Mr. Schwabe a letter which he had taken from the inner pocket of his coat; It was his brother Matthew’s testamentary epistle. Mr. Schwabe read it carefully to the end.

“Was your brother a lunatic?”

“Not more so than other men.”

“And is that the stone referred to?”

“That’s the stone.”

“Well, and what do you want my advice about? As to the state of your brother’s mind? I don’t think I should have much difficulty in advising you on that.”

“Schwabe, listen to me. That stone was all right when I packed it up to bring to you; it was all right when I unpacked it. When you touched it it was as hot as a red-hot coal. What explanation have you to give of that?”

“Hookham, I don’t know if you take me for a lunatic as well.”

“That stone was brought to me by a man named Truelove. He was an undertaker; he had buried my brother.”

“You must have been very much obliged to him, I’m sure.”

“He brought with him an unpaid bill for thirty-three pounds. Do you think I’m the sort of man to pay thirty three pounds for burying a brother who had behaved to me like an unprincipled scamp?”

“I should think that for burying some brothers three-and-thirty pounds was really cheap.”

“I refused to pay it. When I got back from you I found the undertaker’s bill painted on my door, and over it these words — 

 

“‘WHY DON’T YOU PAY THE MAN FOR BURYING YOUR BROTHER?’”

“I should think that undertaker was connected with Stubbs’ agency.”

“Wait a minute. When I was alone I painted it all out with black paint. The instant I had done so it blazed out at me again in letters of flaming fire.”

“Really, this is getting interesting — quite like a ghost story.”

“This morning I paid the undertaker. Directly I had paid him the writing vanished from the door.”

“No! Upon my word, Hookham, you ought to issue this story in penny numbers.”

“Last night, just as the inscription burst through the fresh black paint, I received an intimation that the premium upon the fire policy was overdue. Immediately afterwards I received news that Badger’s Buildings were on fire. This morning I hear that seven thousand pounds have been swallowed up by the sea.”

“Ah, now we are coming to something tangible at last, though I don’t see what this has to do with the rest of the tale.”

“Don’t you see from Matthew’s letter that the stone brings ill-luck to its possessor? When I had paid the undertaker I started out to try to sell it.”

“An operation not attended with much difficulty, I imagine — that is, if it had cooled off a bit.”

“You think not? I took it to Ruby and Golden; I saw Mr. Golden; I showed him the stone.”

“What did he say to it?”

“Not much. It stuck to him.”

“Stuck to him?”

“It stuck to me first of all. I had it in the palm of my hand like that.” (Mr. Hookham stretched out his left hand and placed the stone upon his open palm to demonstrate his meaning.) “Mr. Golden put out his finger and thumb to take it, so that he might examine it closer. It stuck fast to his finger and thumb, and at the same time stuck to the palm of my hand, so there were we two stuck together.” — 

“I say, Hookham, you shouldn’t play your tricks with such a man as Golden.”

“Do you think I am a fool? It was that cursed stone. They sent for a policeman.”

“Sent for a policeman?”

“Without the slightest difficulty he released Mr. Golden’s finger and thumb, and removed the stone from the palm of my hand. He thought we were having a joke with him.”

“So I should think. I say, Hookham, you’re going it in your old age, you know.”

“Mr. Golden, amazed at the ease with which he had been released, asked the policeman to let him look at it. As the policeman was handing it to him it went off with a bang.”

“Went off with a bang! What — the stone?”

“Yes, and singed the policeman’s beard.”

“Singed the policeman’s beard! — What — the stone? I say, Hookham, have you been taking anything to drown the memory of that seventeen thousand pounds?”

“Don’t you see that Matthew says it’s impossible to sell the stone? I believe it knows when I am trying to sell it, and — and won’t allow me to.”

Mr. Hookham took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. It was damp with perspiration. Mr. Schwabe eyed him with a peculiar expression of countenance.

“Oh, you don’t think it will allow you to sell it. Would you like to have another try?”

“What do you mean?”

“Would you like to sell it to me?”

“At a fair price, Schwabe, — at a fair price I would. You said that it was worth more than twenty thousand pounds.”

“I was not aware that I named a figure.” Mr. Schwabe approached the table and looked down at the diamond which Mr. Hookham had replaced upon it.

“Sure it’s cooled off — eh?”

Mr. Hookham took it up and rubbed it with his fingers.

“It’s cool enough, — it’s beautifully cool.”

“Put it back again.” Mr. Hookham put it back upon the table. “I don’t know, Hookham, if you’re aware that when a diamond has been subjected to very great heat it depreciates in value. Many such stones, when tested by the wheel, have been ground into powder.”

“That hasn’t been subjected to great heat.”

“Hasn’t it? It was hot enough yesterday at any rate.”

“That — that was nothing.’ There’s nothing the matter with the stone.”

“I thought you said there was.”

“Perhaps — perhaps that was a hallucination of mine.”

“Perhaps it was. I wonder if I dare touch it. Why, Hookham, how you look at me! You seem quite nervous, man. Now just you tell me fairly — you’re such an old dodger! — is or isn’t this a trick stone?”

“A trick stone? What do you mean?”

“It’s what you mean that I want to get at. I said — and I repeat it — that so far as appearances go, this is one of the finest if not, the finest, stone I ever saw. It appears to be even a finer stone than I thought it yesterday. I don’t say that I would give it, mind, but if it is all that it seems to be I believe that in certain quarters it would fetch even more than twenty thousand pounds. But this is an age of scientific progress, and there are scientific ‘fakes’ about which would deceive Old Nick. Now just you tell me straight out, is it a ‘fake’ or isn’t it?”

“I can only tell you that all I know about that diamond I have told you already. There is Matthew’s letter and there is the stone he refers to.”

“And a real beauty it seems to be. I never saw such colour. If it is a ‘fake’ science has made strides indeed. Well, here goes. It won’t bite me, I suppose.” Although his tone was buoyant Mr. Schwabe took the stone from the table with a degree of caution which was sufficiently evident. “It’s not hot now, it’s beautifully cool — as you said. By Jove, what a stone! it weighs —— —” Mr. Schwabe paused.

Perhaps he was not anxious to enter into too minute details. “I’ve half a mind to go in for the speculation upon my own account. I will give — I will give — what the devil’s the matter with the thing?”

Judging from the expression of Mr. Schwabe’s countenance something was the matter. The bright look with which he had been regarding the diamond faded all at once from his eyes. The lines about his mouth became rigid, his whole face became fixed and stern. As if involuntarily his fingers closed over the stone, and he gripped it, as it seemed, almost convulsively in his clenched fist.

“Are you up to your infernal tricks again?”

“My tricks!” gasped Mr. Hookham.

It seemed that Mr. Schwabe would speak but could not. His lips were compressed as though they would never again be parted. The arm which held the diamond was stretched out in front of him with what seemed curious rigidity. The muscles began to stand out upon his brow. His face became almost purple in hue. He seemed to struggle for breath. He reeled like a drunken man. With his disengaged hand he clutched at the back of a chair, as though to help him stand.

“What’s the matter, Schwabe? Are you going to have a fit?” With what seemed to be a supreme effort Mr. Schwabe raised the hand which held the stone above his head, unclenched his fist, and flung the diamond from him on the floor.

“My God!” he cried, and sank upon a chair.

“Language! language!”

Mr. Hookham turned. A new-corner was standing in the doorway, holding the open door in her hand. It was a woman, who was carrying one of those dainty little leather bags which some women carry to hold their handkerchiefs and purses; she closed the door and entered.

“I hope I am not intruding, but I’m in a hurry, and wouldn’t take your clerk’s excuse that you were engaged. Mr. Schwabe, are you ill?”

“I — I don’t quite know.”

Mr. Schwabe made no attempt to greet her, not even rising from his chair.

“What was that that you threw down? I saw it sparkle in the air.” The new-corner glanced round the room; her eyes lighted on the stone, which had travelled over the carpet until the wall had stayed its progress. “Why! — is that a diamond?” Moving forward, she bent over it. “What a lump of light! May I take it in my hand and look at it?” Without waiting for permission she stooped and picked it up. Its splendour seemed to fascinate her. Her face grew radiant. “What a diamond! It laughs at me!”

“That’s something in your line,” said Mr. Schwabe, who was eyeing her proceedings with considerable curiosity.

“In my line? How do you mean?” she laughed. “But of course it’s in my line. I should like to know the woman in whose line it wasn’t.”

“That’s a magic stone.”

“A magic stone? You’re jesting!” she laughed again. “But of course it’s a magic stone. It’s bewitching me already.”

Mr. Schwabe turned to Mr. Hookham.

“Hookham, tell this lady your tale, she deals in marvels. This is Madam Nurvetchky, the great magician.”

“Mr. Schwabe is satirical, sir, — the great humbug is what he means.”

“That is your gloss, not mine. You have heard of the Sphinx’s Cave, Hookham, and of Monsieur and Madame Nurvetchky? They present an entertainment which is entitled ‘Marvels and Mysteries,’ — back seats one shilling. This is Madame, Hookham.

Madame Nurvetchky, will you excuse my unceremonious presentation of my friend, Mr. Samuel Hookham?”

Madame Nurvetchky bowed. Mr. Hookham bowed too — rather awkwardly.

“Is this your diamond, Mr. Hookham?”

“It is mine.”

Mr. Hookham’s tone was constrained. His manner was that of a man who is not at his ease with women.

“It’s a magic diamond,” said Mr. Schwabe. “It gave me fits just now, I know.”

The lady addressed herself to Mr. Hookham.

“What does he mean? He is such a farceur — Mr. Schwabe!”

Mr. Schwabe forestalled Mr. Hookham’s answer.

“Don’t you feel anything peculiar about it yourself?”

“Peculiar! I feel something very peculiar indeed; I feel it is the finest stone I ever saw, and in my time I have seen some fine stones too.”

“Would you like to buy it?”

There was a glitter in Mr. Schwabe’s eyes as he asked the question.

“Buy it? Ah, would I not! I would give — mon Dieu!”

A sound was emitted by the diamond, which resembled nothing so much as the bark of a terrier. It bounded from her hands on to the floor. The lady, who had hitherto spoken in sufficiently pure English, resorted to French for an ejaculation with which to express her surprise.

“I thought you would feel something peculiar soon,” said Mr. Schwabe, who seemed himself to be a little startled.

“Mais c’est extraordinaire! How did you do it, sir?”

Madame Nurvetchky asked the question of Mr. Hookham. Mr. Schwabe turned to Mr. Hookham too.

“Yes, that’s what I want to know. How do you do it?”

“Do it? I don’t do it at all! It’s a mystery to me!”

“Of course it’s a trick, and a good trick too. Can you do it again, to oblige a lady, Mr. Hookham?”

“Supposing you pick it up again.”

Acting on Mr. Schwabe’s suggestion, without the slightest hesitation Madame Nurvetchky picked up the diamond from where it lay upon the carpet. As he watched her, the diamond merchant’s eyes glittered even more than they had done before.

“Would you still like to buy it?” he asked.

The lady was examining it very curiously and closely, as though she were endeavouring to discover from internal evidence how the trick was done.

“If the trick is in the stone itself, I would give — ciel!”

She was holding it close to her face. Suddenly something, which seemed to be a tiny serpent, sprang, as it appeared, from the centre of the stone, and hissed at the lady’s nose. With a little scream she dropped the stone to the floor. Immediately the serpent — if it was a serpent — disappeared. The diamond in its glittering beauty lay at her feet.

“It is the best trick I ever saw! It seems marvellous!”

“Yes, it does seem marvellous,” muttered Mr. Schwabe, who had beat a hasty retreat from the near neighbourhood of the stone.

“If you will show me how it is done, I will give you any amount in reason you like to name. Show me, that is, so that I shall be able to perform it on my own account.”

The lady, thus addressing Mr. Hookham, seemed quite excited.

“You do think it is a trick then?” said Mr. Schwabe.

“A trick! Of course it’s a trick! What is it if it is not a trick?”

“Hookham, don’t you think you had better tell Madame Nurvetchky that tale of yours?”

“Tale! What tale? Is there then a mystery indeed? Mon Dieu, mon ami.” Madame Nurvetchky advanced and laid her gloved hand on Mr. Hookham’s arm. “If there is a mystery, a veritable mystery, and you tell it to me, I will be your friend unto eternity.”

Mr. Hookham seemed somewhat embarrassed. The lady’s hand tightly pressed his arm. Her great blue eyes were fixed eagerly upon his face. She was not bad-looking, and not old either; she did not look more than twenty-four or five. She was tall and slender, with ripe, red lips, abundant fair hair, and eyes — eyes which were certainly a very pretty shade in blue. She was charmingly attired. Her little shoes peeped from underneath the hem of her pretty summer dress. She wore the daintiest of bonnets; it was as though a large handful of violets crowned her radiant gold locks. And she was so excited; she inclined so eagerly her charming face towards his. Mr. Hookham felt her breath upon his cheeks.

“Oh, my friend,” she said, “if there is a mystery, tell it me, and I will be your friend into eternity.”

It was a kind of thing to which Mr. Hookham was unaccustomed. Dainty women had not come his way. Probably so exquisite a being’s hand had never pressed his arm before. The circumstances were sufficiently peculiar without her adding to his embarrassment. Mr. Schwabe’s voice supported Madame’s pleading.

“Come, Hookham, tell her the whole tale — mysteries are in Madame’s line.”

Thus urged, Mr. Hookham ventured upon articulate speech.

“The fact is, Madame Nur — Nur—”

“Nurvetchky.”

“The stone’s as great a mystery to me as it is to you.”

“No! Is that so? You are not a professor too?”

“A professor? By profession I’m a barrister, but I can’t say that any briefs have ever come my way.”

Again Mr. Hookham’s handkerchief came into play to wipe his brow. His embarrassment was very marked indeed.

“You are not then — what do you call it? — a conjurer?”

“A conjurer! Good heavens, no! What made you think of such a thing?”

“Then as an amateur you are superb, my friend. I pray you — I conjure you, as one who desires to be your friend” (Madame’s face came very close to Mr. Hookham’s), “tell me how the trick is done.”

“The trick — if it is a trick, and goodness knows if it is a trick, I don’t — is quite as mysterious to me as it is to you. One moment! perhaps you will allow me to explain. That — that stone was bequeathed me by my brother; it was accompanied by a letter. Schwabe, where is Matthew’s letter?”

Mr. Schwabe, who had been watching the little scene between his friend and the lady with what appeared to be considerable enjoyment, was suddenly aroused out of his quiescent attitude.

“Matthew’s letter!” He thrust his hand into his right trousers pocket. From its deepest depths he produced the letter in a very crumpled condition, having apparently put it there in a passing fit of absence of mind. “Hollo! it’s not very presentable.” He smoothed it out. “However, it’s tolerably legible.” He passed it to the lady. “Madame Nurvetchky, allow me to call your attention to Matthew’s letter.”

“Am I to read it?”

“Certainly. Matthew’s letter is the key of the position — at least, as much a key as we have at present.”

She read it to the end.

“I don’t understand it in the least.”

Mr. Schwabe smiled.

“That’s not at all surprising, since we don’t understand it either.”

She read it again.

“Is it possible? can it be? is it really a magic stone?” She turned to Mr. Hookham. “Oh, sir, I beg you, do not laugh at me.”

“I don’t know if I look as though I were laughing. I don’t feel as though I were, at any rate.”

“Tell her, Hookham,” said Mr. Schwabe, “about those little games you’ve had.”

“Little games? Then it is a jest?”

“Jest!” snarled Mr. Hookham. “I don’t know what you call a jest. It is written that it brings ill-luck to its possessor. I became its possessor yesterday, and already I am the poorer by seventeen thousand pounds.”

“Seventeen thousand pounds!” the lady gasped, “since yesterday!”

“And it’s almost driven me mad, besides.”

“It’s burnt my hand.” Mr. Schwabe held out his palm and exhibited the scar. — 

“It’s burnt mine, too.” Mr. Hookham held out his. “Burnt your hands! It is wonderful.”

“And just now it gave me an electric shock,” said Mr. Schwabe, “which was on the very verge of demonstrating — if it needed demonstration — the practicability of electrocution.”

“And it stuck to Mr. Golden’s finger and thumb.”

“And singed the policeman’s beard.”

“And, Madame, it barked at you.”

“And almost bit your nose off,” asserted Mr. Schwabe.

“But” (the lady put her hand to her forehead, as if to collect her senses, which were perhaps a little scattered)—” but how do you make it perform?”

“Perform!” Mr. Schwabe laughed. “It is easy enough to make it perform. The difficulty is to make it cease the performance when it has once begun.”

“It is certain” (the lady seemed to be revolving a problem in her mind; her words came from her sententiously — one by one)—” it is certain that there is such a thing as what the vulgar folks call magic; that there are mysteries of which we cannot even dream. I know that it is so. Of my own knowledge I know that it is so. Have I not seen, and do I not then know? Mon Dieu!” (She clasped her hands in a sort of ecstasy, and turned her beautiful blue eyes up towards the ceiling of the room.) “We will include the performance in the programme for this afternoon.”

She was silent; the gentlemen were silent too, but for reasons which presumably differed from hers. They were silent because, although they were taken somewhat aback, they had not the faintest notion of what it was she meant. Suddenly she went on:

“This letter” — holding Matthew’s letter in one hand she tapped it with the forefinger of the other—” is not, from the point of view of the litterateur, a good letter; that is, it has no elegance of form, no grace of style, no beauty of expression; but, from the point of view of truth, it is superb; it is the letter of a man who has no great powers with the pen, and who simply desires to tell the truth in the fewest possible words. We will placard this letter on every wall in town! Yes, we will placard it in letters of stupendous size.”

She wagged her finger at Mr. Hookham, as though he had been contradicting her unto the death.

“I don’t think I follow you,” he murmured.

His bewilderment seemed to be excessive; but Mr. Schwabe began to smile.

“Oh, you shall follow me; I will make your fortune, and you in your turn shall make mine. I will get you back your seventeen thousand pounds, and seventy thousand at the back of them. Where are paper, pen, and ink?”

“You will find them there.”

Mr. Schwabe waved his hand towards his writing-table. His smile was now pronounced. Madame seated herself and prepared to write.

“First—” she paused; she knit her pretty brows.

“But there is no time to have the letter set up and advertised to-day; we will have it done to-morrow; and yet — I will tell them to use dispatch.”

She scribbled a few lines upon a sheet of paper. The gentlemen watched her silently, — Mr. Hookham open-mouthed. What use she proposed to make of Matthew’s letter it was beyond his capacity to understand. Mr. Schwabe, who had a shrewder notion, seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. The lady ceased to scribble.

“Now for the bills to be sent out to-day. They must be put on sandwich-men.” She paused; she glanced at Matthew’s letter, which she had laid beside her on the table. “The Devil’s Diamond! Quel nom, ciel! what a name to put upon a double crown, or right across a hoarding by-and-by!— ‘The Devil’s Diamond,’ — that to go upon the front of the sandwich-man. ‘This-Afternoon at Three,’ — that to go upon the back of him. Upon the back of alternate sandwich-men — 

‘To-Night at Eight.’ Two dozen sandwich-men to go in a row, the first and the last to have, the one in the front, the other at the back of him, ‘The Sphinx’s Cave.’”

All this time the lady was continuously writing, and the gentlemen were looking on, — Mr. Hookham continuously open-mouthed. Mr. Schwabe’s smile became a very enjoyable smile indeed.

“We will have two dozen men in a row, on both sides of each street — Piccadilly, Oxford Street, Regent Street, Fleet Street, and the Strand, and as many in he City and the suburbs as we can manage.”

The lady folded what she had written, enclosed it in a large blue envelope, and addressed it. “Mr. Schwabe, can you send this for me to Phillipson and Marks, the printers, immediately?”

Mr. Schwabe touched a handbell; a clerk came in.

“Morris, take that letter round; lose no time; it’s an important matter.”

The clerk took the blue envelope and disappeared. The lady rose from her seat; she advanced to Mr. Hookham.

“Now to arrange our little programme.”

“Arrange our little programme?” repeated Mr. Hookham.

“Of course you understand that that wonderful stone of yours is to be a feature of our entertainment?”

“A feature of your entertainment?”

Mr. Schwabe, who had seated himself on the edge of the writing table from which Madame Nurvetchky had just risen, leaned back and laughed.

“My dear Mr. Hookham, you know who I am. My husband and I conduct an entertainment of marvels and mysteries. You don’t suppose that we should allow such a marvel and mystery as that wonderful stone of yours to escape us! No, not for worlds!”

Mr. Hookham took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. The lady turned. With her eyes she searched the floor.

“Where is the stone?”

It lay where she had dropped it. She stooped and picked it up.

“Are you not afraid that it will bite you?” asked Mr. Schwabe.

“Bite me? I wish it would! What, bitten, really bitten, by a diamond! And such a diamond as this! Why, I would make a fortune by showing myself at sixpence a head.”

“Ah, you’re a born show-woman, Madame Nurvetchky.”

“I flatter myself I am. Now, Mr. Hookham, to business, if you please.”


CHAPTER IV.

“THE SPHINX’S CAVE.”

MR. PERCY LEICESTER stood on the steps of the Naval and Military Club. Mr. Leicester was one of the cleverest men in town, and there are so many clever men about just now. He had been everything; taken all the honours at his university, or most of them; stroked his boat; played in the eleven; made a record at a hundred yards; created Brutus in the A.D.C. He had begun in the Church; he had graduated in honours there. Beginning as an evangelical, he had passed on to Rome, and ended by starting a creed of his own, which he had written a novel to prove. He had then gone into the army, figured well in at least one campaign, and invented a new machine-gun. Having invented the gun, he retired from the army and read for the law, as he said, in order that he might obtain some faint insight into the law of his country on the subject of patents; but that was a joke of his. Everyone knows that that portion of the system of British jurisprudence which treats of patents and the rights of patentees is so perspicuous that he who runs may read. Just now he was not exactly anything. He wrote a little; played a little — tennis, cricket, and on various instruments; sang a little in a really charming tenor; acted a little, recited, painted; theorised a little on religious subjects; laid down laws for the social conduct of the human race; was an excellent public speaker on all sorts of subjects, from every possible point of view; in fact, did all things which a respectable man must do nowadays if he does not want to be classed with the beasts of the field.

But there was one subject on which Mr. Leicester was allowed on all sides to be an authority. It was rather a curious subject — conjuring. He had what almost amounted to a genius for — hankey-pankey. With him the art of the conjurer was indeed an art; his passion for it had not only ante-dated all his other passions, but post-dated them, too; it had continued to gather strength, while all the others had sickened, if they had not died. In whatever portion of the world he happened to be, he was at once on the track of the nearest conjurer. There was hardly an exponent of the mysteries of legerdemain, professed or otherwise, Eastern and Western, in any portion of the globe, with whom he had not come into actual contact. He had confounded more professors than any man alive. He was abused by theosophists, the terror of spiritualists, the recipient of all the curses of their media; he had hunted the latter from pillar to post, even unto twelve months’ hard labour. But when a man professed to do a trick, and allowed that it was a trick, and did it well — really well, then he took that man by the hand, if that man would let him, and used him as a brother.

It was on the day that Madame Nurvetchky met Mr. Hookham at Mr. Schwabe’s rooms that Mr. Leicester stood on the steps of the Naval and Military Club. He was not alone; there were with him old Colonel Dewsnap, who was a bad old boy, and therefore popular, and young Willy Panton, on whose commission the ink was not yet dry. Dewsnap and Panton were smoking, but Mr. Leicester was doing nothing, but standing, with his hands behind his back, looking meditatively at the brick wall on the other side of the courtyard.

“Think it’s going to rain?” asked old Dewsnap, looking up at the sky.

The appearance of the heavens was not promising. He was meditating a journey to the other end of St. James’s Street; he would not for worlds have wet the soles of his boots — his constitution was too delicate for that. Neither of his companions answered. Panton seemed too much engaged with his cigarette, and Leicester with his thoughts.

“Leicester,” continued the Colonel, evidently caring nothing that he had received no information as to the prospects of fine weather, “what are you going to do with yourself?”

Mr. Leicester answered in his clear, well-bred monotone, still staring at the brick wall which bounded his horizon, — 

“I’m going to see ‘The Devil’s Diamond.’”

“Hollo!” cried young Panton. “What’s ‘The Devil’s Diamond’?”

“I’ll let you know when I’ve seen it.”

“Is it a play?” inquired the Colonel.

“No; I should say it was not a play.” — 

“Is it a picture?” demanded Panton.

“No; I should say it was certainly not a picture.”

“What is it then?” asked the Colonel. “Is it a secret?”

“Well, in a sense I suppose it is a secret — at present. It’s — mind, I have no exact information on the subject, but I imagine — it’s a trick.”

“A trick? Is there a new conjurer come to town?”

The Colonel’s tone was a little supercilious. On at least that one point, conjuring, his friend’s tastes and his were not identical.

“Not that I’m aware of. I presume that you would call neither Monsieur nor Madame Nurvetchky a new conjurer, since they are three months old, at least. The fact is, that as I was coming along Piccadilly I saw the announcement, on a lot of sandwich-men, that there would be ‘The Devil’s Diamond’ this afternoon at three o’clock at the Sphinx’s Cave, and to-night at eight. That’s all I know about it up to now.”

“Awful rot, that sort of thing.”

Willy Panton was very young indeed; he had only been introduced to Mr. Leicester a couple of days before, or he would scarcely have spoken quite so plainly.

“What sort of thing?” inquired Mr. Leicester blandly.

“Conjuring, and all that sort of thing.”

Mr. Leicester said nothing. He only gazed abstractedly at the wall across the way. But Mr. Panton felt that something was wrong.

“Do anything in that line yourself?” he asked, in that affable way in which nowadays youngsters address their fathers, and inferior people generally.

But as Mr. Leicester still continued to say nothing, but only to gaze, the Colonel took upon himself to answer.

“I have always understood that Mr. Leicester is the finest conjurer in the world, whether amateur or professional. I believe, Leicester, that you have made it the study of your life?”

Yet Mr. Leicester was still silent. So Mr. Panton continued to blunder — always after the manner of youth.

“I hope I have said nothing to hurt your feelings, Mr. Leicester. Now and then I like to do a bit of conjuring myself.”

Still perfect peace from Mr. Leicester. He continued to gaze in front of him so intently, and so long, that Willy Panton, in his irreverent way, began to wonder if he was counting all the bricks in the wall. Suddenly he turned with that well-bred air of his and slipped his arm through Panton’s.

“Come, Mr. Panton, we will see ‘The Devil’s Diamond’ together. I am sure, Dewsnap, you will come too.”

So saying he annexed the Colonel on the other side.

“I’m afraid, Leicester, I’ve an engagement—”

But Mr. Leicester calmly cut him short, marching off his victims in that gentle, courteous won’t-take-a-denial way of his which was characteristic of the man.

“I suspect, Mr. Panton, that even you will be amused. Dewsnap, I will answer for you. When I was up in the Indian hills I heard from the natives some rather odd tales about a stone which they called, as we might interpret it, the Devil’s Diamond. I could never come across the stone myself. Perhaps it has found its way across the black water. We shall see. In any case M. and Madame Nurvetchky are amusing, even when one looks down upon that sort of thing as beneath one’s intellectual level.”

Mr. Leicester slightly pressed Willy Panton’s arm. Mr. Panton laughed, a little feebly, perhaps.

It was nearly three o’clock when they reached the Sphinx’s Cave, and the audience were already arranging themselves for the performance to begin. It was a new hall, the Sphinx’s Cave. M. and Madame Nurvetchky had been its first tenants. It had been built, rumour said, specially for them. There was a something about their entertainment which had made it, contrary to anticipation, a success, — an element of freshness, perhaps; an element of frankness, perhaps, as well. While they claimed to do some remarkable things they frankly confessed that they were but tricks. They disclaimed all connection with hypnotism, thought-reading, spiritualism, and all the other crazes, and openly avowed that all they did belonged, in some form or other, to that quickness of the hand which deceives the eye.

It was a good-sized hall. There was the usual stage, with the customary carpeted board leading from it, which enables the performer to reach the audience and the audience to reach him. There was a goodsized gallery, which encroached rather over the heads of the two-shilling people on the ground floor. To prevent any suspicion of illusion owing to imperfect light, the whole place was lighted by electricity, and the stage, in particular, by an ingenious arrangement of incandescent lamps was thrown into conspicuous relief.

On the afternoon in question the hall was well filled. Probably this was owing to the intrinsic merit of the entertainment itself, rather than to any special attractive influence attaching to the announcement of the new addition to the programme. At most, the announcement could only have penetrated to a portion of the town. London as a whole, even that section of the whole which interests itself in such things, could not have been aware of the contemplated change. Though it is certain that some were in that audience who would not have been present had not Madame Nurvetchky so hastily sent an army of sandwich-men marching through the town.

The new feature had not even found its way to the programme itself. When Mr. Leicester and his friends had procured theirs they found accompanying it a printed slip, on which it was stated, under the heading “Important Notice,” that “In the course of this afternoon’s entertainment M. and Madame Nurvetchky will introduce THE DEVIL’S DIAMOND.”

“Nice sort of name!” commented the Colonel. “The Devil’s Diamond! — I wonder they don’t introduce the old gentleman himself.”

“It’s only some rubbish or other,” remarked Willy Panton, with that infinite wisdom which appertains to youth. “It’s only some flash name to draw the people — like the pictures outside the penny shows.” Mr. Leicester said nothing. He sat quietly observing the audience. It was one of those audiences who do patronise that sort of entertainment, being made up of country cousins and the people who object to a ballet and scarcely ever attend a play, and who yet have a hankering for something a little out of the usual rut of Shakespeare and the musical glasses. A conjurer must like to perform to that kind of people — they are such simple folk. He can hoodwink them so easily, and they are ready, even eager, to swallow all, or nearly all, he has to say; and they are so appreciative, in a mild, non-applauding kind of way.

The performance began in the usual fashion, with a pianoforte selection—” Reminiscences of England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales,” by a gentleman named Briggs. And that audience actually listened — those sort of people listen to everything; they would listen to the orchestra between the acts of a play. And when Mr. Briggs had finished, they applauded quite as much as they would applaud anything. Only Willy Panton was irreverent, indulging in that vulgarity of speech which is so terrible a sign of the low standard of contemporary morals.

“Well done, old cock!” he observed. “Hit him again. What comes next?” He examined the programme. “Spoon-springing Extraordinary. That sounds like pretty sport. I shall want my five bob back if they don’t take care.”

Music from piano, Mr; Briggs; waltz, played in very slow time, so as to knock all the dancing out of it, and only leave occasional recollections of a plaintive air. The curtain drew up. A table discovered, covered with electro-plated spoons of every sort and kind; saltspoons, eggspoons, teaspoons, dessert-spoons, tablespoons, even soup-ladles of portentous size. Music suddenly changed to “Johnny Comes Marching Home.” Enter M. Nurvetchky wearily, as though he were more than half asleep, and painfully bored.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I have here upon this table some ordinary spoons of different sizes; what I am about to do with them you can all do too, only it requires a great deal of practice.”

He began. It certainly did require a great deal of practice! though it was distinctly a pretty performance, on the whole. Manipulating the spoons with both his hands, by deftly tossing them in continuous streams into the air, he formed all kinds of figures — squares, triangles, circles, globes, anchors. He made running comments by the way.

“A horse,” he would say; and straightway in midair, outlined by the shimmering spoons, was the figure of a horse. It was not very like a horse, perhaps, but still it was like enough to give one an idea. Not the least amusing part of it was, that though his hands were incessantly moving with almost inconceivable rapidity, he still seemed half asleep. He did seem to be so bored!

“Not so dusty,” Willy Panton allowed, when M. Nurvetchky had retired, possibly to sleep it out behind the scenes. “I shan’t want my five bob back this time, anyhow.”

The next item on the programme was simply entitled “The Sphinx.” When the curtain drew up a small automatic figure about eighteen inches in height was discovered; it was perched in a sitting posture on the top of a plain, or apparently plain, glass tube, which was about six inches in diameter. Madame Nurvetchky came on. She swept the audience a charming curtsey.

“That’s a cunning piece of goods,” observed Willy Panton, in that irrepressibly vulgar way of his.

The wicked old Colonel leered.

“You must introduce me, Leicester, after the performance.”

“This is Sphinx,” said Madame Nurvetchky.

Sphinx did many wonderful things. He discovered and wrote down the names of members of the audience; he wrote down Mr. Panton’s name. Mr. Panton scribbled some lines on a piece of paper, and, without even glancing at them, Sphinx produced them on a sheet of paper too.

“Beggared if I know how it was done!” declared Mr. Panton afterwards. “They were written by a chap I knew at Sandhurst, an awfully clever chap; they were the chorus of a comic song he wrote. Here they are, I’ve got them in my pocket now.

He took a piece of paper from his pocket, and read the lines aloud to an admiring group of friends.

 

“I always get drunk of a Saturday night, 

And larrup my kids o’ Sunday!

I always get drunk of a Saturday night, 

And whack my wife o’ Monday!”

 

“Funny, aren’t they? He was a chap for comic songs! You should have heard him sing them, made you die! But how that little beggar got hold of them beats me; yet he’d got them written down there as right as ninepence!”

In fact, by the time Sphinx had done all he did there was more than one person in the hall who wondered if it was all trickery, or if there was not worse behind. Had Madame Nurvetchky lived about a couple of centuries before she did, the question would have been settled in the affirmative upon the spot — it was so very strange!

“Never saw anything like it in my life — never!” declared young Panton, who, for a modern young man, was uncommonly enthusiastic.

Indeed, to speak quite candidly, he was in ecstasies with the whole of the entertainment. As Mr. Leicester said, both M. and Madame Nurvetchky were certainly amusing — and Madame was good-looking, too.

After M. Nurvetchky had concluded some very remarkable feats with a variety of musical instruments, playing on about a dozen of them at once, and in the most enchanting way, before retiring from the stage he made the following brief announcement, still seeming more than half asleep, and unutterably bored: —— 

“Ladies and gentlemen, after a brief interval, which Mr. Briggs will relieve by music” (bowing to the pianist), “Madame Nurvetchky and I propose to introduce to you, for the first time on any stage, the Devil’s Diamond.”

Mr. Briggs “relieved” the interval with some compositions by a Russian composer, which almost shattered the piano — and it seemed to be a strong piano, too. Still a portion of the audience appeared to listen, and it is certainly a fact that some of them clapped their hands when he had done; but it must be allowed that, under cover of the noise, some of the people talked, and among them was Willy Panton.

“Well, they’re welcome to my five bob!” The five shillings which he had expended on the purchase of a seat seemed to weigh upon his mind. “If the Devil’s Diamond ain’t much behind the rest I shall say that the money’s been fairly earned.”

Mr. Briggs made a very great noise; but Willy Panton spoke in such a loud, youthful tone of voice, that Mr. Schwabe, who was only divided from him by about eighteen inches of carpeted board, distinctly heard what it was he said. So Mr. Schwabe ventured on an observation.

“I think you will find that the Devil’s Diamond is at least a devil of a diamond.”

Mr. Panton stared; then, seeing that the speaker seemed to have the confidence of a decent tailor, he condescended to reply.

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I’ve heard some rather queer stories about it, that’s all.” Mr. Schwabe glanced round upon the audience with an air of grim enjoyment. He raised his palm and looked at it, apparently in a casual kind of way. There was a scar upon it, which Mr. Panton might have seen, as though it had been branded there quite recently. “I think that it may surprise you, and perhaps some of the other people too.”

“I’m not easily surprised as a rule, but I confess that I’ve been surprised by some of the things I’ve seen already — by that little beggar they call Sphinx, for instance.” — 

“Yes, I daresay; but the Devil’s Diamond will surprise you in rather a different kind of way.”


CHAPTER V.

THE DEVIL’S DIAMOND MAKES ITS FIRST APPEARANCE IN PUBLIC.

MR. BRIGGS ceased. A buzz of expectation went through the hall. People settled in their seats Mr. Schwabe drew himself together in his fauteuil as though, for the first time, the proceedings had interest for him. The interval, which Mr. Briggs had so effectually relieved, was over. The piano had a rest, as well-deserved a one as piano ever had.

The curtain drew up. There was a small table in the centre of the stage, one of those gimcrack specimens of the upholsterer’s art, with slim, ebonised legs, and red-cloth-covered top, which conjurers use. On the table there was a small red-leather case, such as we like to receive from a jeweller’s now and then as a present from a friend. On the right of the table sat Madame Nurvetchky. Behind her, resting his hand on the back of her chair, stood the long, lean figure of her husband, — seeming as sleepy as ever, and quite as bored. On a chair to the left of the table sat a figure such as is not often seen at entertainments of that particular kind.

An old man — he seemed to be an old man just then, a very old man — clad in the garments of every day, garments which were in striking contrast to the wellfitting dress suit and polished shirt-front of M. Nurvetchky, and the glorious attire of his wife. A black frock-coat, and trousers of some grey mixture, ill-brushed, and splashed with mud, which hung upon him as they might have hung upon a scarecrow; a pair of thick, laced boots, which seemed as though they had not been brushed for a year; a black silk, old-fashioned neckcloth, which had come untied, and one end of which straggled over his waistcoat. A narrow fringe of grimy, crumpled shirt-cuff protruded from the arms of his coat, and his stand-up shirt collar seemed as though he had slept in it for at least a week. This was not the spruce costume of the average popular “entertainer”; nor was the effect heightened — from the spruce point of view — by his unbrushed hair, by his obviously unwashed countenance, and by his dirty, ungloved hands.

But, apart from his untidy costume and his uncleanliness, there was something about the old man which at once struck the more observant part of the audience as peculiar. He sat back in his chair with his legs stretched out in front of him, his dirty hands clasped between his knees, his chin hanging forward on his chest, his eyes staring in front of him with a look which, at least, was singular. If he was posing for effect, then the pose was wonderful. The eyes of the audience were immediately riveted upon him. He had taken the stage with a vengeance. For a moment, to all intents and purposes, there was no figure upon it but his own. His whole bearing was that of a man who has received some sudden and overwhelming shock — and it was so wonderfully lifelike too! His face was the face of the haunted wretch who is conscious of some cause for terror which others cannot see; and here, again, the realism was superb!

A pause followed the rising of the curtain. There was no applause. Every person in the hall was staring at the motionless figure huddled upon the chair. Suddenly some one rose at the back of the gallery and addressed himself, in loud, colloquial tones, to the old man seated on the stage.

“It is he! I knew it was directly I saw those sandwiches along the Strand; there couldn’t be two Devil’s Diamonds in the world. I told myself, ‘Good Lord help us if there was!’ It’s Mr. Samuel Hookham. Didn’t I tell you, sir, you would find that diamond a teaser?”

The speaker was a big, fat man, clad in sober broadcloth, who seemed to be perspiring freely. It was Mr. Truelove, the undertaker. Unusual as the interruption unmistakably was, it was almost unheeded by the audience, whose attention seemed fully occupied by what was passing on the stage.

“Queer-looking old cuss!” whispered Willy Panton to Mr. Leicester. But Mr. Leicester made no answer.

“If that man’s acting he does it uncommonly well,” commented the Colonel. “It looks real to me. I’ve seen something like that look on the faces of men in a tight place under fire, with the odds against them, and who can’t turn tail and run.”

But so far as Mr. Leicester was concerned the Colonel’s little à propos recollection of his military life was unheeded, as the young soldier’s vulgarity had been.

M. Nurvetchky advanced to the edge of the stage. He had what appeared to be an old letter in his hand.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he began, his American accent very pronounced, and his sleepiness and air of boredom more pronounced than his accent, “I am going to tell you a strange story — so strange a story that I shall be neither surprised nor offended if you receive it with incredulity.”

As he said this his glance fell, perhaps unconsciously, on Mr. Leicester, a foeman with whom he had measured swords more than once.

“I am going to tell you the story of a diamond, — so much, at least, as I know of it myself, — of a diamond which, if it can boast of nothing else, is of unique beauty, at any rate within my experience, and I have seen something of precious stones. It will be handed round for your inspection, and you will be able to judge for yourselves if I exaggerate. I do not speak without authority when I say that it is worth more than twenty thousand pounds.”

He paused — so as to let the point go home. Twenty thousand pounds! The people looked at each other. They settled themselves still more comfortably in their seats. Things were getting really interesting at last, — it is surprising what a fillip is given to the average intelligence when one speaks of such a sum as twenty thousand pounds.

“I wouldn’t have it if you was to give me twenty millions!” cried the critic in the gallery. “It’s killed one gentleman already, — let alone ruining himself to begin with.”

M. Nurvetchky paid no attention to the speaker, beyond giving a passing upward glance in his direction. He turned to the motionless figure huddled up on the chair.

“The diamond is the property of our friend here, Mr. Lawrence Stacy—”

“His name’s not Lawrence Stacy! It’s Hookham — Samuel Hookham! I ought to know: I buried his brother.”

If it was Mr. Truelove’s wish to attract attention, this time he gained his end. When he stated that he had buried Mr. Hookham’s brother, the people in the body of the hall, rising from their seats, looked up to see who this persevering person was. “Hush!” cried some. “Turn him out!” cried others. Mr. Willy Panton’s voice was heard loud above the others. “Let’s bury him!” he cried. But M. Nurvetchky appeared to be quite unmoved.

“The gentleman in the gallery,” he said, “seems to be better acquainted with the subject than I am.”

“I ought to; I had it for more than a fortnight. I can’t tell you the number of funerals it brought to grief. There was hardly one of them that the coffins didn’t come tumbling out upon the road. Once the chief mourner punched my head. He was in liquor, that chief mourner was. Somehow, while I had that stone, my chief mourner always was.”

Something more pronounced than a titter went round the hall. M. Nurvetchky addressed himself to Mr. Truelove personally.

“Although, sir, you are evidently better qualified to speak upon the matter than I am, I would still venture to hope that you will allow me to continue my remarks to an end.”

Apparently Mr. Truelove at least temporarily acquiesced, and M. Nurvetchky went flowingly on.

“The diamond is the property of our friend who is seated here. For our present purpose his name is immaterial. It reached him no further back than yesterday afternoon. It was a legacy from his brother, — that brother whom the gentleman in the gallery appears to have buried. It was accompanied by a letter. That letter I hold in my hand. With your permission I will read it to you.”

M. Nurvetchkey read the letter.

“‘Dear Samuel,’ — I should observe that our friend had not seen his brother for sixteen years— ‘I have told Mr. Truelove—’”

“That’s me!” exclaimed Mr. Truelove up in the gallery.

‘“To give you the diamond, which you will have with this, after I am dead and he has buried me. Be good enough to pay his bill!’”

“And which Mr. Hookham did this morning, to the tune of three-and-thirty pounds, — I’ve got the money in my pocket now.”

“‘Mr. Truelove is a perfect stranger to me. It would seem a rash thing to entrust such a commission to a perfect stranger. But I have not the slightest doubt that you will get the diamond, — sooner or later.’”

“Ah! he needn’t have had no fear of that.”

“‘Certainly quite soon enough for you.’”

“Which it was now, wasn’t it, Mr. Hookham, sir? Why, you look like a ghost already.”

“‘It is called the Devil’s Diamond’” — M. Nurvetchky paused, and glanced, perhaps again unconsciously, at Mr. Leicester, “‘and is worth, at a trade valuation, at least twenty thousand pounds.’ I told you that I had authority for what I said.” M. Nurvetchky read to the end.

“There is the letter, with the one exception of the signature. I think you will agree that that is a remarkable letter to have been written by a sane man upon his death-bed.”

“But was he sane?”

The inquiry came in an audible murmur from a gentleman in clerical attire.

“If, sir, his sanity depends upon the truth of what is written here, you will shortly have an opportunity of judging for yourself.”

Mr. Leicester put out his hand. He made an interrogative movement with his head. M. Nurvetchky saw the gesture, — in spite of his sleepiness and his air of boredom, he seemed to have his senses about him pretty well, upon the whole.

“You wish to examine the letter? With pleasure. I would only ask you to handle it with care. It appears to have been handled rather roughly already.”

Madame Nurvetchky’s eye caught Mr. Schwabe’s. Mr. Schwabe smiled, — perhaps at the recollection of the undignified usage to which he had subjected the last example of the deceased Matthew’s penmanship. M. Nurvetchky handed the letter to Mr. Leicester.

While Mr. Leicester continued to examine it, which he did very carefully from beginning to end, M. Nurvetchky, taking the red-leather case from the table, advanced with it to the front of the stage. Touching a spring, the case flew open.

“The Devil’s Diamond.”

He held it out at arm’s length, so that all the people could see the contents of the case. There was the diamond reposing on a bed of scarlet silk. So large it was, so radiant, so full of light and colour, that it must have been visible to every person in that hall. The scarlet background formed an excellent foil. It gleamed upon it like some huge drop of magic dew. A buzz of “Oh-h’s!” — that curious sound that the people make at the Crystal Palace upon firework nights — came from admiring throats.

M. Nurvetchky came down the carpeted board with the red-leather case in his hand. He offered it to Mr. Schwabe.

“May I ask you to examine it?”

Mr. Schwabe shook his head. He thrust his hands into his trouser pockets.

“Thank you,” he said; “I would rather not.”

“You would rather not?”

“I would very much rather not.”

“You’re a sensible man, sir. I wouldn’t touch it for a thousand pound.”

This was from Mr. Truelove in the gallery. M. Nurvetchky continued to address Mr. Schwabe.

“I am sorry that you will not examine it, for I fancy you know something of precious stones.”

“Considering that I’m a diamond-merchant, I may say that I do. I’ve seen that stone before, and, as far as money goes, I should say it was cheap at twenty thousand pounds.”

“Thank you. This gentleman is one of the most famous diamond merchants in the city of London, and you have his statement as to the value of the stone. I told you that I had authority for what I said. Perhaps, sir, you would have no objection to examining it.”

He addressed himself to Mr. Leicester.

“Not the least,” said Mr. Leicester. Returning the letter to M. Nurvetchky, he took the case in his hand.

“I believe, sir, you too know something of precious stones?”

“Something,” Mr. Leicester said. He took the diamond from its silken bed, and examined it as carefully as he had done the letter. “You were quite right in your description of the stone. It is one of the most remarkable diamonds I have seen.”

“I am much obliged to you. Is there any other lady or gentleman who would like to see the stone?”

A clerical gentleman at the back held up his hand.

“May I look at it? I should very much like to see a diamond which was worth twenty thousand pounds.”

The stone was entrusted to him.

“I don’t know much about precious stones, but that seems to be a pretty toy — a very pretty toy indeed.”

A gentleman with iron-grey whiskers and a rubicund countenance took it from him.

“A toy! You call it a toy, do you? I wouldn’t mind having a few toys like it. Is it for sale?”

He asked the question of M. Nurvetchky.

“As I am at present advised, sir, it is not for sale.”

The stone was handed about from one to another. At last M. Nurvetchky returned with it in triumph to the platform.

“You have seen, ladies and gentlemen, that I did not exaggerate in what I said of the exceeding beauty of the Devil’s Diamond. In what I am now about to say I wish you to understand that I also earnestly desire to adhere to the truth. In that portion of our entertainment which we have presented to you, even in its most apparently incomprehensible portion, we frankly own that we have been tricking you. We have only performed certain — what are called conjuring tricks, and we only claim that they are good of their kind. But neither my wife, nor the gentleman sitting on the chair, nor I, have any connection with what is about to take place. We are not able to account for it any more than, I think, you yourselves will be.”

“One moment, Mr Nurvetchky.” The interruption came from Mr. Leicester. “Do I understand you to say that you claim a supernatural origin for what we are about to see?”

“The gentleman who asks this question — I am sure he will forgive my mentioning it — is Mr. Percy Leicester, himself a first-rate conjurer, and whose name is known to the public as one who has made it his spécialité to expose the impostures of so-called spiritualists. His presence on this occasion, which is for me an unexpected pleasure, is very fortunate. I can only say that I shall be very glad if he will explain to us how what we are about to see is done. I have only seen the stone myself for the first time within the last few hours, and it is as much a mystery to me as it can be to any person in this hall.”

“It ain’t a mystery to me! It ain’t by any means a mystery to me!”

This again from Mr. Truelove in the gallery. Mr. Leicester persevered.

“Still one moment, M. Nurvetchky. In the face of the statement you have just now made, I presume that I am at liberty to take whatever means I please in order to explain what you are about to show us?”

“Ladies and gentlemen, either Mr. Percy Leicester or any person in this hall is at liberty to take any means he or she pleases which will explain what is now about to take place upon this stage. I will now replace the stone upon the table, and Madame Nurvetchky will introduce to you some of the peculiar properties of the Devil’s Diamond.”

He replaced the red-leather case upon the table. As he did so all the lights’ in the building were suddenly extinguished. In the gloom which followed, the diamond was distinctly seen flashing on its bed of scarlet silk. A bright light streamed from it, throwing a large round disc on the wall at the back of the stage — the sort of disc which is thrown by a magic lantern. In the centre of the disc appeared the words — 

 

“DON’T GO TOO FAR!

I’VE HAD HANDLING ENOUGH ALREADY.”

 

The effect was a little startling. M. Nurvetchky’s preliminary remarks had not been without their effect upon the people. Mr. Truelove’s voluntary interpositions, and Mr. Schwabe’s refusal to touch the stone, had not been entirely unnoticed, while the brief dialogue with Mr. Leicester had lent that element of excitement which the prospect of a coming struggle always does lend. The people stared at the writing on the wall with wondering eyes. As they did so, writing and disc and all disappeared, and the lights flashed bright again. M. Nurvetchky was discovered standing immobile in the centre of the stage.

“It’s better worth five bob than I thought it was!” exclaimed Willy Panton, quite out loud, in that youthful way of his.

“Perhaps, ladies and gentlemen,” said M. Nurvetchky, “you will explain how that was done?”

“Perhaps, M. Nurvetchky,” retorted Mr. Leicester, in that cool, soft monotone of his, “you are better able to explain than we are?”

“I can only assure you that I don’t know how it was done.”

“It’s only a trick,” said someone at the back. “Nonsense!” came very audibly from the clerical gentleman. “That’s nothing to what you will see,” was Mr. Truelove’s contribution. “I begin to wish that I had stopped at home.”

M. Nurvetchky retired. Madame Nurvetchky rose from her seat.

“I will take the diamond from its case.”

She stretched out her hand to do so. There was a report and a flash of light. It was so unexpected that not a few of the audience started. Willy Panton did so very visibly. One or two timid female creatures screamed. Madame Nurvetchky moved — a little hastily — back from the table.

“Leicester, I think we’re going to have some fun,” remarked old Dewsnap to his friend, “Unless I’m mistaken, she got a little more that time than she quite bargained for.”

Indeed, the lady did seem to be a little startled.

“I haven’t got the stone,” she said; but the smile with which she said it seemed to be a trifle forced. “I will take it this time instead. If at first you don’t succeed, try, try again!”

She again approached the stone, and again stretched out her hand — crack! There was a louder report than before, and a flash which was twice as vivid. She turned towards the audience with an odd look upon her beautiful face.

“I haven’t got it yet!”

“No; but you will get it, if you persevere, — you’ll get it hot.”

This was what the Colonel said.

“The third time is always lucky.”

Apparently that particular proverb is not always to be depended on. At any rate, if the lady meant that the third time of trying she was sure to get the stone, she was certainly mistaken. Her failure was quite as dire as before. And yet the feat seemed easy enough. There was the diamond, reposing in tranquil beauty on its crimson bed. She had only to put out her hand and take it; yet when she did put out her hand, a blaze of flame sprang from the quiet-looking stone and roared at her. Madame Nurvetchky fell back just in time to avoid its fiery tongue.

The audience did not seem to quite know what to make of it; a disposition to applaud in the gallery was quickly stifled. There seemed to be a sort of feeling that the performance had been insufficiently rehearsed, and, therefore, did not work so smoothly as the performers intended. It was difficult not to believe that Madame Nurvetchky’s surprise was real. Colonel Dewsnap, for one, was prepared to swear it was, — it was impossible to act surprise quite so naturally as that.

After a momentary pause, the lady turned to Mr. Hookham. Moving to him, she laid her hand upon his shoulder. They made a curious pair, the unclean old man and the beautiful young woman.

“Sir, the diamond is yours.”

He put his hand to his brow, as if to collect his thoughts.

“Yes; the diamond is mine.”

“Will you let me look at it?”

He hesitated, peering at her as if to catch her meaning. Then he rose from his seat, steadying himself, or appearing to steady himself, by clutching at the back of his chair. Then he turned to the flashing jewel. He took the red-leather case in his hand. As he stood gazing down at it, it seemed to change colour, assuming a dozen different hues in rapid succession.

“That’s a deucedly funny stone,” whispered the Colonel to his friend. “Gad, this is really amusing.”

The old man continued to gaze down at the jewel, as though it exercised upon him some species of fascination.

“This is Matthew’s legacy,” he said, speaking in a sort of stage whisper, and as if unconsciously.

Suddenly a voice was heard throughout the hall, which gave utterance to two words, — 

“Take care!”

It almost seemed as though the voice came from the diamond. Mr. Hookham stood straight up, and with his head thrown back seemed to gaze at the people up in the gallery.

“It spoke to me!”

The words were gasped rather than spoken. The Colonel whispered to his companion, — 

“That man ought to be on the regular boards, — he’s a great actor.”

“That was an uncommonly good bit of ventriloquism,” — this from Mr. Panton, “uncommonly good — it’s worth that five bob down to the ground.”

Mr. Leicester said nothing; but he shot a keen side glance at his appreciative young friend. Mr. Hookham turned to Madame Nurvetchky.

“It spoke to me!” he said.

“Do you think it will speak to me? Do you think it will let me touch it? Mr. Hookham” — the lady mentioned his name in possible forgetfulness of her husband’s allusion to Mr. Lawrence Stacy— “will you sell it me?”

“Sell it?” his glance returned to the jewel. As it did so a flame — just such another as had roared at the lady — leaped into the old man’s face. He staggered back, clapping his hands to his eyes. The people watched him. It seemed that they held their breath. He removed his hands from before his eyes. “I thought it had blinded me, but I can see.”

“He began to address the jewel with a bitterness of passion so intense as to approach the grotesque. “Devil, if you are a devil, do you think I care for you? I will sell you if I will! — and I will!”

He addressed the stone, pointing to it with the outstretched index finger of his left hand, as though it were a living thing. As he continued pointing, something, which seemed to the gaping people to be a serpent some six or eight inches in length, issued from the heart of the stone and coiled itself round his finger. He stood staring at it motionless for about ten seconds, and the head of the serpent seemed to stare at him — for it had a head, which was upturned to the old man’s face; and a little red tongue, or fang, protruded from its jaws. Then he threw his left hand above his head and flung the serpent from him into the air; the people saw it for a moment, writhing above their heads, and then it vanished from their sight.

“Who’ll buy my diamond?”

The old man’s voice rang out through the hall in an angry scream. He raised the red-leather case in his right hand, holding it up before them all. Then a curious thing happened to the stone. It grew perceptibly before their eyes, and grew, and grew, so that they could watch it grow, until it had so increased in size that it was at last a foot in diameter. Never in the whole history of the world, never in all the fairy tales that ever yet were told, was such a diamond seen before. It dazzled their eyes to look at it, — they had to screen them as though they were looking at the sun. Never did such a glorious glittering maze of fantastic colouring flash on mortal eyes.

“Who’ll buy my diamond?” rang out the old man’s voice again.

He alone of all the people there seemed to be unconscious of what had happened to the stone. But something in the people’s faces, the way, perhaps, in which they put up their hands to shade their eyes, broke in upon his frenzy. He turned his head and saw the stone. And when he saw it he began trembling all over. And the glory of its radiance blinded him, and he put up both his hands to veil his eyes. And the stone fell to the stage. And as it touched the floor its new splendour vanished, and there, glittering on the carpet, was the diamond just as it had been before.

There was a pause — a sound as though the people were drawing their breath. Then a tumult of applause filled the hall. Mr. Panton, after the excitable manner of youth — when you have pierced through the veneer of manhood and reached the natural boy — sprang to his feet.

“By Jove!” he cried, “that’s the best trick I ever saw!”

But Mr. Schwabe sat motionless in his fautenil, and in the gallery Mr. Truelove wiped the perspiration from his brow. And the Colonel stroked his moustache with a meditative air, and Mr. Leicester now removed his glance from Mr. Hookham, who, as if unconscious of the tumult, continued to tremble and to press his hands upon his eyes.

When the applause began to languish, Madame Nurvetchky advanced a step or towards the front of the stage.

“Perhaps you will explain that,” she said.

And immediately the tumult broke out again. The Colonel, still caressing his moustache, gave his friend a curious glance out of the corners of his eyes.

“I wonder if those folks know what they are clapping at? I don’t know what you think, Leicester, but it don’t seem to me as though that old chap felt disposed to take the honour of a call.”

But Mr. Leicester answered never a word.

When the applause again began to die away, Madame Nurvetchky touched the still trembling old man upon the arm.

“Mr. Hookham, do you think your diamond will let me touch it now?”

The old man took his hands from before his eyes, and glanced round him in a dazed sort of way, as though he were looking for the stone, when his glance lighted on it gleaming on the carpet almost at his feet. He started and stared, as though unable to believe the evidence of his eyes.

“I thought — I thought it had grown — large.”

He spoke almost in a whisper.

“It has grown small again, you see. Do you think it will let me touch it now?”

“Why not?”

As if taking this for an expression of his opinion in the affirmative, she stooped as though to raise it from the ground. But before she could reach it a voice pealed through the hall — it would scarcely be straining a point to say like a peal of thunder — 

“Take care!”

“By Jove, what a ventriloquist that fellow is!” cried Willy Panton. “I say, Mr. Leicester, I’m awfully obliged to you. This is the best five bob’s worth I’ve ever had. I wouldn’t have lost it for a pony.”

But the Colonel, leaning over the side of his seat, muttered to his friend, “That’s the second time of asking. The third time I shouldn’t be surprised if we had ructions. You can’t go on playing hankey-pankey tricks with Old Nick for ever, don’t you know. That’s a well-plucked woman, sir,” he added, as Madame Nurvetchky, regaining a perpendicular position, turned a smiling face towards the people.

The tones of that wonderful voice were still reverberating through the building as she stretched out her hand with a graceful gesture.

“Our friend the diamond can express himself plainly when he pleases.” Laughing gaily she turned to Mr. Hookham. “Your beautiful stone seems to have an objection, sir, to me. I don’t know why! Will you raise it from the floor?”

Stooping slowly, Mr. Hookham did as she suggested.

“I thought it had grown larger,” he said, looking at it as he held it in his hand.

“I am particularly anxious,” continued the lady, with a bewitching smile, “to know why your diamond protests so strongly against all hints of selling it. It seems to me to be a little strange. Were mine the wealth of Croesus there is no price I would not give to call it mine. Think! to have it gleaming against my breast, or glittering round my neck, or flashing in my hair.”

She moved forward and snatched it from Mr. Hookham’s hand. — 

“I have it at last!” she cried. “Let us see how it would gleam against my breast.” She pressed it against her breast. “Ciel! About my neck!” She put it to her neck. “Mon Dieu! In my hair!” She raised it to her head — in an instant all her beautiful golden hair was in flames.

Although M. Nurvetchky continued to look more than half asleep, and never for a moment lost his air of boredom, it was plain that he kept his presence of mind. He snatched up an Indian rug which was thrown carelessly over the back of a chair. With it he enveloped his wife’s beautiful head. Her voice was heard beneath it; she seemed to be laughing. She put up her hands and tore it off again.

“Stefan! Do you wish to smother me? I am only singed!”

She stood before them in all her radiant beauty. A bright smile lit up her face. But though she spoke of being only singed, it was plain that her golden locks had been deprived of more than half their rich luxuriance. A smell of burning hair filled all the place. And on her neck, and on her white bosom, where she had touched it with the stone, were two great scars, as though they had been branded with a red-hot iron.

“Are you not hurt, my wife?”

“It is nothing. It would seem as though the diamond would not make friends with me; would it not seem so, Stefan?”

“Leicester,” whispered the Colonel, “that’s the sort of woman to lead a forlorn hope, — she’s burnt herself right through the skin!”

And when the people saw how cool and calm she was, and how she smiled, as though the strange thing which had happened to her was of no account at all, they burst into such a tumult of applause that it seemed as though they would shake the roof. And among the loudest of the clappers the enthusiastic Willy Panton led the van. When the din ceased M. Nurvetchky advanced to the front of the stage: “Ladies and gentlemen, I do not think that you will accuse me of having used exaggerated language. I think you will agree with me that the Devil’s Diamond possesses some peculiar properties.”

“Some very peculiar properties indeed,” chimed in his wife.

“If there is any person here who can offer an explanation of what we have seen, speaking on behalf of my wife, Mr. Hookham, and myself I can only say that we shall be glad to hear it.”

Then Mr. Leicester rose from his seat.


CHAPTER VI.

THE DEVIL’S DIAMOND IS ALMOST TOO SUCCESSFUL.

HE was a tall man, sparely built, yet possessing a breadth of chest which denoted strength. He carried himself with a slight stoop. His face was clean shaven, and his large brown eyes were fixed deeply in his head. He had a trick of fixing his glance on anything which caught his attention, which is found in short-sighted people, though he was not short-sighted, and which made the object stared at wonder if by any possibility this man could blink.

“M. Nurvetchky,” — his voice was another peculiarity. He habitually spoke with almost feminine gentleness, and yet so clearly that his words travelled farther than the utterances of more uproarious speakers, “do we understand you to say that what we have just now seen owed nothing to your connivance?”

“Certainly.”

“That it is not a trick?”

“If it is a trick we are not the performers. The diamond has acted on its own initiative.”

“Will you allow me to come on the stage?”

“With the greatest of pleasure. We shall be glad to have you. So keen an inquirer as yourself cannot fail to arrive at a correct conclusion.”

M. Nurvetchky’s tone was a little dry. As Mr. Leicester was about to accept this invitation Colonel Dewsnap rose from his seat and caught him by the arm.

“I think if I were you” — he stroked his moustache and paused—” I’d leave this thing alone.”

“Colonel, you come with me.”

That was Mr. Leicester’s answer. The Colonel laughed — a little oddly.

“I don’t mind if I do.”

One after the other they ascended the steps which led to the little gangway and moved towards the stage. Willy Panton seemed to object to being left behind; he was quite ready to cut a figure on any stage.

“Can’t I come too?”

“I think,” said Mr. Leicester, “that perhaps you’d better not.”

“Let me out! I ain’t going to stay here! I ain’t going to have my goose cooked, not for no one.”

It was Mr. Truelove in the gallery. M. Nurvetchky addressed the committee of inspection.

“Well, gentlemen, what is it you would wish to examine first?”

Mr. Leicester replied, — 

“Perhaps you will let us examine this table.”

He picked up the red-cloth-covered table, which only weighed a pound or two, and examined it with the minutes care. He rapped the legs, he sounded the top, he searched for signs of any of the appliances of the modern conjurer. The Colonel seemed to think the proceeding superfluous.

“I don’t think you will find the secret there.” Finally Mr. Leicester seemed to think so too. He took the table to the back of the stage. Kneeling down he began to examine the carpet foot by foot. His attitude appeared to strike the audience as ridiculous, — there were, so as to say, almost audible smiles. But Mr. Leicester persevered. When he had gone all over the carpet, almost inch by inch, he rose and looked up overhead. Then with equal care he moved all round the stage and examined the walls. He even opened the door by which the performers entered, and peeped off. Apparently satisfied with the result of his proceedings, he advanced to M. Nurvetchky.

“Now, sir, with your permission, I will examine the diamond.”

All this time the diamond had lain on the floor where it had been dropped by Madame Nurvetchky. Unhesitatingly he stooped and picked it up. It showed none of the signs of aversion to him which it had evinced to the lady.

“I suppose, M. Nurvetchky, you have no microscope of any kind handy?”

“I have a jeweller’s glass.”

M. Nurvetchky took one from his pocket and handed it to the speaker. Mr. Leicester fitted it into his eye. With its aid he long and carefully peered into the inner mysteries of the diamond. After he had peered for quite a minute he came to the front of the stage. He spoke to Mr. Schwabe.

“I think you said you were a diamond merchant?”

“I am. Here is my card.”

Mr. Schwabe took a card-case from his pocket and passed a card up to Mr. Leicester.

“Thank you. I think, too, you said that you had already examined this diamond. You are sure — you will excuse my putting it in that way — but you are quite sure that this is the one that you examined?”

“I am quite sure.”

“May I ask if you have noticed any peculiarity in the formation of the stone?”

“If you mean, has it a flaw, it has none. It is one of the most perfect stones, if not the most perfect stone, I ever saw. It is perfect so far as appearances go.”

“May I trouble you to explain what you mean by ‘so far as appearances go’?”

“It is a perfect stone. What I mean you will probably discover for yourself before you have concluded your experiments — if you intend to try any.”

As he said this Mr. Schwabe smiled.

“I suppose there is no doubt that it is a diamond?”

“None whatever. As I have said, it would be cheap at twenty thousand pounds if it were possible to buy it.”

And Mr. Schwabe smiled again.

“I am obliged to you.” Mr. Leicester turned to M. Nurvetchky. “I suppose, M. Nurvetchky, that the wonderful things this stone has done in the hands of others it will be equally ready to do in mine?”

“As to that I cannot inform you. You had better try.”

“But how shall I proceed to try?”

“Suppose you address yourself to the owner of the stone? I can only repeat my assurance that I myself know nothing of the matter, either one way or the other.”

As Mr. Leicester was turning towards Mr. Hookham Madame Nurvetchky touched him on the arm.

“I do not think, my friend, you know what ground it is on which you are venturing. You see this, and this, and this.” She touched the scars on her neck and bosom, and her poor burnt hair. “That stone, which is now so cool to you, has done all this, as you saw with your own eyes. And see, it has burnt me here as well.” She held out her hand and showed him the mark of a scar. “You absolve us from all blame, you take upon yourself all risk in this that you are about to do?”

“I absolve you from all blame. I must dree my weird, Madame.”

“Mr. Hookham, let me present to you Mr. Leicester, a famous gentleman.”

It was a curious place for an introduction. Mr. Leicester bowed. Mr. Hookham merely looked at him askance. Mr. Leicester held out the diamond.

“I understand that this diamond, sir, is yours?”

“Yes, sir, it is mine.”

“You claim for it magic powers?”

“I? I claim for it nothing.”

Madame Nurvetchky interposed.

“If you want to produce some manifestations, — I think that I may call them so, — offer to buy it.”

“TAKE CARE!”

The words were boomed through the hall with the tumult of a deafening crash of thunder. It was impossible that any human pair of lungs could make that noise. As for a ventriloquist, the notion was ridiculous. It almost cracked the drums of people’s ears. The audience started, sprang from their seats, turned pale, and stared at each other in amazement. The sound died away like a diminuendo boom in the distance. It was literally some seconds before they could hear each other speak. And when at last something approaching silence had returned, it was the Colonel’s voice that was heard.

“That’s the third time of asking. Now look out for ructions.”

The Colonel smiled, but he was the only person in the building who seemed inclined to do so. One or two bolder spirits ventured on the ghost of a smile. But the prevailing expression of people’s countenances seemed to be distinctly doubtful, as though they did not know what to make of it at all.

“Mr. Leicester, don’t you think you had better act upon the warning, and take care?”

“Madame Nurvetchky, I have heard that sort of thing done before, though I will do you the justice to admit that I have not heard it done quite so well.”

The lady smiled. She favoured him with one of her sweeping curtseys.

“Mr. Leicester, the risk is yours.”

“As you say, Madame, the risk is mine.”

“Yes; and I wonder what percentage an insurance office would want, to take it?”

This was from the Colonel. Mr. Leicester proceeded to address the owner of the stone.

“I understand that if I wish your diamond to do any more of those wonderful things we have already seen, I must offer to buy it. I am afraid that so valuable a stone is beyond the range of my limited means; but, at the same time, I shall be happy — I shall be happy” — he paused—” I shall be happy he paused again—” I shall be happy—”

There was a convulsive twitching of the muscles of his face. His lips were tightly closed. Then he raised his hand and flung the diamond from him to the floor.

“I wonder how they managed to do that?”

His voice, as he asked the question, was still gentle and courteous. He stood, with his arm stretched out in front of him, gazing at the open palm. Madame Nurvetchky moved to him.

“Has it burned you? I warned you! It seems resolved to leave a brand on everyone that touches it. Oh, your poor hand!”

She bent over Mr. Leicester’s palm and smoothed it softly with her own.

“Supposing you show it to the audience,” suggested M. Nurvetchky, as sleepy and as bored as before, but drier than ever. “Let them have the satisfaction of seeing that you are really burned.”

Mr. Leicester showed his hand to the people.

“It has burned me in the palm.”

The people, craning forward in their seats, could see that it was disfigured by an ugly scar.

“Mr. Leicester,” observed M. Nurvetchky, “will shortly explain to you how it was done.”

“If you will take my advice, sir,” said the clerical gentleman at the back, “you will come off the stage.

They will work you a mischief if you do not take care.”

“Mischief! I hope they’ll remember that my name’s Truelove if they want to make arrangements for your burial.”

From which remark it appeared that Mr. Truelove had not yet retired from the gallery. Mr. Leicester seemed to pay no attention to either speaker. Turning slowly round he advanced to where the diamond had found a resting-place upon the carpet.

“As I was saying, Mr. Hookham, I shall be happy” — he stooped to pick up the stone. There was a report as though the stone had gone off pop. It was perhaps the suddenness of the thing which induced him to withdraw his hand. “I shall be happy—” He again advanced his hand. There was another report. Possibly more prepared for these little pleasing carryings-on, he did not flinch, — but the stone did. As he was about to grasp it, it gave a little spring and was beyond the reach of his hand. “I shall be happy—”

Again he made a snatch at it — again there was a report — and again the stone had hopped away.

Then a curious performance took place — which was not down in the programme. Mr. Leicester went after the stone, and the stone eluded him. Pop, hop, went the stone, and snatch, dash, went Mr. Leicester. The singular chase continued all round the stage. Mr. Leicester’s perseverance was unbounded. He had evidently made up his mind to get hold of the stone, and meant to know the reason why if he failed in doing so. It was funny to look at him, the tall, carefully-dressed man, stooping and grabbing at the popping, hopping piece of crystal — so funny that the people laughed. But his perseverance was destined to be rewarded. Suddenly the diamond ceased its remarkable antics. In an instant Mr. Leicester had it in his hand.

“I have it,” he said, with quiet triumph. “Now, Mr. Hookham, as I was about to remark, I shall be happy—”

It seemed that he was fated not to declare his happiness. He had got so far when a ring of flame sprang up around him — like one of those haloes which we see in old pictures encircling the heads of saints. It in no place touched his body, but it girded him round about as with a belt of flame. He paused to look at it, with a curiosity which might be called excusable.

“I wonder how that’s done?” he said, in that quiet, contemplative voice of his.

“Perhaps you will be able to offer an explanation as you go on;” thus M. Nurvetchky, with ever-increasing dryness, as it seemed.

Keeping his eyes on the thin circular red line, Mr. Leicester continued addressing Mr. Hookham.

“As I was observing, sir, I shall be happy” — pause, instant appearance of a second belt of flame, about half-way up his body—” I shall be happy” — another pause, and a third belt appeared, about the region of his knees.

“Let me entreat you, sir, to pause. That old man means to work you mischief.”

The clerical gentleman had risen in his seat and was pointing at Mr. Hookham. Mr. Hookham’s attitude did seem singular. He was bent almost double, his hands were knitted together in a convulsive clasp, his eyes seemed starting from his head. He would not have made a bad picture of a man engaged in the act of cursing his enemy. His looks seemed to strike Mr. Leicester.

“Would you work me a mischief?” he asked.

The old man started, as though the words had roused him from a fit of intense pre-occupation.

“I? Work you a mischief! I?” The old man looked round the hall with frightened eyes, — it gave one quite an uncomfortable feeling to see his face, it was so white, and drawn, and haunted. He turned to Mr. Leicester, “Give me the stone!”

“Why?”

“Give me the stone!”

“Not I. The experiments are proceeding admirably. As M. Nurvetchky remarked, if I go on I shall doubtless be able to explain exactly how it’s done. As I was observing, Mr. Hookham, I shall be happy —— —”

The three belts all at once united and became a continuous sheet of flame. Mr. Leicester was standing in a circle of flame some three feet deep, — shaped something like a barrel with both the ends knocked out.

“I protest!” cried the clerical gentleman, who had remained erect upon his feet. “I protest against this exhibition going on!”

“Why do you protest?” inquired M. Nurvetchky.

“That old man means mischief!”

The clerical gentleman brought down his hand with a bang on the back of the seat in front of him, with so forcible a bang that the young lady who occupied it sprang up with a little scream. Possibly, in his growing excitement, he mistook it for the railing of his pulpit.

“Leicester,” murmured the Colonel, “I think you’d better come away.”

“I have warned Mr. Leicester that the risk is his;” this from Madame Nurvetchky, with one of those eloquent gestures of hers, which were at the same time so full of grace.

Mr. Leicester looked first at the clerical gentleman, then at the Colonel, then at Mr. Hookham, who had again assumed one of his peculiar attitudes, and at the lady last of all. — 

“Yes,” he said, “the risk is mine.” He glanced down at the flame which circled him. “I have been continually interrupted in the observation that I was about to make to you, Mr. Hookham, to the effect that I shall be happy—”

The flame began to gyrate. Slowly at first, then with ever-increasing velocity. As it went whirling round, it threw out sparks, as a gigantic Catherine wheel might throw out a great rain of fire.

“Leicester,” cried the Colonel, on whom some of the sparks had fallen, “come out of it.”

“My dear Dewsnap, you are surely not afraid! Consider how great a portion of my life I have spent in looking for something which might be honestly called remarkable. At last it seems that I have stumbled upon something, by the merest chance — one always stumbles upon the most important discoveries by chance — which may be said to answer that description. You would not have me give up my search just at that moment when I am within measurable distance of success?”

Mr. Leicester’s tones were quietly pleasant. But it seemed as though the people were beginning to be restless in their seats.

“As I was observing, Mr. Hookham,” continued Mr. Leicester, “I shall be happy —— —”

A faint, white smoke began to accompany the sparks which were issuing from the revolving sheet of flame — a faint, white smoke of peculiar pungence. It stole from the stage into the hall. It mounted to the gallery. People began to cough. They began to see each other through a haze. The clerical gentleman turned to a lady who accompanied him.

“Hester, come away. That old man means mischief; look at him now!” And indeed Mr. Hookham was staring with a strange intensity at Mr. Leicester and the revolving flame. “At least we will not stay to see it done.”

He began to push past the people as though he intended to effect an immediate exit from the hall. His example was contagious. Other people showed signs of going too. There were symptoms of something like a panic. Mr. Leicester, who seemed quite at his ease in the curious position he occupied, appealed to their common sense.

“What are you running from? A conjurer’s trick? Don’t be so foolish. Sit down, and see it out.”

The appeal, which was distinctly audible, even in the gathering confusion, had the result of quieting the people, at least for the moment. Some sat down again. Others remained standing where they were. Even the clerical gentleman paused in his flight.

“As I was observing, Mr. Hookham, I shall be happy” — the smoke suddenly increased in volume—” I shall be happy” — so dense had the smoke become that it obscured the persons on the stage, but through it issued, audible to every creature in the hall, the clear, well-bred tones of Mr. Leicester’s voice,  “I shall be happy to buy your diamond,”

There was silence, just for an instant. People looked at each other’s faces, so much, that is to say, as they could see of them, for the smoke in the hall, as on the stage, began to be thick and suffocating. Then a scream rang out — the scream of a human being. They could not see for the smoke who it was that screamed, but they guessed that it was Mr. Leicester, though the acute, agonising scream, which made their blood run cold and their hearts cease beating, was pitched in a different key to the soft, easy tones to which they had just been listening. Then there was silence again.

Then a curious noise began. It came from the stage. It was like the yelping of some strange beast. Yelp! yelp! yelp! Each separate yelp made them shiver in their shoes, and wish they had been anywhere but in the Sphinx’s Cave that afternoon. It seemed, from the sound, as though some wild animal had appeared upon the stage. It seemed as though it were tearing something to pieces. It seemed as though it were in an ecstasy of rage, and, in its fury, was yelp, yelp, yelping!

How long it lasted, that uncomfortable visitation from the unseen visitor — if it was a visitation, and there was a visitor — no one in the hall would have been prepared to say. It seemed to those there that it lasted hours. Possibly it only lasted seconds.

Just as speedily as it came, it went away. All was still.


CHAPTER VII.

“MURDER!”

THE hall was filled with a dense and suffocating smoke, which penetrated into every nook and cranny, as though the place was on fire. But there were no sighs of flame. And in the intense silence which followed the cessation of that remarkable noise which had proceeded from the stage the smoke began to disappear. Nobody seemed to notice where it went, but it did go, and by degrees the air was as clear again as though it had not been.

And as the smoke passed away, the people were revealed, in the clear brilliance of the electric light, all standing up, and with white, frightened faces turned towards the stage. Something very curious seemed to have happened there. The table and two of the chairs were overturned, and on the third chair sat — if such an attitude can be spoken of as sitting — Mr. Samuel Hookham. He had every appearance of having been engaged in some desperate struggle. His coat was torn all down the back, one of the sleeves seemed to be attached only by a few loose threads to the shoulder, his shirt was ripped open at the neck, his waistcoat was unbuttoned, and there was a great scratch all down one side of his face. He lay, rather than sat, on his chair, which was balanced on its two hind legs. His head, with the blood streaming from the open wound — or scratch — on his right cheek, rested on his chest, and his arms dangled loosely at his sides. On the whole, he did not present at all a creditable picture.

But his was not the only singular figure to be seen upon that little stage, which, for once in a way, might truly claim to have been the scene of an entertainment of mystery and imagination, a scene which had lost none of its piquancy through having been an unrehearsed effect. There was a figure there, the figure of a man, which appealed even more strongly to the imagination than Mr. Hookham’s, it lay so very still — right in the centre, full length upon the carpet, with his face turned towards the ground. It was the figure of Mr. Percy Leicester.

Still in silence the people continued to stare. Why did he not get up? And why did he lie on his face there, so very still? In the front stood Colonel Dewsnap, staring down upon his friend. At the back was Madame Nurvetchky, her fists clenched so tightly that one fancied that her finger-nails must be piercing the flesh of her hands. On the right stood her husband, his tall, loan figure drawn straight up, peering through his sleepy-looking, half-closed eyelids at the man who lay upon the ground.

Suddenly a voice rang out, and so intense and strained had the silence become that the people started at the sound of it.

“Mr. Leicester!” It was Willy Panton. It is possible that he would have allowed that he had had what he called his “five bob’s worth” by now, — his “five bob’s worth” and perhaps a trifle over. No answer. He called again, “Mr. Leicester!”

Still silence. Then M. Nurvetchky made a move.

“Mr. Leicester!”

He stooped over the recumbent figure. Then the Colonel came to his side. Kneeling down, he touched his friend on the arm.

“Leicester!” Then, as the people watched him, scarcely seeming to breathe, he turned him over on his back. “By God, he’s dead!”

The words came from him with unconscious profanity — in the army there are still gentlemen who swear, and he was one of them. As the Colonel uttered that great oath, exclaiming that his friend was dead, a sound went through the hall like a sob. It is possible that some of the women fainted. It is certain that some of them began to cry. Madame Nurvetchky had been a true prophet when she had foretold that the new addition to the programme would make a big sensation.

“Are YOU sure that he is dead?” asked M. Nurvetchky.

“Quite sure.” The hand with which the Colonel smoothed his moustache seemed to tremble. “I know death when I see it. Good God, what an awful thing! To think that his love for hankey-pankey should have brought him to such an end as this!”

Even as he was speaking someone in the audience mounted the gangway and came striding on to the stage. It was the clerical gentleman. He seemed half beside himself with excitement. His voice was rendered hoarse by the force of his emotion.

“There has been murder done. That man has killed him!” He pointed an accusatory finger at Mr. Hookham. “But you have shared in the deed!” He turned on M. Nurvetchky. “And that painted woman!” Then he turned on M. Nurvetchky’s wife. “Let the police be sent for! As I live I will see justice done!”

M. Nurvetchky straightened himself very quietly, and looked at him. “Are you a madman, sir?”

“You scoundrel, to dare to ask me such a question, with your victim’s soul still fluttering at the gates of God! Is there a man here who, having witnessed such a deed, can refuse to call on the avenger of blood?”

His language, if his meaning was a little confused, was sufficiently violent. It was not difficult to believe that he would produce an effect upon a revival platform, — of a certain class. His passionate appeal was answered by the rubicund gentleman, whose rubicund appearance, by the way, was considerably modified. Indeed, he seemed exceedingly ill at ease.

“I — I think I saw the old gentleman attacking him. Indeed, I — I’m sure I did. As a matter of fact, I’m prepared to take my oath that I did, in any place, at any time.”

“There is at least one man who dares to speak out and do the right. Is there but one? Oh, my friends, look upon this man, whom we all saw but a moment back instinct with the breath of life, and who now lies branded with the brand of Cain.” In his excitement the clerical gentleman misplaced “the brand of Cain,” but that was but an oversight. “There is the livid mark about his neck where the life was torn from him by murderous hands. And there is the man who did the deed,” — pointing to Mr. Hookham, who seemed gradually waking to the fact that he was being pointed at. “You see how his victim fought for his life — the blood upon his cheeks — his clothes torn all to fragments! And here are his accomplices!” — turning on M. and Madame Nurvetchky,  “the conjurer and his painted wife! But every moment wasted is an added crime. Why are the police not here!”

“Do I understand you seriously to assert that I, or any person here, has had a hand in this man’s death?”

As he put this question M. Nurvetchky’s air of sleepiness and of boredom seemed temporarily to have disappeared.

“Do not speak to me, you villain! A minister of the Word can hold no converse with such as you. Send for the police!”

But the clerical gentleman was not to have his own way entirely — and a very interesting way it promised to be — with every prospect of the interest increasing as he went on. The Colonel interposed with some asperity, — 

“I think you must be of a sanguine temperament, sir, and see double. I was on the stage, sir, and I saw nothing of any crime.”

“You say that? And was not this dead man your friend?”

“Well, sir, and what the devil has that to do with it if he was?”

“You swear! With your grey hairs! In the presence of the dead? Oh, you are all the same! Send for the police!”

This summary method of putting him out of court did not seem to exactly please the Colonel, — perhaps the allusion to his grey hairs, for there was not a younger man of sixty-three in town, touched him, too. He looked as though he was about to use some very strong language indeed. But Madame Nurvetchky took him by the hand.

“The man is mad,” she said. “But do not let us contend in the presence of the dead.”

The lady’s opinion of the clerical gentleman’s madness was not shared by the audience, or not by all of them, at any rate. The rubicund gentleman in particular was very clear upon the point.

“I was not upon the stage, and I saw a crime, as I am prepared to depose on oath in any court in England.”

And there were cries of “Send for the police!” some of them very ugly cries. But ugly or not, they were unnecessary, since it appeared that somebody had sent for the police already. For presently two members of the force appeared, followed at short intervals by others, so that soon it seemed as though all the people in the hall had been taken into custody. The two first comers went stamping on to the stage with the orthodox policeman’s stamp, as though they were shod with lead.

“What is the matter here?” inquired policeman No. 1.

“Matter! Crime! Black crime! Murder is the matter here.”

The policeman did not seem to be so much impressed by the clerical gentleman’s melodramatic manner as he ought to have been. Policeman No. 2 knelt down by the recumbent figure on the stage.

“He is dead. How came he by his death?” he asked.

“That man killed him.”

The clerical gentleman pointed to Mr. Hookham. Mr. Hookham, apparently fairly roused at last, staggered to his feet.

“It is false! It is a lie!” he gasped.

“And this man and woman were his accomplices,” continued the clerical gentleman, turning to M. and Madame Nurvetchky, heedless of Mr. Hookham’s denial.

“That also is false,” said M. Nurvetchky, quietly.

“It is not false, it is the truth, — I am prepared to swear to it in any court in England.”

This from the rubicund gentleman in the auditorium.

“You hear? There is one witness’s testimony. If it is necessary you should insist upon the testimony of every person here.”

“DO you charge this man with murder?”

The policeman pointed to Mr. Hookham.

“I do.”

“And this man and woman too?”

The policeman pointed to M. Nurvetchky and his wife.

“I charge that man and woman with being his accomplices.”

At this point an inspector, who had been standing at the door observing the scene, unnoticed by those upon the stage, came up the gangway.

“You are my prisoner.” He spoke to Mr. Hookham. “And you, sir, and madame, too.” This to M. and Madame Nurvetchky. “If you will give me your words that you will go quietly to the station, I will see that you are treated with all possible courtesy.” M. Nurvetchky slipped his wife’s arm through his. He faced the inspector with a smile.

“For my wife and for myself, I give you my word, that we will go as quietly as you please. The man is a madman. His charge is a preposterous one.”

“As to that I know nothing. I can only hope, for your own sake, that what you say is true. What is that you’ve picked up there?”

The question was addressed to Mr. Hookham.

“My diamond.”

“Give it to me.”

Mr. Hookham gave it to him, with something almost approaching a grim smile about his lips.

“It was that which killed that man, not I.”

“This?” The inspector looked at the diamond, then at Mr. Hookham, then at the diamond again.

Colonel Dewsnap advanced with his cardcase in his hand.

“My name is Colonel Dewsnap; there is my card, Inspector. The dead man, Mr. Percy Leicester, was my friend. But though he was my friend, I believe that what Mr. Hookham says is true, — that diamond killed him, not the hand of any living man.”

The inspector, with the diamond in one hand and the card in the other, looked the Colonel steadily in the face.

“I don’t understand you. The diamond killed the man? How did it do that?”

“It is some cursed magic stone, endowed with all the powers of hell.”

The inspector smiled.

“I see. It’s like that? Well, Colonel Dewsnap, you will have an opportunity to say what you have to say elsewhere.”

Then Mr. Schwabe advanced.

“Inspector, here is my card. My name is Schwabe. I am a diamond merchant. I can endorse what Colonel Dewsnap has said, — it was the diamond killed the man.”

“But I don’t understand you. How do you allege that it did that?”

“It strangled him.”

“Strangled him? — this stone?”

“I am not actually prepared to swear that it strangled him.”

“No, I should imagine you were not.”

“But by whatever means that man has met his death, it was through the agency of that stone.”

“Well, gentlemen, you will be afforded an opportunity to give your evidence elsewhere. In the meantime, I must see that the prisoners are removed.”

The inspector turned to give instructions to the constables. As he was engaged in doing so Mr. Hookham spoke to him.

“I think you had better give me that diamond.”

“I think differently. It will be quite safe with me.”

“It is for your own sake I make the suggestion, not mine.”

“I am obliged by your solicitude, but I can take care of myself. I have no fear of its strangling me.”

The inspector said this in the well-known official way which is intended to infer that the last possible word on the subject has once and for all been said. He possibly intended, too, a mild joke by his allusion to strangulation. But no sooner were the words out of his mouth than he gave vent to an ejaculation which was very like an oath, sprang right off his feet, raised his arm, and flung the diamond with violence to the ground. Then he swung round on his heels and glared at the amazed bystanders with a very furious countenance.

“Who did that?” he demanded, not by any means in an official tone of voice.

An innocent constable, who stood just behind him, meeting the full fury of his eye, took the question as being specially addressed to him. He almost choked himself in his anxiety to make a prompt reply.

“Did what, sir? — Never moved a finger, sir!”

The inspector stretched out his arm in front of him and stared at the open palm, — stared as though he could scarcely believe his eyes.

“Well — I’m—” he was certainly going to say “damned,” but his sense of official propriety came to his rescue in the very nick of time, and he said “hanged” instead.

Seeing the inspector continuing to gaze so intently at his hand, one or two of the constables crowded round him, and even Colonel Dewsnap and Mr. Schwabe joined in the stare. It was undoubtedly most annoying. There, in letters an inch in length — the inspector had a good broad hand — was branded, right in the centre of the palm, with exasperating distinctness, the one word — 

“Fool!”

Mr. Schwabe, when he saw it, smiled; but the inspector did not seem to be at all in a humorous frame of mind.

“Burned you, has it? You should have acted on Mr. Hookham’s suggestion and made him responsible for the safe custody of the stone. I wouldn’t touch it for a thousand pounds.”

“But it must have been red hot,”

“That’s nothing, my good sir. If you care to try a few more experiments with the stone you will soon come to understand how it killed that man. He tried experiments with it, till he tried one too many.”

Mr. Schwabe pointed at the figure, which lay in significant silence at their feet. The inspector turned to Mr. Hookham.

“Pick up that thing!”

Mr. Hookham picked up the “thing,” — by which term the still irate inspector alluded to the diamond.

“Is it still hot?”

“It is quite cool to me. But perhaps you would like to feel it for yourself?”

Mr. Hookham, in whom the stress of circumstances seemed to have roused some faint glimmerings of humour, though of a grimly uncomfortable kind, held out the stone for his examination. The inspector glared. He kept giving sidelong glances at his hand, — on which the word “Fool,” in its aggressive plainness, must have smarted in more senses than one.

“Mind, I hold you responsible for the safe custody of that stone, if it is a stone!” — here the inspector positively snarled—” and shall require you to produce it for purposes of evidence in this case whenever required.”

Mr. Hookham said nothing. But he slipped the diamond into his waistcoat pocket.


CHAPTER VIII.

MR. FAIRLIGHT.

MR. HOOKHAM dined in his cell. A cell in a well-ordered police-station is not such an utterly comfortless apartment as some people — principally those without experience, for experience is the great teacher — may perhaps imagine. True, it has one drawback. It is not, to put it very mildly indeed, overstocked with furniture. But if one can content oneself with a board to sit down upon and a board for a bed — and what avail all the teachings of philosophy if one cannot, just for once in a way? — one might go farther and fare worse. — 

Mr. Hookham, who was by no means habituated to luxurious living, and eating, and sleeping in his chambers in Mitre Court, was quite at his ease. He made a hearty meal, and seemed to enjoy it, too. He had fasted for so long that one might have thought his appetite had gone for ever; but recent events had brought it back again. It seemed as if he had made up his mind to put away at one and the same time, on the principle of “better late than never,” all the food that was overdue. He gave a lavish order to the constable, which that constable lavishly interpreted; yet he did full justice to that constable’s interpretation. If that constable — since constables are but mortal — thought that there would be any pickings left for himself out of such a feast, he was woefully mistaken.

After Mr. Hookham had dined, he had a visitor. This visitor was a slightly-built gentleman, clothed in gorgeous attire. He wore patent leather shoes; light grey trousers, faultlessly cut, — as the tailors say, well “arched” over the instep, — a frock-coat, whose perfect fit almost conveyed a suspicion of stays; a beautiful red necktie, and the most elegant lavender kid gloves. And he wore an eyeglass, which was adjusted in its place; and there was such a jet-black eye behind it, which was a perfect match to the other eye on the other side of his nose. And that nose was a prominent feature; it was Semitic. In fact, the whole gentleman was Semitic, though there was something about him which seemed to announce that he intended to assure you, by his mere appearance, that he was nothing of the kind. This gorgeous being was ushered in in quite an unceremonious way. The door was flung open; the policeman’s voice was heard announcing, — 

“Some ‘un to see you!”

The resplendent vision appeared, and the door was banged. The visitor did not remove his hat — it was a beautiful top hat, looking as though he had just taken it out of a shop before he came through that door. Mr. Hookham, who was not expecting a visitor, looked up at him.

“Mr. Hookham? I have just had an interview with your friend Mr. Schwabe. I am Frank Fairlight.”

Mr. Hookham knew who his visitor was without this announcement of the name. He had had a great deal to do with the law-courts in his time, not as a practising barrister, but on his own account, and he knew that there was no more famous solicitor living than Mr. Frank Fairlight. In criminal matters many folks believed, not without a show of reason, that his support meant victory.

As Mr. Hookham eyed this famous man, he told himself that, since Mr. Schwabe had sent him, he hoped that Mr. Schwabe would pay him, too. But he did not utter his thoughts aloud; which was, perhaps, as well.

“You are in rather an awkward position, Mr. Hookham. I understand that there are some curious features in your case, which is perhaps the reason why I am so promptly here. I like to handle curious cases. I knew Mr. Percy Leicester very well.”

Mr. Fairlight put his gloved hands behind his back, and beamed down on Mr. Hookham. It was said that there were even magistrates who liked to have him beam on them. His was not a beaming manner as a rule.

“You are charged with murder. I suppose they will word it so as to make it actual murder. I suppose we may take it for granted that you are not — you are not guilty?”

Although Mr. Fairlight said that they might take it for granted, there was a certain amount of inquiry in his eye.

“I am not guilty.”

“Tell me all about it.”

Since Mr. Hookham occupied the only article of furniture which might be classified under the heading “chairs,” Mr. Fairlight sat down on the board which was to serve as a bed, and which was raised some three feet from the ground. Mr. Hookham’s plates and dishes were at one end, and Mr. Fairlight was at the other; yet he seemed as much at his ease as though he were seated in one of those glorious drawing-rooms with whose splendours his appearance would have harmonised so well.

“I understand that this afternoon you assisted at M. and Madame Nurvetchky’s entertainment, — on whom, by the way, I am shortly about to pay a call. I am told that you and they are neighbours. By the way, Mr. Schwabe tells me something about a diamond of yours, a diamond which has — shall we say some little peculiarities?”

“Well?”

Although Mr. Fairlight had requested Mr. Hookham to tell him all about it, it was evident that he himself would have to set the ball a-rolling. Mr. Hookham seemed to be in a taciturn frame of mind.

“He tells me that Mr. Percy Leicester, whose craze for that sort of thing was notorious, came on to the stage to examine your diamond, and that in the course of his examination he was killed. The question is, who killed him? Did you?”

“No.”

“I see you look as though you had received rough handling. Did you struggle with Mr. Leicester?”

“I never touched him.”

“Did Mr. Leicester struggle with you?”

“Nor did he touch me.”

“Did you struggle with the police?”

“Not such a fool!”

“I suppose there is nothing so foolish as to struggle with the police. Then how do you account for the state that you are in? I suppose you are aware that your clothing is all torn, and that your face is all covered with blood?” — 

“I will tell you about it — all that there is to tell — in a minute or two.”

Mr. Hookham got up from his stool and began to pace the cemented floor of his cell. Mr. Fairlight watched him. Mr. Hookham, as he was then seen by the keen-eyed lawyer — with his wonderful experience — had not a presentable appearance. He was dirty, ragged, and covered with blood. He had a hangdog look. There were hardness and cruelty about his eyes and his mouth. Although he did not look a coward as far as he was himself concerned — there was too much doggedness about him for that — he did look as though he were the sort of man who would not hesitate to take a fair or unfair advantage of either friend or foe. Mr. Fairlight decided that at his best his client was not, as the great Doctor would have said — Mr. Fairlight had heard of Boswell — a “clubbable” man.

“You say,” said Mr. Hookham, speaking as he continued his promenade, “that Mr. Schwabe told you about the diamond?”

“He did; that is, he told me something about a diamond.”

“Did he tell you how it came to me, and about my brother Matthew’s letter?”

“I believe he did say something about a letter.”

“M. Nurvetchky has it. You must get it from him.”

“I will make a note of it.”

Mr. Fairlight did make a note of it, in a note-book which he took from the inner pocket of his coat. Mr. Hookham paused and looked at him. As the lawyer met his client’s eyes he was conscious, for the first time, of what curious eyes they were — eyes which then, at any rate, looked as though they would stick at nothing.

“This charge is absurd upon the face of it. It needs, it can need, no argument, — you must be aware of that. I am a man of property, of standing, of reputation, of character. I can prove it by the testimony of a thousand mouths. Is it conceivable that I should kill, on a public stage, a man I never saw, or heard of, in my life before, — why?”

“There have been motiveless crimes.”

“But not such a motiveless crime as that would be. No sensible man would listen to such trash.”

“Not in the face of evidence?”

“What evidence?”

“I understand that there are already two men who have offered to swear that they saw you do it. By to-morrow, out of such an audience as filled the Sphinx’s Cave — I hear that it was crowded — there may be two hundred.”

As Mr. Fairlight said this Mr. Hookham scowled at him and resumed his promenade. In spite of what Mr. Schwabe had told him, the lawyer began to wonder if his client were not guilty. When men descended to special pleading he always had his doubts.

“I tell you frankly, Mr. Hookham — frankness is rather a fault of mine — that if you have said all that there is to be said, you are now standing within measurable distance of the gallows. Here is a man killed — I suppose there is no doubt that he is killed — and we shall have to give some idea as to how it is that he was killed — or they will give their idea, which may turn out unfortunate for you.”

“It was the diamond did it.”

“The diamond! Come, Mr. Hookham, you don’t expect me to go into court and say, ‘Your worship, here’s a man been murdered, foully murdered, and my client’s diamond murdered him.’ I’ve done some bold things, but I hardly think that I could bring myself to manage that. Where is this diamond of which I’ve heard? I suppose the police have got it?”

“No, they haven’t.”

As Mr. Hookham said this something like a sour smile darkened — rather than lightened — his blood-grimed features.

“No? Who has?”

“I have.”

Mr. Fairlight whistled, very softly, and doubtless quite in a professional way, but still he whistled.

“Did you hide it when they searched you?”

“Not I.”

“Do you mean to say that they let you keep it?”

“I do. I think they rather thought that I was obliging them by doing so.”

Mr. Fairlight eyed his client very intently; “Let me look at it.” Mr. Hookham produced it from his waistcoat pocket. “Mr. Schwabe tells me that it would be cheap at twenty thousand pounds.”

“So Mr. Schwabe tells me too.”

“I suppose it’s all right? I may touch it? I daresay it is not so very dreadful after all.”

“What am I to say to you? I tell you it has killed a man, and you ask me if it’s so very dreadful after all.”

“Tell me quite frankly how it is you say it killed him.”

“Hasn’t Mr. Schwabe told you?”

“Never mind what Mr. Schwabe told me; you tell me too.”

Then Mr. Hookham told his story, and on the whole he told it well. He told it very slowly, seeming to ponder before each word, so that each one, when it came, seemed to carry weight. And he told it doggedly. When a man is in earnest — and Mr. Hookham was unmistakably in earnest — there is something about doggedness which is impressive, especially when the tale which the man happens to be telling is a difficult one to, let us put it, satisfactorily digest.

“This man Leicester — they say his name is Leicester, though I never saw or heard of him in my life before — came on to the stage to see if this stone was not part and parcel of a conjurer’s trick. When first he came on to the stage it shouted out, ‘Take care!’”

“What shouted out ‘Take care “?”

“The stone.”

Mr. Hookham glared at the lawyer as though he defied his contradiction.

“Go on.”

“He thought it was a trick, and he went on to try if he could find it out. Then the stone burned his hand. Then it sprang on to the floor, and when he tried to pick it up it eluded him.”

“Do you mean to tell me that the stone did all this without the connivance of your friends, M. and Madame Nurvetchky?”

“They are not friends of mine. I never saw them before this morning; Mr. Schwabe will tell you that I met the woman in his office. But let me tell my story first, and I will answer your questions afterwards. — At last he picked it up, he wouldn’t be warned. Then one circle of fire sprang up round him, then a second, then a third. Then the three united and became a continuous flame. Then the flame began to revolve, and a dense smoke came from it, and so filled the whole place that you couldn’t see your hand before your eyes. When those men who were in the body of the building tell you that they saw what was passing on the stage they tell a lie.

I doubt if they could have seen what was passing a foot in front of them. If that smoke had not gone as quickly as it came not one of us would have come out alive. Leicester was standing where you are, I was standing here.” Mr. Hookham took up his position about three feet from the lawyer. “When the smoke grew dense a noise began like the yelping of some wild beast. I saw something appear in front of Leicester. Something — it felt like a hand covered with hair — scratched my cheek and caught me by the throat. I suppose I must have struggled, for when the smoke had gone, and I came to, I was as you see me now. But the man was dead.”

There was silence when Mr. Hookham ceased. The lawyer had heard some remarkable stories in his time, but scarcely one quite so remarkable as this. He kept his keen eyes fixed on the narrator. But Mr. Hookham never flinched.

“You are aware that you have told me a very curious story?”

“I have told you so curious a story that I find it difficult to believe in its truth myself. If it were not that the man is dead, I should say that I had had a nightmare.”

“Have you ever been subject to illusions?”

“What do you mean?”

“Would you, for example, be willing to undergo an examination by a specialist?”

“A specialist? You think I am mad? I thought you were a better judge of men than that. There is not a saner man in England than I am — the proof of which is that all that I have gone through during the last four-and-twenty hours has failed to drive me mad.”

“Mr. Hookham, it is my duty to tell you that if your life depends upon my, or upon any man, being able to convince an English jury of the truth of the tale which you have just now told me, you are doomed to die.”

“I don’t believe it. Throw up the case, and I will convince the magistrate to-morrow.”

“You will find it a difficult matter. You failed to convince those people this afternoon, else how comes it that you now stand charged with murder?”

“Mr. Fairlight, you have not been retained by me, though I am quite prepared to avail myself of your services if you choose to continue them, — I know their value. But should you prefer to withdraw, I am quite prepared to act as my own advocate.”

As Mr. Fairlight hesitated, glancing from the stone to Mr. Hookham and from Mr. Hookham back to the stone, a young man appeared, standing close to his side. He was quite an ordinary-looking young man, seemingly about twenty-six or seven. He had curly brown hair and clean-shaven cheeks, and was dressed in the usual costume of everyday life, — he was a commonplace, middle-class sort of young man. Yet Mr. Hookham and Mr. Fairlight stared at him as though their eyes would start from their sockets — as though they had never seen such a sight in their lives before.

The young man laid his hand lightly on the lawyer’s shoulder, — which was rather a familiarity, in the case of so famous an individual from so young a man, — and spoke to him.

“Carry the case through.” He paused. “You will astonish them to-morrow.” He paused again. Then he quoted, or rather misquoted, the “divine William,” which, under the circumstances, was perhaps a singular thing to do. “‘There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in man’s philosophy.’”

Then, while they continued to stare at him, possibly expecting him to speak again, — which was a flattering attention upon their part, always remembering the youth of the stranger, — the young man vanished.

His disappearance was surprisingly sudden — so sudden that, as if unable to believe the evidence of their own eyes, they continued staring at nothing in a way which, to an onlooker, if there had been one, would have seemed ludicrous. Then their eyes met, and they gasped. Then the lawyer asked a question.

“Who was that?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where did he come from?”

“God knows.”

It was perhaps because the name of God sounded strangely from such lips as Mr. Hookham’s, or perhaps because the accidental mention of that great Name at such a moment — for it was doubtless accidental — led their thoughts into strange channels, that both men shuddered. For they did shudder, as though a sudden cold wind had gone right through them.

Then Mr. Fairlight went to the door and twisted a handle, which set a bell ringing. A constable appeared.

“Did you just now let anybody into this cell?”

“Let anybody into this cell? No — except you.”

“Did you see anybody just now come out?”

“Nobody did come out. The door has never been unlocked since I unlocked it for you; the key has never left my belt. Are you getting at me, sir?”

“That will do.”

The constable went, doubtless wondering inwardly. But he was too wise to ask unnecessary questions of Mr. Fairlight, the great criminal lawyer. Perhaps that gentleman might have the handling of him one day.

When the constable had gone, Mr. Fairlight sat down on the only stool the cell contained, — subsided on it, would perhaps be the correcter term. He seemed so overwhelmed.

“Well I’m—”

Then he gave utterance to the word which that inspector had checked in time.


CHAPTER IX.

THE CASE IS OPENED.

WHEN the case of the “Sphinx’s Cave Mystery.”

 — as the papers had already christened it — came on for hearing, the court was crowded. Not that it requires a large number of people to fill a London police-court; some of them, when they contain the prisoner, the magistrate, and the counsel, the reporters and the officials, have about as much as they can manage; but as many as could squeeze in, squeezed in, and a crowd hung about outside.

The charge sheet was “light” that day, so that when about a dozen “drunks” had been disposed of, and one or two of the more pressing of the applicants, who apply to the magistrate for advice on every matter beneath the sun — in the same way in which the people apply to the “Correspondence Editor” of the Family Herald — and the prisoners in the “Mystery” case were brought into the dock, the hour was still an early one.

There was at first some slight hesitation as to where they should be placed, but finally they were ushered into the ordinary position occupied by prisoners — the dock. A chair was provided for the lady. The gentlemen elected to stand. It was at once apparent that M. and Madame Nurvetchky had managed to obtain a change of apparel. They were not doomed to figure in a police-court in evening dress. The elaborate shirt front, and splendid clawhammer, of the gentleman had disappeared, and instead he was attired in the usual costume in which the English gentleman — apparently preferentially — elects to walk Pall Mall at noon. M. Nurvetchky was so very tall, and so very thin, that the long frock coat, tightly buttoned across his chest, had rather a funereal aspect, there seemed to be so much of it. He had, too, rather a peculiar face. A long, thin nose, hooked like a bird’s — like the American eagle’s, for example — high, prominent cheek-bones, hollow cheeks, high, narrow forehead, and a moustache which was so profuse and straggling as to conceal almost the whole lower portion of his face. How he ever managed to eat soup — and it is reasonable to suppose that all men do eat soup at times ——  — with that moustache is a secret known only to himself. His eyes were large, unnaturally large, seeming to stretch right across his face. Yet it was with difficulty that one made out their colour, since they were continually shaded by the eyelids, — indeed, M.

Nurvetchky seemed to be always on the point of falling fast asleep.

But if the gentleman was — well, not beautiful, his wife was just the sort of woman to take the heart of the British juryman by storm. It is not for a mere mortal to describe her costume — how she ever got into it in a cell at a police-station is one of the seven wonders of the world; but her — we must fly to our French dictionary — her tout ensemble was entrancing. And her bonnet! O ye gods — of the Parisian bonnet shops! As she bowed to the constable who handed her a chair, and as she sat down upon the chair itself, everybody felt that here was a veritable great lady, of — certainly not of the old school. She glanced round the court with her beautiful blue eyes, and nodded her dainty head to Mr. Schwabe, and to Colonel Dewsnap, and even to Willy Panton, — who had managed to find his way into court, possibly with the intention of working out the remainder of his “five bob’s worth,” — and to Mr. Fairlight. She glanced at the magistrate, and for a moment it was doubtful whether she was not about to nod to him. But she refrained, and smiled, revealing such a pair of rosy lips, and such a set of teeth!

Mr. Hookham presented a very different figure. He had had a wash and brush-up — possibly a shave — but he had not made a change of costume. His shirt and collar were still torn open at the neck, a fact which he made no attempt to conceal by turning up the collar of his coat. His coat was itself a ruin; the sleeve still dangled by a loose thread or two. Although the blood had disappeared, the scratch upon his cheek was unpleasantly conspicuous, — a very ugly scratch it seemed. Altogether, Mr. Hookham did not present the spectacle of a well-dressed man.

Yet there was something about him which seemed to suggest that he was completely at his ease, — that what was coming had no terrors for him. He stood with one hand resting on the rail in front of him, his head jerked forward, with a gesture which seemed habitual, and he gazed, from under his rugged eyebrows, from one person to another, until his glance rested on the magistrate with a look of almost savage scorn.

Soon after he had taken up his position in the dock Mr. Fairlight stood up and whispered to him. The onlookers perhaps thought that some important communication was taking place between the lawyer and his client, but what Mr. Fairlight said was this: — 

“Don’t glare at the man like that, — he’ll think you want to kill him too.”

Then Mr. Hookham glared at his lawyer instead.

“What case is this?” asked the magistrate, when the prisoners had settled in their places.

One may guess that the magistrate knew very well what case it was — for magistrates do read the papers — but still he asked the question. In these matters magistrates and judges do feign such seraphic innocence.

A superintendent of police — Superintendent Bray — rose up in the body of the court.

“Your Worship, this is a case of murder. The prisoner, Samuel Hookham, is charged with the murder of Percy Leicester. The prisoners, Stefan Nurvetchky and Nina Nurvetchky, his wife, are charged with being accomplices before the fact.”

The usual preliminaries were gone through, and the superintendent went on.

“Your Worship, the affair only happened late yesterday afternoon, and we have not yet been able to communicate with the Treasury. I only propose on this occasion to offer sufficient evidence to justify a remand.”

“Which I shall strenuously oppose. What do you call sufficient evidence, I should like to know? There is not the slightest foundation for the charge. If the police had troubled themselves to make a few inquiries it would never have been made.”

This burst of eloquence was from Mr. Fairlight. The habit of making little impromptu speeches — when he ought not to — was one of his eccentricities. Magistrates, as a rule, found it better to allow him considerable latitude, — he was really irrepressible when they tried to put him down, — and Mr. Mansell in particular, the magistrate of the day, was a very old and, in these matters, a very long-suffering man.

“Whom do you appear for, Mr. Fairlight?” he asked in his mildest way.

“I appear for Mr. Hookham. And I hope, sir, that you will insist upon the Superintendent offering some very sufficient evidence indeed before you allow my client to continue in the false position in which a blunder of the police has placed him.”

Mr. Mansell turned to the superintendent with rather a severe air. He knew from experience that Mr. Fairlight really never did use that sort of language unless he had something very strong to go upon.

“What do you say?”

“I will at once call evidence, your Worship. Call Inspector James Robins!”

The inspector who had effected the arrest at the Sphinx’s Cave appeared in the witness-box. After he had been sworn — 

“What do you know about this?” asked the superintendent.

Then the inspector started off in the usual stereotyped, cut-and-dried policeman’s way. When he had said his say, Mr. Fairlight rose.

“Inspector, hold out your hand.”

The inspector held it out.

“Not that one, the other. You know very well what I mean;”

The inspector held out the other.

“What is that upon the palm?”

“A word.”

“What word?”

“‘Fool.’” — 

The inspector said this in rather a dissatisfied tone of voice. Some of the people laughed. Several of them craned their necks to look at the inspector’s hand.

“What does he say he has upon his hand?” the magistrate asked, “What do you say you have upon your hand, Inspector?”

“The word ‘fool,’ your Worship.”

“The word ‘fool’? What does he mean? Come here and let me see.”

The inspector went up to the bench. The magistrate, who was a very short-sighted old gentleman, put his spectacled old eyes very close to the inspector’s hand. That “active and intelligent” officer did not seem to be quite at his ease. A good many people in the court were on the titter.

“Dear me! how did that come there?”

“If you will allow me, that is the question I am about to put.”

“Certainly. Has this anything to do with the case, Mr. Fairlight?”

“A very great deal, as I will soon show you.

Inspector, how does the word ‘fool’ come to be upon your hand?”

“That is what I should like you to tell me.”

“Don’t speak to me like that, sir. Answer my question. As an inspector of police — you are dressed like an inspector of police — I suppose you have some faint notion of your duty as a witness. How does the word ‘fool’ come to be upon your hand?”

“I believe that the prisoner Hookham played me a trick.”

“Oh, you believe that my client, Mr. Hookham” — emphasis on the “Mr.”—” played you a trick. Perhaps you will tell me the grounds for the faith that is in you.”

“I don’t understand you.”

“Oh, you don’t understand me, don’t you? I ask you on what grounds you state that the gentleman whom I have the honour to represent played you a trick?”

“Well, when I took him into custody I saw him pick up something from the ground—”

“Stop one moment. What did you see him pick up from the ground?” — 

“I believe it was a diamond.”

“You believe. Don’t you know it was a diamond?”

“I was told it was. I don’t know much about diamonds myself.”

“Oh, you don’t know much about diamonds! Go on.”

“I asked him to give it to me. He did so. Directly I got it into my hand I found that it was red-hot. I threw it down. When I looked at my hand to see if the thing had burned me, I found the word ‘fool’ branded on the palm.”

“Weren’t you surprised?”

“I was very much surprised indeed. I was more than surprised.”

There was “laughter” in court. The magistrate mildly interposed.

“Is all this material to the case, Mr. Fairlight?”

“It is absolutely vital. Perhaps after that statement, Mr. Mansell, you will allow me to conduct my own case, at my own risk, in my own way. There is a man’s life at stake.”

Mr. Mansell meekly bowed his head.

“In all this, Inspector, where did the trick come in?”

“I believe the whole thing was a trick.”

“Say plainly what you mean. Do you mean that Mr. Hookham branded that word upon your hand himself?”

“No. He couldn’t have done. He never touched me.” — 

“Do you mean to say then that the diamond acted as a brand?”

“I do. It must have done.”

“Be careful, Inspector. You are on your oath.

The diamond is in existence, and can be produced in evidence. Will you swear that the letters ‘f, double o l’ were on that diamond so that it might act as a brand?”

“They must have been.”

“Attend to my question. Will you or will you not swear that those letters, or any letters, were on the diamond so that it might act as a brand?”

“I say they must have been, — else how could they have branded me?”

“Confine yourself to answering my question. Will you swear they were?”

The inspector hesitated.

“No.”

“You can go down. Don’t leave the court. I may probably want you again.”

The superintendent rose.

“Call William Lloyd Skene.”


CHAPTER X.

A WITNESS FOR THE PROSECUTION.

“WILLIAM LLOYD SKENE” turned out to be the clerical gentleman of the Sphinx’s Cave. He entered the witness-box as though he were fully conscious of the importance of the occasion — a little too conscious, perhaps. Mr. Fairlight watched him with his eagle eye — or eye-glassed eye, which was the same thing. Mr. Skene belonged to the florid order of men; he was big and bulky, with large, black whiskers, a red face, and jet-black hair, which was parted down the middle; he was clad in shining apparel, the gloss on his “superfine blacks” suggesting that he at least received, if he was not “worthy” of, his “hire.” He brought his hat with him — a glossy “topper” — and seemed to experience a certain amount of difficulty in knowing what to do with it. He finally consigned it, with great urbanity, to the usher who bore the book, who immediately rubbed the nap the wrong way by bringing it into contact with his gown. His bearing, in taking the oath, was, if we may so describe it, one of proud humility; he peeped over the edge of the book at the magistrate in front of him; then he put his hands behind his back, and thrust his chest well forward, in the village infant school style.

Then the superintendent began.

“Your name is William Lloyd Skene?”

“It is.”

“What are you?”

“I am pastor of the Primitive Methodist Chapel, in Shorrolds Road, Turnham Green. I am also a revival preacher.”

“Where were you yesterday afternoon?”

“I was at the Sphinx’s Cave.”

“Tell the court what you saw there.”

Mr. Skene put his hands, which were large, and plump, and white, on the rail in front of him, and began to sway his body gently to and fro, doubtless in the way he was wont to do when he commenced his sermons.

“I went to the Sphinx’s Cave yesterday afternoon, accompanied by my wife, who is here in court—”

“Then she had better get out of court. I must ask you, sir, to order that all the witnesses for the prosecution do attend outside.”

Mr. Mansell ordered as Mr. Fairlight suggested, and the discomfited witnesses went out in a crowd.

“Go on,” said the superintendent.

But the witness’s plumes were a little ruffled.

“As I was saying, I went to the Sphinx’s Cave yesterday afternoon, accompanied by my wife—”

“Has he learnt it by heart?” inquired Mr. Fairlight, in a stage aside.

“No, sir, I have not learnt it by heart. I must ask you to allow me to continue.”

“I allow you to continue! What do you mean by addressing me, sir?”

“I heard you make a remark.”

“You will hear me make a good many remarks before you leave that box.”

“I think the witness may continue,” meekly murmured Mr. Mansell.

The witness continued.

“To see an entertainment of magic and mystery — of conjuring, in short. There was an item on the programe — I have the programme in my pocket.”

“Let me look at it,” said the magistrate. The programme was handed up, and the old gentleman spent a couple of minutes in deciphering its contents. “Is this the programme?”

“That is the programme; but the item to which I am about to allude is not in the programme.”

“Not in it! Then what did you give me this thing for? — wasting time!”

“I was about to explain. The item to which I allude is referred to on a printed slip which was enclosed in the programme. I have it in my pocket also. With your permission I will read it aloud.”

“Give it to me. I’ll read it for you.” The magistrate did read it, with some difficulty, and in a somewhat inaudible tone of voice.

“‘Important notice: In the course of this afternoon’s entertainment M. and Madame—’ What’s the name?”

“Nurvetchky.”

“Never saw such a name in my life!—’ will introduce the Devil’s Diamond!’ What’s this rubbish?”

“I was about to explain—”

The magistrate addressed the superintendent with sudden ire.

“How long are you going to let your witness go drivelling on? Make him keep to the point! We’re not here to fool with programmes!”

“I believe that you will find, your Worship, that what the witness is referring to does bear upon the case.”

“Oh, does it? Then why doesn’t he go on?”

The witness went on.

“I was about — perhaps your Worship will allow me to tell the story in my own way?”

“Tell what story your own way, sir!”

“The circumstances were rather peculiar. To make the matter quite clear to the comprehension of the court it will be necessary—”

The magistrate interrupted the witness in a way to which the reverend gentleman was evidently unaccustomed — it disconcerted him so much. Mr. Mansell threw himself back in his seat and extended his arms on either side of him.

“Is the man making a speech? Superintendent Bray, if this man is your witness why don’t you examine him?”

The superintendent acted on the magistrate’s suggestion.

“Will you tell the court what happened during that portion of the entertainment to which you are alluding?”

“The curtain drew up.” The witness paused. His visage was distinctly soured. “The curtain drew up.”

“Well, the curtain drew up! Come, we’re getting on! I suppose, if we wait long enough, the curtain will draw down again.”

Laughter in the court. The magistrate was a famous wit and humorist, in his way.

“The curtain drew up,” repeated the witness, taking firm hold, with both his hands, of the rail in front of him.

“How many times, Superintendent Bray, are we to be told that the curtain drew up?”

“What happened when the curtain drew up?” asked the superintendent.

“The three prisoners were on the stage.”

“What did they do?”

“They performed some tricks with a diamond.”

“Then what took place?”

“M. Nurvetchky asked people from the audience to come upon the stage to see if they could find out how the tricks were done.”

“Did anybody go on to the stage?”

“Yes, two persons — Mr. Percy Leicester and a gentleman whom I have since been told was a Colonel Dewsnap.”

The superintendent interpolated a remark or two.

“Perhaps, your Worship, I should have previously explained that the murdered man, Mr. Percy Leicester, was well known as a gentleman who spared no pains in exposing the pretensions of so-called spiritualists.”

“Were there any such pretensions set up here?”

“Mr. Skene, tell the magistrate what was stated from the stage upon the subject.”

“M. Nurvetchky claimed for the diamond certain mysterious powers, and in effect alleged that the tricks were not tricks at all, but had a supernatural origin.”

“I see, and then he asked some of the audience to come up and inquire into the truth of his allegations?”

“That is so; but although M. Nurvetchky invited them, I perceived that Hookham, who was stated to be the owner of the stone, resented their coming very much.”

“So much,” said the superintendent, taking up the strain, “that you thought it necessary to warn Mr. Leicester?”

“So much that I, seated in my seat, called out to Mr. Leicester that if he was not careful the man would do him a mischief. I called out twice.”

“Did Mr. Leicester hear you?”

“Certainly. Everybody in the hall heard me. I shouted.”

“Did Mr. Leicester persist in trying to find out how the tricks were done?”

“He did. He was determined to expose the fraud. I never saw greater determination. It was that which irritated Hookham.”

“What happened then?”

“The stage was filled with a thick smoke.”

“How was that?” — 

“It was a trick. All at once Hookham rose from his seat, sprang at Mr. Leicester, and caught him by the throat.”

“Do you mean to say that this took place right in front of you without you offering the slightest interference?” This from the magistrate.

“I should have stated that when I called out for the second time, and saw that Mr. Leicester paid no attention to my warning, I rose from my seat and prepared to leave the hall, with my wife. I cried out that I, for one, would no longer countenance with my presence so scandalous an exhibition. Other people rose at the same time I did. When Hookham actually attacked Mr. Leicester, Mrs. Skene and myself were on the very point of leaving the hall, — we were at the door.”

“But there were other people there. Do you mean to say that they saw a man being murdered before their eyes and that no one moved a hand?”

“The whole thing occupied only a second or two. There was a great smoke and a great confusion. Before people were able to realise what was happening the whole thing was over, and the smoke had cleared away.”

“What happened when the smoke had cleared away?”

“Mr. Leicester was lying on the floor. Hookham was on a chair, his clothes all torn, and the blood running from an open wound on his cheek. Mr. Leicester was lying on his face. Colonel Dewsnap turned him on to his back; he cried out that he was dead. I went on to the stage and denounced the murderer.”

“Let me understand you.” The magistrate, who appeared to have taken the conduct of the examination entirely out of the superintendent’s hands, settled his spectacles on his nose and eyed the witness with his most inquisitorial glance. “Who was on the stage besides Hookham and Leicester?”

“There were M. and Madame Nurvetchky, and there was Colonel Dewsnap.”

“Well, and did they stand quietly looking on while this man was being murdered?”

“I don’t know what they did. My whole attention was engaged by Hookham.”

“But they must have seen what was taking place?”

“Certainly.”

“And could have interfered if they had chosen to?”

“I should say so — certainly.”

“You say they were on the stage — how large is the stage?”

“It is a very small stage. Both the Nurvetchky’s and Colonel Dewsnap were standing within five or six feet of the actual spot on which the murder took place.”

“And yet they never interfered to save this man?”

“There was no interference offered of any kind?”

“Would there have been time to save him if they had interfered?”

“I should say so. If they had caught hold of Hookham, as they certainly might have done, Mr. Leicester might be living now.”

The magistrate leaned back in his seat and thrust his hands into his trousers pockets. His air seemed to say that he, at any rate, had done his part. The superintendent asked a few questions.

“You saw Hookham seize Leicester by the throat?”

“I did.”’

“You have no doubt of that?”

“Not the slightest.”

“The smoke was not too thick to prevent you seeing?”

“It was not.”

“Did he seize him with much violence?”

“With great violence. I never saw such violence. As I have said, in his passion he screamed like some wild beast.”

“Judging from his manner, what should you say was Hookham’s object in attacking Leicester?”

As he asked this question, Superintendent Bray glanced at Mr. Fairlight from the corners of his eyes, as though he dared his challenge. But that gentleman, as though unconscious of the superintendent’s glance, sat motionless, his eye-glassed eye fixed on the witness.

“He meant to murder him.”

Sensation in the court.

“You have no doubt of that in your own mind?”

“Not the slightest.”

The superintendent sat down, and Mr. Fairlight rose.


CHAPTER XI.

MR. FAIRLIGHT BEGINS HIS CROSS-EXAMINATION.

THERE are several ways of rising. One may spring from one’s seat with a bound, as when one sits on a pin; or one may rise ponderously, as when one weighs twenty stone; or one may rise doubtfully, as when a man has to make a speech and feels that he would rather — much rather — not; or one may rise pompously, as when he who rises is impressed by the belief that among God’s creatures he is the first, and better than that; or one may rise nastily, as when a man, being a man of much coolness, great resolution, and having a boundless disregard for human life, holding a revolver, loaded, in his hand, has every intention of distributing its contents into at least one object before he again sits down. Mr. Fairlight rose like that; and, having risen, stood motionless for some moments, fixing Mr. Skene with his eye-glassed and un-eyeglassed eyes, very much as the supposititious gentleman alluded to might have pointed his shooting-iron at his victim’s head. The witness did his best to meet the lawyer’s gaze. But the attempt was not entirely successful. In his demeanour there was a suspicion of bluster; in the lawyer’s there was not. His bearing was quite cool, even uncomfortably passionless.

Then Mr. Fairlight began; and though his questions could not be described as fraught with courteous suggestions, the tone in which they were put was courtesy itself — too courteous, in fact, to be nice.

“Can you give me a definition of perjury?”

“I can.”

“Do so.”

“To swear falsely.”

“Are you aware that the man who commits perjury commits a criminal offence?”

“I am.”

“And that the offence is not lessened by the man having attempted to falsely swear away a fellow-creature’s life?”

Mr. Skene was silent.

“Do you hear my question?”

“I do. If you are suggesting that I have committed perjury you are prostituting an advocate’s privilege by suggesting what is false.”

Slight applause in court, which, as the newspapers say, was “immediately suppressed.”

Mr. Fairlight paid no heed to the retort; but he never moved his eyes from the witness’s face.

“Your name is William Lloyd Skene?”

“It is.”

“You are a clergyman?”

“I am. I am minister of the Primitive Methodist Chapel in Shorrolds Road, Turnham Green.”

“Do you teach your congregation to weigh their words, and examine their hearts, before they bear witness against their neighbour?”

“To the best of my ability I do.”

“You say that Mr. Hookham took part in the performance at the Sphinx’s Cave?”

“I do.”

“Would it surprise you to learn that that was his first appearance upon any stage?”

“I know nothing at all about it.”

“Did he strike you as being a good performer?”

“If it was he who worked the tricks, most decidedly.”

“Worked what tricks?”

“The tricks with the diamond.”

“I understood you to say just now, in answer to the magistrate, that it was he who worked the tricks.”

“I suspect that it was. He was stated to be the owner of the stone. If it was not he, who did then?”

“You ask me for information. Is that because you have none upon that particular point?”

“I say that I suspect, strongly suspect, that it was he.”

“Will you swear that it was he?”

“I will swear this — I will swear that he either worked the tricks himself, or was in association with whoever did work them.”

“You swear that it was by his connivance the tricks were worked?”

“I do.”

“You swear that solemnly? It is fitter, Mr. Skene, that I should warn you here that this is a matter on which we are prepared to offer testimony.”

“I swear that I believe it was by his connivance the tricks were done.”

“Do you swear that you know it was?”

“Certainly not. Beyond all doubt the tricks were very cleverly performed. They baffled Mr. Leicester, who, I understand, was an authority upon these matters. I am not a conjurer.”

“Do you say that Mr. Hookham is a conjurer?”

“I know nothing about it.”

“But let me understand you. You say that the tricks were very cleverly performed. Could they have been performed by anybody but a conjurer?”

“I should say not.”

“Would it surprise you to learn that Mr. Hookham not only never saw a conjurer’s entertainment in his life before, but never even witnessed a conjurer’s trick — that he is entirely ignorant of the elements of the conjurer’s art?”

“It would surprise me very much indeed.”

“If I were to tell you that Mr. Hookham is engaged in commercial pursuits, that he is known to, and respected by, multitudes of persons in every rank of life, that he is a man of great wealth, and possessed of large independent means, would that surprise you too?”

“I know nothing about it. I can only speak of what I know.”

“But that is exactly what you have not been speaking of. Are you aware of the importance of what you have admitted?”

“Admitted! What do you mean?”

“You know, Mr. Skene, that in your evidence in chief you built up an ingenious little theory. You told us that when Mr. Leicester and Colonel Dewsnap — you probably recognise Colonel Dewsnap on my left here — came on to the stage Mr. Hookham resented their coming because he feared that they would find out how the tricks were done. Now you tell us that you are not even prepared to swear that Mr. Hookham himself knew how they were done. Whence his resentment?”

“I say I swear I suspect he did them himself!”

“You suspect! Do you, a clergyman, on your oath, in a court of justice, attempt to swear a man’s life away upon suspicion? I ask you, will you swear that Mr. Hookham knew how the tricks were done? — answer me yes or no!”

“I say—”

“Will you swear? — Yes or no.”

“Answer the question, yes or no.” This from the magistrate.

“I will not swear.”

“Then whence the resentment?”

“I have already explained—”

“Mr. Skene, do you know what you are doing? Look into your heart and see if it is not so. You are trying to swear a man’s life away on what you suspect, not on what you know. You have already told us that you decline to swear that Mr. Hookham knew how the tricks were done; and let me tell you, sir, that you were wise in so declining. Now tell us what caused you to suppose that he resented those gentlemen coming on to the stage?”

“I judged he did by his manner, and the way in which he looked at them, especially at Mr. Leicester.”

“By his manner, and the way in which he looked at them? Were those the only signs of his resentment?”

“He killed Mr. Leicester.”

“But you have told us that he showed signs of his resentment before he killed Mr. Leicester.”

“A man may express resentment by his bearing.”

“Enough to lead you to suppose that he meditated murder? What a master of his bearing that man must be!” The witness was silent. “About these tricks with the diamond, what were they?”

The magistrate interrupted.

“By the way, where is this diamond? We have heard a great deal about it.”

The expression on Mr. Fairlight’s countenance was childlike and bland.

“No doubt in the possession of the police.”

The superintendent contradicted him.

“The diamond is in the possession of the prisoner Hookham.” Mr. Fairlight started — most effectively.

“In the possession of Mr. Hookham! What do you mean?”

“What I say.”

“How comes it in his possession?” inquired the magistrate.

“I understand that it was never taken from him.”

“Never taken from him?” — still the magistrate. “How was that? Couldn’t it be found?”

“On that point, your Worship, I propose to call the inspector, who searched the prisoner, a little later on. If the prisoner is not a conjurer, all I can say is that he must be something very much like it.”

“Who was the inspector who searched the prisoner?” — this time Mr. Fairlight.

“Inspector Clifford — he’s in the court now — there he is.”‘

The superintendent pointed to the inspector, who occupied a position at the back of the court.

“Inspector Clifford, come to the front.” The inspector came to the front. Mr. Fairlight addressed the magistrate. “Our whole case is based upon this diamond. In the face of what the superintendent has just now said, I ask you, sir, to require from this man an immediate explanation as to why he allowed it to remain in the possession of my client.”

The magistrate put the inspector through his facings. “Why didn’t you take this diamond from the prisoner?”

“I did take it — at first.”

“You did take it! Did you return it to him then?”

“Yes.”

“Good gracious me! Why? Weren’t you aware what an important bearing it had upon the case?”

“Well, for one thing—”

The inspector hesitated. “Go on!” said the magistrate.

“For one thing, it burned my hand.”

“Burned your hand? Why, didn’t the other inspector say it burned him too?”

“Yes, and it burned me in exactly the same way. It branded the word fool in the centre of my palm. It’s there yet.”

The inspector held out his hand, so that the magistrate could see. The old gentleman peered at it through his glasses.

“Dear me! Quite plain! That’s very awkward for you, inspector — and for the other inspector too. Where is this remarkable stone?”

“Here.” And with that reply — which was sufficiently curt and to the point — Mr. Hookham produced the diamond from his waistcoat pocket.

“Is it cool now?”

“Perfectly cool.”

“Let me look at it.”

Mr. Fairlight interposed.

“Now that the diamond has appeared upon the scene, and before you touch it, Mr. Mansell, I judge it better to inform you what is the nature of the defence that we intend to offer.” He paused. His manner was most impressive. “We allege that the deceased man, Percy Leicester, met his death by handling that diamond. We allege that that diamond killed him. And, further, we allege that that diamond is possessed of what are commonly, and in this case correctly, called supernatural powers.”

“Sensation” in court, — in fact, the word “sensation” is inadequate to express the effect which Mr. Fairlight’s words produced. The magistrate, leaning forward on his desk, settled his spectacles on his nose. He did not look as though he understood, — indeed, he owned that that was so.

“I don’t understand,” he said.

“Possibly not. I own that what I say is surprising. For a lawyer, desiring to retain his reputation for sanity, to stand up in open court and plead MAGIC for his defence is a venturesome thing to do. Or it would be venturesome were I not prepared, as I am, to prove my case up to the hilt. To so prove it, disdaining all resort to legal quibbles, that even sceptics shall believe.”

“Pray, Mr. Fairlight, make yourself quite plain. You are aware, I presume, that to lay claim to magic powers is still an indictable offence?”

“I am prepared to take all risks.”

“Very well. Then, in the meantime, perhaps I may be allowed to see this — eh — eh — under the circumstances — really remarkable stone?” Mr. Fairlight held out his arm — like a semaphore. His tone was solemn.

“Mr. Mansell, I warn you that that diamond has already killed one man. I warn you that my client is in no way accountable for its actions, which are as mysterious to him as they are to all who have witnessed them.”

“As you yourself say, Mr. Fairlight, I am prepared to take the risk. Even in my boyhood I had a taste for the weird and wonderful. I don’t think that I should object to witness a few manifestations of magic now that I am old.” Mr. Mansell beckoned to Mr. Hookham. “Bring that diamond up here!” Mr. Hookham advanced to the bench, the diamond in his hand. “I suppose it won’t kill me?”

“I cannot tell you.”

“Put it down there and let me look at it.”

Mr. Hookham placed the diamond on the magistrate’s desk and returned to the dock. There was silence. For some moments the magistrate continued to gaze at the diamond. Then he glanced at Mr. Fairlight over the top of his spectacles.

“It is a diamond, I suppose?”

“It is. It is believed to be one of the finest diamonds in existence. Its value, at a trade valuation, is considerably over twenty thousand pounds.”

“Sensation” in court, — nothing like the mention of a good round sum to produce a “sensation” anywhere.

“It looks as though it were a valuable diamond. Well, as it has not at present shown any marvellous attributes it can remain upon my desk. Suppose you continue your cross-examination of the witness?”

Mr. Fairlight continued.


CHAPTER XII.

THE DEVIL’S DIAMOND ENTERTAINS THE MAGISTRATE.

“WITH Reference, Mr. Skene, to what you call the ‘tricks’ with the diamond. Tell us exactly what took place. When the curtain drew up did M. Nurvetchky make any remarks?”

“He did.”

“Tell us, to the best of your recollection, what it was that he said.”

“I cannot give you the exact words, but the effect was this. He said that he was going to tell us a strange story about a diamond.”

“Did he say to whom the diamond belonged?”

“He said that it belonged to the prisoner Hookham, though that was not the name he called him by. I think — —”

“Did he say how long it had been in the possession of Mr. Hookham?”

“He said that it only came into his possession yesterday.”

The magistrate interposed.

“Yesterday? When was that?”

Mr. Fairlight explained.

“The diamond came into the possession of Mr. Hookham the day before yesterday. The statement to which the witness refers was made by M. Nurvetchky yesterday afternoon.”

The magistrate nodded and the examination went on.

“Did M. Nurvetchky say how the diamond reached Mr. Hookham?”

“He said it was a legacy from his brother.”

“A what?” — this from the magistrate, putting his hand to his ear.

“A legacy from his brother,” repeated the witness, raising his voice.

“Did he say that it was accompanied by anything?”

“By a letter.”

“Did M. Nurvetchky read the letter to the audience?”

“He read what he alleged to be the letter.”

“Is this it?”

Producing a paper from among a heap of others lying on the table in front of him, Mr. Fairlight handed it to the witness.

“To the best of my belief it is. At any rate, the wording appears to be the same.”

“I am going to read this letter, Mr. Skene. Just attend carefully while I do so. ‘MY DEAR SAMUEL,’ — 

I should mention, what I believe M. Nurvetchky mentioned yesterday, that my client had not seen his brother, whose letter I now hold in my hand, for sixteen years,  ‘I have told Mr. Truelove to give you the diamond, which you will have with this, after I am dead and he has buried me. Be good enough to pay his bill!’”

“Who is Mr. Truelove?” inquired the magistrate.

“Mr. Truelove is an undertaker. If necessary we are prepared to call him at the proper time. ‘Mr. Truelove is a perfect stranger to me. It would seem a rash thing to entrust such a commission to a perfect stranger. But I have not the slightest doubt that you will get the diamond — sooner or later. Certainly quite soon enough for you!’ I ask your particular attention, Mr. Skene, to what follows. ‘It is called the Devil’s Diamond —’”

“Called the what?” asked the magistrate.

“The Devil’s Diamond.”

Snap! There was a sound in court as though some one had snapped a pistol. “What was that?” demanded Mr. Mansell.

“I think it was the diamond,” said Mr. Fairlight, with his eyes fixed upon the stone.

“Indeed? So our friend is showing signs of life at last. Perhaps it objects to be called such names. Go on.”

“‘It is called the Devil’s Diamond, and is worth, at a trade valuation, at least twenty thousand pounds. It has the pleasing property of bringing ill luck to its possessor.’”

Sna-a-arl! This time there was a sound in court which resembled the snarling of a dog.

“I believe that was the diamond,” observed Mr. Mansell, keeping his spectacles fixed curiously upon the stone.

“I believe it was,” said Mr. Fairlight, and then read on. “‘It has brought the devil’s own luck to me. I was a rich man when first I had it. I am a beggar now, besides having lived the devil’s own life into the bargain. If I were to tell you the pranks that cursed stone has played me!”’

Yah-h! There was no mistake about it this time. A sound resembling a snarl issued from the diamond with so much force as to cause the magistrate to precipitately withdraw his face from its near neighbourhood.

“Bless my soul! Most surprising! There appears to be something the matter with the internal economy of this precious stone of yours, Mr. Fairlight. It sounds to me as though it suffers from indigestion. Go on.”

“‘It has at last succeeded in bringing me to an early grave. I have only had it two years, and it has done for me already. By the way, it possesses another pleasing property, — it is impossible to sell it.’”

The magistrate interrupted.

“It’s just as well the writer didn’t omit to mention that. Impossible to sell it, is it? It appears to be a precious thing among precious stones.”

“‘Whoever tries to do so will have the best of reasons for being sorry that he ever tried. It can only be given away. Knowing your character as I do, I am aware that you will never be able to give away a stone of the value of twenty thousand pounds. It was impossible for me — how still more impossible will it be for you! If ghosts are allowed to re-visit these earthly plains I hope I shall be permitted to see the fun. There will be fun, I know. Your affectionate brother, MATTHEW HOOKHAM.’”

Mr. Fairlight ceased, and Mr. Mansell began.

“The writer of that letter must have been a pleasant kind of man. I should like to have known him. In what lunatic asylum did he die?”

“The writer of that letter was as sane as either you or I.”

“Was he indeed? I must beg, Mr. Fairlight, that in such a matter you will speak for yourself, and not for me. Let me look at it.” The letter was handed up. “And do you mean to say, Mr. Fairlight, that you expect me to consider this farrago of absurdities seriously?”

“Take care, sir!”

There was a cry in court. The magistrate looked up.

“What’s the matter?”

“The letter will be on fire if you don’t take care, sir.”

The magistrate started back, only just in time. A thin white flame had risen from the diamond, and was already blackening one of the edges of the letter. As the magistrate started back, taking the letter with him, the flame vanished. The old gentleman settled his spectacles on his nose and regarded the diamond intently.

“That’s a curious stone, — a very curious stone indeed. I wonder if it often behaves like that.” He again leaned forward, and resumed his examination of the letter. “I don’t want to say anything which you might construe harshly, Mr. Fairlight, but at the same time, referring to this letter, I am bound to say,—”

“Take care, sir!”

Again the cry rang out, issuing from the throats of half the people in the court. Again the magistrate started back. Again he was only just in time. The better to examine the letter he held it right over the diamond — just as he had done before — so that when the thin white flame again issued from the stone the edge which had been previously blackened began immediately to smoulder. In another instant it would have been in flames. Mr. Mansell stared at the diamond, from which all appearance of flame again had vanished, and then at the letter with its cindery edge.

“A curious stone! very curious stone indeed!” The old gentleman’s tones were dry, as dry as M. Nurvetchky’s could be upon occasion. He addressed himself to Mr. Hookham. “It is a somewhat curious question to be addressed by a magistrate on the bench to a prisoner in the dock, but may I ask if you claim to be a wizard, or a conjurer only?”

Mr. Hookham eyed the magistrate intently, his face, to speak figuratively, all ablaze with scorn.

“Neither,” he shortly said.

“Indeed! Then let me tell you that you will not improve, but injure, your case by following the course of conduct you seem to have mapped out for yourself.”

Mr. Fairlight intervened.

“Do I understand, sir, that you attribute what has just now happened to the action of my client?”

“I attribute nothing; only let the man take care. This remark I will make.” Mr. Mansell made it with his eyes fixed on Mr. Hookham. “It is a serious thing to trifle with a court of justice, and so long as I occupy this place, I will take care that the man, be he whom he may, who trifles with this court has cause to regret his conduct.”

Such pronouncements from the bench are generally effective, in one way if not in another. This one had the effect of turning all eyes towards Mr. Hookham.

For a moment it seemed as though Mr. Fairlight did not intend to allow the magisterial remarks to remain unanswered; but, on second thoughts apparently, he held his peace, standing motionless, with his eyes upon the magistrate. That worthy gentleman, having relieved his mind, returned to the examination of the letter. This time he eschewed the neighbourhood of the diamond, contenting himself with leaning back in his chair, with the epistle held close up to his spectacles. The examination was a lengthy one, the old eyes probably finding a difficulty, even with the aid of the spectacles, in deciphering the cramped, close writing. Mr. Fairlight remained silent while it continued. By degrees people’s eyes wandered from Mr. Hookham to the magistrate. They were rewarded by what they saw, for while Mr. Mansell continued engrossed in his scrutiny what seemed to be a spark of fire sprang from the diamond on to the letter. In an instant it was in flames, and consumed — consumed so utterly that not even any ashes remained.

The magistrate’s face and attitude, when this surprising thing took place, literally underneath his nose, would have been replete with suggestions for an artist blessed or cursed with a decided sense of humour. He sat with his hands still held out in front of him, as a short-sighted man does sit who holds a letter to his nose — evidently quite unable to believe the evidence of his own short-sighted eyes. The letter was certainly not there; but he continued to stare as though it were. Then his countenance, cheeks, chin, forehead, neck, ears, bald head and all assumed the colour of a soldier’s red coat — its colour, that is, when the said soldier is anxiously expecting a new issue — what we may describe as a dirty red. Then he looked up with a gasp. Then he sprang to his rheumatic old legs with a bound. Then he brought his gouty old hand down on to his desk with a bang. He glared at Mr. Hookham.

“How dare you, sir!” he yelled.

Although the words came from a magistrate’s throat, they were delivered with a vigour which certainly amounted to a yell. Then followed what the newspapers describe, in their graphic way, as a “scene.”

“I am prepared to take my oath,” said Mr. Fairlight, not at all in a whisper, “that my client had nothing to do with what has just now happened.”

“I am prepared to swear that too,” observed M. Nurvetchky — from the dock — which was certainly irregular.

“And I,” said Madame Nurvetchky, rising from her seat — which action on her part, although emanating from so charming an example of her sex, did not diminish the irregularity.

“And I,” said Mr. Schwabe, — also assuming his perpendicular.

Of course, in anything approaching a “scene” such a gentleman as Mr. Panton was bound to be there. He was — with a vengeance. This is what he observed, in a metropolitan police-court, with his hands thrust deep into his trousers pockets — by no means in a modulated tone of voice, — 

“I’ll bet ten to one in fivers that that blessed stone played that little caper off its own bat!”

“Silence!” roared the usher, regaining his senses at last.

The magistrate glared at the excitable speakers, and particularly at Mr. Panton, who was the most excitable of all.

“Is this a court of justice?” he gasped. “Am I in a bear-garden, or in a English court of law? In the whole course of my experience I never witnessed anything so scandalous. If anything approaching it occurs again, I will have the court instantly cleared.” Then he concentrated his glare on Mr. Hookham. “What has become of that letter, sir? How dare you play me such a trick!”

“I don’t know what has become of the letter. Nor did I play you a trick. It was the diamond.”

Mr. Hookham’s tones were harsh and cold, — scornful even. The magistrate sank down into his seat, possibly overcome by the force of his emotions. Mr. Fairlight intervened.

“How can my client, who has never moved from his position in the dock, have done what we have just now seen? And if you refuse to credit the evidence of your own senses, how am I to convince you of his entire innocence of all complicity?”

“I don’t need to be convinced. I’ve had conviction enough. I’ve half a mind,” added Mr. Mansell, testily, “to adjourn the case at once.”

“Then it is my duty, Mr. Mansell, to assure you that in that case you will be guilty of an act of grave injustice. My client, a gentleman of high standing in the city of London, is entirely innocent of the crime with which he is charged. I hope to prove it to you even out of the mouth of the witness for the prosecution who now occupies the box.”

“Then prove it.”

Taking out his handkerchief, the magistrate wiped his bald old head; but he glanced at the diamond out of the comers of his poor old eyes. Something like order having been obtained again in court, Mr. Fairlight resumed his cross-examination of Mr. Skene.

 

“You are still quite sure that Mr. Hookham killed Percy Leicester?”

“I am.”

“That you still swear?”

“I do.”

“Without the slightest fear of perjury before your eyes?”

“I’m telling the simple truth.”

“Tell us exactly what it is you swear.”

“I swear that I saw, with my own eyes, the prisoner Hookham kill Mr. Percy Leicester.”


CHAPTER XIII.

THE MAN WHO WAS KILLED.

“EXCUSE me for interrupting you, — but that is a mistake.”

There is a method of formulating a statement in the fewest, and simplest, possible words which is yet, in its result, extremely effective. For example, if A, being a small and peace-at-any-price man, gives to B, who is a large and extremely pugilistic man, the lie direct, — if he says, for instance, “You’re a liar,” — he could hardly formulate that statement in curter, or simpler, language, yet the result would be undoubtedly effective. The statement contained in the few words which commence this chapter could scarcely have been expressed, with any regard to courtesy, in a briefer or simpler form, yet it produced a most unmistakable effect upon those who heard it. Perhaps that was owing — not to place too much to the credit of the method, for all results have complex causes — in a measure to the speaker.

He — the speaker — was standing by the witness-box, a little to the rear of the witness. He was leaning forward, and his face was turned upward, so that he looked at Mr. Skene.

“Excuse me for interrupting you, — but that is a mistake.”

When those words were spoken, the witness, with a start which was quite perceptible, turned round to look at the speaker. And when he saw who it was, though there was absolutely nothing strange about the outward guise of the man, to use an extremely vulgar phrase he “tumbled all of a heap.” He gave a sort of a gasp, and clung, with both his hands, to the rail in front of him, as though he were clinging for his life. His lower jaw fell, leaving his gaping mouth wide open, his eyes seemed starting from their sockets, and every lineament of his extensive countenance was expressive of horror and alarm. Then, with what seemed a supreme effort, he relinquished his hold of the rail in front of him, and turned to flee, as from the wrath to come. But the speaker, whose brief utterance had caused this sudden collapse, caught him by the arm and stayed him.

“You need not be afraid.”

Mr. Skene seemed to think he need. But however great his fear might be, it was plain that he would not persevere in his attempted flight while that grasp was on his arm.

Nor was the effect produced by the few words, and those such simple ones, which the speaker had spoken, confined to Mr. Skene. The prisoners in the dock were staring as though they could not believe their eyes. Mr. Hookham had thrust his body half over the rail in his amazement. Madame Nurvetchky had risen from her seat, and almost lay on Mr. Hookham’s back. Her husband was awake at last. His enormous eyes were open to their widest extent, — he seemed to be all moustache and eyes. Colonel Dewsnap, with his whole length extending right over the table, was staring as he had never stared in his life before. Willy Panton looked as though he were meditating the operation of jumping out of his skin, — he had got his “five bobs’ worth” at last. While Mr. Fairlight had done, what he never remembered to have done before, — in his astonishment he had let his eyeglass tumble out of his eye.

But there was another actor on the scene which evinced — well, if it was not surprise, it was something else, — the diamond. That curious and beautiful example of the mineral world, so soon as those few words were spoken, became enveloped in a luminous haze. For a space of two feet above and around the stone there was a sort of golden fog, which seemed to consist of myriads of faintly scintillating golden sparks.

It was this, rather than the appearance of the speaker, which seemed to surprise the magistrate.

Let others stare at the newcomer if they pleased, he was content, and appeared in fact to be compelled, to stare at this new exhibition of eccentricity on the part of the stone. And he continued to stare so long as the exhibition lasted. It was only when it faded into nothingness that he looked up, with a gasp, to inquire into the cause of the commotion. He looked at the newcomer, who still detained Mr. Skene by the arm.

“Who are you, sir!”

“I am Percy Leicester.”

“Eh?”

The newcomer’s answer was given in a low but perfectly clear tone of voice, and it was probably owing to the partial state of stupefaction to which the worthy old gentleman had already been brought that he failed to catch the speaker’s words.

“I am the man who was killed.”

Then — it is really distressing to observe how expressive these vulgar phrases are — then, the magistrate— “sat up.” It is surprising to be told by a person that he is the man who was killed, because we do not, in the ordinary course of things, expect that such an individual will impart the information. But when such an item of news, proceeding from so unusual a source, came as a climax to Mr. Mansell’s varied experiences of his morning’s sitting, it is not at all derogatory to his fame as a magistrate to confess that the old gentleman almost “went off his head,”

“Who do you say you are?” he cried, in a sort of strangled scream.

“I am the man who was killed.”

“Oh, you’re the man who was killed! Well!” Then the magistrate brought down both his fists on the desk with a bang. “If there’s any other person present who wishes to make a similar observation, I hope that he’ll address the court at once.”

Then the people — not exactly laughed, for there was a feeling in the air that it was not a time for laughter — but they smiled, beneath their breath. The irate magistrate leaned forward on his desk and thundered at the stranger, — 

“How dare you, sir, trifle with this court!”

“It is far from my intention to trifle with this court. At the same time, I am the man who was killed.”

“Good — good heavens! Arrest that man, some one! Six months’ hard labour!”

Whether the magistrate intended to sentence the stranger out of hand to six months’ hard labour, it is fortunately unnecessary to inquire, for Mr. Fairlight intervened in the nick of time.

“One moment, Mr. Mansell. What this gentleman says is true, — he is the man who was killed!”

“I am not surprised, Mr. Fairlight, to hear you say so. After what I have heard from you already I am prepared for anything. Why doesn’t somebody arrest that man?”

But Mr. Fairlight stuck to his point.

“Mr. Mansell, that gentleman is Mr. Percy Leicester.”

“And who is Mr. Percy Leicester?”

“Mr. Percy Leicester is the gentleman whom my client, Mr. Hookham, is charged with having murdered.”

“Are — are you joking, Mr. Fairlight?”

“I was never more in earnest in my life.”

Colonel Dewsnap addressed the magistrate.

“I, sir, am Colonel Dewsnap, of the Hussars. That gentleman standing there is my friend Percy Leicester, who was with me yesterday at the Sphinx’s Cave, and whom Mr. Hookham now stands charged with having murdered.”

The magistrate threw himself back into his seat with a groan. — Metaphorically — it was necessarily metaphorically — he tore his hair.

“Is this — is this some wild dream! What does it mean? Is it a police case? Or a farce? Superintendent Bray, perhaps you can give me some information?”

“I can only state, your worship, that this gentleman is a stranger to me.”

“But he isn’t a stranger to me!”

A newcomer thrust himself forward into the body of the court. He was a short, thick-set man, who appeared to be in a state of considerable perturbation, and who was clad in some sort of official garb.

“And who, sir, are you?”

“I’m the keeper of the mortuary. This here gentleman was brought in dead yesterday afternoon, and this morning he came to life again.”

“Came to life again! What — what do you mean?”

“What I say. I was a-getting ready for the postmortem, when the corpse — that’s this here gentleman — sat up, and took a squint at me.”

“But, good gracious! man, weren’t you amazed?” The keeper of the mortuary scratched his head.

“Amazed! I should think I was! Amazed ain’t in it.”

“But what happened next?”

“Well, the corpse — that’s this here gentleman — he says to me, ‘What’s up?’”

“‘Well,’ I says, ‘it seems that you’re up for one, and that’s more than you can say for most of ’em what comes in here. And,’ I says, ‘it’s lucky you is up, considerin’ they’re just going to hold the post-mortem, and the jury’s coming along to sit upon the body; it don’t seem to me, from the look of it, as though there’s going to be much sitting upon you. And there’s another thing what’s up,’ I says: ‘they’re a-trying of a chap for being the death of you.” What!’ he says. ‘Yes,’ I says,’ his name’s ‘Ookham, and they’ll ‘ook him if something ain’t done soon.” Call a cab!’ he says. So I called a cab and came along of him; and what that there jury’ll say, when they come to sit upon the body and find me missing, and the corpse as well, is more than I quite care to think.”

“Well,” said the magistrate, when the laughter had subsided, for there was a certain quaintness in the fashion of the mortuary-keeper’s story which appealed to the risible nerves of those who heard him, “I never heard anything more amazing in my life. I suppose there is no doubt that this is Mr. Leicester?” Mr. Fairlight answered.

“No doubt in the world. Mr. Leicester and I have been friends for years. Mr. Leicester, allow me to be the first to shake your hand.”

Mr. Fairlight was the first to shake Mr. Leicester’s hand, — that is, supposing no one had shaken it before. Mr. Mansell followed — on the same side.

“Mr. Leicester, I congratulate you on your presence here, and on your strange, and still to be explained, restoration to life. Are you aware that you have figured here as the murdered man in a case of murder?”

Mr. Leicester turned towards Mr. Hookham, speaking in the familiar gentle, well-bred tones.

“If any person has said that Mr. Hookham used to me any sort of violence, or touched me with his hands, that person has lied.”

“Do I understand you to say, Mr. Leicester, that — eh — Mr. Hookham never touched you?”

“That is so. He never touched me, never once.”

“But” — here the magistrate glanced at Mr. Skene—” what has this man been saying?”

Mr. Fairlight spoke.

“I am not sure that I ought not at once to apply for a warrant for perjury.”

“Do you apply? I shall certainly grant it if you do.”

“I ought first to confer with my client.”

Mr. Hookham interposed.

“Let the man go,” he said.

“Mr. Hookham,” cried the magistrate, “you are doing what not one man in your position in a thousand would do; and though your action is worthy of admiration, I am not sure that I ought to allow you to so lightly excuse this man’s offence. A grosser case of perjury, and that from a man who calls himself a minister of the gospel, I never yet encountered.”

Mr. Skene endeavoured to obtain a hearing.

“Sir, I protest—”

“You protest! How dare you protest! I have listened to too many of your protestations already. You have deliberately endeavoured to swear away a fellow-creature’s life, and were it not for what amounts almost to a miracle you might have his blood upon your soul. When next Sunday you stand in a pulpit, if you do stand in a pulpit — and if I had my way you should never stand in a pulpit again — make confession of your sin in the face of your assembled congregation. Then, and not till then, dare to ask an honest man to excuse you. Put that person out of court.”

A constable put his hand on Mr. Skene’s shoulder, and “put” him out of court.

During this short interlude Mr. Leicester had retained his position by the side of the witness-box, seeming, with his air of well-bred indifference, as though the proceedings had no interest for him. When, however, the reverend gentleman had made so undignified and unclerical an exit, he addressed the magistrate — so soon, that is, as that pillar of the state exhibited signs of having regained some slight portion of his mental equilibrium.

“It would appear advisable under what I understand to be the existing state of affairs that I should offer some explanation of my presence here. I am prepared, with your permission, to make a statement now.”

Mr. Mansell settled his spectacles upon his nose.

“Eh — I’m bound to say — eh — that some explanation would be advisable. In fact, Mr. Leicester, I shall be glad to listen to any statement you may wish to make.”

Mr. Leicester slightly bowed. He entered the witness-box. He began his tale.

“I should observe, as a preliminary, and as some justification of the course of action which the police have taken, that I was killed.”

The magistrate gave a slight start.

“Eh — what is that you say?”

“I was killed.”

Again the magistrate settled his spectacles upon his nose. He looked round the court with a somewhat vacuous expression of countenance, a dim doubt appearing again to cross his mind as to whether he was not being made the victim of some elaborate and astounding practical joke. It seemed as though he looked to see who might be laughing. But, so far as he could judge, the bearing of every one within the court was grave, and Mr. Leicester was gravest of all.

“Well, I have seen and heard some remarkable things in the course of my life, and I have lived to a ripe old age, but it would seem that the most remarkable have been reserved for the evening of my days. Did I understand you to say that you were killed?”

 

“That is so.”

“Oh, well! Go on.”

“To make my explanation quite plain it is necessary that I should go back a little.”

“Oh, well, if you’re going to make your explanation quite plain you can go back as far as you like.”

“When I was stationed at Simla there were stories current among the natives concerning a diamond — a diamond to which were attributed supernatural powers.

Such stories are not uncommon in India, and in this, as in other cases, it was difficult to pin the narrators down to any given facts. Although their faith was genuine, their grounds for that faith were vague. But certain details I did arrive at. The diamond, which was one of great value, was being continually passed from hand to hand, always as a gift. Men welcomed it with effusion, then passed it from them in despair. It always brought ill luck to its possessor. It could not be sold. It must be given away. If it were not given quickly it brought ruin, even death, upon its owner. There were stranger things told about the diamond than this, such as that an attendant devil went always with the diamond; but these were wild and visionary, and were scarcely to be focussed into concrete statements. I left no means untried to get a sight of the diamond; but I never saw it once.”

Again the magistrate gave an impatient twitch to the spectacles upon his nose.

“No, I can quite believe you never did.”

“But I carried the stories with me in my mind. When I saw that M. and Madame Nurvetchky were about to introduce at the Sphinx’s Cave what they called the Devil’s Diamond, those stories recurred to me at once. Nor had the introduction proceeded far when I began to believe that I had lighted on the stone at last.”

“What, the stone you had heard the tales about in India?”

“The same. I have devoted a great deal of my time to what I may call the science of conjuring. I do not speak lightly when I say that I do not believe there is a conjurer living who could deceive me by the exercise of his art. It was not long before I saw that what was taking place on the stage at the Sphinx’s Cave did not come within the domain of what are known as conjuring tricks.”

“What were they then?”

“In the first place, I believed what M. Nurvetchky said, that neither he, nor his wife, nor Mr. Hookham, could offer an explanation of what we saw. In the second, I thought it possible that it might have a supernatural origin.”

“A supernatural origin? The tomfool tricks we’ve heard about?”

“I do not know what you have heard about. I thought that what I saw upon the stage at the Sphinx’s Cave probably had a supernatural origin.”

“But I understood Mr. Fairlight to say that you went upon the stage because you believed that the whole thing was an imposture.”

Mr. Fairlight interposed.

“I said nothing of the kind. What I did say was all the other way. The impression in my own mind was that Mr. Leicester went on to the stage because he believed.”

Mr. Mansell leaned back in his seat with a gasp; the proceedings were becoming, — indeed, they had become from the first, — too much for him. Mr. Leicester went on in his quiet, equable, well-bred tones, as though he were dealing with the most ordinary banalities.

“I have for years been aware that there are existences apart from our own, that there are forces, under ordinary circumstances, not visible to the naked eye. Charlatans, with an eye to plunder, pretend to be in communication with these powers — powers for which men have not yet suggested a sufficient name. When I saw that diamond it was not long before I perceived that an opportunity had presented itself for me to place myself in communication with one, at least, of those powers — in that communication to which charlatans only pretend. It was with the intention of doing so that I went upon the stage.”

“Oh, that was the intention with which you went upon the stage? I see. To place yourself in communication with — eh — something, I don’t quite understand what — but no matter. Did you succeed?” I did, almost too well. I will not go into details of what I did, you have probably already heard sufficient upon that point from other sources. As I proceeded with my experiments, I became aware that the something with which I was in communication was distinctly hostile. I even felt that if I persisted the result might be a tragedy. But my love for inquiry must, I fancy, be greater than my love for life. I continued. At a certain point the something with which I was in communication materialised. In the confusion, and owing too, in some measure, to the sudden strain upon my nerves, my faculties of observation were blunted. But it seemed to me that it assumed, in its materialised state, the form of an ape, an ape which, so far as my experience goes, was of unusual size. I was conscious that it made an unpleasant noise. It seemed enraged. With one hand it caught me by the throat, it pressed its mouth to mine. It sucked — I was disgustingly conscious of the act of suction — and choked the life right out of me. I was dead.”

Mr. Leicester paused. And, so to speak, the people in the court paused too. There was an audible silence. To hear a man say, in such a matter-of-fact tone of voice, that he was dead, partook of the nature of a new experience.

“And in my state of death the thing went with me. I saw it, in infinite space, in the figure of an ape. I saw the diamond too. The ape sat on the diamond. And I saw that what it seemed the diamond did was really done by the ape. I followed it to the station. I saw it perform the tricks which startled the inspector. I followed it to the cell. I saw the ape assume the guise of a young man, I saw it stand by Mr. Fairlight’s side, and I heard it say, as plainly as you hear me now — and it laid its hand on Mr. Fairlight’s shoulder—’ There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in man’s philosophy.’”

Mr. Leicester paused again. Mr. Fairlight looked at Mr. Hookham, and an odd glance was exchanged between them. But the people in the court seemed to hold their breath. As for the magistrate, he sat with his mouth wide open, and his eyes peering through his spectacles with the fixed rigidity of an owl’s.

“I followed it to this court, I saw it seated upon the stone on the magistrate’s desk, exulting in the tricks it played. On a sudden it left the stone and came to me and kissed me on the mouth, and I was no longer dead, I was alive. I found that I was in the dead-house, and that the keeper of the dead was standing by my side.”

Mr. Leicester ceased, and silence followed. Silence which was broken by the magistrate.

“Well, I — I think we’d better adjourn — until tomorrow.”

Mr. Mansell said this like a man in a dream, as though he himself were not aware of what it was that he said. While the old gentleman continued to gape and to stare, Mr. Leicester spoke again.

“What I have said seems strange.”

The magistrate opened his eyes, if possible, still wider than before.

“Seems strange!” he said.

“But that is only owing to our imperfect knowledge. What we do not know we wonder at. Ignorance esteems all things strange. It is even an attribute of some natures to be fearful of what is wonderful and strange. But because we know that some unnamed thing, with undefined powers, sits, in the form of an ape, on the diamond, which, sir, is now upon your desk—”

The magistrate awoke with a start. His countenance assumed quite a pasty hue. He rose from his seat in haste. With a degree of agility which was remarkable in one so aged, he put as much space as the exigencies of his position would admit between himself and the diamond, which glittered in its tranquil beauty on his desk.

“The — the case is dismissed. In fact, there’s no case to dismiss; there’s — there’s been a misapprehension from the first. Officer, remove that — that diamond.”

Mr. Mansell pointed to the stone with a finger which actually trembled. His instruction was a trifle vague, at least no one seemed to apply it to himself. Mr. Hookham’s harsh tones were heard.

“Am I free to go?”

“Free? Free? Good gracious, yes! There’s — there’s no case at all.”

“Then I suppose I may have my diamond?”

“Take it, my good sir, I do beg you’ll take it. There — there are some remarks I — eh — wish to make upon — eh — this curious case, but I’ll postpone them till to-morrow.”

The magistrate not only postponed his remarks until to-morrow, but he disappeared himself, through the door which led into his private room, in a way which might appropriately, if irreverently, be described as “bolting.”


CHAPTER XIV.

MR. HOOKHAM RETURNS TO MITRE COURT.

WHEN Mr. Hookham at last returned to Mitre Court, he made himself fast within his chambers. He sported his oak, bolting, barring, and locking it and securing it by every means within his power. Then he went through a similar process with the inner door, and when he had made his fortress what he deemed sufficiently impregnable, he stood for a moment, listening. There was not a sound. All was still. Then he turned, and let his eyes travel round the room.

It was certainly a large room, and it was certainly ill-furnished — the light of the solitary tallow candle revealed so much as that. At the opposite end of the room was a door, which led into his sleeping-room. Next to the door was an ancient carved oak mantelpiece. It was not a bad mantelpiece in its way, but it added to the sombre appearance of the room. There was a huge old-fashioned open grate, large enough, in the colloquial phrase, to roast an ox. Just then it was red with rust, and littered with odds and ends and scraps of paper. It looked desolate and dirty. There was no carpet on the floor, Mr. Hookham dispensed with such a luxury as that, and the floor itself was worm-eaten and old; it looked as though it had never been washed for years. The principal article of furniture the room contained was a large old oak table, which occupied the centre. It had doubtless originally been intended to serve as a dining-table, but since those days it had apparently done duty in a nursery or schoolroom, for it had been scarred by knives, covered with names and initials, which had been cut, and in some cases burnt, deep into the wood, and blotched with ink. A ragged old couch stood at one side against the wall; three ordinary chairs, and one armchair — it was such a ruin of an arm-chair! — occupied positions about the room. And, if we except the safe, that was all the furniture the place contained. The safe was half built into the wall. It had once been painted green, but the paint had long since gone. Small patches of it were visible here and there, but for the most part the safe, which appeared to have been constructed of cast iron, was as rusty as the grate.

Nor was the cheerless look of the apartment lessened by the indescribable state of litter it was in. The floor was half hidden beneath an extraordinary conglomeration of contrasting articles. Among them were two or three tin boxes, with their locks wrenched off, a cash-box in the same condition, account-books, odds and ends of clothing, crockery, the greater part of it shattered into fragments, scraps of food, and a great host of papers and documents, of every size, shape, and colour; in one place a paint-pot, half full of black paint, had been turned upside down; probably it was the same paint which Mr. Hookham had used to cover the inscription on the door. In another a lamp had been broken. The presence of the oil which had been issued from it was unpleasantly perceptible. On the table, which was covered with the same incongruous collection, a quart bottle of ink had been emptied. It seemed as though some malignant sprite had set himself to work as much confusion and do as much mischief as was possible.

Mr. Hookham stood, in grim silence, observing this unpleasant state of things. As he gradually took in the various details, and began to fully realise the effect of the whole, his features became, if possible, harder and sterner than before.

“If I knew the lad who had done this, he should have a lifer.”

There could be no doubt, judging from the tone and manner in which the words were spoken, that if he had anything to do with it the lad referred to would. He moved to the table.

“The lamp broken! What shall I do?”

He looked at the candle. It was one of those tallow “dips,” which we scarcely see nowadays, except in chandlers’ shops in out-of-the-way places.

“I must manage with that. When it is done for, I’ll go to bed.”

Hitherto he had not removed his hat. This seeming to occur to him all at once, he took it off. Putting up his hand, he passed his fingers through his thick growth of iron-grey hair. Going to the safe, he threw the door wide open. His eye caught the open cash-box lying on the floor. His glance wandered round the room. It lighted on an old red-leather box. He picked it up. It was empty, — shattered almost into fragments.

“Nearly nine hundred pounds’ worth of jewels! Curse the thief!”

Dropping the fragments of the red-leather box, he began examining in hot haste the litter on the floor. At last he came on a sheaf of long narrow slips of blue paper, tied round with a piece of red tape. They were bills of exchange, — another form of security in which he dealt. He snatched them up. He ran through them, with eager eyes and fingers.

“Safe! The fool!”

That was the form of thanks with which he recorded the fact that they had not gone with the jewels.

“I’ll put them in my pocket, for the present they’ll be better there. To-morrow I’ll deposit them in Chancery Lane. I ought to have put them there before, but I never thought of burglars, so I always kept them ready to my hand.”

He suited “the action to the word and the word to the action” by putting them into the inside breast pocket of his coat. Then he stood, silently looking round the room. As if unconsciously, his hand wandered to his waistcoat pocket. The fingers slipped inside. When they came back they brought the diamond with them. He looked down at it.

“The ape,” he said.

He laughed. He had not laughed for years, — perhaps that was why his laugh had grown so rusty. If laughter with him meant emitting such a sound, one could but hope, either that he would oil the works or never laugh again.

“Is all this owing, then, to you?”

It was difficult to credit, hard to believe, that that rare and wondrous gem, almost seeming a miracle in its great beauty, could bring anything but pleasure in its train.

“Must I, after all these years, believe that fairy tales are true?”

He raised his eyes from the stone. Slightly throwing back his head, he seemed to look into space with a long, unflinching gaze, as though he were looking for something which was there.

“True, true!”

He shook his head with an impatient gesture.

“Bah! If fairy tales are true, how I’ve wasted all those years!”

He went to the safe, the door of which was still wide open. He put the diamond upon the lower shelf and closed the door.

“Stay there awhile. I don’t think I need be afraid of being robbed of you.”

His glance travelled again about the room. He began to rummage among the chaos on the floor. After considerable searching, he unearthed from under a heap of papers a short squab account-book, which was secured by two locks. He eyed this with evident satisfaction. He took his handkerchief from his pocket and carefully wiped the covers. Tucking it under his arm, he went to the table. Clearing a space upon it, by the simple process of sweeping off whatever was in the way on to the floor, he put the account-book down. Fetching the candle from where it stood, he placed it close by the book. He got himself a chair. Taking a bunch of keys from his pockets he opened the locks, for each lock using a separate key. Then, seating himself, he began studying the pages of his book.

His studies occupied him a considerable time. He was continually adding up columns of figures and jotting down the totals on a piece of paper at his side.

These, in their turn, he added up again. Finally, he rested his elbow on the table and shaded his eyes with his hand.

“I’m a rich man,” he said. “A rich man.”

He rose from his seat and began strolling round the room.

“A rich man! A rich man!”

He repeated it two or three times, as he paced on and on.

“Yes, I’m a rich man, even as riches go. As I stand, I’m worth more than a million pounds.”

A million pounds! That is a large sum, even in these days of many millions. He did not look as though he were a millionaire. Nor did the room look as though it were a room in which a millionaire resided. But then we know that some of the richest men possess the simplest tastes. They dine for ninepence, or even less, ride in penny ‘buses, and wear shocking hats. If Mr. Hookham ever had a biographer, possibly the historian — especially if he were a believer in the “Self Help” doctrine, “Live on sixpence a day and die worth a hundred thousand pounds” — might record, as one of his hero’s finest characteristics, a beautiful simplicity.

When Mr. Hookham had sufficiently digested the fact how rich he was, he went to the safe, and took out the diamond again.

“So you’re going to ruin me, are you? It will take a good deal of ruining, more than a million. Especially invested as I’ve invested mine.”

He placed the diamond beside his account-book on the table. He seated himself. He leant back in his chair. And thought.

It never occurred to him that any of that million was ill-gotten — he was not that sort of man. It never occurred to him that in getting it he had wasted opportunities; he could conscientiously lay his hand upon his heart and say that he did not think he ever had. It never occurred to him that there was any value, which he had lost, in such trifles as a home, a wife, children, friends, reputation. The whole volume of sentiment which those things represent was a sealed book to him, — he would not have unsealed it if he had had the chance. There is a school of writers who tell us — yes, and over and over again — that every man has “a romance” in his life, that he is bound to be “mixed up” with women, or, at any rate, with one. It is the purest nonsense. There are multitudes of men in whose lives women, to put it very gently, take a secondary place, — in Mr. Hookham’s life they had had no place at all. He had never kissed a girl in his life, — and never wanted to.

Each man has his own idea of happiness. Why not? And who shall judge between them? The writers of the love-tales — French, American, or English? O ye gods and little Ashes! Mr. Hookham found happiness in getting money, — not in the money when it was got, but in the getting it; in the race, and not the prize. He honestly did not care for any of the material delights which money buys. There are men like that, though it be neither you nor I — it is certainly not I! But he did find pleasure in plotting, scheming, ferreting out methods by means of which his money might be made to increase and to prosper. Just as the gardener delights in “nursing” his plants — and what love, patience, and science are needed to properly do that I — so Mr. Hookham delighted in “nursing” his gold.

What did occur to him, as he sat thinking there, was this: it occurred to him to plan for the future. There was the diamond in front of him. He realised that it was a new factor in his life, — a factor which must be at once considered.

A million pounds! One can do so much with a million. Mr. Hookham told himself that he could do much with his: what should he do? Should he live up to it? Should he leave it where it was, and draw the interest, and spend it? How? Then there passed in array before Mr. Hookham’s mind the various ways in which one could spend the interest of more than a million, — say twelve hundred thousand pounds. One could buy a house, or several houses, and furnish them — with what? Well, with nothing that he cared for. One might spend a certain amount on the pleasures of the palate, but Mr. Hookham cared nothing for them. He could eat boiled beef and carrots with any man, but he had never heard, nor wished to hear, of la haute cuisine. He had a general idea that one could fool a deal of money away on women, — indeed, he had heard of many who had done so, of many who were doing so still, — but what pleasure they found in it always had been, and always would be, a mystery to him. He might marry a wife — she could spend his money for him if he liked — but he told himself quite candidly that he would sooner dance on the tight rope than marry a wife. Then there were horses: there were idiots who lost their money in what was popularly called “racing”; but he protested inwardly that he had not got down quite so low as that. Or he might gamble — but he had been a gambler all his life; he had always played to win — to lose was agony. What was there left? He was a man of limited education, and for the life of him he could not tell.

And yet — what was it which made him lean forward and gaze with eager eyes at the diamond? — and yet there must be some means of enjoying the wealth which he had gained. He had read somewhere about the “potentialities of riches.” The writer had been speaking of the almost boundless realms of pleasure, of happiness, which great wealth commanded. How strange that he could think of none of those rich men’s kingdoms, those royal roads to remunerative spending, now. Twelve hundred thousand pounds! Why, with such a sum as that, a man could do anything. Yes, but what? What anything that was something to him? Youth has pleasures which age has not; and even such pleasures as age has require cultivation. You don’t like olives when first you taste them. You can’t spring to the complete enjoyment of an exquisite wine at a single bound. Such men as Mr. Hookham, if they can find enjoyment in what are called pleasures at all, can only find it in simple ones. And you cannot spend the interest of twelve hundred thousand pounds upon simplicity. This seemed a little hard.

As he began to realise this — the fact, which he had never faced before, that the spending of his money, if it brought him anything, would bring him pain — his ears caught a sudden sound. He glared at the diamond. It came again: it was the sound of laughter; it came from the stone. Was the diamond laughing at him, then?

He rose from his seat with an angry movement; he began again to pace the room. Throughout his life he had flattered himself upon one thing — that he was not as other men, a fool. Was he, then, going to become a fool now that he was old? Was he going to be frightened by a piece of stone — a diamond? Was he going to allow so trivial a cause to alter the whole end and purpose of his life? He loved — he held his hands out in front of him in a sort of paroxysm — he loved, how he loved I getting money. The plotting, the planning, and the scheming; the over-reaching of his fellows, the measuring of wits, the keenness of the strife, — as the hunt to the hound these things were to his nostrils as the breath of life. If it came to that, he would give the diamond away to-morrow.

And yet — twenty thousand pounds! He suffered a sense of physical pain at the idea of giving anything. It violated a fundamental law of his existence. He never had given a beggar a penny in his life; but he had seen other men doing it, and he had suffered for their sin. The sight of such an action made him ill at ease, just as an honest man is ill at ease by being made the involuntary witness of a crime. And for him spontaneously, voluntarily, of his own free will, to give away such a sum as twenty thousand pounds, — he couldn’t do it! He shuddered as he only thought of it. His heart died within him; he was afraid, just as the wretch is afraid who meditates, in the dark hours of the night, on some hideous crime.

He set himself to think out a method by which he could escape the difficulty by, so to speak, some side door. He realised that it would be vain openly to attempt to sell the stone; he realised, too, that it would be equally vain to think of keeping it. If it did not bring him ruin, it might work him inconvenience; and had he not already suffered actual loss? No, while he feigned to give it away, he must think of some means by which he might secure for himself an actual quid pro quo.

That was the problem which he set himself to solve.


CHAPTER XV.

TWO VISITORS FROM — WHERE?

To and fro he paced, up and down, and round, and round, trying to find the solution to the problem.

As he persisted in his “sentry go” — for that problem was hard to solve — he was conscious of something; what it was he himself could not quite make out. It seemed — it was only seeming, for he looked about him and saw that it was so — that there was some one with him in the room. It was not an altogether pleasant sensation, and it was a ridiculous one to boot. But as he turned the problem over and over in his mind, he thought that he heard once, and then again, rather a curious sound, like the sound of a chuckle. He thought at first it was the diamond. He paused in his perambulations and glared at it. It had shown itself capable of so many pleasing little eccentricities — he could have sworn that it had already laughed at him once — that nothing would have surprised him which came from that direction. But it seemed to him that the sound of that chuckle did not come from the neighbourhood of the stone.

He had heard it first when he had been coming from the mantelpiece towards the door. He was passing the table on his left, and the diamond was on the table just in front of him. The chuckle — if it was a chuckle, it was very faint, so that it was hard to make quite sure — came from behind. It was so unexpected that he wheeled right round to see if any one else had made a sudden appearance in the room; but there was no one there. Then he glared at the diamond; it looked innocent enough, as it lay in its tranquil beauty on the table.

He told himself he was mistaken. His brain was in a highly sensitized condition. He fancied things, as who would not who had gone through his experiences of the last few hours? He continued his prowlings to and fro.

The sound again. It was odd, very odd indeed. This time it was more distinct than before, resembling the chuckle which might be supposed to issue from a feeble pair of lungs. This time Mr. Hookham was advancing towards the mantelpiece, and it came from in front, not from behind. He started. He looked up. There was no one there. He glanced at the diamond. It seemed still; besides, the sound did not come from its neighbourhood at all. Could there be any one in the room beyond? He caught up the candle from the table and advanced to see. Opening the door of his bedroom he passed in. There was no one there. What could it be?

As he moved to replace the candle on the table he was aware of quite a strange sensation, — as though he had passed a living thing. He had felt nothing, — nothing tangible, that is, — and yet, if you pass close to a person in the dark, though you neither touch, nor see, nor hear him, you are quite capable of being made conscious that there is something there. In the same way Mr. Hookham was conscious that there was something there just then.

But of course it was hallucination. In this case it was not dark, but light, light enough, at any rate, to see. And Mr. Hookham saw, — he saw that there was nothing there. That should have been sufficient to content him. Possibly it was.

“If I don’t take care I shall be ill. If I die the diamond will be credited with the honour of having been the death of me. I had better go to bed.”

But he did not go to bed. He continued pacing to and fro. But he could not fix his mind upon the problem, not at all. It annoyed him, and not wholly without cause. There are few things so irritating as not being able to concentrate one’s thoughts at will. He was conscious, too, of an odd reluctance to advance too near to that end of the room which contained the mantelpiece. As he approached slowly, step by step, It might have been the most marvellous unique which ever ravished the eyes of a lover of bric-à-brac. By degrees he regained his calmness — he had been trembling like a leaf — and something of the appearance of extreme senility passed from him, but only for a moment. For while he continued to look something happened which — if it were not an optical delusion, and even if it were an optical delusion — was calculated to shake the nerves of the strongest man.

The chair was empty. That was plain enough at first. But as he still stood staring, something — a shadowy outline — began to appear about the neighbourhood of the seat. Mr. Hookham’s hair came as near to standing up on end as ever a man’s came yet. He told himself that it was a delusion; still his flesh began to creep, for the worst of it was that it was a delusion from which it was impossible to take his eyes away. The outline deepened. He saw outlined the figure of a man who seemed to be squatting on the seat. The outline gradually filled in. Mr. Hookham’s sensations, as he beheld that outline slowly taking the form, shape, and substance of a man, are not to be described in words.

It seemed to him that the process of materialisation lasted hours; but then it is proverbial how slowly the time does crawl when we are not enjoying ourselves to any great extent, and no man ever enjoyed himself to a less extent than did Mr. Hookham then; but when it was finished, there, in the arm chair, was seated what seemed to be a man. An old man, a little old man, clad in a suit of rusty black. He made a bad fit for the chair, — there was room in it for at least two of him, — though it must be allowed that Mr. Hookham found there was quite enough with one. He was sitting forward in the chair, by no means in an upright position — as though his back were weak — and his elbows rested on the arms of the chair. He had a long, narrow, clean-shaven face, which was very white and drawn, — it looked a very cruel one, and it was by no means the face of a man whom one would take for a friend. His hair, of which there was a great deal, was long and snowy white. It was drawn back from his mean, receding forehead — which style of wearing it by no means added to the generally pleasant appearance of his countenance. And he was grinning — it would be a libel on laughter to call the mirthless grin which convulsed his face a smile — and as he grinned, he chuckled; it was the sound which had first startled Mr. Hookham’s ears.

When the process of materialisation, if we may write it so, was finished, Mr. Hookham turned, and clutched at the edge of the table, and sank on his knees, and hid his face on the board.

“Matthew!” he gasped, and then was still.

The figure on the chair continued chuckling. It seemed almost mechanical, as though it were a trick he had. He kept his keen, cruel eyes, which were as bright as a lad’s at twenty, bright with an almost unnatural brightness, fixed on the old man cowering by the table.

“Sammy,” he said.

He spoke in a harsh, grating voice which harmonised with his general appearance — it was curious what a strong resemblance it had to Mr. Hookham’s. When Mr. Hookham heard it he gave a groan, and seemed to cling closer to the table. The figure in the chair continued, — 

“I told you I would come and see the fun.”

And he chuckled as a hen cackles — as though he never could leave off.

There was silence, a silence which lasted some three or four minutes. During the whole of it Mr. Hookham trembled with a trembling which was quite perceptible, and that in spite of the support afforded by the table. The sight of his distress seemed to afford the figure in the chair the keenest satisfaction. He never ceased his chuckling, though the sound of his mirth would have conveyed anything but a mirthful feeling to sensitive nerves. He repeated his words again, — 

“I told you I would come and see the fun — he, he, he, he, he, he, he, he!”

His “he, he, he’s!” bade fair to stretch out and bridge eternity. But the sight of Mr. Hookham’s abject misery seemed to pall upon him after a time.

“Get up!” His voice had rather the sound of a snarl, but he continued chuckling all the time. “Let me see your face, my Sammy!”

After a further momentary interval of silence, which the chuckler did not seem to take altogether pleasantly, Mr. Hookham did get up, and as he regained his feet he turned his face towards the figure on the chair. He looked at him steadily. As he looked his calmness gradually returned. The look of dreadful fear passed from him, and instead there came a look which was not love.

“So it’s you!”

As he uttered the three little words his voice reminded one of the grating of a saw.

“Yes; it’s me.”

The figure on the chair had evidently no regard for the niceties of grammar. They looked at each other long and steadily, the two old men. And as he looked, on Mr. Hookham’s face there began gradually to appear such a look of hatred that one almost wondered that the other could bear to face it.

“I thought it was you when I heard you first.”

“Good brother, to remember his brother’s voice for more than sixteen years.”

“I was not likely to forget it, if it had been sixty.”

Mr. Hookham turned, and began slowly to pace towards the opposite end of the room.

The old man watched him as he went.

“You look old and worn and thin.” The criticism was uttered with a sort of indescribable glee. Mr. Hookham sneered; but he said nothing. “You’re not talkative, Sammy. One would think that brothers would have a good deal to say to each other, re-meeting, for the first time, after an absence of more than sixteen years.”

Mr. Hookham turned. He advanced close to the figure on the chair. Then, pausing, he stood quite still, regarding the person seated there with such a look of resolute hatred that the old man seemed to have doubts as to his intentions. He rose from the chair with a scream. — 

“Don’t touch me, or I will strike you dead!”

Mr. Hookham never quailed, although the other’s passion was diabolical.

“I am not afraid of death. Nor am I, now, afraid of you.”

“Are you sure?”

The newcomer thrust out his hand and placed it on the other’s shoulder. As he felt the touch Mr. Hookham shuddered quite perceptibly.

“Ah, Sammy, don’t you be too sure!”

But Mr. Hookham’s tranquillity almost immediately returned. The look of hatred had never left him for a moment.

“I am sure. I never feared you living.”

“But you fear me dead!”

“Nor do I fear you dead.”

The two men stood face to face. You could see then what a curious likeness there was between them. It extended not only to the voice, but to the form and features, — only Samuel was on a somewhat larger scale than Matthew. He was a little taller, a little stouter, a little broader across the chest. He looked a little younger too; his hair was iron-grey, and he wore it on his forehead, while Matthew pushed his off his brow, and its hue was snowy white. But the likeness unmistakably was there. There was no mistaking them for anything but brothers. They stood regarding each other for some moments silently. Then Matthew thrust his brother from him with such force that he sent him reeling half across the room.

“You devil!”

“Nay, it is you who are the devil, Mat, not I.”

“Yes!” cried Matthew, with a chuckle which was very like a scream, “I am the devil’s own!”

“That is so. You are the devil’s own — living or dead.”

They stood again contemplating each other silently; then Samuel turned and began pacing, to and fro, up and down the room. Matthew watched him from his perpendicular position for a time. Then, reseating himself, he continued to watch him from his position on the chair.

“I told you I would come and see the fun.” Samuel sneered, but he vouchsafed no other answer. “It’s the diamond has brought me.” Samuel sneered again. “What do you think of the diamond, Sammy? “Samuel stood still. He looked at Matthew, then at the diamond, then again at Matthew.

“I find it rather a good example of a stone.”

“He, he! Yes, it is rather a good example of a stone.” Samuel resumed his pacing to and fro. “It’s something to be the owner of such a stone, isn’t it, Sammy? Look at it, Sammy, look at it now!” Matthew was leaning over the side of his chair; his eyes were fixed upon his brother, but with his outstretched hand he pointed towards the stone. Samuel followed the direction of his brother’s finger. He, too, looked at the stone.

The diamond was on the table. A singular thing had happened; one of those numerous singular things which were always happening. The diamond had not disappeared, — for it was visible enough, — but on it, or over it, for it was difficult to say if it actually touched it, was a figure — the figure of an ape. Not of any recognised species of ape — it was not even the “missing link” — but it was an amazing kind of beast which bore, so far as form went, a fantastic resemblance to an ape. It was squatted on its haunches. Its hands were clasped about its belly. Its head was distinctly ape-like. Its two eyes were fixed on Mr. Hookham, sparkling and flashing as though they themselves were diamonds.

But the most curious thing about this very curious creature was its colouring. It absolutely palpitated with colour — not with one hue, but with all the hues of the rainbow, — only the brilliancy of the rainbow was as nothing compared to the brilliancy of that strange creature. As Mr. Hookham looked at it, he saw the colours come and go, flash and vanish, one moment dazzling the eyes, the next becoming, in their subdued radiancy, and in the marvellous magic of their combinations, like the glorious dream of some great colourist.

Yet there was nothing beautiful about the creature, — that is, if a thing of beauty is a joy even for a moment, or if every beautiful thing has its own peculiar charm. For there was nothing either joyous or charming about that fantastic caricature of a baboon, or ape, — and that in spite of all its gloriously glittering array. On the contrary, Mr. Hookham, as he looked at it, was conscious of a very strong feeling of disgust, of nausea; nay, more, he was conscious that its mere presence there made the whole room repulsive. Nor was the effect lessened by his brother’s repetition of his words, in the tone which, metaphorically, went all down his back.

“Look at it now, Sammy, look at it now!”

Mr. Samuel Hookham did look at it, and he might have been excused if he had straightway turned tail and fled, it did fill him with such a dreadful sense of nauseous disgust. But, fortunately or unfortunately, he was made of different stuff. The dogged nature of the man would have forbidden him to turn tail even on the devil himself — and certainly forbade him to absolutely flee from one of his mere minions. He went to the window, giving a wide berth to the table by the way. Flinging the casement open he thrust his head out to get a breath of air. The ape — if it was an ape, and Matthew — or Matthew’s ghost, both followed him with their eyes. As he observed his brother’s discomfiture, Matthew — or his ghost — became hideously jocose.

“He, he, he! What do you think of the diamond, Sammy, what do you think of it now?”


CHAPTER XVI.

THE LOVE THAT LIVED.

“THAT,” said Samuel, at last, coming back into the room, his harsh voice seeming harsher than its wont, “would it please you to see me ruined?”

Matthew plainly thought the question superfluous, — the answer too self-evident. His mirth was quite hysterical.

“Please me!” he screamed; “why, I shall forget all I suffered in the pleasure!”

Mr. Samuel Hookham craned his head forward, — somewhat in the fashion of the bird of prey which collects itself to dart upon its victim.

“Then you won’t see it,” he said.

“Oh yes, I shall, Sammy, — oh yes, I shall!”

“You won’t.” Something in Samuel’s voice seemed to avert Matthew’s attention. He looked at his brother. “Shall I tell you why?”

“Oh, do, Sammy — do! do!”

“Because” — Mr. Samuel Hookham clearly enunciated his words, even paused between each—” because — I — shall — give — the — diamond — away.”

Matthew’s mirth became a little less pronounced.

“Give the diamond away?”

“Give the diamond away — to ruin some other fool as it ruined you.”

“Oh no, you won’t! It’s worth more than twenty thousand pounds, you know — more than twenty thousand pounds! That’s what I used to say I’d do, but I never could when it came to the point; how much more impossible will it be for you!”

“Mat, you say I am a fool, — well, I’ll show you at any rate that I’m not so big a one as you. Were you aware of the peculiar properties of the stone?”

“Yes,” said Matthew, a little uneasily, “I knew them; that was almost the worst of it, — I knew them all the time.”

“And you still held on?” Samuel held his hands above his head with a gesture which was more eloquent than words. “What a fool!”

“I was not the first who knew of them and still held on. I was not the first fool, any more than you will be the last of them.”

“Do you know what is one reason which would induce me to give it away, if there were not another in existence?”

“What reason’s that?”

“For the sake of spiting you!”

“Spiting me?”

Matthew’s complexion was becoming green again. All his merry humour was passing away. As Matthew’s spirits became depressed, his affectionate brother’s seemed to rise.

“For the sake of spiting you. You say it would give you pleasure to see me ruined. I’ve deprived you of many of your little pleasures before to-day, and now I’ll deprive you of the greatest and the latest, the very last pleasure of them all. For that reason, if for no other, I’ll give the diamond away, so that I may deprive you of the last pleasure that will ever come your way.”

Matthew rubbed his hands together, and he chuckled; but the chuckle was a feeble one, and his hands trembled as he rubbed them.

“Oh no, Sammy, you — you won’t give the diamond away!”

“I will, — and you know I will! I would if it were worth two hundred thousand pounds! And you’ll never come to see the fun again, or, if you do, it will be fun, not from your point of view, but mine; you will come and see me rich and prosperous, the happiest of men, — you will come and see me what you would have been, if you had not been a fool. Why, Mat, you’re a fool even now you’re dead — your ghost’s a fool — or you never would have come to see the fun so soon. If I hadn’t known — and I never should have known if I had not seen you with my eyes, and heard you with my ears — that you were watching me, enjoying yourself, rubbing your hands, chuckling all the time, I might have gone blundering, blundering on; for, as you say, more than twenty thousand pounds is a biggish sum to give away, even for a millionaire like myself. But now that I do know my pains and your pleasures, why, the bubble’s blown! — I prick it — it is gone. Ha, ha, ha! Why, Mat, even your ghost’s a fool!”

While Mr. Samuel Hookham delivered himself to this effect in an energetic and even boisterous tone of voice, his brother’s enjoyment did not seem to increase to any appreciable extent. He even shivered, as though Samuel’s fraternal heartiness was almost more than he could bear. And though he still continued to rub his hands and chuckle, it was plainly not because his heart was merry, but rather because he had got into a groove, and seemed to experience some difficulty in getting out of it. He had no effective retort ready to his lips even when Samuel’s pausing did give him an opportunity to “hit him back.”

“Oh no, Sammy, you won’t give the diamond away — you won’t give it away!”

That was what he continued to say, as though he were a mechanical toy, only constructed to deliver itself of a given form of words. Samuel’s manner as he commenced to reply was in striking contrast to his brother’s; he spoke very earnestly, holding out his hand as an orator does.

“I tell you, Mat, that so soon as you are gone—”

Matthew rose from his seat with a cry.

“Oh, Sammy, don’t speak of that!”

Samuel seemed a little startled. He stared at his brother.

“Don’t speak of what?”

“Don’t speak of my going! For as soon as you speak of my going — I’m gone.”

Samuel stared still harder. Then he threw his hands above his head with a laugh, — a laugh which was even more discordant than his first had been. At the sound of it the creature on the table actually shuddered. Matthew shuddered too.

“Why, Mat, as a ghost you’re a greater fool even than before! Why didn’t you tell me the trick of it at first? Did you think I wanted you to stay?” Samuel held out his hand in front of him again. “Why, Mat, I tell you that so soon as you are gone—”

Matthew gave a deprecatory gesture with his arms; but Samuel repeated his words—” so soon as you are gone — and may it be soon! — I’ll give the diamond away!”

Samuel’s voice had increased almost to a roar; but at the last word it sank into a whisper. For no sooner had he expressed his wish that Matthew would not stand upon the order of his going, than — Matthew was gone! Vanishing like a flash of lightning before his eyes. While he continued staring at his brother with looks which were not looks of love, there was no brother to be stared at.

The disappearance was so sudden that at first Samuel thought he had been played a trick. He momentarily expected him to reappear behind his back or above his head, standing on his shoulders, for all he knew, a novel variety of the Old Man of the Sea, — of whom, by the way, Mr. Samuel Hookham certainly had never heard. He remained motionless, gazing. But as the moments passed, and nothing, and no one, came, he ventured to look round. He turned with a shudder, for he expected that his eyes would light upon the creature on the table. But he was agreeably disappointed; the creature was gone.

As he recognised this fact — that, so far as seeing went, he was alone in the room — he found himself in darkness. The tallow candle, it would almost seem with a rush at the last, had burned itself out.


CHAPTER XVII.

RESOLVED — AT LAST!

MR. SAMUEL HOOKHAM’S position, “when the light went out,” was not, from all points of view, an agreeable one. To begin with, he was “in the dark”; and he was not only in the dark — which is never an agreeable thing to be in when one prefers the light — but he was in the dark without knowing if he were alone, or who his companions were, if he had any. He had just been in the presence of a ghost, as full-flavoured a ghost as was ever visible to mortal eyes — and the ghost was accompanied by — well — by not a nice companion. When a man has just seen the last of two such visitors he does not care to find himself all at once in the dark. A little light upon the subject — and the surrounding objects — would tend to make things clearer, and ease his mind.

When Mr. Samuel Hookham found himself in the dark, the darkness was very complete indeed: “Egyptian darkness” (from our childhood upwards we hear so much about “Egyptian darkness”) which “you could cut with a knife,” — like pease pudding, or, from the French point of view, a London fog. However, there was one spot of light. But whatever that spot of light may have done actually, metaphorically it certainly did not make things brighter; and in this “conjunction” metaphor was the stronger of the two; for that spot of light came from the diamond. And it was hardly to be expected that, at that particular moment, the sight of the diamond should have made Mr. Samuel Hookham’s heart feel lighter.

The worst of it was that Mr. Hookham’s eyes were riveted by that spot of light. He could not take his glance away. Abstractly, it was beautiful. There was a mystic glamour about its glittering radiance, “light in the darkness” — which might have turned on the poetic tap in the case of a man who was “built” that way, but Mr. Hookham was not; and even if he had been, he had seen too much about the diamond — and too recently — to feel poetic, anyhow. Even in the gloom he strained his eyes to see if the creature — the guardian, the evil genius, of the stone, — was anywhere about. It was not a pleasant thing to know that it might be there — probably was — although he could not see it. Nor was it any pleasanter to feel that Matthew’s ghost was behind his back. So strong did this feeling presently become — that Matthew’s ghost was there — that he turned, and cried aloud in the darkness, — 

“Matthew!”

But there was no answer, nor any sign that there was any there that heard. Still Mr. Samuel Hookham did not feel by any means easy in his mind.

“I’ll go into the bedroom and see if I can’t find a light; there must be something there, and I can’t stop here in the dark.”

He began to grope his way to his bedroom. But hardly had he moved than he came into violent contact with something, — it was the arm-chair. The sudden shock made him utter a cry of alarm.

“Matthew,” he asked, in what writers of the better class call a “sepulchral” whisper, “are you there?”

But if Matthew was there he did not mention it. He held his peace, allowing Samuel to call on him in vain. Mr. Samuel Hookham, as he rubbed his knee, which had come with undesirable force against the chair, could not but feel that if Matthew was there he was having one more moment of enjoyment, at any rate. As he thought of it he muttered maledictions beneath his breath. Then he pursued his voyage in search of his bedroom.

Finding the door, he groped for the handle. He turned it, with a hand which trembled slightly. He passed inside, he entered, — there was outer darkness too. He felt his way to the chest of drawers. In one of the drawers — in that in which he kept his shirts and collars — he found what he was looking for, a piece of “composite” about a couple of inches long. It was one of his careful ways — a fresh illustration of the simplicity of millionaires — to keep his candle-ends. He had kept this one for months, — after long keeping it came in handy now. He routed out — from the same receptacle — a box of matches. Lighting his piece of candle, he held it above his head, — still with a hand which trembled. The room was empty. Returning into the adjoining chamber, that, so far as he could see with his finite vision, was empty too.

He put the piece of candle down upon the table. Standing close beside it, he commenced to rub his hands as Matthew had done — only not so cheerily. He kept giving furtive glances round him.

“I wonder,” he asked himself beneath his breath, “if Matthew’s here?”

He was by no means certain he was not. Such an uncertainty was not a pleasant one. The simplest of millionaires does not bear himself — does not wish to bear himself — in the presence of a spectator, even though that spectator is a brother’s ghost, as he would do were he quite alone. But as Mr. Samuel Hookham had no means of making sure — the Psychical Research Society not having yet suggested a process of testing for the presence of ghosts — he was obliged to make the best of it. He turned to the diamond.

 

There it lay, in its tranquil, glittering beauty — which has been so often spoken of before.

“The ape!” said Mr. Hookham.

As he spoke of the ape he shuddered, and glanced round the room again. He went to the window, which was still open, and looked out. He leaned his arms upon the sill. The only thing visible without was the flickering lamp in the court below; but even that, seen through the misty haze, gave him the feeling of society. He was not alone while the lamp was there. He could hear, too, as he listened, the subdued rumble of the Fleet Street traffic. But, although the time was summer, the night was cool. A chilly air came from the river. He shivered, and returned into the room. Yet he was loth to close the window, being reluctant to lose the companionship of the lamp. Shrugging his shoulders, he told himself he was a fool — it will be observed that the epithet was one to whose use he was addicted; it was the one measure of his standard of right and wrong. Pulling the window to with a bang, he fastened the latch. Turning, he allowed his eyes to rest for a moment on the stone.

Then he began, as he had done before the advent of his visitors, to pace to and fro, up and down, and round and round the room. He recalled all that had happened to him since the arrival of the stone, — all, down to the minutest detail. And as, in his mind’s eye, he went through it all over again, his anger began to rise.

He began to lose his sense of awe. The feeling of personal injury became strong within him. All at once it became so strong that, pausing, he shook his clenched fist at the stone upon the table. And he muttered — something that was not a prayer.

Matthew’s visit was the climax of it all. To think that his brother was dead, and yet could come to life again, to gibe and jeer at him, — the thought was insupportable! Better ruin almost than that! For all he knew Matthew’s ghost, in some invisible form — for who can tell of what forms such ghosts are capable? — was actually present and chuckling at him now. The reflection stung him to fury. If the retaining of the diamond in his possession involved such a persecution — better that the first beggar he met in the street should be its owner rather than he! He snatched up the stone from the table. How cool it felt to the touch! How beautiful it was! How it gleamed and glittered! How it concentrated in itself such a radiance of light! How large it was! Was ever such a stone before? It was worth the ransom of a king!

Involuntarily two words rose to his lips.

“The ape!” he said.

As he said it he shuddered. He arrived at a sudden resolution. He closed his squab account-book, locked its two locks, and slipped it into his breast coat pocket. He took up his hat and put it on. He opened the two doors, first the inner, then the outer one. He blew out the candle, putting a box of matches in his pocket. Then he went out, locking the door behind him as he went, pocketing the key.

All the time he held the diamond in his hand. He meant to give it to the first beggar he met in the street.


CHAPTER XVIII.

THE DIFFICULTY OF FINDING A RECIPIENT FOR A GIFT OF A FORTUNE.

AN opportunity immediately presented itself to put his resolution into practice, as, when we have formed resolutions, opportunities often do. A man was crouching against the wall, at the entrance to the court. Mr. Hookham paused and looked at him.

“Go away!” said the man. “Get along away with yer! I’m waiting for a friend.”

In spite of the uncertain light, Mr. Hookham immediately recognised the speaker, — It was his laundress’ “pore James” — the “pore James” who, according to his fond mother, was “doing time”; the very man who, Mr. Hookham suspected, in his absence had ransacked his rooms. As he glared at him, rage for a moment made Mr. Hookham speechless. Either “pore James” was a much-wronged man, or else his presence there showed that he was possessed of an amount of impudence which was quite refreshing, — only Mr. Hookham did not seem to think that it was at all refreshing then. He appeared about, for this occasion only, to hold the scales, and treat “pore James” to an illustration of “justice” which was not “law.” Only for the moment he stayed his hand.

One thing was clear, — Mr. Clisby had been drinking, not wisely, but too well. He was just sober enough to stand, — with the help of the wall. By degrees there began to dawn on his muddled faculties a vague impression that he had seen the person in front of him somewhere before. At last he settled his identity to his apparent satisfaction.

“Strike me lucky!” he murmured; “it’s ‘Ookham!”

“Yes,” said Mr. Hookham, mimicking “pore James,”

“it’s ‘Ookham. You scoundrel! What are you doing here?”

“Tha — that’s what I’d like to know! I’m waiting for a friend.”

Mr. Hookham looked Mr. Clisby up and down. A thought was germinating in his mind. How could he punish him better, to begin with, than by presenting him with the Devil’s Diamond? Afterwards, when the diamond had done with him, if there was anything of him left to punish, he might punish him by process of law.

“You have committed a burglary in my chambers.”

“O — only a little thing,” hiccuped Mr. Clisby, who was evidently one of those whom drink makes confidential, “along o’ my mother.”

“Oh, your mother had a hand in it, did she?” Mr. Hookham sincerely hoped that she might have a hand in handling the diamond. “With what I know against you I might, if I chose, get you penal servitude for life.”

“What’s the odds if you do?” asked Mr. Clisby, — with sublime indifference to the terrors of the law.

“But I’m in a merciful mood to-night.” Mr. Hookham spoke with such bitter irony that one would have thought that it must have been even perceptible to the drink-sodden wretch in front of him. “I not only forgive you, but I’m going to make you a present of more than twenty thousand pounds.”

“Pore James” lurched away from the wall, almost falling into Mr. Hookham’s arms.

“What’s that?” he said.

“I say that I’m going to make you a present of over twenty thousand pounds.”

“Don’t come playing the softy over me.”

“I’m doing nothing of the kind. Do you see that diamond?”

Mr. Hookham held it out between his finger and thumb. Mr. Clisby looked at it with his drink-blurred eyes.

“Give us hold on it!” he said.

He held out his hand to take it, but a sudden lurch against the wall somewhat destroyed his purpose.

“You shall have it. It is worth more than twenty thousand pounds.”

“Stow it!” hiccuped Mr. Clisby.

“It is a fact, as you may ascertain for yourself by taking it to any receiver of stolen goods of your acquaintance. It’s worth more than twenty thousand pounds, — infinitely more than those jewels of mine which you have stolen, and the proceeds of which you are devoting to bringing on an attack of delirium tremens. I give it you freely. Take it. It is yours.”

Mr. Hookham held out the diamond to Mr. Clisby; but “pore James” did not rise to the bait with so much enthusiasm as Mr. Hookham had expected. He seemed a little shy.

“Why don’t you take it?” repeated Mr. Hookham. “It is yours. Are you too drunk to understand what I am saying? I say that it is worth more than twenty thousand pounds.”

As Mr. Hookham continued to hold out the diamond, and “pore James” continued to hesitate, there came a sound as of something falling on the pavement. Mr. Hookham looked down; something yellow was lying at his feet — it was a sovereign. With a degree of alacrity which was a little surprising in one who was presenting to a confirmed criminal and an habitual drunkard a gift of the value of more than twenty thousand pounds, he stooped down to pick it up. As he did so, another fell, — it seemed to him that it fell from the diamond, — and then another, and another; he kept his eyes upon the stone, and he distinctly saw that they fell from the diamond. There they were, a little heap of bright sovereigns, gleaming pleasantly as they lay upon the ground. Mr. Hookham began to pick them up.

But, by this time, “pore James” was also alive to the fact that something unusual was going on. He, too, had heard the ringing of coin, than which few sounds were sweeter to his ears; nor was he too drunk to observe the fact of Mr. Hookham’s suddenly stooping down.

“What’s up?” he hiccuped.

He joined Mr. Hookham in stooping down to see. He was not, however, sober enough to stoop down neatly. He came down, so to speak, with a run — a run which landed him on the top of Mr. Hookham. Mr. Clisby was a young man, but he was constructed on a generous scale, and he was heavy, — particularly so when drunk. Mr. Hookham collapsed beneath him like a pack of cards. He lay flat on the ground, and Mr. Clisby lay on top of him, using language which seemed to infer that he was under the erroneous impression that he was not the aggressor but the aggrieved.

Mr. Hookham seemed to think that Mr. Clisby had added to his other crimes an attempt to commit robbery with violence.

“Help! Thieves! Police!” he screamed as loudly as he could with the small quantity of breath Mr. Clisby had still left in him.

A constable came round the corner, with three or four stragglers at his heels.

“What’s up here?” he asked.

A policeman always asks that question — just as a cabman, who is dissatisfied because he has not been paid more than twice his legal fare, always demands, “What’s this?” — as if he didn’t know.

Having asked his question, the policeman proceeded to supply the answer by seizing Mr. Clisby by the collar of his coat, and dragging him to his feet. Then Mr. Hookham got up too.

“My name is Hookham,” he explained. “This man’s name is James Clisby. I have chambers here. He has robbed them, burglariously. Now he has attempted to rob me, with violence.”

Mr. Clisby seemed subdued. Perhaps, after the manner of some of his kind, he felt safe in the arms of the police. The constable screwed his captive round to the light. A flattering recognition of “pore James” immediately ensued.

“Oh, it’s you, is it? It’s not the first time I’ve had hold of you. Do you charge him, sir?”

“Certainly I charge him.”

A second constable now came. “Pore James’” prospects did not look roseate.

“Is that your money lying on the ground, sir?” asked constable Number 2.

Mr. Hookham said that it was. The diamond was lying on the ground as well; he stooped and picked it up, and with it twelve sovereigns too. Mr. Clisby was borne away, supported by the friendly arms of the two gentlemen in blue, an admiring throng following on his heels. Mr. Hookham was left alone. He had the diamond still in his hand, and the twelve sovereigns too. He made a movement as if to slip them into his pocket, but something in the feel of them caused him to pause. Stretching out his hand, holding it open in the light, he looked at its contents. He must have been mistaken — there were no sovereigns there; he held a handful of dirt. He threw it from him with an oath, and went out into the street to look for a more worthy recipient of his princely generosity.

The multitude had gone with Mr. Clisby; but one man remained behind. He came up now to Mr. Hookham, touching his ragged apology for a cap. It was Larry, the “caretaker” of Badger’s Buildings — he who had brought to Mitre Court the first news of the fire.

“Mr. ‘Ookham, sir, will you give me a copper, sir? All my sticks was burnt in the fire, sir, and these two days I ain’t ‘ad a drop to eat nor drink.”

Here was a fresh opportunity for Mr. Hookham to bestow his splendid charity! The man looked miserable enough. He was a picturesque conglomeration of rags — picturesque from the artist’s point of view, if not from the wearer’s — and he was shivering as with cold.

“Give you a copper?” said Mr. Hookham, in response to the man’s appeal. “Why, you drunken beast! it was through you the Buildings were burned; you robbed me of five hundred pounds a year.”

“Send I may die, Mr. ‘Ookham, sir, you’re wrong!

I was as sober that afternoon—”

“As you are now,” observed Mr. Hookham, cutting him short.

“God knows I’m sober now.”

“Sober!” Mr. Hookham caught him by the arm. “Why, you’ve got the ‘shakes’ this very moment. I suppose you’ll tell me it’s with hunger or with cold? It’s the drink — drink, you brute!”

“You’re a ‘ard man, Mr. ‘Ookham, sir.”

“You think I’m a hard man, do you?” Mr. Hookham paused. He looked the fellow closely in the face. “What would you say if I were to make your fortune?”

“You might do it, sir, and yet never feel the want of it, that’s sure and safe enough.”

“Suppose I were to give you more than twenty thousand pounds?”

The man looked furtively up and down the misty street. The hour was getting late. That part of Fleet Street was pretty well deserted; yet he instinctively drew more into the shadow of the wall.

“You’re joking, Mr. ‘Ookham, sir.”

“Did you ever know me joke?”

“I can’t say rightly, sir, I ever did.”

“Then, take my word for it, I’m not joking now. Do you see that?” Mr. Hookham held out the diamond — as he had done in his brief interview with Mr. Clisby — between his thumb and finger. “Do you know what that is?”

Larry shook his head.

“That’s a diamond.”

“A diamond, is it?”

Larry sighed.

“That’s one of the finest diamonds in the world. It’s worth the ransom of a king — more than twenty thousand pounds.”

“That’s a ‘eap of money, sir, for a little thing like that.”

“It is a heap of money, yet what I tell you is true. You ask me for a copper. I give you this. Take it.” Mr. Hookham held out the diamond, but Larry shrank away. “What’s the matter with the fool? Why don’t you take it?”

“I don’t think, sir, diamonds is in my way.”

“What do you mean — in your way? Aren’t twenty thousand pounds in your way? and you could get it for that diamond to-morrow.”

“I don’t know where I’m going to get it from, unless it’s from the landlord o’ the ‘Dun Cow.’ And he wouldn’t give it me, that I swear. More like to bash me with a pewter.” Larry sighed again. “And — Mr. ‘Ookham?”

“Well?”

“If it’s worth all that you say, how comes it, Mr. ‘Ookham, sir, you wants to give it me?”

There was a sound — very much like a ripple of musical laughter — which seemed to come from the stone.

“What’s that?” said Larry.

“I don’t know what it is. Do you hear what I tell you? Take the diamond, you fool!”

Mr. Hookham did not speak at all as though he were bestowing a favour, but rather as though he were issuing an imperious command. Still Larry shrank away.

“If it’s all the same to you, sir, I’d rather not.”

Mr. Hookham was thunderstruck.

“Don’t you hear that it’s worth more than twenty thousand pounds?”

Far from his repetition of the value of the diamond increasing Larry’s desire to become its possessor, it seemed rather to act in a contrary direction. He actually commenced to slink away — without even pressing his appeal for a copper! — muttering as he went, — 

“Thank you kindly all the same.”

Mr. Hookham hurried after him. He seized him by the shoulder.

“Look here, my man, if you don’t take this diamond I’ll give you into custody for setting fire to Badger’s Buildings!”

“Then, sir, you’ll be doing me a cruel wrong.”

“Never mind about that, I’ll do it. Now are you going to take this diamond, or am I to summon the police?”

Larry looked furtively around. Then he bent forward, almost whispering in Mr. Hookham’s ear, — 

“Mr. ‘Ookham, sir, did yer nick it?”

Mr. Hookham started back.

“Nick it! Do you take me for a thief?”

“Well, sir, I don’t rightly know, but I do know this — if it’s worth anything like the ‘arf of what you say it is, nor yet the quarter, nor yet tuppence, unless there’s something uncommon queer about it some’ow, you wouldn’t want to give it me, I know you too well for that.”

Again there came the sound which they had ‘heard before — like the ripple of musical laughter. Again it seemed to come from the stone. Larry crossed himself.

“What’s that?” he gasped. Mr. Hookham could see that he was shivering even more than he had been before, — this time with a different kind of “shakes.”

“I do believe the devil’s in the thing!”

No sooner had the words been spoken — which they were with a degree of earnestness which was ludicrous even — than there rang out, through the misty air of Fleet Street, what was surely one of the most musical bursts of laughter which ever yet was heard. There was no mistake about it this time, for it lasted both loud and long. Mr. Hookham stared at the diamond, from the heart of which it seemed that the merriment proceeded, in dumb amazement. Long before the laughter ceased Larry was out of sight. At the first round of that laughter he had fairly taken to his heels and fled. When Mr. Hookham perceived that this was so, “Curse the thing!” he cried, after the manner of the transpontine villains. “Can’t it even be given away?”

But such a supposition was, on the face of it, absurd. Not only had Matthew stated, in his letter, that it could be given, but the mere hearing of Samuel’s resolution to give it had depressed his spirits even as a ghost. If he had not been fully aware that it could be given away, whence his depression? If Mr. Hookham had twice attempted, and twice failed, it was owing, first, to the pure natural “cussedness” of the thing, and, second, to his own bad choice of a subject to whom it might be given. Mr. Clisby was drunk, and, as Mr. Hookham came to think of it, he was persuaded that it was owing to the liquor that was in him, rather than to his desire to commit robbery with violence, that “pore James” had landed himself on top of him. If Mr. Hookham had only had a little patience “pore James” might have been the proud possessor of a diamond worth more than twenty thousand pounds, instead of being on the road to durance vile. His impatience was blunder number one.

As for Larry — he was mad! As superstitious as a pig, Mr. Hookham told himself, though of the amount of superstition to be found in the porcine nature he was perhaps scarcely qualified to judge. Then, if he had told him that it was worth twopence — as Larry had himself suggested — instead of twenty thousand pounds — But, in fact, in his interview with Larry he had blundered throughout.

On the other hand, as he walked past the Law Courts towards the Strand, Mr. Hookham began to realise that it might not, from the very nature of things, be easy to give away a diamond worth more than twenty thousand pounds. Where he was now a stream of people was continually passing by. He could not stop the first and say, — 

“Here’s a diamond! Take it — with my blessing.”

Larry had suggested he had “nicked” it. The stranger might make the same suggestion in a more disagreeable fashion still. He decided that he would wait until he came upon a beggar; then he would slip it into his hand, as though it were of no account, — a halfpenny, or some small coin. Before the beggar could discover what it was that had been given him, the donor would have mingled with the crowd and be out of sight. It was rather an unostentatious mode of bestowing such a princely gift, but Mr. Hookham felt in a particularly unostentatious mood just then.

As he got farther and farther into the Strand he found it thronged with the usual variegated multitude which crowds that thoroughfare at night. The throng was a little thinner, perhaps, than it generally is on a summer night, for the elements were unpropitious, but still there were enough and to spare. There were the women who are ironically called “gay,” — one of them addressed herself to Mr. Hookham. He had a sudden impulse to give the stone to her. So far as could be seen in the uncertain light she was a pretty creature, simply dressed, young and innocent-looking, — there are some of them like that. What a fortune twenty thousand pounds would be to her! But Mr. Hookham thought better of it. He passed on. There were some boys selling the latest editions of the evening papers.

“The Sphinx’s Cave Mystery! The Devil’s Diamond Performs in Court!”

The words fell on Mr. Hookham’s ears like shot corns. There was a tiny urchin dancing about on the curbstone like a demon in the pantomime. He had a bundle of papers under his arm. He held out the contents bill in front of him. It was not difficult, in spite of the defective light, to make out what was on it. The words which the lad was vociferating were displayed in letters black, bold, and burly. Seeing Mr. Hookham pause, the lad thrust a paper into his hand.

“‘Ere yer har, sir!” The words were gabbled with the orthodox rapidity. “Hextra Speshil!”

Mr. Hookham felt in his pockets for a coin. They were empty. He had come out penniless.

“I don’t want your paper,” he said.

But if he did not want it, others did. The lad was doing a roaring trade.

A little farther on another newsboy was proclaiming the attractions of a rival print, — The Midnight News.

“The Devil’s Diamond Plays the Devil’s own Games!”

The newsboy roared out each word separately with the full strength of a very powerful pair of lungs. As he heard them Mr. Hookham’s blood congealed — this was fame! If he were only to reveal his own identity! If some acquaintance were only to announce that the veritable owner of the Devil’s Diamond was at that moment threading his way through the curious crowd! If he were only to be detected with the stone in his hand what a sensation there would be!

He turned down one of the streets which lead from the Strand to the river, slinking along it as though he were a fugitive from justice. What was he to do with the accursed stone? He dare not give it away. Suppose he were detected in the act — what fresh tragedy might not take place amidst the tumult which would probably ensue? — 

He reached the Embankment. The cool air from the river whispered past his cheeks. A thought suddenly occurred to him — a thought which seemed to him as though it were an inspiration. Why not give the diamond to the river? Why not present it, with his love, to the guardian of the waters? He paused. He leaned on the stone parapet. He looked out across the stream. A policeman sauntered by, eyeing him keenly as he passed. He apparently suspected him of harbouring nefarious designs, — possibly of suffering from an attack of suicidal mania, and of an intention to take advantage of the foggy night. Mr. Hookham was conscious of a wild impulse urging him to give the stone to the policeman, but experience had taught him that it would be unwise to yield to such an impulse as that.

He poised the diamond on the centre of the palm of his hand.

“I give you to the river!”

He hurled it, with all his force, out over the misty waste of waters. It gave a little scream, as of rage as it passed through the air. Then he heard it fall, with a splash, into the stream.


CHAPTER XIX.

GIVEN — TO WHOM?

THERE were several visitors to Mr. Hookham’s chambers in Mitre Court during the course of the following day. But all of these went away, if not mourning, then at least without having attained the object of their coming, for Mr. Hookham was invisible. The oak was sported, and no amount of hammering produced the slightest effect. If Mr. Hookham was at home, it was not to visitors.

The same thing happened on the next day: people came, and went dissatisfied away. Only on that day a card was affixed, in a prominent position, to the oak, on which was written — 

“Mr. Samuel Hookham will be at home tomorrow.”

On that morrow, at a quite matutinal and most unfashionable hour, certain visitors returned again; there were two of them, M. and Madame Nurvetchky. Young as the day was, the oak, unsported, stood hospitably open. A tap upon the panel of the inner door produced an invitation — from within — to enter. M. and Madame Nurvetchky entered.

The room was not at all in the condition in which we saw it last. It was as neat as it was possible, with the appliances Mr. Hookham had at hand, to make it. All the débris had disappeared, everything was in its proper place, the spirit of order permeated the apartment. Still, in spite of that, it was not a cheerful room, even for the simplest of millionaires, and, although, in some mysterious way, a ray of sunshine had straggled through the casement.

Mr. Hookham was seated at the oak table — which table was neatly arranged in due and decorous order. He was writing. As his visitors entered he looked up at them. It was immediately apparent that his appearance had improved with the appearance of the room. His clothes were certainly not of the latest fashion, either as regards cut, hue, or texture. Nor were they exactly new. But they were neat and tidy. For one thing, he had had a wash. His hands were clean, his hair was decently brushed and parted at the side, his boots were blacked, so much of his shirt and collar as was visible evinced a quite recent acquaintance with the tender mercies of a laundress — a genuine laundress, not one of “pore James’” mother’s stamp.

Madame Nurvetchky entered with a radiant smile — that charming smile which she seemed to be able to summon up at will. She advanced to Mr. Hookham with both hands held out. Laying down his pen, without rising from his seat, Mr. Hookham contented himself with very gingerly touching one.

“How do you do, Madame Nurvetchky?” His voice was cold, quiet, and self-possessed — the voice of the Mr. Hookham who used to be in pre-historic times. He nodded to the lady’s husband, who, as usual, seemed more than half asleep, and not nearly so radiant as his wife.

“How do you do?” exclaimed the lady. “My dear friend, these two days we came to have a peep at you, and these two days we went broken-hearted away.”

“Indeed!”

Mr. Hookham passed his hand across his chin in a casual kind of way. Evidently the lady’s broken heart had no interest for him. She went radiantly on.

“Do you know that you have reached the topmost pinnacle of fame?”

“Fame? I see some libels in the papers” — Mr. Hookham laid his hand on a pile of neatly-folded newspapers which was at his side—” if you call that fame.”

“Libels! Why, the newspapers are full of nothing else but you. Is that not to be famous? What, then, do you call fame?”

“I am afraid I am not good at definitions. You will find a dictionary somewhere in the room.”

“May I come in?” The door was opened again.

Some one put his head in. It was Mr. Leicester. His request not being answered by an immediate negative, he took silence for consent, and entered. “Mr. Hookham, I am glad to see you. On each of the last two days I have endeavoured to do so, but each time I found you were invisible.”

Mr. Hookham did not answer, — he merely nodded his head. Madame Nurvetchky turned to Mr. Leicester.

“I have been telling our friend that the newspapers have made him famous, and he talks of libel!”

“Fame, from a newspaper point of view, is sometimes synonymous with libel.” Mr. Leicester turned from the lady to address himself to Mr. Hookham. “Has the diamond favoured you with any further manifestations?”

“Oh, the dear diamond!” cried the lady, and she clasped her hands.

“Has it materialised again?”

“Mr. Hookham, we are in treaty for Olympia; we have arranged for letter blocks twelve feet in height, ‘The Devil’s Diamond,’ — just those three words, no more. When shall we announce its reappearance? This week, or next? We only wait for a word from you to have everything en train.”

Mr. Hookham had been bending over what he had been writing. He now looked up with a little start, as though he had not been paying attention to what was being said.

“Of what are you speaking?”

“Of the Devil’s Diamond, — the dear, dear diamond!”

“The Devil’s Diamond?” Mr. Hookham knit his brows, as though he were endeavouring to recall something to his mind. “Do you allude to that stone I had?”

“Stone you had!” cried Mr. Leicester.

“Stone you had!” exclaimed Madame.

M. Nurvetchky ran his fingers through his moustache, as another man, a commonplace person, runs his fingers through his hair. Mr. Percy Leicester leaned over the table; he was evidently in an agitated frame of mind.

“Have you lost it?”

“Was it stolen?” screamed Madame.

Mr. Hookham leaned back in his chair. He was evidently quite at his ease, and apparently not much interested either.

“Lost? No, no. Nor was it stolen. I gave it away.”

Gave it away?” chorused his three visitors, as it were with a single breath, — this time even M. Nurvetchky found his voice.

“Yes,” repeated Mr. Hookham quietly, as though he were a trifle bored, “I gave it away.”

Mr. Percy Leicester, who seemed to have lost his equilibrium for once in a way, caught Mr. Hookham by the shoulder.

“Whom did you give it to?” he asked.

“I am afraid you ask more than I can tell you.”

“More than you can tell me? Do you mean that you gave it to a stranger?”

“A perfect stranger.”

“Where? Here? Or in the street?”

“In the street.”

The trio of visitors looked at each other in profound amazement. Their number had been recruited by the arrival of two more. Mr. Fairlight and Mr. Schwabe had come in together. Mr. Fairlight now came forward.

“So you have given it away? I have looked in on my way to the office. The best thing you could do with it.”

Mr. Schwabe also advanced. He slapped his friend, in his hearty way, upon the back.

“The best thing you could have done with it, Hookham, my boy; I wish the present owner joy of it, although it is worth more than twenty thousand pounds!”

But Mr. Leicester did not seem to be at all of the same mind.

“I shall advertise for the present owner to apply to me. To allow such a stone to be lost to the cause of scientific inquiry would be a crime unparalleled in history.”

“I don’t think,” observed Mr. Fairlight, “you need advertise for the owner. If the stone maintains its character, I should say that, very shortly, he will advertise himself.”

“But — consider!” Madame Nurvetchky stretched out her arms in that expressive and excitable way she had. “It is not to be believed! We are pledged to produce the Devil’s Diamond! We are in treaty for Olympia! We have already ordered the letter blocks twelve feet in height! What, then, is to become of us?”

She paused for a reply. For some moments there was none forthcoming. Then Mr. Hookham gently shook his head, and half closed his eyes, — as though the subject was wholly without attractions for him.

“I am not good at riddles,” he said.


CHAPTER XX.

MR. HOOKHAM PREPARES HIS FUN SOME DISTANCE IN ADVANCE.

WHEN his visitors had gone — and there were quite a number of dramatic little scenes before they went — Mr. Hookham returned to his writing. He was writing something on a sheet of blue foolscap paper. When he had finished he read what he had written, revising and correcting as he read. Then he made a clean copy of the “revise” on another sheet of paper. When he had done that, laying down his pen he leaned back in his chair.

This is what he had written: — 

“£20,000. — LOST: A Diamond! On the night of Wednesday, the 5th of July, 18 — , I, Samuel Hookham, threw into the River Thames a diamond. The diamond is known as the ‘Devil’s Diamond,’ and is of the value of more than twenty thousand pounds. I was standing on the Embankment, in front of the Savoy Hotel. I tossed it, as I judge, straight in front of me, a distance of some thirty feet. It was at half tide, and the tide was coming in. I desire, after I am dead, that this advertisement shall appear, daily, in four of the leading papers, until the diamond is found. And I further desire that the finder, on presenting himself at the office of the undermentioned firm of solicitors, with the Diamond, shall be paid the sum of One Hundred Pounds weekly, so long as it remains in his possession. A clause will be found in my will setting apart, for that special purpose, a sum sufficient to make such payments.”

Mr. Hookham picked up from the table the sheet of blue foolscap paper, and contemplated it with what was, apparently, considerable satisfaction.

“I’ll sign it, and have it witnessed. And when I’m dead it shall appear, regularly, in the papers. Plenty of fools will soon set about looking for the stone. When one of them has found it, as Matthew said he’d do I’ll come back and see the fun. Only I’ll do the thing more cleverly than Mat, — I won’t spoil myself by showing my hand. Properly managed, I ought to have quite a lively time.”

Mr. Hookham laid down the paper again, and rubbed his hands softly, — one against the other. The spasm which distorted his saturnine visage was possibly intended for a smile. But then his idea of a smile was about on a par with what seemed to be his idea of a lively time.
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CHAPTER I. FOUND DEAD

We had been discussing, the night before, De Quincey’s essay “On Murder, Considered as One of the Fine Arts.” Bennion, in that self-opinionated way which was a characteristic of his, and to which I always objected, maintained that the essayist had not been true to his subject. He had it that the particular case of murder on which De Quincey had founded his paper, was a work of butchery, and not a work of art.

Bennion insisted that murder might be considered as one of the fine arts, possibly as the finest of all the fine arts. But in that case it would have to be regarded from a very different point of view from that in which De Quincey had approached the subject. Bennion observed, and stuck to his observation with all that strength of obstinacy with which he was so divinely gifted, that the artist in murder — the true artist, that is, as distinct from the commonplace butcher — would pay careful attention to particular points. As thus: — 

In an artistic murder, Bennion declared, the first thing necessary was to make it appear that there had been no murder at all. There should be no mark of injury upon the corpse, either internal or external; no trace of poison, no suspicion of violence, no sign of a blow. It should seem as if the dead person had been struck down by the visitation of God. The more completely this condition was fulfilled, the more clearly would the artistic sense — in the operator, that is — be evidenced.

Even supposing some person, or persons, suspected that murder had been done, and the exact manner of its doing, still there should be no evidence in existence which should enable him, or them, to prove their suspicions true. And, to go one step farther, should some wholly unforeseen circumstance — the artist in murder would, before all men, know that it is the unforeseen which happens — place in the hands of those suspicious persons something which looked like evidence of guilt, it should still be utterly impossible to father on the criminal his crime.

If, said Bennion, all these conditions were fulfilled, then, and only then, should we see the fine arts applied to murder. His dogmatism half-amused and wholly irritated me, as, indeed, it had a trick of doing. There never was a man like Philip Bennion for laying down what he maintained was the letter of the law. I told him that there was only one person in my acquaintance who had in him the qualities which were required to realise his conception of the artistic homicide.

He indulged in that vulpine distortion of his countenance which he was wont to call a grin.

“You mean my precious nephew?”

I did mean Raymond Clinton, and I told him so. In my opinion there was no crime which would bring him money from which that young man would turn aside.

Bennion rose from his chair. I well remember that he stretched himself, which was another trick he had.

“To tell you the truth, Otway, I am not sure that you are very wrong. I have not myself the highest opinion of my sister’s son. Which is the more unfortunate since he is the only relative I have in the world, and — my heir.”

He pronounced those last two words, “my heir,” with a satiric emphasis which, it struck me, did not augur too well for the prospects of Mr. Clinton.

I never imagined when I parted that night with Philip Bennion, having discussed with him the theory of murder as a fine art, that I should have, in the morning, an instance of murder as a fine art presented to me in actual practice; and, what is more, with the theorist as an example of his theory.

I was at breakfast when Ryan, Bennion’s servant, came rushing into my room. He had a face as long as my arm.

“Oh, sir!” he gasped. “The governor!”

I asked him what was the matter with the governor, which was his way of speaking of his master. He never had treated his employer with what I judged to be proper respect, and still Bennion had suffered him.

“He’s dead!” gasped Ryan.

“Dead?”

I confess that I was startled; so startled that I rose from my breakfast — which I would not have done for a trifle — and followed Ryan.

Bennion and I shared the same flat in Piccadilly Mansions. Only I had my four little rooms, and Philip Bennion, as became a rich man, had his gorgeous suite. So all I had to do was to follow Ryan across the landing. We entered the room, which was rich with the triumphs of a collector. There, amidst the treasures which would have been welcome in any museum, lay their owner — dead.

Philip Bennion lay on the floor. He lay on his left side. His left cheek was pressed against the carpet, his right cheek was turned upwards towards the ceiling. A pipe lay in front of him, where it had fallen from his nerveless hand. It was one of those gorgeous examples of bygone pipes which he was so fond of collecting and of smoking. It’s owner was quite dead. It needed but a momentary examination to show that he had been dead some hours — he was stiff and cold.

“How came you not to discover him before?” I inquired of Ryan.

The man seemed troubled.

“Well, sir, I was out all night, and I’ve only just come in.”

I knew that the man was something of a scamp, and that Bennion had allowed him liberties which I would never have allowed to a servant of mine. Ryan went on:

“It’s a fit, sir, isn’t it?”

He alluded to the cause of Bennion’s death.

“It is murder,” I said.

“Murder!” Ryan had been kneeling by the dead man’s side. Suddenly he sprang up with a degree of agitation of which I did not think him capable, and which seemed to me unnatural, even under the circumstances of the case. “Murder!” His jaws seemed to be chattering one against the other. “What — what makes you think that?”

I could not tell him what made me think it, though I was as certain it was murder as I was that I myself was still alive. There were no signs of bloodshed. There was nothing which obviously went to prove that he had met his death by sudden violence. He lay as if he had fallen, as Ryan suggested, in a fit. The only peculiarity about his appearance was that his withered, crab-apple countenance was distorted as by a convulsive anguish of sudden pain; as though the death which had come upon him had been unexpected, sudden, fierce, and awful. Beyond that there was nothing in his outward appearance to show that he had not died the natural death which men die in their beds. Yet I knew that Philip Bennion had met his death in some way by the act of man.

The question which I put to myself as Ryan stood trembling there so that he seemed scarcely able to stand, was, Had I done it? Had I killed this man? It was not an agreeable question to have to put to one’s self as one knelt by the dead body of a man whom one had known since one’s earliest days. But it was a question to which I had to find an answer, or perhaps some one else might — and an answer which I should not like.

I have, through life, been a victim to that dual state of existence which men call somnambulism. As a somnambulist I am, I suppose, unique. I have been proved to have done things, while fast asleep, which, had they not been proved with strength of proof sufficient to convince even me, I should have deemed incredible. I have written stories and dispatched them to editors while fast asleep, and they have been accepted and paid for. I have saddled horses, and ridden and driven them, while fast asleep. On one occasion, when I was staying in Wales, I got up, dressed myself, and, fast asleep, in the middle of the night ascended Snowdon, only waking to find myself knocking in the early morning at the door of the cottage at the top. A man who would do that, one might say, would be capable of anything, even, in a state of somnambulism, of the murder of Philip Bennion.

Now, after Bennion had left me the night before, I had continued to think of what he had said, in his dogmatic way, of the fine arts as applied to murder. Even after I had retired to rest his words had haunted me in dreams. I had wrestled with nightmare horrors, and I had dreamed that I had gone to Philip Bennion’s room and done something to him — even in my dream I knew not what — and said to him: “I will show you the artist in murder.” And as I said it he fell back upon the floor. I saw him fall, and I stood and looked upon him as he lay. Then I put out the electric light. I had a clear recollection of putting out the electric light, and then of waking and finding myself in my own bed.

The fact of having put out the electric light — in my dream — was so present to my mind, that now, when wide awake and kneeling by the dead man’s body, I noticed that the electric light was out. Who put it out? It seemed sufficiently obvious that Philip Bennion had not. There had surely not been time enough for him to do it, before the end.

It was plain — there was the evidence of the pipe which lay at his side — that in that last dread moment, even, probably, while death was already actually upon him, he had been smoking. I picked up the pipe to make sure. It was full of tobacco. But it had been lighted. Possibly death had overtaken him as he had been indulging in his first whiff. A man does not smoke in his drawing-room — and that museum of curiosities Bennion called his drawing-room — in the dark. The whole building was lighted by electricity. There could be no sort of reasonable doubt that that particular apartment had been illuminated by the electric light when Philip Bennion had lighted his last pipe. And the first whiff of that last pipe had brought him death. Who — after he was dead — had put out the light? I had dreamed that I had done so. Had it been more than a dream? Had I done, in reality, what I imagined I had only dreamed?

I am free to own that I put the question to myself with a sense of considerable discomfort. I had done some queer things, in my time, when fast asleep; but I had never before got so far as murder. I am not, so far as I am aware, a man of homicidal tendencies. But what psychologist shall tell us what changes take place in a man’s nature when he passes from wakefulness to sleep?

I put a question to Ryan.

“Did you turn off the light?”

He stared at me askance, with an evident lack of comprehension.

“When? I was out all night. I have only just come in.”

“I mean, did you turn it out when you just came in?”

“Turn it out? It was out. It was broad day.”

The fellow evidently missed the point. It was plain, if the light was out when Ryan entered, that some one had been in the room since Bennion’s death and turned it out. It struck me that a judge and jury would consider that the case looked ugly against that person, whoever he might chance to be. He could not have failed to notice that motionless form lying there, in its awful eloquence, and why had he not given the alarm? Yes, why?

And the worst of it was that I had such a vivid consciousness of having, in my dream, looked down upon Bennion, silent on the floor — my God! just as he was silent now — and of then moving two or three paces from him, touching the electric button, and plunging the whole room into darkness. If this had been more than a dream, what ought I to do? In any case, what ought I to do?

I imagine that Ryan mistook the horror which began to settle on my mind, as I mentally contemplated the extraordinary nature of the situation I was in, for the stupor of grief at the death of my old friend. Because I became conscious that he was regarding me with what seemed to me to be extraordinary intensity. I was about to make some remark, anything, as it were, to break the spell — the spell of horrid silence — when the door opened, and Raymond Clinton entered.


CHAPTER II. MR. CLINTON

I am willing, at the outset, to own that I always did have an intense objection to Mr. Raymond Clinton. The objection extends to the whole class of men of which he was but a type. Personally, Mr. Clinton was something under thirty years of age, tall, slight, and, I believe, by some women esteemed good-looking. He was what used to be called a “swell,” but what, I understand, in the current slang of the day is called a “chappie.” I have no notion what that sort of person will be called to-morrow, but I know that he will be, as he always has been, a fool.

Mr. Clinton was left a small fortune on the death of his mother. But that soon went, if it had not gone before he had it. Then his uncle made him a regular allowance, which was as regularly exceeded. Philip Bennion was always giving him a helping hand out of financial ditches. I strongly suspect that he was in a very tight place at that particular moment, and that he had been making overtures, and hitherto unsuccessful overtures, to his uncle for assistance. Raymond Clinton, I was always convinced, had in him, as is the case with most fools, the making of a first-rate rogue; a finer natural liar, on his own lines, I never yet encountered. In dealing with him, the best thing was to take it for granted that he was always lying, and even then he deceived you by lapses into truth.

He stood in the open door leaning on his stick, his glass in his eye, as if he were at a loss to understand my presence, at that hour, in Philip Bennion’s room.

“Hallo, what are you doing here?” He spoke in that lifeless drawl which he so much affected. Then he caught sight of what was lying on the floor. As he did so, a marked change took place in his looks and his bearing. Staggering slightly forward, he clutched at the back of a friendly chair. “Hallo,” he repeated, “what are you doing here?”

As I marked, what seemed to me, the evident effort which he made to appear at ease — and, as a rule, no man needed to make less effort in that direction, a cooler, easier-going, more impertinent scamp than Raymond Clinton never lived — an instant conviction entered my mind that either he or I had slain old Bennion. The unfortunate part of the matter was that the conviction went no further than it did. The balance of probability was against Mr. Clinton. But then, what could a man think who knew himself to be a somnambulist, and who had dreamed, in the silent watches of the night, the dream which I had dreamed?

I stood up. I looked Mr. Clinton intently in the face. I pointed to the dead man lying on the floor.

“Mr. Clinton, do you not see who is lying here?”

“Gracious!” He said, “gwacious,” but I do not wish unnecessarily to emphasise his continued and, apparently, constitutional misusage of his mother tongue. “It’s old Ben! How dooséd funny!”

“What is deuced funny, Mr. Clinton? Your uncle is dead.”

“Dead!” Mr. Clinton dropped into the chair, the back of which he had been clutching. In spite of his affectation of surprise — which, by the way, was very badly done — something told me that he had been well aware of his uncle’s death, not only before my statement of the fact, but before he had entered the room. “How dooséd odd!”

I will do him the justice to say that he never made the slightest pretence at sorrow; but, as he sat there, focussing me with his eye-glass, he seemed to become conscious that something else was demanded of him besides a mere empty exclamation. So he gave vent to his feelings in these eloquent words:

“Poor old cock!” He paused; then added: “What’s he died of?”

I purposely waited a moment or two before I answered.

“Your uncle, Mr. Clinton, has been murdered.”

I had hit him hard. He showed more signs of being moved than, in one of his lymphatic nature, I had thought was possible.

“Murdered!” He stood up; he let his stick fall to the ground. Unless I am much mistaken he changed colour. “Gracious!”

There was silence for a moment or two. I never took my eyes from off his face. Conscious that this was so, he looked in every direction but towards me. I could see that he was trembling. I could also see that he was making a strong attempt to preserve his self-control. At last, removing his hat, for the first time he moved to where the dead man lay. He stood looking down at him.

“Has he been shot, or stabbed, or what?”

“That remains to be seen.”

He glanced up at me.

“What do you mean?”

“The exact kind of foul play by which your uncle met his death remains to be shown. And it will be shown, just as surely as they will find his murderer.”

“Then you are not certain he was murdered?”

“I am certain. I am as certain your uncle was murdered as I am certain that you are standing there.”

He continued to glance at me a moment longer. Then he turned to Ryan.

“What do you think?”

“I think, sir, and so I’ve told Mr. Otway” — there was a certain doggedness in the fellow’s tone— “that the governor’s died in a fit.”

Mr. Clinton at once chimed in with Ryan’s suggestion.

“Of course he’s died in a fit. Who’d want to murder him?” He looked up, as it seemed to me, with defiance in his eyes. “You’ll see that’s what the doctors will say — that he died in a fit.”


CHAPTER III. THE VERDICT

Mr. Clinton proved a true prophet. That was what the doctors did say — that Philip Bennion had died in a fit. And, practically, that was the verdict of the coroner’s jury too.

I attended the inquest, though I was not called as a witness. Mr. Clinton also attended the inquest, though he was not called as a witness. I wish he had been. I would have given a good round sum out of my own pocket to have seen and heard him answer a few questions put to him by a good cross-examining counsel. From my point of view, it seemed to me that the whole affair of the inquest was a farce. What was more, when I thought things quietly over by myself, I did not see what grounds I had to go upon which would enable the inquiry to take a wider range. I could scarcely volunteer to go into the box and detail the conversation which Philip Bennion and I had had upon the art of murder the night before he — died. What good purpose would it serve? What were the deductions which I drew? That Philip Bennion followed up a conversation on murder as one of the fine arts by committing suicide? Without proofs, the thing seemed preposterous on the face of it. And yet I, who knew Philip Bennion better than any man in the world, was quite conscious that that was just the sort of thing which he was capable of doing, if only for the sake of puzzling me with a psychological problem. Should I go into the witness-box, and, having mentioned that I was a somnambulist, tell the story of my dream? Not to dwell on the fact that no man is bound to criminate himself, what shred of evidence had I, somnambulist or no somnambulist, that, on that particular occasion, my dream had been anything but a dream?

No. The question which had to be answered was the question as to how Philip Bennion met with his death. That question the doctors alone could answer. And they did answer it, in their own fashion. They declared that he had died, as Ryan phrased it, in a fit. The trouble was the heart. It was not quite clear what the precise nature of the trouble was, but the general consensus of medical evidence seemed to show that Philip Bennion had died of valvular disease of the heart.

Ryan was the first witness who was called. He stated that, on his entry into the drawing-room, he perceived his master lying on the floor. When it transpired that this was a few minutes after eleven o’clock, the coroner asked him, rather sharply, as I had asked him, how it was that he had not discovered his master sooner. It then came out that he had been absent throughout the night, and had only just returned. When asked if this had been with his master’s permission, Ryan hesitated, and then owned that his master had known nothing at all about it. The admission created, what the newspapers call, a “slight sensation.” Ryan, in dogged tones, went on to state that he had been in Philip Bennion’s service nearly thirty years, and that he had been in the habit of spending a night out, now and then, “when he thought he would.” This I knew myself to be true, though Ryan might have added that there always ensued a row royal with his master in the morning.

In answer to further questions, Ryan went on to state that he had no reason to suppose that his master had ever meditated suicide; that he was a sharp-tempered “gent,” who said what he meant, and more than he meant, at times, but that, so far as he was aware, he had not an enemy in all the world.

“He was as kind and generous a gent, at bottom, in spite of all his sharp ways, as ever lived.” Such was the postscript to his evidence which Ryan added of his own accord.

The next witness was Bennion’s own medical adviser, Fullalove Carter. He stated, what was news to me, that he had suspected for some time that his patient’s heart was weak. He had made an examination, and he was of opinion that Philip Bennion had died of valvular disease of the heart. There might, or might not, have been some exciting cause, such, for instance, as a sudden shock. But it was well known that, in the case of a person with a weak heart, no exciting cause was absolutely needed, and that death was often, as it were, spontaneous. At the same time, he was bound to add that there were certain peculiarities about the case which had induced him, while making his post-mortem examination, to solicit the assistance of the eminent authority on diseases of the heart, Dr. Blakeham Warner.

Dr. Blakeham Warner, the eminent specialist thus referred to, followed Dr. Carter. He was inclined to be ultra-scientific. It seemed to me that he was more than half disposed to favour the court with a little learned medical disquisition on the human heart in general, and on Philip Bennion’s heart in particular. The coroner had some difficulty in keeping him to the point. One thing was plain, that Dr. Blakeham Warner regarded Philip Bennion’s as a particularly interesting “case.”

He had never seen a human heart present, in some respects, so peculiar an appearance as Philip Bennion’s. The peculiarity consisted in the appearance it presented of extraordinary and violent constriction. It was difficult to say as to what such an appearance might be owing. There were features about it which, in his experience, were unique. He detailed these features at considerable length — at rather more length, indeed, than the coroner seemed to relish. They might be owing to organic disease, or they might be owing to the action of certain poisons. Here I pricked up my ears, and I saw that Raymond Clinton pricked up his. As, for instance, such a poison as hydrocyanic acid. For himself, the attitude of his mind was an open one. He should like to hear what were the results of the analysis. If the presence of no poisonous matter was proved, and the other organs of the body were in a healthy condition, then he should say that the cause of death was valvular disease of the heart, though it was attended with features and certain peculiarities — on which, if the coroner had not stopped him, he seemed again disposed to enter into detail — which, in his experience, were unique.

The next witness was, in a certain sense, my witness. I had insisted on the contents of Philip Bennion’s stomach being sealed up and forwarded, for analysis, to the famous toxicologist, Lewis Cowan. Mr. Cowan, when he appeared, made short work of the matter. The manner in which he gave his evidence was in striking contrast to the manner in which Dr. Blakeham Warner had given his. He came at once to the point. He stated that he had discovered nothing; that there was nothing to discover; that Philip Bennion had not died of poison; that there was not the slightest trace or suspicion of any sort of injurious matter to be found; that the contents of his stomach had been in a perfectly normal and healthy condition.

On that evidence the coroner briefly charged the jury. After a momentary hesitation they returned a verdict of “Death from natural causes.” As they did so, Raymond Clinton looked up at me with what was unmistakably a gleam of triumph in his eyes. As I was leaving the room in which the inquiry had been held, he came and whispered in my ear: “I told you so.”

And I felt that the first condition of Philip Bennion’s artist in murder had been fulfilled; that the criminal had wrought his crime with such ingenuity and skill as to leave upon the body of his victim no trace of the deed which he had done.


CHAPTER IV. NINA PAYS ME A VISIT

That same day Nina Macrae came to see me. Bennion and I had been left as her trustees and guardians under her father’s will; but as I had felt that, for many reasons, Bennion had been more capable of filling such a trust than I, I had practically left the whole management of the young lady and her fortune in his hands. Thus she had come to look upon him, in many respects, almost in the light of a second father.

I had not thought proper to acquaint her of the untoward fate which had overtaken Philip Bennion; still, I had expected that she would have heard of the affair from other quarters. But now, to my surprise, she declared that she had only chanced upon the news by accident.

She stood, holding the handle of the door in her hand, looking down at me. The young women of England are certainly growing taller every year. I am not a dwarf, yet Nina Macrae is a good half-head taller than I am.

“Mr. Otway, what is the meaning of this?”

I knew very well what she referred to, but I dissembled.

“The meaning of what, my dear?’

“Guardian’s dead! Is it true?”

She saw the answer in my face. She came hurriedly forward.

“Oh, Mr. Otway, why did you not tell me?”

I wished then that I had told her; but I did not say so.

“There were reasons, my dear.”

“Reasons! What reasons?”

I did not choose to tell her what the reasons were — that I had suspected foul play, and wished to keep the knowledge from her as long as possible; still less did I choose to tell her that my mind had been so engrossed with other matters that I had scarcely thought of her at all.

“There were reasons, my dear, although just now I am not able to speak of them to you.”

She stared at me.

“Guardian — dead!” She sank down into a chair, looking as though she were unable to realise the thing. “I was just coming to see him.” There was a sort of catching in her breath, but she did not cry. The young women of England are not only growing taller, but it seems to me that they are growing less tearful too; both of which changes, to my mind, are for the better. The young women of my day used to cry for nothing at all, in pailfuls. It requires something, now-a-days, to make their daughters shed a tear. “I have had a letter from Ralph. He has sent a message for guardian. I was coming to bring it.” She dropped her voice. “Mr. Otway, what did guardian die of?”

“The doctors say that he died of heart disease.”

I suppose there was something in the tone of my voice which struck her ear.

“The doctors say. What do you mean? What do you say?”

I did not choose to tell her what it was I thought.

“I say what the doctors say — that Philip Bennion, my old friend, in the seeming prime of his health and vigour, was suddenly taken away.”

She looked at me as though she were trying to read in my face more than my words conveyed.

“I suppose you are my guardian now?”

“I always have been your guardian. Only, hitherto, I have left the reins of guardianship in wiser hands than mine. I have felt that a young lady and her fortune might prove more than I could manage. Now I must do my best to do the best for, and with, both.”

I do not know what moved her, but without any warning, all at once rising from her chair, she crossed the room and kissed me; she had to stoop to do it, too.

“Is it true there was an inquest?”

“Yes, my dear, it is quite true. The inquest was held this morning. The fact that it was necessary to hold an inquest was one of the reasons why I did not acquaint you sooner with the news that my old friend was dead. So far as we know, no human eye was the witness of his death. Under such circumstances, the English law insists that inquiry shall be made into the cause of death.”

“And what was the verdict?”

It seemed to me that her voice betrayed acute anxiety.

“ ‘Death from natural causes’ was the verdict of the coroner’s jury.”

“Natural causes. Oh?” She gave a sigh of evident relief. “Poor guardian! I shall call you guardian now.”

I thought of “the king is dead — long live the king,” and bowed.

“My dear, I shall feel highly flattered.”

“And to think that I should only have had a letter from Ralph this morning, containing one of those funny messages of his for guardian. It seems that he has discovered some wonderful curiosity in the bric-a-brac way — a snuff-box, I think it is — which I was to tell guardian all about, just, as Ralph says, to make his mouth water.”

“Where is Ralph?”

“He was in Rome when he wrote me. He had been in Rome nearly a fortnight. Poor Ralph, how grieved he will be!”

I thought it probable that he would be grieved, in a measure. Ralph Hardwicke was as fine a young man as I ever met. With a sufficiency of means, and a sufficiency of brains to enable him to use them to the best advantage. High-spirited, full of life, and fun, and frolic. He presented that, unfortunately, unusual combination — he was a clever young man and a good young man; straight as a die, without a suggestion of priggishness or pharisaical impertinence. He was handsome, tall, and strong, an athlete, and a scholar. What, I believe, commended him to Philip Bennion, as much as anything else, was his taste for bric-a-brac. Bennion had owed some of his rarest treasures to young Hardwicke’s keen scent, and to his unerring judgment, when it came to be a question of a genuine piece of vertu. Certainly Bennion had regarded Hardwicke, I verily believe, with more affection than the average father regards the average son. He had known him from his earliest childhood, he had been his guardian until he reached man’s estate, and I had reason to believe that, through life, Hardwicke had made of him his constant and his closest confidant.

Nina Macrae, too, regarded Mr. Hardwicke with a favourable eye, just as Mr. Hardwicke regarded her. They had both been Philip Bennion’s wards, and they had grown up together almost as sister and brother. But they had come to regard each other with a more than sisterly and brotherly love. I was as certain as I was certain of anything that she worshipped the ground on which he stood, just as he returned the compliment by worshipping the ground she trod upon. So far as I knew, there had been no open declaration of affection, and there had certainly been nothing in the shape of an open engagement. And this had rather surprised me, because, although Nina was only nineteen, Ralph was four or five-and-twenty. There could scarcely have been a match more to Philip Bennion’s liking, and it would have only needed a word from him — at least, so it had always seemed to me — to have had the matter signed, and sealed, and settled.


CHAPTER V. I VISIT MR. CLINTON

It was about a week after the inquest, and Nina Macrae’s visit to me, that a very curious thing happened — so curious a thing that it impressed me almost as much as I had been impressed by circumstances attending my old friend’s death.

I was coming up the stairs which led to Piccadilly Mansions, when I met Raymond Clinton, who was coming down them. He stopped me, and to my, I have no doubt, unequivocal surprise, asked me if I would drop into his rooms after dinner for a chat. He had, he said, something which he wished to say to me. I wondered what he could have to say which could be of interest to me — except upon one subject, upon which he was not likely to speak — but, none the less, as I had nothing else to do that evening, I assented to his proposition.

I should mention that Mr. Clinton had come into undisputed possession of all that his uncle had. He was well known to be his uncle’s only living relative. No will was found. From what Foreclose, Bennion’s lawyer, said, it seemed that his client had, for some time past, intended making a will; but, it appeared, he had never got any farther than the intention. Keen man of business and man of the world, as he undoubtedly was, he had died intestate. The result was that Raymond Clinton, whom he had certainly never loved and for whom he had certainly never intended such good fortune, took everything. There was not even a keepsake for Ralph Hardwicke, or for Nina, whom he had loved — yes, both of them. There was nothing to reward Ryan for his long, if not over-faithful, service; not to mention that there was nothing for me, the friend of a lifetime — except something which I had secured on my own account, of which no one knew, and which, in the last dread hour which was still to come, I wished with all my heart and soul that I had never seen.

Mr. Clinton had lost no time in entering on the good which, if not the gods, then which something else had given him. He had taken up his abode in Philip Bennion’s chambers, and it was in the drawing-room in which Ryan had found his uncle lying dead upon the floor that he received me upon the evening on which I paid him that memorable visit.

I had noticed, during the short time which had elapsed since his uncle’s death, that an indefinable change had taken place in the man as I used to know him. In spite of the wonderful improvement which had occurred in his circumstances, he seemed to me to be less at ease than he had been in the uneasiest of his times. Something of his affectation of ultra-fashionable swagger and stupidity had vanished, and he appeared to be more wide-awake, shrewder, and more on the alert than I had ever known him. This change in him struck me very markedly on that particular evening.

The first few moments of our tête-à-tête were awkward ones. I had, avowedly, nothing that I wished to say to him, and it appeared, after all, as if he had nothing which he wished to say to me. I sat smoking a cigar; he stood in front of the fire, looking intently at me when I was not looking at him; but directly my glance caught his he looked away in every direction but towards me. I was conscious that this was so, but I did not choose to let him think I noticed it.

At last he broke the silence by putting his fingers into his waistcoat pocket and taking something from it, which he held out to me on the open palm of his hand.

“Is this yours?” he asked.

I recognised it at once. It was a sleeve-link of a somewhat curious and costly pattern, one of a pair which I valued not a little.

“It is mine.”

“Where did you get it from?”

“I thought it might be yours. Ryan picked it up. He asked me if it was mine. I told him that it was not, but I would inquire of you if it was yours.” He paused, and then added, in a tone which was full of meaning, “Ryan picked it up on the floor of this room on the morning on which he found old Ben lying here dead. He picked it up before you came into the room.”

As he said this Mr. Clinton looked at me in a manner which I by no means relished.

I was startled — not pleasantly. It was an odd coincidence that I should have worn that sleeve-link, with its fellow, on the night on which I had discussed, with Philip Bennion, “Murder, Considered as One of the Fine Arts.” It was odder still that in the morning, when I came to look for it, I should have missed that particular link. How came Ryan to find it on Philip Bennion’s drawing-room floor — and before I entered? When the vivid dream which I had dreamed on that fateful night was thus forcibly recalled to my recollection, a cold wave seemed to pass all over me. For a moment I lost my presence of mind.

Through it all I was conscious that Mr. Clinton was regarding me with a fixed intentness of gaze, the meaning of which I could not define. Was it possible that he suspected me? That would be the final straw. To have slain, while fast asleep, my old, if argumentative friend, was bad enough; to be suspected of the crime by Raymond Clinton would be much worse. Better to hang than that.

Finally, but none too soon, he removed his gaze from off my countenance, and, turning to the fire, began to stir the burning coals with the toe of his polished boot. In that attitude he addressed me.

“But it wasn’t about the link I wished to speak to you. Glad you’ve got it back again. Of course I know that you were old Ben’s oldest living friend, though I don’t think that you ever felt too much friendship for me, and of course I know that, if he had had his way, old Ben would never have died without at least leaving you something which would have served as a memorial of him. It’s long odds that he never meant that all the spoils should be mine. So, if you don’t mind, I should like you to choose anything which you might fancy, either in this room or anywhere else about the place, and regard it, not as something coming from me, but as a keepsake from old Ben.”

Mr. Clinton’s little speech took me rather by surprise. I had given him credit neither for such generosity nor for such good taste, not to speak of such right feeling. For the instant I was disposed to give him a hint that if he made a similar offer to Nina Macrae and to Ralph Hardwicke he would do well. But I refrained. I felt that neither he, nor Nina, nor Ralph would thank me. If such an offer was to be made at all, let the original suggestion come from him.

For my own part, I at once made up my mind that I would accept his offer, and that although I already possessed a small relic of his uncle of which he had no notion. I told him so.

“I thank you, Mr. Clinton. I confess to you that I have felt that I should like to have something which belonged to our old friend — something which I might regard as a memorial of our life-long friendship.”

“Look round the room, and see if there is anything here which you would care to have.”

I did look round the room, and I saw a great many things which I would care to have — care very much to have. I am not myself a collector — that is, I do not make the chief object of my existence the gathering together of a heterogeneous assortment of articles of curiosity — bric-a-brac. But I do know a good thing when I see it, and in that room there were not only things which were good, there were things which, from a money point of view, were priceless — things, for the possession of which, if they were put up to auction, the museums of the world would bid against each other.

After some not inconsiderable dubitation, my glance rested on a cabinet which stood in a corner of the room. I knew it to have been a comparatively recent acquisition of Philip Bennion’s. I remembered the burst of triumph with which he had shown it me when it first came home. I had then told myself, and I had, indeed, told him, that I would give something to call it mine. I took it for granted that he had given some fabulous sum for it, though I had no notion of what he really had given. In the matter of the prices which he gave for his treasures he was the most secretive man alive. It was a hobby of his never to tell you where he picked them up, and never to tell you what he paid for them. But I had no doubt that he had paid an enormous sum for that particular cabinet — it was worth it. It was of ebony, perhaps six feet high and some four feet wide. It consisted externally of two cupboards, one above and one below. These cupboards opened in the centre, so that each had two doors. The panels of these doors were inlaid with porcelain plaques, and these plaques were exquisitely painted, notably the plaques on the two doors of the upper cupboard. In the one on the left was the figure of a woman, clad in all the magnificence of sixteenth century costume — probably an Italian fine lady of the period. She was a young and a lovely woman, and, with a smile upon her face, she was holding out, in one hand, what seemed to be a golden key, to a young and handsome cavalier, while with the other she was pointing to a cabinet which was at her side. In the plaque upon the right, cavalier and cabinet both had disappeared, and the woman was alone. She was regarding, this time, with a very curious smile upon her face, her golden key. Although the subject of the picture was enigmatic, if not meaningless, the execution was marvellous. The woman’s face, particularly in the second painting, in which she was alone, exercised a singular fascination upon you as you gazed.

I remembered that Bennion had told me that the cabinet had belonged to one of the Medicis. He had added that the interior was beautiful, with a beauty of which the exterior could give you but a faint conception. But, unfortunately, at that time the key had not come home. It required cleaning, or oiling, or something, and was to make its appearance shortly. So that I did not see the cabinet opened, and, as it chanced, I never had seen it opened since.

Rising, I approached the corner in which the cabinet stood.

“I have half a mind, Mr. Clinton, to choose this cabinet, though, at the same time, I have hardly the conscience to deprive you of such a treasure.”

“You are welcome to it, if you choose to take it. Only there is one thing — it has no key.”

“No key?”

“Ryan says that it has never been opened since the day that it came home. He says that the key was brought one night — it came by post, Ryan believes — just as old Ben was going out to dinner. Old Ben put it down somewhere, and in the morning, when he came to look for it, he couldn’t think where. He and Ryan hunted for it in all directions, but it never has been found since. Ryan says that he believes old Ben put it in his pocket, and lost it while he was out; but old Ben always denied it with fervent protestations.”

“So that the cabinet has never been opened?”

“According to Ryan. He says that old Ben was always going to send for a locksmith, but that he never sent.”

I said nothing. Clinton might be telling the truth or he might not. I knew him sufficiently well to be aware that it was quite impossible, if one judged merely by appearances, to tell if he was or was not lying. He might be unwilling to part with the cabinet — in which unwillingness he would be perfectly justified — and had invented the story of the lost key — for, in the matter of lies, he was a master of invention — by way of conveying a delicate hint of his disinclination.

If he was unwilling to part with the cabinet — very well! He might keep it. I would choose something else. I was quite clear, in my own mind, that I would have something.

I turned to a number of bronzes which were crowded together on a table which stood against the wall — very fine pieces some of them were. I could see that they had not been touched for some time, for they were covered with dust. I picked them up, one after the other — rather gingerly, because of the dust — and examined them, I turned one piece, a curiously-shaped, convoluted vase, upside down, for the purpose of seeing what mark might be underneath. As I did so something rattled in its interior. I shook the vase. Something tumbled out of it on to the table. It was a key of somewhat singular construction, apparently, made of some sort of composition; it looked like gold. It was, possibly, six inches in length. Long and slender in the barrel, the handle was beautifully wrought and finished in a very complicated design. The wards were very intricate, and if they exactly fitted the lock to which they were designed, which one could scarcely doubt, then I should say that that would have been an exceedingly difficult lock to pick. The key, which was unmistakably of foreign workmanship, presented, in its integrity, an excellent example of the locksmith’s art.

I picked it up.

“What’s this?” I said.

Mr. Clinton came towards me.

“Hallo! A key!”

“Is it the lost key of the cabinet?”

“By Jove! It might be. It looks just like the sort of key a thing like that would have. Where did you find it?”

“It fell out of this vase.”

“Fancy if old Ben put it there and forgot all about it. It’s just the sort of thing he would have done, and you can see the vase hasn’t been touched for months. I’ve had nothing touched since I’ve been here. Give it to me; I’ll see if it fits. If it does you can have the cabinet and welcome.”

I handed him the key. He inserted it in the lock of the cabinet. It went in easily. He commented on the fact.

“George! I believe it is the key. It fits like a glove. Let’s see if it will turn.”

He was, as I suppose, just about to turn the key when he gave a sort of choking cry, staggered backwards, stood for a moment reeling to and fro, as if in some kind of convulsion, and then fell heavily to the floor.


CHAPTER VI. THE MEDICI CABINET

I was so amazed that I stared for a moment at the recumbent figure lying almost at my feet. I expected to see him get up again, or at least to show signs of life. But he lay as if he were dead.

“Mr. Clinton!” I exclaimed, when I had somewhat recovered my presence of mind, and perceived that still he did not move.

He was silent. I leant over him. I was amazed and horrified by the spectacle which he presented. He lay on his back. I could see that his fists were tightly clenched. His lips were slightly parted; a thin line of foam marked their partition. His eyes were half open. I could see that the eye-balls had turned right round in their sockets. His face was all drawn up and puckered, so that he presented the appearance of, as it were, a grinning fiend. I never saw a more unpleasant spectacle.

I perceived at once that the case was serious, that there was something here of which I should not care to accept the responsibility. I summoned Ryan — for Mr. Clinton had, at any rate temporarily, continued his uncle’s old servant in his own service.

When Ryan saw Mr. Clinton lying there he was amazed.

“Good Lord!” he cried. “How like the governor he looks.”

I myself saw points of similarity between Mr. Clinton’s appearance and Philip Bennion’s, as we had found him on that never-to-be-forgotten morning. But I also saw points of dissimilarity too. And in any case it was not a moment in which to dwell upon coincidences.

“He is in some sort of a fit,” I said. “Let us see what we can do for him.” We did see what we could do for him and we did it, both Ryan and I. But in spite of all we could do, I thought at one time that he had followed his uncle — that he had gone after a very brief possession of those good things which his heart so loved.

I was just on the point of summoning medical assistance, and wishing, too, that I had summoned it before, when he gave signs of life — faint signs, but unmistakable signs, despite their faintness.

“Thank goodness!” I exclaimed. “He is not dead!”

He was not dead, but it was some minutes still before he really was alive. And it seemed that his restoration to life was as painful as evidently his temporary departure from it had been. He came back with convulsive shudderings and uncomfortably stertorous breathing.

When he again was fully conscious, sitting up, he looked about him with bewildered eyes.

“What’s — what’s wrong?”

“That’s what I should like to ask you. How are you feeling now?”

“Feeling?” He put his hand up to his brow. “I — I’m feeling dooséd queer.”

“You’ve had some sort of fit. Are you subject to that sort of thing?”

I looked at him attentively as I asked the question. I had never seen such a sudden change take place in a man before. He seemed to have aged ten years in a moment. He looked, to use a figure of speech, like a living corpse. His eyes had sunk deep into his head; his cheeks seemed to have grown thin.

“Fit!” he exclaimed. “Never had such a thing in my life. It was my hand.” He held out his right hand in front of him and stared at the palm with a puzzled air, as though he was still not quite himself. “I hurt it. What’s that?”

He drew his open palm towards him and pointed at it with the index finger of his left hand. I leant forward to see what it was he pointed at. Nothing was visible except a tiny red spot. It was to that he was pointing.

“It’s nothing,” I said. “You have pricked yourself, that’s all.”

“Oh! Think so? Dooséd odd!” He stared about him as if he did not quite know where he was. “Give me some brandy.”

We gave him some. We had tried to give him some before between his tightly-clenched teeth. Now he swallowed the better part of half-a-pint neat. It seemed to revive him. He stood upon his feet; he shook himself; he gave a somewhat uncomfortable-looking grin.

“I’m all right. I’ve only had a touch of the staggers.” He turned to Ryan. “You can go.” Ryan went. Clinton turned to me. “You needn’t look at me like that. I’m all right, I tell you. I only came over a trifle queer. Let’s see if that key fits the lock.”

He moved towards the cabinet, walking rather shakily. He stood staring at the key, which, when he fell, he had left in the lock, as though even yet he had not recovered complete control of all his faculties.

“Let’s see, I was trying if that key fitted, wasn’t I? Oh, yes, of course I was. How — how stupid of me to have forgotten. Let’s see if it does.”

He laid a rather shaky hand upon the handle of the key and, as I again suppose, again endeavoured to turn it. But before he had time to succeed he again gave utterance to that disagreeable choking sound to which he had given utterance before, and again he staggered backwards. This time, however, he turned towards me, and so enabled me to perceive that the muscles of his face were working, as if automatically, in a manner which was absolutely horrible. He seemed to be making a frantic effort to speak, but ere he had opportunity to give utterance to a coherent sound, he again fell backwards with a crash to the floor; and, having fallen, he lay as if he were dead.

This was getting more than a joke. My visit was taking a form for which I had not bargained. I was assisting in a series of little scenes for which I was not by any means prepared. If Mr. Raymond Clinton had a predisposition towards fits, he ought to have warned me that he intended to indulge that predisposition to the full on that particular evening, in which case I should certainly have kept away. I was not sufficiently interested in Mr. Raymond Clinton to care to act as his gratuitous and unskilled medical assistant.

But, as I was there, and the man would indulge himself, I felt that I had better see him out of just this one other. When I had seen him out of it, before I gave him the chance to enjoy another, at least, while I was there — we would see. So again I summoned Ryan, who was unmistakably surprised at this fresh manifestation of his master’s peculiar idiosyncrasy, and I did see him out of it — that is, with the assistance of Ryan.

This was not such a lengthy business as the first had been. In fact, it was my opinion that he never had entirely lost consciousness. And while we were still, I suppose, in the middle of the work of resuscitation, Mr. Clinton all at once came to — of his own accord, so to speak — in a manner which amazed me.

He sprang up so suddenly that he all but struck the back of his head against my nose, which, as I am unusually tender in the immediate neighbourhood of that organ, would have been a nice reward for playing the good Samaritan — sprang right upon his feet. He glanced about him wildly for a moment or two; then, turning to Ryan, he shouted at, rather than spoke to him.

“Get out!” he cried, and pointed to the door.

My first impression was that Mr. Clinton had gone mad, and I was more than half disposed to urge Ryan to stay. But I refrained, and Ryan got out, seemingly not at all unwillingly. Then Mr. Clinton turned to me.

The change in his appearance was really wonderful. A prolonged bout of the severest illness could scarcely have worked a greater. The second attack might not have been so severe as the first had been, but it had left its mark upon him, none the less. He looked worn and haggard, all the life-blood seemed to have left his face. But, in spite of the appearance of pallor, there was about him an appearance of ferocity, too. He seemed to be in a towering rage — he, the man whom I had never judged capable of material discomposure! Fixing his gleaming eyes upon my countenance, he bent forward and said, in a voice which trembled as with passion:

“Do you know what did it?”

“What did what?” I asked.

“Do you know what knocked me down?”

“I have no idea. I imagine that you are in an imperfect state of health.”

“Not I! I’m as strong as a horse, and always have been. It was the key!”

“The key!”

He was pointing towards the cabinet. I followed with my eye the direction in which he pointed; but I had not the faintest notion of what it was he meant.

“The key!” he repeated. “Look at that!” He held out his right hand, palm uppermost. “Just now there was one spot, now there are two.”

There certainly were two tiny red spots right in the centre of the palm of his hand. It was equally true that before I had only noticed one.

“But what of that?” I said. “You have pricked yourself again, that’s all.”

“I have not pricked myself. It was the key which pricked me! I was half conscious of it the first time. I was sure of it the second. Directly I began to turn it, something shot out of the key into my hand.”

“Something shot out of the key into your hand?”

“I’ll swear to it! It’s some infernal contrivance or other. I felt it prick me like a needle, and I believe — —” He paused; then added, in a sort of gasp: “By Heaven! Otway, I believe the thing is poisoned!”

I was silent. The truth is, that he had momentarily startled away from me the power of speech. His words filled my mind with a vista of wild imaginings. He moved towards the cabinet. And I thought of the strange tales which are told of the Italian poisoners of the Renaissance, of the days when art was a power in the lands, the days when murder was indeed considered as one of the fine arts; and the ingenuity of the multitudinous contrivances by means of which they conveyed their poisons to their victims; and of a melodramatic legend which I had read somewhere, long ago, of a treasure house, which, when you tried to enter it, and, to enable you to do so, turned the key, which was always left invitingly in the lock, you were struck dead. While such thoughts were traversing my mind, Raymond Clinton, standing before the cabinet, was apostrophising the painted figures on the painted panels. His wild words mingled, appropriately enough, with my wild thoughts.

He addressed himself to the resplendent figure of the smiling woman.

“You see, Otway, she has a key in her hand. George! it is the very spit of the key which you found in the vase, and which I was fool enough to try to turn. She offers it to the man — poor beggar! What’s he done to her? She points to the cabinet; upon my soul, it’s the double of this. The thing’s as plain as porridge!” He pointed to the second picture, in which the woman was alone. “Now, you see, she’s done the trick — the man’s rubbed out. But she’s still got the key in her hand; it was with that she did it! And she’s smiling to herself to think that no one will ever know. You Jezebel!” Mr. Clinton actually shook his fist at the painted porcelain. “I wonder how many men you’ve wiped out with that sweet key of yours before it almost did for me?”

It occurred to me that, after all, he was rather putting the cart before the horse.

“Doesn’t it strike you, Mr. Clinton, that you are rather taking things for granted? You have no actual proof that there is anything malevolent in the construction of the key.”

He stretched out his hand in front of him.

“No actual proof! What do you call this?”

“Quite so. But suppose we examine the key itself.”

“Take care how you touch it, or you will soon have proof enough and to spare.”

“I will be careful.” I grasped the barrel of the key very cautiously between my finger and thumb. I experienced no difficulty in withdrawing it from the lock. “Do you think there is such a thing as a pair of tweezers anywhere?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised. There’s a drawer here full of all sorts of things.”

The drawer referred to proved to be the kind of drawer which such a collector as Philip Bennion might be expected to have, even in his drawing-room. It contained the tools which might be required for a thousand purposes, and which an enthusiast would always desire to have close at hand. Amongst other things were a pair of tweezers and a daintily-fashioned vice. The vice I screwed, without remorse, and with Mr. Clinton’s approbation, to a highly-polished table. In it I fixed the key, wards downwards. Then, with the aid of the pair of tweezers, I essayed to turn the handle.

I met with less resistance even than I expected. At my first slight effort the handle turned quite easily, although independent of the rest of the key, which was held firmly by the vice. At the top of the bar which bound the handle was a little hole, so small that it was only to be noticed by a close inspection. As the handle turned, there shot out of the barrel what looked like a bright steel needle. It passed through the hole in the handle, extending, perhaps, a quarter of an inch beyond it, an extent sufficient to cause a pretty considerable incision in the palm of a man’s hand. It appeared for an instant and then vanished, beating a retreat long before I turned the handle back again. I turned the handle two or three times, and each time that curious gleaming little instrument made its instantaneous appearance and departure.

“What devil’s game is this!” exclaimed Mr. Clinton.

I could see that the same thought had come to him which had come to me.

If merely turning the handle of that singularly-fashioned key had had such an effect on Raymond Clinton, what effect might it not have had on Philip Bennion? Supposing he had tried to turn it on that eventful night? Supposing he had tried to open that mysterious cabinet? Mr. Clinton’s second attack had been less severe than his first. Possibly the mischievous strength of the thing was weakened by repetition. Possibly use dulled its powers, and it was only the first user who proved their full malignancy. If Philip Bennion had endeavoured to open the cabinet, he came before Raymond Clinton, and he might have found the charming, and, apparently harmless example of the locksmith’s art charged as if with the lightning stroke of death. It would have left upon him no external mark of what it had done, save, possibly, a tiny pin-prick on the palm of his hand. And who would have thought of looking for that? Or who would have thought anything of it, even if it had been seen?

That the same thought had been simultaneously occupying Mr. Clinton’s mind was shown by a remark he made without my having spoken a word which could have given him a hint of what I had been thinking.

“It couldn’t have been.”

“Why not?”

“Ryan tells me, positively, that old Ben lost the key the night that it came home, and that he never found it afterwards.”

“He might have found it on that last night.”

“I think not. I don’t believe that the vase from which you unearthed it has been touched for months. And again, if he had found it, and had put it in the lock, it would still have been in the lock when — when Ryan discovered him. Judging from my experience, of which you have been the witness, he would have been struck down in an instant. He would surely not have had time to withdraw the key from the lock, and still less to put it in the vase, which, you will observe, is at some distance from the cabinet. What is more, when Ryan discovered him, he was not near either the cabinet or the vase, but right at the other side of the room.”

“That is true.” I felt that Mr. Clinton’s reasoning — of which, by the way, I had not thought he had been capable — was not without its cogency. “At the same time there are, with your permission, two things which I should like to do. First of all, I should like to submit this key to an authority whose appreciation of its peculiar properties might be juster than yours and mine. Have you any objection?”

“Not the slightest. The sooner you take it away the better I shall be pleased. I always have had an objection to dangerous playthings. I suppose that now you wouldn’t care to have the cabinet?”

“On the contrary, I should care to have it more than ever. Its value is enhanced in my eyes by the twofold purpose which, if one may conjecture, it possibly was designed to serve. I would infinitely prefer it, for instance, to one more valuable, which was only a cabinet and nothing more. And there is another thing. I should very much like to know from whom your uncle procured his treasure. I suppose that you have no idea?”

“Not the slightest. He never spoke to me about such things.”

“I should like to know, too, if he was acquainted with the peculiar properties of this key. He showed me the cabinet, the outside of it, that is, on the day on which he had it home, but he never hinted at anything of the kind. I remember, indeed, his saying that he did not know what was the subject of the pictures on the panels. If he had been acquainted with the peculiar properties of the key, their subject would have been obvious enough.”

“Too obvious!”

Turning, Mr. Clinton again glared at the painted lady.

“One other thing I should like to know. Whether the person from whom he procured the cabinet was acquainted with the peculiar properties of its key.”

“He must have been.”

“I think it probable. His sending the key home afterwards looks — odd.”

“I lay you odds, Otway, that the fellow, whoever he was, before he sent it, charged it with some infernal poison.”

“I am bound, myself, to own that it looks curious.”

Clinton gave a sudden exclamation.

“I tell you what: I think I have something which will help you to find out where old Ben got the cabinet from.” Taking a bunch of keys from his pocket, he opened a drawer in a writing-table. “Here’s a sort of diary in which old Ben seems to have entered a lot of odds and ends about his collection. I’ve only just glanced at it. Perhaps you may be able to find something in it about the cabinet.” He took out a leather-covered volume, which was secured by a key. “Here’s the key.”

He handed me the book and the key.

“Thank you. I think that, as you suggest, I may be able to procure from it some information. And now, Mr. Clinton, I think that I will say good-night.”

“One moment.” Something curious in his tone caused me to glance at him. “I have a word or two which I wish to say to you.”

He stood for some seconds looking at me attentively, while I waited for him to speak. Then he crossed the room.

“I wonder where that Ryan is? I have not the highest opinion of that gentleman.” He opened the three doors which the room possessed, moving from one to the other, and looked outside. “He doesn’t seem to be anywhere about. I don’t want to have him listening. But this room is such a thundering large one, that I don’t think he’ll be much wiser, even if he has a weakness for the keyhole.”


CHAPTER VII. MR. CLINTON’S STATEMENT

Returning to the fireplace, Mr. Clinton took up his position with his back to it. After his behaviour with regard to the doors, I was prepared for some peculiar, and probably characteristic, observation. But I was not prepared for what he actually did say, nor did I understand what he meant when he said it.

“Mr. Otway” — he cleared his throat, as if he found some difficulty in saying what he had to say. I noticed, too, that he fidgeted from foot to foot— “I suppose that you and I are in the same boat together?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I say that as you and I are in the same boat together, we may as well be plain with one another.”

“I am afraid that I do not understand you.”

“Don’t you?” Something very like a savage gleam came into his eyes. “Then you very soon shall. I’m sick of this.” The man whom I had always known in his most insolent and rascally moods to be as cool as a cucumber, seemed, to-night, to have entirely changed his nature. He spoke quite ferociously. “I’m a man who likes to know just where I am standing, and I’ve never had a moment’s peace of mind since — since old Ben died. So perhaps you’ll be so good as to tell me, straight out, if you saw me that night.”

“If I — what?”

“If you saw me that night. I speak plainly enough, and you know very well what I mean.”

“I assure you that you flatter my perspicuity. I have not the most distant comprehension of your meaning.”

“George! Otway, I believe you’re a cleverer man than I thought you were.” Mr. Clinton’s equivocal compliment seemed to be genuinely meant; though what had prompted it was more than I could guess. “I’ll be straight with you, anyhow. Therefore, Mr. Otway, I beg to inform you that I did see you.”

“You saw me — when?” As I saw that he smiled I added: “You may smile, Mr. Clinton, but I am still so dull as not to understand you. When did you see me? And what was the peculiarity of the circumstances that you should wish to recall them to me now?”

He came and laid his hand upon my arm, and dropped his voice almost to a whisper — by no means a friendly whisper.

“Do you mean to tell me that you don’t know that I saw you on the night on which old Ben — died?”

I stared at him. I perceived that his words conveyed some hidden and some unpleasant meaning, which, however, still I did not catch.

“You saw me on the night on which your uncle died. Well, what then?”

“What then? You ask what then? What is your little game? Do you think I’m going to let you hold that little card, and play it, one day when it suits you, with a view to plunder?”

I shook his hand from off my arm.

“Mr. Clinton, you speak in riddles. Will you be so good as to tell me in plain English, sufficiently plain to be suited to my limited comprehension, precisely what it is you mean?”

He came still closer. His pallid face — pallid from the effects of the two attacks from which he had recently recovered — became still more pallid. He clutched my arm with convulsive force. And he said, as if inspired with sudden, ungovernable rage:

“Otway, I believe you killed him!”

“Killed him! I? Killed who!”

“You killed old Ben! Own it, you hound, or, as I’m alive, I’ll shake the life light out of you.”

He did shake the life half out of me. He took me by the shoulders and shook me as if I were a rat. He was a young man, and I was an old one. And I was so amazed at his extraordinary language, and such was the suddenness of his attack, that the capacity to offer even the smallest resistance was quite gone from me. He shook me, I say, as if I had been a rat; and when he had had, as I presume, enough of shaking me — and I had had more than enough of being shaken — he threw me from him, and hurled me backwards with so much violence that I fell headlong to the floor.

It was several seconds before I recovered myself sufficiently to resume a perpendicular position, and then I felt as if all my bones had become unjointed.

“Mr. Clinton, you are either a cowardly scoundrel or a raving madman.”

He advanced towards me again. I retired. I thought it better.

“Tell me what you were doing in here at three o’clock in the morning?”

“In here at three o’clock in the morning — I? Mr. Clinton, I am beginning to be strongly of opinion that something has happened, you best know what, to unhinge what little mind you ever had. I never remember to have been in this room at three o’clock in the morning in all my life.”

He threw up his hands to the ceiling.

“This man out Tartuffes Tartuffe! Have you forgotten — have you so poor a memory, you king of hypocrites? — that I saw you come out of your room and come in here? When you came in here the room was lighted; when you went out of it it was all in darkness. Possibly you felt that for the deed which you had done darkness was more appropriate than light; but what it was you did is known only to God, and to old Ben, and to you.”

I did not sit — I sank down into a chair. A cold sweat broke out all over me. My dream! The vivid recollection I had had of putting out the electric light! I gasped rather than spoke:

“You saw me come in here!” I made an effort to recover myself. “May I ask, Mr. Clinton, what you were doing here at that hour to see me?”

“I will tell you. I was a villain; but the thought of it all has so nearly driven me mad that I will make a clean breast of it, even if it spoils me. I was stony; I was in an awful hole. I had asked old Ben for coin, but he wouldn’t part. But coin I was bound to have, or I should come to frightful grief, safe as houses. I made up my mind that I would get coin somehow. I knew that old Ben kept a lot in a drawer in the writing-table here — he was a queer stick about that sort of thing — and I — I happened to have a key which would fit that drawer. I made up my mind I would use that key. I stole into the chambers at three o’clock in the morning — never mind how I got in, I did get in — and I had got as far as outside this room when I heard a noise. I slunk into the little alcove which is between the door and the wall, and I saw the door of your room opened, and I saw you come out. You came straight in here, and as you came in here, I could see that the room was lighted. That was more than I had bargained for. I knew that old Ben was an early bird, and I had taken it for granted that he would have gone to roost long before that time. I don’t know how long you were in there, but it seemed to me to be hours; but under circumstances such as mine were time don’t go quickly. When you came out I could see that the room was all in darkness. As you came out you turned right round, and you saw me. I was never in such a state in my life. I went all of a heap. For the life of me I didn’t know what to say or do. I just mumbled ‘Mr. Otway,’ but you said nothing. You stared at me for a good half minute, and then you turned right round and walked straight into your own room. I saw that I was in for it, because I knew that you were no friend of mine, and that you’d be sure to tell old Ben that you’d seen me hanging about his room, like an area thief, at three o’clock in the morning. So I told myself that I might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb. It seemed to me that it was a case of smash either way, and as I felt sure that old Ben wouldn’t prosecute if the worst came to the worst, and as I knew that — that some one else would if I couldn’t lay my hands upon some coin, I made up my mind to see the thing through and go for the gloves. I waited till I thought old Ben would be safe to have gone to bed, and then I tried the door. I had brought a pass key, but, to my surprise, I found that it was open. When I had got inside, and had shut the door behind me, I struck a match, for it was so dark that I couldn’t see my nose before my face. As I did so, I saw — my God! shall I ever forget it? — I saw old Ben lying on the floor in front of me. I was so taken aback that I let the match go out, and, upon my soul, I could hear my own heart beating against my ribs. I waited. There was not a sound. I struck another match — it was as much as I could do, I was trembling so — and I went and looked at old Ben. I shall never forget the feelings with which I saw that he was dead, not if I live to be a hundred. You hound!”

Mr. Clinton paused in his narrative to shake his fist at me.

“If I had not been the greatest cur that ever breathed I should have given the alarm and set the dogs at you at once. But I was so taken aback, and I was myself so conscience-stricken, that I gave way to panic, and, there and then, I made a bolt of it, without ever thinking of the coin which I’d come after. But in the morning I couldn’t keep away, and when I came and saw you and Ryan looking at old Ben, and saw the way in which you carried it off, I felt funny. I thought that your game was that if I didn’t give you away, you wouldn’t give me. But since then I haven’t been able to make you out. So I have resolved that I will come to an understanding with you as to what the position really is. You will be so good as to tell me before you leave this room what you did to old Ben, because, Mr. Otway, I mean to know.”

I am not going to attempt to describe the emotions with which I listened to Mr. Clinton’s statement, because, in that direction, I have no skill. Of one thing, as he went on, I became convinced, that he was telling the truth according to his rights. And, regarded from the most charitable point of view, a disgraceful truth it was.

“Mr. Clinton,” I said, when, after an interval of silence, I had regained sufficient mastery of myself to enable me to speak, “whatever I did, I did it in a dream.”

“In a dream! You — you A1 liar! Look here, Mr. Otway, it’s no good of your trying that line with me. I assure you I’m not the fool you evidently take me for — upon my honour!”

“Mr. Clinton, when you saw me I was walking in my sleep.”

“Walker!”

“Have you never heard that I am a somnambulist? Among my acquaintances it is a matter of common notoriety.”

He reflected for a moment, or he appeared to reflect.

“I have heard something about it. But don’t ask me to believe that, in a fit of somnambulism, you killed old Ben. It would be too thin, it really would.”

“I have given careful attention to what you had to say. I must ask you to give equally careful attention to what I have to say. And I may state at once, by way of preface, and since frankness is the order of the day, that I have, on my part, entertained the strongest suspicions that it was you who killed your uncle.”

Mr. Clinton stared.

“I! That’s good! Really, Mr. Otway, in your way you are a perfect gem.”

“I will be as frank with you as you have been with me. I have believed from the first that a crime has been committed. My sole desire is to establish the truth. If Philip Bennion was your uncle, he was my lifelong friend. I will leave no stone unturned till the crime has been brought to light, and the criminal to book. If you will hear me out, you will understand — what you profess to wish to understand — what the position really is.”

Mr. Clinton smiled. I could see that he intended to take anything I might say with a liberal allowance of salt. But, in spite of his ostentatious predisposition to incredulity, I said my say.

“On the night on which your uncle — died, he had been paying me a visit. We had been talking — in the light of after events it seems a very strange and a very notable coincidence — on murder, considered as one of the fine arts. Your uncle had some curious opinions on that subject, and he expressed them, as he was wont to do, with sufficient warmth. After he had left me, I remained thinking of the matter of our conversation. And in the night I dreamed.”

I paused, and Mr. Clinton smiled. I refused to allow his smile to provoke from me any signs of irritation.

“I dreamed that I got out of bed and came into his room — this room. Here there occurred, so far as my recollection serves me, a hiatus in my dream. I am not clear as to what, in my dream, happened immediately on my entrance. But I have a hazy recollection of touching your uncle, and saying, ‘I will show you the “Artist in Murder.”’ The phrase, ‘Artist in Murder,’ we had used frequently in our conversation. I am not clear if he fell when I touched him, or if he had fallen before I touched him. But I have a clear recollection of looking down upon him as he lay, and then of moving two or three paces from him, and putting out the electric light. You may imagine my feelings when, with that dream still vividly in my mind, in the morning I knelt by your uncle’s corpse. Until this evening I have been unable to satisfy myself as to whether there was any reality in what I had supposed to be a dream. But, after your spontaneously offered explanation, I cannot doubt that I actually did what I dreamed of doing. That, however, I had a hand in Philip Bennion’s death I never did believe, and I believe it still less after our experience with the cabinet, and its peculiarly constructed key.”

Mr. Clinton looked at me as if he sought to read my inmost soul. I could see that my words had impressed him, although he might not choose to own it.

“What made you entertain that flattering supposition that it was I who put old Ben away?”

I hesitated, and then spoke frankly.

“Mr. Clinton, I believe that you are aware that I have not had the highest opinion of your moral character. I have been made too intimately acquainted with certain details of your career. I was aware that you were pressed for money. I was aware that your uncle had refused you further aid. There, at least, was motive.”

He laughed a little hollowly.

“Did you see me in that wonderful dream of yours? You looked at me hard enough. Good Lord, how you stared!”

“I did not see you. I assure you that if I had, I should have told you so pretty plainly, sir.”

“If your conscience was so clear, why did you not tell this story of yours at the inquest?”

“What was I to tell? That I had dreamed? If you had told me before what you have told me now, I should have taken steps to have both you and myself called as witnesses.”

He did not seem altogether to relish the suggestion. He looked down at his toes, then glanced up again at me.

“Supposing that you did kill old Ben, in a state of somnambulism — and, on your own showing, you don’t know that you didn’t — what would they do to you?”

“I have not the faintest notion. I promise you this. I will make it my first and chiefest business to throw light upon the subject. And you, of course, are free to take what steps you please. And should I discover any further cause to suppose that it was I who killed my friend, I will at once place the case in the hands of the proper authorities. But I do not believe that from me he received the slightest injury — not even when I was, so to speak, in the delirium of sleep. He was my oldest and my closest friend. We had differed on many subjects and on many occasions. But we understood each other, and we never quarrelled. I owed him no grudge. I felt towards him no resentment — nothing but goodwill. I have been afflicted from childhood with the disease of sleep-walking. But I cannot believe that, even in what I will call the paroxysms of my disease, I would, or could, imbue my unconscious hands with the life-blood of my friend.”


CHAPTER VIII. IN SEARCH OF RICHARD GENT

When I returned to my own apartments, I examined the volume which Mr. Clinton had taken from the drawer in his uncle’s writing-table. I felt bound to do something which would divert my mind from the thoughts and the doubts which pressed upon it. I had never imagined that my interview with Raymond Clinton would have furnished me with such ample food for meditation. I was almost unmanned by the revelation that, after all, I had not dreamed, but that I actually had gone in to Philip Bennion. In spite of my protestations to Mr. Clinton there was still the awful question asking of my heart: Had I killed my friend? And this despite the fact that I was conscious that my doubts of Clinton had by no means disappeared.

I turned, as I have said, to the book with which Mr. Clinton had entrusted me, in the hope of finding in its pages the wherewithal to divert my attention from too personal and too sombre a theme. I found sufficient cause for diversion, of one kind, if not of another.

It was, as Mr. Clinton had suggested, a kind of diary. Philip Bennion appeared to have used it for a variety of purposes — some of which purposes not a little astonished me. There was, so far as I could judge from a cursory examination, no sort of order or arrangement about the book. Bennion seemed to have jotted down, as the fancy took him, here a memorandum of the occurrences of the day, there a reflection, so to speak, upon men and manners.

But the book principally dealt with his collection, and that in rather a peculiar way. There would be an entry of the purchase of a particular specimen, of how much he had paid for it, from whom he had purchased it. And then would follow comments upon the price, the purchaser, the purchase itself. And I was amused to note how frankly he had dealt, in his private and particular memorandum-book, with the demerits of the additions which he had made to his collection.

As thus — he appears to have been in Paris at the time the entry was made— “June 23. — Bought ivory snuff-box, a hundred francs, from Foulard, 27, Rue de Becq. Doubtful acquisition. Foulard says box belonged to a Marquis de Filoselle, was painted for him by one of the ladies of the Court, and was found on the Marquis’s body after he had been guillotined. Doubt it. However, not bad box; has got a history — if a lying one! Foulard wanted two hundred francs, so was ass enough to give him a hundred.”

I happened to remember the snuff-box to which this entry evidently alluded. Bennion had dilated for an hour on its romantic history, to the literal and particular truth of which he had been prepared to swear. These collectors! I always had entertained suspicions as to the authenticity of Philip Bennion’s most genuine antiques. The expression of them had, more than once, almost driven him mad. And now it was shown that he had entertained them all the time himself. I am forced to admit that I had never suspected him of such duplicity as that.

It was some time before I lighted on any allusion to that mysterious cabinet. At last, however, I came to what I was looking for. It was under a date which was not yet six months old.

“Bought, Italian cabinet, beginning of sixteenth century, a hundred guineas, from Richard Gent, No. — , Brompton Road. The man’s a fool! The cabinet would not have been dear at fifty times the price. It is as fine an example of the period as I ever saw. Should say it is as fine an example as there is extant. Four paintings on four front panels, marvellously done! Don’t know where Gent got it from; new-comer, never heard of him before. Should say he stole it. Even then the man’s a fool to take a hundred, and I gave him what he asked. Key wanted cleaning or something — couldn’t quite make out what — but coming home.”

That was the cabinet, and that was the key! My own recollection served me as to the date. It only required a slight effort of memory to recall that it must have been about that period that Philip Bennion had called me in, in triumph, to show me his new purchase.

The more I looked at that entry in Philip Bennion’s diary, the less I liked it, the darker were the suspicions which shadowed my mind. There was more than one point about it which struck me disagreeably.

There was the small price, so small as to cause Bennion to suggest, evidently not altogether in jest, that the man must have stolen it to enable him to sell it at such a price. My own limited knowledge made me aware that to ask only a hundred guineas for such a cabinet as that was little else than an absurdity. As Bennion himself observed, fifty times the sum would have been nearer the mark. What could have induced a dealer, a man whose business it is to make himself acquainted with the value of his wares, and who not seldom places on them a higher value than his customers, to have parted with what must almost certainly have been the finest example in his stock at a price so obviously disproportioned to its intrinsic worth?

I wondered!

Then, again, there was the fact, which Bennion had noted, of the key not having been sent home with the cabinet. Why had that eccentric dealer in bric-a-brac, Mr. Richard Gent, retained it? What had been the exact nature of the “cleaning” process to which it had been subjected? I felt that I should very much like to know. And, if putting a civil question to Mr. Richard Gent would suffice to elicit the information, I would know in the morning. Philip Bennion had evidently not altogether understood the matter. I understood it less than he had done.

Another curious feature which struck me about this curious transaction was the fact that, according to Philip Bennion’s statement, Richard Gent was a “new-comer.” I suppose there never lived a man who was better acquainted with the dealers in bric-a-brac than Philip Bennion had been. He knew something about them all personally, and not only by repute. There was scarcely a day of his life, a large part of which he had not spent in routing out the contents of some dealer’s shop or other. I verily believe that he knew what they had almost as well as they did themselves. And when he made a note of the fact that Richard Gent was a “new-comer, never heard of him,” it meant much.

It was certainly, as I have remarked, another curious feature in the history of that curious transaction that Philip Bennion should have purchased that remarkable cabinet, with its remarkable key, from a man who had been a perfect stranger to him, and of whom he had never even heard before.

I resolved that the next day I would make it my business to look up Mr. Richard Gent upon my own account.

The next morning, so soon as I had breakfasted, I packed up the dainty key of that dainty cabinet, enclosed it in a little box, and addressed it to Mr. Lewis Cowan, that world-famed authority on the nature and properties of poisons. I wrote a letter describing, to the best of my ability and so far as I knew them, the peculiarities of that peculiar key, and asking him to let me know whether it was, or was not, charged with poisonous matter, and, if so, what was the character of the poison, and what were the results which it would be likely to have upon any one with whom it came actively into contact.

This letter — which I had marked “Very urgent” — and the package I left in person at Mr. Lewis Cowan’s door. And having done so, I hied me to what I hoped would be a satisfactory little interview with Mr. Richard Gent.

In that memorandum of purchase which he had entered in his note-book, Philip Bennion had exactly stated the street, and the number of the street, in which Mr. Richard Gent’s establishment was to be found — number so-and-so, Brompton Road. I was, therefore, not prepared to experience any difficulty in finding it. Brompton Road is a sufficiently well-known thoroughfare. I had always been given to understand that it was not one in which a man could take a shop for a month or two and then vacate it, but it appeared that that was exactly what Mr. Richard Gent had done.

The number to which Philip Bennion had so particularly referred was empty — both the house and the shop. For there was a shop, though it was but a little one. It was on the right-hand side of the street, going down from Knightsbridge, just above where the pavement was widest — and it is wide just there. It was a very little shop, with a little, old-fashioned window. When I reached it the only thing to be seen in the window was a bill— “This Shop to Let. Apply” — to the agents. There was no sign about the place of recent tenancy. To my eyes it looked dirty and neglected, as if it had been empty for months; not at all the sort of shop which, if I were in a speculative frame of mind, I should care to take. Nor was there anything to inform one as to what had been the nature of the business which therein had last been carried on. So far as I could see, by dint of staring through the grimy little window, the interior was destitute of fittings. Moreover, there was no name over the shop-front, nor was there anything of any sort which went to show what the last tenant had been.

I felt, as I stood in front of that dingy little excuse for a shop, that the mystery of that cabinet, and of its key, was likely, so far as Mr. Richard Gent was concerned, to remain a mystery. I concluded that, at any rate, on that morning, I should not be able to put to him those few questions which I should so very much have liked to have put, and which, indeed, I had come there specially to put.

I looked to see what the shops were which were on either side of the empty one. On the right was a confectioner’s. The window of the shop on the left was shaded by a high wire blind, on the centre of which was inscribed in large gold letters, surmounted by the Royal arms, a name— “Vose.” I suspected that it was a tailor’s, and a high-class tailor’s too. The shop looked as though it were an old-established one. If I was to obtain any information about the departed Mr. Richard Gent, it was probable that I should obtain it there.

So I entered Mr. Vose’s shop.

I was right in my conjecture — it was a tailor’s. A tall, portly individual came forward. I inquired of him for Mr. Vose. He informed me that he was that gentleman. Taking out my card-case I gave him my card.

“I am Mr. Otway, of Piccadilly Mansions. I merely wish to ask you if you can tell me anything about a Mr. Richard Gent, who, last July, occupied the shop next door?”

Mr. Vose looked at me, then he looked at my card. Then he said, speaking with a slight Teutonic accent:

“It was last July that Mr. Gent went away.”

“Last July? Are you sure?”

“I am very sure. It was the thirteenth of July. That happens to be my birthday, and that causes me to remember it.”

I was startled. The thirteenth of July! Philip Bennion had only bought the cabinet, according to the entry in his diary, on the tenth of July. Three days afterwards Mr. Gent had gone away. Not improbably the thirteenth was the day on which he had returned the key.

Seeing that I remained silent, Mr. Vose went on to make a further observation which did not tend to diminish my bewilderment.

“Mr. Gent was only there five weeks — not five weeks, I think, not quite.”

“Not five weeks? Indeed! I was under the impression that he had been there much longer than five weeks. The Mr. Gent I refer to was a dealer in bric-a-brac.”

“That is so — that is the man. I only learnt his name, Mr. Gent, through the postman; but there is no doubt that it is the same man.” Mr. Vose looked again at my card, seemed to reflect a moment, and then asked me a question which nearly took my breath away: “Pardon me, Mr. Otway, but are you the gentleman who purchased the Medici cabinet?”

“The Medici cabinet! May I ask, Mr. Vose, what you know about the cabinet?”

Mr. Vose shrugged his shoulders.

“Ah, it is very little that I know — not so much as I would like to know, by a great deal. You must know, Mr. Otway, that I, too, am a collector” — Mr. Vose apparently had a trick of taking things a good deal for granted— “in my little way, of course. And when the shop next door was opened, I dropped in, in a neighbourly way, to see if the new man had anything which might take my fancy. There was a little rubbish, not much, for the shop was almost empty — and it does not hold much, as you can see. At the back there was something which was covered over with a cloth. I had the shop to myself, because no one seemed to have heard me come in, so I lifted up the cloth to see what it was. I assure you, after the rubbish I had seen, the whole lot of which was not worth a five-pound note, I never was so astonished in my life. It was the finest sixteenth century Italian cabinet, I should think, there is in the world. I never saw anything finer, not in a museum nor anywhere. The panels were painted — I know a little of painting; I never saw anything more fine. I was wondering how such a cabinet as that could have got into that dog-hole of a place, when Mr. Gent came in. He was quite in a temper. He seemed to think that I had taken a liberty in lifting the cloth. I told him who I was, that I was his neighbour, and a collector, and so on, and I asked him how much he wanted for his cabinet. He hummed and he hahed. I could scarcely get him to state a price at all. But at last he said that he would not take less than five thousand guineas, and it struck me, from his tone, that he would not care to sell it even for that.”

Five thousand guineas! In his memorandum Philip Bennion had declared that the cabinet was worth fifty times what he had given for it. Here were his hundred guineas multiplied by fifty.

Mr. Vose went on. He had waxed enthusiastic while speaking of the beauties of the cabinet.

“Five thousand guineas for a cabinet was not in my line — not quite, you may believe. But day after day I dropped in next door to ask Mr. Gent if he would not take a little less — a little less. But no, he would not bate a single farthing. He was inclined to raise his figures rather than to lower them. And I do believe that, in the end, I would have bought it, for, after all, it would not have been a bad investment for my money. Only one day, when I dropped in, he told me he had sold it. It had gone.”

“Sold it? Did he tell you to whom?”

“No, he did not tell me that. But I asked him how much he had got for it. He looked at me, and he smiled, and he said he had got his price.”

“His price? Did he say that he had got five thousand guineas?”

“He named no sum exactly; but he gave me the impression that he had got more than five thousand guineas.”

More than five thousand guineas! Could Philip Bennion’s entry in his diary of the sum which he had given for the cabinet have been deliberately false? I began to wonder if Mr. Richard Gent had been an even greater fool than his customer had imagined him to be. What was the mystery?

Mr. Vose seemed to be a communicative sort of person. I put to him another question.

“What kind of a man was this Mr. Gent? I mean, what kind of a man was he to look at?”

Mr. Vose half closed his eyes, as if the better to form a mental picture.

“He was a slight, short, pretty young man, with an olive skin, straight black hair, and a big, black moustache. He had a sulky, disagreeable manner, not at all the sort of manner which helps a man who wants to find a customer. I will say this for him, that he never tried to make a customer of me. I don’t know why, but he always seemed to me as if he would like to kick me out into the street, and would rather see me hanged than sell to me his precious cabinet. He called himself Gent, and he spoke English very well indeed, as well, for instance, as I do; but for all that, unless I am mistaken, he was an Italian born and bred.”

“Is it an impertinence on my part to ask, Mr. Vose, what price you offered for the cabinet?”

“I do not mind telling you, not in the least. I offered three thousand guineas, and I would give three thousand guineas now, this moment, to any gentleman who desired to sell it.”

Mr. Vose looked at me as if he more than half suspected that I might be such a gentleman. I am free to confess that I was conscious of a feeling of gratification as I became aware that I had got something out of Raymond Clinton which was actually worth three thousand guineas. I had never expected to receive, from such a quarter, such a windfall. Philip Bennion himself could scarcely have acknowledged our friendship more handsomely, even if he had lived to make his will. Indeed, I doubted very much if he would ever have enriched me to the extent of three thousand guineas.

“One more question I would ask you, Mr. Vose. Did you notice, or did Mr. Gent point out to you, any peculiarity about the cabinet?”

“Peculiarity!” Mr. Vose again became enthusiastic. “I noticed this striking peculiarity about it, that it was the finest cabinet I ever saw, the very finest — and there was no need to point that out to me.”

I smiled. Mr. Vose had misunderstood my meaning.

“That was hardly what I meant. I meant to ask if you noticed any peculiarity in the mechanical construction of the cabinet. When you saw it was it locked?”

“No, I do not think that it was locked — I am sure that it was not. I remember, quite well, that Mr. Gent used to throw the doors open with his hands that I might look at the interior. Ah, what an interior — it was superb!”

“How often did you see it, Mr. Vose?”

“As often as Mr. Gent would let me, which was not often. He would never let me look at it without a fuss, as if he wished to let me see as little of it as he possibly could.”

I made a mental note of his words and wondered.

“Did you ever minutely examine it?”

“Pretty minutely.”

“And you never saw anything peculiar in its mechanical construction?”

“Nothing.”

“And Mr. Gent never hinted at anything of the kind?”

“Not a word. Why? Has anything been found? A secret drawer, or what is it? In most of these cabinets there are secret drawers.”

I let Mr. Vose’s question go unanswered.

“Did you ever notice a key to it?”

He reflected.

“I do not think I did. Has the key been lost?”

“Not that I am aware of. I only wondered.”

I paused, trying to think if there was any other question which it might be desirable to ask. Mr. Vose seemed to be trying to read my countenance. He dropped his voice to a confidential whisper.

“Mr. Otway, if the gentleman who purchased the Medici cabinet is thinking of selling it, I would entreat it as a favour that I should be allowed to make an offer. I think it very possible that he and I might come to terms.”

“I think, Mr. Vose, that I may venture to promise that if the cabinet does come into the open market, the fact shall be mentioned to you. By the way, didn’t it strike you as being rather singular that Mr. Gent should have given up the occupation of his shop after so short a tenancy?”

“Well, I was surprised at first, because I did not know that he was going, and when I came to business in the morning he was gone. But, afterwards I was not surprised. All the time I believed he had come to England only to sell the Medici cabinet — the truth is he had nothing else to sell — and when he sold it, and three days afterwards was gone, I knew that I was right.”

For my part I, too, was beginning to believe that Mr. Gent had only taken the shop to enable him to sell the cabinet. But why had he asked, and even been disinclined to accept, five thousand guineas from Mr. Vose, and snatched at a hundred from Philip Bennion?

The thing was a riddle.


CHAPTER IX. NINA VISITS ME AGAIN

On the afternoon of that day I received a visit from Miss Macrae. There was about her, as she came in, an air of repressed excitement — the air of a person who not only has something to tell, but who burns to tell it. She looked, I thought, prettier than ever; and tall, willowy Nina had been always pretty. There was an alertness in her step and in her manner, a light in her eyes, a flush upon her cheeks, a smile about her lips; which things were, to her, an added charm.

She stood at the door, holding the handle in her hand, looking at me with a roguish smile. After the thoughts which had been occupying my mind of late, to the exclusion of all others, that smile came like a ray of sunshine.

“Guardian!”

Crossing the room she laid her two gloved hands upon my shoulders and stooped to kiss me, then looked at me, with merry glances, from under the broad brim of a bewitching hat.

“Ward!”

She laughed, as if my mild tu quoque had been intended for a jest. As she continued to regard me, a slight shadow flitted across her face.

“What is the matter with you? What have you been doing, you bad man? Do you know that you look worried?”

I deemed it more than possible. It would have been strange if I had not looked worried. But I did not choose to tell her so.

“Youth and age, my dear, youth and age. When you attain to my years of wisdom — if you ever become so wise — you will learn that a certain gravity of feature is befitting.”

I do not think that my evasion altogether contented her, but she let my words pass muster. She went and stood before the fire, and began to play with the things upon the mantelshelf. A fine picture of English maidenhood. She was like sunshine in the room. I was glad to have her there.

“Guardian!” As she spoke she was looking down at the dancing flames. Her lips were parted in a smile; in her eyes there was a smile as well. “I have something which I wish to tell you.”

“You do not say so. It is impossible.”

She glanced up quickly.

“What do you mean?” She flushed. “Guardian, have you guessed?”

Calm, self-possessed Miss Nina all at once was crimson. “Red as a rose was she.” It became her very well, indeed, that roseate hue.

“Guessed? My dear, what is there I could guess!”

But I fancy that she saw a twinkle in my eyes. For, suddenly, she knelt down upon the rug, and put her elbows on my knees, and looked me closely in the face. After all, old age has certain privileges which are not, upon the whole, unpleasant. The saucy, yet tender, familiarity with which young and even pretty women seldom hesitate to treat one, is not among the least of them.

“Mr. Otway! You wicked man!”

What had I done that I was accused of wickedness?

“Miss Macrae! In what have I sinned?”

“You know all about it, you know you do.”

“I? My dear young lady, I know nothing. I never did know anything; I never shall.”

She covered her eyes with her gloved hands.

“Guardian, he has told me that he loves me.”

I pretended to be amazed.

“He! Good Heavens! Who?”

“You know very well, sir. Ralph.”

With what an air of reverential rapture she spoke the name. It had its sweet, as well as its humorous side. Dear lady, was there never a time when you pronounced a name like that? I hope, for your own sake, that it comes from your lips as tenderly to-day.

“Ralph? Is it possible that you mean Ralph Hardwicke?”

She took her hands away. She looked at me with gleaming eyes.

“Of course I mean Ralph Hardwicke. Guardian, aren’t you glad?”

“In such a case as this, my dear, I fancy that it is not my feelings which are of primary importance, but yours.”

“You know very well what I mean. May I?”

“May you what? May you give him permission to tell you that he loves you? I think it possible that your permission might not be asked. From what I know of Mr. Hardwicke, I fancy — it may be only fancy, but there it is — but I fancy that if he had made up his mind to tell you that he loved you, he would tell you, with your permission or without.”

“I think he would.” She looked down, pretending to pick up imaginary pieces of cotton from my trouser knees. “He never asked my permission, I assure you. He quite frightened me, indeed.”

“Beware, young lady, of hypocrisy — that besetting sin of women and of girls.”

“He did frighten me, I declare it’s true.” She smiled her sauciest smile. “I don’t say that it was a disagreeable kind of fright, you know.”

“Young lady, I am, as you are aware, an old man, and in my way an observer of human nature. I have often wondered what are the sensations of a young woman when a young man first tells her that he loves her. If you will kindly favour me with an analytical account of yours I will enter it, for purposes of future reference, in my commonplace book.”

As she looked at me, both laughter and defiance were in her eyes.

“Would you like me to favour you with a full and particular account just now?”

“At your pleasure and at your leisure. At the same time, I should like to be informed if you were favouring me with an account of your sensations when the first man first told you that he loved you. In these matters one likes to have all available data.”

“It is neither the second nor the third man, but it will be the last.”

“The last? How so?”

“How so? Just as though you didn’t know! Those other men said that they loved me. This time I know that I love him.”

“This is — really, this is — ought I to say, this is deplorable?”

“I can tell you that you had better not. You dare! Guardian!” Stretching out her arms, she again laid her hands upon my shoulders. She became very much in earnest all at once. “Say that I may be his wife!”

“Is it for me to say, or for you?”

“Do not laugh at me — not now.” A perceptible change took place in the tone of her voice. I thought it was rather an odd change, too. “You know, or perhaps you don’t know, but it is a fact, that the one subject on which Mr. Bennion and I didn’t quite agree was this.” She paused. When she resumed, in her voice there was an obvious tremor. “Of course, Ralph had never said anything to me. At least, nothing particular; but I suppose that Mr. Bennion saw I liked him, because he went out of his way to warn me that I was to have as little to do with Ralph as I possibly could. I have always believed that he spoke to Ralph, too, because, just before that time, Ralph went away.”

I was surprised. I had supposed that it would have been the chief desire of Philip Bennion’s life that these two should come together. Certainly I had never seen anything in him which would have led me to think the contrary. He was not a demonstrative man, few men less so, but I knew that they had both been to him as his children. They were the dearest things he had in the world. I verily believe that they were even dearer to him than his collection! And I had always imagined, and had always supposed that I had reason to believe, that the crowning object of his life would be attained when he saw them together as man and wife.

And yet I was not so surprised as I should have been if she had spoken to me, for instance, the day before. Because last night, in glancing through Philip Bennion’s diary, I had lighted on some words which seemed to suggest that some such objection as Nina referred to had all the time existed in his mind. Nina’s words seemed to confirm what I had only glanced at, and had certainly not entirely understood.

Nina was waiting for me to speak.

“Did he ever give any reason why he wished you to keep apart from Ralph?”

“Not the slightest. He was quite disagreeable. I thought him most unkind.”

“Are you sure you did not misunderstand him? It was always my idea that nothing would have given him greater pleasure than to see you two together.” She looked down, then, a moment after, looked up again with a burning blush.

“So I thought. Why should I conceal it from you? You won’t think any the worse of me.” She clasped her hands gently about my own. “So I thought, until he told me the contrary. It was quite impossible to misunderstand him; he told me so over and over again. And when he wasn’t speaking I felt that he was watching me. I believe he knew every time I spoke to Ralph, and almost what I said to him. I feel sure that he spoke to Ralph and sent him abroad, because I feel certain, never mind why, but I do feel certain,” and again Miss Nina blushed — she was in a blushing mood that day— “that Ralph would never have gone if it hadn’t been for him.”

I pondered the young lady’s words, as taking my ease in my great armchair, with her kneeling on the rug in front of me, I sat and watched her radiant face. I reflected that there are none so blind as those who won’t see, and that, after all, it is not always the looker-on who sees most of the game. All this had been going on before my eyes — this little comedy of the stern guardian and the unwilling ward, and I, who fancied myself omniscient, had seen nothing at all.

“What reasons could he possibly have had?”

She looked up with a still more vivid flush. She spoke quite viciously for Nina.

“He thought I wasn’t good enough for Ralph — I know he did. And, of course, I know I’m not; but Mr. Bennion needn’t have told me so.”

“Do you mean to say that Philip Bennion told you, in so many words, that he didn’t think you were good enough for Ralph?”

“Not in so many words, but there was no mistaking what he meant. Indeed, once he said, straight out, that such men as Ralph were not meant for girls like me. And when I asked him what he meant, because I had done nothing whatever to provoke the attack, he laughed — you know that cynical little laugh he had? — and said that men like Ralph were predestined for women of a very different class to that which I belonged to.”

“That was an odd remark for him to make.”

I thought it was odder than I chose to say.   But she departed in peace. I sent her contented away. I was not disposed to play the part of a stony-hearted griffin, not I. I thought that he was made for her, and that she was made for him, that it was one of those matches which are made in heaven. I told her so. Whereupon she kissed me and fondled me, and made so much of me that I really began to think that she had mistaken me for Ralph. I told her, also, that; on which she said that I was very much in error. She would never have dared to treat him as she was treating me — she respected him too much; which amused me mightily.

When she had gone, leaving behind her, as it seemed to my imagination, a pleasant savour of her presence in the air, I fell again to examining Philip Bennion’s diary.

Her words had set me wondering; recently, I had done nothing else but wonder. I had noticed, the night before, when looking for something else, an allusion to Nina Macrae, which, in my cursory haste, and in the preoccupation of my mind, I had failed to understand. I turned it up again, and this time I understood it even less than I had done before.

Here it is. It was undated, apparently entered à propos des bottes, and pitchforked between memoranda of the purchase, A, of some Carolus spoons, and, B, of some Chinese carvings.

“That jade Nina will work Ralph some mischief yet. If he were wise he would keep away from her. I am afraid that he has a weakness for the lures of her syren’s eyes. I shall have to give the minx a hint that she is no good for him.”

What could be the meaning of such an entry as that in Philip Bennion’s diary? He wrote as if he positively disliked the girl whom he had given all the world good reason to believe he idolised.

To my amazement the entry was by no means an isolated one. The book literally teemed with allusions to Nina. Almost invariably they were couched in bitter and sarcastic terms. I could not discover one in which she was referred to kindly. The actual brutality of some of the entries was absolutely painful. They revealed Philip Bennion in a wholly unexpected phase. It was like reading his character by “flashes of lightning,” and flashes of lightning of an unpleasantly lurid kind.

One entry in particular caught my eye. It was, to me, so incomprehensible, that I read it over and over again, and was still at a loss. It had been written nearly twelve months ago.

“Jan. 11th. — N. M. has been at her tricks again. She seems bent on keeping up her little game. Damn her! Ralph will go stark mad if he does not take care. The girl is dangerous — there are moments when I should like to strangle her. Has not mischief enough been done already? Heaven knows! What are women for? The little —— ! Not fiat justitia for me.”

If I had not seen it there, in black and white, in Philip Bennion’s own penmanship, I should have judged him incapable of writing such a paragraph as that, referring to my gentle Nina! In what spirit could it have been written? Had I understood his complex character even less than I imagined, and had he been able to conceal from me the fact that he had been subject to recurrent attacks of dangerous insanity?

If so, what new light might not be shed upon matters as to which I had been, and still was, wholly in the dark? If he had been, in any appreciable degree, insane — and really, when I came to think things over, I remembered how often I had thought that his eccentricities verged upon insanity — then possibly, in that fact, I might find the key to all the riddles which lately had been addling my brain.

It seemed, to me, to be inconceivable that a sane man could have treated Nina Macrae public, and even in his confidential intercourse with me, as Philip Bennion had done, and then write of her, in private, with the malevolence which disfigured the pages of his diary. What had she done to deserve it? In what had she offended him? Surely if, in any way, she had incurred his resentment or merited his reprobation, he would, at some time or the other, have dropped a hint of it, at any rate to me.

But no, not a word — not one, at any time. Never had I heard him speak of Nina Macrae — and she had been the constant theme of his conversation — except in tones of the sincerest affection, and, I might almost add, of reverential admiration.

And yet, for months and months, as far back as the diary went, he had been writing of her in terms which were not only entirely destitute of a spark of affection, but which would have only been applicable to the most abandoned of women.

To me, I say, in a sane man, the thing seemed inconceivable.

The worst of it was, that as I read and re-read the passages in Philip Bennion’s diary in which Nina Macrae was alluded to, I began to wonder if it was not I who had been mistaken. If, after all, she was the sort of girl I had supposed she was.

Philip Bennion’s eccentricities had only been upon the surface — superficialities, which he put off and on as he put his gloves — often designed in a spirit of mischief with a view of tormenting me. At bottom, he was as shrewd, as cool, as hard-headed, and as clear-headed a man as I ever knew. A man of catholic tastes, and with a wide knowledge of men and of things; a man who knew his world, as they have it, aux bouts des ongles. Never a man less likely to weigh hard upon a sinner! Witness his tolerance, even of a Mr. Raymond Clinton.

The more attentively I read those entries in his diary, the more I was compelled to ask myself if Philip Bennion had been the sort of man to write like that of any one without some cause? Whether, that is, he had been the sort of man to write, in the pages of his confidential diary, evil of a person — and that person a woman, his own ward — merely for the wanton pleasure which he felt in writing evil?

If this question had been put to me by an outsider to answer, from the knowledge which I had of the man, yes or no, I should have said, instantly and emphatically, no — never a man less likely!

It had been a marked feature of his character, as I had known him — and I should like to be told who had known him better — that he could never be induced to speak ill of a woman. There are women about of whom it is difficult to speak good — the very stones proclaim the thing! — but even of them, Philip Bennion, at any rate, would repeat no ill.

He always held that the temptations which assail women are more numerous and more irresistible than those which come to men — an opinion which is not held very strongly by the world, and for that he cried shame upon the world. That the lines fell, for them, in harder places. That they had more of the storm and the stress and less of the joy of the fray. And when a woman went wrong, so far from saying there was no excuse for her, he insisted that there were generally millions of excuses. If all the Mary Magdalenes of the world had stood up before him in one vast array, he would have held that he, as a man, had not the smallest right to fling even the tiniest pebble at any one of them. I had always felt that, deep down in his heart, there was an inexhaustible spring of infinite, and possibly — I know not — illogical pity for the blackest sins of a woman.

Therefore, he being the man he was, it was strange to find those entries in his diary in which he alluded to Nina Macrae. The more I threshed the thing out in my mind, the less I could bring myself to believe that he would write in such a spirit — not once nor twice, but over and over again, and month after month, up to a few days before his death — without some cause, and some strong cause, too. But — angels and ministers of grace defend us! — what cause could he, of all men in the world, have had for writing evil of that flower of English maidenhood, Nina Macrae?

The entries, as I have said, extended up to a few days before he died. The last entry in which allusion was made to Nina, was dated four days before his death. It was the last entry but one the book contained — the absolutely last entry referred to a purchase of some hammered brasses which he had made the day before he died — and it was not the least curious.

It must be remembered that, at that time, Ralph Hardwicke was travelling in Italy. Philip Bennion spoke of a letter which he had received from him, and then wound up with these sufficiently remarkable words:

“Poor Ralph! I believe that minx would kill him if she had her way — murder him, no doubt, after a fashion which would keep her out of the meshes of the avengers of blood.”

What could one make of such words as those? Nina commit murder! My tender-hearted Nina; who would not hurt that proverbial nuisance, the pestiferous fly! No wonder that I closed the book with a conviction that the complication had become more complicated, that the maze was one from which there was no way out. Philip Bennion’s life had been a riddle; his death had been a harder riddle; but the words which, as it were, issued from his grave presented the hardest riddle of all.

Nor did the visit which Ralph Hardwicke was destined, that night, to pay me tend much to my enlightenment; indeed, he left me with still another nut to crack.

It was not strange that I was beginning to feel, as Alice felt when she got through the looking-glass, that I had wandered into a world of cross questions and crooked answers.


CHAPTER X. WHAT RALPH HARDWICKE HAD TO SAY

About Ralph Hardwicke there was always a breezy atmosphere of health and of strength. His personality was so vigorous, that he always conveyed to all with whom he came in contact the inevitable and instantaneous impression that, inside and outside, the man was strong.

Nina had dropped a hint that he possibly might favour me with a call, so that he did not take me unawares. Such was the state of confusion into which my mental faculties had, so to speak, meandered, that his vigorous young presence acted upon me as a pick-me-up or tonic.

He was looking well, he always did look well, but that night I thought he was looking better than ever. His keen, intellectual face was instinct with buoyancy and life — no mental confusion there; but clearness of vision, directness of purpose, force of will, and unflinching courage, which would carry him without even a momentary hesitation by the way, no matter what the obstacles might be which he had to encounter, straight to the goal which he had in view. A strong man who gloried in his strength, he made me, as, fagged and careworn, I beheld it, glory in it too.

He came straight to the point — no sort of circumlocution for him.

“Nina has told you?”

“She has.”

“And what have you to say?”

I looked at him a moment before I answered.

“Ralph, do you love her?”

“Love her!” No hesitation there. “Love her! Otway, I believe you know I am no empty boaster. There is nothing in the world which I would not do for the love of Nina.”

I smiled — with the superior wisdom of cynical old age.

“You speak like a hero of romance, and, I presume, with certain mental reservations. With the man in the story, you wouldn’t care to undertake to get up to make the fire for her in the mornings.”

He laughed.

“I’d undertake to make the fire for her every morning of her life if she wished me to, and I’d carry out my undertaking. I’d even sacrifice my whiskers, if she wished me to do that.” His cheeks and chin were as smooth as a billiard-ball, so there was safety for him there. “I’d cut my throat at a hint from her. Cut my throat! Why, Otway, I’d cut your throat — great as is my affection for you, dear old man; and every throat in Piccadilly Mansions — for the matter of that, every throat in Piccadilly — if I thought it would bring me nearer to my Nina.”

I was surprised. I had not expected to hear that sort of language from him. It was a worse case even than I imagined.

He stared at me, as I sat eyeing him in silence.

“Well,” he asked, repeating his first inquiry, “and what have you to say?”

“My dear Ralph, I have to thank you for the genial frankness with which you have expressed your willingness to cut my throat.”

He laughed again.

“Well — and afterwards?”

“Afterwards, in wishing you joy of the best girl in the world, there is only one thing which weighs upon my mind, and that is the shade of Philip Bennion.”

He started.

“Philip Bennion!”

“What is the fault he had to find with Nina?”

I watched him keenly as I put the question. He heard it with undisguised astonishment.

“What fault he had to find with Nina? Philip Bennion? Otway, what are you dreaming about?”

“Ralph, tell me frankly what was the objection he had to you and Nina becoming man and wife!”

“Objection! Not the least in the world! It was all the other way. It was understood between us that, if by dint of doing doughty deeds, if by fair means or by foul, I could win the maid, I was to win her. To see Nina my wife was the dream of his life, as well as of mine.”

It was my turn to look astonished. His words suggested what I myself had always thought, and yet —— 

“Why did he tell Nina directly the contrary?”

“Tell Nina directly the contrary? Who? Philip Bennion?”

“Do you mean to say that you don’t know that he told Nina that she was to have nothing to do with you?”

“Otway, what bee have you got in your bonnet?”

He stared as if he did not know what to make of me. I was beginning to feel that I should not know what to make of myself very soon.

“It is quite impossible that he could ever have said anything of the kind. At one time he did think I was going a little too quickly. You know, he thought that no woman ought to marry before a certain age. He might have dropped Nina a hint to that effect, but certainly nothing more.”

“Suppose Nina says that he told her to have nothing to do with you, not once, but over and over again?”

“Nina must be dreaming. She is under some extraordinary delusion. Or it is possible that she mistook some of his sarcastic utterances for earnest. You know, he used to say how inapt a woman is to detect a sarcasm. It is possible that he may have been playing some of his little jokes with her. Anything else is inconceivable. Why, we arranged together, he and I, what the settlement was to be, where the marriage was to take place, where the honeymoon was to be spent, where we were to live afterwards, and even pretty well what guests were to be invited to the wedding. I am afraid” — Ralph smiled— “that we took Nina’s consent for granted. Stand by a presumptuous puppy, Otway, and don’t give me away. I will make my confession to the lady when — when all is safe.”

He was not diminishing my sense of bewilderment. If it was as he said, what had built up such a delusion in Nina’s mind? And, above all, how had those entries come to be in Philip Bennion’s diary?

“Ralph,” I said, conflicting doubts knocking against each other in the pandemonium which I fondly called my mind, “do you think that Philip Bennion was in any way insane?”

“Insane! Philip Bennion! Otway, what are you driving at?”

Ralph’s tone of almost contemptuous surprise a little nettled me. I fancy that both my voice and my manner became a little acid.

“I have reasons of my own for asking you if you think that Philip Bennion was in any way insane.”

“Reasons of your own! Really, I shall be beginning to think that you’re insane.”

I did not altogether like being addressed in that manner by a young man like Ralph Hardwicke.

“Suppose I have proof that he was?”

“Suppose you have — Aladdin’s wonderful lamp! My dear Otway, Philip Bennion was at all times, and in every respect, the sanest man I ever encountered — far saner than either you or I are ever likely to be.”

I was silenced, but not convinced. I did not want to have a useless argument with Ralph. I thought of confronting him with those entries in the diary, but I refrained.

All at once I resolved to see if I could get any light from Ralph upon the chief point which was occupying my mind — occupying it so that it threatened to become a monomania.

“Ralph, what do you think of Philip Bennion’s death?”

I had purposely asked the question without giving any sort of warning. But I was not prepared for the effect which it had on Ralph. I had momentarily forgotten how close was the attachment which had existed between the guardian and the ward.

“What do I think of — what?”

His voice distinctly trembled.

“What do you think of Philip Bennion’s death?”

“Really, Otway, you appear to have prepared me a series of pleasant surprises. I think that it was the bitterest blow which has fallen upon me yet.”

The young man turned away. I perceived that he felt an emotion which he did not care to let me see.

“I know that, my lad. That is not what I meant. I meant to ask you if, in the circumstances, the suddenness, the whole surroundings of Philip Bennion’s death, it did not strike you that there was something — peculiar?”

“Otway, you do not appear to be yourself to-night, or else you have suddenly developed a taste for talking in riddles. Say just what you mean — right out.”

I hesitated for a moment. I did not know exactly how to frame my question.

“Did it never occur to you, for a moment, to suspect that Philip Bennion might not have died of heart disease?”

Still Ralph seemed as if he were at a loss to understand me. He looked at me as if he would have liked, by the mere force of vision, to have searched out the meaning of the thoughts which were hidden in my heart. His tone became very earnest — even solemn.

“I don’t know if you have forgotten, or if you think that I have forgotten, all that Philip Bennion was to me, all that I owed him. I owed to him as much as one man could owe to another. He was to me more than a father. He was to me both a companion and a friend. I do not think that he ever spoke to me one harsh or hasty word, and you know that he could, and did, speak both harsh and hasty words to other men. There was nothing, I truly believe, he had which I could not have had, and welcome. Even our thoughts we shared in common. There was no incident in my life which I withheld from him, neither great nor small. He took a greater interest in my welfare than in his own. No man ever had a more faithful friend. He was as dear to me, almost, as Nina. I fancy you have but a faint conception of what that means. Heaven alone knows what I lost when I lost him. When he went a part of me went too — something which I never shall recover. Otway, is it possible that you are suggesting that Philip Bennion met with his death by foul play?”

When he put the matter to me like that I hardly knew what to answer him.

“I do not know that I am suggesting anything. I am simply putting to you a question.”

“Wasn’t there an inquest held?”

“There was.”

“Otway, if I thought that there was anything in any way mysterious about the manner in which my more than father met his death, I would have the body exhumed to-morrow at my own risk and cost. For Heaven’s sake, man, don’t sit there like a dummy! Tell me what it is you are hinting at.”

Thus pressed home, something restrained me from telling him plainly all that I was hinting at — from telling him, for instance, as plainly as I had told Mr. Raymond Clinton.

“I am a foolish old man, Ralph, and I suppose that I take fancies into my head. Philip Bennion’s death was, to me, so unexpected and so sudden that I was bewildered, and I have not quite got over my bewilderment yet. A few hours before he died he was in here with me, talking about ‘Murder, Considered as one of the Fine Arts.’”

Ralph regarded me with growing amazement.

“Talking about ‘Murder, Considered as one of the Fine Arts?’ Whatever suggested such a theme as that?”

“I don’t know; one thing led to another. When he was once launched on the theme he stuck to it. He maintained that an artist in murder was one who destroyed his victim in such a manner as to leave no trace upon the body of what Bennion called his ‘subject,’ which would cause experts to even suspect that they were in the presence of a crime.” Ralph’s eyes opened wider and wider. “When in the morning we found him lying dead upon the floor of his room, I wondered if, in his case, coming events had cast their shadows before, and if he had had a premonition that he himself was about to become an example of his own theory.”

“Nonsense! The thing was a coincidence, no more. So ghastly a coincidence that no wonder it worked on your imagination. Your supposititious artist in murder is an impossible person — possible in theory but not in practice. How is he going to work his wicked will? Think. Not by any sort of violence. There science would be down on him all round. A blow might leave no external mark — a blow from some sharp weapon, say the favourite needle-like stiletto of the novelist, for instance. Internal examination would make it as visible as the writing on the wall. One hears a good deal of loose talk, and one reads a good deal of inflated nonsense about insidious drugs and poisons which leave behind them no trace of their presence. The autopsy on dear old Ben was in the hands of Blakeham Warner and Lewis Cowan, two of the keenest specialists in London, and that means in the world. I wondered why you thought it necessary to call them in. Now I understand. You did quite right; otherwise, under the circumstances, there might always have been a vague doubt upon your mind, and, possibly, upon mine. No poison or drug, of any sort or kind, could conceal its presence from those two men. They might not have been able to put a name to it, but they would have seen that it was, or that it had been, there. They would have spotted that something had been present as unerringly as you would spot the nose upon my face. Science has reached a point at which, within certain limits, as a detective it is infallible. It may not be able to keep a man alive, but it is able to tell you, and that with absolute certainty, if he died from what are called natural causes. No, my dear fellow, your artist in murder is, in the present year of grace, simply and purely a creature of the imagination.”


CHAPTER XI. MR. CLINTON SEES A GHOST

During the two or three days which followed Ralph Hardwicke’s visit, I did nothing. I stagnated. I never showed my nose out of the door of my own room. I might have taken to my bed, and kept there, for all the good that I got out of life. In fact, I was seriously expecting that, in the end, I should have to take to my bed, and call in the aid of a doctor who was gifted with sufficient skill to keep my brain from turning.

I did nothing else but think — think — think. It was all very well for Ralph Hardwicke, with the confidence of youth, and health, and strength, to lay down the law, and to demonstrate, at least to his own satisfaction, that it was impossible for a man to die without the doctors being able to tell exactly what it was he died of. For my part, I doubted it. He appeared to have a higher opinion of medical science and its practitioners than I had. And, in the case of Philip Bennion, he had not had all the evidence before him.

An odd part of the matter was, that I felt an invincible repugnance to laying the evidence before him. Something held me back, kept my tongue tied, and my lips shut fast. I did not know how it was. To this hour I do not know how it was, but, for the life of me, I could not have told Ralph Hardwicke all there was to tell.

During that period of stagnation and of doing nothing else but think — think — think, I more than once had serious thoughts of calling in the assistance of the proverbial pet of Scotland Yard, or of the equally proverbial private detective. Either individual might, at any rate, be able to give me a hint. But then, on the other hand, he mightn’t. I came to the conclusion that the probabilities were on the side that he mightn’t. I have seen something of detectives, both public and private, in my time. There may be one in existence, somewhere, who would be of real and undoubted assistance in a difficult and delicate investigation. But not only have I never seen him, I have never even heard of him. His services are never utilised by the authorities, and his name is kept studiously out of the reported cases. I came to the conclusion that I would continue to “work the case,” and, as I believe they phrase it at the “Yard,” “single-handed.”

A little variety was lent to the proceedings by the conduct of Mr. Raymond Clinton. He had taken to drink again. At Eton he had been troubled with thirst. It had cut short his education — at least, so far as Eton was concerned. And, as he attained to manhood, one of the more agreeable of the agreeable habits to which he was addicted was the liquor habit. Since his uncle’s death I had seen nothing of his tastes in that direction. But, all at once, they came to the front again.

Several mornings, about lunch time, he came into my room, evidently suffering from a severe and well-merited headache. I could not make him out at all. He wanted to know what I had been doing. He did not seem to know whether to be angry because I had done so much, or because I had done so little. As I say, I could not make him out at all.

He also lent his mite towards the additional complication of the situation. He had an altercation with Ryan. I fancy it commenced with Ryan’s refusal to allow him to knock him about when he was drunk — which Mr. Clinton considered to be impudence on the part of Ryan.

The result was that he was dismissed at a moment’s notice. So all that Ryan received from Mr. Clinton, in return for his long service to Mr. Clinton’s uncle, was a month’s wages, no character, and the key of the street.

The morning after Ryan’s dismissal Mr. Clinton came in, as usual, to me. He looked very queer — very queer indeed. After dodging about the bush a good deal, he said:

“Did you ever find out where Ryan was that night?”

“What night?”

“The night that old Ben died.”

I never had found out. I had never tried to find out. I told him so.

“It’s dooséd odd. Nobody seems to know. He owned himself that old Ben never gave him permission to go out. How are we to know if he ever did go out?”

I asked Mr. Clinton what he meant. He looked at me with a headachy stare, which he apparently intended should be full of meaning. “I don’t know that I mean anything, exactly. But has it never occurred to you that Ryan might have known as much about how old Ben met his death as any one?”

It never had, until that moment. I wondered how many more persons would be suspected of having had a hand in Philip Bennion’s premature decease.

Mr. Clinton went on:

“I never liked the way in which he gave me that link of yours, which he said that he had picked up off the floor. I always thought that he had seen you, and that he intended I should know it.”

“Seen me — when?”

“That night when” — Mr. Clinton grinned— “you were walking in your sleep!”

I by no means relished the suggestion. I could have hammered Mr. Clinton’s head against the wall for making it. The vista of possibilities which it opened was, from my point of view, anything but pleasant. I felt that I would have given a good round sum to know, with perfect certainty, at any rate, one thing — how many persons had figured, unconsciously to each other, in that death-chamber?

When Mr. Clinton put in his appearance on the following day he looked queerer than ever. I told myself that if he continued to look queerer, morning after morning, in that ascending ratio, he would join his uncle sooner than he either anticipated or desired.

“I say, Otway,” he began, immediately on his entrance, “I’m not feeling well.”

He was not looking well. He was looking very far from well. It was nearly 2 p.m., yet he seemed to have only just tumbled out of bed. His hair was unbrushed, he was apparently unwashed, and his face showed up against his gorgeous dressing-gown like badly-kneaded dough. I said nothing, but I looked at him.

“Otway,” he went on, “I’ve seen a ghost!”

So he had already taken to “seeing things.” Well, he was travelling quickly, but I was not surprised.

“You’ll see more ghosts, and other things besides ghosts, if you don’t practise a little moderation, Mr. Clinton.”

He stared at me vacuously, with evident lack of comprehension. Then a glimpse of my meaning dawned on him.

“It wasn’t that sort of thing. I know when I see that sort of thing as well as any man. And I’ll take my oath I wasn’t that way last night. As sure as I’m alive, Otway, I’ve seen a ghost!”

I eyed him. He was plainly in a state of unusual agitation, but he seemed to be sober, and, so far as I could judge, not suffering from mental derangement.

“Whose ghost have you seen?”

“By —— ! Otway, I’ve seen old Ben!”

The imprecation which he uttered to emphasise his statement fell on my ear with the force of an unpleasant jar. Almost unconsciously I assumed a sterner tone.

“Oblige me, Mr. Clinton, by not using such language in conjunction with such a theme. Where did you see this ghost of yours?”

“That’s the funny part of it. By Jove! Otway, I was never in such a state before. I’m trembling now.”

“That, Mr. Clinton, is certainly owing to the influence of one kind of spirit, if not of another.” He eyed me angrily. The tone of his rejoinder, if characteristic, and the sort of thing which might have been expected, was scarcely civil.

“No, it’s not, so don’t you think it. I don’t say I’ve not been drinking. I’m not going to deny it to any one, and certainly not to you — why should I? Suppose you listen to me, before you think yourself so clever.”

I listened, and he went on; rather shakily, and with a tendency to stray from the point — but still he did go on.

“When I came home last night — —”

“Was it last night or this morning?”

He looked as if he did not thank me for the interruption.

“What’s that got to do with it? It was this morning, if you must have it — perhaps between three and four.”

“Were you drunk?”

“I’d been drinking, but I was not drunk. It takes a lot to make me drunk.”

I believed that to be the fact. I had always understood that some peculiarity in his physical constitution enabled him to swallow sufficient to stupefy two or three men without losing what he called his senses.

He stood looking at me ill-temperedly.

“Any more questions to ask?” I was perfectly placid.

“Not at present. I may have some more to ask as you go on.”

He hesitated — as if he would have liked to swear — and then went on.

“As I was coming up the stairs, I had a sort of feeling as if some one was going up in front of me.”

“You had a sort of feeling — how?”

“Well, I didn’t see any one, and I didn’t hear any one, but still I seemed to feel that there was some one there.”

“I see. Or, rather, I don’t see. But never mind.”

“When I reached this landing I thought I saw some one dodge into the alcove — you know, that alcove in which I was that night when you went walking in your sleep.”

He paused to grin. He was always dragging in, on all possible occasions, so to speak, by the head and shoulders, an allusion to that little episode; which custom of his lent, so far as I was concerned, a constant flavour to his conversation — more especially as, on each occasion, he invariably paused to emphasise the allusion with a grin.

Just then I allowed his little display of genial humour to go apparently unnoticed. So he went on:

“When I came to the last step or two I could have bet a hat that some one on the landing turned round, saw me coming, and dodged into the alcove.”

“Wasn’t there a light?”

“There never is much of a light at that hour of the morning. The beggar of a porter pretends there is, but there’s just about enough to let you see a haystack just as you are running into it.”

My experience was otherwise. As a matter of fact, the staircases are lighted throughout the night by electricity. But as I thought it extremely probable that circumstances over which he had control had dimmed Mr. Clinton’s vision, I made no comment.

“I stopped on the landing, and I said, ‘Come out of that!’ No one came, so I went to the alcove to rout the beggar out, whoever he might be. It gave me quite a turn when I found there was no one there. I could have sworn I saw some one dodge into it! ‘This is dooséd funny,’ I said; ‘I wonder if old Otway’s walking in his sleep again.’”

Another allusion — dragged in by the head and ears — and, of course, the accompanying grin.

“I listened, but I heard nothing, and there was nothing to be seen. So I turned into my rooms. I went straight to my bedroom, and began to undress. But all the time I felt quite certain that some one was in the drawing-room. I don’t know what made me feel like that, because I could hear nothing, and, of course, with my door closed I couldn’t see; but I’ll take my oath that I did feel certain. At last, just as I was going to turn in between the sheets, I couldn’t stand it any longer — I was all upon the fidget. ‘Hang it,’ I said, ‘if I don’t see who’s there.’ So I opened my bedroom door, and went across the dressing-room and opened the drawing-room door. Otway, there was some one there — by —— ! there was.”

Mr. Clinton paused, perceptibly shuddered, and looked about him with wild, uncertain eyes. I could see that it required an effort on his part to enable him to go on.

“It was quite light. You know, I haven’t had a fellow since that beastly Ryan hooked it, and I had forgotten to turn off the electric light. In fact, I hardly ever do when I come in; I leave it burning till the morning, it’s such an awful bore.”

Touching an ivory button was such an awful bore!

“I could see everything in the place as plainly as I can see you now. And I could see that some one was standing at old Ben’s writing-table. He was stooping down, and he had his back towards me, so at first I could not see who it was. But I went funny directly I saw that there was some one there. How the deuce had he got in? But I went funnier a moment afterwards, when I saw — by —— ! it was old Ben! I suppose I must have made a noise or something, because all at once he stood up, and I saw it was old Ben.”

Mr. Clinton paused to wipe his brow. From the state of agitation he was in one could see that, at any rate, the vision had seemed real enough to him.

As he seemed incapable of going on without assistance, I helped him with a question.

“What did you do then?”

He made an evident attempt to regain his self-control.

“I suppose I must have fallen down in a fit or something, because when I came to I found myself lying all in a heap on the ground. I tell you I didn’t stop to see if old Ben was still inside, but I made straight off to bed as fast as my legs would carry me. And there I’ve stuck until just now. And then I felt that I must come out and tell you what I’d seen, although I knew you’d laugh at me.”

I did not laugh at him. I wondered.

“How do you know it was your uncle?”

“How do I know? Do you think that I shouldn’t know old Ben among a million, let alone when I saw him within a dozen yards of me?”

“Did you see his face?”

“I didn’t get as far as that. I knew him directly he moved, then I suppose that I went off at once.”

“You must excuse my remarking, Mr. Clinton, that you don’t appear, on this occasion, to have been conspicuous for presence of mind.”

He looked rueful, even in the midst of his agitation.

“No, I know I don’t; and that’s what riles me. But the sight of old Ben, looking for all the world as if he were alive and kicking, took me so aback. I hadn’t been thinking of him in the least.”

“You say that all the time you were undressing you felt quite certain that some one was in the drawing-room. Who did you think was there?”

“I had not the faintest notion. I only felt that there was some one there.”

“How was this person, whom you suppose to have been your uncle, dressed?”

Mr. Clinton hesitated.

“I didn’t notice. I have a sort of general impression that he was dressed in black, but all that I’m certain about is that it was old Ben.”

I gave expression to an idea which had occurred to me.

“How do you know that it wasn’t Ryan?”

“Ryan!” Mr. Clinton stared. “Do you think that I shouldn’t know Ryan? Besides, what on earth should he be doing there?”

“That I cannot tell you. But granting that you saw some one, which has yet to be proved, it seems, to put it mildly, more likely to have been Ryan than your uncle.”

My suggestion that proof was required of his having seen any one seemed to annoy him.

“There isn’t much proof wanted about that, because, as I came to you, I came through the drawing-room, just to see if old Ben was still there; and the first thing I saw was that a drawer was open in the writing-table over which I had seen him stooping.”

“You say that the drawer was open when you came in here?”

“Wide open — pulled right out.”

“Didn’t you open it yourself?”

“Open it myself! I haven’t touched that writing-table since the night that you were there; and, by the way, it’s the very drawer out of which I took old Ben’s diary which I gave you.”

His words struck me.

“Is that drawer still open?”

“I suppose it is, unless it’s shut itself of its own accord since I came in here?”

“Can I look at it?”

“If you like you can. Look here, Otway, who do you think you’re getting at? If you think that I’m playing it off on you, or that I’ve had a touch of D. T., or anything of that sort, you’re wrong. I saw old Ben last night as sure as I see you now — I’ll stake my life on it.”

“I am not contradicting you. Let us go and look at this drawer.”

We went and looked at the drawer. When we entered that now historic drawing-room, which Philip Bennion loved in life, and which, according to his nephew, he bade fair to haunt in death, I looked round to see if there were about the place any signs of obvious disorder. Nothing of the kind, however, was noticeable — nothing, that is, which might not be expected in an apartment which was occupied by Raymond Clinton.

“Have you missed anything?” I asked.

“Missed anything? What do you mean? Do you think that I mistook burglars for old Ben?”

“If you saw any one at all, I think it is extremely probable that it was some one who came here to look for something he particularly wanted. Whether it was money or not, I cannot say. He was interrupted by your appearance, and that that is so the evidence of the open drawer, which he had not time to close, is, to my mind, sufficient proof.”

For the drawer was still open — the identical drawer, as Mr. Clinton had said, from which he had taken Philip Bennion’s diary. The contents had apparently been tampered with. They were all tumbled about. But, as Mr. Clinton himself remarked, he was a “deuce of a hand at messing up a drawer,” it was possible that the interior had been found in a state of disorder when the drawer was opened.

“I suppose,” I said, “that you don’t know all that was in it?”

“Not I. All I know is that there were a lot of papers and things — principally receipted bills, I fancy, for the things in old Ben’s collection.”

If that were so, then they were gone. I emptied the contents of the drawer out upon the writing-table.

“There are no bills here now.”

“No. That’s dooséd odd. Look again. I’ll swear that the drawer was half-full of them.”

I did look again. We both of us looked. We looked everywhere, turning out the other drawers as well. There was not a trace of anything of the kind to be seen.

“It strikes me, Mr. Clinton, that if you had drunk a little less, or kept your presence of mind a little more, you would have seen very good cause for handing over your uncle’s ‘ghost’ to the tender custody of the police.”

When he perceived that there was not so much as a vestige of a bill remaining, he seemed himself to realise that there might be something in what I said.

“But what on earth could Ryan, or any one, want with a lot of old, paid bills?”

“Ah — what?”

I wondered, without imparting my wonder to Mr. Clinton, if Ryan, or any one, would have liked to have had Philip Bennion’s diary as well.


CHAPTER XII. THE TOXICOLOGIST’S REPORT

“My dear Sir,

“I propose to call on you to-morrow morning at half-past ten with reference to the key which you requested me to examine and report upon.

“If the hour or date is not convenient, I should be obliged by your letting me have a line to that effect.

“But the key is such a peculiar key, that, instead of merely handing you a written report, I should like to see you, if possible, in person.

     “Yours obediently,

         “Lewis Cowan.

“J. Franklyn Otway, Esq.”

This was the note which lay in front of me, as I awaited Mr. Cowan’s arrival. Possibly, when he had had his say, matters might be advanced one step further out of the cul-de-sac which, it seemed to me, they had entered.

It was a few minutes after the appointed time when Mr. Cowan appeared. He was a little, active, wiry-looking man, with that sphinx-like expression of features which is seen in a certain type of Jew.

I rose as he came in.

“Come, Mr. Cowan, we will talk while we are having breakfast.”

“Breakfast!” He did not look amazed, because his is the sort of face which could never look amazed. But his voice betrayed amazement. “My good sir, I breakfast every morning of my life at seven. No breakfast for me.”

Which was hard upon me, because I did not breakfast at seven, and I wanted to breakfast then. Indeed, I had been waiting for his arrival to begin. But before I could suggest that he would at least allow me to feed, he wheeled round, in the quick way he had, and saw the Medici cabinet. I had had it brought over from Mr. Clinton’s apartments only the day before — desirous of making sure of my three thousand guineas’ worth — and a very good appearance in my room it made.

“Ah!” exclaimed Mr. Cowan, who seemed to arrive at his conclusions by some process of intuition. “That is the cabinet to which the key belongs. I see.” He went across the room to it. “It is a good cabinet.” Pause. “It is a very good cabinet.” Another pause. “It is the finest cabinet I ever saw. That cabinet and key have a history, Mr. Otway. May I ask you where you got them from?”

“They were the property of my friend, the late Philip Bennion.”

“And may I ask where he got them from?”

“He purchased them, I believe, from a dealer in the Brompton Road.”

“From a dealer in the Brompton Road? I imagine that there are few dealers in the Brompton Road, or elsewhere, who have cabinets like that to sell. When I last saw that cabinet it was in Rome.”

“You have seen it before?”

Mr. Cowan’s incisive manner and rapid utterance a little took my breath away. Then my appetite was keen — it generally is in the morning — and I knew that breakfast was on the table in the next room, and that it was probably spoiling. Altogether I felt a trifle flurried.

“I have. I saw it when it was in Rome. It was in the Fiezza Palace.”

“In the Fiezza Palace?”

The cabinet was becoming more mysterious still. It was through the irony of fate that it had fallen to my lot to unravel all these tangled threads; no man ever less liked mysteries. How came it to travel from the Fiezza Palace to the Brompton Road? A similar reflection seemed to have occurred to Mr. Cowan.

“It was in one of the private rooms. When I saw that key I wondered if it could belong to that cabinet. I thought that there could scarcely be two such keys and two such cabinets. I don’t know if you are aware that the story goes that that cabinet belonged to Lucrezia Borgia. They say that that is her portrait in the two upper panels. But they say all sorts of things. Have you any notion what your friend gave to that dealer in the Brompton Road?”

“I have reason to believe that he gave a hundred guineas.”

“A hundred guineas!” Mr. Cowan whistled. “If this gentleman had not been your friend, Mr. Otway, I should say that this had been a case of a receiver and a thief.”

I said nothing. It was a painful admission to have to make, even to oneself, but I felt that it was quite possible that Philip Bennion would not have been deterred from driving a bargain, with a view to enriching his collection, even if he had felt confident that the object he desired had been obtained under circumstances which, to say the least of it, were shady. Those collectors are marvellous beings. I have known men who, as ordinary individuals, have been the soul of honesty, as collectors do the most amazing things. I have heard of collectors — men of the highest standing — stealing coveted specimens from other collectors, and that without a twinge of conscience or the suspicion of a blush.

Perceiving that I continued silent, Mr. Cowan wheeled round to me.

“However, that is not the point. Here is the key which you asked me to examine.” He produced it from a box which he took out of his overcoat pocket. “Is the cabinet locked?” I told him it was. “I don’t know if you are aware that to unlock it the key has to be turned in the reverse direction. If you attempt to turn it in the usual direction it means mischief. Thus!”

Inserting the key in the lock he turned it, instead of from left to right, from right to left. It turned quite easily. The door came open.

“If you wish to lock the cabinet you don’t use the key, but you press the door to with your hand, and it locks with a spring. Thus!”

Again he gave his words practical illustration.

“The key comes to pieces. See, I will unscrew it. It is made in three distinct parts — handle, barrel, wards.”

As he spoke he did unscrew it. As he said, each part was, so to speak, complete in itself. He held the three parts, separated, in his hand.

“In the barrel there is a most ingenious mechanical contrivance. It consists, first of all, of a small but powerful spring. It is released by the handle, when it is attached to the barrel, being turned from left to right, as you would turn an ordinary key in opening an ordinary lock. On being released, this spring projects upwards a small stiletto — projects it upwards with very considerable force. This stiletto is hollow throughout its entire length, and open at the point — like, for instance, a stylographic pen. At the extremity it has a movable cap — again like some varieties of the stylographic pen. The spring not only projects the stiletto upwards, but, after it has attained a certain elevation, it presses against the cap. If, therefore, the stiletto — which, you will remember, is hollow — is filled with liquid matter, the pressure upon the cap drives a few drops of this liquid through the opening at the point. You understand?”

I did understand. I understood only too well.

“An ingenious contrivance, is it not?”

“You call it ingenious! I call it a diabolical contrivance.”

“The language one uses depends upon one’s point of view. I call it an ingenious contrivance. When the key reached me the stiletto contained liquid matter. It was not full; it was perhaps nearly three-parts full.”

“What was the nature of the stuff which it contained?”

“It was of a poisonous nature. I proved that by actual experiment. A single minute injection almost killed a cat, and it quite killed a kitten — and that in an instant. But it had a peculiar property. It was on the Tuesday that it had the effect which I have mentioned upon the cat and kitten. But on the Thursday immediately following it had no perceptible effect whatever upon a cat, and only a temporary effect upon a kitten. It was evident, therefore, that its poisonous nature was evanescent. I have no doubt that when the stiletto was originally filled, it was both more rapid and more deadly in its action. Not the least peculiar fact of the matter, from my point, is that the poison, as a poison, is entirely strange to me. It appears to be vegetable, and I should conjecture that it came from India. But beyond that I am entirely at sea. Can you tell me anything about it, Mr. Otway?”

“I can tell you nothing. I looked to you to tell me everything. My friend, Philip Bennion, bought the cabinet from a dealer who, at that time, had a shop in the Brompton Road, and who called himself Richard Gent. The key did not come home with the cabinet, but it arrived two or three days afterwards. My friend mislaid it on the night of its arrival. It was not found till after his death, which occurred some six months afterwards. I then found it, quite by accident, and I handed it there and then to Mr. Clinton, who is my friend’s nephew and his heir. It was only when Mr. Clinton, on putting it in the lock and turning it, was struck senseless and almost killed, that we discovered that there was anything peculiar in its construction. And on the following morning I forwarded it you for your examination and report.”

“And you mean to say that your friend, the purchaser, had no notion that there was anything unusual either about the cabinet or its key?”

“I cannot say positively, but I believe not. He was my most intimate friend. He showed me the cabinet on the day that it came from the dealer’s, and he hinted at nothing of the kind. As I tell you, the key did not come with the cabinet. He mentioned, quite casually, that it wanted cleaning or something, he did not quite know what, and that it was to follow.”

“And, when it did come, he did not use it?”

“No. It came home just as he was starting for dinner. He put it down in a hurry. In the morning, when he looked for it, he could not remember where.”

“And it was not found till after his death?”

“So far as I know.”

I hesitated. Mr. Cowan was silent. I perceived that he saw that I had something to add. So I broached the matter which had, all the time, been weighing on my mind.

“The friend I am alluding to was Mr. Philip Bennion. You, possibly, remember the circumstances of his death?”

“Were not the contents of his stomach submitted to me for my analysis?”

“They were. And, as you will remember, you stated what was the result of your analysis in the evidence which you gave at the inquest.”

“I remember.”

“Mr. Cowan, when I handed you that key, what I wished chiefly to learn from you was if you thought it possible that it had anything to do with Philip Bennion’s death.”

His answer was prompt, emphatic, and to the point.

“Not the slightest.”

I had expected some such answer as that; but I had not expected quite such a demonstration of assured conviction.

“Excuse me, Mr. Cowan, but may I presume that you are sure of that?”

“Quite sure.”

“Pardon me still further, but may I ask you to give me some idea of what are the grounds of your assurance?”

“I am not able to tell you exactly what the poison which was in the barrel of that key is, but I should be able to detect its presence in the body of a person who had been killed by it. Examination even by an ordinary practitioner would reveal it. Its method of action, although curious, is unmistakable. It produces a sort of paralysis, something analogous to that which is seen in a case of tetanus. This appearance — of acute paralytic contraction of the muscles — continues to be visible long after death. Judging from the body of the kitten, I should say that this appearance is immovable. In the case of Philip Bennion nothing of the kind was seen. The condition of the body was entirely normal.”

Then he added something for which I was unprepared.

“Frankly, when you sent me that key, being aware of your intimacy with Mr. Bennion, I suspected what might be passing through your mind. So, before I came to you, I consulted with Dr. Blakeham Warner, who, you recollect, also gave evidence. He agrees with me that Mr. Bennion could not possibly have come into active contact with the contents of that key.”

In my anxiety to relieve myself of some of the bewildering doubts which beset me, I asked what was doubtless an unreasonable question.

“But who could have put that poison in the key, and what was the purpose which it was designed to fulfil?”

“That I cannot tell you.” He fixed his inscrutable glance upon my countenance. “What cause have you to suspect that Mr. Bennion met with his death otherwise than in the ordinary course of nature?”

“Mr. Cowan, I do not know if I have or have not cause. But I will tell you.”

Then I told him what the reader knows already. He listened attentively, never removing his eyes from off me. When I had finished he made an almost exactly similar remark to that which Ralph Hardwicke had made.

“That conversation on murder which you had with your friend the night before he died was a coincidence.”

“I have asked myself over and over again if it was only a coincidence.”

“Why should it have been more?” He paused. He looked at me as a cat might look at a mouse. “Mr. Otway, whom do you suspect?”

I hesitated. Should I tell him about my dream, and of my suspicions of Raymond Clinton? I decided that I would not. So I hedged:

“I do not know that I can be said to have actually suspected any one. Vague doubts have crossed my mind from time to time. Mr. Cowan, I look to you to resolve these doubts. Candidly, can you tell me, between man and man, that you are absolutely certain that Philip Bennion owed his death to natural causes?”

Mr. Cowan seemed to reflect. A sardonic smile played about his lips.

“I will tell you this much, Mr. Otway, that I can tell you nothing. Laymen appear to have curious ideas of the present state of medical science. Your friend’s artist in murder is a perfectly practicable personage. It is possible to commit murder in a thousand different ways without leaving behind the slightest trace of a crime. If that cabinet and key were sold to Mr. Bennion with intent to murder — and one cannot but perceive that there were circumstances which point that way — then I can only remark that it at least is possible that the person who had that intention, finding himself foiled in one direction, was capable of a new and even more skilfully artistic development of his homicidal tendencies. You heard my statement at the inquest. I spoke to the evidence. If the same evidence is before me, I am prepared to repeat that statement tomorrow. If, on the other hand, you have fresh evidence in my line to lay before me, I am prepared to give it my careful consideration.”

As Mr. Cowan continued to speak, my heart seemed gradually to cease beating. I knew that I was trembling.

“Then you do believe that Philip Bennion was murdered!”

He smiled again.

“I believe nothing. I do not deal in beliefs. I say that if you have, either now or at any other time, fresh evidence in my line to lay before me, I am, and shall be, prepared to give it my careful consideration. And I say further, that your late friend, Mr. Bennion’s theoretical artist in murder is a perfectly practicable personage.”


CHAPTER XIII. FACE TO FACE WITH THE MEDICI CABINET

My suspicions had been waxing and waning. Originally, when I had come upon my friend lying dead, I had been completely persuaded, as if inspired by a revelation from on high, that he had come to his death by the act of man. I could have cried aloud to the world, such was the strength of my innate conviction, that Raymond Clinton had slain his uncle. But, as day followed day, and I listened to the medical evidence, I came to look at the matter with calmer eyes. I could not but feel that, in this respect, I might have been doing Mr. Clinton an injustice. After our discovery of the key of the cabinet, and after he had told me his story of what he did on that eventful night, almost unconsciously to myself, my suspicions of his blood-guiltiness faded into nothing.

When circumstances pointed to the impossibility of Philip Bennion’s having used that key, and I failed to light upon any other sort of clue, and could not conceive who, in the whole wide world, would wish to work him ill, I began by degrees to believe that, after all, the doctors might have been in the right and I in the wrong, and that the dead man might have come to his death by the sudden operation of one of the ordinary laws which govern our physical constitution.

But, after Mr. Cowan had gone, there came back to me a sickening certainty that my original suspicions had been justified, and that Philip Bennion had not met with his death in the ordinary course of nature. It was not so much what Mr. Cowan had said — he was far too cautious to commit himself in actual words — as the manner in which he had said it, which made it clear to my mind, that he himself thought that it, at least, was extremely probable, that the verdict returned by the coroner’s jury had not declared the truth.

I felt that he believed, what I myself had believed from the first, that we might be, and probably were, in the presence of that creation of the dead man’s brain — the ideal Artist in Murder.

My appetite had pretty nearly vanished, and it was with a feeling of depression weighing heavily upon me that I sat down to the overcooked mockery of my morning’s meal. I knew that I should suffer from indigestion, as I swallowed a few mouthfuls of the dishes which had been cooked out of all semblance of their proper form. The knowledge that I should so suffer did not tend to raise my spirits, and it was with a pessimistic consciousness that for me life was rapidly becoming not worth living that I returned into my sitting-room.

Mr. Cowan had left the key in a little open box upon the table. The parts were still divided. I sat looking at the box, and the key, and the cabinet with a morbid feeling settling upon my brain that, after all, it would perhaps be quite as well if I had gone one step further in that sleep-walking experience of mine, and if I really had destroyed my friend. It seemed to me, in the mood in which I then was, that I might as well hang — even for such a crime as that — as continue to live the life which I had been living.

I was still wrapped in such-like dark imaginings when I was interrupted by the entrance of Ralph Hardwicke and his affianced wife, Nina Macrae. I do not know that I was glad to see them. I do not think I was. There was about them, as it seemed to me just then, too aggressive an air of youth, and health, and hope, and happiness. Upon their sky there seemed to be no possibility of cloud. I was half conscious of a sort of resentment that this should be so.

Ralph came and shook my hand, using his young giant’s strength just like a giant, until I thought he would have crushed it into a shapeless mass. I was not obliged to him for that. And Nina knelt beside me, and put her arms about my neck, and kissed me, and insisted on a recognition of her caresses which I was ill-disposed to give her.

“Guardian,” she began, “you and I shall quarrel. When I came to you before you were not looking well. Now you are looking worse than ever. What have you got upon your mind?”

“Suicide,” I said.

“Suicide!” she cried.

“Yes, suicide,” I snarled. It was a snarl — for she and Ralph were positively smiling. “Suicide is what I said, and suicide is what I meant.”

“I see what will have to happen,” she observed. “You will have to be taken in hand by a sensible person — like me — and then we’ll see if suicide is what you mean.” She turned to her lover. “Ralph, tell this wicked person what it is we’ve come about. Perhaps that will raise his thoughts to the contemplation of higher things.”

Ralph laughed.

“I doubt it,” he declared.

“You doubt it! How dare you, sir! Ralph, tell him the news at once.”

Ralph disposed himself to take his ease upon the couch.

“You! You will tell it so much better than I — you have that delicacy which I most lack.”

“Are you ashamed, sir, of what we have come to tell?”

“No — that is, not in any appreciable degree — more than does become a man.”

She turned to me, her eyes all flashing, her face alive with mock anger, and with laughter, and with love.

“You hear him! Should I tell you of what he is not ashamed in any appreciable degree, more than does become a man? We have fixed the day. That is what we have come to tell you, and that is what he is not ashamed of — in any appreciable degree.”

“You have fixed the day for what? For suicide?”

“Guardian!” She shrank away from me. “How can you! It is our wedding-day that we have fixed.”

“I have read in some old book that the words are synonymous — marriage and suicide.”

Ralph, lying on the couch, laughed out.

She, pretending to be hurt by my words, stood up.

“Guardian! Can anything equal the wickedness of men!” She sighed. “Yet, after all, I suppose that you are right, and that it is a sort of suicide — for the woman that is wed.”

She had me there, and knew she had me. And she looked so sweet, and, not to put too fine a point on it, so kissable, that she almost charmed the sullen mood right out of me.

“If,” I said, with a final resolve to preserve some fragment of my grimness, “to the woman it is suicide, then, to a certainty, it’s murder to the man.”

Hardly had the words escaped my lips, than in her bearing I noticed a curious change.

I sat at the table. Ralph lay at my left, upon the couch. She stood at my right. When she had first entered the room she had made straight for me, and without noticing anything else, had instantly prisoned me with her two arms. It seemed, therefore, that it was only when, in her prettily simulated anger, she had shrunk away from me, and stood upon her feet, that she noticed that my room had received an addition to the ornaments which it contained, and that that addition took the shape of the Medici cabinet.

I could not make out, for a moment, what it was that was causing her to fix such an intensity of gaze upon the opposite side of the room. Then I perceived that she was looking at my three thousand guineas’ worth of cabinet.

Still I could not understand what could possibly be causing her to regard it in so singular a manner. She was staring at it with parted lips and widely dilated eyes, as if she were staring at a ghost.

Ralph and I were both observing her with wonder.

“Hallo, Nina, what’s the matter?” cried Ralph, half laughingly.

She paid no attention to his question. But she said, speaking, as it seemed to me, with a degree of tragic intensity which such an inquiry scarcely justified:

“Where did you get that from?”

I was puzzled. Her emotion was so sudden, so uncalled-for; the change from jest to earnest so almost unnaturally complete.

“Where did I get what from? The cabinet?”

“The poisoned cabinet.”

The words were gasped rather than spoken. I was startled.

“Nina!” I exclaimed.

Rising from the couch, Ralph advanced to soothe her. It really seemed that she required soothing.

“What is the matter with you, child?” he asked.

She turned to him a face which had become all at once transformed. She grasped his arms with her two hands. She looked at him with eyes which positively blazed. She spoke to him in a voice the like of which I had never heard from Nina.

“Ralph, where did he get it from? I saw that cabinet in Rome — they said it belonged to Lucrezia Borgia — it is the poisoned cabinet!”

Ralph spoke to her almost as if he had been speaking to a baby.

“My dear child, what are you talking about?”

But I was more amazed than I could say. She had unconsciously endorsed Mr. Cowan’s statement as to the cabinet’s original home.

“You saw it in Rome?” I cried.

She turned on me like some wild thing.

“Yes — in Rome! How did it come here?”

“It belonged to Philip Bennion.”

“Oh, my God!”

She sank on her knees beside the table; she covered her face with her hands; she trembled as an aspen trembles which is shaken by the wind. I was astonished out of the power of speech. What was the meaning of it all?

Ralph, after what seemed to be a glance of inquiry at me, endeavoured to assuage her agitation. Falling on one knee beside her, he put his arm about her waist.

“Nina, what magic spell has suddenly bewitched you? What is the latest fancy which, all at once, has stolen into your fanciful head, you mistress of all strange fancies!”

Taking her hands from before her face she looked at him with wild, eager, searching eyes. She spoke with a little break in her voice.

“Ralph, you — you will always love me? Won’t you, Ralph?”

Ralph’s voice, as he answered her, was soft, and deep, and full of music — full of that music which, they tell us, is the sweetest of all music to a woman’s ear.

“Always, sweetheart — for ever and for aye!”

Throwing her arms about his neck, she kissed him with what almost seemed to be an hysterical outburst of affection.

“My darling — oh, my darling!”

Ralph laughingly reminded her of my presence.

“Sweetheart, are you forgetting that we are not alone?”

“It’s only guardian,” she said. And, as she said it, she looked up at me with some fragmentary return of the mischief of her smile. “Guardian doesn’t count.”

She stood up, disengaging as she did so Ralph’s arm from about her waist. But in her manner there still was something which was strange to me. The thing was made more obvious by the effort which she made to pass it off as nothing.

“Of course I remember that cabinet, I remember it very well. I noticed it when guardian” — she checked herself with a sort of little gasp— “I mean, when Mr. Bennion brought it home. He showed it me. And, of course, I saw it many times after that. I remember just where it stood in his room.” She paused; then she added, looking at me with a gratuitous defiance in her eyes and in her bearing, which made me wonder more and more what there was in me she need defy: “And I couldn’t make up my mind, but each time I saw it I was always thinking that I had seen it somewhere before — I mean, before I saw it in Mr. Bennion’s room. Now it all comes back to me quite clearly. It is the cabinet which I saw in the Fiezza Palace at Rome, and which they said belonged to Lucrezia Borgia. I am sure of it — oh yes, I am quite sure.”

The defiant ring in her voice, and the defiant gaze in her eyes, as she reiterated her assurance, brought to me a new revelation of Nina Macrae.

Ralph Hardwicke had also risen to his feet, and while his lady-love was favouring me with unexpected recollections of the tragic stage, he had sauntered over to the cabinet. He now stood regarding it with the appreciative admiration of a capable and a sympathetic critic.

“A fine thing. As an example, I should say, almost unique. I also remember it, in the dear old fellow’s room, though not at Rome.” He spoke with a touch of dryness, which, unless I am mistaken, made Nina start. “Otway, how came it here?”

Nina echoed his inquiry. But with this difference, that while his tone betrayed carelessness, hers betrayed unmistakable defiance. Defiance of what, I was more and more at a loss to understand.

“Yes, that is just what I was about to ask — how came it here?”

I replied, almost with an air of deprecation, feeling as if I had been guilty of some crime:

“Mr. Clinton gave it to me. He thought that I would like a memento of my friend. He asked me what I would like to choose, so I chose that.”

“Oh!” Nina drew a long breath. She never removed, for an instant, her eyes from off my face, nor softened in one tittle the hard defiance of her stare. “You chose that. I see.”

Ralph’s laughing voice came from the cabinet.

“And not a bad choice either, for a man who does not profess to much knowledge of such things. I do not think that you could have chosen anything much better worth the having, eh, Nina?”

“No, I don’t think he could.” She turned towards him with the stiffness of an automaton. Then, in the utterance of an exclamation, all her stiffness vanished. “What’s this?” she cried.

Her glance had fallen on the little open box which contained the separated parts of what Mr. Cowan had called that “ingenious contrivance” in the way of keys. She stooped over it, repeating in a sort of frenzy her own words.

“What’s this — what’s this? It’s the key! It’s unscrewed!” She actually clenched her fists as she stood up and faced me. “What’s the meaning of this?” she cried.

As I stood staring at her, momentarily dumb in my amazement, Ralph approached her from behind. It was he who spoke:

“Nina, are you quite sure that you’re quite well? What’s the meaning of what, young woman?” He perceived the little box. “What’s this? A key?” He took it up into his hand. “The key of the cabinet? Is this what causes my dearest lady such concern? Sweetheart, where’s the wonder? Why, it’s in pieces. Hallo, Otway, what have you been doing?”

“Yes,” cried Nina, her aggressive tones in curious contrast to her lover’s tones of placid curiosity, “what have you been doing?”

I passed my hand across my brow. I felt that I really should go mad if something did not happen soon which would supply me with a plausible answer to all these riddles.

“There was something about the key which I could not altogether understand, so I submitted it to Lewis Cowan for his examination.”

Ralph looked at me with wondering eyes.

“Do you mean that you submitted it to Cowan, the man who is great on poisons?”

“I do.”

“What did you do that for?”

“More out of curiosity, I fancy, than anything else.”

Ralph looked at me as if he could not make me out, which was not strange. I could not make myself out just then. I should have been very sorry to have been compelled to furnish that minute analysis of my emotions of which, in fiction, the present generation appears to be so fond.

Nina’s conduct was amazing. She came and grasped my arm with a vigour and a strength which I found to be not a little disconcerting.

“What did he say?” she gasped.

“What did who say? My dear, you hurt my arm.”

“Mr. Cowan — quick, what did he say?”

As she increased rather than decreased her pressure on my arm, I deemed it expedient to reply to her question with such haste as I had at my command.

“He said — my dear, you are really hurting me — he said — good gracious! — he said that the key was charged with poison.”

She said nothing. She released my arm in a manner which was almost as disconcerting as was the actual ferocity with which she had grasped me. With some distant resemblance to the movements of a pendulum, she wavered for a moment in the air. Then she did a thing of which I had never thought that Nina Macrae could have been capable: she fell to the ground in a dead faint — just as they do that sort of thing upon the stage. I was thunderstruck.

I don’t know what was on Ralph Hardwicke’s face as we both of us stood looking down at her. But I know that on mine there was something which I would have given all that I possessed to have kept from it.


CHAPTER XIV. I TAKE A WALK

It was on the morning of the day previous to that on which Ralph and Nina were to be married that I took a walk, every incident of which, if the tales which the scientists tell us are true, will be found vividly impressed upon the retina of my brain, if I live to twice the allotted span of man. It was not so much the incidents themselves which were impressive, as the catastrophe was overwhelming which they immediately led up to.

That evening Ralph was to fetch me to have dinner with him at his club. He was to call for me on his way. That dinner was to serve as a sort of farewell to his bachelor life. He and I, as it were, were to see out together his life of “single cursedness” — see it out together in a civil and unostentatious way. On the morrow he was to embark on that unknown sea — unknown so far as I am concerned — which men call matrimony. For him there would be no more bachelor dinners at the club. So, as was fitting, at that last dinner, which almost attained the dignity of a “function,” the old and the young bachelor were to dine together.

I had not sauntered far along the pavement in the direction of Piccadilly Circus, when I met, to use a figure of speech, with the first puff of wind which was to ruffle the surface of the unwonted peace which filled my mind.

The puff of wind took the shape — the non-figurative shape — of Ryan.

I had not seen him since, in a fit of temper, Mr. Clinton had dismissed him from his service, and when I again did see him I was not favourably impressed by the change which had taken place in his appearance. I never had been, as I perhaps need scarcely observe, in Mr. Ryan’s confidence, but it was only reasonable to suppose that during his many years’ service under so liberal a master as Philip Bennion, he would have availed himself of at least some of the opportunities which offered, to lay by something for a rainy day. It came upon me, therefore, with a sort of shock, when I observed in his personal appearance the unmistakable signs of being hard up.

He saw me first, and came across the road to speak to me.

“Well, Ryan,” I said, “how goes the world with you?”

“Very bad, sir. About as bad as it very well can do.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

I was sorry. It seemed to me that I had known Ryan almost as long as I had known Philip Bennion. Indifferent servant though he was — and Bennion had forgiven him both much and often — he was the first and last servant my friend had ever had.

“Are you still out of a situation? Or have you given up service altogether?”

“I think, sir, that service has given me up altogether. It seems that it’s against a man to remain in one service his whole life long. Gentlemen don’t want old servants, they want young ones.”

I was conscious that there was something in what he said. He was as old as I was. His age might not be in his favour.

“Is there anything I can do for you?”

“Well, sir, if you could give me a character; you know almost as much about me as Mr. Bennion did. Mr. Clinton” — Ryan’s face grew dark— “says he’ll see me d —— d before he says a word for me, and Miss Macrae’s not much good as a reference. Gentlemen don’t want a valet’s character from a young lady.”

“Miss Macrae! Has she offered you a reference?”

“Yes, sir, she has. She saw me the other day, and she stopped me. She asked me a lot of questions about a lot of things — principally about a cabinet the governor had — —”

I interrupted him.

“A cabinet? What cabinet!”

“I dare say you remember it, sir. An Italian cabinet it was. The governor bought it about six months before he died. He made a great fuss because he lost the key. It came home one night, and he put it somewhere, and then he couldn’t find it in the morning; he couldn’t think where he’d put it. Miss Macrae wanted to know if he ever found it before he died. She seemed to think that he did. I don’t know what made her think so. I don’t think he ever did, and so I told her.”

I was conscious that the pulsations of my heart all at once had quickened. Was that ancient piece of furniture destined always to intrude?

“I am rather interested in that cabinet myself, Ryan; I know the one which you refer to. Did Miss Macrae tell you what made her think that Mr. Bennion found the key?”

“No, sir, she didn’t. But if I may make so bold as to say so, she didn’t seem to be quite herself. When I said that I didn’t think he did, she went quite funny. I thought she was going to faint. She clenched her fists and looked up at the sky, and said, in a tone of voice which, out in the street there, and before all the people, made me feel quite shivery like, ‘But I know he did!’ I don’t know what makes her know, because, as I say again, I don’t believe he ever did.”

When I left Ryan, which I did after assisting him to the extent of a couple of sovereigns, and telling him that he might refer any one to me who wanted to know his antecedents, I left him with the consciousness of that “little rift in the lute, which makes all the music mute.”

Nor did another incident, which occurred almost immediately after I had quitted Ryan, tend to increase my cheerfulness.

As I neared the Circus I became aware that a woman was walking, or rather staggering, at my side, and endeavouring to address me. I first became aware of it by the fact of a gloved hand being laid upon my arm, and a voice saying, with that tendency to run all the words into one which is a characteristic of a certain stage of intoxication, “H’llo ol’fler!”

I turned; there was a woman — a young woman and pretty one — so young and so pretty that her youth and prettiness seemed to lend to her condition an added horror. She was well but flashily dressed, and, already at that hour of the day, she was drunk.

When I turned and looked at her she regarded me with an imbecile smile.

“Don’ you know me, ol’ f’ler?” she said. I did not know her; I did not want to know her. So little did I want to know her that, with a view of avoiding an altercation with an intoxicated woman in Piccadilly, I stepped off the pavement with intent to cross the road. To my disgust, she followed, calling after me:

“Ol’ f’ler!”

I turned to her.

“If you address me again I will call a policeman.”

Whether she understood me or not, I cannot say. I doubt if she understood me clearly. The confusion and noise of the traffic, the condition she was in, these things were against her. I turned again to continue my passage across the street, and I imagine that she endeavoured to follow me. I say that I imagine, because I am not certain of what it was that exactly happened. All that I know is, that a moment afterwards there was a hubbub of voices, and a woman’s shriek rang out, high over the din of the traffic.

“He’s run over her!” some one shouted — shouted it, as it seemed, right into my ear.

When I looked to see what it was had happened, I saw that a rapidly increasing crowd was gathering in the centre of the street, and that it was blocking the traffic. All eyes were endeavouring to look at something which lay upon the wooden pavement.

It was that unfortunate woman. An omnibus driver, all his faculties bent upon a frantic endeavour to “cut out” a rival, had knocked her down, and the two wheels on one side of his heavily-laden vehicle had run right over her.

Poor creature! Though Heaven knows that I had not been in any way to blame, I almost felt — it was all so sudden and so awful that I almost felt as if I had had a hand in her destruction. I gave a constable my card, and requested him to inform the authorities of the hospital to which they were taking her— “all that was left of her!” — that I would call to learn how she progressed.

One may easily imagine that that little incident did not tend to remove the depression for which Ryan’s loquacity had been primarily responsible. So it is that one may leave one’s house in the brightest possible frame of mind, and yet, owing to circumstances over which one has absolutely no control, be in a condition of profound dejection within a distance of less than half-a-mile.

This reflection is not made under the delusion that it is in any way original, but it is so.

Hardly had I returned to my chambers in the afternoon than I was informed that some one wished to see me. The some one proved to be an attendant at the hospital to which the unfortunate woman had been carried in the morning. He brought a very pressing, and what I thought a very singular message, to the effect that she wished to see me, adding, on his own account, that if I wished to see her alive I should have to go to her at once.

Although the woman was a perfect stranger to me, and, after all, had brought her fate on herself by her own misconduct, I could not but feel moved when I was told that to so young a creature, and to one to whom the future might have meant so much, life was to come to so sudden and to so terrible a close.

“Is it so bad with her as that?” I said.

“Well, sir, her nurse told me that it was even chances that she would be dead before I got back.”

The man spoke respectfully, but with as much appearance of concern as if he were speaking of a pig.

I told myself that, if it were so, it would be useless for me, at considerable inconvenience to myself, to wait upon her message, since, before I could get to her, she would be dead. And, in any case, what could there be, of the slightest possible moment, which she could have to say to me?

I tried to learn from the messenger. “You understand that this person is, so far as I am concerned, a perfect stranger. You have no idea what it is she wishes to say to me?”

“I know nothing about that, sir. I only know what the message was I was to give you: that if you didn’t see her before she died you would be sorry as long as you lived. The nurse said I was to tell you that those were the exact words she used.”

I hesitated. Who was this woman that, for her sake, I should unnecessarily dye my thoughts a darker hue? Ralph was to call for me very shortly. In a pleasant frame of mind for festivity I should be if I came fresh from a death-bed — and such a death-bed — to the feast. If every drunken female who chose to get herself run over were to claim the right to summon me to witness her final moments, a fresh charm would be added to the already numerous charms which enhanced the pleasures of existence.

The man perceived my hesitation.

“I must be going, sir. Is there any message I can take?”

The fellow seemed to take it for granted that I would not go. I do not know if he detected on my physiognomy all the inevitable characteristics of a brute. I groaned.

“You are sure that she is dying?”

He actually grinned.

“I don’t think that there’s much doubt of that, sir.”

I don’t know if he thought that I feared that there might be doubts — he gave me that impression.

“Well, I’ll come with you,” I said. “I am pressed for time, and I have an important engagement very shortly. But I should not like any poor creature to go out of this world thinking hard thoughts of me.”

I summoned a hansom, and we went in it together.

I found that man a most interesting companion. During the short ride from my chambers to the hospital he told me more pleasant anecdotes about awful accidents than I had ever heard in all my life before. He dwelt upon the details, making vivid references to “pools of blood” and shattered limbs. So that when the vehicle drew up before the doors of the hospital, I felt as if I were about to cross the portals of a building which had about it something of the nature of a shambles or a slaughter-house.

I had no notion that I was about to assist at one of the most eventful interviews of a long and not uneventful life — so wholly devoid of anything in the shape of prophetic insight are my poor eyes.


CHAPTER XV. “IN ARTICULO MORTIS”

“Not dead,” they told us, when we reached the ward in which the woman lay.

A little further on the information was amplified.

“Not dead,” said the nurse whose duty it was to attend on that particular patient, “but dying fast. You’re only just in time.”

“Is she conscious?” I asked.

“Quite conscious. In cases like this they often are. She’ll probably be conscious to the very end.” Then she added, as if in answer to an unspoken inquiry which she saw written on my face: “Nothing that you can say or do will make any difference to her now — except, perhaps, that it may ease her mind. It’s internal haemorrhage — she can scarcely last half-an-hour at the most.”

When I stood beside the bed on which the woman lay, I could see that what the nurse said was true, that nothing could make any difference to her now. Even to my unpractised eyes, upon her countenance the near approach of death was written large.

None of her injuries were visible. Whatever they might be, they had left her face untouched. It struck me, when I first had seen her, how pretty she was. Lying there, with her hat off, and her face just visible above the bedclothes, she looked prettier even than she had looked in the street. She never had been beautiful; there was not intellect enough in her face for that. But she was conspicuous, in an unusual degree, for that dainty, sensuous, animal prettiness, which experience has taught me that the majority of men find more attractive in a woman even than actual beauty.

One thing I was glad to notice, that there was about her no atmosphere of drink. All that had gone. The great thing that was coming had driven it away. So far as I could judge, she was as sober as ever a woman was. She was not to realise that drunkard’s ideal: she was not to die drunk. I could see at a glance that she was as much herself as I was, if she was not more herself than I was.

We remained looking at each other for a moment in silence; I wondering what there was of such pre-eminent importance, as the message which had been brought to me suggested, which she could possibly have to say to me, a perfect stranger; she regarding me with her big, wide open, beautiful blue eyes, as if she were endeavouring to read on my countenance something which she fancied might be there.

As she showed no sign of any intention to speak to me, I spoke to her.

“I hope,” I said, “that you are not in pain?”

The tone in which she replied was not loud; she was evidently very weak, and her voice was failing her as swiftly as her life, but it was clear, and cool, and self-possessed. She gave me the impression that she was saying what she meant.

“No; I am not in pain; I am dying.” Then, after a pause: “I don’t mind.”

“I hope,” I continued, “that, in what has happened, you do not think that I have been in any way to blame?”

“No. Besides, it doesn’t matter.”

The careless, and even cynical indifference of her words and manner, in circumstances such as hers, and in one so young, jarred upon one’s nerves. I was at a loss what to say to her. Evidently this was a case in which none of the ordinary truisms would be of the least avail.

While I hesitated she went on of her own accord.

“I knew you this morning, though I was so drunk.”

“You knew me?” I regarded her more attentively. I had not recognised her in the street; I did not recognise her then. “I do not remember ever seeing you before.”

“No, perhaps not; but I’ve seen you before, and I know all about you, too. When they told me that you had left your card, and that I was booked, I thought I’d send for you, just to ease my mind.”

As she uttered the last few words, the shadow of a smile wrinkled the corners of her lips, and gleamed out of the depths of her big blue eyes. It did not strike me as being a pleasant smile by any means.

“In what can I be of use to you?”

Candidly, I did not believe her when she said that she knew me. I was beginning to suspect that she might be a worse woman even than I had originally imagined. Her next words, therefore, took me aback.

“Did you know Mr. Philip Bennion?”

“Know him! He was my most intimate friend.”

“I knew him too. And he knew me. And he didn’t like what he knew of me either.”

What could the woman mean? What could such as she have known of Philip Bennion?

“I fancy that you cannot be referring to the Philip Bennion with whom I was acquainted.”

“Oh, yes, I am — don’t you make any error! He used to live in the same place you do. He was a card! And he thought that I was another card.”

I, also, was beginning to think that she was what she termed “a card,” and a very queer card too, to be talking in such a strain when death was already touching her with outstretched finger.

“Who are you?” I asked. “What is your name?”

“You wait half-a-second. I’ll tell you. I’ve got time. I know I shan’t go off until I’ve told you. It was so that I might tell you that I asked them to fetch you here, just to ease your mind and mine.”

Again a shadow of a smile flitted across her features. It was my imagination, perhaps, but it seemed to me that that smile made her look as cruel as the grave — that grave to which she so swiftly, and with such astonishing disregard of what there might be after, was hastening. I was at a loss what to say to her. I wished that I had disobeyed the summons, and that I had not come. Young and pretty as she was, there was something about her looks and about her manner which began to fill me with a sense of absolutely painful repulsion. Suddenly she asked a question: “Do you know Ralph Hardwicke?”

“Ralph Hardwicke?” I stared at her still more. Why did she want to drag in his name as well as Philip Bennion’s? I fancy my manner was sufficiently frigid. “I know Mr. Hardwicke very well.”

“I’m his wife.”

Although I heard her words, I did not catch her meaning. It surely was not strange. I think that, for a moment, my senses were numbed. I looked at her askance. “You’re his — what — ?”

“I’m his wife — I’m Mrs. Hardwicke. I’m Ralph Hardwicke’s wife.”

To call the expression which momentarily transformed her countenance a smile would be absurd. It was a malignant grin. I gazed at her with horror. I had not the slightest doubt that she was telling an astounding lie. And that a woman in her position could be capable of such an uncalled-for, such an atrocious, and, as it seemed to me, such a senseless lie, was to me most horrible.

“You’re Ralph Hardwicke’s wife! Woman, with death actually holding you by the hand, how can you tell me such a falsehood?”

The only excuse that I could make for her was that she might be delirious, but there was no symptom of anything of the sort in her demeanour. She seemed quite calm — calmer by far than I was.

“It’s no falsehood; it’s gospel truth — truer than any gospel I ever heard of. I’m Ralph Hardwicke’s wife as safe as houses.”

If she was not raving mad, then she was the wickedest woman I had heard or read of, and all that I could do would be to hope that that mercy would be shown to her which she would not show herself.

“Heaven help you, woman!”

I spoke out of the fulness of my heart. She answered with that dreadful shadow of a smile.

“Put your hand beneath my pillow. You will find a purse. Take it and open it. You will find in it my marriage lines. It’s better to have these sort of things in black and white, you know; it’s more convincing.”

Mechanically, in obedience to her request, I inserted my hand beneath her pillow. She herself was powerless to move. The only things about her which were still alive were her faint, clear voice, and her monstrous wickedness. I almost expected, so little faith did I place on any word she said, to find nothing there. However, my fingers closed on something. I drew it out. It was a purse; one of those gorgeous affairs which women, so it appears to me, for purposes of ostentation, love to carry in their hands. I know not what other reason they can have for such curious behaviour.

“Shall I open it?”

“Don’t I tell you to? Right at the back, by itself, you’ll find my certificate of marriage. It’s a copy, but you can always get a sight of the original if you would like to.”

I did as she bade me. I opened the purse. In the compartment at the back, by itself, as she said, there was a paper. I took it out. I unfolded it. I looked at it. And, as I did so, the words upon the paper, and the paper itself, and the place, and everything, swam before my eyes. I never came nearer to fainting than I did just then.

The paper was a certificate of marriage.

It was, or it purported to be, the certificate of a marriage which had taken place some three years back at a registrar’s office in the north of London, between Ralph Hardwicke, bachelor, and Louisa Pratt, spinster.

“This,” I gasped, when I recovered breath enough to speak, “is either a forgery, or it relates to some other Ralph Hardwicke than the one I know.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. You ask the Ralph Hardwicke whom you know. If he denies it — I don’t think he will, but he might, if he knew that I was dead — you go up to that registrar’s office, and they’ll tell you all about it.”

“But,” I cried, “my Ralph Hardwicke’s going to be married in the morning!”

The woman laughed. Already as good as dead, already face to face with the Great Unknown, she laughed. Such a laugh! The nurse, who was hovering about the bed, when she heard that dreadful sound, turned towards her with a startled air.

“My dear!” she cried.

But the woman paid no heed to the nurse.

“So’s my Ralph Hardwicke going to be married in the morning. Shall I tell you who he is going to marry? He’s going to marry Miss Macrae — pretty Nina! Do you think that I don’t know? Why, I’ve known all about it from the first.”

“But, if you are indeed Ralph Hardwicke’s wife — and Heaven forgive him, and help him, if you are! — what devil’s impulse has led you to cause him to think that you are dead?”

“To think that I am dead? Go along! He knows that I’m not dead. He knows that I’m as much alive as you are. It was only yesterday that he came to see me.”

“Only yesterday that he came to see you!”

Was this some hideous dream? Would these things pass away? If but they would!

The woman continued speaking. She seemed to have acquired fresh strength for the sole purpose of adding to my torture. She spoke with more animation than she had yet displayed.

“It’s like this. I’d done something of which he knew, and for which, if he liked, he could have put me away — quodded me, you know. And if I made myself disagreeable he’d have done it, too, as soon as look at me — I know Ralph.”

She laughed again. Good heavens, what a laugh it was! Sometimes, to this hour, I still seem to hear it ringing in my ears.

“So, as he’d made it all right in the money way, I didn’t care who else he married. He might have married half-a-dozen more wives for all I cared. I should rather have liked him to, because then I should have a chance to get my knife in him.”

Could these things be? Could Ralph Hardwicke, that paragon of all the virtues, my ideal strong man, have all the time been the thing this woman pictured him? Clean-souled, clean-thinking, clean-living Ralph? Could he have been an infinitely baser thing even than a Raymond Clinton?

My brain reeled at the mere contemplation of such a possibility; of all that it entailed. I was stunned, dazed. My heart seemed broken. I never realised, till then, that Ralph Hardwicke had been every whit as much my boy as Philip Bennion’s.

“Tell me,” I said at last, for the woman continued watching me with her big blue eyes; “if all that you say is true, how came you first to know him?”

“I’m ‘the Pet of the Peris,’” she said.

I stared at her with bewildered eyes. Her words were as double Dutch to me.

“You’re the what?”

“You don’t know much. When I first knew Ralph Hardwicke my name was on every wall in town, in letters as long as your arm, ‘The Pet of the Peris!’ At this very moment there isn’t a music-hall in London where they wouldn’t give me twenty pound a week for a two-song turn, and glad to get me at the price! And here am I, just dying. I’d have gone back long ago if it hadn’t been for Ralph. He said I wasn’t to, and though I’d have given a finger off my hand to go, I didn’t dare. It sounds funny, but it’s true.”

“You mean that you were a music-hall singer?”

“I mean that I am ‘the Pet of the Peris.’” She repeated the words with an obvious pride in them which was as curious as, under the circumstances, it was ghastly.

“And — and did Mr. Hardwicke see you in the exercise of your profession?”

“He came to the hall where I was singing — he was always coming there — and, one night, some one brought him round and introduced him to me just as I had done my turn. That was on Tuesday, and on the Thursday we were married.”

I failed, for a moment, to quite grasp the meaning of her words.

“On the Thursday you were married? Do you mean that you were married after only four-and-twenty hours’ acquaintance?”

“That’s about the size of it. I knew all about him before I knew him. I thought it was good enough, so I broke off my contracts — weren’t there ructions! Ralph had to pay up all round — and we were married.”

She paused. Then, as I sat too bewildered and horrified to speak, she went on again. But I noticed, even amidst the agony and confusion of my mind, how faint her voice was growing, and how her life was ebbing fast.

“If you don’t think that was like him, you don’t know Ralph Hardwicke. If he sets his mind upon a thing he’ll have it, though all the devils in hell should try to stop him.”

She gave a little cough — a little choking cough. The nurse came swiftly to her. She put her hand beneath the patient’s head and raised it from the pillow. She carefully wiped away a crimson stain which, all at once, had dyed the woman’s lips.

The woman spoke again:

“I’m Ralph Hardwicke’s wife.”

And she was dead.


CHAPTER XVI. NOT ASHAMED

How I reached home I am unable clearly to state. I have a dim recollection of stumbling down the hospital steps. I think I called a cab, but, at the same time, I am not sure that the hansom was not waiting for me in which I had arrived. I know I did drive home, and I know that, as I drove, I kept pressing my hand against a paper which was in the breast-pocket of my coat. That paper purported to be a certificate of a marriage which had taken place between Ralph Hardwicke and Louisa Pratt.

Dewsnap, my servant, received me when I returned. He told me that I was late, and that my dress-clothes had long since been waiting for me to get into them. I said that I should not require them that night, because I did not intend to alter my attire. He looked at me askance, asked if I was not feeling well, and reminded me that Mr. Hardwicke was about to call to take me out to dinner.

“Leave me alone,” I said, I am afraid querulously. “I am quite aware that Mr. Hardwicke is going to call.”

Dewsnap left me alone, though I have no doubt whatever that he perceived that something out of the way had happened. They have the eyes of hawks, those servants!

I sat in a sort of stupor. I realised something of what the feelings of a man must be who is waiting for execution. It is possible, if he feels as I felt, that he may become impatient for the hour to arrive. It had to be. Why did not Ralph hasten, so that we might have it over?

I dared not think of Nina. My pretty Nina!

At last he came. I heard his vigorous step without; I heard his hand upon the handle. I knew that he had opened the door, and that he was looking into the room. But, on a sudden, I fell into such a fit of trembling, that, at the first moment, I could not turn and face him.

His strong yet musical voice rang out across the room — 

“Hallo, Otway, aren’t you ready?”

Still I could not look upon his face.

I suppose that my behaviour struck him as strange. It was unlike me, when I received a guest, to sit crouching in a corner, with my back turned towards the door. He advanced further into the room.

“I say, do you know what time it is? Are you asleep, young man?”

Then I turned. As I raised myself from my chair, I felt that my knees were trembling beneath me.

When I looked at him I was struck more than ever by the strength and the beauty of his face; the intellect that was written large; the unmistakable signs of exceptional mental force and power. I felt as if he had been the accuser and I the accused. Far rather would I have had it so.

“Ralph,” my voice still faltered, “I have seen your wife!”

There was silence — that awful silence which most of us have known at some time or other in our lives — that silence which is so infinitely more eloquent than speech.

As I raised my eyes to again look up at him, I saw that, during that interval of silence, his face had become transfigured. The change which had taken place in it would be difficult to describe in words — changes which take place in the expression of a person’s countenance not seldom are. It betrayed no emotion, no surprise, no dismay, no sort of passion, but in an indefinable manner, it had become hard, and cold, and set, as if carved in stone; the face of a man all intellect, keen, razor-edged, as unyielding and insensible to outward influence as finely-tempered steel.

“So!”

That was all he said, and he moved to the fireplace.

“Ralph,” I almost screamed, his passionless calm seeming to throw oil upon the flames which burned within me, “don’t stand like that. Have you nothing to say? Don’t you hear me tell you that I have seen your wife?”

“I hear you. Is she outside?”

“Outside?” I echoed.

“If she is outside, pray ask her to come in.”

“She is not outside.”

“Not outside?”

He stood looking at me with an insolent coolness which affected me more than any other behaviour on his part could possibly have done. What stupefied me with horror, he seemed to regard, if one might judge from his outward demeanour, with almost complete indifference. I found myself wondering, for the first time during all those years, what manner of man he really was.

“Well,” he added, “have you anything else you wish to say?”

“Is it possible, sir, that there is nothing which you wish to say?”

“Oh, yes, there are one or two things. By the way, aren’t you coming to dinner?” He looked at his watch. “It is on the table.”

“Is that the only observation you have to make — that dinner is on the table?”

“You are really too severe, and, after all, one must dine.”

“As you say, one must dine.”

He stood regarding me in silence for a moment or two. Then he asked a question:

“Do you intend to forbid the banns?”

“Forbid the banns?”

“I mean, do you mean to place any active obstacles in the way of my marriage with Nina in the morning?”

“You — you ineffable villain!”

“Don’t call me names! I mightn’t like it.”

“Not call you names! Is it conceivable that you think that, knowing what I know, I will allow you to go to the altar with Miss Macrae, and allow you to pledge yourself to be her husband in the sight of God and man?”

“Then you mean to tell Nina — that I have a wife?”

“I mean not only to tell Nina, but I mean to publish it to all the world. It is not expedient that men like you should be married and folks not know it. It should be published from the housetops, so that he who runs may read.”

“Don’t be melodramatic. What’s the use? Be easy!” He looked at me with the most indescribably insolent air of amusement. “I fancy that you mean to be worse than the other.”

“Than what other?”

“Than old Ben!”

I gasped.

“Do you mean that Philip Bennion knew that you were married?”

“Certainly. I told him all about it. It was the queerest marriage of which you ever heard.” I quite believed him. “I didn’t go much to music-halls, even in those days. They always struck me as stupid. They bored me! But one night I dropped into the Aristophanes, and I heard ‘the Pet of the Peris’ — has the little darling told you that she was known to the world as ‘the Pet of the Peris’?”

“She has.”

“She always tells every one five minutes after she begins to speak to them. Well, I heard ‘the Pet of the Peris.’ Such a voice! And such songs! You never heard such — harmony! But, on the other hand, you never saw such limbs — and, you know, she showed them. There lay, from an artistic point of view, her chiefest virtue. When she came upon the stage to sing — forgive the word! — her second song, I made up my mind that I would have her. The more I saw of her, you know, the more I wanted. So I went the next night, and the next, and the next — all to see ‘the Pet of the Peris’! — and I think it was the night after that that I was introduced to her. I took her out to supper, and I offered her marriage. I had heard what sort of woman she was, and I saw for myself — for, even in those days, I had discerning eyes — that nothing else would serve. So I offered her all I had to give for all that she had to give. She accepted the offer, being quite well aware that she would have the best of the bargain, and the day but one after we were married. Well, in about a week I was sorry, painfully sorry. And as, in my excessive verdancy, I couldn’t see my way at all, I came and made a clean breast of the whole affair to dear old Ben.”

“And what did Philip Bennion say when you told him such a tale as that?”

“He did not make the exhibition of himself which you are making, and which you bid fair to make hereafter. But then he was a cleverer man all round.”

This young man’s insolence was really most amazing! To listen to him, and to look at him, one would have thought that he had been discovered in as common-place, every-day a little adventure as ever man yet had. A mere nothing at all!

But as he continued, something began to come into his voice which suggested that there was in him, somewhere deep down, a white-hot heat of passion which burned and seared every fibre of his being.

“Old Ben’s advice was, to have no scandal, to make the best of ‘the Pet of the Peris,’ to keep her, as much as possible, out of sight, and to go on as if she wasn’t there. This was all very well in theory, but in practice it wouldn’t work. For the mischief was that I had loved Nina ever since I was a boy.”

“You say that you loved Nina ever since you were a boy, and yet you did this thing!”

“Precisely. There’s the puzzle. What they call the psychology of life’s a riddle. You, with your limited powers of comprehension, will not understand me when I tell you that it was because I loved Nina, that I did this thing. It was because I loved Nina, that I married ‘the Pet of the Peris.’ But what I had not realised was, that I should love Nina all the more because I had married ‘the Pet of the Peris.’ But that was what actually happened. And that was where the mischief all came in.”

He was silent for a moment. When he spoke again, although he did not raise his voice above his ordinary tones, his words seemed to scorch me as they issued from his lips.

“You may thank your stars, Otway, that you are a man of little passions. If you have no raptures of enjoyment, you have no agonies of baffled yearning. If you desire a thing you do not long for it with ever-increasing longing, until you realise that between you and madness there is but a slender veil, which may be severed at a touch. I do. When I desire a thing, my desire grows and grows, until I must have what I desire — or go mad. When I was still a child I realised that with me this was so. So I learned to put a continual restraint upon myself, until I had at least acquired the art of concealing the strength of my desire. Nature, and the social conditions under which we live, compelled me to become a thing for which, I assure you, I have no more taste than you — a hypocrite.

“You will perceive that I have an acute perception of the character, and situation, of Joseph Surface.

“Directly I had married that husk of a woman, that drinking, swinish, mindless animal, Nina’s figure rose up in front of me in contrast to the figure of the creature I had made my wife. I had always loved her. My love for her became a sort of madness. I saw what I had lost, what I had done. I verily believe — I am aware that similar language has issued from hundreds of thousands of meaningless mouths before, but I use it with full appreciation of its meaning, I think you will grant it when I go on — I verily believe that no man ever loved a woman as I loved Nina — loved her! As, my God! I love her now! There was nothing I would not have done to win her. I would have run the gauntlet through all the devils in hell.”

Ralph Hardwicke was unconsciously quoting the awful words which had been almost the last to issue from his dead wife’s lips.

“A shrewder man than Philip Bennion was, perhaps never lived. I was amused when, that day, you asked me if I thought that he was mad. His chief fault, in my eyes, was that he was too sane for me. He soon had a good idea of the sort of thing that was going on inside of me. You see, he was a student of character, and he understood me, not only better than any one else, but almost as well as I understood myself, and he loved me although he knew me for what I was. There was only one thing he would not have sacrificed for me. That one thing was Nina. He had agreed to keep my marriage secret, but he had not bargained for my making love to Nina. So he sent me right away, and told Nina that I was not for her, and that she was not for me.”

When he said that I started, and he perceived I started.

“Yes, I see what you are thinking of. You are right. Nina told the truth when she said that old Ben had warned her off me. It was I who lied. My dear fellow, it is not the only lie which I have told you — it is only one out of perhaps more than a thousand. It is one of the misfortunes attendant on the exigencies of such a situation as mine, that I am constantly constrained to lie.”

He spoke of the absence in himself of any moral sense as calmly as if he were expounding the intricacies of an abstruse problem in mathematics.

“When old Ben interposed it already was too late — with all his acumen he had not plumbed all the depths that were within me. My desire for Nina had become the master passion of my being. It was my one idea. I had already told myself that I would have her, let the price which I should have to pay for her be what it might. So soon as old Ben dispatched me on my travels I set to thinking by what means I could attain the object of my desire.”

Ralph Hardwicke paused. He drew a long breath. He seemed to hesitate. But perhaps that was only supposition on my part, because, directly afterwards, he went on with a cool, calculated precision of utterance which held me spellbound.

“I realised one thing — that I should never have Nina while old Ben could keep her from me. That Philip Bennion blocked the way. But, with crass stupidity, there was another thing I did not realise, and, what is even stranger, it is only quite recently that I have begun to realise it. It is incredible, but it is true. I did not realise that the shortest way to obtain possession of Nina was to kill my wife.”

He said this as quietly as if he had been requesting a light for his cigar; but he said it in a manner which caused every drop of blood in my body to suddenly congeal. “Ralph!” I cried.

And something made me shrink from him as if he were some awful thing.

He regarded me with a smile of indescribable amusement, evidently wholly unmoved by the state of agitation I was in.

“The idea, my good fellow, would have been obvious even to you — I see it, as they have it, in your eye. To have killed my wife would have been to resolve, at the smallest possible cost — practically, as you yourself perceive, at no cost at all — the situation to a T. It would, henceforth, have been all plain sailing. Old Ben would have been satisfied. As I told you, and as, for once in a way, I told you truly, the dream of his existence was that Nina and I should be man and wife. If I had only been able to furnish him with proof that ‘the Pet of the Peris’ was no more, he would have bidden me God-speed, and given me his blessing there and then. Nothing could have been more satisfactory — nothing simpler. But — Otway, I hope you won’t be shocked, you really are so funny. In matters such as these you should eschew sentiment. Look facts in the face with the indifference with which you perceive the elementary fact that two and two make four. But — and now my blindness seems to have been almost miraculous, for I can assure you that no one could have gone about the business more coolly and logically than I did — but, the one idea, the only idea which occurred to me, was to kill old Ben. I thought that if he was out of the way —— Now, Otway, what is the matter?”

The matter was, not that I had fainted, or lost my senses, but that my legs had given way beneath me, and that I had fallen helpless to the floor. He advanced as if to proffer me assistance.

“Keep away! Keep away!” I screamed, in a sort of strangled whisper. “Don’t touch me!”

He seemed surprised that I should shrink from his touch as from the touch of some evil thing.

“My dear fellow, don’t be absurd. I have no wish to touch you against your will — why should I have? Only you don’t look very comfortable, huddled up in a heap upon the floor. And an old man like you! If you decline my assistance, don’t you think that you had better make some attempt upon your own account to assume a position more becoming to your age and character?”

“You devil!” was all I said.

He laughed.

“Be it devil, if you will have it devil — why not? The word conveys but a vague and fanciful meaning to my mind. Perhaps it conveys a clearer meaning to yours — I am content. If my conversation annoys you — far be it from me to knowingly bore any one, and least of all, my dear old fellow, would I bore you — I will cease. Only I imagined, as I might be able to throw some light upon a subject in which, I believe, you have shown interest, that you would wish to hear me to the end.”

I heard him to the end, not because I wished to, but because I could not help it. Because he held me spellbound. Because, as he unfolded, as it were, inch by inch, his monstrous wickedness, wickedness of which I had thought — and I had seen something of the wickedness of men, and women too — no human being could have been capable, I hung upon his words, so that they held me with the fascination with which the mesmerist holds his subject.

As he stood looking down at me, handsome as Lucifer, as Milton’s Satan, and, surely, scarcely less wicked, I staggered to my feet and tottered into a chair, and he went on, speaking for all the world as if he were narrating some admirable little story, which it was really worth my while to make a note of.


CHAPTER XVII. AN ARTIST IN MURDER

“If the mere idea of killing dear old Ben pains you, how much more, at its first inception, must it have pained me! As I told you — once more, truly — I loved old Ben, with the one exception of Nina, better than anything in the world. And, though you may be incredulous, I have a capacity for love which very few men possess.”

To hear this fellow speak of love. Was there ever such prostitution of good words!

“When I first realised, or, rather, in my blind stupidity, thought I realised that the only path to Nina lay over Philip Bennion’s grave, I almost resolved to give her up. I did so resolve, for a time. But I found that to keep my resolution was beyond my strength. To some men, to the majority of men, the thing would have been easy. I am differently constituted to the ordinary run of men — it was impossible to me. I could not live and give up Nina. So I determined, as the lesser of two evils, dearly though I loved him, to sacrifice old Ben.

“Having arrived at that determination, I considered how best to carry out the task which was before me.

“You told me, as I dare say you have not forgotten, of a conversation which you had with Philip Bennion on the night before he — died. You told me that the subject of the conversation was ‘Murder, Considered as One of the Fine Arts.’ I don’t know if you are aware of it, but that was a favourite subject of his. He often spoke of it, and, unconsciously to himself, inspired me with the ideas which were ultimately to lead to his own destruction.

“He had always believed, as he himself told you on that last night, in what he called the Artist in Murder. He had maintained over and over again to me, that it was quite possible for a cool and clever man to commit murder, without leaving behind him any traces of a crime. You remember when you spoke of that conversation to me, I told you that Philip Bennion’s ideas upon the subject were all very well in theory, but were impossible in practice — medical science was too advanced. I told you so, as you will yourself perceive, for obvious reasons. In reality, I not only thought that they were practicable, I had proved they were. I had perceived their practicability when Philip Bennion first broached the subject. But I never thought, at that time, that I should ever put the matter to the test of actual experiment.”

He paused again, and while he paused, to use that old hack phrase, I seemed to hear my own heart beating. He stood looking in front of him, with an expression on his face as if he were endeavouring to recall to his mind the proper sequence of events. There was nothing in his looks, or about his bearing, which would have led any one for one moment to suppose that this man was confessing a murder of which he never once had been suspected — as black and foul a murder as ever yet was done.

He went on speaking as quietly and indifferently as if he were referring to some trivial matter with which he himself was not in any way connected — while I, as I listened, scarcely dared to draw my breath.

“I studied the literature of homicide, in a general sense, as far as I was able. I saw at once that the chief point to be considered was to kill, and yet to leave no trace of a crime. That was the crux. If you did that, you did all. And I soon perceived that, if books were to be trusted, in Italy, during the sixteenth century, and thereabouts, the main object of the aspiring homicide was continually attained. The means used, in such cases, was invariably poison. In literature, at any rate, the Italian poisoners were proverbial.

“It was not to be overlooked that, since those days, science had advanced. Detection of crime by scientific methods had become the standard topic, for instance, of the newspaper leader writer, and of the sensational novelist. The Italian poisoners, one might say, were not detected because, in their days, science was in its infancy. In these days of exact, unerring, scientific analysis, their deeds would have been made as plain as the sun at noon.

“Was this so?

“I turned my attention to toxicology. I read the works of the latest authorities on poisons, among others the works of Mr. Lewis Cowan.”

As he mentioned Mr. Cowan’s name, Ralph Hardwicke smiled.

“The result was, that I came to the conclusion that science, in its impartial onward march, had helped the criminal quite as much as it had helped the detective, and that it was just as possible to poison a man, without fear of detection, as it had ever been.

“The Italians were remarkable, not only for the poisons which they used, but also for the manner in which they conveyed their poisons to their victims. The modern, vulgar poisoner invariably poisons the victim’s food, or medicine, or drink, or, at any rate, something which he puts into his stomach.

“In a case of illness the first question always asked is, what has the patient ate or drunk? Post-mortem examination reveals it. And so, in nine cases out of ten, you have only to look at the recorded cases. The poisoner simply gives himself away.

“The greatest Italian artists never poisoned either food or drink. They never allowed their poisons to go into the stomach. They injected them either into the finger by means of a ring, into the arm by means of a bracelet, or into the neck by means of a necklace. They resorted to more ingenious and delicate methods even than those.

“I had gone to study the Italian poisoners upon their native heath, and it chanced one day that I was passing through the Fiezza Palace with a Roman Cardinal, when, in one of the private apartments, he pulled up short, and called my attention to a cabinet. That is the identical cabinet standing in the corner there.”

Ralph Hardwicke pointed to what Mr. Vose had called the Medici cabinet.

“He told me, that Roman Cardinal, that few people ever came into that apartment, and that that cabinet was never shown to visitors. He lied. Whether consciously or unconsciously I cannot say — but he lied. And it is chiefly because he lied that I am now, my dear Otway, treating you as my father confessor. I will not say that your discovery of a previous Mrs. Hardwicke has had nothing to do with the matter, I will not go as far as that; but certainly I should never have told you what I am telling you now if that Roman Cardinal had not lied in saying that that cabinet was never shown to visitors.

“Nina had been in Rome the year before, and some fool or other had taken it into his head — I only learnt this too late, that fatal too late, my dear fellow, which we are all of us destined, some time or other, to hear — I say that some fool or other had taken it into his head to show her over the Fiezza Palace. This fool was a friend of old Ben’s, was himself a bric-a-brac hunter, a man well known in Rome, and he introduced Nina to the Fiezza Palace for the sole purpose of showing her this cabinet. He not only told her in what its peculiarity lay, and so on, but he lectured on it, so far as I can understand, for about two hours in the middle of a broiling summer’s afternoon. Not only so, but he actually gave her a photograph of the cabinet. I have seen it, she has it still. And what with the photograph, and that old fool’s prosing, and the legends which he told her of the dreadful deeds which that key had done, she has never forgotten that cabinet from that day to this. What that has to do with the sequel you will see.

“Directly I saw the cabinet and heard about the key, I said to myself that this was the very thing that I was looking for. If I could only plant that cabinet upon old Ben, he would soon cease to be a factor requiring consideration.

“But it was not such an easy thing to do, to plant that cabinet upon old Ben. First of all, I had to get it out of the Fiezza Palace, and that did not look easy; and then I had to insinuate it into old Ben’s possession without allowing him, or any one else, to suspect that it ever, in any sense, had been in mine.

“I managed to do the first thing — I managed to get it out of the Fiezza Palace. I have found that in Rome you can do a good many things with money, and it cost me a surprising sum of money to get that cabinet out of Pontifical keeping. The next thing I had to do was to entrust it to a dealer for sale, with instructions that he was only to sell it to a particular person, and then for a song. The key he never had. It was never in his possession. He never saw it. He was as innocently unconscious of there being anything peculiar about the cabinet as a babe unborn. I instructed him to tell the purchaser that the key required cleaning and that it would be forwarded after the cabinet had been sent home. I imagine that that dealer thought that I was making a present with that display of eccentricity which is peculiar to Englishmen — and I let that dealer think. As a matter of fact, he was right. I was making a present — after a fashion of my own.

“That accommodating dealer took a little shop in the Brompton Road, his stock-in-trade consisting principally of that cabinet. So soon as he had settled down a little, I mentioned, casually and privately, to old Ben that I had noticed in that part of the town what seemed to me a new dealer in curiosities. Exactly what I expected would happen did happen. A new curiosity shop was to old Ben what the smell of a fox is to a hound — he followed the scent as soon as he struck it. The next day he visited that dealer’s shop, and the day after that the cabinet came home.

“Old Ben was in excelsis. So was I.

“Before that cabinet made its appearance in England I had visited the East, and had there made some very peculiar and some very striking experiments with certain poisons which — I happened to hear of. One in particular had appealed to my imagination as being, like the cabinet, just the thing I wanted. I arranged with its discoverer — I believe the gentleman I refer to can really claim to be its discoverer — whose residence at that time was at Cairo, to forward me, at a moment’s notice, to an address in London, a certain quantity of this — article, which was to be freshly distilled, and which was to be contained in an air-tight cover.

“Before the cabinet came home I wired to Cairo, and my wire was attended to with a really surprising celerity and punctuality. I charged the key, and I sent it, of course as coming from the dealer, to old Ben.

“As, I believe, my dear old fellow, Mr. Cowan has informed you, and you are therefore, without my telling you, aware, it was a peculiarity of that particular poison that it lost its potency by being kept. When fresh from the still, less than a drop injected beneath the skin of a man, no matter where, would kill him as if by a flash of lightning. It’s a fact. If you doubt it, try it — in the interests of the spreading abroad of the truth, and the advancement of science. But this virtue — for such, in my eyes, I need not observe it was — became diminished when the stuff grew stale. It required more and more of it, and it took longer and longer to kill as the days, and even the hours, went by. Until, finally, it wouldn’t kill at all, not if you injected a whole hogshead.

“It had left the still quite long enough by the time that it reached me. I had calculated — since I had been careful to arrange that the cabinet should come to old Ben locked — that, directly he got the key into his hands, like a child with a new toy, he would not rest until he had unlocked it. I took it for granted, in other words, that, certainly within half-an-hour of the receipt of the key, he would be dead.

“I knew by what post the key would reach him. I took care to appear on the premises within half-an-hour of the post’s arrival — half-an-hour, that is, after it was in. I expected to find old Ben departed, and my idea was to slip the key out of the lock, and to put in its place a harmless facsimile. Before I had gone to bed that night that peculiar key would have been improved out of existence. It was the most beautifully planned thing of which you ever heard.

“Unfortunately, as the poet too truly remarks, ‘the best laid plans of mice and men aft gang agley.’ My ‘best laid plan’ went all ‘agley.’

“When I arrived, instead of finding old Ben a corpse, I found that he’d gone out to dinner. Some ass had come, just as the post was in, and insisted upon hauling dear old Ben off with him, then and there. I couldn’t ask about the key — how was I to know anything about it?

“You can take my word for it — on this occasion you really can — that I did not spend a pleasant night. The next morning, as soon as decency permitted, I trotted round once more. This time I found old Ben roaring and raging, and calling down all the curses of all the gods upon Ryan’s head, and upon that dealer’s head, and upon the man who had hauled him out to dinner’s head, and upon everybody else’s head. Old Ben had lost the key! My beautiful key! My best planned key! The key over which I had spent days, and weeks, and months, and which had cost me — my dear fellow, what that key had cost me, from first to last, I shouldn’t dare to tell you. He had put it — somewhere, and old Nick alone knew where.

“We hunted for the key, dear old Ben, and Ryan, and I. I assure you that I was as keen in the chase as any one. But we never found it. You may fancy my sensations. I trotted round here every day, sometimes half-a-dozen times a day. I took it for granted that old Ben would find it, perhaps in his waistcoat pocket or some equally impossible hiding-place, and that he would there and then proceed to slaughter himself at some wholly unexpected and most inconvenient moment. It would just have been like old Ben.”

This man, Ralph Hardwicke, told all this with smiles, as if he had been recounting the finest joke in the world. But, all at once, he ceased to smile, and there came again instead that curious intensity of passion, which was all the more noticeable because it was suggested rather than expressed.

“And that key never was found, until you found it, although Nina thinks it was. Ah, Otway, there’s the mischief! If it were not for what Nina thinks, ten thousand Philip Bennions might rot before you would wring a confession out of me, and before you would be able to place your finger on a clue which would lead you to the solution of my crime.

“Mind, I have exchanged no plain words with her, but I know what is passing, and what has been passing in my darling’s mind. I know that she recognised that cabinet when first she saw it, and that she would, there and then, have betrayed her recognition to Philip Bennion if it had not been that he had told her that it was I who had called his attention to the shop in which it had been purchased.

“Otway, it is not the least curious part of this my really curious story that I verily believe that, from the first, Philip Bennion knew me for what I am. I have no positive proof that this was so; but he was, as I have said, the shrewdest man I ever knew, and the more I look back at the things which have gone, the stronger my conviction grows that he knew from the first that I was a man who would stick at nothing to gain a desired end.

“More; although I know that he never told her I was married, when he saw how I longed for her, I do believe that he dropped her a hint that under no circumstances could I make her my wife, and that he dropped her a still further hint that I was the sort of man to leave no stone unturned, either in heaven or in hell — in spite of circumstances — to make her mine. Again I have no positive proof that this was so; but I believe that that is what he did.

“When Nina saw that cabinet, and recognised it for what it was — with Philip Bennion’s hints still rambling in her breast — when he told her that it was I who first had set him on its track, I believe that her tongue was paralysed and that her blood ran cold.

“Otway, I find it hard to believe, and unfortunately still harder not to believe, that the woman for whose sake I was willing, nay, eager, to steep myself to the lips in sin, suspected me all along to be the base thing which indeed I am.

“I say that I find that reflection hard. One likes a woman whom one loves as I love Nina, to think that one is at least — a man. I know, although in so many words she has not told me so, that Nina believes that I placed that cabinet in Philip Bennion’s way, for the purpose for which, in fact, I did. That she believes that, after all, he found the key, that it slew him, and that I am his murderer. I imagine that that belief has only come to her, as the proverbialist has it, ‘line upon line, here a little, and there a little’; but I know that she believes it wholly now. And it is chiefly because of her belief — because she has lost her belief in me — rather than owing to the little discovery which you have made, that I am throwing up the game on which I had staked my all, which I had almost won, and which I, after all, have lost.

“Kismet. It was written in the skies.”

He paused; then he said as coolly and unconcernedly as he had spoken yet:

“Otway, I did kill Philip Bennion.”

That finished it, when he made, with cynical calmness, his hideous confession.

I had hoped, when he had spoken of the loss of the key, that, through no merit of his own, but through the mercy of his Maker, his hands were free from the actual stain of innocent blood. That, as by a miracle, he had been saved from guilt worse than the guilt of Cain. That for him, even yet, all was not lost. That there was hope for him, even upon earth, through the cleansing fires of repentance.

But when he said so quietly, and so indifferently, that he indeed had killed the man who had held him dearer than a son — and for nothing, just no cause whatever — I would rather I had died, for I, too, loved him as a son.

For my heart went out to him even as he stood there. I loved him even in that dreadful hour. What is it in some men which makes us love them, even though we know them to be villains as black as ever were spawned from the mouth of hell?

“Some men, when the seed which they had so hopefully planted, and so carefully tended, had come so utterly to grief, would have resolved to plant no more, to turn their attention to some other branch of agriculture; in fact, to take a beating. Owing to a constitutional defect of my nature, I am not — to my misfortune — a man like that. I am, I assure you, hard to beat.

“When I perceived that there was no likelihood of that key being found, and knew that if it were found it would — from my point of view — be of little good, I tried again. I turned my attention to another poison, also a product of the East. They are quite amateurs in the compounding of poisons — dilettanti, even in the present year of grace — in the districts which I vaguely call the East. And at least some of them are poisons which, as I happen to know, are not included in the British medical pharmacopœia.

“This poison had one characteristic which the other had — it killed at sight. So to speak, at less than sight. In other respects it differed. Its destructive qualities were not evanescent, it would kill at a hundred years of age just as well as in its early youth, and it left behind it absolutely no traces of the work which it had done. The other poison did leave traces. That is to say, when you had conducted a post-mortem on the body of one man whom it had killed, you might, possibly, perceive its presence in another, as, probably, Mr. Lewis Cowan told you. With this it was impossible. You might examine the bodies of a hundred of its victims, and wholly fail to perceive any generic suspicious peculiarity which was common to them. It simply produced valvular disease of the heart, and that, I believe, is pretty generally recognised to be a ‘natural’ cause of death. You see, therefore, that the doctors were right on at least one point at the inquest — Philip Bennion did die of valvular disease of the heart.”

Again he paused. And again, when he went on, his tone became more earnest.

“Had I known — clearly understand me — had I known what I know now, Philip Bennion might have lived, so far as I was concerned, until he had attained the age of a Methuselah, had I had the faintest notion that Nina suspected that I meditated murder with the aid, and by means of, that dainty cabinet of yours.”

“I knew it from the first!”

A voice interrupted him. A voice which so filled me with amazement that I was roused, on a sudden, out of the state of prostration, mental and physical, into which I had fallen.

It was Nina’s voice. Nina Macrae, unnoticed both by Hardwicke and by me, had come into the room.


CHAPTER XVIII. HOW PHILIP BENNION DIED

She was standing just inside the door. Her eyes were fixed upon Ralph Hardwicke with a look in them which, if he felt towards her one-half of what he said he did, must have scorched him to the soul.

“I knew it from the first,” she said.

He shrank away from her as if she had struck him an unexpected and a stunning blow.

“Nina,” he cried.

She turned to me. She asked a question.

“Do you believe in visions?”

“My dear!” was all that I could stammer.

“Because, as I was sitting just now in my own room, I heard Ralph” — with what a bitter emphasis she pronounced the word, and how she shivered as she uttered his name!— “talking to you here. I could not hear what was the subject of his conversation. But  something told me that he was speaking of Philip Bennion’s death. And something made me put on my things and steal out of the house as if I were a thief, and come to claim, as my right, on this the eve of my wedding day, a share of my betrothed husband’s confidence. And, I perceive, it is well I should have come.”

She turned upon him with an intensity of scorn of which I had not thought that she was capable, and which penetrated even Ralph Hardwicke’s hide-bound front. He lost something of his air of cool assurance and ready presence of mind; he became sullen and dogged; looking like a man who, brought unexpectedly to book, anticipates a whipping, and resents it.

“Go on,” cried Nina. “Do not let me interrupt you. Pray continue as if I were not here. You were saying that the weapon with which you killed Philip Bennion was the poisoned key of that wicked cabinet. Well, I tell you that I knew that from the first. What next?”

“You imagined that you knew; you allowed your imagination to run away with you. I did not kill him with the key.”

“At a moment such as this, at a moment of such perfect frankness, is it still necessary that you should lie to me?”

“It is no lie. I did not kill him with the key. I killed him with something else.”

“With something else? You hear this man?” She pointed to Ralph Hardwicke with a gesture which made him go white to the lips. “This is the man I — love!”

There was a break in her voice as she uttered that last word, which seemed to strike a chord of uncontrollable desire in Mr. Hardwicke’s bosom. Visibly trembling, he advanced to her, his hands stretched out to her as if to take her in his arms.

“Nina!”

Shrinking back, she waved him away from her with a movement of self-abasement, of profound repulsion, which seemed to overwhelm him with amazement.

“Do not touch me! Do not pollute me further! Already you have smirched me with stains which never shall be cleansed. Tell me,” she added, after she had paused a moment, as if to regain some fragments of self-control, “what was this insurmountable obstacle which guardian told me kept you from me, and which, in your judgment, necessitated Philip Bennion’s removal from your path.”

The scorn with which her voice was filled; the bitterness which made each word stick like a barbed arrow in Ralph Hardwicke’s quivering flesh!

He replied to her with an air of savage sullenness.

“The obstacle to which you allude was a trivial one. It was a wife.”

“A wife? Whose wife? I do not understand you.”

“No? And yet it is sufficiently plain. I happened to be married already.”

“You happened to be married — already?”

“Exactly. I happened to be married already. And Philip Bennion happened to be aware of it; and I happened to want to make you my wife in spite of the existence of a previous Mrs. Hardwicke. There you have the situation in a nutshell.”

“You were married! And you asked me to be your wife!”

As the full meaning of Mr. Hardwicke’s words became clear to her comprehension, she seemed to be turning into a statue of stone.

With some feeble idea of relieving somewhat the tension which racked my brain, half-mechanically, and certainly with no clear consciousness of what it was that I was doing, turning, I took up a pipe which lay among several others on my mantelshelf. I was, just in the same semi-automatic fashion, about to fill it with tobacco from my tobacco-jar, when Mr. Hardwicke noticed my action. Moving quickly forward, before I had any idea of his intention, he took the pipe which I designed to smoke clean out of my hand.

The manner in which the thing was done, even more than the thing itself, took me by surprise. A moment before he had seemed to be shrivelling up before the lightning blast of Nina’s righteous scorn; all at once he was alert and full of life again.

“Permit me,” he said.

He asked for my permission, but he did not pay me the compliment of waiting to receive it. He snatched the pipe from my hand without giving me the chance of answering either yes or no.

When he got it he stood turning it over and over, and regarding it with a very curious smile upon his face.

“Wasn’t this old Ben’s pipe?”

I started. It was! Oddly enough, in my bewilderment of mind, I had chanced to take up from my mantelshelf the very pipe which had been lying by Philip Bennion’s side that morning on which Ryan and I had found him — dead. Taking it up from where it lay on the floor, I had borne it away with me there and then. I had not expected, then, ever to obtain a memorial of my friend from Raymond Clinton. I had resolved, therefore, upon the spur of the moment, to obtain one on my own account.

I carried it with me, intending to regard it as a relic of our lifelong friendship. A relic found under memorable circumstances. The last pipe which he had ever smoked.

Coming straight from the dead man’s presence, with his pipe in my hand, I had placed it on my mantelshelf among the other pipes which were there, intending later to give it a place of honour. It had continued on my mantelshelf, untouched, until, as if by chance, my hand had strayed its way.

It was a fine pipe, meerschaum, finely coloured, curiously carved; just such an one as Philip Bennion would have valued. Ralph Hardwicke continued turning it over and over, almost, as it seemed, with an air of pleased recognition.

“May I ask where you got this from?”

“I found that pipe lying by the dead body of the man you murdered. It is the last pipe which Philip Bennion ever smoked.”

He actually glanced up at me and smiled.

“Ah! So — so it happened, after all? At times I almost wondered — principally because I could find no traces of the pipe. I thought, at first, that thief Ryan must have stolen it. But then it did not seem to be quite likely, since he went on living. And all the time it has been lying on your mantelshelf. How blind are the children of men! Do you know, my dear Otway, that on one occasion your drunken friend, Mr. Raymond Clinton, caught me, in the small hours of the morning, looking for this identical pipe? I could not make out where it had gone. But he was so very drunk that I think he mistook me for a ghost.”

I remembered Mr. Clinton’s confused and incredible story of his having seen Philip Bennion’s “ghost” bending over the open drawer in the writing-table. I remembered, too, how I had found the drawer still open and its contents disarranged when I had gone to look at it. Could he have been so far gone in intoxication as to have mistaken Ralph Hardwicke living for Philip Bennion dead? If so, then great indeed must be the power of alcohol!

While he had been speaking, Mr. Hardwicke had filled the bowl of the pipe from the contents of my tobacco-jar. He pressed the tobacco into its place with the nice care of the man who appreciates an easy-drawing pipe.

“I gave this pipe to dear old Ben; hence, my dear Otway, my immediate recognition of its familiar form. It was a mark of my affection and esteem. Not a bad pipe, is it?”

He held it up so that we might see it to complete advantage.

“It is better even than it seems. I doubt if there is such another pipe in all this curious world. I did certain things to this pipe in accordance with a prescription which I received — for a price — from a certain ‘dealer in magic and spells.’ It is a pipe bewitched; I cast on it a spell. I gave to it a great possession — the possession of the key which unlocks the gate of — is it life or death? The psychologists still argue. Otway, I spoke to you of the second poison which I lighted on when the poisoned key had failed. Nina, you have been under the impression that the key of that charming cabinet was the weapon with which I worked my wicked will. You have been wrong. This is the plaything with which I killed old Ben.”

Holding up the pipe in his left hand, he pointed at it with his right. I shrank still farther from him. Nina covered her face with her hand. She cowered. Her tall form bent. She seemed to crouch on the ground.

Our demeanour appeared to afford Ralph Hardwicke nothing but amusement. He went on, in a light, bantering tone:

“Only a pipe — only this and nothing more — and yet so great a thing. My dear Otway, I have reason to believe that two questions have much exercised your mind of late. The one: Who killed old Ben? The other: How he died? I will resolve for you both problems. It was I who killed him. And this is how Philip Bennion died.”

There was the sound of a slight scratching. I looked up. He had struck a match. He was advancing the stem of the pipe to his lips. I rushed forward. I sprang at him.

“Ralph!” I screamed.

With a quick movement he evaded me. I grasped nothing but the air.

“My dear old fellow, what would you do? One would think that you don’t wish to know how Philip Bennion died. But I know you do. See — like this.”

The horror of that moment! I live in it again even as I write.

I stood, rooted to the ground, as if my limbs were paralysed. I was conscious that Nina had removed her hands from before her face, and, with a new sense of fear, was looking towards the man who had professed to love her. Ralph Hardwicke stood in front of her, in all his youth, his beauty, and his strength. A smile parted his lips. A light, which I believe from my soul to have been the light of madness, was in his eyes. He thrust the pipe into his mouth. He raised the flaming match. He applied it to the bowl. A faint transparency of smoke issued from his lips. And he fell dead.

A single whiff of tobacco — innocent tobacco — taken from my own jar — scarcely one whiff! — drawn through that devil’s pipe had knocked the life right out of him, had slain him as if by a bolt from heaven.

He had shown us — while Nina and I looked on — in his own person, how, taken unawares, in a second of time, just as he had been commencing to enjoy what had been to him one of the chiefest pleasures of existence — a pipe of tobacco — Philip Bennion had died.


CHAPTER XIX. THE END

It is not so very long ago, if one counts by the mere flight of time, since first Philip Bennion and then Ralph Hardwicke died. And yet it seems as if it had been a century ago — as if, indeed, there had always been that black cloud behind. And yet, in another sense, it seems as if it were but yesterday since I stood there with Nina, and, in the full flush of his young manhood’s strength, saw Ralph Hardwicke die. I fear that in that sense it will always seem as if it were but yesterday.

We hushed it up, the whole dread story. In that we were able to do so much as that, we need give thanks. Save Nina and I, no one knows just how Ralph Hardwicke died. Certainly none has the least suspicion of that strange history of wickedness which one would scarcely dare to say was human, which he had to tell, and to which, whether I would or I would not, I had to listen. That same night, in my own fire, I burned that hideous pipe. I stood by and watched it till it was utterly consumed. Only Nina and I are aware that there was ever such an instrument of murder, and of sudden death. It is a secret which we shall carry with us to our graves. The Medici cabinet now stands again in Rome. But it is now fitted with another key, which more closely resembles the keys of every day. The former key, that “ingenious contrivance,” has vanished with the pipe.

Raymond Clinton is still in full chase of those fabulous animals, yclept the dogs. I fancy he will overtake them before he’s done. Ryan has found another place, with me. I think he is a better servant to me than he ever was to Philip Bennion.

I no longer live in Piccadilly Mansions. I occupy a house of my own. With me resides Nina Macrae. She says that she will never marry. Possibly she never will. She declares that I am the only husband she will ever have — I, — a broken-down old man! And, sometimes, when she sits at my feet, and pillows her head upon my knee, and a great silence seems to wall us round, I know that she is thinking of what I am thinking, and of what, strive against it how I may, it seems that I am forced to think — of how her other guardian, the friend of my boyhood, died.


THE CRIME AND THE CRIMINAL
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This novel was one of four produced by Marsh in 1897. It is a crime novel in which the protagonist, Thomas Tennant, believes himself to have committed manslaughter – only to find that he has in fact become embroiled in the machinations of the sinister ‘Murder Club’. 
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Illustration from the first edition


BOOK I. THE CRIME.

(The Story according to Mr. Thomas Tennant.)


CHAPTER I.

THE OPEN DOOR.

I ran down to Brighton for the Sunday. My wife’s cousin, George Baxendale, was stopping there, with the Coopers. The wife and I were both to have gone. But our little Minna was very queer — feverish cold, or something — and Lucy did not like to leave her with the nurse. So I went down alone.

It was a fine day, for November. We drove over to Bramber — Jack Cooper and his wife, Baxendale, and I. When we got back to Regency Square it was pretty late. I was to go back by the 8.40. When we had dined I had to make quite a rush to catch the train. Jack and George both came up to see me off. As the Pullman carriages all seemed full, I got into the compartment of an ordinary first-class carriage.

“You’ll be better in there,” said Jack. “You’ll have it to yourself.”

I did, till just as the train was off. When the train had actually started, a woman came hurrying up the platform. A porter threw open the door of my carriage, and she got in. I let her have the seat by the door through which she had entered. I went to the other end of the compartment. I did not feel too much obliged to the porter who had shown her in. Although it was not a smoking carriage, as I had expected to have had it to myself, I had intended to smoke all the way to town. In fact, I was smoking at that moment. I hardly knew what to do. The train did not stop till it reached Victoria. There would be no opportunity of changing carriages. I did not relish the idea of not smoking, while I scarcely knew if I might venture to ask permission to smoke of the new-comer.

I made up my mind that I would. I had only just lighted a cigar. I had not looked at her as she came up the platform, to notice what kind of person she was. I had been too much engaged with Jack and George. I turned to her, raising my hat as I did so.

“May I ask if you object to — —”

I had got so far; but I got no farther. She looked at me, and, as she did so, and I saw her face clearly, and met her eyes, my blood went cold in my veins.

The woman at the other end of the carriage was either Nelly, or Nelly’s ghost. If she was her ghost, then she was the most substantial ghost I had ever heard of. And yet I had to stare at her for some moments in stupefied silence before I could believe that she was not a ghost. Before I could believe that she was genuine flesh and blood.

She struck me as being as much surprised at seeing me as I was at seeing her — and, at first at any rate, not much better pleased. We stared at each other as if we were moonstruck. She was the first to find her voice — she always was quicker, in every sense of the word, than I am.

“Tom!” she said. Then gave a sort of gasp.

“Nelly!” It was all I could do to get her name to pass my lips.

I am not going to enter into details as to what I said to her, and as to what she said to me. Nothing pleasant was said on either side. When a man meets a woman, even after a separation of seven years and more, who has wronged him as Ellen Howth, as she was named when I first knew her, had wronged me, he is not likely to greet her with sugared phrases, especially when he has had every reason to suppose that his prayers have been answered, and that she is dead. When I saw that she had tricked me, for the thousand-and-first time, and that she was not dead, as I have written, my blood went cold. When it warmed, it was not with love for her.

We quarrelled, as we had done many and many a time before. She had been drinking. She was always bad enough when sober; when not sober she was infinitely worse. Every moment I expected her to assail me with personal violence. She threatened to, over and over again. I feared that there would be some outrageous scene in the railway carriage. Fearing this, and the scandal which such a thing would necessarily entail, I formed a wild resolution. I determined that, even while the train continued to fly through the air, I would leave the compartment in which she was, and at any and every risk seek refuge in an adjoining one.

The resolution was no sooner formed than I proceeded to put it into execution. There was no necessity to lower the window; the handle was inside the carriage. Turning the handle, I rose from my seat. Whether she mistook or designed to frustrate my purpose, I cannot say. No sooner did I rise, than she came rushing at me. The violence of her assault took me by surprise. The handle escaping from my grasp, the door swung back upon its hinges. She had me by the shoulders. I endeavoured to wrest myself free. There was a struggle. In the struggle, unconsciously certainly to me, we must have reversed our positions, because, suddenly loosing her grasp of me, before I had the faintest suspicion of what was about to happen, she had fallen backwards through the open carriage door, out into the night, and the train was going at express speed to town.

It was some moments before I realised what had actually occurred. When I did do so, I sat down on the seat in a sort of stupor. I was roused from it by the banging of the carriage door. It was being swung backwards and forwards by the momentum of the train. I shut it, almost mechanically; as I did so I noticed that the glass was shattered. It might have been broken by the banging of the door, or she might have broken it by striking it in her frantic efforts to clutch at something.

What was I to do? My eyes wandered to the alarm-bell. Should I ring it and stop the train? To what purpose? She might not be dead. Indeed, the probabilities were that she was, at least, not quite dead. In such a case I knew her well enough to be aware that nothing was more likely than that she would at once denounce me as her attempted murderer. Then in what a plight I should be! To the best of my knowledge and belief she had brought her fate upon herself. I had nothing to do with it. Undoubtedly, I had not opened the door to hurl her through. It is easy enough after the event to say that at all hazards I ought at once to have stopped the train, and explained what had occurred. I should have done so had I been able to foresee the events which followed. I should have been willing to have given a great deal to have saved myself from bearing what I actually have borne. But, at the moment, I foresaw nothing. My wits were woolgathering. I was confronted by the thought that, in face of her allegations of my guilt, my protestations of innocence might avail but little. I had suffered too much on her account already to have any desire to suffer more.

As I sat there thinking, something struck me a severe blow in the face. It was a piece of glass from the broken window which had been loosened, and which had been forced out of its place by the pressure of the wind. I lowered the window, lest the remaining fragments should also be driven from their places. The sharp edge of the piece of glass had come into contact with my cheek. It had cut me to the bone. I put up my handkerchief to stop the bleeding. As I did so I noticed that my overcoat seemed to have been torn open in the struggle; the top button appeared to be missing.

The blood flowed freely from the open wound. The piece of glass seemed to have cut me like a knife. My handkerchief was quite inadequate to stop the flow. It was becoming soaked with blood. While I was wondering what I should do if the bleeding did not shortly cease, the train drew up at Victoria.

The distance between Brighton and town had never before seemed to me to be so short.


CHAPTER II.

THE MAN WITH THE SILK HANDKERCHIEF.

Now that I had reached Victoria I did not know what to do. I continued to sit in a sort of bewilderment, wondering. Should I speak to the guard, or should I not? Should I walk out of the station as if nothing had happened? I was, or it seemed to me that I was, between the devil and the deep sea. Whichever path I took was the path, not of safety but of danger.

While I sat hesitating and apparently incapable of anything but hesitation, the carriage door was opened. I supposed that, seeing me, a porter had opened it for me to alight. But it was not a porter who stood there looking in — looking in, as it struck me, with eager curiosity. It was an individual in a top hat and an overcoat ornamented with fur cuffs and collar. Even in my state of confusion, and in that imperfect light, I was at once struck by the fact that both hat and overcoat were the worse for wear. The face under the hat was also the worse for wear. The cheeks were ruddy, with a ruddiness which suggested alcohol. The moustache and whiskers were too black for nature. The eyes, which were at once both impudent and shifty, in colour almost matched the whiskers. There was something about the man which reminded me of some one I had seen before. Who it was, at the moment, I could not think.

He addressed me with what he probably intended for an ingratiating smile, “This is Victoria.” I told him I was aware of it. “All get out here.” I added that I was also aware of that.

His eyes, which had been travelling round and round the carriage in an eager, searching fashion, which, for some reason, made me curiously uneasy, finally rested on my face. He at once noticed the blood-stained handkerchief which I still was holding to my cheek.

“Nose bleeding?”

“No; I’ve cut my cheek.”

I don’t know why I sat there speaking to the man as I did.

“Permit me to offer you my handkerchief; yours seems soaked with blood.”

Taking out a red silk handkerchief, the corner of which had been protruding from the outside pocket of his overcoat, he held it out to me. I was reluctant to take it. One is reluctant to accept the loan of a silk handkerchief from a perfect stranger, more especially, perhaps, from the sort of stranger he appeared to be. But what was I to do? I was in want of a handkerchief. My own was worse than useless. It was reeking wet. Great gouts of blood were commencing to drop from it. My cheek was bleeding as profusely as ever. I was beginning to wonder if a blood-vessel had been severed. One cannot buy handkerchiefs on a Sunday night. I should have to borrow from some one. So I borrowed from him. Unwillingly enough, I admit. As I applied his handkerchief to my cheek, turning, I threw my own through the open window at my side.

He rushed forward, as if to stay my arm. He was too late. The handkerchief had gone. “Good God!” he exclaimed, “what have you done?”

He seemed unnecessarily excited, considering that, in any case, the handkerchief was mine.

“I’ve thrown it away. You don’t suppose that, in that condition, I could carry it home.” He looked at me with his eager eyes.

“Was your name upon it?”

“I believe so; why?”

Leaning over, he laid his hand upon my shoulder. He spoke in a tone of voice which, in spite of myself, sent a thrill all over me.

“Man, supposing they find it? It may be a question of life or death. Let’s get out of this — come!”

It was time that we left the carriage. I had noticed a porter staring in, as if wondering why we remained its occupants. But that was no reason why the stranger, thrusting his arm through mine, should have almost dragged me out on to the platform. As he continued to cling to me when we were on the platform, I remonstrated— “Be so good as to release my arm.”

Paying no attention to my request, he made as if to hurry me on.

“Come to a little place I know near here. I am a bit of a doctor. I’ll soon make that cut of yours all right.”

I did not budge. I repeated my request — 

“Be so good as to release my arm. I am obliged to you for your suggestion. I, however, prefer to go straight home.”

“Quite right; there is no place like home. Let’s go and find a cab.”

Not at all nonplussed, he again made as if to hasten on. I still declined to budge.

“Thank you. I can perform that office for myself. If you will give me your address, I will forward you your handkerchief. Or, if you prefer it, I will deposit with you its value.”

“Sir, I am a gentleman.” He drew himself up with an assumption of dignity which was so overdone as to be ludicrous. The two last words he repeated— “A gentleman!”

“I do not doubt it. It is I who may not be a gentleman.”

“I, sir, can tell a gentleman when I see one.” He laid a stress upon the personal pronoun, as if he wished me to infer that such clearness of vision might be a personal peculiarity. “I will give you my address in the cab.”

Willing to humour him, I suffered him to stroll up the platform at my side. I held out my hand to him when we reached a hansom.

“Your address?”

“I said I would give you my address in the cab.” Leaning towards me, he spoke in that curious tone which had impressed me so unpleasantly in the railway carriage. “Get into the cab, man; I travelled from Brighton in the next compartment to yours.”

I was foolish. I ought, even at the eleventh hour, to have addressed myself to an official, to have made a clean breast of it, to have told him of the accident, the unavoidable accident, which had happened on the line. I know that now too well. I knew it, dimly, then. But, at the moment, I was weak. The fellow’s manner increased my state of mental confusion. In a sense, his words overwhelmed me. I yielded to him. I got into the cab. He placed himself at my side.

“Where shall I tell the man to drive?” he asked.

“Anywhere.”

“Piccadilly Circus!” he shouted. The cab was off.

We sat in silence, I in a state of mind which I should find some difficulty in making plain. I will not attempt it. I will only say that I should have dearly liked to have taken my friend, the stranger, by the scuff of his neck and to have thrown him out into the street. I did not dare.

When we were clear of the traffic I asked him, in a voice which I scarcely knew to be my own, it was so husky and dry — 

“What did you mean by saying that you travelled from Brighton in the next compartment to mine?”

“Mean? My dear sir, I meant what I said. It was a coincidence — nothing more.” He spoke lightly; impudently even. I felt incapable of pressing him for a more precise explanation. He added, as a sort of afterthought, “I’m a detective.”

I turned to him with a start. “A detective?”

He pretended to be surprised by my surprise.

“What’s the matter, my dear sir?” He paused. Then, with a sneer, “I’m not that sort. I’m the respectable sort. I’m a private detective, sir. I make delicate inquiries for persons of position and of means.” He emphasised “means.” “Have you a cigar?”

“I gave him one; he proceeded to light it. I was conscious that, since I had admitted him to a share of the cab, a change had taken place in his bearing. It was not only familiar, it was positively brutal. Yet, strange though it may appear — and I would point out that nothing is so common as that sort of wisdom which enables us to point out the folly of each other’s behaviour — I found myself unable to resent it.

“I’ve been down to Brighton on business; to make inquiries about a woman.”

“A woman?”

“A woman who is missing — women are missing now and then — Louise O’Donnel. I suppose you never happen to have heard the name?”

“Louise O’Donnel?” I wondered what he meant; there was meaning in his tone. Indeed, every word he uttered, every gesture he made, seemed pregnant with meaning. The more I saw of him, the more uncomfortable I became. “I do not remember to have heard the name Louise O’Donnel.”

“Yes, Louise O’Donnel. You’re quite sure you never heard it?”

“So far as I remember, never.”

“Perhaps your memory is at fault; one never knows.” He puffed at his cigar — or, rather, he puffed at my cigar. “I don’t think I’ll give you my address. I’ll call for the handkerchief at yours. What is your address?”

I hesitated. I was quite aware that to give him my address would be to commit a further act of folly. But, at the same time, I did not see how I could avoid giving it him without a row or worse.

“My office is in Austin Friars?”

“Austin Friars? You don’t happen to have a card about you?”

I did happen to have one of my business cards in my letter-case. Taking it out, I gave it to him. He looked at it askance, reading the name on it out loud.

“Thomas Tennant. Rather an alliterative kind of name. Almost like a pseudonym.” I sat in silence. “However, there may be some one about with such a name.” He slipped the card into his waistcoat pocket. “I shall have pleasure, Mr. Tennant, in calling on you, for my silk handkerchief, in Austin Friars; possibly to-morrow, possibly next week, or the week after — but that I shall call for it, sooner or later, you may rest assured.” He looked at me with a grin. “Now that we have transacted that little piece of business, I don’t think there is any necessity for me to inflict my company upon you any longer. I may as well get out.”

I was thankful for the prospect of a prompt deliverance. But I was not to be rid of him so easily, as his next words showed. He was drumming with his finger-tips on the front of the cab.

“By the way, you were good enough to mention something about a deposit for my handkerchief. I think that, after all, I will trouble you for one.”

I advanced my hand towards my pocket.

“With pleasure. If you have no objection, I will buy the handkerchief right out at a liberal price?”

His reply was a sneer.

“Thank you; I am obliged; the handkerchief is not for sale. I prize it too greatly — as a present from my late lamented greatgrandmother. But something on deposit I don’t mind.”

“How much shall we say?”

“Say — we’ll say ten pounds.”

“Ten pounds!” I stared at him. The fellow’s impudence was increasing. “You are jesting.”

He turned on me quite savagely — his black eyes glared.

“Jesting? What do you mean by saying I am jesting?”

“I shall certainly deposit with you no sum approaching ten pounds.”

He continued to regard me as if he were taking my measure. I met his glance unflinchingly. I wished him to understand that I was not quite the simpleton he seemed to take me for. I think he grasped something of my meaning. His tone became sullen.

“Make it five pounds, then.”

“I am more likely to make it five shillings. However, under the peculiar circumstances, as I don’t know what I should have done without your handkerchief, I don’t mind going as far as half a sovereign, which is about four times its value.”

His reply, though scarcely a direct answer to my words, still was sufficiently plain.

“You and I, Mr. Tennant, will spend the night together.”

“Again, I ask you, what do you mean by that?”

The fellow smoothed his clean-shaven chin and grinned.

“I mean, Mr. Tennant, that I am beginning to suspect that it may be my painful duty to thrust myself on your society until I have ascertained what became of the woman who got into your compartment at Brighton, but who was not in it when we reached Victoria.”

A creepy, crawly feeling went all over me. This came of not having told the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth, directly the accident had happened. Already I was suspected of the worst. And by such a fellow! Already, to a certain extent, I was in his power.

I did not give him the five pounds he asked. I did not make quite such an idiot of myself as that. But I gave him much more than his ancient rag was worth. He rattled the coins, gold coins, together in the palms of his hands; he chuckled at the sound of them; he called out to the cabman, “Stop!” Standing on the pavement, he took off his hat to me with a sweeping flourish, saying, with a laugh — 

“The handkerchief itself — that priceless relic of my late lamented greatgrandmother! — I will call for at your office in Austin Friars.”


CHAPTER III.

THE NAME ON THE SCRAP OF PAPER.

I was quite conscious, as I drove home the rest of the way alone, that I had made of myself, doubly and trebly, a fool. But, if possible, still worse remained behind.

How the African gentleman, of whom I read the other day, manages with 999 wives, I, for one, am at a loss to understand. When a man is on good terms with one wife — and I had rather be on good terms with one wife than on bad terms with 999 — occasions do arise on which he experiences little difficulties. For instance, I had been in the habit of telling my wife everything — or, perhaps, it would be more correct to write, practically everything. It would have been well for me if there had been no reservations. As a matter of fact, I had said nothing about two or three little incidents of my pre-nuptial existence. Notably, I had said nothing about Ellen Howth — though that, perhaps, was rather more than an incident.

The result was that when I reached home I was in something of a quandary. The wife plied me with the usual questions, to which I was unable to supply the accustomed copious and satisfactory answers. She wished to know how my face came to be cut in that terrible fashion. I rigged up some cock-and-bull story about a broken window — a window had been broken, but not altogether in the manner I led her to infer. Then she found that a button was missing from my overcoat. Another cock-and-bull story had to be manufactured to account for that. It did not require a woman’s keen eyes to discover that there was something amiss about my general demeanour — that I “wore a worried look.” In endeavouring to satisfactorily account for that I blundered fearfully. We went to bed with a shade of coolness perceptible on either side. I felt that I had been ill-used generally, and Lucy felt that I had ill-used her.

The wife had bound up my face with a sticking-plaster. In the morning the sticking-plaster was much in evidence. I had not had a good night’s rest. I should like to know who would have done, after my adventures of the evening! I got up, not so much in a bad temper as oppressed with gloom. Lucy, as a matter of course, plied me with her questions all over again. We had a fencing match while dressing. The match was continued at breakfast, till the buttons almost came off the foils. I had resolved, in the small hours of the morning, to screw my courage to the sticking point, and to make a clean breast of it to some one. I told myself that the first plunge would be the worst, when I had taken that all would be well. But, by the time I started for the City, I had become so aggrieved with Lucy that my resolution, as it were, had assumed a different hue. It was irresolution again.

I bought all the papers. I searched them to learn if anything or any one had been found upon the Brighton line. I did not see very well how there could have been, in time for the fact to have been printed in the morning papers. But a morbid anxiety constrained me to the search. Pilbeam, who always travels with me to town, displayed almost as much interest in the papers as I did. He wanted to know why I had bought them. He became facetious in his way — which is his way, and, thank Providence, his way only. I listened to Pilbeam’s facetiæ while I was mentally asking myself if it would be better — for me — for her to be found living or dead. In the one case I knew that she would denounce me at once to the police, and I should sleep that night in gaol — and then, what could I say or do? In the other, the odds might be slightly in my favour. Under the circumstances, I naturally enjoyed Pilbeam’s jokes. They were so funny, and so suited to my mood.

That was a dreadful day. There was no business doing. Had there been I might have been saved from thinking — and from drinking. As a rule, I never drink anything in town. But that day I had to. I was too invertebrate to keep going without it.

Soon after midday I was sitting in one of the City bars — one of those in which men play chess and draughts and dominoes. I was leaning on one of the little marble tables scribbling aimlessly upon a sheet of paper. Some one, standing in front of me, addressed me by my name. I looked up. It was a man with whom I had occasionally done business — a man named Townsend, a tall, well-built fellow, with what one sometimes hears called the “beauty of the devil.” He had always been something of a mystery to me. Although I had done a good deal for him at one time or another, he had never given me an address at which, in case of necessity, I could find him. His reference, which hitherto had been a sufficient one, had been a City bank. He used to give me instructions, and then would call at the office to see what I had made of them. He certainly seemed to get hold of reliable information, principally about mining securities; but that he was no City man I was persuaded. There was about him an indefinable something which irresistibly suggested the West End. He struck me as some butterfly of fashion with opportunities and tastes for punting of various kinds. That he confined his transactions to me I never for a moment believed, and in spite of his being the best dressed and the handsomest man I ever saw, whenever he gave me anything like a large line, before I operated I was always careful to have an eye for cover.

“I’ve been looking for you,” he said, as I glanced up at him. “They told me at the office I should probably find you here. I want you to do a little deal for me.” He dropped into a chair on the other side of the table. “What’s this you’ve been scribbling here; anything private?”

He referred to the piece of paper on which I had been allowing my pencil to scrawl, I knew not what. “It’s nothing; only rubbish.”

He picked the piece of paper up; I was watching him as he did so. As his eyes fell on it, not a little to my surprise a most singular change took place in his countenance. Although his face was clean shaven, and, therefore, as one would have thought, likely to give visual evidence of any passing shades of feeling, it had always seemed to me the most inscrutable of masks. Neither success nor failure seemed to make the slightest difference to him. His expression was ever the same. The change which now took place in it therefore, was all the more surprising. In an instant there came into his face a look of the most unmistakable terror. His eyes dilated, his jaw dropped open. He sat staring at the paper as if paralysed by horror.

“What the devil’s this?” he gasped, when his attitude and his continued silence were beginning to make me conscious of discomfort, and, goodness knows, I had been, and was, uncomfortable enough without his help!

I had not the faintest notion what it was which had had on him so singular an effect. I took the paper out of his momentarily nerveless hands. So soon as I saw what was on it, I too had something like a fit of the horrors. “Goodness gracious!” I exclaimed.

It showed in what sort of groove my mind had been working. Unconsciously I had been scribbling the name of the woman whom the stranger, when we had been together in the cab the night before, had told me he had been searching for in Brighton. There it was, “Louise O’Donnel, Louise O’Donnel,” scrawled all over the paper, perhaps fifty times.

“What an extraordinary thing,” I murmured.

And, indeed, it seemed to me to be a very extraordinary thing; and by no means a pleasant thing either. Very much the other way. It showed what I was capable of doing without being aware of it. I did not like it at all.

By the time I had regained some of my composure Mr. Townsend appeared to have regained some of his. He had called the waiter, from whom he was ordering brandy. I ordered brandy too — a shillingsworth; what they give you for sixpence would have had no effect upon me. We both drank before anything was said. Then Mr. Townsend looked at me over the top of his glass.

“May I ask, Mr. Tennant, what you know about Louise O’Donnel?”

The effect which the discovery of that name upon the sheet of paper — my sheet of paper — had had upon me was sufficiently capable of explanation. Only too capable. Why it should have affected Townsend surpassed my comprehension. I hardly knew what to answer when he put his question.

“Know! I know nothing.”

“Is that so? Then how came you to write the name upon that scrap of paper?”

“I know no more than the man in the moon.”

“Indeed. Then are you suggesting that its presence there is an illustration of the new kind of force which promises to be the craze — telepathic writing, don’t they call it?”

This was said with a sneer. Something about the tone, the manner in which it was uttered, reminded me forcibly of some one I had heard quite recently elsewhere. The resemblance was so strong that it came to me with the force of a sudden shock. To whom could it be? It came to me in a flash; the stranger of the night before. Directly he had appeared at the carriage door he had reminded me of some one. Now I knew of whom. He was sitting in front of me at that moment — Mr. Townsend. His tone was the stranger’s, his manner was the stranger’s; even his face, in some strange fashion, was the stranger’s too. The stranger wore side-whiskers and a moustache, he was older, he was not nearly so good-looking, he lacked Mr. Townsend’s peculiar air of polish, but in spite of the differences which existed between them, there was the resemblance too. The more I stared — and I did stare — the more the resemblance grew. Mr. Townsend leaned towards me across the table. The attitude was the stranger’s.

“Are you trying to think of where you heard the name before? I see that you have heard it.”

“Yes; last night.”

“Last night!”

He was holding the glass in which the waiter had brought his brandy in his hand. As he echoed my words he brought it down upon the marble-topped table with a crash. It was strange that it was not splintered.

“Last night, as I came from Brighton.”

Mr. Townsend must have been in an oddly clumsy mood. As I spoke it seemed to me that he deliberately knocked his glass off the table on to the floor. When he bent over it, it was to find it shivered into fragments. From the waiter, who came to remove the broken remnants, he ordered a fresh supply of brandy. I had my glass replenished too.

“Have you a double, Mr. Townsend, moving about the world?”

He was raising his glass to his lips when I put the question. He spoke before he drank. “A double? What on earth do you mean?”

“Because it was from the lips of your double I heard the name of Louise O’Donnel.”

“My double?” He put down his glass, untasted.

“I came up with him in the same train last night from Brighton.”

“You came up with him in the same train last night from Brighton? With whom?”

“Your double.”

His face was absolutely ghastly. He had gone white to the lips, and a curiously unnatural, sickly white. I could not make him out at all. I suspected that he could not make me out either. I know that something about him had for me, just then, a dreadful sort of fascination.

“I do not know, Mr. Tennant, if you are enjoying a little jest at my expense. I am not conscious of having a double, nor am I conscious of having come up with you last night in the same train from Brighton. By what train did you travel?”

“By the 8.40 express.”

“By the train, that is, which leaves Brighton at 8.40?”

“Yes; and which arrives in town at ten.”

Unless I was mistaken, a look of distinct relief passed over his face.

“Oh, then, you certainly never came from Brighton with me. It occurs to me, Mr. Tennant, that you are not looking well. You almost look as if you had had a recent serious shock. I trust that it is only my fancy.”

He looked at me with eager, searching eyes, which reminded me very acutely of the stranger’s.

“I am not feeling very well to-day, and that’s a fact.”

“You don’t look very well. By the by, how came this double of mine to mention the name?”

Mr. Townsend nodded towards the sheet of paper, almost, as it seemed to me, as if he were unwilling to pronounce the name which was upon it.

“He merely mentioned that he had been down to Brighton to look for a woman named Louise O’Donnel.”

Mr. Townsend’s glass came down on to the table with the same startled gesture as before. If he was not careful, he would break a second one. And, since he glanced our way, so the waiter seemed to think.

“Been looking for her? What had he been doing that for?”

“That is more than I can tell you.”

Mr. Townsend sat and stared at me as if doubting whether I spoke the truth.

“May I ask you, in my turn, what you know about this mysterious Louise O’Donnel?”

He looked down, and then up at me. He smiled, his smile striking me as being more than a little forced.

“That is the funny part of it. I, too, know nothing of Louise O’Donnel — no more than you do.”

“It seems odd that you should take so great an interest in a person of whom you know nothing.”

“Does not the same remark apply to you?”

“Not at all. I heard the name mentioned last night, casually, for the first time. It seems to have lingered in my memory, and I appear to have scribbled it, in a fit of abstraction, and, certainly, quite unconsciously.”

Taking out a cigar, Mr. Townsend commenced to light it with an appearance of indifference which was, perhaps, a trifle too pronounced.

“Very odd, very odd indeed, that both you and I should seem to evince so much interest in a person whose name we have merely heard casually mentioned. It occurred to me that, when you found the name confronting you, you appeared — shall I say startled? — as if it or its owner was connected in your mind with disagreeable associations. Perhaps, however, that was simply a consequence of the general ill-health from which you say you suffer. And, I must say myself, that you don’t look well. I hope that, next time I see you, you will be better.”

He carried it off with an air. But I did not believe him. I felt persuaded that he knew more of Louise O’Donnel than he chose to confess. What he knew was more than I could say. But I felt equally persuaded that he wished that he knew less. He went off without saying anything further about the little deal which he had said that he wanted me to do for him. It had, apparently, escaped his recollection. I, too, had forgotten it till after he had gone. I had never felt less inclined for business in my life.

Scarcely had I returned to the office than the door opened, and, wholly unannounced, the stranger of the night before came in. He might, almost, have been waiting and watching for my return.


CHAPTER IV.

BLACKMAIL.

Again I was struck by the man’s resemblance to Mr. Townsend. It was obvious even in the way in which he advanced towards me across the room. It was almost as if Townsend had slipped on some costume of a masquerade, and reappeared in it to play tricks with me. The fellow, going to the centre of the room, crossed his arms, in theatrical fashion, across his chest, and stood and stared at me — glared at me would be the more correct expression. Not caring to meet his glances, and to return him glare for glare, as if we were two madmen trying to outstare each other, I fumbled with the papers on my table.

“You have called for that handkerchief of yours? I am obliged to you for the loan of it; but I had to leave home for town so early this morning that my wife was not able to get it ready in time for me to bring it with me. If you will give me your address I will see that it is sent to you through the post.”

There was a considerable interval before he answered me — an interval during which he continued to glare, and I to fumble with my papers. When he did speak, it was in one of those portentous and assumed bass voices, which one inevitably connects with the proverbial “Villain at the Vic.”

“I have not called for my handkerchief.”

“Then, may I ask to what I am indebted for the pleasure of your presence here. I have only just come in, and I have some rather pressing business which I must do.”

“Your business has nothing to do with me.”

“Probably not; but it has with me.”

He came a step nearer, still keeping his arms crossed upon his chest. This time he spoke in a sort of a hiss. It seemed obvious that at some period of his career he must have had something to do with the stage.

“Do you not know what has brought me here. Does your own conscience not tell you, man?”

I began to suspect that he had been drinking. I looked up at him. He was eyeing me with a scowl which, to say the least of it, was scarcely civil.

“How should I know what has brought you here, if it is not a desire to regain possession of your property? I take it that you hardly intend to suggest a further deposit.”

I do not think that he altogether relished the allusion. His scowl became less theatrical, and a good deal more natural. He seemed, for a moment, to be at a loss as to what to say. Then a word came from between his lips which startled me.

“Murderer!”

That was rather more than I could stand. I sprang to my feet.

“What do you mean, sir, by addressing me like that? Are you mad?”

My assumption of indignation did not seem to impress him in the least. He returned to the basso profundo.

“Have you seen the evening papers?”

At the question something began to swim before my eyes. I had to lean against the edge of the table.

“No; what is there in the evening papers to interest me?”

“I will show you.”

He began to unfold a paper which he took from his pocket. Laying the open sheet before me on the table, he pointed to a column of leaded type.

“Read, mark, learn, and inwardly digest that, if you can.”

The heading of the column was enough for me. It was headed, “Tragedy on the Brighton Line.” I could read no farther. I dropped down into my chair again. The stranger continued to regard me with accusatory eyes.

“What’s the matter with you? You don’t seem well.”

“I’ve not been feeling well all day.”

“So I should imagine. Else you had been more or less than human. Since you are not able to read the paper yourself, at which I am not surprised, I will read it for you. The paper says that the body of a woman has been found on the up side of the Brighton line, just before Three Bridges Station.”

“Dead?”

“Dead — murdered.”

I was speechless, tongue-tied. The whole hideous folly of which I had been guilty rose in front of me, and paralysed my brain. I saw, too clearly, and too late, the dreadful nature of the error I had made. I realised the awful something which, owing to my own cowardice, now stared me in the face. It might have been bad enough if I had played the man; but it would have been better than this.

The stranger kept his eyes fixed on my countenance. I have no doubt that on it was seen some of the horror which racked me. His voice sounded to me like an echo from far away.

“That explains how it was that I saw a woman get into your carriage at Brighton, and that she was not there when we reached Victoria. You had left her on the line.”

I made an effort to shake off the stupor which oppressed me. It was out of the question that I should continue to sit there passively, and allow this fellow to jump, in his own fashion, at his own conclusions. Better late than never! There might still be time for me to play the man. I took out my handkerchief to wipe away the moisture from my brow. I looked at the man in front of me.

“May I ask you for your name, sir?”

“My name is immaterial.”

“Excuse me, but it is not immaterial. You thrust yourself upon me last night, you thrust yourself upon me again to-day. If I am to have anything to say to you, I must know with whom I am dealing.”

“You are dealing with the witness of your crime.”

“That is not the case. I have been guilty of no crime.”

“Why do you lie to me? Don’t you know that I could go straight from this room and hang you?” He raised his voice in a manner which told upon my nerves. I looked furtively about the room. I had to wipe the moisture from my brow again.

“Is it necessary that you should speak so loudly, sir! Do you wish to be overheard? There are clerks in the adjoining room.”

“Then send them away; or don’t try to hoodwink me — me!” He struck his hand against his chest, accentuating the second “me,” as if he were an individual altogether separate and apart. “If I were to follow the promptings of my bosom, I should go at once to the police, and leave you to dangle on the gallows.”

“You are under a misapprehension, sir. I give you my word of honour that you are. I may have been guilty — I have been guilty — of an error of judgment, but not of a crime.”

“Do you call murder an error of judgment?”

“There has been no murder — I swear it!”

He held up his hand to check me. “Let me tell you how much I know about the business before you go out of your way to lie to me.” Seating himself on the edge of my writing-table, he brought his right hand down upon it now and then to emphasise his words. “Directly the train started I heard two voices in the compartment next to mine — in your compartment. The voices were raised in quarrelling. I had, by the purest accident, seen a woman get into your compartment just as we were leaving Brighton, and I knew that the voices were yours and hers. The quarrelling got worse and worse. I feared every moment that something dreadful would happen. I was just going to sound the alarm, when there was silence. Immediately after a door banged — the door of your carriage. I was afraid that something dreadful had happened. And yet, I told myself, if nothing had happened I should look foolish if I stopped the train. Unable to make up my mind what to do, I did nothing. When on reaching Victoria I made a bolt for your carriage and found that the woman was not there, I saw that my worst fears were realised. Then I understood the sudden silence, and the banging of the door.”

“She had fallen out.”

“Fallen out?”

“Yes.”

“Who opened the door for her to fall?”

“I did.” Seeing the slip I had made I endeavoured to correct myself. “That is, I opened the door with the intention of leaving the carriage, in order to escape her violence. In trying to prevent my leaving she herself fell out.”

“If, as you say, the whole thing was an accident, why did you not sound the alarm?”

“I ought to have done; I know I ought to have done. I can only say that it was all so sudden and so unexpected that I lost my head.”

“To whom have you mentioned a word about the — accident, until this moment I have charged you with your crime?”

“To no one. My reticence, unfortunately, is the error of judgment to which I referred.”

“You call that an error of judgment! Then, let me tell you, it was an error of judgment of a somewhat peculiar kind. A mere outsider would say that reticence was the best course you could possibly pursue.”

The fellow’s way of looking at the matter made things look blacker and blacker. The moisture accumulated upon my brow so fast that I could scarcely keep it from trickling down my cheeks.

“It might have been the best course to pursue had I been guilty, but I am not guilty; I swear it. I am as innocent as you are. It was my misfortune that there were peculiar circumstances connected with the matter which I wished to keep private. I feared to be misunderstood.”

“You were not misunderstood by me, I do assure you. I understood, and understand you only too well. The point is that you still seem unable to understand me. You still appear to be unable to realise that I was in the next compartment to yours, that the divisions between the compartments are thin, and that you shouted at the top of your voice. I distinctly heard you threaten to kill the woman — yes, and more than once, and in a tone of voice which sounded very much as if you meant it.”

He was wrong, and he was right. That was the worst of it. Undoubtedly, there had been strong language used on either side, uncommonly strong language. A listener who was not acquainted with all the circumstances might have supposed that some of it was meant. I can only protest that, so far as I was concerned, I had never meant what I had said half so much as she had meant what she said. No, nor a quarter as much. Nor, for the matter of that, an eighth. She had aggravated me to such an extent that I undoubtedly had said something — and perhaps in rather a loud tone of voice — to the effect that I should like to kill her. But I said it metaphorically. Every one who knows me knows that in practice I am the least bloodthirsty man alive. I never could kill a cat. Even when there are kittens to drown I have to leave them to my wife. Instead of the woman having killed herself I would infinitely rather she had killed me.

But it was no use trying to explain these things to the man in front of me. I saw that plainly. So far as he was concerned, my guilt was as if it were written in the skies. Taking up a position in front of the fire, he assumed what he possibly intended to be a judicial air, but which struck me as being a mixture of truculence with impudence.

“When a man threatens to kill a woman, and she is killed immediately afterwards, one asks who killed her. I do not ask, simply because I know. My impulse is to let the world know too. When I do get into the witness-box my evidence will hang you.”

I thought it possible, nay, I thought it probable. If I had only made a clean breast of it when the scoundrel had first accosted me the night before!

“The thing now is, what am I to do?”

“I should have thought,” I gasped, “that the thing now is what am I to do.”

“Nothing of the sort. You have placed yourself outside the pale of consideration. It is myself I must consider.” He said this with a lordly wave of the hand.

Crushed though I was, I found his manner a little trying.

“It is my misfortune that my ears are ever open to the promptings of mercy.”

“I had not previously supposed that a characteristic of that kind was a misfortune.”

“It is a misfortune, and one of the gravest kind. It is one, moreover, against which I have had to battle my whole life long. The truly fortunate man is he who can always mete out justice. But the still, small voice of mercy I have ever heard. It is a weakness, but it is mine own. My obvious duty to society would be to take prompt steps to rid it of such a man as you.”

That was a pleasant sort of observation to have addressed to one.

“It strikes me that you take rather a strained view of your duty, sir.”

“That would strike you. It doesn’t me. But I will be frank with you. Why should I not be frank — although you are not frank with me. Though perhaps I can afford to be frank better than you can.”

He threw his ancient overcoat, faced with ancient mock astrachan, wide open. He tilted his ancient silk hat on to the back of his head. He thrust his hands into the pockets of his ancient trousers.

“The plain fact is, Mr. Tennant, that I am a victim of the present commercial depression.”

He looked it, every inch of him. Though, at the moment, I scarcely cared to tell him so.

“The depreciation in landed property, and in various securities, has hit me hard.”

“To what securities do you allude?”

I fancy he made an effort at recollection, and that the effort failed.

“To South American securities, and others. But I need not particularise.” He repeated the former lordly gesture with his hand. “The truth is that my income is not only seriously crippled, but that I am, at this present moment, actually in want of ready cash.” I believed him, without his protestations. I judged from his looks. “Now, if I do something for you, will you do something for me?”

“What will you do for me?”

“Keep silence. I am not compelled to blurt out all I know. If I show mercy to you, what return will you make me for my kindness?”

I did not quite like his way of putting it. But that I had to stomach.

“What return will you require?”

He looked at me; then round the room; then back again to me. He was evidently making up his mind as to what it would be advisable for him to say.

“I should require you to make me an immediate, and, of course, temporary advance of £100 — in gold.”

“A hundred pounds? I am not exactly a poor man; on the other hand, I am emphatically not a rich one. To me a hundred pounds are a hundred pounds. Say ten.”

“Say ten! I’ll be hanged if I say ten! And you’ll be hanged if you try to make me.”

“Twenty.”

“Nor twenty.”

“I’m afraid I could not go beyond thirty.”

“Then the discussion is at an end.”

“Suppose — I only say suppose, mind — that I was able to find fifty.”

“I won’t take a penny less than a hundred pounds — not one centime.”

“Would you undertake to go abroad?”

“Go abroad! I’ll be shot if I would. You might go abroad. I have my business to attend to. You forget that I am a private detective in a very extensive way.”

“For how long will you keep silence?”

“A month.”

“Then, in that case, I must decline to advance you even so much as a hundred pence.”

“Two months.”

“No — nor in that case either.”

“Three months.”

“If you will undertake to keep silence until you are compelled to speak, I will give your suggestion my most careful consideration.”

“Give it your most careful consideration! Oh, will you? It strikes me, Mr. Tennant, that you are as far from understanding me as ever. If you don’t put the money down upon that table at once I go to the police.”

He straightened his hat. He began to button up his overcoat. He looked, and, it struck me, sounded as though he meant it. I hesitated. If the woman who hesitates is lost, so also is the man. I was lost before; I was lost again, because I hesitated. I was conscious that still the bold part was the better part; that I should be wise to go to the authorities and tell them the whole plain truth, although so tardily. I knew that this man was a mean bloodsucker; that he would spend my money, and then come to me for more and more, and, after all, would hang me if he could. But I dared not face the prospect of being handed, there and then, to the police; of being delivered by him into their clutches, with his evidence to hang me. I wanted to see my wife, my child, again. I wanted, if I could, to prepare them for the cloud which was about to burst in storm upon their heads. I wanted breathing space; time to look about me; to make ready. I wanted to postpone the falling of the hammer. So I gave him the hundred pounds which he demanded, bitterly conscious all the while of what a fool I was for giving it.

He would not take my cheque. Nothing would do for him but gold. I had to send a clerk to the bank to get it. He thrust the washleather bag in which it came, as it was, into his pocket. He was good enough to say that he would not insult me by counting it; he would treat me as one gentleman should always treat another. Then, with a triumphant grin, and an airy raising of his hat, he left me to enjoy my reflections — if I could.


CHAPTER V.

THE FACE IN THE DARKNESS.

I did not go home even when he had left me, though shortly afterwards I started to. As I was going along Throgmorton Street I met MacCulloch. He was jubilant. He had pulled off a big stake over some race or other — upon my word, I forget what. It was one which had been run that day. He asked me to have a small bottle with him. While we were having it three other fellows joined us. Then MacCulloch asked the lot of us to go and dine with him. I knew that I ought not to, but I didn’t care. I seemed to care for nothing. The moral side of me seemed dead, or sleeping. I was aware that, instead of plunging into dissipation with MacCulloch and his friends, duty, not to speak of common sense, required that, without further loss of time, I should prepare Lucy for the worst. Instead of following the path of duty, I went to dine, and that without sending to Lucy a word of warning not to wait for me. When the usually good husband does misbehave himself, it strikes me that he is worse than the usually bad one. I speak from what seems to me to be the teachings of my own experience.

We went down, all of us, in two hansoms to the West End. I rode upon MacCulloch’s knees. We began by playing billiards at some place in Jermyn Street. I know that I lost three pounds at pool. Then we dined in a private room at the Café Royal. I have not the faintest recollection of what we had for dinner, but I am under a strong impression that I ate and drank of whatever there was to eat and drink, and that of both there was too much. My digestion is my weak point. The plainest possible food is best for me, and only a little of that. I was unwell before the dinner was half way through. Still I kept pegging away. I never did know why. By the time it was over I was only fit for bed. But when I suggested that the next item on the programme should be a liver pill or a seidlitz-powder and then home, they wouldn’t hear of it. Their idea of what was the proper thing for men in our situation was another couple of cabs and a music-hall.

I am not certain what music-hall it was. Something, I can scarcely say what, leads me to believe that it was one at which there was a ballet. So far as I was concerned, as soon as I was in my stall I fell asleep. They wouldn’t let me sleep it out. Some one, I don’t know who, woke me, as I understood the matter, because I snored. When sleeping my breathing is a trifle stertorous perhaps; at least, so Lucy has informed me more than once. Then we went for a turn in the promenade. So far as I am able to recollect, MacCulloch who, I suspect, in common with the other men, had been since dinner making further efforts to quench his thirst, wanted to introduce me to some one whom he didn’t seem to know, and who certainly didn’t seem to want to know me. I fancy Kenyan, one of the fellows who was with us, trod upon somebody else’s toes, or somebody else trod upon his. At any rate there was an argument, which in an extraordinarily short time began to be punctuated by blows. Some one hit me, I don’t know who, and I hit some one — I am disposed to think MacCulloch, because his back was turned to me, and he happened to be nearest. Then there was a row. The next thing I can remember was finding myself on the pavement in the street — sitting down on it, if I do not err. They did not lock us up; personally, I should rather have preferred their doing so; it would have relieved me of a feeling of responsibility. Having, I believe, helped me up, MacCulloch, slipping his arm through mine, suggested that we should go upon the spree. I did not, and do not, know what he meant, nor what he supposed we had been doing up to then. Anyhow, I strenuously objected. I insisted upon a cab and home. He, or some one else, put me into one, and off I went.

The presumption is that directly the cabman started I fell asleep. When I awoke I found him bending over me, pulling at the collar of my coat.

“Now then, sir, wake up; this is Hackney.”

I stared at him. I did not understand. “Hackney! What do you mean?”

“The gentleman told me to drive you to Hackney, and this is Mare Street. What part of Hackney do you want?”

I supposed the man was joking. I had never been to Hackney in my life. I did not even know, exactly, in what part of town it was situated. My house is in West Kensington. Why he imagined that I wished to pay a first visit to Hackney at that hour of the night I was at a loss to understand. I told him so. In return, his bearing approached to insolence. He wanted to know if I was having a lark with him. I, on my side, wanted to know if he was having a lark with me. He declared that the gentleman who had put me into the cab had instructed him to drive me to Hackney. Then it dawned on me that MacCulloch, or his friends, might have been having a little joke at my expense, and not the cabman.

When I desired to be taken to West Kensington in the shortest possible space of time, Jehu did not altogether appear to see it. He observed that his horse was tired, that he ought to have been in the stable before now, and that the stable was on the Surrey side of Waterloo Bridge. We compromised. He was to drive me to the Strand. When there, I was to find another cab to take me the remainder of the distance. When we did reach the Strand the man demanded a most extortionate sum for his fare. But, as I did not feel in a fit frame of mind to conduct another heated argument, I gave him what he asked, none the less conscious that I was enjoying myself in a most expensive kind of way, as I was aware that Lucy, if she ever came to hear of it, would think.

I was wide awake during the remainder of my journey. Having found another cab, I made a point of seeing that its driver did not go wrong. I did not want this time to find myself, say, at New Cross or Hampstead Heath. When he drew up in front of my house — at last! — I was looking forward, with a morbid sense of expectation and a bad headache, to the sort of greeting I might expect to receive inside. But — I repeat it — I was wide awake.

Directly the cab stopped, I got out. As I stepped upon the pavement, something came at me, through the darkness — a woman. It was a dark night — it all happened very suddenly. The details of the figure and the costume I could not, or at least I did not, make out. That I own. But about the face I have not the slightest doubt. I saw it as plainly as ever I saw a face in my life. It looked at me with wide, staring eyes. There was a look in them which I had never seen before. The lips were parted — I saw that the teeth were clenched. It was very white, and it struck me, just in the moment during which I saw it, as looking strangely white.

But it was none of these things which made my heart stand still, which made me, with a gasp of horror, reel backwards against the cab. I cared nothing for what the face looked like. What I did care for was that I should have seen that face at all. That it should have come to me, like an accusing spirit, all in an instant, out of the darkness of the night. For it was the face of the woman whom, like a coward, I had left lying dead on the Brighton line. It was the face of Ellen Howth.


CHAPTER VI.

A CONFESSION.

“He will be all right now.”

The voice seemed to come to me out of the land of dreams. I seemed to be in a dream myself. What I saw, I seemed to see in a dream. It was some moments before I realised that the man bending over me was Ferguson, our doctor; that I was lying undressed in bed; that my wife was standing by the doctor’s side. When I did realise it, I sat up with a start.

“What’s the matter?” I asked. “Have I been ill?”

It struck me that, as he replied to my question with another, the doctor’s eyes were twinkling behind his glasses.

“How are you feeling?”

I felt, now that I was once more conscious of any sort of feeling, very far from well. My head was splitting. Everything was dancing before my eyes. I sank back on my pillow with a groan. The doctor laid his hand upon my brow. It felt beautifully soft and cool. He said something to my wife; then he went. Lucy went with him, I presume, to see him out.

Presently my wife returned. She did not even glance at me as she passed. Going straight to the other side of the room, she began busying herself with something on the dressing-table. I might not have been there for all the notice she took of me. I could not make her demeanour out at all. Indeed, the whole proceedings were mysterious to me. She was wont to be so solicitous when I was ill.

“What’s the time?” I asked.

“Half-past four.”

That was all she said. She never turned her head to say that. The silence became oppressive. “How long have I been lying here?”

“It’s an hour since the cabman rang the bell.”

“The cabman?” It all came back to me with a rush. The appearance of the apparition — the face I had seen gleaming at me through the darkness; the sudden blank which followed. I half rose in bed. “Has she gone?” I cried.

Then Lucy did turn round. Words came from between her lips as if they were icicles.

“Mr. Tennant, to whom are you alluding as ‘she’? Have you not yet grasped the fact that you are in the presence of your wife?”

Then I perceived that I was misunderstood. I lay down again. Seldom had I felt so ill. I closed my eyes; even then I saw things dancing about. This unkindness of Lucy’s was the final straw. I could have cried.

“My dear, why do you speak to me like that? What has happened?”

“I will tell you what has happened. I can quite understand how it is you do not know. You came home, Mr. Tennant, in such a condition that when you got out of the cab which brought you, you could not stand. Had the cabman not been a good Samaritan you might have lain in the gutter till the milkman came. If the milkman had found you it would, of course, have been pleasant both for your wife and family. I thought you were dead. I sent for Dr. Ferguson; but, when he came, he informed me that you were only” — what a stress she laid upon the adverb!— “drunk.”

I knew that she misjudged me — that she had not even an inkling of the situation I was in. But at that moment I could not even hint at it. She went on — 

“I don’t know, Mr. Tennant, how much money you went out with. You have come back with 1s. 3d. in your pockets.”

That “Good Samaritan” of a cabman must have robbed me. I felt sure that I had more than 1s. 3d. when I got into his cab.

“You have broken your watch; you have spoiled your clothes, and you appear to have either given away or lost your hat. The cabman said that you were not wearing one when you engaged him.”

That I could hardly believe. What could I have done with it? It seemed incredible that I could have driven to Hackney and back without a hat.

“I may add that, if you take my advice, at the earliest possible moment you will have a bath.” She moved towards the door. “I am going to try to get some sleep in the spare room.”

I could not bear to think of her leaving me like that. I called to her, “Lucy.”

“Well?”

“You are hard on me. I have been dining with MacCulloch.”

“I don’t know who MacCulloch may be, but next time you dine with him if you give me warning I will keep a doctor waiting on the premises ready for your return.”

“Lucy! You would not speak to me like that if you knew all. I am in great trouble.”

Her tone changed on the instant. She came towards the bed.

“Tom! What do you mean!”

“I know that I have been a fool, and worse. Even you don’t know how great a fool I have been. To-night I have been trying to drown thought.”

She knelt on the floor beside the bed, stretching out her hands to me across the coverlet.

“Tom! You’re not playing with me, as they say some husbands do play with their wives? Tell me what you mean?”

I found this tone harder to bear than the other. A shudder went all over me. I closed my eyes. What did I mean? How could I tell her? My throat went dry and husky — a condition which was not owing to the potations of the night.

“I’ve been a good husband to you, haven’t I? I’ve tried to be.”

“My darling, you’ve been the best husband in the world. That’s what makes this seem so strange.” She alluded to the events of the night. “Why have you been so silly?” Putting her arms about my neck, she drew me towards her.

“You have no conception how silly I have been.”

She laid her cool cheek against my fevered one. “Tell me all about it. Is it money?”

“Money would be nothing.”

Her voice sank. “What is it?”

“It is something which happened last night.”

I felt her shiver. “I knew it. I felt there was something wrong when you came in, although you would not own there was.”

“I was afraid to tell you.”

She drew closer to me. Again her voice dropped to a whisper. “What was it, Tom?”

“It was something which happened in the train.” I paused. My tongue seemed to stick in my throat. “When we left Brighton a woman got into my carriage.”

“A woman?” She withdrew herself a little. Then I felt that I could not tell her who the woman was; at least, not then.

“She had been drinking. At least, so I suppose. As soon as the train started she began to quarrel.”

“To quarrel?”

“Yes. I was afraid there would be a row. You know the express does not stop between London and Brighton. I did not know whether to pull the alarm-bell or not. I made up my mind to try to leave my carriage and get into the next.”

“Do you mean while the train was moving?”

“Yes. I thought it better to run the risk than to stop the train, and have a scene, and, possibly, a scandal. One never knows what may come of being mixed up in that sort of thing with a woman.”

“Well?”

“She tried to stop me leaving the carriage, and in trying she fell out.”

“Tom!” Taking her cheek away from mine, Lucy looked me in the face. “Fell out?”

“Yes.”

“While the train was moving?”

I nodded.

“How awful! She might have been hurt! What did you do?”

“That’s where my folly began. I did nothing.”

She continued to stare at me, evidently not comprehending. My task was getting more and more difficult. After all, I almost wished that I had not begun it.

“It was all so sudden, and I was so bewildered that I lost my head.”

“Then don’t you know what became of her?”

“I did not know till the evening papers appeared. She was killed.”

“Killed!” Lucy’s arms were still about my neck. I felt them give a convulsive twitch. “What did you do when you knew she was killed?”

“Went with MacCulloch to dine. You see, it seems that the body was found on the line. They appear to have jumped to the conclusion that there has been murder done. It struck me that if I went and told my story the odds were that I should be arrested as her murderer. I had not the courage to face the situation, and so by way of a compromise I went with MacCulloch to dine.”

Lucy removed her arms from about my neck. She put her hand to her forehead as if perplexed.

“Tell me, plainly, just what happened. How did she fall out? Was there a scuffle?”

“In a sense there was. To prevent my leaving the carriage she took me by the shoulder. In trying to maintain her hold she got her back to the open door. She must have stepped backwards before either of us realised how near to the open door she really was, because, before I had the faintest suspicion of what had happened or was about to happen, she had disappeared.”

There was silence. I did not feel equal to meeting Lucy’s eyes, but I felt they were on my face. At last she spoke.

“I see. No wonder I saw that something had happened. No wonder that you found it difficult to tell me what it was.” Rising to her feet, she went to the fireplace. Leaning her elbow on the mantelshelf, she stood in such a position that her face was turned away from me. “Is there any probability of their being able to connect the affair with you?”

“Given certain conditions, there is an absolute certainty. To my shame be it said, that is really the reason why I went with MacCulloch to dine.”

Then I told her about the fellow who had been in the adjoining compartment. How he had forced himself upon me at Victoria; how he claimed to have overheard all that had taken place; how he had arrived at his own conclusions; how he had levied on me blackmail. Lucy listened quietly, putting a question now and then, but never looking at me all the time.

“And am I to understand that this person believes that you committed murder, and is prepared to go into the witness-box and swear it?”

It was not only the question, it was, more than anything, the way in which she asked it, which made me shiver.

“The fellow is a scoundrel.”

“Is that why you gave him the hundred pounds? If he is such a scoundrel as you say, why did you not show him the door, and defy him to do his worst?”

The calmness with which she spoke made me writhe. My tone became dogged.

“I have no excuse to offer. I was, and am, quite conscious of my folly.”

“I don’t wish to say anything unkind to you; I quite realise how you stand in need of all the kindness one can show you; but I don’t at all understand your story as you tell it. Why did you quarrel with this woman?”

“I did not quarrel with her; she quarrelled with me.”

“But it takes two to make a quarrel. Why did she quarrel with you?”

“I tell you, she had been drinking.”

“But, even then, what did she say to you, or what did you say to her, which could have caused such a disturbance? Because, I can see, from your own statements, that both of you had lost your tempers.”

I was silent. I knew not what to answer.

“I suppose that the woman was a stranger to you — that you had never seen her before?”

What could I say? I felt that if I did not tell the truth then it would come out afterwards. Better, while I was about it, make a clean breast of everything.

And yet I found it hard. Lucy’s ideas are narrow. She has her own views of things, and strong views some of them are. She thinks, for instance, that there ought to be the same standard for a man as for a woman: the same moral standard — that a man ought to come to his wife with clean hands, in the same sense in which a woman ought to come with clean hands to her husband. I am afraid that I had been rather in the habit of finding favour in her eyes by endorsing her opinions. It seemed hard that the only real peccadillo of which I had been guilty should be cropping up against me after all this lapse of time. I had repented of it, and put it behind me, long ago; and yet here it was, as fresh and vigorous as ever, rising to confront me from its tomb.

Lucy seemed struck by my continued silence. She repeated her question in an altered form. “Had you seen her before?”

“Many years ago.”

“Many years ago? You knew her, then?”

“I used to know her, to my sorrow, once upon a time, long before I knew you, my dear.”

The final words were intended as a sort of propitiation — I saw that she was getting roused at last — but they failed in their effect. She stood straight up, facing me, her fists clenched at her sides.

“Who was she? What was her name?”

“Her name was Ellen Howth. I assure you, my dear, that there is no necessity for you to get warm. I have heard and seen nothing of her since I married you. Indeed, these many years I have thought she was dead.”

“Why did you think she was dead? What did it matter to you if she was dead or alive? What did you know of her?”

“Really nothing, I am afraid, to her advantage.”

“What do you mean? Tell me the truth, Tom, if you have never told me it before. What was she to you?”

“She was nothing to me. My dear, she was a person of indifferent character.”

“Do you mean — —” She paused. She came close to the bed. She leant over me. “Was she — —”

I knew what she meant too well. My heart and my voice sank as I replied. I did not know how she would take it.

“I’m afraid that she was.”

She stood straight up. She drew a long breath. She looked down at me. When she spoke her voice trembled — half with passion, half with scorn.

“I see! Now I understand your story very well, and just what happened in the train. And you are the man who has always held himself up to me as different to other men — as a model of what a man should be. And all the time you have had this story in your life; and how many more besides?”

“You are very hard on me, my dear. I assure you, this is the only one.”

“So you tell me now. Not long ago you told me there was not one.”

“I have always meant to tell you all about it.”

“Indeed? Then how skilfully you have concealed your meaning! I suppose that, like other men, when you wearied of your light-o’-love you cast her from you. Years afterwards she meets you in the train. She takes advantage of the opportunity — probably the first opportunity which has offered — to tell you what she thinks of you. Your coward conscience plays you such tricks that you try to flee from her, even at the peril of your life. She will not let you off so easily, so you threw her from the train.”

“I did not. I never laid a hand on her. So far as I was concerned, it was pure accident. I swear it.”

“Whether that is true or not can only be known to your God, and you.”

Lucy turned on her heels. Without another word she left the room.


CHAPTER VII.

A VISITOR.

These might be a silver lining to the cloud. If there was, I should have liked to have had a peep at it. Just then it would have done me good. I could not see much promise of happiness either in the near or in the distant future. I had been reading a good deal lately about the “ethics of suicide.” If my wife believed me guilty, I should find it difficult to convince a judge and jury of my innocence. I might as well commit suicide as hang. I should be the victim of a judicial murder if they did hang me; but I did not see how my situation would be materially improved by that.

Such reflections did not tend to make me sleep. As a matter of fact, I never closed my eyes. The consequence was that, when the time came for me to rise and start for the City, I was ill — really ill. My head burned. It felt every moment as if it would burst. I could not see out of my eyes. The paroxysms of indigestion from which I suffered bent me double. My wife came and found me in this condition.

“You are not looking well,” she said.

I was aware of that without her telling me. I could not see how it could be otherwise, suffering as I was suffering then. If ever there was an object of pity, I felt that I was one. But there did not seem to be much pity either in her voice, words, or manner. I said nothing in reply to her remark. I only groaned.

“Will you have your breakfast in bed?”

“I don’t want any breakfast, thank you.”

“Shall I send for Dr. Ferguson? Though I don’t know if he is an authority on dipsomania.”

“Lucy! don’t talk to me like that!”

“Why not? I merely made a statement of fact. And, of course, you are suffering from the after effects of overindulgence.”

That was a charming fashion in which to endeavour to smooth the pillow of an invalid. I changed the subject.

“How is Minna?”

Minna is my little girl — a little fair-haired darling she is. With all her father’s tender-heartedness; more — with, I hope, some of that father’s power of forgiving injuries.

“I am going to send her away to-day.”

“Send her away?”

“Certainly. I have not yet made up my mind whether I shall go with her myself or send nurse with her alone. Are you well enough to enter into a discussion?”

“No,” I said; “I’m not.”

Nor was I. At that moment I was neither mentally nor physically her equal. Since, at any time, Lucy has about nine-parts of speech to my one, I had no intention of measuring myself against her, conversationally and argumentatively, when I had none.

I was ill four days. So ill that I could not leave my bed. At least, I was clear upon that point, if no one else was. I am almost inclined to suspect that Lucy had her doubts; or she pretended to have them. I am disposed to believe that she would not have allowed me to have stayed in bed at all if she had had her way. She threw out hints about the necessity of attending to matters in the City; though I explained to her, as clearly as my illness would permit me, that in the City things were absolutely stagnant. Then she dropped hints upon more delicate subjects still; but to these I resolutely turned a deaf ear. I vowed that I was too ill to listen.

However, on the afternoon of the fourth day things reached a climax. Facts became too strong for me. I had to listen. Lucy came into the room with an envelope in her hand.

“There is some one who wishes to see you.”

I supposed it was Parker, my senior clerk. He had been backwards and forwards bothering me two or three times a day.

“Is it Parker?”

“No. It is a stranger to me. I believe you will find his name in that envelope. He would not give it me.”

I opened the envelope which she handed to me. It contained half a sheet of paper, on which was written, “The gentleman who travelled in the next compartment to yours.” At sight of those words I sat up in bed — rather hurriedly, I fancy.

“Good gracious!” I exclaimed; “where is he? I hope you haven’t let him in.”

“Jane let him in. At present he is in the drawing-room waiting to see you.”

“It’s that blackmailing ruffian.”

I gave her the sheet of paper.

“I guessed he was something of the kind. So this is the man who holds you in the hollow of his hand? I see.”

She might see, but I didn’t. There was about her vision a clearness and coolness which made me shudder. It was dreadful to hear her talk in that cold-blooded way about anybody “holding me in the hollow of his hand.” She continued to regard me in a manner which I had noticed about her once or twice of late, and which, although I said nothing about it, I resented.

“Perhaps now I may be allowed to talk to you as if you were a reasonable man. During the last few days I have hardly known whether you wished me to regard you as a child.”

“My dear!”

“You have been lying there, pretending to be ill, doing nothing, and worse than nothing, while your fate and my fate has been hanging by a hair. I had not thought that my husband could be so contemptible a thing.”

“Really, Lucy, I wish you wouldn’t speak to me like that.”

“Possibly. I have discovered, too late, how you dislike to hear unpleasant things.”

“I don’t know that I am peculiar in that respect.”

“I don’t doubt that there are other backboneless creatures in existence besides yourself — unfortunately for their children and their wives.”

“Lucy, I won’t have you talk to me like that — I won’t.”

“Then get up and play the man! Do you know that the hue and cry is out all over England for you?”

“For me?”

“For the man who threw the woman from the train. ‘The Three Bridges Tragedy,’ they’ve christened it. The papers are full of it; it is the topic of the day. They have found the carriage from which she was thrown. It seems that it was all in disorder and stained with blood, and that the window was broken. You said nothing about that to me. They have found the porter who saw her into your carriage. Who was it saw you off from Brighton?”

“Jack and George. Why do you ask?”

“Because the porter who admitted her to your carriage declares that you were talking to two gentleman. They are looking for them now.”

“Surely they will never make Jack and George give evidence against me.”

“You may be sure they will. A porter has come forward who says he saw you in the carriage at Victoria. He has given a description of you, which is sufficiently like you to show that he will probably recognise you if he sees you again. It seems that the only thing they are in want of is your name.”

I sank back in bed, appalled. The prospect, in my weak state, was too terrible for contemplation. It seemed incredible that a wholly innocent man could, by any possibility, be placed in such a situation.

My wife went on, her voice seeming to ring in my ears almost as if it had been a knell of doom — 

“Play the man! I have been playing the part for you up to now. Now play it yourself. I need not tell you what it has meant to me to learn that my husband has been, as it were, a living lie. You know how I have believed in you, and what you have been to me because I believed in you. To have the object of one’s faith collapse, like an air-pricked bladder, into nothingness, and worse than nothingness, is calculated to give one something of a shock. But I realise that this is not a moment for reproaches — that it is a time for deeds, not words. I realise, too, that I still owe my duty to you, as your wife, although, as my husband, you have failed in that which you owe to me. If you will take my advice, you will get up, and you will go at once to a first-rate lawyer; you will tell him the truth — the whole truth, mind — and you will place yourself entirely in his hands, even if he counsels you to surrender yourself to the police. I should do so without a moment’s hesitation.”

“It’s all very well to talk about surrendering to the police. It’s easy enough in theory. It’s I who shall hang, not you.”

“Tom, don’t deprive me of all my faith in you; leave me something of my belief; try to be a little of a man. Don’t add blunder to blunder — blunders which are worse than crimes — simply because you have not courage enough to be frank. As for the man who is waiting to see you in the drawing-room downstairs — —”

She was interrupted by a voice speaking from behind.

“As for that man, is it not Paul Pry who says in the play, ‘I hope I don’t intrude?’”

The speaker was my friend, the blackmailer. He had forced himself into my bedroom unannounced.


CHAPTER VIII.

MORE THAN HIS MATCH.

Yes, unannounced. I am sure that if I had had the least suspicion of his approaching presence I should have kept him out by the simple expedient of turning the key in the door. As it was, there he stood, as bold as brass, holding in one hand the handle of the door which he had closed behind him, and in the other his hat, the brim of which he was pressing to his breast.

A striking change had been effected in his appearance since I had seen him last. He had expended a portion of my hundred pounds to advantage in a tailor’s shop. He was newly clad from top to toe. The overcoat which he had on was new, and so also was the astrachan which made it glorious. Thrown wide open, it revealed the fact that the gloss of newness was still upon the garments which it covered. A gold watch-chain ran from pocket to pocket of his waistcoat. Beautiful kid gloves encased his hands. Spats adorned his brand-new polished boots. His silk hat shone like a mirror. Even the dye upon his hair and whiskers had been renewed; it gleamed a beautiful blue-black. In his new splendour his resemblance to Mr. Townsend was more pronounced than ever. Even in the state of agitation which, ill as I was, his sudden appearance caused me, I could not but be struck by that.

He showed not the slightest sign of discomposure at the manner in which I greeted him. He stood grinning like a mountebank, not only as if he was sure of a hearty welcome, but as if the whole house belonged to him.

“Sorry, Mr. Tennant, to hear you are unwell — really grieved. I can only hope that it is nothing serious.”

His impudence was a little more than even I could stand. I let him see it.

“What the dickens do you mean, sir, by entering my bedroom?”

In reply, he only smiled the more.

“My dear sir, I am here out of pure consideration for you. When I heard of your ill-health, I could not bear the thought of subjecting you to the inconvenience of coming down to me. So, instead, I came to you.”

“Then, having come, perhaps you would be so good as, at once, to go again.”

He turned towards me with a movement of his eyebrows, as if to express surprise.

“Gently, sir! Surely you presume upon the presence of a lady. Is that the way in which you should speak to me? I have no desire to keep you. My business with you ought not to detain me more than half a minute.”

He seated himself on a chair, which he drew up towards the fire. Placing his hat upon his knee, he began to smooth the nap with his gloved hand. Unbearable though I felt his insolence to be, I saw that, unless I employed actual violence, I should not be able to induce him to budge. I looked at my wife. I should not have minded so much if she had not been there. I had borne with the fellow’s insolence before; I might have borne with it again. But I was conscious that Lucy’s eye was upon me, and that, unreasonably enough, she was expecting me to show the sort of stuff of which I was made. I say that this attitude of hers was an unreasonable attitude, because, what could she expect of a man who was recovering from a severe attack of illness, and whose nervous system was a shattered wreck. I temporised.

“What do you want with me?”

I fixed my gaze upon him. Avoiding it, he flicked his gloved fingers in the direction of my wife.

“At your service! Pray do not let me inconvenience the lady.”

“You do inconvenience the lady greatly.”

Both my tone and my manner were severe — as severe, that is, as they could be — considering that I was in my night-shirt sitting up in bed.

“I trust not. I would not wish her to leave the room one moment sooner on our account.”

Then I saw what he was at. He wanted to get me alone and without the aid of my wife’s moral support to back me. I looked at Lucy. She was standing very straight, looking alternately at both of us, as if she were making up her mind which she ought to admire most — or least. I caught a gleam from the corner of her eye. It was the one I sought.

“I have no secrets from my wife. What you wish to say to me you may say in her presence, and be so good as to say it quickly, sir.”

Leaning back in his chair, thrusting his thumbs into the armholes of his waistcoat, the fellow looked at Lucy with a smile upon his impudent face for which I could have struck him — and no doubt I should have struck him, had my health permitted it.

“No secrets from your wife? What a model husband you must be! Permit me, madam, to tender you my most sincere congratulations — you have secured a prize.”

My wife said nothing. But I saw her lips curl.

“Do not address yourself to my wife, sir; address yourself to me.”

Still lolling back in the chair, the fellow turned, with the same impudent smile, to me.

“To you? Certainly I will address myself to you. I am here to address myself to you, though my address will not occupy more than half a dozen words. I want from you a hundred pounds. That is the only remark which I wish to address to you.”

“What!”

I was reduced to gasping.

“Surely what I say is plain enough. And don’t I say it plainly? I want from you a hundred pounds.”

“This is Friday, and you only had a hundred pounds from me on Monday.”

“Yes, and this, as you say, is Friday. A hundred pounds are but a hundred pounds. In the hands of a gentleman they fly. Especially when he has to provide for what may be called preliminary expenses of a certain kind, which, in themselves, make a hole in a century.”

I knew to what he referred. He meant that he had replenished his wardrobe. As though that had anything to do with me.

“Do you imagine that I am a bank at which you have a large current account on which you can draw at sight.”

He laughed — or pretended to.

“That is precisely what I not only imagine, but fervently believe.”

“Then your belief is a very foolish one. I assure you that you were never more in error in your life.”

He glanced at a gold watch which he took out of his waistcoat pocket.

“Why should we waste time over these small quibbles? Are we children, you and I? I have an engagement shortly. If you have not the sum in the house in gold I will take what you have in cash, and the balance in an open cheque to bearer.”

“You will have neither cash nor cheque from me. I will not give you one single penny.”

“Do you mean it?”

He replaced his watch in his pocket. He rose from his chair. There was, in his bearing a return to the manner of “the Villain at the Vic.” The fellow was theatrical all through. All his moods were equally unreal. At the same time there was something about the change which I did not altogether relish.

“Of course I mean it. You don’t suppose that I am going to be robbed and plundered with impunity by you.”

“You prefer to hang?”

“You know that I am as innocent of crime as you are, and probably much more so.”

“Don’t lie to me, you hound!” He turned with a sweeping gesture towards my wife. “You must excuse me, madam, but you will do me the justice to remember that I suggested your departure from the room. I cannot allow your presence to debar me from plain speaking.” Directing his attention again towards me, he began to button up his brand-new overcoat, with a deliberation which was, doubtless, intended to impress me. “As you have been lying in your bed, like a cur hiding in its kennel — because pray don’t suppose that you can make me believe that you have been sick with anything else but terror — I don’t know, my man, if you are aware that all England is on tiptoe, watching for your capture. If I were to point you out, at this moment, in any street in England, the people would tear you limb from limb. The whole country is thirsting, righteously thirsting, for your blood.”

“It is false!”

“Is it? Refuse to give me what I ask, and I will prove to you if it is false.”

“I won’t be robbed by you.”

“Then you’ll be hung by me instead.” He raised his hat, as if he was about to put it on his head. “Once more, and for the last time, which is it to be — the gallows or the hundred pounds?”

“You’ll get no hundred pounds from me. I swear it.”

“Then it will be the gallows. In ten minutes the news will be flashing through the land that justice has its hands about the murderer’s neck.”

He clapped his hat upon his head. He moved towards the door. I went all hot and cold — anybody would have gone all hot and cold with such a prospect as the scoundrel pictured in front of him. Whether, with a view of appealing to his better self — if he had one, which I doubt — I should have prevented his leaving the room, is more than I can say. I might have done. After all, self-preservation is nature’s first and greatest law. I had, and always should have, an incurable objection to being hanged by such a rascal. As it was, it was my wife that interposed.

“One moment, sir, before you go.”

He removed his hat — with a flourish which, as usual, was reminiscent of the transpontine drama.

“Madam, ten thousand, if you wish it.”

“Are you the person who travelled in the next compartment to my husband’s from Brighton?”

“Madam, I am.”

“You look it.”

The fellow might be excused for looking a little startled — which he certainly did do. I have found that particular tone of Lucy’s, now and then, a little startling myself. The man did not seem as if he quite knew what to make of it.

“I look it, madam — how do you mean?”

“You look the sort of character.”

“To what sort of character, madam, do you refer?”

“You look like the sort of person who would wear another man’s clothes.”

He drew himself bolt upright, as if his backbone had suddenly been straightened by a spring.

“Madam! I would have you to know that I wear no one’s clothes but my own.”

“You are wearing my husband’s clothes at this present moment.”

“Your husband’s clothes?”

“Were they not purchased with his money?”

“Madam! you have a very extraordinary way of putting things. Is it possible that you intend to be offensive?”

“Is it possible to be offensive to such as you?”

“I, madam, am a gentleman, born and bred.”

“That you are a gentleman of a certain kind I have no doubt whatever.”

The man began to look badgered, as if he were growing conscious of a feeling of tightness about the region of the chest. He commenced to smooth the nap of his hat, violently, with his gloved hand.

“I take it, Mrs. Tennant, that you don’t quite realise the position in which your husband stands.”

“And I take it that you don’t at all realise the position in which you stand.”

The fellow ceased brushing his hat, the better to enable him to stare.

“I stand?”

“Yes, you.”

“And pray, madam, how do I stand?”

“Have you ever heard of such a thing as an accessory after the fact?”

“An accessory after the fact?”

“Because that is the position in which you stand — in the position of an accessory after the fact.”

The man looked unmistakably uneasy. He continued to suspend the operation of smoothing his hat.

“You are pleased to be facetious.”

“You will find that that view will not be taken by a judge and jury.”

It was with a distinct effort that the fellow returned to an attitude of defiance — squaring his shoulders and tugging at his moustache.

“I have no wish, and no intention, to chop phrases with a lady. I imagined, madam, that you desired to say something pertinent to your husband’s terrible position — with the gallows already shadowing him. Since it appears to be otherwise I can but proceed to do my duty.”

“By all means do your duty. But you understand that when my husband is arrested you will be arrested too.”

“Pooh, madam — you cannot frighten me!”

“But I can, and will, get you penal servitude for life.”

“Can you, indeed, madam? May I ask how you propose to do it?”

“By telling the plain and simple story of your connection with my husband. That will be sufficient, as you know.”

“I know nothing of the sort; tell your story, and be hanged!”

Thrusting his hat upon his head, the fellow marched out of the room in a couple of strides. His exit, whether consciously to himself or not, was marked rather by haste than by dignity. When he had gone I looked at my wife. Lucy, on her part, looked at the door through which he had vanished.

“Now you’ve done it,” I observed.

Lucy turned to me with a smile hovering about her lips, which, under the circumstances, I thought was a little out of place.

“I have done it, as you say.”

“You don’t seem to be aware of what you’ve done. What’s the good of talking to him like that? Do you suppose that you can frighten him — that you can take him in? He knows very well that whatever happens to me he’ll go scatheless. He’s the one witness whom the prosecution will not be able to do without.”

“I think you are mistaken. With a man of that type the high horse is the only horse you ought to ride. He desires nothing less than to get into the witness-box, or I misjudge the man. I suspect that his own record is not of a kind which he would care to have exposed to the cross-examining light of day.”

Hardly were the words out of her mouth than there came a tap at the panel of the door. Lucy shot a glance towards me.

“Who’s there?” she asked.

Whom should it be but our friend the scoundrel. He came in with quite a dove-like air of mildness, mincing, like a dancing-master, on his toes.

“Excuse me, but even on the front door steps my heart got the upper hand of me. I could not do what seemed even to approximate to cruelty. I could not hang anybody — I judge not, so that I may not be judged. My one aspiration is, and always has been, to be a friend in need. I cannot help it, but so I am.”

Producing a parti-coloured silk handkerchief — brand new — he manipulated it in such a manner as to diffuse an odour of perfume through the room. My wife looked him up and down. Her tone was dry.

“Your sentiments do you credit.”

“They do, I know it; but, such as they are, they are mine own.” He coughed. “So far as I am personally concerned, financial considerations are as nothing. It is circumstances which weigh me down. Instead of one hundred pounds, suppose we say seventy-five — in a cheque and cash.”

Lucy took upon herself to answer him — 

“I am afraid we cannot say seventy-five.”

“Merely as a temporary advance, till Monday. I expect remittances on Monday, very large remittances, from my agents.”

Lucy’s tone was even drier than before. “I am glad to hear it.”

“Yes, quite so.” The fellow glanced towards me. He came sneaking towards my bed. He spoke to me under cover of his hat. “I think, Mr. Tennant, if you were to ask your good lady to withdraw, and were to allow me to have one word with you, between ourselves, in private — just one — I know we should understand each other; I am sure we should.”

I looked at Lucy. She also looked at me. I am bound to admit that what I saw in her eyes supplied me, to a certain extent, with the moral stamina in which, owing to the severe illness from which I had recently been suffering, I was temporarily deficient. I spoke to the fellow plainly — 

“No, sir. As I have already told you, I have no secrets from my wife, and whatever you wish to say to me must be said while she is present.”

“You are — you are” — I suspect that he was going to say something the reverse of complimentary, only Lucy’s presence and attitude induced him to change his mind— “a husband in a million. Now, Mr. Tennant, allow me, as one gentleman speaking to another, to ask you if, considering all things, you are not disposed to advance me, on unimpeachable surety — that of my word — the sum of seventy-five pounds.”

“I am not, sir.”

“You are not? Strange! I confess I had not thought it possible. However, I will not utter what may seem a word of reproach. We will make it fifty pounds, then.”

“We will not. At least, I won’t.”

“Then, since fifty pounds is insufficient to supply even my most pressing needs, it is useless for me to attempt to carry the discussion further. You are compelling me, Mr. Tennant, to take a step which, when it is taken, we shall both of us regret. But, remember, whatever comes of it — and ill will come — the act is yours, not mine. I wish you good-day, sir; a last good-day! Also, madam, I wish good-day to you.” He marched to the door in a fashion which, this time, made up in dignity what it lost in haste. With the handle of the open door in his hand, he turned to me again, “I will concede still one more point. We will make it forty-five.”

“We won’t.”

“Then nothing remains.” He vanished, to immediately reappear; his head and shoulders were inserted through the partly open door. “Shall we make it forty?”

“Nor forty.”

Instead of taking the rebuff as final, he brought his legs and body into the room after his head and shoulders. He addressed himself to Lucy.

“I am conscious, madam, that in this matter yours is the controlling voice. May I ask if you quite realise the responsibilities of your position? Your husband’s life hangs in the balance. My necessities urge me on. Were it otherwise, I shall be only too happy to give that assistance of which, at present, I stand in need. Even as it is, you shall find in me no huckster. In proof of it, I need only state that I am willing to accept the loan of a paltry five-and-twenty pounds.”

“You won’t get it.”

“Then what shall I get? I find it hard to believe that a man can be reduced to the position of a mendicant! I ask again — what shall I get?”

“Nothing.”

“That is not only foolish, madam, it is cruel. Shall we speak of such a bagatelle as fifteen pounds?”

“No.”

The fellow made a grimace as if he ground his teeth.

“Ten?”

“No.”

He threw out his arms as if appealing to the gods of the gallery.

“Confound it; is a gentleman to be reduced to ask for the loan of a trumpery five-pound note!”

“Though he asks, he will not get it.”

He looked at Lucy, as if he could not believe she was in earnest. Then he sighed, or groaned. His hat, which he had been holding in his hand, he replaced upon his head. Throwing his overcoat wide open, he began to examine his pockets, methodically, one by one, as if he searched for something. He did not find it, whatever it was.

“Bare, absolutely bare! This is awful. ‘To err is human, to forgive divine!’” He raised his hat about an inch from his head, possibly under the impression that it was a text which he was quoting. “I came into this house with my heart beating high with hope, filled with the milk of human kindness, and it ends in this. It seems absurd to pawn a watch within four-and-twenty hours of buying it, though I certainly never should have bought it had I foreseen that I should receive such treatment. Might I ask you to oblige me with the loan of a sovereign to keep me going till I receive my remittances on Monday?”

“Better not. Your request would only meet with a refusal.”

“Would it? That does finish it, that does. I’m off.” I thought that this time he was off finally, but scarcely was he off than he was back again. He came hurrying towards me across the room. “I say, Tennant, I’m actually without a cab fare. Lend me five shillings, there’s a trump.”

“I will not lend you fivepence.”

“You won’t, won’t you? Now we do know where we are.” He glared about in his best tragedy style. “Perhaps you will give me back that handkerchief you borrowed.”

Lucy interposed. “I shall not.”

“You won’t? Do you mean to steal it? Is it your intention to add theft to the rest of the family crimes?”

“I mean to keep it as evidence.”

“As evidence? What do you mean?”

“As evidence of your being an accessory after the fact. If you take my advice, with the proceeds of the pawning of the watch which you purchased with my husband’s money, you will remove yourself as far from the reach of the police as you conveniently can.”

He put his hand up to his chin, as if pondering her words.

“If you will lend me — —”

Lucy cut him short. She threw the door wide open.

“I will lend you nothing. Now go — unless you wish me to send for the police.”

He looked at her, not seeming to like what he saw. He scowled his finest scowl.

“Go? Oh yes, I’ll go.” He cast his eyes up towards the ceiling. “Ingratitude, thy name is woman!” Then down to me— “Not to mention man.” He began to button up his overcoat as if in a hurry. “I’ll be even with some one over this, you see if I don’t.”

Then he went finally. We heard him stamping down the stairs; then we heard him shut the hall door behind him with a clatter and a bang as he went out into the street.


CHAPTER IX.

FOR THE SECOND TIME.

Lucy turned to me as soon as it was quite clear that the fellow had gone.

“Now get up and dress, and go at once to some great lawyer and tell him everything. To whom shall you go?”

“My dear! At this time of day? By the time that I reach town they’ll have all gone home.”

Lucy looked at me in that freezing fashion which has always struck me as being so singularly unsympathetic.

“What do you propose to do?”

“Well, my dear, I think I’ll get up and dress, if you don’t mind, and have a little dinner.”

“Dinner?”

“Yes, dinner. It’s easy enough for you to sneer, but if you’d been living on toast and water, which, to some extent, during the last four days, I practically have been doing, the prospect of a little decent food would even appeal to you.”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“And you’re a man? As, I suppose, is the individual who has just taken himself out of the house.”

“I should be obliged, Lucy, if you would not institute comparison between that vagabond and me. I don’t like it. In the morning I will follow your advice. I will go to a lawyer, and I will place myself unreservedly in his hands. Just now the thing is out of the question; I shouldn’t find one, to begin with; and, in the second place, I’m hungry.”

We had dinner. Or at least I had dinner, and she looked on at me while I was eating it. Her companionship did not tend to increase one’s appetite. She sat in front of me, bolt upright on her chair, her hands clasped in her lap, eating nothing, and saying nothing either. She seemed to be counting every mouthful which I took, as though I was doing something of which I ought to be ashamed. I don’t know what there was to be ashamed of. I don’t see why a man shouldn’t eat, even if he is going to be hanged, especially if he is innocent as a babe unborn, and is about to be made the victim of a judicial murder, as I bade fair to be.

A knock which came at the front door just as I was finishing came as a positive relief. I should have had words with Lucy if she had continued to sit, like an unblinking statue, in front of me much longer. The servant announced that the knocker was Mr. Keeley. Adolphus Keeley and I on Fridays play chess together, all through the winter — one week at his house, the next at mine. Owing to my illness, and the preoccupation of my mind and body, I had forgotten that this was Friday, and that it was his turn to come to me.

When Keeley was announced Lucy looked inquiringly at me.

“Shall I tell Jane to ask Mr. Keeley to excuse you?”

“Certainly not.” I had not been by any means looking forward to the pleasurable prospects of a tête-à-tête. Keeley came as a relief. “Tell Mr. Keeley I will be with him in a minute.”

Adolphus Keeley, to be frank, and to use an idiom, is not so wise as they make them. He is well intentioned, but dull. I have known him pretty well my whole life long, and I can stand as much of him as any one. But that night I found him particularly trying. He persisted in keeping the conversation in a groove for which I had a strong distaste. One of his weak points is an inability to see a hint in time to take it. I not only dropped hints, I threw them at him as hard as I could; but I threw them all away. I had a dreadful time. In preferring his society to Lucy’s I had stepped from the frying-pan into the fire.

He began as soon as I was in the room.

“Well, Tennant, what do you think about the murder?”

“Murder? What murder?

“The Three Bridges tragedy; isn’t it a dreadful thing?”

At the mere mention of the subject a shiver went all over me. I tried to make him see that it was a topic for which I had no relish. I might as well have tried to put two heads upon his shoulders.

“I have heard scarcely anything about it. I’ve been ill — very ill.”

“I heard that you’d been seedy. Got a bit fluffy on Monday, eh?”

It is true that Mrs. Tennant was not in the room at the moment, but she might have been just outside the door; and, in any case, the insinuation was of an unwarrantable kind.

“Got chucked from the Empire, eh? Went home Hackney way, without a hat. I know. Shouldn’t be surprised if you have been a little queerish; you look puffy even now. I tell you what, Tennant, you ought to go in for training. I could get a couple of stone off you, and you’d be all the better for it. But about this murder. I’m not a bloodthirsty creature, as a rule, but I should like to have the fellow who did it all alone to myself for about five-and-twenty minutes.”

Keeley is one of the large army of muscular maniacs. He stands six feet three in his socks. He spends most of his spare time in a gymnasium, and the rest in what he calls “keeping himself fit.” He could kill me with a single blow of his fist. Just then Lucy came in.

“Sorry to hear that Tom’s been seedy, Mrs. Tennant.”

“He’s been in bed.”

“So I hear. And what do you think of the murder?”

Lucy had brought some work in with her. Seating herself by the fire, she began busying herself with it.

“Do you think it was a murder?”

“I should think it was a murder. What else could it have been?”

“The woman might have fallen out of the train by accident.”

“Accident? A lot of that!” I have told Lucy over and over again that, in the presence of ladies, Adolphus Keeley is sometimes brusque to the verge of rudeness. “Do you think that if there had been any accident about it, the fellow who was with her wouldn’t have given the alarm? He knew better.”

I had been setting out the chessmen on the board, and turned to Keeley with a pawn in either hand.

“Which hand will you have?”

“Left.”

The white pawn was in the left hand. We sat down to play. Still he continued to prose. “Fred Courtney wanted to bet that they wouldn’t have the fellow in a month. I should be almost inclined to take short odds that they’ll have him within four-and-twenty hours.”

He had moved to king’s pawn. I was about to give the usual reply, but when he said that my hand faltered on the piece.

“Within four-and-twenty hours? What makes you think that?”

Keeley winked.

“I’ve heard something, that’s all. It’s your move.”

I moved.

He brought his knight out. I fancy that I brought mine. But I am not sure. I found that, after all, I was not sufficiently recovered to do myself justice over a chessboard. I am more than his match as a rule. I have played him three weeks in succession — one night a week — without his ever winning a game. But on that occasion I was not a foeman worthy of his steel. He beat me with even ridiculous ease. And directly he had won he began again.

“You’re fond of murders, aren’t you?”

“Fond of murders, Keeley! What do you mean?”

“I’ve heard you say more than once that you like a first-class murder.”

“I don’t remember ever having said anything of the sort. It seems incredible that I could have done. It would have been in direct opposition to all my principles.”

“Come! — I say!” He looked at me as if to see if I was joking. I emphatically was not. “I’ve heard you say that you’d like to be in the position of a murderer yourself, just for the sake of a new sensation.”

“Keeley!”

“I have! And when the Putney mystery was on you took as much interest in it as if it had been a personal matter. Why, you have even talked about starting as an amateur detective to see if you couldn’t ferret out the business yourself. You used to declare that the fellow who did it deserved flaying alive; and, when I suggested that there might be extenuating circumstances, you used to get quite mad with me.”

“My dear Keeley, the Putney mystery belongs to ancient history. Won’t you have another game?”

“But it seems to me that this Three Bridges business is quite as pretty a puzzle. What did he kill her for? They talk about getting up a sweepstake in the office. The possible reasons to be put down on pieces of paper, and whoever draws what proves to be the right one when the fellow comes to be tried and hung, to take the sweep. Now, what should you say he killed her for?”

“Would you mind changing the subject, Keeley. You forget that I have been ill, and still am very far from well, and that the topic is hardly one which is likely to appeal to an invalid’s brain. I think I’ll have a little whisky, Lucy.”

I had a little whisky. In fact I had a fairish quantity; I had to, since I had to bear the burden of Keeley’s conversation. That particular topic seemed to be the only one he had inside his head. He harked back to it nearly every time he opened his mouth. Had I not known the man I should have concluded that he was doing it out of sheer malignancy. But I did know him. I knew he was thick-headed. Lucy was not of the slightest use. She went on sewing in silence, as if all subjects were indifferent to her.

I was glad when Keeley rose to go. I went with him to the front door to see him off the premises. After he had gone I remained standing on the steps to get a mouthful of fresh air. It was a dark night; there was no wind, and there was a suspicion of fog in the air. I was standing on the bottom step but one. The nearest lamp-post was some distance down the road. What with the darkness and the mist I could not see any of the lamps on the hall doors on the other side of the street. It was very quiet. There was not a sound of footsteps nor of any sort of traffic.

Suddenly, while I was thinking of nothing in particular, except that Keeley had been making rather a greater ass of himself than he generally did, I saw something begin to shape itself in the air in front of me. It did not come all at once, but by degrees. First a dim outline, then feature after feature, until the whole was there. It began to take the shape of a face. It was a face — a woman’s face — her face — Ellen Howth’s. For the second time it had come to me, unwatched for, undreamed of, unawares, a visitant from the dead — come to me with its awful, staring eyes. There could be no question this time about my having drunk too much. I was as sober as I ever was in my life. I can give no adequate conception of the havoc with which I realised that this was so, and that the face was there. It came slowly towards me. The idea of a closer contact was more than I could endure. As it advanced, I retreated, backwards, up the steps. Still the face came on. I got into the house, and banged the door, as it seemed to me, just in time to shut it out. I staggered against the wall. Lucy came to me, as I stood there trembling.

“I was coming to tell you to come in. You will catch a cold.” Then, perceiving my state of agitation, “Tom! What is the matter?”

“Lucy, I have seen a ghost.”

“A ghost?”

“As I live and breathe, I have seen a ghost. Oh, my God!”

“Tom!”

“This is the second time I have seen it. I have a premonition that the third time will mean death.”

There came a knocking at the door. Lucy looked at me.

“It is Mr. Keeley back again. The servants have gone to bed. I will open and see.”

It was not Keeley. It was a short, broadly-built man, with a bushy beard. Other men were with him, though I could only just see them standing in the shadow at the foot of the steps. The bearded man addressed himself to me — 

“Are you Thomas Tennant?”

“That is my name.”

“I am a detective. You are my prisoner. I arrest you for wilful murder.”

Then I saw that the men who had been standing at the foot of the steps, and who now, uninvited, were entering the house, were constables.


BOOK II. THE CLUB.

(The Tale is told by Reginald Townsend, Esq.)


CHAPTER X.

THE HONOUR OF THE CLUB.

I had not a notion that it would be Louise, that evening at the club — not the very faintest! How could I have? I did not know that the lot would fall to me. I was the first to draw. When I saw that the card which I had drawn was black, and that on it were inscribed, in gleaming crimson letters, the words, “The Honour of the Club,” it gave me quite a start. Of course I knew that the odds were equal. But, somehow or other, I had never expected to draw the thing. I held it up in front of me.

“Gentlemen, the Honour of the Club is mine.”

Pendarvon, in the chair, stood up. The others all rose with him.

“Gentlemen of the Murder Club, charge your glasses to the brim.” They filled them with neat brandy. Pendarvon turned to me, holding his tumbler above his head.

“Mr. Townsend, we offer you our most sincere congratulations.”

The others all chimed in — 

“We do!”

They emptied their glasses, with inclinations of their heads towards me. I don’t fancy that, ordinarily, they would all of them have been quite equal to drinking half a pint of brandy at one swallow, neat. Some of them did not like it even then. As young Rasper-Stenning, who was in front of me, put down his glass, he pulled a face, and caught at the table. I thought he was going to be ill.

Pendarvon went on — 

“The Honour of the Club, Mr. Townsend, rests with you. We do not doubt that, this day month, you will return it to us, as untarnished as when it came into your keeping.” They sat down. I rose.

“Gentlemen, I thank you. I give you my word that, with me, the Honour of the Club is safe. I will wear it next my heart. At our next meeting I will return it to you with its crimson of a still more vivid hue. I will show you that it is possible to paint even scarlet red.”

I put the Honour of the Club into my pocket-book. I went away with Archie Beaupré. He wanted to know if I had any one in my mind’s eye.

“Not any one — unless it’s you.”

He was lighting a cigarette. He laughed.

“It’s against the rules to kill each other. Have a light?”

I had one.

“I’ll kill some one, never you fear. What is likely to afflict me is not a poverty of choice, but an embarrassment of riches. The difficulty will be to know, not whom to kill, but whom to leave alive. Think of one’s creditors. How they cry out for slaughter.”

But Louise O’Donnel never occurred to me. I was too fond of her. The little witch had twined herself about my heart. When I thought of her, I thought of nothing else but kisses. I don’t know how many women I have loved in my time — I hope that, as becomes a gentleman, I have loved them all! I never loved one better than, at that period of my career, I loved Louise.

True enough, later on my love grew fainter. The fault was hers. My experience, a tolerably wide one, teaches me that, when a man’s love does grow less, almost invariably the woman is at fault. The days went by. The Honour of the Club remained in my pocket. I could not make up my mind whom to choose. When it came to the scratch, I found the task harder than I supposed. I thought of my scamp of a brother. Goodness knows he would be all the better for killing. I might have pitched upon him had not another choice been positively thrust upon me. None of one’s other relatives seemed worthy serious attention. The Depehurst people are a nuisance. But one scarcely felt justified in killing one of them, just by way of a joke, except it was Harold, who, what with his temperance fad, and his anti-gambling fad, and his social purity fad, and all the rest of his fads, is one of the most obnoxious prigs I know. On the other hand, if one commenced killing men simply because they were prigs, slaughter would know no ending.

Then Louise began to worry me. The usual story — her character at stake. As though it mattered! But, try as I would, I could not induce her to take my point of view. Never was a girl more unreasonable. I had always foreseen that she was the sort with whom one might have trouble. But then I had always supposed that she loved me. I made at least a dozen suggestions — delicately, and almost inferentially, as it were, because she was in a state of mind in which a slip on my part might have made her dangerous. Nothing would do for her except that I should marry her, which, of course, was absurd.

Then it happened. Up to the very last moment I was undecided. The fault was hers all through.

She was staying in lodgings at Brighton — really at my expense. I had enough expenses of that kind upon my hands just then! Her tenancy was up on the Monday. I told her to leave instead on the Sunday. She was to meet me at East Grinstead. She might have been under the impression that, having met me, she was to stay with me — if so, again the fault was hers. Leaving town early, I met her at East Grinstead Station. We lunched at a tavern near the station. After lunch we walked over to Turner’s Hill. At the inn we had a hybrid sort of meal. Afterwards we started, as she supposed, to walk back to East Grinstead Station.

In so supposing, she was wrong.

She had been affectionate all day — too affectionate — with a sort of affection which suggested what a good wife she would be to her husband. When we left the inn, instead of going in the direction she supposed, I turned towards Paddockhurst, intending to walk through Tilgate Forest to Three Bridges Station, distant some four or five miles. She was a stranger in that country. I knew every inch of it — a lonely one it is at night. I made up my mind to put the issue plainly to her on the road. And that then, if she did not promise to be reasonable, I would do something for the Honour of the Club. The month allowed by the rules was up on the Thursday following. At the meeting I should be called to account.

Louise continued to be as unreasonable as ever — if anything, she was more so. She talked about my promises — as if they were anything! She cried, making quite a scene — or rather, a succession of scenes. She kept stopping, as we were going down Whitely Hill, accusing me of all sorts of things. I fancy she was rather taken aback when I turned into Tilgate Forest. It was pitch dark, and the walking was not too smooth. The game seemed wide awake. We could hear the rustling of unseen feet, the hurtling of unseen wings. Once we flushed a pheasant right from beneath our feet. A startled cock-pheasant is not the quietest of birds, but I don’t think I ever heard one make such a noise as that bird did then. It startled even me. Louise was frightened out of her wits. I felt her trembling as she clung to my arm.

All the way along I kept saying to myself, “Now! now!” And I should have done it in the forest, only just as I was bringing myself to the sticking point, my eyes were saluted by a crimson glare. I thought for a moment we had gone further than I supposed, and had reached Wrench’s farm. Then I thought of the charcoal-burners. You will find them somewhere in Tilgate Forest all the year round. Sure enough it was them. Their furnace was glowing blood-red — they had built it close to the path. They had raised a barricade of faggots to screen it from the wind. Louise wanted to stop and look at it, I believe, because she wanted the encouragement of its companionship. But I would not agree; I hurried her on. I had no desire to be seen just then, even by a charcoal-burner. As I was congratulating myself that we should get past unnoticed, a short, stunted figure, starting out from behind the barricade, glared at us through the gloom.

Little was said by either of us, as, leaving the forest, we went across the fields. Reaching the railway, we passed under the arch. I helped Louise over the stile. We paused by the gate. About half a mile off were the village and the station. I resolved I would give her another chance; then if she was obstinate, I would do it.

She was obstinate, even, as it seemed to me, in a positively ascending scale.

“You promised to marry me. I have your letter. I trusted you. If you are going to leave me to face my shame alone, there is nothing for me but death.”

That saying of hers finished it; there was nothing for her but death. Only it came a little sooner than she quite bargained for. Just at that moment a train went thundering over the bridge towards town. As it went a cloud must have parted, because, suddenly, the moon came out. It shone upon us two. Louise looked up at me through the moonbeams. Although she had been crying — and I never knew a woman’s face which was improved by tears — her prettiness, revealed, all at once, by the moonlight, particularly struck me. She looked prettier even than when I first saw her at the Coliseum. Her beauty went to my heart. She put her hand upon my arm — a tiny hand it was.

“Reggie, has your love for me all gone? Don’t you love me still?”

“Oh, yes,” I said; “I love you still.”

Then, putting my hands round her neck, I began to choke her. Hers was a slender neck, so that I was able to put my hands right round and get a good, firm grip. I don’t think that at first she realised what I was up to. She was thinking more of love than of death. At any rate she did not attempt to scream. She looked to me as if she was startled. She looked more startled as I increased the pressure. Appetite came with eating. I had not altogether relished the business until I tackled it. But, as I got a tighter and tighter hold, and felt her convulsive writhings and her life slipping through my fingers, I began to feel the joy of killing, for the killing’s sake. I began to be filled with a sort of ecstasy of passion — the sort of sensation which I had been in search of when I joined the club. After all, it was worth feeling. Lifting her up, I bent her backwards over the gate. She took longer to die than I should have supposed. When she had ceased to move, and went all limp in my grasp, I dropped her. My fingers were rigid with cramp. For some seconds I could not move them. When I could, the pain was excruciating. I found, too, that I was not only breathless, I was damp with perspiration.

She lay in an ugly heap on the ground. I arranged her draperies and straightened her. In her pocket was a purse — one which I had given her, so I was only regaining my own — some letters in an envelope, which, I guessed, were also mine, and a handkerchief. I knew that she was in the habit of wearing a portrait of mine, which I had been ass enough to give her, in a locket round her neck. Opening her dress at the bosom — which I had a job in doing — I found the locket tied to a piece of ribbon. Tearing it off, I put it, with the other things, into the inside pocket of my overcoat. Not wishing to leave the body lying there for the first passer-by to find in the morning, picking it up I carried it a few feet along the hedge which bordered the railway embankment. On the other side of this hedge shrubs were growing on the sloping banks. Raising the body above my head, I threw it, as far as I could, among these shrubs. I distinctly heard it fall. Then, immediately after, I heard a sort of rustling — exactly the sort of rustling which the body might have made had it been alive and was rising to its feet. I knew well enough that it was not alive; I had taken care of that. But the sound was, in one sense, so apposite, and, in another sense, so very much the other way, that it filled me with an unreasoning panic terror. I started off running across the open meadow as if I had been running for my life.

I had meant to keep along the Brighton line to Three Bridges Station. It was only when I struck the stile which leads to the footpath across the Horsham line that I realised what an idiot I was. Then I pulled up, and only then. I was in a muck of sweat. Sitting on the stile, I began to mop myself with my pocket-handkerchief. I was exhausted — all of a quiver. Something of my absurd attack of terror was with me still. I actually thought that I had seen a face rise up from among the bushes and stare at me — white in the moonlight. As I recalled my folly — even though I was conscious it was folly — I shut my eyes and shivered.

As soon as I felt myself presentable and in a condition to move, I went along the Horsham line into the station. I gained the platform unobserved. I made at once for a refreshment-room. I was aware that it was not the part of wisdom to expose myself too much, but I felt that I must have a drink, even though directly after I was hanged. There being two refreshment-rooms on the up platform, I had two drinks at each of them.

The return half of my East Grinstead ticket was available to town from there; so I had no concern on that account. As I came out of the second refreshment-room, feeling that the stuff which they had sold me for brandy had done me good, I tackled a porter about a train. The next, and last, to London was at 10.20. Glancing at my watch, I found that it was just past the hour.

A woman, coming up to me as I moved from the porter, asked me the question which I had just been asking him. I noticed what a pleasant voice she had — few things in a woman appeal to me so much as that. Something in her bearing suggested that she might not resent a desire on my part for sociability. I gave her the information she required, with additions of my own, thrown out by way of feeler. She responded; we began to talk. The long and short of it was that I travelled with her in the same compartment to town.

Possibly I had at the moment an unconscious craving for congenial society — I am a gregarious animal. Certainly, she did appeal to what I take to be my instincts in an unusual degree. She was not in her first youth, but she was still good-looking, and she was not made up. I hate a woman who paints and powders; after all my experience I have never got over a feeling that a woman who does that sort of thing can’t be clean. She was good style; if she was not exactly a woman of our world, then she was either very clever or very near it. She had seen the world, and it had not spoilt her. She was well dressed, and by the right people. I would not have minded doing a turn in the Park with her any day of the week.

She was frankness itself — it was that which made me shy a little. With strangers our women are not so frank, though that I have a sympathetic, not to say fascinating, way about me, I make no doubt. It is not a question of conceit; I know it. I ought to, considering it is the leading article of my stock-in-trade.

She said she was a widow. We got so thick that she gave me her card — Mrs. Daniel J. Carruth, with an address at West Kensington. She herself was English, her husband was American, which explained the name. She had been out of England several years; had returned to find herself alone. She felt her loneliness she said. I had no reason to suppose she lied.

“Have you no children?”

“No. I have scarcely known whether to be glad or sorry. There is something to be said on either side of the question.” Looking down she began pulling at the pile of her sealskin coat. “You must know that my husband was many years my senior.” I nodded. “It would have made a difference if he had been young.”

Though I did not quite see the sequence, I nodded again. She had given me permission to light a cigarette. I was at my ease. I was conscious of feeling a really curious interest in Mrs. Carruth.

She glanced up at me. Hers were fine eyes, though about them there were two peculiarities — they seemed to be looking, not at me, but at something far away, and they always smiled.

“It seems so odd. When I left England, though I was poor, I had troops of friends. Now I have come back I am rich, but all my friends seem to have vanished into air. I have not one.”

“That is a state of things which is not likely to continue long.”

“Perhaps not; I hope not — one does not like to be friendless. But it is all so different to what I had looked forward to. When one has been absent a long time from home, and is able to return at last, one dreams dreams. Only those who have experienced it can know how” — she hesitated, as if for a word— “strange it feels when one is forced to recognise that those dreams have been but dreams.” She glanced down; then up again. “I have many acquaintances; they are not friends.”

I agreed with her, asking myself at the same time what she might happen to mean. Was she dropping a hint to me? If so, I might be more than half disposed to take it. Mrs. Carruth appealed to me strangely, every moment more and more. The minutes sped; before I knew it we were in town.

I saw her into a hansom at Victoria. She asked me to call on her; to renew and improve the acquaintance made in the train. I said that I would. What is more, when she was gone, I told myself that I would keep my promise.

Her voice lingered in my ears.


CHAPTER XI.

WHAT MR. TENNANT HAD WRITTEN.

There were several letters by the morning’s post. One’s creditors, at any rate, seemed to be in town. Do those sort of people ever go away? Lily Langdale wanted me to look her up. Confound little Lily Langdale! I had looked her up too much already. Chirpy Mason, writing from Monte Carlo, wanted to know if I could do him a hundred or two. Would I wire? No; I would neither do the one or the other. I knew Chirpy. He had probably made the same request to half a dozen more of us. There were only two letters among the heap worth looking at. One contained just two type-written words, “Buy Boomjopfs.” No address, no signature, no nothing. I put that aside. It would entail my going into the City as soon as I could. The other letter was from Haselton Jardine: — 

 

“Sloane Gardens.

“Dear Townsend, — If you are in town and this catches you, and you have nothing else to do, come round to-morrow (Monday) and dine en famille. Only Dora! I have something which I rather wish to say to you.

“Yours,

“H. J.”

 

I was to go down to them at Cockington on Friday. What had he to say to me which would not keep till then, I wondered. But I had nothing else to do — and there was Dora! So, scribbling a line of acceptance, I told Burton to take it round. When I opened the paper I found that Sir Haselton was leading for the defendants in the great diamond earring libel case — Mrs. Potter Segundi against Lady Lucretia Jenkyns. I should not have minded being in court to see the fun. They say Mrs. P. S. has brass enough to start a foundry. I know, of my own knowledge, that Lady J. is fairly well equipped. When I am in Queer-street I hope that Sir Haselton will be briefed for me.

It was past one when I got out. I ought to have gone straight to the City. Instead, I dropped into the Climax, and had just one rubber. I cut Pendarvon against Graeme and Bicketts. Pendarvon and I had the luck of the devil: we scored a bumper. Altogether, with bets, I walked off with about a pony. When I reached the City it was not very far from four. I made for a broker in Austin Friars — a man named Tennant, Thomas Tennant — as steady a file as ever I saw. I have done a good deal of business through him at various times. I don’t fancy that he has much nose of his own; but he keeps quiet, asks no questions, and follows instructions to the letter.

Tennant was out. He was not in the House. A clerk thought that he was at Danby’s; he would go and see. I knew where Danby’s was — it is one of those City restaurants where there is more drank than ate — so I saved that clerk his trouble, and went myself.

I spotted Tennant directly I got inside the place — a plump little fellow, with round, pasty face, and hair which always looked to me as if he soaped it. A mild, unassuming neat-as-ninepence sort of man. He had a table to himself. As a rule, in a mild sort of way, he is jolly as a sandboy. Just then it appeared to me that he seemed hipped. Taking a chair on the opposite side of the table, carelessly, thoughtlessly enough, I took hold of a scrap of paper on which he had been scribbling. When I glanced at it a thrill went down my back. It was a bolt out of the blue. I do not think that in all my life before I was ever so taken by surprise.

Tennant had been scribbling all over the sheet of paper a woman’s name— “Louise O’Donnel.” That my appearance on the scene at that particular moment was a pure coincidence, I had, of course, no doubt. It could not have been otherwise. But how came he to have been writing that name? I could scarcely believe my eyes. I stared at the paper, and then at him.

“What is the meaning of this?” I asked.

“The meaning of what?”

When I showed him what he had been writing on the piece of paper he seemed to be as much taken aback as I was. At first he wanted me to believe that he had been writing a name over and over again without having an idea of what it was that he was doing. I could not make him out at all. He made me feel uneasy.

So far as I was aware, I was the only person in England who had been acquainted with the girl’s real name. She had always assured me that such was the case, and I had believed her. Everybody, except myself, knew her by her stage name — Milly Carroll. Her father was the only relative she had in the world, and he was in Colorado. Father and daughter had fallen out. Coming to England with a burlesque company from New York, she had left him on the other side of the world. If this story of hers was true — and I did not, and do not, believe she lied — she was not that sort of girl — how did Mr. Thomas Tennant come to be in possession of her name?

I put the question to him point blank.

“What do you know about Louise O’Donnel?”

“Nothing.”

“Nothing? Tennant, I say!”

“I heard it mentioned for the first time in my life last night.”

“Last night?” The coincidence made me shiver again.

“As I was coming up from Brighton.”

“Brighton?” I had to gasp for breath. “Did you come up last night from Brighton? By what train?”

“The 8.40.”

I figured it out in my mind. I should not be surprised if that was the identical train which had rattled over the arch while Louise and I had been leaning against the gate, just before I did something for the Honour of the Club. And Tennant was in it. “Was the long arm of coincidence going to make things pleasant for me?”

“What did you hear about Louise O’Donnel as you were coming up from Brighton?”

“Nothing. The name was casually mentioned in my hearing, that was all. It seems to have stuck in my head.”

It did seem to have stuck in his head — and it seemed to have crept unawares from the ends of his fingers. That something had been said or done to fix the name in his memory, I did not doubt. What had been said or done was another matter. Somehow I did not seem to care to question him too closely. Generally, in his own placid, fish-like fashion, Tennant is as cool as you please. Then he was as fidgety as if he had been sitting on hot bricks. He said he was ill, and he looked it — if his ailment was not more mental than physical I misjudged him.

I clean forgot all about the Boomjopf shares, which I had come up to instruct him to buy. I left Tennant in Danby’s without having mentioned them to him from first to last. Indeed, I never thought of them till I pulled Groeden’s tip out of my pocket when I got home to dress for dinner. Seeing the girl’s name upon that sheet of paper made me all of a fluster.

Scarcely had I left Danby’s when I all but cannoned into my scamp of a brother. He seemed as little pleased to see me as I was to see him, but as I had seen and heard nothing of him for the last two years, I thought that I might as well do the fraternal. He looked seedy enough, and cad enough to boot. The cad was in his face and bearing; the seediness was in his clothes. He had on what looked like, not a second, but a fourth-hand overcoat, trimmed with the usual imitation astrachan. If he had his way, I believe that he would be buried in imitation astrachan.

“Not in prison then?”

“No.” He fidgeted inside his clothes. “I’m not in prison.”

“Recently come out?”

“Nor have I recently come out.”

“Or just going in?”

“Not unless, my dear Reginald, it is to visit you.”

Alexander was cheeky; he must be in funds, although he did not look it.

“May I ask, my dear Alexander, what means you are at present taking to increase your fortune?”

He blew his nose with an old silk handkerchief and a flourish. Did he ever do anything without a flourish — even pick a pocket?

“I don’t know, my dear Reginald, that it much matters to you what I am doing, but I don’t mind telling you, in confidence, that I am at present devoting my energies to the detection of crime.”

“To what?”

The idea seemed too funny.

“To the detection of crime. In other words, I am a private detective, on, I think I may say, a considerable scale.”

“The deuce you are! That is something new.”

“And you — may I ask what you are doing?”

I stared at Alexander. He certainly was coming on.

“I’m talking to you.”

“I trust that the occupation gives you satisfaction. I regret that I am compelled to cut it short. My time is valuable. In fact, at this moment I have a pressing appointment with a gentleman well known in City circles.”

“A bailiff or a policeman, Alexander? They are both of them well known in City circles.”

“Probably, my dear Reginald, they are better known to you than they are to me. Good-day.”

“Good-day!”

He raised his hat about three feet; I raised mine about three inches. We parted, I do believe, for the first time in our lives, on the most affable of terms.


CHAPTER XII.

SIR HASELTON JARDINE.

Sir Haselton Jardine was a man whom I had rather been in the habit of holding in awe. One never could be certain how much he knew. A man could scarcely rise to the forensic heights which he had reached without knowing something of almost every one. He was so quiet and so self-contained that it was impossible to gauge the extent of his knowledge until too late.

He was rather short, and he was very thin, and he stooped. He had colourless grey eyes, which you scarcely ever saw, though, if you had your wits about you, you felt that they all the time saw you. He had a peaked grey beard, too straggling to be Vandyke, and sandy hair, which he parted low down on the right-hand side. His voice was as soft and gentle as any girl’s — when he was asking a jury to hang a man he was always the very pink of courtesy, and I wonder how many he had sent that way in his time. He had beautiful hands, and he either braced his trousers too high or else it was a principle of his to have them made too short. Jardine’s trousers were a standing joke — he always looked as if he had got into his younger, and distinctly smaller, brother’s. He was a widower, and Dora was his only child.

I always had had a tenderness towards Dora Jardine. I suspected that, under certain circumstances, she might not be ill-disposed towards me. It was Sir Haselton that I felt shy of. He had the reputation of being rich, apart from his practice at the bar, and that was supposed to be worth fifteen thousand a year. Dora was pretty; he might very well have eyes for an altogether bigger man than Reginald T. But somehow of late I had begun to fancy that he himself had a partiality for me. He had become quite fatherly. I was in a measure free of the house. On Friday I was to go down to his country place at Cockington to shoot; he had quite made a point of my making an indefinite stay.

Now there had been his note of the morning!

Sir Haselton was not visible when I arrived. I found Dora alone in the drawing-room. Very nice she looked. Not one of the new order of tall girls, but tall enough, and straight as a dart. Brown hair, which, in certain lights looked golden, and which had a natural crinkle. Pouting lips — very pretty ones — good nose and chin. Her eyes were her most remarkable feature, as was the case with her father. Blue eyes — laughing blue eyes I have heard them called — and innocent and girlish too. But to me they were something else besides. I never knew a man or a woman with eyes like that who was deficient in grit. I will go further. If the women who have gone to the devil, and smiled when they met him face to face, could be polled, I should be disposed to wager that the majority of them had eyes like Dora Jardine’s. I am not insinuating anything against her — quite the other way. Only I am a student of women’s eyes.

She was standing by the fire as I went in. She turned, holding out her hand.

“I am glad you have come,” she said.

I felt as I took her hand in mine — and I felt it not for the first time — that she and I were kindred spirits, and that, girl though she was, she was stronger than I. I said something; I don’t know what. Then I looked at the fire. I felt that her eyes were on my face.

“What a strange face you have, as though, in you, were the makings of a man.”

I don’t know how she was in the habit of talking to other men; she was always saying that sort of thing to me. I laughed. “What sort of man?”

She did not answer my question. She ran her conversation on lines of her own.

“What have you been doing since I saw you last — killing time?”

“Unfortunately, Miss Jardine, I have nothing else to do.”

“Would you like to have something?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On the something.”

“I see. I suppose that you will be doing something else on Saturday; you are going to kill papa’s pheasants?”

“You speak as though that was an improper thing to do.”

There was a slight movement of her shoulders.

“I suppose that some men kill pheasants, and that other men rule empires. I might like to do both things, but I confess that if I had to choose I should prefer the empires.”

I looked at her. Quietly, and without any ostentation, she gave me back glance for glance. Something from her eyes seemed to get into my veins.

“Suppose it was not yours to choose?”

“It would be were I a man.”

“It certainly has never yet been mine.”

“Then you certainly are not a man.”

Her high-faluting amused me. That the little, brown-haired, blue-eyed thing should talk in such an inflated strain! And yet I felt that if she had been a man she would have gone for the gloves — nay, that though she was a woman she might go for them still.

She went on — 

“That is the very essence of being a man; that he can choose what he will be and do.”

“You are on the wrong track. He might choose to win the Derby — plenty of them do — but the odds are he will fail.”

“He might try.”

“And come a cropper. Men of that sort get posted every settling day. If he is a cautious man he will limit his range of choice to things which are within his reach.”

“Are you a cautious man?”

As I met her eyes I could not have told her. I seemed to see so clearly in them something which was not caution, something which thrilled and kept time with a pulse of mine. While I hesitated Sir Haselton appeared — his dress shoes making the shortness of his trousers still more conspicuous. Immediately after, dinner was announced.

They always feed you well at Jardine’s, and it seems to me that lawyers generally do. And, though to look at him you might not think it, Jardine can drink with any man — perhaps to counterbalance the dryness of his profession. And he has some stuff worth drinking. His guests can do as they please; he himself is old-fashioned — he sticks to the cloth when the women are gone. That evening, bearing the hint in his note in my mind, I stuck to it with him.

I was curious to know what it was he wanted to say to me; it took me aback when it came.

I lit up when Dora had gone — Jardine does not smoke — post-prandial wine-drinkers seldom do. As he leaned back in his chair a lean, dried up, insignificant little chap he looked; but whoever, on that account, would have liked to have tried a fall with him would have done well to get up early. The fingers of his left hand grasped the stem of his wineglass, but, used though I was to his trick of peering through his half-shut eyes, I could not make out if he was looking at me or at the glass.

“Townsend, I want to say something to you in confidence.”

I nodded; though I don’t mind owning that I felt a bit uneasy. He might have wanted to say all sorts of things to me in what he called confidence — and he was the sort of man to say them too. His next words, however, reassured me.

“I am not a man of strong likes or dislikes” — I should rather say he wasn’t, being about the most bloodless creature going!— “but I like you, if you will excuse me, Townsend.”

“Excuse you, sir? You flatter me too much.”

He smiled — if the wrinkling of his thin lips could be called a smile.

“Flatter you? I hardly think I flatter you. I will tell you why I like you, Townsend.”

He paused. I waited. The old fox kept twisting the stem of his wineglass round and round between his thin white fingers.

“I like you, Townsend, because, although you are out of the common run, you are not sufficiently so to be unpleasantly conspicuous. You have what I lack, passion. You are as likely to ascend to the top of the tree as to the top of the gallows. I hardly think I flatter you.”

“You at least credit me with having aspirations.”

“I believe, Townsend, that your wealth scarcely exceeds the dreams of avarice — eh?” The remark had so little connection with anything that had gone before, that I think I stared. He favoured me with one of those lightning flashes which are among the tricks of his trade — then you can see what eyes he really has. “I said I wanted to speak to you in confidence.”

“Precisely. You only flatter me too much.”

Again that wrinkling of the lips which he, perhaps, intended for a smile. I wondered what the dickens he was at.

“You see, Townsend, things reach my ears which do not come to other men. May we take it, Townsend, that you are not a millionaire?”

“You may certainly take it, sir, at that.”

“Pressed, now and then, for ready-money, perhaps.”

What was he driving at? Was he going to develop into a sixty per cent. and offer me a loan?

“I believe that most men are.”

“Yes — they are.” It struck me that there was something about the pause he made which was anything but complimentary. I was beginning to feel like throwing something at him. “You have a brother, Townsend.” How did he know that? “Have you seen him lately?”

“This afternoon.”

“So recently? Is he doing well?”

“He said he was.”

“There is nothing clogs a man so much as a brother of a certain kind.”

“I take care that my brother does not clog me.”

“I believe, Townsend, that you do.” What did he mean by the inflection with which the words were uttered? “You are wondering why I talk to you like this. I will explain.”

He took a sip from his glass. Then held it up in front of him, connoisseur fashion.

“I am something of a curiosity. I have lived my own life. In my way, I have enjoyed it. But I have one thing with which to reproach Providence. He has not bestowed on me a son.” He emptied his glass. “Townsend, why don’t you drink? I can recommend this port. Drink up, and let me fill the glasses.” I let him. “That a son is not always an unmixed blessing I am aware. On the other hand, Dora has been a model child. Still, a daughter can hardly do for a father what a son can. So I still am hoping for a son.”

What did the old beggar mean? He was still so long that I thought he had forgotten to go on. But I did not feel that it was my cue to break the silence. And at last he condescended to remember.

“You have in you the makings of the sort of son that I should like to have.”

“I? Sir Haselton, did I not say you flattered me?”

“I hardly think I do. I think I know you pretty well. Dora seems to think she knows you even better.” Now I began to see his drift.

“Townsend, what do you think of Dora?”

“I have sometimes feared, sir, that I have thought of her too much.”

“Indeed.” The word, as it came from between his lips, was a gently murmured sneer.

“I should not have imagined that you were that kind of man. Townsend, would you like to marry?”

“It has been my constant dream.”

“Has it? And about Lily Langdale and others?”

What did he know about Lily, and the rest of them? I would have given something to have learned just how much the old sleuth-hound did know about everything or anything. I felt all the time that he had me at a strong advantage. When I am in his presence I always do feel like that.

“You yourself, sir, have been a bachelor.”

“True — I have. I take it, Townsend, that when you marry you will cease to be a bachelor.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“What would you say to ten thousand pounds a-year?”

“Sir!”

“When Dora marries she will have that income to commence with. Should her marriage prove a happy one, it will be increased.”

He paused, as if for me to speak. I deemed silence to be the better part of wisdom.

“The man who marries Dora will have to have a clean slate, if it has to be cleaned for the occasion. I shall require him to give me a correct statement of his position. I will see that his house is set in order. He will have to take my name; Dora shall always be a Jardine. He will have to enter public life.”

“Public life?”

“Have you any objection?”

“It depends upon what you mean, sir, by public life; it is an elastic term.”

“He will have to enter Parliament. Means will be furnished to enable him to do so. As a country gentleman he will have to take an interest in local and in county government. He will have to play a prominent part on the stage of national politics. He will have to aim at the top of the tree. Dora has ambitions; her husband must have them too.”

When he paused I was silent again. There was a cut-and-dried way about his fashion of settling things which nettled me.

“Have you no ambitions, Townsend?”

“I have such ambitions as a poor man may have.”

“A poor man is entitled to have the same ambitions as a rich one — if he is strong enough. I was poor once upon a time. I did not allow my poverty to hamper my ambition. What do you think of the programme which I have drawn up for Dora’s husband?”

“I think it an alluring one.”

“For a strong man it has possibilities. You may take it from me that, properly backed, you are strong enough to be able to say, with truth, that few things are beyond your reach.”

“I think myself that, given the opportunity, I might find the man.”

“I think so too. You shall have the opportunity. You have heard on what conditions. That is what I wanted to say to you. We shall see you at Cockington at the end of the week. Perhaps, before you leave us, you may have something to say to me.”

“I trust, sir, that I may have something to say to you that will be pleasant to us both.”


CHAPTER XIII.

AN AFTERNOON CALL.

“You’re sleeping it out. Are you going to lie in bed all day?”

I opened my eyes. I looked up. Somebody was shaking me — Archie Beaupré.

“You don’t mean to say that you’re awake? I admire your hours.”

“Is it late?”

“I don’t know what you call late. It’s nearly one. Do you generally sleep to this time?”

“Made rather a night of it, my boy. It was five when I left the Climax.”

“Oh, you went to the Climax, did you, after you left Jardine’s? Win?”

“A trifle. What brings you here — starting in the early-calling line?”

Archie seated himself on the bed, murmuring — 

“He calls this early.”

Beaupré is the third son of the Duke of Glenlivet — one of the duke’s famed thirteen. Not a bad sort — stone broke, like all the rest of us. Archie was born in two different sections — one-half of him makes all for wickedness, and the other half makes all the other way — and, whichever half of him is to the fore, he’s thorough. Jardine and I had found him in the drawing-room with Dora when we had finished our hobnobbing — at which I was not sorry. When a man has had the sort of talk with the father which I had had, he is not, on the instant, all agog for a tête-à-tête with the child. He wants to straighten things out inside his head a bit. We had left the Jardines together, Beaupré and I. He had gone to some twenty-third cousin of his great grandmother — the man’s relations are as the sands of the sea for multitude, and he keeps in with every one of them — and I had gone on to the Climax Club. Now, I wondered what he wanted on my bed.

When Burton had brought me my coffee, and Archie had put himself outside a soda, tempered, he began.

“Don’t laugh at me, old chap.” Of course, when he told me not to laugh, I was at once upon the grin — it’s human nature. But he went on, “I am a miserable wretch, I swear I am.”

“Who says you aren’t?”

“What a muck I’ve made of things!”

“Who denies it? Give me the rascal’s name?”

“And I might have been a respectable chap once, if I had liked.”

“My dear Archie! When?”

He was too woebegone to heed my chaff. He went and leaned his elbow on my mantelshelf, and his head upon his hand.

“Reggie, I’ve been thinking that you and I ought to cut the Jardines.”

“The deuce, you have!”

“For their sake. It is not fair to them that we should let them run the risk of being contaminated by even a remote connection with the shadow which, I suppose sooner or later, is sure to fall on us. It will come specially hard on me — because I don’t mind telling you, between ourselves, that Miss Jardine’s society to me means much.” I stared; things were coming out. “But the knowledge that this is so has come too late. Unless the whole business of the club — I won’t give it a name, but you know the club which meets once a month in Horseferry Road — is a ghastly joke.”

“That is what it is.”

“What?”

“A ghastly joke.”

Beaupré looked up at me. I don’t know what he saw in my face, but a funny look came on his own — a look almost of fear.

“Sometimes, Townsend, I don’t know if you’re a man or a devil.”

“The devil was a sublimated sort of man, and I expect he still is. This coffee is just a trifle too sweet.”

It was my second cup. I was sitting up in bed and stirring it.

“Of course, you have done nothing.”

He said “Of course”; but I saw he was uneasy.

“Of course, I have.”

“Townsend!”

The man gave quite a jump. He brought the back of his head with a bump against the wall, without seeming to notice it.

“I hope, as I said, on Thursday to have the pleasure of returning the Honour of the Club with its scarlet a more vivid hue.”

He was glaring at me as if I had been some sort of hideous wild animal.

“You don’t mean that you have killed some one?”

“Certainly. What else should I mean? Though I don’t perceive that there is any necessity for you to announce it from the tiles.”

He staggered to a chair, plumping down in it with the stiffening all gone out of him.

I laughed.

“My dear Archie, you had better have another drink. You don’t seem quite the thing.”

He looked me straight in the face, I giving him look for look. When he had sustained my glance for a moment or two he shut his eyes and shivered. I saw a shudder go all over him. I drank my coffee.

“You’re sure that you’re not joking?”

“Some men joke most when they are most in earnest. Perhaps I am one of them.”

“Who was it?”

“A little girl I knew.”

“A girl? My gracious! When was it?”

“Sunday evening.”

He turned to me with a sort of gasp.

“Was it near Three Bridges Station?”

“Within half a mile.”

“My God! It’s in the paper! Townsend, what have you done?”

“It is in the paper, is it? May I ask what is in the paper?”

“They’ve found the body.” He sprang from the chair.

“Reggie, I wish that I had died before you did this thing, and before ever I heard of that accursed club.”

“That is rather good, from you — the club having been a suggestion of your own.”

“I had been on the drink, hadn’t I? I was mad. I swear, before the living God, that I never dreamed that you fellows would take the thing up in bitter earnest.”

“My dear Archie, respect the proprieties, if you respect nothing else — not quite that sort of language, if you please.” He stared at me and laughed — a queer laugh it was. “You remember the rule which directs what course the members shall pursue towards a colleague who, for any cause, turns tail and rats. That also, I believe, was a suggestion of your own.”

“Are you afraid that I shall turn tail and rat? You need have no fear. That I shall never do, especially now. If we are to go to the devil, we’ll all travel the same road. But there is one thing on which I do insist. I insist on your ceasing your connection with the Jardines.”

“You insist?”

“I beseech you, then.”

“I don’t wish to say anything which may sound at all unkind, but don’t you think, my dear Archie, that you are taking rather a liberty in intruding yourself into my affairs? The accident of our both being members of the same club gives you no warrant for anything of the kind. It certainly gives you none which I am likely to recognise even in the faintest degree.”

He began to pace about the bedroom like a caged wild cat. Presently he made an announcement:

“It strikes me that I had better go home.”

“I trust that you will allow nothing which I have said to deprive me of the pleasure of your society, but perhaps it might do you good if you were to toddle home and take a pill.”

“Good-day!” he shouted.

Snatching up his hat and stick from the couch, he banged out of the room without another word.

I don’t mind owning — since, in these pages, at any rate, candour is the order of the day — that when Beaupré had gone I did not feel altogether up to concert pitch. Things were going contrary. The club did bid fair to be a bit of a failure. Although the suggestion, as I had said, had been Archie’s, it was Pendarvon who had put it into shape.

I don’t quite know how Archie first came to think of the thing. Some of us had been playing poker in his rooms. Pendarvon had been losing. He began to tell us about a story which he had been reading in which there was a suicide club. He said that he had half a mind to start such a club himself. Archie at once suggested that he should go one better; instead of a suicide, let him make it a murder club. Let the members draw lots, and whoever drew the lot, instead of suicide let him go in for murder — for the Honour of the Club. Pendarvon took up the idea in a way which startled us. We had all been drinking; there and then drawing up a sort of rough outline of the club, he got us all to promise to join. There were to be thirteen members; the club was to meet once a month; lots were to be drawn; whoever drew the lot was to kill someone, not a member of the club, within the month. On this basis Pendarvon had actually got the thing into shape. We had had one meeting. The lot had fallen to me.

I can safely say that if I had had the slightest inkling that old Jardine was going to say what he had said I should have given Pendarvon’s pretty little plaything the widest of wide berths. I might easily have succeeded in keeping Louise quiet by the use of some less drastic means; at any rate, until I was sure of Dora. On Sunday I had cared for nothing. The very next day I had something for which to care. A golden future dangled before my eyes.

It was like the irony of fate.

Still the game might not be lost. I yet had time. I might, at any rate, make my hay and enjoy it while the sun was shining. To-morrow — whose to-morrow it was, or what weather it might bring, no man could tell. I would live out to-day.

I looked at the newspaper. It was as Archie had said; how funny that he should be touched by Dora! They had found the body — but that was nothing, if that was all — and it was all. I had not supposed for a moment that the body could stay hidden. It had all happened just as I expected. A platelayer, walking along the line, had seen something lying among the bushes — Louise. There was some sensational rubbish to catch the pennies of the mob, but the whole thing merely amounted to this, that Louise was found.

Queer stick, old Jardine! Fancy his having taken to me, after all! He was a keen judge of character; I have seldom met a keener, and, as he said, there was that in me which differentiates strength from weakness. I had known, I had felt it, all along. I have, to begin with, the courage of the devil. Give me something of a chance, and my foot in the bottom niche, it should not be my fault if I did not reach the top of the pillar of fame.

The mischief was, my affairs were in a muddle. It was not money so much; I could manage for that, and, if things went as they ought to go, not impossibly Jardine would stand by me there. I had a shrewd suspicion, from the remarks which he had dropped, that he knew as much about my pecuniary position as he cared to know. It was other things, and one of those things was Lily Langdale. It is extraordinary how I always have managed to get myself mixed up with women. The teachings of my experience I should sum up in something like a bull — the best thing that can happen to a man is for him to be born sexless.

While I was dressing Burton imparted a piece of information which brought me to a rapid resolution.

“Mrs. Langdale was here after you went out, sir. Made rather a noise. Talked about stopping for your return.”

“Did she?” That settled it.

I went straight off to Miss Lily. I was plain with her. She did not like it — she was equally plain with me. What home truths one does get from women! A woman in a temper is ten thousand times more candid than a man. But she had sense enough to understand that she could scarcely expect to score, on those lines, off me. I explained that what would be done for her depended upon how she behaved herself, but I did not explain that it depended much more upon Sir Haselton Jardine.

Lily’s place was in the Hammersmith Road. As I was leaving it, something like calm having followed the storm — never, if you can help it, leave a woman in a rage, it is cruel — whom should I encounter but Mrs. Daniel J. Carruth, my acquaintance of the train. Very nice she looked, with a natty little toque on her clever head, and a fluffy fur thing round her throat. I have seen many uglier women ten years younger — yes, and as far as appearances went, further gone in the sere and yellow.

She came sailing up when she saw me.

“I hope, Mr. Townsend, that you are coming to give me a call, and that I am just getting home in time.”

I was not going to give her a call. I had forgotten that the address she had given me was at West Kensington. Her very existence had escaped my memory. But when she asked me, why, I went.

A decent house she seemed to have, in a street at the back of St. Paul’s School. An old fellow was in the drawing-room when we got in. I say old, though I daresay he was not more than fifty. He reminded me, somehow, of some one I had seen somewhere before, and known intimately, as it seemed to me, but I could not for the life of me think whom. He was tall and thin, and stooped, though he looked as tough as leather and sinewy and strong. He was bald on the top of his head. What hair he had, and the fringe of whisker on his chin, was grey. He wore an undertaker’s frock-coat, and in his open shirt-front was a diamond as big as a pea.

Mrs. Carruth introduced us.

“Mr. Townsend, this is an old friend of mine, Mr Haines.”

The old chap did not stay long. I fancy he did not altogether relish my intrusion, or what he took to be such. When he had gone I told Mrs. Carruth that he seemed to remind me of some one I had known.

“Is that so? One does sometimes fancy that one sees a resemblance. I think that in your case it is only fancy. Mr. Haines is an American, a Westerner. He has only recently arrived in England. He was my husband’s friend for many years.”

I found Mrs. Carruth very pleasant. Friendly — but not too friendly. She seemed to do everything in fairly good style. The room in which we sat was not only prettily furnished, it was distinctly that sort of prettiness which costs money — it had no connection with the “How to furnish a twelve-roomed house tastefully for £200” kind of thing. Tea was served with the accompaniments of silver and Wedgewood china, by a maid who knew her work. Altogether Mrs. Carruth and her way of doing things favourably impressed me.

She alluded to the queerness of our meeting.

“I hope, Mr. Townsend, that you will not allow the informal fashion of our introduction to each other to prejudice me in your eyes.”

“Quite the other way. Chance acquaintances are sometimes the pleasantest one makes.”

“You speak from the man’s point of view. From the woman’s, I think that you are wrong. I have had my share of moving about in the world. I have found that, generally speaking, chance acquaintances are things to be avoided.”

“It is I, then, who must warn you that both prejudgment and prejudice begin with a ‘P.’”

“I promise, for my part, that I won’t judge you until I know you better. Only you must give me a chance. Were you really coming to see me when we met?”

“No, I wasn’t. Frankly, I was not at all sure that you would care to see me. I know, as you have said, that my view of chance acquaintances is a man’s; and how was I to know that your words as you rattled off in your hansom were not merely intended as a courteous dismissal?”

She put down her cup and saucer, seeming quite distressed.

“Oh, I hope you won’t think that of me! I assure you, Mr. Townsend, that if I had wished to dismiss you I should have done so. I hope you won’t mind my saying — since you have yourself said so much — that as I left you my feeling was that, for once in a way, I had made a chance acquaintance which it might be worth one’s while to cultivate. And, as I told you, I was practically alone in this big town, and when one is alone one does want friends, and — I think that that’s all.”

That might be all, but I understood. When I left I felt that I liked Mrs. Carruth even better than I had done at first. She interested me in a really curious way.


CHAPTER XIV.

SELLING BOOMJOPFS.

The newspapers on the Wednesday and Thursday were beyond my understanding. I had never before so clearly realised how great a stir a little thing might make. The little incident at Three Bridges had assumed the dimensions of an event of national importance. Had one of the great decisive battles of the world just been fought it could scarcely have seemed to occupy a greater space in the public mind. Everywhere the words stared you in the face, everywhere you heard the words slipping from somebody’s tongue — Three Bridges Tragedy! At least the thing received a magnificent advertisement. What a heap of money would have been required to procure a similar advertisement for Pickemup’s Pills.

They appeared to have got the business into an elegant muddle. Either the luck was on my side, or some one had blundered. People seemed to have leaped to the conclusion that Louise had been thrown from a passing train — my pitching the body over the hedge on to the railway embankment, read by the light of after events, amounted to a stroke of inspiration. The papers were full of observations on the dangers of English railway travelling. Why were not our carriages all thrown open to the world? Our present system of horse-boxes rendered it possible for the innocent A. to be cooped up with the dangerous B. through sixty miles of country. The means provided for inter-communication, the alarm-bell, and all the rest of it, were fatally insufficient, as witness this most horrid instance. As I read I stared.

From my point of view the most extraordinary part of the affair was that there actually seemed some excuse for the public blundering. Immediately after the arrival at Victoria of the 8.40 from Brighton, it had been discovered that the window of one of the first-class carriages was smashed to shivers, the compartment was stained with blood, and bore every appearance of having been the scene of a recent struggle. That was the very train which had passed while Louise and I had been arguing at the gate — had another little argument been taking place on board the train? But what capped the record was a statement which had been volunteered by a Brighton porter. He declared — or was stated to have declared — that he had shown a lady into the identical compartment in which the window was smashed, just as the train was starting; that the only other passenger the compartment contained was a gentleman, whom, if he saw him again, he thought he should recognise; and — mirabile dictum! he had seen the body which had been found on the line, and in the dead woman had instantly recognised the lady he had shown into the carriage. The question now was — all the world was asking it — where was the gentleman?

Yes — where was he?

On the Thursday I received another line from Groeden— “Sell Boomjopfs.” This recalled to my mind the fact that, by the Monday morning’s post, he had counselled me to buy them. I had started Citywards to act on his advice. The curious coincidence of finding Mr. Tennant scribbling Louise’s name all over a sheet of paper had prevented my putting my intention into execution.

Groeden’s latest advice sent me to the money article. Since Monday Boomjopfs had gone up fourteen. What an ass I had truly been! A pretty pile I had thrown away! What little game Mr. Groeden and his friends at Johannesburg were up to, I was not sufficiently in the know to be able to say. I took it that, the bulls having had an innings, the bears were to have their turn. The top price having been reached, the word was “Knock ’em.” So off I went to sell what I had been fool enough to just miss buying.

I thought that I would give Tennant another try. When I reached Austin Friars I was informed that he was ill — had been away from the office since Monday. While I was hesitating what I should do — whether, that is, I should give a commission to his managing man, or go elsewhere — I heard a voice in the inner office which rather made me cock my ears.

The voice was my rascally brother’s. He was not speaking in a whisper. His words struck me as queer ones.

“If Mr. Tennant takes my advice, he’ll see me though he’s dying.”

“I shall see Mr. Tennant at his private address to-night. I will tell him what you say. What name shall I give?”

“Name? Tell him the gentleman who came up with him on Sunday night from Brighton.”

I went out into the street, still not clear in my mind as to what I should do. Presently, along came Alexander. But what a change had come over him since Monday! Then he was a faded ruin; now he was a vision of splendour. He was arrayed in new garments from top to toe — and not garments which had been procured at a slop-shop either. Alexander must have come into a fortune. The glory of him made one blink one’s eyes.

Again, at sight of me he did not seem glad.

“Still out?” I began.

“Sir!” He pulled his hat more over to the side of his head. “Allow me to point out to you that the fact of your being my brother does not entitle you to insult me. May I ask what you mean by saying ‘Still out’?”

“My dear Alexander, is it possible that you can think me capable of insulting you? I am only too glad to see that you still are out. And in such gorgeous apparel! What universal provider have you been inspiring with confidence?”

He drew his imitation astrachan cuffs further down over his wrists.

“I believe, my dear Reginald, that I informed you on Monday that I am a private detective on a considerable scale. As such, it is part of my business to wear disguises. You saw me in one of them on Monday. At this moment I am in my usual attire.”

“Indeed! and excellently it becomes you. Almost anybody might mistake you for a respectable person. Alexander, by the way, what was that you were saying about your having come up with Mr. Tennant on Sunday night from Brighton?”

Alexander looked at me for a moment as if my question had knocked the sense right out of him. Then, without a word, turning into a narrow passage which was on our right, he walked off down it at the rate of a good five miles an hour. I let him go, though what had sent him off in such a style at such a pace was hidden from me.

I did sell Boomjopfs, but not through Mr. Tennant’s managing man.

That night was to be the second meeting of the club. I dressed when I got home: then I put my proofs into my pocket. After a solitary dinner I started off to give back to the Club its Honour.


CHAPTER XV.

THE CLUB.

The club held its meetings in Horseferry Road. I had never been there in the daytime, but by night the approaches, the surroundings, the place itself did not strike one as being particularly savoury. One wondered what the deuce one was doing in that galley.

We were instructed to tell cabmen to pull up at the Gas Light and Coke Company’s Offices. Since it was not deemed expedient to let even jarveys know exactly where in that salubrious locality men with the price of a cab-fare in their pockets happened to be going, the rest of the distance was to be walked.

I fancy that in the daytime the lower part of the house was used as offices. When I reached it the street door was closed, the place seemed deserted, not a light was to be seen. Each of us had been provided with a pass-key. Letting myself in, I found myself in a pitch-dark passage. Striking a match, I used it to light me up two flights of stairs. At the top of the second flight I was confronted by another door. On the left-hand side, against the wall, was an electric button. I pressed it twice, then counted three; pressed it once, counted another three, then pressed it twice again. Almost immediately afterwards a gong was struck within. While the sound was still vibrating in the air, I sang out — 

“Reginald!”

As I uttered my Christian name the door was opened and Pendarvon received me on the threshold within.

“Welcome, Reginald! You are the first-comer,” he said.

We turned into a room on the right. The room was plainly furnished, the walls were painted red, a red carpet was on the floor. In the centre stood a good-sized oval-shaped mahogany table. Thirteen chairs were placed round it. In front of each was a decanter of brandy and a glass. In front of one was a manuscript book, bound in crimson morocco, pens, ink, a crimson velvet bag, and a small heap of red cards, of the size and shape of ordinary playing-cards.

As Pendarvon had said, he and I, up to the present, had the place to ourselves. Cecil Pendarvon was fairly tall and fairly broad — the florid type of man. He had fair hair, fair beard, and light blue eyes. Your first impression of the man was that he was always laughing. When you came to study him a little closer you began to doubt if his laugh suggested merriment. I knew him well. I had come to understand that the more he laughed the worse it would be for some one.

He stood, stroking his long fair beard, laughing at me now.

“Pendarvon, I don’t quite see what’s the use of the counting, and the ornamental ringing, and all the rest of it outside the door.”

“You mayn’t see it now. One of these days you may. There may come a time when it will be advisable that we should know that the person at the door is not a member of the club.”

“If you mean that one of these days we are likely to receive a visit from the police, you don’t suppose that we should be able to keep them out, if they had made up their minds to enter. We should be trapped like rabbits in a warren.”

“I think not. That door is of sheet iron. It is held in position by four steel bolts which run into a wall made of solid Portland cement. By the time the police got through it we should be miles away.”

I looked round the apartment.

“Is this room then not what it seems? Is there a hidden door?”

“There is not. But there is something quite as good. There is a fireplace.”

“A fireplace?”

“And likewise a chimney, which is a chimney. When I took this place I had an eye to all the possibilities. Look here.”

He went to the fireplace, a huge old-fashioned one, probably over six feet wide. The stove occupied not one-third of it. He stepped inside, I following. There was ample room for both of us. He pointed upwards.

“Stanchions, which will make excellent steps.”

I saw that there were stanchions, rising one above the other, set in the side of the chimney.

“Where do they lead to?”

“Climb up twelve, put your hand out to the right, you will find a bolt. Draw it, push, a door will open. Go through it, you will find yourself upon the roof.”

“The roof, at night — I thank you!”

“The chimney-stack will be on your left, between you and a fall into the street. Keep it on your left, go straight forward — you will find yourself upon the edge.”

“The edge! Of the roof? Pendarvon, my thanks increase!”

“If you feel for it on your right you will find a rail. This is the rail of a bridge which crosses from this house to one in the street behind. When I took this room I took that house. It will remain empty. Cross the bridge. Close to your hand, on your left, you will find an iron ladder set straight against the wall. Descend it, you will land yourself on the flat roof of an outhouse. Within a foot of you, still to your left, there is a window. It will be always left unlatched. You have only to raise it, enter the empty house, strike a light, and walk downstairs into the street. To reach that particular house, in that particular street, by road, a policeman will have to walk two miles.”

“How long is this bridge of yours?”

“Under twenty feet.”

“And how wide?”

“Perhaps ten inches — it is a single plank. The rail by which you hold is firmly fixed and bolted at either end. What the whole arrangement was intended for originally is a puzzle I have not attempted to solve. I heard of it. I thought it might suit us.”

“Don’t you think we ought to do what the firemen do — have a full dress rehearsal? I, for one, should hardly care to seek that path to safety without having had some practical experience of the peculiarities and perils of the way.”

Pendarvon laughed.

“You fellows can have a rehearsal to-night, if you like — only you will get yourselves into a deuce of a mess. I don’t guarantee that you will be able to keep yourselves clean. I only guarantee that that way, at a pinch, you will be able to save your necks.”

As he finished speaking, the electric bell rang twice; there was a pause; then a single ring; another pause; then twice more. Pendarvon went to a gong which was suspended from the ceiling outside the room. He struck it, not too loudly. A voice on the other side of the other door exclaimed — 

“Gustave!”

As Pendarvon opened the door, he turned to me.

“Gustave Rudini.”

It was Rudini — an undersized, ill-dressed little fellow, more like a waiter out of work than anything else I know. Pendarvon had had some difficulty in completing the tail of his thirteen. He had insisted that there must be thirteen members. In order to make up the number he had had to bring in three fellows who, to say the least of it, were not in society. Of these three Rudini was one. According to Pendarvon, he was a Swiss anarchist. Since he killed on principle, he was not likely to hesitate to kill for fun. His was not a pleasant personality. He addressed every one as “Citizen “ — as he did me now.

“Well, citizen, the good work begins.” I asked him what he meant. “Have you not seen about the bombs at Saragosa — that is what I call good reading.”

I shuddered. I felt more than half disposed to knock the creature down. Some demons had thrown bombs among a crowded audience at a theatre. No end of people had been killed and injured. The brute called the account of the affair good reading.

I suppose he read my feelings in my face. He stretched out his hands in front of him — with a snarl which was perhaps meant for a grin.

“Do you not agree with me, citizen, that it is good reading? If it comes to killing, why kill units instead of tens? It is only a little matter of arithmetical progression.”

The next comer was a madman out and out. He was a religionist of a sect of which, I suspect, he was the first member and the last. He believed, it seemed, that death meant annihilation. Annihilation, to use a paradox, was all he lived for. But it had been revealed to him — I never heard by whom, or how — that he himself never could attain annihilation until he had killed some one, as it were, to clear the way. So he had joined the club, in order that his destiny might the sooner be fulfilled. His name was Shepherd — Henry Shepherd. He was a lanky, loosely-built man, with long iron grey hair, and sailors’ eyes — eyes, that is, which were calm and deep. As he entered, he seated himself at table without uttering a word. He was the second of Pendarvon’s gathered and garnered three.

The fellows now came hard upon each others’ heels. Unless I was mistaken, they had for the most part, been quenching their thirst. Their eyes shone; their speech was inclined to be erratic; about some of them there was a joviality which they had found in their glasses. Teddy Hibbard, for one, was distinctly drunk. He came with Eugene Silvester, who was not much better. The pair staggered up to me.

Teddy tried to steady himself by a somewhat close attachment to Silvester’s arm.

“I say, Reggie, old fellow, Eugene and I have been making up our minds whom we’ll slaughter. Whom do you think we’ve decided on?”

“My dear Teddy, I haven’t the faintest notion. Don’t you think you’d better take a chair?”

“Thank you, old boy, I think I will.” He took one just in time. “We’ve decided on slaughtering the first chap we meet of the name of Jones — there are such a lot of them about, you know.”

Archie Beaupré came across to me. He was among the last to arrive. He also had been drinking. But liquor did not affect him as it did Teddy Hibbard. He never lost his equilibrium. There never came a stammer into his speech. Nor, in Iago’s sense, did it steal away his brains. When drink entered into Archie, the devil went with it. When he had drunk enough to stupefy an ordinary man, he was very near to genius. In that condition I have known him write lines which no poet need be ashamed to own; and I have known him do things which must have set all the imps of Satan chuckling.

As he advanced to me, a casual acquaintance might not have supposed that he had been exceeding in the slightest degree. But I knew better. I knew it by something that was in his face, and in his eyes; by the ring that was in his voice, when he spoke; by the very way in which he clasped me by the hand.

“Here’s luck!” he said— “I’m with you all the way.”


CHAPTER XVI.

DRAWING THE LOT.

When we had taken our places, Pendarvon commenced proceedings. He looked round at us and laughed, as if the whole proceedings had been some mighty joke.

“Gentlemen, the usual preliminaries, if you please.”

He had the crimson-covered book open in front of him. He read aloud the oath by which we all had bound ourselves. As he did so, men sobered down a little. The oath which he had evolved from his mischief-making brain was calculated to make one sober. It was the rule that, at each meeting, the oath was to be re-sworn. Having recited it, with his right hand resting on the open page, Pendarvon affixed to it his signature. The book went round. Each man recited the oath, his hand resting on the page, and signed.

By the time Pendarvon had the book again, a change came over the spirit of the scene. The suggestion of frivolity which had been in the air had vanished. Hibbard and Silvester, in spite of the assistance which they had received from outside sources, did not look happy. Pendarvon read out the signatures. When he came to one he stopped.

“Teddy, have you signed?”

Hibbard was indignant — or feigned to be.

“Signed? Of course I’ve signed! Can’t you read it?”

Pendarvon tugged at his beard and laughed.

“Be shot if I can! I can see a smudge, and that’s all I can see. In a matter of this importance a signature should be writ as plain as copper-plate, so that all who run may read. Teddy, would you mind signing again, this time a little clearer? and Silvester might follow suit. You would not care to take us at an advantage, and be the only two among us to keep your names dark.”

Pendarvon went to Teddy with the book in his hand. Placing it on the table in front of him, he leaned over his shoulder while he wrote.

“That’s better, Teddy; that’s plain as print. ‘Edward Hibbard,’ that’s something like a name. Now, Silvester, if you won’t mind.”

Silvester leaned back in his chair, and frowned.

“I don’t understand. That’s my usual signature. What else do you want?”

“We want it a little plainer; nothing more.”

Silvester grumbled, but he did what he was asked to do. He signed again, and plainer. That was like Pendarvon. If he had made up his mind that a man should do a thing, the odds were that the man would do it, although against his own will.

Pendarvon returned to his seat in triumph. As he talked to us he kept on laughing. The ugliest thing about him was his voice; it was harsh and strident — sometimes it seemed to strike one like a whip.

“Gentlemen, we have all of us been looking forward with pleasurable anticipations to this, our second, meeting. I need not tell you why. A month to-night our Honour was committed to the hands of one of us. We are here to ask for its return.”

With a laughing gesture, he turned to me.

“Reggie, our Honour is in your hands.”

As he sat down, I rose, and as I rose a sound which was almost like a sigh went round the room. I fancy that some of the fellows were preparing themselves for what might be to come, by taking in a good supply of breath. That all eyes were fixed on me I was well aware — fixed on me, I mean, with a curious, unusual kind of stare. They looked at me as if they would have almost rather not, and yet could not help but look. I took out my pocket-book; I laid it on the table. Every little movement which I made was followed by their eyes. I doubt if ever a man had a more attentive audience.

“Gentlemen of the Murder Club, I greet you.”

I bowed to each individual. As I did so I noticed how pale they seemed to look.

“I occupy, on this occasion, a unique position. I take it that no man ever stood in such a pair of shoes as mine before. There have been murder clubs, which have been called by other names. They have concerned themselves with revolutions — with religious, social, political reforms. A murder club, the object of which has been amusement, pure and simple, I doubt if there ever before has been. To our founders I owe a special, a peculiar gratitude. Beaupré, I bow to you — the original suggestion of our Club was yours.”

I bowed to Archie. In return he waved his hand to me.

“And a devilish good suggestion, too!”

“Beaupré, the words you use could not be bettered. They exactly describe the theme. Mr. Chairman, I bow to you — it was you who clothed with flesh the dry bones of the suggestion, breathed on them, and gave them life.”

I bowed to Pendarvon. Laughing, he bowed again to me. He knew I hated him, and I knew he hated me.

“I owe these special thanks to our founders, gentlemen, because, during the month which is past, they have provided me with such great, such unwonted sport. So soon as I knew that the Honour of the Club was indeed entrusted to my keeping, I became like the old-fashioned sportsman, who had to do his own beating and flush for himself his birds. In my case there was this marked peculiarity, that I did not even know where to find the cover in which a bird might happen to be hiding.”

Pausing, I looked each member in the face in turn. Odd spectacles they most of them presented. The majority of them shifted their eyes as they saw mine coming, as if they were unwilling, or unable, to meet my glances.

“Gentlemen, I found the cover and the bird. I have had the gratification of being able to fulfil the promise which I made to you. I return the Honour of the Club, dyed a more vivid crimson stain.”

As I spoke, two or three fellows gasped. I don’t know who they were, but the queer sound which they emitted caused me to smile. Taking out the Honour of the Club from my pocket-book, I held it up in front of me. There was silence. Then Pendarvon spoke — 

“Are we to take you literally?”

“In the sense that the Honour of the Club has, literally, been dyed a more vivid crimson — that, in other words, it has been dipped in the sacrificial blood? No. My meaning, there, was metaphorical. There was no blood to dip it in.”

I handed the Honour of the Club across the table to Pendarvon. As he took it, he looked at me askance.

“That is not all you are going to tell us? The rules require you to furnish full particulars.”

“Those particulars, Mr. Chairman, I am now about to furnish. The bird I flushed, marked, and bagged was a hen.”

“A hen?”

“A woman, Mr. Chairman. Name, Louise O’Donnel. Age, turned twenty. Date, last Sunday. Scene, Three Bridges. Cause of death, strangulation.”

Pendarvon leaned towards me over the table.

“Are you responsible, then, for what the papers have christened the Three Bridges Tragedy?”

“I am.”

“Did you throw the woman from the train?”

“I did not. I threw the woman from the field, over the hedge, on to the railway embankment. I should explain to you, gentlemen, that it seems not unlikely that I may become the subject of a curious coincidence. I killed the bird under the railway bridge. As I was doing so a train passed overhead. This must have been the train of which you have read in the public prints. I cannot pretend to predict the course of events, but I can assure you that whoever smashed that window and had that little rough and tumble in the railway carriage had nothing to do with the Three Bridges Tragedy. For that I am responsible, and I alone.”

Silence followed my words. I glanced round. Various expressions were on the fellows’ faces, and among them was one which suggested doubt. I noted, with amusement, that what I had anticipated had taken place. They doubted if I had done what I had declared I had.

Pendarvon gave this feeling voice.

“The case is a little delicate, dear Reggie. A man say that he has done a thing, and then when B, on the strength of what A says, goes and does likewise, he may find that A has been having a joke with him — don’t you see my point?”

“You want proofs.”

“You say that this Three Bridges business is yours. Suppose that some one else is arrested for it, and — we will go so far — is hung, what shall you do?”

“Do? Why, let him hang.”

“I see. Of course. You would.”

“In a matter of this sort proofs are rather difficult to give, unless you were all to come with me to see the fun. I will tell you my story.”

Then I told them exactly what had happened on the Sunday evening, as it is written. At the close I took two letters from my pocket-book.

“Mr. Chairman, I have here two letters. The first is the one which I wrote asking the lady to meet me at East Grinstead — that I took from her pocket after she was dead. The second is the one in which she promised that she would. I have pleasure in submitting them to the attention of the club.”

I passed the letter to Pendarvon. From one of my tail pockets I produced a small parcel.

“You will have observed, gentlemen, that it is stated that nothing was found in the woman’s pockets. That was owing to the fact that I had previously taken the precaution to empty it. I hold the contents of her pocket in my hand: a letter — that the chairman has — a purse, some keys, a pocket-handkerchief. This scrap of silk ribbon suspended this locket to her neck; in the locket you will find my portrait. That also I took from her after she was dead. I offer it, with the other items, for the inspection of the club.”

Pendarvon read the letters carefully through; then, without remark, he passed them to the man who sat beside him. After examining my relics, he passed them too. The batch went round. One or two of the men carefully examined each separate item; most just glanced at them in passing; some seemed to shrink from touching them, as if afraid of coming into close contact.

When they had gone round, Pendarvon rose.

“I think, gentlemen, that our friend’s statement has given general satisfaction.”

Rudini tapped with his finger on the table.

“It was a woman; it is not a man’s work to kill a woman.”

Pendarvon laughed.

“There, Rudini, you must excuse me if I differ. I think that it is essentially a man’s work. The women are always killing us. It is just as well that we should take our turn at killing them. Indeed, were it not too late I should almost be disposed to suggest that it should always be a woman who was killed.”

Budini brought his fist down with a bang.

“Then I shall go.”

“It will be soon enough, Budini, for you to talk of going when the suggestion’s made. I repeat, gentlemen, that I think that Mr. Townsend has satisfied us that he really has done something for the Honour of the Club. As he himself says, in cases of this sort, the ocular proof it is almost impossible to give. But he has given us proofs, as it seems to me, of a sufficiently convincing kind. Are you content? Those of you who are will please stand up.”

All rose — Rudini after a moment’s hesitation.

“I see, gentlemen, that we are all content. We have excellent cause. Be so good as to charge your glasses. We thank you, Reggie; we appreciate the good deed which you have done, and we drink to your next fortunate adventure.”

They drained their glasses — not, I suspect, before some of them were in need of what was in them. They would have sampled the brandy before had it not been a rule of the club that nothing was to be drunk except in response to the chairman’s toasts.

Pendarvon continued — 

“There only remains one thing for our friend to do.”

He wrote something in the book in front of him. Then he passed the book to me.

“We have to ask you, Reggie, to put your name to that.”

I saw that he had put the date of the preceding Sunday, and then — 

“Louise O’Donnel — For the Honour of the Club.”

“If I put my name to that it may be tantamount to a confession of murder.”

“Precisely — it is in accordance with our rules — for our general protection — we shall have to sign a similar memorandum in our turns.”

“May I ask where this book is kept? One does not like to think that such an interesting volume is left lying about.”

Pendarvon pointed to a safe which was fitted into the wall.

“At present it is kept in there. It is as good a safe of its sort as you are likely to find. I have the only key But I agree with you that the proper custody of the book is a matter of importance. I would suggest that a safe be obtained with thirteen different locks and thirteen different keys, which it will be impossible to open except without common consent.”

“Your suggestion, Mr. Chairman, is a good one.”

“Then, by the time we meet again such a safe shall be obtained. In the meantime — sign.”

I signed. Outwardly, I believe, that I was calm enough. In my heart I wished that, before I had ever heard of him or it, Pendarvon and his club had been at Timbuctoo, and stayed there.

As he blotted my signature, Pendarvon laughed. I felt, as I heard, that I had been a fool not to have exchanged him for Louise. To my ear, everything about the man rang false — and always had.

“Townsend, what an excellent hand you write! If only every one wrote as clearly! I wish I could. As you are aware, it now becomes my pleasant duty to inform you that the Honour of the Club which you have returned to us to-night will be framed in gold, and will be awarded to you as a diploma of merit.”

“You may keep it.”

“Reggie! — the idea! As though I would rob you of what you have so fairly earned!” He closed the crimson-coloured volume. “Our next business, gentlemen, is to ascertain the fortunate individual to whose keeping the Honour of the Club is to be now entrusted. Since you, Townsend, have won our diploma of merit, it becomes my duty, as a mere postulant, to resign to you the chair. You will conduct the drawing, in which, of course, you yourself will not take part. Gentlemen, Mr. Townsend will be our chairman, until some equally fortunate colleague has gained his diploma.”

He rose from their seat, beckoning me towards it with his hand. As I accepted his invitation, there was some tapping of hands upon the table, and Archie called out, “Hear, hear!” I took up the little heap of cards which was on the table in front of my new seat, counting them so that they all could see.

“As you perceive, here are eleven.” Kendrick sat on my left. I handed the bag to him.

“Colonel, will you be first to draw?”

Kendrick was the oldest man among us. His hair and moustache were white as snow. He was rich, respected, with troops of friends. Why he had joined us was more than I could say. I guessed that it was to gratify some private grudge. However that might be, I saw that his hand trembled as he thrust it into the bag. He took some time in choosing. When at last he drew his card, glancing quickly at both sides of it, he threw it down upon the table.

“Blank!” he said. “Not yet.”

Rudini sat next to him. He made a little speech before he put his hand into the bag.

“If I am what Mr. Pendarvon has called the fortunate individual, it will be no woman I shall kill. I would sooner kill a thousand men. It is for that I joined the club.”

But he was not the “fortunate individual.” He drew a blank. He was shortsighted. He had to peer at it closely before he saw it was a blank.

“As the Colonel says — not yet. My time will come.”

Poindexter sat by Rudini — the Honourable Jem. I always thought it was rather a shame to drag him in. He was only a boy, just out of his teens. He said nothing when he got the bag; he made up in eloquence of looks for paucity of words. There was a white, drawn look about his face which made him look as old as any one of us. He fumbled with the mouth of the bag, as though it was not large enough for him to get his hand in. When he did get one hand in, he dropped the bag from the other. Pendarvon laughed.

“Upon my word, you’re shivering, Jem; is it with joy?”

The Honourable picked up the bag.

“What’s it to do with you what I am shivering at?”

He stared at the card he drew. Then he gasped, “Thank God, it’s blank!”

Pendarvon laughed again. I believe that the laughter which they say is heard in hell must sound like his.

“Why, Jem, one would almost think that you were glad.”

The Honourable said nothing. He tried to stare at Pendarvon. But it was a failure. He put his head down on the table. And he cried. He was only a lad.

Old Shepherd came after the boy. When he saw that it was his turn he did a very curious thing. He got off his chair and he went on to his knees, and he said — 

“I am going to pray.”

He closed his eyes, and he clasped his hands in front of him. I suppose he prayed. I know we stared. Pendarvon was shaking with laughter — it was with soundless laughter for once in a way. I suppose that the man prayed for at least five minutes. I wonder that we were still so long. I was on the point of politely requesting him to cut it short when he rose from his knees. He put his hand into the bag. He drew a blank.

“My prayer,” he said, “has not been answered. I fear, sometimes, that it will remain unanswered to the end.”

What he meant it is not for me to say. It was plain that, as I have observed already, he was stark mad. In the next chair was Teddy Hibbard. He turned to Shepherd — 

“I say, old chap, what was it you wanted?”

“The Honour of the Club. I am waiting and watching and hoping for the end.”

“Are you? Then if I get it I’ll give it you; a beginning’s more my line.”

He also drew a blank. When he perceived what it was he held it out towards Pendarvon and winked, “I’m not sorry.” With a dexterous movement he threw it across the table, so that if Pendarvon had not put up his hand and stopped it it would have struck him in the face. “Put that in your pipe and smoke it, see.”

When Silvester took the bag he began to shake it.

“We’re getting warm.” He turned to Shepherd. “I echo what Teddy’s said. If I draw the Honour of the Club I’ll pass it on to you.”

Shepherd shook his head.

“That will not do. I must draw the lot myself.”

Silvester held out the bag to him. “Would you like to have another try?”

“I must draw it, in due order, in my proper turn.”

“It strikes me that you’re not quite so anxious as you make out. I don’t mind owning that my anxiety is all the other way. I should like to have a little longer run before I earn my diploma.”

He drew a blank. Next to him sat Archie. Silvester passed him the bag, with a laugh — a queer laugh, which had in it a hysteric note.

“Try your luck, Beaupré — three shies a penny!”

Archie looked him in the face.

“There is no necessity for me to try my luck, Silvester. I know it before I try. I knew it before I came into this room. You fellows drawing was but a mere matter of form. I am to draw the Honour of the Club. It is written in the skies.”

His voice rang through the room. I noticed that Pendarvon tugged at his beard, and stared at him, as if he could not make him out. But I, knowing the man as I did, knew his mood. Slipping his hand quickly into the bag, in an instant he drew it out. Without glancing at the card which he had drawn he held it up to us between his fingers. “See! The Honour of the Club!”

It was.

There was silence. Approaching the card to his face, Archie touched it with his lips.

“Welcome, thou dreadful thing!” He half rose to his feet. “Gentlemen, did I not tell you? As you perceive, the fortune of war is mine!”

I stood up as he sat down.

“Bumpers, gentlemen.” They filled and rose. “Beaupré, feeling, as we must, that the Honour of the Club could not possibly be in better or in more deserving hands, we tender you our best congratulations on your good fortune as you know full well.”

Then they all said in a sort of chorus as they drank, “We do.”

“You have the prospect, nay, the certainty, of good sport before you, Beaupré — sport of a rare and of a most excellent kind. I speak from my own experience. That this day month you may have as pleasant a story to tell as mine — Beaupré, I can wish you no better wish than that.”

Then Archie spoke. He held the Honour of the Club out in front of him while he was speaking.

“Mr. Chairman and gentlemen, I have not words with which to thank you. I would I had. They would indeed be warm. Mr. Chairman, to you I would particularly say that your good wishes strike me deep. They cut into my heart. For my fondest hope as I listen and as I look at you, with this piece of pasteboard held in my safe keeping, thinking of all that you have done on behalf of its twin brother, is that I may play half as well the man.” He bowed round the table. “I thank you.”

And he sat down.


CHAPTER XVII.

A LITTLE GAME.

Six or seven of us were in the street outside the club when the meeting was over. Where the rest had vanished to I do not know. There was not a cab to be seen. I doubt if a cab ever does ply for hire in that locality. Besides, what would be one cab among so many? The night was fine. Archie put his arm through mine.

“Come along, lets pad the hoof, my dears.”

Off we went, the lot of us abreast. We had not gone a dozen yards before we came upon a policeman coming along as if the pavement had been in his family for years.

“Now, officer,” cried Silvester, “make way!”

The officer slowed. He thrust his thumbs into his belt. He surveyed us with a genial grin which might almost have suggested that we were friends of his.

“What are you gentlemen doing here? This isn’t the sort of place for the likes of you. If some of the chaps caught sight of those shirt-fronts of yours they might rumple ’em a bit.”

Silvester pulled up the collar of his coat.

“My dear Mr. Policeman, how you frighten us! Could you tell us where we are or which is the way to anywhere?”

The officer jerked his thumb over his shoulder.

“If you go straight on, through Strutton Ground, it’ll take you out into Victoria Street, but you’ll find it a roughish way.”

We did find it a roughish way. We also found that there were some roughish people thereabouts, especially the proprietors of the costers’ barrows. It must have been at least eleven, but they were carrying on a market in the gutter as briskly as if it had been the middle of the day. I said to Archie, as soon as I saw what sort of place it was, that we had better sneak through in single file, and thank our stars when we found ourselves out of it. But the others didn’t seem to see it. They were bent on improving the shining hour. And they improved it. When I did begin to understand that I was in Victoria Street, at last, some gentleman had borrowed my hat, and I had to tie a handkerchief under my chin to keep the rest of my hair on my head.

“A lively five minutes,” observed Teddy, picking what were either pieces of a potato or of an onion from his eye.

I moved a little from him. Owing to his having been upset among the dried fish on a coster’s barrow he smelt a bit strong. Silvester held up something in the air.

“I’ve got a cabbage, and, by jove, I believe some one’s got my watch.”

There was a roar of voices issuing from the street through which we had come.

“Here they are again!” I cried. “I’ve had enough of it. I’m off. Hi! cabby!”

Two hansoms were prowling by. I jumped into one. Two or three of the fellows followed me. We drove away from our friends of Strutton Ground with a parting yell, the rest of the fellows in the second hansom bringing up the rear.

They would not let us in at the Criterion. The individual at the door seemed to think that there was something in our appearance which was not exactly what it ought to be. Silvester presented him with the cabbage for which, quite unintentionally, he had exchanged his watch. But so far from allowing that handsome contribution to the family larder — it had cost Eugene perhaps fifty pounds — to melt his heart, the stiff-necked Cerberus actually threatened us with the police. So we adjourned to the tavern at the corner till they turned us out. Then we went for a quiet stroll along Piccadilly, seven abreast, which soon landed us in the thick of a row. It was a fight of giants while it lasted. But the police were one too many. They bore the Honourable off in triumph. We followed him in a body to Vine Street Station, where every one was most polite. But they wouldn’t hear of bail. A policeman had a most dreadful eye, and he made out that it was Jem. So we had to leave him in the hands of cruel strangers to spend the night. Poor Jem!

When we got outside, being all of us so clear-headed and in such a thoroughly judicial frame of mind, Archie proposed that we should adjourn to his place and have a hand at cards. We belonged to perhaps two dozen clubs between us, but they were none of them sufficiently cerulean — though blue enough — to have admitted us without our first having gone through the ceremony of going home and washing ourselves and changing our clothes. So, as that sort of thing would have been an awful bore, we snapped at Archie’s kind invite. And some uncivil policeman coming up and suggesting that it would be well for our own health and for the health of the neighbourhood if we stood not on the order of our going, we tumbled into a couple of cabs and went.

Archie’s rooms were in Wilton Street. As the cabs drew up at his door, Pendarvon came strolling up. He pulled up at the sight of us. He stared. He appeared surprised. As every one who had been favoured with a near view of us during the last hour or so had appeared surprised, however much we might feel wounded, we could scarcely openly resent such an exhibition on the part even of a friend.

“What on earth have you fellows been doing?” he inquired. “You don’t seem to me to have a whole suit of clothes between you.”

Archie explained — 

“My dear Pendarvon, if you had been doing what we have been doing, you would look as we are looking. Come inside!”

So Pendarvon entered with the rest of us.

When we were in we found that with Pendarvon we were six. We had been seven without him. The Honourable we had dropped at Vine Street, and Lister, for anything any one seemed to know to the contrary, was a clear case of lost, stolen, or strayed. Of the six, Gravesend was obviously no good for cards. He fell asleep as soon as he had found a chair to do it on. It did not seem to rouse him to any appreciable extent even when he tumbled off. The best we could do for him was to put him comfortably to bed on the hearthrug in Archie’s bedroom. There was no fear of his doing himself a mischief if he rolled about.

Of the five who were left, Teddy was not exactly fit. But as the idea of leaving him out, filled him with nothing else but wrath, we cut him in. Silvester had quenched his thirst, but I do not think I ever saw him too drunk to play. He presented a truly remarkable spectacle as regards attire. The gentleman who had borrowed his watch, or some of his friends, had taken away the large portion of his shirt to wrap it up in. His coat was slit right down his back. Waistcoat he had none. And he had tied his braces round his waist in order to retain possession of what was left him of his trousers. However, with the assistance of one of Archie’s dressing-gowns, he managed. The more Archie drinks, the more he’s in the vein. As for me, I was ready to play for my boots. And Pendarvon was as sober as a judge.

Beaupré made it poker — poker is his pet game. We began with a ten shilling ante, and a ten pound limit. It made a pretty game, while it lasted. In the first jack-pot, when it came to threes, Silvester declared that all his cash was gone. It was he began the IOU’s. Teddy’s luck was wonderful. Before very long very nearly all our ready-money had gone his way. I had ten tenners and gold when I began. They soon paid a visit to Teddy. Pendarvon seemed to have a pocket full of money. He brought out a whole sheaf of bank-notes to give our appetites a twist.

Teddy had just taken another plump jack-pot when Beaupré ran dry. He replenished his pockets at his desk. When he came back, Pendarvon was about to deal.

“Don’t you think,” he said, “that this is a little slow? Suppose we double the limit. Teddy, I suppose you don’t object.”

Teddy said he didn’t. More than half drunk, and fancying himself in the vein, he was not likely to object. I took it that Archie had already lost a hundred and fifty. I saw that he had only brought about another century to table. I guessed — for reasons — that he was squeezed for funds. I suspected that he might not care to plunge deeper than we were already. And so, to save him, I struck in.

“So far as I am concerned, I am content to go on as we are. It’s good enough for me.”

To my surprise, and to my amusement, Archie was quite vehement upon the other side.

“Rubbish! This sort of thing’s only fit for babes, not men! Reggie, where’s your courage — make it twenty.”

So we made the limit twenty pounds.

Luck began to slip away from Teddy — small wonder either! He did some outrageous bluffing, against Pendarvon, too, who is one of the hardest men to bluff there is about. Teddy waxed wild. He and Pendarvon were the only two left in. They raised each other till there was, perhaps five hundred in the pool. Then Pendarvon saw him. Teddy threw down his cards with a curse.

“Ace high.”

“Fours.”

Pendarvon showed four sevens. Teddy had paid for his whistle.

After that, the luck, and, for the matter of that, the play too, went dead against him. He kept on drinking — he was not in the least fit for poker, but he would keep on playing. Archie, too, kept on the shady side. Silvester about held his own. I had an occasional hand worth backing. Pendarvon and I bid fair to share the spoils.

One round we all came in. I was first bettor. Silvester was blind. I opened with the limit. Each man went the limit better in his turn. When there was four hundred in the pool Silvester went out. Another round or two and Teddy went. There was over five hundred in the pool. Pendarvon had raised the limit over Archie. It was sixty pounds for me to come in. I had a straight, knave high. I saw the sixty. Archie saw it, and went twenty better. Pendarvon raised him twenty. I saw the forty. Archie scribbled another IOU — he had been reduced for some time to paper. He had raised again. Pendarvon followed suit. I thought that it was enough for me, and went. The two kept at it. There must have been over a thousand in before Pendarvon saw. Archie laid down his hand, with a smile, as though he felt sure that, this time, the luck was his.

“A full — queens high.”

Pendarvon laughed.

“Not good enough! I take this pool — I pip you.”

He also had a full — with three kings on top. Silvester spoke.

“Will somebody kindly stick a penknife into Teddy.”

I looked up — poor Teddy was asleep. When, however, we charged him with it, he endeavoured to wake up and call us names. He insisted on continuing to play. It proved to be as much as he could do to pick up his cards — more than he could do to see them when picked up. The very next round, when asked if he proposed to cover the ante, he threw down his cards face upwards on the table, observing that it was no good coming in on a hand like that. He had held three queens! I struck. I declined to go shares in a robbery.

“Teddy,” I remarked, “if you’ll take my advice you’ll go home to bed. Just now poker’s not your line.”

“I’m not feeling very well,” he said. “I hate this game; it makes me ill. Let’s play something else.”

“We will. We’ll sing ‘Rock-a-by, baby,’ and play at going to sleep. Come along, Teddy, let me offer you the temporary loan of my arm.”

Archie interposed.

“Hang it, Reggie, you’re not going! Put the beggar to sleep alongside Gravesend on the rug.”

“I’m not going to sleep on the rug,” said Teddy, “I hate the rug.”

We compromised, putting him to bed on the couch in Archie’s bedroom. It seemed unlikely that he would fall off, since he was asleep before we had the whole of him laid down. While we were together in the bedroom, I said a private word to Archie.

“If you’ll hearken to the wisdom of the wise, old man, you’ll cut it. You’re not in the vein.”

He chose to misunderstand my meaning.

“Do you mean I’m drunk?”

“I think I am — at least too drunk for poker; and too sleepy, also. If you’ll allow me, I’ll get home.”

Archie looked at me in the way I knew, all his Scotch temper in his eyes.

“Are you afraid, or broke? Or what the devil’s up?”

Pendarvon called from the next room.

“Are you fellows having a little game by yourselves?”

I jerked my thumb towards Pendarvon as Archie and I went in together.

“That’s just what is up — the devil.”

We four went at it again. I reckoned that at that time Archie had lost about two thousand pounds — nearly the whole of it to Pendarvon in IOU’s. His heavier losses all came afterwards. Silvester also lost. He made a very nasty loser. He allowed things to escape his tongue which, under other circumstances, might have brought the sitting to a prompt and a turbulent close. Pendarvon, to whose address Silvester’s little observations were principally directed, seemed to take it for granted that the fact of his being three-parts drunk covered a multitude of sins. For my part, on the whole I won. By degrees, as Silvester’s sulkiness increased, the game resolved itself into a sort of triangular duel. Archie went for Pendarvon, and Pendarvon went for me. As he found, for the most part, that his assaults were unavailing, and that my mood was beatific, Pendarvon began to follow Silvester’s lead and lose his temper. Not, however, on Silvester’s lines. The more enraged he grew, the more he laughed. I knew the gentleman so well.

Archie began to play like a lunatic. Once Silvester declined to come in. I had four knaves; it was the second four hand I had had within a very few minutes. Of course, I started to back it for all I was worth. What Archie and Pendarvon had was more than I could guess; I did not much care. I felt that, whatever they had, I was about their match. I had taken one card, wishing them to suppose that I had drawn to two pairs. Archie had had two. I took it that he had started with a triplet. Pendarvon had had three; apparently he had opened with a pair. It seemed from the betting that they had both improved their hands, for neither seemed disposed to tire. The pool crept up to a thousand. Then Archie found fault with the rate of progression.

“Confound this limit! It’s child’s play; we shall be at it all night. Will either of you see me for £500?”

Pendarvon hesitated, or appeared to.

“Having fixed a limit, isn’t it rather against the rules to travel outside? But, so far as I am personally concerned, I don’t mind seeing your five hundred, and raising you another five. What do you say, Townsend?”

“I object. At this point of the game to change the points in such a fashion would simply be to plunder you. I hold the winning hand.”

Archie became excited, and not quite civil.

“That’s rot. I say ditto to Pendarvon, Reggie. Will you pay a thousand to see our hands?”

“I will do this. I will agree to each man tabling a thousand, and showing his hand.”

“Done!” Archie scribbled an IOU. “Now, Pen, down with your thousand.”

Pendarvon counted out a heap of Archie’s IOU’s, laughing as he did so.

“I hope that’s good enough.”

I drew a cheque on a sheet of paper.

“Now, Archie, if you please, let us see your hand.”

He faced his cards.

“A straight flush!” he cried.

For a moment he took my breath away. That he could have drawn two cards for a straight flush had not entered into my philosophy. My next feeling was that the thing looked ugly. For a man with a straight flush in his hand to propose to increase the stakes was — well, not the thing. While words were coming near my lips, Pendarvon leaned towards him.

“Where is your straight flush? Show it us?” Then, with a laugh, “That’s not a straight flush.”

Archie stared at his cards.

“What do you mean?” Then, with a shout, “I’m damned if it is!”

As he recognised the fact, he seemed to me to turn quite green, and he swore. In his haste, giving only a single glance at his cards, he had let himself in. It was all but a straight flush — a case of the miss which is as good as a mile. His hand was four, five, seven, eight, and nine of hearts. It was a flush, but not a straight flush — he had overlooked the absence of the six. The curious part of the thing was that he should have drawn to such a hand.

Pendarvon faced his cards.

“I fancy, Archie, that I am better than you.”

He was. He had a full. Three aces and a pair of kings. No wonder he had been willing to back his luck. I don’t know what his feelings were when he found that I could show still more.

“Fours. I think that takes it.”

It did.

As I scooped the plunder, Silvester rose.

“Show four whenever you like — eh, Townsend?”

His tone was disagreeable, and meant to be.

“I wish I could.”

“I should say that your wish was gratified. It occurs to me that this is distinctly a game at which the soberest wins.”

We looked at him. He looked back at us. He was evidently in a state of mind in which he was disposed to pick a quarrel with us, either separately or altogether. The thing to do was not to gratify his whim. He treated Archie to a peculiarly impertinent stare. “That was an odd mistake of yours. I’m drunk, but I’m not drunk enough for that, and I never could be.” He gave Pendarvon a turn— “You didn’t choose your cards badly. But it’s only a question of courage. Take my tip, next time you make it fours.” He lurched away from the table. “I’m off. You’re welcome to what you’ve got — cut it up between you.”

He staggered from the room. Archie rose, intending, as host, to see him off the premises. Pendarvon caught him by the arm.

“Let the beggar see himself out. If we have luck he may break his neck as he goes downstairs. He’s made a bid for it.” It seemed that he had. We could hear him stumble down two or three steps at a time. We listened. There was the sound of another stumble. Pendarvon laughed. “Bid number two.”

Directly afterwards we heard him fidgeting with the handle of the front door. Archie grew restless.

“He’ll raise the dead if he goes on like that much longer. Let me go down, and let him out.”

We heard the door open, and immediately afterwards shut with a bang.

“He’s let himself out. I fancy a little more rapidly than he intended. I’ll bet an even pony that he’s gone face foremost into the street. Let’s hope it.” Pendarvon picked up a pack of cards. “It’s my deal. What are we going to do?”

Getting up, Archie helped himself to another soda and whiskey.

“Who’ll have some?” We both of us did. “Let’s play unlimited. I’m sick of this.” Pendarvon raised his glass.

“Here’s to you, Archie; you’re a gambler.”

“I thank the stars I am. Have you any objection, Reggie?”

I shrugged my shoulders, perceiving that remonstrance would be thrown away.

“I’m at your service.”

“Then we’ll play unlimited.”

And we did.

It was a warmish little game. There is something about unlimited poker which appeals to one. The spirit of the gamble gets into one’s veins like the breath of the battle into the nostrils of the soldier. One feels that it is a game for men, and that the manhood which is in one has a chance to score. Archie evidently meant going for the gloves. He never bet less than a hundred, and a thousand — in pencil on a scrap of paper — was as nothing to him. If we wanted to be in that game we too had to treat thousands as if they had been sovereigns. At the beginning the luck went round to him — possibly because it took some little time to make his methods ours. He bluffed outrageously. With a pair one was not disposed, at the commencement, to pay a thousand to see his cards. The result was that he scooped pool after pool. When he had made it plain that, if we wanted him to show, we should have to pay, we began to pay.

And luck began!

The ante was fixed at a tenner. I was ante. The other two had come in. Making good, I drew three to a pair of sevens, without improving my hand. Pendarvon opened with a hundred, Archie promptly making it five. I had not had a sight — I had had no cards — for the last five hands. This time, the devil entering into me, I made up my mind that I would find out what sort of game Archie was playing, and have a view if it broke me. I saw his five hundred. Pendarvon saw it too. Then Archie turned up a pair of knaves. I yielded without showing, and to my surprise, Pendarvon did as I had done. A pair of knaves seemed hardly worth fifteen hundred pounds. It looked like easy earning.

The same thing went on time after time. Archie could not be induced to see a man while he could keep on raising. The very next hand, when we had both come in, Archie started with a five hundred bet. So Pendarvon and I let him have the entries. And we had a twenty pound pot.

We had gone right round and come back again to pairs, when Pendarvon announced that he could open. He made it a hundred to enter. Archie and I went in — though, so far as I was concerned, I had an empty hand. Pendarvon took two, Archie stood pat, and I drew five, finding myself in possession of a pair of aces. Pendarvon started with five hundred pounds; we seemed to be getting incapable of thinking of anything under. Archie raised him nine thousand five hundred pounds, tabling his IOU for a round ten thousand. I retired; a pair of aces was not quite good enough for that. If I was to be broken, I might just as well be broken for something better. Pendarvon looked at Archie as if he would have liked to have seen right into him.

“Have you the Bank of England at your back?”

“What are you going to raise me?” inquired Archie.

“Nothing. I go. The courage is yours. I opened with a pair of jacks.”

Pendarvon showed them. I doubt if he had anything more. I doubt if Archie had as much. But, still, ten thousand. The average man is not inclined to go as far as that upon a pair of jacks. I could see that Pendarvon felt that he had been bluffed. It put his back up. He meant to be even with Archie — and he was.

“Let me clearly understand what unlimited poker means. Does it mean that I’m at liberty to put half a sheet of notepaper on the table and say I raise a million?”

Archie fired up at the innuendo Pendarvon’s words seemed to convey.

“What do you mean by half a sheet of notepaper? Do you suggest that my IOU is nothing but half a sheet of notepaper?”

“Not a bit of it. Why should I? My dear Archie, don’t get warm. Only we are none of us millionaires. I know I’m not. Ten thousand pounds is a considerable sum to me. We, all of us, are playing on the nod. Before you go any further suppose we name a date by which all paper must be redeemed.”

“I’m willing.”

“Suppose we say that it must be redeemed within a week?”

“I’m willing again.”

I also acquiesced. I saw the force of what he said, and I saw the pull which it would give him over Archie. Where Archie was likely to find such a sum as ten thousand pounds within a week was more than I knew, and, unless I greatly erred, more than he knew either. Pendarvon is a man of substance. His stannary dues alone are supposed to average thirty or forty thousand pounds a year, and if it came to a question of ready-money not improbably he could buy up Archie lock, stock, and barrel, and scarcely feel that he had made a purchase.

Archie must have been possessed by the very spirit of mischief. He entirely refused to be out-crowed on his own dunghill — even though he knew his rival to be the larger and the stronger bird. Almost immediately afterwards Pendarvon started the betting with a thousand pounds. Archie retorted by raising him fourteen thousand, laying on the table his IOU for fifteen thousand pounds. I went. I had two pairs, but the atmosphere promised to grow too hot for me. Pendarvon laughed.

“I’ll see your raise.”

He placed his own IOU on Archie’s.

“Three kings.”

Archie faced them. Pendarvon laughed again. He threw his cards away.

“Too good!”

He had supposed that Archie was bluffing — and had paid for his supposition.

The game fluctuated. Pendarvon had Archie once or twice upon the hip, paring down his winnings. At last we came to what proved to be the last, and hardest-fought-for pool of the sitting. It was a pot. We had gone right through the hands. In the second round Archie opened when it came to two pairs or better. He made it a hundred to go in. I went in, though I had only queens. I kept the pair and an ace, and took two — two more queens. Pendarvon and Archie both stood pat. I perceived that the scent of a big battle was coming into the air — when I saw my four queens, and made sure that they were four queens, it did me good to smell it coming.

Archie began, for him, very modestly — with a five hundred bet. I turned it into a thousand, which Pendarvon doubled. Then we went at it, hammer and tongs. As I raised Archie, and Pendarvon every time raised me, it made it impossible for Archie to even the bets, and force a display. At last it grew too hot even for him. I reckoned that I had thirty thousand in the pool. Pendarvon had made it another four thousand for Archie to come in. Although he was beginning to look as if he was not altogether enjoying himself, in he came. I raised him. Pendarvon raised me. The betting went on. I had IOU’s for sixty thousand in the pool. The fates alone knew where the cash was to come from if I lost — unless it came from Sir Haselton Jardine, against which possibility the odds seemed pretty strong. Pendarvon raised me five thousand more. Archie realised at last that he could not see us unless we chose to let him — and that we did not mean to let him. He threw down his cards with a curse — it being a bad habit of his to use strong language when, if he only knew it, milder words would serve him at least equally well. One can damn so effectively with a softly-uttered blessing.

When Archie went I saw Pendarvon.

“Fours,” he said.

I felt a shudder go all down my back.

“Four what?”

“Tens.”

“Queens.”

As I faced them, in its holy of holies my heart sang a loud Te Deum. Pendarvon stood up, still laughing.

“That’s enough for me.”

When I heard the peculiar something that was ringing in his laughter, knowing the man as I did, I knew that Mr. Pendarvon would watch for me and wait. His turn would come.

“I’m hanged!” cried Archie, “if I haven’t thrown my money clean away!”

He certainly had — that is, if his IOU’s represented money, which his best friend might be excused for doubting.


CHAPTER XVIII.

DAMON AND PYTHIAS: A MODERN INSTANCE.

“West Kensington.

“Dear Mr. Townsend, — Will you come and dine with me one evening next week? I am always free.

“I want to ask your advice on a small personal concern. You know the world so much better than I do.

“Truly yours,

“Helen Carruth.”

 

The next morning, when I woke from dreams of poker, this was the first letter which I opened. It was nicely written, in a small, round hand, as clear as copperplate — somehow it did not strike me as being the writing of a woman who did not know the world. Mrs. Carruth seemed friendly. With a background of intentions, as usual? What was the “small personal concern?” An excuse? — only that and nothing more? I wondered.

I had to go down to Cockington by the afternoon train — to Dora, and to Haselton Jardine. I should probably stay there till Tuesday or Wednesday — it depended. I might make it Thursday with Mrs. Carruth — if anything turned up at the last moment I could always send an excuse. Something about the woman attracted me. A tête-à-tête might prove amusing. There and then I scribbled an acceptance — appointing Thursday.

I was conscious of the possession of a head — the adventures of the night had left the flavour of brandy behind. We had made up accounts before we parted. There had been diversions! I had a nice little pocketful of money. Pendarvon owed me seventeen thousand odd, Archie owed him over four thousand, and me over thirty-five thousand. As I surveyed Archie’s heap of IOU’s I felt that I had better make early inquiries into the prices current of waste paper. Pendarvon’s seventeen thousand I would get within the week, or mention it.

No need to trouble myself about Pendarvon. While I still was fingering his paper, Burton brought me an envelope on which I recognised his handwriting.

“Mr. Pendarvon’s servant waits for an answer, sir?”

The envelope contained a cheque and note.

 

“ARLINGTON STREET.
“Friday.

“Dear Townsend, — Enclosed find a cheque for £17,450. Short reckonings make long friends. Please give IOU’s to bearer.

“Yours,

“C. P.”

 

I packed up his IOU in an envelope, with a word of thanks, and handed them to Burton. Pendarvon was the sort of man one liked to play with — when one won. He might not prove so pleasant an opponent when one lost, and owed one’s losings, and was pressed for cash. Asking for no grace, he gave none. Archie would have to find that four thousand in a week.

Poor dear old Archie!

What was I to do? I had as much chance of getting thirty-five thousand pounds out of him as out of the first beggar I might meet in the street. Well, I could afford to be magnanimous. I was like unto him that expecteth nothing. I might let him off — if his beggarly, but proud, Scotch blood would suffer it. It might be worth my while to put him under an obligation.

He came in just as I had finished dressing — looking as if he had been spending the time since I had seen him last in trying to find that five and thirty thousand pounds. His eyes were bloodshot. His face was white and drawn. He was a vivid illustration of the night it must have been. Vouchsafing no greeting, sitting down without a word, leaning on the handle of his stick, he stared at nothing with his bloodshot eyes.

I opened the ball.

“Are you coming down with me to Torquay by the three o’clock?” Silence. “I suppose you haven’t forgotten your engagement with Jardine?”

“I can’t keep it. For a sufficient reason.”

“What’s that? Feel seedy? The run down will do you good. You’ll feel as fit as a fiddler by the time you get to Cockington.”

“That’s not the reason.”

“What is it then? I suppose you’re not going to throw them over — they’ll want your gun.”

“The reason I’m not going is because I have not sufficient money with which to pay the fare.”

I stared. I had not supposed the thing was so bad as that. Yet it was characteristic. In one of his moods he was just the man to play for his boots, and not miss them till he wanted to put them on.

“I suppose you’re joking.”

By way of reply he relinquished his stick, stood up, and solemnly turned out his pockets one by one. He held some coins out towards me in his hand.

“Six-and-ninepence. That represents my cash in hand. Of course, there is always the pawnshop.”

“Stuff. You can always borrow.”

“I am glad to hear it. From whom? Give me the gentleman’s name. He is not known to me, I’ll swear. I must be unknown to him, or he would never lend.”

“Can’t you do anything on a bit of stiff?”

“I repeat — give me the gentleman’s name.”

“If it comes to that, I’ll lend you a hundred or so to go on with myself, as you very well know.”

“I owe you five and thirty thousand pounds already.”

“Look here, Archie, I don’t want to make myself disagreeable, as you believe, but when you like you can be about as much of an idiot as they make them. Your proceedings last night would have been more appropriate at a symposium in the county asylum. As to what you say you owe me, we’ll postpone the settling day, with your permission, to when your ship comes home.”

“The arrangement was that all paper was to be taken up within a week.”

“Rubbish. You and I know what those sort of arrangements are worth.”

“Are you suggesting that I’m a thief?”

“I’m doing nothing of the sort. I’m asserting that you’re a fool.”

“Reggie!”

“Archie?”

He glared at me so that, for a moment, I thought that he was going to give further proof of the truth of my words upon the spot. But he changed his mind. He dropped on to a chair with a sort of gasp.

“What you say is correct enough. I have no right to cavil. I thank you for the word.” He sat silent. Then he added, “But it’s not only you I owe, I owe Pendarvon.”

“If you take my advice, you’ll pay Pendarvon.”

“It’s not advice I want; it’s money. I owe the man, in round numbers, four thousand five hundred pounds. I don’t know where to turn to raise four hundred.”

“My dear Archie, you must excuse my saying, that’s your affair. You would punt — although he gave you warning. The man lost heavily himself. This morning he’s sent me round a cheque to settle.”

“He has, has he? He is an honest man. My God! what it is to have money!”

“That’s nonsense. If you were made of money you would not be justified in playing as you played last night.”

“That’s right. Give it me. I deserve it all. I wonder what my father will think when he finds out, once more, what sort of son I am.”

“He’ll think of the days of his own youth. When they are confronted with similar revelations, all our fathers do.”

“I doubt it. I don’t think my father was ever such as I am. Certainly, he never bound himself to commit murder within a month. I suppose that you have not forgotten that the Honour of the Club is in my keeping.”

I had not. I had very clearly understood that it was that fact which had caused him to make the spectacle of himself which he had done. I stood contemplating the fire, twisting Mrs. Carruth’s note between my fingers. He repeated his own words bitterly— “The Honour of the Club.”

“It’s a pretty club.”

“My faith it is!”

“Your only bantling.”

“Don’t say that. It’s Pendarvon’s. You know it is. It’s the biggest part of the debt I owe him. When I think of it, I feel like killing him.”

“Why don’t you?”

“It’s against the rules. You stood by the rules, and so will I.”

“Who are you going to kill?”

“For one thing, I shall kill my father. It will be as good as his death-blow when he hears of the sort of thing I am.”

“That sort of murder won’t come within the scope of the definition. If it did, possibly seven men out of ten would be entitled to the diploma of the club. Archie, I’ll make you a proposition. I’ll give you the money to pay Pendarvon, and I’ll cry quits for what you owe me, if you’ll agree, since you must kill some one, to kill any person I may nominate.”

“Reggie! — what devil’s game are you up to now?”

“At present, none. At this moment I have not the faintest reason to wish myself rid of any living creature. But before the end of the month the situation may be altered. Is it a deal?”

He hesitated; rose, and began to walk about the room. I watched him as he did so. I noticed how he clasped and unclasped his hands. He turned to me.

“I agree.”

I sat down, then and there, and wrote him an open cheque for five thousand pounds.

“The balance will enable you to rub along for a time. If you take my tip, you’ll let Pendarvon have his coin at once — before leaving town.”

He took the cheque. Scanning the figures, he began to fold it up with nervous fingers. A smile — of a kind — wrinkled his lips.

“What things we may become! If ever there was blood money, this is it. And I’m a Beaupré. And do you know, Townsend, that for ever so long I’ve been dreaming dreams.” He looked up at me, with a sudden flashing of his eyes. “Dreams of Dora Jardine.”

I turned again to the fire — smiling in my turn.

“You told me so before.”

“But I never told you what sort of dreams I had been dreaming. I never told you how she fills all my veins till, in all the world, I see nothing, think of nothing else, but her. I never told you how she is with me by day and by night, sleeping and waking; that, wherever I am, and whatever I do, I am always repeating to myself her name. I never told you that the dreams which I have dreamed of her have driven me mad. I never told you that.”

“With all due respect to you, I should hardly have believed you if you had.”

“Why? Because I am the thing I am? There’s the pity of it! I have been so conscious of my unworthiness, so conscious that I never could be worthy, that, constrained by some madness which I verily believe is in my blood, I have become more unworthy still.” He came closer to me. His voice dropped to a sort of breathless whisper. “And yet, Reggie, do you know, I believe that, in spite of all, she cares for me.”

“I think not.”

He became, all at once, almost ferocious.

“You think not! What right have you to think? How can you tell what grounds I may have for my belief?”

I turned to him. I had purposely kept my back towards him while he had been indulging in his hysterical ravings. Now I was surprised and amused to see what a change his hysterics had produced. His cheeks were flushed. His eyes were flaming. He seemed to have increased in stature. He seemed to have lost all traces of the hang-dog air with which he had entered the room.

“I ought, Archie, to have stopped you. If I remember rightly I did stop you on a previous occasion. I have, I assure you, good cause for thinking that your belief is an erroneous one; that cause is, that I have reason to believe that she cares for me.”

“For you — Reggie!”

“I will be frank with you. With her father’s express approval I am going down to Cockington to-day in the character of Miss Jardine’s suitor.”

“You! — My God!”

“Very shortly I hope to receive your congratulations on the confessedly undeserved good fortune which has dowered me with such a wife.”

“But” — the man was trembling so that he could scarcely speak— “you’re — you’re a murderer.”

“I am as you will shortly be. Let us hope that my man is not listening to these plain truths. What then?”

He began fumbling in his waistcoat pocket.

“I won’t have your money. You can’t buy me body and soul — no, not altogether. She shall know what manner of man you are.”

He threw my cheque from him on to the floor.

“I see. Having led me into crime, you are going to tell of me. Is that sort of conduct in accordance with the Beaupré code of honour? Are you sure that you are not proposing to play Judas merely because I have conquered where you have failed?”

“No! No! I won’t tell! I won’t tell! You know I won’t! But — that you should be going to marry Dora Jardine!”

He sank in a heap on to a chair, looking once more as pitiable an object as one would care to see.

“Come, Archie, pull yourself together. Have a drink, and play the man. Pick up the cheque, run down with me to Cockington, and wish me luck upon the road. Surely your own experience has taught you that love’s transferable. So long as one has an object it does not much matter what it is, or whether it’s in the singular or plural. Between ourselves, I believe that Miss Whortleberry, the American millionairess, is with the Jardines. You marry her — and her millions — I promise you I won’t tell.”

My words did not seem to brighten him up to any considerable extent. He sat staring with wide open eyes, almost like a man who had been stricken with paralysis.


CHAPTER XIX.

THE PROMISE.

But he went with me to Cockington. More, he picked up the cheque, and cashed it, and let Pendarvon have his money before he went. He struck me as not being very far from drunk when we started. Having commenced to drink, he kept at it like a fish. He was in deliriously high spirits by the time we reached our journey’s end. I began to suspect that there was literal truth in what he had said; that there was a strain of madness in his blood; and that, consciously or otherwise, he was in actual training for a madhouse. The more I considered it, the less his conduct for some time past smacked to me of sanity.

It was past nine when we reached Jardine’s. At the door they told us that dinner had been kept waiting for our arrival. It was ready to be served as soon as we appeared. Making a quick change, I hurried down into the drawing-room. As I entered Dora Jardine advanced to meet me.

“We expected papa by the same train by which you came, but he is detained in town. I have just had a telegram from him to say so. He says that he hopes to be here for the shoot, so perhaps he will come down by the mail — it gets here in the middle of the night, just before four.” I bowed. She added, in a lower tone of voice, “Isn’t it odd how some people have too much to do, and others have too little?”

“I am afraid, Miss Jardine, that such inequality is characteristic; while, if you are referring particularly to me, I assure you that very shortly I hope to be overwhelmed beneath the pressure of innumerable engagements.”

She turned to the others. I knew them all. There was her aunt, Mrs. Crashaw, fat, not fair, and more than forty, a childless widow, who was understood to be rich. Lady Mary Porteous, the Marquis of Bodmin’s sister, who was not so young as she had been. And there was Miss Whortleberry, the daughter of Asa Whortleberry, late of Chicago, and the present possessor of all his millions. Miss Whortleberry was one of those young women who seem to be America’s most peculiar and special product. To look at she was a graceful, slender little thing, with big eyes and a face that was almost angelic in its innocence. An unsuspecting stranger might have been excused for taking it for granted that in the frame of a delicate girl there was the simple spirit of a child. A more prolonged inspection would, however, have revealed to him the fact that her costume was, to say the least of it, more suggestive of Paris than Arcadia. But it was when she opened her mouth that she gave herself away. Her voice, quite apart from its nasal twang, always reminded me, in some queer way, of Lancashire streets; it was hard and metallic. Her conceit was simply monumental. You could not talk to her for half an hour without discovering that there was only one heaven for her, and that was the heaven of dollars, and that, in her own estimation at any rate, she was its uncrowned queen.

She was lolling back in a corner of a sofa as I advanced to her. She vouchsafed me the tips of her fingers.

“Ah, it’s you.”

That was all the greeting she condescended to bestow.

There were four men. George Innes — Lord George Innes — who, on the strength of being one of the finest shots in England, is in hot request wherever there are birds about. I believe Innes is one of the cleanest living men I know. He is not rich, but, I take it, he lives within his income. He is fond of a modest gamble, but he won’t play for big stakes, and he will only sit down where there’s ready-money. His manner is a trifle suggestive of a poker down his back, but if I had been run in a different mould I could have fraternised with Innes. The man to me rings true — he is a man. He dislikes me — it is perhaps, just as well for him that he should.

Then there was Tommy Verulam, an ass, if ever there was one. I suppose he was there because of his father. I don’t know what other recommendation he has. Then there was Denton, the man who writes. Personally, I have no taste for men who write. They may be all right in print, but generally they are nothing out of it, and the worst of it is, they are apt to think they are. And Silcox, M.P. I am told that he is very popular in his party, as being the only man in the Radical gang who is a fool, and knows it.

Presently Archie appeared. He was flushed. I thought he looked uncommonly well. He is a handsome beggar in his way. Dora received him with a something in her air which made his flush mount higher. I guessed how she set all his pulses tingling. Even Miss Whortleberry extended to him a welcome which, for her, was quite affectionate — he was a son of the Duke of Glenlivet.

Dora went in with Innes, as being the biggest there. I came in with the tail. We would change all that!

After dinner I made straight for the drawing-room. Something seemed to tell me that I had better make the running while I could. It was the pace which would win. Besides, the consciousness that I was once more in Dora’s near neighbourhood had on me the same queer effect which it evidently had on Archie. I found her talking to the Whortleberry. Presently the millionairess went off with Mary Porteous. I had Dora to myself.

It was odd how the recognition of this fact gave me what positively amounted to a thrill. And yet, for a moment or two, neither of us spoke. She sat opening and shutting her fan. I sat and watched her performance. And when I did speak at last, my voice actually trembled.

“I have been thinking of what you said to me the other evening.”

“What was that?”

“Have you forgotten?”

“Haven’t you?”

“I could scarcely have been thinking of it if I had forgotten.”

“What did I say?”

“You gave me courage.”

“Courage?”

“Yes.”

“Were you in want of courage?”

“Of that particular sort of courage. Some men only get that particular sort of courage from a woman. I know you gave it me.”

She glanced up with those strange eyes of hers.

“Tell me what you mean.”

“It would take me an hour to explain. Don’t you know?”

“You never struck me as being in want of courage of any sort or kind.”

There was an ironic intonation in her voice, which, in some subtle fashion, recalled her father.

“Is that meant as a reproach?”

“No.” She hesitated, as if to consider. Then went on, “It is not so much your courage which I should have questioned, as the direction in which it has been shown. It is a sufficiently rare quality to make it unfortunate that any of it should be wasted. How much of it has been wasted you know even better than I do.”

“I understand you. I thank you, not only for what you say, but also for what you leave unsaid. I am not only going to turn over a new leaf, Miss Jardine; I am going to commence a new volume. Though I shall always feel, myself, that you have commenced it for me.”

“I am content, so long as it is a volume of a certain kind.”

What did she mean? I seldom knew quite what she did mean. She puzzled me almost as much as her father. She was not like the average girl one bit. As she looked at me with her curiously smiling eyes, with the suggestion of strength which they conveyed to me, I felt that it was probable that she knew much more of the contents of my volume, the one which I claimed to be just closing, than I was likely to know of hers.

“Do you know, Miss Jardine, that you are making of me a proselyte.”

“In what sense?”

“I have never, hitherto, believed in the influence of women. You are making of me a believer.”

“That certain women have influence over certain men I think there can be no doubt whatever. I have influence over you; you have influence over me. Only” — she stopped my speaking with a movement of her fan— “I should be on my guard against your influence over me until I felt that my influence over you had produced certain results.”

“I suppose that any attempts on my part to guard against your influence would be vain.”

“You would not attempt to make them. You are not that kind of man.”

“Miss Jardine!”

“You are not. You would not attempt to resist the influence of any woman. You would rather welcome it as a sort of study in sensation, as far as it would go. But it would not go far. It would soon reach a bed-rock of resistance. As soon as it reached that rock it would vanish into nothing.”

“You flatter me by making so close a study of my peculiarities.”

“I do not flatter you. I take an interest in you, because, for one reason, you take an interest in me. Now, Mr. Townsend, I am sure that I should find that bed-rock of resistance at a greater distance from the surface. If ever you welcomed my influence you might find it go much farther than you had at first intended. So I warn you in advance.”

I was silenced, not so much by her words as by her bearing. Her eyes had an effect on me which no eyes had ever had on me before. They mastered me, and made me conscious of a sense of satisfaction at being mastered.

“You make me afraid of you.”

“Just now you said I gave you courage.”

“The two things are compatible. Fear of you might give me courage.”

“You mean fear of appearing contemptible to me?”

“Exactly.”

“Then that sort of courage I should like to give you.” A gleam came into her eyes which was almost like a flash of lightning. “Perhaps I will.”

“Do I not tell you that you have given me a taste of it already?”

We might have reached delicate ground. When a man and a woman deal in personalities, and persevere in them, a situation of some sort is apt to ensue. Archie’s appearance postponed the crisis which I was beginning to think was nearer even than I had supposed. Archie seemed in a condition of almost feverish exaltation. In the look with which he favoured me there was something which certainly was not altogether friendly. Dora did not seem to notice it. She welcomed him with a smile. As he sat down on the other side of her I got up. I left them together.

“Poor chap!” I told myself as I strolled off, “let him have his innings. He must be badly burned or he would make a more strenuous endeavour to avoid the fire.”

Lounging into the little drawing-room beyond, I came into collision with the aunt. She had the place to herself. She appeared to be just waking up from the enjoyment of forty winks. I daresay if I had not come upon the scene she would have had another. At the sight of me she roused. She beckoned me to occupy an adjacent chair. She was the aunt, and I still was unattached. I sat beside her.

“What do you think of Dora?” Her tone was confidential. She spoke to me under cover of her handkerchief. Seeing that I was puzzled, she explained— “I mean, how do you think she’s looking?”

“I think she’s looking very well.”

“Isn’t she! Wonderfully well! Don’t you think she’s lovely?”

I hardly knew what to say. She could scarcely expect me to be ecstatic.

“Indeed I do.”

“Of course you would!” She smiled — such a smile. “And she’s all she looks, and more. She is good as she is beautiful, and so clever. Extraordinarily so! She’s a wonderful girl!” She closed her eyes, as if the wonder was too great for visual contemplation. “I often think that it is unfortunate that she was not born a man.”

“You can scarcely expect me to agree with you there.”

“You wicked creature!” She prodded me with her fat fingers in the arm. Mrs. Crashaw was one of those old women who, whenever they can, punctuate their remarks on the persons of their listeners. She arranged her bracelets on her wrists. “Haselton tells me that he has a very high opinion of you, Mr. Townsend.”

“I am very glad to hear it. I only hope he does not think more highly of me than I deserve.”

“I hope not. Young men nowadays are so wicked. They deserve so little. As you probably are aware, Mr. Townsend, I am Haselton’s only sister. He reposes in me his entire confidence. He has no secrets from me.”

I believed her! She might be his only sister, but Sir Haselton Jardine was as likely to repose his entire confidence in a woman of Mrs. Crashaw’s type as in the first town crier. Whatever he told her would probably be told with, at least, one eye to advertisement.

“My brother Haselton is a man of peculiar gifts. A remarkable man. A man of genius if ever there was one. He is, of course, respected by all of us, by his country and his Queen. He has a marvellous knowledge of the world, and a great esteem for those sacred things which are too often disregarded. And when I learn that he has a high opinion of any person I know that that person must be all right upon the moral side. I am glad, Mr. Townsend, to be able to think this of you.”

I looked down. I could not help but smile.

“Thank you, Mrs. Crashaw; you are very good.”

“In this age of flippancy, the most shocking things are suffered. I hear, I assure you, of things which would astound you. I have made Haselton’s hair stand up on end. It always gives me pleasure to hear of a young man who is not only clever but good. For my part, let them say what they will, I think it is better to be good than clever. I hope, Mr. Townsend, that you will always bear that in mind.”

Again she prodded me in the arm. I could but bow my head.

“The man who marries Dora will be a most fortunate man. She has money of her own. She will have money from her father. She may have money from me — mind, I make no promise — I say she may have. It depends.” Mrs. Crashaw smoothed out her ample skirts in front of her. “Then there is the family influence and position. With a clever girl like Dora for a wife nothing ought to be impossible to her husband.”

The dear old thing might be prosy, but it did me good to hear her talking. Such observations, coming from such a quarter, carried weight and meaning. They meant that my position looked already as if it was assured. They meant that the whole thing — spontaneously, so far as I was concerned — had been threshed out in family councils, and that then the decision had been given for me. The thing seemed too good to be true; and yet it was true — here was the living witness. I was in for a stroke of fortune so stupendous as to seem to verge on the miraculous.

If only I had known of it before last Sunday! If only I had suspected that the thing was even possible! Why had I been so blind? Why had I not seen it coming? Why had Sir Haselton not dropped a hint in time? Oh, if he only had!

But the game was not yet lost. Lost? — it was all but gained! I had but to breast the tape, and win. The riding would do it. Luck was on my side.

I turned in early. I had had little enough of bed the night before. I wanted to get up fit, with a clear eye and steady hand. I did not want Innes to beat me too badly with the birds. One likes to hold one’s own, whatever is the game.

In the corridor, as I was making for the sheets, who should I meet but Dora. She thought that I was going to make changes in my costume, to fit me for the smoking-room.

“Going to change your coat?”

“Not I. I’m going to bed.”

“Really?”

“Really. I want to make some additions to to-morrow’s bag. Sir Haselton won’t thank me if I don’t.”

She looked at me as if she was trying to read my face. When she tried to do that I felt, in some occult fashion, that she succeeded. I would have been prepared to wager that she had her father’s power of reading faces — and more.

“I want you to promise me something.”

“What is it?”

“I want you to promise to top Lord George’s score.”

“You ask a hard thing, Miss Jardine. I do not profess to be Lord George Innes’s equal as a shot.”

“I believe, if you like, you can do anything.”

“You believe too much of me. Honestly, for my sake, I wish you would believe a little less.”

“Will you promise?”

“I promise that I will try my hardest, that I will do my best; and, as the archer says in ‘Ivanhoe,’ no man can do more.”

“You will hare to do more for me; you will have to promise, and you will have to keep your promise.”

It seemed an unreasonable request to make — especially in that insistent fashion — such a promise no man could be sure of keeping. A thousand things might be against him. I might shoot better than I had ever shot in my life, and yet not be certain of topping the score. Yet, when I saw the something that was in her eyes, I cast caution to the wind.

“I promise.”

She held out her hand.

“Good-night.”

She allowed me to retain her hand for a moment in mine.

“I know you will keep the promise you have made.”

She was gone. I turned into my room. And, when in it, I reflected.

“If she knows that I will keep the promise I have made she knows a good deal more than I do. I wonder what will happen if I don’t. I can, as a rule, see pretty straight along the barrel of a gun, but I do hope to goodness the birds will be good enough to cross my line of fire. She’s the sort of girl to take the miscarriage even of such a promise as an omen. I want the omen to be all the other way.”

Some one knocked at the door. It was Archie. He had a smoking jacket on.

“Aren’t you coming down into the smoking-room?”

“I am not. And, if you take my tip, you won’t go either. You must be almost as much in want of a trifle of bed as I am.”

“I am obliged to you. I make my own sleeping arrangements.” His tone was snappy. He seated himself on the arm of a chair. “Were you in earnest in what you said to me this morning?”

“To what are you referring?”

“To what you said about Miss Jardine.”

“Certainly I was in earnest.”

He fixed his glance upon me in a fashion I did not relish.

“Haven’t you a grain of pity? Is there nothing human about you, Townsend?”

I felt strongly that that sort of thing must cease. The idea of Lord Archibald Beaupré’s mentorship was an idea not to be endured.

“There has been a good deal about your manner towards me lately, Beaupré, to which I have objected, and with good cause. You have presumed on the friendship which exists between us in a manner of which I should have thought you, of all men, would have been incapable.” He flushed. I saw I had struck home. “You must excuse me saying that if you consider that the fact of our being acquainted with each other entitles you to unwarrantably interest yourself in my private affairs, I must request that that acquaintance shall cease.”

“You don’t understand me — or you won’t.”

“I understand you better than you imagine. You are not the first jealous man I have known.”

He went white and red.

“It isn’t jealousy; I swear it isn’t.”

“It is a matter of complete indifference to me what it is. I object to it in any case.”

He was silent for some seconds. He stared at his toes.

“Tell me one thing — have you proposed to her?”

“I shall tell you nothing. After the tone which you have used towards me I decline to allow you to ask me questions.”

He got off the arm of the chair.

“Then God help her.” He went to the door. At the door he turned again. “I don’t believe that He will suffer it.”

Then he went

If Archie went on like that much longer, he and I should quarrel. Vicarious morality is a variety of the article to which the most liberal-minded inevitably objects.


CHAPTER XX.

THE NEWS FROM TOWN.

I woke up feeling as fresh as a daisy. When Burton drew up the blinds the sun came gleaming through the bedroom windows.

“There’s been a slight frost, sir, but I think it’s going to be a clear day.”

From where I lay in bed the sky looked cloudless.

“It seems just the morning for a shoot.”

“I think it is a shooting day, sir — there’s no wind, and a good light.”

As Burton said, it was a shooting day. When I had dressed I went straight down on to the terrace. There was a slight nip in the air, and the faintest whisper of a breeze. It was the sort of day which makes one feel that it is good to be alive. I seemed to be the first one down. I never felt more fit. I stood there drinking in great draughts of the clear, cool air, with greater relish than I ever drank champagne. If one always lived in such an atmosphere, with plenty of money in one’s pockets, one could afford to be a model of all the virtues.

Some one spoke to me from behind. It was Dora.

“You are the first on the scene.”

I turned. She was standing at the open window of the morning-room.

“Am I the first to whom you have wished good morning?”

“The very first. Good morning, Mr. Townsend.”

She held out to me her hand. I retained it in mine. A wild impulse seized me to kiss her on the lips. It was all I could do to hold my own against it. Her eyes were so provoking, her mouth so tempting. She allowed me to keep her hand in mine, though she might surely have seen my desire showing through my face. And I have no doubt she did, for she smiled at me.

“Well — good luck.”

“I will keep my promise.”

I released her hand. A gleam of colour was glowing on her cheeks. I doubted if she was not making fun of me.

“After all, papa cannot come. He wishes you to shoot without him. He says that he will certainly be down tonight.”

We shot without him. I do not think that he was missed. I had never seen Sir Haselton Jardine handling a gun, but I should not fancy that he was much of a performer. He did not strike one as being built that way.

I spoke to Innes as we were strolling to cover.

“Innes, I’m feeling in first-rate shooting trim to-day. I don’t pretend, for a moment, to compare my shooting to yours, but would you like to have a sporting wager?”

“How?”

One peculiarity of Innes’s is that he never uses two syllables where one will do.

“Bet you a pony that I kill more birds than you.”

“Birds? or all in?”

“All in if you like.”

“Done.”

That decided it. I had not expected that he would bet. I had a sort of suspicion that he rather avoided making bets with me, but now that he had bet, if I did not win his pony and keep my promise, luck would have to be against me with a vengeance.

There were seven guns — the house lot, and a local. Innes, Archie, I, and the local had the best places. The local was a man named Purrier. He seemed to be something in the gentleman farmer sort of line. He could shoot, though he was a pot hunter if ever there was one. Sport did not seem so much to his taste as killing. He potted ever so many of his birds before they had a chance of getting up. Archie shot wildly. He evidently had not taken my advice and gone to bed when I did. When he is in form his gun can be relied upon. At his performances on that occasion, I saw Vicary, the head-keeper, more than once pulling a face. Innes, as usual, performed like a book. And his luck was better than mine. The birds would rise his side. I never missed a chance. Yet, by lunch-time, he was nineteen pheasants, two rabbits, and a hare to the good — twenty-one in all.

I was a bit surprised to find that luncheon was done in swagger fashion. It was the first time I had shot at Jardine’s. I had not been aware that they did things in quite such style. There was a portable kitchen, and a tent, and a regular table, and a lot of servants, and there were the ladies there. One doesn’t care, if one is at all keen, for lunch being made a feature, when one is shooting. But I did not object so much just then. Dora’s face was welcome, though I had such a pitiful tale to tell. We sat down anyhow. I planted myself beside her.

“I haven’t kept my promise.”

“Pray, how is that?”

“The stars in their courses have fought against me. The enemy is twenty-one ahead.”

“That is nothing. You will keep your promise before you have finished. I know you will.”

How she knew is more than I can say. She knew better than I did. And she knew quite right. I kept my promise. After lunch, I made up for all my ill-luck of the morning. Her words may have had something to do with it — and the tone in which the words were uttered. I believe they had. Anyhow, I wound up by beating my friend, the enemy, with more than two score birds in hand.

The local made all the running at the start. He shot like a keeper, for the larder, or like a dealer, for the shop, grassing bird after bird before it had a fair chance to stretch its wings. Some of the birds seemed a trifle tame; they were either weak on the wing or else they had been overfed. They would not rise until they were compelled. Some of them had to be driven right on to our guns before they would get up. This was nuts for the local. When he had a chance to stop them they never got up at all.

I began catching Innes all along. But it was in the last cover the trick was done. The bag for the day was close upon two thousand. Of these over seven hundred were winged in that last cover. Vicary had kept his bonne bouche for the finish.

When we reached it Innes and I were about equal. When the slaughter began he did all he knew. But I did better. I brought them down as fast as I could get the guns; and I fancy that my guns were loaded quicker than his. While it lasted it was as hot a bit as one could wish.

When it was over Innes came to me.

“You win.”

“I think I do. What do you make your total?”

He told me. I told him that I made mine forty-seven more.

“I did not know that you were quite so many as that. But I knew that you were in front. The birds have broken on your gun in a crowd.”

I owned that was so.

“I know that the luck has been mine. Of course, as a shot I am not to be compared to you. It was like my cheek to back myself. But, somehow, I seemed to know, in advance, that I should have the luck.”

“It has not, by any means, been all luck. You’re a good shot, Mr. Townsend.”

Archie came slouching up. He had lost his temper — as he was wont to do when he had been making an ass of himself.

“Did you ever see anything like my shooting? I can’t hit a haystack.”

He was looking at Vicary, but whether he was speaking to him is more than I can say. Vicary chose to think that he was. Evidently Jardine’s head man knew his business — he had given us a first-rate day. But he was one of those keepers who like to see their birds shot. When they were missed, and the principal offender gave him such a chance as that, he was not likely to let it pass him.

He looked at Archie. His face assumed an expression of rustic stupidity — it was a distinct assumption. Nature had made him look as sharp as a ferret.

“Well, sir, I did understand from Sir Haselton as how you could hit haystacks.”

Archie went red all over, then went white to the lips.

I take it that last spinney was a good four miles from the house. So we drove home. It had kept clear, but it had again turned frosty. There was a keen bite in the air. They had sent our coats in the brake. The ladies were having tea when we got back. When we had changed we joined them — all but Archie, who, I imagine, stayed in his room to sulk. Innes and I got in together. The others were already in evidence, including the local, who was to stop and dine.

Mary Porteous called out as we came in — 

“So you’ve had a good day?”

I answered. Innes, if he could, always saved his words.

“First-rate.”

“And I hear that you’ve gained all the honours, Mr. Townsend.”

“I’ve had a good deal of luck, Lady Mary — more than my share. But, I believe, as a matter of fact, that Mr. Purrier heads the score.”

Mr. Purrier disclaimed the soft impeachment.

“I doubt it. I never saw better shooting, Mr. Townsend, than yours.”

“It’s very good of you to say so. You all seem very nice and complimentary.”

Mary Porteous laughed.

“How modest we are!”

People went into the billiard-room after tea. I stayed for a moment or two behind with Dora. I had not had a chance of a word with her at tea. She had been entertaining Silcox and Purrier — it was she who sent them to billiards. The rest trooped after them. We were left alone. I had been sitting a little in the shadow, on the other side of the room. I crossed to her.

“I’ve kept my promise.”

“Thank yon. It is almost as if you had done me a special and a most particular favour. But I knew you would.”

“You seem to know me very well.”

“I know you much better, perhaps, than you imagine.”

“But, I assure you, I do not always necessarily keep promises which I make.”

“Of that I am certain. But, before you make a promise to me, I shall know — know, mind! — if you will keep it. And I shall never ask you to make a promise which I do not know that you will keep.”

“Are you a seer?”

“So far as you are concerned, I am.”

She touched my arm lightly with her hand. I protest that she set me all a-trembling. There was a pause. She removed her hand. I do not believe that I could have spoken while she had it there.

“Papa has telegraphed that we are not to wait dinner for him, so we shall dine at eight. Papa says that he will dine alone, as he is bringing work with him from town. It seems to me that life is coming to mean, more and more, to him, nothing but a synonym for work.”

I made up my mind, on the instant, that I would — if I could — put the matter to the touch before Sir Haselton Jardine appeared upon the scene. I felt that I could not hold myself in much longer, even if I tried. I was beginning to feel a longing for this girl such as I had never felt for a woman before — and I own that, in my time, I have longed for particular women now and then. Apart from all other considerations, I yearned to have her, to win her, to call her mine — for herself, and for herself alone. She always had exercised over me a sort of cerebral attraction. This attraction had grown and strengthened. It was both intellectual and physical. It was beginning to overwhelm me. I knew that, when the moment came in which we should see each other eye to eye, for the first time in my career I should look upon the face of my undoubted master. I had met my master in my mistress, if the fates would but let me win her for my wife. If but Dame Fortune had that crowning mercy to bestow! The knowledge that she was my master was beginning to fill my veins with a frenzy of desire — we should be so fairly mated.

As I was dressing, the look which I had seen in her glances was haunting me. I told myself that, after dinner, I would put my fortune to the touch, and lose or win it all.

And so I did!

We were a lively lot at dinner — all but Archie. He was black as black could be. Tommy Verulam began chaffing him about his shooting. Tommy himself, I should say, could shoot as well with one end of his gun as with the other. But that did not prevent his being down on Archie. The worse a man is at a thing himself, the more disposed he seems to be to exploit the deficiencies of others, especially if he is a fool of the transcendental sort. Tommy had heard Vicary’s remark about the haystack. So he told the tale — with embellishments of his own. I thought Archie would have thrown a plate at his head. There would have been a row royal if the ladies had not been present. Trying to snub Tommy — I expected that Vicary would hear something from headquarters about that little slip of his tongue — Dora endeavoured to extend her sympathies to Archie. But Archie would have none of it. The light had gone out of the world for him.

Directly the ladies’ backs were turned the band did begin to play. Leaning his arms on the table, Archie addressed himself to Tommy.

“Mr. Verulam, have you ever had your head punched?”

Tommy gaped.

“What the doose do you mean?”

“What I say. If you haven’t, consider your head punched now.”

Innes interposed.

“For shame, Beaupré!”

Archie turned on him like a wild cat.

“You mind your own business! Don’t you interfere with me!” Evidently, as regards interference, in Archie’s estimation what was sauce for the goose was not sauce for the gander. He stood up. “Mr. Verulam, so long as you are in this house you are in sanctuary. On the first occasion on which I meet you outside, I shall kick you.”

With that he stalked out of the room — it’s a pretty Scotch temper he has of his own!

But I cared neither for his bad taste nor for his bad temper, and as little for Tommy’s folly. I went in search of Dora. I peeped into the drawing-room. Mary Porteous was making a noise at the piano, but in spite of the noise she made Mrs. Crashaw was having forty winks upon an easy-chair.

The millionairess was nowhere to be seen, nor was Dora. From the morning-room there was a door leading into the conservatory; entrance to this conservatory was to be gained from the drawing-room as well. I went to the morning-room. I looked into the conservatory. At first I thought it was empty. But, when I went farther into it, there was Dora.

The glass house was a large one. In the centre was a fountain. The water fell into a basin in which were goldfish. Looking into this basin, seated under the shadow of a palm, was Dora.

She was thinking, perhaps, of me. She did not become conscious of my approach until I was close upon her.

“A penny for your thoughts.”

She looked up with that odd smile which, to me, seemed to glorify her countenance.

“They ought to be worth more than that to you.”

I was silent. I, too, looked into the basin. The goldfish were swimming round and round. The fountain fell into the water with a musical splash. The noise of the piano came from the drawing-room beyond. Now that I was close to her the task seemed harder than I had supposed. My ready tongue seemed to have forsaken me. My pulses were throbbing in my veins like some young lad’s.

It was she who broke the silence.

“Your thoughts; are they worth a penny too?”

“Can you not guess them?”

“That is not an answer to my question.”

“I have not your gift of prescience. I cannot tell if they are worth a penny to you. To me they are worth more pennies than I am ever likely to possess.”

“You place a high value on your own thoughts.”

“Shall I tell you what they are?”

“If you like. Though, is it worth the trouble, if you are sure that I can guess?”

“Give me leave to tell you them.”

“I give you leave.”

“I was thinking what fallible creatures we men are.”

“Is that all? Surely that is not worth a penny, even to you.”

“Because so small a thing may change all our lives.”

“Not worth a penny yet.”

“Have you bewitched me?”

“I cannot tell.”

“I believe you have.”

“You are not bewitched so easily.”

“As you say, I am not so easily bewitched. That makes it still more strange.”

“I await the penny’s worth.”

“Will you forgive me, Miss Jardine?”

“For what?”

The words trembled on my lips. And yet, without a struggle, I could not utter them. As I looked into the water, all at once my eyes seemed blinded by its glare.

“For loving you.”

She was still. I did not dare to turn to look upon her face, for fear of what there might be there to see.

“You have your methods, Mr. Townsend.”

“In what sense, Miss Jardine?”

“I await the penny’s worth.”

On a sudden a great shame came over me; a sense of overwhelming horror. I sank on my knee. I hid my face in my hands on the basin’s edge.

“God help me!”

The cry was wrung from me by something which, for the moment, was stronger than I.

“Hush!”

The word was whispered. Then she, too, was still.

“Begin again.” The words seemed to come to me like the words which we hear in a dream. “What is done, is done. You cannot put it behind you altogether. But it is done. It is not yet to do. And, because it is done, therefore, you need not do it again, in the time which is to come. If you have strength — and you have strength, Mr. Townsend — play the man.”

I had never thought that any one would have had to bid me play the man. But she had to bid me then. She laid her hand upon my shoulder. Beneath her touch a shudder went all over me. Then I looked up at her.

“You are not for such as I am.”

“But you are for such as I am.”

I held my breath. I knew not what to do or say. I stared in front of me, not understanding what it was I saw.

“What is it that you say?”

“Are you so deaf? All in an instant have you become so dull? Come, I will do the wooing, since you are afraid to woo me.” That ever I should have been told by a woman that I was afraid to woo her! “If you but love me half as I love you, you will fill the world with the fame of the great deeds which you will do for love of me, and leave behind a name which men never shall let die.”

“Dora! Dora! My Dora!”

“Well, if I am your’s — —”

“If? Is it only if?”

“Will you be mine?”

“Body, soul, and spirit. I do believe you have bewitched me. I am going mad for the love of you!”

“I am content.”

“Is this a dream of ecstasy from which there will soon be waking?”

“I would that you might wake to something soon.”

“What’s that?”

“To the fact that I am here.”

I woke to it. It was worth while to have lived if only to have woke to what I woke then. For I woke to find that her face was close to mine, that I might take her in my arms, that I was free to smother her with kisses.

Loving is such sweet pain. I learned it then!

And hardly had I loosed her, than some one came upon us. It was Sir Haselton Jardine. I saw his well-regulated eyelids suffered to open to enable him to shoot one of his swift glances. I saw his lips wrinkled by his imitation of a smile. And he said — 

“I hope I do not interrupt you. I am but now arrived from town.”

Dora, all rosy red, ran into his arms.

“Father!” she cried.

“My dear!” Then to me, “How are you, Townsend? I said I thought it possible that you might have something to say to me before you went away.”

“I trust, sir, that I may have.”

I believe that I, myself, was blushing like any boy.

While we were standing there — forming, no doubt, a sufficiently awkward group — Tommy Verulam came running in. He seemed to have recovered from the effects of his little episode with Archie. He was quite excited.

“I say, I’ve just been looking at the London papers. It seems that they’ve got the chap who murdered the woman at Three Bridges.”

I turned to him.

“Indeed! Who may he be?”

“His name is Tennant — Thomas Tennant. I hope they’ll hang the brute, upon my soul I do.”

Sir Haselton struck in — 

“I am briefed by the Treasury to prosecute. If the man’s guilty, it will be a positive pleasure to have a hand in sending him to the gallows.”

As I was endeavouring to grasp the drift of what it was that they were saying, I saw that Archie Beaupré was staring at us through the drawing-room window.


BOOK III. THE WOMAN.

(The Story as told by Mrs. Carruth.)


CHAPTER XXI.

THE ADVENTURES OF A NIGHT.

To have fallen out of an express train going at full speed! I have had some strange experiences, for a mere woman. But this, I think, beats all.

And to owe it to Thomas Tennant! I will be even with him yet.

I went down to Brighton to spend the Sunday with Lettice Enderby — she was acting at the theatre there. I found her not feeling very well. We spent the day alone together. After dinner I had to make a rush for the train. Who should I find myself shut in with as soon as the train had started, but Tommy Tennant.

It was years and years since we had seen each other. And all the world had happened since we had. But, so far as personal appearance was concerned, he had not changed a bit. He was still the same jack-pudding sort of little man, with round eyes and rosy cheeks. I knew him at sight. What was queerer, he knew me. I take that as a compliment. I flatter myself that I have not changed, except for the better, since those days of long ago. Tommy’s prompt recognition was the best testimony to the truth of this fact I could possibly have had.

Although more than seas divided us, and never was a past more dead than his and mine, at the sight of Tommy all my old grudge against him came back again. Perhaps the glass or two of wine I had had with Lettice might have had something to do with it, but directly I saw him I flew into a rage. Tommy Tennant always has been the ideal man I hate. Give me them good or give me them bad, but do give me them one or the other. The irresolute, backboneless, jelly-like sort of man is beyond endurance.

If Thomas Tennant ever had a backbone he lost it in his cradle!

He always used to be afraid of me. In that respect, as in the others, I found he had not changed. He was frightened half out of his life directly he saw who it was. When I began talking to him he started shivering — literally shivering — in a way which made me wild. I do like a man who can hold his own. Talk about conscience making cowards of us all; I like the man of whom nothing can make a coward. He got into such a state of mortal terror that he actually tried to steal out of the carriage and escape from me while the train was going, for all I know, perhaps fifty miles an hour.

That was how the trouble all began. It would have spoiled the sport to have let him go, so I tried to stop him. He had opened the carriage door, and in endeavouring to prevent his going out, I went out instead.

That is the simple truth.

There never was a more astonished woman. I doubt if there ever was one with so much reason for astonishment. How it happened, or exactly what happened, I do not know. There was not time enough to clearly understand. I discovered that I was standing upon nothing, and then that I was flying backwards through the air. After that I suppose I lost my seven senses.

I could not, however, have lost them for long. Perhaps for not more than a minute or so. When I came to I opened my eyes, and looking up saw that the moon was shining in the sky overhead, and that it was almost as light as day. I wondered where I was, and whether the end of the world had come. I found that I was lying among a group of bushes on what seemed a sloping bank, and that something very like a miracle had taken place. Falling out of the train while it was rushing along the top of an embankment, I must have gone, backwards, into a bush, which while it had let me through, had sufficed to break my fall. I must have rolled down the bank, until I was stopped by the clump of bushes amidst which I found myself.

The miracle was that I was unhurt. I was a trifle shaken and a trifle dazed. But not a bone was broken, and I felt that, so far as material damage was concerned, I could get up when I chose and walk off, practically as if nothing had occurred.

But I was a trifle dazed, and it was some moments before my senses quite returned to me. What hastened their return was the fact of my hearing footsteps. I listened. Somebody was walking, and not very far off either. The person, whoever it was, seemed to be quite close at hand. I did not know whereabouts I might be lying. I was only aware that I was somewhere between Brighton and London. I had no notion how far I might be from a station or a town. It struck me that it would be just as well that I should discover who the pedestrian might chance to be.

As I was about to rise, with the intention of prospecting, something heavy falling among the bushes almost on top of me startled me half out of my wits. I sprang to my feet. At the bottom of the bank on the other side of a fence which formed a boundary between the railway and the country beyond, a man stood, staring at me in the moonlight. He was tall, and he wore a long black overcoat and a billycock hat; even then, and in that light, I could see he was a gentleman. But it was the look which was on his face which took me aback. I never saw such a look on a man’s face before. He stared at me as if he was staring at a ghost. And just as I was about to accost him, and to request his assistance, at least to the extent of informing me as to my whereabouts, leaping right round, he began to tear across the moonlit field as if Satan was at his heels.

I was going to call and beg him not to leave me, a stranger in the land, alone in the lurch like that, when I was reminded of the something which had fallen among the bushes, and which had first made me conscious of his presence, by kicking against something which felt soft and yielding, and which was lying on the ground.

I stooped down to see what it was.

“Sakes alive! It’s a woman!”

It was; a young woman — and she was dead. No wonder he had stared at me as if he had been staring at a ghost. No wonder, as he saw me looking at him from among the bushes, that he had thought that the victim of his handiwork had risen from the dead to look again upon his face. No wonder he had torn for his life across the grass, feeling that she was at his heels.

I seemed to be in for a pretty thing. I have looked upon dead folk many a time; yes, and upon not a few who have come to their death by “accident.” I have lived in parts of the world in which life is not held so sacred as it is in England; where not such a fuss is made every time the doctor is forestalled — where the doctor is not the only individual who is licensed to kill; where men shoot now and then at sight, and, when they are pushed to it, women too. I know a girl — and liked her — who shot a man who had insulted her in New Orleans, and left him on the sidewalk. Nobody said a word. She is married now to a rich man, and to a good man, as good men go, and she has a family, and she is highly esteemed. In England that seems odd, but I suppose the fact is that when one is in Rome one does as the Romans do, and that is all about it.

And at that moment I happened to be in England, and I made up my mind there and then that, if I could help it, I would have no finger in the pie. I had no desire to go into the witness-box — I would almost as soon have gone into the dock. Cross-examining counsel have a knack of making mincemeat of a witness. Things come out — the things which one would much rather did not come out. I had not returned to England, a widow, with my big pile, with the intention of coming such a cropper at the outset. Rather than be mixed up in such a mess, I would almost sooner take my passage in the first steamer back to the States, and count the ties out West again.

Please the fates, I had done with scandals — fresh ones, anyhow — for the rest of my days. The woman was dead. She was beyond my help. Let whoever found her hang the man who laid her there. The house in which I lived was too transparent for me to indulge in the luxury of throwing stones.

I gathered myself together. The most miraculous part of the business was that my clothing seemed to have escaped uninjured; falling backwards had been my salvation. I peeped at my face in my handglass. I seemed to be all right — right enough, at any rate, to pass muster at night and in a crowd. I went up the bank to the line. From that altitude I had a good view of the surrounding country. Straight along the line to the left, not so very far away, lights were glimmering. I made up my mind to chance it, to keep along the line and to make for them.

They proved to be the lights of a station. The station was Three Bridges Junction. I managed to enter it to the best of my knowledge and belief, entirely unobserved. I thanked my stars when I felt the platform beneath my feet.

From the mirror in the waiting-room I learned that my handglass had not deceived me. I could pass muster. A woman in the room addressed me — she and I had it to ourselves.

“Excuse me, miss, but do you know your back’s all covered with weeds?”

As she brushed them off I thanked her, murmuring something about my having been sitting on the grass.

Going out on to the platform I all but came into collision with the man who had stood staring at me from the other side of the railing. The sight of him fairly took my breath away. He was going from me or he could scarcely have failed to notice the singularity of my demeanour. It was he — there could be no mistake about that. But, lest I might be in error, I resolved to have another glimpse at him. Before I could put my resolution into force he had vanished, into what I discovered to be, as I strolled slowly past it, a refreshment-room.

I should not wonder if he did stand in need of refreshment!

There did not appear to be a seat in the place. English people talk about the discomfort of the American depôts but my experience is that, from the discomfort point of view, the average English station runs the American depôt hard. I sat on one of those square trollies which the porters use for baggage. There I watched and waited for my gentleman to emerge, refreshed. The trolley was close to the refreshment-room. I could see him at the bar. He was not content with one drink. He disposed of two.

Probably he needed them!

Presently he came out. He had had his back towards me while he had been drinking. As he came out of the buffet, turning, he walked in the direction of the trolley on which I was sitting. He moved right past, so close to me that by putting out my foot, I could have tripped him up.

It was he. My first impression had not been wrong. That he had got cured of his fright was plain — certainly he showed no signs of it. He seemed quite at his ease. His hands were in the pockets of his overcoat, an umbrella was under his arm, a cigarette was between his teeth. There might not have been such a thing as a ghost — or the shadow of the shade of a ghost — in all the world.

Back he came. He sailed up to a porter. I heard him asking him when there was a train to town. As the man, having given the information, was making off, I cut in. I put to my gentleman the question which he had put to the porter.

“Can you tell me when the next train starts for London?”

He told me what I asked, adding a word or two on his own account, as I had expected and desired. I responded. He seemed disposed for sociability. Why should I object? We began to talk. The end of it was that we travelled in the same compartment up to town.

It was so funny!

He was that most remarkable product — an English gentleman. Given the real article — and there is no mistaking it when once encountered — there is nothing in the world which can be compared to it. I speak who know. He was tall. He was perfectly dressed. He was handsome — I never saw a more handsome man. And he had that air of infinite, yet unconscious, condescension which the English gentleman, alone of all the creatures of the world, is born with, and which, willy-nilly, he carries with him from the cradle to the grave.

They tell you in the different countries of the world that the Englishman is awkward, shy, ungraceful, seldom at his ease. May be; but not the English gentleman. He is the only man I have known who is always at his ease in every possible situation. But he is not to be found on every bush. Even in his own country he is the rarest of rare birds. Being born a peer, even though he can trace his tree to Noah, does not make a man a gentleman — you bet that it does not. I believe that an English gentleman is a caprice, an accident. He is not to be accounted for by natural laws. And though, for all I know, he may be trusted by his fellows, he is not to be trusted by a woman. He has one code of honour for his own sex and another for ours.

That is so, though it may not be according to the copybooks.

My friend the gentleman was a real smart man. As he lolled back in his seat, enjoying his tobacco, it did you good to see him smile. His voice was typical of his kind, it fell like music on your ears. As you looked at him and listened, you could have sworn that he had not a care upon his mind. He was at peace with himself, and all the world. And it was all so natural; he was to the manner born.

I found him quite delightful. I could see what he was doing — he was reckoning me up. And he was puzzled where to place me. I took him into my real confidence, for reasons of my own, and that puzzled him still more. I told him nothing but the truth. How I had gone out to America, and met poor dear Daniel, and married him. And how he had died and left me a widow, and his pile to comfort me. And how I had come back to England childless and forlorn and all alone. I laid stress upon my loneliness. I think that touched him. When a woman tells a man that she is lonely he takes it that she means that there is not a man anywhere in sight, and that the coast is clear for him, and that does touch him. His manner became quite sympathetic. He was as nice as could be — allusive, as a real smart man can be, with a delicate, intangible directness almost equal to a woman’s.

We were almost like old friends by the time that we reached town. He put me into a hansom at Victoria station. I asked him to come and see me, to have consideration for my loneliness. He promised that he would. All the way home, as the cab bore me through the streets, I kept thinking of Mr. Reginald Townsend — that was the name which he had given me — and of the woman he had left, lying by the line, amidst that clump of bushes.

I believe I have written that I like a man to be thorough. It seemed probable that Mr. Townsend was that.


CHAPTER XXII.

LOUISE O’DONNEL’S FATHER.

Next day Jack Haines came to see me. Mr. Haines promised to be a nuisance.

Jack Haines and Daniel J. Carruth had been partners. I might have married either of them, for the matter of that. I might have married any one in Strikehigh City. Of two evils I chose what seemed to me to be the lesser, which was Daniel. For one thing, he was the boss partner and had the larger share, and for another, he was the older man. I could have twisted either of them round my finger, but it occurred to me that I might manage best with Daniel. So I became Mrs. Daniel J. Carruth, and poor dear Daniel lived just long enough to capitalize his share — he made a better thing of it than we had either of us expected — and then he died. Hardly was he buried than the chief mourner at his funeral, Mr. Haines, wanted me to marry him. He hinted that it would be just as well to keep the partnership alive, which struck me as absurd. Anyhow, I did not seem to see it. I came straight away to England, instead of marrying him, with the intention of getting as much fun out of Daniel’s dollars as I possibly could.

What I had not bargained for was his coming after me.

The folks in Strikehigh City had all lived queer lives, but I rather guess that, in some ways, Jack Haines had lived one of the queerest. He had told me about it over and over again, and, whatever I might think of him, I knew that he had told me the truth.

He had been married. He and his wife had lived like cat and dog. She had died. She had left a daughter. He had brought the daughter up — trying to rule her with a heavy hand. There came a time when she objected. There was a disturbance — she left him. That was just before he came to Strikehigh City — in fact, her going sent him there, and he had never seen her since. I could see plainly that he had been more in the wrong than she had. In his way, he loved her. His conscience pricked him all the time. When Daniel died, it began to prick him worse than ever. Finding that I would not have him, he set himself to look for her.

This I learned from his own lips when I met him again in London.

It seemed that, when she had left him the girl had gone on to the stage — attaching herself to a variety show. From that she had passed to a burlesque troupe. The burlesque troupe had gone to England — she went with it. The burlesque troupe returned — she had stayed behind. No doubt for reasons of her own. Jack Haines wanted very much to know what those reasons were, because, no sooner had the troupe gone, and left her, than she vanished. No one seemed to have the faintest notion what had become of her. She had simply disappeared — gone clean out of sight.

The old man had come over to see if he could not succeed where others had failed; if he could not light on the clue which others had missed.

The desire to find the girl had become with him a regular mania. It was like a bee in his bonnet. It occupied his thoughts, to the exclusion of all else, both by night and day. As I have said, the man was becoming a nuisance. I did not want to quarrel with him, but I saw that, without a quarrel, I never should be rid of him. He insisted on making me his confidant. And, although I took care never to give him a chance to say a word outright, I knew that, as soon as he had found the girl, he would renew that hint about the desirability of keeping the partnership alive.

On the day after that little trip to Brighton, he turned up in my drawing-room. I had run over to Kensington High Street for something. When I came back, there he was — and I was not by any means best pleased to see him there.

I should have disliked him for one thing if I had disliked him for nothing else — he was so deadly serious. I do not think I ever saw him smile. Indeed, I doubt if he had a smile left in him. He had no sense of humour, and, to him, a joke was as meaningless as double Dutch. He was bald at the top of his head, his face was as long as one’s arm, his eyes generally had an expressionless, fishlike sort of stare, and, since he had assumed the garb of respectability, he was always attired in funeral black. He seemed to be under the impression that that was the only hue in which respectability could appear. As for his temper, it varied from doubtful to bad, and from bad to worse, and when he was in a rage, which he quickly was, he was by no means an agreeable person to have to deal with. He and Daniel were always falling out, and, until I came upon the scene, he used to ride over poor dear Daniel roughshod. But, when I did I let him understand that whoever fell out with Daniel fell out with me.

For my part, I did not wonder so much at his daughter’s having run away as at her having lived with him as long as she did.

His hat was on one chair, his umbrella on another, he himself sat, with his hands clasped in front of him, on a little centre table, in an attitude which suggested that he was about to offer prayer. He did not rise as I entered — respectability has not yet worked such havoc with him as that. He stared at me as I went in, solemnly speechless, as if he wondered how I could venture to interrupt the meeting.

“Well, Mr. Haines, any news?”

I did not care if there was any news, but I did object to his sitting and staring at me like that.

“She is dead.”

“Dead! — You don’t mean it! — How do you know?”

“It was told me last night in a dream.”

Among the rest of his little peculiarities, he was one of the most superstitious creatures breathing. In religion, I believe, he called himself a spiritualist. Anyhow, he was always seeing things, and hearing things, and having things revealed to him. Talking to him in some of his moods reminded one of that scene in Richard II. where the poor dear king wants to sit upon a gravestone and talk of epitaphs.

“Is that the only reason why you know that she is dead — because it was told you in a dream?”

“Do not mock at me. The voice which speaks to me in visions does not lie. I saw a coffin lying in an open grave, and ‘Louise O’Donnel’ was on the coffin-lid.”

“You did not happen to see in which particular graveyard that grave might be located.”

“I did not. But I know that she is dead. My daughter, oh, my daughter!”

I had to turn aside to smile. I grant that it was not a subject for laughter — but he was so funny!

“And as I looked the coffin-lid was lifted. And, on her breast, there was an open wound.”

He rose slowly, painfully, inch by inch. He pointed with his right hand towards the floor.

“Woman, my daughter has been slain.”

“Really, Mr. Haines, you are always seeing the most dreadful things in dreams. If I were you I should take less supper.”

“It’s not the supper. It’s the spirit.”

“Well, in that case, I should take less of that.”

He frowned.

“You know very well what I mean. I am not speaking of the spirit of alcohol, but of the spirit of the soul. Now one task is ended. Another is begun. I will be the avenger of blood. Mine will it be to execute judgment on him who has destroyed my daughter’s body, having first of all destroyed her soul.”

“Jack Haines, what nonsense you do talk.”

“What do you mean, woman?”

“My good man, do you think that you awe me by your persistence in calling me woman? I am a woman; but let me tell you in confidence that you strike me as only being part of a man!”

“You jeer at me. You are always jeering. You know not what you say.”

“That is good — from you. Your style of conversation may have been suited to Strikehigh City, where they all were lunatics. But in London it is out of place.”

“London! — bah!”

He threw out his arms, as if to put the idea of London clean behind him.

“Precisely. Then if it’s London! — bah! Why don’t you return to Strikehigh City?”

“I will finish the work which I came to do. Then I will return.”

I had sat down on an easy-chair. I had crossed my legs, and was swinging my foot in the air. Old Haines stood glowering down at me, clenching his fists to hold his temper in. I looked him up and down. After all he was, every inch of him, a narrow-minded, cross-grained, hidebound New Englander.

“You are more likely to see the inside of a prison if you don’t take care. You know, they manage things differently upon this side. Jack Haines, let me speak to you a word in season — a candid word. It may do you good. You killed your wife; I do not mean legally, but you killed her all the same. A prolonged course of you would be sufficient to kill any wife.”

“Woman!”

“You drove your daughter from you. So unwilling was she to have it known that she was connected with you, that she took her mother’s name. She called herself Louise O’Donnel. Under that name she came to England. Conscious that, even underneath her mother’s name, you might trace her out in England, she has changed her name again. Under that new name she is deliberately hiding herself away from you.”

“It is false.”

“It may be. It is but a surmise. But, as such, it is at least as much likely to be correct as yours.”

“She is dead.”

“You have not one jot or tittle of proof that she is anything of the kind.”

“I will have proof.” He brought down his fist upon my pretty, fragile table with a crash. “I will have proof.”

“Don’t destroy the furniture.”

“Furniture!” He glared at the inoffensive table as if he would have liked to have chopped it into firewood. “You should not anger me. I say that I will have proof. And I will have proof of who it is has murdered her. And I will find him, though he hides himself in the uttermost corners of the earth. And when I have found him I will have a quittance.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Do you not know what I mean? Have you known me so short a time that you should need to ask?”

“Do you mean that, if there is anything in these wild dreams of yours, you will kill the man who has killed your girl?”

He raised his hands above his head in a sort of paroxysm.

“Like a dog.”

“Then let me tell you that you are treading the road which leads to the gallows. They manage things in their own way upon this side. Killing’s murder here. And the more excuse you think you have the tighter you’re likely to fit the rope about your neck.”

“The hemp has not been sown which shall hang me on an English gallows. Do you think I am afraid?”

He gave me the creeps. Although it surpassed my powers to adequately explain the thing, I knew that he had a trick of seeing things which had taken place before they became known to other people. I had had unpleasant experience of it more than once. One might begin by laughing at what he called his dreams and his visions, but, in the end, the laugh was apt to be upon the other side.

It was quite possible that his girl was dead. Young, pretty, simple, innocent, alone in a foreign land — what more possible? It was even possible that she had been done to death. Some one might think that no one would miss her. In that case, that some one might as well at once place himself in the hangman’s hands as wait to interview Jack Haines.

I was glad to be rid of him. He was not a cheerful companion at the best of times. But since he had got this bee in his bonnet he was more than I could stand.

In the afternoon I went to see Kate Levett. Kate and I had been together in Pfeinmann’s “King of the Castle Operatic Combination.” We were friends all through. I fancy it was a case of “a fellow-feeling makes us wondrous kind” — after a fashion we were girls of a feather. When the Combination came to eternal grief at Strikehigh City, we went different ways. I stayed where I was, Kate went East. It was at Boston she married Ferdinand Levett. He was touring at that time through the States as acting manager for a famous English comedy company. It was a case of marriage at first sight as it were. It proved to be the best thing Kate had ever done in her life. Levett turned out a regular trump, and they hit it off together to a T. Now they were settled in England, and, although Kate had kept off the boards, they were doing uncommonly well in a modest sort of a way.

When I turned up at their flat on the Thames Embankment, at the back of the Strand, Kate wanted me to stay and dine. So I stayed. After dinner we went to a theatre. Levett was at business — managing the Colosseum, so we went there. To finish up, we went back to supper at the flat.

I had gone originally to Kate with the idea of gleaning a little information. Before I left I had got all that I wanted, and, perhaps, a little more. What I wished to find out was whether Kate knew anything about a Mr. Reginald Townsend. She and her husband knew something about all sorts and conditions of men, and it struck me that my friend, the gentleman, was just the sort of man of whom one or the other of them might have heard.

I did not want to seem too anxious. So I just slipped my question in casually, as if I was indifferent whether I received an answer to it or not. I kept it till after supper. Kate was at the piano strumming through all the latest things in comic songs. I was lolling in a rocker, joining in the chorus whenever there was a chorus. Ferdinand was taking his ease upon a couch. We were all as snug as we could be. Kate had been saying she knew somebody or other, I don’t know who, when I struck in.

“Between you, you two seem to know pretty nearly every one.”

“Those whom we don’t know are not worth knowing.”

“Quite right, my dear!” — this from Ferdinand, on the couch.

“Have you ever heard of a Mr. Townsend?”

“What! — Reggie Townsend?”

She spun round on the piano-stool like a catherine-wheel.

“Reginald Townsend — that’s it.”

She and her husband looked at each other — in that meaning sort of way.

“Fred, have we ever heard of Reginald Townsend?”

Ferdinand laughed. She held out her hands in front of her.

“Why, my dear, there have been times and seasons when we’ve heard of little else but Reginald Townsend.”

“Perhaps your man is not my man. My man’s tall.”

“So’s our man!”

“And dark.”

“You couldn’t paint our man blacker than he is.”

“And very — very swagger, don’t you know.”

“Our man’s the swaggerest man in town. It’s impossible that there could be two Reginald Townsends. What do you know of him?”

“Oh, I only met him once. But he rather struck me.”

“Take care that he doesn’t strike you too much. He’s not only the swaggerest, he’s also the wickedest man in town. I could tell you tales of him which would shock your innocent ears. He’s a terror, isn’t he, Fred?”

“He has rather liberal ideas on the subject of the whole duty of man.”

“I should rather think he has.”

And Kate went off at score. I could see from what she said that my friend the gentleman was all my fancy painted him. When she gave me an opening, I slipped another word in edgeways.

“Is he received in respectable society?”

“That depends, my dearest child, upon what you call respectable society. He’s the boon companion of dukes, marquises, and earls, and that kind of thing. He visits the best houses and the best people. But I was raised at Salem, Mass., and our ideas of respectable society were perhaps our own. I haven’t found that they obtain to any considerable extent round here.”

It was scandalously late when I left for home.

The same thing occupied my thoughts in the cab as on the night before — my friend the gentleman. Whatever could have made him do the thing which he had done? That is, if Kate’s Reginald Townsend was mine — of which, by the way, I had no doubt. A man may be all that’s bad; he may be worse than a murderer, but he takes particularly good care not, if he can help it, to be the thing itself. What could it be which, in the judgment of a man in his position, had compelled him to place himself within the shadow of the gallows?

The problem occupied my mind. The man had been placed by nature in such a fortunate position. It appeared that he had so much to lose — and he had lost it all! What for? I wondered. What was it which had constrained him to choose between the devil and the deep sea — and then to choose the devil?

As I thought of it, and how handsome he was, and how well bred, and how there was everything to please a woman’s taste, and to gratify her eye, a wild notion germinated in my brain — which was watered by circumstances, and grew.

I dismissed the cab at the end of my road. The night, though dark, was fine. The horse was tired. I had no objection to saving the creature’s legs by walking the rest of the way. I did not suppose that, at that hour of the night, or, rather, of the morning, there would be any one about.

In supposing that, however, I was wrong.

The street was a pretty long one. When I got about half way along it I perceived that a cab was stopping at a house in front of me. As I reached the cab a man got out of it in a fashion which, to say the least of it, was rather sudden. He plunged on to the pavement, rather than stepped on to it. As his feet touched solid ground, he turned towards me.

It was Tommy Tennant!

For a moment I was frightened half out of my wits. It was such an hour, he was without a hat, he looked wild and dishevelled, his appearance at such a place — within a stone’s throw of my own house — at such a moment was so wholly unexpected, that it fairly took my breath away.

But if his appearance startled me, my appearance seemed to have an even more startling effect upon him. He gave one glance at me and tumbled in a heap on to the pavement.

The driver of the hansom leaned down towards me from his perch.

“It’s all right, miss; he’s only been enjoying of hisself. The cold stones will cool ‘is head.”

I said nothing; I hurried on.


CHAPTER XXIII.

MR. TOWNSEND COMES TO TEA.

I have not lived in the world so long as I have done, and seen so much of it, without realising how small a world, after all, it really is, and how full it is of coincidence; but I do think that this beats all the coincidences of which I ever heard.

To think that I should have pitched on the one street in London which Mr. Thomas Tennant has chosen for a residence! It seems that I have. I lay awake for an hour trying to account for his sudden appearance from that cab. At last I hit on something. I sat up in bed with quite a jump.

“Can it be possible that he lives in this street?”

Rest was out of the question till I had made sure. I got out of bed — it was nearer five than four — and I tiptoed my way downstairs. I routed out a directory, and I hunted up the street. Sure enough he did. There was his name, as large as life— “Thomas Tennant.” He lived at No. 29. My house was blank — it had been empty at the time the directory had gone to press — but I had taken No. 39.

“Well, this beats everything! To think that I have spent all this money, and come all this way, to plant myself five doors from Mr. Tennant!”

He might be unwilling to have me for a neighbour, but I could assure him that I was equally unwilling to have him. I did not wish the first entry on the fresh leaf which I had turned to be a reminiscence, and especially a reminiscence of that particular friend.

I thought that was strange enough, but stranger things were yet to follow. What a queer little world this is!

Recognising that it was no use addling my brains by puzzling out conundrums at that time of the morning, so soon as, by reading it over and over again in the directory, I had made quite sure that my eyes had not misled me, and that Tommy did reside five doors away, I toddled up to bed again. “There is nothing like leather,” says the proverb. I say there is nothing like sleep. Give me plenty of sleep and I am good for anything. As I have always been blessed with a clear conscience — if there is a vacuum where the conscience ought to be it must be clear — and, what is equally to be desired, a good digestion, I have ever found sleep come at my bidding. Once I have my toes well down between the sheets, my head on the pillow, and the blankets well up to my ears, I snooze. I know I did just then. And I never dreamed; none of Jack Haines’s lively visions came my way.

I looked at my watch when I awoke. It was past eleven. I just turned over. I had a stretch. I believe that, when you wake in the morning, it does you good to have a stretch; it seems to help you to realise that there is a piece of you between your head and your heels. “What should I do?”

“I’ll have some tea.”

I had some tea. The girl brought me the letters and the papers. There was nothing in the letters, but in the papers there were ructions!

At first I could not make out what it was all about. Directly I opened the Telegraph these were the words, in big, black letters, staring me in the face: “Murder on the Brighton Line.” That was my friend, the gentleman! But at first, as I have said, the more I looked at it the more I couldn’t make it out.

A platelayer — whatever that might be in connection with a railway line — going to his work in the morning had seen the body lying among the bushes — in that clump of bushes, I took it, where it had almost fallen on top of me. That was all right. Where I found the puzzle was in what directly followed. The girl had, of course, been murdered in the field, probably within a foot or two of where I had seen Townsend standing. The papers, or the people who inspired the papers, seemed to think that the murder had taken place in a train, and that then the body had been thrown on to the line. What could have made them think such a thing as that?

As I read on the whole thing flashed upon me; it was another coincidence!

It seemed that when the 8.40 train from Brighton had arrived at Victoria — the 8.40? Why, that was the train in which I had travelled with Tommy! My stars and bars! — it was discovered that the window in one of the carriages was shivered to atoms, that the carriage was marked with blood, and that it bore signs of having been the scene of a recent struggle.

Jerusalem! what was coming next? I had to put down the paper and take another drink of tea.

Nothing came next except what they called a “presumption,” and if ever there was a piece of real presumption it was that same.

The presumption, according to the papers, was that the railway carriage had been the scene of a hideous tragedy — of a frightful murder, of one of those recurrent crimes, which force us, from time to time, to recognise the dangers which, in England, at any rate, are associated with railway travelling. The identity of one of the dramatis personæ — as poor, dear Daniel used to say, “I’m a-quoting” — was unfortunately, but too evident. There was the woman who had been found lying among the laurels — I wonder if they were laurels? — with her face turned towards the skies. As a matter of fact, she had lain face downwards. It was owing to that I had not seen her face. She was a silent but an eloquent witness — that was touching. The public demanded the prompt production of at least another of the dramatis personæ— “still a-quoting” — of the man — it would not, perhaps, display too much rashness to hazard the prediction that it would prove to be a man — who had hurled her there.

If that did not point to Tommy, I should like to know to whom it pointed.

I began to wonder. What had Tommy done when I had made my exit? Had he done nothing but twiddle his thumbs and stare? It would be characteristic of him if he had. He never did do the right thing at the right time if there was a wrong thing which could be done. The window might have been smashed by the banging of the door. I dare say that there had been signs of a struggle. I could not make out about the blood, but, perhaps, in the midst of his muddle, Tommy’s nose had started bleeding. That was just the sort of thing his nose would do. It was quite conceivable, to one who knew him, that Tommy had toddled home without saying a word to any one about the lady who had tumbled out upon the line. If so —— 

If so, and I kept in the background, it was equally conceivable that, as a glorious climax to the muddle, because of that woman who had been found upon the line, Tommy might find himself in a very awkward fix.

I had to take another drink of tea.

I found what might turn out to be the top brick of the building while I was in the very act of drinking. Tommy himself might think that I was dead. I might have died. From a mere consideration of the odds point of view, I ought to have died. The miracle was that I wasn’t dead. Tommy knew nothing about the woman who had been thrown on the top of me. He might think — he was capable of thinking anything, but in the present instance it was natural that he should think — that the body which had been found was mine.

If he did think so?

But he had seen me the night before. The fact rather supported my theories than otherwise. He had glared at me as if I had been a ghost. The sight of me had struck him senseless. According to the cabman, he was drunk. Knowing what he knew, or what he thought he knew, he might very well suppose that I was a creature born of his delirium.

It appeared to me that my cue, for the present, at any rate, was to keep sitting on the fence. I might still be even with Tommy, and that without having to move a finger of either hand. As for my friend, the gentleman — we should see.

Oddly enough, I came across Mr. Reginald Townsend that very afternoon. I had been shopping — shopping was about all there was for me to do; after Strikehigh City I found life pretty dull West Kensington way, but then I had expected it to be dull. As I was strolling homewards, who should I see but Mr. Reginald Townsend. He was a sight for sore eyes — at least, he was a sight for mine. I like to see a man that is a man — handsome, well set up, and dressed as only the thoroughbred man knows how to dress. I am not so particular about a man’s morals as about his manners, and his manners were all they ought to be. From his bearing, as he stood there, in front of me, you would have thought I was the very person he had wanted to see and had expected to see. I don’t believe that he had supposed that I was within a hundred miles of him. I should not have been surprised to learn that, until my actual presence recalled it to him, he had entirely forgotten my existence.

He was the sort of creature one finds amusing.

After poor, dear Daniel one liked to feel that one was connected with such a picture of a man. One liked to feel that he was doing credit to one’s good taste as he was walking by one’s side.

I asked him to come and have a cup of tea. He was delighted, or he professed to be. When I remembered the occasion on which I had first encountered him it seemed to me that, in his heart of hearts — or whatever it was that passed for his heart of hearts — he must wish that I was at the bottom of the sea. He could not like being reminded of Three Bridges Junction. But one can never tell. From his manner he might have met me first of all in Queen Victoria’s drawing-room, and none but pleasant memories might have been connected with the meeting.

When we got indoors, who should I find in the drawing-room, sitting in solitary state, but Mr. Haines. The look he gave me! And the look he gave my friend, the gentleman! The old nuisance might have been my husband.

Mr. Townsend appeared oblivious of there being anything peculiar in the old worry’s demeanour, and, fortunately, the old worry did not stay long, considerably to my surprise. I was afraid that he would make a point of outstaying Mr. Townsend. But it was all the other way. After he had tried to freeze us for about five minutes he disappeared.

“It’s very odd,” said Mr. Townsend, as soon as he was gone, “but I’ve either seen that gentleman before or somebody very like him. There’s something in his face which positively haunts me.”

I shook my head.

“Your imagination plays you a trick; it sometimes is like that. Mr. Haines has only been in England, for the first time in his life, for about a month. He was my late husband’s partner. I fancy he is under the impression that I’m a little lonely.”

“That is a complaint which may easily be cured.”

“The complaint of loneliness?”

“You will be able to make as many friends as you desire.”

“It is not so easy for a woman to make friends as you may, perhaps, suppose — that is, of course, friends who are worth the making. You see, I have ambitions.”

“Ambitions?”

“Yes, ambitions.” He looked as if he would have liked to have asked me what I meant, only he was too civil. “In my position I think I am entitled to have ambitions.”

He still seemed puzzled. It did me good to look at him, to know that he was sitting there, to breathe in, as it were, the aroma of his refinement and his high breeding. I have always hungered for those two things in a man, and I have never had them. I could understand a woman’s falling in love with my friend, the gentleman. For the first time in my life the idea of a woman being in love with a man became conceivable.

All too soon — for me — he rose to go.

“You will come again?”

“I shall only be too happy.”

“Seriously, I mean it, Mr. Townsend.”

“And equally seriously I mean it too. Our acquaintance was made in an informal fashion, but I trust that, in course of time, I may be able to induce you to allow the informality to stand excused.”

“It will be your fault if you do not.”

When he went an appreciable something seemed to have departed with him, and that although his voice, his presence, seemed still to linger in the air. I found myself touching the cup from which he had been drinking, even the chair on which he had been sitting, with quite a curious sensation.

It was very odd.

I believe that if I had been born with a silver spoon in my mouth, and the right sort of man to whom to attach myself, and to become attached to him, I should have been one of the best women in the world. I agree with Becky Sharp, that for a woman five thousand a year is something; but it is nothing, after all, without a man. Love in a cottage is a lunatic absurdity. Love itself may be all stuff. But there is something which, for all I can tell, may be akin to love. If one never knows it, life can never have its fullest savour. Perhaps, after all, for every square peg there may be a square hole somewhere in the world. If, when it meets it — it might; one can conceive that such meetings are — it cannot claim, and obtain possession, it will be hard upon the peg.

I had half a mind to tell the girl to put the cup which he had used aside and keep it free from the contamination of anybody else’s lips until he came again. It would seem so silly. And yet —— 

Somebody came striding into the room. I turned. It was Jack Haines come back again. I almost dropped the cup, which I was holding, from my hand in my surprise. He was looking as black as black could be and his manners proved to be in full accord with his looks.

“Who is that man?”

“What man? What is the matter with you, Mr. Haines? I thought that you had gone.”

“You know what man I mean — he who has just left your house.”

“I am at a loss to know how it concerns you. That gentleman is a friend of mine.”

“He is a thing of evil.”

“Mr. Haines!”

“He is a shedder of innocent blood!”

Jack Haines was becoming really charming. I had always known he could be pleasant. I was only just beginning to realise how pleasant he could be when he tried.

“Mr. Haines, are you stark mad?”

“Woman!”

“Sit down.”

He was raging like a wild bull about the room.

“Why should I sit down?” He threw up his hands. “I warn you against that man!”

“Sit down!”

I pointed to a chair. He sat down — I knew he would — and he looked as if he would like to eat me for forcing him to do it.

“Now, Mr. Haines, if you feel that you have, to a certain extent, mastered your excitement, perhaps you will be so good as to tell me what is the meaning of your behaviour.”

“Nelly — —”

“To you, Mr. Haines, I am Mrs. Carruth.”

“Nelly, I say!”

In proof of his saying it, he stretched out towards me his clenched fist.

“Even at Strikehigh City, I did not think you capable of insulting an unprotected woman.”

“I’m not insulting you.”

“If you think not, then your ideas of what an insult is must be your own.”

He rubbed his hands slowly up and down his knees. He stared at me hard. He shook his head.

“It’s very hard; it’s very hard. Between you and the girl, I’m suffering. The lines have fallen on me, and they’re cutting right into my vital places.” He brought his hands down upon his knees with a sudden thwack. “I asked you first, before even Daniel said a word to you; I laid myself at your feet.”

“Was that my fault?”

He looked at me in silence. Then he drew the back of his hand across his brow.

“No; it was not your fault. I’m not blaming you. It was to be. Some men are made for women’s feet to spurn.” He paused. “Mrs. Carruth — since it is to be — I mean you well.”

“Some people’s meaning is very badly expressed.”

“That’s me. That’s me all through — yes, right along. I ask you again, Who is that man?”

“Are you referring to the gentleman who has just been kind enough to come and see me? That is Mr. Townsend.”

“Then Mr. Townsend is a thing of evil — he is!” He held up his forefinger to me with a warning gesture. I did not interrupt. “When I came near him I knew him for what he was. I saw right through. He is a whited sepulchre. I saw the blood gleaming on his hand. I could not stay where he was. I went outside, and stood on the corner of the street until I saw him go. And when I came back, I found that his presence was still with the house.”

For my part I was glad that it was — if it was.

“This sort of talk, coming from you, is very ridiculous. Has your own life been so pure that you should attempt to blacken another man’s character merely because he is my friend?”

“Pure? No; no man’s life is pure. We are born to evil like the sparks fly upwards. But there’s a difference.”

“Pray, in what does the difference consist? I presume you have not forgotten that at least a portion of your record is known to me?”

He shook his head with dogged insistence.

“There is a difference. You know there is a difference. There’s bad ones and there’s bad ones; and Mr. Townsend’s the sort of creature that no woman ought to have any truck with. He’ll bite you if you do.”

I got up from my chair.

“I am sorry this should have happened, Mr. Haines. I fear I shall have to ask you to come and see me more seldom than you have been in the habit of doing. I hope Mr. Townsend will be a frequent visitor. It would be pleasant neither for you nor for me for you to have to meet him, in my house, when you hold the opinions of him which you say you do.”

He pressed his lips. He looked, if anything, sourer than ever.

“So Mr. Townsend is going to be a frequent visitor, is he? And how about Daniel? — and about me?”

I laughed.

“About you, Mr. Haines? I hope, Mr. Haines, that you will have a cup of tea.”

He had one. And did penance in having it. For he hated tea.

And it was cold.


CHAPTER XXIV.

WHAT MRS. CARRUTH SAW.

All sorts of things have happened — past all belief. Tommy Tennant has been arrested for murder — for the murder of me! Those wise police! And Reginald Townsend is coming to dine.

But let us proceed in order. Each thing in its place, and one at a time.

To take two or three things to begin with. The muddle they have made about what happened at Three Bridges is, really, in its way, quite marvellous. And it all pans out so clean — or seems to — to those who are looking on. No one is talking of anything else, and some of them talk of it to me. It only wants Mr. Townsend to favour me with a few remarks, and Tommy to add a postscript, to make me begin to think that I must be dreaming.

They have found the porter who saw me into the train at Brighton, and he has declared that the corpse is me! What a sweet creature that porter man must be! And they have found the porter who saw Tommy get out of the empty, blood-stained carriage at Victoria. But how they have found Tommy himself I don’t, as yet, altogether understand. I know they have not found me.

I have had another sight of Tommy since the one on that first night — or, rather, so early in the morning. And, again, the manner of it was curious.

I have been in rather a predicament since I realised that Tommy and I were neighbours. There has been a certain delicacy about the situation. I might tell tales of him — he is married! I have seen his wife — such a pretty woman; but, unless I am mistaken, she wears the breeches! But they would not do him a tithe of the injury his tales would do me. And we women are so handicapped. The justice of the world is so unjust. A man may steal the horse, while we may not look over the hedge. Primitive civilisations are, after all, in certain respects, the best; but then they lack the very things we want!

I’m a widow — bonâ fide. I could put down as much hard cash, dollar for dollar, as many women who are famed for riches. I want to begin again. I have ambitions. I want to ruffle it among the best of them. Why shouldn’t I? I have the qualities. So I have taken this highly respectable house in this highly respectable street, and furnished it in a highly respectable manner. I wanted to look about me — to find out where I am. I did not want to start with a splash, or folks would want to know who I was. And there are people who could tell them. For instance, Tommy for one. I want some one to launch me; some one fully equipped with the necessary equipment to give me a good send-off.

Tommy, if he liked, could spoil me. On the thin ice of my perfect respectability, at this stage of the game, I stand or fall; and, if I do fall, I fall right in. If I had known that Tommy and I were neighbours, I should have behaved in a very different fashion when I discovered we were fellow-passengers. I should have shown a spirit of Christian forgiveness; and, in excusing the past, I should have buried the hatchet. Tommy is a good-hearted creature, in his way. I could have easily induced him to hold his tongue, or even to assist me with a helping hand.

Now that boat is burned!

My first impulse, when I discovered that we were neighbours, was to fly before he made the same discovery on his own account. Had he chosen, he might have made my position absolutely untenable. While this mood was on me, I did my little best to conceal the fact. When I went out, I took care not to pass his house, lest he should see me from the windows. And the funny part of it was that the first time I did pass his house, he saw me.

The papers were full of the Three Bridges tragedy. The hue-and-cry was hot against the man who had travelled in that blood-stained carriage. What amazed me was his continued silence. It showed not only abject cowardice, but drivelling idiocy to boot. Anything was better — for him! — than keeping still. It was the Friday night. I had some letters to post. I had a headache. I felt that I must have some fresh air, or a change of air if fresh air was not obtainable; so I took them myself to the pillar-box at the end of the road. Doing so involved passing Tommy’s residence. But it was dark; there was more than the suspicion of fog — the risk seemed small.

I went on the opposite side of the street. The fog was so thick that, when I had despatched the letters, it seemed absurd to take precautions.

“I’ll stroll back past Tommy’s. Why should I be afraid of him?”

I strolled. The fog appeared to be thicker every moment. The houses in the street, externally, were as like as two peas. I really found it difficult to find out exactly whereabouts I was. I was thinking of Tommy, and of how eagerly he was being hunted, and of what a sensation I might make by sending his address to Scotland Yard — when there he was in front of me!

Right close in front of me!

He was standing at the bottom of a flight of steps — his own steps — hatless, his hands in his trousers’ pockets, as if, like me, he had come out to get a change of air. Suddenly he became conscious of my presence. He turned my way, and stared. The encounter was more than I had bargained for. It made me feel a trifle awkward. But the effect which it had on him was most astounding. The look which came upon his face actually frightened me — it’s a fact! I had not thought that a human countenance could have been capable of an expression of such awful horror. To look at him — and I had to look! — made me go all cold. As I advanced, he went — automatically, I am sure — backwards up the steps, never removing his eyes from off me, the awful something that was on his face intensifying every second. At the bottom of the steps I paused — I had to; something made me. I don’t know what he thought; but, as he saw me standing there, he made a convulsive movement backwards, went into the house, and banged the door.

I am cool enough as a rule. It takes something to put me off my balance. But I was off my balance then. The whole thing was so unlooked for, and seemed so strange; it unnerved me. When Tommy had gone I found that I was trembling.

But the incident was not by any means concluded.

When I had gone a few steps further on, I all but cannoned into what seemed to be a crowd of men, who, of malice prepense, were blocking up the pavement. What with the fog and my state of fluster, I did not perceive what they were till I was right upon them.

They were policemen.

My nerves were in such a condition of tension that, when I realised that fact, it was all I could do to prevent myself from screaming.

“I beg your pardon,” I mumbled. “I did not see you.”

“It’s all right, miss,” said a voice. “Pass on.”

I passed on. But I had not passed on another dozen yards when, it seemed to me, by a sort of inspiration, I guessed what might have brought them there. What might have brought them there? What had?

Be the consequences what they might, I felt that I must stay and see what was about to happen. Turning, I went back a little way; and, keeping as much in the shadow as I could, I stood and watched.

A man, who was dressed in ordinary private clothes, went on in front. The policemen divided in two sections. Two of them followed closely on this man’s heels. The rest went out into the road.

Just as I expected, the man in plain clothes passed up Tommy’s steps. He hammered with the knocker at Tommy’s door. The door was opened. He went in. The two policemen went in with him.

I knew that, even while I was standing watching there, Tommy was being arrested for the murder of me!

The confusion of my ideas filled me with panic terror. He had seen me not a minute back. He had only to tell the policemen so. They would come and find me there. There would be an end to all my dreams.

I rushed home. For the first time in my life I could not sleep. Indeed, I scarcely tried to sleep. All night I lay in agony. A thousand thoughts came crowding on my brain. I lost my self-control. I was half stupefied with fear. I wished that there were a hundred miles between my house and Tommy’s. More than once, even in the middle of the night, I nearly made a bolt of it. I was so oppressed by the consciousness that he had only to send these policemen five doors along the street, and there was I.

But I did not lose every fragment of common sense. I did not become an utter fool. When the morning came, I was still there to see it out.

Next day I never moved outside the door. I bought all the evening papers. They were selling them in the streets all day. Tommy filled them all. “Arrest of the Three Bridges Murderer!” “Examination before the Magistrates!” They were shouting the words in the streets all day. It seemed that they had taken him to East Grinstead, wherever that might be, early in the morning, and brought him before the magistrates directly they got him there. To me the whole business was amazing. Why had he not told them at once that he had seen me, and put the police on my track? I was close at hand. They could scarcely have failed to find me. So far as he was concerned, there would have been an end of the affair upon the spot.

But Tommy’s ways always were beyond my finding out.

What the newspapers called his examination was of the most perfunctory kind. The police simply said that they had arrested him, and he was remanded for a week.

And on Thursday Mr. Townsend was coming to dine.


CHAPTER XXV.

MR. TOWNSEND’S DOUBLE.

That Thursday was wet. It drizzled all day long. I was not feeling well. I had had trouble with one of my maids — caught her tampering with a lock, and sent her packing on the spot. Altogether I was feeling run down.

The best of us women get the blues at times!

Things were worrying me, as things will if one is not feeling quite the thing. I was almost disposed to tell myself that I had made a mistake in coming to England. After all, I should have done better by remaining on the other side. Here there were so many things which were against me — in England there is no mercy for the woman that repenteth. And getting myself mixed up in this business was scarcely a promising beginning.

The arrival of my friend, the gentleman, acted as a pick-me-up. It did a poor, nerveless creature good to gaze on so vivid a representative of sunshine and of strength. I was leaning back upon a couch when he came in — somehow his knocking at the door had set all my pulses twittering. It was with an effort I looked up and met his eyes.

He looked so well in evening dress — it was the first time I had seen him in it. When one has lived for years with savages one notices such little things.

“It is good of you to come to cheer me. I am so much in want of being cheered.”

He laughed, retaining my hand for a minute in his.

“The want is common to us both. I am in want of being cheered as much as you — we will cheer each other.” He sat down on a little easy-chair, which he drew in front of me. “I have only just returned from Devonshire, which is like coming from the sunshine into the night.”

“Have you been there alone?”

“I have been staying with a friend — Sir Haselton Jardine.”

Sir Haselton Jardine? Where, quite recently, had I heard that name? Of course! It was the name of the famous counsel. I had seen it stated in that day’s paper that he was to be retained by the Crown to prosecute Tommy.

I wondered if that item of news had come Mr. Townsend’s way.

“Sir Haselton Jardine? Is that the lawyer?”

“Yes. I suppose he’s the greatest barrister at the Bar just now.”

“Didn’t I see that he was going to have something to do with this murder there’s all the stir about?”

I had to let it out — I could not help it. So far as any effect which the allusion had upon my visitor was concerned I need not have tried. He never turned a hair. I was watching the white hands, which were resting on his knee. Not a muscle quivered.

He replied to my question without a moment’s hesitation, and in his ordinary tone of voice.

“He tells me that he’s going to prosecute. He seems rather eager about the business, too. If the chap is guilty I don’t fancy Jardine will let him slip.”

I was still for a moment. I looked into my visitor’s eyes with wonder, and — I don’t mind owning it — with admiration. This was the sort of man it was worth one’s while to know — he was a man.

“Don’t you think the affair is rather an odd one?”

“Very odd, indeed — and not the least odd part of it is that I know this fellow Tennant very well.”

“No!” I was startled.

“I do. He’s a stockbroker. He’s done a good deal of business for me. Unless I am mistaken, he is, or was, almost a neighbour of yours.”

“I know. He lives five doors down the street. But fancy your knowing him. It seems so strange.”

He made a little movement with his hands.

“In this world it is the strange things which happen.”

“That is true.”

As I sat there, looking at him, I realised how true it was with a vividness of which he probably had no notion. This man was a study for the gods. His attitude of perfect unconcern was not acting, it was nature.

I felt that, having gone so far, I must go farther.

“Do you think he’s guilty?”

“It seems almost incredible. He always struck me as being one of the pleasantest and most inoffensive little chaps alive.”

“Every one seems to think he’s guilty.”

He smiled.

“Every one’s an ass.”

“Suppose he were to be found guilty, and was hanged, and all the time he was innocent; how dreadful it would be.”

Another little movement with his hands.

“It’s the way of the world. The innocent are always being hung. Half the time we guilty ones go free.”

This was a man. I went still further.

“Do you know that we met each other, for the first time, on the night which the murder happened?”

“Am I likely to forget it?”

“Thank you. It’s very kind of you to say so. But do you know that we must have met each other quite close to what they call the scene of the tragedy.”

“I believe that we were within half a mile of it.”

“And it must just have happened.”

“Probably within twenty minutes of our meeting. By all of which you will perceive that our acquaintance in the beginning was cemented with blood.”

What did he mean? What kind of creature was he? I really began to wonder.

We went in to dinner, for which, by the way, he already had given me an appetite.

I had seen a good deal of men — of all sorts and conditions of men! — but I never saw a man who came within measurable distance of Mr. Reginald Townsend in the exercise of that very rare, and wholly indescribable gift, the gift of fascination. I should say that he would have been a favourite alike with men and women — I will stake my bottom dollar, as poor, dear Daniel would have said, that he would have been popular with every woman. To me the average “fascinating man” is a monstrosity. He so obviously bears his honours thick upon his brow. He so plainly tries his hardest to live up to them. There was nothing of that sort about Mr. Townsend. The charm was in him; it would come out of him whether he would or he would not. He was not conscious of it. There was no sign of effort. There was no effort. He was always natural, always completely at his ease. He could not help but give you pleasure. You yourself did not notice the glamour of his manner and his presence till, as it were, it had compassed you about.

Nor were his powers of fascination decreased by the fact that he was the best bred, the best dressed, the most graceful, and the handsomest man I ever saw.

This sounds like tall talking. But it is not. I am no tall talkist, especially where men are concerned. It is the simple truth. My friend, the gentleman, was a man in twenty millions; any woman would have been proud to own him.

I felt this very strongly, with a tendency to personal application, before the dinner was through. His conversation did me good. He talked as if he had been brought up in the same cradle with all the leading members of the British aristocracy. There was nobody who was anybody whom he did not seem to know, male and female. To listen to him talking was like reading the Almanach de Gotha and the Court Guide bound up together. Only it was better, and a deal more satisfying.

He began to speak of a particular friend of his, one Lord Archibald Beaupré, in a way which set me all of a tremble.

“I will bring Archie to call on you — if I may.”

This Lord Archibald Beaupré was a son of the Duke of Glenlivet, and, so far as blood went, not very distant from the Throne itself.

“I shall be very glad to see him, or, indeed, any of your friends. Is this Sir Haselton Jardine, with whom you have been staying, a married man?”

“He is a widower.”

“Has he any family?”

“He has a daughter.”

I don’t know what there was in his tone, but there was something when he said “He has a daughter” which made it almost seem as if he had slapped my face. I felt almost as if he had taken my breath away. I found myself echoing his words.

“A daughter? I see.”

There was silence. Something seemed, all at once, to have taken the heart out of the conversation. It floundered, fell flat; seemed, for a time, to die. I knew very well what that something was just as plainly as if it had been told to me.

It was that daughter of Sir Haselton Jardine.

It may seem odd. I had never seen the girl. I had never heard of her before. But, all the same, I hated her right then. She spoilt my dinner. That’s a fact. And, straight on the spot, she made me stand to arms.

I knew he loved her. And it made me feel — well, I had never thought that a little thing like that could have made me feel so queer.

I had meant to talk to him about my plans for the future. To have asked his advice upon points on which I wished him to think I needed it. I wanted to beguile him into showing interest in what I had set my heart upon, until he had drifted, though but a little, into the current of my affairs. But, somehow, after all, I did not seem to care to try. At least, not then. I let him go.

He was very nice. I was conscious that the man was almost like a woman in the quickness of his intuition. That, if it came to shooting I should have to move like lightning to get my shot in first. That he would detect any intended movement towards my gun even before the intention was wholly formed. And instinct told me that he was aware that I had perceived the intonation with which he had said “He has a daughter,” and that it rankled. I do believe that for the first time in my life I had given myself away. And to a man. But this man could read the stars. And after dinner, he was particularly nice, because he happened to have read them.

After he was gone I sat for ever so long in the drawing-room forming plans. The first wild notion had come to me before. I gave it form and fashion then. I, too, would buck the tiger. Why not? Who would have more cause than I? It is a peculiarity of my constitution that, whatever the game, I always play better when the stakes are high.

I would win my friend, the gentleman. I would go the limit every time until I did.

In winning him I should win all. Everything my soul desired. At a single coup, the game.

First of all, I should win the man. He was well worth winning — just the man.

Then I should win social recognition. By becoming Mrs. Reginald Townsend I should be spared years of struggling — struggling, too, which might only bring failure at the end. He wanted a clever wife, and he should have her. He wanted a good wife, and he should have her too. He wanted a wife who believed in him; he would never meet one who believed in him more than I did. He wanted a wife with money; probably there was not in England half a dozen possible women who had as much as I had. Given a wife who had all these things I doubted if there was a drawing-room in which he could not make her welcome — from the Queen’s own drawing-room, downwards or upwards. Practically he could place Society — with a big S! — at her feet, to do with as she chose.

To think of it! What a realisation of one’s dream. What a short and what an easy cut to the Kingdom of the Blest!

Again, in making him the captive of my sword and of my bow, I should be giving one to the daughter of Sir Haselton Jardine. That, also, would be worth the doing. To dislike any one is a mistake. I reminded myself of that over and over again. But I knew I hated her.

As to whether I should be able to win him — on that point I had no shadow of doubt. It was true that the overtures might have to come from me, but they should come. And when they came they should come in a guise which he would find resistless.

Or we should see!

I slept very well that night — soothed by my own fancies. I remember very well that, when I was in my bedroom, just before I got between the sheets, I looked at the hand which he had held in his, and, just where his hand pressed it, I kissed it. It was a silly thing to do, but it did me good.

I wondered if, when he had held her hand in his, she was silly too. But, no doubt, she had freehold rights — or she thought that she had freehold rights — to what was much better worth the kissing.

Never mind! But bide a wee!

Days slipped by. At his next examination before the magistrates things began to look very black indeed against poor Tommy. I suppose the witnesses supposed they spoke the truth — so far as I could see, there was no possible cause for their wishing to do otherwise. But how they lied! Unconsciously, we will hope, and in their haste. It was becoming plainer and plainer that unless something, as yet wholly unsuspected, turned up in his favour, Tommy bade fair to hang.

Well, I have seen a man hung on suspicion of stealing a horse, and directly he was hung the horse in question has turned up underneath the thief that really stole him. As Mr. Townsend observed, sometimes it seems as if the innocent were born to hang. If everything in life were certain, where would be the sport, and what would be the use of betting?

It is the element of chance that makes the game!

One afternoon something happened which struck me as being distinctly curious. It was after lunch. I was thinking of taking the air. I had just gone into the drawing-room for a moment, when there came a knocking at the door.

“Now, who’s that, I wonder?” I stopped the servant on her way to answer the door. “Eliza, let me know who it is before you say I’m in.”

I knew who it was directly she opened the door. It was no good telling him that I was not in. He did not even ask. He came himself to see. It was old Jack Haines, and with him was a stranger.

It was the stranger who made me open my eyes. I had to stare. For he was — and yet he wasn’t — the living, breathing image of my friend, the gentleman. He was Reginald Townsend, with a difference. And the difference — which was all the difference — was this: Reginald Townsend was a gentleman; this man was emphatically quite another kind of thing.

And Jack Haines treated him as if he was quite another kind of thing. He treated him as if he had been nothing but a cur, and the man bore himself as if he was used to being treated like a cur.

Mr. Haines strode into the middle of the room. He pointed to the stranger.

“You see this creature?”

It was an awkward sort of introduction. I scarcely knew what to make of it. The more I looked at him, the more I wondered who the man could be.

“He’s a detective — a private detective. That’s what he calls himself. If he is, he’s the English kind. When first I landed on this darned old island I went to him, like the fool I was, and I said, ‘I want to find my girl.’ And he said, ‘I’m the man to find her.’ And I said, ‘You are?’ And he said, ‘You bet. It’s only a question of money, that’s all it is.’ And that’s all it has been ever since — a question of money. That’s the only time he told the truth. If you knew the amount of money he’s had out of me you would laugh. He kept thinking that he’s found a clue, and wanting twenty pounds to find out if he’d found it, and every time he got that twenty pounds he found out he hadn’t. And now he thinks he’s found another clue, and I’ve brought him along with me in here to find out what sort of clue he thinks he has found.”

The man coughed behind his hand. He puffed out his chest. He drew himself upright. He tried to think himself a man.

“You are severe, Mr. Haines, uncommonly severe. Even detectives are but fallible. But, on this occasion I do not only think I have a clue, I am positive — quite positive.”

“What’s the figure?”

“Figure? Expenses — merely!”

“And what’s the clue?”

The man seemed a trifle fidgety.

“I am afraid that I am scarcely in a position at present — —”

Mr. Haines cut him uncivilly short.

“Stow that! You don’t touch a nickel till you tell me what’s the clue.”

The man cleared his throat. He looked round and round the room, as though looking for the clue. Mr. Haines’s inquisition seemed more than he had bargained for.

“As you are aware, Mr. Haines, I have searched all England for Miss Louise O’Donnel.”

“Judging from the amount of money you’ve had I should think you’ve searched all Europe.”

Again the stranger cleared his throat, as if he deprecated the allusion.

“You probably have it in your recollection that at one time I believed that I had traced her to Liverpool. Circumstances have recently occurred which have brought to me the knowledge that in so believing I was right. She is in Liverpool.”

Mr. Haines began to tremble like a leaf. I saw how easily this man, or any other man, could play upon what seemed to have become the dominating passion of his existence.

“Whereabouts in Liverpool? Tell me that!”

“Unfortunately, at this moment, that is beyond the limit of my power. But this I will undertake to do. If you are disposed to expend a further sum of fifty pounds I will undertake to place you in communication with her within, yes, certainly, within fourteen days.”

“You swear it?”

The man threw himself into an attitude which he, no doubt, intended to be sublime. “As one gentleman to another I undertake, sir, to do what I have said.”

“You shall have your fifty pounds. I will go and get it. Stay here.” Mr. Haines turned to me. “Do you mind my leaving him here while I go and cash a cheque? I want to give him the money in your presence, and on conditions which you shall hear.”

“I have no objection.”

I had not. Indeed, I had been wondering how I might find the opportunity to ask the man a question which should be entirely between ourselves. Whether he was as willing to be left alone with me as I was to be left alone with him, is more than I can say. He ought to have been. Mr. Haines took me at my word. He stamped through the hall and from the house. The stranger and I were tête-à-tête.

He did not seem to be exactly at his ease. Mr. Haines had not offered him a chair. He seemed to think that he would like one. Indeed, he said as much.

“With your permission, madam, I will sit down.”

“I would rather you did not.”

He was about to act on his own suggestion when my words arrested him. He seemed disconcerted, looking at me as if wondering what it was that I might mean. I went on, “Of course you are lying again?”

The man drew himself up with what he intended to be an air of dignity.

“Lying? — Again? — Madam! May I inquire what you mean?”

“Pray don’t put on that sort of air with me. I understand you very well, my man. You are too common a type not to be understood. Of course, you are lying again and of course I shall tell Mr. Haines so when he returns.” He looked as if he felt that in exchanging Mr. Haines’ society for mine he had made a change for the worse. “Or, rather, I shall tell Mr. Haines unless you give me satisfactory answers to the questions I am about to put to you.”

“I assure you, madam, that, as a gentleman — —”

“Stop! Confine yourself to answering my questions. On your answers will depend whether or not I shall keep silence. What is your name?”


CHAPTER XXVI.

ANNOUNCED!

The man twiddled his hat round and round between his hands, as if he sought inspiration from its brim. I sat and watched him. He was a poor kind of scamp. He was so easily nonplussed.

“My name, madam? Yes.” He struck himself with the palm of his hand upon his chest, affably, as it were. “My name is Trevannion — Stewart Trevannion.”

“Have you ever heard of Mr. Reginald Townsend?”

Mr. Trevannion went all of a heap. He looked at me like a startled rabbit. He turned, as if to obey an impulse which suggested that he should make a rush from the room. But he thought better of it. Instead, he put his hand up to his chin, appearing, all at once, to be plunged into a sea of contemplation.

“Townsend? Townsend? No! I don’t seem to remember the name.” He glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. He saw that it would not do. “Stay. I had a client of the name of Townsend — he was a merchant in the West Indies — but his name was John.”

“You won’t get that fifty pounds.”

Again he drew himself up, with an attempt at that air of dignity which he seemed so anxious to assume.

“I haven’t the honour, madam, of being acquainted with your name — excuse me, you must permit me to conclude — but I have to assure you that you appear to altogether misunderstand my character.”

After all, Mr. Trevannion was amusing. I laughed at him.

“I should be sorry to do that. In proof of it, if you could manage to tell the truth, just once in a way, should it not be too great a strain upon your constitution, I shall be happy to add twenty guineas of my own to Mr. Haines’s fifty.”

He appeared to be more startled than ever. This time his amazement seemed to be of a pleasurable kind.

“How much?”

“Twenty guineas.”

“Honour?”

“Straight.”

He adjusted his coat upon his shoulders.

“I’ll do it. Hanged if I won’t. Why shouldn’t I? I’m not afraid of him! He’s nothing to me! What is it that you desire to know, madam — for your twenty guineas?”

“Have you heard of Mr. Reginald Townsend?”

“I have.”

“I thought you had. What relation is he to you?”

“Relation?” He sought for inspiration from the ceiling. “Cousin.”

“Cousin? I see. You’re sure he’s not your father?”

“Father? No, certainly not! Absolutely not! There’s not the slightest ground for any presumption of the kind.”

“You won’t get the twenty guineas.”

“Madam!”

“Lied again.”

“I will be candid with you, madam. I will tell you the truth. Why should I conceal it?” Mr. Trevannion shot his cuffs. They were a trifle soiled. “The fact is that, for reasons of his own — what they are I have not the slightest notion! I think it possible that they may not be wholly to his credit! Mr. Reginald Townsend does not appear anxious to advertise the particular degree of consanguinity which binds us to each other — or, rather, which ought to bind us to each other — because, as a matter of fact, so far as he is concerned, with me affection never dies! I never can forget that the same heart nourished us both! — the binding is merely theoretical I’m his brother — his elder brother — and, as such, qualified to take my place beside him in all the salons of the land.”

He looked his brother. I had guessed he was a sort of Corsican brother from the first. He was like a caricature — all alive, oh! — of my friend the gentleman; reminding me of nothing so much as a picture I once saw in “Cassell’s Popular Educator.” It was called “The Child: What shall become of Him?” On the top line they showed you portraits of the child at various periods of his life, as he advanced towards honoured age. While, on the bottom line, were portraits of the child, also at various periods of his life, as he advanced towards the other kind of age. Mr. Trevannion recalled the portraits of the child advanced towards the other kind of age.

While he still continued in the pose which he had done his best to strike, and before either of us had spoken again, Mr. Haines came in.

Mr. Haines made short work of this brother whose affection did not die. He counted nine five-pound notes and five separate sovereigns on the table.

“There are fifty pounds. You mark it?”

“I certainly do observe that there appear to be fifty pounds.”

“Appear to be! There are!”

Mr. Haines raised his voice to a roar, which made Mr. Trevannion jump.

“Exactly — as you say — there are.”

“You can have that fifty pounds on the understanding that you undertake to place me in communication with my girl within fourteen days. If you don’t, next time I find myself in communication with you I’ll have value for my fifty pounds. You hear?”

“While you continue, Mr. Haines, to speak so loudly, I can hardly fail to hear.”

Mr. Haines covered the money with his hand.

“Swear that you will find my girl for me within fourteen days.”

I had noticed Mr. Trevannion’s eyes begin to glisten directly the money appeared. He seemed to fear that he might find such an oath a little difficult of digestion. Still he swallowed it.

“I swear.”

Mr. Haines turned to me.

“You hear? He says he swears.” He removed his hand. “Take the money. If you’re lying to me again, when next we meet there’ll one of us have fits.”

Mr. Trevannion took the money in rather a hurry, as if he feared that, after all, Mr. Haines might change his mind.

“I may truly say, Mr. Haines, that I never saw a father’s love which equalled yours. It is a rare, noble spectacle. It will be my pride, as well as my pleasure, to restore, in the shortest possible space of time, your child to her father’s arms.”

“Mind you do.”

Mr. Trevannion had disposed of the money. He turned to me.

“Eh, madam, might I have the pleasure of saying one word to you in private?”

“Certainly not.”

He seemed surprised.

“With reference to that little matter — —”

I interrupted him.

“Mr. Haines, if you are finished with this person might I ask you to relieve me of his society?”

Jack Haines chose to fly into a rage.

“What the devil, sir, do you mean by wanting to speak in private to a lady who’s a friend of mine! Outside!”

Mr. Trevannion went outside, Mr. Haines accompanying him to the door to see him go.

The very next day the Corsican brother obliged me with a call — my friend, the gentleman. He came accompanied by a friend — none other than that Lord Archibald Beaupré, of whom he had spoken.

My lord was long and thin and a little weedy. His hair was sandy, and parted, with mathematical exactness, precisely in the middle. It would not be many years before he went bald. His eyes were light blue — the kind of eyes which not only suggest a bad temper, but a senseless temper too. It is excusable — though foolish — to fly into a fury about something. But people with those sort of eyes are apt, when they feel that way disposed, to get into a rage about nothing at all, and to go blind with passion when they are at it. Milord’s manner was very well. Only he struck me as being the least bit condescending — as if he was conscious of what a well-born man he was.

It was very kind of Mr. Townsend to bring him, and so I told him.

By the way, all the time I was looking at Mr. Townsend, I could not help my thoughts travelling to Mr. Stewart Trevannion. How alike they were, and yet how different. How came the two lives to be lived on such different roads? Sometime it might be worth my while to improve my acquaintance with Mr. Trevannion. One might acquire from them a scrap or two of gossip which might prove useful by and by. Could this man ever be like that man? I doubted it. This had what the other had not — the courage of Old Nick. He would never crouch, whatever else he did.

But, as I was saying, it was very kind of Mr. Townsend to bring his friend. Although there was something about the fashion of his introduction which, instinctively, put my back up. I wondered what he had said to milord before he came. Nothing could exceed Mr. Townsend’s courtesy, but I had a kind of suspicion that he was seeking to recommend his friend to my notice as a substitute, as it were, for himself. I almost felt as if he were throwing us, with all the delicacy and grace conceivable, at each other’s heads. I could have sworn that he told milord, before he brought him on the scene, that I was a rich American widow, and that he had dropped, perhaps, something stronger than a hint that I was just the sort of woman whom it might be worth his lordship’s while to marry.

If he had, he had thrown his hint away. He was trying to travel along the wrong line of rails. That bird would not fight. There was only one man’s wife I meant to be, and he was himself that man.

They went away together. When they had gone, somehow or other I felt a trifle sore. I was beginning to get into a funny frame of mind. I was half disposed to feel that I should be willing to get my friend the gentleman — to get just him, and nothing more. I had never thought that I should fool like that for any man; or that I could. It puzzled me.

Things went on worse and worse for Tommy. At the close of his next examination before the magistrates, he looked as much like hanging as any man cared to do. As I read, I could scarcely believe my eyes. I stared and I stared. I almost began myself to believe that he must be guilty — that I must be dead. It just showed that things are not always what they quite seem.

A new witness went into the box. He said his name was Taunton. I soon saw that if Tommy was to be hanged it would be Mr. Taunton who would hang him.

It was Mr. Taunton, after all, who had given the police the office. It was he who had delivered Tommy into their hands. He had travelled in the same train with Tommy from Brighton. He had been in the next compartment. He had heard all the argument. And, from what he said, he must have been listening for all that he was worth.

But there! When I read all that was in the paper, I gasped for breath. In imagination I already saw the rope round Tommy’s neck.

Who would have thought that it ever would have come to that?

Two or three days afterwards I received a shock. I was looking through the morning paper when I came upon a paragraph which sent all the blood running out of my finger-ends — or it seemed to. It was in the column of daily gossip. Here it is: — 

 

“An engagement is announced between Mr. Reginald Townsend, one of the best known and most popular society figures, and Dora, daughter and only child of Sir Haselton Jardine. We understand that the marriage will take place very shortly. This announcement will be received with the wider public interest in view of the position of counsel for the Crown which Sir Haselton Jardine will occupy, should Mr. Thomas Tennant have to stand his trial for the Three Bridges murder. It is understood that the trial will be set down for the next Lewes Assizes. In that case the judge will be Mr. Justice Hunter.”

When first I saw the thing all that struck me was the bold fact of the engagement — that it was announced. On a re-perusal, it began to occur to me that the announcement was rather oddly worded. It might almost have been done with malicious intent. Beginning with marriage, it ended with murder.

A comfortable juxtaposition!

What was more, there seemed to be more murder in it than marriage. The stress seemed to be laid upon the murder. Certainly the impression likely to be left upon the imagination of the average reader was a combination of blood with orange blossoms.

I wondered who had inspired the paragraph in that peculiar form, and what would be my friend the gentleman’s sensations if, as I had done, he should chance to happen on it unexpectedly.

But, still, the engagement was announced.

That thing was sure!

The more I thought of it, the more I went all hot and cold. No wonder I had hated her directly he had told me that such a creature was in the world. Her name was Dora! What a name! It sounded Dolly. It must be her money he was after. He could not care for a woman with a name like that. She must be brainless!

Well, other women had money; and brains as well.

So the newspaper man had been given to understand that the marriage was going to take place very shortly. Was it? A marriage was going to take place very shortly. But not that one. We should see!

I pranced about the room; I worked myself into a rage. I felt that I must have it out with some one.

And I had. I had it out with Tommy’s wife!

It was all that paragraph.

The day before a servant had offered herself as a candidate to fill the place of the one I had dismissed. She referred me for her character to her late mistress. When she told me who her late mistress was I stared. It was Mrs. Tennant. It occurred to me, very forcibly, that one of Tommy’s servants would hardly do for me. Things might get about, and tales be told. I gave her application scant consideration.

Now, in the middle of my rage, it struck me that here was an opportunity to get rid of some of it — on some one else’s head. I might bait Mrs. Tennant. I could pretend to go and ask about the servant’s character, and give the servant’s mistress one, just by the way. I went and put my hat on, and made myself look as nice as I knew how, and off I trotted there and then.

I thought it more than possible that I should not be admitted — in her position some people would have declined to see strangers on business of any sort or kind. But I was. At the door they asked my name and what I wanted. When I said I had come about a servant’s character, I was shown into a sitting-room. And presently in came Tommy’s wife.

Directly I saw her I knew I had made a big mistake. I perceived at a glance that she was not anybody in particular — I mean that she was not a lady, or much to look at. She was just a woman. But, all the same, I knew that if I tried to close with her the odds were that I should get a fall.

She was just that kind!

She waited for me to begin. So I began — quite a thrill going through me when I realised that I was actually talking to Tommy’s wife.

“I have called about a servant named Jane Parsons.” She moved her head — the motion was scarcely equivalent to a bow. “She tells me that she was in your service. She has referred me to you for a character.”

“I have nothing to say against the way in which Jane Parsons performed her duties.”

Her voice was of that peculiar kind which you never hear issuing from between the lips of any but an Englishwoman, and from but few of them. Sweet, soft, gentle, yet incisive and clear. It may seem ridiculous — one can only speak of one’s own experience — but I have never known it to be a possession of any but a good woman. It is apt, when I hear it, to have a most absurd effect upon me — for some occult reason, which I do not pretend to understand, it makes me go ashamed all over.

“May I ask why she left you?”

She flushed, though very slightly; and, perhaps unconsciously, she drew herself up straighter. I saw that, unwittingly, I had rubbed against a raw.

“Did she not tell you?”

Jane Parsons had not told me. I said so, though I did not think it necessary to explain that I had got rid of her before she had had a chance to get as far.

She hesitated, as if mentally selecting the fittest words.

“Jane Parsons left me because I was in trouble.”

At once I perceived my opportunity. I saw what it was she meant, though I pretended innocence.

“In trouble? Indeed? Was there illness in the house?”

“There was worse than illness. To do Jane justice, I do not think she would have left me merely because there was illness in the house.”

“I am afraid I do not understand.”

Mrs. Tennant smiled — very faintly, and not with joy.

“It is immaterial. The point is, I did not discharge the girl. She left me of her own accord. I should have been glad to have kept her. She is sober, clean, honest, and industrious. As good a servant as I should wish to have.”

I pretended to look at a little memorandum book which I took from my purse.

“Your name is Tennant — Mrs. Tennant?”

She nodded her head, still faintly smiling.

“My name is Tennant.”

“I perceive that the names are similar; but I take it that, in spite of the similarity, you are in no way connected with the Three Bridges murderer?”

The shot sped straight home. She went red all over, then white as a sheet. Her lips trembled. I thought for a moment that she was going to cry. But she didn’t.

“I don’t know what it matters to you or how it concerns a servant’s character; but I am the wife of the Mr. Thomas Tennant who is being wrongfully accused of murder, but who is wholly innocent of any crime.” Then, with what was very like a hysterical outburst, she added, “He is the dearest and the best husband in the world.”

“Dear me!” I rose from my seat. I went to the door. “I had no notion that you were in any way connected with that dreadful creature, or I certainly should not have troubled you. To think that you can be the wife of such a man! Of course it is altogether out of the question that I could knowingly engage a servant who had lived in such a house as this!”

Without waiting for her to summon a servant to escort me to the door, I showed myself out into the street.

I had given her one. But now that I had done it I was not by any means proud of the gift I had bestowed. Indeed, when I got indoors I could have bit and slapped and scratched and pinched myself — and worse. Women are cats. There is no doubt of it. Especially to each other! I know it, to my sorrow, of my own experience. If there was one thing on which I had always prided myself, it was that — at any rate, in that respect, I was not like other women. Whatever else I was, I was not a cat.

And now I had been the cat of all the cats!

And all because of that stupid paragraph in that stupid paper.

When I thought of that pale-faced woman, with her sweet, true mouth, and brown eyes, and of all the trouble she had to bear, and of how I had gone out of my way to add to the bitterness of it all, and to rub it in, I could have banged my head against the wall.

But there! the thing was done. And when a thing is done — especially a thing like that — it is not the least use being sorry. One may as well pretend that one is glad. And, after all, the engagement was announced. And why did they announce it, if they did not want to drive me into a rage?

Poor Tommy! He bade fair to have the most to suffer. After his next examination before the magistrates, they committed him for trial. According to the newspapers, it would take place almost immediately. Things were moving fast. It was time that I should move as well. It was time that I should come to an understanding with my friend the gentleman.

So I wrote to him to come and see me, putting a touch or two into my note which I knew would bring him.

And he came.


CHAPTER XXVII.

MR. TOWNSEND IS MADE TO UNDERSTAND.

I wondered if he had an inkling of what it was that I might have to say to him. He showed no signs of it. But one could not tell. I felt, instinctively, that his intuition was every whit as keen as mine. While as for his appearance of perfect ease, it clothed him like a skin.

As he lounged in an easy-chair I drank in, as it were, the atmosphere of his grace and elegance and charm of manner. I felt that I was going to enjoy myself. I believe that the fighting instinct is the strongest instinct that I have. I knew that, at least, for once in a way, I was going to cross swords with a foeman who was worthy of my steel.

I began to play with him, as a preliminary to the earnest which was to follow.

“I hear that I am to congratulate you, Mr. Townsend.” He made a slight movement with his hands — it was a pretty little trick he had. “I understand that you are about to make a change in your condition of life. You are about to be married.”

“In that respect I do deserve your congratulations, for if ever there was a marriage which, to one of the parties at any rate, promised all that the heart of man could desire, it is that on which I am about to enter. Therefore, Mrs. Carruth, I do solicit your congratulations.”

He looked me straight in the face as he said this, a smile peeping from the corners of his lips. The first score had been with him. And I felt he knew it.

“I saw that the engagement was announced.”

“I know that it was announced — I believe at the suggestion of Sir Haselton Jardine.”

“It was rather an odd announcement, the one I saw.”

“Odd? In what way?”

“Perhaps the oddity was also part of Sir Haselton Jardine’s suggestion.”

“What was there peculiar about the one you saw?”

“Well, there was a little about the marriage, and a good deal about the murder.”

“What murder?”

“The Three Bridges murder. It seemed to me to be rather a funny mixture. It was not so much an announcement of the engagement as of Sir Haselton Jardine’s connection with the murderer.”

“His connection with the murderer?”

“As counsel for the Crown.”

“I’m afraid I don’t quite follow your meaning.”

“No? Really?”

He got up.

“I fear, Mrs. Carruth, I must tear myself away. I have an appointment which I am inclined to think is already overdue.”

“You mustn’t go. Did I not tell you in my note that I have something which I particularly wished to say to you? Have you forgotten? I am coming to it now.”

“I am but too disposed to yield to temptation, Mrs. Carruth, being fully conscious of how good it is of you to say anything to me at all.”

He said that kind of thing with an easy assurance and an exquisite grace, which seemed to rob it of its banality. Resuming his seat, he continued to look me straight in the face. He gave me no lead. I had to make one for myself.

“It is about the murder.”

“The murder? Every one seems to be talking of that!”

“Are you going to let Mr. Tennant hang?”

To look at him one would not have imagined that he understood me in the least.

“I am afraid that that is an issue which scarcely rests in my hands. I wish the poor chap well. I don’t know that there is anything else that I can do for him. Is there any talk of a petition being got up in case he is convicted?”

“You see, I saw you do it.”

“You saw me do — what?”

He asked the question as coolly as you please.

“The murder!”

It might have been my fancy, but I thought that a sort of greyness passed for a moment over his face, and that the pupils of his eyes came to a point. But certainly he showed no other signs of discomposure.

“I suppose, Mrs. Carruth, that you are jesting?”

“I have been jesting. I jest no more.”

He watched me for some seconds with anxious scrutiny.

“What am I to understand you to mean?”

“You are to understand that I saw you commit the murder with which Mr. Tennant stands charged.”

He continued to examine my face. Reading as much of it, I suppose, as he desired to read — which, possibly, was more than I intended. Not the slightest shadow of a change took place in his own. Having concluded his examination, he got up from his chair. He went to the fireplace. Leaning his elbow on the mantelboard, he stood looking down into the burning coals.

To judge from his demeanour, what he had just now heard possessed only the smallest personal interest for him.

“Where were you?”

“I was on the bank. You almost threw the lady upon my head.”

“Really?” He positively smiled. “How do you know it was I?”

“I saw you. You stood on the other side of the hedge and stared at me.”

He glanced up from the fire.

“Did you rise up, like a sort of accusing spirit, from the middle of the bushes?”

“I did. That kind of thing was enough to make any one rise.”

“How very odd! Do you know, I took you for a ghost. You gave me a horrid fright. I took to my heels, and ran for my life.”

“I know you did. I saw you start off running.”

He laughed softly. He seemed to find the thing amusing in a way which began to strike me as a bit uncanny. His gaze turned to the fire.

“Do you know, I thought that you were that kind of woman from the first?”

“What do you mean? That I was what kind of woman?”

“I mean nothing disagreeable, on my honour. Only I thought that we might be sympathetic.”

His words or his manner, or both together, cut me as if he had struck me with a lash. So far he seemed to be doing all the scoring. I was silent. I still would bide my time. He went on — 

“By the way, how came you to be upon the bank?”

I hesitated. Should I tell him anything? And, if anything, how much? I knew that he was watching me. I decided to be frank.

“I fell out of the train.”

“What train?”

“I was in the same compartment with this Mr. Tennant. We had a discussion. In the course of it I fell out.”

“While the train was moving?”

“Yes. It was a miracle I was not killed. As a matter of fact I fell among some bushes, and was not even scratched.”

“You say that you fell out. Do you mean that you fell out with Mr. Tennant’s help?”

“He had nothing to do with it. It was a pure accident. He may have thought that he had, but he had not.”

“Is it possible that he thinks you were killed?”

“It is extremely possible. When that body was found I believe he thought that it was mine.”

“This is very curious; but if he saw the body he would know it was not yours.”

“Would he see it? Taking it for granted that it was mine, he would not want to see it, and would they compel him to see it against his will?”

His tone was contemplative.

“I suppose they wouldn’t — no. So, if he is found guilty, and is sentenced to be hung, he will actually go to the gallows under the impression that he deserves his fate. I never heard of anything so curious.”

It occurred to me that not the least curious part of the situation was the fashion in which he appeared to regard it from the point of view of a mere outsider. He continued to gaze at the fire. Presently he smiled again.

“And now may I venture to ask you why you have told me this extremely interesting scrap of news?”

“Because I intend to save the life of an innocent man.”

“How?”

“By laying the real facts of the case before the police.”

“Unless I do what? I suppose there is something I can do to save myself. Otherwise you would have laid the real facts of the case before the police before.”

“There certainly is a way by which you can constrain me to silence.”

“Oh, yes; there are several ways of doing that.”

Something in his tone caused me to grasp the revolver which I had slipped into my dress pocket. I had not known how he might take what I had to say. I had thought that it might be just as well that I should come prepared.

“You need not fondle that pretty little pistol of yours. I was not thinking of that way, I assure you.”

The man’s quickness of perception verged upon the supernatural.

“It is a matter of indifference to me whether you were or were not thinking of it. I am not afraid.”

“I believe that you are not.”

“I am not. You are wrong in saying that there are more ways than one of constraining me to silence. There is but one.”

“And that is?”

“You may save yourself from the law by the law, and, so far as I am concerned, only by the law.”

“Explain yourself.”

“According to the law of England, on a capital charge, a wife may give no evidence against her husband.”

Unless I was mistaken, he slightly started. Anyhow, his elbow came off the mantelboard and his arm fell to his side. There was silence.

Presently he returned his elbow to its former place upon the mantelboard.

“I see.”

It was an ejaculation, rather than anything else. To the best of my judgment his face was expressionless as a mask. But I could not see his eyes — he kept them flamewards. Next time he spoke he confined himself to the utterance of a monosyllable.

“Well?”

“So far as I am concerned, that is all.”

He stood up straight. He faced me, turning his back to the fire.

“May I ask why you wish to marry me?”

“I? It is you who wish to marry me, surely.”

He regarded me with unwavering eyes.

“Let us be frank with one another. Why do you wish to marry me?”

“I am not conscious of having expressed any wish of the kind. I merely suggest that if I were your wife, in time, your neck would be saved. Otherwise — —”

I allowed the sentence to remain unfinished.

“I am not a prize in the matrimonial market.”

“I have not inferred that you were. However, that is a question of the point of view.”

“And your point of view is?”

“You have certain things I want.”

“As for instance?”

“You have position — I have money.”

“What sort of position do you imagine me to have?”

“You have the entrée to the best society in England.”

“It does not follow that I can give that entrée to my wife.”

“If you have a particular kind of wife, it does.”

“And you would be that particular kind of wife?”

“I should. I have sufficient brains, sufficient looks, and sufficient money.”

“What is your idea of sufficient money?”

“I can spend, say, between forty and fifty thousand pounds a year, and still economise.”

For the first time, he evinced genuine surprise. I thought I had him; but I had not.

“Between forty and fifty thousand pounds a year? No. Then why do you live in such a place as this?”

“If you have any doubts as to the existence of the money, I shall be happy to give you ample proof, not only that my income is considerably over the larger of the two sums which I have mentioned, but also that it is certain to increase.”

“Then you are a rich woman, even as riches go. You might have your choice of the best partis in England. You would have no difficulty in marrying a man who really has what I only have in your imagination — family and influence. For instance, there is Archie Beaupré. He has some of the bluest blood in England in his veins. He has just the things you want. Why not marry him?”

“If I did, you would hang.”

He smiled. It seemed to me that this time his smile was a little strained.

“Again I am compelled to ask, why do you wish to marry me? — me, in particular?”

“I will hint at a possible reason — one which may commend itself to you. You said, just now, that when first you saw me something told you that we were sympathetic. That something told you aright — we are.”

I had hit him at last. Something came into his face and eyes which said I had. It stayed only for a moment. But it stayed long enough to show that, under that expressionless mask, there was a volcano raging.

“You certainly are an unusual type of woman.”

“Precisely; and you are an unusual type of man. We approximate.”

He laughed out loud. But, to my ear, there was something in his laughter which was scarcely gay.

“But, my dearest lady, you are aware that I am already engaged to be married?”

I shrugged my shoulders.

“I have seen something about it in the papers.”

“And now you hear it from me as a fact. There are circumstances as connected with my engagement which render it certain that, if by any overt act of mine, it is ruptured, I shall be ruined, I shall forfeit my reputation; I shall lose, entirely, and for ever, what you say you want — that fragment of a position, which in reality is all that I possess.”

I simply tilted my chair backwards, pressed the tips of my fingers together, and smiled at him.

“I have enough money to buy it back again — all that you are likely to lose, and more. I would not allow any consideration of that kind, if I were you, to frighten me. Besides, I think that, perhaps unconsciously, you exaggerate. However, don’t let us carry the discussion just now any farther. The great thing is that we understand each other. Should I remain a free agent, or, in other words, should I not be your wife, in time, I shall do my utmost to save the life of an innocent man.”

“What do you mean by being my wife in time?”

“Within eight-and-forty hours of the jury bringing in a verdict of guilty against Mr. Tennant.”

“Poor wretch! Then, I take it, you do not require a promise from me now?”

“Neither now nor at any other time. From first to last the matter is purely one for your own consideration. It is your affair, not mine. There are such things as special licenses. I believe one can get married within twelve hours. By the way, Mr. Townsend, I want you to do me a favour.”

“If I can. What is it?”

“I want you to get me a ticket for the trial.”

He started — really! The start was unconcealed. There was no mistake about it.

“The trial? Do you mean for Tennant’s trial?”

“I do.”

“Do you propose to be present?”

“Certainly.”

“What for?”

“It will be so funny.”

“Are you meditating active interposition?”

He eyed me as if he would have searched out my inmost soul. His anxiety — obvious at last — amused me.

“My dear Mr. Townsend, you may take my word for it that I shall stand, literally and exactly, to every syllable I have uttered. You need be under no apprehension of my interposing in the trial. I shall do nothing in the business, of any sort or kind, until eight-and-forty hours after Mr. Tennant has been found guilty. What I am to do then rests, as I have explained, with you. You will be able to obtain the ticket I require from your friend, Sir Haselton Jardine.”

The keenness of his scrutiny relaxed. Possibly he deemed it wiser to pretend that he was satisfied, even if he was not.

“If I can get you a ticket, you shall have one. I think I have read somewhere that, on a question of taste, there is no room for disputation.” He smiled — his natural smile once more. “And now, dear Mrs. Carruth, let me assure you that I am very sensitive of the compliment which you have paid me and of the still greater honour which you would do me. Of my own unworthiness I am but too conscious. But I would ask you to let me tell you frankly — since frankness is the order of the day — that, were it not for the ramifications and complications of my unfortunate position, I should long ere this have been at your feet, upon my knees. I protest that, more than once when in your presence, I have experienced the greatest difficulty in keeping myself upstanding.”

I laughed. How the man could lie! With what a grace!

We parted the best of friends.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

THE PRISONER COMES INTO COURT.

I got the ticket, and I went to the trial.

I travelled in the same train with the judge. At Victoria, as I was standing at the carriage door, a little old gentleman, of the beer-barrel type of architecture, went toddling by. He wore gold spectacles, he had a very red face, a double chin, and big, pursy lips — the sort of old gentleman one would have liked to have smacked on the back.

Another old gentleman was standing near me. He was tall and thin. When the little old gentleman went toddling by this other old gentleman moved his head in the toddler’s direction and his arms in mine.

“Judge Hunter.”

I was most benign.

“Indeed! Is that Judge Hunter?”

“Going down to Lewes Assizes; been spending a day in town.”

That was a Monday. Of course, the day before had been Sunday. But what the man meant is more than I can say.

The thin old gentleman and I shared a compartment. He fed me with scraps of information by the way.

“Good judge, Hunter. He has one qualification which a good judge ought to have.”

“What is that?”

“Been a bit of a rogue himself.”

“Is that a qualification which goes to the making of a good judge? Then what a number of good judges there must be.”

The thin old gentleman smiled.

“I don’t mean in a criminal sense, you understand. He’s not been in prison, and that kind of thing. But Hunter has not lived exactly the life of a saint. In the case of a judge a fellow-feeling ought to make one wondrous kind.”

“I see.”

It was a delightful journey. The sun was shining; the air was warm and sweet; the country through which we passed seemed lovely. Perhaps I was in the mood!

As we rattled through Three Bridges Junction the thin old gentleman recommenced his process of feeding me with titbits of information.

“This is where the murder took place.”

“Is that so?”

How different it looked in the sunshine!

“Just about there” — he was pointing through the window of the carriage— “is where they found the body.”

I wondered if he was right. I, myself, had the vaguest notion. I had not been in a position to make a mental map of my surroundings. It struck me that it must have been a little farther on; to me, at the time, it had seemed to be a good distance from the station. But then I had to allow for the rate at which we were moving. I had walked along the line.

“It was a dreadful thing — dreadful! It makes one’s blood boil when one thinks of it. I do hope that, this time, no false sentimentality will be allowed to interfere, and that they will hang the man.”

I had become used to hearing that sort of remark. Everybody seemed to be taking it for granted that Tommy was guilty. I could but acquiesce.

Lewes seemed to me to be a charming town — all up-hill and down — though I must confess that there was a little more up-hill than down. And all so old! I do so like a town to be old. Of course one would never dream of living in it, but it is so nice to visit.

The assizes were not to open till the Tuesday. Tommy’s trial was not expected to begin till the Wednesday. So I had time upon my hands. I was truly rural. I went to Newhaven — a horrid hole! — and across the road to Seaford — which was much of a muchness. And I lived on the Lewes Downs. What a breeze there was up there! And what a view! And I saw the prison — the outside of it, I mean, not the inside. It was built right on the edge of the downs — rather cool in winter, I should think.

I came on a warder. He was smoking a pipe. I suppose he was taking the air. He was a big man, with a huge red beard and one of the best-humoured faces I ever saw. I wondered what he did with his good-humour when he went inside. I should think it must have been against the prison rules to take it in.

We foregathered. He was affability itself. He pointed out the various parts of the prison.

“That is the debtors’ wing, that is; that’s where we keep the hard-up ‘uns. A chap can’t earn five-and-twenty shillings to pay his poor rate, perhaps, so we spend ten pound over locking him up. That’s a pretty game, that is. I’ve never been able to make head or tail of it myself. But, of course, it’s no affair of mine. Those are the convicted wards. We haven’t got enough prisoners of our own to keep the place properly going, so they send us a few down from town — some of the worst they’ve got. Nice ones some of them are. That’s the chapel. Oh, yes, we have a regular daily service; we couldn’t get on without one, could we? — twice on Sunday — Protestant and Catholic. They’re very particular, some of ’em, about their religion. We chaps don’t do much in the service. All our time’s took up in looking after the boys; and the worse a man is, the more he likes his bit of chapel. That’s where we keep the prisoners who are awaiting trial — Tennant’s in there.”

“Indeed! How very interesting! And what sort of a man is he? — I suppose he’s a dreadful man?”

The warder began combing his beard with his fingers.

“Not a bit of it; don’t you think it. He’s as decent and nice a chap as ever you’d wish to meet.”

“Don’t you think he’s guilty?”

“Oh, I don’t know nothing at all about that. Some of the very worst murders ever I have known have been done by some of the very nicest chaps ever you met — when you come to talk to ’em, I mean. I don’t know how it is, but so it is. He’ll be hung — safe to. That’s where they’ll hang him. You can’t see it from where we are, but there’s a little yard in there where they build the gallows. I expect I shall have the charge of him in the condemned cell. I generally do have. I’ve hung ’em before to-day; but it’s not a nice job.”

Poor, dear Tommy! It made me go queer all over to hear the man talk of him like that. What a funny world it is? Or is it the people in it who are funny?

When the trial began the court was like a theatre. I got in early — for reasons of my own. I wanted a particular place, and succeeded in obtaining the object of my heart’s desire.

I had had a peep in at the court on the opening day of the assizes. What I wanted was a position in which I should not face the prisoner. I found that the prisoners were placed in a sort of railed enclosure. Their feet were about on a level with the lawyers’ heads. On one side of this enclosure was a kind of pew. So long as the occupants kept their seats it was impossible for any one in the enclosure to even guess at their identity. I soon saw that a seat in this pew was exactly what I wanted. If I wore a thick veil, and made certain changes in my attire, Tommy would never dream that the woman whom he was charged with having murdered was actually sitting within reach of his hand, a spectator of the trial.

When I reached the court the usher — or whoever it was — wanted me to sit on the bench, on a line with the judge and immediately facing the prisoner’s dock. He assured me that that part of the court was specially reserved for ladies who were ticket-holders, and that it was quite impossible that they could be allowed to sit anywhere else. This impossibility I rather doubted, and when I presented him with two beautifully bright, new yellow sovereigns he seemed to doubt it too.

“I don’t want to be conspicuous,” I explained. “I just want to see everything without being seen.”

Nothing could have possibly been truer or more reasonable. Possibly those two sovereigns aided that usher to see both the truth and the reason. Anyhow, he showed me into actually the seat I wanted.

Very soon the place was crowded. No end of ladies graced the bench. Some of them must — unlike modest little me! — have come to be seen as well as to see. Certainly they were dressed for show. The court wore quite an air of fashion.

Among the crowd, but not on the bench, was Tommy’s wife. She came in with an elderly lady and gentleman, whom I took to be her father and mother, or else Tommy’s — I could not make my mind up which — and a younger gentleman, who still was pretty well on in years. I had no doubt that he was Tommy’s solicitor. As Mrs. Tennant came in two of the barristers, who were sitting among a heap of others at a table, stood up and shook hands with her. I found out afterwards that, as I suspected at the time, they were Tommy’s counsel. Somebody must have known who she was, because, directly she appeared, quite a buzz of whispering went round the court. The women on the bench leaned towards each other, and stared and did everything but point at her. They might have been ladies — gentlewomen, as my old mother used to have it, they were not. She removed her veil and looked at them — just once, and that was all. She looked very sweet and pale and troubled, but grit to the finger-ends.

Other counsel were sitting cheek by jowl with Tommy’s counsel. One of them, turning as Mrs. Tennant entered, looked her keenly up and down. He was an ugly, mean-looking, colourless, bloodless little man. His robe, or whatever they called the thing he wore, was different to the others — it was of silk. I wondered what he was.

Suddenly there was a stir in court. Somebody appeared like an undertaker’s mute — only he wasn’t a mute — from a door at the back.

“The judge.”

Everybody rose to their feet. In waddled the fat little fellow I had seen in the train. He reminded me, somehow, of the comic man in the burlesque. He had on an enormous wig, about sixty yards of what, from where I sat, looked like some sort of scarlet blanketing, and — as if that wasn’t enough! — fur. He presented a dreadful spectacle. Goodness knows that he had a red enough face of his own! They might have put him in white.

There was some rubbish which I did not understand — and did not want to. It was some time before I could take my eyes off the judge. He was something to stare at. The more I looked at him the more I wondered what they would do if the man was struck with apoplexy. To me the risk of something of the kind, which he seemed to be running, was simply awful.

Then they swore in the jury. Among them were some of the stupidest-looking men I ever saw. If they were married it was a pity they could not have sent their wives, and they themselves have stayed at home. There must have been more sense somewhere in the family.

Then somebody said — 

“Bring in Thomas Tennant!”

A hush came over the court. All eyes were turned in one direction. I, alone, did not dare to turn to look. There were movements behind me, then all was still. I noticed that Mrs. Tennant had removed her veil again, and had turned round in her seat and was looking at some one whom I could not see — looking at this some one with a smile.

I knew that she was looking at her husband, and that Tommy was going to be tried for the murder of me.

As I sat there, scarcely daring to breathe, staring straight in front of me, yet seeing nothing, my thick veil obscuring my features, my hands tightly clasping the knob of my umbrella, I was experiencing the most singular sensation I had ever known.

It was worse than stage fright, by a deal.


CHAPTER XXIX.

THE TRIAL BEGINS.

I am not able to describe all that took place. To begin with, everything that happened seemed to me for some time to be happening in a dream. When, afterwards, I read the account in the newspapers, it came to me with all the force of novelty.

The fact was that, for ever so long, it was all I could do to prevent myself from swooning and making a scene and spoiling it all.

It seems funny that, after having gone so much out of my way, and taken all that trouble, I should have been such a goose; but I was.

When I begun to have my wits about me I found that the mean-looking little man who had so keenly eyed Mrs. Tennant was making a speech. Then I understood, not all at once, but by degrees, that he was counsel for the Crown, that he was opening the case for the prosecution, and that, in short, he was Sir Haselton Jardine.

So this was the father of Mr. Townsend’s Dora!

Well, if the daughter in any way resembled the father, I could not say much for Mr. Townsend’s taste.

But the thing was out of the question. I was certain that he did care for her, and it was altogether impossible that he could care for a woman who in any way whatever resembled this shapeless, pulseless, mummified little man. I knew my friend, the gentleman, too well. I felt persuaded that, as regards resemblance, or rather want of resemblance, to her father, Dora Jardine was one of nature’s eccentricities.

It seemed odd when I did begin to come to myself, to notice how the people hung upon every word which the little man was uttering — and they had to hang if they wished to hear. He seemed to be speaking in a whisper. His voice matched his appearance and his size. After one had listened for awhile, however, one began to realise what a singularly penetrating whisper it was. He never raised his voice; he made not the slightest attempt to produce an effect. He spoke as one could fancy a machine might speak, yet each syllable must have been audible to every person there.

And probably his speech, as a whole, produced a strong impression on every one who heard it. I only heard — to understand — the concluding words, but I know that when he sat down I felt as if the first string of the rope which ultimately was to bury the man behind me had been woven before my eyes.

“Call Samuel Parsons!”

Samuel Parsons proved to be a big, shock-headed man of the navvy type. He was not examined by Sir Haselton Jardine, but by another barrister, who was as big and blustering as Sir Haselton was small and quiet.

Samuel Parsons was a ganger. He had been walking along the up line to his morning’s work, when he saw something lying among the bushes about half-way down the bank. It was a woman. She was dead. He described the position in which she lay, and exactly whereabouts he found her.

Tommy’s counsel asked no questions.

A policeman followed. He had been informed that a woman had been found dead on the line. Went to see her. Described the position in which she lay. Was informed that she had not been touched before he came. She was quite cold. Was well dressed. Her clothes were wet. It had rained earlier in the morning. There was nothing about her to show who she was. Examined her linen later; there were no initials or marks on it of any kind. Her pocket was empty.

Again Tommy’s counsel asked no questions.

A porter came next — Joseph Wilcox. He was examined by Sir Haselton Jardine. Joseph Wilcox was a pleasant-faced young fellow, who gave his evidence with a degree of assurance and an air of conviction which — considering what his evidence was — took me aback. If ever there was a witness who seemed convinced of the truth of his own testimony, Joseph Wilcox was the man. And yet —— 

Well, this is what his evidence amounted to: — 

He was the porter who had shown me into Tommy’s carriage when the train left Brighton. I had not noticed him. Indeed, I remembered nothing at all about him. He declared that he had noticed me particularly. He should have known me again if he had seen me anywhere. Asked what had made him notice me, he said because I had come running up just as the train was starting, and — this with something of a blush — because I was so good-looking. I ought to have blushed, but I did not. Asked to describe me, he gave a pretty glib and pretty clear description of a woman who was not in the least like me.

I wondered what impression Joseph Wilcox’s ideas of my personal appearance made on Tommy. I guessed that they did impress him, because presently a scrap of paper was handed from the dock to the counsel in front.

Asked if he had seen me since, he said that he had. He had gone to East Grinstead, and had seen me in the mortuary, dead. Had he the slightest doubt that the woman he had seen in the mortuary dead was the same woman he had shown into the carriage?

He had no doubt whatever.

He said this with an air which, I am persuaded, impressed every one who heard him with the conviction that there was no doubt.

I wondered what Mr. Wilcox’s feelings would be if he ever came to learn that he had done his utmost to hang a man by the utterance of as great a lie as ever yet was told.

Sir Haselton then asked him if he had noticed if there was any one in the carriage into which he had shown me. There was — a gentleman. He had occasion to notice him because he had been leaning out of the carriage window talking to two other gentlemen who had come, apparently, to see him off.

“Should you know him again?”

“I should.” Mr. Wilcox pointed towards the dock. “This is the gentleman.”

“You are certain of that?”

“I am quite certain.”

As Sir Haselton sat down I felt as if he had woven another strand.

Tommy’s counsel rose.

I found out afterwards that his name was Bates, M.P., Q.C. He was tall, well-built, grey-headed. His wig suited him. He had a bold, clear voice, and a trick of standing with one hand under the skirt of his gown and the other pointed towards the witness.

“You appear to have noticed this unfortunate woman very closely, Mr. Wilcox. Can you tell us something else which you noticed about her?”

“In what way?”

“Did you notice, for instance, if she had been drinking?”

“I did not.”

“Can you swear that she had not been drinking?”

“There was nothing about her which made me suppose that she had.”

Mr. Bates sat down. If Tommy had told him that I had had too much to drink he had told as big a story as was ever told.

“Call George Baxendale!”

Mr. Baxendale was the first gentlemanly-looking witness who had appeared in the box; he was also the one who seemed to be least at his ease. He was a tall, fair, slightly built man, with long, drooping moustache, the ends of which he had a nervous trick of twisting. He glanced towards the dock with what he possibly intended to be a friendly smile. The distortion of his visage, however, which actually took place, more strongly resembled a ghastly grin.

He was examined by Sir Haselton’s colleague.

“Are you related to the prisoner?”

“I am related to his wife. I am Mrs. Tennant’s cousin.”

This explained the ghastly grin.

“Do you remember Sunday, the 8th of November?”

“I do.”

“Where were you?”

“I was at Brighton, staying with some friends of mine.”

“Did any one come to see you on that day?”

“Yes. Mr. Tennant.”

“By what train did he return to town?”

“By the 8.40.”

“Have you any particular reason for remembering that it was by that train he returned to town?”

“Well, for one thing, Jack Cooper and I went up to the station to see him off.”

“What happened while you were at the station seeing him off?”

Mr. Baxendale told of my getting into Tommy’s carriage. He answered the questions which were put to him as if he was desirous of giving as little information as he possibly could, which did not make it better for Tommy. He had not noticed me particularly. Did not think he should know me again. Had seen the body at East Grinstead. Had not recognised it. Could see no likeness. Still, it might be the same woman. Could not swear that it was, or that it was not. Had really not taken sufficient notice of the woman who had got into the train.

His questioner sat down, leaving an impression on the minds of the people that if the witness had not been Mrs. Tennant’s cousin some of his questions would have received different answers.

Mr. Bates stood up.

“About this woman of whom we have heard — was there nothing about her which you noticed?”

“There was.”

“What was there about her which you did notice?”

“It struck me that she had been drinking.” The witness became voluble all of a sudden. “She seemed to be in a state of excitement, which, probably, was induced by drink. She certainly was not a lady. She struck me as being a woman of a certain class. In fact, I was just going to suggest to Tennant that he should get into another compartment, when the train was off.”

“Why were you going to make that suggestion to Mr. Tennant?”

“Because I knew that he was a shy, nervous sort of fellow, who easily loses his presence of mind, and I thought that, cooped up in a compartment alone with a woman of that sort, who was in that condition, without a stoppage before he got to town, there might be unpleasantness.”

“You thought it probable that she might annoy him?”

“I thought it extremely probable.”

When Mr. Bates sat down, the other counsel once more got up. He proceeded to turn Mr. Baxendale inside out.

He could not swear the woman had been drinking. He only surmised it. Could not exactly say what caused him to surmise it. She was excited. That might have been owing to her anxiety to catch the train. Women do get excited when they are flurried. She might have been a lady. Had no groundwork of fact for his suggestion that she was a woman of a certain class. It was quite true that, as he had said in his examination-in-chief, he had not noticed her. Should not like to swear that she was not a teetotaler and a lady of the highest birth and breeding. In fact, he should not like to swear to anything at all. He might get down.

He got down, looking badgered.

I owed him one.

He was followed by the Mr. Cooper with whom he had stayed at Brighton. Mr. Cooper was a short, thick-set man, looking just what he was, a captain in the navy. His manner was self-contained; his answers short and to the point.

He had accompanied Mr. Baxendale to see Tommy off. Had seen me get into his carriage. Had scarcely glanced at me. Should not know me again. Had seen the body at East Grinstead. Could not say if it was the same woman. Was not qualified to express an opinion.

Mr. Bates asked no questions.

Next came a porter, John Norton. He had an anxious, careworn face, and grizzled hair. His manner was tremulous. He kept fidgeting with his cap. More than once he had to be asked to speak up. He was examined by Sir Haselton Jardine.

Was a porter at Victoria Station. Remembered the 8.40 from Brighton coming in on Sunday, November 8th. It was due at Victoria at 10 p.m. Noticed a gentleman sitting alone in a first-class carriage. It was the prisoner. Noticed he was holding a white handkerchief to his cheek. There were red stains on it, as of blood. Was going to open the carriage door when a gentleman jumping out of the next carriage opened it instead. When he passed again the gentleman was standing at the door of the compartment speaking to the prisoner. Prisoner was holding another handkerchief to his face — a silk one. Presently the prisoner and the gentleman went off together. Passed the carriage again immediately afterwards. Saw something lying on the floor. Found it was pieces of glass. Found that the carriage was in disorder. There were stains of blood on the cushions and the carpet. The window, in front of which the prisoner had been sitting, was down. On pulling it up, found that the glass was smashed to pieces. Gave information to the guard. Efforts were made to find the prisoner, but he had left the station. Was certain that the prisoner was the man he had seen sitting in the empty carriage.

Mr. Bates asked no questions. I wondered what was the defence he intended to set up. If he was going to do nothing more to earn his money than he was doing at present, it seemed to me that Tommy might as well have kept it in his pocket. Here was Sir Haselton Jardine twisting the rope tighter and tighter round Tommy’s neck, and Mr. Bates seemed to be doing nothing at all to stop him.

I would have asked John Norton questions.

The guard of the train came next. John Norton had called his attention to the broken window. He corroborated what John Norton had said as to the condition of the carriage. He had noticed that the alarm bell appeared untouched. Nothing had attracted his attention on the journey. The compartment in question was in the next coach but one to his, but he had heard nothing. Sounds would have travelled in his direction. Still, it was difficult, when there was a wind, and the train was going at a high speed, to hear what was taking place in the next coach but one; for instance, if there were two persons quarrelling. At the same time, if any one had screamed at all loudly he could scarcely have failed to hear that. His hearing was very good. The compartment looked to him as if somebody had been having a fight in it.

Again no questions from Mr. Bates. So far, Tommy could have managed equally well without his help.

Though it is true that that is saying little.


CHAPTER XXX.

MR. TAUNTON’S EVIDENCE.

“Call Alexander Taunton!”

He came not, though they called.

Instead there was an interval for refreshment. A buzz of talking rose in the court. With one hand the judge pressed his spectacles more firmly in their place. He took a bird’s-eye view of the proceedings.

“I think,” he observed, “that before taking the evidence of the next witness, it might be convenient if we were to adjourn for luncheon.”

So we adjourned. At least, some of us did. The prisoner was taken away. I heard them removing him behind me. Most of the counsel removed themselves, and some of the people. The greater part of us who stayed set to eating. Sandwiches were produced and other things. Mysterious refreshments were brought in from without. I had my own little store. Everybody chattered. It was quite a festive scene.

“Call Alexander Taunton!”

Proceedings recommenced by a repetition of the words. But again he did not come.

“Alexander Taunton!”

One heard the name shouted by different voices, apparently in different passages and at different doors. Still none answered. The delay ruffled the judge’s feelings.

“What does this witness mean by keeping the court waiting? Where is he?”

Sir Haselton Jardine’s colleague rose with the apparent intention of personally assisting in the search.

“Here he is,” said some one.

And there he was. I almost dropped from my seat.

Who should get into the box but Reginald Townsend’s Corsican brother, Jack Haines’s private detective, who had told me that his name was Stewart Trevannion.

I could scarcely believe my own eyes at first. But it was the man — if one had seen him once, there was no mistaking him. To me he seemed to be peculiarly ill at ease — an uneasiness which was not by any means concealed by an attempt to carry things off with a flourish. He bowed to the judge, he bowed to the jury; I believe he was going to bow to the lawyers too, only at the last moment he changed his mind. He placed his silk hat on the rail at his side. He took off one of his brand-new gloves. Unbuttoning his overcoat, he opened it so as to display his chest. There was something about him which destroyed the effect he evidently intended to produce — it made the people smile.

The judge was serious enough.

“What do you mean by keeping the court waiting?”

Alexander Taunton — or whatever his name was — pressed the finger-tips of his left hand against his chest.

“I beg your lordship’s pardon. I had just that moment stepped outside.”

I could have wagered he had stepped outside to drink just another drop to help him to keep his courage up. The more I looked at him the plainer I saw that there was quite a hunted look about his eyes.

The story he told in response to Sir Haselton Jardine’s questions filled me with something more than amazement. Of course he was the Taunton whose evidence at the examination before the magistrates one had read in the papers, but I had never for an instant suspected — who would have done? — that the two men were, or could be, one and the same. By the time he had finished he had hammered every nail in Tommy’s coffin. And the strangest part about it was that — as none knew better than I — certainly the larger portion of what he said was true.

He had travelled from Brighton in the next compartment to Tommy and I. Think of it! On that fateful Sunday night I had journeyed with one brother half the way and with the other brother the rest of the way to town.

He had heard us having our little discussion. He had heard some of the things we had said to each other — especially some of the very strongest. He had heard the banging of the door as I fell. According to him, the sound had so agitated him that he had not known what to do. He suspected that something had happened, but he had not known what. He owned now that he ought to have given the alarm and stopped the train, but at the moment he lost his presence of mind. On reaching Victoria he found Tommy sitting in the next compartment alone. Blood was flowing from a wound in his cheek. Prisoner’s own handkerchief being soaked with blood, witness lent him one of his own — a silk one. On which prisoner threw his bloodstained handkerchief out of the window.

At this point, altogether unexpectedly, Sir Haselton Jardine sat down. Mr. Bates got up. As he did so, the witness looked over his shoulder as if he would have liked to have turned tail and run.

I saw that Mr. Bates was going to do something to earn his money at last.

The witness saw it too.

“My learned brother, Mr. Taunton, has brought your story to a point at which it reminds one of those sensational tales which are to be continued in our next. With your permission we will continue it together. You have told us of your charitable loan of a handkerchief — a silk handkerchief. May I take it that you then communicated with the police?”

“No.”

“Then what did you do?”

“I had no actual knowledge that a crime had been committed.”

“I ask you, Mr. Taunton, when you had lent the silk handkerchief, what you did.”

“I saw the prisoner to a cab.”

“Then did you communicate with the police?”

“I did not.”

“Then what did you do?”

“I accompanied him a short distance in the cab.”

“Did he give you anything when you parted?”

“He gave me his address.”

“Did he give you anything else?”

“He gave me a deposit on my silk handkerchief.”

“He gave you a deposit on your silk handkerchief. I see. What was the amount of the deposit?”

The witness hesitated.

“Ten shillings.”

“Do you swear it was not more than ten shillings?”

“It might have been a pound.”

“Do you swear it was not more than a pound?”

“It might have been thirty shillings. I don’t exactly remember.”

“I see. For the first time your memory begins to fail you. Then did you communicate with the police?”

“I did not.”

“What did you do?”

“The next day I called on the prisoner at his office at Austin Friars.”

“Yes. And then?”

“I charged him with the murder.”

“You charged him with the murder. Of course, then, you did communicate with the police?”

The witness seemed to find the reiteration trying. He looked around him, as if seeking shelter.

“Unfortunately, I did not.”

“Unfortunately? I see. Unfortunately, what did you do?”

“At that time I was very pressed for money. I yielded to the pressure of my necessities.”

“By which you mean?”

“That I accepted a small loan.”

“You accepted a small loan. Did you not levy blackmail? Did you not extort blood-money, sir? Did you not demand a sum of money in exchange for your silence?”

Mr. Bates raised his voice very considerably. The witness quivered.

“I believe I did suggest that a small loan should be made to me.”

“And you got it?”

“I did.”

“What was the amount of this small loan?”

“A hundred pounds.”

“A hundred pounds?” This from the judge.

The witness, “Yes, my lord.”

“You call that a small loan? Well, go on.”

Mr. Bates went on.

“Then what did you do?”

“I called again at the prisoner’s office. When I found he was not there on this Friday I called at his private house.”

“On which occasion you found him ill in bed?”

“I found him in bed.”

“In the presence of Mrs. Tennant you suggested that another small loan should be made you?”

“I might have done.”

“You did not get it?”

“I did not.”

“You were shown to the door instead?”

“I left the house, resolving to tamper no more with my conscience.”

“Having been refused another small loan?”

“I went at once to the police, and told them everything.”

“Including the incident of the small loan?”

“I don’t know that I told them about that.”

“I think it probable that you did not. Mr. Taunton, what is your profession?”

The witness gripped the rail in front of him.

“I have none.”

“May I ask, then, how you earn your living?”

“As best I can.”

Mr. Bates turned to the judge.

“I think it possible, my lord, that I may be able to throw a flood of light upon what the witness means by saying that he earns his living as best he can. Mr. Taunton, when did you last come out of gaol?”

Obviously the witness gripped the rail in front of him still tighter. The moisture gleamed upon his forehead.

“That has nothing to do with it.”

The judge interposed. “Answer the question, sir.”

The witness turned his twitching countenance towards the judge.

“I would respectfully suggest, my lord, that it has nothing to do with the present case.”

Mr. Bates struck in.

“With your lordship’s permission, I may be able to render the witness material assistance. Mr. Taunton, at York Assizes, five years ago this month, under the name of Arthur Stewart, were you not sentenced to five years’ penal servitude by Mr. Justice Hunter?”

The judge pressed his spectacles into their place.

“I thought I had seen the man before. I remember him very well. Was it a case of bigamous intermarriage?”

“The man — this man — was found guilty of having married four women, one after the other, of robbing them of all they had, and then deserting them. Possibly, also, your lordship will remember that no less than three previous convictions were proved against him.”

“I remember the case very well. And I remember the man. It was one of the worst cases of the kind I had ever encountered. I believe I said so at the time.”

“Your lordship did. Strangely enough, while your lordship was judge, I was for the prosecution. I recognised the man directly he stepped into the box. I have no doubt that he recognised me.”

Mr. Bates sat down.

“When did this man come out of prison?”

Some one spoke from the side of the court.

“He was released on ticket-of-leave, my lord. The ticket has just run out.”

“Was there any police supervision?”

“I believe not, my lord.”

“Then I hope that the police will keep their eyes upon him.” He turned to the witness. “According to your own statement, you appear to have been guilty of an offence as heinous as any of your previous ones. Your conduct has been as bad as it could have been. I may consider it to be my duty to recommend your prosecution. As I have said, I hope the police will keep their eyes on you. Go down!”

The witness went down — all the flourish gone clean out of him. He looked more dead than alive.

It may seem queer, but I felt quite sorry for the wretch.


CHAPTER XXXI.

THE CASE FOR THE CROWN CONCLUDES.

After that the court adjourned till to-morrow. Mr. Alexander Taunton’s performance wound up the programme of the day’s entertainment, as it appeared to me, with adequate spirit.

At the inn or hotel, or whatever they called it, at which I was stopping, every one was talking of the trial. The chambermaid, who waited on me at dinner, could talk of nothing else. She went gabble, gabble all the time that she was in the room, and it seemed to me that she stopped in the room as much as she possibly could. Her manners, if rustic, were familiar.

She had witnessed Tommy’s arrival at the court.

“A more dreadful-looking wretch I never saw. It gave me quite a feeling to look at him. He’s got pig’s eyes. And cruel! There was cruelty all over him!”

Poor Tommy! She must have had an insufficient view, or she was prejudiced. A milder-mannered man was never charged with having cut a throat, nor, I verily believe, a tenderer-hearted one.

“And they tell me his wife was in court. I never! She must be a one! I’d have drowned myself sooner than let people know I was the wife of a man like that. She must be almost as bad as he is, or she would never have dared to show her face.”

Alas for the rarity of Christian charity! Dear, dear, how these Christians do love each other! To think that that sweet-faced, true-hearted woman should have been spoken of like that!

“They’re sure to hang him, that’s one comfort. I think it’s a shame they don’t hang him out of hand, without making all this fuss about it. I think such creatures ought to be hung directly they catch ’em.”

“Before ascertaining if they are guilty?”

“He’s guilty, safe enough. The wretch!”

Well, of course, she knew best. Still, what a funny world it is.

At dinner I ordered a bottle of wine. The landlord brought it up himself, as an excuse for a gossip. He was a shrivelled-up little man, about sixty, not at all like the typical Boniface.

“I thought that I should have been on the jury. But I was on the jury yesterday instead. But there are two cousins of mine who are — got heads screwed on their shoulders both of ’em.”

“Indeed? Will you have a glass of wine?”

“Thank you, ma’am, you’re very kind. I don’t mind if I do.” He did not mind.

“I can recommend this port wine. I’ve had it in my cellars over twenty years. Your very good health, ma’am. Yes.” He shook his head. “Neither of them holds with this chap’s little games.” I had not the faintest notion to what little games he alluded. “I saw you in court, ma’am. Might I ask if you’re interested in any of the parties?”

“Not at all. I am an American. While I was staying in England I thought that I would not lose an opportunity of seeing one of your great trials.”

“Ay, this is a very great trial, this is. It won’t soon be forgotten. Do you think he’s guilty?”

“Do you?”

“Well, what I say is just this. I wouldn’t be locked up alone with a strange woman in a railway carriage all the way from Brighton to London, not for — not for any amount of money.”

“You are flattering.”

“I don’t mean nothing — not at all. Only, in this case, how are we to say what happened? He seems to be a decent kind of chap. She might have been nasty, there might have been a rumpus, he might have tried to get away from her, she might have fallen out upon the line. How is any one to tell?”

My friend, the landlord, in spite of his somewhat unpromising appearance, seemed to be one of the few sensible persons I had recently encountered. I pressed him to take another glass of wine. He yielded to the pressure.

“Don’t you think they’ll find him guilty, then?”

“Oh, they’ll find him guilty, safe enough, and I daresay they’ll hang him, too. That’s just the best of it. When a man gets mixed up with a woman in a thing like this they’re sure to think the worse of him. But it doesn’t follow that he did it, any the more for that. As for that chap Taunton, I’d hang him!”

It seemed that my friend the gentleman had good cause to congratulate himself on the possession of such a relative. He seemed to be held in general esteem.

When the court reopened the next day I changed my seat. I had taken careful stock of the scene of action the day before. The result had been that I came to one or two conclusions. I perceived, for one thing, that one might very easily sit upon the bench and yet preserve one’s anonymity. If I wore a cloak, kept my veil down, sat on the back row, and kept myself in the shade, I need fear no recognition from Tommy.

I quite hungered for a sight of the prisoner. I had not dared to turn and look at him from where I sat the day before. The action might not improbably have attracted his attention.

Besides, I wanted to have a good view of what might, not improperly, be described as the closing tableau.

So when I entered the court this time I presented the usher with a sovereign for a seat on the bench. I had a seat on the bench — quite in the shade.

The place was, if anything, more crowded than ever. It was understood that the trial was to conclude in the course of the day. Perhaps that proved an extra attraction. Anyhow, we were uncomfortably crowded on the bench, and the court, everywhere, was as full as it could hold. I wondered how much — in a theatrical sense — the house was worth to a some one — say the usher.

The judge came in. Then Tommy. They let him have a chair. I had a good look at him. He badly wanted shaving; there was a month’s growth of hair upon his cheeks and chin. But he looked better than I expected — and braver. His wife sat in front of him, as she had done the day before. She turned as he came in, and greeted him with a smile. Such a brave one! Without a suspicion of a tear! He smiled back at her.

Poor dears! Their smiling days were nearly done.

When he was seated and had recovered from the excitement of his entry, after all, the expression began to creep into his face, which I had expected to see there all along. The expression of stupor, of mental paralysis, of shame, of horror at the position in which he found himself, and at the things which were to come.

Poor, dear Tommy! He looked to me as if there was no fight left in him.

I need not have feared his recognition. He never looked at any one. He just glanced now and then at his wife, and every time he did so there came into his face a something which was a curious commingling of pleasure with pain. But, with the exception of Mrs. Tennant, I doubt if he clearly realised the personality of any other creature there.

The first witness called was a man named Stephen Rodman. He said he was a “tapper,” which, I suppose, had something to do with railway work, though I don’t know what. Early on the morning of Monday, November 9th, he was walking in the six-foot way of the arrival platform of Victoria Station. He saw a handkerchief lying on the ground. He picked it up. It was soaked with blood, and was still damp. In the corner was a name, “T. Tennant.” The 8.40 from Brighton had been drawn up at that platform the night before. Sir Haselton Jardine’s colleague, who was examining, handed witness a handkerchief — still unwashed. That was the one he found.

Jane Parsons followed, actually the girl who had been in Mrs. Tennant’s service and who had applied for my situation. Certainly the prosecution were fitting the rope round Tommy’s neck, as if they did not mean to leave him a loophole of escape. I wondered what she had to say.

Not much. She began by showing an inclination to cry, which inclination she presently gave way to. The tears trickled down her cheeks. She kept dabbling at them with a handkerchief, which she had squeezed into the shape and size of a penny ball.

She was a parlourmaid. Had been, till recently, in Mrs. Tennant’s service. Remembered November 8th. Mr. Tennant went to spend the day at Brighton. Mrs. Tennant told her he had gone. Miss Minna was not well, so missus stayed to nurse her. Admitted Mr. Tennant on his return. It was pretty late. After eleven. Mr. Tennant did not seem to be himself at all. He seemed all anyhow — as if he had been fighting. There was a great cut on his cheek. Helped him off with his overcoat. It was all torn and rumpled about the collar. The top button had been torn right off, and a piece of cloth torn with it. It was spotted with blood. Shown an overcoat; recognised it as the overcoat which Mr. Tennant had worn. His collar and tie were disarranged. As a rule he was a most particular gentleman about his clothes.

Mr. Bates asked a question or two.

Had been in Mrs. Tennant’s employ more than two years. Mr. Tennant was a very good master — no one could want a better. Lived a quiet, regular life. Was very fond of his wife, and she of him. Made a perfect idol of his little girl.

At this point poor Tommy covered his face with his hands.

She didn’t believe he had ever done it, and she never would — she didn’t care what nobody said. This statement was volunteered, amidst a burst of sobbing. Mr. Tennant was very nervous. They used to make a joke of it in the kitchen. The least thing put him off. She meant that he was easily flustered. He was a tender and a loving husband and father, a gentle and a kind master, and she didn’t believe that, willingly, he would hurt a fly. Jane’s tears burst forth afresh.

Mr. Bates sat down.

The detective who had arrested Tommy next appeared. His name was Matthew Holman. He was a sinewy, greybearded, greyheaded, not unkindly-looking man, looking more like a sailor than anything else. His evidence was purely cut and dried, and formal. Prisoner had made no statement on being arrested. All efforts to trace the identity of the dead woman had been unsuccessful. Mr. Bates allowed the witness to depart unquestioned.

The medical evidence which followed revived the flagging interest. It roused Tommy more than anything which had gone before. As well it might.

Two doctors were called. The first was a country doctor. A middle-aged man, with a fatherly sort of manner, and something of the milk of human kindness about his mouth, and in the twinkling of his eyes. His name was Gresham.

Dr. Gresham had examined the body twice. First at the Three Bridges, afterwards in the mortuary at East Grinstead. The first occasion was between nine and ten on the morning of Monday, November 9th. Life had been extinct some hours, probably twelve. The body was that of a well-nourished, healthy young woman, probably under twenty-one years of age.

When he heard this Tommy started. Certainly no doctor could have mistaken me for under one-and-twenty.

She was far advanced in pregnancy.

Tommy started again. I fancied that Mrs. Tennant started too.

The cause of death was strangulation.

Tommy started more and more. Leaning over the rail of the dock, he stared at the witness with all his eyes.

He was sure of it. He had no doubt upon the point whatever. Unfortunately, there was no room for doubt. She had been killed by the pressure of a man’s hands and fingers. Great violence must have been used. In fact, extraordinary violence. The skin of the throat was discoloured. Marks of a man’s hands and fingers were most distinct. Indeed, so distinct, that when he first saw them they amounted almost to a model. There were slight bruises on the body, such as might have been caused by a fall. There was a livid bruise which ran from shoulder to shoulder across the back. It had probably been caused by pressure. For instance, by pressure against the edge of a carriage seat. His theory was that she had been forced back against the edge of the carriage seat, and in that position strangled. Falling from the train had not been the cause of death. The fall had nothing to do with it.

When Sir Haselton Jardine sat down Tommy and Mr. Bates had quite a long confabulation. Tommy seemed half beside himself with excitement — I very well knew why! It struck me, however, that Mr. Bates did not seem very much impressed.

Still, acting no doubt on his client’s strenuous instructions, he subjected the doctor to a rigorous cross-examination.

But it was all in vain.

Poor Tommy!

Mr. Bates first of all suggested, as it were, casually, that the woman was more than one-and-twenty. The doctor did not think it possible. Everything went to show that she was not. Then, after some fencing, he tried to induce the doctor to admit that she might have been strangled after she had fallen from the train. That she might have fallen from the train by accident. Been stupefied by the fall, and, on recovering from her stupor, that some one might have come along and strangled her. The doctor would have none of it, He deemed the thing incredible. Mr. Bates hammered away, but the doctor held his own.

Tommy was done!

He was done still more when it came to the second doctor’s turn. He was a Dr. Braithwaite, a great swell from London. He had examined the body at East Grinstead. He corroborated all that Dr. Gresham had had to say, putting things, if anything, a little stronger against poor Tommy. He declined to move a hair’s-breadth from his fixed conviction that the woman had been strangled — in the train.

When he left the box every creature in court was aware that, unless something amounting almost to a miracle intervened, Tommy’s fate was sealed.

Sir Haselton Jardine, half rising from his seat, announced that that was the case for the Crown.


CHAPTER XXXII.

MRS. CARRUTH REMOVES HER VEIL.

After luncheon came the speeches.

Sir Haselton Jardine’s was as deadly as it very well could have been. He was not a bit of an orator. He reminded one of an automatic figure as much as anything, as if he had been wound up to go. He went quietly on, in the same placid, passionless sort of whisper, but as clear as a bell. One never lost a syllable he uttered. He never faltered or stumbled. The words, as they flowed from him, were exactly adapted to the meaning they were intended to convey. He fitted them together with the dexterity of an artist in mosaic.

One began almost to feel that one was listening to the voice of doom.

He recounted the story. He observed that it did not appear to be disputed that the prisoner had travelled in the same compartment with the woman who was dead. He did not know what the defence would be. But if it was intended to suggest that death had been the result of accident, he asked the attention of the jury to the medical evidence. It was shown by that that death had not been caused by falling from the train. The woman had been strangled — strangled by a man’s two hands. The degree of violence which had been used not only inevitably suggested premeditation, but also great resolution in carrying out what had been premeditated. The murderer had resolved to kill, and he did kill.

They could not say with certainty what happened after the train left Brighton. A feature of the case was that the efforts of the police had failed in establishing the dead woman’s identity. So far as they could discover she was nameless. No one had come forward to claim her — to say who she was. She seemed to have come from nowhere. No one seemed to have missed her now that she had gone. It was a mystery. He could not say if the prisoner had it in his power to supply them with the key to that mystery. Men live double lives. The witness Taunton had told them that what he had heard had caused him to conclude that the man and woman in the next compartment were acquaintances. That might have been the case. In that connection he would merely remark — that the prisoner was a married man; that the woman was young and pretty; that she was far advanced in pregnancy; that she wore no wedding-ring.

In these facts they might, possibly, find a motive for the crime.

A great crime had been committed. A young woman, scarcely more than a girl, who would shortly have become a mother, had been done to death. So far as one could perceive, there were no palliating circumstances. It was the other way. The crime was the act of a coward, as well as of a criminal. He did not desire to press the case unduly against the prisoner. It was his duty to ask them, as jurymen, if the facts which had been presented were not adequate to bring the crime home to him. If they deemed them inadequate, then, without showing fear or favour, it was their duty to say so.

Sir Haselton Jardine sat down.

And Mr. Bates got up.

Mr. Bates began by remarking that he did not propose to call any witnesses for the defence.

Then, in that case, in view of the body of evidence which had been called for the other side, Tommy’s goose was cooked, and he was done for. Mr. Bates might have as well kept still. A general movement which took place in the court seemed to be a voiceless expression of this consensus of opinion.

Mr. Bates said that, in taking this course, he was almost overwhelmed by a sense of responsibility. That was chiefly owing to the fact that the law of England was still in such a state that the prisoner could not go into the box and testify. He was exceedingly anxious to give his testimony, but it could not be received as evidence. If he had spoken out at first he might not, and probably would not, have been in the position which he was occupying now. But he had shrunk from the course which a wiser man would have pursued — shrunk from it for reasons which were natural enough, but which still, he was bound to say, were insufficient. Now it was too late. His voice could not be heard.

It was his duty, as the prisoner’s advocate, to lay before the jury the prisoner’s story.

Then Mr. Bates told what had really happened, and told it very well indeed. His story was literally accurate. I did not detect a single discrepancy. I think I should have done! He was frank almost to a fault. He nothing extenuated, nothing set down in malice. Nothing was omitted — even the dotting of the i’s.

And yet I doubt if a soul in court, with the exception, perhaps, of Tommy’s wife, believed a word he said.

To me, listening up there, the thing was inconceivably funny.

The chief difficulty which Mr. Bates had to contend with, as he owned, and as one perceived without his owning it, was the medical evidence. He admitted that it was difficult to reconcile it with the prisoner’s story. The prisoner declared that he did not understand it; that it had come upon him with the force of a surprise.

His theory was that the woman had been stunned by her fall from the train. As she was unconscious, or before she had recovered, some straggling vagabond had found her lying on the bank. He had robbed her. To effect his purpose he had had to add murder to robbery. The prosecution had not laid stress upon the point, but she evidently had been robbed. There was not the slightest tittle of evidence to connect the prisoner with the robbery, so counsel for the Crown had been wise not to dwell upon it. On the other hand there was complete absence of motive, and the fact that nothing of any sort could have belonged to the dead woman had been found in the possession of the prisoner.

He admitted that the suggestion that murder had been committed after the fall from the carriage was well worthy the attention of the jury.

The prisoner made a mistake — which however, he submitted, was the mistake which we might naturally have expected from a constitutionally nervous man — in not giving the alarm immediately the accident took place. He ought to have spoken when they reached Victoria. He ought not to have allowed himself to be frightened by the blackmailing Taunton. But, after all, these were all mistakes which a perfectly innocent man, of his constitution, in his position, might have made. We none of us could absolutely rely upon having our wits about us when we most wanted them.

The prisoner had made mistakes. He owned it. But he begged the jury to consider that the law did not permit him to put the prisoner into the witness-box, and that the prisoner was convinced that, if he only might be suffered to tell his tale his innocence would be established. Above all, he entreated them not to send a fellow-creature to an ignominious death because he had yielded to the promptings of a timorous constitution and had not played the man.

When Mr. Bates sat down the judge summed up.

And he did it very briefly.

He pooh-poohed Mr. Bates’s story altogether. He told the jury that they were at liberty to believe it, if they could. But it was not supported by a shred of evidence. It was disproved in several essential particulars, and it was his duty to inform them that it was contrary to every principle of English law that an ex parte statement which was without any sort of corroboration should be allowed to weigh, for an instant, against a large and authenticated body of evidence which had been sworn to by credible and impartial witnesses. At the same time, if there was any doubt in their minds, let the prisoner have the benefit of it; though, so far as he was concerned, he had not the least doubt in his own mind that the man was guilty, and, if they did their duty, they would say so.

Of course this was not exactly what he did say, and of course he said a good deal more than this, but this is the gist of what his saying amounted to. Certainly the judge’s summing-up was every whit as damning as Sir Haselton’s speech had been. Mr. Justice Hunter had evidently himself no doubt upon the matter, and, by inference, he took it for granted that no one else could have any either.

The jury followed the judge’s lead. They never left their places. They whispered together for a few moments. Then one of them announced that they were prepared with their verdict.

“Do you find the prisoner guilty or not guilty?”

“Guilty.”

Some one told the prisoner to stand up. He stood up.

“Have you anything to say, prisoner, why sentence should not be pronounced against you?”

The prisoner had something to say — just a word or two.

He was very white. He was clinging to the rail in front of him. His throat seemed parched. It seemed all that he could do to speak.

I noticed that his wife was looking at him with upturned face, and that her eyes were streaming with tears.

“I am innocent. I did not do it. I did not kill her. I never touched her. There is something I do not understand.”

That was all he had to say — and that was not enough.

As the judge very soon made him comprehend.

He took a black thing out of a tin box which was at his side and perched it on the top of his wig, and he sentenced Tommy to be hanged; and, in sentencing him, he gave it to him hot.

He told him that instead of exhibiting any signs of remorse for the dreadful thing he had done he had just uttered an infamous lie to add to the rest of his crimes. That lie had extinguished any spark of pity which he might have felt. Tommy had been guilty of as wicked, as cruel, and as cowardly a murder as had ever come within the range of the judge’s experience. He might not hope for mercy. There was no circumstance of extenuation. He had behaved more like a devil than a man. He was a disgrace to his class and to his station, and he had brought shame upon our common manhood; and the sentence of the court was that he should be taken to the place from whence he came, and there be hanged by the neck till he was dead; and might God have mercy on his soul!

And that was the end of it — or it might have been, if it had not been for me.

I don’t know how it was; I don’t know whether the devil prompted me or not. But the idea came to me, all at once, with a force which was beyond my powers of resistance.

And I did it!

I dropped my cloak, I removed my veil, and I stood up where I knew that Tommy would see me. And he did see me. He looked my way, and he saw me, and he knew me too!

And I smiled at him.

And with sudden, instant recognition he stretched out his arms towards me in a kind of frenzy; and he tried to speak, or shout, or do something, but he couldn’t. And before he could get a word out edgeways the warder bustled him down the stairs below.


BOOK IV THE CRIMINAL.

(The Author tells the Tale.)


CHAPTER XXXIII.

MR. TENNANT SPEAKS.

“I saw her! I saw her!”

“None of that now. You’d better come quietly.”

Mr Tennant looked at the warder who spoke. With the assistance of his colleague the man was hurrying him along in a fashion which, even at that moment of amazement and of horror, in some subtle way reminded him of his school days.

“I saw her!” he repeated.

“So you might have done; nobody says you didn’t. Only don’t let’s have any fuss.”

The man spoke as one might speak, not ill-naturedly, but with the superior wisdom of a senior to a fractious child. Mr. Tennant knew that he was not understood; that it was no use to attempt to make himself understood. His mind was in a chaos. What was he to do?

It had come to him in a flash of revelation that he had been made the subject of some hideous mockery, the victim of some malevolent plot; that he had been racked and re-racked for nothing at all; that he had stood his trial for the murder of a woman, who, all the time, was actually alive; that the law had committed some grotesque blunder; that he had been condemned to be hung for another person’s crime.

What was he to do?

He did nothing till he was back again in gaol. In the condemned cell this time. Nobody had told him, but he knew what it was. He knew that here a long line of murderers had awaited their fate, that here he would be kept until he was hung.

A natural shudder shook him as he realised that they were about to thrust him into this last abiding-place of the damned. He felt that if he did not speak so as to make himself understood before they had him fast in there he would never have a chance to speak at all: That if that door clanged upon his silence, hope, for him, would have died with its clangour.

He turned to the warder.

“I wish to see the governor.”

“You can’t see the governor now.”

“I must. Listen to me.” He tried to restrain his emotion, to hold himself in hand. “Some extraordinary error has taken place. Just as I was leaving the court I saw the woman whom I am charged with having killed.”

The warder stared, as if inclined to laugh.

“I am not mad, nor am I dreaming; nor did I see a ghost. I saw this woman. She was as much alive as you or I. She was among a number of other women on the bench near the judge. She stood up and she stared at me. I saw her as plainly as I see you. There has been some astounding mistake. Tell the governor that I must see him at once or it will be too late. If you do not tell him my blood may be upon your head.”

“All right.”

The warder clanged the door, and went.

Mr. Tennant was left alone in that abode of the haunted.

Would the man tell him? Would the governor come? Would he listen if he came? Would they stir a finger? Would they believe him? Would they pay the slightest attention to anything that he said?

It would have been hard enough to hang believing her dead, although he had not killed her, but now that he had seen her standing up and looking at him, and smiling at his agony —— !

This explained the two ghostly visitations. It was not a ghost, it was herself he had seen. All this time he had been suffering the agonies of the damned, and she had been laughing in her sleeve. How she must have enjoyed the play! Oh, what a fool he had been!

What was that? Was that footsteps ringing on the stone pavement along the vaulted corridor? He listened. It was somebody going, not coming.

Suppose the governor would not come?

There was a bell. Should he ring it and make a scene and in that way emphasise the expression of his desire? If he could succeed in no other way, he would try that. It was time that was precious. Every moment that passed made his task the harder. If they had only given him an opportunity to proclaim the woman’s identity! If they only had! If he could only get back into the court even now and stop her before again she vanished into air!

Would the governor not come?

Then he would ring the bell and wake the echoes of the prison, and keep on ringing until they either disconnected the bell or put him into irons. He would not hang without a struggle now. He would ring at once.

Ah! There was some one coming.

Two persons. He could hear two separate tramp tramps, one falling a little behind the other as they came along the flagstones.

The door was opened. It was the governor.

“You wish to see me?”

“I do, sir.”

Again Mr. Tennant tried to master himself, to hold himself in hand. He realised to the full, and very late in the day, how much might hinge upon his being able to preserve his presence of mind.

“What do you wish to say?”

“I wish to say that the woman whom I am charged with having murdered was actually in the court.”

“Nonsense.”

“It is not nonsense. It is the simple truth. I saw her as plainly as I see you.”

The governor eyed him with what, for him, was a look of ferocity — unofficially, he was one of the softest-hearted creatures breathing.

“Man, don’t tell such tales to me.”

“I am telling you the absolute, literal truth. I have felt all along that there was something about the medical evidence which I did not understand. The woman they described was not the woman who fell out of the train. Now I understand how it was. That woman is not dead. I saw her, just now, alive, in court.”

“Why did you not interrupt the proceedings to say so?”

“I did not see her before sentence was pronounced. When I did see her I was so astonished that, before I had recovered sufficiently from my astonishment to be able to speak the warders removed me from the court. I told the warders who it was that I had seen.”

The governor observed the prisoner, as it was, reflectively. Certainly Mr. Tennant had become on a sudden a different man. He had lost his awkwardness. He was no longer ill at ease. He held himself erect. His eyes were clear, his glance unwavering. His bearing was simple — the simplicity of the man was what struck one first of all — yet assured. He spoke with a calmness, and even with a dignity which, considering that sentence of ignominious death had just been pronounced upon him, could scarcely fail to be impressive.

“Tennant, so far as it concerns your fate, whatever you may have to say will be without effect. For you in this world there is no hope. You had better prepare yourself for the world which is to come. Do not buoy yourself up with any hopes that anything you may say will prevent the sentence which has been pronounced upon you being executed. That sentence will certainly be carried out.”

The condemned man would have spoken, but the governor went on.

“But the warder has just told me what you told him, and in discharge of what I hold to be my duty I have requested the detective who has been in charge of the case to come and hear what you may have to say. Here he is.”

And there he was — Matthew Holman, the man who looked so like a sailor.

“Well, Tennant, what cock-and-bull story have you to tell us now?”

“None. I have to tell you the truth.”

“It is time.”

Mr. Holman’s tone was biting, his glance was keen.

Mr. Tennant re-told the story of his famous journey. The detective seemed not so much to be listening to the words he uttered as searching for what might be behind them.

“So you did know her? What was her name?”

“I knew her as Ellen Howth. But she may have had half a dozen names before I knew her and since.”

The detective made a note in his pocket-book.

“Where did she live?”

“I have no notion. As I have told you before that night I had not seen or heard of her for years.”

“Describe her.”

Mr. Tennant described her.

“You understand that, until I heard the medical evidence, I supposed that she had been killed by the fall from the carriage. When I heard what the doctors had to say I began to wonder. It became clearer and clearer to me that they could not be talking of Ellen Howth. The two descriptions did not tally. I did not believe that she was pregnant. I knew that she was over thirty, and it seemed inconceivable that a medical man could mistake a woman of considerably over thirty for a girl under twenty-one. When I saw Ellen Howth standing up there and smiling at me, in an instant it was all made plain.”

“What was all made plain?”

“Many things. For one, it explained what seemed to me to be the discrepancies between the evidence and what I knew to be the facts — the facts, that is, so far as they concerned myself.”

“Where was the woman whom you say you saw standing — tell me exactly.”

Mr. Tennant paused to think. The detective’s eyes were on him, and the governor’s and the warder’s at the back.

“She was on the bench. She was on the last row of seats. She sat either second or third from the judge, to his right. When he had pronounced sentence I noticed her rising and I noticed her remove her veil, and she looked at me, I have no doubt with the deliberate design of attracting my attention.”

“I believe I noticed the woman to whom you refer.”

This was the governor. The detective said nothing. He continued to look at the prisoner for a moment or two in silence. Then from a pocket in his coat he took an envelope.

“There is a portrait of Ellen Howth.”

He handed a photograph to Mr. Tennant.

“This is not Ellen Howth.”

“Then that is.”

He passed the prisoner a second photograph.

“Nor is this. Neither of these photographs in the least resembles Ellen Howth. Not in any one particular. I have never seen the woman whose portrait this purports to be. Of that I am sure.”

“It beats me, my lad, to think how a man circumstanced as you are, can lie so glibly. You know as well as I do, and indeed better, that you are holding in your hands portraits of the poor young woman whose life you took.”

“That is not so. Neither of these portraits at all resembles the woman, Ellen Howth, with whom I travelled from Brighton. If they are photographs of the woman who was found dead, then it is certain that I had no hand whatever in killing her.”

“You have seen those portraits before.”

“Never!”

“Do you mean to tell me that no one, neither your counsel nor your solicitor, nor any one else showed you them?”

“I do. You appear surprised.”

“It is not a question of surprise. I don’t believe you.”

“You can soon ascertain for yourself that what I tell you is a fact. You must remember that from the first I told my solicitor the actual facts. I took it for granted that the woman who had been found dead was Ellen Howth. Under those circumstances there was no reason why I should be shown or why I should wish to be shown her photograph. I have not seen that portrait before. The woman whose portrait it is is a complete stranger to me. Were she here she would tell you that I am equally a stranger to her. There is some mystery which, at present, I do not profess to understand. But of one thing I am certain, that the woman, Ellen Howth, whom I supposed was dead, is as much alive as you are or as I am.”

“Give me those portraits. It strikes me that you are one of those men who will go even to face their God with a lie upon their lips. I don’t believe a word that you have said.”

“Then you wrong me cruelly. I hope, for your sake, as well as for my own, that you will learn that you do, before it is too late.”

The detective made no reply. He went out of the cell without a word. The governor followed him. The door was clanged. The condemned man was left alone to get himself, if he could, into a mood in which he should be able to look the gallows squarely and without flinching in the face.

The governor spoke to the detective as they walked side by side.

“What do you think of it?”

“Queer-street.”

“I certainly noticed myself the woman of whom he speaks. I wonder you didn’t. Her action was most marked. She certainly did cast at him what seemed to me to be a glance of exultant recognition, while the sight of her seemed to fill him with stupefied amazement. I wondered when I saw it what the scene might mean.”

“What was she like?”

“He describes her very fairly.”

“If she’s still in Lewes I’ll leave no stone unturned to find her.”

“And if she isn’t?”

“You know, sir, that if you give him a chance, a man in his position can always pitch some sort of a tale to save his neck. And the worse they are the more they lie like the truth.”

“That’s true enough.”

The governor sighed.

“If ever a man was found guilty on the evidence this man was. If he’s not guilty, then I’ll never again put my trust in evidence; and so far I’ve generally found evidence that will stand sifting quite good enough for me. Still, as I say, I’ll leave no stone unturned to find the woman of whom he speaks.”

“And of whom I speak.”

The governor spoke with a little smile.

“Yes, sir, and of whom you speak too.”


CHAPTER XXXIV.

MR. HOLMAN AT HOME.

But they looked for her in vain. They did not find her. And the following night Mr. Holman was in the bosom of his family.

Mr. Holman’s home was in a street off Leicester Square. His family consisted of his wife. Of her he was wont to make a confidant, as he did on the present occasion.

Mr. Holman had come up by an afternoon train from Lewes. Mrs. Holman had prepared a meat tea for him on his arrival. He had commenced his attack upon the viands before she began to question him.

“So they’re going to hang him?”

“It would seem as though they were.”

Mrs. Holman detected something in her husband’s tone.

“What do you mean? Aren’t they going to hang him?”

“Did I say they weren’t going to hang him? Didn’t I say it seems as though they were. Don’t you understand Queen’s English?”

Mrs. Holman was silent for a second or two.

“Surely they’re not getting up a petition to let him off?”

“I’ve heard nothing at all about it, if they are. But perhaps you’ve heard more than me. You do sometimes, don’t you?”

“You don’t mean to say that you don’t believe he did it. I thought you were sure that he was guilty.”

“I’ve been sure of a good many things in my time, and been sorry for it afterwards. I’m not the only leather-headed fool there is about, as perhaps you know.”

Mrs. Holman was skilled in the inflections of her husband’s voice. She perceived that it would be wiser, temporarily, to keep her curiosity in her pocket, and to allow him to finish his meal in peace, which she did and obtained her reward.

When the lady’s lord and master had eaten and drunk to his heart’s content he wiped his lips and he looked at his wife.

“What do you think he says?”

“I haven’t the least idea.”

“He says that the woman who was found is not the woman who was with him in the train.”

“A man like him would say anything.”

“How clever you women are. You know everything. As it happens, it seems to me that he’s just the sort of man who would not say anything, and I ought to be a pretty good judge of that kind of thing if any one is.” Mr. Holman was regarding the two portraits which he had submitted to Mr. Tennant for inspection. “I don’t half like it. I can swear that this is a good likeness of the woman that was found. He says that it’s not the least like the woman who was with him in the train.

“Fiddlededee!”

“Of course it’s fiddlededee. And if he was hung, and it came out afterwards that what he said was true, it would look like fiddlededee, wouldn’t it? I should feel as if I’d murdered him.”

“Matthew!”

“Somehow the tale which he tells sounds true, and the queer part of it is that he says that the woman whom he travelled with in the train from Brighton was actually present in the court during the trial.”

“It isn’t possible.”

“Oh, dear no! Of course not. If you say so, it couldn’t be. It seems funny though that the governor should be of a different opinion.”

“What governor?”

“What governor! The governor of Lewes gaol — stupid! Considering how clever you set yourself up to be, it’s queer what a lot of explanation you seem to want. The governor noticed this woman of whom Tennant speaks, and something about her goings-on struck him as being queer. I’ve been looking for her in Lewes all this blessed day. She’s not there. But I’ll find her if she’s anywhere. I’m not going to have a man hung for a woman that’s alive if I can help it. I’m going to make my report in the morning, and if I’m not told off to hunt her up I’ll be surprised.”

A ring was heard.

“Go and see what idiot that is ringing the bell. If it’s any one to see me let me know who it is before you show him in.”

Mrs. Holman went to see what idiot it was. She returned and reported.

“It’s that American who has lost his daughter, Mr. Haines his name is.”

“Confound Mr. Haines! What’s he come humbugging about? Show him in. I’ll make short work of Mr. Haines.”

Mr. Haines was shown in, tall and thin, Yankee writ large all over him. Uninvited, he seated himself. He crossed his legs. He balanced his hat upon his knees. He looked at Mr. Holman without speaking a word. Mr. Holman, without any show of deference, looked back at him, nor was his manner when he spoke marked by a superfluity of courtesy.

For some moments the silence remained unbroken — a fact which seemed to arouse the detective’s irascibility.

“Is that all you have to say? If so, perhaps you will excuse me. My time happens to be of value.”

Mr. Haines opened his lips.

“That creature has buncoed me again.”

“What creature?”

“Private detective Stewart Trevannion.”

“When a man calls himself a private detective, nine times out of ten yon may safely write him down a scoundrel. The tenth time, perhaps, he is something worse.”

“A scoundrel. That’s what he is. And next time we chance to meet I’ll write the thing on him in good bold letters in my very plainest hand. He raised another fifty out of me. He undertook to place me in communication with my girl if I let him have it. He has placed me in communication neither with my girl nor with himself since he raised that fifty.”

Mr. Holman leaned against the side of the table on which he had just been having tea. He regarded his visitor with something like a twinkle in his eye.

“Governor, do you mind my speaking a little plainly?”

“I do not.”

“Take my tip, book a berth in the next boat, and go back where you came from. You’ll be more at home like over there.”

“Not till I have looked upon her grave if she is dead, or on her face if she is living.”

“Ah, then, I shouldn’t be surprised if you were to stay this side some time. You’ll settle here.”

“Aren’t the resources of civilisation sufficient to enable me to find my girl?”

“The resources of civilisation aren’t interested. You drove her away, it’s for you to fetch her back again. What it strikes me is that she don’t want to come, and she don’t mean to, either.”

“She is dead.”

“How are you going to prove it?”

“I want you to help me.”

“How am I going to help you any more than I have done? I’m a public servant. I receive instructions from my superiors, and I have to obey them. How am I going to devote myself to you? I don’t know what good I should do if I could. Thousands of girls are missing; they leave home because they’re sick of it, and they set up on their own hook. How do you think you’re going to find ’em if they don’t mean to be found? It may be easy in the stories, but it isn’t out of them.”

Rising from his chair, Mr. Haines paced slowly across the room. Mr. Holman watched him. He noticed his air of extreme depression.

“You do as I say, take my tip, and go back by the next ship. You’ll be able to look for her as well there as over here — yes, and better. You say she knows what address will find you. You’ll hear from her safe enough when she’s had about enough of it.

“Not me.”

“How can you tell that.”

“Because she’s dead.”

Mr. Holman moved from the table with a gesture of impatience. Not impossibly he would have terminated the interview then and there. He looked as if language of even unusual strength was trembling on his lips. He was prevented, however, from giving it utterance by the unannounced entrance of a second visitor.

The visitor was in the shape of a girl — a young girl. She was pretty, with a prettiness which more than suggested the theatre. She had an amazing array of short, fair hair. It shrined her face like a sort of coronal. The big hat was perched on the top of her hair. There was a hint of kohl about her pretty eyes. And though her plump cheeks were clean enough and tempting enough just then, one could have sworn that they had long been familiar with rouge.

She came into the room with a complete absence of ceremony, as if she was perfectly at home.

“Well, uncle, so you’re back again.”

Mr. Holman looked her up and down without saying a word. Planting herself right in front of him she clasped her hands behind her back — impudently demure. “You can look at me.”

“So you have dyed your hair.”

“I have.”

“And cut it off.”

“And cut it off.”

“And fluffed it?”

“Fluffed it? Crimped it, I suppose you mean. My dear uncle, if anybody offered to double your salary on condition that you dyed your hair, you’d dye it all the colours of the rainbow.” Mr. Holman turned away. “Aren’t you going to kiss me? You’d not only dye, you’d give your hair to kiss me if you weren’t my uncle. How nice it is to have relations!”

Mrs. Holman appeared at the door.

“Never mind him, Hetty. He’s come back in a bad temper.”

“Of course he’s come back in a bad temper. Did you ever know him when he hadn’t come back in a bad temper? He’s the worst-tempered man I ever knew, and that’s saying something.”

Mr. Holman seated himself in an arm-chair by the fire. The young lady sat on one of the arms. She smoothed her uncle’s hair.

“Dear uncle, how well you’re looking.”

Mr. Holman shook his head, as if to remove it from the reach of her embrace.

“Don’t touch me.”

“And what a nice, kind look you’ve got in your eyes.”

“Hetty, I’m ashamed of you.”

“Oh, no, you’re not. You’re not half such a goose as you pretend to be.”

“I tell you that I am.”

“You’re what? A goose. Dear uncle, I would never let any one call you a goose except yourself. Won’t you kiss me?”

The fair young face stooped down. The man’s weather-beaten face looked up. The lips met.

The kiss was interrupted by a series of exclamations which came from the back of the room. So unexpected and so startling a series of exclamations that Mr. Holman rose from his chair with such suddenness as almost to overturn his niece.

“What’s up now?” he asked.

A good deal seemed to be up, at any rate with Mr. Haines. That gentleman was standing on the other side of the table staring at something which he was holding in his hand, giving vent to a variety of observations which were scarcely parliamentary.

“It’s Loo! Blamed if it ain’t! It’s my girl! It’s Loo!”

Throwing down what he was holding, he rushed at the detective like some wild animal.

“Damn you!” he yelled. “It’s Loo!”


CHAPTER XXXV.

THE WOMAN OF THE PORTRAIT.

The detective easily avoided the man’s blind rush, the result of which was that Mr. Haines all but cannoned into Mr. Holman’s niece.

Miss Hetty Johnson, however — the young lady’s name was Johnson — seemed in no way disconcerted.

“That’s right. Knock me down and trample on me. I don’t mind. I’ve done nothing to nobody. But it’s all the same as if I had.”

Brought back by the young lady’s words to a sense of reality, Mr. Haines spluttered out an apology.

“I beg your pardon. It was an accident.” Then he raved at Mr. Holman. “You — you devil! You’ve been having me, tricking me, doing me. You cursed slippery British hound, I feel like killing you!”

He looked as he said he felt. His tall figure was drawn upright, his long arms were stretched out in front of him, his fists were clenched as in a paroxysm of rage.

Mr. Holman stared at him with stolid imperturbability.

“Perhaps, when you’ve quite finished, you’ll tell us what’s wrong.”

“You know. Don’t you try to play it any more off on to me, or the presence of a woman shan’t save you.”

“What’s the matter with the man?” asked Mrs. Holman.

“Don’t you hear me asking him?” chimed in her lord. “But it doesn’t seem as if he cared to tell us.”

As if one was not sufficient, Mr. Haines began shaking both his fists at the detective.

“You said you knew nothing about her; you told me you could not help me; you advised me to go back by the next ship. I could not make it out. Now I do catch on. You had her portrait all the time.”

“Whose portrait?”

“Loo’s!”

“Who’s Loo?”

“My girl!”

The words came from Mr. Haines with a roar.

The detective looked at him as if he was beginning to suspect that, after all, there might be some method in his madness.

“See here, Mr. Haines, I don’t know if you are or are not mad, but just try to behave as if you weren’t. I’ve no notion what you’re talking about. I tell you I know no more about your girl than I know about the man in the moon.”

“You tell me that, and expect me to believe it, when you have her portrait?”

“I have her portrait! Where?”

“Here!” Striding forward, he snatched up one of the two portraits which were lying on the table. As he did so, he perceived the second. “Why, here’s another! There are two! You have two portraits of my girl, and you tell me that you know nothing of her.”

Although the detective’s face remained impassive, a speck of light seemed all at once to come into his eyes. The pupils dilated. There was something in them which suggested that the whole man had become, upon a sudden, alert and eager.

“I would ask you, Mr. Haines, to consider carefully what you are saying. More may depend upon your words than you imagine. Do I understand you to say that you know the original of that photograph?”

“Know the original! Of course I do. It’s my girl, my Loo!”

“Are you prepared to swear it?”

“I am, before God and man.”

“May I ask if there is anything in particular in which the likeness consists?”

“Don’t you think a father knows his daughter when he sees her in a picture? Don’t talk back to me. I tell you it’s my girl, my Loo! Where is she?”

“I will tell you everything in a moment, Mr. Haines. Look at those photographs closely. Don’t you notice anything about them which is peculiar?”

Mr. Haines did as he was told. He peered closely at the portraits.

“She is looking pretty sick.”

“Well she might do. Those photographs were taken after death?”

“After death?”

“Have you heard of the Three Bridges Tragedy?”

“The Three Bridges Tragedy? Yes.”

“That is the portrait of the victim.”

“The victim? So! She is dead. She was done to death. I knew it.”

“The man who has been found guilty of the crime is now lying in gaol under sentence of death.”

“They shan’t hang him?”

“It looks uncommonly as if they would.”

“I say they shan’t. Not if I have to tear down the prison walls with my hands and nails to get at him. Do you think I’ve come all these thousands of miles to let them strangers pay the man that killed my girl? You bet I’ve not!”

Mr. Haines glanced at the detective as if he defied his contradiction.

The detective looked at him, in return, as if he doubted what to make of him.

While the two men were thus, as it were, taking each other’s measure, Miss Hetty Johnson advanced to the table on which Mr. Haines had, perhaps unconsciously, replaced the photographs. She picked them up.

“Is this the poor girl who was murdered?” She glanced at them. As she did so she uttered a startled exclamation, “Why, it — it’s Milly!” She turned to Mr. Holman all in a tremor of excitement. “Uncle, this is Milly!”

Her uncle turned to her with what almost amounted to a savage start.

“Who do you say it is? You don’t mean to say that you know the original? Hanged if I don’t believe everybody does except me. And here, all this time, we’ve been hunting the whole world to find out.”

Miss Johnson was not at all affected by her uncle’s display of temper. She repeated her previous assertion, and that with more emphasis than before.

“This is Milly Carroll who was with me at the theatre. I am sure of it. Aunt, you’ve heard me talk of Milly Carroll?”

“Often,” said her aunt. “Now, Hetty, don’t you let your fancy run away with you. It may be like her, and yet it mayn’t be her. Remember the mischief you might do. You think before you speak.”

“My dear aunt, there is not the slightest necessity for you to talk to me like that. I am sure that this is Milly Carroll. Heaps of girls at the theatre will tell you so if you ask them. It doesn’t do her justice, and she looks as if she were dead, but it’s her.” She dropped her hand to her side, as if a startling reflection had all at once occurred to her. “I wonder if that explains it?”

“Explains what?”

“Her silence. I wondered why she had never replied to my last letter. All the time, perhaps, she was dead. And I was telling every one how unkind she was. To think of it!”

“Do you know where she lived?”

“When I last heard from her she was living at Brighton.”

“Brighton? Then he did do it. What an artistic liar that man must be!”

“She left the stage for good. She was going to be married.”

“Going to be married, was she? Then it’s her. What was her future husband’s name?”

“I never heard his name. We always took him for some big swell, she kept his name so close. She used to call him Reggie.”

“Reggie? Oh! Not Tommy?”

“No, Reggie. I knew him very well by sight.”

“What do you mean — you knew him very well by sight?”

“Well, I spoke to him two or three times, and, of course, he spoke to me. And I used often to see her with him. And then he was always at the theatre. He used to give her everything she wanted, and made no end of a fuss of her. The girls all envied her good luck.”

“It looks as if they had cause to. What sort of party was this swell of hers to look at?”

“He was tall, and dark, and very handsome, and he had most beautiful hands, and one of the nicest-speaking voices I ever heard — and such a smile! And he dressed awfully well — he was an awful swell. Milly told me he was awfully rich, but I could see that without her telling me.”

Mr. Holman had listened to the girl’s description with some appearance of surprise.

“Of course you could. You girls can see anything. That’s how it is so many of you come to grief — you think you see so much. You’re sure you haven’t made a mistake about this swell of hers? You’re sure he wasn’t short, and plump, and rosy?”

“He wasn’t a scrap like that. He was exactly as I’ve told you. Short, and plump, and rosy? Indeed! I should think he wasn’t.”

“Would you recognise him if you saw him again?”

“Rather! I should think I should. I should know him anywhere. If you saw him once, you would never be likely to forget him, he was too good-looking.”

“Was he indeed? You seem to have been more than half in love with him yourself. You girls always do fall in love with the right sort of men. Have you any of this young woman’s writing?”

“I’ve some of her letters which she sent me.”

Mr. Haines, advancing, laid his hand gently on Miss Johnson’s arm.

“Will you let me see her letters — my girl’s, my Loo’s?”

“Of course I will. You can come round and look at them now if you like. There’s time before I’m due at the theatre.” The young girl looked up at the old man with a curious interest. “She was an American. She used to talk to me about a place called Colorado.”

“She was raised in Colorado. And that is where she left me. So you were her friend — my girl’s friend?”

“Well, we were pals.”

“Pals? Yes. You were pals.”

Mr. Haines looked at Miss Johnson inquiringly, searchingly, as if he was endeavouring to ascertain, by force of visual inspection, what sort of girl she was.

Mr. Holman interposed.

“When you two have done palavering, perhaps Miss Hetty Johnson will be good enough to tell me what was this young woman’s address at Brighton — that is, if she happens to remember it.”

“I remember it perfectly.”

Miss Hetty proved that she did by unhesitatingly furnishing her uncle with the information required. Her uncle entered the address she gave him in his pocket-book. He looked at his watch.

“It’s twenty minutes past seven. There’s a train from Victoria to Brighton at 7.50. If I got a decent cab I ought to have time to catch it, and to spare. If I do catch it, I ought to be able to get all the information I want in time to catch the last train back to town. If I don’t, I’ll wire.” This was to his wife. He turned to his niece. “You keep a still tongue in your head, if you can, and don’t go chattering at the theatre. And don’t let anything that was that young woman’s pass out of your hands to any one — do you hear?”

“I hear. But, uncle, I don’t, and I can’t, believe that Milly’s sweetheart had anything to do with killing her.”

“No one asks you for what you believe. I’ve been asking you for what you know. And that’s all I’m likely to ask you for. You mark what I say, and don’t you give a scrap of her writing to any one. I’m off.”

He was off, catching up the portraits from the table as he went.

As soon as her uncle had gone Miss Johnson turned to Mr. Haines.

“If you want to see those letters, you’ll have to come now. I have to be at the theatre soon after eight.”

The young girl and the old man went away together. Miss Johnson led the way through Coventry Street. Suddenly stopping, she caught Mr. Haines by the arm.

“Oh! There he is!”

“Who?”

“Milly’s sweetheart.”

“Where?”

Miss Johnson pointed to a tall man who was standing on the pavement talking to the driver of a hansom cab. Mr. Haines started. His companion felt that he was trembling. He spoke as if he were short of breath.

“Are you sure?”

“Quite sure — certain.”

Mr. Haines went forward without a word. Miss Johnson stood still and watched, fearing she knew not what.

But she need have feared nothing, for nothing happened.

By the time that Mr. Haines had reached the cab the man in question had seated himself inside. Mr. Haines had a good look at him before the cab moved off.

“It’s he! Her aristocrat! I knew that he smelt of blood first time I saw him, but if I’d known that the blood was hers — —”

He raised his hands above his head, as if by way of a wind-up to his unfinished sentence.

The passers-by stared at the old man talking to himself and gesticulating on the pavement, wondering, perhaps, if he was drunk or if he was merely mad.


CHAPTER XXXVI.

THE VARIOUS MOODS OF A GENTLEMAN OF FASHION.

Mr. Townsend was shaving himself. Advancing his face an inch or two nearer his shaving-glass, with his fingers he smoothed his chin.

“Very awkward,” he said. “Very!”

The allusion could scarcely have been to the process in which he was engaged. Everything had gone with smoothness. Not even a scratch had marred the perfect peace.

Mr. Townsend concluded that his chin was as clean shaven as it possibly could be. He put his razor down. He took up a cigarette. He lighted it.

“Exceedingly awkward!”

As he murmured the iteration, seating himself in an armchair, he selected an open letter from among a heap of others which lay on a little table at his side. The letter he had selected was unmistakably a feminine production. It was written in a large, bold, running hand, on paper which was as stiff as cardboard.

 

“My Dearest Reggie, — You must come and see me! At once! I shall expect you this morning!

“Whatever you have done, it it quite impossible that I shall let you go — you are mine!

“You understand that I am waiting for you, and that you are to come to me as soon as you possibly can.

“You are to tell the bearer when I shall see you!

“Your Dora.”

 

That was what the letter said. The italics and the notes of exclamation were the lady’s own. As he puffed his cigarette Mr. Townsend read the letter carefully through and smiled. Removing his cigarette, he pressed the letter to his lips. Then, carefully folding the letter between his fingers, he laid it down.

“As I said I would go, I shall have to go — it’s uncommonly awkward. Had she been wise, she would have taken what I wrote as the final word, and left it so.”

Rising, he continued his toilet, humming to himself, now and then, snatches of a popular comic song. Going to the fireplace, he began pushing about, with the toe of his shoes, the pieces of burning coal.

“It’s odd how I love her — very! After my experience. And this time, as the man says in the play, it is love. Well, she has called the stakes. It is for me to win. If I don’t, I can but lose.”

He returned to the table on which the letters were. He picked up another, also unmistakably the production of a feminine hand. It contained but a line or two. It was without prefix or signature. And this time the writing was small and fine and clear: — 

“I have heard nothing from you. The eight-and-forty hours will be up this afternoon at five. After that time I shall feel it my duty to do my utmost at once to save the life of an innocent man. I shall be at home to you till five.”

Mr. Townsend read this epistle also with a smile, but he did not press it to his lips when read. Instead, he commented on it with a curious sort of humour.

“You pretty dear! You are the dangerous sort that always smiles. I have heard and read a good deal about women being cleverer than men, but till I met you I never met my match.”

Tearing the letter into pieces, he dropped the fragments among the burning coals. As he adjusted his necktie before a looking-glass he indulged himself with further snatches of that comic song. Having completed his toilet, he went into the adjoining room. In response to his ring breakfast was brought in. And, with every appearance of the satisfaction of the man whose conscience is perfectly at ease, Mr. Townsend sat down to the discussion of his morning meal.

As he was finishing, a manservant opened the door.

“Lord Archibald Beaupré, sir, wishes to see you.”

“Show him in here.”

Presently there entered a tall, thin, and rather weedy-looking young man. His scanty hair was of that colourless fairness which is almost peculiar to a certain type of Scotchman. He would not have been bad-looking, in spite of his being slightly freckled, if it had not been for three things: first, he had obviously at least his share of the pride for which his countrymen are proverbial; second, he was obviously more than sufficiently weak; and third, he was equally obviously bad tempered.

On this occasion he did not seem to be by any means in the most agreeable frame of mind. Taking no sort of notice of Mr. Townsend’s nodded greeting, he marched straight to an easy-chair, and, sitting down on it, he rested his hands on the handle of his stick, and his chin on his hands. He looked straight in front of him with about as sour a visage as he could well have worn. Mr. Townsend continued his breakfast as if there was nothing at all peculiar in his visitor’s demeanour, and as he ate he smiled.

After a while he leaned back on his chair.

“Well, Archie, any news?”

“News be damned!”

Mr. Townsend still smiled.

“By all means if you wish it. It is the same to me.”

“You know very well what I have come for.”

“I take it that you have come to bestow on me for a short period the charm of your society.” The visitor scowled. His host but smiled the more. “Have anything to eat?”

“I’ll have something to drink.”

“You’ll find all the ingredients on the sideboard. Help yourself, dear boy.”

The visitor helped himself. As he stood at the sideboard pouring the liquor out into a glass his host sat watching him with amusement which was wholly unconcealed. The contrast between the two men was striking. It would have forced itself on to the attention of the most casual spectator. The one weak, irritable almost to the point of peevishness; the other strong, unruffled, self-contained. The one with, in his whole bearing, that suggestion of self-assertion which is often but the child of shyness, but which none the less repels; the other with that easy, graceful, seemingly unconscious, personal magnetism which, in spite of oneself, attracts. One could understand how the one might be forgiven till seventy times seven, while the other would be condemned, without benefit of clergy, for his first offence.

Lord Archibald Beaupré returned to the easy-chair, armed with a tumbler of whisky and soda. He took a considerable drink. And then he spoke — morosely.

“It’s the meeting of that cursed club to-night.”

Mr. Townsend had watched his every movement, particularly seeming to note the quantity he had drunk — and still he smiled.

“So it is.”

The other burst into a torrent of words.

“I wish I had never heard of it! I wish I had never had anything to do with it! I wish I had never had anything to do with any one of you! I wish — —”

His emotions proved too much for him; he prematurely stopped.

“Wish it out.” Mr. Townsend was lighting a cigarette. “And when you’ve wished it out, what then?”

“Damn you. You do nothing else but jibe and jeer at me.”

“My dear Archie, your manners are not good.”

“Curse my manners!”

“By all means, if you wish it. Only I am inclined to think there won’t be very much to curse.”

Lord Archibald ground out an oath between his teeth, and he groaned. Mr. Townsend went on; he was enjoying his cigarette.

“By the way, have you done anything for the Honour of the Club?”

His visitor half rose from his seat, then sank back into it again.

“No! You know I haven’t! Don’t talk of it! No!”

“I have no desire to talk of it. It is scarcely a question of talk. It is rather a question of do.”

His hearer covered his face with his hands and shuddered. There was something in his host’s eyes, as he smilingly regarded him, which suggested possibilities — and also limitations — of a distinctly curious sort. He kept his glance fixed on his companion, and, as he spoke again, he expelled through his nostrils the smoke of his cigarette.

“On the whole, perhaps, your policy of postponement may turn out fortunately for both of us. You will remember that under certain circumstances I reserved the right to nominate a candidate — a candidate, that is, for your attention. The circumstances which I thought might arise have arisen.”

“Townsend!”

“Archie!”

Lord Archibald removed his hands from his face. The two men looked at each other — the one face ghastly, haggard, frightened; the other easy, careless, smiling.

“Do you mean it?”

Lord Archibald’s voice was husky. Mr. Townsend flicked the ash from his cigarette.

“I am in the habit, in matters of moment, of meaning what I say, although that may not be the case with you.”

The airily-suggested insinuation stung. The other burst into a sudden blaze of passion.

“What do you mean by that?”

The host met his visitor’s furious gaze with a smile which seemed to convey a fulness of meaning which was sufficient to subdue the other’s wrath.

“What did you mean by asking me if I meant what I said? Didn’t you know?”

Lord Archibald turned his face away. Taking up the tumbler of soda and whisky he drained it of its contents. Getting up from his chair, he went to the sideboard to replenish. While he was in the act of doing so, and his back towards his host, he asked a question.

“Who is it?”

“A woman.”

Lord Archibald spun round like a teetotum, a decanter in one hand, a tumbler in the other.

“A woman? Reggie? You — you don’t mean Miss Jardine?”

Mr. Townsend’s lips curled. In some subtle way his countenance was transfigured. The ease and the carelessness vanished. He became all bitterness and gall.

“Beaupré, I am inclined to think that you are the most consummate ass of my acquaintance. Why will you perpetually harp upon a single string? You are so utterly inept that the wonder is I have borne with you so long. Might I ask you not eternally to play the fool?”

Lord Archibald put down the decanter and the glass. The muscles of his face quivered as if he was about to be afflicted by an attack of St. Vitus’ Dance.

“If anybody but you had spoken to me like that, at the very least he should never speak to me again.”

The only effect which his visitor’s fury had on Mr. Townsend was to make him still more scornful.

“Don’t gas to me, my good fellow. Reserve that sort of thing for some other of your acquaintance. I regret that you should have rendered it necessary for me to remind you that you are under a considerable obligation to me, and I regret still more that you should have compelled me to ask if it is your intention to fulfil that obligation. I believe that even Scotchmen do occasionally fulfil their obligations.”

His listener’s face was a sickly yellow. Rage had made him calm.

“Mr. Townsend, be so good as to tell me who this woman is.”

Thus requested, Mr. Townsend, scribbling something on a scrap of paper, tossed the scrap of paper across the table to his guest.

“There is her name and her address. I took you with me once to call on her. Probably you remember the occasion and the lady. Your business with her must be transacted before five o’clock this afternoon. If you are a quarter of an hour after that time you may as well postpone the fulfilment of your obligation to a future day. For my purpose you will be too late.”

The other scanned what was written on the scrap of paper. He folded the paper up; he placed it in his waistcoat-pocket.

“You shall have the literal letter of your bond. Afterwards, Mr. Townsend, I will deal with you.”

Without another word Lord Archibald Beaupré left the room.

Left to himself, Mr. Townsend threw the end of his cigarette into the fire. Thrusting his hands into his trouser-pockets, stretching out his legs in front of him, he stared at the flame and he smiled — not pleasantly.

“What a fool the fellow is! I have had about as much of him as I can stand. Indeed, I have had more. I hope they’ll hang him. It will be a happy despatch. Or perhaps, after he has done the deed, he will turn, as a relief, to suicide. It’s just the sort of thing he would do.”

Something tickled him. He laughed.

“What a game of touch and go I’m playing.”

He stood up.

“To think that he should have supposed that I meant Dora. My Dora!”

A panel photograph was on the mantelboard. It was the portrait of a young girl. Mr. Townsend apostrophised it as if it had been a living thing.

“My darling! If you had only come into my life before, how different it might all have been! If fortune had but let you come my way, evil should not have been my good. There is the making of a man in me, somewhere, that I swear. If I could but get out of it all and shake myself free and begin again, I’d quickly prove it.”

Taking the photograph into his hand, he kissed it. It was strange how tender his voice had suddenly become.

“My love! What thing is this which I have been consorting with all this time, and supposing it was love? That’s not love. Bah! I have learnt my lesson rather late in the day, but I have learnt it, sweet. You have taught me what is love.”

He put the portrait back. He sat down again. But he still looked at the face which was on the mantelboard.

“The place in which I am is such a tight one. You had been wiser, dear, had you believed me when I wrote that I was not fit for you, and so straightway have let me go. Again I’ll endeavour to persuade you. But if you’ll not be persuaded I will win you, and I will hold you, and I will keep you if I can, though to do so I have to plunge deeper in the mire. It may be, indeed, that that way atonement lies. Who knows?”


CHAPTER XXXVII.

“CALL ME DORA.”

Mr. Townsend’s rooms were at Albert Gate. Miss Jardine’s home was in Sloane Gardens. From Albert Gate to Sloane Gardens is not very far. It was a clear, brisk morning. Mr. Townsend decided to walk.

Just as he had crossed the road some one touched his arm from behind, and a voice said — 

“Excuse me — might I speak to you for a moment?”

Mr. Townsend turned. He supposed it was a beggar. The speaker looked like one. The man — it was a man — had on a top hat which was battered and bruised out of all semblance of its original shape. His overcoat, which was trimmed with imitation astrachan, was torn in half a dozen places and covered with mud, as if it had been rolled in the gutter with its owner inside it, but it was buttoned right up to his chin in a manner which suggested a not unnatural anxiety to conceal material deficiencies in the rest of his attire. His countenance bore evidence of having been recently subjected to serious ill-usage. One eye was ornamented by a purple patch, the skin of his right cheek was bruised and broken as by a blow from a fist, and his mouth was so badly cut as to say, the least, to render it highly inconvenient for him to be compelled to open his lips.

The sorry spectacle was Stewart Trevannion, alias Alexander Taunton, alias Mr. Arthur Stewart, alias a dozen other names — the immaculate Mr. Townsend’s brother. A striking contrast the two brothers presented as they stood there.

Alexander was rubbing his hands over each other. He seemed to experience a difficulty in holding himself straight up. He shivered as if in pain.

“Reginald,” he muttered.

Possibly Alexander was in a sensitive frame of mind. He seemed to shrink from the look of mingled amusement and scorn with which his brother regarded him.

“You!” Mr. Townsend’s voice rang with laughter. “Well, my man, what do you want with me — charity?”

Alexander put up his hand, as if to hide his injured mouth.

“It isn’t only that.”

“No? What else is it then?”

“It’s a word I want to say to you — a word of warning.”

“Of warning? Against what?”

“Do you know a man named Haines — an American?”

“Haines?” Mr. Townsend reflected. “Well, what of Mr. Haines?”

“You’ve been doing something to his daughter — you best know what. He’s found it out, and he’s looking for you. If he gets a chance he’ll kill you. He’s almost done for me.”

Mr. Townsend made a significant gesture in the direction of his brother.

“Is this his handiwork?”

“It’s no laughing matter. I tell you he means murder. If you take my advice you’ll clear. He left me as good as dead last night. He wouldn’t have cared if he had left me quite. I don’t believe I’ve a whole bone in my body. It’s as much as I can do to stand.” Alexander put his hand to his back and groaned. His tone became a whine. “You couldn’t oblige me with the loan of a shilling or two?”

“With pleasure. I’ll oblige you with the loan of a whole sovereign. If you take my advice you’ll spend part of it on plaster. I’ll think of what you’ve said. Good-day.”

As he walked away Mr. Townsend swung his cane. He seemed amused. Alexander, clutching the sovereign tightly in his hand, stared after him. He did not seem to be at all amused.

“You may laugh now, but you won’t laugh then. You’ve been up to some devil’s trick, and this time you’ve caught the devil. If he does find you, one of you’ll be missing.”

As he pursued his way down Sloane Street, Mr. Townsend did not appear himself to regard his situation in such a serious light. The idea that there could be anything serious about it appeared to afford him nothing but amusement.

“Haines? Haines? I fancy that that’s the name of Mrs. Carruth’s Yankee friend. The dissenting parson sort of looking individual. I take it that Alexander, as usual, has the wrong end of the stick — from the look of him he appears to have felt both ends of it, and the middle too. If Mr. Haines has done me the honour to object to my behaviour, I imagine that it is because he supposes that I have poached on his preserve. I assure him he need be under no apprehension. If he only knew!”

Mr. Townsend laughed — then checked himself. He struck the ferrule of his stick against the pavement.

“Now, what am I to say to Dora? Its awkward — very!”

It was awkward. Especially as he had not made up his mind what to say to Dora, even when he found himself at Sir Haselton Jardine’s.

He was shown at once into Miss Jardine’s own sitting-room, and there he found the lady.

Miss Jardine was short and slight. Although she was not handsome, she certainly was not bad-looking. Her appearance, her bearing, her movements suggested buoyancy, activity, health. Her eyes were her most characteristic possession. They affected different people in different ways. They were blue eyes. Their chief peculiarity was that they were light — some people said unnaturally light. But, as also they were beautiful eyes, that saying may be set down to malice. Somehow one felt as one looked at Miss Jardine that she would never cry.

She held out her hand to Mr. Townsend.

“Reggie!”

Mr. Townsend made no attempt to touch the outstretched hand. He merely bowed.

“Miss Jardine!”

Miss Jardine was not at all disconcerted. She laughed.

“So it’s that way!” She assumed an air of mock dignity, which became her very well. “Mr. Townsend, may I offer you a chair?”

“With your permission I will stand.”

Mr. Townsend spoke with an air of decorous propriety which approached the severe. The lady did not fall into his mood at all. She looked up at him with her sunny eyes.

“Stand! Why stand?”

Mr. Townsend returned the young lady’s smiling glance, without evincing any inclination to smile in return.

“You have sent for me. I have come.”

Going to the fireplace, Miss Jardine stood with one foot upon the kerb. Her hands were behind her back. Her face was inclined a little upwards. She reminded one somehow of a bird — a resemblance which owed something, perhaps, to the brightness of her eyes.

“I have one or two questions which I wish to ask you. You must answer them. First, Do you love me?”

“You must forgive my suggesting that that is scarcely the first question which you should ask me. The man in the street may love you. It does not follow that he is worthy.”

“But if I love him?”

Mr. Townsend made a slight movement with his hands. He was standing in what, to the average Englishman, is a rather trying position — in the centre of the room, away from any article of furniture, with his arms hanging loosely at his sides; and yet he looked well.

“He may love you. You may love him. And yet any connection with him may bring you, at the best, unhappiness.”

“You have not answered my question. Do you love me?”

“You know that I do.”

“As you say, I know that you do. You know also that I love you. My second question, Are you married?”

“I am not.”

“Then why should you not marry me? Stay! Let me explain my position.”

His eyes became, if anything, brighter. Something came over her which made one forget how physically small she was. One realised that the girl, like the man she was addressing, had a magnetic personality of her own.

“I am, in a measure, Reggie — I am going to call you Reggie — what it is the fashion to call a pessimist. It is my father’s dower. I am afraid that, in a sense, from the men of my acquaintance, I always expect the worst. I believe most of them do, in their youth, many things which they ought not to do — and for which, in their age, they are sorry. I take this for granted. And I believe that, in spite of this being so, some of them make good husbands and good fathers. I think it possible that your temptations have been greater than is the case with the average man, and that, therefore, your misdoings have been more. But I am convinced that, as regards real strength, you are stronger than the average man, and that you can, if you like, put these things behind you for ever — and, on the stepping-stones of your dead self, rise to higher things. And I believe that you will like, because you love me — and because, also, I love you.”

“Unfortunately, Miss Jardine — —”

She made an imperious gesture with her hand.

“Call me Dora. With you, now, it shall not be Miss Jardine.”

“Unfortunately” — there was an almost imperceptible pause, and then there came very softly the Christian name— “Dora, there are things which, when they are once done, we cannot put away. They meet us at Philippi.”

“If in your life there are such ghosts, why did you ask me to marry you?”

“I ought not to have done. When I did I hoped that I should be able to lay the ghosts, and that for me there would be no Philippi.”

“But is there no hope now?” He seemed to hesitate. She went on with, in her voice, a sudden tremor. “Consider! Think well before you speak! Reggie, I wonder if you know how much the spoiling of your life will mean the spoiling of mine?”

Her voice, or her manner, or her words — or all three combined — affected Mr. Townsend strangely. There seemed to be something in her glance which he found himself unable to encounter. He turned away. Going to him, she touched him softly on the arm. A shudder went all over him. The muscles of his face seemed to stiffen; his expression became a little set. His voice also became, as it were, a little rigid.

“There may be hope.”

“There may be? Reggie!” She paused — as if breathless. “Of laying the ghosts — for ever?”

“For ever.”

She was still again. Her articulation seemed to be actually impeded.

“When will you know — for sure?”

“This afternoon, at five.”

“Reggie!” His words appeared to take her by surprise. “Do you mean it — really?”

“I do.”

He turned and looked at her. Their glances met. She shrank away from him. The hot blood flowed into her cheeks. Her emotion was so great, it made her beautiful. His name came from her lips, with a catching of her breath, and in a whisper. She was visibly trembling.

“Reggie!”


CHAPTER XXXVIII.

ON THE THRESHOLD.

It was plain that Mrs. Carruth was impatient. Nor was the thing made less evident by her attempts to conceal it from herself. She lounged on a couch. A pile of books and magazines was at her side. She pretended to read — or, rather, it would be more correct to write that she tried not to pretend to read. But it would not do. It was nothing but pretence. And she knew that it was nothing but pretence. She took up a book. She turned a page or two. She put it down again. She exchanged it for a magazine — a magazine with pictures. She tried to look at the pictures. The pictures palled. She essayed a magazine without pictures.

That was as great a failure as the other. In her present mood the ministrations of print and pictures alike were ineffectual.

No wonder she had become impatient. She had been on tenterhooks all day — waiting! waiting! All the morning she had expected to receive some sort of communication — some acknowledgment of the expressive line or two which she had sent. But when lunch came, and there still was nothing, she was quite sure that, during the afternoon the gentleman would come himself.

She was ready for him by two. She did not think it likely that he would come quite so early. Still, it would be well that she should not be taken unawares. So she made herself even unwontedly charming. She put on a brand-new dress, which suited her to perfection. It really did make her look uncommonly nice! It fitted her so well that it displayed her long, lithe, and yet by no means unbecomingly bony figure, to the best advantage. She took astonishing pains with her hair. She even went in for unusual splendour in the way of shoes and stockings. And the effect produced by the few touches which she bestowed upon her countenance was wonderful.

In spite of all she was ready by two. And still — he cometh not, she said. The silvery chimes of the exquisite little clock which stood on the top of the overmantel announced that it was three-quarters after three. She looked at her own watch to see if it really was so late. The thing was true enough. Her watch was in complete agreement with the clock — it was a quarter to four.

She put down the last of the magazines with, in her manner, an appearance of finality. She rose from the couch. She went to the window. She stood there with her fingertips drumming idly and noiselessly against the pane. The only creature in sight was a milkman, who, by way of killing two birds with one stone, was serving a customer across the road, and flirting with the maid. Mrs. Carruth watched the flirtation proceed to its conclusion, and, when the milkman, springing into his cart, had disappeared with the inevitable clatter, Mrs. Carruth, turning away from the window, came back into the room.

She stood at a little centre table. She laughed to herself.

“If, after all, he shouldn’t come — what fun it would be!”

She was very far from being an ill-looking woman, as she stood there, with smiles puckering her lips and peeping from her eyes.

“If he should suppose that I am not in earnest! His experience may teach him that many women never are in earnest. If he should imagine that I am one of the many!”

Raising her right hand, she began daintily pinching her lower lip between her finger and her thumb.

“It would be a pity for both of us.” She made a little impatient movement with her head. “And yet, I can’t believe that a man with his experience could suppose that I am one of the many. If he did, it would be his fault — not mine.”

The little clock struck four.

“An hour more, my friend — an hour more. And then — well, I do hope you’ll come before the hour’s out, for your sake, as well as mine. I wonder if, in this little matter, I’ve been counting my chickens before they’re hatched. I, of all women, should have known better. And, with such a hand faced on the board, one might be excused for supposing that it would take the pool. A straight flush cannot be beaten.”

She laughed again, this time not quite so lightly.

“It reminds me of some of the games which I have seen played. You can’t show a hand to beat a straight, but you can fight to save the pool. I wonder if he means fighting. If he does, it’ll be against all the odds. He has neither gun nor bow. When I start shooting, he’s bound to drop. Sure.”

The merriment passed from her face, the laughter from her eyes — an expression of anxiety came into them instead; a look which suggested hunger, a something which made her, all at once, seem actually old.

“Perhaps he takes it that a victory, on these lines, may mean more than a defeat. And he counts on that. It would, too. It would mean farewell — a long farewell, an actual farewell — to another of my dreams. And the brightest of them all. But I don’t care. It would mean death to him. Death! And such a death! And, after all, it would only mean a stumble to me. From the practice I have had, I have become so used to stumbles that surely one other wouldn’t count.”

She began moving about the room restlessly, touching here a table, there a chair, to the window, and back again, as if a spirit possessed her which made her not know what it was she wanted to be at. She approached a corner of the room, as if she were about to take refuge in it, like some naughty child. As she went, clenching her fists, as if she were pressing her finger-nails into her palms, she gave a little cry.

“Oh, I’d give — I’d give, what wouldn’t I give? — if he’d come into the room, now — without keeping me waiting any longer, now! — and speak to me as I would have him speak! Why doesn’t he come? He has everything to gain, he has nothing to lose!”

She swept right round, with a swish of her skirts, in a sort of frenzy, echoing her own question as she swung out her arms in front of her.

“Why doesn’t he come?”

Even as the words were on her lips, at the hall door there came a knocking. She went red and white, despite the aids of beauty! She caught at a chair, as if desirous of having something to lean against.

“Thank God!”

Then, as if conscious of the incongruity of such words upon her lips, she put her hands up to her face.

“Oh, I’m so glad he’s come!”

Some one outside had hold of the handle of the door. She uncovered her face. She touched her hair. She touched the bosom of her dress. She dropped into the chair by which she was standing. In an instant she was the picture of composure.

The door opened to admit Mr. Haines.

His appearance was a shock to Mrs. Carruth. She looked negligently round, as if indifferent who the new-comer might be, and then — she stared.

“You!”

There was something in the lady’s intonation which was very far from being complimentary. She stood up, quivering with disappointment and with rage.

“I thought I gave instructions that this afternoon I was not at home to visitors.”

Mr. Haines did not seem to be at all nonplussed.

“That’s what the young lady who opened the door told me. I said I would wait until you were. I will.”

Mr. Haines sat down — with every appearance of having come to stay. Mrs. Carruth looked at the clock, then at her watch, then at the gentleman upon the chair. The gentleman in question, with his head thrown back, was staring at the ceiling, as if quite unconscious of her neighbourhood. It seemed to be as much as the lady could do to retain her self-control.

“I am sure, Mr. Haines, that you cannot wish to be rude. I have an appointment this afternoon which I regret will prevent my having the pleasure of receiving you.”

“I’m going to have my say. I’ll say it afterwards, or I’ll say it now. It’s all the same to me.”

“What do you mean by you’re going to have your say?”

“If you’re ready, I’ll let it out. But don’t mind me. Don’t let me spoil your appointment. Keep anything you’ve got to keep.”

Mrs. Carruth seemed to be at a loss to know what to do. Her looks were eloquent witnesses as to what she would have done if she could. But, apparently, she did not see her way to do it. She temporised.

“If there is anything of importance, Mr. Haines, which you wished to say to me, perhaps you will be so good as to say it as briefly as you can, now. Possibly it will not detain you, at the utmost, more than a quarter of an hour.”

“Possibly it will not. I rather reckon you’ll have a word to say in that. It won’t all be for me.” Mr. Haines brought his eyes down to the level of the lady’s face. He spread out his hands upon his knees. He looked at her very straight. “What I have to say may be said in about two words. It’s just this — I’ve found my girl.”

Mrs. Carruth did not display any great amount of interest, but she did seem to be surprised.

“Indeed! I am glad to hear it. I hope that she is well.”

“She is well. She’s better than many of us ever will be. She’s at rest.”

“At rest? How?”

“As it was told to me. She is dead.”

“Dead! Mr. Haines?”

“Yes, murdered. As I saw it in the vision, so it is.”

Mrs. Carruth looked at Mr. Haines as if she felt that he had a somewhat singular method of imparting information — especially of such a peculiar kind.

“If what you say is correct, you have such a queer way of putting things. I never can quite make you out. I need not tell you how sorry I am.”

“You have cause for sorrow. The grief is about half yours.”

“Half mine? What do you mean?”

“I have loved you, true and faithful, since the first time I set eyes on you. Before ever Daniel did.”

The sudden change of subject seemed, not unnaturally, to take the lady aback.

“What nonsense are you talking? What did you mean by saying the grief’s half mine?”

“I’m coming to it, in time. I want to put to you this question. Will you have me, now, just as I am?”

“I will not; neither now or ever. How many more times am I to tell you that? Jack Haines, I do believe you’re more than half insane.”

“I may be. So’ll you be before I’m through.” Raising the big forefinger of his right hand, he wagged it at her solemnly. “There’s some one come between us. Yes. That aristocrat.”

“Aristocrat? What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean. Yes. The blood-stained Townsend. I knew he was stained with blood when first I saw him inside this room. But I did not know with whose blood he was stained, or I would have called him to his account right there and then. I did not know he was stained with the blood of my girl.”

“Jack!”

The name came from her with an unconscious recurrence to the days which were gone.

“Yes. This is the man who has stolen what ought by rights to have been mine — the slayer of my girl.”

“It’s not true! You coward! You know you lie!”

“I do not lie.”

“You do lie! What proof have you?”

“Enough and to spare — for him, for me, and for you.”

“Out with it, then. Let’s hear what some of it’s like.”

Mrs. Carruth was standing by the little centre table. Rising from his chair, Mr. Haines went and stood at the other side of it. Resting his hands on the edges, he leaned over it towards her.

“Have you heard of the Three Bridges tragedy?”

She looked at him just once. In that one look she saw something, on his face or in his eyes, which, to use an expressive idiom, seemed to take the stiffening all out of her. She dropped into a chair as if he had knocked her into it. She caught at the arms. Her complexion assumed a curious tinge of yellow. There was a moment’s pause. Then, from between her rigid lips, there came one word.

“Yes.”

“The woman who was killed was Loo — my Loo.”

She shuddered, as if attacked by sudden ague.

“It’s a lie!”

“It’s not a lie. It’s gospel truth. And Townsend killed her.”

Her rejoinder, under ordinary circumstances, might have struck him as an odd one.

“You can’t prove it.”

“I can prove it. And the police can prove it, too.”

Half rising from her chair, she turned to him, every muscle in her body seemed to be quivering with excitement.

“The police? Do they know it?”

“They do. To-morrow the whole world will know it. They’ve laid hold of the wrong man. They’ve found it out just before it’s a bit too late. They hope to have hold of your friend Townsend soon. They’re hoping wrong. His first reckoning will be with me. When that is through, neither he nor I will care who has what’s left. Since I have loved you, true and faithful, all these years, I calculated I would come and ask you if, when all is done, you’d give me my reward. We might make a happy ending of it, you and me together, over on the other side. But if you won’t, you won’t. So I’m through. I’ve only one word left — good-bye.”

He held out his hand to her. So far as she was concerned, it went unheeded. Indeed, it would seem, from the eager question which she asked, that most of what he had been saying had gone unheeded too.

“Are you sure the police are after him? Are you sure?”

He looked at her from under the shadow of his bushy, overhanging eyebrows, in silence, for a moment. Then he said, more in sorrow than in anger — 

“So your last thought is of him? Well, I’m sorry!”

Without anymore elaborate leave-taking than was comprised in these few words. Mr. Haines went from the room and from the house.

Mrs. Carruth seemed scarcely conscious of the fact of his departure. All her faculties and all her thoughts seemed far away. Indeed, it was only after a lapse of some seconds that, looking about her, with a start, she appeared to recognise that she was alone. Getting up, she began to pace feverishly about the room, as if only rapid movement could enable her to control the fires which were mounting in her blood.

“I wonder if it’s true! I wonder if it is! Perhaps that explains why it is he hasn’t come. I may have been misjudging him. Perhaps he can’t come. Suppose he is arrested. Perhaps he doesn’t know what it is the police have discovered. He’s nearly certain not to know. Who’s to tell him? I will go and tell him! This instant! Now! I will warn him against the police and against Jack Haines. I will save him yet, yet. He shall owe it all to me.”

With her hands she brushed her hair from her brow — the hair which she had so carefully arranged.

“After all I have longed for, after all I have lived through, I do believe that for him I should esteem the world well lost.”

She ran upstairs — literally ran. She put on a coat and hat in a space of time which, for shortness, considering that a pretty woman was concerned, was simply marvellous. And having put them on, she ran down the stairs. She hurried through the hall. She opened the hall door.

And as she did so something or some one bounded up the steps — rather than mounted them in an ordinary fashion. There was a flash of something in the air. Mrs. Carruth was borne backwards.

A second afterwards she was lying half on her face, with the lifeblood streaming from her on to the floor.


CHAPTER XXXIX.

THE LAST MEETING OF THE CLUB.

Horseferry Road. A hazy though a cloudless night. A house, the windows of which showed no lights. Up two flights of stairs.

The rendezvous of that agreeable social institution, the Murder Club.

The Club was to hold a session. The gentleman who, if he was not the actual source of inspiration, was, at any rate, the founder, the promoter, the organiser, the backbone of the Club, was making ready for the members coming. A man about the middle height, somewhat slightly built, in evening dress, with an orchid in his buttonhole — Mr. Cecil Pendarvon. Mr. Pendarvon was not bad-looking. He had a long, fair beard, which he had a trick of pulling with both his hands. His eyes were certainly not ugly, but to the close observer they conveyed an odd impression. As one watched them, one began to wonder if they were the man’s real eyes which one saw, or if the real eyes were behind them. Perhaps one had this feeling of wonder, because, although there always was the light of laughter in Mr. Pendarvon’s eyes, their real expression was one of such cold, passionless, unrelenting cruelty.

For some reason Mr. Pendarvon seemed ill at ease. One hand was resting on the large oval table which occupied the greater portion of the room, with the other he tugged at his beard, while he stared at a manuscript volume, bound in a beautiful scarlet binding, which lay open in front of him. A cackling sound was emitted from his throat, which was, possibly, intended for a chuckle.

“His signature! His sign manual! An elegant example, too! With his own hand — tied tight. If I remember rightly, he did say something about his practically committing suicide by affixing his signature to such a declaration. How often is truth spoken in a jest. What fools men are!”

His statement — which was very far from being an original statement — of the folly of humanity, seemed to afford him a large amount of satisfaction. He combed his beard with the fingers of both his hands. He kept on chuckling to himself as if he had given utterance to one of the best jokes that ever was heard.

“What’s that?”

It was queer to notice how, in an instant, all signs of amusement fled. He gripped the rim of the massive table, as if seeking its support. He cast a stealthy glance about him. He stood and listened, seeming to hold his breath to enable him to do it better. The man’s real self peeped from his eyes. His whole bearing suggested fear.

There was a perfect silence for some moments. Then he drew a long breath.

“It’s nothing.” He began again to tug at his beard, as if mechanically. “What a little upsets a man if he is in the mood.” He glanced at his watch, seeming, as he did so, to make a mental calculation. “It’s time that some of them were here.” He paused, the remainder of his speech apparently referring to some other theme. “I hope that one can rely upon them sometimes — that one may take it that the guardians of law and order do not always blunder. I suppose that we are shadowed. I suppose, too, that they will make no movement until they have received ocular demonstration of the fact that all of them are here. What’s that?”

Again there was a sudden, startling change in Mr. Pendarvon’s outward bearing. Obviously his every faculty was strained in the act of listening. So far as an ordinary observer would have been able to judge there did not appear to be a sound. Yet it is not improbable that something had made itself audible to Mr. Pendarvon’s unusually keen sense of hearing, because presently a slight click was heard, as it seemed, within the wall itself upon his right.

“Number one!”

Mr. Pendarvon’s state of tension seemed to slightly decrease. The wall upon his right was panelled from floor to ceiling. One of the panels Mr. Pendarvon slipped aside, and, in doing so, revealed a dial-plate of peculiar construction, which apparently had some connection with electricity. On it was a prominent figure 2. Beneath it a needle made three separate strokes. A large 1 appeared. Then three more separate strokes. Then another prominent 2. On the appearance of the second 2, on Mr. Pendarvon’s touching an ivory button, the whole thing performed a complete revolution, and a sound as of a gong was heard.

While the gong still continued to vibrate, a voice was heard outside the door exclaiming “Reginald!”

The announcement of the name seemed to precipitate Mr. Pendarvon back into his former condition of uneasiness.

“The man himself,” he muttered. Then, by way of an afterthought, with a smile which by no means suggested mirth, “I wonder if they saw him come.”

He seemed to hesitate, then, with an effort, to pull himself together.

“The honourable member should not be kept waiting.”

As he made this observation to himself, with another mirthless grin, he pressed a second button, which was on the other side of the dial. Immediately the door without swung open.

In another moment Mr. Reginald Townsend appeared upon the threshold of the door.

“A trifle slow to-night, Pendarvon — eh?”

Mr. Pendarvon admitted the soft impeachment.

“I’m afraid that this time, perhaps, I am. You’ve caught me napping. I was just putting the things in order when you came.”

“Putting the things in order! I see. The things want putting in order, Pendarvon — eh?”

“There is a certain amount of work which has to be done, which, of course, by virtue of my office” — this with a sneer which, perhaps, the speaker found it impossible to suppress— “I have to do.”

“By virtue of your office; yes.” Mr. Pendarvon looked up at Mr. Townsend, only, as it were, by accident and for a moment; then his glance went back again. “It would be a fine night if it were not for the mist which is in the air. One now and then can get peeps at the stars beyond. But this mist gives me a chill.”

“It’s warm enough in here.”

“Oh, yes, it’s sufficiently warm in here.”

In each man’s manner there was something which was distinctly out of the ordinary, and the strangest part of it was that, though each was, as a rule, as keen an observer as one might easily meet, neither seemed to realise that there was anything unusual in the bearing of the other. Mr. Pendarvon was restless, fidgety, fussy, continually on the watch for something to happen, not in the room, but out of it. He was like a person who has an appointment of the first importance, and who is devoured with anxiety lest the individual with whom he has the appointment should fail to keep it. Mr. Townsend’s mood, on the other hand, seemed almost transcendental. His physical beauty, uncommon both in type and in degree, seemed to-night to have positively increased. It was almost startling. He seemed, too, to have increased in height. He bore himself with an unconscious grace which displayed his splendid figure to singular advantage. His head was thrown a little back from his shoulders, and in his eyes and in the whole expression of his face there was something which suggested rapturous calm. One felt that, whatever happened, this man’s mind would be at ease. He recalled the soldier who, having volunteered for a forlorn hope, advances to meet death, and worse than death, with a smile.

It is probably when our soldiers have been in just that mood that they have done the deeds which have seemed to the world to be miracles of valour. It is when one cares for nothing that, sometimes, one can do anything.

Each of these men, however, seemed to be so preoccupied in his affairs that he noticed nothing uncommon in the other. Mr. Pendarvon fidgeted about the room. He set the chairs straight, the decanters on the table. He occupied himself with a dozen trifling things which scarcely seemed to stand in need of his attention. Mr. Townsend stood in front of the huge, old-fashioned fireplace paying no sort of heed to the other’s fussiness, seeming indeed to be in a condition of mind which, psychologically, approximated to a waking dream.

Although he took no notice of the fit of fidgets with which Mr. Pendarvon seemed to be afflicted, his very calmness caused that gentleman to seem still more ill at ease. More than once he seemed to be on the point of saying something and then to stop short as if for want of being able to find something appropriate to say.

At last he did hit upon a sufficiently apposite remark.

“They’re late to-night.”

The sound of his voice seemed to rouse Mr. Townsend to the fact of Mr. Pendarvon’s presence.

“They are a little late to-night, Pendarvon.” He looked at his watch. “Indeed! Is it possible that they may have neglected to make a note of the occasion?”

Mr. Pendarvon laughed — again not merrily.

“I don’t think there is much fear of that. They’re sure to come, if only for their own safety’s sake.” Again the cheerless grin. “Possibly they’re trying to get their spirits up by putting the spirits down upon the way. Hark! there’s some one coming now.”

There was a silence as the two men listened, with their eyes upon the dial-plate which Mr. Pendarvon had left exposed. It repeated the performance with which it had announced Mr. Townsend’s arrival.

“You have good ears, Pendarvon. I heard nothing.”

Mr. Pendarvon admitted that it was so.

“I have good ears.”

He spoke with a dryness which seemed to be unnecessarily significant. He sounded the gong. There was a voice without.

“Henry!”

“Dear Mr. Shepherd. You may let him in.”

The door swung open. There entered a tall man, with long grey hair, clad in the attire of a superior mechanic. He had a silent face — the face of a man who can be silent in very many tongues — and the eyes of a man who sees visions. He vouchsafed no sort of greeting, but at once sat down on one of the chairs which stood around the table.

Mr. Townsend looked at him as one looks at an object which one finds an interesting study.

“I trust, Mr. Shepherd, that you may have fortune in drawing the lot to-night.”

Mr. Shepherd opened his lips, which hitherto he had kept hermetically closed. He spoke with a nasal twang which suggested a certain type of prayer-meeting.

“Not to-night: my hour is not yet.”

“Indeed! May I ask when your hour is likely to be?”

“I seek not to inquire.”

The hint which Mr. Shepherd intended to convey was unmistakable. Mr. Pendarvon laughed. Mr. Townsend stared. Before the latter could speak again the dial-plate repeated its previous performances. This time two voices answered to the summons of the gong.

The door opened to admit Mr. Teddy Hibbard and his inseparable friend, Mr. Eugene Silvester.

They were both of them boys, rather than men, and were obviously members of that class which, in a more advanced stage of social organisation, will probably, during its salad days, be detained in some kindly institution, the inmates of which will be gently, yet firmly, persuaded to do themselves as little injury as they conveniently can. They grow out of it, some of these young men, in time. But one had only to look at this particular two to see that, with them, that time was scarcely yet.

The bell, being started, was kept rolling. One after the other the members of the Club came in. A heterogeneous gathering they were. One wondered what some of them did in such a galley. They seemed to be so oddly out of place.

At last, with two exceptions, all the members were assembled. One of the exceptions was Lord Archibald Beaupré. His absence was the cause, not only of comment, but, as time went on, and still he did not come, of obvious uneasiness to some of those who had arrived. Tell-tale looks came on their faces. They eyed each other, as it were, askance. They not only inquired of one another why it was he did not come, but they made the same inquiry of themselves with still more emphasis. The appearance of indifference with which, at first, they had treated the absent member’s tardiness became less and less convincing. It was he who last had drawn the lot. It was he who had to do something for the Honour of the Club.

What was it which had detained him?

Mr. Pendarvon, who, plainly, was not the least uneasy of those who were present in the room, addressed an inquiry to Mr. Townsend.

“You are Beaupré’s fidus achates, Townsend. When did you see him last?”

Mr. Townsend had evidently shown an indifference to the fact of Lord Archibald Beaupré’s non-arrival which evidently in his case was not assumed. He looked at Mr. Pendarvon a moment before he answered, and when he did answer his manner, although completely courteous, was hardly genial.

“For information of Lord Archibald Beaupré I must refer you — to Lord Archibald Beaupré.”

Mr. Pendarvon seemed to relish neither the look with which he had been favoured nor the answer. Indeed, Mr. Townsend’s manner, even more than his answer, seemed to increase the general feeling of uneasiness which was beginning to dominate the room.

Suddenly there was the sound of a click. With a rapidity which, in its way, was comic, all eyes were fixed upon the dial-plate. Its mechanism had been set in motion. The familiar movements followed.

“There he is!” exclaimed a voice.

Mr. Silvester added, with a show of hilarity which was slightly forced, “Better late than never!”

Mr. Pendarvon sounded the gong, seemingly in a state of fevered agitation.

“Stephen!” exclaimed a voice.

A blank look came on some of the faces.

“It isn’t Beaupré; it’s Kendrick!”

Colonel Kendrick was the other member who had not yet put in an appearance. His absence had gone almost unnoticed. He had to do nothing for the Honour of the Club — as yet.

Colonel Kendrick came into the room. He was a thickset, soldierly-looking man, with a slight grey moustache and a pair of bold, unflinching eyes. He bowed as he came in, speaking in that short, crisp, staccato tone of voice which is apt to mark the man who has been accustomed to command.

“Gentlemen, I have to apologise to you for my delay.” He turned to Mr. Townsend. “I have to inform you, Mr. Townsend, that Mr. Pendarvon has set the police upon your track.”


CHAPTER XL.

MR. TOWNSEND REACHES HOME.

The members, for the most part, stared at the Colonel. Then they stared at one another. They did not seem to understand. Mr. Townsend looked at the Colonel, then at Mr. Pendarvon. Mr. Pendarvon, with twitching lips and dilated eyes, was leaning, as if for support, against the dial-plate.

“Pendarvon, I am waiting for you to contradict what Kendrick has said.”

Mr. Pendarvon was making an effort to control his faculty of speech.

“It’s false.”

Mr. Townsend turned to the Colonel.

“You hear what he says?”

The Colonel pointed at Mr. Pendarvon.

“And you see how he says it.” They did see. The disclosure of his treachery, being premature, had taken Mr. Pendarvon unawares. It had, unfortunately, caused him to lose his nerve. He stood crouching against the wall, trembling, like a cur, in terror of what might be to come.

The man’s guilt was self-confessed. They perceived that it was so with a stupefaction which made them dumb.

Colonel Kendrick went on.

“I have a cousin at Scotland Yard. He has just now told me that, this morning, they received information of the existence of an organisation called the Murder Club. They had been told that the individual who was actually responsible for the Three Bridges Tragedy was a member of the Club. His name was Reginald Townsend. I asked who was their informant. I was told that it was a man named Cecil Pendarvon. So, gentlemen, the person who is responsible for the position in which we find ourselves is the one who has given us away.”

One or two of the members made a half-unconscious movement forward. Mr. Pendarvon seemed to endeavour to huddle himself closer to the dial-plate.

“My cousin informed me that the club was to meet tonight, and that a coup was to be made while the members were in actual assembly. I have hurried straight from my cousin here. I have some acquaintance with the personnel of Scotland Yard. As I approached these premises I recognised one or two individuals whom I knew by sight. Mr. Townsend, the police are at the door waiting to receive the signal to effect your capture.”

Of all those present Mr. Townsend seemed the least affected by the Colonel’s communication. It was the humorous side of the situation which seemed to strike him first.

“It is the unexpected happens, my dear Kendrick. I do believe that all the wisdom of the world is contained in that one phrase. The blow has come from the quarter from which I least expected it. Mr. Pendarvon, I presume that you are acquainted with the rule which you yourself framed, and which lays down the measure which is to be meted out to traitors.”

Mr. Townsend moved towards Mr. Pendarvon. Snatching a revolver from his pocket, Mr. Pendarvon pointed it in the face of the man he had betrayed. In an instant Colonel Kendrick had struck it from his hand. One barrel was discharged harmlessly as it fell. Immediately a dozen weapons were in a dozen hands. Mr. Townsend retained his appearance of perfect ease. Standing in front of Mr. Pendarvon, he regarded that gentleman with courteous contempt which caused him, literally, to seem to wither.

“Well done!”

The tranquil scorn of Mr. Townsend’s tone seemed to affect Mr. Pendarvon as if it had been vitriol. He writhed.

“You — you hound!” he spluttered.

Mr. Townsend merely repeated his former commendation, which the other received as if it had been a scorpion’s lash.

“Well done!”

There was a click. Mr. Pendarvon’s body was obscuring the dial-plate. With scant ceremony, the Colonel thrust him aside. The dial had made a new departure. It displayed the figure 3.

The Colonel spoke.

“I fancy we may take it that that is the signal which Mr. Pendarvon has arranged with his policemen friends. It is they who have given it, being now outside the door. I imagine, gentlemen, that, so far as we are concerned, we have but little to fear. Be so good, some one, as to tear that book and to burn it.”

The Colonel pointed to the manuscript book in the beautiful crimson cover. Some one snatched it up. In a moment it was in pieces and the pieces were in flames. Mr. Pendarvon made a movement as if he would have done something to check the destruction of so important a witness. The Colonel checked him with a word.

“Stand still!” And Mr. Pendarvon was still. The Colonel turned to Mr. Townsend. “It is you who have most to fear. Can you suggest how you may be able to effect your escape?”

“Unless Mr. Pendarvon has romanced, he has not only provided the trap, but also the means of escape from the trap which he has baited — unless, I say, he has romanced. We shall see. Good-bye, Pendarvon.”

With a gesture of careless insolence, with his open palm, Mr. Townsend struck Mr. Pendarvon lightly across the face. That was too much even for Mr. Pendarvon. He sprang at Mr. Townsend. Mr. Townsend knocked him down. Being down, he seemed to deem it wiser, on the whole, to stay there.

A voice was heard without — a peremptory voice, an official voice.

“Open this door immediately, or we shall break it down!”

Mr. Townsend gave a mocking rejoinder.

“Break it down; by all means, break it down!” He went to the fireplace; he stood within it. He turned to the assembled company. “We shall meet again — at Philippi!”

He grasped the first two stanchions and was immediately out of sight.

“Count twelve,” he told himself as he climbed. “This is the twelfth. Put out your hand to the right, and you will feel a bolt. This does feel like a bolt, and a door. After all, Pendarvon, you’re not such a liar as you might have been.”

Scrambling through the door which he had thrust open, Mr. Townsend found himself standing on what was evidently thereof. It was flat just there. In front of him was a high brick wall, which served as a base for a stack of chimneys.

He stood for some seconds listening. He could distinctly hear voices ascending from the room below.

“I wonder what they will do to our friend Pendarvon, and how long they will keep those dear policemen out — if I shall have time to do what I have to do. Keep moving, sir! The moments are all that you can call your own.”

He went forward, keeping the stack of chimneys on his left.

“Hallo! There’s the edge of the roof! Yes, and here’s a rail and a bridge — all spoken of by our friend Pendarvon. To essay the great act of crossing the bridge!”

He stepped on to the plank. It quivered beneath his weight.

“This bridge is of somewhat rickety construction and the rail unsteady.”

When about half-way across he paused. The plank seemed to be bending double. He peered into the depths below.

“It occurs to me that it would not be a difficult business to smash this bridge into two clean halves as I stand here. That might be an easy way to end it all. But it will not serve. There is that which I must do.”

He moved on more rapidly. The frail planking shuddered and shook; it swung in the air. More than once it seemed as if the tall, quickly-moving figure was supported upon nothing. But the bridge became firmer as he approached the opposite side. He put out his hand to the left, feeling for what Mr. Pendarvon told him he would find there.

“The ladder! As he said, straight against the wall. Bravo! Now, if the house is only empty, the thing is done!”

The house was empty, and the thing was done. It all happened as Mr. Pendarvon had said it would. He ascended the ladder, raised the unlatched window frame, struck a light, passed through the empty house, and into the street beyond. He found a cab, and, ere long, he was at Albert Gate.

As he stepped out of the cab some one touched him on the shoulder from behind. He turned sharply round, thinking, perhaps, that he had but escaped from one pitfall to fall at once into another.

But it was not so. The person whom he found himself confronting was that recalcitrant member of the Murder Club, Lord Archibald Beaupré.

“You! Well?”

This was Mr. Townsend’s greeting. Lord Archibald’s response was a little delayed. When it did come it came in a hoarse whisper from between tremulous lips.

“Why did you do it?”

“Do what?”

Lord Archibald, leaning forward, whispered something into Mr. Townsend’s ear.

“I was afraid, my dear Archie, that you might be a quarter of an hour too late.” Mr. Townsend paused, looking at, without seeming to notice, the other’s ashen countenance. “Is she dead?”

“No.”

“Will she die?”

“No.”

There was silence. Then Lord Archibald went on, rendered almost voiceless by contending emotions, “I was there in time; you should have waited.”

“As I tell you, my dear Archie, it was a question of a quarter of an hour.”

“When I got there the house was in commotion. They had found her lying in the hall, as you had left her. She was regaining consciousness as I arrived. When she saw me she made me stoop down and she whispered to me. She told me that it was you who had done it, and that you did it just as she was starting to save you.”

“She has, perhaps, her own notions of salvation.”

“I think she meant it. She said she was coming to warn you against a man named Haines.”

“Haines? Indeed! That is the second time I have been warned against a man named Haines. By the way, I have just come from Horseferry Road. Pendarvon has given the show away.”

“Pendarvon?”

“Yes, Pendarvon. He has, what I believe old-fashioned thieves used to call, blown the gaff. The place is in the hands of the police. I escaped up the chimney. I expect that the gentlemen in blue will soon be here. I have no doubt that already they have missed me and are hot upon my trail.”

“Reggie!”

In Lord Archibald’s voice there was something which sounded very like a sob.

“Don’t worry about me, dear boy. For me, anyhow, all things are over. You’ll be all right. After all, it was lucky for you that I was first upon the scene.” Having paused, he added, “Tell her, when she is all right again, as you seem to think she will be, that I am sorry I did it. She should have left me a wider option.”

“I don’t believe she means to give you away. When the policemen asked her who had done it she said that the man was a stranger to her. She had never seen him in her life before.”

“Did she, indeed? How very odd! They tell you not to trust a woman. My experience teaches me not to trust a man. One thing I do regret. I should have liked to have killed Pendarvon. Archie, I want you to do me a favour — to take a message.”

“To whom?”

“To Miss Jardine. Will you do it?”

“Yes.”

The speaker’s voice was even more husky than before.

Mr. Townsend scribbled a few words on a page of his pocket-book. Tearing out the leaf, he handed it to Lord Archibald Beaupré.

“Give her that. Not necessarily at once, but some time when the thing’s all over. And tell her — —” He stopped; then, with a smile, went on, “Yes, tell her that I loved her, but that already, when my love for her was born, it was too late.”

“I’ll tell her. What are you going to do yourself?”

“Do? Wait; they’ll soon be here. I have one or two matters which will occupy me till they come. Good-bye.”

He held out his hand. The other grasped it in his own.

“By —— , Reggie, I had almost sooner that it had been I.”

“Don’t be an ass, dear boy. Slip across the water till the wind has blown a little of the dust away.”

He nodded, moved quickly across the pavement, and disappeared into the house. Lord Archibald Beaupré was left standing in the street, clutching the sheet of paper tightly in his hand.

As Mr. Townsend entered a woman came forward to greet him. She wore an air of considerable concern.

“Oh, Mr. Townsend, sir, I’m so glad it’s you. Burton’s out, and something has happened which has quite upset me.

“I’m very sorry, Mrs. Lane, that you should have been upset. What has upset you?”

“There’s been a man who wanted to see you — leastways, he didn’t look as if he was a gentleman, and he didn’t behave like one. I told him you weren’t in, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. He pushed right past me and marched straight into your room, and said he’d wait until you came. He’s been there an hour or more; and I just went in to say that I really didn’t think it was any use his waiting when I was taken quite aback to find that the room was empty and that he wasn’t there.”

“That, probably, was because he had gone. Let us trust that the spoons have not gone too!”

“Oh, sir, I do trust they haven’t. But what makes it seem so queer to me is that I have been watching all the time, and haven’t seen a creature leave the room.”

“Possibly, Mrs. Lane, he has vanished into air.”

Laughing at her as he passed, Mr. Townsend went into his room.


CHAPTER XLI.

TAKING LEAVE.

It was a handsome room, that in which Mr. Townsend, when at home, passed the larger portion of his waking hours — large, lofty, well-proportioned. The walls were wainscoted. Here and there was a piece of tapestry. Curtains suggested, rather than screened, an occasional recess. Veiled, too, were entrances to rooms beyond. A window, running from floor to ceiling, extended on one side of the room, almost from wall to wall. Had it been daytime, one would have seen that it overlooked Hyde Park.

On his entrance Mr. Townsend went immediately to the portrait of the girl which stood up on his mantelboard. He looked at it long and earnestly. He took it out of its frame. He kissed it, not once or twice, but a dozen times at least. He regarded it with something of the veneration which the religious Russian peasant regards his Icon.

“Dora!” he murmured. “Dora!” Then, with a smile, “What might have been!”

Gripping the portrait with both his hands, he began to tear it into two; then stopped.

“It seems almost like sacrilege.” He kissed the face again. “It would be a sacrilege to let it fall into their hands as evidence that she had endured the contamination of my acquaintance.”

He tore the portrait, not only into halves, but into fragments, and the fragments he cast upon the fire. As the flames consumed them he made a little gesture towards them with his hands.

“Good-bye!”

He picked up several knick-knacks which were about the room and examined them, as if he were considering what ought to be their fate. Some of them, which bore unmistakable traces of feminine handiwork and taste, he threw, after the portrait, into the fire. He opened a large despatch-box which stood upon a table at one side. From among its varied contents he took all sorts of things — a glove, a knot of ribbon, a menu card, some programmes of dances, a chocolate bonbon, a variety of trivial impedimenta with which one would hardly have thought such a man would have cared to be troubled. Last of all he took out four or five envelopes addressed to himself in what was evidently a woman’s hand.

“My love letters! — love letters! I doubt if there was a word of love in one of them, except that which came to me this morning. In our courtship hitherto love letters have scarcely entered. There has been no opportunity. It is another case of what might have been — and yet these are my love letters, for they were written by her hand, and these are my love tokens, because they are tokens of certain passages which she has had with me. Nor must they become their spoil. These sort of tales find their way into so many sorts of papers that, for her sake, it is well that I have had time enough to destroy what might tend to show that I ever was engaged — save the mark! — to marry Miss Jardine.”

He threw the letters and the various trivialities together into the fire, breaking up the coals to enable them to burn the faster. He stood watching their destruction. When they were entirely consumed he turned away, the finger of his right hand in his waistcoat pocket, apparently feeling for something which was there.

“I think that that is all; now I’m ready.”

“That, young man, is just as well, because so am I.”

The voice came from behind his back. Mr. Townsend showed no sign of being startled, nor did he evince any anxiety to turn and inquire into the speaker’s personality. He stood, for a moment, as if he was endeavouring to recall to his memory the tones of the speaker’s voice. He turned at last, at his leisure, and with a smile — 

“Mr. Haines?”

It was Mr. Haines. His sudden appearance was explained by the fact that he had obviously just stepped from behind a pair of curtains which concealed the entrance to an inner room. He still held one of the curtains in his hand. He eyed Mr. Townsend in silence, one hand being in suggestive proximity to the hip pocket in his trousers in which the Westerner is apt to keep his gun.

“Yes, I am Mr. Haines.”

“I am glad to have the pleasure of seeing you, Mr. Haines. Might I ask you to be good enough to select your own chair?”

Mr. Haines took no notice of Mr. Townsend’s gesture of almost exaggerated courtesy. Manner and tone alike were dogged.

“I’ve been watching you.”

“I am gratified to think that any action of mine should have been esteemed worthy your attention.”

“The woman said that you weren’t in. I said I’d wait. I knew you’d come. She fidgeted. So I stepped behind the curtains. I thought trouble might be saved.”

“It was very thoughtful, Mr. Haines, of you, indeed.”

Mr. Haines moved away from the curtains. He came farther into the room, his hand still in the neighbourhood of his pistol pocket, his eyes never wandering from Mr. Townsend’s face.

“Last night I reckoned with your brother.”

“My brother?”

“He says he is your brother. He let it out as I was laying into him. And he’s about your style all over. He calls himself Stewart Trevannion, and he’s a thief, but not near such a thief as you.”

“Is that so? May I inquire, Mr. Haines, what I have done that you should say I am a thief?”

“You’ve stole my girl.”

“Your girl?” Mr. Townsend raised his eyebrows slightly, but still sufficiently for the movement to be perceptible. “Are you alluding to Mrs. Carruth?”

“Mrs. Carruth? No, young man, I am not alluding, as you call it, to Mrs. Carruth.”

“I thought that Mrs. Carruth could hardly be adequately described as a girl.”

“Is it sneering at Mrs. Carruth you are?”

Mr. Haines’s idiom, on the sudden, became flavoured with, as it were, a reminiscence of Ireland.

“I trust that I never, Mr. Haines, shall be guilty of so heinous a crime as sneering at a lady. I believe that I am merely asserting a fact in venturing to express an opinion that Mrs. Carruth can hardly be adequately described as a girl.”

Mr. Townsend’s exaggeration of courtesy, suggesting more than it expressed, seemed to be something for which Mr. Haines was unprepared. He hesitated, as if in doubt; then repeated his previous assertion.

“You’ve stole my girl, and I’ve come to call you to account.”

“I am unconscious of having conveyed from you any property of the kind. Of whom are you speaking as your girl?”

“My Loo.”

“Your — —” Mr. Townsend obviously started, regaining his self-possession only after a momentary pause. “I am still, Mr. Haines, so unfortunate as to be unable to follow you.”

“Whether she was known to you as Louisa Haines, or Louise O’Donnel, or Milly Carroll, she was my girl. You stole her. You killed her. I am here to kill you for it.”

There was silence. The two men eyed each other. Mr. Haines with that sullen, dogged look upon his face which it was used to wear; Mr. Townsend with the natural expression of the man who has just been told a sudden startling, wholly unexpected piece of news. He seemed to find it so startling a piece of news as to be almost incredible.

“Is it possible, Mr. Haines, that the lady whom I knew as Louise O’Donnel was your child?”
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“She was: my only child — my one ewe lamb. You took her life. What have you to say why I shouldn’t have your life for hers?”

“Only that it is the unexpected happens. I may tell you, twice I have been advised to beware of you. I had no notion what was your cause of quarrel. Now that I do know, I admit its perfect justice.”

“Put up your hands.”

Mr. Haines flashed a revolver in the air. Mr. Townsend remained unmoved; he simply looked at Mr. Haines and smiled.

“I am afraid that I must decline to obey you, literally, Mr. Haines. We do not do it quite that way this side. To an English taste the method seems a little bizarre. But I will undertake to offer no resistance. Nor to move. So far as I am concerned, you may shoot. I’m ready.”

Mr. Haines moved a step or two forward. He pointed his revolver at Mr. Townsend’s head, pointed it with a hand which did not tremble. There was an interval of silence. They steadfastly regarded each other, neither moving so much as an eyelash.

“You’ve grit. Which is what your brother’d like to swallow.”

“It pleases you to say so. I would not wish to put you to inconvenience, but if you will permit me to advise you you will shoot and waste no time. Time is precious. I happen to know that, if you waste it, others may cheat you of your prey.”

Mr. Haines lowered his revolver.

“I reckoned to shoot you on sight. It’s not because you’ve grit I don’t. Don’t you think it. I’ve seen men like you before. A few. Some of them with grit enough to dare the devil to do his level worst when he gets them down to hell. Grit’s just an accident. It don’t count with me neither one way nor the other. Young man, I’m going to make you an offer.”

“Make it.”

“There are two things I’ve had to live for. Just two. No more. You’ve robbed me of them both. My girl, and the heart which I reckoned to have one day for mine.”

“If, as I presume, this time it is Mrs. Carruth to whom you are referring, I do protest with all my heart that you are welcome to her heart, Mr. Haines.”

“It’s not your consent I should be asking. No. It’s hers. I’ve asked for it. In vain. I reckon that with nothing to live for living isn’t worth it. I’ve another gun in here.” Mr. Haines produced a second revolver from one of his tail pockets. Mr. Townsend smiled. “What are you laughing at, young man?”

“You must forgive me. You reminded me for a moment of a pirate king of whom I used to read in my boyish days, whose habit it was to carry an arsenal about with him wherever he might go.”

“Laugh on. One of these guns is for you, the other gun’s for me. We are going to shoot each other.”

“Excuse me, we are not.”

“I say we are.” Mr. Townsend slightly shrugged his shoulders. The gesture seemed to anger Mr. Haines. He went still closer to him. “You are going to put the muzzle of one gun to my forehead, and I’m going to put the muzzle of the other gun to yours, and we’re going to fire together on the word.”

“I beg ten thousand pardons for being constrained to contradict you, but — we are not.”

“I say we are.” Again the only response was a movement of Mr. Townsend’s shoulders. “Take hold of the gun.”

Mr. Haines endeavoured to thrust one of the revolvers into Mr. Townsend’s hand.

“Not I.”

“Take hold of the gun!”

Mr. Haines, on Mr. Townsend’s betraying an inclination to remove himself from too near neighbourhood, caught him by the shoulder.

“Remove your hand, sir. I have no objection to your shooting me. But to your touching me while I am still alive I have.”

“You hearken to what I say, young man. Take hold of this gun!”

Mr. Haines endeavoured to subject Mr. Townsend to what, in the nursery, is called a shaking.

“If you attempt to do that again, Mr. Haines, I shall be under the disagreeable necessity of knocking you down — before the shooting.”

Mr. Haines attempted to do it again. Mr. Townsend tried to knock Mr. Haines down. Mr. Haines was not to be easily felled. Bursting into sudden passion, he seized Mr. Townsend by both shoulders. His two “guns” fell, unnoticed, to the ground. With commendable promptness Mr. Townsend returned the compliment which had been accorded him by clutching Mr. Haines. They clenched, struggled, and together fell to the floor.

On the floor they continued to discuss to the best of their ability the side issue which Mr. Haines had raised.

So engrossed were they with their own proceedings that they failed to notice the sudden opening of the door, followed by the unannounced entrance into the room of four or five men. One of them moved quickly to where the two combatants were contending on the floor. He placed his hand on Mr. Townsend’s shoulder.

“You are my prisoner, Mr. Townsend. I arrest you on the charge of murder.”

The sound of Mr. Holman’s voice — for Matthew Holman was the speaker — did produce a diversion of the interest. The two men ceased to struggle. Then, being suffered to do so by Mr. Haines, Mr. Townsend rose to his feet. As he did so, some one who had come into the room with the police broke into laughter as he pointed at him with his finger. It was Mr. Pendarvon.

“Yes, officer, that’s your man. That’s Townsend, the Three Bridges murderer.”

Mr. Pendarvon’s merriment seemed out of place. He had cause to exchange it for something else a moment afterwards.

Mr. Townsend turned to Mr. Holman.

“As this person says, I am the man you want. And — —” He paused; before they had a notion of what it was he intended to do, rushing forward, he had caught Mr. Pendarvon in his arms and borne him completely from his feet. “You are just the man I want.”

Mr. Townsend’s movements were so rapid that, before they could do anything to stop him, he had carried his victim right across the room, and, brushing aside the curtains, with a tremendous splintering of glass, had crashed with him through the closed windows into the night beyond.

“All right,” cried Mr. Holman, as, too late to check his progress, the constables rushed after him. “There are some of the other chaps out there. They’ll have him.”

From Mr. Holman’s point of view it proved to be all right. The drop from the window was only six or seven feet. By the time Mr. Holman had reached it Mr. Townsend was already again in the hands of the police. The detective shouted his instructions through the shattered pane.

“Put the handcuffs on him.”

A voice replied from below — 

“They are on him. He has almost killed this other man.”

Mr. Townsend was heard speaking with a most pronounced drawl.

“Almost! Not quite! That’s a pity. Still, ‘twill serve. Officer, will you allow me to use my handkerchief; my mouth is bleeding?”

He succeeded, in spite of his handcuffed wrists, in withdrawing a handkerchief from an inner pocket of his coat. He pressed it, for a moment, to his lips. When he removed it, he tossed something into the air.

“Done you!” he cried. “Hurrah!”

There was an exclamation from the officer who was in charge of him.

“He has taken something. I can smell it.”

“Yes,” said Mr. Townsend, “I have taken leave.” There was a small commotion. Mr. Townsend, reeling, would have fallen to the ground had he not been supported by the sergeant’s arms. The man leaned over him to smell his breath. He, probably, was something of a chemist. “Hydrocyanic acid!” he exclaimed. “He is dead.”


CHAPTER XLII.

HAND IN HAND.

Mrs. Tennant had obtained permission to see her husband in prison once before he was hung to say good-bye. She was starting upon the errand now — alone.

She had resolved to go alone. She had battled out the question with herself, upon her knees, in prayer, and it seemed to her that, of many alternatives, she had not chosen the worst. She would have with her neither his mother, nor hers, nor any of their kith and kin. The horror of the memory of that parting should be hers alone.

Nor would she take their little child, their Minna. That was for the child’s sake. The father might, perhaps, be glad to see, once more, his darling, even though it was through iron bars. But the child must be considered. The picture of that last parting might, and probably would, be impinged upon the retina of the child’s brain, never to be obliterated. It might haunt her through the years, colour the whole of her life.

When Mrs. Tennant was ready to start, while she was still in the privacy of her own room, she knelt upon the floor and drew the little child into her arms.

“Minna, I am going to see papa. Shall I tell him that you send your love?”

A small, pleading face looked into hers.

“Can’t I come with you? I want to see him too.”

“I cannot take you with me, Minna, but I will take your love. I think it would please papa to know you sent it.”

“Of course you are to tell papa I love him. He knows I do. And, mamma, you’re to give him that.” The child kissed her mother. “And you’re to tell him that he is to come back soon.”

Mrs. Tennant went with the little one downstairs, not daring to trust herself in further speech. Her mother came to receive the child, and to put to her a last inquiry.

“Are you quite sure, Lucy, that you would not like to have me with you — nor any one — even as far as Lewes? Consider, dear, all you are undertaking, and think before you speak.” Mrs. Tennant’s answer was quietly conclusive. “I would rather go quite alone, mother, thanking you.” There was a knocking at the hall door. Since bad news had come crowding so fast upon the household, every fresh knock had seemed to be the precursor of more ill-tidings. The two women looked at each other with frightened faces, a question in their very silence. While they still were looking there came, bursting into the room, no less a personage than that eminent counsel, Bates, Q.C., who had defended Mr. Tennant at his trial.

Mr. Bates seemed to be in a condition of very unlawyerlike excitement.

“Mrs. Tennant, I bring you good news!”

Mrs. Tennant shrunk back.

“Good news! For me!”

“The best of all possible news. I have only just heard it. I have come rushing off at once to tell you. Your husband is pardoned!”

“Pardoned! Do you mean that his sentence is commuted?”

“Nothing of the sort! He is a free man — as free as air! He has told us all along the absolute truth. He had nothing to do with the woman falling out of the carriage — she isn’t even dead! It’s an extraordinary story, and you shall hear all the details another time; but he had no more to do with the death of the poor girl who actually was murdered than you or I. Mrs. Tennant, your husband is a hardly used and a deeply injured man.”

Mrs. Tennant had sunk into a chair. She was crying. Mr. Bates blew his nose; he wiped his eyes.

“Don’t cry madam, don’t cry! This isn’t a case for tears! I am told that a Queen’s messenger is taking the official pardon to Lewes by the next train. If you make haste, you’ll be able to travel with him. And I’ll come with you if you like!”

“Thank you, Mr. Bates, I will go alone.”

And, practically, she went alone. In the same compartment of the train was the official messenger, but they did not exchange half a dozen words. Sitting in a corner of the railway carriage, with her veil down, she cried all the way to Lewes, smiling through her tears. They had a carriage from the station up to the prison on the hill. And Mrs. Tennant was suffered to be the bearer of the glad tidings to her husband.

In the condemned cell, locked in each other’s arms, the man and woman cried as if their hearts would break.

And very shortly the prison gates closed after them, as, out of the valley of the shadow of death, they passed to face the world again, the husband and the wife, together, hand in hand.

THE END


THE DUKE AND THE DAMSEL 
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CHAPTER I

WHEN a mother, being a widow, has just taken her two daughters from a convent school, and has attired them, from top to toe, in the latest fashions, and has a heart bursting with anxiety to get them married and off her Hands in the shortest possible space of time, it is only natural that such a harassed parent should endeavour to save money whenever a legitimate opportunity to practise economy offers — which explains why Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart had not engaged a lit-salon or a coupé lit toilette, or other of those conveniences which the Paris-Lyon-Mediterranée Railway has to offer to the luxurious traveller, but, totally ignoring the existence of the International Sleeping Car Company, had decided to travel in an ordinary first-class carriage of an ordinary train, with the common herd. But ere she reached Nice she realised that the decision was one which she might have serious and even lasting cause for regretting.

The unsatisfactory phase of the situation developed itself like this: — 

There were eight persons in the carriage. Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart had a corner seat facing the engine; next to her was Nora; and in front of her, in the opposite corner, was Mabel. Next to Mabel was an individual whom, since she bade fair to be bottled up with him for nearly seven hundred miles, Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart deemed appeared sufficiently respectable to render it worth her while to condescend to notice his existence; hence all these tears.

You never can tell what a man is by what he looks like. This man was long — too long, considering that Nora, in front of him, was also long, and that a first-class compartment, when full, offers but scant accommodation for legs. He wore a long brown travelling coat and a bowler hat, and there was about him, in Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart’s judgment, the air of a man who knows his world. He had a companion, a somewhat younger man than himself, much better looking, with a languid manner. Him the lady set down as a mere adjunct.

The experience of this mother of two daughters had taught her that, when a woman is travelling alone, it is just as well that she should have even the temporary friendship of a man. Besides, she was, on occasion, of an expansive nature, and could, her mood and circumstances being in accord, dilate on herself and her greatness, with the view of impressing, not to say patronising, the completest stranger.

Thus it befell with the man in the long brown coat.

“How full these trains are.”

After a few preliminaries that was how she opened the campaign. The stranger allowed that they were.

“I don’t care for a coupé lit — they are so stuffy. But I really haven’t the faintest notion why I didn’t reserve a lit-salon — quite an oversight. The people who go in the ordinary carriages to the Riviera, at this time of the year, are so—”

She left the sentence unfinished, but she looked round the carriage in a way which was pleasant for the carriage.

“Lits-salons all gone.”

These were the words which dropped from the stranger’s lips; it seemed as a sort of apology.

“Indeed. Did you inquire?”

“Tried to get one. Couldn’t.”

“Is that so?”

She clasped her gloved hands softly together. She looked pleased. So this was a man who was in the habit of travelling in lits-salons! As she expected. Her prescience once more was justified.

Let him not suppose that she was less used to luxurious travelling than he was — the gods forbid it. Such a possibility was impossible to her philosophy. Better give him to understand who she was and all about her.

She gave him to understand.

She explained how this was not her first visit to the Riviera — far from it; how she knew its ins and outs, its turns and twistings, its different societies — individuals, birds of passage, habitués — its good houses, its best hotels — the very heart of it. Not that she had been always thus intimate with it — oh, no! Was she not a Sussex Steepleford? — one of the heirs-of-the-ages Steeplefords, who have, from aforetime, been lords of that Sussex paradise where, even to-day, the muck-rake of the Stock Exchange is not. And then she married the General. Of course he knew the General. The whole world knows the General. Delancy-Fyfart is one of those names on which the piles of the Empire stand. His deeds in India — ah, what a roll of fame was there! With folded hands she looked up at the carriage-lamp. She was social queen of the Madras Presidency for — she was ashamed to say for how many years. Her misfortune was that life in India meant estrangement from her children, an estrangement which had, to all intents and purposes, been lifelong almost to this hour.

At this point the stranger glanced first at Nora, then at Mabel, with what their mother took to be a glance of interrogation.

“These are my daughters — yes. They are fresh from school.” The stranger inclined his head. “A convent school. They have been brought up within convent walls, which they quitted, for the first time in their lives, a day or two ago.”

The stranger ventured on a second glance. Indeed, all in the compartment looked in that direction. This had resolved itself into a public meeting, with a monologist in possession of the rostrum. There is something in the idea of a convent-bred young woman which appeals to the imagination of even the average Englishman. She should be sweet, she should be fresh, she may be simple. How much she has to learn; how much it is possible that one might teach her! And these two daughters of their mother at least were grave, and at present they were quiet — the latter, perhaps, for reasons.

“We are all there are — we three. The General is here no longer to make a fourth; as you know, the great soul is gone. His country is not the only mourner to bewail his loss.”

So she went prosing on, while the night deepened, and preparations were made to snatch those Tantalus tastes of sleep which, when eight people are gathered together in one compartment, are all that is likely to fall in the way of the ordinarily constituted individual. He in the brown coat noticed the drooping eyelids of the girl beside him.

“You are tired?”

“So tired!”

“If you will allow me to suggest, you will be more comfortable if you will lean towards me than towards the window. Permit me — let me arrange this rug upon my shoulder.”

He arranged it, so as to form a pad. At a hint from him she removed her hat, and, with the passive obedience of some wearied child, pillowing her head upon his shoulder, in a few moments, if one might judge from her quiescence, was asleep. The mother murmured something about the inconvenience to which the man was being subjected, to which he paid scant heed, while her sister, seemingly much less wearied, regarded the proceedings with twinkling eyes.


CHAPTER II

“DEAR me! I believe I’ve been asleep!”

“I believe you have.”

The man in the brown coat spoke with what seemed to be his habitual dryness. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart’s looks betrayed her. Not only were her eyes heavy with the slumber from which she had just emerged, but her face and her whole person were tending towards that bedraggled state which is so acute a symptom of the woman who, at forty-five — each year of them lived! — pretends to be thirty.

“Where are we?”.

The train was stopping, which had probably aroused her.

“Mâcon.”

“No more!” She pulled a face. “It is extraordinary how slowly a train does seem to move when one is hideously uncomfortable.”

She looked round. She and the man in the brown coat were the only two who were ostensibly awake. Nora fidgeted beside her, the stranger’s companion in front; the rest were quiet. Mabel’s cheek still pressed against the stranger’s shoulder. It seemed as if neither he nor she had moved.

“Still asleep?”

“I believe so.”

“It is very good of you to make the child so comfortable — quite too good. It is the first long railway journey she has made in her life; she has been excited; to one fresh from a convent everything is new! She is easily tired.”

The stranger was still. The mother took a mirror from her handbag, and other things. With their aid, in the most artless way, she repaired what she judged to be defects in her appearance.

“What an atmosphere! It stifles one! “It was certainly bad. “Don’t you think that the window might be opened?”

Without, the air of the early morning was, doubtless, bleak and cold; there had been snow in Paris. He glanced at the head upon his shoulder.

“Better wait till we reach Lyons.”

She waited. Now she dozed; now she favoured him with remarks which were intended to enhance the impression which she was creating in his mind of what a remarkable woman she undoubtedly was. At Lyons every one woke up, the girl lifting her head off his shoulder with a start as of guilty consciousness. She looked about her, then at him, as if realising the use which she had made of him; her cheeks went a vivid red.

“How good of you!” she said.

“How good of you. I fear you have been less comfortable than I could have wished, still I trust you are not unrested.”

“I have been dreaming,” she replied.

“Dreaming? Of what?”

“Oh, nothing. I often dream.”

She looked across at her sister, as if she wished her glance to convey to her a meaning which she alone could understand.

The ladies quitted the carriage. When they returned there was, about the two younger, an air of freshness suggestive of a recent intimate acquaintance with soap and water, which was not unpleasing. Their fellow passengers became more conscious than they had been the night before of the fact that they were in possession of what might not incorrectly be described as adequate personal charms. There came into their midst that air of sociability which is sometimes born in the morning of a night spent together in the train.

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, in particular, was again off on her hobby-horse, the stranger listening with a silence which he interrupted only by an occasional monosyllable. She told of all the people whom she knew — great folks, every one of them, well worth knowing; dilated on her intimacy with the salt of the earth, on what she had said to them, on what they had said to her, on how, indeed, they regarded and treated her as one of their very selves. There was no one of whom she condescended to speak who was nobody. All her conversation was of aristocrats; she being herself, apparently, the very head and front of them. Throughout her speech there ran a strain of contempt for the crowd. Blood with her was everything — she said as much; without it, who was any one?

By degrees, having told as much of herself as she could reasonably be expected to do, she began to make inquiries into the personality of her interlocutor.

“It is such a long journey to go right on to Monte Carlo, and I have such a great many friends at Nice — people, you know, of really the best sort. I must make my girls known to some of them; so I think I shall stop there, at least for a time. Are you going to Nice?”

“I am.”

“How delightful! I daresay we shall come across you; I am sure I hope we shall. I suppose you do know some of the people there?”

“Some of them.”

“How perfectly charming! I do hope you know some of my people; they are such — you know — nice ones. We must exchange cards.” She produced a visiting card. “You see I have it engraved on my cards — especially on those I use abroad—’ Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart ‘; then people have a chance of knowing which of the Delancy-Fyfarts I really am. Because, you must understand, in the army alone there’s a Mrs. Colonel Delancy-Fyfart, and a Mrs. Major, and even, I believe — but am not sure! — a Mrs. Captain; and then, of course, there’s a Mrs. Admiral — besides, as you know, those scions of the family who have real, live titles of their own.”

“Precisely.”

He was handling the piece of pasteboard as gingerly as if it had been some costly trifle of the most extreme fragility. She awaited his next movement with an air of expectancy.

“Aren’t you going to give me your card?”

“My card!”

“Your visiting card.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t one.”

“No? I think every one always ought to carry a card about with him; don’t you? Since you have been guilty of such negligence, I suppose I shall have to be content with vivâ voce.”

“With what?”

“I shall have to put up with being told your name.”

“My name.”

“Yes.”

“Buggins.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Buggins.” As he repeated the word a perceptible change took place in her demeanour. She stiffened. “Of course you know the name.”

“I’m afraid I have not that pleasure.”

She had suddenly become glacial.

“Not on the hoardings?”

“The hoardings?”

“Collesteena, you know — that’s mine.”

“Colles — ? I’m afraid I’m not acquainted with the name you mention. What is the — article in question?”

The stranger evinced more signs of interest than he had done hitherto. He became animated — as if at last he had lighted on a subject in which his soul found scope.

“My dear — eh,” he glanced at the card he still was holding—” Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart, you have not heard of Collesteena? Fragrant Collesteena! Magic Collesteena! Infallible Collesteena! The finest ointment for sore legs which has ever been put upon the market! My dear madam, whether it is your legs, or your horse’s legs, it is equally efficacious — guaranteed — absolutely! Try one single application, and the results will more than surprise you. It is the dream of my life that the two words, Buggins and Collesteena, may go down the ages linked together side by side. It is on such names as Buggins and Delancy-Fyfart that the fame of England stands; don’t you think so?”

“The — eh — juxtaposition is — eh — unexpected.”

She was becoming stiffer and stiffer.

“I will be quite frank with you, my dear madam. Collesteena is not at this moment so widely known as its merits deserve; as, in course of time, it will be; as I intend that, very shortly, it shall be. And the reason is want of capital — nothing more — absolutely! I am now getting up a syndicate for the exploitation of this priceless salve in ten thousand shares of one pound each; if pound shares should be found too large, then, for the convenience of small capitalists, they can be halved and quartered. May I trust that, during your stay and my stay in Nice, you will permit me to lay before you in some detail the particulars of this great enterprise, and to persuade you to take up one or two of the shares.”

“I never speculate, particularly in such enterprises as the one you mention.”

“Speculate! My dear madam, this is no speculation; it’s a dead cert. — absolutely! I have a friend in Nice — a chemist in the Rue Gioffredo — he uses Collesteena for the legs of all his customers — absolutely! I’ll introduce you to him; you’ll hear what he says; he talks of nothing else; you’ll find him charming.”

“I am obliged to you.”

“You will be, I give you my word. We put it up in pots and tins, retail at one and three-ha’pence, two and six, a dollar, and a thin ‘un. Now how much profit, at those prices, would you suppose there was? You know a thing or two (when a woman marries a general and manages to lose him, you bet she’s pretty well all there), but I’d like to stake that you don’t know how much profit there is in Collesteena. Why, in our one and three-ha’penny size there’s nearly a shilling profit; there would be more if we hadn’t to pay three-ha’pence for the stamp, and the tins aren’t given to us. I’m just throwing this out by way of a suggestion. You’ve got a lot of friends — you’ve been telling me all about ’em ever since we left Paris — some of them do seem to have money. Suppose you introduce Collesteena to them — I take it they have all got legs. There’s a field for an enterprising woman!”

“My good sir, I’m not a bagman.”

“No; but I am, and that’s just it, because I know what I’m talking about when I say that there’s the making of a first-rate bagman in you.”

The lady did not appear to be so gratified by the compliment as the speaker perhaps expected. From her hand-bag she took a volume. Her tone was acid.

“I have a book here which I rather wished to finish reading, if you will permit me.”

“Certainly — by all means. Talking about books, I was thinking about putting a book together about Collesteena — telling its history, you know, and my history, and what it has done, and what it can do, if you’ll only give it a chance. Now if that sort of thing was at all in your line, I wouldn’t mind making you an offer to come in and help me.”

The lady looked up from the volume she had opened.

“You must excuse my observing that I am not at all interested in the subject you are discussing.”

“That’s your ignorance; you think there’s nothing in Collesteena — and that’s where you’re wrong. Now I’ll tell you all about it. You’ve been telling me all about the Delancy-Fyfarts, now I’ll tell you all about the Bugginses; you’ll find them both remarkable families.”

“I think you could not have understood that I particularly wished to read.”

“Never mind reading; you can do all the reading you want another time. My father kept a tripe-shop in Lisson Grove — one of the best businesses, in its line, in London. My mother was a woman like you — believed in family — blood, you know. She didn’t care for the name of Buggins, so when my father retired — he made a nice little pile out of tripe; I’ve got a piece or two, I tell you! — and she had a plate put on the front door, which was her idea of an equivalent for your card-case — she wanted to go in for something in the double-barrelled line — like the nobs with an S in front — snobs, you know. Her father’s name was Strephirah; he was a pawnbroker in the Dials, who made a mistake and dropped dead just in time to save himself from being pinched for it — and she decided to have it cut on the plate, life-size, Strephirah-Buggins. Dreadful name; don’t you think it is?”

The lady leaned forward. She addressed the passengers who were seated at the other end of the compartment:

“Might I ask if one of you gentlemen will be so good as to change seats with me?”

Mr. Strephirah-Buggins did as she had done. He too leaned forward and addressed the other passengers.

“That’s a first-rate idea of yours, madam — perhaps, at the same time, one of you gentlemen wouldn’t mind changing seats with me. The General Delancy-Fyfarts and the Collesteena Strephirah-Bugginses are tired of sitting at this end of the carriage — when they travel by train they want to sit all over it.”

Nora, at her mother’s side, burst out laughing. Her mother turned on her with a look which was not a look of love.

“Nora! At what are you laughing?”

“I am very sorry, but — this gentleman seems to be a — humourist.”

“He may be a humourist, but he is a very impudent man. If there were any gentlemen present, they would soon put a period to his insolence.”

“My dear madam, I do assure you that if you will permit me to continue you will understand my drift, and then you will understand me, and will feel for me that admiration which already I feel for you.”

“I will not permit you to continue. In fact, I insist upon your not addressing me again. Your conduct is unendurable. I believe you are travelling in a first class carriage with a third class ticket.”

“Not at all, madam, not at all, I do assure you. I was about to observe that when my mother managed to lose my father, I went into lodgings, in the Borough, and there I had a pup named Ike. That pup could fight like a streak of lightning — his own weight, or any weight. And one day when he had been indulging in his favourite pursuit, he had his leg nearly bitten to pieces. I had a charwoman, who used to come and do my cleaning; she saw this pup, and she brought some stuff — in a jam-pot — and she put some of it on his leg. In less time than no time that pup was cured; there he was, running about on four legs as if they’d been five. I was more than surprised; I put it to any one, who is fond of pups, if, in similar circumstances, surprise would have been his only feeling. I tackled that charwoman, and I tackled that stuff, in a jam-pot. She’d made it with her own hands — got the recipe from her mother, who got it from her father’s brother, who used it for curing cows — as she told me. I perceived that here was not only a fortune — in a jam-pot — but a boon — yes, all that and more; a blessing for suffering humanity — a mighty healer!

Think of the myriads of creatures, on two legs and four, in all the countries of the world, who have difficulties with their understandings! And here was something — in a jam-pot! — which would heal them. I bought that something — in a jam-pot, and bought the secret — the priceless secret, of how to make it. That secret is, at this present moment, under lock and key, and there it’s going to stop. I mentioned to my friends what I had done, made no mystery of it, told it all over the Borough. I offered a prize for the name which should seem most appropriate for that Great Healer. There were some names sent in, I tell you — jaw-breakers some of them. Out of the host I selected Collesteena. Why? It’s got a sound, it strikes the eye, it strikes the ear; it may mean anything, it may mean nothing; it suggests something; and when you’ve got a new ointment to put upon the market what you want’s a name for it which will make people wonder what the deuce it means — for the adjective, madam, I entreat ten thousand pardons. But I do assure you, madam, that all that Collesteena wants is to be known; it cannot fail to be well known, it is impossible that any one should know ill of it; once used it will be always used; given opportunity, it itself will make its way. And therefore I appeal to you, with the utmost confidence, to be allowed to lay this great scheme before you in its entirety, feeling persuaded that so soon as you become aware of the fact that I am getting up a syndicate, consisting of ten thousand shares of one pound each, which syndicate has for sole and solitary purpose the exploitation of the greatest ointment the world has ever seen, you will not fail to become interested in that syndicate, even though, for reasons private to your own breast, that interest may extend no farther than a quarter share.”


CHAPTER III

MR. COLLESTEENA STREPHIRAH-BUGGINS was the reason why Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart felt, before reaching Nice, that in endeavouring to economise, and on that account not going to the expense of, at least, a coupé lit, she might have, and in fact had, been guilty of an error.

At Nice she stopped at the Hotel des Anglais. On her way to her apartments she encountered Mrs. Pennistone, one of those women who find the atmosphere of the Riviera between Nice and San Remo, as things are, the most congenial in Europe. At dinner, Mrs. Pennistone sat next to Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, and, before the soup was served, she looked that lady’s daughters up and down through her spyglass, and she said:

“My dears, how like your mother you will be.” Now as Mabel was brown, and Nora was fair, and since they resembled each other less than sisters are apt to do, and were both three or four inches taller than their mother, with whom, at present, they had scarcely a feature in common, the remark showed, at least, that courage which is the prophet’s armour. Mabel paid no heed to the remark whatever, and Nora only smiled. They had taken an instinctive dislike to the little painted woman, with the large mouth and peering eyes, and had not tact or taste enough to hide it.

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart spoke into her friend’s ear, excusing them.

“They are quite fresh, you know — ridiculously so — almost too fresh, I really am afraid.”

“Ah.” Mrs. Pennistone was little interested. “Who’s this?”

“This” was two men who were taking their seats on the other side of the table, and who bowed to the Delancy-Fyfarts as they did so — none other than Mr. Strephirah-Buggins and his friend. At sight of them the lady froze.

“Insolent fellow! The tall man is some disreputable pushing creature — a commercial traveller, I believe — who thrust himself upon us in the train.”

Mrs. Pennistone was eyeing the pair through her spy-glass.

“Which is a commercial traveller?”

“The tall one — the one with a moustache.”

“He doesn’t look like a commercial traveller to me.

“So I thought, my dear; which shows how easily one may be deceived. He told me so himself. He’s the proprietor of some dreadful ointment, which he actually wished me to introduce to my friends — to handle, as he called it — for the legs! “The lady’s voice dropped to a whisper, then rose again. “It is extraordinary what sort of people one encounters even in what are supposed to be respectable hotels. If he endeavours to thrust himself upon me here I shall not hesitate to report him to the management. When one pays the prices they charge you, one is, at any rate, entitled to protection.”

Neither the presence of Mr. Strephirah-Buggins, nor the fact that she had just finished a long journey was, however, sufficient, to spoil the lady’s appetite. She ate heartily of every dish obtainable — which was more than her daughters did. At quite an early stage of the repast the proceedings ceased to have any interest for them. A fact which their mother noted.

“My dears, if you have finished, pray don’t wait for me; you can go upstairs, and go straight to bed, if you like. I know you must be tired.”

After exchanging some whispered words and a glance or two, the young ladies availed themselves of their mother’s permission. They rose, and vanished. When they were gone, Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart turned to her friend.

“They are so simple, and have been used to such plain living and to such quiet ways — they’ve actually been in the habit of going to bed at nine o’clock — it’s most amazing. They scarcely know the difference between one dish and another, not even an entrée from a relevé, and they’ve never tasted wine. I expected innocence, but not quite such embryonic innocence as theirs.”

“They’ll grow out of it.”

“But, in the meantime, I’m suffering. I feel as though I’m fettered.”

Mrs. Pennistone looked at the unfortunate parent.

“It does seem funny that your daughters should be so innocent.”

The parent was unabashed.

“It’s more than funny, it’s embarrassing. As you know, with a couple of unformed girls, I, of all women in the world, am lost. My tastes and theirs are not of the same cuvée. This Vougeot is excellent. I always treat myself to a bottle when I’m tired.” Mrs. Pennistone smiled, oddly, as the speaker re-filled her glass. “They frighten me, positively. I feel as if, all the time, they are watching me, and as if they found everything I did shocking. The tension becomes too much for my nerves.”

“Would you have them as you are?”

“My dear! What a question! One must, of course, allow for difference of years, and in knowledge of the world. The truth is, we are strangers; until last week, I never spent a whole day alone with them since they were babies. I felt that when circumstances did force us together, it would seem odd, especially at first. Still you must understand that I have always been conscious that, when one is a mother, one has to face one’s responsibilities.”

“Conscientious creature! “— “Don’t suppose that I am depreciating them. Not at all. They are excellent girls — in their way.”

“In their way!”

“And not a bad way either, especially in the eyes of a certain type of man. My dear, we others don’t always sufficiently appreciate how eager a man is, who knows everything, to become connected with a girl who knows nothing. The French understand that better than we do.”

“To me, that has always seemed such a charming theory — for the girl.”

“One is not concerned with the theory, but with the fact. I am no humbug. I own, quite frankly, that my one desire is to get them off my hands as quickly as I possibly can. I have had to buy them every rag of clothing; they hadn’t a thing which was at all possible. My dear, you should have seen their linen — coarse! and actually patched! — and as for style! The thought of the money I’ve just been spending on them makes me shiver. I’ve enough to keep me in comfort, but directly I begin to spend some of it on anybody else I feel the pinch.” She sighed. “Thank goodness, I am likely to be quickly rid of them.”

“Have you any special — future — in your mind’s eye?”

“I am speaking to you in entire confidence, but, between ourselves, the affair is already as good as settled, or I should scarcely have ventured to plunge in the way I have been doing. They know nothing.”

“They know nothing?”

“Not a word!”

“One — or both?”

“Both — that’s the charm.”

“Who is it — any one I know?”

The mother whispered to her friend over the edge of a once more replenished glass of wine.

“Sir Andrew Fairlie and Colonel M’Cantur.”

“Those — creatures!”

The mother shrugged her shoulders.

“There’s plenty of money.”

“I pity your girls. It’s lucky they’ve plenty of innocence; they’ll need it all.”

“My dear, what is innocence? A thing that passes! Like our youth, we cannot have it with us always.”

“We can’t.”

“No, nor any one else. Though you might not think it, the position, as it stands, is a most romantic one. I showed the Colonel and Sir Andrew their photographs, and read them some of their letters, and they were so charmed that they, to all intents and purposes, proposed to them upon the spot.”

“Indeed! Sounds like a romance of the coulisses. There is generally some one there who knows of some charming creature whom Monsieur would find it well worth his while to submit to a personal inspection.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart ate three or four mouthfuls in silence, as if by way of signifying there was that in her friend’s speech which she resented. Then she began again.

“Have you been playing?”

“Not at the tables. I haven’t got there yet. I’m waiting till I feel that I am in the vein. But I’m told of several coups. Yesterday a man was here who closed the bank with a series of seventeen reds.”

“Seventeen reds! Is he stopping?”

“Gone on to Paris. He had a girl with him, who didn’t look sixteen, whom he called his wife. I’ve had some piquet, and, last night, some baccarat.”

“Win?”

“A few louis. We might manage some to-night. Will you play?”

“Will I? Won’t I? My dear, I haven’t touched a card for nearly a month. Wait till the children are in bed.”


CHAPTER IV

JUST then the children were not in bed.

They said nothing to each other as they went upstairs, but when they were in their bedroom each looked into the other’s face.

“This,” said Nora, with a light dancing in her eyes, “is nice.” — 

“Charming,” agreed her sister. “Better than ever.”

“My dear Bab” — with her hands Nora smoothed her skirt in front of her—” what an appetite mamma does seem to have.” Bab was still — possibly because she felt that a parent’s appetite was scarcely a proper subject for filial discussion. “Are we supposed to go to bed — really?”

Mabel made a little movement with her shoulders. “It seems to me that nobody cares.”

“That makes it all the nicer.” Nora sank into a chair. Mabel leaned against a bed-post. “I never felt less inclined to go to bed in all my life — never.”

“Why didn’t you stop downstairs?”

“I couldn’t go on eating. I’m inclined to think that that sort of thing must be a matter of practice.”

“It must be.”

“When one is accustomed to having bread and butter, and Dutch cheese, and a glass of milk, for supper, one is in want of practice.”

“I want no practice, thank you.”

“Then, for the rest of your life, as soon as dinner is fairly started, do you wish to be sent upstairs to bed?”

“I’m not going to bed.”

“Under the circumstances, what’s the use of stopping up?”

“I’m not going to stop up either.”

“My dear Bab! You must go to bed, or else stop up — there is no middle course.”

“I’m going out.”

“Out!”

“Yes, out. I suppose there is an out. I’m going out, to breathe again the open air, and to feel again that I’m alive.”

“Bab! — what will mother say?”

“What would she have us do? Does she think that we are chattels, that we have no likes and dislikes of our own, no tastes, no feelings? She treats us as if we were automata, who, since she has once wound us up to go — though when or how she supposes herself to have done it is more than I can tell you! — are no more worthy of her serious attention. I am going out. You can stay if you please.”

“I don’t please, thank you. Only, might I inquire where you think of going?”

“Anywhere; what does it matter?”

“Not at all. Only, it’s not exactly high noon outside. I’m not aware that you are intimately acquainted with Nice, and there is such a thing as being lost.”

“Am I a child?”

“I’m bound to admit, my dear, that, if you are, you are showing all the symptoms of a desire to put away from you childish things.”

“Nora!”

“Bab!”

Mabel went and put on her hat and coat before the glass. She was silent, possibly with the intention of impressing Nora with the fact that she had wounded her in her most sensitive parts. Nora, without evincing any signs of being impressed, attired herself before the mirror, which was in the wardrobe. They went downstairs together, as bold as brass. In the hall they found Mr. Strephirah-Buggins and his friend with their hats on. The first-named gentleman addressed them, with complete want of ceremony:

“Where are you going?”

Mabel replied: “We are going out.”

“I, also, am going out.”

As easily as if she had invited him, Mr. Strephirah-Buggins fell in at her side. Her sister looked at her — though Mabel showed no consciousness of being looked at — made a little moue, then, with a kind of hesitation, gave way a little. Instantly Mr. Strephirah-Buggins’ companion was beside her. In that order they went out of the hotel — two and two.

When they were well out of the building, Mabel, turning her head, regarded the tall figure which was on her left.

“You ought not to have come with us.”

“I know it. No one better. That’s why one does these things.”

“Nor ought I to be here with you.”

“Why not?”

“Mamma would not like it. You know mamma would not like it. You were very rude to her to-day.”

There was a momentary pause. — 

“Some men are, by nature, rude.”

“Are you?” He was still. “Not, apart from the fact that I am my mother’s daughter, and, on that account, make her quarrels mine, that I hold you were wholly to blame. Mamma’s views are her own. To me, in commerce, there is nothing which necessarily degrades. And, just recently, I have lived so apart from an atmosphere of earnestness, that it is bracing to encounter enthusiasm again even for an ointment. Is this ointment of yours all that you claim it to be?”

He looked at her, as if to see if she were in earnest. Her manner betokened perfect gravity.

“Well, it’s not a bad sort of ointment — for an ointment.”

Her tone was monitory.

“What do you mean? Were you tampering with the truth, showing subservience to that lower form of the commercial instinct which holds honesty to be of small account when in pursuit of gain? Either this ointment of yours is good, or it is bad. Be candid, sir. Which is it?”

“Finest ointment in the world.”

“Then since, if a thing is good of its kind, the kind being, itself, not unworthy, the thing is good — I presume you allow it?”

“Certainly.”

“Why, just now, did you seem to hesitate?”

“Haven’t the faintest notion.”

“And you call it Collesteena?”

“Collesteena — name selected from batch sent in for competition, and prize awarded.”

“I should like to try it. You might let me have a one and three-ha’penny tin.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t one about me at this moment.”

He was feeling in his waistcoat pocket, as if under the impression that there ought to be a tin in there.

“Later will do. I stand in no present need of it myself, but I may light on one who does. The world is so full of suffering, of cries of pain, that even that which brings mere physical relief is surely born of God. The part which medicine plays in the great theatre of human agony is, surely, one which may be envied. Would that each one of us were like medicine to the afflicted.”

He looked at her out of the corners of his eyes. Something in her bearing seemed to take him slightly aback.

“Wouldn’t the world be a little like a chemist’s shop?”

“And if a chemist’s shop is full of healing medicines?”

“Precisely; there is that point of view, of course.”

On that part of the Promenade, beyond the Boulevard Gambetta, there were not many people. They had walked quickly. This was one of those young women who move with an ease and a rapidity, on which, nowadays, young women pride themselves, but which, only a few years ago, in a girl would have been considered unbecoming. And, too, she seemed to be, just now, in a mood in which even extraordinary swiftness of movement was essential. Looking round, she found that her sister was out-distanced.

“Let us wait for her,” she said.

She moved close down towards the water’s edge. It was a clear night, although there was no moon, and, standing very straight, she stood looking eagerly across the sea, as if her gaze discovered something in the irresolvable shadows which lured it on. Mr. Strephirah-Buggins, standing a little to one side, took advantage of her rapt attention to gaze at her.

Presently she spoke.

“What is your friend’s name?”

The question seemed to take him by surprise — strangely by surprise.

“Eh — what is — eh — my friend’s name? Oh — eh — Dickory.”

“Dickory?” She turned and looked at him. There was something in her grave, inquiring eyes, before which his own glance fell. “You appear to be oddly named, both of you — Mr. Dickory and Mr. Buggins.”

“Yes; they are a little — odd, aren’t they?”

“Especially Strephirah-Buggins.” She paused. “Do not suppose, because I say that, that I think a man is worsened by his name — by any name. There is no name which a man cannot, if he will, surround as with a halo of great glory. It is not the name which makes the life, but the life the name.”

The girl spoke with such an air of unconsciousness of the fact that there could be a suspicion of sententiousness about the sort of remark which she seemed to be fond of making, that her listener appeared to be almost awed. He wore no coat over his evening clothes; his crush hat was a little on one side of his head; as he stood with his fingers thrust into the pockets of his white waist-coast, there was something about the outlines of his tall figure, about his assured and easy bearing, about the quality of his tired, world-worn face, which would hardly have suggested to the average individual that he was a promising subject for the sort of conversation with which this young lady had been favouring him; possibly it was her obvious lack of mental perception of the fact that this was so which impressed him. He seemed to be impressed by something.

“As mamma told you, I am convent-bred. I have lived all my life in an atmosphere of ideals. I have always been taught that there is nothing worth living for except ideals. Do you yourself think that there is?”

“That depends.”

“On what?”

“On the ideal.”

“I wonder why, nowadays, there are no female saints.”

“I wonder.”

“There is room for one — surely there is room.”

“Of a surety there’s room.”

“Tell me — you are a man, and, as such, doubtless know something of the world, and of its manifold phases — in what direction, nowadays, in your opinion, is there the best opening for a female saint?”

“That, again, depends.”

“On what?”

“Upon the postulant.”

“I mean for a young girl, such as I am.”

“My dear young lady, you can best become a female saint by adequately filling that position in life in which providence has seen fit to place you.”

“But — I ask it with all reverence — in what position is that?”

“Time alone can show. Yet one may venture on a forecast. From what I have seen, I think it is just possible that providence may have intended you for marriage.”

“For marriage? That is a sacrament. Yet I doubt if many have attained to sanctity by marriage.”

“I beg to differ. I apprehend that, in general, the gate of matrimony leads to that pathway of afflictions, by assiduously treading which an all-seeing providence prepares us for the skies.”

“Perhaps. I have sometimes thought of marriage; but I never could decide upon the sort of man to whom I would choose to be a wife. You will think this sort of talk is strange.”

“Not at all. Under the circumstances, this style of conversation is the merest commonplace.”

“Is it?” She looked at him with, in her eyes, something of doubt. This time his own glance never flinched. If he was conscious of a sense of shame, he allowed no sign of such a consciousness to escape him. “I used to talk like this to Sister Celestine, and sometimes she used to laugh at me.

“Did she, indeed? That was wrong of Sister Celestine.”

“She meant no harm. But she was all for what she called the practical virtues. She used to say it was no use speculating about the sort of man because, when it came to the point, I should find that he would be chosen for me. I do not think that I could reconcile my mind to that.” He, as she paused, was silent; and she, unaware that he was smiling. “I am a missionary; he whom I choose to wed must be a missioner too.”

“Literally, do you mean?”

She seemed to ponder before she answered him; he smiling, with, in his smile, a wistful something, as he noted the rapt expression of her countenance. When she spoke there was in her voice a plaintive cadence, a curious intensity. It was amusing to find, in such a place, where folk flock to farcically frivol with life’s tragedy, with the Cercle de la Mediterranée, and the Casino, and all the rest of it, within a stone’s throw, a young girl who could seem to be so much in earnest about such silliness. After all, one’s amusements may be varied.

“I do not mean that he need be a missioner by profession, or that he need gird up his loins and travel into far countries to preach the faith. I do not think that I have a vocation that way myself. But his life must testify; in his words, in his deeds, there must be light — light which cannot be hid. He must be unstained by sin, unspotted from the world, pure in thought, and resolved, with a great resolve, that in his own person, so far as it is possible for mortals, God shall be made manifest unto the world.”

“Good Lord!”

“Sir!”

“I beg your pardon — I beg ten thousand pardons; but, my dear young lady, this is not a man of whom you speak — it is a monster.”

“A monster?”

“Men are frail.”

“Well?”

“And, being frail, are hardly likely to be unstained by sin, or unspotted from the world.”

“Would you have me join myself in marriage to à man who has been guilty of sin?”

“You’ll never join yourself to one who isn’t.”

“Sir!”

“It’s a fact. Do you mean that, even in that Arcadia — that convent of yours — they wished you to believe that men were sinless?”

“They did not. On the contrary, they told me that the world was full of evil men and women. But they taught me also that good shall not allow itself to be brought into contact with evil, lest it be defiled. You insult me by the thought.”

He put up his hand as if to hide his lips.

“I believe that all the Puritans were under twenty-one.”

“What do you mean?”

He was looking down at his toes.

“I suppose that you are good.”

“I am not evil.”

“I trust that you never may be evil.”

“I thank you. I trust that you never may be evil either. I will pray that you never may.”

He was still. There was that in her quiet, almost whispered utterance, in her earnestness, in her simplicity, even in her girlish air of dignity, which silenced him. His eyes were fixed on the ground. She, in her turn, regarded him.

When she spoke again, she changed the theme.

“Do you know, excepting priests, you are the first man I have ever really spoken to?”

He looked up in undisguised amazement.

“You don’t mean that?”

“Why should I not — if you consider?” She made a little movement with her hands, holding them out in front of her. “I have spent the whole of my life in one small convent; except for infrequent walks I have scarcely ever been outside the walls — we had large grounds of our own, you understand. What opportunity had I to talk with men? Besides, in that convent they were afraid of men.” For the first time her lips were wrinkled by a smile — as if some recollection tickled her. He was eyeing her, apparently with newly wakened interest. She, on her part, was regarding him with frankly curious scrutiny. Not impossibly each, for the moment, was unconscious of the other’s gaze. Then she put to him a question. “Are there many men like you?”

He started.

“Many men? I hope there aren’t.”

“Why not?”

“For their own sake.”

“Are you not the sort of man you would wish to be?”

“I don’t know exactly about that, but—”

He stumbled and ceased. She seemed to consider his breakdown as tantamount to a confession of guilt, because, after a second’s interval, she said, very gravely, as if she were adding an item to the indictment which his own guilty conscience was already bringing against him — 

“You were very rude to mamma.”

“To mamma? Oh, yes!” The interest which he had taken — without, probably, being himself aware of it — in the young woman’s society was evidenced by the fact that her words recalled him to a — needed — sense of actuality. “By the way, where’s that sister of yours?”

“My sister? Nora?” She looked about her. “Nora!” She raised her voice. None answered her. Only a few stragglers were in sight, none of whom resembled the missing lady. “I had forgotten all about her. Where can she be? And Mr. Dickory?”

“I had forgotten all about her too, and about some other things as well.” He was looking at his watch. “I am afraid it will be your mother’s turn to be rude with me, and with some cause.”

“I hope my mother will not be rude to you — ever; or to any one. Why should you suppose my mother will be rude to you?”

He turned to go, leaving her inquiry unanswered.

“We must be moving; your sister may have missed us, perhaps she is home already.”

They returned together along the Promenade in silence. Perhaps topics of conversation were, for the time, exhausted. Both seemed preoccupied. At the entrance to the hotel Nora came hastening to meet them, Mr. Dickory a little in the rear.

“Oh, Bab! where have you been? We’ve been waiting for you ever so long!”

“Where have I been?” The question seemed to fill the young lady with indignation. “Surely you know where I have been. I thought you were just behind us.”

“You thought that I was just behind you? Oh.” Nora looked from her sister to Mr. Strephirah-Buggins, and back again — a quizzical something in her eyes. “Mamma has found out we’re missing — we’re to go up to her — I didn’t dare go till you came back.”

Mr. Strephirah-Buggins interposed.

“Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart must be angry with me; it is quite my fault that your sister has been delayed.”

“It is not your fault.”

Mabel turned on him with that little air of dignity which she evidently affected — and her contradiction was sufficiently point-blank. A waiter came to them.

“Madame desires that the young ladies will be so good as to go to her on their return. She is in Madame Pennistone’s sitting-room — No. 29.”

Mabel turned to Mr. Strephirah-Buggins.

“Good-night.”

He did not take the proffered hand.

“Don’t you think that I had better make to your mother my humble obeisance — she may expect it.”

The girl stared at him.

“Oh? Indeed. By all means, if you think so.”

The waiter showed the way; the quartette followed.

Mabel marched straight through the door of the room the waiter opened, speaking the moment she was in, as if she issued a challenge.

“Mamma, I have been for a walk with Mr. Strephirah-Buggins.”

The gentleman was not long behind her.

“We’ve been discussing Collesteena, and Miss Delancy-Fyfart has been good enough to order a tin.”

In the room into which the waiter had shown them three or four ladies were seated round a table, and with them two or three gentlemen. There were bottles on the sideboard, glasses on the table — by the ladies, as well as by the gentlemen. The atmosphere was charged with tobacco smoke — for which there was evidence to show the gentlemen were not entirely responsible. The party was playing cards — two or three packs were littered on the floor. There was a quantity of money on the green cloth which served as a table cover. Apparently a warm discussion had been taking place on some point in the play at the moment of the quartette’s entry. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, standing up, holding a half-consumed cigarette with one hand, with the other was emphasising the heated argument which she was having with a gentleman in front of her. As her daughters entered, she looked round — not pleasantly. Her face was flushed; she was, plainly, excited; altogether one would hardly have recognised in her the highly-important Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart of the railway carriage. Her voice was loud; her manner — not refined.

“What do you want?” Then perceiving, and recognising, Mr. Strephirah-Buggins, “What is that man doing in here?” The waiter was still standing at the open door. “Waiter, how dare you bring that man into this room! Turn him out at once! Insolent bagman!” Then, seeing that the gentleman in front of her, taking advantage of the interruption, was disposed to settle the point at issue without soliciting her further assistance, “Leave that alone. What are you doing? Don’t you see I’m talking? I tell you it’s mine! If you’ll have the decency to wait until I’m ready, I’ll prove it!” Then, returning to her daughters, “Go straight off to your bedroom! and stop there till I come — I’ll be with you fast enough — with something to say.”

As Mr. Strephirah-Buggins was sauntering back to the hall with his companion, he put to Mr. Dickory a question.

“Have you ever heard of a bounder?”

This Mr. Dickory, though not so tall as his friend, still was tall enough — he held himself with an easy grace. He had short, black hair, which curled all over his head; cheeks as smooth as a maiden’s; big, sleepy-looking, dark blue eyes — in appearance, an exquisite to his finger-tips. His soft, lazy tones were marked by an almost imperceptible drawl — the effect of which was not displeasing.

“Fancy so.”

Mr. Strephirah-Buggins jerked his forefinger towards himself.

“Then now you see one.”

As soon as the girls were in their room, Nora stared at her sister with wide-opened eyes.

“Whatever is the matter with mamma?”

“Am I a physician that I can tell you?”

“But — she was smoking!”

“Perhaps, one day, you’ll be smoking.”

“Bab!” Crossing the room, Nora placed herself in an armchair. She seemed both bewildered and dismayed, as if the world — her world — had suddenly turned round. “Wherever did you get to with Mr. Buggins, we were looking for you everywhere? Do you know you’ve been out with him two hours?”

“And if I’ve been twenty — what then? He’s the only live thing I’ve met this ever so long — the only creature who takes the faintest interest in the problems which threaten to drive me mad.” Her outburst seemed to amaze her sister more than anything which had gone before. She tore off her hat with a degree of agitation which seemed scarcely in consonance with the character of a female saint — even of a female saint in embryo. She tossed it on to the bed. “I wish that I had never left the convent! I wish that I were back again! Nora, I protest to you that I have half su mind to take the veil!”

“Bab!”

“So I have!”

Dragging off her jacket, she tossed it after her hat. It is, of course, possible that the occupants of even the highest niches in hagiology, at some period of their careers, gave way to angry passions — why not? Are saints, whether male or female, of necessity above these things?

Go to!


CHAPTER V

THE Delancy-Fyfarts were at Monte Carlo; had arrived the night before; were in their private sitting-room. It was between the little breakfast and the large one. The sun was shining; the sky a cloudless blue; the air was of that quality — full of light and life! — which, as an attraction to the place, is only second to the casino. It got into the girls’ veins, this air, fidgeting them, filling them with a desire to be out and in it.

While they had been having their coffee in bed — it was their mother who desired them to stay in bed to have it; had they had their way they would have been up by five, at least to Mentone and back, discovered Rocca Bruna, explored Cap Martin, and learned more of that country than Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart had done in all her years. Nora was sitting up and Mabel was lying down, neither in her sunniest mood — they were feeling as if they were being kept in bed as a sort of punishment — when, after a discreet tapping at the panel, the door opened — their mother entered. She was not a woman who was attached to matutinal habits — a late half-past twelve déjeuner was early enough for her to appear; which made it the more surprising that, at that hour, her attire had already approached so near completion. Her hair was dressed, and so was her face, and for the rest she wore a dressing-gown, which was most becoming — sufficient even to receive in. Her air was quite natural. She kissed both of the girls — perfunctorily, as becomes a mother — and she said, with, in her manner, a little something which was possibly intended to suggest that sweetest tenderness which only a parent ever feels — 

“My dears, when you are dressed I wish you to go into the salon and wait for me there. I particularly wish to speak to you — particularly. Now make yourselves look nice. Wear the—”

Then there were details — it is enough that when they went into the salon they did look nice. The windows were closed. Opening them, they drank in the glory of Monte Carlo — from the balcony without they could see the most of it. And there they stayed until their mother came, which she did not do quickly. When she did come she began to exclaim and to shiver.

“Oh, my dears, how extremely thoughtless! Such a draught as there is — and I cannot bear the slightest chill.”

So it seemed — they had not noticed the draught; but in that respect youth is youth. They had to close the windows, and to fetch her a wrap, with which to cover her shrinking shoulders. Then she began at them again.

“My dears, I do wish you would sit down. I cannot bear fidgeting; it is not reposeful. I do not think you understand how delicate my sensibilities really are. I am afraid, too, that at school they did not teach you the manners of quite the best society.”

“In our convent the manners of quite the best society were not included in the curriculum.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart looked at Nora as she said this, as if she were not quite certain of the spirit in which the remark was made. She had begun to have this feeling about Nora’s little speeches. She had a morbid fear of being laughed at. It was dreadful not to be able to feel sure whether her youngest daughter was laughing at her or not. On this occasion she chose to think that she was. She assumed an injured air.

“I, Nora, was not laughing. I seldom am.”

There ensued an interval of silence. Whether she expected to receive an expression of contrition was difficult to say; if she did, none came. Her bearing was one of placid resignation; she sat with her hands crossed in her lap, her head a little on one side. Nora was leaning forward, one leg over the other, her hands clasped about her knee — an attitude which resulted in the display of a considerable amount of stocking. This stocking seemed to catch her mother’s eye; she kept casting at it what were, perhaps, meant to be glances of deprecation; if so, their meaning must have been hidden from Nora. The display grew more rather than less; and all the time there was a dancing something in her eyes. Mabel sat back in a low armchair, with, on her face, what almost might have been described as a look of criticism — as if she were prepared to appreciate, or depreciate, at its real value, whatever might be said.

Presently their mother took from her pocket a lace handkerchief, unfolded it seriously, slowly, bunched it gracefully in her hand, and there was another interval. It may be that she found her daughters rather more — and also rather less — than she expected; less within the range of her capacity of understanding, and more difficult to play a part with.

Nora tried to help her to an opening.

“I thought, mamma, that there was something which you particularly wished to say to us.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart sighed.

“There is — very much, indeed!”

As if perceiving that the longer she delayed starting, the more difficult it would be to start at all — with those two pairs of keen young eyes regarding her — she began to unfold her tale. Raising her handkerchief, to the surprise of her daughters — who had been far from suspecting her of any lachrymal weakness — she applied it carefully, first to one eye, then to the other. She even sniffed.

“It is now, my dears, nearly seventeen years since your dear father, my beloved husband, died. Since then I have been alone.”

The remark was scarcely original — nor even pathetic. It induced Nora to turn her dancing eyes towards her sister. Mabel kept her glance fixed resolutely upon her mother.

“Circumstances, over which Providence alone has had control, have prevented my having you always with me. But all the time, both by day and by night, whether sleeping or waking, though absent in the body, you have been with me in the spirit.”

Nora put a somewhat dangerous question:

“How do you mean, mamma?”

The parent seemed aggrieved and embarrassed.

“If you have not in you sufficient perception to understand how a child, though absent in the body, can still be present to its mother in the spirit, I am afraid I cannot give it you.”

“I see, mamma.” — 

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart looked at her reproachfully, also a little something else; then went on, still with the same tendency towards what may be called the sentimental side of the maternal office.

“All through the years I have used my best endeavours to provide for you, not only in the present — the fleeting present — but also in the inevitable future; for I have always felt that a time would come when, at every cost, and at every risk, I should be compelled to have you with me.”

“At every cost and at every risk — I don’t understand you, mother.”

“I am afraid you do not understand me, Nora; I am afraid you don’t. A mother must not expect perfect understanding from her children.”

“Do you mean, mamma, that that is bad for a mother, or just as well?”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart looked at Nora with a look which was hardly sentimental.

“Nora, may I ask you not to interrupt me with your more than ridiculous questions? Is it possible that you can be so stupid as you pretend? — a daughter of mine!” Her manner livened up — became, in fact, quite brisk; as if she suddenly had realised that the key in which she had opened was not exactly the most appropriate she might have chosen. “You are no longer children; you are both of you old enough to be aware that you have reached an age at which it is advisable that girls should be settled in life. For girls I believe in an early settlement; I am persuaded, from my own experience, that more and more nowadays, a settlement cannot come too early.”

“What do you mean by a ‘settlement’?”

“What do I mean by a settlement, girl? By a settlement I, of course, mean marriage. You extraordinary creature, what else could I possibly mean?”

“Marriage!”

Nora’s voice was a little faint.

“It is absolutely essential that you should both of you be married at the earliest possible moment.”

“Both of us?”

Nora’s voice was even fainter.

“Yes, both of you.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart’s lips were tightly pressed together.

“What do you call the earliest possible moment?”

“I call the earliest possible moment the earliest possible moment — by Christmas, if it can be arranged.”

“Mamma!”

This was early in November; under the circumstances it was not surprising that the girls exclaimed in chorus. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart perceived that her remark required explanation; so she explained it — in a fashion of her own.

“You understand, of course, that I do not expect you to look for husbands, and find them, and be married to them, all within a couple of months. No. I am not so unreasonable. I have a higher sense of self-respect, both on your account, and on my own; a more fervent belief in the mission of women. Nora wished to know what I meant by saying that, though absent in the body, you had been present in the spirit. I cannot explain better than by telling you that I have never ceased to seek for men who might make you fit and proper husbands. Providence has seen fit not to allow my labours to go wholly unrewarded; what I wish to say to you so particularly this morning is that I have found them.”

“You have found them!”

Again the words came from the twain in chorus — Mabel springing to her feet, and Nora displaying still more stocking. Their mother sat up straighter in her chair, as if she considered any betrayal of surprise as sheer vulgarity. — 

“Might I ask you, Mabel, to sit down again; nothing tries me so much as excitability.” Mabel sat down. “And, Nora!” Uncrossing her legs, Nora drew her feet under her, so that not even her toes were visible. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart became sententious. “The reason, my dear children, why I have withdrawn you from school at this, to me, most inconvenient moment, is simply because I have arranged the preliminaries of a couple of matches which are, in all respects, everything that the most ambitious young woman could desire; all that is needed, on your part, is that you should carry those preliminaries to a happy, and a speedy, termination.”

“Don’t you think, since you began them in our absence, that you might have carried them to a termination in our absence too?”

“Do you imagine, Nora, that that sort of remark denotes cleverness?”

“It seems to me, mamma, that, since you propose to lead us straight from the cloister to the altar, you might as well have had us blindfolded by the way.”

“Your style of conversation displeases me; it is, at the very least, unbecoming; and especially, Nora, from a daughter towards her mother.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, as if conscious that she had inflicted on Nora a well-merited snubbing, directed her attention solely towards Mabel.

“The name of the gentleman, Mabel, whom I have reason to believe, should he find favour in your eyes, that you will not find indisposed to honour you with the offer of his hand in marriage, is Sir Andrew Fairlie. He is a man of an European reputation.” She had never said a truer thing! “He is head of an ancient, and an honoured, family; possessed of large estates and extensive private means; in receipt of an income which is in the neighbourhood of five-and-twenty or thirty thousand pounds.” If she added, quite consciously, a few thousands to the tale, it was all for the good of the cause. “As Lady Andrew Fairlie you would occupy a position which would indeed be one to be envied.”

She raised her hands in front of her with a gesture which seemed to signify that the prospect conjured up by her own words was too glorious even for the imagination. Mabel said never a word; she kept her eyes fixed on her mother’s face, regarding her with an expression of curious concentration. Nora looked at her, as if she could not make her silence out at all.

The mother diverted her attention towards her younger daughter, seeming to find her elder daughter’s fixity of vision, combined with her almost unnatural silence, somewhat disturbing.

“M’Cantur — Colonel M’Cantur — is the name of the gentleman, Nora, who has gratified my sense of maternal pride by evincing so marked a predisposition in your favour. He has not a title — I felt that Mabel, as the elder, had first claim to a title — but he has what, nowadays, is as good as a title — large means. He is even richer than Sir Andrew Fairlie. And, in the present state of society, to a young, and a clever, woman, wealth means everything.”

“Is that so?”

“It is so; most undoubtedly it is so.”

“When can we be married?”

“Frankly, I believe that will depend to a great extent upon yourself — by Christmas, if you choose.’

“Couldn’t we be married in a week?”

“I daresay you could be married in a week, if you’re anxious.”

For the first time there slipped from between the speaker’s lips a hint of her real self — the world-grimed woman, cynic every ounce of her.

“In a week? How romantic it sounds!”

There was something in the girl’s voice — a touch, a tremor — which caused her mother to glance sharply at her; although Nora’s lips were parted by a smile, something sparkled in her eyes, which, this time, was not laughter.

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart rose, as if the sitting were concluded.

“Now, my dears, I have told you all about it. You have as fine prospects in front of you as any girls in Europe; it remains for you to make the best of them, and I may say that, as my daughters, I expect you to make the best of them. I have made both Sir Andrew and the Colonel cognisant of our arrival; at any moment they may be here to make to you their bows, so if you wish to put any finishing touches to your toilettes you had better do so now.”

“Do you mean that they are, at this instant, actually on the way here — these gentlemen?”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart ignored the significance of Nora’s tone, prudently.

“My dear, I am expecting them each second.”

“And shall you introduce us to them as their future wives?”

This time the gauntlet was accepted.

“You need have no fear that they misunderstand the situation. They realise that they are coming to inspect, and be inspected. It will be your business to see that you make a favourable impression.”

It was the first time the mother and the daughter had looked at each other, face to face, and eye to eye, with a look which continued, without a faltering on either side, during the space of some three or four seconds. Then the mother turned away. Her gaze must have been fraught with eloquence, for it left her daughter white and startled, with, on her strained features, a trace of fear.

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart made as if to dismiss her audience.

“Now, my dears, you had better go and peep into your mirrors; our visitors may be here directly.”

But Mabel declined to be dismissed. Although she had remained quiescent, no one who had observed her compressed lips, flushed cheeks, and flashing eyes, would have supposed that, on that account, she was acquiescent.

“Would you be so good as to answer me one or two questions?”

There was a vibratory something in the girl’s voice which warned her parent that questions from that quarter might, on the spur of the moment, be hard to answer.

“Not now — some other time. I don’t wish our visitors to find us unprepared.”

“I am afraid you will have to answer one or two questions before I shall feel disposed to see any visitors; especially those you are expecting.”

“Mabel!”

The mother assumed surprise, although she may not have felt it.

“Why are you so anxious to be rid of us?”

“My dear child, what a question! I am not anxious to be rid of you; I am simply anxious to see you well, and happily, settled in life.”

“Is that true?”

“Mabel!”

On this occasion, possibly, the surprise was real.

“You must forgive me if I seem to doubt, but, it seems so strange. You say that you are our mother—”

“Say that I am your mother!”

“And that we are your children; yet you send us from you when we are babies, and, during more than sixteen years, come to see us three times, each time for about ten minutes; and when, at last, you do withdraw us from the imprisonment to which you have consigned us, it is for the purpose of ridding yourself of us for ever.”

“My dear Mabel, I am not in the habit of allowing any one to address me in the strain you are adopting; I certainly shall not permit it from my daughter. Have the kindness to go to your room, at once, and put some powder on those unbecomingly red cheeks of yours.”

“You understand that if, without further explanation from you, I do go to my room, it will be with the intention of not quitting it again to see your visitors.”

The mother, turning, intently regarded her eldest daughter.

“I am afraid that I do not understand you.”

“Will you be so good as to answer two or three questions?”

“Are you really conscious of what an extraordinary tone it is which you are using towards your mother? What are the questions?”

“Why are you so anxious to be rid of us?”

“I have replied to that already — I am not anxious to be rid of you. The question is absurd.”

“Then you will please express such regrets as you are of opinion that the occasion requires to — the gentleman of whom you have spoken, and explain to him that I do not wish to make his acquaintance.” Rising, she moved towards the door, as if she felt that now the business of the meeting really was concluded. Her mother, however, made it plain that she was of a different conviction.

“Mabel! Stop!” Mabel stopped. “At this extraordinary convent of yours did they teach you, among other things, that a daughter owed anything to her mother?”

“Under certain circumstances.”

“Only under certain circumstances. I see. And what may those circumstances happen to be?”

“I take it that the position of a mother may be purely accidental. If she leaves unpaid all those duties which she owes to her child, then the obligation of the child towards the mother becomes proportionally less.”

“You are too clever for me — much too clever. You use too big words. My view of the matter is simplicity itself; it amounts to this, that while a girl is residing with her mother she owes her implicit obedience.”

Mabel was silent. She was standing very straight, her head erect, her hands a little behind her, her cheeks fiery red, her eyes flashing, her lips drawn into two mutinous curves. Her mother, standing a few feet away from her, had evidently altogether broken with her tendency towards sentiment. The lines of her face were hard and set, her lips every whit as tightly compressed as her daughter’s, her eyes as pregnant with determination; there was that about her which might have suggested to an acute observer that she was trembling, as it were, on the very verge of a burst of undignified passion.

She continued to address Mabel in cold, set accents, which had in them something of the vixen.

“It is for me to command, and for you to obey. You hear. I will have no argument, no comments from you whatever. I order; you will execute my orders, on the instant, to the letter, without remark, or you’ll be sorry. I am not the irresolute weakling you appear to think. What I say I mean; if you are wise you will understand that without making it necessary for me to use pressure. So long as you’re obedient, you’ll be comfortable. I won’t say what will happen to you if you’re not, because I have no intention of allowing you to be other than obedient. Now go to your room, make yourself look decent, and be back here within five minutes.”

“I cannot.” — 

With quick, resolute steps the mother moved towards her child. There was menace in her bearing — something more than the forebodings of a storm.

“Do as I tell you, or—”

The pause was significant. Nora came towards her, her eyes wide open.

“Mother!”

Her parent turned on her with sudden fury, indulging in language which was hardly redolent of the caste of Vere de Vere.

“How dare you interfere when I’m speaking to your sister, you impudent hussy! you ill-bred creature! I’ll soon show you if you can treat me as if I were one of your own associates! I’ll soon teach you who is mistress when I’m about! You do as I tell you, at once. Go to your room, and mind you’re quick back, or else I’ll make you. Do you hear me?”

They could scarcely have failed to hear her; her voice rose to a positive scream. Mabel put her arm about her sister’s waist. She seemed to be attempting to make up, in her own person, for that dignity which her mother had lost; her tone, whether intentionally or not, was sufficiently stinging.

“Is it possible, mother, that you would propose to strike us?”

“Propose!”

The mother proved that she went a good deal farther than the bare proposition by raising her right hand and there and then striking Mabel a hearty, vigorous blow, ‘first upon the right cheek, then upon the left — such hearty, vigorous blows, indeed, that, as she encountered them, Miss Delancy-Fyfart staggered.

And that same instant, the room-door opening, the waiter announced — 

“Sir Andrew Fairlie! Colonel M’Cantur!”


CHAPTER VI

THERE are mothers who, surprised at such a moment of exclusively domestic interest, and by such visitors, would have been nonplussed. But, as is well known, there are mothers and mothers — and Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart was one of the latter. She had been in her time surprised at too many moments of exclusively domestic interest, in such varying fashions, by such various folks, that it required a very considerable amount of surprise indeed to make her feel abashed. Then she knew her visitors; was aware of the manoeuvres she had practised in order to induce them to figure as candidates for her daughters’ hands; of the arts she had used to bring them to the sticking-point, and still meant to use to keep them there; of the lies she had told about a hundred things, and about the thousand other things which she intended, if needs be, to add to the original hundred. And then, to be frank, there were no two men in the whole wide world for whom she had a more sincere and complete contempt than the two in front of her. It was impossible to feel shamed in the presence of creatures such as these — a thing not to be thought of; she regarded them as somewhere in the same range as the footman in whose presence the great French lady performed, with entire indifference, certain offices of her toilette — not as men.

For this reason she had made up her mind that they should be her sons-in-law. She could twist them, or she thought that she could twist them, round her fingers as if they had been india-rubber dolls. The desire to be rid of her daughters, to have them with her as little as possible, to wipe her hands of them for ever, was to her as a consuming passion of her existence. Even she was conscious that her life was of a sort which would not bear overlooking. And the notion of having a couple of daughters observing, with the pharisaical eyes of very young maidenhood, her goings out and her comings in, her risings up and her lyings down — the thought was maddening. She might have to give up just those practices for which she had the keenest relish, to retire into the convent they were quitting. Marriage was the elixir which might disperse those trials which threatened to beset her, and the only one. Let her get them married at once, as soon as they came, before they had time to turn their heads to look about them, and, from her point of view, all might yet be well. Here were the very two men to help in such a business. Even in the state to which they had reached — and it was a state! — a couple of fresh, sweet, innocent young girls was a bait they could not resist. She had but to dangle it before their eyes; they would rush and gorge it as quickly as they could.

But it was not to be supposed that she could consider it necessary to feel ashamed of herself merely because they caught her slapping her daughter’s face.

There was Mabel, with tingling cheeks, on which were the crimson imprints of her mother’s fingers, reeling a little back, as her mother’s hand was still raised after the delivery of the second salute — never was a clearer case of a parent being detected in the act of not spoiling the child.

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart went sailing across the room, her face all wreathed in smiles, though still a little flushed, both hands held out in front of her, the palms probably smarting where they had come in contact with her daughter’s flesh, as if the visitors had come upon her at the most appropriate moment they could possibly have chosen.

“Sir Andrew!” she exclaimed. “Dear Sir Andrew! How good of you to come so soon! And how well you’re looking! Dear Sir Andrew! Do come here; this is Mabel.”

It certainly was Mabel, though scarcely Mabel as she was used to be. This was a girl overwhelmed with confusion, shame, horror; a girl who had been suddenly, brutally aroused to a side of life which she had never supposed existed; a girl who within the last few moments had had some of her best and dearest ideals shattered into nothing, who had just learned that the word — to her the sacred word — mother might cover a multitude of things, of none of which she had ever dreamed. Her senses were disordered. She endured physical suffering; no one could have received two such blows as had been given her and have retained perfect composure. Tears flooded her eyes. One saw that it was only by a strenuous effort that she kept herself from making what her mother would possibly have described as an ill-bred scene. Through the mist which dimmed her perceptive faculties she was vaguely conscious that in front of her some one was bowing and scraping. With an exertion of force which in itself was sufficient to show there was grit in the girl, she pulled herself together, at least sufficiently to enable her to realise that this was an individual of a species which was strange to her.

A little man, with what seemed to be a crick in his back, an incapacity to hold himself straight — a thin little man, whose figure might have safely been described as mainly outline, with the queerest face. Whether he was young or whether he was old she could not at the moment certainly determine; but, inexperienced in such matters as she was, even she could not help but see that the face she was looking at was not the man’s own, except in the sense that it might have been his by right of purchase. The man’s real face was behind this one, hidden — it might have been mercifully! — by paint and powder, false eyebrows, false eyelashes, false smile, false teeth. He wore a beautiful flaxen wig — a child would surely have known it for a wig. For one thing, whenever he showed the smallest symptoms of vitality he had a trick of wagging his head, as if it had been hung on springs, and as he did so his wig moved, not with it, but, so to speak, against it, as if resentfully; at that very moment it was a little askew. When he was among those companions whom his appetites loved most, they had a jovial habit of snatching it off and playing catchball with it, and football and other games, and throwing it at him, and dipping it in wine, or soup, or treacle, or whatever was handiest, and then replacing it broadside fashion on his head, or hind-side front, and sending him home like that — in those fond moments the dear soul never knew. Sir Andrew Fairlie’s wig was famous!

“Dear Miss Delancy-Fyfart, so pleased to meet you — delighted — really glad — looked forward to it — yes.”

The girl was conscious that the man was speaking in such a curious, squeaky voice, like an echo, as if it had been a real voice once upon a time, since when it had been lost awhile. She bowed, or came as near to bowing as at the instant was in her power. He went on squeaking, passing at unexpected moments from a shrill little falsetto to a husky little bass, producing an effect which really was peculiar.

“Your first visit to Monte Carlo, really? You don’t say so!” She didn’t; but no matter. “How nice! Wish it were mine. Yes.” He emitted a sound which might have been meant for laughter, and which threatened, if he persisted in it, to shake him all to pieces. “Going to plunder the beggars?” A movement of his elbow was possibly intended to explain that the reference was to the authorities at the Casino. “Mind you do. Awful devils!”

He stopped, and as she said nothing, the conversation rather hung fire. So he started again.

“Going to open the campaign this afternoon?”

“I beg your pardon.”

“Going in for your baptism of fire?”

“I don’t understand.”

Her mother came to the rescue.

“She doesn’t understand, she really doesn’t. She knows nothing — nothing at all, not even one card from another. She’s the most innocent creature in the world, and so — so simple. I do think that in a young girl innocence is a—” she sighed, as if at a loss for a word, and, in sighing, found it, “is a desideratum.”

“Yes — oh yes — it is — it certainly is.”

“And so fresh — like the rose, dear Sir Andrew, whose petals are still tipped by the radiant dew. You know what the poets say about a maiden’s freshness.”

“Yes — oh yes — of course — charming.”

He probably knew as much of what the poets said as she did. As the little man eyed her through his spy-glass, appraisingly, and her mother egged him on, the girl felt almost as if she were standing for sale in some eastern slave mart, with the dealer doing his utmost to enhance the value of the wares.

“How seldom nowadays does one find a young girl who knows nothing of the things of which a young girl ought to be ignorant, for whom even the first page of the book of knowledge is still unturned. And when such sweet simplicity, such wholesome innocence, is allied to beauty, the moral to the physical charms ——  — My dear, you needn’t be alarmed, there’s nothing about Sir Andrew to be frightened of!”

Again the little man emitted that remarkable sound which, perhaps, was laughter.

“Oh no — certainly, no — nothing to be frightened of in me.”

“There, Sir Andrew, even modesty — see how the sweet child blushes! You don’t often find a girl approaching womanhood who can blush like that, and at a word of praise from her mother, too.”

Behind the scarlet oriflamme to which her mother so ruthlessly called attention there blazed a tumult of shame and indignation which, for the second, deprived the girl, not only of the faculty of speech, but also of the capacity of motion. The feeling that she was being huckstered, as if she were some mere thing of flesh and blood, of bone and sinew, but a gratification for the appetite, a plaything for the senses, sent the blood coursing through her veins with such velocity that the very force of her own emotion held her helpless. Directly the power of volition returned to her, she made as if to rush towards the door, but before she had taken more than a step, her mother, as if prepared for some such action on her part, caught her by the arm. Although the lady’s tone was full of tenderness, as a mother’s should be — her grip was a grip of iron.

“My dear, I was just going to ask you to run to your room, and put on your hat; and you, Nora, might run too. What do you gentlemen say to taking these two girls out for a turn; you might show them round, and then, afterwards, you might join me in the gardens; would that be to ask too much of you?”

“Damn it, no! Upon my soul, Mrs. D.-F., I call that rather a nasty way to put it, just as though Drew and I aren’t always game to show off the paces of a handsome pair of steppers — mind you, when they are steppers.”

This elegant, and even chivalrous, acceptance of the lady’s suggestion proceeded from the other gentleman. Colonel M’Cantur was big and bloated; his head was as bald as a billiard-ball, a fact which he made no attempt to conceal by the use of a wig; where his face was not blotched it was pimply; there was a bond of sympathy between the appearance of his nose and eyes, they were both discoloured; the bristles on his underhung jaw hinted at indifferent shaving; and, when he opened his flabby, pendulous lips, it was to discover a mouth in which some half dozen remaining teeth stood up like tusks. His taste in dress leaned towards effect — he wore a grey frock coat, white waistcoat, bright blue trousers, and a scarlet necktie. His manners were those of a man who has not consorted with decent women for, at any rate, the last five-and-twenty years; and his language was that of a ‘busman — of the olden time. As he always spoke at the top of his voice, any one within a dozen yards or so was afforded an excellent opportunity to post himself up to date in the garbage of the streets.

The little man seconded the big one’s acceptance.

“Oh yes — dear yes — delighted — always pleased to go out with two nice girls — yes.”

So the mother turned to her children, tightening, as she did so, her grip on the elder’s arm.

“You hear, my dears, what nice things are being said of you? Now run and put your hats on; we’ll give you just five minutes, but mind you’re not a moment more.”

The tone was dulcet, but if the look in her eyes could have been put into sound the discord would have been startling; there was that in her glance which was very far from sweet.

In the bedroom Nora, leaning against the door, stared at Mabel.

“Bab, did you ever see such creatures! Whatever shall we do!”

Bab said nothing. Going to the wardrobe, she took out of it a coat. As Nora watched her, her look of anxiety deepened.

“Are you going out with them?”

“Why not?”

Both were still; then Nora asked another question:

“Don’t you think that, if we go out with them, they may misunderstand?”

“How can they do that?”

“They might think we were — encouraging them?”

“Well?”

“Bab!” She made a sudden movement towards her sister, putting her hands about her arm, stealing her face towards hers. “You couldn’t marry them?”

“I don’t see very well how I could — the two together.”

“Bab!” With her finger tips she softly smoothed her sister’s cheek where it still was scarlet. “Did she hurt you?”

Mabel faced round to her with flashing eyes.

“Nora, will you do me a favour? Never speak of it again — never, even to me. Let me forget it, if I can.”

There were tears in Nora’s eyes; her lips came near her sister’s.

“My darling!”

Mabel kissed her; saying, as she did so—” You shouldn’t cry; haven’t I always told you it is silly?”

Nora made a comical grimace as she wiped away her tears.

“I wish you were more of a cry-baby, you might be happier if you were.”

“I’m not so sure; happiness does not depend upon one’s capacity for tears. You had better put your hat and jacket on.”

Nora did as she was told.

When they returned to the sitting-room it was to find that bottles and glasses had appeared in their absence. Their mother looked them sharply up and down; she was pleased to express a measure of disapproval.

“You have been more than five minutes, my dears, nearly ten. When I tell my daughters that they are to be five minutes, I do not expect them to be one second more. Punctuality, and obedience — perfect obedience — are things much to be admired in the young.”

There was a sardonic something in her speech which made the words she uttered seem more galling, as if it had been her particular desire to wound. Colonel M’Cantur gallantly interposed on behalf of the wrongdoers.

“Come, I say, that’s a trifle stiff! I never knew a girl who could put her clothes on while you’re winking, young or old. Eh, Fairlie?”

“No — distinctly no — every nice young girl wants time to get into her clothes — of course she does.”

“Now, my dears, let me recommend to you a little Scotch — just a moistener — with potash.” Mabel declined for both of them. “Let’s make it champagne then — my treat! Fairlie, ring the bell.”

“Pray order no champagne for us. My sister and I do not drink wine or spirits.”

“Good God! you don’t mean that! Great crums! I say, Mrs. D.-F., this’ll never do. You’re no teetotaler, and we’re not teetotalers. The idea! what’s the meaning of this? Two tip-toppers like yours — not drink! A girl who doesn’t lift her elbow is poor company, I think.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart patted the distressed Colonel on the chest, playfully.

“You don’t know anything at all about it — you think you do, but you don’t. What do you know about young girls, you! They’ll learn to drink quite fast enough; they only want teaching. Don’t I tell you that you’ll have to teach them everything? Now out you go, all the lot of you! You can come and look for me in the gardens in an hour; you’re sure to find me somewhere.”


CHAPTER VII

THE Misses Delancy-Fyfart started off, at a good round pace, side by side — a method of proceeding which was scarcely in accordance with their cavaliers’ ideas. This the Colonel pointed out to Nora.

“Excuse me, but hadn’t we better break the gang in half — four abreast is scarcely the cheese.”

“The cheese?”

Nora looked at the Colonel, bustling along at her side, with a suggestion of malice in her glance which seemed to take him a trifle aback. But he was not easily daunted.

“If you and I were to pair off behind, and let Fairlie go on with your sister in front, it’d be better fun for all the lot of us. Two’s company, you know” — he winked at her, knowingly, ponderously, out in the street—” especially when they’re two of a sort.”

“Yes, especially when they’re two of a sort.” Nora’s tone was grim. An unlooked-for interpolation came from Mabel.

“Nora, walk behind with Colonel M’Cantur; I will go on in front with Sir Andrew.”

Nora looked at her sister, not unnaturally amazed; Mabel had spoken as some short-and-sharp schoolmistress might have done in addressing a child. Still the junior did, meekly, and without comment, precisely as she was told. So they went off two by two.

Miss Delancy-Fyfart, in front, seemed disposed to treat Sir Andrew to as smart a piece of exercise as he had lately enjoyed. The poor dear man was certainly no walkist. So far as a stroll — an easy stroll — from one end of the street to the other was concerned, or from his hotel to the Casino, or from the Casino back to his hotel — there were occasions when he was quite equal to that. But when it came to the real business of toe and heel, the notion of such a man as he was being compelled, by an athletic young female, to walk at the rate of a good round four miles an hour was really frightful. Nor was his friend, the Colonel, much better adapted to that species of amusement — you had only to look at him to know it. Not only was he, physically, in a shockingly bad condition, but he suffered from tender feet, corns, gout, rheumatism, and a dozen other complaints. His conception of a stroll was swaggering along the street; lifting first one foot carefully, and then the other, occupying the larger part of the pavement in doing so — in fact, his mode of progression bore a colourable imitation to that of an overfed, bloated, wheezy turkey-cock, only, unless it had but one leg left to stand upon, the bird moved faster. — 

They had not gone twenty yards when Mabel’s partner endeavoured to explain that the style of going was hardly to his taste; he divided — for reasons! — his syllables with hyphens.

“Ex-cuse — me — but — aren’t — you — go-ing — rather — fast?”

“Fast? I don’t call this fast. Besides, I like fast walking — don’t you?”

“Well — er — no.”

“Why not?”

“Short — o’ — breath.”

He did seem short of something, and, in consequence, not quite happy. Perhaps it was because his wig had moved farther from its proper place that his hat had followed suit! It was inclined at such an angle on the side of his small cranium, like a chimney-pot out of the perpendicular, that one expected, with a half-fearful, half-tickled sense of anticipation, to see it come crashing to the ground.

Mabel pointed the position of affairs out to him — kindly.

“Your hat’s on one side.”

“I — dare — say.”

“If you don’t put it on it will tumble off.”

To this there was no reply. The little man continued his gallant efforts to keep up with the light-footed, long-legged young lady; efforts which, it is to be feared, she did not appreciate as they deserved.

The Colonel felt the strain to the full as much as his friend, though the vocabulary at his command was larger.

“I say, by George, your sister’s got her own idea of going.”

“Of going?”

“She does step out. There’s a bit too much of it for me. I’m no record cutter.”

“Record cutter?”

“Never could walk fast — hate it — always did.”

“Both my sister and I are fond of walking fast.”

“Ah!” The Colonel gasped — and laboured. “She’ll have to do a trifle less than this if I’m to travel with her.”

“You had better tell her so.”

The Colonel did.

“I say — you in front there!” Finding herself addressed — if unceremoniously, then loudly, Miss Delancy-Fyfart stopped, and turned. The Colonel was rubicund — much redder than he was wont to be, and that is saying not a little. He had not moved at such a rate for years. “Pray, my dear, what’s the fancy? Do you want to see how much ground you can cover before you drop? Is it a match against time?”

“I do not understand you.”

“You would if you saw my feet. Slowly does it — a mile every two hours, and a stop for refreshments every fifty yards, that’s my idea of walking. I’m none of your Newmarket fliers.”

“If you were to speak English I might gain a glimpse at your meaning.”

“Consider my poor trotters — go a bit slower — that’s all I mean, my dear.”

“Then, in that case, I am afraid I cannot accommodate you. It is my habit, when I am walking, to walk at that pace which suits me, personally, best.”

And she went off at it, there and then, once more, her sister keeping step with her behind.

The Colonel, panting at Nora’s side, seemed to have been surprised by the reply he had received into temporary speechlessness; but, presently, he said, in what, for him, was a whisper — 

“She’s got a temper of her own — she’s her mother’s girl! And hasn’t the old one got a dander — oh, lor! She was having a spar with your sister when we came in, wasn’t she — it looked as though there’d been a bit of a barney. When your mother’s what I call suited, and when she’s had — you know, enough, and she’s got a bit crossed, the language she can pass round — I never I — and put her dooks up too! — and use ’em I — rather! I’ve seen her do it — more than once! more than twice! And I tell you this — straight! — when your mother’s on the rampage, why, I’m not — I find it better for my health to get outside — yes, and if there isn’t any other way of getting there, on my soul, and on my honour, rather than take her on, hang me if I wouldn’t sooner try the window!”

Nora’s face was crimson. Had the Colonel only known it, he was within an ace of learning that, under certain circumstances, in one respect, this also was her mother’s girl. But he was unaware that he tottered on the brink of a discovery; the pedestrian pleasures he was enduring strained his every faculty to the uttermost.

“I say, because your sister wants to kill herself, that’s no reason why we should. What I say is, let you and me slow up. I shall suffer for this, I know I shall — this is a bit more than I bargained for — I wonder that Fairlie ain’t dead already — a man at his age, and in his condition, to be dragged along like this.”

Nora’s tone in reply was precise and cold: “I must keep up with my sister.”

Whether, if Miss Delancy-Fyfart had persisted in continuing her walk as if she meant it, the attendant cavaliers would have collapsed, and, exhausted, have sunk to the ground, is a problem which must remain unsolved. Suddenly she stopped — in front of a confectioner’s shop.

“Sir Andrew Fairlie — Colonel M’Cantur — will you both of you please go into this shop and buy us some bon-bons? We are fond of them.”

The remark was unexpected, and the hint was, so to speak, delivered straight from the shoulder; but possibly the gentlemen addressed had, by this time, decided that Miss Delancy-Fyfart had a way — and ways — of her own; it is possible, also, that they were, both of them, only too glad to get into a shop and rest, under the pretence of buying bon-bons; anyhow, they both entered, the Colonel making a futile attempt to induce the ladies to enter with them.

“Now, my dears, you come in with us — do! Have a cake, or a tart, or something — or the least little moistener — one drop of Maraschino — that’s the thing that would do you good, on my honour!”

But they were not to be persuaded; the friends went in, the sisters stayed without. The younger Miss Delancy-Fyfart stared at the elder, with eyes wide open.

“Mabel! What is the matter with you? Are you mad? What do you mean by asking those creatures to buy us sweets?”

For answer her sister took her by the arm — a wicked look was on her face.

“Come along!”

“Where to?”

“For a walk!”

“A walk!”

Nora, gazing at her sister as if she really did fear that something had affected her senses, suffered herself to be led away like a sheep to the slaughter. In front of them two men were walking side by side; Nora realised the fact that Mabel seemed to be actually in chase of them at the same moment that she recognised in the twain Mr. Strephirah-Buggins and his friend Mr. Dickory. Mabel touched the first-named gentleman from behind on the shoulder. As he turned, startled, she said to him with the demurest air — 

“Will you please take us for a walk?”

Mr. Strephirah-Buggins, standing with his hat in his hand, looked as if he was wondering if they had dropped from the skies.

“Will I take you for a walk? I shall be delighted. When?”

“At once! Now! I want to go ever so far; I want to be tired!”

She made a half-quaint, half-passionate movement with her hands. He looked at her with his lazy, big brown eyes, in the depths of which there lurked the suspicion of a twinkle; in his voice there was — as before — that peculiar quality of dryness.

“I’ll engage,” he said, “to make you tired.”

These very unusual young women set off with their new pair of cavaliers, leaving the old pair in the confectioner’s shop buying bon-bons.


CHAPTER VIII

THEY went swinging along, with that consciousness of covering the ground, which, to one who loves to walk, is the poetry of walking. No objection here to four miles an hour — or, if pace were needed, to five or six. Mr. Strephirah-Buggins and his languid-looking friend moved as if, to them, the rate of progression was a matter of indifference. Not much was said, at least by the leaders. Mabel seemed too self-absorbed to notice extraneous things; to have even a glance to spare for the loveliness of the road to Rocca Bruna. She held her head well up; her eyes looked straight in front of her; her face glowed, as with a light from within; one perceived that, for the time, her capacity for observation was confined to the vistas of her own imagining. As for her companion, he seemed content, to be still; something in the situation seemed to tickle him. Now and then he glanced at her with — on his face — an expression of amusement, which, had she but encountered it, she might have supposed was scarcely flattering.

After a while she did say something.

“I like walking.” She said it with that air which one sees, sometimes, in young girls, as if the fact of their expressing a liking were the beginning, the middle, and the whole conclusion of the matter, and as if the thing which they said were new. She continued — all the reply he volunteered being to pull at his moustache—” I like to feel the sense of movement, as if one were breaking out of prison bonds; to feel that with each step one is shaking something off, as if one were moving towards a freer air.”

“Quite so.”

His tone was dry — it seemed to occur to her that it might contain a suggestion of reproach.

“It may seem selfish to bring you away with me against your will, but there were circumstances which made it necessary that I should get away; and, as you may be aware, it is well that sometimes our own selfishness should be made subservient to the selfishness of others!”

She spoke like some great lady who was vouchsafing, to an inferior, a, perhaps, on the whole, unnecessary explanation, and seasoning it with a few words of copy-book morality. — 

“Precisely.”

“I trust I have not interfered with your fulfilment of any business engagements.”

“No.”

“Because, believe me, that would have been a thing which I should have been extremely unwilling to do.”

“No doubt.”

“The success of all commercial undertakings is, I am conscious, dependent, in no small degree, upon the punctual fulfilment of engagements; and, knowing as I do, the enthusiasm with which, under all circumstances, and at all times, you press the sale of your ointment, it would be my last wish that, owing to any action on my part, you should lose the sale of even a single pot.” The twinkle in his eyes grew deeper, only she was not aware of it; her unconsciousness of there being anything peculiar in the style of conversation which she seemed to favour was sublime. “I hope that the sale of Collesteena has fulfilled your expectations?”

“It has.”

“That is well. When one believes in a thing one desires that one’s belief in it shall be justified by the faith of others.”

“Just so.”

“It is by the capacity to inspire others with the faith which one holds oneself that all the great deeds of the world have been done.”

“Not a doubt.”

“And so, if, because of your believing strongly you are able to strenuously persuade, the fame of Collesteena still may bridge the spheres — I believe, in such a connection, the phrase is a correct one?”

“If you are so good as to use it, certainly.”

This time she did glance his way, as if something in his tone struck her as odd; but his face, what she could see of it, was as grave as it could be. She was still for awhile, as if reflecting; then restarted. “Of what do you dream o’ nights?”

At this question he did evince symptoms of unpreparedness.

“Well, that depends.”

“On what?”

“Well — on the state of one’s digestion.”

She waved her hand.

“I was not alluding to trivialities or digestion.”

“Trivialities?”

“Yes — trivialities.” She pounced, a little severely, on his repetition of the word. “Nor did I intend the scope of my inquiry to be bounded by the four corners of my words. I meant to ask, not only of what do you dream o’ nights, but what do you dream of ever? For instance, do you ever dream of being great?”

“In a — corporeal sense?”

“Certainly not. In a moral, mental, or even social sense — do you ever dream of cutting a figure, of being a person of importance?”

“That depends on what you consider a person of importance.”

“My good sir, either one is a person of importance, or one is a person of no importance.”

“I see. The inference being that, as matters stand, I am a person of no importance.”

“Are you conceited? What do you consider yourself? On what sure ground do you hold yourself to be otherwise?”

“There’s Collesteena.”

“Yes, there’s Collesteena.” She spoke as one who meditates. “But I am not clear that the production of an ointment necessarily entitles the producer to consider himself a person of importance.”

She was still, perhaps, turning the problem over in her mind. In his turn, he questioned her.

“And you — of what do you dream o’ nights?”

“Of a world of things.”

“Do you ever dream of being great?”

“Indeed — and indeed a thousand times. You must know that I am a person with ambitions. Ever since I was quite young I have inquired of myself, in dreams, of the methods by which I could attain to greatness.”

“Greatness in the sense of being a female saint?”

“My visions have not always travelled in the direction of female saintliness.”

“I thought they had.”

“You had no warrant for thinking anything of the kind. It is true that, as I told you, there have been times when I have dreamed of being a female saint; but also there have been times when I have dreamed of being something else.”

“Exactly”

“Because one has a leaning towards religion it does not necessarily follow that one has none towards the world.”

“I grasp your meaning.”

“In fact, there have been occasions on which I have conceived of myself having a career even in a worldly sense.”

“As, for instance?”

“In many ways. I am young, vigorous, well born, scarcely stupid, and not ill-looking. I assure you that I have some glimmering of perception as to where it is I am standing.”

“Not a doubt of it.”

His voice sank — possibly in awe.

“For such an one has the world nothing to offer?”

“For such an one the world has everything to offer.”

He looked her straight in the face; something came into his tone which had been absent from it hitherto. Their eyes met. She seemed startled.

“What do you mean?”

“What would you have?”

“Many things.”

“Name one.”

“That is not so easy.”

She looked away; he kept his eyes fixed on her face. When he spoke it was as though he borrowed what might have been a phrase of hers.

“To abstract desires it is difficult to give a concrete form.”

“In words — yes. One knows oneself the things which one would have; to clothe one’s desires with words is to make them ashamed.”

“Where no shame is?”

“Where no shame is.”

Again their eyes met — in his, had she but been aware of it, a twinkling; in hers, a kind of scorn. There was silence. In his voice, as he broke it, there was a half quaint, half humorous humility.

“You fly higher than Collesteena.”

Something in his manner seemed to strike in her an unexpected note. Putting out her hand, she touched his arm — speaking with a condescension which might have been, at one and the same time, that of a queen and of a child.

“Do not suppose I think the less of you on that account. Rather, I think the more. I hold that for the man who is humbly born there are possibilities which are denied to the man of rank; to speak of one thing only, it is within his power to end where the other began.”

She was plainly unconscious that her words might sound ironical. He bent his head.

“That is true.”

“That your father was a seller of tripe is a matter of minor importance; I do not consider that you are to blame on that account, nor do I hold it a matter for shame. I don’t know if you are aware of it, but there is something in you which has for me a singular attraction.”

“It is very good of you to say so.”

“Do you know that since our meeting with you in the train, I have done little else but think of you. It is very strange. I do not at all know why.”

“Nor I.”

“Only last night I dreamed that I was fast asleep, with my head upon your shoulder. It was so real that, when I woke, I could not make things out at all. It was very odd that I should have dreamed of that.”

“Most amazing.”

“You know I did sleep with my head upon your shoulder — in the train.”

“I remember it quite well.”

“Somehow I seem to think of you as if you were quite a friend.”

“That is the most extraordinary thing of all.”

“And yet not quite a friend.”

“How so?”

“I don’t know. It’s very strange.” Her tone was doubtful. “I daresay that the fact that you were the first real man I ever really talked to has something to do with it. It would be odd if you were to become impressed upon my memory as my first man.”

“How odd?”

“Oh — I don’t know. Aren’t you rather a curious sort of man?”

“I suppose I should strike you as curious, you being yourself so commonplace?”

“Yes; I am commonplace — I suppose I am. What makes you say that I am commonplace?”

“Because there are so many girls like you.”

He lied, as to the manner born! “Ye — es; I suppose there are.”

“Undoubtedly there are.”

“I think that you said there were not many men like you.”

“I daresay I did.”

“And that that was just as well for the men.”

“To a certainty.”

“I am not so sure.”

“You may be.”

“Though I am glad to think that there are not many men like you.”

“It would be strange if you weren’t.”

“I would rather, I think, that you were something apart; not like the rest. One would like those of whom one — thinks, not to be — commonplace.” He was still; she went on. “I suppose I didn’t make any impression on you at all?”

“Not the least.”

He said this with a calmness which, under the circumstances, was amazing. The answer seemed, for the moment, to damp her spirits. Her manner became a little distant.

“What sort of girls do impress you?”

“Short girls.”

“Short girls!” Now, as has been mentioned, the lady was passing tall. The gentleman’s succinctly stated preference for brevity of stature seemed to so take her by surprise, that, for a second, she stood still. When she recommenced walking her bearing had distinctly become more frigid. “Oh. How short?”

“Very short.”

There was a pause — a rather grim one.

“Is that the only thing for which you stipulate — shortness?”

“No — stoutness too.”

“Stoutness too!” She paused — to stare. “Do you actually mean that you care for girls who are both short and stout?”

“That was not your question.”

“I do not understand you.”

“You did not ask what kind of girls I cared for, but what sort impressed me.”

She seemed slightly huffed.

“You play with words.” He was silent. “Where does this road lead to?”

“To Spezia.”

“How far is that?”

“About one hundred and ninety miles.”

She stopped, dead.

“Do you propose, then, that we should walk one hundred and ninety miles?”

“Not at all.”

“May I inquire what it is that you do propose?”

His bearing was deprecatory.

“I understood you to observe that you wished to be tired.”

“I am tired.”

She started off again, without any semblance of effort, at a pace which suggested a somewhat singular order of fatigue.

“Then, in that case, I have done you the service you required.”

“You appear to be an extraordinary kind of person. You talk in a most peculiar way. I am continually compelled to ask myself what it is you can possibly mean. Are you not aware that speech should be plain and to the point, and the meaning of one’s words so obvious that all who run may read.” He uttered a sound — which she translated as a sigh. “I do not wish what I say to unnecessarily depress you. The blame may not be wholly yours. Your training may have been defective.”

“We have not all of us been brought up in convents.”

“No. That is true.” By way, as it were, of an afterthought, she looked at him — sharply. “Why do you say that?”

“It is an advantage to be brought up in a convent. It must be.”

“It is an advantage. That is evidently true. Only those who, like myself, have enjoyed it, can appreciate it to its proper extent. I trust, therefore, that I am, and always shall be, disposed to be lenient to those whose opportunities have been less.” The remark went unanswered. “Have you seen much of the world?”

“There are those who have seen more.”

Her manner was a little contemptuous.

“I take it that there are a great many who have seen more. The mere remark shows that your knowledge of the world is limited — or you would be conscious of the limitations which are inevitable to your position. You know that one may see the world in several senses — one may see, for instance, a great deal of its mere surface. You, in your praiseworthy efforts to increase the sale of your ointment, the recipe for which you obtained from your charwoman in the Borough, may have seen a great deal of it in that sense.”

“Precisely.”

“That is not the sense I intended to convey — to have a knowledge of the earth’s surface is, after all, to know little. I meant, have you seen much of its wit and wisdom, of its societies, of its great men and famous women, of its princes and its powers?”

“There are some who have seen more.”

“My good sir! I don’t wish to say what may hurt your feelings, but — I find you a little trying. There are some who have seen more! I should hope there are! Do you wish me to understand that you have rubbed shoulders with the great?”

“Why shoulders?”

“Why shoulders! — what do you mean?” He shook his head — as if plaintively. “You are really too absurd. I am younger than you—”

“You are.”

“Do you, then, lay it to my charge as a fault?”

Her manner was stately in the extreme.

“Not at all.”

“Then why seem to lay stress on what is, regarded from any and every point of view, but an accidental statement of an accidental fact? I repeat, I am younger than you” — she paused, as if to afford him an opportunity to repeat his offence; but he refrained, abashed— “but in all essentials, so far as real knowledge of the world is concerned, I apprehend that I am your senior. Neither in Lisson Grove nor the Borough, so far as my knowledge of those localities goes, does one look out of a wide window, nor is one in touch with the passing show.” He remained silent. “I should like, with your permission, to offer you a word of advice.”

“I wish you would.”

“Of sound advice.”

“The sounder the better.”

“But sound advice you may not find agreeable.”

“One ought not to consider the quality of agreeableness in what tends to one’s improvement.”

“That is very correctly and very properly said. I have had the same words addressed to me by the sisters in the convent.”

“Is it possible!”

“It is extremely possible. Do not use language which suggests exaggeration. And that leads me to what I was about to remark. I am convinced that you would find it of assistance in your efforts to advance yourself, and your ointment, if you were to adopt a manner which was less self-assertive. You bear yourself as if you were a person of importance — a bearing which, when one discovers you are a person of no importance, one is apt to resent. For instance, in the train, from your manner even mamma supposed you were some one; when she discovered you were no one, she, not unnaturally, felt annoyed. I think it is a mistake for people not to be themselves — an even greater misfortune for themselves than for others.” Again that sound from him, which might have been a sigh. “Of course, I am conscious that, in a degree, the defect may be constitutional. No doubt nature has bestowed on you what some might suppose was an air of distinction; but, from my point of view, clearly, that makes the matter worse. I should not speak so freely had I not received your permission to be frank, but I feel strongly that your great, perhaps your cardinal, failing is — want of humility.”

“If you would but spare me some of yours.”

“I myself am not so humble as I might be.”

“I should never have guessed it.”

“That is because you are not so keen a judge of character as I am; I perceived your want of humility at once. It is a radical defect — indeed, it is a grievous sin; to suppose ourselves to be of more importance than we are may even be a cause of sin in others. I wish you would promise me, as one result of our slight acquaintance, that you will endeavour to cure yourself of so sad a fault. I feel that I should like to do some good in the world — let me begin by doing good to you.”

“You have.”

“I have! How so?”

“By showing me, in your own person, a model of humility.”

“But I assure you that I am not a model of humility.”

“Your assurance makes me still more positive.”

“You should not say that — besides, it is rude. Surely I am better able to judge what kind of person I am than you can be; and have you not learned that to contradict, point blank, an assertion made by one who is more likely to be correct than yourself is not good manners?”

“I am afraid I am full of failings.” He sighed.

“I am afraid you are!” And she sighed too.

“I am obliged to you for bringing them to my attention.”

“I beg you will not mention it. I trust that I may always be ready to bring those who err to some perception of their errors; for we must always remember that to be conscious of our failings at least is something.” — 

“Something, perhaps; but still not much.”

“No; I would not wish you to suppose that I think that it is much.”

And once more these sympathetic spirits sighed.


CHAPTER IX

MRS. GENERAL DELANCY-FYFART was in the Casino gardens rather before the hour had expired of which she had spoken; perhaps she foresaw that before that time her future sons-in-law would have had enough of “strolling,” or perhaps she had other reasons. Friends and acquaintances were there galore. She chatted to this one, nodded to that — seeming to be, as, doubtless, to the bottom of her heart she was, all smiles. And presently she found herself upon a chair, looking about her a little anxiously for signs of the returning quartette.

Victor Salato, that old blade of the Empire, in passing, stood to give her greeting.

“Madame la Générale is here again! — that is good — now Monte Carlo is itself!”

She laughed. This relic of the robbers (always readier for playing than for paying, yet quick to scent — and resent! — any imputation on what he called his honour) and she had had many a little episode together; and hoped, if the fates proved kindly, to still have many more. In this world in which she lived one laughed and quarrelled, sometimes fought, often cursed, but — when all are the same, and nothing matters! — what folly to deny a comrade’s hand to the man who deemed us rogue last night, and to whom we shall return the compliment in kind to-morrow. Only the last time they met she called this gentleman an ancient thief, and he assured her publicly that it was but her sex which saved her from his sword’s point, but — where are the bitter words we used? — for them, what better limbo than with the snows of yester year?

“Madame la Générale make us old men wonder if, after all, we can be old; she herself always grows more young. It is, perhaps, the English habitude.”

While M. Salato delivered himself of the banalities which were part of his stock-in-trade, the lady, glancing about her, perceived something which filled her with a certain curiosity — a couple of elderly gentlemen carrying a number of little packages as if they had been porters — Sir Andrew Fairlie and Colonel M’Cantur laden with paper parcels. She signalled to them; they came slowly towards her with an air of depression, almost, it seemed, as if they were suffering actual physical pain.

She received them effusively.

“My dear creatures! — where are the girls? — what a nice time you’ve been! I was just beginning to wonder where you were! — but what have you done with the girls?”

For answer, the Colonel dropped into the chair on one side of her and Sir Andrew into that on the other — the baronet’s hat, in sympathy with his wig, had perched itself on the top of his right ear. As he seated himself, one or two of the parcels he had been carrying slipped to the ground; he let them lie where they had fallen. As she looked from one to the other, something glinted in the lady’s eyes which seemed hardly in harmony with the words which came from her lips.

“You dear boys! — how pleasant it seems to be here with you again. And have you had a good time? What are those things you’re carrying?”

It was the Colonel who spoke — gutturally.

“Bon-bons.”

“Bon-bons! — all those! — you extravagant creatures! For whom are they?”

“God knows!”

She seemed to be just on the verge of echoing his ejaculation, and to stop herself in the nick of time.

“You funny child! — what do you mean? Will you tell me what you’ve done with those two girls of mine?”

“Ask Fairlie.”

She turned to Sir Andrew, who in faint, tremulous accents delegated the responsibility of throwing light upon the situation to his friend.

“Ask M’Cantur.”

She deemed it policy, under the circumstances, to seem offended — just a little.

“I don’t understand your behaviour. I ask you to bring my girls to meet me here, and now you appear without them. Have they gone home?”

The Colonel made a remark — dolorously — which was scarcely an answer to her inquiry. “I’m as nearly dead as they make ’em; and as for Fairlie, I shouldn’t be surprised if he never got over it.”

“No — really — that I shouldn’t— ‘pon my word! — suffered dreadfully.”

“As reasonable creatures we expect reasonable treatment.”

“Of course we do.”

“We’re not blooming sprinters.”

“Of course we’re not.”

“Nor yet horses.”

“No.”

“Nor anything of the kind.”

“Certainly not.”

“The consequence is, we feel it.”

“Dear! dear! — we certainly do!”

The lady seemed to consider, for an instant, how to receive these enigmatical utterances. Then, leaning forward, she laughed in their faces — though, just now, there had not been laughter on her own.

“Poor dears! What is the matter with you two?”

There was silence, as if the question were one which, with common consent, they shirked. Then said the Colonel, gloomily:

“Look here, Mrs. D.-F., I don’t think it was a friendly thing of you to start us strolling.”

“Good gracious, child! — why ever not?”

“You might have thought.”

“Thought! Didn’t I think?”

“That don’t make it seem any friendlier. You know very well that I’m no walkist.”

“Well, what then? Surely you’ve no objection to a stroll — with a pretty girl?”

“A good deal, then. And as for strolling — a good idea of strolling your girls have got — especially the eldest one. Good Lord! — off she started, that eldest girl of yours, as if she meant to walk to Jericho, and had no idea of refreshments by the way! And there was Fairlie toddling along beside her — you know what he is! — a mere wreck! — and if you knew what I’ve suffered from my feet! — I’d got a brand new pair of boots on — yes! — mind that! Stop her! You couldn’t do it — nobody could have done it! I tried to get her to heave to, but, Lord love you! she sailed away faster than ever. And there was Fairlie and me gasping along — broiling! — fit to drop! And, hang me! if she didn’t run us to a standstill in front of a sweet shop. ‘Go in and buy us some bon-bons,’ she said — straight, she did! — that was a pretty plain tip, eh? — what do you think? But, my crikey!

Drew and me’d have bought anything for the sake of a bit of a rest and a chance of getting our wind — honest! And we did buy something — we bought the blazing shop full! — here you are! — pounds and pounds of ’em! — truck full! — spent a fortune! Now, I call this a trifle steep! When we got outside — arms full and pockets empty! — she’d levanted — both — the two of ’em! There were your two girls, a mile away, walking off with two other blokes as if they meant it! That knocked me — fairly! I said to Fairlie — there he is, and he’ll tell you if it isn’t so—’ If I’ve got to catch ’em,’ I said, ‘I shall have to cab it, because walk I can’t’ — and more couldn’t he. If you’ll believe me, there wasn’t a cab to be seen, and as, by the time we’d done looking for one, they were out of sight, we hooked it back again. If that’s your idea of a stroll with a pretty girl, all I can say is, it isn’t mine. I’ve got rheumatism all down my legs, there’s a touch of asthma coming on, and as for corns — they’ll have to cut my boots off my feet, I know they will. And there’s Fairlie — when they’ve undressed him, he’ll just fall all to pieces — you mark my words and see! Bon-bons? Oh yes; anybody can have them for the asking.”

The Colonel scattered the parcels he had been holding about him on the ground.

The lady had sat listening to the Colonel’s tragic history with an apparent unconsciousness of there being anything about it which had the slightest inclination towards the humorous. Her forehead was puckered; her eyebrows were drawn a little together; her eyes seemed to have retreated deeper into their sockets; her lips were pressed together in a thin, straight line — there was that about her face which was almost ghoulish.

“You say that when you came out of the shop my two girls were walking with somebody else?”

“You bet your life they were — eh, Fairlie?”

“Oh, yes — dear, yes — to be sure they were.”

“With two men?”

“They looked like uncommonly good imitations of men from behind — long ones too — and weren’t they moving! — good Lord!”

For some moments there was silence, during which the lady’s ghoulishness seemed to increase. Then she smiled. Coming, as it were, painfully out of the shadows, the smile had a most curious effect — as if her features had been out of drawing. Her tone was suavity itself.

“It does seem singular — does it not? They are such unsophisticated creatures — and, I am afraid, a little frisky. But you, of all men, will not mind that.”

She pointed her meaning by touching her companions caressingly on the arm. Her view of the question did not seem to be the Colonel’s.

“There’s friskiness and friskiness. When a girl walks me off at seven miles an hour, and then shunts me into a grub shop to get a chance of bolting with somebody else, her idea of friskiness is not mine.”

“My dear Augustus” — thus the lady addressed the Colonel—” it is my belief that Nora is afraid of you.”

“I don’t blame Nora so much as I do her sister — I don’t say that the fault was hers.”

“I’m sure Nora wouldn’t wish to run away from you.” She whispered in his ear—” I’ve the best of reasons for knowing.”

“That’s all very well.”

She tapped him playfully on the hand.

“It is very well. The silly girl’s afraid of” — again her voice was lowered— “showing that she likes you.”

“Likes me! Go on! Why, she’s only seen me once.”

“She’s seen your photograph.”

“Photograph!”

“When a girl falls in love with a photograph, if she falls out of love when she sees the original it’s the man’s own fault — and I don’t think that’s likely to be your fault, do you?”

“I’ll tell you what it is, Mrs. D.-F., you lay it on a bit too thick. I’m not so green as perhaps you think.”

“My dear Augustus!”

“I know a thing or two, as well as some men.”

“The truth is, you know a deal too much — and I am afraid that is one thing which will make you so attractive to Nora. I tell you what, you say the word, and I’ll undertake that Nora shall marry you — well, if not in a week, then in a fortnight.”

“I don’t believe a word of it.”

But, although his tone was sulky, the Colonel smiled, and when, for the second time, she whispered something in his ear, he smiled still more — there was that on her face, as she murmured the words, which increased the dimensions of his smile, which, had he seen it and understood its meaning, might have startled even him.


CHAPTER X

IT had been long dark, and dinner was ready to be served, when the wanderers returned. Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart, dressed for the evening meal, was sitting in the salon, waiting — grimly. All day she had waited and watched, and, as the hours passed and still they came not, her grimness had increased. She had dressed in haste, expecting every moment their arrival. She need not have hurried; her toilette was some time finished — still there were no signs of them. She sat, an old ragged copy of “Autour du Mariage” lying open on her knees — judging from the expression on her countenance, Gyp’s humour touched her not at all; she could not have looked blacker had she been studying a perfervid tome of damnatory theology.

There was a gilt clock upon the mantelshelf. Her eyes kept straying towards it. As on each occasion she noticed how the minutes had flitted since the last, she gave a little rapid movement with her head, as if she sought to drive away importunate suggestions. She evinced considerable patience; with the exception of that backward and forward glancing towards the clock, she continued motionless.

And at last her patience was rewarded. The door opened to admit her eldest daughter — Nora just behind. Mabel’s head was thrown a little back, her cheeks were flushed; there was that in her carriage which suggested that she had scented the battle from afar.

“I hope we are not very late—”

She had got thus far when her mother, rising, moved quickly to the door. Two men were behind Nora, as if they were waiting for an invitation to enter. To them she addressed herself — quietly, yet in a tone of command.

“Be so good as to come in here.”

They went in there — bowing as they passed. She turned to her daughters, grasping — it seemed almost by the way of precaution — Mabel by the arm.

“Come with me!”

Mabel looked at her, then at the two men, then back at her mother.

“Where do you wish me to come, mamma?”

“Do you hear what I tell you? Come with me!”

She raised her voice in a fashion which was as ugly as it was significant; snatched at Mabel’s arm so violently, that the girl, taken unawares, was nearly thrown off her feet; pushing Nora in front of her, dragging Mabel, she hurried the pair of them towards their bedroom. Throwing the door wide open, having practically thrown them through it, she pulled it to with a slam. Availing herself of the fact that the key was in the lock outside — a position for which she had probably provided — she turned it, withdrew it, slipped it into her pocket, and so, without another word of any sort or kind, she had them safely — and, one almost adds, neatly — prisoned.

She returned to the salon — the light of battle distinctly on her front. She looked Mr. Strephirah-Buggins up and down, with that extremely comprehensive look which is intended to convey the superlatives of contempt; he enduring the inspection with the most complete tranquility — that continual suggestion of laughter in his eyes.

“You told me your name was Buggins.”

This time her tone was neither over quiet nor over courteous — his, on the contrary, was courtesy itself.

“Strephirah-Buggins, madam — I beg you will not omit the Strephirah. When my late lamented mother succeeded in losing my father she had the word Strephirah engraved on her front door plate, and from that door plate it has passed into my heart. Besides, when you consider the necessity of associating ideas of grandiosity with the world-famed Collesteena, and then think of such a collocation of words as ‘Strephirah-Buggins’ Collesteena ‘flashing from all the dead walls which span the spheres, you will, I am convinced, at once perceive the capital importance of the prefix, ‘Strephirah.’”

“Take my advice, my man, and — don’t chatter.”

One might have suspected, from the halting in her speech, that she had intended to have selected a stronger word than chatter. If such were the case he appeared to be sublimely unconscious of the fact.

“Chatter, my dear madam,” — he held out his hand as if to point his observations—” chatter may be defined as irresponsible conversation. You can hardly appreciate the enormous value to the human race of such an article as Collesteena, or you would not connect it, thought only remotely, with chatter. Testimonials, madam, continue to pour in on me from every side. Only the other day I received one from a lady resident in Ratcliffe Highway, in which she mentioned — in a manner which, so far as I was concerned, was quite uncalled for — that she had lately been to her daughter’s christening, or wedding, or funeral — I am not sure which — and that there she had had too much to drink, and that on her way home she broke her leg — in four separate places! — and that one single application of Collesteena joined it in five! She continued that I might use her testimonial for what it was worth, which was generous on her part! — and she added, apparently as a sort of postscript: ‘N.B. I am sober now’; though, in face of the statements which her letter contained, which were more than sufficient to prove her to be in the possession of something beyond — far and away! — mere sobriety, why she should have thought it necessary to say a thing like that — right at the end! — is, I confess, a part of the position which has caused me mental searchings.”

“I tell you what, Mr. Buggins, you’re either the most impertinent vagabond I ever encountered, or you’re a blithering idiot — or else you’re a mixture of both!”

“Ah, madam, we benefactors to humanity are apt to be regarded as a mixture of both, until the Recording Angel establishes our claims to honour by inscribing our names on the rolls of patent medicine in the skies, till a whole cityfull is cured by one small tin of Collesteena! — then! — ah, then we are regarded as something altogether different.”

“Will you listen to me, my man?”

“Madam, I listen — I do listen — I am listening — I will listen. Is there any one who is not listening? Would any one not listen? Could any one not listen! If it is possible for the human mind to conceive—”

“Will you stop?”

“Madam, I do stop with a solitary observation — which I beg you will preserve in your recollection — that Collesteena is put up in pots and tins, at one and three ha’pence, two and six—”

This time he did stop — short. She had come close up to him, her features inflamed with passion, and had raised her clenched fist with the evident intention of striking him with it in the face — then he did stop. He regarded her steadily, quietly, still with that twinkling laughter in his eyes, and he murmured, with just the slightest inclination of his head — 

“Madam?”

His coolness, his courtesy, the dignity with which he bore himself, his invulnerable good temper — one or all of these things had such an effect on her that, even in the very act, she was diverted from her purpose — her hand fell to her side. She indulged herself with vituperation instead — good measure, running over though well pressed down.

“You insolent blackguard! — you unblushing rascal! — you treacly rogue! — you mountebanking pedlar! — I know exactly what sort of creature you are! You’re one of those unmentionable reptiles who prowl about, with empty pockets, brazen faces, stinking reputations, and not a name of their own they can prove their right to — to take advantage of unprotected girls! But let me tell you this — and mind you mark my words! — if ever you, or your sleek-faced friend, ever dare to look at — much more attempt to accost! — a child of mine again I’ll thrash you as long as I can stand. Although I am a woman I’ll splinter a stick across your backs!”

“That reminds me, madam — a splintered stick may be joined by Collesteena. If you will produce an example of the article I will prove to you my words.”

“You sneering hound! You sniggering brute! Don’t you suppose that I don’t mean what I am saying! — better men than you are have found out that they made a mistake in doing that before today! And I’ll tell you something else. I’ve got influence with the authorities here: at a word from me they’ll send you packing, and it won’t take much to induce me to say that word!”

“Do I understand you to say, madam, that you have influence with the authorities of Monte Carlo?”

“You do, you — pretty pet! And before this night is past I’ll use it too!”

“Would it be too much to ask you to use your influence — your valued influence with the authorities — to call their attention to the fact that Collesteena is put up in pots and tins, at one and three-ha’pence, two and six—”

“That’ll do! — I’ve had enough of you! I don’t want to have to take the police to you here, and it’s plain that nothing else will serve! Out you go I — leave my room I — you refuse of the gutter! — you sweepings of the streets! — you monkey-faced baboon I — you penniless pedlar! — you low-born, counter-jumping, measly hound!”

And so on — the lady proving herself to be the possessor of a vocabulary which would have been the envy of Billingsgate — standing all the time holding the door wide open, requesting, by word as well as gesture, her visitors to take their leave, with a vigour and insistence which the dullest might have understood. These gentlemen understood, and went — Mr. Strephirah-Buggins standing aside to let his friend go first — and, when his friend had taken precedence, he also crossed the threshold of the inviting door. Without, he paused.

“By the way, have you entertained the proposal which I made to you to endeavour to place a case of Collesteena — gross of small-sized tins at one and three-ha’pence — among your acquaintances and friends?”

“Go downstairs, you—”

There came from her lips a flood of epithets which the printer has too much respect for his composing-stick to set in type. He went downstairs, staying on the upper stair to greet her with a courteous salutation.

“Madam, good night! Remember Collesteena!”

When she was alone in her room again, she did not look as if she was in any immediate danger of forgetting Collesteena. She seemed to be beside herself with passion; striding about the apartment like a creature distraught; seeking here, there, everywhere, for something on which to wreak her fury — for a victim to devour.

“The beast! — the brute! — the pig! — the snake! — the reptile! — the skunk! — the hound!”

She went through quite a respectable list of zoological names. Had it not been for her deathless regard for the holiness of sanctuary, she might — literally! — have torn her hair. Having, possibly, exhausted her knowledge of the names of the beasts of the field and the birds of the air, she wound up — crescendo — shrieking — 

“What wouldn’t I give to scratch his face!” Tearing out of the salon, along the corridor, to her daughters’ bedroom, she dashed the door back upon its hinges, greeting her offspring in the typical attitude of the washerwoman, arms akimbo.

“Listen to me, you girls — and God help you if you don’t! Don’t turn your back on me, you slyfaced cat! — you want taking down a peg or two, and I promise you I’ll do it!” This by way of parenthesis to Mabel, who had glanced away with the probable intention of hiding from her eyes the picture which her parent presented. “If either of you girls ever looks at that man Buggins, or his sneaking friend, again — so much as looks at him! — do you hear? — I’ll strip every rag of clothing off your backs, and I’ll beat you black and blue, and if I can’t do it myself I’ll send you somewhere where I’ll take care it shall be done. I’m your mother, and I’ll let you know it!”

And she let them know it — crashed to the door, re-locked it, re-pocketed the key, re-touched her face — it wanted it! — before her mirror, and went downstairs to dine.


CHAPTER XI

SHE shared a table with Mrs. “Pedigree” Hammond. That famed repository of all the histories of all the families paused with a morsel of fish at the end of her fork to stare at her as she sat down.

“What’s upsetting you?”

“Oh, what’s it matter?”

Ignoring her obvious disinclination to be questioned, the keen grey eyes behind the old-fashioned spectacles continued to study her unblinkingly.

“Ellen Pound, that was” — in certain of her moods this strange old woman had an exasperating trick of addressing married women by their maiden names, which she had found out somehow, and of which, sometimes, they were by no means proud—” you’re looking older than you are.”

“Who wouldn’t? You’re fortunate, my dear, in having no children to make you look your age.”

“There are children who are fortunate in having no parents.”

“I wish mine hadn’t. I assure you I’ve no desire to be their mother.”

“Do you call yourself their mother?”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart laughed — wryly.

“It isn’t what I call myself, it’s what I am. You are welcome to call yourself their mother if you’ll mother them.”

“They’re decent-looking creatures — which surprised me.”

There was a pause — a rather marked one — broken by Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart observing, pointedly — 

“My dear, you’re feeling liverish.”

“You’re looking it — indeed! Aye, I feel for the poor, motherless bairns!”

Silence continued through an entire course. Mrs. Hammond persisted in scrutinising her companion in a fashion which, although she resented it hotly enough inwardly, she saw no way of resenting outwardly. She wished she had placed herself elsewhere. — 

After a while, Mrs. “Pedigree” began again.

“There are some respectable people come to the place at last.”

“Indeed! Who are they?”

“I hear talk of the coming of people of birth and of position, and some of them even of character. The sort of people you’re not likely to know much of — nor, these days, me either — or I’d not be sitting where I am.”

“Pray, my dear, why are you so spiteful?”

The inquiry went unnoticed.

“I hear of princes — Prince Malakof; and kings — the King of Stettin, and other high and mighty names. They’re not to be kept out of the plague spot of the Riviera even by such as you and I. And there’s that which is equal to the best of them — noble English blood — the Duke of Datchet.”

“I heard that he was coming.”

“And now you hear that he is come. I saw him not half an hour ago.”

“Where?”

“Here — in this hotel — him and his cousin, Ivor Dacre. His yacht is lying off Cap Martin. I’m told, too, that the Prince of Scotland’s yacht is signalled — it’s possible that to-night he’ll come ashore. Here he is.”

“Who?”

“Who but the Duke of Datchet, would you think? Seems he’s going to take his food in the same room that’s holding us. He’s a man of queer tastes they’re saying, though he’s Satan’s pride — sit down by a fish-woman, or on her, for the matter of that, and never notice she was there — or care.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, her head twisted on her shoulders, was scanning the faces in the crowded room.

“Where do you mean?”

“Are you losing your sight? He’s just come in — that’s his cousin in front — who’s the little man behind is more than I can say.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart followed the direction of Mrs. Hammond’s eyes, and saw that which — of course, metaphorically — made all her bristles stand up on end. Who should be entering the room but that abomination of desolation, Mr. Strephirah-Buggins — attended, as usual, by the only less objectionable Mr. Dickory. Was he dogging her? That his impudence was colossal she already was aware — but was it superhuman? He must have known that she was there. It seemed incredible that, with that knowledge, after the interview she had just now had with him, he could have ventured to intrude his presence.

Yet it certainly was he!

She looked as if she felt — as she possibly did feel! — that she would have liked to have hurled a plate at him. Mrs. Hammond noticed the singularity of her visage.

“What are you glowering at like that?”

“That — that rascally bagman! That insolent ruffian! I believe the fellow has been sent, at the moment when I least wanted him, to drive me mad. I’ve half a mind to complain to the manager, and have him ejected.”

“Which is the poor creature of whom you’re saying such kindly things?”

“The long man between the other two — he’s a bagman named Buggins, the owner of some filthy ointment — travelled with us in the same compartment from Paris — been an insufferable and irrepressible nuisance ever since.”

“Let me understand clearly of whom you’re speaking — is it the middle man of the three who are just sitting down at that little table behind the pillar?” Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart intimated that it was. “Then let me tell you, Ellen Pound — that was — you’ve been making of yourself a handsome figure.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I say. It’s your want of education that’s to blame, I’m thinking. The man of whom you’ve been talking so prettily is the Right Honourable his Grace the Duke of Datchet, a nobleman connected by blood with the half of European royalty, with a string of titles the length of my arm, and five hundred thousand pounds a year, if he’s a penny.”

“My good creature, I’ve long known that the acquaintance with the aristocracy of which you’ve been so fond of bragging is theoretical rather than practical, but I really didn’t know how theoretical till now — the fellow’s name is Buggins.”

“My better creature, all the world’s not so ignorant as you are, nor so fond of exposing their want of knowledge. I tell you the man’s the Duke of Datchet.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart laughed, a little wildly.

“Very well, my dear, he’s the Duke of Datchet — if you like to have it so. Only he told me himself that his name was Buggins — which is a name one is hardly likely to claim if it isn’t one’s own.”

“Hearken to me, Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart. I’ll lay you a thousand pounds to a five-pound note that he’s the Duke of Datchet. Is it a bet?” The reply was in the affirmative. “Then we’ll settle it out of hand, now, at once. Waiter !” The head waiter was passing — Mrs. Hammond stayed him. “Who’s you man who’s just come in with two others — the tallest of the three, I mean?”

“That, madam, is the Duke of Datchet.”

Mrs. Hammond stretched out her hand towards her friend.

“That fiver, please!”

But Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart was not to be so easily imposed upon.

“There must be some mistake — are you sure that it’s the Duke of Datchet!”

The head waiter smiled, with an air of the extremest condescension.

“Quite, madam. In my position it would hardly do for me to make a mistake on such a point as that.”

He vanished, leaving one lady triumphant, the other with her mental faculties in a condition of complete confusion.

“Well, ‘short reckonings, long friends’ — the fiver!”

Once more Mrs. Hammond placed her hand suggestively, palm upwards, on the table. But still her friend was unconvinced.

“Don’t talk nonsense to me! Do you think that I’m an utter fool? What does a waiter know about such things? I repeat to you that the fellow’s name is Buggins. I know what I’m talking about. He told me so himself, not only once, but over and over again.”

As luck had it, just then Colonel Trifusis came strolling by. He stopped to exchange a word or two.

“Distinguished visitors, I see.”

As she answered, Mrs. Hammond’s tone was grim.

“I see, but the poor creature over there don’t see. Tell her who the people are.”

“The Duke of Datchet — come on from Nice in his yacht. That’s Ivor Dacre who’s with him — sort of cousin. Queer fish the Duke. Dacre’s his particular chum. The little one’s Strelitzky, the Austrian — come on from Biarritz, I hear. Been punting — left the whole place bankrupt.”

The Colonel strolled on. Mrs. Hammond regarded her friend with a jaundiced smile.

“Well, now are you content about your Buggins? Is your brain softening that you want to be tacking such a name to the Duke of Datchet? Royal blood in his veins — with land in all the countries of the globe; owning whole towns, mines, factories, a square mile of ground in the heart of London; the man to whom all the women have been offering themselves for the last ten years and more; the greatest catch there is in the world, whom even the Americans have failed to capture. And you want to bet that he’s a bagman, and his name is Buggins! You’re cheap out of it for a five-pound note, so perhaps you’ll hand it over. Or are you one of those new kind of sportsmen, of whom I’m hearing — quick to back their foolish notions, but slow at paying?”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart sat listening to her words like a woman in a dream — the questions which were jostling each other in her brain reducing her to a state of semi-stupefaction.

Could this thing be true? Could she have made of herself such a stupendous idiot — been guilty of such an egregious blunder? Had she, indeed, placed herself in the position of the Biblical personage, of whom she had some misty recollection — been entertaining an angel — and such an angel! — unawares, and — sent him packing!

To think of it! To a woman such as she was. Oh, the horror of the thought!

If she was not quite déclassé, she was, at least, so nearly so that the difference between her and the actually banned was so slight as to be hardly perceptible to the naked eye. The stories which might be told of her — the histories which were in her life, and some of them so widely known! The ignominies she had endured; the slights which had been placed upon her; the blows under which she had had to stagger — blows social, moral; the assaults she had received from the hands of those on whose thresholds she had cringed, and who had thrown her back into the kennel of the street! And here was one who was, from her point of view, the very keeper of the keys; the guardian of the inner sanctuary; the arbiter of the right of entry to the holy of holies; who could unmake or make at will; raise up, cast down. There was none so low who might not, at a nod from him, be placed — and that in perpetuity — on the seats of the highest. His word was law; his fiat final; the thing which he said was done. And she had called him — What had she not called him? What insult had she not heaped upon his head? What epithet of abuse had she spared? With what strenuosity had she gone out of her way to compel him to regard her with disgust, to hold her in abhorrence. She had almost struck him! — him, the god of her idolatry, the man in all the world at whose feet she would have wished to have fawned and flattered.

That she had done the thing which she had done in ignorance made the offence none the less, but rather more. Oh, the horror of the thought! The one woman, calmly discussing course after course, wondered why the other ate nothing at all — knowing, as she did, how fond that other was of eating and drinking; and why she was so still, and why she had that stony, startled, frozen look, as if the life had gone right out of her, and she was already in the land of the tomb and shadows, confronted by shifting armies of accusatory ghosts.

It amused Mrs. Hammond, as she enjoyed her dinner, to think of what a fool “Ellen Pound, that was,” had made of herself — by her own confession. She chuckled, internally, as she retailed, in her mind’s eye, “the best thing you ever heard,” at her friend’s expense.


CHAPTER XII

THE Duke of Datchet’s yacht Cromarty. The cabin — one of those glorious apartments which are only to be found in the magnificent ships which our modern millionaires are pleased to call their yachts. Ivor Dacre — Mr. Dickory that was — sprawling on a lounge. The Duke of Datchet standing by a table on which there were a pile of letters. He was holding one open in his hands, the contents of which did not seem to give him pleasure.

“Women are the—” He paused to re-read his letter.

“Don’t say devil — that’s so old.”

This from Ivor — lounging lazily.

“I shall say devil.”

“Then do.”

“And men are fools.”

“Without a doubt.”

“Read that.”

He tossed the letter he had been reading to Mr. Dacre who caught it as it fell.

“From the fair — though dark — Débora. I thought that affair was finished.”

“So it is — for ever. I’ve placed it in the hands of Rostyn. But read what she says.”

“Writing’s bad.”

“It is.” — 

“Grammar’s worse.”

“Rather.”

“Spelling’s worst of all.”

“You bet.”

“Odd that a woman who carries herself as if she were a queen, and who tries to behave like one, shouldn’t be able to write or spell. It always seems to me to be so funny.”

“The one thing comes by nature, the other—”

The sentence was concluded by a shrug of the ducal shoulders.

“What’s this she says? Wants you to meet her to-night on the lower terrace — it is lower terrace, isn’t it? Her notion of French as it is written seems, so far as I can make out, to be a trifle queer — has something to say to you which is most important. When a woman of that sort has something to say to you which is most important, flee as from the wrath to come. Shall you see her?”

“If I’m there I don’t mind seeing her.”

“And begin all over again?”

A look from the Duke was more eloquent than words — it was as if he had covered the inquiry with contempt. Moving from the table, he passed two or three times across the floor; then again faced towards his cousin.

“Ivor, I’m going to tell you something in confidence.” In his tone there was a curious drawl. Mr. Dacre waited for the confidence. “I’m going to marry.” Still Mr. Dacre waited. “It’s time I did.”

“Well? There’s a time for everything — to die.”

“Don’t be an ass!” This was said a little staccato. Then there was a reversion to drawl. “I made up my mind yesterday, between twelve and one o’clock, on the road to Rocca Bruna.”

Mr. Dacre seemed to be considering what the other’s words were intended to convey — then sat up with a start.

“Datchet! What do you mean?”

“I mean what you mean.”

Eyes encountered eyes — as if each thought to peer into the other’s soul.

“Not Miss General?”

An indescribable hauteur came into the Duke’s tone and bearing; his voice was crisp and cool.

“Have the goodness to speak of ladies of my acquaintance by their proper names.”

“My dear Datchet!” Mr. Dacre appeared to be half surprised, half amused. “Is it Miss Delancy-Fyfart to whom you refer?”

“It is.”

“Do you propose to — to marry her?”

“I do.”

Again each pair of eyes favoured the other with a prolonged examination; then Mr. Dacre returned to his former posture; he kept his eyes fixed on the toes of his shoes.

“Well, my dear Duke, it’s no affair of mine.”

“Of that I’m conscious. But, if it were, what objection would you propose to offer?”

“Well, you’ve only seen her a couple of times.”

“Three times, to be correct. That is a defect which may be remedied.”

“The little you know of her is hardly to her credit.”

“How dare you, Ivor!”

The Duke’s tone was hot; his cousin’s continued cool.

“The reference was to the lady’s family. You would hardly call Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart a connection to be desired — by the Duke of Datchet.”

“I don’t intend to marry her mother.”

“I doubt if you will be able to avoid it.”

“You talk nonsense! It is sufficient that the Duchess of Datchet should be the Duchess of Datchet. She need have, and, in this case, she will have, no mother. I shall not vouchsafe the woman recognition. She will never come inside my door. She will continue to be an ornament to Monte Carlo — nothing else.”

“You seem to have your notions on the subject.”

“They are notions which will be put into practice; surely you know me well enough to be aware of that. Such a woman as Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart would not be suffered to come into contact with me even though she were a dozen times over the mother of my wife. The Duke and Duchess of Datchet are two persons apart; they have nothing to do with their connections.”

“That is very nice of you, I’m sure.”

“Do you suppose that it is because you’re a relation of mine you’re here?”

“I suppose nothing.”

“You would be wrong if you supposed that. I find you amusing, that’s all; cousinship does not enter into the matter. For some years I have been looking out for the wife I wanted. It is to me a matter of necessity that my heir should have reached a reasonable age before I die; a ducal minor is apt to be the devil’s plaything. I’ll none of it! I take it that I may look forward to thirty years — that’s about our house’s average — by that time my son ought to have a head upon his shoulders. A lively time is coming for dukes! I know it!

“Yesterday, as I was walking with Miss Delancy-Fyfart, it came to me that this was the very wife I wanted — the Duchess of Datchet which my fancy’s painted. The more I’ve thought of it, the clearer I’ve seen it since. It is not easy to explain to you the reasons which have brought me to this decision; yet I’d like to do so to some extent, because I want you to see me through the thing.”

Leaning his back against a cabinet, His Grace of Datchet checked off his points, as he came to them, upon his fingers. Ivor Dacre, lying at his ease, his hands under his head, his eyes fixed on a painted figure which was just above him on the ceiling, appeared to derive from his august relative’s observations not a little entertainment.

“To begin, her physique is in her favour — she is tall, straight, healthy; one has but to look at her to know that it will be her husband’s fault if she does not become the mother of a healthy brood; it is essential that my heir should have nothing wanting on his physical side. It is desirable, too, that the Duchess of Datchet should be able to bear an amount of fatigue beyond the common. She will be an English social leader — more, she will be one of the social leaders of the world. I intend to take my place in the forefront — not necessarily as a political partisan — a Duke of Datchet should have nothing in common with partisans! — but in order to prove to the spouters and scribblers who are striving to make of England such a little thing, that a duke is not of necessity a duffer. If my wife is to play, as I would wish to have it played, the part of duchess to my duke, she will have to have the capacity of continually keeping herself up to concert pitch. It is well, therefore, that she is strong. She is athletic, too. One had only to see how yesterday she walked more than twenty miles, in a hilly country, and thought nothing of it, to be assured of that. I should wish my Duchess, at least, to hold her own in those athletic exercises in which it is proper that women should excel. Then, I think she is lovely — do you not think she is lovely?”

“I do — in an unusual style.”

“Precisely — merely commonplace beauty would not serve; in her uniqueness lies her charm. Physically she will do me credit in kings’ houses.”

“Yes, and out of them. She looks the duchess born.”

“She does. I thank you, Ivor; you’ve echoed my own thoughts. And then, she is young.”

“She certainly is young enough.”

“It’s as I’d wish. I’d have my duchess a young mother, that her children might grow with her, not so much older than themselves that her years should be out of sympathy with theirs. And I’d have her with them still as they grew old, when I had gone. If I had had my mother with me longer, I had been a better man — a Duke of Datchet, Ivor, needs the accustomed tenderness of a wise mother’s hand.”

“I grant it, readily.”

“With her, too, youth means an open mind, the whole of her life’s in front of her. A husband whom she loved, and who was worthy of her love, might make of her a woman whose fame would live in history, for noble thoughts and noble deeds.”

“It’s possible.”

“It’s more than possible; it’s sure. And then, too, there is about her an indefinable, yet most certain and delicious, charm of manner, which is as the gift of God to a great lady — not all the drawing-rooms shall give it to her if it is not born with her into the world — a dainty, unconscious insolence, which, in her, is an exquisite courtesy. None was ever more insolent to me than she was yesterday, and none more flattering. She has, Ivor, of nature, that power which marks and makes the great diplomatist, and which he rightly esteems his best possession; the capacity of expressing her very thoughts, and saying, without respect of persons, clean out, the thing that is, without wounding.”

“I wish I had it — now.”

“I note the adverb. There is one other reason why I would wish to make Miss Delancy-Fyfart my wife — I love her.”

“I should not have guessed it if you had not said so plainly.”

“Laugh if it pleases you. I have mingled with all sorts and conditions of men and women, the whole world over, and have learned to judge them shrewdly. I am not easily persuaded by a woman that there is much in her to admire. Yet every minute that I am with the lady of whom we speak I become the more persuaded that there is that to which I should do reverence; and I would pay to her the highest reverence that is in my power — I would offer her my love, and make of her my wife.”

“Aren’t you yourself conscious, Datchet, of what is the chief cause of your enthusiastic attitude towards this young lady?”

“Well?”

“It is because she has known you as Strephirah-Buggins, that differentiates her from all the other women you have ever met.”

“It’s not the first time I’ve played incognito, though I grant you, it’s the first time I’ve ever done so with such results. I have not, previously, found women improved by assuming towards them anonymity.”

“I suppose, then, that you intend now to introduce yourself to her as what you are.”

“Not I! I intend to woo and win her as the Collesteena man.”

“And her mother? — do you intend that she should continue to insult you until, finally — and not a very far off finally either I — she knocks you down.”

“I confess that the mother is a factor.”

“I should rather think she was. Unless I greatly err, because of the Collesteena man, at the present moment she has her two daughters under lock and key.”

“Devil take her!”

“And so say all of us.”

“I’ve half a mind to snap my fingers in her face and take the citadel by storm.”

“My dear chap, she’ll begin the storming — she’ll never wait for you to start. From what I’ve seen and heard of her, I should say that you only need indulge in a very little more snapping of your fingers to induce her to treat you, in the street, to a shower of Billingsgate and a whacking. I don’t know if you think that sort of thing would recommend you to her child.”

“I’d like to transport her to Hades!”

“She’ll do her own transporting, my dear chap. You needn’t be afraid.”

His Grace fidgeted to and fro — plainly with a mind disturbed. Dacre lay and watched him — a look of amusement lighting up his face as he observed his mental perturbation. He had seen this mighty cousin of his in so many of his moods, finding something amusing in each. This latest and queerest bade fair to be the most amusing of them all.

“At least the mother must be told.”

From his movement of annoyance the Duke did not seem to find the suggestion to his liking.

“Who’s to tell her?”

“I’d like to bet that she’s been told already,”

“What do you mean?”

“At a moderate estimate you’re known to half the folks in Monte Carlo; they’ll tell the other half; some one of them is certain to tell her. I’d like to lay you odds that, by now, she is mourning, in sackcloth and in ashes, her treatment of Strephirah-Buggins. Indeed, I’ll go one more. I’m willing to lay odds, in reason, that, by now, she has performed a complete right about face, and is threatening her daughter with all sorts of pains and penalties if she doesn’t cultivate the acquaintance of the Collesteena man.”

“Do you think so — really?”

Mr. Dacre raised his eyebrows.

“What do you think?”

“If I thought so, I’d — I’d—”

“Well? — you’d what? Surely you know by now that the Duke of Datchet’s hand is at present the finest article of its kind on offer, in the whole of the civilised world. Do you think Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart is the sort of woman who is likely to let slip a chance of getting it.”

“Sometimes, Ivor, it comes hard upon a man to be a duke!”

“But oftener it doesn’t.”

“One isn’t allowed to woo and win as if one were an ordinary creature of flesh and blood!”

“That’s where you’re fortunate. I’m an ordinary creature of flesh and blood, and I assure you I haven’t been able to do much in the wooing and winning line — and that’s been just because I” am.

“The mothers poison their daughters’ ears!”

“So I’ve found.”

“If they can help it they won’t suffer them to consider a man on his own merits.”

“I’ve found that too.”

His Grace’s manner suddenly became portentously courteous.

“My dear Ivor, you’re a man with a keen sense of humour, but might I ask you to exercise it less frequently on me?”

“But you offer me such capital occasions.”

“Look here, Ivor — be yourself! There’s a real man inside you somewhere! Tell me — you’re a pretty keen judge — from what you’ve seen of her, don’t you think, from any and every point of view, that Mabel Delancy-Fyfart’s a girl well worth the winning?”

“Without a doubt — I allow that I’m man enough for that.”

“Then why don’t you wish me a godspeed?”

“My dear chap, you place me in a difficult position. You don’t wish me to say what I don’t mean?”

“Who said I did?”

“You see the daughter; I the mother. Of this I’m quite clear — Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart is not a desirable mother-in-law for the Duke of Datchet.”

“Don’t I tell you that she will have no more to do with me than this?” To point his words, snatching up a wineglass, the Duke dashed it into fragments on the floor.

“That is where we are at issue. I myself fancy that you will not find her so easy to demolish. Do you know what the time is, and that you are engaged to dinner with the Prince? And doesn’t the Prince of Scotland require from others that punctuality which he himself observes?”


CHAPTER XIII

MRS. GENERAL DELANCY-FYFART felt that the luck was against her. As the croupier raked in her stake again, she was conscious that that made a thousand francs which she had lost. That was enough for her. She was not one of your punters, resolute to break the bank or else themselves. Play was with her the occupation of her life; she was in the salle de jeu afternoon and evening as regularly as she lunched and dined. Content, if at the end of the season, accounts between herself and the Joint Stock Company of the Baths of Monte Carlo were nearly balanced, she made it a general rule to cease to play when she had lost ten louis. Twice that day she had exceeded the limit; in the morning she had left five hundred francs, and now a thousand. Whether she backed card or colour — no matter how she staked! — the luck was against her.

Yes — all round. She felt this very keenly as she passed out of the brightly lighted casino into the almost equally radiant gardens. It was a lovely night, many people were enjoying it; the air was filled with the sound of music, of voices, and of laughter. She went down the steps to the lower terrace, thinking of how all things were against her.

Mr. Ivor Dacre would have lost his money if he had bet that already — having right-about-faced — she was putting pressure on her children to constrain them to continue the acquaintance of the Collesteena man. She was so conscious of the condition of stultification to which she had reduced herself, that, as yet, she had not dared to move in any direction, lest, in her present state of mental upheaval, she made confusion worse confounded. Her daughters still were prisoned in their bedroom; more than once during the day she had lied about them to Sir Andrew Fairlie, and his friend, the Colonel. Really, as matters stood, she did not know whether to encourage them or not — there was nothing else for her to do but lie; and, in the meantime — Mr. Strephirah-Buggins, where was he?

As, for the thousandth time, she heaped on herself reproaches for the language she had heaped on him, there advanced towards the spot where she was sitting the solitary figure of a woman. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart was right at the end, in the shadow, on a chair which was so placed as to be almost completely hidden by an aloe. The woman sweeping past her never saw that she was there. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, however, saw her well enough — a woman nearly, if not quite, six feet high, and, although not long out of her girlhood, massively proportioned; she knew her too — the jet black hair, the big black eyes, the bright red lips, the cheeks which she had heard compared to two ripe peaches, the splendid head imperiously poised on the glorious shoulders. This was Débora, one of the latest Paris fashions, who, though in years little else than a child, had already the reputation of having ruined half a dozen of her lovers. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart had seen her playing at the tables — and losing; the condition of excitement she was in suggested a loss of considerably more than a modest thousand francs.

“A rendezvous,” said the lady to herself, behind the aloe. “I’ll see it through.”

It was just as well to be up in current scandal; it gave one an air of importance to be the first to circulate the latest story. She had no scruples about eavesdropping — that would have been absurd. That this was a rendezvous seemed probable — Débora’s impatience was so very plain. Backwards and forwards she strode, her trailing skirts rustling as she went, and every now and then she stopped, looking in all directions for the expected one’s tardy arrival on the scene.

Once she stopped within a foot or two of where Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart was sitting. That lady could see that she was not in the best of tempers. Her brow was puckered — it was a brow, one suspected, which puckered easily; her white teeth gleamed between the parted lips. So near she was that the listener distinctly heard her say to herself, in an undertone which trembled as with passion — 

“He does not come? That is very good, then! We shall see!”

Even as she said he did not come, he came; appearing, without giving any warning of his approach, from an unexpected quarter, and so taking both the ladies by surprise. Beyond doubt Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart was the more surprised of the two — and the more agitated; indeed, her heart seemed to come into her mouth, and to cease beating, as in the newcomer she recognised Mr. Strephirah-Buggins.

He was standing in front of the impatient lady all in a moment, as it were — before she had suspected his approach. He did not trouble to remove his hands from the pockets of the long dark coat which he was wearing, and which reached almost to his heels, even to remove his hat, but, without favouring her with any sort of salute, stood — a cigar between his lips — and looked at her. He waited in silence for her to speak; the watcher could see by the expression of her face that the Frenchwoman resented the something in his manner which was worse than imperturbability.

“You have not hurried.”

“On so fine a night — why hurry?”

He spoke with the easy, drawling insolence to which Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart had so bitterly objected in the suppositious bagman.

“There was a time when you would have hurried.”

“That was yesterday.”

“With you it is quickly yesterday — you are all of you the same!”

“My time is a little occupied this evening; is that all you have to say to me?”

“No, Monsieur le Duc, it is not by a long way all. I have to tell you that you are mistaken if you think I am a person whom you can use like a glove, to throw away when you have done with it.”

“Mademoiselle!”

Although his back was turned to her, Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart could have sworn that his eyes were partly closed — he spoke like a man who was half asleep. That her surmise was not far out was proved by his companion’s next words.

“I perceive that I fatigue you, but the fault is yours, not mine. It is you who have rendered it necessary that I should have with you this interview.”

“I?”

“Yes — you, you! — who else? Do you suppose it is a thing which I desired? Bah, my friend, you are wrong. It is your breach of faith which has rendered it indispensable that I should have with you an understanding.”

“Mademoiselle speaks in enigmas.”

“Where are all your promises? Where are all the fine things you were to do for me? Where is all the money I was to have?”

“Money? It is, then, a question of money? I thought it was something else.”

“What else should it be?”

“Precisely. Your question is a fair one. I did you an injustice. As I have already had the honour of explaining to you, in these matters I do not concern myself. Have my agents not communicated with you? I have referred the affair to them.”

“Your agents have what you call communicated with me, but do not suppose that I will haggle with them as if I were a fishwoman, that I will await their pleasure?”

“I will request these gentlemen to move faster.”

“They will not move fast enough for me, I promise you; they are too far off! They are in England; I am here! It is money I want now, at once! I have a hundred demands to satisfy — a thousand! I have to go on from day to day!”

“Is it a fortnight, or is it three weeks ago, since I sent you five and twenty thousand francs to go on with from day to day?”

“What are five and twenty thousand francs to me? A bagatelle! — a nothing!”

The Duke was silent. The watcher behind the aloe saw that, standing very upright, he was looking Mademoiselle Débora very straight in the face. Then he drawled, succinctly, dryly — 

“Good evening.”

With a nod, he moved away.

But not far. Before he had taken a couple of steps she had him by the arm; and hers did not look as if it were a grasp which could easily be shaken off. He had not gone far enough to be out of earshot of the aloe; Débora, leaning towards him, spoke passionately, hotly, eagerly, in accents which even an unwilling eavesdropper could not have helped but hear — the acutely interested listener on the shadowed chair could hardly have been described as an unwilling one.

“Do not be so hard, so pitiless, so cruel — you were not always so! I have been the victim of a thousand and one misfortunes, of losses the most terrible. I have done nothing else but lose, lose, lose! and when you have not much money it is horrible, truly horrible! Why should agents come between us? Why should we not manage our own concerns, you and I together? I wish to make to you a proposition — a truly generous proposition! It is for that purpose I am come. I have nine letters of yours.”

“It is not the first time you have mentioned the fact.”

“Well, I will give them to you, for the most trifling of sums, and the affair will be finally finished.”

“I am no trafficker in autographs — even my own.”

“My friend, do not speak like that! You see before you a creature who is desperate, who is destitute, who has not in her possession twenty sous. It is true! Heaven is my witness! I have just lost my last louis at that accursed trente et quarante! I come to you, in this condition of the last distress to give you my assurance that for the merest bagatelle you may wipe your hands of me for ever! Of my feelings I say nothing, but your letters — the whole nine! — I will give you for—” in the middle of her anguished volubility the lady paused to “size up” her companion—” for one hundred thousand francs.”

“I will make a note of your proposition, and will see that it is laid before my agents without delay.”

“Your agents! your agents! it is always your agents! From you I will take a hundred thousand francs, at once! — from your agents I shall want a million, at least.”

The Duke looked at her in silence, steadily. Then he said, with a reversion to the drawl which had about it such a curious flavour of impertinence (plainly her emotion had not affected him one jot or tittle) — 

“Be so good as to remove your arm — as I have told you, this evening my time is a little occupied.”

“You shall not go! I will not let you go unless you give me the hundred thousand francs! I shall come with you! Are you a creature, then, of stone, that you behave as if you were a block of wood, or do you suppose I am a fool?”

“I believe that is a policeman in the distance, who enjoys his cigarette; would you wish me to request his intervention — and spoil his cigarette?” Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart could see that at the other end of the terrace there was a sergent de ville — no doubt Débora saw him too. “Shall we approach him together? or shall our parting take place here?”

Débora eyed her companion — not pleasantly; considered the matter — with puckered brows; and apparently concluded that, perhaps, on the whole it might be advisable that their parting should take place there. She suffered the Duke to go, with a parting benediction which forcibly reminded Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart of the style of her own address the day before. And, when he had quite gone, she relieved her feelings, once more, out loud.

“Imbecile! — animal! — pig of an Englishman! — thing of ice! — block of stone! It is my first Englishman, and it is my last — that is sure. They are creatures, they are not men. To think of the money he has given me — what sums! — enormous! — yet he denies me a hundred thousand francs! — for his letters too! — it is not to be believed! Now I should desire that some one should tell me what I am to do for money — it is a question on which it is no use for me to turn my back. To be at Monte Carlo is to play — at least for me it is to play. And at Monte Carlo one does not play on credit — oh no! — never! — the hearts of people are as hard as the rock — with all the world it is the same. As for my Englishman, I will be revenged on him if it costs me — if it costs me — a good round sum.”

Long after the indignant Débora, torn by the consciousness of her wrongs, had vanished, Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart remained in the shadow of the aloe, thinking. — 

What was that the daughter of the horse-leech had said about the letters — there were nine of them, and she would let him have them for a hundred thousand francs? A hundred thousand francs — four thousand pounds; that was a large sum, but — for such a prize? What might not nine letters of the Duke of Datchet’s — and such letters! — be worth — things being as they were! — to Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart.

Forthwith she began to build her castles.

In any case she would get back what she had paid for them. If the worst came to the worst she had but to inform his Grace what they had cost her; her money would be returned, with perhaps a trifle added. The Duke of Datchet was not likely to allow documents of such a delicate nature to continue in the open market. And if the best comes to the best — what then? If only the evil which she had done could be undone, and Mabel become — she held her breath as she thought of it; her heart thumped against her ribs! — and Mabel become a duchess? And such a duchess — one of the richest women in the world, the bearer of one of its greatest names, the occupant of a position which even queens might envy.

As this woman thought of her own misadventures, of her shattered reputation, of the rags of character which alone were left to cover her, certain episodes in her career rose up in front of her, causing her flesh to creep. Although her daughter became the Duchess of Datchet, was it not possible — with all these things against her! — that she still might be left out in the cold? The horror of the picture — her daughter on the seats of the mighty, she in the kennels of shame! She thought of a famous courtesan who had managed to attach herself in marriage to a certain noble family, and of how one day she had been passing through a great thoroughfare with a man whose knowledge of the secret history of scandalous chronicles was very curious. Pointing to an old woman who was sweeping a crossing, he assured her that he had reasons for believing that the crossing-sweeper was the mother of the Countess of — , the whilom courtesan. If such a thing should happen to her — if her daughter should queen it in palaces, while for her there was a crossing, or its equivalent — the blackguard coteries of Monte Carlo, Europe’s cesspool. She clasped her hands tightly together and shuddered. If fortune had in store for her such a stroke as that, in the hour of what should be her triumph, such a last humiliation — oh, the irony!

It would be the part of wisdom on her part to arm herself against such a frightful possibility with all the weapons on which she could lay her hands — and what better weapon would she be likely to find than those letters to Débora? What a lever they might be, in her hands, against a ducal son-in-law; what a sword of Damocles to keep hanging over him. She would have to manage badly if, by their means, she did not at least compel him to accord her recognition. Fortune had favoured her in allowing her to become acquainted with their existence, would it not be the extremest folly not to take full advantage of her opportunity? The only point for her consideration was — would Débora sell them to her?

She could but try. She might offer a little more than the hundred thousand francs; it would only be an investment, after all — as safe as consols. The great thing would be to offer her the cash while the fever for gambling was still upon her, the means of gratification wanting. She had some considerable knowledge of women of the Débora type; and was well aware that in these moments of madness there was nothing they would not sell, if by selling it they could only obtain the means of gratifying whatever might be the whim of the instant. They trafficked in themselves; it was not likely, when the shoe pinched, that they would hesitate to traffic in their lovers.

Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart sat, and sat, and sat — behind the aloe. When she quitted it, it was with the resolution of making a very considerable hole in her capital for the purpose of a particular investment. Investment was the word she used; though some — hypercritics, perhaps — might have classified the species of transaction she was meditating under a different heading.


CHAPTER XIV

MRS. GENERAL DELANCY-FYFART was finishing déjeuner when the waiter handed her a telegram. It was a reply to her own telegram to her London bankers — a brief advice to the effect that Mr. Smith, Banker, of Monte Carlo, had been instructed to pay her the sum of £5,000 sterling. Hardly had she gone upstairs than Mr. Smith himself appeared, bearing the money in his hands.

There was quite a heap of notes. As she regarded them, even at the eleventh hour she was conscious of an impulse of doubt. She could ill afford to lose such a sum of money — a terrible hole it made in her capital. Suppose, after all, she was throwing it into the ditch? It might be that the use she proposed to make of it amounted to nothing else — very easily! What hold would she have, with or without the letters, upon this man of might and millions. Hundreds of such documents were in the market, for all she knew; he caring nothing for them all. As for the probability of Mabel — whom, by the way, she still held in her bedroom with her sister under lock and key! — ever becoming the Duchess of Datchet, by means of her chance acquaintance with Strephirah-Buggins, the thing was balderdash — a castle in Spain.

Almost she was persuaded to keep her money!

Bah! “Nothing venture, nothing have,” Gambler to the fingers’ tips, this woman ever had been; yet never had she played for such a stake as this, or had the chance. The odds against her? Granted! Though they were ten thousand to one, still, from her point of view, the coup was worth the risking.

She crammed a hundred thousand francs into her pocket-book, stowed five-and-twenty thousand more elsewhere — if there had been a rise in the lady’s price of the night before the balance might be needed — thus laden started in search of Débora. Arrived at the “Continental” — where she had ascertained the lady was stopping — to learn that “Madame,” as the waiter phrased it, was out — had gone early, none knew where, nor when she would return. The inquirer was not well pleased. If she was hunting for cash, and got it, as the Mesdemoiselles Débora, when they are in their prime, have a knack of doing, what was the use of her hundred thousand francs. She went away in a pet; then returned, with her pet still on her, to scribble a curious, and even mysterious, note, requesting Madame Débora to acquaint Madame Delancy-Fyfart of her return immediately it took place, as Madame Delancy-Fyfart had something of the first importance — trebly underlined! — which she wished to say to her. This note she confided to the porter; then — when she had quitted the building — wished she hadn’t — contemplating turning back and getting it again a dozen times within a dozen steps. She felt that this thing which she had done might be so unwise.

While she was still in the mood of shilly-shally she encountered Sir Andrew Fairlie and his friend the Colonel. Sir Andrew addressed her. She told herself, in her tantrums, that he looked more like a painted — and imbecile — Guy Faux than ever, with his hat on one side of his head, and his wig on the other, and his fidgety, twitching, simpering smile, which was like a reminiscence of St. Vitus’ Dance.

“Eh — been to see you — yes — found you out — yes — and — eh — the young ladies — yes — we were sadly disappointed.”

“I’m afraid the girls will not be at home to visitors — just for a day or two. The fact is, the change has upset them in the most extraordinary way; it’s a change of life, you see, a change of scene, a change of everything. They haven’t left their room since you saw them last.”

Which latter statement was perfectly true — since she had kept them safely locked inside it. The Colonel seemed a little curious.

“Come, I say, you don’t mean to make out they’re ill, those two young giants? That’s a bit too strong. They’ve made us ill — pretty nearly turned us into a couple of corpses, but when you ask us to believe that they have turned a hair themselves — let alone that they’ve got to lay up — I tell you, Mrs. D.-F., that, to me, it smells a trifle snuffy.”

“My dear child, don’t be so absurd. I don’t say they’re ill — nothing of the kind. I simply say that they want to get acclimatised, and for that you must give them time — yes, time. In a few days I hope they’ll be altogether different.” She hoped with all her heart that they would — especially one of them. “Now tell me—”

She changed the theme, wondering all the time to what extent she had better encourage these gentlemen; how far it would be safe to choke them off. When one contemplates dukes one resents the very presence of riffraffery — she felt it keenly. Still, a bird in the hand — so she kept herself with difficulty from being downright rude.

Débora did not return all day. She sent over twice to inquire, and went twice more herself, and for a third time after dinner. No, of Madame nothing had been seen or heard. So, with a pocket full of money, she went over to the casino, lost a hundred francs or so at roulette, deciding that the game was too absurd; then, feverishly, wandered upstairs and downstairs, all over the building; returning, finally, to trente et quarante, She had just doubled her stake, when she became conscious of, as it were, a movement in the air, and looking up, she saw Débora crossing the room towards the table at which she herself was playing.


CHAPTER XV

DÉBORA in all her glory, attired with a fantastic splendour which was startling. It was probably her wish to be, in that motley gathering, the cynosure of all eyes — and she was. As usual, all the chairs were occupied; she swept round the table, her head on high, but no one offered a seat, even to her. At last she paused only a foot or two from where Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart was standing. She waited — watching the game. Then, baring her neck and shoulders, she hung her gorgeous opera-cloak over her arm. A subdued murmur, a sort of elementary exclamation, went round the room — she was a thing worth looking at.

A fat pocket-book was in her hand. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart felt that, in face of it, her hundred thousand francs were nowhere. Débora took out twelve one thousand franc notes, ostentatiously staking them on red. Red turned. She backed it again with the maximum. Again it turned. Once more — for the third time the colour of the card was red, Gathering up her winnings she paused, as if to take breath.

That movement which is apt to take place in the rooms when a player begins by staking the maximum and wins commenced to take place then. To see a millionaire pit himself against the bank is amusing, but to see a woman — and a Débora — is more amusing still. Players sometimes find it more entertaining to watch the play of such an one than to play themselves.

During three or four turns Débora did nothing. The colours alternated. Then, when red had just been faced, she backed it again, with the maximum — and won. Again — and won. Again — and won. Then hesitated — before, apparently, she had decided what she would do, black was turned.

By now people were tiptoeing, peeping over each other’s shoulders to see the sight. Six maximum the woman had gained, without a loss — it was the best thing which had been done for days. Débora’s great eyes dilated, her lips were a little open; plainly her breath was coming faster — one could see the quickened rising and falling of her bust. This was the kind of situation which she loved, the sort of advertisement for which she continually craved — to stand, clad in costly raiment, the centre of attraction in an excited throng, eternally staking maximums, and winning them, raising the excitement of the spectators every time she won, until it rose to fever pitch, and beyond, doing this all down the ages: that would not have been very far from the realisation of her conception of the joys of Paradise.

Another pause — another maximum — and another win. Then — then two losses — and a pause, of a different kind. Smiles on the people’s faces, without an answering smile on hers. Then a series of eight maximums in rapid succession staked, as it seemed, blindly, on anything, anywhere, and anyhow — all of them wins. The general interest increased, perceptibly her own increased with it. Something in her face transfigured her — the blazing light of a growing frenzy of desire.

Again two losses. Then four more wins — not the less surprising since she played haphazard, as a child might have done. If it was not inspiration — it was folly.

“She has the devil in her fingers,” whispered one of the onlookers.

“He draws her to him,” returned his friend.

Win after win — now and then a loss, but nothing as compared to the wins. Most of the other gamblers had ceased to play; the roulette tables were deserted; she was the one object of interest; the majority of those who continued staking followed her lead. A few more coups and the bank would close.

A stranger, a little man standing at her elbow, ventured to proffer a word of advice.

“Ten thousand pardons, Madame, but — bid Messieurs les Croupiers good-night!”

She flashed at him a glance of resentment — how dared he forget his rôle of admiring beholder so far as to attempt to have a finger in her triumph?

“Little Jew,” she said — one knows not how, more euphoniously, to render her courteous French—” shut up!”

Her words were audible — so also was the smile with which they were received. Even as she spoke she laid down her stake, and lost. She turned on her adviser in a rage.

“You see, that is your fault! It is you who should pay that, not I. Have the goodness to keep yourself unto yourself, or I will have you put outside.”

Her temper was not without its comical side — though the occasion of her wrath did not seem to be aware of it. He slunk away, as if he was afraid she would have struck him — and, indeed, she looked as if, for very little, she would have done so.

For some few minutes she ceased to play — her first stake, when she began again, being lost; and her second, and her third. She seemed surprised, as if such behaviour on the part of Fortune not only took her unawares, but also puzzled her. What could the Dame be thinking of to play her such a trick? What was it she had done to merit, on a sudden, such reverses? Twice more she lost.

“It is that little Jew,” she exclaimed out loud, her face all clouded over. “The wretch has put me off my vein.”

“One can pursue one’s vein too far — it finishes.”

The observation came from some one at the back. She turned to see who it was. It was an elderly man — old Dreffil who, unless rumour lies, has managed to snatch from the tables an average of twenty francs a day this dozen years. Débora snapped at him like an incensed wild cat.

“You and your vein that finishes! — with you it has never begun! — old centime’s worth.”

The gamin in the lady was peeping out. To see her win had been amusing; to see her lose what she had won, and, with it, her temper, bade fair, if appearances were not deceptive, to be more amusing still.

Next time she scored — then again. She turned towards Dreffil with a look upon her face which was half smile, half glower.

“One’s vein finishes — you see?”

He wagged his lean, yellow hands at her.

“One is not always twenty-one — oh no!”

“Permit Mademoiselle to play her own game. What is it to you, my friend, if she loses?”

This was a stout, bald-headed Italian — his French was queer. The proceedings were beginning to resemble those of a debating club. Twice she lost. She remembered the Italian’s words.

“If I lose, I lose — whose affair is it but mine? Am I to be interfered with because I play?”

The croupiers alone remained impassive; every one else was on the grin. She dashed down the maximum — again — again — again — again! — Sixty thousand francs went chasing each other towards the bank. She bit her lip, as if she found it difficult to avoid resenting this ravishing of her finances. Old Dreffil could not restrain himself.

“It is red which you should back — it is red — certainly! You see—”

He began to explain to her, with the volubility of a parrot, what it was she ought to see. She listened with sullen looks.

“It is red? Very well — it is red.”

She backed it once, twice, thrice — to see her notes take wing. She turned and rent him.

“You and your red — you see? Ancient nuisance! I demand that you shall tell me where are my thirty-six thousand francs! Is it that you are in the employ of the table? — with your red!”

While she abused him red was turned. He pounced on it.

“It is there — and you have not staked!” It was turned again. “The second time!” Once more. “Still it is red — are not there your thirty-six thousand francs? Did I not tell you? My God, these women!”

He was as agitated as if it was his own money which was being lost. An official, coming up to him, whispered something into his ear. Old Dreffil, shrugging his shoulders, walked away with the official, pointing out to him that for absurdity there is nothing which can be compared to these women who will play — and who cannot play! No! — it is incredible! — 

It is a mistake, veterans maintain, to continue playing when you have lost your temper; if so, it was one which Débora made. She sent after the departing Dreffil some observations which were not complimentary, and which were not meant to be. Then as if in purely childish opposition to his advice, out of sheer cantankerousness, she commenced to place her maximum on black, while seven reds were turned in succession. She paused to utter an exclamation which was own brother to an execration, and, while she paused, black was turned. “It is very funny!”

In the prevailing silence the words spoken, sotto voce, by some one on the other side of the table, were distinctly heard. She glanced in the direction of the speaker, as if the humour of the situation was lost on her. Twice, while she hesitated, black was turned; then she backed it, and red was faced.

“It is extraordinary,” she declared. “If one is never again to win, it is as well that one at once should know — is it that the devil is in the cards?”

In front of her two men had adopted the tactics of waiting till she staked, and then supporting, on their own account, the bank against her. Noticing their methods, it was plain she did not view them with tranquility. Again and again she lost — each time they won.

“Will these gentlemen not play with me also?” she demanded, angrily. “I am ready to bet with them — am I afraid? What does it matter — one or ten?”

For answer, they merely looked up at her and stared. Noticing their success, others began to do as they did. Presently the bank was taking Débora’s money on one side and paying it, with additions, to those who had profited by its gain upon the other. She had worked her vein to a standstill, this woman of the many lovers. Just as she had begun by winning everything, now she could do nothing else but lose. No matter what she did, her money went. Her face grew whiter and whiter; from the twitching of the muscles in her white neck, one suspected that her throat was parched and dry; her lips trembled — her hands trembled too; plainly, it was with difficulty that she kept the whip-hand of her emotions.

At last she came to the end of her resources, and announced the fact.

“There! That is all I have! When it is yours, you have made an end of me — on black!”

Red turned. As the croupier was paying those in front of her, who had managed to make of her loss their gain, one of them rose and said, laughing — 

“It is time, also, that we finish. For this evening our system exists no more — eh?”

He began to put into his pockets, anyhow, a quantity of notes and gold. Débora glared at him. For a moment it seemed doubtful if she would not hurl at him her empty pocket-book. But the moment passed. She adjusted her cloak very carefully; then, in silence, moved towards the door. As she went through it, they heard her sobbing.


CHAPTER XVI

MRS. GENERAL DELANCY-FYFART went after her — in a tremor of excitement. It warmed her blood to see such a battle as had just been fought — apart from what she considered to be her own personal interest in the fray. From her point of view it could scarcely have ended better. Once more penniless, more than ever enraged, surely Débora would be in just the mood she wanted — disposed to estimate a hundred thousand francs as being worth much more than they were.

Débora went quickly. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart told herself that she was making for the lower terrace, where there had been an unseen listener the night before. Suppose she had another rendezvous on hand? It was hardly likely; yet the possibility was not pleasant; anyhow, the lady in the rear resolved that it should not be her fault if she were not first upon the scene. The night was uninviting; the gardens were deserted; there was a suspicion of mistral in the air. Débora seemed oblivious of the fact that she was oddly attired for a promenade, on such an evening, in the open air.

She made for the lower terrace; actually sat down on the very seat behind the aloe — but only for an instant. She was not in a frame of mind in which it was possible to sit still; she was up again before her body was fairly seated, pacing feverishly, like one for whom there is no rest. On a sudden Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart was in front of her — brimming over with the desire to strike the iron while it yet was hot.

“Madame Débora?”

Débora stopped — glancing suspiciously at her interceptor.

“Who are you?”

“What does it matter who I am, so long as I am a friend?” Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart hoped, sincerely, that she would never know. If she had not already received her note, she would waylay it yet. “I have just been the witness of your misfortune — you have my warmest sympathies.”

“You saw it? Oh, well — what then?”

“Up at the casino they are not honest men — all are rogues.”

“Is it not so? Not that I blame the people of the casino most of all — oh, no! To win my money is their business — if they can! It is the people who look on I blame — who must interfere, who will thrust in their words! Did you not see how first of all I won?”

The ineradicable instinct of women of her class to make, in their moments of misfortune, a confidant of the first stranger who evinces sufficient curiosity in their plight to accost them, and to pour out, then and there, the whole story — coloured! — of their woes, was Débora’s in common with her sisters. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, who understood the genus as well as a decent woman may, was not only acquainted with this peculiarity, but proposed to adapt it to the service of her own particular ends.

“Did I not see? But, Madame, it was your play that was superb.”

“Oh, for my play I say nothing. That is neither here nor there — any one can play; but that it is not the first time I play is sure! But did you not see how at first I always won — I all but broke the bank.”

“I expected to see you do it; my heart was in my mouth.”

“I should have done it — it is certain! Nothing is more sure! In another moment — in less than a minute — oh yes! — without doubt! But did you not see that little Jew who was behind me?”

The contemptuous insistance on the man’s Hebraism was queer; if the lady herself was not Judaic then both her features and her name belied her. However, there are times when it is as well to take people at their own appreciation. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, knowing all about the “Jew,” esteemed it wiser to keep her knowledge to herself.

“What did he do to you — this Jew?”

“What did he do to me? — but what did he not do? Just as I was about to make an end of the affair — to compel the bank to close — at that moment when, above all else, it was essential that I should preserve my senses, he said to me — this Jew—’ Madame, bid the croupiers good-night.’ He laughed at me — the animal! Was that not enough, at such a moment, to disorganise the most perfect plans?”

“It was an outrage — a veritable outrage.”

“An infamy — no less! I was proposing to do a certain thing at a certain time — laughed at by such an animal, when I was all tightened up, like a violin string, what could I do but lose my head?”

“What, indeed!”

“Before I could recover, the time to do the thing was gone — for ever! These opportunities do not recur! I was destroyed!”

“That is easy to see.”

“That was not enough — oh no! It was not sufficient that on the one occasion I was robbed — not at all! Can you conceive that I was again becoming myself, once more arranging, in my mind, a serious attack — a truly serious attack, one which the bank would never have resisted — when for the second time I was destroyed.”

“It is incredible!”

“Is it not incredible? It is true — heaven is my witness! An old fellow, close to the Jew, just as I was about to make my coup, that same second — I had already the money in my hand — said, ‘Your vein is finished.’ Tell me, then, at such a crisis, was that not a thing to say?”

“Atrocious!”

“You may very well believe that after that it was finished — not a word need be said beyond! That was an end of me — I was no more. It was crack! crack! till I reached the horrible conclusion. But do not suppose I am deceived — do not let that be imagined. I am not so blind. It was a conspiracy — no less — on the part of the authorities, beyond a doubt. It is a method which they have; I understand it very well. They place their spies about the room — till the room is full of them — then when a player is becoming dangerous, these spies, they crush the dangerous person out of existence. It is very simple! That is what they have done to me. Is it not plain?”

“It could hardly be plainer.”

In Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart’s tone there was a significant dryness; the fact escaped the other’s observation — the victim of conspirators was too preoccupied to notice trifles.

“And so, instead of a hundred thousand, two hundred thousand, half a million francs in my pocket — who knows? — I have — what have I? — not a single sou!”

“Is it possible?”

“Possible! It is the fact! The whole day I have been making for myself a purse — the humiliations I have endured! — and now again it is all gone. But I tell you this — I do not forget, I am not of that sort; there will arrive a day when I will destroy their bank — not once, but for ever — with their old fellows and their little Jews!”

“And in the meantime?”

“Oh, in the meantime — my God! I do not know!”

There was a pause — during which Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart came to the conclusion that it was about time to touch on business.

“If fifty thousand francs are of use to you, Madame, I shall be happy to place them at your disposal.”

“Fifty thousand francs — of use to me? When are fifty thousand francs not of use to me? Who are you? I do not know you. What do you want for your fifty thousand francs?”

“The nine letters of the Duke of Datchet.” Débora was moving feverishly at her companion’s side, gesticulating as she went. Suddenly she stopped and faced the speaker.

“He has sent you to me?”

“He has not.”

“You are a friend of his?”

“I have not that honour.”

“You are, then, his enemy?”

“Nor, Madame, should I care to describe myself as that.”

“Ah! — you wish to sell them to him again?”

“I propose to do nothing of the kind.”

“For what, then, do you want his letters?”

“I am a collector, Madame, of autographs. I should like to include the Duke’s in my collection.”

“That is a curious idea. Do not suppose I believe you — I am not so stupid. You have a grudge against him — that I perceive, but it is no affair of mine.”

“As you say, Madame, that is no affair of yours. Your affair will be the fifty thousand francs. I watched you play at the tables. If you are but provided with funds with which to begin a fresh campaign, to play as you did at the commencement of the evening — mind, Madame, at the commencement of the evening! — I am persuaded that you will lay the bank in ruins.”

“It is certain — there cannot be a doubt.”

“Therefore, I offer you the funds — in exchange for the Duke’s nine letters.”

“But fifty thousand francs ! — it is but four maximums! for me, you understand, I always stake the maximum — it is nothing! Listen — I will sell them to you for the sum which I demanded from the Duke himself last night.”

“What sum was that?”

“Two hundred thousand francs. If I had pressed him, he would have given me them; but I would not condescend.”

The listener knew better — but did not say so.

“It is out of the question. I have not so much money in the world. Madame is a woman of experience. Madame will therefore understand that there may be reasons which make me desirous to become the possessor of this gentleman’s letters; but I do not propose, on that account, to ruin myself.”

“Swear to me that you are not sent by him!”

“Madame, I swear it.”

“I tell you, then, what I will do — I will let you have the letters for a hundred and fifty thousand francs.”

“In that case, Madame, it but remains for me to say to you good evening, and to wish for you all good fortune. I am so certain that you need but to be furnished with the wherewithal to enable you to call those individuals of the casino to a severe account, that I ventured to hint that you would find at your service a certain sum; since, however, that is not in accordance with your wishes, I can but say — alas!”

“What is it, then, you offer?”

“Madame, I am a poor woman. I cannot, like you, get money for the asking.”

“All that is very well!”

“Not only is it very well, it is also very true. I have not your youth, your beauty, nor your charms, nor, Madame, have I your vogue — but Madame knows that very well — it is no matter. I do not care to haggle; fifty thousand francs is already more than I can honestly afford, but, since Madame insists, I will increase my offer by one half — for the Duke’s nine letters I will give seventy-five thousand francs — it is an enormous sum!”

“Make it a hundred thousand.”

Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart paused, and sighed — externally.

“Madame is hard on me — she is very hard. But a child — so lovely — yet such a woman of affairs — what happiness to be such an one! It is in the power of youth to twist age about its little finger. It is every penny I have, but since Madame will not listen to reason, I cannot help myself — I will give the hundred thousand francs — I will make of myself a beggar!”

“Give me them.”

Débora stretched out her hand, the candidate for beggary stretched out hers — for the letters!

“They are at my hotel. If you will come with me, in exchange for your hundred thousand francs — good money! — I will give them to you.”

“I will come.”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart went. As they turned to go, Débora woke all at once to a consciousness of the climatic conditions — and also to a threatening of moisture which was in the air. She drew her gorgeous cloak about her closer.

“My goodness! — I freeze! — and it begins to rain! I am not attired for the Arctic regions — no! If I catch cold, I get the fever, and if I get the fever, in this country of the forty thieves what becomes of me — my faith! I should like to know! Let us make haste!”

So they made what haste they could.


CHAPTER XVII

THE letters were all contained in their original envelopes — Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart felt that, under certain circumstances, the fact might enhance their value: possibly their previous owner had felt the same. They were addressed, in a big, splashing hand, “Mademoiselle Débora.” There was no pretence of throwing a sop to propriety by inscribing them “Madame.” Only four had gone through the post — they had English postmarks — the rest appeared to have been delivered by hand. Taking them out of their envelopes she read them, one by one.

In one sense she had not got very much for her money. For the most part they were the merest notes — making appointments, or sending excuses for not having kept appointments previously made. In only two cases were the contents of a kind with which the writer might not care to be confronted in the time to come — and they were nothing; the men are few who have not put pen, ink, and paper to a vainer use.

Not much to receive in exchange for her four thousand pounds — these careless scrawls. When she had made an end of reading them, and had returned them to their envelopes, and piled them in a heap, she was conscious of a grim doubt whether, after all, hers was not a case of a fool and her money. What could she do with them now that she had them? Unless the stars in their courses were on her side, what use would they ever be to her — and who was she that natural laws should be disturbed in order that she might receive the particular benediction of the orbs of heaven? As she sat there, with tightened lips, peering through half-shut eyes, gradually there stole on her a sensation as if a heavy weight was settling on her chest. Four thousand pounds! — for these! And with those two unmanageable girls in the adjoining room, who would be ruled neither by the voice of affection — as she gave it utterance! — nor by whip and spur. The best thing she could do would be to send them back to their convent before they drove her mad. She had been a fool ever to take them out of it; let them live and die there. As for the extravagant sum which she had spent upon their wardrobes, she would have to make the best of it — they should not take them back with them to that ineffable abode of the religious; rather she would herself sell the various garments to her miscellaneous — very miscellaneous! — acquaintance for what they would fetch. The notion that either of them was ever within thousands of millions of miles of becoming the Duchess of Datchet was the sheerest transcendental imbecility — Dukes of Datchet do not marry Miss Delancy-Fyfarts. The girl was quite as likely to become Queen of the Skies!

Four thousand good honest English sovereigns for these inane examples of an errant nobleman’s caligraphy! — one never knows what an idiot one can be till one tries. She knew it then.

The wildest notion came into her brain that ever yet had entered it — she actually more than half resolved to return to Débora and try to get her money back again. It is even possible that she might have started upon that wildest of all wild goose chases — had not something stopped her.

The sound of an opening door — the creaking of footsteps — the rustling of skirts!

As she had come in she had turned the key of her daughters’ bedroom — had unlocked the door. She had scarcely herself known why.

She started, gripping the letters tighter, listening with all her ears. Some one within the room had apparently discovered that the key was turned, was taking advantage of the fact to leave the chamber. Were the footsteps coming this way? She thought not. They faded into silence. Had they returned to the room? She went quietly to the salon door and, gingerly opening it, peeped out. The staircase was almost right in front of her. Mabel was going down it.

Dressed for walking — gloved, hatted, jacketed. The observant mother started — stared — wondered. Where was she going, this refractory child of hers, of whom such Alnaschar’s Visions had been lately dreamed? She was alone — where was Nora? It was past eleven — what did she propose to do abroad at such an hour? Was she making the best of her chances of freedom, and flying from her mother?

The parent in question thought that it might at least be advisable to see.

She did not call her back again. During the last few hours a kind of awe of Mabel had grown up in her mind, and she did not dare. When a girl has shown herself wiser than her mother she commands respect. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart could not venture to offend her more than she had done already — at any rate, she could not just yet; better to dance attendance on what seemed to be her whims and fancies.

So, snatching up her own hat and coat, she went after the girl.

And a pretty dance the young woman led her — continual attacks upon her dignity she had to suffer. To begin with the girl started off at a pace with which her mother found it hard to keep up — through the town, on to the cliffs, towards Rocca Bruna. She had not gone far before Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart became persuaded that she had been extremely foolish not to have stopped her at the outset.

“Where can she be going?” demanded the panting parent of herself as, already nearly a hundred yards behind, she struggled to keep pace with her. “At this hour of the night! — along this lonely road! — she’s insane! — I never ought to have let her come! — I’ll stop her now!”

She tried to.

“Mabel !” she cried.

But she was a little short of breath; the girl was a good way off; if she heard she paid no heed. So she tried again.

“Mabel! — Mabel!! — Mabel!!!”

Although her voice rose almost to a despairing shriek, not the slightest heed was paid to her by the pedestrian in front. Genuine concern began to fill the parent’s breast. She had paused to shout and already, during her momentary stoppage, the girl had disappeared from sight. In her anxiety to get a glimpse of her again, she broke into something very like a trot. The light was bad, her knowledge of the road was more than vagué; ill-equipped for such an expedition, abhorring walking at the best of times, it spoke volumes for the extent of her mental disturbance that she should have persevered in the fashion which she did.

All at once she all but ran into the errant maiden.

Coming sharply round a corner from under the shadow of some trees, there, a few feet in front of her, was Mabel, leaning over a fence. Judging from her air of self-absorption, it might have been the most commonplace thing in the world for a girl of tender years to be moongazing, alone, ever so far away from home, at that hour of the night. So possessed was she by her own reflections that she was obviously unconscious of her mother’s propinquity — while her mother, on her side, was undergoing such suffering from lack of breath, was in such a state of agitation, and was so conscious of a condition of general dishevelment, that she deemed it only prudence to regain — if that feat was possible! — at least some remnants of her dignity before proceeding to measure weapons with her enterprising child.

Mabel bent over the fence and pondered, while her mother remained under the shadow of the trees and pondered too — the probability being that their mental excursions were into widely separate fields.

Suddenly there came the sound of footsteps and of voices from over the wall on the right. Almost immediately a pair of gates were thrown open, and a number of gentlemen came out into the road, escorted by servants bearing lanterns. The Prince of Scotland and the Duke of Datchet walked in front — the Prince laughing at something which, apparently, the Duke had just now said. In her amazement, and in her anxiety not to be detected in an equivocal position, Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart drew hurriedly back, so that she was completely screened by the trunk of the tree under whose shadow she had been standing.

Mabel, however, showed no signs of any such desire to shun notoriety. On the contrary, turning as the gate was opened, when she saw who it was, she stepped quickly forward, checking the Duke with outstretched hand.

“May I speak to you?” she said.

At the sound of her voice the whole cavalcade stood still and stared. The Duke, in particular, started; then, perceiving who it was, he raised his hat. He turned to the Prince.

“Will you excuse me, sir?”

The Prince laughed — laying his hand upon the other’s arm.

“I wish I had as good an excuse,” he said.

The Prince raising his hat, his companions, in a body, followed suit; then the whole company passed on, leaving Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart hidden away behind the tree and the Duke alone with the girl.


CHAPTER XVIII

MRS. GENERAL DELANCY-FYFART’S heart thumped so vigorously against her ribs that it is scarcely a figure of speech to say that the involuntary distension of her lungs threatened to burst her stays. The tramp, tramp of footsteps became less audible as the walkers vanished round the corner of the road. The disappearance of the lanterns which the servants carried made the night seem blacker than before. The whole incident had been so unexpected and had passed so quickly that she might almost have supposed it to be the imagining of a dream had it not been for the fact that the Duke of Datchet had stayed behind.

There he was, within a dozen feet, wearing the long black coat of the night before, his tall figure outlined against the uncertain light, looking Mabel keenly in the face. No wonder her mother’s heart was thumping!

“Miss Delancy-Fyfart! — here! — alone! — at this hour!”

There was a ring of disapprobation in the speaker’s voice which fell ominously upon the listener’s ear. Mabel did not seem to notice it — in her voice there was a ring of another kind.

“I am in trouble.”

He echoed her words. “In trouble?”

“In great trouble.”

There was a pause — during which he eyed her. She, on her part, looked down, as if she turned something over in her mind — then up again at him. In the expression of her countenance, in her bearing, in her tone, there was that quaint mixture of simplicity, assurance, frankness, pride, which was her peculiar characteristic, and which was in striking, though not unpleasing, contrast to the archaic formalism which marked her phrases; there was that about her, product of the hour though one felt she was, which was indefinably, yet agreeably, reminiscent of the pretty Puritan, as our imagination is apt to construct her for us, who was toasted by appreciative Cavaliers in the centuries agone.

“I am conscious, sir, that our acquaintance is but a slight one, and that therefore it may, quite properly, be regarded as insufficient to entitle me to make a claim upon your sympathies. Is that your own opinion?”

“Not altogether.”

The words were not only drily spoken, but, apparently, they were accompanied by twinkling eyes — for the lady marked them.

“Why do you laugh at me?”

“I trust that I am not laughing.”

“I trust that you are not.” There was silence, which suggested that the lady was making sure that the gentleman was not treating her with any sign of disrespect. “I am glad to hear you are of that opinion, for, I confess, I entertain for you a sentiment which would hold you justified in making a claim upon my sympathies.”

“That is very good of you.”

“I will even go further, and admit that, in spite of any social inequalities which may exist between us, I suspect that were our opportunities for intercourse to become multiplied, I should have for you, in time, a feeling which could only be described as liking.”

“You flatter me too much.”

“I do not flatter you — nor must you suppose that, in saying so much, I wish to lessen the regard I have for birth and breeding, but rather, I say it, being sensible that despite the disadvantages with which you have had to contend, and, by your own showing they have been many, there is that in you which, to a lady’s thinking, becomes a gentleman.”

He took off his hat, and, despite a fine drizzle which was beginning to make itself disagreeably conspicuous, remained bare-headed.

“That is the finest compliment that ever yet was paid me.”

“Put on your hat, sir. It was not intended as a compliment — I but speak as I think. All of which is but to show how it is I do not choose to feel degraded in desiring from you that which a woman should hardly ask of a man — a favour.”

“What is the favour you would ask of me?”

“Sufficient money to enable me to return to Our Lady of the Bleeding Heart.”

“Our Lady of the Bleeding Heart?”

“To the convent which represents to me all that I have ever known of home. I am not aware, sir, to what extent your finances are at your own immediate disposal, though I can easily understand that, to one in your position, such an enterprise as the popularisation of Collesteena must be a severe tax on your resources; but the sum which I should require would not be large. I suppose two pounds would be enough. So soon as opportunity offered I would undertake that the amount should be restored to you.”

“You are returning to the convent?”

“I am, but I cannot walk all the way, and I am penniless. You must understand — to excuse what must seem, to you, to be the singularity of the request — that I have never had any money in my life.”

“Literally?”

“Indeed. You must know that our father died when Nora and I were babies. Had he lived I have believed he might have loved us. My mother has never given us a penny which we might call our own. So, at present, I find myself in this predicament — that the convent is far off, and I am without the means which would enable me to return to it.”

“I take it, then, that your proposed action does not meet with your mother’s entire approbation.”

“I do not stop to inquire whether or no. There are times when one must take one’s life in one’s own hands. My mother has made it impossible that I should continue to reside with her.”

“May I inquire — without impertinence — what it is that she has done?”

“She wishes me to marry.”

“A heinous offence.”

“It becomes a heinous offence when she wishes it under the circumstances she does.”

“Does she propose that you should favour some particular person?”

“She not only proposes, she insists — and such a person! A dreadful creature, in whose presence I should be ashamed to allow myself willingly to remain.”

“What is this estimable individual’s name?”

“Sir Andrew Fairlie.”

“That old blackguard!”

“You know him?”

“I have not that honour — except by reputation, by which he is known to all the world. It is impossible that your mother could seriously desire you to marry that wreck of all that’s monstrous.”

“I would it were impossible! I would it were!”

“And sooner than do it you would retire to your convent?”

“A thousand times! One need not be particular, but if one must be wed, one would at least wish to be joined to a person whom one would not find it necessary to one’s self-respect to ignore in the public streets.”

“If one must be wed!”

“If one must — for I do not conceal from myself that the married state is one which may not be without advantages.”

“As — for instance?”

“I hardly judge this to be a moment adapted to a polemical dissertation on the pros and cons of marriage — do you?”

“It rains.”

“And, from appearances, will soon rain faster.”

“The hour is late.”

“Beyond a doubt.”

“The place is lonely.”

“So it seems.”

“You and I are here alone together.”

“I know it. Why do you say to me these things?”

“Because, in spite of the rain and the hour and the place, I would take advantage of our being no more than two to propose to you, if I may do so without offence, a solution of the predicament in which you find yourself — a solution of my own It will be necessary, I fear, in order that you may view it fairly, that I should lead up to it somewhat by degrees. Have I your leave?”

“If it is needed — I am in a position in which he who could do me service need not stand too much on form before he offers it.”

There was a little pause. Then he began, speaking in a strain of exaggeration which suggested, to the woman behind the tree, an irony which, not impossibly, was hid from the girl.

“You may, possibly, remember a conversation which I had with you at Nice.”

“Am I likely to have forgotten? Is my memory so short?”

“You there, under the trees, beside the water, told me of dreams which you had dreamed; of your ambition to become a female saint; of your desire to do good.”

“It is true; I have dreamed such dreams. What then?”

“It is the desire of Collesteena to do good.”

“Has any one denied it?”

“I am the representative of Collesteena.”

“Well — what then?”

“If you were to become connected with Collesteena by means of its representative, at least something of your dreams would have attained reality.”

“My dear Mr. Strephirah-Buggins! I do not understand you! You speak in riddles! You say such extraordinary things! I remember your suggesting that mamma should try to sell a case-mamma! It seems incredible, but — are you proposing, in a fashion of your own, that I should become your partner?”

“I am.”

“I’m a girl!”

“That need not be a drawback.”

“And so young!”

“Nor need that, of necessity, be against you.”

“Of what use should I be to you?”

“Who can tell?”

“I know nothing of commerce!”

“Your ignorance would content me.”

“I should be a hindrance to you rather than a help!”

“There give me leave to be a doubter.”

“You would find me utterly incompetent!”

“Give me the same leave again.”

“You’d want to be quit of your bargain in a week!”

“Suffer me to put the matter to the test of an actual trial.”

“My good sir, you’re too ridiculous — talking at random, without knowing at all what sort I am — or you’d not need me to endeavour to persuade you that I’m in every respect unsuited to be the occupant of the position you’re suggesting.”

“I am afraid that it is I who do not make my meaning plain, because that, in some respects, at least, you’re not unsuited, I think you would yourself admit. Where the word you use is partner, the word I’d choose is wife.”

“Wife?”

“It is as my wife I would suggest that you should join yourself to Collesteena.”

“Your wife? Sir!”

“If, without offence, I may venture to make so bold.”

“It is — it is—” She stopped — turning away.

“I know it is,” he said.

Her voice returned.

“It is too absurd. I know not if I ought to be offended, whether to laugh or cry. You do not know me.”

“It is permission to know you better I am asking.”

“Nor do I know you.”

“The two birds may be slaughtered by a single stone.”

“Our positions are not equal.”

“I will endeavour that nothing in my conduct shall cause you to be conscious of the fact.”

“May I ask you, sir, to take me home. It is raining faster, it must be some dreadful hour, and I am not very sure I know my way.”

“When you have given me an answer to my question. But, before you do so, permit me, once more, to point out to you that Collesteena is a benefactor of mankind.”

“Granted — yet one doesn’t want to marry an ointment.”

“Conceded, as regards the ointment. But as regards a cause?” — 

“A cause?”

“I represent a cause — the cause of the alleviation of the sufferings of agonised humanity.”

“Well — let us go a step farther and allow so much. Why should you want to marry me?”

“Because I love you.”

“Love me!”

“Is it so incredible?”

“Well — not incredible — perhaps — precisely, but — strange. You said you preferred short women: I am not short.”

“Are you so dull? Did you not see I did not mean it? — that then I did not venture to express my preference to your face?”

“Then did you tell me a deliberate falsehood — merely to get yourself out of a delicate position?” He was still. “I hope such is not your custom. There are few things I find it so difficult to forgive as intentional deceit.” — 

“Your standard of ethics is dangerously high.”

“Is yours not high?”

“I trust so. Still — we wander from the question. Whether it is strange or not, it is true I love you. I believe I loved you when first ‘I saw you in the train.”

“The word is strong.”

“I liked you, then.”

“And I liked you — that is why I said the word you used was strong. Do you remember how I slept all night with my head upon your shoulder?”

“Do I not! I shall never again wear the coat against which your cheek was pillowed; it shall be stored in lavender; it shall descend to future generations as an heirloom.”

“That’s absurd — and an heirloom! What have you to do with heirlooms? Do people of your sort have heirlooms? They’re attributes of noble families — I read about them in a book which was lent to me by Sister Veronica. I notice in you a tendency to use large words — they jar on me! — it’s out of place! — they suggest pretensions which are opposed to facts.”

“I see.”

“I wish you would mark, learn, and inwardly digest as well. I was about to say that all the time I was asleep upon your shoulder, even in my dreams — I dream a deal! — I was conscious, in some strange way, of there being that between us which almost amounted — what shall I say? — to sympathy.”

“That was how I felt towards you.”

“How odd!”

“Very.”

“Do you often feel like that towards strangers?”

“I never felt that way before.”

“That makes it odder.” — 

“And sweeter.”

“Sweeter?”

“Is it not sweet to know that at last one has met a woman with whom one is in sympathy?”

“I suppose it is. We may be wrong — who can tell? Perhaps we are not sympathetic after all. You do not know me; and I — what do I know of you?”

“Am I not protesting that I would know more of you? And you — be frank; use that plainness of speech which you so much admire — would you not know more of me?”

She turned away.

“How it rains!”

“Tell me.”

“You might twist my answer.”

“Twist it — how?”

“There is something about you which sets me trembling; you make me feel strange.”

“Darling!” — 

“What a name — Strephirah!”

In another second he would have had her in his arms; when she said that his hands fell to his sides.

“Can you not reconcile yourself to it, because of its owner?”

“And — Buggins!”

“There’s Collesteena, humanity’s friend.”

“It’s a disastrous conjunction.”

“Am I to be damned in your eyes because of my patronymic?”

“I will say this for you, that you are better than your name.”

“I am obliged to you.”

“Did you ever meet any one who did like what you call your patronymic? Are you offended with me because I don’t?”

“I had hoped that I might have found favour in your eyes apart from my environment, apart even from my name.”

“You see, it is like this: if I were to consent to take into consideration your solution of the problem, the name would be my own. The prospect fills me with what I do declare seems to me to be but a natural shrinking of the flesh; I fear that it might be to me as a continual crown of thorns.”

“By suffering we attain to song. Is it not possible that by treading the path of suffering which your imagination conjures up in front of you you may achieve the sanctity of which you dream?”

“There’s something in what you say. Do you know I’m getting drenched?”

“You’ll get more drenched if you’ll not answer  me.

“Answer you? What’s your question? You must excuse me, but I don’t quite know just exactly what it is.”

“I’ll repeat it. Will you be my wife?”

“Oh! I did not know it was just that.”

“You know it now.”

“It’s a little — brutal.”

“Brutal? I’m obliged to you.”

“What do you suppose my mother’d say?”

“I’m indifferent to what she’d say. In spite of her I’d marry you to-morrow.”

“You could not marry me so soon as that.”

“I could, and would, marry you sooner than you may perhaps suppose. With money one works wonders.”

“Money? Have you enough of it to be a wonder worker?

“I’ve enough to marry you.”

“And afterwards? If you have none, nor I?”

“We’ll manage.”

“Mismanage, I fancy, will be the more correct definition. How do you propose that we shall live, by hawking Collesteena? I shall certainly have to develop the commercial instinct if you do.”

“I want you to trust me. I want you to believe me when I say that I will endeavour all that love and mortal man may compass to give you your heart’s desire.”

“Well, I will.”

“You’ll what?”

“I’ll trust you.”

“My dear!”

“It’s an adventure, I know it is; but I’m of an adventurous mind. I’ll start with you adventuring.”

“Sweet!”

“Whether it will be by sea or land I know not, but I’ve an inkling — do not laugh at me, but I believe it is God’s voice which whispers that whichever it is I’ll be content.”

“I’ll try to make you so.”

“I suspect you will succeed.”

With that he took her in his arms and kissed her, and said to her those things which, at such times, men do say, she half laughing, half crying, till, all at once, she drew herself away from him, exclaiming — 

“What a name — Strephirah-Buggins! It frightens me!”

As she said that, her mother came out of her hiding-place from behind the trunk of the tree.


CHAPTER XIX

THE patient, the long-suffering, the anxious woman!

What a purgatory of suspense she had endured, cowering there behind the tree, in the darkness and the rain, shivering with cold and wet, distracted by a myriad doubts, racked by a thousand fears, none but herself could ever tell. What parents have to suffer for the children they have borne! What agony it had been to have to listen to the girl playing shuttlecock and battledore with priceless opportunities, scouting, with trivialities, the good the gods had, with such amazing beneficence, provided — and keep still! Ride the high horse when she might ride it to a fall, be insolent to him before she had him safely landed; was ever such midsummer madness! She was of that school which believes in a woman letting a man play the devil with her till she’s married, and then, afterwards, in her playing the devil with him. She had more than once to hold herself, as it were, with hooks of steel to refrain from untimely interference.

And when the proposal, the great, the glorious proposal actually came, from the grandest parti the whole wide world could show, whose name had been even coupled with queen’s daughters, her heart, first of all, stood still, and then began to beat like muffled drums against her sides.

There came to her, by a sort of esoteric intuition, the memory of the nine letters. They were in the pocket of her dress. Her fingers closed upon them tightly.

When the girl began to dilly-dally, saying neither yea nor nay, treating as if it were of no account what was tantamount to an offer of the fee-simple of Earthly Paradise, she could have screamed aloud. That the girl did it in ignorance she was aware — there lay the tragedy. She trifled, unwittingly, with what, in her mother’s eyes, were the equivalents of eternal issues, as if they were something less than counters. If only she might have whispered to her, without the great man’s knowing it, just half a dozen words — enough to open her eyes, to put the child upon her guard!

The wonder is that the woman’s hair did not turn grey as the girl chopped nonsense with the angel unawares. And when, at last, the tension did relax, and relief did come, and her weightiest fear was lightened, and the girl said yes, she began shivering and shaking as if attacked by a fit of ague, and so nearly lost control of herself as to approach the borders of hysteria.

It was while her senses were still in a maze, and the world still seemed to swim in front of her, that, hardly knowing what it was she did, staggering, with quivering knees, out of the cover of the sheltering tree, she confronted the hitherto unconscious pair.

For some moments she was silent, tongue-tied. They, not knowing at first who it was, were also still. Then she said in tones which, although she did not know it, quavered — 

“His Grace is having a game with you. This is the Duke of Datchet, child.”

On seeing the mysterious figure so suddenly evolve itself, as it seemed, out of the shadows, the girl’s first impulse was to draw closer to her companion’s side — a movement of which he availed himself to encircle her with his arms, holding her to him, as he did so, with a strenuous pressure, of which she, for the instant, was unconscious.

Perceiving that they still said nothing, the almost too solicitous mother went awkwardly, stammeringly, even stupidly on. Seldom had she shown herself to less advantage — which is to speak with vigour.

“Your Grace must forgive me — I beg your Grace’s pardon a thousand times. A mother’s natural solicitude for her daughter’s welfare must explain the attitude which I was so unfortunate as to take up towards you — an attitude which I shall not cease to regret till my dying day.”

It was not strange if her listeners did not at once perceive that Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart was choosing this singularly inappropriate moment to proffer an apology for her conduct towards Mr. Strephirah-Buggins. Mabel looked at her companion.

“What does she mean?”

He glanced from her to her mother, and from her mother back to her — as if conscious that an explanation was a little to seek. Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart blunderingly endeavoured to elucidate the situation after a fashion of her own.

“Mabel, don’t you know that this is the Duke of Datchet?”

The girl repeated her inquiry. “What does she mean?”

He replied to her mother — with something in his tone which was new to the girl he was holding in his arms. “To you, Madam, I am — as I shall be ever — the Collesteena man.”

The woman laughed feebly.

“I appreciate your Grace’s humour — how dull I must have seemed to be! I have been laughing at it ever since.” The uses of lying! Then, to Mabel. “My dear child, even now you don’t seem to understand what a lucky girl you are. Although you are my bairn, luckier, I do believe, than you deserve — after your unkindness to your poor mother!” Which was good. “This gentleman who has done you the honour — the immense — yes, really, immense honour of asking you to be his wife, is not Mr. Strephirah-Buggins at all — that was only a jest of his — he is so fond of his jest! This is the Duke of Datchet, Mabel — the great Duke of Datchet.”

She uttered the name as if even its constituent letters were things deserving of reverence. The effect, considering the time and the place and the situation altogether, was a little ludicrous — as she had suggested, on her humorous side she was a trifle dull.

There was silence. Then Mabel began to disengage herself from her companion’s arms. He tried to stay her.

“What are you doing?”

“Let me go.” He held her still; she insisted. “Do you hear? Please let me go!”

He let her go. She turned towards her mother. That lady, mistaking her intention, moved towards her.

“Mabel! — my dear, dear girl! — let me kiss you! Let me be the first to offer you my congratulations.”

“Mother!”

Something in her daughter’s voice induced her to remain where she was. Again she adventured on feeble laughter — an oddly jarring sound her laughter had.

“It’s raining — and it’s dreadfully late — and I don’t know where we are. Hadn’t we better all go home?”

The remark remained unheeded. Her daughter addressed the gentleman.

“Is it true?”

“Is what true?”

There was a note of sullenness in his voice — as if he resented the catechist in hers.

“That you lied to me?”

“Lied! That is a hard word. It is a joke which I was having with your mother.”

“With my mother? Then what with me? Was it a jest you played with me?”

She spoke with a degree of vigour which took him aback.

“I should have told you all about it if your mother had not — interfered.”

“You would have told me? I see. In the meantime you have been — lying?”

Her mother made a hasty movement towards her — the girl was behaving almost worse than ever.

“Mabel! My dear! You shouldn’t speak like this! It has only been an innocent little joke of the Duke’s.”

“Do not interefere.” The child addressed her parent with a cold severity which was dreadful — then continued in the same strain to his Grace of Datchet. “Be so kind as to tell me if you are the person you pretended?”

“I will tell you this much — that you will not be Mrs. Strephirah-Buggins — nothing quite so terrible.”

“I shall not be Mrs. Strephirah-Buggins? I see. Then all that you have told me about — Collesteena — and the rest — was nothing but lies?”

It is possible that, in the darkness, his Grace of Datchet winced — the maiden’s speech was biting.

“I think that the words you use are unduly strong. Do I not tell you it was a jest I was having with your mother?”

“And with me? Was it not a jest also you were having with me? — until the moment my mother spoke? — even when you were asking me to be your wife? I take it that it was because of my simplicity that I supposed you were not that sort of man. You have been practising on my credulity — and I imagined that you were a person of honour and your word. Never let me see or hear of you again!”

“Mabel!”

“My child!”

Her lover and her mother spoke together. She made as if to flee, they as if to stay her flight. On an instant, she was in a passion with them both.

“How dare you try to stop me! Let me go!” They let her go — lest a worse thing came of it. She walked quickly — the Duke hard on her heels.

She turned on him. “Do not attempt to follow me!”

“I only wish to see you safely home.”

“Do not attempt to follow me!”

“I will not speak to you upon the way.”

“Do not attempt to follow me! This is the third time I have warned you, so now — take care!” There was that in her tone which was almost ominous — or so he seemed to think. She went swiftly from him — he making no further endeavour at close pursuit. Instead, he vented at least a portion of his feelings on her mother.

“You have yourself to thank for this.”

The mother, in what should have been her moment of triumph and of joy, actually cried.

“The girl is mad.”

His rejoinder was scarcely courteous. “Considering whose daughter she has the misfortune to be, it is strange she is not madder.”

“Mabel!” the mother wailed — and that was all she did.

His Grace was persistently unsympathetic.

“Don’t make that ridiculous noise! To what audience do you suppose yourself to be playing? She will not come to heel at your whistle — your daughter, Madam, is made of finer stuff.”

“Mabel!” she wailed.

It is possible that his Grace feigned to be more savage even than he was.

“Upon my honour, Madam, if you make that noise again I shall be tempted to throw you over the cliff, and in doing so shall hold that I am performing a service to society. I am about to follow Miss Delancy-Fyfart, at a discreet distance, to see that she comes to no hurt. If it is your intention to return to Monte Carlo do not press too closely on me — keep at least a hundred and fifty yards away.” — 

So the trio went back, at dead of night, through the darkness and the rain and the mud — the girl in front, the lover next, the mother — forlorn and draggle-tailed — behind.


CHAPTER XX

“SHE won’t see me?” Mrs, General Delancy-Fyfart cowered in front of the ducal eyes. It was not her wont to cower, but the Sturm und Drang she had gone through lately, the rush of mental, moral, and physical emotions had left her fibreless. And now, by way of culmination, that dreadful girl was maddening her on entirely new and original lines of her own.

The worst of it was that what she understood as diplomacy was altogether out of the question. Neither the wooer nor the wooed would suffer a moment’s tampering with what she had so often felt to be the indelicately naked truth. She had to state the thing which was, and that only, or from the frying-pan she might be projected into the fire.

The Duke repeated his mixture of interrogation and interjection.

“She won’t see me?”

“If your Grace will only have patience!”

“What do you suppose will happen if I have patience?”

“I am sure that Mabel will become more amenable to reason.”

“I don’t want her to become more amenable to reason! You are amenable to reason! I have no desire that she should in any way resemble you.”

The woman said nothing. What could she say? She could only sigh — and she did sigh.

“Won’t Miss Nora see me?”

“She says she won’t.”

“She says she won’t! Are you suggesting she is lying? Is she, then, the daughter of her mother?”

This was terrible. Mrs. General had not imagined that she could be subjected to such treatment — and from a suitor to her daughter’s hand! She made a faint attempt at self-assertion.

“All this might have been avoided if your Grace had been candid from the first.”

When she said that, he did what he had, perhaps, been waiting for an opportunity to do; he — metaphorically — shook her as a bull-dog shakes a terrier. The process was not made pleasanter by his air of perfect suavity, and by the way in which he said the most offensive things in the most courteous manner.

“I understand your meaning; now you be so good as to understand mine. I am the Duke of Datchet; you are Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart — you understand that? You are nothing to me; you never will be. For instance, you will not be the mother of my wife. She is marrying me; I am marrying her; you do not enter into the transaction. By your own act you have not come into her life, and now you never will, nor into mine.”

As she endeavoured, without faltering, to meet his glance, she looked every instant of her age.

“Can you not forgive me for what took place the other afternoon?”

“What took place the other afternoon, or at any time, was nothing. It made no difference. What I wish you to understand is that a Duke of Datchet cannot allow himself to associate with a Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, or permit his wife to either.”

“She is my child.”

“You have not been to her a mother, fortunately; nor ever will be.”

“You are cruel.”

“I am candid.”

“You cannot be so hard-hearted as you pretend.’

“Believe me, in this matter I make no pretensions.”

“Then do you think, while you talk to me like this, that I will help you to marry her?”

“I have not asked for your help, nor shall I?”

He moved to one side.

“What are you doing?”

“Ringing the bell.”

The waiter entered. He scribbled a few words on a card. She stood watching him, as if she considered whether or not she should resent his assumption of authority in her apartment. Having written what he wished, he handed the card to the waiter.

“Give that to Miss Delancy-Fyfart — she is in her bedroom — and bring me a reply.”

The man went, Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart speaking as soon as his back was turned.

“Suppose I had forbidden him to be the bearer of a message from you to my daughter?” The Duke merely raised his shoulders. “You are a cruel man.”

“That, from you, is so absurd. You forget — I know you.”

She bit her lip. Her hand travelling toward something which was in the pocket of her gown: she remembered that she also knew something of him. She arrived at a sudden resolution.

“I will prove to your Grace that you misjudge me, that I hold my daughter’s welfare higher than my own. I am so conscious of the honour which you would do her, and of the benefit she will receive from it, that I am willing, nay, anxious, that she should become your wife, even with the knowledge that, the moment she does so, I lose a child without gaining a son-in-law.”

“There will be Strephirah-Buggins.”

“Strephirah-Buggins was as much beneath me as Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart is beneath the Duke of Datchet.”

“That was why I was so content that you should regard me as Strephirah-Buggins — my one desire being to remain outside your sphere.”

“I will endure whatever you may choose to say to me, because of the love I bear my child.”

“That minus quantity.”

“May your Grace never learn how sharper than a serpent’s tooth is an ungrateful child.”

The waiter reappeared as the Duke was laughing. “Mademoiselle declines to pay any attention to my knocking.”

The fellow still bore the card in his hand. He held it out to its original owner. The Duke looked at it, and from it to him.

“What do you mean?”

“I have knocked three times. At the third time some one asks, ‘Who’s there? ‘I say, ‘I bring a card for Mademoiselle Delancy-Fyfart.’ Some one says, ‘Go away! ‘I repeated my words, but the only answer I received was, ‘Go away!’”

The man seemed ruffled, as if he found such treatment not wholly to his taste. The Duke took his own card back again.

“She would not open the door?”

“No; no one opened the door! The only answer I received was, ‘Go away!’ so I came.”

“You did quite right; now you can go away again.” Tearing the card into strips, the Duke threw them into the fireplace. Seeing that he seemed voiceless, the lady offered her assistance.

“Shall I go once more and try if I cannot induce this strange girl to listen to reason?”

“Do not trouble yourself.” — 

The lady accepted the snub with the new docility which seemed, in her, to be strange. With his hands in his trouser pockets the Duke leaned against the mantelshelf, as if he was lost in thought. She appeared to be more conscious than he that the prolonged silence was becoming awkward, speaking, at last, as if for the speaking’s sake.

“May I offer you some refreshment?”

He glanced up at her with twinkling eyes.

“The inquiry almost suggests in you the possession of a sense of humour. In any case, I am obliged; but no.”

He relapsed into silence, there being something dogged in the lines of his face, in the pose of his figure which suggested that this silence might continue for hours. She fidgeted hither and thither — obviously ill at ease.

“I wish you would let me go to her again; you might regard my action as quite impersonal; you might look upon me as the waiter.”

“I am thinking of going to her myself.”

“You? Your Grace!”

“Yes, me — My Grace; why not? I can rap at the panel of her door as well as the waiter, or as you.”

“But — suppose she will not answer you?”

“Suppose!”

Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart seemed to be genuinely concerned, as if she feared for what might be the result of such an embassy.

“You must not misconstrue her. She is so quick to resent what she thinks a grievance; she is but a child!”

“I know Miss Delancy-Fyfart better than you do, and I have a clearer insight into her character; she is less likely to suffer misconstruction at my hands than at yours. If I did not believe it I should not be a postulant for the lady’s favour. Do not unduly interest yourself in matters which only concern the lady and me.”

He went out of the room with that easy, somewhat swaggering gait, which in Mr. Strephirah-Buggins she had held to be a mark of the presumption of the inferior, but which, circumstances having changed, she told herself was emblematic of the insolence of the superior. She had wished, with the whole strength of her being, for the alliance which had come so suddenly into the field of “practical politics,” and she wished for it just as strongly still; yet she had been more, or less, than human if she had not been conscious of a desire to see this autocrat of the peerage treated to, at least, a taste of the leek which, to her serious discomfort, he had been compelling her to so copiously swallow.

Her desire was gratified to the point of repletion.

Rap, rap, rap! went the ducal knuckles against the panel of the lady’s door. No reply.

“It’s the Collesteena man!”

He announced this fact with sufficient clearness, with the apparent intention of conciliating the inmate of the apartment by a little show of playful humour. He rapped again. Still no reply. He addressed Mrs. General, who stood eyeing the proceedings at the open sitting-room door.

“I suppose this is the room — I’m not knocking at somebody else’s by mistake?”

“Oh yes, that’s the room. Mabel!”

She came towards him, out into the corridor — calling the name of her refractory child. He resented her doing so.

“Have the goodness not to interfere. I prefer to manage this in my own way.” He rapped again. “Miss Delancy-Fyfart!” No reply. Another rap. “Miss Delancy-Fyfart!” Silence still. A prolonged rapping. “If you will allow me to say half a dozen words to you I shall be able to explain the misunderstanding to your completest satisfaction.”

Not the slightest notice taken of his observation from within. Another rap.

“Miss Delancy-Fyfart!”

Silence. Another rap. — 

“May I ask how long you propose to keep me waiting?”

No information on the subject came to hand.

“Miss Delancy-Fyfart! Mabel! One of you girls! Is any one inside there? Can’t you hear me knocking?”

If they did not, it was not because he made no noise; he was keeping up a continual bombardment — bidding fair to bruise his knuckles. He turned to Mrs. General.

“I suppose they are in there.”

“I suppose so. They must be. Let me try.” Although his dignity might suffer eclipse, he let her try. She assaulted the panel with the heartiest vigour. “Mabel! Nora! I insist upon your answering me!”

She might insist — but all in vain. So she set to pommelling the door.

“Mabel! Nora! How dare you behave like this? — open the door! — speak to me! — at once! Do you hear?”

Crash went the lady’s palm against the panel. Her blood seemed to be rising. The Duke counselled a calmer mood.

“Softly, Madam, softly!”

She turned on him — with some sparks of her old fire.

“My good sir, haven’t I tried softness? Does this seem to be a case in which softness is likely to avail?” She banged again at the door. “Mabel!

 — Nora! How dare you keep me here, causing such a scandal? Will you answer me? If you don’t answer me this moment I will have the door broken in! Do you hear? — at once!”

Then came an answer — in Nora’s clear treble.

“Go away!”

It was not, under the circumstances, one of those answers which are calculated to turn away wrath — as her mother showed by the renewed clattering which she made on the panel.

“How dare you tell me to go away? — you wicked girl! Where is Mabel? — tell her to speak to me at once!”

A pause — then Nora’s treble again.

“Mabel declines to have anything whatever to say to you.” — 

This information produced from the insulted mother a veritable burst of passion.

“Mabel! — Mabel!—”

If the Duke had not been there, there is no knowing what might not have happened — but he was there. He did what, possibly, few other persons could have done — he cut her short in the first flight of her rage.

“Allow me, Madam, to point out to you, once more, that this affair is mine. Suffer me to manage it in my own way.” So he saluted the panel — very gently. “Miss Nora!” No reply. He saluted it again. “Miss Nora!”

Silence still — and, in consequence, an outburst of violence from the parent.

“Nora, I insist upon your answering his Grace!” Which was productive of a snub from the Duke.

“May I ask you, Madam, not to interfere?” Another salutation of the panel. “Permit me to assure you, Miss Nora, that nothing could be farther from me than any thought of insistence. I entreat your attention, that is all.” Silence. “If you will pay no heed to me upon your own account, may I implore you, of your charity, to convey to your sister my heartfelt apologies, and to assure her that my offence is scarcely so rank as she supposes. Before she judges, and condemns, beg of her to give a hearing to the offender’s plea. Of your great charity, Miss Nora, may I ask you to do this?”

A pause of some duration — possibly a confabulation was taking place within. Then Nora’s treble.

“My sister wishes me to tell you that yours is an acquaintance which she regrets having made, and which she now desires to discontinue.”

“Nora! — how dare you!—”

This, of course, was Mrs. General. The Duke stopped her.

“Madam! May I beg?” Then, again to the door. “Miss Nora, I thank you humbly for the service you have rendered me, and entreat from you still one other. Request your sister to give me that measure of mercy which is meted out to the meanest criminal, and to let me hear my doom from her own lips, and with her face to face with me.”

After another pause.

“My sister instructs me to tell you that she will have nothing more to do with you, or say to you, of any sort or kind. You are to go away. If you arc a gentleman, you will go away at once. We wish to read, and you are interrupting us. In any case we shall not pay attention to anything further which may be said by any one — unless you would like to do as mamma proposes, and batter down the door.”

As Mrs. General listened to this ultimatum she had every appearance of being on the verge of a frenzy. The Duke, to all outward seeming, was as mild as mother’s milk. He acquiesced in Miss Nora’s ruling with words of the serenest sweetness.

“Miss Nora, I thank you for your good offices, and beg you to thank your sister for having given me a moment of her attention. And now, since I pretend to be a gentleman, I will leave you to the uninterrupted enjoyment of your reading. I wish you a good morning.” No answer. “I wish you a good morning.” Silence again. “She will not even wish me a goodbye!”

Putting his right hand up to his lips, he bit at the tips of his fingers, then turned away. Mrs. General went after him — with a last entreaty.

“You will not misconstrue her!”

“Madam, rest easy; you need be under no fear of my misconstruing you.”

He went down the stairs.

Returned to the sitting-room, Mrs. General paced about like some wild animal, seeking for comfort in every nook and cranny of the room, and nowhere finding it. At last she took some letters from her pocket — the nine for which she had paid so handsomely! — and opened them, devouring their contents, reading every word they contained half-a-dozen times, altogether treating them as if they were her most precious things.

And perhaps they were.


CHAPTER XXI

THE saloon of the Cromarty. Ivor Dacre — as before — reclining on a lounge, the look upon his face which he generally managed to induce it to wear — expressive of nothing at all. The Duke upon a chair, his hands deep in his breeches’ pockets, his legs sprawled out in front of him — worry the predominant expression among the multitude of meanings on his countenance.

“I’ve made an ass of myself.”

“Again?”

The Duke glanced up at the other, then down again; then he echoed his cousin’s word — gloomily. “Again!”

Silence; then another observation from the Duke. “You’re a pretty unsympathetic sort of beast.”

“For sympathy apply elsewhere; we don’t stock it at this establishment.”

“Ass!”

“That’s what you said you were — so long as we’re together!”

Another interval — then the Duke again.

“Might I ask you to be serious?”

“I’d rather you didn’t.”

“Perhaps; but still — might I?”

“If I must.”

“Put it that you must.” The Duke looked gravely down at his shoes, then continued. “I have asked Miss Delancy-Fyfart to be my wife.”

Mr. Dacre was almost roused.

“Good lord! you haven’t been such a—” He paused; then preferred a different conclusion. “You haven’t been so — hasty!”

“Why did you stop? What were you going to say? Say it, please.”

“Better not.

“I am afraid, Ivor, I have suffered you on a footing of familiarity which breeds contempt.”

“Not at all.”

“I am afraid I have. I am not asking you to make comments. I am about to explain to you the situation in which I find myself, and, having done so, I shall venture to ask you to do me a service. That is all. I repeat, I have asked Miss Delancy-Fyfart to be my wife.”

“I congratulate you, I’m sure.”

“You had better wait awhile. She honoured me by saying that she would.” Ivor’s lips were moving.

“Well — what is it you wish to say?”

“No comments allowed.”

“You are a clever fellow, but your cleverness is of that sort which is apt to lead its possessor astray. She did not accept me as the Duke of Datchet, but as the Collesteena man, Strephirah-Buggins.”

“Just so.”

“Yes, just so. And when she learned that I was not Strephirah-Buggins, and that I was the Duke of Datchet, she declined my acquaintance.

“I don’t quite follow.”

“It is a little difficult, especially to a person of your peculiar mental constitution. When she learned that I had been posturing as an individual I was not, she resented my behaviour with such warmth that, in my new guise, she refuses to know me.”

“As you say, it must be my peculiar mental constitution; but still I don’t quite follow.”

“You are dull. As you are aware, I have been playing the common or garden fool, and Miss Delancy-Fyfart objects to any one playing the common or garden fool in matters in which she is concerned, that’s all.”

“I see. Now I do begin to perceive a glimmering of light. But events have marched so quickly that you must still forgive me if I seem dull. Might I ask when you proposed?”

“Last night.”

“On the cliff?”

“On the cliff.”

“In the rain?”

“In the rain.”

“Great Scotland Yard!”

“And her mother overheard me, and the moment she said ‘Yes’ her mother blundered out that I was not Mr. Strephirah-Buggins at all, but somebody else; which information, coming at such a moment, took her so aback that she walked off there and then, and left me.”

“No?”

“Yes! And this morning I called at her hotel, and she not only wouldn’t see me, but she definitely refused to continue my acquaintance.”

“Comments are forbidden.”

“I know what you’d like to say. You want to advise me to take her at her word. Spare yourself the labour. I intend to leave no stone unturned which will induce her to become my wife.”

“And how about Lady Mary Frazer?”

“Nothing.”

“And Helena Fitzurse?”

“Nothing either.”

“And Brantingan’s daughter?”

“You are taking liberties with ladies’ names, my friend.”

“I think you are mistaken if you suppose that the world will accept a Duchess of Datchet merely at your bidding.”

“You idiot! Miss Delancy-Fyfart will be the most popular woman in London five minutes after she’s seen.”

“Pardon me once more, but what do you think the Prince will say, and — the Princesses? You know how your name has been coupled with—”

“Ivor! For shame! Since when have you been appointed the hasher-up of irresponsible gossip? The Prince is a man of affairs in a sense you never will be. He knows me well enough to be aware that I should not choose any one to be Duchess of Datchet unless I had strong and sound reasons to believe that she would do honour to the position. I tell you that when Miss Delancy-Fyfart is my wife she will only have to move her little finger to be society’s queen; and perhaps I know as much of women — and of society — as you do.”

“Amen. And how about her mother?”

“Nothing; so far as my wife and I are concerned she will be non-existent. I have told her so already.”

“The deuce you have!”

“With a person of her character I should not be likely to stand on ceremony. My good Ivor, are you so ignorant of my character as to suppose that, on any grounds whatever, I should suffer encroachments from a Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart?”

“My good Datchet, my impression is that you will find Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, as Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, a bird of one feather, and, as a mother-in-law, a bird of quite another.”

“We shall see. In the meantime, I want you to do me a service.”

“Act as intermediary?”

“Precisely.”

“My prophetic soul! I saw it coming from the first. I tell you frankly I would rather stand excused.”

“I believe I have done you sufficient services to be entitled to require this one from you.”

“Of course, if you put it on that ground there’s an end of my excuses.”

“I do put it on that ground. I find myself in a position in which, rightly or wrongly, I believe my happiness is capitally concerned; the circumstances are so delicate that I know of no one, within reach, to whom I can so confidently appeal for assistance as to you.”

“What do you wish me to do?”

“I wish you to go to Miss Delancy-Fyfart — she will see you, though she would not see me — I wish you to explain to her that I have had, my whole life long, a liking for idiotic practical jokes.”

“A liking to which marriage will put a period.”

“Exactly — to which marriage will put a period.” The two men grinned. “And had I supposed that she would ever have occupied her present position in my regard I should never have dreamed of assuming the preposterous character of the Collesteena man.”

“Had I better tell her quite that? Are you sure you have never hinted that you liked her from the moment when you first set eyes on her? You have behaved throughout the whole affair like such a child of romance that you must excuse my asking; because if I were to say exactly what you have suggested, I might seem to be going back on any statement of that particular kind you may have made.”

“Confound your impudence! You know what I mean, say what you please; you can use your tongue as well as any man — only make my peace for me.” Mr. Dacre seemed to don his considering cap before he said — for him — sententiously — 

“Well, to me it seems to be a devilish ticklish imbroglio; I have a nearer conception of the lady’s mettle than you imagine. You perhaps forget that I have some acquaintance with her sister — an acquaintance, in its way, of quite an intimate kind. Still, I’ll be your ambassador, though I warn you, squarely and fairly, that you might easily have chosen a more dependable man.”


CHAPTER XXII

SO the following morning Mr. Ivor Dacre presented himself at the “Paris.” He was received by Mrs. General. She glanced at his card and then at him, askance, as though he awoke in her a reminiscence which was not entirely pleasant.

“You come from the Duke of Datchet?”

“I do.”

“You are a friend of his?” She asked the question as if she was not sure that he was not a servant, or, what was equally objectionable, something in the secretary line.

“I am his cousin.”

“His cousin? Indeed.” She perceptibly brightened. “Pray sit down.” He sat down. “I was not aware you were a relation of the Duke’s. You wish to see my daughter, Miss Delancy-Fyfart?” Ivor nodded. Her brow grew gloomy. “I am not at all sure that Miss Delancy-Fyfart will see you. As you perhaps know — the Duke has told you?”

“Everything.”

“She has taken his Grace’s little jest in the most extraordinary way. Between ourselves, she has almost driven me out of my wits. During the last four-and-twenty hours she has made of me an old woman. The night before last she locked herself in her bedroom with her sister, and nothing has been seen of her since — nothing that I could do or say has had the slightest effect in inducing her to open her door.”

“Not even to take in supplies?”

“That is not the least terrible part of it — not a scrap of anything to eat or drink has entered her room since the night before last. It’s dreadful!” Ivor inclined his head — which might mean anything.”

“Suppose she won’t see you?”

“Perhaps her sister will favour me for a second or two.”

“Suppose she won’t see you either?”

“Then we must try another way.”

Left alone, Ivor told himself that not for a great deal would he venture on Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart as a mother-in-law. It was not only that she was everything she should not be — for instance, vulgar. In the very highest circles vulgarity has been the thing for some considerable time, and, judging from all appearances, is likely to continue to be for some time longer! But then she was vulgar in a way which was not the thing — just as she was everything else in a way which was not the thing. And then her record! Ivor shivered.

Yet when Nora appeared — as she did after an interval of very marked duration — Ivor confessed that there might be alleviations even in such a mother-in-law. Nora looked so fresh and tempting, and — how shall we phrase it? — piquant! That was just what she looked like — pungent, keen, racy, sparkling — all this in an agreeable sense. And, to be plain, that is just what she was. Ivor’s satisfaction was enhanced by the non-appearance of her mother — he could guess that Miss Nora had made it a condition of her own presence that her mother should be absent.

“Well — Mr. Dickory.”

That was how Nora began — with her nose in the air. Ivor bowed — correctingly.

“Dacre.”

“Dickory!”

“Pardon me — not Dickory — Dacre.”

“I don’t understand. There must be some blunder somewhere — if there isn’t something worse. I was distinctly informed that your name was Dickory by your acquaintance, Mr. Strephirah-Buggins.”

“There is no Strephirah-Buggins.”

“Is he dead?”

“He never was alive.”

“You speak in riddles. I must be excused from troubling myself to find the key, Mr. Dacre-Dickory, or Dickory-Dacre, whichever it is.”

“It is neither.”

“What does it matter? You have probably called yourself by a dozen different names. I cannot pretend to be in a position to judge of your truthfulness on the first, or on the second, or on any occasion.”

Ivor was still. He found her most amusing — and her rudeness not the least amusing part of her. She meant to crush him with her scorn — but she failed. Ivor was not crushable. She regarded him as if he were some inferior sort of animal.

“Well — is that all you have to say to me?”

“As yet I have said nothing.”

“Exactly — that is what I meant. Is that all you have to say to me?”

“There was a word or two I wished to say to you.”

“Then pray do not keep me waiting.”

“I am the bearer of a message to your sister from the Duke of Datchet.”

“I know no Duke of Datchet.”

“But your sister does.”

“Nor does my sister. She declines to know a Duke of Datchet. The individual who now” — a stress upon the now— “styles himself the Duke of Datchet is scarcely up to the standard of the acquaintances she would wish to have.”

Her lip curled, her eyes flashed, her head was raised — if contumely could have riven, he would have been rent asunder. But he was not. He pondered — perceived that in front of him there was no way out. So he arrived at an instant decision to take the bull by the horns — without staying to consider what his principal might think of such diplomacy.

“I admire the attitude your sister has taken up, and appreciate, to the full, her modesty.”

“What do you appreciate?”

“Her modesty.”

“Indeed! What might you happen to mean?”

“Your sister feels that while she is eminently adapted to be a Mrs. Strephirah - Buggins, as a Duchess of Datchet she would be out of her sphere. Plainly that is the meaning she desires to convey without expressing it in so many words.” The blood flamed into Nora’s cheeks.

“She desires to do nothing of the kind.”

“Such modesty is as delightful as it is rare.”

“I tell you that she desires to do nothing of the kind.”

“To be frank with you, I feel as you feel.”

“And pray how do you suppose I feel?”

“Evidently you feel that your sister’s modest appraisement of herself is — shall we put it? — wise.”

“I feel nothing of the kind. And allow me to inform you, Mr. Dacre-Dickory—”

“Not Dacre-Dickory.”

“Mr. Dickory-Dacre.”

“Nor Dickory-Dacre. Permit me to give you my card. You will find my name upon it.”

“Ivor Dacre? Oh! You’re sure you won’t introduce yourself as something else to-morrow?”

“I believe not.”

“If it’s only a question of belief —— ! However, Mr. Dacre — or Mr. Ivor Dacre—”

“Don’t forget the Ivor.”

“Mr. Dacre — allow me to inform you that not only is my sister well fitted to be Queen of England, but that she knows herself to be well fitted, and that I know it too.”

“Pardon me; but is it not possible that, in this matter, you are speaking for yourself alone?”

“It is not possible.”

“Then how are we to explain the fact that while she was content to be a Mrs. Strephirah-Buggins, so soon as she learned that she would have to occupy the exalted position of a Duchess of Datchet, she ran away in terror?”

“She did what?”

The lady’s eyes blazed — but Ivor did not care.

“She ran away in terror. The Duchess of Datchet is, of course, the queen of English society, and it is clear that the knowledge of her incapacity to occupy such a lofty situation filled her with a myriad fears.”

“How dare you say that my sister ran away in terror?”

“Pardon me — I thought it was admitted.”

“By whom?”

“Among others, by herself — by you. Indeed, I understand that she is still running away now.”

“What do you dare to mean?”

Nora stamped her foot. She was exceedingly angry. Ivor felt that carrying the war into the enemy’s country was exhilarating, whatever else it was.

“Hasn’t she locked herself in her bedroom?”

“Well? — that’s because she wishes to have nothing to do of any sort or kind with the individual who now” — again the stress upon the now— “styles himself the Duke of Datchet — and she’s determined that she won’t have.”

“Precisely — that is what I say.”

“But that’s not because she’s afraid of him!”

“No — that’s exactly what I say again. It’s not because she’s afraid of him — not in the least. It’s because she’s afraid of herself. In other words, it is because her appreciation of herself is modest — delightfully and righteously, if timidly modest.”

“How dare you talk to me like this! I would have you know that my sister is not afraid of any one or anything.”

“Then let us choose some other phrase. If you prefer it, she is conscious, let us say, of her own unworthiness.”

“She is nothing of the kind.”

“But the facts are against you.”

“They’re not against me.”

“Suffer me for one instant.” With his smoothest voice — if with laughter in his eyes — Ivor held Miss Nora, as it were, at bay. “Before all else I am anxious to have the facts correctly — to be accurate. Suffer me, therefore, to ask you this one question. If your sister is not conscious that a Duchess’ high station is — shall we word it, a little beyond her natural reach? — why has she refused to see the Duke?”

“You know perfectly well — because of the man’s behaviour.”

“Do you mean because my cousin is a Quixote? — because, that is, he preferred that she should have some acquaintance with him before assuming his proper rank?”

“I like that!”

“He could not have paid her a greater compliment.”

“You know perfectly well that what you say is entirely absurd.”

“The Duke of Datchet is hunted by women wherever he goes.”

“How dare you say that to me!”

“Because it is true. Suffer me to finish; you will find your anger is misplaced. He is, as I have said, a Quixote. It has been his one ambition to be loved for himself alone—”

“There is nothing Quixotic about that.”

“That, you will admit, is a question of opinion.”

“I don’t — it’s most natural — any one would like to be loved for oneself alone. Wouldn’t you?” Ivor sighed. “I fear that love is not for such as I am.”

“That I can imagine.”

She turned her back on him, and walked away. With his left hand Ivor stroked his chin — something sparkling in his dark blue eyes.

“Quixotic or not, such has been his great ambition. He argued that if your sister could love him as Strephirah-Buggins, knowing him only as the proprietor of a patent ointment, then she would love him even as the Duke of Datchet. The event, however, apparently proves otherwise. He is like a star alone in space; the height at which he moves appals her.”

“Nonsense!”

“She is afraid!”

“She is not afraid! I tell you she is not afraid!”

“Then surely she cannot appreciate the serious nature of the situation. As it seems to me, she is willing to marry him as Strephirah-Buggins, but not as the Duke of Datchet. He will be tempted to become Strephirah-Buggins for her sake.”

“I don’t believe it!”

“Thank you.”

“Well, you — you — I never heard any one talk so glibly as you do!”

“Thank you again.”

“I don’t care! You turn and twist things so as to make them appear exactly what they aren’t!”

“You increase my sense of obligation.”

“Don’t talk to me like that! You know perfectly well how badly you’ve behaved, and yet you keep trying to make out that it’s we who are in the wrong!”

“Could you be in the wrong? Is it conceivable that I could attempt to make you even seem to be?”

She bit her lip — looking at him with a look which meant volumes.

“By Jove! I don’t believe I ever saw any one look so fetching.” This was what Ivor said to himself beneath his breath.

She descended to abuse.

“You’re most unkind!”

“My cousin is as true a gentleman as ever lived; he has been to me the best friend man ever had. Am I unkind because I plead his cause with all my might? You know that I am not unkind!”

He went close up to her, and looked her straight in the face. His little outburst seemed to take her aback — to act the part of the “final straw.” She plumped into a chair, put her hands up to her face, and burst out crying.

And, at that moment, Mabel came into the room.


CHAPTER XXIII

“Nora! What are you crying for?” Mabel stood just inside the door, in quite a dramatic position — her hands hanging loosely a little at the back of her. She looked pale, and extremely serious; with something about her which spoke of “peace, perfect peace.”

Nora paid no heed to her inquiry, so she repeated it — slightly staccato.

“Nora! Why are you crying?”

“It’s nothing?” In proof of it, Nora wiped away examples of her tears, with an extremely small pocket-handkerchief, which, in her agitation, she had compressed into a solid lump. She stood up, the lump compressed tightly in her fist, and becoming every moment harder; and she looked at her sister as one who demands instant reparation for a cruel wrong. “Mabel, will you be so good as to tell this — gentleman that you did not run away from his acquaintance because you were — afraid.”

“I don’t understand you.”

Mabel looked a trifle puzzled — Nora was incoherent.

“This is Mr. Dickory.”

“So I perceive.”

Ivor inclined his head.

“Pardon me — Dacre.”

“I mean,” exclaimed Nora, “that this is the person who pretended that his name was Dickory, and who now pretends that it is Dacre.”

“No pretence !” — this was a murmur from Ivor.

The murmur was received with scorn.

“How are we to judge of that? Still, we will let it pass. He is an acquaintance of Mr. Strephirah-Buggins.”

“Not Strephirah-Buggins!”

“Of the person who pretended that he was Mr. Strephirah-Buggins, and who now pretends that he is the Duke of Datchet.” She paused, as if defying Ivor’s interpellation; but he attempted none. “He has the assurance to say that you ran away from his — acquaintance, and have since refused to see him because you were conscious of your unworthiness to become the Duchess of Datchet.”

“That is quite true — I am unworthy.”

Nora started.

“Mabel!”

Mabel continued — with an air of seraphic calm.

“It is true. I am unworthy to be a Duchess — especially of such a Duke.”

Nora breathed again.

“Just so — of such a Duke!”

Ivor seemed disconcerted — a shadow of a shade — as if he had hardly expected such a result of his diplomacy. But he stuck to his guns.

“I have been observing to your sister, Miss Delancy-Fyfart, how I appreciate your modesty — which is as exquisite as it is rare.”

Nora bit her lips, and squeezed her handkerchief harder.

“That is exactly what he has been observing! I do beg, Mabel, that you will disabuse his mind — at once!”

The elder sister reproved the younger.

“Hush, Nora, you speak too hotly.” She addressed Ivor. “You come from your master?”

“My cousin.”

“From your cousin. Kindly give him this message, as from me. Tell him that Miss Delancy-Fyfart, having ceased to know Mr. Strephirah-Buggins, declines to make the acquaintance of the Duke of Datchet.”

“Being conscious of her unworthiness?”

“I think you are impertinent.”

There was something in her bearing as she said this — the quaint, the inevitable, simplicity of the real grand manner I — which showed Ivor, for the first time, clearly, that his erratic cousin might be right, and that here was an ideal Duchess of Datchet after all. As he stood in front of her, he was actually conscious of a sense of shame.

“So far from intending an impertinence, I am the bearer of my cousin’s apology for any offence of which he has been guilty. To be forgiven by you is his one desire.”

“I forgive him. I am returning to the convent.”

“You are returning to the convent? May I ask when?”

“So soon as I am able. In an hour if I can.”

“Before doing so will you not give him one single interview?”

“I will see neither him nor you again.”

“And yet you say that you forgive him!”

“You are too persistent, sir, as is your cousin. There are degrees of forgiveness. One’s forgiveness of an offence does not by any means imply one’s desire to have any further connection with the offender. Since I found that you unduly detained my sister, I came to her relief. She has given you an answer. I indorse her words. Be so good as to ask your cousin not to weary us with any more of his offensive importunities. I believe we are within our right in preferring to choose our own acquaintances. Come, Nora.”

She held out her hand to her sister. Nora took it. They were, apparently, about to move together hand in hand towards the door, when their mother entered. She was in a state of agitation, which, under the circumstances, almost suggested that she must have been listening at the keyhole.

“Mabel! My dearest girl! my dearest child! don’t break your mother’s heart! don’t speak so — so rashly! You are so impetuous. You must pardon your mother, but you really are! My dear Mr. Dacre, I hope you understand this — this dear girl of mine. She is young, and — and impetuous, and you must make allowance for the perhaps natural feeling of injury she entertains.”

The daughter was, outwardly, as calm as her mother was the reverse.

“Mr. Dacre will be unwise if he does not give my words their literal translation. I will take advantage of this opportunity to repeat to him in your presence, mother, that, under no circumstances, will I have any further communication with him or with his cousin.”

“Excuse me, but it appears to me that this is an affair in which I am interested.”

In her agitation Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart had omitted to close the door. There, in the open doorway, stood the Duke. Silence fell on those within. The Duke waved his hand towards Mrs. General.

“Mrs. Delancy-Fyfart, might I ask you to leave the room?” Before she had realised the situation she found herself being bowed outside. “And now, Ivor? Thank you. Miss Nora?” But Nora did not budge. He moved to her. “Allow me to offer you my arm?” He slipped his arm through hers. She glanced mutely at Mabel, who was mute in return. Then, like a lamb being led to the slaughter, loosing her sister’s hand, she suffered herself to be led outside.

The Duke closed the door behind her. Then he turned to Miss Delancy-Fyfart.

“Now we are alone.”

They were.


CHAPTER XXIV

“WHEN are you going to marry me?”

The question, things being as they were, might have been described by some as insolence, and the lady a minute ago would have been just the one to so describe it. But now, for some occult reason, the capacity to hold her own seemed, for the moment, to have gone clean out of her. She stood there tongue-tied, abashed, ashamed. Ivor might have almost been justified if he had said, in his malicious way, afraid. The Duke’s own personality, his sudden appearance, the easy fashion in which he had got her, willy nilly, without her having a word to say, all to himself — something seemed to dominate her, to hold her impotent. Her eyes were cast down, her cheeks pallid.

He went close to her.

“I have brought the ring.” He took a glittering circlet from his waistcoat pocket. “It was my mother’s ring. She gave it me when she was dying, and desired me to use it for my own betrothal. Allow me.”

She was visibly trembling, still dumb. He gained possession of her hand without her offering the faintest show of resistance.”

“With my mother’s ring I plight my troth.”

He slipped it on her finger, kissed her hand, repeated his first inquiry — 

“When are you going to marry me?”

For the first time she raised her eyes. They lighted, first, on the ring which he had placed upon her finger — he was still holding her hand in his; then travelled to his face, and stayed. Her eyes met his. Something came into them which enlarged the pupils and made them shine, compelling her to keep her glance riveted on his with a voiceless eloquence which was dog-like. She made as if to speak, but could not. She swayed a little to one side. He took her in his arms.

He said to her — 

“Your sense of humour is, perhaps, more delicate than mine, and on that account resents the more keenly an approach to farce. With me, I fear, humour is apt to be the same as farce. I must beg you to take my education in your hands.”

He kissed her. She said nothing. She was crying.

* * * * *


CHAPTER XXV

THEY had been engaged for, possibly, an hour, or thereabouts, on unimportant matters of the first importance, when Mrs. General Delancy-Fyfart, naturally anxious, softly opened the door. So genuine, so complete was their engrossment, they remained unconscious of her intrusion, perceiving which she hastily withdrew.

Out in the corridor she leaned against the wall. She was shaking as with palsy; the muscles of her face were twitching; she gasped for breath. It was as much as she could do to take out some letters which were in the pocket of her dress. She counted them, and recounted them, and recounted them again, with tremulous claws.

“Ni-ine !” she stammered, half to herself and half aloud. “Ni-ine !”

From her behaviour and from the fashion of her speech one might almost have suspected her of insobriety, and so have done her a grievous wrong. She had never been more sober in her life.


THE BEETLE: A MYSTERY 
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The Beetle was published in September 1897 – the same year as Bram Stoker’s Dracula, a novel which it initially managed to outsell. It had previously seen publication as a newspaper serial entitled The Peril of Paul Lessingham: The Story of a Haunted Man – a reference to the blackmail plot against the politician Paul Lessingham, which forms an important feature of the novel’s initial section, with Lessingham’s shady past providing the motive for the creature’s vengeful attack.

Like Stoker’s famous story, The Beetle is a horror novel that uses multiple narratives to relate the disturbing tale of a humanoid monster invading late-Victorian London from foreign lands. The eponymous beetle is an androgynous creature from the far-distant past, that can change its form at will, but which initially takes the shape of a monstrous beetle. The creature also possesses mesmeric powers, which it uses to force others to do its bidding. The novel centres on the quests of Lessingham, a scientist named Atherton, a detective and Marjorie Lindon (an independent-minded young woman engaged to Lessingham) to defeat the creature’s plans to revive the worship of ancient Egyptian gods. Along the way, the novel explores many contemporary social concerns, such as the expansion of women’s rights and the ability of women to make their way in society independently of men, the conflict between rationalism and superstition, the squalid conditions of London’s seamier districts and the advancement of technology (perhaps most notably in the manner of the Beetle’s ultimate demise). 

The detective Augustus Champnell, who features in the story, also appeared in five short stories by Marsh, as well as a further novel, The House of Mystery.
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An illustration from the first edition


BOOK I

The House with the Open Window

The Surprising Narration of Robert Holt


CHAPTER I

OUTSIDE

‘No room! — Full up!’

He banged the door in my face.

That was the final blow.

To have tramped about all day looking for work; to have begged even for a job which would give me money enough to buy a little food; and to have tramped and to have begged in vain, — that was bad. But, sick at heart, depressed in mind and in body, exhausted by hunger and fatigue, to have been compelled to pocket any little pride I might have left, and solicit, as the penniless, homeless tramp which indeed I was, a night’s lodging in the casual ward, — and to solicit it in vain! — that was worse. Much worse. About as bad as bad could be.

I stared, stupidly, at the door which had just been banged in my face. I could scarcely believe that the thing was possible. I had hardly expected to figure as a tramp; but, supposing it conceivable that I could become a tramp, that I should be refused admission to that abode of all ignominy, the tramp’s ward, was to have attained a depth of misery of which never even in nightmares I had dreamed.

As I stood wondering what I should do, a man slouched towards me out of the shadow of the wall.

‘Won’t ‘e let yer in?’

‘He says it’s full.’

‘Says it’s full, does ‘e? That’s the lay at Fulham, — they always says it’s full. They wants to keep the number down.’

I looked at the man askance. His head hung forward; his hands were in his trouser pockets; his clothes were rags; his tone was husky.

‘Do you mean that they say it’s full when it isn’t, — that they won’t let me in although there’s room?’

‘That’s it, — bloke’s a-kiddin’ yer.’

‘But, if there’s room, aren’t they bound to let me in?’

‘Course they are, — and, blimey, if I was you I’d make ’em. Blimey I would!’

He broke into a volley of execrations.

‘But what am I to do?’

‘Why, give ’em another rouser — let ’em know as you won’t be kidded!’

I hesitated; then, acting on his suggestion, for the second time I rang the bell. The door was flung wide open, and the grizzled pauper, who had previously responded to my summons, stood in the open doorway. Had he been the Chairman of the Board of Guardians himself he could not have addressed me with greater scorn.

‘What, here again! What’s your little game? Think I’ve nothing better to do than to wait upon the likes of you?’

‘I want to be admitted.’

‘Then you won’t be admitted!’

‘I want to see someone in authority.’

‘Ain’t yer seein’ someone in authority?’

‘I want to see someone besides you, — I want to see the master.’

‘Then you won’t see the master!’

He moved the door swiftly to; but, prepared for such a manoeuvre, I thrust my foot sufficiently inside to prevent his shutting it. I continued to address him.

‘Are you sure that the ward is full?’

‘Full two hours ago!’

‘But what am I to do?’

‘I don’t know what you’re to do!’

‘Which is the next nearest workhouse?’

‘Kensington.’

Suddenly opening the door, as he answered me, putting out his arm he thrust me backwards. Before I could recover the door was closed. The man in rags had continued a grim spectator of the scene. Now he spoke.

‘Nice bloke, ain’t he?’

‘He’s only one of the paupers, — has he any right to act as one of the officials?’

‘I tell yer some of them paupers is wuss than the orficers, — a long sight wuss! They thinks they owns the ‘ouses, blimey they do. Oh it’s a —— fine world, this is!’

He paused. I hesitated. For some time there had been a suspicion of rain in the air. Now it was commencing to fall in a fine but soaking drizzle. It only needed that to fill my cup to overflowing. My companion was regarding me with a sort of sullen curiosity.

‘Ain’t you got no money?’

‘Not a farthing.’

‘Done much of this sort of thing?’

‘It’s the first time I’ve been to a casual ward, — and it doesn’t seem as if I’m going to get in now.’

‘I thought you looked as if you was a bit fresh. — What are yer goin’ to do?’

‘How far is it to Kensington?’

‘Work’us? — about three mile; — but, if I was you, I’d try St George’s.’

‘Where’s that?’

‘In the Fulham Road. Kensington’s only a small place, they do you well there, and it’s always full as soon as the door’s opened; — you’d ‘ave more chawnce at St George’s.’

He was silent. I turned his words over in my mind, feeling as little disposed to try the one place as the other. Presently he began again.

‘I’ve travelled from Reading this —— day, I ‘ave, — tramped every —— foot! — and all the way as I come along, I’ll ‘ave a shakedown at ‘Ammersmith, I says, — and now I’m as fur off from it as ever! This is a —— fine country, this is, — I wish every —— soul in it was swept into the —— sea, blimey I do! But I ain’t goin’ to go no further, — I’ll ‘ave a bed in ‘Ammersmith or I’ll know the reason why.’

‘How are you going to manage it, — have you got any money?’

‘Got any money? — My crikey! — I look as though I ‘ad, — I sound as though I ‘ad too! I ain’t ‘ad no brads, ‘cept now and then a brown, this larst six months.’

‘How are you going to get a bed then?’

‘Ow am I going to? — why, like this way.’ He picked up two stones, one in either hand. The one in his left he flung at the glass which was over the door of the casual ward. It crashed through it, and through the lamp beyond. ‘That’s ‘ow I’m goin’ to get a bed.’

The door was hastily opened. The grizzled pauper reappeared. He shouted, as he peered at us in the darkness,

‘Who done that?’

‘I done it, guvnor, — and, if you like, you can see me do the other. It might do your eyesight good.’

Before the grizzled pauper could interfere, he had hurled the stone in his right hand through another pane. I felt that it was time for me to go. He was earning a night’s rest at a price which, even in my extremity, I was not disposed to pay.

When I left two or three other persons had appeared upon the scene, and the man in rags was addressing them with a degree of frankness, which, in that direction, left little to be desired. I slunk away unnoticed. But had not gone far before I had almost decided that I might as well have thrown in my fortune with the bolder wretch, and smashed a window too. Indeed, more than once my feet faltered, as I all but returned to do the feat which I had left undone.

A more miserable night for an out-of-door excursion I could hardly have chosen. The rain was like a mist, and was not only drenching me to the skin, but it was rendering it difficult to see more than a little distance in any direction. The neighbourhood was badly lighted. It was one in which I was a stranger, I had come to Hammersmith as a last resource. It had seemed to me that I had tried to find some occupation which would enable me to keep body and soul together in every other part of London, and that now only Hammersmith was left. And, at Hammersmith, even the workhouse would have none of me!

Retreating from the inhospitable portal of the casual ward, I had taken the first turning to the left, — and, at the moment, had been glad to take it. In the darkness and the rain, the locality which I was entering appeared unfinished. I seemed to be leaving civilisation behind me. The path was unpaved; the road rough and uneven, as if it had never been properly made. Houses were few and far between. Those which I did encounter, seemed, in the imperfect light, amid the general desolation, to be cottages which were crumbling to decay.

Exactly where I was I could not tell. I had a faint notion that, if I only kept on long enough, I should strike some part of Walham Green. How long I should have to keep on I could only guess. Not a creature seemed to be about of whom I could make inquiries. It was as if I was in a land of desolation.

I suppose it was between eleven o’clock and midnight. I had not given up my quest for work till all the shops were closed, — and in Hammersmith, that night, at any rate, they were not early closers. Then I had lounged about dispiritedly, wondering what was the next thing I could do. It was only because I feared that if I attempted to spend the night in the open air, without food, when the morning came I should be broken up, and fit for nothing, that I sought a night’s free board and lodging. It was really hunger which drove me to the workhouse door. That was Wednesday. Since the Sunday night preceding nothing had passed my lips save water from the public fountains, — with the exception of a crust of bread which a man had given me whom I had found crouching at the root of a tree in Holland Park. For three days I had been fasting, — practically all the time upon my feet. It seemed to me that if I had to go hungry till the morning I should collapse, — there would be an end. Yet, in that strange and inhospitable place, where was I to get food at that time of night, and how?

I do not know how far I went. Every yard I covered, my feet dragged more. I was dead beat, inside and out. I had neither strength nor courage left. And within there was that frightful craving, which was as though it shrieked aloud. I leant against some palings, dazed and giddy. If only death had come upon me quickly, painlessly, how true a friend I should have thought it! It was the agony of dying inch by inch which was so hard to bear.

It was some minutes before I could collect myself sufficiently to withdraw from the support of the railings, and to start afresh. I stumbled blindly over the uneven road. Once, like a drunken man, I lurched forward, and fell upon my knees. Such was my backboneless state that for some seconds I remained where I was, half disposed to let things slide, accept the good the gods had sent me, and make a night of it just there. A long night, I fancy, it would have been, stretching from time unto eternity.

Having regained my feet, I had gone perhaps another couple of hundred yards along the road — Heaven knows that it seemed to me just then a couple of miles! — when there came over me again that overpowering giddiness which, I take it, was born of my agony of hunger. I staggered, helplessly, against a low wall which, just there, was at the side of the path. Without it I should have fallen in a heap. The attack appeared to last for hours; I suppose it was only seconds; and, when I came to myself, it was as though I had been aroused from a swoon of sleep, — aroused, to an extremity of pain. I exclaimed aloud,

‘For a loaf of bread what wouldn’t I do!’

I looked about me, in a kind of frenzy. As I did so I for the first time became conscious that behind me was a house. It was not a large one. It was one of those so-called villas which are springing up in multitudes all round London, and which are let at rentals of from twenty-five to forty pounds a year. It was detached. So far as I could see, in the imperfect light, there was not another building within twenty or thirty yards of either side of it. It was in two storeys. There were three windows in the upper storey. Behind each the blinds were closely drawn. The hall door was on my right. It was approached by a little wooden gate.

The house itself was so close to the public road that by leaning over the wall I could have touched either of the windows on the lower floor. There were two of them. One of them was a bow window. The bow window was open. The bottom centre sash was raised about six inches.


CHAPTER II

INSIDE

I realised, and, so to speak, mentally photographed all the little details of the house in front of which I was standing with what almost amounted to a gleam of preternatural perception. An instant before, the world swam before my eyes. I saw nothing. Now I saw everything, with a clearness which, as it were, was shocking.

Above all, I saw the open window. I stared at it, conscious, as I did so, of a curious catching of the breath. It was so near to me; so very near. I had but to stretch out my hand to thrust it through the aperture. Once inside, my hand would at least be dry. How it rained out there! My scanty clothing was soaked; I was wet to the skin! I was shivering. And, each second, it seemed to rain still faster. My teeth were chattering. The damp was liquefying the very marrow in my bones.

And, inside that open window, it was, it must be, so warm, so dry!

There was not a soul in sight. Not a human being anywhere near. I listened; there was not a sound. I alone was at the mercy of the sodden night. Of all God’s creatures the only one unsheltered from the fountains of Heaven which He had opened. There was not one to see what I might do; not one to care. I need fear no spy. Perhaps the house was empty; nay, probably. It was my plain duty to knock at the door, rouse the inmates, and call attention to their oversight, — the open window. The least they could do would be to reward me for my pains. But, suppose the place was empty, what would be the use of knocking? It would be to make a useless clatter. Possibly to disturb the neighbourhood, for nothing. And, even if the people were at home, I might go unrewarded. I had learned, in a hard school, the world’s ingratitude. To have caused the window to be closed — the inviting window, the tempting window, the convenient window! — and then to be no better for it after all, but still to be penniless, hopeless, hungry, out in the cold and the rain — better anything than that. In such a situation, too late, I should say to myself that mine had been the conduct of a fool. And I should say it justly too. To be sure.

Leaning over the low wall I found that I could very easily put my hand inside the room. How warm it was in there! I could feel the difference of temperature in my fingertips. Very quietly I stepped right over the wall. There was just room to stand in comfort between the window and the wall. The ground felt to the foot as if it were cemented. Stooping down, I peered through the opening. I could see nothing. It was black as pitch inside. The blind was drawn right up; it seemed incredible that anyone could be at home, and have gone to bed, leaving the blind up, and the window open. I placed my ear to the crevice. How still it was! Beyond doubt, the place was empty.

I decided to push the window up another inch or two, so as to enable me to reconnoitre. If anyone caught me in the act, then there would be an opportunity to describe the circumstances, and to explain how I was just on the point of giving the alarm. Only, I must go carefully. In such damp weather it was probable that the sash would creak.

Not a bit of it. It moved as readily and as noiselessly as if it had been oiled. This silence of the sash so emboldened me that I raised it more than I intended. In fact, as far as it would go. Not by a sound did it betray me. Bending over the sill I put my head and half my body into the room. But I was no forwarder. I could see nothing. Not a thing. For all I could tell the room might be unfurnished. Indeed, the likelihood of such an explanation began to occur to me. I might have chanced upon an empty house. In the darkness there was nothing to suggest the contrary. What was I to do?

Well, if the house was empty, in such a plight as mine I might be said to have a moral, if not a legal, right, to its bare shelter. Who, with a heart in his bosom, would deny it me? Hardly the most punctilious landlord. Raising myself by means of the sill I slipped my legs into the room.

The moment I did so I became conscious that, at any rate, the room was not entirely unfurnished. The floor was carpeted. I have had my feet on some good carpets in my time; I know what carpets are; but never did I stand upon a softer one than that. It reminded me, somehow, even then, of the turf in Richmond Park, — it caressed my instep, and sprang beneath my tread. To my poor, travel-worn feet, it was luxury after the puddly, uneven road. Should I, now I had ascertained that — the room was, at least, partially furnished, beat a retreat? Or should I push my researches further? It would have been rapture to have thrown off my clothes, and to have sunk down, on the carpet, then and there, to sleep. But, — I was so hungry; so famine-goaded; what would I not have given to have lighted on something good to eat!

I moved a step or two forward, gingerly, reaching out with my hands, lest I struck, unawares, against some unseen thing. When I had taken three or four such steps, without encountering an obstacle, or, indeed, anything at all, I began, all at once, to wish I had not seen the house; that I had passed it by; that I had not come through the window; that I were safely out of it again. I became, on a sudden, aware, that something was with me in the room. There was nothing, ostensible, to lead me to such a conviction; it may be that my faculties were unnaturally keen; but, all at once, I knew that there was something there. What was more, I had a horrible persuasion that, though unseeing, I was seen; that my every movement was being watched.

What it was that was with me I could not tell; I could not even guess. It was as though something in my mental organisation had been stricken by a sudden paralysis. It may seem childish to use such language; but I was overwrought, played out; physically speaking, at my last counter; and, in an instant, without the slightest warning, I was conscious of a very curious sensation, the like of which I had never felt before, and the like of which I pray that I never may feel again, — a sensation of panic fear. I remained rooted to the spot on which I stood, not daring to move, fearing to draw my breath. I felt that the presence with me in the room was something strange, something evil.

I do not know how long I stood there, spell-bound, but certainly for some considerable space of time. By degrees, as nothing moved, nothing was seen, nothing was heard, and nothing happened, I made an effort to better play the man. I knew that, at the moment, I played the cur. And endeavoured to ask myself of what it was I was afraid. I was shivering at my own imaginings. What could be in the room, to have suffered me to open the window and to enter unopposed? Whatever it was, was surely to the full as great a coward as I was, or why permit, unchecked, my burglarious entry. Since I had been allowed to enter, the probability was that I should be at liberty to retreat, — and I was sensible of a much keener desire to retreat than I had ever had to enter.

I had to put the greatest amount of pressure upon myself before I could summon up sufficient courage to enable me to even turn my head upon my shoulders, — and the moment I did so I turned it back again. What constrained me, to save my soul I could not have said, — but I was constrained. My heart was palpitating in my bosom; I could hear it beat. I was trembling so that I could scarcely stand. I was overwhelmed by a fresh flood of terror. I stared in front of me with eyes in which, had it been light, would have been seen the frenzy of unreasoning fear. My ears were strained so that I listened with an acuteness of tension which was painful.

Something moved. Slightly, with so slight a sound, that it would scarcely have been audible to other ears save mine. But I heard. I was looking in the direction from which the movement came, and, as I looked, I saw in front of me two specks of light. They had not been there a moment before, that I would swear. They were there now. They were eyes, — I told myself they were eyes. I had heard how cats’ eyes gleam in the dark, though I had never seen them, and I said to myself that these were cats’ eyes; that the thing in front of me was nothing but a cat. But I knew I lied. I knew that these were eyes, and I knew they were not cats’ eyes, but what eyes they were I did not know, — nor dared to think.

They moved, — towards me. The creature to which the eyes belonged was coming closer. So intense was my desire to fly that I would much rather have died than stood there still; yet I could not control a limb; my limbs were as if they were not mine. The eyes came on, — noiselessly. At first they were between two and three feet from the ground; but, on a sudden, there was a squelching sound, as if some yielding body had been squashed upon the floor. The eyes vanished, — to reappear, a moment afterwards, at what I judged to be a distance of some six inches from the floor. And they again came on.

So it seemed that the creature, whatever it was to which the eyes belonged, was, after all, but small. Why I did not obey the frantic longing which I had to flee from it, I cannot tell; I only know, I could not. I take it that the stress and privations which I had lately undergone, and which I was, even then, still undergoing, had much to do with my conduct at that moment, and with the part I played in all that followed. Ordinarily I believe that I have as high a spirit as the average man, and as solid a resolution; but when one has been dragged through the Valley of Humiliation, and plunged, again and again, into the Waters of Bitterness and Privation, a man can be constrained to a course of action of which, in his happier moments, he would have deemed himself incapable. I know this of my own knowledge.

Slowly the eyes came on, with a strange slowness, and as they came they moved from side to side as if their owner walked unevenly. Nothing could have exceeded the horror with which I awaited their approach, — except my incapacity to escape them. Not for an instant did my glance pass from them, — I could not have shut my eyes for all the gold the world contains! — so that as they came closer I had to look right down to what seemed to be almost the level of my feet. And, at last, they reached my feet. They never paused. On a sudden I felt something on my boot, and, with a sense of shrinking, horror, nausea, rendering me momentarily more helpless, I realised that the creature was beginning to ascend my legs, to climb my body. Even then what it was I could not tell, — it mounted me, apparently, with as much ease as if I had been horizontal instead of perpendicular. It was as though it were some gigantic spider, — a spider of the nightmares; a monstrous conception of some dreadful vision. It pressed lightly against my clothing with what might, for all the world, have been spider’s legs. There was an amazing host of them, — I felt the pressure of each separate one. They embraced me softly, stickily, as if the creature glued and unglued them, each time it moved.

Higher and higher! It had gained my loins. It was moving towards the pit of my stomach. The helplessness with which I suffered its invasion was not the least part of my agony, — it was that helplessness which we know in dreadful dreams. I understood, quite well, that if I did but give myself a hearty shake, the creature would fall off; but I had not a muscle at my command.

As the creature mounted its eyes began to play the part of two small lamps; they positively emitted rays of light. By their rays I began to perceive faint outlines of its body. It seemed larger than I had supposed. Either the body itself was slightly phosphorescent, or it was of a peculiar yellow hue. It gleamed in the darkness. What it was there was still nothing to positively show, but the impression grew upon me that it was some member of the spider family, some monstrous member, of the like of which I had never heard or read. It was heavy, so heavy indeed, that I wondered how, with so slight a pressure, it managed to retain its hold, — that it did so by the aid of some adhesive substance at the end of its legs I was sure, — I could feel it stick. Its weight increased as it ascended, — and it smelt! I had been for some time aware that it emitted an unpleasant, foetid odour; as it neared my face it became so intense as to be unbearable.

It was at my chest. I became more and more conscious of an uncomfortable wobbling motion, as if each time it breathed its body heaved. Its forelegs touched the bare skin about the base of my neck; they stuck to it, — shall I ever forget the feeling? I have it often in my dreams. While it hung on with those in front it seemed to draw its other legs up after it. It crawled up my neck, with hideous slowness, a quarter of an inch at a time, its weight compelling me to brace the muscles of my back. It reached my chin, it touched my lips, — and I stood still and bore it all, while it enveloped my face with its huge, slimy, evil-smelling body, and embraced me with its myriad legs. The horror of it made me mad. I shook myself like one stricken by the shaking ague. I shook the creature off. It squashed upon the floor. Shrieking like some lost spirit, turning, I dashed towards the window. As I went, my foot, catching in some obstacle, I fell headlong to the floor.

Picking myself up as quickly as I could I resumed my flight, — rain or no rain, oh to get out of that room! I already had my hand upon the sill, in another instant I should have been over it, — then, despite my hunger, my fatigues, let anyone have stopped me if they could! — when someone behind me struck a light.


CHAPTER III

THE MAN IN THE BED

The illumination which instantly followed was unexpected. It startled me, causing a moment’s check, from which I was just recovering when a voice said,

‘Keep still!’

There was a quality in the voice which I cannot describe. Not only an accent of command, but a something malicious, a something saturnine. It was a little guttural, though whether it was a man speaking I could not have positively said; but I had no doubt it was a foreigner. It was the most disagreeable voice I had ever heard, and it had on me the most disagreeable effect; for when it said, ‘Keep still!’ I kept still. It was as though there was nothing else for me to do.

‘Turn round!’

I turned round, mechanically, like an automaton. Such passivity was worse than undignified, it was galling; I knew that well. I resented it with secret rage. But in that room, in that presence, I was invertebrate.

When I turned I found myself confronting someone who was lying in bed. At the head of the bed was a shelf. On the shelf was a small lamp which gave the most brilliant light I had ever seen. It caught me full in the eyes, having on me such a blinding effect that for some seconds I could see nothing. Throughout the whole of that strange interview I cannot affirm that I saw clearly; the dazzling glare caused dancing specks to obscure my vision. Yet, after an interval of time, I did see something; and what I did see I had rather have left unseen.

I saw someone in front of me lying in a bed. I could not at once decide if it was a man or a woman. Indeed at first I doubted if it was anything human. But, afterwards, I knew it to be a man, — for this reason, if for no other, that it was impossible such a creature could be feminine. The bedclothes were drawn up to his shoulders; only his head was visible. He lay on his left side, his head resting on his left hand; motionless, eyeing me as if he sought to read my inmost soul. And, in very truth, I believe he read it. His age I could not guess; such a look of age I had never imagined. Had he asserted that he had been living through the ages, I should have been forced to admit that, at least, he looked it. And yet I felt that it was quite within the range of possibility that he was no older than myself, — there was a vitality in his eyes which was startling. It might have been that he had been afflicted by some terrible disease, and it was that which had made him so supernaturally ugly.

There was not a hair upon his face or head, but, to make up for it, the skin, which was a saffron yellow, was an amazing mass of wrinkles. The cranium, and, indeed, the whole skull, was so small as to be disagreeably suggestive of something animal. The nose, on the other hand, was abnormally large; so extravagant were its dimensions, and so peculiar its shape, it resembled the beak of some bird of prey. A characteristic of the face — and an uncomfortable one! — was that, practically, it stopped short at the mouth. The mouth, with its blubber lips, came immediately underneath the nose, and chin, to all intents and purposes, there was none. This deformity — for the absence of chin amounted to that — it was which gave to the face the appearance of something not human, — that, and the eyes. For so marked a feature of the man were his eyes, that, ere long, it seemed to me that he was nothing but eyes.

His eyes ran, literally, across the whole of the upper portion of his face, — remember, the face was unwontedly small, and the columna of the nose was razor-edged. They were long, and they looked out of narrow windows, and they seemed to be lighted by some internal radiance, for they shone out like lamps in a lighthouse tower. Escape them I could not, while, as I endeavoured to meet them, it was as if I shrivelled into nothingness. Never before had I realised what was meant by the power of the eye. They held me enchained, helpless, spell-bound. I felt that they could do with me as they would; and they did. Their gaze was unfaltering, having the bird-like trick of never blinking; this man could have glared at me for hours and never moved an eyelid.

It was he who broke the silence. I was speechless.

‘Shut the window.’ I did as he bade me. ‘Pull down the blind.’ I obeyed. ‘Turn round again.’ I was still obedient. ‘What is your name?’

Then I spoke, — to answer him. There was this odd thing about the words I uttered, that they came from me, not in response to my will power, but in response to his. It was not I who willed that I should speak; it was he. What he willed that I should say, I said. Just that, and nothing more. For the time I was no longer a man; my manhood was merged in his. I was, in the extremest sense, an example of passive obedience.

‘Robert Holt.’

‘What are you?’

‘A clerk.’

‘You look as if you were a clerk.’ There was a flame of scorn in his voice which scorched me even then. ‘What sort of a clerk are you?’

‘I am out of a situation.’

‘You look as if you were out of a situation.’ Again the scorn. ‘Are you the sort of clerk who is always out of a situation? You are a thief.’

‘I am not a thief.’

‘Do clerks come through the window?’ I was still, — he putting no constraint on me to speak. ‘Why did you come through the window?’

‘Because it was open.’

‘So! — Do you always come through a window which is open?’

‘No.’

‘Then why through this?’

‘Because I was wet — and cold — and hungry — and tired.’

The words came from me as if he had dragged them one by one, — which, in fact, he did.

‘Have you no home?’

‘No.’

‘Money?’

‘No.’

‘Friends?’

‘No.’

‘Then what sort of a clerk are you?’

I did not answer him, — I did not know what it was he wished me to say. I was the victim of bad luck, nothing else, — I swear it. Misfortune had followed hard upon misfortune. The firm by whom I had been employed for years suspended payment. I obtained a situation with one of their creditors, at a lower salary. They reduced their staff, which entailed my going. After an interval I obtained a temporary engagement; the occasion which required my services passed, and I with it. After another, and a longer interval, I again found temporary employment, the pay for which was but a pittance. When that was over I could find nothing. That was nine months ago, and since then I had not earned a penny. It is so easy to grow shabby, when you are on the everlasting tramp, and are living on your stock of clothes. I had trudged all over London in search of work, — work of any kind would have been welcome, so long as it would have enabled me to keep body and soul together. And I had trudged in vain. Now I had been refused admittance as a casual, — how easy is the descent! But I did not tell the man lying on the bed all this. He did not wish to hear, — had he wished he would have made me tell him.

It may be that he read my story, unspoken though it was, — it is conceivable. His eyes had powers of penetration which were peculiarly their own, — that I know.

‘Undress!’

When he spoke again that was what he said, in those guttural tones of his in which there was a reminiscence of some foreign land. I obeyed, letting my sodden, shabby clothes fall anyhow upon the floor. A look came on his face, as I stood naked in front of him, which, if it was meant for a smile, was a satyr’s smile, and which filled me with a sensation of shuddering repulsion.

‘What a white skin you have, — how white! What would I not give for a skin as white as that, — ah yes!’ He paused, devouring me with his glances; then continued. ‘Go to the cupboard; you will find a cloak; put it on.’

I went to a cupboard which was in a corner of the room, his eyes following me as I moved. It was full of clothing, — garments which might have formed the stock-in-trade of a costumier whose speciality was providing costumes for masquerades. A long dark cloak hung on a peg. My hand moved towards it, apparently of its own volition. I put it on, its ample folds falling to my feet.

‘In the other cupboard you will find meat, and bread, and wine. Eat and drink.’

On the opposite side of the room, near the head of his bed, there was a second cupboard. In this, upon a shelf, I found what looked like pressed beef, several round cakes of what tasted like rye bread, and some thin, sour wine, in a straw-covered flask. But I was in no mood to criticise; I crammed myself, I believe, like some famished wolf, he watching me, in silence, all the time. When I had done, which was when I had eaten and drunk as much as I could hold, there returned to his face that satyr’s grin.

‘I would that I could eat and drink like that, — ah yes! — Put back what is left.’ I put it back, — which seemed an unnecessary exertion, there was so little to put. ‘Look me in the face.’

I looked him in the face, — and immediately became conscious, as I did so, that something was going from me, — the capacity, as it were, to be myself. His eyes grew larger and larger, till they seemed to fill all space — till I became lost in their immensity. He moved his hand, doing something to me, I know not what, as it passed through the air — cutting the solid ground from underneath my feet, so that I fell headlong to the ground. Where I fell, there I lay, like a log.

And the light went out.


CHAPTER IV

A LONELY VIGIL

I knew that the light went out. For not the least singular, nor, indeed, the least distressing part of my condition was the fact that, to the best of my knowledge and belief, I never once lost consciousness during the long hours which followed. I was aware of the extinction of the lamp, and of the black darkness which ensued. I heard a rustling sound, as if the man in the bed was settling himself between the sheets. Then all was still. And throughout that interminable night I remained, my brain awake, my body dead, waiting, watching, for the day. What had happened to me I could not guess. That I probably wore some of the external evidences of death my instinct told me, — I knew I did. Paradoxical though it may sound, I felt as a man might feel who had actually died, — as, in moments of speculation, in the days gone by, I had imagined it as quite possible that he would feel. It is very far from certain that feeling necessarily expires with what we call life. I continually asked myself if I could be dead, — the inquiry pressed itself on me with awful iteration. Does the body die, and the brain — the I, the ego — still live on? God only knows. But, then! the agony of the thought.

The hours passed. By slow degrees, the silence was eclipsed. Sounds of traffic, of hurrying footsteps, — life! — were ushers of the morn. Outside the window sparrows twittered, — a cat mewed, a dog barked — there was the clatter of a milk can. Shafts of light stole past the blind, increasing in intensity. It still rained, now and again it pattered against the pane. The wind must have shifted, because, for the first time, there came, on a sudden, the clang of a distant clock striking the hour, — seven. Then, with the interval of a lifetime between each chiming, eight, — nine, — ten.

So far, in the room itself there had not been a sound. When the clock had struck ten, as it seemed to me, years ago, there came a rustling noise, from the direction of the bed. Feet stepped upon the floor, — moving towards where I was lying. It was, of course, now broad day, and I, presently, perceived that a figure, clad in some queer coloured garment, was standing at my side, looking down at me. It stooped, then knelt. My only covering was unceremoniously thrown from off me, so that I lay there in my nakedness. Fingers prodded me then and there, as if I had been some beast ready for the butcher’s stall. A face looked into mine, and, in front of me, were those dreadful eyes. Then, whether I was dead or living, I said to myself that this could be nothing human, — nothing fashioned in God’s image could wear such a shape as that. Fingers were pressed into my cheeks, they were thrust into my mouth, they touched my staring eyes, shut my eyelids, then opened them again, and — horror of horrors! — the blubber lips were pressed to mine — the soul of something evil entered into me in the guise of a kiss.

Then this travesty of manhood reascended to his feet, and said, whether speaking to me or to himself I could not tell,

‘Dead! — dead! — as good as dead! — and better! We’ll have him buried.’

He moved away from me. I heard a door open and shut, and knew that he was gone.

And he continued gone throughout the day. I had no actual knowledge of his issuing out into the street, but he must have done so, because the house appeared deserted. What had become of the dreadful creature of the night before I could not guess. My first fear was that he had left it behind him in the room with me, — it might be, as a sort of watchdog. But, as the minutes and the hours passed, and there was still no sign or sound of anything living, I concluded that, if the thing was there, it was, possibly, as helpless as myself, and that during its owner’s absence, at any rate, I had nothing to fear from its too pressing attentions.

That, with the exception of myself, the house held nothing human, I had strong presumptive proof more than once in the course of the day. Several times, both in the morning and the afternoon, people without endeavoured to attract the attention of whoever was within. Vehicles — probably tradesmen’s carts — drew up in front, their stopping being followed by more or less assiduous assaults upon the knocker and the bell. But in every case their appeals remained unheeded. Whatever it was they wanted, they had to go unsatisfied away. Lying there, torpid, with nothing to do but listen, I was, possibly, struck by very little, but it did occur to me that one among the callers was more persistent than the rest.

The distant clock had just struck noon when I heard the gate open, and someone approached the front door. Since nothing but silence followed, I supposed that the occupant of the place had returned, and had chosen to do so as silently as he had gone. Presently, however, there came from the doorstep a slight but peculiar call, as if a rat was squeaking. It was repeated three times, and then there was the sound of footsteps quietly retreating, and the gate re-closing. Between one and two the caller came again; there was a repetition of the same signal, — that it was a signal I did not doubt; followed by the same retreat. About three the mysterious visitant returned. The signal was repeated, and, when there was no response, fingers tapped softly against the panels of the front door. When there was still no answer, footsteps stole softly round the side of the house, and there came the signal from the rear, — and then, again, tapping of fingers against what was, apparently, the back door. No notice being taken of these various proceedings, the footsteps returned the way they went, and, as before, the gate was closed.

Shortly after darkness had fallen this assiduous caller returned, to make a fourth and more resolute attempt to call attention to his presence. From the peculiar character of his manoeuvres it seemed that he suspected that whoever was within had particular reasons for ignoring him without. He went through the familiar pantomime of the three squeaky calls both at the front door and the back, — followed by the tapping of the fingers on the panels. This time, however, he also tried the window panes, — I could hear, quite distinctly, the clear, yet distinct, noise of what seemed like knuckles rapping against the windows behind. Disappointed there, he renewed his efforts at the front. The curiously quiet footsteps came round the house, to pause before the window of the room in which I lay, — and then something singular occurred.

While I waited for the tapping, there came, instead, the sound of someone or something, scrambling on to the window-sill, — as if some creature, unable to reach the window from the ground, was endeavouring to gain the vantage of the sill. Some ungainly creature, unskilled in surmounting such an obstacle as a perpendicular brick wall. There was the noise of what seemed to be the scratching of claws, as if it experienced considerable difficulty in obtaining a hold on the unyielding surface. What kind of creature it was I could not think, — I was astonished to find that it was a creature at all. I had taken it for granted that the persevering visitor was either a woman or a man. If, however, as now seemed likely, it was some sort of animal, the fact explained the squeaking sounds, — though what, except a rat, did squeak like that was more than I could say — and the absence of any knocking or ringing.

Whatever it was, it had gained the summit of its desires, — the window-sill. It panted as if its efforts at climbing had made it short of breath. Then began the tapping. In the light of my new discovery, I perceived, clearly enough, that the tapping was hardly that which was likely to be the product of human fingers, — it was sharp and definite, rather resembling the striking of the point of a nail against the glass. It was not loud, but in time — it continued with much persistency — it became plainly vicious. It was accompanied by what I can only describe as the most extraordinary noises. There were squeaks, growing angrier and shriller as the minutes passed; what seemed like gaspings for breath; and a peculiar buzzing sound like, yet unlike, the purring of a cat.

The creature’s resentment at its want of success in attracting attention was unmistakable. The tapping became like the clattering of hailstones; it kept up a continuous noise with its cries and pantings; there was the sound as of some large body being rubbed against the glass, as if it were extending itself against the window, and endeavouring, by force of pressure, to gain an entrance through the pane. So violent did its contortions become that I momentarily anticipated the yielding of the glass, and the excited assailant coming crashing through. Considerably to my relief the window proved more impregnable than seemed at one time likely. The stolid resistance proved, in the end, to be too much either for its endurance or its patience. Just as I was looking for some fresh manifestation of fury, it seemed rather to tumble than to spring off the sill; then came, once more, the same sound of quietly retreating footsteps; and what, under the circumstances, seemed odder still, the same closing of the gate.

During the two or three hours which immediately ensued nothing happened at all out of the way, — and then took place the most surprising incident of all. The clock had struck ten some time before. Since before the striking of the hour nothing and no one had passed along what was evidently the little frequented road in front of that uncanny house. On a sudden two sounds broke the stillness without, — of someone running, and of cries. Judging from his hurrying steps someone seemed to be flying for his life, — to the accompaniment of curious cries. It was only when the runner reached the front of the house that, in the cries, I recognised the squeaks of the persistent caller. I imagined that he had returned, as before, alone, to renew his attacks upon the window, — until it was made plain, as it quickly was, that, with him, was some sort of a companion. Immediately there arose, from without, the noise of battle. Two creatures, whose cries were, to me, of so unusual a character, that I found it impossible to even guess at their identity, seemed to be waging war to the knife upon the doorstep. After a minute or two of furious contention, victory seemed to rest with one of the combatants, for the other fled, squeaking as with pain. While I listened, with strained attention, for the next episode in this queer drama, expecting that now would come another assault upon the window, to my unbounded surprise I heard a key thrust in the keyhole, the lock turned, and the front door thrown open with a furious bang. It was closed as loudly as it was opened. Then the door of the room in which I was, was dashed open, with the same display of excitement, and of clamour, footsteps came hurrying in, the door was slammed to with a force which shook the house to its foundations, there was a rustling as of bed-clothes, the brilliant illumination of the night before, and a voice, which I had only too good reason to remember said,

‘Stand up.’

I stood up, automatically, at the word of command, facing towards the bed.

There, between the sheets, with his head resting on his hand, in the attitude in which I had seen him last, was the being I had made acquaintance with under circumstances which I was never likely to forget, — the same, yet not the same.


CHAPTER V

AN INSTRUCTION TO COMMIT BURGLARY

That the man in the bed was the one whom, to my cost, I had suffered myself to stumble on the night before, there could, of course, not be the faintest doubt. And yet, directly I saw him, I recognised that some astonishing alteration had taken place in his appearance. To begin with, he seemed younger, — the decrepitude of age had given place to something very like the fire of youth. His features had undergone some subtle change. His nose, for instance, was not by any means so grotesque; its beak-like quality was less conspicuous. The most part of his wrinkles had disappeared, as if by magic. And, though his skin was still as yellow as saffron, his contours had rounded, — he had even come into possession of a modest allowance of chin. But the most astounding novelty was that about the face there was something which was essentially feminine; so feminine, indeed, that I wondered if I could by any possibility have blundered, and mistaken a woman for a man; some ghoulish example of her sex, who had so yielded to her depraved instincts as to have become nothing but a ghastly reminiscence of womanhood.

The effect of the changes which had come about in his appearance — for, after all, I told myself that it was impossible that I could have been such a simpleton as to have been mistaken on such a question as gender — was heightened by the self-evident fact that, very recently, he had been engaged in some pitched battle; some hand to hand, and, probably, discreditable encounter, from which he had borne away uncomfortable proofs of his opponent’s prowess. His antagonist could hardly have been a chivalrous fighter, for his countenance was marked by a dozen different scratches which seemed to suggest that the weapons used had been someone’s finger-nails. It was, perhaps, because the heat of the battle was still in his veins that he was in such a state of excitement. He seemed to be almost overwhelmed by the strength of his own feelings. His eyes seemed literally to flame with fire. The muscles of his face were working as if they were wholly beyond his own control. When he spoke his accent was markedly foreign; the words rushed from his lips in an inarticulate torrent; he kept repeating the same thing over and over again in a fashion which was not a little suggestive of insanity.

‘So you’re not dead! — you’re not dead: — you’re alive! — you’re alive! Well, — how does it feel to be dead? I ask you! — Is it not good to be dead? To keep dead is better, — it is the best of all! To have made an end of all things, to cease to strive and to cease to weep, to cease to want and to cease to have, to cease to annoy and to cease to long, to no more care, — no! — not for anything, to put from you the curse of life, — forever! — is that not the best? Oh yes! — I tell you! — do I not know? But for you such knowledge is not yet. For you there is the return to life, the coming out of death, — you shall live on! — for me! — Live on!’

He made a movement with his hand, and, directly he did so, it happened as on the previous evening, that a metamorphosis took place in the very abysses of my being. I woke from my torpor, as he put it, I came out of death, and was alive again. I was far, yet, from being my own man; I realised that he exercised on me a degree of mesmeric force which I had never dreamed that one creature could exercise on another; but, at least, I was no longer in doubt as to whether I was or was not dead. I knew I was alive.

He lay, watching me, as if he was reading the thoughts which occupied my brain, — and, for all I know, he was.

‘Robert Holt, you are a thief.’

‘I am not.’

My own voice, as I heard it, startled me, — it was so long since it had sounded in my ears.

‘You are a thief! Only thieves come through windows, — did you not come through the window?’ I was still, — what would my contradiction have availed me? ‘But it is well that you came through the window, — well you are a thief, — well for me! for me! It is you that I am wanting, — at the happy moment you have dropped yourself into my hands, — in the nick of time. For you are my slave, — at my beck and call, — my familiar spirit, to do with as I will, — you know this, — eh?’

I did know it, and the knowledge of my impotence was terrible. I felt that if I could only get away from him; only release myself from the bonds with which he had bound me about; only remove myself from the horrible glamour of his near neighbourhood; only get one or two square meals and have an opportunity of recovering from the enervating stress of mental and bodily fatigue; — I felt that then I might be something like his match, and that, a second time, he would endeavour in vain to bring me within the compass of his magic. But, as it was, I was conscious that I was helpless, and the consciousness was agony. He persisted in reiterating his former falsehood.

‘I say you are a thief! — a thief, Robert Holt, a thief! You came through a window for your own pleasure, now you will go through a window for mine, — not this window, but another.’ Where the jest lay I did not perceive; but it tickled him, for a grating sound came from his throat which was meant for laughter. ‘This time it is as a thief that you will go, — oh yes, be sure.’

He paused, as it seemed, to transfix me with his gaze. His unblinking eyes never for an instant quitted my face. With what a frightful fascination they constrained me, — and how I loathed them!

When he spoke again there was a new intonation in his speech, — something bitter, cruel, unrelenting.

‘Do you know Paul Lessingham?’

He pronounced the name as if he hated it, — and yet as if he loved to have it on his tongue.

‘What Paul Lessingham?’

‘There is only one Paul Lessingham! THE Paul Lessingham, — the GREAT
Paul Lessingham!’

He shrieked, rather than said this, with an outburst of rage so frenzied that I thought, for the moment, that he was going to spring on me and rend me. I shook all over. I do not doubt that, as I replied, my voice was sufficiently tremulous.

‘All the world knows Paul Lessingham, — the politician, — the statesman.’

As he glared at me his eyes dilated. I still stood in expectation of a physical assault. But, for the present, he contented himself with words.

‘To-night you are going through his window like a thief!’

I had no inkling of his meaning, — and, apparently, judging from his next words, I looked something of the bewilderment I felt.

‘You do not understand? — no! — it is simple! — what could be simpler? I say that to-night — to-night! — you are going through his window like a thief. You came through my window, — why not through the window of Paul Lessingham, the politician — the statesman.’

He repeated my words as if in mockery. I am — I make it my boast! — of that great multitude which regards Paul Lessingham as the greatest living force in practical politics; and which looks to him, with confidence, to carry through that great work of constitutional and social reform which he has set himself to do. I daresay that my tone, in speaking of him, savoured of laudation, — which, plainly, the man in the bed resented. What he meant by his wild words about my going through Paul Lessingham’s window like a thief, I still had not the faintest notion. They sounded like the ravings of a madman.

As I continued silent, and he yet stared, there came into his tone another note, — a note of tenderness, — a note of which I had not deemed him capable.

‘He is good to look at, Paul Lessingham, — is he not good to look at?’

I was aware that, physically, Mr Lessingham was a fine specimen of manhood, but I was not prepared for the assertion of the fact in such a quarter, — nor for the manner in which the temporary master of my fate continued to harp and enlarge upon the theme.

‘He is straight, — straight as the mast of a ship, — he is tall, — his skin is white; he is strong — do I not know that he is strong — how strong! — oh yes! Is there a better thing than to be his wife? his well-beloved? the light of his eyes? Is there for a woman a happier chance? Oh no, not one! His wife! — Paul Lessingham!’

As, with soft cadences, he gave vent to these unlooked-for sentiments, the fashion of his countenance was changed. A look of longing came into his face — of savage, frantic longing — which, unalluring though it was, for the moment transfigured him. But the mood was transient.

‘To be his wife, — oh yes! — the wife of his scorn! the despised and rejected!’

The return to the venom of his former bitterness was rapid, — I could not but feel that this was the natural man. Though why a creature such as he was should go out of his way to apostrophise, in such a manner, a publicist of Mr Lessingham’s eminence, surpassed my comprehension. Yet he stuck to his subject like a leech, — as if it had been one in which he had an engrossing personal interest.

‘He is a devil, — hard as the granite rock, — cold as the snows of Ararat. In him there is none of life’s warm blood, — he is accursed! He is false, — ay, false as the fables of those who lie for love of lies, — he is all treachery. Her whom he has taken to his bosom he would put away from him as if she had never been, — he would steal from her like a thief in the night, — he would forget she ever was! But the avenger follows after, lurking in the shadows, hiding among the rocks, waiting, watching, till his time shall come. And it shall come! — the day of the avenger! — ay, the day!’

Raising himself to a sitting posture, he threw his arms above his head, and shrieked with a demoniac fury. Presently he became a trifle calmer. Reverting to his recumbent position, resting his head upon his hand, he eyed me steadily; then asked me a question which struck me as being, under the circumstances, more than a little singular.

‘You know his house, — the house of the great Paul Lessingham, — the politician, — the statesman?’

‘I do not.’

‘You lie! — you do!’

The words came from him with a sort of snarl, — as if he would have lashed me across the face with them.

‘I do not. Men in my position are not acquainted with the residences of men in his. I may, at some time, have seen his address in print; but, if so, I have forgotten it.’

He looked at me intently, for some moments, as if to learn if I spoke the truth; and apparently, at last, was satisfied that I did.

‘You do not know it? — Well! — I will show it you, — I will show the house of the great Paul Lessingham.’

What he meant I did not know; but I was soon to learn, — an astounding revelation it proved to be. There was about his manner something hardly human; something which, for want of a better phrase, I would call vulpine. In his tone there was a mixture of mockery and bitterness, as if he wished his words to have the effect of corrosive sublimate, and to sear me as he uttered them.

‘Listen with all your ears. Give me your whole attention. Hearken to my bidding, so that you may do as I bid you. Not that I fear your obedience, — oh no!’

He paused, — as if to enable me to fully realise the picture of my helplessness conjured up by his jibes.

‘You came through my window, like a thief. You will go through my window, like a fool. You will go to the house of the great Paul Lessingham. You say you do not know it? Well, I will show it you. I will be your guide. Unseen, in the darkness and the night, I will stalk beside you, and will lead you to where I would have you go. — You will go just as you are, with bare feet, and head uncovered, and with but a single garment to hide your nakedness. You will be cold, your feet will be cut and bleeding, — but what better does a thief deserve? If any see you, at the least they will take you for a madman; there will be trouble. But have no fear; bear a bold heart. None shall see you while I stalk at your side. I will cover you with the cloak of invisibility, — so that you may come in safety to the house of the great Paul Lessingham.’

He paused again. What he said, wild and wanton though it was, was beginning to fill me with a sense of the most extreme discomfort. His sentences, in some strange, indescribable way, seemed, as they came from his lips, to warp my limbs; to enwrap themselves about me; to confine me, tighter and tighter, within, as it were, swaddling clothes; to make me more and more helpless. I was already conscious that whatever mad freak he chose to set me on, I should have no option but to carry it through.

‘When you come to the house, you will stand, and look, and seek for a window convenient for entry. It may be that you will find one open, as you did mine; if not, you will open one. How, — that is your affair, not mine. You will practise the arts of a thief to steal into his house.’

The monstrosity of his suggestion fought against the spell which he again was casting upon me, and forced me into speech, — endowed me with the power to show that there still was in me something of a man; though every second the strands of my manhood, as it seemed, were slipping faster through the fingers which were strained to clutch them.

‘I will not.’

He was silent. He looked at me. The pupils of his eyes dilated, — until they seemed all pupil.

‘You will. — Do you hear? — I say you will.’

‘I am not a thief, I am an honest man, — why should I do this thing?’

‘Because I bid you.’

‘Have mercy!’

‘On whom — on you, or on Paul Lessingham? — Who, at any time, has shown mercy unto me, that I should show mercy unto any?’

He stopped, and then again went on, — reiterating his former incredible suggestion with an emphasis which seemed to eat its way into my brain.

‘You will practise the arts of a thief to steal into his house; and, being in, will listen. If all be still, you will make your way to the room he calls his study.’

‘How shall I find it? I know nothing of his house.’

The question was wrung from me; I felt that the sweat was standing in great drops upon my brow.

‘I will show it you.’

‘Shall you go with me?’

‘Ay, — I shall go with you. All the time I shall be with you. You will not see me, but I shall be there. Be not afraid.’

His claim to supernatural powers, for what he said amounted to nothing less, was, on the face of it, preposterous, but, then, I was in no condition to even hint at its absurdity. He continued.

‘When you have gained the study, you will go to a certain drawer, which is in a certain bureau, in a corner of the room — I see it now; when you are there you shall see it too — and you will open it.’

‘Should it be locked?’

‘You still will open it.’

‘But how shall I open it if it is locked?’

‘By those arts in which a thief is skilled. I say to you again that that is your affair, not mine.’

I made no attempt to answer him. Even supposing that he forced me, by the wicked, and unconscionable exercise of what, I presumed, were the hypnotic powers with which nature had to such a dangerous degree endowed him, to carry the adventure to a certain stage, since he could hardly, at an instant’s notice, endow me with the knack of picking locks, should the drawer he alluded to be locked — which might Providence permit! — nothing serious might issue from it after all. He read my thoughts.

‘You will open it, — though it be doubly and trebly locked, I say that you will open it. — In it you will find—’ he hesitated, as if to reflect— ‘some letters; it may be two or three, — I know not just how many, — they are bound about by a silken ribbon. You will take them out of the drawer, and, having taken them, you will make the best of your way out of the house, and bear them back to me.’

‘And should anyone come upon me while engaged in these nefarious proceedings, — for instance, should I encounter Mr Lessingham himself, what then?’

‘Paul Lessingham? — You need have no fear if you encounter him.’

‘I need have no fear! — If he finds me, in his own house, at dead of night, committing burglary!’

‘You need have no fear of him.’

‘On your account, or on my own? — At least he will have me haled to gaol.’

‘I say you need have no fear of him. I say what I mean.’

‘How, then, shall I escape his righteous vengeance? He is not the man to suffer a midnight robber to escape him scatheless, — shall I have to kill him?’

‘You will not touch him with a finger, — nor will he touch you.’

‘By what spell shall I prevent him?’

‘By the spell of two words.’

‘What words are they?’

‘Should Paul Lessingham chance to come upon you, and find you in his house, a thief, and should seek to stay you from whatever it is you may be at, you will not flinch nor flee from him, but you will stand still, and you will say—’

Something in the crescendo accents of his voice, something weird and ominous, caused my heart to press against my ribs, so that when he stopped, in my eagerness I cried out,

‘What?’

‘THE BEETLE!’

As the words came from him in a kind of screech, the lamp went out, and the place was all in darkness, and I knew, so that the knowledge filled me with a sense of loathing, that with me, in the room, was the evil presence of the night before. Two bright specks gleamed in front of me; something flopped from off the bed on to the ground; the thing was coming towards me across the floor. It came slowly on, and on, and on. I stood still, speechless in the sickness of my horror. Until, on my bare feet, it touched me with slimy feelers, and my terror lest it should creep up my naked body lent me voice, and I fell shrieking like a soul in agony.

It may be that my shrieking drove it from me. At least, it went. I knew it went. And all was still. Until, on a sudden, the lamp flamed out again, and there, lying, as before, in bed, glaring at me with his baleful eyes, was the being whom, in my folly, or in my wisdom, — whichever it was! — I was beginning to credit with the possession of unhallowed, unlawful powers.

‘You will say that to him; those two words; they only; no more. And you will see what you will see. But Paul Lessingham is a man of resolution. Should he still persist in interference, or seek to hinder you, you will say those two words again. You need do no more. Twice will suffice, I promise you. — Now go. — Draw up the blind; open the window; climb through it. Hasten to do what I have bidden you. I wait here for your return, — and all the way I shall be with you.’


CHAPTER VI

A SINGULAR FELONY

I went to the window; I drew up the blind, unlatching the sash, I threw it open; and clad, or, rather, unclad as I was, I clambered through it into the open air. I was not only incapable of resistance, I was incapable of distinctly formulating the desire to offer resistance. Some compelling influence moved me hither and hither, with completest disregard of whether I would or would not.

And yet, when I found myself without, I was conscious of a sense of exultation at having escaped from the miasmic atmosphere of that room of unholy memories. And a faint hope began to dawn within my bosom that, as I increased the distance between myself and it, I might shake off something of the nightmare helplessness which numbed and tortured me. I lingered for a moment by the window; then stepped over the short dividing wall into the street; and then again I lingered.

My condition was one of dual personality, — while, physically, I was bound, mentally, to a considerable extent, I was free. But this measure of freedom on my mental side made my plight no better. For, among other things, I realised what a ridiculous figure I must be cutting, barefooted and bareheaded, abroad, at such an hour of the night, in such a boisterous breeze, — for I quickly discovered that the wind amounted to something like a gale. Apart from all other considerations, the notion of parading the streets in such a condition filled me with profound disgust. And I do believe that if my tyrannical oppressor had only permitted me to attire myself in my own garments, I should have started with a comparatively light heart on the felonious mission on which he apparently was sending me. I believe, too, that the consciousness of the incongruity of my attire increased my sense of helplessness, and that, had I been dressed as Englishmen are wont to be, who take their walks abroad, he would not have found in me, on that occasion, the facile instrument which, in fact, he did.

There was a moment, in which the gravelled pathway first made itself known to my naked feet, and the cutting wind to my naked flesh, when I think it possible that, had I gritted my teeth, and strained my every nerve, I might have shaken myself free from the bonds which shackled me, and bade defiance to the ancient sinner who, for all I knew, was peeping at me through the window. But so depressed was I by the knowledge of the ridiculous appearance I presented that, before I could take advantage of it the moment passed, — not to return again that night.

I did catch, as it were, at its fringe, as it was flying past me, making a hurried movement to one side, — the first I had made, of my own initiative, for hours. But it was too late. My tormentor, — as if, though unseen, he saw — tightened his grip, I was whirled round, and sped hastily onwards in a direction in which I certainly had no desire of travelling.

All the way I never met a soul. I have since wondered whether in that respect my experience was not a normal one; whether it might not have happened to any. If so, there are streets in London, long lines of streets, which, at a certain period of the night, in a certain sort of weather — probably the weather had something to do with it — are clean deserted; in which there is neither foot-passenger nor vehicle, — not even a policeman. The greater part of the route along which I was driven — I know no juster word — was one with which I had some sort of acquaintance. It led, at first, through what, I take it, was some part of Walham Green; then along the Lillie Road, through Brompton, across the Fulham Road, through the network of streets leading to Sloane Street, across Sloane Street into Lowndes Square. Who goes that way goes some distance, and goes through some important thorough fares; yet not a creature did I see, nor, I imagine, was there a creature who saw me. As I crossed Sloane Street, I fancied that I heard the distant rumbling of a vehicle along the Knightsbridge Road, but that was the only sound I heard.

It is painful even to recollect the plight in which I was when I was stopped, — for stopped I was, as shortly and as sharply, as the beast of burden, with a bridle in its mouth, whose driver puts a period to his career. I was wet, — intermittent gusts of rain were borne on the scurrying wind; in spite of the pace at which I had been brought, I was chilled to the bone; and — worst of all! — my mud-stained feet, all cut and bleeding, were so painful — for, unfortunately, I was still susceptible enough to pain — that it was agony to have them come into contact with the cold and the slime of the hard, unyielding pavement.

I had been stopped on the opposite side of the square, — that nearest to the hospital; in front of a house which struck me as being somewhat smaller than the rest. It was a house with a portico; about the pillars of this portico was trelliswork, and on the trelliswork was trained some climbing plant. As I stood, shivering, wondering what would happen next, some strange impulse mastered me, and, immediately, to my own unbounded amazement, I found myself scrambling up the trellis towards the verandah above. I am no gymnast, either by nature or by education; I doubt whether, previously, I had ever attempted to climb anything more difficult than a step ladder. The result was, that, though the impulse might be given me, the skill could not, and I had only ascended a yard or so when, losing my footing, I came slithering down upon my back. Bruised and shaken though I was, I was not allowed to inquire into my injuries. In a moment I was on my feet again, and again I was impelled to climb, — only, however, again to come to grief. This time the demon, or whatever it was, that had entered into me, seeming to appreciate the impossibility of getting me to the top of that verandah, directed me to try another way. I mounted the steps leading to the front door, got on to the low parapet which was at one side, thence on to the sill of the adjacent window, — had I slipped then I should have fallen a sheer descent of at least twenty feet to the bottom of the deep area down below. But the sill was broad, and — if it is proper to use such language in connection with a transaction of the sort in which I was engaged — fortune favoured me. I did not fall. In my clenched fist I had a stone. With this I struck the pane of glass, as with a hammer. Through the hole which resulted, I could just insert my hand, and reach the latch within. In another minute the sash was raised, and I was in the house, — I had committed burglary.

As I look back and reflect upon the audacity of the whole proceeding, even now I tremble. Hapless slave of another’s will although in very truth I was, I cannot repeat too often that I realised to the full just what it was that I was being compelled to do — a fact which was very far from rendering my situation less distressful! — and every detail of my involuntary actions was projected upon my brain in a series of pictures, whose clear-cut outlines, so long as memory endures, will never fade. Certainly no professional burglar, nor, indeed, any creature in his senses, would have ventured to emulate my surprising rashness. The process of smashing the pane of glass — it was plate glass — was anything but a noiseless one. There was, first, the blow itself, then the shivering of the glass, then the clattering of fragments into the area beneath. One would have thought that the whole thing would have made din enough to have roused the Seven Sleepers. But, here, again the weather was on my side. About that time the wind was howling wildly, — it came shrieking across the square. It is possible that the tumult which it made deadened all other sounds.

Anyhow, as I stood within the room which I had violated, listening for signs of someone being on the alert, I could hear nothing. Within the house there seemed to be the silence of the grave. I drew down the window, and made for the door.

It proved by no means easy to find. The windows were obscured by heavy curtains, so that the room inside was dark as pitch. It appeared to be unusually full of furniture, — an appearance due, perhaps, to my being a stranger in the midst of such Cimmerian blackness. I had to feel my way, very gingerly indeed, among the various impedimenta. As it was I seemed to come into contact with most of the obstacles there were to come into contact with, stumbling more than once over footstools, and over what seemed to be dwarf chairs. It was a miracle that my movements still continued to be unheard, — but I believe that the explanation was, that the house was well built; that the servants were the only persons in it at the time; that their bedrooms were on the top floor; that they were fast asleep; and that they were little likely to be disturbed by anything that might occur in the room which I had entered.

Reaching the door at last, I opened it, — listening for any promise of being interrupted — and — to adapt a hackneyed phrase — directed by the power which shaped my end, I went across the hall and up the stairs. I passed up the first landing, and, on the second, moved to a door upon the right. I turned the handle, it yielded, the door opened, I entered, closing it behind me. I went to the wall just inside the door, found a handle, jerked it, and switched on the electric light, — doing, I make no doubt, all these things, from a spectator’s point of view, so naturally, that a judge and jury would have been with difficulty persuaded that they were not the product of my own volition.

In the brilliant glow of the electric light I took a leisurely survey of the contents of the room. It was, as the man in the bed had said it would be, a study, — a fine, spacious apartment, evidently intended rather for work than for show. There were three separate writing-tables, one very large and two smaller ones, all covered with an orderly array of manuscripts and papers. A typewriter stood at the side of one. On the floor, under and about them, were piles of books, portfolios, and official-looking documents. Every available foot of wall space on three sides of the room was lined with shelves, full as they could hold with books. On the fourth side, facing the door, was a large lock-up oak bookcase, and, in the farther corner, a quaint old bureau. So soon as I saw this bureau I went for it, straight as an arrow from a bow, — indeed, it would be no abuse of metaphor to say that I was propelled towards it like an arrow from a bow.

It had drawers below, glass doors above, and between the drawers and the doors was a flap to let down. It was to this flap my attention was directed. I put out my hand to open it; it was locked at the top. I pulled at it with both hands; it refused to budge.

So this was the lock I was, if necessary, to practise the arts of a thief to open. I was no picklock; I had flattered myself that nothing, and no one, could make me such a thing. Yet now that I found myself confronted by that unyielding flap, I found that pressure, irresistible pressure, was being put upon me to gain, by any and every means, access to its interior. I had no option but to yield. I looked about me in search of some convenient tool with which to ply the felon’s trade. I found it close beside me. Leaning against the wall, within a yard of where I stood, were examples of various kinds of weapons, — among them, spear-heads. Taking one of these spear-heads, with much difficulty I forced the point between the flap and the bureau. Using the leverage thus obtained, I attempted to prise it open. The flap held fast; the spear-head snapped in two. I tried another, with the same result; a third, to fail again. There were no more. The most convenient thing remaining was a queer, heavy-headed, sharp-edged hatchet. This I took, brought the sharp edge down with all my force upon the refractory flap. The hatchet went through, — before I had done with it, it was open with a vengeance.

But I was destined on the occasion of my first — and, I trust, last — experience of the burglar’s calling, to carry the part completely through. I had gained access to the flap itself only to find that at the back were several small drawers, on one of which my observation was brought to bear in a fashion which it was quite impossible to disregard. As a matter of course it was locked, and, once more, I had to search for something which would serve as a rough-and-ready substitute for the missing key.

There was nothing at all suitable among the weapons, — I could hardly for such a purpose use the hatchet; the drawer in question was such a little one that to have done so would have been to shiver it to splinters. On the mantelshelf, in an open leather case, were a pair of revolvers. Statesmen, nowadays, sometimes stand in actual peril of their lives. It is possible that Mr Lessingham, conscious of continually threatened danger, carried them about with him as a necessary protection. They were serviceable weapons, large, and somewhat weighty, — of the type with which, I believe, upon occasion the police are armed. Not only were all the barrels loaded, but, in the case itself there was a supply of cartridges more than sufficient to charge them all again.

I was handling the weapons, wondering — if, in my condition, the word was applicable — what use I could make of them to enable me to gain admission to that drawer, when there came, on a sudden, from the street without, the sound of approaching wheels. There was a whirring within my brain, as if someone was endeavouring to explain to me to what service to apply the revolvers, and I, perforce, strained every nerve to grasp the meaning of my invisible mentor. While I did so, the wheels drew rapidly nearer, and, just as I was expecting them to go whirling by, stopped, — in front of the house. My heart leapt in my bosom. In a convulsion of frantic terror, again, during the passage of one frenzied moment, I all but burst the bonds that held me, and fled, haphazard, from the imminent peril. But the bonds were stronger than I, — it was as if I had been rooted to the ground.

A key was inserted in the keyhole of the front door, the lock was turned, the door thrown open, firm footsteps entered the house. If I could I would not have stood upon the order of my going, but gone at once, anywhere, anyhow; but, at that moment, my comings and goings were not matters in which I was consulted. Panic fear raging within, outwardly I was calm as possible, and stood, turning the revolvers over and over, asking myself what it could be that I was intended to do with them. All at once it came to me in an illuminating flash, — I was to fire at the lock of the drawer, and blow it open.

A madder scheme it would have been impossible to hit upon. The servants had slept through a good deal, but they would hardly sleep through the discharge of a revolver in a room below them, — not to speak of the person who had just entered the premises, and whose footsteps were already audible as he came up the stairs. I struggled to make a dumb protest against the insensate folly which was hurrying me to infallible destruction, without success. For me there was only obedience. With a revolver in either hand I marched towards the bureau as unconcernedly as if I would not have given my life to have escaped the denouement which I needed but a slight modicum of common sense to be aware was close at hand. I placed the muzzle of one of the revolvers against the keyhole of the drawer to which my unseen guide had previously directed me, and pulled the trigger. The lock was shattered, the contents of the drawer were at my mercy. I snatched up a bundle of letters, about which a pink ribbon was wrapped. Startled by a noise behind me, immediately following the report of the pistol, I glanced over my shoulder.

The room door was open, and Mr Lessingham was standing with the handle in his hand.


CHAPTER VII

THE GREAT PAUL LESSINGHAM

He was in evening dress. He carried a small portfolio in his left hand. If the discovery of my presence startled him, as it could scarcely have failed to do, he allowed no sign of surprise to escape him. Paul Lessingham’s impenetrability is proverbial. Whether on platforms addressing excited crowds, or in the midst of heated discussion in the House of Commons, all the world knows that his coolness remains unruffled. It is generally understood that he owes his success in the political arena in no slight measure to the adroitness which is born of his invulnerable presence of mind. He gave me a taste of its quality then. Standing in the attitude which has been familiarised to us by caricaturists, his feet apart, his broad shoulders well set back, his handsome head a little advanced, his keen blue eyes having in them something suggestive of a bird of prey considering just when, where, and how to pounce, he regarded me for some seconds in perfect silence, — whether outwardly I flinched I cannot say; inwardly I know I did. When he spoke, it was without moving from where he stood, and in the calm, airy tones in which he might have addressed an acquaintance who had just dropped in.

‘May I ask, sir, to what I am indebted for the pleasure of your company?’

He paused, as if waiting for my answer. When none came, he put his question in another form.

‘Pray, sir, who are you, and on whose invitation do I find you here?’

As I still stood speechless, motionless, meeting his glance without a twitching of an eyebrow, nor a tremor of the hand, I imagine that he began to consider me with an even closer intentness than before. And that the — to say the least of it — peculiarity of my appearance, caused him to suspect that he was face to face with an adventure of a peculiar kind. Whether he took me for a lunatic I cannot certainly say; but, from his manner, I think it possible he did. He began to move towards me from across the room, addressing me with the utmost suavity and courtesy.

‘Be so good as to give me the revolver, and the papers you are holding in your hand.’

As he came on, something entered into me, and forced itself from between my lips, so that I said, in a low, hissing voice, which I vow was never mine,

‘THE BEETLE!’

Whether it was, or was not, owing, in some degree, to a trick of my imagination, I cannot determine, but, as the words were spoken, it seemed to me that the lights went low, so that the place was all in darkness, and I again was filled with the nauseous consciousness of the presence of something evil in the room. But if, in that matter, my abnormally strained imagination played me a trick, there could be no doubt whatever as to the effect which the words had on Mr Lessingham. When the mist of the blackness — real or supposititious — had passed from before my eyes, I found that he had retreated to the extremest limits of the room, and was crouching, his back against the bookshelves, clutching at them, in the attitude of a man who has received a staggering blow, from which, as yet, he has had no opportunity of recovering. A most extraordinary change had taken place in the expression of his face; in his countenance amazement, fear, and horror seemed struggling for the mastery. I was filled with a most discomforting qualm, as I gazed at the frightened figure in front of me, and realised that it was that of the great Paul Lessingham, the god of my political idolatry.

‘Who are you? — In God’s name, who are you?’

His very voice seemed changed; his frenzied, choking accents would hardly have been recognised by either friend or foe.

‘Who are you? — Do you hear me ask, who are you? In the name of God, I bid you say!’

As he perceived that I was still, he began to show a species of excitement which it was unpleasant to witness, especially as he continued to crouch against the bookshelf, as if he was afraid to stand up straight. So far from exhibiting the impassivity for which he was renowned, all the muscles in his face and all the limbs in his body seemed to be in motion at once; he was like a man afflicted with the shivering ague, — his very fingers were twitching aimlessly, as they were stretched out on either side of him, as if seeking for support from the shelves against which he leaned.

‘Where have you come from? what do you want? who sent you here? what concern have you with me? is it necessary that you should come and play these childish tricks with me? why? why?’

The questions came from him with astonishing rapidity. When he saw that I continued silent, they came still faster, mingled with what sounded to me like a stream of inchoate abuse.

‘Why do you stand there in that extraordinary garment, — it’s worse than nakedness, yes, worse than nakedness! For that alone I could have you punished, and I will! — and try to play the fool? Do you think I am a boy to be bamboozled by every bogey a blunderer may try to conjure up? If so, you’re wrong, as whoever sent you might have had sense enough to let you know. If you tell me who you are, and who sent you here, and what it is you want, I will be merciful; if not, the police shall be sent for, and the law shall take its course, — to the bitter end! — I warn you. — Do you hear? You fool! tell me who you are?’

The last words came from him in what was very like a burst of childish fury. He himself seemed conscious, the moment after, that his passion was sadly lacking in dignity, and to be ashamed of it. He drew himself straight up. With a pocket-handkerchief which he took from an inner pocket of his coat, he wiped his lips. Then, clutching it tightly in his hand, he eyed me with a fixedness which, under any other circumstances, I should have found unbearable.

‘Well, sir, is your continued silence part of the business of the role you have set yourself to play?’

His tone was firmer, and his bearing more in keeping with his character.

‘If it be so, I presume that I, at least have liberty to speak. When I find a gentleman, even one gifted with your eloquence of silence, playing the part of burglar, I think you will grant that a few words on my part cannot justly be considered to be out of place.’

Again he paused. I could not but feel that he was employing the vehicle of somewhat cumbrous sarcasm to gain time, and to give himself the opportunity of recovering, if the thing was possible, his pristine courage. That, for some cause wholly hidden from me, the mysterious utterance had shaken his nature to its deepest foundations, was made plainer by his endeavour to treat the whole business with a sort of cynical levity.

‘To commence with, may I ask if you have come through London, or through any portion of it, in that costume, — or, rather, in that want of costume? It would seem out of place in a Cairene street, — would it not? — even in the Rue de Rabagas, — was it not the Rue de Rabagas?’

He asked the question with an emphasis the meaning of which was wholly lost on me. What he referred to either then, or in what immediately followed, I, of course, knew no more than the man in the moon, — though I should probably have found great difficulty in convincing him of my ignorance.

‘I take it that you are a reminiscence of the Rue de Rabagas, — that, of course; — is it not of course? The little house with the blue-grey Venetians, and the piano with the F sharp missing? Is there still the piano? with the tinny treble, — indeed, the whole atmosphere, was it not tinny? — You agree with me? — I have not forgotten. I am not even afraid to remember, — you perceive it?’

A new idea seemed to strike him, — born, perhaps, of my continued silence.

‘You look English, — is it possible that you are not English? What are you then — French? We shall see!’

He addressed me in a tongue which I recognised as French, but with which I was not sufficiently acquainted to understand. Although, I flatter myself that, — as the present narrative should show — I have not made an ill-use of the opportunities which I have had to improve my, originally, modest education, I regret that I have never had so much as a ghost of a chance to acquire an even rudimentary knowledge of any language except my own. Recognising, I suppose, from my looks, that he was addressing me in a tongue to which I was a stranger, after a time he stopped, added something with a smile, and then began to talk to me in a lingo to which, in a manner of speaking, I was even stranger, for this time I had not the faintest notion what it was, — it might have been gibberish for all that I could tell. Quickly perceiving that he had succeeded no better than before, he returned to English.

‘You do not know French? — nor the patois of the Rue de Rabagas? Very good, — then what is it that you do know? Are you under a vow of silence, or are you dumb, — except upon occasion? Your face is English, — what can be seen of it, and I will take it, therefore, that English spoken words convey some meaning to your brain. So listen, sir, to what I have to say, — do me the favour to listen carefully.’

He was becoming more and more his former self. In his clear, modulated tones there was a ring of something like a threat, — a something which went very far beyond his words.

‘You know something of a period which I choose to have forgotten, — that is plain; you come from a person who, probably, knows still more. Go back to that person and say that what I have forgotten I have forgotten; nothing will be gained by anyone by an endeavour to induce me to remember, — be very sure upon that point, say that nothing will be gained by anyone. That time was one of mirage, of delusion, of disease. I was in a condition, mentally and bodily, in which pranks could have been played upon me by any trickster. Such pranks were played. I know that now quite well. I do not pretend to be proficient in the modus operandi of the hankey-pankey man, but I know that he has a method, all the same, — one susceptible, too, of facile explanation. Go back to your friend, and tell him that I am not again likely to be made the butt of his old method, — nor of his new one either. — You hear me, sir?’

I remained motionless and silent, — an attitude which, plainly, he resented.

‘Are you deaf and dumb? You certainly are not dumb, for you spoke to me just now. Be advised by me, and do not compel me to resort to measures which will be the cause to you of serious discomfort. — You hear me, sir?’

Still, from me, not a sign of comprehension, — to his increased annoyance.

‘So be it. Keep your own counsel, if you choose. Yours will be the bitterness, not mine. You may play the lunatic, and play it excellently well, but that you do understand what is said to you is clear. — Come to business, sir. Give me that revolver, and the packet of letters which you have stolen from my desk.’

He had been speaking with the air of one who desired to convince himself as much as me, — and about his last words there was almost a flavour of braggadocio. I remained unheeding.

‘Are you going to do as I require, or are you insane enough to refuse? — in which case I shall summon assistance, and there will quickly be an end of it. Pray do not imagine that you can trick me into supposing that you do not grasp the situation. I know better. — Once more, are you going to give me that revolver and those letters?’

Yet no reply. His anger was growing momentarily greater, — and his agitation too. On my first introduction to Paul Lessingham I was not destined to discover in him any one of those qualities of which the world held him to be the undisputed possessor. He showed himself to be as unlike the statesman I had conceived, and esteemed, as he easily could have done.

‘Do you think I stand in awe of you? — you! — of such a thing as you! Do as I tell you, or I myself will make you, — and, at the same time, teach you a much-needed lesson.’

He raised his voice. In his bearing there was a would-be defiance. He might not have been aware of it, but the repetitions of the threats were, in themselves, confessions of weakness. He came a step or two forward, — then, stopping short, began to tremble. The perspiration broke out upon his brow; he made spasmodic little dabs at it with his crumpled-up handkerchief. His eyes wandered hither and thither, as if searching for something which they feared to see yet were constrained to seek. He began to talk to himself, out loud, in odd disconnected sentences, — apparently ignoring me entirely.

‘What was that? — It was nothing. — It was my imagination. — My nerves are out of order. — I have been working too hard. — I am not well. — WHAT’S THAT?’

This last inquiry came from him in a half-stifled shriek, — as the door opened to admit the head and body of an elderly man in a state of considerable undress. He had the tousled appearance of one who had been unexpectedly roused out of slumber, and unwillingly dragged from bed. Mr Lessingham stared at him as if he had been a ghost, while he stared back at Mr Lessingham as if he found a difficulty in crediting the evidence of his own eyes. It was he who broke the silence, — stutteringly.

‘I am sure I beg your pardon, sir, but one of the maids thought that she heard the sound of a shot, and we came down to see if there was anything the matter, — I had no idea, sir, that you were here.’ His eyes travelled from Mr Lessingham towards me, — suddenly increasing, when they saw me, to about twice their previous size. ‘God save us! — who is that?’

The man’s self-evident cowardice possibly impressed Mr Lessingham with the conviction that he himself was not cutting the most dignified of figures. At any rate, he made a notable effort to, once more, assume a bearing of greater determination.

‘You are quite right, Matthews, quite right. I am obliged by your watchfulness. At present you may leave the room — I propose to deal with this fellow myself, — only remain with the other men upon the landing, so that, if I call, you may come to my assistance.’

Matthews did as he was told, he left the room, — with, I fancy, more rapidity than he had entered it. Mr Lessingham returned to me, his manner distinctly more determined, as if he found his resolution reinforced by the near neighbourhood of his retainers,

‘Now, my man, you see how the case stands, at a word from me you will be overpowered and doomed to undergo a long period of imprisonment. Yet I am still willing to listen to the dictates of mercy. Put down that revolver, give me those letters, — you will not find me disposed to treat you hardly.’

For all the attention I paid him, I might have been a graven image. He misunderstood, or pretended to misunderstand, the cause of my silence.

‘Come, I see that you suppose my intentions to be harsher than they really are, — do not let us have a scandal, and a scene, — be sensible! — give me those letters!’

Again he moved in my direction; again, after he had taken a step or two, to stumble and stop, and look about him with frightened eyes; again to begin to mumble to himself aloud.

‘It’s a conjurer’s trick! — Of course! — Nothing more, — What else could it be? — I’m not to be fooled. — I’m older than I was. I’ve been overdoing it, — that’s all.’

Suddenly he broke into cries.

‘Matthews! Matthews! — Help! help!’

Matthews entered the room, followed by three other men, younger than himself. Evidently all had slipped into the first articles of clothing they could lay their hands upon, and each carried a stick, or some similar rudimentary weapon.

Their master spurred them on.

‘Strike the revolver out of his hand, Matthews! — knock him down! — take the letters from him! — don’t be afraid! — I’m not afraid!’

In proof of it, he rushed at me, as it seemed half blindly. As he did so I was constrained to shout out, in tones which I should not have recognised as mine,

‘THE BEETLE!’

And that moment the room was all in darkness, and there were screams as of someone in an agony of terror or of pain. I felt that something had come into the room, I knew not whence nor how, — something of horror. And the next action of which I was conscious was, that under cover of the darkness, I was flying from the room, propelled by I knew not what.


CHAPTER VIII

THE MAN IN THE STREET

Whether anyone pursued I cannot say. I have some dim recollection, as I came out of the room, of women being huddled against the wall upon the landing, and of their screaming as I went past. But whether any effort was made to arrest my progress I cannot tell. My own impression is that not the slightest attempt to impede my headlong flight was made by anyone.

In what direction I was going I did not know. I was like a man flying through the phantasmagoric happenings of a dream, knowing neither how nor whither. I tore along what I suppose was a broad passage, through a door at the end into what, I fancy, was a drawing-room. Across this room I dashed, helter-skelter, bringing down, in the gloom, unseen articles of furniture, with myself sometimes on top, and sometimes under them. In a trice, each time I fell, I was on my feet again, — until I went crashing against a window which was concealed by curtains. It would not have been strange had I crashed through it, — but I was spared that. Thrusting aside the curtains, I fumbled for the fastening of the window. It was a tall French casement, extending, so far as I could judge, from floor to ceiling. When I had it open I stepped through it on to the verandah without, — to find that I was on the top of the portico which I had vainly essayed to ascend from below.

I tried the road down which I had tried up, — proceeding with a breakneck recklessness of which now I shudder to think. It was, probably, some thirty feet above the pavement, yet I rushed at the descent with as much disregard for the safety of life and limb as if it had been only three. Over the edge of the parapet I went, obtaining, with my naked feet, a precarious foothold on the latticework, — then down I commenced to scramble. I never did get a proper hold, and when I had descended, perhaps, rather more than half the distance — scraping, as it seemed to me, every scrap of skin off my body in the process — I lost what little hold I had. Down to the bottom I went tumbling, rolling right across the pavement into the muddy road. It was a miracle I was not seriously injured, — but in that sense, certainly, that night the miracles were on my side. Hardly was I down, than I was up again, — mud and all.

Just as I was getting on to my feet I felt a firm hand grip me by the shoulder. Turning I found myself confronted by a tall, slenderly built man, with a long, drooping moustache, and an overcoat buttoned up to the chin, who held me with a grasp of steel. He looked at me, — and I looked back at him.

‘After the ball, — eh?’

Even then I was struck by something pleasant in his voice, and some quality as of sunshine in his handsome face.

Seeing that I said nothing he went on, — with a curious, half mocking smile.

‘Is that the way to come slithering down the Apostle’s pillar? — Is it simple burglary, or simpler murder? — Tell me the glad tidings that you’ve killed St Paul, and I’ll let you go.’

Whether he was mad or not I cannot say, — there was some excuse for thinking so. He did not look mad, though his words and actions alike were strange.

‘Although you have confined yourself to gentle felony, shall I not shower blessings on the head of him who has been robbing Paul? — Away with you!’

He removed his grip, giving me a gentle push as he did so, — and I was away. I neither stayed nor paused.

I knew little of records, but if anyone has made a better record than I did that night between Lowndes Square and Walham Green I should like to know just what it was, — I should, too, like to have seen it done.

In an incredibly short space of time I was once more in front of the house with the open window, — the packet of letters — which were like to have cost me so dear! — gripped tightly in my hand.


CHAPTER IX

THE CONTENTS OF THE PACKET

I pulled up sharply, — as if a brake had been suddenly, and even mercilessly, applied to bring me to a standstill. In front of the window I stood shivering. A shower had recently commenced, — the falling rain was being blown before the breeze. I was in a terrible sweat, — yet tremulous as with cold; covered with mud; bruised, and cut, and bleeding, — as piteous an object as you would care to see. Every limb in my body ached; every muscle was exhausted; mentally and physically I was done; had I not been held up, willy nilly, by the spell which was upon me, I should have sunk down, then and there, in a hopeless, helpless, hapless heap.

But my tormentor was not yet at an end with me.

As I stood there, like some broken and beaten hack, waiting for the word of command, it came. It was as if some strong magnetic current had been switched on to me through the window to draw me into the room. Over the low wall I went, over the sill, — once more I stood in that chamber of my humiliation and my shame. And once again I was conscious of that awful sense of the presence of an evil thing. How much of it was fact, and how much of it was the product of imagination I cannot say; but, looking back, it seems to me that it was as if I had been taken out of the corporeal body to be plunged into the inner chambers of all nameless sin. There was the sound of something flopping from off the bed on to the ground, and I knew that the thing was coming at me across the floor. My stomach quaked, my heart melted within me, — the very anguish of my terror gave me strength to scream, — and scream! Sometimes, even now, I seem to hear those screams of mine ringing through the night, and I bury my face in the pillow, and it is as though I was passing through the very Valley of the Shadow.

The thing went back, — I could hear it slipping and sliding across the floor. There was silence. And, presently, the lamp was lit, and the room was all in brightness. There, on the bed, in the familiar attitude between the sheets, his head resting on his hand, his eyes blazing like living coals, was the dreadful cause of all my agonies. He looked at me with his unpitying, unblinking glance.

‘So! — Through the window again! — like a thief! — Is it always through that door that you come into a house?’

He paused, — as if to give me time to digest his gibe.

‘You saw Paul Lessingham, — well? — the great Paul Lessingham! — Was he, then, so great?’

His rasping voice, with its queer foreign twang, reminded me, in some uncomfortable way, of a rusty saw, — the things he said, and the manner in which he said them, were alike intended to add to my discomfort. It was solely because the feat was barely possible that he only partially succeeded.

‘Like a thief you went into his house, — did I not tell you that you would? Like a thief he found you, — were you not ashamed? Since, like a thief he found you, how comes it that you have escaped, — by what robber’s artifice have you saved yourself from gaol?’

His manner changed, — so that, all at once, he seemed to snarl at me.

‘Is he great? — well! — is he great, — Paul Lessingham? You are small, but he is smaller, — your great Paul Lessingham! — Was there ever a man so less than nothing?’

With the recollection fresh upon me of Mr Lessingham as I had so lately seen him I could not but feel that there might be a modicum of truth in what, with such an intensity of bitterness, the speaker suggested. The picture which, in my mental gallery, I had hung in the place of honour, seemed, to say the least, to have become a trifle smudged.

As usual, the man in the bed seemed to experience not the slightest difficulty in deciphering what was passing through my mind.

‘That is so, — you and he, you are a pair, — the great Paul Lessingham is as great a thief as you, — and greater! — for, at least, than you he has more courage.’

For some moments he was still; then exclaimed, with sudden fierceness,

‘Give me what you have stolen!’

I moved towards the bed — most unwillingly — and held out to him the packet of letters which I had abstracted from the little drawer. Perceiving my disinclination to his near neighbourhood, he set himself to play with it. Ignoring my outstretched hand, he stared me straight in the face.

‘What ails you? Are you not well? Is it not sweet to stand close at my side? You, with your white skin, if I were a woman, would you not take me for a wife?’

There was something about the manner in which this was said which was so essentially feminine that once more I wondered if I could possibly be mistaken in the creature’s sex. I would have given much to have been able to strike him across the face, — or, better, to have taken him by the neck, and thrown him through the window, and rolled him in the mud.

He condescended to notice what I was holding out to him.

‘So! — that is what you have stolen! — That is what you have taken from the drawer in the bureau — the drawer which was locked — and which you used the arts in which a thief is skilled to enter. Give it to me, — thief!’

He snatched the packet from me, scratching the back of my hand as he did so, as if his nails had been talons. He turned the packet over and over, glaring at it as he did so, — it was strange what a relief it was to have his glance removed from off my face.

‘You kept it in your inner drawer, Paul Lessingham, where none but you could see it, — did you? You hid it as one hides treasure. There should be something here worth having, worth seeing, worth knowing, — yes, worth knowing! — since you found it worth your while to hide it up so closely.’

As I have said, the packet was bound about by a string of pink ribbon, — a fact on which he presently began to comment.

‘With what a pretty string you have encircled it, — and how neatly it is tied! Surely only a woman’s hand could tie a knot like that, — who would have guessed yours were such agile fingers? — So! An endorsement on the cover! What’s this? — let’s see what’s written!— “The letters of my dear love, Marjorie Lindon.”’

As he read these words, which, as he said, were endorsed upon the outer sheet of paper which served as a cover for the letters which were enclosed within, his face became transfigured. Never did I suppose that rage could have so possessed a human countenance. His jaw dropped open so that his yellow fangs gleamed though his parted lips, — he held his breath so long that each moment I looked to see him fall down in a fit; the veins stood out all over his face and head like seams of blood. I know not how long he continued speechless. When his breath returned, it was with chokings and gaspings, in the midst of which he hissed out his words, as if their mere passage through his throat brought him near to strangulation.

‘The letters of his dear love! — of his dear love! — his! — Paul Lessingham’s! — So! — It is as I guessed, — as I knew, — as I saw! — Marjorie Lindon! — Sweet Marjorie! — His dear love! — Paul Lessingham’s dear love! — She with the lily face, the corn-hued hair! — What is it his dear love has found in her fond heart to write Paul Lessingham?’

Sitting up in bed he tore the packet open. It contained, perhaps, eight or nine letters, — some mere notes, some long epistles. But, short or long, he devoured them with equal appetite, each one over and over again, till I thought he never would have done re-reading them. They were on thick white paper, of a peculiar shade of whiteness, with untrimmed edges, On each sheet a crest and an address were stamped in gold, and all the sheets were of the same shape and size. I told myself that if anywhere, at any time, I saw writing paper like that again, I should not fail to know it. The caligraphy was, like the paper, unusual, bold, decided, and, I should have guessed, produced by a J pen.

All the time that he was reading he kept emitting sounds, more resembling yelps and snarls than anything more human, — like some savage beast nursing its pent-up rage. When he had made an end of reading, — for the season, — he let his passion have full vent.

‘So! — That is what his dear love has found it in her heart to write
Paul Lessingham! — Paul Lessingham!’

Pen cannot describe the concentrated frenzy of hatred with which the speaker dwelt upon the name, — it was demoniac.

‘It is enough! — it is the end! — it is his doom! He shall be ground between the upper and the nether stones in the towers of anguish, and all that is left of him shall be cast on the accursed stream of the bitter waters, to stink under the blood-grimed sun! And for her — for Marjorie Lindon! — for his dear love! — it shall come to pass that she shall wish that she was never born, — nor he! — and the gods of the shadows shall smell the sweet incense of her suffering! — It shall be! it shall be! It is I that say it, — even I!’

In the madness of his rhapsodical frenzy I believe that he had actually forgotten I was there. But, on a sudden, glancing aside, he saw me, and remembered, — and was prompt to take advantage of an opportunity to wreak his rage upon a tangible object.

‘It is you! — you thief! — you still live! — to make a mock of one of the children of the gods!’

He leaped, shrieking, off the bed, and sprang at me, clasping my throat with his horrid hands, bearing me backwards on to the floor; I felt his breath mingle with mine * * * and then God, in His mercy, sent oblivion.


BOOK II

The Haunted Man

The Story according to Sydney Atherton, Esquire


CHAPTER X

REJECTED

It was after our second waltz I did it. In the usual quiet corner — which, that time, was in the shadow of a palm in the hall. Before I had got into my stride she checked me, — touching my sleeve with her fan, turning towards me with startled eyes.

‘Stop, please!’

But I was not to be stopped. Cliff Challoner passed, with Gerty Cazell. I fancy that, as he passed, he nodded. I did not care. I was wound up to go, and I went it. No man knows how he can talk till he does talk, — to the girl he wants to marry. It is my impression that I gave her recollections of the Restoration poets. She seemed surprised, — not having previously detected in me the poetic strain, and insisted on cutting in.

‘Mr Atherton, I am so sorry.’

Then I did let fly.

‘Sorry that I love you! — why? Why should you be sorry that you have become the one thing needful in any man’s eyes, — even in mine? The one thing precious, — the one thing to be altogether esteemed! Is it so common for a woman to come across a man who would be willing to lay down his life for her that she should be sorry when she finds him?’

‘I did not know that you felt like this, though I confess that I have had my — my doubts.’

‘Doubts! — I thank you.’

‘You are quite aware, Mr Atherton, that I like you very much.’

‘Like me! — Bah!’

‘I cannot help liking you, — though it may be “bah.”’

‘I don’t want you to like me, — I want you to love me.’

‘Precisely, — that is your mistake.’

‘My mistake! — in wanting you to love me! — when I love you—’

‘Then you shouldn’t, — though I can’t help thinking that you are mistaken even there.’

‘Mistaken! — in supposing that I love you! — when I assert and reassert it with the whole force of my being! What do you want me to do to prove I love you, — take you in my arms and crush you to my bosom, and make a spectacle of you before every creature in the place?’

‘I’d rather you wouldn’t, and perhaps you wouldn’t mind not talking quite so loud. Mr Challoner seems to be wondering what you’re shouting about.’

‘You shouldn’t torture me.’

She opened and shut her fan, — as she looked down at it I am disposed to suspect that she smiled.

‘I am glad we have had this little explanation, because, of course, you are my friend.’

‘I am not your friend.’

‘Pardon me, you are.’

‘I say I’m not, — if I can’t be something else, I’ll be no friend.’

She went on, — calmly ignoring me, — playing with her fan.

‘As it happens, I am, just now, in rather a delicate position, in which a friend is welcome.’

‘What’s the matter? Who’s been worrying you, — your father?’

‘Well, — he has not, — as yet; but he may be soon.’

‘What’s in the wind?’

‘Mr Lessingham.’

She dropped her voice, — and her eyes. For the moment I did not catch her meaning.

‘What?’

‘Your friend, Mr Lessingham.’

‘Excuse me, Miss Lindon, but I am by no means sure that anyone is entitled to call Mr Lessingham a friend of mine.’

‘What! — Not when I am going to be his wife?’

That took me aback. I had had my suspicions that Paul Lessingham was more with Marjorie than he had any right to be, but I had never supposed that she could see anything desirable in a stick of a man like that. Not to speak of a hundred and one other considerations, — Lessingham on one side of the House, and her father on the other; and old Lindon girding at him anywhere and everywhere — with his high-dried Tory notions of his family importance, — to say nothing of his fortune.

I don’t know if I looked what I felt, — if I did, I looked uncommonly blank.

‘You have chosen an appropriate moment, Miss Lindon, to make to me such a communication.’

She chose to disregard my irony.

‘I am glad you think so, because now you will understand what a difficult position I am in.’

‘I offer you my hearty congratulations.’

‘And I thank you for them, Mr Atherton, in the spirit in which they are offered, because from you I know they mean so much.’

I bit my lip, — for the life of me I could not tell how she wished me to read her words.

‘Do I understand that this announcement has been made to me as one of the public?’

‘You do not. It is made to you, in confidence, as my friend, — as my greatest friend; because a husband is something more than friend.’ My pulses tingled. ‘You will be on my side?’

She had paused, — and I stayed silent.

‘On your side, — or Mr Lessingham’s?’

‘His side is my side, and my side is his side; — you will be on our side?’

‘I am not sure that I altogether follow you.’

‘You are the first I have told. When papa hears it is possible that there will be trouble, — as you know. He thinks so much of you and of your opinion; when that trouble comes I want you to be on our side, — on my side.’

‘Why should I? — what does it matter? You are stronger than your father, — it is just possible that Lessingham is stronger than you; together, from your father’s point of view, you will be invincible.’

‘You are my friend, — are you not my friend?’

‘In effect, you offer me an Apple of Sodom.’

‘Thank you; — I did not think you so unkind.’

‘And you, — are you kind? I make you an avowal of my love, and, straightway, you ask me to act as chorus to the love of another.’

‘How could I tell you loved me, — as you say! I had no notion. You have known me all your life, yet you have not breathed a word of it till now.’

‘If I had spoken before?’

I imagine that there was a slight movement of her shoulders, — almost amounting to a shrug.

‘I do not know that it would have made any difference. — I do not pretend that it would. But I do know this, I believe that you yourself have only discovered the state of your own mind within the last half-hour.’

If she had slapped my face she could not have startled me more. I had no notion if her words were uttered at random, but they came so near the truth they held me breathless. It was a fact that only during the last few minutes had I really realised how things were with me, — only since the end of that first waltz that the flame had burst out in my soul which was now consuming me. She had read me by what seemed so like a flash of inspiration that I hardly knew what to say to her. I tried to be stinging.

‘You flatter me, Miss Lindon, you flatter me at every point. Had you only discovered to me the state of your mind a little sooner I should not have discovered to you the state of mine at all.’

‘We will consider it terra incognita.’

‘Since you wish it.’ Her provoking calmness stung me, — and the suspicion that she was laughing at me in her sleeve. I gave her a glimpse of the cloven hoof. ‘But, at the same time, since you assert that you have so long been innocent, I beg that you will continue so no more. At least, your innocence shall be without excuse. For I wish you to understand that I love you, that I have loved you, that I shall love you. Any understanding you may have with Mr Lessingham will not make the slightest difference. I warn you, Miss Lindon, that, until death, you will have to write me down your lover.’

She looked at me, with wide open eyes, — as if I almost frightened her.
To be frank, that was what I wished to do.

‘Mr Atherton!’

‘Miss Lindon?’

‘That is not like you at all.’

‘We seem to be making each other’s acquaintance for the first time.’

She continued to gaze at me with her big eyes, — which, to be candid, I found it difficult to meet. On a sudden her face was lighted by a smile, — which I resented.

‘Not after all these years, — not after all these years! I know you, and though I daresay you’re not flawless, I fancy you’ll be found to ring pretty true.’

Her manner was almost sisterly, — elder-sisterly. I could have shaken her. Hartridge coming to claim his dance gave me an opportunity to escape with such remnants of dignity as I could gather about me. He dawdled up, — his thumbs, as usual, in his waistcoat pockets.

‘I believe, Miss Lindon, this is our dance.’

She acknowledged it with a bow, and rose to take his arm. I got up, and left her, without a word.

As I crossed the hall I chanced on Percy Woodville. He was in his familiar state of fluster, and was gaping about him as if he had mislaid the Koh-i-noor, and wondered where in thunder it had got to. When he saw it was I he caught me by the arm.

‘I say, Atherton, have you seen Miss Lindon?’

‘I have.’

‘No! — Have you? — By Jove! — Where? I’ve been looking for her all over the place, except in the cellars and the attics, — and I was just going to commence on them. This is our dance.’

‘In that case, she’s shunted you.’

‘No! — Impossible!’ His mouth went like an O, — and his eyes ditto, his eyeglass clattering down on to his shirt front. ‘I expect the mistake’s mine. Fact is, I’ve made a mess of my programme. It’s either the last dance, or this dance, or the next, that I’ve booked with her, but I’m hanged if I know which. Just take a squint at it, there’s a good chap, and tell me which one you think it is.’

I ‘took a squint’ — since he held the thing within an inch of my nose I could hardly help it; one ‘squint,’ and that was enough — and more. Some men’s ball programmes are studies in impressionism, Percy’s seemed to me to be a study in madness. It was covered with hieroglyphics, but what they meant, or what they did there anyhow, it was absurd to suppose that I could tell, — I never put them there! — Proverbially, the man’s a champion hasher.

‘I regret, my dear Percy, that I am not an expert in cuneiform writing. If you have any doubt as to which dance is yours, you’d better ask the lady, — she’ll feel flattered.’

Leaving him to do his own addling I went to find my coat, — I panted to get into the open air; as for dancing I felt that I loathed it. Just as I neared the cloak-room someone stopped me. It was Dora Grayling.

‘Have you forgotten that this is our dance?’

I had forgotten, — clean. And I was not obliged by her remembering. Though as I looked at her sweet, grey eyes, and at the soft contours of her gentle face, I felt that I deserved well kicking. She is an angel, — one of the best! — but I was in no mood for angels. Not for a very great deal would I have gone through that dance just then, nor, with Dora Grayling, of all women in the world, would I have sat it out. — So I was a brute and blundered.

‘You must forgive me, Miss Grayling, but — I am not feeling very well, and — I don’t think I’m up to any more dancing. — Good-night.’


CHAPTER XI

A MIDNIGHT EPISODE

The weather out of doors was in tune with my frame of mind, — I was in a deuce of a temper, and it was a deuce of a night. A keen north-east wind, warranted to take the skin right off you, was playing catch-who-catch-can with intermittent gusts of blinding rain. Since it was not fit for a dog to walk, none of your cabs for me, — nothing would serve but pedestrian exercise.

So I had it.

I went down Park Lane, — and the wind and rain went with me, — also, thoughts of Dora Grayling. What a bounder I had been, — and was! If there is anything in worse taste than to book a lady for a dance, and then to leave her in the lurch, I should like to know what that thing is, — when found it ought to be made a note of. If any man of my acquaintance allowed himself to be guilty of such a felony in the first degree, I should cut him. I wished someone would try to cut me, — I should like to see him at it.

It was all Marjorie’s fault, — everything! past, present, and to come. I had known that girl when she was in long frocks — I had, at that period of our acquaintance, pretty recently got out of them; when she was advanced to short ones; and when, once more, she returned to long. And all that time, — well, I was nearly persuaded that the whole of the time I had loved her. If I had not mentioned it, it was because I had suffered my affection, ‘like the worm, to lie hidden in the bud,’ — or whatever it is the fellow says.

At any rate, I was perfectly positive that if I had had the faintest notion that she would ever seriously consider such a man as Lessingham I should have loved her long ago. Lessingham! Why, he was old enough to be her father, — at least he was a good many years older than I was. And a wretched Radical! It is true that on certain points I, also, am what some people would call a Radical, — but not a Radical of the kind he is. Thank Heaven, no! No doubt I have admired traits in his character, until I learnt this thing of him. I am even prepared to admit that he is a man of ability, — in his way! which is, emphatically, not mine. But to think of him in connection with such a girl as Marjorie Lindon, — preposterous! Why, the man’s as dry as a stick, — drier! And cold as an iceberg. Nothing but a politician, absolutely. He a lover! — how I could fancy such a stroke of humour setting all the benches in a roar. Both by education, and by nature, he was incapable of even playing such a part; as for being the thing, — absurd! If you were to sink a shaft from the crown of his head to the soles of his feet, you would find inside him nothing but the dry bones of parties and of politics.

What my Marjorie — if everyone had his own, she is mine, and, in that sense, she always will be mine — what my Marjorie could see in such a dry-as-dust out of which even to construct the rudiments of a husband was beyond my fathoming.

Suchlike agreeable reflections were fit company for the wind and the wet, so they bore me company all down the lane. I crossed at the corner, going round the hospital towards the square. This brought me to the abiding-place of Paul the Apostle. Like the idiot I was, I went out into the middle of the street, and stood awhile in the mud to curse him and his house, — on the whole, when one considers that that is the kind of man I can be, it is, perhaps, not surprising that Marjorie disdained me.

‘May your following,’ I cried, — it is an absolute fact that the words were shouted!— ‘both in the House and out of it, no longer regard you as a leader! May your party follow after other gods! May your political aspirations wither, and your speeches be listened to by empty benches! May the Speaker persistently and strenuously refuse to allow you to catch his eye, and, at the next election, may your constituency reject you! — Jehoram! — what’s that?’

I might well ask. Until that moment I had appeared to be the only lunatic at large, either outside the house or in it, but, on a sudden, a second lunatic came on the scene, and that with a vengeance. A window was crashed open from within, — the one over the front door, and someone came plunging through it on to the top of the portico. That it was a case of intended suicide I made sure, — and I began to be in hopes that I was about to witness the suicide of Paul. But I was not so assured of the intention when the individual in question began to scramble down the pillar of the porch in the most extraordinary fashion I ever witnessed, — I was not even convinced of a suicidal purpose when he came tumbling down, and lay sprawling in the mud at my feet.

I fancy, if I had performed that portion of the act I should have lain quiet for a second or two, to consider whereabouts I was, and which end of me was uppermost. But there was no nonsense of that sort about that singularly agile stranger, — if he was not made of india-rubber he ought to have been. So to speak, before he was down he was up, — it was all I could do to grab at him before he was off like a rocket.

Such a figure as he presented is seldom seen, — at least, in the streets of London. What he had done with the rest of his apparel I am not in a position to say, — all that was left of it was a long, dark cloak which he strove to wrap round him. Save for that, — and mud! — he was bare as the palm of my hand, Yet it was his face that held me. In my time I have seen strange expressions on men’s faces, but never before one such as I saw on his. He looked like a man might look who, after living a life of undiluted crime, at last finds himself face to face with the devil. It was not the look of a madman, — far from it; it was something worse.

It was the expression on the man’s countenance, as much as anything else, which made me behave as I did. I said something to him, — some nonsense, I know not what. He regarded me with a silence which was supernatural. I spoke to him again; — not a word issued from those rigid lips; there was not a tremor of those awful eyes, — eyes which I was tolerably convinced saw something which I had never seen, or ever should. Then I took my hand from off his shoulder, and let him go. I know not why, — I did.

He had remained as motionless as a statue while I held him, — indeed, for any evidence of life he gave, he might have been a statue; but, when my grasp was loosed, how he ran! He had turned the corner and was out of sight before I could say, ‘How do!’

It was only then, — when he had gone, and I had realised the extra-double-express-flash-of-lightning rate at which he had taken his departure — that it occurred to me of what an extremely sensible act I had been guilty in letting him go at all. Here was an individual who had been committing burglary, or something very like it, in the house of a budding cabinet minister, and who had tumbled plump into my arms, so that all I had to do was to call a policeman and get him quodded, — and all that I had done was something of a totally different kind.

‘You’re a nice type of an ideal citizen!’ I was addressing myself, ‘A first chop specimen of a low-down idiot, — to connive at the escape of the robber who’s been robbing Paul. Since you’ve let the villain go, the least you can do is to leave a card on the Apostle, and inquire how he’s feeling.’

I went to Lessingham’s front door and knocked, — I knocked once, I knocked twice, I knocked thrice, and the third time, I give you my word, I made the echoes ring, — but still there was not a soul that answered.

‘If this is a case of a seven or seventy-fold murder, and the gentleman in the cloak has made a fair clearance of every living creature the house contains, perhaps it’s just as well I’ve chanced upon the scene, — still I do think that one of the corpses might get up to answer the door. If it is possible to make noise enough to waken the dead, you bet I’m on to it.’

And I was, — I punished that knocker! until I warrant the pounding I gave it was audible on the other side of Green Park. And, at last, I woke the dead, — or, rather, I roused Matthews to a consciousness that something was going on. Opening the door about six inches, through the interstice he protruded his ancient nose.

‘Who’s there?’

‘Nothing, my dear sir, nothing and no one. It must have been your vigorous imagination which induced you to suppose that there was, — you let it run away with you.’

Then he knew me, — and opened the door about two feet.

‘Oh, it’s you, Mr Atherton. I beg your pardon, sir, — I thought it might have been the police.’

‘What then? Do you stand in terror of the minions of the law, — at last?’

A most discreet servant, Matthews, — just the fellow for a budding cabinet minister. He glanced over his shoulder, — I had suspected the presence of a colleague at his back, now I was assured. He put his hand up to his mouth, — and I thought how exceedingly discreet he looked, in his trousers and his stockinged feet, and with his hair all rumpled, and his braces dangling behind, and his nightshirt creased.

‘Well, sir, I have received instructions not to admit the police.’

‘The deuce you have! — From whom?’

Coughing behind his hand, leaning forward, he addressed me with an air which was flatteringly confidential.

‘From Mr Lessingham, sir.’

‘Possibly Mr Lessingham is not aware that a robbery has been committed on his premises, that the burglar has just come out of his drawing-room window with a hop, skip, and a jump, bounded out of the window like a tennis-ball, flashed round the corner like a rocket,’

Again Matthews glanced over his shoulder, as if not clear which way discretion lay, whether fore or aft.

‘Thank you, sir. I believe that Mr Lessingham is aware of something of the kind.’ He seemed to come to a sudden resolution, dropping his voice to a whisper. ‘The fact is, sir, that I fancy Mr Lessingham’s a good deal upset.’

‘Upset?’ I stared at him. There was something in his manner I did not understand. ‘What do you mean by upset? Has the scoundrel attempted violence?’

‘Who’s there?’

The voice was Lessingham’s, calling to Matthews from the staircase, though, for an instant, I hardly recognised it, it was so curiously petulant. Pushing past Matthews, I stepped into the hall. A young man, I suppose a footman, in the same undress as Matthews, was holding a candle, — it seemed the only light about the place. By its glimmer I perceived Lessingham standing half-way up the stairs. He was in full war paint, — as he is not the sort of man who dresses for the House, I took it that he had been mixing pleasure with business.

‘It’s I, Lessingham, — Atherton. Do you know that a fellow has jumped out of your drawing-room window?’

It was a second or two before he answered. When he did, his voice had lost its petulance.

‘Has he escaped?’

‘Clean, — he’s a mile away by now.’

It seemed to me that in his tone, when he spoke again, there was a note of relief.

‘I wondered if he had. Poor fellow! more sinned against than sinning! Take my advice, Atherton, and keep out of politics. They bring you into contact with all the lunatics at large. Good night! I am much obliged to you for knocking us up. Matthews, shut the door.’

Tolerably cool, on my honour, — a man who brings news big with the fate of Rome does not expect to receive such treatment. He expects to be listened to with deference, and to hear all that there is to hear, and not to be sent to the right-about before he has had a chance of really opening his lips. Before I knew it — almost! — the door was shut, and I was on the doorstep. Confound the Apostle’s impudence! next time he might have his house burnt down — and him in it! — before I took the trouble to touch his dirty knocker.

What did he mean by his allusion to lunatics in politics, — did he think to fool me? There was more in the business than met the eye, — and a good deal more than he wished to meet mine, — hence his insolence. The creature.

What Marjorie Lindon could see in such an opusculum surpassed my comprehension; especially when there was a man of my sort walking about, who adored the very ground she trod upon.


CHAPTER XII

A MORNING VISITOR

All through the night, waking and sleeping, and in my dreams, I wondered what Marjorie could see in him! In those same dreams I satisfied myself that she could, and did, see nothing in him, but everything in me, — oh the comfort! The misfortune was that when I awoke I knew it was the other way round, — so that it was a sad awakening. An awakening to thoughts of murder.

So, swallowing a mouthful and a peg, I went into my laboratory to plan murder — legalised murder — on the biggest scale it ever has been planned. I was on the track of a weapon which would make war not only an affair of a single campaign, but of a single half-hour. It would not want an army to work it either. Once let an individual, or two or three at most, in possession of my weapon-that-was-to-be, get within a mile or so of even the largest body of disciplined troops that ever yet a nation put into the field, and — pouf! — in about the time it takes you to say that they would be all dead men. If weapons of precision, which may be relied upon to slay, are preservers of the peace — and the man is a fool who says that they are not! — then I was within reach of the finest preserver of the peace imagination ever yet conceived.

What a sublime thought to think that in the hollow of your own hand lies the life and death of nations, — and it was almost in mine.

I had in front of me some of the finest destructive agents you could wish to light upon — carbon-monoxide, chlorine-trioxide, mercuric-oxide, conine, potassamide, potassium-carboxide, cyanogen — when Edwards entered. I was wearing a mask of my own invention, a thing that covered ears and head and everything, something like a diver’s helmet — I was dealing with gases a sniff of which meant death; only a few days before, unmasked, I had been doing some fool’s trick with a couple of acids — sulphuric and cyanide of potassium — when, somehow, my hand slipped, and, before I knew it, minute portions of them combined. By the mercy of Providence I fell backwards instead of forwards; — sequel, about an hour afterwards Edwards found me on the floor, and it took the remainder of that day, and most of the doctors in town, to bring me back to life again.

Edwards announced his presence by touching me on the shoulder, — when I am wearing that mask it isn’t always easy to make me hear.

‘Someone wishes to see you, sir.’

‘Then tell someone that I don’t wish to see him.’

Well-trained servant, Edwards, — he walked off with the message as decorously as you please. And then I thought there was an end, — but there wasn’t.

I was regulating the valve of a cylinder in which I was fusing some oxides when, once more, someone touched me on the shoulder. Without turning I took it for granted it was Edwards back again.

‘I have only to give a tiny twist to this tap, my good fellow, and you will be in the land where the bogies bloom. Why will you come where you’re not wanted?’ Then I looked round. ‘Who the devil are you?’

For it was not Edwards at all, but quite a different class of character.

I found myself confronting an individual who might almost have sat for one of the bogies I had just alluded to. His costume was reminiscent of the ‘Algerians’ whom one finds all over France, and who are the most persistent, insolent and amusing of pedlars. I remember one who used to haunt the repetitions at the Alcazar at Tours, — but there! This individual was like the originals, yet unlike, — he was less gaudy, and a good deal dingier, than his Gallic prototypes are apt to be. Then he wore a burnoose, — the yellow, grimy-looking article of the Arab of the Soudan, not the spick and span Arab of the boulevard. Chief difference of all, his face was clean shaven, — and whoever saw an Algerian of Paris whose chiefest glory was not his well-trimmed moustache and beard?

I expected that he would address me in the lingo which these gentlemen call French, — but he didn’t.

‘You are Mr Atherton?’

‘And you are Mr — Who? — how did you come here? Where’s my servant?’

The fellow held up his hand. As he did so, as if in accordance with a pre-arranged signal, Edwards came into the room looking excessively startled. I turned to him.

‘Is this the person who wished to see me?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Didn’t I tell you to say that I didn’t wish to see him?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Then why didn’t you do as I told you?’

‘I did, sir.’

‘Then how comes he here?’

‘Really, sir,’ — Edwards put his hand up to his head as if he was half asleep— ‘I don’t quite know.’

‘What do you mean by you don’t know? Why didn’t you stop him?’

‘I think, sir, that I must have had a touch of sudden faintness, because I tried to put out my hand to stop him, and — I couldn’t.’

‘You’re an idiot. — Go!’ And he went. I turned to the stranger. ‘Pray, sir, are you a magician?’

He replied to my question with another.

‘You, Mr Atherton, — are you also a magician?’

He was staring at my mask with an evident lack of comprehension.

‘I wear this because, in this place, death lurks in so many subtle forms, that, without it, I dare not breathe,’ He inclined his head — though I doubt if he understood. ‘Be so good as to tell me, briefly, what it is you wish with me.’

He slipped his hand into the folds of his burnoose, and, taking out a slip of paper, laid it on the shelf by which we were standing. I glanced at it, expecting to find on it a petition, or a testimonial, or a true statement of his sad case; instead it contained two words only,— ‘Marjorie Lindon.’ The unlooked-for sight of that well-loved name brought the blood into my cheeks.

‘You come from Miss Lindon?’ He narrowed his shoulders, brought his finger-tips together, inclined his head, in a fashion which was peculiarly Oriental, but not particularly explanatory, — so I repeated my question.

‘Do you wish me to understand that you do come from Miss Lindon?’

Again he slipped his hand into his burnoose, again he produced a slip of paper, again he laid it on the shelf, again I glanced at it, again nothing was written on it but a name,— ‘Paul Lessingham.’

‘Well? — I see, — Paul Lessingham. — What then?’

‘She is good, — he is bad, — is it not so?’

He touched first one scrap of paper, then the other. I stared.

‘Pray how do you happen to know?’

‘He shall never have her, — eh?’

‘What on earth do you mean?’

‘Ah! — what do I mean!’

‘Precisely, what do you mean? And also, and at the same time, who the devil are you?’

‘It is as a friend I come to you.’

‘Then in that case you may go; I happen to be over-stocked in that line just now.’

‘Not with the kind of friend I am!’

‘The saints forefend!’

‘You love her, — you love Miss Lindon! Can you bear to think of him in her arms?’

I took off my mask, — feeling that the occasion required it. As I did so he brushed aside the hanging folds of the hood of his burnoose, so that I saw more of his face. I was immediately conscious that in his eyes there was, in an especial degree, what, for want of a better term, one may call the mesmeric quality. That his was one of those morbid organisations which are oftener found, thank goodness, in the east than in the west, and which are apt to exercise an uncanny influence over the weak and the foolish folk with whom they come in contact, — the kind of creature for whom it is always just as well to keep a seasoned rope close handy. I was, also, conscious that he was taking advantage of the removal of my mask to try his strength on me, — than which he could not have found a tougher job. The sensitive something which is found in the hypnotic subject happens, in me, to be wholly absent.

‘I see you are a mesmerist.’

He started.

‘I am nothing, — a shadow!’

‘And I’m a scientist. I should like, with your permission — or without it! — to try an experiment or two on you.’

He moved further back. There came a gleam into his eyes which suggested that he possessed his hideous power to an unusual degree, — that, in the estimation of his own people, he was qualified to take his standing as a regular devil-doctor.

‘We will try experiments together, you and I, — on Paul Lessingham.’

‘Why on him?’

‘You do not know?’

‘I do not.’

‘Why do you lie to me?’

‘I don’t lie to you, — I haven’t the faintest notion what is the nature of your interest in Mr Lessingham.’

‘My interest? — that is another thing; it is your interest of which we are speaking.’

‘Pardon me, — it is yours.’

‘Listen! you love her, — and he! But at a word from you he shall not have her, — never! It is I who say it, — I!’

‘And, once more, sir, who are you?’

‘I am of the children of Isis!’

‘Is that so? — It occurs to me that you have made a slight mistake, — this is London, not a dog-hole in the desert.’

‘Do I not know? — what does it matter? — you shall see! There will come a time when you will want me, — you will find that you cannot bear to think of him in her arms, — her whom you love! You will call to me, and I shall come, and of Paul Lessingham there shall be an end.’

While I was wondering whether he was really as mad as he sounded, or whether he was some impudent charlatan who had an axe of his own to grind, and thought that he had found in me a grindstone, he had vanished from the room. I moved after him.

‘Hang it all! — stop!’ I cried.

He must have made pretty good travelling, because, before I had a foot in the hall, I heard the front door slam, and, when I reached the street, intent on calling him back, neither to the right nor to the left was there a sign of him to be seen.


CHAPTER XIII

THE PICTURE

‘I wonder what that nice-looking beggar really means, and who he happens to be?’ That was what I said to myself when I returned to the laboratory. ‘If it is true that, now and again, Providence does write a man’s character on his face, then there can’t be the slightest shred of a doubt that a curious one’s been written on his. I wonder what his connection has been with the Apostle, — or if it’s only part of his game of bluff.’

I strode up and down, — for the moment my interest in the experiments I was conducting had waned.

‘If it was all bluff I never saw a better piece of acting, — and yet what sort of finger can such a precisian as St Paul have in such a pie? The fellow seemed to squirm at the mere mention of the rising-hope-of-the-Radicals’ name. Can the objection be political? Let me consider, — what has Lessingham done which could offend the religious or patriotic susceptibilities of the most fanatical of Orientals? Politically, I can recall nothing. Foreign affairs, as a rule, he has carefully eschewed. If he has offended — and if he hasn’t the seeming was uncommonly good! — the cause will have to be sought upon some other track. But, then, what track?’

The more I strove to puzzle it out, the greater the puzzlement grew.

‘Absurd! — The rascal has had no more connection with St Paul than St Peter. The probability is that he’s a crackpot; and if he isn’t, he has some little game on foot — in close association with the hunt of the oof-bird! — which he tried to work off on me, but couldn’t. As for — for Marjorie — my Marjorie! — only she isn’t mine, confound it! — if I had had my senses about me, I should have broken his head in several places for daring to allow her name to pass his lips, — the unbaptised Mohammedan! — Now to return to the chase of splendid murder!’

I snatched up my mask — one of the most ingenious inventions, by the way, of recent years; if the armies of the future wear my mask they will defy my weapon! — and was about to re-adjust it in its place, when someone knocked at the door.

‘Who’s there? — Come in!’

It was Edwards. He looked round him as if surprised.

‘I beg your pardon, sir, — I thought you were engaged. I didn’t know that — that gentleman had gone.’

‘He went up the chimney, as all that kind of gentlemen do. — Why the deuce did you let him in when I told you not to?’ ‘Really, sir, I don’t know. I gave him your message, and — he looked at me, and — that is all I remember till I found myself standing in this room.’

Had it not been Edwards I might have suspected him of having had his palm well greased, — but, in his case, I knew better. It was as I thought, — my visitor was a mesmerist of the first class; he had actually played some of his tricks, in broad daylight, on my servant, at my own front door, — a man worth studying. Edwards continued.

‘There is someone else, sir, who wishes to see you, — Mr Lessingham.’

‘Mr Lessingham!’ At that moment the juxtaposition seemed odd, though I daresay it was so rather in appearance than in reality. ‘Show him in.’

Presently in came Paul.

I am free to confess, — I have owned it before! — that, in a sense, I admire that man, — so long as he does not presume to thrust himself into a certain position. He possesses physical qualities which please my eye — speaking as a mere biologist like the suggestion conveyed by his every pose, his every movement, of a tenacious hold on life, — of reserve force, of a repository of bone and gristle on which he can fall back at pleasure. The fellow’s lithe and active; not hasty, yet agile; clean built, well hung, — the sort of man who might be relied upon to make a good recovery. You might beat him in a sprint, — mental or physical — though to do that you would have to be spry! — but in a staying race he would see you out. I do not know that he is exactly the kind of man whom I would trust, — unless I knew that he was on the job, — which knowledge, in his case, would be uncommonly hard to attain. He is too calm; too self-contained; with the knack of looking all round him even in moments of extremest peril, — and for whatever he does he has a good excuse. He has the reputation, both in the House and out of it, of being a man of iron nerve, — and with some reason; yet I am not so sure. Unless I read him wrongly his is one of those individualities which, confronted by certain eventualities, collapse, — to rise, the moment of trial having passed, like Phoenix from her ashes. However it might be with his adherents, he would show no trace of his disaster.

And this was the man whom Marjorie loved. Well, she could show some cause. He was a man of position, — destined, probably, to rise much higher; a man of parts, — with capacity to make the most of them; not ill-looking; with agreeable manners, — when he chose; and he came within the lady’s definition of a gentleman, ‘he always did the right thing, at the right time, in the right way.’ And yet — ! Well, I take it that we are all cads, and that we most of us are prigs; for mercy’s sake do not let us all give ourselves away.

He was dressed as a gentleman should be dressed, — black frock coat, black vest, dark grey trousers, stand-up collar, smartly-tied bow, gloves of the proper shade, neatly brushed hair, and a smile, which if was not childlike, at any rate was bland.

‘I am not disturbing you?’

‘Not at all.’

‘Sure? — I never enter a place like this, where a man is matching himself with nature, to wrest from her her secrets, without feeling that I am crossing the threshold of the unknown. The last time I was in this room was just after you had taken out the final patents for your System of Telegraphy at Sea, which the Admiralty purchased, — wisely — What is it, now?’

‘Death.’

‘No? — really? — what do you mean?’

‘If you are a member of the next government, you will possibly learn; I may offer them the refusal of a new wrinkle in the art of murder.’

‘I see, — a new projectile. — How long is this race to continue between attack and defence?’

‘Until the sun grows cold.’

‘And then?’

‘There’ll be no defence, — nothing to defend.’

He looked at me with his calm, grave eyes.

‘The theory of the Age of Ice towards which we are advancing is not a cheerful one.’ He began to finger a glass retort which lay upon a table. ‘By the way, it was very good of you to give me a look in last night. I am afraid you thought me peremptory, — I have come to apologise.’

‘I don’t know that I thought you peremptory; I thought you — queer.’

‘Yes.’ He glanced at me with that expressionless look upon his face which he could summon at will, and which is at the bottom of the superstition about his iron nerve. ‘I was worried, and not well. Besides, one doesn’t care to be burgled, even by a maniac.’

‘Was he a maniac?’

‘Did you see him?’

‘Very clearly.’

‘Where?’

‘In the street.’

‘How close were you to him?’

‘Closer than I am to you.’

‘Indeed. I didn’t know you were so close to him as that. Did you try to stop him?’

‘Easier said than done, — he was off at such a rate.’

‘Did you see how he was dressed, — or, rather, undressed?’

‘I did.’

‘In nothing but a cloak on such a night. Who but a fanatic would have attempted burglary in such a costume?’

‘Did he take anything?’

‘Absolutely nothing.’

‘It seems to have been a curious episode.’

He moved his eyebrows, — according to members of the House the only gesture in which he has been known to indulge.

‘We become accustomed to curious episodes. Oblige me by not mentioning it to anyone, — to anyone.’ He repeated the last two words, as if to give them emphasis. I wondered if he was thinking of Marjorie. ‘I am communicating with the police. Until they move I don’t want it to get into the papers, — or to be talked about. It’s a worry, — you understand?’

I nodded. He changed the theme.

‘This that you’re engaged upon, — is it a projectile or a weapon?’

‘If you are a member of the next government you will possibly know; if you aren’t you possibly won’t.’

‘I suppose you have to keep this sort of thing secret?’

‘I do. It seems that matters of much less moment you wish to keep secret.’

‘You mean that business of last night? If a trifle of that sort gets into the papers, or gets talked about, — which is the same thing! — you have no notion how we are pestered. It becomes an almost unbearable nuisance. Jones the Unknown can commit murder with less inconvenience to himself than Jones the Notorious can have his pocket picked, — there is not so much exaggeration in that as there sounds. — Good-bye, — thanks for your promise.’ I had given him no promise, but that was by the way. He turned as to go, — then stopped. ‘There’s another thing, — I believe you’re a specialist on questions of ancient superstitions and extinct religions.’

‘I am interested in such subjects, but I am not a specialist.’

‘Can you tell me what were the exact tenets of the worshippers of Isis?’

‘Neither I nor any man, — with scientific certainty. As you know, she had a brother; the cult of Osiris and Isis was one and the same. What, precisely, were its dogmas, or its practices, or anything about it, none, now, can tell. The Papyri, hieroglyphics, and so on, which remain are very far from being exhaustive, and our knowledge of those which do remain, is still less so.’

‘I suppose that the marvels which are told of it are purely legendary?’

‘To what marvels do you particularly refer?’

‘Weren’t supernatural powers attributed to the priests of Isis?’

‘Broadly speaking, at that time, supernatural powers were attributed to all the priests of all the creeds.’

‘I see.’ Presently he continued. ‘I presume that her cult is long since extinct, — that none of the worshippers of Isis exist to-day.’

I hesitated, — I was wondering why he had hit on such a subject; if he really had a reason, or if he was merely asking questions as a cover for something else, — you see, I knew my Paul.

‘That is not so sure.’

He looked at me with that passionless, yet searching glance of his.

‘You think that she still is worshipped?

‘I think it possible, even probable, that, here and there, in Africa — Africa is a large order! — homage is paid to Isis, quite in the good old way.’

‘Do you know that as a fact?’

‘Excuse me, but do you know it as a fact? — Are you aware that you are treating me as if I was on the witness stand? — Have you any special purpose in making these inquiries?’

He smiled.

‘In a kind of a way I have. I have recently come across rather a curious story; I am trying to get to the bottom of it.’

‘What is the story?’

‘I am afraid that at present I am not at liberty to tell it you; when I am I will. You will find it interesting, — as an instance of a singular survival. — Didn’t the followers of Isis believe in transmigration?’

‘Some of them, — no doubt.’

‘What did they understand by transmigration?’

‘Transmigration.’

‘Yes, — but of the soul or of the body?’

‘How do you mean? — transmigration is transmigration. Are you driving at something in particular? If you’ll tell me fairly and squarely what it is I’ll do my best to give you the information you require; as it is, your questions are a bit perplexing.’

‘Oh, it doesn’t matter, — as you say, “transmigration is transmigration.”’ I was eyeing him keenly; I seemed to detect in his manner an odd reluctance to enlarge on the subject he himself had started. He continued to trifle with the retort upon the table. ‘Hadn’t the followers of Isis a — what shall I say? — a sacred emblem?’

‘How?’

‘Hadn’t they an especial regard for some sort of a — wasn’t it some sort of a — beetle?’

‘You mean Scarabaeus sacer, — according to Latreille, Scarabaeus Egyptiorum? Undoubtedly, — the scarab was venerated throughout Egypt, — indeed, speaking generally, most things that had life, for instance, cats; as you know, Orisis continued among men in the figure of Apis, the bull.’

‘Weren’t the priests of Isis — or some of them — supposed to assume, after death, the form of a — scarabaeus?’

‘I never heard of it.’

‘Are you sure? — think!’

‘I shouldn’t like to answer such a question positively, offhand, but I don’t, on the spur of the moment, recall any supposition of the kind.’

‘Don’t laugh at me — I’m not a lunatic! — but I understand that recent researches have shown that even in some of the most astounding of the ancient legends there was a substratum of fact. Is it absolutely certain that there could be no shred of truth in such a belief?’

‘In what belief?’

‘In the belief that a priest of Isis — or anyone — assumed after death the form of a scarabaeus?’

‘It seems to me, Lessingham, that you have lately come across some uncommonly interesting data, of a kind, too, which it is your bounden duty to give to the world, — or, at any rate, to that portion of the world which is represented by me. Come, — tell us all about it! — what are you afraid of?’

‘I am afraid of nothing, — and some day you shall be told, — but not now.
At present, answer my question.’

‘Then repeat your question, — clearly.’

‘Is it absolutely certain that there could be no foundation of truth in the belief that a priest of Isis — or anyone — assumed after death the form of a beetle?’

‘I know no more than the man in the moon, — how the dickens should I? Such a belief may have been symbolical. Christians believe that after death the body takes the shape of worms — and so, in a sense, it does, — and, sometimes, eels.’

‘That is not what I mean.’

‘Then what do you mean?’

‘Listen. If a person, of whose veracity there could not be a vestige of a doubt, assured you that he had seen such a transformation actually take place, could it conceivably be explained on natural grounds?’

‘Seen a priest of Isis assume the form of a beetle?’

‘Or a follower of Isis?’

‘Before, or after death?’

He hesitated. I had seldom seen him wear such an appearance of interest, — to be frank, I was keenly interested too! — but, on a sudden there came into his eyes a glint of something that was almost terror. When he spoke, it was with the most unwonted awkwardness.

‘In — in the very act of dying.’

‘In the very act of dying?’

‘If — he had seen a follower of Isis in — the very act of dying, assume — the form of a — a beetle, on any conceivable grounds would such a transformation be susceptible of a natural explanation?’

I stared, — as who would not? Such an extraordinary question was rendered more extraordinary by coming from such a man, — yet I was almost beginning to suspect that there was something behind it more extraordinary still.

‘Look here, Lessingham, I can see you’ve a capital tale to tell, — so tell it, man! Unless I’m mistaken, it’s not the kind of tale in which ordinary scruples can have any part or parcel, — anyhow, it’s hardly fair of you to set my curiosity all agog, and then to leave it unappeased.’

He eyed me steadily, the appearance of interest fading more and more, until, presently, his face assumed its wonted expressionless mask, — somehow I was conscious that what he had seen in my face was not altogether to his liking. His voice was once more bland and self-contained.

‘I perceive you are of opinion that I have been told a taradiddle. I suppose I have.’

‘But what is the taradiddle? — don’t you see I’m burning?’

‘Unfortunately, Atherton, I am on my honour. Until I have permission to unloose it, my tongue is tied.’ He picked up his hat and umbrella from where he had placed them on the table. Holding them in his left hand, he advanced to me with his right outstretched. ‘It is very good of you to suffer my continued interruption; I know, to my sorrow, what such interruptions mean, — believe me, I am not ungrateful. What is this?’

On the shelf, within a foot or so of where I stood, was a sheet of paper, — the size and shape of half a sheet of post note. At this he stooped to glance. As he did so, something surprising occurred. On the instant a look came on to his face which, literally, transfigured him. His hat and umbrella fell from his grasp on to the floor. He retreated, gibbering, his hands held out as if to ward something off from him, until he reached the wall on the other side of the room. A more amazing spectacle than he presented I never saw.

‘Lessingham!’ I exclaimed. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

My first impression was that he was struck by a fit of epilepsy, — though anyone less like an epileptic subject it would be hard to find. In my bewilderment I looked round to see what could be the immediate cause. My eye fell upon the sheet of paper, I stared at it with considerable surprise. I had not noticed it there previously, I had not put it there, — where had it come from? The curious thing was that, on it, produced apparently by some process of photogravure, was an illustration of a species of beetle with which I felt that I ought to be acquainted, and yet was not. It was of a dull golden green; the colour was so well brought out, — even to the extent of seeming to scintillate, and the whole thing was so dexterously done that the creature seemed alive. The semblance of reality was, indeed, so vivid that it needed a second glance to be assured that it was a mere trick of the reproducer. Its presence there was odd, — after what we had been talking about it might seem to need explanation; but it was absurd to suppose that that alone could have had such an effect on a man like Lessingham.

With the thing in my hand, I crossed to where he was, — pressing his back against the wall, he had shrunk lower inch by inch till he was actually crouching on his haunches.

‘Lessingham! — come, man, what’s wrong with you?’

Taking him by the shoulder, I shook him with some vigour. My touch had on him the effect of seeming to wake him out of a dream, of restoring him to consciousness as against the nightmare horrors with which he was struggling. He gazed up at me with that look of cunning on his face which one associates with abject terror.

‘Atherton? — Is it you? — It’s all right, — quite right. — I’m well, — very well.’

As he spoke, he slowly drew himself up, till he was standing erect.

‘Then, in that case, all I can say is that you have a queer way of being very well.’

He put his hand up to his mouth, as if to hide the trembling of his lips.

‘It’s the pressure of overwork, — I’ve had one or two attacks like this, — but it’s nothing, only — a local lesion.’

I observed him keenly; to my thinking there was something about him which was very odd indeed.

‘Only a local lesion! — If you take my strongly-urged advice you’ll get a medical opinion without delay, — if you haven’t been wise enough to have done so already.’

‘I’ll go to-day; — at once; but I know it’s only mental overstrain.’

‘You’re sure it’s nothing to do with this?’

I held out in front of him the photogravure of the beetle. As I did so he backed away from me, shrieking, trembling as with palsy.

‘Take it away! take it away!’ he screamed.

I stared at him, for some seconds, astonished into speechlessness. Then
I found my tongue.

‘Lessingham! — It’s only a picture! — Are you stark mad?’

He persisted in his ejaculations.

‘Take it away! take it away! — Tear it up! — Burn it!’

His agitation was so unnatural, — from whatever cause it arose! — that, fearing the recurrence of the attack from which he had just recovered, I did as he bade me. I tore the sheet of paper into quarters, and, striking a match, set fire to each separate piece. He watched the process of incineration as if fascinated. When it was concluded, and nothing but ashes remained, he gave a gasp of relief.

‘Lessingham,’ I said, ‘you’re either mad already, or you’re going mad, — which is it?’

‘I think it’s neither. I believe I am as sane as you. It’s — it’s that story of which I was speaking; it — it seems curious, but I’ll tell you all about it — some day. As I observed, I think you will find it an interesting instance of a singular survival.’ He made an obvious effort to become more like his usual self. ‘It is extremely unfortunate, Atherton, that I should have troubled you with such a display of weakness, — especially as I am able to offer you so scant an explanation. One thing I would ask of you, — to observe strict confidence. What has taken place has been between ourselves. I am in your hands, but you are my friend, I know I can rely on you not to speak of it to anyone, — and, in particular, not to breathe a hint of it to Miss Lindon.’

‘Why, in particular, not to Miss Lindon?’

‘Can you not guess?’

I hunched my shoulder.

‘If what I guess is what you mean is not that a cause the more why silence would be unfair to her?’

‘It is for me to speak, if for anyone. I shall not fail to do what should be done. — Give me your promise that you will not hint a word to her of what you have so unfortunately seen?’

I gave him the promise he required.

. . . . . . .

There was no more work for me that day. The Apostle, his divagations, his example of the coleoptera, his Arabian friend, — these things were as microbes which, acting on a system already predisposed for their reception, produced high fever; I was in a fever, — of unrest. Brain in a whirl! — Marjorie, Paul, Isis, beetle, mesmerism, in delirious jumble. Love’s upsetting! — in itself a sufficiently severe disease; but when complications intervene, suggestive of mystery and novelties, so that you do not know if you are moving in an atmosphere of dreams or of frozen facts, — if, then, your temperature does not rise, like that rocket of M. Verne’s, — which reached the moon, then you are a freak of an entirely genuine kind, and if the surgeons do not preserve you, and place you on view, in pickle, they ought to, for the sake of historical doubters, for no one will believe that there ever was a man like you, unless you yourself are somewhere around to prove them Thomases.

Myself, — I am not that kind of man. When I get warm I grow heated, and when I am heated there is likely to be a variety show of a gaudy kind. When Paul had gone I tried to think things out, and if I had kept on trying something would have happened — so I went on the river instead.


CHAPTER XIV

THE DUCHESS’ BALL

That night was the Duchess of Datchet’s ball — the first person I saw as
I entered the dancing-room was Dora Grayling.

I went straight up to her.

‘Miss Grayling, I behaved very badly to you last night, I have come to make to you my apologies, — to sue for your forgiveness!’

‘My forgiveness?’ Her head went back, — she has a pretty bird-like trick of cocking it a little on one side. ‘You were not well. Are you better?’

‘Quite. — You forgive me? Then grant me plenary absolution by giving me a dance for the one I lost last night.’

She rose. A man came up, — a stranger to me; she’s one of the best hunted women in England, — there’s a million with her.

‘This is my dance, Miss Grayling.’

She looked at him.

‘You must excuse me. I am afraid I have made a mistake. I had forgotten that I was already engaged.’

I had not thought her capable of it. She took my arm, and away we went, and left him staring.

‘It’s he who’s the sufferer now,’ I whispered, as we went round, — she can waltz!

‘You think so? It was I last night, — I did not mean, if I could help it, to suffer again. To me a dance with you means something.’ She went all red, — adding, as an afterthought, ‘Nowadays so few men really dance. I expect it’s because you dance so well.’

‘Thank you.’

We danced the waltz right through, then we went to an impromptu shelter which had been rigged up on a balcony. And we talked. There’s something sympathetic about Miss Grayling which leads one to talk about one’s self, — before I was half aware of it I was telling her of all my plans and projects, — actually telling her of my latest notion which, ultimately, was to result in the destruction of whole armies as by a flash of lightning. She took an amount of interest in it which was surprising.

‘What really stands in the way of things of this sort is not theory but practice, — one can prove one’s facts on paper, or on a small scale in a room; what is wanted is proof on a large scale, by actual experiment. If, for instance, I could take my plant to one of the forests of South America, where there is plenty of animal life but no human, I could demonstrate the soundness of my position then and there.’

‘Why don’t you?’

‘Think of the money it would cost.’

‘I thought I was a friend of yours.’

‘I had hoped you were.’

‘Then why don’t you let me help you?’

‘Help me? — How?’

‘By letting you have the money for your South American experiment; — it would be an investment on which I should expect to receive good interest.’

I fidgeted.

‘It is very good of you, Miss Grayling, to talk like that.’

She became quite frigid.

‘Please don’t be absurd! — I perceive quite clearly that you are snubbing me, and that you are trying to do it as delicately as you know how.’

‘Miss Grayling!’

‘I understand that it was an impertinence on my part to volunteer assistance which was unasked; you have made that sufficiently plain.’

‘I assure you—’

‘Pray don’t. Of course, if it had been Miss Lindon it would have been different; she would at least have received a civil answer. But we are not all Miss Lindon.’

I was aghast. The outburst was so uncalled for, — I had not the faintest notion what I had said or done to cause it; she was in such a surprising passion — and it suited her! — I thought I had never seen her look prettier, — I could do nothing else but stare. So she went on, — with just as little reason.

‘Here is someone coming to claim this dance, — I can’t throw all my partners over. Have I offended you so irremediably that it will be impossible for you to dance with me again?’

‘Miss Grayling! — I shall be only too delighted.’ She handed me her card. ‘Which may I have?’

‘For your own sake you had better place it as far off as you possibly can.’

‘They all seem taken.’

‘That doesn’t matter; strike off any name you please, anywhere and put your own instead.’

It was giving me an almost embarrassingly free hand. I booked myself for the next waltz but two — who it was who would have to give way to me I did not trouble to inquire.

‘Mr Atherton! — is that you?’

It was, — it was also she. It was Marjorie! And so soon as I saw her I knew that there was only one woman in the world for me, — the mere sight of her sent the blood tingling through my veins. Turning to her attendant cavalier, she dismissed him with a bow.

‘Is there an empty chair?’

She seated herself in the one Miss Grayling had just vacated. I sat down beside her. She glanced at me, laughter in her eyes. I was all in a stupid tremblement.

‘You remember that last night I told you that I might require your friendly services in diplomatic intervention?’ I nodded, — I felt that the allusion was unfair. ‘Well, the occasion’s come, — or, at least, it’s very near.’ She was still, — and I said nothing to help her. ‘You know how unreasonable papa can be.’

I did, — never a more pig-headed man in England than Geoffrey Lindon, — or, in a sense, a duller. But, just then, I was not prepared to admit it to his child.

‘You know what an absurd objection he has to — Paul.’

There was an appreciative hesitation before she uttered the fellow’s Christian name, — when it came it was with an accent of tenderness which stung me like a gadfly. To speak to me — of all men, — of the fellow in such a tone was — like a woman.

‘Has Mr Lindon no notion of how things stand between you?’

‘Except what he suspects. That is just where you are to come in, papa thinks so much of you — I want you to sound Paul’s praises in his ear — to prepare him for what must come.’ Was ever rejected lover burdened with such a task? Its enormity kept me still. ‘Sydney, you have always been my friend, — my truest, dearest friend. When I was a little girl you used to come between papa and me, to shield me from his wrath. Now that I am a big girl I want you to be on my side once more, and to shield me still.’

Her voice softened. She laid her hand upon my arm. How, under her touch, I burned.

‘But I don’t understand what cause there has been for secrecy, — why should there have been any secrecy from the first?’

‘It was Paul’s wish that papa should not be told.’

‘Is Mr Lessingham ashamed of you?’

‘Sydney!’

‘Or does he fear your father?’

‘You are unkind. You know perfectly well that papa has been prejudiced against him all along, you know that his political position is just now one of the greatest difficulty, that every nerve and muscle is kept on the continual strain, that it is in the highest degree essential that further complications of every and any sort should be avoided. He is quite aware that his suit will not be approved of by papa, and he simply wishes that nothing shall be said about it till the end of the session, — that is all’

‘I see! Mr Lessingham is cautious even in love-making, — politician first, and lover afterwards.’

‘Well! — why not? — would you have him injure the cause he has at heart for want of a little patience?’

‘It depends what cause it is he has at heart.’

‘What is the matter with you? — why do you speak to me like that? — it is not like you at all.’ She looked at me shrewdly, with flashing eyes. ‘Is it possible that you are — jealous? — that you were in earnest in what you said last night? — I thought that was the sort of thing you said to every girl.’

I would have given a great deal to take her in my arms, and press her to my bosom then and there, — to think that she should taunt me with having said to her the sort of thing I said to every girl.

‘What do you know of Mr Lessingham?’

‘What all the world knows, — that history will be made by him.’

‘There are kinds of history in the making of which one would not desire to be associated. What do you know of his private life, — it was to that that I was referring.’

‘Really, — you go too far. I know that he is one of the best, just as he is one of the greatest, of men; for me, that is sufficient.’

‘If you do know that, it is sufficient.’

‘I do know it, — all the world knows it. Everyone with whom he comes in contact is aware — must be aware, that he is incapable of a dishonourable thought or action.’

‘Take my advice, don’t appreciate any man too highly. In the book of every man’s life there is a page which he would wish to keep turned down.’

‘There is no such page in Paul’s, — there may be in yours; I think that probable.’

‘Thank you. I fear it is more than probable. I fear that, in my case, the page may extend to several. There is nothing Apostolic about me, — not even the name.’

‘Sydney! — you are unendurable! — It is the more strange to hear you talk like this since Paul regards you as his friend.’

‘He flatters me.’

‘Are you not his friend?’

‘Is it not sufficient to be yours?’

‘No, — who is against Paul is against me.’

‘That is hard.’

‘How is it hard? Who is against the husband can hardly be for the wife, — when the husband and the wife are one.’

‘But as yet you are not one. — Is my cause so hopeless?’

‘What do you call your cause? — are you thinking of that nonsense you were talking about last night?’

She laughed!

‘You call it nonsense. — You ask for sympathy, and give — so much!’

‘I will give you all the sympathy you stand in need of, — I promise it! My poor, dear Sydney! — don’t be so absurd! Do you think that I don’t know you? You’re the best of friends, and the worst of lovers, — as the one, so true; so fickle as the other. To my certain knowledge, with how many girls have you been in love, — and out again. It is true that, to the best of my knowledge and belief, you have never been in love with me before, — but that’s the merest accident. Believe me, my dear, dear Sydney, you’ll be in love with someone else tomorrow, — if you’re not half-way there to-night. I confess, quite frankly, that, in that direction, all the experience I have had of you has in nowise strengthened my prophetic instinct. Cheer up! — one never knows! — Who is this that’s coming?’

It was Dora Grayling who was coming, — I went off with her without a word, — we were half-way through the dance before she spoke to me.

‘I am sorry that I was cross to you just now, and — disagreeable.
Somehow I always seem destined to show to you my most unpleasant side.’

‘The blame was mine, — what sort of side do I show you? You are far kinder to me than I deserve, — now, and always. ‘That is what you say.’

‘Pardon me, it’s true, — else how comes it that, at this time of day,
I’m without a friend in all the world?’

‘You! — without a friend! — I never knew a man who had so many! — I never knew a person of whom so many men and women join in speaking well!’

‘Miss Grayling!’

‘As for never having done anything worth doing, think of what you have done. Think of your discoveries, think of your inventions, think of — but never mind! The world knows you have done great things, and it confidently looks to you to do still greater. You talk of being friendless, and yet when I ask, as a favour — as a great favour! — to be allowed to do something to show my friendship, you — well, you snub me.’

‘I snub you!’

‘You know you snubbed me.’

‘Do you really mean that you take an interest in — in my work?’

‘You know I mean it.’

She turned to me, her face all glowing, — and I did know it.

‘Will you come to my laboratory to-morrow morning?’

‘Will I! — won’t I!’

‘With your aunt?’

‘Yes, with my aunt.’

‘I’ll show you round, and tell you all there is to be told, and then if you still think there’s anything in it, I’ll accept your offer about that South American experiment, — that is, if it still holds good.’

‘Of course it still holds good.’

‘And we’ll be partners.’

‘Partners? — Yes, — we will be partners.’

‘It will cost a terrific sum.’

‘There are some things which never can cost too much.’

‘That’s not my experience.’

‘I hope it will be mine.’

‘It’s a bargain?’

‘On my side, I promise you that it’s a bargain.’

When I got outside the room I found that Percy Woodville was at my side. His round face was, in a manner of speaking as long as my arm. He took his glass out of his eye, and rubbed it with his handkerchief, — and directly he put it back he took it out and rubbed it again, I believe that I never saw him in such a state of fluster, — and, when one speaks of Woodville, that means something.

‘Atherton, I am in a devil of a stew.’ He looked it. ‘All of a heap! — I’ve had a blow which I shall never get over!’

‘Then get under.’

Woodville is one of those fellows who will insist on telling me their most private matters, — even to what they owe their washerwomen for the ruination of their shirts. Why, goodness alone can tell, — heaven knows I am not sympathetic.

‘Don’t be an idiot! — you don’t know what I’m suffering! — I’m as nearly as possible stark mad.’

‘That’s all right, old chap, — I’ve seen you that way more than once before.’

‘Don’t talk like that, — you’re not a perfect brute!’

‘I bet you a shilling that I am.’

‘Don’t torture me, — you’re not. Atherton!’ He seized me by the lapels of my coat, seeming half beside himself, — fortunately he had drawn me into a recess, so that we were noticed by few observers. ‘What do you think has happened?’

‘My dear chap, how on earth am I to know?’

‘She’s refused me!’

‘Has she! — Well I never! — Buck up, — try some other address, — there are quite as good fish in the sea as ever came out of it.’

‘Atherton, you’re a blackguard.’

He had crumpled his handkerchief into a ball, and was actually bobbing at his eyes with it, — the idea of Percy Woodville being dissolved in tears was excruciatingly funny, — but, just then, I could hardly tell him so.

‘There’s not a doubt of it, — it’s my way of being sympathetic. Don’t be so down, man, — try her again!’

‘It’s not the slightest use — I know it isn’t — from the way she treated me.’

‘Don’t be so sure — women often say what they mean least. Who’s the lady?’

‘Who? — Is there more women in the world than one for me, or has there ever been? You ask me who! What does the word mean to me but Marjorie Lindon!’

‘Marjorie Lindon?’

I fancy that my jaw dropped open, — that, to use his own vernacular, I was ‘all of a heap.’ I felt like it.

I strode away — leaving him mazed — and all but ran into Marjorie’s arms.

‘I’m just leaving. Will you see me to the carriage, Mr Atherton?’ I saw her to the carriage. ‘Are you off? — can I give you a lift?’

‘Thank you, — I am not thinking of being off.’

‘I’m going to the House of Commons, — won’t you come?’

‘What are you going there for?’

Directly she spoke of it I knew why she was going, — and she knew that I knew, as her words showed.

‘You are quite well aware of what the magnet is. You are not so ignorant as not to know that the Agricultural Amendment Act is on to-night, and that Paul is to speak. I always try to be there when Paul is to speak, and I mean to always keep on trying.’

‘He is a fortunate man.’

‘Indeed, — and again indeed. A man with such gifts as his is inadequately described as fortunate. — But I must be off. He expected to be up before, but I heard from him a few minutes ago that there has been a delay, but that he will be up within half-an-hour. — Till our next meeting.’

As I returned into the house, in the hall I met Percy Woodville. He had his hat on.

‘Where are you off to?’

‘I’m off to the House.’

‘To hear Paul Lessingham?’

‘Damn Paul Lessingham!’

‘With all my heart!’

‘There’s a division expected, — I’ve got to go.’

‘Someone else has gone to hear Paul Lessingham, — Marjorie Lindon.’

‘No! — you don’t say so! — by Jove! — I say, Atherton, I wish I could make a speech, — I never can. When I’m electioneering I have to have my speeches written for me, and then I have to read ’em. But, by Jove, if I knew Miss Lindon was in the gallery, and if I knew anything about the thing, or could get someone to tell me something, hang me if I wouldn’t speak, — I’d show her I’m not the fool she thinks I am!’

‘Speak, Percy, speak! — you’d knock ’em silly, sir! — I tell you what
I’ll do, — I’ll come with you! I’ll to the House as well! — Paul
Lessingham shall have an audience of three.’


CHAPTER XV

MR LESSINGHAM SPEAKS

The House was full. Percy and I went upstairs, — to the gallery which is theoretically supposed to be reserved for what are called ‘distinguished strangers,’ — those curious animals. Trumperton was up, hammering out those sentences which smell, not so much of the lamp as of the dunderhead. Nobody was listening, — except the men in the Press Gallery; where is the brain of the House, and ninety per cent, of its wisdom.

It was not till Trumperton had finished that I discovered Lessingham. The tedious ancient resumed his seat amidst a murmur of sounds which, I have no doubt, some of the press-men interpreted next day as ‘loud and continued applause.’ There was movement in the House, possibly expressive of relief; a hum of voices; men came flocking in. Then, from the Opposition benches, there rose a sound which was applause, — and I perceived that, on a cross bench close to the gangway, Paul Lessingham was standing up bareheaded.

I eyed him critically, — as a collector might eye a valuable specimen, or a pathologist a curious subject. During the last four and twenty hours my interest in him had grown apace. Just then, to me, he was the most interesting man the world contained.

When I remembered how I had seen him that same morning, a nerveless, terror-stricken wretch, grovelling, like some craven cur, upon the floor, frightened, to the verge of imbecility, by a shadow, and less than a shadow, I was confronted by two hypotheses. Either I had exaggerated his condition then, or I exaggerated his condition now. So far as appearance went, it was incredible that this man could be that one.

I confess that my feeling rapidly became one of admiration. I love the fighter. I quickly recognised that here we had him in perfection. There was no seeming about him then, — the man was to the manner born. To his finger-tips a fighting man. I had never realised it so clearly before. He was coolness itself. He had all his faculties under complete command. While never, for a moment, really exposing himself, he would be swift in perceiving the slightest weakness in his opponents’ defence, and, so soon as he saw it, like lightning, he would slip in a telling blow. Though defeated, he would hardly be disgraced; and one might easily believe that their very victories would be so expensive to his assailants, that, in the end, they would actually conduce to his own triumph.

‘Hang me!’ I told myself, ‘if, after all, I am surprised if Marjorie does see something in him.’ For I perceived how a clever and imaginative young woman, seeing him at his best, holding his own, like a gallant knight, against overwhelming odds, in the lists in which he was so much at home, might come to think of him as if he were always and only there, ignoring altogether the kind of man he was when the joust was finished.

It did me good to hear him, I do know that, — and I could easily imagine the effect he had on one particular auditor who was in the Ladies’ Cage. It was very far from being an ‘oration’ in the American sense; it had little or nothing of the fire and fury of the French Tribune; it was marked neither by the ponderosity nor the sentiment of the eloquent German; yet it was as satisfying as are the efforts of either of the three, producing, without doubt, precisely the effect which the speaker intended. His voice was clear and calm, not exactly musical, yet distinctly pleasant, and it was so managed that each word he uttered was as audible to every person present as if it had been addressed particularly to him. His sentences were short and crisp; the words which he used were not big ones, but they came from him with an agreeable ease; and he spoke just fast enough to keep one’s interest alert without invoking a strain on the attention.

He commenced by making, in the quietest and most courteous manner, sarcastic comments on the speeches and methods of Trumperton and his friends which tickled the House amazingly. But he did not make the mistake of pushing his personalities too far. To a speaker of a certain sort nothing is easier than to sting to madness. If he likes, his every word is barbed. Wounds so given fester; they are not easily forgiven; — it is essential to a politician that he should have his firmest friends among the fools; or his climbing days will soon be over. Soon his sarcasms were at an end. He began to exchange them for sweet-sounding phrases. He actually began to say pleasant things to his opponents; apparently to mean them. To put them in a good conceit with themselves. He pointed out how much truth there was in what they said; and then, as if by accident, with what ease and at how little cost, amendments might be made. He found their arguments, and took them for his own, and flattered them, whether they would or would not, by showing how firmly they were founded upon fact; and grafted other arguments upon them, which seemed their natural sequelae; and transformed them, and drove them hither and thither; and brought them — their own arguments! — to a round, irrefragable conclusion, which was diametrically the reverse of that to which they themselves had brought them. And he did it all with an aptness, a readiness, a grace, which was incontestable. So that, when he sat down, he had performed that most difficult of all feats, he had delivered what, in a House of Commons’ sense, was a practical, statesmanlike speech, and yet one which left his hearers in an excellent humour.

It was a great success, — an immense success. A parliamentary triumph of almost the highest order. Paul Lessingham had been coming on by leaps and bounds. When he resumed his seat, amidst applause which, this time, really was applause, there were, probably, few who doubted that he was destined to go still farther. How much farther it is true that time alone could tell; but, so far as appearances went, all the prizes, which are as the crown and climax of a statesman’s career, were well within his reach.

For my part, I was delighted. I had enjoyed an intellectual exercise, — a species of enjoyment not so common as it might be. The Apostle had almost persuaded me that the political game was one worth playing, and that its triumphs were things to be desired. It is something, after all, to be able to appeal successfully to the passions and aspirations of your peers; to gain their plaudits; to prove your skill at the game you yourself have chosen; to be looked up to and admired. And when a woman’s eyes look down on you, and her ears drink in your every word, and her heart beats time with yours, — each man to his own temperament, but when that woman is the woman whom you love, to know that your triumph means her glory, and her gladness, to me that would be the best part of it all.

In that hour, — the Apostle’s hour! — I almost wished that I were a politician too!

The division was over. The business of the night was practically done.
I was back again in the lobby! The theme of conversation was the
Apostle’s speech, — on every side they talked of it.

Suddenly Marjorie was at my side. Her face was glowing. I never saw her look more beautiful, — or happier. She seemed to be alone.

‘So you have come, after all! — Wasn’t it splendid? — wasn’t it magnificent? Isn’t it grand to have such great gifts, and to use them to such good purpose? — Speak, Sydney! Don’t feign a coolness which is foreign to your nature!’

I saw that she was hungry for me to praise the man whom she delighted to honour. But, somehow, her enthusiasm cooled mine.

‘It was not a bad speech, of a kind.’

‘Of a kind!’ How her eyes flashed fire! With what disdain she treated me! ‘What do you mean by “of a kind?” My dear Sydney, are you not aware that it is an attribute of small minds to attempt to belittle those which are greater? Even if you are conscious of inferiority, it’s unwise to show it. Mr Lessingham’s was a great speech, of any kind; your incapacity to recognise the fact simply reveals your lack of the critical faculty.’

‘It is fortunate for Mr Lessingham that there is at least one person in whom the critical faculty is so bountifully developed. Apparently, in your judgment, he who discriminates is lost.’

I thought she was going to burst into passion. But, instead, laughing, she placed her hand upon my shoulder.

‘Poor Sydney! — I understand! — It is so sad! — Do you know you are like a little boy who, when he is beaten, declares that the victor has cheated him. Never mind! as you grow older, you will learn better.’

She stung me almost beyond bearing, — I cared not what I said.

‘You, unless I am mistaken, will learn better before you are older.’

‘What do you mean?’

Before I could have told her — if I had meant to tell; which I did not — Lessingham came up.

‘I hope I have not kept you waiting; I have been delayed longer than I expected.’

‘Not at all, — though I am quite ready to get away; it’s a little tiresome waiting here.’

This with a mischievous glance towards me, — a glance which compelled
Lessingham to notice me.

‘You do not often favour us.’

‘I don’t. I find better employment for my time.’

‘You are wrong. It’s the cant of the day to underrate the House of Commons, and the work which it performs; don’t you suffer yourself to join in the chorus of the simpletons. Your time cannot be better employed than in endeavouring to improve the body politic.’

‘I am obliged to you. — I hope you are feeling better than when I saw you last.’

A gleam came into his eyes, fading as quickly as it came. He showed no other sign of comprehension, surprise, or resentment.

‘Thank you. — I am very well.’

Marjorie perceived that I meant more than met the eye, and that what I meant was meant unpleasantly.

‘Come, — let us be off. It is Mr Atherton to-night who is not well.’

She had just slipped her arm through Lessingham’s when her father approached. Old Lindon stared at her on the Apostle’s arm, as if he could hardly believe that it was she.

‘I thought that you were at the Duchess’?’

‘So I have been, papa; and now I’m here.’

‘Here!’ Old Lindon began to stutter and stammer, and to grow red in the face, as is his wont when at all excited. ‘W — what do you mean by here? — wh — where’s the carriage?’

‘Where should it be, except waiting for me outside, — unless the horses have run away.’

‘I — I — I’ll take you down to it. I — I don’t approve of y — your w — w — waiting in a place like this.’

‘Thank you, papa, but Mr Lessingham is going to take me down. — I shall see you afterwards. — Good bye.’

Anything cooler than the way in which she walked off I do not think I ever saw. This is the age of feminine advancement. Young women think nothing of twisting their mothers round their fingers, let alone their fathers; but the fashion in which that young woman walked off, on the Apostle’s arm, and left her father standing there, was, in its way, a study.

Lindon seemed scarcely able to realise that the pair of them had gone. Even after they had disappeared in the crowd he stood staring after them, growing redder and redder, till the veins stood out upon his face, and I thought that an apoplectic seizure threatened. Then, with a gasp, he turned to me.

‘Damned scoundrel!’ I took it for granted that he alluded to the gentleman, — even though his following words hardly suggested it. ‘Only this morning I forbade her to have anything to do with him, and n — now he’s w — walked off with her! C — confounded adventurer! That’s what he is, an adventurer, and before many hours have passed I’ll take the liberty to tell him so!’

Jamming his fists into his pockets, and puffing like a grampus in distress, he took himself away, — and it was time he did, for his words were as audible as they were pointed, and already people were wondering what the matter was. Woodville came up as Lindon was going, — just as sorely distressed as ever.

‘She went away with Lessingham, — did you see her?’

‘Of course I saw her. When a man makes a speech like Lessingham’s any girl would go away with him, — and be proud to. When you are endowed with such great powers as he is, and use them for such lofty purposes, she’ll walk away with you, — but, till then, never.’

He was at his old trick of polishing his eyeglass.

‘It’s bitter hard. When I knew that she was there, I’d half a mind to make a speech myself, upon my word I had, only I didn’t know what to speak about, and I can’t speak anyhow, — how can a fellow speak when he’s shoved into the gallery?’

‘As you say, how can he? — he can’t stand on the railing and shout, — even with a friend holding him behind.’

‘I know I shall speak one day, — bound to; and then she won’t be there.’

‘It’ll be better for you if she isn’t.’

‘Think so? — Perhaps you’re right. I’d be safe to make a mess of it, and then, if she were to see me at it, it’d be the devil! ‘Pon my word, I’ve been wishing, lately, I was clever.’

He rubbed his nose with the rim of his eyeglass, looking the most comically disconsolate figure.

‘Put black care behind you, Percy! — buck up, my boy! The division’s over — you are free — now we’ll go “on the fly.”’

And we did ‘go on the fly.’


CHAPTER XVI

ATHERTON’S MAGIC VAPOUR

I bore him off to supper at the Helicon. All the way in the cab he was trying to tell me the story of how he proposed to Marjorie, — and he was very far from being through with it when we reached the club. There was the usual crowd of supperites, but we got a little table to ourselves, in a corner of the room, and before anything was brought for us to eat he was at it again. A good many of the people were pretty near to shouting, and as they seemed to be all speaking at once, and the band was playing, and as the Helicon supper band is not piano, Percy did not have it quite all to himself, but, considering the delicacy of his subject, he talked as loudly as was decent, — getting more so as he went on. But Percy is peculiar.

‘I don’t know how many times I’ve tried to tell her, — over and over again.’

‘Have you now?’

‘Yes, pretty near every time I met her, — but I never seemed to get quite to it, don’t you know.’

‘How was that?’

‘Why, just as I was going to say, “Miss Lindon, may I offer you the gift of my affection—”’

‘Was that how you invariably intended to begin?’

‘Well, not always — one time like that, another time another way. Fact is, I got off a little speech by heart, but I never got a chance to reel it off, so I made up my mind to just say anything.’

‘And what did you say?’

‘Well, nothing, — you see, I never got there. Just as I was feeling my way, she’d ask me if I preferred big sleeves to little ones, or top hats to billycocks, or some nonsense of the kind.’

‘Would she now?’

‘Yes, — of course I had to answer, and by the time I’d answered the chance was lost.’ Percy was polishing his eye-glass. ‘I tried to get there so many times, and she choked me off so often, that I can’t help thinking that she suspected what it was that I was after.’

‘You think she did?’

‘She must have done. Once I followed her down Piccadilly, and chivied her into a glove shop in the Burlington Arcade. I meant to propose to her in there, — I hadn’t had a wink of sleep all night through dreaming of her, and I was just about desperate.’

‘And did you propose?’

‘The girl behind the counter made me buy a dozen pairs of gloves instead. They turned out to be three sizes too large for me when they came home. I believe she thought I’d gone to spoon the glove girl, — she went out and left me there. That girl loaded me with all sorts of things when she was gone, — I couldn’t get away. She held me with her blessed eye. I believe it was a glass one.’

‘Miss Linden’s — or the glove girl’s?’

‘The glove girl’s. She sent me home a whole cartload of green ties, and declared I’d ordered them. I shall never forget that day. I’ve never been up the Arcade since, and never mean to.’

‘You gave Miss Lindon a wrong impression.’

‘I don’t know. I was always giving her wrong impressions. Once she said that she knew I was not a marrying man, that I was the sort of chap who never would marry, because she saw it in my face.’

‘Under the circumstances, that was trying.’

‘Bitter hard.’ Percy sighed again. ‘I shouldn’t mind if I wasn’t so gone. I’m not a fellow who does get gone, but when I do get gone, I get so beastly gone.’

‘I tell you what, Percy, — have a drink!’

‘I’m a teetotaler, — you know I am.’

‘You talk of your heart being broken, and of your being a teetotaler in the same breath, — if your heart were really broken you’d throw teetotalism to the winds.’

‘Do you think so, — why?’

‘Because you would, — men whose hearts are broken always do, — you’d swallow a magnum at the least.’

Percy groaned.

‘When I drink I’m always ill, — but I’ll have a try.’

He had a try, — making a good beginning by emptying at a draught the glass which the waiter had just now filled. Then he relapsed into melancholy.

‘Tell me, Percy, — honest Indian! — do you really love her?’

‘Love her?’ His eyes grew round as saucers. ‘Don’t I tell you that I love her?’

‘I know you tell me, but that sort of thing is easy telling. What does it make you feel like, this love you talk so much about?’

‘Feel like? — Just anyhow, — and nohow. You should look inside me, and then you’d know.’

‘I see. — It’s like that, is it? — Suppose she loved another man, what sort of feeling would you feel towards him?’

‘Does she love another man?’

‘I say, suppose.’

‘I dare say she does. I expect that’s it. — What an idiot I am not to have thought of that before.’ He sighed, — and refilled his glass. ‘He’s a lucky chap, whoever he is. I’d — I’d like to tell him so.’

‘You’d like to tell him so?’

‘He’s such a jolly lucky chap, you know.’

‘Possibly, — but his jolly good luck is your jolly bad luck. Would you be willing to resign her to him without a word?’

‘If she loves him.’

‘But you say you love her.’

‘Of course I do.’

‘Well then?’

‘You don’t suppose that, because I love her, I shouldn’t like to see her happy? — I’m not such a beast! — I’d sooner see her happy than anything else in all the world.’

‘I see, — Even happy with another? — I’m afraid that my philosophy is not like yours. If I loved Miss Lindon, and she loved, say, Jones, I’m afraid I shouldn’t feel like that towards Jones at all.’

‘What would you feel like?’

‘Murder. — Percy, you come home with me, — we’ve begun the night together, let’s end it together, — and I’ll show you one of the finest notions for committing murder on a scale of real magnificence you ever dreamed of. I should like to make use of it to show my feelings towards the supposititious Jones, — he’d know what I felt for him when once he had been introduced to it.’

Percy went with me without a word. He had not had much to drink, but it had been too much for him, and he was in a condition of maundering sentimentality. I got him into a cab. We dashed along Piccadilly.

He was silent, and sat looking in front of him with an air of vacuous sullenness which ill-became his cast of countenance. I bade the cabman pass though Lowndes Square. As we passed the Apostle’s I pulled him up. I pointed out the place to Woodville.

‘You see, Percy, that’s Lessingham’s house! — that’s the house of the man who went away with Marjorie!’

‘Yes.’ Words came from him slowly, with a quite unnecessary stress on each. ‘Because he made a speech. — I’d like to make a speech. — One day I’ll make a speech.’

‘Because he made a speech, — only that, and nothing more! When a man speaks with an Apostle’s tongue, he can witch any woman in the land. — Hallo, who’s that? — Lessingham, is that you?’

I saw, or thought I saw, someone, or something, glide up the steps, and withdraw into the shadow of the doorway, as if unwilling to be seen. When I hailed no one answered. I called again.

‘Don’t be shy, my friend!’

I sprang out of the cab, ran across the pavement, and up the steps. To my surprise, there was no one in the doorway. It seemed incredible, but the place was empty. I felt about me with my hands, as if I had been playing at blind man’s buff, and grasped at vacancy. I came down a step or two.

‘Ostensibly, there’s a vacuum, — which nature abhors. — I say, driver, didn’t you see someone come up the steps?’

‘I thought I did, sir, — I could have sworn I did.’

‘So could I. — It’s very odd.’

‘Perhaps whoever it was has gone into the ‘ouse, sir.’

‘I don’t see how. We should have heard the door open, if we hadn’t seen it, — and we should have seen it, it’s not so dark as that. — I’ve half a mind to ring the bell and inquire.’

‘I shouldn’t do that if I was you, sir, — you jump in, and I’ll get along. This is Mr Lessingham’s, — the great Mr Lessingham’s.’

I believe the cabman thought that I was drunk, — and not respectable enough to claim acquaintance with the great Mr Lessingham.

‘Wake up, Woodville! Do you know I believe there’s some mystery about this place, — I feel assured of it. I feel as if I were in the presence of something uncanny, — something which I can neither see, nor touch, nor hear.’

The cabman bent down from his seat, wheedling me.

‘Jump in, sir, and we’ll be getting along.’

I jumped in, and we got along, — but not far. Before we had gone a dozen yards, I was out again, without troubling the driver to stop. He pulled up, aggrieved.

‘Well, sir, what’s the matter now? You’ll be damaging yourself before you’ve done, and then you’ll be blaming me.’

I had caught sight of a cat crouching in the shadow of the railings, — a black one. That cat was my quarry. Either the creature was unusually sleepy, or slow, or stupid, or it had lost its wits — which a cat seldom does lose! — anyhow, without making an attempt to escape it allowed me to grab it by the nape of the neck.

So soon as we were inside my laboratory, I put the cat into my glass box. Percy stared.

‘What have you put it there for?’

‘That, my dear Percy, is what you are shortly about to see. You are about to be the witness of an experiment which, to a legislator — such as you are! — ought to be of the greatest possible interest. I am going to demonstrate, on a small scale, the action of the force which, on a large scale, I propose to employ on behalf of my native land.’

He showed no signs of being interested. Sinking into a chair, he recommenced his wearisome reiteration.

‘I hate cats! — Do let it go! — I’m always miserable when there’s a cat in the room.’

‘Nonsense, — that’s your fancy! What you want’s a taste of whisky — you’ll be as chirpy as a cricket.’

‘I don’t want anything more to drink! — I’ve had too much already!’

I paid no heed to what he said. I poured two stiff doses into a couple of tumblers. Without seeming to be aware of what it was that he was doing he disposed of the better half of the one I gave him at a draught. Putting his glass upon the table, he dropped his head upon his hands, and groaned.

‘What would Marjorie think of me if she saw me now?’

‘Think? — nothing. Why should she think of a man like you, when she has so much better fish to fry?’

‘I’m feeling frightfully ill! — I’ll be drunk before I’ve done!’

‘Then be drunk! — only, for gracious sake, be lively drunk, not deadly doleful. — Cheer up, Percy!’ I clapped him on the shoulder, — almost knocking him off his seat on to the floor. ‘I am now going to show you that little experiment of which I was speaking! — You see that cat?’

‘Of course I see it! — the beast! — I wish you’d let it go!’

‘Why should I let it go? — Do you know whose cat that is? That cat’s
Paul Lessingham’s.’

‘Paul Lessingham’s?’

‘Yes, Paul Lessingham’s, — the man who made the speech, — the man whom
Marjorie went away with.’

‘How do you know it’s his?’

‘I don’t know it is, but I believe it is, — I choose to believe it is! — I intend to believe it is! — It was outside his house, therefore it’s his cat, — that’s how I argue. I can’t get Lessingham inside that box, so I get his cat instead.’

‘Whatever for?’

‘You shall see. — You observe how happy it is?’

‘It don’t seem happy.’

‘We’ve all our ways of seeming happy, — that’s its way,’

The creature was behaving like a cat gone mad, dashing itself against the sides of its glass prison, leaping to and fro, and from side to side, squealing with rage, or with terror, or with both. Perhaps it foresaw what was coming, — there is no fathoming the intelligence of what we call the lower animals.

‘It’s a funny way.’

‘We some of us have funny ways, beside cats. Now, attention! Observe this little toy, — you’ve seen something of its kind before. It’s a spring gun; you pull the spring-drop the charge into the barrel — release the spring — and the charge is fired. I’ll unlock this safe, which is built into the wall. It’s a letter lock, the combination just now, is “whisky,” — you see, that’s a hint to you. You’ll notice the safe is strongly made, — it’s air-tight, fire-proof, the outer casing is of triple-plated drill-proof steel, — the contents are valuable — to me! — and devilish dangerous, — I’d pity the thief who, in his innocent ignorance, broke in to steal. Look inside — you see it’s full of balls, — glass balls, each in its own little separate nest; light as feathers; transparent, — you can see right through them. Here are a couple, like tiny pills. They contain neither dynamite, nor cordite, nor anything of the kind, yet, given a fair field and no favour, they’ll work more mischief than all the explosives man has fashioned. Take hold of one — you say your heart is broken! — squeeze this under your nose — it wants but a gentle pressure — and in less time than no time you’ll be in the land where they say there are no broken hearts.’

He shrunk back.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about. — I don’t want the thing. — Take it away.’

‘Think twice, — the chance may not recur.’

‘I tell you I don’t want it.’

‘Sure? — Consider!’

‘Of course I’m sure!’

‘Then the cat shall have it.’

‘Let the poor brute go!’

‘The poor brute’s going, — to the land which is so near, and yet so far. Once more, if you please, attention. Notice what I do with this toy gun. I pull back the spring; I insert this small glass pellet; I thrust the muzzle of the gun through the opening in the glass box which contains the Apostle’s cat, — you’ll observe it fits quite close, which, on the whole, is perhaps as well for us. — I am about to release the spring. — Close attention, please. — Notice the effect.’

‘Atherton, let the brute go!’

‘The brute’s gone! I’ve released the spring — the pellet has been discharged — it has struck against the roof of the glass box — it has been broken by the contact, — and, hey presto! the cat lies dead, — and that in face of its nine lives. You perceive how still it is, — how still! Let’s hope that, now, it’s really happy. The cat which I choose to believe is Paul Lessingham’s has received its quietus; in the morning I’ll send it back to him, with my respectful compliments. He’ll miss it if I don’t. — Reflect! think of a huge bomb, filled with what we’ll call Atherton’s Magic Vapour, fired, say, from a hundred and twenty ton gun, bursting at a given elevation over the heads of an opposing force. Properly managed, in less than an instant of time, a hundred thousand men, — quite possibly more! — would drop down dead, as if smitten by the lightning of the skies. Isn’t that something like a weapon, sir?’

‘I’m not well! — I want to get away! — I wish I’d never come!’

That was all Woodville had to say.

‘Rubbish! — You’re adding to your stock of information every second, and, in these days, when a member of Parliament is supposed to know all about everything, information’s the one thing wanted. Empty your glass, man, — that’s the time of day for you!’

I handed him his tumbler. He drained what was left of its contents, then, in a fit of tipsy, childish temper he flung the tumbler from him. I had placed — carelessly enough — the second pellet within a foot of the edge of the table. The shock of the heavy beaker striking the board close to it, set it rolling. I was at the other side. I started forward to stop its motion, but I was too late. Before I could reach the crystal globule, it had fallen off the edge of the table on to the floor at Woodville’s feet, and smashed in falling. As it smashed, he was looking down, wondering, no doubt, in his stupidity, what the pother was about, — for I was shouting, and making something of a clatter in my efforts to prevent the catastrophe which I saw was coming. On the instant, as the vapour secreted in the broken pellet gained access to the air, he fell forward on to his face. Rushing to him, I snatched his senseless body from the ground, and dragged it, staggeringly, towards the door which opened on to the yard. Flinging the door open, I got him into the open air.

As I did so, I found myself confronted by someone who stood outside. It was Lessingham’s mysterious Egypto-Arabian friend, — my morning’s visitor.


CHAPTER XVII

MAGIC? — OR MIRACLE?

The passage into the yard from the electrically lit laboratory was a passage from brilliancy to gloom. The shrouded figure, standing in the shadow, was like some object in a dream. My own senses reeled. It was only because I had resolutely held my breath, and kept my face averted that I had not succumbed to the fate which had overtaken Woodville. Had I been a moment longer in gaining the open air, it would have been too late. As it was, in placing Woodville on the ground, I stumbled over him. My senses left me. Even as they went I was conscious of exclaiming, — remembering the saying about the engineer being hoist by his own petard,

‘Atherton’s Magic Vapour!’

My sensations on returning to consciousness were curious. I found myself being supported in someone’s arms, a stranger’s face was bending over me, and the most extraordinary pair of eyes I had ever seen were looking into mine.

‘Who the deuce are you?’ I asked.

Then, understanding that it was my uninvited visitor, with scant ceremony I drew myself away from him. By the light which was streaming through the laboratory door I saw that Woodville was lying close beside me, — stark and still.

‘Is he dead?’ I cried. ‘Percy. — speak, man! — it’s not so bad with you as that!’

But it was pretty bad, — so bad that, as I bent down and looked at him, my heart beat uncomfortably fast lest it was as bad as it could be. His heart seemed still, — the vapour took effect directly on the cardiac centres. To revive their action and that instantly, was indispensable. Yet my brain was in such a whirl that I could not even think of how to set about beginning. Had I been alone, it is more than probable Woodville would have died. As I stared at him, senselessly, aimlessly, the stranger, passing his arms beneath his body, extended himself at full length upon his motionless form. Putting his lips to Percy’s, he seemed to be pumping life from his own body into the unconscious man’s. As I gazed bewildered, surprised, presently there came a movement of Percy’s body. His limbs twitched, as if he was in pain. By degrees, the motions became convulsive, — till on a sudden he bestirred himself to such effect that the stranger was rolled right off him. I bent down, — to find that the young gentleman’s condition still seemed very far from satisfactory. There was a rigidity about the muscles of his face, a clamminess about his skin, a disagreeable suggestiveness about the way in which his teeth and the whites of his eyes were exposed, which was uncomfortable to contemplate.

The stranger must have seen what was passing through my mind, — not a very difficult thing to see. Pointing to the recumbent Percy, he said, with that queer foreign twang of his, which, whatever it had seemed like in the morning, sounded musical enough just then.

‘All will be well with him.’

‘I am not so sure.’

The stranger did not deign to answer. He was kneeling on one side of the victim of modern science, I on the other. Passing his hand to and fro in front of the unconscious countenance, as if by magic all semblance of discomfort vanished from Percy’s features, and, to all appearances, he was placidly asleep.

‘Have you hypnotised him?’

‘What does it matter?’

If it was a case of hypnotism, it was very neatly done. The conditions were both unusual and trying, the effect produced seemed all that could be desired, — the change brought about in half a dozen seconds was quite remarkable. I began to be aware of a feeling of quasi-respect for Paul Lessingham’s friend. His morals might be peculiar, and manners he might have none, but in this case, at any rate, the end seemed to have justified the means. He went on.

‘He sleeps. When he awakes he will remember nothing that has been.
Leave him, — the night is warm, — all will be well.’

As he said, the night was warm, — and it was dry. Percy would come to little harm by being allowed to enjoy, for a while, the pleasant breezes. So I acted on the stranger’s advice, and left him lying in the yard, while I had a little interview with the impromptu physician.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE APOTHEOSIS OF THE BEETLE

The laboratory door was closed. The stranger was standing a foot or two away from it. I was further within the room, and was subjecting him to as keen a scrutiny as circumstances permitted. Beyond doubt he was conscious of my observation, yet he bore himself with an air of indifference, which was suggestive of perfect unconcern. The fellow was oriental to the finger-tips, — that much was certain; yet in spite of a pretty wide personal knowledge of oriental people I could not make up my mind as to the exact part of the east from which he came. He was hardly an Arab, he was not a fellah, — he was not, unless I erred, a Mohammedan at all. There was something about him which was distinctly not Mussulmanic. So far as looks were concerned, he was not a flattering example of his race, whatever his race might be. The portentous size of his beak-like nose would have been, in itself, sufficient to damn him in any court of beauty. His lips were thick and shapeless, — and this, joined to another peculiarity in his appearance, seemed to suggest that, in his veins there ran more than a streak of negro blood. The peculiarity alluded to was his semblance of great age. As one eyed him one was reminded of the legends told of people who have been supposed to have retained something of their pristine vigour after having lived for centuries. As, however, one continued to gaze, one began to wonder if he really was so old as he seemed, — if, indeed, he was exceptionally old at all. Negroes, and especially negresses, are apt to age with extreme rapidity. Among coloured folk one sometimes encounters women whose faces seem to have been lined by the passage of centuries, yet whose actual tale of years would entitle them to regard themselves, here in England, as in the prime of life. The senility of the fellow’s countenance, besides, was contradicted by the juvenescence of his eyes. No really old man could have had eyes like that. They were curiously shaped, reminding me of the elongated, faceted eyes of some queer creature, with whose appearance I was familiar, although I could not, at the instant, recall its name. They glowed not only with the force and fire, but, also, with the frenzy of youth. More uncanny-looking eyes I had never encountered, — their possessor could not be, in any sense of the word, a clubable person. Owing, probably, to some peculiar formation of the optic-nerve one felt, as one met his gaze, that he was looking right through you. More obvious danger signals never yet were placed in a creature’s head. The individual who, having once caught sight of him, still sought to cultivate their owner’s acquaintance, had only himself to thank if the very worst results of frequenting evil company promptly ensued.

It happens that I am myself endowed with an unusual tenacity of vision. I could, for instance, easily outstare any man I ever met. Yet, as I continued to stare at this man, I was conscious that it was only by an effort of will that I was able to resist a baleful something which seemed to be passing from his eyes to mine. It might have been imagination, but, in that sense, I am not an imaginative man; and, if it was, it was imagination of an unpleasantly vivid kind. I could understand how, in the case of a nervous, or a sensitive temperament, the fellow might exercise, by means of the peculiar quality of his glance alone, an influence of a most disastrous sort, which given an appropriate subject in the manifestation of its power might approach almost to the supernatural. If ever man was endowed with the traditional evil eye, in which Italians, among modern nations, are such profound believers, it was he.

When we had stared at each other for, I daresay, quite five minutes, I began to think I had had about enough of it. So, by way of breaking the ice, I put to him a question.

‘May I ask how you found your way into my back yard?’

He did not reply in words, but, raising his hands he lowered them, palms downward, with a gesture which was peculiarly oriental.

‘Indeed? — Is that so? — Your meaning may be lucidity itself to you, but, for my benefit, perhaps you would not mind translating it into words. Once more I ask, how did you find your way into my back yard?’

Again nothing but the gesture.

‘Possibly you are not sufficiently acquainted with English manners and customs to be aware that you have placed yourself within reach of the pains and penalties of the law. Were I to call in the police you would find yourself in an awkward situation, — and, unless you are presently more explanatory, called in they will be.’

By way of answer he indulged in a distortion of the countenance which might have been meant for a smile, — and which seemed to suggest that he regarded the police with a contempt which was too great for words.

‘Why do you laugh — do you think that being threatened with the police is a joke? You are not likely to find it so. — Have you suddenly been bereft of the use of your tongue?’

He proved that he had not by using it.

‘I have still the use of my tongue.’

‘That, at least, is something. Perhaps, since the subject of how you got into my back yard seems to be a delicate one, you will tell me why you got there.’

‘You know why I have come.’

‘Pardon me if I appear to flatly contradict you, but that is precisely what I do not know.’

‘You do know.’

‘Do I? — Then, in that case, I presume that you are here for the reason which appears upon the surface, — to commit a felony.’

‘You call me thief?’

‘What else are you?’

‘I am no thief. — You know why I have come.’

He raised his head a little. A look came into his eyes which I felt that I ought to understand, yet to the meaning of which I seemed, for the instant, to have mislaid the key. I shrugged my shoulders.

‘I have come because you wanted me.’

‘Because I wanted you! — On my word! — That’s sublime!’

‘All night you have wanted me, — do I not know? When she talked to you of him, and the blood boiled in your veins; when he spoke, and all the people listened, and you hated him, because he had honour in her eyes.’

I was startled. Either he meant what it appeared incredible that he could mean, or — there was confusion somewhere.

‘Take my advice, my friend, and don’t try to come the bunco-steerer over me, — I’m a bit in that line myself, you know.’

This time the score was mine, — he was puzzled.

‘I know not what you talk of.’

‘In that case, we’re equal, — I know not what you talk of either.’

His manner, for him, was childlike and bland.

‘What is it you do not know? This morning did I not say, — if you want me, then I come?’

‘I fancy I have some faint recollection of your being so good as to say something of the kind, but — where’s the application?’

‘Do you not feel for him the same as I?’

‘Who’s the him?’

‘Paul Lessingham.’

It was spoken quietly, but with a degree of — to put it gently — spitefulness which showed that at least the will to do the Apostle harm would not be lacking.

‘And, pray, what is the common feeling which we have for him?’

‘Hate.’

Plainly, with this gentleman, hate meant hate, — in the solid oriental sense. I should hardly have been surprised if the mere utterance of the words had seared his lips.

‘I am by no means prepared to admit that I have this feeling which you attribute to me, but, even granting that I have, what then?’

‘Those who hate are kin.’

‘That, also, I should be slow to admit; but — to go a step farther — what has all this to do with your presence on my premises at this hour of the night?’

‘You love her.’ This time I did not ask him to supply the name, — being unwilling that it should be soiled by the traffic of his lips. ‘She loves him, — that is not well. If you choose, she shall love you, — that will be well.’

‘Indeed. — And pray how is this consummation which is so devoutly to be desired to be brought about?’

‘Put your hand into mine. Say that you wish it. It shall be done.’

Moving a step forward, he stretched out his hand towards me. I hesitated. There was that in the fellow’s manner which, for the moment, had for me an unwholesome fascination. Memories flashed through my mind of stupid stories which have been told of compacts made with the devil. I almost felt as if I was standing in the actual presence of one of the powers of evil. I thought of my love for Marjorie, — which had revealed itself after all these years; of the delight of holding her in my arms, of feeling the pressure of her lips to mine. As my gaze met his, the lower side of what the conquest of this fair lady would mean, burned in my brain; fierce imaginings blazed before my eyes. To win her, — only to win her!

What nonsense he was talking! What empty brag it was! Suppose, just for the sake of the joke, I did put my hand in his, and did wish, right out, what it was plain he knew. If I wished, what harm would it do! It would be the purest jest. Out of his own mouth he would be confounded, for it was certain that nothing would come of it. Why should I not do it then?

I would act on his suggestion, — I would carry the thing right through.
Already I was advancing towards him, when — I stopped. I don’t know why.
On the instant, my thoughts went off at a tangent.

What sort of a blackguard did I call myself that I should take a woman’s name in vain for the sake of playing fool’s tricks with such scum of the earth as the hideous vagabond in front of me, — and that the name of the woman whom I loved? Rage took hold of me.

‘You hound!’ I cried.

In my sudden passage from one mood to another, I was filled with the desire to shake the life half out of him. But so soon as I moved a step in his direction, intending war instead of peace, he altered the position of his hand, holding it out towards me as if forbidding my approach. Directly he did so, quite involuntarily, I pulled up dead, — as if my progress had been stayed by bars of iron and walls of steel.

For the moment, I was astonished to the verge of stupefaction. The sensation was peculiar. I was as incapable of advancing another inch in his direction as if I had lost the use of my limbs, — I was even incapable of attempting to attempt to advance. At first I could only stare and gape. Presently I began to have an inkling of what had happened.

The scoundrel had almost succeeded in hypnotising me.

That was a nice thing to happen to a man of my sort at my time of life. A shiver went down my back, — what might have occurred if I had not pulled up in time! What pranks might a creature of that character not have been disposed to play. It was the old story of the peril of playing with edged tools; I had made the dangerous mistake of underrating the enemy’s strength. Evidently, in his own line, the fellow was altogether something out of the usual way.

I believe that even as it was he thought he had me. As I turned away, and leaned against the table at my back, I fancy that he shivered, — as if this proof of my being still my own master was unexpected. I was silent, — it took some seconds to enable me to recover from the shock of the discovery of the peril in which I had been standing. Then I resolved that I would endeavour to do something which should make me equal to this gentleman of many talents.

‘Take my advice, my friend, and don’t attempt to play that hankey pankey off on to me again.’

‘I don’t know what you talk of.’

‘Don’t lie to me, — or I’ll burn you into ashes.’

Behind me was an electrical machine, giving an eighteen inch spark. It was set in motion by a lever fitted into the table, which I could easily reach from where I sat. As I spoke the visitor was treated to a little exhibition of electricity. The change in his bearing was amusing. He shook with terror. He salaamed down to the ground.

‘My lord! — my lord! — have mercy, oh my lord!’

‘Then you be careful, that’s all. You may suppose yourself to be something of a magician, but it happens, unfortunately for you, that I can do a bit in that line myself, — perhaps I’m a trifle better at the game than you are. Especially as you have ventured into my stronghold, which contains magic enough to make a show of a hundred thousand such as you.’

Taking down a bottle from a shelf, I sprinkled a drop or two of its contents on the floor. Immediately flames arose, accompanied by a blinding vapour. It was a sufficiently simple illustration of one of the qualities of phosphorous-bromide, but its effect upon my visitor was as startling as it was unexpected. If I could believe the evidence of my own eyesight, in the very act of giving utterance to a scream of terror he disappeared, how, or why, or whither, there was nothing to show, — in his place, where he had been standing, there seemed to be a dim object of some sort in a state of frenzied agitation on the floor. The phosphorescent vapour was confusing; the lights appeared to be suddenly burning low; before I had sense enough to go and see if there was anything there, and, if so, what, the flames had vanished, the man himself had reappeared, and, prostrated on his knees, was salaaming in a condition of abject terror.

‘My lord! my lord!’ he whined. ‘I entreat you, my lord, to use me as your slave!’

‘I’ll use you as my slave!’ Whether he or I was the more agitated it would have been difficult to say, — but, at least, it would not have done to betray my feelings as he did his.

‘Stand up!’

He stood up. I eyed him as he did with an interest which, so far as I was concerned, was of a distinctly new and original sort. Whether or not I had been the victim of an ocular delusion I could not be sure. It was incredible to suppose that he could have disappeared as he had seemed to disappear, — it was also incredible that I could have imagined his disappearance. If the thing had been a trick, I had not the faintest notion how it had been worked; and, if it was not a trick, then what was it? Was it something new in scientific marvels? Could he give me as much instruction in the qualities of unknown forces as I could him?

In the meanwhile he stood in an attitude of complete submission, with downcast eyes, and hands crossed upon his breast. I started to cross-examine him.

‘I am going to ask you some questions. So long as you answer them promptly, truthfully, you will be safe. Otherwise you had best beware.’

‘Ask, oh my lord.’

‘What is the nature of your objection to Mr Lessingham?’

‘Revenge.’

‘What has he done to you that you should wish to be revenged on him?’

‘It is the feud of the innocent blood.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘On his hands is the blood of my kin. It cries aloud for vengeance.’

‘Who has he killed?’

‘That, my lord, is for me, — and for him.’

‘I see. — Am I to understand that you do not choose to answer me, and that I am again to use my — magic?’

I saw that he quivered.

‘My lord, he has spilled the blood of her who has lain upon his breast.’

I hesitated. What he meant appeared clear enough. Perhaps it would be as well not to press for further details. The words pointed to what it might be courteous to call an Eastern Romance, — though it was hard to conceive of the Apostle figuring as the hero of such a theme. It was the old tale retold, that to the life of every man there is a background, — that it is precisely in the unlikeliest cases that the background’s darkest. What would that penny-plain-and-twopence-coloured bogey, the Nonconformist Conscience, make of such a story if it were blazoned through the land. Would Paul not come down with a run?

‘“Spilling blood” is a figure of speech; pretty, perhaps, but vague. If you mean that Mr Lessingham has been killing someone, your surest and most effectual revenge would be gained by an appeal to the law.’

‘What has the Englishman’s law to do with me?’

‘If you can prove that he has been guilty of murder it would have a great deal to do with you. I assure you that at any rate, in that sense, the Englishman’s law is no respecter of persons. Show him to be guilty, and it would hang Paul Lessingham as indifferently, and as cheerfully, as it would hang Bill Brown.’

‘Is that so?’

‘It is so, as, if you choose, you will be easily able to prove to your own entire satisfaction.’

He had raised his head, and was looking at something which he seemed to see in front of him with a maleficent glare in his sensitive eyes which it was not nice to see.

‘He would be shamed?’

‘Indeed he would be shamed.’

‘Before all men?’

‘Before all men, — and, I take it, before all women too.’

‘And he would hang?’

‘If shown to have been guilty of wilful murder, — yes.’

His hideous face was lighted up by a sort of diabolical exultation which made it, if that were possible, more hideous still. I had apparently given him a wrinkle which pleased him most consummately.

‘Perhaps I will do that in the end, — in the end!’ He opened his eyes to their widest limits, then shut them tight, — as if to gloat on the picture which his fancy painted. Then reopened them. ‘In the meantime I will have vengeance in my own fashion. He knows already that the avenger is upon him, — he has good reason to know it. And through the days and the nights the knowledge shall be with him still, and it shall be to him as the bitterness of death, — aye, of many deaths. For he will know that escape there is none, and that for him there shall be no more sun in the sky, and that the terror shall be with him by night and by day, at his rising up and at his lying down, wherever his eyes shall turn it shall be there, — yet, behold, the sap and the juice of my vengeance is in this, in that though he shall be very sure that the days that are, are as the days of his death, yet shall he know that THE DEATH, THE GREAT DEATH, is coming — coming — and shall be on him — when I will!’

The fellow spoke like an inspired maniac. If he meant half what he said, — and if he did not then his looks and his tones belied him! — then a promising future bade fair to be in store for Mr Lessingham, — and, also, circumstances being as they were, for Marjorie. It was this latter reflection which gave me pause. Either this imprecatory fanatic would have to be disposed of, by Lessingham himself, or by someone acting on his behalf, and, so far as their power of doing mischief went, his big words proved empty windbags, or Marjorie would have to be warned that there was at least one passage in her suitor’s life, into which, ere it was too late, it was advisable that inquiry should be made. To allow Marjorie to irrevocably link her fate with the Apostle’s, without being first of all made aware that he was, to all intents and purposes, a haunted man — that was not to be thought of.

‘You employ large phrases.’

My words cooled the other’s heated blood. Once more his eyes were cast down, his hands crossed upon his breast

‘I crave my lord’s pardon. My wound is ever new.’

‘By the way, what was the secret history, this morning, of that little incident of the cockroach?’

He glanced up quickly.

‘Cockroach? — I know not what you say.’

‘Well, — was it beetle, then?’

‘Beetle!’

He seemed, all at once, to have lost his voice, — the word was gasped.

‘After you went we found, upon a sheet of paper, a capitally executed drawing of a beetle, which, I fancy, you must have left behind you, — Scaraboeus sacer, wasn’t it?’

‘I know not what you talk of.’

‘Its discovery seemed to have quite a singular effect on Mr Lessingham.
Now, why was that?’

‘I know nothing.’

‘Oh yes you do, — and, before you go, I mean to know something too.’

The man was trembling, looking this way and that, showing signs of marked discomfiture. That there was something about that ancient scarab, which figures so largely in the still unravelled tangles of the Egyptian mythologies, and the effect which the mere sight of its cartouch — for the drawing had resembled something of the kind — had had on such a seasoned vessel as Paul Lessingham, which might be well worth my finding out, I felt convinced, — the man’s demeanour, on my recurring to the matter, told its own plain tale. I made up my mind, if possible, to probe the business to the bottom, then and there.

‘Listen to me, my friend. I am a plain man, and I use plain speech, — it’s a kind of hobby I have. You will give me the information I require, and that at once, or I will pit my magic against yours, — in which case I think it extremely probable that you will come off worst from the encounter.’

I reached out for the lever, and the exhibition of electricity recommenced. Immediately his tremors were redoubled.

‘My lord, I know not of what you talk.’

‘None of your lies for me. — Tell me why, at the sight of the thing on that sheet of paper, Paul Lessingham went green and yellow.’

‘Ask him, my lord.’

‘Probably, later on, that is what I shall do. In the meantime, I am asking you. Answer, — or look out for squalls.’

The electrical exhibition was going on. He was glaring at it as if he wished that it would stop. As if ashamed of his cowardice, plainly, on a sudden, he made a desperate effort to get the better of his fears, — and succeeded better than I had expected or desired. He drew himself up with what, in him, amounted to an air of dignity.

‘I am a child of Isis!’

It struck me that he made this remark, not so much to impress me, as with a view of elevating his own low spirits,

‘Are you? — Then, in that case, I regret that I am unable to congratulate the lady on her offspring.’

When I said that, a ring came into his voice which I had not heard before.

‘Silence! — You know not of what you speak! — I warn you, as I warned Paul Lessingham, be careful not to go too far. Be not like him, — heed my warning.’

‘What is it I am being warned against, — the beetle?’

‘Yes, — the beetle!’

Were I upon oath, and this statement being made, in the presence of witnesses, say, in a solicitor’s office, I standing in fear of pains and penalties, I think that, at this point, I should leave the paper blank. No man likes to own himself a fool, or that he ever was a fool, — and ever since I have been wondering whether, on that occasion, that ‘child of Isis’ did, or did not, play the fool with me. His performance was realistic enough at the time, heaven knows. But, as it gets farther and farther away, I ask myself, more and more confidently, as time effluxes, whether, after all, it was not clever juggling, — superhumanly clever juggling, if you will; that, and nothing more. If it was something more, then, with a vengeance! there is more in heaven and earth than is dreamed of in our philosophy. The mere possibility opens vistas which the sane mind fears to contemplate.

Since, then, I am not on oath, and, should I fall short of verbal accuracy, I do not need to fear the engines of the law, what seemed to happen was this.

He was standing within about ten feet of where I leaned against the edge of the table. The light was full on, so that it was difficult to suppose that I could make a mistake as to what took place in front of me. As he replied to my mocking allusion to the beetle by echoing my own words, he vanished, — or, rather, I saw him taking a different shape before my eyes. His loose draperies all fell off him, and, as they were in the very act of falling, there issued, or there seemed to issue out of them, a monstrous creature of the beetle type, — the man himself was gone. On the point of size I wish to make myself clear. My impression, when I saw it first, was that it was as large as the man had been, and that it was, in some way, standing up on end, the legs towards me. But, the moment it came in view, it began to dwindle, and that so rapidly that, in a couple of seconds at most, a little heap of drapery was lying on the floor, on which was a truly astonishing example of the coleoptera. It appeared to be a beetle. It was, perhaps, six or seven inches high, and about a foot in length. Its scales were of a vivid golden green. I could distinctly see where the wings were sheathed along the back, and, as they seemed to be slightly agitated, I looked, every moment, to see them opened, and the thing take wing.

I was so astonished, — as who would not have been? — that for an appreciable space of time I was practically in a state of stupefaction. I could do nothing but stare. I was acquainted with the legendary transmigrations of Isis, and with the story of the beetle which issues from the woman’s womb through all eternity, and with the other pretty tales, but this, of which I was an actual spectator, was something new, even in legends. If the man, with whom I had just been speaking, was gone, where had he gone to? If this glittering creature was there, in his stead, whence had it come?

I do protest this much, that, after the first shock of surprise had passed, I retained my presence of mind. I felt as an investigator might feel, who has stumbled, haphazard, on some astounding, some epoch-making, discovery. I was conscious that I should have to make the best use of my mental faculties if I was to take full advantage of so astonishing an accident. I kept my glance riveted on the creature, with the idea of photographing it on my brain. I believe that if it were possible to take a retinal print — which it someday will be — you would have a perfect picture of what it was I saw, Beyond doubt it was a lamellicorn, one of the copridae. With the one exception of its monstrous size, there were the characteristics in plain view; — the convex body, the large head, the projecting clypeus. More, its smooth head and throat seemed to suggest that it was a female. Equally beyond a doubt, apart from its size, there were unusual features present too. The eyes were not only unwontedly conspicuous, they gleamed as if they were lighted by internal flames, — in some indescribable fashion they reminded me of my vanished visitor. The colouring was superb, and the creature appeared to have the chameleon-like faculty of lightening and darkening the shades at will. Its not least curious feature was its restlessness. It was in a state of continual agitation; and, as if it resented my inspection, the more I looked at it the more its agitation grew. As I have said, I expected every moment to see it take wing and circle through the air.

All the while I was casting about in my mind as to what means I could use to effect its capture. I did think of killing it, and, on the whole, I rather wish that I had at any rate attempted slaughter, — there were dozens of things, lying ready to my hand, any one of which would have severely tried its constitution; — but, on the spur of the moment, the only method of taking it alive which occurred to me, was to pop over it a big tin canister which had contained soda-lime. This canister was on the floor to my left. I moved towards it, as nonchalantly as I could, keeping an eye on that shining wonder all the time. Directly I moved, its agitation perceptibly increased, — it was, so to speak, all one whirr of tremblement; it scintillated, as if its coloured scales had been so many prisms; it began to unsheath its wings, as if it had finally decided that it would make use of them. Picking up the tin, disembarrassing it of its lid, I sprang towards my intended victim. Its wings opened wide; obviously it was about to rise; but it was too late. Before it had cleared the ground, the tin was over it.

It remained over it, however, for an instant only. I had stumbled, in my haste, and, in my effort to save myself from falling face foremost on to the floor, I was compelled to remove my hands from the tin. Before I was able to replace them, the tin was sent flying, and, while I was still partially recumbent, within eighteen inches of me, that beetle swelled and swelled, until it had assumed its former portentous dimensions, when, as it seemed, it was enveloped by a human shape, and in less time than no time, there stood in front of me, naked from top to toe, my truly versatile oriental friend. One startling fact nudity revealed, — that I had been egregiously mistaken on the question of sex. My visitor was not a man, but a woman, and, judging from the brief glimpse which I had of her body, by no means old or ill-shaped either.

If that transformation was not a bewildering one, then two and two make five. The most level-headed scientist would temporarily have lost his mental equipoise on witnessing such a quick change as that within a span or two of his own nose I was not only witless, I was breathless too, — I could only gape. And, while I gaped, the woman, stooping down, picking up her draperies, began to huddle them on her anyhow, — and, also, to skeddadle towards the door which led into the yard. When I observed this last manoeuvre, to some extent I did rise to the requirements of the situation. Leaping up, I rushed to stay her flight.

‘Stop!’ I shouted.

But she was too quick for me. Ere I could reach her, she had opened the door, and was through it, — and, what was more, she had slammed it in my face. In my excitement, I did some fumbling with the handle. When, in my turn, I was in the yard, she was out of sight. I did fancy I saw a dim form disappearing over the wall at the further side, and I made for it as fast as I knew how. I clambered on to the wall, looking this way and that, but there was nothing and no one to be seen. I listened for the sound of retreating footsteps, but all was still. Apparently I had the entire neighbourhood to my own sweet self. My visitor had vanished. Time devoted to pursuit I felt would be time ill-spent.

As I returned across the yard, Woodville, who still was taking his rest under the open canopy of heaven, sat up. Seemingly my approach had roused him out of slumber. At sight of me he rubbed his eyes, and yawned, and blinked.

‘I say,’ he remarked, not at all unreasonably, ‘where am I?’

‘You’re on holy — or on haunted ground, — hang me if I quite know which! — but that’s where you are, my boy.’

‘By Jove! — I am feeling queer! — I have got a headache, don’t you know.’

‘I shouldn’t be in the least surprised at anything you have, or haven’t, — I’m beyond surprise. It’s a drop of whisky you are wanting, — and what I’m wanting too, — only, for goodness sake, drop me none of your drops! Mine is a case for a bottle at the least.’

I put my arm through his, and went with him into the laboratory. And, when we were in, I shut, and locked, and barred the door.


CHAPTER XIX

THE LADY RAGES

Dora Grayling stood in the doorway.

‘I told your servant he need not trouble to show me in, — and I’ve come without my aunt. I hope I’m not intruding.’

She was — confoundedly; and it was on the tip of my tongue to tell her so. She came into the room, with twinkling eyes, looking radiantly happy, — that sort of look which makes even a plain young woman prepossessing.

‘Am I intruding? — I believe I am.’

She held out her hand, while she was still a dozen feet away, and when I did not at once dash forward to make a clutch at it, she shook her head and made a little mouth at me.

‘What’s the matter with you? — Aren’t you well?’

I was not well, — I was very far from well. I was as unwell as I could be without being positively ill, and any person of common discernment would have perceived it at a glance. At the same time I was not going to admit anything of the kind to her.

‘Thank you, — I am perfectly well.’

‘Then, if I were you, I would endeavour to become imperfectly well; a little imperfection in that direction might make you appear to more advantage.’

‘I am afraid that that I am not one of those persons who ever do appear to much advantage, — did I not tell you so last night?’

‘I believe you did say something of the kind, — it’s very good of you to remember. Have you forgotten something else which you said to me last night?’

‘You can hardly expect me to keep fresh in my memory all the follies of which my tongue is guilty.’

‘Thank you. — That is quite enough. — Good-day.’

She turned as if to go.

‘Miss Grayling!’

‘Mr Atherton?’

‘What’s the matter? — What have I been saying now?’

‘Last night you invited me to come and see you this morning, — is that one of the follies of which your tongue was guilty?’

The engagement had escaped my recollection — it is a fact — and my face betrayed me.

‘You had forgotten?’ Her cheeks flamed; her eyes sparkled. ‘You must pardon my stupidity for not having understood that the imitation was of that general kind which is never meant to be acted on.’

She was half way to the door before I stopped her, — I had to take her by the shoulder to do it.

‘Miss Grayling! — You are hard on me.’

‘I suppose I am. — Is anything harder than to be intruded on by an undesired, and unexpected, guest?’

‘Now you are harder still. — If you knew what I have gone through since our conversation of last night, in your strength you would be merciful.’

‘Indeed? — What have you gone through?’

I hesitated. What I actually had gone through I certainly did not propose to tell her. Other reasons apart I did not desire to seem madder than I admittedly am, — and I lacked sufficient plausibility to enable me to concoct, on the spur of the moment, a plain tale of the doings of my midnight visitor which would have suggested that the narrator was perfectly sane. So I fenced, — or tried to.

‘For one thing, — I have had no sleep.’

I had not, — not one single wink. When I did get between the sheets, ‘all night I lay in agony,’ I suffered from that worst form of nightmare, — the nightmare of the man who is wide awake. There was continually before my fevered eyes the strange figure of that Nameless Thing. I had often smiled at tales of haunted folk, — here was I one of them. My feelings were not rendered more agreeable by a strengthening conviction that if I had only retained the normal attitude of a scientific observer I should, in all probability, have solved the mystery of my oriental friend, and that his example of the genus of copridae might have been pinned, — by a very large pin! — on a piece — a monstrous piece! — of cork. It was galling to reflect that he and I had played together a game of bluff, — a game at which civilisation was once more proved to be a failure.

She could not have seen all this in my face; but she saw something — because her own look softened.

‘You do look tired.’ She seemed to be casting about in her own mind for a cause. ‘You have been worrying.’ She glanced round the big laboratory. ‘Have you been spending the night in this — wizard’s cave?’

‘Pretty well’

‘Oh!’

The monosyllable, as she uttered it, was big with meaning. Uninvited, she seated herself in an arm-chair, a huge old thing, of shagreen leather, which would have held half a dozen of her. Demure in it she looked, like an agreeable reminiscence, alive, and a little up-to-date, of the women of long ago. Her dove grey eyes seemed to perceive so much more than they cared to show.

‘How is it that you have forgotten that you asked me to come? — didn’t you mean it?’

‘Of course I meant it.’

‘Then how is it you’ve forgotten?’

‘I didn’t forget.’

‘Don’t tell fibs. — Something is the matter, — tell me what it is. — Is it that I am too early?’

‘Nothing of the sort, — you couldn’t be too early.’

‘Thank you. — When you pay a compliment, even so neat an one as that, sometimes, you should look as if you meant it. — It is early, — I know it’s early, but afterwards I want you to come to lunch. I told aunt that I would bring you back with me.’

‘You are much better to me than I deserve.’

‘Perhaps.’ A tone came into her voice which was almost pathetic. ‘I think that to some men women are almost better than they deserve. I don’t know why. I suppose it pleases them. It is odd.’ There was a different intonation, — a dryness. ‘Have you forgotten what I came for?’

‘Not a bit of it, — I am not quite the brute I seem. You came to see an illustration of that pleasant little fancy of mine for slaughtering my fellows. The fact is, I’m hardly in a mood for that just now, — I’ve been illustrating it too much already.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Well, for one thing it’s been murdering Lessingham’s cat.’

‘Mr Lessingham’s cat?’

‘Then it almost murdered Percy Woodville.’

‘Mr Atherton! — I wish you wouldn’t talk like that.’

‘It’s a fact. It was a question of a little matter in a wrong place, and, if it hadn’t been for something very like a miracle, he’d be dead.’

‘I wish you wouldn’t have anything to do with such things — I hate them.’

I stared.

‘Hate them? — I thought you’d come to see an illustration.’

‘And pray what was your notion of an illustration?’

‘Well, another cat would have had to be killed, at least.’

‘And do you suppose that I would have sat still while a cat was being killed for my — edification?’

‘It needn’t necessarily have been a cat, but something would have had to be killed, — how are you going to illustrate the death-dealing propensities of a weapon of that sort without it?’

‘Is it possible that you imagine that I came here to see something killed?’

‘Then for what did you come?’

I do not know what there was about the question which was startling, but as soon as it was out, she went a fiery red.

‘Because I was a fool.’

I was bewildered. Either she had got out of the wrong side of bed, or I had, — or we both had. Here she was, assailing me, hammer and tongs, so far as I could see, for absolutely nothing.

‘You are pleased to be satirical at my expense.’

‘I should not dare. Your detection of me would be so painfully rapid.’

I was in no mood for jangling. I turned a little away from her.
Immediately she was at my elbow.

‘Mr Atherton?’

‘Miss Grayling.’

‘Are you cross with me?’

‘Why should I be? If it pleases you to laugh at my stupidity you are completely justified.’

‘But you are not stupid.’

‘No? — Nor you satirical.’

‘You are not stupid, — you know you are not stupid; it was only stupidity on my part to pretend that you were.’

‘It is very good of you to say so. — But I fear that I am an indifferent host. Although you would not care for an illustration, there may be other things which you might find amusing.’

‘Why do you keep on snubbing me?’

‘I keep on snubbing you!’

‘You are always snubbing me, — you know you are. Some times I feel as if
I hated you.’

‘Miss Grayling!’

‘I do! I do! I do!’

‘After all, it is only natural.’

‘That is how you talk, — as if I were a child, and you were, — oh I don’t know what. — Well, Mr Atherton, I am sorry to be obliged to leave you. I have enjoyed my visit very much. I only hope I have not seemed too intrusive.’

She flounced— ‘flounce’ was the only appropriate word! — out of the room before I could stop her. I caught her in the passage.

‘Miss Grayling, I entreat you—’

‘Pray do not entreat me, Mr Atherton.’ Standing still she turned to me. ‘I would rather show myself to the door as I showed myself in, but, if that is impossible, might I ask you not to speak to me between this and the street?’

The hint was broad enough, even for me. I escorted her through the hall without a word, — in perfect silence she shook the dust of my abode from off her feet.

I had made a pretty mess of things. I felt it as I stood on the top of the steps and watched her going, — she was walking off at four miles an hour; I had not even ventured to ask to be allowed to call a hansom.

It was beginning to occur to me that this was a case in which another blow upon the river might be, to say the least of it, advisable — and I was just returning into the house with the intention of putting myself into my flannels, when a cab drew up, and old Lindon got out of it.


CHAPTER XX

A HEAVY FATHER

Mr Lindon was excited, — there is no mistaking it when he is, because with him excitement means perspiration, and as soon as he was out of the cab he took off his hat and began to wipe the lining.

‘Atherton, I want to speak to you — most particularly — somewhere in private.’

I took him into my laboratory. It is my rule to take no one there; it is a workshop, not a playroom, — the place is private; but, recently, my rules had become dead letters. Directly he was inside, Lindon began puffing and stewing, wiping his forehead, throwing out his chest, as if he were oppressed by a sense of his own importance. Then he started off talking at the top of his voice, — and it is not a low one either.

‘Atherton, I — I’ve always looked on you as a — a kind of a son.’

‘That’s very kind of you.’

‘I’ve always regarded you as a — a level-headed fellow; a man from whom sound advice can be obtained when sound advice — is — is most to be desired.’

‘That also is very kind of you.’

‘And therefore I make no apology for coming to you at — at what may be regarded as a — a strictly domestic crisis; at a moment in the history of the Lindons when delicacy and common sense are — are essentially required.’

This time I contented myself with nodding. Already I perceived what was coming; somehow, when I am with a man I feel so much more clear-headed than I do when I am with a woman, — realise so much better the nature of the ground on which I am standing.

‘What do you know of this man Lessingham?’

I knew it was coming.

‘What all the world knows.’

‘And what does all the world know of him? — I ask you that! A flashy, plausible, shallow-pated, carpet-bagger, — that is what all the world knows of him. The man’s a political adventurer, — he snatches a precarious, and criminal, notoriety, by trading on the follies of his fellow-countrymen. He is devoid of decency, destitute of principle, and impervious to all the feelings of a gentleman. What do you know of him besides this?’

‘I am not prepared to admit that I do know that.’

‘Oh yes you do! — don’t talk nonsense! — you choose to screen the fellow! I say what I mean, — I always have said, and I always shall say. — What do you know of him outside politics, — of his family — of his private life?’

‘Well, — not very much.’

‘Of course you don’t! — nor does anybody else! The man’s a mushroom, — or a toadstool, rather! — sprung up in the course of a single night, apparently out of some dirty ditch. — Why, sir, not only is he without ordinary intelligence, he is even without a Brummagen substitute for manners.’

He had worked himself into a state of heat in which his countenance presented a not too agreeable assortment of scarlets and purples. He flung himself into a chair, threw his coat wide open, and his arms too, and started off again.

‘The family of the Lindons is, at this moment, represented by a — a young woman, — by my daughter, sir. She represents me, and it’s her duty to represent me adequately — adequately, sir! And what’s more, between ourselves, sir, it’s her duty to marry. My property’s my own, and I wouldn’t have it pass to either of my confounded brothers on any account. They’re next door to fools, and — and they don’t represent me in any possible sense of the word. My daughter, sir, can marry whom she pleases, — whom she pleases! There’s no one in England, peer or commoner, who would not esteem it an honour to have her for his wife — I’ve told her so, — yes, sir, I’ve told her, though you — you’d think that she, of all people in the world, wouldn’t require telling. Yet what do you think she does? She — she actually carries on what I — I can’t help calling a — a compromising acquaintance with this man Lessingham!’

‘No!’

‘But I say yes! — and I wish to heaven I didn’t. I — I’ve warned her against the scoundrel more than once; I — I’ve told her to cut him dead. And yet, as — as you saw yourself, last night, in — in the face of the assembled House of Commons, after that twaddling clap-trap speech of his, in which there was not one sound sentiment, nor an idea which — which would hold water, she positively went away with him, in — in the most ostentatious and — and disgraceful fashion, on — on his arm, and — and actually snubbed her father. — It is monstrous that a parent — a father! — should be subjected to such treatment by his child.’

The poor old boy polished his brow with his pocket-handkerchief.

‘When I got home I — I told her what I thought of her, I promise you that, — and I told her what I thought of him, — I didn’t mince my words with her. There are occasions when plain speaking is demanded, — and that was one. I positively forbade her to speak to the fellow again, or to recognise him if she met him in the street. I pointed out to her, with perfect candour, that the fellow was an infernal scoundrel, — that and nothing else! — and that he would bring disgrace on whoever came into contact with him, even with the end of a barge pole. — And what do you think she said?’

‘She promised to obey you, I make no doubt.’

‘Did she, sir! — By gad, did she! — That shows how much you know her! — She said, and, by gad, by her manner, and — and the way she went on, you’d — you’d have thought that she was the parent and I was the child — she said that I — I grieved her, that she was disappointed in me, that times have changed, — yes, sir, she said that times have changed! — that, nowadays, parents weren’t Russian autocrats — no, sir, not Russian autocrats! — that — that she was sorry she couldn’t oblige me, — yes, sir, that was how she put it, — she was sorry she couldn’t oblige me, but it was altogether out of the question to suppose that she could put a period to a friendship which she valued, simply on account of-of my unreasonable prejudices, — and — and — and, in short, she — she told me to go the devil, sir!’

‘And did you—’

I was on the point of asking him if he went, — but I checked myself in time.

‘Let us look at the matter as men of the world. What do you know against Lessingham, apart from his politics?’

‘That’s just it, — I know nothing.’

‘In a sense, isn’t that in his favour?’

‘I don’t see how you make that out. I — I don’t mind telling you that I — I’ve had inquiries made. He’s not been in the House six years — this is his second Parliament — he’s jumped up like a Jack-in-the-box. His first constituency was Harwich — they’ve got him still, and much good may he do ’em! — but how he came to stand for the place, — or who, or what, or where he was before he stood for the place, no one seems to have the faintest notion.’

‘Hasn’t he been a great traveller?’

‘I never heard of it.’

‘Not in the East?’

‘Has he told you so?’

‘No, — I was only wondering. Well, it seems to me that to find out that nothing is known against him is something in his favour!’

‘My dear Sydney, don’t talk nonsense. What it proves is simply, — that he’s a nothing and a nobody. Had he been anything or anyone, something would have been known about him, either for or against. I don’t want my daughter to marry a man who — who — who’s shot up through a trap, simply because nothing is known against him. Ha-hang me, if I wouldn’t ten times sooner she should marry you.’

When he said that, my heart leaped in my bosom. I had to turn away.

‘I am afraid that is out of the question.’

He stopped in his tramping, and looked at me askance.

‘Why?’

I felt that, if I was not careful, I should be done for, — and, probably, in his present mood, Marjorie too.

‘My dear Lindon, I cannot tell you how grateful I am to you for your suggestion, but I can only repeat that — unfortunately, anything of the kind is out of the question.’

‘I don’t see why.’

‘Perhaps not.’

‘You — you’re a pretty lot, upon my word!’

‘I’m afraid we are.’

‘I — I want you to tell her that Lessingham is a damned scoundrel.’

‘I see. — But I would suggest that if I am to use the influence with which you credit me to the best advantage, or to preserve a shred of it, I had hardly better state the fact quite so bluntly as that.’

‘I don’t care how you state it, — state it as you like. Only — only I want you to soak her mind with a loathing of the fellow; I — I — I want you to paint him in his true colours; in — in — in fact, I — I want you to choke him off.’

While he still struggled with his words, and with the perspiration on his brow, Edwards entered. I turned to him.

‘What is it?’

‘Miss Lindon, sir, wishes to see you particularly, and at once.’

At that moment I found the announcement a trifle perplexing, — it delighted Lindon. He began to stutter and to stammer.

‘T-the very thing! — c-couldn’t have been better! — show her in here! H — hide me somewhere, — I don’t care where, — behind that screen! Y-you use your influence with her; — g-give her a good talking to; — t-tell her what I’ve told you; and at — at the critical moment I’ll come in, and then — then if we can’t manage her between us, it’ll be a wonder.’

The proposition staggered me.

‘But, my dear Mr Lindon, I fear that I cannot—’

He cut me short.

‘Here she comes!’

Ere I could stop him he was behind the screen, — I had not seen him move with such agility before! — and before I could expostulate Marjorie was in the room. Something which was in her bearing, in her face, in her eyes, quickened the beating of my pulses, — she looked as if something had come into her life, and taken the joy clean out of it.


CHAPTER XXI

THE TERROR IN THE NIGHT

‘Sydney!’ she cried, ‘I’m so glad that I can see you!’

She might be, — but, at that moment, I could scarcely assert that I was a sharer of her joy.

‘I told you that if trouble overtook me I should come to you, and — I’m in trouble now. Such strange trouble.’

So was I, — and in perplexity as well. An idea occurred to me, — I would outwit her eavesdropping father.

‘Come with me into the house, — tell me all about it there.’

She refused to budge.

‘No, — I will tell you all about it here.’ She looked about her, — as it struck me queerly. ‘This is just the sort of place in which to unfold a tale like mine. It looks uncanny.’

‘But—’

‘“But me no buts!” Sydney, don’t torture me, — let me stop here where I am, — don’t you see I’m haunted?’

She had seated herself. Now she stood up, holding her hands out in front of her in a state of extraordinary agitation, her manner as wild as her words.

‘Why are you staring at me like that? Do you think I’m mad? — I wonder if I’m going mad. — Sydney, do people suddenly go mad? You’re a bit of everything, you’re a bit of a doctor too, feel my pulse, — there it is! — tell me if I’m ill!’

I felt her pulse, — it did not need its swift beating to inform me that fever of some sort was in her veins. I gave her something in a glass. She held it up to the level of her eyes.

‘What’s this?’

‘It’s a decoction of my own. You might not think it, but my brain sometimes gets into a whirl. I use it as a sedative. It will do you good.’

She drained the glass.

‘It’s done me good already, — I believe it has; that’s being something like a doctor. — Well, Sydney, the storm has almost burst. Last night papa forbade me to speak to Paul Lessingham — by way of a prelude.’

‘Exactly. Mr Lindon—’

‘Yes, Mr Lindon, — that’s papa. I fancy we almost quarrelled. I know papa said some surprising things, — but it’s a way he has, — he’s apt to say surprising things. He’s the best father in the world, but — it’s not in his nature to like a really clever person; your good high dried old Tory never can; — I’ve always thought that that’s why he’s so fond of you.’

‘Thank you, I presume that is the reason, though it had not occurred to me before.’

Since her entry, I had, to the best of my ability, been turning the position over in my mind. I came to the conclusion that, all things considered, her father had probably as much right to be a sharer of his daughter’s confidence as I had, even from the vantage of the screen, — and that for him to hear a few home truths proceeding from her lips might serve to clear the air. From such a clearance the lady would not be likely to come off worst. I had not the faintest inkling of what was the actual purport of her visit.

She started off, as it seemed to me, at a tangent.

‘Did I tell you last night about what took place yesterday morning, — about the adventure of my finding the man?’

‘Not a word.’

‘I believe I meant to, — I’m half disposed to think he’s brought me trouble. Isn’t there some superstition about evil befalling whoever shelters a homeless stranger?’

‘We’ll hope not, for humanity’s sake.’

‘I fancy there is, — I feel sure there is. — Anyhow, listen to my story. Yesterday morning, before breakfast, — to be accurate, between eight and nine, I looked out of the window, and I saw a crowd in the street. I sent Peter out to see what was the matter. He came back and said there was a man in a fit. I went out to look at the man in the fit. I found, lying on the ground, in the centre of the crowd, a man who, but for the tattered remnants of what had apparently once been a cloak, would have been stark naked. He was covered with dust, and dirt, and blood, — a dreadful sight. As you know, I have had my smattering of instruction in First Aid to the Injured, and that kind of thing, so, as no one else seemed to have any sense, and the man seemed as good as dead, I thought I would try my hand. Directly I knelt down beside him, what do you think he said?’

‘Thank you.’

‘Nonsense. — He said, in such a queer, hollow, croaking voice, “Paul Lessingham.” I was dreadfully startled. To hear a perfect stranger, a man in his condition, utter that name in such a fashion — to me, of all people in the world! — took me aback. The policeman who was holding his head remarked, “That’s the first time he’s opened his mouth. I thought he was dead.” He opened his mouth a second time. A convulsive movement went all over him, and he exclaimed, with the strangest earnestness, and so loudly that you might have heard him at the other end of the street, “Be warned, Paul Lessingham, be warned!” It was very silly of me, perhaps, but I cannot tell you how his words, and his manner — the two together — affected me. — Well, the long and the short of it was, that I had him taken into the house, and washed, and put to bed, — and I had the doctor sent for. The doctor could make nothing of it at all. He reported that the man seemed to be suffering from some sort of cataleptic seizure, — I could see that he thought it likely to turn out almost as interesting a case as I did.’

‘Did you acquaint your father with the addition to his household?’

She looked at me, quizzically.

‘You see, when one has such a father as mine one cannot tell him everything, at once. There are occasions on which one requires time.’

I felt that this would be wholesome hearing for old Lindon.

‘Last night, after papa and I had exchanged our little courtesies, — which, it is to be hoped, were to papa’s satisfaction, since they were not to be mine — I went to see the patient. I was told that he had neither eaten nor drunk, moved nor spoken. But, so soon as I approached his bed, he showed signs of agitation. He half raised himself upon his pillow, and he called out, as if he had been addressing some large assembly — I can’t describe to you the dreadful something which was in his voice, and on his face,— “Paul Lessingham! — Beware! — The Beetle!”’

When she said that, I was startled.

‘Are you sure those were the words he used?’

‘Quite sure. Do you think I could mistake them, — especially after what has happened since? I hear them singing in my ears, — they haunt me all the time.’

She put her hands up to her face, as if to veil something from her eyes. I was becoming more and more convinced that there was something about the Apostle’s connection with his Oriental friend which needed probing to the bottom.

‘What sort of a man is he to look at, this patient of yours?’

I had my doubts as to the gentleman’s identity, — which her words dissolved; only, however, to increase my mystification in another direction.

‘He seems to be between thirty and forty. He has light hair, and straggling sandy whiskers. He is so thin as to be nothing but skin and bone, — the doctor says it’s a case of starvation.’

‘You say he has light hair, and sandy whiskers. Are you sure the whiskers are real?’

She opened her eyes.

‘Of course they’re real. Why shouldn’t they be real?’

‘Does he strike you as being a — foreigner?’

‘Certainly not. He looks like an Englishman, and he speaks like one, and not, I should say, of the lowest class. It is true that there is a very curious, a weird, quality in his voice, what I have heard of it, but it is not un-English. If it is catalepsy he is suffering from, then it is a kind of catalepsy I never heard of. Have you ever seen a clairvoyant?’ I nodded. ‘He seems to me to be in a state of clairvoyance. Of course the doctor laughed when I told him so, but we know what doctors are, and I still believe that he is in some condition of the kind. When he said that last night he struck me as being under what those sort of people call ‘influence,’ and that whoever had him under influence was forcing him to speak against his will, for the words came from his lips as if they had been wrung from him in agony.’

Knowing what I did know, that struck me as being rather a remarkable conclusion for her to have reached, by the exercise of her own unaided powers of intuition, — but I did not choose to let her know I thought so.

‘My dear Marjorie! — you who pride yourself on having your imagination so strictly under control! — on suffering it to take no errant flights!’

‘Is not the fact that I do so pride myself proof that I am not likely to make assertions wildly, — proof, at any rate, to you? Listen to me. When I left that unfortunate creature’s room, — I had had a nurse sent for, I left him in her charge — and reached my own bedroom, I was possessed by a profound conviction that some appalling, intangible, but very real danger, was at that moment threatening Paul.’

‘Remember, — you had had an exciting evening; and a discussion with your father. Your patient’s words came as a climax.’

‘That is what I told myself, — or, rather, that was what I tried to tell myself; because, in some extraordinary fashion, I had lost the command of my powers of reflection.’

‘Precisely.’

‘It was not precisely, — or, at least, it was not precisely in the sense you mean. You may laugh at me, Sydney, but I had an altogether indescribable feeling, a feeling which amounted to knowledge, that I was in the presence of the supernatural.’

‘Nonsense!’

‘It was not nonsense, — I wish it had been nonsense. As I have said, I was conscious, completely conscious, that some frightful peril was assailing Paul. I did not know what it was, but I did know that it was something altogether awful, of which merely to think was to shudder. I wanted to go to his assistance, I tried to, more than once; but I couldn’t, and I knew that I couldn’t, — I knew that I couldn’t move as much as a finger to help him. — Stop, — let me finish! — I told myself that it was absurd, but it wouldn’t do; absurd or not, there was the terror with me in the room. I knelt down, and I prayed, but the words wouldn’t come. I tried to ask God to remove this burden from my brain, but my longings wouldn’t shape themselves into words, and my tongue was palsied. I don’t know how long I struggled, but, at last, I came to understand that, for some cause, God had chosen to leave me to fight the fight alone. So I got up, and undressed, and went to bed, — and that was the worst of all. I had sent my maid away in the first rush of my terror, afraid, and, I think, ashamed, to let her see my fear. Now I would have given anything to summon her back again, but I couldn’t do it, I couldn’t even ring the bell. So, as I say, I got into bed.’

She paused, as if to collect her thoughts. To listen to her words, and to think of the suffering which they meant to her, was almost more than I could endure. I would have thrown away the world to have been able to take her in my arms, and soothe her fears. I knew her to be, in general, the least hysterical of young women; little wont to become the prey of mere delusions; and, incredible though it sounded, I had an innate conviction that, even in its wildest periods, her story had some sort of basis in solid fact. What that basis amounted to, it would be my business, at any and every cost, quickly to determine.

‘You know how you have always laughed at me because of my objection to — cockroaches, and how, in spring, the neighbourhood of May-bugs has always made me uneasy. As soon as I got into bed I felt that something of the kind was in the room.’

‘Something of what kind?’

‘Some kind of — beetle. I could hear the whirring of its wings; I could hear its droning in the air; I knew that it was hovering above my head; that it was coming lower and lower, nearer and nearer. I hid myself; I covered myself all over with the clothes, — then I felt it bumping against the coverlet. And, Sydney!’ She drew closer. Her blanched cheeks and frightened eyes made my heart bleed. Her voice became but an echo of itself. ‘It followed me.’

‘Marjorie!’

‘It got into the bed.’

‘You imagined it.’

‘I didn’t imagine it. I heard it crawl along the sheets, till it found a way between them, and then it crawled towards me. And I felt it — against my face. — And it’s there now.’

‘Where?’

She raised the forefinger of her left hand.

‘There! — Can’t you hear it droning?’

She listened, intently. I listened too. Oddly enough, at that instant the droning of an insect did become audible.

‘It’s only a bee, child, which has found its way through the open window.’

‘I wish it were only a bee, I wish it were. — Sydney, don’t you feel as if you were in the presence of evil? Don’t you want to get away from it, back into the presence of God?’

‘Marjorie!’

‘Pray, Sydney, pray! — I can’t! — I don’t know why, but I can’t!

She flung her arms about my neck, and pressed herself against me in paroxysmal agitation. The violence of her emotion bade fair to unman me too. It was so unlike Marjorie, — and I would have given my life to save her from a toothache. She kept repeating her own words, — as if she could not help it.

‘Pray, Sydney, pray!’

At last I did as she wished me. At least, there is no harm in praying, — I never heard of its bringing hurt to anyone. I repeated aloud the Lord’s Prayer, — the first time for I know not how long. As the divine sentences came from my lips, hesitatingly enough, I make no doubt, her tremors ceased. She became calmer. Until, as I reached the last great petition, ‘Deliver us from evil,’ she loosed her arms from about my neck, and dropped upon her knees, close to my feet. And she joined me in the closing words, as a sort of chorus.

‘For Thine is the Kingdom, the Power, and the Glory, for ever and ever.
Amen.’

When the prayer was ended, we both of us were still. She with her head bowed, and her hands clasped; and I with something tugging at my heart-strings which I had not felt there for many and many a year, almost as if it had been my mother’s hand; — I daresay that sometimes she does stretch out her hand, from her place among the angels, to touch my heart-strings, and I know nothing of it all the while.

As the silence still continued, I chanced to glance up, and there was old Lindon peeping at us from his hiding-place behind the screen. The look of amazed perplexity which was on his big red face struck me with such a keen sense of the incongruous that it was all I could do to keep from laughter. Apparently the sight of us did nothing to lighten the fog which was in his brain, for he stammered out, in what was possibly intended for a whisper,

‘Is — is she m-mad?’

The whisper, — if it was meant for a whisper — was more than sufficiently audible to catch his daughter’s ears. She started — raised her head — sprang to her feet — turned — and saw her father.

‘Papa!’

Immediately her sire was seized with an access of stuttering.

‘W-w-what the d-devil’s the — the m-m-meaning of this?’

Her utterance was clear enough, — I fancy her parent found it almost painfully clear.

‘Rather it is for me to ask, what is the meaning of this! Is it possible, that, all the time, you have actually been concealed behind that — screen?’

Unless I am mistaken the old gentleman cowered before the directness of his daughter’s gaze, — and endeavoured to conceal the fact by an explosion of passion.

Do-don’t you s-speak to me li-like that, you un-undutiful girl! I — I’m your father!’

‘You certainly are my father; though I was unaware until now that my father was capable of playing the part of eavesdropper.’

Rage rendered him speechless, — or, at any rate, he chose to let us believe that that was the determining cause of his continuing silence. So Marjorie turned to me, — and, on the whole, I had rather she had not. Her manner was very different from what it had been just now, — it was more than civil, it was freezing.

‘Am I to understand, Mr Atherton, that this has been done with your cognisance? That while you suffered me to pour out my heart to you unchecked, you were aware, all the time, that there was a listener behind the screen?’

I became keenly aware, on a sudden, that I had borne my share in playing her a very shabby trick, — I should have liked to throw old Lindon through the window.

‘The thing was not of my contriving. Had I had the opportunity I would have compelled Mr Lindon to face you when you came in. But your distress caused me to lose my balance. And you will do me the justice to remember that I endeavoured to induce you to come with me into another room.’

‘But I do not seem to remember your hinting at there being any particular reason why I should have gone.’

‘You never gave me a chance.’

‘Sydney! — I had not thought you would have played me such a trick!’

When she said that — in such a tone! — the woman whom I loved! — I could have hammered my head against the wall. The hound I was to have treated her so scurvily!

Perceiving I was crushed she turned again to face her father, cool, calm, stately; — she was, on a sudden, once more, the Marjorie with whom I was familiar. The demeanour of parent and child was in striking contrast. If appearances went for aught, the odds were heavy that in any encounter which might be coming the senior would suffer.

‘I hope, papa, that you are going to tell me that there has been some curious mistake, and that nothing was farther from your intention than to listen at a keyhole. What would you have thought — and said — if I had attempted to play the spy on you? And I have always understood that men were so particular on points of honour.’

Old Lindon was still hardly fit to do much else than splutter, — certainly not qualified to chop phrases with this sharp-tongued maiden.

‘D-don’t talk to me li-like that, girl! — I — I believe you’re s-stark mad!’ He turned to me. ‘W-what was that tomfoolery she was talking to you about?’

‘To what do you allude?’

‘About a rub-rubbishing b-beetle, and g-goodness alone knows what, — d-diseased and m-morbid imagination, — r-reared on the literature of the gutter! — I never thought that a child of mine could have s-sunk to such a depth! — Now, Atherton, I ask you to t-tell me frankly, — what do you think of a child who behaves as she has done? Who t-takes a nameless vagabond into the house and con-conceals his presence from her father? And m-mark the sequel! even the vagabond warns her against the r-rascal Lessingham! — Now, Atherton, tell me what you think of a girl who behaves like that?’ I shrugged my shoulders. ‘I — I know very well what you d-do think of her, — don’t be afraid to say it out because she’s present.’

‘No; Sydney, don’t be afraid.’

I saw that her eyes were dancing, — in a manner of speaking, her looks brightened under the sunshine of her father’s displeasure.

‘Let’s hear what you think of her as a — as a m-man of the world!’

‘Pray, Sydney, do!’

‘What you feel for her in your — your heart of hearts!’

‘Yes, Sydney, what do you feel for me in your heart of hearts?’

The baggage beamed with heartless sweetness, — she was making a mock of me. Her father turned as if he would have rent her.

‘D-don’t you speak until you’re spoken to! Atherton, I — I hope I’m not deceived in you; I — I hope you’re the man I — I took you for; that you’re willing and — and ready to play the part of a-a-an honest friend to this mis-misguided simpleton. T-this is not the time for mincing words, it — it’s the time for candid speech. Tell this — this weak minded young woman, right out, whether this man Lessingham is, or is not, a damned scoundrel.’

‘Papa! — Do you really think that Sydney’s opinion, or your opinion, is likely to alter facts?’

‘Do you hear, Atherton, tell this wretched girl the truth!’

‘My dear Mr Lindon, I have already told you that I know nothing either for or against Mr Lessingham except what is known to all the world.’

‘Exactly, — and all the world knows him to be a miserable adventurer who is scheming to entrap my daughter.’

‘I am bound to say, since you press me, that your language appears to me to be unnecessarily strong.’

‘Atherton, I — I’m ashamed of you!’

‘You see, Sydney, even papa is ashamed of you; now you are outside the pale. — My dear papa, if you will allow me to speak, I will tell you what I know to be the truth, the whole truth, and nothing but the truth. — That Mr Lessingham is a man with great gifts goes without saying, — permit me, papa! He is a man of genius. He is a man of honour. He is a man of the loftiest ambitions, of the highest aims. He has dedicated his whole life to the improvement of the conditions amidst which the less fortunate of his fellow countrymen are at present compelled to exist. That seems to me to be an object well worth having. He has asked me to share his life-work, and I have told him that I will; when, and where, and how, he wants me to. And I will. I do not suppose his life has been free from peccadilloes. I have no delusion on the point. What man’s life has? Who among men can claim to be without sin? Even the members of our highest families sometimes hide behind screens. But I know that he is, at least, as good a man as I ever met, I am persuaded that I shall never meet a better; and I thank God that I have found favour in his eyes. — Good-bye, Sydney. — I suppose I shall see you again, papa.’

With the merest inclination of her head to both of us she straightway left the room. Lindon would have stopped her.

‘S-stay, y-y-y-you—’ he stuttered.

But I caught him by the arm.

‘If you will be advised by me, you will let her go. No good purpose will be served by a multiplication of words.’

‘Atherton, I — I’m disappointed in you. You — you haven’t behaved as I expected. I — I haven’t received from you the assistance which I looked for.’

‘My dear Lindon, it seems to me that your method of diverting the young lady from the path which she has set herself to tread is calculated to send her furiously along it.’

‘C-confound the women! c-confound the women! I don’t mind telling you, in c-confidence, that at — at times, her mother was the devil, and I’ll be — I’ll be hanged if her daughter isn’t worse. — What was the tomfoolery she was talking to you about? Is she mad?’

‘No, — I don’t think she’s mad.’

‘I never heard such stuff, it made my blood run cold to hear her.
What’s the matter with the girl?’

‘Well, — you must excuse my saying that I don’t fancy you quite understand women.’

‘I — I don’t, — and I — I — I don’t want to either.’

I hesitated; then resolved on a taradiddle, — in Marjorie’s interest.

‘Marjorie is high-strung, — extremely sensitive. Her imagination is quickly aflame. Perhaps, last night, you drove her as far as was safe. You heard for yourself how, in consequence, she suffered. You don’t want people to say you have driven her into a lunatic asylum.’

‘I — good heavens, no! I — I’ll send for the doctor directly I get home, — I — I’ll have the best opinion in town.’

‘You’ll do nothing of the kind, — you’ll only make her worse. What you have to do is to be patient with her, and let her have peace. — As for this affair of Lessingham’s, I have a suspicion that it may not be all such plain sailing as she supposes.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I mean nothing. I only wish you to understand that until you hear from me again you had better let matters slide. Give the girl her head.’

‘Give the girl her head! H-haven’t I — I g-given the g-girl her h-head all her l-life!’ He looked at his watch. ‘Why, the day’s half gone!’ He began scurrying towards the front door, I following at his heels. ‘I’ve got a committee meeting on at the club, — m-most important! For weeks they’ve been giving us the worst food you ever tasted in your life, — p-played havoc with my digestion, and I — I’m going to tell them if — things aren’t changed, they — they’ll have to pay my doctor’s bills. — As for that man, Lessingham—’

As he spoke, he himself opened the hall door, and there, standing on the step was ‘that man Lessingham’ himself. Lindon was a picture. The Apostle was as cool as a cucumber. He held out his hand.

‘Good morning, Mr Lindon. What delightful weather we are having.’

Lindon put his hand behind his back, — and behaved as stupidly as he very well could have done.

‘You will understand, Mr Lessingham, that, in future, I don’t know you, and that I shall decline to recognise you anywhere; and that what I say applies equally to any member of my family.’

With his hat very much on the back of his head he went down the steps like an inflated turkeycock.


CHAPTER XXII

THE HAUNTED MAN

To have received the cut discourteous from his future father-in-law might have been the most commonplace of incidents, — Lessingham evinced not a trace of discomposure. So far as I could judge, he took no notice of the episode whatever, behaving exactly as if nothing had happened. He merely waited till Mr Lindon was well off the steps; then, turning to me, he placidly observed,

‘Interrupting you again, you see. — May I?’

The sight of him had set up such a turmoil in my veins, that, for the moment, I could not trust myself to speak. I felt, acutely, that an explanation with him was, of all things, the thing most to be desired, — and that quickly. Providence could not have thrown him more opportunely in the way. If, before he went away, we did not understand each other a good deal more clearly, upon certain points, the fault should not be mine. Without a responsive word, turning on my heels, I led the way into the laboratory.

Whether he noticed anything peculiar in my demeanour, I could not tell. Within he looked about him with that purely facial smile, the sight of which had always engendered in me a certain distrust of him.

‘Do you always receive visitors in here?’

‘By no means.’

‘What is this?’

Stooping down, he picked up something from the floor. It was a lady’s purse, — a gorgeous affair, of crimson leather and gleaming gold. Whether it was Marjorie’s or Miss Grayling’s I could not tell. He watched me as I examined it.

‘Is it yours?’

‘No. It is not mine.’

Placing his hat and umbrella on one chair, he placed himself upon another, — very leisurely. Crossing his legs, laying his folded hands upon his knees, he sat and looked at me. I was quite conscious of his observation; but endured it in silence, being a little wishful that he should begin.

Presently he had, as I suppose, enough of looking at me, and spoke.

‘Atherton, what is the matter with you? — Have I done something to offend you too?’

‘Why do you ask?’

‘Your manner seems a little singular.’

‘You think so?’

‘I do.’

‘What have you come to see me about?’

‘Just now, nothing. — I like to know where I stand.’

His manner was courteous, easy, even graceful. I was outmanoeuvred. I understood the man sufficiently well to be aware that when once he was on the defensive, the first blow would have to come from me. So I struck it.

‘I, also, like to know where I stand. — Lessingham, I am aware, and you know that I am aware, that you have made certain overtures to Miss Lindon. That is a fact in which I am keenly interested.’

‘As — how?’

‘The Lindons and the Athertons are not the acquaintances of one generation only. Marjorie Lindon and I have been friends since childhood. She looks upon me as a brother—’

‘As a brother?’

‘As a brother.’

‘Yes.’

‘Mr Lindon regains me as a son. He has given me his confidence; as I believe you are aware, Marjorie has given me hers; and now I want you to give me yours.’

‘What do you want to know?’

‘I wish to explain my position before I say what I have to say, because I want you to understand me clearly. — I believe, honestly, that the thing I most desire in this world is to see Marjorie Lindon happy. If I thought she would be happy with you, I should say, God speed you both! and I should congratulate you with all my heart, because I think that you would have won the best girl in the whole world to be your wife.’

‘I think so too.’

‘But, before I did that, I should have to see, at least, some reasonable probability that she would be happy with you.’

‘Why should she not?’

‘Will you answer a question?’

‘What is the question?’

‘What is the story in your life of which you stand in such hideous terror?’

There was a perceptible pause before he answered.

‘Explain yourself.’

‘No explanation is needed, — you know perfectly well what I mean.’

‘You credit me with miraculous acumen.’

‘Don’t juggle, Lessingham, — be frank!’

‘The frankness should not be all on one side. — There is that in your frankness, although you may be unconscious of it, which some men might not unreasonably resent.’

‘Do you resent it?’

‘That depends. If you are arrogating to yourself the right to place yourself between Miss Lindon and me, I do resent it, strongly.’

‘Answer my question!’

‘I answer no question which is addressed to me in such a tone.’

He was as calm as you please. I recognised that already I was in peril of losing my temper, — which was not at all what I desired. I eyed him intently, he returning me look for look. His countenance betrayed no sign of a guilty conscience; I had not seen him more completely at his ease. He smiled, — facially, and also, as it seemed to me, a little derisively. I am bound to admit that his bearing showed not the faintest shadow of resentment, and that in his eyes there was a gentleness, a softness, which I had not observed in them before, — I could almost have suspected him of being sympathetic.

‘In this matter, you must know, I stand in the place of Mr Lindon.’

‘Well?’

‘Surely you must understand that before anyone is allowed to think of marriage with Marjorie Lindon he will have to show that his past, as the advertisements have it, will bear the fullest investigation.’

‘Is that so? — Will your past bear the fullest investigation?’

I winced.

‘At any rate, it is known to all the world.’

‘Is it? — Forgive me if I say, I doubt it. I doubt if, of any wise man, that can be said with truth. In all our lives there are episodes which we keep to ourselves.’

I felt that that was so true that, for the instant, I hardly knew what to say.

‘But there are episodes and episodes, and when it comes to a man being haunted one draws the line.’

‘Haunted?’

‘As you are.’

He got up.

‘Atherton, I think that I understand you, but I fear that you do not understand me.’ He went to where a self-acting mercurial air-pump was standing on a shelf. ‘What is this curious arrangement of glass tubes and bulbs?’

‘I do not think that you do understand me, or you would know that I am in no mood to be trifled with.’

‘Is it some kind of an exhauster?’

‘My dear Lessingham, I am entirely at your service. I intend to have an answer to my question before you leave this room, but, in the meanwhile, your convenience is mine. There are some very interesting things here which you might care to see.’

‘Marvellous, is it not, how the human intellect progresses, — from conquest unto conquest.’

‘Among the ancients the progression had proceeded farther than with us.’

‘In what respect?’

‘For instance, in the affair of the Apotheosis of the Beetle; — I saw it take place last night.’

‘Where?’

‘Here, — within a few feet of where you are standing.’

‘Are you serious?’

‘Perfectly.’

‘What did you see?’

‘I saw the legendary Apotheosis of the Beetle performed, last night, before my eyes, with a gaudy magnificence at which the legends never hinted.’

‘That is odd. I once thought that I saw something of the kind myself.’

‘So I understand.’

‘From whom?’

‘From a friend of yours.’

‘From a friend of mine? — Are you sure it was from a friend of mine?’

The man’s attempt at coolness did him credit, — but it did not deceive me. That he thought I was endeavouring to bluff him out of his secret I perceived quite clearly; that it was a secret which he would only render with his life I was beginning to suspect. Had it not been for Marjorie, I should have cared nothing, — his affairs were his affairs; though I realised perfectly well that there was something about the man which, from the scientific explorer’s point of view, might be well worth finding out. Still, as I say, if it had not been for Marjorie, I should have let it go; but, since she was so intimately concerned in it, I wondered more and more what it could be.

My attitude towards what is called the supernatural is an open one. That all things are possible I unhesitatingly believe, — I have, even in my short time, seen so many so-called impossibilities proved possible. That we know everything, I doubt; — that our great-great-great-great-grandsires, our forebears of thousands of years ago, of the extinct civilisations, knew more on some subjects than we do, I think is, at least, probable. All the legends can hardly be false.

Because men claimed to be able to do things in those days which we cannot do, and which we do not know how they did we profess to think that their claims are finally dismissed by exclaiming — lies! But it is not so sure.

For my part, what I had seen I had seen. I had seen some devil’s trick played before my very eyes. Some trick of the same sort seemed to have been played upon my Marjorie, — I repeat that I write ‘my Marjorie’ because, to me, she will always be ‘my’ Marjorie! It had driven her half out of her senses. As I looked at Lessingham, I seemed to see her at his side, as I had seen her not long ago, with her white, drawn face, and staring eyes, dumb with an agony of fear. Her life was bidding fair to be knit with his, — what Upas tree of horror was rooted in his very bones? The thought that her sweet purity was likely to be engulfed in a devil’s slough in which he was wallowing was not to be endured. As I realised that the man was more than my match at the game which I was playing — in which such vital interests were at stake! — my hands itched to clutch him by the throat, and try another way.

Doubtless my face revealed my feelings, because, presently, he said,

‘Are you aware how strangely you are looking at me, Atherton? Were my countenance a mirror I think you would be surprised to see in it your own.’

I drew back from him, — I daresay, sullenly.

‘Not so surprised as, yesterday morning, you would have been to have seen yours, — at the mere sight of a pictured scarab.’

‘How easily you quarrel.’

‘I do not quarrel.’

‘Then perhaps it’s I. If that is so, then, at once, the quarrel’s ended, — pouf! it’s done. Mr Lindon, I fear, because, politically, we differ, regards me as anathema. Has he put some of his spirit into you? — You are a wiser man.’

‘I am aware that you are an adept with words. But this is a case in which words only will not serve.’

‘Then what will serve?’

‘I am myself beginning to wonder.’

‘And I.’

‘As you so courteously suggest, I believe I am wiser than Lindon. I do not care for your politics, or for what you call your politics, one fig. I do not care if you are as other men are, as I am, — not unspotted from the world! But I do care if you are leprous. And I believe you are.’

‘Atherton!’

‘Ever since I have known you I have been conscious of there being something about you which I found it difficult to diagnose; — in an unwholesome sense, something out of the common, non-natural; an atmosphere of your own. Events, so far as you are concerned, have, during the last few days moved quickly. They have thrown an uncomfortably lurid light on that peculiarity of yours which I have noticed. Unless you can explain them to my satisfaction, you will withdraw your pretensions to Miss Lindon’s hand, or I shall place certain facts before that lady, and, if necessary, publish them to the world.’

He grew visibly paler but he smiled — facially.

‘You have your own way of conducting a conversation, Mr Atherton. — What are the events to whose rapid transit you are alluding?’

‘Who was the individual, practically stark naked, who came out of your house, in such singular fashion, at dead of night?’

‘Is that one of the facts with which you propose to tickle the public ear?’

‘Is that the only explanation which you have to offer?’

‘Proceed, for the present, with your indictment.’

‘I am not so unobservant as you appear to imagine. There were features about the episode which struck me forcibly at the time, and which have struck me more forcibly since. To suggest, as you did yesterday morning, that it was an ordinary case of burglary, or that the man was a lunatic, is an absurdity.

‘Pardon me, — I did nothing of the kind.’

‘Then what do you suggest?’

‘I suggested, and do suggest, nothing. All the suggestions come from you.’

‘You went very much out of your way to beg me to keep the matter quiet.
There is an appearance of suggestion about that.’

‘You take a jaundiced view of all my actions, Mr Atherton. Nothing, to me, could seem more natural. — However, — proceed.’

He had his hands behind his back, and rested them on the edge of the table against which he was leaning. He was undoubtedly ill at ease; but so far I had not made the impression on him, either mentally or morally, which I desired.

‘Who is your Oriental friend?’

‘I do not follow you.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘I am certain. Repeat your question.’

‘Who is your Oriental friend?’

‘I was not aware that I had one.’

‘Do you swear that?’

He laughed, a strange laugh.

‘Do you seek to catch me tripping? You conduct your case with too much animus. You must allow me to grasp the exact purport of your inquiry before I can undertake to reply to it on oath.’

‘Are you not aware that at present there is in London an individual who claims to have had a very close, and a very curious, acquaintance with you in the East?’

‘I am not.’

‘That you swear?’

‘That I do swear.’

‘That is singular.’

‘Why is it singular?’

‘Because I fancy that that individual haunts you.’

‘Haunts me?’

‘Haunts you.’

‘You jest.’

‘You think so? — You remember that picture of the scarabaeus which, yesterday morning, frightened you into a state of semi-idiocy.’

‘You use strong language. — I know what you allude to.’

‘Do you mean to say that you don’t know that you were indebted for that to your Oriental friend?’

‘I don’t understand you.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Certainly I am sure. — It occurs to me, Mr Atherton, that an explanation is demanded from you rather than from me. Are you aware that the purport of my presence here is to ask you how that picture found its way into your room?’

‘It was projected by the Lord of the Beetle.’

The words were chance ones, — but they struck a mark.

‘The Lord—’ He faltered, — and stopped. He showed signs of discomposure. ‘I will be frank with you, — since frankness is what you ask.’ His smile, that time, was obviously forced. ‘Recently I have been the victim of delusions;’ there was a pause before the word, ‘of a singular kind. I have feared that they were the result of mental overstrain. Is it possible that you can enlighten me as to their source?’

I was silent. He was putting a great strain upon himself, but the twitching of his lips betrayed him. A little more, and I should reach the other side of Mr Lessingham, — the side which he kept hidden from the world.

‘Who is this — individual whom you speak of as my — Oriental friend?’

‘Being your friend, you should know better than I do.’

‘What sort of man is he to look at?’

‘I did not say it was a man.’

‘But I presume it is a man.’

‘I did not say so.’

He seemed, for a moment, to hold his breath, — and he looked at me with eyes which were not friendly. Then, with a display of self-command which did him credit, he drew himself upright, with an air of dignity which well became him.

‘Atherton, consciously, or unconsciously, you are doing me a serious injustice. I do not know what conception it is which you have formed of me, or on what the conception is founded, but I protest that, to the best of my knowledge and belief, I am as reputable, as honest, and as clean a man as you are.’

‘But you’re haunted.’

‘Haunted?’ He held himself erect, looking me straight in the face. Then a shiver went all over him; the muscles of his mouth twitched; and, in an instant, he was livid. He staggered against the table. ‘Yes, God knows it’s true, — I’m haunted.’

‘So either you’re mad, and therefore unfit to marry; or else you’ve done something which places you outside the tolerably generous boundaries of civilised society, and are therefore still more unfit to marry. You’re on the horns of a dilemma.’

‘I — I’m the victim of a delusion.’

‘What is the nature of the delusion? Does it take the shape of a — beetle?’

‘Atherton!’

Without the slightest warning, he collapsed, — was transformed; I can describe the change which took place in him in no other way. He sank in a heap on the floor; he held up his hands above his head; and he gibbered, — like some frenzied animal. A more uncomfortable spectacle than he presented it would be difficult to find. I have seen it matched in the padded rooms of lunatic asylums, but nowhere else. The sight of him set every nerve of my body on edge.

‘In Heaven’s name, what is the matter with you, man? Are you stark, staring mad? Here, — drink this!’

Filling a tumbler with brandy, I forced it between his quivering fingers. Then it was some moments before I could get him to understand what it was I wanted him to do. When he did get the glass to his lips, he swallowed its contents as if they were so much water. By degrees his senses returned to him. He stood up. He looked about him, with a smile which was positively ghastly.

‘It’s — it’s a delusion.’

‘It’s a very queer kind of a delusion, if it is.’

I eyed him, curiously. He was evidently making the most strenuous efforts to regain his self-control, — all the while with that horrible smile about his lips.

‘Atherton, you — you take me at an advantage.’ I was still. ‘Who — who’s your Oriental friend?’

‘My Oriental friend? — you mean yours. I supposed, at first, that the individual in question was a man; but it appears that she’s a woman.’

‘A woman? — Oh. — How do you mean?’

‘Well, the face is a man’s — of an uncommonly disagreeable type, of which the powers forbid that there are many! — and the voice is a man’s, — also of a kind! — but the body, as, last night, I chanced to discover, is a woman’s.’

‘That sounds very odd.’ He closed his eyes. I could see that his cheeks were clammy. ‘Do you — do you believe in witchcraft?’

‘That depends.’

‘Have you heard of Obi?’

‘I have.’

‘I have been told that an Obeah man can put a spell upon a person which compels a person to see whatever he — the Obeah man — may please. Do you think that’s possible?’

‘It is not a question to which I should be disposed to answer either yes or no.’

He looked at me out of his half-closed eyes. It struck me that he was making conversation, — saying anything for the sake of gaining time.

‘I remember reading a book entitled “Obscure Diseases of the Brain.” It contained some interesting data on the subject of hallucinations.’

‘Possibly.’

‘Now, candidly, would you recommend me to place myself in the hands of a mental pathologist?’

‘I don’t think that you’re insane, if that’s what you mean.’

‘No? — That is good hearing. Of all diseases insanity is the most to be dreaded. — Well, Atherton, I’m keeping you. The truth is that, insane or not, I am very far from well. I think I must give myself a holiday.’

He moved towards his hat and umbrella.

‘There is something else which you must do.’

‘What is that?’

‘You must resign your pretensions to Miss Lindon’s hand.

‘My dear Atherton, if my health is really failing me, I shall resign everything, — everything!’

He repeated his own word with a little movement of his hands which was pathetic.

‘Understand me, Lessingham. What else you do is no affair of mine. I am concerned only with Miss Lindon. You must give me your definite promise, before you leave this room, to terminate your engagement with her before to-night.’

His back was towards me.

‘There will come a time when your conscience will prick you because of your treatment of me; when you will realise that I am the most unfortunate of men.’

‘I realise that now. It is because I realise it that I am so desirous that the shadow of your evil fortune shall not fall upon an innocent girl.’

He turned.

‘Atherton, what is your actual position with reference to Marjorie
Lindon?’

‘She regards me as a brother.’

‘And do you regard her as a sister? Are your sentiments towards her purely fraternal?’

‘You know that I love her.’

‘And do you suppose that my removal will clear the path for you?’

‘I suppose nothing of the kind. You may believe me or not, but my one desire is for her happiness, and surely, if you love her, that is your desire too.’

‘That is so.’ He paused. An expression of sadness stole over his face of which I had not thought it capable. ‘That is so to an extent of which you do not dream. No man likes to have his hand forced, especially by one whom he regards — may I say it? — as a possible rival. But I will tell you this much. If the blight which has fallen on my life is likely to continue, I would not wish, — God forbid that I should wish to join her fate with mine, — not for all that the world could offer me.’

He stopped. And I was still. Presently he continued.

‘When I was younger I was subject to a — similar delusion. But it vanished, — I saw no trace of it for years, — I thought that I had done with it for good. Recently, however, it has returned, — as you have witnessed. I shall institute inquiries into the cause of its reappearance; if it seems likely to be irremovable, or even if it bids fair to be prolonged, I shall not only, as you phrase it, withdraw my pretensions to Miss Linden’s hand, but to all my other ambitions. In the interim, as regards Miss Lindon I shall be careful to hold myself on the footing of a mere acquaintance.’

‘You promise me?’

‘I do. — And on your side, Atherton, in the meantime, deal with me more gently. Judgment in my case has still to be given. You will find that I am not the guilty wretch you apparently imagine. And there are few things more disagreeable to one’s self-esteem than to learn, too late, that one has persisted in judging another man too harshly. Think of all that the world has, at this moment, to offer me, and what it will mean if I have to turn my back on it, — owing to a mischievous twist of fortune’s wheel.’

He turned, is if to go. Then stopped, and looked round, in an attitude of listening.

‘What’s that?’

There was a sound of droning, — I recalled what Marjorie had said of her experiences of the night before, it was like the droning of a beetle. The instant the Apostle heard it, the fashion of his countenance began to change, — it was pitiable to witness. I rushed to him.

‘Lessingham! — don’t be a fool! — play the man!’

He gripped my left arm with his right hand till it felt as if it were being compressed in a vice.

‘Then — I shall have to have some more brandy.’

Fortunately the bottle was within reach from where I stood, otherwise I doubt if he would have released my arm to let me get at it. I gave him the decanter and the glass. He helped himself to a copious libation. By the time that he had swallowed it the droning sound had gone. He put down the empty tumbler.

‘When a man has to resort to alcohol to keep his nerves up to concert pitch, things are in a bad way with him, you may be sure of that, — but then you have never known what it is to stand in momentary expectation of a tete-a-tete with the devil.’

Again he turned to leave the room, — and this time he actually went. I let him go alone. I heard his footsteps passing along the passage, and the hall-door close. Then I sat in an arm-chair, stretched my legs out in front of me, thrust my hands in my trouser pockets, and — I wondered.

I had been there, perhaps, four or five minutes, when there was a slight noise at my side. Glancing round, I saw a sheet of paper come fluttering through the open window. It fell almost at my feet. I picked it up. It was a picture of a beetle, — a facsimile of the one which had had such an extraordinary effect on Mr Lessingham the day before.

‘If this was intended for St Paul, it’s a trifle late; — unless—’

I could hear that someone was approaching along the corridor. I looked up, expecting to see the Apostle reappear; — in which expectation I was agreeably disappointed. The newcomer was feminine. It was Miss Grayling. As she stood in the open doorway, I saw that her cheeks were red as roses.

‘I hope I am not interrupting you again, but — I left my purse here.’ She stopped; then added, as if it were an afterthought, ‘And — I want you to come and lunch with me.’

I locked the picture of the beetle in the drawer, — and I lunched with
Dora Grayling.


BOOK III

The Terror by Night and the Terror by Day

Miss Marjorie Lindon tells the Tale


CHAPTER XXIII

THE WAY HE TOLD HER

I am the happiest woman in the world! I wonder how many women have said that of themselves in their time, — but I am. Paul has told me that he loves me. How long I have made inward confession of my love for him, I should be ashamed to say. It sounds prosaic, but I believe it is a fact that the first stirring of my pulses was caused by the report of a speech of his which I read in the Times. It was on the Eight Hours’ Bill. Papa was most unflattering. He said that he was an oily spouter, an ignorant agitator, an irresponsible firebrand, and a good deal more to the same effect. I remember very well how papa fidgeted with the paper, declaring that it read even worse than it had sounded, and goodness knew that it had sounded bad enough. He was so very emphatic that when he had gone I thought I would see what all the pother was about, and read the speech for myself. So I read it. It affected me quite differently. The speaker’s words showed such knowledge, charity, and sympathy that they went straight to my heart.

After that I read everything of Paul Lessingham’s which I came across. And the more I read the more I was impressed. But it was some time before we met. Considering what papa’s opinions were, it was not likely that he would go out of his way to facilitate a meeting. To him, the mere mention of the name was like a red rag to a bull. But at last we did meet. And then I knew that he was stronger, greater, better even than his words. It is so often the other way; one finds that men, and women too, are so apt to put their best, as it were, into their shop windows, that the discovery was as novel as it was delightful.

When the ice was once broken, we often met. I do not know how it was. We did not plan our meetings, — at first, at any rate. Yet we seemed always meeting. Seldom a day passed on which we did not meet, — sometimes twice or thrice. It was odd how we were always coming across each other in the most unlikely places. I believe we did not notice it at the time, but looking back I can see that we must have managed our engagements so that somewhere, somehow, we should be certain to have an opportunity of exchanging half a dozen words. Those constant encounters could not have all been chance ones.

But I never supposed he loved me, — never. I am not even sure that, for some time, I was aware that I loved him. We were great on friendship, both of us. — I was quite aware that I was his friend, — that he regarded me as his friend; he told me so more than once.

‘I tell you this,’ he would say, referring to this, that, or the other, ‘because I know that, in speaking to you, I am speaking to a friend.’

With him those were not empty words. All kinds of people talk to one like that, — especially men; it is a kind of formula which they use with every woman who shows herself disposed to listen. But Paul is not like that. He is chary of speech; not by any means a woman’s man. I tell him that is his weakest point. If legend does not lie more even than is common, few politicians have achieved prosperity without the aid of women. He replies that he is not a politician; that he never means to be a politician. He simply wishes to work for his country; if his country does not need his services — well, let it be. Papa’s political friends have always so many axes of their own to grind, that, at first, to hear a member of Parliament talk like that was almost disquieting. I had dreamed of men like that; but I never encountered one till I met Paul Lessingham.

Our friendship was a pleasant one. It became pleasanter and pleasanter. Until there came a time when he told me everything; the dreams he dreamed; the plans which he had planned; the great purposes which, if health and strength were given him, he intended to carry to a great fulfilment. And, at last, he told me something else.

It was after a meeting at a Working Women’s Club in Westminster. He had spoken, and I had spoken too. I don’t know what papa would have said, if he had known, but I had. A formal resolution had been proposed, and I had seconded it, — in perhaps a couple of hundred words; but that would have been quite enough for papa to have regarded me as an Abandoned Wretch, — papa always puts those sort of words into capitals. Papa regards a speechifying woman as a thing of horror, — I have known him look askance at a Primrose Dame.

The night was fine. Paul proposed that I should walk with him down the Westminster Bridge Road, until we reached the House, and then he would see me into a cab. I did as he suggested. It was still early, not yet ten, and the streets were alive with people. Our conversation, as we went, was entirely political. The Agricultural Amendment Act was then before the Commons, and Paul felt very strongly that it was one of those measures which give with one hand, while taking with the other. The committee stage was at hand, and already several amendments were threatened, the effect of which would be to strengthen the landlord at the expense of the tenant. More than one of these, and they not the most moderate, were to be proposed by papa. Paul was pointing out how it would be his duty to oppose these tooth and nail, when, all at once, he stopped.

‘I sometimes wonder how you really feel upon this matter.’

‘What matter?’

‘On the difference of opinion, in political matters, which exists between your father and myself. I am conscious that Mr Lindon regards my action as a personal question, and resents it so keenly, that I am sometimes moved to wonder if at least a portion of his resentment is not shared by you.’

‘I have explained; I consider papa the politician as one person, and papa the father as quite another.’

‘You are his daughter.’

‘Certainly I am; — but would you, on that account, wish me to share his political opinions, even though I believe them to be wrong?’

‘You love him.’

‘Of course I do, — he is the best of fathers.’

‘Your defection will be a grievous disappointment.’

I looked at him out of the corner of my eye. I wondered what was passing through his mind. The subject of my relations with papa was one which, without saying anything at all about it, we had consented to taboo.

‘I am not so sure. I am permeated with a suspicion that papa has no politics.’

‘Miss Lindon! — I fancy that I can adduce proof to the contrary.’

‘I believe that if papa were to marry again, say, a Home Ruler, within three weeks his wife’s politics would be his own.’

Paul thought before he spoke; then he smiled.

‘I suppose that men sometimes do change their coats to please their wives, — even their political ones.’

‘Papa’s opinions are the opinions of those with whom he mixes. The reason why he consorts with Tories of the crusted school is because he fears that if he associated with anybody else — with Radicals, say, — before he knew it, he would be a Radical too. With him, association is synonymus with logic.’

Paul laughed outright. By this time we had reached Westminster Bridge. Standing, we looked down upon the river. A long line of lanterns was gliding mysteriously over the waters; it was a tug towing a string of barges. For some moments neither spoke. Then Paul recurred to what I had just been saying.

‘And you, — do you think marriage would colour your convictions?’

‘Would it yours?’

‘That depends.’ He was silent. Then he said, in that tone which I had learned to look for when he was most in earnest, ‘It depends on whether you would marry me.’

I was still. His words were so unexpected that they took my breath away. I knew not what to make of them. My head was in a whirl. Then he addressed to me a monosyllabic interrogation.

‘Well?’

‘I found my voice, — or a part of it.

‘Well? — to what?’

He came a little closer.

‘Will you be my wife?’

The part of my voice which I had found, was lost again. Tears came into my eyes. I shivered. I had not thought that I could be so absurd. Just then the moon came from behind a cloud; the rippling waters were tipped with silver. He spoke again, so gently that his words just reached my ears.

‘You know that I love you.’

Then I knew that I loved him too. That what I had fancied was a feeling of friendship was something very different. It was as if somebody, in tearing a veil from before my eyes, had revealed a spectacle which dazzled me. I was speechless. He misconstrued my silence.

‘Have I offended you?’

‘No.’

I fancy that he noted the tremor which was in my voice, and read it rightly. For he too was still. Presently his hand stole along the parapet, and fastened upon mine, and held it tight.

And that was how it came about. Other things were said; but they were hardly of the first importance. Though I believe we took some time in saying them. Of myself I can say with truth, that my heart was too full for copious speech; I was dumb with a great happiness. And, I believe, I can say the same of Paul. He told me as much when we were parting.

It seemed that we had only just come there when Paul started. Turning, he stared up at Big Ben.

‘Midnight! — The House up! — Impossible!’

But it was more than possible, it was fact. We had actually been on the Bridge two hours, and it had not seemed ten minutes. Never had I supposed that the flight of time could have been so entirely unnoticed. Paul was considerably taken aback. His legislative conscience pricked him. He excused himself — in his own fashion.

‘Fortunately, for once in a way, my business in the House was not so important as my business out of it.’

He had his arm through mine. We were standing face to face.

‘So you call this business!’

He laughed.

He not only saw me into a cab, but he saw me home in it. And in the cab he kissed me. I fancy I was a little out of sorts that night. My nervous system was, perhaps, demoralised. Because, when he kissed me, I did a thing which I never do, — I have my own standard of behaviour, and that sort of thing is quite outside of it; I behaved like a sentimental chit. I cried. And it took him all the way to my father’s door to comfort me.

I can only hope that, perceiving the singularity of the occasion, he consented to excuse me.


CHAPTER XXIV

A WOMAN’S VIEW

Sydney Atherton has asked me to be his wife. It is not only annoying; worse, it is absurd.

This is the result of Paul’s wish that our engagement should not be announced. He is afraid of papa; — not really, but for the moment. The atmosphere of the House is charged with electricity. Party feeling runs high. They are at each other, hammer and tongs, about this Agricultural Amendment Act. The strain on Paul is tremendous. I am beginning to feel positively concerned. Little things which I have noticed about him lately convince me that he is being overwrought. I suspect him of having sleepless nights. The amount of work which he has been getting through lately has been too much for any single human being, I care not who he is. He himself admits that he shall be glad when the session is at an end. So shall I.

In the meantime, it is his desire that nothing shall be said about our engagement until the House rises. It is reasonable enough. Papa is sure to be violent, — lately, the barest allusion to Paul’s name has been enough to make him explode. When the discovery does come, he will be unmanageable, — I foresee it clearly. From little incidents which have happened recently I predict the worst. He will be capable of making a scene within the precincts of the House. And, as Paul says, there is some truth in the saying that the last straw breaks the camel’s back. He will be better able to face papa’s wild wrath when the House has risen.

So the news is to bide a wee. Of course Paul is right. And what he wishes I wish too. Still, it is not all such plain sailing for me as he perhaps thinks. The domestic atmosphere is almost as electrical as that in the House. Papa is like the terrier who scents a rat, — he is always sniffing the air. He has not actually forbidden me to speak to Paul, — his courage is not quite at the sticking point; but he is constantly making uncomfortable allusions to persons who number among their acquaintance ‘political adventurers,’ ‘grasping carpet-baggers,’ ‘Radical riff-raff,’ and that kind of thing. Sometimes I venture to call my soul my own; but such a tempest invariably follows that I become discreet again as soon as I possibly can. So, as a rule, I suffer in silence.

Still, I would with all my heart that the concealment were at an end. No one need imagine that I am ashamed of being about to marry Paul, — papa least of all. On the contrary, I am as proud of it as a woman can be. Sometimes, when he has said or done something unusually wonderful, I fear that my pride will out, — I do feel it so strong within me. I should be delighted to have a trial of strength with papa; anywhere, at any time, — I should not be so rude to him as he would be to me. At the bottom of his heart papa knows that I am the more sensible of the two; after a pitched battle or so he would understand it better still. I know papa! I have not been his daughter for all these years in vain. I feel like hot-blooded soldiers must feel, who, burning to attack the enemy in the open field, are ordered to skulk behind hedges, and be shot at.

One result is that Sydney has actually made a proposal of marriage, — he of all people! It is too comical. The best of it was that he took himself quite seriously. I do not know how many times he has confided to me the sufferings which he has endured for love of other women — some of them, I am sorry to say, decent married women too; but this is the first occasion on which the theme has been a personal one. He was so frantic, as he is wont to be, that, to calm him, I told him about Paul, — which, under the circumstances, to him I felt myself at liberty to do. In return, he was melodramatic; hinting darkly at I know not what, I was almost cross with him.

He is a curious person, Sydney Atherton. I suppose it is because I have known him all my life, and have always looked upon him, in cases of necessity, as a capital substitute for a brother, that I criticise him with so much frankness. In some respects, he is a genius; in others — I will not write fool, for that he never is, though he has often done some extremely foolish things. The fame of his inventions is in the mouths of all men; though the half of them has never been told. He is the most extraordinary mixture. The things which most people would like to have proclaimed in the street, he keeps tightly locked in his own bosom; while those which the same persons would be only too glad to conceal, he shouts from the roofs. A very famous man once told me that if Mr Atherton chose to become a specialist, to take up one branch of inquiry, and devote his life to it, his fame, before he died, would bridge the spheres. But sticking to one thing is not in Sydney’s line at all. He prefers, like the bee, to roam from flower to flower.

As for his being in love with me, it is ridiculous. He is as much in love with the moon. I cannot think what has put the idea into his head. Some girl must have been ill-using him, or he imagines that she has. The girl whom he ought to marry, and whom he ultimately will marry, is Dora Grayling. She is young, charming, immensely rich, and over head and ears in love with him; — if she were not, then he would be over head and ears in love with her. I believe he is very near it as it is, — sometimes he is so very rude to her. It is a characteristic of Sydney’s, that he is apt to be rude to a girl whom he really likes. As for Dora, I suspect she dreams of him. He is tall, straight, very handsome, with a big moustache, and the most extraordinary eyes; — I fancy that those eyes of his have as much to do with Dora’s state as anything. I have heard it said that he possesses the hypnotic power to an unusual degree, and that, if he chose to exercise it, he might become a danger to society. I believe he has hypnotised Dora.

He makes an excellent brother. I have gone to him, many and many a time, for help, — and some excellent advice I have received. I daresay I shall consult him still. There are matters of which one would hardly dare to talk to Paul. In all things he is the great man. He could hardly condescend to chiffons. Now Sydney can and does. When he is in the mood, on the vital subject of trimmings a woman could not appeal to a sounder authority. I tell him, if he had been a dressmaker, he would have been magnificent. I am sure he would.


CHAPTER XXV

THE MAN IN THE STREET

This morning I had an adventure.

I was in the breakfast-room. Papa, as usual, was late for breakfast, and I was wondering whether I should begin without him, when, chancing to look round, something caught my eye in the street. I went to the window to see what it was. A small crowd of people was in the middle of the road, and they were all staring at something which, apparently, was lying on the ground. What it was I could not see.

The butler happened to be in the room. I spoke to him.

‘Peter, what is the matter in the street? Go and see.’

He went and saw; and, presently, he returned. Peter is an excellent servant; but the fashion of his speech, even when conveying the most trivial information, is slightly sesquipedalian. He would have made a capital cabinet minister at question time, — he wraps up the smallest petitions of meaning in the largest possible words.

‘An unfortunate individual appears to have been the victim of a catastrophe. I am informed that he is dead. The constable asserts that he is drunk.’

‘Drunk? — dead? Do you mean that he is dead drunk? — at this hour!’

‘He is either one or the other. I did not behold the individual myself.
I derived my information from a bystander.’

That was not sufficiently explicit for me. I gave way to a, seemingly, quite causeless impulse of curiosity, I went out into the street, just as I was, to see for myself. It was, perhaps, not the most sensible thing I could have done, and papa would have been shocked; but I am always shocking papa. It had been raining in the night, and the shoes which I had on were not so well suited as they might have been for an encounter with the mud.

I made my way to the point of interest.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.

A workman, with a bag of tools over his shoulder, answered me.

‘There’s something wrong with someone. Policeman says he’s drunk, but he looks to me as if he was something worse.’

‘Will you let me pass, please?’

When they saw I was a woman, they permitted me to reach the centre of the crowd.

A man was lying on his back, in the grease and dirt of the road. He was so plastered with mud, that it was difficult, at first, to be sure that he really was a man. His head and feet were bare. His body was partially covered by a long ragged cloak. It was obvious that that one wretched, dirt-stained, sopping wet rag was all the clothing he had on. A huge constable was holding his shoulders in his hands, and was regarding him as if he could not make him out at all. He seemed uncertain as to whether it was or was not a case of shamming.

He spoke to him as if he had been some refractory child.

‘Come, my lad, this won’t do! — Wake up! — What’s the matter?’

But he neither woke up, nor explained what was the matter. I took hold of his hand. It was icy cold. Apparently the wrist was pulseless. Clearly this was no ordinary case of drunkenness.

‘There is something seriously wrong, officer. Medical assistance ought to be had at once.’

‘Do you think he’s in a fit, miss?’

‘That a doctor should be able to tell you better than I can. There seems to be no pulse. I should not be surprised to find that he was—’

The word ‘dead’ was actually on my lips, when the stranger saved me from making a glaring exposure of my ignorance by snatching his wrist away from me, and sitting up in the mud. He held out his hands in front of him, opened his eyes, and exclaimed, in a loud, but painfully raucous tone of voice, as if he was suffering from a very bad cold,

‘Paul Lessingham!’

I was so surprised that I all but sat down in the mud. To hear Paul — my Paul! — apostrophised by an individual of his appearance, in that fashion, was something which I had not expected. Directly the words were uttered, he closed his eyes again, sank backward, and seemingly relapsed into unconsciousness, — the constable gripping him by the shoulder just in time to prevent him banging the back of his head against the road.

The officer shook him, — scarcely gently.

‘Now, my lad, it’s plain that you’re not dead! — What’s the meaning of this? — Move yourself!’

Looking round I found that Peter was close behind. Apparently he had been struck by the singularity of his mistress’ behaviour, and had followed to see that it did not meet with the reward which it deserved. I spoke to him.

‘Peter, let someone go at once for Dr Cotes!’

Dr Cotes lives just round the corner, and since it was evident that the man’s lapse into consciousness had made the policeman sceptical as to his case being so serious as it seemed, I thought it might be advisable that a competent opinion should be obtained without delay.

Peter was starting, when again the stranger returned to consciousness, — that is, if it really was consciousness, as to which I was more than a little in doubt. He repeated his previous pantomime; sat up in the mud, stretched out his arms, opened his eyes unnaturally wide, — and yet they appeared unseeing! — a sort of convulsion went all over him, and he shrieked — it really amounted to shrieking — as a man might shriek who was in mortal terror.

‘Be warned, Paul Lessingham — be warned!’

For my part, that settled it. There was a mystery here which needed to be unravelled. Twice had he called upon Paul’s name, — and in the strangest fashion! It was for me to learn the why and the wherefore; to ascertain what connection there was between this lifeless creature and Paul Lessingham. Providence might have cast him there before my door. I might be entertaining an angel unawares. My mind was made up on the instant.

‘Peter, hasten for Dr Cotes.’ Peter passed the word, and immediately a footman started running as fast as his legs would carry him. ‘Officer, I will have this man taken into my father’s house. — Will some of you men help to carry him?’

There were volunteers enough, and to spare. I spoke to Peter in the hall.

‘Is papa down yet?’

‘Mr Lindon has sent down to say that you will please not wait for him for breakfast. He has issued instructions to have his breakfast conveyed to him upstairs.’

‘That’s all right.’ I nodded towards the poor wretch who was being carried through the hall. ‘You will say nothing to him about this unless he particularly asks. You understand?’

Peter bowed. He is discretion itself. He knows I have my vagaries, and it is not his fault if the savour of them travels to papa.

The doctor was in the house almost as soon as the stranger.

‘Wants washing,’ he remarked, directly he saw him.

And that certainly was true, — I never saw a man who stood more obviously in need of the good offices of soap and water. Then he went through the usual medical formula, I watching all the while. So far as I could see the man showed not the slightest sign of life.

‘Is he dead?’

‘He will be soon, if he doesn’t have something to eat. The fellow’s starving.’

The doctor asked the policeman what he knew of him.

That sagacious officer’s reply was vague. A boy had run up to him crying that a man was lying dead in the street. He had straightway followed the boy, and discovered the stranger. That was all he knew.

‘What is the matter with the man?’ I inquired of the doctor, when the constable had gone.

‘Don’t know. — It may be catalepsy, and it mayn’t. — When I do know, you may ask again.’

Dr Cotes’ manner was a trifle brusque, — particularly, I believe, to me. I remember that once he threatened to box my ears. When I was a small child I used to think nothing of boxing his.

Realising that no satisfaction was to be got out of a speechless man — particularly as regards his mysterious references to Paul — I went upstairs. I found that papa was under the impression that he was suffering from a severe attack of gout. But as he was eating a capital breakfast, and apparently enjoying it, — while I was still fasting — I ventured to hope that the matter was not so serious as he feared.

I mentioned nothing to him about the person whom I had found in the street, — lest it should aggravate his gout. When he is like that, the slightest thing does.


CHAPTER XXVI

A FATHER’S NO

Paul has stormed the House of Commons with one of the greatest speeches which even he has delivered, and I have quarrelled with papa. And, also, I have very nearly quarrelled with Sydney.

Sydney’s little affair is nothing. He actually still persists in thinking himself in love with me, — as if, since last night, when he what he calls ‘proposed’ to me, he has not time to fall out of love, and in again, half a dozen times; and, on the strength of it, he seems to consider himself entitled to make himself as disagreeable as he can. That I should not mind, — for Sydney disagreeable is about as nice as Sydney any other way; but when it comes to his shooting poisoned shafts at Paul, I object. If he imagines that anything he can say, or hint, will lessen my estimation of Paul Lessingham by one hair’s breadth, he has less wisdom even than I gave him credit for. By the way, Percy Woodville asked me to be his wife tonight, — which, also, is nothing; he has been trying to do it for the last three years, — though, under the circumstances, it is a little trying; but he would not spit venom merely because I preferred another man, — and he, I believe, does care for me.

Papa’s affair is serious. It is the first clashing of the foils, — and this time, I imagine, the buttons are really off. This morning he said a few words, not so much to, as at me. He informed me that Paul was expected to speak to-night, — as if I did not know it! — and availed himself of the opening to load him with the abuse which, in his case, he thinks is not unbecoming to a gentleman. I don’t know — or, rather, I do know what he would think, if he heard another man use, in the presence of a woman, the kind of language which he habitually employs. However, I said nothing. I had a motive for allowing the chaff to fly before the wind.

But, to-night, issue was joined.

I, of course, went to hear Paul speak, — as I have done over and over again before. Afterwards, Paul came and fetched me from the cage. He had to leave me for a moment, while he gave somebody a message; and in the lobby, there was Sydney, — all sneers! I could have pinched him. Just as I was coming to the conclusion that I should have to stick a pin into his arm, Paul returned, — and, positively, Sydney was rude to him. I was ashamed, if Mr Atherton was not. As if it was not enough that he should be insulted by a mere popinjay, at the very moment when he had been adding another stone to the fabric of his country’s glory, — papa came up. He actually wanted to take me away from Paul. I should have liked to see him do it. Of course I went down with Paul to the carriage, leaving papa to follow if he chose. He did not choose, — but, none the less, he managed to be home within three minutes after I had myself returned.

Then the battle began.

It is impossible for me to give an idea of papa in a rage. There may be men who look well when they lose their temper, but, if there are, papa is certainly not one. He is always talking about the magnificence, and the high breeding of the Lindons, but anything less high-bred than the head of the Lindons, in his moments of wrath, it would be hard to conceive. His language I will not attempt to portray, — but his observations consisted, mainly, of abuse of Paul, glorification of the Lindons, and orders to me.

‘I forbid you — I forbid you—’ when papa wishes to be impressive he repeats his own words three or four times over; I don’t know if he imagines that they are improved by repetition; if he does, he is wrong— ‘I forbid you ever again to speak to that — that — that—’

Here followed language.

I was silent.

My cue was to keep cool. I believe that, with the exception, perhaps, of being a little white, and exceedingly sorry that papa should so forget himself, I was about the same as I generally am.

‘Do you hear me? — do you hear what I say? — do you hear me, miss?’

‘Yes, papa; I hear you.’

‘Then — then — then promise me! — promise that you will do as I tell you! — mark my words, my girl, you shall promise before you leave this room!’

‘My dear papa! — do you intend me to spend the remainder of my life in the drawing-room?’

‘Don’t you be impertinent! — do-do-don’t you speak to me like that! — I — I — I won’t have it!’

‘I tell you what it is, papa, if you don’t take care you’ll have another attack of gout.’

‘Damn gout.’

That was the most sensible thing he said; if such a tormentor as gout can be consigned to the nether regions by the mere utterance of a word, by all means let the word be uttered. Off he went again.

‘The man’s a ruffianly, rascally,—’ and so on. ‘There’s not such a villainous vagabond—’ and all the rest of it. ‘And I order you, — I’m a Lindon, and I order you! I’m your father, and I order you! — I order you never to speak to such a — such a’ — various vain repetitions— ‘again, and — and — and I order you never to look at him!’

‘Listen to me, papa. I will promise you never to speak to Paul
Lessingham again, if you will promise me never to speak to Lord
Cantilever again, — or to recognise him if you meet him in the street.’

‘You should have seen how papa glared. Lord Cantilever is the head of his party. Its august, and, I presume, reverenced leader. He is papa’s particular fetish. I am not sure that he does regard him as being any lower than the angels, but if he does it is certainly something in decimals. My suggestion seemed as outrageous to him as his suggestion seemed to me. But it is papa’s misfortune that he can only see one side of a question, — and that’s his own.’

‘You — you dare to compare Lord Cantilever to — to that — that — that — !’

‘I am not comparing them. I am not aware of there being anything in particular against Lord Cantilever, — that is against his character. But, of course, I should not dream of comparing a man of his calibre, with one of real ability, like Paul Lessingham. It would be to treat his lordship with too much severity.’

I could not help it, — but that did it. The rest of papa’s conversation was a jumble of explosions. It was all so sad.

Papa poured all the vials of his wrath upon Paul, — to his own sore disfigurement. He threatened me with all the pains and penalties of the inquisition if I did not immediately promise to hold no further communication with Mr Lessingham, — of course I did nothing of the kind. He cursed me, in default, by bell, book, and candle, — and by ever so many other things beside. He called me the most dreadful names, — me! his only child. He warned me that I should find myself in prison before I had done, — I am not sure that he did not hint darkly at the gallows. Finally, he drove me from the room in a whirlwind of anathemas.


CHAPTER XXVII

THE TERROR BY NIGHT

When I left papa, — or, rather, when papa had driven me from him — I went straight to the man whom I had found in the street. It was late, and I was feeling both tired and worried, so that I only thought of seeing for myself how he was. In some way, he seemed to be a link between Paul and myself, and as, at that moment, links of that kind were precious, I could not have gone to bed without learning something of his condition.

The nurse received me at the door.

‘Well, nurse, how’s the patient?’

Nurse was a plump, motherly woman, who had attended more than one odd protege of mine, and whom I kept pretty constantly at my beck and call. She held out her hands.

‘It’s hard to tell. He hasn’t moved since I came.’

‘Not moved? — Is he still insensible?’

‘He seems to me to be in some sort of trance. He does not appear to breathe, and I can detect no pulsation, but the doctor says he’s still alive, — it’s the queerest case I ever saw.’

I went farther into the room. Directly I did so the man in the bed gave signs of life which were sufficiently unmistakable. Nurse hastened to him.

‘Why,’ she exclaimed, ‘he’s moving! — he might have heard you enter!’

He not only might have done, but it seemed possible that that was what he actually had done. As I approached the bed, he raised himself to a sitting posture, as, in the morning, he had done in the street, and he exclaimed, as if he addressed himself to someone whom he saw in front of him, — I cannot describe the almost more than human agony which was in his voice,

‘Paul Lessingham! — Beware! — The Beetle!’

What he meant I had not the slightest notion. Probably that was why what seemed more like a pronouncement of delirium than anything else had such an extraordinary effect upon my nerves. No sooner had he spoken than a sort of blank horror seemed to settle down upon my mind. I actually found myself trembling at the knees. I felt, all at once, as if I was standing in the immediate presence of something awful yet unseen.

As for the speaker, no sooner were the words out of his lips, than, as was the case in the morning, he relapsed into a condition of trance. Nurse, bending over him, announced the fact.

‘He’s gone off again! — What an extraordinary thing! — I suppose it is real.’ It was clear, from the tone of her voice, that she shared the doubt which had troubled the policeman, ‘There’s not a trace of a pulse. From the look of things he might be dead. Of one thing I’m sure, that there’s something unnatural about the man. No natural illness I ever heard of, takes hold of a man like this.’

Glancing up, she saw that there was something unusual in my face; an appearance which startled her.

‘Why, Miss Marjorie, what’s the matter! — You look quite ill!’

I felt ill, and worse than ill; but, at the same time, I was quite incapable of describing what I felt to nurse. For some inscrutable reason I had even lost the control of my tongue, — I stammered.

‘I — I — I’m not feeling very well, nurse; I — I — I think I’ll be better in bed.’

As I spoke, I staggered towards the door, conscious, all the while, that nurse was staring at me with eyes wide open, When I got out of the room, it seemed, in some incomprehensible fashion, as if something had left it with me, and that It and I were alone together in the corridor. So overcome was I by the consciousness of its immediate propinquity, that, all at once, I found myself cowering against the wall, — as if I expected something or someone to strike me.

How I reached my bedroom I do not know. I found Fanchette awaiting me. For the moment her presence was a positive comfort, — until I realised the amazement with which she was regarding me.

‘Mademoiselle is not well?’

‘Thank you, Fanchette, I — I am rather tired. I will undress myself to-night — you can go to bed.’

‘But if mademoiselle is so tired, will she not permit me to assist her?’

The suggestion was reasonable enough, — and kindly too; for, to say the least of it, she had as much cause for fatigue as I had. I hesitated. I should have liked to throw my arms about her neck, and beg her not to leave me; but, the plain truth is, I was ashamed. In my inner consciousness I was persuaded that the sense of terror which had suddenly come over me was so absolutely causeless, that I could not bear the notion of playing the craven in my maid’s eyes. While I hesitated, something seemed to sweep past me through the air, and to brush against my cheek in passing. I caught at Fanchette’s arm.

‘Fanchette! — Is there something with us in the room?’

‘Something with us in the room? — Mademoiselle? — What does mademoiselle mean?’

She looked disturbed, — which was, on the whole, excusable. Fanchette is not exactly a strong-minded person, and not likely to be much of a support when a support was most required. If I was going to play the fool, I would be my own audience. So I sent her off.

‘Did you not hear me tell you that I will undress myself? — you are to go to bed.’

She went to bed, — with quite sufficient willingness.

The instant that she was out of the room I wished that she was back again. Such a paroxysm of fear came over me, that I was incapable of stirring from the spot on which I stood, and it was all I could do to prevent myself from collapsing in heap on the floor. I had never, till then, had reason to suppose that I was a coward. Nor to suspect myself of being the possessor of ‘nerves.’ I was as little likely as anyone to be frightened by shadows. I told myself that the whole thing was sheer absurdity, and that I should be thoroughly ashamed of my own conduct when the morning came. ‘If you don’t want to be self-branded as a contemptible idiot, Marjorie Lindon, you will call up your courage, and these foolish fears will fly.’ But it would not do. Instead of flying, they grew worse. I became convinced, — and the process of conviction was terrible beyond words! — that there actually was something with me in the room, some invisible horror, — which, at any moment, might become visible. I seemed to understand — with a sense of agony which nothing can describe! — that this thing which was with me was with Paul. That we were linked together by the bond of a common, and a dreadful terror. That, at that moment, that same awful peril which was threatening me, was threatening him, and that I was powerless to move a finger in his aid. As with a sort of second sight, I saw out of the room in which I was, into another, in which Paul was crouching on the floor, covering his face with his hands, and shrieking. The vision came again and again with a degree of vividness of which I cannot give the least conception. At last the horror, and the reality of it, goaded me to frenzy. ‘Paul! Paul!’ I screamed. As soon as I found my voice, the vision faded. Once more I understood that, as a matter of simple fact, I was standing in my own bedroom; that the lights were burning brightly; that I had not yet commenced to remove a particle of dress. ‘Am I going mad?’ I wondered. I had heard of insanity taking extraordinary forms, but what could have caused softening of the brain in me I had not the faintest notion. Surely that sort of thing does not come on one — in such a wholly unmitigated form! — without the slightest notice, — and that my mental faculties were sound enough a few minutes back I was certain. The first premonition of anything of the kind had come upon me with the melodramatic utterance of the man I had found in the street.

‘Paul Lessingham! — Beware! — The Beetle!’

The words were ringing in my ears. — What was that? — . There was a buzzing sound behind me. I turned to see what it was. It moved as I moved, so that it was still at my back. I swung, swiftly, right round on my heels. It still eluded me, — it was still behind.

I stood and listened, — what was it that hovered so persistently at my back?

The buzzing was distinctly audible. It was like the humming of a bee.
Or — could it be a beetle?

My whole life long I have had an antipathy to beetles, — of any sort or kind. I have objected neither to rats nor mice, nor cows, nor bulls, nor snakes, nor spiders, nor toads, nor lizards, nor any of the thousand and one other creatures, animate or otherwise, to which so many people have a rooted, and, apparently, illogical dislike. My pet — and only — horror has been beetles. The mere suspicion of a harmless, and, I am told, necessary cockroach, being within several feet has always made me seriously uneasy. The thought that a great, winged beetle — to me, a flying beetle is the horror of horrors! — was with me in my bedroom, — goodness alone knew how it had got there! — was unendurable. Anyone who had beheld me during the next few moments would certainly have supposed I was deranged. I turned and twisted, sprang from side to side, screwed myself into impossible positions, in order to obtain a glimpse of the detested visitant, — but in vain. I could hear it all the time; but see it — never! The buzzing sound was continually behind.

The terror returned, — I began to think that my brain must be softening. I dashed to the bed. Flinging myself on my knees, I tried to pray. But I was speechless, — words would not come; my thoughts would not take shape. I all at once became conscious, as I struggled to ask help of God, that I was wrestling with something evil, — that if I only could ask kelp of Him, evil would flee. But I could not. I was helpless, — overmastered. I hid my face in the bedclothes, cramming my fingers into my ears. But the buzzing was behind me all the time.

I sprang up, striking out, blindly, wildly, right and left, hitting nothing, — the buzzing always came from a point at which, at the moment, I was not aiming.

I tore off my clothes. I had on a lovely frock which I had worn for the first time that night; I had had it specially made for the occasion of the Duchess’ ball, and — more especially — in honour of Paul’s great speech. I had said to myself, when I saw my image in a mirror, that it was the most exquisite gown I had ever had, that it suited me to perfection, and that it should continue in my wardrobe for many a day, if only as a souvenir of a memorable night. Now, in the madness of my terror, all reflections of that sort were forgotten. My only desire was to away with it. I tore it off anyhow, letting it fall in rags on the floor at my feet. All else that I had on I flung in the same way after it; it was a veritable holocaust of dainty garments, — I acting as relentless executioner who am, as a rule, so tender with my things. I leaped upon the bed, switched off the electric light, hurried into bed, burying myself, over head and all, deep down between the sheets.

I had hoped that by shutting out the light, I might regain my senses. That in the darkness I might have opportunity for sane reflection. But I had made a grievous error. I had exchanged bad for worse. The darkness lent added terrors. The light had not been out five seconds before I would have given all that I was worth to be able to switch it on again.

As I cowered beneath the bedclothes I heard the buzzing sound above my head, — the sudden silence of the darkness had rendered it more audible than it had been before. The thing, whatever it was, was hovering above the bed. It came nearer and nearer; it grew clearer and clearer. I felt it alight upon the coverlet; — shall I ever forget the sensations with which I did feel it? It weighed upon me like a ton of lead. How much of the seeming weight was real, and how much imaginary, I cannot pretend to say; but that it was much heavier than any beetle I have ever seen or heard of, I am sure.

For a time it was still, — and during that time I doubt if I even drew my breath. Then I felt it begin to move, in wobbling fashion, with awkward, ungainly gait, stopping every now and then, as if for rest. I was conscious that it was progressing, slowly, yet surely, towards the head of the bed. The emotion of horror with which I realised what this progression might mean, will be, I fear, with me to the end of my life, — not only in dreams, but too often, also, in my waking hours. My heart, as the Psalmist has it, melted like wax within me, I was incapable of movement, — dominated by something as hideous as, and infinitely more powerful than, the fascination of the serpent.

When it reached the head of the bed, what I feared — with what a fear! — would happen, did happen. It began to find its way inside, — to creep between the sheets; the wonder is I did not die! I felt it coming nearer and nearer, inch by inch; I knew that it was upon me, that escape there was none; I felt something touch my hair.

And then oblivion did come to my aid. For the first time in my life I swooned.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE STRANGE STORY OF THE MAN IN THE STREET

I have been anticipating for some weeks past, that things would become exciting, — and they have. But hardly in the way which I foresaw. It is the old story of the unexpected happening. Suddenly events of the most extraordinary nature have come crowding on me from the most unlooked-for quarters.

Let me try to take them in something like their proper order.

To begin with, Sydney has behaved very badly. So badly that it seems likely that I shall have to re-cast my whole conception of his character. It was nearly nine o’clock this morning when I, — I cannot say woke up, because I do not believe that I had really been asleep — but when I returned to consciousness. I found myself sitting up in bed, trembling like some frightened child. What had actually happened to me I did not know, — could not guess. I was conscious of an overwhelming sense of nausea, and, generally, I was feeling very far from well. I endeavoured to arrange my thoughts, and to decide upon some plan of action. Finally, I decided to go for advice and help where I had so often gone before, — to Sydney Atherton.

I went to him. I told him the whole gruesome story. He saw, he could not help but see what a deep impress the events of the night had made on me. He heard me to the end with every appearance of sympathy, — and then all at once I discovered that all the time papa had been concealed behind a large screen which was in the room, listening to every word I had been uttering. That I was dumfoundered, goes without saying. It was bad enough in papa, but in Sydney it seemed, and it was, such treachery. He and I have told each other secrets all our lives; it has never entered my imagination, as he very well knows, to play him false, in one jot or tittle; and I have always understood that, in this sort of matter, men pride themselves on their sense of honour being so much keener than women’s. I told them some plain truths; and I fancy that I left them both feeling heartily ashamed of themselves.

One result the experience had on me, — it wound me up. It had on me the revivifying effect of a cold douche. I realised that mine was a situation in which I should have to help myself.

When I returned home I learned that the man whom I had found in the street was himself again, and was as conscious as he was ever likely to be. Burning with curiosity to learn the nature of the connection which existed between Paul and him, and what was the meaning of his oracular apostrophes, I merely paused to remove my hat before hastening into his apartment.

When he saw me, and heard who I was, the expressions of his gratitude were painful in their intensity. The tears streamed down his cheeks. He looked to me like a man who had very little life left in him. He looked weak, and white, and worn to a shadow. Probably he never had been robust, and it was only too plain that privation had robbed him of what little strength he had ever had. He was nothing else but skin and bone. Physical and mental debility was written large all over him.

He was not bad-looking, — in a milk and watery sort of way. He had pale blue eyes and very fair hair, and, I daresay, at one time, had been a spruce enough clerk. It was difficult to guess his age, one ages so rapidly under the stress of misfortune, but I should have set him down as being about forty. His voice, though faint enough at first, was that of an educated man, and as he went on, and gathered courage, and became more and more in earnest, he spoke with a simple directness which was close akin to eloquence. It was a curious story which he had to tell.

So curious, so astounding indeed, that, by the time it was finished, I was in such a state of mind, that I could perceive no alternative but to forgive Sydney, and, in spite of his recent, and scandalous misbehaviour, again appeal to him for assistance. It seemed, if the story told by the man whom I had found in the street was true, — and incredible though it sounded, he spoke like a truthful man! — that Paul was threatened by some dreadful, and, to me, wholly incomprehensible danger; that it was a case in which even moments were precious; and I felt that, with the best will in the world, it was a position in which I could not move alone. The shadow of the terror of the night was with me still, and with that fresh in my recollection how could I hope, single-handed, to act effectually against the mysterious being of whom this amazing tale was told? No! I believed that Sydney did care for me, in his own peculiar way; I knew that he was quick, and cool, and fertile in resource, and that he showed to most advantage in a difficult situation; it was possible that he had a conscience, of a sort, and that, this time, I might not appeal to it in vain.

So I sent a servant off to fetch him, helter skelter.

As luck would have it, the servant returned with him within five minutes. It appeared that he had been lunching with Dora Grayling, who lives just at the end of the street, and the footman had met him coming down the steps. I had him shown into my own room.

‘I want you to go to the man whom I found in the street, and listen to what he has to say.’

‘With pleasure.’

‘Can I trust you?’

‘To listen to what he has to say? — I believe so.’

‘Can I trust you to respect my confidence?’

He was not at all abashed, — I never saw Sydney Atherton when he was abashed. Whatever the offence of which he has been guilty, he always seems completely at his ease. His eyes twinkled.

‘You can, — I will not breathe a syllable even to papa.’

‘In that case, come! But, you understand, I am going to put to the test the affirmations which you have made during all these years, and to prove if you have any of the feeling for me which you pretend.’

Directly we were in the stranger’s room, Sydney marched straight up to the bed, stared at the man who was lying in it, crammed his hands into his trouser pockets, and whistled. I was amazed.

‘So!’ he exclaimed. ‘It’s you!’

‘Do you know this man?’ I asked.

‘I am hardly prepared to go so far as to say that I know him, but, I chance to have a memory for faces, and it happens that I have met this gentleman on at least one previous occasion. Perhaps he remembers me. — Do you?’

The stranger seemed uneasy, — as if he found Sidney’s tone and manner disconcerting.

‘I do. You are the man in the street.’

‘Precisely. I am that — individual. And you are the man who came through the window. And in a much more comfortable condition you appear to be than when first I saw you.’ Sydney turned to me. ‘It is just possible, Miss Lindon, that I may have a few remarks to make to this gentleman which would be better made in private, — if you don’t mind.’

‘But I do mind, — I mind very much. What do you suppose I sent for you here for?’

Sydney smiled that absurd, provoking smile of his, — as if the occasion were not sufficiently serious.

‘To show that you still repose in me a vestige of your confidence.’

‘Don’t talk nonsense. This man has told me a most extraordinary story, and I have sent for you — as you may believe, not too willingly’ — Sydney bowed— ‘in order that he may repeat it in your presence, and in mine.’

‘Is that so? — Well!-Permit me to offer you a chair, — this tale may turn out to be a trifle long.’

To humour him I accepted the chair he offered, though I should have preferred to stand; — he seated himself on the side of the bed, fixing on the stranger those keen, quizzical, not too merciful, eyes of his.

‘Well, sir, we are at your service, — if you will be so good as to favour us with a second edition of that pleasant yarn you have been spinning. But — let us begin at the right end! — what’s your name?’

‘My name is Robert Holt.’

‘That so? — Then, Mr Robert Holt, — let her go!’

Thus encouraged, Mr Holt repeated the tale which he had told me, only in more connected fashion than before. I fancy that Sydney’s glances exercised on him a sort of hypnotic effect, and this kept him to the point, — he scarcely needed a word of prompting from the first syllable to the last.

He told how, tired, wet, hungry, desperate, despairing, he had been refused admittance to the casual ward, — that unfailing resource, as one would have supposed, of those who had abandoned even hope. How he had come upon an open window in an apparently empty house, and, thinking of nothing but shelter from the inclement night, he had clambered through it. How he had found himself in the presence of an extraordinary being, who, in his debilitated and nervous state, had seemed to him to be only half human. How this dreadful creature had given utterance to wild sentiments of hatred towards Paul Lessingham, — my Paul! How he had taken advantage of Holt’s enfeebled state to gain over him the most complete, horrible, and, indeed, almost incredible ascendency. How he actually had sent Holt, practically naked, into the storm-driven streets, to commit burglary at Paul’s house, — and how he, — Holt, — had actually gone without being able to offer even a shadow of opposition. How Paul, suddenly returning home, had come upon Holt engaged in the very act of committing burglary, and how, on his hearing Holt make a cabalistic reference to some mysterious beetle, the manhood had gone out of him, and he had suffered the intruder to make good his escape without an effort to detain him.

The story had seemed sufficiently astonishing the first time, it seemed still more astonishing the second, — but, as I watched Sydney listening, what struck me chiefly was the conviction that he had heard it all before. I charged him with it directly Holt had finished.

‘This is not the first time you have been told this tale.’

‘Pardon me, — but it is. Do you suppose I live in an atmosphere of fairy tales?’

Something in his manner made me feel sure he was deceiving me.

‘Sydney! — Don’t tell me a story! — Paul has told you!’

‘I am not telling you a story, — at least, on this occasion; and Mr Lessingham has not told me. Suppose we postpone these details to a little later. And perhaps, in the interim, you will permit me to put a question or two to Mr Holt.’

I let him have his way, — though I knew he was concealing something from me; that he had a more intimate acquaintance with Mr Holt’s strange tale than he chose to confess. And, for some cause, his reticence annoyed me.

He looked at Mr Holt in silence for a second or two.

Then he said, with the quizzical little air of bland impertinence which is peculiarly his own,

‘I presume, Mr Holt, you have been entertaining us with a novelty in fables, and that we are not expected to believe this pleasant little yarn of yours.’

‘I expect nothing. But I have told you the truth. And you know it.’

This seemed to take Sydney aback.

‘I protest that, like Miss Lindon, you credit me with a more extensive knowledge than I possess. However, we will let that pass. — I take it that you paid particular attention to this mysterious habitant of this mysterious dwelling.’

I saw that Mr Holt shuddered.

‘I am not likely ever to forget him.’

‘Then, in that case, you will be able to describe him to us.’

‘To do so adequately would be beyond my powers. But I will do my best.’

If the original was more remarkable than the description which he gave of him, then he must have been remarkable indeed. The impression conveyed to my mind was rather of a monster than a human being. I watched Sydney attentively as he followed Mr Holt’s somewhat lurid language, and there was something in his demeanour which made me more and more persuaded that he was more behind the scenes in this strange business than he pretended, or than the speaker suspected. He put a question which seemed uncalled for by anything which Mr Holt had said.

‘You are sure this thing of beauty was a man?’

‘No, sir, that is exactly what I am not sure.’

There was a note in Sydney’s voice which suggested that he had received precisely the answer which he had expected.

‘Did you think it was a woman?’

‘I did think so, more than once. Though I can hardly explain what made me think so. There was certainly nothing womanly about the face.’ He paused, as if to reflect. Then added, ‘I suppose it was a question of instinct.’

‘I see. — Just so. — It occurs to me, Mr Holt, that you are rather strong on questions of instinct.’ Sydney got off the bed. He stretched himself, as if fatigued, — which is a way he has. ‘I will not do you the injustice to hint that I do not believe a word of your charming, and simple, narrative. On the contrary, I will demonstrate my perfect credence by remarking that I have not the slightest doubt that you will be able to point out to me, for my particular satisfaction, the delightful residence on which the whole is founded.’

Mr Holt coloured, — Sydney’s tone could scarcely have been more significant.

‘You must remember, sir, that it was a dark night, that I had never been in that neighbourhood before, and that I was not in a condition to pay much attention to locality.’

‘All of which is granted, but — how far was it from Hammersmith
Workhouse?’

‘Possibly under half a mile.’

‘Then, in that case, surely you can remember which turning you took on leaving Hammersmith Workhouse, — I suppose there are not many turnings you could have taken.’

‘I think I could remember.’

‘Then you shall have an opportunity to try. It isn’t a very far cry to Hammersmith, — don’t you think you are well enough to drive there now, just you and I together in a cab?’

‘I should say so. I wished to get up this morning. It is by the doctor’s orders I have stayed in bed.’

‘Then, for once in a while, the doctor’s orders shall be ignored, — I prescribe fresh air.’ Sydney turned to me. ‘Since Mr Holt’s wardrobe seems rather to seek, don’t you think a suit of one of the men might fit him, — if Mr Holt wouldn’t mind making shift for the moment? — Then, by the time you’ve finished dressing, Mr Holt, I shall be ready.’

While they were ascertaining which suit of clothes would be best adapted to his figure, I went with Sydney to my room. So soon as we were in, I let him know that this was not a matter in which I intended to be trifled with.

‘Of course you understand, Sydney, that I am coming with you.’

He pretended not to know what I meant.

‘Coming with me? — I am delighted to hear it, — but where?’

‘To the house of which Mr Holt has been speaking.’

‘Nothing could give me greater pleasure, but — might I point out? — Mr
Holt has to find it yet?’

‘I will come to help you to help him find it.’

Sydney laughed, — but I could see he did not altogether relish the suggestion.

‘Three in a hansom?’

‘There is such a thing as a four-wheeled cab, — or I could order a carriage if you’d like one.’

Sydney looked at me out of the corners of his eyes; then began to walk up and down the room, with his hands in his trouser pockets. Presently he began to talk nonsense.

‘I need not say with what a sensation of joy I should anticipate the delights of a drive with you, — even in a four-wheeled cab; but, were I in your place, I fancy that I should allow Holt and your humble servant to go hunting out this house of his alone. It may prove a more tedious business than you imagine. I promise that, after the hunt is over, I will describe the proceedings to you with the most literal accuracy.’

‘I daresay. — Do you think I don’t know you’ve been deceiving me all the time?’

‘Deceiving you? — I!’

‘Yes, — you! Do you think I’m quite an idiot?’

‘My dear Marjorie!’

‘Do you think I can’t see that you know all about what Mr Holt has been telling us, — perhaps more about it than he knows himself?’

‘On my word! — With what an amount of knowledge you do credit me.’

‘Yes, I do, — or discredit you, rather. If I were to trust you, you would tell me just as much as you chose, — which would be nothing. I’m coming with you, — so there’s an end.’

‘Very well. — Do you happen to know if there are any revolvers in the house?’

‘Revolvers? — whatever for?’

‘Because I should like to borrow one. I will not conceal from you — since you press me — that this is a case in which a revolver is quite likely to be required.’

‘You are trying to frighten me.’

‘I am doing nothing of the kind, only, under the circumstances, I am bound to point out to you what it is you may expect.’

‘Oh, you think that you’re bound to point that out, do you, — then now your bounden duty’s done. As for there being any revolvers in the house, papa has a perfect arsenal, — would you like to take them all?’

‘Thanks, but I daresay I shall be able to manage with one, — unless you would like one too. You may find yourself in need of it.’

‘I am obliged to you, but, on this occasion, I don’t think I’ll trouble. I’ll run the risk. — Oh, Sydney, what a hypocrite you are!’

‘It’s for your sake, if I seem to be. I tell you most seriously, that I earnestly advise you to allow Mr Holt and I to manage this affair alone. I don’t mind going so far as to say that this is a matter with which, in days to come, you will wish that you had not allowed yourself to be associated.’

‘What do you mean by that? Do you dare to insinuate anything against — Paul?’

‘I insinuate nothing. What I mean, I say right out; and, my dear Marjorie, what I actually do mean is this, — that if, in spite of my urgent solicitations, you will persist in accompanying us, the expedition, so far as I am concerned, will be postponed.’

‘That is what you do mean, is it? Then that’s settled.’ I rang the bell. The servant came. ‘Order a four-wheeled cab at once. And let me know the moment Mr Holt is ready.’ The servant went. I turned to Sydney. ‘If you will excuse me, I will go and put my hat on. You are, of course, at liberty to please yourself as to whether you will or will not go, but, if you don’t, then I shall go with Mr Holt alone.’

I moved to the door. He stopped me.

‘My dear Marjorie, why will you persist in treating me with such injustice? Believe me, you have no idea what sort of adventure this is which you are setting out upon, — or you would hear reason. I assure you that you are gratuitously proposing to thrust yourself into imminent peril.’

‘What sort of peril? Why do you beat about the bush, — why don’t you speak right out?’

‘I can’t speak right out, there are circumstances which render it practically impossible — and that’s the plain truth, — but the danger is none the less real on that account. I am not jesting, — I am in earnest; won’t you take my word for it?’

‘It is not a question of taking your word only, — it is a question of something else beside. I have not forgotten my adventures of last night, — and Mr Holt’s story is mysterious enough in itself; but there is something more mysterious still at the back of it, — something which you appear to suggest points unpleasantly at Paul. My duty is clear, and nothing you can say will turn me from it. Paul, as you are very well aware, is already over-weighted with affairs of state, pretty nearly borne down by them, — or I would take the tale to him, and he would talk to you after a fashion of his own. Things being as they are, I propose to show you that, although I am not yet Paul’s wife, I can make his interests my own as completely as though I were. I can, therefore, only repeat that it is for you to decide what you intend to do; but, if you prefer to stay, I shall go with Mr Holt, — alone.’

‘Understand that, when the time for regret comes — as it will come! — you are not to blame me for having done what I advised you not to do.’

‘My dear Mr Atherton, I will undertake to do my utmost to guard your spotless reputation; I should be sorry that anyone should hold you responsible for anything I either said or did.’

‘Very well! — Your blood be on your own head!’

‘My blood?’

‘Yes, — your blood. I shouldn’t be surprised if it comes to blood before we’re through. — Perhaps you’ll oblige me with the loan of one of that arsenal of revolvers of which you spoke.’

I let him have his old revolver, — or, rather, I let him have one of papa’s new ones. He put it in the hip pocket in his trousers. And the expedition started, — in a four-wheeled car.


CHAPTER XXIX

THE HOUSE ON THE ROAD FROM THE WORKHOUSE

Mr Holt looked as if he was in somebody else’s garments. He was so thin, and worn, and wasted, that the suit of clothes which one of the men had lent him hung upon him as on a scarecrow. I was almost ashamed of myself for having incurred a share of the responsibility of taking him out of bed. He seemed so weak and bloodless that I should not have been surprised if he had fainted on the road. I had taken care that he should eat as much as he could eat before we started — the suggestion of starvation which he had conveyed to one’s mind was dreadful! — and I had brought a flask of brandy in case of accidents, but, in spite of everything, I could not conceal from myself that he would be more at home in a sick-bed than in a jolting cab.

It was not a cheerful drive. There was in Sydney’s manner towards me an air of protection which I instinctively resented, — he appeared to be regarding me as a careful, and anxious, nurse might regard a wrong-headed and disobedient child. Conversation distinctly languished. Since Sydney seemed disposed to patronise me, I was bent on snubbing him. The result was, that the majority of the remarks which were uttered were addressed to Mr Holt.

The cab stopped, — after what had appeared to me to be an interminable journey. I was rejoiced at the prospect of its being at an end. Sydney put his head out of the window. A short parley with the driver ensued.

‘This is ‘Ammersmith Workhouse, it’s a large place, sir, — which part of it might you be wanting?’

Sydney appealed to Mr Holt. He put his head out of the window in his turn, — he did not seem to recognise our surroundings at all.

‘We have come a different way, — this is not the way I went; I went through Hammersmith, — and to the casual ward; I don’t see that here.’

Sydney spoke to the cabman.

‘Driver, where’s the casual ward?’

‘That’s the other end, sir.’

‘Then take us there.’

He took us there. Then Sydney appealed again to Mr Holt.

‘Shall I dismiss the cabman, — or don’t you feel equal to walking?’

‘Thank you, I feel quite equal to walking, — I think the exercise will do me good.’

So the cabman was dismissed, — a step which we — and I, in particular — had subsequent cause to regret. Mr Holt took his bearings. He pointed to a door which was just in front of us.

‘That’s the entrance to the casual ward, and that, over it, is the window through which the other man threw a stone. I went to the right, — back the way I had come.’ We went to the right. ‘I reached this corner.’ We had reached a corner. Mr Holt looked about him, endeavouring to recall the way he had gone. A good many roads appeared to converge at that point, so that he might have wandered in either of several directions.

Presently he arrived at something like a decision.

‘I think this is the way I went, — I am nearly sure it is.’

He led the way, with something of an air of dubitation, and we followed. The road he had chosen seemed to lead to nothing and nowhere. We had not gone many yards from the workhouse gates before we were confronted by something like chaos. In front and on either side of us were large spaces of waste land. At some more or less remote period attempts appeared to have been made at brick-making, — there were untidy stacks of bilious-looking bricks in evidence. Here and there enormous weather-stained boards announced that ‘This Desirable Land was to be Let for Building Purposes.’ The road itself was unfinished. There was no pavement, and we had the bare uneven ground for sidewalk. It seemed, so far as I could judge, to lose itself in space, and to be swallowed up by the wilderness of ‘Desirable Land’ which lay beyond. In the near distance there were houses enough, and to spare — of a kind. But they were in other roads. In the one in which we actually were, on the right, at the end, there was a row of unfurnished carcases, but only two buildings which were in anything like a fit state for occupation. One stood on either side, not facing each other, — there was a distance between them of perhaps fifty yards. The sight of them had a more exciting effect on Mr Holt than it had on me. He moved rapidly forward, — coming to a standstill in front of the one upon our left, which was the nearer of the pair.

‘This is the house!’ he exclaimed.

He seemed almost exhilarated, — I confess that I was depressed. A more dismal-looking habitation one could hardly imagine. It was one of those dreadful jerry-built houses which, while they are still new, look old. It had quite possibly only been built a year or two, and yet, owing to neglect, or to poverty of construction, or to a combination of the two, it was already threatening to tumble down. It was a small place, a couple of storeys high, and would have been dear — I should think! — at thirty pounds a year. The windows had surely never been washed since the house was built, — those on the upper floor seemed all either cracked or broken. The only sign of occupancy consisted in the fact that a blind was down behind the window of the room on the ground floor. Curtains there were none. A low wall ran in front, which had apparently at one time been surmounted by something in the shape of an iron railing, — a rusty piece of metal still remained on one end; but, since there was only about a foot between it and the building, which was practically built upon the road, — whether the wall was intended to ensure privacy, or was merely for ornament, was not clear.

‘This is the house!’ repeated Mr Holt, showing more signs of life than
I had hitherto seen in him.

Sydney looked it up and down, — it apparently appealed to his aesthetic sense as little as it did to mine.

‘Are you sure?’

‘I am certain.’

‘It seems empty.’

‘It seemed empty to me that night, — that is why I got into it in search of shelter.’

‘Which is the window which served you as a door?’

‘This one.’ Mr Holt pointed to the window on the ground floor, — the one which was screened by a blind. ‘There was no sign of a blind when I first saw it, and the sash was up, — it was that which caught my eye.’

Once more Sydney surveyed the place, in comprehensive fashion, from roof to basement, — then he scrutinisingly regarded Mr Holt.

‘You are quite sure this is the house? It might be awkward if you proved mistaken. I am going to knock at the door, and if it turns out that that mysterious acquaintance of yours does not, and never has lived here, we might find an explanation difficult.’

‘I am sure it is the house, — certain! I know it, — I feel it here, — and here.’

Mr Holt touched his breast, and his forehead. His manner was distinctly odd. He was trembling, and a fevered expression had come into his eyes. Sydney glanced at him, for a moment, in silence. Then he bestowed his attention upon me.

‘May I ask if I may rely upon your preserving your presence of mind?’

The mere question ruffled my plumes.

‘What do you mean?’

‘What I say. I am going to knock at that door, and I am going to get through it, somehow. It is quite within the range of possibility that, when I am through, there will be some strange happenings, — as you have heard from Mr Holt. The house is commonplace enough without; you may not find it so commonplace within. You may find yourself in a position in which it will be in the highest degree essential that you should keep your wits about you.’

‘I am not likely to let them stray.’

‘Then that’s all right. — Do I understand that you propose to come in with me?’

‘Of course I do, — what do you suppose I’ve come for? What nonsense you are talking.

‘I hope that you will still continue to consider it nonsense by the time this little adventure’s done.’

That I resented his impertinence goes without saying — to be talked to in such a strain by Sydney Atherton, whom I had kept in subjection ever since he was in knickerbockers, was a little trying, — but I am forced to admit that I was more impressed by his manner, or his words, or by Mr Holt’s manner, or something, than I should have cared to own. I had not the least notion what was going to happen, or what horrors that woebegone-looking dwelling contained. But Mr Holt’s story had been of the most astonishing sort, my experiences of the previous night were still fresh, and, altogether, now that I was in such close neighbourhood with the Unknown — with a capital U! — although it was broad daylight, it loomed before me in a shape for which, — candidly! — I was not prepared.

A more disreputable-looking front door I have not seen, — it was in perfect harmony with the remainder of the establishment. The paint was off; the woodwork was scratched and dented; the knocker was red with rust. When Sydney took it in his hand I was conscious of quite a little thrill. As he brought it down with a sharp rat-tat, I half expected to see the door fly open, and disclose some gruesome object glaring out at us. Nothing of the kind took place; the door did not budge, — nothing happened. Sydney waited a second or two, then knocked again; another second or two, then another knock. There was still no sign of any notice being taken of our presence. Sydney turned to Mr Holt.

‘Seems as if the place was empty.’

Mr Holt was in the most singular condition of agitation, — it made me uncomfortable to look at him.

‘You do not know, — you cannot tell; there may be someone there who hears and pays no heed.’

‘I’ll give them another chance.’

Sydney brought down the knocker with thundering reverberations. The din must have been audible half a mile away. But from within the house there was still no sign that any heard. Sydney came down the step.

‘I’ll try another way, — I may have better fortune at the back.’

He led the way round to the rear, Mr Holt and I following in single file. There the place seemed in worse case even than in the front. There were two empty rooms on the ground floor at the back, — there was no mistake about their being empty, without the slightest difficulty we could see right into them. One was apparently intended for a kitchen and wash-house combined, the other for a sitting-room. There was not a stick of furniture in either, nor the slightest sign of human habitation. Sydney commented on the fact.

‘Not only is it plain that no one lives in these charming apartments, but it looks to me uncommonly as if no one ever had lived in them.’

To my thinking Mr Holt’s agitation was increasing every moment. For some reason of his own, Sydney took no notice of it whatever, — possibly because he judged that to do so would only tend to make it worse. An odd change had even taken place in Mr Holt’s voice, — he spoke in a sort of tremulous falsetto.

‘It was only the front room which I saw.’

‘Very good; then, before very long, you shall see that front room again.’

Sydney rapped with his knuckles on the glass panels of the back door. He tried the handle; when it refused to yield he gave it a vigorous shaking. He saluted the dirty windows, — so far as succeeding in attracting attention was concerned, entirely in vain. Then he turned again to Mr Holt, — half mockingly.

‘I call you to witness that I have used every lawful means to gain the favourable notice of your mysterious friend. I must therefore beg to stand excused if I try something slightly unlawful for a change. It is true that you found the window already open; but, in my case, it soon will be.’

He took a knife out of his pocket, and, with the open blade, forced back the catch, — as I am told that burglars do. Then he lifted the sash.

‘Behold!’ he exclaimed. ‘What did I tell you? — Now, my dear Marjorie, if I get in first and Mr Holt gets in after me, we shall be in a position to open the door for you.’

I immediately saw through his design.

‘No, Mr Atherton; you will get in first, and I will get in after you, through the window, — before Mr Holt. I don’t intend to wait for you to open the door.’

Sydney raised his hands and opened his eyes, as if grieved at my want of confidence. But I did not mean to be left in the lurch, to wait their pleasure, while on pretence of opening the door, they searched the house. So Sydney climbed in first, and I second, — it was not a difficult operation, since the window-sill was under three feet from the ground — and Mr Holt last. Directly we were in, Sydney put his hand up to his mouth, and shouted.

‘Is there anybody in this house? If so, will he kindly step this way, as there is someone wishes to see him.’

His words went echoing through the empty rooms in a way which was almost uncanny. I suddenly realised that if, after all, there did happen to be somebody in the house, and he was at all disagreeable, our presence on his premises might prove rather difficult to explain. However, no one answered. While I was waiting for Sydney to make the next move, he diverted my attention to Mr Holt.

‘Hollo, Holt, what’s the matter with you? Man, don’t play the fool like that!’

Something was the matter with Mr Holt. He was trembling all over as if attacked by a shaking palsy. Every muscle in his body seemed twitching at once. A strained look had come on his face, which was not nice to see. He spoke as with an effort.

‘I’m all right. — It’s nothing.’

‘Oh, is it nothing? Then perhaps you’ll drop it. Where’s that brandy?’
I handed Sydney the flask. ‘Here, swallow this.’

Mr Holt swallowed the cupful of neat spirit which Sydney offered without an attempt at parley. Beyond bringing some remnants of colour to his ashen cheeks it seemed to have no effect on him whatever. Sydney eyed him with a meaning in his glance which I was at a loss to understand.

‘Listen to me, my lad. Don’t think you can deceive me by playing any of your fool tricks, and don’t delude yourself into supposing that I shall treat you as anything but dangerous if you do. I’ve got this.’ He showed the revolver of papa’s which I had lent him. ‘Don’t imagine that Miss Lindon’s presence will deter me from using it.’

Why he addressed Mr Holt in such a strain surpassed my comprehension. Mr Holt, however, evinced not the faintest symptoms of resentment, — he had become, on a sudden, more like an automaton than a man. Sydney continued to gaze at him as if he would have liked his glance to penetrate to his inmost soul.

‘Keep in front of me, if you please, Mr Holt, and lead the way to this mysterious apartment in which you claim to have had such a remarkable experience.’

Of me he asked in a whisper,

‘Did you bring a revolver?’

I was startled.

‘A revolver? — The idea! — How absurd you are!’

Sydney said something which was so rude — and so uncalled for! — that it was worthy of papa in his most violent moments.

‘I’d sooner be absurd than a fool in petticoats.’ I was so angry that I did not know what to say, — and before I could say it he went on. ‘Keep your eyes and ears well open; be surprised at nothing you see or hear. Stick close to me. And for goodness sake remain mistress of as many of your senses as you conveniently can.’

I had not the least idea what was the meaning of it all. To me there seemed nothing to make such a pother about. And yet I was conscious of a fluttering of the heart as if there soon might be something, I knew Sydney sufficiently well to be aware that he was one of the last men in the world to make a fuss without reason, — and that he was as little likely to suppose that there was a reason when as a matter of fact there was none.

Mr Holt led the way, as Sydney desired — or, rather, commanded, to the door of the room which was in front of the house. The door was closed. Sydney tapped on a panel. All was silence. He tapped again.

‘Anyone in there?’ he demanded.

As there was still no answer, he tried the handle. The door was locked.

‘The first sign of the presence of a human being we have had, — doors don’t lock themselves. It’s just possible that there may have been someone or something about the place, at some time or other, after all.’

Grasping the handle firmly, he shook it with all his might, — as he had done with the door at the back. So flimsily was the place constructed that he made even the walls to tremble.

‘Within there! — if anyone is in there! — if you don’t open this door, I shall.’

There was no response.

So be it! — I’m going to pursue my wild career of defiance of established law and order, and gain admission in one way, if I can’t in another.’

Putting his right shoulder against the door, he pushed with his whole force. Sydney is a big man, and very strong, and the door was weak. Shortly, the lock yielded before the continuous pressure, and the door flew open. Sydney whistled.

‘So! — It begins to occur to me, Mr Holt, that that story of yours may not have been such pure romance as it seemed.’

It was plain enough that, at any rate, this room had been occupied, and that recently, — and, if his taste in furniture could be taken as a test, by an eccentric occupant to boot. My own first impression was that there was someone, or something, living in it still, — an uncomfortable odour greeted our nostrils, which was suggestive of some evil-smelling animal. Sydney seemed to share my thought.

‘A pretty perfume, on my word! Let’s shed a little more light on the subject, and see what causes it. Marjorie, stop where you are until I tell you.’

I had noticed nothing, from without, peculiar about the appearance of the blind which screened the window, but it must have been made of some unusually thick material, for, within, the room was strangely dark. Sydney entered, with the intention of drawing up the blind, but he had scarcely taken a couple of steps when he stopped.

‘What’s that?’

‘It’s it,’ said Mr Holt, in a voice which was so unlike his own that it was scarcely recognisable.

‘It? — What do you mean by it?’

‘The Beetle!’

Judging from the sound of his voice Sydney was all at once in a state of odd excitement.

‘Oh, is it! — Then, if this time I don’t find out the how and the why and the wherefore of that charming conjuring trick, I’ll give you leave to write me down an ass, — with a great, big A.’

He rushed farther into the room, — apparently his efforts to lighten it did not meet with the immediate success which he desired.

‘What’s the matter with this confounded blind? There’s no cord! How do you pull it up? — What the—’

In the middle of his sentence Sydney ceased speaking. Suddenly Mr Holt, who was standing by my side on the threshold of the door, was seized with such a fit of trembling, that, fearing he was going to fall, I caught him by the arm. A most extraordinary look was on his face. His eyes were distended to their fullest width, as if with horror at what they saw in front of them. Great beads of perspiration were on his forehead.

‘It’s coming!’ he screamed.

Exactly what happened I do not know. But, as he spoke, I heard, proceeding from the room, the sound of the buzzing of wings. Instantly it recalled my experiences of the night before, — as it did so I was conscious of a most unpleasant qualm. Sydney swore a great oath, as if he were beside himself with rage.

‘If you won’t go up, you shall come down.’

I suppose, failing to find a cord, he seized the blind from below, and dragged it down, — it came, roller and all, clattering to the floor. The room was all in light. I hurried in. Sydney was standing by the window, with a look of perplexity upon his face which, under any other circumstances, would have been comical. He was holding papa’s revolver in his hand, and was glaring round and round the room, as if wholly at a loss to understand how it was he did not see what he was looking for.

‘Marjorie!’ he exclaimed. ‘Did you hear anything?’

‘Of course I did. It was that which I heard last night, — which so frightened me.’

‘Oh, was it? Then, by—’ in his excitement he must have been completely oblivious of my presence, for he used the most terrible language, ‘when I find it there’ll be a small discussion. It can’t have got out of the room, — I know the creature’s here; I not only heard it, I felt it brush against my face. — Holt, come inside and shut that door.’

Mr Holt raised his arms, as if he were exerting himself to make a forward movement, — but he remained rooted to the spot on which he stood.

‘I can’t!’ he cried.

‘You can’t.’ — Why?’

‘It won’t let me.’

‘What won’t let you?’

‘The Beetle!’

Sydney moved till he was close in front of him. He surveyed him with eager eyes. I was just at his back. I heard him murmur, — possibly to me.

‘By George! — It’s just as I thought! — The beggar’s hypnotised!’

Then he said aloud,

‘Can you see it now?’

‘Yes.’

‘Where?’

‘Behind you.’

As Mr Holt spoke, I again heard, quite close to me, that buzzing sound. Sydney seemed to hear it too, — it caused him to swing round so quickly that he all but whirled me off my feet.

‘I beg your pardon, Marjorie, but this is of the nature of an unparalleled experience, — didn’t you hear something then?’

‘I did, — distinctly; it was close to me, — within an inch or two of my face.’

We stared about us, then back at each other, — there was nothing else to be seen. Sydney laughed, doubtfully.

‘It’s uncommonly queer. I don’t want to suggest that there are visions about, or I might suspect myself of softening of the brain. But — it’s queer. There’s a trick about it somewhere, I am convinced; and no doubt it’s simple enough when you know how it’s done, — but the difficulty is to find that out. — Do you think our friend over there is acting?’

‘He looks to me as if he were ill.’

‘He does look ill. He also looks as if he were hypnotised. If he is, it must be by suggestion, — and that’s what makes me doubtful, because it will be the first plainly established case of hypnotism by suggestion I’ve encountered. — Holt!’

‘Yes.’

‘That,’ said Sydney in my ear, ‘is the voice and that is the manner of a hypnotised man, but, on the other hand, a person under influence generally responds only to the hypnotist, — which is another feature about our peculiar friend which arouses my suspicions.’ Then, aloud, ‘Don’t stand there like an idiot, — come inside.’

Again Mr Holt made an apparently futile effort to do as he was bid. It was painful to look at him, — he was like a feeble, frightened, tottering child, who would come on, but cannot.

‘I can’t.’

‘No nonsense, my man! Do you think that this is a performance in a booth, and that I am to be taken in by all the humbug of the professional mesmerist? Do as I tell you, — come into the room.’

There was a repetition, on Mr Holt’s part, of his previous pitiful struggle; this time it was longer sustained than before, — but the result was the same.

‘I can’t!’ he wailed.

‘Then I say you can, — and shall! If I pick you up, and carry you, perhaps you will not find yourself so helpless as you wish me to suppose.’

Sydney moved forward to put his threat into execution. As he did so, a strange alteration took place in Mr Holt’s demeanour.


CHAPTER XXX

THE SINGULAR BEHAVIOUR OF MR HOLT

I was standing in the middle of the room, Sydney was between the door and me; Mr Holt was in the hall, just outside the doorway, in which he, so to speak, was framed. As Sydney advanced towards him he was seized with a kind of convulsion, — he had to lean against the side of the door to save himself from falling. Sydney paused, and watched. The spasm went as suddenly as it came, — Mr Holt became as motionless as he had just now been the other way. He stood in an attitude of febrile expectancy, — his chin raised, his head thrown back, his eyes glancing upwards, — with the dreadful fixed glare which had come into them ever since we had entered the house. He looked to me as if his every faculty was strained in the act of listening, — not a muscle in his body seemed to move; he was as rigid as a figure carved in stone. Presently the rigidity gave place to what, to an onlooker, seemed causeless agitation.

‘I hear!’ he exclaimed, in the most curious voice I had ever heard. ‘I come!’

It was as though he was speaking to someone who was far away. Turning, he walked down the passage to the front door.

‘Hollo!’ cried Sydney. ‘Where are you off to?’

We both of us hastened to see. He was fumbling with the latch; before we could reach him, the door was open, and he was through it. Sydney, rushing after him, caught him on the step and held him by the arm.

‘What’s the meaning of this little caper? — Where do you think you’re going now?’

Mr Holt did not condescend to turn and look at him. He said, in the same dreamy, faraway, unnatural tone of voice, — and he kept his unwavering gaze fixed on what was apparently some distant object which was visible only to himself.

‘I am going to him. He calls me.’

‘Who calls you?’

‘The Lord of the Beetle.’

Whether Sydney released his arm or not I cannot say. As he spoke, he seemed to me to slip away from Sydney’s grasp. Passing through the gateway, turning to the right, he commenced to retrace his steps in the direction we had come. Sydney stared after him in unequivocal amazement. Then he looked at me.

‘Well! — this is a pretty fix! — now what’s to be done?’

‘What’s the matter with him?’ I inquired. ‘Is he mad?’

‘There’s method in his madness if he is. He’s in the same condition in which he was that night I saw him come out of the Apostle’s window.’ Sydney has a horrible habit of calling Paul ‘the Apostle’; I have spoken to him about it over and over again, — but my words have not made much impression. ‘He ought to be followed, — he may be sailing off to that mysterious friend of his this instant. — But, on the other hand, he mayn’t, and it may be nothing but a trick of our friend the conjurer’s to get us away from this elegant abode of his. He’s done me twice already, I don’t want to be done again, — and I distinctly do not want him to return and find me missing. He’s quite capable of taking the hint, and removing himself into the Ewigkeit, — when the clue to as pretty a mystery as ever I came across will have vanished.’

‘I can stay,’ I said.

‘You? — Alone?’

He eyed me doubtingly, — evidently not altogether relishing the proposition.

‘Why not? You might send the first person you meet, — policeman, cabman, or whoever it is — to keep me company. It seems a pity now that we dismissed that cab.’

‘Yes, it does seem a pity.’ Sydney was biting his lip. ‘Confound that fellow! how fast he moves.’

Mr Holt was already nearing the end of the road.

‘If you think it necessary, by all means follow to see where he goes, — you are sure to meet somebody whom you will be able to send before you have gone very far.’

‘I suppose I shall. — You won’t mind being left alone?’

‘Why should I? — I’m not a child.’

Mr Holt, reaching the corner, turned it, and vanished out of sight.
Sydney gave an exclamation of impatience.

‘If I don’t make haste I shall lose him. I’ll do as you suggest — dispatch the first individual I come across to hold watch and ward with you.’

‘That’ll be all right.’

He started off at a run, — shouting to me as he went.

‘It won’t be five minutes before somebody comes!’

I waved my hand to him. I watched him till he reached the end of the road. Turning, he waved his hand to me. Then he vanished, as Mr Holt had done.

And I was alone.


CHAPTER XXXI

THE TERROR BY DAY

My first impulse, after Sydney’s disappearance, was to laugh. Why should he display anxiety on my behalf merely because I was to be the sole occupant of an otherwise empty house for a few minutes more or less, — and in broad daylight too! To say the least, the anxiety seemed unwarranted.

I lingered at the gate, for a moment or two, wondering what was at the bottom of Mr Holt’s singular proceedings, and what Sydney really proposed to gain by acting as a spy upon his wanderings. Then I turned to re-enter the house. As I did so, another problem suggested itself to my mind, — what connection, of the slightest importance, could a man in Paul Lessingham’s position have with the eccentric being who had established himself in such an unsatisfactory dwelling-place? Mr Holt’s story I had only dimly understood, — it struck me that it would require a deal of understanding. It was more like a farrago of nonsense, an outcome of delirium, than a plain statement of solid facts. To tell the truth, Sydney had taken it more seriously than I expected. He seemed to see something in it which I emphatically did not. What was double Dutch to me, seemed clear as print to him. So far as I could judge, he actually had the presumption to imagine that Paul — my Paul! — Paul Lessingham! — the great Paul Lessingham! — was mixed up in the very mysterious adventures of poor, weak-minded, hysterical Mr Holt, in a manner which was hardly to his credit.

Of course, any idea of the kind was purely and simply balderdash. Exactly what bee Sydney had got in his bonnet, I could not guess. But I did know Paul. Only let me find myself face to face with the fantastic author of Mr Holt’s weird tribulations, and I, a woman, single-handed, would do my best to show him that whoever played pranks with Paul Lessingham trifled with edged tools.

I had returned to that historical front room which, according to Mr Holt, had been the scene of his most disastrous burglarious entry. Whoever had furnished it had had original notions of the resources of modern upholstery. There was not a table in the place, — no chair or couch, nothing to sit down upon except the bed. On the floor there was a marvellous carpet which was apparently of eastern manufacture. It was so thick, and so pliant to the tread, that moving over it was like walking on thousand-year-old turf. It was woven in gorgeous colours, and covered with — 

When I discovered what it actually was covered with, I was conscious of a disagreeable sense of surprise.

It was covered with beetles!

All over it, with only a few inches of space between each, were representations of some peculiar kind of beetle, — it was the same beetle, over, and over, and over. The artist had woven his undesirable subject into the warp and woof of the material with such cunning skill that, as one continued to gaze, one began to wonder if by any possibility the creatures could be alive.

In spite of the softness of the texture, and the art — of a kind! — which had been displayed in the workmanship, I rapidly arrived at the conclusion that it was the most uncomfortable carpet I had ever seen. I wagged my finger at the repeated portrayals of the — to me! — unspeakable insect.

‘If I had discovered that you were there before Sydney went, I think it just possible that I should have hesitated before I let him go.’

Then there came a revulsion of feeling. I shook myself.

‘You ought to be ashamed of yourself, Marjorie Lindon, to even think such nonsense. Are you all nerves and morbid imaginings, — you who have prided yourself on being so strong-minded! A pretty sort you are to do battle for anyone. — Why, they’re only make-believes!’

Half involuntarily, I drew my foot over one of the creatures. Of course, it was nothing but imagination; but I seemed to feel it squelch beneath my shoe. It was disgusting.

‘Come!’ I cried. ‘This won’t do! As Sydney would phrase it, — am I going to make an idiot of myself?’

I turned to the window, — looking at my watch.

‘It’s more than five minutes ago since Sydney went. That companion of mine ought to be already on the way. I’ll go and see if he is coming.’

I went to the gate. There was not a soul in sight. It was with such a distinct sense of disappointment that I perceived this was so, that I was in two minds what to do. To remain where I was, looking, with gaping eyes, for the policeman, or the cabman, or whoever it was Sydney was dispatching to act as my temporary associate, was tantamount to acknowledging myself a simpleton, — while I was conscious of a most unmistakable reluctance to return within the house.

Common sense, or what I took for common sense, however, triumphed, and, after loitering for another five minutes, I did go in again.

This time, ignoring, to the best of my ability, the beetles on the floor, I proceeded to expend my curiosity — and occupy my thoughts — in an examination of the bed. It only needed a very cursory examination, however, to show that the seeming bed was, in reality, none at all, — or if it was a bed after the manner of the Easterns it certainly was not after the fashion of the Britons. There was no framework, — nothing to represent the bedstead. It was simply a heap of rugs piled apparently indiscriminately upon the floor. A huge mass of them there seemed to be; of all sorts, and shapes, and sizes, — and materials too.

The top one was of white silk, — in quality, exquisite. It was of huge size, yet, with a little compression, one might almost have passed it through the proverbial wedding ring. So far as space admitted I spread it out in front of me. In the middle was a picture, — whether it was embroidered on the substance or woven in it, I could not quite make out. Nor, at first, could I gather what it was the artist had intended to depict, — there was a brilliancy about it which was rather dazzling. By degrees, I realised that the lurid hues were meant for flames, — and, when one had got so far, one perceived that they were by no means badly imitated either. Then the meaning of the thing dawned on me, — it was a representation of a human sacrifice. In its way, as ghastly a piece of realism as one could see.

On the right was the majestic seated figure of a goddess. Her hands were crossed upon her knees, and she was naked from her waist upwards. I fancied it was meant for Isis. On her brow was perched a gaily-apparelled beetle — that ubiquitous beetle! — forming a bright spot of colour against her coppery skin, — it was an exact reproduction of the creatures which were imaged on the carpet. In front of the idol was an enormous fiery furnace. In the very heart of the flames was an altar. On the altar was a naked white woman being burned alive. There could be no doubt as to her being alive, for she was secured by chains in such a fashion that she was permitted a certain amount of freedom, of which she was availing herself to contort and twist her body into shapes which were horribly suggestive of the agony which she was enduring, — the artist, indeed, seemed to have exhausted his powers in his efforts to convey a vivid impression of the pains which were tormenting her.

‘A pretty picture, on my word! A pleasant taste in art the garnitures of this establishment suggest! The person who likes to live with this kind of thing, especially as a covering to his bed, must have his own notions as to what constitute agreeable surroundings.’

As I continued staring at the thing, all at once it seemed as if the woman on the altar moved. It was preposterous, but she appeared to gather her limbs together, and turn half over.

‘What can be the matter with me? Am I going mad? She can’t be moving!’

If she wasn’t, then certainly something was, — she was lifted right into the air. An idea occurred to me. I snatched the rug aside.

The mystery was explained!

A thin, yellow, wrinkled hand was protruding from amidst the heap of rugs, — it was its action which had caused the seeming movement of the figure on the altar. I stared, confounded. The hand was followed by an arm; the arm by a shoulder; the shoulder by a head, — and the most awful, hideous, wicked-looking face I had ever pictured even in my most dreadful dreams. A pair of baleful eyes were glaring up at mine.

I understood the position in a flash of startled amazement.

Sydney, in following Mr Holt, had started on a wild goose chase after all. I was alone with the occupant of that mysterious house, — the chief actor in Mr Holt’s astounding tale. He had been hidden in the heap of rugs all the while.


BOOK IV

In Pursuit

The Conclusion of the Matter is extracted from the Case-Book of the Hon. Augustus Champnell, Confidential Agent.


CHAPTER XXXII

A NEW CLIENT

On the afternoon of Friday, June 2, 18 — , I was entering in my case-book some memoranda having reference to the very curious matter of the Duchess of Datchet’s Deed-box. It was about two o’clock. Andrews came in and laid a card upon my desk. On it was inscribed ‘Mr Paul Lessingham.’

‘Show Mr Lessingham in.’

Andrews showed him in. I was, of course, familiar with Mr Lessingham’s appearance, but it was the first time I had had with him any personal communication. He held out his hand to me.

‘You are Mr Champnell?’

‘I am.’

‘I believe that I have not had the honour of meeting you before, Mr Champnell, but with your father, the Earl of Glenlivet, I have the pleasure of some acquaintance.’

I bowed. He looked at me, fixedly, as if he were trying to make out what sort of man I was. ‘You are very young, Mr Champnell.’

‘I have been told that an eminent offender in that respect once asserted that youth is not of necessity a crime.’

‘And you have chosen a singular profession, — one in which one hardly looks for juvenility.’

‘You yourself, Mr Lessingham, are not old. In a statesman one expects grey hairs. — I trust that I am sufficiently ancient to be able to do you service.’

He smiled.

‘I think it possible. I have heard of you more than once, Mr Champnell, always to your advantage. My friend, Sir John Seymour, was telling me, only the other day, that you have recently conducted for him some business, of a very delicate nature, with much skill and tact; and he warmly advised me, if ever I found myself in a predicament, to come to you. I find myself in a predicament now.’

Again I bowed.

‘A predicament, I fancy, of an altogether unparalleled sort. I take it that anything I may say to you will be as though it were said to a father confessor.’

‘You may rest assured of that.’

‘Good. — Then, to make the matter clear to you I must begin by telling you a story, — if I may trespass on your patience to that extent. I will endeavour not to be more verbose than the occasion requires.’

I offered him a chair, placing it in such a position that the light from the window would have shone full upon his face. With the calmest possible air, as if unconscious of my design, he carried the chair to the other side of my desk, twisting it right round before he sat on it, — so that now the light was at his back and on my face. Crossing his legs, clasping his hands about his knee, he sat in silence for some moments, as if turning something over in his mind. He glanced round the room.

‘I suppose, Mr Champnell, that some singular tales have been told in here.’

‘Some very singular tales indeed. I am never appalled by singularity.
It is my normal atmosphere.’

‘And yet I should be disposed to wager that you have never listened to so strange a story as that which I am about to tell you now. So astonishing, indeed, is the chapter in my life which I am about to open out to you, that I have more than once had to take myself to task, and fit the incidents together with mathematical accuracy in order to assure myself of its perfect truth.’

He paused. There was about his demeanour that suggestion of reluctance which I not uncommonly discover in individuals who are about to take the skeletons from their cupboards and parade them before my eyes. His next remark seemed to point to the fact that he perceived what was passing through my thoughts.

‘My position is not rendered easier by the circumstance that I am not of a communicative nature. I am not in sympathy with the spirit of the age which craves for personal advertisement. I hold that the private life even of a public man should be held inviolate. I resent, with peculiar bitterness, the attempts of prying eyes to peer into matters which, as it seems to me, concern myself alone. You must, therefore, bear with me, Mr Champnell, if I seem awkward in disclosing to you certain incidents in my career which I had hoped would continue locked in the secret depository of my own bosom, at any rate till I was carried to the grave. I am sure you will suffer me to stand excused if I frankly admit that it is only an irresistible chain of incidents which has constrained me to make of you a confidant.’

‘My experience tells me, Mr Lessingham, that no one ever does come to me until they are compelled. In that respect I am regarded as something worse even than a medical man.’

A wintry smile flitted across his features, — it was clear that he regarded me as a good deal worse than a medical man. Presently he began to tell me one of the most remarkable tales which even I had heard. As he proceeded I understood how strong, and how natural, had been his desire for reticence. On the mere score of credibility he must have greatly preferred to have kept his own counsel. For my part I own, unreservedly, that I should have deemed the tale incredible had it been told me by Tom, Dick, or Harry, instead of by Paul Lessingham.


CHAPTER XXXIII

WHAT CAME OF LOOKING THROUGH A LATTICE

He began in accents which halted not a little. By degrees his voice grew firmer. Words came from him with greater fluency.

‘I am not yet forty. So when I tell you that twenty years ago I was a mere youth I am stating what is a sufficiently obvious truth. It is twenty years ago since the events of which I am going to speak transpired.

‘I lost both my parents when I was quite a lad, and by their death I was left in a position in which I was, to an unusual extent in one so young, my own master. I was ever of a rambling turn of mind, and when, at the mature age of eighteen, I left school, I decided that I should learn more from travel than from sojourn at a university. So, since there was no one to say me nay, instead of going either to Oxford or Cambridge, I went abroad. After a few months I found myself in Egypt, — I was down with fever at Shepheard’s Hotel in Cairo. I had caught it by drinking polluted water during an excursion with some Bedouins to Palmyra.

‘When the fever had left me I went out one night into the town in search of amusement. I went, unaccompanied, into the native quarter, not a wise thing to do, especially at night, but at eighteen one is not always wise, and I was weary of the monotony of the sick-room, and eager for something which had in it a spice of adventure, I found myself in a street which I have reason to believe is no longer existing. It had a French name, and was called the Rue de Rabagas, — I saw the name on the corner as I turned into it, and it has left an impress on the tablets of my memory which is never likely to be obliterated.

‘It was a narrow street, and, of course, a dirty one, ill-lit, and, apparently, at the moment of my appearance, deserted. I had gone, perhaps, half-way down its tortuous length, blundering more than once into the kennel, wondering what fantastic whim had brought me into such unsavoury quarters, and what would happen to me if, as seemed extremely possible, I lost my way. On a sudden my ears were saluted by sounds which proceeded from a house which I was passing, — sounds of music and of singing.

‘I paused. I stood awhile to listen.

‘There was an open window on my right, which was screened by latticed blinds. From the room which was behind these blinds the sounds were coming. Someone was singing, accompanied by an instrument resembling a guitar, — singing uncommonly well.’

Mr Lessingham stopped. A stream of recollection seemed to come flooding over him. A dreamy look came into his eyes.

‘I remember it all as clearly as if it were yesterday. How it all comes back, — the dirty street, the evil smells, the imperfect light, the girl’s voice filling all at once the air. It was a girl’s voice, — full, and round, and sweet; an organ seldom met with, especially in such a place as that. She sang a little chansonnette, which, just then, half Europe was humming, — it occurred in an opera which they were acting at one of the Boulevard theatres,— “La P’tite Voyageuse.” The effect, coming so unexpectedly, was startling. I stood and heard her to an end.

‘Inspired by I know not what impulse of curiosity, when the song was finished, I moved one of the lattice blinds a little aside, so as to enable me to get a glimpse of the singer. I found myself looking into what seemed to be a sort of cafe, — one of those places which are found all over the Continent, in which women sing in order to attract custom. There was a low platform at one end of the room, and on it were seated three women. One of them had evidently just been accompanying her own song, — she still had an instrument of music in her hands, and was striking a few idle notes. The other two had been acting as audience. They were attired in the fantastic apparel which the women who are found in such places generally wear. An old woman was sitting knitting in a corner, whom I took to be the inevitable patronne. With the exception of these four the place was empty.

‘They must have heard me touch the lattice, or seen it moving, for no sooner did I glance within than the three pairs of eyes on the platform were raised and fixed on mine. The old woman in the corner alone showed no consciousness of my neighbourhood. We eyed one another in silence for a second or two. Then the girl with the harp, — the instrument she was manipulating proved to be fashioned more like a harp than a guitar — called out to me,

‘“Entrez, monsieur! — Soye le bienvenu!”

‘I was a little tired. Rather curious as to whereabouts I was, — the place struck me, even at that first momentary glimpse, as hardly in the ordinary line of that kind of thing. And not unwilling to listen to a repetition of the former song, or to another sung by the same singer.

‘“On condition,” I replied, “that you sing me another song.”

‘“Ah, monsieur, with the greatest pleasure in the world I will sing you twenty.”

‘She was almost, if not quite, as good as her word. She entertained me with song after song. I may safely say that I have seldom if ever heard melody more enchanting. All languages seemed to be the same to her. She sang in French and Italian, German and English, — in tongues with which I was unfamiliar. It was in these Eastern harmonies that she was most successful. They were indescribably weird and thrilling, and she delivered them with a verve and sweetness which was amazing. I sat at one of the little tables with which the room was dotted, listening entranced.

‘Time passed more rapidly than I supposed. While she sang I sipped the liquor with which the old woman had supplied me. So enthralled was I by the display of the girl’s astonishing gifts that I did not notice what it was I was drinking. Looking back I can only surmise that it was some poisonous concoction of the creature’s own. That one small glass had on me the strangest effect. I was still weak from the fever which I had only just succeeded in shaking off, and that, no doubt, had something to do with the result. But, as I continued to sit, I was conscious that I was sinking into a lethargic condition, against which I was incapable of struggling.

‘After a while the original performer ceased her efforts, and, her companions taking her place, she came and joined me at the little table. Looking at my watch I was surprised to perceive the lateness of the hour. I rose to leave. She caught me by the wrist.

‘“Do not go,” she said; — she spoke English of a sort, and with the queerest accent. “All is well with you. Rest awhile.”

‘You will smile, — I should smile, perhaps, were I the listener instead of you, but it is the simple truth that her touch had on me what I can only describe as a magnetic influence. As her fingers closed upon my wrist, I felt as powerless in her grasp as if she held me with bands of steel. What seemed an invitation was virtually a command. I had to stay whether I would or wouldn’t. She called for more liquor, and at what again was really her command I drank of it. I do not think that after she touched my wrist I uttered a word. She did all the talking. And, while she talked, she kept her eyes fixed on my face. Those eyes of hers! They were a devil’s. I can positively affirm that they had on me a diabolical effect. They robbed me of my consciousness, of my power of volition, of my capacity to think, — they made me as wax in her hands. My last recollection of that fatal night is of her sitting in front of me, bending over the table, stroking my wrist with her extended fingers, staring at me with her awful eyes. After that, a curtain seems to descend. There comes a period of oblivion.’

Mr Lessingham ceased. His manner was calm and self-contained enough; but, in spite of that I could see that the mere recollection of the things which he told me moved his nature to its foundations. There was eloquence in the drawn lines about his mouth, and in the strained expression of his eyes.

So far his tale was sufficiently commonplace. Places such as the one which he described abound in the Cairo of to-day; and many are the Englishmen who have entered them to their exceeding bitter cost. With that keen intuition which has done him yeoman’s service in the political arena, Mr Lessingham at once perceived the direction my thoughts were taking.

‘You have heard this tale before? — No doubt. And often. The traps are many, and the fools and the unwary are not a few. The singularity of my experience is still to come. You must forgive me if I seem to stumble in the telling. I am anxious to present my case as baldly, and with as little appearance of exaggeration as possible. I say with as little appearance, for some appearance of exaggeration I fear is unavoidable. My case is so unique, and so out of the common run of our every-day experience, that the plainest possible statement must smack of the sensational.

‘As, I fancy, you have guessed, when understanding returned to me, I found myself in an apartment with which I was unfamiliar. I was lying, undressed, on a heap of rugs in a corner of a low-pitched room which was furnished in a fashion which, when I grasped the details, filled me with amazement. By my side knelt the Woman of the Songs. Leaning over, she wooed my mouth with kisses. I cannot describe to you the sense of horror and of loathing with which the contact of her lips oppressed me. There was about her something so unnatural, so inhuman, that I believe even then I could have destroyed her with as little sense of moral turpitude as if she had been some noxious insect.

‘“Where am I?” I exclaimed.

‘“You are with the children of Isis,” she replied. What she meant I did not know, and do not to this hour. “You are in the hands of the great goddess, — of the mother of men.”

‘“How did I come here?”

‘“By the loving kindness of the great mother.”

‘I do not, of course, pretend to give you the exact text of her words, but they were to that effect.

‘Half raising myself on the heap of rugs, I gazed about me, — and was astounded at what I saw.

‘The place in which I was, though the reverse of lofty, was of considerable size, — I could not conceive whereabouts it could be. The walls and roof were of bare stone, — as though the whole had been hewed out of the solid rock. It seemed to be some sort of temple, and was redolent with the most extraordinary odour. An altar stood about the centre, fashioned out of a single block of stone. On it a fire burned with a faint blue flame, — the fumes which rose from it were no doubt chiefly responsible for the prevailing perfumes. Behind it was a huge bronze figure, more than life size. It was in a sitting posture, and represented a woman. Although it resembled no portrayal of her I have seen either before or since, I came afterwards to understand that it was meant for Isis. On the idol’s brow was poised a beetle. That the creature was alive seemed clear, for, as I looked at it, it opened and shut its wings.

‘If the one on the forehead of the goddess was the only live beetle which the place contained, it was not the only representation. It was modelled in the solid stone of the roof, and depicted in flaming colours on hangings which here and there were hung against the walls. Wherever the eye turned it rested on a scarab. The effect was bewildering. It was as though one saw things through the distorted glamour of a nightmare. I asked myself if I were not still dreaming; if my appearance of consciousness were not after all a mere delusion; if I had really regained my senses.

‘And, here, Mr Champnell, I wish to point out, and to emphasise the fact, that I am not prepared to positively affirm what portion of my adventures in that extraordinary, and horrible place, was actuality, and what the product of a feverish imagination. Had I been persuaded that all I thought I saw, I really did see, I should have opened my lips long ago, let the consequences to myself have been what they might. But there is the crux. The happenings were of such an incredible character, and my condition was such an abnormal one, — I was never really myself from the first moment to the last — that I have hesitated, and still do hesitate, to assert where, precisely, fiction ended and fact began.

‘With some misty notion of testing my actual condition I endeavoured to get off the heap of rugs on which I reclined. As I did so the woman at my side laid her hand against my chest, lightly. But, had her gentle pressure been the equivalent of a ton of iron, it could not have been more effectual. I collapsed, sank back upon the rugs, and lay there, panting for breath, wondering if I had crossed the border line which divides madness from sanity.

‘“Let me get up! — let me go!” I gasped.

‘“Nay,” she murmured, “stay with me yet awhile, O my beloved.”

‘And again she kissed me.’

Once more Mr Lessingham paused. An involuntary shudder went all over him. In spite of the evidently great effort which he was making to retain his self-control his features were contorted by an anguished spasm. For some seconds he seemed at a loss to find words to enable him to continue.

When he did go on, his voice was harsh and strained.

‘I am altogether incapable of even hinting to you the nauseous nature of that woman’s kisses. They filled me with an indescribable repulsion. I look back at them with a feeling of physical, mental, and moral horror, across an interval of twenty years. The most dreadful part of it was that I was wholly incapable of offering even the faintest resistance to her caresses. I lay there like a log. She did with me as she would, and in dumb agony I endured.’

He took his handkerchief from his pocket, and, although the day was cool, with it he wiped the perspiration from his brow.

‘To dwell in detail on what occurred during my involuntary sojourn in that fearful place is beyond my power. I cannot even venture to attempt it. The attempt, were it made, would be futile, and, to me, painful beyond measure. I seem to have seen all that happened as in a glass darkly, — with about it all an element of unreality. As I have already remarked, the things which revealed themselves, dimly, to my perception, seemed too bizarre, too hideous, to be true.

‘It was only afterwards, when I was in a position to compare dates, that I was enabled to determine what had been the length of my imprisonment. It appears that I was in that horrible den more than two months, — two unspeakable months. And the whole time there were comings and goings, a phantasmagoric array of eerie figures continually passed to and fro before my hazy eyes. What I judge to have been religious services took place; in which the altar, the bronze image, and the beetle on its brow, figure largely. Not only were they conducted with a bewildering confusion of mysterious rites, but, if my memory is in the least degree trustworthy, they were orgies of nameless horrors. I seem to have seen things take place at them at the mere thought of which the brain reels and trembles.

‘Indeed it is in connection with the cult of the obscene deity to whom these wretched creatures paid their scandalous vows that my most awful memories seem to have been associated. It may have been — I hope it was, a mirage born of my half delirious state, but it seemed to me that they offered human sacrifices.’

When Mr Lessingham said this, I pricked up my ears. For reasons of my own, which will immediately transpire, I had been wondering if he would make any reference to a human sacrifice. He noted my display of interest, — but misapprehended the cause.

‘I see you start, I do not wonder. But I repeat that unless I was the victim of some extraordinary species of double sight — in which case the whole business would resolve itself into the fabric of a dream, and I should indeed thank God! — I saw, on more than one occasion, a human sacrifice offered on that stone altar, presumably to the grim image which looked down on it. And, unless I err, in each case the sacrificial object was a woman, stripped to the skin, as white as you or I, — and before they burned her they subjected her to every variety of outrage of which even the minds of demons could conceive. More than once since then I have seemed to hear the shrieks of the victims ringing through the air, mingled with the triumphant cries of her frenzied murderers, and the music of their harps.

‘It was the cumulative horrors of such a scene which gave me the strength, or the courage, or the madness, I know not which it was, to burst the bonds which bound me, and which, even in the bursting, made of me, even to this hour, a haunted man.

‘There had been a sacrifice, — unless, as I have repeatedly observed, the whole was nothing but a dream. A woman — a young and lovely Englishwoman, if I could believe the evidence of my own eyes, had been outraged, and burnt alive, while I lay there helpless, looking on. The business was concluded. The ashes of the victim had been consumed by the participants. The worshippers had departed. I was left alone with the woman of the songs, who apparently acted as the guardian of that worse than slaughterhouse. She was, as usual after such an orgie, rather a devil than a human being, drunk with an insensate frenzy, delirious with inhuman longings. As she approached to offer to me her loathed caresses, I was on a sudden conscious of something which I had not felt before when in her company. It was as though something had slipped away from me, — some weight which had oppressed me, some bond by which I had been bound. I was aroused, all at once, to a sense of freedom; to a knowledge that the blood which coursed through my veins was after all my own, that I was master of my own honour.

‘I can only suppose that through all those weeks she had kept me there in a state of mesmeric stupor. That, taking advantage of the weakness which the fever had left behind, by the exercise of her diabolical arts, she had not allowed me to pass out of a condition of hypnotic trance. Now, for some reason, the cord was loosed. Possibly her absorption in her religious duties had caused her to forget to tighten it. Anyhow, as she approached me, she approached a man, and one who, for the first time for many a day, was his own man. She herself seemed wholly unconscious of anything of the kind. As she drew nearer to me, and nearer, she appeared to be entirely oblivious of the fact that I was anything but the fibreless, emasculated creature which, up to that moment, she had made of me.

‘But she knew it when she touched me, — when she stooped to press her lips to mine. At that instant the accumulating rage which had been smouldering in my breast through all those leaden torturing hours, sprang into flame. Leaping off my couch of rugs, I flung my hands about her throat, — and then she knew I was awake. Then she strove to tighten the cord which she had suffered to become unduly loose. Her baleful eyes were fixed on mine. I knew that she was putting out her utmost force to trick me of my manhood. But I fought with her like one possessed, and I conquered — in a fashion. I compressed her throat with my two hands as with an iron vice. I knew that I was struggling for more than life, that the odds were all against me, that I was staking my all upon the casting of a die, — I stuck at nothing which could make me victor.

‘Tighter and tighter my pressure grew, — I did not stay to think if I was killing her — till on a sudden—’

Mr Lessingham stopped. He stared with fixed, glassy eyes, as if the whole was being re-enacted in front of him. His voice faltered. I thought he would break down. But, with an effort, he continued.

‘On a sudden, I felt her slipping from between my fingers. Without the slightest warning, in an instant she had vanished, and where, not a moment before, she herself had been, I found myself confronting a monstrous beetle, — a huge, writhing creation of some wild nightmare.

‘At first the creature stood as high as I did. But, as I stared at it, in stupefied amazement, — as you may easily imagine, — the thing dwindled while I gazed. I did not stop to see how far the process of dwindling continued, — a stark raving madman for the nonce, I fled as if all the fiends in hell were at my heels.’


CHAPTER XXXIV

AFTER TWENTY YEARS

‘How I reached the open air I cannot tell you, — I do not know. I have a confused recollection of rushing through vaulted passages, through endless corridors, of trampling over people who tried to arrest my passage, — and the rest is blank.

‘When I again came to myself I was lying in the house of an American missionary named Clements. I had been found, at early dawn, stark naked, in a Cairo street, and picked up for dead. Judging from appearances I must have wandered for miles, all through the night. Whence I had come, or whither I was going, none could tell, — I could not tell myself. For weeks I hovered between life and death. The kindness of Mr and Mrs Clements was not to be measured by words. I was brought to their house a penniless, helpless, battered stranger, and they gave me all they had to offer, without money and without price, — with no expectation of an earthly reward. Let no one pretend that there is no Christian charity under the sun. The debt I owed that man and woman I was never able to repay. Before I was properly myself again, and in a position to offer some adequate testimony of the gratitude I felt, Mrs Clements was dead, drowned during an excursion on the Nile, and her husband had departed on a missionary expedition into Central Africa, from which he never returned.

‘Although, in a measure, my physical health returned, for months after I had left the roof of my hospitable hosts, I was in a state of semi-imbecility. I suffered from a species of aphasia. For days together I was speechless, and could remember nothing, — not even my own name. And, when that stage had passed, and I began to move more freely among my fellows, for years I was but a wreck of my former self. I was visited, at all hours of the day and night, by frightful — I know not whether to call them visions, they were real enough to me, but since they were visible to no one but myself, perhaps that is the word which best describes them. Their presence invariably plunged me into a state of abject terror, against which I was unable to even make a show of fighting. To such an extent did they embitter my existence, that I voluntarily placed myself under the treatment of an expert in mental pathology. For a considerable period of time I was under his constant supervision, but the visitations were as inexplicable to him as they were to me.

‘By degrees, however, they became rarer and rarer, until at last I flattered myself that I had once more become as other men. After an interval, to make sure, I devoted myself to politics. Thenceforward I have lived, as they phrase it, in the public eye. Private life, in any peculiar sense of the term, I have had none.’

Mr Lessingham ceased. His tale was not uninteresting, and, to say the least of it, was curious. But I still was at a loss to understand what it had to do with me, or what was the purport of his presence in my room. Since he remained silent, as if the matter, so far as he was concerned, was at an end, I told him so.

‘I presume, Mr Lessingham, that all this is but a prelude to the play.
At present I do not see where it is that I come in.’

Still for some seconds he was silent. When he spoke his voice was grave and sombre, as if he were burdened by a weight of woe.

‘Unfortunately, as you put it, all this has been but a prelude to the play. Were it not so I should not now stand in such pressing want of the services of a confidential agent, — that is, of an experienced man of the world, who has been endowed by nature with phenomenal perceptive faculties, and in whose capacity and honour I can place the completest confidence.’

I smiled, — the compliment was a pointed one.

‘I hope your estimate of me is not too high.’

‘I hope not, — for my sake, as well as for your own. I have heard great things of you. If ever man stood in need of all that human skill and acumen can do for him, I certainly am he.’

His words aroused my curiosity. I was conscious of feeling more interested than heretofore.

‘I will do my best for you. Man can do no more. Only give my best a trial.’

‘I will. At once.’

He looked at me long and earnestly. Then, leaning forward, he said, lowering his voice perhaps unconsciously,

‘The fact is, Mr Champnell, that quite recently events have happened which threaten to bridge the chasm of twenty years, and to place me face to face with that plague spot of the past. At this moment I stand in imminent peril of becoming again the wretched thing I was when I fled from that den of all the devils. It is to guard me against this that I have come to you. I want you to unravel the tangled thread which threatens to drag me to my doom, — and, when unravelled to sunder it — for ever, if God wills! — in twain.’

‘Explain.’

To be frank, for the moment I thought him mad. He went on.

‘Three weeks ago, when I returned late one night from a sitting in the House of Commons, I found, on my study table, a sheet of paper on which there was a representation — marvellously like! — of the creature into which, as it seemed to me, the woman of the songs was transformed as I clutched her throat between my hands. The mere sight of it brought back one of those visitations of which I have told you, and which I thought I had done with for ever, — I was convulsed by an agony of fear, thrown into a state approximating to a paralysis both of mind and body.’

‘But why?’

‘I cannot tell you. I only know that I have never dared to allow my thoughts to recur to that last dread scene, lest the mere recurrence should drive me mad.’

‘What was this you found upon your study table, — merely a drawing?’

‘It was a representation, produced by what process I cannot say, which was so wonderfully, so diabolically, like the original, that for a moment I thought the thing itself was on my table.’

‘Who put it there?’

‘That is precisely what I wish you to find out, — what I wish you to make it your instant business to ascertain. I have found the thing, under similar circumstances, on three separate occasions, on my study table, — and each time it has had on me the same hideous effect.’

‘Each time after you have returned from a late sitting in the House of
Commons?’

‘Exactly.’

‘Where are these — what shall I call them — delineations?’

‘That, again, I cannot tell you.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What I say. Each time, when I recovered, the thing had vanished.’

‘Sheet of paper and all?’

‘Apparently, — though on that point I could not be positive. You will understand that my study table is apt to be littered with sheets of paper, and I could not absolutely determine that the thing had not stared at me from one of those. The delineation itself, to use your word, certainly had vanished.’

I began to suspect that this was a case rather for a doctor than for a man of my profession. And hinted as much.

‘Don’t you think it is possible, Mr Lessingham, that you have been overworking yourself — that you have been driving your brain too hard, and that you have been the victim of an optical delusion?’

‘I thought so myself; I may say that I almost hoped so. But wait till I have finished. You will find that there is no loophole in that direction.’

He appeared to be recalling events in their due order. His manner was studiously cold, — as if he were endeavouring, despite the strangeness of his story, to impress me with the literal accuracy of each syllable he uttered.

‘The night before last, on returning home, I found in my study a stranger.’

‘A stranger?’

‘Yes. — In other words, a burglar.’

‘A burglar? — I see. — Go on.’

He had paused. His demeanour was becoming odder and odder.

‘On my entry he was engaged in forcing an entry into my bureau. I need hardly say that I advanced to seize him. But — I could not.’

‘You could not? — How do you mean you could not?’

‘I mean simply what I say. You must understand that this was no ordinary felon. Of what nationality he was I cannot tell you. He only uttered two words, and they were certainly in English, but apart from that he was dumb. He wore no covering on his head or feet. Indeed, his only garment was a long dark flowing cloak which, as it fluttered about him, revealed that his limbs were bare.’

‘An unique costume for a burglar.’

‘The instant I saw him I realised that he was in some way connected with that adventure in the Rue de Rabagas. What he said and did, proved it to the hilt.’

‘What did he say and do?’

‘As I approached to effect his capture, he pronounced aloud two words which recalled that awful scene the recollection of which always lingers in my brain, and of which I never dare to permit myself to think. Their very utterance threw me into a sort of convulsion.’

‘What were the words?’

Mr Lessingham opened his mouth, — and shut it. A marked change took place in the expression of his countenance. His eyes became fixed and staring, — resembling the glassy orbs of the somnambulist. For a moment I feared that he was going to give me an object lesson in the ‘visitations’ of which I had heard so much. I rose, with a view of offering him assistance. He motioned me back.

‘Thank you. — It will pass away.’

His voice was dry and husky, — unlike his usual silvern tones. After an uncomfortable interval he managed to continue.

‘You see for yourself, Mr Champnell, what a miserable weakling, when this subject is broached, I still remain. I cannot utter the words the stranger uttered, I cannot even write them down. For some inscrutable reason they have on me an effect similar to that which spells and incantations had on people in tales of witchcraft.’

‘I suppose, Mr Lessingham, that there is no doubt that this mysterious stranger was not himself an optical delusion?’

‘Scarcely. There is the evidence of my servants to prove the contrary.’

‘Did your servants see him?’

‘Some of them, — yes. Then there is the evidence of the bureau. The fellow had smashed the top right in two. When I came to examine the contents I learned that a packet of letters was missing. They were letters which I had received from Miss Lindon, a lady whom I hope to make my wife. This, also, I state to you in confidence.’

‘What use would he be likely to make of them?’

‘If matters stand as I fear they do, he might make a very serious misuse of them. If the object of these wretches, after all these years, is a wild revenge, they would be capable, having discovered what she is to me, of working Miss Lindon a fatal mischief, — or, at the very least, of poisoning her mind.’

‘I see. — How did the thief escape, — did he, like the delineation, vanish into air?’

‘He escaped by the much more prosaic method of dashing through the drawing-room window, and clambering down from the verandah into the street, where he ran right into someone’s arms.’

‘Into whose arms, — a constable’s?’

‘No; into Mr Atherton’s, — Sydney Atherton’s.’

‘The inventor?’

‘The same. — Do you know him?’

‘I do. Sydney Atherton and I are friends of a good many years’ standing. — But Atherton must have seen where he came from; — and, anyhow, if he was in the state of undress which you have described, why didn’t he stop him?’

‘Mr Atherton’s reasons were his own. He did not stop him, and, so far as I can learn, he did not attempt to stop him. Instead, he knocked at my hall door to inform me that he had seen a man climb out of my window.’

‘I happen to know that, at certain seasons, Atherton is a queer fish, — but that sounds very queer indeed.’

‘The truth is, Mr Champnell, that, if it were not for Mr Atherton, I doubt if I should have troubled you even now. The accident of his being an acquaintance of yours makes my task easier.’

He drew his chair closer to me with an air of briskness which had been foreign to him before. For some reason, which I was unable to fathom, the introduction of Atherton’s name seemed to have enlivened him. However, I was not long to remain in darkness. In half a dozen sentences he threw more light on the real cause of his visit to me than he had done in all that had gone before. His bearing, too, was more businesslike and to the point. For the first time I had some glimmerings of the politician, — alert, keen, eager, — as he is known to all the world.

‘Mr Atherton, like myself, has been a postulant for Miss Lindon’s hand. Because I have succeeded where he has failed, he has chosen to be angry. It seems that he has had dealings, either with my visitor of Tuesday night, or with some other his acquaintance, and he proposes to use what he has gleaned from him to the disadvantage of my character. I have just come from Mr Atherton. From hints he dropped I conclude that, probably during the last few hours, he has had an interview with someone who was connected in some way with that lurid patch in my career; that this person made so-called revelations, which were nothing but a series of monstrous lies; and these so-called revelations Mr Atherton has threatened, in so many words, to place before Miss Lindon. That is an eventuality which I wish to avoid. My own conviction is that there is at this moment in London an emissary from that den in the whilom Rue de Rabagas — for all I know it may be the Woman of the Songs herself. Whether the sole purport of this individual’s presence is to do me injury, I am, as yet, in no position to say, but that it is proposed to work me mischief, at any rate, by the way, is plain. I believe that Mr Atherton knows more about this person’s individuality and whereabouts than he has been willing, so far, to admit. I want you, therefore, to ascertain these things on my behalf; to find out what, and where, this person is, to drag her! — or him; — out into the light of day. In short, I want you to effectually protect me from the terrorism which threatens once more to overwhelm my mental and my physical powers, — which bids fair to destroy my intellect, my career, my life, my all.’

‘What reason have you for suspecting that Mr Atherton has seen this individual of whom you speak, — has he told you so?’

‘Practically, — yes.’

‘I know Atherton well. In his not infrequent moments of excitement he is apt to use strong language, but it goes no further. I believe him to be the last person in the world to do anyone an intentional injustice, under any circumstances whatever. If I go to him, armed with credentials from you, when he understands the real gravity of the situation, — which it will be my business to make him do, I believe that, spontaneously, of his own accord, he will tell me as much about this mysterious individual as he knows himself.’

‘Then go to him at once.’

‘Good. I will. The result I will communicate to you.’

I rose from my seat. As I did so, someone rushed into the outer office with a din and a clatter. Andrews’ voice, and another, became distinctly audible, — Andrews’ apparently raised in vigorous expostulation. Raised, seemingly, in vain, for presently the door of my own particular sanctum was thrown open with a crash, and Mr Sydney Atherton himself came dashing in, — evidently conspicuously under the influence of one of those not infrequent ‘moments of excitement’ of which I had just been speaking.


CHAPTER XXXV

A BRINGER OF TIDINGS

Atherton did not wait to see who might or might not be present, but, without even pausing to take breath, he broke into full cry on the instant, — as is occasionally his wont.

‘Champnell! — Thank goodness I’ve found you in! — I want you! — At once! — Don’t stop to talk, but stick your hat on, and put your best foot forward, — I’ll tell you all about it in the cab.’

I endeavoured to call his attention to Mr Lessingham’s presence, — but without success.

‘My dear fellow—’

When I had got as far as that he cut me short.

‘Don’t “dear fellow” me! — None of your jabber! And none of your excuses either! I don’t care if you’ve got an engagement with the Queen, you’ll have to chuck it. Where’s that dashed hat of yours, — or are you going without it? Don’t I tell you that every second cut to waste may mean the difference between life and death? — Do you want me to drag you down to the cab by the hair of your head?’

‘I will try not to constrain you to quite so drastic a resource, — and I was coming to you at once in any case. I only want to call your attention to the fact that I am not alone. — Here is Mr Lessingham.’

In his harum-scarum haste Mr Lessingham had gone unnoticed. Now that his observation was particularly directed to him, Atherton started, turned, and glared at my latest client in a fashion which was scarcely flattering.

‘Oh! — It’s you, is it? — What the deuce are you doing here?’

Before Lessingham could reply to this most unceremonious query,
Atherton, rushing forward, gripped him by the arm.

‘Have you seen her?’

Lessingham, not unnaturally nonplussed by the other’s curious conduct, stared at him in unmistakable amazement.

‘Have I seen whom?’

‘Marjorie Lindon!’

‘Marjorie Lindon?’

Lessingham paused. He was evidently asking himself what the inquiry meant.

‘I have not seen Miss Lindon since last night. Why do you ask?’

‘Then Heaven help us! — As I’m a living man I believe he, she, or it has got her!’

His words were incomprehensible enough to stand in copious need of explanation, — as Mr Lessingham plainly thought.

‘What is it that you mean, sir?’

‘What I say, — I believe that that Oriental friend of yours has got her in her clutches, — if it is a “her;” goodness alone knows what the infernal conjurer’s real sex may be.’

‘Atherton! — Explain yourself!’

On a sudden Lessingham’s tones rang out like a trumpet call.

‘If damage comes to her I shall be fit to cut my throat, — and yours!’

Mr Lessingham’s next proceeding surprised me, — I imagine it surprised Atherton still more. Springing at Sydney like a tiger, he caught him by the throat.

‘You — you hound! Of what wretched folly have you been guilty? If so much as a hair of her head is injured you shall repay it me ten thousandfold! — You mischief-making, intermeddling, jealous fool!’

He shook Sydney as if he had been a rat, — then flung him from him headlong on to the floor. It reminded me of nothing so much as Othello’s treatment of Iago. Never had I seen a man so transformed by rage. Lessingham seemed to have positively increased in stature. As he stood glowering down at the prostrate Sydney, he might have stood for a materialistic conception of human retribution.

Sydney, I take it, was rather surprised than hurt. For a moment or two he lay quite still. Then, lifting his head, he looked up his assailant. Then, raising himself to his feet, he shook himself, — as if with a view of learning if all his bones were whole. Putting his hands up to his neck, he rubbed it, gently. And he grinned.

‘By God, Lessingham, there’s more in you than I thought. After all, you are a man. There’s some holding power in those wrists of yours, — they’ve nearly broken my neck. When this business is finished, I should like to put on the gloves with you, and fight it out. You’re clean wasted upon politics, — Damn it, man, give me your hand!’

Mr Lessingham did not give him his hand. Atherton took it, — and gave it a hearty shake with both of his.

If the first paroxysm of his passion had passed, Lessingham was still sufficiently stern.

‘Be so good as not to trifle, Mr Atherton. If what you say is correct, and the wretch to whom you allude really has Miss Lindon at her mercy, then the woman I love — and whom you also pretend to love! — stands in imminent peril not only of a ghastly death, but of what is infinitely worse than death.’

‘The deuce she does!’ Atherton wheeled round towards me. ‘Champnell, haven’t you got that dashed hat of yours yet? Don’t stand there like a tailor’s dummy, keeping me on tenter-hooks, — move yourself! I’ll tell you all about it in the cab. — And, Lessingham, if you’ll come with us I’ll tell you too.’


CHAPTER XXXVI

WHAT THE TIDINGS WERE

Three in a hansom cab is not, under all circumstances, the most comfortable method of conveyance, — when one of the trio happens to be Sydney Atherton in one of his ‘moments of excitement’ it is distinctly the opposite; as, on that occasion, Mr Lessingham and I both quickly found. Sometimes he sat on my knees, sometimes on Lessingham’s, and frequently, when he unexpectedly stood up, and all but precipitated himself on to the horse’s back, on nobody’s. In the eagerness of his gesticulations, first he knocked off my hat, then he knocked off Lessingham’s, then his own, then all three together, — once, his own hat rolling into the mud, he sprang into the road, without previously going through the empty form of advising the driver of his intention, to pick it up. When he turned to speak to Lessingham, he thrust his elbow into my eye; and when he turned to speak to me, he thrust it into Lessingham’s. Never, for one solitary instant, was he at rest, or either of us at ease. The wonder is that the gymnastics in which he incessantly indulged did not sufficiently attract public notice to induce a policeman to put at least a momentary period to our progress. Had speed not been of primary importance I should have insisted on the transference of the expedition to the somewhat wider limits of a four-wheeler.

His elucidation of the causes of his agitation was apparently more comprehensible to Lessingham than it was to me. I had to piece this and that together under considerable difficulties. By degrees I did arrive at something like a clear notion of what had actually taken place.

He commenced by addressing Lessingham, — and thrusting his elbow into my eye.

‘Did Marjorie tell you about the fellow she found in the street?’ Up went his arm to force the trap-door open overhead, — and off went my hat. ‘Now then, William Henry! — let her go! — if you kill the horse I’ll buy you another!’

We were already going much faster than, legally, we ought to have done, — but that, seemingly to him was not a matter of the slightest consequence. Lessingham replied to his inquiry.

‘She did not.’

‘You know the fellow I saw coming out of your drawing-room window?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, Marjorie found him the morning after in front of her breakfast-room window — in the middle of the street. Seems he had been wandering about all night, unclothed, — in the rain and the mud, and all the rest of it, — in a condition of hypnotic trance.’

‘Who is the —— gentleman you are alluding to?’

‘Says his name’s Holt, Robert Holt.’

‘Holt? — Is he an Englishman?’

‘Very much so, — City quill-driver out of a shop, — stony broke absolutely! Got the chuck from the casual ward, — wouldn’t let him in, — house full, and that sort of thing, — poor devil! Pretty passes you politicians bring men to!’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Of what?’

‘Are you sure that this man, Robert Holt, is the same person whom, as you put it, you saw coming out of my drawing-room window?’

‘Sure! — Of course I’m sure! — Think I didn’t recognise him? — Besides, there was the man’s own tale, — owned to it himself, — besides all the rest, which sent one rushing Fulham way.’

‘You must remember, Mr Atherton, that I am wholly in the dark as to what has happened. What has the man, Holt, to do with the errand on which we are bound?’

‘Am I not coming to it? If you would let me tell the tale in my own way I should get there in less than no time, but you will keep on cutting in, — how the deuce do you suppose Champnell is to make head or tail of the business if you will persist in interrupting? — Marjorie took the beggar in, — he told his tale to her, — she sent for me — that was just now; caught me on the steps after I had been lunching with Dora Grayling. Holt re-dished his yarn — I smelt a rat — saw that a connection possibly existed between the thief who’d been playing confounded conjuring tricks off on to me and this interesting party down Fulham way—’

‘What party down Fulham way?’

‘This friend of Holt’s — am I not telling you? There you are, you see, — won’t let me finish! When Holt slipped through the window — which is the most sensible thing he seems to have done; if I’d been in his shoes I’d have slipped through forty windows! — dusky coloured charmer caught him on the hop, — doctored him — sent him out to commit burglary by deputy. I said to Holt, “Show us this agreeable little crib, young man.” Holt was game — then Marjorie chipped in — she wanted to go and see it too. I said, “You’ll be sorry if you do,” — that settled it! After that she’d have gone if she’d died, — I never did have a persuasive way with women. So off we toddled, Marjorie, Holt, and I, in a growler, — spotted the crib in less than no time, — invited ourselves in by the kitchen window — house seemed empty. Presently Holt became hypnotised before my eyes, — the best established case of hypnotism by suggestion I ever yet encountered — started off on a pilgrimage of one. Like an idiot I followed, leaving Marjorie to wait for me—’

‘Alone?’

‘Alone! — Am I not telling you? — Great Scott, Lessingham, in the House of Commons they must be hazy to think you smart! I said, “I’ll send the first sane soul I meet to keep you company.” As luck would have it, I never met one, — only kids, and a baker, who wouldn’t leave his cart, or take it with him either. I’d covered pretty nearly two miles before I came across a peeler, — and when I did the man was cracked — and he thought me mad, or drunk, or both. By the time I’d got myself within nodding distance of being run in for obstructing the police in the execution of their duty, without inducing him to move a single one of his twenty-four-inch feet, Holt was out of sight. So, since all my pains in his direction were clean thrown away, there was nothing left for me but to scurry back to Marjorie, — so I scurried, and I found the house empty, no one there, and Marjorie gone.’

‘But, I don’t quite follow—’

Atherton impetuously declined to allow Mr Lessingham to conclude.

‘Of course you don’t quite follow, and you’ll follow still less if you will keep getting in front. I went upstairs and downstairs, inside and out — shouted myself hoarse as a crow — nothing was to be seen of Marjorie, — or heard; until, as I was coming down the stairs for about the five-and-fiftieth time, I stepped on something hard which was lying in the passage. I picked it up, — it was a ring; this ring. Its shape is not just what it was, — I’m not as light as gossamer, especially when I come jumping downstairs six at a time, — but what’s left of it is here.’

Sydney held something in front of him. Mr Lessingham wriggled to one side to enable him to see. Then he made a snatch at it.

‘It’s mine!’

Sydney dodged it out of his reach.

‘What do you mean, it’s yours?’

‘It’s the ring I gave Marjorie for an engagement ring. Give it me, you hound! — unless you wish me to do you violence in the cab.’

With complete disregard of the limitations of space, — or of my comfort, — Lessingham thrust him vigorously aside. Then gripping Sydney by the wrist, he seized the gaud, — Sydney yielding it just in time to save himself from being precipitated into the street. Ravished of his treasure, Sydney turned and surveyed the ravisher with something like a glance of admiration.

‘Hang me, Lessingham, if I don’t believe there is some warm blood in those fishlike veins of yours. Please the piper, I’ll live to fight you after all, — with the bare ones, sir, as a gentleman should do.’

Lessingham seemed to pay no attention to him whatever. He was surveying the ring, which Sydney had trampled out of shape, with looks of the deepest concern.

‘Marjorie’s ring! — The one I gave her! Something serious must have happened to her before she would have dropped my ring, and left it lying where it fell.’

Atherton went on.

‘That’s it! — What has happened to her! — I’ll be dashed if I know! — When it was clear that there she wasn’t, I tore off to find out where she was. Came across old Lindon, — he knew nothing; — I rather fancy I startled him in the middle of Pall Mall, when I left he stared after me like one possessed, and his hat was lying in the gutter. Went home, — she wasn’t there. Asked Dora Grayling, — she’d seen nothing of her. No one had seen anything of her, — she had vanished into air. Then I said to myself, “You’re a first-class idiot, on my honour! While you’re looking for her, like a lost sheep, the betting is that the girl’s in Holt’s friend’s house the whole jolly time. When you were there, the chances are that she’d just stepped out for a stroll, and that now she’s back again, and wondering where on earth you’ve gone!” So I made up my mind that I’d fly back and see, — because the idea of her standing on the front doorstep looking for me, while I was going off my nut looking for her, commended itself to what I call my sense of humour; and on my way it struck me that it would be the part of wisdom to pick up Champnell, because if there is a man who can be backed to find a needle in any amount of hay-stacks it is the great Augustus. — That horse has moved itself after all, because here we are. Now, cabman, don’t go driving further on, — you’ll have to put a girdle round the earth if you do; because you’ll have to reach this point again before you get your fare. — This is the magician’s house!’


CHAPTER XXXVII

WHAT WAS HIDDEN UNDER THE FLOOR

The cab pulled up in front of a tumbledown cheap ‘villa’ in an unfinished cheap neighbourhood, — the whole place a living monument of the defeat of the speculative builder.

Atherton leaped out on to the grass-grown rubble which was meant for a footpath.

‘I don’t see Marjorie looking for me on the doorstep.’

Nor did I, — I saw nothing but what appeared to be an unoccupied ramshackle brick abomination. Suddenly Sydney gave an exclamation.

‘Hullo! — The front door’s closed!’

I was hard at his heels.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Why, when I went I left the front door open. It looks as if I’ve made an idiot of myself after all, and Marjorie’s returned, — let’s hope to goodness that I have.’

He knocked. While we waited for a response I questioned him.

‘Why did you leave the door open when you went?’

‘I hardly know, — I imagine that it was with some dim idea of Marjorie’s being able to get in if she returned while I was absent, — but the truth is I was in such a condition of helter skelter that I am not prepared to swear that I had any reasonable reason.’

‘I suppose there is no doubt that you did leave it open?’

‘Absolutely none, — on that I’ll stake my life.’

‘Was it open when you returned from your pursuit of Holt?’

‘Wide open, — I walked straight in expecting to find her waiting for me in the front room, — I was struck all of a heap when I found she wasn’t there.’

‘Were there any signs of a struggle?’

‘None, — there were no signs of anything. Everything was just as I had left it, with the exception of the ring which I trod on in the passage, and which Lessingham has.’

‘If Miss Lindon has returned, it does not look as if she were in the house at present.’

It did not, — unless silence had such meaning. Atherton had knocked loudly three times without succeeding in attracting the slightest notice from within.

‘It strikes me that this is another case of seeking admission through that hospitable window at the back.’

Atherton led the way to the rear. Lessingham and I followed. There was not even an apology for a yard, still less a garden, — there was not even a fence of any sort, to serve as an enclosure, and to shut off the house from the wilderness of waste land. The kitchen window was open. I asked Sydney if he had left it so.

‘I don’t know, — I dare say we did; I don’t fancy that either of us stood on the order of his coming.’

While he spoke, he scrambled over the sill. We followed. When he was in, he shouted at the top of his voice,

‘Marjorie! Marjorie! Speak to me, Marjorie, — it is I, — Sydney!’

The words echoed through the house. Only silence answered. He led the way to the front room. Suddenly he stopped.

‘Hollo!’ he cried. ‘The blind’s down!’ I had noticed, when we were outside, that the blind was down at the front room window. ‘It was up when I went, that I’ll swear. That someone has been here is pretty plain, — let’s hope it’s Marjorie.’

He had only taken a step forward into the room when he again stopped short to exclaim.

‘My stars! — here’s a sudden clearance! — Why, the place is empty, — everything’s clean gone!’

‘What do you mean? — was it furnished when you left?’

The room was empty enough then.

‘Furnished? — I don’t know that it was exactly what you’d call furnished, — the party who ran this establishment had a taste in upholstery which was all his own, — but there was a carpet, and a bed, and — and lots of things, — for the most part, I should have said, distinctly Eastern curiosities. They seem to have evaporated into smoke, — which may be a way which is common enough among Eastern curiosities, though it’s queer to me.’

Atherton was staring about him as if he found it difficult to credit the evidence of his own eyes.

‘How long ago is it since you left?’

He referred to his watch.

‘Something over an hour, — possibly an hour and a half; I couldn’t swear to the exact moment, but it certainly isn’t more.’

‘Did you notice any signs of packing up?’

‘Not a sign.’ Going to the window he drew up the blind, — speaking as he did so. ‘The queer thing about this business is that when we first got in this blind wouldn’t draw up a little bit, so, since it wouldn’t go up I pulled it down, roller and all, now it draws up as easily and smoothly as if it had always been the best blind that ever lived.’

Standing at Sydney’s back I saw that the cabman on his box was signalling to us with his outstretched hand. Sydney perceived him too. He threw up the sash.

‘What’s the matter with you?’

‘Excuse me, sir, but who’s the old gent?’

‘What old gent?’

‘Why the old gent peeping through the window of the room upstairs?’

The words were hardly out of the driver’s mouth when Sydney was through the door and flying up the staircase. I followed rather more soberly, — his methods were a little too flighty for me. When I reached the landing, dashing out of the front room he rushed into the one at the back, — then through a door at the side. He came out shouting.

‘What’s the idiot mean! — with his old gent! I’d old gent him if I got him! — There’s not a creature about the place!’

He returned into the front room, — I at his heels. That certainly was empty, — and not only empty, but it showed no traces of recent occupation. The dust lay thick upon the floor, — there was that mouldy, earthy smell which is so frequently found in apartments which have been long untenanted.

‘Are you sure, Atherton, that there is no one at the back?’

‘Of course I’m sure, — you can go and see for yourself if you like; do you think I’m blind? Jehu’s drunk.’ Throwing up the sash he addressed the driver. ‘What do you mean with your old gent at the window? — what window?’

‘That window, sir.’

‘Go to! — you’re dreaming, man! — there’s no one here.’

‘Begging your pardon, sir, but there was someone there not a minute ago.’

‘Imagination, cabman, — the slant of the light on the glass, — or your eyesight’s defective.’

‘Excuse me, sir, but it’s not my imagination, and my eyesight’s as good as any man’s in England, — and as for the slant of the light on the glass, there ain’t much glass for the light to slant on. I saw him peeping through that bottom broken pane on your left hand as plainly as I see you. He must be somewhere about, — he can’t have got away, — he’s at the back. Ain’t there a cupboard nor nothing where he could hide?’

The cabman’s manner was so extremely earnest that I went myself to see. There was a cupboard on the landing, but the door of that stood wide open, and that obviously was bare. The room behind was small, and, despite the splintered glass in the window frame, stuffy. Fragments of glass kept company with the dust on the floor, together with a choice collection of stones, brickbats, and other missiles, — which not improbably were the cause of their being there. In the corner stood a cupboard, — but a momentary examination showed that that was as bare as the other. The door at the side, which Sydney had left wide open, opened on to a closet, and that was empty. I glanced up, — there was no trap door which led to the roof. No practicable nook or cranny, in which a living being could lie concealed, was anywhere at hand.

I returned to Sydney’s shoulder to tell the cabman so.

‘There is no place in which anyone could hide, and there is no one in either of the rooms, — you must have been mistaken, driver.’

The man waxed wroth.

‘Don’t tell me! How could I come to think I saw something when I didn’t?’

‘One’s eyes are apt to play us tricks; — how could you see what wasn’t there?’

‘That’s what I want to know. As I drove up, before you told me to stop, I saw him looking through the window, — the one at which you are. He’d got his nose glued to the broken pane, and was staring as hard as he could stare. When I pulled up, off he started, — I saw him get up off his knees, and go to the back of the room. When the gentleman took to knocking, back he came, — to the same old spot, and flopped down on his knees. I didn’t know what caper you was up to, — you might be bum bailiffs for all I knew! — and I supposed that he wasn’t so anxious to let you in as you might be to get inside, and that was why he didn’t take no notice of your knocking, while all the while he kept a eye on what was going on. When you goes round to the back, up he gets again, and I reckoned that he was going to meet yer, and perhaps give yer a bit of his mind, and that presently I should hear a shindy, or that something would happen. But when you pulls up the blind downstairs, to my surprise back he come once more. He shoves his old nose right through the smash in the pane, and wags his old head at me like a chattering magpie. That didn’t seem to me quite the civil thing to do, — I hadn’t done no harm to him; so I gives you the office, and lets you know that he was there. But for you to say that he wasn’t there, and never had been, — blimey! that cops the biscuit. If he wasn’t there, all I can say is I ain’t here, and my ‘orse ain’t here, and my cab ain’t neither, — damn it! — the house ain’t here, and nothing ain’t!’

He settled himself on his perch with an air of the most extreme ill usage, — he had been standing up to tell his tale. That the man was serious was unmistakable. As he himself suggested, what inducement could he have had to tell a lie like that? That he believed himself to have seen what he declared he saw was plain. But, on the other hand, what could have become — in the space of fifty seconds! — of his ‘old gent’?

Atherton put a question.

‘What did he look like, — this old gent of yours?’

‘Well, that I shouldn’t hardly like to say. It wasn’t much of his face I could see, only his face and his eyes, — and they wasn’t pretty. He kept a thing over his head all the time, as if he didn’t want too much to be seen.’

‘What sort of a thing?’

‘Why, — one of them cloak sort of things, like them Arab blokes used to wear what used to be at Earl’s Court Exhibition, — you know!’

This piece of information seemed to interest my companions more than anything he had said before.

‘A burnoose do you mean?’

‘How am I to know what the thing’s called? I ain’t up in foreign languages,— ‘tain’t likely! All I know that them Arab blokes what was at Earl’s Court used to walk about in them all over the place, — sometimes they wore them over their heads, and sometimes they didn’t. In fact if you’d asked me, instead of trying to make out as I sees double, or things what was only inside my own noddle, or something or other, I should have said this here old gent what I’ve been telling you about was a Arab bloke, — when he gets off his knees to sneak away from the window, I could see that he had his cloak thing, what was over his head, wrapped all round him.’

Mr Lessingham turned to me, all quivering with excitement.

‘I believe that what he says is true!’

‘Then where can this mysterious old gentleman have got to, — can you suggest an explanation? It is strange, to say the least of it, that the cabman should be the only person to see or hear anything of him.’

‘Some devil’s trick has been played, — I know it, I feel it! — my instinct tells me so!’

I stared. In such a matter one hardly expects a man of Paul Lessingham’s stamp to talk of ‘instinct.’ Atherton stared too. Then, on a sudden, he burst out,

‘By the Lord, I believe the Apostle’s right, — the whole place reeks to me of hankey-pankey, — it did as soon as I put my nose inside. In matters of prestidigitation, Champnell, we Westerns are among the rudiments, — we’ve everything to learn, — Orientals leave us at the post. If their civilisation’s what we’re pleased to call extinct, their conjuring — when you get to know it! — is all alive oh!’

He moved towards the door. As he went he slipped, or seemed to, all but stumbling on to his knees.

‘Something tripped me up, — what’s this?’ He was stamping on the floor with his foot. ‘Here’s a board loose. Come and lend me a hand, one of you fellows, to get it up. Who knows what mystery’s beneath?’

I went to his aid. As he said, a board in the floor was loose. His stepping on it unawares had caused his stumble. Together we prised it out of its place, — Lessingham standing by and watching us the while. Having removed it, we peered into the cavity it disclosed.

There was something there.

‘Why,’ cried Atherton ‘it’s a woman’s clothing!’


CHAPTER XXXVIII

THE REST OF THE FIND

It was a woman’s clothing, beyond a doubt, all thrown in anyhow, — as if the person who had placed it there had been in a desperate hurry. An entire outfit was there, shoes, stockings, body linen, corsets, and all, — even to hat, gloves, and hairpins; — these latter were mixed up with the rest of the garments in strange confusion. It seemed plain that whoever had worn those clothes had been stripped to the skin.

Lessingham and Sydney stared at me in silence as I dragged them out and laid them on the floor. The dress was at the bottom, — it was an alpaca, of a pretty shade in blue, bedecked with lace and ribbons, as is the fashion of the hour, and lined with sea-green silk. It had perhaps been a ‘charming confection’ once — and that a very recent one! — but now it was all soiled and creased and torn and tumbled. The two spectators made a simultaneous pounce at it as I brought it to the light.

‘My God!’ cried Sydney, ‘it’s Marjorie’s! — she was wearing it when I saw her last!’

‘It’s Marjorie’s!’ gasped Lessingham, — he was clutching at the ruined costume, staring at it like a man who has just received sentence of death. ‘She wore it when she was with me yesterday, — I told her how it suited her, and how pretty it was!’

There was silence, — it was an eloquent find; it spoke for itself. The two men gazed at the heap of feminine glories, — it might have been the most wonderful sight they ever had seen. Lessingham was the first to speak, — his face had all at once grown grey and haggard.

‘What has happened to her?’

I replied to his question with another.

‘Are you sure this is Miss Linden’s dress?’

‘I am sure, — and were proof needed, here it is.’

He had found the pocket, and was turning out the contents. There was a purse, which contained money and some visiting cards on which were her name and address; a small bunch of keys, with her nameplate attached; a handkerchief, with her initials in a corner. The question of ownership was placed beyond a doubt.

‘You see,’ said Lessingham, exhibiting the money which was in the purse, ‘it is not robbery which has been attempted. Here are two ten-pound notes, and one for five, besides gold and silver, — over thirty pounds in all.’

Atherton, who had been turning over the accumulation of rubbish between the joists, proclaimed another find.

‘Here are her rings, and watch, and a bracelet, — no, it certainly does not look as if theft had been an object.’

Lessingham was glowering at him with knitted brows.

‘I have to thank you for this.’

Sydney was unwontedly meek.

‘You are hard on me, Lessingham, harder than I deserve, — I had rather have thrown away my own life than have suffered misadventure to have come to her.’

‘Yours are idle words. Had you not meddled this would not have happened. A fool works more mischief with his folly than of malice prepense. If hurt has befallen Marjorie Lindon you shall account for it to me with your life’s blood.’

‘Let it be so,’ said Sydney. ‘I am content. If hurt has come to Marjorie, God knows that I am willing enough that death should come to me.’

While they wrangled, I continued to search. A little to one side, under the flooring which was still intact, I saw something gleam. By stretching out my hand, I could just manage to reach it, — it was a long plait of woman’s hair. It had been cut off at the roots, — so close to the head in one place that the scalp itself had been cut, so that the hair was clotted with blood.

They were so occupied with each other that they took no notice of me. I had to call their attention to my discovery.

‘Gentlemen, I fear that I have here something which will distress you, — is not this Miss Lindon’s hair?’

They recognised it on the instant. Lessingham, snatching it from my hands, pressed it to his lips.

‘This is mine, — I shall at least have something.’ He spoke with a grimness which was a little startling. He held the silken tresses at arm’s length. ‘This points to murder, — foul, cruel, causeless murder. As I live, I will devote my all, — money, time, reputation! — to gaining vengeance on the wretch who did this deed.’

Atherton chimed in.

‘To that I say, Amen!’ He lifted his hand. ‘God is my witness!’

‘It seems to me, gentlemen, that we move too fast, — to my mind it does not by any means of necessity point to murder. On the contrary, I doubt if murder has been done. Indeed, I don’t mind owning that I have a theory of my own which points all the other way.’

Lessingham caught me by the sleeve.

‘Mr Champnell, tell me your theory.’

‘I will, a little later. Of course it may be altogether wrong; — though I fancy it is not; I will explain my reasons when we come to talk of it. But, at present, there are things which must be done.’

‘I vote for tearing up every board in the house!’ cried Sydney. ‘And for pulling the whole infernal place to pieces. It’s a conjurer’s den. — I shouldn’t be surprised if cabby’s old gent is staring at us all the while from some peephole of his own.’

We examined the entire house, methodically, so far as we were able, inch by inch. Not another board proved loose, — to lift those which were nailed down required tools, and those we were without. We sounded all the walls, — with the exception of the party walls they were the usual lath and plaster constructions, and showed no signs of having been tampered with. The ceilings were intact; if anything was concealed in them it must have been there some time, — the cement was old and dirty. We took the closet to pieces; examined the chimneys; peered into the kitchen oven and the copper; — in short, we pried into everything which, with the limited means at our disposal, could be pried into, — without result. At the end we found ourselves dusty, dirty, and discomfited. The cabman’s ‘old gent’ remained as much a mystery as ever, and no further trace had been discovered of Miss Lindon.

Atherton made no effort to disguise his chagrin.

‘Now what’s to be done? There seems to be just nothing in the place at all, and yet that there is, and that it’s the key to the whole confounded business I should be disposed to swear.’

‘In that case I would suggest that you should stay and look for it. The cabman can go and look for the requisite tools, or a workman to assist you, if you like. For my part it appears to me that evidence of another sort is, for the moment, of paramount importance; and I propose to commence my search for it by making a call at the house which is over the way.’

I had observed, on our arrival, that the road only contained two houses which were in anything like a finished state, — that which we were in, and another, some fifty or sixty yards further down, on the opposite side. It was to this I referred. The twain immediately proffered their companionship.

‘I will come with you,’ said Mr Lessingham.

‘And I,’ echoed Sydney. ‘We’ll leave this sweet homestead in charge of the cabman, — I’ll pull it to pieces afterwards.’ He went out and spoke to the driver. ‘Cabby, we’re going to pay a visit to the little crib over there, — you keep an eye on this one. And if you see a sign of anyone being about the place, — living, or dead, or anyhow — you give me a yell. I shall be on the lookout, and I’ll be with you before you can say Jack Robinson.’

‘You bet I’ll yell, — I’ll raise the hair right off you.’ The fellow grinned. ‘But I don’t know if you gents are hiring me by the day, — I want to change my horse; he ought to have been in his stable a couple of hours ago.’

‘Never mind your horse, — let him rest a couple of hours extra to-morrow to make up for those he has lost to-day. I’ll take care you don’t lose anything by this little job, — or your horse either. — By the way, look here, — this will be better than yelling.’

Taking a revolver out of his trousers’ pocket he handed it up to the grinning driver.

‘If that old gent of yours does appear, you have a pop at him, — I shall hear that easier than a yell. You can put a bullet through him if you like, — I give you my word it won’t be murder.’

‘I don’t care if it is,’ declared the cabman, handling the weapon like one who was familiar with arms of precision. ‘I used to fancy my revolver shooting when I was with the colours, and if I do get a chance I’ll put a shot through the old hunks, if only to prove to you that I’m no liar.’

Whether the man was in earnest or not I could not tell, — nor whether
Atherton meant what he said in answer.

‘If you shoot him I’ll give you fifty pounds.’

‘All right!’ The driver laughed. ‘I’ll do my best to earn that fifty!’


CHAPTER XXXIX

MISS LOUISA COLEMAN

That the house over the way was tenanted was plain to all the world, — at least one occupant sat gazing through the window of the first floor front room. An old woman in a cap, — one of those large old-fashioned caps which our grandmothers used to wear, tied with strings under the chin. It was a bow window, and as she was seated in the bay looking right in our direction she could hardly have failed to see us as we advanced, — indeed she continued to stare at us all the while with placid calmness. Yet I knocked once, twice, and yet again without the slightest notice being taken of my summons.

Sydney gave expression to his impatience in his own peculiar vein.

‘Knockers in this part of the world seem intended for ornament only, — nobody seems to pay any attention to them when they’re used. The old lady upstairs must be either deaf or dotty.’ He went out into the road to see if she still was there. ‘She’s looking at me as calmly as you please, — what does she think we’re doing here, I wonder; playing a tune on her front door by way of a little amusement? — Madam!’ He took off his hat and waved it to her. ‘Madam! might I observe that if you won’t condescend to notice that we’re here your front door will run the risk of being severely injured! — She don’t care for me any more than if I was nothing at all, — sound another tattoo upon that knocker. Perhaps she’s so deaf that nothing short of a cataclysmal uproar will reach her auditory nerves.’

She immediately proved, however, that she was nothing of the sort. Hardly had the sounds of my further knocking died away than, throwing up the window, she thrust out her head and addressed me in a fashion which, under the circumstances, was as unexpected as it was uncalled for.

‘Now, young man, you needn’t be in such a hurry!’

Sydney explained.

‘Pardon me, madam, it’s not so much a hurry we’re in as pressed for time, — this is a matter of life and death.’

She turned her attention to Sydney, — speaking with a frankness for which, I imagine, he was unprepared.

‘I don’t want none of your imperence, young man. I’ve seen you before, — you’ve been hanging about here the whole day long! — and I don’t like the looks of you, and so I’ll let you know. That’s my front door, and that’s my knocker, — I’ll come down and open when I like, but I’m not going to be hurried, and if the knocker’s so much as touched again, I won’t come down at all.’

She closed the window with a bang. Sydney seemed divided between mirth and indignation.

‘That’s a nice old lady, on my honour, — one of the good old crusty sort. Agreeable characters this neighbourhood seems to grow, — a sojourn hereabouts should do one good. Unfortunately I don’t feel disposed just now to stand and kick my heels in the road.’ Again saluting the old dame by raising his hat he shouted to her at the top of his voice. ‘Madam, I beg ten thousand pardons for troubling you, but this is a matter in which every second is of vital importance, — would you allow me to ask you one or two questions?’

Up went the window; out came the old lady’s head.

‘Now, young man, you needn’t put yourself out to holler at me, — I won’t be hollered at! I’ll come down and open that door in five minutes by the clock on my mantelpiece, and not a moment before.’

The fiat delivered, down came the window. Sydney looked rueful, — he consulted his watch.

‘I don’t know what you think, Champnell, but I really doubt if this comfortable creature can tell us anything worth waiting another five minutes to hear. We mustn’t let the grass grow under our feet, and time is getting on.’

I was of a different opinion, — and said so.

‘I’m afraid, Atherton, that I can’t agree with you. She seems to have noticed you hanging about all day; and it is at least possible that she has noticed a good deal which would be well worth our hearing. What more promising witness are we likely to find? — her house is the only one which overlooks the one we have just quitted. I am of opinion that it may not only prove well worth our while to wait five minutes, but also that it would be as well, if possible, not to offend her by the way. She’s not likely to afford us the information we require if you do.’

‘Good. If that’s what you think I’m sure I’m willing to wait, — only it’s to be hoped that that clock upon her mantelpiece moves quicker than its mistress.’

Presently, when about a minute had gone, he called to the cabman.

‘Seen a sign of anything?’

The cabman shouted back.

‘Ne’er a sign, — you’ll hear a sound of popguns when I do.’

Those five minutes did seem long ones. But at last Sydney, from his post of vantage in the road, informed us that the old lady was moving.

‘She’s getting up; — she’s leaving the window; — let’s hope to goodness she’s coming down to open the door. That’s been the longest five minutes I’ve known.’

I could hear uncertain footsteps descending the stairs. They came along the passage. The door was opened— ‘on the chain.’ The old lady peered at us through an aperture of about six inches.

‘I don’t know what you young men think you’re after, but have all three of you in my house I won’t. I’ll have him and you’ — a skinny finger was pointed to Lessingham and me; then it was directed towards Atherton— ‘but have him I won’t. So if it’s anything particular you want to say to me, you’ll just tell him to go away.’

On hearing this Sydney’s humility was abject. His hat was in his hand, — he bent himself double.

‘Suffer me to make you a million apologies, madam, if I have in any way offended you; nothing, I assure you, could have been farther from my intention, or from my thoughts.’

‘I don’t want none of your apologies, and I don’t want none of you neither; I don’t like the looks of you, and so I tell you. Before I let anybody into my house you’ll have to sling your hook.’

The door was banged in our faces. I turned to Sydney.

‘The sooner you go the better it will be for us. You can wait for us over the way.’

He shrugged his shoulders, and groaned, — half in jest, half in earnest.

‘If I must I suppose I must, — it’s the first time I’ve been refused admittance to a lady’s house in all my life! What have I done to deserve this thing? — If you keep me waiting long I’ll tear that infernal den to pieces!’

He sauntered across the road, viciously kicking the stones as he went.
The door reopened.

‘Has that other young man gone?’

‘He has.’

‘Then now I’ll let you in. Have him inside my house I won’t.’

The chain was removed. Lessingham and I entered. Then the door was refastened and the chain replaced. Our hostess showed us into the front room on the ground floor; it was sparsely furnished and not too clean, — but there were chairs enough for us to sit upon; which she insisted on our occupying.

‘Sit down, do, — I can’t abide to see folks standing; it gives me the fidgets.’

So soon as we were seated, without any overture on our parts she plunged in medias res.

‘I know what it is you’ve come about, — I know! You want me to tell you who it is as lives in the house over the road. Well, I can tell you, — and I dare bet a shilling that I’m about the only one who can.’

I inclined my head.

‘Indeed. Is that so, madam?’

She was huffed at once.

‘Don’t madam me, — I can’t bear none of your lip service. I’m a plain-spoken woman, that’s what I am, and I like other people’s tongues to be as plain as mine. My name’s Miss Louisa Coleman; but I’m generally called Miss Coleman, — I’m only called Louisa by my relatives.’

Since she was apparently between seventy and eighty — and looked every year of her apparent age — I deemed that possible. Miss Coleman was evidently a character. If one was desirous of getting information out of her it would be necessary to allow her to impart it in her own manner, — to endeavour to induce her to impart it in anybody else’s would be time clean wasted. We had Sydney’s fate before our eyes.

She started with a sort of roundabout preamble.

‘This property is mine; it was left me by my uncle, the late George Henry Jobson, — he’s buried in Hammersmith Cemetery just over the way, — he left me the whole of it. It’s one of the finest building sites near London, and it increases in value every year, and I’m not going to let it for another twenty, by which time the value will have more than trebled, — so if that is what you’ve come about, as heaps of people do, you might have saved yourselves the trouble. I keep the boards standing, just to let people know that the ground is to let, — though, as I say, it won’t be for another twenty years, when it’ll be for the erection of high-class mansions only, same as there is in Grosvenor Square, — no shops or public houses, and none of your shanties. I live in this place just to keep an eye upon the property, — and as for the house over the way, I’ve never tried to let it, and it never has been let, not until a month ago, when, one morning, I had this letter. You can see it if you like.’

She handed me a greasy envelope which she ferreted out of a capacious pocket which was suspended from her waist, and which she had to lift up her skirt to reach. The envelope was addressed, in unformed characters, ‘Miss Louisa Coleman, The Rhododendrons, Convolvulus Avenue, High Oaks Park, West Kensington.’ — I felt, if the writer had not been of a humorous turn of mind, and drawn on his imagination, and this really was the lady’s correct address, then there must be something in a name.

The letter within was written in the same straggling, characterless caligraphy, — I should have said, had I been asked offhand, that the whole thing was the composition of a servant girl. The composition was about on a par with the writing.

‘The undersigned would be oblidged if Miss Coleman would let her emptey house. I do not know the rent but send fifty pounds. If more will send. Please address, Mohamed el Kheir, Post Office, Sligo Street, London.’

It struck me as being as singular an application for a tenancy as I remembered to have encountered. When I passed it on to Lessingham, he seemed to think so too.

‘This is a curious letter, Miss Coleman.’

‘So I thought, — and still more so when I found the fifty pounds inside. There were five ten-pound notes, all loose, and the letter not even registered. If I had been asked what was the rent of the house, I should have said, at the most, not more than twenty pounds, — because, between you and me, it wants a good bit of doing up, and is hardly fit to live in as it stands.’

I had had sufficient evidence of the truth of this altogether apart from the landlady’s frank admission.

‘Why, for all he could have done to help himself I might have kept the money, and only sent him a receipt for a quarter. And some folks would have done, — but I’m not one of that sort myself, and shouldn’t care to be. So I sent this here party, — I never could pronounce his name, and never shall — a receipt for a year.’

Miss Coleman paused to smooth her apron, and consider.

‘Well, the receipt should have reached this here party on the Thursday morning, as it were, — I posted it on the Wednesday night, and on the Thursday, after breakfast, I thought I’d go over the way to see if there was any little thing I could do, — because there wasn’t hardly a whole pane of glass in the place, — when I all but went all of a heap. When I looked across the road, blessed it the party wasn’t in already, — at least as much as he ever was in, which, so far as I can make out, never has been anything particular, — though how he had got in, unless it was through a window in the middle of the night, is more than I should care to say, — there was nobody in the house when I went to bed, that I could pretty nearly take my Bible oath, — yet there was the blind up at the parlour, and, what’s more, it was down, and it’s been down pretty nearly ever since.

‘“Well,” I says to myself, “for right down imperence this beats anything, — why he’s in the place before he knows if I’ll let him have it. Perhaps he thinks I haven’t got a word to say in the matter, — fifty pounds or no fifty pounds, I’ll soon show him.” So I slips on my bonnet, and I walks over the road, and I hammers at the door.

‘Well, I have seen people hammering since then, many a one, and how they’ve kept it up has puzzled me, — for an hour, some of them, — but I was the first one as begun it. I hammers, and I hammers, and I kept on hammering, but it wasn’t no more use than if I’d been hammering at a tombstone. So I starts rapping at the window, but that wasn’t no use neither. So I goes round behind, and I hammers at the back door, — but there, I couldn’t make anyone hear nohow. So I says to myself, “Perhaps the party as is in, ain’t in, in a manner of speaking; but I’ll keep an eye on the house, and when he is in I’ll take care that he ain’t out again before I’ve had a word to say.”

‘So I come back home, and as I said I would, I kept an eye on the house the whole of that livelong day, but never a soul went either out or in. But the next day, which it was a Friday, I got out of bed about five o’clock, to see if it was raining, through my having an idea of taking a little excursion if the weather was fine, when I see a party coming down the road. He had on one of them dirty-coloured bed-cover sort of things, and it was wrapped all over his head and round his body, like, as I have been told, them there Arabs wear, — and, indeed, I’ve seen them in them myself at West Brompton, when they was in the exhibition there. It was quite fine, and broad day, and I see him as plainly as I see you, — he comes skimming along at a tear of a pace, pulls up at the house over the way, opens the front door, and lets himself in.

‘“So,” I says to myself, “there you are. Well, Mr Arab, or whatever, or whoever, you may be, I’ll take good care that you don’t go out again before you’ve had a word from me. I’ll show you that landladies have their rights, like other Christians, in this country, however it may be in yours.” So I kept an eye on the house, to see that he didn’t go out again, and nobody never didn’t, and between seven and eight I goes and I knocks at the door, — because I thought to myself that the earlier I was the better it might be.

‘If you’ll believe me, no more notice was taken of me than if I was one of the dead. I hammers, and I hammers, till my wrist was aching, I daresay I hammered twenty times, — and then I went round to the back door, and I hammers at that, — but it wasn’t the least good in the world. I was that provoked to think I should be treated as if I was nothing and nobody, by a dirty foreigner, who went about in a bed-gown through the public streets, that it was all I could do to hold myself.

‘I comes round to the front again, and I starts hammering at the window, with every knuckle on my hands, and I calls out, “I’m Miss Louisa Coleman, and I’m the owner of this house, and you can’t deceive me, — I saw you come in, and you’re in now, and if you don’t come and speak to me this moment I’ll have the police.”

‘All of a sudden, when I was least expecting it, and was hammering my very hardest at the pane, up goes the blind, and up goes the window too, and the most awful-looking creature ever I heard of, not to mention seeing, puts his head right into my face, — he was more like a hideous baboon than anything else, let alone a man. I was struck all of a heap, and plumps down on the little wall, and all but tumbles head over heels backwards, And he starts shrieking, in a sort of a kind of English, and in such a voice as I’d never heard the like, — it was like a rusty steam engine.

‘“Go away! go away! I don’t want you! I will not have you, — never! You have your fifty pounds, — you have your money, — that is the whole of you, — that is all you want! You come to me no more! — never! — never no more! — or you be sorry! — Go away!”

‘I did go away, and that as fast as ever my legs would carry me, — what with his looks, and what with his voice, and what with the way that he went on, I was nothing but a mass of trembling. As for answering him back, or giving him a piece of my mind, as I had meant to, I wouldn’t have done it not for a thousand pounds. I don’t mind confessing, between you and me, that I had to swallow four cups of tea, right straight away, before my nerves was steady.

‘“Well,” I says to myself, when I did feel, as it might be, a little more easy, “you never have let that house before, and now you’ve let it with a vengeance, — so you have. If that there new tenant of yours isn’t the greatest villain that ever went unhung it must be because he’s got near relations what’s as bad as himself, — because two families like his I’m sure there can’t be. A nice sort of Arab party to have sleeping over the road he is!”

‘But after a time I cools down, as it were, — because I’m one of them sort as likes to see on both sides of a question. “After all,” I says to myself, “he has paid his rent, and fifty pounds is fifty pounds, — I doubt if the whole house is worth much more, and he can’t do much damage to it whatever he does.”

‘I shouldn’t have minded, so far as that went, if he’d set fire to the place, for, between ourselves, it’s insured for a good bit over its value. So I decided that I’d let things be as they were, and see how they went on. But from that hour to this I’ve never spoken to the man, and never wanted to, and wouldn’t, not of my own free will, not for a shilling a time, — that face of his will haunt me if I live till Noah, as the saying is. I’ve seen him going in and out at all hours of the day and night, — that Arab party’s a mystery if ever there was one, — he always goes tearing along as if he’s flying for his life. Lots of people have come to the house, all sorts and kinds, men and women — they’ve been mostly women, and even little children. I’ve seen them hammer and hammer at that front door, but never a one have I seen let in, — or yet seen taken any notice of, and I think I may say, and yet tell no lie, that I’ve scarcely took my eye off the house since he’s been inside it, over and over again in the middle of the night have I got up to have a look, so that I’ve not missed much that has took place.

‘What’s puzzled me is the noises that’s come from the house. Sometimes for days together there’s not been a sound, it might have been a house of the dead; and then, all through the night, there’ve been yells and screeches, squawks and screams, — I never heard nothing like it. I have thought, and more than once, that the devil himself must be in that front room, let alone all the rest of his demons. And as for cats! — where they’ve come from I can’t think. I didn’t use to notice hardly a cat in the neighbourhood till that there Arab party came, — there isn’t much to attract them; but since he came there’s been regiments. Sometimes at night there’s been troops about the place, screeching like mad, — I’ve wished them farther, I can tell you. That Arab party must be fond of ’em. I’ve seen them inside the house, at the windows, upstairs and downstairs, as it seemed to me, a dozen at a time.


CHAPTER XL

WHAT MISS COLEMAN SAW THROUGH THE WINDOW

As Miss Coleman had paused, as if her narrative was approaching a conclusion, I judged it expedient to make an attempt to bring the record as quickly as possible up to date.

‘I take it, Miss Coleman, that you have observed what has occurred in the house to-day.’

She tightened her nut-cracker jaws and glared at me disdainfully, — her dignity was ruffled.

‘I’m coming to it, aren’t I? — if you’ll let me. If you’ve got no manners I’ll learn you some. One doesn’t like to be hurried at my time of life, young man.’

I was meekly silent; — plainly, if she was to talk, every one else must listen.

‘During the last few days there have been some queer goings on over the road, — out of the common queer, I mean, for goodness knows that they always have been queer enough. That Arab party has been flitting about like a creature possessed, — I’ve seen him going in and out twenty times a day. This morning—’

She paused, — to fix her eyes on Lessingham. She apparently observed his growing interest as she approached the subject which had brought us there, — and resented it.

‘Don’t look at me like that, young man, because I won’t have it. And as for questions, I may answer questions when I’m done, but don’t you dare to ask me one before, because I won’t be interrupted.’

Up to then Lessingham had not spoken a word, — but it seemed as if she was endowed with the faculty of perceiving the huge volume of the words which he had left unuttered.

‘This morning — as I’ve said already,—’ she glanced at Lessingham as if she defied his contradiction— ‘when that Arab party came home it was just on the stroke of seven. I know what was the exact time because, when I went to the door to the milkman, my clock was striking the half hour, and I always keep it thirty minutes fast. As I was taking the milk, the man said to me, “Hollo, Miss Coleman, here’s your friend coming along.” “What friend?” I says, — for I ain’t got no friends, as I know, round here, nor yet, I hope no enemies neither.

‘And I looks round, and there was the Arab party coming tearing down the road, his bedcover thing all flying in the wind, and his arms straight out in front of him, — I never did see anyone go at such a pace. “My goodness,” I says, “I wonder he don’t do himself an injury.” “I wonder someone else don’t do him an injury,” says the milkman. “The very sight of him is enough to make my milk go sour.” And he picked up his pail and went away quite grumpy, — though what that Arab party’s done to him is more than I can say. — I have always noticed that milkman’s temper’s short like his measure. I wasn’t best pleased with him for speaking of that Arab party as my friend, which he never has been, and never won’t be, and never could be neither.

‘Five persons went to the house after the milkman was gone, and that there Arab party was safe inside, — three of them was commercials, that I know, because afterwards they came to me. But of course they none of them got no chance with that there Arab party except of hammering at his front door, which ain’t what you might call a paying game, nor nice for the temper but for that I don’t blame him, for if once those commercials do begin talking they’ll talk for ever.

‘Now I’m coming to this afternoon.’

I thought it was about time, — though for the life of me, I did not dare to hint as much.

‘Well, it might have been three, or it might have been half past, anyhow it was thereabouts, when up there comes two men and a woman, which one of the men was that young man what’s a friend of yours. “Oh,” I says to myself, “here’s something new in callers, I wonder what it is they’re wanting.” That young man what was a friend of yours, he starts hammering, and hammering, as the custom was with every one who came, and, as usual, no more notice was taken of him than nothing, — though I knew that all the time the Arab party was indoors.’

At this point I felt that at all hazards I must interpose a question.

‘You are sure he was indoors?’

She took it better than I feared she might.

‘Of course I’m sure, — hadn’t I seen him come in at seven, and he never hadn’t gone out since, for I don’t believe that I’d taken my eyes off the place not for two minutes together, and I’d never had a sight of him. If he wasn’t indoors, where was he then?’

For the moment, so far as I was concerned, the query was unanswerable.
She triumphantly continued:

‘Instead of doing what most did, when they’d had enough of hammering, and going away, these three they went round to the back, and I’m blessed if they mustn’t have got through the kitchen window, woman and all, for all of a sudden the blind in the front room was pulled not up, but down — dragged down it was, and there was that young man what’s a friend of yours standing with it in his hand.

‘“Well,” I says to myself, “if that ain’t cool I should like to know what is. If, when you ain’t let in, you can let yourself in, and that without so much as saying by your leave, or with your leave, things is coming to a pretty pass. Wherever can that Arab party be, and whatever can he be thinking of, to let them go on like that because that he’s the sort to allow a liberty to be took with him, and say nothing, I don’t believe.”

‘Every moment I expects to hear a noise and see a row begin, but, so far as I could make out, all was quiet and there wasn’t nothing of the kind. So I says to myself, “There’s more in this than meets the eye, and them three parties must have right upon their side, or they wouldn’t be doing what they are doing in the way they are, there’d be a shindy.”

‘Presently, in about five minutes, the front door opens, and a young man — not the one what’s your friend, but the other — comes sailing out, and through the gate, and down the road, as stiff and upright as a grenadier, — I never see anyone walk more upright, and few as fast. At his heels comes the young man what is your friend, and it seems to me that he couldn’t make out what this other was a-doing of. I says to myself, “There’s been a quarrel between them two, and him as has gone has hooked it.” This young man what is your friend he stood at the gate, all of a fidget, staring after the other with all his eyes, as if he couldn’t think what to make of him, and the young woman, she stood on the doorstep, staring after him too.

‘As the young man what had hooked it turned the corner, and was out of sight, all at once your friend he seemed to make up his mind, and he started off running as hard as he could pelt, — and the young woman was left alone. I expected, every minute, to see him come back with the other young man, and the young woman, by the way she hung about the gate, she seemed to expect it too. But no, nothing of the kind. So when, as I expect, she’d had enough of waiting, she went into the house again, and I see her pass the front room window. After a while, back she comes to the gate, and stands looking and looking, but nothing was to be seen of either of them young men. When she’d been at the gate, I daresay five minutes, back she goes into the house, — and I never saw nothing of her again.’

‘You never saw anything of her again? — Are you sure she went back into the house?’

‘As sure as I am that I see you.’

‘I suppose that you didn’t keep a constant watch upon the premises?’

‘But that’s just what I did do. I felt something queer was going on, and I made up my mind to see it through. And when I make up my mind to a thing like that I’m not easy to turn aside. I never moved off the chair at my bedroom window, and I never took my eyes off the house, not till you come knocking at my front door.’

‘But, since the young lady is certainly not in the house at present, she must have eluded your observation, and, in some manner, have left it without your seeing her.’

‘I don’t believe she did, I don’t see how she could have done, — there’s something queer about that house, since that Arab party’s been inside it. But though I didn’t see her, I did see someone else.’

‘Who was that?’

‘A young man.’

‘A young man?’

‘Yes, a young man, and that’s what puzzled me, and what’s been puzzling me ever since, for see him go in I never did do.’

‘Can you describe him?’

‘Not as to the face, for he wore a dirty cloth cap pulled down right over it, and he walked so quickly that I never had a proper look. But I should know him anywhere if I saw him, if only because of his clothes and his walk.’

‘What was there peculiar about his clothes and his walk?’

‘Why, his clothes were that old, and torn, and dirty, that a ragman wouldn’t have given a thank you for them, — and as for fit, — there wasn’t none, they hung upon him like a scarecrow — he was a regular figure of fun; I should think the boys would call after him if they saw him in the street. As for his walk, he walked off just like the first young man had done, he strutted along with his shoulders back, and his head in the air, and that stiff and straight that my kitchen poker would have looked crooked beside of him.’

‘Did nothing happen to attract your attention between the young lady’s going back into the house and the coming out of this young man?’

Miss Coleman cogitated.

‘Now you mention it there did, — though I should have forgotten all about it if you hadn’t asked me, — that comes of your not letting me tell the tale in my own way. About twenty minutes after the young woman had gone in someone put up the blind in the front room, which that young man had dragged right down, I couldn’t see who it was for the blind was between us, and it was about ten minutes after that that young man came marching out.’

‘And then what followed?’

‘Why, in about another ten minutes that Arab party himself comes scooting through the door.’

‘The Arab party?’

‘Yes, the Arab party! The sight of him took me clean aback. Where he’d been, and what he’d been doing with himself while them there people played hi-spy-hi about his premises I’d have given a shilling out of my pocket to have known, but there he was, as large as life, and carrying a bundle.’

‘A bundle?’

‘A bundle, on his head, like a muffin-man carries his tray. It was a great thing, you never would have thought he could have carried it, and it was easy to see that it was as much as he could manage; it bent him nearly double, and he went crawling along like a snail, — it took him quite a time to get to the end of the road.’

Mr Lessingham leaped up from his seat, crying, ‘Marjorie was in that bundle!’

‘I doubt it,’ I said.

He moved about the room distractedly, wringing his hands.

‘She was! she must have been! God help us all!’

‘I repeat that I doubt it. If you will be advised by me you will wait awhile before you arrive at any such conclusion.’

All at once there was a tapping at the window pane. Atherton was staring at us from without.

He shouted through the glass, ‘Come out of that, you fossils! — I’ve news for you!’


CHAPTER XLI

THE CONSTABLE, — HIS CLUE, — AND THE CAB

Miss Coleman, getting up in a fluster, went hurrying to the door.

‘I won’t have that young man in my house. I won’t have him! Don’t let him dare to put his nose across my doorstep.’

I endeavoured to appease her perturbation.

‘I promise you that he shall not come in, Miss Coleman. My friend here, and I, will go and speak to him outside.’

She held the front door open just wide enough to enable Lessingham and me to slip through, then she shut it after us with a bang. She evidently had a strong objection to any intrusion on Sydney’s part.

Standing just without the gate he saluted us with a characteristic vigour which was scarcely flattering to our late hostess. Behind him was a constable.

‘I hope you two have been mewed in with that old pussy long enough. While you’ve been tittle-tattling I’ve been doing, — listen to what this bobby’s got to say.’

The constable, his thumbs thrust inside his belt, wore an indulgent smile upon his countenance. He seemed to find Sydney amusing. He spoke in a deep bass voice, — as if it issued from his boots.

‘I don’t know that I’ve got anything to say.

It was plain that Sydney thought otherwise.

‘You wait till I’ve given this pretty pair of gossips a lead, officer, then I’ll trot you out.’ He turned to us.

‘After I’d poked my nose into every dashed hole in that infernal den, and been rewarded with nothing but a pain in the back for my trouble, I stood cooling my heels on the doorstep, wondering if I should fight the cabman, or get him to fight me, just to pass the time away, — for he says he can box, and he looks it, — when who should come strolling along but this magnificent example of the metropolitan constabulary.’ He waved his hand towards the policeman, whose grin grew wider. ‘I looked at him, and he looked at me, and then when we’d had enough of admiring each other’s fine features and striking proportions, he said to me, “Has he gone?” I said, “Who? — Baxter? — or Bob Brown?” He said, “No, the Arab.” I said, “What do you know about any Arab?” He said, “Well, I saw him in the Broadway about three-quarters of an hour ago, and then, seeing you here, and the house all open, I wondered if he had gone for good.” With that I almost jumped out of my skin, though you can bet your life I never showed it. I said, “How do you know it was he?” He said, “It was him right enough, there’s no doubt about that. If you’ve seen him once, you’re not likely to forget him.” “Where was he going?” “He was talking to a cabman, — four-wheeler. He’d got a great bundle on his head, — wanted to take it inside with him. Cabman didn’t seem to see it.” That was enough for me, — I picked this most deserving officer up in my arms, and carried him across the road to you two fellows like a flash of lightning.’

Since the policeman was six feet three or four, and more than sufficiently broad in proportion, his scarcely seemed the kind of figure to be picked up in anybody’s arms and carried like a ‘flash of lightning,’ which, — as his smile grew more indulgent, he himself appeared to think.

Still, even allowing for Atherton’s exaggeration, the news which he had brought was sufficiently important. I questioned the constable upon my own account.

‘There is my card, officer, probably, before the day is over, a charge of a very serious character will be preferred against the person who has been residing in the house over the way. In the meantime it is of the utmost importance that a watch should be kept upon his movements. I suppose you have no sort of doubt that the person you saw in the Broadway was the one in question?’

‘Not a morsel. I know him as well as I do my own brother, — we all do upon this beat. He’s known amongst us as the Arab. I’ve had my eye on him ever since he came to the place. A queer fish he is. I always have said that he’s up to some game or other. I never came across one like him for flying about in all sorts of weather, at all hours of the night, always tearing along as if for his life. As I was telling this gentleman I saw him in the Broadway, — well, now it’s about an hour since, perhaps a little more. I was coming on duty when I saw a crowd in front of the District Railway Station, — and there was the Arab, having a sort of argument with the cabman. He had a great bundle on his head, five or six feet long, perhaps longer. He wanted to take this great bundle with him into the cab, and the cabman, he didn’t see it.’

‘You didn’t wait to see him drive off.’

‘No, — I hadn’t time. I was due at the station, — I was cutting it pretty fine as it was.’

‘You didn’t speak to him, — or to the cabman?’

‘No, it wasn’t any business of mine you understand. The whole thing just caught my eye as I was passing.’

‘And you didn’t take the cabman’s number?’

‘No, well, as far as that goes it wasn’t needful. I know the cabman, his name and all about him, his stable’s in Bradmore.’

I whipped out my note-book.

‘Give me his address.’

‘I don’t know what his Christian name is, Tom, I believe, but I’m not sure. Anyhow his surname’s Ellis and his address is Church Mews, St John’s Road, Bradmore, — I don’t know his number, but any one will tell you which is his place, if you ask for Four-Wheel Ellis, — that’s the name he’s known by among his pals because of his driving a four-wheeler.’

‘Thank you, officer. I am obliged to you.’ Two half-crowns changed hands. ‘If you will keep an eye on the house and advise me at the address which you will find on my card, of any thing which takes place there during the next few days, you will do me a service.’

We had clambered back into the hansom, the driver was just about to start, when the constable was struck by a sudden thought.

‘One moment, sir, — blessed if I wasn’t going to forget the most important bit of all. I did hear him tell Ellis where to drive him to, — he kept saying it over and over again, in that queer lingo of his. “Waterloo Railway Station, Waterloo Railway Station.” “All right,” said Ellis, “I’ll drive you to Waterloo Railway Station right enough, only I’m not going to have that bundle of yours inside my cab. There isn’t room for it, so you put it on the roof.” “To Waterloo Railway Station,” said the Arab, “I take my bundle with me to Waterloo Railway Station, — I take it with me.” “Who says you don’t take it with you?” said Ellis. “You can take it, and twenty more besides, for all I care, only you don’t take it inside my cab, — put it on the roof.” “I take it with me to Waterloo Railway Station,” said the Arab, and there they were, wrangling and jangling, and neither seeming to be able to make out what the other was after, and the people all laughing.’

‘Waterloo Railway Station, — you are sure that was what he said?’

‘I’ll take my oath to it, because I said to myself, when I heard it, “I wonder what you’ll have to pay for that little lot, for the District Railway Station’s outside the four-mile radius.”’ As we drove off I was inclined to ask myself, a little bitterly — and perhaps unjustly — if it were not characteristic of the average London policeman to almost forget the most important part of his information, — at any rate to leave it to the last and only to bring it to the front on having his palm crossed with silver.

As the hansom bowled along we three had what occasionally approached a warm discussion.

‘Marjorie was in that bundle,’ began Lessingham, in the most lugubrious of tones, and with the most woe-begone of faces.

‘I doubt it,’ I observed.

‘She was, — I feel it, — I know it. She was either dead and mutilated, or gagged and drugged and helpless. All that remains is vengeance.’

‘I repeat that I doubt it.’

Atherton struck in.

‘I am bound to say, with the best will in the world to think otherwise, that I agree with Lessingham.’

‘You are wrong.’

‘It’s all very well for you to talk in that cock-sure way, but it’s easier for you to say I’m wrong than to prove it. If I am wrong, and if Lessingham’s wrong, how do you explain his extraordinary insistance on taking it inside the cab with him, which the bobby describes? If there wasn’t something horrible, awful in that bundle of his, of which he feared the discovery, why was he so reluctant to have it placed upon the roof?’

‘There probably was something in it which he was particularly anxious should not be discovered, but I doubt if it was anything of the kind which you suggest.’

‘Here is Marjorie in a house alone — nothing has been seen of her since, — her clothing, her hair, is found hidden away under the floor. This scoundrel sallies forth with a huge bundle on his head, — the bobby speaks of it being five or six feet long, or longer, — a bundle which he regards with so much solicitude that he insists on never allowing it to go, for a single instant, out of his sight and reach. What is in the thing? don’t all the facts most unfortunately point in one direction?’

Mr Lessingham covered his face with his hands, and groaned.

‘I fear that Mr Atherton is right.’

‘I differ from you both.’

Sydney at once became heated.

‘Then perhaps you can tell us what was in the bundle?’

‘I fancy I could make a guess at the contents.’

‘Oh you could, could you, then, perhaps, for our sakes, you’ll make it, — and not play the oracular owl! — Lessingham and I are interested in this business, after all.’

‘It contained the bearer’s personal property: that, and nothing more. Stay! before you jeer at me, suffer me to finish. If I am not mistaken as to the identity of the person whom the constable describes as the Arab, I apprehend that the contents of that bundle were of much more importance to him than if they had consisted of Miss Lindon, either dead or living. More. I am inclined to suspect that if the bundle was placed on the roof of the cab, and if the driver did meddle with it, and did find out the contents, and understand them, he would have been driven, out of hand, stark staring mad.’

Sydney was silent, as if he reflected. I imagine he perceived there was something in what I said.

‘But what has become of Miss Lindon?’

‘I fancy that Miss Lindon, at this moment, is — somewhere; I don’t, just now, know exactly where, but I hope very shortly to be able to give you a clearer notion, — attired in a rotten, dirty pair of boots; a filthy, tattered pair of trousers; a ragged, unwashed apology for a shirt; a greasy, ancient, shapeless coat; and a frowsy peaked cloth cap.’

They stared at me, opened-eyed. Atherton was the first to speak.

‘What on earth do you mean?’

‘I mean that it seems to me that the facts point in the direction of my conclusions rather than yours — and that very strongly too. Miss Coleman asserts that she saw Miss London return into the house; that within a few minutes the blind was replaced at the front window; and that shortly after a young man, attired in the costume I have described, came walking out of the front door. I believe that young man was Miss Marjorie Lindon.’

Lessingham and Atherton both broke out into interrogations, with
Sydney, as usual, loudest.

‘But — man alive! what on earth should make her do a thing like that?
Marjorie, the most retiring, modest girl on all God’s earth, walk about
in broad daylight, in such a costume, and for no reason at all! my dear
Champnell, you are suggesting that she first of all went mad.’

‘She was in a state of trance.’

‘Good God! — Champnell!’

‘Well?’

‘Then you think that — juggling villain did get hold of her?’

‘Undoubtedly. Here is my view of the case, mind it is only a hypothesis and you must take it for what it is worth. It seems to me quite clear that the Arab, as we will call the person for the sake of identification, was somewhere about the premises when you thought he wasn’t.’

‘But — where? We looked upstairs, and downstairs, and everywhere — where could he have been?’

‘That, as at present advised, I am not prepared to say, but I think you may take it for granted that he was there. He hypnotised the man Holt, and sent him away, intending you to go after him, and so being rid of you both—’

‘The deuce he did, Champnell! You write me down an ass!’

‘As soon as the coast was clear he discovered himself to Miss Lindon, who, I expect, was disagreeably surprised, and hypnotised her.’

‘The hound!’

‘The devil!’

The first exclamation was Lessingham’s, the second Sydney’s.

‘He then constrained her to strip herself to the skin—’

‘The wretch!’

‘The fiend!’

‘He cut off her hair; he hid it and her clothes under the floor where we found them — where I think it probable that he had already some ancient masculine garments concealed—’

‘By Jove! I shouldn’t be surprised if they were Holt’s. I remember the man saying that that nice joker stripped him of his duds, — and certainly when I saw him, — and when Marjorie found him! — he had absolutely nothing on but a queer sort of cloak. Can it be possible that that humorous professor of hankey-pankey — may all the maledictions of the accursed alight upon his head! — can have sent Marjorie Lindon, the daintiest damsel in the land! — into the streets of London rigged out in Holt’s old togs!’

‘As to that, I am not able to give an authoritative opinion, but, if I understand you aright, it at least is possible. Anyhow I am disposed to think that he sent Miss Lindon after the man Holt, taking it for granted that he had eluded you.—’

‘That’s it. Write me down an ass again!’

‘That he did elude you, you have yourself admitted.’

‘That’s because I stopped talking with that mutton-headed bobby, — I’d have followed the man to the ends of the earth if it hadn’t been for that.’

‘Precisely; the reason is immaterial, it is the fact with which we are immediately concerned. He did elude you. And I think you will find that Miss Lindon and Mr Holt are together at this moment.’

‘In men’s clothing?’

‘Both in men’s clothing, or, rather, Miss Lindon is in a man’s rags.’

‘Great Potiphar! To think of Marjorie like that!’

‘And where they are, the Arab is not very far off either.’

Lessingham caught me by the arm.

‘And what diabolical mischief do you imagine that he proposes to do to her?’

I shirked the question.

‘Whatever it is, it is our business to prevent his doing it.’

‘And where do you think they have been taken?’

‘That it will be our immediate business to endeavour to discover, — and here, at any rate, we are at Waterloo.’


CHAPTER XLII

THE QUARRY DOUBLES

I turned towards the booking-office on the main departure platform. As I went, the chief platform inspector, George Bellingham, with whom I had some acquaintance, came out of his office. I stopped him.

‘Mr Bellingham, will you be so good as to step with me to the booking-office, and instruct the clerk in charge to answer one or two questions which I wish to put to him. I will explain to you afterwards what is their exact import, but you know me sufficiently to be able to believe me when I say that they refer to a matter in which every moment is of the first importance.’

He turned and accompanied us into the interior of the booking-case.

‘To which of the clerks, Mr Champnell, do you wish to put your questions?’

‘To the one who issues third-class tickets to Southampton.’

Bellingham beckoned to a man who was counting a heap of money, and apparently seeking to make it tally with the entries in a huge ledger which lay open before him, — he was a short, slightly-built young fellow, with a pleasant face and smiling eyes.

‘Mr Stone, this gentleman wishes to ask you one or two questions.’

‘I am at his service.’

I put my questions.

‘I want to know, Mr Stone, if, in the course of the day, you have issued any tickets to a person dressed in Arab costume?’

His reply was prompt.

‘I have — by the last train, the 7.25, — three singles.’

Three singles! Then my instinct had told me rightly.

‘Can you describe the person?’

Mr Stone’s eyes twinkled.

‘I don’t know that I can, except in a general way, — he was uncommonly old and uncommonly ugly, and he had a pair of the most extraordinary eyes I ever saw, — they gave me a sort of all-overish feeling when I saw them glaring at me through the pigeon hole. But I can tell you one thing about him, he had a great bundle on his head, which he steadied with one hand, and as it bulged out in all directions it’s presence didn’t make him popular with other people who wanted tickets too.’

Undoubtedly this was our man.

‘You are sure he asked for three tickets?’

‘Certain. He said three tickets to Southampton; laid down the exact fare, — nineteen and six — and held up three fingers — like that. Three nasty looking fingers they were, with nails as long as talons.’

‘You didn’t see who were his companions?’

‘I didn’t, — I didn’t try to look. I gave him his tickets and off he went, — with the people grumbling at him because that bundle of his kept getting in their way.’

Bellingham touched me on the arm.

‘I can tell you about the Arab of whom Mr Stone speaks. My attention was called to him by his insisting on taking his bundle with him into the carriage, — it was an enormous thing, he could hardly squeeze it through the door; it occupied the entire seat. But as there weren’t as many passengers as usual, and he wouldn’t or couldn’t be made to understand that his precious bundle would be safe in the luggage van along with the rest of the luggage, and as he wasn’t the sort of person you could argue with to any advantage, I had him put into an empty compartment, bundle and all.’

‘Was he alone then?’

‘I thought so at the time, he said nothing about having more than one ticket, or any companions, but just before the train started two other men — English men — got into his compartment; and as I came down the platform, the ticket inspector at the barrier informed me that these two men were with him, because he held tickets for the three, which, as he was a foreigner, and they seemed English, struck the inspector as odd.’

‘Could you describe the two men?’

‘I couldn’t, not particularly, but the man who had charge of the barrier might. I was at the other end of the train when they got in. All I noticed was that one seemed to be a commonplace looking individual and that the other was dressed like a tramp, all rags and tatters, a disreputable looking object he appeared to be.’

‘That,’ I said to myself, ‘was Miss Marjorie Lindon, the lovely daughter of a famous house; the wife-elect of a coming statesman.’

To Bellingham I remarked aloud:

‘I want you to strain a point, Mr Bellingham, and to do me a service which I assure you you shall never have any cause to regret. I want you to wire instructions down the line to detain this Arab and his companions and to keep them in custody until the receipt of further instructions. They are not wanted by the police as yet, but they will be as soon as I am able to give certain information to the authorities at Scotland Yard, — and wanted very badly. But, as you will perceive for yourself, until I am able to give that information every moment is important. — Where’s the Station Superintendent?’

‘He’s gone. At present I’m in charge.’

‘Then will you do this for me? I repeat that you shall never have any reason to regret it.’

‘I will if you’ll accept all responsibility.’

‘I’ll do that with the greatest pleasure.’

Bellingham looked at his watch.

‘It’s about twenty minutes to nine. The train’s scheduled for Basingstoke at 9.6. If we wire to Basingstoke at once they ought to be ready for them when they come.’

‘Good!’

The wire was sent.

We were shown into Bellingham’s office to await results Lessingham paced agitatedly to and fro; he seemed to have reached the limits of his self-control, and to be in a condition in which movement of some sort was an absolute necessity. The mercurial Sydney, on the contrary, leaned back in a chair, his legs stretched out in front of him, his hands thrust deep into his trouser pockets, and stared at Lessingham, as if he found relief to his feelings in watching his companion’s restlessness. I, for my part, drew up as full a precis of the case as I deemed advisable, and as time permitted, which I despatched by one of the company’s police to Scotland Yard.

Then I turned to my associates.

‘Now, gentlemen, it’s past dinner time. We may have a journey in front of us. If you take my advice you’ll have something to eat.’

Lessingham shook his head.

‘I want nothing.’

‘Nor I,’ echoed Sydney.

I started up.

‘You must pardon my saying nonsense, but surely you of all men, Mr Lessingham, should be aware that you will not improve the situation by rendering yourself incapable of seeing it through. Come and dine.’

I haled them off with me, willy nilly, to the refreshment room, I dined, — after a fashion; Mr Lessingham swallowed with difficulty, a plate of soup; Sydney nibbled at a plate of the most unpromising looking ‘chicken and ham,’ — he proved, indeed, more intractable than Lessingham, and was not to be persuaded to tackle anything easier of digestion.

I was just about to take cheese after chop when Bellingham came hastening in, in his hand an open telegram.

‘The birds have flown,’ he cried.

‘Flown! — How?’

In reply he gave me the telegram. I glanced at it. It ran:

‘Persons described not in the train. Guard says they got out at
Vauxhall. Have wired Vauxhall to advise you.’

‘That’s a level-headed chap,’ said Bellingham. ‘The man who sent that telegram. His wiring to Vauxhall should save us a lot of time, — we ought to hear from there directly. Hollo! what’s this? I shouldn’t be surprised if this is it.’

As he spoke a porter entered, — he handed an envelope to Bellingham. We all three kept our eyes fixed on the inspector’s face as he opened it. When he perceived the contents he gave an exclamation of surprise.

‘This Arab of yours, and his two friends, seem rather a curious lot, Mr
Champnell.’

He passed the paper on to me. It took the form of a report. Lessingham and Sydney, regardless of forms and ceremonies, leaned over my shoulder as I read it.

‘Passengers by 7.30 Southampton, on arrival of train, complained of noises coming from a compartment in coach 8964. Stated that there had been shrieks and yells ever since the train left Waterloo, as if someone was being murdered. An Arab and two Englishmen got out of the compartment in question, apparently the party referred to in wire just to hand from Basingstoke. All three declared that there was nothing the matter. That they had been shouting for fun. Arab gave up three third singles for Southampton, saying, in reply to questions, that they had changed their minds, and did not want to go any farther. As there were no signs of a struggle or of violence, nor, apparently, any definite cause for detention, they were allowed to pass. They took a four-wheeler, No. 09435. The Arab and one man went inside, and the other man on the box. They asked to be driven to Commercial Road, Limehouse. The cab has since returned. Driver says he put the three men down, at their request, in Commercial Road, at the corner of Sutcliffe Street, near the East India Docks. They walked up Sutcliffe Street, the Englishmen in front, and the Arab behind, took the first turning to the right, and after that he saw nothing of them. The driver further states that all the way the Englishman inside, who was so ragged and dirty that he was reluctant to carry him, kept up a sort of wailing noise which so attracted his attention that he twice got off his box to see what was the matter, and each time he said it was nothing. The cabman is of opinion that both the Englishmen were of weak intellect. We were of the same impression here. They said nothing, except at the seeming instigation of the Arab, but when spoken to stared and gaped like lunatics.

‘It may be mentioned that the Arab had with him an enormous bundle, which he persisted, in spite of all remonstrances, on taking with him inside the cab.’

As soon as I had mastered the contents of the report, and perceived what I believed to be — unknown to the writer himself — its hideous inner meaning, I turned to Bellingham.

‘With your permission, Mr Bellingham, I will keep this communication, — it will be safe in my hands, you will be able to get a copy, and it may be necessary that I should have the original to show to the police. If any inquiries are made for me from Scotland Yard, tell them that I have gone to the Commercial Road, and that I will report my movements from Limehouse Police Station.’

In another minute we were once more traversing the streets of
London, — three in a hansom cab.


CHAPTER XLIII

THE MURDER AT MRS ‘ENDERSON’S

It is something of a drive from Waterloo to Limehouse, — it seems longer when all your nerves are tingling with anxiety to reach your journey’s end; and the cab I had hit upon proved to be not the fastest I might have chosen. For some time after our start, we were silent. Each was occupied with his own thoughts.

Then Lessingham, who was sitting at my side, said to me,

‘Mr Champnell, you have that report.’

‘I have.’

‘Will you let me see it once more?’

I gave it to him. He read it once, twice, — and I fancy yet again. I purposely avoided looking at him as he did so. Yet all the while I was conscious of his pallid cheeks, the twitched muscles of his mouth, the feverish glitter of his eyes, — this Leader of Men, whose predominate characteristic in the House of Commons was immobility, was rapidly approximating to the condition of a hysterical woman. The mental strain which he had been recently undergoing was proving too much for his physical strength. This disappearance of the woman he loved bade fair to be the final straw. I felt convinced that unless something was done quickly to relieve the strain upon his mind he was nearer to a state of complete mental and moral collapse than he himself imagined. Had he been under my orders I should have commanded him to at once return home, and not to think; but conscious that, as things were, such a direction would be simply futile, I decided to do something else instead. Feeling that suspense was for him the worst possible form of suffering I resolved to explain, so far as I was able, precisely what it was I feared, and how I proposed to prevent it.

Presently there came the question for which I had been waiting, in a harsh, broken voice which no one who had heard him speak on a public platform, or in the House of Commons, would have recognised as his.

‘Mr Champnell, — who do you think this person is of whom the report from
Vauxhall Station speaks as being all in rags and tatters?’

He knew perfectly well, — but I understood the mental attitude which induced him to prefer that the information should seem to come from me.

‘I hope that it will prove to be Miss Lindon.’

‘Hope!’ He gave a sort of gasp.

‘Yes, hope, — because if it is I think it possible, nay probable, that within a few hours you will have her again enfolded in your arms.’

‘Pray God that it may be so! pray God! — pray the good God!’

I did not dare to look round for, from the tremor which was in his tone, I was persuaded that in the speaker’s eyes were tears. Atherton continued silent. He was leaning half out of the cab, staring straight ahead, as if he saw in front a young girl’s face, from which he could not remove his glance, and which beckoned him on.

After a while Lessingham spoke again, as if half to himself and half to me.

‘This mention of the shrieks on the railway, and of the wailing noise in the cab, — what must this wretch have done to her? How my darling must have suffered!’

That was a theme on which I myself scarcely ventured to allow my thoughts to rest. The notion of a gently-nurtured girl being at the mercy of that fiend incarnate, possessed — as I believed that so-called Arab to be possessed — of all the paraphernalia of horror and of dread, was one which caused me tangible shrinkings of the body. Whence had come those shrieks and yells, of which the writer of the report spoke, which had caused the Arab’s fellow-passengers to think that murder was being done? What unimaginable agony had caused them? what speechless torture? And the ‘wailing noise,’ which had induced the prosaic, indurated London cabman to get twice off his box to see what was the matter, what anguish had been provocative of that? The helpless girl who had already endured so much, endured, perhaps, that to which death would have been preferred! — shut up in that rattling, jolting box on wheels, alone with that diabolical Asiatic, with the enormous bundle, which was but the lurking place of nameless terrors, — what might she not, while being borne through the heart of civilised London, have been made to suffer? What had she not been made to suffer to have kept up that continued ‘wailing noise’?

It was not a theme on which it was wise to permit one’s thoughts to linger, — and particularly was it clear that it was one from which Lessingham’s thoughts should have been kept as far as possible away.

‘Come, Mr Lessingham, neither you nor I will do himself any good by permitting his reflections to flow in a morbid channel. Let us talk of something else. By the way, weren’t you due to speak in the House to-night?’

‘Due! — Yes, I was due, — but what does it matter?’

‘But have you acquainted no one with the cause of your non-attendance?’

‘Acquaint! — whom should I acquaint?’

‘My good sir! Listen to me, Mr Lessingham. Let me entreat you very earnestly, to follow my advice. Call another cab, — or take this! and go at once to the House. It is not too late. Play the man, deliver the speech you have undertaken to deliver, perform your political duties. By coming with me you will be a hindrance rather than a help, and you may do your reputation an injury from which it never may recover. Do as I counsel you, and I will undertake to do my very utmost to let you have good news by the time your speech is finished.’

He turned on me with a bitterness for which I was unprepared.

‘If I were to go down to the House, and try to speak in the state in which I am now, they would laugh at me, I should be ruined.’

‘Do you not run an equally great risk of being ruined by staying away?’

He gripped me by the arm.

‘Mr Champnell, do you know that I am on the verge of madness? Do you know that as I am sitting here by your side I am living in a dual world? I am going on and on to catch that — that fiend, and I am back again in that Egyptian den, upon that couch of rugs, with the Woman of the Songs beside me, and Marjorie is being torn and tortured, and burnt before my eyes! God help me! Her shrieks are ringing in my ears!’

He did not speak loudly, but his voice was none the less impressive on that account. I endeavoured my hardest to be stern.

‘I confess that you disappoint me, Mr Lessingham. I have always understood that you were a man of unusual strength; you appear instead, to be a man of extraordinary weakness; with an imagination so ill-governed that its ebullitions remind me of nothing so much as feminine hysterics, Your wild language is not warranted by circumstances. I repeat that I think it quite possible that by to-morrow morning she will be returned to you.’

‘Yes, — but how? as the Marjorie I have known, as I saw her last, — or how?’

That was the question which I had already asked myself, in what condition would she be when we had succeeded in snatching her from her captor’s grip? It was a question to which I had refused to supply an answer. To him I lied by implication.

‘Let us hope that, with the exception of being a trifle scared, she will be as sound and hale and hearty as even in her life.’

‘Do you yourself believe that she’ll be like that, — untouched, unchanged, unstained?’

Then I lied right out, — it seemed to me necessary to calm his growing excitement.

‘I do.’

‘You don’t!’

‘Mr Lessingham!’

‘Do you think that I can’t see your face and read in it the same thoughts which trouble me? As a man of honour do you care to deny that when Marjorie Lindon is restored to me, — if she ever is! — you fear she will be but the mere soiled husk of the Marjorie whom I knew and loved?’

‘Even supposing that there may be a modicum of truth in what you say, — which I am far from being disposed to admit — what good purpose do you propose to serve by talking in such a strain?’

‘None, — no good purpose, — unless it be the desire of looking the truth in the face. For, Mr Champnell, you must not seek to play with me the hypocrite, nor try to hide things from me as if I were a child. If my life is ruined — it is ruined, — let me know it, and look the knowledge in the face. That, to me, is to play the man.’

I was silent.

The wild tale he had told me of that Cairene inferno, oddly enough — yet why oddly, for the world is all coincidence! — had thrown a flood of light on certain events which had happened some three years previously and which ever since had remained shrouded in mystery. The conduct of the business afterwards came into my hands, — and briefly, what had occurred was this:

Three persons, — two sisters and their brother, who was younger than themselves, members of a decent English family, were going on a trip round the world. They were young, adventurous, and — not to put too fine a point on it — foolhardy. The evening after their arrival in Cairo, by way of what is called ‘a lark,’ in spite of the protestations of people who were better informed than themselves, they insisted on going, alone, for a ramble through the native quarter.

They went, — but they never returned. Or, rather the two girls never returned. After an interval the young man was found again, — what was left of him. A fuss was made when there were no signs of their re-appearance, but as there were no relations, nor even friends of theirs, but only casual acquaintances on board the ship by which they had travelled, perhaps not so great a fuss as might have been was made. Anyhow, nothing was discovered. Their widowed mother, alone in England, wondering how it was that beyond the receipt of a brief wire, acquainting her with their arrival at Cairo, she had heard nothing further of their wanderings, placed herself in communication with the diplomatic people over there, — to learn that, to all appearances, her three children had vanished from off the face of the earth.

Then a fuss was made, — with a vengeance. So far as one can judge the whole town and neighbourhood was turned pretty well upside down. But nothing came of it, — so far as any results were concerned, the authorities might just as well have left the mystery of their vanishment alone. It continued where it was in spite of them.

However, some three months afterwards a youth was brought to the British Embassy by a party of friendly Arabs who asserted that they had found him naked and nearly dying in some remote spot in the Wady Haifa desert. It was the brother of the two lost girls. He was as nearly dying as he very well could be without being actually dead when they brought him to the Embassy, — and in a state of indescribable mutilation. He seemed to rally for a time under careful treatment, but he never again uttered a coherent word. It was only from his delirious ravings that any idea was formed of what had really occurred.

Shorthand notes were taken of some of the utterances of his delirium. Afterwards they were submitted to me. I remembered the substance of them quite well, and when Mr Lessingham began to tell me of his own hideous experiences they came back to me more clearly still. Had I laid those notes before him I have little doubt but that he would have immediately perceived that seventeen years after the adventure which had left such an indelible scar upon his own life, this youth — he was little more than a boy — had seen the things which he had seen, and suffered the nameless agonies and degradations which he had suffered. The young man was perpetually raving about some indescribable den of horror which was own brother to Lessingham’s temple and about some female monster, whom he regarded with such fear and horror that every allusion he made to her was followed by a convulsive paroxysm which taxed all the ingenuity of his medical attendants to bring him out of. He frequently called upon his sisters by name, speaking of them in a manner which inevitably suggested that he had been an unwilling and helpless witness of hideous tortures which they had undergone; and then he would rise in bed, screaming, ‘They’re burning them! they’re burning them! Devils! devils!’ And at those times it required all the strength of those who were in attendance to restrain his maddened frenzy.

The youth died in one of these fits of great preternatural excitement, without, as I have previously written, having given utterance to one single coherent word, and by some of those who were best able to judge it was held to have been a mercy that he did die without having been restored to consciousness. And, presently, tales began to be whispered, about some idolatrous sect, which was stated to have its headquarters somewhere in the interior of the country — some located it in this neighbourhood, and some in that — which was stated to still practise, and to always have practised, in unbroken historical continuity, the debased, unclean, mystic, and bloody rites, of a form of idolatry which had had its birth in a period of the world’s story which was so remote, that to all intents and purposes it might be described as pre-historic.

While the ferment was still at its height, a man came to the British Embassy who said that he was a member of a tribe which had its habitat on the banks of the White Nile. He asserted that he was in association with this very idolatrous sect, — though he denied that he was one of the actual sectaries. He did admit, however, that he had assisted more than once at their orgies, and declared that it was their constant practice to offer young women as sacrifices — preferably white Christian women, with a special preference, if they could get them, to young English women. He vowed that he himself had seen with his own eyes, English girls burnt alive. The description which he gave of what preceded and followed these foul murders appalled those who listened. He finally wound up by offering, on payment of a stipulated sum of money, to guide a troop of soldiers to this den of demons, so that they should arrive there at a moment when it was filled with worshippers, who were preparing to participate in an orgie which was to take place during the next few days.

His offer was conditionally accepted. He was confined in an apartment with one man on guard inside and another on guard outside the room. That night the sentinel without was startled by hearing a great noise and frightful screams issuing from the chamber in which the native was interned. He summoned assistance. The door was opened. The soldier on guard within was stark, staring mad, — he died within a few months, a gibbering maniac to the end. The native was dead. The window, which was a very small one, was securely fastened inside and strongly barred without. There was nothing to show by what means entry had been gained. Yet it was the general opinion of those who saw the corpse that the man had been destroyed by some wild beast. A photograph was taken of the body after death, a copy of which is still in my possession. In it are distinctly shown lacerations about the neck and the lower portion of the abdomen, as if they had been produced by the claws of some huge and ferocious animal. The skull is splintered in half-a-dozen places, and the face is torn to rags.

That was more than three years ago. The whole business has remained as great a mystery as ever. But my attention has once or twice been caught by trifling incidents, which have caused me to more than suspect that the wild tale told by that murdered native had in it at least the elements of truth; and which have even led me to wonder if the trade in kidnapping was not being carried on to this very hour, and if women of my own flesh and blood were not still being offered up on that infernal altar. And now, here was Paul Lessingham, a man of world-wide reputation, of great intellect, of undoubted honour, who had come to me with a wholly unconscious verification of all my worst suspicions!

That the creature spoken of as an Arab, — and who was probably no more an Arab than I was, and whose name was certainly not Mohamed el Kheir! — was an emissary from that den of demons, I had no doubt. What was the exact purport of the creature’s presence in England was another question, Possibly part of the intention was the destruction of Paul Lessingham, body, soul and spirit; possibly another part was the procuration of fresh victims for that long-drawn-out holocaust. That this latter object explained the disappearance of Miss Lindon I felt persuaded. That she was designed by the personification of evil who was her captor, to suffer all the horrors at which the stories pointed, and then to be burned alive, amidst the triumphant yells of the attendant demons, I was certain. That the wretch, aware that the pursuit was in full cry, was tearing, twisting, doubling, and would stick at nothing which would facilitate the smuggling of the victim out of England, was clear.

My interest in the quest was already far other than a merely professional one. The blood in my veins tingled at the thought of such a woman as Miss Lindon being in the power of such a monster. I may assuredly claim that throughout the whole business I was urged forward by no thought of fee or of reward. To have had a share in rescuing that unfortunate girl, and in the destruction of her noxious persecutor, would have been reward enough for me.

One is not always, even in strictly professional matters, influenced by strictly professional instincts.

The cab slowed. A voice descended through the trap door.

‘This is Commercial Road, sir, — what part of it do you want?’

‘Drive me to Limehouse Police Station.’

We were driven there. I made my way to the usual inspector behind the usual pigeon-hole.

‘My name is Champnell. Have you received any communication from Scotland Yard to-night having reference to a matter in which I am interested?’

‘Do you mean about the Arab? We received a telephonic message about half an hour ago.’

‘Since communicating with Scotland Yard this has come to hand from the authorities at Vauxhall Station. Can you tell me if anything has been seen of the person in question by the men of your division?’

I handed the Inspector the ‘report.’ His reply was laconic.

‘I will inquire.’

He passed through a door into an inner room and the ‘report’ went with him.

‘Beg pardon, sir, but was that a Harab you was a-talking about to the
Hinspector?’

The speaker was a gentleman unmistakably of the gutter-snipe class. He was seated on a form. Close at hand hovered a policeman whose special duty it seemed to be to keep an eye upon his movements.

‘Why do you ask?’

‘I beg your pardon, sir, but I saw a Harab myself about a hour ago, — leastways he looked like as if he was a Harab.’

‘What sort of a looking person was he?’

‘I can’t ‘ardly tell you that, sir, because I didn’t never have a proper look at him, — but I know he had a bloomin’ great bundle on ‘is ‘ead. … It was like this, ‘ere. I was comin’ round the corner, as he was passin’, I never see ‘im till I was right atop of ‘im, so that I haccidentally run agin ‘im, — my heye! didn’t ‘e give me a downer! I was down on the back of my ‘ead in the middle of the road before I knew where I was and ‘e was at the other end of the street. If ‘e ‘adn’t knocked me more’n ‘arf silly I’d been after ‘im, sharp, — I tell you! and hasked ‘im what ‘e thought ‘e was a-doin’ of, but afore my senses was back agin ‘e was out o’ sight, — clean!’

‘You are sure he had a bundle on his head?’

‘I noticed it most particular.’

‘How long ago do you say this was? and where?’

‘About a hour ago, — perhaps more, perhaps less.’

‘Was he alone?’

‘It seemed to me as if a cove was a follerin’ ‘im, leastways there was a bloke as was a-keepin’ close at ‘is ‘eels, — though I don’t know what ‘is little game was, I’m sure. Ask the pleesman — he knows, he knows everything the pleesman do.’

I turned to the ‘pleesman.’

‘Who is this man?’

The ‘pleesman’ put his hands behind his back, and threw out his chest.
His manner was distinctly affable.

‘Well, — he’s being detained upon suspicion. He’s given us an address at which to make inquiries, and inquiries are being made. I shouldn’t pay too much attention to what he says if I were you. I don’t suppose he’d be particular about a lie or two.’

This frank expression of opinion re-aroused the indignation of the gentleman on the form.

‘There you hare! at it again! That’s just like you peelers, — you’re all the same! What do you know about me? — Nuffink! This gen’leman ain’t got no call to believe me, not as I knows on, — it’s all the same to me if ‘e do or don’t, but it’s trewth what I’m sayin’, all the same.’

At this point the Inspector re-appeared at the pigeon-hole. He cut short the flow of eloquence.

‘Now then, not so much noise outside there!’ He addressed me. ‘None of our men have seen anything of the person you’re inquiring for, so far as we’re aware. But, if you like, I will place a man at your disposal, and he will go round with you, and you will be able to make your own inquiries.’

A capless, wildly excited young ragamuffin came dashing in at the street door. He gasped out, as clearly as he could for the speed which he had made:

‘There’s been murder done, Mr Pleesman, — a Harab’s killed a bloke.’

‘Mr Pleesman’ gripped him by the shoulder.

‘What’s that?’

The youngster put up his arm, and ducked his head, instinctively, as if to ward off a blow.

‘Leave me alone! I don’t want none of your ‘andling! — I ain’t done nuffink to you! I tell you ‘e ‘as!’

The Inspector spoke through the pigeon-hole.

‘He has what, my lad? What do you say has happened?’

‘There’s been murder done — it’s right enough! — there ‘as! — up at Mrs
‘Enderson’s, in Paradise Place, — a Harab’s been and killed a bloke!’


CHAPTER XLIV

THE MAN WHO WAS MURDERED

The Inspector spoke to me.

‘If what the boy says is correct it sounds as if the person whom you are seeking may have had a finger in the pie.’

I was of the same opinion, as, apparently, were Lessingham and Sidney. Atherton collared the youth by the shoulder which Mr Pleesman had left disengaged.

‘What sort of looking bloke is it who’s been murdered?’

‘I dunno! I ‘aven’t seen ‘im! Mrs ‘Enderson, she says to me! “‘Gustus Barley,” she says, “a bloke’s been murdered. That there Harab what I chucked out ‘alf a hour ago been and murdered ‘im, and left ‘im behind up in my back room. You run as ‘ard as you can tear and tell them there dratted pleese what’s so fond of shovin’ their dirty noses into respectable people’s ‘ouses.” So I comes and tells yer. That’s all I knows about it.’

We went four in the hansom which had been waiting in the street to Mrs
Henderson’s in Paradise Place, — the Inspector and we three. ‘Mr
Pleesman’ and ‘‘Gustus Barley’ followed on foot. The Inspector was
explanatory.

‘Mrs Henderson keeps a sort of lodging-house, — a “Sailors’ Home” she calls it, but no one could call it sweet. It doesn’t bear the best of characters, and if you asked me what I thought of it, I should say in plain English that it was a disorderly house.’

Paradise Place proved to be within three or four hundred yards of the Station House. So far as could be seen in the dark it consisted of a row of houses of considerable dimensions, — and also of considerable antiquity. They opened on to two or three stone steps which led directly into the street. At one of the doors stood an old lady with a shawl drawn over her head. This was Mrs Henderson. She greeted us with garrulous volubility.

‘So you ‘ave come, ‘ave you? I thought you never was a-comin’ that I did.’ She recognised the Inspector. ‘It’s you, Mr Phillips, is it?’ Perceiving us, she drew a little back ‘Who’s them ‘ere parties? They ain’t coppers?’

Mr Phillips dismissed her inquiry, curtly.

‘Never you mind who they are. What’s this about someone being murdered.’

‘Ssh!’ The old lady glanced round. ‘Don’t you speak so loud, Mr Phillips. No one don’t know nothing about it as yet. The parties what’s in my ‘ouse is most respectable, — most! and they couldn’t abide the notion of there being police about the place.’

‘We quite believe that, Mrs Henderson.’

The Inspector’s tone was grim.

Mrs Henderson led the way up a staircase which would have been distinctly the better for repairs. It was necessary to pick one’s way as one went, and as the light was defective stumbles were not infrequent.

Our guide paused outside a door on the topmost landing. From some mysterious recess in her apparel she produced a key.

‘It’s in ‘ere. I locked the door so that nothing mightn’t be disturbed.
I knows ‘ow particular you pleesmen is.’

She turned the key. We all went in — we, this time, in front, and she behind.

A candle was guttering on a broken and dilapidated single washhand stand. A small iron bedstead stood by its side, the clothes on which were all tumbled and tossed. There was a rush-seated chair with a hole in the seat, — and that, with the exception of one or two chipped pieces of stoneware, and a small round mirror which was hung on a nail against the wall, seemed to be all that the room contained. I could see nothing in the shape of a murdered man. Nor, it appeared, could the Inspector either.

‘What’s the meaning of this, Mrs Henderson? I don’t see anything here.’

‘It’s be’ind the bed, Mr Phillips. I left ‘im just where I found ‘im, I wouldn’t ‘ave touched ‘im not for nothing, nor yet ‘ave let nobody else ‘ave touched ‘im neither, because, as I say, I know ‘ow particular you pleesmen is.’

We all four went hastily forward. Atherton and I went to the head of the bed, Lessingham and the Inspector, leaning right across the bed, peeped over the side. There, on the floor in the space which was between the bed and the wall, lay the murdered man.

At sight of him an exclamation burst from Sydney’s lips.

‘It’s Holt!’

‘Thank God!’ cried Lessingham. ‘It isn’t Marjorie!’

The relief in his tone was unmistakable. That the one was gone was plainly nothing to him in comparison with the fact that the other was left.

Thrusting the bed more into the centre of the room I knelt down beside the man on the floor. A more deplorable spectacle than he presented I have seldom witnessed. He was decently clad in a grey tweed suit, white hat, collar and necktie, and it was perhaps that fact which made his extreme attenuation the more conspicuous. I doubt if there was an ounce of flesh on the whole of his body. His cheeks and the sockets of his eyes were hollow. The skin was drawn tightly over his cheek bones, — the bones themselves were staring through. Even his nose was wasted, so that nothing but a ridge of cartilage remained. I put my arm beneath his shoulder and raised him from the floor; no resistance was offered by the body’s gravity, — he was as light as a little child.

‘I doubt,’ I said, ‘if this man has been murdered. It looks to me like a case of starvation, or exhaustion, — possibly a combination of both.’

‘What’s that on his neck?’ asked the Inspector, — he was kneeling at my side.

He referred to two abrasions of the skin, — one on either side of the man’s neck.

‘They look to me like scratches. They seem pretty deep, but I don’t think they’re sufficient in themselves to cause death.’

‘They might be, joined to an already weakened constitution. Is there anything in his pockets? — let’s lift him on to the bed.’

We lifted him on to the bed, — a featherweight he was to lift. While the Inspector was examining his pockets — to find them empty — a tall man with a big black beard came bustling in. He proved to be Dr Glossop, the local police surgeon, who had been sent for before our quitting the Station House.

His first pronouncement, made as soon as he commenced his examination, was, under the circumstances, sufficiently startling.

‘I don’t believe the man’s dead. Why didn’t you send for me directly you found him?’

The question was put to Mrs Henderson.

‘Well, Dr Glossop, I wouldn’t touch ‘im myself, and I wouldn’t ‘ave ‘im touched by no one else, because, as I’ve said afore, I know ‘ow particular them pleesmen is.’

‘Then in that case, if he does die you’ll have had a hand in murdering him, — that’s all’

The lady sniggered. ‘Of course Dr Glossop, we all knows that you’ll always ‘ave your joke.’

‘You’ll find it a joke if you have to hang, as you ought to, you—’ The doctor said what he did say to himself, under his breath. I doubt if it was flattering to Mrs Henderson. ‘Have you got any brandy in the house?’

‘We’ve got everythink in the ‘ouse for them as likes to pay for it, — everythink.’ Then, suddenly remembering that the police were present, and that hers were not exactly licensed premises, ‘Leastways we can send out for it for them parties as gives us the money, being, as is well known, always willing to oblige.’

‘Then send for some, — to the tap downstairs, if that’s the nearest! If this man dies before you’ve brought it I’ll have you locked up as sure as you’re a living woman.’

The arrival of the brandy was not long delayed, — but the man on the bed had regained consciousness before it came. Opening his eyes he looked up at the doctor bending over him.

‘Hollo, my man! that’s more like the time of day! How are you feeling?’

The patient stared hazily up at the doctor, as if his sense of perception was not yet completely restored, — as if this big bearded man was something altogether strange. Atherton bent down beside the doctor.

‘I’m glad to see you looking better, Mr Holt. You know me don’t you?
I’ve been running about after you all day long.’

‘You are — you are—’ The man’s eyes closed, as if the effort at recollection exhausted him. He kept them closed as he continued to speak.

‘I know who you are. You are — the gentleman.’

‘Yes, that’s it, I’m the gentleman, — name of Atherton. — Miss Lindon’s friend. And I daresay you’re feeling pretty well done up, and in want of something to eat and drink, — here’s some brandy for you.’

The doctor had some in a tumbler. He raised the patient’s head, allowing it to trickle down his throat. The man swallowed it mechanically, motionless, as if unconscious what it was that he was doing. His cheeks flushed, the passing glow of colour caused their condition of extraordinary, and, indeed, extravagant attentuation, to be more prominent than ever. The doctor laid him back upon the bed, feeling his pulse with one hand, while he stood and regarded him in silence.

Then, turning to the Inspector, he said to him in an undertone;

‘If you want him to make a statement he’ll have to make it now, he’s going fast. You won’t be able to get much out of him, — he’s too far gone, and I shouldn’t bustle him, but get what you can.’

The Inspector came to the front, a notebook in his hand.

‘I understand from this gentleman—’ signifying Atherton— ‘that your name’s Robert Holt. I’m an Inspector of police, and I want you to tell me what has brought you into this condition. Has anyone been assaulting you?’

Holt, opening his eyes, glanced up at the speaker mistily, as if he could not see him clearly, — still less understand what it was that he was saying. Sydney, stooping over him, endeavoured to explain.

‘The Inspector wants to know how you got here, has anyone been doing anything to you? Has anyone been hurting you?’

The man’s eyelids were partially closed. Then they opened wider and wider. His mouth opened too. On his skeleton features there came a look of panic fear. He was evidently struggling to speak. At last words came.

‘The beetle!’ He stopped. Then, after an effort, spoke again. ‘The beetle!’

‘What’s he mean?’ asked the Inspector.

‘I think I understand,’ Sydney answered; then turning again to the man in the bed. ‘Yes, I hear what you say, — the beetle. Well, has the beetle done anything to you?’

‘It took me by the throat!’

‘Is that the meaning of the marks upon your neck?’

‘The beetle killed me.’

The lids closed. The man relapsed into a state of lethargy. The
Inspector was puzzled; — and said so.

‘What’s he mean about a beetle?’

Atherton replied.

‘I think I understand what he means, — and my friends do too. We’ll explain afterwards. In the meantime I think I’d better get as much out of him as I can, — while there’s time.’

‘Yes,’ said the doctor, his hand upon the patient’s pulse, ‘while there’s time. There isn’t much — only seconds.’

Sydney endeavoured to rouse the man from his stupor.

‘You’ve been with Miss Lindon all the afternoon and evening, haven’t you, Mr Holt?’

Atherton had reached a chord in the man’s consciousness. His lips moved, — in painful articulation.

‘Yes — all the afternoon — and evening — God help me!’

‘I hope God will help you my poor fellow; you’ve been in need of His help if ever man was. Miss Lindon is disguised in your old clothes, isn’t she?’

‘Yes, — in my old clothes. My God!’

‘And where is Miss Lindon now?’

The man had been speaking with his eyes closed. Now he opened them, wide; there came into them the former staring horror. He became possessed by uncontrollable agitation, — half raising himself in bed. Words came from his quivering lips as if they were only drawn from him by the force of his anguish.

‘The beetle’s going to kill Miss Lindon.’

A momentary paroxysm seemed to shake the very foundations of his being. His whole frame quivered. He fell back on to the bed, — ominously. The doctor examined him in silence — while we too were still.

‘This time he’s gone for good, there’ll be no conjuring him back again.’

I felt a sudden pressure on my arm, and found that Lessingham was clutching me with probably unconscious violence. The muscles of his face were twitching. He trembled. I turned to the doctor.

‘Doctor, if there is any of that brandy left will you let me have it for my friend?’

Lessingham disposed of the remainder of the ‘shillings worth.’ I rather fancy it saved us from a scene.

The Inspector was speaking to the woman of the house.

‘Now, Mrs Henderson, perhaps you’ll tell us what all this means. Who is this man, and how did he come in here, and who came in with him, and what do you know about it altogether? If you’ve got anything to say, say it, only you’d better be careful, because it’s my duty to warn you that anything you do say may be used against you.’


CHAPTER XLV

ALL THAT MRS ‘ENDERSON KNEW

Mrs Henderson put her hands under her apron and smirked.

‘Well, Mr Phillips, it do sound strange to ‘ear you talkin’ to me like that. Anybody’d think I’d done something as I didn’t ought to ‘a’ done to ‘ear you going on. As for what’s ‘appened, I’ll tell you all I know with the greatest willingness on earth. And as for bein’ careful, there ain’t no call for you to tell me to be that, for that I always am, as by now you ought to know.’

‘Yes, — I do know. Is that all you have to say?’

‘Rilly, Mr Phillips, what a man you are for catching people up, you rilly are. O’ course that ain’t all I’ve got to say, — ain’t I just a-comin’ to it?’

‘Then come.’

‘If you presses me so you’ll muddle of me up, and then if I do ‘appen to make a herror, you’ll say I’m a liar, when goodness knows there ain’t no more truthful woman not in Limehouse.’

Words plainly trembled on the Inspector’s lips, — which he refrained from uttering. Mrs Henderson cast her eyes upwards, as if she sought for inspiration from the filthy ceiling.

‘So far as I can swear it might ‘ave been a hour ago, or it might ‘ave been a hour and a quarter, or it might ‘ave been a hour and twenty minutes—’

‘We’re not particular as to the seconds.’

‘When I ‘ears a knockin’ at my front door, and when I comes to open it, there was a Harab party, with a great bundle on ‘is ‘ead, bigger nor ‘isself, and two other parties along with him. This Harab party says, in that queer foreign way them Harab parties ‘as of talkin’, “A room for the night, a room.” Now I don’t much care for foreigners, and never did, especially them Harabs, which their ‘abits ain’t my own, — so I as much ‘ints the same. But this ‘ere Harab party, he didn’t seem to quite foller of my meaning, for all he done was to say as he said afore, “A room for the night, a room.” And he shoves a couple of ‘arf crowns into my ‘and. Now it’s always been a motter o’ mine, that money is money, and one man’s money is as good as another man’s. So, not wishing to be disagreeable — which other people would have taken ’em if I ‘adn’t, I shows ’em up ‘ere. I’d been downstairs it might ‘ave been ‘arf a hour, when I ‘ears a shindy a-coming from this room—’

‘What sort of a shindy?’

‘Yelling and shrieking — oh my gracious, it was enough to set your blood all curdled, — for ear-piercingness I never did ‘ear nothing like it. We do ‘ave troublesome parties in ‘ere, like they do elsewhere, but I never did ‘ear nothing like that before. I stood it for about a minute, but it kep’ on, and kep’ on, and every moment I expected as the other parties as was in the ‘ouse would be complainin’, so up I comes and I thumps at the door, and it seemed that thump I might for all the notice that was took of me.’

‘Did the noise keep on?’

‘Keep on! I should think it did keep on! Lord love you! shriek after shriek, I expected to see the roof took off.’

‘Were there any other noises? For instance, were there any sounds of struggling, or of blows?’

‘There weren’t no sounds except of the party hollering.’

‘One party only?’

‘One party only. As I says afore, shriek after shriek, — when you put your ear to the panel there was a noise like some other party blubbering, but that weren’t nothing, as for the hollering you wouldn’t have thought that nothing what you might call ‘umin could ‘ave kep’ up such a screechin’. I thumps and thumps and at last when I did think that I should ‘ave to ‘ave the door broke down, the Harab says to me from inside, “Go away! I pay for the room! go away!” I did think that pretty good, I tell you that. So I says, “Pay for the room or not pay for the room, you didn’t pay to make that shindy!” And what’s more I says, “If I ‘ear it again,” I says, “out you goes! And if you don’t go quiet I’ll ‘ave somebody in as’ll pretty quickly make you!”’

‘Then was there silence?’

‘So to speak there was, — only there was this sound as if some party was a-blubbering, and another sound as if a party was a-panting for his breath.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘Seeing that, so to speak, all was quiet, down I went again. And in another quarter of a hour, or it might ‘ave been twenty minutes, I went to the front door to get a mouthful of hair. And Mrs Barker, what lives over the road, at No. 24, she comes to me and says, “That there Arab party of yours didn’t stop long.” I looks at ‘er, “I don’t quite foller you,” I says, — which I didn’t. “I saw him come in,” she says, “and then, a few minutes back, I see ‘im go again, with a great bundle on ‘is ‘ead he couldn’t ‘ardly stagger under!” “Oh,” I says, “that’s news to me, I didn’t know ‘e’d gone, nor see him neither—” which I didn’t. So, up I comes again, and, sure enough, the door was open, and it seems to me that the room was empty, till I come upon this pore young man what was lying be’ind the bed,’

There was a growl from the doctor.

‘If you’d had any sense, and sent for me at once, he might have been alive at this moment.’

‘‘Ow was I to know that, Dr Glossop? I couldn’t tell. My finding ‘im there murdered was quite enough for me. So I runs downstairs, and I nips ‘old of ‘Gustus Barley, what was leaning against the wall, and I says to him, “‘Gustus Barley, run to the station as fast as you can and tell ’em that a man’s been murdered, — that Harab’s been and killed a bloke.” And that’s all I know about it, and I couldn’t tell you no more, Mr Phillips, not if you was to keep on asking me questions not for hours and hours’

‘Then you think it was this man’ — with a motion towards the bed— ‘who was shrieking?’

‘To tell you the truth, Mr Phillips, about that I don’t ‘ardly know what to think. If you ‘ad asked me I should ‘ave said it was a woman. I ought to know a woman’s holler when I ‘ear it, if any one does, I’ve ‘eard enough of ’em in my time, goodness knows. And I should ‘ave said that only a woman could ‘ave hollered like that and only ‘er when she was raving mad. But there weren’t no woman with him. There was only this man what’s murdered, and the other man, — and as for the other man I will say this, that ‘e ‘adn’t got twopennyworth of clothes to cover ‘im. But, Mr Phillips, howsomever that may be, that’s the last Harab I’ll ‘ave under my roof, no matter what they pays, and you may mark my words I’ll ‘ave no more.’

Mrs Henderson, once more glancing upward, as if she imagined herself to have made some declaration of a religious nature, shook her head with much solemnity.


CHAPTER XLVI

THE SUDDEN STOPPING

As we were leaving the house a constable gave the Inspector a note.
Having read it he passed it to me. It was from the local office.

‘Message received that an Arab with a big bundle on his head has been noticed loitering about the neighbourhood of St Pancras Station. He seemed to be accompanied by a young man who had the appearance of a tramp. Young man seemed ill. They appeared to be waiting for a train, probably to the North. Shall I advise detention?’

I scribbled on the flyleaf of the note.

‘Have them detained. If they have gone by train have a special in readiness.’

In a minute we were again in the cab. I endeavoured to persuade Lessingham and Atherton to allow me to conduct the pursuit alone, — in vain. I had no fear of Atherton’s succumbing, but I was afraid for Lessingham. What was more almost than the expectation of his collapse was the fact that his looks and manner, his whole bearing, so eloquent of the agony and agitation of his mind, was beginning to tell upon my nerves. A catastrophe of some sort I foresaw. Of the curtain’s fall upon one tragedy we had just been witnesses. That there was worse — much worse, to follow I did not doubt. Optimistic anticipations were out of the question, — that the creature we were chasing would relinquish the prey uninjured, no one, after what we had seen and heard, could by any possibility suppose. Should a necessity suddenly arise for prompt and immediate action, that Lessingham would prove a hindrance rather than a help I felt persuaded.

But since moments were precious, and Lessingham was not to be persuaded to allow the matter to proceed without him, all that remained was to make the best of his presence.

The great arch of St Pancras was in darkness. An occasional light seemed to make the darkness still more visible. The station seemed deserted. I thought, at first, that there was not a soul about the place, that our errand was in vain, that the only thing for us to do was to drive to the police station and to pursue our inquiries there. But as we turned towards the booking-office, our footsteps ringing out clearly through the silence and the night, a door opened, a light shone out from the room within, and a voice inquired:

‘Who’s that?’

‘My name’s Champnell. Has a message been received from me from the
Limehouse Police Station?’

‘Step this way.’

We stepped that way, — into a snug enough office, of which one of the railway inspectors was apparently in charge. He was a big man, with a fair beard. He looked me up and down, as if doubtfully. Lessingham he recognised at once. He took off his cap to him.

‘Mr Lessingham, I believe?’

‘I am Mr Lessingham. Have you any news for me?

I fancy, by his looks, — that the official was struck by the pallor of the speaker’s face, — and by his tremulous voice.

‘I am instructed to give certain information to a Mr Augustus
Champnell.’

‘I am Mr Champnell. What’s your information?’

‘With reference to the Arab about whom you have been making inquiries. A foreigner, dressed like an Arab, with a great bundle on his head, took two single thirds for Hull by the midnight express.’

‘Was he alone?’

‘It is believed that he was accompanied by a young man of very disreputable appearance. They were not together at the booking-office, but they had been seen together previously. A minute or so after the Arab had entered the train this young man got into the same compartment — they were in the front waggon.’

‘Why were they not detained?’

‘We had no authority to detain them, nor any reason, until your message was received a few minutes ago we at this station were not aware that inquiries were being made for them.’

‘You say he booked to Hull, — does the train run through to Hull?’

‘No — it doesn’t go to Hull at all. Part of it’s the Liverpool and
Manchester Express, and part of it’s for Carlisle. It divides at Derby.
The man you’re looking for will change either at Sheffield or at
Cudworth Junction and go on to Hull by the first train in the morning.
There’s a local service.’

I looked at my watch.

‘You say the train left at midnight. It’s now nearly five-and-twenty past. Where’s it now?’

‘Nearing St Albans, it’s due there 12.35.’

‘Would there be time for a wire to reach St Albans?’

‘Hardly, — and anyhow there’ll only be enough railway officials about the place to receive and despatch the train. They’ll be fully occupied with their ordinary duties. There won’t be time to get the police there.’

‘You could wire to St Albans to inquire if they were still in the train?’

‘That could be done, — certainly. I’ll have it done at once if you like.

‘Then where’s the next stoppage?’

‘Well, they’re at Luton at 12.51. But that’s another case of St Albans. You see there won’t be much more than twenty minutes by the time you’ve got your wire off, and I don’t expect there’ll be many people awake at Luton. At these country places sometimes there’s a policeman hanging about the station to see the express go through, but, on the other hand, very often there isn’t, and if there isn’t, probably at this time of night it’ll take a good bit of time to get the police on the premises. I tell you what I should advise.’

‘What’s that?’

‘The train is due at Bedford at 1.29 — send your wire there. There ought to be plenty of people about at Bedford, and anyhow there’ll be time to get the police to the station.’

‘Very good. I instructed them to tell you to have a special ready, — have you got one?’

‘There’s an engine with steam up in the shed, — we’ll have all ready for you in less than ten minutes. And I tell you what, — you’ll have about fifty minutes before the train is due at Bedford. It’s a fifty mile run. With luck you ought to get there pretty nearly as soon as the express does. — Shall I tell them to get ready?’

‘At once.’

While he issued directions through a telephone to what, I presume, was the engine shed, I drew up a couple of telegrams. Having completed his orders he turned to me.

‘They’re coming out of the siding now — they’ll be ready in less than ten minutes. I’ll see that the line’s kept clear. Have you got those wires?’

‘Here is one, — this is for Bedford.’

It ran:

‘Arrest the Arab who is in train due at 1.29. When leaving St Pancras he was in a third-class compartment in front waggon. He has a large bundle, which detain. He took two third singles for Hull. Also detain his companion, who is dressed like a tramp. This is a young lady whom the Arab has disguised and kidnapped while in a condition of hypnotic trance. Let her have medical assistance and be taken to a hotel. All expenses will be paid on the arrival of the undersigned who is following by special train. As the Arab will probably be very violent a sufficient force of police should be in waiting.

‘AUGUSTUS CHAMPNELL.’

‘And this is the other. It is probably too late to be of any use at St Albans, — but send it there, and also to Luton.’ ‘Is Arab with companion in train which left St Pancras at 13.0? If so, do not let them get out till train reaches Bedford, where instructions are being wired for arrest.’

The Inspector rapidly scanned them both.

‘They ought to do your business, I should think. Come along with me — I’ll have them sent at once, and we’ll see if your train’s ready.’

The train was not ready, — nor was it ready within the prescribed ten minutes. There was some hitch, I fancy, about a saloon. Finally we had to be content with an ordinary old-fashioned first-class carriage. The delay, however, was not altogether time lost. Just as the engine with its solitary coach was approaching the platform someone came running up with an envelope in his hand.

‘Telegram from St Albans.’

I tore it open. It was brief and to the point.

‘Arab with companion was in train when it left here. Am wiring Luton.’

‘That’s all right. Now unless something wholly unforeseen takes place, we ought to have them.’

That unforeseen!

I went forward with the Inspector and the guard of our train to exchange a few final words with the driver. The Inspector explained what instructions he had given.

‘I’ve told the driver not to spare his coal but to take you into Bedford within five minutes after the arrival of the express. He says he thinks that he can do it.’

The driver leaned over his engine, rubbing his hands with the usual oily rag. He was a short, wiry man with grey hair and a grizzled moustache, with about him that bearing of semi-humorous, frank-faced resolution which one notes about engine-drivers as a class.

‘We ought to do it, the gradients are against us, but it’s a clear night and there’s no wind. The only thing that will stop us will be if there’s any shunting on the road, or any luggage trains; of course, if we are blocked, we are blocked, but the Inspector says he’ll clear the way for us.’

‘Yes,’ said the Inspector, ‘I’ll clear the way. I’ve wired down the road already.’

Atherton broke in.

‘Driver, if you get us into Bedford within five minutes of the arrival of the mail there’ll be a five-pound note to divide between your mate and you.’

The driver grinned.

‘We’ll get you there in time, sir, if we have to go clear through the shunters. It isn’t often we get a chance of a five-pound note for a run to Bedford, and we’ll do our best to earn it.’

The fireman waved his hand in the rear.

‘That’s right, sir!’ he cried. ‘We’ll have to trouble you for that five-pound note.’

So soon as we were clear of the station it began to seem probable that, as the fireman put it, Atherton would be ‘troubled.’ Journeying in a train which consists of a single carriage attached to an engine which is flying at topmost speed is a very different business from being an occupant of an ordinary train which is travelling at ordinary express rates. I had discovered that for myself before. That night it was impressed on me more than ever. A tyro — or even a nervous ‘season’ — might have been excused for expecting at every moment we were going to be derailed. It was hard to believe that the carriage had any springs, — it rocked and swung, and jogged and jolted. Of smooth travelling had we none. Talking was out of the question; — and for that, I, personally, was grateful. Quite apart from the difficulty we experienced in keeping our seats — and when every moment our position was being altered and we were jerked backwards and forwards up and down, this way and that, that was a business which required care, — the noise was deafening. It was as though we were being pursued by a legion of shrieking, bellowing, raging demons.

‘George!’ shrieked Atherton, ‘he does mean to earn that fiver. I hope
I’ll be alive to pay it him!’

He was only at the other end of the carriage, but though I could see by the distortion of his visage that he was shouting at the top of his voice, — and he has a voice, — I only caught here and there a word or two of what he was saying. I had to make sense of the whole.

Lessingham’s contortions were a study. Few of that large multitude of persons who are acquainted with him only by means of the portraits which have appeared in the illustrated papers, would then have recognised the rising statesman. Yet I believe that few things could have better fallen in with his mood than that wild travelling. He might have been almost shaken to pieces, — but the very severity of the shaking served to divert his thoughts from the one dread topic which threatened to absorb them to the exclusion of all else beside. Then there was the tonic influence of the element of risk. The pick-me-up effect of a spice of peril. Actual danger there quite probably was none; but there very really seemed to be. And one thing was absolutely certain, that if we did come to smash while going at that speed we should come to as everlasting smash as the heart of man could by any possibility desire. It is probable that the knowledge that this was so warmed the blood in Lessingham’s veins. At any rate as — to use what in this case, was simply a form of speech — I sat and watched him, it seemed to me that he was getting a firmer hold of the strength which had all but escaped him, and that with every jog and jolt he was becoming more and more of a man.

On and on we went dashing, clashing, smashing, roaring, rumbling. Atherton, who had been endeavouring to peer through the window, strained his lungs again in the effort to make himself audible.

‘Where the devil are we?’

Looking at my watch I screamed back at him.

‘It’s nearly one, so I suppose we’re somewhere in the neighbourhood of
Luton. — Hollo! What’s the matter?’

That something was the matter seemed certain. There was a shrill whistle from the engine. In a second we were conscious — almost too conscious — of the application of the Westinghouse brake. Of all the jolting that was ever jolted! the mere reverberation of the carriage threatened to resolve our bodies into their component parts. Feeling what we felt then helped us to realise the retardatory force which that vacuum brake must be exerting, — it did not seem at all surprising that the train should have been brought to an almost instant stand-still.

Simultaneously all three of us were on our feet. I let down my window and Atherton let down his, — he shouting out,

‘I should think that Inspector’s wire hasn’t had it’s proper effect, looks as if we’re blocked — or else we’ve stopped at Luton. It can’t be Bedford.’

It wasn’t Bedford — so much seemed clear. Though at first from my window I could make out nothing. I was feeling more than a trifle dazed, — there was a singing in my ears, — the sudden darkness was impenetrable. Then I became conscious that the guard was opening the door of his compartment. He stood on the step for a moment, seeming to hesitate. Then, with a lamp in his hand, he descended on to the line.

‘What’s the matter?’ I asked.

‘Don’t know, sir. Seems as if there was something on the road. What’s up there?’

This was to the man on the engine. The fireman replied:

‘Someone in front there’s waving a red light like mad, — lucky I caught sight of him, we should have been clean on top of him in another moment. Looks as if there was something wrong. Here he comes.’

As my eyes grew more accustomed to the darkness I became aware that someone was making what haste he could along the six-foot way, swinging a red light as he came. Our guard advanced to meet him, shouting as he went:

‘What’s the matter! Who’s that?’

A voice replied,

‘My God! Is that George Hewett. I thought you were coming right on top of us!’

Our guard again.

‘What! Jim Branson! What the devil are you doing here, what’s wrong? I thought you were on the twelve out, we’re chasing you.’

‘Are you? Then you’ve caught us. Thank God for it! — We’re a wreck.’

I had already opened the carriage door. With that we all three clambered out on to the line.


CHAPTER XLVII

THE CONTENTS OF THE THIRD-CLASS CARRIAGE

I moved to the stranger who was holding the lamp. He was in official uniform.

‘Are you the guard of the 12.0 out from St Pancras?’

‘I am.’

‘Where’s your train? What’s happened?’

‘As for where it is, there it is, right in front of you, what’s left of it. As to what’s happened, why, we’re wrecked.’

‘What do you mean by you’re wrecked?’

‘Some heavy loaded trucks broke loose from a goods in front and came running down the hill on top of us.’

‘How long ago was it?’

‘Not ten minutes. I was just starting off down the road to the signal box, it’s a good two miles away, when I saw you coming. My God! I thought there was going to be another smash.’

‘Much damage done?’

‘Seems to me as if we’re all smashed up. As far as I can make out they’re matchboxed up in front. I feel as if I was all broken up inside of me. I’ve been in the service going on for thirty years, and this is the first accident I’ve been in.’

It was too dark to see the man’s face, but judging from his tone he was either crying or very near to it.

Our guard turned and shouted back to our engine,

‘You’d better go back to the box and let ’em know!’

‘All right!’ came echoing back.

The special immediately commenced retreating, whistling continually as it went. All the country side must have heard the engine shrieking, and all who did hear must have understood that on the line something was seriously wrong.

The smashed train was all in darkness, the force of the collision had put out all the carriage lamps. Here was a flickering candle, there the glimmer of a match, these were all the lights which shone upon the scene. People were piling up debris by the side of the line, for the purpose of making a fire, — more for illumination than for warmth.

Many of the passengers had succeeded in freeing themselves, and were moving hither and thither about the line. But the majority appeared to be still imprisoned. The carriage doors were jammed. Without the necessary tools it was impossible to open them. Every step we took our ears were saluted by piteous cries. Men, women, children, appealed to us for help.

‘Open the door, sir!’ ‘In the name of God, sir, open the door!’

Over and over again, in all sorts of tones, with all degrees of violence, the supplication was repeated.

The guards vainly endeavoured to appease the, in many cases, half-frenzied creatures.

‘All right, sir! If you’ll only wait a minute or two, madam! We can’t get the doors open without tools, a special train’s just started off to get them. If you’ll only have patience there’ll be plenty of help for everyone of you directly. You’ll be quite safe in there, if you’ll only keep still.’

But that was just what they found it most difficult to do — keep still!

In the front of the train all was chaos. The trucks which had done the mischief — there were afterwards shown to be six of them, together with two guards’ vans — appeared to have been laden with bags of Portland cement. The bags had burst, and everything was covered with what seemed gritty dust. The air was full of the stuff, it got into our eyes, half blinding us. The engine of the express had turned a complete somersault. It vomited forth smoke, and steam, and flames, — every moment it seemed as if the woodwork of the carriages immediately behind and beneath would catch fire.

The front coaches were, as the guard had put it, ‘match-boxed.’ They were nothing but a heap of debris, — telescoped into one another in a state of apparently inextricable confusion. It was broad daylight before access was gained to what had once been the interiors. The condition of the first third-class compartment revealed an extraordinary state of things.

Scattered all over it were pieces of what looked like partially burnt rags, and fragments of silk and linen. I have those fragments now. Experts have assured me that they are actually neither of silk nor linen! but of some material — animal rather than vegetable — with which they are wholly unacquainted. On the cushions and woodwork — especially on the woodwork of the floor — were huge blotches, — stains of some sort. When first noticed they were damp, and gave out a most unpleasant smell. One of the pieces of woodwork is yet in my possession, — with the stain still on it. Experts have pronounced upon it too, — with the result that opinions are divided. Some maintain that the stain was produced by human blood, which had been subjected to a great heat, and, so to speak, parboiled. Others declare that it is the blood of some wild animal, — possibly of some creature of the cat species. Yet others affirm that it is not blood at all, but merely paint. While a fourth describes it as — I quote the written opinion which lies in front of me— ‘caused apparently by a deposit of some sort of viscid matter, probably the excretion of some variety of lizard.’

In a corner of the carriage was the body of what seemed a young man costumed like a tramp. It was Marjorie Lindon.

So far as a most careful search revealed, that was all the compartment contained.


CHAPTER XLVIII

THE CONCLUSION OF THE MATTER

It is several years since I bore my part in the events which I have rapidly sketched, — or I should not have felt justified in giving them publicity. Exactly how many years, for reasons which should be sufficiently obvious, I must decline to say.

Marjorie Lindon still lives. The spark of life which was left in her, when she was extricated from among the debris of the wrecked express, was fanned again into flame. Her restoration was, however, not merely an affair of weeks or months, it was a matter of years. I believe that, even after her physical powers were completely restored — in itself a tedious task — she was for something like three years under medical supervision as a lunatic. But all that skill and money could do was done, and in course of time — the great healer — the results were entirely satisfactory.

Her father is dead, — and has left her in possession of the family estates. She is married to the individual who, in these pages, has been known as Paul Lessingham. Were his real name divulged she would be recognised as the popular and universally reverenced wife of one of the greatest statesmen the age has seen.

Nothing has been said to her about the fateful day on which she was — consciously or unconsciously — paraded through London in the tattered masculine habiliments of a vagabond. She herself has never once alluded to it. With the return of reason the affair seems to have passed from her memory as wholly as if it had never been, which, although she may not know it, is not the least cause she has for thankfulness. Therefore what actually transpired will never, in all human probability, be certainly known and particularly what precisely occurred in the railway carriage during that dreadful moment of sudden passing from life unto death. What became of the creature who all but did her to death; who he was — if it was a ‘he,’ which is extremely doubtful; whence he came; whither he went; what was the purport of his presence here, — to this hour these things are puzzles.

Paul Lessingham has not since been troubled by his old tormentor. He has ceased to be a haunted man. None the less he continues to have what seems to be a constitutional disrelish for the subject of beetles, nor can he himself be induced to speak of them. Should they be mentioned in a general conversation, should he be unable to immediately bring about a change of theme, he will, if possible, get up and leave the room. More, on this point he and his wife are one.

The fact may not be generally known, but it is so. Also I have reason to believe that there still are moments in which he harks back, with something like physical shrinking, to that awful nightmare of the past, and in which he prays God, that as it is distant from him now so may it be kept far off from him for ever.

Before closing, one matter may be casually mentioned. The tale has never been told, but I have unimpeachable authority for its authenticity.

During the recent expeditionary advance towards Dongola, a body of native troops which was encamped at a remote spot in the desert was aroused one night by what seemed to be the sound of a loud explosion. The next morning, at a distance of about a couple of miles from the camp, a huge hole was discovered in the ground, — as if blasting operations, on an enormous scale, had recently been carried on. In the hole itself, and round about it, were found fragments of what seemed bodies; credible witnesses have assured me that they were bodies neither of men nor women, but of creatures of some monstrous growth. I prefer to believe, since no scientific examination of the remains took place, that these witnesses ignorantly, though innocently, erred.

One thing is sure. Numerous pieces, both of stone and of metal, were seen, which went far to suggest that some curious subterranean building had been blown up by the force of the explosion. Especially were there portions of moulded metal which seemed to belong to what must have been an immense bronze statue. There were picked up also, more than a dozen replicas in bronze of the whilom sacred scarabaeus.

That the den of demons described by Paul Lessingham, had, that night, at last come to an end, and that these things which lay scattered, here and there, on that treeless plain, were the evidences of its final destruction, is not a hypothesis which I should care to advance with any degree of certainty. But, putting this and that together, the facts seem to point that way, — and it is a consummation devoutly to be desired.

By-the-bye, Sydney Atherton has married Miss Dora Grayling. Her wealth has made him one of the richest men in England. She began, the story goes, by loving him immensely; I can answer for the fact that he has ended by loving her as much. Their devotion to each other contradicts the pessimistic nonsense which supposes that every marriage must be of necessity a failure. He continues his career of an inventor. His investigations into the subject of aerial flight, which have brought the flying machine within the range of practical politics, are on everybody’s tongue.

The best man at Atherton’s wedding was Percy Woodville, now the Earl of Barnes. Within six months afterwards he married one of Mrs Atherton’s bridesmaids.

It was never certainly shown how Robert Holt came to his end. At the inquest the coroner’s jury was content to return a verdict of ‘Died of exhaustion.’ He lies buried in Kensal Green Cemetery, under a handsome tombstone, the cost of which, had he had it in his pockets, might have indefinitely prolonged his days.

It should be mentioned that that portion of this strange history which purports to be The Surprising Narration of Robert Holt was compiled from the statements which Holt made to Atherton, and to Miss Lindon, as she then was, when, a mud-stained, shattered derelict he lay at the lady’s father’s house.

Miss Linden’s contribution towards the elucidation of the mystery was written with her own hand. After her physical strength had come back to her, and, while mentally, she still hovered between the darkness and the light, her one relaxation was writing. Although she would never speak of what she had written, it was found that her theme was always the same. She confided to pen and paper what she would not speak of with her lips. She told, and re-told, and re-told again, the story of her love, and of her tribulation so far as it is contained in the present volume. Her MSS. invariably began and ended at the same point. They have all of them been destroyed, with one exception. That exception is herein placed before the reader.

On the subject of the Mystery of the Beetle I do not propose to pronounce a confident opinion. Atherton and I have talked it over many and many a time, and at the end we have got no ‘forrarder.’ So far as I am personally concerned, experience has taught me that there are indeed more things in heaven and earth than are dreamed of in our philosophy, and I am quite prepared to believe that the so-called Beetle, which others saw, but I never, was — or is, for it cannot be certainly shown that the thing is not still existing — a creature born neither of God nor man.


TOM OSSINGTON’S GHOST
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This novel was serialised in the Ipswich Journal in weekly instalments between April and June 1898, under the title ‘The Ossington Mystery’. It was published in June 1898 in book form under the present title. The story involves hidden treasure and (as the title suggests) the ghost of an elderly miser. The setting is a lonely cottage which is taken by two young women, who are challenged to find the miser’s hidden hoard. But the cottage has a reputation for being haunted; worse still, the women are not the only ones in search of the concealed fortune and are soon under threat from rival claimants to the fortune…
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CHAPTER I

A NEW PUPIL

The first of the series of curious happenings, which led to such a surprising and, indeed, extraordinary denouement, occurred on the twelfth of October. It was a Monday; about four-thirty in the afternoon. Madge Brodie was alone in the house. The weather was dull, a suspicion of mist was in the air, already the day was drawing in.

Madge was writing away with might and main, hard at work on one of those MSS. with which she took such peculiar pains; and with which the editors for whom they were destined took so little. If they would only take a little more — enough to read them through, say — Madge felt sure they would not be so continually returned. Her pen went tearing away at a gallop — it had reached the last few lines — they were finished. She turned to glance at the clock which was on the mantelshelf behind her.

“Gracious! — I had no idea it was so late. Ella will be home in an hour, and there is nothing in the place for her to eat!”

She caught up the sheets of paper, fastened them together at the corner, crammed them into an envelope, scribbled a note, crammed it in after them, addressed the envelope, closed it, jumped up to get her hat, just as there came a rat-tat-tat at the hall-door knocker.

“Now, who’s that? I wonder if it is that Miss Brice come for her lesson after all — three hours late. It will be like her if it is — but she sha’n’t have it now. We’ll see if she shall.”

She caught up her hat from the couch, perched it on her head, pushed a pin through the crown.

“If she sees that I am just going out, I should think that even she will hardly venture to ask me to give her a lesson three hours after the time which she herself appointed.”

As she spoke she was crossing the little passage towards the front door.

It was not Miss Brice — it was a man. A man, too, who behaved somewhat oddly. No sooner had Madge opened the door, than stepping into the tiny hall, without waiting for any sort of invitation, taking the handle from her hand, he shut it after him with considerably more haste than ceremony. She stared, while he leaned against the wall as if he was short of breath.

He was tall; she only reached to his shoulder, and she was scarcely short. He was young — there was not a hair on his face. He was dressed in blue serge, and when he removed his felt hat he disclosed a well-shaped head covered with black hair, cut very short, with the apparent intention of getting the better of its evident tendency to curl at the tips. His marked feature, at that moment, was his obvious discomposure. He did not look as if he was a nervous sort of person; yet, just then, the most bashful bumpkin could not have seemed more ill at ease. Madge was at a loss what to make of him.

“I’m feeling a little faint.”

The words were stammered out, as if with a view of explaining the singularity of his bearing — yet he did not appear to be the kind of individual who might be expected to feel “a little faint,” unless nature belied her own handwriting. The strength and constitution of a Samson was written large all over him. It seemed to strike him that his explanation — such as it was — was a little lame, so he stammered something else.

“You give music lessons?”

“Yes, we do give music lessons — at least, I do.”

“You? Oh! — You do?”

His tone implied — or seemed to imply — that her appearance was hardly consistent with that of a giver of music lessons. She drew herself a little up.

“I do give music lessons. Have you been recommended by one of my pupils?”

She cast her mind over the scanty list to ascertain which of them might be likely to give such a recommendation. His stumbling answer saved her further trouble on that score.

“No, I — I saw the plate on the gate, so I — I thought I’d just come in and ask you to give me one.”

“Give you a music lesson?”

“Yes, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“But” — she paused, hardly knowing what to say. She had never contemplated giving lessons to pupils of this description. “I never have given lessons to a — gentleman. I supposed they always went to professors of their own sex.”

“Do they? I don’t know. I hope you don’t mind making an exception in my case. I — I’m so fond of music.” Suddenly he changed the subject. “This is Clover Cottage?”

“Yes, this is Clover Cottage.”

“Are you — pardon me — but are you Miss Ossington?”

“Ossington? No — that is not my name.”

“But doesn’t some one of that name live here?”

“No one. I never heard it before. I think there must be some mistake.”

She laid her hand on the latch — by way of giving him a hint to go. He prevented her opening it, placing his own hand against the door; courteously, yet unmistakably.

“Excuse me — but I hope you will give me a lesson; if it is only of a quarter of an hour, to try what I can do — to see if it would be worth your while to have me as a pupil. I have been long looking for an opportunity of taking lessons, and when I saw your plate on the gate I jumped at the chance.”

She hesitated. The situation was an odd one — and yet she had already been for some time aware that young women who are fighting for daily bread have not seldom to face odd situations. Funds were desperately low. She had to contribute her share to the expenses of the little household, and that share was in arrear. Of late MSS. had been coming back more monotonously than ever. Pupils — especially those who were willing to pay possible prices — were few and far between. Who was she, that she should turn custom from the door? It was nothing that this was a stranger — all her pupils were strangers at the beginning; most of them were still strangers at the end. Men, she had heard, pay better than women. She might take advantage of this person’s sex to charge him extra terms — even to the extent of five shillings a lesson instead of half a crown. It was an opportunity she could not afford to lose. She resolved to at least go so far as to learn exactly what it was he wanted; and then if, from any point of view, it seemed advisable, to make an appointment for a future date.

She led the way into the sitting room — he following.

“Are you quite a beginner?” she asked.

“No, not — not altogether.”

“Let me see what you can do.”

She went to a pile of music which was on a little table, for the purpose of selecting a piece of sufficient simplicity to enable a tyro to display his powers, or want of them. He was between her and the window. In passing the window he glanced through it. As he did so, he gave a sudden start — a start, in fact, which amounted to a positive jump. His hat dropped from his hand, and, wholly regardless that he was leaving it lying on the floor, he hurried backwards, keeping in the shadow, and as far as possible from the window. The action was so marked that it was impossible it should go unnoticed. It filled Madge Brodie with a sense of shock which was distinctly disagreeable. Her eyes, too, sought the window — it looked out on to the road. A man, it struck her, of emphatically sinister appearance, was loitering leisurely past. As she looked he stopped dead, and, leaning over the palings, stared intently through the window. It was true that the survey only lasted for a moment, and that then he shambled off again, but the thing was sufficiently conspicuous to be unpleasant.

So startled was she by the connection which seemed to exist between the fellow’s insolence and her visitor’s perturbation that, without thinking of what she was doing, she placed the first piece she came across upon the music-stand — saying, as she did so:

“Let me see what you can do with this.”

Her words were unheeded. Her visitor was drawing himself into an extreme corner of the room, in a fashion which, considering his size and the muscle which his appearance suggested, was, in its way, ludicrous. It was not, however, the ludicrous side which occurred to Madge; his uneasiness made her uneasy too. She spoke a little sharply, as if involuntarily.

“Do you hear me? Will you be so good as to try this piece, and let me see what you can make of it.”

Her words seemed to rouse him to a sense of misbehaviour.

“I beg your pardon; I am afraid you will think me rude, but the truth is, I — I have been a little out of sorts just lately.” He came briskly towards the piano; glancing however, as Madge could not help but notice, nervously through the window as he came. The man outside was gone; his absence seemed to reassure him. “Is this the piece you wish me to play? I will do my best.”

He did his best — or, if it was not his best, his best must have been something very remarkable indeed.

The piece she had selected — unwittingly — was a Minuet of Mozart’s. A dainty trifle; a pitfall for the inexperienced; seeming so simple, yet needing the soul, and knowledge, of a virtuoso to make anything of it at all. Hardly the sort of thing to set before a seeker after music lessons, whose acquaintance with music, for all she knew, was limited to picking out the notes upon the keyboard. At her final examination she herself had chosen it, first because she loved it, and, second, because she deemed it to be something which would enable her to illustrate her utmost powers at their very best.

It was only when he struck the first few notes that she realised what it was she had put in front of him; when she did, she was startled. Whether he understood what the piece was there for — that he was being set to play it as an exhibition of his ignorance rather than of his knowledge — was difficult to say. It is quite possible that in the preoccupation of his mind it had escaped him altogether that the sole excuse for his presence in that room lay in the fact that he was seeking lessons from this young girl. There could be no doubt whatever that at least one of the things that he had said of himself was true, and that he did love music; there could be just as little doubt that he already was a musician of a quite unusual calibre — one who had been both born and made.

He played the delicate fragment with an exquisite art which filled Madge Brodie with amazement. She had never heard it played like that before — never! Not even by her own professor. Perhaps her surprise was so great that, in the first flush of it, she exaggerated the player’s powers.

It seemed to her that this man played like one who saw into the very depths of the composer’s soul, and who had all the highest resources of his art at his command to enable him to give a perfect — an ideal — rendering. Such an exquisite touch! such masterly fingering! such wondrous phrasing! such light and shade! such insight and such execution! She had not supposed that her cheap piano had been capable of such celestial harmony. She listened spellbound — for she, too, had imagination, and she, too, loved music. All was forgotten in the moment’s rapture — in her delight at hearing so unexpectedly sounding in her ears, what seemed to her, in her excitement, the very music of the spheres. The player seemed to be as oblivious of his surroundings as Madge Brodie — his very being seemed wrapped up in the ecstasy of producing the quaint, sweet music for the stately old-time measure.

When he had finished, the couple came back to earth, with a rush.

With an apparent burst of recollection his hands came off the keyboard, and he wheeled round upon the music-stool with an air of conscience-stricken guilt. Madge stood close by, actually quivering with a conflict of emotions. He met her eyes — instantly to avert his own. There was silence — then a slight tremor in her voice in spite of her effort to prevent it.

“I suppose you have been having a little jest at my expense.”

“A jest at your expense?”

“I daresay that is what you call it — though I believe in questions of humour there is room for wide differences of opinion. I should call it something else.”

“I don’t understand you.”

“That is false.”

At this point-blank contradiction, the blood showed through his sallow cheeks.

“False?”

“Yes, false. You do understand me. Did you not say that you had been for some time seeking for an opportunity to take lessons in music?”

“I — I — —”

Confronted by her red-hot accusatory glances, he stammered, stumbled, stopped.

“Yes? — go on.”

“I have been seeking such an opportunity.”

“Indeed? And do you wish me to suppose that you believed that you — you — could be taught anything in music by an unknown creature who fastened a plate announcing lessons in music, to the palings of such a place as this?”

He was silent — looking as if he would have spoken, but could not. She went on:

“I thank you for the pleasure you have given me — the unexpected pleasure. It is a favourite piece of mine which you have just performed — I say ‘performed’ advisedly. I never heard it better played by any one — never! and I never shall. You are a great musician. I? — I am a poor teacher of the rudiments of the art in which you are such an adept. I am obliged by your suggestion that I should give you lessons. I regret that to do so is out of my power. You already play a thousand times better than I ever shall — I was just going out as you came in. I must ask you to be so good as to permit me to go now.”

He rose from the music stool — towering above her higher and higher. From his altitude he looked down at her for some seconds in silence. Then, in his deep bass voice, he began, as it seemed, to excuse himself.

“Believe me — —”

She cut him short.

“I believe nothing — and wish to believe nothing. You had reasons of your own for coming here; what they were I do not know, nor do I seek to know. All I desire is that you should take yourself away.”

He stooped to pick up his hat. Rising with it in his hand, he glanced towards the window. As he did so, the man who had leaned over the palings came strolling by again. The sight of this man filled him with his former uneasiness. He retreated further back into the room — all but stumbling over Miss Brodie in his haste. In a person of his physique the agitation he displayed was pitiful. It suggested a degree of cowardice which nothing in his appearance seemed to warrant.

“I — I beg your pardon — but might I ask you a favour?”

“A favour? What is it?”

“I will be frank with you. I am being watched by a person whose scrutiny I wish to avoid. Because I wished to escape him was one reason why I came in here.”

Madge went to the window. The man in the road was lounging lazily along with an air of indifference which was almost too marked to be real. He gave a backward glance as he went. At sight of Madge he quickened his pace.

“Is that the man who is watching you?”

“Yes, I — I fancy it is.”

“You fancy? Don’t you know?”

“It is the man.”

“He is shorter than you — smaller altogether. Compared to you he is a dwarf. Why are you afraid of him?”

Either the question itself, or the tone in which it was asked, brought the blood back into his cheeks.

“I did not say I was afraid.”

“No? Then if you are not afraid, why should you have been so anxious to avoid him as to seek refuge, on so shallow a pretext, in a stranger’s house?”

The intruder bit his lip. His manner was sullen.

“I regret that the circumstances which have brought me here are of so singular and complicated a character as to prevent my giving you the full explanation to which you may consider yourself entitled. I am sorry that I should have sought refuge beneath your roof as I own I did; and the more so as I am compelled to ask you another favour — permission to leave that refuge by means of the back door.”

She twirled round on her heels and faced him.

“The back door!”

“I presume there is a back door?”

“Certainly — only it leads to the front.”

Again he bit his lip. His temper did not seem to be improving. The girl’s tone, face, bearing, were instinct with scorn.

“Is there no means of getting away by the back without returning to the front?”

“Only by climbing a hedge and a fence on to the common.”

“Perhaps the feat will be within my powers — if you will allow me to try.”

“Allow you to try! And is it possible that you forced your way into the house on the pretence of seeking lessons in music, when your real motive was to seek an opportunity of evading pursuit by means of the back door?”

“I am aware that the seeming anomaly of my conduct entitles you to think the worst of me.”

“Seeming anomaly!” She laughed contemptuously. “Pray, sir, permit me to lead the way — to the back door.”

She strode off, with her head in the air; he came after, with a brow as black as night. At the back door they paused.

“I thank you for having afforded me shelter, and apologise for having sought it.”

She looked him up and down, as if she were endeavouring, by mere force of visual inspection, to make out what kind of a man he was.

“I want to ask you a question. Answer it truthfully, if you can. Is the man in front a policeman?”

He started with what seemed genuine surprise.

“A policeman! Good heavens, no.”

“Are you sure?”

“Of course I’m sure. He’s very far from being a policeman — rather, if anything, the other way.” What he meant to infer, she did not know; but he laughed shortly, “What makes you ask such a thing?”

She was holding the door open in her hand. He had crossed the threshold and stood without. Malice — and something else — gleamed in her eyes.

“Because,” she answered, “I wondered if you were a thief.”

With that she slammed the door in his face and turned the key. Then, slipping into the kitchen which was on her left, keeping the door on the jar, remaining well in the shadow, she watched his proceedings through the window.

For a moment he stayed where she had left him standing, as if rooted to the spot. Then, with an exaggerated courtesy, taking off his hat, he bowed to the door. Turning, he marched down the garden path, his tall figure seeming more gigantic than ever as she noted how straight he held himself. In a twinkling he was over the fence and hedge. Once on the other side, he shook his fist at Clover Cottage.

The watcher in the kitchen clenched her teeth as she perceived the gesture.

“Ungrateful creature! And to think that a man who has the very spirit of music in his soul, and who plays the piano like an angel, should be such a wretch! That a monster seven feet high, who looks like a combination of Samson and Goliath rolled into one, should be such a coward and a cur — afraid of a pigmy five foot high! I hope I’ve seen the last of him. If I have any more such pupils I shall have to shut up shop. Now perhaps I shall be allowed to post my MS. and run across to Brown’s to get a chop for Ella’s tea.”

With that she passed from the back to the front. Outside the front door she paused to look around her and take her bearings, half doubtful as to whether any more dubious strangers might not be in sight.

The only person to be seen was the man whose presence had proved so disconcerting to her recent visitor. He had reached the corner of the street, and, turning, strolled slowly back towards Clover Cottage. He gave one quick, shifty glance at her as she came out, but beyond that he took — or appeared to take — no notice of her appearance.

“Now, I wonder,” she said to herself, “who you may be. Your friend, who, for all I know, is now running for his life across the common, said you were no policeman — and, I am bound to say, you don’t look as if you were; he added that, if anything, you were rather the other way. If, by that, he meant you were a thief, I’m free to admit you look your profession to the life. I wonder if it would be safe to run across to Brown’s while you’re about; — not that I’m afraid of you, as I’ll prove to your entire satisfaction if you only let me have the chance. Only you seem to be one of those agreeable creatures who, if they are only sure that a house is empty, and there’s not even a girl inside, can enact to perfection the part of area sneak; and neither Ella nor I wish to lose any of the few possessions which we have.”

While she hesitated a curious scene took place — a scene in which the gentleman on the prowl played a leading rôle.

The road in which Clover Cottage stood was bisected on the right and left by other streets, within a hundred yards of the house itself. On reaching the corner of the street on the left, the gentleman on the prowl, as we have seen, had performed a right-about-face, and returned to the cottage. As he advanced, a woman came round the corner of the street, upon the right. He saw her the instant she appeared, and the sight had on him an astonishing effect. He stopped, as if petrified; stared, as if the eyes were starting from his head; gave a great gasp; turned; tore off like a hunted animal; dashed round the corner on the left; and vanished out of sight. Having advanced to within a few feet of where Madge was standing, she was a close spectator of his singular behaviour. As she looked to see what had been the exciting cause, half expecting that her recent visitor had come back and that the tables had been turned, and the gentleman on the prowl had played the coward in his turn, the woman who had come round the other corner had already reached the cottage. Pushing the gate unceremoniously open, she strode straight past Madge, and, without a with-your-leave or by-your-leave, marched through the open door into the hall beyond.

As Madge eyed her with mingled surprise and indignation she exclaimed, with what seemed unnecessary ferocity — 

“I’ve come to see the house.”


CHAPTER II

THERE’S A CONSCIENCE!

Madge had been taken so wholly unawares that for a moment she remained stock-still — and voiceless. Then she followed the woman to the door.

“You have come to do what?”

“I’ve come to see the house.”

“And pray who are you?”

“What affair is that of yours? Don’t I tell you I’ve come to see the house?”

“But I don’t understand you. What do you mean by saying you’ve come to see the house?”

For only answer the woman, turning her back on her, walked another step or two along the little passage. She exclaimed, as if addressing the staircase, which was in front of her, in what seemed a tone of intense emotion — 

“How his presence is in all the place! How he fills the air!”

Madge felt more bewildered than she would have cared to admit. Was the woman mad? Mad or sane, she resolved that she would not submit tamely to such another irruption as the last. She laid her hand upon the woman’s shoulder.

“Will you be so good as to tell me, at once, to whom I have the pleasure of speaking, and what business has brought you here?”

The woman turned and looked at her; as she did so, Madge was conscious of a curious sense of discomfort.

She was of medium height, slender build, and apparently between forty and fifty years of age. Her attire was not only shabby, it was tawdry to the last degree. Her garments were a heterogeneous lot; one might safely swear they had none of them been made for the wearer. One and all were shocking examples of outworn finery. The black chip hat which she wore perched on her head, with an indescribable sort of would-be jauntiness, was broken at the brim, and the one-time gorgeous ostrich feathers were crushed and soiled. A once well-cut cape of erstwhile dark blue cloth was about her shoulders. It was faded, stained, and creased. The fur which had been used to adorn the edges was bare and rusty. It had been lined with silk — as she moved her arms one perceived that of the lining there was nothing left but rags and tatters. Her dress, once the latest fashionable freak in some light-hued flimsy silk, had long since been fit for nothing else than cutting into dusters. She wore ancient patent-leather shoes upon her feet, and equally ancient gloves upon her hands — the bare flesh showing through holes in every finger.

If her costume was strange, her face was stranger. It was the face of a woman who had once been beautiful — how long ago, no one who chanced on her haphazard could with any certainty have guessed. It might have been five, ten, fifteen, twenty years ago — and more than that — since hers had been a countenance which charmed even a casual beholder. It was the face of a woman who had been weak or wicked, and maybe both, and who in consequence had been bandied from pillar to post, till this was all that there was left of her. Her big blue eyes were deep set in careworn caverns; her mouth, which had once been small and dainty, was now blurred and pendulous, the mouth of a woman who drank; her cheeks were sunk and hollow as if she had lost every tooth in her head, the cheek-bones gleaming through the yellow skin in sharp and cruel ridges. To crown it all, her hair was dyed — a vivid yellow. Like all the rest of her, the dye was old and worn. It stood in urgent need of a renewal. The roots were grey, they demonstrated their greyness with savage ostentation. Here and there among the yellow there were grey patches too — in some queer way her attempt at juvenesence had made her look older even than she was.

This was not a pleasant face to have encountered anywhere at any time, being the sort from which good women instinctively shrink back. Just now its unpleasantness was intensified by the fact that it was lit up by some, to Madge, inscrutable emotion; inflamed by some mastering excitement. The hollow eyes gleamed as if they were lighted by inner fires; the lips twitched as if the muscles which worked them were uncontrollable. The woman spoke in short, sharp, angry gusts, as if she were stumbling on the verge of frenzied passion.

“This house is mine,” she said.

“Yours?”

“It was his, and mine — and now it’s mine.”

Madge, persuaded that the woman must be either mad or drunk, felt that perhaps calmness might be her safest weapon.

“Do you mean that you’re the landlady?”

“The landlady!” The woman laughed — unmirthfully. “There is no landlady. And the landlord — he’s a ghost. He’s in it now — don’t you feel that he is in it?”

She spoke with such singular intensity that, in spite of herself, Madge shuddered. She was feeling more and more uncomfortable — wishing heartily that some one might come, if it was only the mysterious stranger who had previously intruded.

The woman went on — her excitement seeming to grow with every word she uttered.

“The house is full of ghosts — full! They’re in every corner, every nook and cranny — and I know them every one. Come here — I’ll show you some of them.”

She caught the girl by the arm. Madge, yielding to her strange frenzy, suffered herself to be led into the sitting-room. Once inside, the woman loosed her hold. She looked about her. Then crossed to the fireplace, standing in the centre of the hearthrug.

“This is where I struck him.” She pointed just in front of her. “He was sitting there. I had asked him for some money. He would not let me have any. He always clung to his money — always! I swear it — always!” She raised her hands, as if appealing to the ceiling to bear her witness. “He said that I was ruining him. Ruining him? bah! I knew better than that. He would let no one ruin him — he was not of that kind. I told him I must have money. He said he’d given me five pounds last week. ‘Five pounds!’ I cried; ‘what are five pounds?’ Then we quarrelled — he said things, I said things. Then I flew into a rage; my temper has been the curse of my whole life. I caught up a decanter of whisky which was on the table, and struck him with it on the head. The bottle broke, the whisky went all over him — how it smelt! Can’t you smell it? — and he went tumbling down, down, on to the floor. He’s lying there now — can’t you see him lying there?” She turned to Madge with a gesture which seemed to make the girl’s blood run colder. “Can’t you see the ghost?”

She moved a little to one side.

“Just here is where I knelt down, and asked him to forgive me. That was after — I’d been carrying on with some fellow I’d met at a dance, and he had found me out. I cried and cried as if my heart would break, and at last he came and put his hand upon my head — when I set myself to do it, and stuck at it, I could twist him round my finger! — and he began to stroke my hair — I’d lovely hair then, no woman ever had lovelier, and he was always one to stroke it when I’d let him! — and he said, ‘My girl, how often shall I have to forgive you?’ Listen! Can’t you hear him saying it now? Can’t you see the ghost?”

She went to where the modest sideboard stood.

“This is where we had our sideboard too — it was a bigger one than this; all our things were good. I was standing here, leaning against it just like this, the first time he saw me drunk. He’d been out all the evening on some sort of business, and I’d been left in the house alone with the girl, and I hadn’t liked it, and I’d been sulking. And at last I got to the whisky and I started to drink, drink, drink. I always had been fond of drink long before that, but I’d never let him find it out. But that time I was that sulky I didn’t seem to care, and by the time I might have cared I couldn’t care — I was too far gone. I had to keep on drinking. There wasn’t much in the bottle; when I got to the end of it I started on another. Then I got to the sideboard, and stood leaning over it, lolly fashion, booze, booze, boozing. All of a sudden the door opened, and he came into the room. I turned to have a look at him, the bottle in one hand and the glass in the other. Directly I got clear of the sideboard I went flop on the floor, and the bottle and the glass went with me, and there I had to lie. He rushed towards me, and as soon as he had had a look at me he saw how it was. Then he fell on his knees at my side, and put his hands up to his face, and began to cry. My God, how he did cry! — not like me. His sobs seemed tearing him to pieces, and his life’s blood seemed coming from him with every tear. Drunk as I was, it made me cry to hear him. Listen! Can’t you hear him crying now? Can’t you see the ghost?”

The woman’s words and manner were so realistic, and despite — or perhaps because of — her seeming frenzy, she had such an eerie capacity of conjuring up the picture as her memory painted it, that Madge listened spellbound. She was as incapable of interrupting the other’s flow of language as if the conscience haunted wretch had cast on her some strange enchantment.

The sea of visions went to the table, and, bending over it, beckoned to Madge to draw closer. As if she found the invitation irresistible, Madge approached. The woman’s outstretched finger pointed to a particular place about the centre of one side of the table. Her excitement all at once subsided; her voice grew softer. Her manner became more human, more womanly.

“See! — this is where my little baby died — my little child — the only one I ever had. It was a girl; we called it Lily — my name’s Lily” — she glanced up with a grin, as if conscious of how grotesquely inappropriate, in her case, such a name was now; “it was such a little thing — I didn’t want it when it came. I never was fond of children, and I wasn’t one to play the mother. But, when it did come, it got hold of me somehow — yes, it did! it did! I was fond of it, in my way. As for him, he worshipped it; it was baby, baby, baby! all the time. I was nowhere. It made me wild to hear him, and to see the way that he went on. We fell out because I would have it brought up by hand. He wanted me to let it have my milk — but I wouldn’t have it. I wasn’t going to be any baby’s slave — not likely! I don’t think he ever forgave me that. Then he was always at me because he said I neglected it; and that made me worse than ever: I wasn’t going to have a crying brat thrust down my throat at every turn, and so I told him. ‘Why isn’t there a place in which they bring up babies so that they needn’t worry their mothers?’ I wanted to know. When I said that, how he did look at me, and how he went on! I thought he would have killed me — but I didn’t care. He did his share of all the nursing that baby ever had — and perhaps a little more.”

Again the woman laughed.

“At last the little thing went wrong. It always was small; it never seemed to grow — except thin. It was the queerest looking little mite, with a serious face like a parson’s, and great big eyes which seemed to go right through you, as if it was looking at something which nobody but itself could see. He would have it that it got worse and worse, but he was always making such a fuss that I said he was making a fool of the child. The doctor came and came, but I was pretty often out, and when I wasn’t I didn’t always choose to see him, so I only heard what he cared to tell me — and I didn’t believe the half of that.

“One night I went to a masked ball with Mrs. Sutton — she was a larky one, she was, and led her husband a pretty dance. It was latish when I came back; I hadn’t enjoyed myself one bit, and left in a temper and came off home by myself I let myself in at the front door, and when I came into this room, on the table just here” — she pointed with her finger— “there was a pillow, and on the pillow was the baby, and he was kneeling on the floor in front, his elbows on the table, and his face on his hands, and the tears streaming down his cheeks as if they’d never stop. I’d been to the ball as a ballet girl — though he hadn’t known it, and I hadn’t meant that he should, but the sight took me so aback that, without thinking, I dropped my cloak and stood before him just as I was. ‘What’s the matter now?’ I cried; ‘what’s the child down here at this time of the night for?’ I expected that he’d let fly at me, and perhaps send me packing out of the house right there and then. But, instead, he just glanced my way as if he hardly saw me, or wanted to, and said, ‘Baby’s dying.’ When he said that, it was as if he had run something right into my heart. ‘Dying,’ I cried, ‘stuff!’ I ran to the table and bent over the pillow. I had never seen anybody dying before, and knew nothing at all about it, but directly I looked at it, I seemed to know that what he said was true, and that the child was dying. My heart stopped beating — I couldn’t breathe, I couldn’t speak, I couldn’t move, I could only stare like a creature who had lost her wits — it was as if a hand had been stretched right out of Heaven to strike me a blow. There he was on one side of the table — and there was me leaning right over the other, both of us motionless, neither of us speaking a word; and there was the baby lying on the pillow between us, stiller than we were. How long we stopped like that I don’t know; it seemed to me as if it was hours — but I daresay it was only a few minutes. All at once the baby — my baby — gave a little movement with its little arms — a sort of trembling. He moved his arm, and put one of his fingers into its tiny hand; the baby seemed to fasten on to it. ‘Give it one of your fingers,’ he said, sobbing as if his heart would break. ‘It’ll like to feel your finger as it goes!’ Hardly knowing what I was doing, I stretched out one of my fingers; it was the first finger of my right hand — this one.” She held up the finger in question in its ragged casing. “And I put it in the mite’s wee hand. It took it — yes, it took it. It closed its fingers right round it, and gave it quite a squeeze — yes, quite a squeeze. Then it loosened its hold. It was dead. Dead upon the pillow. — And it’s there now. Can’t you see it lying on the pillow, with a smile on its face? a smile! Can’t you see the ghost?”

Stooping, the woman made pretence to kiss the lips of some one who was lying just beneath her. It might have been that to her the thing was no pretence, and that, as in a vision, the dead lips did indeed touch hers. Then, drawing herself erect again, she broke into another of her discordant laughs. Throwing out her arms on either side of her, she exclaimed in strident tones:

“Ghosts! Ghosts! The place is full of them — I see them everywhere. I touch them, hear them all the time. They’ve been with me all through the years, wherever I’ve been — and where haven’t I been? My God — in heaven and hell! crowds and crowds of them, more and more as the years went on. And do you think that I can’t see them here — in their house, and mine! Can’t you see them too?”

Madge replied between set lips — she had been forming her own conclusions while the woman raved:

“No, I do not see them. Nor would you were you not under the influence of drink.”

The woman stared at her in what seemed genuine surprise.

“Under the influence of drink! Me? No such luck! I wish I were.” Again she gave one of those bursts of laughter which so jarred on Madge’s nerves. “When I’m drunk I can’t see ghosts — it’s only when I’m sober. I’ve had nothing to eat since I don’t know when, let alone to drink. I’m starving, starving! That’s the time when I see ghosts. They point at me with their fingers and say, ‘Look at us and look at you — this is what it’s come to!’ They make me see what might have been. He made me come to-day; I didn’t want to, but he made me. And now he’s in all the house. — Listen! He’s getting out of bed in the room upstairs — that’s his bedroom. Can’t you hear his lame foot moving about the floor? How often I’ve thrown that lame foot in his face when I’ve been wild! — can’t you hear it hobble — hobble?”

“You are mad! How dare you talk such nonsense? There’s no one in the house but you and I.”

The woman seemed to believe so implicitly in the diseased imaginings of her conscience-haunted brain, that Madge felt that unless she made a resolute effort her own mental equilibrium might totter. On the other’s face there came a look of shrewd, malignant cunning.

“Isn’t there! That’s all you know, — I’m no more mad than you are. And I tell you what — he’s not the only thing that’s in the house. There’s something else as well. It was his, and now it’s mine. And don’t you think to rob me.”

“Rob you? — I.”

“Yes, you. There’s others after it as well as you — I know! I’m not the simpleton that some may think. But I won’t be robbed by all the lot of you — you make no error. It was his, and now it’s mine.”

“If there really is anything in the house to which you have the slightest shadow of a claim, which I very much doubt, and let me know what it is, and where it is, I’ll see that you have it without fail.”

A look of vacancy came on the woman’s face. She passed her hand across her brow.

“That’s it — I don’t know just where it is. He comes and tells me, almost, but never quite. He says it’s in the house, but he doesn’t say exactly where. But he never lies — so I do know it’s in the house, and I won’t be robbed.”

“I have not the slightest idea of what you mean — if you really do mean anything at all. I don’t know if you know me — or are under the impression that I know you; if so, I can only assure you that I don’t. I have not the faintest notion who you are.”

The woman, drawing nearer, clutched Madge’s arm with both her hands.

“Don’t you know who I am? I’m the ghost’s wife!”

Her manner was not only exceedingly unpleasant; it was, in a sense, uncanny — so uncanny that, in spite of herself, Madge could not help a startled look coming into her face. The appearance of this look seemed to amuse her tormentor. She broke into a continuous peal of unmelodious laughter.

“I’m the ghost’s wife!” she kept repeating. “I’m the ghost’s wife.”

Madge Brodie prided herself on her strength of nerve, and as, a rule, not without cause. But, on that occasion, almost for the first time in her life it played her false. She would have been glad to have been able to scream and flee; but she was incapable even of doing that. The other seemed to hold her spellbound; she was conscious that her senses were reeling — that, unless something happened soon, she would faint.

But from that final degradation she was saved.

“Madge,” exclaimed a voice, “who is this woman?”

It was Ella Duncan, and with her was Jack Martyn. At the sound of the voice, the woman released her hold. Never before had Madge been sensible of such a spasm of relief. She rushed to Ella with a hysterical sob.

“Oh, Ella!” she cried, “how thankful I am you’ve come.”

Ella looked at her with surprise.

“Madge! — who is this woman?”

The woman in question spoke for herself. She threw up her arms.

“I’m the ghost’s wife!” she shrieked, “I’m the ghost’s wife!”

Before they had suspected her purpose, or could say anything to stop her, she had rushed out of the room and from the house.


CHAPTER III

TWO LONE, LORN YOUNG WOMEN

Ella and Jack eyed each other. Madge took refuge in a chair, conscious of a feeling of irritation at her weakness now that the provocation had passed. Ella regarded her curiously.

“What’s the matter with you, Madge? What’s happened?”

“It’s nothing — only that horrible woman has upset me.”

“Who is she? and what’s she been doing? and what’s she want?”

“I don’t know who she is, or what she wants, or anything at all about her. I only know that she’s prevented me getting anything for your tea.”

“That’s all right — we’ve got something, haven’t we, Jack?” Jack waved a parcel. “But whatever did you let such an extraordinary-looking creature into the house for? and whatever did she mean by screaming out that she’s a ghost’s wife? Is she very mad?”

“I think she is — and I didn’t let her in.”

Then, while they were preparing tea, the tale was told, or at least a part of it. But even that part was enough to make Jack Martyn grave. As the telling proceeded, he grew graver and graver, until, at the end, he wore a face of portentous gloom. When they seated themselves to the meal he made precisely the remark which they had expected him to make. He rested his hands on his knees, and he solemnly shook his head.

“This comes of your being alone in the house!”

Ella laughed.

“There! now you’ve started him on his own particular crotchet; he’ll never let you hear the last of this.”

Jack went on.

“I’ve said before, and I say again, and I shall keep on saying, that you two girls ought not to live alone by yourselves in a house in this out-of-the-way corner of the world.”

“Out-of-the-way corner of the world! — on Wandsworth Common!”

“For all practical intents and purposes you might as well be in the middle of the Desert of Sahara; you might shriek and shriek and I doubt if any one would hear you. This agreeable visitor of Madge’s might have cut her throat from ear to ear, or chopped her into mincemeat, and she would have been as incapable of summoning assistance as if she had been at the top of Mont Blanc.”

“That’s it. Jack — pile it on!”

“I don’t think it’s fair of you to talk like that, Ella; I’m not piling it on; I’m just speaking the plain and simple truth. Honestly, Madge, when you’ve been alone in the house all day long, haven’t you felt that you were at the mercy of the first evil-disposed person who chose to come along; or, if you haven’t felt it before, don’t you think you’ll feel it now?”

“No — to both your questions.”

“Supposing this woman comes back again to-morrow?”

Madge had to bite her lip to repress a shudder; the idea was not a pleasant one.

“She won’t come back.”

“But suppose she does? — and from what you say I think it very probable that she will; if not to-morrow, then the day after.”

“If she comes the day after to-morrow she’ll find me out; I shall be out all day.”

“There’s a confession! It’s only because you know that you will be out that you’re able to face the prospect with equanimity.”

“You are not entitled to infer anything of the kind.”

Ella interposed, perceiving that the girl was made uncomfortable by the man’s persistence.

“Don’t do quite so much supposing, Jack; let me do a little for a change. Suppose we lived in one of those flats in the charming neighbourhood of Chancery Lane or Bloomsbury, after which — vicariously — your soul so hankers, how much better off should we be there?”

“You would, at any rate, be within the reach of assistance.”

“No more so than we are now, because, quite probably, the kind of neighbours we should be likely to have in the sort of flat we should be able to afford would be worse — much worse — than none at all. The truth is that two lonely, hard-up girls — desperately hard-up girls — will be lonely wherever they are. We are quite prepared for that. Only we intend to choose the particular kind of loneliness which we happen to prefer — don’t we, Madge?”

“Of course we do.”

“It makes me wild to hear you say such things. Rather than you should feel like that, I’d marry on nothing.”

“Thank you, but I wouldn’t. I find it quite hard enough to be single on nothing.”

“You know what I mean; I don’t mean actually on nothing. I was reckoning it up the other night. My income — —”

“Your income’s like mine, Jack — capable of considerable increment. And would you be so kind as to change the subject?”

But the thing was easier said than done. Jack’s thoughts had been started in a groove, and they kept in it; the conversation was continually reverting to the subject of the girls’ loneliness. His last words as he left the room were on the familiar theme.

“I grant that there are advantages in having a pretty little place like this all to yourselves, especially when you get it at a peppercorn rent; and that it’s nice to be your own mistresses, and all that kind of thing. But in the case of you two girls the disadvantages are so many and so serious, that I wonder you don’t see them more clearly for yourselves. Anyhow, Madge has had her first peep at them to-day, and I sincerely hope it will be her last; though I am persuaded that before very long you will discover that, as a place of residence for two lone, lorn young women. Clover Cottage has its drawbacks.”

When Ella returned from saying farewell to Mr. Martyn in the hall, she glanced at Madge and laughed.

“Jack’s in his prophetic mood.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if his prophecy’s inspired.”

Her tone was unexpectedly serious. Ella stared.

“What do you mean?”

“What I say.”

“You’re oracular, my dear. What do you say?”

“That I think it quite possible that we shall find that residence at Clover Cottage has its drawbacks; I’ve lighted on one or two of them already.”

Ella leaned against the edge of the table, regarding the speaker with twinkling eyes and smiling lips.

“My dear, you don’t mean to say that that crazy creature has left such an impression on your mind?”

“You see, my dear Ella, I haven’t told you all the story. I felt that I had given Mr. Martyn a sufficient handle against us as it was; so I refrained.”

“Pray what else is there to tell? To judge from your looks and manner one would think that there was something dreadful.”

“I don’t know about dreadful, but there certainly is something — odd. To begin with, that wretched woman was not my only visitor.”

Then the rest of the tale was told — and this time the whole of it. Ella heard of the stranger who had intruded on the pretence of seeking music lessons: of his fear of the seedy loafer in the street; of his undignified exit through the back door; and the whole of his singular behaviour.

“And you say he could play?”

“Play! He played like an — I was going to say an angel, but I’ll substitute artist.”

“And he looked like a gentleman?”

“Certainly, and spoke like one.”

“But he didn’t behave like one?”

“I won’t go so far as to say that. He said or did nothing that was positively offensive when he was once inside the house.”

“But you called him a thief?”

“Yes; but, mind you, I didn’t think he was one. I felt so angry.”

“I should think you did. I should have felt murderous. And you don’t think the man in the road was a policeman?”

“Not he. He was as evil-looking a vagabond as ever I saw.”

“It doesn’t follow merely on that account, my dear, that he wasn’t a policeman.”

There was malice in the lady’s tones.

“Not at all; but even a policeman of that type would hardly have jumped out of his skin with fright at the sight of that horrible woman. He knew her, and she knew him. There’s a mystery somewhere.”

“How nice!”

“Nice? You think so? I wish you had interviewed her instead of me. My dear Ella, she — she was — beyond expression.”

Ella came and seated herself on a stool at Madge’s feet. Leaning her arms on her knees she looked up at her face.

“Poor old chap! It wasn’t an agreeable experience.”

Madge’s answer was as significant as it was curt.

“It wasn’t.”

She gave further details of what the woman had said and done, and of how she had said and done it — details which she had omitted, for reasons of her own, in Mr. Martyn’s presence. By the time she had finished the listener was as serious as the narrator.

“It makes me feel creepy to hear you.”

“It would have made you creepy to have heard her. I felt as if the house was peopled with ghosts.”

“Madge, don’t! You’ll make me want to sleep with you if you go on like that. Poor old chap! I’m sorry if I seemed to chaff you.” She reflected before she spoke again. “I can see that it can’t be nice for you to be alone in the house while I’m away in town all day, earning my daily bread — especially now that the days are drawing in. If you like, we’ll clear out of this, this week — we could do it at a pinch — and we’ll return to the seething masses.”

Madge reflected, in her turn, before she answered.

“Nothing of the sort has happened before, and nothing may happen again. But I tell you frankly, that, if my experiences of to-day do recur, it won’t take much to persuade me that I have an inclination towards the society of my fellows, and that I prefer even the crushes of Petticoat Lane to the solitudes of Wandsworth Common.”

“Well, in that case, it shall be Petticoat Lane.”

There was silence. Presently Madge stretched herself — and yawned.

“In the meantime,” suggested Ella, putting her hand up to her own lips, “what do you say to bed?” And it was bed. “Would you like me to sleep with you,” inquired Ella as they went upstairs; “because if you would like me to very much, I would.”

“No,” said Madge, “I wouldn’t. I never did like to share my bed with any one, and I never shall. I like to kick about, and I like to have plenty of room to do it in.”

“Very good — have plenty of room to do it in. Ungrateful creature! If you’re haunted, don’t call to me for aid.”

As it happened, Madge did call to her for aid, after a fashion; though it was not exactly because she was haunted.


CHAPTER IV

IN THE DEAD OF NIGHT

Madge was asleep almost as soon as she was between the sheets, and it seemed to her that as soon as she was asleep she was awake again — waking with that sudden shock of consciousness which is not the most agreeable way of being roused from slumber, since it causes us to realise too acutely the fact that we have been sleeping. Something had woke her; what, she could not tell. She lay motionless, listening with that peculiar intensity with which one is apt to listen when woke suddenly in the middle of the night. The room was dark. There was the sound of distant rumbling: they were at work upon the line, where they would sometimes continue shunting from dusk to dawn. She could hear, faintly, the crashing of trucks as they collided the one with the other. A breeze was murmuring across the common. It came from Clapham Junction way — which was how she came to hear the noise of the shunting. All else was still. She must have been mistaken. Nothing had roused her. She must have woke of her own accord.

Stay! — what was that? Her keen set ears caught some scarcely uttered sound. Was it the creaking of a board? Well, boards will creak at night, when they have a trick of being as audible as if they were exploding guns. It came again — and again. It was unmistakably a board that creaked — downstairs. Why should a board creak like that downstairs, unless — it was being stepped upon? As Madge strained her hearing, she became convinced that there were footsteps down below — stealthy, muffled footsteps, which would have been inaudible had it not been for the tell-tale boards. Some one was creeping along the passage. Suddenly there was a noise as if a coin, or a key, or some small object, had fallen to the floor. Possibly it was something of the kind which had roused her. It was followed by silence — as if the person who had caused the noise was waiting to learn if it had been overheard. Then once more the footsteps — she heard the door of the sitting-room beneath her open, and shut, and knew that some one had entered the room.

In an instant she was out of bed. She hurried on a pair of bedroom slippers which she kept beside her on the floor, and an old dressing-gown which was handy on a chair, moving as quickly and as noiselessly as the darkness would permit. Snatching up her candlestick, with its box of matches, she passed, without a moment’s hesitation, as noiselessly as possible from the room. On the landing without she stood, for a second or two, listening. There could be no doubt about it — some one was in the sitting-room. Someone who wished to make himself or herself as little conspicuous as possible; but whose presence was still sufficiently obvious to the keen-eared auditor.

Madge went to Ella’s room, and, turning the handle, entered. As she did so, she could hear Ella start up in bed.

“Who’s there?” she cried.

“Hush! It’s I. There’s some one in the sitting-room.”

Lighting a match, Madge applied it to the candle. Ella was sitting up in bed, staring at her, with tumbled hair and sleepy eyes, apparently only half awake.

“Madge! — what do you mean?”

“What I say. We’re about to experience another of the drawbacks of rural residence. There’s some one in the sitting-room — another uninvited guest.”

“Are you sure?”

“Quite. If you care to go downstairs and look, you’ll be sure.”

“Whatever shall we do?”

“Do! — I’ll show you what we’ll do. Where’s that revolver of Jack Martyn’s, which he lent you?”

“It’s in my handkerchief drawer — but it’s loaded.”

“All the better. I’ve fired off a revolver before to-day, and I am quite willing, at a pinch, to fire off another one to-night. I’ll show you what we’ll do.” While she spoke, Madge had been searching the drawer in question. Now she stood with the weapon in her hand. “Perhaps you’ll be so good as to get out of bed, and put something on, unless you prefer to go downstairs as the Woman in White. I suppose you’re not afraid?”

Ella had got so far out of bed as to sit on the side, with her feet dangling over the edge.

“Well — I don’t know that I am exactly afraid, but if you ask me if being woke in the middle of the night, to be told there’s burglars in the house, is the kind of thing I’m fond of, I’ll admit it isn’t.”

Madge laughed. Ella’s tone, and air of exceeding ruefulness, apparently struck her as comical.

“It occurs to me, Miss Duncan, that it won’t be long before Mr. Martyn makes a convert of you. As for me, now my blood’s getting up — and it is getting up — I am beginning to think that it is rather fun.”

“Are you? Then I’m afraid your sense of humour must be keener than mine.” She followed Madge’s example — putting on a pair of slippers and a dressing-gown. “Now, what are you going to do?”

“I’m going down to ask our guest to show me his card of invitation.”

“Madge! Hadn’t we better open the window and scream? Or you might fire into the air — if you’re sure you do know how to fire a revolver.”

“I’ll soon show you if I know — and I’ll show our visitor too. And I don’t think we’d better open the window and scream. Are you coming?”

Madge moved out of the room, Ella going after her with a rush.

“Madge! — don’t leave me!”

The two girls stood listening at the top of the stairs — Madge with the candlestick in one hand, and the revolver in the other.

“It strikes me that we sha’n’t be able to inquire for that card of invitation, because he doesn’t mean to stay for us to ask him. His intention is not to stand upon the order of his going, but to go at once.”

Apparently the proceedings in Ella’s bedroom had been audible below. Evidently the person in the sitting-room had become startled. There was a stampede of heavy feet across the floor; the noise of furniture being hastily pushed aside; then they could hear the sound of the window being unlatched, and opened. It was plain that the intruder, whoever it was, was bent on showing a clean pair of heels.

It seemed as if the certitude of this fact had inspired Ella with sudden courage. Anyhow, she there and then shouted, with the full force of her lungs, as if she all at once had found her voice.

“Who’s that downstairs?”

“Speak!” exclaimed Madge, with a nearly simultaneous yell, “or I fire!”

And she did fire — though no one spoke; or, for the matter of that, had a chance of speaking; for the words and the shot came both together. What she fired at was not quite plain, since, if appearances could be trusted, the bullet lodged in the ceiling; for, at the same moment, a small shower of plaster came tumbling down.

“Madge!” cried Ella. “I believe you’ve sent the bullet right through the roof! How you frightened me!”

“It was rather a startler,” admitted Madge, in whose voice there seemed a slight tendency to tremor. “I’d no idea it would make such a noise — the other revolver I fired didn’t. Ella! — what are you doing?”

The question was induced by the fact that Ella had rushed to the landing window, thrown the sash up, thrust her head out, and was shouting as loudly as she could:

“Thieves! thieves! — help!”

Madge came up and put her head out beside her.

“Can you see him? Has he gone?”

“Of course he’s gone — there he is, running down the road.”

“Are you sure it’s a man?”

“A man! It’s a villain! — Help! thieves! help!”

“Don’t make that noise. What’s the use? No one can hear you, and it only gives him the impression that we’re afraid of him, which we’re not; as, if he comes back again, we’ll show him. There’s more bullets in this revolver than one — I remember Jack saying so; and I’m not forced to send them all through the roof.”

Ella drew her head inside. There was colour in her cheeks, and fire in her eyes. Now that the immediate danger seemed past her humour was a ferocious one.

“I wish you’d shot him.”

Madge was calmer, though still sufficiently sanguinary.

“Well — I couldn’t very well shoot him if I never caught a glimpse of him, could I? But we’ll do better next time.”

Ella clenched her fists, and her teeth too.

“Next time! — Oh, I think a burglar’s the most despicable wretch on the face of the earth, and, if I had my way, I’d send every one caught in the act right straight to the gallows.”

“Precisely — when caught. But you can scarcely effect a capture by standing on the top of the stairs, and inquiring of the burglar if he’s there.”

“I know I behaved like a coward — you needn’t remind me. But that was because I was taken by surprise. If he were to come back — —”

“Yes — if he were to come back?” Madge looked out of the window — casually. “I fancy there’s some one coming down the road — it may be he returning.”

Ella clutched at her arm.

“Madge!”

“You needn’t be alarmed, my dear, I was mistaken; it’s no one after all. Suppose, instead of breathing threatenings and slaughters ‘after the battle is over,’ we go down and see what mementoes of his presence our visitor has left behind — or, rather, what mementoes he has taken with him.”

“Are you sure he was alone?”

“We shall be able to make sure by going down to see.”

“Oh, Madge, do you think — —”

“No, my dear, I don’t, or I should be no more desirous of going down than you. I’m only willing to go and see if there is some one there because I’m sure there isn’t.”

There was not — luckily. There was little conspicuously heroic about the bearing of the young ladies as they descended the stairs to suggest that they would have made short work of any ruthless ruffian who might have been in hiding. About halfway down, Madge gave what was perhaps an involuntary little cough; at which Ella started as if the other had been guilty of a crime; and both paused as if fearful that something dreadful might ensue. The sitting-room door was closed. They hung about the handle as if it had been the entrance to some Bluebeard’s den, and unimaginable horrors were concealed within. When Madge, giving the knob a courageous twist, flung the door wide open, Ella’s face was pasty white. Both perceptibly retreated, as if expecting some monster to spring out on them. But no one sprang — apparently because there was no one there.

A current of cold air came from the room.

“The window’s open.”

Ella’s voice was tremulous. Her tremor had the effect of making Madge sarcastic.

“That’s probably because our visitor opened it. You could hardly expect him to stop to close it, could you?”

She went boldly into the room — Ella hard on her heels. She held the candle above her head — to have it almost blown out by the draught. She placed it on the table.

“If we want to have a light upon the subject, we shall have to shut that window.”

She did so. Then looked about her.

“Well, he doesn’t seem to have left many tokens of his presence. There’s a chair knocked over, and he’s pushed the cloth half off the table, but I don’t see anything else.”

“He seems to have taken nothing.”

“Probably that was because there was nothing worth his taking. If he came here in search of plunder, he must have gone away a disgusted man.”

“If he came here in search of plunder? — what else could he have come for?”

“Ah! that’s the question.”

“What’s this?” Stooping, Ella picked up something off the floor. “Here’s something he’s left behind, at any rate.”

She was holding a scrap of paper.

“What is it — a pièce de conviction of the first importance: the button off the coat by means of which the infallible detective hunts down the callous criminal?”

“I don’t know what it is. It’s a sort of hieroglyphic — if it isn’t — nonsense.”

Madge went and looked over her shoulder. Ella was holding half a sheet of dirty white notepaper, on which was written, with very bad ink and a very bad pen, in a very bad hand: — 

“TOM OSSINGTON’S GHOST.”

“Right — Straight across — three — four — up.

“Right — cat — dog — cat — dog — cat — dog — cat — dog — left eye — push.”

 

The two girls read to the end — then over again. Then they looked at each other — Madge with smiling eyes.

“That’s very instructive, isn’t it?”

“Very. There seems to be a good deal of cat and dog about it.”

“There does, I wonder what it means.”

“If it means anything.”

Madge, taking the paper from Ella’s hand, went with it closer to the candle. She eyed it very shrewdly, turning it over and over, and making as if she were endeavouring to read between the lines.

“Do you know, Ella, that there is something curious about this.”

“I suppose there is, since it’s gibberish; and gibberish is curious.”

“No, I’m not thinking of that. I’m thinking of the heading— ‘Tom Ossington’s Ghost.’ Do you know that that enterprising stranger, who came in search of music lessons he didn’t want, asked me if my name was Ossington, and if no one of that name lived here.”

“Are you sure Ossington was the name he mentioned? It’s an unusual one.”

“Certain; it was because it was an unusual one that I particularly noticed it. Then that dreadful woman was full of her ghosts, even claiming, as you heard, to be the ghost’s wife. Doesn’t it strike you, under the circumstances, as odd that the paper the burglar has left behind him, should be headed ‘Tom Ossington’s Ghost’?”

“It does seem queer — though I don’t know what you are driving at.”

“No; I don’t know what I am driving at either. But I do know that I am driving at something. I’m beginning to think that I shall see a glimmer of light somewhere soon — though at present I haven’t the faintest notion where.”

“Do you think it was either of your visitors who has paid us another call to-night?”

“No; but I tell you what I do think.”

“What?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if we’ve been favoured with a call from the individual who wasn’t one of my visitors; the man in the road, who took to his heels in such a hurry at the sight of the woman.”

“What cause have you to suppose that?”

“None whatever, I admit it frankly; but I do suppose it all the same. In the first place the man was burning to be one of my visitors, of that I’m persuaded — and he would have been if the woman hadn’t come along. And in the second, he looked a burglar every inch of him. Ella, I’ll tell you what!” She brought her hand on to the table with a crash which made Ella start, “There’s a mystery about this house — you mark my words and see. It’s haunted — in one sense, if it isn’t in another.”

Ella cast furtive glances over her shoulder, which were suggestive of anything but a mind at ease.

“You’ve a comfortable way of talking, upon my word.”

Madge threw her arms out in front of her.

“There is a mystery about the house; it’s one of these old, ramshackle sort of places in which there is that kind of thing — I’m sure of it. Aren’t you conscious of a sense of mystery about the place, and don’t you feel it’s haunted?”

“Madge, if you don’t stop talking like that, I’ll leave the house this instant.”

“The notion is not altogether an agreeable one, I’ll allow; but facts are — —”

“What’s that?”

“What’s what?”

Ella, clutching at Madge’s arm, stared over her shoulder with a face white as a sheet.

“Did — didn’t I hear s-something in the kitchen?”

“Something in the kitchen? If you did hear something in the kitchen, I’ll shoot that something as dead as a door nail.”

Madge caught up the revolver, which she had placed on the table.

“Madge, for goodness sake don’t do anything rash!”

“I will do something rash — if you call it rash to shoot at sight any scoundrel who ventures to intrude on my premises at this hour of the night! — and I’ll do it quickly! Do you think I’m going to be played the fool with because I’m only a woman! I’ll soon prove to you I’m not — that is, if it is to be proved by a little revolver practice.”

Madge spoke at the top of her voice, her words seeming to ring through the house with singular clearness. But whether this was done for the sake of encouraging herself and Ella, or with the view of frightening a possible foe, was an open question. She strode out of the room with an air of surprising resolution. Ella clinging to her skirts and following her, simply because she dare not be left behind. As it chanced, the kitchen door was open. Madge marched bravely into the room — only to find that her display of courage was thrown away, since the room was empty.

Having made sure of this, Madge turned to Ella with a smile on her face — though her cheeks, like her friend’s, were whiter than they were wont to be.

“You see, we are experiencing some of the disadvantages of two lone, lorn young women being the solitary inhabitants of a rural residence — Jack Martyn scores.”

For answer Ella burst into tears. Madge took her in her arms — as well as she could, for the candle in one hand and the revolver in the other.

“Don’t cry, girl; there’s nothing to cry at. You’ll laugh at and be ashamed of yourself in the morning. I’ll tell you what — I’ll make an exception! — you shall have half my bed, and for the rest of the night we’ll sleep together.”


CHAPTER V

A REPRESENTATIVE OF LAW AND ORDER

The next morning, information was given to a passing policeman of the events of the night, and in the course of the day an officer came round from the local station to learn particulars. Madge received him in solitary state; she had refused Ella’s offer to stop away from business to keep her company, declaring that for that day, at any rate, she would be safe from undesirable intruders.

The officer was a plain-clothes man, middle-aged, imperfectly educated, with the stolid, matter-of-fact, rather stupid-looking countenance which one is apt to find an attribute of the detective of fact, rather than fiction.

“You say you didn’t see him?”

“I saw the back of him.”

“Hum!” This stands for a sort of a kind of a sniff.

“Would you know him if you saw him again?”

“From the glimpse which I caught of him last night I certainly shouldn’t. It was pretty dark, and he was twenty or thirty yards down the road when I first caught sight of his back.”

“You didn’t follow him?”

“We did not.”

Madge smiled as she thought of how such a suggestion would have been received had it been made at the time.

“He came in through the back window and left through the front?”

“That’s it.”

“And he took nothing?”

“No — but he left something behind him — he left this.”

Madge produced the half-sheet of paper which Ella had picked up from the floor.

“You’re sure this was his property?”

“I’m sure it isn’t ours, and I’m sure we found it in this room just after he left it.”

The officer took the paper; read it, turned it over and over; looked it up and down; read it again. Then he gave his mouth a rather comical twist; then he looked at Madge with eyes which he probably intended to be pregnant with meaning.

“Hum!” He paused to cogitate. “I suppose you know there’s been a burglary here before?”

“I know nothing of the kind. We have only been here six weeks, and are quite strangers to the place.”

“There was. Something more than a year ago. The house was empty at the time. The man who did it was caught at the job — and our chap got pretty well knocked about for his pains. But that wasn’t the only time we’ve had business at this house; our fellows have been here a good many times.”

“Neither my friend or I had the slightest notion that the house had such a reputation.”

“I daresay not. It’s been empty a good long time. I expect the stories which were told about it were against its letting.”

“What sort of stories?”

“All sorts — nonsense, most of them.”

“Were the people who lived here named Ossington?”

“Ossington?” The officer screwed his mouth up into the comical twist which it seemed he had a trick of giving it. “I believe it was, or, at any rate, something like it. A queer lot they were — very.”

“Do you see what’s written as a heading on that piece of paper?”

The officer’s glance returned to the writing.

“‘Tom Ossington’s Ghost!’ — yes, I noticed it, but I don’t know what it means — do you?”

“Except that if the name of the people who lived here last was Ossington, it would seem as if last night’s affair had some reference to the house’s former occupants.”

“Yes — it would look as if it had — when you come to look at it in that way.” He was studying it as if now he had made up his mind to understand it clearly. “It looks as if it was some sort of cryptogram, and yet it mightn’t be — it’s hard to tell.” He wagged his head. “I’ll take it to our chaps, and see what they can make of it. Some men are better at this sort of thing than others.” Folding up the paper he placed it in his pocket-book. “Am I to understand that you can give no description of the burglar — that there’s no one you suspect?”

“I don’t know that it amounts to suspicion — but there was a man hanging about here in rather a singular fashion whom I can’t help thinking might have had a finger in the pie.”

“Can you describe him?”

“He was about my height — I’m five feet six and a half — thick set, and I noticed he walked in a sort of rolling way; I thought he was drunk at first, but I don’t believe he was. He kept his hands in his trousers pockets, and he was very shabbily dressed, in an old black coat — I believe you call them Chesterfields — which was buttoned down the front right up to the chin — I doubt if he had a waistcoat; a pair of old patched trousers — and I’m under the impression that his boots were odd ones. He had an old black billycock hat, with no band on, crammed over his eyes, iron-grey hair, and a fortnight’s growth of whiskers on his cheeks and chin. He had a half impudent, half hang-dog air — altogether just the sort of person to try his hand at this sort of thing.”

“I’ll take down that description, if you’ll repeat it.”

She did repeat it — and he did take it down, with irritating slowness. When she had finished he read what he had written, tapping his teeth with the end of his pencil and looking most important.

“I shouldn’t be surprised if you’ve laid your finger on the very man — and if we lay our fingers on him before the day is over. You will excuse my saying, miss, that you’ve got the faculty of observation — marked. I couldn’t have given a better description of a chap myself — and I’ve been a bit longer at the game than you have. Now I’ll just go through the place once more, and then I’ll go; and then in due course you’ll hear from us again.”

He did go through the place once more — and he did go.

“Now,” observed Madge to herself, as she watched him going down the road, “all that remains, is for us in due course to hear from you again — to some effect — and that, if you’re the sort of blunderbuss I take you to be, will be never.”

Turning from the window, she looked about the room, speaking half in jest and half in earnest.

“This is a delightful state of things — truly! It seems as if we couldn’t have found a more undesirable habitation, if we had tried Petticoat Lane. Not the first burglar that’s been in the place! And the house well known to the police — not to speak of a sinister reputation in all the country side! Charming! Clover Cottage seems to be an ideal place of residence for two lone, lorn young women. The abode of mystery, and, so far as I can make out, a sink of crime, one wonders if it still waits to become the scene of some ghastly murder to give to the situation its crowning touches. I shiver — or, at any rate, I ought to shiver — when I reflect on the horrors with which I may be, and probably am, surrounded!”

Ella returned earlier than the day before, and, this time, she came alone. The question burst from her lips the instant she was in the house.

“Well, has anything happened?”

“Nothing — of importance. It’s true the police have been, but as it appears that they’ve been here over and over again before, that’s a trifle. There’s been at least one previous burglar upon the premises, and it seems that the house has been known to the police — and to the whole neighbourhood — for years, in the most disreputable possible sense.”

Ella could but gasp.

“Madge!”

The statements which the officer had made were retailed, with comments and additions — and, it may be added, interpolations. Ella was more impressed even than Madge had been — being divided between concern and indignation.

“To think that we should have been inveigled into taking such a place! We ought to claim damages from those scamps of agents who let it us without a word of warning. You can’t think how I have been worrying about you the whole day long; the idea of our being together in the place is bad enough, but the idea of your being alone in it is worse. What that policeman has said, settles it. Jack may laugh if he likes, but my mind is made up that I won’t stop a moment longer in the house than I can help; the notion of your being all those hours alone here would worry me into the grave if nothing else did — and so I shall tell him when he comes.”

Madge’s manner was more equable.

“He will laugh at you, you’ll find; and, unless I’m in error, here he is to do it.”

As she spoke there was a vigorous knock at the front door.


CHAPTER VI

THE LONG ARM OF COINCIDENCE

“Go,” said Ella, as she hastened from the room, “and open the door, while I go upstairs and take my hat off.”

Madge did as she was told. There were two persons at the door — Jack Martyn and another.

“This,” said Jack, referring to his companion, “is a friend of mine.”

It was dark in the passage, and Madge was a little flurried. She perceived that Jack had a companion, and that was all.

“Go into the sitting-room, I’ll bring you a lamp in a minute. Ella has gone to take her hat off.”

Presently, returning with the lighted lamp in her hand, placing it on the table, she glanced at Jack’s companion — and stared. In her astonishment, she all but knocked the lamp over. Jack laughed.

“I believe,” he said, “you two have met before.”

Madge continued speechless. She passed her hand before her eyes, as if to make sure she was not dreaming. Jack laughed again.

“I repeat that I believe you two have met before.”

Madge drew herself up to her straightest and her stiffest. Her tone was icy.

“Yes, I rather believe we have.”

She rather believed they had? — If she could credit the evidence of her own eyes the man in front of her was the stranger who had so unwarrantably intruded on pretence of seeking music lessons — who had behaved in so extraordinary a fashion!

“This,” went on Jack airily, “is a friend of mine, Bruce Graham, — Graham, this is Miss Brodie.”

Madge acknowledged the introduction with an inclination of the head which was so faint as to be almost imperceptible. Mr. Graham, on the contrary, bent almost double — he seemed scarcely more at his ease than she was.

“I’m afraid, Miss Brodie, that I’ve behaved very badly. I trust you will allow me to express my contrition.”

“I beg you will not mention it,” she turned away; “I will go and tell Ella you have come.”

There came a voice from behind her.

“You needn’t — Ella is aware of it already.”

As Ella came into the room, she moved to leave it. Jack caught her by the arm.

“Madge, don’t go away in a fume! — you wait till you have heard what I have got to say. Do you know that we’re standing in the presence of a romance in real life — on the verge of a blood-curdling mystery? Fact! — aren’t we, Graham?”

Mr. Graham’s language was slightly less emphatic.

“We are, or rather we may be confronted by rather a curious condition of affairs.”

Jack waved his arm excitedly.

“I say it’s the most extraordinary thing. Now, honestly, Graham, isn’t it a most extraordinary thing?”

“It certainly is rather a striking illustration of the long arm of coincidence.”

“Listen to him. Isn’t he cold-blooded? If you’d heard him an hour or two ago, he was hot enough to melt all the ice-cream in town. But you wait a bit. This is my show, and I’ll let you know it. Sit down, Ella — sit down, Madge — Graham, take a chair. To you a tale I will unfold.”

Taking up his position on the hearthrug in front of the fireplace, he commenced to orate.

“You see this man. His name’s Graham. He digs in the same house I do. To be perfectly frank, his rooms are on the opposite side of the landing. You may have heard me speak of him.”

“I have. Often!” This was Ella.

“Have you? You must know, Graham, that there are frequently occasions on which I have nothing whatever to talk about, so I fill up the blanks with what I may call padding. I say this, because I don’t want you to misunderstand the situation. This morning he lunched at the same crib I did. Directly he came in I saw that he was below par; so I said — I always am a sympathetic soul— ‘I do hope, Graham, you won’t forget to let me have an invitation to your funeral — and, in the meantime, perhaps you’ll let me know of what it is you’re dying?’ Now, he’s not one of those men who wear their hearts upon their sleeves for daws to peck at — you know the quotation, and if you don’t, I do; and it was some time before I could extract a word from him, even edgeways. But at last he put down his knife and fork with a clatter — it was distinctly with a clatter — and he observed, ‘Martyn, I’ve been misbehaving myself.’ I was not surprised, and I told him so. ‘I’m in a deuce of a state of mind because I’ve been insulting a lady.’ ‘That’s nothing!’ I replied. ‘I’m always insulting a lady.’ — I may explain that when I made that remark, Ella, you were the lady I had in my mind’s eye. At this point I would pause to inquire why, Miss Brodie, you did not take me into your confidence yesterday afternoon?”

“I did.”

“You did not.”

“I did.”

“You told me about the lunatic lady, because, I suppose, you could not help it — since you were caught in the act — but you said nothing about a lunatic gentleman.” He wagged his finger portentously. “Don’t think you deceive me, Madge Brodie — I smell a rat, and one of considerable size.”

“Jack, do go on.”

This was Ella.

“I will go on — in my own way. If you bustle me, I’ll keep going on for ever. Don’t I tell you this is my show? Do you want to queer it? Well, as I was about to observe — when I was interrupted — Graham started spinning a yarn about how he had forced his way into a house, in which there was a young woman all alone, by herself, and, so far as I could make out, gone on awful. ‘May I ask,’ I said, beginning to think that his yarn smelt somewhat fishy, ‘what house this was?’ ‘The place,’ he replied, as cool as a cucumber, ‘is called Clover Cottage.’ ‘What’s that!’ I cried — I almost jumped out of my chair. ‘I say that the place is called Clover Cottage.’ I had to hold on to the hair of my head with both my hands. ‘And whereabouts may Clover Cottage be?’ ‘On Wandsworth Common.’ When he said that, as calmly as if he were asking me to pass the salt, I collapsed. I daresay he thought that I’d gone mad.”

“I began to wonder.” This was Graham.

“Did you? Let me tell you, sir, that as far as you were concerned, I had long since passed the stage of wonder, and had reached the haven of assurance. ‘Are you aware?’ I cried, ‘that Clover Cottage, Wandsworth Common, is the residence of the lady whom I hope to make my wife?’ ‘Good Lord!’ he said. ‘No,’ I screamed, ‘good lady!’ I fancy the waiter, from his demeanour, was under the impression that I was about to fight; in which case I should have proved myself mad, because, as you perceive for yourselves, the man’s a monster. ‘It seems to me,’ I said, ‘that if the lady you insulted was not the lady whom I hope to make my wife, it was that lady’s friend, which is the same thing — —’”

“Is it?” interposed Ella. “You hear him, Madge?”

“I hear.”

“‘Which is the same thing,’” continued Jack. “‘And therefore, sir, I must ask you to explain.’ He explained, I am bound to admit that he explained there and then. He gave me an explanation which I have no hesitation in asserting” — Jack, holding his left hand out in front of him, brought his right list solemnly down upon his open palm— “was the most astonishing I ever heard. It shows the hand of Providence; it shows that the age of miracles is not yet past; it shows — —”

Ella cut the orator short.

“Never mind what it shows; what’s the explanation?”

Jack shook his head sadly.

“I was about to point out several other things which that explanation shows, with a view, as I might phrase it, of improving the occasion, but, having been interrupted for the third time, I refrain. The explanation itself you will hear from Graham’s own lips — after tea. He is here for the purpose of giving you that explanation — after tea. I believe, Graham, I am correct in saying so?”

“Perfectly. Only, so far as I am concerned, I am ready to give my explanation now. I cannot but feel that I shall occupy an invidious position in, at any rate, Miss Brodie’s eyes until I have explained.”

“Then feel! I’ll be hanged if you shall explain now. Dash it, man, I want my tea; I want a high tea, a good tea — at once!”

Ella sprang up from her chair.

“Come, Madge, let’s give the man his tea.”

It was a curious meal — if only because of the curious terms on which two members of the party stood toward each other. The two girls sat at each end of the table, the men on either side. Madge, unlike her usual self, was reserved and frosty; what little she did say was addressed to Ella or to Jack. Mr. Graham she ignored, treating his timorous attempts in a conversational direction with complete inattention. His position could hardly have been more uncomfortable. Ella, influenced by Madge’s attitude, seemed as if she could not make up her mind how to treat him on her own account; her bearing towards him, to say the least, was chilly. On the other hand. Jack’s somewhat cumbrous attempts at humour and sociability did not mend matters; and more than once before the meal was over Mr. Graham must have heartily wished that he had never sat down to it.

Still, even Madge might have admitted, and perhaps in her heart she did admit, that, under the circumstances, he bore himself surprisingly well; that he looked as if he was deserving of better treatment. Half unconsciously to herself — and probably quite unconsciously to him — she kept a corner of her eye upon him all the time. He scarcely looked the sort of man to do anything unworthy. The strong rough face suggested honesty, the bright clear eyes were frank and open; the broad brow spelt intellect, the lines of the mouth and jaw were bold and firm. The man’s whole person was suggestive of strength, both physical and mental. And when he came to tell the story which Jack Martyn had foreshadowed, it was difficult, as one listened, not to believe that he was one who had been raised by nature above the common sort. He told his tale with a dramatic earnestness, and yet a simple, modest sincerity, which held his hearers from the first, and which, before he had done, had gained them all over to his side.


CHAPTER VII

BRUCE GRAHAM’S FIRST CLIENT

“I don’t know,” he began, “if Martyn has told you that by profession I am a barrister.”

“No,” said Jack, as he shook his head, “I have told them nothing to your credit.”

Graham smiled; the smile lighting up his features, and correcting what was apt to be their chief defect, a prevailing sombreness.

“I am a barrister — one of the briefless brigade. One morning, about fourteen months ago, I left London for a spin on my bicycle. It was the long vacation; every one was out of town except myself. I thought I would steal a day with the rest. I came through Wandsworth, meaning to go across Wimbledon Common, through Epsom, and on towards the Shirley Hills. As I came down St. John’s Hill my tyre caught up a piece of broken glass off the road, and the result was a puncture, or rather a clean cut, nearly an inch in length. I took it to a repairing shop by the bridge. As I stood waiting for the job to be done, two policemen came along with a man handcuffed between them, a small crowd at their heels.

“I asked the fellow who was doing my cycle what was wrong. He told me that there had been a burglary at a house on the Common the night before, that the burglar had been caught in the act, had half-murdered the policeman who had caught him, and was now on his way to the magistrate’s court.

“As it seemed likely that the mending of my tyre would take some time, actuated by a more or less professional curiosity, I followed the crowd to the court.

“The case was taken up without delay. The statement that the constable who had detected what was taking place had been half-murdered was an exaggeration, as the appearance of the officer himself in the witness-box disclosed. But he had been roughly handled. His head was bandaged, he carried his arm in a sling, and he bore himself generally as one who had been in the wars. My experience, small as it is, teaches that constables on such occasions are wont, perhaps not unnaturally, to make the most of their injuries; and, to say the least, the prisoner had not escaped scot free. His skull had been laid open, two of his teeth had been knocked down his throat, his whole body was black and blue with bruises. Indeed his battered appearance so excited my sympathy that then and there I offered him my gratuitous services in his defence. My offer was accepted. I did what I could.

“However, there was very little that could be done. The burglary, it seemed, had occurred at a place called Clover Cottage.”

“Why,” cried Ella, “this is Clover Cottage!”

“Yes,” said Jack, shaking his head with what he meant to be mysterious significance, “as you correctly observe, this is Clover Cottage. Didn’t I tell you you’d see the hand of Providence? You just wait a bit, you’ll be dumbfounded.”

Mr. Graham continued.

“Clover Cottage it appeared was unoccupied. There were in it neither tenants nor goods. So far as the evidence showed, it contained nothing at all. Being found in an absolutely empty house is not, as a rule, an offence which meets with a severe punishment. I was at a loss, therefore, to understand why my client should have made such a desperate defence and thus have enormously increased the measure of his guilt in the way he had done. Had it not been for what was termed, and perhaps rightly, his assault on the police, the affair would have been settled out of hand. As it was, the magistrate felt that he had no option but to send the case to trial; which he did do there and then.

“Before his trial I had more than one interview with my client in his cell at Wandsworth Gaol. He told me, by way of explaining his conduct, an extraordinary story; so extraordinary that, from that hour to this, I have never been able to make up my mind as to its truth.

“Under ordinary circumstances I should have had no hesitation in affirming his statement, or rather his series of statements, was a more or less badly contrived set of lies. But there was something about the fellow which assured me that at any rate he himself believed what he said. He was by no means an ordinary criminal type, and there seemed no reason to doubt his assertion that this was the first felonious transaction he had ever had a hand in. He admitted he had led an irregular life, and that he had come down the ladder of respectability with a run, but he stoutly maintained that this was the first time he had ever done anything deserving the attention of the police.

“He was a man about forty years of age; he claimed to be only thirty-six. If that was the fact, then the life he had been living, and the injuries he had recently received, made him look considerably older. His name, he said, was Charles Ballingall. By trade he was a public-house broker; once, and that not so long ago, in a very fair way of business. He had had a lifelong friend — I am telling you the story, you understand, exactly as he told it me — named Ossington — Thomas Ossington. Ballingall always spoke of him as Tom Ossington.”

Ellen looked at Madge.

“Madge!” she exclaimed, “how about Tom Ossington’s Ghost?”

“I know.”

Madge sat listening with compressed lips and flashing eyes; that was all she vouchsafed to reply. Mr. Graham glanced in her direction as he went on.

“According to Ballingall’s story, Ossington must have been a man of some eccentricity. He was possessed of considerable means — according to Ballingall, of large fortune. But his whole existence had been embittered by the fact that he suffered from some physical malformation. For one thing, he had a lame foot — —”

“I know that he was lame.” This was Madge; all eyes stared at her.

“You knew? How did you know?”

“Because she told me.”

Ella’s eyes opened wider.

“She told you? Who?”

“The ghost’s wife.”

“The ghost’s wife!”

“Yes, the ghost’s wife. But never mind about that now. Mr. Graham will perhaps go on.”

And Mr. Graham went on.

“This had preyed upon his spirits his whole life long; and, as his unwillingness to show himself among his fellows increased, it had made of him almost a recluse. He was, however, as it seemed, a man of strong affections, tender heart, and simple disposition. In these respects Ballingall could not speak of him with sufficient warmth. There never had been, he declared, a man like Tom. There was nothing he would not do for a friend — self-abnegation was the passion of his life. Ballingall owned that he owed everything to Ossington. Ossington had set him up in business, had helped him in a hundred ways. In return he (Ballingall) had rewarded him with the most hideous ingratitude. This part of the story was accompanied by such a strong exhibition of remorse that I, for one, found it difficult not to believe in the fellow’s genuineness.

“In spite of his mis-shapenness, Ossington had found a wife, apparently a lovely one. The man loved her with the single-eyed affection of which such natures as his are capable. She, on the other hand, was as unworthy of his affection as she possibly could have been. From Ballingall’s account she was evil through and through; he could find no epithet too evil to hurl at her. But then it was very possible that he was prejudiced. According to him, this woman, Ossington’s wife, loathing her devoted husband, full to the lips with scorn of him, had deliberately laid herself out to win his (Ballingall’s) love, and had succeeded so completely as to have caused him to forget the mountain-load of gratitude under which he ought to have stumbled, even to the extent of causing him to steal his friend’s wife — the wife who was the very light of that friend’s eyes.

“I think there was some truth in the fellow’s version of the crime — for crime it was, and of the blackest dye. He declared to me that as soon as the thing was done, he knew himself to be the ineffable hound which he indeed was. The veil which the woman’s allurements and sophistries had spread before his eyes was torn into shreds, and he saw the situation in all its horrible reality. She was as false to him as she had been to her husband, and he had been to his friend. In a few months she had left him, having ruined him before she went. From that time his career was all downhill. Remorse pursued him day and night. He felt that he was a pariah — an outcast among men; that an ineffaceable brand was on his brow which would for ever stamp him as accursed. It is possible that under the stress of privation, — for he quickly began to suffer actual privation — his mind became unhinged. But that he had suffered, and was still suffering, acutely, for his crime, the sweat of agony which broke out upon his brow as he told his tale was, to me, sufficient evidence.

“Two or three years passed. He sank to about the lowest depths to which a man could sink. At last, ragged, penniless, hungry, he was refused a job as a sandwich-man because of his incapacity to keep up with his fellows. One night he was on the Surrey side of the Embankment, near Westminster Bridge. It was after one o’clock in the morning; shortly before, he had heard Big Ben striking the hour. He was leaning over the parapet in front of Doulton’s factory — you will observe that I reproduce the attention to detail which characterised this portion of his story, such an impression did it make upon my mind. As he stood looking at the water, some one touched him on the shoulder. Supposing it was a policeman who suspected his intentions, he turned hastily round. To his astonishment it was Tom Ossington. ‘Tom!’ he gasped.

“‘Charlie!’ returned the other. ‘Come the first thing to-morrow morning to Clover Cottage.’

“Without another word he walked rapidly away in the direction of the Wandsworth Road — Ballingall distinctly noticing, as he went, that his limp had perceptibly diminished. Left once more alone, Ballingall was at a loss what to make of the occurrence. Ossington’s appearance at that particular moment, so far away from home at that hour of the night, was a problem which he found it difficult to solve. He at last decided that the man’s incurable tender-heartedness had caused him to at least partially overlook the blackness of the offence, and to offer his whilom friend succour in the depths of his distress. Anyhow, the next morning found the broken-down wretch in front of Ossington’s house — of this house, as I understand.”

As Mr. Graham said this, for some reason or other at least two of its hearers shivered; Ella clasped her hands more tightly as they lay upon her knee, and the expression of Madge’s wide-open eyes grew more intense. Even Jack Martyn seemed subdued.

“To his indescribable astonishment, the house was empty. A board in the garden announced that it was to be let or sold. As he stood staring, a policeman came along.

“‘Excuse me!’ he said, ‘but doesn’t Mr. Ossington live here?’

“‘He did!’ answered the policeman; ‘but he doesn’t now.’

“‘Can you tell me where he is living? I want to know because he asked me to call on him.’

“‘Did he? Then if he asked you to call on him, I should if I was you. You’ll find him in Wandsworth Churchyard. That’s where he is living now!’

“The policeman’s tone was jocular, Ballingall’s appearance was against him. Evidently the officer suspected him of some clumsy attempt at invention. But as soon as the words were uttered Ballingall staggered back against the wall, according to his own account, like one stricken with death. He was speechless. The policeman, with a laugh, turned on his heel and left him there. Impelled by some influence which he could not resist, the conscience-haunted vagabond dragged his wearied feet to the churchyard. There among the tombstones he found one which purported to be erected to the memory of Thomas Ossington, who had been interred there some two years previously. While he stared, thunderstruck, at the inscription, Ballingall assured me that Tom Ossington stood at his side, and pointed at it with his finger.”
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Graham paused. His listeners fidgeted in their seats. It was a second or two before the narrator continued.

“You understand that I am telling you the story precisely as it was told me, without accepting for it any responsibility whatever. I can only assure you that whilst it was being told, I was so completely held, by what I can best describe as the teller’s frenzied earnestness, that I accepted his facts precisely as he told them, and it was only after I got away from the glamour of his intensity of self-conviction that I perceived how entirely irreconcilable they were with the teachings of our everyday experience.

“Thenceforward, Ballingall declared that he was never without a feeling that Ossington was somewhere in the intermediate neighbourhood — to use his own word, that he was shadowing him. For the next week or two he lighted upon somewhat better times. He obtained a job at road-cleaning, and in one way or another managed to preserve himself from actual starvation. But, shortly, the luck ran out, and one night he again found himself without a penny with which to buy either food or lodging. He was struggling up Southampton Street, in the Strand, intending to hang about the purlieus of Covent Garden with the faint hope that he might be able to get some sort of job at the dawn of day, when he saw, coming towards him from the market, Tom Ossington. Ballingall shrank back into the doorway, and, while he stood there shivering, Ossington came and planted himself in front of him.

“‘Charlie!’ he said, ‘why didn’t you come to Clover Cottage when I told you?’

“Ballingall protested that he looked and spoke just like a rational being — with the little air of impatience which had always been his characteristic; that there was nothing either in his manner or his appearance in any way unusual, and that there was certainly nothing to suggest an apparition. A conversation was carried on between them just as it might have been between an ordinary Jones and Robinson.

“‘I did come!’ he replied.

“‘Yes — but you stopped outside. Why didn’t you come inside?’

“‘Because the house was empty!’

“‘That’s all you know.’

“‘Yes,’ repeated Ballingall, ‘that’s all I do know.’

“‘There’s my fortune in that house!’

“‘Your fortune?’

“‘Yes my fortune; all of it. I brought it home, and hid it away — after Lily went.’

“Lily was his wife’s name. He spoke of her with a sort of gasp. Ballingall felt as if he had been struck.

“‘What’s your fortune to do with me?’

“‘Everything maybe — because it is yours, if you’ll come and get it; every farthing. It’s anyone’s who finds it, anyone’s — I don’t care who it is. What does it matter to me who has it — now? Why shouldn’t it be yours? There’s heaps and heaps of money, heaps! More than you suppose. It’ll make a rich man of you — set you up for life, buy you houses, carriages and all. You have only got to come and get it, and it is yours. Think of what a difference it’ll make to you — of all that it will do for you — of all that it will mean. It will pick you out of the gutter, and place you in a mansion, with as many servants as you like to pay for at your beck and call. And all yours for the fetching — or anyone’s for the matter of that. But why shouldn’t you make it yours? Don’t be a fool, but come, man, come!’

“He continued urging and entreating Ballingall to come and take for his own the treasures which he declared were hidden away in Clover Cottage, until, turning round, without a farewell word, he walked down the street and disappeared into the Strand.

“Ballingall assured me that he didn’t know what to make of it; and if he was speaking the truth, I quite understand his difficulty. He was aware that, neither physically nor mentally, was he in the best of health, and he knew also that Ossington was continually in his mind. He might be the victim of hallucination; but if so, it was hallucination of an extraordinary sort. He himself had not touched Ossington, but Ossington had touched him. His touch had been solid enough, he looked solid enough, but how came he to be in Southampton Street if he was lying in Wandsworth Churchyard? On the other hand, the story of the hidden fortune was quite in accordance with what he knew of the man’s character. He always had a trick of concealing money, valuables, all sorts of things, in unusual places. And for him to have secreted the bulk of his capital, or even the whole of it, or what represented the whole of it, and then to have left the hiding-place unrevealed, for some one to discover after he was dead and gone, was just the sort of thing he might have been expected to do.

“Anyhow, Ballingall did not go to Clover Cottage the following day. He found a job when the market opened, and that probably had a good deal to do with his staying away. The next night Ossington returned — if I remember rightly, just as Ballingall was about to enter a common lodging-house. And he came back not that night only, but over and over again, so far as I could understand, for weeks together, and always with the same urgent request, that he would come and fetch the fortune which lay hidden in Clover Cottage.

“At last torn by conflicting doubts, driven more than half insane — as he himself admitted — by the feeling that his life was haunted, he did as his mysterious visitor desired — he went to Clover Cottage. He hung about the house for an hour. At last, persuaded that it was empty, he gained admission through the kitchen window. No sooner was he in than a constable who, unconsciously to himself, had been observing his movements with suspicious eyes, came and found him on the premises. The feeling that, after all, he had allowed himself to be caught in something that looked very like a trap, bereft Ballingall of his few remaining senses, and he resisted the officer with a degree of violence which he would not have shown had he retained his presence of mind.

“The result was that instead of leaving Clover Cottage the possessor of a fortune, he left it to be hauled ignominiously to the stationhouse.”


CHAPTER VIII

MADGE . . . AND THE PANEL

“And is that all the story?” asked Ella, for Mr. Graham had paused.

“All of it as it relates to Ballingall. So far as he was concerned, it brought his history up to date.”

“And what became of him?”

“He was tried at the Surrey Sessions. There was practically no defence — for, of course, I could not urge on his behalf the wild story he had told me. All I could do was to plead extenuating circumstances. He was found guilty, and got twelve months.”

“And then?”

“Then I came in — that was my first brief, and my last. Although I could not see my way to shape his story into the form of any legal plea, still less could I erase it from my mind. Never had I heard such a tale before, and never had I listened to a man who had so impressed me by his complete sincerity as Ballingall had done when telling it. He had struck me as being as sane as I myself was; had used commonplace words; had not gone out of his way to heighten their colour; but had simply told the thing straight on, exactly as it occurred. I felt convinced that, from his own point of view, the affair was genuine.

“Months went by, and still the story stuck in my brain. I found myself putting propositions of this kind. There was a house called Clover Cottage, and there had lived in it a man named Ossington, an avowed eccentric — for I had made inquiries in the neighbourhood, and had learned that he had been regarded thereabouts as more or less insane. Suppose, in this empty house of his, he had hidden something which was more or less valuable, for which there existed no actual owner, nor any designated heir. What then?”

The speaker paused again. Then spoke more softly. On his countenance the shadows seemed to deepen.

“You must understand that I am a poor man. All the world that knows me is conscious of my poverty, but none but myself is aware how poor I really am. I have felt, and feel, that if I can only hold on, I shall win my way in my profession yet. But it is the holding on which is so difficult. Some time ago I came to the end of my resources, and during the last year I have been living from hand to mouth. Had I had my time more fully occupied I should have been able to banish from my mind the man’s queer story; or had I seen my way to earn money sufficient to supply my daily needs, anyhow, without forfeiting my right to call myself a professional man, and so barring that gate to my future advancement; my thoughts would not have turned so frequently to that possibly hidden, useless hoard. I was frequently conscious that the whole thing might be, and probably was, a pure phantasm, and that there was no such hoard, and never had been; but, at the same time I was persuaded that Ballingall had not been a conscious liar.

“Things came to such a pitch that I found myself in possession of less than ten shillings, and with nothing pawnable on which to raise the wind — you must forgive my entering on these details, but it is absolutely necessary if you are to have a complete comprehension of my position. This, I told myself, was absurd, and if there really was something hidden at Clover Cottage worth having, which could be had for the finding, it was absurder still. I started then and there with a half-formed resolution to put the matter to a final test, and to look for myself. I reached Clover Cottage — to find that it was occupied. There was a plate outside, announcing that lessons were given in music. My mind had been in a tolerable state of confusion when I started. I was conscious of the apparent absurdity of my quest; and that consciousness had not grown less as I went on. The discovery that the house was tenanted made my confusion worse confounded. More than half ashamed of my errand, I was wholly at a loss what to do. While I hesitated, I chanced to glance up, and there, a few yards down the road, was ... Ballingall.”

“I knew it was Ballingall.”

This was Madge.

Ella turned on her.

“You knew it was Ballingall? — How did you know it was Ballingall? It seems to me that you know everything.”

“Miss Brodie,” observed Bruce Graham, “very naturally draws her own conclusions. The sight of him turned me into a drivelling idiot. In the confusion of my mind his appearance on the scene at that particular moment seemed nothing short of supernatural. I felt as if I had been guilty of some act of treachery towards him, and as if he had sprung from goodness alone knew where to catch me in the very act. I blundered through the gate, knocked at the door and almost forced my way into the house.”

“You did almost force your way into the house.”

Madge’s tone was grim.

“I’m afraid I did — and, being in, I blurted out some nonsense about being in search of music lessons, and generally misbehaved myself all round. As a climax, just as I was about to put an end to my intrusion, I saw Ballingall staring at me through the window. I would not have encountered him then for all the hidden hoards the world contains. I entreated Miss Brodie — to permit me to make my escape through the back door — and she did.”

“Yes, and insulted you as you went.”

Graham rose from his seat.

“You behaved to me, Miss Brodie, infinitely better than I deserved. You would have been perfectly justified in summoning a policeman, and giving me into charge. I can only thank you for your forbearance. I assure you of my most extreme penitence. And while I cannot expect that you will forgive me at once — —”

“But I do forgive you.”

Madge had also risen.

“Miss Brodie.”

“Of course I do. And I did behave badly — like a wretch. But why didn’t you explain?”

“You saw what, at the moment, was my capacity to explain, and now you perceive how extremely complicated the explanation would have had to be.”

“But to think,” cried Ella, “that we should be in the very centre of a mystery.”

Jack struck in.

“Exactly — living in the very heart of it; surrounded by it on every side; having it staring you in the face whichever way you turn. What did I tell you? Isn’t it blood-curdling? Like the man says in the song — you really never do know where you are.”

Ella glanced at Madge.

“The burglary last night — do you think?”

“Of course it was.”

“Ballingall?”

“Without a doubt.”

“But, my dear, how can you be so sure?”

“He was hanging about all day — he tried again last night; it’s as plain as it possibly can be.”

Jack, puzzled, had been looking from one to the other.

“Perhaps you will tell us what is as plain as it possibly can be.”

Ella turned to him.

“There was another burglary last night.”

“Where?”

“Here — in the very middle of the night.”

“Upon my honour! — this appears to be — Graham, this really does appear to be a pleasant house to live in. The delights of the country, with the horrors of town thrown in. — Did you catch the ruffian?”

“Madge heard him first.”

“Oh — Madge heard him first?”

“Yes, and then she came and told me — —”

“Where was he all the time?”

“Wait a bit, and I’ll tell you. Then we both of us heard him — then Madge fired — —”

“Fired? — what?”

“Your revolver.”

“Gracious! — did she hit him?”

“She never saw him.”

“Never saw him! Then what did she fire at?”

“Well — —”

Ella stopped, as if somewhat at a loss. So Madge went on.

“I fired to let him know he was discovered. I believe the bullet lodged in the roof.”

“Heavens! what a target.”

“He took the hint, and did not wait to be made a target of himself.”

“Then didn’t you see him at all?”

“Through the window, as he was running down the road.”

“Did you give the alarm?”

“We were in our night-dresses.”

“Why, he might have murdered the two of you if he had liked.”

“He might, but he didn’t.”

Madge’s tone was dry. Ella put her hand up to her ears.

“Jack! — don’t talk like that; I’ve been shivering ever since. You can’t think what a day I’ve had in town, thinking of Madge in the house all alone.”

“My dear girl.” He put his arm about her waist, to comfort her. “And you think that it was — Graham’s friend.”

“It was Charles Ballingall.”

This was Madge; Ella was less positive.

“My dear, how can you be so certain? You only caught a glimpse of the man’s back in the darkness.”

“He has committed burglary here before. His presence in the daytime is followed by another burglary that same night. Isn’t the inference an obvious one? Don’t you think so, Mr. Graham?

“It looks exceedingly suspicious. To convince a jury of his innocence he would have to prove an alibi.”

“The burglar, whoever it was — and for the sake of argument we’ll say that we don’t know — took nothing with him, but he left something behind him, a piece of paper with writing on it. When the police came today — —”

“Do you mean to say that the police have been here to-day?”

“Certainly — or, rather, a sample of them. And a lot of good he did, or is likely to do. I gave him the original piece of paper, but not before I had copied what was on it. Here is the copy. What do you make of it, Mr. Graham?”

Madge handed a sheet of paper to the gentleman addressed. As he looked at it Jack, too impatient to wait his turn, leaned over his elbow to look at it too.

“My stars! ‘Tom Ossington’s Ghost!’ Large as life! Here’s thrillers. What’s that? ‘Right — straight across — three four — up!’ Here’s mysteries! ‘Right — cat — dog — cat — dog — cat — dog — dog — cat — dog — left eye, — push’ — there seem to be several dogs after a good few cats. Perhaps it is my stupidity, but, while it’s very interesting, I don’t quite see what it means.”

Madge paid no attention to Martyn. She kept her eyes fixed on his companion.

“What do you make of it, Mr. Graham?” she asked.

Bruce Graham continued silent for a moment longer, keeping his eyes fixed upon the paper. Then he looked up and met her glance.

“I think that we have here the key of the riddle, if we could only read it.”

“If we could only read it!”

“Nor, from a superficial glance, should I imagine that that would be very difficult.”

“Nor I.”

“One thing it seems to me that this paper proves — that you were correct in your inference, and that last night’s burglar was Charles Ballingall.”

“I am sure of it.”

“You two,” interposed Martyn, “appear to be in thorough agreement — thorough! Which is the more delightful since you began by disagreeing. But you must excuse my saying that I don’t quite see where the cause for harmony comes in.”

“Are you so stupid?”

“My dear Madge! Don’t strike me! It’s constitutional.”

“Don’t you see what the situation really is?”

“Well — pardon me — but — really, you are so warm. Miss Brodie. If this gentleman were to allow me to study this interesting document, I might.”

“Somewhere in this house, the dead man, Tom Ossington, concealed his fortune, all that he had worth having. It is as clear as if I saw the actual hiding place.”

“My gracious goodness! Is it?”

“It is within a few feet of where we’re standing. At this moment we’re ‘hot,’ I know — I feel it!”

“Listen to that now! Madge, you must have second sight.”

“That scrap of paper contains, as Mr. Graham puts it, the key of the riddle. It’s a minute description of the precise whereabouts of the dead man’s hiding place. All we have to do is to find out what it means, and if we are not all idiots, that shouldn’t be hard. Why, you’ve only got to see the house; you’ve only to look about you, and use your eyes, to at once perceive that it’s honeycombed with possible hiding places — just the sort of crevices and crannies which would commend themselves to such a man as this Tom Ossington. Look at this very room, for instance; it’s wainscotted. That means, probably, that between the outer wall and the wainscot there’s an open space — and who knows what beside? Listen!” She struck the wainscot in question with her open palm. “You can hear it has a hollow backing. Why” — she touched it again more gently, then stopped, as if puzzled— “why, the wood-work moves.” She gave a little cry, “Ella.”

“Madge?”

They came crowding round her, with eager faces.


CHAPTER IX

THE THING WHICH WAS HIDDEN

She had placed her hand against a portion of the wainscotting which was about level with her breast. As, in her excitement, she had unconsciously pressed it upwards, the panel had certainly moved. Between it and the wood below there was a cavity of perhaps a quarter of an inch.

“Push it! Push it higher!”

This was Jack. Apparently that was just what Madge was endeavouring to do, in vain.

“It won’t move. It’s stuck — or something.”

Mr. Graham advanced.

“Allow me, perhaps I may manage.”

She ceded to him her position. He placed his huge hand where her smaller one had been. He endeavoured his utmost to induce the panel to make a further movement.

“Put your fingers into the opening,” suggested Jack, “and lever it.”

Graham acted on the suggestion, without success. He examined the panel closely.

“If it were ever intended to go higher, the wood has either warped, or the groove in which it slides has become choked with dust.”

Ella was peeping through the opening.

“There is something inside — there is, I don’t know what it is, but there is something — I can see it. Oh, Mr. Graham, can’t you get it open wider!”

“Here, here! let’s get the poker; we’ll try gentle persuasion.”

Jack, forcing the point of the poker into the cavity, leant his weight upon the handle. There was a creaking sound — and nothing else.

“George! it’s stiff! I’m putting on a pressure of about ten tons.”

As he paused, preparatory to exerting greater force, Madge, brushing him aside, caught the poker from him. She drove the point against the wainscot with all her strength — once, twice, thrice. The wood was shivered into fragments.

“There! I think that’s done the business.”

So far as destroying the panel was concerned, it certainly had. Only splinters remained. The wall behind was left almost entirely bare. They pressed forward to see what the act of vandalism had disclosed.

Between the wainscot and the party-wall there was a space of two or three inches. Among the cobwebs and the dust there was plainly something — something which was itself so encrusted with a coating of dust as to make it difficult, without closer inspection, to tell plainly what it was.

Ella prevented Jack from making a grab at it.

“Let Madge take it — it’s hers — she’s the finder.”

Madge, snatching at it with eager fingers, withdrew the something from its hiding-place.

“Covered,” exclaimed Jack, “with the dust of centuries!”

“It’s covered,” returned the more practical Madge, “at any rate with the dust of a year or two.”

She wiped it with a napkin which she took from the sideboard drawer.

“Why,” cried Ella, “it’s nothing but a sheet of paper.”

Jack echoed her words.

“That’s all — blue foolscap — folded in four.”

Madge unfolded what indeed seemed nothing but a sheet of paper. The others craned their necks to see what it contained. In spite of them she managed to get a private peep at the contents, and then closed it hastily.

“Guess what it is,” she said.

“A draft on the Bank of Elegance for a million sterling.” This was Jack.

“I fancy it is some sort of legal document.”

This was Graham. Ella declined to guess.

“Don’t be so tiresome, Madge; tell us what it is?”

“Mr. Graham is right — it is a legal document. It’s a will, the will of Thomas Ossington. At least I believe it is. If you’ll give me breathing space I’ll read it to you every word.”

She drew herself away from them. When she was a little relieved of their too pressing importunities, she unfolded the paper slowly — with dramatic impressiveness.

“Listen — to a voice from the grave.”

She read to them the contents of the document, in a voice which was a trifle shaky: — 

“I give and bequeath, absolutely, this house, called Clover Cottage, which is my house, and all else in the world which at present is, or, in time to come, shall become my property, to the person who finds my fortune, which is hidden in this house, whoever the finder may chance to be.

“I desire that the said finder shall be the sole heir to all my worldly goods, and shall be at liberty to make such use of them as he or she may choose.

“I do this because I have no one else to whom to leave that of which I am possessed.

“I have neither kith nor kin — nor friend.

“My wife has left me, my friend has betrayed me; my child is dead.

“I am a lonely man.

“May my fortune bring more happiness to the finder than it has ever brought to me.

“God grant it.

“This is my last will and testament.

 

“(Signed) Thomas Ossington,

“October the twenty-second, 1892.

 

“In the presence of Edward John Hurley,
Solicitor’s Clerk,
13, Hercules Buildings, Holborn.
And of Louisa Broome,
2, Acacia Cottages, Battersea
(Maid-servant at present in the employ
of the said Thomas Ossington).”

 

The reading was followed by silence, possibly the silence of amazement. The first observation came from Jack.

“By George!”

The next was Ella’s.

“Dear life!”

For some reason, Madge’s eyes were dim, and her tone still shaking.

“Isn’t it a voice from the grave?” She looked down, biting her lower lip; then up again. “I think, Mr. Graham, this may be more in your line than ours.”

She handed him the paper.

He read it. Without comment he passed it to Jack, who read it with Ella leaning over his shoulder. He placed it on the table, where they all four gathered round and looked at it.

The paper was stained here and there as with spots of damp. But these had in no way blurred the contents.

The words were as clear and legible as on the day they were written. The caligraphy was small and firm, and a little finical, but as easy to read as copperplate: the handwriting of a man who had taken his time, and who had been conscious that he was engaged on a weighty and a serious matter. The testator’s signature was rather in contrast with the body of the document, and was bold and strong, as if he had desired that the witnesses should have no doubt about the fact that it was his name he was affixing.

Edward John Hurley’s attestation was in a cramped legal hand, expressionless, while Louisa Broome’s was large and straggling, the sign-manual of an uneducated woman.

Jack Martyn asked a question, addressed to Graham.

“Is it a will? — a valid one, I mean?”

“Looking at it on the surface, I should say certainly — if the witnesses can be produced to prove the signatures. Indeed, given certain circumstances, even that should not be necessary. The man expresses his wishes; their meaning is perfectly plain; he gives reasons for them. No testator need do more than that. What may seem the eccentric devising of his property is, in his position, easily accounted for, and is certainly consistent with entire sanity. Thousands of more eccentric documents have been held to be good in law. I have little doubt — if the testator’s signature can be proved — that the will is as sound as if it had been drawn up by a bench of judges.”

Madge drew a long breath. Jack was jocular, or meant to be. “Think of that, now!”

“But I don’t see,” said Ella, “that we’re any forwarder now, or that we’re any nearer to Madge’s mysterious hoard. The will — if it is a will — says that the fortune is hidden in the house, but it doesn’t give the faintest notion where. We might pull the whole place to pieces and then not find it.”

“Suppose the whole affair is a practical joke?”

Mr. Graham commented on Jack’s insinuation.

“I have been turning something over in my mind, and I think, Martyn, that I can bring certain facts to bear upon your supposition which will go far to show that it is unlikely that there is much in the nature of a practical joke about the matter. I want to call attention to Miss Brodie’s copy of the paper which the burglar left behind last night — to the second line. Now observe.” He crossed the room. “The paper says ‘Right’ — I have the door-post on my right, close to my right arm. The paper says ‘straight across’ — I walk straight across the room. Miss Brodie, have you a tape measure?”

Madge produced one which she ferreted out of a work-basket which was on a chair in a corner.

“The paper says ‘three’ — I measure three feet from where I am standing, along the wainscot — you see? It says ‘four’ — I measure four feet from the floor. As you perceive, that measurement brings us exactly to the panel behind which the will was hidden. The paper says ‘up.’ As Miss Brodie showed, there can be no doubt whatever that the panel was meant to move up. Owing to the efflux of time and to disuse, it had become jammed. Does not all this suggest that we have here an explanation of part of what was written on the burglar’s paper?”

“It does, by George! Graham,” cried Jack, “I always did know you had a knack of clarifying muddles. Your mental processes are as effective, in their way, as a handful of isinglass dropped into a cask of muddy beer. Ladies, I give you my word they are.”

Martyn was ignored.

“If, therefore, part of the paper is capable of explanation of such a striking kind, does it not seem probable that the rest of it also has a meaning — a meaning which does not partake of the nature of a practical joke?”

“The idea,” declared Madge, “of a practical joke is utter nonsense. As you say, everything points the other way. It is as clear as anything can be that, while one part of the paper is a key to the hiding-place of the will, the other is the key to the hiding-place of the fortune.”

“Very well,” said Jack. “Let’s grant it. I stand snubbed. But perhaps you’ll tell us what is the key to the key?”

“That’s another question.”

“Very much another question.”

“But it needn’t be an insoluble one, if we use our wits. The house isn’t a large one; it isn’t as though it contained a hundred rooms.”

Mr. Graham had been studying the scrap of paper.

“This allusion to cats and dogs seems a striking one. I notice that each word is repeated five times. Is there anything about the house which gives you a hint as to the meaning?”

Madge replied to the question with another.

“Is there anything in this room which gives you a hint? Look around and see.”

“I have been looking round, and I confess there isn’t. Nor do I think it likely that the fortune would be hidden in the same room which contained the will.”

“Very well; then we’ll all of us go over the house together, and we’ll all of us look out for hints.”

Madge led the way, and they went over the house.

It was a tiny one. Behind the solitary sitting-room was the kitchen. The kitchen was an old-fashioned one, with brick floor, and bare brick walls coloured white. In one corner a door led into the pantry; in another was a door into the scullery; there was nothing remarkable about either of these. Under the staircase was a roomy cupboard. They examined it with some thoroughness, by the aid of a lamp, without discovering anything out of the way. On the floor above were the bedrooms used by Ella and Madge, and a smaller room in which they stored their lumber. The walls of these were papered from floor to ceiling, and in none of them did there seem to be anything calculated to convey a hint as to the meaning of the cabalistic allusion.

“It seems to me,” observed Jack, when the work of exploration was completed, “that there’s nothing about these premises breathing of either dogs or cats.”

“It is just possible,” said Graham, “that they may be in the grounds. For instance, several of them may be buried there, and the reference may be to one of their graves.”

“Then do you propose to dig up the whole of the back garden till you light upon their hallowed bones?”

Graham smiled.

“I propose to do nothing.”

Madge struck in.

“But I do; I mean to do a great deal. I’m going to strip all the wainscot off the sitting-room wall, and all the flooring up as well. And I’m going to continue that process till we reach the roof. I’m absolutely certain — absolutely certain, mind you! — that that unhappy man’s hoard is somewhere within the four walls of this house, and I give you my word that I mean to find it.”

“How about the landlord?” asked Graham. “What about his feelings? By the way, who is the landlord?”

“We’re the landlord, Ella and I — or, at any rate, we very soon shall be.”

“But in the meantime?”

“I don’t know anything about a landlord. We took the house from Parker and Beading, the house agents over by the station.”

“They would probably be acting for some principal. Did they not tell you his name?”

“They told us nothing. We took the house from them, and the supposition is that we’re to pay the rent to them.”

“If you will allow me, I’ll take the will away with me — if you will trust me with it — and obtain expert opinion as to its validity. I will also call on Messrs. Parker and Beading, and ascertain, if possible, on whose authority they are acting.”

“When will you do this?”

“The agents I will call upon to-morrow, and will acquaint you, by letter, with the result.”

“You will do nothing of the kind — or, rather, I would prefer that you did not. Both Ella and I would prefer that you should come and tell us the result in person — that is if you can spare the time.”

Mr. Graham bowed, expressing acquiescence in the lady’s wishes. And on that understanding the matter was left.

When the two men had gone, Ella faced Madge with sparkling eyes.

“Suppose, Madge, there should be a fortune hidden somewhere in the house?”

Madge was scornful.

“Suppose! — there’s no supposition about it. It’s a certainty, I know there is.”

“And suppose you should find it — it would be yours. What would you do with it?”

“What a question! We shall find it all four of us together. It will be share and share alike.”

“What — Mr. Graham too?”

Possibly the question was put maliciously. It provoked Miss Brodie to wrath.

“Mr. Graham too? Ella, what can you mean? If it hadn’t been for Mr. Graham we should have known nothing whatever about it. I suppose that, in strict equity, the whole of it would be his. Whatever can you mean by saying ‘Mr. Graham too?’ in such a tone as that!”

“My dear, I meant no harm. Really you’re a trifle warm — don’t you think you are?”

“Warm! It’s enough to make any one a trifle warm to hear you talk like that.”

Ella made a little face behind Miss Brodie’s back.

“Well, fortune or no fortune, I do hope that no more burglars will come and look for it again to-night.”

“If they do,” declared Madge, with a viciousness which presaged violence, “they’ll not find us unprepared. I shall sleep with Jack’s revolver at my bedside, and if you like you can have half my bed again.”

Ella’s manner was much more mild.

“Thank you, my dear; since you’re so good — I think I will.”


CHAPTER X

MADGE FINDS HERSELF IN AN AWKWARD SITUATION

‘There was no burglar. The night was undisturbed; and the next day was, for both, a busy one.

The morning post brought Madge an intimation from a publisher to whom she had submitted one of her MSS., that he would be obliged if, when she was in town, she would call on him, so that she might discuss with him terms for its publication. That business-like memorandum made her heart beat faster; sent the blood coursing quickly through her veins; added a sparkle to her eyes. This, after all, was the sort of fortune she preferred — one for which she had striven with her own brains and hands — better than hidden hoards! The simple breakfast became an Elysian feast.

Ella was almost as jubilant as she herself was.

“Northcote & Co? That’s a good house, isn’t it?”

“Rather. They published — —” Madge reeled off the names of two or three pronounced fictional successes.

“How much do you think they’ll give you for it?”

“In cash? — not much; don’t you think I shall bring home the Bank of England. So long as they give me a fair share of anything it may ultimately bring, I’ll be content. But it isn’t that; it’s getting the first footing on the ladder — that’s the thing.”

“Of course it is. How splendid! And I’ll tell you what; you shall dedicate it to me, and then if it sells by the hundred thousand, I shall have a bit of your fame.”

“Done! — and your name upon the flyleaf ought to help to sell the book: it’s as well known as mine is, anyhow. The author’s spoken — you shall be the dedicatee?”

They went up to town together. Ella had to be at her office at half-past nine, and it is true that that seemed a trifle early to make a call upon a publisher. But, as Ella correctly observed, “You can look at the shops until it is time.”

Which is precisely what Madge did do.

And it is remarkable how many things she saw in the shop windows which she mentally resolved to purchase if the book succeeded. Such an unusual number of useful things seemed to be displayed. And it certainly is odd what a quantity of them were just the articles which Ella and she particularly required.

Her interview with the publisher was a delightful one. She agreed to everything he proposed. His propositions were not quite on the scale of magnificence which she had conceived as being within the range of possibility. But still, they were near enough to be satisfactory. She was to have a sum of money paid her on the publication of the book — not a large sum, but still something. And there was to be royalty besides. When she hinted, almost as if she had been hinting at something of which she ought to be ashamed, that if part of the money were paid before publication it would be esteemed a favour, that publisher went so far as to draw a check for half the amount, and to hand it to her then and there. It is a fact that Madge Brodie was an uncommonly pretty girl — but such an accident was not likely to make any impression on the commercial instincts of a creature who battens upon authors.

She went straight off and cashed that cheque. When she had the coin in her pocket — actually in her pocket — she felt the financial equal of a Rothschild. She lunched all by herself at a restaurant in the neighbourhood of Charing Cross — and a nice little lunch she had; made some purchases, with one eye on Ella and another on herself; and then she went and gave a music lesson to Miss Clara Parkins, whose father is the proprietor of the Belvedere Tavern — that well-known hostelry, within a hundred miles of Wandsworth Common.

Miss Parkins was within a year or two of her own age, an uncommonly shrewd young woman, and a pleasant one to boot. The lesson had not been proceeding two minutes before she perceived that something was disturbing the ordinarily tranquil currents of her teacher’s mind. When the lesson was finished, she made a valiant effort to find out what that something was.

She looked down, and she picked at the nap of her frock, and she asked, a tone or two under her usual key:

“What is it? I wish you’d tell me.”

Madge stared; nothing which had gone before had led to such a question.

“What is what?”

“What is it which makes you — all brimming over?”

Madge went red. She was an arrant little snob, and by no means proud of giving music lessons to a publican’s daughter — although that publican’s daughter was the best paying pupil she had, and not the least agreeable. She was on her stilts in a moment.

“I don’t understand you.”

“That’s a story. Of course it’s no business of mine. But you do seem so happy, and I think that sharing other people’s happiness is almost as good as being happy yourself — don’t you? But I’m awfully sorry I asked.”

Miss Parkins’ air of contrition melted Madge’s mood. As she adjusted her veil, she condescended to explain.

“I have had rather a stroke of luck.”

“I’m awfully glad to hear it. Of course I know you think nothing of me; but I think no end of you. I do hope that some one has left you a fortune.”

“I like it as well as if some one had, though I daresay you’ll think it’s nothing. I’ve sold a book.”

“A book? Oh! — one of your own writing? I knew you were clever. When is it coming out?”

“We’ve hardly got so far as dates.”

“When it does come, I’ll buy a dozen and pay for them, if you’ll give me one with your name inside.”

“I’ll give you the one without there being the necessity for your buying the dozen.”

“I knew you’d say that. I know you don’t think I’m good enough to buy your book. But I don’t mind. I hope it will be a success.”

“That’s very kind of you.”

“And it will be, I’m sure of it. You’re the sort that does succeed.”

“How do you make that out?”

“I don’t know exactly — but you are. You’ve got the air of success about you. I noticed it when first I spoke to you. And when people have got the air of success, you’ll generally find that they get the thing itself.”

“You student of the world!”

She stooped and kissed the girl. It was the first familiarity they had exchanged. Miss Parkins put her arms about her neck and kissed her in return — a half quizzical something in her eyes.

“You mark my word — you’re the sort that does succeed!”

Madge walked home with an added feeling of elation. She laughed at the girl’s pretension to what almost amounted to prophetic insight — yet wondered if there might not be something in what she said. At any rate it was nice to be believed in, even by Miss Parkins. She felt that she had done the young woman an injustice. A publican’s daughter, after all, is flesh and blood. If the book succeeded, should opportunity offer, she would place it upon public record that Clara Parkins had foretold its success — which would be fame for Clara. She smiled at her own conceit. The possibility that she might one day become an important person only loomed on the horizon since the advent of that note in the morning.

Immersed in such thoughts, almost unwittingly she arrived at Clover Cottage. Inserting her latchkey in the keyhole, she turned and opened the door. Almost as soon as she did so, it was thrust violently back on her, and banged in her face. She was so startled that, for a second or two, she stared at the closed door as if in doubt as to what had really happened. She had been, in imagination, so far away that it required positive effort on her part to bring herself back to earth.

“Well,” she muttered, below her breath, “that’s cool. I wonder who did that. Perhaps it was the wind.”

She did not stay to consider how the wind could have behaved in such an eccentric manner. She gave her key another twist, and the door a push. But the key refused to act, or to move, in the direction required, and the door stood still. This, under the circumstances, singular behaviour of the key and the door, seemed to rouse her to a clearer perception of the situation. She gave the key a further twist, exerting all her strength.

“What is the matter? It turned easily enough just now.”

It would not turn then, try how she might, and the door would not budge.

“Can the catch have fallen? I don’t see how; it has never done anything of the kind before. I wonder if some one’s having a joke with me; perhaps Ella has returned.”

Acting on the supposition, though it was two hours in advance of the time at which Miss Duncan might be generally expected, she knocked at the door. None answered. She knocked again — louder. If Ella was having a jest at her expense it was hardly to be expected that she would put an end to the joke by answering her first summons. She knocked again and again — without result.

“This is charming — to be locked out of my own house is not what I expected.”

She drew back, in order to survey the premises. Nothing was to be seen.

“Perhaps I’d better try the back door. Since the front seems hermetically closed, the back may be open for a change.”

But it was not. She rattled at the handle; shook the door; rapped at the panels with her knuckles. No one heeded her. She returned to the front — with a curious feeling of discomfiture.

“What can have happened? It’s very odd. The door opened easily enough at first — it felt as if some one had pulled it from within. I wonder — Hullo! that’s the time of day is it? I saw that curtain move. I fancy now, Miss Ella Duncan, that I’ve caught you — you are amusing yourself inside. I’ll give that knocker a hammering which I’ll engage to say you shall hear.”

She was as good as her word — so far as the hammering was concerned. She kept up a hideous tattoo for some three or four minutes without cessation. But though it is not impossible that the din was audible on the other side of the Common, within none heeded. She was becoming annoyed. Going to the sitting-room window, she tapped sharply at the frame.

“Ella, I saw you! Don’t be so silly! Open the door! You’ll have all the neighbourhood about the place. It’s too bad of you to keep me outside like this.”

It might be too bad; but the offender showed no sign of relenting. Madge struck her knuckles against the pane with force enough to break the glass.

“Ella!”

Still silence.

“How can you be so stupid — and unkind! Ella, open the door! Or is it you, Jack? Don’t think I didn’t see you, because I did — I saw you move the curtain.”

She might have done, but the curtain was motionless enough now. Madge was losing her temper fast. In her estimation, to be kept out of the house like this was carrying a sufficiently bad joke a good deal too far.

“If you don’t open the door at once, I shall break the glass and let myself in that way!”

She assailed the window-pane with a degree of violence which suggested that she meant what she said; then flattened her nose against it in an endeavour to discover who might be within. While she peered, the door was opened, and some one did come in. She started back.

“Who on earth — —”

She was going to say. “Who on earth is that?” But when she got so far, she stopped — because she knew. At least in part.

First through the door there came a woman. And, although she could scarcely credit the evidence of her own eyesight, in her she recognised the visitor of the day but one before — the creature who had persisted in calling herself “the ghost’s wife.” At her heels there was a man, a perfect stranger to Madge. Having recognised the woman, she looked to see in her companion the loafer of the previous afternoon — but this certainly was not he. This was a miserable, insignificant-looking fellow, very much down at heel — and apparently very much down at everything else. The woman, with impudent assurance, came striding straight to the window. The man hung back, exhibiting in his bearing every symptom of marked discomfort.

The female, as brazen-faced as if she was on the right side of the window, stared at Madge. And Madge stared at her — amazed.

So amazed, indeed, that for a moment or two she was at a loss for words. When they came at last, they came in the form of an inquiry.

“What,” she asked, “are you doing there?”

The woman waved her hand — in fact, she waved both her hands — as if repelling some noxious insect.

“Go away!” she cried; “go away! This house is mine — mine!”

Madge gasped. That the creature was mad, at the best, she made no doubt. But that conviction, in the present situation, was of small assistance. What was she to do?

As she asked herself this question, with no slight sense of helplessness, the gate clicked behind her. Some one entered the garden.

It was Bruce Graham.


CHAPTER XI

UNDER THE SPELL

“Mr. Graham!” she exclaimed. “Really, I do believe that if I had been asked what thing I most desired at this particular moment, I should have answered — you!”

Graham’s sombre features were chastened by a smile.

“That’s very good of you.”

“Look here!” Laying one hand against his arm, with the other she pointed at the sitting-room window. His glance followed her finger-tips.

“Who’s that?”

“That’s what I should very much like to ascertain.”

“I don’t quite follow you. Do you mean that you don’t know who she is?”

“I only know that I’ve been away all day, and that on my return I find her there. How she got there I can’t say — but she seems determined to keep me out.”

“You don’t mean that! And have you no notion who the woman is? She looks half mad.”

“I should think she must be quite mad. It’s the woman who forced herself into the house the day before yesterday after you had gone — that’s all I know of her. This time she is not alone; she has a man in there with her.”

“A man! Not — Ballingall?”

“No, not Ballingall. At least, I only caught a glimpse of him — but it’s not the man who was watching you. From her behaviour the woman must be perfectly insane.”

“We’ll soon make an end of her, insane or not.”

Graham went to the window. The woman, completely unabashed, had remained right in front of it, an observant spectator of their proceedings. He spoke to her.

“Open the door at once!”

She repeated the gesture she had used to Madge — raising her voice, at the same time, to a shrill scream.

“Go away! go away! This house is mine — mine! I don’t want any trespassers here.”

Graham turned to Madge.

“Do you authorise me to gain an entry?”

“Certainly. I don’t want to spend the night out here.”

Permission was no sooner given than the thing was done. Grasping the upper sash of the window with both his hands, Graham brought it down with a run, tearing away the hasp from its fastening as if it had been so much thread. It was a capital object-lesson of the utility of such a safeguard against the wiles of a muscular burglar. The upper sash being lowered, in another moment the lower one was raised. Mr. Graham was in the room. The woman was possibly too astonished by the unceremonious nature of his proceedings to attempt any resistance, even had she felt disposed.

Graham addressed Miss Brodie through the window.

“Will you come this way? or shall I open the door?”

“If you wouldn’t mind, I’d rather you opened the door.”

He opened the door. Presently they were in the sitting-room, face to face with the intruders. Graham took them to task — the woman evincing no sign of discomposure.

“Who are you, and what is the meaning of your presence on these premises?”

“This house is mine — mine! It’s all of it mine! And who are you, that you ask such a question — of a lady?”

She crossed her hands on her breast with an assumption of dignity which, in a woman of her figure and scarecrow-like appearance, was sufficiently ludicrous. Graham eyed her as if subjecting her to a mental appraisement. Then he turned to the man.

“And pray, sir, what explanation have you to offer of the felony you are committing?”

This man was a little, undergrown fellow, with sharp hatchet-shaped features, and bent and shrunken figure. He had on an old grey suit of clothes, which was three or four sizes too large for him, the trousers being turned up in a thick roll over the top of an oft-patched pair of side-spring boots. There was about him none of the assurance which marked the woman — the air of bravado which he attempted to wear fitted him as ill as his garments.

“I ain’t committed no felony, not likely. She asked me to come to her house — so I come. She says to me, ‘You come along o’ me to my house, and I’ll give you a bit of something to eat.’ Now didn’t you?”

“Certainly. I suppose a gentleman is allowed to visit a lady if she asks him.”

The dreadful-looking woman, as she stood with her head thrown back, and her nose in the air, presented a picture of something which was meant for condescension, which was not without its pathos.

“Of course! — ain’t that what I’m saying? She come here, and she took a key out of her pocket, and she put it in the keyhole, and she opened the door, all quite regular, and she says, ‘This here’s my house,’ and she asked me to come in, so of course I come in.”

“Do you mean to say that she gained entrance to this house by means of a key which she took from her pocket?”

“Course! How do you suppose we came in? — through the window? Not hardly, that’s not my line, and so I tell you.”

Graham returned to the woman.

“Be so good as to give me the key with which you obtained admission to these premises.”

The woman put her hand up to her neck, for the first time showing signs of discomposure.

“The key?”

Starting back, she looked about her wildly, and broke into a series of shrill exclamations.

“The key! — my key! — no! — no! — no! — It is all I have left — the only thing I’ve got. I’ve kept it through everything — I’ve never parted from it once. I won’t give it you — no!”

She came closer to him; glaring at him with terrible eyes.

“It’s my key — mine! I took it with me when I went that night. He was sitting in here, and I came downstairs with the key in my pocket, and I went — and he never knew. And I’ve kept it ever since, because I’ve always said that one day when I went back I should want my key to let me in: I hate to have to stand on the step while they are letting me in.”

Mr. Graham was regarding her intently, as if he was endeavouring to read what stood with her in the place of a soul.

“Is your name Ossington?”

“Ossington? Ossington?” She touched the sides of her forehead with the tips of her fingers, glancing about her affrightedly, as if making an effort to recall her surroundings. Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Who said Ossington? Who said it? Who asked if my name was — Ossington?”

Mr. Graham addressed Miss Brodie.

“With your permission I should like to speak to this woman — after the man has gone.”

In his last words there was meaning.

“By all means, if you wish it. Get rid of him at once. At the best the fellow is an impudent intruder, and the story he tells is a ridiculously lame one. He must have been perfectly well aware that a woman of this sort was not likely to possess a house of her own, and that accepting what he calls her invitation he was committing felony.”

The fellow in question shook his head as if he felt himself ill-used.

“I call that hard — cruel hard. If the young lady was to think of it for half a moment she’d see as it was cruel hard.”

“The young lady declines to think of it. Have the goodness to take yourself away, and consider yourself lucky that you are allowed to escape scot free.”

The man moved towards the door, endeavouring to bear himself as if he were doing so of his own free will. He spoke to the woman.

“Ain’t you coming with me?”

“Yes, I’m coming.”

She hastened towards him. Graham interposed.

“Let him go. There are one or two things about which we should like to speak to you, this young lady and I, after he has gone.”

But she would have none of him. Shrinking back, she stared at him, in silence, for a second or two; then began to shriek at him like some wild creature.

“I won’t stay! — I won’t! — I shall go! — I shall! You tried to get my key — my key! You touch it — you dare! You asked me if my name” — she stopped, stared about as if in terror, gave a great sigh, “You asked me if my name — —”

She stopped again — and sighed again, the pupils of her eyes dilating as she watched and listened for what was invisible and inaudible to all but her. Graham moved forward, intending to soothe her. Mistaking, apparently, his intention, she rushed at him with outstretched arms, giving utterance to yell after yell. In a moment she was past him and flying from the house.

Her male companion, who stood still in the doorway, pointed his thumb over his shoulder with a grin.

“There you are, you see — drove her out of her seven senses! So you have.”

Much more leisurely, the man went after the woman.

For some reason, when Mr. Bruce Graham and Miss Brodie were left alone, nothing was said about the recent visitors.

“If you’ll sit down and wait,” remarked Miss Brodie, “I’ll go and take my things off.”

Having returned from performing those sacred offices, the topic still remained untouched. Possibly that was because there were so many things which needed doing. When one has been out all day, and keeps no maid, when one returns there are things which must be done. For instance, there was a fire to make. Miss Brodie observed that there ought to have been two, one in the kitchen, and one in the sitting-room; but declared that folks would have to be content with one.

And that one Bruce Graham made.

She brought in the wood, and the coal, and the paper; and then she went to fetch the matches. When she returned she caught him in the act.

“What are you doing?” she demanded.

He was on his knees on the hearthrug, with some sticks in his hand.

“Making a fire — on scientific principles. I’m a scientific expert at this kind of thing. Women’s methods are unscientific as a rule.”

“Indeed.” Her air was scornful. “Men always think they can make fires. It’s most surprising.”

She commented on his methods — particularly when he took the pieces of coal from the scuttle, and placed them in their places with his fingers.

“That’s right! Men always use their fingers to put coal on the fire — if they can. It’s an agreeable habit.”

He continued calm.

“It’s scientific, strictly scientific; and may be logically defended, especially when a fire is being lighted. Heaping on coal with a shovel is unscientific — in the highest degree.”

He struck a match; presently the paper was in flames.

“Now you had better go and wash your hands. You’ll have to do it in the scullery; and by the time you’re done, the fire will be out.”

But the fire was not out. It was a complete success. The kettle was put on, preparations were made for tea, and the table was laid, Graham showing a talent for rendering assistance which was not accorded the thanks it might have been. Madge was chilly.

“I should imagine you were rather a handy person to have about the house.”

“There are diversities of gifts; let us hope that each of us has at least one.”

“Exactly. But, unfortunately, I do not care to see a man, what is called, ‘making himself useful about the house’ — if your gift lies in that direction. I suppose it is because I am not enough of a New Woman. Perhaps now you’ve given me your assistance in laying the cloth, you will give me some music.”

He was smoothing a corner of the cloth in question — and looked down.

“It is you who are the teacher.”

She flashed up at him.

“What do you mean by that?”

“It is true — is it not?”

“If you wish me to understand that you would rather not play, have the goodness to say so plainly.”

Whereupon he sat down — and played. And Madge listened.

When he stopped, she was looking away from him, toward the fire. Tears were in her eyes.

“I suppose you are a genius?”

Her voice seemed a little strained. He shook his head.

“No — the music comes out of the ends of my fingers.”

He went on playing. When he ceased, again she turned to him — with passionate eyes.

“I never heard any one play like you before.”

“It’s because I’m in the mood.”

He played on. It seemed to her that he spoke to her out of the soul of music. She sat still and listened. Her heart-strings tightened, her pulses throbbed, her cheeks burned; every nerve in her frame was on the alert. Never had such things been said to her before. She could have cried — and would have cried, if she had dared. The message breathed to her by Bruce Graham’s playing told of a world of which she, unconsciously, had dreamed.

He played; and she sat and listened, in the firelight, till Ella came home to tea.

And with Ella came Jack Martyn.


CHAPTER XII

TOM OSSINGTON’S LAWYER

It was while they were seated at table that Bruce Graham told them of the result of his investigations. Although, for some reason, the subject had not been mentioned when Madge and he had been alone together, that young lady showed herself alert and eager enough then. Nor, in that respect, was Ella behind her friend, while Martyn concealed an interest which was probably equal to theirs under ponderous attempts at jocularity.

It was Jack who brought him to the point.

“If the honourable and learned gentleman has sufficiently refreshed himself with the cup that cheers, would he oblige the company by mentioning if he has done anything in the matter of the Hidden Treasure — with capitals please! — and, if so, what?”

“I have at least found that everything points to there being such a hidden treasure — in spite of Jack’s pretended scepticism.”

“My pretended scepticism! Sir, I would have you know that I am no sceptic; or, if I am, never was one more willing to be converted to the faith.”

Ella interposed.

“And, Mr. Graham, you really think there is a hidden treasure?”

“I think it extremely probable.”

“Tell us all about it. What have you been doing? All day long I have been dreaming in the City of what would happen if we did light upon a secret hoard. It really would be too splendid for words.”

The young lady looked the eagerness which the words suggested — like an imaginative child who pictures the materialisation of some favourite tale of faerie.

“To begin with, I went to the house agents to learn for whom they are acting.”

“Well, and what did they say?”

“They were not particularly willing to say anything — as I expected. They were apparently under the impression that I intended to take the bread out of their mouths, by dealing with their principals direct. But when I had succeeded in, at any rate, partly reassuring them, they informed me they were acting for a firm of solicitors — Messrs. Nicholls & Hawkins, 3, South Square, Gray’s Inn.”

“Well, and what did you do then?”

“I went to the solicitors.”

“It is awfully good of you to take so much trouble. And what did they say?”

“As it happened, I had some knowledge of the firm. My father was on terms of friendship with their senior partner, so that when I introduced myself to Mr. Nicholls as my father’s son, the way was smoothed for me. They have the reputation of being a steady-going, old-fashioned firm, and I found them as open and above-board as they very well could have been. When I mentioned my errand, Mr. Nicholls was all alive at once.”

“‘Messrs. Palmer & Beading, of Wandsworth,’ I began, ‘inform me that in letting Clover Cottage they are instructed by you. May I ask who is the owner of the property?’

“When I said that, he sat up straight in his chair, and, as I observed, became all alive — oh.

“‘May I inquire, in return, why you ask the question?’

“‘The question,’ I admitted, ‘is a little irregular; but I take it that you will have no objection to give me an answer.’

“‘Not the slightest. On the contrary, we shall be delighted if you will help us to throw light into what is, at present, a very dark corner; because, as a matter of fact, so far as we are concerned, there is no owner.’

“‘The late Thomas Ossington died intestate!’

“‘So far as our knowledge goes.’

“‘Leaving instructions that you should act on his behalf?’

“‘Not a bit of it. So far as we’re aware, he left no instructions of any sort or kind. We have assumed a responsibility of which we should be glad to be rid. Do you know the man’s history?’

“‘I know something of it — though I confess, candidly, that I should like to know more. My own connection with the matter is a curious one. At a later stage I will tell you exactly what it is. In the interim, I assure you, on my word of honour, that any information you can give me shall be used for the furtherance of justice, and for that only.’

“‘Very good; so long as right is done, all that we require is to be relieved of a very awkward situation. You know that Ossington was — peculiar?’

“‘Not insane?’

“‘Insane? — No; he was as sane as you are — every whit. But he was a disappointed man. He was malformed — the muscles of one leg were paralysed. As he grew older, the paralysis increased, until it extended up the whole of one side, and, at last, it killed him. He married a girl who acted as book-keeper at an hotel, at which he was in the habit of stopping, at Ilfracombe. She turned out a regular bad lot — finally running away with a man named Ballingall.’

“‘Charles Ballingall?’

“‘That’s the man. Do you know him?’

“‘I have acted for him professionally.’

“‘Have you? Then let me inform you, without prejudice, that you have acted for as rascally a scamp as ever trod the earth. Ossington regarded him as a particular friend; and, as particular friends sometimes have a knack of doing, he borrowed no end of money from Ossington, ending by robbing him not only of his money, but of his wife as well. The double blow almost broke Ossington’s heart, and during the remainder of his existence he lived the life of a recluse. But, until then, we had acted for him continually. For instance, we had acted for him in the purchase of Clover Cottage.’

“‘Do you hold the deeds of the house?’

“‘Not a deed. We hold nothing. All that we have are the various letters which he wrote to us at various times, on business. We had heard nothing of him for months, when one morning we received a telegram asking us to go at once to Clover Cottage. I went myself — I liked the man. He was, in his way, as fine a gentleman as I ever met. He had been cruelly used by friend and fortune. I found him dead — alone in the house there, with a maid and a doctor; dead — killed, according to the medical testimony, by a paralytic affection of the heart; but actually, as sure as you and I are alive, by the wicked wanton usage of those he had held dear. Now here the queer part of the thing comes in.

“‘His last words had been an instruction to send for us; but that was the only instruction he had given. I myself searched the house from top to bottom, and, as you know, it is not a large one. I had it searched by others — every nook and cranny. Not a scrap of writing could be discovered — letter, note, or memorandum. Not a document of any sort of kind. Nothing whatever to show of what he had died possessed, or to whom it was to go.’

“‘You had reasons to suppose that he had means?’

“‘Every reason! We had every reason to believe him to be a man of comfortable means. We ourselves had, on more than one occasion, acted for him in matters involving thousands of pounds. We applied to the National and Provincial Bank — where we were aware he had an account. They informed us that he had closed the account some two months previously, and that on that occasion they had handed him over six thousand pounds in notes on the Bank of England. They gave us a list of the numbers of the notes; and not one of them has been presented for payment to this day.’

“‘Is that so?’

“‘It is. We furnished the Bank with a copy of the list, requesting them to notify us should one of them come in: as yet not a single one of them has made its appearance. Where are those notes? Surely, if they were in the possession of any living person, ere this some of them would have been presented. Where are the title deeds of Clover Cottage — and of other properties, of which he was the undoubted owner? He is the registered holder of ten thousand Great Northern Railway Stock. Since his death, the dividends on it have remained unclaimed. Where is the scrip? With the rest, has it vanished into air? In a box in his bedroom were forty-seven pounds in gold. That was all the cash the house contained. We buried him in Wandsworth Cemetery; Hawkins, I, and the doctor were the only mourners. We sold the furniture, paid the expenses, and the balance stands to the credit of the estate. We advertised for next of kin, without results. We advertised also for information as to the whereabouts of any property of which he might have died possessed — such as title-deeds, and anything of that kind. You understand that there is a delicate question as to who is entitled to collect the rents of other properties which we believe to have been his freehold. But nothing came of that. Clover Cottage we placed in the hands of Messrs. Parker and Beading, but only recently have they succeeded in letting it — I believe to two single ladies.’

“‘So I understand.’”

Jack struck in.

“You are the two single ladies. You,” pointing to Ella, “are one of them, and you,” pointing to Madge, “are the other.”

Ella was impatient.

“Jack, I do wish you wouldn’t interrupt. — Mr. Graham, do go on. It’s like a romance. My curiosity is such that I feel as if I were all pins and needles.”

Bruce Graham continued.

“‘And you, Mr. Nicholls,’ I said, ‘have you formed no theory of your own upon the subject?’

“Old Nicholls leaned back in his chair. He put his hands into his two pockets, and he looked at me out of the corners of his eyes.

“‘I have — I have formed a decided theory. But, upon my word, I don’t know what right you have to ask me.’

“‘I trust, before we part, to prove to your entire satisfaction that I have every right. What’s the nature of your theory?’

“‘What’s the nature of your right?’

“I laughed. I saw that he meant to understand more clearly where we stood before he went any further.

“‘I believe I am in a position to produce an owner for the property — when found.’

“‘When found?’

“‘Precisely — when found. As yet it still remains to be found. I must ask you not, at this moment, to press me for further details, and of course you, on your part, are entitled to keep your theory to yourself.’

“‘I am entitled to keep my theory to myself, as you say. But I know your father was an honest man, and as it happens, I know something about you, and I believe you also are an honest man. So as I am anxious, for many reasons, that this Ossington mystery should be unravelled, you shall have my theory for what it’s worth.’

“‘He tilted his chair on to its hind-legs, watching me keenly all the time.

“‘Thomas Ossington was peculiar — not, in any sense of the word, insane, but out of the common run. In particular he was secretive, especially latterly, as perhaps was only natural. My theory is that, distrusting banks and all such human institutions, he secreted his cash, his title deeds, and everything he valued, in some hiding-place of his own contriving, and that there it remains concealed unto this hour.’”

The two girls rose simultaneously.

“Madge,” cried Ella, “did you hear that? That’s exactly what you said.”

In Madge’s tones there was the ring of an assured conviction.

“I was sure of it — and I am sure of it; as sure as any one possibly can be.”

“May I ask,” inquired Jack, with mock severity, “who is it who is interrupting now? Will you let the gentleman go on?”

Graham went on.

“‘But where,’ I said, ‘do you think he is likely to have found such a hiding-place?’

“Old Nicholls looked at me, if possible, more shrewdly than ever.

“‘At Clover Cottage. I knew the man. The salient events of his life happened there. In his whimsical way he regarded it as part and parcel of himself. I have heard him say so half a dozen times. His heart was in the place. Whatever he did conceal, was concealed within its four walls. Before the furniture was sold, I had it overhauled by an expert — some of the things were pulled to pieces. His verdict was that nothing was hidden there. Had I had my way I would have dismantled the whole house — only Hawkins was against me. He said very properly, that if the heir-at-law proved cantankerous, I might be made to smart in damages to the tune of a pretty penny. So I abstained. All the same, if the house was in the market to-morrow, I’d be a purchaser at a good round sum — if all rights of treasure trove went with it. You may tell the present tenants’ — here he looked at me in a fashion which took me a little aback— ‘if you have the honour of their acquaintance, that we keep a sharp eye on the property; that it is not to be tampered with to the extent of one jot or tittle; and that not so much as one inch of paper is to be taken off the wall except with our express permission.’”

Ella turned to Madge.

“What do you say to that?” she exclaimed. “That knocks on the head all your notions of pulling the house to pieces.”

Madge was defiant.

“Does it? It does nothing of the kind. Not after what I found in this very room last night. In the face of that, I care nothing for Mr. Nicholls, or for his threats either. What do you think yourself, Mr. Graham?”

“If you will allow me, I will give you my own opinion when I have told you of all that passed between Mr. Nicholls and myself. Indeed, I am now coming to that very point.”

“There you are, you see. You will not let the man finish, you really won’t. I never saw anything like you women for interrupting — never in all my life.”

This of course was Jack — who was, as usual, ignored.

Graham brought his story to an end.

“‘There is one more question’, I said, ‘which I should like to ask you, Mr. Nicholls. Do you know any one of the name of Edward John Hurley?’

“‘I ought to, seeing that some one of the name of Edward John Hurley is in our office at this moment, and has been in our office for something over a quarter of a century.’

“‘Can I see him?’

“Mr. Nicholls touched a bell, and presently Mr. Hurley entered. I felt that his presence on the spot was a stroke of luck for which I had certainly been unprepared. He was a tall, thin, dignified looking man, with grey hair. He wore spectacles. Taking them off, he wiped them with his handkerchief before he replaced them on his nose to look at me.

“‘Do you remember, Mr. Hurley,’ I began, ‘the 22nd of October, 1892?’

“‘The 22nd of October, 1892?’ He repeated my words, then replied to my question with another, ‘May I inquire why you ask?’

“‘I will put my question in another form. Do you remember witnessing Mr. Thomas Ossington’s attachment of his signature to a certain document on the 22nd of October, 1892?’

“I had noticed that Mr. Nicholls and he had exchanged glances when I first put my query. Now he looked at his principal evidently in search of guidance.

“‘Shall I answer this gentleman’s question, sir?’

“‘Certainly. Give him all the information you can.’

“This Mr. Hurley proceeded to do, with the utmost clearness.

“‘I do remember the 22nd of October, 1892, and the whole of the circumstances. I chanced to meet Mr. Ossington in Holborn as I was leaving the office. He asked me if I would dine with him in his house at Wandsworth. I went with him to dinner there and then. After dinner he asked me if I would witness his signature. I expressed my willingness. I witnessed it.’

“‘Were you acquainted with the nature of the document he was signing?’

“‘I was not. I have often wondered what it was, especially in the light of after events. The document, which was on a sheet of blue foolscap, had evidently been prepared before my arrival: Mr. Ossington, covering the writing with a piece of blotting-paper, signed it, in the middle of the page, directly underneath, while I affixed my signature, as witness, on the left-hand side.’

“‘Was there another witness?’

“‘There was, the servant girl.’

“‘What was her name?’

“‘I never heard it. I only know that he called her Louisa. I think I should recognise her if I saw her again. She was a red-faced, light-haired, strapping wench, about eighteen years of age.’

“‘Should you recognise Ossington’s signature — and your own — and the document to which they were attached?’

“‘Most decidedly; under any circumstances, at any time.’

“I thanked him for his frankness, and rose to go. Nicholls stopped me.

“‘One moment,’ he said. ‘Hurley informed us, at the time, of what he has just now told you, and, like him, we have frequently wondered what was the nature of the document he witnessed. As you are evidently aware that such a paper existed once upon a time, you are probably acquainted with its present whereabouts?’

“‘I am. It will be produced in due course. When, I promise you, you will see as curious a document as is to be found upon the records.’

“Both Nicholls and Hurley endeavoured to induce me to be more definite. But I was not to be persuaded. Thanking them for the information they had given me, I came away.”


CHAPTER XIII

AN INTERRUPTED TREASURE HUNT

“Well,” inquired Martyn, when Graham? had finished, “what is the situation now?”

“First of all,” struck in Madge, “how about the will?”

“As regards the will, I do not hesitate to say that it is as sound and valid a declaration of the testator’s wishes as has been admitted to probate — Mr. Hurley’s testimony removes all doubt upon that point. A man has a right to do what he will with his own — and that is all Mr. Ossington has done.”

“How does it effect our right of search?”

“That is another question. The will gives neither you nor any one else a title for the destruction of property. It simply conveys to the finder the possession of certain things which are not specifically mentioned. But it authorises no one to look for those things, still less to do damage while looking.”

“Then is our search barred? Aren’t we to look at all?”

“I don’t say that. My advice is to put the legal aspect aside, and to regard the common-sense one only. The will says that certain things, when found, are to become the property of the finder, and this house with them. You have reason to believe that those things are concealed within this house. Then it is for you to consider whether it is worth your while to run the risk of becoming responsible for any damage you may do in case of your failure to find those things. My opinion is, that it is worth your while to run that risk — that it is worth any one’s while to run that risk.”

Madge stood up, with resolute lips, and sparkling eyes. She struck her hand upon the table.

“I’m sure it is! I know it is!”

Bruce Graham also rose.

“I am willing to share the risk if it is shareable — or to assume the whole of it, for the matter of that. I incline strongly to your belief, Miss Brodie, that there is something hidden well worth the finding, and that its hiding-place is within the walls of Clover Cottage.”

Jack Martyn hammered his fist upon the table.

“Hear, hear! — bravo! — spoken like a man! ‘Pon my word, I’m beginning to think that there is something in it after all. A conviction is creeping over me, slowly but surely, that in less time than no time I shall be filling my pockets with the contents of Aladdin’s Cave — and as there is only a bent sixpence and two bad pennies in them at present, there’s plenty of room for more.”

“The point is,” said Ella, “where are you going to begin to look?”

“I am going to do what Mr. Nicholls wanted to do,” declared Madge— “tear the house to pieces.”

“But, my dear, even if you set about the business in that drastic fashion, you’ll require method. How are you going to begin to take the house to pieces — by taking the slates off the roof, and the chimney-pots down?”

“And by taking the windows out of their frames, and the doors off their hinges, and displaying the grates in the front garden! George! you’ll be improving the property with a vengeance if you do.”

“I propose to do nothing so absurd. I simply wish you to understand that before I give up the search the house will literally have been torn to pieces — though I assure you, Ella, that I do not intend to begin by taking off either the slates or the chimney-pots.”

“Have you been able to make anything more of the writing which was left behind by your burglarious visitor?”

The inquiry came from Graham. Madge shook her head.

“Let me try my hand at it,” cried Jack. “I have brains — I place them at your service. It is true I never have been able to solve a puzzle from my very earliest hours, but that is no reason why I should not begin by solving this.”

The scrap of paper was given him. He spread it out on the table in front of him. Leaning his head upon his hands, he stared at it, the expression on his face scarcely promising a prompt elucidation.

“The first part is simple, extremely simple. Especially after Mr. Graham’s last night’s lucid exposition. Otherwise I should have described it as recondite. But the second part’s a howler; yes, a howler! ‘Right — cat — dog — cat — dog — cat — dog — cat — dog — left eye — push!’ The conjunction is surprising. I can only remark that if that assorted collection of animals is bottled up somewhere in this house all together, that alone would be a find worth coming upon. There will be some lively moments when you let the collection out.”

“Did you mention anything to Mr. Nicholls about the paper?” asked Madge of Graham.

“Not a syllable. I gathered from what he said that the house was done up before it was let — papered, painted, and so on, and that therefore any former landmarks to which it might have been alluding have probably disappeared.”

“That’s what I think, and that’s what I mean by saying we shall have to pull the house to pieces.”

“Even if that is the case, as Miss Duncan puts it, where are you going to begin? You must remember that you will have to continue living in the house while it is being dismantled, and that you must spare yourselves as much discomfort as possible.”

“It seems that you have to begin by pushing the left eye,” said Jack, who still was studying the paper. “Though whether it is the left eye of the entire assorted collection is not quite clear. If that is the case, and that remarkable optic has to be pushed with any degree of vigour, I can only say that I shall take up a position in the centre of the road till the proceedings are concluded.”

“Why not commence,” asked Madge, “with a thorough examination of the room which we’re now in?”

“You yourself,” said Ella, “admitted last night that it was hardly likely that the treasure would be hidden in the same room which contained the will.”

Madge pursed her lips and frowned.

“I’ve been thinking about that since, and I don’t at all see why we should take it for granted. One thing’s certain, the room is honeycombed with possible hiding-places. There are hollows behind the wainscot, the walls themselves sound hollow. That unhappy man can hardly have found a part of the house better adapted to his purpose.”

“See there — what’s that?” Ella was pointing to a kind of plaster cornice which ran round the room. “What are those things which are cut or moulded on that strip of beading, if it is beading, under the ceiling?”

“They look to me like some sort of ornamental bosses,” said Graham.

“They certainly are neither cats or dogs,” decided Madge.

“I’m not so sure of that; you know what extraordinary things they tell you are intended to represent things which are not in the least bit like them. Where’s that paper? Jack, give me that paper.”

Jack gave it her. She glanced at it.

“‘Right’ — I’ll take up a position like you did last night, Mr. Graham, to the right of the door; ‘cat — dog — cat — dog — cat — dog — cat — dog—’ now — —”

“Well?” queried Madge, for Ella had stopped. “Now what?”

“I think,” continued Ella, with evident dubitation, “that I’ll again do what you did last night, Mr. Graham, and cross right over; though it says nothing about it here, but perhaps that was omitted on purpose.” She marched straight across the room. “Now we’ll take the first thing upon the beading, or whatever it is, to be a cat, and we’ll count them alternately — cat — dog — the fifth dog.”

“Very good,” said Graham, standing close up to the wall and pointing with his outstretched hand, “Cat — dog — cat — dog — cat — dog — cat — dog — here you are.”

“Now, ‘left eye — push.’”

“Or shove,” suggested Jack.

“But there is no eye — whether left or otherwise.”

“That’s a detail,” murmured Jack.

“Let me see.” Ella clambered on to a chair. From that position of vantage she examined the protuberances in question.

“There really does seem nothing which could represent an eye; the things look more like knuckle-bones than anything else.”

“What’s the odds? Let’s all get hammers and whack the whole jolly lot of them in the eye, or where, if right is right, it ought to be. And then, if nothing happens — and we’ll hope to goodness nothing will — we’ll whack ’em again.”

“I’m afraid, Ella,” put in Madge, “that your cats and dogs are merely suppositions. I vote, by way of doing something practical, that we start stripping the wainscot. You’ll find hiding-places enough’ behind that, and it’s quite on the cards, something in them.”

“Certainly,” assented Jack, “I am on. Bring out your hatchets, pickaxes, crowbars, and other weapons of war, and we’ll turn up our shirt-sleeves, and shiver our timbers, and not leave one splinter of wood adhering to another. Buck up, Graham! Take off your coat, my boy! You’re going to begin to enjoy yourself at last, I give you my word.”

Ella, possibly slightly exacerbated by the failure of her little suggestion, endeavoured to snub the exuberant Mr. Martyn.

“I don’t know if you think you’re funny, Jack, because you’re only silly. If you can’t be serious, perhaps you’d better go; then, if we do find something, you’ll have no share.”

“Upon my Sam!” cried Jack, “if that ain’t bitter hard. If there’s any sharing going on, I don’t care what it is, if there’s any man who wants his bit of it more than I do, I should like you to point him out. Ella, my dearest Ella, I do assure you, by the token of those peerless charms — —”

“Jack, don’t be silly.”

“I think,” insinuated Madge, “that you and I, Mr. Graham, had better go and fetch a chisel and a hammer.”

They went. When they returned, bearing those useful implements, however the discussion might have gone, Mr. Martyn showed no signs of being crushed.

“Give me that chisel,” he exclaimed. “You never saw a man handle a tool like me — and to the last day of your life you’ll never see another. I’m capable of committing suicide while hammering in a tack.”

“Thank you, Jack,” said Madge; “but I think carpentering may be within the range of Mr. Graham’s capacity rather than yours.”

At least Mr. Graham showed himself capable of stripping the wainscot, though with the tools at his command — those being limited to the hammer and the chisel, with occasional help from the poker — it was not so easy a business as it might have been. It took some time. And, as none of the hoped-for results ensued — nothing being revealed except the wall behind — it became a trifle tedious. Eleven o’clock struck, and still a considerable portion of the wainscot was as before.

“Might I ask,” inquired Jack, “if this is going to be an all night job; because I have to be at the office in the morning, and I should like to have some sleep before I start.”

Graham surveyed the work of devastation.

“I will finish this side, and then I think, Miss Brodie, we might leave the rest to another time — till to-morrow, say.”

“I really don’t see what’s the use of doing it at all,” said Ella. “I don’t believe there’s anything hidden in this room; and look at the mess, it will take hours to clear it up. And who wants to live in a place with bare brick walls? It gives me the horrors to look at them.”

Madge looked at her, more in sorrow than in anger.

“I think, Mr. Graham, that perhaps you had better stop.”

He detected the mournful intonation.

“At any rate, I’ll finish this side.”

He continued to add to the uncomfortable appearance of the room; for there certainly was something in what Ella said.

He had worked for another quarter of an hour, or twenty minutes, and had torn off three or four more strips of wood — for they had been firmly secured in their places, and took some tearing — and the others were gathered round them, assisting and looking on, momentarily expecting that something would come to light better worth having than dust and cobwebs, of which articles there were very much more than sufficient, when Ella gave a sudden exclamation.

“Madge! Jack!” she cried. “Who — who’s this man?”

“What man?” asked Madge.

Turning, she saw.


CHAPTER XIV

THE CAUSE OF THE INTERRUPTION

What she saw, and what they saw, spoke eloquently of the engrossed attention with which they had watched the work of destruction being carried on. So absorbed had they been in Bruce Graham’s proceedings that, actually without their knowledge, a burglarious entry had been all but effected into the very room in which they were.

There was the proof before them.

The window had been raised, the blind and curtains pushed away, and a man’s head and shoulders thrust inside.

When Ella’s exclamation called their attention to the intruder’s presence, they stared at him, as well they might, for a moment or two with stupefied amazement; the impudence of the act seemed almost to surpass the bounds of credibility. He, on his part, met their gaze with a degree of fortitude, not to say assurance, which was more than a little surprising.

To the fellow’s character his looks bore evidence. The buttoning of his coat up to his chin failed to conceal the fact that his neck was bare, while the crushing of a dilapidated billycock down over his eyes served to throw into clearer relief his unshaven cheeks and hungry-looking eyes.

For the space of perhaps thirty seconds they looked at him, and he at them, in silence. Then Jack moved hastily forward.

“You’re a cool hand!” he cried.

But Madge caught him by the arm.

“Don’t!” she said. “This is the man who stared through the window.”

Jack turned to her, bewildered.

“The man who stared through the window? What on earth do you mean?”

“Don’t!” she repeated. “I think that Mr. Graham knows this man.”

The man himself endorsed her supposition.

“Yes, I’m rather inclined to think that Mr. Graham does.”

His voice was not a disagreeable one; not at all the sort of voice which one would have expected from a person of his appearance. He spoke, too, like an educated man, with, however, a strenuous something in his tone which suggested, in some occult fashion, the bitterness of a wild despair.

Seeing that he remained unanswered, he spoke again.

“What’s more, if there is a cool hand it’s Mr. Graham, it isn’t me. I am a poor, starving, police-ridden devil, being hounded to hell, full pelt, by a hundred other devils — but, Bruce Graham, what are you?”

They turned to the man who was thus addressed.

At the moment of interruption he had been levering a strip of wainscot from its place with the aid of the inserted chisel. He still kept one hand upon the handle, holding the hammer with the other, while he drew his body back against the wall as close as it would go, and, with pallid cheeks and startled eyes, he stared at the intruder as if he had been some straggler from the spiritual world. From between his lips, which seemed to tremble, there came a single word — 

“Ballingall!”

“Yes, Ballingall! That’s my name. And what’s yours — cur, hound, thief? By God! there have been people I’ve used badly enough in my time, but none worse than you’ve used me.”

“You are mistaken.”

“Am I? It looks like it. What are you doing here?”

“You know what I’m doing.”

“By God! I do — you’re right there. And it’s because you know I know, that, although you’re twice my size, and have got all the respectability and law of England at your back, you stand there shivering and shaking, afraid for your life at the sight of me.”

“I am not afraid of you. I repeat that you are mistaken.”

“And I say you lie — you are afraid of me, penniless, shoeless, hungry beggar though I am. Your face betrays you; look at him! Isn’t there cowardice writ large?”

The man stretched out his arm, pointing to Graham with a dramatic gesture, which certainly did not tend to increase that gentleman’s appearance of ease.

“Do you think I didn’t see you the other day, knowing that the time was due for me to come out of gaol, trying to screw your courage to the striking point to play the traitor; how at the sight of me the blood turned to water in your veins? Deny it — lie if you can.”

“I do not wish to deny it, nor do I propose to lie. I repeat, for the third time, that in the conclusions you draw you are mistaken. Miss Brodie, this is the person of whom I was telling you — Charles Ballingall.”

“So you have told them of me, have you? And a pretty yarn you’ve spun, I bet my boots. Yes, madam, I am Charles Ballingall, lately out of Wandsworth Prison, sent there for committing burglary at this very place. My God, yes! this house of haunting memories of a thousand ghosts! I only came out the day before yesterday, and that same night I committed burglary again — here! And now I’m at it for the third time, driven to it — by a ghost! And, my God! he’s behind me now.”

A sudden curious change took place in the expression of the fellow’s countenance. Partially withdrawing his head, he turned and looked behind him — as if constrained to the action against his will. His voice shrank to a hoarse whisper.

“Is that you, Tom Ossington?”

None replied.

Madge moved forward, quite calm, and, in her own peculiar fashion, stately, though she was a little white about the lips, and there was an odd something in her eyes.

“I think you had better come inside — and, if convenient, please moderate your language.”

At the sound of her voice the man turned again, and stared.

“I beg your pardon. Were you speaking to me?”

“I was, and am. Mr. Graham has spoken to me of you, and I am quite certain that in doing so he has told us nothing but the exact and literal truth. In the light of what he has said, I know that I am giving expression to our common feeling in saying that we shall feel obliged to you if you will come in.”

The man hesitated, fumbling with his hands, as if nonplussed.

“It’s a good many years since I was spoken to like that.”

“Possibly it’s a good many years since you deserved to be spoken to like that. As a rule, that sort of speech is addressed to us to which we are entitled.”

“That’s true. By God, it is!”

“I believe I asked you to moderate your language.”

“I beg your pardon; but it’s a habit — of some standing.”

“Then if that is the case, probably the time is come that it should die. Please let it die — if for this occasion only. Must I repeat my invitation, and press you to enter, in face of the eagerness to effect an entrance which it seems that you have already shown?”

Mr. Ballingall continued to exhibit signs of indecision.

“This isn’t a trap, or anything of that kind?”

“I am afraid I hardly understand you. What do you mean by a trap?”

“Well” — his lips were distorted by what was possibly meant for a grin— “it doesn’t want much understanding, when you come to think of it.”

“We ask you to come in. If you accept our invitation you will of course be at liberty to go again whenever you please. We certainly shall make no effort to detain you, for any cause whatever.”

“Well, if that’s the case, it’s a queer start, by — —” He seemed about to utter his accustomed imprecation; then, catching her eyes, refrained, adding, in a different tone, “I think I will.”

He did, passing first one leg over the sill, and then the other. When the whole of his body was in the room he removed his hat, the action effecting a distinct improvement in his appearance. The departure of the disreputable billycock disclosed the fact that his head was not by any means ill-shaped. One perceived that this had once been an intelligent man, whose intelligence was very far from being altogether a thing of the past. More, it suggested the probability of his having been good-looking. Nor did it need a keen observer to suspect that if he was shaven and shorn, combed and groomed, and his rags were exchanged for decent raiment, that there was still enough of manliness about him to render him sufficiently presentable. He was not yet of the hopelessly submerged; although just then he could scarcely have appeared to greater disadvantage. His clothes were the scourings of the ragman’s bag — ill-fitting, torn, muddy. His boots were odd ones, whose gaping apertures revealed the sockless feet within. In his whole bearing there was that indefinable, furtive something which is the hall-mark of the wretch who hopes for nothing but an opportunity to snatch the wherewithal to stay the cravings of his belly, and who sees an enemy even in the creature who flings to him a careless dole. This atmosphere which was about him, of the outcast and the pariah, was heightened by the obvious fact that, at that very moment, he was hungry, hideously hungry. His eyes, now that they were more clearly seen, were wolfish. In their haste to begin their treasure-hunting they had not even waited to take away the tea-things. The man’s glances were fastened on the fragments of food which were on the table, as if it was only by an effort of will that he was able to keep himself from pouncing on them like some famished animal.

Madge perceived the looks of longing.

“We are just going to have supper. You must join us. Then we can talk while we are eating. Ella, help me to get it ready. Sit down, Mr. Ballingall, I daresay you are tired — and perhaps you had better close the window. Ella and I shall not be long.”

They made a curious trio, the three men, while the two girls made ready. Ballingall closed the window, with an air half sheepish, half defiant. Then placed himself upon a seat, in bolt upright fashion, as if doubtful of the chair’s solidity. Jack took up a position in the centre of the hearthrug, so evidently at a loss for something appropriate to say as to make his incapacity almost pathetic — apparently the unusual character of the situation had tied his tongue into a double knot. Graham’s attitude was more complex. The portion of the wainscot which he had undertaken to displace not having been entirely removed, resuming his unfinished task, he continued to wrench the boards from their fastenings as if intentionally oblivious of the new arrival’s presence.

Nor was the meal which followed of a familiar type. The resources of the larder were not manifold, but all that it contained was placed upon the table. The pièce de resistance consisted of six boiled eggs.

“If you boil all those eggs,” Ella declared, when Madge laid on them a predatory hand, “there’ll be nothing left in the house for breakfast.”

“The man is famished,” retorted Madge with some inconsequence. “What does breakfast matter to us if the man is starving.” So the six were boiled. And he ate them all. Indeed he ate all there was to eat — devoured would have been the more appropriate word. For he attacked his food with a voracity which it was not nice to witness, bolting it with a complete disregard to rules which suggest the advisability of preliminary mastication.

It was not until his wolf-like appetite was, at least, somewhat appeased by the consumption of nearly all the food that was on the table, that Madge approached the subject which was uppermost in all their thoughts.

“As I was saying, Mr. Ballingall, Mr. Graham has told us of all that passed between you.”

At the moment he had a piece of bread in one hand and some cheese in the other — all the cheese that was left. The satisfaction of his appetite seemed to have increased his ferocity. Cramming both morsels into his mouth at once, he turned on her with a sort of half-choked snarl.

“Then what right had he to do that?”

“It seems to me that he had a good deal of right.”

“How? Who’s he? A lawyer out of a job, who comes and offers me his services. I’m his client. As his client I give him my confidence. Looking at it from the professional point of view only, what right has he to pass my confidence on to any one? — any one! He’s been guilty of a dirty and disgraceful action, and he knows it. You know it, you do.” He snarled across the board at Graham. “If I were to report him to the Law Society they’d take him off the rolls.”

“I question it.”

Madge’s tone was dry.

“You may question it — but I know what I’m talking about. What use does he make of the confidence which he worms out of me?”

“I wormed nothing out of you.” The interruption was Graham’s. “Whatever you said to me was said spontaneously, without the slightest prompting on my part.”

“What difference does that make? — Then what use does he make of what I said spontaneously? He knows that I am a poor driven devil, charged with a crime which I never committed. I explain to him how it happened that that crime comes to be laid against me, how I’ve been told that there’s money waiting for me in a certain place, which is mine for the fetching, and how, when I went to fetch it, I was snapped for burglary. I’m found guilty of what I never did, and I get twelve months. In this country law and justice are two different things. What does my lawyer — my own lawyer, who pressed on me his services, mind! — do, while I’m in prison for what I never did? He takes advantage of my confidence, and without a word to me, or a hint of any sort, he goes and looks for my money — my money, mind! — on his own account — and for all I know he’s got it in his pocket now.”

“That he certainly has not.”

This was Madge.

“Then it isn’t his fault if he hasn’t. Can you think of anything dirtier? not to speak of more unprofessional? Why one thief wouldn’t behave to another thief like that — not if he was a touch above the carrion. Here have I, an innocent man, been rotting in gaol, think, think, thinking of what I’d do with the money when I did come out, and here was the man who ought to have been above suspicion, and whom I thought was above suspicion, plotting and planning all the time how he could rob me of what he very well knew was the only thing which could save me from the outer darkness of hell and of despair.”

Graham motioned Madge to silence.

“One moment, Miss Brodie. You must not suppose, Mr. Ballingall, that because I suffer you to make your sweeping charges against me without interruption, that I admit their truth, or the justice of the epithets which you permit yourself to apply to me. On the contrary, I assert that your statements are for the most part wholly unjustifiable, and that where they appear to have some measure of justification, they are easily capable of complete explanation. Whatever you may continue to say I shall decline to argue with you here. If you will come to my rooms I will give you every explanation you can possibly desire.”

“Yes, I daresay, — and take the earliest opportunity of handing me over to the first convenient copper. Unless I’m mistaken, that’s the kind of man you are.”

Madge caught the speaker by the sleeve of his ragged coat, with a glance at Graham, whose countenance had grown ominously black.

“If you will take my advice, Mr. Ballingall, since it is plain that you know nothing of the mind of man Mr. Graham really is, instead of continuing to talk in that extremely foolish fashion you will listen to what I have to say. The night before last we were the victims of an attempted burglary — —”

“I did it — you know I did it. I give myself away — if there’s any giving about it. You can whistle for a constable, and give me into charge right off; I’m willing. Perhaps it’ll turn out to be the same bobby I handled before, and then he’ll be happier than ever.”

“I am sorry to learn that you were the burglar — very sorry. My friend, Miss Duncan, and I were alone in the house, a fact of which you were probably aware.” That Mr. Ballingall might still be possessed of some remnants of saving grace was suggested by the fact that, at this point, he winced. “Other considerations aside, it was hardly a heroic action to break, at dead of night, into a lonely cottage, whose only inmates were a couple of unprotected girls.”

“There was a revolver fired.”

“As you say, there was a revolver fired — by me, at the ceiling. Does that tend to strengthen the evidence which goes to show that the deed, on your part, was a courageous one?”

“I never said that it was.”

“You are perfectly conscious that we shall not whistle for a policeman, and that we shall not give you into charge. Is it necessary for you to talk as if you thought we should?”

“Am I to be robbed — —”

“I fancy that the robbing has not been all upon one side.” Mr. Ballingall did not look happier. “The burglar left behind him a scrap of paper — —”

“Oh, I did, did I? I wondered where it was.”

“At present it is in the possession of the police.”

“The devil!”

“You need not be alarmed.” Mr. Ballingall had suddenly risen, as if disturbed by some reflection. “That was before we knew by whom we had been favoured. Now that we do know, the paper will not be used in evidence against you — nor the police either. Before handing over that scrap of paper we took a copy of the writing which was on it. That writing was a key to two secret hiding-places which are contained within this house.”

“How do you know that?”

“By exercising a little of my elementary common sense. Observe, Mr. Ballingall.” Rising from her seat, she crossed to the door. “On that paper which you were so good as to leave behind you it was written, ‘Right’ — I stand on the right of the door. ‘Straight across’ — I walk straight across the room. ‘Three’ — I measure three feet horizontally. ‘Four’ — and four feet perpendicularly. ‘Up’ — I push the panel up; it opens, and I find that there is something within. That, Mr. Ballingall, is how I know the paper was a guide to two secret hiding-places — by discovering the first. What is the matter with the man? Has he gone mad?”

The question, which was asked with a sudden and striking change of tone, was induced by the singularity of Mr. Ballingall’s demeanour. He had started when Madge took up her position at the door, eyeing her following evolutions speechlessly, breathlessly, as if spellbound. Her slightest movement seemed to possess for him some curious fascination. As she proceeded, his agitation increased; every nerve seemed strained so that he might not lose the smallest detail of all that happened, until when, with dramatic gestures, she imitated the action of striking the panel, raising it, and taking out something which was contained within, he broke into cry after cry.

“My God! — my God! — my God!” he repeated, over and over again.

Covering his face with his hands, as if he strove to guard his eyes against some terrible vision, he crouched in a sort of heap on the floor.


CHAPTER XV

THE COMPANION OF HIS SOLITUDE

When he looked up, it was timidly, doubtfully, as if fearful of what he might see. He glanced about him anxiously from side to side, as if in search of something or some one.

“Tom! — Tom!” he said, speaking it was difficult to say to whom.

He paused, as if for an answer. When none came, he drew himself upright gradually, inch by inch. They noticed how his lips were twitching, and how the whole of his body trembled. He passed his hand over his eyes, as a man might who is waking from a dream. Then he stretched it out in front of him, palm upwards, with a something of supplication in the action which lent pathos to the words he uttered — words which in themselves were more than sufficiently bizarre.

“Do any of you believe in ghosts? — in disembodied spirits assuming a corporeal shape? — in the dead returning from their graves? Or is a man who thinks he sees a ghost, who knows he sees a ghost, who knows that a ghost is a continual attendant of his waking and of his sleeping hours alike — must such a man be in labour with some horrible delusion of his senses? Is his brain of necessity unhinged? Must he of a certainty be mad?”

Not only was such an interrogation in itself remarkable, but more especially was it so as coming from such a figure as Ballingall presented. His rags and dirt were in strange contrast with his language. His words, chosen as it seemed with a nice precision, came from his lips with all the signs of practiced ease. His manner, even his voice, assumed a touch of refinement which before it lacked. In him was displayed the spectacle of a man of talent and of parts encased in all the outward semblance of a creature of the kennel.

Madge, to whom the inquiry seemed to be more particularly addressed, replied to it with another.

“Why do you ask us such a question?”

About the man’s earnestness, as he responded, there could be no doubt. The muscles of his face twitched as with St. Vitus’ Dance; beads of sweat stood upon his brow; the intensity of his desire to give adequate expression to his thoughts seemed to hamper his powers of utterance.

“Because I want some one to help me — some one, God or man. Because, during the last year and more I have endured a continual agony to which I doubt if the pains of hell can be compared. Because things with me have come to such a pitch that it is only at times I know if I am dead or living, asleep or waking, mad or sane, myself or another.”

He pointed to Graham.

“He has told you how it was with me aforetime; how I was haunted — driven by a ghost to gaol. When I was in gaol it was worse a thousandfold — I was haunted, always, day and night. The ghost of my old friend — the best friend man ever had — whom in so many ways I had so blackly and often wronged, was with me, continually, in my cell. Oh for some sign by which I could know that my sins have been forgiven me! — by which I could learn that by suffering I could atone for the evil I have done! Some sign, O Lord, some sign!”

He threw his hands above his head in a paroxysm of passion. As has been said of more than one great tragic actor, in his voice there were tears. As, indeed, there were in the eyes of at least one of those who heard. His manner, when he proceeded, was a little calmer — which very fact seemed to italicise the strangeness of his tale.

“The first day I spent in prison I was half beside myself with rage. I had done things for which I had merited punishment, even of man, and now that punishment had come, it was for something I had not done. The irony, as well as the injustice of it, made me nearly wild. I had my first taste of the crank — which is as miserable, as futile, and as irritating a mode of torture as was ever spewed out of a flesh and blood crank’s unhealthy stomach; and I was having, what they called there, dinner, when the cell door opened, and — Tom Ossington came in. It was just after noon, in the broad day. He came right in front of me, and, leaning on his stick, he stood and watched me. I had not been thinking of him, and, a moment before, had been hot with fury, ready to dare or do anything; but, at the sight of him, the strength went out of me. My bones might have been made of jelly, they seemed so little able to support my body. There was nothing about him which was in the least suggestive of anything unusual. He was dressed in a short coat and felt hat, which were just like the coat and hats which he always had worn; and he had in his hand the identical stick which I had seen him carry perhaps a thousand times. If it was a ghost, then there are ghosts of clothes as well as of men. If it was an optical delusion, then there are more things in optics than are dreamt of in our philosophy. If it was an hallucination born of a disordered mind, then it is possible to become lunatic without being conscious of any preliminary sappings of the brain; and it is indeed but an invisible border line which divides the madmen from the sane.

“‘Well, Charlie,’ he said, in the quiet tones which I had known so well, ‘so it’s come to this. You made a bit of a mistake in coming when you did to fetch away that fortune of yours.’

“‘It seems,’ I said, ‘as if I had.’

“He laughed — that gentle laugh of his which had always seemed to me to be so full of enjoyment.

“‘Never mind, Charlie, you come another time. The fortune won’t run away while you’re in here.’

“With that, he turned and limped out of the cell; the door seeming to open before him at a touch of his hand, and shutting behind him as noiselessly as it had opened. It was only after he had gone that I realised what it was that I had seen. In an instant I was in a muck of sweat. While I was sitting on my stool, more dead than alive, the door opened again, this time with clatter and noise enough, and a warder appeared. He glared at me in a fashion which meant volumes.

“‘Is that you talking in here? You’d better take care, my lad, or you’ll make a bad beginning.’

“He banged the door behind him — and he went.”

Ballingall paused, to wipe his brow with the back of his hand; and he sighed.

“I made a bad beginning, and, from the warder’s point of view, I went from bad to worse. I do not know if the man I had injured has been suffered to torture me before my time, or if, where he is, his nature has changed, and he seeks, in the grave, the vengeance he never sought in life. If so, he has his fill of it — he surely has had his fill of it! — already. It was through him that I was there, and now that I was there he made my sojourn in the prison worse than it need have been. Much worse, God knows.

“That first visitation of his was followed by others. Twice, thrice, sometimes four times a day, he would come to me when I was in my cell, and speak to me, and compel me to answer him; and my voice would be heard without. It became quite a custom for the warder on duty to stand outside my cell, often in the middle of the night, and pounce on me as soon as Tom had gone. The instant Tom went, the warder would come in. Never once did an officer enter while he was actually with me, but, almost invariably, his departure was the signal for the warder to put in his appearance. I don’t know how it was, or why it was, but so it was. I would be accused of carrying on a conversation with myself, reported, and punished. As a matter of fact, I was in continual hot water — because of Tom. Not a single week passed from that in which I entered the prison, to that in which I left it, during which I did not undergo punishment of some sort or the other, because of Tom. As a result, all my marks were bad marks. When I left the gaol, so far from receiving the miserable pittance which good-conduct prisoners are supposed to earn, I was penniless; I had not even the wherewithal with which to buy myself a crust of bread.

“A more dreadful form of torture Tom could hardly have invented. A man need not necessarily suffer although he is in gaol. But I suffered. Always I was in the bad books of the officers. They regarded me as an incorrigible bad-conduct man — which, from their point of view, I was. All sorts of ignominy was heaped on me. Every form of punishment I could be made to undergo I had to undergo. I never earned my stripe, nor the right of having a coir mattress with which to cover the bare board on which I was supposed to sleep. I was nearly starved, owing to the perpetually recurring bread and water. And the horrors I endured, the devils which beset me, in that unspeakable dark cell! To me, gaol was a long-drawn-out and ever-increasing agony, from the first moment to the last.

“God knows it was!”

The speaker paused. He stood, his fists clenched, staring vacantly in front of him, as if he saw there, in a mist, the crowding spectres of the past. There seemed to come a break in his voice as he continued. He spoke with greater hesitation.

“Some three months before my sentence was completed, Tom changed his tactics. While I was sleeping — such sleep! — on the bare board which served me as a bed, I’d have a vision. It was like a vision — like a vision, and yet — it was as if I was awake. It seemed as if Tom came to me, and put his arm into mine, and led me out of gaol, and brought me here to Clover Cottage. He’d stand at the gate and say ‘Charlie, this is Clover Cottage,’ and I’d answer, ‘I know it is.’ Then he’d laugh — in some way that laugh of his seemed to cut me like a knife. And he’d lead me down the pathway and into the house, to this very room. Though” — Ballingall looked about him doubtfully— “it wasn’t furnished as it is now. It was like it used to be. And he’d go and stand by the door, as you did” — this was to Madge— “and he’d say, ‘Now, Charlie, pay particular attention to what I am about to do. I’m going to show you how to get that fortune of yours — which you came for once before and went away without. Now observe.’

“Then he’d walk straight across the room, as you did,” again to Madge— “and he’d turn to me and say, ‘Notice exactly what I’m doing!’ Then he’d take a foot rule from his pocket, and he’d measure three feet from where he stood along the floor. And he’d hold up the rule, and say, ‘You see — three feet.’ Then he’d measure four feet from the floor, and hold out the rule again and say, ‘You see, four feet.’ Then he’d put his hand against the panel and move it upwards, and it would slide open — and there was an open space within. He’d put his hand into the open space, and take something out; it looked to me like a sheet of paper. And he’d say, ‘This is what will give you that fortune of yours — when you find it. Only you’ll have to find it first. Be sure you find it, Charlie.’

“And he’d laugh — and, though it was the gentle laugh of his which I had known so well of old, there was something about it which seemed to mock me, and cut me like a whip and make me quiver. He’d take my arm again, and lead me from the house and back to the gaol, and I’d wake to find myself lying on the bare board, alone in the dark cell, crying like a child.

“In the morning, perhaps at dinner-time, he’d come into the cell in the usual way, and ask me:

“‘Charlie, do you remember last night?’ ‘Yes, Tom,’ I’d reply, ‘I do.’ And then he’d go on:

“‘Mind you don’t forget. It’s most important, Charlie, that you shouldn’t forget. I’ll tell you what you must remember. Take this and write it down.’

“And he’d give me something, my Bible, or my prayer-book, or even the card of rules which was hung against the wall, and a piece of pencil — though where he got that from I never knew, and he’d say, ‘Now write what I dictate.’

“And I did, just as you saw it on the paper which I left behind; the first line, ‘Tom Ossington’s Ghost’ — he always made me write that; it was the only allusion he ever made to there being anything unusual about his presence there; and the second line, ‘right — straight across — three — four — up.’ When I’d written it he’d say:

“‘Charlie, mind you take the greatest care of that; don’t let it go out of your possession for a moment. It’s the guide to that fortune of yours.’

“Then he’d go. And the moment he had gone the warder would come bursting in, and catch me with the pencil, and the Bible, or whatever it was, in my hand, with the writing on the flyleaf. And he’d begin to gird at me.

“‘So you’re at it again, are you? And you’ve got a pencil, have you? and been writing in your Bible? You’re a pretty sort, upon my word you are. I tell you what it is, my lad, you’ll get yourself into serious trouble before you’ve done.’

“And he’d take the pencil away with him, and the Bible, and the writing; and I’d be reported again, and punished with the utmost severity which was within the compass of the Governor’s power.”

Ballingall stopped again. A convulsive fit of trembling seemed to go all over him.

“Towards the end, the vision took another form. Tom would bring me to the house — only I think, not to this room, but to another — and he would do something — he would do something. I saw quite clearly what it was he did, and understood it well, but, so soon as I was out of the house, the recollection of what he had done became blurred as by a mist. I could not remember at all. I’d wake in my cell in an agony to think that all that Tom had shown me should have slipped my memory. In the morning he’d come and ask:

“‘Charlie, you remember what we did last night?’

“‘No, Tom, I don’t. I’ve tried to think, but I can’t. It’s all forgotten.’

“He’d laugh — his laugh seeming to mock me more than ever.

“‘Never mind, Charlie, I’ll tell you all about it. You write down what I say.’

“And I wrote it down — the last line which was on the scrap of paper. Though I never knew what it meant — never! never! I’ve searched my brains many times to think; and been punished for writing it again and again.

“At last I was released. At last — my God, at last!”

His whole frame quivered. He drew himself upright, as if endeavouring to bear himself as became a man.

“I was treated, when going out, according to my deserts. I had earned no favour, and I received none. The Governor reprimanded me, by way of a God-speed; told me that my conduct, while in prison, had been very bad, and warned me that it would go ill with me if I returned. I went out in the rags in which I had entered, without a penny in my pocket — hungry at the moment of release, I have not tasted bite or sup from the time that I came out of gaol until tonight.

“In the afternoon I came round to Clover Cottage. The first thing I saw was him.” He pointed to Graham. “He was afraid of me, and I was afraid of him — that is the truth. Otherwise I should have gone up to him and asked him for at least a shilling, because directly I caught sight of him I knew what he was after, and that I was going to be tricked and robbed again. While I was trying to summon up courage enough to beg of the man whom I knew had played me false, I saw some one else, and I ran away.

“I meant to get a bed in the casual ward of the Wandsworth Workhouse. But Tom came to me as I was going there, and told me not to be so silly, but to come and get the fortune which was waiting for me at Clover Cottage. So I came. But I never got the fortune.

“And ever since I’ve been growing hungrier and hungrier, until I’ve grown beside myself with hunger — because Tom stopped me when I was going to the workhouse again last night, and bade me not to be so silly, though I don’t know why I should have been silly in seeking for shelter and for food. And not a couple of hours ago he came to me while I was trying to find a hole on the Common in which to sleep, and packed me off once more to fetch away my fortune. But I haven’t found it yet — not yet, not yet. Though” — he stretched out his arms on either side of him, and on his face there came a strange look of what seemed exultation— “I know it’s near.”

In the pause which followed, Ella raised her hand.

“Listen,” she exclaimed; “who’s that? There’s some one at the garden gate.”

There did seem some one at the garden gate, some one who opened and shut it with a bang. They heard footsteps on the tiles which led to the front door. While they waited, listening for a knock, another sound was heard.

“Hark,” cried Ella. “There’s some one fumbling with a latchkey at the door, trying to open it. Whoever can it be — at this hour of the night? There must be some mistake.”

“I think,” said Madge, in her eyes there was a very odd expression, “it is possible there is no mistake — this time.”


CHAPTER XVI

TWO VISITORS

Instinctively Ella drew closer to Jack, nestling at his side, as if for the sake of the near neighbourhood. Graham advanced towards Madge, placing himself just at her back, with a something protective in his air — as if he designed to place himself in front of her at an instant’s warning. While Ballingall moved farther towards the window, with that in his bearing which curiously suggested the bristling hairs of the perturbed and anxious terrier. And all was still — with that sort of silence which is pregnant with meaning.

Without in the stillness, there could be plainly heard the fumbling of the latchkey, as if some one, with unaccustomed hands, was attempting to insert it in the door. Presently, the aperture being found, and the key turned, the door was opened. Some one entered the house; and, being in, the door was shut — with a bang which seemed to ring threateningly through the little house, causing the listeners to start. Some one moved, with uncertain steps, along the passage. A grasp was laid from without on the handle of the sitting-room door. They saw it turn. The door opened — while those within, with one accord, held their breath. And there entered as strange and pitiful a figure as was ever seen.

It was the “ghost’s wife,” the woman who had so troubled Madge, who had done her best that afternoon to keep her outside the house. She was the saddest sight in her parti-coloured rags, the dreadful relics of gaudy fripperies.

When they saw it was her, there was a simultaneous half-movement, which never became a whole movement, for it was stopped at its initiatory stage — stopped by something which was in the woman’s face, and by the doubt if she was alone.

On her face — her poor, dirty, degraded, wrinkled face — which was so pitifully thin there was nothing left of it but skin and bone, there was a look which held them dumb. It was a look like nothing which any of them had ever seen before. It was not only that it was a look of death — for it was plain that the outstretched fingers of the angel already touched her brow; but it was the look of one who seemed to see beyond the grave — such a look as we might fancy on the face of the dead in that sudden shock of vision which, as some tell us, comes in the moment after death.

She was gazing straight in front of her, as if at some one who was there; and she said, in the queerest, shakiest voice:

“So, Tom, you’ve brought me home at last. I’m glad to be at home again. Oh, Tom!” This last with the strangest catching in her throat. She looked about her with eyes that did not see. “It seems a long time since I was at home. I thought I never should come back — never! After all, there’s nothing to a woman like her home — nothing, Tom.” Again there was that strange catching. “You’ve brought me a long way — a long, long way. To think that you should see me in the Borough — after all these years — and should bring me right straight home, I wondered, if ever you did see me, if you’d bring me home — Tom. Only I wish — I wish you’d seen me before. I’m — a little tired now.”

She put her hand up to her face with a gesture which suggested weariness which was more than mortal, and which only eternal rest could soothe — her hand in what was once a glove. When she removed it there was something in her eyes which showed that she had suddenly attained to at least a partial consciousness of her surroundings. She looked at the two girls and the two men grasped together on her right, with, at any rate, a perception that they were there.

“Who — who are these people? Whoever you are, I’m glad to see you; this is a great night with me. I’ve seen my husband for the first time for years and years, and he’s brought me home with him again — after all that time. This is my husband — Tom.”

She held out her hand, as if designating with it some one who was in front of her. They, on their part, were silent, spellbound, uncertain whether the person to whom and of whom she spoke with so much confidence might not be present, though by them unseen.

“It’s a strange homecoming, is it not? And though I’m tired — oh, so tired! — I’m glad I’m home again. To this house he brought me when we were married — didn’t you, Tom? In this house my baby was born — wasn’t it, Tom? And here it died.” There came a look into her face which, for the moment, made it beautiful; to such an extent is beauty a matter of expression. “My dear little baby! It seems only the other day when I held it in my arms. It’s as if the house were full of ghosts — isn’t it, Tom?”

Her eyes wandered round the room, as if in search of some one or of something, and presently they lighted upon Mr. Ballingall. As they did so, the whole expression of her countenance was changed; it assumed a look of unspeakable horror.

“Charles Ballingall!” she gasped. “Tom — Tom, what is he doing here?”

She stretched out her hands, seeming to seek for protection from the some one who was in front of her — repeating the other’s name as if involuntarily, as though it were a thing accursed.

“Charles Ballingall!”

Slowly, inch by inch, her glance passed from the shrinking vagabond, until it stayed, seeming to search with an eager longing the face of the one who was before her in the apparently vacant air.

“Tom! — what’s he doing here? Tom! Tom! don’t look at me like that! Don’t, Tom — for God’s sake, don’t look at me like that!” She broke into sudden volubility, every word a cry of pain. “Tom, I’m — I’m your wife! You — you brought me home! Just now! — from the Borough! — all the way! — all the long, long way — home! Tom!”

The utterance of the name was like a scream of a wounded animal in its mortal agony.

The four onlookers witnessed an extraordinary spectacle. They saw this tattered, drabbled remnant of what was once a woman, whose whole appearance spoke of one who tottered on the very borders of the grave, struggling with the frenzy of an hysterical despair with the visitant from the world of shades who, it was plain to her, if not to others, was her companion — the husband whom, with such malignant cruelty and such persistent ingratitude, she had wronged so long ago. She had held out her hands, her treacherous hands, seeking to shelter them in his; and it seemed as if, for a moment, he had suffered them to stay, and that now, since she had realised the presence of her associate in sin, unwilling to retain them any more in his, he sought to thrust them from him; while she, perceiving that what she had supposed to be the realisation of hopes which she had not even dared to cherish was proving but a chimera, and the fruit which she was already pressing to her lips but an Apple of Sodom, strained every nerve to retain the hold of the hands whose touch had meant to her almost an equivalent to an open door to Paradise. With little broken cries and gasping supplications, she writhed and twisted as she strove to keep her grasp.

“Tom! Tom! Tom!” she exclaimed, over and over again. “You brought me home! you brought me home! Don’t put me from you! Tom! Tom! Tom!”

It seemed that the struggle ended in her discomfiture, and that the hands which she had hoped would draw her forward had been used to thrust her back; for, staggering backwards as if she had been pushed, she put her palms up to her breasts and panted, staring like one distraught.

By degrees, regaining something of her composure, she turned and looked at Ballingall, with a look before which he cowered, actually raising his arm as if warding off a blow. And, when she had breath enough, she spoke to him, in a whisper, as if her strength was gone.

“What are you doing here?”

Ballingall hesitated, looking about him this way and that as if seeking for some road of retreat. Finding none, making a pitiful effort to gather himself together, he replied to her question in a voice which was at once tremulous and sullen.

“Tom asked me to come. You know, Tom, you asked me to come.”

He stretched out his arm with a gesture which was startling, as if to him also the woman’s companion was a reality. There was silence. He repeated his assertion, still with his outstretched arm.

“You know, Tom, you asked me to come.”

Then there happened the most startling thing of all. Some one laughed. It was a man’s laugh — low, soft, and musical. But there was about it this peculiar quality — it was not the merriment of one who laughs with, but of one who laughs at; as though the laugher was enjoying thoroughly, with all his heart, a jest at another’s expense. Before it the man and woman cowered, as if beneath a rain of blows.

After it ceased they were still. It was plain that the woman was ashamed, disillusioned, conscious that she had been made a butt of; and that, in spite of all appearances to the contrary, she was still among the hopeless, the outcast, the condemned. She glanced furtively towards the companion of her shame; then more quickly still away from him, as if realising only too well that, in that quarter, there was no promise of hope rekindled. And she said, with choking utterance:

“Tom, I never thought — you’d laugh at me. Did you bring — me home — for this?”

She put up her hands, in their dreadful gloves, to her raddled, shrunken face, and stood, for a moment, still. Then her frame began to quiver, and she cried; and as she cried there came that laugh again.

The note of mockery that was in it served to sting Ballingall into an assertion of such manhood as was in him. He clenched his fists, drew himself straighter, and, throwing back his head, faced towards where the laughter seemed to stand.

“Tom,” he said, “I’ve used you ill. We’ve both of us used you ill, both she and I — she’s been as false a wife to you as I’ve been friend. Our sins have been many — black as ink, bitter as gall. We know it, both of us. We’ve had reason to know it well. But, Tom, consider what our punishment has been. Look at us — at her, at me. Think of what we were, and what we are. Remember what it means to have come to this from that. Every form of suffering I do believe we’ve known — of mind and of body too — she in her way, and I in mine. We’ve been sinking lower and lower and lower, through every form of degradation, privation, misery, until at last we’re in the ditch — amidst the slime of the outer ditch. We’ve lost all that there is worth having, so far as life’s concerned, for ever. The only hope that is left us is the hour in which it is appointed that we shall die. For my part, my hope is that for me that hour is not far off. And, as I’m a living man, I believe that for her it has already come; that the scythe is raised to reap; that she’s dying where she stands. Have you no bowels of compassion, Tom — none? You used to have. Are they all dried and withered? There’s forgiveness for sinners, Tom, with God; is there none with you? You used to be of those who forgive till seventy times seven; are you now so unforgiving? You may spurn me, you may trample on me, you may press my head down into the very slime of the ditch; you know that these many months you’ve torn and racked me with all the engines of the torture chambers: but she’s your wife, Tom — she was your wife! you loved her once! She bore to you a little child — a little baby, Tom, a little baby! It’s dead — with God, Tom, with God! She’s going to it now — now, now! While she’s passing into the very presence chamber, where her baby is, don’t abase her, Tom. Don’t, Tom, don’t!”

He threw out his arms with a gesture of such frenzied entreaty, and his whole figure was so transformed by the earnestness, and passion, and pathos, and even anguish with which he pressed his theme, that at least the spectators were cut to the heart.

“I know not,” he cried, “whether you are dead or living, or whether I myself am mad or sane — for, indeed, to me of late the world has seemed all upside down. But this I know, that I see you and that you see me, and if, as I suppose, you come from communion with the Eternal, you must know that, in that Presence, there is mercy for the lowest — for the chief of sinners! There is mercy, Tom, I know that there is mercy! Therefore I entreat you to consider, Tom, the case of this woman — of she who was your wife, the mother of your child. She has paid dearly for her offence against you — paid for it every moment of every hour of every day of every year since she offended. Since then she has been continually paying. Is not a quittance nearly due — from you, Tom? If blood is needed to wash out her guilt, she has wept tears of blood. If suffering — look at her and see how she has suffered. And now, even as I stand and speak to you, she dies. She bears her burden to the grave. Is she to add to it, still, the weight of your resentment? That will be the heaviest weight of all. Beneath it, how shall she stagger to the footstool of her God? All these years she has lived in hell. Don’t — with your hand, Tom! — now she’s dying, thrust her into hell, for ever. But put her hand in yours, and bear her up, and stay her, Tom, and lead her to the throne of God. If she can say that you’ve forgiven her, God will forgive her too. And then she’ll find her baby, Tom.”

It was a strange farrago of words which Ballingall had strung together, but the occasion was a strange one too. His earnestness, in which all was forgotten save his desire to effect his purpose, seemed to cast about them a halo as of sanctity. It was almost as if he stood there, pleading for a sinner, in the very Name of Christ — the great Pleader for all great sinners.

The woman, this latest Magdalene, did as that first Magdalene had done, she fell on her knees and wept — tears of bitterness.

“Tom! Tom!” she cried, “Tom! Tom!”

But he to whom she cried did not do as the Christ, the Impersonation of Divine Mercy, did. Christ wept with the sinners. He to whom she pleaded laughed at her. And, beneath his laughter, she crouched lower and lower, till she lay almost prostrate on the floor; and her body quivered as if he struck her with a whip.

Ballingall, as if he could scarcely credit the evidence of his own senses, started back and stared, as though divided between amazement and dismay. Under his breath, he put a singular inquiry — the words seeming to be wrung from him against his will.

“Tom! — Are you a devil?”

And it seemed as if an answer came. For he stood in the attitude of one who listens, and the muscles of his face worked as if what was being said was little to his mind. A dogged look came into his eyes, and about his mouth. He drew himself further back, as if retreating before undesired advances. Words came sullenly from between his teeth.

“No, Tom, no — I want none of that. It isn’t that I ask; you know it isn’t that.”

It appeared as if the overtures made by the unseen presence, unwelcome though they were, were being persisted in. For Ballingall shook his head, raising his hands as if to put them from him, conveying in his bearing the whole gamut of dissent; breaking, at last, into exclamations which were at once defiant, suppliant, despairing.

“No, Tom, no! I don’t want your fortune. You know I don’t! All this time you’ve been dangling it before my eyes, and all the time it’s been a will-o’-the-wisp, leading me deeper and deeper into the mire. I was unhappy enough when first you came to me and spoke of it — but I’ve been unhappier since, a thousand times. You might have let me have it at the beginning, if you’d chosen — but you didn’t choose. You used it to make of me a mock, and a gibe — your plaything — whipping boy! To-night the lure of it has only served as a means to bring us here together — she and I! — when you know I’d rather have gone a hundred miles barefooted to hide from her my face. I don’t know if there is a fortune hidden in this house or not, and I don’t care if behind its walls are concealed the riches of Golconda. I’ll have none of it — it’s too late! too late! I’ve asked you for what I’d give a many fortunes, and you’ve laughed at me. You’ll not show, by so much as a sign, that you forgive her — now, at this eleventh hour. There’s nothing else of yours I’ll have.”

In reply, there came again that quiet laughter, with in it that curious metallic quality, which seemed to act on the quivering nerves of the two sin-stained, wayworn wretches as if it had been molten metal. At the sound of it they gave a guilty start, as if the ghosts of all their sins had risen to scourge them.

From her demeanour, the laugher, diverting his attention from Ballingall, had apparently turned to address the woman. In accents which had grown perceptibly weaker since her first entering, she essayed to speak.

“Yes, Tom, I’ll get up. If you wish me, Tom, of course I will. I’m — tired, Tom — that’s all.”

She did get up, in a fashion which demonstrated she was tired. The process of ascension was not the work of a moment, and when she had regained her feet, she swung this way and that, like a reed in the wind. It was only by what seemed a miracle that she did not fall.

“Don’t be angry — I’m tired — Tom — that’s all.”

In her voice there was a weariness unspeakable.

Something, it seemed, was said to her — from which, as Ballingall had done, only in her feebler way, she expressed dissent.

“I don’t want your money, Tom. It’s so good of you; it’s like you used to be, kind and generous. You always did give me lots of money, Tom, But — I don’t want money — not now, Tom, not now.”

Something else was said, which stung her, for she clasped her hands in front of her, with a movement of pain.

“I — didn’t wish to make you angry, Tom — I’m — sure I didn’t. Don’t speak to me and look at me like that, don’t, Tom, don’t! You don’t know how it hurts me, now — that I’m so tired. I’ll go and fetch your money if you wish me — of course I will, if — you’ll show me — where it is. I’ll go at once. Upstairs? Yes, Tom — I don’t think I’m — too tired to go upstairs, if — you’ll come with me. Yes, Tom — I’m — going — now.”

The woman turned towards the door hastily.

With a swift, eager gesture, in which there was something both mysterious and secretive, Ballingall addressed the four onlookers, the spellbound spectators of this, perhaps, unparelleled experience in the regions of experimental psychology. He spoke beneath his breath, hurriedly, hoarsely, with fugitive sidelong glances, as if before all things he was anxious that what he said should be heard by them alone.

“He’s going to show her where the fortune is!”

The woman opened the door.


CHAPTER XVII

THE KEY TO THE PUZZLE

She stood, for a second, with the handle of the open door in her grasp — as if she was glad of its support to aid her stand. Then, with a quick glance backwards, as of pleading to the one who exercised over her so strange a spell, she tottered from the room. She continued speaking as she went, as if deprecating the other’s wrath.

“I shall be all right — in a moment — if you don’t — hurry me at first. I’m only slow because — I’m a little tired. It’ll soon go, this tired feeling, Tom — and I’ll be sure — to be quicker when it’s gone.”

Ballingall hung back as she passed from the room, seeming, from his attitude, to be in two minds whether to follow her at all. The others, as if taking their cue from him, seemed hesitating too — until Madge, with head thrown back, and fists hanging clenched at her sides, went after her through the door. Then they moved close on Madge’s heels — Bruce Graham in front, Ballingall bringing up the rear.

The woman was staggering up the stairs, with obvious unwillingness — and, also, with more than sufficient feebleness. It was with difficulty she could lift her feet from step to step. Each time she raised her foot she gave a backward lurch, which threatened to precipitate her down the whole of the distance she had gained.

Madge’s impulse was to dash forward, put her arms about the unfortunate creature’s wrist and, if she needs must go forward, bear her bodily to the top of the stairs. But although, at the pitiful sight which the woman presented, her fingers tingled and her pulses throbbed, she was stayed from advancing to proffer her the assistance which she longed to render by the consciousness, against which she strove in vain, that between the woman and herself there was a something which not only did she dare not pass, but which she dare not even closely approach. Over and over again she told herself that it was nonsense — but a delusion born of the woman’s diseased and conscience-haunted brain. There was absolutely nothing to be seen; and why should she, a healthy-minded young woman, suffer herself to be frightened by the vacant air? But in spite of all her efforts at self-persuasion, she allowed a considerable space to continue to exist between herself and the trembling wretch upon the stairs.

Slowly the queer procession advanced — the woman punctuating, as it were, with her plaintive wailings every step she took.

“Tom! Tom! Tom!” She continually repeated the name, with all the intonations of endearment, supplication, reproach, and even terror. To hear her was a liberal education in the different effects which may be produced by varieties of emphasis.

“Don’t hurry me! I’m — going as quickly as I can. I — shall soon be at the top! It’s so — so steep — a staircase — Tom.”

At last the top was reached. She stood upon the landing, clinging to the banisters as she gasped for breath. Her figure swayed backward and forward, in so ominous a fashion that, halfway up the staircase, almost involuntarily Madge stretched out her arms to catch her if she fell. But she did not fall — nor was she allowed much time to recover from her exertions.

“I’m going — if — you’ll let me — rest — for just one moment — Tom. Where do you wish me to go?”

It seemed as if her question was answered, for she gave a shuddering movement towards the wall, and burst into a passion of cries.

“No, Tom — not there! not there! not there! Don’t make me go into our bedroom — not into our bedroom!”

The command which had been given her was apparently repeated, for, drawing herself away from the wall, she went with new and shuddering haste along the passage.

“I’m — I’m going! Only — have mercy — have mercy on me, Tom! I don’t wish to anger you, only have mercy, Tom!”

The bedroom in front of the house was the one which was occupied by Ella, It was towards this room that the woman was moving with hurried, tremulous steps. Her unwillingness to advance was more marked than before, and yet she seemed urged by something which was both in front and behind her, which she was powerless to resist. They could see she shuddered as she went; and she uttered cries, half of terror, half of pain.

And yet she advanced with a decision, and a firmness, and also a rapidity, which was unlike anything she hitherto had shown. On the threshold of the room she stopped, starting back, and throwing out her hands in front of her.

“It’s our bedroom, Tom — it’s full of ghosts! Ghosts! Ghosts! Don’t make me go into the bedroom, Tom.”

But the propelling force, whatever it might have been, was beyond her power to withstand. She gave a sudden, exceeding bitter cry. Turning the handle, she flung the door right back upon its hinges. With a peal of laughter, which grated on the ears of those who heard almost more than anything which had gone before, she staggered into the room. As she disappeared they stopped, listening, with faces which had suddenly grown whiter, to her strange merriment.

“This is our bedroom — ha! ha! ha! — where you brought me when we were first married! Why, Tom, how many years is it since I was here? Ha, ha, ha! — I never thought I should come back to our bedroom, Tom — never! Ha, ha, ha!”

All at once there was a change in her tone — a note of terror. The laughter fled with the dreadful suddenness with which it had come.

“Don’t, Tom, Don’t! Have mercy — mercy! I’ll do as you wish me — you know I will; I’ll — get your money. Only — I didn’t know — you kept it — in our bedroom — Tom. You didn’t use to.”

So soon as the laughter, fading, was exchanged for that panic cry, Madge hurried after her into the room — the others, as ever, hard upon her heels. The woman stood in the centre of the floor, looking about her with glances of evident bewilderment, as if seeking for something she had been told to look for. She searched in vain. Her eagerness was pitiful. She looked hither and thither, in every direction, as if, urged to the search, she feared, in speechless agony, the penalties of disobedience. All the while she kept giving short, sharp cries of strained and frenzied fear.

“I’m looking! I’m looking, Tom, as hard as I can, but — I see nothing — nothing, Tom! I’m doing as you tell me — I am — I am — I am! Oh, Tom, I am! But I don’t see your money — I don’t! I don’t! If you’ll show me where it is, I’ll get it; but I see nothing of your money, Tom! Where is it? — Here!”

She moved towards the wash-hand stand, which was at the side of the room.

“Behind the washstand?”

She lifted the piece of furniture on one side with a degree of strength of which, light though it was, one would not have thought that she was capable. Getting behind it, she placed against the wall her eager, trembling hand.

“But — your money isn’t here. There’s nothing but the wall. Take the paper off the wall? But — how am I to do it? — With my fingers! — I can’t tear off with my fingers, Tom. Oh, Tom, I’ll try! Don’t speak to me like that — I’ll try!”

With feverish haste she dragged the apologies for gloves off her quivering hands.

“Where shall I tear it off? — Here? Yes, Tom, I’ll try to tear it off just here.”

Dropping on her knees she attacked with her nails the wall where, while she remained in that posture, it was about the height of her head — endeavouring to drive the edges through the paper, and to pick it off, as children do.

But her attempts were less successful than are the efforts of the average ingenious child.

“I can’t, Tom, I can’t! My fingers are not strong enough, and my nails are broken — don’t be angry with me, Tom.”

She made frantic little dabs at the wall. But her endeavours to make an impression on the paper were without result. It was plain that with her unassisted nails she might continue to peck at it in vain for ever.

Madge turned to Mr. Graham.
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“Have you a pocket-knife?”

Without a word he took one from his waistcoat pocket.

Not waiting for him to open it, she took it from him with an action which almost amounted to a snatch. With her own fingers she opened the largest blade. Making a large, and under the circumstances curious circuit, in order to reach her, leaning over the washstand, touching the woman on the shoulder, she held out to her the knife.

Shrinking under Madge’s finger, with an exclamation she looked round to see who touched her.

“Take this,” said Madge. “It’s a knife. With its help you’ll be better able to tear the paper off the wall.”

She took it — without a word of thanks, and, with it in her grasp, returned to the attack with energies renewed.

“I’ve got a knife, Tom, I’ve got a knife. Now I’ll get the paper off quicker — much quicker. I’ll soon get to your money, Tom.”

But she did not get to it. On the contrary, the process of stripping off the paper did not proceed much more rapidly than before, even with the help of Mr. Graham’s knife. It was with the greatest difficulty that she was able to get off two or three square inches.

The disappearance, however, of even this small portion revealed the fact that the paper-hanger who had been responsible for putting it into place, instead of stripping off the previous wall covering, as paperhangers are supposed to do, had been content, to save himself what he had, perhaps, deemed unnecessary trouble, to paste this latest covering on the previous one. This former paper appeared to have been of that old-fashioned kind which used to be popular in the parlours of country inns, and such-like places, and which was wont to be embellished with “pictorial illustrations.” The scraping off, by the woman, of the small fragments of paper which she had succeeded in removing, showed that the one beneath it seemed to have been ornamented with more or less striking representations of various four-footed animals. On the space laid bare were figures of what might have been meant for anything; and which, in the light of the last line on Mr. Ballingall’s manuscript, were probably intended for cats and dogs.

With these the woman was fumbling with hesitating, awkward fingers.

“Cat — dog? I don’t — I don’t understand, Tom — I see, Tom, — these are the pictures of cats and dogs. I’m blind, and stupid, and slow. I ought to have seen at once what they were? — I know I ought. But — be patient with me, Tom. Which one? — This one? Yes, I see — this one. It’s — it’s — yes, Tom, it’s a dog’s head, I see it is. — What am I to do with it? Press? — Yes, Tom, I am pressing. — Press harder? Yes, I’ll — I’ll try; but I’m — I’m not very strong, and I can’t press much harder. Have mercy! — have mercy, Tom! Say — say you forgive me — forgive me! but I — I can’t press harder, Tom — I can’t!”

She could not — so much was plain. Even as the words were passing from her lips, she relinquished pressing altogether. Uttering a little throbbing cry, she turned away from the wall, throwing up her arms with a gesture of entreaty, and sinking on to the floor, she lay there still. As she dropped, that gentle, mocking laugh rang through the startled room.


CHAPTER XVIII

MADGE APPLIES MORE STRENGTH

Was it imagination? Or was it fact? Did some one or something really pass from the room, causing in going a little current of air? With startled faces each put to the other an unspoken query.

Which none answered.

The woman lay there, motionless, her exceeding stillness seeming accentuated by the sudden silence which filled the room. Bruce Graham, moving forward, took her up in his arms, as if she were but a feather’s weight. His knife fell from her nerveless fingers, tumbling to the floor with startling clatter. Madge picked it up. Her voice rang out with clarion clearness — the voice of a woman whose nerves were tense as fiddle-strings.

“I’ll see if I cannot press harder. This mystery must be solved to-night — before some of us go mad; if pressing will do it, it shall soon be done — if there’s strength in me at all.”

There was strength in her — and not a little.

She went on her knees where the woman had been; and, as she had done, fumbled with her fingers where the paper had been scraped from the wall, peering closely at it, as she did so.

“A dog’s head, is it? — it doesn’t look as if it were a dog’s head to me, and that’s not because I’m stupid. It’s to be pressed, is it? — Well, if pressing will do it, here’s for pressing!”

She exerted all her force against the point to which the woman had been directed.

“It gives! It gives! — something gives beneath my thumb: it’s the knob of a spring or something — I’m sure of it.”

Turning, she looked up at Graham with flaming cheeks and flashing eyes.

“The spring is sure to be rusty. It will need all your strength. Try it again.”

She tried again.

“It does give — it does! But whatever it is supposed to open is not likely to act now that the wall has been repapered. Some one go and fetch the hammer and the chisel from downstairs — we’ll try another way.”

She glanced at Jack, as if intending the suggestion to apply to him. But Ella clung to his arm, which perhaps prevented him from moving with the speed which might have been expected.

“Will no one go?” cried Madge. “Why, then, I’ll go myself.”

But that Bruce Graham would not permit. Swiftly depositing his still unconscious burden on Ella’s bed, he went in search of the required tools, returning almost as soon as he had gone.

“I think, Miss Brodie, that perhaps you had better allow me to try my hand. I am stronger than you.”

She gave way to him unhesitatingly.

“Drive the chisel into the wall and see if it is hollow.”

He did as she bade him. A couple of blows put the thing beyond a doubt. The chisel disappeared up to the hilt through what was evidently but an outer shell. Madge continued to issue her instructions.

“Break the wall in! It’s no use fumbling with dogs’ head in search of hidden springs — with us it’s a case of the shortest road’s the best. Whatever’s inside that wall has been there long enough to excuse us if we’re a little neglectful of ceremonious observances.”

In a few minutes the wall was broken in, the ancient woodwork offering no resistance to Bruce Graham’s vigorous onslaught. A cavity was made large enough to thrust one’s head in. Madge stopped him.

“That’ll do — for the present! Now let’s see what there is inside!”

She went down on her knees the better to enable her to see, Graham moving aside to give her room. She thrust her fair young face as far into the opening as she could get it — only to discover that she was obscuring her own light. Out it came again.

“Give me a light — a match, or something. It’s as dark as pitch in there.”

Graham gave her a box of matches. Striking one, she introduced it into what was as the heart of the wall.

“There is something in there!”

She dropped the match. Fortunately it went out as it fell.

“It’s the hidden fortune!”

She gave a gasp. Then in an instant she was on her feet and was hastening towards the recumbent figure on the bed.

The woman still lay motionless. Madge, bending down, caught her by the shoulder, forgetful of all in her desire to impart the amazing news.

“Your husband’s fortune’s in the wall — we’ve found it there.”

Something on the woman’s face, in her utter stillness, seemed to fill her with new alarm. She called to the others.

“Ella! — Mr. Graham! Jack!” Her voice sank to a whisper; there was a catching of her breath. “Is she dead?”

They came hastening towards her. Jack Martyn, stopping halfway, looking round, startled them with a fresh inquiry, to which he himself supplied the answer.

“By George! — I say! — where’s Ballingall? — Why, he’s gone!”


CHAPTER XIX

THE WOMAN AND THE MAN

Yes — the woman was dead. Ballingall had gone — and the fortune was found.

Put in that way, it was a curious sequence of events.

Indeed, put in any way, there could be no doubt about the oddity of the part which the woman had played.

Medical examination clearly showed that death had come to her from natural causes. She must, the doctor said, have been within a hand’s-breadth of death for, at any rate, the last twelve months. He declared that every vital organ was hopelessly diseased. Asked if the immediate cause of death was shock, he replied that there was nothing whatever in the condition of the body which could be regarded as supporting such a theory. In his opinion, the woman had burned out, like a candle, which, when it is all consumed, dies. Nothing, in his judgment, could have retarded the inevitable end; just as there was nothing to suggest that it came one instant sooner than might, in the natural course, have been expected.

That was what the doctor said in public, at the coroner’s inquest.

He listened to them when, in private, they told him the strange story of the night’s adventure, pronouncing at the conclusion an opinion which contained in it the essence of all wisdom, for it might be taken any way. The gist of it was this. Very probably for some time before her death, the woman had been light-headed. When people are light-headed they suffer from hallucinations. It was quite possible that, in her case, those hallucinations had taken the form — literally — of her injured husband. It was on record that hallucinations had taken form, in similar cases. It was a perfectly feasible and reasonable theory which supposed that the woman, wandering, a homeless outcast, in the streets of London, delirious, premonitions of her approaching dissolution being borne in upon her in spite of her delirium, would turn her dying footsteps towards her one-time home, to which, as her behaviour in forcing herself on Madge plainly showed, her thoughts had recently returned. Nor, under the circumstances, was there anything surprising in her delusion that her husband had led her there.

It was when asked to explain how it was that she had hit upon the hiding-place of her husband’s fortune — hit upon it, as it seemed, altogether against her will, that the doctor became oracular. But even here he was not without his hints as to the direction in which an explanation might be found.

He pointed out that our study of the science of mental psychology was still in its infancy. But, even so far as it had gone, it seemed to suggest the possibility of what has come to be called telepathic communication between two minds — even when the whilom owner of one of the minds has passed beyond the confines of the grave. This sounded a trifle abstruse. But as the doctor professed his inability to put it any clearer, they had to take his statement as it stood, and make out just as much of it as they were able.

As for Ballingall’s pretensions to having shared the woman’s hallucination — if hallucination it was — the doctor pooh-poohed them altogether. The man was as mad as the woman, and madder; and an impudent rogue to boot. Where was he? Let him come forward, and allow himself and his statements to be scientifically tested. Then it would be shown what reliance could be placed on anything which he might say.

But where Ballingall was, was exactly the problem which they found insoluble. He had vanished as completely as if he had never existed. The presumption was, that while they had been absorbed in watching Madge’s efforts to carry on the work of discovery from the point at which the woman had left it, he had sneaked, unnoticed, from the room and from the house. The curious feature was that they were unable to agree as to the exact moment at which he could have gone. Bruce Graham declared that he was in the room when he went to fetch the hammer and chisel, and that he was still there when he returned. Madge protested that he was in the room when she ran across to the recumbent figure on Ella’s bed. If so, since Jack discovered his absence within less than a minute afterwards, it was during that scant sixty seconds that he made good his escape.

Why he had gone at all was difficult to say. One might have thought that after what he had undergone during his search for the fortune he would hardly have disappeared at the moment of its finding. He had suffered so much in looking, that he had earned at least a share, when at last it was brought to light. Such, certainly, was the strong feeling of its actual discoverer. He stood in need enough of money; that was sure. Why then, at what from one point of view might be described as the very moment of his triumph, had he vanished?

He alone could tell.

They could only give wild guesses. Nothing has been seen or heard of him from that hour to this. They put advertisements for him in the papers, without result. Then, as they felt that living the sort of life which he probably was living — that is, if he was living at all — it was within the range of probability that a newspaper would never come his way, and that he would never glance at it if it did, they distributed handbills broadcast through the slums of London, beseeching him to apply to a certain address, and offering a reward to any one who could give an account of his proceedings after the night on which he had taken himself away.

To those handbills they did receive answers — in abundance. There were evidently plenty of people who were willing, nay, anxious, to lay their hands on that reward, just as there seemed several Charles Ballingalls with whom they were acquainted. But no one of them was the Charles Ballingall. More than once they thought they had chanced on him at last; the stories told were such very specious ones, and they followed up the trail till it proved beyond all manner of doubt to be a false one. When the Charles Ballingall to whom it referred was unearthed, he proved, in each and every case, to be not in the least like theirs.

And so the presumption is that the man is dead. He was, probably, as the doctor suggested, more than half out of his mind on that eventful night; his sins had brought him suffering enough to have driven the average mortal mad. It is not unlikely that the strange things which then transpired, completing the work of destruction, robbed him of his few remaining senses; and that, at that last moment, when Madge Brodie announced her discovery of what he had sought with so much pain and with such ardour, the irony of fate which seemed to have pursued him, pressing on him still, had driven him out into the night, a raving lunatic, seeking anywhere and anyhow for escape from the burden of life which haunted him.

God alone can tell where and how he found it.


CHAPTER XX

THE FORTUNE

And the fortune?

This remark may be made — that had they not found it when they did there would very shortly have been nothing left to find. Mr. Thomas Ossington had chosen for the treasure-chest a simple opening in the wall, to which access had originally been gained by touching a spring. This spring had been concealed under what had probably been a picture of a dog’s head; the fifth alternating dog’s head on the right-hand side of the bedroom door. When you pressed it a door flew open. But this primitive treasure-chest, if not entirely obvious to the world at large, was open to the rats and mice, and similar small deer, who had their happy hunting-grounds within the wall itself. The result was that, when the contents were examined, it was found that the bundles of bank-notes had been gnawed, in some cases to unrecognisable shreds; that meals — hearty ones of the cut-and-come-again description — had been made of parchment deeds, bonds, share certificates, and similar impediments; that coin — gold coin — had been contained in bags, which bags had been consumed, even to the strings which once had tied them. The coins lay under accumulations of dust, in heaps upon the floor. On several were actually well-marked indentations, showing that sharp, gleaming teeth had applied to them a stringent test before finally deciding that they really were not good to eat. A curious spectacle the whole presented when first brought to the light of day.

However, in but few cases had the damage proceeded to lengths which had rendered what was left absolutely worthless — discovery had come just in the nick of time. The Bank of England was good enough to hand over cash in exchange for the fragments of all notes of which there was satisfactory evidence that there had been once a whole. The various documents which represented property were none of them in a condition which rendered recognition altogether impossible, and when it was once established what they were, for all intents and purposes they were as available for their original use as if they had been in a condition of pristine freshness.

Altogether the find represented a sum of something like £40,000. Not a large fortune, as fortunes go, but still a comfortable capital to be the possessor of. If fate only had been kind to him, and the men and women who formed his world of finer texture, Tom Ossington might have been as happy as the days were long.

Oddly enough, the real trouble came after the fortune was found. The difficulty was as to whom it belonged — not because the claimants were so many, but because they were so few.

It was Madge’s wish that it should be divided between those who were actually present at the moment of its discovery, maintaining that such a division would be in accordance with both law and equity. Ballingall’s continued disappearance resolved the number of these into four — Ella, Jack Martyn, Bruce Graham, and herself. The first rift in the lute was caused by Mr. Graham, he refusing point-blank to have part or parcel in any such transaction. He maintained that the fortune had been found by Madge, and that therefore, in accordance with the terms of the will, the whole of it was hers. In any case he would have none of it. He had felt, on mature reflection, that Ballingall’s accusations had not been without foundation, that his conduct had been unprofessional, that he had had no right to share his confidence with anybody — that, in short, he had behaved ill in the whole affair; and that, therefore, he had no option but to decline to avail himself of any advantages which were, so to speak, the proceeds of his misbehaviour.

When she heard this, Madge laughed outright. Seeing that her laughter made no impression, and that the gentleman continued of the same opinion still, she was moved to use language which was, to say the least, surprising. It was plain that, beneath the lash of the lady’s tongue, he was unhappy. But his unhappiness did not go deep enough to induce him to change his mind. When it was obvious that his resolve was adamant, and that by no means could he be induced to move from it, she announced her own decision.

“Very well; if the fortune’s mine, it’s mine. And if it’s mine I can do what I like with it. And what I like, is to divide it with Ella; and if Ella will not have half, then I’ll not have a farthing either. And the whole shall go to the Queen, or to whoever unclaimed money does go. And you’ll find that I can be as firm — or as obstinate — as anybody else.”

“But, my dear,” observed Ella, mildly, “I never said that I wouldn’t have half. I’m sure I’ll be delighted. I’ll need no pressing — and thank you very kindly, ma’am.”

“I do believe, Ella,” returned Madge, with calmness which was both significant and deadly, “that you are the only reasonable person with whom I am acquainted.”

So it was arranged — the two girls divided the whole; which of course meant, as Madge knew perfectly, that Jack Martyn would have his share. As a matter of fact, Mr. and Mrs. Martyn have been husband and wife for some time now, and are doing very well.

And it is said — as such things are said — that Madge Brodie will be Mrs. Bruce Graham yet before she dies. It is believed by those who know them best that he would give his eyes to marry her, and that she has made up her mind to marry him.

This being so, it would seem as if a marriage might ensue.

If such is the case, it appears extremely likely, if Madge ever is his wife, that, whether he will or won’t, Bruce Graham will have to have his share.

She is as obstinate as he is — every whit.


THE DATCHET DIAMONDS 
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Although published in book form in Britain in 1898, this novel first appeared as a serial in the New Zealand Graphic and Ladies’ Journal between May and June of that year, under the title ‘The Duchess of Datchet’s Diamonds’. The novel is part mystery, part romance and tells the story of Cyril Paxton’s tribulations when he mistakenly comes into possession of a stolen set of priceless jewels. Paxton begins to become tempted by this fortune in stones, which offers him a means to marry his beloved Daisy. Unfortunately, Paxton is pursued, not only by Scotland Yard, but by the ruthless thieves that initially stole the gems. 
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CHAPTER I

TWO MEN AND A MAID

The band struck up a waltz. It chanced to be the one which they had last danced together at the Dome. How well he had danced, and how guilty she had felt! Conscious of what almost amounted to a sense of impropriety! Charlie had taken her; it was Charlie who had made her go — but then, in some eyes, Miss Wentworth might not have been regarded as the most unimpeachable of chaperons. That Cyril, for instance, would have had strong opinions of his own upon that point, Miss Strong was well aware.

While Miss Strong listened, thinking of the last time she had heard that waltz, the man with whom she had danced it stood, all at once, in front of her. She had half expected that it would be so — half had feared it. It was not the first time they had encountered each other on the pier; Miss Strong had already begun to more than suspect that the chance of encountering her was the magnet which drew Mr. Lawrence through the turnstiles. She did not wish to meet him; she assured herself that she did not wish to meet him. But, on the other hand, she did not wish to go out of her way so as to seem to run away from him.

The acquaintance had begun on the top of the Devil’s Dyke in the middle of a shower of rain. Miss Strong, feeling in want of occupation, and, to speak the truth, a little in the blues, had gone, on an unpromising afternoon in April, on the spur of the moment, and in something like a temper, on a solitary excursion to the Devil’s Dyke. On the Downs the wind blew great guns. She could hardly stand against it. Yet it did her good, for it suited her mood. She struggled on over the slopes, past Poynings, when, suddenly — she, in her abstraction, having paid no heed to the weather, and expecting nothing of the kind — it came down a perfect deluge of rain. She had a walking-stick, but neither mackintosh nor umbrella. There seemed every likelihood of her having to return like a drowned rat to Brighton, when, with the appropriateness of a fairy tale, some one came rushing to her with an umbrella in his hand. She could hardly refuse the proffered shelter, and the consequence was that the owner of the umbrella escorted her first to the hotel, then to the station, and afterwards to Brighton. Nor, after such services had been rendered, when they parted at the station did she think it necessary to inform him that, not under any circumstances, was he to notice her again; besides, from what she had seen of him, she rather liked the man. So, when, two days afterwards, he stopped her on the pier to ask if she had suffered any ill-effects from her exposure, it took her some five-and-twenty minutes to explain that she had not. There were other meetings, mostly on the pier; and then, as a climax, that Masonic Ball at the Dome. She danced with him five times! She felt all the time that she ought not; she knew that she would not have done it if Cyril had been there. Miss Wentworth, introduced by Miss Strong, danced with him twice, and when asked by Miss Strong if she thought that she — Miss Strong — ought to have three dances with him Miss Wentworth declared that she did not see why, if she liked, she should not have thirty. So Miss Strong had five — which shows that Miss Wentworth’s notions of the duties of a chaperon were vague.

And now the band was striking up that identical waltz; and there was Mr. Lawrence standing in front of the lady with whom he had danced it.

“I believe that that was ours, Miss Strong,” he said.

“I think it was.”

He was holding her hand in his, and looking at her with something in his eyes which there and then she told herself would never do. They threaded their way through the crowd of people towards the head of the pier, saying little, which was worse than saying much. Although Charlie had been working, Miss Strong wished she had stayed at home with her; it would have been better than this. A sense of pending peril made her positively nervous; she wanted to get away from her companion, and yet for the moment she did not see her way to do it.

Beyond doubt Mr. Lawrence was not a man in whose favour nothing could be said. He was of medium height, had a good figure, and held himself well. He was very fair, with a slight moustache, and a mouth which was firm and resolute. His eyes were blue — a light, bright blue — beautiful eyes they were, but scarcely of the kind which could correctly be described as sympathetic. His complexion was almost like a girl’s, it was so pink and white; he seemed the picture of health. His manners were peculiarly gentle. He moved noiselessly, without any appearance of exertion. His voice, though soft, was of so penetrating a quality and so completely under control that, without betraying by any movement of his lips the fact that he was speaking, he could make his faintest whisper audible in a way which was quite uncanny. Whatever his dress might be, on him it always seemed unobtrusive; indeed, the strangest thing about the man was that, while he always seemed to be the most retiring of human beings, in reality he was one of the most difficult to be rid of, as Miss Strong was finding now. More than once, just as she was about to give him his dismissal, he managed to prevent her doing so in a manner which, while she found it impossible to resent it, was not by any means to her taste. Finally, finding it difficult to be rid of him in any other way, and being, for some reason which she would herself have found it difficult to put into words, unusually anxious to be freed from his companionship, she resolved, in desperation, to leave the pier. She acquainted him with her determination to be off, and then, immediately afterwards, not a little to her surprise and a good deal to her disgust, she found herself walking towards the pier-gates with him at her side. Miss Strong’s wish had been to part from him there and then; but again he had managed to prevent the actual expression of her wish, and it seemed plain that she was still to be saddled with his society, at any rate, as far as the gates.

Before they had gone half-way down the pier Miss Strong had cause to regret that she had not shown a trifle more firmness, for she saw advancing towards her a figure which, at the instant, she almost felt that she knew too well. It was Cyril Paxton. The worst of it was that she was not clear in her own mind as to what it would be best for her to do — the relations between herself and Mr. Paxton were of so curious a character. She saw that Mr. Paxton’s recognition of her had not been so rapid as hers had been of him; at first she thought that she was going to pass him unperceived. In that case she would go a few steps farther with Mr. Lawrence, dismiss him, return, and discover herself to Cyril at her leisure. But it was not to be. Mr. Paxton, glancing about him from side to side of the pier, observed her on a sudden — and he observed Mr. Lawrence too; on which trivial accident hinges the whole of this strange history.

Miss Strong knew that she was seen. She saw that Mr. Paxton was coming to her. Her heart began to beat. In another second or two he was standing in front of her with uplifted hat, wearing a not very promising expression of countenance.

“Where’s Charlie?” was his greeting.

The lady was aware that the question in itself conveyed a reproach, though she endeavoured to feign innocence.

“Charlie’s at home; I couldn’t induce her to come out. Her ‘copy’ for Fashion has to be ready by the morning; she says she’s behind, so she stayed at home to finish it.”

“Oh!”

That was all that Mr. Paxton said, but the look with which he favoured Mr. Lawrence conveyed a very vivid note of interrogation.

“Cyril,” explained Miss Strong, “this is Mr. Lawrence. Mr. Lawrence, this is Mr. Paxton; and I am afraid you must excuse me.”

Mr. Lawrence did excuse her. She and Mr Paxton returned together up the pier; he, directly Mr. Lawrence was out of hearing, putting to her the question which, though she dreaded, she knew was inevitable.

“Who’s that?”

“That is Mr. Lawrence.”

“Yes, you told me so much already; who is Mr. Lawrence?”

As she walked Miss Strong, looking down, tapped with the ferrule of her umbrella on the boards.

“Oh! he’s a sort of acquaintance.”

“You have not been long in Brighton, then, without making acquaintance?”

“Cyril! I have been here more than a month. Surely a girl can make an acquaintance in that time?”

“It depends, I fancy, on the girl, and on the circumstances in which she is placed. What is Mr. Lawrence?”

“I have not the faintest notion. I have a sort of general idea that, like yourself, he is something in the City. It seems to me that nowadays most men are.”

“Who introduced him?”

“A shower of rain.”

“An excellent guarantor of the man’s eligibility, though, even for the average girl, one would scarcely have supposed that that would have been a sufficient introduction.”

Miss Strong flushed.

“You have no right to talk to me like that. I did not know that you were coming to Brighton, or I would have met you at the station.”

“I knew that I should meet you on the pier.”

The lady stood still.

“What do you mean by that?”

The gentleman, confronting her, returned her glance for glance.

“I mean what I say. I knew that I should meet you on the pier — and I have.”

The lady walked on again; whatever she might think of Mr. Paxton’s inference, his actual statement was undeniable.

“You don’t seem in the best of tempera, Cyril. How is Mr. Franklyn?”

“He was all right when I saw him last — a good deal better than I was or than I am.”

“What is the matter with you? Are you ill?”

“Matter!” Mr. Paxton’s tone was bitter. “What is likely to be the matter with the man who, after having had the luck which I have been having lately, to crown it all finds the woman he loves philandering with a stranger — the acquaintance of a shower of rain — on Brighton pier.”

“You have no right to speak to me like that — not the slightest! I am perfectly free to do as I please, as you are. And, without condescending to dispute your inferences — though, as you very well know, they are quite unjust! — any attempt at criticism on your part will be resented by me in a manner which you may find unpleasant.”

A pause followed the lady’s words, which the gentleman did not seem altogether to relish.

“Still the fact remains that I do love you better than anything else in the world.”

“Surely if that were so, Cyril, at this time of day you and I would not be situated as we are.”

“By which you mean?”

“If you felt for me what you are always protesting that you feel, surely sometimes you would have done as I wished.”

“Which being interpreted is equivalent to saying that I should have put my money into Goschens, and entered an office at a salary of a pound a week.”

“If you had done so you would at any rate still have your money, and also, possibly, the prospect of a career.”

They had reached the end of the pier, and were leaning over the side, looking towards the Worthing lights. Miss Strong’s words were followed by an interval of silence. When the gentleman spoke again, in his voice there was the suspicion of a tremor.

“Daisy, don’t be hard on me.”

“I don’t wish to be hard. It was you who began by being hard on me.”

He seemed to pay no heed to her speech, continuing on a line of his own — 

“Especially just now!”

She glanced at him.

“Why especially just now?”

“Well — —” He stopped. The tremor in his voice became more pronounced. “Because I’m going for the gloves.”

If the light had been clearer he might have seen that her face assumed a sudden tinge of pallor.

“What do you mean by you’re going for the gloves?”

“I mean that probably by this time tomorrow I shall have either won you or lost you for ever.”

“Cyril!” There was a catching in her breath. “I hope you are going to do nothing — wild.”

“It depends upon the point of view.” He turned to her with sudden passion. “I’m sick of things as they are — sick to death! I’ve made up my mind to know either the best or the worst.”

“How do you propose to arrive at that state of knowledge?”

“I’ve gone a bull on Eries — a big bull. So big a bull that if they fall one I’m done.”

“How done?”

“I shall be done, because it will be for reasons, good, strong, solid reasons, the last deal I shall ever make on the London Stock Exchange.”

There was silence. Then she spoke again — 

“You will lose. You always do lose!”

“Thanks.”

“It will be almost better for you that you should lose. I am beginning to believe, Cyril, that you never will do any good till you have touched bottom, till you have lost all that you possibly can lose.”

“Thank you, again.”

She drew herself up, drawing herself away from the railing against which she had been leaning. She gave a gesture which was suggestive of weariness.

“I too am tired. This uncertainty is more than I can stand; you are so unstable, Cyril. Your ideas and mine on some points are wide apart. It seems to me that if a girl is worth winning, she is worth working for. As a profession for a man, I don’t think that what you call ‘punting’ on the Stock Exchange is much better than pitch-and-toss.”

“Well?”

The word was an interrogation. She had paused.

“It appears to me that the girl who marries a man who does nothing else but ‘punt’ is preparing for herself a long line of disappointments. Think how many times you have disappointed me. Think of the fortunes you were to have made. Think, Cyril, of the Trumpit Gold Mine — what great things were to come of that!”

“I am quite aware that I did invest every penny I could beg, borrow, or steal in the Trumpit Gold Mine, and that at present I am the fortunate possessor of a trunkful of shares which are not worth a shilling a-piece. The reminder is a pleasant one. Proceed — you seem wound up to go.”

Her voice assumed a new touch of sharpness.

“The long and the short of it is, Cyril — it is better that we should understand each other! — if your present speculation turns out as disastrously as all your others have done, and it leaves you worse off than ever, the relations, such as they are, which exist between us must cease. We must be as strangers!”

“Which means that you don’t care for me the value of a brass-headed pin.”

“It means nothing of the kind, as you are well aware. It simply means that I decline to link my life with a man who appears incapable of keeping his own head above water. Because he insists on drowning himself, why should I allow him to drown me too?”

“I observe that you take the commercial, up-to-date view of marriage.”

“What view do you take? Are you nearer to being able to marry me than ever you were? Are you not farther off? You have no regular income — and how many entanglements? What do you propose that we should live on — on the hundred and twenty pounds a year which mother left me?”

There came a considerable silence. He had not moved from the position he had taken up against the railing, and still looked across the waveless sea towards the glimmering lights of Worthing. When he did speak his tones were cold, and clear, and measured — perhaps the coldness was assumed to hide a warmer something underneath.

“Your methods are a little rough, but perhaps they are none the worse on that account. As you say so shall it be. Win or lose, to-morrow evening I will meet you again upon the pier — that is, if you will come.”

“You know I’ll come!”

“If I lose it will be to say goodbye. Next week I emigrate.”

She was still, so he went on — 

“Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll see you to the end of the pier, and say goodbye until tomorrow. I’ll get something to eat and hurry back to town.”

“Won’t you come and see Charlie?”

“Thank you, I don’t think I will. Miss Wentworth has not a sufficiently good opinion of me to care if I do or don’t. Make her my excuses.”

Another pause. Then she said, in a tone which was hardly above a whisper — 

“Cyril, I do hope you’ll win.”

He stood, and turned, and faced her.

“Do you really mean that, Daisy?”

“You know that I do.”

“Then, if you really hope that I shall win — the double event! — as an earnest of your hopes — there is no one looking! — kiss me.”

She did as he bade her.


CHAPTER II

OVERHEARD IN THE TRAIN

It was with a feeling of grim amusement that Mr. Paxton bought himself a first-class ticket. It was, probably, the last occasion on which he would ride first-class for some considerable time to come. The die had fallen; the game was lost — Eries had dropped more than one. Not only had he lost all he had to lose, he was a defaulter. It was out of his power to settle, he was going to emigrate instead. He had with him a Gladstone bag; it contained all his worldly possessions that he proposed to take with him on his travels. His intention was, having told Miss Strong the news, and having bidden a last farewell, to go straight from Brighton to Southampton, and thence, by the American line, to the continent on whose shores Europe dumps so many of its failures.

The train was later than are the trains which are popular with City men. It seemed almost empty at London Bridge. Mr. Paxton had a compartment to himself. He had an evening paper with him. He turned to the money article. Eries had closed a point lower even than he had supposed. It did not matter. A point lower, more or less, would make no difference to him — the difference would be to the brokers who had trusted him. Wishing to do anything but think, he looked to see what other news the paper might contain. Some sensational headlines caught his eye.

 

“ROBBERY OF THE DUCHESS OF DATCHET’S DIAMONDS!

“AN EXTRAORDINARY TALE.”

The announcement amused him.

“After all that is the sort of line which I ought to have made my own — robbing pure and simple. It’s more profitable than what Daisy says that I call ‘punting.’”

He read on. The tale was told in the usual sensational style, though the telling could scarcely have been more sensational than the tale which was told. That afternoon, it appeared, an amazing robbery had taken place — amazing, first, because of the almost incredible value of what had been stolen; and, second, because of the daring fashion in which the deed had been done. In spite of the desperate nature of his own position — or, perhaps, because of it — Mr. Paxton drank in the story with avidity.

The Duchess of Datchet, the young, and, if report was true, the beautiful wife of one of England’s greatest and richest noblemen, had been on a visit to the Queen at Windsor — the honoured guest of the Sovereign. As a fitting mark of the occasion, and in order to appear before Her Majesty in the splendours which so well became her, the Duchess had taken with her the famous Datchet diamonds. As all the world knows the Dukes of Datchet have been collectors of diamonds during, at any rate, the last two centuries.

The value of their collection is fabulous — the intrinsic value of the stones which the duchess had taken with her on that memorable journey, according to the paper, was at least £250,000 — a quarter of a million of money! This was the net value — indeed, it seemed that one might almost say it was the trade value, and was quite apart from any adventitious value which they might possess, from, for instance, the point of view of historical association.

Mr. Paxton drew a long breath as he read:

“Two hundred and fifty thousand pounds — a quarter of a million! I am not at all sure that I should not have liked to have had a finger in such a pie as that. It would be better than punting at Eries.”

The diamonds, it seemed, arrived all right at Windsor, and the duchess too. The visit passed off with due éclat. It was as Her Grace was returning that the deed was done, though how it was done was, as yet, a profound mystery.

“Of course,” commented Mr. Paxton to himself, “all criminal London knew what she had taken with her. The betting is that they never lost sight of those diamonds from first to last; to adequately safeguard them she ought to have taken with her a regiment of soldiers.”

Although she had not gone so far as a regiment of soldiers, that precaution had been taken — and precautions, moreover, which had been found to be adequate, over and over again, on previous occasions — was sufficiently plain. The duchess had travelled in a reserved saloon carriage by the five minutes past four train from Windsor to Paddington. She had been accompanied by two servants, her maid, and a man-servant named Stephen Eversleigh. Eversleigh was one of a family of servants the members of which had been in the employment of the Dukes of Datchet for generations.

It was he who was in charge of the diamonds. They were in a leather despatch-box. The duchess placed them in it with her own hand, locked the box, and retained the key in her own possession. Eversleigh carried the box from the duchess’s apartment in the Castle to the carriage which conveyed her to the railway station. He placed it on the seat in front of her.

He himself sat outside with the maid. When the carriage reached the station he carried it to the duchess’s saloon. The duchess was the sole occupant of the saloon. She travelled with the despatch-box in front of her all the way to London. The duke met her at Paddington. Eversleigh again placed the box on the front seat of the carriage, the duke and duchess, sitting side by side, having it in full view as the brougham passed through the London streets. The diamonds, when not in actual use, were always kept, for safe custody, at Bartlett’s Bank. The confidential agent of the bank was awaiting their arrival when the brougham reached the ducal mansion in Grosvenor Square. The despatch-box was taken straight to him, and, more for form’s sake than anything else, was opened by the duchess in his presence, so that he might see that it really did contain the diamonds before he gave the usual receipt.

It was as well for the bank’s sake that on that occasion the form was observed. When the box was opened, it was empty! There was nothing of any sort to show that the diamonds had ever been in it — they had vanished into air!

When he had reached this point Mr. Paxton put the paper down. He laughed.

“That’s a teaser. The position seems to promise a pleasing problem for one of those masters of the art of detection who have been cutting such antics lately in popular fiction. If I were appointed to ferret out the mystery, I fancy that I should begin by wanting to know a few things about her Grace the Duchess. I wonder what happened to that despatch-box while she and it were tête-à-tête? It is to be hoped that she possesses her husband’s entire confidence, otherwise it is just possible that she is in for a rare old time of it.”

The newspaper had little more to tell. There were the usual attempts to fill a column with a paragraph; the stereotyped statements about the clues which the police were supposed to be following up, but all that they amounted to was this: that the duchess asserted that she had placed the diamonds in the despatch-box at Windsor Castle, and that, as a matter of plain fact, they were not in it when the box reached Grosvenor Square.

Mr. Paxton leaned back in his seat, thrust his hands into his trouser pockets, and mused.

“What lucky beggars those thieves must be! What wouldn’t any one do for a quarter of a million — what wouldn’t I? Even supposing that the value of the stones is over-stated, and that they are only worth half as much, there is some spending in £125,000. It would set me up for life, with a little over. What prospect is there in front of me — don’t I know that there is none? Existence in a country which I have not the faintest desire to go to; a life which I hate; a continual struggling and striving for the barest daily bread, with, in all human probability, failure, and a nameless grave at the end. What use is there in living out such a life as that? But if I could only lay my hands on even an appreciable fraction of that quarter of a million, with Daisy at my side — God bless the girl! how ill I have treated her! — how different it all would be!”

Mr. Paxton was possessed by a feeling of restlessness; his thoughts pricked him in his most secret places. For him, the train was moving much too slowly; had it flown on the wings of the wind it could scarcely have kept pace with the whirlwind in his brain. Rising to his feet, he began to move backwards and forwards in the space between the seats — anything was better than complete inaction.

The compartment in which he was travelling was not a new one; indeed, so far was it from being a new one, that it belonged to a type which, if not actually obsolete, at any rate nowadays is rarely seen. An oblong sheet of plate-glass was let into the partition on either side, within a few inches of the roof. This sheet of plate-glass was set in a brass frame, the frame itself being swung on a pivot.

Desirous of doing anything which would enable him, even temporarily, to escape from his thoughts, Mr. Paxton gave way to his idle and, one might almost add, impertinent curiosity. He stood, first on one seat, and peered through the glass into the adjoining compartment. So far as he was able to see, from the post of vantage which he occupied, it was vacant. He swung the glass round on its pivot. He listened. There was not a sound. Satisfied — if, that is, the knowledge gave him any satisfaction! — that there was no one there, he prepared to repeat the process of espial on the other seat.

But in this case the result was different. No sooner had he brought his eyes on a level with the sheet of glass, than he dropped down off the seat again with the rapidity of a jack-in-the-box.

“By George! I’ve seen that man before! It would hardly do to be caught playing the part of Peeping Tom.”

Conscious of so much, he was also conscious at the same time of an increase of curiosity. Among Mr. Paxton’s attributes was that one which is supposed to be the peculiar perquisite of royalty — a memory for faces. If, for any cause, a face had once been brought to his notice, he never afterwards forgot it. He had seen through that sheet of glass a countenance which he had seen before, and that quite recently.

“The chances are that I sha’n’t be noticed if I am careful; and if I am caught I’ll make a joke of it. I’ll peep again.”

He peeped again. As he did so audible words all but escaped his lips.

“The deuce! it’s the beggar who was last night with Daisy on the pier.”

There could not be a doubt about it; in the carriage next to his sat the individual whose companionship with Miss Strong had so annoyed him. Mr. Paxton, peering warily through the further end of the glass, treated Mr. Lawrence to a prolonged critical inspection, which was not likely to be prejudiced in that gentleman’s favour.

Mr. Lawrence sat facing his observer, on Mr. Paxton’s right, in the corner of the carriage. That he was not alone was plain. Mr. Paxton saw that he smiled, and that his lips were moving. Unfortunately, from Mr. Paxton’s point of view, it was not easy to see who was his associate; whoever it was sat just in front of him, and therefore out of Mr. Paxton’s line of vision. This was the more annoying in that Mr. Lawrence took such evident interest in the conversation he was carrying on. An idea occurred to Mr. Paxton.

“The fellow doesn’t seem to see me. When I turned that other thing upon its pivot it didn’t make any sound. I wonder, if I were to open this affair half an inch or so, if I could hear what the fellow’s saying?”

Mr. Paxton was not in a mood to be particular. On the contrary, he was in one of those moods which come to all of us, in some dark hour of our lives, when we do the things which, being done, we never cease regretting. Mr. Paxton knelt on the cushions and he opened the frame, as he had said, just half an inch, and he put his ear as close to the opening as he conveniently could, without running the risk of being seen, and he listened. At first he heard nothing for his pains. He had not got his ear just right, and the roar of the train drowned all other sounds. Slightly shifting his position Mr. Paxton suddenly found, however, that he could hear quite well.

The speakers, to make themselves audible to each other, had to shout nearly at the top of their voices, and this, secure in their privacy, they did, the result being that Mr. Paxton could hear just as well what was being said as the person who, to all intents and purposes, was seated close beside him.

The first voice he heard was Mr. Lawrence’s.

It should be noted that here and there he lost a word, as probably also did the person who was actually addressed; but the general sense of the conversation he caught quite well.

“I told you I could do it. You only want patience and resolution to take advantage of your opportunities, and a big coup is as easily carried off as a small one.”

Mr. Lawrence’s voice ceased. The rejoinder came from a voice which struck Mr. Paxton as being a very curious one indeed. The speaker spoke not only with a strong nasal twang, but also, occasionally, with an odd idiom. The unseen listener told himself that the speaker was probably the newest thing in races— “a German-American.”

“With the assistance of a friend — eh?”

Mr. Lawrence’s voice again; in it more than a suggestion of scorn.

“The assistance of a friend! When it comes to the scratch, it is on himself that a man must rely. What a friend principally does is to take the lion’s share of the spoil.”

“Well — why not? A man will not be able to be much of a friend to another, if, first of all, he is not a friend to himself — eh?”

Mr. Lawrence appeared to make no answer — possibly he did not relish the other’s reasoning. Presently the same voice came again, as if the speaker intended to be apologetic — 

“Understand me, my good friend, I do not say that what you did was not clever. No, it was damn clever! — that I do say. And I always have said that there was no one in the profession who can come near you. In your line of business, or out of it, how many are there who can touch for a quarter of a million, I want to know? Now, tell me, how did you do it — is it a secret, eh?”

If Mr. Lawrence had been piqued, the other’s words seemed to have appeased him.

“Not from you — the thing was as plain as walking! The bigger the thing you have to do the more simply you do it the better it will be done.”

“It does not seem as though it were simple when you read it in the papers — eh? What do you think?”

“The papers be damned! Directly you gave me the office that she was going to take them with her to Windsor, I saw how I was going to get them, and who I was going to get them from.”

“Who — eh?”

“Eversleigh. Stow it — the train is stopping!”

The train was stopping. It had reached a station. The voices ceased. Mr. Paxton withdrew from his listening place with his brain in a greater whirl than ever. What had the two men been talking about? What did they mean by touching for a quarter of a million, and the reference to Windsor? The name which Mr. Lawrence had just mentioned, Eversleigh — where, quite recently, had he made its acquaintance? Mr. Paxton’s glance fell on the evening paper which he had thrown on the seat. He snatched it up. Something like a key to the riddle came to him in a flash!

He opened the paper with feverish hands, turning to the account of the robbery of the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds. It was as he thought; his memory had not played him false — the person who had been in charge of the gems had been a man named Stephen Eversleigh.

Mr. Paxton’s hands fell nervelessly on to his knees. He stared into vacancy. What did it mean?

The train was off again. Having heard so much, Mr. Paxton felt that he must hear more. He returned to the place of listening. For some moments, while the train was drawing clear of the station, the voices continued silent — probably before exchanging further confidences they were desirous of being certain that their privacy would remain uninterrupted. When they were heard again it seemed that the conversation was being carried on exactly at the point at which Mr. Paxton had heard it cease.

The German-American was speaking.

“Eversleigh? — that is His Grace’s confidential servant — eh?”

“That’s the man. I studied Mr. Eversleigh by proxy, and I found out just two things about him.”

“And they were — what were they?”

“One was that he was short-sighted, and the other was that he had a pair of spectacles which the duke had given him for a birthday present, and which he thought no end of.”

“That wasn’t much to find out — eh?”

“You think so? Then that’s where you’re wrong. It’s perhaps just as well for you that you don’t have to play first lead.”

“The treasury is more in my line — eh? However, what was the use which you made of that little find of yours?”

“If it hadn’t been for that little find of mine, the possibility is that the sparklers wouldn’t be where they are just now. A friend of mine had a detective camera. Those spectacles were kept in something very gorgeous in cases. My friend snapped that spectacle case with his camera. I had an almost exact duplicate made of the case from the print he got — purposely not quite exact, you know, but devilish near.

“I found myself at Windsor Station just as Her Grace was about to start for town. There were a good many people in the booking-office through which you have to pass to reach the platform. As I expected, the duchess came in front, with the maid, old Eversleigh bringing up the rear. Just as Eversleigh came into the booking-office some one touched him on the shoulder, and held out that duplicate spectacle case, saying, ‘I beg your pardon, sir! Have you lost your glasses?’ Of old Eversleigh’s fidelity I say nothing. I don’t call mere straightness anything; — but he certainly wasn’t up to the kind of job he had in hand — not when he was properly handled. He has been heard to say that he would sooner lose an arm than those precious spectacles — because the duke gave them to him, you know. Perhaps he would; anyhow, he lost something worth a trifle more than his arm. When he felt himself touched on the shoulder, and saw what looked like that almighty goggle-box in the stranger’s hand, he got all of a flurry, jabbed his fist into the inside pocket of his coat, and to enable him to do so popped the despatch-box down on the seat beside him — as I expected that he would do. I happened to be sitting on that seat with a rug, very nicely screened too by old Eversleigh himself, and by the stranger with the goggle-box. I nipped my rug over his box, leaving another one — own brother to the duchess’s — exposed. Old Eversleigh found that the stranger’s goggle-box was not his — that his own was safe in his pocket! — picked up my despatch-box, and marched off with it, while I travelled with his by the South-Western line to town; and I can only hope that he was as pleased with the exchange as I was.”

The German-American’s voice was heard.

“As you say, in the simplicity of your method, my good friend, was its beauty. And indeed, after all, simplicity is the very essence, the very soul, of all true art — eh?”


CHAPTER III

THE DIAMONDS

Mr. Paxton heard no more — he made no serious attempt to hear. As the German-American ceased to speak the train slowed into Preston Park. At the station Mr. Paxton saw that some one else got into the next compartment, forming a third, with its previous occupants, the rest of the way to Brighton.

Mr. Paxton had heard enough. The whirlwind in his brain, instead of becoming less, had grown more. His mental confusion had become worse confounded. He seemed unable to collect his ideas. He had attained to nothing like an adequate grasp of the situation by the time the train had arrived at its journey’s end. He alighted, his Gladstone in his hand, feeling in a sort of intellectual fog. He saw Mr. Lawrence — also carrying a Gladstone — get out of the next compartment. A tall, thin man, with high cheekbones, a heavy moustache, and a pronounced stoop, got out after him — evidently the German-American. Mr. Paxton allowed the pair to walk down the platform in front, keeping himself a respectful distance in the rear. They turned into the refreshment-room. He went in after them, taking up his position close beside them, with, however, no sort of definite intention in his head. Mr. Lawrence recognised him at once, showing that he also had a memory for faces. He nodded.

“Mr. Paxton, I believe.”

Mr. Paxton admitted that that was his name, conscious, on a sudden, of a wild impulse to knock the fellow down for daring to accost him.

“What is your drink, Mr. Paxton?”

That was too much; Mr. Paxton was certainly not going to drink with the man. He responded curtly — 

“I have ordered.”

“That doesn’t matter, does it? Drink up, and have another with me.”

The fellow was actually pressing him to accept of his pestilent charity — that was how Mr. Paxton put it to himself. He said nothing — not because he had nothing to say, but because never before in his life had he felt so stupid, with so little control over either his senses or his tongue. He shook his head, walked out of the refreshment-room, got into a cab, and drove off to Makell’s hotel.

Directly the cab had started and was out of the station yard he told himself that he had been a fool — doubly, trebly, a fool — a fool all round, from every possible point of view. He ought never to have let the scoundrels out of his sight; he ought to have spoken to the police; he ought to have done something; under the circumstances no one but an idiot would have done absolutely nothing at all. Never mind — for the moment it was too late. He would do something to repair his error later. He would tell Miss Strong the tale; she would rejoice to find a friend of her own figuring as the hero of such a narrative; it would be a warning to her against the making of chance acquaintance! He would ask her advice; it was a case in which two heads might be better than one.

Reaching the hotel, he went straight to his bedroom, still in a sort of mental haze. He had a wash — without, however, managing to wash much of the haze out of his head. He turned to unlock his Gladstone, intending to take out of it his brush and comb. There was something the matter with the key, or else with the lock — it would not open. It was a brand-new Gladstone, bought with a particular intent; Mr. Paxton was very far from being desirous that his proposed voyage to foreign parts should prematurely be generally known. Plainly, the lock was not in the best of order. Half abstractedly he fumbled with it for some seconds, before it could be induced to open, then it was opened rather by an exertion of force, than in response to the action of the key.

Having opened it, Mr. Paxton found himself a little puzzled by the arrangement of its contents. He could not at first remember just where he had put his brush and comb. He felt on the one side, where he had a sort of dim idea that it ought to be, and then on the other. He failed to light on it on either side. He paused for a moment to consider. Then, by degrees, distinctly remembered having placed it in a particular corner. He felt for it. It was not there. He wondered where it had contrived to conceal itself. He was certain that he had placed it in the bag. It must be in it now. He began to empty the bag of all its contents.

The first thing he took out was a shirt. He threw it from him on to the bed. As it passed through the air something fell from it on to the floor — something which came rolling against his foot. He picked it up.

It was a ring.

He could scarcely believe the evidence of his own eyes. He sat staring at the trinket in a stupor of surprise. And the more he stared the more his wonder grew. That it was a ring there could not be the slightest shadow of doubt. It was a woman’s ring, a costly one — a hoop of diamonds, the stones being of unusual lustre and size.

How could such an article as that have found its way into his Gladstone bag?

He picked up another shirt, and as he did so felt that in the front there was something hard. He opened the front to see what it was. The shirt almost dropped from his hand in the shock of his amazement. Something gleamed at him from inside the linen. Taking this something out he found himself holding in his hand a magnificent tiara of diamonds.

As he knelt there, on one knee, gazing at the gaud, he would have presented a promising study for an artist possessed of a sense of humour. His mouth was open, his eyes distended to their fullest; every feature of his countenance expressed the bewilderment he felt. The presence of a ring in that brand-new bag of his was sufficiently surprising — but a tiara of diamonds! Was he the victim of some extraordinary hallucination, or the hero of a fairy tale?

He stared at the jewel, and from the jewel to the shirt, and from the shirt to the bag. Then an idea, beginning at first to glimmer on him dimly, suddenly took vivid shape, filling him with a sense of strange excitement. He doubted if the bag were his. He leant over it to examine it more closely. New brown Gladstone bags, thirty inches in length, are apt to be as like each other as peas. This was a new bag, his was a new bag — he perceived nothing in the appearance of this one to suggest that it was not his.

And yet that this was not his bag he was becoming more and more convinced. He turned to the shirt he had been holding. The contents of his bag had all been freshly purchased — obviously, this shirt had just come from the maker’s too. He looked at the maker’s name inside the neckband. This was not his shirt — it had been bought at a different shop; it had one buttonhole in front instead of three; it was not his size. He looked hastily at the rest of the things which were in the bag — they none of them were his. Had he had his wits about him he would have discovered that fact directly the bag was opened. Every garment seemed to have been intended to serve as cover to a piece of jewellery. He tumbled on to the bed rings, bracelets, brooches, necklets; out of vests, shirts, socks, and drawers. Till at last he stood, with an air of stupefaction, in front of a heap of glittering gems, the like of which he had scarcely thought could have existed outside a jeweller’s shop.

What could be the meaning of it? By what accident approaching to the miraculous could a bag containing such a treasure trove have been exchanged for his? What eccentric and inexcusably careless individual could have been carrying about with him such a gorgeous collection in such a flimsy covering?

The key to the situation came to him as borne by a flash of lightning. They were all diamonds on the bed — nothing but diamonds. He caught up the evening paper which he had brought with him from town. He turned to the list which it contained of the diamonds which had been stolen from the Duchess of Datchet. It was as he thought. Incredible though it seemed, unless his senses played him false, in front of him were those priceless jewels — the world-famed Datchet diamonds! Reflection showed him, too, that this astounding climax had been brought about by the simplest accident. He remembered that Mr. Lawrence had alighted from the railway carriage on to the Brighton platform with the Gladstone in his hand; — he remembered now, although it had not struck him at the time, that that bag, like his own, had been brown and new. In the refreshment-room Mr. Lawrence had put his bag down upon the floor. Mr. Paxton had put his down beside it. In leaving, he must have caught up Mr. Lawrence’s bag instead of his own. He had spoiled the spoiler of his spoils. Without intending to do anything of the kind, he had played on Mr. Lawrence exactly the same trick which that enterprising gentleman had himself — if Mr. Paxton could believe what he had overheard him say in the railway carriage — played on the Duchess of Datchet.

When Mr. Paxton realised exactly how it was he sat down on the side of the bed, and he trembled. It was so like a special interposition of Providence — or was it of the devil? He stared at the scintillating stones. He took them up and began to handle them. This, according to the paper, was the Amsterdam Necklace, so called because one of the Dukes of Datchet had bought all the stones for it in Amsterdam. It, alone, was worth close in the neighbourhood of a hundred thousand pounds.

A hundred thousand pounds! Mr. Paxton’s fingers tingled as he thought of it. His lips went dry. What would a hundred thousand pounds not mean to him? — and he held it, literally, in the hollow of his hand. He did not know with certainty whose it was. Providence had absolutely thrown it at his head. It might not be the Duchess’s, after all. At any rate, it would be but robbing the robber.

Then there was the Datchet Tiara, the Begum’s Brooch, the Banee’s Bracelet; if the newspaper could be credited, every piece in the collection was historical. As he toyed with them, holding them to the light, turning them this way and that, looking at them from different points of view, how the touch of the diamonds seemed to make the blood in Mr. Paxton’s veins run faster!

He began to move about the bedroom restlessly, returning every now and then to take still another look at the shimmering lumps of light which were beginning to exercise over him a stronger and stronger fascination. How beautiful they were! And how low he himself had fallen! He could scarcely sink much lower. Anyhow, it would be but to pass from one ditch to another. Supposing he obtained for them even a tithe of their stated value! At this crisis in his career, what a fresh start in life five-and-twenty thousand pounds would mean! It would mean the difference between hope and helplessness, between opportunity and despair. With his experience, on such a foundation he could easily build up a monstrous fortune — a fortune which would mean happiness — Daisy’s and his own. Then the five-and-twenty thousand pounds could be easily returned. Compared with what he would make with it, it was but a trifle, after all.

And then the main point was — and Mr. Paxton told himself that on that point rested the crux of the position — it would not be the Duchess of Datchet who would be despoiled; it was the robbers who, with true poetic justice, would be deprived of their ill-gotten gains. She had lost them in any case. He — he had but found them. He endeavoured to insist upon it, to himself, that he had but found them. True, there was such a thing as the finder returning what he had found — particularly when he suspected who had been the loser. But who could expect a man situated as he was to throw away a quarter of a million of money? This was not a case which could be judged by the ordinary standards of morality — it was an unparalleled experience.

Still, he could not bring himself to say, straight out, that he would stick to what he had got, and make the most of it. His mind was not sufficiently clear to enable him to arrive at any distinct decision. But he did what was almost equally fatal, he allowed himself, half unconsciously — without venturing to put it into so many words — to drift. He would see which way the wind blew, and then, if he could, go with it. For the present he would do nothing, forgetting that, in such a position as his, the mere fact of his doing nothing involved the doing of a very great deal. He looked at his watch, starting to find it was so late.

“Daisy will be tired of waiting. I must hurry, or she’ll be off before I come.”

He looked into the glass. Somehow there seemed to be a sort of film before his eyes which prevented him from seeing himself quite clearly, or else the light was bad! But he saw enough of himself to be aware that he was not looking altogether his usual self. He endeavoured to explain this in a fashion of his own.

“No wonder that I look worried after what I’ve gone through lately, and especially to-day — that sort of thing’s enough to take the heart out of any man, and make him look old before his time.” He set his teeth; something hard and savage came into his face. “But perhaps the luck has turned. I’d be a fool to throw a chance away if it has. I’ve gone in for some big things in my time; why shouldn’t I go in for the biggest thing of all, and with one bold stroke more than win back all I’ve lost?”

He suffered his own question to remain unanswered; but he stowed the precious gems, higgledy-piggledy, inside the copy of the evening paper which contained the news of the robbery of the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds; the paper he put into a corner of the Gladstone bag which was not his; the bag he locked with greater care than he had opened it. When it was fastened, he stood for a moment, surveying it a little grimly.

“I’ll leave it where it is. No one knows what there is inside it. It’ll be safe enough. Anyhow, I’ll give the common or garden thief a chance of providing for himself for life; his qualms on the moral aspect of the situation will be fewer than mine. If it’s here when I come back I’ll accept its continued presence as an omen.”

He put on his hat, and he went out to find Miss Strong.


CHAPTER IV

MISS WENTWORTH’S RUDENESS

Miss Strong was growing a little tired of waiting. Indeed, she was beginning to wonder if Mr. Paxton was about to fail in still another something he had undertaken. She loitered near the gates of the pier, looking wistfully at every one who entered. The minutes went by, and yet “he cometh not,” she said.

It was not the pleasantest of nights for idling by the sea. A faint, but chilly, breeze was in the air. There was a suspicion of mist. Miss Strong was growing more and more conscious that the night was raw and damp. To add to the discomfort of her position, just inside the gates of Brighton pier is not the most agreeable place for a woman to have to wait at night — she is likely to find the masculine prowler conspicuously in evidence. Miss Strong had moved away from at least the dozenth man who had accosted her, when she referred to her watch.

“I’ll give him five minutes more, and then, if he doesn’t come, I’m off.”

Scarcely had she uttered the words than she saw Mr. Paxton coming through the turnstile. With a feeling of no inconsiderable relief she moved hastily forward. In another moment they were clasping hands.

“Cyril! I’m glad you’ve come at last! But how late you are!”

“Yes; I’ve been detained.”

The moment he opened his mouth it struck her that about his manner there was something odd. But, as a wise woman in her generation, she made no comment. Together they went up the pier.

Now that he had come Mr. Paxton did not seem to be in a conversational mood. They had gone half-way up; still he evinced no inclination to speak. Miss Strong, however, excused him. She understood the cause of his silence — or thought she did. Her heart was heavy — on his account, and on her own. Her words, when they came, were intended to convey the completeness of her comprehension.

“I am so sorry.”

He turned, as if her words had startled him.

“Sorry?”

“I know all about it, Cyril.”

This time it was not merely a question of appearance. It was an obvious fact that he was startled. He stood stock still and stared at her. Stammering words came from his lips.

“You know all about it? What — what do you mean?”

She seemed to be surprised at his surprise. “My dear Cyril, you forget that there are papers.”

“Papers?”

Still he stammered.

“Yes, papers — newspapers. I’ve had every edition, and of course I’ve seen how Eries have fallen.

“Eries? Fallen? Oh! — of course! — I see!”

She was puzzled to perceive that he appeared positively relieved, as though he had supposed and feared that she had meant something altogether different. He took off his hat to wipe his brow, although the night was very far from being unduly warm. He began walking again, speaking now glibly enough, with a not unnatural bitterness.

“They have fallen, sure enough — just as surely as if, if I had gone a bear, they would have risen. As you were good enough to say last night, it was exactly the sort of thing which might have been expected.”

“I am so sorry, Cyril.”

“What’s the use of being sorry?”

His tone was rough, almost rude. But she excused him still.

“Is it very bad?”

Then a wild idea came to him — one which, at the moment, seemed to him almost to amount to inspiration. In the disordered condition of his faculties — for, temporarily, they were disordered — he felt, no doubt erroneously enough, that in the girl’s tone there was something besides sympathy, that there was contempt as well — contempt for him as for a luckless, helpless creature who was an utter and entire failure. And he suddenly resolved to drop at least a hint that, while she was despising him as so complete a failure, even now there was, actually within his grasp, wealth sufficient to satisfy the dreams of avarice.

“I don’t know what you call very bad; as regards the Eries it is about as bad as it could be. But — —”

He hesitated and stopped.

“But what?” She caught sight of his face. She saw how it was working. “Cyril, is there any good news to counteract the bad? Have you had a stroke of luck?”

Yet he hesitated, already half regretting that he had said anything at all. But, having gone so far, he went farther.

“I don’t want you to reckon on it just at present, but I think it possible that, very shortly, I may find myself in possession of a larger sum of money than either of us has dreamed of.”

“Cyril! Do you mean it?”

Her tone of incredulity spurred him on.

“Should I be likely to say such a thing if I did not mean it? I mean exactly what I said. To be quite accurate, it is possible, nay, probable, that before very long I shall be the possessor of a quarter of a million of money. I hope that will be enough for you. It will for me.”

“A quarter of a million! Two hundred and fifty thousand pounds, Cyril!”

“It sounds a nice little sum, doesn’t it? I hope that it will feel as nice when it’s mine!”

“But, Cyril, I don’t understand. Is it a new speculation you are entering on?”

“It is a speculation — of a kind.” His tone was ironical, though she did not seem to be conscious of the fact. “A peculiar kind. Its peculiarity consists in this, that, though I may not be able to lay my hands on the entire quarter of a million, I can on an appreciable portion of it whenever I choose.”

“What is the nature of the speculation? Is it on the Stock Exchange?”

“That, at present, is a secret. It is not often that I have kept a secret from you; you will have to forgive me, Daisy, if I keep one now.”

Something peculiar in his tone caught her ear. She glanced at him sharply.

“You are really in earnest, Cyril? You do mean that there is a reasonable prospect of your position being improved at last?”

“There is not only a reasonable prospect, there is a practical certainty.”

“In spite of what you have lost in Eries?”

“In spite of everything.” A ring of passion came into his voice. “Daisy, don’t ask me any more questions now. Trust me! I tell you that in any case a fortune, or something very like one, is within my grasp.”

He stopped, and she was silent. They went and stood where they had been standing the night before — looking towards the Worthing lights. Each seemed to be wrapped in thought. Then she said softly, in her voice a trembling — 

“Cyril, I am so glad.”

“I am glad that you are glad.”

“And I am so sorry for what I said last night.”

“What was it you said that is the particular occasion of your sorrow?”

She drew closer to his side. When she spoke it was as if, in some strange way, she was afraid.

“I am sorry that I said that if luck went against you to-day things would have to be over between us. I don’t know what made me say it. I did not mean it. I thought of it all night; I have been thinking of it all day. I don’t think that, whatever happens, I could ever find it in my heart to send you away.”

“I assure you, lady, that I should not go unless you sent me!”

“Cyril!” She pressed his arm. Her voice sank lower. She almost whispered in his ear, while her eyes looked towards the Worthing lights. “I think that perhaps it would be better if we were to get married as soon as we can — better for both of us.”

Turning, he gripped her arms with both his hands.

“Do you mean it?”

“I do; if you do the great things of which you talk or if you don’t. If you don’t there is my little fortune, with which we must start afresh, both of us together, either on this side of the world or on the other, whichever you may choose.”

“Daisy!” His voice vibrated with sudden passion. “Will you come with me to the other side of the world in any case?”

“What — even if you make your fortune?”

“Yes; even if I make my fortune!”

She looked at him with that something on her face which is the best thing that a man can see. And tears came into her eyes. And she said to him, in the words which have been ringing down the ages — 

“Whither thou goest, I will go; and where thou lodgest, I will lodge; thy people shall be my people, and thy God, my God; where thou diest, will I die, and there will I be buried; the Lord do so to me, and more also, if aught but death part thee and me!”

It may be that the words savoured to him of exaggeration; at any rate, he turned away, as if something choked his utterance. She, too, was still.

“I suppose you don’t want a grand wedding.”

“I want a wedding, that’s all I want. I don’t care what sort of a wedding it is so long as it’s a wedding. And” — again her voice sank, and again she drew closer to his side— “I don’t want to have to wait for it too long.”

“Will you be ready to marry me within a month?”

“I will.”

“Then within a month we will be married.”

They were silent. His thoughts, in a dazed sort of fashion, travelled to the diamonds which were in somebody else’s Gladstone bag. Her thoughts wandered through Elysian fields. It is possible that she imagined — as one is apt to do — that his thoughts were there likewise.

All at once she said something which brought him back from what seemed to be a waking dream. She felt him start.

“Come with me, and let’s tell Charlie.”

The suggestion was not by any means to Mr. Paxton’s taste. He considered for a few seconds, seeming to hesitate. She perceived that her proposition had not been received with over-much enthusiasm.

“Surely you don’t mind our telling Charlie?”

“No” — his voice was a little surly— “I don’t mind.”

Miss Charlotte Wentworth, better known to her intimates as Charlie, was in some respects a young woman of the day. She was thirty, and she wrote for her daily bread — wrote anything, from “Fashions” to “Poetry,” from “Fiction” to “Our Family Column.” She had won for herself a position of tolerable comfort, earning something over five-hundred a year with satisfactory regularity. To state that is equivalent to saying that, on her own lines, she was a woman of the world, a citizen of the New Bohemia, capable of holding something more than her own in most circumstances in which she might find herself placed, with most, if not all, of the sentiment which is supposed to be a feminine attribute knocked out of her. She was not bad-looking; dressed well, with a suggestion of masculinity; wore pince-nez, and did whatsoever it pleased her to do. Differing though they did from each other in so many respects, she and Daisy Strong had been the friends of years. When Mrs. Strong had died, and Daisy was left alone, Miss Wentworth had insisted on their setting up together, at least temporarily, a joint establishment, an arrangement from which there could be no sort of doubt that Miss Strong received pecuniary advantage. Mr. Paxton was not Miss Wentworth’s lover — nor, to be frank, was she his; the consequence of which was that her brusque, outspoken method of speech conveyed to his senses — whether she intended it or not — a suggestion of scorn, being wont to touch him on just those places where he found himself least capable of resistance.

When the lovers entered, Miss Wentworth, with her person on one chair and her feet on another, was engaged in reading a magazine which had just come in. Miss Strong, desiring to avoid the preliminary skirmishing which experience had taught her was apt to take place whenever her friend and her lover met, plunged at once into the heart of the subject which was uppermost in her mind.

“I’ve brought you some good news — at least I think it is good news.”

Miss Wentworth looked at her — a cross-examining sort of look — then at Mr. Paxton, then back at the lady.

“Good news? One always does associate good news with Mr. Paxton. The premonition becomes a kind of habit.”

The gentleman thus alluded to winced. Miss Strong did not appear to altogether relish the lady’s words. She burst out with the news of which she spoke, as if with the intention of preventing a retort coming from Mr. Paxton.

“We are going to be married.”

Miss Wentworth displayed a possibly intentional mental opacity.

“Who is going to be married?”

“Charlie! How aggravating you are! Cyril and I, of course.”

Miss Wentworth resumed her reading.

“Indeed! Well, it’s no affair of mine. Of course, therefore, I should not presume to make any remark. If, however, any one should invite me to comment on the subject, I trust that I shall be at the same time informed as to what is the nature of the comment which I am invited to make.”

Miss Strong went and knelt at Miss Wentworth’s side, resting her elbows on that lady’s knees.

“Charlie, won’t you give us your congratulations?”

Miss Wentworth replied, without removing her glance from off the open page of her magazine — 

“With pleasure — if you want them. Also, if you want it, I will give you eighteenpence — or even half a crown.”

“Charlie! How unkind you are!”

Miss Wentworth lowered her magazine. She looked Miss Strong straight in the face. Tears were in the young lady’s eyes, but Miss Wentworth showed not the slightest sign of being moved by them.

“Unfortunately, as it would seem, though I am a woman, I do occasionally allow my conduct to be regulated by the dictates of common sense. When I see another woman making a dash towards suicide I don’t, as a rule, give her a helping push, merely because she happens to be my friend; preferentially, if I can, I hold her back, even though it be against her will. I have yet to learn in what respect Mr. Paxton — who, I gladly admit, is personally a most charming gentleman — is qualified to marry even a kitchen-maid. Permit me to finish. You told me last night that Mr. Paxton was going a bull on Eries; that if they fell one he would be ruined. In the course of the day they have fallen more than one; therefore, if what you told me was correct, he must be ruined pretty badly. Then, without any sort of warning, you come and inform me that you intend to marry the man who is doubly and trebly ruined, and you expect me to offer my congratulations on the event offhand! On the evidence which is at present before the court it can’t be done.”

“Why shouldn’t I marry him, even if he is ruined?”

“Why, indeed? I am a supporter of the liberty of the female subject, if ever there was one. Why, if you wished to, shouldn’t you marry a crossing-sweep? I don’t know. But, on the other hand, I don’t see on what grounds you could expect me to offer you my congratulations if you did.”

“Cyril is not a crossing-sweep.”

“No; he has not even that trade at his finger-ends.”

“Charlie!” Mr. Paxton made as if to speak. Miss Strong motioned him to silence with a movement of her hand. “As it happens, you are quite wrong. It is true that Cyril lost by Eries, but he has more than made up for that loss by what he has gained in another direction. Instead of being ruined, he has made a fortune.”

“Indeed! Pray, how did he manage to do that? I always did think that Mr. Paxton was a remarkable man. My confidence in him is beginning to be more than justified. And may I, at the same time, ask what is Mr. Paxton’s notion of a fortune?”

“Tell her, Cyril, all about it.”

Thus suffered at last to deliver his soul in words, Mr. Paxton evinced a degree of resentment which, perhaps, on the whole, was not unjustified.

“I fail to see that there is any necessity for me to justify myself in Miss Wentworth’s eyes, who, on more than one occasion, has shown an amount of interest in my affairs which was only not impertinent because it happened to be feminine. But since, Daisy, you appear to be anxious that Miss Wentworth should be as satisfied on the subject of my prospects and position as you yourself are, I will do the best I can. And therefore Miss Wentworth, I would explain that my notion of a fortune is a sum equivalent to some ten or twenty times the amount you yourself are likely to be able to earn in the whole of your life.”

“That ought to figure up nicely. And do you really mean to say, Mr. Paxton, that you have lost one fortune and gained another in the course of a single day?”

“I do.”

“How was it done? I wish you would put me in the way of doing it for myself.”

“Surely, Miss Wentworth, a woman of your capacity is qualified to do anything she pleases without prompting, and solely on her own initiative!”

“Thanks, Mr. Paxton, it’s very kind of you to say such pretty things, but I am afraid you estimate my capacity a thought too highly.” Miss Wentworth turned in her seat, so as to have the gentleman within her range of vision. “You understand, Mr. Paxton, very well how it is. Daisy is a lonely child. She belongs to the order of women who were in fashion before the commercial instinct became ingrained in the feminine constitution. She wants looking after. There are only Mr. Franklyn and myself to look after her. Satisfy me that, after all liabilities are settled, there is a substantial balance on the right side of your account, and I will congratulate you both.”

“That, at the moment, I cannot do. But I will do this. I will undertake, in less than a fortnight, to prove myself the possessor of possibly something like a quarter of a million, and certainly of a hundred thousand pounds.”

“A quarter of a million! A hundred thousand pounds! Such figures warm one’s blood. One will almost begin to wonder, Mr. Paxton, if you can have come by them honestly.”

The words were uttered lightly. Mr. Paxton chose to take them as if they had been meant in earnest. His cheeks flushed. His eyes flamed fire. He stood up, so beside himself with rage that it was a second or two before he could regain sufficient self-control to enable him to speak.

“Miss Wentworth, how dare you say such a thing! I have endured more from you than any man ought to endure from any woman. But when you charge me with dishonesty it is too much, even from you to me. You take advantage of your sex to address to me language for which, were the speaker a man, I would thrash him within an inch of his life.”

Miss Strong, with white face, looked from one to the other.

“Cyril, she didn’t mean what you think. Tell him, Charlie, that you didn’t mean what he thinks.”

Through her glasses Miss Wentworth surveyed the angry man with shrewd, unfaltering eyes.

“Really, Mr. Paxton puts me in a difficult position. He is so quick to take offence where none was intended, that one hardly knows what to think. Surely, when a man shows such heat and such violence in resenting what only a distorted imagination could twist into an actual imputation of dishonesty, it suggests that his own conscience can scarcely be quite clear.”

Mr. Paxton seemed struggling as if to speak, and then to put a bridle on his tongue. The truth is, that he was only too conscious that he was in no mood to be a match in argument — or, for the matter of that, in retort either — for this clear-sighted lady. He felt that, if he was not careful, he would go too far; that he had better take himself away before he had made a greater exhibition of himself than he had already. So he contented himself with what was meant as an assumption of dignity.

“That is enough. Between you and me nothing more need, or can, be said. I have the honour, Miss Wentworth, of wishing you goodnight.”

She showed no symptoms of being crushed. On the contrary, she retained her coolness, and also her powers of exasperation.

“Good-night, Mr. Paxton. Shall I ring the bell, Daisy, or will you show Mr. Paxton to the door?”

Miss Strong darted at her a look which, on that occasion at any rate, was not a look of love, and followed Mr. Paxton, who already had vanished from the room. Finding him in the hall, she nestled up to his side.

“I am sorry, Cyril, that this should have happened. If I had had the least suspicion of anything of the kind, I never would have asked you to come.”

Mr. Paxton wore, or attempted to wear, an air of masculine superiority.

“My dear Daisy, I have seldom met Miss Wentworth without her having insulted me. On this occasion, however, she has gone too far. I will never, willingly, darken her door again. I hope you will not ask me; but if you do I shall be compelled to decline.”

“It’s my door as well as hers. But it won’t be for long. Still, I don’t think she meant what you thought she did — she couldn’t be so absurd! It’s a way she has of talking; she often says things without considering the construction of which they are capable.”

“It is only the fact of her being a woman, my dear Daisy, which gives her the impunity of which she takes undue advantage.”

“Cyril, you mustn’t brand all women because of one. We are not all like that. Do you suppose that I am not aware that the person, be it man or woman, who imagines you to be capable of dishonesty either does not know you, or else is stark, raving mad? Do you think that I could love you without the absolute certainty of knowing you to be a man of blameless honour? I don’t suppose you are an angel — I’m not one either, though perhaps you mightn’t think it, sir! And I take it for granted that you have done plenty of things which you would rather have left undone — as I have too! But I do know that, regarded from the point of view of any standard, whether human or Divine, in all essentials you are an honest man, and that you could be nothing else.”

The eulogium was a warm one — it made Mr. Paxton feel a trifle queer.

“Thank you, darling,”

So he murmured, and he kissed her.

“You will meet me again to-morrow night to tell me how the fortune fares?”

He tried to avoid doing so; but the effort only failed — he had to wince. He could only hope that she did not notice it.

“I will, my darling — on the pier.”

“And mind you’re punctual!”

“I promise you I’ll be punctual to a second.”


CHAPTER V

IN THE BODEGA

As Mr. Paxton walked away from the house in which the two ladies resided, it was with the consciousness strong upon him that his position had not been made any easier by what he had said to the lady of his love, not to speak of that lady’s friend. Before he had met Miss Strong he had been, comparatively, free — free, that is, to return the diamonds to their rightful owner. Now, it seemed to him, his hands were tied — he himself had tied them. He had practically committed himself to a course of action which could only point in one direction, and that an ugly one.

“What a fool I’ve been!”

One is apt to tell oneself that sort of thing when the fact is already well established, and also, not only without intending to undo one’s folly, but even when one actually proposes to make it more! As Mr. Paxton did then. He told himself, frankly, and with cutting scorn, what a fool he had been, and then proceeded to take what, under similar circumstances, seems to be a commonly accepted view of the situation — assuring, or endeavouring to assure himself, that to pile folly on to folly, until the height of it reached the mountain-tops, and then to undo it, would be easier than to take steps to undo it at once, while it was still comparatively a little thing.

It was perhaps this line of reasoning which induced Mr. Paxton to fancy himself in want of a drink. He turned into the Bodega. He treated himself to a whisky and soda. While he was consuming the fluid and abusing Fate, some one touched him on the shoulder. Looking round he found himself confronted by Mr. Lawrence and his friend the German-American. Not only was their appearance wholly unexpected, but obviously the surprise was not a pleasant one. Mr. Paxton clutched at the edge of the bar, glaring at the two men as if they had been ghosts.

“Good evening, Mr. Paxton.”

It was Mr. Lawrence who spoke, in those quiet, level tones with which Miss Strong was familiar. To Mr. Paxton’s lively imagination their very quietude seemed to convey a threat. And Mr. Lawrence kept those beautiful blue eyes of his fixed on Mr. Paxton’s visage with a sustained persistence which, for some cause or other, that gentleman found himself incapable of bearing. He nodded, turned his face away, and picked up his glass.

But to do Mr. Paxton justice, he was very far from being a coward; nor, when it came to the sticking-point, was his nerve at all likely to fail him. He realised instantly that he was in a very delicate situation, and one on which, curiously enough, he had not reckoned. But if Mr. Lawrence and his friend supposed that Mr. Paxton, even if taken by surprise, was a man who could, in the long run, be taken at an advantage, they were wrong. Mr. Paxton emptied his glass, and replied to Mr. Lawrence — 

“It’s not a pleasant evening, is it? I think that up at the station you asked me to have a drink with you. Now, perhaps, you’ll have one with me?”

As he spoke Mr. Paxton was conscious that the German-American was regarding him, if possible, even more intently than his friend. This was the man to whom he had taken an instinctive dislike. There was about the fellow a suggestion of something animal — of something almost eerie. He did not strike one as being a person with whom it would be wise to quarrel, but rather as an individual who would stick at nothing to gain his ends, and who would be moved by no appeals for either sympathy or mercy.

“Would you mind stepping outside for a moment, Mr. Paxton?”

“Outside? Why?”

Mr. Paxton’s air of innocence was admirably feigned. It might be that he was a better actor with a man than with a woman.

“There is something which I rather wish to say to you.”

“To me? What is it?”

“I would rather, if you don’t mind, speak to you outside.”

Mr. Paxton turned his back against the bar facing Mr. Lawrence with a smile.

“Aren’t we private enough in here? What is it you can have to say to me?”

“You know very well what it is I have to say to you. If you take my advice, you’ll come outside.”

Mr. Lawrence still spoke softly, but with a softness which, if one might put it so, had in it the suggestion of a scratch. A gleam came into his eyes which was scarcely a friendly gleam. The smile on Mr. Paxton’s countenance broadened.

“I know! You are mistaken. I do not know. You are the merest acquaintance; I have never exchanged half a dozen words with you. What communication of a private nature you may have to make to me, I have not the faintest notion, but, whatever it is, I would rather you said it here.”

Mr. Paxton’s tones were, perhaps purposely, as loud as Mr. Lawrence’s were soft. What he said must have been distinctly audible, not only to those who were close to him but also to those who were at a little distance. Especially did the high words seem audible to a shabby-looking fellow who was seated at a little table just in front of them, and wore his hat a good deal over his eyes, but who, in spite of that fact, seemed to keep a very keen eye on Mr. Paxton.

Perceiving that his friend appeared to be slightly nonplussed by Mr. Paxton’s manner, the German-American came a little forward, as if to his assistance. This was a really curious individual. As has been already mentioned, he was tall and thin, and, in spite of his stoop, his height was accentuated by the fashion of his attire. He wore a long, straight black overcoat, so long that it reached almost to his ankles. It was wide enough to have admitted two of him. He kept it buttoned high up to his chin. His head was surmounted by a top hat, which could scarcely have been of English manufacture, for not only was it a size or two too large for him, but, relatively, it was almost as long as his overcoat. Thus, since his hat came over his forehead, and his overcoat came up to his chin, not much of his physiognomy was visible, and what was visible was not of a kind to make one long for more. His complexion was of a dirty red. His cheekbones were high, and his cheeks were hollow. They were covered with tiny bristles, which gleamed in the light as he moved his head. His eyes were small, and black, and beady, and he had a trick of opening and shutting them, as if they were constantly being focussed. His nose was long, and thin, and aquiline — that aquiline which suggests a vulture. His voluminous moustache was black; one wondered if it owed that shade to nature. But, considerable though it was, it altogether failed to conceal his mouth, which, as the Irishman said, “rolled right round his jaws.” Indeed, it was of such astonishing dimensions that the surprise which one felt on first encountering it, caused one, momentarily, to neglect to notice the practically entire absence of a chin.

This pleasing-looking person, coming to Mr. Paxton, raised a long, lean forefinger, capped by what rather resembled a talon than a human fingernail, and crooked it in Mr. Paxton’s face. And he said, speaking with that pronounced German-American accent — 

“Permit me, my dear friend, to ask of Mr. Paxton just one question — just one little question. Mr. Paxton, what was the colour of your Gladstone bag, eh?”

Mr. Paxton felt, as he regarded the speaker, that he was looking at what bore a stronger resemblance to some legendary evil creature than to a being of our common humanity.

“I fail to understand you, sir.”

“And yet my question is a very simple one — a very simple one indeed. I ask you, what was the colour of your Gladstone bag, eh?”

“My Gladstone bag! — which Gladstone bag?”

“The Gladstone bag which you brought with you in the train from town, eh?”

Mr. Paxton gazed at his questioner with, on his countenance, an entire absence of any sort of comprehension. He turned to Mr. Lawrence — 

“Is this a friend of yours?”
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The pair looked at Mr. Paxton, then at each other, then back at Mr. Paxton, then again at each other. The German-American waggled his lean forefinger.

“He is very difficult, Mr. Paxton — very difficult indeed, eh? He understand nothing. It is strange. But it is like that sometimes, eh?”

Mr. Lawrence interposed.

“Look here, I’ll be plain enough, even for you, Mr. Paxton. Have you got my Gladstone bag?”

Mr. Lawrence still spoke softly, but as he put his question Mr. Paxton was conscious that his eyes were fixed on him with a singular intentness, and his friend’s eyes, and the eyes of the man who half concealed them with his hat, and, unless he was mistaken, the eyes of another shabby individual who was seated at a second table, between himself and the door. Indeed, he had a dim perception that sharp eyes were watching him from all over the spacious room, and that they waited for his words. Still, he managed to retain very fair control over his presence of mind.

“Your Gladstone bag! I! What the deuce do you mean?”

“What I say — have you got my Gladstone bag?”

Mr. Paxton drew himself up. Something of menace came on to his face and into his eyes. His tone became hard and dry.

“Either I still altogether fail to understand you, Mr. Lawrence, or else I understand too much. Your question is such a singular one that I must ask you to explain what construction I am intended to place upon it.”

The two men regarded each other steadily, eye to eye. It is possible that Mr. Paxton read more in Mr. Lawrence’s glance than Mr. Lawrence read in his, for Mr. Paxton perceived quite clearly that, in spite of the man’s seeming gentleness, on the little voyage on which he was setting forth he would have to look out, at the very least, for squalls. The German-American broke the silence.

“It is that Mr. Paxton has not yet opened the Gladstone bag, and seen that a little exchange has taken place — is that so, eh?”

Mr. Paxton understood that the question was as a loophole through which he might escape. He might still rid himself of what already he dimly saw might turn out to be something worse than an Old Man of the Sea upon his shoulders. But he deliberately declined to avail himself of the proffered chance. On the contrary, by his reply he burnt his boats, and so finally cut off his escape — at any rate in that direction.

“Opened it? Of course I opened it! I opened it directly I got in. I’ve no more idea of what you two men are talking about than the man in the moon.”

Once more the friends exchanged glances, and again Mr. Lawrence asked a question.

“Mr. Paxton, I’ve a particular reason for asking, and I should therefore feel obliged if you will tell me what your bag was like?”

Mr. Paxton never hesitated — he took his second fence in his stride.

“Mine? It’s a black bag — rather old — with my initials on one side — stuck pretty well all over with luggage labels. But why do you ask?”

Again the two men’s eyes met, Mr. Lawrence regarding the other with a glance which seemed as if it would have penetrated to his inmost soul. This time, however, Mr. Paxton’s own eyes never wavered. He returned the other’s look with every appearance of sang froid. Mr. Lawrence’s voice continued to be soft and gentle.

“You are sure that yours was not a new brown bag?”

“Sure! Of course I’m sure! It was black; and, as for being new — well, it was seven or eight years old at least.”

“Would you mind my having a look at it?”

“What do you want to have a look at it for?”

“I should esteem it a favour if you would permit me.”

“Why should I?”

Again the two men’s glances met. The German-American spoke.

“Where are you stopping, Mr. Paxton, eh?”

Wheeling round, Mr. Paxton treated the inquirer to anything but an enlightening answer.

“What has that to do with you? Although a perfect stranger to me — and one to whom I would rather remain a stranger — you appear to take a degree of interest in my affairs which I can only characterize as — impertinent.”

“It is not meant to be impertinent, oh, dear no; oh, no, Mr Paxton, eh?”

Putting up his clawlike hand, the fellow began to rub it against his apology for a chin. Mr. Paxton turned his attention to Mr. Lawrence; it was a peculiarity of that gentleman’s bearing that since his appearance on the scene he had never for a single instant removed his beautiful blue eyes from Mr. Paxton’s countenance.

“You have asked me one or two curious questions, without giving me any sort of explanation; now perhaps you won’t mind answering one or two for me. Have you lost a bag?”

“I can scarcely say that I have lost it. I am parted from it — for a time.”

Mr. Paxton stared, as if not comprehending.

“I trust that the parting may not be longer than you appear to anticipate. Was there anything in it of value?”

“A few trifles, which I should not care to lose.”

“Where, as you phrase it, did the parting take place?”

“In the refreshment-room at the Central Station — when you went out of it.”

Mr. Paxton flushed — it might have been a smart bit of acting, but it was a genuine flush. He looked at the soft-toned but sufficiently incisive speaker as if he would have liked to have knocked him down; possibly, too, came very near to trying to do it. Then seemed to remember himself, confining himself instead to language which was as harsh and as haughty as he could conveniently make it.

“That is not the first time you have dropped a similar insinuation. But it shall be the last. I do not wish to have a scene in a public place, but if you address me again I will call the attention of the attendants to you, and I will have you removed.”

So saying, Mr. Paxton, wheeling round on his heels, favoured the offender with a capital view of his back. To be frank, he hardly expected that his Bombastes Furioso air would prove of much effect. He had reason to think that Mr. Lawrence was not the sort of person to allow himself to be cowed by such a very unsubstantial weapon as tall-talk. His surprise was, therefore, the greater when, the words being scarcely out of his mouth, the German-American, touching his associate on the arm, made to him some sort of a sign, and without another word the two marched off together. Somewhat oddly, as it seemed, when they went out two or three other persons went out also; but Mr. Paxton particularly noticed that the man with the hat over his eyes who was seated at the little table remained behind, suddenly appearing, however, to have all his faculties absorbed in a newspaper which had been lying hitherto neglected just in front of him.

Mr. Paxton congratulated himself on the apparent effect which his words had had.

“That’s a good riddance, anyhow. I don’t think that I’m of the sort that’s easily bluffed, but the odds were against me, and — well — the stakes are high — very high!”

As Mr. Paxton took off his hat to wipe his forehead it almost seemed that his temperature was high as well as the stakes. He called for another whisky and soda, As he sipped it, he inquired of himself how long it would be advisable for him to stop before taking his departure; he had no desire to find the enterprising associates waiting for him in the street. While he meditated some one addressed him from behind, in precisely the same words which Mr. Lawrence had originally used. Commonplace though they were, as they reached his ears they seemed to give him a sort of thrill.

“Good evening, Mr. Paxton.”

Mr. Paxton turned round so quickly that some of the liquor which was in the glass that he was holding was thrown out upon the floor. The speaker proved to be a rather short and thick-set man, with a stubbly grey beard and whiskers, and a pair of shrewd, brown eyes. Mr. Paxton beheld him with as few signs of satisfaction as he had evinced on first beholding Mr. Lawrence. He tried to pass off his evident discomposure with a laugh.

“You! You’re a pretty sort of fellow to startle a man like that!”

“Did I startle you?”

“When a man’s dreaming of angels, he’s easily startled. What’s your liquid?”

“Scotch, cold. Who was that you were talking to just now?”

Mr. Paxton shot at the stranger a keen, inquisitorial glance.

“What do you mean?”

“Weren’t you talking to somebody as I came in? — two men, weren’t there?”

“Oh yes! One of them I never met in my life before, and I never want to meet again. The other, the younger, I was introduced to yesterday.”

“The younger — what’s his name?”

“Lawrence. Do you know him?”

The stranger appeared not to notice the second hurried, almost anxious look which Mr. Paxton cast in his direction.

“I fancied I did. But I don’t know any one of the name of Lawrence. I must have been wrong.”

Mr. Paxton applied himself to his glass. It appeared, he told himself, that he was in bad luck’s way. Only one person could have been more unwelcome just at the moment than Mr. Lawrence had been, and that person had actually followed hard on Mr. Lawrence’s heels. As is the way with men of his class, who frequent the highways and the byways of great cities, Mr. Paxton had a very miscellaneous acquaintance. Among them were not a few officers of police. He had rather prided himself on this fact — as men of his sort are apt to do. But now he almost wished that he had never been conscious that such a thing as a policeman existed in the world; for there — at the moment when he was least wanted — standing at his side, was one of the most famous of London detectives; a man who was high in the confidence of the dignitaries at the “Yard”; a man, too, with whom he had had one or two familiar passages, and whom he could certainly not treat with the same stand-off air with which he had treated Mr. Lawrence.

He understood now why the associates had stood not on the order of their going; it was not fear of him, as in his conceit he had supposed, which had sped their heels; it was fear of John Ireland. Gentlemen of Mr. Lawrence’s kidney were pretty sure to know a man of Mr. Ireland’s reputation, at any rate by sight. The “office” had been given him that a “tec.” was in the neighbourhood, and Mr. Lawrence had taken himself away just in time, as he hoped, to escape recognition. That that hope was vain was obvious from what John Ireland had said. In spite of his disclaiming any knowledge of a man named Lawrence, Mr. Paxton had little doubt that both men had been “spotted.”

A wild impulse came to him. He seemed to be drifting, each second, into deeper and deeper waters. Why not take advantage of what might, after all, be another rope thrown out to him by chance? Why not make a clean breast of everything to Ireland? Why not go right before it was, indeed, too late — return her diamonds to the sorrowing Duchess, and make an end of his wild dreams of fortune? No; that he would — he could not do. At least not yet. He had committed himself to Daisy, to Miss Wentworth. There was plenty of time. He could, if he chose, play the part of harlequin, and with a touch of his magic wand at any time change the scene. He even tried to flatter himself that he might play the part of an amateur detective, and track the criminals on original — and Fabian! — lines of his own; but self-flattery of that sort was too gross even for his digestion.

“Nice affair that of the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds.”

The glass almost dropped from Mr. Paxton’s hand. The utterance of the words at that identical instant was of course but a coincidence; but it was a coincidence of a kind which made it extremely difficult for him to retain even a vestige of self-control. Fortunately, perhaps, Mr. Ireland appeared to be unconscious of his agitation. Putting his glass down on the bar-counter, he twisted it round and round by the stem. He tried to modulate his voice into a tone of complete indifference.

“The Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds? What do you mean?”

“Haven’t you heard?”

Mr. Paxton hesitated. He felt that it might be just as well not to feign too much innocence in dealing with John Ireland.

“Saw something about it as I came down in the train.”

“I thought you had. Came down from town?”

“Yes — just for the run.”

“Came in the same train with Mr. Lawrence?”

“I rather fancy I did.”

“He was in the next compartment to yours, wasn’t he?”

Mr. Ireland’s manner was almost ostentatiously careless, and he seemed to be entirely occupied in the contents of his glass, but for some reason Mr. Paxton was beginning to feel more and more uncomfortable.

“Was he? I wasn’t aware of it. I noticed him on the platform when the train got in.”

“With his friend?”

“Yes — the other man was with him.”

“Went into the refreshment-room with them, didn’t you, and had a drink?”

Mr. Paxton turned and looked at the speaker; Mr. Ireland seemed, as it were, to studiously refrain from looking at him.

“Upon my word, Ireland, you seem to have kept a keen eye upon my movements.”

“I came down by that train too; you didn’t appear to notice me.”

Mr. Paxton wished — he scarcely knew why, but he did wish — that he had. He admitted that the detective had gone unrecognised, and there was a pause, broken by Mr. Ireland.

“I am inclined to think that I know where those diamonds are.”

Odd how conscience — or is it the want of experience? — plays havoc with the nervous system of the amateur in crime. Ordinarily, Mr. Paxton was scarcely conscious that he had such things as nerves; he was about as cool an individual as you would be likely to meet. But since lighting on those sparkling pebbles in somebody else’s Gladstone bag, he had been one mass of nerves, and of exposed nerves, too. Like some substance which is in the heart of a thunderstorm, and which is peculiarly sensitive to the propinquity of electricity, he had been receiving a continual succession of shocks. When Mr. Ireland said in that unexpected and, as Mr. Paxton felt, uncalled-for fashion that he thought that he knew where those diamonds were, Mr. Paxton was the recipient of another shock upon the spot. Half a dozen times it had been with an effort that he had just succeeded in not betraying himself; he had to make another and a similar effort then.

“You think that you know where those diamonds are?”

“I do!”

There was silence; then the officer of the law went on. Mr. Paxton wished within himself that he would not.

“You’re a sporting man, Mr. Paxton. I wouldn’t mind making a bet that they’re not far off! There’s a chance for you!”

“Oh!” It was not at all a sort of bet which Mr. Paxton was disposed to take, nor a kind of chance he relished. “Thanks; but it’s a thing about which you’re likely to know more than I do; I’m not betting. Are you on the job?”

“Half the Yard is on the job already.”

Silence once more; then again Mr. Ireland. He stood holding his glass in his hand, twiddling it between his finger and thumb, and all his faculties seemed to be engaged in making an exhaustive examination of the liquor it contained; but Mr. Paxton almost felt as if his voice had been the voice of fate.

“The man who has those diamonds will find that they won’t be of the slightest use to him. He’ll find that they’ll be as difficult to get rid of as the Koh-i-Nor. Like the chap who stole the Gainsborough, he’ll find himself in possession of a white elephant. Every dealer of reputation, in every part of the world, who is likely to deal in such things knows the Datchet diamonds as well as, if not better than, the Duke himself. The chap who has them will have to sell them to a fence. That fence will give him no more for them than if they were the commonest trumpery. And for this very good reason — the fence will either have to lock them up, and bequeath them to his great-grandson, on the offchance of his having face enough to put them on the market; or else he will have to break them up and offer them to the trade as if they were the ordinary stones of commerce, just turned up by the shovel. If I were on the cross, Mr. Paxton, I wouldn’t have those sparklers if they were offered me for nothing. I should be able to get very little for them; the odds are they would quod me; and you may take this from me, that for the man — I don’t care who he is, first offender or not — who is found with the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds in his possession, it’s a lifer!”

Mr. Paxton was silent for a moment or two after the detective had ceased. He took another drink; it might have been that his lips stood in need of being moistened.

“You think it would be a lifer, do you?”

“I’m certain. After all the jewel thieves who have got clean off, if a judge does get this gentleman in front of him — which I think he will! — he’ll make it as hot for him as ever he can. I shouldn’t like to see you in such a position, Mr. Paxton, I assure you.”

Again Mr. Paxton raised his glass to his lips.

“I hope that you won’t, Mr. Ireland, with all my heart.”

“I hope I sha’n’t, Mr. Paxton. You know, perhaps as well as I do, it’s an awful position for a man to stand in. What did you say your friend’s name was — Lawrence? It’s queer that I should have thought that I knew his face, and yet I don’t think that I ever knew any one of that name. By the way, I fancy that you once told me that you didn’t mind having a try at anything in which there was money to be made. Now, if you could give me a hint as to the whereabouts of the Duchess’s diamonds, you might find that there was money in that.”

As he emptied his glass Mr. Paxton looked the detective in the face.

“I wish I could, John — I’d be on for the deal! Only, I’m sorry that I can’t.”


CHAPTER VI

THE ADVENTURES OF A NIGHT

“There was something about Mr. John Ireland’s manner which I couldn’t quite make out.”

This was what Mr. Paxton told himself as he came out of the Bodega. He turned down Ship Street, on to the front, meaning to stroll along the King’s Road to his hotel. As he came out of the hotel his eye caught a glimpse of a loiterer standing in the shadow of a door higher up the street. When he had gone a little distance along the King’s Road, glancing over his shoulder, he perceived that some one was standing at the corner of Ship Street, with his face turned in his direction.

“It occurs to me as being just possible that the events of the night are going to form a fitting climax to a day of adventure. That Ireland can have the slightest inkling of how the case really stands is certainly impossible; and yet, if I didn’t know it was impossible, I should feel just a trifle uneasy. His manner’s queer. I wonder if he has any suspicions of Lawrence, or of Lawrence’s friend. That he knew the pair I’ll bet my boots. Plainly, Lawrence is not the fellow’s real name; it is simply the name by which he chose to be known to Daisy. If Ireland has cause to suspect the precious pair, seeing me with them twice, under what may seem to him to be curious circumstances, may cause him to ask himself what the deuce I am doing in such a galley. Undoubtedly, there was something in Mr. Ireland’s manner which suggested that, in his opinion, I knew more about the matter than I altogether ought to.”

Again Mr. Paxton glanced over his shoulder. About a hundred yards behind him a man advanced in his direction. Looking across the road, on the seaward side, he perceived that another man was there — a man who, as soon as Mr. Paxton turned his head, stopped short, seeming to be wholly absorbed in watching the sea. The man immediately behind him, however, was still advancing. Mr. Paxton hesitated. A fine rain was falling. It was late for Brighton. Except these two, not a creature was in sight.

“I wonder if either of those gentlemen is shadowing me, and, if so, which?”

He turned up West Street. When he had gone some way up it he peeped to see. A man was coming up the same side of the street on which he was.

“There’s Number One.” He went farther; then looked again. The same man was coming on; at the corner of the street a second man was loitering. “There’s Number Two. Unless I am mistaken that is the gentleman who on a sudden found himself so interested in the sea. The question is, whether they are both engaged by the same person, or if they are in separate employ. I have no doubt whatever that one of them defies the chances of catching cold in the interests of Mr. Lawrence. Until the little mystery connected with the disappearance of his Gladstone bag is cleared up, if he can help it, he is scarcely likely to allow me to escape his constant supervision. For him I am prepared; but to be attended also by a myrmidon of Ireland’s is, I confess, a prospect which I do not relish.”

He trudged up the hill, pondering as he went. The rain was falling faster. He pulled his coat collar up about his ears. He had no umbrella.

“This is for me an experience of an altogether novel kind, and uncommonly pleasant weather it is in which to make its acquaintance. One obvious reason why Mr. Lawrence should have me shadowed is because of the strong desire which he doubtless feels to know where it is that I am staying. The natural deduction being that where I stay, there also stays my Gladstone bag. The odds are that Mr. Lawrence feels a quite conceivable curiosity to know in what the difference exactly consists between my Gladstone bag, and the one from which he, as he puts it, for a time has parted. Why John Ireland should wish to have my movements dogged I do not understand; and I am bound to add I would much rather not know either.”

Mr. Paxton had reached the top of West Street. The man on the same side of the road still plodded along. On the opposite side of the street, much farther behind, came the other man too. Mr. Paxton formed an immediate resolution.

“I have no intention of tramping the streets of Brighton to see which of us can be tired first. I’m off indoors. The Gladstone, with its contents, I’ll confide to the landlord of the hotel, to hold in his safe keeping. Then we’ll see what will happen.”

He swept round the corner into North Street, turning his face again towards the front. As he expected, first one follower, then the other, appeared.

“It’s the second beggar who bothers me. I wonder what it means?”

Arrived at the hotel, Mr. Paxton went straight to the office. He asked for the landlord. He was told that the landlord did not reside in the building, but that he could see the manager. He saw the manager.

“I have property of considerable value in my Gladstone bag. Have you a strong room in which you could keep it for me till the morning?”

The manager replied in the affirmative, adding that he was always pleased to take charge of valuables which guests might commit to his charge. Mr. Paxton went to his bedroom. He unlocked the Gladstone bag — again with some difficulty — unwrapped the evening paper which served as an unworthy covering for such priceless treasures. There they were — a sight to gladden a connoisseur’s heart; to make the blood in his veins run faster! How they sparkled, and glittered, and gleamed! How they threw off coruscations, each one a fresh revelation of beauty, with every movement of his hands and of his eyes. He would get nothing for them — was that what John Ireland said? Nothing, at any rate, but the lowest market price, as for the commonest gems. John Ireland’s correctness remained to be proved. There were ways and means in which a man in his position — a man of reputation and of the world — could dispose of such merchandise, of which perhaps John Ireland, with all his knowledge of the shady side of life, had never dreamed.

Putting the stones back into the bag, Mr. Paxton took the bag down into the office. Then he went into the smoking-room. It was empty when he entered. But hardly had he settled himself in a chair, than some one else came in, a short, broad-shouldered individual, with piercing black eyes and shaven chin and cheeks. Mr. Paxton did not fancy his appearance; the man’s manner, bearing, and attire were somewhat rough; he looked rather like a prizefighter than the sort of guest one would expect to encounter in an hotel of standing. Still less was Mr. Paxton pleased with the familiarity of his address. The man, placing himself in the adjoining chair, plunged into the heart of a conversation as if they had been the friends of years. After making one or two remarks, which were of so extremely confidential a nature that Mr. Paxton hardly knew whether to smile at them as the mere gaucheries of an ill-bred person, or to openly resent them as an intentional impertinence, the man began to subject him to a species of cross-examination which caused him to eye the presumptuous stranger with suddenly aroused but keen suspicion.

“Stopping here?”

“It seems that I am, doesn’t it?”

“On what floor?”

“Why do you ask?”

“On the third floor, ain’t you?”

“Why should you suppose that I am on the third floor?”

“I don’t suppose nothing. Perhaps you’re on the fourth. Are you on the fourth?”

“The world is full of possibilities.”

The man took a pull or two at his pipe; then, wholly unabashed, began again — 

“What’s your number?”

“My number?”

“What’s the number of your room?”

“I see.”

“Well — what is it?”

“What is what?”

“What is what! Why, what’s the number of your room?”

“Precisely.”

“Well, you haven’t told me what it is.”

“No.”

“Aren’t you going to tell me?”

“I am afraid that I must wish you good-night.” Rising, Mr. Paxton moved towards the door. Turning in his chair, the stranger stared at him with an air of grievance.

“You don’t seem very polite, not answering a civil question when you’re asked one.”

Mr. Paxton only smiled.

“Good-night.”

He could hear the stranger grumbling to himself, even after the door was closed. He asked the porter in the hall casually who the man might be.

“I don’t know, sir. He came in just after you. I don’t think I have ever seen him before. He has taken a bed for the night.”

Mr. Paxton went up the stairs, smiling to himself as he went.

“They are hot on the scent. Mr. Lawrence evidently has no intention of allowing the grass to grow under his feet. He means, if the thing is possible, to have a sight of that Gladstone bag, at any rate by deputy. I may be wrong, but the deputy whom I fancy he has selected is an individual possessed of such a small amount of tact — whatever other virtues he may have — that I hardly think I am. In any case it is probably just as well that that Gladstone bag sleeps downstairs, while I sleep up.”

The door of Mr. Paxton’s bedroom was furnished with a bolt as well as a lock. He carefully secured both.

“I don’t think that any one will be able to get through that door without arousing me. And even should any enterprising person succeed in doing so, I fear that his success will go no farther. His labours will be unrewarded.”

Mr. Paxton was master of a great art — the art of being able to go to sleep when he wished. Practically, in bed or out of it, whenever he chose, he could treat himself to the luxury of a slumber; and also, when he chose, he could wake out of it. This very desirable accomplishment did not fail him then. As soon as he was between the sheets he composed himself to rest; and in an infinitesimally short space of time rest came to him. He slept as peacefully as if he had not had a care upon his mind.

And his sleep continued far into the night. But, profound and restful though it was, it was light. The slightest unusual sound was sufficient to awake him. It was indeed a sound which would have been inaudible to nine sleepers out of ten which actually did arouse him. Instantly his eyes were wide open and his senses keenly on the alert. He lay quite still in bed, listening. And as he listened he smiled.

“I thought so. My friend of the smoking-room, unless I err. Trying to turn the key in the lock with a pair of nippers, from outside. It won’t do, my man. You are a little clumsy at your work. Your clumsiness betrayed you. You should get a firm hold of the key before you begin to turn, or your nippers are apt to slip, and when they slip they make a noise.”

Mr. Paxton permitted no sign to escape him which could show the intruder who was endeavouring to make an unceremonious entrance into the apartment that he had ceased to sleep. He continued to lie quite still and to listen, enjoying what he heard. Either the lock was rusty or the key refractory, or, as Mr. Paxton said, the operator clumsy, but certainly he did take what seemed to be an unconscionable length of time in performing what is supposed to be a rudimentary function in the burglar’s art. He fumbled and fumbled, time after time, in vain. One could hear in the prevailing silence the tiny click which his nippers made each time they lost their hold. Some three or four minutes probably elapsed before a slight grating sound — which seemed to show that the lock was rusty — told that, after all, the key had been turned. Mr. Paxton almost chuckled.

“Now for the scattering of the labourer’s hopes of harvest!”

The person who was outside the door, satisfied that the lock had been opened, firmly, yet no doubt gently, grasped the handle of the door. He turned it. With all his gentleness it grated. One could hear that he gave it an inward push, only to discover that the bolt was shot inside. And that same moment Mr. Paxton’s voice rang out, clear and cold — 

“Who’s there?”

No answer. Mr. Paxton’s sharp ears imagined that they could just detect the shuffling along the passage of retreating footsteps.

“Is any one at the door?”

Still no reply. Mr. Paxton’s next words were uttered sotto voce with a grin.

“I don’t fancy that there is any one outside the door just now; nor that to-night there is likely to be again. I’ll just jump out and undo the result of that poor man’s patient labours.”

Re-locking the door, Mr. Paxton once more composed himself to rest, and again sleep came to him almost in the instant that he sought it. And for the second time he was aroused by a sound so faint that it would hardly have penetrated to the average sleeper’s senses. On this occasion the interruption was unexpected. He turned himself slightly in bed, so that he might be in a better position for listening.

“What’s that? If it’s my friend of the smoking-room again, he’s a persevering man. It doesn’t sound as if it were coming from the door; it sounds more as if it were coming from the window — and, by George, it is! What does it mean? It occurs to me that this is a case in which it might be advisable that I should make personal inquiries.”

Slipping out of bed, Mr. Paxton thrust his legs into a pair of trousers. He took a revolver from underneath his pillow.

“It’s lucky,” he said to himself, as his fingers closed upon the weapon, “that my prophetic soul told me that this was a plaything which might be likely to come in handy.”

In his bare feet he moved towards the window, holding the revolver in his hand.

The room was in darkness, but Mr. Paxton was aware that in front of the window stood the dressing-table. He knew also that the window itself was screened, not only by the blind, but by a pair of heavy curtains. Placing himself by the side of the dressing-table, he gingerly moved one of the curtains, with a view of ascertaining if his doing so would enable him to see what was going on without. One thing the movement of the curtains did reveal to him, that there was a dense fog out of doors. The blind did not quite fit the window, and enough space was left at the side to show that the lights in the King’s Road were veiled by a thick white mist. Mr. Paxton moved both the blind and the curtain sufficiently aside to enable him to see all that there was to be seen, without, however, unnecessarily exposing himself.

For a moment or so that all was nothing. Then, gradually becoming accustomed to the light, or want of it, he saw something which, while little enough in itself, was yet sufficient to have given a nervous person a considerable shock. Something outside seemed to reach from top to bottom of the window. At first Mr. Paxton could not make out what it was. Then he understood.

“A ladder — by George, it is! It would almost seem as if my friend of the smoking-room had given his friends outside the ‘office,’ and that they are taking advantage of the fog to endeavor to succeed where he has failed. If I had expected this kind of thing, I should have preferred to sleep a little nearer to the sky. Instead of the first floor, it should have been the third, or even the fourth, beyond the reach of ladders. Messrs. Lawrence and Co. seem resolved to beat the iron while it’s hot. The hunt becomes distinctly keen. It is perhaps only natural to expect that they should be anxious; but, so far as I am concerned, a little of this sort of thing suffices. They are slow at getting to work, considering how awkward they might find it if some one were to come along and twig that ladder. Hallo, the fun begins! Unless my ears deceive me, some one’s coming now.”

Mr. Paxton’s ears did not deceive him. Even as he spoke a dark something appeared on the ladder above the level of the window. It was a man’s head. The head was quickly followed by a body. The acute vision of the unseen watcher could dimly make out, against the white background of fog, the faint outline of a man’s figure. This figure did an unexpected thing. Without any sort of warning, the shutter of a dark lantern was suddenly opened, and the light thrown on the window in such a way that it shone full into Mr. Paxton’s eyes. That gentleman retained his presence of mind. He withdrew his head, while keeping his hold on the blind; if he had let it go the movement could scarcely have failed to have been perceived.

The light vanished almost as quickly as it came. It was followed by a darkness which seemed even denser than before. It was a second or two before Mr. Paxton could adapt his dazzled eyes to the restoration of the blackness. When he did so, he perceived that the man on the ladder was leaning over towards the window. If the lantern had been flashed on him just then, it would have been seen that an ugly look was on Mr. Paxton’s countenance.

“You startled me, you brute, with your infernal lantern, and now I’ve half a mind to startle you.”

Mr. Paxton made his half-mind a whole one. He brought his revolver to the level of his elbow; he pointed it at the window, and he fired. The figure on the ladder disappeared with the rapidity of a jack-in-the-box. Whether the man had fallen or not, there was for the moment no evidence to show. Mr. Paxton dragged the dressing-table away, threw up the window, and looked out. The mist came streaming in. In the distance could be heard the stampede of feet. Plainly two or three persons were making off as fast as their heels would carry them. An imperious knocking came at the bedroom door.

“Anything the matter in there?”

Mr. Paxton threw the door wide open. A porter was standing in the lighted corridor.

“A good deal’s the matter. Burglary’s the matter.”

“Burglary?”

“Yes, burglary. I caught a man in the very act of opening my window, so I had a pop at him. He appears to have got off; but his ladder he has left behind.”

Other people came into the room, among them the manager. An examination of the premises was made from without. The man had escaped; but the precipitancy of his descent was evidenced by the fact that his lantern, falling from his grasp, had been shattered to fragments on the ground.

The fragments he had not stayed to gather. Still less had he and his associates stood on the order of their going sufficiently long to enable them to remove the ladder.


CHAPTER VII

THE DATCHET DIAMONDS ARE PLACED IN SAFE CUSTODY

When the morning came, and Mr. Paxton found himself being cross-examined by the manager, with every probability of his, later on, having to undergo an examination by the police, he was as taciturn as possible. Although he was by no means sorry that he had fired that shot, and so effectually frightened the man upon the ladder, he would infinitely rather that less fuss had been made about it afterwards.

One thing Mr. Paxton had decided to do before he left his bedroom. He had decided to remove the Datchet diamonds to a place of safety. That Mr. Lawrence and his friends had a very shrewd notion that they were in his possession was plain; that they were disposed to stick at nothing which would enable them to get hold of them again was, if possible, plainer. Mr. Paxton was resolute that they should not have them, who ever did.

It happened that, in his more prosperous days, he had rented one of the Chancery Lane Deposit Company’s safes. Nor was the term of his tenancy at an end. He determined to do a bold, and, one might add, an impudent thing. He would carry the duchess’ diamonds back with him to town, lock them in the safe he rented, and then, whatever might happen, nobody but himself would ever be able to have access to them again. He had the Gladstone bag brought up to his bedroom, removed from it the precious parcel, returned the bag itself to the manager’s keeping, and, declining to have his morning meal at the hotel, went up by the Pullman train to town, and breakfasted on board. He flattered himself that whoever succeeded in taking from him the diamonds before his arrival with them in Chancery Lane, would have to be a very clever person.

Still, he did not manage to reach his journey’s end without having had one or two little adventures by the way.

He drove up from the hotel to the station in a hansom cab. As he stepped into the cab he noticed, standing on the kerbstone a little to the left of the hotel entrance, a man who wore his billycock a good deal on the side of his head, and who had a cigar sticking out of the corner of his mouth.

He should not have particularly observed the fellow had not the man, as soon as he found Mr. Paxton’s eyes turned in his direction, performed a right-about-face on his heels, and presented an almost ostentatious view of the middle of the back. When Mr. Paxton’s cab rattled into the central yard, and Mr. Paxton proceeded to step out from it on to the pavement, another hansom came dashing up behind his own, and from it there alighted the man who had turned his back on him in front of the hotel. As Mr. Paxton took his ticket this man was at his side. And, having purchased his morning paper, as he strolled up the platform towards the train, he noticed that the fellow was only a few steps in his rear.

There seemed to be no reasonable room for doubt that the man was acting as his shadow. No one likes to feel that he is under espionage. And Mr. Paxton in particular felt that just recently he had endured enough of that kind of thing to last — if his own tastes were to be consulted — for the remainder of his life. He decided to put a stop there and then to, at any rate, this man’s persecution. Suddenly standing still, wheeling sharply round, Mr. Paxton found himself face to face with the individual with his hat on the side of his head.

“Are you following me?”

Mr. Paxton’s manner as he asked the question, though polite, meant mischief. The other seemed to be a little taken aback. Then, with an impudent air, taking what was left of his cigar out of his mouth, he blew a volume of smoke full into Mr. Paxton’s eyes.

“Were you speaking to me?”

Mr. Paxton’s fingers itched to knock the smoker down. But situated as he was, a row in public just then would have been sheer madness. He adopted what was probably an even more effective plan. He signalled to a passing official.

“Guard!” The man approached. “This person has been following me from my hotel. Be so good as to call a constable. His proceedings require explanation.”

The man began to bluster.

“What do you mean by saying I’ve been following you? Who are you, I should like to know? Can’t any one move about except yourself? Following you, indeed! It’s more likely that you’ve been following me!”

A constable came up. Mr. Paxton addressed him in his cool, incisive tones.

“Officer, this person has followed me from my hotel to the station; from the station to the booking-office; from the booking-office to the bookstall; and now he is following me from the bookstall to the train. I have some valuable property on me, with which fact he is possibly acquainted. Since he is a complete stranger to me, I should be obliged if you would ask him what is the cause of the unusual interest which he appears to take in my movements.”

The man with the cigar became apologetic.

“The gentleman’s quite mistaken; I’m not following him; I wouldn’t do such a thing! I’m going to town by this train, and it seems that this gentleman’s going too, and perhaps that’s what’s made him think that I was following. If there’s any offence, I’m sure that I beg pardon.”

The man held out his hand — it was unclean and it was big — as if expecting Mr. Paxton to grasp it. Mr. Paxton, however, moved away addressing a final observation to the constable as he went.

“Officer, be so good as to keep an eye upon that man.”

Mr. Paxton entered the breakfast carriage. What became of the too attentive stranger he neither stopped to see nor cared to inquire. He saw no more of him; that was all he wanted. As the train rushed towards town he ate his breakfast and he read his paper.

The chief topic of interest in the journals of the day was the robbery on the previous afternoon of the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds. It filled them to the almost complete exclusion of other news of topical importance. There were illustrations of some of the principal jewels which had been stolen, together with anecdotes touching on their history — very curious some of them were! The Dukes of Datchet seemed to have gathered those beautiful gems, if not in ways which were dark, then occasionally, at any rate, in ways which were, to say the least of it, peculiar. Those glittering pebbles seemed to have been mixed up with a good deal of trickery and fraud and crime.

The papers gave the most minute description of the more important stones. Even the merest novice in the knowledge of brilliants, if he had mastered those details, could scarcely fail to recognise them if ever they came his way. It appeared that few even royal collections possessed so large a number of really fine examples. Their valuation at a quarter of a million was the purest guesswork. The present duke would not have accepted for them twice that sum.

Half a million! Five hundred thousand pounds! At even 3 per cent. — and who does not want more for his money than a miserable 3 per cent.? — that was fifteen thousand pounds a year. Three hundred pounds a week. More than forty pounds a day. Over three pounds for every working hour. And Mr. Paxton had it in his pockets!

It was not strange that Mr. Lawrence and his associates should betray such lively anxiety to regain possession of such a sum as that; it would have been strange if they had not! It was a sum worth having; worth fighting for; worth risking something for as well.

And yet there was something; indeed, there was a good deal, which could be said for the other side of the question. Mr. Paxton owned to himself that there was. He could not honestly — if it were still possible to speak of honesty in connection with a gentleman who had launched himself on such a venture — lay his hand upon his heart, and say that he was happier since he had discovered what were the contents of somebody else’s Gladstone bag. On the contrary, if he could have blotted out of his life the few hours which had intervened since the afternoon of the previous day, he would have done so, even yet, with a willing hand.

Nor was this feeling lessened by an incident which took place on his arrival at London Bridge. If he were of an adventurous turn of mind, evidently he could not have adopted a more certain means of gratifying his peculiar taste than by retaining possession of the duchess’s diamonds. Adventures were being heaped on him galore.

As he was walking down the platform, looking for a likely cab, some one came rushing up against him from behind with such violence as to send him flying forward on his face. Two roughly dressed men assisted him to rise. But, while undergoing their kindly ministrations, it occurred to him, in spite of his half-dazed condition, that they were evincing a livelier interest in the contents of his pockets than in his regaining his perpendicular. He managed to shake them off, however, before their interest had been carried to too generous a length.

The inevitable crowd had gathered. A man, attired as a countryman, was volubly explaining — with a volubility which was hardly suggestive of a yokel — that he was late for market, and was hurrying along without looking where he was going, when he stumbled against the gentleman, and was so unfortunate as to knock him over. He was profuse, and indeed almost lachrymose, in his apologies for the accident which his clumsiness had occasioned. Mr. Paxton said nothing. He did not see what there was to say. He dusted himself down, adjusted his hat, got into a cab and drove away.

Drove straight away to Chancery Lane. And, when he had deposited the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds in his safe, and had left them behind him in that impregnable fortress, where, if the statements of the directors could be believed, fire could not penetrate, nor water, nor rust, nor thieves break through and steal, he felt as if a load had been lifted off his mind.


CHAPTER VIII

IN THE MOMENT OF HIS SUCCESS

Diamonds worth a quarter of a million! And yet already they were beginning to hang like a millstone round Mr. Paxton’s neck. The relief which he felt at having got rid of them from his actual person proved to be but temporary. All day they haunted him. Having done the one thing which he had come to town to do, he found himself unoccupied. He avoided the neighbourhood of the Stock Exchange, and of his usual haunts, for reasons. Eries were still declining. The difference against him had assumed a portentous magnitude. Possibly, confiding brokers were seeking for him high and low, anxious for security which would protect them against the necessity of having to make good his losses. No, just then the City was not for him. Discretion, of a sort, suggested his confining himself to the West-end of town.

Unfortunately, in this case, the West-end meant loitering about bars and similar stimulating places. He drank not only to kill time but also to drown his thoughts, and the more he tried to drown them, the more they floated on the surface.

What a fool he had been — what an egregious fool! How he had exchanged his talents for nothing, and for less than nothing. How he had thrown away his prospects, his opportunities, his whole life, his all! And now, by way of a climax, he had been guilty of a greater folly than any which had gone before. He had sold more than his birthright for less — much less — than a mess of pottage. He had lost his soul for the privilege of being able to hang a millstone round his neck — cast honour to the winds for the sake of encumbering himself with a burden which would crush him lower and lower, until it laid him level with the dust.

Wherever he went, the story of the robbery met his eyes. The latest news of it was announced on the placards of the evening papers. Newsboys bawled it in his ears. He had only to listen to what was being said by the other frequenters of the bars against which he lounged to learn that it was the topic of conversation on every tongue. All England, all Europe, indeed, one might say that the whole of the civilised world was on tiptoe to catch the man who had done this thing. As John Ireland had said, he might as soon think of being able to sell the diamonds as of being able to sell the Koh-i-Nor. Every one who knew anything at all of precious stones was on the look-out for them, from pole to pole. During his lifetime he would not even venture to attempt their disposal, any attempt of the kind would inevitably involve his being instantaneously branded as a felon.

Last night, when he left London, he had had something over two hundred pounds in his pockets. Except debts, and certain worthless securities, for which no one would give him a shilling, it was all he had left in the world. It was not a large sum, but it was sufficient to take him to the other side of the globe, and to keep him there until he had had time to turn himself round, and to find some means of earning for himself his daily bread. He had proposed to go on to Southampton this morning, thence straight across the seas. Now what was it he proposed to do? Every day that he remained in England meant making further inroads into his slender capital. At the rate at which he was living, it would rapidly dwindle all away. Then how did he intend to replenish it? By selling the duchess’s diamonds? Nonsense! He told himself, with bitter frankness, that such an idea was absolute nonsense; that such a prospect was as shadowy as, and much more dangerous than, the proverbial mirage of the desert.

He returned by an afternoon train to Brighton, in about as black a mood as he could be. He sat in a corner of a crowded compartment — for some reason he rather shirked travelling alone — communing with the demons of despair who seemed to be the tenants of his brain; fighting with his own particular wild beasts. Arrived at Brighton without adventure, he drove straight to Makell’s Hotel.

As he advanced into the hall, the manager came towards him out of the office.

“Good evening, Mr. Paxton. Did you authorise any one to come and fetch away your bag?”

“No. Why?”

“Some fellow came and said that you had sent him for your Gladstone bag.”

“I did nothing of the kind. Did you give it him?”

The manager smiled.

“Hardly. You had confided it to my safe keeping, and I was scarcely likely to hand it to a stranger who was unable to present a more sufficient authority than he appeared to have. We make it a rule that articles entrusted to our charge are returned to the owners only, on personal application.”

“What sort of a man was he to look at?”

“Oh, a shabby-looking chap, very much down at heel indeed, middle-aged; the sort of man whom you would expect would run messages.”

“Tell me, as exactly as you can, what it was he said.”

“He said that Mr. Paxton had sent him for his Gladstone bag. I asked him where you were. He said you were at Medina Villas, and you wanted your bag. You had given him a shilling to come for it, and you were to give him another shilling when he took it back. I told him our rule referring to property deposited with us by guests, and he made off.”

Medina Villas? Miss Strong resided in Medina Villas, and Miss Wentworth; with which fact Mr. Lawrence was possibly acquainted. Once more in this latest dash for the bag Mr. Paxton seemed to trace that gentleman’s fine Roman hand. He thanked the manager for the care which he had taken of his interests.

“I’m glad that you sent the scamp empty away, but, between you and me, the loss wouldn’t have been a very serious one if you had given him what he wanted. I took all that the bag contained of value up with me to town, and left it there.”

The manager looked at him, as Mr. Paxton felt, a trifle scrutinisingly, as if he could not altogether make him out.

“There seems to be a sort of dead set made at you. First, the attempted burglary last night — which is a kind of thing which has never before been known in the whole history of the hotel — and now this impudent rascal trying to make out that you had authorised him to receive your Gladstone bag. One might almost think that you were carrying something about with you which was of unique importance, and that the fact of your doing so had somehow become known to a considerable proportion of our criminal population.”

Mr. Paxton laughed. He had the bag carried upstairs, telling himself as he went that it was already more than time that his sojourn at Makell’s Hotel should be brought to a conclusion.

He ate a solitary dinner, lingering over it, though he had but a scanty appetite, as long as he could, in order to while away the time until the hour came for meeting Daisy. Towards the end of the meal, sick to death of his own thoughts, for sheer want of something else to do, he took up an evening paper, which he had brought into the room with him, and which was lying on a chair at his side, and began to glance at it. As he idly skimmed its columns, all at once a paragraph in the City article caught his eye. He read the words with a feeling of surprise; then, with increasing amazement, he read them again.

“The boom in the shares of the Trumpit Gold Mine continues. On the strength of a report that the reef which has been struck is of importance, the demand for them, even at present prices, exceeded the supply. When our report left, buyers were offering £10 — the highest price of the day.”

After subjecting the paragraph to a second reading, Mr. Paxton put the paper down upon his knees, and gasped for breath. It was a mistake — a canard — quite incredible. Trumpits selling at £10 — it could not be! He would have been glad, quite lately, to have sold his for 10d each; only he was conscious that even at that price he would have found no buyer. £10 indeed! It was a price of which, at one time, he had dreamed — but it had remained a dream.

He read the paragraph again. So far as the paper was concerned, there seemed to be no doubt about it — there it was in black and white. The paper was one of the highest standing, of unquestionable authority, not given to practical jokes — especially in the direction of quotations in its City article. Could the thing be true? He felt that something was tingling all over his body. On a sudden, his pulses had begun to beat like sledge-hammers. He rose from his seat, just as the waiter was placing still another plate in front of him, and, to the obvious surprise of that well-trained functionary, he marched away without a word. He made for the smoking-room. He knew that he should find the papers there. And he found them, morning and evening papers — even some of the papers of the day before — as many as he wished. He ransacked them all. Each, with one accord, told the same tale.

The thing might be incredible, but it was true!

While he was gambling in Eries, losing all, and more than all, that he had; while he was gambling in stolen jewels, losing all that was left of his honour too, a movement had been taking place in the market which was making his fortune for him all the time, and he had not noticed it. The thing seemed to him to be almost miraculous. And certainly it was not the least of the miracles which lately had come his way.

Some two years before a friend had put him on — as friends do put us on — to a real good thing — the Trumpit Gold Mine. The friend professed to have special private information about this mine, and Mr. Paxton believed that he had. He still believed that he thought he had. Mr. Paxton was not a greenhorn, but he was a gambler, which now and then is about as bad. He looked at the thing all round — in the light of his friend’s special information! — as far as he could, and as time would permit, and it seemed to him to be good enough for a plunge. The shares just then were at a discount — a considerable discount. From one point of view it was the time to buy them — and he did. He got together pretty well every pound he could lay his hands on, and bought ten thousand — bought them out and out, to hold — and went straight off and told Miss Strong he had made his fortune. It was only the mistake of a word — what he ought to have told her was that he had lost it. The certainly expected find of yellow ore did not come off, nor did the looked-for rise in the shares come off either. They continued at a discount, and went still lower. Purchasers could not be discovered at any price.

It was a bitter blow. Almost, if not quite, as bitter a blow to Miss Strong as to himself. Indeed, Mr. Paxton had felt ever since as if Miss Strong had never entirely forgiven him for having made such a fool of her. He might — he could not help fancying that some such line of reasoning had occupied her attention more than once — before telling her of the beautiful chickens which were shortly about to be hatched, at least have waited till the eggs were laid.

He had been too much engaged in other matters to pay attention to quotations for shares, which had long gone unquoted, and which he had, these many days, regarded as a loss past praying for. It appeared that rumours had come of gold in paying quantities having been found; that the rumours had gathered strength; that, in consequence, the shares had risen, until, on a sudden, the market was in a frenzy — as occasionally the market is apt to be — and ten pounds a-piece was being offered. Ten thousand at ten pounds a-piece — why, it was a hundred thousand pounds! A fortune in itself!

By the time Mr. Paxton had attained to something like an adequate idea of the situation, he was half beside himself with excitement. He looked at his watch — it was time for meeting Daisy. He hurried into the hall, crammed on his hat, and strode into the street.

Scarcely had he taken a dozen steps, when some one struck him a violent blow from behind. As he turned to face his assailant, an arm was thrust round his neck, and what felt like a damp cloth was forced against his mouth. He was borne off his feet, and, in spite of his struggles, was conveyed with surprising quickness into a cab which was drawn up against the kerb.


CHAPTER IX

A PROPOSAL OF MARRIAGE

“It’s too bad of him!”

Miss Strong felt that it was much too bad! Twenty minutes after the appointed time, and still no signs of Mr. Paxton. The weather was, if anything, worse even than the night before. The mist was more pronounced; a chillier breeze was in the air; a disagreeable drizzle showed momentary symptoms of falling faster. The pier was nearly deserted; it was not the kind of evening to tempt pleasure-seekers out.

Miss Strong had been at the place of meeting in front of time. After Mr. Paxton’s departure on the previous evening, between Miss Wentworth and herself there had been certain passages. Bitter words had been said — particularly by Miss Strong. In consequence, for the first time on record, the friends had parted in anger. Nor had the quarrel been made up afterwards. On the contrary, all day long the atmosphere had been charged with electricity. Miss Strong was conscious that in certain of the things which she had said she had wronged her friend, as, she assured herself, her friend had wronged her lover. It is true two wrongs do not make a right; but Miss Strong had made up her mind that she would not apologise to Miss Wentworth for what she had said to her, until Miss Wentworth had apologised for what she had said to Cyril. As Miss Wentworth showed no disposition to do anything of the kind, the position was more than a trifle strained. So strained indeed that Miss Strong, after confining herself to the bedroom for most of the day, rushed out of the house a full hour before it was time for meeting Cyril, declaring to herself that anything — mist, wind, or rain — was better than remaining prisoned any longer under the same roof which sheltered an unfriendly friend. Under such circumstances, to her, it seemed a cardinal crime on Cyril’s part that he should actually be twenty minutes late.

“After what he said last night, about not keeping me waiting for a second — considering the way in which he said it — I did think that he would be punctual. How can he expect me to trust him in larger things, if he does not keep faith with me in small? If anything had happened to detain him, he might have let me know in time.”

The indignant lady did not stay to reflect that she had left home unnecessarily early, and that an explanation of the gentleman’s absence might, even now, be awaiting her there. Besides, twenty minutes is not long. But perhaps in the case of a lovers’ rendezvous, by some magnifying process proper to such occasions, twenty minutes may assume the dimensions of an hour.

“I’ll go once more up and down the pier, and then if he hasn’t come I’ll go straight home. How Charlie will laugh at me, and triumph, and say ‘I told you so!’ Oh, Cyril, how unkind you are, not to come when you promised! I don’t care, but I do know this, that if Charlie Wentworth is not careful what she says, I will never speak to her again — never — as long as I live!”

It seemed as if the young lady did not quite know whether to be the more angry with her lover or her friend. She went up the pier; then started to return. As she came back a man wearing a mackintosh advanced to her with uplifted cap and outstretched hand.

“Miss Strong!”

It was Mr. Lawrence. The last man whom, just then, she would have wished to see.

Could anything have been more unfortunate? What would Cyril think if, again, he found them there together. She decided to get rid of the man without delay. But the thing was easier decided on than done. Especially as Mr. Lawrence immediately said something which caused her to postpone his dismissal longer than she had intended.

“I saw Mr. Paxton this afternoon, in town.”

He had fallen in quite naturally by her side. She had moderated her pace, wishing to rid herself of him before she reached the gates.

“Indeed! In the City, I suppose? He is there on business.”

“He wasn’t in the City when I saw him. And the business on which he was employed was of an agreeable kind. He seemed to be making a day of it at the Criterion bar.”

“Are you not mistaken? Are you sure that it was Mr. Paxton?”

“Quite sure. May I ask if he is an intimate friend of yours?”

“He is — a very intimate friend indeed. I am expecting him here every moment.”

“Expecting him here! You really are!” Mr. Lawrence stopped, and turned, and stared, as if her words surprised him. “I beg your pardon, Miss Strong, but — he is stopping to-night in town.”

“Stopping to-night in town!” It was Miss Strong’s turn to stand and stare. “How do you know? Did he tell you so?”

“Not in so many words, but — I think you will find that he is. The — the fact is, Miss Strong, I heard an ugly story about Mr. Paxton, and — I am afraid you will find that there is something wrong.”

The lady grasped the handle of her umbrella with added vigour. Her impulse was to lay it about the speaker’s head. But she refrained.

“You must be too acute of hearing, Mr. Lawrence. If I were you, I should exchange your ears for another pair. Good evening.”

But she was not to escape from him so easily. He caught her by the arm.

“Miss Strong, don’t go — not for a moment. There is something which I particularly wish to say to you.”

“What there is, Mr. Lawrence, which you can particularly wish to say to me I am unable to conceive.”

“I fear that may be so, Miss Strong. But there is something, all the same. These are early days in which to say it; and the moment is not the most propitious I could have chosen. But circumstances are stronger than I. I have a feeling that it must be now or never. You know very little of me, Miss Strong. Probably you will say you know nothing — that I am, to all intents and purposes, a stranger. But I know enough of you to know that I love you: that you are to me what no woman has ever been before, or will ever be again. And what I particularly wish to say to you is to ask you to be my wife.”

His words were so wholly unexpected, that, for the moment, they took the lady’s breath away. He spoke quietly, even coldly; but, in his coldness there was a vibrant something which was suggestive of the heat of passion being hidden below, while the very quietude of his utterance made his words more effective than if he had shouted them at the top of his voice. It was a second or two before the startled lady answered.

“What you have said takes me so completely by surprise that I hardly know whether or not you are in earnest.”

“I am in earnest, I assure you. That I am mad in saying it, I am quite aware; how mad, even you can have no notion. But I had to say it, and it’s said. If you would only be my wife, you would do a good deed, of the magnitude of which you have no conception. There is nothing in return which I would not do for you. On this occasion in saying so I do not think that I am using an empty form of words.”

“As you yourself pointed out, you are a stranger to me; nor have I any desire that you should be anything but a stranger.”

“Thank you, Miss Strong.”

“You brought it upon yourself.”

“I own that it is not your fault that I love you; nor can I admit that it is my misfortune.”

“There is one chief reason why your flattering proposals are unwelcome to me. I happen already to be a promised wife. I am engaged to Mr. Paxton.”

“Is that so? Then I am sorry for you.”

“Why are you sorry?”

“Ere long, unless I am mistaken, you will learn that I have cause for sorrow, and that you have cause for sorrow too.”

Without another word the lady, the gentleman making no effort to detain her, walked away. She went straight home.

She found Miss Wentworth in her favourite attitude — feet stretched on a chair in front of her — engaged, as Miss Strong chose to phrase it, in “her everlasting reading.” When Miss Wentworth was not writing she was wont to be reading. Miss Strong occasionally wished that she would employ herself in more varying occupations.

Momentarily oblivious of the coolness which had sprung up between her friend and herself, Miss Strong plumped herself down on to a chair, forgetful also of the fact that she had brought her umbrella with her into the room, and that the rain was trickling down it.

“Charlie, whatever do you think has happened?”

Miss Wentworth had contented herself with nodding as her friend had entered. Now, lowering her book, she glanced at her over the top of it.

“I don’t know what has happened, my dear, but I do know what is happening — your umbrella is making a fish-pond on the carpet.”

Miss Strong got up with something of a jump. She deposited her mackintosh and umbrella in the hall. When she returned her friend greeted her with laughter in her eyes.

“Well, what has happened? But perhaps before you tell me you might give an eye to those elegant boots of yours. They never struck me as being altogether waterproof.”

With tightened lips Miss Strong removed her boots. It was true that they badly wanted changing. But that was nothing. In her present mood she resented having her attention diverted to unimportant details. She expressed herself to that effect as she undid the buttons.

“I do believe that you are the hardest-natured girl I ever knew. You’ve no sense of feeling. If I were dying for want of it, I should never dream of coming to you for sympathy.”

Miss Wentworth received this tirade with complete placidity.

“Quite so, my dear. Well, what has happened?”

Miss Strong snuggled her feet into her slippers. She began to fidget about the room. Suddenly she burst out in what could only be described as a tone of angry petulance.

“You will laugh at me — I know you will. But you had better not. I can tell you that I am in no mood to be laughed at. I feel as if I must tell it to some one, and I have no one in the world to tell things to but you — Mr. Lawrence has dared to make me a proposal of marriage.”

The complete, and one might almost say, the humorous repose of Miss Wentworth’s manner was in striking contrast to her friend’s excitability.

“Mr. Lawrence? Isn’t that the individual whom you met on the Dyke, and who was introduced to you by his umbrella?”

“Of course it is!”

“And he has proposed to you, has he? Very good of him, I’m sure. The sex has scored another victory. I did not know that matters had progressed with you so far as that! But now and then, I suppose, one does move quickly. I offer you my congratulations.”

“Charlie! You are maddening!”

“Not at all. But I believe that it is a popular theory that a woman ought always to be congratulated on receiving a proposal from a man. The idea seems to be that it is the best gift which the gods can possibly bestow — upon a woman. And, pray, where did this gentleman so honour you? Right under Mr. Paxton’s nose?”

“Cyril wasn’t there.”

“Not there?” Miss Strong turned her face away. Miss Wentworth eyed her for a moment before she spoke again. “I thought that you had an appointment with him, and that you went out to keep it.”

“He never came.”

“Indeed!”

Miss Wentworth’s tone was dry. But, in spite of its dryness, it seemed that there was something in it which touched a secret spring which was hidden in her listener’s breast. Suddenly Miss Strong broke into a flood of tears, and, running forward, fell on her knees at her friend’s side, and pillowed her face in her lap.

“Oh, Charlie, I am so unhappy — you mustn’t laugh at me — I am! Everything seems to be going wrong — everything. I feel as if I should like to die!”

“There is allotted to every one of us a time for death. I wouldn’t attempt to forestall my allotment, if I were you. What is the particular, pressing grief?”

“I am the most miserable girl in the world!”

“Hush! Be easy! There are girls — myriads of them — myriads — who would esteem such misery as yours happiness. Tell me, what’s the trouble?”

In spite of the satirical touch which tinged her speech, a strain of curious melody had all at once come into her voice which — as if it had been an anæsthetic — served to ease the extreme tension of the other’s nerves. Miss Strong looked up, the tears still streaming down her cheeks, but exhibiting some signs of at least elementary self-control.

“Everything’s the trouble! Everything seems to be going wrong; that’s just the plain and simple truth. Cyril said he would meet me tonight, and promised he’d be punctual, and I waited for him, ever so long, on the pier, in the rain, and after all he never came. And then that wretched Mr. Lawrence came and made his ridiculous proposal, and — and said all sorts of dreadful things of Cyril!”

“Said all sorts of dreadful things of Cyril, did he? As, for instance, what?”

“He said that he was going to stop in town all night.”

“Well, and why shouldn’t he?”

“Why shouldn’t he? After saying he would meet me! And promising to be punctual! And keeping me waiting on the pier! Without giving me any sort of hint that he had changed his mind! Charlie!”

“Pray, how did Mr. Lawrence come to know that Mr. Paxton intended to spend the night in London?”

“He says that he saw him there.”

“I did not know they were acquainted!”

“I introduced them the night before last.”

“I see.” Again Miss Wentworth’s tone was significantly dry. “Mr. Paxton has never seemed to me to be a man whose confidence was easily gained, especially by a stranger. Mr. Lawrence must have progressed more rapidly with him even than with you. And, pray, what else was Mr. Lawrence pleased to say of Mr. Paxton?”

“Oh, a lot of lies! Of course I knew that they were a lot of lies, but they made me so wild that I felt that I should like to shake him.”

“Shake me instead, my dear. One is given to understand that jolting is good for the liver. Who’s that?”

There was a sound of knocking at the front door. Miss Strong glanced eagerly round. A flush came into her cheeks; a light into her eyes.

“Possibly that is the recalcitrant Mr. Paxton, in his own proper person, coming with apologies in both his hands. Perhaps you would like to go and see.”


CHAPTER X

CYRIL’S FRIEND

Miss Strong did like to go and see. She looked at Miss Wentworth with a make-believe of anger, and, rising to her feet, went quickly across the room. Admission had already been given to the knocker. There advanced towards the girl standing in the open door a man — who was not Mr. Paxton.

“Mr. Franklyn! I thought — —”

There was a note of disappointment in her voice. She stopped short, as if desirous not to allow her self-betrayal to go too far. She moved a little back, so as to allow the newcomer to enter the room.

This newcomer was a man of the medium height, about forty years of age. His black hair was already streaked with grey. He had a firm, clear-cut, clean-shaven mouth and chin, and a pair of penetrating grey-black eyes, with which he had a trick of looking every one whom he addressed squarely in the face. His manner, ordinarily, was grave and deliberate, as if he liked to weigh each word he uttered. He held Miss Strong’s hand for a moment in his cool, close grasp.

“Well; you thought what?”

“I’m very glad to see you — you know I am; but I thought it was Cyril.”

“Are you expecting him?”

“I was expecting him, but — it seems he hasn’t come.”

Turning to Miss Wentworth he greeted her. And it was to be noted that as she offered him her hand a humorous twinkle beamed through her glasses, and her whole face was lighted by a smile. He turned again to Miss Strong.

“Have you heard the news?”

“What news?”

“Hasn’t Cyril told you?”

“He told me something last night, but I really couldn’t tell you quite what it was he told me, and I haven’t seen him since.”

“He is in Brighton?”

“Is he? I was informed that he was stopping in town.”

“You were informed? By whom?”

“By an acquaintance, who said that he saw him there.”

Mr. Franklyn waited before speaking again. His unflinching eyes seemed to be studying the lady’s face. Probably he saw that there was something unusual in her manner.

“That is strange. I was under the impression that he was in Brighton. I have come from town specially to see him. I expected to find him with you here.”

“He did promise to meet me to-night. He hasn’t kept his promise. I don’t understand why. To be plain with you, it rather troubles me.

“He promised to meet you?”

“He did most faithfully.”

“And you have received no intimation from him to the effect that he was not coming?”

“Not a word — not a line!”

“Then he may be here at any moment. Something has unexpectedly delayed him. You are acquainted with him sufficiently well to be aware that had anything occurred to cause him to alter his plans, he would immediately have let you know. Your informant was wrong. I have had inquiries made for him everywhere in town, and as a result have good reason to believe that he is in Brighton.”

“What is the news of which you were speaking?”

“Has Cyril said nothing to you about the Trumpit Gold Mine?”

“He referred to it casually the night before last in his usual strain, as having been the cause of his destruction.”

“That really is extraordinary. I confess I do not understand it. It is so unlike Cyril to have communicated neither with you nor with me. Are you sure that he said nothing more?”

“About the Trumpit Gold Mine? Not a word. What was there, what is there to say? Do get it out!”

The young lady made an impatient movement with her foot. The gentleman looked at her with amusement in his eyes. She was very well worth looking at just then. Her hair was a little out of order; and, though she might not have agreed with such a statement, it suited her when it was slightly disarranged. Her cheeks were flushed. She held herself very straight. Perhaps it was her tears which had lent brightness to her eyes; they were bright. Her small, white teeth sparkled between her blush-rose lips, which were slightly parted as if in repressed excitement. She presented a pretty picture of a young lady who was in no mood for trifling.

“I shall have much pleasure, Miss Strong, in getting it out. What seem to be well-founded rumours have reached England that gold has been found at last in considerable quantities. The shares have gone up with a rush. When the Stock Exchange closed this afternoon they were quoted at £12 10s. A little more than a week ago they were unsaleable at twopence each.”

“£12 10s.! oh, Mr. Franklyn! And has Cyril got rid of his?”

“Not a bit of it. They are in my strongbox. There are ten thousand of them — Cyril is one of the largest holders, if he is not the largest; and what that means at £12 10s. apiece you can calculate as well as I.”

“Oh, Mr. Franklyn!” The young lady brought her hands together with a little clap. She turned in natural triumph towards her friend. “What did I tell you? Now aren’t you sorry for what you said last night? Didn’t I say that you hadn’t the faintest notion of what you were talking about?”

Miss Wentworth, though, as was to be expected, not so excited as the lady who was principally concerned, evinced sufficiently lively signs of interest.

“You certainly did, and I certainly hadn’t; and while you left nothing unsaid which you ought to have said, there can be no sort of doubt whatever that I said everything which I ought to have left unsaid. But, at the same time, I do beg leave to remark that Mr. Paxton need not have worn such an air of mystery.”

“Why?” Miss Strong tapped the toe of her slipper against the floor. “He wasn’t compelled to blurt out his affairs to all the world.”

Miss Wentworth shrugged her shoulders.

“Certainly not — if I am all the world. Are you also all the world? From what I gathered he did not make much of a confidante of you.”

“Well, he wasn’t forced to!” Suddenly Miss Strong made a wholly irrational, but not wholly unnatural, movement in the direction of Miss Wentworth’s chair. She placed her hand upon that lady’s shoulders. And she kissed her twice, first on the lips, then on the brow. And she exclaimed, “Never mind. I forgive you!”

Miss Wentworth was quite as demure as the occasion required. She surveyed her emotional friend with twinkling eyes.

“Thank you very much indeed, my dear.”

Miss Strong moved restlessly about the room, passing, as it seemed, aimlessly from object to object.

“It is strange that he should have kept such news to himself! And not have said a word about it! And now not coming after all!” She turned to Mr. Franklyn. “I suppose that it is all quite true? That you have not been building up my hopes simply to dash them down again?”

“I have given you an accurate statement of the actual position of affairs when prices were made up for the day, as you may easily prove yourself by a reference to an evening paper.”

With her hands Miss Strong pushed back her hair from her temples.

“After all he had lost in Eries — —”

Mr. Franklyn interposed a question.

“In Eries! Did he lose in Eries?”

“I am afraid he did, heavily. And then, in spite of that, on the same day, to see his way to a quarter of a million!”

“A quarter of a million! Did he mention that precise amount?”

“I think he did, — I feel sure he did. Charlie, didn’t you hear him speak of a quarter of a million?”

Miss Wentworth, who from the depths of her easy chair had been regarding the two almost as if they had been studies of interesting, though contrasting, types of human nature, smiled as she replied — 

“I believe that I did hear Mr. Paxton make a passing and, as it seemed to me, a mysterious allusion to that insignificant sum.”

“Then he must be acquainted with the movements of the markets.” Mr. Franklyn was the speaker. “Though I must tell you candidly, Miss Strong, that at present I am very far from being prepared to advise him to hold until his profits reach what Miss Wentworth, in a truly liberal spirit, calls that insignificant sum. As things stand, he can get out with half of it. If he waits for more, he may get nothing. Indeed, it is an almost vital necessity of the situation that I should see him at once. The shares are in my keeping. Without his direct authority I can do nothing with them. After all, the boom may be but a bubble; it may already have been blown to a bursting-point; in the morning it may have been pricked. Such things are the commonplaces of the Stock Exchange. In any case, it is absolutely necessary that he should be on the spot, ready, if needful, to take prompt, instant advantage of the turn of the market in whatever direction it may be. Or, by the time that he does appear upon the scene, his shares may again be unsaleable at twopence apiece, and all his profits may have gone. Now, tell me, do you know where he stayed last night?”

“At Makell’s Hotel. He nearly always does stay there when he is in Brighton.”

“It is possible, then, that he is there now; or, at any rate, that they have news of him. I will go at once and inquire.”

Miss Strong made a quick movement towards the speaker.

“Mr. Franklyn, mayn’t I come with you?”

He hesitated.

“There is not the slightest necessity. If he is there I will bring him back with me; if he is not I will either bring or send you news.”

“You promise?”

“I do — certainly.”

“You promise that you will let me hear as soon as you can — at once — without a moment’s delay?” The girl put her hand to her side. Tears came into her eyes. “Mr. Franklyn, you don’t know what all this means to me. All day long I have been conscious of something hanging over me, as it were, a cloud of catastrophe. That something very strange either has happened, or shortly will happen, I am convinced. It frightens me! So, if you wish to do me a kindness, you will not keep me in suspense one moment longer than you can help.”

Miss Strong had passed, so far as appearances went, instantly, without any sort of warning, from a white heat of excitement to almost preternatural coldness. One had only to look at her to perceive that her mind was not at ease; nor, since mental and physical conditions are closely allied, her body either. Mr. Franklyn proffered reassurance.

“Believe me, Miss Strong, there is not the slightest real cause for anxiety. The probability is that Cyril is looking for me, just as I am looking for him; that, in fact, we are chasing each other. Anyhow, you shall have news when I have news, and that without a second’s delay. I ought to find a cab upon the nearest stand. If I do, you ought to hear from me in thirty minutes. But even if I don’t, I think that I can promise that you shall hear from me within the hour.”


CHAPTER XI

JOHN IRELAND’S WARRANT

Mr. Franklyn was unable to find a cab. He walked. And as he walked he wondered. Mr. Paxton’s conduct seemed to him to be stranger than, in the presence of Miss Strong, he had cared to admit. It was unlike Cyril to have allowed so amazing a change to have taken place in a holding in which he was so largely interested, and yet to have held his peace. Mr. Franklyn had made more considerable efforts to place himself in communication with Cyril than he had hinted at. There had been several things lately in that gentleman’s conduct which had struck him as peculiar. But all his efforts had been vain. It was only by chance that that afternoon he had run across an acquaintance who informed him that he had just seen Mr. Paxton leaving Victoria in a Brighton train. Taking it for granted that he was journeying towards Miss Strong, as soon as he could, Franklyn followed on his heels.

And now Miss Strong had seen nothing of him! Indeed, she had been told that he intended to spend the night in town. Coupled with other circumstances, to Mr. Franklyn the thing seemed distinctly odd.

Arrived at Makell’s Hotel, he accosted the porter who held the door open for him to enter.

“Is Mr. Paxton staying here?”

“Mr. Paxton is out.”

“Out? Then he is staying here?”

“He has been here. I don’t know if he is returning. You had better inquire at the office.”

Mr. Franklyn inquired. At the office their acquaintance with Mr. Paxton’s movements did not appear to be much greater than the porter’s. He was out. He might return. He probably would. When, they could not say.

“How long ago is it since he went out?”

“Something over an hour.”

“Did he say anything about where he was going to?”

“Not to me. I know nothing, it’s only what I surmise, but he went hurrying out as if he had an appointment which he wanted to keep.”

“An appointment? Something over an hour ago? Yes, he had an appointment about that time, but he never kept it.” Franklyn looked at his watch. The thirty minutes of which he had spoken to Miss Strong were already nearly past. “Can I have a bed here to-night?”

The clerk said that he could. Franklyn took a card out of his pocket-book. He scribbled on it in pencil — 

“I shall be at Medina Villas till eleven. Come at once. They are very anxious to have news of you.”

Securing it in an envelope, he handed it to the clerk, instructing him, should Mr. Paxton return before he did, to let him have it at once. Then Mr. Franklyn left the hotel, meaning to walk to the cab rank, which was distant only a few yards, and then drive straight back to Medina Villas.

As he walked along the broad pavement some one stopping him, addressed him by name.

“Is that you, Mr. Franklyn?”

The speaker was John Ireland. In his professional capacity as a solicitor Mr. Franklyn had encountered the detective on more than one occasion. The detective’s next question took Mr. Franklyn a little by surprise.

“Where’s Mr. Paxton?”

Mr. Franklyn looked at his questioner as attentively as the imperfect light would permit. To his trained ear there was something in the inquirer’s tone which was peculiar.

“Mr. Paxton! Why do you ask?”

Ireland seemed to hesitate. Then blurted out bluntly — 

“Because I’ve a warrant for his arrest.”

Franklyn made a startled movement backwards.

“His arrest! Ireland, you’re dreaming!”

“Am I? I’m not of a dreaming sort, as you ought to know by now. Look here, Mr. Franklyn, you and I know each other. I know you’re Mr. Paxton’s friend, but if you’ll take my advice, you won’t, for his sake, try to give him a lead away from us. You’ve just come out of Makell’s Hotel. Is he there?”

Mr. Franklyn answered, without pausing a moment for reflection.

“He is not there. Nor did they seem to be able to tell me where he is. I’m quite as anxious to see him as you are.”

Ireland slapped his hand against his legs.

“Then I’ll be hanged if I don’t believe that he’s given us the slip. It’ll almost serve me right if he has. I ought to have had him without waiting for a warrant, but the responsibility was a bit bigger one than I cared to take. And now some of those pretty friends of his have given him the word, and he’s away. If he’s clean away, and all because I shirked, I shall almost feel like doing time myself.”

When he spoke again Franklyn’s manner was caustic.

“Since, Ireland, you appear to wish me to be a little unprofessional, perhaps you also won’t mind being a little unprofessional, by way of a quid pro quo. Might I ask you to tell me what is the offence which is specified on the warrant which you say you hold?”

“I don’t mind telling you, not the least. In the morning you’ll see it for yourself in all the papers — as large as life and twice as natural. Mr. Paxton is wanted for the robbery of the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds.”

If the other had struck him Mr. Franklyn could scarcely have seemed more startled.

“The Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds! Ireland, are you mad or drunk?”

“Both, if you like. It’s as you choose, Mr. Franklyn.”

Franklyn eyed the detective as if he really thought that he might be mentally deranged.

“Seriously, Ireland, you don’t mean to say that Mr. Paxton — Mr. Cyril Paxton — the Cyril Paxton whom I know — is charged with complicity in the affair of the robbery of the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds?”

“You have hit it, Mr. Franklyn, to a T.”

Regardless of the falling drizzle, Mr. Franklyn took off his hat, as if to allow the air a chance to clear his brain.

“But — the thing is too preposterous! — altogether too outrageous for credibility! You yourself must be aware that in the case of a man in Paxton’s position, such a step as that which you propose to take is likely to be fraught, for yourself, with the very gravest consequences. And I, on my part, can assure you that you are on the verge of making another of those blunders for which you police are famous. Who is the author of this incredibly monstrous charge?”

“Don’t you trouble yourself about that, Mr. Franklyn. People who bring monstrous charges will have to bear the brunt of them. But I tell you what I’ll do. You talk about being unprofessional. I’m willing to be a bit more unprofessional for the sake of a little flutter. I’ll bet you any reasonable sum you like, at evens, that when we do have him it’s proved that at any rate Mr. Paxton knows where the duchess’s diamonds are.”

“You talk utter nonsense.”

“All right, put it so. Anyhow, I’m willing to back my talk. And I’m giving you a chance to back yours.”

“Let me understand you. Do you say that you are willing to back your ability to prove that Mr. Paxton has a guilty knowledge of the Datchet diamonds?”

“A guilty knowledge — that’s it; you keep on hitting it, and you’ve hit it again. I’m ready to lay an even hundred pounds — we may as well have something on worth having — that when we do get Mr. Paxton it’s proved that he has, as you put it, a guilty knowledge of the whereabouts of the Datchet diamonds.”

“Such a supposition is wholly beyond the bounds of reason.”

“Will you bet?”

“I will.”

“You understand that I’m betting on a certainty; but since you seem to think that you’re betting on a certainty too the thing’s about even. It’s a bet?”

“It is.”

“Good! Perhaps you’ll make a note of it. I’ll make one too.” As a matter of fact, Mr. Ireland, taking out his pocket-book, made a note of it upon the spot. “When I’ve proved my point I’ll ask you for that hundred.”

“Say, rather, that when you’ve failed to prove it, I’ll ask you.”

“All right. And you shall have it, never you fear.” Mr. Ireland replaced his pocketbook. “Now I’m going to Makell’s to make a few inquiries on my own account. If those inquiries are not satisfactory, I’ll at once wire round Mr. Paxton’s description. There’ll be a reward offered for him in the morning, and if we don’t have him within four-and-twenty hours, I’m a Dutchman.”

Franklyn, knowing his man, was more moved by Ireland’s words than he cared to show.

“For goodness’ sake, Ireland, be careful what you do. As you say, you know me, and you know that it is not my custom to express an opinion rashly. I assure you that it is my solemn conviction that if you take the steps which you speak of taking, you will be doing a possibly irreparable injury to a perfectly innocent man.”

The detective looked at the lawyer steadily for a second or two.

“Quite right, Mr. Franklyn, I do know you, and it is because I know you that I am willing to strain a point, and, without prejudice to that little bet of ours, give you proof that in matters of this sort a man of my experience is not likely to move without good grounds. You see this?”

Mr. Ireland took something out of his waistcoat pocket. It was a ring. Slipping it on to the tip of his little finger, he held it up for the other to see.

“I see that it’s a ring. What of it?”

“As Mr. Paxton was coming out of Makell’s Hotel this morning he took his handkerchief out of his pocket. As he did so, unnoticed by him, something dropped out of his handkerchief on to the pavement. It was this ring.”

“Well?”

“Ill, I should call it, if I were you, because this ring happens to be one of those which were stolen from the Duchess of Datchet. I had previously had reasons of my own for suspecting that he knew more than was good for him of that business; even you will grant that the discovery in his possession of one of the stolen articles was sufficient to turn suspicion into practical certainty.”

Mr. Franklyn said nothing, perhaps because he had nothing to say which he felt was equal to the occasion. What Mr. Ireland said astounded him. He perceived that, at any rate in Mr. Paxton’s absence, the position presented the appearance of an aggravating puzzle. That Mr. Paxton could, if he chose, furnish a satisfactory solution, he did not doubt. But he wondered what it was.

The detective went on.

“Now, Mr. Franklyn, since I have been, as you yourself would say, unprofessionally open with you, I must ask you, on your side, to be equally open with me. What are you going to do?”

Franklyn reflected before replying.

“I fail to see how you are entitled to ask me such a question; unless you suspect me also of being an accomplice in the crime. At any rate I decline to answer.”

“Very well, Mr. Franklyn, I am sorry, but I must do my duty. I have reason to suspect that you may intend to aid and abet Mr. Paxton in effecting his escape. To prevent your doing so is my obvious duty. Hollier!”

Mr. Ireland beckoned to a man who had hitherto been loitering under the shadow of the houses. Mr. Franklyn might or might not have noticed it, but during their conversation two or three other men had been hanging about within hailing distance in apparently similar purposeless fashion. The individual who had been signalled to approached.

“Mr. Franklyn, this is George Hollier, an officer of police. Hollier, this gentleman’s name is Franklyn. He’s a friend of Mr. Paxton. I think it’s just possible that he will, if he can, give Mr. Paxton a helping hand to get away. I order you to follow him, to observe his movements as closely as you may, and if he does anything which in your judgment looks like an attempt to place himself in communication with Mr. Paxton, to arrest him on the spot. You understand?”

The man nodded. Mr. Franklyn said nothing. He called a cab from the rank in front of them. As the vehicle drew up beside them Mr. Ireland addressed the man upon the box.

“Cabman, what’s your number?”

The cabman gave question for question.

“What do you want to know for?”

“I’m an officer of police. This gentleman wishes you to drive him somewhere. It is possible that I may require you to tell me where. You won’t lose by it; you needn’t be afraid.”

The driver gave his number. The detective noted it, as he had done his bet. He called a second cab, again addressing its Jehu.

“Cabman, this man is an officer of police. He’s going to ride beside you on the box, and he wants you to keep the cab in which this gentleman is going to be a passenger well in sight. He’ll see that you are properly paid for your trouble.”

As Mr. Franklyn drove off he was almost tickled by the thought that he, a lawyer of blameless reputation, and of the highest standing, was being followed about the streets of Brighton by a policeman as if he had been a criminal.

But all disposition towards amusement was banished by the further instant reflection that he had promised Miss Strong to bring her news of her lover. And he was bringing her news — of what a character!


CHAPTER XII

A WOMAN ROUSED

Almost as soon as Mr. Franklyn touched the knocker of the house in Medina Villas, the door was opened from within, and he found himself confronted by Miss Strong.

“Oh, Mr. Franklyn, is it you at last?” She saw that some one was standing at Mr. Franklyn’s back. “Cyril!” she cried. Then, perceiving her mistake, drew back. “I beg your pardon, I thought it was Mr. Paxton.”

The man in the rear advanced.

“Is Mr. Paxton here?” He turned to Mr. Franklyn. “Unless you want trouble, if he is here, you had better tell me.”

Mr. Franklyn answered.

“Mr. Paxton is not here. If you like you may go in and look for yourself; but if you are a wise man you will take my assurance as sufficient.”

Mr. Hollier looked at Mr. Franklyn, then at Miss Strong, then decided.

“Very well, sir. I don’t wish to make myself more disagreeable than I can help. I’ll take your word.”

Directly he was in the hall and the door was closed Miss Strong caught Mr. Franklyn by the arm. He could feel that she was trembling, as she whispered, almost in his ear — 

“Mr. Franklyn, what does that man want with Cyril?”

He drew her with him into the sitting-room. Conscious that he was about to play a principal part in a very delicate situation, he desired to take advantage of still another moment or two to enable him to collect his thoughts. Miss Wentworth, having relinquished her reading, was sitting up in her armchair, awaiting his arrival with an air of evident expectancy. He looked at Miss Strong. Her hand was pressed against her side; her head was thrown a little back; you could see the muscles working in her beautiful, rounded throat almost as plainly as you may see them working in the throat of a bird. For the moment Mr. Franklyn was inclined to wish that Cyril Paxton had never been his friend. He was not a man who was easily unnerved, but as he saw the something which was in the young girl’s face, he found himself, for almost the first time in his life, at a loss for words.

Miss Strong had to put her question a second time.

“Mr. Franklyn, what does that man want with Cyril?”

When he did speak the lawyer found, somewhat to his surprise, that his throat seemed dry, and that his voice was husky.

“Strictly speaking, I cannot say that the man wants Cyril at all. What he does want is to know if I am in communication with him.”

“Why should he want to know that?” While he was seeking words, Miss Strong followed with another question. “But, tell me, have you seen Cyril?”

“I have not. Though it seems he is in Brighton, or, rather, he was two hours ago.”

“Two hours ago? Then where is he now?”

“That at present I cannot tell you. He left his hotel two hours ago, as was thought, to keep an appointment; it would almost seem as if he had been starting to keep the appointment which he had with you.”

“Two hours ago? Yes. I was waiting for him then. But he never came. Why didn’t he? You know why he didn’t. Tell me!”

“The whole affair seems to be rather an odd one, though in all probability it amounts to nothing more than a case of cross-questions and crooked answers. What I have learnt is little enough. If you will sit down I will tell you all there is to tell.”

Mr. Franklyn advanced a chair towards Miss Strong with studied carelessness. She spurned the proffered support with something more than contempt.

“I won’t sit down. How can I sit down when you have something to tell me? I can always listen best when I am standing.”

Putting his hands behind his back, Mr. Franklyn assumed what he possibly intended to be an air of parental authority.

“See here, Miss Strong. You can, if you choose, be as sensible a young woman as I should care to see. If you so choose now, well and good. But I tell you plainly that on your showing the slightest symptom of hysterics my lips will be closed, and you will not get another word out of me.”

If by his attempting to play the part of heavy father he had supposed that Miss Strong would immediately be brought into a state of subjection, he had seldom made a greater error. So far from having cowed her, he seemed to have fired all the blood in her veins. She drew herself up until she had increased her stature by at least an inch, and she addressed the man of law in a strain in which he probably had never been addressed before.

“How dare you dictate how I am to receive any scraps of information which you may condescend to dole out to me! You forget yourself. Cyril is to be my husband; you pretend to be his friend. If it is anything but pretence, and you are a gentlemen, and a man of honour, you will see that it is your duty to withhold no tidings of my promised husband from his future wife. How I choose to receive those tidings is my affair, not yours.”

Certainly the lady’s slightly illogical indignation made her look supremely lovely. Mr. Franklyn recognised this fact with a sensation which was both novel and curious. Even in that moment of perturbation, he told himself that it would never be his fate to have such a beautiful creature breathing burning words for love of him. While he wondered what to answer, Miss Wentworth interposed, rising from her chair to do so.

“Daisy is quite right, Mr. Franklyn. Don’t play the game which the cat plays with the mouse by making lumbering attempts to, what is called, break it gently. If you have bad news, tell it out like a man! You will find that the feminine is not necessarily far behind the masculine animal in fibre.”

Mr. Franklyn looked from one young woman to the other, and felt himself ill-used. He had known them both for quite a tale of years; and yet he felt, somehow, as if he were becoming really acquainted with them for the first time now.

“You misjudge me, Miss Strong, and you, Miss Wentworth, too. The difficulty which I feel is how to tell you, as we lawyers say, without prejudice, exactly what there is to tell. As I said, the situation is such an odd one. I must begin by asking you a question. Has either of you heard of the affair of the robbery of the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds?”

“The affair of the robbery of the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds?”

Miss Strong repeated his words, passing her hand over her eyes, as if she did not understand. Miss Wentworth, however, made it quickly plain that she did.

“I have; and so of course has Daisy. What of it?”

“This. An addle-headed detective, named John Ireland, has got hold of a wild idea that Cyril knows something about it.”

Miss Wentworth gave utterance to what sounded like a half-stifled exclamation.

“I guessed as much! What an extraordinary thing! I had been reading about it just before Mr. Paxton came in last night, and when he began talking in a mysterious way about his having made a quarter of a million at a single coup — precisely the amount at which the diamonds were valued — it set me thinking. I suppose I was a fool.”

For Miss Wentworth’s quickness in guessing his meaning Mr. Franklyn had been unprepared. If she, inspired solely by the evidence of her own intuitions, had suspected Mr. Paxton, what sort of a case might not Mr. Ireland have against him? But Miss Strong’s sense of perception was, apparently, not so keen. She looked at her companions as a person might look who is groping for the key of a riddle.

“I daresay I am stupid. I did read something about some diamonds being stolen. But — what has that to do with Cyril?”

Mr. Franklyn glanced at Miss Wentworth as if he thought that she might answer. But she refrained. He had to speak.

“In all probability the whole affair is a blunder of Ireland’s.”

“Ireland? Who is Ireland?”

“John Ireland is a Scotland Yard detective, and, like all such gentry, quick to jump at erroneous conclusions.”

They saw that Miss Strong made a little convulsive movement with her hands. She clenched her fists. She spoke in a low, clear, even tone of voice.

“I see. And does John Ireland think that Cyril Paxton stole the Datchet diamonds?”

“I fancy that he hardly goes as far as that. From what I was able to gather, he merely suspects him of being acquainted with their present whereabouts.”

Although Miss Strong did not raise her voice, it rang with scorn.

“I see. He merely suspects him of that. What self-restraint he shows! And is that John Ireland on the doorstep?”

“That is a man named Hollier, whom John Ireland was good enough to commission to keep an eye on me.”

“Why on you? Does he suspect you also?”

Mr. Franklyn shrugged his shoulders.

“He knows that I am Cyril’s friend.”

“And all Cyril’s friends are to be watched and spied upon? I see. And is Cyril arrested? Is he in prison? Is that the meaning of his absence?”

“Not a bit of it. He seems, temporarily, to have disappeared.”

“And when he reappears I suppose John Ireland will arrest him?”

“Candidly, Miss Strong, I fear he will.”

“There is something else you fear. And which you fear too!”

Miss Strong swung round towards Miss Wentworth with an imperious gesture. Her rage, despite it being tinged with melodrama, was in its way sublime. The young lady’s astonishing intensity so carried away her hearers that they probably omitted to notice that there was any connection between her words and manner and the words and manner of, say, the transpontine drama.

“You fear, both of you, that what John Ireland suspects is true. You feel that Cyril Paxton, the man I love, who would not suffer himself to come into contact with dishonour, whose shoestrings you are neither of you worthy to unloose — you fear that he may have soiled his hands with sordid crime. I see your fear branded on your faces — looking from your eyes. You cravens! You cowards! You unutterable things! To dare so to prejudge a man who, as yet, has had no opportunity to know even what it is with which you charge him!”

Suddenly Miss Strong devoted her particular attention to Miss Wentworth. She pointed her words with a force and a directness which ensured their striking home.

“As for you, now I know what it was you meant last night; what it was which in your heart you accused him of, but which your tongue did not dare to quite bring itself to utter. And you have pretended to be my friend, and yet you are so swift to seek to kill that which you know is dearer than life to the man whom I love and hold in honour. Since your friendship is plainly more dangerous than your enmity, in the future we’ll be enemies, openly, avowedly, for never again I’ll call you friend of mine!”

Miss Wentworth moved forward, exclaiming — 

“Daisy!”

But Miss Strong moved back.

“Don’t speak to me! Don’t come near to me! If you touch me, woman though I am, and woman though you are, I will strike you!”

Since Miss Strong seemed to mean exactly what she said, Miss Wentworth, deeming, under certain given circumstances, discretion to be the better part of valour, held her peace. Miss Strong, having annihilated Miss Wentworth, one could but hope to her entire satisfaction, redirected her attention to the gentleman.

“And you pretended to be Cyril’s friend! Heaven indeed preserve us from our friends, it is they who strike the bitterest blows! This only I will say to you. You have the courage of your opinions when there’s no courage wanted, but were Cyril Paxton this moment to enter the room you would no more dare to hint to him what you have dared to hint to me, than you would dare to fly.”

Then, recollecting herself, with exquisite sarcasm Miss Strong apologised for having confused her meaning.

“I beg your pardon, Mr. Franklyn, a thousand times. I said exactly the contrary of what I wished to say. Of course, if Cyril did enter the room, there is only one thing which you would dare to do, dare to fly. I leave you alone together, in the complete assurance that I am leaving you to enjoy the perfect communion of two equal minds.”

Miss Strong moved towards the door. Mr. Franklyn interposed.

“One moment, Miss Strong. Where are you going?”

“To look for Cyril. Do you object? I will try to induce him not to hurt you, when I find him.”

“You understand that you will have to endure the ignominy of having the man outside following you wherever you may go.”

“Ignominy, you call it! Why, the man may actually be to me as a protection from my friends.”

“You use hard words. I enter into your feelings sufficiently to understand that, from your own point of view, they may not seem to be unjustified. But at the same time I am sufficiently your friend, and Cyril’s friend, to decline to allow you, if I can help it, to throw dust in your own eyes. That Cyril has been guilty of actual theft, I do not for a moment believe. That he may have perpetrated some egregious blunder, I fear is possible. I know him probably as well as you do. I know John Ireland too, and I am persuaded that he would not bring a charge of this kind without having good grounds to go upon. Indeed, I may tell you plainly — slurring over the truth will do no good to any one — Cyril is known to have been in actual possession of one of the missing jewels.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Best assured you will do good neither to Cyril’s cause nor to your own by a refusal to give credence to actual facts. It is only facts which a judge and jury can be induced to act upon. Satisfactorily explain them if you can, but do not suppose that you will be able to impress other people with the merits of your cause by declining to believe in their existence. I do entreat you to be advised by me before, by some rash, if well-meaning act, you do incalculable mischief to Cyril and yourself.”

“Thank you, Mr. Franklyn, but one does not always wish to be advised even by one’s legal adviser. Just now I should be obliged by your confining yourself to answering questions. Perhaps you will be so good as to tell me where I am most likely to find John Ireland, that immaculate policeman?”

“When I left him he was just going to Makell’s Hotel to make inquiries as to Cyril’s whereabouts upon his own account.”

“Then I will go to Makell’s Hotel to make inquiries of John Ireland upon my account.”

“In that case you must excuse me if I come with you. I warn you again, that if you are not careful you may do Cyril more mischief than you have any notion of.”

“I shall come too.”

This was Miss Wentworth. Miss Strong bowed.

“If you will, you will. Evidently the man on the doorstep is not likely to serve me as an adequate protection against my friends.”

Miss Strong put on her hat and mackintosh in what was probably one of the shortest times on record. Miss Wentworth generally dressed more quickly than her friend; on such an occasion she was not likely to be left behind. The curious procession of three passed through the door and down the steps in Indian file, Miss Strong first, Mr. Franklyn last.

At the bottom of the steps stood Mr. Hollier. The leader looked him up and down.

“Is your name Hollier?”

The man touched his hat.

“That’s my name, miss.”

“I am Daisy Strong, Mr. Cyril Paxton’s promised wife.” She seemed on a sudden to be fond of advertising the fact. “I am going to look for Mr. Paxton now. You may, if you choose, play the part of spy, and follow me; but let me tell you that if he comes to harm through you, or through any of your associates, there’ll be trouble.”

“I see, miss.”

Mr. Hollier grinned, hurting, as it seemed, the lady’s sense of dignity.

“I don’t know what you see to smile at. A woman has given a man sufficient cause for tears before to-day. You may find, in your own case, that she will again.”


CHAPTER XIII

THE DETECTIVE AND THE LADY

Mr. Ireland marched into Makell’s Hotel as if he owned the building. He created a sensation in the office.

“You know me?”

The clerk, who was a good-looking young gentleman, with a curled moustache, eyed the speaker with somewhat supercilious curiosity. Mr. Ireland’s manner was more suggestive of his importance than was his appearance. The clerk decided that he did not know him. He owned as much.

“I’m Inspector Ireland, of the Criminal Investigation Department. I hold a warrant for the arrest of Cyril Paxton. He is stopping in your hotel. I don’t want to cause any more trouble than necessary — my assistants are outside — so, perhaps, you will tell me whereabouts in the house I am likely to find him.”

The clerk looked the surprise which he felt.

“Mr. Paxton is out.”

“Are you sure?”

“I will make inquiries if you wish it. But I know that he is out. I saw him go, and, as I have not left the office since he went, if he had returned I could not have helped seeing him.”

“Has he any property here?”

“I will speak to the manager.”

The clerk turned as if to suit the action to the word. Reaching through the office window, Mr. Ireland caught him by the shoulder.

“All right. You send for him. I’ll speak to him instead.”

The clerk eyed the detaining hand with an air of unconcealed disgust.

“Very good. Have the kindness to remove your hand. If you are a policeman, as you say you are, yours is not the kind of grasp which I care to have upon my shoulder.”

“Hoity-toity! Don’t you injure yourself, young man. All I want is to have the first talk with the manager. Are you going to send for the manager, or am I?”

“Here is the manager.”

As the clerk spoke, and before he had had time to properly smooth his ruffled plumes, the dignitary in question entered the office from an inner room. John Ireland accosted him.

“Are you the manager of this hotel — name of Treadwater?”

“I am Mr. Treadwater.”

Ireland explained who he was, and what he wanted. Mr. Treadwater was evidently even more surprised than the clerk had been.

“You have a warrant for the arrest of Cyril Paxton! Not our Mr. Paxton, surely?”

“I don’t know about your Mr. Paxton; but it’s the Mr. Paxton who’s stopping here, so don’t you make any mistake about it. I’m told he’s out. One of my men will stay here till he returns. In the meantime I want to know if there is any property of his about the place. If there is, I want to have a look at it.”

The manager considered.

“I don’t wish to seem to doubt, Mr. Ireland, that you are what you say you are, or, indeed, anything at all that you have said. But an effort has already been made once to-day to gain access — under what turned out to be false pretences — to certain property which Mr. Paxton has committed to our keeping. And I am compelled to inform you that it is a rule of ours not, under any circumstances, to give up property which has been intrusted to us by our guests to strangers without a proper authority.”

Ireland smiled grimly.

“Where is there somewhere I can speak to you in private? I’ll show you authority enough, and to spare.”

The manager, having taken Mr. Ireland into the inner room, the detective lost no time in explaining the position.

“You’re a sensible man, Mr. Treadwater. You don’t want to have any bother in a place of this sort, and I don’t want to make any more bother than I’m compelled. Mr. Paxton’s wanted for a big thing, about as big a thing as I’ve ever been engaged in. I wasn’t likely to come here without my proper credentials, hardly. Just you cast your eye over this.”

Ireland unfolded a blue paper which he had taken from among a sheaf of other papers, which were in the inner pocket of his coat, and held it up before the manager’s face.

“That’s a search warrant. If you’re not satisfied with what you see of it, I’ll read it to you, and that’s all I’m bound to do. I’ve reason to believe that Cyril Paxton has certain stolen property in his possession here, in this hotel. If you choose to give me facilities to examine any property he may have, well and good. If you don’t choose, this warrant authorises me to search the building. I’ll call my men in, and I’ll have it searched from attic to basement — every drawer and every box which the place contains, if it takes us all night to do it.”

Mr. Treadwater rubbed his hands together. He did not look pleased.

“I had no idea, when I spoke, that you were in possession of such a document. As you say, I certainly do not wish to have a bother. A search warrant is authority enough, even for me. All the property Mr. Paxton has in the hotel is in this room. I will show it to you.” The manager moved to a door which seemed to have been let into the wall. “This is our strong-room. As you perceive, it is a letter lock. Only one person, except myself, ever has the key to it.”

While he was speaking he opened the door. He disappeared into the recess which the opening of the door disclosed. Presently he reappeared carrying a Gladstone in his hand. He laid the bag on the table, in front of Mr. Ireland.

“That is all the property Mr. Paxton has in the hotel.”

“How do you know?”

The manager smiled — the smile of superiority.

“My dear sir, it is part of my duty to know what every guest brings into the hotel. You can, if you like, go up to the room which he occupied last night, but you’ll find nothing in it of Mr. Paxton’s. All that he brought with him is contained in that Gladstone bag.”

“Then we’ll see what’s in it. I’m going to open it in your presence, so that you’ll be evidence to prove that I play no hankey-pankey tricks.”

Mr. Ireland did open it in the manager’s presence. With, considering the absence of proper tools, a degree of dexterity which did him credit. But after all it appeared that there was nothing in it to adequately reward him for the trouble he had taken. The bag was filled chiefly with shirts and underclothing. Although every article seemed to be bran-new, there was absolutely nothing which, correctly speaking, could be said to be of value. With total want of ceremony the investigator turned the entire contents of the bag out upon the table. But though he did so, nothing in any way out of the common was discovered.

Judging from the expression of his countenance, Mr. Ireland did not seem to be contented.

“Wasn’t there an attempt at burglary here last night? One’s been reported.”

“There was. For the first time in the history of the hotel. An attempt was made from the street to gain admission through the window, to Mr. Paxton’s bedroom.”

“And didn’t you say that an attempt had been made to-day to gain access, by means of false pretences, to Mr. Paxton’s property?”

“That is so.”

“And didn’t he ask you to keep that property safe in your strong-room?”

“He did.”

“Well — doesn’t it seem as if somebody was precious anxious to lay his hands upon that property, and that Mr. Paxton was equally anxious that he shouldn’t?”

“Precisely.”

“And yet you go and tell me that all the property he has is contained in that Gladstone bag. What is there that should make any one go out of his way to take it? You tell me that!”

When the manager replied, it was with an appreciable amount of hesitation.

“I think that is a point on which I may be able to throw some light.”

“Then throw it — do!”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if Mr. Paxton took all that the bag contained which was of value up to London with him this morning, and left it there. Indeed, this evening, before he went out, he told me that that was what he had done.”

Mr. Ireland gave utterance to what, coming from the mouth of any one but an inspector of police, would have sounded like a string of execrations.

“I suppose you’ve no idea what it was that he took with him or where it was he took it?”

“Not the faintest notion.”

“Mr. Treadwater, this is another illustration of the fact that if you want a thing well done you must do it yourself. This morning I set a man to shadow Mr. Paxton — I told him not to let him get out of his sight. What does he do, this utter idiot? He sees our gentleman drop a ring. My man, he picks it up, and he gets into such a state of excitement that he loses his head and tears straight off with it to me. I’m not saying that he’d not chanced upon an important piece of evidence, because he had; but if he’d kept his wits about him, and had his head screwed on straight, he’d have had the ring and Mr. Paxton too. As it was, that was the last he saw of Mr. Paxton.”

“May I ask what it is you suspect Mr. Paxton of having taken with him up to town?”

“Unless I’m out of my reckoning, Mr. Paxton went up to town with the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds stowed away in his pockets.”

The manager’s face was a vivid note of exclamation.

“No! My dear sir, I have been acquainted with Mr. Paxton some considerable time. I happen to know that he’s a gentleman of position in the City. You must surely be mistaken in supposing that he could be mixed up in such an affair as that — it’s incredible!”

“Is it? That’s all right. If you like, you think so. Gentlemen of position in the City have had their fingers in some queer pies before to-day. If you don’t happen to know it, I present you with the information gratis. Have you any idea of where he was going when he went out to-night?”

“I fancy that when he comes to Brighton he comes to see a lady. I rather took it for granted that, as usual, he was going to her.”

“What’s her name; and where does she live?”

“I don’t know her name; but I believe she lives in Medina Villas — that, you know, is at West Brighton.”

“Medina Villas?” Ireland seemed to be turning something over in his mind. He smiled. “I shouldn’t be surprised. If she does, I’m inclined to think that one of my men has got his eye on her address. If Mr. Paxton’s there, he’s nabbed. But I’m afraid he isn’t. On this occasion I’m inclined to think that he had an appointment which he found to be slightly more pressing than that which he had with the lady.” Ireland looked at the manager with what he probably intended for a look of frankness. “I don’t mind owning that there are features about the case, as it stands at present, which are beyond my comprehension, and I tell you, I would give a good round sum to be able this moment to lay my finger on Mr. Paxton.”

“So would I. I’d give a great deal to be able to lay my finger on Mr. Paxton. With all my heart I would. Yes, sir, indeed I would.”

Each of the talkers had been too much interested in what the other had to say to notice that while they talked, without invitation or any sort of announcement, a procession — the procession of three! — had entered the room. The speaker was, of course, Miss Strong. Behind her, gripping the handle of her parasol, as it seemed a little nervously, came Miss Wentworth. Mr. Franklyn, looking distinctly the most uncomfortable of the trio, brought up the rear. Miss Strong, in front, bore herself like a female paladin. She held herself quite straight; her shoulders were thrown well back; her dainty head was gallantly poised upon her lovely neck; she breathed the air of battle. She might not have known it, but seldom had she looked more charming. The detective and the manager both looked at her askance. She only looked at the detective.

“Are you John Ireland?”

“I am. Though I have not the pleasure, madam, of knowing you.”

“I am Daisy Strong, who am shortly to be Cyril Paxton’s wife. How dare you, Mr. Ireland, so foully slander him!”

Mr. Ireland showed symptoms of being surprised. He had an eye for a lady, and still more, perhaps, for a pretty girl. And by neither was he accustomed to being addressed in such a strain.

“I trust, madam, that I have not slandered Mr. Paxton.”

“You trust so, do you? Mr. Franklyn, will you come forward, please, instead of hanging behind there in the shadow of Miss Wentworth’s skirts, as if you were afraid?”

Mr. Franklyn, thus addressed, came forward, looking, however, as if he would rather not.

“You hear what this person says. And yet you tell me he has slandered Cyril Paxton as foully as he could.”

Mr. Franklyn shot a glance at Mr. Ireland which was meant to be pregnant with meaning. He showed a disposition to hum and to ha.

“My dear Miss Strong, I’m sure you will find that Mr. Ireland is not unreasonable. His only desire is to do his duty.”

Miss Strong stamped her foot upon the floor.

“His duty! to slander a gentleman in whose presence he is not worthy to stand! Because a man calls himself a policeman, and by doubtful methods contrives to earn the money with which to keep himself alive, is such an one entitled to fling mud at men of stainless honour and untarnished reputation, and then to excuse himself by pretending that flinging mud is his duty? If you, Mr. Franklyn, are afraid of a policeman, merely because he’s a policeman, I assure you I am not. And I take leave to tell Mr. Ireland that there are policemen who are, at least, as much in want of being kept in order as any member of the criminal classes by any possibility could be.”

Ireland eyed the eloquent lady as if he were half-puzzled, half-amused.

“I understand your feelings, madam, and I admire your pluck in standing up for Mr. Paxton.”

Again the lady stamped her foot.

“I care nothing for your approval! And it has nothing at all to do with the matter on hand.”

The detective coughed apologetically.

“Perfectly true, madam. But I can’t help it. I assure you I always do admire a young woman who sticks up for her young man when he happens to find himself in a bit of a scrape. But, if you take my tip, Miss Strong, you’ll leave us men to manage these sort of things. You’ll only do Mr. Paxton harm by interfering. You tell her, Mr. Franklyn, if what I say isn’t true.”

Miss Strong turned towards Mr. Ireland, cutting short the words on Franklyn’s lips before they had a chance of getting themselves spoken.

“Do not refer to Mr. Franklyn on any matter which concerns me. There is no connection between us. Mr. Franklyn and I are strangers. I am quite capable of taking care of myself. I even think that you may find me almost a match for you.” She turned to Treadwater. “Is Mr. Paxton stopping in this hotel?”

“He stayed here last night, madam. And he has been here again this evening. At present, he is out.”

“And what is this?”

She motioned towards the open bag, with its contents strewed upon the table.

“That is Mr. Paxton’s. Mr. Ireland has forced it open.”

Miss Strong turned towards Ireland — a veritable feminine fury.

“You wretched spy! you cowardly thief! To take advantage of a man’s back being turned to poke and pry among his private possessions in order to gratify your curiosity! Is that the science of detection?” She transferred her attentions to the manager. “And you — are those the lines on which your hotel is conducted, that you hand over, in their absence, the belongings of your guests to the tender mercies of such a man as this? If so, then your methods of management ought to be known more widely than they are. Decent people will then know what they have to expect when they trust themselves inside your doors.”

Treadwater did not seem as if he altogether relished the fashion of the lady’s speech. He began to make excuses.

“I protested against Mr. Ireland’s action; but on his producing a search warrant, I yielded to the pressure of necessity.”

“The pressure of necessity! Do you call this the pressure of necessity?”

Miss Strong pointed a scornful finger at Mr. Ireland. Ostentatiously ignoring her, the detective addressed himself to the manager.

“I’m going now, Mr. Treadwater. I’ll leave one of my men behind me. If Mr. Paxton returns, he’ll deal with him.”

The lady interposed.

“What do you mean — he’ll deal with him?”

“What do I mean? I mean that Mr. Paxton will be arrested as soon as he shows his nose inside the door. And I’ll tell you what, Miss Strong, if you were to use fewer hard words, and were to do something to prove Mr. Paxton’s innocence, instead of talking big about it, you might do him more good than you’re likely to do by the way in which you’ve been going on up to now. I’ll put these things together and take them with me.”

By “these things” Mr. Ireland meant Mr. Paxton’s. He moved towards the table. Miss Strong thrust herself between him and it.

“Don’t touch them — don’t dare to touch them! Don’t dare to touch Cyril’s property! Do you suppose that, because you’re a policeman, all the world can be cowed into suffering you to commit open robbery?”

She clutched at the table with both her hands, glaring at him like some wild cat. Shrugging his shoulders, Ireland laughed, shortly, grimly.

“Very good, Miss Strong. There is nothing there which is of the slightest consequence in this particular case. You are welcome to take them in your custody. Only, remember, you assume the responsibility for their safe keeping.”

“The man who forces open another man’s portmanteau without the knowledge of its owner becomes, I fancy, at once responsible for its contents. And I promise you that if the slightest article is missing you will be taught that even a policeman can be called to account.”

Without attempting to answer her, Ireland went towards the door, pausing, as he went, to whisper to Mr. Franklyn — 

“Why did you bring her with you? She’ll only make bad worse.”

Mr. Franklyn shrugged his shoulders, as the detective himself had done.

“I didn’t bring her! She brought me!”

Miss Strong’s clear tones came after the detective.

“You set a man to spy on me, Mr. Ireland, and now I mean to spy on you. We’ll see if turn and turn about is not fair play, and if you dare to try to prevent my going exactly where I please.”

Still ignoring her, Ireland went into the hall. There he found Hollier in waiting.

“Any report, Hollier?”

“Nothing material, sir. I followed Mr. Franklyn to Medina Villas and back, but saw nothing to cause me to suppose that he was in communication with Mr. Paxton.”

“You remain here until I relieve you. If Mr. Paxton returns, arrest him. Send for me if I am required. I will leave a man outside, so that you can have help, if it is needed.”

Ireland went through the hall, and through the door, Miss Strong hard upon his heels. On the steps he turned and spoke to her.

“Now, Miss Strong, if you are wise, you’ll go home and go to bed. You may do as you like about attempting to follow me, but I promise you, I shall not permit you to dog my footsteps one moment longer than it suits my convenience. On that point you need be under no misapprehension.”

The detective strode away. Miss Strong was about to follow, when Miss Wentworth caught her by the arm.

“Now, Daisy, be reasonable — you’ll do no good by persisting — let’s go home.”

“Loose my arm.”

Miss Wentworth loosed it.

In less than a minute Daisy had decreased the distance between Ireland and herself to half a dozen feet. Franklyn and Miss Wentworth came after, splashing through the mud and the mist, somewhat disconsolately, a few paces in the rear.

The cavalcade had gone, perhaps, fifty yards, when a figure, dashing out of an entry they were passing, caught Ireland by the lapel of his sleeve.

“Guv’nor! I want to speak to you!”

The figure was that of a man — an undersized, half-grown, very shabby-looking man. The light was not bad enough to conceal so much. The collar of a ragged, dirty coat was turned up high about his neck, and an ancient billycock was crammed down upon his head. Stopping, Ireland turned and looked at him.

“You want to speak to me?”

“Yes, Mr. Ireland; don’t yer know me?”

“Know you?” Suddenly Ireland’s arm went out straight from the shoulder, and the stranger, as if he had been a rat, was gripped tightly by the neck. “Yes, Bill Cooper, I do know you. I’ve been looking for you some time. There’s something which I rather wish to say to you. Now, what’s your little game?”

The man’s voice became a whine; the change was almost excusable when one considers how uncomfortable he must have been in the detective’s grasp. Daisy, who was standing within a yard, could hear distinctly every word that was uttered.

“Don’t be nasty, Mr. Ireland, that ain’t like you! I know you want me — that’s all right — but if you take me without hearing what I’ve got to say you’ll be sorry all the same.”

“Sorry, shall I? How do you make that out?”

“Why, because I’ll make your fortune for you if you’ll give me half a chance — leastways, I daresay it’s made already, but I’ll double it for you, anyhow.”

“And pray how do you propose to do that?”

“Why, I’ll put you on to the biggest thing that ever you were put on to.”

“You mean that you’ll round on your comrades. I see. Is that it?”

The stranger did not seem to altogether like the fashion in which Mr. Ireland summed up his intentions.

“You may call it what you please, but if I hadn’t been used bad first of all myself, I wouldn’t have said a word; red-hot irons wouldn’t have made me. But when a chap’s been used like I’ve been used, he feels like giving of a bit of it back again; that’s fair enough, ain’t it?”

“Chuck the patter, Bill. Go on with what you have to say.”

“Look here, Mr. Ireland, you give me ten thick ‘uns, enough to take me to ‘Merriker; I’ll go there, and I’ll put you on to them as had something to do with them there Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds what’s been and got theirselves mislaid.”

It was Daisy who answered. She seemed to speak in sudden and uncontrollable excitement. “I don’t know what ten thick ‘uns are, but if you do what you say I’ll give you fifty pounds out of my own pocket.”

The man regarded Miss Strong with an inquiring eye.

“I don’t know you, miss. Mr. Ireland, who’s the lady?”

“The lady’s all right. She’s a bit interested in the Datchet diamonds herself. If she says she’ll give you fifty pounds you’ll get ’em, only you’ve got to earn ’em, mind!”

“Fifty pound!” The man drew a long breath.

“I’d do pretty nigh anything for fifty pound, let alone the way they’ve been and used me. I’ve been having a cruel hard time, I have — cruel hard!”

Ireland took Cooper by the shoulder and shook him, with the apparent intention of waking him up.

“All right, Mr. Ireland, all right; there ain’t no call for you to go handling of me; I ain’t doing nothing to you. I don’t know the lady, and she don’t know me, and I’m only a-trying to see that’s it’s all right. You wouldn’t do a pore bloke, miss, would you? That fifty’ll be all right?”

Mr. Ireland presented Cooper with a second application of the previous dose.

“That fifty’ll be all right, or rather it’ll be all wrong, if you keep me standing here much longer in the rain.”

“You are so hasty, Mr. Ireland, upon my word you are. I’m a-coming to it, ain’t I? Now I’ll tell you straight. Tom the Toff, he done the nicking; and the Baron, he put him up to it.” Miss Strong looked bewildered.

“Tom the Toff? The Baron? Who are they?”

The detective spoke.

“I know who they are, Miss Strong. And I may tell Mr. Cooper that I’ve had an eye on those two gentlemen already. What I want to know is where the diamonds are. They’re worth more than the rogues who took them. Now, Bill, where are the shiners?”

Cooper stretched out both his hands in front of him with a gesture which was possibly intended to impress Mr. Ireland with a conviction of his childlike candour.

“That’s where it is — just exactly where it is! I don’t know where the shiners are — and that’s the trewth! Yet more don’t nobody else seem to know where the shiners are! That’s what the row’s about! Seems as how the shiners has hooked theirselves clean off — and ain’t there ructions! So far as I can make out from what I’ve come across and put together, don’t yer know, it seems as how a cove as they calls Paxton — —”

“Paxton!”

The name came simultaneously from Ireland and Miss Strong.

“I don’t know as that’s his name — that’s only what I’ve heard ’em call him, don’t yer know. He’s a rare fine toff, a regular out-and-outer, whatever his name is. It seems as how this here cove as they calls Paxton has been playing it off on the Toff and the Baron, and taken the whole blooming lot of sparklers for his own — so far as I can make out, he has.”

“It’s a lie!”

This was, of course, Miss Strong. The plain speaking did not seem to hurt Mr. Cooper’s feelings.

“That I don’t know nothing at all about; I’m only telling you what I know. And I do know that they’ve had a go at this here cove as they calls Paxton more than once, and more than twice, and that now they’ve got him fast enough.”

Mr. Ireland twisted Cooper round, so that the electric lamplight shone on his face.

“What do you mean — they’ve got him fast enough?”

“I mean what I says, don’t I? They got hold of him this evening, and they’ve took him to a crib they got, and if he don’t hand over them sparklers they’ll murder him as soon as look at him.”

Miss Strong turned to the detective with shining eyes.

“Mr. Ireland, save him! What shall we do?”

“Don’t put yourself out, Miss Strong. This may turn out to be the best thing that could have happened to Mr. Paxton. Bill, where’s this crib of theirs?”

Cooper pushed his hat on to the side of his head.

“I don’t know as how I could rightly describe it to you — Brighton ain’t my home, you know. But I daresay I could show it to you if I was to try.”

“Then you shall try. Listen to me, Bill Cooper. If you take me to this crib of theirs, and if what you say is true, and you don’t try to play any of those tricks of yours, I’ll add something of my own to this lady’s fifty, and it’ll be the best stroke of business that you ever did in all your life.”

Ireland called a cab. He allowed Daisy to enter first. Cooper got in after her.

“The police-station, driver — as fast as you can.”

Cooper immediately wanted to get out again.

“Where are you a-taking me to? I ain’t going to no police-station!”

“Stay where you are, you idiot! So long as you act fairly with me, I’ll act fairly with you. You don’t suppose that this is a sort of job that I can tackle single-handed? I’m going to the station to get help. Now then, driver, move that horse of yours!”

The cab moved off, leaving Miss Wentworth and Mr. Franklyn to follow in another if they chose.


CHAPTER XIV

AMONG THIEVES

Cyril was vaguely conscious of the touch of some one’s hand about the region of his throat; not of a soft or a gentle hand, but of a clumsy, fumbling, yet resolute paw. Then of something falling on to him — falling with a splashing sound. He opened his eyes, heavily, dreamily. He heard a voice, speaking as if from afar.

“Hullo, chummie, so you ain’t dead, after all? — leastways, not as yet you ain’t.”

The voice was not a musical voice, nor a friendly one. It was harsh and husky, as if the speaker suffered from a chronic cold. It was the voice not only of an uneducated man, but of the lowest type of English-speaking human animal. Cyril shuddered as he heard it. His eyes closed of their own accord.

“Now then!”

The words were accompanied by a smart, stinging blow on Mr. Paxton’s cheek, a blow from the open palm of an iron-fronted hand. Severe though it was, Paxton was in such a condition of curious torpor that it scarcely seemed to stir him. It induced him to open his eyes again, and that, apparently, was all.

“Look here, chummie, if you’re a-going to make a do of it, make a do of it, and we’ll bury you. But if you’re going to keep on living, move yourself, and look alive about it. I ain’t going to spend all my time waiting for you — it’s not quite good enough.”

While the flow of words continued, Cyril endeavoured to get the speaker’s focus — to resolve his individuality within the circuit of his vision. And, by degrees, it began to dawn on him that the man was, after all, quite close to him: too close, indeed — very much too close. With a sensation of disgust he realised that the fellow’s face was actually within a few inches of his own — realised, too, what an unpleasant face it was, and that the man’s horrible breath was mingling with his. It was an evil face, the face of one who had grown prematurely old. Staring eyes were set in cavernous sockets. A month’s growth of bristles accentuated the animalism of the man’s mouth, and jaw, and chin. His ears stuck out like flappers. His forehead receded. His scanty, grizzled hair looked as if it had been shaved off close to his head. Altogether, the man presented a singularly unpleasant picture. As Paxton grasped, slowly enough, how unpleasant, he became conscious of a feeling of unconquerable repulsion.

“Who are you?” he asked.

His voice did not sound to him as if it were his own. It was thin, and faint like the voice of some puny child.

“Me?” The fellow chuckled — not by any means in a way which was suggestive of mirth. “I’m the Lord Mayor and Aldermen — that’s who I am.”

Paxton’s senses were so dulled, and he felt so stupid, that he was unable to understand, on the instant, if the fellow was in earnest.

“The Lord Mayor and Aldermen — you?”

The man chuckled again.

“Yes; and likewise the Dook of Northumberland and the Archbishop of Canterbury. Let alone the Queen’s own R’yal physician, what’s been specially engaged, regardless of all cost, to bring you back to life, so as you can be killed again.”

The man’s words made Cyril think. Killed again? What had happened to him already? Where was he? Something seemed suddenly to clear his brain, and to make him conscious of the strangeness of his surroundings. He tried to move, and found he could not.

“What’s the matter? Where am I?”

“As for what’s the matter, why, there’s one or two things as is the matter. And, as for where you are, why, that’s neither here nor there. If I was you, I wouldn’t ask no questions.”

Mr. Paxton looked at the speaker keenly. His eyesight was improving. The sense of accurate perception was returning to him fast. The clearer his head became, the more acutely he realised that something beyond the normal seemed to be weighing on his physical frame, and to clog all the muscles of his body.

“What tricks have you been playing on me?”

The man’s huge mouth was distorted by a mirthless grin.

“There you are again, asking of your questions. Ain’t I told yer, not half a moment since, that if I was you I wouldn’t? I’ve only been having a little game with you, that’s all.”

The man’s tone stirred Paxton to sudden anger. It was all he could do to prevent himself giving utterance to what, under the circumstances, would have been tantamount to a burst of childish petulance. He tried again to move, and immediately became conscious that at least the upper portion of his body was sopping wet, and he was lying in what seemed to be a pool of water.

“What’s this I’m lying in?”

For answer the man, taking up a pail which had been standing by his side, dashed its contents full into Cyril’s face.

“That’s what you’re lying in — about eighteen gallons or so of that; as nice clean water as ever you swallowed. You see, I’ve had to give you a sluicing or two, to liven you up. We didn’t want to feel, after all the trouble we’ve had to get you, as how we’d lost you.”

The water, for which Mr. Paxton had been wholly unprepared, and which had been hurled at him with considerable force, had gone right into his eyes and mouth. He had to struggle and gasp for breath. His convulsive efforts seemed to amuse his assailant not a little.

“That’s right, choke away! A good plucked one you are, from what I hear. Fond of a bit of a scrap, I’m told. A nice little job they seem to have had of it a-getting of you here.”

As the fellow spoke, the events of the night came back to Cyril in a sudden rush of memory. His leaving the hotel, flushed with excitement; the glow of pleasure which had warmed the blood in his veins at the prospect of meeting Daisy laden with good tidings — he remembered it all. Remembered, too, how, when he had scarcely started on his quest, some one, unexpectedly, had come upon him from behind, and how a cloth had been thrown across his face and held tightly against his mouth — a wet cloth, saturated with some sticky, sweet-smelling stuff. And how it had dragged him backwards, overpowering him all at once with a sense of sickening faintness. He had some misty recollection, too, of a cab standing close beside him, and of his being forced into it. But memory carried him no further; the rest was blank.

He had been kidnapped — that was clear enough; the cloth had been soaked with chloroform — that also was sufficiently clear. The after-effects of chloroform explained the uncomfortable feeling which still prostrated him. But by whom had he been kidnapped? and why? and how long ago? and where had his captors brought him?

He was bound hand and foot — that also was plain. His hands were drawn behind his back and tied together at the wrists, with painful tightness, as he was realising better and better every moment. He had been thrown on his back, so that his whole weight lay on his arms. What looked like a clothes line had been passed over his body, fastened to a ring, or something which was beneath him, on the floor, and then drawn so tightly across his chest that not only was it impossible for him to move, but it was even hard for him to breathe. As if such fastenings were not enough, his feet and legs had been laced together and rendered useless, cords having been wound round and round him from his ankles to his thighs. A trussed fowl could not have been more helpless. The wonder was that, confined in such bonds, he had ever been able to escape the stupefying effects of the chloroform — even with the aid of his companion’s pail of water.

The room in which he was lying was certainly not an apartment in any modern house. The floor was bare, and, as he was painfully conscious, unpleasantly uneven. The ceiling was low and raftered, and black with smoke. At one end was what resembled a blacksmith’s furnace rather than an ordinary stove. Scattered about were not only hammers and other tools, but also a variety of other implements, whose use he did not understand. The place was lighted by the glowing embers of a fire, which smouldered fitfully upon the furnace, and also by a lamp which was suspended from the centre of the raftered ceiling — the glass of which badly needed cleaning. A heavy deal table stood under the lamp, and this, together with a wooden chair and a stool or two, was all the furniture the place contained. How air and ventilation were obtained Paxton was unable to perceive, and the fumes which seemed to escape from the furnace were almost stifling in their pungency.

While Paxton had been endeavouring to collect his scattered senses, so that they might enable him, if possible, to comprehend his situation, the man with the pail had been eyeing him with a curious grin.

Paxton asked himself, as he looked at him, if the man might not be susceptible to the softening influence of a substantial bribe. He decided, at any rate, to see if he had not in his constitution such a thing as a sympathetic spot.

“These ropes are cutting me like knives. If you were to loosen them a bit you would still have me tied as tight as your heart could desire. Suppose you were to ease them a trifle.”

The fellow shook his head.

“It couldn’t be done, not at no price. It’s only a-getting of yer used to what’s a-coming — it ain’t nothing to what yer going to have, lor’ bless yer, no. The Baron, he says to me, says he, ‘Tie ’em tight,’ he says, ‘don’t let’s ‘ave no fooling,’ he says. ‘So as when the Toff’s a-ready to deal with him he’ll be in a humbler frame of mind.’”

“The Baron? — the Toff? — who are they?”

“There you are again, a-asking of your questions. If you ask questions I’ll give you another dose from this here pail.”

The speaker brandished his pail with a gesture which was illustrative of his meaning. Paxton felt, as he regarded him, that he would have given a good round sum to have been able to carry on a conversation with him on terms of something like equality.

“What’s your name?”

“What!”

As, almost unconsciously, still another question escaped Mr. Paxton’s lips, the fellow, moving forward, brandished his pail at arm’s length above his shoulders. Although he expected, momentarily, that the formidable weapon would be brought down with merciless force upon his unprotected face and head, Paxton, looking his assailant steadily in the eyes, showed no signs of flinching. It was, possibly, this which induced the fellow to change his mind — for change it he apparently did. He brought the pail back slowly to its original position.

“Next time you’ll get it. I’m dreadful short of temper, I am — can’t stand no crossing. Talk to me about the state of the nation, or the price of coals, or your mother-in-law, and I’m with you, but questions I bar.”

Paxton tried to summon up a smile.

“Under different circumstances I should be happy to discuss with you the political and other tendencies of the age, but just at present, for conversation on such an exalted plane, the conditions can scarcely be called auspicious.”

Up went the pail once more.

“None of your sauce for me, or you’ll get it. Now, what’s the matter?”

The matter was that Paxton had closed his eyes and compressed his lips, and that a suggestive pallor had come into his cheeks. The pain of his ligatures was rapidly becoming so excruciating that it was as much as he could do to bear it and keep his senses.

“These ropes of yours cut like knives,” he murmured.

Instead of being moved to pity, the fellow was moved to smile.

“Like another pailful — hot or cold?”

It was a moment or two before Paxton could trust himself to speak. When he did it was once more with the ghastly semblance of a smile.

“What a pleasant sort of man you seem to be!”

“I am that for certain sure.”

“What would you say to a five-pound note?”

“Thank you; I’ve got one or two of them already. Took ’em out of your pocket, as you didn’t seem to have no use for them yourself.”

While Paxton was endeavouring, seemingly, to grasp the full meaning of this agreeable piece of information, a door at the further end of the room was opened and some one else came in. Paxton turned his head to see who it was. It was with a sense of shock, and yet, with a consciousness that it was, after all, what he might have expected, that he perceived that the newcomer was the ill-favoured associate of Mr. Lawrence, towards whom he had felt at first sight so strong an aversion. He was attired precisely as he had been when Paxton had seen him last — in the long, loose, black overcoat and the amazingly high tall hat. As he stood peering across the room, he looked like some grotesque familiar spirit come straight from shadowland.

“Well, my Skittles, and is our good friend still alive — eh?”

The man with the pail thus addressed as Skittles grinned at Paxton as he answered.

“The blokey’s all right. Him and me’s been having a little friendly talk together.”

“Is that so? I hope, my Skittles, you have been giving Mr. Paxton a little good advice?”

The man with the curious foreign accent came, and, standing by Cyril’s side, glowered down on him like some uncanny creature of evil origin.

“Well, Mr. Paxton, I am very glad to see you, sir, underneath this humble roof — eh?”

Paxton looked up at him as steadily as the pain which he was enduring would permit.

“I don’t know your name, sir, or who you are, but I must request you to give me, if you can, an explanation of this extraordinary outrage to which I have been subjected?”

“Outrage — eh? You have been subjected to outrage? Alas! It is hard, Mr. Paxton, that a man of your character should be subjected to outrage — not true — eh?”

“You’ll be called to account for this, for that you may take my word. My absence has been discovered long ago, and I have friends who will leave no stone unturned till they have tracked you to your lair.”

“Those friends of yours, Mr. Paxton, will be very clever if they track me to what you call my lair until it is too late — for you! You have my promise. Before that time, if you are not very careful, you will be beyond the reach of help.”

“At any rate I shall have the pleasure of knowing that, for your share in the transaction, you’ll be hanged.”

The German-American shrugged his shoulders.

“Well, perhaps. That is likely, anyhow. It is my experience that, sooner or later, one has to pay for one’s little amusements, as, Mr. Paxton, you are now to find.”

Paxton’s lips curled. There was something about the speaker’s manner — in his voice, with its continual suggestion of a sneer, about his whole appearance — which filled him with a sense of loathing to which he would have found it impossible to give utterance in words. He felt as one might feel who is brought into involuntary contact with an unclean animal.

“I don’t know if you are endeavouring to frighten me. Surely you are aware that I am not to be terrified by threats?”

“With threats? Oh, no! I do not wish to frighten you with threats. That I will make you afraid, is true, but it will not be with threats — I am not so foolish. You think that nothing will make you afraid? Mr. Paxton, I have seen many men like that. When a man is fresh and strong, and can defend himself, and still has hopes, it takes a deal, perhaps, to make him afraid. But when a man is helpless, and is in the hands of those who care not what he suffers, and he has undergone a little course of scientific treatment, there comes a time when he is afraid — oh, yes! As you will see. Why, Mr. Paxton, what is the matter with you? You look as if you were afraid already.”

Paxton’s eyes were closed, involuntarily. Beads of sweat stood upon his brow. The muscles of his face seemed to be convulsed. It was a second or two before he was able to speak.

“These cords are killing me. Tell that friend of yours to loosen them.”

“Loosen them? Why, certainly. Why not? My Skittles, loosen the cords which give Mr. Paxton so much annoyance — at once.”

Skittles looked at the Baron with doubtful eyes.

“Do you mean it, Baron?”

The Baron — as the German-American was designated by Skittles — burst, without the slightest warning, into a frenzy of rage, which, although it was suggested rather than expressed, seemed to wither Skittles, root and branch, as if it had been a stroke of lightning.

“Mean it? — you idiot! How dare you ask if I mean it? Do as I say!”

Skittles lost no time in doing his best to appease the other’s anger.

“You needn’t be nasty, Baron. I never meant no harm. You don’t always mean just exactly what you says — and that’s the truth, Baron.”

“Never you mind what I mean at other times — this time I mean what I say. Untie the ropes which fasten Mr. Paxton to the floor — the ropes about his hands and his feet, they are nothing, they will do very well where they are. A change of position will do him good — eh? Lift him up on to his feet, and stand him in the corner against the wall.”

Skittles did as he was bid — at any rate, to the extent of unfastening the cords, which, as it were, nailed Paxton to the ground. The relief was so sudden, and, at the same time, so violent, that before he knew it, he had fainted. Fortunately, his senses did not forsake him long. He returned to consciousness just in time to hear the Baron — 

“My Skittles, you get a pail of boiling water, so hot it will bring the skin right off him. It’s the finest thing in the world to bring a man out of a faint — you try it, quick, you will see.”

Paxton interposed, feebly — just in time to prevent the drastic prescription being given actual effect.

“You needn’t put your friend to so much trouble. I must apologise for going off. I was never guilty of such a thing before. But if you had felt as I felt you might have fainted too.”

“That is so — not a doubt of it. And yet, Mr. Paxton, a little time ago, if I had told you that just because a cord was untied you would faint, like a silly woman, you would have laughed at me. It is the same with fear. You think that nothing will make you afraid. My friends, and myself, we will show you. We will make you so afraid that, even if you escape with your life, and live another fifty years, you will carry your fear with you always — always — to the grave.”

The Baron rubbed his long, thin, yellow hands together.

“Now, my Skittles, you will lift Mr. Paxton on to his feet, and you will stand him in the corner there, against the wall. He is very well again, in the best of health, and in the best of spirits, eh? Our friend” — there was a perceptible pause before the name was uttered— “Lawrence — you know Mr. Lawrence, my Skittles, very well — is not yet ready to talk to our good friend Mr. Paxton — no, not quite, yet. So, till he is ready, we must keep Mr. Paxton well amused, is that not so, my Skittles, eh?”

Acting under the Baron’s instructions, Skittles picked up Mr. Paxton as if he had been a child, and — although he staggered beneath the burden — carried him to the corner indicated by the other. When Cyril had been placed to the Baron’s — if not to his own — satisfaction, the Baron produced from his hip-pocket a revolver. No toy affair such as one sees in England, but the sort of article which is found, and commonly carried, in certain of the Western states of America, and which thereabouts is called, with considerable propriety, a gun. This really deadly weapon the Baron proceeded to fondle in a fashion which suggested that, after all, he actually had in his heart a tenderness for something.

“Now, my Skittles, it is some time since I have had practice with my revolver; I am going to have a little practice now. I fear my hand may be a trifle out; it is necessary that a man in my position should always keep it in — eh? Mr. Paxton, I am going to amuse you very much indeed. I am a pretty fair shot — that is so. If you keep quite still — very, very still indeed — I do not think that I shall hit you, perhaps not. But, if you move ever so little, by just that little you will be hit. It will not be my fault, it will be yours, you see. I am going to singe the lobe of your left ear. Ready! Fire!”

The Baron fired.

Although released from actual bondage to the floor, Mr. Paxton was still, to all intents and purposes, completely helpless. His hands remained pinioned. Cords were wound round his legs so many times, and were drawn so tightly, that the circulation was impeded, and without support he was incapable of standing up straight on his own feet. He had no option but to confront the ingenious Baron, and to suffer him to play what tricks with him he pleased. Whatever he felt he suffered no signs of unwillingness to escape him. He looked his tormentor in the face as unflinchingly as if the weapon which he held had been a popgun. Scarcely had the shot been fired than, in one sense, if not in another, he gave the “shootist” as good as he had sent.

“You appear to be a braggart as well as a bully. You can’t shoot a bit. That landed a good half-inch wide of my left ear.”

“Did I not say I fear my hand is a little out? Now it is your right ear which I will make to tingle. Ready! Fire!”

Again the Baron fired.

So far as one was able to perceive, his victim did not move by so much as a hair’s breadth, yet there was a splash of blood upon his cheek.

“Now I will try to put a bullet into the wall quite close to the right side of your throat. Ready! Fire!”


CHAPTER XV

PUT TO THE QUESTION

The noise of the report had not yet died away, and the cloud of smoke got wholly clear of the muzzle of the Baron’s revolver, when the door of the room was thrown open to admit some one, who in low, clear, even, authoritative tones, asked a question — 

“Who’s making this noise?”

Whether the Baron’s aim had this time been truer there was, as yet, no evidence to show. Cyril had, at any rate, escaped uninjured. At the sound of the voice, which, although it had been heard by him so seldom, had already become too familiar, he glanced round towards the questioner. It was Lawrence. He stood just inside the door, looking from the Baron to the involuntary target of that gentleman’s little pleasantries. Close behind him were two men, whom Paxton immediately recognised as old acquaintances; the one was the individual who had taken a bed for the night at Makell’s Hotel, who had shown such a pertinacious interest in his affairs, and whom he had afterwards suspected of an attempt to effect an entrance through his bedroom door; the second was the person who, the next morning, had followed him to the Central Station, and of whose too eager attentions he had rid himself by summoning a constable.

In the looks which Lawrence directed towards the Baron there seemed to be something both of reproach and of contempt.

“Pray, what is the meaning of this?”

The Baron made a movement in the air with one hand, then pointed with it to the revolver which he held in the other.

“My friend, it is only a little practice which I have — that is all! It is necessary that I keep my hand well in — not so — eh?”

Lawrence’s voice as he replied was alive with quiet scorn.

“I would suggest that you should choose a more appropriate occasion on which to indulge yourself in what you call a little practice. Did it not occur to you, to speak of nothing else, that it might be as well to make as little, instead of as much, noise as you conveniently could?” He went and stood in front of Mr. Paxton. “I am sorry, sir, that we should meet again under such disagreeable conditions; but, as you are aware, the responsibility for what has occurred cannot, justly, be laid either on my friends or on myself.”

Paxton’s reply was curt. The abrupt, staccato, contemptuous tone in which he spoke was in striking contrast to Lawrence’s mellifluous murmurings.

“I am aware of nothing of the sort.”

Lawrence moved his head with a slight gesture of easy courtesy, which might, or might not, have been significative of his acquiescence in the other’s point-blank contradiction.

“What is that upon your face — blood?”

“That is proof positive of your bungling friend’s bad markmanship. He would, probably, have presented me with a few further proofs of his incapacity had you postponed your arrival for a few minutes longer.”

Lawrence repeated his former courteous inclination.

“My friend is a man of an unusual humour. Apt, occasionally, like the rest of us, to rate his capacities beyond their strict deserts.” He turned to the two men who had come with him into the room. “Untie Mr. Paxton’s legs.” Then back again to Cyril. “I regret, sir, that it is impossible for me, at the moment, to extend the same freedom to your arms and hands. But it is my sincerest trust that, in a very few minutes, we may understand each other so completely as to place it in my power to restore you, without unnecessary delay, to that position in society from which you have been withdrawn.”

Although Paxton was silent outwardly, his looks were eloquent of the feelings with which he regarded the other’s well-turned phrases. When his legs had been freed, the two newcomers, standing on either side of him as if they had been policemen, urged him forward, until he stood in front of the heavy table which occupied the centre of the room. On the other side of the table Lawrence had already seated himself on the only chair which the place contained. The Baron, still holding his revolver, had perched himself on a corner of the table itself. Lawrence, leaning a little forward on his chair, with one arm resting on the table, never lost his bearing of apparent impartiality, and, while he spoke with an air of quiet decision, never showed signs of a ruffled temper.

“I have already apologised to you, sir, for the discomforts which you may have endured; but, as you are aware, those discomforts you have brought upon yourself.”

Paxton’s lips curled, but he held his peace.

“My friends and I are in the position of men who make war upon society. As is the case in all wars, occasions arise on which exceptional measures have to be taken which, though unpleasant for all the parties chiefly concerned, are inevitable. You are an example of such an occasion.”

Cyril’s reply was sufficiently scornful.

“You don’t suppose that your wind-bag phrases hoodwink me. You’re a scoundrel; and, in consort with other scoundrels, you have taken advantage of a gentleman. I prefer to put the matter into plain English.”

To this little outburst Lawrence paid no attention. For all the notice he seemed to take of them the contemptuous words might have remained unuttered.

“It is within your knowledge that, in pursuit of my profession, I appropriated the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds. I do not wish to impute to you, Mr. Paxton, acts of which you may have not been guilty; therefore I say that I think it possible it was by accident you acquired that piece of information. It is in the same spirit of leniency that I add that, at the refreshment-rooms at the Central Station, it was by mistake that you took my Gladstone bag in exchange for your own. I presume that at this time of day you do not propose to deny that such an exchange was effected. In that Gladstone bag of mine, which you took away with you by mistake instead of your own, as you know, were the Datchet diamonds. What I have now to ask you to do — and I desire, I assure you, Mr. Paxton, to ask you with all possible courtesy — is to return those diamonds at once to me, their rightful owner.”

“By what process of reasoning do you make out that you are the rightful owner of the Datchet diamonds?”

“By right of conquest.”

“Right of conquest! Then, following your own line of reasoning, even taking it for granted that all you have chosen to say of me is correct, I in my turn have become their rightful owner.”

“Precisely. But the crux of the position is this. If the duchess could get me into her power she would stick at nothing to extort from me the restitution of the stones. In the same way, now that I have you in my power, I intend to stick at nothing which will induce their restoration from you.”

“The difference between you and myself is, shortly, this — you are a thief, and I am an honest man.”

“Pray, Mr. Paxton, what is your standard of honesty? If you were indeed the kind of honest man that you would appear to wish us to believe you are, you would at once have handed the stones to the police, or even have restored them to the duchess.”

“How do you know that I have not?”

“I will tell you how I know. If you had been so honest there would not be in existence now a warrant to arrest you on the charge of stealing them. Things being as they are, it happens that there is.”

“It’s an impudent lie!”

“Possibly you may believe it to be an impudent lie; still, it is the truth. A warrant for your arrest has been granted to-day to your friend Ireland, of Scotland Yard, on his sworn information. I merely mention this as evidence that you have not handed the stones to the police, that you have not returned them to the duchess, but that you have retained them in your possession with a view of using them for purposes of your own, and that, therefore, your standard of morality is about on a level with ours.”

“What you say is, from first to last, a tissue of lies. You hound! You know that! Although it is a case of five to one, my hands are tied, and so it’s safe to use what words you please.”

Lawrence, coming closer to the table, leaned both his elbows on the board, and crossed his arms in front of him.

“It seems, Mr. Paxton, as if you, a man of whose existence I was unaware until the other day, have set yourself to disappoint me in two of the biggest bids I have ever made for fortune and for happiness. I am a thief. It has never been made sufficiently plain to me that the difference between theft and speculation is such a vital one as to clearly establish the superiority of the one over the other. But even a thief is human — sometimes very human. I own I am. And it chances that, for some days now, I had begun to dream dreams of a most amusing kind — dreams of love — yes, and dreams of marriage. I chanced to meet a certain lady — I do not think, Mr. Paxton, that I need name any names?”

“It is a matter of indifference to me whether you do so or not.”

“Thank you, very much. With this certain lady I found myself in love. I dreamt dreams of her — from which dreams I have recently arisen. A new something came into my life. I even ventured, in my new-learned presumption, to ask her would she marry me. Then for the first time I learned that what I asked for already had been given, that what I so longed for already was your own. It is strange how much one suffers from so small a thing. You’d not believe it. In our first fall, then, it seems that you have thrown me.

“Then there is this business of the Datchet jewels. A man of your experience cannot suppose that an affair of this magnitude can be arranged and finished in a moment. It needs time, and careful planning, and other things to boot. I speak as one who knows. Suppose you planned some big haul upon the Stock Exchange, collected your resources, awaited the propitious second, and, when it came, brought off your coup. If in that triumphant moment some perfect stranger were to carry off, from underneath your very nose, the spoils for which you had risked so much, and which you regarded, and rightly regarded, as your own, what would your feelings be towards such an one? Would you not feel, at least, that you would like to have his blood? If you have sufficient imagination to enable you to place yourself in such a situation, you will then be able to dimly realise what, at the present moment, our feelings are towards you.”

Paxton’s voice, when he spoke, was, if possible, more contemptuous than ever.

“I care nothing for your feelings.”

“Precisely; and, by imparting to us that information, you make our task much easier. We, like others, can fight for our own hands — and we intend to. You see, Mr. Paxton, that, although I did the actual conveying of the diamonds, and therefore the major share of the spoil is mine, there were others concerned in the affair as well as myself, and they naturally regard themselves as being entitled to a share of the profits. You have, consequently, others to deal with as well as myself, for we, to be plain, are many. And our desire is that you should understand precisely what it is we wish to do. The first thing which we wish you to do is to tell us where, at the present moment, the diamonds are?”

“Then I won’t, even supposing that I know!”

Lawrence went on without seeming to pay any heed to Cyril’s unqualified refusal — 

“The second thing which we wish you to do — supposing you to have placed the diamonds where it will be difficult for us to reach them — is to give us an authority which will be sufficient to enable us to demand, as your agents, if you choose, that the diamonds be handed to us without unnecessary delay.”

“I will do nothing of the kind.”

Again Lawrence seemed to allow the refusal to go unheeded.

“And we would like you to understand that, so soon as the diamonds are restored to us, you will be free to go, and to do, and say exactly what you please, but that you will continue to be our prisoner till they are.”

“If my freedom is dependent on my fulfilling the conditions which you would seek to impose, I shall continue to be what you call your prisoner until I die; but, as it happens, my freedom is contingent on nothing of the sort, as you will find.”

“We would desire, also, Mr. Paxton, that you should be under no delusion. It is far from being our intention that what, as you put it, we call your imprisonment should be a period of pleasant probation; on the contrary, we intend to make it as uncomfortable as we can — which, believe me, is saying not a little.”

“That, while I am at your mercy, you will behave in a cowardly and brutal fashion I have no doubt whatever.”

“More. We have no greater desire than you have yourself that you should continue to be, what we call, our prisoner. With a view, therefore, to shortening the duration of your imprisonment we shall leave no stone unturned — even if we have to resort to all the tortures of the Spanish Inquisition — to extort from you the things which we require.”

Paxton laughed — shortly, dryly, scornfully.

“I don’t know if your intention is to be impressive; if it is, I give you my word that you don’t impress me a little bit. Your attempts to wrap up your rascality in fine-sounding phrases strike me as being typical of the sort of man you are.”

“Mr. Paxton, before we come to actual business, let me advise you — and, believe me, in this case my advice is quite unprejudiced — not to treat us to any more of this kind of talk! Can’t you realise that it is not for counters we are playing? That men of our sort, in our position, are not likely to stick at trifles? That it is a case of head you lose, tails we win — for, while it is obviously a fact that we have nothing we can lose, it is equally certainly a fact that there is nothing you can gain? So learn wisdom; be wise in time; endeavour to be what I would venture to call conformable. Be so good as to give me your close attention. I should be extremely obliged, Mr. Paxton, if you would give me an answer to the question which I am about to put to you. Where, at the present moment, are the Datchet diamonds?”

“I would not tell you even if I knew.”

“You do know. On that point there can be no room for doubt. We mean to know, too, before we’ve done with you. Is that your final answer?”

“It is.”

“Think again.”

“Why should I think?”

“For many reasons. I will give still another chance; I will repeat my question. Before you commit yourself to a reply, do consider. Tell me where, at the present moment, are the Datchet diamonds?”

“That I will never tell you.”

Mr. Lawrence made a movement with his hands which denoted disapproval.

“Since you appear to be impervious to one sort of reasoning, perhaps you may be more amenable to another kind. We will do our best to make you.” Mr. Lawrence turned to the man who had been addressed as Skittles. “Be so good as to put a branding-iron into the fire, the one on which there is the word ‘thief.’”


CHAPTER XVI

A MODERN INSTANCE OF AN ANCIENT PRACTICE

Skittles, when he had, apparently with an effort, mastered the nature of Mr. Lawrence’s instructions, grinned from ear to ear.

He went to where a number of iron rods with broad heads were heaped together on a shelf. They were branding-irons. Selecting one of these, he thrust it into the heart of the fire which glowed on the blacksmith’s furnace. He heaped fuel on to the fire. After a movement or two of the bellows it became a roaring blaze.

Lawrence turned to Mr. Paxton — 

“Still once more — are you disposed to tell us where the Datchet diamonds are?”

“No.”

Lawrence smiled. He addressed himself to the two men who held Paxton’s arms.

“Hold him tight. Now, Skittles, bring that iron of yours. Burn a hole under Mr. Paxton’s right shoulder-blade, through his clothing.”

Skittles again moved the iron from the fire. It had become nearly white. He regarded it for a moment with a critical eye. Then, advancing with it held at arm’s length in front of him, he took up his position at Mr. Paxton’s back.

“Don’t let him go. Now!”

Skittles thrust the flaming iron towards Paxton’s shoulder-blade.

There was a smell of burning cloth. For a second Paxton stood like a statue; then, leaping right off his feet, he gave first a forward and then a backward bound, displaying as he did so so much vigour that, although his guardians retained their hold, Skittles, apparently, was taken unawares. Possibly, with an artist’s pride in good workmanship, he had been so much engrossed by the anxiety to carry out the commission with which he had been entrusted thoroughly well, that he was unprepared for interruptions. However that may have been, when Paxton moved his grip on the iron seemed to suddenly loosen, so that, losing for the moment complete control of it, it fell down between Paxton’s arms, the red-hot brand at the further end resting on his pinioned wrists. A cry as of a wounded animal, which he was totally unable to repress, came from his lips — a cry half of rage, half of agony. But the red-hot iron, while inflicting on him frightful pain, had at least done him one good service; if it had burned his flesh, it had also burned the cords which bound his wrists together. Exerting, in his passion and his agony, the strength of half a dozen men, he severed the scorched strands of rope as if they had been straws, and, hurling from him the two fellows who held his arms — who had expected nothing so little as to find his arms unbound — he stood before them, so far as his limbs were concerned, free.

Once lost, he was not to be easily regained. He was quicker in his movements than Skittles had ever been, and the latter’s quickest days were long since done. Dropping on to one knee, plunging forward under Skittles’ guard, he butted that gentleman with his head full in the stomach, and had snatched the iron by its handle from his astonished hands before he had fully realised what was happening. Springing with the rapidity of a jack-in-the-box, to his feet again, he brought the dreadful weapon down heavily on Skittles’ head. With a groan of agony, that gentleman dropped like a log on to the floor.

Armed with the heated iron — a kind of article with which no one would care to come into close contact — Paxton turned and faced the others, who as yet did not seem fully alive to what had taken place.

“Now, you brutes! I may be bested in the end, but I’ll be even with one or two of you before I am!”

Lawrence stood up.

“Will you? That still remains to be seen. Shoot him, Baron!”

The Baron fired. Either his marksmanship, or his nerve, or his something, was at fault, for he missed. Before he could fire again Paxton’s weapon had crashed through his grotesquely tall high hat, and apparently through his skull as well, for he too went headlong to the floor. Quick as lightning as he fell Cyril took his revolver from his nerveless grasp. Lawrence and his two colleagues were — a little late in the day, perhaps — making for him. But when they saw how he was doubly armed and his determined front they paused — and therein showed discretion.

The tables had turned. The fortune of war had gone over to what hitherto had been distinctly the losing side. So at least Paxton appeared to think.

“Now, the question is, what shall I do with you? Shall I shoot all three of you — or shall I brain one of you with this pretty little play-thing, which I have literally snatched from the burning?”

If one could draw deductions from the manner in which he bore himself, Lawrence never for an instant lost his presence of mind. When he spoke it was in the easy, quiet tones which he had used throughout.

“You move too fast, forgetting two things — one, that you are caught here like a rat in a trap, so that, unless we choose to let you, you cannot get out of this place alive; the other, that I have only to summon assistance to overwhelm you with the mere force of numbers.”

“Then why don’t you summon assistance, if you are so sure that it will come at your bidding?”

“I intend to summon assistance when I choose.”

“I give you warning that, if you move so much as a muscle in an attempt to attract the attention of any other of your associates who may be about the place, I will shoot you!”

For answer Lawrence smiled. Suddenly, lifting his hand, he put two fingers to his lips and blew a loud, shrill, peculiar whistle. Simultaneously Paxton raised the revolver, and, pointing it straight at the other’s head, he pulled the trigger.

And that was all. No result ensued. There was the sound of a click — and nothing more. His face darkened. A second time he pulled the trigger; again without result. Mr. Lawrence’s smile became more pronounced. His tone was one of gentle badinage.

“I thought so. You see, you will move too quickly. It is a six-chambered revolver. I was aware that my highly esteemed friend had discharged two barrels earlier in the evening, and had not reloaded. I knew that he had taken two, if not three, little pops at you, and had had another little pop just now. If, therefore, he had not recharged in my absence the barrels I had seen him empty, and had taken, before I interrupted him, three little pops at you, the revolver must be empty. I thought the risk worth taking, and I took it.”

While Cyril seemed to hesitate as to what to do next, Lawrence, raising his fingers to his lips, blew another cat-call.

While the shrill discord still travelled through the air, Paxton sprang towards him. Stepping back, the whistler, picking up the wooden chair on which he had been sitting, dashed it in his assailant’s face. And at the same moment the two men who had hitherto remained passive spectators of what had been, practically, an impromptu if abortive duel, closed in on Paxton from either side.

He struck at one with his clubbed revolver. The other, getting his arm about his throat, dragged him backwards on to the floor. He was down, however, only for a second. Slipping from the fellow’s grasp like an eel, he was up again in time to meet the renewed attack from the man whom he had already struck with his revolver. He struck at him again; but still the man was not disabled.

Meanwhile, his more prudent companion, conducting his operations from the rear, again got his arms about Paxton. The three went in a heap together on the floor.

Just then the door was opened and some one entered on the scene. Paxton did not stop to see who it was. Exercising what seemed to be a giant’s strength, he succeeded in again freeing himself from the grasp of his two opponents. Leaping to his feet, he made a mad dash at Lawrence. That gentleman, springing nimbly aside, eluded the threatening blow from the clubbed revolver, delivered neatly enough a blow with his clenched fist full in Mr. Paxton’s face. The blow was a telling one. Mr. Paxton staggered; then, just as he seemed about to fall, recovered himself, and struck again at Mr. Lawrence. This time the blow went home. The butt of the revolver came down upon the other’s head with a sickening thud. The stricken man flung up his arms, and, without a sound, collapsed in an invertebrate heap.

The whole place became filled with confusion and shouts.

With what seemed to be a sudden inspiration, swinging right round, with the branding-iron, which he had managed to retain in his possession, Paxton struck at the hanging lamp, which was suspended from the ceiling. In a moment the atmosphere began to be choked by the suffocating fumes of burning oil. A sheet of fire was running across the floor. Heedless of all else, Paxton rushed towards the door.

Such was the confusion occasioned by the disappearance of the lamp, and by the appearance of the flames, that his frantic flight seemed for the moment to be unnoticed. He tore through the door, up a narrow flight of steps rising between two walls, which he found in front of him, only, however, to find an individual awaiting his arrival at the top. This individual was evidently one who deemed that there are cases in which discretion is the better part of valour, and that the present case was one of them. When Paxton appeared, instead of trying to arrest his progress, he moved hastily aside, evincing, indeed, a conspicuous unwillingness to offer him any impediment in his wild career. Paxton passed him. There was a door in front of him. In his mad haste, throwing it open, he went through it. In an instant it was banged behind him; he heard the sound of a bolt being shot home into its socket, and of a voice exclaiming with a chuckle — on the other side of the door! — 

“Couldn’t have done it better if I’d tried, I couldn’t! Locked hisself in — straight he has!”

Too late Paxton learned that, to all intents and purposes, that was exactly what he had done.

The place in which he found himself was pitchy dark. He had supposed that it might be a passage leading to a door beyond. It proved to be nothing of the kind. It seemed, instead, to be some sort of cupboard — probably a pantry — for he could feel that there were shelves on either side of him, and that on the shelves were what seemed to be victuals. Though narrow, by stretching out his arms he could feel the wall with either hand; it extended, longitudinally, to some considerable distance — possibly to twenty feet. At the further end there was a window. It was at an inconvenient height from the floor, and directly under it was a shelf. On this shelf, so far as he was able to judge, was an indiscriminate collection of pieces of crockery. The shelf, however, was a broad one, and, disregarding the various impedimenta with which it seemed to be covered, by clambering on to it he was brought within easy reach of the window. It was a small one, and had two sashes. Had the sashes not been there, there might have been sufficient space to enable him to thrust his body through the frame. They were of the ordinary kind, moving up and down, and, in consequence, when they were open to their widest extent, only half the window space was available either for ingress or for egress.

He did throw up the lower sash as far as it would go, only to discover that it scarcely gave him room enough to put the whole of his head outside. Taking firm hold of the framework, he tested its solidity; it appeared to be substantially constructed of some kind of heavy wood. Though he exerted considerable force, it could hardly be induced to rattle. To remove it, even if it was removable, would be a work of time and of labour. Time he had not at his command. Although he was fastened in, his assailants were not fastened out. At any moment they might enter; his struggles — against such odds! — would have to be recommenced all over again.

He was conscious that the best of his strength was spent. He was stiff and sore, weary and bewildered. Nor had he escaped uninjured. He was covered with bruises — bruises which ached. Where the red-hot branding-iron, slipping from Mr. Skittles’ grasp, had struck against his wrists, the flesh felt as if it had been burnt to the bone; it occasioned him exquisite pain. No, in his present plight, recapture would be easy. After the recent transactions, in which he had played so prominent a figure, recapture would mean nameless tortures, if not death outright. His only hope lay in flight, or — the thought came to him as he was endeavouring to marshal his faculties in sufficient order to enable him to take an impartial view of his position — in summoning help.

Summoning help? Yes! why not? The thing was feasible. Here was the open window. He could call through it. His cries might be heard, and if he could only make his shouts heard by some one without the alarm would be raised, and he would soon be rescued from this den of thieves.

Thrusting his head out as far as possible, he shouted, with might and with main— “Help! Murder! Help!”

He listened. He seemed to hear the faint echo of his own words travelling mockingly, mournfully, through the silent air. Naught else was audible. All else was still as the grave.

Nor did the prospect of his being able to make himself heard seem promising.

He had no notion whereabouts the house in which he was so unwilling a guest was situated. In front of him he could see nothing but open space. There was neither moon nor stars, nor was the atmosphere particularly clear; yet, as his eyes grew more accustomed to the darkness, it seemed to him that he could see for miles, and that there was nothing to be seen. There was not a light in sight; no glare of lights upon the distant sky; the shadow neither of a house nor of a tree. No murmur of voices; no hum of far-off traffic; not even the unceasing turmoil of the restless sea.

Since, so far as he was able to perceive, the place seemed to be given up to such utter and entire solitude, it struck him with unpleasant force that it might be located in the very heart of the open Downs. In that case it was quite upon the cards that there was not another human habitation within miles. At night — even yet! — few places are more deserted than the Brighton Downs. All sorts of deeds without a name, so far as human witnesses are concerned, can be wrought thereon with complete impunity.

If the house was really built upon the Downs, his chances of making himself heard were remote indeed. Still, in his desperate position, he was not disposed to give up hope without making at least another trial. Once more he shouted “Help! Murder! Help!”

Again he listened. And this time, from what evidently was a considerable distance, there was borne through the night what seemed to be an answering call— “Hollo!”

Seldom was so slight a sound so grateful to a listener’s ears!

With renewed ardour he repeated his shouts, with, if possible, even greater vigour than before: “Quick! Help! Murder! Help!”

Again, from afar, there seemed to come the faint response— “Hollo!”

And at the same instant he became conscious of voices speaking together outside the door of the cul-de-sac in which, foolishly enough, he had allowed himself to be made, for a second time, a prisoner.


CHAPTER XVII

THE MOST DANGEROUS FOR OF ALL

Mr. Paxton withdrew his face from the window. He turned towards the door, his ears wide open. The speakers were talking so loudly that he could hear distinctly, without moving from his post of vantage on the shelf, every word which was uttered. They seemed to be in a state of great excitement.

The first voice he heard belonged evidently to the quick-witted individual who had fastened him in the trap which he himself had entered.

“There he is — inside there he is — ran in of his own accord he did, so I shut the door, and I slipped the bolt before he knowed where he was. The winder’s only a little ‘un — if he gets hisself out, you can call me names.”

The second voice was one which Mr. Paxton did not remember to have previously noticed.

“Blast him! — what do I care where he is? He ain’t no affair of mine! There’s the Toff, and a crowd of ’em down there — you come and lend a hand!”

“Not me! I ain’t a-taking any! I ain’t going to get myself choked, not for no Toff, nor yet for any one else. I feel more like cutting my lucky — only I don’t know my way across these —— hills.”

“You ain’t got no more pluck than a chicken. Go and put the ‘orse in! Me and them other two chaps will bring ’em up. We shall have to put the whole lot aboard, and make tracks as fast as the old mare will canter.”

A third voice became audible — a curiously husky one, as if its owner was in difficulties with his throat.

“Here’s the Toff — he seems to be a case. I ain’t a-going down no more. It’s no good a-trying to put it out — you might as well try to put out ‘ell fire!”

Then a fourth voice — even huskier than the other.

“Catch ‘old! If some one don’t catch ‘old of the Baron I shall drop ‘im. My God! this is a pretty sort of go!”

There was a pause, then the voice of the first speaker again.

“He do look bad, the Baron do — worse nor the Toff, and he don’t seem too skittish!”

“Strikes me he ain’t far off from a coffin and a six-foot ‘ole. You wouldn’t look lively if you’d had what he ‘as. That there —— brained ‘im, and now he’s been burned alive. I tell you what it is, we shall have to look slippy if we want to get ourselves well out of this. Them others will have to scorch — it’s no good trying to get ’em out — no mortal creature could live down there — it’ll only be a bit sooner, anyhow. The whole —— place is like a —— tinder-box. It’ll all be afire in less than no time, and it’ll make a bonfire as’ll be seen over all the countryside; and if we was seen a-making tracks away from it, there might be questions asked, and we mightn’t find that pretty!”

“Where’s the —— as done it all?”

“In there — that’s where he is!”

“In there? Sure? My —— ! wouldn’t I like to strip his skin from off his —— carcase!”

“He’ll have his skin stripped off from him without your doing nothing, don’t you be afraid — and made crackling of! He’ll never get outside of that — he’ll soon be warm enough — burnt to a cinder, that’s what he’ll be!”

Suddenly there was a tumult of exclamations and of execrations, sound of the opening of a door, and of a general stampede. Then silence.

And Mr. Paxton realised to the full what had happened. For into the place of his imprisonment there penetrated, all at once, the fumes of smoke — fumes which had an unpleasantly irritating effect upon the tonsils of his throat.

The house was on fire! The hanging-lamp which he had sent crashing to the floor had done its work — had, indeed, plainly, done more than he intended. Nothing so difficult to extinguish as the flames of burning oil. Nothing which gets faster, fiercer, more rapidly increasing hold — nothing which, in an incredibly short space of time, causes more widespread devastation.

The house was on fire! and he was caged there like a rat in a trap! The smoke already reached him — already the smell of the fire was in his nostrils. And those curs, those cowards, those nameless brutes, thinking only of their wretched selves, had left their comrades in that flaming, fiery furnace, to perish by the most hideous of deaths, and had left him, also, there to burn.

In a sudden paroxysm of rage, leaping off the shelf, he rushed to the opposite end of what, it seemed, bade fair to be his crematorium, and flung himself with all his weight and force against the door. It never yielded — he might as well have flung himself against the wall. He shouted through it, like a madman — 

“Open the door! Open the door, you devils!”

In his frenzy a stream of oaths came flooding from his lips. In such situations even clean-mouthed men can swear. There are not many of us who, brought suddenly, under such circumstances, face to face with the hereafter, can calm our minds and keep watch and ward over our tongues. Mr. Paxton, certainly, was not such an one. He was, rather, as one who was consumed with fury.

What was that? He listened. It was the sound of wheels and of a horse’s hoofs. Those scoundrels were off — fleeing for their lives. And he was there — alone! And in the dreadful furnace, at the bottom of that narrow flight of steps, the miserable creatures with whom he had had such a short and sharp reckoning were being burned.

In his narrow chamber the presence of smoke was becoming more conspicuous. He could hear the crackling of fire. It might have been imagination, but it seemed to him that already the temperature was increasing. What was he to do? He recollected the window — clambered back upon the shelf, and thrust his face out into the open air. How sweet it was! and fresh, and cool! Once more he listened. He could hear, plainly enough, the noise of wheels rolling rapidly away, but nothing more. With the full force of his lungs he repeated his previous cry, with a slight variation — 

“Help! Fire! Help!”

But this time there came no answering “Hollo!” There was no reply. Again he shouted, and again and again, straining his throat and his lungs to bursting-point, screaming himself hoarse, but there was none that answered. It seemed that this was a case in which, if he could not help himself, he, in very deed and in very truth, was helpless.

He set himself to remove the sashes from their places, feeling that if he only could, small even then though the space would be, he might, at such a pinch as this, be able to squeeze his body through. But the thing was easier essayed than done. The sashes were small, strongly constructed, and solidly set in firmly fashioned grooves. He attacked them with his hands; he hammered them with the Baron’s revolver and the branding-iron, but they remained precisely where they were. He had a suspicion that they were looser, and that in time, say in an hour or so, they might be freed. But he had not an hour to spare. He had not many minutes, for while he still wrestled with their obstinacy there came from behind him a strange, portentous roar. His prison became dimly, fitfully illuminated with a dreadful light — so that he could see.

What he could see through the cracks in the bolted door were tongues of fire, roaring in the room beyond — roaring as the waves roar over the stones, or as the sound of a high wind through the tops of trees. The suddenness of the noise, disturbing so unexpectedly the previous stillness, confused him. He remained on the shelf, looking round. Then, oblivious for the moment of the danger which so swiftly was coming nearer, he was filled with admiration. What a beautiful ruddy light it was, which was making the adjacent chamber to gleam like glowing gold! How every instant it was becoming ruddier and ruddier, until, with fairylike rapidity, it became a glorious blaze of colour! The whole place was transfigured and transformed. It was radiant with the splendours of the Fairy Queen’s Palace of a Million Marvels.

The crackling noise which fire makes when its hungry tongues lick woodwork brought him back to a sense of stern reality. He became conscious of the strong breeze which was blowing through the open window. It was coming from the house, and was bearing with it a rush as of heated breath. Already it seemed to scorch his cheeks — momentarily it seemed to scorch them more and more. The air, as he drew it into his lungs, was curiously dry. He had to draw two breaths where before he had drawn one. It parched his throat. What would he not have given to have been able to glue his lips to cool, fresh water! As in a vision he pictured himself laving his face, splashing in the crystal waters of a running stream, with the trees in leaf above his head.

Escape was hopeless. Neither on the one side nor on the other could salvation be attained. Other men, he told himself, with a sardonic twitching of the corners of his lips, had been burnt alive before to-day — then why not he? He, at any rate, could play the man. To attempt to strive against the inevitable was puerile. Better, if one must die, “facing fearful odds,” to die with one’s arms folded, and with one’s pulse marking time at its normal pace. What must be, might be; what cared he?

Confound the smoke! It came in thicker and thicker wreaths through the interstices in the panels of the door. It was impossible to continue facing it; it made him cough, and the more he coughed the more he had to. It got into his mouth and up his nose; it made his eyes tingle. To cough and cough until, like a ramshackle cart, one shook oneself to pieces, was not the part of dignity.

He turned his back to the door. He thrust his face again through the window. With his lips wide open he gulped in the air with a sense of rapture which amounted to positive pain. What a feeling of life and of freedom there seemed to be under the stars and the far-reaching sky! What a spirit of solitude was abroad on the hills, in the darkness of the night! What a lonely death this was which he was about to die! No one there but God and the fire to see if he died like a man!

He tried to collect his thoughts. As he did so, there was borne to him, on a sudden overwhelming flood of recollection, the woman whom he loved. He seemed to see her there in front of him — her very face. What was she doing now? What would she do if she had an inkling of his plight? What, when she knew that he had gone? If he had only had time to hand over to her all the fruits of that rise in the shares of the Trumpit Gold Mine!

How hot it was! And the smoke — how suffocating! How the fire roared behind him! The bolted door had been stout enough to keep him captive, but against the fury of the flames it would be as nothing. Any moment they might be through. And then?

He had an inspiration. He began to feel in his pockets. Those rogues had stripped them, only leaving, so far as in his haste he could judge, two worthless trifles, which probably had been overlooked because of their triviality. In one pocket was the back of an old letter, in another a scrap of pencil. They were sufficient to serve his purpose. Spreading the half-sheet of notepaper out on the shelf in front of him, he wrote, as well as he could for the blinding, stifling smoke, with the piece of pencil — 

“I give and bequeath all that I have in the world to my dear love, Daisy Strong, who would have been my wife. God bless her! — CYRIL PAXTON.”


CHAPTER XVIII

THE LAST OF THE DATCHET DIAMONDS

They found him, with the half-sheet of notepaper all crushed in his hand.

At the police station, acting on the hints dropped by Mr. Cooper, Mr. Ireland had enlisted the aid of a dozen constables. He had chartered a large waggonette, and with Mr. Cooper and a sergeant beside him on the box-seat had started off for an evening drive across the Downs. Miss Strong had, perforce, to content herself with a seat with Miss Wentworth and Mr. Franklyn in a fly behind.

The weather had cleared. By the time they reached the open country the stars were shining, and when they found themselves following the winding road among the hills it was as fine a night as one could wish. Suddenly the occupants of the fly became conscious that the waggonette in front had stopped. A constable, hurrying back, checked the flyman. Miss Strong leant over the side of the vehicle to address him.

“What is the matter?”

“We don’t know yet, miss. Only there’s something coming along the road, and we want to see what they look like. They seem to be in a bit of a hurry.”

As the man said, whoever it was who was approaching did seem to be in a “bit of a hurry.” Evidently the horse in the advancing vehicle was being urged to a breakneck gallop. Where the waggonette had stopped the ground rose abruptly on either side. The road turned sharply just in front. The constables, alighting, formed in double line across it. Suddenly the people who were hastening Brightonwards found themselves quite unexpectedly surrounded by the officers of the law. There was the liveliest five minutes Miss Strong had ever known. At the end of it the police found themselves in possession of three prisoners, who had fought as well as, under the circumstances, they knew how, and also of a fly with two men lying apparently dead inside it.

When Miss Strong learnt this, she came hurrying up.

“Is Cyril there?”

Mr. Ireland shook his head.

“You are telling me the truth?”

“If you doubt it, Miss Strong, you may look for yourself.”

Just then a constable who, for purposes of observation, had climbed the sloping ground on one side of the road, gave a great shout.

“Fire! There’s a house on fire on the hills!”

Mr. Cooper, who, while his former friends were being captured, had, much against his will, been handcuffed to a policeman, called to Mr. Ireland.

“I reckon it’s the crib. They been and set it afire, and left the bloke as they calls Paxton to burn inside of it. See if they ain’t!”

* * * * *

It was Miss Strong who found him. Running round the burning building, she came to a little open window through which a man’s hand was stretched. The window was too high above the ground to enable her to see into it. Only the hand was visible. She thought it belonged to some one who was seeking to escape.

“Who are you?” she cried.

None answered. She touched the hand, supposing its owner did not hear. As she did so a piece of crumpled paper fell out of it. She caught at it as it fluttered through the air; looked at it — there was a sufficiency of artificial light to enable her to see — saw her own name— “my dear love, Daisy Strong” — staring her in the face; perceived that it was in the writing which she knew so well.

“Cyril, Cyril!”

She snatched at the hand which had held that paper — testimony of a love which was resolute to live even beyond the grave — sprang up at the window, through which the smoke was streaming, with the flames beginning to follow after — broke into shrieks. They brought tools, and having by their aid removed the sashes, they dragged him by main force through the window, through which he himself had vainly endeavoured to escape. And slowly, enduring as he went not a little agony, he went through the Valley of the Shadow, branching out of it after all through a pass which led, not unto Death, but back again to the Plain of Life.

When, weeks after, he opened his eyes to consciousness, the first thing he saw was, leaning over him, the face of the woman he loved.

“Daisy!”

In an attenuated whisper the name came from his lips. And, forgetting herself, she fell on his breast and kissed him, and in the tumult of her joy cried as if her heart would break. While still his life was in the balance, never once had she lost her self-control, fearing that if she did she might be banished from his presence. Now that the event seemed clear, the cisterns of her heart were opened, and she wept as one distraught.

As the days went by Mr. Paxton understood not only that he was in a bedroom in Miss Wentworth’s house, but also that in the adjacent apartment there was something, or some one, whose presence Miss Strong, at any rate, was desirous should be concealed from him. The thing becoming more and more conspicuous, Mr. Paxton insisted at last on having the mystery explained to him. With flashing eyes and faltering lips Miss Strong explained.

In the room adjoining that in which he lay was a policeman. He had been there all the time. He intended to remain, at least, as long as Mr. Paxton stayed. Mr. Paxton was, in fact, a prisoner — a prisoner in Miss Wentworth’s house. Since it had seemed likely that he would die, the authorities had suffered him to be committed to the hands of friends, in order that, if they could, they might nurse him back to health and strength. But not for an instant had he been out of official supervision. Egress from the sick-chamber was only possible by passing through the adjoining room; in that adjoining room a policeman had been stationed night and day. Now that he was mending, at any moment rough, unfeeling hands might drag him off to gaol.

Miss Strong’s manner, as she made the situation clear to Mr. Paxton, was reminiscent of the Tragic Muse. Her rage against Mr. Ireland was particularly fierce. When she spoke of him it was with clenched fists and knitted brows and eyes like flaming coals.

“He actually dares to pretend to think that you had something to do with the stealing of the Datchet diamonds.”

Mr. Paxton seemed to hesitate; then took her breath away with his answer.

“He is right in thinking so; I had.”

She was standing at his bedside. When he said that, she looked down at him as if she felt either that her ears must be playing her false or that he must be still delirious. Yet he seemed to speak rationally, and although pale and wan and but the shadow of his old self, he did not look as if he were insane.

“Cyril! You don’t understand me. I say that he thinks that you had something to do with the stealing of the Datchet diamonds — some improper connection with the crime, I mean.”

“I understand you perfectly well, my dear. I repeat, I had.”

She sat down on a chair and gasped.

“You had! Goodness gracious! What?”

“After they had been stolen. The diamonds came into my possession owing to an accident.”

“Cyril! Whatever did you do with them?”

“They are in my possession now.”

“The Datchet diamonds! In your possession! Where?”

Her eyes, opened at their widest, were round as saucers. She was a living note of exclamation. Obviously, though he did not seem as though he were, she felt that he must be still delirious. He quickly made it plain to her, however, that he was nothing of the kind. He told her, clearly and succinctly, the whole strange history — nothing extenuating, attempting in no whit to whitewash the blackness of his own offending — precisely as it all occurred. And when his tale was at an end, instead of reproaching him by so much as a look, she kissed him, and, pillowing her lovely head upon his undeserving breast, anointed him with her tears, as if by what his criminality had cost him he had earned for himself a niche in hagiology. Later, he repeated the story to Mr. Franklyn and to Mr. Ireland. Neither of them were moved to show signs of sympathy. Plainly his friend was of opinion that, at the very least, he had played the fool; while the detective, whose moral sensibilities had perhaps been dulled by his constant contact with crime, seemed to be struck rather by his impudence than by anything else.

Mr. Paxton having voluntarily furnished Mr. Ireland with sufficient authority to enable him to gain access to the safe which he rented in that stronghold in Chancery Lane, the diamonds were found reposing securely in its fastnesses, exactly as he had described. Her Grace of Datchet’s heart was gladdened by the knowledge that her priceless treasures would be returned to her in the same condition in which they left her. And the thing, being noised abroad, became a nine days’ wonder.

The law is very beautiful in its tender mercies. The honest man, being sick, may die in a ditch, and no one cares. On the ailing criminal are lavished all the resources of medical science. Mr. Lawrence and his friend the Baron were far too precious in the eyes of the law to be allowed to die. It was absolutely indispensable that such unmitigated scoundrels should be kept alive. And they were. Although, had not the nicest skill been continually at their disposal, they had been dead a dozen times. Not only had Mr. Paxton broken both their skulls — well broken them too — with a breaking that required not a little mending; but, as if that were not enough, they had been nearly incinerated on top of it. However, the unremitting attention with which the law provided them, because they were such rogues, sufficed to pull them through. And at last there came a day on which they were sufficiently recovered to permit of their taking their places in the dock in order that they might be charged with their offences.

The prisoners who stood before the magistrates, charged with various degrees of complicity in the robbery of the Duchess of Datchet’s diamonds, were, to begin with, six in number. First and foremost was Reginald Hargraves, alias Arthur Lawrence, alias “The Toff,” alias, in all probability, twenty other names. From the beginning to the end he bore himself with perfect self-possession, never leading any one to suppose, either by look or gesture, that he took any particular amount of interest in what was going on. A second was Isaac Bergstein, alias “The Baron.” His behaviour, especially when the chief and most damning testimony was being given against him, was certainly not marked by the repose which, if we are to believe the poet, is a characteristic of the caste of Vere de Vere. Cyril Paxton was a third; while the tail consisted of the three gentlemen who had fallen into the hands of the Philistines on the road to Brighton.

Before the case was opened the counsel for the prosecution intimated that he proposed to offer no evidence against the defendant, Cyril Paxton, but, with the permission of the Bench, would call him as a witness for the Crown. The Bench making no objection, Mr. Paxton stepped from the dock to the box, his whilom fellow-prisoners following him on his passage with what were very far from being looks of love.

Mr. William Cooper and Mr. Paxton were the chief witnesses for the prosecution. It was they who made the fate of the accused a certainty. Mr. Cooper, in particular, had had with them such long and such an intimate acquaintance that the light which he was enabled to cast on their proceedings was a vivid one. At the same time, beyond all sort of doubt, Mr. Paxton’s evidence was the sensation of the case. Seldom has a more curious story than that which he unfolded been told, even in that place in which all the strangest stories have been told, a court of justice. He had more than one bad quarter of an hour, especially at the hands of cross-examining counsel. But, when he was finally allowed to leave the box, it was universally felt that, so far as hope of escape for the prisoners was concerned, already the case was over. Their defenders would have to work something like a miracle if Mr. Paxton’s evidence was to be adequately rebutted.

That miracle was never worked. When the matter came before the judge at the assizes, his lordship’s summing-up was brief and trenchant, and, without leaving their places, the jury returned a verdict of guilty against the whole of the accused. Mr. Hargraves and Mr. Bergstein — who have figured in these pages under other names — was each sent to penal servitude for twenty years, their colleagues being sentenced to various shorter periods of punishment. Mr. Hargraves — or Mr. Lawrence, whichever you please — bowed to the judge with quiet courtesy as he received his sentence. Mr. Bergstein, or the “Baron,” however, looked as if he felt disposed to signify his sentiments in an altogether different fashion.


CHAPTER XIX

A WOMAN’S LOGIC

The boom in the shares of the Trumpit Gold Mine continued long enough to enable Mr. Paxton to realise his holding, if not at the top price — that had been touched while he had been fighting for his life in bed — still for a sum which was large enough to ensure his complete comfort, so far as pecuniary troubles were concerned, for the rest of his life. It was his final speculation. The ready money which he obtained he invested in consols. He lives on the interest, and protests that nothing will ever again induce him to gamble in stocks and shares. Since a lady who is largely interested in his movements has endorsed his promise, it is probable that he will keep his word.

Immediately after the trial Mr. Cyril Paxton and Miss Daisy Strong were married quietly at a certain church in Brighton; if you find their names upon its register of marriages you will know which church it was. In the first flush of his remorse and self-reproach — one should always remember that “when the devil was ill, the devil a saint would be” — Mr. Paxton declared that his conduct in connection with the Datchet diamonds had made him unworthy of an alliance with a decent woman. When he said this, urged thereto by his new-born humility and sense of shame, Miss Strong’s conduct really was outrageous. She abused him for calling himself unworthy, asserted that all along she had known that, when it came to the marrying-point, he meant to jilt her; and that, since her expectations on that subject were now so fully realised, to her most desperate undoing, all that there remained for her to do was to throw herself into the sea from the end of the pier. She vowed that everything had been her fault, exclaiming that if she had never fallen away from the high estate which is woman’s proper appanage, so far as to accept of the shelter of Mr. Lawrence’s umbrella in that storm upon the Dyke, but suffered herself to be drowned and blown to shreds instead, nothing would have happened which had happened; and that, therefore, all the evil had been wrought by her. Though she had never thought — never for an instant — that he would, or could, have been so unforgiving! When she broke into tears, affirming that, in the face of his hardheartedness, nothing was left to her but death, he succumbed to this latest example of the beautiful simplicity of feminine logic, and admitted that he might after all be a more desirable parti than he had himself supposed.

“You have passed through the cleansing fires,” she murmured, when, her reasoning having prevailed, a reconciliation had ensued. “And you have issued from them, if possible, truer metal than you went in.”

Mr. Paxton felt that that indeed was very possible. He allowed the compliment to go unheeded — conscious, no doubt, that it was undeserved.

“God grant that I may never again be led into such temptation!”

That was what he said. We, on our part, may hope that his prayer may be granted.
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THE WOMAN WITH ONE HAND


CHAPTER I

AN “AGONY”

It caught my eye at once. When a man is dining off his last half-crown he is apt to have his eyes wide open. Having just disposed of a steak which, under the circumstances, did not seem to be so large as it might have been, I picked up a paper which, as he had laid it down, the diner in front appeared to have done with. As it was folded, the agony column stared me in the face. And among the “agonies” was this: — 

“If James Southam, at one time of Dulborough, will apply to the undersigned, he will hear of something to his advantage. — Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton, Solicitors, Thirteen, Bacup Street, London, S.E.”

Now, I am James Southam, at one time of Dulborough, but, although I do answer to that description, a very clear something told me that if I did hear of anything to my advantage by applying to anybody, then the age of miracles was not yet done with. Still, as, when a man has spent on a doubtful meal one-and-sevenpence out of his last half-crown, something to his advantage is exactly what he wants to hear of, I clipped that advertisement out of the paper under the waiter’s nose, and put it in my waistcoat pocket.

On referring to a directory in a convenient post-office, I found that Bacup Street was in the neighbourhood of the Old Kent Road. That did not seem to be a promising address, and, so far as appearances went, it fulfilled its promise. It struck me that Bacup Street, speaking generally, looked more than a trifle out at elbows, and Number Thirteen seemed to be the shabbiest house which it contained. An untidy youth received me. After keeping me waiting for a quarter of an hour in what might have served as an apology for a cupboard, he ushered me into a room beyond. In this inner room there were two men. One was seated at a table, the other was standing with his hat at the back of his head in front of the empty fireplace. They looked at me, then they looked at each other; and, unless I am mistaken, they exchanged a glance of surprise. The man at the table addressed me, without evincing any desire to rise.

“Well, sir, and what can we do for you?”

“That,” I said, “is what I want to know.”

The man smiled, as if he was not quite sure that there was anything to smile at. I took the newspaper cutting out of my waistcoat pocket.

“I have just seen this advertisement. I am James Southam, at one time of Dulborough, and if you are Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton, I have come to you to hear of something to my advantage.”

For some moments my words remained unanswered. They both stared at me as if they were endeavouring by mere force of visual inspection to find out what sort of person I really was. Then the man at the table spoke again.

“Of course you have evidence as to the truth of what you say?”

“I have my card in my pocket; here are letters which have been addressed to me. If you will tell me what I am going to hear of to my advantage I will place you in the way of obtaining a sufficiency of any sort of evidence you may require.”

I placed a card on the table, and some old envelopes, having first of all taken out the letters. The two men forgathered. They examined my “documents.” They spoke to each other in whispers. Holding out one of the envelopes, the man who had already spoken pointed with a stubby and unclean first finger to the address which was on the front of it.

“Is this your present address?”

“No; at present I have no address.”

“What do you mean?”

“I have been presented with the key of the street.”

“Do you mean that you are impecunious?”

“I do.”

The individual with the hat on who had not yet spoken to me, spoke to me now, with a decidedly unpleasant grin. “Stone-broke?” he said.

I did not like to turn myself inside-out to strangers, especially to such strangers: but I had recently had to do a good many things which I had not liked. Above all, I had begun to realise the truth of the adage which tells us that beggars must not be choosers.

“I am as nearly stone-broke as a man can be who is in possession of a fair variety of pawn-tickets, the clothes he stands up in, and elevenpence in cash.”

There was some further whispering between the pair, then the individual with the hat on addressed me again.

“If you will step outside, in a few minutes we will speak to you again.”

I stepped outside. They kept me outside longer than I altogether relished.

I was on the point of, at all hazards, asserting my dignity, when the man with the hat on, opening the door of the inner office, invited me to enter. It was he, when I entered, who took up the conversation.

“We are not, you must understand, at liberty to furnish you with particulars of the matter referred to in our advertisement without first of all communicating with our client.”

“Who is your client?”

“That, without having received permission, we cannot tell you either. Can you not guess?”

The fellow stared at me in a manner which I instinctively resented. His glance conveyed a meaning which seemed to be the reverse of flattering.

“I certainly cannot guess, nor have I the least intention of trying. I have the pleasure of wishing you good-day.”

I turned to go; the fellow stopped me.

“One moment! Where are you off to?” I turned to him again. This time he was eyeing me with what I felt was an insolent grin. “For a man in the position in which you say you are you don’t seem over anxious to hear of something to your advantage.”

“Nor do you seem over anxious to tell it me.”

“We are solicitors, man, not principals. It is our business to act on the instructions we have received. Listen to me.” I listened. “We have reason to believe that our client would desire to be acquainted with your address, so that he may be able to place himself in immediate communication with you, should you turn out to be the James Southam he is in search of. As you don’t appear, at present, to have an address of your own, we are willing to provide you with one.”

“Explain yourself.”

“We will take you to an hotel, and we will guarantee your reasonable expenses there until you hear from us again. Should you not turn out to be the required James Southam, we will pay your bill, withdraw our guarantee, and there will be an end of the matter, so far as we are concerned. You will have received some advantage, at any rate.”

I accepted the proposition. When the sum of elevenpence stands between a man and starvation he is apt not to be over particular in picking holes in proffered offers of board and lodging. The untidy youth fetched a cab. The individual with the hat on accompanied me in it, there and then, to one of those innumerable private hotels which are found in the side streets off the Strand. He went inside, while I waited for him in the cab. When he reappeared he fetched me in, introduced me to a tall, thin woman, whom he called Mrs. Barnes, drew me aside, told me that he had made all arrangements, that I should hear from him again, and that, in the meantime, I should find myself all right. Then he went, leaving me in that private hotel, for all I knew to the contrary, a pensioner on his bounty.


CHAPTER II

THE WAITER — AND THE HAND

When I had dined — they gave me for nothing a better dinner than the one I had had in the middle of the day for one-and-sevenpence — the feeling that, to say the least of it, I was in an equivocal position, began to chasten. Instead, I began to feel, as the schoolboys have it, that I was in for a lark. That I really was going to hear, either through Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton, or through anybody else, of something to my advantage, I never for a moment believed. I was an orphan. I had what I take it are the best of reasons for knowing I have not a single living relative. I have no friends: I never had. I was, at my mother’s death, employed in an office from which I was shortly after ignominiously ejected, owing to a difference of opinion I was so unfortunate as to have with the senior clerk. I had spent my substance, such as it was, and twelve months, in seeking for other occupation.

My story was a prosaic and a sordid one. That I could hear of something to my advantage, from any source whatever, was an idea I utterly scouted.

I dined alone. The waiter informed me that, for the moment, I was the only visitor in the house. No doubt, under those circumstances, I was welcome. This waiter was a man with iron-grey hair and a pair of curiously big, black eyes; I noticed them as he flitted about the room, but I had much better reason to notice them a little later on. As I rose from the table I gave outspoken utterance to words which were a sort of tag to the sequence of my thoughts — 

“Well, James Southam,” I exclaimed, “you’re in for it at last.”

This I said out loud, foolishly, no doubt. The waiter was moving towards the door. He had some plates in his hand; as I spoke, he dropped these plates. They smashed to pieces on the floor. He turned to me as if he turned on a pivot. The fashion of his countenance changed; he glared at me as if I or he had suddenly gone mad. The pupils of his eyes dilated — it was then I realised what curious eyes they were.

“Who the devil are you?” he cried. “How do you know my name’s James Southam?”

I do not know how it was, but a splash of inspiration seemed all at once to come to me — I do not know from where.

“You are James Southam,” I said; “at one time of Dulborough.”

I could plainly see that the man was trembling, either with fear or with rage, and it struck me that it was with a mixture of both.

“What has that to do with you?” he gasped.

“It has this to do with me — that I want you.”

An empty beer-bottle was on the table. With the rapidity of some frantic wild animal, rushing forward he caught this bottle by the neck, and, before I had realised his intention, he struck me with it on the head. He was a smaller man than I, but, when next I began to take an interest in the things of this world, I was lying on the floor, and the room was empty. My namesake, all the evidence went to show, had felled me like a log, and, without any sort of ceremony, had left me where I fell.

I sat up on the floor, I put my hand to my head. It ached so badly that I could scarcely see out of my eyes. With some difficulty I sprang to my feet. On attaining a more or less upright position I became conscious that the trepidation of my legs inclined me in another direction.

“If this,” I told myself, “is hearing of something to my advantage, I’ve heard enough.”

As I endeavoured to obtain support by leaning against the mantelpiece the room door opened, and the tall, thin woman, whom I had been told was Mrs. Barnes, came in.

“I beg your pardon,” she began. She looked round the room, then she looked at me. So far as I could judge in the then state of my faculties, she appeared surprised. “I thought the waiter was here.”

“He was here.”

“How long has he been gone?”

“Some minutes.”

“It is very odd! I have been looking for him everywhere. I thought that he was still upstairs with you.” She glanced at the ruined crockery. “What has happened? — who has broken the plates?”

“The waiter — he dropped them. He also dropped the bottle.”

I did not explain that he had dropped the latter on my head, and almost broken it into as many pieces as the plates.

“It is very careless of him. I must see where he is.”

I fancied, from the expression of her face, that she perceived that there was more in the matter than met the eye. But, if so, she did not give audible expression to her perceptions. She left the room, and, when she had gone, I also left the room, and went to bed. I realised that the complications, and, if I may be permitted to say so, the ramifications of the situation, were for the moment beyond my grasp. In the morning I might be able to look the position fairly in the face, but, just then — no! I hastened to put myself between the sheets. Scarcely was I between them than I fell asleep.

I was awakened, as it seemed to me, just after I had fallen asleep, by some one knocking at the bedroom door. The knocking must have startled me out of a dreamless slumber, because it was a moment or two before I could remember where I was. Then I understood that some one was endeavouring to attract my attention from without.

“Who’s there?” I said.

“It is I, Mrs. Barnes, the landlady. I wish to speak to you.”

“What, now? What time is it? Won’t the morning do?

“No, I must speak to you at once.”

It seemed that, in my hurry to get into bed, I had forgotten to put the gas out. Slipping into some garments I opened the door. There stood Mrs. Barnes, with a lighted candle in her hand. For some cause or other she was in a state of unmistakable uneasiness. She looked white and haggard.

“I cannot find the waiter,” she said.

“You cannot find the waiter!” I stared. “I am sorry to hear it, if you want to find him. But may I ask what that has to do with me?”

“I believe it has a good deal to do with you. What took place between you in the coffee-room?”

“Really, I am not aware that anything took place between us in the coffee-room that was of interest to you.”

She came a step forward. Raising the lighted candle, she almost thrust it in my face. She stared at me with strained and eager eyes. She seemed to see something in my face: though what there was to see, except bewilderment, was more than I could guess.

“I don’t believe you. You are deceiving me. Did you quarrel with him? Who are you? Tell me! I have a right to know — I am his wife!”

“His wife!” Complications seemed to be increasing. “I thought your name was Barnes.”

“So is his name Barnes. What has happened? What do you know about him? Tell me.”

“What do I know about him? I know nothing. So far as I am aware, I never saw the man in my life before.”

“I don’t believe you — you are lying! Where has he gone, and why? You shall tell me — I’ll make you!”

She forced her way into the room; in doing so she forced me back. When she was in, she shut the door and stood with her back to it. Her voice had risen to a scream. Her manner almost threatened personal violence. I felt that the hotel to which I had been introduced was conducted on lines with which I had not been hitherto familiar.

“If, as you say, and as I have no reason to doubt, this person is your husband, and he has really disappeared, I can understand that your excitement is not unjustified; but you are mistaken if you suppose that I am in any way to blame. I will tell you exactly what happened between us.” I turned aside so that I might have some sort of chance of making up my mind as to how much, on the spur of the moment, it might be advisable to tell her. “Your husband waited on me at dinner. During dinner we scarcely exchanged half a dozen words. After dinner I said something which, although it was spoken out loud, was said to myself, but which affected him in the most extraordinary and unexpected manner.”

“What did you say?”

“I said ‘I want you.’”

“You said, ‘I want you’?” The woman gave a sort of nervous clutch at the door behind her. “Are you a policeman?”

“I am nothing of the kind. You ought to know better than I what your husband has on his conscience. I can only suppose that, for some cause, he stands in terror of the officers of the law; because, no sooner had I innocently uttered what, I believe, is a regular policeman’s formula, than, without a word of warning, he caught up the empty bottle which was on the table, like a madman, and knocked me down with it.”

“Knocked you down with it!” The woman’s face was as white as her own sheets. I saw that she needed the support of the door to aid her stand. “You said nothing to me when I came in.”

“I was so astounded by the man’s behaviour, and so stunned by his violence, that I was not in a fit state for saying anything. I intended to wait till the morning, and then have it out both with you and with him.”

“You are telling me the truth?”

“I am.”

So I was, though I might not have been telling all of it. I appeared to have told enough of it for her, because immediately afterwards she departed — unless I err, not much easier in her mind because of the visit she had paid to me.

In the morning, as might have been expected, I woke with a headache. I did not feel in the best of health, either physical or mental, when I went down to breakfast. That meal was served by a maidservant. Bringing in a letter on a waiter, she asked if it was for me. As it was addressed to me by name— “Mr. James Southam “ — I not only claimed, I opened it. It contained a letter and some enclosures. Here is the letter, word for word: — 

 

“Dear Sir, — I have just had a telegram from Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton, acquainting me with your address. It gives me great pleasure to write to you. I am just now detained by business, but I hope to call on you at the very earliest opportunity, at latest in the course of a day or two. I assure you that it will be greatly to your advantage. As some slight guarantee of this I beg your acceptance of the enclosed. You need have no fear. You will find in me, in all respects, a friend.

“I will let you know, by telegram, when I am coming. Until then,

“Believe me, your sincere well-wisher,

“Duncan Rothwell.”

 

The “enclosed” took the shape of four five-pound bank-notes. Who “Duncan Rothwell” was I had not the faintest notion. To me the name was wholly unfamiliar. The letter was neither addressed nor dated. The post-mark on the envelope was Manchester. Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton must have telegraphed so soon as I had left them, and clearly Mr. Rothwell had written immediately on receipt of their wire. The letter was fairly worded, but something about the writing, and indeed about the whole get up of the thing, suggested that it had not been written by a highly educated man — a gentleman.

In any case it seemed sufficiently clear that it was not intended for me, until, fingering the thing, and turning it over and over, I chanced to open the sheet of paper on which it was written. It was a large sheet of business letter-paper. The communication was all contained on the front page, and as there was still plenty of room to spare, it did not occur to me that there could be additions, say, for instance, in the shape of a postscript. It was by the purest chance that my fidgety fingers pulled the sheet wide open. So soon as they had done so I perceived that I was wrong. In the middle of the third page was this: — 

“P.S. — It was with great regret that I heard of your mother’s lamented death at Putney. I had the melancholy satisfaction of visiting her grave in Wandsworth Cemetery. This will facilitate matters greatly.”

Then the letter was intended for me after all. My mother had died at Putney — she had been buried in Wandsworth Cemetery. There might, although I had not been aware of it, have been two James Southams in Dulborough; the coincidence was credible. But it was scarcely credible that the other James Southam’s mother could also have died at Putney, and have been buried in Wandsworth Cemetery. Why, or in what sense, my mother’s death might facilitate matters, was more than I could say. But, in the face of that postscript, there still seemed sufficient doubt as to which James Southam was about to hear of something to his advantage, to justify me in remaining where I was, and allowing events to take their course.

As I was standing at the window, meditating whether or not I should go for a stroll, the maidservant appeared with a message.

“Mrs. Barnes’s compliments, and if you are at liberty, could she speak to you in the private parlour?”

I was not anxious to see Mrs. Barnes. I had a suspicion that if I was not careful I might become more involved than was desirable in her private affairs. Still, if I remained in her house I could scarcely avoid speaking to her. My impulse was to go to Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton, and ask them to shift my quarters. But they might decline, and — well, I shrugged my shoulders, and went and spoke to her.

The private parlour proved to be a small room, and a stuffy one. Mrs. Barnes received me on the threshold. She opened the door to permit me to enter, and having followed me in she shut it behind us.

“He has not returned,” she said.

“You mean —— ?”

“I mean my husband.”

“Frankly, I think it is almost as well that he should not have returned — at least, while I remain an inmate of your house. You can scarcely expect me to pass over his extraordinary behaviour in silence.”

She stood staring at me in that strained, eager manner which I had noticed overnight. Her hands were clasped in front of her, her fingers were twisting and untwisting themselves in what seemed pure nervousness.

“I have been married to Mr. Barnes twelve months.” As she paused, I nodded — I did not know what else to do. “I have regretted it ever since. There is a mystery about him.”

“I am bound to admit that there is a good deal about him which is mysterious to me; but whether it is equally mysterious to you is another question.”

“He is a mystery to me — he always has been.” She paused again. She drew in her lips as if to moisten them. “You are a stranger to me, but I want a confidant. I must speak to some one.”

“I beg that you will not make a confidant of me — I do assure you — —”

As she interrupted me, her voice rose almost to a scream.

“I must speak to you — I will! I can endure no longer. Sit down and let me speak to you.”

Perceiving that, unless I made a scene, I should have to let her at least say something, I did as she requested and sat down. I wished that she would sit down also, instead of standing in front of the door, twisting her hands and her body, and pulling faces — for only so can I describe what seemed to be the nervous spasms which were continually causing her to distort her attenuated countenance.

“I never wished to marry him,” she began. “He made me.”

“I suppose you mean that he made you in the sense in which all ladies, when their time comes, are made to marry.”

“No, I don’t. I never wanted to marry him — never. He was almost as great a stranger to me as you are. Why should I marry a perfect stranger, without a penny to his name — me, who had been a single woman, and content to be a single woman, for nearly forty years?” — I could not tell her; I am sure I had no notion.— “This house belongs to me; It was my mother’s house before me. He came in one day and asked me if I wanted a waiter — came in with hardly a shoe to his foot. It was like his impudence! I did not want a waiter, and I told him so; but he mesmerised me, and made me have him!”

“Mesmerised you, Mrs. Barnes! You are joking!”

“I’m not joking.” To do her justice any one who looked less like joking I never saw. “I’ve always been a nervous sort of a body. Directly he saw me he could do anything he liked with me. He was always mesmerising me. In less than a month he had mesmerised me into marrying him. As soon as we were married I began to think that he was mad!” — In that case, I told myself, that most promising couple must have been something very like a pair!— “He was always asking me if I would like to sell myself to the devil. He used to say that he would arrange it for me if I wanted. Then he used to dream out loud — such dreams! Night after night I’ve lain and listened to him, frightened half out of my wits. Then he took to walking in his sleep. The only thing he brought into the place was a little wooden box, tied up in a pocket-handkerchief. I never could make out what was in this box. Once when I asked him I thought he would have killed me. One night, in the middle of a dream, he got out of bed and went downstairs. Although I was so frightened that my knees were knocking together, I went after him. He came in here. This box of his was in that bureau — it’s in that bureau now.” She pointed to a tall, old-fashioned bureau which was just behind my chair. “He kept muttering to himself all the time; I could not catch all that he said, he spoke so low, but he repeated over and over again something about the devil. He took this box of his out of the bureau. He did something to it with his hands. What he did I don’t know. I suppose there was a secret spring about it, or something. But though I’ve tried to make it out over and over again since then, I’ve never been able to find the secret of it to this day. When he handled it the top flew open. He put the box down upon that table; and I stood watching him in the open doorway — just about where I am standing now — without his having the least notion I was there. I believe that, if he had known, he would have killed me.”

“Do you mean to say, while he was doing all you have described, that he was asleep?”

“Fast asleep.”

“You are quite sure, Mrs. Barnes, that you also were not fast asleep?”

“Not me; I almost wish I had been. I’ve never had a good night’s sleep from that hour to this. I’ve grown that thin, for want of it, that I’m nothing but a skeleton. As I was saying, when he had opened it he put the box down on the table. He gave a laugh which made my blood run cold.” — She struck me as being the sort of woman whose blood on very slight provocation would run cold.— “Then he took something out of the box. When I saw what it was I thought I should have fainted.” A nervous paroxysm seemed to pass all over her; her voice dropped to a whisper: “It was a woman’s finger!”

“A woman’s finger, Mrs. Barnes?”

“It was a woman’s finger. There was a wedding-ring on it: it was too small for the finger, so that the ring seemed to have eaten into the flesh. He stood staring at this wedding-ring.”

“What! staring! and he was fast asleep!”

“I don’t know much about sleep-walkers; he was the first I ever saw, and I hope he’ll be the last. But I do know that when he was sleep-walking his eyes were wide open, and he used to stare at things which, I suppose, he wanted to see, in a way which was horrible to look at. It was like that he stared at this wedding-ring. Then he said, right out loud: ‘I’ll cut you off one of these fine days, and see how you look upon my finger.’ Then he put the finger down on the table, and out of the box he took three other fingers and a thumb.”

“You are quite sure they were real, genuine, human fingers, Mrs. Barnes?”

“I know fingers when I see them, I suppose. You hear me out. He placed them on the table, nails uppermost, close together, just as the fingers are upon your own hand. He spoke to them. ‘You’ll never play any more of your devil’s tricks with me that’s a certainty!’ he said. And he leered and grinned and chuckled more like a demon than a man. Then he took something out of the box, wrapped in a piece of calico. I saw that on the calico there were stains of blood. Out of it he took the palm of a woman’s hand. Raising it to his lips, he kissed it, looking like the perfect devil that he was. He put it down palm downwards on the table, and he did something to the fingers. Then” — Mrs. Barnes gave utterance to a gasping sound, which it did not do one good to hear— “he picked it up, and I saw that by some devil’s trickery he had joined the separate parts together, and made it look as if it were a perfect hand.”

She stopped. I do not mind owning that if I had had my way, she would have stopped for good. Unfortunately I did not see my way to compel her to leave her tale unfinished.

“I suppose that at that dreadful sight I must have fainted, because the next thing I can remember is finding myself lying on the floor and the room all dark. For some time I dared scarcely breathe, far less move; I did not know where my husband might be. How I summoned up courage to enable me to creep upstairs, to this hour I do not know. When I did I found my husband fast asleep in bed.”

“You really must excuse my asking, Mrs. Barnes, but do you happen to recollect what you ate for supper that night, and are you in the habit of suffering from nightmare?”

“Nightmare! That was the first time I watched him. I have watched him over and over again since then. I soon found out that regularly every Friday night he walked in his sleep, and went downstairs, and gloated over that dreadful hand.”

“You say that he did this every Friday. Are you suggesting that with him Friday was some sort of anniversary?”

“I don’t know. What was I to think? What was any one to think? Don’t laugh at me — don’t! You think I am a fool, or lying. You shall see the hand for yourself, and tell me what you make of it. I will show it you, if I have to break his box open with a hammer.”

In a state of considerable and evident excitement, she crossed the room. I rose to enable her to approach the bureau. She took a small canvas bag out of the pocket of her dress. Out of this bag she took some keys.

“He has my keys. He made me give him them. He never knew that I had duplicates. But I always have had. He seldom went outside the front door; I think he was afraid of being seen in the streets. Whenever he did go I used to lock myself in here, and try to find the spring which opened the box. I had an idea that there might be something in it which I had not seen. I will open it now, if I have to smash it into splinters.”

She let down the flap of the bureau. Within there were nests of drawers, and one small centre cupboard. This cupboard she unlocked. When she had done so, she gave a stifled exclamation. “It has gone!” she said.

I stooped beside her. “What has gone?”

She turned to me a face which was ghastly in its revelation of abject terror. Her voice had suddenly degenerated into a sort of panting hiss.

“The box! It was here last night. After he had gone I unlocked the bureau, and I looked, and saw it was there.” She caught me by the arm, she gripped me with a strength of which, in her normal condition, I should imagine her incapable. “He must have come back like a thief in the night and taken it. He may be hidden somewhere in the house this moment. Oh, my God!”


CHAPTER III

THE MAN IN THE DOORWAY

I called at Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton’s to ask what I should do with the four five-pound notes which had arrived in the letter. The individual who had taken me to the hotel was the only person in the office. It seemed, from his own statement, that he was Mr. Cleaver, the senior partner. When he learned why I had come, he laughed.

“Do with them? Why, spend them, or throw them into the river, or give them to me.”

I hesitated. The truth is, the situation threatened to become too complicated. I had an uneasy consciousness that the something which James Southam was to hear of might be something to his exceeding disadvantage. I had heard enough of that sort of thing of late. I did not wish to stand in somebody else’s shoes for the sake of hearing more. I resolved to have some sort of understanding with Mr. Cleaver.

“Who is Duncan Rothwell? Is he the client for whom you are acting?”

Mr. Cleaver was occupying himself in tearing a piece of paper into tiny shreds with his fingers. He replied to my question with another. “Why do you ask?”

“Because the signature attached to the letter which brought the bank-notes is Duncan Rothwell; and, as to my knowledge, I know no Duncan Rothwell, I should like to know who Duncan Rothwell is.”

“Do you mind my looking at the letter?”

I did not mind. I let him look at it. He read it through.

“If you will take a hint from me, Mr. Southam, I think I should advise you to restrain your not unnatural curiosity, and wait for things to take their course.”

“But, unless I am careful, I may find myself in a false position. I may not be the required James Southam. In fact, I don’t mind telling you that I don’t believe I am. I am acquainted with no Duncan Rothwell. His whole letter is double Dutch to me. There may be dozens of James Southams about.”

“Recent inhabitants of Dulborough? I thought Dulborough was a mere hamlet.”

“So it is.”

“How long did you live there?”

“I was born and bred in the place.”

“Have you any relatives of your own name?”

“I have not a relative in the world.”

“If, as you say, you were born and bred in such a place as Dulborough, I presume that you had some knowledge of the inhabitants?’

“I believe I knew something of every creature in all the country side.”

“And did you know anything of another James Southam?”

“That is the queer part of it. So far as I know, I was the only Southam thereabouts.”

Mr. Cleaver laughed.

“According to your own statement, it appears that, to put it mildly, there is at least a possibility of your being the James Southam we have been instructed to find. Frankly, Mr. Southam, we know very little more about the matter than you do yourself. We have simply been instructed to discover the present address of James Southam, at one time of Dulborough, and we have done so.”

“Is that the case?”

From their manner the day before I had suspected that Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton might be merely, as it were, lay figures, and that it was somebody else who held the strings.

“There is something else I should like to mention: I wish to change my hotel.” Mr. Cleaver stared.

“Change your hotel? Why? Isn’t it good enough?”

“It is not that exactly. It is the domestic arrangements which are not to my taste.”

“The domestic arrangements? What do you mean?”

I did not know how to explain; or rather, I did not know how much to explain.

“What do you know of Mrs. Barnes’s husband?”

“Really, Mr. Southam, your bump of curiosity appears to be fully developed. What has Mrs. Barnes’s husband to do with you — or with me? If you don’t like your present quarters you are at perfect liberty to change them; — only in that case you must become responsible for your own expenditure.” I turned to go. “One moment. If you intend to change your quarters, perhaps, under the circumstances, you will be so good as to let us know where you propose to go.”

“I will let you know if I do go. At any rate, until to-morrow I intend to remain where I am.”

Whether it would have been better for me, considering the tragedy which followed, never to have returned to Mrs. Barnes’s house at all, is more than I can say. That particular tragedy might not have happened, but, looking at the matter from a purely personal and selfish point of view, whether that would have been better for me, or worse, is another question altogether.

That night I went to a music-hall, changing one of Mr. Rothwell’s notes to enable me to do so. Afterwards I supped at a restaurant in the Strand. Then I returned to the hotel to bed. I was more than half afraid of being waylaid by Mrs. Barnes. But, to my relief, it was the maidservant who let me in. I saw and heard nothing of the landlady. I spent the night in peace.

A telegram was brought me the next morning after breakfast. It was short and to the point — 

“Shall be with you at twelve-thirty. — Duncan Rothwell.”

As I perceived that it had been despatched from Derby station, I concluded that Mr. Rothwell had telegraphed while in the very act of journeying to town. Half-past twelve arrived, and no one, and nothing came for me. About a quarter to one I went into the hall with some vague idea of seeing if some likely looking person might be coming down the street. The hall was really nothing but a narrow passage. The front door was open. With his feet just inside the open doorway was a man lying face downwards on the floor. My first impulse was to beat a retreat, because I at once jumped to the conclusion that Mr. Barnes, or Mr. James Southam, or whatever the landlady’s mysterious husband’s name might be, had returned to the bosom of his family, not only unpleasantly inclined, but drunk. A brief inspection from the other end of the passage, however, made it sufficiently clear that, whoever the recumbent individual was, it was not the gentleman who had first waited on and then assaulted me.

I could see that he was, in every way, a larger man. His silk hat had fallen sufficiently off his head to enable one to perceive that he was bald. As I stood and watched him, I began to be conscious of a curiously unpleasant feeling. He lay so still; and in such an uncomfortable posture. He was a big, fat man; it struck me that he must weigh some seventeen or eighteen stone. He had fallen flat upon his stomach; his face was so close to the floor that he must have found it difficult to breathe. His right arm was bent under him, in a way which disagreeably suggested a broken limb. The man must surely be something more than drunk. He must, I told myself, have fallen in a fit.

With an indefinable feeling of repugnance, I advanced to give him aid. I bent over him. I laid my hand upon his shoulder; I withdrew it with a start. The man’s coat was wet. I glanced at my own palm; it was covered with some red pigment. Thoroughly aroused I sprang to my feet.

“Help! Mrs. Barnes!” I cried.

Mrs. Barnes and the maidservant came running up together.

“Mrs. Barnes,” I said, still staring at the patch of red upon my hand, “I believe there has been murder done.”

“Murder! Oh, my God! Do you think he did it?”

I looked at her. I knew what she meant, but I did not answer her, “You had better send for the police, and for a medical man.”

It was the servant who retained sufficient presence of mind to catch at my suggestion.

“Doctor Granger lives across the road. I’ll fetch him!”

She did fetch him. Luckily the doctor was at home. So soon as he learned what urgent need there was for his services, he came hurrying to render them. Presently a policeman came upon the scene. He was followed by others. They kept the street clear, for some distance from the hotel, of the crowd which began rapidly to gather. The whole house, as it were, was taken in charge.


CHAPTER IV

THE ALIAS

“This man was alive within the last few minutes.” That was the doctor’s verdict. “He is still quite warm.” The doctor looked at me. “What do you know about the matter?”

“Nothing. I was expecting a visitor. As he was late, I came down from the coffee-room, and went into the hall with the intention of seeing if he was coming. As I was coming down the stairs I saw this man lying on the floor.”

The body had been moved into the little front room on the ground floor, which, I afterwards learned, was used as a private sitting-room for such visitors to the house as chose to pay for one. There were present in the room, besides myself, the doctor, a young man with a shrewd but kindly face, an inspector of police, a sergeant, who kept the door, while Mrs. Barnes and the maid kept each other close company in the corner by the fireplace. When I had answered the doctor, the inspector questioned me upon his own account.

“What is that upon your hand?”

I held out the hand to which he referred.

“Blood! This unfortunate man’s blood! When I saw him lying on the floor my impression was that he was either drunk or in a fit. I laid my hand upon his shoulder with a view of rousing him. Directly I did so I found that his coat was wet. When I withdrew my hand I saw that it was covered with blood. It was then I realised that there had been foul play.”

The dead man had been laid on the table. It was not large enough to hold the whole of him, so that his feet hung over the edge. He was a big man all over — in particular, he had one of the biggest heads I ever saw. There was not a hair on the top. But on his large, fat cheeks were what used to be called mutton-chop whiskers, which were in colour a dirty red. He was dressed from top to toe in glossy black broadcloth. He wore black kid gloves upon his hands. In the centre of his wide expanse of shirtfront was, so far as I was a judge of such things, a large diamond stud. A heavy gold chain spanned his waistcoat.

“Is this the person you were expecting?” inquired the inspector.

“That is more than I can tell you. The person I was expecting was to me personally a stranger.”

“What was his name?”

“Duncan Rothwell. I received a telegram from him this morning to say that he would be here by half-past twelve. Here is the telegram.”

I handed it to the inspector.

“Half-past twelve. And when do you say that you discovered this man on the floor?”

“About a quarter to one. When I gave the alarm the landlady of the hotel and the servant came running to me immediately. They will be able to tell you what time it was; and I should say that the doctor was here within five minutes.”

The inspector turned to the doctor.

“And what was the time, sir, when you arrived?”

“I should say as nearly as possible about ten minutes to one. I lunch at one; I was just going to wash when I was called.”

“And how long do you say, sir, he had then been dead?”

“He had probably been alive five minutes before.”

“Then, in that case, he must have been alive when this man says he entered the hall.” The inspector pointed to me.

“I do not say that. The man was stabbed in the back, under the left shoulder, probably just as he was in the act of entering the house. I have only made a superficial examination, but I think it probable that the blow killed him in an instant — before, that is, he could breathe the breath which he was breathing, as it were, right out. And I do say this, that if this gentleman had entered the hall a minute before he actually did, he would have seen the man in the very act of being murdered.”

The inspector turned again to me.

“Where did this Mr. Duncan Rothwell live?”

“That also is more than I can tell you. The fact is, I know nothing whatever about him. A firm of solicitors placed him in communication with me.”

“What was he coming to see you about?”

“With reference to this advertisement.”

I gave the inspector the advertisement which had placed me in the position which, so far, did not promise to be much to my advantage.

“What is your name?”

“James Southam.”

“Are you the James Southam here alluded to?”

“That, again, is more than I can tell you. I saw that advertisement the day before yesterday. I at once communicated with Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton. Yesterday I received this letter, and this morning the telegram which you already have.”

The inspector carefully read the letter which had come to me signed “Duncan Rothwell.” Then, without asking with your leave or by your leave, he placed the letter, the advertisement, and the telegram in his pocket-book, and the pocket-book in his pocket. The action struck me as extremely, and indeed unpleasantly, significant.

An examination of the dead man’s pockets disclosed the somewhat curious fact that they contained nothing but a massive gold watch, without a maker’s name; a sheaf of bank-notes, which, unenclosed in any cover, was simply thrust in the breast-pocket of his coat, and consisted of no less than one hundred ten-pound notes; some gold and silver coins — four pounds, thirteen shillings, if I remember rightly — in a plain leather purse; and, in an apparently forgotten corner of his right-hand waistcoat pocket, was a torn scrap of a visiting card. On it was the name, “Raymond.” But the card was torn in such a manner that, whether this was a surname or a Christian name, there was, as the police would themselves have said, no evidence to show. But beyond these articles there was absolutely nothing which would serve or could be used as a means of identification. It almost seemed as if the dead man had taken care that there should be nothing about him by means of which he could be identified.

As soon as the inspector seemed disposed to allow me to quit his presence I went straight away to Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton. Again I found the senior partner alone. My appearance seemed to surprise him; possibly in my bearing there was something which was a trifle suggestive of the condition of my mind.

“Well, has Mr. Rothwell been?”

I shut the door behind me, looking him full in the face.

“You appear to have let me in for a nice little thing, Mr. Cleaver.”

“What do you mean?”

“It is what you mean I intend to understand before I leave this room. You will be so good as to answer me one or two questions, Mr. Cleaver. First, is Mr. Duncan Rothwell the name of the client for whom you have been acting?”

He leaned back in his chair, regarding me with rather a curious smile.

“You have a singular method of address, Mr. Southam. Before I answer this question perhaps you will answer mine. Has Mr. Rothwell been to see you?”

“What does he look like?”

“Look like!” Again the curious smile. “You continue to answer question with question. Tell me, sir, has any one calling himself Duncan Rothwell been to see you? We will discuss the question of what he looked like afterwards.”

I paused before I spoke again, then keenly noted the effect of my words.

“For all I know, Mr. Duncan Rothwell lies murdered at Mrs. Barnes’s hotel.”

Mr. Cleaver sprang to his feet. “Murdered!”

“Precisely! Some one lies there murdered. If you will tell me what he looks like I will tell you if it is Mr. Duncan Rothwell.”

Not unnaturally, Mr. Cleaver appeared bewildered.

“Explain yourself a little more clearly, Mr. Southam; and, to begin with, will you be so good as to answer Yes or No to my question. Has any one calling himself Duncan Rothwell been to see you?”

I told him what had happened — so far as I understood it. His amazement unmistakably was genuine.

“You say that the dead man had nothing on him by means of which he could be recognised. Then, in that case, we can do nothing to assist in his identification; we ourselves have never seen Mr. Duncan Rothwell in our lives. All our communications with him have been by letter.”

He acknowledged one thing: that the person for whom they had been acting was Mr. Duncan Rothwell. But, beyond that one fact, I learned nothing at all. He protested that Mr. Duncan Rothwell had instructed them, by letter, to advertise for a James Southam, of Dulborough, and that that was all they knew of the matter. He even suggested that, since I was James Southam, I, if I chose, could fill up the blanks.

When I returned to the hotel, little wiser than I left it, as soon as I set foot inside the door the inspector of police, clapping his hand upon my shoulder, drew me aside. I did not like the fashion in which he addressed me at all.

“See here, Mr. Southam. I do not wish to make myself disagreeable, but I need scarcely point out to you that there are circumstances in this case which are, to say the least of it, peculiar. I may as well tell you that your movements will be under the surveillance of the police; and, should you make any attempt to elude us we may consider it our duty to place you in safe custody.”

“That’s all right,” I replied. “Lock me up and hang me, do! It only needs some little trifle of that kind to make the situation altogether what it should be. The man is a perfect stranger to me, and I know no more how he came to his death than the man in the moon; which things are, possibly, a sufficient reason why the police should make of me one of their proverbial examples.”

It struck me that the inspector did not altogether know what to make of me; Although he did not arrest me, to all intents and purposes he might almost as well have done. Until the inquest took place the hotel was practically in charge, with everybody in it. A policeman slept on the premises; other policemen were continually about the premises, asking questions and making themselves objectionable both by day and night. I myself began to feel that I had a haunted, hangdog sort of air. As for Mrs. Barnes, if she had not a great crime upon her conscience, it was not because she did not look it. She seemed to be growing hourly thinner. I knew very well that she was full of a great anxiety to say a word or two to me in private, but dared not for fear of prying eyes and ears. She solved the difficulty in her own way by pinning a note to my pillow, so that I found it on going to bed on the night before the inquest.

It had neither beginning nor end, and ran something like this; every word was underlined — 

“Say nothing to-morrow about my husband, for God’s sake! I am quite sure that he had nothing to do with this deed of horror — you know that he had not — and I know! No good purpose will be served by dragging him into it, and so bringing on me greater ruin than has come already!”

As I read this scarcely judicious appeal I told myself that Mrs. Barnes was certainly wrong in saying that I knew that her mysterious husband had had nothing to do with the crime which had been wrought. As a matter of fact, I knew nothing.

The more I reflected, however, the less I liked the look of the circumstances, which seemed to suggest a guilty knowledge on the part of my whilom friend, the waiter. It appeared at least possible that he was the James Southam who had been actually advertised for, and that he was very well aware that Duncan Rothwell had something to say to him which was, very distinctly, not to his advantage. Looking at the violence which, without hesitation, he had used towards me, was it not conceivable that he might have, and indeed had, used still greater violence towards Mr. Rothwell?

The inquest was not over in a day, though the only light it threw upon the crime went to prove the identity of the murdered man. A singular state of things the evidence upon this point revealed — by no means tending to elucidate the mystery. The dead man actually turned out to be Jonas Hartopp — the head, and, in fact, the sole remaining partner, in the well-known firm of manufacturing jewellers — Hartopp and Company. The strange part of the business was that he seemed to have been Duncan Rothwell as well — that is, he had assumed that name for reasons which were very far from being plain.

Hartopp and Company were a Birmingham firm — a wealthy one. Jonas Hartopp himself had had the reputation of being as rich as a reasonable man would care to be. Duncan Rothwell had written to Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton from Liverpool, where he had taken rooms, as it would seem, for the special purpose of communicating with them.

He had never occupied the rooms, but had given the most peremptory instructions that all letters and telegrams should at once be forwarded to an address at Aston. The address at Aston turned out to be a tobacconist’s shop. The tobacconist at once recognised the dead man as being the person he had known as Duncan Rothwell. Why the wealthy Birmingham jeweller, Jonas Hartopp, had chosen to masquerade as Duncan Rothwell, or what was the something to his advantage which he proposed to communicate to James Southam, there was not a shred or tittle of evidence to show; nor was there a thread of light thrown upon the shadows which enveloped the mystery of his sudden death.

As it chanced, no question was asked me while I was in the witness-box which gave me an opportunity of bringing in the incident of Mrs. Barnes’s husband. I had a sufficiently bad time of it without being actuated by a burning desire to involve myself in further complications. Never in my life had I been so badgered. They would not accept my plain statement that I had not the faintest notion why James Southam had been advertised for, or who had advertised for him, or what was the something which he was to learn to his advantage. The coroner and the police, and, for the matter of that, the public too, appeared to be under the impression that, since I owned that my name was James Southam, therefore I held the key of the mystery in the hollow of my hand; or, at any rate, that I ought to. They had raked up the circumstances of my life from my earliest days; they had made all sorts of inquiries about me in all sorts of directions, yet they could find nothing which could fairly be said to tell against me; and that for the sufficient, and, from my point of view, satisfactory reason, that there was nothing to find.

Notwithstanding which, when the inquiry closed, I was conscious that more than one person in court, and a good many out of it, cherished the impression that I had had a hand indirectly, if not directly, in the murdered man’s despatch, the verdict of the coroner’s jury being that Jonas Hartopp, otherwise known as Duncan Rothwell, had been murdered by some person or persons unknown.


CHAPTER V

THE NEW GUEST,

Oddly enough it was not until I was smarting under the feelings occasioned by the reflection that I had come out of the inquiry with a smirch upon my character that it occurred to me what a fool I had been, when I was in the witness-box, in not going even out of my way to transfer suspicion from myself to the scamp whom Mrs. Barnes had assured me was her husband. I arrived, then and there, at a resolution. I would play, on lines of my own, that favourite part in fiction — the role of the amateur detective. I would trace to their sources the various threads which had become complicated in such a tangled web of crime. I would unravel them, one by one. Single-handed, if necessary, I would make the whole thing plain.

In theory, an excellent resolution; situated as I was, not an easy one to put into practice. Before the end of the coroner’s inquest Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton informed me that their guarantee to provide for the expenses of my sojourn at Mrs. Barnes’s establishment thenceforward was withdrawn. Of the four banknotes which had come to me in Duncan Rothwell’s letter about fifteen pounds remained. If that sum might be credited to my account, on the debit side of the column was the injury which my connection with the affair had, at least temporarily, done my character. If before I had found it difficult to obtain remunerative employment, I should find it now still harder.

On the morning after the close of the inquiry I was meditating taking an immediate departure from the house in which I had met with experiences which had been to anything but my advantage, when Mrs. Barnes came into the room. Her worries had worn her almost to a shadow. I felt that, if she continued to diminish at the same rate long, she soon, literally, would entirely waste away. Her nervous tricks seemed to have become accentuated. She stood rubbing her hands together, apparently for the moment at a loss for something to say.

“I hope, sir, that you are not going?”

“Then you hope wrong, Mrs. Barnes. I certainly am going, and that at once.”

“You mustn’t sir — you really mustn’t.”

“You are wrong again, Mrs. Barnes, for I really must, if on one account only — that I am not in a position to pay your terms.”

She gave a sudden movement forward, coming to lean with both her hands upon the table. Her voice dropped to that odd, palpitating whisper of which she seemed to be so fond.

“You needn’t let that trouble you. You can live board and lodging free, and you’ll be welcome.”

I observed her closely. In her face there was something which was positively uncanny. If ever a person had a haunted look it was Mrs. Barnes.

“Why do you make to me such a proposition? Do you consider that I am the sort of person who would be willing to snatch at anybody’s charity, or are you in the habit of giving strangers board and lodging free?”

“Indeed, no; but it’s different with you. If you leave me now I shall not dare to stay in the house, and that’s the truth. I feel as if you were guarding me; as if hungry eyes were on the house, seeking for a chance to work me evil, but that the hidden watchers dare not come in to do that to me which they desire while my roof still shelters you. Sir, do you think that ‘he’ did it?”

“Do I think that who did what?”

“Do you think that my husband killed that man?”

“To be frank with you, I think it extremely possible that he knows as much of the business as may altogether be good for him — more, for instance, than you or I. I have been reproaching myself for having done as you requested, and not having at least alluded to the gentleman in question when giving my evidence before the coroner.”

My words set her trembling.

“You did quite right. You would have been sorry for it afterwards. I cannot tell you why or how, but I am certain that my husband had no more to do with that deed of blood than you or I.”

The woman’s intense earnestness made me stare.

“I can only say, Mrs. Barnes, that I regret that I am unable to share your certainty.”

“That is one reason why I ask you — why I implore you to stay. There is a cloud hanging over you and over me — it is the same cloud! If you stay I feel that it may be lifted; but, if you leave, it may rest on us for ever.”

What she said was nonsense pure and simple. Still, I suffered myself to be persuaded. I agreed to stay on — at any rate, for a time. The satisfaction with which she received my decision was so pronounced that one might have thought that I had done her the greatest service in the world.

I went out in the afternoon. When I came back in the evening, not a little to my surprise, my food was brought me by a man. I stared at him askance. Hitherto the whole service of the house, in which I had been the only guest, had been done by the maid. Now I found myself confronted by a quite irreproachable-looking waiter, attired in the orthodox costume of his kind. His presence was so unexpected that I found it impossible to conceal my astonishment.

“Who the deuce are you?” I blurted out.

The fellow began to smirk in reply. “New waiter, sir — only came this afternoon, sir!”

“I had no notion that Mrs. Barnes contemplated making such an addition to her establishment.”

“No, sir; perhaps not, sir. Business is very slack just now, but the season is coming on, and the house will very soon be full.”

This was emphatically a lie. So far from the season just coming on, in an hotel-keeper’s sense, it was rapidly drawing to an end; and so far as Mrs. Barnes was personally concerned, apparently a bitter one, too. What she wanted, circumstanced as she was, with such a gorgeous individual as this about the place, or what she could find for him to do, surpassed my comprehension.

The fellow bustled about the room, pretending to busy himself, in accordance with a trick of his trade, with nothing at all.

“Been here long, sir?”

“You know very well how long I have been here.”

“Beg pardon, sir, how’s that?”

“You have read it in the papers. Don’t feign ignorance with me, my man.”

The fellow turned away. He was industriously polishing an already spotless glass.

“You allude to the recent unfortunate occurrence, sir? I believe that I did see something about it.”

“You believe! Is that all? You are perfectly aware that you are as well up in what you call the recent occurrence as I am. You know all about me; how I came into the house, when I came, my name, and everything.”

I do not know why I said this, but I did say it, and I felt that it was true. The man seemed taken aback.

“Mrs. Barnes did mention your name,” he murmured.

“You knew it without her mentioning it. You can leave the room. When I want you I will ring.”

I was glad to be rid of him. His presence seemed to chafe me. I knew not why. He was not ill-looking. His bearing was wholly respectful; and yet some instinct had seemed to warn me that while I was in his near neighbourhood it would be just as well that I should be upon my guard.

When I had eaten I sallied forth in quest of Mrs. Barnes. Her nervous system had not improved since the morning; even the sight of me seemed to fill her with terror. Her eyes looked at everything except at me. I wondered if some disaster had been added to the sum of her already over-numerous troubles.

“You have a new waiter,” I began.

“Yes.” She spoke in a stammering whisper. Her features were agitated with the former reminiscence of St. Vitus’s Dance. “Yes; a new waiter.”

“I hope very sincerely, for your sake, Mrs. Barnes, that he may ere long have other guests to wait upon besides myself.”

“Yes.” The same irresolute muttering. “Yes; I hope he may.”

“I had no idea that you thought of making an engagement of the kind just now.”

“No — I don’t think — I told you.”

What was the matter with the woman? Why did she persist in speaking in that tone of voice, as if she was fearful of being overheard! And why did she apparently not dare to allow her eyes to rest, even for a moment, on my face? She had been so effusive in the morning. Now, on a sudden, she had returned to the condition of almost doddering terror which had marked her bearing during the time we had a policeman quartered in the house.

“Where did you get the man? What is his name? And what do you know of him?”

As I put my questions I thought for a moment that she was going to favour me with one of her frenzied bursts of confidence. But while I waited for her to speak, all at once her frame became rigid. I seemed to see the unspoken words lying on her lips. Turning to discover the cause of the obvious change in her manner, I found that the new waiter had opened the door and, unannounced, had entered the room. At sight of him her agitation again assumed the upper hand.

“I — I must ask you to excuse me, sir. I have something which I must do.”

I did excuse her; but when I had left her I decided in my own mind that my instinct had been right, and that there was more in the new waiter than met the eye. It seemed scarcely likely that even a landlady of such an eccentric type as Mrs. Barnes would increase her staff when the only guest which her house contained was such an emphatically unprofitable one as I bade fair to be.

However, in one respect the position of affairs was destined to be speedily changed. The house received not only another guest, but also one who bade fair to be as profitable a one as a landlady’s heart could wish. It was on the day immediately following that Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor arrived. I had been out all the morning and afternoon, renewing the weary search for employment which might provide me with the means for obtaining my daily bread. The first intimation I had of her arrival was when, having dined, I was thinking of a quiet pipe, and of an early retirement to bed.


CHAPTER VI

THE WOMAN WITH ONE HAND

“Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor’s compliments, sir, and would you mind stepping upstairs?”

I had a lighted match in my hand, and was in the very act of applying it to the bowl of my pipe when the latest importation in waiters brought me the message.

“Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor?” I let the match go out. “And pray who may Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor be?”

“The lady who arrived to-day, sir, and who has taken a private sitting-room — No. 8.”

“Indeed! And what does Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor want with me?”

“I don’t know, sir; she asked me to give you her compliments, and would you be so kind as to step upstairs.”

I stepped upstairs, wondering. I was received by a tall and somewhat ponderous woman, who was dressed in a dark-blue silk costume, almost as if she were going to a ball. She half rose from the couch as I came in, inclining her head in my direction with what struck me as a slightly patronising smile. She spoke in a loud, hearty tone of voice, which was marked by what struck me as being a Yorkshire twang.

“It is so good of you to come to see me, Mr. Southam. I was really more than half afraid to ask you. As it is, I beg ten thousand pardons, but I do so want you to write me a letter.”

“To write you a letter? I am afraid I am a little slow of comprehension.”

“I have lost my hand.” She stretched out her right arm. Both arms were bare to the shoulder. I could not but notice how beautifully they were moulded, their massive contours, their snowy whiteness. She wore gloves which reached nearly to her elbows. So far as I could judge there appeared to be a hand inside of both. She seemed to read my thoughts, still continuing to hold her right arm out in front of her.

“You think my hand is gloved? I always wear it so. But the glove conceals a dummy. Come and feel it.” I bowed. I was content to take her at her word; I had no wish to put her to the actual test. “I have never been able to gain complete control over my left hand — to use it as if it were my right. I suppose it is because I am not clever enough. I can scribble with it, but only scribble. When I desire to have a letter properly written I am dependent upon outsiders’ help. Will you write one for me now?”

It was an odd request for a new-comer at an hotel to address to a perfect stranger, but I complied. The letter she dictated, and which I wrote at her dictation, seemed to me the merest triviality — a scribble would have served the purpose just as well. She chattered all the time that I was writing, and, when I had finished, she went on chattering still. All at once she broke into a theme to which I ought to have become accustomed, but had not.

“Do you know, Mr. Southam, that I have been reading about this dreadful murder case? How the papers have all been full of it! And I don’t mind telling you, as a matter of fact, that in a sort of a way it was that which has brought me to this hotel.”

If that were so, I retorted, then her tastes were individual; she perceived attractions where the average man saw none. She laughed.

“I don’t know that it was exactly that, but the truth is, Mr. Southam, I was interested in you.” The way in which she emphasised the pronoun a little startled me. “I made up my mind that I would ferret you out directly I got to the hotel, and that then, if I liked the look of you, would make you an offer. You see how frank I am.”

She certainly was frank to a fault, in one sense. And yet I wondered. As I replied to her my tone was grim.

“It is very good of you. And now that, as I take it for granted that you do like the look of me — as you can scarcely fail to do — may I inquire what is the nature of the offer you propose to make?”

She laughed again. Possibly my perceptions were unusually keen, but, all the time, it occurred to me that there was about her a something — an atmosphere, if you will — which was not exactly suggestive of laughter. Unless I was mistaken, her faculties were as much on the alert as mine were. She was engaged in summing me up when she feigned to be least observant.

“You must understand, Mr. Southam, that I know all about you which the papers had to tell, and that was not a little! So we are not exactly strangers. At least, that is, you are not wholly a stranger to me. Besides which, I myself once knew a person whose name was Southam.”

I started. The woman’s eyes were fixed on me, although she pretended to be trifling with her dress.

“You knew a person whose name was Southam. Indeed! Who was it, a man or a woman?”

She ignored my question.

“Have you any relatives of your own name?

“Not that I am aware of, though there seems to be more than one Southam about in the world. What Southam was it you knew?”

Her tone was ostentatiously indifferent. “Oh, it doesn’t matter. It was a long time ago, and, as you say, I suppose there are heaps of Southams about in the world. I only wanted to explain to you that you were not so absolutely unknown to me as the fact that this is our first actual meeting might lead you to imagine. Will you allow me to ask if you are still seeking employment? I thought, from what I read in the papers, that it was just possible you might be.”

“You have supposed correctly. I am.”

“Would you like to fill the post of secretary?”

“Of secretary?” I paused for a moment to consider — not the suggestion of such a post, but the source from whence the suggestion came. “To whom?”

“To me.”

“It is very kind of you, but do you clearly understand, madam, that you are speaking to a person whose character is under a cloud?”

“Because you were suspected of having murdered that man?”

Her question was brutal in its candour.

“Precisely. Because I was suspected, and, for all I know, still am.”

“The people who suspected you were fools. I will back my capacity as a judge of character, even at sight, against their suspicions. You are not of the stuff of which murderers are made.”

Her tone was short and sharp — I had almost written sarcastic — as if she thought it a shame to a man not to be made of the stuff of which murderers are. She went on, speaking quickly, even brusquely.

“I will trust you, if you, on your part, will trust me. As I have told you, and as I will prove to you, if — as I almost believe — you doubt me, I have lost my hand. See!” Hastily, before I could stop her, she began to unbutton her right glove. She only unloosed a button or two, when the whole thing, glove, hand and all, came clean away, and she held out towards me her handless arm. I stared, at a loss for words, not a little shocked — the disfigurement was so dreadful, and seemed to have been so recent. Her voice grew bitter. “I lost that hand under circumstances which impressed its loss upon my memory. As it were, I seem to be losing it anew, every hour of every day. It has left me impotent. Will you relieve my impotence? Will you become my secretary? There will not be much for you to do, but there will be something; the salary which I shall pay you will not be a large one, but it will, perhaps, suffice till something better offers; I will give you a hundred pounds a year, and, as they say in the advertisements, all found. Do not give me your answer at once. It may be that I shall stay in the hotel some time, and, at any rate, while I am here, possibly you will not refuse to act as my amanuensis. You can see with your own eyes how much I am in want of one.”

Again she drew my attention to her mangled arm. As she suggested, I neither accepted nor declined her offer there and then; it was one which needed consideration from more points than one. For instance, while she did know something of me — if what she had read in the newspaper reports could be called knowledge — I knew literally nothing of her; for all I could tell, she might be an adventuress lately freed from the purlieus of a gaol. I did consent to do any secretarial work she might require during her stay in the hotel. By the time she left it I might be able to see my way more clearly than I did just then.

I saw a good deal of Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor during the few days which followed, and the more I saw of her the less I could make her out. There was a good deal of work for me to do, such as it was. I wondered if she had brought it with her in order to furnish her with an excuse to give me occupation. There were papers for me to copy — papers which seemed to be of the very slightest importance. While I was supposed to be engaged in copying them, she interrupted me without remorse, and talked and talked and talked. During those conversations she learned a great deal of my history, while I ascertained nothing at all of hers. I found that she was a woman of quick and imperious temper: to fence with one of her interminable questions annoyed her; to have declined point-blank to answer one would have involved an immediate breach. If I took service with her, it would be with my eyes open; I should have to be prepared for squalls. Though she gave me employment as if she were bestowing charity, she would expect and require perfect obedience from me in return.

I do not think that, as a rule, I am quick in taking dislike at a person, but there did, in spite of myself, grow up in my mind a sense of antipathy towards Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor. I felt as if she were watching me; pumping me, turning me inside out, as if I were some old glove; playing with me with that cruel sort of enjoyment with which a cat plays with a mouse, and I did not find the feeling an agreeable one.

To add to my comfort, I had an uneasy consciousness that the new waiter had an attentive eye upon my movements in a non-waiterial sense. It was an eye for which I did not thank him; I almost suspected that he was playing the part of a sleepless spy. I half believed that, not infrequently, he was an unseen auditor of my interviews with Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor — I should like to have caught him in the act! One night I could not sleep, I found that I had left my pipe downstairs. I started off to get it; I had scarcely got outside the bedroom door when I all but stumbled over the new waiter. Before I had discovered who it was, I had pinned him to the floor. He was profuse in his apologies, but I do not think that he could altogether have liked the way in which I handled him.


CHAPTER VII

THE SECOND ENCOUNTER

I began, as the days went by, to be more and more a prey to unhealthy, and apparently unreasonable doubts and fears — fears which, in truth, were so intangible that they were without form and void, but which were very real for all that. I began to feel as if a net were being drawn tighter and tighter round me, and as if every step I took was beset by hidden dangers. Such a mental condition was as I have said, an unhealthy one. I realised that well enough, and I had been wandering one evening to and fro on the Embankment, striving to free myself, if only for a time, from the imaginary mists and shadows which seemed to compass me about, when as I was turning into the street in which stood Mrs. Barnes’s hotel, I saw a man crouching in the darkness of the wall. What was the man’s purpose I had no doubt: he was seeking for concealment. He had seen me before I saw him, and was endeavouring to escape my scrutiny.

I took him to be the new waiter. I supposed that I had caught him in the act of spying on me at last. I turned swiftly on him, and before he could retreat I had him by the shoulders.

“Before I let you go, my friend, you will be so good as to tell me, now and here, what is the cause of the extreme interest which you evidently take in my proceedings.”

That was what I said to him; but already, before I had said my say right out, I perceived that I was wrong: that the man I had hold of was not the man I thought he was. This man was shorter and of slighter build, and he showed more signs of fight than, within my experience, the other had evinced. He wriggled in my grasp like an eel, but, holding tightly on to him, I dragged him a little into the light.

When I succeeded in getting a glimpse at him there came from between my lips a series of interjections: — 

“You! — James Southam! — Mr. Barnes! Good God!”

I had hardly spoken when he knocked me down. I was so taken by surprise that I was unable to offer the least resistance; he felled me again, as he had felled me before, as if I had been a ninepin. By the time I had realised what had happened I was lying on my back on the pavement. His hand was on my throat, and his knee was on my chest. He was peering closely into my face — so closely that I could feel his breath upon my cheeks.

“It’s you again, is it? I thought it was. Don’t you make a noise, or I’ll choke the life right out of you. You tell me, straight out, what it is you want with me — do you hear?”

As if to drive his question well home, he gave my head a sharp tap against the pavement. His strength must have been prodigious. I was conscious that, with him above me thus and with that iron grasp upon my throat, I was wholly at his mercy. The hour was late. Although almost within a stone’s throw of the Strand, the place was solitary; not a creature might pass just where we were the whole night through.

“Take your hand from my windpipe — I cannot speak — you are choking me,” I gasped.

“Give me your word you will make no noise if I do. See here!”

He was clutching a knife — as ugly a looking knife as ever I saw. He brandished it before my eyes.

“I give my word,” I managed to utter.

He relaxed his hold. It was a comfort to be again able to freely inflate my lungs, though the continued presence of his knee on my chest was none too pleasant. With the point of his knife he actually pricked my nose.

“Don’t you try to move, or I will cut your throat as if you were a pig. Lie still and answer my questions — and straight, mind, or you’ll be sorry. What is it you want with me?”

“I want nothing from you — I have never wanted anything. You have been under an entire misapprehension throughout.”

Once more, with gruesome sportiveness, he tickled my nose with his knife.

“Stow that, my lad! It’s no good trying to catch this bird with salt. How did you come to know that my name was James Southam?”

“I never did know it. The simple truth is that that name happened to be mine.”

“What’s that?”

“I say that that name happens to be mine — I am James Southam.”

Bending down he glared at me with eyes which seemed to glow like burning coal.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean precisely what I say. If you choose to examine the contents of my pockets — they are at your mercy — you will find ample proof of the truth of what I say. Besides, I take it that you have had truth of this proof from the contents of the papers.”

“The contents of the papers — what papers?”

I looked at him to see if his seeming ignorance of what I meant was real. It appeared to be.

“You and I, Mr. Southam, or Mr. Barnes, or whatever your name is, have been, and it would seem still are, at cross purposes. I take no more interest in your affairs than you take in mine — perhaps not so much. The mention of my name seems to have awoke uncomfortable echoes in your breast, which fact is of the nature of an odd coincidence.”

“You are not a policeman, or a detective, or a private inquiry agent, or anything of that kind — you swear it?”

“Very willingly. I am simply a poor devil of a clerk out of a situation. Why you should object to me, or, still more, why you should fear me, I have not the faintest notion.”

He hesitated before he spoke again — then his tone was sullen.

“I don’t know if you are lying: I expect you are: but anyhow, I’ll chance it. I fancy that I’m about your match, if it’s tricks you’re after. If I let you get up, can I trust you?”

“You can: again I give you my word for it.”

He let me rise. When I had done so, and was brushing the dust off my clothes, I took his measure. Even by the imperfect light I could see how shabby he was, and how hollow his cheeks were. He seemed to have shrunk to half his size since that first short interview I had had with him.

“You will excuse my saying you don’t look as if you have been living in clover.”

“I haven’t. I am nearly starving. It is that which has brought me back.”

“Why did you ever go? Mrs. Barnes tells me that you are her husband. I should imagine that you had a pretty comfortable birth of it.”

He glowered at me with renewed suspicion. “Oh, she has told you so much, has she? What has she told you more?”

“Very little. She has been half beside herself trying to think what has become of you, especially since this affair of Duncan Rothwell.”

We had crossed the road and were on the Embankment, walking towards the City side by side. Although I had made the allusion of set purpose, I was scarcely prepared for the effect which it had on him. Plainly, he was a person of ungovernable impulses. He stopped, swung, round, again the knife was gleaming in his grasp, and his hand was at my throat. But this time I succeeded in warding him off.

“What is the matter with you, man? Are you stark mad?”

He was breathing in great gasps. “What name — was that — you said?”

“Surely the name must be a familiar one to you by now. It has been to the front enough in all the papers.”

“The paper! What papers?”

“The newspapers, man, of course!”

“How do I know what is in the newspapers? I never look at them. There is nothing in them which is of interest to me. What name was that you said? Tell me if you dare!”

He made a threatening gesture with his knife, seeming to be half frenzied with excitement.

“Duncan Rothwell — the man who was murdered at your wife’s front door.”

“Duncan Rothwell! Murdered — at my wife’s — front door!”

The knife fell from his hand. He gave such a backward lurch that I half expected to see him fall down after it. In an instant, stooping, I had the knife in my grasp. I felt strongly that such a weapon was safer in my possession than in his. He did not seem for the moment to be conscious of what it was which he had lost and I had gained. He stood staring in front of him with an air of stupefaction. He repeated his own words over to himself, stammeringly, as if he were unable to catch their meaning: “Murdered — at my wife’s — front door!”

“Where have you been living not to have heard of it? It has been the topic of every tongue.”

I could see that he was struggling to collect his scattered senses. He spoke at last as if he were waking from a dream.

“I have heard nothing. I do not understand what you are talking about. Tell me everything.”

I told him all that there was to tell. Evidently the whole of it was news to him. He listened greedily, gulping down, as it were, every word I uttered, as if I had been feeding him with physical food as well as mental. As I noted his demeanour, it seemed incredible that he could have been the chief actor in the tragedy to the details of which he listened with such apparently unfeigned amazement. I had been guilty of an unintentional injustice in doubting him. As I told my tale we leaned upon the parapet — he never looking at me once, but straight into the heart of the river.

When I had finished he was silent for some moment. Then he put to me a question:

“Do you mean to say that nothing has been found out to show who did it?”

“Absolutely nothing.”

Unless I erred, he smiled. Had I not done him an injustice after all? Could the man be such a consummate actor?

“And yet you almost saw him killed?”

“Had I come into the hall half a moment sooner I might have seen the murderer in the act of perpetrating his crime.”

This time he laughed right out — an evil laugh.

“For goodness’ sake, man, don’t laugh like that — it makes me shiver.”

He was still, with a stillness which, somehow, I did not care to break. A far-away look began to come into his face. He seemed to become lost in thought. When, after a long interval, during which I was sufficiently engaged in watching the different expressions which seem to chase each other across his face, he broke the silence, it was as though he muttered to himself, oblivious of his companion and of the place in which he was: “What a woman she is!”

That was what he said. I caught the words as he uttered them beneath his breath — uttered them, as it seemed, half in admiration, half in scorn. And he again was still.


CHAPTER VIII

“MURDERER!”

He would not go home. I spent, I daresay, an hour in seeking to persuade him. I pointed out the injury he was doing to himself, the wrong which he was doing his wife. I went further — I more than hinted at the suspicions which might fall upon him in connection with the Rothwell murder; plainly asserting that it would be the part of wisdom, to speak of nothing else, for him to put in an appearance on the scene, look the business squarely in the face, and see it boldly through. But he was not to be induced. The most that I could get from him was a promise that he would come to the front, to use his own words, “when the time was ripe” — what he meant by them was more than I could tell. In return, he extracted a promise from me that I would say nothing of our meeting to his wife until he gave me leave — a promise which was only given on the strength of his solemn asseveration that such silence on my part would be best for his wife’s sake, and for mine. He would give me no address. In reply to my fishing inquiries into the mystery of his personal action he maintained an impenetrable reserve — he was not to be drawn. One thing he did condescend to do: he borrowed all the loose cash which I had in my pockets.

Mrs. Barnes had supplied me with a latchkey; I had been accustomed to let myself in with it when I was late. My surprise was therefore considerable when, directly I inserted the key in the lock, the door was opened from within, and there confronting me stood the ubiquitous new waiter, with the inevitable smile upon his face.

“What are you sitting up for at this hour of the night? You know very well that I have a key of my own.”

He continued to stand in the stiff, poker-like attitude which always reminded me of a soldier rather than of a waiter. Not a muscle of his countenance moved.

“I have been accustomed to act as a night porter, sir.”

“Then you needn’t trouble yourself to act as a night porter to me. Let me take this opportunity to speak to you a word of a sort. What is the nature of the interest you take in my proceedings, I do not know. That you do take a peculiar interest is a little too obvious. While I remain in this house I intend to come, and to go, and to do exactly as I please. The next time I have cause to suspect you of spying upon my movements you will be the recipient of the best licking you ever had in all your life. You understand? I shall keep my word, so you had better make a note of it.”

The fellow said nothing in return; his lips were closely pursed together. I might have been speaking to a dummy, except that there came a gleam into his eyes which scarcely suggested that his heart was filled with the milk of human kindness.

When I had reached my bedroom, and, having undressed, was opening my night shirt preparatory to putting it on, there fell from one of the folds of the garment a scrap of paper.

“What now?” I asked myself, as I watched it go fluttering to the floor. I picked it up; it only contained four words, and they were in Mrs. Barnes’s writing: “You are in danger.”

This, veritably, was an hotel of all the mysteries. Whether the husband or the wife was the more curious character, was, certainly, an open question. For days she had avoided me. In spite of my attempts to induce her to enter into conversation I had scarcely been able to get a word out of her edgeways. Why had she chosen this eccentric method of conveying to me such an enigmatic message? I was in danger! Of what? It struck me forcibly, and not for the first time, that if I remained much longer an inmate of Barnes’s hotel I should be in distinct danger of one thing — of going mad!

I had still some papers left to copy, out of the last batch which Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor had given me. I had been accustomed to do my work in her private sitting-room, it being my habit, as I understood it, in accordance with her wish, first to have breakfast, and then to go upstairs and ask her if she was prepared for me to commence my duties. The next morning I followed the ordinary course of procedure, and was at her door, if anything, rather before the usual hour. But instead of vouchsafing me a courteous greeting, as it was her wont to do, she commenced to rate me soundly, asking me if I thought that her time was of no account, since I kept her waiting till it suited me to give her my attention.

I made no attempt to excuse myself, imagining that she was suffering from an attack of indigestion, or from some other complaint which female flesh is peculiarly heir to, contenting myself with repeating my inquiry as to whether she was ready to avail herself of my proffered services. The fashion of her rejoinder hardly suggested that the lady who made it was stamped with the stamp which is, poetically, supposed to mark the caste of Vere de Vere.

“Don’t ask me such absurd questions! You don’t suppose that I’m the servant, and you’re the master. Sit down, and begin your work at once, and don’t try any of your airs with me!”

I sat down, and began my work at once. It was not for me to argue with a lady. Beggars may not be choosers, and I could only hope that the infirmities of a feminine temper might not be too frequently in evidence as a sort of honorary addition to the charms of my salary.

That the lady meant to be disagreeable I could have no doubt as the minutes went by; and scarcely had I commenced to write than she began at me again. She found fault with my work, with what I had done, with what I had left undone, as it seemed to me, quite causelessly. I bore her reproaches as meekly as the mildest mortal could have done.

My meekness seemed to inflame rather than to appease her. She said things which were altogether uncalled for, and which beyond doubt an office boy would have resented. That I should keep my temper in face of her continued provocation evidently annoyed her. Suddenly springing out of her chair, she bounced from the room.

“I trust,” I said, apostrophising her when she had gone, “that when you do return your temperature will be appreciably lower. In any case, I fancy, Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor, that you and I shall not long stand towards each other in the position of employee and employer. Even by a lady one does not care to be called over the coals — and such coals! — for nothing at all. One had almost better starve than be treated, in and out of season, as a whipping boy.”

The papers which I was engaged in copying comprised all sorts of odds and ends, more worthy, I should have thought, of the rubbish heap than of transcription. They were about all sorts of things, and were in no sort of order, and why they should be deemed worthy of being enshrined in the beautiful manuscript book with which Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor had supplied me was beyond my comprehension.

I had finished transcribing one paper. Laying it down, I drew towards me another. It was a letter, and was in a hand which I had not previously encountered. The caligraphy, even the paper on which the letter was written, filled me with a strange sense of familiarity. Where had I seen that carefully crabbed, characteristic handwriting before? — every letter as plain as copperplate, yet the whole conveying the impression of coming from an unlettered man. I had had a previous acquaintance with it, and that quite recently.

I had it — it came to me in a flash of memory!

The writing was that which had come to me in the communication which had been signed Duncan Rothwell. This letter and that letter had emanated from the same scribe. I could have sworn to it. Even the paper was the same. I remembered taking particular notice of the large sheet of post, with the unusually coarse grain; here was that sheet’s twin brother!

What was a letter from Duncan Rothwell doing among Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor’s papers?

It was my duty to copy the thing. It was, therefore, necessary that I should read it. It bore no date and no address. It began:— “My dearest Amelia.” Who was my dearest Amelia? A glance sufficed to show me that it was a love-letter, and a love-letter of an uncommon kind. Clearly, there had been some blunder. Such an epistle could not intentionally have been lumped with that olla podrida of scraps and scrawls. It was out of place in such a gallery. What was I to do?

The question was answered for me. While I still hesitated, Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor reappeared. I said nothing, but I daresay that the expression of my features and the gingerly style in which I held the letter out in front of me, conveyed a hint that I had lighted on something out of the way. Probably, too, she recognised the letter directly she caught sight of it, even from the other side of the room. Anyhow, she came striding forward — she was a woman who could stride — and, without any sort of ceremony, leaning across the table, she snatched it from my hand. For an instant I expected she would strike me — she was in such a passion. The veins stood out on her brow like bands; her lips gave convulsive twitches.

Since it seemed that rage had deprived her of the faculty of speech, I endeavoured to explain the situation by feigning ignorance that there was a situation to explain.

“Do you wish me to copy this letter in the same way as the others?”

My voice was suave; hers, when it came, was not.

“You beast!” That was the epithet which she was pleased to hurl at me. “I might have guessed you were a thief!”

“Madam!”

Her language was so atrocious, and her anger, so far as I was concerned, so unjustifiable, that I knew not what to make of her.

“Where did you steal that letter?”

I stood up. “Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor, you go too far. You appear to be under the, I assure you, erroneous impression that, in engaging a man to fill the honourable post of your secretary, you buy him body and soul to do as you will.”

“You smooth-tongued hound! Don’t think to play the hypocrite with me, or you will find yourself in custody on a charge of theft.”

I looked her steadily in the face — fury seemed to have distended her naturally generous proportions.

“I fear, madam, that this morning you are suffering from ill-health. When you are yourself again, I feel sure you will tender your apologies.”

I moved towards the door. But she would not let me go. She placed herself in front of me.

“Don’t think that you deceive me! Don’t think that your attitudinising can impose on me! If you do, you are in error. I have known you from the first — yes, before I saw you in the actual flesh. I knew Jonas Hartopp as well as you, and when he fell I swore that I would gibbet the wretch who slew him. All this time I have been watching you, the avenger of blood; I have been tracking you, step by step, playing the very sleuth-hound: It only needs a very little to enable me to prove your guilt up to the hilt; and you may be very sure of this, James Southam, that though you seek to hide yourself in the nethermost corners of the earth, I will have you brought back to hang!”

Her words were so wild, and the charge with which she sought to brand me such a monstrous birth of a diseased imagination, that the most charitable supposition could be that the woman was mentally unhinged. I treated her with the contempt she merited.

“Possibly, madam, when at your leisure you have credited me with all the vices, you will suffer me to leave the room.”

“That is the tone you take up; you sneer, and sneer, and sneer! I foresaw it. Do not suppose that this further proof of your deficiency in all sense of shame takes me by surprise. So black-hearted a villain was not likely to have a conscience which could be easily pricked. You may go — still this once! It will not be for long; your wings will soon be clipped. I shall soon have you in a cage. Be sure of this: I will show you as little mercy as you showed your helpless victim when he had walked into the trap which you had set for him. You had best be careful. And never forget that wherever you go my emissaries keep you well in sight; whatever you do is known to me within the hour. I have no intention of letting the cord which holds you run too loose.”

When she stopped to take breath, I bowed. “I thank you, madam, for your permission to leave the room, and do protest that I esteem myself highly honoured, in that you should take so acute an interest, as you say you do, in my humble person.”

She let me go, though seemingly not a little against her will. Even at the last moment I should not have been surprised if she had assailed me with actual physical violence. But she retained sufficient vestiges of self-control to refrain from doing that. When I opened the door she caught hold of the handle to prevent my shutting it. As I went out she followed me on to the landing. I, supposing she desired to go downstairs, moved aside so as to permit of her passage. She took no notice of my action, so I went downstairs. As I went, she stood at the head of the flight, observing me as I descended, and she said, in a tone of voice which was too audible to be pleasant for me — 

“Murderer!”


CHAPTER IX

THROWN IN HER FACE

I must admit that, in spite of my efforts to keep up the outward semblance of indifference, when I reached the hall I was at a loss what next to do. A man scarcely ever has a passage of arms with an angry woman without suffering some loss of dignity, and that no matter how much in the right he is. I had a mine sprung on me from a wholly unexpected quarter; I had been accused of being an assassin by the woman who, for at any rate one sanguine second, I had fondly fancied was about to play the part of my good fairy; and now, as I was endeavouring with the finest air of conscious rectitude which I had at my command, to remove myself from the lash of her vigorous tongue, she had thrown after me in public that hideous epithet. I was aware that the maid, with eyes and ears wide open, was peeping at me from the banisters above, while standing stolidly at the foot of the stairs was that much too attentive waiter. As he moved to let me pass Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor — I was always fond of double-barrelled names, being persuaded that they were invariably marks of birth and breeding — gave me an assurance that I was still in range.

She addressed the waiter with perfect spontaneity.

“You may let him go, my man, for the present. But his course is nearly run, and he will be in the hands of the police sooner than he thinks.”

I did not feel myself entitled to knock the man down because the woman insulted me, though my inclination went that way. I was still less disposed to turn and slang her back again, being convinced that in such a contest I should not be her equal. My impulse was to seek out Mrs. Barnes, as the landlady, and therefore responsible for all that took place in her establishment, and submit my grievances to her. But a glimpse that I caught of her, beating a precipitate retreat into her sanctum, directly she saw me glance in her direction, informed me that such a mode of procedure would be worse than vain. I turned into the coffee-room. Then, feeling that I must go somewhere to cool my brain, I quitted it almost immediately, to sally forth into the street.

I had brought my wares to a pretty market! Disaster seemed to be heaped upon disaster’s head. Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor might be mad, but there seemed to be method in her madness, and if she really was possessed by the fixed idea that I was an assassin, though I might not stand in actual peril of my life, I could hardly be in a more awkward situation. No wonder I had felt towards her an instinctive antagonism, even when she had appeared to be most friendly. I was not sure that I had done wrong in not seeking to rebut even the wildest of her wild words with a greater show of gravity. The levity with which I had received them might be urged against me if it came to an arrest.

An arrest! At the mere thought of such a climax I involuntarily stood still. Cold sweat was on my brow.

I remembered what Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor had said about her emissaries being always on my track. For some time past I had had an uneasy feeling that my footsteps were being dogged and that I was being watched. I turned to see if any one was shadowing me now: he would have a bad time of it if I found him. I noted no one whose obvious attentions I could resent. But then I was in the Strand; in that busy thoroughfare the merest tyro could ply his trade of spy without fear of premature detection.

I turned towards Waterloo Bridge, a sudden thought striking me as I did so. I would go for advice to Messrs. Cleaver and Caxton: it was through them, in the first place, I had got into this scrape; it ought to be their business to get me out of it. I went, though I might have saved myself the trouble. They expressed their willingness to undertake my defence, if it came to that, and if funds were forthcoming. But so far from giving me the sort of advice I wanted — advice which would enable me to escape the dreadful ordeal of the prisoner’s dock — I could see from their manner, if not from their words, that they thought it as likely as not that I was guilty of the crime which, as it seemed, was about to be imputed against me.

I left them, feeling very little reassured, and sick at heart returned to the hotel. On one point I was finally resolved: under that roof I would not sleep another night. After what had happened in the morning, even Mrs. Barnes would not have the hardihood to suggest that I should continue with her any longer — even as a gratuitous guest.

I went straight upstairs to my bedroom meaning to put the few things together which were mine, and then, and only then, I would have an interview and an explanation with Mrs. Barnes. This was my programme, but, like so many other programmes I had arranged, it was not destined to be carried out.

Directly I reached the bedroom door I became conscious that some one was inside. Supposing it was the maid, who was performing her necessary routine duties, I unceremoniously entered. The person within was not, however, the attendant abigail — it was a man. He lay on his stomach on the floor, with half his length beneath the bed. It was the new waiter. There could be no mistake about the nature of his occupation — I had caught him in the act. So engrossed was he with his researches, that, before he had realised my presence, I had my knee on the small of his back and a stick in my hand.

“As you wouldn’t take my friendly warning, take that!”

I brought the stick down smartly on the nether portion of his frame. He had woke to the consciousness of what was happening at last. With unlooked-for agility, twisting himself partially free, he scrambled from beneath the bed, I continuing, as he struggled, to get in my blows wherever I could.

“Stop this,” he gasped, “or you’ll regret it!”

“I fancy,” I retorted, “that the regret will be yours.”

He showed more fight than I had expected. It occurred to me that perhaps, after all, the whipping might not be confined to one side only. But my blood was up — I was not likely to allow such trifles to affect me. All at once, just as I was in the very act of bringing down on him the best blow of any, he caught my wrist and gave it a sharp wrench which numbed the muscles of my arm as if they had been attacked by temporary paralysis.

“You fool!” he said. “You don’t know what it is you are doing. I am an officer of police, and I arrest you on a charge of murder.”

He had taken my breath away with a vengeance. I gazed at him askance.

“It is false. You are one of that woman’s spies.”

“I am nothing or the kind, as a shrewd man like you ought to be aware. I have had this case in hand from the first. I came here to play the part of a waiter with the special intention of keeping an eye on you — and I have kept an eye upon you, I fancy, to some purpose.”

“It’s all a lie!”

“Don’t talk nonsense. The game is up, my lad, and you know it. The question is, are you going to come quietly, or am I to use the bracelets — I can get plenty of assistance, I assure you, if I choose to call.”

“If you can prove to me the truth of what you say, and can show me that you really are an officer of police, I can have no objection to your doing what you conceive to be your duty, though, I declare to you, as there is a God above us, that in arresting me you are making a grievous mistake.”

The fellow eyed me with what struck me as being a grin of genuine admiration.

“You’re a neat hand — I never saw a chap carry a thing off neater, though it’s my duty to warn you that anything which you may say will be used against you. But you’ve made a slight mistake, my lad — perhaps you didn’t think I found it.”

He picked up something from the coverlet. It was a long, thin blade, of a fashion which I had never seen before. It had a point of exquisite fineness. Here and there the gleaming steel was obscured by what seemed stains of rust.

“Perhaps it is owing to my stupidity that I am unable to grasp your meaning. This is not mine, nor have I seen it before.”

“Haven’t you? That remains to be seen. Unless I am out of my calculations, I shall not be surprised to learn that that knife killed Jonas Hartopp. Oddly enough, I found it just as you were coming into the room — inside the wainscotting, in a little slit in the wall which was not half badly concealed, and which was hidden by your bed. I rather reckon that that small bit of evidence will just round my case up nicely.”

“If it is true that you found it where you say you did, I can only assert that I do not know who put it there. I certainly did not.”

“No? That is a point which must be left open for further consideration. Now I am afraid that I shall have to trouble you to walk downstairs. You perfectly understand, Mr. Southam, that you are my prisoner.”

The bedroom door, in the hurry of my entrance, had been left wide open. Turning, I perceived that Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor was staring in at us.

“Your prisoner!” She echoed the fellow’s words. “Mr. Southam is your prisoner? Who, then, are you?” She put her hand to her breast as if to control her agitation.

“I am a detective.”

“And you have arrested Mr. Southam — for what?”

“For the murder of Jonas Hartopp.”

She clasped her hands together in a kind of ecstasy. “I am so glad! so glad! I congratulate you, sir, on having brought the crime home to the real criminal at last.” She addressed me with an air of triumph which was wholly unconcealed. “Did I not tell you that your course was nearly run? It was nearer its close even than I thought.”

“I am obliged to you for your prognostication, madam, but I may assure you that though I am not the first person who has been wrongfully accused of a crime of which he was completely innocent, I do venture to indulge in a hope that this is the first occasion on which a woman has permitted herself to gloat over the misfortunes of a man who, without having wronged a living creature, is himself friendless, helpless, and injured.”

So far from my words succeeding in reaching the sympathetic side of her — if she had one — she glared at me, if it were possible, more malignantly than before.

“You hypocrite!” she hissed.

My captor placed his hand upon my shoulder. “Come,” he said, in a tone which was unmistakably official. “It is no use staying here to bandy words. Downstairs, Mr. Southam, if you please, and mind, no tricks upon the way.”

I told him that he need not apprehend anything in the nature of what he called tricks from me. We went downstairs, Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor close at our heels.

“Step into the coffee-room, Mr. Southam, if you please. I am going to send for a cab. Mrs. Barnes!” That lady appeared. “I have effected this man’s capture, as I told you that I probably should do.”

So she had known all along who he was, and in concealing the fact, in a sense, had betrayed me. And this was the meaning of her futile, eleventh-hour attempt at warning of the night before.

“Let me have a cab at once. And allow no one to enter this man’s bedroom until I have had an opportunity of examining all that it contains. I shall hold you responsible.”

I saw that Mrs. Barnes’s head was nodding like a Chinese mandarin’s, and that it was set in motion evidently by the agitated condition of her nerves. The detective perceived that it would be as well for him to repeat his instructions if he wished them to be acted on.

“Now then, Mrs. Barnes, pull yourself together! Let me have that cab.”

As Mrs. Barnes moved aside, with the possible intention of taking steps to execute the officer’s commands, I observed that some one was standing at her back. It was her husband. He stood just inside the hall door as if he had just come in, and was wondering what was taking place. He was as shabbily and as poorly dressed as he very well could have been. But there was something in his face and in his bearing which, for some reason which I will not stay to fathom, brought good hope into my heart.

“It’s you? Thank God!” I cried. “They have arrested me for murder! I hope you have come to help me!”

At the sound of my voice they turned to see to whom it was I was speaking. When Mrs. Barnes saw her husband, without any sort of notice she broke into a fit of hysterics, laughing and screaming and kicking all at once so that the maid had to hold her tightly round the waist to prevent her making an untimely descent to the ground.

But there was one person on whom his sudden appearance seemed to have an even greater effect than it had on Mrs. Barnes, and that was Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor. When she realised who it was who had come so unexpectedly on the scene, she began to stare at him as if he exercised over her the fabulous fascination of the snake. She shrank from before his glance, crouching closer and closer to the wall. She seemed to actually diminish in size. “You! — you!” she gasped. “No! — no! — not you!”

She put up her hands as if to ward him off her. As he made a forward movement, one could see that she shivered, as if in mortal terror.

“And you!” he said, with an intensity of meaning in his voice of which I had not thought it capable. “And you!” He turned to me, pointing an accusatory finger at the woman in whose bearing so strange a metamorphosis had taken place. “If you had told me last night that she was here, I would have solved the mystery for you there and then. Her presence here makes the thing as clear as daylight. It was she who killed Duncan Rothwell. Acknowledge it, you woman with the blood-red hand!”

He addressed her with a gesture of terrible denunciation. His stature seemed to have magnified, even as the woman seemed to have decreased. His face and eyes were blazing. I understood then how it came about that he had mesmerised poor, weak-minded, nerveless Mrs. Barnes.

“No!” wailed Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor. “No! I never touched him!”

“You dare to deny it!” In the man’s voice there seemed to be a wonderful resonance, in his bearing a singular air of command. He took from his pocket a box, and from wrappings in the box the ghastly relics which still haunted Mrs. Barnes in dreams. “Here are the four fingers and the thumb, and the palm of your right hand, woman, with which you would have made an end of me. Clearly, therefore, it was with your left hand that you murdered Duncan Rothwell. Deny it if you dare!”

As he spoke he threw at her the dreadful fragments. They struck her full in the face.

“I did it! I own it! Don’t touch me — not that!” she screamed.

She fell to the ground — as with amazement and, so far as I was concerned, with horror, we stared at her — in what proved to be an epileptic fit.


CHAPTER X

THE JEWEL KING

The story of Duncan Rothwell’s murder, when it came to be unfolded in a court of law, proved to be not the least strange of the many strange tales which have been unfolded there. Its turnings and twistings and involutions were many, but briefly summed up it came to this:

The man who had married the landlady of that hotel in the turning off the Strand, and who, in marrying her, had brought such havoc on her head, turned out to be a man with many names. What his real name was, if he ever had one, was never clearly shown. But there had been a time during which the name by which he had been best known to a certain section of society had been that of the “Jewel King.” He had been the perpetrator of most of the remarkable jewel robberies which have so much disturbed society during recent years — a scamp, in short, on a truly notorious scale. Jonas Hartopp had played receiver to his thief. These two had been really remarkable men — men of parts which, fortunately for the world at large, are not often found joined in two individuals.

For years these two had been close friends — colleagues — with souls but for a single thought, which thing was plunder, until a woman came between. This was the woman who has figured in these pages as Mrs. Lascelles-Trevor, but whose real patronymic was shown to be rather more plebeian — Amelia Martin. The man who, for the sake of convenience, I will continue to call Mr. Barnes, was in his way a genius, and a little mad. He lived for a long time with Amelia Martin as her husband, without ever having married her. It is probable that during the whole of this period the woman was in a state of daily and hourly terror. He had a pleasant habit of playing tricks with women, particularly mesmeric tricks, of a sort which would hardly have endeared any husband to any wife. It was seriously alleged, for instance, that on a Monday he would throw her into a mesmeric sleep, and leave her quite alone in the house, and in a state of trance, until he returned on the Saturday to restore her, at his leisure — very much at his leisure — to a condition of consciousness. Thus she was continually losing large slices out of her life, under circumstances which no one could describe as wholly satisfactory.

By degrees she transferred her affections to Jonas Hartopp, and with them she decided to transfer herself as well. Mr. Barnes had just made a great coup. The world will remember the disappearance of the Countess of Crawley’s wedding presents. Mr. Barnes walked away from Crawley House with those priceless gems packed comfortably away in his pockets. Amelia Martin persuaded Jonas Hartopp to rob his friend, if, in a little transaction of that peculiar kind, one may speak of robbery. She offered Mr. Hartopp the Countess’s gems for nothing if he would take her with them. In a weak moment Mr. Hartopp yielded to temptation. Unfortunately Mr. Barnes detected her in the very act of flight. She struck a blow for freedom — with a knife. The injury which she inflicted was, however, a superficial one. Before she could strike again he had her in a mesmeric sleep. While she was in that state he cut off at the wrist her right hand, the one with which she had tried to stab him. Restoring her, he showed her what he had done. In her agony she vowed that she would turn Queen’s evidence and betray him to the tender mercies of the police, let the consequences to herself be what they might. In short, she made herself so extremely disagreeable that, all things considered, Mr. Barnes thought it the better part of wisdom to decamp.

It was while he was in full flight that he lighted on that hotel in the street off the Strand, on the landlady of which he so generously and rapidly bestowed the name of Barnes. He perfectly realised that his friend and his mistress were leagued together against him, and he took it that Barnes’s hotel would form a convenient resting-place and cover until such time as he saw his way to crying quits with the pair.

It is here that the odd part of the story begins, having its origin in one of those freaks of coincidence which, after all, are not so common in fiction as they are in actual life, and are certainly not stranger. The soi-disant Mr. Barnes had, in his palmy days, taken up his residence for business purposes, of all places in the world, at Dulborough. Finding that there had been a James Southam thereabouts, and conceiving that it would be as well, in case of accidents, that the credit of his misdeeds should stand a chance of being fathered on the real James Southam instead of on the false one, he had not only taken to himself my name, but had actually located himself in the house in which I had been bred and born.

Jonas Hartopp regretted his treachery almost as soon as he had played the traitor. Either he did not find the lady such a good bargain as he thought he should, or, at any rate, not a commensurate exchange for the good offices of his ingenious and profitable friend. He decided after a while to extend the olive branch towards his whilom colleague. It was with that idea in view that he had inserted the advertisement addressed to James Southam, of Dulborough, which had caught my eye. Under the circumstances, when the newly-fledged Mr. Barnes, acting his rôle of waiter, heard the stranger on whom he was attending pronounce his quondam cognomen, it was not surprising that he jumped to the conclusion that the Philistines had tracked him to his lair, and that, in consequence, he turned tail and ran.

Amelia Martin, having played the part of traitor herself, was quick at suspecting intended treachery in another. She had an inkling of what it was Jonas Hartopp, alias Duncan Rothwell, proposed to do. The pair had a violent quarrel the night before he went to town. She followed him without his being conscious of the fact, on that eventful journey, in a dangerous mood; and in what, doubtless, was a moment half of fear and half of frenzy, she struck him dead. The evidence at the inquest, and the discovery that there was a real James Southam in the world, and that “Duncan Rothwell,” therefore, had started on a futile quest, gave her the idea of removing suspicion from herself by attributing the crime to me — which ingenious plan she might have carried to a successful issue, and I been hanged for what I never had the faintest thought of doing, if the false James Southam had not come on the scene in the very nick of time. It was she who placed the knife with which she had done the deed behind the wainscot in my bedroom!

The trial of Amelia Martin for the murder of Jonas Hartopp, during which this tale was unfolded, continued for a week. On her behalf medical evidence was brought to show that she suffered from periodical attacks of mania, during which she could not justly be held responsible for her actions — for which condition of affairs Mr. Barnes’s mesmeric experiments had probably something to do. She was sentenced to be confined as a criminal lunatic during her Majesty’s pleasure.

Mr. Barnes’s suicide in his cell, on the night before he was to be brought to trial — for, in spite of the assistance which he rendered in the case of Amelia Martin, the police, apparently, had no intention of letting him go “scot free” — was the sensation of a “special edition.”

“Mrs. Barnes” sold the hotel and retired into private life. At present, I believe, she is residing with some relatives in a corner of far-off Canada. As for me, I still seem very far from being on the road which leads to the making of a fortune; but, at any rate, I am not at present out of employment, and I sincerely trust that the time is very far distant when I shall be.

THE END


MR. ELY’S ENGAGEMENT


CHAPTER I

THE FIRST WOOER

Number Two, Draper’s Gardens, the office of Mr. John Ash, dealer in stocks and shares. Time, noon. Mr. Ash, with his hat pushed on to the back of his head, seated at a table studying a letter.

“Whatever women find to write about beats me. A man puts a volume inside two lines. A woman puts two lines inside a volume.”

Mr. Ash rustled the letter irritably in his hands. It was a voluminous production, written by a feminine pen, crossed and recrossed in a way which, in these days of cheap paper and cheap postage, none but a feminine pen would dream of.

“However a man is supposed to read it is more than I can tell. I can just make out the opening: ‘My dearest guardian,’ — yes, dear at any price! And the signature — where is it? I know I saw it somewhere. Yes, of course, there it is — straggling across the date and the address: ‘Your affectionate ward, Lily Truscott’!”

He laid the letter down, and thrust his hands into his breeches-pockets, leaned back in his chair, and began to whistle softly beneath his breath.

“I wish I could get some one to marry her — a decent sort of man. Though, upon my word, if this sort of thing is to go on” — he glanced at the letter with a look of mild despair— “I sha’n’t mind who it is. She knows I hate letters — that’s why she keeps on writing them. If two men can’t know each other without one of them dying and leaving the other with his daughter on his hands, no wonder a man likes to keep his circle of acquaintance small. And when the girl’s got looks and money, God help the man who’s got to stay and mind her! Well, here goes. I suppose I’ll have to answer it, or she’ll be writing again to-morrow to know if I am ill.”

Taking up the letter he regarded it with a look of ineffable disgust.

“What she says I don’t know. Rather than decipher these hieroglyphics I’d lose a hundred pounds. Anyhow, here goes to make the best of it.”

Drawing towards him a sheet of paper and a pen he began to nibble the end of the pen.

“What the dickens shall I say? How can a man answer a letter when he doesn’t know what is in it!”

He began to write, indulging in a sort or commentary by the way.

 

“My dear Lily, — I have read your charming letter with the greatest interest. (I have! I have!) You are indeed a mistress of the epistolary art. (I hope she won’t imagine that’s writ sarkastick. Now, what shall I say?) The account which you give of the doings of your neighbourhood (I hope that’s safe — it ought to be, women always do talk about that kind of thing) is most entertaining. (Most!) It is with the greatest pleasure that I hear of your continuance in good health. (I wonder if she says anything about her being ill?) I am glad to hear, too, that your aunt, Mrs. Clive, is still in the enjoyment of nature’s greatest blessing. (I wonder if she mentions the old girl’s name!) Pray convey to her my compliments. (Old fool! Now for something to wind up with.) I envy you your peaceful sojourn amidst summer’s scenic splendours. (Not so bad! ‘summer’s scenic splendours.’) Tied as I am to the Juggernaut of commerce, I can, however, but look and long. (I wouldn’t live in a place like that for thirty thousand a year.)

“Your affectionate guardian,

“John Ash.”

 

“I think that’ll do. It will, at any rate, prevent her writing again to-morrow to know if I am ill.”

While he was examining, with a certain satisfaction, this example of polite correspondence, a voice was heard inquiring for him in the office without: “Mr. Ash in?”

When Mr. Ash heard the voice, an acidulated expression appeared upon his countenance.

“Ely! What does the fool want here? It’s not so very long ago since I very nearly had to hurt his head.”

“All right; you needn’t trouble him. I’ll show myself in.”

The owner of the voice did show himself in. He was a dapper little man, with fair hair and a little fair moustache, the ends of which were arranged with the utmost nicety, and a pair of rather washed-out blue eyes, which could, however, look keen enough when they pleased. He was what might be described as a bandbox sort of man. Beautiful grey trousers fitted over exquisite patent shoes. A spotless white waistcoat relieved an irreproachable black coat. His necktie was arranged in an absolutely perfect little bow. His hat gleamed as though it had just that moment left the manufacturer’s hands. He carried a metal pencil-case, and one of those long, thin note-books which gentlemen of the Stock Exchange use to enter their bargains in. A diamond ring sparkled on the little finger of his left hand, and in the button-hole of his coat, backed by a sprig of maiden-hair, was a sweet blush-rose.

This beautiful little gentleman seemed to be satisfied with himself and all the world.

“Surprised to see me, I daresay.”

His rather metallic voice did not altogether accord with the radiancy of his appearance. One expected flute-like notes to come from him. His actual tones were sharp and shrill.

“I am; considering that last time I had the privilege of your conversation you were good enough to say I was a thief.”

The dapper little man stood before the empty stove picking his beautiful white teeth with his metal pencil-case.

“Well, Ash, business is business, and no man likes to be robbed, you know.”

“Is that what you have come to tell me? Because, if so, you can impart the information equally well while I am pitching you through the window.”

The little man did not seem at all annoyed. He did not even seem amused. He appeared to be quite accustomed to that sort of speech. He seemed to take it for granted, at any rate.

“Well, no — quite the other way. Fact is, I’m looking for a wife.”

“A what?”

“A wife.”

“The deuce you are! And do you think I’ve a selection on view here?”

“Not a selection. You’ve got one.”

“What the dickens do you mean?”

“Come, Ash, you know. It’s your ward, Miss Truscott.”

Mr. Ash gave a loud whistle of surprise. Then he turned in his chair and stared at the dapper little man. The dapper little man went on, in the calmest, matter-of-fact sort of way — 

“The fact is, I’m sick of chambers, and I’m sick of dining at the club. I want a house, and I don’t care to take a house unless I take a wife. Why shouldn’t it be Miss Truscott, Ash?”

He paused as if for a reply. But if he did, none came.

“There’s another thing. You know Rosenbaum?”

Mr. Ash signified assent.

“He wants to plant one of his girls on me. All six of them, so far as I can see. He’s always shying them at my head. Besides, he’s been hammered twice. If he went again, where should I be, I’d like to know. Not to mention that the whole six of them have got carbuncles instead of noses, and moustaches quite as good as mine.”

“I did hear that you were engaged to a Miss Rosenbaum.”

“Then you heard wrong; I ain’t. Why shouldn’t it be Miss Truscott, Ash? I’ve got something and she’s got something. I tell you fairly, if she hadn’t it wouldn’t do. And if we pulled together, you and I, we might put something in each other’s way.”

He winked at Mr. Ash. Mr. Ash grinned, and turned aside. He regarded the letter on his desk.

“Have you spoken to her yet?”

“Not a word. I wanted first to have things clear with you. I’ll run down to-morrow if it’s all serene.”

Mr. Ash appeared to be turning the matter over in his mind. “There’s no man in England that girl need ask to marry her.”

“I’m sure I never said there was.”

“Ah, I daresay if you were to take nine men out of ten and heap them in a crowd, she might take her pick out of the lot!”

“If it comes to that, I might take my pick out of a few. Frederic Ely’s a man who never need go begging.”

Mr. Ash smiled. His smile was scarcely flattering to his friend. He continued to turn the matter over in his mind. Suddenly he got up.

“Ely, I like you. We’ve had our differences, but as you say, that’s because we’re both men of business, and like to see the entries on the right side of the ledger.”

That was not exactly what Mr. Ely had said but no matter.

“Lily Truscott’s a girl in a thousand — in million, sir. I know her — I know her well. There’s nothing in that girl’s heart which is hidden from me, and that girl’s heart’s all good, and that’s something to say of a girl at this time of day. If she were my daughter, and I were her father, there’s no man to whom I should be more willing to give her, sir, than you. Take her, sir; take her! and I wish you joy!”

He turned away, but whether it was to hide a tear or even some deeper sign of heartfelt emotion, is a difficult thing to say. Mr. Ely did not appear much touched.

“That’s the time of day, old man. You send her along a line to say I’m on the road; prepare her mind, you know.”

If Mr. Ash did not know, at least Mr. Ely winked.

“I’ll be up in time. If you write to her now, she’ll get it the first thing in the morning, and she’ll have time to settle herself before I come. Ta, ta! See you in the house!”

Mr. Ely moved towards the door. Mr. Ash spoke to him just as he reached it.

“How about that Erie syndicate?”

Mr. Ely paused. He stared steadily at Mr. Ash’s back.

For some reason Mr. Ash continued with his back turned away.

“You help me with this and I’ll help you with that. I can’t say fairer than that, my boy.”

Apparently Mr. Ash did not seem to think he could, for when Mr. Ely was gone, and the door was closed, he indulged in a little quiet laughter. He reseated himself in his chair and began to nurse his knee.

“I think — yes — I think that will do. Ely’s a curious combination; in business matters one of the shrewdest men I know, out of them one of the greatest idiots on earth. However, I think that it will do. I’ll just add a postscript to that letter of mine.”

He drew the letter towards him, and to the end of it tagged the following — 

“P.S. — By the way, a friend of yours — Mr. Frederic Ely — will be with you to-morrow morning — perhaps almost as soon as you get this. He is a gentleman for whose character I have the greatest respect. He will ask my dear Lily a question in which both he and I are deeply interested. I earnestly trust that my dear Lily’s heart will answer ‘Yes.’”

He scanned the P.S. with admiring eyes.

“I call that neat but not gaudy. None of the awful guardian there. And, upon my word, I don’t see why she shouldn’t have him; one idiot’s as good as another, and if he chooses he can be as good as a hundred thousand pounds to me.”

Folding the letter, he placed it in an envelope and addressed it: “Miss Truscott, The Cliff, Shanklin, Isle of Wight.” While he was still engaged in this proceeding, the clear, ringing tones of a man’s voice was heard in the outer office, and for the second time that morning the door of Mr. Ash’s sanctum was unceremoniously opened, and, again unannounced, a second visitor came in.


CHAPTER II

THE SECOND WOOER

A very different visitor this to the first. A tall, stalwart fellow, with a guardsman’s chest, a long fair beard which hid his neck, and a huge pair of the most ridiculous moustaches. No bandbox fellow he! Dressed in a shooting suit, crowned by a soft, deer-stalker’s hat, flourishing what was a bludgeon rather than a stick in his hand, he seemed hardly the type of figure which is generally to be found in the neighbourhood of Capel Court.

“Hallo, Ash, tracked you down, old man.”

His voice was like himself: there was plenty of it. It should have been worth a fortune to him on the Stock Exchange.

“Summers! Whatever brings you here?”

“What doesn’t often bring a man to the City — love, and my lady’s eyes.”

“What!”

Mr. Ash fairly sprang out of his chair. He stared at his visitor with bewildered surprise.

“You may well stare, and stare your fill. I’m worth staring at to-day, for I just don’t feel as though I know whether I’m standing on my head or heels. The greatest stroke of luck has happened to me that ever happened to a man before — I’ve sold my picture for a thousand pounds.”

“You’ve done what?”

“Ah, I knew you wouldn’t believe it. It does sound incredible, doesn’t it? But it is a fact, though, all the same. I’ve sold my New Gallery picture, ‘A Dream of Love: an Idyll, by William Summers,’ for a thousand pounds.”

“And have you come all the way to Draper’s Gardens to tell me so? It’s very good of you, I’m sure.

“It would be good of me if that was all, but it’s not; there happens to be more. What does that sale mean? It means that I’ve made a hit — that I’ve got a commission for another at the same price — that my fortune is made. I’m a man of fortune, sir.”

“I assure you I am very glad to hear it; but I hope you will excuse my mentioning that I still have my fortune to make, and that this is the busiest hour of the day.”

“All right, wait half a jiffy, man. Keep yourself in hand, for upon my soul I can’t. What does my being a man of fortune mean? It means that I have become a marrying man — a man who has a right to marry. So I’m going to marry.”

“I congratulate you with all my heart. Do I know the lady?”

“Well, rather, considering that she’s your ward.”

“What!”

“Miss Truscott’s going to be my wife. I thought I would just drop in and let you know.”

“Drop in and let me know! If this isn’t the coolest proceeding I ever heard of in my life!”

The amazed Mr. Ash stared at his visitor, who seemed, so to speak, to be laughing all over his face. Then he dropped into his chair, and stared at the addressed letter which lay upon his desk. He appeared to be conscious of a certain confusion of mind.

“Good gad!” he told himself; “just now I was wishing that some one would come along and marry her. This is a case of one’s wishes being too plentifully granted. It strikes me there’s one too many.”

Then he addressed himself to his visitor aloud — 

“Really, Mr. Summers, I fail to understand you.”

“It’s plain enough.”

“It may be plain enough to you. You must allow me to say that it is anything but plain enough to me. May I ask when you made what I must call this surreptitious request to my ward for her hand?”

“Oh, that’s just the point. I haven’t spoken to her yet.”

“You haven’t spoken to her yet! I understood you to say that she was going to marry you?”

“That’s right enough — so she is.”

“This may be plain enough to you, but it is really getting still less plain to me. You evidently think that her guardian’s consent is not required. May I ask if you think that the lady’s is unnecessary too?”

“There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy — I see that plainly, Ash! Don’t you know that there is a language more eloquent than speech? That it is possible for a man and woman to understand each other perfectly and yet not interchange a word? We understand each other like that, my friend.”

“I should be sorry to say anything which might lessen your self-conceit, but I think you are mistaken, Mr. Summers.”

“Oh, no, I’m not.”

“But I say you are! Hang it, sir, I never saw a more ‘Came, saw, and conquered’ style about a man before. If I were you, I would wait for victory to forward your despatch. As it is, I happen to know that Miss Truscott is engaged already.”

So saying, Mr. Ash slipped his letter into the inner pocket of his coat.

“What!”

“For goodness’ sake, Mr. Summers, don’t shout the ceiling down! You will have the people coming in from the street, not to speak of the clerks outside.”

“If I didn’t know that you meant it for a jest, I should say it was a lie.”

“You may say exactly what you please, it won’t alter the fact.”

“The fact! You call that a fact! I’ll go down to Shanklin by the next train, and learn the truth from her own lips.”

Mr. Summers made for the door, but Mr. Ash interposed; he was conscious that it would be advisable to induce this impetuous suitor to hasten slowly.

“One moment, Mr. Summers. I am sure you would be unwilling to do another an injury, even unconsciously. If you will restrain your impatience I will endeavour to explain to you exactly how the matter lies.”

“How the matter lies? That’s just what it does do — it lies! Or some one does, at any rate.”

“Mr. Summers, you are a man of honour — we are both men of honour, I trust. Would you have me break my plighted word?”

“Break your plighted word? That depends. If you’ve plighted your word to break my heart, by George! I’d have you break it, then!”

“Let me remove this matter from the realms of romance into the regions of common sense.”

“When you City men begin to talk about common sense you mean something very common indeed.”

“Mr. Summers, this is a very solemn subject to me.”

“Solemn subject to you! I wonder what sort of subject you think it is to me. Is she going to be my wife or yours?”

“Miss Truscott will be the wife of neither.”

“Won’t she? By George, we’ll see!”

Again Mr. Summers made helter-skelter for the door. Again Mr. Ash made haste to interpose.

“If you will permit me to speak half a dozen consecutive words without interruption, I will make it plain to you that what I have at heart is the interest of all concerned.”

“Except me! Never mind, I’ll listen. Out with your half a dozen words.”

Mr. Summers dropped into a chair in a way which must have been a severe test of its solidity, and brought his bludgeon down upon the floor with a bang. Mr. Ash started. He felt that this was a sort of suitor he had not bargained for.

“The case in a nutshell is simply this. Just before you came there was a gentleman here who made exactly the same proposal you have done. He, too, solicited the honour of Miss Truscott’s hand.”

Mr. Summers was up like a rocket. Again his bludgeon came down with a bang.

“The devil there was! Confound his impudence! What was the scoundrel’s name?”

“The scoundrel’s name is immaterial. The point is that I agreed that he should go down to Shanklin to-morrow, and, in proper form, make to the lady the offer of his hand.”

“To-morrow, did you? Then I am off tonight.”

“Still one moment, Mr. Summers, if you please. You appeared to be so certain of the lady’s affection that I was scarcely prepared to find you so alarmed at the prospect of a rival in the field.”

“Alarmed! Not I! I will back my darling’s truth against the world!”

“Then supposing, instead of confining yourself to words, you prove your faith by deeds. Let this man try his luck to-morrow. If he fails, there is the next day left for you.

“Look here, Ash; when he’s failed, will you consent to Lily being mine?”

“If he fails and Miss Truscott gives her consent, then I will.”

“Then it’s agreed! To-morrow, the beggar shall have his chance! The day after, I’ll try mine.”

Just then the door opened and Mr. Ely appeared. Mr. Summers rushed to him with outstretched hand.

“Hallo, Ely, haven’t seen you for an age! You’re looking queer! You ought to try a change of air.”

“Think so? To-morrow I’m going out of town.”

“Are you? That’s odd! The day after I’m going too.”

These remarks were exchanged while the two gentlemen shook hands.


CHAPTER III

MR. ELY ARRIVES

Miss Truscott was evidently not in the pleasantest frame of mind. It was unfortunate, for she was the kind of maid one feels instinctively ought always to be in a pleasant frame of mind. Tall, slender, with great, big eyes, sunny hair, and the sweetest smile. The latter, however, was conspicuous by its absence, as she sat at the breakfast-table with an open letter in her hand.

She was at breakfast with her aunt. Mrs. Clive was a precise old lady, who always indoors wore lace cuffs and collar, and the neatest of caps. It was a peculiarity of hers that she was never known to be anything but cool and self-possessed. Sometimes her niece was neither. Then it increased the young lady’s sense of aggravation to observe how her aunt’s demeanour contrasted with her own — as, for instance, it did now.

“You don’t seem to be in the least surprised or annoyed or hurt. You quite take it for granted that I should be insulted.”

Mrs. Clive considered for a moment before she answered. She sat bolt upright, her hands in her lap, the model of decorum.

“My dear Lily, the younger generation is impetuous.”

Miss Truscott sighed. To be called impetuous under the circumstances of the case seemed almost more than she could bear.

“I write to my guardian on the whole four sides of a sheet of paper to tell him that I must get away from this dreadful place or I shall die, and this is the answer he sends.”

She spread the letter out before her on the table and read it aloud, with comments by the way.

“‘My dear Lily’ (yes, dear at any price, I know), ‘I have read your charming letter with the greatest interest.’ (Did anybody ever hear the like of that? He read my charming letter with the greatest interest, when I wrote to tell him that I quite believed that I should die!) ‘You are indeed a mistress of the epistolary art.’ (That is a pretty compliment to pay when you write and tell a person that life is not worth living!) ‘The account which you give of the doings of your neighbours is most entertaining.’ (Now I never mentioned a single word about anything but the state of my mind!) ‘It is with the greatest pleasure that I hear of your continuance in good health.’ (When the whole letter was written to tell him that I was nearly dead!) ‘I am glad to hear, too, that your aunt, Mrs. Clive, is still in the enjoyment of nature’s greatest blessing.’ (What nature’s greatest blessing is I don’t know, but I am sure I never even breathed your name.) ‘Pray convey to her my compliments.’ (With pleasure, aunt!) ‘I envy you your sojourn amidst summer’s scenic splendours.’ (That is what he says, and I actually told him that I was convinced that if I stayed any longer amidst what he calls ‘summer’s scenic splendours’ I should just go raving mad!) ‘Tied as I am to the Juggernaut of commerce, I can, however, but look and long.’ Now did you — did you ever hear anything like that? And yet you say the younger generation is impetuous! I should just like to have my affectionate guardian here; I’d let him know what the Juggernaut really was!”

The young lady seemed a little excited, but the elder one was still quite calm.

“You have forgotten the postscript, my dear.”

“Forgotten the postscript! Oh, aunty, don’t I wish I could!’ By the way, a friend of yours, Mr. Frederic Ely, will be with you to-morrow morning, perhaps almost as soon as you get this.’ Perhaps the wretch is actually on the doorstep now!”

“Lily, Lily! How can you talk like that!”

“So he is a wretch! But never mind, it’s all the same to me. ‘He is a gentleman for whose character I have the greatest respect. He will ask my dear Lily a question in which both he and I are deeply interested. I earnestly trust that my dear Lily’s heart will answer Yes.’ Talk about a woman’s postscript! Mr. Ash puts nothing in his letter, and the whole library of the British Museum in his P.S.! Well, aunty, what do you think of that?”

“I congratulate you, my dear, on the near approach of your settlement in life.”

Miss Truscott gave a little shriek, and then was dumb. She glared at her aunt as though she could believe neither her eyes or ears. Mrs. Clive went placidly on.

“It is indeed gratifying to learn that Mr. Ash has made his choice.”

“Who has made his choice?” asked Miss Truscott between her little teeth.

“One for whose character he has the greatest respect. Such words coming from Mr. Ash are satisfactory in the extreme. You are indeed fortunate in possessing a guardian who has your interests so entirely at heart.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Miss Truscott. “Do you think I shall marry this man?”

“Lily!” exclaimed Mrs. Give. “You have such a singular way of expressing yourself. But perhaps” — the old lady smoothed her gown— “perhaps you are a little surprised.”

Miss Truscott gave a sort of gasp.

“I am,” she said. “I am a little surprised!”

“I suppose we are all when our turns come. I remember in my young days when my dear mother told me that I was to marry Mr. Clive.”

“Told you you were to marry Mr. Clive?”

“Yes, my dear. And I remember quite well how bewildered I was at first.”

“Didn’t you love him, then?”

“My dear, how can you ask me such a question! We were comparative strangers. I had only been acquainted with him about three months.”

“Three months! Good gracious! Why, I thought three minutes was long enough to fall in love!”

“Lily, I am amazed to hear you talk so flippantly! It is plain that it is quite time that you had more settled views of life. Among the new responsibilities on which you are now about to enter I trust that you will learn the solemnity of woman’s position in the world, and the deference which she owes to the married state.”

Miss Truscott laughed. Her laughter was of rather an hysterical kind, as though it were near akin to tears. But Mrs. Clive was shocked. She regarded Miss Truscott with what she intended to be considered as severe disapprobation. Then, with her most stately air, she rose and left the room. Pausing at the door, however, she delivered herself of a final expression of her opinion.

“Lily, I am disappointed in you. I can only hope that Mr. Ely will not have cause to be disappointed too.”

When Miss Truscott was left alone she sat quite still, looking into vacancy. The smile about the corners of her mouth was hardly up to its usual character for sweetness. There was a glitter in her eyes which gave them quite a new expression. Suddenly she leaned her face upon her hands and shivered. It could hardly have been with cold, for the sun was shining and the day was warm. Then she got up, and began pacing restlessly about the room.

“Is it a dream? Is it a dream?” Her hands were clasped with a sort of hysteric energy.

“What does it matter! He has forgotten me! What fools we women are!” She took out a locket which was hidden in the bosom of her dress, and gazed upon the face which it contained.

“Willy!” — how softly she breathed the name— “twelve months since you told me that story with your eyes — twelve months ago! Where have you been this weary time! I suppose it was an incident with you. I have heard those sort of things are incidents with men. What a fool I was to take it seriously! What fools we women are! I ought to have known that it was the fashion with Mr. Summers to love and ride away.”

She stood gazing at the portrait. All at once something angered her — some recollection, perhaps, of long ago. She snapped the slender chain to which it was attached, and flung the locket on the floor. As if not content with this degradation of her treasure, she placed her little foot upon it and crushed it beneath her heel.

“What fools we women are!”

For a moment she looked upon the ruins she had wrought. The pretty little locket was crushed all out of shape. Then came penitence, and stooping down with streaming eyes she picked the broken locket up and pressed it to her lips; and, still upon her knees, flinging herself face downwards on to the seat of a great arm-chair, she cried as though her heart would break.

“I didn’t mean to do it, Willy, I didn’t mean to do it; but it’s all the same, it doesn’t matter whom I marry now!”

She was only a girl: and it is a charming characteristic of the better sort of girls that they will do foolish things at times.

But there was very little of the girl about her when Mr. Ely came; she was the stateliest of young ladies then. The air of having just come out of a bandbox was more apparent about Mr. Ely in the country even than in town. He was one of those very few men who are never seen out of a frock-coat. Throgmorton Street or a Devonshire lane it was the same to him. Wherever he was his attire remained unaltered. But it must be allowed that he was conscious that things were not compatible — patent shoes, top-hat, frock-coat, and a Devonshire lane. So from the Devonshire lane he religiously stayed away. He did his ruralising in centres of fashion where his frock-coat was in place, and not in the equivalents of the Devonshire lane. He was not affected by the modern craze for the country side. He objected to it strongly: a fact which he made plain as soon as he appeared on the scene.

Mrs. Clive received him. She began the conversation on what she fondly conceived were the usual lines.

“How glad you must be to get into the country. It must be such a change from town.”

“Change! I should think it is a change! Beastly change, by George!”

Mrs. Clive was a little shocked. The adverb did not fall sweetly on her ear. But Mr. Ely went glibly on. He had a grievance which he wished to air.

“Why they don’t have decent cabs at the station I don’t know. If there was a live man in the place he’d put some hansoms on the road. Fly, they called the thing I came up in! Fly! I should like to know what’s the aboriginal definition of ‘to crawl’! And dusty! I left my mark upon that seat, and that seat left its mark on me. I feel like a regular dustman — upon my word I do.”

Miss Truscott made her first appearance at the luncheon-table. The meal was not an entire success. This was partly owing to the fact that Miss Trustcott seemed to have gone back into the glacial or prehistoric period, and partly because Mr. Ely still had his grievance on his mind. Mrs. Clive did her best to entertain the company, but in spite of her meritorious efforts the conversation languished.

“And how are things in the City?” She felt that this was the sort of question she ought to ask.

“All over the shop!”

Mrs. Clive started. She felt that the answer was not so explanatory as it might have been. Still she bravely persevered.

“Dear me! I suppose that commercial matters are affected by the seasons.” She thought that this sort of remark would go home to the commercial mind.

“Eh? Oh, yes; rather! I should think they were! In fine weather traffics go up all round. Noras have gone up one, Doras one seven-eighths, Trunks are flat: there’s a rig-out there and rates are pooled, but this side bulls are in the right hole pretty near all along the line. Bertha’s about the only one got stuck.”

Mrs. Clive was speechless. She looked at Miss Truscott with imploring eyes. But that young lady was tranquilly engaged with the contents of her plate.

“Poor girl!”

It was a study to see Mr. Ely’s face when the old lady made this innocent remark.

“I beg your pardon! What did you say?”

“I said, poor girl! I hope she has done nothing wrong.”

“Who’s done nothing wrong?”

“The young lady you mentioned. Miss Bertha, I think you said. I am not acquainted with her surname.”

Mr. Ely was silent. He was not a man gifted with a keen sense of humour, and was not at all clear in his own mind that the old lady was not amusing herself at his expense. Mrs. Clive, conscious that something was wrong, went painfully plodding on.

“I trust, Mr. Ely, that I have not, unintentionally, said something to hurt your feelings. Is the young lady a friend of yours?”

“What young lady?”

Mr. Ely placed his knife and fork together, with a little clatter, on his plate. Was she at it again? This was more than a man could stand.

“Miss Bertha — the young lady you mentioned.”

“Bertha’s not a lady.”

“Not a lady! Dear me! One of the lower classes! I perceive! Now I understand. Ah, I’m afraid that from them anything may be expected nowadays.”

Mr. Ely turned pink, not with suppressed mirth, but with what was very much like rage. For some moments an unprejudiced spectator might have debated in his own mind as to whether he was not about to be profane. But if it were so, he conquered his impious tendency, and adopted another line of conduct instead. He rose from his seat. “If you will allow me, I’ll go outside for a change of air”; and without waiting for the required permission he marched through the French window out on to the lawn. The old lady turned to her niece — 

“My dear Lily, what have I said or done?”

“My dear aunt, I believe that Bertha, in the slang of the Stock Exchange, signifies the London, Brighton, and South Coast Railway. I suspect that Mr. Ely imagines that you have been amusing yourself at his expense.”

Mrs. Clive was aghast.

“Go to him, Lily. Don’t leave him alone in his present state of mind. He might return at once to town!”

Miss Truscott rose with her most tranquil air.

“We might survive his departure if he did.”

But her aunt was shocked.

“Lily, it pains me to hear such language from your lips. You are now approaching one of the most solemn moments of your life. Rise to the occasion, child, and show that, although still a child in years, you have within you the wherewithal with which to make a woman in good time.”

Miss Truscott looked as if she could have said something if she would, but she refrained. She left the room without a word.


CHAPTER IV

MR. ELY WOOES

The interview between Mr. Ely and the object of his heart’s devotion was not so solemn as it might have been. Possibly that was in a measure owing to what had gone before. But it must be owned that Miss Truscott’s mood was hardly attuned to the occasion. We must also, at the same time, allow that Mr. Ely’s demeanour was hardly that of the ideal wooer.

“Your aunt seems to have a nice idea of business! I’ve heard a few things, but she beats all! I thought she was getting at me, upon my word I did!”

This was scarcely the remark with which to open a tender interview. Miss Truscott said nothing. She was seated in a low garden-chair, hatless, her little feet peeping from under the hem of her summer gown. She seemed sufficiently cool just then, but her silence did not appear to be altogether to Mr. Ely’s liking. He himself did not seem to be as cool as he might have been.

“I believe, Miss Truscott, that Mr. Ash has told you what’s brought me here.”

Mr. Ely’s tone seemed even waspish — not loverlike at all.

“Indeed!” Miss Truscott just parted her lips and let the word drop out, that was all.

“May I ask what I am to understand by that?”

Just then a fat white dog, of the doormat species, appeared on the top of the steps. Miss Truscott addressed this animal — 

“Pompey! Pompey! Good dog! Come here!”

The “good dog” referred to slowly waddled across the grass, and on reaching Miss Truscott’s chair was raised to the seat of honour upon that lady’s knee.

“Are you interested in dogs, Mr. Ely? If so, I am sure you must like Pompey. He generally bites strangers at first, but perhaps after a time he won’t bite you!”

“I’ll take care he doesn’t get a chance — either first or last.”

“Why not? He bit a piece of cloth out of the Curate’s trousers the other day, but Mr. Staines says that he doesn’t think his teeth quite met in the calf of his leg.”

Mr. Ely gasped. His temperature seemed rapidly to increase.

“I did not come here to talk about dogs: and you’ll excuse my mentioning that you have not yet informed me as to whether Mr. Ash has told you what I did come for.”

“Let me see!” Miss Truscott took out her guardian’s letter and referred to it before Mr. Ely’s distended eyes. “Hum — hum — Pompey, lie down! There, now Pompey has torn it all to bits!” As indeed the animal had, and was now chewing some of the fragments as though they were a sort of supplementary meal. “What shall I do? Pompey has the most extraordinary taste. It runs in the family, I think. Do you know that his mother once ate nearly the whole of a pair of my old shoes?”

Mr. Ely wiped his brow. He was becoming very warm indeed. He seated himself in another garden chair. For a moment he contemplated drawing it closer to Miss Truscott’s side, but the thought of Pompey and his extraordinary taste — which ran in his family — induced him to refrain.

“Miss Truscott, I’m a business man, and I like to do things in a business kind of way.”

Mr. Ely paused. He felt that he was feeling his way. But the young lady disarranged his plans.

“By the way, Mr. Ely, have you been up Regent Street just lately?”

“Been up Regent Street?”

“Can you tell me if there are any nice things in the shop-windows?”

Mr. Ely did not exactly gasp this time. He choked down something in his throat. What it was we cannot say.

“Miss Truscott, I’m a business man — —”

“You said that before.” The words were murmured as Miss Truscott stroked Pompey’s woolly head.

“Said it before! I say it again! I wish you’d allow me to get right through.”

“Right through what?”

“Right through what! Right through what I have to say!”

“Oh, go on, pray. I hope I haven’t interrupted you?”

“Interrupted me!” Mr. Ely snorted; no other word will describe the sound he made. “I say, I’m a business man — —”

“Third time of asking!”

Mr. Ely got up. He looked very cross indeed. Pompey snarled. That faithful animal seemed to scent battle in the air.

“Well, I’m — hanged!”

We fear that Mr. Ely would have preferred another termination, but he contented himself with “hanged.” Miss Truscott looked up. She allowed her long, sweeping eyelashes gradually to unveil her eyes. She regarded Mr. Ely with a look of the sweetest, most innocent surprise.

“Mr. Ely! Whatever is there wrong?”

Mr. Ely was obliged to take a step or two before he could trust himself to speak. As he was sufficiently warm already the exercise did not tend to make him cool. Under the circumstances, he showed a considerable amount of courage in coming to the point with a rush.

“Miss Truscott, I want a wife!”

“You want a what?”

“A wife! Don’t I say it plain enough? I want a wife!”

“I see. You want a wife.” With her calmest, coolest air Miss Truscott continued stroking Pompey’s head. “Did you notice how they are wearing the hats in town?”

Mr. Ely sprang — literally sprang! — about an inch and a half from the ground. “What the dickens do I know about the hats in town?”

“Mr. Ely! How excited you do get! I thought everybody knew about the hats in town — I mean, whether they wear them on the right side or the left.”

Mr. Ely was not an excitable man as a rule, but he certainly did seem excited now. His handkerchief, which he had kept in his hand since the commencement of the interview, he had kneaded into a little ball which was hard as stone.

“Miss Truscott, I’ll — I’ll give a sovereign to any charity you like to name if you’ll stick to the point for just two minutes.”

“Hand over the sovereign!”

Mr. Ely was taken aback. Miss Truscott held out her small, white hand with a promptitude which surprised him.

“I — I said that I would give a sovereign to any charity you like to name if you’ll stick to the point for just two minutes.”

“Cash in advance, and I’ll keep to any point you like to name for ten.”

Mr. Ely was doubtful. Miss Truscott looked at him with eyes which were wide enough open now. Her hand was unflinchingly held out. Mr. Ely felt in the recesses of his waistcoat pocket. He produced a sovereign purse, and from this sovereign purse he produced a coin.

“It’s the first time I ever heard of a man having to pay a sovereign to ask a woman to be his wife!”

“Hand over the sovereign!” She became possessed of the golden coin. “This sovereign will be applied to the charitable purpose of erecting a monument over Pompey’s mother’s grave. Now, Mr. Ely, I’m your man.”

Mr. Ely seemed a little subdued. The business-like way in which he had been taken at his word perhaps caused him to feel a certain respect for the lady’s character. He reseated himself in the garden-chair.

“I’ve already said that I want a wife.”

“Do you wish me to find you one? I can introduce you to several of my friends. I know a young lady in the village, aged about thirty-eight, who has an impediment in her speech, who would make an excellent companion for your more silent hours.”

“The wife I want is you.”

“That is very good of you, I’m sure.”

There was a pause. The lady, with a little smile, tranquilly tickled Pompey with the sovereign she had earned. The gentleman fidgeted with his handkerchief.

“Well, Miss Truscott, am I to be gratified?”

“Why do you want me? Won’t some one else do as well?”

Immediately the gentleman became a little rose.

“May I ask you for an answer to my question?”

“You haven’t asked me a question yet.”

“Will you be my wife?”

The question was put in a rather louder key than, in such cases, is understood to be the rule. Miss Truscott raised her head, and for some moments kept her glance fixed upon the gentleman, as though she were trying to read something in his face. Then she lowered her glance and made answer thus — 

“Frankly — you say you are a business man — let us, as you suggest, understand each other in a business kind of way. In asking me to be your wife, you are not asking for — love?”

As she spoke of love her lips gave just the tiniest twitch.

“I believe that a wife is supposed to love her husband — as a rule.”

“In your creed love comes after marriage?”

“At this present moment I’m asking you to be my wife.”

“That’s exactly what I understand. You’re not even making a pretence of loving me?”

“Miss Truscott, as you put it, I’m a business man. I have money, you have money — —”

“Let’s put the lot together and make a pile. Really, that’s not a bad idea on the whole.” It was the young lady who gave this rather unexpected conclusion to his sentence. Then she looked at him steadily with those great eyes of hers, whose meaning for the life of him he could not understand. “I suppose that all you want from me is ‘Yes’; and that in complete indifference as to whether I like you or do not?”

“If you didn’t like me you wouldn’t be sitting here.”

“Really, that’s not a bad idea again. You arrive at rapid conclusions in your own peculiar way. I suppose if I told you that I could like a man — love him better than my life — you would not understand.”

“That sort of thing is not my line. I’m not a sentimental kind of man. I say a thing and mean a thing and when I say I’ll do a thing it’s just as good as done.”

“Then all you want me to be is — Mrs. Ely?”

“What else do you suppose I want you to be? It’s amazing how even the most sensible women like to beat about the bush. Here have I asked you a good five minutes to be my wife, and you’re just coming to the point. Why can’t you say right out — Yes or No.”

Miss Truscott shrugged her shoulders.

“I suppose it doesn’t matter?”

“What doesn’t matter?”

“What I say.”

“By George, though, but it does!”

Miss Truscott leaned her head back in her chair. She put her hand before her mouth as if to hide a yawn. She closed her eyes. She looked more than half asleep.

“Then I will.”

“Will what?”

“Say ‘Yes.’”

“You mean that you will be my wife? It’s a bargain, mind!”

“It is a bargain. That’s just the proper word to use.”

“That’s all right. Then I’ll send a wire to Ash to let him know it’s done.”

“Yes, send a wire up to town to let him know it’s done.”

Mr. Ely moved towards the house. From her voice and manner Miss Truscott still seemed more than half asleep; but hers was a curious kind of sleepiness, for in the corner of each of her closed eyelids there gleamed something that looked very like a drop of diamond dew. Prosaic people might have said it was a tear.


CHAPTER V

MR. ELY DEPARTS

Mr. Ely returned to town on the following morning, and Miss Truscott was an engaged young woman. The interval between the moment of her becoming engaged and the departure of the gentleman was not — we are rather at a loss for the proper word to use — let us put it, was not exactly so pleasant as it might have been.

Although the man and the maid had plighted troth they certainly did not seem like lovers; they scarcely even seemed to be friends. The position seemed to be a little strained. Mr. Ely noticed this as the day wore on. He resented it.

In the garden after dinner he relieved his mind. The lady was seated, the admirable Pompey on her knee, so engaged in reading as to appear wholly oblivious that the gentleman was in her neighbourhood. For some time Mr. Ely fidgeted about in silence. The lady did not appear even to notice that. At last he could keep still no longer.

“You seem very fond of reading?”

“I am.” The lady did not even take her eyes off her book to answer him, but read tranquilly on.

“I hope I’m not in your way.”

“Not at all”; which was true enough. He might have been miles away for all the notice the lady appeared to take of him.

“One has to come into the country to learn manners.”

“One has to come into the country to do what?”

As if conscious that he was skating on thin ice, Mr. Ely endeavoured to retrace his steps.

“Considering that only this morning you promised to be my wife, I think that you might have something to say.”

Partially closing the book, but keeping one slender finger within it to mark the place, the lady condescended to look up.

“Why should you think that?”

“I believe it is usual for persons in our situation to have something to say to each other, but I don’t know, I’m sure.”

The lady entirely closed her book and placed it on a little table at her side. “What shall we talk about?”

The gentleman was still. Under such circumstances the most gifted persons might have found it difficult to commence a conversation.

“Are you interested in questions of millinery?”

“In questions of millinery!”

“Or do you take a wider range, and take a living interest in the burning questions of the progress of revolution and the advance of man?”

Mr. Ely felt clear in his own mind that the lady was chaffing him, but he did not quite see his way to tell her so.

“I’m fond of common sense.”

“Ah, but common sense is a term which conveys such different meanings. I suppose, that, in its strictest definition, common sense is the highest, rarest sense of all. I suppose that you use the term in a different way.”

This was exasperating. Mr. Ely felt it was.

“I suppose you mean that I’m a fool.”

“There again — who shall define folly? The noblest spirits of them all have been by the world called fools.”

Miss Truscott gazed before her with a rapt intensity of vision, as though she saw the noble spirits referred to standing in the glow of the western sky.

“I must say you have nice ideas of sociability.”

“I have had my ideas at times. I have dreamed of a social intercourse which should be perfect sympathy. But they were but dreams.”

Mr. Ely held his peace. This sort of thing was not at all his idea of conversation. It is within the range of possibility to suspect that his idea of perfect conversation was perfect shop — an eternal reiteration of the ins-and-outs and ups-and-downs of stocks and shares. However that might be, it came to pass that neither of these two people went in a loverlike frame of mind to bed. But this acted upon each of them in different ways.

For instance, it was hours after Miss Truscott had retired to her chamber before the young lady placed herself between the sheets. For a long time she sat before the open window, looking out upon the star-lit sky. Then she began restlessly pacing to and fro. All her tranquillity seemed gone.

“I have been ill-mannered — and a fool!”

And again there was that hysteric interlacing of her hands which seemed to be a familiar trick of hers when her mind was much disturbed.

“I have made the greatest mistake of all. I have promised myself to a man I — loathe.”

She shuddered when she arrived at that emphatic word.

“A man with whom I have not one single thing in common; a man who understands a woman as much as — less than Pompey does. I believe that selfish Pompey cares for me much more. A man whose whole soul is bound up in playing conjuring tricks with stocks and shares. And where are all my dreams of love? Oh! they have flown away!”

Then she threw herself upon the bed and cried.

“Oh, Willy! Willy! why have you been false? If you had been only true! I believe that I am so weak a thing that if you should call to me to-morrow, I would come.”

After she had had enough of crying — which was only after a very considerable period had elapsed — she got up and dried her eyes — those big eyes of hers, whose meaning for the life of him Mr. Ely could not understand!

“What does it matter? I suppose that existence is a dead level of monotony. If even for a moment you gain the heights, you are sure to fall, and your state is all the worse because you have seen that there are better things above.”

This was the lady’s point of view. The gentleman’s was of quite another kind. As he had said, sentiment was not at all his line. When he reached his room, he wasted no time getting into bed. While he performed his rapid toilet he considered the situation in his own peculiar way.

“That’s the most impudent girl I ever met.”

This he told himself as he took off his coat.

“I like her all the better for it, too.”

Here he removed his vest.

“She doesn’t care for me a snap — not one single rap. I hate your spoony kind of girl, the sort that goes pawing a man about. If she begins by pawing you she’ll be pawing another fellow soon. Oh! I’ve seen a bit of it, I have!”

Here he removed his collar and tie.

“What I want’s a woman who can cut a dash — not the rag-bag sort, all flounces and fluster — but a high-toned dash, you know. The sort of woman that can make all the other women want to have her life; who can sit with two hundred other women in a room and make ’em all feel that she doesn’t know that there’s another person there. By Jove! she’d do it, too!”

Mr. Ely laughed. But perhaps — as he was a sort of man who never laughed, in whom the bump of humour was entirely wanting — it would be more correct to describe the sound he made as a clearing of the throat. At this point he was engaged in details of the toilet into which it would be unwise to enter. But we really cannot refrain from mentioning what a very little man he looked in his shirt. Quite different to the Mr. Ely of the white waistcoat and frockcoat.

The next morning he took his departure. He had been under the painful necessity of spending one day away from town; he could not possibly survive through two. In fact he tore himself away by the very earliest train — in his habits he was an early little man — not with reluctance but delight: by so early a train, indeed, that he had left long before his lady-love came down. Mrs. Clive did the honours and sped the parting guest. She, poor lady, was not used to quite such early hours and felt a little out of sorts, but she did her best.

“Shall I give dear Lily a message when you are gone?”

Mr. Ely was swallowing ham and eggs as though he were engaged in a match against time. A healthy appetite for breakfast was one of his strong points.

“Tell her that dog of hers is ever so much too fat.”

Pompey, who was at that moment reclining on a cushion on the rug, was perhaps a trifle stout — say about as broad as he was long. Still, Mrs. Clive did not like the observation all the same.

“Pompey is not Lily’s dog, but mine.”

“Ah! then if I were you, I’d starve the beggar for a week.”

Mrs. Clive bridled. If she had a tender point it was her dog.

“I can assure you, Mr. Ely, that the greatest care is taken in the selection of dear Pompey’s food.”

“That’s where it is, you take too much. Shut him in the stable, with a Spratt’s biscuit to keep him company.”

“A Spratt’s biscuit! — Pompey would sooner die!”

“It wouldn’t be a bad thing for him if he did. By the look of him he can’t find much fun in living — it’s all that he can do to breathe. It seems to me every woman must have some beast for a pet. An aunt of mine has got a cat. Her cat ought to meet your dog. They’d both of them be thinner before they went away.”

It is not surprising that Mr. Ely did not leave an altogether pleasant impression when he had gone. That last allusion to his aunt’s cat rankled in the old lady’s mind.

“A cat! My precious Pompey!” She raised the apoplectic creature in her arms; “when you have such an objection to a cat! It is dreadful to think of such a thing, even when it is spoken only in jest.”

But Mr. Ely had not spoken in jest. He was not a jesting kind of man.

When Miss Truscott made her appearance she asked no questions about her lover. If he had sent a message, or if he indeed had gone, she showed no curiosity upon these points at all. She seemed in a dreamy frame of mind, as if her thoughts were not of things of life but of things of air. She dawdled over the breakfast-table, eating nothing all the while. And when she had dismissed the meal she dawdled in an easy chair. Such behaviour was unusual for her, for she was not a dawdling kind of girl.


CHAPTER VI

THE WOOING IN THE WOOD

In the afternoon she took a book and went for a ramble out of doors. It was a novel of the ultra-sentimental school, and only the other day the first portion of the story had impressed her with the belief that it was written by a person who had sounded the heights and depths of life. She thought differently now. It was the story of a woman who, for love’s sake, had almost — but not quite — thrown her life away This seemed to her absurd, for, in the light of her new philosophy, she thought she knew that the thing called love was non-existent in the world. And for love’s sake to throw one’s life away!

It was not until she reached a leafy glade which ran down to the edge of the cliff that she opened the book. She seated herself on a little mossy bank with her back against the trunk of a great old tree, and placed the book on her knees. After she had read for a time she began to be annoyed. The heroine, firmly persuaded that life without love was worthless, was calmly arranging to sacrifice as fine prospects as a woman ever had, so as to enable her to sink to the social position of her lover, an artisan. The artisan belonged to the new gospel which teaches that it is only artisans who have a right to live. He was a wood-engraver, she was the daughter of a hundred earls. As a wood-engraver — who declined to take large prices for his work — he considered that she was in an infinitely lower sphere than he: a state of degradation to be sorrowed over at the best. So she was making the most complicated arrangements to free herself from the paternity — and wealth — of the hundred earls.

Miss Truscott became exceedingly annoyed at the picture of devotion presented by these two, and threw the book from her in disgust.

“What nonsense it all is! How people do exaggerate these things. I don’t believe that love makes the slightest difference in anybody’s life. I do believe that people love a good dinner, or a pretty frock, or ten thousand pounds a year, but anything else —— !” She shrugged her shoulders with a significant gesture. “There may be weak-minded people somewhere who believe in love, but even that sort is the love that loves and rides away. As for love in married life! In the present state of society, if it did exist it is quite clear to me that it would be the most uncomfortable thing about the whole affair. Mr. Ely is a sensible man. He wants a wife, not a woman who loves him. That’s the royal road to marriage!”

As Miss Truscott arrived at this conclusion, she rose from her mossy seat and shook herself all over, as if she were shaking off the last remnants of her belief in love.

“Miss Truscott!”

She stood amazed, motionless, with a curious, sudden fascination as the sound of a voice fell on her ears. It came again.

“Miss Truscott, won’t you turn and look at me?”

She turned and looked, and there was a man. She seemed wonderstruck. A very perceptible change came over her. She became more womanly as she looked: softer, more feminine. The scornful look passed from her eyes and face and bearing. She became almost afraid.

“Mr. Summers! Is it you?”

It was a new voice which spoke, a voice which Mr. Ely would never live to hear. And in it there was a hidden music which was sweeter that the music of the birds.

“Yes, Miss Truscott, it is I.”

He held out his hand. She timidly advanced, and he advanced a step, and their two hands met. And their eyes met, too. And both of them were still. Then she gently disengaged her hand, and looked at the bracken at her feet.

“Some spirit of the wild wood must have led me. I have come straight up from the station here. It must have been some curious instinct which told me where you would be found.”

“Oh, I am often here — you know that I am often here.”

“I know you used to be.”

“I think that most of my habits are still unchanged. And where have you been this great, long time? I thought that you would never come again.”

“Did you think that? Is that true?”

He leaned forward. He spoke in a low, eager, insistent tone, which, for some cause, made the blood surge about the region of her heart, and made her conscious that new life was in her veins.

“Oh! I did not think of it at all. Out of sight is out of mind, you know!”

“And I have been thinking of you all the time. You have been with me in my dreams both day and night. Your face has stared at me from every canvas which I touched. You were at the end of every brush. Everything I tried to paint turned into you. I thought my heart would burst at the anticipation of meeting you again.”

She was silent: for the world she could not have spoken then. This sceptic maiden, who but a moment back was so incredulous of the existence of the thing called love, was stricken dumb, conquered by the magic of the spell woven by this man’s tongue and eyes.

“I tried to paint you, and I failed — there are fifty failures in my room! But one night there came to me the glamour of my lady’s eyes. At the first dawn of day I stood before my canvas, and all at once, as if it were by witchcraft, I had you there. You shall look at that portrait one fine day, and you shall know that I have you even when you are not near. And so, through all the weary time, you have been there; sleeping and waking I have had you by my side. And you — not once — have thought of me!”

Silence. Then she raised her head and looked at him.

“I have thought of you — at times.”

“What times?”

There was a pause before she spoke, as if each was conscious of a fascination in the other’s glance; eyes continued looking into eyes.

“All times — I think.”

“Lady of my heart’s desire!”

He still carried the bludgeon which we have seen he had in Mr. Ash’s office. He let it fall upon the ground. He stretched out his two hands, and, as if unconsciously, she yielded hers to his. So they were face to face, hands clasped in hands.

“Love lives no longer now. They tell us that it is only in the fables it is found. Yet I think that they are wrong — nay, it is certain that I know they are — for I love you better than my life!”

Silence. Even the myriad sounds of nature seemed to be suddenly quite still. There was no rustling of leaves, no twittering of birds, there was not even audible the murmuring of the sea. And he went on — 

“I pray you tell me — do you love me?”

“Willy!”

That was all she said. Then he stooped and kissed her on the lips. “My dear!” he said.

Then they were still. He did not even draw her to him. He only held her hands and looked upon her face. And she regarded him with shy, proud eyes.

“Why have you been so long?”

“Because I had made myself a promise.”

“What promise?”

“That I would earn my prize.”

“How could you do that?”

“Ah! how indeed! For, truly, it could not be earned. But when I saw you first I was the laziest of men. Until that hour I had thrown my life away. I told myself that until I had done something to redeem the past, until I had made my mark upon the time, I might not make my petition for the prize.”

“Then it is your fault, my friend.”

“If there is a fault, it certainly is mine, for I am full of fault. But what especial evil have I done?”

She removed her hands from his, and tapping a pebble with her little foot, she smiled.

“You can never guess.”

“Is it so black a crime?”

Suddenly she put her two hands to her face and laughed. But her cheeks were crimson all the same.

“Oh! what have I done? I shall never dare to tell.” She peeped at him round the edges of her hands. “Shall you be angry with me, Will?”

“Never, if you call me Will!”

“Do you know — But let me begin at the beginning.” She removed her hands, and putting them behind her back, looked at him shyly, and then looked down. “Do you know, I thought that you would never come again.” He laughed, and there was something in his laughter made her laugh too. “So I was not happy — for I loved you all the time.” He laughed again, and, putting his arm about her waist, drew her closer to his side. “Do you know what happened yesterday?”

“Did the cat drink all the cream?”

“No, worse than that — for we haven’t got a cat. Have you forgotten Pompey, sir? Somebody asked me to be his wife!”

“What! Who?”

“Do you know Mr. Frederic Ely?”

“Good heavens! Was he the man?”

“What man? Willy — surely you do not know!”

“So that was what he was coming into the country for! To think of the little beggar’s impudence. And I wished him luck, by gad!”

He laughed. But she was still.

“Willy! what do you mean? Do you know all about it, then?”

“Why, it was a bargain, sweet. He was to try his luck, and then I mine. I was so sure of you, you see!”

She released herself from his embrace, and again covering her face with her hands, she shivered.

“What have you done?”

“It was this way; let me unfold the tale. I went to Mr. Ash and told him what you know: how all my life was centred in my love for you. He told me that just before I came another man had brought to him the self-same tale.”

“Surely not quite the same? Surely he did not say that all his life was centred in his love for me?”

“No, not exactly that! Yet, sweet, why not? For who shall know you and not love you as his life? But at least another man had come to him who wished to win your hand — that priceless hand! And he had given him his word. So it was agreed that he should try his fortune first, and if he failed — I knew that he would fail! — I should try mine. And if I won — ah, how I longed to win! — Mr. Ash would crown success with his consent.”

Silence reigned again. They stood a little way apart, he with his eyes fixed on her face, she with hers upon the ground.

“What have I done?” The words were whispered in an undertone. Then she looked up at him with a sudden fire in her eyes. “Do you know what I have done? I have promised this other man to be his wife.”

“What! Good God! Lily! what do you mean?”

“He asked me to be his wife. I said I would. I thought that you were false, you see.”

“You thought that I was false! But — it is madness! It is a foolish dream!”

“Do not look so utterly dismayed. You said that you would not be vexed, you know. Besides, now it is another thing.”

“Another thing! But — Lily, tell me exactly what it is that you have done.”

“I will tell you just exactly what it is that I have done. To begin, then. You see, I have not been happy — ever since you went away.”

“You foolish maid! And yet you wisest of them all.”

“I waited — oh, Will, I waited such a weary time! I thought that you would write, or — or do something that you never did. And at last I began to think that waiting was in vain. And when I was in the most hopeless of my hopeless moods — it was no further back than yesterday, yet it seemed years ago!” — she put forth her hand and touched his arm, and he laughed beneath his breath— “a letter came from Mr. Ash. He said that Mr. Ely was coming here. I showed the letter to my aunt. She seemed to take it for granted that I would do exactly what my guardian wished me to — as though it were a decree that was written in the skies. So when he came, and asked me to be his wife — just out of spite and wickedness I said I would. He never asked me if I loved him; he never pretended even to love me. It was just a bargain: I was to be his wife.”

“My little love! What is it you have done? And now, pray, what is it that you mean to do?”

“I shall write and tell him I have changed my mind.”

“Changed your mind! What do you suppose that he will say to that?”

“Why, what can he say? It is like a commercial treaty which is in the air. There are some of the clauses to which I am unable to agree. So I withdraw from the negotiations and refuse to sign.”

“One thing is sure: you cannot be his wife.”

“Will, I am just like you! I love you better than my life!”

“Sweetheart! Then I have won the prize! I thought that I had won the prize! Will you forgive me my presumption in that I thought that I had won the prize?”

“You should not have kept me so long waiting. It is your fault that I have sinned.”

“You shall not have cause again to esteem me false; and observe, fair maid, I had a higher estimate of you.”

“Willy! That is unkind!”

Then she turned her face up to his, and when he saw that sweet face upturned and those sweet eyes, what could he do but kiss, not once nor twice, but many times, those sweetest lips? And by this time the two were close together. He had his arm about her waist and pressed her to his breast.

“Do you know that, from my point of view, fair queen, this was worth waiting for?”

“And do you know, sir, that is my point of view as well?”

Then there was silence, and they feasted on the love that was in each other’s eyes.

“Lily! Mr. Summers!”

And while they were still engaged in this delectable pursuit, all at once their names were spoken from behind; and turning, they saw that Mrs. Clive was standing in the shadow of the trees.


CHAPTER VII

MRS. CLIVE — AND POMPEY

Mrs. Clive had the faithful Pompey in her arms. That faithful animal was out for exercise, and exercise meant as a rule, to him, being carried all the way. His mistress stared at the lovers, and the lovers, taken aback for a moment, stared at her.

“Can I believe my eyes!”

In her amazement she let the faithful creature fall. Pompey gave a dismal groan. He did not belong to the order of dogs who can fall with comfort to themselves. Where he fell he lay. In the agitation of her feelings Mrs. Clive did not notice the quadruped’s distress.

“Lily! Is it possible it is my niece!”

Quite possible, it seemed, and not at all surprising, either.

Recovering from the first momentary shock, Miss Truscott was the most charming niece alive. Removing herself from the gentleman’s near neighbourhood, she inclined her body and gave a little graceful curtsey — a prettier curtsey never yet was seen.

“Yes, aunty, it is I.” Then she drew herself up straight. “You always said I was your niece.” Then she turned to the gentleman. “Willy, don’t you know my aunt?”

Mr. Summers laughed. The old lady bridled, but the gentleman, not at all abashed, took off his hat and advanced to her with outstretched hand.

“Mrs. Clive, it is twelve months since I saw you. I am afraid you have forgotten me.”

But he was mistaken if he thought that she would take his hand. There never was an old lady with a stiffer mien, and she was at her stiffest now. She had her mittened hands down by her sides, and looked him in the face as though she could not see that he was there.

“I have not the pleasure of your acquaintance, sir.”

This was a fib, but there are occasions when fibs must be expected.

“My name is Summers — William Summers. I thought I heard you just now mention me by name. And I, at least, have not forgotten the pleasant hours I spent with you last year.”

“Lily, I must trouble you to come with me.”

That was the only answer he received to his small compliment. With her most unbending air the old lady turned to go. But the impression she desired to convey was in a measure spoiled. In sweeping round — her action could only be described as sweeping round — she kicked the faithful Pompey; and when the faithful Pompey received that kick he raised a dreadful howl, and that dreadful howl awoke the echoes far and wide. In an instant Mr. Summers had the ill-used creature in his arms.

“Poor Pompey! I am afraid you have hurt him, Mrs. Clive. How well he looks! See, Mrs. Clive, he seems in pain. I’m afraid you must have kicked him in the side, and in his condition that is rather a serious thing. Don’t you know me, Pompey?”

It appeared that Pompey did, for, in a feeble kind of way, he put out his tongue and licked his protector’s nose. Such a sight could not but touch the lady’s heart. Still, of course, it was out of the question that she should unbend.

“I must trouble you, sir, to let me have my dog.”

“Permit me to carry him for you towards the house. I’m sure he is in pain — see how still he is.”

If stillness were a sign of pain, then the faithful beast must have been pretty constantly in pain, for motion — or emotion — of any sort was not in Pompey’s line. Mrs. Clive would have grasped the subterfuge if she had been left alone, but her perfidious niece came to the gentleman’s aid. She began to stroke and caress the faithful beast.

“Poor Pompey! Poor ‘ickle Pompey, then! I hope he has not broken any bones. Do you think it is his ribs?”

Miss Truscott’s back was turned to Mrs. Clive. If the aunt had seen the way in which her niece glanced under her long eyelashes at the gentleman in front of her she would have seized the animal and marched away.

“I scarcely think it is his ribs.”

It was not probable, considering how they were swathed in fat.

“Perhaps it is his leg.”

“I hope that it is not.”

Mr. Summers threw such a tone of doubt into this expression of his hopes that Mrs. Clive’s heart gave quite a jump. Her Pompey’s leg! Broken! And by her! But she was not by any means going to give in yet. There was the bearded gentleman holding the wheezing quadruped as though it were the most precious thing on earth, and there was her niece very close in front of him. All her sense of moral rectitude was up in arms.

“Lily! I am surprised at you!”

“Surprised at me, aunty! Why? Because you have broken Pompey’s leg? I didn’t do it, it was you. Supposing he should die? You know what a delicate constitution he always had.”

“It is quite possible the injury is less serious than we suppose”; this the gentleman suggested in a consoling kind of way, “though” — here some one gave the dog a pinch, and the dog gave expression to his feelings in a howl— “though decidedly he seems in pain. I think that I had better go on with him straight to the house.”

“Lily! I insist upon your coming here.”

Miss Truscott did as she was told. With meek face and downcast eyes she fell in decorously by the old lady’s side. Mr. Summers, ignored and snubbed, but still triumphant, bore Pompey away in front.

“Lily, what is the meaning of all this?”

“I think you must have let Pompey fall, and then have kicked him when he fell. I cannot see how you can have done it; you are so careful as a rule.”

“I am not speaking about the dog; you know that very well. I am speaking of the — the extraordinary scene I interrupted.”

“Willy was telling me that he loved me.”

“Willy was telling you what! And who is Willy, pray?”

“Willy is Mr. Summers’s Christian name.”

“Lily, are you stark, raving mad? Have you forgotten what happened yesterday? Are you aware that it is not four-and-twenty hours since you promised Mr. Frederic Ely to be his wife?”

“Yes, auntie; but I have changed my mind.”

“You have — what?”

“I have changed my mind.”

Mrs. Clive was so overcome that she sank down on a grassy bank which they were passing. It was a thing she had not done for years. She was always under the impression that the grass was damp — even when it burned you as you touched it with the palm of your hand.

“Lily, either you are mad or I must be. Changed your mind! Do you think that in such a matter it is possible for a woman to change her mind?”

“It would seem to be, wouldn’t it? Especially when you look at me.”

“You treat it as a jest! The most astounding behaviour I ever heard of! I don’t wish to forget myself if you have done so; I simply call it the most astounding behaviour I ever heard of! A niece of mine!”

“Perhaps that’s it. I — I have such a remarkable aunt.”

The temptation was irresistible, but the effect was serious. For some moments Mrs. Clive sat speechless with indignation. Then she rose from the mossy bank and walked away without a word. Left behind, Miss Truscott covered her face with her hands and laughed — a little guiltily, it seemed. Then she went after. So the march to the house resolved itself into a procession of three.


CHAPTER VIII

MR. ROSENBAUM’S SIX DAUGHTERS

In the meantime Mr. Ely was dreaming of his love. It sounds contradictory at first, bearing in mind that he was not a man of sentiment; but the fact was that in his case absence made the heart grow distinctly fonder. By the time he reached Ryde Miss Truscott occupied his thoughts to the exclusion of all else; he never even troubled himself about the purchase of a paper — which was fortunate, for at that hour none had yet arrived from town, and to him the local prints were loathsome. All the way on the boat he dreamed — yes, literally dreamed — of the girl he left behind him. More than once, incredible though it may appear, he sighed.

“She don’t care for me a snap, not a single rap, by Jove she don’t!”

He sighed when he said this, for, for some occult reason, the idea did not seem to amuse him so much as it had done last night.

“I don’t know why she shouldn’t, though. Perhaps she thought I didn’t want her. More I didn’t then, though I don’t see why she shouldn’t if I did. I know how to make a girl like me as well as any man — look at the Rosenbaums!”

He sighed again. It was “look at the Rosenbaums,” indeed! When he thought of those six young women, with their well-developed noses and the fringe of hair upon their upper lips, and of their twice-hammered father, and then of Miss Truscott, that vision of a fair woman, with her noble bearing, her lovely face, and her wondrous eyes, the contrast went deeply home. He felt that he was a lucky — and yet not altogether a lucky — man.

“She’s going to be my wife, that’s one thing, anyhow.”

The Isle of Wight is a great place for honeymoons. It lends itself naturally to couples in a certain phase of their existence. Such a couple were on board the boat with Mr. Ely. Their demeanour was tender towards each other.

“Couple of idiots!” said Mr. Ely to himself as he observed this pair; “it makes a man feel ill to look at them!”

She was a pretty girl, and he was not an ugly man; she hung upon his arm and looked into his eyes. It was plain the honeymoon was not yet done for them. In spite of his disgust, Mr. Ely found himself thinking, almost unconsciously, of another figure and of another pair of eyes — of that other figure hanging upon his arm, and of that other pair of eyes looking into his. He sighed again.

“She doesn’t care for me a snap, by Jove!”

Instead of amusing him, it seemed that this reflection began to give him pain. The little man looked quite disconsolate.

“I’ll make her, though! I will! If — if it costs me a thousand pounds!”

He had been on the point of stating the cost he was willing to incur at a much higher sum than this. He had been on the very verge of saying that he would make her care for him if it cost him every penny he had. But prudence stepped in, and he limited the amount to be squandered to a thousand pounds, which was not so bad for a man who did not believe in sentiment. But a singular change had come over him between Shanklin and Stokes Bay.

The change was emphasised by a little encounter which he had with a friend in the train. He had taken his seat in the corner of a carriage, when the door was darkened by a big, stout man, who was all hair and whiskers and gorgeous apparel.

“What, Ely! My boy, is it bossible it is you!

“Rosenbaum! What the devil brings you here?”

“Ah! what the teffel is it brings you?”

Mr. Rosenbaum spoke with a decidedly German accent. He settled himself in the seat in front of Mr. Ely, and beamed at him, all jewellery and smiles. It was as though some one had applied a cold douche to the small of Mr. Ely’s back. He was dreaming of the sweetest eyes, and his too-friendly six-daughtered friend — the man who had been hammered twice! — appeared upon the scene. It was a shock. But Mr. Rosenbaum seemed beamingly unconscious of anything of the kind. The train started, and he began a conversation — which rather hung fire, by the way.

“It is some time since we have seen you in Queen’s Gate.”

Queen’s Gate was where Mr. Rosenbaum resided. After each “hammering” — mysterious process! — he had moved into a larger house. It had been first Earl’s Court, then Cromwell Road, and now Queen’s Gate.

“Been so much engaged.”

Mr. Rosenbaum was smoking a huge cigar, and kept puffing out great clouds of smoke. Mr. Ely was engaged on a smaller article, which scarcely produced any smoke at all. They had the compartment to themselves; Mr. Ely would rather have seen it full. He knew his friend.

“Miriam has missed you.”

Miriam was the eldest of the six: the one whose nose and moustache were most developed; a sprightly maiden of thirty or thirty-one. “So has Leah.”

Leah was a year or so younger than her sister, and quite as keen.

Mr. Ely drew in his lips. He had once played cards with Miss Leah Rosenbaum, and detected her in the act of cheating. He admired the woman of business, but regretted his eighteenpence.

“I’ve no doubt she has.”

“That’s a fine girl, Leah! A smart girl, too.” Mr. Ely had not the slightest doubt of her “smartness,” not the least. “She’ll be a fortune to any man. She’s very fond of you.”

Mr. Ely was certainly not fond of her, but he could scarcely say so to her father’s face. So he kept still.

“Rachel, she miss you too.”

Silence. Mr. Ely saw plainly that he was going to be missed by all the six. Since he could not escape from the train while it was travelling at the rate of forty miles an hour, the only course open was to sit still and say as little as he could. He knew his friend too well to suppose that anything he could say would induce him to turn the conversation into other channels. The fond father went blandly on.

“She say you gave her a little gift, eh? That so?”

“Never gave her anything in my life.”

“No! She says you gave her a lock of your hair; it was little to you, it was much to her. Rachel, she treasures up these little things. She show it me one day; she says she keep it here.”

Mr. Rosenbaum patted his waistcoat in the region where his heart might anatomically be supposed to be.

“I tell you what it is, Rosenbaum, your girls are like their father, smart.”

“We’re not fools,” admitted Mr. Rosenbaum.

“One night, when I was asleep on the couch in that back room of yours in Cromwell Road — before you failed last time” — it is within the range of possibility that this allusion was meant to sting, but Mr. Rosenbaum smoked blandly on— “that girl of yours cut off some of my hair, and drew blood in doing it, by George!”

“Ah! she says you give it her — from sympathy, my friend. She admire you very much, that girl.”

Mr. Ely kept silence. If there was any one of the six he disliked more than the others it was the young lady whom her father said admired him very much — Miss Rachel Rosenbaum. Some fathers, if they had had the names of three of their daughters received in this rather frigid way, would have changed the subject perhaps. But if Mr. Rosenbaum had not been a persevering man, his address would not have been Queen’s Gate. Besides, Mrs. Rosenbaum was dead, and he had to act the parts of mother and father too. And there were six.

“Judith, she miss you too.”

This was the fourth; there still were two to follow. Mr. Ely resolved to have a little plunge upon his own account.

“Doing anything in Unified?”

Mr. Rosenbaum looked at him, puffed out a cloud of smoke, and smiled. “I say, Judith, she miss you too.”

“And I said, ‘Doing anything in Unified?’”

Mr. Rosenbaum leaned forward and laid his great, fat, jewelled hand on Mr. Ely’s knee. “Now, my friend, there is a girl for you; plump, tender — what an eye!”

“And what a nose! And a moustache!” was on Mr. Ely’s lips, but he refrained.

“That girl just twenty-four, and she weigh a hundred and seventy pound — she do credit to any man. And, my goodness, how she is fond of you, my boy!”

A vision passed before Mr. Ely’s mental eye of the girl whom he had left behind. And then he thought of the young lady whose chief qualification was that she weighed a hundred and seventy pounds at twenty-four.

“She not a worrying girl, that Judith; that’s the sort of wife for a man to have who wants to live an easy life. She let him do just what he please, and never say a word.”

Mr. Ely fidgeted in his seat. “I say, Rosenbaum, I wish you’d try some other theme.”

Mr. Rosenbaum held up his fat forefinger, with its half a dozen rings, and wagged it in Mr. Ely’s face. “But the great point is Sarah, my good friend; there is something between you and she.”

“What the dickens do you mean?”

“Oh! you know what I mean. What passed between you on the river that fine day?”

“What fine day?”

“What fine day! So there has been more than one! That I did not know; the one it was enough for me.”

“And upon my word, with all due respect to Miss Sarah Rosenbaum, it was enough for me.”

“You did not kiss her, eh? You did not kiss her that fine day?”

“I don’t know if I kissed her or she kissed me. I say, Rosenbaum, those girls of yours don’t seem to keep many secrets from their father.”

“That is as good a girl as ever lived; you will do justice to her, eh?”

“I hope I should do justice to every girl.”

“So! That is it! You would marry half a dozen, perhaps!”

“By George, I don’t believe you’d offer any objection if I wanted to!”

Mr. Rosenbaum sat back in his seat. Apparently this observation did go home. He appeared to reflect, but he showed that he was by no means beaten by suddenly discovering a fresh attack.

“My good friend, you think you are a clever man. I allow you are no fool, but you have met your match in me.”

In his secret heart Mr. Ely was quite willing to allow the fact.

“You have played with my six daughters — very good! You have trifled with their hearts. I say not any word, but there is one of them you must marry, and Ruth is she.”

Mr. Ely was silent. He kept his eyes cast down. Mr. Rosenbaum, on the other hand, kept his eyes fixed upon his good friend’s face.

“Come, I am her father. When is it to be?”

Then Mr. Ely did look up. The two friends’ glances met; Mr. Ely certainly did not flinch.

“It won’t do; try some other lay.”

“What you mean — try some other lay?”

“Mean what I say.”

“You never asked her to marry you?”

“I swear I never did.”

“You never gave her to understand that you wished her for your wife, eh?”

“I’m not responsible for her understanding.”

“So — that is it! — I see! Griffith of Tokenhouse Yard is your solicitor — not so?”

Mr. Rosenbaum took out a note-book and a pencil-case.

“What’s it matter to you?”

“My good friend, it matters this. Before we reach Waterloo you tell me the day on which you marry Ruth, or to-morrow a writ issues for breach of promise.”

“Issue fifty writs for all I care.”

“You have played hanky-panky with my six daughters, but we have you on the last; at least, we’ll see.”

“I guess we will. Take my advice, Rosenbaum, and don’t you be a fool. I never asked your daughter in my life to marry me.”

“We’ll talk of that a little later on. There is a letter and some other little things which will make a sensation when they are produced in Court. You understand that it is my duty to see that you do not break my daughter’s heart.”

“Which of them? All six?”

“At present it is with Ruth we are concerned.”

“Oh, Ruth be hanged!”

With that observation the conversation closed. The remainder of the journey passed in silence. But when they reached Waterloo Mr. Rosenbaum remarked — 

“Well, my friend, what is it to be? Will you name the day?”

“Name your grandmother!” Mr. Ely courteously rejoined. And with that courteous rejoinder he left the train.


CHAPTER IX

MR. ELY HAS A LETTER

Mr. Ely took a cab into the city. On the road he stopped to buy a ring. He was the kind of man whose determination is intensified by opposition. He had been half in love with Miss Truscott before he met his German friend; now, in his own peculiar way, he was quite. Miss Ruth Rosenbaum was the youngest and most prepossessing of the six, and that there had been certain passages between them he was well aware. But in any case her father’s attempt to force his daughter down his throat would have had the effect of making him fly off at a tangent in quite another direction. Now the effect it had upon him was to send him off helter-skelter to purchase Miss Truscott an engagement-ring. But he was the man of business even then. The jeweller found some difficulty in meeting his requirements. What Mr. Ely wanted was an article of the greatest value at the smallest cost. For instance, for a ring priced at a hundred and fifty guineas he offered fifteen pounds — and this with such an air of making a first-rate bid that the tradesman did not know whether to treat it as an insult or a jest. Finally he expended twenty pounds, and had his value for it, rest assured.

Directly he entered the Stock Exchange he encountered Mr. Ash.

“I had your wire,” began that gentleman. “I congratulate you, my dear boy.”

“Yes.” Mr. Ely looked the other straight in the face, which was a trick he had when there was something which he particularly wished to say. Then he slipped his arm through Mr. Ash’s, and drew that gentleman aside. “She’s a fine girl, Ash — finer than I thought she was. Finest girl in England, in the world, by George she is!”

Mr. Ash was a little surprised at his friend’s enthusiasm. But he let no sign of this escape him.

“She’s a good girl too, my boy.”

“Best girl ever yet I came across.”

“And she’s true — true as a die.”

“Truer — truest girl ever yet I saw.”

“And when she says she loves a man — —” Mr. Ash paused. He glanced at his friend. Mr. Ely gave no sign. “When she says she loves a man, you may be quite certain that she does.”

Mr. Ely looked down at his toes, then up at Mr. Ash.

“I’ve bought the ring.”

“What! The wedding-ring!”

“The wedding-ring! Good gad, no! I never thought of that. It’s the engagement ring I’ve got.”

“The other one comes after, eh?”

“I gave twenty sovereigns for it.”

“That’s a pile.” What the smile meant in Mr. Ash’s eyes it would be difficult to say.

“He wanted forty-five. I beat him down. Said I’d seen its own brother at Attenborough’s for ten.” There was a pause. Then Mr. Ely began again. “I say, Ash, when do you think the wedding could come off?”

“In a hurry? Well, what do you say to twelve months, my boy?”

“Twelve months! Twelve months be hanged! A month’s enough for me.”

“A month! The girl won’t have time to turn herself round. And you’ve a house to take, and all the rest of it.”

“You say the word, and I’ll have a house by to-morrow night, and get it furnished in a week.”

“But, my dear boy, you don’t seem to be aware that the lady generally has a voice in that kind of thing.”

“You say a month, and I’ll make it right with her.”

“You may marry her to-morrow for all I care.

“I should like to marry her to-morrow,” said Mr. Ely candidly; “but — I suppose it’ll have to be a month.”

But even a month was not an impassable space of time. Mr. Ely reflected that there were a good many things which must be done — it should be a lunar month, he decided in his own mind — his time would be much occupied, the days would quickly pass, and then — then the maid with the big eyes, the finest girl in the world, the best and the truest, would be his bride.

His happiness was consummated on the following morning. It had never occurred to him to suggest that there should be any correspondence. He was not a man who was fond of writing himself, and a love-letter — the idea of a sane man writing a love-letter! — was an idea which up to the present moment had never entered his mind. And that in spite of a certain unfortunate document which was in the possession of Miss Ruth Rosenbaum. So when he found upon his breakfast table the following morning a large square envelope, addressed to “Frederic Ely, Esq.” in an unmistakably feminine hand, the postmark of which was Shanklin, his heart gave quite a jump.

It was from Miss Truscott, as sure as fate: the first letter from his love?


CHAPTER X

THE AMAZING CONTENTS OF
MR. ELY’S LETTER

 

Mr. Ely played with that letter as a cat plays with a mouse. It was a tender morsel, a bonne bouche, which must not be hastily dismissed. He turned it over and over, examining first the superscription, the bold, flourishing hand in which she had penned his name — how well it looked; the first time his name had been inscribed by her! Then he examined the reverse — the monogram. He could make it out quite well — L. T. — Lily Truscott. He blushed as he caught himself in the act of raising the magic letters to his lips. Then he laid it down in a prominent position in front of his plate, and studied the exterior as he began to eat.

“I wonder what she has to say!” Ah, what! “I wonder if — if she’s come round to my point of view? Got — got spoony, and — and all that. By George, I hope she has!” What with the food he had in his mouth, and the sigh, he was almost choked. “I think every woman ought to love the man she’s going to marry. I love her — I know I do.”

He began to know that fact too well. The man who had had nothing to do with sentiment was painfully conscious that he was on the point of becoming the most sentimental of men.

“I mismanaged the affair all through. I ought to have told her that I loved her. How can a man expect a girl to love him if she don’t believe that he loves her? Perhaps she has written to say that she can conceal the fact no longer: that she loves me whether I want her to or don’t. By George! I hope she has.”

He feasted his eyes again upon the envelope, and helped himself to another serving of ham and eggs.

“I thought her behaviour was a trifle cold. It was that beastly dog that did it. How can a man make himself agreeable to a woman when there’s a dog ready to bite his nose off sitting on her knee? Still, I thought her behaviour was a trifle cold. She didn’t seem to pay much attention to what I had to say; I believe she would have preferred to read; and when she did begin to talk she was taking pot-shots at one all over the place, as it were.”

He sighed, and took another egg.

“And when I asked her to marry me I might have been asking her to take a tart; she didn’t seem to be interested in the least. She was most uncommon anxious to treat the thing in a business-like kind of way. I oughtn’t to have been so particular about saying I was a business man. That was a mistake; I know it was.”

He sighed again. He put down his knife and fork.

“By George, if she writes to say she loves me, I — I’d give a hundred pounds!”

He took the letter in his hands.

“I wonder if she does!”

In his anxiety he rose from his seat and began to pace the room, holding the letter tightly in his hand. He paused before the mantelshelf and regarded himself in the glass.

“Well, upon my word, I never thought that I should come to this — I never did. Here’s all the papers, and goodness knows what news from Paris, and I haven’t looked at one, and don’t want to neither, that’s the truth. If she’s only written to say she loves me, whether I want her to or don’t, I — I’d give a thousand pounds. Here goes! I can’t stand fooling here all day! Goodness knows what the state of things in the City may be.”

He was about to tear the envelope open with his finger. He changed his mind.

“She may have written something on the flap. I’d better use a knife.”

He used a knife. To see him use it, opening an envelope might have been the most delicate operation on earth.

“Now for it!” He heaved the greatest sigh of all. “By George, if it’s only to confess her love!”

He seated himself at the table with the letter spread out in front of him. It might have been as fragile as it was priceless to observe the ginger way in which he opened it and spread it out. Then he arrayed himself for its perusal with as much precision as though it were some formal and rather complicated revelation just to hand from the gods.

“‘Dear Mr. Ely’ (I say! She might have said ‘Dear Fred,’ or even ‘Frederic’! ‘Dear Mr. Ely’! It’s rather a stiffish way of writing to the man you’re going to marry, don’t you know.) ‘Just a line with reference to what passed between us yesterday. I have changed my mind. I thought it better to let you know at the earliest possible moment. It is quite impossible for me to be your wife. The fact is, I am going to marry Mr. Summers instead. Yours truly, Lily Truscott.’”

Mr. Ely read this note through without, in his astonishment, being in the least able to grasp its meaning.

“What — what the blazes is all this!” He ploughed through it again. “‘Dear Mr. Ely’ (it’s evidently meant for me), ‘just a line with reference to what passed between us yesterday’! (What passed between us yesterday — what’s she mean? She hasn’t put a date; I suppose she means my asking her to be my wife. That’s a pretty good way of referring to it, anyhow.) ‘I have changed my mind!’ (Oh, has she? About what? It didn’t strike me she had a mind to change.) ‘I thought it better to let you know at the earliest possible moment’! (If she had only told me what it was she thought it better to let me know, it would have been perhaps as well. If this is a love-letter, give me the other kind of thing.) ‘It is quite impossible for me to be your wife.’ (What — what the blazes does she mean?) ‘The fact is, I am going to marry Mr. Summers instead’!”

Mr. Ely’s jaw dropped, and he stared at the letter as though it were a ghost.

“Well — I’m — hanged!’ The fact is, I am going to marry Mr. Summers instead.’ That takes the cake!’ Yours truly, Lily Truscott.’ — If that isn’t the sweetest thing in love-letters ever yet I heard of!”

Quite a curious change had come over Mr. Ely. If we may be forgiven a vulgarism which is most expressive — he seemed to have been knocked all of a heap. His head had fallen forward on his chest, one limp hand held Miss Truscott’s letter, the other dangled nerveless by his side.

“And I gave twenty pounds for an engagement-ring!”

They were the first words in which he gave expression to the strength of his emotion.

“Good Lord, if I had given him what he asked, and stumped up forty-five!”

The reflection sent a shudder all through his frame. The horror of the picture thus conjured up by his imagination had the effect of a tonic on his nerves, it recalled him to himself.

“I’ll have another read at this. There isn’t much of it, but what there is requires a good deal of digesting.”

He pulled himself together, sat up in his chair, and had another read.

“‘Dear Mr. Ely’ (yes, by George, dear at any price, I’ll swear! Like her impudence to call me ‘dear’! I wonder she didn’t begin it ‘Sir’), ‘just a line with reference to what passed between us yesterday.’ (That is, I think, about the coollest bit I ever heard of. Quite a casual allusion, don’t you know, to a matter of not the slightest importance to any one, especially me. That young woman’s graduated in an establishment where they teach ’em how to go.) ‘I have changed my mind!’ (That’s — that’s about two stone better than the other. She’s changed her mind! Holy Moses! About something, you know, about which we change our minds as easily and as often as we do our boots.) ‘I thought it better to let you know at the earliest possible moment.’ (She certainly has done that. Unless she had changed her mind before she had made it up, she could scarcely have let me know it sooner. She might have wired, to be sure! But perhaps she never thought of that.) ‘It is quite impossible for me to be your wife.’ (It is as well that the explanation follows immediately after, or echo would have answered ‘Why?’) ‘The fact is, I am going to marry Mr. Summers instead.’ I suppose there never was a larger amount of meaning contained in a smaller number of words. Among the remarkable women the world has seen the record’s hers; she is certainly unique.”

Rising from his seat, he put the letter back in the envelope, and placed the envelope within his letter-case.

“I’ll take that letter up to Ash; I’ll have a word to say to him. I wonder if he knows what sort of a ward he’s got? That’s the best and truest girl alive; a woman whose word is just her bond; who, when she says a thing, sticks to it like glue. And to think that I spent twenty pounds on an engagement-ring!”

He put his hands into his trousers pockets. He balanced himself upon his toes and heels.

“Twenty pounds for an engagement-ring! I wonder how much Mr. Summers intends to pay?”

The reflection angered him.

“By George, I’ll let her know if she’s going to pitch me overboard quite so easily as that. I’ll make her marry me, or I’ll know the reason why.”

When he left for the City his first business was to pay a visit to Mr. Ash. He dismissed the cab at the corner of Throgmorton Street. He had not taken half a dozen steps along that rather narrow thoroughfare when a hand was laid upon his shoulder; turning, he saw Mr. Rosenbaum.

“My good friend, I have a little paper here for you.”

And Mr. Rosenbaum deftly slipped a paper into his good friend’s hand.

“Rosenbaum! What’s this?”

“It’s a writ, my friend; a writ. You would not tell me the name of your solicitor, so I try personal service instead.”

With a beaming smile and a nod of his head, Mr. Rosenbaum swaggered away. In a somewhat bewildered state of mind Mr. Ely stared after him, the paper in his hand.

“It never rains but it pours! Here’s two strokes of luck in a single day, and I’ve only just got out of bed!”

He opened the legal-looking document with which he had been so unexpectedly presented by his generous friend, and glanced at its contents. It was headed “Rosenbaum v. Ely,” and, so far as he could judge from his hasty glance, it purported to relate to an action brought by Ruth Rosenbaum against Frederic Ely, to recover damages for breach of promise of marriage.

“Well! This is a pretty go!”

He could scarcely believe his eyes; the damages were laid at thirty thousand pounds! And he had already spent twenty pounds for an engagement-ring!

His first impulse was to tear the paper up and scatter the pieces in the street. His second — which he followed — was to place it in the inner pocket of his coat as a companion to his letter-case.

“Rosenbaum must be a greater fool even than I thought. Thirty thousand pounds! By George! One girl values me at a considerably higher figure than another does.”

He found that Mr. Ash was still in his office, and alone; so, without troubling to have himself announced, he marched straight in.

“Hallo, Ely, here again! Anything settled about the date? Or is it something more tangible than love?”

Mr. Ash was engaged with a file of correspondence, from which he looked up at Mr. Ely, with a laugh.

“I have to get through all this before I can put in an appearance in the House. And here’s a man who gives me so many minute directions about what he wants to do that I can’t for the life of me understand what it is he wants. Why people can’t just say ‘Buy this,’ ‘Sell that,’ is more than I can tell. But what’s the matter? You look quite glum.”

“So would you look glum if you had as much cause for looking glum as me.”

“I don’t know! You’ve won one of the prettiest girls in England — and one of the nicest little fortunes, too. After that it would take something to make me look glum.”

“She’s one of the prettiest girls in England.”

“There’s no mistake about that. Any man might be proud of such a prize. I’ve been thinking about it all night.”

“I’ve been thinking about it, too.”

“And the result is to give you that dyspeptic look? Not flattering to her, eh?”

There was a pause before Mr. Ely answered. With much deliberation he put his hand into his pocket and drew out his letter-case. “I’m sorry you don’t think it’s flattering.” Another pause before he spoke again; then it was with an even more acidulated expression of countenance. “I have received a letter by this morning’s post.”

“No! From her? She’s going it.”

“Yes, she is going it, I think.”

“That sort of thing’s hardly your line, eh?”

“That sort of thing hardly is my line.”

“Don’t care for love-letters — as a rule?”

“I should like to refer to a dictionary to know what a love-letter is. If this is a love-letter, I prefer a summons.”

It was on his tongue to say a writ, but he remembered that he already had one in his pocket, and chose another word.

“Ah, Ely, you must remember that this is a romantic girl. If her language seems too flowery — too kissy-kissy — you must bear in mind that in romantic girls affection is apt to take such shapes. Besides, I should think you’d rather have that than the other kind of thing — I know I would.”

“Perhaps, before you pass an opinion on that subject, you’ll allow me to read to you the letter I’ve received.”

“Read it! I say! Is that quite fair? Men don’t read their love-letters even to their young women’s guardians as a rule. Especially the first — I thought that was sacred above the rest.”

“Look here, Ash, I’m the mildest-mannered man alive, but you never came nearer having an inkstand at your head than since I’ve been inside this room.”

“Ely! Good gracious, man! What’s the matter now?”

“I repeat — perhaps you’ll allow me to read to you the letter I’ve received.”

With the same air of excessive deliberation, Mr. Ely opened his letter-case, took from it an envelope, and from it a letter, unfolded the epistle, and looked at Mr. Ash. Mr. Ash did nothing but stare at him.

“This is my first love-letter — the one which you thought was sacred above the rest. I don’t know about the rest. This is quite enough for me. You are sure you’re listening?”

“I’ll take my oath on that.”

“‘Dear Mr. Ely’ (you observe how warmly she begins! Kissy-kissy kind of way, you know), ‘just a line with reference to what passed between us yesterday.’ (That’s a gentle allusion to the trivial fact that on the day before she pledged herself to be my wife. We’re getting warm, you see.) ‘I have changed my mind.’”

“She has what?”

“She says that she has changed her mind.”

“What does she mean by she’s changed her mind?”

“Ah, that’s what we have to see. It’s an obscure allusion which becomes clearer later on; an example of the flowery language in which romantic girls indulge. ‘I thought it better to let you know at the earliest possible moment.’ (You’ll observe that she wastes no time. Perhaps that’s another characteristic of the romantic state of mind.) ‘It is quite impossible for me to be your wife.’”

“What’s that?”

“She says that it’s quite impossible for her to be my wife.”

“But — good heavens! — I thought you told me she said yes.”

“She did say yes.”

“But an unhesitating — a final and decisive yes?”

“It was an unhesitating, a final and decisive yes.

“You sent me up a wire!”

“It was agreed between us that I should send you up a wire.”

“You talked about having the marriage in a month.”

“I did talk, about having the marriage in a month.”

“And buying a house and furniture, and all the rest of it.”

“Precisely; and all the rest of it.”

“And you told me that you had bought a ring.”

“That’s a fact. I did. I paid twenty pounds for an engagement-ring. It’s in my pocket now. That’s one of the pleasantest parts of the affair.”

“Then what the dickens does she mean? Is the girl stark mad? Are you sure the letter comes from her?”

“You shall examine it for yourself in a moment, and then you’ll be able to decide. You understand it is the first love-letter I ever had, and therefore sacred above the rest. As for what she means, the explanation comes a little further on — in the next sentence, in fact, Perhaps you will allow me to proceed!”

“Oh, go on! It is plain the girl is mad.”

“‘The fact is, I am going to marry Mr. Summers instead.’”

“Good —— ! What — what’s that?”

“She says that she’s going to marry Mr. Summers instead.”

“Instead! Instead of whom?”

“Instead of me.”

“Well, I’m — hanged!”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I am. And as this is the result of my first love-letter, I don’t want to have a second experience of the same kind, you understand.”

“Then he’s done it after all! What a fool I’ve been!”

“Well, it does seem that there’s a fool somewhere in the case.”

“I’ve done it all!”

“The deuce you have!”

“Do you know this man Summers?”

“Of course I do. Didn’t you see I did when I met him here the other day?”

“Do you know what he came for then?”

“How should I? For half a crown, I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s one of those painter fellows who run up pictures by the yard.”

“He came for Lily.”

“What the dickens do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I say. He came to ask my consent to make my ward an offer of his hand.”

“What! Before I did?”

“No; directly you had gone.”

“But you had given your consent to me!”

“I told him so. He didn’t seem to think that it mattered in the least.”

“Well, he’s a cool hand, upon my Sam!”

“When I told him what I had arranged with you, he wanted to start off for Shanklin there and then. It was with the greatest difficulty that I got him to listen to common sense — I never saw a man in such a state of imbecility. Finally, I agreed that if you failed then he should have his chance.”

“But I didn’t fail.”

“Well, it looks queer.”

“Looks queer! Do you want to drive me mad? And I paid twenty pounds for my engagement-ring! Do you think I should buy engagement-rings if I wasn’t sure that it was clear? A girl promises to be my wife, and another man comes directly after and eggs her on to break her word! Looks queer! I should think it does, by George! Look here, Ash, if you think I’m going to sit down quietly and stand this sort of thing, you’re wrong!”

“Shall I tell you what my own opinion of the matter is?”

“Get it out!”

“The girl’s a fool!”

“She’s either that or something worse.”

“I have only to go down and talk the matter over with her quietly, and you’ll see it will be all right.”

“You go down! And where do you suppose that I shall be?”

“You leave the matter in my hands, and you’ll find that I will make it all right.”

“I’ll be shot if I will! The girl has promised to be my wife, and if there’s any man who’s got a right to talk to her it’s me. I’ve had one day out of town; I think I’ll spare myself another. You’ve got a time-table, haven’t you? When is there a train?”

Producing a Bradshaw, Mr. Ash plunged into its intricacies.

“It’s now eleven. There’s a train leaves Waterloo eleven thirty-five. Reaches Shanklin three forty-three. It’s too late for that.”

“Eleven thirty-five? Is it too late — we’ll see. You don’t seem to be aware of the fact that at this moment, for all I know, that man’s amusing himself with the woman who promised to be my wife. It don’t occur to you that there is any necessity for haste. I’m off; you may come or stay, just as you please.”

“I’ll come — it’s a little awkward, but I’ll come.”

“It is awkward! You’d think it awkward if you were in the pair of shoes that I’m wearing now.”

“Half a minute! Just let me speak one word to my managing man.”

Mr. Ash called in his clerk. Mr. Ely passed into the street, and engaged a hansom cab. In a remarkably short space of time he was joined by Mr. Ash. Mr. Ely gave instructions to the cabman.

“Waterloo! Main line! And go like blazes!”

And the cab was off.


CHAPTER XI

AN ENCOUNTER IN THE TRAIN

Mr. Ely’s last journey from Shanklin up to town had not been exactly of a cheerful kind. Mr. Rosenbaum’s appearance on the scene had put a damper on to that. The tale of the six daughters had banished peace from the successful wooer’s mind. The journey from town to Shanklin was not exactly pleasant either. Under the best of circumstances Mr. Ely was not the most cheerful of companions. Under existing circumstances he was the most cheerless man alive.

He showed his mettle at the start.

“First-class smoking,” Mr. Ash suggested to the guard.

Mr. Ely pulled up short.

“Not for me.”

“What do you mean?”

“No smoking carriage for me. I’ve got enough on my hands already, without having to disinfect myself immediately I arrive.”

So they were shown into a non-smoking compartment. Mr. Ash wished his friend at Jericho. The idea of a journey to Portsmouth without the aid of a cigar did not commend itself to him. Besides, he knew that Miss Truscott had liberal-minded notions on the subject of tobacco. But he deemed it prudent to refrain from treading on the tail of the coat which Mr. Ely was obviously trailing on the ground. And he had his revenge!

Just as the train was actually starting there was a cry of “Stop!” Some one came rushing down the platform, the door was opened, and first a lady and then a gentleman were assisted in.

“That was a narrow squeak!” exclaimed the gentleman. Then he turned laughing to the lady: “That’s a nice beginning, Mrs. B.” The lady laughed at him again. “It’s a matter of no importance, but I suppose all our luggage is left behind.” He put his head out of the window to see. “No, they’re putting it in! In such a style! What a scene of ruin will greet our eyes when we reach the other end.”

He drew his head into the compartment and took a survey of his surroundings.

“What, Ash! What, Ely! Here’s a go! What brings you two thieves in here? Quite a happy family, my boys.”

The gentleman extended one hand to Mr. Ash and the other to Mr. Ely. Mr. Ash laughingly grasped the one which came his way; Mr. Ely acidly declined the other, but the gentleman did not seem to be in the least cast down. He gave Mr. Ely a resounding thwack upon the shoulder, which doubled him up as though he were some lay figure.

“Ely, my boy, you look as though you had been living on sour apples for a week! What’s the matter with him, Ash? Been induced to lend his aged mother half a crown? He’ll never get over it, you know.”

“Mr. Bailey,” gasped Mr. Ely, “I’ll trouble you not to play your practical jokes on me.”

Mr. Bailey laughed. Behind the cover of his paper Mr. Ash laughed too. Mr. Bailey — better known as “Jack” Bailey — was also a member of the “House,” and as such known both to Mr. Ely and to Ash. One of those hearty, healthy Englishmen, who having not the slightest reserve themselves have no notion of the existence of such a sense in anybody else. He was Mr. Ely’s particular abhorrence. When Mr. Bailey had done laughing, he turned to the lady who accompanied him. She was a feminine repetition of himself: a tall, strapping, buxom wench, with bright black eyes and bright red cheeks; the very embodiment of health and strength; the sort of damsel who is in her element on the tennis-lawn or on the river, or doing four-and-twenty dances off the reel.

“Who do you think that is?”

The lady laughed.

“Jack! shut up,” she said.

“Just hark at her! We’ve not been married an hour, and she’s beginning to order me about already! Allow me to introduce you to my wife, Mrs. Bailey — Miss Williamson that was. Married this morning in the Church of St. Michael and All Angels, six bridesmaids, and such a wedding-cake! Only we couldn’t stop to eat this wedding-cake, we had to catch the train!”

Mr. and Mrs. Bailey laughed again. Mr. Ash laughed too. But Mr. Ely — he turned green. Mr. Ash raised his hat and bowed to the lady.

“Allow me to offer you my congratulations, Mrs. Bailey. Am I justified in supposing that you are starting on your honeymoon?”

“Justified! I should think you are!” Seating himself, Mr. Bailey slipped his arm about the lady’s waist. “I say, Bess, it’s lucky we’ve fallen among men I know. I should have had to apologise for kissing you in front of strangers.”

He kissed her then. But the lady only laughed.

“You know Jack,” she explained. “Every one knows Jack! He has a way of his own.”

“I should think I have got a way of my own!” cried the gentleman referred to. And he slipped the lady on to his knee. “I wouldn’t give a button for the man who hadn’t; eh, Ely, what do you say? I say, Ely, why don’t you go in for something in this line?”

And he nodded towards his wife.

“I’m afraid I do not understand you.”

“He says he doesn’t understand me, Bess. Isn’t that a funny man?”

“Are you not married, Mr. Ely?” inquired the bride of an hour.

“I have not that happiness.”

For the life of him Mr. Ash could not have resisted the chance which offered.

“But he’s going to be — he’s engaged,” he said.

Mr. Ely turned the colour of a boiled beetroot. But Mr. and Mrs. Bailey quite mistook the reason. It was not because he was shy; it was because the exigencies of civilisation debarred him from cutting Mr. Ash’s throat.

“I wish you joy!” exclaimed the gentleman.

“When’s it going to be!” chimed in the lady.

“I’ll be best man!”

“If you promise to send me a piece of the cake I’ll let you have a piece of mine.”

Mr. Bailey turned to his wife.

“To look at him you wouldn’t think he was engaged, now, would you?”

“Why? Is there anything funny about the looks of a man when he’s engaged?”

“Funny! I should think there is! Ely, what do you think? Don’t you feel funny? You ought to if you don’t.”

“May I inquire, Mr. Bailey, what you mean?”

There was such a savage tone in Mr. Ely’s voice that even the not quick-witted Mr. Bailey was struck by it.

“Hallo! What’s up now? I say, Ash, you ought to tip a fellow the wink when a man’s had an unfortunate misunderstanding with his best girl.”

“Mr. Bailey — I beg Mrs. Bailey’s pardon, — but I suppose that in the presence of a lady you take it for granted that you may permit yourself the utmost license of speech.”

Mr. Bailey whistled, Mrs. Bailey laughed, then looked out of the window with a look of innocent surprise — that look of innocent surprise which means so much. Mr. Bailey nudged his wife with his elbow.

“Beautiful scenery, isn’t it?”

They were then passing a long, level stretch of what seemed turnip-fields. Mrs. Bailey laughed again.

“Ah, it’s a serious thing to have a misunderstanding with your best girl!”

Mrs. Bailey laughed again.

“It’s all very well to laugh, but I’ve had more than one, and nobody knows what it feels like who hasn’t gone through it all. Poor chap, no wonder he feels down!”

“Mr. Ely,” explained the lady, “never you mind Jack, it’s a way he’s got; he will always have his joke.” Then she showed the tact for which women are so famous. “I hope that there really has been no misunderstanding with — with the lady?”

“S — sh! — Bess! — For shame! — I’m surprised at you! I wouldn’t have asked such a question, not for a thousand pounds!”

“Mr. Bailey, if the worst comes to the worst, I feel quite convinced that you will be able to provide Mrs. Bailey with an excellent establishment by becoming a professional buffoon.”

This was Mr. Ely’s final word. The train just then drew up at Guildford. Mr. Bailey rose with the air of a martyr.

“I’m afraid, my dear Bess, we must really tear ourselves away. We ought to find a separate compartment. Our friends are most anxious to smoke, and the presence of a lady prevents them, you know.”

When the pair were gone, Mr. Ely turned upon Mr. Ash with something that was very much like a snarl.

“I have to thank you for that.”

“For what? What do you mean?”

“You know very well what I mean. For that clown’s impertinence — great, lumbering buffoon!”

“Good gracious, Ely, you don’t seem to be in the pleasantest of moods. What did I tell him? I only said you were engaged. What harm is there in that? I don’t know what good you expect to come from keeping it hidden from the world.”

Mr. Ely turned the matter over in his mind. He gnashed his teeth, not figuratively, but very literally indeed.

“By George, I’ll make her marry me, or I’ll know the reason why!”

“One way to that desirable consummation is to compromise the lady’s name. Advertise the fact that she has promised to be your wife.”

“If I thought that, I’d stick it up on every dead wall in town.”

“Let’s try milder means at first. Leave more vigorous measures to a little later on. Unless I’m much mistaken, you’ll find the milder means will serve. There’s a little misunderstanding, that is all.”

“Little misunderstanding you call it, do you? I should like to know what you call a big one, then.”

If they did not actually come to blows they did more than one little bit of figurative sparring on the way. Mr. Ash found it best to keep quite still. Directly he opened his mouth Mr. Ely showed an amazing disposition to snap at his nose. For instance, once when the train stopped at a station — 

“This is Rowland’s Castle, isn’t it?”

“No, it isn’t Rowland’s Castle. I should like to know what on earth makes you think it’s Rowland’s Castle. I wonder you don’t say it’s Colney Hatch.”

Mr. Ash gazed mildly at his friend, and subsided into his paper. He felt that with things as they were conversation might be labelled “dangerous.”


CHAPTER XII

THE RIVALS — NEW VERSION

When they reached Shanklin, Mr. Ely was shown into the drawing-room, while Mr. Ash disappeared upstairs.

“You wait in there,” suggested Mr. Ash; “there’s a word or two I want to say to the old lady. I want to get to the bottom of the thing, because it’s quite possible we’ve come on a wild goose chase after all. You wait half a minute, and I’ll see Miss Lily’s sent to you. I shouldn’t be at all surprised to see her come flying headlong into your arms. Then you’ll find out that it’s almost worth while to fall out for the sake of the reconciliation.”

Left alone in the drawing-room, Mr. Ely was not by any means so sure. He was inclined to be sceptical as to the young lady’s flying leap into his arms. And as to falling out for the sake of the reconciliation — well, there might be something, perhaps, in that, but he would like to have felt as sure about the reconciliation as he did about the falling out.

He seated himself on an ottoman, thrust his hands into his trousers pockets, and stared at his patent toes. A minute passed, more than a minute, more than five minutes, indeed, still he was left alone. He looked at his watch. Ten minutes had elapsed since he entered the room.

“This is a pretty state of things; ten living minutes have I sat stewing here! And Ash said that in less than half a minute he wouldn’t be surprised to see her in my arms. It looks like it!”

He got up and surveyed the apartment.

“I wonder where she is? And where the other fellow is? That’s the man to whom I ought to apply for information. I lay my hat that she’s done some bounding into his arms since yesterday. That’s a pleasant thought to think about the woman who’s promised to be your wife!”

Mr. Ely disconsolately paced the room.

“And to think that I paid twenty pounds for an engagement-ring! And I might have forked up forty-five! That’s what gets at me! And I’ve got Rosenbaum’s writ in my coat pocket. Damages laid at thirty thousand pounds! Oh, lor! This is a nice day’s work I’ve done!”

Pausing before the fireplace he leaned his elbow on the mantelshelf, and his head upon his hand, and groaned.

“Excuse me, but can you tell me where Miss Truscott is?” There was a voice behind him. Mr. Ely turned.

“Hallo, Ely! I had no idea that it was you! How are you, dear old man?”

Mr. Ely turned — metaphorically — into a pillar of ice. Into a pillar of red-hot ice, if we may confound our metaphors. For while his exterior demeanour was several degrees below zero, his interior economy left boiling point at the post.

A gentleman had strolled into the room through the opened window — Mr. William Summers. Mr. William Summers as large as life, and larger. There were no signs of guilt upon his countenance; certainly there were none in his bearing. He held a soft crush hat in one hand, the other he held out to Mr. Ely.

“Well, I’m — hanged!”

“I say, Ely, what’s the row?”

Speechless with indignation, Mr. Ely turned and strode towards the door. When he reached it he paused, and turning again, he gazed at the intruder. The intruder did not seem to be at all abashed.

“That’s the way they used to do it at the Coburg. Exit vanquished vice.”

“Sir!”

“That’s a little Coburg, too. They used to roll their r’s.”

Mr. Summers tugged at his beard. Retracing his steps, Mr. Ely strode on until he was in a measurable distance of Mr. Summers’s nose.

“Understand this once for all: you are a perfect stranger, sir, to me.”

“That’s all right; I thought I was. Excuse one stranger speaking to another, but could you tell me where Miss Truscott is?”

Mr. Ely gasped. “This — this beats anything I ever heard of! Mr. Summers!”

“That’s right, Ely, I’m awake. Wire in and lay me flat; I sha’n’t mind a bit.”

“In all this there may be something funny, sir, which commends it to your mind — if you have a mind — but I see nothing comic in desecrating nature’s most sacred ties and in corrupting the innocence of youth.”

“More don’t I, Ely; not the way you put it — and I couldn’t put it better if I tried.”

“Are you aware that Miss Truscott has promised to be my wife?”

“Ah, that was a mistake!”

“A mistake! What the devil do you mean?”

“You see, Ely, I’ve been in love with her a good twelve months — aye, that and more. I fell in love with her the first moment she came across my path.”

“What the dickens do I care if you’ve been in love with her twelve years? More shame you! Do you consider that a justification to the scoundrel who betrays another fellow’s wife?”

“In love with her in a sense you do not understand — in love with her with my whole life.”

“What on earth has that to do with me?”

“I have lived for her, and worked, and hoped, and dreamed, until she has grown to be the centre of my being. Does she mean all that to you?”

“What business have you to ask me such a question? When you have ruined Mrs. Jones do you put a similar inquiry to Jones? I should think Jones would feel that you were a logical sort of person if you did.”

“Ah, but here she is not your wife.”

“But she’s going to be!”

“As I live she never will.”

“Hang it, sir; don’t I tell you that she promised?”

“And don’t I tell you that was a mistake. If you will keep cool I will give you an explanation. If you decline to listen to an explanation, you must be content to realise the fact.”

“Look here, Mr. Summers, you are a sort of man with whom I have had very little to do — —”

“My misfortune — not your fault.”

“But I suppose you have some idea of common decency, if you have none of honour — —”

“I hope I have.”

“And I ask you if you think it’s decent, directly a woman has promised a man to be his wife, to go behind his back and induce the woman to dishonour herself and him?”

“But that is not what I have done.”

“It is what you have done. One day Miss Truscott promises to be my wife, the next — directly my back is turned — you come and persuade her to be false to herself and me.”

“My good Ely, there is one factor you are omitting from your calculations, and that is — love.”

“Which with you stands higher — love or honesty?”

“Oh, they both go hand-in-hand. Would it have been honest for her to have married you when she loved me?”

“Pooh! Stuff and nonsense! I never heard such impudence! What the dickens do you mean by saying that the woman who has promised to be my wife loves you?”

“You perceive, it is from that that I saved you — that curse of all existence, that canker which eats into the very root of life — a loveless marriage. But there are not many signs of gratitude, that I can see.”

And Mr. Summers sighed. Mr. Ely gasped.

“Look here, Mr. Summers, I am not a fighting man.”

“No?”

“But if I were —— !”

“Yes. If you were? Go on!”

“By George, sir, if I were —— !” At this moment Mr. Ash entered the room. “I’m sorry, Ash, that you have come. You’ve interrupted the most agreeable interview that I ever had in all my life.”

“I’m surprised, Mr. Summers, after what has passed, to see you here.”

“Why? I assure you I’m not at all surprised at seeing you.”

Rising, Mr. Summers held out his hand. But Mr. Ash declined to see it.

“Oh, take his hand! For goodness’ sake take his hand! Shake it off his wrist! Don’t let him suppose that you’re not delighted to have the pleasure.”

“Our friend Ely — —”

“Your friend Ely! What the dickens, sir, do you mean by calling me your friend?”

Very red in the face, Mr. Ely struck an attitude in front of Mr. Summers which was probably intended to express ferocity. Mr. Summers tugged at his beard, and smiled. Mr. Ash interposed.

“I can hardly think, Mr. Summers, that it is necessary for me to suggest that your presence is not required here.”

“My dear fellow, I am only waiting to obtain a little information.”

“What information can you possibly expect to receive?”

“I only want to know where Miss Truscott is.”

“Yes, that’s all! That’s all he wants to know! A more modest request I never heard! He only wants to know where my wife is!”

“Excuse me, Ely, but Miss Truscott is not your wife!”

“But she’s going to be!”

“That she will never be!”

“Hang it, sir!” Mr. Ely rushed forward. But again Mr. Ash thought it advisable to interpose.

“Mr. Summers, be so kind as to leave this house.”

“Oh, don’t turn him out! For goodness’ sake don’t turn him out! Pray tell him where the lady is! And also acquaint him with the situation of the spoons! And entreat him, next time he calls, to bring his burglar friends, and other relatives.”

Mr. Ash endeavoured to pacify his friend. But the attempt was vain. Mr. Ely’s blood was up. His wrongs were more than he could bear.

“My dear Ely, I beg that you will not pay the slightest attention to this — gentleman.”

“Attention! Not me! I’m not paying the attention! It’s he! And to my young woman, by the Lord!”

Still tugging at his beard, Mr. Summers laughed and turned away.

“I’m sorry you cannot give me the information I require. And you really are inhospitable, Ash, you really are. But never mind, I’ll have my revenge! When you come to see me I’ll not show you the door; nor Ely, if he’ll condescend to call.”

He had reached the window when the door opened, and Mrs. Clive appeared.

“Ah, here is Mrs. Clive! I am sure that Mrs. Clive will take pity on a man, especially a man in the forlorn situation which I am. May I ask if you can tell me where I am likely to find Miss Truscott?”

“Mr. Summers!”

Mrs. Clive’s attitude was a study. It was as though all the pokers in England were down her back. But Mr. Summers did not show any sign of discomposure.

“Surely you will not be hard upon a man, especially upon a man in love. Consider our position. I seek Lily, she seeks me. Life’s summer-time is short. You would not have us waste its sweetness?”

“Mr. Summers, I am more amazed than I can say.”

“Oh, don’t be amazed! For goodness’ sake don’t be amazed! And don’t be hard upon a man — especially upon a man in love! Consider his position, and don’t waste the sweetness of life’s summer-time — oh, don’t, for gracious’ sake!” Mr. Ely pulled up his shirt-collar and “shot” his cuffs. “I reckon I’m spending one of the pleasantest half hours I ever had in all my life.”

“Mrs. Clive, will you not listen to the all-conquering voice, the voice of love?”

“Mr. Summers, I must decline to listen to another word. And I am amazed to think that you should attempt to address me at all, especially as I have given you to understand that our acquaintance, sir, had ceased.”

“Ceased! And I am going to marry your niece! Could you so divide the family? She who loves you so! And whom, for her sweet sake and Pompey’s, I love too?”

“Well, this — this does beat cock-fighting! That allusion to Pompey was one of the most touching things I’ve heard. And he is going to marry your niece, so you and I, Ash, had better go back to town.”

And again Mr. Ely’s collar and cuffs came into play. Mr. Ash advanced.

“Mr. Summers, I have already requested you to go. You can scarcely wish us to use force.”

“No, not force — not that. If it must be then — goodbye! After all, parting is such sweet sorrow. Goodbye, Mrs. Clive, you will weep for me when I am gone. Ta-ta, Ely, we shall meet at Philippi — I leave you — yes, you three! — perchance to wrangle, in very truth thinking angry thoughts — in such an air of discord, too! While I — I go under the shadow of the trees, where love lies dreaming — and waiting perhaps for me. If I meet Miss Truscott, Ely — and I shall under the trysting tree — I will tell her that if you had been a fighting man you certainly would have murdered me.”


CHAPTER XIII

THE LOVER GREETS THE LADY

There was a pause when he had gone.

Mrs. Clive, the very essence of dignified disapprobation, stood in the centre of the room. Mr. Ash, a little flustered, was near the window, first gazing through it in the direction which Mr. Summers had taken, and then, a little dubiously, out of the corners of his eyes at his indignant friend. Mr. Ely’s hands were in his trouser pockets, his legs were wide apart his countenance was red. He seemed to be in a very dissatisfied frame of mind indeed.

It was he who broke the silence.

“You see, Ash, it was a wild goose chase we came upon! That man looks like it, by George!”

“My dear fellow, I hope you will not pay the slightest attention to what that person says. He is the kind of man who will say anything. I assure you there is not the slightest occasion for you to feel concerned.”

From Mr. Ash’s manner it almost seemed as though he desired to convey a greater feeling of assurance that he quite felt himself. He cast several glances in the direction of Mrs. Clive, as though seeking for support.

“It depends upon what you call the ‘slightest occasion’ for concern,” retorted Mr. Ely drily. “When a man tells you that he is going to marry the girl who has promised to be your wife, and that he is going to meet her underneath the trysting tree — where love lies dreaming, he said, by gad! — some people would think that there was some reason to feel concerned!”

Mr. Ash smiled and rubbed his hands, and fidgeted upon his feet, and looked at Mrs. Clive. He seemed to find some difficulty in finding something suitable to say. But Mrs. Clive came nobly to his rescue.

She advanced to Mr. Ely with a smiling countenance and an outstretched hand.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Ely; you have not spoken to me yet. I am pleased to have you back with us so soon.”

Mr. Ely seemed in two minds at first as to whether he should take her hand. Then he just touched it with his own.

“Good afternoon, ma’am! If you’re pleased, I’m sure I am — though I must say your pleasure’s easily found.”

But the old lady was not to be so easily put down. Her cue seemed to be to assume unconsciousness of there being anything unpleasant in the air.

“The pleasure of your visit is heightened by its unexpectedness. Lily has been working all the morning in her room upstairs — you have no idea how industrious she is.”

Mr. Ely looked at her suspiciously, as though he doubted if she were a strict exponent of the truth.

“I thought he said that he was going to meet her underneath the trysting tree!”

The old lady smiled a superior smile.

“You really must not believe such nonsense as that. I assure you it is the greatest presumption upon his part.”

“It would require a good deal of assurance to make me believe that it was not.”

“Lily will be with us directly. Young ladies cannot rush into a gentleman’s presence quite at a moment’s notice, you know.”

“I beg that Miss Truscott will take her time!”

Mr. Ely marched to the other end of the room, and stood looking in rather too obvious admiration at an engraving after Landseer which hung upon the wall. Mrs. Clive, a little disconcerted, was left to make conversation with Mr. Ash. But Mr. Ash was in a distinctly uneasy frame of mind.

“I suppose,” he said in a whisper to the lady, keeping one eye fixed on Mr. Ely all the time, “I suppose she’ll come?”

“My dear Mr. Ash, what do you mean?”

The lady’s modulated tones betrayed the most intense surprise. Mr. Ash coughed. His manner was apologetic. But without volunteering an explanation he sauntered off towards Mr. Ely. He had hardly taken a step when the door opened and Miss Truscott appeared. The young lady’s entrance, in its way, was perfect. She was so extremely at her ease. She stood at the door a moment, and then advanced with outstretched hands and the sweetest smile to Mr. Ash. She did not seem to notice Mr. Ely. He, on his part, continued to admire the engraving.

“Guardian! How kind of you to take me by surprise like this!”

Mr. Ash took the two hands she offered and looked at her. Certainly this was a woman whom no man need be ashamed to call his wife. Tall above the average of her sex, yet her figure was exquisitely feminine — she bore herself with the daintiest grace. She was dressed in white from head to foot; a silver belt went round her waist; in the belt were some red roses; there was another rosebud in the bosom of her dress. As Mr. Ash held her two soft, white hands in his he involuntarily glanced in the direction of the dapper little gentleman who was continuing to examine the engraving which hung upon the wall. Even if they made a match of it they would scarcely make a pair, these two.

“What have you to say for yourself?” asked the lady, seeing that he was still. “Do you know how long it is since you came to look upon my face? Does your conscience not reproach you, sir? I suppose it is the Juggernaut of commerce which has kept you so long away?”

Mr. Ash smiled, and pressed her hands. Possibly the source from which she drew the reference to the Juggernaut of commerce was still fresh in his mind, for there was something a little uneasy in his smile.

“I think you will allow that I have atoned for my misconduct when you perceive whom I have brought as my companion.”

Mr. Ash motioned towards Mr. Ely with his now disengaged hand. Miss Truscott turned with her most innocent air. When she perceived the little gentleman, her countenance was illumined with a seraphic smile.

“Mr. Ely! Who would have thought of seeing you? This is a compliment! To be able to tear yourself away again so quickly from your Noras and Doras, and bulls and bears.”

Mr. Ely ceased to examine the engraving. Turning, he pulled his spotless white waistcoat down into its place, and then thrust his thumbs into the armholes. He looked the lady in the face.

“I knew you would be surprised,” he said.

“Surprised! Surprised is not the word!” Then she turned again to Mr. Ash. “Guardian, would you like to look at the garden? You have no idea how beautiful it is.”

Mr. Ash cleared his throat. He felt that this was a defiance, that in these seemingly innocent words the gage of challenge was thrown down. Miss Truscott was quite aware that he had not come down to look at the garden. He looked at Mr. Ely, but that gentleman kept his eyes fixed upon his faithless fair one with a sort of glare. He looked at Mrs. Clive, but there were no signs that help was likely to come from there. The stockbroker felt that it was incumbent upon him to come to the point.

“My dear Lily, I shall be delighted to see the garden — delighted — by and by!” This interpolation was necessary because the young lady sailed towards the window as though she wished to fly into the garden on the wings of the wind. “Before I can give myself that pleasure, there is one little point which I should like to have cleared up.”

Miss Truscott, brought to a standstill, looked down at the toe of the little shoe with which she was tapping the floor.

“Yes, guardian. What is that?”

Nothing could be better — in its way — than the air of shy, sweet modesty with which she asked the question. But Mr. Ash felt that it was a little disconcerting all the same.

“It’s — eh! — rather a delicate point for an old — and crusty — bachelor like me to handle.”

Mr. Ash said this with an air of forced joviality which was anything but jovial. His gruesome effort to be cheerful seemed to strike Miss Truscott, for she gave him a quick, penetrating glance which took him considerably aback.

“Guardian! Aren’t you well?”

“Well? God bless the girl, yes! What do you mean?”

Back went the eyes to the toe, which again began tapping the floor. “I didn’t know.”

Mr. Ash pulled himself together. He made another effort, and began again. He was not a man who was deficient in tact as a rule, but he was conscious that his was a position in which even something more than tact might be required. Joining the tips of his fingers, he balanced himself upon his toes and heels, assuming what he intended to be a judicial attitude.

“My dear Lily, you are quite aware that you have reached an age at which it is no longer possible to treat you as a girl.”

“Would you treat me as an old woman, then?”

This was disconcerting; even more disconcerting was the glance with which it was accompanied. Mr. Ash — who had the sense of humour which Mr. Ely lacked — was quite aware that the young lady was laughing in her sleeve, and he had very clearly in his mind the memory of previous occasions on which the young lady had beaten him with weapons against which none of his were of the least avail. Still, he stuck to his guns. Was not Mr. Ely looking on? And Mrs. Clive?

“I would treat you as a person who has arrived at years of discretion, who is conscious of the meaning of the words which she may use. One moment!” For Miss Truscott murmured something about her not being yet twenty-one, and he felt that interruption might be fatal. “Lily, you are at least aware of what a promise means.”

The young lady sighed.

“It depends,” she said.

“Depends! — depends on what?”

She looked up. Feeling that it would be impossible for him to preserve his gravity and yet meet the wicked light which he knew was in her eyes, Mr. Ash’s glance in turn sought refuge on the ground.

“Supposing,” she explained, “when you were suffering from an attack of indigestion you promised a friend to cut your throat — you know what one is inclined to promise when one does feel ill. Would you feel constrained to carry out your promise when you found that a dose of somebody’s medicine had brought you round?”

Mr. Ash was still. Mrs. Clive took up the parable instead.

“Lily! I’m amazed at you!”

“My dear aunt, why are you amazed?”

“I never thought a niece of mine could have acted so.”

Miss Truscott sighed.

“It seems to me that of late I’m always doing wrong. I don’t know how it is. I think I had better go into the garden all alone.”

She gave a half-step towards the window. Mr. Ash cleared his throat with rather a suspicious “hem!”

“It won’t do, Lily. I know your genius for turning serious questions upside down, but I ask you to put it to your conscience if, on the present occasion, that is fair. A matter which affects the lives of a man and of a woman ought to be approached with gravity at least.”

“Is the woman me?” She looked at him out of the corners of her eyes. “Oughtn’t that to be — Is the woman I?” Then she broke into a smile. “What can you expect when even the elementary rules of grammar are not there?”

So far Mr. Ely had kept a judicious, if not a judicial, silence. But when he saw that Miss Truscott was smiling at Mr. Ash, and more than suspected that Mr. Ash was smiling back at her, he felt that it was time for him to speak.

“If you will allow me, Ash, I’ll manage this myself.”

“Delighted, my dear fellow, I am sure!”

“I fancy I am the person principally concerned.”

“Quite so, quite so!”

“If you will leave me alone with Miss Truscott, I’ve no doubt that in a few minutes we shall understand each other very well indeed.”

“I’m sure you will! I feel quite sure you will!”

Mr. Ash’s tone was cheerful — Mr. Ely felt that it was even exasperatingly cheerful. Advancing, he laid his hand upon his ward’s well-rounded arm.

“Mind you behave yourself,” he told her. Then he left the room.

“Lily,” said Mrs. Clive, when Mr. Ash had gone, “I trust you will do credit to the precepts which I have so constantly, and I hope conscientiously, endeavoured to instil into your mind, and that I shall not have cause to blush for my own sister’s child.”

Then Mrs. Clive went after Mr. Ash, and the two were left alone.


CHAPTER XIV

THE LADY ENDEAVOURS TO EXPLAIN

“Sounds like the last words of a funeral sermon,” muttered Mr. Ely, directly the door was closed.

“It does sound a little that way, doesn’t it?”

Then the two were still.

Mr. Ely took up the position in front of the fireplace which had been occupied by Mr. Ash; Miss Truscott seated herself by a five-o’clock tea-table, and pensively regarded so much of her toes as she permitted to peep from under the hem of her dress. A considerable pause ensued. Possibly Mr. Ely was endeavouring to find words with which to clothe his thoughts.

“This is like a Quaker’s meeting,” murmured the lady.

Mr. Ely started. But he checked the retort which rose to his lips, and continued his reflections. At last he spoke. The words issued from his lips with excessive deliberation, as though he weighed each one to be quite sure it was of proper weight.

“Miss Truscott, the exigencies of modern civilisation compel from man a chivalrous attitude towards the weaker sex.”

She looked up at the first sound of his voice — and he immediately wished she would look down again.

“But there are occasions on which chivalry should give place to even higher things.”

He certainly wished she would look down again. Her countenance was perfectly grave, but he had a horrid suspicion that there was laughter in her eyes. She murmured something to herself.

“What was that you said?” he asked, with a sudden departure from his air of ceremonious state.

“Nothing.”

She looked down — and smiled. Mr. Ely felt that he was growing warm. He was not a man easily put out of countenance as a rule, but this young lady had an effect upon him which was quite unprecedented. He changed his method of attack, and from excessive deliberation passed to excessive haste.

“Miss Truscott, I am a plain business man.”

“You are.”

“The day before yesterday I asked you to be my wife.”

“You did.”

“You said you would.”

“And immediately afterwards I changed my mind.” She said this with her sweetest smile.

“Changed your mind! What do you mean? Do you know I spent twenty pounds on an engagement-ring?” Mr. Ely produced a little leather case from his waistcoat pocket, and from the case a ring. “Do you see that? Do you know I paid twenty pounds for that? And it might have cost me forty-five.”

Taking the ring, Miss Truscott slipped it on her long, slender finger.

“What a pretty ring! How well it fits me, too. I’ll buy it from you if you’ll let me have it cheap.”

Mr. Ely was for a moment speechless.

“Cheap! Do you think I buy engagement-rings to sell them at a profit, then?”

“I don’t know. You say you are a business man.”

“Say I’m a business man! I should have to be a very funny business man if I did that kind of thing.”

Taking off the ring, Miss Truscott put it back into the case.

“Never mind, Mr. Ely; as a business man you know that a good investment is never thrown away. If you don’t meet with a good offer for it at once it is sure to come in by and by. If you go on asking girls to marry you, possibly in time you will light on one who will not change her mind.”

“Miss Truscott, I don’t think you quite know what sort of man I am.”

“You say you are a business man.”

“But, excuse me, you don’t seem to know what a business man is either. A business man is a man who sticks to his own bargains, and expects other people to stick to theirs.”

“Is he, indeed. How very interesting!”

“You promised to be my wife.”

“Always supposing that I did not change my mind.”

“Always supposing nothing of the kind. There was no sort of supposition even hinted at. It was as plain and unequivocal a promise as was ever made by A to B.”

“Don’t you see, Mr. Ely, that you’re placing me in a delicate position?”

“In what sort of a position do you think you’re placing me?”

“Would you have me marry you — now?”

“By George, I would!”

Rising from her seat, Miss Truscott placed her two hands behind her back — in the manner in which the children do at school — and looked him boldly in the face.

“When I love another man? — when my whole heart only beats for him? — when, in a sense which you shall never understand, I am his, and he is mine?”

Mr. Ely fidgeted beneath the clear scrutiny of her wide-open eyes.

“Look here, Miss Truscott, I’ve told you already that I am not a man of sentiment.”

“Do you call this a question of sentiment? Would you marry a woman who frankly tells you that she loathes you, and that she yearns for another man?”

“Loathes me, by gad! Nice thing, by George! Look here, Miss Truscott, you promised to be my wife — —”

Mr. Ely was accentuating his words by striking together the palms of his hands, but Miss Truscott cut him short.

“Really, Mr. Ely, you are like a child. You indulge in the vainest repetitions. I promised fiddlesticks, for all I know! I don’t intend to marry you, so there’s an end of it.”

“Don’t you? We shall see!”

“We certainly shall see!”

“Miss Truscott, if you decline to fulfil the promise which you made to me — according to your own confession — I go straight from here to my solicitor and instruct him to immediately commence an action against you for breach of promise of marriage. You will find that even a woman is not allowed to play fast-and-loose exactly as she pleases.”

“You threaten me! You dare to threaten me! Now I see the business man, indeed! It is damages you want to mend your broken heart — the money, not the wife. How foolish I was not to understand all that before! Can we not compromise the case, we principals? Why should all the plunder go into the lawyer’s hands? Let me beg your acceptance of a ten-pound note.”

Miss Truscott took out her purse.

“Ten pounds!” Mr. Ely remembered the writ which he had in the pocket of his coat. “I’ll get thirty thousand pounds at least!”

“Thirty thousand pounds! What a sum am I not valued at! I am afraid, Mr. Ely, that I am not able to treat with you when you speak of such noble figures as that. You see, at present, my guardian has the charge of my pecuniary affairs. But I beg you to believe that I am glad to learn that you can find compensation even in the prospect of such a sum as that. I had feared that your wounded affections were incurable.”

“Compensation! Oh, yes, I’ll find compensation fast enough! And you shall find it too! That letter of yours shall be produced in court. You shall have as first rate an advertisement as ever yet a woman had. I’ll give Summers cause to be proud of his wife.”

“I am so pleased to hear you speak like that, because, of course, I hope he always will be proud of me, you know. I hope you will not put it down to my insufferable conceit, but I don’t think he’s ashamed of me, as yet. But it is quite a relief to my mind to think that we are agreed. For we are agreed, are we not?”

“Agreed! On what?”

“On the principle of compensation.”

“Oh, yes, there’s no doubt that we agree on that — as you will see directly I get back to town.”

“That is most gratifying, isn’t it? As we do agree now, won’t you take my hand?” Before he knew it she had her hand in his. She was looking at him with laughter lighting all her face. “I knew that we should understand each other after all.”

And while they still stood there hand in hand, looking at each other — but with such different expressions on their faces — the door opened and Mr. Ash came in.


CHAPTER XV

THE LADY EXPLAINS STILL FURTHER

“When a woman says she will, she will!

You may depend on’t!

And when she says she won’t, she won’t!

And there’s an end on’t!”

“I knew you would! I knew you had only got to get together to understand each other perfectly.”

This was what Mr. Ash said as he entered the room. He had caught Miss Truscott’s words, but misapplied their meaning. He advanced towards Mr. Ely with beaming countenance.

“I congratulate you, Ely; I do with all my heart. Who was right about the little misunderstanding, now? Did I not tell you that there was a romantic side about the feminine character with which you were unacquainted, a sort of airy nothing which is a source of continual perplexity to the most experienced man. And wasn’t it worth it all for the sake of the reconciliation at the end?”

Mr. Ely gasped.

“This — this is the final straw!”

“Ah, my boy, I know more about a woman than you. We old bachelors are not quite blind, after all.”

It was with difficulty that Mr. Ely obtained sufficient self-control to enable him to speak.

“Do I understand that you are offering me your congratulations?”

“Certainly! I congratulate you with all my heart, my boy.”

Mr. Ash held out his hand. Mr. Ely ignored it. He did more. He looked as though he would have liked to have spurned it from him. He eyed Mr. Ash with withering scorn.

“I’m a fit subject for congratulations. I’m the happiest man alive. I suppose there’s no man in England who has more cause to bless his stars than I have.”

“I am so glad to hear it, Mr. Ely, I cannot tell.”

Mr. Ely started as though he had been shot. Mrs. Clive had, in her turn, made her appearance on the scene. She, too, had overheard his words. She came sailing across the room all smiles and condescension.

“I knew my niece, you see. Who should know her if not I? The girl has been to me as my own child. What I learnt at my mother’s knees I, in my turn, have taught to her — what she is she owes to me. Receive my sincerest congratulations, Mr. Ely, upon this fortunate event.”

Mr. Ely stared at the old lady as though his eyes were starting from his head. It was only after an interval that his thoughts were able to find expression in speech.

“I don’t know if all the world has lost its mental equilibrium, or if it’s only I! What she is she owes to you? I don’t know that I should like to be owed a debt like that, by George! You have taught her what you yourself learnt at your mother’s knee? You must have learnt some funny things! And as for your congratulations — as for your congratulations, madam” — Mr. Ely settled his waistcoat in its place— “I don’t know if a deliberate insult is intended, but in any case you may postpone your congratulations to a future date.”

Mr. Ash looked surprised, Mrs. Clive bewildered. But Miss Truscott laughed — the most musical of little laughs.

“You see, my good people, although you are all of you older than I, there is not one of you who understands.”

“That’s one consolation,” said Mr. Ely, “at any rate.”

Miss Truscott, without heeding him, went on, to Mr. Ash’s and Mrs. Clive’s increasing bewilderment — 

“One would really think that love was quite a new creation — you seem never to have heard of it before! You see, guardian” — she turned with an air of the most bewitching frankness to Mr. Ash— “when your letter came I was more than twelve months gone in love. I think that love must be a sort of disease which has to run its course through different stages. I was in the stage of dark despair. At that moment I would have married Pompey had he asked me — I looked on Mr. Ely just as I would have looked on Pompey, you understand.”

“Flattering, upon my word!” Mr. Ely was just able to articulate.

But Miss Truscott only looked at him and laughed.

“But the morning after, that stage had passed away, and with it all the things which appertained to it had gone — whether you call it Pompey or Mr. Ely, it is just the same, those things had gone — I was sane again, in my right mind. Love claimed me on that day, and, of course when love claimed me I was his. For to think” — she bore herself quite straight, with her head a little back, so that, in some strange way, she seemed to have grown in stature before their very eyes— “for to think that this to me means love” — she motioned to Mr. Ely with her hand— “this little gentleman of stocks and shares — it is the most foolish thing that ever yet I heard. None knows better than this gentleman himself that love is just the thing he does not even care to understand; and to me, love, with the eternity of meaning the little word conveys, is all the world.”

She favoured Mr. Ely with her most sweeping curtsey, the sweetest mockery of laughter in her eyes.

“Mr. Ely, I wish you, sir, good day. For the engagement-ring which cost you twenty pounds I hope that you will find a wearer soon.”

She went to the window, and stood just outside, with her finger on her lips.

“One word in confidence. Next time you ask a girl to be your wife, do not insist upon it as your chiefest qualification for the married state that you are indeed a business man!”

She passed down the steps, and across the lawn, and went away; and directly she was out of sight they heard her voice upraised in a burst of joyous song.


CHAPTER XVI

THUNDER IN THE AIR

There was silence in the room — an awkward silence. For some moments nobody seemed to think that there was anything left to say. It was noticeable that neither of the trio seemed to care to look the other in the face. Mr. Ely stood with his hands thrust to the extremest depths of his trouser pockets, staring moodily, not to say savagely, at the window through which Miss Truscott had disappeared. Mr. Ash stroked his chin with something of an embarrassed air — he did not seem to know where to rest his eyes. From the expression of her countenance, and from her bearing altogether, Mrs. Clive seemed to have had the faculty of speech knocked out of her.

As perhaps was natural, Mr. Ely was the first who found his tongue. He pointed his words by looking at Mrs. Clive out of the corners of his eyes.

“That’s a nice way in which to bring up a girl!”

His tone was distinctly venomous. Mr. Ash continued to stroke his chin.

“It does seem,” he hazarded, in a sort of deprecatory undertone, “it does seem as though she had imbibed some curious ideas.”

“That’s the sort of girl to do anybody credit.”

“I confess,” said Mr. Ash with a little cough, as though he wished to apologise for his confession, “I confess that I am surprised.”

Mrs. Clive, blissfully unconscious that it could enter into anybody’s philosophy to think of attacking her, remained sublimely statuesque.

“I say, without the slightest hesitation, that the person who is responsible for the education of that young woman has committed a crime against society.”

Mr. Ely turned on Mrs. Clive with something that was very like a snarl. The old lady started. For the first time it seemed to occur to her that the words were spoken with intention. Mr. Ash, who was still engaged upon his chin, did not appear to be able to go quite as far as his friend.

“That — eh — is perhaps a strongish thing to say — hardly crime — but it really does appear that blame rests somewhere — it really does.”

But Mr. Ely was not to be gainsayed. No toning down of truths for him!

“I said, and I say again, that the person who is responsible for the bringing up of that young woman has committed a crime against society.” He turned so that he looked Mrs. Clive straight in the face. “A girl is entrusted to her aunt to receive her education. If that aunt betrays her trust — miseducates the child! — then I challenge contradiction when I say that that aunt pulls away one of the props, the absence of whose support threatens to undermine the very fabric of society.”

“Eh — there is — eh — of course one must admit that there is a certain substratum of truth in that.”

“Is it possible” — smoothing the front of her dress with her two hands, it was evident that Mrs. Clive was awaking to the nature of the outrageous attack of which she was being made the victim— “is it possible that these remarks are directed against me?”

Thrusting his thumbs into his waistcoat armholes, Mr. Ely began to stride about the room.

“Oh, it’s easy to throw about oneself the cloak of womanhood, and to claim that the privilege of sex exonerates from blame, but I should like to know, if this is to be the fate of the coming generation of young women, what will our future mothers be?”

Imitating Mr. Ely, Mr. Ash also thrust his thumbs into his waistcoat armholes.

“Just so! What will our future mothers be?”

“Our future mothers! Am I not a mother, then?”

But neither of the gentlemen paid the slightest attention to Mrs. Clive.

“It is not a question of our mothers only, it is a question of our fathers, too!”

“That is so. There can be no doubt that the maternal and paternal questions are closely intertwined.”

“I never thought” — Mrs. Clive produced her handkerchief— “I never thought that I should have lived to see this day!”

Mrs. Clive began to cry; but neither of the gentlemen seemed at all abashed. They had a duty to perform, and evidently meant to carry it through.

“‘Our acts our judges are, for good or ill.
Fatal shadows — which march by us still!’”

It was such an unusual thing for Mr. Ely to essay quotation that it was not surprising if the poet’s words got slightly mangled in production. “The thing you do is like the seed you sow, it grows and grows until it assumes gigantic proportions, and blights your life and the lives of all whose paths you cross. You cannot get away from that!”

“You certainly cannot get away from that! That is well put — very well put, indeed!”

But Mrs. Clive was not to be trampled upon in silence. She turned on Mr. Ely with undaunted mien.

“May I ask, Mr. Ely, for an explanation of the language which you use?”

“Your niece, ma’am, is sufficient explanation. You say that what she is she owes to you. I presume her singular notions of morality among the rest!”

“Ahem!” Mr. Ash contented himself with clearing his throat.

“Mr. Ely, I am as much surprised at my niece’s behaviour as you can possibly be.”

“Surprised, madam! Why are you surprised? You say that you have handed on to her the precepts which you yourself imbibed at your mother’s knee!”

“Sir!” Mrs. Clive turned towards Mr. Ash with her grandest air. “Mr. Ash, may I ask you to protect me from this gentleman?”

“I certainly understood you to say,” stammered Mr. Ash, when he was thus appealed to, “that you had handed on to her the precepts which you had imbibed at your mother’s knees?”

“Mr. Ash!” Up went the handkerchief to the injured lady’s eyes.

“It’s easy enough to cry,” sneered Mr. Ely. “I believe that some people keep a stock of tears on hand. At the same time” — he turned on Mr. Ash with a sudden ferocity that was really startling— “don’t suppose for a moment that I acquit you entirely from blame.”

Mrs. Clive’s tears were checked in the very act of starting to her eyes. Mr. Ash, about to move from the position in front of the fireplace which he had occupied until then, was apparently momentarily turned into stone. This sudden change of front seemed to take him very much aback.

“Oh, I know! I know!” continued Mr. Ely. “You may stare at me as much as you please, but I’m not to be frightened by your looks! I’ve not forgotten how you tried to rob me once before.”

“This,” exclaimed Mr. Ash, looking up, as though he apostrophised the skies, “is the most outrageous attack of which I ever heard!”

He had apparently forgotten that Mrs. Clive had just been the victim of a very similar attack in which he and his present antagonist had joined their forces.

“Bah!” cried Mr. Ely; “stuff and nonsense! Whenever there is any dirty work about I always see your hand. Who robbed me of a thousand pounds!”

“This,” exclaimed Mr. Ash, extending his hands as though he were addressing an unseen audience, “is the man who robbed me of five hundred and thirty-three pounds thirteen and fourpence!”

Mr. Ely flung himself upon a seat and nursed his knee.

“If I had done what I ought to have done, I should have locked you up.”

“Locked me up!” The words were gasped rather than spoken.

Mr. Ash turned to Mrs. Clive with the apparent intention of explaining to her the situation — it perhaps required explanation. “Madam, you see this man” (“this man” was the recent friend of his bosom, Frederic Ely), “he is so incapable of concealing his true character that even an inexperienced girl has found him out, and because she — very properly — refuses to have anything to do with him at any price, he turns on me! Madam,” Mr. Ash became warmer as he spoke, “you are not acquainted with the intricacies of the Stock Exchange, but I think you will understand me when I tell you that I once sold him a quantity of a certain stock, and when there was a fall, so that there was a profit in my favour of five hundred and thirty-three pounds thirteen shillings, he had the audacity to say that I had bought, not sold, and he actually declared that the transaction had referred to double amount of the stock than was in reality the case, and he even preferred a claim against me for over a thousand pounds!”

“How shocking!” said Mrs. Clive. Though it may be suspected that she would have found it difficult to explain what was shocking if she had been required to do so on the spot.

Mr. Ely rose from his seat. He seemed more at his ease than he had been since he entered the room, as though falling out with Mr. Ash had relieved his mind.

“Ah,” he observed, “that’s the sort of man he is; if he robbed his mother he would swear that she’d robbed him. But perhaps he’s not to blame. According to the new philosophy that sort of thing is in the blood.”

Mr. Ash turned pale.

“Mrs. Clive, may I ask you to withdraw?”

“That’s another of his dodges; he doesn’t want you to know what sort of man he is. But I don’t mind telling you, not the least. He’s not the sort of man I should care to choose to be trustee to my girl. He is the sort of man who regards a trusteeship as the royal road to wealth.”

Mr. Ash began to grow angry, which was not surprising on the whole.

“Mrs. Clive, that man is the greatest thief in town.”

“That’s why he wanted me to marry his ward — that we might go halves, you know.”

This remark so evidently enraged Mr. Ash that Mrs. Clive actually feared that hostilities would be commenced upon her drawing-room floor. She endeavoured to interpose.

“Gentlemen, I must beg of you to consider where you are!”

“You mustn’t ask from him impossibilities; he can’t realise that he’s in a respectable house, you know.”

Mr. Ash almost foamed at the lips.

“If you will not withdraw, Mrs. Clive, then in your presence I shall be compelled to thrash this man within an inch of his life.”

“Gentlemen! I do beg of you! — I pray!”

“There’s not the slightest occasion to be alarmed. Threatened men proverbially live long. Honest men know from experience that they can listen unmoved to the tall language used by the more doubtful members of society.”

Mr. Ely ostentatiously jingled the money in his trouser pockets, and smiled a beatific smile.

“You hound!”

Mrs. Clive was in time to seize Mr. Ash’s uplifted arm.

“Mr. Ash!” she cried.

“Hallo, Ash! What’s the matter, Ash? Want to exhibit a little valour on the cheap?”

“You cur!”

Mr. Ash caught Mr. Ely by the collar, and Mr. Ely sprang at Mr. Ash’s throat. The lady screamed. A very pretty fight was spoiled by the sudden appearance of other actors on the scene.


CHAPTER XVII

MR. ELY THROWS THE LADY OVER

“Guardian! Mr. Ely! What is the matter now?”

Miss Truscott and Mr. Summers were standing at the window. They had approached unperceived in the excitement of the little argument which had been taking place within. The lady’s face was lighted with her sweetest, happiest smile. The gentleman, too, seemed at his ease; he had the lady’s hand in his. The perfect agreement which evidently existed between the lovers was in striking contrast to the perfect disagreement which was conspicuous within. Outside the room, perfect peace; inside the room, a raging storm.

On the appearance of this united pair the combatants had the grace to let each other go. All signs of actual violence vanished into space. The old lady ceased to scream. Mr. Ash hastened to the window; his plumes were still a little ruffled.

“Lily, you have been better advised than I. I commend your choice. Rather than see you the wife of such a man as Frederic Ely, I would cut your throat.”

Miss Truscott looked surprised. Mr. Ash’s language was strong in an unexpected place. Mr. Summers laughed outright. Mr. Ely picked up his hat, which had been up to now reposing on a chair, and settled it upon his head.

“Mr. Summers, I can’t congratulate you — I really can’t. Not that I have anything to say against the lady — at least not much. But the man Ash — her guardian — is the most notorious character in town. Rather than become in any way connected with such a person as that I would march single to the silent grave. Good day, Mrs. Clive. I hope that Pompey continues in the enjoyment of good health.”

Nodding slightly to Mrs. Clive, Mr. Ely swaggered from the room. Miss Truscott’s look of surprise when he had gone was comical.

“Guardian, what does this mean?”

Mr. Ash still seemed a little uncomfortable, but he tried to pass it off as lightly as he could.

“Nothing, my dear, nothing. Let me beg of you to dismiss the incident wholly from your mind. Mr. Ely has revealed an unexpected phase in his character, but it was a phase which was better discovered early than late. I assure you that your engagement with my old friend Summers gives me complete content. May your days be happy and your love live long.”

The lady looked her lover in the face.

“It will live long, I think.”

“I am sure it will,” said he.

They clasped each other by the hand; the old lady and the stockbroker turned away. There is a candour about true love which worldly minds find at times embarrassing.

Shortly afterwards the following announcement appeared in a daily paper — 

“Ely — Rosenbaum. — On the 6th instant, at St. Philip’s, South Kensington, Frederic Ely, Esq., of the Stock Exchange, to Ruth, sixth and youngest daughter of Myer Rosenbaum, Esq., of Queen’s Gate, S.W., and the Stock Exchange. No cards.”

Miss Truscott showed this to Mr. Summers. They laughed together when they read it. Not many weeks elapsed before their names appeared in the same column of the Times.


THE CHASE OF THE RUBY 
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CHAPTER I

GHOSTS IN AFRICA

‘Upon my word, this is—’ He hesitated, then chose another form of words with which to conclude his sentence. ‘This is extraordinary.’

He allowed the paper to flutter from between his fingers, stood staring at nothing, then, stooping, picked up the sheet of blue post from where it had fallen at his feet.

‘Extraordinary!’ he repeated.

He regarded it and handled it as if it had been some uncanny thing — though, on the face of it, it was nothing of the kind. It was a formal letter addressed to ‘Guy Holland, Esq., 37A Craven Street, W.C.’ It began ‘Dear Sir,’ and ended ‘Yr. obedt. servant, SAML. COLLYER.’ Between the beginning and the end it informed him that his uncle, George Burton, had died at Nice on February 23, and that the writer would feel obliged if he would call upon him at his earliest possible convenience.

‘I wonder if I saw him die?’ Mr Holland knit his brows as he asked himself the question. ‘How could I, when I was in Mashonaland and he was in Nice? Absurd!’

He laughed, as it has been written, ‘hollowly’; the laugh of uneasiness rather than mirth.

Then he went and saw the lady.

She was waiting on a seat by a certain piece of water in Regent’s Park. She must have had eyes behind, because, although she was sitting with her back to him, directly he stepped upon the grass she sprang up, and, as if she had been observing him all the time, went to him at something very like a run. He advanced at quick step. They met in the middle of the grass plot, contrary to regulations, which forbid people to walk upon the grass. They each gave two hands, and that with an air which suggested that if that had not been a public place they would have given each other something else as well.

‘Guy!’ she exclaimed. ‘I thought you were the other side of the world. What a time you’ve been!’

‘Coming from the other side of the world? or from Craven Street? It is some distance from Craven Street to Regent’s Park.’

‘You are in Craven Street, are you? What’s it mean? You’re looking well — sort of coppery colour; it suits you.’

‘That’s the air of the veldt; it burnishes a man’s skin. You’re looking sweet. I say, it’s awfully hard lines that I can’t kiss you. Mayn’t I — just a little one?’

‘In broad daylight, in Regent’s Park, with a hundred pairs of eyes observing us from Hamilton Terrace? Thank you; some other day. When I had your note — what a note! “Meet me at the old place at noon” — I wondered who I was to meet, you or your ghost. As a matter of fact, I had a most important engagement — just at noon; but I put it off on purpose to come and see.’

‘That was very dear of you. I’m not my ghost, I’m me.’

‘But — Guy, have you made your fortune? You didn’t seem as if you were going to make it at quite such a rate when you wrote last.’

He shook his head.

‘Came back with less in my pockets than when I left.’

‘Then — what does it mean?’

‘My uncle’s dead.’

‘Mr Burton?’

He nodded.

‘Has he left you his money? Oh, Guy!’

‘As to that, I can’t say. At present I know nothing. The fact is, Letty, it’s — it’s a queer business. You won’t laugh?’

‘What at?’

‘Well’ — he held out an envelope— ‘if I hadn’t found this letter awaiting me telling me of the old man’s death, I should have accused myself of softening of the brain, or something of the kind. As it is, I believe I’ve had a vision.’

‘A vision! You? Guy, fancy your discovering that there are visions about.’

‘You’re laughing at me now.’

‘I’m doing nothing of the kind. How can you say such a thing? I’m the soul of gravity. Do I ever laugh?’

As a matter of fact, there was a twinkle in her eyes even as she spoke, which he perceived.

‘All right; laugh it out. I don’t mind. All I can say is that it’s gospel truth, and seems queer enough to me, though I daresay it’s extremely comic to anybody else.’

‘What seems comic? You haven’t said a word.’

‘Let’s find a seat, and I’ll say a good many.’

They found a seat — not the one she had been sitting on, but one which was sheltered by a tree. It was, perhaps, because it was in the shade that they temporarily ignored the fact that they were yet in Regent’s Park. They were still pretty close together when he began to tell his tale.

‘On the 23rd of February I had had a long day in the open. It was broiling hot, and in the evening I was glad to get back under cover. As I sat at my tent door, too tired even to smoke, I saw, right in front of me, my uncle.’

‘Your uncle? Mr Burton? Where was this?’

‘Perhaps three hundred miles north of Buluwayo.’

‘But — what was your uncle doing there?’

‘I told you it was a queer business, and so it was. Let me try to explain. Straight in front of where I was sitting the plain stretched for heaven knows how many miles right away to the horizon. There were no buildings; scarcely a bush or a tree was to be seen; just the monotonous level ground. All at once I perceived, certainly within a hundred feet of where I was, a flight of steps.’

‘A flight of steps?’

‘Well, I had a sort of general idea that there was a building in connection, but my eyes were fixed upon the steps. I seemed to know them. There was a wide open door at top. I felt that I was well acquainted with what was on the other side of that door. On the steps my uncle was standing. Mind, I saw him as well as I see you, and, thank goodness, I can see you pretty well. I can’t tell you what he wore, because I’m no hand at describing clothes; but I’ve an impression that he had on a suit of tweeds and a bowler hat. He was apparently lounging on the steps, watching the passers-by. He did not see me — of that I was sure. On a sudden someone else came towards him up the steps. He was a stranger to me, though I think I should know him if I saw him again. He was taller than my uncle, and, I imagine, younger. Anyhow, he was altogether a bigger and a stronger man. He had a walking stick in his hand, with a horn handle. Directly he got within reach, without, so far as I could judge, uttering a word of warning, with this stick he struck my uncle with all his force across the face. I suspect that my uncle had seen him coming before I did, and, for reasons of his own, had stuck to what he deemed his post of vantage on the steps, being unwilling to go and meet him, and ashamed to run away. That he was not so taken aback by the suddenness of the attack as I was I felt persuaded. He put out his hand to guard himself, and, I fancy, at the last moment was disposed to turn tail and flee. But it was too late. The blow got home. He staggered back and would have fallen had not the stranger gripped him with his left hand, and commenced to belabour him with the stick which he held with his right. People came streaming out of the open door above and up the steps from the street. My uncle made not the faintest attempt at resistance. When the people came close enough to hamper the free action of his arm, the stranger, giving his victim a push, sent him head foremost down the steps. In an instant the whole thing vanished.’

Mr Holland ceased. The lady had been regarding him with wide-open grey eyes.

‘Guy!’ she said.

‘Wasn’t it odd?’

‘Odd? You must have been dreaming.’

‘I was as wide awake as you are. It was a mirage, or vision, or something of the kind. The queerest part of it was that it was so amazingly real, and so near. When the thing had gone I kept asking myself why I hadn’t jumped up and interfered. I could have got there in a dozen strides.’

‘Then what happened?’

‘I sat for a long time half dazed, half expecting the thing to come again, or to continue from the point at which it had left off. Then I went and told a man with whom I was chumming what I’d seen. He said the sun had got into my eyes, advised me to have a drink — made fun of it altogether. But I knew better; and, as it turned out, I was haunted by my uncle all through the night.’

‘Awake or sleeping?’

‘Awake. I couldn’t sleep. I was haunted by a feeling that he was dying. The stranger had not killed him; but in consequence of the thrashing he had received he was struggling with death, and kept calling out to me to come to him; and I couldn’t.’

‘Poor Guy!’

The lady softly stroked the hand of his which she held between her two.

‘I wondered if I was on the verge of an attack of illness or going mad, or what, though personally I felt as fit as a fiddle all the time, with my senses as much about me as they are now. I kept hearing him call out, over and over again, “Guy, Guy!” in the voice I knew so well and wasn’t particularly fond of. There was something else which he kept repeating.’

‘What was that?’

‘“The ruby.”’

‘The ruby?’

‘I haven’t a notion of what he meant or what the whole thing meant, but at least a dozen times that night I heard him referring to a ruby, — the ruby, he called it. Long and seemingly involved sentences I heard him utter, but the only two words I could distinguish were those two— “the ruby”; and, as I have said, those two I heard him pronounce certainly a dozen times. And in the morning I was conscious of an absolute conviction that he was dead.’

‘How very strange.’

‘I’m not one of your clever chaps, so I don’t pretend to be able to suggest a sufficient explanation, but the entire business reminds me of what I’ve heard about second sight. Although in the body I was out there on the veldt I seemed to know and see what was taking place heaven knows how many thousand miles away. In spite of the persuasion which was borne in upon me that he was dead, every day, and sometimes all day, I heard him calling out to me, “Guy, Guy!” and every now and then, “The ruby!” It was as if he were imploring me to come to him.’

‘So you came.’

‘So I came. The truth is I couldn’t stand it any longer. I should have gone off my head if I had had much more of it. I was good for nothing, my nerves were all anyhow, everyone was laughing at me. So I slipped off by myself without a word to a creature; got down to Cape Town, found a boat just starting, and was off on it at once. Directly the boat was away the haunting stopped. My nerves were all right in an instant. I told myself I was an ass; that I ought to have wired or written, or done something sensible. Since, however, it was too late I tried to make the best of things. I ran up to London so soon as we reached port, meaning, if it turned out that my imagination had made a fool of me, to go straight back without breathing a word to anyone of my ever having come.’

‘Not even to me?’

‘Not even to you. You wouldn’t have liked me to turn up with nothing but a bee in my bonnet.’

‘So long as you turned up, I shouldn’t have cared for forty thousand bees. The idea!’

‘That’s very sweet of you. As it happened, no sooner did I appear at my old quarters than Mrs Flickers produced a letter which had arrived for me — she did not know how long ago, and which she had not known what to do with. It turned out to be an intimation from Collyer that that my uncle had died on the 23rd of February, the very day on which, out on the veldt, I had seen him assaulted by that unknown individual upon that flight of steps.’

‘Guy, is this a ghost story you have been telling me? I don’t want to be absurd, but it really does look as if it were a case of the hand of destiny.’

‘I don’t know about the hand of destiny, but it does look as if it were a case of something.’

‘I shouldn’t be surprised if, after all, the old reprobate has left you some of his money.’

‘Nor I. Oh, Letty, if he has! We’ll be married on Monday.’

‘As this is Friday, couldn’t you make it Sunday? Monday seems such a long way off. My dear Guy, first of all interview Mr Samuel Collyer. Then you’ll learn the worst.’

‘I am going to. Of course I had to see you first—’

‘Of course.’

‘But I wired to him that I’d call this afternoon.’

‘Then call.’

And Mr Holland called.


CHAPTER II

THE QUEST ORDAINED

Mr Collyer’s offices were in Pump Court, first floor front. Mr Samuel Collyer was a somewhat short and pursy gentleman of about fifty years of age, with a clean-shaven face, and a manner which gave such a varying complexion to the words he used as to cause it sometimes to be very difficult to make out exactly what it was he meant; an extremely useful manner for a solicitor to have. As with alert, swinging stride Mr Holland entered, Mr Collyer rose, greeting him with his usual stolid air, as if he had just looked in from across the road, instead of from the wilds of Africa.

‘Good morning, Mr Guy. You’re looking very brown.’

‘Yes, I — I’m feeling very brown.’

The words seemed to come from him almost before he knew it, on the spur of the moment, as if the presence of a third person lent them a special significance. Reclining in the only armchair the room contained was a young gentleman of about Mr Holland’s own age. He was well dressed, good looking, very much at his ease, and he regarded Mr Holland with a suggestion of amusement which seemed somehow to be very much in character.

‘In questions of feeling is brown the equivalent of blue?’

Mr Holland’s bearing was not so genial as the other’s.

‘I did not expect to see you here.’

‘Nor, my dear Guy, did I expect to see you. I did not even wish to.’

‘That I can easily believe.’

‘It is Mr Collyer’s fault that I am here, not mine. I should have been content never to set eyes on you again; and as for being in the same room with you—’

He left his sentence unfinished, with a little airy movement of his hand, which seemed to round it off with a sting. He continued to smile, although Mr Holland regarded him for a moment with eyes which were very far from smiling. The newcomer turned to the solicitor.

‘I have your letter.’

‘I presume, Mr Guy, that you had my letter nearly three months ago.’

‘I had it this morning. I only came back from Africa last night.’

‘From Africa? I was not aware you had gone so far.’

‘Dear Guy is such a gadabout.’

The interpolation came from the young gentleman in the arm-chair. The solicitor went on.

‘The only address I had was the one in Craven Street. As my letter did not come back I supposed it had reached you safely; but that, for reasons of your own, you chose to take no notice of it. You know, Mr Guy, that in such matters you are a little erratic.’

‘I know. You needn’t remind me. So my uncle is dead. Of what did he die?’

‘The immediate cause was apoplexy, brought on, it is to be feared, by something which happened on the afternoon of his decease.’

The young gentleman in the arm-chair struck in.

‘He was thrashed within an inch of his life, and very properly he was served.’

‘Thrashed! Where? On a flight of steps?’

‘On the steps of the Hôtel des Anglais at Nice.’

‘Good God! I thought I knew the place; of course it was the Hôtel des Anglais; it’s — it’s past believing.’

The solicitor misapprehended the cause of Mr Holland’s excitement.

‘It does seem almost incredible; none the less it is a lamentable fact.’

The young gentleman put in his word.

‘How incredible? The dear man misbehaved himself with another man’s wife, as was his invariable custom when he had a chance. The other man thrashed him for it. What could be more natural? or simpler?’

Mr Holland ignored the inquiry.

‘What is it, Mr Collyer, which you wish to say to me?’

‘It is not so much that I have anything to say to you as that I have a duty to perform. I have to read to you your uncle’s will. His instructions were that it was to be read only in the presence of both his nephews, his sole remaining relatives.’

‘He has probably left all his money to found a hospital for cats, and wished us both to be present, my dear Guy, so that we might enjoy each other’s discomfiture.’

Mr Holland said nothing. Mr Collyer was taking some papers out of a metal box which stood against the wall, and on the front of which was painted in white letters the name, ‘George Burton.’ Reseating himself behind his table he held up a large white linen envelope, such as is used in England for registered letters.

‘I will read you the endorsement which is on it. “This envelope, which he told me contained his will, was delivered to me by Mr George Burton, on the 22nd of June 1899, and was then and there sealed by me in the presence of my two clerks whose names are undersigned.” Then follow my own signature, and the signatures of the clerks in question, both of whom are still in my employ, Ferdinand Murpeatt and Benjamin Davis. Would either of you gentlemen like to see them?’

‘My good Mr Collyer, we don’t want to see your clerks. Your clerks be sanctified. Why all this form and fuss? Make an end of it. Let’s know if it’s cats or dogs Uncle Burton’s favoured.’

‘And you, Mr Guy, are you content that I should proceed at once to the contents of this envelope?’

Mr Holland said nothing; he simply nodded. The solicitor, taking a penknife, began to cut open the top of the envelope with a degree of care which perhaps erred on the side of overcaution. He addressed them as he did so.

‘I may say that, beyond Mr Burton’s own statement that it holds his will, I have no notion what this envelope contains. I have no knowledge of the purport of the will; Mr Burton never gave me the faintest hint as to what were his testamentary intentions. You are aware that your uncle was a man who did what he liked, in his own way; and I say this, therefore, in order to give you to understand that whatever form the will may take, I am not to be held responsible.’

The young gentleman in the arm-chair laughed.

‘My dear Collyer, do cut the cackle, and do let’s come to the ‘osses.’

Mr Collyer took out from the envelope a single sheet of paper. Without further preamble he commenced to read what was written on it, in a slow, monotonous, sing-song voice, as if it were something sacred which he almost felt it his duty to intone.

 

‘“I, George Burton, of Hyde Park Terrace, London, W., do hereby announce that this is my last Will and Testament, as written with my own hand on June 17, 1899.”

‘“I have only two relatives living, viz., my two nephews, Horace Burton, my brother’s son, and Guy Holland, the son of my sister; and, since I love them equally well, I desire to do them equal justice.”’

The reading was interrupted by prolonged laughter from the young gentleman in the arm-chair.

‘The dear man!’ he cried.

Mr Collyer continued.

‘“I therefore give and bequeath all that I die possessed of, in real and personal estate, to my nephew, Guy Holland—”’

‘Good Lord!’ exclaimed the young gentleman in the arm-chair.

Mr Holland’s lips might have been closed a little tighter. The lawyer went on unmoved.

‘“Absolutely, to do with as he pleases, on condition that he recover from May Bewicke, the actress, whom he knows, my ruby signet ring, which she obtained from me by means of a trick on the 27th of this last May. The ring is well known to him, and to Horace, and to my lawyer, Samuel Collyer. The ring is to be delivered to Samuel Collyer, whom I hereby appoint my sole executor, by my nephew, Guy, within three months of the day of my death. Should he do so within the period mentioned, then I do hereby name him as my sole heir and residuary legatee. In default, however, of such delivery within the time stated, for any cause whatever, then my whole estate, without any deduction whatever, is to become the absolute property of my other nephew, Horace Burton.”

‘“Since the chances that Guy will obtain the ring from Miss Bewicke are not very large, that young woman preferring to keep tight hold of anything she has once laid her hands on, in making this will I am doing Horace even more than justice.”

‘“In the improbable case of the delivery of my ruby signet ring by Guy to Samuel Collyer, within the aforementioned three months of my decease, it is to be held by the said Samuel Collyer, and not to pass out of his possession until his death, when it is to be sold, and the proceeds devoted to form a Society for the Reformation of Actresses.”

‘“As witness my hand and signature this seventeenth day of June, Eighteen hundred and ninety-nine. George Burton.”

‘“Witnesses—”

 

‘“John Claney, 13 Porchester Terrace, W.”

‘“Augustus Evans, 83 Belgrave Row, S.W.”’

 

The reading was followed by silence, broken by a question from Mr Holland.

‘And pray what is the plain English of it all?’

‘The will is plain English. You are to obtain a certain ring from a certain lady and deliver it to me within a certain time. If you do so you are your uncle’s heir; if you do not, Mr Horace is.’

‘Within three months of his death. He died on the 23rd of February. This is the 19th of May. I have four days in which to get the ring.’

‘Apparently that is the case.’

‘Supposing this lady refuses to give me the ring when I ask for it, as, so far as I can perceive, she will be perfectly justified in doing.’

‘Perfectly!’

The murmur came from Horace.

‘How am I to get it from her within four days? Where is Miss Bewicke now?’

‘In London. She is acting at the Modern Theatre. I am afraid I am unable to assist you with any advice as to how you are to procure the ring should she refuse to hand it over.’

Mr Holland stood up.

‘Is that will a good one?’

‘You mean in a legal sense. I should say so, perfectly. It is just the sort of will I should have expected your uncle to make. It is distinctly characteristic of the man.’

‘My uncle was a most delightful person. Then, if I do not succeed in jockeying this lady out of her property inside four days I’m a pauper.’

‘At least you will not inherit under your uncle’s will.’

As Mr Holland stood with knitted brows his cousin gave him a friendly pat upon the back. Mr Holland whirled round to him in a manner which was distinctly not friendly.

‘How dare you touch me, sir!’

‘My dear Guy! May not a cousin give a cousinly salutation to a cousin? My congratulations, my dear boy. You’re sure to be the heir. You always were so clever at diddling a woman.’

The blood showed even through Mr Holland’s bronzed cheeks; his clenched fists twitched. The other, however, paid no heed to these signs and portents.

‘I believe you managed to diddle Miss Bewicke once before, eh, Guy?’ He turned upon his heels, with a little movement of his shoulders. ‘Let’s hope you’ll succeed the second time as well as I’ve been given to understand you did the first. Good-bye. Good luck, dear boy. Collyer, I’ll look in on you again.’

Mr Horace Burton strolled from the room. Presently Mr Holland followed him.

‘I, also, Mr Collyer, will talk things over when I look in again. I don’t feel equal to the task just now.’ He said to himself as he was going down the stairs, ‘Nice to have to rob your old sweetheart to keep yourself out of the gutter. He knew very well there had been passages between us; so he set me the dirtiest job to do which he could think of. The brute! I’d better have stayed in Africa than have come back to this. I wonder what Letty’ll say.’

The solicitor, left alone, leaning back in his chair, stroked his chin with his hand as if to discover whether it wanted shaving.

‘They don’t know that Miss May Bewicke is Mr Samuel Collyer’s niece. I fancy that there are only one or two persons who are aware that he has a niece upon the stage. George Burton certainly was not.’

He smiled as if his own thoughts tickled him.


CHAPTER III

MISS BROAD COMMANDS

They were in Regent’s Park again; at the same place; on the same seat. She said to him as he came up, — 

‘I told papa that you were here. I’m of age, and I suppose I’m entitled to do as I please; but I made up my mind that I’d have no secrecy. It’s degrading.’

‘Well, degrading’s strong. And what did papa say?’

‘I mentioned, at the same time, that your uncle was dead, and under the circumstances he perhaps thought it advisable not to say much. At anyrate he didn’t.’

‘He might have done; and he will do soon.’

Something in his tone caught her ear.

‘Guy! What’s the matter? You don’t mean — ?’

‘Not exactly, though I’m not sure it isn’t worse.’

She half rose from the seat.

‘Has he left you nothing?’

He told her the purport of his uncle’s will; she listening eager-eyed and open-mouthed.

‘Do you mean to say that you’re to get this ridiculous ring out of Miss Bewicke’s possession in four days, by fair means or foul?’

He nodded.

‘But it’s monstrous.’

‘It is a pretty tall order?’

‘What do you propose to do?’

‘I propose to call upon Miss Bewicke.’

In a moment, without any warning, she was standing up beside him stiff and straight.

‘I see. Now I understand. That’s the idea. I’ve no doubt that Miss Bewicke will find you a most persuasive person.’

‘My dear Letty!’

‘Weren’t you and Miss Bewicke once engaged to be married? Pray don’t trouble yourself to explain. I know all about it. You need have no fear of losing your uncle’s inheritance. You are quite sure to understand each other. She’ll be delighted to give you the ring in exchange for another. Would you like to give her mine?’

She actually began to unbutton her glove. He groaned.

‘It’s worth while seeing ghosts in Africa for this!’

‘And what do you propose to say to Miss Bewicke when you call upon her?’

‘That’s what I want you to tell me.’

‘I tell you! As if you didn’t know! After the stories I have heard of her I had hoped that you would have had no more to do with Miss Bewicke. But, of course, my wishes do not count.’

‘If the stories you have heard are to Miss Bewicke’s discredit, you may take my word for it that they are libels.’

‘You are sure to know. I am glad you have such a high opinion of her. When you have seen her you might let me know what she says. That is, if she should say anything which was not spoken in the strictest confidence.’

She actually walked away. He went after her.

‘My dear Letty, don’t you want me to try to get the ring?’

‘By all means act in accordance with the dictates of your better judgment. You are so much wiser than I.’

‘But, Letty, if I don’t get the ring, I — I won’t say I lose you, because God knows I hope I never shall do that; but it means that I shall have to wait for you, the Powers above alone can tell how long. While getting it means getting you at once.’

‘Guy, weren’t you once engaged to be married to Miss Bewicke?’

‘Yes, I was.’

‘And I suppose you loved each other?’

‘Letty, it’s not like you to rub it in like this.’

‘My dear Guy, let us look the situation fairly in the face. This person, from whom you are going to ask this weighty favour — in effect you are going to ask her to bestow on you a fortune — is the woman whom once you loved, and who was once your promised wife. I don’t like it; it’s no use pretending to you that I do.’

‘My dear Letty, do you think I like it? If it weren’t for circumstances I’d let the ruby and the fortune go together. Listen, the decision shall be in your hands. Shall I try to fulfil the old man’s preposterous and malignant condition? or shall I throw the whole thing up at once, let the money go to Horace Burton, return to Africa, and keep on pounding away in the hope of making enough to win you in the end? Now, which is it to be? You shall say.’

‘It’s not fair to place the entire responsibility upon my shoulders.’

‘Since this is a matter in which you are primarily interested, my one desire is that your views should be treated with the utmost possible deference.’

‘Then get the ruby.’

‘But how?’

‘Tear it from her if you like; knock her down and steal it; I don’t care. Only don’t make love to her under the pretence of doing me a service. Guy, if you’re even civil to her—’

She left the sentence unfinished; the air with which she spoke was eloquent enough.

‘My dear Letty, as if I should! Then do you suggest that I should go and see her?’

‘Of course. To-night.’

‘To-night?’

‘At once. And get the ruby from her somehow; I don’t care how, but get it. And meet me here in the morning with it in your hand.’

‘But, dearest, Miss Bewicke goes to the theatre.’

‘I don’t care where she goes.’

‘Exactly, but I can hardly interview her in the theatre; and, in any case, she would scarcely have the ruby with her there.’

‘Then see her after.’

‘After the theatre?’

‘Oh, Guy, don’t keep asking me questions! If you only knew how I hate the notion of your seeing her at all, especially to solicit a favour at her hands. But since I suppose you must, you must get it over. Only I know what took place between you before; papa knows and everybody knows — heaps of people have told me.’ A curious something came into her voice, a sort of choking sound. It frightened Mr Holland. ‘Guy, you must see her to-night — to-night — and never again. Get the ruby from her if you have to fight her for it, and meet me here to-morrow morning with it in your hand.’

Without a word of warning she scurried from him down the path. He called after her.

‘Letty!’

‘Don’t try to stop me. I don’t want to speak to you when you’re going to see that woman.’

There was that in her voice which caused him to deem it advisable to take her at her word. He let her go. He remained behind to objurgate fickle fortune and other things. He told himself, not for the first time, — 

‘It really was not worth while to see ghosts in Africa for this. If spectral visitations all tend this way I bar them. The next ghost I see I’ll decline to notice it. It shall lead somebody else into a mess, not me.’ He began to stroll towards the gate, kicking every now and then at the pebbles on the path. ‘Never thought Letty was such a little spitfire. Bless her heart! I love her for it all the more. Who can have told her about the mess I made of things with May? I’ll swear I didn’t. These things will out.’ He groaned. ‘It’s past seven. I’ll go and get something to eat. Then if food screws my courage to the sticking point I’ll go and interview Miss Bewicke a little later. But as for taking that ruby from her vi et armis — oh, lord! If ever there was a forlorn hope, I’m down for one to-night.’

Miss Bewicke had a flat in Victoria Street. A little after half-past eleven Mr Holland addressed himself to the hall porter with an inquiry if she was in. There was that in his bearing which suggested that the food which he had consumed had not exhilarated him to any appreciable extent. In fact, so melancholy was his air that one would not have been surprised to learn that it had injuriously affected his digestion. The porter regarded him askance.

‘Do you know Miss Bewicke?’

‘I have that honour.’

‘Sure?’

‘Tolerably sure.’

‘You’ll excuse my asking you, but such a lot of people, perfect strangers, come hanging about and annoying her that my orders are not to let anybody go up if I can help it who isn’t a friend of hers. I understand you to say that you are a friend.’

‘A friend of some years’ standing.’

Mr Holland sighed. The porter observed him with dubious glances, being possibly doubtful as to the meaning of the sigh.

‘I suppose it’s all right if you’re a friend of hers; you ought to know best if you are. I can only say that you’ll do no good if you’re trying it on. I don’t know if Miss Bewicke is in; I don’t think she’s returned from the theatre. But you can go up and see. I’ll take you up in the lift if you like.’

The porter took him up in the lift. On the way Mr Holland asked a question.

‘Do Miss Bewicke’s unknown admirers allow their admiration to carry them as far as her private residence?’

‘I don’t know about admiration. Idiots I call them; and sometimes worse. People hang about here all day, and sometimes half the night, trying to introduce themselves to her, and I don’t know what rubbish. Why, I’ve known half-a-dozen cabs follow her from the theatre to the very door.’

‘Empty cabs?’

‘Not much; a fool, and sometimes two fools, in each.’

‘Ah!’ Mr Holland reflected. ‘If Miss Bewicke had been destined to be my wife I wonder how I should have enjoyed her being the object of such ardent admiration. Under such circumstances a husband’s feelings must be worth dissection.’

In reply to Mr Holland’s modest knock, the door of Miss Bewicke’s apartments was opened by a young gentleman well over six feet high, who appeared to be in rather a curious frame of mind.

‘What the deuce do you want?’ was his courteous salutation.

‘I want Miss Bewicke.’

‘Oh, you do, do you? then just you come inside.’

He took Mr Holland by the shoulder, and that individual, although a little surprised at the young gentleman’s notion of the sort of reception which it was advisable to accord a friendly visitor, suffered him to lead him to an apartment which was beyond. This was apparently a sitting-room, prettily furnished, particularly with photographs, as is the manner of ladies who are connected with the theatre, and contained a table which was laid for two. The young gentleman still did not release Mr Holland’s shoulder. He glared at him instead, and put to him this flattering question, — 

‘Are you the blackguard who has been making himself a nuisance about the place this last week and more?’

Mr Holland’s reply was mild in the extreme.

‘I hope not.’

‘You hope not? What do you mean by that? Don’t you know you are?’

‘I do not. I think the mistake, sir, is yours. May I ask who you are? You have your own ideas of how to greet the coming guest. Does Miss Bewicke keep you on the premises in order that you may mete out this kind of treatment to all her friends? You should be popular.’

‘You’re no friend of Miss Bewicke’s. Don’t try to bounce me, sir. I’ll tell you in two words who I am. My name’s Dumville — Bryan Dumville. Miss Bewicke is shortly to be my wife. As her affianced husband I consider myself entitled to protect her from the impertinent attentions of any twopenny-ha’penny bounder who chooses to think that because she condescends to appear upon the stage of a theatre he is at liberty to persecute her when and how he pleases.’

‘Your sentiments do you credit, Mr Dumville.’

‘Don’t try to soft-soap me, sir. You can speak smoothly enough to me; but I will give you ten seconds, before I throw you down the stairs, to explain the meaning of your presence here.’

‘I think, Mr Dumville, that, if I were you, I should make it a little more than ten seconds before, as you put it, you throw me down the stairs. I have come to see Miss Bewicke. I am afraid I can only explain myself to her.’

‘No, you don’t. That trick’s been played before! It’s stale; out you go!’

‘Don’t be an ass, sir!’

‘Ass!’

The epithet seemed to add fuel to the excitable Mr Dumville’s flame. Throwing both arms round Mr Holland, trying to lift him off the ground, he proceeded to hustle him towards the door. Mr Holland, unwilling to be treated in quite such unceremonious fashion, displayed a capacity for resistance for which, possibly, the other was unprepared. There was every prospect of a delightful little bout of rough and tumble, when an interruption came.

‘Bryan! what are you doing?’

The interruption came from a young lady who was standing at the open door.


CHAPTER IV

MR HOLLAND FAILS

A Small young lady, daintily fashioned, with a child-like face. She was charmingly dressed; a big feather boa was round her neck. As she stood there, in spite of the perfection of her attire, she looked more like a child than a woman. The men released each other. Mr Dumville explained.

‘I was only going to throw the fellow down the stairs.’

‘Is that all? And what has’ — there was a little hesitation; then the word was softened by a smile— ‘the fellow done? And who may the fellow be?’

‘I don’t know. Some bounder, I suppose.’

Mr Dumville seemed slightly disconcerted, as if the situation had not quite shaped as he had expected. Mr Holland’s hat and stick had fallen to the floor. He stooped to pick them up. When he turned there came an exclamation from the little lady at the door.

‘Guy!’

‘Miss Bewicke.’

‘Whoever would have thought of seeing you? Why, this is Mr Holland, a friend of my childish days.’

She advanced with a tiny gloved hand held out to him. Mr Dumville, whose hands were in his trouser pockets, seemed disposed to be grumpy.

‘It wasn’t my fault; he should have told me.’

‘You hardly gave me an opportunity.’

‘My dear Bryan, I believe you’re a little mad; that is, I believe you’re a little madder even than I thought you were. Guy, this is Bryan Dumville, a gentleman who thinks that he has claims on me. Bryan, this is Guy Holland, who was a friend of mine when I was quite a little child; and that — how long ago that is!’

‘I don’t see how I’m to blame. The porter was talking about the fellow who has been such a nuisance, saying that he has been making himself particularly objectionable to-day, trying to force his way upstairs, and I don’t know what; and he added that he was hanging about at that very moment, and if he turned his back he shouldn’t be surprised if the blackguard made another try to get at you. I made up my mind that if he did I would give him what for. So, when someone knocked at the door, and I found it was a man, I went for him.’

‘Nothing could be more natural.’

If Mr Holland’s tone was a little dry Mr Dumville did not seem to notice it; but the lady regarded the speaker with laughter lighting all her pretty face.

‘Guy, you must sup with us.’

‘Thank you, I have not long dined.’

‘That doesn’t matter; you must eat with us again.’ She rang the bell. A maid appeared. ‘Bring another plate; Mr Holland will join us at supper.’ Miss Bewicke proceeded to remove her outdoor things, handing them to Mr Dumville one by one, talking as she did so. ‘Someone told me that you were at the other side of the world — at the North Pole, I think.’

‘Not the North Pole; but I have been to Africa. I only returned last night.’

‘And you came to-day to see me? How perfectly delightful of you.’

Mr Holland winced. He was conscious that the lady might misapprehend the situation.

‘The fact is, I have something rather important which I wish to say to you.’

‘Indeed? How interesting! I like people to say important things to me. Say it while we’re at supper. That is, if it’s something Bryan may be allowed to listen to.’

‘If I’m in the way I’ll go.’

Mr Holland was silent. He felt that Mr Dumville was in the way, but that he himself was hardly in a position to say so. Miss Bewicke spoke for him.

‘My dear Bryan, when you’re in the way we’ll let you know. Now, people, will you please sit down?’ They seated themselves at table. ‘What is this very important thing? — must it out? — or will it keep?’

Mr Holland reflected. He thought of Letty, and other things. Miss Bewicke seemed disposed to be friendly. Perhaps it was as well there was a third person present. He decided to make the running.

‘It’s this way. My uncle’s dead.’

‘Your uncle? Mr George Burton? I hope you won’t think me dreadful, but I cannot say I’m sorry. He was not a person for whom I entertained feelings of profound respect.’

‘He — he’s left rather a peculiar will.’

‘I’m not surprised. I should be surprised at nothing he did which was peculiar. I never knew him do anything which wasn’t. Or worse.’

Mr Holland resolved to plunge.

‘He says you have a ruby ring of his.’

‘He says? — who says?’

‘My uncle — in his will.’

Miss Bewicke laid down her knife and fork. ‘Mr Holland, do I understand that you intend to suggest that I have in my possession another person’s property?’

‘It’s like this. He had a ruby ring, I know it very well. In his will he says you have it. He may have given it to you for all I know; he did queer things—’

‘Thank you.’

‘I don’t mean that.’

‘It doesn’t matter. Go on.’

‘Anyhow, it’s a condition of his will that I’m to get it back from you, and if I don’t get it back within three months of his death I’m to lose his money.’

‘I don’t in the least understand you. Will you please be so good as to make yourself quite clear.’

He made himself as clear as he could, though he did not find it easy. Nor was his explanation well received.

‘Then am I to gather that you have come to me at midnight, hot-foot from Africa, in order to get from me — a ring; a ruby ring?’

‘It doesn’t sound very nice, but that’s the plain truth of it.’

‘It’s very flattering.’

‘Very!’

The chorus came from Mr Dumville, and was accompanied by a glare.

‘I can only throw myself upon your mercy, Miss Bewicke, and implore you to let me have this ring to save my inheritance.’

Miss Bewicke resumed her knife and fork, which had all this time been lying idle. There was a change in her manner, which, though subtle, was well defined to Mr Holland’s consciousness.

‘By the way, Mr Holland, the other day I heard your name associated with a person called, I think, Broad. Was it merely idle gossip, or do you know anything of a person with a name like that?’

‘I do. I know Miss Broad, and very well. I hope she will be my wife. She has promised that she will.’

‘Ah, you and I know what is the value of such promises, don’t we, Mr Holland? Is she any relation to Broad, the teaman, in Mincing Lane?’

‘She is his daughter; his only child.’

‘Indeed! His only child? How delightful! Old Broad has bushels of money. How nice for you, of all men, to be received in such a family.’

The airy insolence of the tone was meant to sting, and did, though he endeavoured to conceal the fact.

‘You haven’t answered my question.’

‘Haven’t I? What was your question?’

‘Will you let me have the ring, to save my inheritance?’

‘It’s such an odd question — isn’t it, Bryan? So mysterious. Melodrama’s not at all my line. They say I’m too small. Do you think that I’m too small?’

‘I should imagine that you were better fitted to shine in domestic comedy.’

His words conveyed a meaning which this time stung her, although she laughed.

‘But, my dear Mr Holland, what do you want with an inheritance when you are going to marry a rich wife — the only child of her father, and he a widower. I’m told that old Broad’s a millionaire.’

‘I’m not marrying her for her father’s money; nor for her own. Nor do I intend to go to her empty-handed.’

‘How chivalrous you are! So changed!’

‘Am I to have the ring?’

‘Really, Mr Holland, you speak to me as if it were a case of stand and deliver. You can hardly know how your uncle behaved or I do not think you would broach the subject to me at all. In any case it is not one which I can discuss with you. Talk it over with Mr Dumville. Whatever he wishes I will do. I always act on his advice; he is so very wise. Good-night, Mr Holland. So glad to have seen you. Come soon again. Goodnight, Bryan, dear.’

‘But you haven’t had any supper.’

‘Mr Holland has taken my appetite away; he has caused my mind to travel back to events which I am always endeavouring to forget. But it doesn’t matter. Hear what he has to say, and decide for me. King will let you both out when your discussion’s finished.’

Mr Holland stood up.

‘Miss Bewicke, I am very sorry if I have said anything which has given you pain or offence. Nothing could have been further from my intention.’

‘Thank you.’

‘But this matter which you treat so lightly—’

‘Lightly!’

‘Is to me almost one of life and death. I believe that my uncle has left something like a quarter of a million.’

‘What a sum, Bryan! Doesn’t it sound nice?’

‘If I can hand this ring to Mr Collyer—’

‘To whom?’

‘To Mr Collyer, my uncle’s solicitor, the money is mine. I have only four days left to do it in.’

‘Four days! Just now you said three months.’

‘The time appointed is three months after my uncle’s death. He died on the 23rd of February. I have only just become acquainted with the terms of his will. So in four days it will be decided if I am to be a rich man or a pauper. You see, Miss Bewicke, that my fate is in your hands.’

‘I really cannot discuss the matter with you now. It would make me ill. The strain would be too much for me. I refer you to Mr Dumville. Bryan, dear, I leave the matter entirely in your hands.’

‘Miss Bewicke—’

Mr Dumville rose.

‘Mr Holland, you have heard what Miss Bewicke has said. So far as she is concerned the discussion is closed. My dear, let me open the door for you.’

He opened the door for her. She passed out, with her handkerchief to her eyes. A fact on which Mr Dumville commented.

‘You see what you have done, sir — affected her to tears.’

‘To what?’

‘To tears!’

‘Oh!’

‘Well, sir, what have you to say to me?’

‘To you?’

‘Yes, sir, to me. You have said more than enough to Miss Bewicke. Now, perhaps there is something which you would like to say to me, as her affianced husband.’

‘There are one or two things which I should like to say to you, but I am inclined to think that I had better not say them to you here. Nor do I quite see my way to ask you to come outside, though I should like to.’

Mr Holland was savage, and unwise enough to show it. Mr Dumville, having polished his eyeglass, replaced it in his eye so that he might scan the speaker with a greater show of dignity.

‘What on earth do you mean by talking to me like that? If that’s the kind of remark you wish to make the sooner you get away the better.’

‘I am quite of your opinion, Mr Dumville. I shall always remember with pleasure that I was able to get away from you.’

Mr Dumville strode forward.

‘You be hanged, sir!’

‘After you, Mr Dumville, after you.’

‘You had better be careful; although I don’t want to have a vulgar row with you here.’

‘Would you mind mentioning a place at which you would? I will try to make it convenient to be there.’

Mr Dumville turned and rang the bell.

‘What’s that for?’

‘For the servant to show you out.’

Mr Holland laughed, showing himself out without another word. He was conscious of two things — that he had not been particularly discreet, and that he would like to make his indiscretion greater by ‘taking it out’ of somebody. It was not often his temper gained the upper hand; when it did he was apt to be dangerous both to himself and others.

Nor was his mood chastened by a little incident which took place as he was about to descend the staircase. From a door which opened behind him Miss Bewicke addressed him in mellifluous accents.

‘Oh, Mr Holland, will you give my fondest love to dear Miss Broad? It’s true that I don’t know her, but if you tell her what good friends you and I used to be I’m sure that she won’t mind. I hope to make her acquaintance one of these days, and then I’ll tell her how fond you and I were of one another. Good-night.’

Before he had a chance to answer the door was closed. He went down the stairs in a rage.

‘The little cat!’ he muttered. ‘The little cat! who would have thought she had such claws?’

As he was going out into the street a woman, running against him, almost knocked him over. She was entering the house, apparently in hot, unseeing haste; putting up her hand as if to prevent his observation of her features; flying up the stairs as if danger was hard upon her heels.

Mr Holland adjusted his hat, which she had knocked almost off without offering the least apology.

‘I wonder what mischief you have been up to? Women are beauties, real beauties!’

Having indulged himself in this very cheap piece of cynicism, he, metaphorically, shook the dust of the house from off his feet, but had not gone a dozen paces when he found himself face to face with his cousin, Horace Burton.


CHAPTER V

A WOMAN SCORNED

Mr Burton might have been awaiting Mr Holland. He did not seem at all surprised to see him there, even at that hour of the night, or, rather, morning, for midnight had long since chimed.

‘How do, dear boy? So you haven’t been letting the grass grow under your feet. That’s where you beat me; you are so energetic.’

And Mr Burton smiled. That smile was his most prominent feature. It was always there. Not that it necessarily denoted mirth. Not at all. It might mean anything, or nothing. When he was in a rage he smiled, and when he was in the best of tempers; when he wished to be agreeable, and when he wished to be nasty — and he could be nasty. He was not a bad-looking man, in his way, though there was something about him a little suggesting the worst side of the Semite, which rather detracted from the general effect. It was difficult to say exactly what it was. Whether it was that his nostrils were unduly thick, or that so much of his mouth as his heavy moustache suffered to be visible was animal, or that his eyes, which were fine of their kind, had an odd trick of intently observing you when you were not looking at him, and of wandering away into space when you were, it would have needed an acute physiognomist to determine, and then that physiognomist might have been in error. Certainly there was something about Mr Horace Burton which nearly always caused an experienced man of the world, on first making his acquaintance, to glance at him a first, a second, and again a third time, and then start thinking. Perhaps it was that, in spite of his moustache, his chronic smile displayed his teeth, which were not nice ones; or because of his soft, purring voice, which, when he became excited, had a squeak in it; or because of his feline trick of touching a person, with whom he might be conversing, with his fingertips, and stroking him, when he got near enough to do it.

Mr Holland regarded his cousin in silence. The encounter did not appear to astonish him, nor to add to his pleasure either. Mr Burton continued.

‘Well — have you got it?’

‘Have I got what?’

‘Ah — you’ve answered. You haven’t. I see. Thanks. It was rather sharp work to raid the girl at this hour of the night, don’t you think? But you always were so keen. Was she nice to you? She used to be, didn’t she? You’ve been a lucky chap. I never could make out what women saw in you to like. A lot of them have seen something. There’s Miss Broad, for instance—’

‘Don’t mention that lady’s name.’

‘Not mention her name? My dear chap!’ Mr Burton placed the finger-tips of his right hand against Mr Holland’s chest, to have them brushed aside as if they were some noxious insect. He went on unmoved. ‘She’s to be my cousin; so I’m told. Unless you’ve jerked her up. I hear her father kicked you out of the house; perhaps you anticipate more kicking; in a case like that you can’t kick back again. So perhaps you’re wise to chuck the girl. I tell you what, dear boy.’ The finger-tips returned, again to be displaced. ‘Marry the Bewicke girl. Get a special license to marry the girl out of hand. Then you’ll get the ruby and the money too. It’s the only way you will. Hearken to the words of a wise man.’

‘Mr Burton, although I am so unfortunate as to be a relative of yours, I have on a previous occasion been compelled to inform you that I decline to hold communication with, or afford you recognition of any sort or kind. I repeat that intimation now. With my reasons you are well acquainted; their name is Legion. Have the goodness, therefore, to let me pass.’

‘But, my dear Guy, how about our uncle’s money?’

‘What about my uncle’s money?’

‘Our uncle’s; forgive the plural, Guy. Hadn’t we better come to some friendly arrangement while there still is time. You’ll never get the ruby out of the Bewicke woman; I know her; she’s a daughter of the horse-leech; she’ll see you damned first. Relinquish the chase at once — you’ll have to in a few hours, anyhow — and throw yourself on my magnanimity. There’s a suggestion, Guy! Give it up; withdraw at once from what you know is a lost game, and I’ll present you with a thousand pounds. Push the thing through to the bitter end, and you’ll get nothing.’

‘A thousand? — out of a quarter of a million?’

‘It would be a gift, Guy — a free gift. It isn’t every man who’d present a cousin who’d used him as you’ve used me with a free gift of a thousand pounds.’

‘Mr Burton, if the money is to be yours, I’ll have none of it. I’m not disposed to be beholden to your charity, nor to you in any way, as you are aware. If it is to be mine, you’ll have none of it; I know your tastes, and will not pander to their gratification. Let me pass.’

‘See how different we are. If the money is to be mine — and it will be; it’s as good as mine already — I’ll give you a few coppers every time we meet; I’ll even send you some occasionally through the post. Good-night! My love to both the ladies!’

Mr Burton hailed a passing hansom and was driven off. Mr Holland continued his promenade, but had not gone far before he was accosted from behind.

‘Mr Holland! Mr Holland!’ exclaimed a female voice, as if the speaker were in distress for want of breath.

‘Who’s that?’ He turned to see. A feminine figure was hastening towards him. ‘This promises to be a night of adventure. Has that little hussy become humanised and changed her mind?’

The caller approached, holding her hand to her side.

‘I wish to speak to you. You know me?’

They stood close to a lamp. Mr Holland looked her up and down.

‘I seem to have seen you before. You are the person who rushed into the house as I came out.’

‘That is it; I rushed — from him!’

She threw out her hand with a dramatic gesture, pointing down the street.

‘From whom?’

‘From your cousin — from Mr Horace Burton. Oh, he is a nice fellow! If I had stayed with him much longer I should have killed him; so to save myself from killing him I rushed away.’

‘My cousin’s concerns are not mine. I cannot assume responsibility for anything he may do or have done. You are mistaken if you suppose I can.’

‘I am not mistaken; I know all that. You men are all the same; you hang together. If your own brother drives a woman into the gutter, you say it is no affair of yours; you pass on, you leave her there. Before you open your mouth I know you cannot be responsible for what he has done. But you can make me to be revenged on him.’

‘Even that I cannot do.’

‘You can! I say you can!’

The woman spoke, not loudly, but with such passion and intensity of meaning that Mr Holland was conscious of a curious sensation as he heard her. She was tall and thin, about thirty, not bad looking, but precisely the type of woman the ordinary rake, seeking for a victim, would, if he had his senses about him, have left severely alone. She was distinctly not a person to be trifled with. Apparently a foreigner, because, although she spoke fluent English, there was now and then a slight accent and a curious idiom which betrayed her. Written large all over her was what, to a practised eye, was unmistakable evidence that she was of the number of those who take all things seriously, even rakes. One could easily believe that to her a promise was a promise, though it came from the mouth of a man; and since there are men who regard promises made to women as a sort of persiflage, one would have thought that gentlemen who take that standpoint would carefully avoid an individual who eyed matters of the kind from such an inconveniently different point of view. Mr Horace Burton, however, was in some respects an unusual specimen even of his class. Possibly the consciousness that he ran the risk of burning his own fingers by playing tricks with this particular fire was the lure which drew him on.

Anyhow, Mr Holland told himself that this time his cousin had caught a Tartar, and became more and more convinced of it as the woman went on.

‘My name is Louise Casata; I am Corsican, as he will find, your cousin. I am the companion of Miss May Bewicke.’ Mr Holland pricked up his ears at this, which the woman, with her keen instinct, perceived. ‘Now do you not remember me? I was with her when you used to make love to her. I used to think you did it very well. But in those days you were fond of her. Now it is of another woman you are fond. Although you may have forgotten, do not believe she has.’

This time Mr Holland winced.

‘I think that now I do remember you. You used to write letters for her and that kind of thing.’

‘All sorts of kinds of things. I do everything she tells me to; I am a Jack-of-all-trades. I would act for her one day; I can act, but I am too large a size. But that does not matter; nor does it matter what your cousin has done to me, though you can guess. But you cannot guess how he has lied and juggled.’

‘I think I can.’

‘Then you must know him very well. In which case you have my sympathy. What does matter is what you are going to do to him.’

‘I am going to do nothing to him.’

‘We will see; you will see; they all will see. Be still! Let me speak. He has told me about your uncle’s will — about the ruby which Miss Bewicke has. How, if you get it from her, you are to have all the money; how, if you don’t, he is to have it all. I know! Very well; you will get the ruby. That’s what you will do to him. He will be ruined, body and soul; though, for his soul, that was lost long ago. If he wishes to keep his body out of prison he will have to be quick out of England. He will not find it easy. There are those who are watching for him too well.’

‘Are you sure of what you say?’

‘Am I sure! Do I not know? It is only because they think he will get his uncle’s money that he has not been in prison before. I tell you there is a convict’s uniform waiting for him in more than one place. You will fit it on his back. I shall be revenged. I will go and see him when he is in gaol. Every three months he will be allowed to receive a visit. I will be his visitor. To see me will give him pleasure. I shall have such nice things to say. Oh, yes!’

Mr Holland shivered. There was that about this woman which filled him with a sense of vague discomfort.

‘I don’t like your way of putting things at all!’

‘What does it matter what you like? To get the ruby — that is your affair.’

‘How do you suggest that I am, as you phrase it, “to get the ruby”?’

‘You will have to take it.’

‘Take it?’

‘She will never give it to you — never. She hates you. She also has been looking for revenge. Now she has her chance. You behaved badly to her. Now she will behave badly to you.’

‘I deny that I behaved badly to her. If you were acquainted with all the facts you would not judge me with such hard judgment.’

‘She thinks that you behaved badly to her, and, for a woman, that is enough.’

‘Then am I to take it that you only think that Horace Burton has behaved badly to you?’

The woman favoured him with a look which made him realise more clearly than anything which had gone before what a Tartar his cousin had encountered. She was silent for a moment or two. When she did speak, she spoke quietly; but it was a quietude in which there was a quality which was not peace.

‘You think to get me in a rage. I am not such a fool. When I am in earnest I am not so easily angered. It is no affair of yours if it is only that I think he has treated me badly. It is your affair to get the ruby; and I tell you that to get it you must take it.’

‘I am so dull as not to understand what you mean when you say that I must take it.’

‘I will make it clear. You have four days — four only. Good! At one o’clock to-morrow night you will come to Miss Bewicke’s rooms. She will be out. It is Saturday. She goes by the midnight train to Brighton until Monday. All will be dark. The front door you will find open. You will have but to push it to enter. You will go to her bedroom; it is in front of you, the second door on the right as you go in. That door, also, will be open. The dressing-table is before the window on the left. It has many little drawers. In them are a great number of her jewels. In the bottom little drawer on the right-hand side facing the glass there is one thing only; it is your uncle’s ruby signet ring. I know. I have seen it very often. She is not proud of the way in which she got it; she calls it “old Burton’s scalp.” It is to her a trophy which she won in battle, so she keeps it all by itself in that little bottom drawer. You have but to put your hand in; it is yours. You go away; you close the doors behind you; for you the game is won.’

Mr Holland stared. The matter-of-fact air with which the proposal was made almost took his breath away.

‘You are suggesting that I should commit burglary.’

She made a contemptuous movement with her head and hands.

‘It is but a word; what does it matter — a word? It is a burglary of which you will hear nothing more. I promise you that Miss Bewicke will do nothing.’

‘And the morality of the proceeding, what of that?’

‘Morality!’ She laughed. ‘The morality! Do not talk to me such nonsense! Bah! As if anyone cared for morality except for the sake of a —— . But I shall not contend with you; you but amuse yourself. You understand what I have said?’

‘Perfectly. Too well.’

‘Very good. Then I shall see you to-morrow night at one o’clock.’

‘You will do nothing of the kind.’

‘No, I shall not see you, because it will be dark; but you will be there. You will find the doors open, and everything as I have said. It is already late; I must go. Good-bye.’

She went, fluttering from him up the street at a gait which was half walk, half run. He stood looking after her, a little taken aback by the abruptness of her departure.

‘That woman appears to have formed a high opinion of my character. She flatters me.’


CHAPTER VI

MISS BROAD COMMANDS A SECOND TIME

The next morning, although he was early at the rendezvous, Miss Broad was there before him. He saw her before she saw him — or thought he did — and, unperceived, as he fancied, stood and watched her. She was reading a book, sitting a little sideways, so that he saw her profile clearly. It was a brilliant morning, and she was attired for the sun. She had on a light grey silky dress, which was covered with flowers, and a huge hat, about a yard round, which matched the dress. He thought how nice she looked. Of a charm so delicate. Instinct with the essence of all things spiritual. He had been depressed as he had come through the park. The mere sight of her dispelled the clouds. The blood moved brisker through his veins. Seeing how engrossed she was by what she read, thinking to take her by surprise, he began to steal towards her across the grass — which he ought not to have done. Hardly had he stepped over the little iron fence than a stentorian voice bawled, — 

‘Come out of that!’

The invitation was addressed to him, as others, including Miss Broad, perceived as well as he did. It was a keeper’s civil method of suggesting that he should keep off the grass, which, just there, was fenced about. He bowed to Miss Broad with a feeble smile, she merely nodding in return, without rising from her seat. As he advanced towards her along the proper gravel path, he was a little conscious that his approach had been robbed of dignity. She received him with an air which was a little frigid — still without rising — and beginning at once on a subject which he would have liked postponed.

‘Well? Have you got it?’

‘Have I got what?’

‘You know very well what I mean. Have you got the ruby? — as you promised.’

‘As I promised? My dear Letty, I think that statement is — is a little unauthorised.’

‘Does that mean that you haven’t got it?’

‘I’m afraid it does — as yet.’

‘Did you try to get it?’

‘I did.’

‘Did you go and see that woman?’

‘I called upon Miss Bewicke.’

‘And do you mean to say that she refused to let you have it?’

‘If you’ll allow me, I’ll tell you what took place.’

He told her — a trifle lamely, but still he presented her with a sufficiently clear picture of what actually occurred — sufficiently clear, that is, to inflame her with indignation. She listened with eyes which grew brighter and brighter, and lips which closed tighter and tighter. The spiritual side of her became less obvious.

‘And do you mean to say that you allowed the creature to trample on you without a word of protest?’

‘I am not aware that she did trample on me.’

‘Not when, according to your own account, she treated you as if you were a dog? I wonder you didn’t take her into your hands and strangle her.’

‘My dear Letty!’

‘Of course I don’t mean that; but you know what I do mean. As for that man — that Mr What’s-his-name — why didn’t you knock him down?’

‘In a lady’s room? I did suggest that if he liked to step outside I should be happy to do him any little service which was in my power.’

‘And what did he do?’

‘Rang the bell and requested the servant to show me out.’

‘And you went? You actually allowed this man to kick you out — for that was what it came to — without a word.’

‘Well, my dear, Miss Bewicke called out to me as I was going down the stairs to say that she sent her love to you.’

‘Guy! you dare to tell me such a thing? You allow that creature to insult me by sending such a message, or pretending to; and then you repeat her insolence to me. The little wretch! So you are ruined.’

‘Not yet. There are still about four days between me and the worst.’

‘Then do you propose to allow her to have you kicked out of her apartments on each of those four days? Besides insulting me? I had hardly imagined that you were that kind of person. But one learns. Well, I suppose if you don’t mind, I needn’t. Though I really think you might be better off if you returned to Africa before instead of afterwards.’

‘That is something like the advice which Horace offered.’

She sat up straighter.

‘Did you also see Mr Burton last night?’

‘He was waiting in the street when I came out of Miss Bewicke’s. He congratulated me on the result of my visit.’

‘Really, you appear to have had a thoroughly enjoyable time. Everybody seems to have had a kick at you. For my part, Guy, rather than allow people to ride over me rough-shod, as you appear disposed to do, I’d — I’d — steal the ruby.’

‘You are in accordance with still another piece of advice which I received.’

‘Guy! what do you mean?’ He told her of his interview with Miss Casata. When he had finished she drew a long breath.

‘Guy, I should do as she says.’

‘Letty!’

‘I should, I really should. So long as you get the ruby, no matter what happens, you can’t be worse off than you will be if you don’t get it. If you don’t get it, you are ruined. You will have to go back to Africa and stay there for the rest of your life, or, at anyrate, till both of us are old; because you know you’ve no more chance of getting money there than you have here, and that’s none at all. And you know you promised papa, and I promised papa, that you wouldn’t marry till you had money of your own. And that doesn’t mean a pound or two; it means a lot. He doesn’t like to think you’re marrying me for his money.’

‘Letty!’

‘Well, he doesn’t; you know he doesn’t. Of course I know you’re not, or should I be sitting here talking to you now? But papa’s different. And, anyhow, we promised. If there was nothing else to be gained, I’d like you to take it if only for the sake of spiting that actress creature. I’ll teach her to send me messages.’

‘But, my dear Letty, I fancy you don’t quite realise that you are suggesting that I should commit a felony.’

‘Felony! Don’t talk such stuff and nonsense.’ Her words reminded him of some of Miss Casata’s of the night before. For some cause he shivered. ‘Doesn’t your uncle as good as say she stole it from him? And didn’t that woman tell you that she’s ashamed of it herself, and that therefore she hides it away all alone in a drawer? That shows that she’s perfectly conscious that it’s as much your property as hers. Indeed, it’s much more your property. Your uncle left it to you, and she’s no right to keep you out of it a single moment. And she wouldn’t, you know very well that she wouldn’t, if it wasn’t for me. You threw her over—’

‘Pardon me, I did not.’

‘Then did she throw you over?’

‘That’s nearer the mark.’

‘Really, Guy, you have an agreeable way of commending yourself to me. Then am I to understand that she regards you as her cast-off rubbish?’

‘We agreed that we had made a mistake. That is the truth of the matter. There was no throwing over on either side.’

‘Now, Guy, I know more than you suppose. Do you mean to deny that she resents the idea of your being about to marry me?’

‘She congratulated me on the fact last night.’

‘Did she, indeed? How very good of her. And pray how did she congratulate you? As if she meant it?’

‘I suppose she meant it.’

‘You suppose! Do you dare to tell me that you don’t know quite well that her congratulations were ironical?’

‘Well, I confess I had my “doots.”’

‘There! Didn’t I say so all along? Oh, Guy, how difficult it is to get things out of you. Now, try to be equally truthful again, and tell me, on your word of honour, if you don’t know that she would give you the ruby without a moment’s hesitation if it wasn’t for me; that is, if the fact of our being engaged to each other didn’t prevent you paying attention to her?’

‘I shouldn’t like to put it in that way; but I think it possible that Miss Bewicke might prove more malleable if the circumstances were other than they are.’

‘Precisely. That is what I mean. So promise me that to-night you will take your own.’

‘My own! Letty!’

‘Promise me!’

‘But, my dear Letty—’

‘Of course there is an alternative. You can throw me over. We, in our turn, can agree that we have made a mistake. Then you will be able to make yourself agreeable to her; and you will be able to get the ruby that way.’

‘But, my dear Letty, if you will only be reasonable—’

‘It is you who are unreasonable. You allow an idea to mar our lifelong happiness. Before you realise how hollow it is it will be too late. There will be nothing in front of us but dreary years of waiting. You let the cup of happiness be dashed from your hand even when it is already at your lips. I release you, Guy. I will not be a clog on you, perhaps through all eternity.’

Her tone was sombre, funereal. Mr Holland groaned.

‘Oh, Lord! Your logic is as beautiful as you are. It really was worth while seeing ghosts in Africa for this!’

She stood up.

‘Then go back to Africa and see some more. You shall not stay here to laugh at me. Goodbye.’

He caught her by the hand.

‘Letty! How can you be so cruel.’

‘Then you should do as I ask you. As you would do, without hesitation, if you really had a spark of the love you pretend to have for me.’

‘I will; I’ll do whatever you ask, though I’m ashamed of myself when I say so.’

‘Promise that to-night you’ll take your own?’

‘I promise.’

She sat down again, and was as nice as she could be; he only knew how nice that was. He would have been as happy as is possible if it had not been for the thoughts which were at the back of his head, and the prospect which lay in front of him.

Unfortunately, nearly all the time Miss Broad was causing him to realise his good fortune in winning the love of such a girl as she was he was picturing himself stealing up a flight of darkened stairs, like a thief.


CHAPTER VII

THE BOTTOM DRAWER

That night he realised his own picture.

One o’clock was the hour suggested by Miss Casata. Twenty times before that hour arrived he told himself that he had better return to Africa — ghosts or no ghosts — than do this thing. It seemed to him that dishonour hedged him round about; that whichever way he went he would find himself among the thorns. If he did this thing he would break his plighted word; quite possibly lose his love and his fortune too. If he did the other he might quite possibly find himself up to the neck in a slough of misunderstandings — to speak of nothing worse — from which he could never emerge as clean as he went in. The choice was a pleasant one. Yet he never hesitated as to which horn of the dilemma he would thrust himself on. Although very much against his will, he was set on burglary. And, being once resolved, set about the business, to all outward appearances, as calmly as if such incidents were the mere trivialities of his nightly life.

At a quarter after midnight he started to stroll from Charing Cross. At the half hour he was sauntering in the Westminster Abbey Gardens. He glanced along Victoria Street as far as he could see. An occasional omnibus came rumbling along. Cabs flitted to and fro; sometimes carriages. But foot passengers were few and far between. And, so far as could be seen from the street, the buildings on either side of the way were in darkness.

He strolled gently on, swinging his stick, smoking a cigar, as any other gentleman might have done who enjoyed the cool night air. Under a lamp-post stood a policeman. Mr Holland smiled.

‘Good-night, officer!’

He bestowed on him a genial salutation, which the other returned in kind.

‘Good-night, sir.’

He seemed rather a youngish man, well set up, with broad shoulders and a shrewd face. Mr Holland wondered if he should have any professional intercourse with him before the night was over. He laughed to himself as he thought of it. When he had gone some distance further he stopped and turned. The constable had vanished. Presumably his duty had led him down one of the side streets. An omnibus was coming in one direction, a couple of cabs in the other. Miss Bewicke’s rooms were close at hand. Should he let the vehicles pass before he came to business? It was not yet one. He hesitated, then walked slowly past the house, noticing as he went that the front door was closed. What did it mean? Was he supposed to knock, calling upon the porter to let him in? The notion was absurd. Perhaps Miss Casata had only been playing with him after all.

At the idea he laughed again. What would Miss Broad say — and think — if the woman had promised more than she could perform? He went nearly as far as Victoria, then retraced his steps. As he approached the house again Big Ben struck one. He stopped, threw away the butt of his cigar, moved to the door. There was a handle. He turned it, it yielded, the door was open.

So it seemed that there was some sort of method in Miss Casata’s madness.

The question was, Where was the porter? Was he within? Upstairs or down? He peeped inside the door, or tried to. The street lamps did not penetrate; it was pitch dark. He entered, closing the door behind him. All was still. As he listened, seeking to peer this way and that, it seemed to him that the darkness was like a wall on every side.

‘What am I to do? I shall tumble over something if I don’t look out; I don’t even know where the staircase is: Dare I strike a match? I wonder what professionals do under circumstances such as these. I’ve heard of their carrying dark lanterns, and such-like mysterious things. Unfortunately, I haven’t got so far as that, though there’s no knowing how far I shall get before I’ve done.’

He moved forward, and kicked against something which made a noise.

‘This will never do. I shall come to grief if I don’t look out. It’ll have to be a match.’

He struck one; it ignited with a spluttering noise which seemed to him to resemble the explosion of a dynamite cartridge, fizzled, then went out.

‘This is pretty. But I caught a glimpse of the staircase. I suppose I’ll have to be content with seeing so much.’

He felt his way to the stairs, presently had his hand upon the rail, then commenced to ascend. All at once he stopped.

‘Hanged if I haven’t forgotten on which floor her rooms are! That’s a comfortable state of affairs. I can’t go prowling all over the place playing a game of hide-and-seek with Miss Bewicke’s rooms. There’d be trouble. Now, what am I to do?’

The question was answered in rather a curious way. Looking up he gradually became conscious of what looked like a gleam of light somewhere overhead.

‘I wonder if that’s a hint to me, or if it’s the porter. I’m off to inquire. If it’s the porter I’ll have to explain.’

He chuckled to himself at the reflection of the sort of explanation he would have to offer. He continued to ascend.

‘I hope it’s all right, but it seems a good way up. I didn’t think she occupied quite such an elevated position as this.’

He reached the floor on which was the light, perceiving now that it proceeded from a door upon the right which was open but the merest fraction of an inch.

‘Is that where she resides? I wonder. At least I’ll make inquiries. I’ll knock, as an honest man should do, and see who answers.’

He tapped at the panel softly with his knuckles, so softly that one might have been excused for supposing he had no desire that his tapping should be heard. There was no response. He tapped again; still none. He pushed the door wider open, finding himself in what appeared, in the dim light, to be a little hall. Another open door was on his right. It was on the other side of this that the light was burning. He remembered what Miss Casata had said about Miss Bewicke’s bedroom; that it was the second door on his right as he entered. Apparently she had been as good as her word; better, indeed, for she had placed a light to guide him. He advanced to find himself in what was evidently a lady’s bedroom.

A night light flickered on a table in the centre; it was that which had lightened his darkness. He glanced around. Everywhere were traces of feminine occupation; knick-knacks which no man would willingly suffer in the chamber in which he slept; numerous examples of the inevitable photograph. Against a wall hung a crayon portrait. He recognised the original — the owner of the room. The pictured face seemed to return him look for look, reproaches in its glances. He removed his eyes, abashed.

On one side was the dressing-table of which Miss Casata had spoken. A gorgeous piece of furniture, of some delicate light wood, with gilt and ivory insets. Columns of drawers were on either side; a full-length cheval glass swung between them. As he stood in front of it he was startled by the reflection of his own image; he felt that there was something sinister in the bearing of the man who spied on him. The little drawers were those of which he had been told. They contained many of Miss Bewicke’s jewels. What he sought was in the bottom drawer upon his right. Somehow, since he had entered the house, everything seemed on his right. He stooped to open it. The drawer was locked.

The discovery staggered him more than anything which had gone before — that the drawer was locked. At last he was confronted with the real nature of the errand he had come upon. Hitherto he had been able to salve his conscience with the fact that he had simply passed through open doors. Now, if he wished to effect an entrance he would have to force one, like any other thief. He gave another try at the handle. The drawer refused to budge. It certainly was locked. His eye was caught by something which was lying upon the floor, within a foot of him. It was a screwdriver. The juxtaposition was suggestive; the screwdriver, and the locked drawer. Miss Casata was no half-hearted ally; she was thorough. She was aware that, as an amateur, he might forget to bring the proper tools; so, with praiseworthy thoughtfulness, she had supplied, in advance, his possible omissions.

He was not so grateful as he might have been. He used strong language.

‘Curse that woman! It is such as she who drive men along the road to hell.’

None the less he took the screwdriver in his hand. He felt its edge. It seemed sharp.

‘I suppose, since I’ve gone so far, I may as well see the thing right through. It’s no good shying at a gnat after tackling a whale. Here goes!’

Thrusting the chisel between the woodwork and the drawer, he proceeded to prise it open. The lock was but a slight one. It quickly yielded. The drawer shot out. He peered within. It contained a small white box, apparently of deal. He took it out. Inside was a ruby signet ring. He rose with the ring between his fingers.

As he stood up, someone came into the room. Turning, he found himself staring at Miss Bewicke.


CHAPTER VIII

THE LADY — AND THE GENTLEMAN

Apparently each of the pair was equally surprised. Each stared at the other as if tongue-tied; Mr Holland motionless, holding the ring a little in front of him, as if suffering from at least temporary paralysis; Miss Bewicke, equally rigid, with her fingers up to her throat, just as she had raised them intending to remove the boa which was about her neck. It was she who first regained the faculty of speech.

‘Guy!’ The word came with a little gasp, as if she uttered it unwittingly. He was still; staring at her as if he were powerless to remove his eyes from off her face. ‘What are you doing?’

Still silence from the man. His incapacity seemed to inspire her with confidence. She removed her boa, smiling as she did so. She sauntered here and there, eyeing things. She walked right round him, peering at him as she went. He might have been some mechanical figure, he endured so stolidly her ostentatious curiosity. Only he followed her with his glance as she passed round.

She did not speak when she had finished her inspection; with apparent indifference to his presence she took off her hat and coat. Unable, perhaps, to endure the situation any longer he struggled to obtain possession of his voice. It sounded harsh and husky.

‘I thought you had gone to Brighton?’

‘So you keep an observation on my movements, I see?’ The words were accompanied by a smile which made him clench his fists so tightly that he drove the nails into the palms. She was folding up a veil, with a dainty show of peculiar care. ‘I ought to be at Brighton; but I’m not. I meant to go; but I didn’t. It was so late that I put off my journey till tomorrow; so I went to see some people instead. It was painfully slow; this promises to be better.’

Her airy manner, which seemed to him to be so pregnant with contempt, tried him more than reproaches might have done, or rage. He was so conscious of his position that indifference stung more than lashes. A policeman he could have faced, but not this smiling girl. All his self-respect had gone clean out of him; he felt she knew, and floundered in his efforts to regain some part of it.

‘Miss Bewicke, you know why I am here.’

‘To see me, I suppose. So good of you, Guy. Especially as I take it that you intended to wait for me till I returned from Brighton.’

‘I came to take my own.’

‘Your own?’

‘This.’

He held out the ring between his finger and thumb. She came nearer, so that she might see what it was he held, smiling all the time.

‘That — that’s mine!’

‘It was bequeathed me by my uncle.’

‘Your uncle? Impossible; it wasn’t his to bequeath.’

‘You know the conditions which were attached to its possession. Since you declined to give it me—’

‘I did not decline.’

‘I don’t know what other construction you put upon your conduct of last night. I gathered that you declined. Therefore, since its immediate possession was of capital importance, I came and took it.’

‘How nice of you. And you waited till you thought I was at Brighton to show your mettle? How discreet! Guy, weren’t you once to have been my husband?’

Nothing was further from his desire than to become involved in a tangle of reminiscences, so he became a little brutal.

‘I have the ruby; that is the main point.’

‘Are you proud of having robbed me — the girl who was to have been your wife?’

‘You would have robbed me.’

‘Even supposing that to be true, does that entitle you to throw aside all those canons of honour to which you have always given me to understand you were such a stickler, and become — a thief? Oh, Guy!’

‘I do not propose to bandy words with you. I know of old your capacity to make black seem white — you were ever an actress, May. How the ruby originally came into your possession I cannot say.’

‘It’s not a pretty story, Guy; scarcely to your uncle’s credit.’

‘But you were perfectly well aware that morally it was mine. It was nothing to you; it was all the world to me. I believe that you refused to let me have it precisely because you knew that your refusal might entail my ruin; and so your cup of revenge might be filled to the full. Under those circumstances I hold that I was justified in using any and every means to save myself from being utterly undone by the whim of a revengeful woman.’

‘I meant to let you have it.’

‘That was not the impression you left upon my mind last night.’

‘You took me unawares — I had to think things over.’

‘Then if it was your intention that I should have it you cannot but be pleased to find that my action has kept abreast of your intention.’

Miss Bewicke was silent. She was drawing imaginary pictures with her finger-tip on the table by which she was standing, looking down as she did so. His desire was to get away; it was not an interview which he wished to have prolonged. But his departure was postponed.

‘Why do you say I am revengeful?’

‘You know better than I.’

‘Do you think I wish to be revenged on you because once you pretended to love me, and now you keep up that pretence no longer?’

‘It was no pretence.’

‘I am glad to hear that, because, Guy, I love you still.’

She looked up at him in such a way that she seemed to compel him to meet her eyes. He shivered.

‘I wish you wouldn’t say such things.’

‘Why? Because they’re true? I like to tell the truth. I have always loved you, and I always shall, though I shall never be your wife.’

‘I thought you said you were engaged to Dumville.’

‘So I am. And I daresay that perhaps one day I shall marry him. I don’t know quite why. But it certainly isn’t because I love him. I have never pretended to. Ask him; he’s frankness itself; he’ll confess. Although, as you have only told me, I am a woman with ill-regulated passions and irresponsible tendencies, I’m a woman with only one love in her life, and you are he. Good-night, and good-bye.’

Now that she had formally dismissed him he felt that it was difficult to go. He fidgeted instead.

‘I know you think that I have behaved meanly.’

‘Not at all. I suppose you have acted according to your lights.’

‘I’m not so sure of that. But, the truth is, I was desperate.’

‘Indeed? Is that so? Like the man with the twelve starving children, who steals the bottle of whisky. I know. If I were you I wouldn’t trouble to explain. This sort of situation is not improved by explanation. I think you had better pocket your booty and go.’

‘As for the ruby’ — he was holding it out on the palm of his open hand— ‘I will give you another for it a dozen times as good as this.’

For the first time she fired up.

‘You dare to do anything of the kind — you dare! Do you think I am to be bought and sold?’

‘I simply don’t wish you to suffer from my action.’

‘Do you think that your giving me one piece of stone in exchange for another piece of stone will prevent my suffering? Guy, please, go.’

He placed the ring before her on the table.

‘There is the ruby.’

‘Take it.’

‘Do you mean that?’

‘I do. If it is of the slightest use to you, by all means take it.’

‘You give it to me — freely?’

‘Oh, yes, so freely! Only — I wish you’d go.’

Thrusting the ruby into his waistcoat pocket, he went, without another word. Without it seemed darker even than before. He stumbled, blindly, down the stairs. Presently the darkness lightened; a gleam descended from above. Glancing up he perceived that Miss Bewicke was leaning over the railing with a lighted candle in her hand. He said nothing; attempted no word of thanks. So far as he knew she, too, was still; but as he descended, assisted by the light she held, he felt as he was convinced the whipped cur must feel, which sneaks off with its tail between its legs. The candle was still showing a faint glimmer of light as he passed into the street. He applied a dozen injurious epithets to himself as he thought that he had not even acknowledged the courtesy he had received. But for the life of him he could not, at that moment, have uttered a word of thanks.

Now that he was out in the street he raged. In his first mad impulse he would have taken what Miss Bewicke had called his ‘booty’ from his pocket and hurled it from him through the night. Prudence, however, prevailed. He told himself, again and again, that he was an ineffable thing to allow it to remain a second longer in his possession. It stayed there all the same. He was conscious that nothing could be less romantic than the whole adventure; nothing more undignified than the part which he had played in it. He had been throughout a mere figurehead — a counter manipulated by three women — he who thought that if he had anything on which to pride himself it was his manhood. His rage waxed hotter as he strode along; he was angry even with Miss Broad.

‘If it hadn’t been for her—’ he began. Then stopped, stood still, struck with his fist at the air — his stick, it seemed, he had left behind him. ‘What a cur I am! I try to put the blame, like some snivelling sneak of a schoolboy, upon everyone except myself, as though the fault was not mine, and mine alone. Am I some weak idiot that I am not responsible for my own actions? that I do a dirty thing, and then exclaim that someone made me? Well, it’s done, and can’t be undone, and I stand, self-confessed, a hound; but, as I live, I’ll return at once and make her take the ruby back again. Then off once more for Africa. Better to be haunted by my uncle’s ghost than by my own conscience.’

He turned, prepared to put his new-born resolution immediately into effect, and found himself confronted by an individual by whom his steps had been dogged ever since he left Miss Bewicke’s. Had he had his wits about him he could hardly have helped noticing the fact, the proceedings of the person who took such a warm interest in his movements had been so singular. To begin with, he had been on the other side of the road. When Mr Holland first appeared he had slunk back into a doorway, from which he presently issued in pursuit, keeping as much as possible in the shadow. When, however, he perceived himself unnoticed he became bolder. Until, at last, making a sudden dash across the street, he began to follow within a few feet of the unconscious pedestrian. He carried something, which every now and then he gripped with both hands, as if about to strike.

The mathematical moment came when Mr Holland turned. Without giving him a chance to speak the man swung the something which he carried through the air, bringing it down heavily, with a thud, upon his head. Mr Holland dropped on to the pavement. And there he lay.


CHAPTER IX

THE FLYMAN

The assailant remained, for a second or two, looking down on his recumbent victim. He retained his grip upon his weapon, as if anticipating the possibility of having to strike with it another blow. But, no, the first had done its work. Mr Holland lay quite still, in an ugly heap, as men only lie who have been stricken hard. His assailant touched him with his foot, as if to make quite sure. Mr Holland did not resent the intrusion of the other’s boot; he evinced no interest in it at all. The man was satisfied.

‘That done him.’

It had, for sure. The fellow glanced up and down the street. No one was in sight. That was a state of things which could hardly be expected to continue. Time was precious; at any moment a policeman might appear. Under certain circumstances a policeman is inquisitive. The man, dropping on one knee, began to handle Mr Holland as if he had been so much dead meat; indeed, a butcher might have been expected to finger the carcase of what he had just now killed with greater ceremony.

‘I wonder where he put it.’

He appeared to be searching for something, which, at first, he could not find. He went quickly through the stricken man’s pockets, emptying each in turn of its contents. He made no bones about putting back what he took out, but threw everything into an inner pocket in his own jacket. Watch, money, cigar-case, keys, various odds and ends all went into the same receptacle. Still he did not appear to light on what he sought.

‘Suppose he never got it? That would be a pretty little game. My crikey!’

He went through the pockets a second time more methodically; coat, waistcoat, trousers, nothing was omitted. The result was disappointing; they all were empty.

‘Has he got it in a secret pocket?’ Tearing open the waistcoat, he ran his fingers up and down the lining. ‘I can’t undress the bloke out here.’ He went carefully over the lining, fingered the trousers. ‘I don’t believe he’s got it. If he hasn’t, then I’m done. It wasn’t worth bashing him for this little lot.’ The reference was, possibly, to what he had transferred to his own jacket. ‘If he hasn’t got it, there’ll be trouble. Strikes me I’d better take a little trip into the country. He might think I’d got it and done a bunk. I might get a bit out of him like that. If he’s anything to get. I wish I’d never gone in for the job. What’s that?’

All the while he had never ceased to finger the silent man, submitting his garments to the minutest possible examination which the position permitted. Constantly he glanced behind and in front, well knowing that the risk of intrusion grew greater with every moment. With what looked very like impertinence, he turned the object of his curiosity over on to his face. As he did so his eye was caught by something which was lying on the pavement, and which apparently had hitherto been covered by the body of the silent man. It was a ring. He snatched at it.

‘Got it, by the living jingo! The whole time the fool was right on top of it. If I hadn’t overed him I might have gone away and thought he’d never had it after all. That’d been a pretty how-d’ye-do. I suppose he dropped it when I downed him, and covered it when he fell. He might have done it on purpose, just to spite me.’ He was standing up, turning the ring over and over between his fingers. ‘It’s all right, there’s no mistake about that much. This is fair jam, this is. A thousand quids into my pocket.’ Something attracted his attention. ‘Hollo! — sounded like a footstep — a copper’s, unless I’m wrong!’

Without pausing to look behind he crossed the street, keeping well within the shadow of the houses, and walking fast, yet not too quickly, in the direction of Victoria. As he went he disposed of what had proved so efficient a weapon. It was a narrow bag, about a couple of inches in diameter, and a little over a foot in length. It was stuffed with sand. Untying one end, he allowed the contents to dribble out into the areas of the houses as he passed. Nothing remained but a strip of canvas. He was cramming this into his pocket as he reached the corner of a street into which he turned. A constable was standing on the kerb as if waiting for him to come. His wholly unexpected appearance might have startled a less skilful practitioner into doing something rash. But this gentleman had had too many curious experiences to permit himself to readily lose his wits.

‘Good-night, p’liceman. Fine night!’ he sang out, moving quickly on, as if he were hastening on.

‘Good-night,’ returned the policeman.

He eyed the other as he passed, as if he wondered who he was, yet was conscious of no legitimate reason why he should stop him to inquire.

The man drew in the morning air between his teeth, as if he desired to inflate his lungs to the full.

‘That was a squeak. It wasn’t him I nosed. Who’d have thought that he was there. If he’d come round the corner a minute or two ago there’d have probably been fun. Lucky I emptied the bag before I came on him. Hollo! He’s going into Victoria Street. If he uses his eyes he’ll spot my bloke in half a minute from now. I’d better put the steam on.’

He quickened his pace, not breaking into a run, for he was aware that nothing arouses attention more than the sight of a man running at that hour in a London street. But for the next ten minutes he moved at a good five miles an hour, going fair toe-and-heel. Then he slackened, judging that for the present he was safe; and, moreover, he was blown.

By what at least seemed devious ways he steered for Chelsea, to find himself, at last, in the King’s Road. Thence he made for the river side, pausing before a house which faced the Thames. The house was an old one. In front was a piece of ground which was half yard, half garden. The approach to this was guarded by an iron railing and a gate. The gate was locked. By it was a rusty bell handle. At this he tugged. Almost immediately a window on the first floor was opened about three inches. A voice was heard.

‘Who’s there?’

‘It’s me, the Flyman.’

‘You’ve been a devil of a time.’

‘Couldn’t be no quicker.’

The window was shut again. Presently the front door was opened instead. A man came out. It was Horace Burton. He sauntered to the gate.

‘Have you got it?’

‘You let me in and then I’ll tell you.’

‘Don’t be an idiot! Tell me, have you got it?’

‘I sha’n’t tell you nothing till I’m inside.’

‘You’re an ass! Do you think I want to keep you out?’ He fumbled with the lock. ‘Confound this key; it’s rusty.’

‘Your hand ain’t steady; that’s what’s wrong with it.’

‘Hang the thing!’

The key dropped with a clatter to the ground.

‘You let me have a try at it; perhaps my hand ain’t so shaky as yours.’

The man outside picked up the fallen key, thrusting his hand through the railings to enable him to do so. Soon the gate was open. When he had entered he locked it again behind him. The two men went into the house. When they were in the hall Mr Burton repeated his assertion.

‘You’ve been a devil of a time. Do you think I want to stop up all night waiting for you?’

‘That’s all right. I’ll tell you all about it when we get upstairs. Who’s there?’

‘Old Cox is there, that’s who’s there; and he looks to me as if he were going to stop there the rest of his life — hanged if he doesn’t.’

Possibly Mr Burton had been quenching his thirst too frequently with the idea of speeding the heavy hours of his vigil. The result was obvious in his speech and his appearance. At the foot of the staircase he stumbled against the bottom stair. The newcomer proffered his assistance.

‘Steady, governor. Let me lend you a hand.’

Mr Burton was at once upon his dignity.

‘Don’t you touch me. I don’t want your hand. Do you think I don’t know my way up my own staircase?’

He ascended it as if in doubt. The Flyman kept close behind in case of accident. Which fact Mr Burton, when he was half way up, discovered. Steadying himself against the banister he addressed his too-assiduous attendant.

‘Might I ask you not to tread upon my heels? Might I also ask you to go down to the bottom of the stairs and wait there till I’m at the top? There’s too much of it.’

‘All right, governor. Only don’t keep me here too long, that’s all.’

‘You haven’t kept me long? Oh, no! Not more than thirteen hours.’

When he had reached the top Mr Burton threw open the door of a room in which the gas was lighted. In an arm-chair a gentleman was smoking a cigar.

‘This confounded Flyman thinks that he’s the devil knows who. Seems to think he owns the place. I think I’ll have a drink.’

The gentleman in the arm-chair ventured on remonstrance.

‘I wouldn’t if I were you; at least, not till we’ve got this business over.’

‘Wouldn’t you? Then I would. There’s something the matter with this beastly siphon.’

The matter was that while he directed the nozzle of the siphon in one direction he held his glass in another. The result was that the liquor did not go where he intended. So he drank his whisky neat.

While Mr Burton was having his little discussion with the siphon, the man who had described himself as ‘the Flyman’ came into the room. He was rather over the average height, slightly built, with fair hair and moustache and very pale blue eyes. The eyes were his most peculiar feature. He was not bad looking, with an agreeable personality; at first sight, a likeable man, until you caught his eyes, then you wondered. They were set oddly in his head, so that they seldom seemed to move. He had a trick of regarding you with a curiously immobile stare, which, even when he smiled — which was but rarely — seemed to convey a latent threat. He was dressed like a respectable artisan, and had such a low-pitched, clear, musical voice that it was with surprise one observed how peculiar were his notions of his mother tongue.

As soon as he was inside the room Mr Burton repeated his former inquiry.

‘Now, then, have you got it?’

‘I have.’

‘Then hand it over.’

Mr Burton held out a tremulous hand.

‘Half a mo. I’ve got a word or two to say before we come to that. I should like you to understand how I did get it. It wasn’t for the asking, I’d have you know.’

The gentleman in the arm-chair interposed. He waved his cigar.

‘One moment.’

‘Two, if you like, Mr Cox.’

He was a little, paunchy man, with ‘Jew’ written so large all over him that one asked oneself why he had been so ungrateful to his forefathers as to associate himself with such a name as Cox — Thomas Cox. He got out of his chair, which was much too large for him, so that he could see the Flyman, who still kept himself modestly in the background. He punctuated his words by making little dabs in the air with his cigar.

‘What we want is the ruby; that’s all we want. We don’t want the schedule of your adventures. We’re not interested. You understand?’

‘Yes, I understand you, Mr Cox, but it don’t go.’

‘What do you mean, “it don’t go”?’

‘I’m not all alone in this. There’s three of us in this game.’

‘Listen to me. You say you’ve got the ruby. Very well, hand it over. I will see you have what Mr Burton promised you. We’ll say no more about it, and there’ll be an end of the matter.’

The Flyman’s manner became a trifle dogged.

‘I don’t hand over nothing till you’ve heard what I’ve got to say.’

Something in the speaker’s manner struck the observant Mr Cox. He showed signs of perturbation.

‘Flyman, you haven’t killed him?’

‘I don’t know whether I have or haven’t. I hit, perhaps, a bit harder than I meant. He was as good as dead when I saw him last; anyhow, he’ll be silly for the rest of his days, or else I’m wrong. I know what a good downer with a sand bag means. I’m a bit afraid I gave him an extra good one. I didn’t like the looks of him at all.’

‘You’re a fool! Why did you do it?’

‘Because you told me?’

‘I told you! What the devil do you mean?’

‘You set me on the job — you and Mr Burton together. You said to me there’s a bloke coming out of a certain house at a certain time. He’s got something on him which you’re to get. You knew very well I wasn’t going to get it out of him by asking.’

‘Did anyone see you?’

‘Not while I was at it, so far as I know. But a copper did directly afterwards. For all I can tell, he’s seen me before, and’ll know me again.’

Mr Cox’s perturbation visibly increased.

‘Did he — did he try to arrest you?’

‘He didn’t know what had happened then; but he was going straight to where I’d left the bloke lying. Then, of course, he’d put two and two together, and think of me.’

‘Flyman, you’re a fool! Did anybody see you come in here?’

‘That’s more than I can say. But somebody’ll soon know I did come in here if anything happens to me. I’m not going to be on this lay all on my own.’

Mr Cox threw his unfinished cigar into the fireplace. It had gone out. His attention was occupied by matters which rendered smoking difficult. He stood knawing the finger-nails of his left hand. The Flyman watched him. Mr Burton seemed to be endeavouring to obtain sufficient control of his faculties to understand what the conversation was about. Presently Mr Cox delivered himself of the result of his cogitation.

‘I tell you what, I shouldn’t be surprised if a little trip abroad would do you good.’

‘I’m willing.’

‘Then I’ll see that you have a berth on board a boat I know of, which leaves the London docks to-morrow for America.’

‘I’m game.’

‘Now, let’s have the ruby.’

‘Against the quids?’

‘Against the quids. You don’t suppose that Mr Burton and I carry a thousand pounds about with us loose in our pockets?’

‘No quids, no ruby.’

‘The money shall be handed to you when you’re on board the ship.’

‘I’ll see that the ruby isn’t handed to you till it is.’

‘Do you think I want to do you?’

‘I’m dead sure you do, if you only get a chance. I’ve done a little business with you before to-day, Mr Cox. You must think I’m soft. Why, nothing would suit your book better than to do me out of the pieces and get me lagged. But if you try that game, I’ll see you get a bit of it. Thank you; I don’t trust you, not as far as I can see you, Mr Cox.’

The gentleman thus flatteringly alluded to laughed, a little mechanically.

‘I’m sorry to hear you talk like that, Flyman. There’s no time now to try to induce you to form a better opinion of me; but you’ll discover that you have done me an injustice before very long. Anyhow, let’s see that you have the ruby.’

Mr Burton chose this moment to awake to the fact that he had a very definite interest in the discussion which was being carried on. He banged his glass against the table.

‘I’m going to have that ruby! I’m going to have it now!’

‘So you shall, when you’ve given me the thousand pounds.’

‘I don’t care about the thousand pounds; I’m going to have the ruby!’

‘Then, I’m damned if you are!’

‘I say I am. Now, then! So you’d better give it to me — before I take it.’

The speaker staggered towards the Flyman.

‘Don’t you be silly, Mr Burton, or you might find me nasty; and I don’t want to have to be nasty to you.’

‘Give me the ruby; it’s mine.’

‘That’s where you’re wrong. Just now it happens to be mine.’

Mr Cox placed himself between the pair.

‘Pretend to be sober, Burton, even if you’re drunk.’

‘I am sober. I don’t care that for him.’ He tried to snap his fingers, but the attempt was a disastrous failure. ‘I say, I’m going to have the ruby now, and so I am.’

‘Shut it!’

Mr Cox’s treatment of the intoxicated gentleman was vigorous and to the point. He gave him a push which propelled him backwards with such unexpected force that, before he was able to recover himself, he was lying on the ground.

There for a time he stayed. The others paid no attention to him whatever. Mr Cox continued the discussion on his own account.

‘Let me see the ruby.’

‘Let me see the quids.’

‘Look here, Flyman; you say you know me. Well, I know you; I know you for a windbag and a liar. It’s quite likely that all you’ve been telling us is humbug, and that you’ve not been within miles of what we want. If you’ve got the ruby, you let me look at it; there’ll be no harm done. I’m not going to buy a pig in a poke, and I’m not going to steal it.’

‘I lay you are not going to steal it; I lay that. There it is. Now, you can take and look at it.’

Taking a ring from his waistcoat pocket, slipping it on to his little ringer, he held it out for the other’s inspection, eyeing Mr Cox in a very singular manner as that gentleman bent over to examine it.

‘Did you get that from — the person we’ve been talking about?’

‘I did.’

‘To-night?’

‘To-night. Not an hour ago — as he came out of the house.’

Mr Cox turned to Mr Burton, who was sitting upon the floor.

‘Get up, you jackass! Come here and see if this is what we’re after.’

Mr Burton’s answer was not exactly a response to this peremptory invitation.

‘I’m not feeling — as I ought to feel.’

‘So I should think. You’ll soon be feeling still less as you ought to feel, if you don’t look out.’ He assisted the gentleman on to his feet. ‘Now, then, pull yourself together. Come and see if what the Flyman’s got is your uncle’s ring.’

As Mr Burton advanced, the Flyman dropped the hand with the ringed finger.

‘Don’t you let him snatch at it, or I’ll down him.’

‘He won’t snatch at it. You needn’t be afraid of him.’

‘I’m not afraid of him — hardly; only I thought I’d just give you a little warning, that’s all. There you are, Mr Burton; there’s what’s worth more to you than you’re likely to tell me.’

Mr Burton only bestowed upon the outstretched hand a momentary glance; he drew back as if what he saw had stung him.

‘It’s not!’

‘What d’ye mean?’

‘It’s not my uncle’s ring.’ The fall, or something, had sobered him. He had become disagreeable instead. He snarled, showing his teeth to the gums, as if he would have liked to assail the man in front of him with tooth and nail. ‘Curse you, Flyman! what’s the game you’re playing?’

‘What’s the game you think you’re playing, that’s what I want to know?’

‘That’s not my uncle’s ring, and you know it’s not. Come, out with it! no tricks here!’

‘This is your uncle’s ring, and you’re trying to kid me that it isn’t, thinking to do me out of what you promised. Don’t you try that on, Mr Burton, or you’ll be sorry.’

The two men glared at each other with their faces close together, Mr Burton meeting the Flyman’s threatening glances without flinching. He turned to Mr Cox.

‘Cox, what he’s got on his finger is no more my uncle’s ring than I am.’

‘You’re sure of that?’

‘Dead certain. The stone in my uncle’s ring was much larger, better colour, finer altogether. It bore his crest — on that thing there seems to be a monogram — and inside the gold mount, at the back, his name was engraved— “George Burton.”’

‘We can soon settle that part of the question. Flyman, is there a name inside that ring?’

The Flyman was already looking for himself.

‘There’s not; there’s no name. Is this a plant between you two to do me out of my fair due?’

‘Don’t you make any mistake about that, my man. If that’s the ring we want you shall have your thousand right enough. It’s worth all that to us. If it’s not, then it’s worth nothing, and less than nothing. Don’t let’s have any error about this, Burton. You’re quite sure that you recollect what your uncle’s ring was like?’

‘I’d pick it out among ten thousand. I’ve seen it hundreds — I should think, thousands — of times. I wore it myself for a year. It used to amuse the old man to fool about with it, lending it to all sorts of people. He lent it to me, and he lent it to Guy. I believe he lent it to Miss Bewicke; and it was because, when he asked her, she wouldn’t give it him back again that he got his back up.’

‘I suppose, Flyman, it was Mr Holland you tackled?’

‘It was the bloke you pointed out to me this afternoon — that I do know. Here, I borrowed these things from off him — took them out of his pockets.’ He produced a miscellaneous collection. ‘Here’s a cigar-case with initials on it, “G. H.,” and cards inside with a name on them, “Mr Guy Holland.” I should think that that ought to be about good enough.’

‘You’re sure that that was the only ring he had about him?’

‘I’ll swear to it. I ran the rule over him quite half a dozen times. He only had one ring — there wasn’t one upon his hands — and that’s it.’

‘And you, Burton, are certain it’s not your uncle’s?’

‘As sure as that I’m alive.’

‘Then, in that case, we’re done.’

The trio looked as if they were.


CHAPTER X

SHE WISHES THAT SHE HADN’T

Miss Broad had a very bad night. That was because of her conscience, which pricked her. Almost as soon as Mr Holland had left her she regretted the advice she had given him — advice, she had the candour to admit, as applied to this case, being but a feeble word. She had bullied him into committing burglary! It was awful to think of, or, at least, it became awful by degrees. A sort of panorama of dreadful imaginings began to unfold itself in front of her. She even pictured him as being caught in the act, arrested, thrown into gaol, tried, sentenced to penal servitude, working in the quarries — she had heard of ‘the quarries’ — because of her. She did not pause to consider that, after all, he was responsible for his own actions. He loved her; by obedience he proved it, even to the extent of committing burglary. Therefore, the blame of what she did was on her shoulders.

So she upbraided herself, regretting too late, as ladies sometimes do, the line of action she had taken up with so much vigour.

‘I wish I’d bitten my tongue off before I’d been so wicked. The truth is, I really believe I’d like to kill that woman. Ellen, you needn’t pull my hair right out.’

The first two remarks were addressed to herself, the last, aloud, to her maid. That young person, who was dressing Miss Broad for dinner, found her mistress in rather a trying mood.

‘If he was detected in the act, he would be at that woman’s mercy. She might compel him to do anything in order to avoid open humiliation and disgrace and ruin.’

At the thought of what he might be compelled to do, she was divided between terror, tears and rage. Since the woman had once pretended to love him, and, no doubt, was still burning with a desire to be his wife, she might even force him — oh, horrible!

‘Ellen, you’re pulling my hair again.’

Which was not to be wondered at, considering how unexpectedly the young lady jerked her head.

She ate no dinner, excused herself from two engagements, made herself generally so agreeable that she drove her father to remark that her temper was not improving, and he pitied the man who had anything to do with her. Which observation added to her misery, for she knew quite well that her temper was her weakest point. She was a wretch, and she had ruined him!

Throughout the night she scarcely slept. She was continually getting off the bed to pace the room, exclaiming, — 

‘I wonder if he’s doing it now?’

She must have wondered if he was doing it ‘now’ nearly a hundred times, apparently under the impression that ‘it’ was an operation which took time.

The result was that, when the morning came, she did not feel rested, and looked what she felt, causing her father — an uncomfortably observant gentleman, who prided himself, with justice, on being able to say as many disagreeable things as any man — to remark that she looked ‘vinegary,’ which soured Miss Broad still more.

She had an appointment with Mr Holland, at the usual place in Regent’s Park, for ten. They were to have a little conversation; then, together, they were to go to church. She was at the rendezvous at nine, though how she managed to do it was a mystery even to herself. At ten minutes past she began to fidget, at the half-hour she was in a fever, and when ten o’clock struck, and there was no Mr Holland, she was as nearly beside herself as she could conveniently be.

‘He’s never been late before — never, never! Oh, what has happened?’

She went a little way along a path by which she thought that he might come; then, fearful that after all he might come another way, tremulously retracing her steps, she returned to the seat. But she could not sit still, nor stand still either. She was up and down, sitting and standing, fidgeting here and there, glancing in every direction, like the frightened creature she was rapidly becoming. Every nerve in her body was on edge. When the quarter struck, and there were no signs of Mr Holland, she could restrain herself no longer. Tears blinded her eyes; she had to use her handkerchief before she could see. It would have needed very little for her to become hysterical.

She knew her man — his almost uncanny habit of punctuality. She was certain that, if nothing serious had happened to prevent him, he would have been in time to a moment. She was sure, therefore, that something had happened. But what?

As she vainly asked herself this question, a boy came along one of the paths. He was a small child, about nine years of age, evidently attired in his Sunday best. He carried something in his hand. Coming up to her, he said, — 

‘Are you Miss Broad?’ She nodded; she could not speak. ‘I was told to give you this.’

He handed her the envelope. She jumped to the conclusion that it came from him. Her delight at receiving even a message from him about scattered her few remaining senses.

‘I’ll give you sixpence.’ She spoke with a stammer, fumbling with her purse. ‘I haven’t one; I’ll give you half-a-crown instead.’

The boy went off mumbling what might have been meant for thanks, probably too surprised at the magnitude of the gift to be able to make his meaning clear. She tore the envelope open. It contained half a sheet of paper, on which were the words, — 

‘If you want Mr Guy Holland, inquire of Miss May Bewicke.’


CHAPTER XI

THE PURSUIT OF THE GENTLEMAN

That was all.

Miss Broad’s first blundering impression was that somebody was having a joke with her — that she was mistaken, had read the words askew. She looked again.

No; the error, if error there were, was, to that extent, certainly not hers; the words were there as plain as plain could be, and they only.

‘If you want Mr Guy Holland, inquire of Miss May Bewicke.’

They were typewritten, occupying a couple of lines. The rest of the sheet was blank — no address, no date, no signature; not a hint to show from whom the message could have come. She looked at the envelope. The face of it was blank; there was nothing on it, inside or out. Where was the boy who had brought it? She turned to see. He had gone, was out of sight. So far as she could perceive, she had the immediate neighbourhood entirely to herself. What did it mean?

The disappointment was so acute that, as she sank back upon the seat, the earth seemed to be whirling round in front of her. She never quite knew whether for a second or two she did not lose her senses altogether. When next she began to notice things, she perceived that the envelope had fallen to the ground, and that the half sheet of paper would probably have followed it had it not been detained by a fold in her dress. She examined them both again, this time more closely, without, however, any satisfactory result.

Of the typewritten words she could make neither head nor tail. Were they meant as a hint — a warning — what? Anyhow, from whom could they have come — to her, there, in the Park? Why had she not asked the boy who had instructed him to give the envelope to her? What a simpleton she had been!

‘“Inquire of Miss May Bewicke.” What can it mean? “Inquire of Miss May Bewicke.” Unless—’

Unless it meant something she did not care to think of. She left the sentence unfinished, even in her own mind.

She arrived at a sudden resolution. It was too late for church, or she told herself it was, supposing her to have been in a church-going mood, which she most emphatically was not. Instead of church she would go to Mr Holland’s rooms in Craven Street, and inquire for him there. Under the circumstances, anything, including loss of dignity — and she flattered herself that dignity, as a rule, was her strong point — was better than suspense.

She had some difficulty in finding a cab. In that district of town, cabs do not ply in numbers on Sunday morning. By the time she discovered one she was hot, dusty and, she feared, dishevelled. As the vehicle bore her towards the Strand, her sense of comfort did not increase. If he was not in Craven Street, what should she do? Ye saints and sinners! if he were in gaol!

He was not in Craven Street.

A matronly, pleasant-faced woman opened the door to her.

‘Is Mr Holland in?’

‘No, miss, he’s not.’

‘Has he been long gone out?’

‘Well, miss, he hasn’t been in all night.’

The young lady shivered. The landlady eyed her with shrewd, yet not unfriendly, eyes. She hazarded a question, — 

‘Excuse me, miss, but are you Miss Broad?’

‘That is my name.’

‘Would you mind just stepping inside?’

The landlady led the way into a front room. The first thing the young lady saw on entering was her photograph staring at her from the centre of the mantelshelf. A little extra colour tinged her cheeks. The landlady glanced from the original to the likeness, and back again.

‘It’s very like you, miss, if you’ll excuse my saying so. You see, Mr Holland has told me all about it. You have my congratulations, if I might make so bold, for a nicer gentleman I never want to see. I was that pleased when I saw him come walking in the other day. Did you expect to see him, miss?’

‘I had an appointment with him. He never kept it. As he has never done such a thing before, I scarcely knew what to think.’

‘Well, miss, the truth is, I hardly know what I ought to say.’

‘Say everything, please.’

‘It was only his nonsense, no doubt, but when he was going out last night I asked him if he should be late. “Well, Mrs Pettifer,” he said, “if I am late, you’d better make inquiries for me at Westminster Police Station, for that’s where I shall be; they’ll have locked me up.” When Matilda told me this morning that he hadn’t been in all night, I thought of his words directly, because he’d ordered his breakfast for eight o’clock this morning, and, as you say, he’s always so dependable — Why, miss, whatever is the matter?’

Miss Broad, who had found refuge in an armchair, was looking very queer indeed.

‘Don’t you take on, miss. It was only his fun. Mr Holland’s full of his jokes. Heaps of gentlemen stay out all night; nothing’s happened.’

But the young lady was not to be comforted. She had her own reasons for being of a different opinion. That allusion to Westminster Police Station did not sound like a joke to her. When she quitted Craven Street, she directed the cabman to drive her to a certain number in Victoria Street. She was staring as she went at the two typewritten lines which the mysterious boy had brought in the mysterious envelope.

‘I will inquire of Miss Bewicke. It will be better to begin there than — at the other place. There will be time enough for that afterwards. If — if she should have locked him up!’

The potentiality was too horrible. She could not bear to contemplate it. Yet, willy-nilly, it intruded on her fears.

She ascended in the lift to Miss Bewicke’s apartments. She knocked with a trembling hand at Miss Bewicke’s door. She had to knock a second time before an answer came. Then the door was opened by a tall, thin, saturnine-looking woman, to whom the visitor took a dislike upon the spot.

‘Is Miss Bewicke at home?’

‘Will you walk in?’ It was only when Miss Broad had walked in that she learned that her quest was vain. ‘Miss Bewicke is not at home. She went to Brighton this morning.’

‘This morning? I thought she was going last night.’

‘Who told you that?’

There was something in the speaker’s voice which brought the blood to Miss Broad’s cheeks with a rush. She stammered.

‘I — I heard it somewhere.’

‘Your information was learned on good authority; very good. Oh, yes, she meant to go last night, but she was prevented.’

‘Prevented — by what?’

‘I am not at liberty to say. Are you a friend of Miss Bewicke’s?’

There was something in the woman’s manner which Miss Broad suspected of being intentionally offensive. She stared at her with bold, insolent eyes, with, in them, what the young lady felt was the suggestion of an insolent grin. That she knew her, Miss Broad was persuaded; she was sure, too, that she was completely cognisant of the fact that she was not Miss Bewicke’s friend.

‘I am sorry to say that I am not so fortunate as to be able to number myself among Miss Bewicke’s friends. I have not even the pleasure of her acquaintance.’

‘That is unfortunate, as you say. About her friends Miss Bewicke is particular.’

The suggestion was so gratuitous that Miss Broad was startled.

‘Are you a friend of hers?’

‘I am her companion; but not for long. You know what it is for one woman to be a companion to another woman. It is not to be her friend. Oh, no. I have been a companion to Miss Bewicke for many years; but soon I go. I have had enough.’

The woman’s manner was so odd that Miss Broad wondered if she was a little touched in the head, or if she had been drinking. She looked round the room, at a loss what to say. Her glance lighted on a large panel photograph which occupied the place of honour on the mantelpiece. It was Mr Holland. She recognised it with a start. It was the best likeness of him she had seen. He had not given her a copy, nor any portrait of himself, which was half as good.

Miss Bewicke’s companion was watching her.

‘You are looking at the photograph? It is Mr Holland, a friend of Miss Bewicke’s, the dearest friend she has in the world.’

‘You mean he was her friend?’

‘He was? He is — none better. Miss Bewicke has many friends — oh, yes, a great many; she is so beautiful — is she not beautiful? — but there are none of them to her like Guy.’

The woman’s familiar use of Mr Holland’s Christian name stung Miss Broad into silence. That she lied she knew; to say that, to-day, Mr Holland was still Miss Bewicke’s dearest friend was to attain the height of the ridiculous. That the young lady knew quite well. She was also aware that, for some reason which, as yet, she did not fathom, this foreign creature was making herself intentionally offensive. None the less, she did not like to hear her lover spoken of in such fashion by such lips. Still less did she like to see his portrait where it was. Had she acted on the impulse of the moment, she would have torn it into shreds. And perhaps she might have gone even as far as that had she not perceived something else, which she liked, if possible, still less than the position occupied by the gentleman’s photograph.

On a table lay a walking-stick. A second’s glance was sufficient to convince her of the ownership. It was his — a present from herself. She had had it fitted with a gold band; his initials, which she had had cut on it, stared her in the face. What was his walking-stick — her gift — doing there?

The woman’s lynx-like eyes were following hers.

‘You are looking at the walking-stick? It, also, is Mr Holland’s.’

‘What is it doing here?’

The woman shrugged her shoulders.

‘He left it behind him, I suppose. Perhaps he was in too great a hurry, or Miss Bewicke. Sometimes, when one is in a great hurry to get away, one forgets little things which are of no importance.’

She called his walking-stick — her gift to him — a thing of no importance! What was the creature hinting at? Miss Broad would not condescend to ask, although she longed to know.

‘As I tell you, Miss Bewicke is not at home. She is at the Hotel Metropole at Brighton. Would you like to take Mr Holland’s walking-stick to — her?’ There was an accent on the pronoun which the visitor did not fail to notice. ‘What name shall I give to Miss Bewicke?’

‘I am Miss Broad.’

‘Miss Broad — Letty Broad? Oh, yes, I remember. They were talking and laughing about you — Mr Holland and she. Perhaps, after all, you had better not go down to Brighton.’

When the young lady was back in the street, her brain was a tumult of contradictions. That the woman who called herself Miss Bewicke’s companion had, for reasons of her own, been trying to amuse herself at her expense she had not the slightest doubt. That Mr Holland’s relations with Miss Bewicke were not what were suggested she was equally certain. None the less she wondered, and she doubted. What was his portrait doing there? Still more, what was his walking-stick? He was carrying it when they last met. Under what circumstances, between this and then, had it found its way to where it was? Where was Mr Holland? That there was a mystery she was convinced. She was almost convinced that Miss Bewicke held the key to it.

Should she run down to Brighton and find out? She would never rest until she knew. She had gone so far; she might as well go farther. She would be there and back in no time. The cabman was told to drive to Victoria. At Victoria a train was just on the point of starting. Miss Broad was travelling Brightonwards before she had quite made up her mind as to whether she really meant to go. When the train stopped at Clapham Junction, she half rose from her seat and all but left the carriage. She might still be able to return home in time for luncheon. But while she dilly-dallied, the train was off. The next stoppage was at Croydon. There would be nothing gained by her alighting there; so she reached Brighton, as she assured herself, without ever having had the slightest intention of doing it. Therefore, and as a matter of course, when the train rattled into the terminus she was not in the best of tempers. She addressed sundry inquiries to herself as she descended to the platform.

‘Now what am I to do? I may as well go to the Metropole as I am here. I am not bound to see the woman even if I go. And as for speaking to her’ — she curled her lip in a way which was intended to convey a volume of meaning— ‘I suppose it is possible to avoid the woman, even if I have the misfortune to be under the same roof with her. The hotel’s a tolerable size; at anyrate, we’ll see.

She did see, and that quickly. As she entered the building, the first person she beheld coming towards her across the hall was Miss May Bewicke.

Which proves, if proof be necessary, that a building may be large, and yet too small.


CHAPTER XII

THE TENDER MERCIES OF TWO LADIES

By way of a commencement, Miss Broad was conscious of two things — that Miss Bewicke was looking her best; that she herself was looking her worst; at least, she was nearly certain she was looking her worst, she felt so hideous.

Miss Bewicke had a knack of walking — it came by nature, though there were those who called it a trick — which gave her a curious, and, indeed, humorous, air of importance altogether beyond anything her stature seemed to warrant. This enabled her to overwhelm men, and even women who were much taller than herself, with a grace which was positively charming. She moved across that spacious hall, looking straight at Miss Broad, as if there was nothing there; and was walking past with an apparent unconsciousness of there being anyone within a mile, though she brushed against the other’s skirts as she passed, which was a little more than Miss Broad could endure. She was not going all the way to Brighton to be treated by that woman as if she were a nonentity.

‘Miss Bewicke!’

The lady, who had passed, turned.

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘Can I speak to you?’

‘Speak to me?’ She regarded the other with a smile which, if pretty, was impertinent. ‘I’m afraid I haven’t the pleasure.’

‘I am Miss Broad.’

‘Broad? — Broad? I don’t seem to remember.’

‘Perhaps you remember Mr Holland.’

‘Mr Holland? — Guy Holland? Oh, yes, I have good cause for remembering him.’

‘Mr Holland has spoken of me to you?’

‘Oh! You are that Miss Broad! I have pleasure in wishing you good morning.’

Miss Bewicke walked off as if, so far as she was concerned, the matter was at an end; but so abrupt a termination to the interview the other would not permit.

‘I am sorry to detain you, Miss Bewicke, but, as I have said, I wish to speak to you.’

‘Yes. What do you wish to say?’

‘Can I not speak to you in private?’

‘By all means.’ Miss Bewicke led the way into a sitting-room. As soon as they were in, and the door closed, before the other had a chance to open her lips, she herself began the ball. ‘Miss Broad, before you speak, there is something which I wish to say to you. You incited Mr Guy Holland to commit, last night, a burglary upon my premises.’

If she expected the other to show signs of confusion, or to attempt denial, she was mistaken. Miss Broad did not flinch.

‘I did.’

‘You admit it?’

‘I do.’

‘Are you aware that in so doing you were guilty of a criminal action?’

‘As to that I know nothing, and care less.’

‘I have only to send for a policeman to have you sentenced to a term of imprisonment.’

‘I understand how it is you have been so successful on the stage. You really are an excellent actress. You bear yourself as if you were the injured party, while all the time you know very well that it was precisely because you had robbed him that I advised him to despoil you of your booty.’

‘You are perfectly aware that that is false.’

‘On the contrary, I am perfectly aware that it is true. Where is Mr Holland? Is he here with you?’

‘Miss Broad!’

‘Or did you dare to make his doing, what you know he was perfectly justified in doing, an affair of the police?’

‘I came upon Guy Holland, at dead of night, engaged in robbing me, and I sent him from me with my blessing.’

‘Then where is he?’

‘I know no more than this chair.’

‘Miss Bewicke, I called at your rooms this morning. I saw his walking-stick upon your table. When I asked how it came there, the woman who had opened the door said, in effect, that he had left it behind in his hurry to go away with you.’

‘The woman! What woman?’

‘She said she was your companion.’

‘Casata? Louise Casata never said anything so monstrous.’

‘Not in so many words; but that was what she intended me to understand.’

‘You believed it? What a high opinion you appear to have of us! Guy must be worse even than I imagined, or you, his promised wife, would not judge him with such hard judgment.’

‘I did not believe it; but I did believe that you called in the police last night.’

‘I didn’t; I called in no one. I simply told him to go, and he went.’

‘You are laughing. You know where he is. I can see it in your face.’

‘Then you are indeed a seer.’

‘This morning, when he did not come, as he promised he would, and always has done, someone gave me this. What am I to think?’

Miss Broad handed Miss Bewicke the two typewritten lines, which that lady carefully regarded.

‘Someone? Who was someone?’

‘A little boy. I thought it was a message from Guy. By the time I found it wasn’t, he was gone. I don’t know who he was, nor from whom he came, if it wasn’t from you.’

It certainly did not come from me. Miss Broad, I begin to find you amusing. I also begin to understand what it is Guy Holland perceives in you to like. You are more of a woman than I am; that is, there is in you more of the natural savage, which, to a man of his temperament, goes to make a woman.’

‘I want none of your praises.’

‘I’m not going to give you any, or compliments either. I doubt if you’re in a frame of mind to properly appreciate any sort of sleight-of-hand. Let me finish. I had an engagement for luncheon; as you have made me late for it, perhaps you will do me the honour of lunching with me here.’

‘No, thank you.’

‘Pardon me, you will.’

‘Excuse me, I won’t.’

‘We shall see.’

Miss Bewicke touched the bell button. Miss Broad eyed her with flaming cheeks.

‘It’s no use your ordering anything to eat for me, because I sha’n’t touch it. You treat me as if I were a child. I’m not a child.’

‘My dear Miss Broad, we are both of us women — both of us; and there are senses in which women and children are synonyms. Mr Holland was once in love with me — he was, I assure you. He is now in love with you, which fact creates between us a bond of sympathy.’

‘I don’t see it.’

‘No? I do. You will. He appears to have got himself into, we will put it, a rather equivocal position. It is our bounden duty, as joint sympathisers, to get him out of it. We will discuss our bounden duty; but I never can discuss anything when I’m starving, which I am.’

To the waiter who appeared Miss Bewicke gave orders for an immediate lunch for two. Miss Broad kept silence. The truth was, she was not finding Miss Bewicke altogether the sort of person she expected. That little lady went on, — 

‘I’m free to confess, my dear Miss Broad; by the way, may I call you Letty?’

‘No; you may not.’

‘Thank you; you are so sweet. As I was about to remark, my dear — Letty’ — the other winced, but was still— ‘I’m free to confess that I think it not improbable that something has happened to Mr Holland.’

‘You know that something has happened?’

‘I don’t know — I surmise. I put two and two together, thus: — To begin with, I don’t think that you were the only person who egged him on to felony.’

Miss Broad again was speechless. She remembered Mr Holland’s tale of his encounter with Miss Casata.

‘There was a preciseness about his proceedings which set me thinking at the time, and has kept me thinking ever since. I’m pretty shrewd, you know. Now, I happen to be aware that a certain person of my acquaintance has been on too good terms with Mr Horace Burton. You have heard of Mr Horace Burton? I thought so. Such a nice young man! Now, however, this certain person is on the worst terms with Mr Horace Burton. For sufficient reasons, I assure you. She has been evolving fantastic schemes of vengeance on the deceitful wretch; she’s just a little cracked, you know. To ruin Mr Horace Burton by assisting Guy Holland to deprive him of his fortune would be just the kind of notion which would commend itself to her. I fancy that that’s exactly what she did do. Didn’t she, my dear?’

Miss Broad was breathing a little hard. The other’s keen intuition startled her.

‘It was I who told him to take what was his own.’

‘Yes, I know; but the first suggestion did not come from you. However, so long as we understand each other, that’s the point. To proceed — Mr Horace Burton would be cautious that this certain person’s sweetness had turned to gall, and also that she was wishful to pay him out in his own coin. He might even have a notion of the form that payment was to take, having learned it from the certain person’s own lips. If so, you may be quite sure that he or his friends saw Guy Holland enter my premises, if nobody else did. They saw him come out. They were to the full as anxious to obtain possession of that ruby as ever he could be. So they took it from him.’

‘Took it from him — with violence?’

‘Do you think they could take it from him without violence — that he would hand it over practically upon request? That’s not like Guy; not the Guy I knew. He’d fight for it tooth and nail himself against a regiment.’

‘Do you think then they hurt him?’

‘It looks as if they did something to him. He never went home. There must have been some reason why he didn’t. There is at least a possibility that it was because he couldn’t.’

‘Do you think they — killed him?’

‘Ah, now you ask too much. I should say certainly not. It would be unintentionally if they did. That would be too big a price even for Mr Horace Burton to pay. If they attacked him in fair fight, I should say that he killed someone before they did him; and that when they did it was because they had to. But the possibility is that they never let him have a chance; that they stole on him unawares, and had him at their mercy before he knew that danger threatened.’

‘Miss Bewicke, you are so clever — so much cleverer than I—’

‘My dear!’

‘Come up to town with me and help me look for him, and go with me to the police, and—’

‘Set all London by the ears? I know. We’ll do it; but here comes lunch. You sit down to lunch with me, and we’ll talk things over while we lunch. You see how far talking things over has already brought us; and after lunch we’ll go to town, as you suggest, and find out what’s happened to Guy Holland, and where he is, or we’ll know the reason why. But if you won’t lunch with me, then nothing remains but to wish you good day, and, so far as I’m concerned, there’ll be an end of the matter. I’ll have nothing to do with a person who won’t eat my bread and salt.’

So the ladies lunched together. Although Miss Broad declared that she could not swallow a morsel, Miss Bewicke induced her to dispose of several. Indeed, she handled her with so much skill that by the time the meal was through — it was not a long one — one would have thought that they really were on decent terms with one another, though Miss Broad was still a trifle scratchy. But then her nerves were out of order, and when a lady’s nerves are out of order, she is apt, occasionally, to stray from those well-defined paths which etiquette and good breeding require her to tread; in short, she does not know what she is doing, or what anybody else is doing either, which Miss Bewicke quite understood, so that her guest’s eccentricities, apparently, simply amused her.

And the two young ladies went up together in the same compartment to London to look for Mr Holland, and to call down, if necessary, vengeance on his enemies and those who had despitefully used him.


CHAPTER XIII

VISITORS FOR MISS CASATA

Miss Casata had a razor in her hand — an open razor. She examined its edge.

‘It is very sharp. Oh, yes, how sharp! One cut; it will all be over. Will it be over with one cut — that is it — or shall I have to hack, and hack, and hack? That would not be agreeable.’

She stood in front of a looking-glass, regarding her own reflection.

‘I am not bad looking; no, I am not. I have a certain attractiveness, which is my own. To use the razor would be to make a mess. I should be a horrible sight. Would he care? He would not see me. If he did, he would laugh, I know. He has what he calls a taste for the horrible. It would amuse him to behold me all covered with blood.’

She turned her attention to some articles which were on a table.

‘Here is a revolver. The six barrels are all loaded. It would not need them all to blow out my brains — that is, if I have any to blow. Here is a bottle of hydrocyanic acid. What lies I had to tell to get it; what tricks I had to play! There is enough in this little bottle to kill the whole street. I have, therefore, the keys of death close to my hand — painless, instant death. Three roads to eternal sleep, and I stand so much in need of rest. Yet I hesitate to use them. It is very funny. Is it because I am going mad — I did not use to be infirm of purpose — I wonder?’

She handled, one after another, the three objects — the razor, the revolver, the little bottle — as if endeavouring to make a selection.

‘I am too optimistic. There is my fault — I always hope. It is an error. I have always had in my life such evil fortune that, when happiness came, I should have known it would not endure — that the night would be blacker because the sun once shone; that for me, henceforward, it would be always night. I was a fool; so happy I forgot, so I pay for it. Well, I will take my fate into my own hands and make an ending when I choose. I should have liked to see the little one — my little one.’ A softness came into the voice of which one might hardly have thought it capable. ‘To have held it in my arms; to press it to my breast; to touch its lips with mine. I should, indeed, have liked to be a mother. Yet better not; it might have been like its father. That would have been the worst of all. Which is it to be — steel? lead? a little drink? Why is it I cannot decide? What’s that?’

She had Miss Bewicke’s dainty drawing-room to herself. An incongruous object she seemed in it, she and her gruesome playthings. A sound appeared to have caught her ear. She put her right hand behind her back; in it, the three assistants of death. Moving to a door which was on the opposite side of the room, turning the handle softly, she passed half-way through it, then stood and listened.

‘Quite still, yet. The noise did not come from there. There was a noise. Ah!’

The interjection was in response to a rat-tat-tat on the knocker. The room was illuminated by a dozen electric lights. Disconnecting one after the other, she allowed but a single one to remain alight. Comparatively, the apartment was in darkness.

‘That’s not Ellen’s knock, nor Jane’s; she is not already back again. Besides, she also does not knock like that. Who is it?’

The knocking came again — slightly, more insistently than before.

‘If it is some bothering visitors, they will have a short answer, I promise them. When I do not open, why do they not take a hint and go? I am not to be disturbed when I am making my arrangements to remain undisturbed for ever.’

The knocking was repeated for a third time.

‘So, they persist! Well, I will show them. They shall see.’

Cramming her trio of treasures into the pocket of her dress, where one would have supposed them to be in uncomfortable, not to say dangerous, juxtaposition, she strode to the door, intent on scarifying the presumptuous caller. When, however, she perceived who stood without, surprise for the moment made her irresolute.

The visitor was Mr Horace Burton, at whom Miss Casata stared, as if he were the very last person she had expected to see — which, probably, as a matter of fact, he was. Mr Burton, on the other hand, bestowed on her his blandest smile. He sauntered past her as if he had not the slightest doubt in the world that he would be regarded as a welcome guest.

‘Hollo, Lou! come to pay you a visit.’

His tone was light and airy, in striking contrast to her demeanour, which was about as tragic as it could be.

‘Go! Do you hear me, go, before you are sorry, and I am sorry, too!’

Her manner seemed to leave him quite unmoved.

‘Now, my dear girl, don’t look at me like that; it isn’t nice of you. I’m here as a friend — a friend, you understand — and something more than a friend.’

‘You are no friend of mine; no, you never can be. I tell you again to go at once, or you will be sorry. I have warned you.’

‘That’s all right; you’ll change your tone when you hear what I have to say. I’ve come here to bring sunshine into your life, to ask for your forgiveness, to undo the past. Be sensible; there’s a good girl.’

‘Sensible? Oh, yes, I will be sensible. There’s someone else here.’

‘Yes, that’s Cox; he’s a friend of mine. He’s come here to see fair-play and witness my repentance. Come in, Cox.’ Mr Thomas Cox entered, looking, if the thing were possible, less like a Thomas Cox than ever. ‘Cox, let me present you to Miss Casata, the only woman I ever loved. There have been times when I have been forced to dissemble my love. Hang it, Cox! you know how I’ve been pressed. When a man’s in such a hole as I’ve been in, he crushes down the love which he feels for a woman; he has to, if there’s any manhood in him. He doesn’t want to drag her down into the ditch in which he lies. But, Cox, you know how I have loved her all the time.’

Mr Burton turned away his head — whether to hide a tear or a smile was uncertain. He spoke with a degree of volubility which, under the circumstances, was remarkable. As Miss Casata appeared to think, her tone remained inflexible.

‘There still is someone else.’

‘Ah, that’s the Flyman; he’s nothing and nobody; he doesn’t count. Let him have a chair, and he can wait in the hall, Lou, till you and I come to an understanding.’

Mr Burton’s suggestion was carried out. A chair was taken into the little hall, on which the Flyman placed himself. How long he remained on it, when their backs were turned, was another matter. The outer door was closed, as also, Miss Casata having entered, was the door into the drawing-room. But that was of no consequence; the Flyman’s ears were keen.

There was a curious glitter in the lady’s eyes when she confronted her quondam lover. Now and then she touched her lips with the tip of her tongue, as if they were dry. Her hands continually opened and shut, apparently of their own volition. Occasionally one of them found its way into her pocket, feeling if her treasures still were there. She spoke as if her throat were sore.

‘Well, what is it that you want? what new lie have you to tell?’

‘I want to marry you; and, Lou, that’s no lie.’

She was silent. One could see her bosom moving up and down. Then, becoming conscious of the two men’s scrutiny, she drew herself up straighter, as if resolute to keep herself in hand.

‘You insolent!’

‘Insolent! Now, Lou, that’s not nice of you. A man’s not insolent who wants to marry the woman whom he loves, and who loves him.’

‘I love you? I?’ She tapped her chest with her forefinger. ‘I love you so much that I would like to tear you to pieces! That is the sort of love I have for you. You — thing!’

‘Lou, you’re letting your temper get the better of you. I know I treated you badly.’

‘Badly!’

She laughed — a mirthless little laugh.

‘I know you’ve a right to feel annoyed with me—’

‘Annoyed with you? Oh, no, not that!’

‘But I was forced to do what I did; I couldn’t help myself.’

‘No doubt!’

‘But now it’s different altogether. I see things in a new light. I know what a mistake I’ve made. I’ve found out that I love you even more than I thought I did, and I’ve come to ask you to give me another chance — to forgive me. You’re a woman, Lou, the best of women, and you’ve a forgiving heart; I know you have. Let me be your husband. I’ll treat you better in the future; really, now!’

‘What does all this mean?’

‘It means what I say. Doesn’t your own heart tell you so?’

‘Oh, yes, it tells me. It tells me all sorts of things. It is a fool and a liar. It is of you I ask what does it all mean? It is you I want to tell me. Never mind what my heart says; we will leave my heart alone. I think we’d better.’

‘Well, look here, I’ll be candid. You’re clear-sighted, whatever else you are, and level-headed; a cleverer woman I never met. I’ve told you so scores of times. With a woman of your type, candour’s the best policy, as you say. So here’s the matter in a nutshell. I’m in a hole; you’re in a hole. You help me out of the hole I’m in; I’ll help you out of the hole you’re in. That’s what I’ve come to say to you to-night. You appreciate frankness; there you have it.’

‘What is the hole you are in?’

‘My dear Lou, you know quite well. I’ve never kept it secret from you; I’ve always made you my confidant. What I want is my uncle’s ruby. You tell me where it is, and help me to lay my hand upon it, and I’ll marry you in the morning. And there’s the proof that I mean what I say.’

He handed her an official-looking document, which purported to be an announcement of the fact that notice had been given to a certain registrar requiring him to perform the ceremony of marriage, by special licence, between Horace Burton and Louise Casata. The lady, however, scarcely glanced at it. She kept her eyes fixed on the gentleman.

‘Your uncle’s ruby!’

‘That’s it. As you know, if I can get it in my possession, it means fortune; if I can’t, it may mean misfortune of a bad type. As I’m not taking any chances, if you’ll help me to lay my hand on it, I’ll marry you in the morning.’

‘What a liar you are!’

‘My dear Lou, all men are liars; somebody else said it before you. But where’s the lie in this particular case? You’ve the proof in your hand that I mean business. Cox shall come with us and see it done. Won’t you, Cox?’

Mr Thomas Cox bowed.

‘Pleased to do anything to oblige a lady.’

‘There you are! If you like, you needn’t lose sight of me until we’re married.’

‘You say you want your uncle’s ruby?’

‘Of course, you know I do.’

‘I know that you have it already.’

‘I wish I knew as much. If I had it, I shouldn’t be here to-night. There’s another piece of candour.’

‘I saw him take it.’

‘Him? Who?’

‘The man outside whom you call the Flyman. I saw him from a window take it last night from Mr Holland.’

Mr Burton turned to Mr Cox.

‘There you are! There’s one witness. How many more might there have been? The Flyman’s a fool to transact a delicate piece of business of that description in a public thoroughfare!’ He returned to Miss Casata. ‘My dear Lou, you saw him try to take it, unfortunately without success.’

‘He took everything Mr Holland had.’

‘You appear to be well-informed upon the subject, though I don’t know from what quarter your information comes. Still, what you say is pretty accurate. He did take all he could. He even took a ruby. Here it is for you to look at. Unluckily, it’s not my uncle’s. Hence these tears.’

He handed her the ruby signet ring which the Flyman, when he turned Mr Holland face downwards on the pavement, found that gentleman had been lying on.


CHAPTER XIV

WHO KNOCKS?

Miss Casata examined the ring with every show of interest.

‘This is the ruby he took from Mr Holland.’

‘It is.’

‘It is the only one which Mr Holland had.’

‘So the Flyman said. He ought to know. I believe, on this occasion, he’s no liar.’

‘And it’s not your uncle’s?’

‘It is not.’

‘You are sure?’

‘Dead.’

‘Then, now I understand.’

‘I wish I did share your understanding.’

‘I understand why she laughed when he had gone, and why she said, “Poor Guy, how disappointed he will be!”’

‘What is it you’re talking about? Would you condescend to explain?’

‘Yet — I do not understand. It was the box. Wait; in a second I will be back.’

She was back in less than a minute, bearing in her hand a small leather-covered box. On the lid was gummed a narrow strip of paper, on which was written, in delicate characters, ‘The Burton Ruby.’ Mr Burton received it with a cry of recognition.

‘It’s it; but the writing’s strange.’

‘It is her writing.’

‘It’s uncle’s box — the one in which he always kept the blessed thing. There’s his crest; there’s where I dropped it in the ink.’ He raised the lid. ‘It’s empty!’

‘Last night Mr Holland took from it the ring which was inside. I always imagined that in it she kept your uncle’s ruby, which was what I said to Mr Holland, as I told you I would do.’

‘You’re a nice girl, Lou!’

‘And you’re a nice man! Are you not a nice man?’

Mr Cox interposed.

‘Now, don’t let’s have any quarrelling. Stick to business. Time’s precious. Go on with your story.’

The lady turned and rent him.

‘I will not go on with my story for you. What business of yours is my story, you dirty Jew?’

Mr Burton smiled benignly.

‘Personalities! personalities! Don’t call the man a Jew, my dear. Cox is no Jew; he’s an anti-Semite. Continue your story for me, my love.’

Miss Casata complied with his request, although not in the most gracious manner.

‘Do not call me your love, or you will be sorry. As Mr Holland was taking the ring out of the box, she came in—’

‘And caught him at it? It must have been exciting. Wicked Guy!’

‘He wished to give it to her back again, but she said, “Go, and take it with you.” He took it, and went. Then, when he had gone, she began to laugh. She kept on laughing — it was true laughter, not false — as if it was the best joke in the world, and she said, “Poor Guy, how disappointed he will be!”’

‘You notice things.’

‘I am not a fool.’

‘Is it possible that anyone ever mistook you for one?’

Mr Cox dug him with his elbow in the ribs, by way of a hint to him to hold his tongue. Miss Casata went contemptuously on, — 

‘I perceive now that she laughed because she knew that he had not taken with him what he supposed; but what I do not understand is, where, then, is the ring? I know she kept it in this box.’

She examined minutely the one she held. Mr Cox put a question to Mr Burton.

‘For the last time, Burton, I suppose you’re quite sure that it’s not your uncle’s ring? Nice we should look if it was afterwards discovered that you had made a mistake.’

‘Don’t be a silly ass! How many more times do you want to hear me swear? I say, Cox, have you two legs, or four, and which end of you are they? I might just as reasonably put such questions to you. I tell you, I know.’

Miss Casata was still continuing her scrutiny.

‘It is not the ring; you are right. It is not the ring which she used to keep in the box. The stone in that, I think, was larger. It had a crest on it, I remember. And inside there was a name engraved, “George Burton.” She showed it me one day, and she said, “I shall have to have this stone remounted. I cannot wear a man’s name upon my finger, especially that man’s name.” I remember very well. Oh, no, this is not the ring at all.’

Mr Burton turned in triumph to Mr Cox. ‘You hear? Now, who’s right?’

‘You have seen the ring which you describe?’

‘It is certain; more than once. When was the last time? Not many days ago. It was in this box. She took it out of this box, she put it back into the box, and the box she put into the little bottom drawer. I remember it very well. When I heard of Mr Burton’s will, I thought of it at once.’

‘Then where is it now?’

‘She must have taken it out of the box and put it somewhere else.’

‘But where? Think!’

‘How do I know? how can I think? She must have put it with some of her other jewels. They are everywhere — all over the place.’

Mr Cox and Mr Burton exchanged glances. The young gentleman took up the running.

‘In that case, we’ll look for it all over the place.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘My dear Lou, I’m going to have that ruby, and before I leave these premises. So, now, you’ve got it.’

‘You will not touch her things?’

‘I’ve no desire to do anything so indelicate. You tell us where it is, or give us a hint.’

‘I have not the slightest notion.’

‘Then we’ll investigate for ourselves.’

‘You shall not touch her things!’

‘Lou, you gave Guy Holland the tip. You helped him to commit a burglary. Why should you be squeamish now?’

‘That was different.’

‘Of course it was. He’s not attached to you like I am; he doesn’t worship the ground you stand upon. It isn’t as though you were smitten with Miss Bewicke, because you’re not; you’ve told me so a hundred times. She’s going to play some pretty trick on her own account; that’s the meaning of her taking out the ruby, which she knew you knew was in that box. And it’s a thousand to nothing that she means to play it at my expense. If I can help it, I don’t mean to let her have the chance. Your fortune’s bound with mine; we sink or swim together. If I don’t get that ruby, and to-night, it’ll probably mean that I go under, and, if I go, you’ll go too. My dear girl, you know you will. Come, be sensible; be something like your dear own self. Do only half for me what you did for Guy. Let me just have a look round for that wretched ruby. By your own account, it must be somewhere close at hand. I’m sure to get it, and, when I do get it, I’ll not forget the part you played. It’ll not be my fault if I don’t still make you the best husband a woman ever had.’

‘I was not here when Mr Holland came. I did not see what he did. I knew nothing.’

‘You need not see what we do. We have a little something somewhere which will make you as unconscious of anything that may take place as you can possibly desire. Then, if there is a bother, you will be able to assume, with perfect propriety, the rôle of injured victim. But I don’t see that there need be trouble, if you keep still. I’ve as much right to that ruby as anybody else. I’m going to assert that right, that’s all. Now, be a good, kind girl. Go into another room and have a nice little read. We’re going to have a ruby hunt. Flyman!’

The Flyman appeared at the open door. At sight of him, Miss Casata broke into a storm of exclamations.

‘Not him! He shall not come in here. He killed Mr Holland! I saw him! Mr Holland’s blood is on his hands! I will not have that he come in here!’

‘My dearest girl, but that’s absurd. He’s the only one of the three who understands locks. You don’t want us to irretrievably ruin Miss Bewicke’s property owing to our sheer want of skill? And for a nose for such a trifle as that ruby we are hunting for he has not his equal. Now, you go and have a nice little read.’

He moved forward with the possible intention of taking her by the arm and leading her from the room. If such was his design, it failed. As he advanced, she slipped past him. Rushing to the door which led into Miss Bewicke’s bedroom, she placed herself in front of it. She took out one of the three treasures which were in her pocket — the revolver. Before the three men had even dreamed that she might be in possession of such a weapon, it was pointed at their heads. Her tone when she spoke was as significant as her attitude.

‘If one of you tries to come through this door, I will shoot him dead. Do not think this revolver is not loaded. I will show you.’

She fired, the bullet penetrating the opposite wall. Mr Thomas Cox ducked as it passed. His companions instinctively shrank back. Her lips parted in a grim smile. Apparently this was her idea of humour.

‘You see I am not so helpless as you perhaps supposed. I am not nervous, not at all. I am used to handle a revolver. I have won prizes for pistol shooting, oh, several times. There are five more barrels which are loaded. If I aim at you, I promise that I will not miss. You shall see.’

The bearing of the trio, in its way, was comical, they were evidently so completely taken by surprise. Mr Thomas Cox, in particular, looked as if this were an expedition in which, under the circumstances, he wished he had not taken part. He said as much.

‘Look here, Burton, this is more than I bargained for. Before we came I told you that I was not going to be mixed up with anything equivocal. I have my character to consider. You said your lady friend would listen to reason; if your lady friend won’t listen to reason, then I’m sorry, but I’m off.’

‘Then you’ll lose your money.’

‘In that case you’ll have to smart for it.’

‘That won’t give you your money. It’s a nice little lot.’

‘I know it’s a nice little lot, and I can’t afford to lose it; you know I can’t afford to lose it. But there’s something I can afford to lose still less, and that — that’s my character.’

‘Your character! Why, if you only could manage to get rid of your character — I don’t believe you yourself realise what an awful one it is — it’d be the best stroke of business you’ve done for many a day, my dear Cox!’

Mr Burton advanced, as if to tap his friend, in an affable manner, on the shoulder. This brought him within a few feet of where Miss Casata was standing. Laying his left hand on Mr Cox’s shoulder, with his right he snatched away that gentleman’s walking-stick, swung round and struck Miss Casata’s outstretched wrist with such violence that the revolver was driven from her grasp and sent flying across the room. She gave a cry of pain. Her arm fell limp at her side. The blow had been delivered with so much force that it was quite possible her wrist was broken.

‘You devil!’

‘You wild cat!’ returned the gentleman. ‘Now, Flyman, on to her!’

The Flyman obeyed. The two gentlemen attacked the lady. Although she fought gamely, especially considering her injured wrist, she was no match for the pair. They got her down upon the floor, still struggling for all that she was worth.

‘Now, Flyman, where’s that stuff of yours?’

‘I’m getting it. She’s a oner. She’s bit me to the bone.’

With difficulty — he only had one hand disengaged — he evolved a tin canister from his jacket pocket.

‘Bite her to the bone! Let her have the lot!’

From the canister the Flyman managed to take a cloth — a cloth which was soaked with some peculiar-smelling fluid. This he jammed against the lady’s face, even cramming it between her lips. She writhed and twisted, then lay still.

As the Flyman got up, he examined the hand which she had marked with her teeth.

‘She takes a bit of doing. I shouldn’t like to have to tackle her single-handed.’

Mr Burton smiled. His clothes were a little rumpled. As he rose he arranged his tie.

‘Nice wife she’d make! What do you think?’

Mr Cox had occupied his time in picking up the revolver of which the lady had been relieved. He seemed genuinely concerned.

‘You know, Burton, I tell you again I didn’t come here for this sort of thing. I wouldn’t have had this happen not — not for a good deal. I shouldn’t be surprised if we get into trouble for this.’

‘My dear Cox, we should have got into trouble anyhow. We may as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb. I’m going for the gloves.’

‘Hung! Don’t talk about hanging. You make a cold shiver go down my back. You haven’t — killed her?’

‘Killed her? You innocent! She’s the sort who take a deal of killing. My good chap, when she comes to, she’ll curse a little and go on generally; but she’ll forgive me in the end. I know her; she’s a dear!’

While the three men stood looking down at the unconscious woman, there came a knocking at the outer door.


CHAPTER XV

AN HONOURABLE RETREAT

It was not what they expected. Their faces showed it; they were so unmistakably startled. They looked at each other, then at the unconscious woman, then back again at one another. Mr Burton bit his lip.

‘Who the deuce is that?’

‘Servants, perhaps.’

The suggestion was the Flyman’s.

‘Then confound the servants! Why can’t they take a little extra time to-night? They know their mistress is away.’

The knocking came again — a regular rat-tat-tat.

‘That’s no servants. They wouldn’t make that row.’

‘You can never tell. Nowadays they make what row they please; they fancy themselves. Brutes!’

‘Visitors, perhaps.’

‘Confound them, whoever it is!’

They spoke in whispers, an appreciable pause between each man’s speaking, as if each in turn waited for something to happen. Mr Burton was outwardly the most self-possessed, being the kind of man who would probably smile as he mounted the gallows. The Flyman had his eyes nearly shut, his fists clenched, his shoulders a little hunched, as if gathering himself together to resist a coming attack. Mr Thomas Cox was visibly tremulous; his great head twitched upon his shoulders; he was apparently in danger of physical collapse. It was curious to observe the contrasting attitudes of the three men as they stood about the recumbent woman.

The knocking was repeated, still more loudly, as if the knocker waxed impatient.

‘We shall have to let ’em in. Anyhow, we shall have to see who’s there. They’ll knock the door down.’

This was the Flyman. Mr Cox suggested an alternative.

‘Can’t we — can’t we get away? Isn’t there another way out?’

Mr Burton enlightened him.

‘My dear Cox, there’s only one way into a flat, and there’s only one way out, unless you try the window, which means a drop of perhaps a hundred feet. I’m not dropping. The Flyman’s right; we shall have to see who’s there. There needn’t be trouble, unless you give yourself away. It depends who it is. I’ll lay this dear little girl of mine upon her bed; she’ll be more comfortable there, and not so conspicuous. I know which is her room. Then we’ll see who’s come to call on you.’

Displaying a degree of strength with which one would hardly have credited his slight figure, lifting Miss Casata off the floor, he bore her from the room. During his absence there came the knocking for the fourth time, this time furiously. When he returned, a marked change had taken place in his appearance. There were signs of strange disorder on his countenance, as if during his brief withdrawal he had been unstrung by some overwhelming shock. The Flyman at once observed his altered looks.

‘What’s happened? What’s the matter?’

‘Curse you, Flyman!’

‘What have I done now?’

‘I say, curse you!’

‘Is she — dead?’

‘No, she’s not. I’m going to open the door. If it’s the servants, I’ll send them away, pretending to give them a message from her; if it’s callers, I’ll tell them a lie; if it’s anybody who wants to make himself unpleasant, you two look out. I’m not going to be bluffed out of this before I’ve got that ruby.’

‘Burton, be careful what you do, for all our sakes.’

This was Mr Cox. The retort was hardly courteous.

‘You be hanged!’

Mr Burton reached the front door as the knocking was recommencing. From where they were they could not see what he did, but they could hear. They heard him open; a feminine voice inquire, in tones of indignation, — 

‘What’s the meaning of this? Why am I kept waiting?’

Then the front door slammed, the drawing-room door was thrown violently open, and two young ladies came through it, one after the other, with such extremely indecorous rapidity as to suggest that they could scarcely be entirely responsible for their own proceedings, as, indeed, they were not. Mr Horace Burton had propelled them forward with his own right arm before they themselves had the least idea what was about to happen. And, following right upon their heels, he closed the drawing-room door, turned the key and stood with his back against it, surveying them with his habitual, benignant smile.

It was what they call upon the stage a tableau, The smiling gentleman, the two bewildered ladies, the two other almost equally bewildered men, for it was an open question which were the more surprised by the singularity of Mr Burton’s behaviour — Miss Bewicke and Miss Broad or Mr Thomas Cox and the Flyman.

The peculiar nature of her reception seemed to have driven Miss Broad’s wits completely from her. She gazed around like a woman startled out of sleep, who has no notion of what has roused her. Miss Bewicke had apparently retained some fragments of hers. She looked at Mr Burton, then at Mr Cox and the Flyman, then back at the gentleman who stood before the door. She eyed him up and down with a mixture, as it seemed, of amusement, anger and contempt. Could a voice have stung, hers would have stung him then. But this gentleman was pachydermatous.

‘So it’s you?’

‘I guess it is.’

‘How dare you come here?’

‘That’s the problem.’

‘It’s one which will soon be solved.’

She moved across the room. He checked her.

‘It’s no good your ringing the bell. There’s no one to answer.’

As she turned to face him, Miss Broad spoke, with an apparent partial return to consciousness.

‘Who is this person?’

‘This person is Horace Burton, of whom you may have heard. I cannot tell you who the other persons are. They look as if they were friends of his.’

‘So this is Horace Burton?’

Miss Broad regarded the gentleman in question as if he were some unclean thing, which, possibly, she considered him to be. He, on the other hand, continued genial as ever.

‘And you’re Miss Broad — Letty, I believe? I’m pleased to meet you, cousin that is to be.’

‘Cousin — your cousin? I shall never be a cousin of yours.’

‘No? That’s hard on Guy. He’s counting on the money.’

‘You despicable creature!’ She turned away, presenting him with a good view of her back, and put a question to Miss Bewicke. ‘What is he doing here? Surely you don’t allow him in your rooms?’

Mr Burton took upon himself to answer for the lady.

‘I’ll tell you what I’m doing here; she can’t. I’m now for the first time going to tell her also. It’ll be giving her a little piece of information which I know she’ll value. Miss Bewicke, I’ve come here in search of a quarter of million of money.’

‘Is that so? You really are too modest! It was surely scarcely worth your while to come for such a trifle! I need hardly say that you will find several little sums of that amount lying loose about the premises!’

‘Indeed? Well, I want one; that’s all.’

‘Mr Burton, will you be so good as to leave my rooms?’

‘I’ll leave them on the wings of the wind, whatever that may be, when I have my uncle’s ruby.’

‘When you have what?’

‘My uncle’s ruby. My dear cousin Guy committed burglary here last night in quest of it, so I’m sure you won’t mind my paying you a little call this evening as a sort of sequel.’

‘I suppose Louise Casata told you about Mr Holland?’

‘There’s no charge for supposing.’

‘Probably the same person also informed you that he went away with what he sought?’

‘Did he, Miss Bewicke?’

‘You had better refer to your informant.’

‘I’m referring to you. I’m asking you if Guy Holland left these rooms last night in possession of my uncle’s ruby?’

‘Ask Miss Casata; ask your cousin even, but don’t ask me.’

‘I am asking you. You’ve been playing some confounded trick.’

‘Mr Burton!’

‘I don’t wish to hurt your feelings, Miss Bewicke, so I’ll say you’ve been amusing yourself with some dainty, delicate device, and I shouldn’t be surprised to learn that you have that ruby on your person at this moment.’

Miss Bewicke, walking to the bell, pressed her finger against the button, so that it kept up a continuous ringing. Mr Burton watched her with a smile.

‘You see, there’s no one there. You might have taken my word.’

‘Where is Miss Casata?’

‘Where is she? That’s the question. Where’s everyone?’

‘If I am unable to attract the attention of my own servants, thanks to you, my friends in the next flat will hear the unceasing tinkling of the bell, and guess that there is something wrong.’

‘I should be sorry, Miss Bewicke, to have to seem rude to a lady—’

‘On the contrary, I should imagine that few things would give you greater pleasure; you are that kind of person.’

‘At the same time, I must request you to leave that bell alone.’

He went closer to her. His moving away from it left the door unguarded. Over her shoulder she shot a glance at Miss Broad. That young lady, catching it, perceived the little ruse she had been playing. Hurrying to the door, she began to turn the key, and had already unlocked it when Mr Burton came rushing back to the post which he had been beguiled into deserting.

‘You darling!’ he cried.

Seizing Miss Broad by the waist he dragged her from the door. As he whirled her round, she struck him with her clenched fist on his right ear, the blow being delivered with such good judgment, force and fortune that it carried the young gentleman clean off his feet and right over on to his back.

‘Bravo!’ exclaimed Miss Bewicke. ‘Now, Letty, open the door!’

But Miss Bewicke was a little hasty in supposing that the road was free. As Mr Burton fell, he prevented Miss Broad from moving by clutching at her skirts. She struggled to release herself in vain; he gripped too tight. And the Flyman, hastening to occupy the fallen hero’s place, confronted Miss Bewicke as she advanced.

‘It’s no good,’ he observed. ‘There’s no road this way.’

She was not to be baffled without an effort.

‘If you’ll let me pass, I’ll give you—’

‘You won’t give me anything, because you won’t pass. Now, don’t you be silly, or you’ll be sorry. You won’t bowl me over with a clip on the ear from your little fist.’

This was said because, encouraged, perhaps, by Miss Broad’s success, Miss Bewicke showed signs of actual violence. The apparent recognition, however, of some peculiar quality on the face of the man in front of her caused her to relinquish her purpose, if it was ever formed. Instead, turning to Miss Broad, she took her by the hand.

‘Come, quick!’ she cried.

Mr Burton, reassured by the Flyman’s arrival, loosed the lady’s skirt as he ascended to his feet. The quick-witted proprietress of the rooms, taking instant advantage of Miss Broad’s freedom, rushed her towards the door through which, not long since, he had carried Miss Casata. Divining their purpose, he tore after them as soon as he had regained his perpendicular.

‘Stop them, you fools! Move yourself, Cox!’

But Mr Cox did not move himself. He remained motionless where he was standing, and Mr Burton, in spite of his impetuosity, was too late. They were not only through before he reached the door, but had banged it in his face, and turned the key on the other side. He shook the handle in vain.

‘Open, you cats!’

They were not likely to comply with his civil invitation. He addressed himself to Mr Cox, on his face, all at once, a very peculiar look of pallor.

‘I shouldn’t be surprised if you swing for this.’

‘Swing? For letting them through that door? Who do you think you’re talking to?’

‘I’m talking to you, my friend. What’s the betting that your letting them through that door doesn’t turn out a hanging matter for you? I’ll take short odds.’ He turned to the Flyman. ‘Let me through there. There’s another way into where they are; I’ll see if I can get at them. You stay here, in case they try to double. Cox is no good. I’ll be even with him for this.’

Mr Burton crossed to a door, which was on the other side of the little hall. Unlocked, it admitted him to the kitchen. From the kitchen he passed to another room, apparently where the servants slept. On the opposite side of this was still another door. He eyed it.

‘If I remember rightly, that leads into her room.’

The door was locked; the key was in the lock upon the other side. He stooped to see; it was in a position which prevented anything being visible. He rattled the handle; rapped with his knuckles at the panel, without result. All was silent.

‘It is her room. I wonder what they’re up to? They’re very still. They can’t—’

He stopped, probably because the stillness of which he spoke was broken by a woman’s cry — a mingling of surprise, anguish, fear. He retraced his steps towards the kitchen, whispering to himself two words, — 

‘They have!’

Taking the key from one side of the lock, replacing it in the other, he locked the door of the servants’ room behind him. The key itself he pocketed.

‘Except through the drawing-room, there’s only this way out, so we’ve trapped you anyhow.’

As if to make assurance doubly sure, he locked the door of the kitchen also. Again he pocketed the key.


CHAPTER XVI

THE FINDING OF THE RUBY AND THE LOCKING OF THE DOOR

When Mr Burton returned to the drawing-room, he found that Mr Thomas Cox had been having a few words with the Flyman. That worthy jerked his thumb in the other’s direction.

‘Wants to sling his hook. Says he’s had about enough of it.’

‘Oh, he has, has he? Now, Cox, listen to me. It’s through you we’re here—’

Interrupting, Mr Cox raised his hat and stick in a hasty disclaimer.

‘Was there ever anything like that? It was your suggestion entirely. You said you could twist your lady friend round your finger—’

‘Let’s go a little further back, my Cox. You’ve told me — how many times? — that if I lose my uncle’s money you’ll send me to gaol. Not being anxious to go to gaol, I’m doing my best to get my uncle’s money. So if it’s not through you I’m here, I should like to know through whom it is.’

‘That’s different; you’re entering on other matters altogether. You’ve committed — you know what you’ve committed; but it doesn’t follow, because you’ve brought yourself within the reach of the criminal law, that I want to bring myself too.’

‘You hand over those pieces of paper which you’re always flicking in my face, and you’re at liberty to go through that door, and down the stairs, and neither the Flyman nor I will ever breathe a word about your having been connected with the evening’s entertainment.’

‘Do you take me for a fool? You’ve robbed me on your own account already, and now you want to jockey me into robbing myself. Don’t talk to me like that!’

‘No, I won’t talk to you like that; I’ll talk to you like this. What there’ll be to pay for this evening’s proceedings I don’t know; but you’ll pay your share, whatever it is. This is a game of share and share alike, and of in for a penny in for a pound. The Flyman and I are going to see this through. I’m going to have the ruby before I leave, I tell you that; and you’re going to be in with us right along.’

‘Burton, you’re a villain!’

‘Cox, you’re a scoundrel! Any use our saying pretty things to each other, you renegade Jew?’

Mr Cox was wiping his forehead with his pocket-handkerchief, as if he felt the heat.

‘I will not be spoken to like that, as if I were — as if I were a man of your own type. Where — where have those women gone?’

‘The room on the other side that door is the dining-room; beyond is Casata’s room. That’s where they’ve gone.’

‘Then — then they’ve found her?’

‘Oh, yes, they’ve found her; not a doubt of it. They’ve found a good many other things as well.’

His tone evidently struck Mr Cox as being disagreeably significant.

‘For goodness’ sake, Burton, let’s go. You are so rash, don’t let’s make bad worse. Let’s go while we have a chance, and before anything very serious has happened.’

‘Something serious has happened.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘What I say.’

‘You don’t mean—’

‘Oh, cut it! Flyman, Cox is too fond of cackle. We’re losing valuable time, my child. You stay where you are, and keep an eye on things, while Cox and I find my uncle’s ruby.’

The Flyman proposed an amendment.

‘Excuse me, Mr Burton, but, if you don’t mind, we’ll have it the other way about. You stay here, and Mr Cox and I will find the ruby.’

Mr Burton laughed.

‘Flyman, Doubt was your sire, out of Suspicion. Still think I want to do you?’

‘Sure.’ The Flyman drew his finger across his lips. ‘Mr Burton, you’re cleverer than most, and a lot cleverer than me. If you once got that there stone between your fingers, I might whistle for my thousand, and keep on whistling. Besides, I am handier than you at looking for a thing like that.’

‘Then show your handiness; only look alive about it. We can’t expect to continue in the enjoyment of these charming rooms for ever.’

‘Where shall I start looking?’

‘There you are, displaying your handiness from the very beginning. How am I to know? I’m not informed as to where she keeps her gewgaws. I believe that the pretty lady’s sleeping-chamber is on the other side of that door; look, there.’ The Flyman looked in the direction referred to. ‘Hold hard; take Cox with you.’

The Flyman gripped Mr Thomas Cox by the arm.

‘You come with me.’

Mr Cox objected.

‘None of your handling.’

‘Who wants to handle you? You come with me, that’s all.’

‘Yes, Cox, that’s all. You go and assist our friend in prising open the pretty lady’s jewel-boxes and dressing-cases, and so on. You know quite well that it isn’t the first time you’ve been at the game, dear boy.’

‘I’ll have no finger in anything of the kind; and as for your imputations, I’ll make you regret them, Mr Burton.’

‘You will, will you? Take care, Cox; I’m in a nasty mood. If you won’t take a hand in this game, we’ll play it in spite of you. We’ll count you out. Not a farthing shall you have of my money, and I defy you to put the law into execution against me. You know you daren’t — now. The moment you move, I’ll give the police the office to keep an eye on Thomas Cox. You’ve more to lose than we have.’

‘You — you brutes! Don’t try to bully me.’

‘Bully? I don’t bully, Cox. Here, I’ll open that door, and you shall go through it at once, if you please. Only I’ll go with you, and at the foot of the stairs I’ll denounce you for murder. If the game is lost, as it will be if you won’t play it out, I don’t care if I do hang, so long as you hang with me.’

‘What — what the devil do you mean by keeping on dropping hints about — about murder?’

‘You shall know, if you like, when you reach the foot of the stairs. Take my earnest and well-meant advice, keep in with us, and take my word for it that each moment you waste brings the shadow of the gallows just a little nearer. I’ll give you all the explanations you want afterwards, if there ever is an afterwards.’

Mr Cox hesitated. He glanced from one of his companions to the other. What he saw on their faces seemed to have on him an odd effect. He went with the Flyman into Miss Bewicke’s bedroom, looking as if he had all at once grown older. Mr Burton followed them with his eyes, the peculiar expression of his countenance seeming to endow his stereotyped smile with an unusual prominence. He looked, as he had said of himself, in a nasty mood.

‘Leave the door open, Flyman. I also am interested in the proceedings, and should like to be instantly informed when you do light upon my uncle’s precious jewel.’

He watched for a moment or two the Flyman pulling open such drawers as were unlocked and turning over their contents.

‘Don’t trouble yourself to look at the frills and laces. Women don’t keep jewels among their underwear. Turn your attention to the dressing-table, man.’

The Flyman resented the comment on his mode of procedure.

‘You never know where a woman does keep her things, especially the thing you’re after, as you’d know if you’d as much experience as I have.’

Mr Burton, laughing, lit a cigarette.

‘All right, man of many felonies. You’re quite justified in resenting the criticism of the amateur. I was only telling you what was my own idea. Only do be quick and illustrate the handiness of which you bragged.’

He strolled towards the door which was on the opposite side of the room, the one through which the ladies had vanished. He softly tried the handle; it still was locked. Taking the cigarette from between his lips, he inclined his ear towards the panel and listened.

‘They’re quiet. I suppose they’re in her room. I wonder what they’re doing? Problem for the papers which give prizes for puzzles. Under the circumstances, what might they be expected to be doing? Odds on that they’re doing something else. One might easily see. It wouldn’t take long to cut a piece out of this panel, or, for the matter of that, to take the lock itself clean off. But would it be worth one’s while? They’ve seen enough. Ye whales and little fishes, they’ve seen too much! Better carry the thing to a conclusion without unnecessary witnesses. If they’re content, we are. What’s up now?’

The question was prompted by an exclamation which came from Miss Bewicke’s bedroom. Mr Cox appeared at the entrance.

‘Burton, you said that all we wanted was the ruby; that the rest of her things should go untouched.’

‘Well?’

‘The Flyman’s pocketing her jewels.’

Mr Burton crossed the floor.

‘That won’t do, Flyman. We’re here on an expedition of right. We’re not thieves.’

‘You said yourself we might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.’

‘I did; and you are aware that that is not the kind of sheep I meant. On this occasion I really must ask you to be honest.’

‘But I never saw such shiners. Who could resist them, guv’nor? She’s got enough to stock a shop. Why, if we take ’em away with us, we sha’n’t be far out, even if we don’t get that blessed ruby.’

‘It’s the ruby or nothing; also, and nothing. Put those things back.’

‘I’ve only nobbled one or two. I’ve got to look after myself.’

‘I, too, have to look after you. You know what was agreed; keep to the terms of the agreement, or, though you “nobble” every “shiner” the lady owns, you’ll be a loser. Put those things back.’

There was something about Mr Burton just then which compelled respect, of a kind, which fact the Flyman recognised. His face darkened and, in audible tones, he grumbled. But he produced the trinkets, as requested, and replaced them, one by one, on their velvet beds.

‘Is that all?’

‘Every blooming one.’

‘Cox, is that all?’

‘Yes, I believe it is.’ He glanced at the open jewel-case. ‘No, there’s a ring still missing.’

The Flyman cursed.

‘Can’t a bloke have one?’

‘Not unless he wishes to pay for it more than it’s worth. Come, man, look pleasant.’

The Flyman did not ‘look pleasant;’ but he restored the ring. Mr Burton expressed approval.

‘That’s better. Now, show yourself as keen in the right direction. Give us a proof of the “handiness” you talked about, and find that ruby. It’ll be worth to you more than all those other things.’

On this point the Flyman, from his manner, seemed to have his doubts; but he continued his researches. Mr Cox observed that they were strictly confined to what Mr Burton had called the ‘right direction.’ Mr Burton, returning to the locked door, pursued his meditations as he listened at the panel.

‘It’s odd that they’re so quiet, and suggests mischief. In such a case, surely women are not quiet. Unless — unless what? That’s what I should like to know.’

‘Burton, is this the ruby?’

The words came sharply from Mr Cox, with a sudden interposition from the Flyman.

‘You give me that! Don’t you lay your fingers on the thing!’

‘I’m only looking at it.’

‘You give it me, I say.’

‘Burton!’

The cry was almost an appeal for help. Mr Burton arrived to find something very like a tussle taking place. The Flyman was endeavouring to obtain possession of something which Mr Cox was holding, and which that gentleman was doing his best to keep.

‘I found it!’ he cried. ‘Hand it over!’

‘Burton! Quick! Catch!’

Mr Cox tossed something through the air which Mr Burton caught. He had just time to see that it was a ring, set with a gleaming red stone, when the Flyman was upon him with an emphatic repetition of the demand he had made on Mr Cox.

‘You hand it over before I down you.’

Mr Cox explained.

‘I found it; he didn’t. I opened the box, and it was the first thing I saw. It had nothing to do with him.’

The Flyman paid no attention to the statement. He merely reiterated his request.

‘Now, Mr Burton, I don’t want no patter. You fork up before there’s trouble.’

The young gentleman, holding his hand behind his back, was smiling in the other’s face.

‘Gently, Flyman. Let’s know exactly where we are before we come to business.’ The Flyman flung himself upon him without another word. Mr Burton never for a moment seemed to lose his self-possession. ‘You ass! what do you suppose you’re going to gain by this?’

While they struggled, the bedroom door was suddenly slammed to. There was a clicking sound. The continuation of the argument was instantly deferred. Mr Burton hurried to the door.

‘They’ve caught us napping; it’s locked. Well, Flyman, I hope you’re satisfied. Owing to your “handiness,” of which we have heard so much, in our turn we are trapped.’


CHAPTER XVII

THE FIGURES ON THE BED

‘At anyrate,’ remarked Miss Bewicke, as, turning the key in the lock, she shut herself and Miss Broad inside the dining-room, ‘you can’t get at us for a time.’

The two girls stood and listened. They heard the handle tried; the rapping at the panel.

‘You may knock, and knock, but it won’t be opened. He’s gone. That was Horace, dear. How beautifully you knocked him down!’

‘What does he want?’

‘It’s pretty plain. Uncle George’s ruby has the attractiveness of the Holy Grail. This is another quest for it.’

‘But they’ll find it if we stop here.’

‘And if we don’t stop here, what do you propose to do? Fight them to the death? Nothing else will be efficacious. They’re not the persons, and they’re not in the mood, to stick at trifles.’

‘What a wretch he is! I’ve heard Guy speak of him, but I’d no idea he was as bad as this.’

‘My dear Letty, when a bad man is in a bad hole, you’ve no notion how bad that man can be. The question now is, Can we get out through the kitchen door, or can they get through the kitchen door to us?’

‘Where does that door lead to?’

‘Into Louise Casata’s bedroom. The beauty of the average flat is that you can always pass from any one room into any other, which, sometimes, is convenient and sometimes isn’t. I’m wondering whether Louise is responsible for Horace Burton’s presence here, and also where she is. I’ve reasons for believing that it was not her intention to go out to-night.’

‘I shouldn’t keep such a woman about my place, if I were you.’

‘I don’t intend to any longer. All the same, you’ve no idea how useful she has been. There have been times when I don’t know what I should have done without her. Still, I fancy that henceforth she and I part company.’ She opened the door which led into Miss Casata’s room, then gave utterance to a startled exclamation. ‘Why! what is the matter? Letty, keep back!’

Returning to the dining-room, she leaned against the door, which she had pulled to after her, as if she needed its support. For one who was, as a rule, so completely mistress of herself, she showed strange emotion. Miss Broad stared at her askance.

‘What has happened now? What’s in there?’

‘I don’t know. Don’t ask me. Let me get my breath and think, and I’ll tell you all about it.’

She pressed her hand against her side, as if to still the beating of her heart. She seemed unhinged, thrown, in a second, completely off her balance. Her agitation was infectious. Probably, without her knowing it, Miss Broad’s voice trembled and sank.

‘Tell me — what it is.’

‘Wait a minute, and I’ll tell you — all.’

She made an evident effort to get the better of her infirmity. Bracing herself up against the door, the little woman looked Miss Broad straight in the face.

‘Letty, something horrible has happened.’

‘What is it?’

‘I don’t quite know myself; I didn’t stop to look.’

‘Let me go and see.’

‘It’s Miss Casata and — a man.’

‘A man? What man?’

‘I can’t say; I only saw it was a man. They’re lying on the bed — so still. Oh, Letty!’

‘May!’

Miss Broad was probably wholly unaware that she had called her companion by her Christian name. The unknown horror in the other room had laid its grip on her. She was overcome by frightful imaginings, not knowing why. She gasped out an unfinished question.

‘You don’t mean—’

‘I don’t know what I mean. I only know that there’s something there.’

The two girls had been speaking in whispers, as if they stood in a presence which compelled hushed voices. Now, suddenly, Miss Bewicke raised her tones, extending her small palm towards the door through which they had entered.

‘Oh! you wretches! wretches!’

She broke into a passion of tears.

‘May, for goodness’ sake, don’t cry!’

‘I’m not going to. I don’t know why I am so silly, but, for the moment, I couldn’t help it.’ Her sobs ceased almost as rapidly as they came. She dried her eyes. ‘Letty, let’s go and see what’s happened. I’m afraid Miss Casata’s — dead.’

‘Dead?’

‘Yes; and — the man.’

‘The man?’

‘They’re so still. Let’s go and see. Give me your hand.’

Miss Broad yielded her hand. Miss Bewicke opened the door. The two peeped through.

The room was not a large one. On one side was an ordinary French bedstead. A brass railing was on the head and foot. On this railing were hung feminine odds and ends. These made it difficult for anyone standing at the door to see clearly what was on the bed. Miss Broad perceived that on the outer edge there lay a woman.

‘Who’s that?’

‘That’s Louise Casata.’

‘Perhaps she’s sleeping.’

‘She wouldn’t sleep through all the noise.’

‘She may be ill; I’ll go and look at her.’

‘Don’t you see — that there’s a man?’

Miss Broad moved further into the room. She saw what the other alluded to. As she did so, she gave utterance to that cry which Mr Horace Burton heard, listening in the servants’ room beyond — the cry in which there was such a mingling of emotions as they welled up to the lips from the woman’s heart.

Miss Casata lay almost on the extreme edge of the bed fully clothed. She was on her back. One arm dangled over the side; her head was a little aslant upon the pillow, so that from a little distance it looked as if her neck was broken. The whole pose was almost as uncomfortable a one as a human being could choose; indeed, the conviction was irresistibly borne in on the beholders that it was not self-chosen, unless she had sunk on to the bed in a drunken stupor; but Miss Bewicke knew that she was no drinker.

However, it was not Miss Casata’s plight which had drawn from Miss Broad that involuntary cry. Beside her, outlined beneath the bedclothes, was a figure, stiff and rigid. With the exception of one place, it was completely covered. Some one, curious, perhaps, to learn what the thing might mean, had drawn aside sufficient of the bedclothes to disclose a portion of the head and face. As a matter of fact, the curious person was Mr Horace Burton. When relieving himself of the burden of the lady who was once the object of his heart’s affection, he had been struck by the outlined form which lay so curiously still, and had wondered what it was, and had seen; and because of what he had seen, had gone back to his companions with the fashion of his countenance so changed.

Now Miss Broad saw. The man beside Miss Casata on the bed was Mr Holland — Guy Holland — her Guy. It was when she perceived that it was he that her heart cried out. Miss Bewicke, who had only realised that it was a man, without recognising what man it was, came to her side trembling, wondering. When she also knew, she also cried aloud; but there was a material difference between the quality of her exclamation and Miss Broad’s. Hers signified horror and amazement — perhaps something of concern; Miss Broad’s betokened so many other things besides.

The two women went running to the bed; but when Miss Broad showed an inclination to lean over and to touch the silent man, the other, as if fearful of what actual contact might involve, caught her by the dress.

‘No, no; take care!’

Even Miss Broad shrank a little back; for Miss Casata lay between.

‘Move the bed!’

The suggestion was Miss Bewicke’s. In a moment it had been put into force. The bed was wheeled more into the centre of the room, so as to permit of passage between it and the wall, and presently the girl was at her lover’s side. She knelt and looked, but still she did not touch him. No tears were in her eyes; she seemed very calm; but her face was white, and she was speechless. On her face there was a look which was past wonder, past pain, past fear, as if she did not understand what it was which was in front of her. Miss Bewicke stood at her side, also looking; her dominant expression seemed sheer bewilderment.

He also lay on his back. The bedclothes were withdrawn, so that his face was seen down to the chin. No marks of violence were visible. His expression was one of complete quiescence. His eyes were closed, as if he slept; but if he did, it was very soundly, for there was nothing to show that he breathed.

Suddenly Miss Broad found her voice, or the ghost of it. Her lips did not move, and the words came thinly from her throat.

‘Is he dead?’

The other did not answer; but, leaning over, she drew the bedclothes more from off him, and she whispered, — 

‘Guy!’ They waited, but he did not answer. She called again, ‘Guy!’

Yet no response. In that land of sleep in which he was, it was plain that he heard no voices.

The further withdrawal of the bedclothes had revealed the fact that he was fully dressed for dinner, as he was when Miss Bewicke had seen him last, the night before. His black bow had come untied; the ends strayed over his shirtfront, which was soiled and crumpled. His whole attire was in disarray. There were stains of dirt upon his coat. Now that they were so close, they perceived that traces of dry mud were on his face, as if it had been in close contact with the ground. About his whole appearance there was much which was ominous.

The fact that this was so seemed to make a fresh appeal to Miss Broad’s understanding; probably to something else in her as well.

‘Guy!’ she cried.

Her tone was penetrating, poignant. If it did not reach the consciousness of him to whom she called, in another direction it had a curious and unlooked-for effect. As if in response to an appeal which had been made directly to herself, Miss Casata, on the opposite side of the bed, sat up. The girls clung to each other in startled terror. To them, for the moment, it was as if she had risen from the dead.

Although she had sat up, Miss Casata herself did not seem to know exactly why. She seemed not only stupid, but a little stupefied, and gasped for breath, her respirations resembling convulsions as she struggled with the after-effects of the narcotic. The two girls observed her with amazement, she, on her part, evidently not realising their presence in the least.

It was Miss Bewicke who first attained to some dim comprehension of the meaning of the lady’s antics.

‘She’s been drugged; that’s what it is. Louise!’

Miss Casata heard, although she did not turn her head, but continued to open and shut her mouth in very ugly fashion as she fought for breath.

‘Yes; I’m coming. Who’s calling?’

‘I! Look at me! Do you hear? Louise!’

This time, if she heard, Miss Casata gave no sign, but, sinking back on the bed, clutched at the counterpane, making a noise, as she gasped for breath, as if the walls of her chest would burst.

‘Letty, let me go! I must do something. She’ll relapse, or worse, if we don’t take care.’

Miss Bewicke hastened to the wash-handstand. Emptying a jug of water into a basin, she took the basin in her hands and dashed the contents, with what force she could, into the lady’s face.

The salutation was effectual. Miss Casata floundered, spluttering, on to the floor, more like herself.

Miss Bewicke confronted her, the basin still in her hands.

‘Who did that?’

‘I did. Louise, wake up!’

Miss Casata seemed to be endeavouring her utmost to obey the other’s command.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘That’s what I want to know. In particular, I want to know what is the meaning of Mr Guy Holland’s presence in your room?’

‘Holland?’ She put her hand up to her head in an effort to collect her thoughts. She spoke as if with an imperfect apprehension of what it was she was saying. ‘He was in the street — lying — on his face — so I brought him here — before the policeman came.’

‘Before the policeman came? What do you mean? How did you know that he was lying in the street?’

‘I saw — the Flyman — from the window — knock him down — he took the ruby.’

‘The Flyman? Who is he?’

‘A man — Horace knows — I knew — Horace had set him on. I didn’t want him to get into trouble, so I brought him here. It was all I could do to carry him up the stairs — he was so heavy.’

‘And do you mean to say you’ve had Mr Holland hidden in your room all day and night?’

‘All day — and night. He’s dead. The Flyman killed him. Horace will get into trouble — when it’s known.’

Miss Casata, in her condition of semi-consciousness, said more than she had warrant for. Mr Holland was not dead. Even as she asserted that he was, he showed that her assertion was an error. While the still partly-stupefied woman struggled to get out of the darkness into the light, there came a cry from the white-faced girl on the other side of the bed.

‘May, he moves!’

Startled into forgetfulness of what it was she held, Miss Bewicke dropped the slippery basin from her hands. It broke into fragments with a clatter. The noise of the shattered ware seemed actually to penetrate to Mr Holland’s consciousness. Miss Bewicke would always have it that it was her breaking the basin which really brought him back to life. In an instant Miss Broad was half beside herself in a frenzy of excitement.

‘May! May! he lives! Guy! Guy!’

Miss Bewicke, turning, saw that he was alive, but that, apparently, when that was said, one had said all.


CHAPTER XVIII

REINFORCED

Mr Holland had opened his eyes; he had done nothing more. The movement might have been owing to an involuntary contraction of the muscles, so rigid did his attitude continue to be, so apparently unseeing were the staring pupils. But, for the instant, it was sufficient for Miss Broad that he had shown signs of volition even to so small an extent. She bent over the bed, addressing him by a dozen endearing epithets.

‘Guy! My darling! my love! my dear! Don’t you know me? It’s Letty — your own Letty! Speak to me! Guy! Guy!’

But he did not speak. Nor was it possible, to judge from any responsive action on his part that he even heard. His continual unnatural rigidity cooled the first ardour of the lady’s joy. She addressed Miss Bewicke. And now the tears were streaming down her cheeks.

‘May, come here! Look at Guy! Get him to speak to me!’

To enforce compliance with her wish was not so easy, as Miss Bewicke saw, if the other did not. There was an uncanny look about Mr Holland’s whole appearance which was not reassuring. He looked far indeed from the capacity for reasonable speech.

‘He wants help. We ought to have a doctor at once.’

‘Then fetch one — fetch one!’

That there was anything about the request which was at all unreasonable, seemingly Miss Broad did not pause to consider; she was too preoccupied with her own troubles and his. But to Miss Bewicke the difficulty of the errand forcibly occurred.

‘You forget—’ she began. Then stopped, for she remembered how easy it was, in the other’s situation, to forget all things save one. She knit her brows and thought, the result of her cogitations being a series of disjointed sentences.

‘They can hardly be such brutes, when they know. And yet it was they who put him there. I wonder! Do I dare?’

It seemed that she essayed her courage. She went to the door, and, for a moment, listened. Then turned the key, opened it an inch or two. What she saw and heard increased her valour, especially what she heard. The drawing-room was empty. Loud voices came through the open door of the bedroom — her own bedroom on the opposite side — sounds which did not speak of peace.

‘I do believe they’re fighting.’

She stole on tiptoe a foot or two into the empty room, then stopped in a flutter as of doubt — what might not happen if they caught her? — then tiptoed further, till she had reached the centre of the room. Again she paused. If she was seen, it was a long way back to the haven of comparative safety she had quitted. But the noise, if anything, grew louder. From some of the words which reached her, she judged it possible that they were too much occupied with their own proceedings to pay heed to anything else. She perceived that, by some stroke of good fortune, the key was outside the door. She screwed her courage to the sticking-point, forming a sudden resolution. Darting forward, thrusting the door to quickly, she turned the key, then, when the key was turned, the deed done, the three gentlemen trapped, she leaned against the wall, went white, seemed on the verge of fainting.

She went still whiter when the handle was turned within, and Mr Horace Burton’s voice was heard demanding that the door be undone.

‘If they should get out!’

The possibility of the thing, and the fear thereof, acted on her as a spur. She tore to the door which led out of the flat, and, throwing it open, almost fell into the arms of the cook and housemaid who were returning from their Sunday evening out. Seldom have domestic servants been more heartily welcomed. She addressed them by their names.

‘Wilson! Stevens! go at once for the police!’

Instead of promptly obeying, they stared at her in astonishment. Her hat, which she had not removed during the lively incidents which had marked the passage of the time since her arrival home, was on one side, at that unbecoming angle which is a woman’s nightmare; and there were other traces of disarray which were not in keeping with her best-known characteristics, for, with her, a pin misplaced was the thing unspeakable. While the cook and housemaid stared, hesitating to start, as they were bidden, in search of the representatives of law and order, the lift stopped at the landing, and from it, of all persons in the world, Mr Bryan Dumville emerged.

She flew into his arms, as, it may be safely said, she had never flown before.

‘Oh, Bryan! Bryan! I’m so glad you’ve come!’

As the flattered gentleman was, no doubt, about to express his appreciation of the warmth of his reception, the lift commenced to descend. Something else occurred to her.

‘Stop! stop!’ she cried. The lift returned. The porter looked out inquiringly. ‘Peters, there are thieves in my rooms! You had better come with us at once.’

‘Thieves, miss? Hadn’t I better—’

She cut the porter’s sentence short, relentlessly.

‘No, you hadn’t. You must come with us at once. Don’t you hear me say so?’

He went. They all went — the cook and the housemaid, the porter, Mr Bryan Dumville, and Miss May Bewicke. She went last. As she went, she shut the front and drawing-room doors behind her. She pointed towards her bedroom.

‘They’re in there at this moment — three of them.’

The porter seemed to have his doubts.

‘Three of them? You’re sure they are thieves, miss?’

‘Am I sure? Why do you ask me such a question? Do you think I’m likely to make a mistake in a matter like that? Pray, don’t be absurd.’

‘In that case, if they are thieves, don’t you think I’d better fetch the police?’

Miss Bewicke’s wits worked quickly. Even when circumstances seemed against their working at all — since instructing the cook and housemaid to do as the porter was now suggesting that he should do — she had already been turning things over in her mind, with the result that she was not sure that she desired official assistance after all. If the police came, arrests would be made; she would have to see the thing through to the bitter end. In view of such a possible consummation, there were many points to be considered. Had she been an actress, with a keen eye for an advertisement — a type which, it is understood, does exist — the idea of figuring as the heroine of what the slang of the hour calls a ‘cause célèbre’ might have commended itself to her intelligence; but, as it happened, she was not that kind. If these gentlemen did come into the hands of the police — at anyrate, on this particular charge — it was possible that things might transpire which she, and possibly others, would not wish to have mentioned in court and in the papers. That the miscreants deserved all the punishment which the law might award them, she had no doubt whatever. At the same time, she was equally clear that they would duly, and shortly, receive their reward, if not at her instance, then at that of others. So, on the whole, she decided, in a twinkling, that she would take no final step till she saw which way the cat might jump.

‘When I want you to fetch the police, I will tell you.’ She turned to the housemaid. ‘But there’s one thing, Stevens, you might fetch, and must, and that’s a doctor. Go to the nearest, and bring him at once.’

Even as she spoke, through the dining-room door there came three persons — Miss Broad, with Mr Guy Holland on her arm, looking the most woe-begone figure imaginable, but still alive, and plainly walking; behind them Miss Casata. For the second time Miss Bewicke countermanded her instructions.

‘Stay, Stevens! Perhaps the doctor won’t be wanted.’


CHAPTER XIX

STILL WITH A SMILE

The five stared at the three, then, after momentary inspection, as if for the purpose of satisfying herself on certain points by visual inspection, Miss Bewicke moved towards Mr Holland.

‘Oh, Guy, I am so glad to see you better! I do hope that you’re all right.’

The words were, perhaps, a trifle banal, possibly because, for once, the nimble-witted lady was doubtful as to what was exactly the proper thing to say. Apparently, however, it was of little consequence what she said. The gentleman was still incapable of appreciating at their just value either words or phrases. That he knew she spoke to him was probable, for he turned and regarded her with vacant looks and glassy eyes; but that he realised who she was, or what she meant, was more than doubtful. Mumbled words proceeded from his stammering lips.

‘All right — yes — quite all right — nothing wrong.’

Miss Broad looked at Miss Bewicke with eyes in which the tears still trembled. She appealed to her in a whisper, in tones which quivered.

‘Won’t you let them fetch a doctor?’

‘Let them! Stevens, fetch the man at once.’

This time Stevens went in search of medical aid.

Mr Dumville had been observing Mr Holland with undisguised amazement. Now he clothed his thoughts with speech.

‘Holland, what on earth’s the matter with you? May, what does all this mean?’

Miss Bewicke explained; that is, she told as much as she thought it necessary and advisable that Mr Dumville should know in the fewest words at her command. Mr Dumville professed himself to be, what he plainly was, amazed. The tale was very far from being complete in all its details, or he would probably have been yet more surprised, in a direction, as things were, which he little suspected.

‘And do you mean that that man Burton is still upon these premises?’

‘He was in my bedroom, when I turned the key, with his two friends.’ Mr Dumville strode forward. She caught him by the arm. ‘What are you going to do?’

‘Slaughter him!’

‘I would rather you did not do that. It would make such a mess upon the floor.’

‘Do you think that scoundrel’s behaviour is a thing to laugh at? I’ll show you and him, too, where the laughter comes in.’

‘My dear Bryan, I know very well that there’s nothing laughable about Mr Horace Burton or his proceedings. He is — oh, he’s all sorts of things. I’d rather not tell you all the things I think he is.’

‘I know.’

‘Of course, you know. But, at the same time, when you have made sure that neither he nor either of his friends is taking away any of my property upon his person, I should be obliged if you would let them go.’

‘Let them go! May, you’re mad!’

‘Believe me, Bryan, I am comparatively sane. I will tell you all my reasons later on. At present the thing is to get them gone. You may take my word for it that for Mr Horace Burton the day of reckoning is close at hand, and that it will be as terrible an one as even you can desire.’

‘That won’t be the same as if I’d killed him.’

‘No, it won’t be the same; it will be better. Could I creep between your arms if I knew that your hands were red with that man’s blood? If you don’t mind, as I locked the door, I’ll open it. Please keep your hands off him as he comes out — for my sake, dear.’

She gave him a glance which possibly constrained him to obedience. She was famous in the theatre for the skill with which she used her eyes. Turning the key, throwing the bedroom door wide open, she stood before it with a little gesture of invitation.

‘Pray, gentlemen, come out.’

And they came out, the hang-dog three, for, though each endeavoured to bear himself with an air of unconcern, in no case did the endeavour quite succeed. As regards Mr Thomas Cox, the failure was complete. He looked like nothing so much as the well-whipped cur which only asks to be allowed to take itself away with its tail between its legs. The Flyman, who was probably more habituated to positions of the kind, succeeded a trifle better. He looked defiance, as if he were prepared to match himself, at less than a moment’s notice, against whoever came. Mr Horace Burton it was, however, who might claim to face the situation with the most imperturbable front. He looked about him, not jauntily so much as calmly, with his unceasing smile.

‘More visitors, Miss Bewicke, I perceive. Ah! Guy, how are you? You’re looking dicky. Louise, my dearest girl!’

Of its kind, his impudence was glorious. Mr Dumville strode up to him, as if forgetful of the lady’s prohibition.

‘By gad! I’d like to kill you!’

Mr Burton, glancing up at the speaker, did not turn a hair.

‘I’m afraid I haven’t the honour. Miss Bewicke, may I ask you to introduce me to the gentleman?’

‘With pleasure. Mr Horace Burton, this is Mr Dumville. It is only at my urgent request that he refrains from breaking every bone in your body, as he easily could. But you know, and I know, that for you there’s such a very bad time coming that I feel it’s quite safe to leave you to the tender mercies of those to whom mercy is unknown. Turn out your pockets!’

‘Charmed! I quite appreciate the motive which actuates your request, Miss Bewicke. Nothing could be more natural. But I give you my word of honour that neither of us has anything which belongs to you.’

Notwithstanding, Mr Burton turned his pockets inside out, smiling all the time. His companions followed suit, though scarcely with so much grace. So far as could be seen, neither of them was in possession of anything to which Miss Bewicke could lay claim, as she herself admitted.

‘I really do believe you, Mr Burton, when you say that you — none of you — have property of mine. It sounds odd, and you may wonder why, but I do. Good-night.’

‘Good-night I am indebted to you, Miss Bewicke, for a pleasant evening’s entertainment.’

‘Don’t mention it. When the time comes to balance your accounts, you’ll find the sum-total of your indebtedness altogether beyond your capacity to meet. Go.’

And they went. At least Mr Thomas Cox and the Flyman went — the first-named gentleman with an undignified rush, the second not very far from his heels; but Mr Burton lingered on the threshold to waft a kiss on his finger-tips to Miss Casata.

‘Best love, Louise.’

The lady made a dash at him, inarticulate with rage.

‘You — you!’

Miss Bewicke stayed her progress.

‘Louise!’

Mr Burton laughed.

‘My dearest girl, you can’t expect to embrace me before all these people! Propriety forbids.’

When he had disappeared, Mr Dumville gave voice to his sentiments.

‘I wish you’d let me kill him!’

Miss Bewicke nodded her head, with an air of the profoundest wisdom, as she laid her little hands on his two arms.

‘My dear Bryan, before very long he’ll be wanting to kill himself; that’ll be so much nicer for us and so much worse for him.’


CHAPTER XX

HOW THE CHASE WAS ENDED

Mr Samuel Collyer was seated in his office. Spread open on the table in front of him was Mr George Burton’s will, which apparently he had just been studying. The study seemed to have afforded him amusement. Leaning back in his chair, he smiled. He referred to his watch.

‘Twenty minutes past; they will soon be here. On these occasions, punctuality ought to be the rule, and generally is. George Burton was a curious man, and left a curious will. And yet I don’t know. Why should I, or anyone, call it curious? By what right? When a man has neither wife nor children, and his only kindred are a couple of nephews to whom he is not particularly attached, surely he has a right to do as he likes with his own. It is his own — as yet. And if he chooses to attach to the succession certain conditions which appeal, we’ll say, to his sense of humour, what title has anyone, lawyer or layman, to comment adversely on the expression of his wishes? So long as they are not in opposition to the general welfare of the body politic, it seems to me none. In a sense, most wills are curious, when you get right into them and understand their ins and outs. I daresay mine will be. I’m a bachelor. Upon my word, I don’t know who has the best claim to the few pence I shall leave. Why shouldn’t I ornament my testamentary dispositions with a few characteristic touches? Why not?’

While the lawyer propounded to himself this knotty problem, two visitors were shown in — Mr Holland, again upon Miss Broad’s arm. He still was not himself. The effects of the sand-bag, which the Flyman had used with more enthusiasm than he had perhaps intended, had not yet all vanished. He seemed uncertain about his capacity to steer himself. He did not carry himself so upright as was his wont. There was a look upon his face which it had not previously worn — of indecision, irresolution, as if he was not quite master of his mental faculties. That sandbag had landed on the brain. Miss Broad seemed to regard him as if he were a child; she watched over him as if he were one, and it must be allowed that he appeared to appreciate to the full her tender care.

The diplomatic lawyer chose not to see the things which were patent. His greeting was, — 

‘I am glad to see you, Mr Holland, looking so much yourself. I was grieved to hear that you had had an accident.’

‘Accident!’ The reiteration was Miss Broad’s. ‘You call it accident!’

‘My dear young lady, the words which lawyers use are not always intended to bear their strict dictionary significance.’

Another visitor was announced — Mr Horace Burton, as much at his ease as ever. Miss Broad blazed up at sight of him.

‘You dare to come here!’

‘Dare! Collyer, who’s this young lady? Oh, it’s Miss Broad, my future cousin. May I ask, Letty — you’ll let me call you Letty? — why you should speak of my “daring” to come to my own lawyer’s office? Hallo, Guy, you look squiffy! Buck up, my boy!’

He would have saluted his cousin with his open palm upon the back had not Miss Broad caught his arm as it was descending and flung it away. He gazed at her with what was meant for admiration.

‘You are a warm one, Letty, really now! If you propose to slang Guy, as you seem fond of slanging me, you ought to have a pot of money to make it worth his while. He’s likely to find marriage with you an expensive luxury, my dear.’

Mr Holland half rose from the chair on which Miss Broad had placed him. He spoke with hesitating tongue.

‘You had better be careful — what you say.’

His relative laughed.

‘You’d better be careful what you say, or you’ll tumble down.’

Miss Broad laid her hand on Mr Holland’s shoulder.

‘Never mind what he says. I don’t. He’s not worth noticing.’

‘Do you hear that, Collyer? Isn’t she severe? But let’s to business. I’m not come to engage in a tongue-match with a lady. The three months are up. Where’s the ruby?’

Mr Collyer spoke.

‘May I ask, Mr Holland, if you’re in possession of the ring in question?’

It was Miss Broad who answered.

‘No, he is not. Miss Bewicke calls herself his friend, and she even pretends to be mine, but her friendship does not go far enough to induce her to hand over property to its rightful owner which was never hers.’

Comment from Mr Burton, — 

‘How sad! That’s very wrong of her. Shows such deplorable moral blindness, doesn’t it? She is a wicked woman, is May Bewicke — heartless, hypocritical, selfish to the core. Well, Collyer, anyhow that settles it. The money’s mine, and I give you my personal assurance I can do with it.’

‘I have not the slightest doubt of that, Mr Burton; but, before we conclude, there is something which I have been instructed to hand to Mr Holland. It was for that purpose I requested your presence here. Permit me, Mr Holland, to hand you this.’

From a drawer in his writing-table the lawyer produced a small parcel. When Mr Holland had undone, with somewhat shaky fingers, the outer covering, it was seen that within was a leather-covered case. Inside was a note, which he unfolded.

 

‘Dear Guy,’ it ran, ‘this is a wedding present from yours, May Bewicke.’

 

‘This’ was a ring — the ring — the famous ruby.

While they gathered round it, with a babble of voices, and Mr Burton showed himself disposed to bluster, Miss Bewicke herself appeared at the door with Mr Bryan Dumville. She advanced to Mr Holland and Miss Broad.

‘My dear children, how are you both? So you have the ring? That’s all right. Directly I heard of the will, I sent it to Mr Collyer — he’s my uncle, don’t you know? I thought it would be safer with him than it would be with me. A lone, lorn woman’s rooms are always open to the machinations of the most dreadful characters, and you never know what may happen — burglaries and all sorts of things. And you see I do call myself Guy’s friend, and I even pretend, Letty, to be yours. Don’t I, Bryan, dear?’

Some of the latter words suggested that the little lady had been listening outside the door. Mr Dumville confined his attention to Mr Horace Burton.

‘So it’s you again? I shall have to kill you after all.’

Actually Mr Burton did not seem altogether at his ease.

‘I suppose, Guy, you couldn’t let me have a thousand pounds to get away with?’ He laughed. ‘No; it’s no good. You’d better let me have it when I come out. They’re waiting for me outside. A thousand would only be a drop in the sea. They wouldn’t let me make a bolt of it for that.’

As he said, certain persons were waiting for him in the street. When he appeared, and it was discovered that he was not to have his uncle’s money, within an hour he was arrested on a charge of forgery. It was a remarkable case, and not a savoury one. Neither prosecutors nor prisoner showed to advantage; but as it was clearly proved that Mr Horace Burton had forged, and put into circulation, a large number of acceptances and other legal documents, the jury had no option but to find him guilty. A hard-headed judge sent him to penal servitude for fourteen years.

The Flyman soon followed him, it was understood, to the same prison. His was a charge of robbery with violence in the City Road. The sand-bag again. As there were previous convictions against him, he suffered badly.

Mr Thomas Cox is still at large. He was seen lately on the cliff at Margate, with his wife and daughter, lounging on a chair listening to the band. He looked well and flourishing — an illustration of a sound mind in a sound body. But one never knows.

Mr Guy Holland and Mr Bryan Dumville were married at the same church, at the same time, on the same day. They are the best of friends. Their wives swear by one another. Mrs Guy Holland is convinced that Mrs Bryan Dumville is the most charming woman on the English stage, just as Mrs Bryan Dumville is certain that Mrs Guy Holland is the altogether most delightful person off it.

THE END
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CHAPTER I

A VISION OF THE NIGHT

I WAS sure that I had seen Edwin Lawrence juggle with the pack. As I lay there wide awake in bed it all came back to me. I wondered how I could have been such an unspeakable idiot. We had dined together at the Trocadero; then we had gone on to the Empire. The big music hall was packed with people, the heat was insufferable.

“Let’s get out of this,” suggested Lawrence, almost as soon as we were in. “This crush, in this atmosphere, is not to be borne.” I agreed with him. We left. “Come into my place for an hour,” he said.

We both lived in Imperial Mansions, on the same floor. His number was 64, mine was 79. You went out of his door, along the passage, round the corner to the right — the second door on the right was mine. I went in with him.

“What do you say to a little gamble?” he asked. “It will be better than nothing.” — 

I agreed. We had a little gamble — at first for trivial stakes. I am an abstemious man. I had already drunk more than I was accustomed to. At his invitation I drank still more. We increased the stakes. I really do not know from whom the suggestion came, I know that I did not object. I had lost all my ready money. I kept on losing. He was dotting down, on a piece of paper, the extent of my indebtedness. Presently, when he announced the sum total, I was amazed to learn that it was very much more than I imagined — actually nearly a thousand pounds. On the instant I was wide awake.

“Nine hundred and forty pounds, Lawrence! It can’t be as much as that!”

“My dear chap, here are the figures; look for yourself.”

He handed me the piece of paper. His manner of arranging the several amounts I found more than a little vague, but as I had been so foolish as not to have kept count of them myself, I was hardly in a position to dispute their accuracy; and, added together, they certainly did come to the sum he stated. Still I felt persuaded that there was a mistake somewhere, though in what it consisted I was unable at the moment to perceive.

“Look here,” he said. “Be a sportsman for once in your life! I’ll give you a chance — I’ll cut you double or quits.”

I did not want to. I would have very much rather not. Gambling on such a scale was altogether out of my way. But he urged me, and I yielded; I don’t know why. I must have been very much more under the influence of drink than I imagined. We cut. I cut first — the knave of diamonds. As it was to be highest, not a bad card. I watched him as he cut, and saw that he dropped at least one card from the lot which he picked up; and that after he had had an opportunity of getting a shrewd guess at its value. The card which he faced was the queen of diamonds, exclaiming as he did so:

“That does you!”

“But that was not the card which you originally cut — you dropped one.”

“I dropped one! What do you mean? I have not the slightest notion of having done anything of the kind, and, anyhow, it must have been by the sheerest accident. What are you looking at me like that for? Don’t lose your temper because you happen to have lost.”

The insinuation was as gratuitous as it was uncalled for. There was not the slightest danger of my losing my temper; but that I was right in what I had said I felt assured. But then the card might have been dropped by accident, and he might not have noticed what had happened. And, anyhow, in face of the fact that I had been with the man on terms of intimacy, and had never before had cause to suspect him of anything in the least dishonourable, having regard to his explicit denial, it was a delicate position to persist in. I got up from my chair, conceding the point.

“That makes eighteen hundred and eighty pounds you owe me. My sympathy, Ferguson; better luck next time.”

I mentally resolved that I would not play cards again with Edwin Lawrence — at any rate, when we two were alone.

I was in a curious state of mind when I returned to my own chambers. The events of the evening buzzed in my head. It was not the money merely. Though I am very far from being a millionaire, and two thousand pounds, less one hundred and twenty, is not a sum to be lightly thrown away. The inquiry kept knocking at my brain — was the man whom already I was beginning to regard as a friend such a very poor creature after all? Was it possible that he had wilfully manipulated those figures to his own advantage, and, with intention, dropped that card? The more closely I followed the events of the evening, the less I liked the conclusion to which they led me.

When I went to bed my thoughts went with me. I could not shake them off. I tossed and tumbled in pursuit of sleep. And when, at last, slumber did come, my sleeping experiences were even more disturbing than my waking ones had been.

My repose is generally untroubled. I seldom am visited by dreams. But that night I had a most extraordinary dream; so extraordinary that I am haunted by it to this day, even in my waking hours. In appearance of reality it was little less than supernatural. Indeed, I do not mind admitting that I have been, and still am, at a loss to determine whether I was not — at least in part — an actual, sentient spectator, and not merely the subject of a vision of the night.

Of course, I am unable to say how long I had been to sleep, but it seemed to me that I had only just closed my eyes, when something, I knew not what, caused me to sit up in bed; and not only to sit up, but to get out of bed. I have no recollection of putting anything on in the shape of clothes; I am certain that I did not switch on the electric light, I had a clear consciousness of the prevailing darkness. And, in the darkness, I had an uncontrollable impulse to go to Lawrence. I left the room, to the best of my belief, clad only in my pyjamas. In the passage was a light — it is kept burning all night, — and I distinctly remember noticing that it was burning as I passed along. Reaching Lawrence’s door, I tapped at the panel. There was no answer. I hesitated before knocking again; and, as I did so, immediately became aware of a strange noise which proceeded from within.

A stranger noise I never heard. I experience a difficulty in describing it. It was as if some wild beast was inside the room, and was beside itself with fury. Yelling, snarling, screeching — a horrid, gasping noise — these sounds seemed to follow hard upon each other. And, mingled with them, were faint cries as of some one in extremity of both pain and terror. At that sound I ceased to hesitate. I turned the handle. I stepped inside. The sight I saw I am not likely to forget.

Lawrence was struggling frantically with some strange creature whose character I was not able to distinguish. From this creature proceeded those hideous sounds. It was a mass of whirling movement. I had never seen a being so instinct with frenzied action. Every part seemed to be in motion at once; and with its whole force it was assailing Lawrence. He seemed to be offering a feeble resistance, as, hauled this way and that, he staggered to and fro.

But, against such an attack, his efforts were vain. Presently he fell headlong to the floor.

The creature, stooping, rained on to his motionless body a hail of blows, making all the time that horrid, gasping noise, and then was still.

I had been conscious all the time that there was something about the creature which was terribly human. It appeared to be covered with a flowing robe of some shining, silken stuff, whose voluminous skirts whirled hither and thither as it writhed and twisted. Now that it became motionless there broke on my ears the sound of a woman’s laughter.

I am not a nervous subject. Nor am I, I believe, a physical coward. But I am compelled to own that, instead of attempting to interfere, or offering the assistance which I had only too good reason to suppose was urgently needed, at the sound of the laughter, like some frightened cur, I turned and fled. And not the least strange part of the whole business was that, as it seemed, immediately after, I woke up. Woke to find that, however it might appear to the contrary, I certainly had been asleep, for I was sitting up in bed covered with sweat and trembling in every limb.

I looked about me. The blind was up before the long French window. I remember drawing it up, as was my usual habit, before I got into bed. The moon was shining through. All at once a sound caught my anxious ear. I started forward to learn from whence it came. From the window!

I stared with all my eyes. I was wide awake now, of that there could be no sort of doubt whatever. In the moonlight I could see that some one was standing on the other side of the pane — a faint, mysterious figure. The latch was raised; it was a little rusty, I could hear it creaking. The window was pushed open, as by an unaccustomed hand, with something of a jerk. Out of the moonbeams, like some spectral visitant, a woman stepped into the room.


CHAPTER II

THE WOMAN WHO CAME THROUGH THE WINDOW

I HELD my breath, staring in amazement. The figure was real, that was obvious. And yet, how could a woman have gained my window from without? Where had she come from at that hour of the night? What did she want, now that she was here?

A vague wonder passed through my mind as to whether her object might not be felony. She had left the window open — I could feel the cool night-air — and stood inside it, as if listening. Was she endeavouring to discover if her entrance had been discovered? She had but to use her eyes, and look straight in front of her, to see me sitting up in bed, staring. I was as visible as she was. So far as I could judge she remained motionless, looking neither to right nor left. Presently she sighed, as some tired child might do, a long-drawn sigh, as if the action brought relief to her breast. Then I was persuaded that she was at any rate no thief — there was something in the sound of that sustained respiration which was incompatible with the notion of a feminine burglar.

She came a little forward into the room, doubtfully, as if uncertain of her surroundings. She stumbled against a chair, the contact seeming to startle her. I saw her put her hand up to her head, with the gesture of one who was trying to collect her thoughts.

“I can’t think where I am.”

The words broke the silence in the oddest manner. The voice was sweet, soft, clear — unmistakably a lady’s. It thrilled me strangely. Nothing which had gone before had disconcerted me so much — it was an utterance of such extreme simplicity. Was it possible that the lady was a somnambulist, who, held in the thraldom of that curious disease, had woke to find herself in a stranger’s bedroom? If that was the case, what was I to do? How could I explain the situation, without unduly startling her?

The question was answered for me. I must unconsciously have fidgeted. All at once her face was turned towards me. She exclaimed:

“Who’s that?”

I arrived at an instant resolution — replying with the most matter-of-fact air of which I was capable.

“Do not be alarmed — it is I, John Ferguson.

If you will allow me, I will turn on the light, so that we may see each other better.”

I switched on the electric light. What it revealed again amazed me into speechlessness. At the foot of my bed stood the most beautiful woman I had ever seen; I thought so in that first astounded moment — I think so still. She was tall and she was slight. She looked at me out of the biggest and the sweetest pair of eyes I ever saw. But there was something in them which I did not understand. It was not only bewilderment, it was as if she was looking at the world out of a dream. She regarded me, as I sat, with my touzled head of hair, not, as I had feared, with signs of agitation and alarm, but rather with a curious sort of wonderment.

“I don’t know who you are. Where am I? Have I ever seen you before?”

It was spoken as a child might speak, with a little tremulous intonation, as if she were on the verge of tears.

“I don’t think you have. But don’t be alarmed — you are quite safe. I think you have been walking in your sleep.”

“Walking in my sleep?”

“I fancy you must have been.”

“But — do I walk in my sleep?”

In spite of myself, I smiled at the simplicity of the inquiry.

“That is a matter on which you should know more than I do.”

“But — where can I have walked from?”

“That also is a question to which you should be able to supply an answer. Do you live in the Mansions?”

“The Mansions?”

“These are the Imperial Mansions. Is your home here?”

“My home?” She shook her head solemnly. “I don’t know where my home is.”

“Not know? But you must know where your home is. Who are you? What is your name?”

“I don’t know who I am or what is my name.”

Was she an imbecile? She did not look it. I never saw intellect more clearly marked upon a woman’s face. But the more attentively I regarded her the more distinctly I began to realise that there was something peculiar in her expression. She seemed mazed, as if she had recently been roused from sleep and had not yet had time to acquire consciousness of her surroundings. My original surmise was correct; she had been walking in her sleep, and had not yet recovered sufficient consciousness to enable her to recognise the actualities of existence, and comprehend what it was she had been doing.

While I told myself this I had never removed my glance from off her. And now my gaze fastened on something which had for me a dreadful fascination.

She was covered from head to foot in a voluminous garment, which set off her face and figure to perfection. I took it to be some sort of opera-cloak, though, more than anything else, it resembled a domino buttoned down the front It was made of some bright plum-coloured material, which I afterwards learned was alpaca. A hood, which was attached to the garment, was half off, half on, her dainty head. The whole affair, cloak and hood, was lined with green silk. The front of the cloak was decorated with voluminous green ribbons; one of these caught my eye. It was a broad sash-ribbon, some six or eight inches wide, reaching from her neck almost to her toes.

For quite half its length the vivid green was obscured by what seemed to be a stain of another colour. The stain was apparently of such recent occurrence that the ribbon was still sopping wet. But it was not the broad ribbon only which was stained; I perceived that, here and there, the bright hues of the knots of narrower ribbon were also dimmed. More, there were splashes on the cloak itself. She had her hand up to her head. I glanced at it. How could the fact have previously escaped my notice? There were stains upon her uplifted hand, and upon the other hand which dangled loosely at her side. They were half covered with something red — and wet All at once there came back to me the extraordinary vision I had had of the strange happening in Lawrence’s room. I recalled the frenzied figure, clad in the woman’s robe, with the whirling skirts. Woman’s robe? Why, here it was in front of me, upon this woman, the very robe which I had seen. And here, too, now sufficiently quiescent, were the whirling skirts. I put my hand up to my eyes to shut out the horrid thought which seemed to rush at me; and I cried — 

“Tell me who you are, and from where you come!”

There was silence. I repeated my inquiry. She answered with another.

“Why do you speak so strangely? And why do you put your hand before your eyes?”

The mere sound of her speaking soothed me. To my mind, one of the greatest charms of a woman should be her voice. Never did I hear a more comfortable voice than hers. It was impossible to imagine that a voice in which, to my ears, rang so unmistakably the accents of truth, could belong to one who was false. Removing my hands, I looked at her again.

She had smeared her countenance with her finders; all down one side of her face was a crimson stain.

“Look,” I cried, “at what you’ve done!”

“What have I done?”

“What’s on your hands?”

“My hands? What is on my hands?”

She held out her hands in front of her, staring at them with the most innocent air in the world.

“It’s blood.”

“Blood? Where has it come from?”

She asked the question as a child might do. In spite of her blood-stained face, the ring of truth which was in her voice, the unspoken appeal which was in her eyes, went to my heart.

“Try to think where you’ve come from, and what you have been doing?”

“Think? I can’t think.”

“But you must! Don’t you see you’re all covered with blood?

“All covered with blood? Why, so I am!

Oh!” — 

She gave a little cry which was more than half a sob. She swayed to and fro. Before I could reach her she had fallen to the ground. I found her lying as if she were dead. She had swooned.

This was a pretty plight which I was in. I have had but little experience of feminine society.

My life, for the most part, has been lived in places where women are not. I knew as little of them as of the cuneiform character — perhaps less. I, of course, had heard of women fainting, but never before had I seen one in such a pitiful predicament. What was I to do? I thought of Mrs. Peddar. She was the housekeeper at the Mansions — an excellent woman. Everything under her rule went by clockwork: she had been of more assistance to me in various matters than I had supposed that a person in her position could have been. But I scarcely felt that this was a case in which her interference might be altogether desirable.

As I looked at the lovely creature lying there so still, I felt this more and more. Her utter helplessness filled me with a curious sense of pity. A resolve was growing up within me to constitute myself her champion, if she would only avail herself of my services, in whatever circumstances of doubt and danger she might find herself. If she had something to conceal, by no action of mine should it be blazed to the world. Without her express sanction, neither Mrs. Peddar nor any one else, should be informed of her presence there. Yet how was I to restore her to consciousness?

While I hesitated I perceived that something was lying beside her on the floor. Where it had come from I could not tell; it was hardly the kind of thing to have fallen from a woman’s pocket I picked it up. It was a photograph of Edwin Lawrence; I could not help but recognise the likeness directly I raised it Back and front it was smeared with blood. Actuated by an impulse for which I did not attempt to account rising, I thrust it between the leaves of a book which was on the mantelshelf. She moved. Turning, I found that she had raised herself a little, and was looking at me with her eyes wide open.

“What is the matter with me? Have I been asleep?”

Her frank, fearless gaze, with, in it, that strange look of bewilderment, filled me with a sudden sense of confusion. I stammered a reply.

“You have not been very well. But you are better now. Let me help you to get up.”

I held out my hand. Putting hers into it, she rose to her feet with a little spring. When she took her hand away, on mine there was a ruddy smirch. The condition of her plum-coloured garment, and of the bright green ribbons, seemed to have become more conspicuous even than before.

“Hadn’t you better take off your cloak?”

She looked at me as if amazed.

“Take off my cloak? Why should I?”

“You will be more comfortable without it.”

“Do you think so? Then of course I’ll take it off.”

She removed her cloak, with my assistance. I flung it over the back of a chair.

“You will find water there with which to wash your hands and face.”

Again she eyed me with that suggestion of surprise.

“Why should I wash my hands and face?”

“There is blood upon them.”

“Blood?” She held out her hands with her former gesture. “So there is. I had forgotten. I cannot think how it came there.” Her cheeks assumed an added tinge of pallor. “Will it come off if I wash them?”

It seemed impossible to doubt that it was seriously asked; yet the apparent puerility of the question stung me to a brusque response.

“We will hope that soap and water will at least, remove the outward and visible stain.”

Turning, I went into my dressing-room, she following me with her eyes. There I hastily donned some more conventional attire. Thence, passing into the dining-room, I called to her through the bedroom door.

“When you are ready, may I ask you to come in here. We shall be more at our ease.”

She did not keep me waiting, but appeared upon the instant, coming towards me holding out her hands as a child might do.

“I’m clean now. Aren’t I clean?”

Her close propinquity filled with me wholly unreasonable agitation. I drew back. The removal of the cloak had disclosed a dark blue silk dress which fitted her, to my thinking, with the most marvellous perfection. There was a touch of white about her neck and wrists. Her beauty struck me more even than at first — it awed me. Yet at the back of my mind was born a dim fancy that somewhere in the flesh I had seen this enchanting vision before. I was at a loss as to the words with which I ought to address her, speaking at last, blunderingly enough.

“Have you any reason why you should wish to conceal your name?” She shook her head. “Then tell me what it is.”

“But I don’t know. Have I a name?”

“I presume that, with the rest of the world, you have. Pray do not suppose, however, that I wish to force myself into your confidence. I would only suggest that I think it might be better, for both our sakes, if you could give me some idea of where you came from before you entered my room.”

“Did I enter your room? Oh yes, I remember; but — I don’t remember anything more.” She put her hand up to her head with the gesture which had previously struck me. “Where did I come from?”

“I don’t know if you are intentionally trifling, but if you are unable to supply the information, I certainly cannot.”

Something in my manner seemed to occasion her distress. She moved towards me anxiously, like a timid child who stands in fear of admonition.

“Why do you look like that? Are you angry?”

I knew not what to think or what to feel; but, at least, I was not angry. If she was playing a part, which I for one was disposed to doubt, she acted with such plausibility that I was conscious of my incapacity to discover in what the trick consisted. I perceived that, after all, this was a case for Mrs. Peddar.

“The housekeeper is a most superior person — a Mrs. Peddar. She will be of more assistance to you than I can be. Will you allow me to tell her that you are here?”

“Why not? Of course you can tell her — if you like.”

This was said with such an air of innocence, and with such an entire absence of suspicion that there could be anything dubious in her position, that I myself was conscious of a sense of shame at the thoughts which filled my mind. I moved towards the door. She stopped me.

“Who are you going to tell?”

“The housekeeper — Mrs. Peddar.”

“Oh.” This was with a little touch of doubt “She’s a woman. You’re a man. I’m a woman.” She said this with the utmost gravity, as if she were giving utterance to portentous facts which she had just discovered. She seemed to shiver. “Is she — nice? Will she — be kind to me?”

I registered a mental vow that she should be kind to her, or I would know the reason why; I said as much, though with less emphasis of language. Then I left the room.

But, before I actually went in search of Mrs. Peddar I returned into the bedroom, through the door which opened out of the passage. Using that plum-coloured cloak with scant ceremony, I rolled it up into a bundle and thrust it into a wardrobe behind a heap of clothes. Then, opening the window, I stood on the balcony and threw the water in which my visitor had washed her hands and face, as far as I could out into the street I heard it fall with a splash on to the road below.


CHAPTER III

THE CONQUEST OF MRS. PEDDAR

MRS. PEDDAR has her rooms at the top of the building — on the seventh floor. The lift runs all night. It had been my intention, rather than summon it and attract the attention of the porter, to have climbed the endless flights of stairs; but, as luck had it, when I reached the staircase the lift was setting some one down. Since it was there I thought I might as well use it, to save time, and also my legs. I stepped inside.

“Up or down, sir?”

“I am going up to Mrs. Peddar.”

The porter favoured me with a doubtful glance.

“Mrs. Peddar lives at the top of the building. She’s in bed long ago.”

“So I suppose. I’m afraid, however, that I shall have to wake her up again, as I am in urgent need of her assistance.”

“Anything wrong, sir?”

“No. At least nothing in which you could be of service.”

As we mounted I could see that Turner — the night porter’s name is Turner — was wondering what possible business I could have with Mrs. Peddar that I should rouse her out of her warm bed at that hour of the night. It occurred to me to ask him a question or two.

“Has a lady come up lately?”

“Up where?”

“Up to the first floor — or anywhere?” He shook his head. “You’re sure?”

“Certain. No lady’s come into this building for a good two hours, at any rate. The last was Mrs. Sabin; she and her husband’s on the fourth floor. They’ve been to the Gaiety Theatre: I took ’em up in the lift. She was the last lady as came in, and that was just after eleven.”

His words set me thinking. If my visitor had not come in through the doorway, how then had she gained access to my balcony, which is on the first floor, and between twenty and thirty feet above the ground. Turner volunteered a statement on his own account.

“And the last man who went out was Mr. Lawrence’s brother.”

I pricked up my ears at this.

“Mr. Lawrence’s brother? Oh.”

“Yes — Mr. Philip, I think his name is. He came down not three minutes before I saw you, just as I was going to take up Mr. Maynard — that was Mr. Maynard who got out as you got in. He seemed to be in a big hurry. I said good night as he went past, but he said nothing. He had a big parcel in his arms, almost as much as he could carry.”

“You are sure it was Mr. Lawrence’s brother?”

“It was him right enough. My cousin’s his coachman — I ought to know him.”

“You say he came down three minutes ago?”

“Not three minutes ago, I said.”

Then, in that case, he must have been with his brother some time after my visitor had come to me. The knowledge occasioned me distinct relief.

Turner continued:

“He went up about an hour ago: perhaps a little more. He’d got no parcel then. I stared when I saw he’d got one when he came back. I shouldn’t have thought he was the kind to carry a parcel, and especially such a one. I’d have called him a cab if he’d given me a chance, but I was just starting with Mr. Maynard, and he was off like a shot. Shall I wait for you, sir? The first door round the corner is Mrs. Peddar’s.” I told him not to wait, feeling conscious that it might take me some time to explain to Mrs. Peddar what I desired of her. The lady must have been a light sleeper. Hardly had I saluted the panel of the door with my knuckles than a voice inquired who was there. When I informed her she made a prompt appearance in her dressing-gown.

“You, Mr. Ferguson! What do you want at this hour of the night?”

I immediately became conscious that it might be even more difficult to explain than I had supposed.

“I have a visitor downstairs, Mrs. Peddar.”

“A visitor? Well? What has that to do with me? You can’t have anything to eat at this time of night.”

She said that, I take it, because in the Mansions meals are provided for residents, and she supposed that I had dragged her out of bed at that unholy hour in search of food.

“The visitor is a lady, and I wanted to know if you could give her a bed somewhere to-night.”

“A bed? Who is the lady?”

“Well — the fact is, Mrs. Peddar, something very remarkable has taken place. I’ve come up to tell you all about it, and to ask your advice.”

“You had better come in.”

I went into her sitting-room, she, with an eye for the proprieties, leaving the door discreetly open. There was that in her bearing which made me wonder if she suspected me of having been guilty of some act of rakish impropriety, unworthy of my age and character. I was conscious that the course in front of me was not all smooth sailing.

“A young lady, Mrs. Peddar, has just entered my room through the window.”

“Through the window! Mr. Ferguson! At this hour!”

“I’m afraid the poor thing is not quite right in her mind.”

“I should think not That is the best thing you can hope of her.”

“She is quite a lady.”

“Lady!” Mrs. Peddar tightened her lips. “Mr. Ferguson, are you laughing at me, sir?”

“I assure you I am perfectly serious; and I give you my word she is a lady. You have only to see her for yourself to find that. Wait a minute — let me finish! I thought at first that she was a somnambulist; that she had been walking in her sleep; and I am still of opinion that something strange has happened to her. She is unable to tell me her name, who she is, whence she comes, or anything about herself; she seemed as if she were mazed.”

“Has she been drinking?”

“Come downstairs and speak to her; you will perceive for yourself that to connect her with such a notion would be worse than impertinence.”

“No offence, sir, but when you tell me that a strange young woman comes through your window in the middle of the night, I can’t help having my own thoughts.”

“And I tell you, Mrs. Peddar, that the ‘strange young woman,’ as you call her, is a lady in every sense of the word, to whom, I am persuaded, something very serious has recently happened.”

“Very good, Mr. Ferguson. I’m afraid that you’re too soft-hearted, sir. Where is this young lady now?”

“She is in my dining-room.”

“Alone?”

“Certainly she is alone.”

“Then I should not be surprised if, by now, she’s gone back through the window, taking something with her to help keep you in mind. You must excuse my saying that I don’t think I ever did know quite so simple-minded a gentleman as you are, sir. One thing’s sure — if we do want to find her we’d better hurry for all we’re worth.”

Urged by Mrs. Peddar I hastened with her down the stairs. But her forecast was not realised. My visitor had not gone. She was still in the dining-room, fast asleep in an armchair. The first thing which saluted our ears, as we entered the room, was the sound of her gentle breathing; she slept softly as a child. The sight which she presented touched the housekeeper’s womanly heart.

“She does look a picture, that’s certain! And quite the lady! And isn’t she prettily dressed! My word, what lovely rings!”

The girl’s hands were extended on her lap.

I saw that on her fingers were what seemed to be two or three valuable rings. Now that Mrs. Peddar had started, her enthusiasm almost equalled mine.

“How pale she is — and how beautiful! It’s plain that the poor thing’s tired out and out. And you say that she came through the window! But however did she get there? and who is she? and where did she come from?”

“As I have told you, I have put those questions to her already, without success. As you can see for yourself, she appears to be worn out by fatigue. I think that if you could give her a bed for to-night — I, of course, will be responsible for all expenses — in the morning we may be able to obtain from her all the information we require.”

“She shall have the bed all right, sir; I shouldn’t be surprised if you’re right for once. She looks a lady; and, anyhow, I never could be hard to any one so beautiful. But who’s to wake her? She is so sound asleep, poor dear!”

“I will wake her.”

I did — by laying my hand gently on her shoulder. She moved, turned, opened her eyes, and, when she saw who it was, sat upright in her chair. — 

“I’ve been asleep again; it seems as if my eyes would not keep open. Where have you been? I thought you never would come back.

It was so quiet here, and this is such an easy chair, I had to go to sleep.

“I’ve been in search of Mrs. Peddar, of whom I told you. This is Mrs. Peddar.”

The girl turned to her with a radiant smile; my conviction is that that smile won Mrs. Peddar s heart right off.

“Oh, Mrs. Peddar, I am so sleepy. I feel as if I wanted to sleep, sleep, sleep. I can’t think what’s the matter.”

Mrs. Peddar was regarding her with inquisitive looks, in which, however, there was sympathy as well. — 

“You’re tired, miss; that’s what the matter is with you. A good night’s rest will do you good; you shall have it if you’ll come with me, and as comfortable a bed as you ever slept in.”

“You’ll be all right with Mrs. Peddar,” I said; for the girl seemed to hesitate. “You could not be in safer keeping, or in kinder hands.”

“Cannot I stay here?”

I looked at Mrs. Peddar; Mrs. Peddar looked at me. It was she who answered.

“I think, miss, you will be more comfortable if you come with me. You see, Mr. Ferguson lives alone.”

“But where shall you be?”

The anxious tones in which the girl put the question, and the appealing gesture with which it was accompanied, afforded me an unreasonable amount of pleasure.

“I shall be here, not so very far away from you; and, the first thing in the morning, I will come to learn how you have slept.”

“You promise?”

“I promise.”

Never did I promise anything more willingly.

She was still reluctant to go. To appease her I accompanied her upstairs. When she reached Mrs. Peddar’s own apartment she was still unwilling to suffer me to leave her, her unwillingness making me absurdly happy.

As I descended those interminable stairs it was as if I trod on air. It was ridiculous. Why should I be affected, one way or the other, by the whims, and airs, and fancies of an apparently half-witted woman, who had forced her way into my room at dead of night in a cloak all wet with blood.


CHAPTER IV

DR. HUME

I WAS awoke next morning by Atkins bringing in my cup of coffee. He asked me a question as he arranged it on the small table beside my bed.

“Do you know, sir, if Mr. Lawrence slept in his rooms last night?”

He had aroused me from a dreamless slumber, and I was not yet sufficiently awake to catch the full drift of his inquiry.

“Slept in his rooms? What do you mean?”

“Because, sir, when I took him his coffee just now, as usual, I knocked four times and got no answer. And his door’s locked; it’s not his habit to lock his door when he’s at home.”

Atkins is one of the staff of servants attached to the Mansions, whose particular office it is to wait on the occupants of chambers on the first floor: a discreet man, who has a pretty intimate knowledge of the manners and customs of those on whom he attends.

“Mr. Lawrence was in his rooms last night.

I was with him till rather late, and I believe he had a visitor after I had left.”

This I said remembering what Turner had told me about his brother coming down the stairs, with the parcel in his arms.

“I think he must be out now — at least, I can’t make him hear. And the door’s locked; I never knew him have the door locked when he was in.”

“Perhaps he’s ill,” I suggested. “I’ll slip along the balcony and see. You wait here till I come back.”

I do not know what induced me to make such a proposition, except that I was struck by the man’s words, and impelled by a sudden impulse. On every floor a balcony runs right round the building. Lawrence and I had often made use of it to reach each other’s rooms — his are the first set round the corner. I put on a pair of slippers and a dressing-gown, and started.

It was a chilly morning, with a touch of fog in the air, and it had been raining. I made what haste I could. The window of Lawrence’s dining-room opened directly I turned the handle. I went inside, and I saw what I then instantly and clearly realised I had all along felt sure that I should see. I sprang back upon the balcony. Atkins was looking out of my window. I called to him.

“Come here! Quick! There’s something wrong!”

He came running to me.

“What is it, sir?”

“I don’t know what it is, but — it’s something.”

Atkins followed me into the room. Edwin Lawrence lay face foremost on the floor. All about him the carpet was stained with blood. His clothes were soaked. Had it not been for his clothes I should not have certainly known that it was Lawrence, because, when we turned him over, we found that his face and head had been cut and hacked to pieces. In my time I have seen men who have come to their death by violence, but never had I seen such an extraordinary sight as he presented. It was as if some savage thing, fastening upon him, had torn him to pieces with tooth and nail. His flesh had been ripped and rent so that not one recognisable feature was left. Indeed, it might not have been a man we were looking upon, but some thing of horror.

I spoke to Atkins. “Run and fetch Dr. Hume. I am afraid he will be of little use, but he must come. And the police!”

Off he sped to tell the ghastly tidings. So soon as he was gone I looked about me. On a chair close by was a pair of white kid gloves — a woman’s. I picked them up and put them in my pocket. Among the portraits on the mantelshelf was the face of one I knew. I put that in my pocket also with the gloves.

The room was in some disarray, but not in such disorder as to suggest that a desperate struggle had taken place. A chair or two and a table were not in the places in which I knew they generally stood; the table on which we had played that game of cards last night was pushed up against another, on which were some copper vases. A revolving bookcase had been driven up against the fireplace. On the woodwork were gouts of blood. There was a blotch on the back of one of the books — a volume of Rudyard Kipling’s “Many Inventions.” On the edge of the white stone mantelpiece was the mark of where a hand had rested — a blood-stained hand. Something lay on the carpet, perhaps two yards away from the dead man’s feet I took it up. It was a collar — a man’s collar — shapeless and twisted and stiff with coagulated blood. As I stared at it a wild wonder began to take shape and to grow in my brain.

“Ferguson, what’s the matter? What’s this Atkins tells me about? Good God! is that Lawrence?”

It was Dr. Hume who spoke. He had come into the room while I was staring at the collar.

Graham Hume is a man who has taken high medical honours; but, having ample private means, he does not pretend to have anything in the shape of a regular practice. He has a hobby — madness. He is a student of what he calls obscure diseases of the brain; insisting that we have all of us a screw loose somewhere, and that out of every countenance insanity peeps — even though, as a rule, thank goodness, it is only the shadow of a shade.

Some strange stories are told of experiments which he has made. His chambers are on the ground floor; and, though he has a plate on his door, his patients are few and far between — nor are they by any means always welcome even when they do appear. Probably the larger number of them are residents in the Mansions, and because that was so, any one living in the buildings being in sudden need of medical help used to rush at once to him. Lawrence used to chaffingly speak of him as “the Imperial Doctor.”

Hume was still in the prime of life — perhaps forty, of medium height, sparely built, with cleanshaven face, high forehead, and coal-black hair. A good fellow, in his fashion; but with rather a too professional outlook on to the world. I always felt that he regarded every one with whom he came in contact — man, woman, or child — as a possible subject for experiment. Personally, I was conscious of feeling no dislike for him; but I had a sort of suspicion that he did not like me.

“Yes,” I replied; “that’s Lawrence — what’s left of him.”

He was kneeling by the dead man on the floor, his usually impassive face all alert and eager.

“How has this happened — and when?”

“That is what has to be discovered.”

“Who found him?”

“Atkins and I.”

“Was he lying in this position?”

“No; he was on his face. We turned him over.”

“The man’s been cut to pieces.”

“It almost looks to me as if he had been scratched to pieces.”

“I fancy these wounds are too deep for scratches — in the ordinary sense. It looks as if several narrow blades had been used, set in some kind of frame, or a row of spikes. The flesh has been torn open in regular layers. This is interesting — very.” This was the kind of remark which I should have expected he would make; it came from him sotto voce. “He’s been dead some time, he’s quite cold. Very curious indeed.”

While he spoke he had been unfastening, with deft fingers, the dead man’s clothes, laying bare his neck and chest. Now he called to me, with an accent of suspicion.

“Look at that!”

I looked. I saw that the body was almost as much disfigured as the head and face; that it was covered with gaping wounds.

“I see; enough violence has been used to kill the poor fellow a dozen times over.”

“Is that all you see?” Hume spoke with more than a touch of impatience. “Don’t you see that some sharp-pointed instrument has been thrust right through the man’s body, from the back to the front, and from the front to the back, because he has been attacked from both back and front? If, then, a knife, or something of the kind, has been driven clean through him, as it has been, over and over again, how came it to miss his shirt, his coat, the whole of his clothes?”

“I don’t quite see what you mean.”

“Then, in that case, my dear Ferguson, I am afraid that you are even more dense than you usually are — which is unfortunate. If I were to stab you where you stand, the stabbing instrument would have to pass through your clothing, and, in doing so, would leave a mark of its passage. One would expect to find this man’s clothing cut to pieces; but you can see for yourself that, with the exception of bloodstains, there is not a mark upon them; they are intact, without rent or tear. Are we to infer that the attacking weapon did not pass through them? In that case, was the man naked when he was attacked, and were his clothes put on him after he was dead?”

“I see, now, what you mean.”

“I am glad of that; perhaps your mental faculties are beginning to move. I suppose these clothes are Lawrence’s?”

“I can prove that; he was wearing them when I saw him last.”

“Oh, he was, was he. When did you see him last?”

“Last night.”

Hume glanced quickly up at me.

“Last night? At what time?”

I considered for a moment.

“I don’t remember particularly noticing, but I should say that it was about half-past eleven when I left him, or perhaps a little after.”

“Half-past eleven? Then I should say that within an hour of that time he was dead; perhaps within less than an hour. That’s very odd.”

“Why is it odd?”

“Was he alone when you left him?”

“He was.”

“Did you part on friendly terms?”

The question took me somewhat aback; it was not one which it was easy to answer.

“May I ask why you inquire?”

“My dear Ferguson, it is a question which some one will put to you. You should be prepared with an answer. It seems rather unfortunate that you should have quarrelled with him within an hour of his being done to death.”

“I did not quarrel with him.”

“No? What did you do then? Your unwillingness to reply shows that it was not on the best of terms you parted.”

“I shall be ready to give all necessary information to any one entitled to ask for it.”

“So you are in a position to give information? I see? And you think I am not entitled to ask? Oh! What, to your mind, would constitute a title? — a magistrate’s warrant? You don’t happen to know if any one saw him after you did?”

“I believe that some one did.”

Again he gave that quick glance upwards.

“Who was it?”

“I believe that his brother saw him.”

“You believe! What makes you believe?”

“I was told by Turner, the night-porter.”

“When?”

“Last night; or, rather, early this morning. I had occasion to use the lift. Turner told me that he had seen Mr. Lawrence’s brother go up, and that he had just come down again.”

“What time was that?”

“Between two and three.”

“I fancy that before the clock struck two, or even one, this man was dead.”

“I found this on the floor just before you came in.”

I handed Hume the blood-grimed collar.

“What is it? A collar?” As he turned it over he saw what I had seen. “Here’s a name—’ Philip Lawrence.’”

“I believe that Philip is his brother’s name.” He looked at me with an unfriendly something in his glance.

“What do you infer from that?”

“I do not attempt to draw an inference.”

“But your tone suggests. Do you suggest that when Philip Lawrence came to see his brother he took off his collar and left it behind him on the floor? Why?”

“It must have been soaked with blood.”

“Then you do suggest that Philip Lawrence left his collar behind because it was soaked with blood.”

“I suggest nothing. I say that I saw it on the floor and picked it up; that’s all.”

Hume stood up.

“What else have you found?”

I fenced with the question. I did not propose to speak of the gloves or the photograph, being conscious that Hume was prepared to make himself extremely disagreeable if occasion offered.

“I have not looked. The collar lay staring at me on the floor; I could not help but see it.”

“Then we will look together. In such a case as this, one never knows what trifles light as air’ may prove ‘confirmation strong as Holy Writ.’ Here’s a waste-paper basket; let’s see what’s in it. More than one man has been sent to the gallows by a scrap of waste-paper. Here’s what appears to be a letter — not too carefully written. Let’s see what we can make of it. Hullo! what’s this?” He read from the scrap of paper he was holding: “‘Such men as you ought not to be allowed to live.’ That’s a strong assertion. And written by a woman, too, in a good, bold hand. I think I should recognise that caligraphy if I saw it again; wouldn’t you?”

He handed me the fragment. The clear, characteristic writing was certainly a woman’s. I felt that I should know it again if I saw it. The words were as he had stated them. He went on.

“If the intention of the person who tore up this letter was to conceal its purport, he did his work with very little skill. Here’s another fragment which is plain enough. ‘To-night I will give you a last chance.’ To-night! I wonder if that was yesternight? If so he had his last chance — his very last. Here, on still another piece, is part of a signature. ‘Bessie.’ It certainly is Bessie. I know a Bessie.” He smiled, not too pleasantly. “I wonder if — it’s scarcely likely, though I shouldn’t be surprised if this turns out to be the work of feminine fingers. I seem to scent a woman in it somewhere.”

“It’s incredible!” I cried. “How could such violence have been used by any woman?”

“How do you know that much violence has been used? — though there are women who are capable of as much violence as men. But, in this case, so far, there is nothing to show that much strength has been exerted. It is a question of what instrument has been employed. Obviously it is one of a most extraordinary and most deadly kind, and one which I should imagine would be as likely to be found in a woman’s possession as a man’s; indeed, I should say more likely, because I should expect to find a man preferring to trust to his own right hand. Let me tell you this, Ferguson. You are making a serious mistake in endeavouring to associate Philip Lawrence with this matter. I know him well. He is a man of high position and noble character; as incapable of such a deed as you. Indeed, I know him well enough to be aware that he is incapable; I have not sufficient knowledge of you to say, with certainty, of what you may be capable.”

“Your language is quite unwarranted. I have made no endeavour of the kind.”

“Are you perfectly candid? Are you sure that there is nothing at the back of your mind?

My position here is quasi-official. It is my duty to ascertain how this man came to his death. Yet, while you refuse to answer my inquiries, questioning my right to make them, you volunteer some tittle-tattle about Philip Lawrence, and produce, with something very like a flourish of triumph, a collar with his name on, which, you say, you found upon the floor. I warn you again that, if you attempt to drag in Philip Lawrence’s name, you will be guilty of a serious injustice, the consequences of which will inevitably recoil on your own head.”

“Listen to me, Hume, in your turn. In the first place, I don’t understand why you show me such an aggressive front. And, anyhow, you exaggerate the importance of your position. — You merely happen to be the first doctor of whom I could think. Your business is to make a medical examination; so far, in that direction, I cannot say that I have seen you make any undue exertions. To suggest that your office is, in any sense, judicial, is sheer absurdity. We will stop at that. Some men would have regarded the questions which you have put to me as intentionally impertinent. I have enough acquaintance with you to know that it is your unfortunate manner which is to blame, and that your intention was innocuous.

“But let me add this: I know nothing of Mr. Philip Lawrence; I have never seen the man in my life. But, since he was seen to leave the building at an early hour this morning, in a somewhat curious fashion, exhibiting all the marks of haste; and since his brother has now been found here lying dead, I think, in spite of your ardent championship, he will be called upon to give some sort of explanation.”

Why Hume behaved as he immediately did is beyond my comprehension. He came close up to me, looking me full in the face, in distinctly unfriendly fashion.

“Then I say you lie.”

He said it quietly — it is not his custom to speak loudly — but he said it with unmistakable decision. While I was wondering whether or not I should knock the fellow down, Atkins came in with a policeman at his heels. It was time.


CHAPTER V

A CURIOUS CASE

I HAD only just returned to my own rooms when Mrs. Peddar appeared.

“The young lady is up, sir, and wishes to see you, if it would be quite convenient.”

Her words, her tone, her manner, told me that the housekeeper had not yet heard of what had happened to the occupant of No. 64. Atkins had explained that he had experienced some difficulty in finding a constable, and, apparently, had said nothing of his errand to any one upon the way. The story of Edwin Lawrence’s ending had not yet been told. I was not disposed to be the first to inform Mrs. Peddar.

“How is the young lady?” I asked.

“Well, sir, she seems all right, bodily, if I may say so, and she certainly has slept sound, and looks better than ever; but that there’s something the matter with her mind, I feel sure.”

“Have you found out her name, or anything about her?”

“No, sir, not a word. I looked at her linen when she was in bed, and it’s marked ‘E.M.’”

“‘E.M.’?”

“Yes, sir, ‘E.M.’ And there’s a purse in her pocket with eighteen shillings; but that’s all — no cards or anything. I was wondering if you wouldn’t like Dr. Hume to see her. He’s a clever gentleman, and might find out what’s wrong with her; because, as I’ve said, that there’s something wrong I’m sure.”

I turned my back, being unwilling to let the woman see how strongly her reference to Hume had moved me. The idea that that man should have an opportunity to play any of the pranks, which he pretended were experiments, made in the interests of science, upon that helpless girl, made my blood boil.

“I don’t think we will trouble Dr. Hume just yet, Mrs. Peddar.”

“Very good, sir. I don’t believe myself in doctors — not as a general rule; it’s their bill they’re thinking of, and not you, most of the time; but the young lady’s seems such a curious case, and Dr. Hume has the reputation of being so clever, that I thought I’d just mention it.”

“It’s very kind of you, Mrs. Peddar. I cannot tell you how obliged I am to you for the interest you are taking in the matter; but then I know your good heart. Will you inform the young lady that I will come to her as soon as I have finished dressing?”

When I entered Mrs. Peddar’s rooms the girl was standing by the window. As she turned to greet me I was positively startled by her loveliness. It filled me with a curious sense of exhilaration. Her face was illumined by that radiant smile which had struck me overnight as being one of her most striking characteristics. She extended both her hands.

“So it’s you at last I thought you were never coming.”

“I have been detained, or I would have been here before. I hope you slept well, and that Mrs. Peddar’s bed was as comfortable as she predicted.”

“Slept! I seem to have slept all my cares away. Do you know, I think that something must have happened to me last night.”

“What do you think it was?”

“That’s just it — I can’t think. I wonder if anything’s the matter with my head.”

“Perhaps you had some kind of a shock; try to remember.”

She shook her head.

“I can’t remember. And yet — I don’t know. There’s something in my head like a blot. It makes me feel so stupid.”

“Can’t you even remember your name?”

“No. I don’t believe I have a name. Yet I suppose I ought to have a name, everybody does have a name; doesn’t everybody have a name?”

She put this question with a little air of hesitation, as if she propounded a doubtful proposition.

“I should say so, as a general rule. It is rather an uncomfortable position for a young lady to be in — not to know her own name, nor the whereabouts of her home, nor who her friends are.

“Do you think so? Does it make me seem — silly?” She looked at me with a wistful expression, like a puzzled child. “I seem to remember people shouting; they were shouting at me. And clapping their hands — I can see them clapping their hands; then something happened.”

“Where were the people — and why did they shout at you?”

“I can’t think. I believe it’s in my head somewhere, if I only knew where to find it; but I don’t know where it is.”

“Can’t you remember what happened to you, and where you were just before you came to my room?”

“I remember coming through your window; I remember that quite well.” A faint flush came to her cheeks. “But that is all. Everything seems to have begun then; nothing seems to have happened before.”

I took a pair of white kid gloves out of my coat pocket.

“Are these your gloves?”

She eyed them askance.

“I don’t know — are they? Where did you get them from?”

I did not care to tell her that I found them on a chair in the room in which Edwin Lawrence lay dead.

“You should know better than I, if they are yours.”

“They may be — I can’t tell. I’ll try them on and see if they fit.” She did try them on, and they did fit — to perfection. She held out her gloved hands. “They look as if they were mine — they must be; don’t you think they are?”

“I have not a doubt that they are yours.”

I turned my face away. A weight had become suddenly attached to my heart There was a choking something in my throat She was quick to perceive the alteration in my demeanour.

“Why do you turn your face away from me? Have I said or done anything wrong? Aren’t the gloves mine?”

I replied to her with another question.

“Do you know any one named Lawrence?”

“Lawrence? Lawrence? I can’t remember. Is it a woman’s name?”

“No; it is not a woman’s name, it’s a man’s name. Edwin Lawrence.”

“Why do you ask? Do you know him?”

“I do; and so do you.”

“I! How do you know I know him?”

“Because, last night, it was from his room you came to mine.”

I regarded her with what quite possibly were accusatory glances; but if I expected my words to take her by surprise, or to cause her to betray signs of guilt, I was mistaken. She met my glances with serenely untroubled countenance, as if she were wondering what exactly my meaning might chance to be.

“I came to your room from his? What was I doing in his room?”

“Think! Try to think! You must remember what happened in Edwin Lawrence’s room to cause you to fly through his window, taking refuge anyhow and anywhere.”

“You say that I came from his room to yours; how did I come?”

“Along the balcony. You must have rushed through his window straight to mine; whether you tried other windows as you passed I cannot say. Perhaps mine was the first which you found open.”

“Then his room is in this house?”

“Of course it is; it’s on the same floor as mine.”

“Then take me to it — now! At once! If I were to see the room, and to see Edwin Lawrence, it might all come back to me.”

“Take you to see Edwin Lawrence?”

“Yes; why not?”

“Why should I not take you to see Edwin Lawrence? You know why!”

I gripped her roughly by the wrist. She gave a cry of pain. I loosed her, ashamed. She eyed me as if bewildered.

“Why did you take hold of me like that? You hurt me.”

“You should not play with me.”

“Play with you? I was not playing. I only asked you to take me to see this room, and this Edwin Lawrence, of whom you keep on speaking — that was all.”

“Yes, that was all.”

“Why do you look at me like that. You make me afraid of you. I thought you were my friend.”

“How can I be your friend, to act a real friend’s part, if you will not trust me?”

“Trust you? Don’t I trust you? I thought I did.”

She spoke like a child, and she was a lovely woman. I knew not what to make of her, what to answer. I had a hundred things to say, which, sooner or later, would have to be said. How was I to express them in words which would reach her understanding? Was she, naturally, mentally deficient? I could not believe it. Hers was not the face of an imbecile. Intellect, intelligence was writ large in every line. What then was the meaning of the cloud which had temporarily paralysed the active forces of her brain? Where was the key to the puzzle? As I hesitated she, coming closer, drawing up the sleeve of her dress, showed me her wrist, on which were the marks of my fingers.

“See how you have hurt me.”

I was shocked; I had not supposed that I had used such force.

“I did not mean to do it — I beg your pardon. But this morning I’m afraid I am impatient; things have tried me.”

“What things? Am I one of them? I am so sorry — please forgive me! I want you to be my friend, and more than my friend. You see how I am all alone.”

“I see; I do see that.”

The appeal which was in her eyes as they looked into mine stirred my pulses strangely. I know not what wild words were trembling on my lips; before they had a chance of getting spoken Mrs. Peddar put her head through the door and called to me — 

“Mr. Ferguson, can I speak to you for a minute, please?”

I went to her at once. I perceived that the news had reached her. Her first words showed it.

“You have heard, sir, of the dreadful thing which has happened to Mr. Lawrence?”

“I have.”

“From what I’m told” — we were in a small room which served her as a sort of ante-chamber; she looked about her furtively, as if she feared that walls had ears; the hand which she had laid upon my arm was trembling— “from what I’m told it seems that it must have been done just before the young lady — came — to your room.”

“Such seems to be the case, from what I’m told.”

“What shall we do?”

“At present, nothing. ‘Sufficient,’ Mrs. Peddar, ‘unto the day is the evil thereof.’”

“Do you think she knows?”

“Just now, I am sure that she does not.”

She came closer, speaking almost in a whisper. Her lips were twitching. I have seldom seen a woman so disturbed.

“Do you think — she did it?”

“Mrs. Peddar! I have not yet found the key to the puzzle; but I am going to look for it, and I, or some one else, will find it soon. And of this I am certain now, that that child — she’s little more than a child in years, and, at present, she’s as helpless as any child could be — has had, of her own initiative, no hand or finger in this matter; she is as innocent, and as blameless, as you or I. She has suffered, but she has not sinned.”

“I hope so, I am sure.”

“Your hope is on a safe foundation. There is one thing which you might do — keep your own counsel. Don’t tell all the world that you have a visitor; and, in particular, tell no one how that visitor came to you.”

“I’d rather she never had come. I — I’m beginning to wish that I’d never taken her in.”

“Don’t say that, Mrs. Peddar. You will find that it was not the worst action of your life when you took that young girl, when she had just escaped, by the very skin of her teeth, unless I am mistaken — from things unspeakable, from the very gates of hell, under the shadow of your wing.” Mrs. Peddar shook her head and she sighed. “Poor thing! Whatever happens, and I tremble when I think of what may be going to happen to her and to us, and to every one — poor young thing!”


CHAPTER VI

THE DOCTOR ACCUSES

I FOUND it impossible to accept the conclusion to which it all pointed. I had locked the door of my bedroom, gone to the wardrobe, taken out that plum-coloured cloak. I had rolled it up as tightly as I could; the blood with which it was soaked, as it dried, had glued the folds together. I had difficulty in tearing it open. An undesirable garment it finally appeared as I spread it out in front of me upon the bed, discoloured, stiff as cardboard, creased with innumerable creases. And the stiffness was horrible. When one reflected with what it had been stiffened, and how, and when, and associated with the reflection that fair-faced girl, with truth in her voice and innocence in her eyes, one wondered.

That she had been in Edwin Lawrence’s room at the very moment when the murder was taking place seemed clear. What had been her errand? What part had she played in the tragedy? Why, instead of giving an alarm, had she sought refuge in flight? In the answer to this latter question would, I felt persuaded, be found the key to the riddle. What she had witnessed had acted on her like a bolt from heaven; the shock of it had robbed her of her senses on the instant. With the scientific term which would describe her condition I was not acquainted; it was some sort of neurosis, involving, at least for the time, the entire loss of memory. If she could only describe what she had witnessed, her innocence would be established.

Such was my personal conviction; but, at present, it was my conviction only. The material evidence pointed the other way. Time pressed; danger threatened. If facts, as they were known to me, became known to others, an eager policeman, anxious to fasten guilt on some one, might arrest her on a capital charge. Apart from the question of contaminating hands, what might not be the effect, on one already in so pitiful a condition, of so hideous an accusation.

That she had witnessed something altogether out of the common way was plain. This had been no ordinary murder; the work of no everyday assassin. The presumption was that, taken wholly by surprise, she had seen enacted in front of her some spectacle of supreme horror; so close had she been standing as to have been actually drenched by the victim’s blood. My vision — if it was a vision — might not have any legal value, but it was full of suggestion for me; and the impression was still strong upon me that some strange creature had been present in the room, by which the crime had been actually committed. I recalled Edgar Allan Poe’s story of “The Murders in the Rue Morgue,” in which the criminal was proved to have been a huge ape; but, though I had no notion what the creature I had really seen was, I was persuaded that it had had nothing in common with any member of the ape family.

In one respect my vision seemed to have fallen short. I had seen Lawrence and his assailant; I had seen the whirling skirts — as, in this connection, I gazed at the plum-coloured cloak, I was conscious of an inward pang — I had heard the woman’s laughter; but, though I had a clear recollection of looking around me, with a view of taking in the entire scene, I had seen no one else. Yet all the evidence went to show that, at any rate, two other persons had been present: my visitor of the night before, and the dead man’s brother.

I will admit at once that I had little belief in the brother’s guilt. I had heard something of Philip Lawrence; and, apart from the known integrity of the man’s character, I could not conceive of any cause which could impel him to the commission of so unnatural a crime. Still, there was Turner’s statement, quite unsuspiciously uttered, that he had seen him go up to his brother, and seen him come down again. As I had said to Hume, he would at least be called upon to explain.

But, as it seemed to me, what I had at present to ascertain was, what had been the nature of the errand which had taken a young girl, at that hour of the night, to Edwin Lawrence’s chambers. And, as it chanced, I immediately came upon something which seemed to throw a light upon the matter. Turning over the cloak, with a view of returning it to its hiding-place — for I was aware that, at any moment, I might be interrupted, and I was resolved, at least until I saw my way more clearly, to keep the existence of so, apparently, criminatory a garment a secret locked in my own breast — I came upon a pocket in the green silk lining. There was something in it, which I took out.

It was an addressed envelope. The writing I instantly recognised; I had seen it on the scraps of paper which Hume had taken out of Lawrence’s waste-paper basket. The envelope had been neither stamped nor posted. The address — it could hardly have been vaguer — was “George Withers, Esq., General Post-office, London.” Without hesitation I tore the envelope open. I had reached a point at which I felt that, at any and every cost, I must get out of the darkness into the light.

The contents of the letter I give verbatim.

“DEAR TOM, “I am going to see that scoundrel to-night He had better take care, or something will happen to him, of that I am sure. And he will be sure before I have done with him. In any case, I’ll write you at length to-morrow.”

“B.”

Two points struck me about this odd epistle: it contained neither a date nor an address, and, while “George Withers” was on the envelope, the letter itself began “Dear Tom,” the inference being that “George Withers” was an assumed name, to which it had been arranged that communications should be directed. The “B.” of the signature was, I had little doubt, the “Bessie” of the scraps of paper; in which case the “E,” which Mrs. Peddar had discovered on the linen, stood for “Elizabeth.” There still remained the puzzle of the “M.”

The letter had scarcely a reassuring effect. That the “scoundrel” alluded to was Lawrence, and that “to-night” was last night, I thought was probable. If that were so, then it seemed that this young girl had gone to Lawrence with anything but friendly intentions; and it was quite certain that something had happened to him, as she had predicted. One could only hope that it was not the something which she had in her mind’s eye; and that, in any case, she had had no hand in the happening. As a clue to the lady’s identity the letter did not carry one much forwarder.

As I was wondering what was the next step which I should take, a thought occurred to me — the photograph which I had taken from Lawrence’s mantelshelf. I had it in the pocket of my coat. I took it out. It was an excellent likeness; the operator had caught her in a characteristic pose, and made of her a really artistic picture. But it was not with the likeness that I was at that moment concerned. I looked at the back of the portrait, to see by whom it had been taken. There was the name of one of the best London photographers in London. Eureka! the thing was done. I had only to go to the man’s establishment to gain particulars of the original. Surely, when he had been told the circumstances of the case, he would not refuse to let me have them.

Filled with this idea I began to feverishly roll up the plum-coloured cloak. As I did so there came a rapping at the door.

“Who’s there?”

“I want to speak to you.”

The voice was Hume’s. Fortunately I had locked the door, or he would quite possibly have walked straight into the room.

“I will be with you directly.”

I returned the cloak to the wardrobe, put the portrait into my pocket, and with it the letter, then went to Hume.

He stood with his back to the window, and his hands behind his back, regarding me, as I entered the room, with a keenness very like impertinence. There was something hawk-like in his attitude, as if he was ready to pounce on me the instant he could find an opening. I had never had much pleasure in the man’s society; but this air of open resentment was new. It was as if out of Lawrence’s murdered body there had come a malicious spirit, which had entered into him, and inspired him with a sudden and unreasoning desire to work me mischief. That he meant to be disagreeable his first words made plain. I immediately made up my mind that, to the best of my ability, his intention should be persistently ignored.

“No wonder, Ferguson, that you resented my inquiry as to the terms on which you parted last night with the dead man.”

“Indeed? My dear chap, sit down. If you can manage it, don’t wear quite such an air of gravity. This affair of poor Lawrence’s seems to have affected you even more than it has me — which is odd.”

“It is odd.”

“Because I had always supposed that he was a more intimate acquaintance of mine than yours.” — 

“Such seems to have been the case. How much did you owe him?”

“Owe him! Hume, you seem disposed to ask some very odd questions.”

“You think so? When a person is suspected of a crime, the first thing one looks for is a motive; you understand?”

“I understand your bare words, but what is behind your bare words I do not understand.”

“Presently you will. Before we part I will endeavour to make myself sufficiently plain. I repeat my question: How much did you owe him?”

“Nothing.”

“You lie.”

“Hume, that is the second time you have used such language to me this morning, and the second time I have refrained from knocking you down.”

“That is true. Perhaps my turn will come to be knocked down. I am aware that you are the sort of person who, for less cause, will do much more than knock a man down.” He inclined his head further towards me, his resemblance to a bird of prey becoming still more pronounced. “Ferguson, I’m a pathologist; a student of mental diseases. As such I have regarded you for some time with growing interest. Unless I err you are the victim of a form of aberration which is not so unusual as some may suppose; you suffer from mnemonic intervals.”

“I have not the faintest notion what you mean.”

Indeed, I was beginning to wonder if the doctor himself was not stark mad. He went on, in his quick, even tones, as if he were calculating what the effect of each word would be before he uttered it.

“If you were to kill me where I am standing, I believe that you would be capable of forgetting what you had done directly I was dead; and quite possibly the consciousness of your action might never visit you again. That is what I mean.”

“Hume!”

For some cause his words seemed to penetrate to the very marrow of my bones, as if they had been daggers of ice.

“Now I will explain to you why I assert that, consciously or unconsciously, you lie in stating that you owed Edwin Lawrence nothing. You see this.” He held out a small leather-covered volume, which was fastened by a lock. “I found it in his room after you had gone. It’s a sort of diary — rather an unexpected volume for such a man to have — which statement is itself only another instance of the unwisdom of judging, on insufficient data, of the direction in which a man’s tastes may be inclined. In it he appears to have made fairly regular entries, the last so lately as last night, after you had left him. Here it is:

“‘Have been playing cards with Ferguson, and winning pretty heavily. Have long been conscious that F.’s an unusual type of man — dangerous. The sort you would rather not have a row with. Felt it more than ever to-night; believe if he could have torn the heart clean out of me, without scandal, he would have done it then and there. A bad loser. He said some things, and looked more; as good as suggesting I had not played on the square. I did not break his head, but, though I only laughed, I did not love him any the more. It’s eighteen hundred and eighty that he owes me. I suspect it will be like drawing his eye-teeth; but I’ll have it. The money will be useful.’

“That is the last entry he made in his diary. He must have been killed before the ink had long been dry. It suggests the terms on which you parted. What have you to say to it? Do you still assert that you owed him nothing?”

I had listened to Hume’s readings with feelings which I am unable to describe. In the rush of events I had, for the moment, forgotten the game of cards which we had played together. It was not pleasant to have it recalled in such a fashion, by such a man. The falsity of the conclusions which he drew from my temporary forgetfulness stung me not a little.

“I do still assert that I owed him nothing. One minute; let me finish. But the eighteen hundred and eighty pounds which I should have given to Edwin Lawrence will now be handed over to his estate.”

“True. As he correctly perceived, you are an unusual type of man. Ferguson, you and I are alone together. What I am about to say will be said without prejudice. I shall not whisper a hint of it abroad without good and sufficient ground to go upon, but I tell you now, quite frankly, that it is my opinion that you used some means — what they were I do not pretend at present to understand — to compass Edwin Lawrence’s death.”

“Hume!”

“I know that you were in his room when he was being killed.”

“You know that I was in his room!”

“I suspected it at first. Now I know it. I will tell you how. A girl, one of the servants of the place, just stopped me to say that, at an early hour this morning — so far as I can judge, within five minutes of the commission of the murder — she saw you running along the corridor, from Lawrence’s room towards your own, as if you were flying for your life. My own impression is that you were flying from the life which you had taken.”

“Hume! Some one saw me in the corridor! Who was it?”

“At this moment, never mind. The woman will be produced in due course. She says that the perspiration was pouring down your cheeks; which seems odd, considering that the morning was chilly, that you are not of a plethoric habit, and that you were clad only in your pyjamas.”

It was with difficulty that I retained my self control. Was it possible that it had not been a vision after all, but that I had been ‘the actual spectator of that awful tragedy?

As I was endeavouring to arrange in my mind the new aspect of the case suggested by Hume’s words, the door opened and a man came in. — 

“Is one of you two gentlemen Mr. Ferguson?”

“I am.”

“Then you’re the gentleman they’ve sent me to as being Mr. Edwin’s friend. The Lord forgive me, but I believe that my poor master’s murdered him!”


CHAPTER VII

THE SUSPICIONS OF MR. MORLEY

THE newcomer was a man apparently about sixty years of age, short, and grey-haired, with old-fashioned, neatly-trimmed side whiskers. He was dressed entirely in black, even to black kid gloves; his hat he carried in his hand. He seemed to be in a state of considerable agitation, and stood looking from one to the other of us as if he was endeavouring to make up his mind as to who or what we were. Hume recognized him at once. He went striding towards him from across the room.

“Morley, you had better come with me. It is to me you wish to speak, not to this gentleman.” I interposed.

“He asked for Mr. Ferguson. I am Mr. Ferguson. It therefore seems that it is to me that he wishes to speak.”

“Don’t talk nonsense! You’re a stranger to him; I tell you it’s a mistake. You know me, Morley, don’t you?”

The old gentleman looked at Hume with eyes which seemed half dazed.

“Yes, sir; oh yes. You’re Dr. Hume. I know you very well.”

“You hear? Stand aside!”

“I shall not stand aside. And, Hume, take my strong advice and don’t attempt to interfere with any visitor of mine. You hear me?”

“I hear, but I shall not pay the least attention. Morley, I forbid you to say a word in this gentleman’s presence. You have no right to speak of your master’s private affairs in the presence of strangers. I am his friend; I will safeguard his interests. I tell you that by not keeping a strict watch over your tongue you may do him a serious mischief.”

“Very good, Hume. Evidently to remonstrate with you is to waste one’s breath. I will try another way.” Taking him up in my arms I carried him towards the door. “I am going to put you outside my room, and, before you attempt to enter it again, I trust that you will have learnt at least the rudiments of decent manners. Out you go!”

And out he went. Depositing him on the floor in the corridor, I locked the door in his face. He banged against it with his fist “You shall pay for this!”

“Very good; render your account. I will render you such moneys as are due.”

“Morley, I forbid you to say a word to him at your peril.”

I turned to my visitor.

“I beg, Mr. Morley, that you will take a seat. Pray do not heed our excitable friend. Just now he can hardly be said to have the full control of his senses — as you yourself perceive. As you remarked, I am John Ferguson, the friend of Mr. Edwin Lawrence. You, I take it, are in the service of his brother, Mr. Philip.”

Mr. Morley’s calmness had not perceptibly increased. He seemed impressed by the way in which I had handled Hume; and, also, disposed to be influenced by the doctor’s express commands to hold his tongue; he was like a man between two stools.

“Yes, sir, I’m in Mr. Philip’s service; but I think that perhaps the doctor’s right, and I oughtn’t to talk about my master.”

“Possibly, Mr. Morley; but you have spoken of him already. You have accused him of murder.”

“No, sir, not that!”

“Just now, in the presence of Dr. Hume and myself, you expressed your belief that Mr. Philip had killed Mr. Edwin.”

“Oh no, sir, not that; I didn’t go so far as that I didn’t mean it if I did.”

“What you meant is another question; that is what you said. I may tell you, Mr. Morley, that I am not of your opinion. I do not believe that Mr. Philip had any hand whatever in his brother’s death.”

“No, sir? I — I’m glad to hear it.”

“Very soon you will receive from his own lips an explanation which will blow all your doubts away. I believe that he will clear the whole thing up at once, if you will take me to him.”

Mr. Morley’s jaw dropped open.

“Take you to him? But that — that’s just it I don’t know where he is. Isn’t he — here?”

He looked about him as if he half expected to discover Philip Lawrence hidden behind a curtain or under a table.

“Do I understand you to mean that your master has not returned all night?”

“Yes, sir; that’s what I do mean, and that’s what makes me so — concerned. He’s a gentleman of regular habits — most regular; and I’ve never known him to stop out all night before without giving me warning.”

I felt that, in that case, he must indeed be a gentleman of most regular habits.

“Where does Mr. Philip Lawrence live?”

“In Arlington Street; that’s his London address.”

“When did he go out?”

“After midnight, in — in a towering rage.”

“In a towering rage? With whom?”

“Well, sir,” — Mr. Morley came closer; he cast an anxious glance around him; he dropped his voice—” I’m not a talkative man, not as a rule, as any one who knows me will tell you; but I’ve got something to say which I feel I must say to some one, though you heard what Dr. Hume said. But, perhaps, sir, as you’re Mr. Edwin’s friend, you’re Mr. Philip’s too.”

“Mr. Morley, in making any statement to me, you will be at least as safe as if you made it to Dr. Hume. I tell you that I believe your master’s hands are clean. To prove it, we shall have to establish the truth. If you have anything to say which will go to make the darkness light, say it, like a man, before it’s too late.”

“You won’t use it to do him a disservice? And you won’t say that I talked about him in a way I didn’t ought to have done?”

“I will do neither of these things.”

“Well, sir, I like your looks; you look like the kind of gentleman one can trust, and I flatter myself I’m a pretty good judge of faces; and — and the way you handled Dr. Hume was” — he coughed behind his hand— “queer. I’ll make a clean breast of it.”

The old gentleman’s hesitation had its amusing side; I was conscious that something very unusual had happened to throw him, to such a degree, off his mental balance.

“That’s right, Mr. Morley; we shall soon arrive at an understanding if we are frank with one another. Sit down.”

He sat down on the edge of a chair. His hat he placed beside him on the floor, crown uppermost.

“Well, sir” — with his gloved fingers he stroked his chin, still regarding me with an air of dubitation—” I’m afraid that Mr. Edwin was not all that he ought to have been.”

“I am afraid that something similar could be said of all of us.”

“It was in money matters chiefly, though there were other things as well; but in money matters he was most irregular — quite unlike Mr. Philip. Mr. Philip has let him have thousands and thousands of pounds; what he did with it was a mystery. They quarrelled dreadfully.”

“Brothers will quarrel, Mr. Morley. It’s a way they have.”

The old gentleman shook his head.

“Ah, but the fault was Mr. Edwin’s. Mr. Philip is hot-tempered, but Mr. Edwin was always in the wrong.”

Leaning towards me, Mr. Morley whispered, under cover of his hand, “Once Mr. Philip thrashed him — broke his stick across his back, he did; Mr. Edwin must have been black and blue with bruises. Mr. Philip’s very quick when he’s roused, and he’s a better man than his brother. He was very sorry afterwards for what he had done — dear me! how sorry he was. He went to his brother and he asked him to forgive him, and Mr. Edwin did forgive him; I expect he got a good deal more money out of Mr. Philip, or he never would have done. He was unforgiving enough, was Mr. Edwin, unless it paid him to be otherwise; he’d wait for years for a chance of returning, with good thumping interest, what he thought was an injury; it was the only thing he ever did return with interest.”

The expression on Mr. Morley’s face as he said this did not itself suggest the charity which forgiveth all things.

“So it went on, for soon they were quarrelling again. But lately it has been worse than ever.”

Looking anxiously about him, Mr. Morley again resorted to the cover of his hand.

“There’s been — there’s been some trouble about some bills. Mr. Edwin’s been putting some bills on the market which weren’t quite what they ought to have been, and getting money on them. I’m afraid he’s been making an unauthorized use of his brother’s name.”

“Are you sure of what you say? At this point it is for me to follow Dr. Hume’s lead and warn you to be careful.”

“Oh, I’m sure enough. I’ve too much reason to be sure. Forgery, sir; that’s what it was, rank forgery. In his rage Mr. Philip let it all come out, so that there’s plenty of others who know of it, or I shouldn’t be speaking of it now. Mr. Philip has gone on dreadfully since he found it out. I’ve sometimes wondered if he was going mad.

“Yesterday afternoon Mr. Edwin came to Arlington Street; there was an awful scene. I went into them; I didn’t think they’d come to blows in front of me. Then Mr. Philip began at me. ‘Morley,’ he said, shouting so that you might have heard him in Pall Mall, ‘my brother s a thief! That’s no news, you’ve heard it before; but he’s been robbing me again, on fresh lines, and he’ll keep on robbing me until, in spite of all I can do, he’ll succeed in dragging an honoured name through the mire. But before then, Morley, I’ll kill him, for the cur he is. If he’s found with his neck broken you’ll know who did it’

“Then he turned to Mr. Edwin. ‘So you’ve had fair warning. And now, you blackguard, out of this house you go before I throw you through the window.’ And out he did go, and it was about time he did, or I believe Mr. Philip would have thrown him through the window.”

Mr. Morley passed a red silk handkerchief carefully to and fro across his brow. I thought of how Edwin Lawrence and I had spent the previous evening. He certainly had not worn his troubles where others could see them; he was generally something of a cynic, but I did not remember to have seen him more genially inclined, or apparently in a more careless mood. The man, as limned by Mr. Morley, was to me an entire revelation.

The old gentleman went on. “In the evening, about nine o’clock, some one came to see Mr. Philip. He was a big, portly party, very well dressed, with shiny black hair, and I noticed that his fingers were covered with rings. I set him down for a Jew. He wouldn’t give his name, and when I told him Mr. Philip wasn’t in, he said he’d call again. He came again, about eleven. Mr. Philip hadn’t returned; so he gave me a letter, and told me to give it to him directly he did. It was just past twelve when Mr. Philip did come in. I gave him the letter, though I was in two minds as to whether I hadn’t better keep it till the morning, for I smelt that there was mischief in it; and now I wish I had, for directly he opened it Mr. Philip broke into the worst rage I ever saw him in. He was like a man stark mad. ‘That brother of mine,’ he screamed, ‘is a more infernal scoundrel even than I thought he was; I’ll kill him if I can find him!’ And he tore out of the house before I could move to stop him.”

Again the red silk handkerchief went across Mr. Morley’s forehead. The mere recollection of the scene bedewed his brow with sweat.

“Well, sir, I sat up for him all night, and my wife, she sat up to keep me company; but he never came home. We listened to every sound, and we jumped at every footstep that came near the house, thinking it was him. Emma — that’s Mrs. Morley — kept on snivelling pretty nearly all the time. ‘Joe,’ she kept on saying — my name’s Joe, sir, leastways Joseph— ‘Joe, do you think that Mr. Philip’s killing him?’

“To be asked such a question made one feel like killing her; for it was the very question which I kept putting to myself all through the night. My feeling was that Mr. Philip had been drinking more than he was used to, and that letter found him in an evil mood; and when he’s in one of his rages he’s not the good, kind-hearted, fair-minded gentleman he generally is, he’s more like a raving lunatic, although I say it, and capable of anything.

“When morning came, and there were still no signs of him, I couldn’t stand it any longer. So I came round to see Mr. Edwin, and directly I came they told me he had been murdered.

Murdered! Murdered!” He repeated the word again and again, as if he found a ghastly pleasure in the repetition.

I paced up and down, pondering the tale as he had told it. I perceived how, from his point of view, the case looked black against his master. Yet still I felt persuaded that there was something in the whole business which was beyond our comprehension, and that, when we learned what that something was, it would be conclusively shown that the deductions which he drew were erroneous.

“Do you think that Mr. Philip killed him?”

“No, Morley, I do not. But I think that, if you get a chance, you’ll hang him.”

“Hang Mr. Philip? Me? No, not — not if he’d killed Mr. Edwin a dozen times over.”

“On the contrary, if you don’t take care, you’ll hang him, although he hasn’t killed Mr. Edwin even once. If they were to put you into the witness-box, and you were to tell that tale, your evidence would need but the slenderest corroboration to send him to the gallows right away.”

“Mr. Ferguson!”

“Morley, you must know that you had not the slightest right to tell me what you have done. Fortunately your information has been imparted to a person who will not make an injurious use of it; but, if you take my serious advice, you will not breathe a word of it to any other living soul. You will go straight home, and you will say nothing to any one; and you will know nothing either.”

“But — but where is Mr. Philip, sir?”

“What business is that of yours? I take it that he is free to regulate his movements without consulting you. Whatever Concern you may feel, you will not allow a hint of it to escape you — that is, if you have your master’s interests at heart!”

There came an imperious rapping at the door. “Who’s there?”

“It’s I — Inspector Symonds, of the Criminal Investigation Department Be so good, Mr. Ferguson, as to open the door.”

“There, Morley, is some one who will be glad to listen to what you have been telling me, but if you have the least regard for your master’s reputation, not to mention his neck, you will see him further first. You’re not forced to speak a word unless you choose; I shouldn’t choose; and here’s something to help you not to choose.”

I handed him a wine-glass full of brandy. He swallowed it so fast that it set him coughing. There came the knocking at the door again. “Open this door, Mr. Ferguson!”

“With pleasure. You seem to be in a hurry, sir. Possibly you are not aware that these rooms are private, and that it is not necessary that I should open to every person who takes it into his head to knock.”

As, opening the door, I planted myself in the doorway, Mr. Symonds looked at me as if surprised. He was not a little man, but I was a good head taller, and I fancy that he had not expected to find me quite so big, or he would have hustled past me. As it was, he refrained.

“I am informed that you have some one in your rooms who can give important information in the matter of Mr. Edwin Lawrence’s murder.”

“Indeed. Who is your informant?”

“I am. You will find, Ferguson, that you cannot play with edged tools.”

Hume was the speaker.

“So? Pray enter, Mr. Symonds.” Hume tried to pass in after him. “If you don’t mind, I would rather not. I think that edged tools are better outside.”

I shut the door in his face; he taking my cavalier treatment of him more meekly than he was wont to do. Perhaps he remembered.

Mr. Symonds immediately assailed the lamblike Mr. Morley.

“I believe that your name is Morley; and that you are in the service of Mr. Philip Lawrence. What information have you to give with reference to the murder of his brother?”

“Mr. Morley has no information to give.”

It was I who answered.

“Let Mr. Morley speak for himself.”

“Permit me to repeat, Mr. Symonds, that these premises are private; and before I allow you, on these premises, to bully a guest of mine, I must request you to show me the authority on which you are acting.”

Inspector Symonds looked me up and down, as if he did not know exactly what to make of me. He seemed to hesitate.


CHAPTER VIII

THE RECOGNITION OF THE PHOTOGRAPH

WHEN I had succeeded in extricating Mr. Morley from the clutches of Inspector Symonds, after a considerable wordy warfare, during which I had difficulty in keeping the inspector’s language within parliamentary bounds, I started on a little errand of my own.

The inspector appeared to be under the impression that, for some malevolent reason, I wished to interfere with the due and proper execution of the law; and he told me, quite frankly, that so soon as Mr. Morley was off my premises he would bring, not only the old gentleman, but, so far as I understood, myself also, to book. Therefore, feeling that, under such circumstances, two might be better than one, so soon as the interview was ended, I proceeded, since his way was mine, to escort Mr. Morley at least part of his way home.

The old gentleman was in a condition of great mental perturbation. He was sorry, for his master’s sake, that he had said as much as he had done to the inspector, and he was also sorry, for his own sake, that he had not said more; for he was uncomfortably conscious that, by his comparative reticence, he had incurred the officer’s resentment.

“Do you think, sir,” he said, as we were parting — and I thought, as he was speaking, how old he seemed and tremulous— “that Mr. Symonds will hunt me up, and worry me, as he as good as said he would? Because I know that I shan’t be able to stand it, if he does; my nerves are not what they were, and I never dreamed that I should have trouble with the police at my time of life.”

I endeavoured to reassure him.

“Mr. Morley, be at ease; fear nothing. You are the sole proprietor of your own tongue, use it to preserve silence; no one can force you to speak unless you choose.”

I was not by any means so sure of this, in my own mind; but this was a detail. My object was to comfort Mr. Morley.

It was at the door of the house in Arlington Street that we parted; after all, I went with him the whole way — it was practically mine. I waited while he inquired if his master had returned. The face of the old lady who opened the door, and who I immediately concluded was Mrs.

Morley, was answer enough; she looked as if she bore all the trouble of the world upon her shoulders. He had not; nothing had been seen or heard of him.

The point at which I was aiming was the photographer’s. As I walked away from Philip Lawrence’s house, I could not but feel conscious that every moment he remained absent made the case look blacker. What reason could he have to stay away, save one?

An assistant came forward to greet me, as I crossed the threshold of the building which housed that famous firm of photographers.

“I want you to tell me who is the original of one of your portraits.”

“We don’t, as a rule, sir, give the names of sitters, without their express permission.”

“This is one of the exceptions to the rule. Here is the portrait — who is the lady it represents?”

I handed him the photograph which I had taken off Edwin Lawrence’s mantelshelf. So soon as he saw it he smiled; looking up at me with what was suspiciously like a twinkle in his eye.

“As you say, this is one of the exceptions to the rule. I certainly have no objection to tell you who this lady is; that is, if you don’t know already. In which case I should imagine that you are one of the few persons in London who does not.”

“What on earth do you mean? Who is the lady?”

“You are not a theatre-goer, sir?”

“Why do you say that? I suppose I go to the theatres as often as other people.”

“You haven’t been to the Pandora lately.”

“The Pandora? I’ve been there three times within the last month or so.”

“Then, on the occasion of your visits was Miss Bessie Moore not acting?”

“Miss Bessie Moore!”

“This is the portrait of Miss Bessie Moore, and an excellent likeness, too. She has honoured us several times with sittings, and this is about the most favourable result we have had so far.

It is not easy to do justice to the lady.”

Bessie Moore! The assistant was a much smaller man than I; but if, at that moment, he had given me a push, though ever such a gentle one, I believe he would have pushed me over. What an idiot I had been! No wonder that her face had seemed familiar. Bessie Moore — admittedly one of the loveliest women in town whose name was on every tongue, who was honoured by all the world! At that moment her acting was drawing all London to the Pandora Theatre, I had seen something of whatever that assistant might suppose to the contrary, but I had never before seen such acting as hers, nor had I ever seen so lovely a woman! And it was Bessie Moore who had come through my bedroom window, at dead of night, in that plum-coloured cloak. Every moment the wonder grew.

Either the expression of my face or something else about me appeared to afford that assistant considerable amusement. In the midst of my bewilderment I was conscious that he grinned.

“You look surprised,” he said.

“It is possible for persons of even ripened years to feel surprised, as you will discover when you yourself attain to years of discretion.”

I fancy that it was my intention to crush that smiling youngster, though I suspect that the result of my little effort was only to increase my appearance of imbecility. At any rate, his grin did not grow less. I proceeded with my inquiries.

“What is Miss Moore’s address?”

“The Pandora Theatre.”

“Thank you; I am aware of that It is her private address which I require.”

“That, I am afraid, we cannot give you.”

No doubt they were pestered with similar inquiries by individuals who were more or less idiots, and altogether impertinent; and, quite possibly, he took me for a member of that considerable family. I gave him my card.

“There is my name. The lady who is the original of that portrait has met with an accident. I did not know that she was Miss Moore until you told me, but it is important that I should be able to communicate with her friends at once.”

“An accident? I am sorry to hear that Miss Moore has met with an accident. If you will wait a moment I will make inquiries.”

The assistant disappeared; presently returning with an older man, who examined my card as he came. He addressed me:

“You are Mr. Ferguson?”

“I am.”

“You say that Miss Moore has met with an accident?”

“I do.”

“What is its nature?”

“That I am not at liberty to tell you. I can only say that it is of the first importance that I should be able to communicate with her friends without delay.”

He hesitated, considering me attentively; then he gave me the information I required.

“Miss Moore lives with Miss Adair, who, as you perhaps know, is also acting at the Pandora Theatre. The address is 22, Hailsham Road, The Boltons, Brompton.”

As I sped towards Brompton in a hansom, I tried to assimilate the tidings I had just received.

In vain. It may be that I am dull-witted, and that my mental processes are slow; but the more I sought the solution of the puzzle the more insoluble it seemed. It did appear incredible that the woman who had all the world, like a ball, at her feet, with whose fame London was ringing, should have come to me, at such an hour, in such a fashion, from such a scene. The mystery was beyond my finding out.

Hailsham Road proved to be a nice, wide, clean, old-fashioned street, and No. 22 a nice, clean, old-fashioned house. It was not large, but the impression which its exterior made upon me was a distinctly pleasant one. It was detached; it stood back, behind railings, at a little distance from the pavement; in the sunshine it looked as white as snow; there was a flower-bed in front, and flowers made the window-sills resplendent. My ring was answered, on the instant, by a maid who was quite in keeping with the house; she was unmistakably neat, and I have no hesitation in affirming she was pretty.

“Can I see Miss Adair? I have brought news of Miss Moore.”

The maid left me in the hall — it was the daintiest hall I remembered to have seen, and very prettily papered — while she conveyed my message up the stairs.

It appeared that I could see Miss Adair; for, presently, a lady came flying down the stairs, about seven steps at a time, and all but flung herself into my arms.

“You’ve brought me news of Bessie? Oh, I am so glad! I’ve been half-beside myself; I haven’t slept a wink all night I was really just wondering if I hadn’t better communicate with the police. Oh, please will you step in there?”

I stepped in there. “There” was a sitting-room. From the wall looked down on me, as I entered, a life-size portrait of my visitor of the plum-coloured cloak. The face was turned directly towards me; the eyes seemed to be subjecting me to a serious examination. I did not care to meet them; in their presence I was conscious of a vague discomfort. The atmosphere was redolent of a feminine personality. On every hand were the owner’s little treasures. I pictured her flitting here and there among them, touching this, altering the position of that, dumbly inquiring of me all the time, with, in her air, a touch of resentment, what I did in her apartment Miss Adair perceived that I was not so ready with my tongue as I might have been. There was a sharp note of anxiety in her voice.

“There’s nothing wrong with Bessie, is there?”

I stammered, like an ass, “I — I’m afraid there is.”

“She’s not — dead?”

“Dead! Good gracious, no! Nothing of the kind.”

“Then what has happened to her? Tell me! Quick! Don’t you see that I’m on tenterhooks?”

“First of all let me be certain of my ground. I take it that that is Miss Moore.”

I handed her the, by this time, historical photograph.

“Of course it is. What do you mean by asking? Where is she? Who are you? What have you done to her? Don’t stand there as if you were afraid to open your mouth!”

“The truth is, Miss Adair, that I am rather at a loss for words with which to express myself. But, if you will bear with me, I will endeavour to make myself as plain as I can; it is rather a difficult task which I have to perform.”

It was a difficult task, nor was it made easier by the two shrewd eyes which were regarding me as if I were some curious and unnecessary kind of creature.


CHAPTER IX

THE REVELATIONS OF “MR. GEORGE WITHERS”

Miss ADAIR was a tall, commandingly built young woman, with about her more than a suggestion of muscularity. I had recognized her at once. On the stage she was accustomed to play the part of the dashing adventuress; the sort of person who could not, under any possible circumstances, be put down. I realized that she might be disposed to carry something of her stage manner into actual life. She confronted me as if I were some despised, but lifelong enemy, whose attacks she was prepared to resist at every point.

“When are you going to tell me what has happened to Bessie? In the first place, where is she?”

“She’s at Imperial Mansions.”

“What’s she doing there?”

“She’s in charge of the housekeeper — Mrs. Peddar.”

“In charge! What do you mean?”

“Miss Moore is not — not herself.”

“You men have been playing some trick on her. You shall pay for it dearly if you have!”

I caught her by the arm; she evincing a strong inclination to rush off to Imperial Mansions there and then.

“Miss Moore came through my bedroom window, at an early hour this morning, in — a curious condition.”

“Your bedroom window! This morning! She must have been in a curious condition!”

“A man was murdered in the building about the same time that she appeared at the window. His set of chambers are on the same floor as mine; they communicate by the balcony along which she came. When she entered the cloak she wore was soaked in blood, and her hands were wet with it.”

Miss Adair drew back, staring at me with distended eyes.

“Man! Are you a man, or are you a devil? Do you dare to hint that Bessie, my Bessie Moore, could by any possibility be guilty of murder!”

“I simply state to you the facts. That she was in the dead man’s room there is irrefutable evidence to show; that she had anything to do with his murder I do not for a moment believe — I am as convinced of her innocence as you can be. My theory is that she was an unwilling witness of what took place, and that the horror of it temporarily unhinged her brain.”

“Is she — mad?”

“No; but she suffers from entire loss of memory. Her life might have commenced with her entrance through my window; she can remember nothing of what occurred before, not even her own name. I believe that if she could be brought to recall what she actually saw take place, her innocence would be at once made plain.”

“What is the name of the man who was — murdered?” I told her. “Lawrence? Edwin Lawrence? I don’t remember ever having heard the name.”

“She said nothing to you last night about having an appointment with him? Or with any one?”

She hesitated.

“Are you — Bessie’s friend?”

“I am. At least, I hope I may call myself her friend, although I never spoke to her before last night. I do not think that there is anything which I would not do to save her from misconstruction.”

She eyed me — quizzically.

“I think I’ll trust you, Mr. Ferguson, though I never trusted a man yet without regretting it. I hope you won’t feel hurt, but there is something about you which reminds me of a St. Bernard.

You’re big — very big; you look strong — awfully strong; you’re hairy.” I involuntarily put my hand up to my beard. “Oh, I don’t mean that you’re too hairy, the beard’s becoming; but you are hairy. You look simple; somehow one associates simplicity with trustworthiness; and now you’re blushing.” She would have made any one blush! “The blush settles it; I will repose my confidence in you, as I have done in others!”

Her manner changed; she became serious.

“The truth is that last night Bessie did seem worried, frightfully worried; and that’s what’s been worrying me. She was not like her usual self a bit; I couldn’t make her out at all. I hadn’t the faintest notion what was wrong; when I asked her if she was ill she snapped my head off. And for Bessie to be snappish was an unheard-of thing; her temper’s not like mine, always going off, she’s the gentlest, sweetest soul. She dressed herself, and walked out of the theatre, without saying a word to me; I only ran against her in the street, by accident, just as she was getting into a cab.

“I said, ‘Bessie, aren’t you coming home with me?’ — because we always do come home together. But she answered, quite huffishly, that she was not — she had an appointment to keep. I did not dare to ask with whom, or where; though it did seem odd that she should have made an appointment, at that hour of the night, without saying a word of it to me; but I did venture to inquire when I might expect her to return. Leaning her head out of the cab, just as it was starting, she called out to me, ‘Perhaps never.’ I didn’t suppose that she was entirely in earnest, but somehow I couldn’t help feeling that, about the answer, there was something which might turn out to be unpleasantly prophetic.”

“One thing is plain, Miss Adair, you must come with me at once to Imperial Mansions. Your presence may restore to your friend her memory. But, whether or not, you must bring her home, or at any rate you must take her away from the Mansions, and that immediately.”

“Your manner, Mr. Ferguson, is autocratic. You don’t ask me, you command; but I’ll obey. That is, if you’ll condescend to wait while I put a hat on.”

She went upstairs. Almost immediately she had done so there came a ring at the front door. The door was opened and shut again. After it had been shut, Miss Adair called down the stairs: “Ellen, who was that?”

The maid’s voice replied, “It was some one who wished to see Miss Moore. He said his name was Withers — Mr. George Withers.”

“George Withers!” I shouted.

Without a moment’s hesitation I rushed out of the sitting-room, flung open the front door, and dashed into the street I dare say that Ellen, and Miss Adair, too, thought that I had suddenly become a raving lunatic. But Ellen’s mention of the caller’s name recalled to me the fact that the peculiar letter which I had found in the pocket of the plum-coloured cloak had been addressed to “George Withers.”

A young man was going down the street, walking rather quickly. I shouted to him.

“Hallo! Mr. George Withers!”

He stopped and turned with something of a start; then stared, as if uncertain what to make of me or what to do. I called to him again.

“I want you!”

As I spoke I moved towards him, intending, since he seemed indisposed to come to me, to go to him and then explain. But no sooner had I started than he swung round on his heels, tore off at full speed, and, before I realised what it was that he was doing, had vanished round the corner. Although I was unable to guess why he should run away from me as if I were the plague, I had no intention, if I could help it, of being run away from; so, as hard as I could pelt, I went after him.

It was a lively chase while it lasted; I must have presented an elegant figure as, hatless, my coat tails flying, I raced through those respectable streets. Fortunately, he was no match for me in pace; I had him before he reached the Fulham Road. He must have been in shocking condition, for he had already run himself right out, and, gasping for breath, was panting like a blown rabbit.

Saying nothing — I felt that that was not the place in which to carry on the sort of conversation I had in my mind’s eye — I took him by the shoulder and marched him back again. He, on his part, was equally mute, and made not the slightest effort at resistance. Miss Adair received us at the door.

“What on earth is the matter? Where have you been? And who is this man?”

Her trick of speaking in italics reminded me of her manner on the stage. I led my companion into the sitting-room. There I introduced him.

“This is Mr. George Withers. I fancy he can give us information on a subject on which, at this moment, information is very much needed.”

George Withers” was a mere youth, scarcely more than a boy. I was not prepossessed by his appearance, though he was well dressed and had a handsome face. He had proved himself a cur; I felt sure that he was a sneak, and perhaps something worse as well. I handed him the letter which I had taken from the lady’s pocket.

“I believe, Mr. Withers, that this letter is for you.”

He seemed at first reluctant to take it, as if fearful that it contained something which might disturb his peace of mind. He eyed it doubtfully; read the address; perceived that the envelope had been opened. A disagreeable look came upon his handsome countenance; he turned on me with a snarl.

“Who are you? What do you mean by treating me as you have done? And how dare you open a letter that’s addressed to me?”

“First read your letter, Mr. Withers. Put your questions afterwards.”

He scanned the brief epistle with looks which did not improve as he went on. Then he snapped at me as if he would have liked to bite as well.

“You stole it; you must have stolen it! I’ve half a mind to give you in charge; you don’t know what mischief you mayn’t have done.”

“Is the person alluded to as ‘that scoundrel’ in the letter which you are holding Mr. Edwin Lawrence of Imperial Mansions?”

“What do you want to know for? What do you mean by meddling in my affairs? What business is it of yours?”

“Because, if it is, Mr. Edwin Lawrence is dead.”

“Dead!”

“He was murdered last night.”

“Murdered!” The fashion of his countenance changed. “Then she — she killed him.”

He staggered back till he staggered against a chair. A pitiful object he presented as he perched himself upon the edge. Neither Miss Adair nor I said a word. After a moment’s interval, during which the muscles of his face twitched as if he had become suddenly possessed with St. Vitus’ Dance, he went rambling on, apparently not altogether conscious of what it was that he was saying.

“I knew there’d be mischief — I knew there would. I said if she would meddle in my affairs she’d make a mess of it. I told her she didn’t know what she was going in for, that he was dangerous. But she’s as obstinate as a mule; she never would take my advice, never!”

“Which shows that she is a lady of considerable discretion. What connection, Mr. Withers, have you with Miss Moore?”

He started forward on the chair, casting a frightened look about him.

“Is she — taken? And are you a policeman?

“No, I am not a policeman; I have not that honour. And she is not taken — as yet. I repeat my inquiry. What connection, Mr. Withers, have you with Miss Moore?” — 

“Never mind! That’s my business, not yours. She’s got into this mess by herself, and she must get out of it by herself; I wash my hands of her. I’ve got an appointment which I must keep. You let me go.”

He got up with a little air of bluster which was pitiful; it was such a poor attempt at make-believe.

“Listen to me, Mr. Withers — correct me if I am wrong; but you seem to be a nice young man — a very nice young man. And it’s because you’re such a very nice young man, always attending, Mr. Withers, your correction, that I desire to inform you that if you don’t answer my questions, as truthfully as your nature will allow you, there’ll be trouble. You understand? Trouble. So be so good as to tell me at once what there can possibly be in common between a lady of Miss Moore’s class and a person of yours?”

“‘Yours’ is good. I don’t see what difference there can be between our classes, considering that she’s my sister.”

Miss Adair interposed.

“Your sister? Bessie’s your sister. Then you’re Tom Moore, her vagabond of a brother, who’s robbed her of hundreds and hundreds of pounds. I thought I knew your face, it’s like a bad copy of Bessie’s, with all her goodness left out and your own wickedness put in. You ungrateful scamp, to speak of her in that cold-blooded manner, when she has done all that she possibly could for you, and you, in return, have been to her the one trouble of her life.”

He confronted the frank-spoken lady with looks which were alive with impudence. I perceived that he was a better match for a woman than a man.

“I know who you are; you call yourself ‘Miss Adair.’

‘Adair!’ Go on! Sure that’s your proper name? I know more about you than you perhaps think. And for Bessie to let out things to you about me shows the sort she is; telling a pack of lies about her only relative.”

“Her only relative! It’s her misfortune that she has you.”

“Oh, that’s it, is it? Then from this day forward she hasn’t got me; tell her so, with my kind regards. As I’ve said already, I wash my hands of her; I cut the relationship. Willingly I’ll never own to bearing her name again. It’s not a name I ever have been particularly proud of, and now it’s one of which I shall have less cause to be proud than ever, from what I’m told. Good-day to you, Miss Adair!”

He was now actually marching from the room. I had to give him a gentle hint in order to detain him. He winced under my touch like a hound which fears punishment.

“What was the nature of your business, Mr. Moore, which took your sister last night to Mr. Edwin Lawrence?”

“That’s my business; it’s none of yours.”

“Answer my question.”

He actually whimpered. It was beginning to dawn on me that I might be constrained to wring his neck before he went “Don’t! You hurt! It was about some bills.”

“Some bills of yours which you had given to Mr. Lawrence?”

“No, it wasn’t then. Don’t! It was about some bills which he got me to — to fake.”

“I see. And might some of them have borne the name of Mr. Philip Lawrence?”

“Who told you? How do you know?”

“Never mind who told me. Answer!”

“It was all his fault! I should never have thought of such a thing if it hadn’t been for him; he egged me on. I — I owed him a few pounds, and he said if I were to fake up some bills, with his brother’s name on them, he’d let me off.”

“And put the forgeries on the market, dividing the proceeds of the fraud with you?”

“Nothing of the kind, I’ll take my oath to it; I swear I never had a penny. I never dreamt that he’d discount them, not for a moment! I thought it was a game he was going to play oft on his brother — some sort of joke.”

“Keen sense of humour yours, Mr. Moore.”

“That’s where he had me; he must have gone straight off and cashed the bills. Then his brother found it out, and then he came to me and threatened to tell his brother that it was I who’d done it.”

“And then you went to your sister and asked her, probably on your bended knees, to save you from exposure.”

“There was no bended knees about it; you’re very much mistaken if you think there was. I’m not that kind. But I — I certainly mentioned to her something about it — she’s my own flesh and blood.”

“Being your own flesh and blood she, possibly, offered to do her best to square it for you.”

“That’s the mistake she made. She talked about giving him a hundred or two, as though that would be of any use. I said to her that if she’d give the money to me I could go abroad and start afresh, and it might be the making of me. But she never would take my advice, never!”

“So your sister, a young, unprotected girl, at your urgent solicitation, went alone to this man at that hour of the night, at the risk of — a good many things; and, in order to save you from the well-merited consequences of your being a cowardly rascal, offered to hand over to him her hard-won savings, and, in all probability, to pledge to the fullest extent her future earnings. And when, in the morning, he is found to have been murdered, you immediately jump to the conclusion that she killed him. With you, Mr. Moore, the sense of gratitude takes a peculiar form. In a state of civilisation in which logic prevailed, the breath would be crushed out of your body; sharing the fate of other vermin, you would not be allowed to exist. Unfortunately for you, this is not a moment in the world’s history in which logic does prevail.”

So I shook him — gently. I did not treat him to a thousandth part of his deserts, for his sister’s sake. Yet, when I dropped him back on to the floor, to judge from his looks and his behaviour, he might have been used with considerable severity. He seemed to be under the impression that I had murdered him.

“That was good!” said Miss Adair. “I feel better.”

I don’t know what prompted her to make such a remark, but I felt better too.”


CHAPTER X

WHERE MISS MOORE WAS GOING

IT was a relief to cease breathing the atmosphere of an apartment which was contaminated by the presence of Mr. Tom Moore. At least, that was what I felt when I was being driven with Miss Adair towards Imperial Mansions. Apparently that was her own feeling.

“Nice sort of brother that. He’s a man.”

“But what a sister! She’s a woman.”

She seemed to suspect me of a satirical intention.

“I don’t fancy, Mr. Ferguson, that all women are built exactly on Bessie’s lines.”

“Would that they were. Miss Moore is of the stuff of which our mothers should be made.” She looked at me a little sideways; I was conscious of it, though I myself looked straight ahead.

“Are you married, Mr. Ferguson?”

I do not know why she should have asked me such a question at that particular moment, nor why the blood heated my cheeks. I answered shortly:

“No. I am not so fortunate.”

“Ah! I shouldn’t be surprised if you were so fortunate, a little later on.”

Her tone conveyed a world of meaning; though what was its signification I could not tell. I suspected her of hinting at something which I should resent; but how to set about the discovery of what she meant I did not know. She continued:

“Suppose — I say suppose, just for the sake of argument — suppose it turns out that Bessie has killed this — man, I wonder what would happen.”

“I decline to suppose the impossible.”

“But how can you say that it’s impossible? You’re not in a position to judge; you know nothing of her character, her disposition. She’s a stranger — to you.”

“I know enough of her to be sure that she is incapable of anything unworthy.”

“But how do you know? — my dear sir, how? From what you tell me, she hasn’t said an intelligent thing to you; she’s been in a condition of non compos mentis ever since you set eyes upon her. After an hour’s exchange of conversational bonbons with a lunatic woman, how can you tell what she’s like when she’s sane?”

“Miss Adair, if you are coming as Miss Moore’s friend, be her friend; if not, I will stop the cab — you shall go back again.”

She was silent for a second or two. I suspected her of stifling a smile.

“Thank you. You need not stop the cab.” She looked at me, mischief in her eyes. “I believe, Mr. Ferguson, that you’re a Scotchman.”

There is Scotch blood in my veins; I did not see why she should charge it against me as a fault. I told her so. She laughed outright. Miss Adair was a charming woman, but I will own that I was glad when we reached our destination. She was in a provoking mood, as she showed by the remark she made as she got out of the cab.

“Now to interview this ideal conception of what our mothers should be.”

I did not reply. I followed her into the lift.

“The top floor,” I said.

But as we were passing the first floor, she started from her seat.

“There’s Bessie!” she cried.

From where I sat, as I turned my head, I was just in time to see my last night’s visitor vanish round the corner of the staircase. We were still ascending. I told the lift-man to return. When he had done so, and we were out upon the landing, the lady was already some distance along the corridor. She had passed my rooms, and was moving rapidly towards No. 64.

“Where is she going?” asked Miss Adair. “Bessie!”

Her call went unheeded. Apparently the other did not hear. She continued to hasten from us as if she were making for a particular goal, with a well-defined purpose in view. I thought it probable that the dead man’s body was still somewhere in his chambers, and certainly all the plain evidences of the tragedy would have been studiously left untouched.

“Quick!” I exclaimed. “She doesn’t know what she is doing; she is going to Lawrence’s room, where he lies murdered. We must stop her before she gets there.”

We hurried in pursuit, but had only gone a few yards when some one caught me by the arm. I had previously realised that some one else was standing in the corridor, but my attention had been too much engrossed by Miss Moore to permit of my noticing who it was. I now perceived that it was Hume. He gripped my arm with what seemed unnecessary force, his countenance betraying a degree of agitation of which I had not thought him capable.

“Ferguson!” he cried. “Miss Adair! What is Miss Moore doing here?”

His recognition surprised me, even at such a moment.

“Do you know her?”

“I believe I have that pleasure.” His words sounded like a sneer, they were so bitterly uttered. “But what’s the meaning of it all? I spoke to her, but she passed without a sign of recognition. What’s the matter with her? She looks ill; where’s she going?”

“She’s going to Lawrence’s room.”

“Ferguson!” The increased pressure of his grasp showed that his strength was greater than I imagined.

“What’s she — going there for?”

“My business is to stop her going at all, not to stand here answering idiotic questions.”

I broke from him. The delay, brief though it had been, was sufficient to baffle my intentions. Miss Moore had arrived at No. 64. A policeman was standing without, seemingly acting as guardian of the portal.

“Is this the room in which Mr. Edwin Lawrence was killed?”

Although I was still at some distance from her, I could hear her ask the question with the direct simplicity of a little child. The officer stared at her as if he could not make her out.

“Yes, miss. But you can’t go in; my orders are to admit no one without instructions. What’s your name and your business?”

“Let me pass!”

Putting out her arm, touching him on the chest, she waved him aside with an imperious gesture, as if she were a sovereign queen. In an instant she was through the door. I was on him directly she had passed from sight.

“You idiot! Why did you let her enter?”

The man seemed bewildered.

“Let her! There wasn’t much letting about it. For a lady she’s about as cool a hand as ever I saw.”

He perceived that my intention was to follow.

“Now then, none of that! You can’t go in there! Don’t you hear me say it?”

“You ass!”

I must have taken him by the shoulders more vigorously than I intended; he went spinning down the passage until the wall brought him to a standstill. Then I went after Miss Moore into the dead man’s room, Miss Adair and Hume hard upon my heels.


CHAPTER XI

IN THE ONE ROOM — AND THE OTHER

EDWIN LAWRENCE was one of the most finical men I had ever met on the subject of draughts. A properly ventilated apartment set him shivering, even in the middle of summer. The faintest suspicion of a healthy current of air made him turn up the collar of his coat. No room could be too stuffy for him. All his doors and windows he screened with heavy hangings. Behind the curtains which veiled the entrance into his dining-room I lingered, for a moment, to glance between the voluminous folds. Miss Moore was standing about the centre of the room. Something in the expression of her face, and in her attitude, caused me to hesitate. I checked the advance of Miss Adair and Hume, who pressed on me behind.

“Wait!” I whispered. “I want to see what she is going to do.”

I would rather have been unaccompanied; Hume’s society in particular I could have done without But I could hardly induce him to withdraw without disturbing the girl within. That, all at once, I felt indisposed to do. At any and every risk I wanted light; to bring her back into the full possession of her reason. It needed but a brief glance to perceive that, in her present environment, she might pass through some sort of crisis which would bring about the result I so ardently desired. The constable had followed us into the room. He showed a disposition to require our retreat I took him by the shoulder.

“Be still, man; you will do your duty best by holding your tongue.”

He perceived that there was reason in what I said. He held his tongue, and I held his shoulder.

Miss Moore was looking round as if something in the appearance of the room struck a chord in her memory, and she was endeavouring to discover what it was. She put her hand up to her forehead with the gesture with which I had become familiar.

“I have been in this room before — surely I have. I seem to know it all quite well; but I can’t think when I saw it, or how. I can’t make it out at all.”

She was glancing about her with bewildered eyes, as if seeking for some familiar object which would serve as a clue towards the solution of the puzzle. At last something arrested her attention; it was the tell-tale stain upon the carpet. She was standing within a yard or two of the spot on which I had discovered Lawrence lying. His body was gone, but his blood remained behind — a lurid disfigurement of the handsome floorcloth. She started at it “What is it?” She stooped down; she touched it with her finger tips; an odd little tremor seemed to come into her voice. “It — it’s dry. Why shouldn’t it be dry? What — what is it?” Still stooping, she covered her face with her hands, as if struggling to rouse her dormant memory. “It seems to bring something back to me. Something — something horrid. What can it be? Oh!”

She started upright, with a little exclamation. A new look came on her face; a suggestion of fear, of horror. She was all at once on the alert, as if in expectation of something of which she had cause to be afraid.

“This is where Mr. Edwin Lawrence was killed — killed!” — Again that look of puzzlement. “That means that he was — murdered! Murdered! He fell like that.”

She made a sudden movement, as if to hurl herself headlong to the floor, which was so realistic that I started forward to save her from a fall. It was only a feint; in an instant she was back in her original position.

“Let me see how it was. He was here, and I was there.”

She moved from one place to another, as if endeavouring to recall a scene in which she had taken part It seemed to come back to her in fragments.

“I said, ‘I’ll kill you;’ because I felt like killing him. And then — then he laughed. He said, ‘Kill me! How will you be better off for that?’ And that made me worse. I made up my mind that — that I’d kill him.”

She paused. I shuddered, clutching the curtains tighter. Although I did not turn to look at them, I knew that there was something strange on the faces of Miss Adair and Hume; that even the constable was moved to a display of unusual interest A faint whisper reached me from the lady:

“Stop her! Don’t let her go on!”

I was conscious of a weakness in my throat, which made my voice sound as if I were hoarse, as I whispered a reply.

“I shan’t attempt to stop her. I shall let her say all that she has to say. I’m not afraid.”

I felt her pull at my coat sleeve, as a dog might do to show its sympathy.

The girl within continued. She had put her hands up to her brow again, and seemed battling with her torpid faculties. Through all that followed, in spite of the emotion which sometimes would grip me by the throat, I was conscious of the singular quality of her beauty, which caused it to increase as her agitation grew. Strangely out of keeping with the dreadful nature of some of the things she said was the air of innocence which accompanied them. She depicted herself as playing a leading part in a hideous tragedy, with the direct simplicity of a little child who confesses to faults of whose capital importance it has not the faintest notion.

“Did I kill him? Did I? Not then — no, not then. Then he came in, and it began all over again, right from the beginning; and — we quarrelled. We both said we would kill him, both of us; and he laughed. The more we said that we would kill him the more he laughed. And that — that made us worse. Then — then it came in. It! It!”

She shuddered. A look of abnormal terror came on her face. She covered her hands, uttering cries of panic fear.

“Don’t! Don’t! I won’t! I won’t! You mustn’t make me, you mustn’t! Don’t let it come near me! Don’t let it touch me! I can’t bear to think of its touching me! Oh!”

With a gasp, uncovering her eyes, she stared, affrightedly, at something which she seemed to see in front of her.

“What is it? I’m not afraid. Why should I be afraid? There is nothing the matter. I am not so easily frightened. I said I would kill him, but not like that, not like that Did I say I’d kill him? Yes. And I did! I did! But I didn’t mean to. Did I mean to? I don’t know. Perhaps I meant to. He says I meant to, and perhaps he knows.”

She stood staring in front of her, with blank, unmeaning gaze. Then, giving herself a little shake, she seemed to wake out of a sort of dream; and to be surprised at finding herself where she was.

“What is the matter with me? Am I going mad? This is the room, and yet, although I know it, I can’t think what room it is. Something happened to me here which haunts me; and though I’m afraid to try to think what it was, I can’t help trying. Why did I come here? It was very silly. It was because he — he told me that — Edwin Lawrence was killed here.

“Edwin Lawrence? What had that man to do with me? Lawrence? I feel as if I ought to know the name. There were two of them, and one — one was killed. Oh, I remember all! I can hear that horrid noise. I can see the knives — the knives! And I can see the blood, as he falls right down upon his face, and the hack, hack, hacking! I didn’t do it! I didn’t do it! Did I — do it?”

She looked about her with an agony of appeal which it was terrible to witness. My heart sank within my breast. At that moment I could not have gone to her even had I tried.

“Let me see — how did it happen? He stood here, and — the other laughed; and then there came the knife — the long, gleaming knife — and struck him in the back; and he looked round, and — I saw his face. His face! What a face! It was as if he were looking into hell. Don’t look at me — not like that. I can’t help you! It’s too late! Turn your face away; don’t let me see it; it isn’t fair. It was the devil did it — the devil! It wasn’t I. And then it took him by the throat with a dozen hands, and with a hundred knives cut at his face, until, before my eyes, I saw him losing his likeness to a man. And then it loosed him, and the great knife struck him from the back, and he fell on his face — what was his face, and then the hack, hack, hacking! And all the time that horrid noise.”

She held up her arms in an anguish of supplication.

“Oh Lord, in what have I offended that this thing should come upon me? If I have sinned, surely my punishment is greater than my sin. That you should lay this burden on me, to bear for ever, and for ever, and for ever! Take it from me, let me wake to find it is a dream — the nightmare of a haunted night! For if it should be true, if it should be true, what is there for me but the torture fires of an eternal hell? Have mercy on me, Lord, have mercy!”

She broke into a paroxysm of sobbing. She shed no tears, hers were dry sobs; but it seemed as if they were tearing her to pieces. Then they ceased. Again a shudder went all over her, and again she seemed to come back to a curious wakefulness, out of a fevered dream.

“I’m not well; I can’t be; I wish I were. It is as if I were two persons, and each keeps losing the other. Can there be two persons in one body? My brain seems blurred — as if it were in two parts. When I am using one part, the other — the other’s all confused. It’s not as it should be. I feel sure that I haven’t always been like this; something must have happened to make me so. When I try to think what it is, I’m afraid; and yet I can’t help trying. I know — I know it was in this room it happened; but what could it have been? What brought me to this room at all? When was it that I came?

“There’s something in my head that I can’t catch hold of — it keeps eluding me. If I only could get hold of it, I’d understand — I’m sure I should. — What would it be that I should understand? I’m afraid to think! It’s awful that I should be afraid of what would come to me if understanding came, especially as I want it so much to come. I seem to be haunted; is it by a vision, or by something which really happened? I wish I could sit down and quietly think it out. If I could put the pieces of the puzzle together I might know what it means. But I can’t; I’m all restless; I can’t keep still.

“Why is it that I am always seeing this man lying dead upon the floor? Why do I seem to be striking at his back? It is so strange. It is not a knife I’m striking with, not a common knife; it is something different — and worse. It comes out of nothing; and, all the time, there’s the noise. It is not I who make the noise, no, I don’t speak — I can’t — I daren’t — it’s It. But it keeps on strike, strike, striking, and the blood all comes upon my cloak. I know I had a cloak on, I remember how it kept getting in my way. And then — he falls. And that’s all — until it begins all over again, and I am standing in a room, in the moonlight, and he sits up in bed and looks at me — he, my friend.”

She held out her hands in front of her, with a pleasant inflection on the Anal word.

“And I can’t think of what took place before. I feel that I ought to know who I am, and what brought me here; but I can’t quite lay my hand on it. The people are there, but I can’t quite make out their faces, or who they are, or what they want with me. They all look at me, and I can hear them clapping. Then it all comes back to the man lying dead upon the floor; that’s where it all seems to begin and end. I wonder if I killed him. I wish I knew. It is so strange that I may have killed him and yet not know. I know that he deserved to be killed, but did I do it?”

Glancing round, her eyes rested on the door in the opposite corner which led into Lawrence’s bedroom. She crossed to it “What’s in here?”

She turned the handle and went in. I was at the door within five seconds of her passing through it; Miss Adair, Hume, and the constable still at my heels. We must have presented a spectacle which was not without its comic side as we went scurrying across the carpet But what I saw as I looked into that bedchamber banished from my mind all thoughts of the incongruous; it must, for the time being, have paralysed the muscles of the body; or I do not think that I should have remained for even so long as I did a silent witness of that piteous scene.

One of the first things I realised was the presence in the room of Inspector Symonds. He, in company with a colleague, was submitting the contents of the apartment to an official examination. As Miss Moore entered the two men turned and stared — as well they might. She, on her part, paid them no attention; they were at her back, in an alcove, formed by the bay of the window, in which stood a bureau, whose drawers they were ransacking. Her eyes saw one thing, and one thing only — something which lay under a sheet upon the bed.

“What’s that?” she asked herself. “What’s under the sheet?”

She went towards the bed doubtfully, as if uncertain as to the direction which her adventure might be taking. We watched her, silent. The officials, I take it, were for the moment too much taken aback by her appearance to know what to make of her. While for me, that was one of the occasions in my life on which I lost my presence of mind. If I had known what to do I could not have done it; my nerves were all in a flutter, like so many loose strings. She went close up to the bed; then stood still, looking down at the something whose shape she saw outlined.

“What is it under the sheet?”

She lifted up a corner, then let it fall. “It’s the man I saw lying dead.” I saw her tremble. A new look came on her face — half curiosity, half awe. “I wonder if I should know him if I saw him now? If it would all come back to me? I wonder if it would?”

She turned down the sheet so as to expose the dead man’s head and face. She stared at him with looks of growing horror. The terror of the sight seemed to be gradually forcing itself upon her brain. Stooping a little forward, she began to move farther and farther from the bed. Her voice became husky.

“I killed him; it hacked, hacked, hacked; his blood is on my cloak and hands; the dead man lying on the floor.”

She stopped. The something on the bed apparently had for her a dreadful fascination. She seemed to be in two minds as to whether or not to go close to it again, as if she would, and yet would not. Miss Adair touched me on the arm.

“Stop! Don’t let her go to it! Don’t!”

Her words and touch woke me from a sort of trance. I awoke to a clear realisation of the full horror of the situation — the young girl, with her poor, numbed brain, trying experiments on the man just murdered.

“You go to her,” I said. “See if she knows you.”

It was time some friendly hand was interposed. Inspector Symonds and his colleague showed signs of intervention on their own account, and on lines of their own. Miss Moore began to turn slowly towards the bed.

“I wonder if I could make out where I struck him, and where it hacked.”

Miss Adair moved forward.

“Bessie!” she cried.

The girl turned and saw her, and appeared to struggle with the darkness which was in her brain. The contest seemed physical as well as mental; she swayed to and fro; I thought that she would fall. Then reason got the upper hand; a wave of consciousness swept over her. She drew herself upright, and she ran to Miss Adair.

“Florrie!” she exclaimed.

She burst into tears — real tears this time, not the dry sobs which, a few minutes before, seemed to be tearing her to pieces. She cried like a child.


CHAPTER XII

WHAT WAS ON THE BED

AND we — we five men — remained for a moment or two, in silence, looking on. In our breasts, I imagine, were widely different emotions. Surprise, and something else, was, apparently, the dominant feeling of Inspector Symonds and his colleague. They exchanged a few whispered words. Then the Inspector made a movement towards Miss Moore, with something in his mien I did not like. I placed myself in front of him.

“Well, sir,” I inquired, “what do you want?” He looked at me askance; then turned towards the policeman who had been placed in the passage to guard the outer door.

“What is the meaning of these people being here? I thought I told you to admit no one. Is this the way you obey orders?”

The policeman was apologetic.

“Well, sir, that young lady was through before I knew what she was up to. Then this gentleman sent me flying down the passage, and the rest of ’em got in; it was more than I could do to stop them.”

The Inspector showed himself indisposed to accept his satellite’s excuses.

“Tell that for a tale, my man; you will hear of this again. I will only have men with me who are able to carry out to the letter the instructions I give them.” He addressed himself to me. “Mr. Ferguson, if you are not careful you will get yourself into trouble. You appear not to realise the serious nature of your conduct It is not what I should have expected from a gentleman in your position. Surely you cannot wish to place yourself in opposition to the law?”

“Thank you for your warning; and don’t you trouble yourself about my wishes. Let me advise you not to step out of the four corners of your province; men circumstanced as you are sometimes take liberties, which is a mistake.”

“Stand on one side, Mr. Ferguson. I do not take my instructions from you. I wish to speak to that young lady.”

“Then speak to her from where you are — though what you can have to say to her is more than I am able to imagine. She is not well, and does not want to be brought into too close contact with undesirable strangers.”

“Not well? What is the matter with her?”

“I might reply by inquiring what affair that is of yours; but I don’t mind informing you that she suffers from hallucinations.”

“Hallucinations? Oh, they’re hallucinations, are they?”

There was something in his tone for which I could have knocked him down. He spoke to her across the room.

“What is your name?”

“My name? I don’t know what my name is.”

“Not know your name? Come, that won’t do. Tell me what your name is.”

“The lady does not know her name; do you not hear her say so? You will doubt the lady’s word, Mr. Symonds, at your peril.”

“Remove your hand; do you wish to dislocate my shoulder? You forget your own strength, as well as other things, Mr. Ferguson. If you will not tell me who this lady is, and she herself cannot, then I must detain her till inquiries have been made.”

“Detain her? What do you mean?”

“This lady has forced her way into this room, and I have myself heard her, with my own ears, accuse herself, at least, of participation in the murder of this unfortunate man.”

His colleague chimed in: “There can be no sort of doubt upon that point. I heard her too. She said, ‘I killed him,’”

He went to the other side of the bed, and replaced the sheet over the dead man’s head and face. The policeman put in his word.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but she’s been behaving in the most extraordinary manner in the other room. It seems, from what she’s been saying, and doing, that she was there when the gentleman was being murdered, and she’s been acting it all over to herself again as it were. Struck him with a great knife, she said she did.”

“You heard her admit that she struck him with a knife?”

“I did — more than once; and these two gentlemen, and that lady heard her, too. She said that she meant to kill him all along; and then she said she struck him in the back with a great knife, and he fell forward on his face; and she acted how she struck him, and how he fell.”

“In face of that statement my duty’s plain; the lady must be detained.”

He was going on, but I cut him short.

“Then I say that the lady shall not be detained; I will save you, Mr. Symonds, from making one of the most serious mistakes you ever made in your life. Miss Adair, escort the lady from the room. I will see that no one touches her. Now, constable, out of the way.”

I moved towards the policeman, who did not wait for me to touch him. He slipped aside. The Inspector interposed.

“Now, Mr. Ferguson, I warn you to be careful. May I ask you, Dr. Hume, to explain to this gentleman what are the consequences of impeding the police in the execution of their duty. You might also point out to him how worse than futile such attempts always are.”

Hume was standing near the door. Now he came into the middle of the room. I was surprised by the alteration which had taken place in his appearance since I had observed him last. He seemed to have all at once grown old. Outwardly he was cool and calm; but I, who had some knowledge of the man, perceived that he was making a strenuous effort to retain the mastery of himself in face of some most unusual emotion. He spoke with an exaggeration of his usual deliberative manner.

“You are aware, Mr. Symonds, that I am not a likely person to interfere with the police in the execution of their duty; but it happens, in this case, that I am acquainted with this young lady, and am sure that she has had no more to do with this crime than” — he paused, he drew in his lips, as if to moisten them—” I have. The account which your officer has given you of her behaviour in the adjoining room is very far from being an accurate representation. She is at present suffering from an obscure mental disease. If you were to proceed to arrest her you would run an imminent risk of permanently disturbing the balance of her brain, and of driving her stark mad. The act, and the responsibility for the consequences of the act, would be yours. Let me finish, Inspector. I quite understand that if you were to allow her to pass entirely from your purview you would be assuming a weighty responsibility in a different direction. I am therefore prepared to give you my personal guarantee that she shall remain at your disposal as witness, or in any other capacity, until it has been made plain that she has had no connection whatever with this most unfortunate affair.”

“First of all, what is the lady’s name, who is she, and where does she live?”

“She is Miss Bessie Moore, the well-known actress, and she lives with this other lady, Miss Florence Adair, at 22, Hailsham Road, Brompton.”

“I’m not much of a theatre-goer, but I have heard of Miss Bessie Moore. I wasn’t aware that she was—” He finished his sentence by touching his forehead with his finger.

“I am prepared to certify that, at present, she is mentally incapable; and that to place her under arrest would be to imperil not only her sanity, but her life.”

“Very good. And in the presence of these witnesses you undertake to produce her whenever she’s required.”

“I do.”

“And does Mr. Ferguson join you in that undertaking?” I informed him that I did. “And where is Miss Moore going now?”

“To her own home.”

“One of our men ought to go with her.”

“One of your men will do nothing of the kind,” I observed.

Hume said the same thing with a greater flow of language.

“If you give me notice of Miss Moore’s being required, for any purpose whatever, I will undertake to produce her within the hour. More, if I have reason to suspect my capacity to continue that guarantee I will advise you on the instant.”

“Good. On that understanding Miss Moore is at liberty to go — for the present.”

We four went out of the room, the two women in front, Hume and I behind. Miss Moore had not spoken while the argument was being carried on with the inspector. When we reached the corridor she turned to me.

“Where am I going to be taken? I want to speak to you.”

“You had better return with Miss Adair to Mrs. Peddar’s room — for the present, at any rate. I will come to you immediately.”

“You will be sure to come?”

She laid her hand upon my arm.

“Certain. I will be there almost as soon as you are,”

Hume came forward.

“I also wish to speak to you.” -

“You? No! I don’t wish to speak to you — not to you!”

She shrank from him as if he had been some leprous thing. When they had gone he turned to me with eyes in which there was a strange something, whose meaning, just then, I did not attempt to decipher; though I was dimly conscious, as my eyes looked into his, of an odd sensation of wonder as to whether the doctor himself might not be going mad.

“What is it which actuates your moves in this game which you are playing? To save your neck, do you propose to hang her, as well as Philip Lawrence?”

That is what he said to me. To save my neck! The words rang in my ears as I mounted towards the housekeeper’s room. They were to me as the germ of an idea.


CHAPTER XIII

SHE AND I 

THE girl was changed. I perceived it as soon as I was in Mrs. Peddar’s room. She stood behind the table, and, as I entered, turned her face away. Her attitude suggested doubt, hesitation, even shame. It was so different to the spontaneous burst of friendship which, hitherto, when she saw me, had brought her to my side.

Miss Adair was seated with her hands lying open on her knee; in her bearing there was also dubiety, and in Mrs. Peddar’s as, leaning against her sideboard, she fidgeted with the fringe of her black apron. The air was so charged with the spirit of uncertainty that, as soon as I entered, it affected me. We each of us seemed to be unwilling to meet the other’s glances. It was with an effort I broke the uncomfortable silence.

“I don’t think, Miss Moore, that I should lose any time in going home with Miss Adair.”

“Going home? Where is my home? Yes, I know I ought to know, and I do know more than I did, but — I can’t just find it.”

“Never mind about that, Miss Adair will see you’re all right. Now put your hat on, and off you go. I’m afraid that I must hurry you.”

I was thinking of Inspector Symonds down below, and how extremely possible it was that he might change his mind. She made no movement, but continued looking down on to the floor, her brow all creased in lines of pain.

“Do you think — I — killed that man?”

“I am sure that you did not.”

She glanced up at me, her brow smoothed out, light in her eyes.

“You are sure? Oh? What makes you sure?”

“My own common sense. I have seen your brother, and I have heard from him what was the errand which took you to Edwin Lawrence. I can understand how your mind was strained, and what a very little more was needed to make that strain too much. But that in what took place you did nothing of which you have cause to be ashamed, I am convinced.”

“But she thinks I did it, and so does she; and — I’m not sure.”

She pointed first to Miss Adair and then to Mrs. Peddar.

“You’re dreaming. Miss Adair knows you too well to suppose the incredible.”

“But she does think I did it. Don’t you?”

In reply Miss Adair put her elbows on the table and her face on her hands, and burst into tears.

“Bessie!” she cried.

I was dumfounded.

“You see. And she thinks so too. And that man, he thinks so; he wanted to lock me up. Will he — lock me up?”

She asked the question with a little gasp, so expressive of loneliness and terror, that it cut me to the heart. I tried to speak with a confidence I did not feel.

“The police are famous for their blunders. In cases such as this, if they had their way, they’d lock up every one they could lay their hands on. There’s one question I want to ask you before you go — was there no one else present in that room last night except you and Edwin Lawrence?”

“Yes — you were there.”

“I!”

She said it with a directness which struck me as with a crowbar.

“Yes, you were there. I thought, when I saw you sitting up in bed, in the moonlight, that I had seen your face before, and I’ve been thinking so all the time; and now it’s all come back to me — you were there. Don’t you remember that you came into the room?”

She spoke with a touch of sudden excitement. Mrs. Peddar resented her words with unusual heat.

“You wicked girl! To say such a thing, after all that he has done for you! You’ll be saying next that I was there.”

I endeavoured to appease my enthusiastic partisan.

“Gently, Mrs. Peddar. I am not at all sure that what Miss Moore says is not correct. I, too, suffered last night from dreams. I dreamed that I went to Edwin Lawrence’s rooms, and saw him murdered; whether I saw with the actual or the spiritual eye, I cannot tell; but, in any case, all that I did see was seen as in a glass darkly.”

“Did you see me?”

“I cannot be certain. I saw some one who I now believe to have been you.”

“Did you see It?”

“It?”

“The — the creature — the dreadful thing!”

“My vision was blurred; I saw nothing plain, it had all the indistinctness of a nightmare, but — I was oppressed by the consciousness of some hideous presence in the room. What was — the thing?”

“I don’t know; I can’t think. I’m afraid to try! It did it all.” — 

“Wasn’t it — a wild beast? It made a noise like one, or — was it my imagination?”

“The dreadful noise! I’ve heard it ever since. I hear it all the time — I hear it now. Can’t you — hear it now?”

She looked about her with frightened eyes.

“That certainly is your imagination; there’s not a sound. But was there no one else there in the room besides you, and Edwin Lawrence, and — I?”

“There was the other man.”

“Was that other man his brother?”

“I don’t just know; I can’t quite think. But, if I saw him again, I should know him, I feel sure I should, as I’ve known you.”

“Did they quarrel, the two men?”

She shook her head.

“It will all come back to me, perhaps, piece by piece; but not yet, not yet But you were there, and you saw I did not kill him?”

“What I saw I cannot tell; as with you it was all a blur. But that you did not kill him I am as sure as that the sky is above.”

“I am so glad. You have made me so happy.”

“It needs but a little thing to make your happiness.”

“What is your name?”

“You have heard it more than once. My name is Ferguson — John Ferguson.”

“John!” Returning to her former self, she said it with the simplicity of a little child. She nestled close up to me, as if for comfort. My pulses throbbed. “Why is it that I feel safe when I am near you, and that the nearer I am to you the safer I feel?”

“God grant that you may always feel safe when you are near to me.”

My voice was husky.

“I believe that I always shall feel safe when you are near; I believe I always shall.”

She looked up at me with eyes in which there was something which seemed to burn into my soul. It was with difficulty I kept myself from putting my arm about her. When I spoke, it was awkwardly enough, and with a lumbering choice of ungainly words.

“The tangle is greater than I thought. It seems to be drawing us together. God moves in a mysterious way, and it maybe His purpose that, under this blood-red shadow, our lives shall draw closer to each other. For my part, I am content.” I waited for her to speak; she was still; but she rested one hand upon my arm, and I trembled. “Don’t let yourself be troubled by fantastic fears. Rest assured that your heart is stainless as are your hands. I know. Look up, the light is coming! Your innocence will be made plain to all the world, and to yourself.

For it seems that of yourself you’re chief doubter.”

“I did doubt; I’m easier now. I don’t doubt at all when you are near. I wonder why?”

“I wonder, too. But, come, there are a dozen things which I must do. You must be bundled off. Mrs. Peddar, where is this young lady’s hat?”

Mrs. Peddar passed into an inner room, presently returning with a hat. While its owner was putting it on, Miss Adair came up to me. I had been aware that the two women had been watching us with wide-open eyes and gaping mouths; now one of them gave partial expression to her feelings.

“What on earth is there between you two? Have you known each other all your lives, or did you meet for the first time last night?”

“That is a question for the metaphysicians. I seem to have known her all my life.”

“And has she known you all hers? Is that what I’m to think?”

“There is one thing you are not to think — you are not to think that she had any hand in what was done.”

“But it’s all so awful! It’s all come upon me in an instant: it’s taken me unawares. What am I to think after what she said, and did, in that room?”

“You are to be sure that she is as innocent as a child.”

“But what am I to think? It seems now that you both were there. I have no doubt whatever that the man quite deserved being killed; if she didn’t kill him, then did you?”

“God forbid!”

Miss Moore had her hat on. She made a discovery.

“I had a cloak. I feel sure I had a cloak. Where’s it gone?”

“Never mind about your cloak; it’s warm enough to-day, you’ll be able to do quite well without it.”

I caught Miss Adair’s glance; plainly she remembered what I had said about the condition of that garment; there was renewed suspicion in her eye. I turned to Mrs. Peddar.

“We don’t want to go through the main entrance; isn’t there another way?”

“There is the service lift, and there are the service stairs.”

“The very thing; show us where they are.”

She showed us where they were; and we three went down the servants’ staircase, through a back door, into a side street, no one saying us nay. I saw the two girls into a cab. As they were starting Miss Moore leaned her head out.

She looked at me with eyes which were, to me, like magnets. Her lips formed a single word: “John!”

As the hansom drove off, and, turning the corner, passed from sight, I felt as if something had gone out of my life.


CHAPTER XIV

HE AND I 

As I returned to my chambers my whole being seemed to be a battlefield on which conflicting thoughts and feelings were fighting to a finish. I had not supposed that my nature could have been utterly disorganized by occurrences such as those which had come crowding upon me during the last few hours.

I am a hard man. My life has been lived, for the most part, in odd corners of the world, where, single-handed, I have fought the fight for fortune; in places where human life is not held of much account, and where one would have thought as little of killing such a man as Edwin Lawrence appeared to have been, as destroying any other noxious animal. I have ever been a fighter. Men have called me “Fighting John.” I have had to defend my own life, and have not hesitated, when circumstances required, to take the lives of others. I learnt, long ago, that there are occasions when killing is not alone the best, but the only cure.

But I have had nothing to do with women. I have never been on familiar terms with one of them. I have always been aware that they are better than I, and that consciousness has made me shy of them, as of a church. But while one knows that a church is a place for sinners, one’s sense of decency tells one that evil ought not to come into contact with a woman. So I have kept clear. Until that night.

Now Providence alone knew what had happened. Since I had seen her standing in the moonlight at my window, the foundations of my life seemed to have been going under. It was absurd; yet true. What could she care for such as I — an adventurer from the four corners of the world, soiled with something of the grime from each of them. What right had I to think of such as she — a young girl, in the first fulness of her wondrous beauty, mentally, morally, socially far above my reach; the idol of the town, with, at her feet, some of the greatest in the land. It was midsummer madness; which, in my case, was the less excusable since, for me, it was the time of autumn.

But she had called me “John.” That was in her hour of sorrow, of which I had taken advantage. The hour would pass, and then I should not even be “Mr. Ferguson,” but simply one of the crowd in the street. I might take a seat at the theatre, to watch her play, but she would not even glance to see if I was in it. That would be a black hour for me. But with her all would be well.

But would the hour of her sorrow quickly pass? Back in my own room I tried to think; but, like her, I was afraid. I had been an idiot to let her return to Hailsham Road. What kind of an ass would he be who placed his trust in Inspector Symonds. I had had my experiences of the police. In all countries of the world they were the same — fools when they were not knaves. If he, or any of his myrmidons, laid a hand on her, what could I do? I was in a country where, even if you knocked a policeman down, it was regarded as a crime. And Miss Adair — she had her doubts. Great powers! what could the woman be made of, to have lived so long with such an angel, and yet doubt her perfect innocence! Apart from such thick-headedness on the part of a woman of common sense, it was dreadful to think of the girl living in an atmosphere of suspicion, when complete confidence was the one thing needful.

Why had I let her return to Hailsham Road? She would have been safer with Mrs. Peddar, or — God forgive me for thinking that she would have been safer still with me.

On what did the woman found her doubts? And the Inspector his? That was the mischief. On the surface the thing looked doubtful; if I were to speak of certain things, I knew they might look worse. A dozen knew now that she was present in the room. She could be dragged into the witness-box, at any rate, and then — then what might she not be forced to say. She had gone with unfriendly intentions; he had been killed while she was there; she ran away without a whisper to any one of what had been done. What deductions might not be drawn, by an unfriendly critic, from that bare statement of the facts. I dared not think of the risks she would run till all the truth was told.

“What is the truth?” I cried.

Unconsciously, I spoke aloud. Though, had I thought, I should not have hesitated, since I supposed I was alone. But, no sooner had I spoken, than my bedroom door was opened, and some one stood on the threshold, looking out at me.

“It’s you, is it? Come here!”

Hume was the speaker. He spoke and looked as if I were the intruder; not he. His presence took me by surprise; so that at first, in my bewilderment, I could only stare. Then I moved towards him.

“What are you doing there?”

“Come, and you shall see.”

I pushed past him into the room. As I looked round, in my amazement at the man’s audacity, I was speechless. The whole place was in confusion. He had been turning my belongings topsy-turvy — searching drawers, examining cupboards, scrutinising everything of mine which he could lay his hands upon. My property was scattered everywhere — on chairs, on tables, on the floor. On the rail of the bed were laid my pyjamas and a towel; and on the bed itself was displayed, at its widest, the plum-coloured cloak.

When I realised that he had unearthed that piece of apparently damning evidence, it was enough.

“You hound!”

I would have taken him by the throat; but, springing back, he pointed a revolver at my face.

“Stop that! I’ve had to deal with men like you before, John Ferguson. Attempt to touch me, and I’ll save the hangman his pains.”

I, also, on previous occasions had had to deal with men like him; more dangerous men than he was, free from all the restraints of civilisation, whom use had made handy with a pistol. There was something in the way in which he gripped his weapon which told me that he was not yet acquainted with all its capabilities. I dodged; struck up; the pistol went flying through the air. I took him by the waist; lifted him off his feet; held him tight; and shook him. If you have the trick of it, it is surprising how quickly you can shake the breath clean out of a man’s body, or, if you wish to go so far, by shaking him you can break his back, and make an end. My desires were less extensive. I shook him till I had him quiet; then I lowered him till his face was on a level with mine.

“Now, Dr. Hume, please tell me why I shouldn’t kill you?”

He could but gasp, and that with pain.

“You can — kill me — if you like. You killed him. Killing’s — your line.”

“And what’s your line? Sneaking, like a thief, into a man’s room, and prying into his possessions like some dirty nigger? However, since you are here, we’ll come to an understanding, you and I, before you go.”

I dropped him on to the floor, where he lay like a log, struggling to get back some of his breath. I picked up his revolver. It was a natty little thing, though not of the kind one carries where a gun is one of the chief necessities of existence. There a gun, to be worth anything, should send a bullet through an inch board at the distance of a dozen yards; it was all his would do to send a bullet through the skin of a man. I locked the door, and I waited for him to get his breath again.

“When you are ready, Dr. Hume.”

I sat and watched him. He had followed me with his eyes as I moved about the room; starting as I picked up his pistol. Now he returned me glance for glance. He was getting the better of his breathlessness; and presently raised himself to a sitting posture. — 

“You should be in a freak museum, Ferguson.”

“Indeed. Why?”

“You’re a prodigy of bone and muscle.”

“You should remember it.”

“I’ve but just now made the discovery. I shall have to refurbish my faith in the labours of Hercules and the story of Samson.” He was, as it were, arranging himself inside his clothes. “I don’t resent your physical configuration; it’s educative, as showing what the strength of a man may be. It’s a pity you should be a — 

Are you only a fool, or are you something else as well?” He stood up, still arranging himself inside his clothes. He pointed to the plum-coloured cloak. “What’s this?”

“It’s what I’m going to wring your neck for.”

“Is that so? I don’t doubt your capacity, but why exercise it in this particular instance?”

“Then you must satisfy me that, though the heavens fall, no one outside this room shall ever learn there is such a garment in existence — and that you’ll find it difficult to do.”

“You wish me to tell no one of what I’ve found?”

“It’s not an affair of a wish.”

“Ferguson, you’re stark mad.”

“You’ve told me so before. You’re a specialist You should know that a homicidal lunatic is not the sort to trifle with. Label me like that.”

“But you’re mad in the wrong direction.”

“What’s the right direction to be mad?”

“That cloak’s Miss Moore’s.”

“You’re a liar.”

“Let me inform you that to save her from harm I’d give my life.”

“Say that again.”

“To save her from harm I’d give my life. It sounds like bombast, but it’s plain truth.”

“Hume, I may be mad, but I’m not so mad as you think.”

“You’re madder, if you don’t believe me I don’t know why I should make a confidant of you, of all men; but there are illogical moments in which men feel constrained to strip themselves bare. Perhaps this is such a moment in my life. Miss Moore is the only woman I ever loved. That’s a line from a play, but it’s true, for all that.”

“Why do you say it to me?”

“What’s the meaning of that cloak being in your wardrobe?”

“Why did you go to my wardrobe to look for it?”

“Man, I wasn’t looking for that. I was looking for something with which to hang you. And I found this, and those. This is a towel. There’s blood on it. See! The marks of bloody fingers. You wiped your hands on it when, last night, you came from Lawrence’s room.”

“That is what you make of it I see.”

“Those are the pyjamas which you were wearing. There are stains on them. See here, on the front of the jacket; on the breeches, too.”

“What is the deduction which you draw from that?”

“I don’t know. I did know. But now I don’t.”

His tone was one of intense dejection. He looked towards the bed. I considered for a moment Then I spoke.

“You’re quite right, Hume. The cloak is Miss Moore’s.”

He turned round quickly.

“Do you want to hang her now instead of Philip? Or do you want to hang them both?”

“You talk too much of hanging. I mean you and I to understand each other before you leave this room; and we shan’t get there by blinking facts. I say that the cloak’s Miss Moore’s. You perceive that it’s caked with blood.” — 

“I see.”

“I believe that blood to be Edwin Lawrence’s. The proof is easy; you have only to subject it to a microscopical examination you will know. The stain on my pyjamas came off her cloak. That on the towel was where she wiped her hands, not where I wiped mine. The water in which she washed them I threw into the road. It was bright red. Not only were her hands reeking wet, there were smears upon her face as well.”

“Ferguson!”

“Those are the facts. I’ve made it a rule of my life never to dodge a fact which I don’t like; I hit at it And it’s because I hit at those facts that I know they don’t mean she killed him; I know she didn’t.”

“How do you know?”

I laughed.

“Because I know her; perhaps you don’t.”

“I’ve known her the better part of my life.”

“And I only since last night, when she came through my window with shining hands.”

“But how can you know she didn’t, unless you know who did? Did you?”

I laughed again.

“I did not. Lawrence sharped me; I suspected it last night, now I’m sure; but I shouldn’t have killed him merely because he was too clever; at least, not like that. You’re a poor judge of character if you suppose I should.”

“I care nothing for you, or for your character. It’s of her I’m thinking. She might have done it in a fit of temporary insanity.”

“She might; but she didn’t.”

“Then what was the meaning of her conduct in his room just now?”

“You’re a mental pathologist; you should know better than I.”

“It’s because I’m a mental pathologist that I — fear. Symonds suspects. I shouldn’t be surprised if he arrests her within four and twenty hours. He’ll hang her if he finds this cloak.”

“Oh no, he won’t. Nor, if Symonds is the idiot you suppose — he may be, since you’re a judge of idiots — will she remain long under arrest. I shall free her.”

Hume had been pacing up and down like an unquiet spirit. Now he stopped to snarl at me like an angry wolf.

“If you think brawn and muscle can prevail against the police you are a fool.”

“As it happens I am not a fool on those particular lines, because I think nothing of the kind. I shall use other means to free her.”

“What other means?”

“I shall confess.”

“But I thought you said you didn’t do it.”

“Nor did I; nor did she. If Symonds must have a victim, better I than she. To go to the gallows for her sake would be heaven well won.” Hume stared. I might have been shaking him again, his breath came so hardly.

“What — do you mean?”

“My good Hume, don’t you be afraid for Miss Moore. I assure you she’s in no danger.”

“You say you only saw her for the first time last night.”

“But that’s a century ago. A myriad things have taken place since, so now it’s just as if I’d known her all my life.”

He kept his head averted, looking at me sideways; it was the first time he had shown an indisposition to meet me face to face.

“It’s like that? I see.” He drew in his lips to moisten them. “A case of the world well lost for her.”

“You’ve hit it, Hume.”

“Suppose, for illustration’s sake, that this and that were fitted together so as to make it seem — only seem, you understand — that you actually did kill Lawrence, what then?”

“I don’t know what it is, but, in this instance, something seems to be warping your natural intelligence, or I’m persuaded that you’d perceive, as I perceive, that the truth will out, and that before very long.”

“Then am I to take it you’ll walk away with banners flying?”

“I don’t know about the banners flying, but I’ll walk away.”

“With her?”

“You’ve no right to say that.”

“And what right do you suppose you have to say what you’ve been saying, when you know that she’s to me the light of my eyes, the breath of my nostrils? when, these dozen years and more, since she was a little child in little frocks, I’ve waited on her will, won for her a place upon the stage I hate because she loved it, blazoned abroad her fame, because to be famous was her pleasure, although I knew that every cry of applause took her farther from me still, and farther! And now you come and say that you saw her for the first time last night, yet talk glibly of having known her all your life, and brag of being ready to sacrifice yourself for her. Do you think if she were herself she’d accept your sacrifice? — you speak of knowing her, and yet think that? Go to! — But, see here, if you burn with a desire to make yourself a scapegoat, I am willing.”

“You are willing?”

“She’ll never be. But if we put together here a little, there a little, line upon line, well make out your guilt so clearly that there’s not a jury which wouldn’t see it, nor a judge who wouldn’t hang you. Shall we arrange it between us, you and I?”

“You are very good.”

“That she’ll be in gaol by this time to-morrow is pretty positive; I shouldn’t be surprised if Symonds was applying for a warrant at this moment. If you think that you will free her by merely going and saying, ‘I did it, it wasn’t she,’ you are under a delusion. She’ll not be freed like that; they’ll need chapter and verse. You’ll have to tell a plain tale plainly; how you planned the thing, how you did it, how you sought to hide your guilt by throwing the blame of it on her.

“Your tale will want corroboration; the support of independent evidence. I could say a thing or two, with perfect truth, which would go some way towards hanging you. Your concealment of the fact that you were in the room would look ugly, if treated well, and there’s the girl who saw you flying from it as if the devil were behind you. There’s the tell-tale marks upon the towel, on the pyjamas; there are a dozen things, without invention. And with — oh, we could manufacture a good round tale which would bear the strictest investigation, and which, without the slightest shadow of a doubt, would set her free for ever. Shall we set about it now?”

I was silent.

“There’s some one knocking at my door.” Some one was beating a tattoo upon the panel. “So there is; and some one in a hurry, it would seem. Perhaps it’s Symonds. If so, you might make a clean breast of it at once. I’ll corroborate with what I know. Then she need never fear arrest at all.”


CHAPTER XV

THE LETTER

BUT it was not Symonds. It was a messenger-boy — an impertinent young rascal.

“Mr. John Ferguson? I thought every one was out, I’ve been knocking for the last ten minutes.”

“Have you indeed? I trust the delay has caused you no serious inconvenience. Yes, I am Mr. John Ferguson.”

“No answer.”

He thrust an envelope into my hand, and, turning on his heel, was about to march away. I caught him by the shoulder.

“Pardon me — one second! From whom does this communication come?”

“I say there’s no answer.”

He wriggled in my grasp.

“I hear you — still, if you could manage to wait for a moment, I think it might be worth your while. Let me beg of you to enter.”

Drawing him into the room, I shut the door. He surveyed me with indignation.

“My orders are that when there’s no answer I’m not to wait.”

“Good boy! Always obey orders.”

The address on the envelope was typewritten; as were the sentences on the sheet of paper it contained.

“Because Edwin Lawrence is dead, don’t suppose that the £1880 are paid. You have not hit on a new way to pay old debts. A knife in the back is not a quittance. You are wrong if you suppose it is. Have the money ready; hard cash — notes and gold; all gold preferred. NO CHEQUE. Edwin Lawrence has left an heir; to whom all that he had belongs, your debt among the rest. Be prepared to pay when asked. If the request has to be made a second time it will come in a different form.

 

“THE GODDESS.”

 

That was what the envelope contained — an anonymous letter.

“Who sent this?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t read it.”

“Possibly not; and yet you might know who was the sender.”

“I don’t see how. I’d just been on an errand right over to Finchley. As soon as I came in that was given me. All I was told was that there was no answer.”

The messenger spoke in a tone of resentment, as if suffering from a grievance. He was a small youth, with crisp black hair and sharp black eyes; combativeness writ large all over him.

“You didn’t see who brought this to the office?”

“I did not.”

“Where do you come from?”

“Victoria.”

“What’s your name?”

“George Smith. Though I don’t see what that’s got to do with you.”

“Then that only shows that your range of vision’s limited. Because, Mr. George Smith, although there’s no answer to this little communication, you’re likely to hear of it again. Good-day.”

The young gentleman withdrew with something like a sniff of scorn. I read the letter through again. As Hume stood watching me, his curiosity got the upper hand.

“What is it?”

“I was wondering if I should tell you. I don’t see why not.” I handed him the sheet of paper. He scanned it with eager eyes. “What do you make of it?”

“It is for me, rather, to put that question to you.”

“I’ll tell you one thing I make of it — that the typewriter, from the anonymous letter-writer’s point of view, is an excellent invention. In the case of a written letter, one can occasionally guess what kind of person it is from whom it comes; but, when it’s typewritten, the Lord alone can tell.”

“‘The Goddess.’ Does the signature convey no meaning to your mind? Think.”

“I’m thinking. The Goddess? I certainly don’t know any one who’s entitled to write herself down like that Let me look at the thing again.” He returned me the sheet of paper. “This seems to suggest that some one else is disposed to take a hand in the game — some person at present unknown.”

“But who knows that you owed Lawrence £1880? And — who knows how much besides?”

“Just so. I wonder!”

Hume eyed me as if he were endeavouring to decipher, on my face, the key to a riddle.

“If some one applies to you for the money what shall you do?”

“Hang him, or her, straight off. That is, I should hand the gentleman, or lady, over to Symonds, with that end in view. Don’t you see what such an application would imply?

Lawrence was murdered within an hour or two of our playing that game of cards. How comes any one to know what was the amount he claimed to have won? No one saw him between the finish of the game and his death, except the man who murdered him.”

“Miss Moore saw him — and you.”

“Are you suggesting that Miss Moore wrote this letter — or I?” — 

“I see your point. You infer that whoever did write it killed Lawrence, because it discloses knowledge which could only be in possession of his murderer. There is something in the inference. But, if the thing’s so plain, isn’t it an act of rashness to have written you at all — rashness which is almost inconceivable?”

“‘De l’audace’ — you know the wise man’s aphorism. I don’t say the thing is plain. On the contrary, I believe it’s more obscure than you think. Granting that whoever wrote that letter killed Lawrence — and I fancy you’ll find that is the case — the question is who wrote it. It’s signed ‘The Goddess.’ I believe ‘The Goddess’ was the writer. Query, who’s ‘The Goddess’? There’s the puzzle.”

“Are you intentionally speaking in cryptograms? May I ask what you mean?”

“I’m not quite sure that I know myself. I don’t go so far as to say that there is anything supernatural about the business, but — it’s uncommonly queer.”

“Supernatural! You had better make that suggestion to the police. The English law does not recognise the supernatural in crime.”

“Possibly not. You say it was a man, Symonds thinks it was a woman; I believe both of you are wrong — that Lawrence was killed neither by a man nor a woman. Who or what is ‘The Goddess’? Find that out, you’ll have found the criminal!”

His lips curled in an ironic smile.

“I really wonder if you think that you can successfully play a game of bluff with me.”

I laughed. The man was so full of verjuice that he could not resist an opportunity of squirting a drop or two in my direction. His intentions had not been over and above friendly before. Now that the shadow of a woman had come between us, I felt that he would stop at little which would help him hang me. That my innocence might be shown was a matter which would concern him not at all — so long as he had hung me first.

While I hesitated what to answer, for, though, I hoped, at the proper time, to take him by the neck and drop him from the window, my desire was, in the mean time, to treat him with the utmost courtesy — some one came rushing into the room. It was Turner, the night-porter. He seemed to have been in the wars. He held his handkerchief to his nose, and his uniform was disarranged as if he had just emerged from a scrimmage.

“There’s Mr. Philip Lawrence just gone down the service stairs.”

We stared at him — not, at first, gathering what he meant. Our thoughts had been occupied with other themes, as, for instance, our love for one another. He, perceiving that we did not understand, went on, like a man in a rage — 

“Yes, he just went down the service stairs, did Mr. Philip Lawrence, and a nice sort of a gentleman he is! I was standing in the doorway, finishing my pipe, when I saw him coming. ‘Mr. Lawrence,’ I said, ‘this is a very sad thing about your brother. I’ve only just come, so I’ve only just heard of it;’  which I had, and it had took me quite aback. He never said a word; he gave me no warning, but, as soon as I opened my mouth, he came at me like a mad bull, hit me right on the nose, and sent me crashing down on to the back of my head in the road. It’s a wonder he didn’t knock me senseless, I was so unprepared, and he hit me so hard. As soon as I could pick myself together I saw him rushing down the street, and tear round the corner as if he was running for his dinner. And well he might run, for a nice sort of gentleman he seems to be.”

Hume and I looked at Turner, then at each other.

“Are you sure that it was Mr. Philip Lawrence?”

Turner gazed at me resentfully.

“Am I sure? Do you think I’d say a thing like that of a gentleman if I wasn’t sure that it was him? Not likely!”

Hume interposed.

“Do you wish us to understand that Mr. Philip Lawrence attacked you in the manner you describe without having, first of all, received provocation from you?”

“I don’t know what you call provocation. All I said to him I’ve said to you. I don’t know what provocation there was in saying that it was a sad thing about his brother.”

“You did not say, or do, anything else?”

“I didn’t do anything at all — he did all the doing; and what I’ve said I’ve told you.”

“Turner, I know Mr. Philip Lawrence intimately. He is not a man to commit an unprovoked assault. Either you have mistaken some one else for him, or, consciously or unconsciously, you have kept back from us something which appeared to him to be a sufficient justification for what he did.”

In his surprise Turner removed his handkerchief from his nose. The blood trickled on to his waistcoat.

“Well! That beats anything! I suppose my word’s worth nothing. If you ask those who know me perhaps better than you do Mr. Philip Lawrence they’ll tell you I’m no liar. I say that he hit me like a coward, for nothing at all, and then took to his heels; and it was well for him he did, for if I do get within reach of him I’ll perhaps give him as good as he sent, though it’ll be after I’ve given him warning first. I’ll let you know, Dr. Hume, that though I am a porter I’m not going to let a gentleman knock me about as it suits him, even though he is a friend of yours; and I don’t think any the better of you for taking his part.”

Going up to Turner, I clapped him on the shoulder.

“That’s right! That’s how I like to hear a man speak out. Don’t think that I doubt you in one little jot or tittle. Mr. Philip Lawrence hit you like a coward because he was a coward. He was afraid of you; and had good reason for his fear, as Dr. Hume knows very well.”

“You — you—”

Hume stopped; looking as if he were allowing “he dare not” to wait upon “he would.”

“Well, Hume, go on. Your friend did not give Turner an opportunity to punish him for his bad behaviour. If you behave badly, I assure you that I shall avail myself of any chance which may offer to punish you. Pray finish the remark you were about to make.”

Hume said nothing. He did not even glance in my direction. But he looked at Turner, and walked out of the room.

“He looks like killing some one himself,” said Turner, when he was gone.

“I shouldn’t be surprised.”

I wonder how much he would have given, at that moment, to have made sure of killing me — for choice, upon the gallows.


CHAPTER XVI

MY PERSUASIVE MANNER

I WENT at once to the house in Arlington Street. The door was opened by Mr. Morley.

“Have you heard anything of Mr. Philip? Is he at home?”

Mr. Morley had opened the door about six inches, peeping through the crevice as if he expected to see some dreadful object on the doorstep. The sight of me seemed to reassure him. He addressed me in a sepulchral whisper.

“Would you mind stepping inside for a moment, sir?”

I went into a front room on the ground floor. Mr. Morley came in after me, and, behind him, Mrs. Morley. I was conscious that the room was filled with old oak furniture. It is, perhaps, because I am not a man of taste that I would not have an apartment in which I proposed to live filled with that funereal wood. Old black oak furniture reminds me of an African swamp. It is dark and sombre — heavy, stiff, ungainly.

Without, the shadows had deepened; in the house it was darker still. The room was still unlighted. The figures of the old man and woman, revealed in the half light, harmonised with the ancient blackness of the furniture. As they stood side by side, as close together as they could get, with, on them both, an air of timidity which the darkness could not hide, I felt that there was a blight upon them, and on the room, and on the house; that it was a place of doom.

“I take it that Mr. Philip has not returned.” They looked at one another; as if each was unwilling to incur the responsibility of a reply. At last the husband took it on himself.

“No, sir; he’s not returned, but—”

“Well, but what?”

For the old gentleman had paused. He spoke to his wife, in a whisper which was perfectly audible —— 

“Shall I tell him, Emma?”

“It’s not for me to speak. That, Joe, is for you to say.”

“This is Mr. Ferguson; he’s Mr. Philip’s friend.”

“If he’s Mr. Philip’s friend—”

“Come,” I said, “I see you’ve heard from him.”

“Yes, sir, we’ve heard from him. That — that’s the trouble.”

“What is it you’ve heard?”

Again the reference to his wife.

“Shall I — shall I tell him, Emma?”

“I’ve already told you, Joe, that that’s for you to say. It’s not for me to speak.”

Plainly Joe hesitated, then arrived at a sudden decision.

“Well, sir, this is what we’ve heard.”

He took a sheet of paper out of his pocket, which he gave to me.

“I can’t see what’s on this, man, without a light! Mine are not cat’s eyes; it’s dark as pitch in here.”

“Before I light up, sir, I’ll lower the blind.

There’s no need for folks to see what’s going on in here.”

He not only lowered the blind, he drew the curtains, too, leaving a darkness which might have been felt; then started groping for a match upon the mantelshelf. When he had found one he lit the gas — a single burner. By its radiance I examined the paper he had given me. In shape, size, appearance, it was own brother to the sheet which had come to me. On it was a typewritten letter; which, however, in this case, was not anonymous.

 

“To Joseph Morley, 

 

“DEAR MORLEY, 

 

“I’m in a bad scrape. I can’t come home. And I’ve no clothes, and no money. I send you my keys. Look, you know where, and send me all the money you can find; and my cheque-book, and my dressing-case, and two or three trunks full of clothes. As you know, I took nothing away with me except what I stood up in. I don’t know when I shall be able to send, but it will be as soon as I possibly can. Have everything ready, for when I do send I shan’t want my messenger to be kept waiting. And keep a sharp look-out; it may be in the middle of the night 

 

“PHILIP LAWRENCE.

 

“Tell any one who asks that I shall be home in about a week; and that you’ve instructions to send all letters on. I don’t want people to think that you’re not in communication with me, or that everything’s not all right And you’re not to listen to any tales which you may hear; and you’re not to worry, or people will notice it. You understand?”

 

The eyes of the two old people did not leave my face while I was reading. So soon as I lowered the paper Mr. Morley faltered out his question.

“Well, sir, what — what do you think of it?”

“That it’s a curious epistle. Who brought it?”

“That’s more than I can say. There was a knock at the door, and I saw that in the letter-box. I looked out into the street, but there was no one in sight who seemed a likely person to have dropped it in.”

“No messenger-boy?”

“No, sir, no one of the kind.”

“And the keys came with it?”

“Yes, sir, in a small brown-paper parcel.”

“Addressed to you?”

“No, the parcel was addressed to no one. There was nothing on it at all.”

“You are sure they are Mr. Philip’s keys?”

“Of course they are. Whose should they be? Why — why do you say that?”

“Has Mr. Philip been in the habit of sending you typewritten letters?”

“He has never done such a thing in his life before.”

“In this even the signature is typed — as if he had made up his mind that you should not have a scrap of handwriting which you could recognise. I don’t see why he need to have had such a letter typed at all. Is he himself a typist?”

“Not that I know of; I never heard him speak of it.”

“Then to have had such a letter typed by some one else was to add to his risk. Why couldn’t he have trusted you with a letter written by his own hand?”

“I can’t say.”

“Are you yourself sure that this letter is from Mr. Philip?”

“Not a doubt of it. I wish there were. Because it shows that he’s in hiding; and what should he be in hiding for, except one thing? What — what are we to do? If — if he has his brother’s blood upon his hands.”

“Joe!”

“Well, Emma, if he has, he has! And where’ll he find a place big enough, and out-of-the-way enough, for him to hide in? All the world will soon know what he’s done, and all the world will be in search of him. He won’t dare to come here — he daren’t already; soon he won’t dare to write to me; the police will be watching me like cats a mouse. He’ll be an outcast, shunning the places which he knew and the friends who loved him — and he the most sociable gentleman who ever lived, who never could bear to be alone; with a host of friends, and not a single enemy. And — and what are we to do — the wife and I, here, in his house alone? To whom are we to look for help — for guidance — for orders? We — we’re almost afraid to stop in the place as it is; it — it’s as if it were haunted. We seem to see him wherever we turn; we hear his footstep on the stairs — his voice — his laughter.”

“Joe!”

“Well, Emma, so we do. Our nerves won’t stand it. We — we’re getting all broken up; we’re not so young as we were, and used to regular ways, and — and this sort of thing’s beyond us. Every knock at the door starts us trembling. Who — who’s that?”

As Mr. Morley was speaking, there came an assault on the front-door knocker which seemed to shake the house. I do not think I ever heard quite such a clatter made by a similar instrument before. That the nerves of the old folks were in a curious condition was immediately made plain; the attack might have been made on them, instead of on the knocker. They drew closer together, clinging to each other for support; consternation was written large all over them. Their behaviour was not that of persons on whom I should have cared to lay the burden of a great responsibility; especially one in which coolness and presence of mind were necessary factors.

The visitor was in a hurry. There had hardly been time to reach the front door when the knocking began again — crash, smash, crash, crash, crash, crash! I really thought the door would have been broken down. The faces of the proper guardians of the house grew whiter, their limbs more tremulous.

“Hadn’t you better go and see who’s there? Or shall I?”

They let me go. On the doorstep I found an individual who had his own notions of propriety. With scant ceremony he endeavoured, without a word of explanation, to force his way into the house. I am not a man with whom every one finds it easy to play that kind of game. When I am pushed, I push. Placing my hand against his chest, he went backwards across the pavement at a run.

“Manners, sir! Manners!” I observed.

He seemed surprised — as a man is apt to do, who, proposing to play the bully, finds himself bullied instead. His hat had fallen off; he himself had almost fallen too.

“Who the devil are you, sir?”

“Saving a reference to any acquaintance of yours, that is the question which I should like to put to you, sir.”

Picking up his hat, he came towards me, with a blusterous air.

“I want to see Philip Lawrence — at once.”

“Do you indeed! That’s unfortunate. You have come to the wrong place for your want to be supplied. Mr. Philip Lawrence doesn’t happen to be in.”

“Tell that tale to some one else; don’t try it on me; I’ve heard it before. I’ll wait till he is in.”

“By all means; let me show you the way inside.”

Taking him by the collar of his coat, I conducted him through the doorway, across the hall, and into the front room — where Mr and Mrs. Morley were still clinging to each other, as if under the impression that the end of the world at last had come. The visitor was a big, blackhaired man, inclined to puffiness, whose whiskers and moustache seemed to have been blackleaded, they shone with such resplendence. He was clad in gorgeous attire.

“What do you mean by such disgraceful behaviour?” I inquired.

“On my word, that’s good!” He was settling in its place the collar of his coat. “Seems to me that the boot’s upon the other foot” He turned to Mr. Morley. “Who is this man?”

“This man,” I explained, to save Mr. Morley trouble, “is a person who is competent to resent any impertinence which you may offer. So, if you have come to play the bully, you will have every opportunity afforded you to play your very best.”

“Don’t talk to me like that sir, you don’t know who I am. If I’d liked I might have made Philip Lawrence bankrupt four and twenty hours ago; only I thought I’d give him a chance. But I’m not going to stand that sort of thing from you.”

“Pray how could you have made Mr. Philip Lawrence bankrupt?”

“I hold overdue bills of his for £5000. Some men would have made him bankrupt on the nail, and run him up a tidy bill of costs. I’m too soft-hearted; I gave him a chance. But I’ve had enough bother already; I’m not going to have any more. If a satisfactory arrangement isn’t made before I leave this house, there’ll be trouble.”

“So you are the person who habitually trades in forged acceptances.”

“Forged acceptances! What — what the devil do you mean, sir?”

Unless I was mistaken, he increased in puffiness.

“You know. You were aware that they were forged, and by whom. You had a hand in arranging the whole matter; buying them for a song, with the intention of securing as much out of Mr. Philip Lawrence as you possibly could.”

The gentleman began to bluster. Plainly he was not happy.

“I — I don’t know who you are to talk to me like that, sir. Your behaviour’s altogether most extraordinary. I’ll let you know that I’m not going to have you speak to me like that: I’m not going to have such language addressed to me. I came into possession of these bills in the ordinary course of business.”

“How much did you pay for them?”

“I paid — Never mind what I paid for them!

What’s it got to do with you?” So far he had been wearing his silk hat. Now he took it off to wipe the brim. “As I say, I’m a soft-hearted man, and if it’s not convenient to Mr. Lawrence to pay up all at once, why, I’m willing to do my best to meet his conveniences; but I — I’m not going to be talked to like that, certainly not!”

“Hand them over.”

“Hand what over?”

“The bills.”

“Against money.”

“Hand over those bills.”

“I haven’t got them on me; they’re in the safe at my office, under lock and key. Do you think I carry about with me documents of that value? You never know what sort of characters you may encounter.”

This with a meaning glance in my direction.

“Hand over those bills.”

“Help! Murder! Thieves!”

As he showed a disposition to make a noise, I took him by the throat. Lifting him on the big oak table, and laying him flat upon his back, I kept him quiet while I went through his pockets. As I expected, I found in the inside breast-pocket of his coat a leather case. In this were five promissory notes for £1000 each, purporting to have been drawn by Philip Lawrence, and to have been endorsed by his brother Edwin. I let him get up.

“I hope I have put you to no inconvenience. Since you left the bills in your office safe, under lock and key, no doubt you will find them, still under lock and key, on your return.”

“Give me back those bills!”

“They will be quite safe with me.”

I put them into my coat pocket. He turned to the Morleys.

“I call you to witness that the man has robbed me, with violence! Mind, with violence!” Then to me: “You give me back those bills, this moment, or it will be a case of penal servitude for you; and I shouldn’t be surprised if there were the cat thrown in.”

“And what will it be for you? Judges and juries are not apt to look with lenient eyes upon gentlemen who habitually traffic in forged acceptances for the purposes of levying blackmail.”

“Don’t talk to me like that; I tell you that I won’t have it!”

“You won’t have it!”

“Upon my word, I don’t know who you are, but I believe you’re a — highwayman. Give me back those bills, or I go to the front door, and I call a constable.”

“Call one — do. I will give him the bills, with an explanation of what they are, pointing out to him that you will presently have to stand your trial on a charge of conspiracy; and that, also, you are disagreeably associated with a case of murder.”

“The man’s stark mad. I never heard any one talk like he does — never!”

“Possibly you are not aware that Edwin Lawrence was murdered last night.”

“Edwin Lawrence murdered?”

The man turned a greenish hue.

“Beyond doubt his death was the direct result of the crime which you incited him to commit. The whole story’s known. I heard myself, this morning, a confession from the lips of the miserable tool who actually concocted the fraudulent documents. You will find him quite willing to turn Queen’s Evidence. The bills will be produced in Court, when you will have an opportunity to tell your story.”

He put his hand up to his collar, as if it had suddenly become tight.

“It’s a lie that Edwin Lawrence was murdered last night. It’s a lie.”

“By the way, sir, what is your name?”

“What’s it to do with you?”

“Chancing to notice in your letter-case some visiting-cards, I ventured to abstract one. We will refer to that.” I produced it from my waistcoat pocket. “From this it appears that you are Mr. Isaac Bernstein, of 288, Great Poland Street. Very good, Mr. Bernstein. Your bills are in safe keeping. You will hear of them again, never fear. Their history will be threshed out to your complete satisfaction — when you will be wanted again. Until then you can go.”

“It’s a lie that he was murdered — it’s a lie.”

“On that point you may be able to obtain information from Mr and Mrs. Morley, or from the first policeman you meet in the street.”

“God help us all!” groaned Mr. Morley. Apparently there was something in the old gentleman’s ejaculation which carried sufficient corroboration to Mr. Bernstein’s alert intelligence. He quitted the room to presently return.

“Who — who killed him?”

“In due course that will be made plain; also your association with the motive which was in the murderer’s mind, causing him to compass the death of the man whom you had incited to the perpetration of a hideous and unnatural crime.”

Mr. Bernstein went out of the house without another word. When I heard the door bang, I turned to the old people.

“You see? That is the way in which to treat impertinent persons who presume upon your master’s absence to traduce his name and to take liberties with the establishment which he has left in your charge.”

The old gentleman shook his head.

“It’s easy talking, but we haven’t all got your persuasive manner, sir.”

It was an absurd thing for him to say, for no one knows better than myself that my manner is rude and awkward, and that I am unskilled in all those arts which go to make the master of persuasion. As I followed Mr. Bernstein out of the house, almost immediately, I had an illustration of how true that is. And again, in a more serious matter, a little later on.


CHAPTER XVII

MY UNPERSUASIVE MANNER

As I left the house a man came across the pavement as if with the intention of knocking at Philip Lawrence’s door. At sight of me coming down the steps he stopped short. It was young Moore. His appearance set the blood tingling in my veins; his hat was cocked at an acute angle on one side of his head; a cigar was stuck in the corner of his mouth. There was something in his bearing, and about the way in which he spoke, which showed that he had been drinking.

“What are you doing in that house? You answer me that! Seems to me that you’ve got a finger in every pie.”

He addressed me in tones which were probably audible in Piccadilly.

“Might I ask you, Mr. Moore, to pitch your voice a little lower?”

“You may ask, but as for paying attention to anything you ask — not me. I’m not afraid of any one hearing what I’ve got to say. This is the public street, this is, and if you so much as lay a hand on me — Here, drop that! Help!

Police!”

As I moved towards him, he sprang out of my reach, shouting in a fashion which could not fail to attract attention. Indeed a man, apparently a respectable artisan, who had passed us a few seconds before, turned to look at us.

“What’s the matter there?”

Mr. Moore was quite at his ease.

“Nothing — at least, not yet there isn’t. But there will be soon, if he so much as lays a finger on me.”

The man went on.

“You seem to be a pretty sort of idiot,” I observed.

He flicked the ash off his cigar with a jeering laugh.

“We can’t all be as wise as you, nor as big. Size goes for something, you great overgrown monster. Barnum’s museum is where you ought to be, not walking about the streets.”

I hardly knew what to make of him. If I had had him in a room I might have taught him manners; out in the street he had me at an advantage. He was plainly disposed to court, rather than avoid, a public scandal, while I was anything but inclined to find myself an object of interest to a curious crowd. While I hesitated he went on:

“A nice sort you seem to be, all round. A pretty lot of lies you stuffed me with this morning — Adair and you together. On my honour! Making out that Eddie Lawrence had had his throat cut, and the Lord knows what! Setting me thinking that my sister’d cut it for him — my goodness! What is your little game? I wish she had!” He burst into boisterous laughter. “Bessie cut Eddie Lawrence’s throat! — that would be an elegant joke! I only wish she’d done it! D’ye hear? I say I only wish she’d done it! You can put that into your pipe and smoke it.”

He swaggered off up the street. I made no attempt to stop him — crediting him with the wild utterances of a drink-fuddled brain. I did wonder what errand had brought him to Philip Lawrence’s; for that he had been going there when I interrupted him I felt sure. But that, in his present condition, I should get no information on that point, or any other, from him was evident.

I returned home. As soon as I entered the sitting-room, I became conscious that some one was in the bedroom beyond.

“If that is Hume again—”

It would have gone hard with him, if it had been; but it was not. It was Inspector Symonds and a colleague. It came upon me, with a rush of sickening recollection, that I had actually gone out without putting the room to rights, but with all my possessions lying about just as Hume and I had left them. On the bed was still that irrepressible cloak. Why had I not burnt the thing? Or torn it into rags? Or got rid of it somehow? Anything would have been better than allowing it to continue in existence. The two men were examining it minutely from top to bottom.

“What — what are you doing here?”

There was a choking something in my throat. They had taken me by surprise; and I was conscious that this was not a case in which physical force could be advantageously employed.

“Our duty, Mr. Ferguson. We are acting within the limits of our authority. I have a search-warrant in my pocket. Shall I read it to you, sir?”

“What are you searching for in my room?”

“For something that will throw light upon the murder of your friend, Mr. Edwin Lawrence. As that is an object for which you will, no doubt, be willing to do anything which lies in your power, you will be glad to hear that we have come upon what looks like a very important piece of evidence. Whose cloak is this, Mr. Ferguson?”

“Cloak? What cloak? Oh, that! That’s my cousin’s.”

“Indeed. What is your cousin’s name?”

“Mary — Miss Mary Ferguson. She was here a few days ago, and, as her nose bled very badly, she left her cloak behind.”

My wits were wool-gathering. It was the first invention I could think of.

“And were these marks upon the cloak made by your cousin’s nose bleeding?”

“Exactly.”

“She must have almost bled to death. Did a blood-vessel break?”

“No, I don’t think so.”

“You don’t think so?”

“That is, I’m sure. She has suffered very badly from bleeding at the nose her whole life long; some people do — as you are perhaps aware.”

“How long is it since she was your visitor?”

“Oh, some days. Quite a week — if not more.”

“Is that so? It’s odd that the blood should have continued in a liquid state so long. Some of it is not dry yet.”

“Well, perhaps it wasn’t so long as that.”

“So I should imagine.”

“If you’ll give it to me I’ll pack it up and send it to her at once. I meant to have done so before.”

“Let me have her address, and I will send it to her. Or, rather, I will take it to her at once. That will save both time and trouble.”

“You are very good, Symonds, but I won’t put you to so much inconvenience. I prefer to take it to her myself.”

“You are sure that your cousin’s name isn’t Moore — Miss Bessie Moore?”

“What do you mean? Are you presuming again?”

“Are you prepared to assert, Mr. Ferguson, that this cloak was not worn by Miss Bessie Moore when, last night, she came out of Mr. Edwin Lawrence’s room?”

“I’ll swear it.”

“.You will have an opportunity of doing so in the witness-box. Though I warn you to consider what are the pains and penalties of committing perjury, because I shall bring trustworthy witnesses who will prove not only that she wore this cloak, but that the fact of her wearing it was well within your knowledge.”

He began to roll it up.

“You are not going to take it away, Symonds — my cousin’s property.”

“Your cousin’s property! Listen to me, Mr. Ferguson. I’m told that you’ve lived a good deal abroad. I don’t know what may be the manners and customs in those parts, but I can assure you that, at home, you cannot do a more serious disservice to a person suspected of crime than to resist, on his or her behalf, due process of law. And I may add that, in the eyes of judge and jury, a prisoner is not assisted by the discovery that a witness has been endeavouring to bolster up his or her cause by swearing to a series of unmistakable falsehoods. I know that Miss Bessie Moore was wearing a cloak when she went to see Mr. Edwin Lawrence. Mrs. Peddar says that she had on nothing of the kind when you hid her in her apartment. What has become of it? In the interval, between her leaving Lawrence and going up to Mrs. Peddar, she was in your room. I search your room. In it I discover the cloak which Miss Moore has been described as wearing. You will do that lady a very serious injury by endeavouring to persuade me, or anybody else, that this garment is the property of a suppositious cousin, who never existed except in your imagination.”

As he continued to speak in his measured, emotionless tones, I felt as if something was being drawn tighter about my throat; something against which it was vain to struggle. I endeavoured to collect my thoughts. But, somehow, all at once, I had grown stupid; more stupid, even, than I was wont to be. I could not get my ideas into proper order. They eluded me. My brain was in confusion. I could not see what was the wisest thing to do. I came to a desperate resolve, which I put into execution with sufficient clumsiness.

“You’re on the wrong tack, Mr. Symonds.”

“I’ve not said what tack I am on.”

“You police are famous for your blunders. I’ll save you from making another.”

“That’s kind.”

“I killed Edwin Lawrence.”

They looked at me, then at each other, smiling. The inspector’s colleague gave a short, dry laugh. “It’s a little too thin,” he said.

“I repeat that I killed Edwin Lawrence.”

The inspector gazed at me with twinkling eyes.

“What do you propose to gain by that?”

“Gain? Nothing; except, I suppose, the gallows. But I don’t care. Life has no longer any charms for me, with this — this upon my soul. His blood is on my hands. I admit it.”

“With a view, I presume, to getting his blood off the hands of somebody else, eh?”

“What on earth do you mean? You seem to be some sort of monomaniac — possessed with but one idea. I tell you that I am the man’s murderer. You can take your prisoner. And there’s an end of it.”

“Hardly. What we want to know just now is, how you account for these stains upon Miss Moore’s cloak.”

“I know nothing at all about it.”

“They are not the results of your cousin’s bleeding at the nose?”

“ — you, Symonds!”

“Thank you, Mr. Ferguson. That’s scarcely a matter which is likely to come within your province. You must take us for a pair of really remarkable simpletons, Gray and I, to wish us to believe that you know so much about the one thing and nothing at all about the other. It is odd.”

“As you please. I have admitted my guilt. If you decline to arrest me, I certainly shouldn’t be the one to grumble.”

“You shouldn’t be, but it seems that you are. Tell us the story of these stains. It may be that the explanation will make your guilt clear. Then we’ll arrest you with the greatest pleasure.”

I thought about what Hume had said about the advisability of concocting a plausible story which could hold water. I wished heartily that I had availed myself of his assistance to frame one there and then. I am one of the worst liars living. More than once, when the situation could have been saved by a lie, I have made a mess of things. I am without the knack which some men have; no one would mistake a lie of mine for truth. I felt that the two officers were watching me, with keenly observant eyes, incredulity written large all over them. I was conscious that I must say something. If Hume had only been there to prompt me! Bracing myself together, I made a plunge.

“I will tell you everything. I’ll keep back nothing. What would be the use? You’d be sure to find out.”

“Quite so.”

“She saw me kill him. She tried to save him. She rushed forward, as he fell back into her arms, so that his life’s blood dyed her cloak.”

“That was the way of it — as he fell back. From the position in which he was found, the idea was that he fell forward.”

“Well, it might have been forward. I — I was hardly in a state of mind to pay close attention to every detail.”

“With what did you kill him?”

“With — with a knife which I brought home with me from a tribe of negroes on the West Coast of Africa.”

“Might I see the weapon?”

I had an armoury of such things, but was conscious that there was nothing among them which could have been responsible for the injuries which had been inflicted on Edwin Lawrence.

“I haven’t it. I took it out with me just now, and — threw it into the river.”

“That’s unfortunate. Because, apart from anything else, it must have been a truly extraordinary weapon — worth looking at, since the doctors were under the impression that at least fifty knives were used, of varying sizes.”

“My knife had several blades.”

“Is that so? All of the same length?”

“All lengths.”

“But fitted into one handle?”

“Yes; but it was a peculiar handle.”

“So I should imagine. I’m afraid, Mr. Ferguson, that you’ll have to make a drawing of this knife of yours, in order to make the judge and jury and the doctors understand what kind of article it was. When you entered the room, was Miss Moore already there?”

“Yes; she was there on an errand of mercy.”

“Indeed. Did she stop the proceedings in order to tell you so?”

“I know.”

“I have already remarked that you seem to know a good deal about some things and nothing at all about others. How long was it after your entrance that the murder began?”

“I rushed at him instantly, without a word of warning.”

“Describe how the crime was committed — in detail.”

“He was standing with his back to me.

I stabbed him before he had a chance to turn; when he did turn, I stabbed him in the chest.”

“And then in the face?”

“Yes; and then in the face.”

“What was Miss Moore doing all this time?”

“She was taken by surprise. So soon as she understood what was happening she rushed to the rescue.”

“I suppose, by then, you had stabbed him thirty or forty times. The corpse is disfigured by hundreds of wounds.”

“I can’t say.”

“And, after the rescue, did you continue stabbing him?”

“I did.”

“And what did Miss Moore do — nothing?”

“She tried to prevent me — she did all that she could.”

“Struggled with you, for instance?”

“Yes.”

“Do you say that Miss Moore struggled with you?”

“Look here, Symonds, confound you, and confound your questions! Do you know that I’m beginning to feel like killing you?”

“Steady! Keep a little farther off. You’re not the sort of man with whom I should care to struggle; especially as now, for the first time, I believe you. I have no doubt that, at the present moment, you feel much more like killing me than you ever felt like killing Edwin Lawrence. No, Mr. Ferguson, I’ve an inkling of what you’re driving at, and I’m not sure that, policeman though I am, in a sort of a way I don’t admire you. But you’re no hand at a game like this. You’re no fictionist, it’s not your line; your plots don’t dovetail. We still have to find out how these stains came upon the lady’s cloak.”

“Aren’t you — aren’t you going to arrest me i “I am not, at present. Perhaps, when you are in the witness-box, you may succeed in inducing the judge to order your arrest; but, in that case, I’m afraid that it will be for perjury. Come along, Gray. If I were you, Mr. Ferguson, I’d let things take their course; they will, however you may try to stop them. If the lady is innocent, it will be made plain; if she is not, that also will be made plain; and, you may take my word for it, that it’s just as well for every one concerned that it should be.”

The Inspector went out of the room with the cloak rolled up under his arm — I making no sort of effort to prevent him. The truth is that I was conscious that I had succeeded in making an ass of myself, and in nothing else, that the backbone had all gone out of me, and I felt as limp as a rag.

And yet that imbecile old Morley had prated of my persuasive manner!


CHAPTER XVIII

I AM CALLED

HAD I had my way, that night, Miss Moore would have sought a place of refuge, where she could have lain hidden till the cloud passed over and her integrity was made clear. Anything, to my mind, was better than that she should run even a momentary risk of a policeman’s contaminating hands. But Hume would have none of it.

Some one knocked at the door, while I was sitting on the side of the bed, wondering, since I had failed to do murder, if suicide was not the next best thing. It was Hume. He gave me one of his swift, keen glances as he came in.

“Anything fresh?”

“Man, I’ve made an idiot of myself — an idiot.”

“Ah! But what I said was, Is there anything fresh?”

I told him the story of my interview with Symonds. He kept on smiling all the time, as if it had been a funny tale. When I had finished he rubbed his chin.

“You’ve burned your boats, that’s clear. You’ll never hang for the lady. All the king’s horses and all the king’s men couldn’t put that murder story of yours together again. You’ve managed very well, my dear Ferguson.”

I cared nothing for his sneers. Other thoughts were racking me.

“I shouldn’t be surprised if he’s gone off to arrest her right away, and all because of my — my cursed blundering.”

“I think not. The lady’s safe for to-night. The police don’t always move so fast as you appear to think. They’ll know where to find her when they want her.”

“That’s it! Hume, couldn’t — couldn’t she be induced to go where they wouldn’t know where to find her?”

“I hope she’s not so foolish. To run away would be about equivalent to pleading guilty. She’d have all England hot-foot after her. Better stay and face the music. The inquest’s for tomorrow. As one of the most important witnesses, you will be able to make the whole thing clear, and establish her innocence in the eyes of all men.”

The inquest! I had never thought of it. And for to-morrow? The idea came with a shock of surprise. That was what Symonds had meant by his ironical allusions to my conduct in the witness-box. In my present state of mind, with my muddled head, and stumbling tongue, an expert heckler might goad me into saying anything — into hanging her with the words out of my own mouth.

I had a wild notion of flying myself, so that there might be no risk of doing her an injury by my inability to hold my own in a tongue-match with the lawyers. But I remembered what she had said about feeling safe when I was near; and I myself had a sort of suspicion that, if the worst came to the worst, I still might do her yeoman’s service. So, as I could not keep still at home and think, instead of going farther from her I went closer to her. After I had swallowed a hurried dinner I took a cab Bromptonwards, and hung about Hailsham Road for hour after hour.

I passed and repassed the house. A light was burning in the window of an upper room. I wondered if the room was hers. I would have given a good deal for the courage to inquire, but my nervous system was disorganised. I was as afraid of being seen as if I had been there for an improper purpose.

When any one came into the street from either direction I quickened my pace and almost bolted.

Once, when some one raised a corner of a blind, with the apparent intention of peeping out into the street, I fairly took to my heels and ran.

On one point I derived some negative satisfaction — so far as I could judge, the house was not being watched by the police. The lady was free to come or go. I was the only person who was taking an obvious interest in her proceedings.

Perhaps that was in some degree owing to the weather, which was bad, even for London. There was a delightful fog, which, for some inscrutable reason, was seemingly not at all affected by a cutting east wind; and a filthy rain. I had on an overcoat; but was conscious that I was not getting drier as the night wore on. What I was waiting for I could not have told myself, until, towards midnight, a hansom dashed into the street, in which, as it passed, I saw the face of Miss Adair. I was after it like a flash, catching it just as it reached the door of No. 22.

“Miss Adair!” I cried, as the lady was preparing to descend into the mud and rain.

“Good gracious, Mr. Ferguson, is that you? Whatever are you doing here at this time of night?”

“I — I thought I’d call and inquire how — how Miss Moore was getting on.”

“Well, and have you called?”

“No, I — I thought I’d wait till you came home from the theatre and — and ask you.”

From her post of vantage in the cab Miss Adair looked me up and down, perceiving that I was neither so well groomed nor so dry as I might have been.

“And, pray, how long have you been waiting for me to come home from the theatre?”

“Oh, some — some few minutes.”

“A good few minutes, I should imagine. And where have you been waiting?”

“Oh, I — I’ve been hanging about.”

“In the mud, I should say, from the look of you. You are a disreputable object. So I cannot but hope that you’ve enjoyed your vigil. I may tell you, for your satisfaction, that when I left home Miss Moore was ill.”

“Ill! Not — not really ill?”

“Really ill. This time there’s not a doubt about it. She’s in bed. Dr. Hume says that it’s the result of the breakdown from the overstrain which might have been naturally expected.”

“Hume! Has Hume been here?”

“Certainly. And another medical man.”

“But — what did Hume want?”

“My good sir! Dr. Hume’s a doctor; and a very clever one.”

“Yes; but only in special cases. This sort of thing is not his line.”

“I think you are mistaken. I should say that everything was in his line. Besides, he is a very old and a very intimate friend of Miss Moore’s.”

“Oh — I — I wasn’t aware that he was quite — quite so intimate as that.”

I felt that the woman was regarding me out of the corner of her eye. She knew that she was torturing me.

“Oh dear, yes. Not that I fancy that Bessie’s very fond of Dr. Hume. Indeed, it’s rather the other way. It’s my belief that she can’t bear the sight of the man. Though I dont know why. He’s most charming — and so clever. Don’t you like clever people?” No, I did not, I never did, and never shall. “Should I ascertain how Bessie’s progressed since I went out, or don’t you care to stay?”

“If — if you would let me know how she is!” Letting herself in with a latchkey, she made inquiries of the maid who appeared in the hall.

“How is Miss Moore?”

“I don’t think she’s quite so well, miss. I sent for Dr. Nockolds, and I did think of sending for Dr. Hume.”

“Hume!” I cut in. “I shouldn’t send for Hume. The other man’s as good, if not better.” Miss Adair turned to me.

“But, my dear Mr. Ferguson, Dr. Hume is a most skilful practitioner.”

“Yes; but not — not in these sort of cases. I’m sure the other man’s better. And, if you like, I’ll send in a man; I — I know a most wonderful man.”

“And what did Dr. Nockolds say?”

“He seemed to think she was going on all right, only a little feverish. But he sent in a nurse, who’s going to sit up with her to-night.”

“She’ll be all right with the nurse, not a doubt of it. Good night, Mr. Ferguson. So good of you to call.”

That woman showed me to the door without giving me a chance to slip a word in edgeways. I went home in the cab which had brought her from the theatre. Hume indeed! Why had I not been trained to be a doctor? If there was a more miserable man in London that night than I was, I should have liked to have seen him.

And on the morrow it was worse! They held the inquest, after the agreeable English custom, in a public-house — the Bolt and Tun — the sort of place no decent person would have entered in the ordinary way. There, in a long room, with a sanded floor, the coroner sat with his jury. The witnesses hung about as if they did not know what to do with themselves. The police were very much in evidence. And a heterogeneous collection of doubtful-looking men, women, and children represented the general public.

The coroner was a man named Evanson — a Dr. Reginald Evanson. A small, thin, sharp-faced man with sandy hair, who looked as if he drank. I am very much mistaken if it was not only because he failed as a medical practitioner that he got himself elected coroner. I disliked the fellow directly I caught a glimpse of him; and I do not think that he took an inordinate fancy to me. As for his jury, he and they were a capital match; there was not one man among them to whom, on the strength of his appearance, I would have lent a five-pound note.

They commenced proceedings by viewing the body. Edwin Lawrence still lay on his own bed, so that they had a walk of a hundred yards or more. It seemed as if they enjoyed the little excursion, for two or three of them were sniggering and joking together when they returned; I should not have been surprised to learn that they had refreshed themselves with a glass of something at the bar, on the way upstairs. Then evidence was called. George Atkins.

It was Atkins and I who had discovered the tragedy. They did not keep him long. He said his say in a crisp, business-like manner, which I only hoped that I might be able to imitate when my turn came. He told how he had taken his morning cup of coffee to Lawrence’s bedroom door; how he had failed to receive an answer; how he had brought my coffee to me, telling me of his inability to make the man hear; how I had gone along the balcony, looked through the window, called to him; how we had entered the room together, and what we had seen lying on the floor.

When Atkins had told them so much they let him go.

“Call John Ferguson.”

It was unnecessary. John Ferguson was waiting, close at hand, completely at their service — or, at least, as much at their service as he was ever likely to be.

I stepped up to the table.

“Large size in blokes, ain’t he?” whispered one idiot to another, as I passed through the little crowd.

The other idiot chuckled. I could have hammered their heads together, so sensitive was I at that moment to everything and anything, and so calmly judicial was my frame of mind, in excellent fettle to cut a proper figure on an occasion when everything — happiness, honour, life itself — might hang upon a word!


CHAPTER XIX

I LEAVE THE COURT

As for the coroner, he was prejudiced against me directly I took up my stand at the table; he being one of those diminutive opuscula who instinctively object to a man who is of a reasonable size. My height has been against me more than once. It placed me at a disadvantage then. There was not a creature present in the room who did not look upon me as a sort of raree-show, and who was not prepared to enjoy the spectacle of my being put to confusion. Nor had they long to wait for the sort of pleasure they desired; I made a hash of things almost from the start.

A little fellow, who had informed us that he had been instructed by the Treasury, took me in hand. He might have been a cousin of the coroner’s; he, too, had sandy hair and the same peevish countenance. His questions at first were not particularly objectionable, but ere long they became of a kind which, if I had had my way, I would have been careful not to answer in any fashion save one. He had a trick of holding his hands in front of him, fidgeting a piece of paper between his fingers. His voice was, like himself, small and insignificant; but, when he chose, it had a singularly penetrating quality, which, for some reason, reminded me of the sound of sawing wood. He kept his eyes fixed almost continually on my face, glancing hungrily from feature to feature, as if desirous not to miss the movement of a muscle. Altogether he was like some pertinacious terrier who worried, not only in the way of business, but also for sport. I should like to have taken him by the scruff of the neck and shaken him.

He wanted to know if Edwin Lawrence had been a friend of mine; how long I had known him, what I knew about him, when I had seen him last. I told him about the game of cards, but, somewhat to my surprise, he made no allusion to my loss, nor the terms on which we parted.

And here began my blundering. I wished the Court to understand that, at parting, we were on the worst possible terms, and that I was in just the proper mood for committing murder. But Jordan — that was the little terrier fellow — would have none of it. He told me to confine myself to answering his questions; and that I would have an opportunity of making any statement, on my own account, which the Court might think fit to allow, when he had done with me. I wished to make my statement then; but with him against me, and the coroner, and an ass of a foreman, who said that the jury were unanimously of opinion that I was wasting time, I never had a chance.

He had his way. Then began the real tug-of-war with his very next question. He asked me if, after I had retired to rest, I had been disturbed in the night. Then I saw a chance to score, after all. I said I had, by a dream; but when I was about to tell them of that mysterious vision, he stopped me.

“Never mind about the dream. Dreams are not evidence.”

Some of the audience tittered. I have not the faintest notion what at. I should have liked to supply them with an adequate reason.

“But my dream is evidence — very much evidence. If you will let me tell it you, it will throw more light —— —”

“Thank you. But were you disturbed by nothing beside a dream? — for instance, by some one coming through your bedroom window?”

“I was not.”

“Mr. Ferguson, take care. Do you say that no one came through your window?”

“I say that I was not disturbed by any one.”

“I see. You are particular about the form in which the question is put. I will alter it. I ask you — did any one come through your bedroom window after you had retired to rest?”

“I decline to answer. It’s no business of yours. I suppose I can have what visitors I choose.”

“Do you suggest that the visit was intended for you — in your bedroom, alone, at that hour of the night? Consider what your suggestion implies.”

“I never said that any one came.”

“You as good as said so. But we will have it from you in another form. Who was it, Mr. Ferguson, who came through your bedroom window?”

Beads of perspiration were already standing on my forehead.

“I have told you,” I shouted, “that I decline to answer!”

Jordan turned to the coroner.

“Perhaps you will allow me to explain, Mr. Coroner, that the police are in possession of a body of evidence which tends to implicate a particular person. This fact the witness is aware of and resents. He has not only thrown obstacles in the way of the police, but has gone so far as to assert his own guilt. That this assertion rests on no basis of truth there can be no sort of doubt. Its only purpose can be to throw dust in the eyes of the police; and, especially, to render his own evidence ineligible.

His own evidence is of capital importance. And I ask your assistance, Mr. Coroner, in my endeavour to prevent a miscarriage of justice, owing to Mr. Ferguson’s refusal to answer any questions which I may put to him.”

“Certainly. Witness, you will answer any proper questions which are put to you, at once, and without any beating about the bush.”

“I rather fancy that that’s a point on which I shall please myself.”

The coroner banged his hand upon the table.

“Don’t speak to me like that, sir, or you’ll find yourself in the wrong box. If you don’t answer the questions which are put to you, I’ll commit you for contempt of Court.”

“Commit.”

I should have liked to commit an assault upon the coroner. But he thought proper to ignore my challenge, and addressed himself to Mr. Jordan.

“Put your question again. I am amazed to find a person of the apparent position of the witness behaving in so discreditable a manner.”

“Now, Mr. Ferguson. I ask you again: Did any one come through your bedroom window after you had retired to rest?”

“And I say to you, Mr. Jordan, that you have my sympathy in the position in which you find yourself. Don’t you think if I were to put one or two questions to you, it might vary the monotony?”

“You hear, Mr. Coroner, what the witness says?”

“I do. And I regret to find that such conduct can be treated with levity.” A titter had gone round the room. “If there is that sound again, I will immediately have the court cleared. Witness, look at me.”

“If you desire it, with the greatest pleasure. Though there doesn’t seem to be much to look at.”

“How dare you speak to me like that?”

“No offence, my dear Mr. Coroner. A plain statement of a plain fact.”

“Have you been drinking, sir?”

“That is said with an insolent intention. Is it impossible for an official person to be courteous?”

“Your behaviour is most extraordinary. You evidently cannot realise the serious nature of the occasion which brings us here. Are you aware, sir, that if you decline to answer the questions which are put to you, I can commit you to prison for contempt of Court?”

“I am not aware of any reason why impertinent questions should be answered under one set of circumstances rather than another.”

“Don’t argue with me. Will you answer the question which counsel has put to you?”

“My good Mr. Coroner—”

“I commit you for contempt. Officer, arrest this man.”

“If the gentleman in question is wise enough to take my seriously offered advice, he will not attempt to do anything so foolish.”

Hume, who was sitting opposite, rose and leaned towards me across the table.

“Are you stark mad? What useful purpose do you propose to serve by going to goal? Or what good do you suppose you will do her by fumbling with the questions? You will have to speak out sooner or later. Speak out now! Tell the truth! That is the only way in which you can do her a service.”

Jordan struck in; still twirling the scrap of paper into spirals with his fingers:

“Might I ask you, Mr. Coroner, to request your officer to refrain for a moment from carrying out your instructions? Perhaps Mr. Ferguson may be disposed to listen to this gentleman’s wise and friendly counsel. Don’t you think, sir, that you had better?”

I laughed.

“I do. I am prepared to answer any questions which you may put to me.”

“That is more promising. I assure you that I have no desire to do or say anything to hurt your feelings. I believe I know what they are, and I respect them. But I must do my duty and you must do yours; and I do not think that you will hurt any one by doing it.”

“Don’t lecture me, man.”

“Now, tell me; did any one come through your bedroom window after you had retired to rest?”

“No one.”

“That you swear.”

“Miss Bessie Moore did not come through your window?”

“Certainly not. How dare you drag in that lady’s name?”

“Was she in your rooms at all that night?”

“She was not.”

“Did you go up, between one and two in the morning, to tell the housekeeper that she had come through your window?”

“I did not.”

“Did the housekeeper come down and find her in your room?”

“She did not.”

“Did Miss Bessie Moore spend the night in the housekeeper’s apartments?”

“I can’t say.”

“Can’t — or won’t?”

“Can’t.”

“Are you aware that you have sworn to speak the truth?”

“I am.”

“Are you acquainted with the pains and penalties of perjury?”

“My good man, pray don’t, even by inference, attempt to measure others’ ignorance by the standard of your own.”

“As you will. So long as we know that we are not dealing with one who is wholly illiterate. Have you seen this cloak before, Mr. Ferguson?” From a bag which Inspector Symonds produced from beneath the table he took, as I had expected, the plum-coloured cloak.

“I have.”

“Where?”

“In my room. And on my cousin’s back.”

“On your cousin’s back? Not on Miss Moore’s?”

“Certainly not.”

“You have never seen Miss Moore wearing it?”

“Never.”

“To the best of your knowledge and belief is this not Miss Moore’s cloak?”

“Nothing of the kind.”

“That you swear?”

“You have already reminded me that I am on my oath.”

“It is necessary to keep that fact always before you, Mr. Ferguson. Then if Miss Moore says that this cloak is hers she will be stating what is false?”

“When Miss Moore makes such a claim it will be time to discuss it. Don’t let us be suppositious.”

“Very well. I will not put to you any more questions, Mr. Ferguson, at present; though don’t suppose for a moment that I have done with you. I have to inform you, Mr. Coroner, that this witness has been uttering a series of perjuries, well knowing them to be perjuries, for the obvious purpose of defeating the ends of Justice. And I have to ask that, at the very least, a watch be kept upon his movements.”

“He shall be detained.”

“Detained!”

I laughed. I buttoned my coat across my chest, and I walked out of the room. The people made way to let me pass as if I had been the plague. Possibly it was because they saw something in my appearance which they did not altogether like. A constable stood at the entrance. I motioned him, with my hand, to move on one side. He moved aside. I saw that there was a key in the lock, on the outer side of the door. I had an inspiration. It was a solidly constructed door, not one of your flimsy constructions made of matchwood, but a good, honest piece of woodwork, not to be easily forced from the inside. I drew it to, locked it, and, slipping the key into my pocket, I walked down the stairs out into the street.

The Court, for all I knew, continued sitting.


CHAPTER XX

A JOURNEY TO NOWHERE

IT was between three and four o’clock in the afternoon. Already the lamps were lighted. The fog still hung over the city. From the appearance of things it might have been night.

“To her!” I said to myself. I called a cab. “To Hailsham Road — the Boltons!”

I examined my possessions. Time pressed. Return to Imperial Mansions was out of the question. Of what crime I had been guilty I did not know; that there would be a disposition to make me smart for it I felt persuaded. I have lived in places where, as much as possible, a man carries his valuables upon his person, for safety. The habit has clung to me a little. As a rule I carry more money than, I believe, the average Englishman is apt to do. I had in my letter-case over £100 in notes, in my pockets nearly £20 in sovereigns; a sufficiency for my immediate requirements. It was enough to take two people out of reach of the storm.

As we entered Hailsham Road I saw that a man was standing at the corner. Turning, as we passed, he closely scrutinised both the cab and me. The maidservant answered my knock. Miss Moore was in — Miss Adair out. Miss Moore was better, thank you. She would inquire if I could see her.

She showed me into the sitting-room. A bright fire was blazing. The apartment was redolent of a particular aroma, perceived of my imagination, perhaps, rather than my senses. It was an aroma I loved. I had never seen a room I liked so much. While I was considering that it might turn out unfortunately for the gentleman at the corner, should he show too pertinacious an interest in my movements, she came. With a little flutter, and a little laugh — the sound of which was good — she held out both her hands.

“Oh, I’m so glad you’ve come. If you’d been much longer, I should have come to you. Where have you been?”

“For some part of last night I was out in the street, watching your window.”

“Out in the street! But — why didn’t you come in?”

“It was too late to pay a call. Besides — I did make inquiries, and they told me you were in bed, and ill,”

“I was not very well. I believe I was lightheaded. But I’m better now; my own proper self — not the person you have known.”

“Indeed.”

“And — I know.” She drew back a little, looking down at her foot, which peeped out from under the hem of her gown, as if it were a curious thing — which it was, for beauty. “I know all that you did for me, how good you were.”

“Then you know nothing.”

She looked up at me with a sudden flashing in her eyes.

“I know all. I know that I didn’t do it. Aren’t you glad?”

“I never supposed you had a finger in the matter.”

“That is strange. Appearances were all against me; you knew not what I was, or anything at all. I came into your room in — in a most disreputable way, with an impotent tale — which was none at all. My cloak was wet with blood. You have it now.”

“I had it.”

“You must have suspected me of at least some sort of hand in it; it would have been only natural.”

“To me it seems that it would have been most unnatural.”

“That’s odd. I believe I’m suspected by all sorts of people; by some of the very worst. And you never doubted me at all?” She breathed a little quickly as if she sighed. “I am glad. So long as you know that it was not a murderess who came through your window like a thief, I do not seem to care what others think, which is absurd. For I had no hand in it, nor had you; nor had Mr. Lawrence’s brother.”

“But — who then?”

“That, as yet, I can’t quite see. There was something strange about it; something like a conjuring trick, which I am not sure that I understood, even at the time. It was all done by some dreadful creature, the mere horror of whose presence drove me from my senses. I can’t think what it can have been.” — 

When, stopping, she stood before me, with shining eyes; her lips parted with a smile, so as to show the small white teeth within, I was at a loss how to enter on the subject of my errand. So, as usual, I blundered.

“Unfortunately, men are mostly fools, and blind.”

There my tongue stuck fast. She looked at me a little anxiously. — 

“How do you mean?”

“There are those of them who cannot see the noses on each other’s faces.”

“Is that so?”

“It’s a fact. Some of them are idiots enough to believe that — that you knew something about that scoundrel’s death.”

“I see.” Her face lightened as if she began to perceive my drift. “You mean that they suspect me of having murdered him. That’s no news.”

“But I fear they go beyond suspicion.”

“Beyond suspicion? Do you mean that they can prove it?”

“Miss Moore! You are severe. I mean that — they may try to arrest you.”

“Arrest me! Arrest me!” She drew herself straight up, her small fists clenched at her sides. “But they mustn’t arrest me. You mustn’t let them.”

“I won’t.”

“How — how can you stop them?”

“I shall be only too glad to act as your guardian, if you care to try a trip abroad until they perceive their own stupidity.”

“A trip abroad — with you.”

The suggestion which the words conveyed, as she pronounced them, had not entered my thick skull. I was thunderstruck.

“Or — or I could stay behind; or come on by the next train.”

“I don’t see what good that would do me.”

“I’d take care that they didn’t lay their sacrilegious hands upon you.”

“I don’t see how — if you weren’t there.” I began to stamp about the room. I had forgotten that the fact of her being a woman made a difference in all sorts of ways. The situation was more complicated than I had allowed for.

“Miss Moore, I’m an idiot.”

“Yes?”

There was something in the way in which she laid emphasis on the note of interrogation which robbed the word of its sting.

“But I’m not, in some respects, such an idiot as you might suppose.”

“Oh.”

This was said with a twinkle of laughter. — 

“Can you trust me?”

“With my life; with what is dearer.”

“Will you do as I tell you?”

“Implicitly.”

“Go upstairs, put your hat and coat on, and some things in a bag.”

“How many things? In what sized bag?”

“Enough to take you to Paris.”

“To Paris? Am I going to Paris? Oh, but I’m wanted at the theatre; they’re clamouring for me.”

“Let them clamour. Will you be so kind as to do what I tell you? Excuse me, Miss Moore, one moment! Do you mind my bringing a man in here, and making him comfortable, till after we are gone?”

“Please explain.”

“Well, there’s a man in the street who, I believe, is watching the house.”

“Is he going to try to arrest me? Has he a warrant in his pocket?”

“Nothing of the kind. Only he might try to follow us to see where we went, and that wouldn’t be convenient.”

“Do you propose to hurt him?”

“Not a hair of his head! I promise you.”

“Are you going to try on him the effect of a little reasoning? You certainly have, beyond other men, the persuasive manner. You might induce him to see things in a proper light. If you think it necessary, you can try.”

Her words reminded me of what old Morley had said. I thought the sarcasm was a little hard. I winced.

“There is one other thing, Miss Moore. How many servants have you in the house?”

“One at present. The cook is out.”

“Could you send that one out on an errand which would detain her, say, an hour. We don’t want her to know that we left the house together — or indeed anything.”

“You have an eye for details. I perceive that I’m entering on another adventure. If you will take a stroll for a quarter of an hour, when you return you will find her gone. I shall have my hat and coat on, and some things in a bag.”

“Good. When you are ready, go out as softly as you can, without coming in here, and without taking any notice of me at all. Leave your bag in the passage; I’ll carry it. Go into the Fulham Road, and stroll towards Walham Green. I’ll come to you as soon as I’m able.”

“You won’t hurt him?”

“I’ll not do him the slightest damage.”

I opened the door for her to leave the room. She passed upstairs; I went out into the street. The man was still at the corner; he eyed me intently as I passed. I paid no attention to him whatever. Strolling leisurely, I crossed the Fulham Road, and, through some devious and dirty by-streets, I gained the King’s Road. At an oilman’s shop I purchased a dozen yards of stout clothes line. Looking at my watch, I found that I had been absent nearly ten minutes. With the same leisurely gait I retraced my steps. The man was still at his corner.

He was an out-size in policemen; all of five foot ten, well set up, with a carriage which denoted muscle. Fortunately for my purpose, his face did not point to a surplus of brains; he struck me as being as stupid as I was. I marched straight up to him with an air of brusqueness.

“You’re from the Yard. Why on earth didn’t you give me the tip when I drove past you at first? You saw me staring at you hard enough. I’ve been on a wild goose chase, all because of your stupidity; you shall hear of it again!” He touched his hat. “I’ve just come from the court; Inspector Symonds is detained; I’m on this job at present. Has anybody come out of 22 since I did?”

“A young woman, sir.”

“A young woman. And you let her go?”

“It was only the servant.”

“Only the servant! Which way did she go?” — 

“She came out into the road here, and then got on to a Piccadilly ‘bus. My instructions were to keep an eye on the young lady. I wasn’t told anything about the servant.”

“Oh, weren’t you? Then a pretty mess you seem to be making. Come into the house; I may want you. So keep your eyes and ears well open.”

I started off at a smart pace. He hesitated, then fell in at my side.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but do you mind telling me your name? I don’t seem to remember your face.”

I strode on, unheeding.

“Now, in you come. And mind what I told you about keeping your eyes and ears wide open.”

I pushed him through the gate. The lady’s wits had been on the alert; she had left the door open.

“Hallo! the door’s open,” I cried. “That looks suspicious. I shouldn’t be surprised if the bird had flown. Servant-girl you thought she was. That’ll be a bit of all right for you. Come into this room.”

I led the way into the sitting-room. So soon as we were in, I began to undo the packet of rope.

“Just look out of the window and see if that’s any one coming in.”

He seemed as if he could not quite make me out, or the whole proceeding. But, after a moment’s delay, he did as he was told. He went to the window. In buying the clothes line, I had tied a slip-knot at one end, so as to form a rudimentary lasso. So soon as his back was turned I had this over his head, tightening the knot: his arms were pinioned to his sides. He struggled fiercely.

“It is a plant, is it? — if I didn’t think it was! So this is your little game!”

“This is my little game; and, if you take my advice, my lad, you’ll own you’re beaten. Because you are.”

He was. I ran the rope about him, pulling him off his feet with a jerk. As he lay on the floor, I trussed him hand and foot I have had some experience in the handling of ropes, and can tie a knot or two. I was prepared to guarantee that, unaided, he would never move again.

“What are you going to do to me?” he asked.

“Nothing, my good man. It’s surely more comfortable in here than out in the street in such weather as this? The unfortunate part of the business is that I am so anxious that you should not make a noise that I’m afraid I shall have to take measures to keep you still.”

“You are not going to gag me?”

“I fear I must. But, to prove that I regret having to subject you to inconvenience, I am going to slip two five-pound notes into the breast pocket of your coat. When you’re untied you will be able to drink my health with them.”

“Drink your health! My God, I will!”

“Just so. But not with so much strenuosity. Such language should not be used.”

I had bought, at the same shop as the clothesline, some cotton wadding. I thrust as large a piece of this into his mouth as it could conveniently hold. Then, lifting him, I laid him carefully on the floor in a corner of the room behind a couch. As the couch hid him, and he could neither move nor utter a sound, it was possible that he might remain there for some considerable time without his presence being discovered.

I went out of the room. In the passage was a bag. Picking it up, I passed out of the house. On the pavement, just outside the door, was the lady. She was full of concern about the gentleman I had left behind.

“Have you — have you hurt him?”

“Not in the least. I have simply tied him up, so as to prevent him following us to see where we go.”

I did not think it was necessary to say anything about the gagging.

“Have you tied him very tight?”

“Not I.”

“Is he strong?”

“I never asked.”

“But you could see. How big is he?” I told her. We were moving towards the Fulham Road. She repeated her little trick of drawing a hurried breath. “I wish I were a strong man!”

“You are stronger than any man I ever knew.”

“How can you say such a thing? Am I as strong as you?”

I sighed — in earnest.

“Are you as strong as I?”

“You choose to talk in riddles. You know very well that in your hands I should be like a baby. Where are you taking me?”

“I hardly know. I hope out of the shadow into the sunshine.”

“Suppose a policeman — see, there is one over the road — were to come up now, and say I was his prisoner. What should you do?”

“I should explain that he was mistaken.”

“Explain!” She laughed. “But you can’t explain to every one, in the same fashion, for ever.”

I was startled. Her question had a little startled me. To tell the truth, I was wondering myself where I was taking her. The Paris boat train did not start till nine. It was barely five. To stay in London for another four hours would be to run a risk. By that time, too, a watch might have been set upon the boat express.

We were walking towards the Brompton Road. I was just thinking of calling a cab, being only restrained from doing so by the doubt as to where I should tell him to drive us, when my attention was diverted by an exclamation from the lady.

“Mr. Ferguson! Look! There’s Mr. Lawrence!”

I glanced in the direction she was pointing. In front, just far enough off to cause the outlines to be a little obscured by the mist, was a figure I seemed to recognise. I quickened my steps.

“Lawrence! Philip Lawrence!”

Although his back was turned to us, I could not but suspect that he had seen us first Because, scarcely had I spoken, than, darting into the road, he sprang into a passing cab without troubling to stop it, shouted some direction to the driver, which I could not catch, and in an instant was away. To pursue and leave the lady there was out of the question. I waited till she came up.

“Are you sure that it was Lawrence?” I inquired.

“Certain! I have only seen him once, but then under circumstances which make it impossible that I ever could mistake him. There is a portrait of the man upon my brain — life-size. Wherever and whenever I see him I shall know that it is he.”

“It is odd that he should have run away.”

I was puzzled; not only by his flight, but by the rapidity with which it had been performed.

“Yes, it is odd. What’s that?”

A note of fear was in her voice. She came closer to me. I saw that her face had suddenly grown white. The hand which she had placed on my arm was trembling.

Through the mist, out there in the Fulham Road, there came the sound of a woman’s laughter. It was that curious laughter which I had heard in Edwin Lawrence’s room — soft, low, musical; yet within it, indefinable, yet not to be mistaken, a quality which was pregnant with horrible suggestion.

At the sound, for some cause, my heart stood still.


CHAPTER XXI

A CHECK AT THE START

WE looked each other in the face.

“You heard it?” Her voice quavered.

“I heard something. It was only a woman’s laughter. She is somewhere close at hand, but is hidden from us by the fog.”

“It was That which did it. Do you think I can be wrong? It is with Mr. Lawrence. It is his shadow: it follows close behind him.”

She was shivering from head to foot. Her eyes were distended, her face white; I was fearful of I knew not what. Hailing a passing hansom, I had practically to lift her into it. She seemed to have all at once grown helpless. I told the driver to take us to Victoria — fast. An idea had occurred to me. The Ostend boat train left at half-past five. We might be able to catch it. Anything was preferable to inaction. The sooner we were out of London the better it would be. She was still trembling as she sat beside me in the cab. I tried to calm her.

“You are too sensitive. It was only a trick of your imagination, you let it run away with you. If you are not careful you will be ill; then what shall I do?”

She came closer to me still.

“Save me! You will save me!”

It was like the pleading of a frightened child. The contact of her person with mine set me shivering, too; it was as if I were thrilling with a delicious pain.

“At present there is nothing from which to save you. When there is, I’ll not be wanting, rest assured.”

“Put your arm about me.” I did as I was told, wondering if she were mad, or I. “How is it that I only feel safe when I am close to you — and the closer the safer?”

“It is because God is very good to me.”

“To you? God is good to you?”

“Has He not put it into your heart to feel safe with me?”

“You think so? Take your arm away. I am better now. I am not — not such a coward. You think it is God who has put it into my heart to feel safe with you. I wonder!”

“I am sure.”

“You are a strange man.”

“I pray that you may not always think “Have you — have you had many friends among women?”

“Never one; unless I may count you as a friend.”

“Oh yes, you may count me — as a friend. Do you care for women?”

“I did not know it until now.”

She laughed. I was glad to have lightened her mood.

“You are odd — you are really very quaint.”

She leaned out of the cab. “Where are we? I have not the least idea where you are taking me.”

“To Victoria; to try to catch the Ostend boat.”

“Ostend? Are we going there?”

“I think we’d better.”

“But — Well, I suppose it doesn’t matter, but I really was not anticipating a trip to Ostend quite so soon. Just now you talked of Paris.”

“And it may be Paris after all; only the Ostend boat goes first.”

“And time’s the essence of the matter. I see. Between this and the departure of the Paris train I run a risk of being arrested. That is to bring it very close.”

I was still, hardly knowing what to say. What she said was true; this was a case in which, at any moment, truth might decline to be trifled with. She, too, was silent. Leaning back in her own corner, as far as possible from me, she looked forward into the fog. Starting for the other end of the world at a moment’s notice was a commonplace event with me. An unexpected run to Brussels was to her a thing so strange as to be almost awful. I looked at my watch; called to the driver.

“Can’t you press on a little faster? We shall lose our train.”

“Why such hurry? Let us lose it.”

On that point we disagreed; I was not disposed to lose it. But I said nothing. The man whipped up his horse. Presently he began to insinuate his way into the station yard, which was blocked with vehicles. I saw that for him to thread his way between them would be a work of time. Moments were precious.

“Come!” I said. “Let’s get out. We shall reach the pavement quicker than he will, and the train is already due to start.”

We descended into the road. Picking our steps between the horses’ heads, we gained the station. I tore to the booking-office, she, laughing, close at my heels, as if the whole thing were a delightful jest.

“Two firsts to Brussels!”

“Too late, sir; train’s just off.” As the clerk spoke a whistle sounded. “There she goes.

Platform’s closed; you won’t be able to catch her.”

The lady’s face was alive with smiles.

“There! After all our hurry! Isn’t that annoying?”

She didn’t look as if she thought it was annoying in the least. Boys were shouting out the editions of the evening papers. Placards were displayed on the bookstall close at hand. I saw her glance at one, which had already caught my own attention.

“‘Imperial Mansions Murder. Extraordinary Scene at the Coroner’s Inquest.’ Has the inquest been held? And what has happened there? What does it mean by ‘extraordinary scene’?”

I felt as if every one was on the point of calling out, “Here’s the man who locked up the coroner’s court! Here’s the woman he’s spiriting away!” The sudden sight of that placard had got on my nerves. I was brusque, brutal.

“Bother the inquest! What we’ve got to think about’s that train.”

“Indeed? So you can be bad-tempered if you like, and civil too. I was wondering if you were always a model of lamblike decorum.”

“I beg your pardon, but — the fact is, I’d made up my mind to catch that train.”

“Had you? And you’d also made up your mind that I shouldn’t know what was in the papers. You’re very considerate, Mr. Ferguson.”

I glanced round, startled. Her outspoken mention of my name took me aback. No doubt all the world was talking of John Furguson; looking for him; wondering where he was. I did not want that crowd to learn that he was in its midst. My appearance of discomfiture she seemed to find amusing.

“Might I ask you just one question?”

“You are too hard on me; you may ask a thousand.”

“Did you propose to take me all the way to Ostend without giving me anything to eat? Perhaps you’re not aware that four o’clock is the actor’s dinner-hour. I’ve not had a morsel of food all day.”

“Miss Moore!”

Mine was the blunder then; I could have bitten my tongue off for uttering the name. A man behind turned towards us as if he had been struck by it — or I thought so. Had he known it, he was never so near having his head twisted off his shoulders. Had he allowed a sign of recognition to have escaped him, there would have been murder done. But he was a mild-looking, greyhaired person, and the sight of the expression with which I regarded him seemed to fill him with such astonishment, to say nothing else, that he retreated precipitately backwards, as if fearful that I was about to devour him then and there. I stumbled on.

“I entreat your forgiveness, but I — I hadn’t the faintest notion you were hungry.”

“No — you wouldn’t have.”

“Meaning that I am the sort of person who never does know anything? You are right; I am. But where shall we go? I believe there’s some sort of place in the station where we can get something to eat.”

“The nearest, please.”

“But — I’m afraid that’s horrid.”

“Don’t you know any place which isn’t horrid?”

Scarcely ever before had my constitutional stupidity been so much to the front The missing of the train, the discovery that I had actually proposed to take my companion to Ostend foodless, and in a state approaching to starvation, the fact that the paper-boys were repeating, under my very nose, their parrot cry, “Extraordinary scene at an inquest!” — these things, joined to the confusion around, seemed to addle my brain. For the moment I could not think where I could take her to get something decent to eat. Still doubtful, I was making for the station restaurant when some one caught me by the arm. It was Mr.

Isaac Bernstein. He seemed to be half-beside himself with excitement; he grasped me with a vigour which was perhaps unconscious.

“Have the goodness, Mr. Bernstein, to release my arm.”

He burst into voluble speech.

“This is more than I can stand, and I’m not going to have it. Don’t touch me, or I’ll call for help. There are policemen close by and I’m not without protection! Even a worm will turn, and now I’m going to; so just you listen to what I’ve got to say.”

“Your affairs, Mr. Bernstein, have no interest for me. Did you hear me ask you to release my arm?”

“It’s as much your affair as it is mine — every bit as much.” He waved his umbrella. “There’s Lawrence there.”

“Who?”

“Lawrence! He’s been trying to do a bolt — to Ostend or some infernal place or other, the other side of the world, for all I know — meaning to dish me as he’s done the rest of you. But I was on to him. He’d have been off in spite of me only he was drunk, or mad, or something, and they wouldn’t have him in the train. Now he’s behaving like a howling lunatic.” Releasing my arm, Mr. Bernstein took off his hat to wipe his brow. “I believe he’s raving mad. That’s him!

Did you ever hear anything like the row he’s making?”

As a matter of fact, while the excited gentleman was speaking, I had become conscious that something interesting was taking place on the platform from which the boat-train had departed. The thing was becoming more obvious every second. Apparently the railway officials were taking more or less vigorous measures to induce somebody to quit the station precincts. This person, who was the centre of a curious and rapidly increasing crowd, was announcing his opinions on divers subjects, and on the subject of railway men in particular, at the top of his voice and in strident tones with which I seemed familiar.

A sudden premonition swept upon me that matters were rushing to a head; that a few hours, a few minutes, even, would see the whole mystery made clear. Though even then I had not an inkling of the form which the explanation would take. As my eyes wandered I saw, peeping at us from out of the crowd, my companion’s precious relative, Mr. Thomas Moore. For some reason the young gentleman looked as if he were half beside himself with fear; he was pasty white. When he perceived that I had recognised him he slunk out of sight like a frightened cur.

I glanced at the lady to learn if she also had observed her brother. From her bearing I judged not, though as I eyed her I understood that she also had seen the signs of the times, the shadows which coming events were casting before, and that she, too, realised that the hour, the moment, was big with her fate and mine.


CHAPTER XXII

A MIRACLE

THE hustling throng came quickly forward. In its midst some one was being propelled towards the entrance. Although he was shouting at the top of his voice, he appeared to be offering no actual resistance, but seemed rather to be regarding the proceedings as a joke. In spite of the hubbub Mr. Bernstein’s accents reached my ear.

“Did you ever hear anything like him? Isn’t he a beauty? And that’s the man who’s had I don’t know how much cash out of me — a hatful! And that’s how he goes on!”

I was indifferent to Mr. Bernstein’s lamentations. As the crowd came nearer I was beginning to ask myself if I was dreaming; if, again, I was about to become the victim of a nightmare imagining. I turned to Miss Moore.

“Hadn’t you — better go? Hadn’t I better — get you out of this?”

I was conscious that my voice was a little hoarse. Hers was clear and resonant. Although she did not speak loudly, it seemed to ring above the din.

“Go? Now? When it’s coming face to face, the light is breaking, I’m beginning to see clear, and it’s my call? No; now I’ll stay and play the scene right through until the curtain drops. It was God who made us miss that train.”

The crowd was drawing very close. Was I asleep or waking? Were my eyes playing tricks, my senses leaving me? What suddenly made the world seem to spin round and round? Who was it in the midst of the people — the man they were hustling — who raved and screamed? Was he a creature born of delirium, or a thing of flesh and blood?

It was from the girl at my side that recognition first came.

“It’s he!” she cried. “It’s he!”

It was he — the wretch who had set us all by the ears; who had fooled and duped us; who had played upon us, as a last stroke, a trick whose nature, even yet, I did not understand. I strode into the crowd.

“Let me pass! Make way for me!”

They made way. It was well for them they did; the strength of a dozen Samsons was that moment in my arms. I planted myself in front of him, “How is it that you’ve come back — from the gates of hell?”

“Ferguson! It’s you!” He broke into a peal of laughter, which spoke of pain, not pleasure. “But I’ve not come back! They’re still stoking the fires!” He threw out his arms as if referring to the jeering mob, which pressed upon us. “Here are the attendant demons — can’t you see them?”

I continued standing still, regarding him.

“It is Edwin Lawrence, as I live. Edwin — not Philip.”

“Yes; not Philip — Edwin!” He laughed again. “Would you like to see the strawberry mark? It’s there.”

“What is this game in which you have been taking a hand?”

“It’s a game of my own invention — and hers!” He made an upward movement with his hand. “It was from her the inspiration came. She named the stakes, framed the rules, started the game, watched the play — and with both eyes she’s watched it ever since. Those eyes of hers! They never sleep, and never blink or wink, but watch, watch, watch all the time. They’ve watched me ever since the game began. They’re watching now! She haunts and hounds me — into the train and out of it. She’s here now — enjoying the joke. Hark! Can’t you hear her?” He stopped to listen. I heard nothing out of the common, though it seemed he did. “That’s her laughter!” He broke into discordant merriment. “I play the part of Echo. She has me, body, soul, and spirit; and she thinks it such a jest!”

He spoke as men do in fevers. I could see that there were some about us who set him down as mad. There were those who jeered, as fools will at the sight of a man’s anguish, when, in the abandonment of his shame, he trails his soul in the dust. I had seen persons in his case before. He was not mad, as yet, but on the border line, where men fight with demons. He had been drinking, to drive them back; but they had come the more, threatening, on every hand, to shut him in for ever. He knew what it was they threatened. It was the anguish of the knowledge which caused the sweat to stand in beads upon his brow.

The railway officials, I fancy, took it to be a case of incipient delirium tremens. A person in authority addressed himself to me.

“Are you a friend of this gentleman’s, sir?”

“I know him well.”

“Are you willing to undertake the charge of him? You see he’s not in a fit state to go about alone.”

“I’ll take charge of him.”

“Then you’ll be so good as to remove him from the station at once. He’s already given us more than sufficient trouble.”

Lawrence interposed with what he intended to be an assumption of the grand manner.

“My good Mr. Railway-porter, or whatever you may be, I will remove myself from your objectionable station without any hint from you. My destination was Ostend, and is now Pimlico. This is an acquaintance of mine who owes me £1880; but I don’t require him to take charge of me. There already is somebody who does that Can’t you hear her? That’s her laughing.”

“Come,” I said. “Let’s get into a cab.”

“Thank you, I prefer walking. Nothing like exercise when you are liverish. Are you alone?” Miss Moore came through the crowd.

“No; I am with him.”

He stared at her as if in doubt; then with sudden recognition — 

“Ah! It is the sister of the brother — the affectionate relative of our dear Tom — the beautiful Miss Moore! It is like a scene out of one of the plays in which you are the bright, particular star. The ghosts are gathering round. You were there; you saw her?”

“Who?”

“The Goddess!”

“Was it — a Goddess?”

“That’s a demon!”

“What do you mean?” She took me by the arm. “Ask him what he means.”

Lawrence answered.

“It’s not a thing the meaning of which can be clarified by words. Come, and you shall see; come together — Mr. Ferguson and you.”

She looked at me, inquiry in her eyes. I questioned him.

“Where do you propose to take us?”

“To a little place of mine, where the Goddess is.”

“What is this stuff about the Goddess?”

“Come, and you shall see.”

I glanced at her.

“Let’s go,” she said.

He caught her words.

“There speaks the lady who would learn; the woman possessed of the spirit of inquiry.”

I repeated my former suggestion.

“Let’s get into a cab.”

But he declined.

“No; I’ll have none of your cabs, I’ll walk. I’m cribb’d, cabined, and confined out in the open; in a cab I’d stifle. There’s a hand upon my heart, a grip upon my throat, a weight upon my head; they make it hard to breathe. I’ll be in close quarters soon enough; I’ll keep out of them as long as I can.”

I turned to the officials. “Can’t you keep these people back? I don’t want to have them following us through the streets. The man’s not drunk, he’s ill.”

“I should get him into a cab.”

Lawrence, hearing what the fellow said, rushed at him in a fit of maniacal fury, repeating, in a crescendo scale — 

“You’d get me into a cab! You’d get me into a cab! You’d get me into a cab! I’d kill you first” The man shrank back as if fearful that his last hour had come.

We went out of the station, a motley crowd — Lawrence with Miss Moore, and me close at his heels; behind, before, on either side, a miscellaneous assemblage of fools. I would have prevented her from coming had I had my way. I told her so at starting; but she whispered in my ear — 

“I’m not afraid. Are you?”

“I am afraid for you — of these blackguards; of the mood he’s in; of where he’s taking us; of what may happen. I don’t know what devil’s trick it is he has been playing, but I’m sure it is a devil’s trick, and there may be worse to come.”

“I’m safe with you.”

“I doubt it.”

“But I am sure. The light is coming; I’d like to see the brightness of the day, for mine honour’s sake, which I thought might be a consideration, perhaps, with you. Still, I’m under orders. If you bid me I will go. But — mayn’t I come?”

I could deny her nothing which she asked in such a tone, though it were an apple out of Eden. But I was gruff.

“Then take my arm.”

“I’d like to.”

I know I was a fool, and should have forbidden her to go with us, nor have allowed her, wheedle as she might, to have run the risk of what might be to come; but when I felt her little hand upon my arm, I would not have had her take it off again, not — not for a great deal.

When we had gone a little way from the station, Mr. Bernstein, corkscrewing his way through the crowd, reached Lawrence’s side. Apparently, although he had made an effort to screw his courage to the sticking point, he was still not quite satisfied as to the sort of reception which he might receive; he spoke with such an air of deprecation.

“Now, Ted, dear boy, don’t be shirty, it’s only me. Do take my advice — be careful! Don’t go too far! Be reasonable, and I’ll be the best friend you ever had, as I always have been; only — do pull up before it’s too late!”

Lawrence, standing still, addressed himself to the crowd.

“Gentlemen — and ladies! — because I believe there are some ladies among you — real ladies! — allow me to introduce to you Mr. Isaac Bernstein, usurer, Jew, who makes a speciality of dealing in forged bills. He keeps a school for forgers, where young penmen are trained in the delicate arts of imitating other people’s signatures. He’s been the cause of many a good man’s being sent to gaol; where, one day, as sure as he’s alive, he’ll go to join them.”

Mr. Bernstein stammered and stuttered.

“Don’t — don’t talk to me like that! The — the man’s stark mad!”

“Not yet. Still sane enough to make the world acquainted with Isaac Bernstein, trafficker in forgeries.”

With his open palm he struck the Jew a resounding blow on either cheek. The people roared with laughter. I turned to the lady.

“You see? I must go to him. I shall have to leave you.”

“We will go together.”

She kept close to my side as I went forward.

I expected to see Lawrence repeat his assault. Bernstein stood looking at him, motionless, gasping for breath, as if he were on the verge of an apoplectic fit Taking him by the shoulder I sent him spinning off the pavement.

“Leave him alone. The fellow will get his deserts elsewhere.”

Lawrence clapped his hands like a child.

“Bravo! Twirl him round — roll him in the mud! She enjoys it; can’t you hear how she’s laughing?”

He raised his hand in an attitude of attention.

“I can hear nothing.”

“But I can.” Miss Moore spoke from behind my shoulder. “I can hear It.”

“What do you mean?”

“It which was present in the room; It which did it all; the sound which we heard in the Fulham Road just now. Listen! Can’t you hear it, too?”

It might have been my imagination — probably was — but, as she spoke, I certainly did think that I recognised, as if it issued from the lips of some one who was within reach of where we stood, the woman’s laughter which had in it so singular and disagreeable a quality. It had on me a most uncomfortable effect. I returned to Lawrence, fearful lest, if I was not careful, the proceedings might take a shape in which I might relish them less even than I did at present.

“Come. Let’s be moving.”

“With pleasure. Life is movement, and exercise is the thing for the liver.”

“What is the address of the place to which you are taking us?”

He laid his finger against his nose.

“That’s a secret which I wouldn’t divulge for worlds. There’s a lady there — a goddess! And a demon! Would you have me tell all the world where she’s to be found, as if she were a person of no reputation. She’s with me all the time; she never leaves me for a moment alone; and yet, all the while, she waits for me at home. That’s to have a familiar in attendance, if you please.”

I made no reply. That his words had meaning, and were not the mere ravings which they seemed, I did not doubt. I was asking myself what was the solution of the problem to which they pointed, and was still obliged to own that I had no notion. I had, also, my attention partly occupied by my efforts to keep the rabble from a too close attendance on the lady, whose little hand again caressed my arm.

Lawrence was swinging along at a good round pace, his hat a little at the back of his head; his eyes, lips, every muscle of his face were in constant motion. His arms were as if they had been hung on wires, which continually thrust them this way and that. He was not for a moment still. If not speaking aloud, he muttered to himself. Presently he began upon a theme which I would have thanked him to have avoided.

“So, Ferguson, you’re a humorist — practical and actual. I’ve been reading the news — still sane enough to read the papers — how you locked the coroner in his court. I’d have given one of Bernstein’s forged bills to have been there to see, though it was on me that they were sitting. I thought I never should have done laughing. And she — the Goddess — she’s laughing still.”

The lady put a question.

“What’s that he’s saying?”

“He’s telling about some nonsense which he saw in the papers.”

Lawrence interposed.

“Nonsense, he calls it! And excellent nonsense, too! Haven’t you heard? Has no one told you? Don’t you know? Charming sister of my dear friend Tom, to-day the coroner’s been sitting on my corpse — as I live, upon my corpse! Ferguson’s been there as witness. They wanted him to say, it seems, that you had killed me — yes, you, with your own two small hands; but he wouldn’t He said he’d see them — warmer first; as warm as I am now. I can’t think where, at this time of the year, the heat can come from. I’m on fire inside and out. So they talked of sending him to gaol.

“But, bless their simple souls, they didn’t know their man; how that he was a fellow of infinite jest. For when they talked of locking him up, he locked them up instead; marched straight out, turned the key in the lock, with them on the other side of the door — coroner and jury, counsel and witnesses, audience and policeman — the whole noble, gallant company. And so he left them, sitting on my corpse.”

As might have been expected, the rabble, which still hung round us like a fringe, hearing what he said, caught something of his meaning. They bandied it from mouth to mouth.

“That’s Ferguson, that there tall bloke. He’s the cove as locked the coroner up this afternoon, Imperial Mansions murder case. Didn’t you hear the other bloke a-saying so? No lies! I tell you it is!”

While the gutter-snipes wrangled, playing fast and loose with my name — with my reputation, too — the lady whispered in my ear. Despite the noise they made I heard her plain.

“So that’s why you came to fetch me? Now I understand; the secret’s out. It’s another service you have done me! Aren’t you afraid that the weight of obligation will be more than I can carry? Yet you needn’t fear! They’re the kind of debts I don’t at all mind owing — you, since one day I hope to pay them every one.”

“You exaggerate. And Lawrence is a fool.”

“Yes. So are we all fools; perhaps that’s why some of us are wise.”

I liked to hear her voice; to feel her hand upon my arm. Yet, every moment, my concern was getting greater. The crowd was growing, both in numbers and in impudence. Any second they might make an ugly rush, then there would be trouble; and that was not a scene in which I should wish the lady to play a part. Lawrence was marching on as if he meant to march for ever. I began seriously to ask myself if he was not playing us still another of his tricks; if he was not leading us he himself did not know where. On a sudden, he determined the question by stopping before a building which, outwardly, was more like a warehouse than a private residence.

“At last,” he cried, “we are arrived. The Goddess waits for us within.”

“Is this your place?”

“It is — and hers. Enter omnes!”

He threw open the door as if he were offering the whole crowd the freedom of the premises. I placed myself in front of it.

“I’m hanged if it shall be enter omnes! In you go.” I thrust him in. “Now you and I together!”

The lady and I were across the threshold. I was about to slam the door in the face of the rabble, when some one came hurrying through the crowd. A voice exclaimed — 

“Stop that! Don’t shut that door! Let me in!”

It was Inspector Symonds; with, as it seemed, a friend or two.


CHAPTER XXIII

IN THE PASSAGE

THE inspector I dragged in by the collar of his coat. I slammed the door in the faces of his friends, keeping my foot against it while I shot the bolts.

“This won’t do! I’m not going to stand any more of your nonsense! You let my men in!” There was a flaming gas-bracket in the passage. By its flare I eyed the inspector.

“You be so good as to understand, Mr. Symonds, that I’m going to have no more of your nonsense.” He put his hand up to his mouth — a whistle between his fingers. Gripping his wrist, I pinned him by the throat against the wall. “If you are not careful, you’ll get hurt” He gasped out, between his clenched teeth, “I’ll make you pay for this! You let my men in!”

“I’ll not let your men in — until you and I have had an explanation.”

The lady interposed. “Don’t hurt him!”

“I’ll not hurt him — unless he compels me.

Look here, Symonds, there’s been a mystification — a hideous blunder.”

“I don’t want to have anything to say to you. You open that door!”

His hands returned to his lips. Again I had to pin him against the wall; this time I wrenched the whistle from between his fingers.

“If you give any sort of signal, you’ll be sorry.”

“You’ve broken my wrist!”

“I haven’t; but I will if you don’t look out. I tell you, man, that we’ve been on the wrong scent; you and I, and all of us. It isn’t Edwin Lawrence who’s been murdered; he isn’t even dead.”

“Don’t tell your tales to me.”

“Tales! I tell you tales! Here’s Mr. Edwin Lawrence to tell his own.”

Lawrence was standing a few steps farther down the passage, an apparently interested spectator of what had been taking place. Symonds turned to him.

“This man? Who is this man?”

Lawrence thrust his thumbs into his waistcoat armholes.

“I’m the corpse on whom the coroner’s been sitting.” — 

“Don’t play your mountebank tricks with me, “I’m the murdered man.”

“Indeed? And pray what may be your name?”

“Edwin Lawrence — at your service, entirely to command. Though I may mention that that’s only a form of words; since, at present, I’m really, and actually, in the service of another — a lady. Bound to her hand and foot by a tie there’s no dissolving.”

Symonds perceived that in his manner, to say the least, there was something curious. As he looked at me I endeavoured to give him the assurance which I saw that he required.

“It is Mr. Edwin Lawrence, you may safely take my word for it. The lady can confirm what I say.”

Which the lady did upon the instant. The inspector was still, plainly, in a state of uncertainty; which, under the circumstances, was scarcely strange.

“I don’t know if this is a trick which you have got up between you, and which you think you can play off on me; but, anyhow, who do you say the dead man is?”

Lawrence chose to take the question as addressed to him. He chuckled; there was something in the chuckle which suggested the maniac more vividly than anything which had gone before.

“Who’s the dead man? Ah! there’s the puzzle — and the joke! The dead man must be me. It’s in the papers — in people’s mouths — it’s the talk of the town. The police are searching for the wretch that slew me — the coroner and his jury have viewed my body. It’s plain the dead man must be me. And yet, although it’s very odd, he isn’t. It’s the rarest jest that ever yet was played — and all hers.” He pointed with his thumb along the passage. “It’s all her doing, conception and execution, both. And how she has enjoyed it! Ever since she has done nothing else but laugh. Can’t you hear her? She’s laughing now!”

There did seem to come, through the door which was at the end of the passage, the sound of a woman’s laughter. We all heard it. The lady drew closer to me; I gritted my teeth; the inspector, with whom, as yet, it had no uncomfortable associations, treated it as though it were nothing out of the way.

“Who’s it you’ve got in there?”

Lawrence raised his hands as if they had been notes of exclamation.

“A goddess! Such an one! — a pearl of the pantheon! A demon! — out of the very heart of hell!” He fingered his shirt-collar as if it were tight about his neck. “That’s why she relished her humorous conception more than I have. The qualities which go to the complete enjoyment of the jokes she plays, I lack. The laughter she compels has characteristics which I do not find altogether to my taste. It gets upon my brain; steals my sleep; nips my heart; fills the world with — faces; grinning faces, all of them — like his. And so I’m resolved to tell the joke, and I promise that it shan’t be spoilt in telling.” This with a smile upon his lips, a something elusive in his eyes, which, to my mind, again betrayed the lunatic. He threw out his arms with a burst of sudden wildness. “Let them all come in — the whole street — the city-ful! So that as many as may be may be gathered together for the enjoyment of the joke!”

Symonds and I exchanged glances. I spoke to him in an undertone.

“If you take my advice, you will listen to what he has to say. Before he’s finished, the whole story will have come out.”

All the time there had been knockings at the door. Now some one without made himself prominent above the others. A shout came through the panels.

“Symonds! Is that you in there? Shall we break down the door?”

The voice was Hume’s. I proffered a suggestion to the inspector.

“There is no reason why Dr. Hume should not come in. He will be able to resolve your doubts as to whether or not this is Mr. Edwin Lawrence. Your men I should advise you to keep outside. They will be close at hand if they are wanted.”

He regarded me askance, evidently still by no means sure as to the nature of the part which I might be playing.

“You are a curious person, Mr. Ferguson. You have your own ideas of the way in which justice is administered in England. However, you shall have your own way. Let Dr. Hume come in. My men can wait outside till they are wanted.”

I unbolted the door, keeping my foot against it, to guard against a sudden rush. The crowd was still in waiting. It had evidently grown larger. As the people saw that the door was being opened, there were cries and exclamations. Hume was standing just outside. It seemed that it had been his intention to make a dart within; but the spectacle of me in the doorway caused him to hesitate. By him were the inspector’s friends. Misunderstanding the situation, they made an effort to force the door wider open. It was all I could do to hold it against them.

“Hume, you can come in. Inspector Symonds, give your men their instructions.”

“Gray, are you there?”

“Yes, sir! Do you want us?”

“Not just now. I may do shortly; keep where you are. Send along for some one to keep those people moving.”

“Very good, sir. Are you all right in there?”

“For the present I am. Keep a sharp lookout. If you hear me give the word, come in at once — if you have to break down the door to do it.”

“Right, sir!”

I rebolted the door, boos and groans coming from the crowd as they perceived themselves being shut out from the sight of anything which there might be to see. Hume had entered. He was looking about him as if the position of affairs were beyond his comprehension.

“Symonds, what does all this mean? Ferguson, what new madness have you been up to? Miss Moore, you here! This is no place for you!”

“I think it is.”

“I say it’s not. You ought to be in bed. Who gave you permission to leave your room?”

“I gave myself permission, thank you. I am quite able to take care of myself. And, if I’m not, here’s Mr. Ferguson.”

“Mr. Ferguson! Mr. Ferguson stands in need of some one to take care of him.” He turned to me. “If you’ve had a hand in bringing Miss Moore here, you ought to be ashamed of yourself, if you’re capable of shame, which I’m beginning to doubt Surely your own sense of decency, embryonic though it may be, ought to have told you that it is no place for her. What is this den which you have brought her to?”

“Here is some one who can tell you better than I. Ask him, not me.”

Lawrence broke into laughter.

“That’s it, Ferguson. Hume, ask the corpse.”

Hume stared at the speaker, as if he had been a spectre; which, apparently, he was more than half disposed to believe that he was.

“Lawrence! Edwin Lawrence! Is it a living man, some demoniacal likeness, or is it a ghost? My God! is it a ghost?”

Again Lawrence laughed. He went closer to the bewildered doctor; his eyes flaming, his manner growing wilder as he continued speaking.

“A ghost, Hume, write it down a ghost! I wonder if I could cheat myself into believing I’m a ghost? Hume, you’re an authority on madness. Look at me; do you think I’m mad? It’s a question I’ve been putting to myself since — she began to be humorous. I see things — I hear things — like the men who’ve been — thirsty. There’s a face which looks into mine — a face all cut and slashed and sliced into ribbons; and, as the blood streams down the cheek-bones, which are laid all bare, its teeth grin at me, inside the torn and broken jaws, and it says, ‘After all I’ve done, this is the end!’ I strike at it, with both my fists, where the eyeballs ought to be, but I can’t knock it away; it won’t go, it keeps on being there. I can’t sleep, though I’d give all the world to. I’m afraid to try, because, when I shut my eyes, I see it plainer. The blood gets on my hands; the taste gets into my mouth; the idiot words get on my brain, ‘After all I’ve done, this is the end!’ I can’t get away from the face and the words; whatever I do, wherever I go, they’re there. I seem to carry them with me. I’ve been drinking, but I can’t drink enough to shut them out; I can’t get drunk. And, Hume,’ do you think I’m mad? I hope I am. For while I’m being tortured she laughs; she keeps laughing all the time. It’s her notion of a jest. I hope that it’s but a madman’s fancy, what I see and hear; and that, when I get my reason back again, they’ll go — the face and the words. You’re a scientific man. Tell me if I’m mad.”

Hume turned towards me. His countenance was pasty-hued.

“What devil’s trick is this?”

Lawrence answered, in his own fashion, as if the question had been addressed to him, “That’s what it is — a devil’s trick! Hers! The Goddess’s! She’s a demon! I’ll — I’ll tell you how it was done. She’s got me — by the throat; bought me — body and soul. But I don’t care, I’ll be even. She shan’t do all the scoring; I will play a hand, although, directly afterwards, she drags me down to hell with her. Let her drag! I’m in hell already. It can’t be worse — where she has sprung from.”

Taking Hume by the shoulder with one hand, with the other he pointed to the door which was at the end of the passage. He was dreadful to look at As he himself said, he already looked as if he were suffering the torments of the damned.

“She’s in there — behind that door. But although she is in there she’s with me here. She’s always with me, wherever I am; she, the face, and the words. You think I’m romancing, passing off on you the coinage of a madman’s brain. I would it were so. I wish that they were lies of my own invention, a maniac’s imaginings. Come with me; judge for yourself. You shall see her. I will show you how the devil’s trick was done.”

He led the way along the passage. We followed. I know not what thoughts were in the minds of the others. I do know that I myself had never before been so conscious of a sense of discomfort. The lady slipped her hand into mine. It was cold. Her fingers trembled. Even then I would have stayed her from seeing what we were to see if I could; but I could not. It was as if we were being borne onward together in a dream. All the while I had a suspicion that, of us all, Inspector Symonds was most at his ease, while it seemed to me that Hume carried himself like a man who moved to execution.


CHAPTER XXIV

IN THE ROOM

A LARGE, bare, barn-like room. The walls were colour-washed; as seen by gaslight, an uncertain shade of grey. The floor was bare. At one end was a wooden dais. This, and a large skylight overhead, suggested that the apartment had been intended for a studio. Artistic properties there were none. The furniture was scanty. In one corner was a camp bedstead, the bedclothes in disorder. It had evidently not been made since it was slept in. There were two small tables, one at the side against the wall, the other in the centre of the room. Bottles and glasses were on both. Bottles, indeed, were everywhere; designed, too, to contain all sorts of liquids — wines, spirits, beers. Champagne appeared to have been drunk by the gallon. On the floor, in the corner, opposite the bedstead, were at least seven or eight dozen unopened bottles, of all sizes, sorts, and shapes.

Three or four chairs, of incongruous design, completed the equipment of the room; with the exception, that is, of a tall screen covered with crimson silk which stood upon the dais. This screen was the first object which caught the eye on entering. One wondered if an artist’s model were concealed behind.

Lawrence placed his finger against his lips as he held the door open for us to enter.

“Ssh! She’s there, behind the screen! Listen! Can’t you hear her laughing?”

This time I, for one, heard nothing. There was not a sound. And, since every sense was at the acutest tension, had there been, it would scarcely have escaped my notice. Scarcely were we all in, than a door on the opposite side of the room was opened, gingerly, and seemingly with hesitation, as if the opener was by no means sure of his welcome. Through it came the pertinacious Mr. Bernstein, and, of all persons, young Tom Moore. At the sight of her brother the lady shrank closer to my side. The inspector appeared to regard the advent of the newcomers with suspicion, as though doubtful lest there were more to follow.

“Who are these men? Where do they come from?”

Lawrence explained.

“Inspector Symonds, allow me to introduce you to Mr. Isaac Bernstein — dealer in forged bilk and patron of penmen. Surely you have heard of Bernstein.”

“Oh yes, I’ve heard of Bernstein. So you are Mr. Isaac Bernstein. Who’s the other man?”

“The other man is” — this with a glance towards the lady— “merely a thief.”

“I’m no thief! I’ll let you know I’m not to be called thief — especially by you!”

Young Moore’s disclaimer was half whine, half snarl. Bernstein took up his tale.

“Mr. Symonds, I’m glad to meet you, sir. Our — our friend here is fond of his joke. You mustn’t take him seriously. — It — it’s his way to say things which he doesn’t mean. I just stepped in to say a word to him in private — just one word; so I hope you’ll forgive me if I seem to be intruding. Lawrence, I — I came with our young friend here along the little back passage, which the models used to use, because I — I wanted to speak one word to you in private. Would you mind stepping on one side just — just for half a moment.”

“No, Bernstein, I won’t. Anything you have to say to me, you’ll say in public; at the top of your voice; out loud. I’m going to say my say so that every one may hear me — she and they,”

“Now, Lawrence, be reasonable, I do beg of you. Let me make to you just this one remark.”

Drawing closer, Mr. Bernstein dropped his voice to a whisper. Taking him by both shoulders, Lawrence began to shake him to and fro.

“Speak up, Bernstein, speak up! Shout, man, shout!”

“Don’t Lawrence, you’ll hurt me!”

“Hurt you! Hurt you! If I could only hurt you as you’ve hurt me, you pretty fellow! Why didn’t you save your skin by taking to your heels? For me there’s no salvation, because of her, and the face, and the words. But for you there was a chance. Now there’s none! Now there’s none!”

He flung the Jew away from him, so that he went reeling half across the room. Mr. Bernstein addressed himself, with stammering lips, to the inspector.

“Mr. Symonds, he’s — he’s not right in his head; he’s excited — he’s been drinking; look at those bottles!”

Lawrence threw out his arms with a laugh.

“Look at those bottles! Evidences of a giant’s thirst! I’ll have another!”

Taking a bottle of champagne out of the collection in the corner, with what looked like a palette knife he struck the neck off with a cleanness and dexterity which denoted practice. The wine foamed up. He filled a soda-water tumbler, emptying it at a draught.

“That’s the stuff! It’s got a sting in it! I like my drink to have a sting!”

Bernstein drew the inspector’s attention to his proceedings.

“You see. That’s how he goes on — drink! drink! drink! He does nothing else but drink. You wouldn’t pay any attention to his ravings when they reflect upon a respectable man?”

“Respectable man! Isaac Bernstein, respectable man?”

He tossed the bottle he was holding towards the Jew. If the other had not ducked, it would have struck him.

“He’s a liar, that’s what he is; a liar to his finger-tips. No one who knows him would believe him on his oath.”

This was young Moore. Lawrence pointed at him with his tumbler.

“A Solomon risen to judgment! See truth’s imaged superscription on his brow.”

The lady stepped forward before I had guessed her intention.

“What he is he in great part owes to you — and to him!” — pointing to the Jew. “You are an older man than he, with a wider knowledge of the world. You have used him as a tool with which to save yourselves. You found him in a ditch — in the same ditch in which you were yourselves. Instead of helping him out you dragged him farther in, pressing him down in the mire, so that, by dint of standing on his body, you might yourselves reach the bank, at the cost of his entire destruction. Though he is guilty, your guilt is a thousand times as great.”

“There speaks the actress. Your sentiments, Miss Moore, do you credit; though, being of the stage, they’re stagey. They suppose that you can make a good man bad. I doubt it, be he old or young. All that you can do, is to bring to a head the badness which is in a bad one. Bernstein, your brother, and I, were born with a twist in us; a moral malformation; a trend in the grain which, as we got our growth, gave a natural inclination in a particular direction. I doubt if we could have gone straight if we had tried. You may take it for granted that we did not weary ourselves with vain efforts. I know that I did not. The things I liked had to be, like ginger, hot in the mouth; my pleasures had all to be well peppered. Your insipidities I never relished; nor was the fact that they happened to be virtuous a sufficient sauce.

“As it happens, in this best of all possible worlds, spice costs money. And there’s the rub.

For I had none — or as good as none. But I’d a brother who had. An all-seeing Providence and an indiscriminating parent, had caused him to be amply dowered with worldly goods. I made several efforts with my own hands and brains to supply myself with money. Sometimes they’d succeed; oftener they would fail. When they failed, in the most natural possible manner, I looked to my brother — my only brother — to make good the deficiency. To do this he now and then objected; which was odd. Until, one day, I came upon a man named Bernstein.”

The Jew, who had been listening with parted lips and watchful, troubled eyes, to what the other had been saying, now went forward to him, cringingly.

“Lawrence, good old friend, remember all I’ve done for you, and — and be careful what you say.”

“I’ll remember, and so shall you; you never will be able to accuse me of forgetting. This man, Bernstein, was a Jew — an usurer.”

“I lend money to gentlemen who are in need of it, that’s all; there’s no harm in it. If I didn’t some one else would.”

“He negotiated loans on terms which varied — as I quickly learned. I had had some experience of usurers; but this was a new type.”

“How new? Circumstances compel one to alter one’s terms — it’s only business.”

“He lent me a little money on what he considered reasonable terms.”

“And so they were — most reasonable. You know yourself they were.”

“‘When you want more,’ he said, ‘you must bring me another name upon the bill.’ I asked, ‘Whose name?’ He said, ‘Your brother’s.’ ‘Do you think my brother would back a bill of mine? He’d see me farther first!’— ‘That,’ he said, ‘is a pity.’ And so it was a pity. Brothers should be friendly; they should help each other; it’s only right.

“‘Come,’ he said, ‘and dine with me.’ I dined. After dinner he began again about the bill. ‘I’ll give you £700 for a three months’ bill for a thousand with your brother’s name on it.’ ‘I tell you that nothing would induce my brother to back a bill of mine.’

‘If you were to bring me such a bill I shouldn’t ask how it got there.’ Then he looked at me, and I saw what he meant. ‘That’s it, is it? I’ve sailed pretty close to the wind, but I’ve never got quite so far as that’ He filled himself another glass of wine. ‘You say you want the money badly. The sooner you let me have the bill, the sooner your wants will be relieved.’ I let him have the bill in the morning. At the end of three months there was a storm in the air.”

“I knew nothing of it — he invents it all. The bill was duly met when it was presented.”

“After my brother and I had come pretty near to murder, I was still, as ever, in want of money. But this time it was Bernstein who came to me.

“‘I hear you’re pressed.’ I complimented him on the correctness of his information. ‘It’s no good,’ said he, ‘peddling with hundreds. It’s a good round sum you want to set you clear.’ I admitted it; and wondered where the good round sum was coming from. ‘I tell you what I’ll do,’ he said. ‘You bring me five bills for a thousand each, with your brother’s name on them, and I’ll give you two thousand five hundred for the lot.’ I told him that it couldn’t be done. I’d promised my brother that I wouldn’t play any more tricks with his name, and I meant to keep my word.

‘Ah,’ he said, ‘that’s a pity.’”

“I said nothing of the kind. It is not to be believed; those who know me will tell you it is not to be believed. It is against my nature.”

“‘I think,’ he continued, ‘I know how it can be managed. I know a young fellow whom I’ll introduce to you. You may find him of use. He’s a first-rate penman.’

‘Do you mean that he’s an expert forger?’— ‘Lawrence,’ cried Mr.

Bernstein, ‘you shouldn’t use such words — you really shouldn’t’”

“You hear him admit it? I said, ‘You should not use such words.’ I have always said it — always.”

“He made me known to this expert penman, getting up a three-cornered dinner for that especial purpose. The expert penman was our young friend here — Tom Moore.”

“I never wanted to know you — never. I told him that I didn’t.”

Mr. Bernstein contradicted the young gentleman’s disclaimer.

“Now, Moore, that is not so. You were always willing to make his acquaintance; why not? He was a gentleman of family, of fortune. Why should you not have been willing to know such an one?

“He didn’t turn out like that, did he? Look how he served me!”

“Ah, that is another matter. We could not have foreseen how he was to turn out. We supposed him to be a gentleman of reputation — of character.”

“Innocent-minded Bernstein! Ingenuous Tom Moore! After dinner Moore returned with me to my rooms.” — 

“You invited me.”

“I did — that’s true; and you came. I said to him, ‘I hear you’re a bit of a penman.’”

“I didn’t know what you meant.”

“You wouldn’t. I laid five bill-stamps in front of him.”

“There was nothing on them.”

“‘True again; there wasn’t. I showed him my brother’s signature at the bottom of a letter, and I asked him if he thought that he could make a nice clean copy of it in the corner of each stamp.”

“You never said what you were going to do with it.”

“Still correct — I didn’t. But you said, ‘How much are you going to give me? ‘“

“Well, you were a stranger to me; you didn’t expect I was going to do you a favour for nothing?”

“Hardly. I said I’d give you a hundred pounds, which I thought was pretty fair pay for a little copying. But you said, ‘I want five hundred.’”

“You didn’t give me five hundred pounds, not you! You know you didn’t! Or anything like!”

“Accurate as ever. I couldn’t see my way to quite as much as that. I said you should have two hundred.”

“That night you never gave me any money at all.”

“No. But in the morning I carried to Mr. Isaac Bernstein five bills for a thousand pounds apiece, with, on each, my brother’s endorsement in the corner. In exchange, Mr. Bernstein presented me with two thousand five hundred pounds, and out of that you had two hundred.”

“I took it as a friendly present.”

“Precisely — from a perfect stranger. Time went on. The three months slipped by. I began to fidget. Luck was most consummately against me. Two thousand five hundred pounds went no way at all; I had lost it, pretty nearly every penny, before I really realised that I had ever had it. When it was gone, I knew that breakers were ahead; a pretty nasty lot of rocks. As I say, I began to fidget. I knew my brother, and was well aware that, since last time it had been nearly murder, this time it would come as near as possible to quite. Philip’s temper, my friends, Philip’s temper was distinctly bad. We had had a few fights together, he and I, and out of them it had not been my general custom to come out best. Now I foresaw that the biggest fight of all our fights was drawing comfortably close; and when I asked myself in what condition I should probably emerge from it, I was not able to supply my question with an answer which gave me entire satisfaction.

“I began to hate my brother. As the days stole by, I began to hate him more and more — to fear him. The two things together, the hatred and the fear, took such a hold of me that I began to cast about in my mind how I could get the best of him, when the game was blown upon and the fight began. And at last I thought of something which I had chanced upon in India.

“It was one night when I lay awake in bed, unable to sleep. I had been drinking. The drink had been bad. Among the goblins which it brought to my bedside were thoughts of my brother. I thought of how the luck had all been his; of what a grip he had; of his bone and muscle; of how, in our quarrels, it always had gone hard with me; of how, in the next one, which was close at hand, it would go harder still. He was more than a match for me all round. In peace or war he was the stronger man. How could I get even with him? How?

“Then I thought of the Goddess. It was from herself that the first inspiration came; she precipitated herself, as the occultists have it, into my mind. I suspected it then; I know it now. She had remained, till then, in the packing-case in which I brought her home. She had never been out of it, not once. I had never taken the trouble to unpack her. She might have feared she was forgotten; felt herself slighted. No; that’s not her way. She knows she’ll never be forgotten; and as for slights, she never will be slighted when there’s need of her. She had been waiting; that was all — waiting for her time.

Now her time had come. She knew it. So she reminded me that she was there.

“It struck me, at first, as a humorous idea — The Goddess. It always is her humorous side which appeals to one at first Indeed, it is that side of her which continues to the front; only — the character of the humour changes. I laughed to think that her existence should occur to me at such a moment. And, as I laughed, she laughed too. It was the first time I had heard her laughter. The sound of it had an odd effect on the marrow in my bones. Even then I asked myself if by any possibility I could be going mad. She was in the cupboard on the other side of my dressing-room. All other considerations apart, it was an odd thing that I should hear her so plainly from where I lay.

“‘I’ll go and look at her,’ I said. I went. As I opened the cupboard door she laughed again — a little, soft, musical laugh, suggestive of exquisite enjoyment. It drew me on. ‘Why,’ I cried, ‘I didn’t know that you could laugh. Where are you? Let’s free you from your prison. If you’re as pretty as your laughter, you should be well worth looking at.’

“There was the packing-case, all nailed and corded, exactly as it had been when placed on shipboard. As I touched it, she laughed again. Now that I had become more used to it, I found that there was something in the sound which braced me up; a quality which was suited to my mood. I drew the case into my dressing-room. I unpacked it There she was inside, in the best possible condition; as ready, as willing, as happy, as on the day when I first saw her, in the place where she was born. She had borne her voyage and subsequent confinement surprisingly well; neither in her bearing nor appearance was there anything which even hinted at a trace of resentment for the treatment which she had received. As she showed me what she could do, laughing all the time, I said to myself, ‘With her aid I shall be more than a match for my brother.’

“I had got her out, but, like the genie the fisherman released in the Arabian story, she was not easy to put back again. Without her consent it was impossible to replace her in the packing-case. Her consent she refused to give. When I persisted in my attempts to do without it, she brought me nearer to a sudden end than I had ever been before. Whereupon I desisted. I left her where she was. That display of her powers, and of her readiness to use them, compelled me to the reflection that in her I had found not only a collaborator, but possibly something else as well. One thing I certainly had found — an inseparable companion.

“From that hour, when, in the silence of the night, and because I could not sleep, being troubled by thoughts of my brother, I took her from her packing-case, she has never left me for one moment alone. She has become part and parcel of my life; grown into the very web of my being; into the very heart of me; until now she holds me, body, soul, and spirit, with chains which never shall be broken. And to her it’s such an exquisite jest. Listen! She is laughing now.”


CHAPTER XXV

THE GODDESS

I HAD been wondering, while Lawrence had been speaking, where, exactly, in what he said, was the dividing line between truth and falsehood; between sanity and madness. I could not satisfy myself upon the point; either then or afterwards. That the wildness of his speech and manner was an indication of the disorder of his mind was obvious; that in his brain there were the fires of delirium was sure; that the tale which he told was not all raving was as certain. It is probable that the life of dissipation which he had led had told upon his physical health; and that, as usual, the body had reacted on the mind.

Yet there was such an air of conviction in his bearing, and so much method in his madness, that even in his most amazing statements one could not but suspect, at least, a basis of fact. And it was because this was so that we listened, fascinated, to assertions which savoured of a world of dreams; and hung, with breathless interest, on words which told, as if they were everyday occurrences, of things of which it is not good to even think as coming within the sweep of possibility.

He held up his finger, repeating his last words in the form of an inquiry.

“Hark! don’t you hear her laughing now?”

I know not what we heard; I know not. We had been following, one by one, the steps which marked the progress of disorder in this man’s brain, until our own minds had become unbalanced too. But I thought that I heard the sound of a woman’s laughter, and it was because it appeared to come from behind the screen that I stepped forward to move the barrier, so that we might learn what it concealed. Lawrence sprang in front of me.

“Don’t!” he cried. “She’s there! You shall see her; I’ll show you her at the proper time.”

I could have thrust him aside, but there was that about him which dissuaded me. And when the lady, laying her hand upon my arm, drew me away from him, I let him tell his tale in his own fashion. He passed his fingers across his brow, as if in an effort to collect his thoughts.

“Well, the time went, forgetting to bring me ease of mind, until Bernstein wrote to ask my brother where it would best meet his convenience to have the bills presented, which were on the point of falling due.”

“It was the usual custom,” struck in the Jew. “It’s the usual custom, Bernstein says, and I’m not denying it. When Philip got the letter, he came red-hot to me, asking what it meant I had had a bad day or two, and some unpleasant nights, and was feeling hipped just when he came. Besides, his coming took me unawares; I was not expecting him — for the present. When I perceived what was in his voice, and in his eyes, and in the twitchings of his hands, I was afraid. I lied to him; pretending that I had no notion of what it was that Bernstein wrote; protesting that any bills which he might hold had nothing at all to do with me. I could see he doubted, but having no proof positive that what I said was false, he went, warning me what I might expect if it turned out that I had lied. It was good hearing, to know what I might expect — from him — if it turned out that I had lied.

“I went to Bernstein, to implore him to have mercy; though I knew that in him mercy was less frequent than water in a rock.”

“I am a man of business! You had had my money! I am a business man!”

“He would have none. I found young Moore. I told him that certain bills had been discounted which bore my brother’s name, and since he had put it there I should be compelled, in self-defence, to tell the simple truth.”

“When I put it there there was nothing on the bills — not a word; I declare it They were nothing but five blank slips of paper, on my sacred word of honour, I will swear to it. He filled them up himself; then he wanted to put it on to me.”

“Yes, it was odd how I wanted to put it upon every one except myself; very odd indeed. That night I was not happy. I had some conversation with The Goddess; from which I derived comfort, of a kind, though it was not much, either for quantity or quality. The next day I had brought myself closer to the sticking point; as, I fancy, men are apt to do when they know that the music really is about to play. In the evening I had a game of cards with Ferguson. You remember?”

“I do. You cheated me.”

“I did. Which, again, was odd. For it was the first time I ever had cheated at cards, and it was the last. You went out of the room believing that you would have to pay me 1880, and with, at the bottom of your heart, the knowledge that the man whom you had supposed to be your friend was, after all, a rogue. The consciousness that you had this knowledge was, for me, the top brick. I had chosen to carry myself well in your eyes, and believed I had succeeded; yet, after all, I’d failed. When you had gone I turned for consolation to The Goddess.

“Bringing her from my bedroom, I placed her on her own particular stand. I was just about to request her to go through one of her unrivalled performances when, turning, I saw in the open doorway of my room a lady. Here is that lady now.”

He waved his hand towards Miss Moore. She gave what seemed to be a start of recollection.

“I remember. I had knocked at the door again and then again; no one answered. I tried the handle; the door opened; you were there.”

“Which was most fortunate for me. It was an entrancing figure which I saw, in a cloak all glory; with a face — a face which would haunt the dreams of a happier man than I. It was a late hour for so enchanting a vision to pay a first call upon a single gentleman, but, when I learned that this was the sister of the ingenuous Tom, I understood; I understood still more when the lady’s tongue was once set wagging, for sometimes even charming visions do have tongues. Dear Tom had told his tale on his own lines.”

“It was gospel truth, every word I said to her. I’ll take my oath it was.”

“There’s not a doubt you will. But as the tale came from the lady’s lips to me, it seemed surprising. I’d no idea, until she told me, that I was so old in sin and dear Tom so young. It seemed that I had corrupted the boy’s fresh innocence; that I had even taught him how to write — especially other people’s names. To me it sounded odd. I had met young Tom; I was beginning to wonder if his sister ever had. I knew something of his history; one could scarcely credit that she knew anything at all. However, one was glad to learn that so fair a lady had so excellent a brother, though it seemed unfortunate that he should have such curious associates. Of one of them she was giving her opinion, to the extent of several volumes, when once more the door was opened, this time, I really think, without any preliminary knocking; for I am incapable of suggesting that the lady’s voice could by any possibility have drowned even a rapping of the knuckles. My brother was the interrupter — the uninvited, unwelcome interrupter, of our tête-à-tête.

“Then I knew that the end had come; that the game was blown upon; that the music would have to be faced. I knew this in an instant. It was written large all over him. He had a trick, when he was in a rage, of seeming to swell; as if the wind of his passion had distended him. I had never seen him look so large before. He  was trembling — not with fear. His fingers were opening and closing — as they were apt to do when the muscles which controlled them reached the point of working by themselves. His lips were parted; he drew great breaths; his eyes had moved forward in his head. It did not need more than a single glance at him to enable me to understand that he had learned that I had lied, and that now had come the tug of war.

“I cannot say if he noticed that I was with a lady. He did not acknowledge her presence if he did, not even by so much as the removal of his hat. So soon as he saw me he began to edge his way into the room, with little, awkward, jerky movements, which experience had taught me were the invariable preliminaries to an outburst of insensate fury. ‘I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!

I’ll kill you!’ He repeated the three words, as if he were speaking half to himself and half to me, in a husky voice, which was not nice to hear.

“My first thought was of The Goddess!”

As if he had had, from the beginning, an eye to what would be the proper dramatic effect, when he got so far, Lawrence, with a hasty movement towards the dais, struck the crimson screen, so that it came clattering forward on to the floor. Extending his arms on either side of him, he cried: “Behold! The Goddess!”

I do not know what the others were prepared to find revealed, nor even what it was which I had myself expected. There had been in my mind a vague anticipation of some incredible horror; something neither human nor inhuman, neither alive nor dead. What I actually did see occasioned me, at first sight, a shock of surprise.

A moment’s reflection, however, disclosed my own stupidity. Much that had gone before should have prepared me for exactly this. Only my mental opaqueness could have prevented my seeing to what Lawrence’s words directly pointed. And yet, after all, this that I saw did not provide an adequate explanation; did not, for instance, shed light on what I had seen in my dream.

The downfall of the screen had revealed an idol; apparently a Hindoo goddess. She was squatted on what looked like an ebony pedestal, perhaps a foot or eighteen inches from the floor. The figure was nearly four feet high. It represented a woman squatting on her haunches. Her arms were crossed upon her breast, her fingers interlaced. Two things struck me as peculiar. One, that the whole figure was of a brilliant scarlet; the other, that its maker had managed to impart to it a curious suggestion of life. To this fact Lawrence himself drew our attention.

“You see how alive she is? She only needs a touch to fill her with impassioned frenzy. It is for that touch that she waits and watches.”

It was exactly what I had myself observed. The figure needed only some little thing to give it at least the semblance of actual life. I could not make out of what substance it was compounded; certainly neither of wood nor stone.

“As Philip came at me across the room I moved towards The Goddess. ‘Take care,’ I said. ‘Don’t be a fool! Don’t you see that there’s a lady here?’ He did not; or if he did he showed no signs of doing so. I doubt even if he saw The Goddess. It was his way. In his fits of passion he was like some maddened bull; he had eyes only for the object of his rage.

‘I’ll kill you!’ he kept on muttering, in a voice which fury had made husky. ‘Don’t be an ass!’ I cried. But he was an ass. Presently there came the rush which I was looking for. He went for me as the bull goes for the toreador. And instead of me he met The Goddess. It had to be, or I should not have lived to tell the tale.

“As it chanced The Goddess was between us. I had in my fingers this little cord — you see I have it here. My scarlet beauty was an obstacle of which he took no account at all. He made as if he would dash her into splinters and scatter them about the room. But The Goddess is not so easily to be brushed aside. As he rushed at her she leaped at him — like this.”

Suddenly throwing out his arms he cried, in a loud voice, “Take me, for I am yours, O thou Goddess of the Scarlet Hands.”

How exactly it all happened, even now I find it hard to say. As Lawrence sprang forward, the figure rose to its feet, and in an instant was alive. It opened its arms; from its finger-tips came knives. Stepping forward it gripped Lawrence with its steel-clad hands, with a grip from which there was no escaping. From every part of its frame gleaming blades had sprung; against this cheval-de-frise it pressed him again and again, twirling him round and round, moving him up and down, so that the weapons pierced and hacked back and front. Even from its eyes, mouth, and nostrils had sprung knives. It kept jerking its head backwards and forwards, so that it could stab with them at his face and head. And, all the while, from somewhere came the sound of a woman’s laughter — that dreadful sound which I had heard in my dream.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE LEGACY OF THE SCARLET HANDS

WE could do nothing for him. The shock of the surprise, for a moment, held us motionless. But so soon as we realised that the man was being hacked to death before our eyes, we rushed to his assistance. It was of no avail. Death had, probably, been instantaneous, so much mercy the creature showed. A sharp-pointed blade, more than eighteen inches long, which proceeded from its stomach, had pierced him through and through. The writhing, gibbering puppet held him skewered in a dozen places. To have released him we should have had to tear him into pieces. When I tried to drag him free, I only succeeded in bringing the whole thing over. Down he came, with his assailant sticking to him like a limpet. Pinning him on to the floor, it continued its extraordinary contortions, lacerating its victim with every movement in a hundred different places. It was difficult to believe that it was not alive.

Perceiving that it was not to be persuaded by any other means to loosen its embrace, I struck it on the back, again and again, with a heavy wooden chair.

Presently it was still; its movements ceased; it became again inanimate. As if its lust for blood was glutted, it rolled over, lethargically, upon its side, leaving its handiwork exposed — a horrible spectacle. A grin — as it were a smile, born of repletion — was on the creature’s face.

Later, the thing was torn to pieces; its anatomy laid bare. Examination showed that its construction had been diabolically ingenious. It was simply a light steel frame, shaped to resemble a human body, to which was attached a number of strong springs, which were set in motion by clockwork machinery. The whole had been encased in scarlet leather, so that, when completed, it resembled nothing so much as an artist’s lay figure. In the leather were innumerable eyelet-holes. Through each of these holes the point of a blade was always peeping. So soon as the clockwork was set in motion each of these blades leaped from its appointed place, and continued leaping, ceaselessly, to and fro, till the machinery ran down. In the head was an arrangement somewhat on the lines of a phonograph; it was from this proceeded the sound resembling a woman’s gentle laughter, which was not the least eerie part of its horrible performance.

Inquiries seemed to show that the creature had originally been intended for sacrificial purposes. Lawrence had apparently purchased it at Allahabad; probably from the workshop of a native who was suspected of the manufacture of contrivances, whose ingenuity was almost too conspicuous, which were used in the temples. On certain days such a puppet would be produced by the priests, with a flourish of trumpets. One could easily believe that miraculous power would be claimed for it; it was even likely that as a proof of the substantiality of these claims, it would go through its gruesome performance in the presence of the assembled congregations. Of what might have been the objects on which it exhibited its powers one did not care to think. Some queer things still take place in India.

Edwin Lawrence could hardly have been perfectly sane when he purchased such a plaything.

It was not a possession which a perfectly healthy-minded man would have cared to have had at any price; and Lawrence must have paid an enormous sum for it, or that wily native would never have allowed such a curio to leave his hands. It was shown that the brothers had been in the habit of quarrelling their whole lives long. Edwin would do something to arouse Philip’s passion, whereon Philip would attack him with unreasoning violence. The fit of fury past, and the mischief done, repentance came. In these moods Philip must have expended thousands of pounds in his attempts to soothe the feelings of the brother whom he had just been battering. One of these scenes had taken place just before Edwin’s departure for India; it was the usual plaster which had enabled him to start upon his travels. That his brother’s treatment of him rankled, there was scarcely room for doubt; the purchase of the scarlet puppet was, probably a first fruit of his morbid brooding.

At the very last, possibly, the crime had been the result of a moment’s impulse — as he himself had said. But that it had been prepared for, as likely to happen some time, was clear. He had obtained a suit of clothes, which was exactly like those which his brother was in the habit of wearing. These he secreted in his bedroom. So soon as his “goddess” had done her work, he stripped what was left of his brother bare — an awful task it must have been. He arrayed the body in a suit of his own clothes, oblivious of the fact that they showed no signs of the cutting and the hacking, and the suit which he had prepared he himself put on.

Whether or not he saw me — or even if I was actually there to see — is not clear to this day.

But either he did not notice the departure of his lady visitor, or he was indifferent to what it might portend; under the circumstances, after the tragedy had actually taken place, his movements were marked by curious deliberation. The probability is that the catastrophe finally overturned the brain whose equilibrium was already tottering. No other hypothesis can adequately explain the manner in which he retained his self-possession, expecting every moment that the alarm would be raised, and that he would be caught red-handed.

Not only did he make himself up to resemble as much as possible his brother, but, rolling the “goddess” up in a cloth, he bore the blood-stained puppet out with him into the street. It was that which Turner had seen him carrying, under the impression that he was himself the man who was, at that moment, lying on the floor of his room, a mutilated corpse. As, by sight, Turner knew both men well, the fact that he mistook one man for the other shows that the imitation must have been well and carefully done.

No action was taken against Mr. Isaac Bernstein. Except the dead man’s words, there was no evidence against him in that particular. But that the tale told of him by Edwin Lawrence was true, and that he had some sort of a conscience, after all, was suggested by the fact that a few days afterwards he disappeared from his London premises and from his usual haunts. So far as I know, nothing has been seen or heard of him since. Whether he was afraid that other shady transactions, in which he had had a hand, would be brought home to him, or whether he was haunted by memories of the dual tragedy for which he had been, at any rate in part, responsible, I cannot say. The fact remains, that so far as the police can learn, large sums of money, which at the time of his disappearance were due to him, he has never made the slightest attempt to claim.

As the two brothers were the last of their race, and no one has laid claim to Philip’s estate, in due course it reverted to the Crown. It is among the large number of those for which heirs-at-law are still wanting. Old Morley and his wife had not been in a good service for so many years for nothing; they would have retired from it long before had it not been for antiquated notions of fidelity. Their master’s death found them comfortably off, and in the possession, as it turned out, of a little property among the Surrey hills. On that property they are residing to this day. When it first came into their hands the neighbourhood was wild and rural; others, since, have discovered that it was beautiful. Building is taking place on every side; quite a town is springing up. Though this materially adds to the monetary value of their property, the old couple are a little restless amidst their new surroundings.

Hume is still unmarried. He becomes less and less engaged in the active practice of his profession. But he remains an authority on the obscure diseases of the brain. He has written more than one book upon this special subject I have not read them — I am no reader, and such works would, in any case, be hardly in my way — but I understand that he seeks to show that we are, all of us, more or less mad, and that he goes far towards the proof of this thesis. He has not materially altered his estimate of my mental equipment. Indeed, he once assured me that he was becoming more and more convinced that men whose physical and muscular development went beyond a certain limit were, ipso facto, mad; and, ergo, I must be insane. However, we are tolerable friends, and he seems not unwilling to allow that I am as well out of an asylum as in.

It has been rumoured that Miss Adair intends, shortly, to retire from the stage; and the whisper is that Hume, who for some time has been her constant attendant, has something to do with her intention. In that case, they will make a well-matched pair, for in my opinion they both have tongues.

Bessie — I think that at this point in these pages I am entitled to call her Bessie — Bessie never acted again. After that hideous night brain fever supervened. For weeks she lay between life and death. More than once the doctors gave her up. Fortunately, doctors are not omniscient. After all, God was merciful — to me.

Almost her first words, when the darkest hour had given place to the first glimmerings of dawn, took the shape of a question: “Where is Tom?” Her scamp of a brother! After all she had suffered for him, he was foremost in her thoughts.

“I hope that he is on the road to fortune.”

Looking up at me with her big eyes, which had grown bigger, and sunk farther in her head, she asked me what I meant I explained. I had supplied Young Hopeful with the wherewithal which would enable him to seek for gold in what was then the new El Dorado — the Klondyke region. He had started on his quest But he never found what, at least nominally, he had gone to look for. Some months afterwards I learnt that he had died; fallen at night into the waters of the Yukon river and been drowned. My correspondent went on to explain that he was dead drunk at the time; which explanation I kept from his sister. I did not wish her to think that his end had been unbecoming to a man.

Bessie and I have been married just long enough to enable me to begin to realise my happiness. I am ever slow, so I will not say what is the tale of the years which that statement implies; though the sight of our youngsters is apt to give away the secret of their fathers dulness. There was no question between us of courtship. I knew, as I watched by her bedside, that if she came back to life she was mine; and that in any case I was hers. And so it was. So soon as she was strong enough we were married And we have been lovers ever since. As I sit with her hand clasped tightly, watching her children and mine, I am sometimes disposed to suspect that our courtship is beginning. I know it will never cease.

The goodness of God has been very great in giving me my wife. By what seemed accident, but was indeed the act of Providence, I have come to have for my very own the woman of my dreams. Sleeping and waking she is mine. So true is it that some men’s good fortune is out of all proportion to their deserts.


A HERO OF ROMANCE 
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Chapter I

PUNISHMENT AT MECKLEMBURG HOUSE

It was about as miserable an afternoon as one could wish to see. May is the poet’s month, but there was nothing of poetry about it then. True, it was early in the month, but February never boasted weather of more unmitigated misery. At half-past two it was so dark in the schoolroom of Mecklemburg House that one could with difficulty see to read. Outside a cold drizzling rain was falling, a shrieking east wind was rattling the windows in their frames, and a sullen haze was hiding the leaden sky. As unsatisfactory a specimen of the English spring as one could very well desire.

To make things better, it was half-holiday. Not that it much mattered to the young gentleman who was seated in the schoolroom; it was no half-holiday to him. A rather tall lad, some fourteen years of age, broad and strongly built. This was Bertie Bailey.

Master Bertie Bailey was kept in; and the outrage this was to his feelings was altogether too deep for words. To keep him in! — no wonder the heavens frowned at such a crime!

Master Bertie Bailey was seated at a desk very much the worse for wear; a long desk, divided into separate compartments, which were intended to accommodate about a dozen boys. He had his arms upon the desk, his face rested on his hands, and he was staring into vacancy with an air of tragic gloom.

At the raised desk which stood in front of him before the window was seated Mr. Till. Mr. Till’s general bearing and demeanour was not much more jovial than Master Bertie Bailey’s; he was the tyrant usher who had kept the youthful victim in. It was with a certain grim pleasure that Bertie realized that Mr. Till’s enjoyment of the keeping-in was perhaps not much more than his own.

Mr. Till had a newspaper in his hand, and had apparently read it through, advertisements and all. He looked over the top of it at Bertie.

“Don’t you think you’d better get on with those lines?” he asked.

Bertie had a hundred lines of Paradise Lost to copy out. He paid no attention to the inquiry; he did not even give a sign that he was aware he had been spoken to, but continued to sit with his eyes fixed on nothing, with the same air of mysterious gloom.

“How many have you done?” Mr. Till came down to see. There was a torn copy of Milton’s poems lying unopened beside Bertie on the desk; in front of him a slate which was quite clean, and no visible signs of a slate pencil. Mr. Till took up the slate and carefully examined it for anything in the shape of lines.

“So you haven’t begun? — why haven’t you begun?” No answer. “Do you hear me? why haven’t you begun?”

Without troubling himself to alter in any way his picturesque posture, Bertie made reply, — 

“I haven’t got a slate pencil.”

“You haven’t got a slate pencil? Do you mean to tell me you’ve sat there for a whole hour without asking for a slate pencil? I’ll soon get you one.”

Mr. Till went to his desk and produced a piece about as long as his little finger, placing it in front of Bertie. Bertie eyed it from a corner of his eye.

“It isn’t long enough.”

“Don’t tell me; take your arms off the desk and begin those lines at once.”

Bertie very leisurely took his arms off the desk, and delicately lifted the piece of slate pencil.

“It wants sharpening,” he said. He began to look for his knife, standing up to facilitate the search. He hunted in all his pockets, turning out the contents of each upon the desk; finally, from the labyrinthine depths of some mysterious depository in the lining of his waistcoat, he produced the ghost of an ancient pocket-knife. As though they were fragile treasures of the most priceless kind, he carefully replaced the contents of his pockets. Then, at his ease, he commenced to give an artistic point to his two-inch piece of slate pencil. Mr. Till, who had taken up a position in front of the window with his hands under his coat tails, watched the proceedings with anything but a gratified countenance.

“That will do,” he grimly remarked, when Bertie had considerably reduced the original size of his piece of pencil by attempting to produce a point of needlelike fineness. Bertie wiped his knife upon his coat-sleeve, removed the pencil dust with his pocket-handkerchief, and commenced to write. Before he had got half-way through the first line a catastrophe occurred.

“I’ve broken the point,” he observed, looking up at Mr. Till with innocence in his eyes.

“I tell you what it is,” said Mr. Till, “if you don’t let me have those lines in less than no time I’ll double them. Do you think I’m going to stop here all the afternoon?”

“You needn’t stop,” suggested Bertie, looking at his broken pencil.

“I daresay!” snorted Mr. Till. The last time Bertie had been left alone in the schoolroom on the occasion of his being kept in, he had perpetrated atrocities which had made Mr. Fletcher’s hair stand up on end. Mr. Fletcher was the head-master. Orders had been given that whenever Bertie was punished, somebody was to stay in with him. “Now, none of your nonsense; you go on with those lines.”

Bertie bent his head with a studious air. A hideous scratching noise arose from the slate. Mr. Till clapped his hands to his ears.

“Stop that noise!”

“If you please, sir, I think this pencil scratches,” Bertie said. Considering that he was holding the pencil perpendicularly, the circumstance was not surprising.

“Take my advice, Bailey, and do those lines.” Advancing with an inflamed countenance, Mr. Till stood over the offending pupil. Resuming his studious posture Bertie recommenced to write. He wrote two lines, not too quickly, nor by any means too well, but still he wrote them. In the middle of the third line another catastrophe happened.

“Please, sir, I’ve broken the pencil right in two.” It was quite unnecessary for him to say so, the fact was self-evident, though with so small a piece it had required no slight exertion of strength and some dexterous manipulation to accomplish the feat. The answer was a box on the ears.

“What did you do that for?” asked Bertie, rising from his seat, and rubbing the injured portion with his hand.

Now it was distinctly understood that Mecklemburg House Collegiate School was conducted on the principle of no corporal punishment. It was a prominent line in the prospectus. “Under no circumstances is corporal punishment administered.” As a rule the principle was consistently carried out to its legitimate conclusion, not with the completest satisfaction to every one concerned. Yet Mr. Fletcher, one of the most longsuffering of men, and by no means the strictest disciplinarian conceivable, had been more than once roused into administering short and sharp justice upon refractory youth. But what was excusable in Mr. Fletcher was not to be dreamed of in the philosophy of anybody else. For an assistant-master to strike a pupil was a crime; and Mr. Till knew it, and Master Bertie Bailey knew it too.

“What did you do that for?” repeated Bertie.

Mr. Till was crimson. He was not a hasty tempered man, but to-day Master Bertie Bailey had been a burden greater than he could bear. Yet he had very literally made a false stroke, and Bertie was just the young gentleman to make the most of it.

“If I were to tell Mr. Fletcher, he’d turn you off,” said Bertie. “He turned Mr. Knox off for hitting Harry Goddard.”

Harry Goddard’s only relation was a maiden aunt, and this maiden aunt had peculiar opinions. In her opinion for anybody to lay a punitory hand upon her nephew was to commit an act tantamount to sacrilege. Harry had had a little difference with Emmett minor, and had borne away the blushing honours of a bloody nose and a black eye with considerable sang-froid; but when Mr. Knox resented his filling his best hat with half-melted snow by presenting him with two or three smart taps upon a particular portion of his frame, Harry wrote home to his aunt to complain of the indignity he had endured. The result was that the ancient spinster at once removed the outraged youth from the sanguinary precincts of Mecklemburg House, and that Mr. Fletcher dismissed the offending usher.

As Mr. Till stood eyeing his refractory pupil, all this came forcibly to his mind. He knew something more than Bertie did; he knew that when Mr. Fletcher, smarting at the loss of a remunerative pupil, had made short work of his unfortunate assistant, he had also taken advantage of the occasion to call Mr. Till into his magisterial presence, and to then and there inform him, that should he at any time lay his hand upon a pupil, under any provocation of any kind whatever, the result would be that Mr. Knox’s case would be taken as a precedent, and he would be instantaneously dismissed.

And now he had struck Bertie, and here was Bertie threatening to inform his employer of what he had done.

“If you don’t let me off these lines,” said Bertie, pursuing his advantage, “I’ll tell Mr. Fletcher as soon as he comes home, you see if I don’t.”

Mecklemburg House Collegiate School was not a scholastic establishment of any particular eminence; indeed, whatever eminence it possessed was of an unsavoury kind. Nor was the position of its assistant-master at all an enviable one. There was the senior assistant, Mr. Till, and there was the junior, Mr. Shane. Mr. Till received £30 a year, and Mr. Shane, a meek, melancholy youth of about seventeen, received sixteen. Nor could the duties of either of these gentlemen be considered light. But if the pay was small and the work large, the intellectual qualifications required were by no means of an unreasonable kind. Establishments of the Mecklemburg House type are fading fast away. English private schools are improving every day. Mr. Till, conscious of his deficiencies, was only too well aware that if he lost his present situation, another would be hard to find. So, in the face of Bertie’s threat, he temporized.

“I didn’t mean to hit you! You shouldn’t exasperate me!”

Bertie looked him up and down. If ever there was a young gentleman who needed the guidance of a strong hand, Bertie was he. He was not a naturally bad boy, — few boys are, — but he hated work, and he scorned authority. All means were justifiable which enabled him to shirk the one and defy the other. He was just one of those boys who might become bad if he was not brought to realize the difference between good and evil, right and wrong. And it would need sharp discipline to bring him to such knowledge.

He had a supreme contempt for Mr. Till. All the boys had. The only person they despised more was Mr. Shane. It was the natural result of the system pursued at Mecklemburg House that the masters were looked upon by their pupils as quite unworthy their serious attention.

Bertie had had about a dozen impositions inflicted on him even within the last days. He had not done one of them. He never did do them. None of the boys ever did do impositions set them by anybody but Mr. Fletcher. They did not by any means make a point of doing his.

“You will do me fifty lines,” Mr. Till would say to half a dozen boys half a dozen times over in the course of a single morning. He spoke to the wind; no one ever did them, no one would have been so much surprised as Mr. Till if they had been done.

On the present occasion Mr. Fletcher had gone to town on business, and Mr. Till had been left in supreme authority. Bailey had signalised the occasion by behaving in a manner so outrageous that, if any semblance of authority was to be kept at all, it was altogether impossible to let him go scot free. As it was a half-holiday, Mr. Till had announced his unalterable resolve that Bertie should copy out a hundred lines of Paradise Lost, and that he should not leave the schoolroom till he had written them.

The result so far had not been satisfactory. He had been in the schoolroom considerably over an hour; he had written not quite three lines, and here he was telling Mr. Till that if he did not let him off entirely he would turn the tables on his master, and make matters unpleasant for him. It looked as though Bertie would win the game.

Having taken the tutor’s mental measure, he thrust his hands into his trousers pockets, and coolly seated himself upon the desk. Then he made the following observation, — 

“I tell you what it is, old Till, I don’t care a snap for you.”

Mr. Till simply glared. He realized, not for the first time, that the pupil was too much for the master. Bertie continued, — 

“My father always pays regularly in advance. If I wrote home and told him that you’d hit me, for nothing” — Bertie paused and fixed his stony gaze on Mr. Till— “he’d take me home at once, and then what would Fletcher say?” Bertie paused again, and pointed his thumb over his left shoulder. “He’d say, ‘Walk it’!”

This was one way of putting it. Though Mr. Bailey was by no means such a foolish person as his son suggested. He was very much unlike Harry Goddard’s maiden aunt. Had Bertie written home any such letter of complaint — which, by the way, he was far too wise to have dreamed of doing — the consequences would in all probability have been the worse for him. The father knew his son too well to be caught with chaff. Unfortunately, Mr. Till did not know this; he had Mr. Knox’s fate before his eyes.

“You’d better let me off these lines,” pursued the inexorable Bertie; “you’d better, you know.”

“You’re an impudent young — —” But Bertie interrupted him.

“Now don’t call me names, or I’ll tell Fletcher. He only said the other day that all his pupils were to be treated like young gentlemen.”

“Young gentlemen!” snorted Mr. Till with scorn.

“Yes, young gentlemen. And don’t you say we’re not young gentlemen, because Mecklemburg House Collegiate School is an establishment for young gentlemen.” And Bertie grinned. “You’d better let me off these lines, you know.”

“You know I never hurt you; you shouldn’t exasperate me; you’re the most exasperating boy I ever knew; there’s absolutely no bearing with your insolence! You’d try the patience of a saint.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if I was deaf for a week.” He rubbed the injured part reflectively. “I’ve heard Fletcher say it’s dangerous to hit a fellow on the ear. You’d better let me off those lines, you know.”

Mr. Till, fidgeting about the room, suddenly burst into eloquence. “I wonder if it’s any use appealing to your better nature? They say boys have a better nature, though I never remember to have seen much of it. What pleasure do you find in making my life unbearable? What have I ever done to you that you should try to drive me mad? Are you naturally cruel? My sole aim is for your future welfare! Your sole aim is for my ruin!”

Bertie continued to rub his ear.

“Bailey, if I let you off these lines will you promise to try to give me less cause to punish you?”

“You can’t help letting me off them anyhow,” said Bertie.

“Can’t I? I suppose, young gentleman, you think you’re getting the best of me?”

“I know I am,” said Bertie.

“Oh, you know you are! Then let me do my best to relieve you of that delusion. Shall I tell you what you are doing? You’re doing your best to sow the seeds of a shameful manhood and a wasted life; if you don’t take care you’ll reap the harvest by-and-by! It isn’t only that you’re refusing to avail yourself of opportunities of education, you’re doing yourself much greater harm than that. You think you’re getting the best of me; but shall I tell you what’s getting the best of you? — a mean, cruel, cowardly spirit, which will be to you a sterner master than ever I have been. You think yourself brave because you jeer and mock at me, and flout all my commands! Why, my boy, were I better circumstanced, and free to act upon my own discretion, you would tremble in your shoes! The very fact of your permitting yourself to threaten me, on account of punishment which you know was perfectly well deserved, shows what sort of boy you are!”

Bertie’s only comment was, “You had better let me off those lines.”

“I will let you off the lines!”

Bertie sprang to his feet, and began to put slate and book away with abundance of clatter.

“Stay one moment — leave those things alone! It is not the punishment which degrades a man, Bailey; it is the thing of which he has been guilty. I cannot degrade you; it is yourself you are degrading. Take my advice, turn over a new leaf, learn not to take advantage of a man whose only offence is that he does his best to do you good; don’t think yourself brave because you venture to attack where defence is impossible; and, above all, don’t pride yourself on taking your pigs to a bad market. You are so foolish as to think yourself clever because you throw away all your best chances, and get absolutely worse than nothing in return. Bailey, get your Bible, and look for a verse which runs something like this, ‘Cast your bread upon the waters, and you shall find it after many days.’ Now you can go.”

And Bertie went; and, being in the safe neighbourhood of the door, he put his fingers to his nose; by which Mr. Till knew, not for the first time, that he had spoken in vain.


Chapter II

TUTOR BAITING

There were twenty-seven boys at Mecklemburg House; and even this small number bade fair to decrease. Last term there had been thirty-three; the term before there had been forty. Within quite recent years considerably over a hundred boys had occupied the draughty dormitories of the great old red-brick house.

But the glory was departing. It is odd how little our fathers and our grandfathers in general knew or cared about the science of education. Boys were pitchforked into schools which had absolutely nothing to recommend them except a flourishing prospectus; schools in which nothing was taught, in which the physique of the lads was neglected, and in which their moral nature was treated as a thing which had no existence. A large number of “schoolmasters” had no more idea of true education than they had of flying. They were speculators pure and simple, and they treated their boys as goods out of which they were to screw as much money as they possibly could, and in the shortest possible space of time.

Mecklemburg House Collegiate School was a case in point. It had been a school ever since the first of the Georges; and it is, perhaps, not too much to say, that out of the large number of boys who had been educated beneath its roof, not one of them had received a wholesome education. Yet it had always been a paying property. More than one of its principals had retired with a comfortable competency. Certainly the number of its pupils had never stood at such a low ebb as at the time of which we tell. Why the number should be so uncomfortably low was a mystery to its present principal, Beauclerk Fletcher. The place had belonged to his father, and his father had always found it bring something more than daily bread. But even daily bread was beginning to fail with Beauclerk Fletcher. Twenty-seven pupils at such a place as Mecklemburg House! and the majority of them upon “reduced terms”! Mr. Fletcher, never the most enterprising of men, was beginning to be overwhelmed beneath an avalanche of debt, and to feel that the fight was beyond his strength.

A great, old, rambling red-brick house, about equi-distant from Cobham, Byfleet, Weybridge — all towns in Surrey — lying in about the middle of the irregular square which those four towns form, the house carried the story of its decaying glories upon its countenance. Those Georgian houses were solid structures, and the mere fabric was in about as good a condition as it had ever been! but in the exterior of the building the change was sadly for the worse. Many of the rooms were unoccupied, panes were broken in the windows, curtains were wanting, the windows looked as though they were seldom or never cleaned. The whole place looked as though it were neglected, which indeed it was. Slates were off the roof, waste water pipes hung loose and rattled in every passing breeze. As to the paved courtyard in front, grass and weeds and moss almost hid the original stones. Mr. Fletcher was only too conscious of the story all this told; but to put things shipshape and neat, and to keep them so, required far more money than he had to spend; so he only groaned at each new evidence of ruin and decay.

The internal arrangements, the domestic economy, the whole system of education, everything in connection with Mecklemburg House was in the same state of decrepitude and age — worn-out traditions rather than living things. And Mr. Fletcher was very far from being the man to breathe life into the dead bones and bid them live. The struggle was beyond his strength.

There is no creature in God’s world sharper than the average boy, no one quicker to understand the strength of the hand which holds him. The youngest pupil at Mecklemburg House was perfectly aware that the school was a “duffing” school, that Mr. Fletcher was a “duffing” principal, and that everything about the place was “duffing” altogether. Only let a boy have this opinion about his school, and, so far as any benefit is concerned which he is likely to derive from his sojourn there, he might almost as profitably be transported to the Cannibal Islands.

On the half-holiday on which our story opens, the pupils of Mecklemburg House were disporting themselves in what was called the playroom. Formerly, in its prosperous days, the room had been used as a second schoolroom, the one at present used for that purpose being not nearly large enough to contain the pupils. But those days were gone; at present, so far from being overcrowded, the room looked empty, and could have with ease accommodated twice the whole number of pupils which the school contained. So what was once the schoolroom was called the playroom instead.

“Stupid nonsense! keeping a fellow in because it rains!” said Charles Griffin, looking through the dirty window at the grimy world without.

“It doesn’t rain,” declared Dick Ellis. “Call this rain! I say, Mr. Shane, can’t we go down to the village? I want to get something for this cough of mine; it’s frightful.” And with some difficulty Dick managed to produce a sepulchral cough from somewhere about the region of his boots.

“Mrs. Fletcher says you are not to go out while it rains,” answered Mr. Shane in his mildest possible manner.

“Mrs. Fletcher!” grunted Dick. At Mecklemburg House the grey mare was the better horse. If Mr. Fletcher was not an ideal head-master, Mrs. Fletcher was emphatically head-mistress.

That half-holiday was a pleasant one for Mr. Shane. It was a rule that the boys were never to be left alone. If they were out a master was to go with them, if they were in a master was to supervise. So, as Mr. Till was engaged with the refractory Bertie, Mr. Shane was in charge of the play-room.

In charge, literally, and in terror, too. For it may be maintained without the slightest exaggeration, that he was much more afraid of the boys than the boys of him. On what principle of selection Mr. Fletcher chose his assistant-masters it is difficult to say; but whatever else Mr. Shane was, a disciplinarian he certainly was not. He was the mildest-mannered young man conceivable, awkward, shy, slight, thin, not bad-looking, with a faint, watery smile, which at times gave quite a ghastly appearance to his countenance, and a deprecatory manner which seemed to say that you had only to let him alone to earn his eternal gratitude. But the boys never did let him alone, never. By day and night, awake and sleeping, they did their best to make his life a continual misery.

“If we can’t go out,” suggests Griffin, “I vote we have a lark with Shane.”

Mr. Shane smiled, by no means jovially.

“You mustn’t make a noise,” he murmured, in that soft, almost effeminate voice of his. “Mrs. Fletcher particularly said you were not to make a noise.”

“Right you are. I say, Shane, you stand against the wall, and let’s shy things at you.” This from Griffin.

“You’re not to throw things about,” said Mr. Shane.

“Then what are we to do, that’s what I want to know? It seems to me we’re not to do anything. I never saw such a beastly hole! I say, Shane, let half of us get hold of one of your arms, and the other half of the other, and have a pull at you — tug-of-war, you know. We won’t make a noise.”

Mr. Shane did not seem to consider the proposal tempting. He was seated in the window, and had a book on his knees which he wanted to read. Not a work of light literature, but a German grammar. It was the dream of his life to prepare himself for matriculation at the London University. This undersized youth was a student born; he had company which never failed him, a company of dreams. He dreamed of a future in which he was a scholar of renown; and in every moment he could steal he strove to bring himself a step nearer to the realization of his dreams.

“Get up, Shane! — what’s that old book you’ve got?” Griffin made a snatch at the grammar. Mr. Shane jealously put it behind his back. Books were in his eyes things too precious to be roughly handled. “Come and have a lark; what an old mope you are!” Griffin caught him by the arm and swung him round into the room; the boy was as tall, and probably as strong as the usher.

The boys were chiefly engaged in doing nothing; nobody ever did do much in that establishment. If a boy had a hobby it was laughed out of him. Literature was at a discount: Spring-Heeled Jack and The Knights of the Road were the sort of works chiefly in request. There was no school library, none of the boys seemed to have any books of their own. There was neither cricket nor football, no healthy games of any sort. Even in the playground the principal occupation was loafing, with a little occasional bullying thrown in. Mr. Fletcher was too immersed in the troubles of pounds, shillings, and pence to have any time to spare for the amusements of the boys. Mr. Till was not athletic. Mr. Shane still less so. On fine afternoons the boys were packed off with the ushers for a walk, but no more spiritless expeditions could be imagined than the walks at Mecklemburg House. The result was that the youngsters’ life was a wearisome monotony, and they were in perpetual mischief for sheer want of anything else to do. And mischief so often took the shape of cruelty.

Charlie Griffin swung Mr. Shane out into the middle of the room, and immediately one boy after another came stealing up to him.

“I say, Shane, let’s play roley-poley with you,” said Brown major. Some one in the rear threw a hard pellet of brown paper, which struck Mr. Shane smartly on the head. He winced.

“Who threw that?” asked Griffin. “I say, Shane, why don’t you whack him? If I were a man I wouldn’t let little boys throw things at me; you are a man, aren’t you, Shane?” He gave another jerk to the arm which he still held.

“You’re not to pull my arm, Griffin; you hurt me. I wonder why you boys can’t leave me alone.”

“Go along! not really! We’re only having a game, Shane; we’re not in school, you know. What shall we do with him, you fellows? I vote we tie him in a chair, and stick needles and pins into him; he’s sure to like that — he’s such a jolly old fellow, Shane is.”

“Why don’t you let us go out?” asked Ellis.

“You know Mrs. Fletcher said you were not to go.”

“Oh, bother Mrs. Fletcher! what’s that got to do with it? We won’t tell her if you let us go.”

Mr. Shane sighed. Had it rested with him he would have been only too glad to let them go. Two or three hours of his own company would have been like a glimpse of paradise. But there was Mrs. Fletcher; she was a lady whose indignation was not to be lightly faced.

“If you won’t let us go,” said Ellis, “we’ll make it hot for you. Do you think we’re a lot of babies, to be melted by a drop of rain?”

“You know it’s no use asking me. Mrs. Fletcher said you were not to go out if it rained, and it is raining.”

“It’s not raining,” boldly declared Griffin. “Call this rain! why, it’s not enough to wet a cat! I never saw such a molly-coddle set-out. I go out when I’m at home if it pours cats and dogs; nobody minds; why should they? Come on, Shane, let’s go, there’s a trump; we won’t sneak, and we’ll be back in half a jiff.

“I wish you would let me alone,” said Mr. Shane. Somebody snatched his book out of his hand. He turned swiftly to recover it, but the captor was out of reach. “Give me my book!” he cried. “How dare you take my book!”

“Here’s a lark! catch hold, Griffin.” Mr. Shane, hurrying to recover his treasure, saw it dexterously thrown above his reach into the hands of Charlie Griffin.

“Give me my book, Griffin!” And he made a rush at Griffin.

“Catch, boys!” Griffin threw the book to some one else before Mr. Shane could reach him. It was thrown from one to the other, from end to end of the room, probably not being improved by the way in which it was handled.

The usher stood in the midst of the laughing boys, a picture of helplessness. The grammar had cost him half a crown at a second-hand bookstall. Half a crown represented to him a handsome sum. There were many claims upon his sixteen pounds a year; he had to think once, and twice, and thrice before he spent half a crown upon a book. His books were to him his children. In those dreams of future glory his books were his constant companions, his open sesame, his royal road to fame; with their aid he could do so much, without their aid so little. So now and then he ventured to spend half a crown upon a volume which he wanted.

The grammar, being badly aimed, fell just in front of him. He made a dash at it. Some one gave him a push and he fell sprawling on the floor; but he seized the book with his left hand. Griffin, falling on it tooth and nail, caught hold of it before he could secure it from danger. There was a rush of half a dozen. Every one wanted a finger in the pie. The grammar was clutched by half a dozen hands at once. The back was rent off, leaves pulled out, the book was torn to shreds. Mr. Shane lay on the floor, with the ruins of his grammar in his hands.

Just then Bertie Bailey entered the room, victorious from his contest with Mr. Till. A shout of welcome greeted him.

“Hullo, Bailey! have you done the lines?”

Bertie, a deliberate youth as a rule, took his time to answer. He surveyed the scene, then he put his fingers to his nose, repeating the gesture with which he had retreated from Mr. Till.

“Catch me at it! — think I’m a silly?” Then he put his hands into his pockets, and slouched into the centre of the room. The boys crowded round him.

“Did he let you off?” asked Griffin.

“Of course he let me off; I made him: he knew better than to try to make me do his lines.”

Then he told the story; the boys laughed. The way in which the ushers were compelled to stultify themselves was a standing joke at Mecklemburg House. That Mr. Till should have been forced to eat his own words, and to let insubordination go unpunished, was a humorous idea to them.

Mr. Shane still remained upon the floor. He was engaged in gathering together the remnants of his grammar. Perhaps a pot of paste, with patient manipulation, might restore it yet. He would give himself a great deal of labour to avoid the expenditure of another half-crown; perhaps he had not another half-crown to spend.

“What’s the row?” asked Bertie, seeing Mr. Shane engaged in gathering up the fragmentary leaves. They told him.

“I’m going out,” said Bailey, “and I should like to see anybody stop me. I say, Mr. Shane, I want to go down to the village.”

Mr. Shane repeated his stock phrase.

“Mrs. Fletcher said no one was to go out while it rained.” He had collected all the remnants of his grammar, and was rising with them in his hand.

“Give me hold!” exclaimed Bertie; and he snatched what was left of the book out of the usher’s hands.

“Bailey!” cried Mr. Shane.

“Look here, I want to go down to the village. I suppose I may, mayn’t I?”

“Mrs. Fletcher said no one was to go out if it rained,” stammered Mr. Shane.

“If you don’t let me go, I’ll burn this rubbish!” Bertie flourished the ruined grammar in the tutor’s face. Mr. Shane made a dart to recover his property; but Bertie was too quick for him, and sprang aside beyond his reach. It is not improbable that if it had come to a tussle Mr. Shane would have got the worst of it.

“Who’s got a match?” asked Bertie. Some one produced half a dozen. “Will you let me go?”

“Don’t burn it,” said Mr. Shane. “It cost me half a crown; I only bought it last week.”

“Then let me go.”

“What’ll Mrs. Fletcher say?”

“How’s she to know unless you tell her? I’ll be back before tea. I don’t care if it cost you a hundred half-crowns, I’ll burn it. Make up your mind. Is it going to cost you half a crown to keep me in?”

Bertie struck a match. Mr. Shane attempted to rush forward to put it out, but some of the boys held him back. His heart went out to his book as though it were a child.

“If I let you go, you promise me to be back within half an hour? I don’t know what Mrs. Fletcher will say if she should hear of it; — and don’t get wet.”

“I’ll promise you fast enough. Mrs. Fletcher won’t hear of it; and what if she does? She can’t eat you. You needn’t be afraid of my getting wet.”

“I shan’t let anybody else go.”

“Oh yes, you will! You’ll let Griffin and Ellis go; you don’t think I’m going all that way alone?”

“And me!” cried Edgar Wheeler. Pretty nearly all the other boys joined him in the cry.

“I am not going to have all you fellows coming with me,” announced Bertie. “Wheeler can come; but as for the rest of you, you can stay at home and go to bed — that’s the best place for little chaps like you. Now then, Shane, look alive; is it going to cost you half a crown, or isn’t it?”

Mr. Shane sighed. If ever there was a case of a round peg in a square hole, Mr. Shane’s position at Mecklemburg House was a case in point. The youth, for he was but a youth, was a good youth; he had an earnest, honest, practical belief in God; but surely God never intended him for an assistant-master. Perhaps in the years to come he might drift into the place which had been prepared for him in the world, but it was difficult to believe that he was in it now. A studious dreamer, who did nothing but dream and study, he would have been no more out of his element in a bear garden than in the extremely difficult and eminently unsatisfactory position which he was supposed — it was veritable supposition — to fill at Mecklemburg House.

“How many of you want to go?”

“There’s me,” — Bertie was not the boy to take the bottom seat— “and Griffin, and Ellis, and Wheeler, that’s all. Now what is the good of keeping messing about like this?”

“You’re sure you won’t be more than half an hour?”

“Oh, sure as sticks.”

“And what shall I say to Mrs. Fletcher if she finds out? You’re sure to lay all the blame on me.” Mr. Shane had a prophetic eye.

“Say you thought it didn’t rain.”

“I don’t think it does rain much.” Mr. Shane looked out of the window, and salved his conscience with the thought. “Well, if you’re quite sure you won’t get wet, and you won’t be more than half an hour — you — can — go.” The latter three words came out, as it were, edgeways and with difficulty from the speaker’s mouth, as if even he found the humiliation of his attitude difficult to swallow.

“Come along, boys! — here’s your old book!” Bertie flung the grammar into the air, the leaves went flying in all directions, the four boys went clattering out of the room with noise enough for twenty, and Mr. Shane was left to recover his dignity and collect the scattered volume at his leisure.

But Nemesis awaited him. No sooner had the conquering heroes disappeared than an urchin, not more than eight or nine years of age, catching up one of the precious leaves, exclaimed, — 

“Let’s tear the thing to pieces!” The speaker was little Willie Seymour, Bertie Bailey’s cousin. It was his first term at school, but he already bade fair to do credit to the system of education pursued at Mecklemburg House.

“Right you are, youngster,” said Fred Philpotts, an elder boy. “It’s a burning shame to let them go and keep us in. Let’s tear it all to pieces.”

And they did. There was a sudden raid upon the scattered leaves; at the mercy of twenty pairs of mischievous hands, they were soon reduced to atoms so minute as to be altogether beyond the hope of any possible recovery. Nothing short of a miracle could make those tiny scraps of printed paper into a book again. And seeing it was so Mr. Shane leaned his head against the window-pane and cried.


Chapter III

AT MOTHER HUFFHAM’S

It was only when Bailey and his friends were away from the house that it occurred to them to consider what it was they had come out for. They slunk across the grass-grown courtyard, keeping as close to the wall as possible, to avoid the lynx-eyes of Mrs. Fletcher. That lady was the only person in Mecklemburg House whose authority was not entirely contemned. Let who would be master, she would be mistress; and she had a way of impressing that fact upon those around her which made it quite impossible for those who came within reach of her influence to avoid respecting.

It was truly miserable weather. Any one but a schoolboy would have been only too happy to have had a roof of any kind to shelter him, but schoolboys are peculiar. It was one of those damp mists which not only penetrate through the thickest clothing, and soak one to the skin, but which render it difficult to see twenty yards in front of one, even in the middle of the day. The day was drawing in; ere long the lamps would be lighted; the world was already enshrouded in funeral gloom. Not a pleasant afternoon to choose for an expedition to nowhere in particular, in quest of nothing at all.

The boys slunk through the sodden mist, hands in their pockets, coat collars turned up about their ears, hats rammed down over their eyes, looking anything but a cheerful company. Griffin asked a question.

“I say, Bailey, where are you going?”

“To the village.”

“What are you going to the village for?” This from Ellis.

“For what I am.”

After this short specimen of convivial conversation the four trudged on. Alas for their promise to Mr. Shane! The wet was already dripping off their hats, and splashings of mud were ascending up the legs of their trousers to about the middle of their back. In a minute or two Wheeler began again.

“Have you got any money?”

Bertie pulled up short. “Have you?” he asked.

“I’ve got sevenpence.”

“Then lend me half?”

“Lend me a penny? I’ll pay you next week; honour bright, I will,” said Ellis.

Griffin was more concise. “Lend me twopence?” he asked.

Wheeler looked unhappy. It appeared that he was the only capitalist among the four, and under the circumstances he did not feel exactly proud of the position. Although sevenpence might do very well for one, it would not be improved by quartering.

“Yes, I know, I daresay,” he grumbled. “You’re very fond of borrowing, but you’re not so fond of paying back again.” He trudged on stolidly.

Bailey caught him by the arm. “You don’t mean that you’re not going to lend me anything, after my asking for you to come out with me, and all?”

“I’ll lend you twopence.”

“Twopence! What’s twopence?”

“It’s all you’ll get; you can have it or lump it, I don’t care; I’m not dead nuts on lending you anything.” Wheeler was a little wiry-built boy, and when he meant a thing very much indeed he had an almost terrier-like habit of snapping his jaws — he snapped them now. Bailey trudged by his side with an air of dudgeon; he probably reflected that, after all, twopence was better than nothing. But Ellis and Griffin had their claims to urge. They apparently did not contemplate with pleasure the prospect of tramping to and from the village for the sake of the exercise alone. Ellis began, — 

“I say, old fellow, you’ll lend me a penny, won’t you? I’m always game for lending you.”

“Look here, I tell you what it is, I won’t lend you a blessed farthing! It’s like your cheek to ask me; you owe me ninepence from last term.”

“But I expect a letter from home in the morning with some money in it. I’ll pay you the ninepence with threepence interest — I’ll pay you eighteenpence — you see if I don’t. And if you’ll lend me a penny now I’ll give you twopence for it in the morning. Do now, there’s a good fellow, Wheeler; honour bright, I will.”

For answer Wheeler put his finger to his eye and raised the eyelid. “See any green in my eye?” he said.

“You’re a selfish beast!” replied his friend. And so the four trudged on. Then Griffin made his attempt.

“I’ll let you have that knife, Wheeler, if you like.”

“I don’t want the knife.”

“You can have it for threepence.”

“I don’t want it for threepence.”

“You offered me fourpence for it yesterday.”

“I’ve changed my mind.”

Charlie pondered the matter in his mind. They were about half-way to their destination, and already bore a closer resemblance to drowned rats than living schoolboys. By the time they had gone there and back again, it would be possible to wring the water out of their clothes; what Mrs. Fletcher would have to say remained to be seen. After they had gone a few yards further, and paddled through about half a dozen more puddles, Charlie began again.

“I’ll let you have it for twopence.”

“I don’t want it for twopence.”

“It’s a good knife.” No answer. “It cost a shilling.” Still no answer. “There’s only one blade broken.” Still no reply. “And that’s only got a bit off near the point.” Still silence. “It’s a jolly good knife.” Then, with a groan, “I’ll let you have it for a penny.”

“I wouldn’t give you a smack in the eye for it.”

After receiving this truly elegant and generous reply, Griffin subsided into speechless misery. It is not improbable that, so far as he was himself concerned, he began to think that the expedition was a failure.

In silence they reached the village. It was not a village of portentous magnitude, since it only contained thirteen cottages and one shop, the shop being the smallest cottage in the place. The only point in its favour was that it was the nearest commercial establishment to Mecklemburg House. The proprietor was a Mrs. Huffham, an ancient lady, with a very bad temper, and a still worse reputation — among the boys — for honesty in the direction of weights and measures. It must be conceded that they could have had no worse opinion of her than she had of them.

“Them young warmints, if they wants to buy a thing they wants ninety ounces to the pound, and if they wants to pay for it, they wants you to take eightpence for a shilling — oh, I knows ’em!” So Mrs. Huffham declared.

At the door of this emporium parley was held. Ellis suddenly remembered something.

“I say, I owe old Mother Huffham two-and-three.” So far as the gathering mist and the soaking rain enabled one to see, Dick’s countenance wore a lugubrious expression.

“Well, what of that?”

“Well” — Dick Ellis hesitated— “so long as that brute Stephen isn’t about the place I don’t mind. He called out after me the other day, that if I didn’t pay he’d take the change out of me some other way.”

The Stephen referred to was Mrs. Huffham’s grandson, a stalwart young fellow of twenty-one or two, who drove the carrier’s cart to Kingston and back. His ideas on pecuniary obligations were primitive. Having learned from experience that it was vain to expect Mr. Fletcher to pay his pupils’ debts at the village shop, he had an uncomfortable way of taking it out of refractory debtors in the shape of personal chastisement. Endless disputes had arisen in consequence. Mr. Fletcher had on more than one occasion threatened the summary Stephen with the terrors of the law; but Stephen had snapped his fingers at Mr. Fletcher, advising him to pay his own debts, lest worse things happened to him. Then Mr. Fletcher had forbidden Mrs. Huffham to give credit to the boys; but Mrs. Huffham was an obstinate old lady, and treated the headmaster with no more deference than her grandson. Finally, Mr. Fletcher had forbidden the boys to deal with Mrs. Huffham; but in spite of his prohibition an active commerce was carried on, and on more than one occasion the irate Stephen had been moved to violence.

“You should have stopped at home,” was Wheeler’s not unreasonable reply to Dick’s confession. “I don’t owe her anything. I don’t see what you wanted to come for, anyhow, if you haven’t got any money and you owe her two-and-three.”

And turning the handle of the rickety door he entered Mrs. Huffham’s famed establishment. Bailey, rich in the possession of a prospective loan of twopence, and Charlie Griffin followed close upon his heels. After hesitating for a moment Ellis went in too. To remain shivering outside would have been such a lame conclusion to a not otherwise too satisfactory expedition, that it seemed to him like the last straw on the camel’s back. Besides, it was quite on the cards that the impetuous Stephen would be engaged in his carrier’s work, and be pleasantly conspicuous by his absence from home.

The interior of the shop was pitchy dark. The little light which remained without declined to penetrate through the small lozenge-shaped windowpanes. Mrs. Huffham’s lamp was not yet lit, and the obscurity was increased by the quantity of goods, of almost every description, which crowded to overflowing the tiny shop. No one came.

“Let’s nick something,” suggested the virtuously minded Griffin. Ellis acted on the hint.

“I’m not going there and back for nothing, I can tell you.”

On a little shelf at the side of the shop stood certain bottles of sweets. Dick reached up to get one down. At that moment Wheeler gave him a jerk with his arm. Ellis, catching at the shelf to steady himself, brought down shelf, bottles and all, with a crash upon a counter.

“Thieves!” cried a voice within. “Thieves!” and Mrs. Huffham came clattering into the shop, out of some inner sanctum, with considerable haste for one of her mature years. “Thieves!”

For some moments the old lady’s eyes could see nothing in the darkness of the shop. She stood, half in, half out, peering forward, where the boys could just see her dimly in the shadow. They, deeming discretion to be the better part of valour, and not knowing what damage they might not have done, stood still as mice. Their first impulse was to turn and flee, and Griffin was just feeling for the handle of the door, preparatory to making a bolt for it, when heavy footsteps were heard approaching outside, and the door was flung open with a force which all but threw Griffin back upon his friends.

“Hullo!” said a voice; “is anybody in there?”

It was Stephen Huffham. With all their hearts the boys wished they had respected authority and listened to Mr. Shane! There was a coolness and promptness about Stephen Huffham’s method of taking the law into his own hands upon emergency which formed the basis of many a tale of terror to which they had listened when tucked between the sheets at night in bed.

Mr. Huffham waited for no reply to his question, but he laid an iron hand upon Griffin’s shoulder and dragged him out into the light.

“Come out of that! Oh, it’s you, is it?” Charlie was gifted with considerable powers of denial, but he found it quite beyond his power to deny Mr. Huffham’s assertion then. “Oh, there’s some more of you, are there? How many of you boys are there inside here?”

“They’ve been a-thieving the things!” came in Mrs. Huffham’s shrill treble from the back of the shop.

“Oh, they have, have they? We’ll soon see about that. Unless I’m blinder than I used to be, there’s young Ellis over there, with whom I’ve promised to have a word of a sort before to-day. You bring a light, granny, and look alive; don’t keep these young gentlemen waiting, not by no manner of means.”

Mrs. Huffham retreated to her parlour, and presently re-appeared with a lighted lamp in her hand. This, with great deliberation, for her old bones were stiff, and rheumatism forbade anything like undue haste, she hung upon a nail, in such a position that its not too powerful light shed as great an illumination as possible upon the contents of her shop. Far too powerful an illumination to suit the boys, for it brought into undue prominence the damage wrought by Ellis and his friend. They eyed the ruins, and Mrs. Huffham eyed them, and Mr. Stephen Huffham eyed them too. The old lady’s feelings at the sight were for a moment too deep for words, but Mr. Stephen Huffham soon found speech.

“Who did this?” he asked; and there was something in the tone of the inquiry which grated on his hearers’ ears.

Had Dick Ellis and his friend deliberately planned to do as much mischief as possible in the shortest possible space of time, they could scarcely have succeeded better. Three or four of the bottles were broken to pieces, and in their fall they had fallen on a little glass case, the chief pride and ornament of Mrs. Huffham’s shop, which was divided into compartments, in one of which were cigars, in another reels of cotton and hanks of thread, and in a third such trifles as packets of hair-pins, pots of pomade, note-paper and envelopes, and a variety of articles which might be classified under the generic name of “fancy goods.” The glass in this case was damaged beyond repair; the sweets from the broken bottles had got inside, and had become mixed with the cigars, and the paper, and the hair-pins, and the pomade, and the rest of the varied contents.

Mr. Stephen Huffman not finding himself favoured with an immediate reply to his inquiry, repeated it.

“Who did this? Did you do this?” And he gave Charlie Griffin a shake which made him feel as though he were being shaken not only upside down, but inside out.

“No-o-o!” said Charlie, as loudly as he was able with Mr. Stephen Huffman shaking him as a terrier shakes a rat. “I-I-I didn’t! Le-e-eave me alone!”

“I’ll leave you alone fast enough! I’ll leave the lot of you alone when I’ve taken all the skin off your bodies! Did you do this?” And Mr. Stephen Huffham transferred his attention to Bailey.

“No!” roared Bertie, before Huffman had time to get him fairly in his grasp. Mr. Huffman held him at arm’s length, and looked him full in the face with an intensity of scrutiny which Bertie by no means relished.

“I suppose none of you did do it; nobody ever does do these sort of things, so far as I can make out. It was accidental; it always is.”

His voice had been so far, if not conciliatory, at least not unduly elevated. But suddenly he turned upon Ellis with a roar which was not unlike the bellow of a bull. “Did you do it?”

Ellis started as though he had received an electric shock.

“No-o!” he gasped. “It was Wheeler!”

“Oh, it was Wheeler, was it?”

“It wasn’t me,” said Wheeler.

“Oh, it wasn’t you? Who was it, then? That’s what I want to know; who was it, then?” Mr. Huffham put this question in a tone of voice which would have been eminently useful had he been addressing some person a couple of miles away, but which in his present situation almost made the panes of glass rattle in the windows. “Who was it, then?” And he caught hold of Ellis and shook him with such velocity to and fro that it was difficult for a moment to distinguish what it was that he was shaking.

“It — was — Whe-e-eler!” gasped Ellis, struggling with his breath.

“Now, just you listen to me, you boys!” began Mr. Huffham. (They could scarcely avoid listening to him, considering that he spoke in what was many degrees above a whisper.) “I’ll put it this way, so that we can have things fair and square, and know what we’re a-doing of. There’s a pound’s damage been done here, so perhaps one of you gentlemen will let me have a sovereign. I’m not going to ask who did it; I’m not going to ask no questions at all: all I says is, perhaps one of you young gentlemen will let me have a sovereign.” He stretched out his hand as though he expected to receive a sovereign then and there; as it happened he stretched it out in the direction of Bertie Bailey.

Bertie looked at the horny, dirt-grimed palm, then up in Mr. Huffham’s face. A dog-fancier would have said that there was some scarcely definable resemblance to the bull-dog in the expression of his eyes. “You won’t get a sovereign out of me,” he said.

“Oh, won’t I? we’ll see!”

“We will see. I’d nothing to do with it; I don’t know who did do it. You shouldn’t leave the place without a light; who’s to see in the dark?”

“You let me finish what I’ve got to say, then you say your say out afterwards. What I say is this — there’s a pound’s worth of damage done — —”

“There isn’t a pound’s worth of damage done,” said Bertie.

Mr. Huffham caught him by the shoulder. “You let me finish out my say! I say there is a pound’s worth of damage done; you can settle who it was among you afterwards; and what I say is this, either you pays me that pound before you leave this shop or I’ll give the whole four of you such a flogging as you never had in all your days — I’ll skin you alive!”

“It won’t give me my money your flogging them,” wailed Mrs. Huffham from behind the counter. “It’s my money I wants! Here is all them bottles broken, and the case smashed — and it cost me two pound ten, and everything inside of it’s a-ruined. It’s my money I wants!”

“It’s what I wants too; so which of you young gents is going to hand over that there sovereign?”

“Wheeler’s got sevenpence,” suggested Griffin.

“Sevenpence! what’s sevenpence? It’s a pound I want! Which of you is going to fork up that there pound?”

“There isn’t a pound’s worth of damage done,” said Bertie; “nothing like. If you let us go, we’ll get five shillings somehow, and bring it you in a week.”

“In a week — five shillings! you catch me at it! Why, if I was once to let you outside that door, you’d put your fingers to your noses, and you’d call out, ‘There goes old Huffham! yah — h — h!’” And he gave a very fair imitation of the greeting which the sight of him was apt to call forth from the very youths in front of him.

“If they was the young gentlemen they calls themselves they’d pay up, and not try to rob an old woman what’s over seventy year.”

“Now then, what’s it going to be, your money or your life? That’s the way to put it, because I’ll only just let you off with your life, I’ll tell you. Look sharp; I want my tea! What’s it going to be, your money, or rather, my old grandmother’s money over there, an old woman who finds it a pretty tight fit to keep herself out of the workhouse — —”

“Yes, that she do,” interpolated the grandmother in question.

“Or your life?” He looked in turn from one boy to the other, and finally his gaze rested on Bailey.

Bertie met his eyes with a sullen stare. “I tell you I’d nothing to do with it,” he said.

“And I tell you I don’t care that who had to do with it,” and Mr. Huffham snapped his fingers. “You’re that there pack of liars I wouldn’t believe you on your oath before a judge and jury, not that I wouldn’t!” and his fingers were snapped again. He and Bailey stood for a moment looking into each other’s face.

“If you hit me for what I didn’t do, I’ll do something worth hitting for.”

“Will you?” Mr. Huffham caught him by the shoulder, and held him as in a vice.

“Don’t you hit me!”

Apparently Mrs. Huffham was impressed by something in his manner. “Don’t you hit ‘un hard! now don’t you!”

“Won’t I? I’ll hit him so hard, I’ll about do for him, that’s about as hard as I’ll hit him.” A look came into Mr. Huffham’s face which was not nice to see. Bailey never flinched; his hard-set jaw and sullen eyes made the resemblance to the bulldog more vivid still. “You pay me that pound!”

“I wouldn’t if I had it!”

In an instant Mr. Huffham had swung him round, and was raining blows with his clenched fist upon the boy’s back and shoulders. But he had reckoned without his host, if he had supposed the punishment would be taken quietly. The boy fought like a cat, and struggled and kicked with such unlooked-for vigour that Mr. Huffham, driven against the counter and not seeing what he was doing, struck out wildly, knocked the lamp off its nail with his fist, and in an instant the boy and the man were struggling in the darkness on the floor.

Just then a stentorian voice shouted through the glass window of the rickety door, — 

“Bravo! that’s the best plucked boy I’ve seen!”


Chapter IV

A LITTLE DRIVE

Those within the shop had been too much interested in their own proceedings to be conscious of a dog-cart, which came tearing through the darkening shadows at such a pace that startled pedestrians might be excused for thinking that it was a case of a horse running away with its driver. But such would have been convinced of their error when, in passing Mrs. Huffham’s, on hearing Mr. Stephen bellowing with what seemed to be the full force of a pair of powerful lungs, the vehicle was brought to a standstill as suddenly as a regiment of soldiers halt at the word of command. The driver spoke to the horse, — 

“Steady! stand still, old girl!” The speaker alighted. Approaching Mrs. Huffham’s, he stood at the glass-windowed door, observing the proceedings within; and when Mr. Stephen, in his blind rage, struck the lamp from its place and plunged the scene in darkness, the unnoticed looker-on turned the handle of the door and entered the shop, shouting, in tones which made themselves audible above the din, — 

“Bravo! that’s the best plucked boy I’ve seen!” And standing on the threshold, he repeated his assertion, “Bravo! that’s the best plucked boy I’ve seen.” He drew a box of matches from his pocket, and striking one, he held the flickering flame above his head, so that some little light was shed upon what was going on within. “What’s this little argument?” he asked.

Seeing that Mr. Huffman was still holding Bailey firmly in his grasp, “Hold hard, big one,” he said; “let the little chap get up. You ought to have your little arguments outside; this place isn’t above half large enough to swing a cat in. Granny, bring a light!”

As the match was just on the point of going out he struck another, and entered the shop with it flaming in his hand. Mrs. Huffham’s nerves were too shaken to allow her to pay that instant attention to the new-comer’s orders which he seemed to demand.

“Look alive, old lady; bring a light! This old band-box is as dark as pitch.”

Thus urged, the old lady disappeared, presently reappearing with a little table-lamp in her trembling hands.

“Put it somewhere out of reach — if anything is out of reach in this dog-hole of a place. I shouldn’t be surprised if you had a little bonfire with the next lamp that’s upset.”

Mrs. Huffman placed it on a shelf in the extreme corner of the shop, from which post of vantage it did not light the scene quite so brilliantly as it might have done. Mr. Stephen and the boy, relaxing a moment from the extreme vigour of discussion, availed themselves of the opportunity to see what sort of person the stranger might chance to be.

He was a man of gigantic stature, probably considerably over six feet high, but so broad in proportion that he seemed shorter than he actually was. A long waterproof, from which the rain was trickling in little streams, reached to his feet; the hood was drawn over his head, and under its shadow was seen a face which was excellently adapted to the enormous frame. A huge black beard streamed over the stranger’s breast, and a pair of large black eyes looked out from overhanging brows. He was the first to break the silence.

“Well, what is this little argument?” Then, without waiting for an answer, he continued, addressing Mr. Huffham, “You’re rather a large size, don’t you think, for that sized boy?”

“Who are you? and what do you want? If there’s anything you want to buy, perhaps you’ll buy it, and take yourself outside.”

The stranger put his hand up to his beard, and began pulling it.

“There’s nothing I want to buy, not just now.” He looked at Bailey. “What’s he laying it on for?”

“Nothing.”

“That’s not bad, considering. What were you laying it on for?” This to Huffham.

“I’ve not finished yet, not by no manner of means; I mean to take it out of all the lot of ’em. Call themselves gents! Why, if a working-man’s son was to behave as they does, he’d get five years at a reformatory. I’ve known it done before today.”

“I daresay you have; you look like a man who knew a thing or two. What were you laying it on for?”

“What for? why, look here!” And Mr. Huffham pointed to the broken bottles and the damaged case.

“And I’m a hard-working woman, I am, sir, and I’m seventy-three this next July; and it’s hard work I find it to pay my rent: and wherever I’m to get the money for them there things, goodness knows, I don’t. It’ll be the workhouse, after all!” Thus Mrs. Huffham lifted up her voice and wept.

“And they calls themselves gents, and they comes in here, and takes advantage of an old woman, and robs her right and left, and thinks they’re going to get off scot free; not if I know it this time they won’t.” Mr. Stephen Huffham looked as though he meant it, every word.

“Did you do that?” asked the stranger of Bailey.

“No, I didn’t.”

“I don’t care who did it; they’re that there liars I wouldn’t believe a word of theirs on oath; they did it between them, and that’s quite enough for me.”

“I suppose one of you did do it?” asked the stranger.

Bailey thrust his hands in his pockets, looking up at the stranger with the dogged look in his eyes.

“The place was pitch dark; why didn’t they have a light in the place?”

“Because there didn’t happen to be a light in the place, is that any reason why you should go smashing everything you could lay your hands on? Why couldn’t you wait for a light? Go on with you! I’ll take the skin off your back!”

“How much?” asked the stranger, paying no attention to Mr. Stephen’s eloquence.

“There’s a heap of mischief done, heap of mischief!” wailed the old lady in the rear.

“How am I to tell all the mischief that’s been done? Just look at the place; a sovereign wouldn’t cover it, no, that it wouldn’t.”

“There isn’t five shillings’ worth of harm,” said Bertie. “If you were to get five shillings, you’d make a profit of half a crown.”

The stranger laughed, and Mr. Huffham scowled; the look which he cast at Bertie was not exactly a look of love, but the boy met it without any sign of flinching.

“I’ll be even with you yet, my lad!” Mr. Stephen said.

“If I give you a sovereign you will be even,” suggested the stranger.

Mr. Stephen’s eyes glistened; and his grandmother, clasping her old withered palms together, cast a look of rapture towards the ceiling.

“Oh, deary me! deary me!” she said.

“It’s a swindle,” muttered Bertie.

“Oh, it’s a swindle, is it?” snarled Mr. Stephen. “I’d like to swindle you, my fighting cock.”

“You couldn’t do it,” retorted Bertie.

The stranger laughed again. Unbuttoning his waterproof, and in doing so distributing a shower of water in his immediate neighbourhood, out of his trousers pocket he took a heavy purse, out of the purse he took a sovereign, and the sovereign he handed to Mr. Stephen Huffham. Mr. Stephen’s palm closed on the glittering coin with a certain degree of hesitation.

“Now you’re quits,” said the stranger, “you and the boy.”

“Quits!” said Bertie, “it’s seventeen-and-sixpence in his pocket!”

Mr. Stephen smiled, not quite pleasantly; he might have been moved to speech had not the stranger interrupted him.

“You’re pretty large, and that’s all you are; if this boy were about your size, he’d lay it on to you. I should say you were a considerable fine sample of a — coward.”

Mr. Stephen held his peace. There was something in the stranger’s manner and appearance which induced him to think that perhaps he had better be content with what he had received. After having paused for a second or two, seemingly for some sort of reply from Mr. Huffham, the stranger addressed the boys.

“Get out!” They went out, rather with the air of beaten curs. The stranger followed them. “Get up into the cart; I’m going to take you home to my house to tea.” They looked at each other, in doubt as to whether he was jesting. “Do you hear? Get up into the cart! You, boy,” touching Bailey on the shoulder, “you ride alongside me.”

Still they hesitated. It occurred to them that they had already broken their engagement with the credulous Mr. Shane, broken it in the most satisfactory manner, in each separate particular. They were not only wet and muddy, looking somewhat as though they had recently been picked out of the gutter, but that half-hour within which they had pledged themselves to return had long since gone. But if they hesitated, there was no trace of hesitation about the stranger.

“Now then, do you think I want to wait here all night? Tumble up, you boy.” And fairly lifting Wheeler off his legs, he bore him bodily through the air, and planted him at the back of the trap. And not Wheeler only, but Griffin and Ellis too. Before those young gentlemen had quite realized their position, or the proposal he had made to them, they found themselves clinging to each other to prevent themselves tumbling out of the back of what was not a very large dog-cart. “You’re none of you big ones! Catch hold of each other’s hair or something, and don’t fall out; I can’t stop to pick up boys. Now then, bantam, up you go.”

And Bertie, handled in the same undignified fashion, found himself on the front seat beside the driver. The stranger, big though he was, apparently allowed his size to interfere in no degree with his agility. In a twinkling he was seated in his place by Bertie.

“Steady!” he cried. “Look out, you boys!” He caught the reins in his hands; the mare knew her master’s touch, and in an instant, even before the boys had altogether yet quite realized their situation, they were dashing through the darkening night.

It was about as cheerless an evening as one could very well select for a drive in an open vehicle. The stranger, enveloped in his waterproof, his hood in some degree sheltering his face, a waterproof rug drawn high above his knees, was more comfortable than the boys. Bailey, indeed, had a seat to sit upon and a share of the rug, but his friends had neither seat nor shelter.

Perhaps, on the whole, they would have been better off had they been walking. The imperfect light and the hasty start rendered it difficult for them to have a clear view of their position. The mare — which, had it been lighter and they versed in horseflesh, they would have been able to recognise as a very tolerable specimen of an American trotter — made the pace so hot that they had to cling, if not to each other’s hair, at least to whatever portion of each other’s person they could manage to get hold of. Even then it was only by means of a series of gymnastic feats that they were able to keep their footing and save themselves from being pitched out on to the road.

They had not gone far when Griffin had a disaster.

“I’ve lost my hat!” he cried. Wind and pace and nervousness combined had loosened his headgear, and without staying to bid farewell to his head, it disappeared into the night.

The stranger gave utterance to a loud yet musical laugh.

“Never mind your hat! Can’t stop for hats! The fresh air will do you good, cool your head, my boy!” But this was a point of view which did not occur to Griffin; he was rather disposed to wonder what Mr. Shane and Mrs. Fletcher would say.

“I wish you wouldn’t catch hold of my throat; you’ll strangle me,” said Wheeler, as the vehicle dashed round a sharp turn in the road, and the hatless Griffin made a frantic clutch at his friend to save himself from following his hat.

“I — can’t — help — it,” gasped his friend in reply. “I wish he wouldn’t go so fast. Oh — h!”

The stranger laughed again.

“Don’t tumble out! we can’t stop to pick up boys! Hullo! what are you up to there?”

The trio in the rear were apparently engaged in a fight for life. They were uttering choking ejaculations, and struggling with each other in their desperate efforts to preserve their perpendicular. In the course of their struggle they lurched against the stranger with such unexpected violence that had he not with marvellous rapidity twisted round in his seat and caught them with his arm, they would in all probability have continued their journey on the road. At the same instant, with his disengaged hand he brought the horse, who seemed to obey the directions of its master’s hand with mechanical accuracy, to a sudden halt.

“Now, then, are you all right?”

They were very far from being all right, but were not at that moment possessed of breath to tell him so. Had they not lost the power of speech they would have joined in a unanimous appeal to him to set them down, and let them go anywhere, and do anything, rather than allow them to continue any longer at the mercy of his too rapid steed. But the stranger seemed to take their involuntary silence for acquiescence. Once more they were dashing through the night, and again they were hanging on for their bare lives.

“Like driving, youngster?” The question was addressed to Bailey. “Like horses? Like a beast that can go? Mary Anne can give a lead to a flash of lightning and catch it in two T’s.”

“Mary Anne” was apparently the steed. At that moment the trio in the rear would have believed anything of Mary Anne’s powers of speed, but Bailey held his peace. The stranger went on.

“I like a drive on a night like this. I like dashing through the wind and the darkness and the rain. I like a thing to fire my blood, and that’s the reason why I like you. That’s the reason why I’ve asked you home to tea. What’s your name?”

“Bailey, sir.”

“I knew a man named Bailey down in Kentucky who was hanged because he was too fond of horses — other people’s, not his own. Any relation of yours?” Bertie disclaimed the soft impeachment.

“I don’t think so, sir.”

“There’s no knowing. Lots of people are hanged without their own mothers knowing anything about it, let alone their fathers, especially out Kentucky way. A cousin of mine was hanged in Golden City, and I shouldn’t have known anything about it to this day if I hadn’t come along and seen his body swinging on a tree. As nice a fellow as man need know, six-feet-one-and-three-quarters in his stockings — three-quarters of an inch shorter than me. They explained to me that they’d hanged him by mistake, which was some consolation to me, anyway, though what he thought of it is more than I can say. I cut him down, dug a hole seven foot deep, and laid him there to sleep; and there he sleeps as sound as though he’d handed in his checks upon a feather bed.”

Bailey looked up at the speaker. He was not quite sure if he was in earnest, and was anything but sure that the little narrative which he rolled so glibly off his tongue might not be the instant coinage of his brain. But something in the speaker’s voice and manner attracted him even more than his words; something he would have found it difficult to describe.

“Is that true?” he asked.

The stranger looked down at him and laughed.

“Perhaps it is, and perhaps it isn’t.” He laughed again. “Wet, youngster?”

“I should rather think I am,” was Bertie’s grim response. All the stranger did was to laugh again. Bailey ventured on an inquiry. “Do you live far from here?” He was conscious of a certain degree of interest as to whether the stranger was driving them to Kentucky; he, too, had Mr. Shane and Mrs. Fletcher in his mind’s eye. “Shane’ll get sacked for this, as sure as fate,” was his mental observation. He was aware that at Mecklemburg House the sins of the pupils not seldom fell upon the heads of the assistant-masters.

“Pain’s Hill,” was the answer to his question. “Ever heard of Washington Villa?” Bertie could not say he had.

“I am George Washington Bankes, the proprietor thereof. Yes, and it isn’t so long ago that if any one had said to me that I should settle down as a country gentleman, I should have said, ‘There have been liars since Ananias, but none quite as big as you.’”

Bailey eyed him from a corner of his eye. His father was a medical man, with no inconsiderable country practice. He had seen something of country gentlemen, but it occurred to him that a country gentleman in any way resembling his new acquaintance he had not yet chanced to see.

“You at the school there?”

Taking it for granted that he referred to Mecklemburg House, Bertie confessed that he was.

“Why don’t you run away? I would.”

Bertie started; he had read of boys running away from school in stories of the penny dreadful type, but he had not yet heard of country gentlemen suggesting that course of action as a reasonable one for the rising generation to pursue.

“Every boy worth his salt ought to run away. I did, and I’ve never done a more sensible thing to this day.” In that case one could not but wonder for how many sensible things Mr. George Washington Bankes had been remarkable in the course of his career. “I’ve been from China to Peru, from the North Pole to the South. I’ve been round the world all sorts of ways; and the chances are that if I hadn’t run away from school I should never have travelled twenty miles from my old mother’s door. Why don’t you run away?”

Bertie wriggled in his seat and gasped.

“I — I don’t know,” he said.

“Ah, I’ll talk to you about that when I get you home. You’re about the best plucked lad I’ve seen, or you wouldn’t have stood up in the way you did to that great hulking lubber there; and rather than see a lad of parts wasting his time at school — but you wait a bit. I’ll open your eyes, my lad. I’ll give you some idea of what a man’s life ought to be! Books never did me any good, and never will. I say, throw books, like physic, to the dogs — a life of adventure’s the life for me!”

Bertie listened open-eyed and open-mouthed; he began to think he was in a waking dream. There was a wildness about his new acquaintance, and about his mode of speech, which filled him with a sort of dull, startled wonder. There was in the boy, deep-rooted somewhere, that half-unconscious longing for things adventurous which the British youngster always has. Mr. Bankes struck a chord which filled the boy almost with a sense of pain.

“A life of adventure’s the life for me!” Mr. Bankes repeated his confession of faith, laughing as he did so; and the words, and the voice, and the manner, and the laugh, all mixed together, made the boy, wet as he was, glow with a sudden warmth. “A life of adventure’s the life for me!”

The drive was nearly ended, and during the rest of it Mr. Bankes kept silence. Wheeler’s hat had followed Griffin’s, but he had not mentioned it; partly because, as he thought, he would receive no sympathy and not much attention, and partly because, in his anxiety to keep his footing in the trap, and get out of it with his bones whole, it would have been a matter of comparative indifference to him if the rest of his clothing had followed his hat. But he, too, mistily wondered what Mr. Shane and Mrs. Fletcher would say.

Fortunately for his peace of mind, and the peace of mind of his two friends, the good steed, Mary Anne, brought them safely to the doors of Washington Villa. Fond of driving as they were, as a rule, they were conscious of a distinct sense of relief when that drive was at an end.


Chapter V

AN EVENING AT WASHINGTON VILLA

Washington Villa appeared, from what one could see in the darkness, to be a fairly sized house, standing in its own grounds. Considerable stabling was built apart from, but close to the house, and as the trap dashed along the little carriage-drive numerous loud-voiced dogs announced the fact of an arrival to whomever it might concern. The instant the vehicle stopped, the hall door was opened, and a little wizened, shrunken man came down the steps. Mr. Bankes threw him the reins.

“Jump out, you boys, and tumble into the house. Welcome to Washington Villa.” Suiting the action to the word, and before his young friends had clearly realized the fact of their having arrived at their destination, he had risen from his seat, sprung to the ground, and was standing on the threshold of the door. The boys were not long in following suit.

“Come this way!” Striding on in front of them, through a hall of no inconsiderable dimensions, he led them into a room in which a bright fire was blazing, and which was warm with light. A pretty servant girl made a simultaneous entrance through a door on the other side of the room. “Catch hold.” Tearing rather than taking off his waterproof and hood, he flung them to the maid. “Where are my slippers?” The maid produced a pair from the fender, where they had been placed to warm; and Mr. Bankes thrust his feet into them, flinging his boots off on to the floor. “Tea for five, and a good tea, too, and in about less time than it would take me to shoot a snake.”

The maid disappeared with a laugh on her face; she was apparently used to Mr. Bankes, and to Mr. Bankes’ mode of speech. Then, after having attended to his own comfort, the host turned his attention to his guests.

“Well, you’re a nice lot of half-drowned puppies. By right, I ought to hang you up in front of the kitchen fire to dry.”

His guests shuffled about upon their feet with not quite a graceful air. It was true that they looked in about as miserable a condition as they very well could do; but considering the circumstances under which they had travelled, it was scarcely to be wondered at. Had Mr. Bankes travelled in their place, he might have looked like a half-drowned puppy too.

“But a wetting will do you good, and as for mud, why, I don’t care for mud. I’ve swallowed too much of it in my time to stick at a trifle. When I was a boy, I was the dirtiest little blackguard ever seen. Now, then, is that tea ready? Come along.”

And off he strode into the hall, the boys following sheepishly in the rear. Wheeler poked Bailey in the side with his elbow, and Bailey poked Griffin, and they each of them poked the other, and they grinned. Their feelings were altogether too much for speech. What Mr. Shane and Mrs. Fletcher would think and say — but that was a matter on which they would not improbably be able to speak more fully later on. A more unguestlike-looking set of guests could hardly be conceived. Not only were their boots concealed beneath thick layers of mud, but they were spattered with mud from head to foot; their hands and faces were filthy, and their hair was in a state of untidiness better imagined than described. They had their everyday clothes on; their trousers were in general too short in the leg, and their coats too short in the sleeves; while Griffin was radiant with a mighty patch in the seat of his breeches of a totally different material to the original cloth. It was fortunate that Mr. Bankes did not stick at trifles, or he would never have allowed his newly-discovered guests to enter his well-kept residence.

They followed their host into a room on the other side of the hall, and the sight they saw almost took their breath away. A table laden with more delicacies than they remembered to have seen crowded together for a considerable space of time was, especially after the fare to which they were accustomed at Mecklemburg House, a spectacle calculated at any time to fill them with a satisfaction almost amounting to awe. But to come out of such a night to such a prospect! To come to feast from worse than famine! The revulsion of feeling was considerable, and the aspect of the guests became even more sheepish than before.

“Sit down, and pitch in. If you’re as hungry as I am, you’ll eat the table, legs and all.”

The boys needed no second invitation. In a very short space of time host and guests alike were doing prodigies of execution. The nimble-handed servant-maid found it as much as she could do to supply their wants. On the details of the feast we need not dwell. It partook of the nature of a joke to call that elaborate meal tea. By the time it was finished the four young gentlemen had not only ceased to think of what Mrs. Fletcher and Mr. Shane might say, but they had altogether forgotten the existence of Mecklemburg House Collegiate School; and even Charlie Griffin was prepared to declare that he had thoroughly enjoyed that nightmare journey from Mrs. Huffham’s to the present abode of bliss. The meal had been no less to the satisfaction of the host than of his guests.

“Done?” They signified by their eloquent looks as much as by their speech that they emphatically had. “Then let’s go back to the other room.” And they went.

A peculiarity of this other room was that all the chairs in it were arm-chairs; and in four of not the least comfortable of these arm-chairs the boys found themselves seated at their ease. Over the fire-place, arranged in the fashion of a trophy, were a large number of venerable-looking pipes. Taking one of these down, Mr. Bankes proceeded to fill it from a tobacco jar which stood in a corner of the mantelshelf. Then he lit it, and, planting himself in the centre of the hearthrug, right in front of the fire, he thrust his hands into his pockets and looked down upon his guests, a huge, black-bearded giant, puffing at his pipe.

“Had a good feed?”

They signified that they had.

“Do you know what I brought you here for?”

The food and the warmth combined had brought them into a state of exceeding peace, and they were inclined to sleep. Why he had brought them there they neither knew nor cared; they were beyond such trifling. They had had a good meal, the first for many days, and it behoved them to be thankful.

“I’ll tell you. I brought you here because I want to get you, the whole lot of you, to run away.”

His listeners opened their eyes and ears. Bailey had made some acquaintance with his host’s character before, but his three friends stared.

“Every boy worth his salt runs away from school. I did, and it was the most sensible thing I ever did in my life.”

When Mr. Bankes thus repeated the assertion which he had made to Bailey in the trap, his hearers banished sleep and began to wonder.

“What’s the use of school? What do you do there? What do you do at that tumble-down old red-brick house on the Cobham road? Why, you waste your time.”

This assertion, if, to a certain extent, true, as it applied to the establishment in question, was a random shot as applied to schools in general.

“Shall I tell you what I learnt at school? I learnt to hate it, and I haven’t forgotten that lesson to this day; no, and I shan’t till I’m packed away with a lot of dirt on top of me. My father,” Mr. Bankes took his pipe out of his mouth, and pointed his remarks with it as he went on, “died of a broken heart, and so should I have done if I hadn’t cut it short and run away.”

No man ever looked less like dying of a broken heart than Mr. Bankes did then.

“A life of adventure’s the life for me!”

They were the words which had thrilled through Bertie when he had heard them in the trap; they thrilled him again as he heard them now, and they thrilled his companions too. They stared up at Mr. Bankes as though he held them with a spell; nor would that gentleman have made a bad study for a wizard.

“A life of adventure’s the life for me! Under foreign skies in distant lands, away from the twopenny-halfpenny twaddle of spelling-books and sums, seeking fortune and finding it, a man in the midst of men, not a finicking idiot among a pack of babies. Why don’t you run away? You see me? I was at school at Nottingham; I was just turned thirteen: I ran away with ninepence-halfpenny in my pocket. I got to London somehow; and from London I got abroad, somehow too; and abroad I’ve picked up fortune after fortune, thrown them all away, and picked them up again. Now I’ve had about enough of it, I’ve made another little pile, and this little pile I think I’ll keep, at least just yet awhile. But what a life it’s been! What larks I’ve had, what days and nights, what months and years! Why, when I think of all I’ve done, and of what I might have done, rotted away my life, if it hadn’t been for that little bolt from school, — why, when I think of that, I never see a boy but I long to take him by the scruff of the neck, and sing out, ‘Youngster, why don’t you do as I have done, cut away from school, and run?’”

Mr. Bankes flung back his head and laughed. But whether he was laughing at them, or at his own words, or at his recollections of the past, was more than they could say. They looked at each other, conscious that their host was not the least part of the afternoon’s entertainment, and somewhat at a loss as to whether he was drawing the long bow, taking them to be younger and more verdant than they were, or whether he was seriously advancing an educational system of his own.

He startled them by putting a question point-blank to Bailey, one which he had put before.

“Why don’t you run away?”

“I — I don’t know!” stammered Bertie. Then, frankly, as the idea occurred to him, “Because I never thought of it.”

Mr. Bankes laughed. His constant tendency to laughter, with or without apparent reason, seemed to be his not least remarkable characteristic.

“Now you have thought of it, why don’t you run away?”

Bailey turned the matter over in his mind.

“Why should I?”

His friends looked at each other, thinking the conversation just a trifle queer.

“Why ever should he run away?” asked Griffin.

“And wherever would he run to?” added Wheeler.

Dick Ellis said nothing, but possibly he thought the more. Mr. Bankes directed his reply directly at Bailey.

“I’ll tell you why you ought to run away; because that’s the shortest cut into a world into which you will never get by any other road. I’ll tell you where you ought to run to, out of this little fleabite of an island, into the lands of golden dreams and golden possibilities, my lad; where men at night lay themselves down poor, and in the morning rise up rich.”

Mr. Bankes, warming with his theme, began to gesticulate and stamp about the room, the boys following him with all their eyes.

“I hate your huggermuggering existence; why should a lad of parts huggermugger all his life away? When I saw you stand up to that great lout, I said to myself, ‘That lad has grit; he’s just the very spit of what I was when I was just his age; he’s too good to be left to muddle in this old worn-out country, to waste his time with books and sums and trash.’ I said to myself, ‘I’ll lend him a helping hand,’ and so I will. I’ll show you the road, if I do nothing else; and if you don’t choose to take it, it’s yourself’s to blame, not me.

“When I was out in Colorado, at Denver City, there was a boy came along, just about your age; he came along from away down East. He was English; he’d got himself stowed away, and he’d made his way to the promised land. He took a spade one day, and he marked out a claim, and that boy he worked it, he did, and it turned up trumps; there wasn’t any dirt to dig, because pretty nearly all that his spade turned up was virgin silver. He sold that claim for 10,000 dollars, money down, and he went on and prospered. That boy is now a man; he owns, I daresay, half a dozen silver mines, and he’s so rich, — ah, he’s so rich he doesn’t know how rich he is. Now why shouldn’t you have been that boy?”

Mr. Bankes paused for a reply, but his listeners furnished none. Griffin was on the point of suggesting that Bailey was not that boy because he wasn’t; but he refrained, thinking that perhaps that was not quite the sort of answer that was wanted.

“I knew another boy when I was going up from the coast to Kimberley, Griqualand West. Do you boys know where that is?”

This sudden plunge into geographical examination took his guests aback; they did not know where Griqualand West was; perhaps they had been equally misty as to the whereabouts of Denver City, Colorado.

“It’s in South Africa. Ah, that’s the way to learn geography, to travel about and see the places, — pitch your books into the fire!”

“And is the other place in South Africa?” queried Griffin.

Mr. Bankes gave him a look the like of which he had never received from Mr. Fletcher; a look of thunder, as though he would have liked to pick him up, then and there, and pitch him after the books into the fire.

“Denver City, Colorado, in South Africa?” he roared. “Why, you leather-headed noodle, where were you at school? If I were the man who taught you, I’d flog you from here to Dublin with a cat-o’-nine-tails, rather than I’d let you expose your ignorance like that!”

The sudden advent among them of an explosive bomb might have created a little more astonishment than this speech, but not much. Griffin felt that he had better abstain from questioning, and let his host run on.

“Denver City is in the United States of America, in the land of the stars and bars, as every idiot knows! As I was saying, before that young gentleman wrote himself down donkey — and he looks it, every inch of him! — as I was saying, when I was going up from the coast to Kimberley, there was a boy who used to do odd jobs for me; he hadn’t sixpenny-worth of clothes upon his back! I lost sight of him; five years afterwards I met him again. It was like a tale out of the Arabian Nights, I tell you! That ragged boy that was, when I saw him again five years afterwards, he reckoned to cover what any half-dozen men might have put down, and double it afterwards. And look at the life he’d led! It’s no good my talking about it here, you’d hardly believe me if I told you half the things he’d done. Don’t you believe any of your adventure books. There aren’t half the adventures crowded into any book which that lad had seen. Yes, a life of adventure was the life for him, and he’d had it, too!”

Mr. Bankes returned to his post of vantage in front of the fire. In his excitement he had smoked his pipe to premature ashes; he refilled and lighted it. Then he addressed himself to Bailey, marking time as he went on by beating the palm of his right hand against his left.

“I say, don’t let a day be wasted — days lost are not recovered; now’s your time, and now’s your opportunity; don’t let the week’s end find you huggermuggering in that old school. Go out into the world! learn to be a man! Try your courage! Put your powers to the test! Search for the golden land! Let a life of adventure be the life for you! As for you,” Mr. Bankes turned with ominous suddenness towards Charlie Griffin, “I don’t say that to you; what I say to you is this: write home to your mother for a good supply of flannel petticoats, and wrap yourself up warm, and let your hair grow long, and take care of your complexion. You’re a beauty boy, one of the sort who didn’t ought to be trusted out after dark alone, and who’s sure to have a fit if he sees the moon!”

It is a question if this sudden change of subject made Griffin or his friends the more uncomfortable. Thinking that Mr. Bankes intended a joke, and that it would be ungrateful not to laugh, Ellis attempted a snigger; but a sudden gleam from his host’s eyes in his direction brought his mirth to an untimely ending.

“What are you laughing at?” asked Mr. Bankes. Ellis kept silence, being most unwilling to confess that he did not know. Mr. Bankes addressed himself again to Bailey.

“It is you I am advising to do as I did, to try a fall with the world and to back yourself to win, not such things as those.”

Under this heading he included Bertie’s three friends, with an eloquent wave of his hand in their direction.

“It wants a boy to make a man, not a farthing sugar stick! You’ll have cause to bless this evening all your life, and to bless me, too, if you take the tip I’ve given you. Don’t you listen to those who talk to you about the hardships you will meet. What’s life without hardships, I should like to know; it’s hardships make the man! I’m not advising you to wrap yourself up in cotton-wool; leave cotton-wool to mutton-headed dummies;” this with a significant glance in the direction of Bailey’s friends. “Rather I tell you this, you back yourself to fight, and fight it out, and fight to win, and win you will! Run away to-night, to-morrow, I don’t care when, so long as it’s within the week. There’s nothing like striking the iron while it’s hot, and set the clock a-going which will never stop until it strikes the hour of victory won and fortune made! A life of adventure’s the life for me, and it’s the life for you, and the sooner you begin it the longer it will last and the sweeter it will be.”

There was something in Mr. Bankes’ tone and manner, when he chose to put it there, which, in the eyes of his present audience, at any rate, had all the effect of natural eloquence. His excitement excited them, and almost he persuaded them to believe in the reality of his golden dreams. Bailey, indeed, sat silent, spellbound. Mr. Bankes, by no means a bad judge of character, had not mistaken the metal of which the boy was made, and every stroke he struck, struck home. As was not unnatural, Mr. Bankes’ eloquence had a very much more mixed effect on Bailey’s friends. Their host gave a sudden turn to their thoughts by taking out his watch.

“Eleven o’clock! whew-w-w!” This was a whistle. “They’ll think you’ve run away already! Ha! ha! ha! I’m not going to have you boys sleep here, so the sooner you go the better. Now then, out you go!”

His guests sprang to their feet as he made a movement as though he would turn them out with as much precipitation as he had lifted them into the trap. And, indeed, the manner of their departure was not much more ceremonious. Before they quite knew what was happening, he had hustled them into the hall; the hall-door was open; they were the other side of it, and Mr. Bankes, standing on the doorstep, was ordering them off his premises.

“Now then, clear out of this! The dogs will be loose in half a second; you’d better make tracks before they take it into their heads to try their teeth upon your legs.”

The door was shut, and they were left standing in the night, endeavouring to realize whether their adventure of the night had been actual fact, or whether they had only dreamed it.


Chapter VI

AFTERWARDS

But Wheeler’s first observation brought them back to terra firma with a plunge.

“It’s my belief that fellow’s a howling madman.”

They cast a look over their shoulder to see if the fellow thus referred to was within hearing of this courteous speech, and then, with one accord, they made for the entrance to Washington Villa, not pausing till they stood clear of its precincts on the road outside.

Then Wheeler made another observation.

“This is a jolly lark!”

Ellis and Griffin laughed, but Bailey held his peace. A thought struck Griffin.

“I say, I wonder what old Mother Fletcher’ll say? She’ll send herself into fits! Fancy its being eleven o’clock! Did you ever hear of such a set-out in all your lives? And I’ve no more idea of where we are than the man in the moon.”

“I know,” said Bailey. He began to trudge on a few feet in front of them.

It still rained — a steady, soaking drizzle — and a haze which hung about the air made the night darker than it need have done. Griffin and Wheeler, minus caps, were wholly at the mercy of the weather.

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” muttered Griffin, “if I didn’t catch a death of cold after this.”

And, indeed, such was a quite possible consummation of the evening’s pleasure. The boys trudged on, following Bailey’s lead. But Wheeler’s feelings could only find relief by venting themselves in speech.

“Did you ever hear anything like that chap? I never did, never! Fancy his going on with all that stuff about running away. I should like to catch myself at it, — running away! He’s about the biggest liar ever I heard!”

“And didn’t he snap me up!” said Griffin. “Did you ever see anything like it? How was I to know where the beastly place was? I don’t believe there is such a place.”

“He’s cracked!” decided Ellis. Then, despite the rain, the young gentleman began snapping his fingers and cutting capers in the middle of the muddy road. “He’s cracked! cracked! Oh lor’, I never had such a spree in all my life!”

Then the three young gentlemen put their hands to their sides and roared with laughter, stamping about the road to save themselves from choking. But Bailey trudged steadily on in front.

“And didn’t he give us a blow-out!”

A shout of laughter. “Ho, ho, ho! ha, ha, ha!”

“And didn’t he tell some busters!”

Another chorus, as before.

“I wonder if he ever did run away himself, as he said he did?” This remark came from Ellis, and his friends checked their laughter to consider it. They then for the first time discovered that Bailey was leaving them in the rear.

“You’re a nice sort of fellow,” shouted Ellis after him. “Let’s catch him up! What’s his little game, I wonder? Let’s catch him up!”

They scampered after him along the road, soon catching him, for Bertie, who was not hurrying himself, was only a few yards in advance. Ellis slipped his arm through his.

“I say, Bailey, do you think he ever ran away from school himself?”

“What’s it got to do with me?” was Bertie’s reply.

“Whatever made him go on at you like that? He must have taken you for a ninny to think you were going to swallow all he said! Fancy you running away! I think I see you at it! Running away to Huffham’s and back is about your style. Why didn’t you ask him for a tip? He seemed to be so uncommon fond of you that if I’d been you I’d have asked for one. You might have said if he made it large enough you’d run away; and so you might have done — to old Mother Huffham’s and back.” And Ellis nudged him in the side and laughed. But Bailey held his peace.

Wheeler gave the conversation a different turn.

“How are you fellows going to get in?” He referred to their effecting an entrance into Mecklemburg House.

“Knock at the door, of course, and pull the bell, and dance a break-down on the steps, and make a shindy generally, so as to let ’em know we’ve come.” These suggestions came from Griffin. Wheeler took up the parable.

“And tell old Mother Fletcher to let us have something hot for supper, and to look alive and get it, and make it tripe and onions, with a glass of stout to follow. I just fancy what she’d say.”

“And tell her,” continued Griffin, “that we’ve been paying a visit to a nice, kind gentleman, who happens to be raving mad.”

“And she’d be pleased to hear that he advised us all to run away, and waste no time about it. Where did he advise us to go to? The land of golden dreams? Oh, my crikey, don’t I see her face!”

Bailey made a remark of a practical kind.

“We can get in fast enough, there are always plenty of windows open.” It is not impossible that the young gentleman had made an entrance into Mecklemburg House by some such way before.

“It’s easy enough to get in,” said Ellis, “but what are we to say in the morning? It’ll take about a week to dry my things, and about a month to get the mud off.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if old Shane got sacked,” chuckled Wheeler.

“It will be jolly hard lines if he does,” said Ellis.

“Oh, what’s the odds? he shouldn’t have let us go!” Which remark of Wheeler’s was pretty good, considering the circumstances under which Mr. Shane’s permission had been obtained.

Just then Bailey stopped, and began to peer about him in the night.

“Have you lost your way?” asked Ellis. “That’ll be the best joke of all if you have. Fancy camping out a night like this! We shan’t quite be drowned by the morning, but just about almost.”

“I’m going to cut across this field,” said Bailey. “It’s ever so far round by the road, but we shall get there in less than no time if we go this way.”

The suggestion tickled Ellis.

“Fancy cutting across fields on a night like this! Oh, my gracious! what will old Mother Fletcher say?”

Bailey climbed over a gate, and the others clambered after him. It might be the shortest cut, but it was emphatically the dirtiest.

“Why, if they haven’t been ploughing it!” cried Griffin, before they had taken half a dozen steps.

Apparently they had, and very recently too. The furrows were wide and deep, the soil seemed to be a stiffish clay; walking was exercise of the most hazardous kind. There was an exclamation from some one; but as it appeared that Griffin had only fallen forward on to his nose, his friends were too much occupied with their own proceedings to pay much heed.

“I have lost my shoe!” declared Wheeler, immediately after. “Oh, I’m stuck in the mud; I believe I’m planted in this beastly field.”

“Never mind your shoe, since you’ve lost your hat already,” said Ellis, with ready sympathy. “You might as well leave all the rest of your things behind you, for all the use they’ll be after this little spree is over.”

“I don’t know what Bailey calls a short cut,” grumbled Griffin. “At the rate I’m going it’ll take me about a couple of hours to do a hundred yards.”

“We shall be home with the milk,” said Ellis.

“I’ve lost my other shoe!” cried Wheeler.

“No, have you really, though?”

“I believe I have, but I don’t know whether I have or whether I haven’t; all I know is, I’ve got about a hundred pounds of mud sticking to my feet. I wish Bailey was at Jericho with his short cuts!”

“This is nicer than that old lunatic,” sang out Dick Ellis. “Don’t I wish old Mother Fletcher could see us now.”

“I don’t know what you call nice,” said Griffin. “You’d call it nice if you had your eyes and nose and mouth bunged up. I’m down again!”

“You needn’t pull me with you,” remonstrated Ellis.

But Griffin did. Feeling that he was going, he made a frantic clutch at Ellis, who was just in front of him, and the two friends embraced each other on the treacherous ground. Ellis’ tone underwent a sudden change.

“I’ll pay you out for this!”

“I couldn’t help it,” protested Griffin.

“Couldn’t help it! What do you mean, you couldn’t help it? Do you mean to say you couldn’t help catching hold of me, and dragging me down into this beastly ditch?”

“It isn’t a ditch; it’s a furrow.”

“I don’t know what you call a furrow. I know I’m sopping wet, and where my hat’s gone to I don’t know.”

“What’s it matter about your hat? I’ve lost mine ever so long ago! I wish I’d stopped at home, and never bothered old Shane to let me out. I know whoever else calls this a spree, I don’t; spree indeed!”

When they had regained their feet, and were cool enough to look about them, they found that the others were out of sight, and apparently out of hearing too.

“Blessed if this isn’t a go! If they haven’t been and gone and left us. Hollo!” Ellis put his hand to his mouth, that his voice might carry further; but no answer came. “Ba-a-ailey! Ba-a-ailey!” But from Bailey came no sign. “This is a pretty state of things! wherever have they gone? If this is a game they think they’re having, it’s the meanest thing of which I ever heard, and I’ll be even with them, mark my words. Which way did they go?”

“How should I know? I don’t even know which way we came. How’s a fellow to know anything when he can’t see his hand before his face in a place like this? It’s my belief it’s one of Bailey’s little games.”

“Ba-a-ailey!” Ellis gave another view-halloo. In vain, only silence answered. “Well, this is a go! If it hadn’t been for you I shouldn’t have been in this hole.”

“I wish I’d never bothered old Shane to let me out!”

“Bother old Shane, and bother you too! I don’t know where I am any more than Adam.”

“I’m sure I don’t.”

“It’s no good standing here like a couple of moon-struck donkeys. I sink in the mud every time I put my foot to the ground; we shall be over head and heels by the time the morning comes. I’m going straight ahead; it must bring us somewhere, and it seems to me it don’t much matter where.”

Minus his hat, not improved in person by his contact with the ground, nor in temper by the desertion of his friends, Dick Ellis renewed his journeying. Griffin found some difficulty in keeping up with him. How many times they lost their footing during the next few minutes it would be bootless to recount. Over mud, through mire, uphill, downhill, they staggered wildly.

“I wonder how large this field is,” observed Ellis, after about ten minutes of this sort of work. “It seems to me we’ve gone about six miles.”

“It seems to me we’ve gone sixty,” groaned his friend.

“Talk about short cuts! Fancy bringing a fellow into the middle of a ploughed field on a pitch-dark, rainy night, and leaving him to find his way alone! I say, Ellis, supposing we lose our way?”

“Supposing we lose our way!” shouted Dick. “I guess we’ve lost it! What an ass you are! What do you think we’re doing here, if we haven’t lost our way? Do you think I’d stop in a place like this if I knew a way of getting out of it?” Just then he emphasized his remarks by sitting down in the mud, and remaining seated where he was. “I can’t get up; I believe I’m stuck, and here I’ll stick; and in the morning they’ll find me dead: you mark my words, and see if they don’t.”

The terror of the situation moved Griffin almost to tears.

“Let’s shout,” he said.

“What’s the good of shouting?”

“I don’t know,” said Griffin.

“Then what an ass you are!” With difficulty Ellis staggered to his feet. “It’s my belief I’ve got about an acre of land fastened to the seat of my breeches. I should like to know how I’m to walk and carry that about.”

They staggered on. A few yards further on they heard the sound of wheels upon a road.

“There’s the road!” cried Griffin, rapture in his voice. The sound gave him courage. He quickened his pace, and hastened on. Suddenly there was a splash, a cry of terror, then all was silence.

“What’s the matter?” cried Ellis, startled he scarcely knew at what. There was no reply. “Griffin, where are you? What’s the matter?”

There was a sound as of a splashing of water, and a stifled voice exclaimed, — 

“Help! I am drowning! He-elp!”

Ellis pulled up short, and only just in time, for the ground seemed all at once to come to an end. He stood on the edge of a declivity, and in front of him was he knew not what. It was so dark, he could not see his hand in front of him. There was only the sound as of some one struggling in water, and faint cries for help. For an instant his legs seemed to refuse their office, his knees gave way from under him, and his tongue clave to the roof of his mouth. Then he became conscious of wheels moving along a road which was close at hand. The sound gave him courage, and he shouted with the full force of his lungs, — 

“Help! help!”

To his intense satisfaction, an immediate answer was returned.

“Hollo!” a gruff voice replied; “who’s that a-calling?”

“I! — here! — in the field! There’s some one drowning.”

“Hold hard! I’ll bring you a light.”

A moment’s pause; then in front of him a light was seen dimly approaching through the night. Never before had a light been so heartily welcome to Master Richard Ellis.

“Where are you?”

“Here! Take care where you’re coming; there’s a pond, or something, just in front of you.”

The new-comer approached, keeping a wary eye upon the ground as he advanced. Ellis saw it was a carter, and that he carried an old-fashioned round lantern in his hand, with a lighted candle stuck in the socket. The carter held the lantern above his head, standing still, and peering through the night. The man was visible to the boy, but the boy, shrouded in the blackness of the night, was invisible to the man.

“Where are you?” he asked, seeing nothing in the gloom.

“Never mind me; Griffin’s drowning in a pond, or something.”

The splashing continued.

“I’m drowning! He-elp!”

The carter stooped forward, so that the light fell on the ground. Then Ellis perceived that between the man and himself was a little pond, into which the over-anxious Griffin had managed to fall.

“There ain’t no water there,” said the carter. “Where are you? Come out of it. There ain’t enough water to drown a cat.”

Griffin, perceiving that the fact was as the carter stated, proceeded to betake himself to what was, in comparison, dry land. But though not drowned, a more pitiable sight could scarcely be presented. He had fallen head-foremost into the filthy pool; the water was trickling down his head and face, and his countenance was plastered with an unsavoury coating of green slime.

“What are you? a boy?” inquired the carter. “Well, you’re a pretty sight, anyhow!”

For answer Griffin burst into tears. Ellis, who had by this time found his way round the pond, joined in the criticism of his friend.

“Well, I am blessed!” In spite of his own plight, he was almost moved to mirth. “Won’t old Mother Fletcher take it out of you! I wouldn’t be in your shoes for a pound.”

“Who’s she? and who are you?” asked the carter.

“Have you ever heard of Mecklemburg House?”

“What, the school? Be you from the school? Well, you’re a pretty couple, the pair of you. What little game are you up to now — running away? Won’t they lay it into you!” The carter grinned; he was not aware that corporal punishment was interdicted at Mecklemburg House, and already seemed to see the “laying in” in his mind’s eye.

“We — weren’t running — away!” wept Griffin. “We’ve lost our way.”

“Lost your way! Well, I never! That’s a good one!” The carter seemed to doubt the statement.

“We have lost our way,” said Ellis.

“Look here! for a couple of pins I’ll take you by the scruff of your necks and walk you back myself, if you come any of your games on me.”

From his tone and manner the carter seemed to be indignant. Griffin stared — as well as he could through his tears and the slime — and Ellis stared, being both at a loss to understand his indignation.

“Coming with your tales to me, telling me you’ve lost your way, with the school just across the road.”

His hearers stared still more.

“You don’t mean it?” Ellis said. “Why, if — I don’t believe — why, if this isn’t old Palmer’s field, which he was only ploughing yesterday, and if you haven’t tumbled into old Palmer’s pond! Well, if we aren’t a couple of beauties!”

Griffin stared at Ellis, and the carter stared at both of them. The fact was beginning to dawn upon these young gentlemen, the startling fact, that they had been all the time in a country with every inch of which they were acquainted, and that it was only the darkness which had confused them. As the carter had said, Palmer’s field — which was the name by which it was known to the boys — was right in front of Mecklemburg House, and, in consequence, the school, instead of being, as they supposed, a mile or so away, was just across the road. When they had fully realized this fact, the young gentlemen gave a simultaneous yell of satisfaction, and without wasting any time in compliments and thanks, dashed through the open gate, and out of sight, leaving the carter to the enjoyment of his own society.

“Well,” was the comment of that worthy, when he perceived the full measure of ingratitude which was entailed by this unlooked-for flight, “if I ever helps another being out of a ditch I’ll let him know. Not even the price of half a pint!” Then he shouted after them, “I hope the schoolmeaster’ll tan the hide from off you. I would if I were him.”

Possibly the expression of this pious wish in some degree relieved his feelings, for he followed the boys, though at a much more decorous pace, through the gate. When he reached the road, he stopped for a moment and looked around him, but there were no signs of any one in sight — the birds had flown. So, muttering beneath his breath what were probably not blessings, he returned to his charge, a huge vehicle, drawn by four perspiring horses, and which was loaded with market produce. Climbing up to his seat, he started his horses and continued his journey through the night. But though he was not aware of it, the young gentlemen who had treated him with such ingratitude had not come to the end of their adventure.

The front gate of Mecklemburg House stood wide open, and they unhesitatingly dashed inside. But no sooner were they in the grass-grown courtyard than a thought struck Griffin.

“I wonder if Bailey and Wheeler have come back?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care,” said Ellis.

But the interchange of speech brought them back to the sense of their situation.

“How are you going to get in?” asked Griffin.

“Through the schoolroom window; it’s always open,” replied his friend.

But this always was a rule liable to exceptions, for on this occasion the particular window referred to happened to be shut. However, to understand all that was to follow, it is necessary to bring this chapter to an end.


Chapter VII

THE RETURN OF THE WANDERERS

While Bailey and his friends were spending the evening in the company of Mr. George Washington Bankes, the principal of Mecklemburg House was in a condition in which principals are very seldom supposed to be, a condition very closely allied to tears.

Mr. Fletcher was a tall, thin man, whose height was altogether out of proportion to his width. He was afflicted with a chronic stoop, and had a way, in walking, of shuffling, rather than stepping from foot to foot, which was scarcely dignified. His face was not unpleasing; there was a mildness in his eye and a sweetness about his infrequent smile which spoke of a gentler nature than the typical pedagogue is supposed to have.

The Philistines were upon him now; the battle, which he had long been feebly eluding, rather than boldly facing, had closed its ranks, and in the mere preamble to the fray he had immediately succumbed. It would have been better, perhaps, if he had been made of sterner stuff, but, unless he could have been entirely changed into another man, sooner or later the end was bound to come. Mr. Fletcher was ruined, and with him Mecklemburg House Collegiate School was ruined too.

He had been on a forlorn hope to town. A certain creditor, in return for money advanced, held a bill of sale on all the contents of the academy. Necessary payments had not been made, and he had threatened to swoop down upon the ancient red-brick house, and make a clearance of every desk and stool, every pot and kettle, every bed and bolster the premises contained. To appease this personage, Mr. Fletcher had journeyed up to town, and had journeyed up in vain. The fiat had gone forth that to-morrow, the day after, any day or any hour — in the middle of the night, for all he knew — hard-hearted strangers might and would arrive, and, without asking with your leave or by your leave, would strip Mecklemburg House of every movable it contained.

This was what it had come to after five-and-twenty years! When his father died he had been left a comfortable sum of ready money, untarnished credit, and a flourishing school; of all which nothing was left him now.

The principal and his wife were seated in their own sitting-room, trying to look the matter boldly in the face. Mr. Fletcher, sitting with his elbows on the table, covered his face with his hands. Mrs. Fletcher, a hard-featured woman, had her arm about his neck, and strove to comfort him. Her ideas of comfort were of a material sort.

“Come, eat your supper, now do. You’ve had nothing to eat all day, and when you’ve eaten a bit things will look brighter, perhaps.”

Mr. Fletcher turned his care-worn face up to his wife.

“Jane, things will never look bright to me again.”

The man’s voice trembled, and the woman turned her face away, perhaps unwilling to let him see that in her eyes were tears. The principal got up and began to walk about the room. His stoop was more pronounced than usual, and his shuffling style of movement more ungainly.

“I’m just a failure, that’s what I am, a failure. The world’s moved on, and I’ve stood still. I’m exactly where my father was, and in schools and schoolmasters there’s a difference of a hundred years between his time and this. I’m not fit for keeping school in these new times. I don’t know what I am fit for. I’m fit for nothing but to die!”

“And if you die, what’s to become of me?”

“And if I live, what’ll happen to you then?”

“It’ll happen to me that I’ll have you, and do you think that’s nothing?”

“Jane, it’s worse than nothing! You ought to have been the man instead of me. I shall be a clog to you and a burden; you’re fit for fifty things, and I’m not fit for one! I could not make a decent clerk. I’m very certain I could not pass the examination required of a teacher in a board-school; I doubt if I ever could have reached that standard. I’m very certain I could not now. Times are changed in matters of education. People used to be satisfied with a twentieth part of what they now require. When I am turned out of the house in which I was born, and in which I have lived my whole life long, as I shall be in the course of a day or two, and you are turned out with me, wife, there will be fifty openings you will be fitted to fill, while I shall only be fit to carry circulars from house to house, or a sandwich-board through the streets.”

“It’s no use talking in that way, Beauclerk; it only breaks my heart to hear you, and it does no good. We must make up our minds to do something at once, and the great thing is, what? Now come and eat your supper, or you’ll be ill; you know how you suffer if you go hungry to bed.”

“I may as well become accustomed to it, because I shall have to go hungry very soon.”

“Beauclerk! — what is the use of going on like that? — do you want to break my heart?”

“Wife, I believe mine’s broken.”

Mr. Fletcher leaned his face against the wall just where he was standing, his long, lean frame shaken with his sobbing.

“Beauclerk! Beauclerk! don’t! don’t!”

Hard-faced Mrs. Fletcher went to her husband, and took him in her arms, and soothed him as though he were a child of five. Mr. Fletcher looked up. His face was ghastly with the effort he made at self-control.

“I think I will have some supper; perhaps it will do me good,”

Husband and wife sat down to supper. There were the remains of a leg of mutton, a little glass jar half-filled with pickled cabbage, a small piece of cheese, and bread. Mrs. Fletcher put some mutton on her husband’s plate, and a smaller portion on her own. Mr. Fletcher swallowed one or two mouthfuls, but apparently it went against the grain.

“I can’t eat it,” he said, pushing away his plate; “I’m not hungry.”

“Won’t you have some cheese? it’s very nice cheese.”

“I’m not hungry,” repeated her husband.

His wife held her peace; she continued eating, not, perhaps, because she was hungry, but possibly because she wished, in doing something, to find a momentary relief from the necessity of thinking. Mr. Fletcher sat drawing patterns with his fork upon the tablecloth.

“I shall write to the parents in the morning. In fact, I ought to write to them to-night, but I don’t feel up to it. I shall tell them that I am ruined, root and branch, stock and stone; that Mecklemburg House Collegiate School is a thing of the past, and that they had better remove their sons immediately, and let them have the means to travel with, because I have none.”

“When did Booker say he would distrain?”

Booker was the creditor who held the bill of sale.

“He didn’t specify the exact hour and minute, but it’ll only be a question of an hour or two in any case. We can’t pay and the things must go.”

“But you have received money from some of the boys in advance.”

Mr. Fletcher got up, and began to pace the room again.

“I have received money from most of them. Jane, what am I to do? As you know very well, I have received from more than half the boys the term’s fees in advance. I am not clear that they could not prosecute me for obtaining money by means of false pretences; but, in any case, I shall feel that I have played the part of a dishonest man. Why didn’t I say frankly at the beginning of the term, I am ruined, ruined hopelessly! and gone down at once without a pretence of struggling through another term?”

“We have struggled through so many, we could not tell we should not be able to struggle again.”

“At any rate, we haven’t. Before we’re halfway through the term we’re beaten, and I have received money on what was very much like false pretences. Then there are Mr. Till and Mr. Shane; they’re entitled to a term’s salary, if they could not lay claim to a term’s notice too.”

Mrs. Fletcher’s face grew cold and hard, and there was an unpleasant glitter in her eyes.

“I shouldn’t trouble myself about them; a more helpless lout than Mr. Shane, as you call him, I never saw, and to my mind Mr. Till never has been worth his salt. This morning, when he was left in charge, the school was like a bear-garden; I had to go in half a dozen times to ask what the noise was about. It’s my belief that if you had had proper assistance you wouldn’t be in the state you are in now.”

Mr. Fletcher sighed.

“That is not the question, my dear; I owe them the money, and they ought to be paid. I know that they are both almost, if not quite penniless, and if I do not pay them something I doubt whether they will have the means to take them up to town. Remember, too, that this is the middle of term, and that how long they will be without even the chance of getting another situation goodness only knows.”

“And are you better off? Have you better prospect of a situation? Beauclerk, before you pay either of those men a penny you will have to speak to me; I will not be robbed by them.”

“If I would I have nothing to pay them with, so there is an end of it, my dear.”

“Do you know what Mr. Shane’s latest performance has been?” Struck by something in his wife’s tone, Mr. Fletcher glanced at her with inquiry in his eyes. “I have not told you yet, because I have been too much upset by the news which you have brought to tell you anything, — goodness knows we have enough of our own to bear without having to bear the brunt of that clown’s blunders too.”

Seeing that his wife’s eloquence bade fair to carry her away, Mr. Fletcher interposed a question.

“What has Mr. Shane been doing?”

“Doing! I’ll tell you what he has been doing, — and you talk of robbing yourself to give him money! He let four of those boys go out in the rain this afternoon, when I expressly told him not to; and it would seem as if he has let them go for good, for they are still out now.”

Her husband looked at her, not quite catching the meaning of her words.

“Still out now?”

“Yes, still out now. Bailey, Griffin, Wheeler and Ellis went out this afternoon, in all the rain and fog, with Mr. Shane’s permission; and out they’ve stopped, for they’re not back yet.”

“Not back yet! Jane, you cannot mean it. Why, it’s nearly midnight.” Mr. Fletcher looked at his venerable silver watch, which had come to him, with the rest of his possessions, from his father. “What’s that?”

Husband and wife listened. The silence which reigned without had been broken by a crash from the schoolroom, a crash which bore a strong family resemblance to the sound made by the upsetting of a form.

“It’s those boys!” said Mrs. Fletcher. “They’re getting through the window.”

She hurried off to see, her husband following closely after. All the lights were out; save the sitting-room which they had left, all the house was dark. She called to him to bring the lamp. Returning, he snatched it from the table and went after her again.

They entered the schoolroom, Mr. Fletcher acting as lamp-bearer. Directly the door was opened they were conscious of a strong current of air within the room. Mrs. Fletcher went swiftly forward, picking her way among the desks and forms, and the cause of the noise they had heard and the draught they felt was soon apparent. The furthest window was wide open. In front of it a form was overturned upon the floor, a form which some one effecting a burglarious entrance through the window in the dark had unwittingly turned over. The lady’s quick eye caught sight of a figure crouching behind a neighbouring desk. It did not take her long to drag a young gentleman out by the collar of his coat.

“Well — upon — my — word!”

Her astonishment was genuine, and excusable; few more disreputable figures ever greeted a lady’s eye.

“Is this Bailey?”

It was Bailey. Perhaps at that moment Bailey rather wished it wasn’t; but the surprise of his sudden capture had bereft him of the power of speech, and he was unable to deny his identity. The lady did nothing else but stare. Suddenly somebody else made his appearance at the window, a head rose above the window-sill, and a meek, modest voice inquired, — 

“Please, ma’am, may I come in?”

The new-comer was Edward Wheeler. The lady’s astonishment redoubled.

“Well — I — never!”

Taking this exclamation to convey permission, Wheeler gradually raised himself the necessary height, and finally, after a few convulsive plunges to prevent himself from slipping back again, scrambled through the window and stood upon the floor. Wheeler presented a companion picture to his friend. As he had lost his hat at an early hour of the evening, he, perhaps, in some slight details, bore away the palm from Bailey. Mrs. Fletcher stared at them both in blank amazement; in all her experience of boys she never had seen anything quite equal to these two. Mr. Fletcher, lamp in hand, came up to join in the inspection.

“Where have you boys been?” he asked.

“Out to tea,” said Bailey.

Mrs. Fletcher sniffed disdainfully.

“Out to tea! Don’t tell me that! I should think you’ve been out to tea in a ditch!”

Mr. Fletcher carried on the examination.

“How dare you tell me you’ve been to tea! Where have you boys been?”

“We have been out to tea,” said Bailey.

“And where, sir, have you been having tea, that you come back at this hour, and in such a plight as that?”

“Washington Villa,” answered Bailey.

“Washington Villa! And where’s Washington Villa? But never mind that, I shall have something to say to you in the morning. Where are those other boys? Where are Griffin and Ellis?”

“They’re coming,” muttered Bailey.

Just then they came. While Mr. Fletcher hesitated, in doubt what to do or say, a voice, unmistakably Ellis’, was heard without.

“Is that you, Bailey? Won’t I pay you out for this, you cad! We might have got drowned for all you cared. Here’s Griffin got half-drowned as it is.”

Thrusting her head out of the window, Mrs. Fletcher replied to the wanderer; a reply, doubtless, as unexpected as undesired.

“If Mr. Fletcher did as I wished him, he’d give each of you boys a good round flogging before you went to bed, a lot of disobedient, ungrateful, untruthful, and untrustworthy scamps!”

Possibly this was enough for Ellis, for he subsided and was heard no more, but a sound of weeping arose. It was the grief of Charlie Griffin. Placing the lamp upon a desk, Mr. Fletcher put his head out of the window beside his wife’s.

“I’m not going to open the hall door for you at this time of night. Your friends came through the window, and you can follow your friends.”

They followed their friends, Ellis coming first; Griffin, with not unnatural bashfulness, preferring to keep in the background. Mrs. Fletcher’s uplifted hands and cry of astonishment greeted Ellis, who was indeed a notable example of the possibilities of dirt as applied to the person, but Griffin’s entry was followed by the silence of petrified amazement.

His friends’ attempts at disfigurement were altogether unsuccessful as compared to the success which had attended his. They were dandies compared to him. It was difficult at a first glance to realize that he was a boy, or indeed a human being of any kind. He was covered with a combination of weeds, green slime, particoloured filth, and yellow clay; the water dripped from the more prominent portions of his frame; his clothes were glued to his limbs; he was hatless; his face and hair were plastered with the aforesaid slime; and, to crown it all, he was convulsed with a sorrow which lay too deep for words.

“Griffin!” was all that the headmaster’s wife could gasp. “Charlie Griffin!”

“Where have you been?” asked Mr. Fletcher.

“I’ve been in the pond,” gasped Griffin, half choked with mud and tears.

“In the pond? What pond?”

“Pa-almer’s po-ond!”

“Palmer’s pond! What were you doing in there? What I’m to do with you boys is more than I can say!” Mr. Fletcher sighed. “There’s one thing, I shan’t have to do with you much longer.” This was muttered half beneath his breath. “What are we to do with them, my dear?” This was a question to his wife.

“Don’t ask me; I don’t know what we’re to do with them. I should think that boy” — here she pointed an accusatory finger at Griffin— “had better go back to Palmer’s pond. He appears to be fond of it, and it’s the only place he’s fit for.” Griffin was moved to wilder tears. “He had better take his things off where he stands, and throw them out into the yard; they’ll never be good for anything again, and he shan’t go upstairs with them on. And all four of them” — this with sudden vivacity which turned attention away from Griffin— “must have a bath before they think of going to bed between my sheets. A pretty state of things to have to get baths ready at this time of night!”

“Griffin, you had better take off your things,” said Mr. Fletcher mildly, when his wife had finished. “I don’t know what your father will say when he hears of the way in which you treat your clothing.”

Mrs. Fletcher returned to her sitting-room, and Griffin unrobed himself, flinging each separate article of clothing into the yard as he took it off. Then a procession, headed by Mr. Fletcher, started for the bath-room. After a few moments’ contact with clean, cold water, the young gentlemen, presenting a more respectable appearance, were escorted to their bedroom, Mr. Fletcher remaining while they put themselves to bed. Having assured himself that they actually were between the sheets, “I will speak to you in the morning,” he said, and disappeared.

When the boys had satisfied themselves that he was out of hearing, their tongues began to wag. Griffin was still whimpering.

“It’s all through you, Bailey, I got into this row.”

Something suspiciously like a chuckle was the only answer which came from Bailey’s bed.

“I say, did you really tumble into Palmer’s pond?” inquired Wheeler.

“Of course I did! How could I help it when you couldn’t see your hand before your face?”

Wheeler buried himself in the bedclothes and roared with laughter.

“You wouldn’t have laughed if it had been you,” continued the outraged Griffin. “I was as nearly drowned as anything. I should have been if it hadn’t been for a fellow with a lantern.”

“Go away! drowned!” scoffed Bailey, unconsciously repeating the carter’s words; “why, there isn’t enough water to drown a cat!”

“What did you go and leave us for like that?” asked Ellis.

“Do you think I was going to mess about in the rain all night while you two were squabbling on top of each other in the mud?”

“I call it a mean thing to do!”

“Who cares what you call it?”

“And if it weren’t so jolly late, I’d give you something for yourself.”

“Oh, would you? You’d give me something for myself! I like that! You wait till the morning, and then perhaps I’ll give you something for yourself instead!”

Unconscious of the compliments which his affectionate pupils were bandying from one to the other, Mr. Fletcher returned to his wife, seated in the parlour. His whole air was one of depression, as of one who had no longer spirit enough to fight with fortune.

“Well, it will be over to-morrow!” he said. “I don’t think I’m much good at school-keeping; I’m not strong enough; I’m not sufficiently able to impress my influence on others.” Going to the mantelshelf he leaned his head upon his hand. “I suspect I’ve failed as a schoolmaster because I deserved to fail.”

Then, forgetting the heroes of the night, his wife began to comfort him.


Chapter VIII

PREPARING FOR FLIGHT

That night Bertie Bailey dreamed a dream. In fact, he dreamed several dreams; his slumber-time was passed in dreamland, journeying from dream to dream.

He dreamed of the Land of Golden Dreams; of Mr. Bankes and Washington Villa; of a boy traversing a road which ran right around the world; of tumbling into ponds and scrambling out of them; of some mysterious country, peopled by a race of giants, to which there came a boy, who, single-handed, brought them low, and claimed the country for his own, and the soil of that land consisted of gold and silver, with judicious variations of precious stones. In his dreams he saw weapons flashing in the air, and he heard the sound of strange instruments of music.

Just before he woke he dreamed the most vivid dream of all. A moment before all had been a chaos of bewilderment, but all at once he found himself alone, in the centre of some wild place, not quite sure what sort of place it was, nor where, nor of anything about it, but he knew that it was wild. A voice was heard in the air, and he knew that it was the voice of Mr. George Washington Bankes. The voice kept repeating, “A life of adventure’s the life for me!” and every time the words were uttered the boy’s heart leapt up within him, and he went bounding on. The one voice became several, the world was full of voices, yet he knew that they all belonged to the original Mr. George Washington Bankes; and over and over again they repeated the same refrain, “A life of adventure’s the life for me!” till the whole world was alive with it, and birds and beasts and sticks and stones caught up the same refrain, “A life of adventure’s the life for me!” and the boy’s heart was filled with a great and wondrous exultation. But all at once the voices ceased; all was still; and the boy found that he was standing in front of a mighty mountain, which filled the world with darkness, and barred the way in front of him. And he was beginning to be afraid, when out of the silence and the darkness came, in a still small whisper — which he knew to be the whisper of Mr. George Washington Bankes — the words, “A life of adventure’s the life for me!” and they put courage into his heart, and he stretched out his arm and touched the mountain, and, behold! at his touch it was cleft asunder, and in its bosom were all the treasures of the earth.

But it was unfortunately at this point that he awoke. It was not unnatural that for some moments he should have refused to have acknowledged the fact — to confess that he really was awake, and that it had been nothing but a dream.

It was broad daylight. The sun was peeping through the windows, along the edges of the ill-fitting blinds. It was nothing but a dream. As he began to realize the fact of the gleaming sunshine, even he was obliged to admit that it had been nothing but a dream. He turned in his bed with a dissatisfied grunt.

“I never dreamed anything like that before, nothing half so real! It seemed as if I had only to put out my hand to touch that mountain now.”

But it only seemed, for there was no mountain there, only a coverlet, and a sheet, and a blanket or two, and a bolster, and a mattress, and a bed. Bertie lay on his back, with his eyes closed, attempting, by an effort of his will, to bring back the vanished dream. And to some extent he succeeded, for as he lay quiescent he seemed to hear, ringing in his ears, the words he had heard in his dream — 

“A life of adventure’s the life for me!”

He seemed so certainly to hear them that, just as they had done in his dream, they filled him with a sudden fire. Thoroughly aroused, he sat up in bed, grasping the bedclothes with eager hands. And to himself he said, half beneath his breath, “A life of adventure’s the life for me!”

The other boys were still asleep in the little iron bedsteads on either side of him, but he made no attempt to recompose himself to slumber. He remained sitting up in bed, his knees huddled up to his chin, engaged in a very unwonted act for him, the act of thinking.

The events of the night before were vividly before him, but principally among them, a giant in the foreground, was the figure of Mr. George Washington Bankes.

“Why don’t you run away?” Mr. Bankes’ question rang in his ears.

“A life of adventure’s the life for me!” Those other words of Mr. Bankes, which had been with him through the dream-haunted night, still danced before his eyes.

Than Bertie Bailey a less romantic-looking youth one could scarce conceive. But history tells us that some of the greatest heroes of romance, real, live, flesh-and-blood heroes, who actually at some time or other did exist, were anything but romantic in their persons. Perhaps Bailey was one of these. Anyhow, stowed away in some out-of-the-way corner of his unromantic-looking person was a vein of romance of the most pronounced and unequivocal kind.

His range of reading was not wide, yet he had his heroes of fiction none the less. They were rather a motley crew, and if he had been asked the question, say in an examination paper, “Who is your favourite hero? give a short sketch of his life,” he would have hesitated once or twice before he would have written Dick Turpin, Robin Hood, Robinson Crusoe, or Jack the Giant-Killer. Perhaps he would have hesitated still longer before he had attempted to sketch the life of any one of them. Yet, had he told the truth, the gentleman selected would have been one of these.

Possibly in the act of selection his greatest difficulty would have lain. He never could quite make up his mind which of the four gentlemen named above he liked the best. There were points about Dick Turpin which struck his fancy. He would rather have ridden that ride to York than have had ten thousand pounds. It would have been worth his while to have been Dick Turpin if only to possess that horse of horses, Black Bess, the coal-black steed of his heart’s desire, though it may be mentioned in passing that up to the present moment Bertie Bailey had never figured upon a horse’s back. He had once ridden a donkey from Ramsgate to Pegwell Bay, but a donkey was not Black Bess.

On the other hand, there was no part of England with which he was better acquainted — theoretically — than the glades of Sherwood Forest. To have lived in those glades with Robin Hood, Bailey would heave a great sigh at the prospect; ah, that he only could! Yet certainly one had only to speak of the desert island, and of Robinson Crusoe on its lonely shore, for Bertie to feel a wild longing to plough the distant main, a longing which was scarcely consistent with his desire for the glades of Sherwood Forest. It is the fashion to sneer at fairy tales, and to speak of them as though they were beneath the supposititious dignity of the common noun boy, and certainly the marvellous history and adventures of Jack the Giant-Killer belong to the domain of the fairies. Possibly Bertie would have been himself ashamed to own his partiality for that hero of the nursery; and yet, to have had Jack’s courage and strength and skill, to have slaughtered giants and taken castles and rescued maidens — Bertie sometimes dreamt of himself as another Jack, and then always with a rapture too deep for words.

Perhaps his real, ideal, and favourite hero would have consisted of a judicious combination of the four — something of Dick Turpin, and something of Robin Hood, and something of Robinson Crusoe, and something of Jack the Giant-Killer. Take all these somethings and mix them well together, and you would have had the man for Bailey. Emphatically, although almost unconsciously, in all his waking dreams, a life of adventure had been the life for him.

Mr. George Washington Bankes had applied the match to the powder. As he thought of all that gentleman had said, even in the cool of the morning, all his soul was on fire. Seeing him in his nightshirt of doubtful cleanliness, and with his touzled hair, you might not have supposed that there was fire in his soul, but there was. Run away! He had heard of boys running away from school before to-day.

Boys had run away from Mecklemburg House, and there were stories of one who, within quite recent times, had made a dash for liberty. Some said he had got as far as Windsor, some said Dorking, before he had changed his mind and decided to come back again. But he had come back again. Bailey made up his mind that when he ran away he would never come back again; never! or, at any rate, not till he had traversed the world in several different directions, as Mr. George Washington Bankes had done.

It had already become a question of when he ran away. With that quickness in arriving at a decision which, so some tell us, is the sure sign of a commanding intellect, he had already decided that he would; there only remained the question of time and opportunity.

“Why don’t you run away?” Mr. Bankes had asked. Yes, why, indeed? especially if one had only to run away to step at once into the Land of Golden Dreams!

When the boys took their places in the schoolroom after breakfast, prepared for morning school, a startling announcement was made to them by Mr. Fletcher. Bailey and his friends had expected that something would be said to them on the subject of their escapade of the night before; but so far, so far as those in authority were concerned, their expectations had been disappointed. They had been sufficiently cross-examined by their fellow-pupils, and in spite of a slight suggestive foreboding of something unpleasant to come, when they perceived how their proceedings appeared in the eyes of their colleagues, they were almost inclined to look upon themselves somewhat in the light of heroes. Griffin, indeed, had not heard the last of the pond, and it was not of the tragic side of his misadventure that he heard the most. There were some disagreeable remarks made by personal friends who would not see that he had run imminent risk of being drowned. He almost began to wish that he had been.

“You wouldn’t have laughed at it then,” he said. But they laughed at it now.

But neither from Mr. Till, nor from Mr. Shane, nor from Mr. Fletcher, nor from the far more terrible Mrs. Fletcher, had either of the young gentlemen heard a word.

And just when they were preparing for morning school Mr. Fletcher made his startling announcement.

At first the quartett thought, not unreasonably, that his remarks were going to have particular reference to them and to their misdoings, but they were wrong. The headmaster was seated at his desk, in a seemingly more than usually preoccupied mood; but he too often was preoccupied in school, so they paid no heed, and got out their books and slates, and other implements of study, with the ordinary din and clatter. Suddenly he spoke.

“Boys, I want to speak to you.”

The boys looked at him, and the quartett looked at each other. Mr. Fletcher did not raise his head, but with his eyes fixed on the desk in front of him continued to speak as though he found considerable difficulty in saying what he had to say.

“I have had heavy losses lately in carrying on the school. Some of you know that the number of boys has grown smaller by degrees and beautifully less.”

There was a faint smile about Mr. Fletcher’s mouth which did not quite betoken mirth.

“But I do not complain. I should not have mentioned it, only” — he paused, raised his head, and looked round the room, his eyes resting for a moment on each of the boys as they passed— “only when one has no boys one can keep no school. I have found, very certainly, that without boys school cannot keep me — my wife and I. Our wants are not large — they have grown even smaller of recent years — but to satisfy the most modest wants something is required, and we have nothing.”

Again he paused, and again something like the ghost of a smile flitted across his face. By this time the boys were listening with their eyes and ears, and Mr. Shane and Mr. Till listened with the rest.

“I am a ruined schoolmaster. I should not have told you this — it is not a pleasant thing to have to tell — only my ruin is so complete, and so near. It will necessitate your returning home at once. Mecklemburg House will no longer be able to offer shelter to either you or I, and I — I was born here; you will perhaps be able to go with lighter hearts. I have communicated with your parents. You must pack your things at once; some of you will, perhaps, be fetched in an hour or two. I have advised your parents that you had better be all of you removed by to-morrow morning at the latest. Under these circumstances there will, of course, be no morning school; nor, indeed, in Mecklemburg House any more school at any time.”

Perhaps, in that schoolroom, the silence had never been so marked as it was when Mr. Fletcher ceased. The boys looked at each other, and at their master, scarcely understanding what it was that he had said, and by no means certain that they were entitled to believe their ears. No morning school! Mecklemburg House ceased to exist! Pack up! Going home at once! These things were marvellous in their eyes. There were those among them who had not failed to see the way in which things were tending, who knew that Mecklemburg House was very far from being what it was, that the glory was departed; but for such a thunderclap as this they were wholly unprepared. Pack up! Going home at once! The boys could do nothing else but stare.

“You will disperse now, and go into the playground. Put your books away quietly You will be called in as you are wanted to assist in packing.”

They put their books away. It was unnecessary to bid them do it quietly; their demeanour had never been so decorous. Then they filed out silently, one after the other, and the headmaster and his ushers were left alone.

One boy there was who walked out of that schoolroom as though he were walking in a dream. This was Bailey. It was all wonderful to him. He was watching for an opportunity to fly — he knew not why, he knew not where; but that is by the way. He had only begun to watch an hour or two ago, and here was the opportunity thrust into his hand. He never doubted for an instant that here was the opportunity thrust into his hand.

It was now or never. He had reasons of his own for knowing that when he had left Mecklemburg House he had left boarding-school for ever. He might have a term or two at a day-school, but what was the use of running away from a school of that description? It was heroic to run away from boarding-school, but from day-school — where was the heroic quantity in that? No, it was now or never, and Bertie Bailey resolved it should be now. So in a secluded corner of the playground he matured his adventurous scheme; for even he was not prepared to rush through the playground gate and dash into the world upon the spot.

“I must get some money.”

So much he decided. It may be mentioned that he arrived at this decision first of all. It may be added that his consciousness of the desirability of getting money was not lessened by the fact that he possessed none now; no, not so much as a specimen of the smallest copper coinage of the realm.

“I must try to borrow some from some of the chaps.” He was aware that this was not a hopeful field. “But a fellow can’t go without any money at all; even Mr. Bankes said he had ninepence-halfpenny.” He remembered every word which Mr. Bankes had said. “Wheeler had sevenpence, and he promised to lend me twopence, but he’s such a selfish beast I shouldn’t be surprised if he’s changed his mind. Besides, I ought to have more than twopence, or sevenpence, either. Perhaps he might lend me the lot; he’s not a bad sort sometimes. Anyhow, I’ll try.”

He tried. Slipping his arm through Wheeler’s he drew him on one side. He approached the matter diplomatically.

“I say, Wheeler, I know you’re a trump.”

This sort of diplomacy was a mistake; Wheeler was at once on the alert.

“What are you buttering me up for? Don’t you think you’re going to get anything out of me, because you just aren’t; so now you know it.”

This was abrupt, not to say a little brutal, perhaps. Bailey perceived the error he had made; he changed his tone with singular presence of mind.

“Look here, Wheeler, I want you to lend me that sevenpence of yours.”

“Then you’ll have to want; I like your cheek!”

“Lend me sixpence.”

“I won’t lend you a sight of a farthing.”

“You promised to lend me twopence.”

“Oh, did I? Then I won’t. I’m going to buy sevenpenn’orth of cocoanut candy, and perhaps I’ll give you a bit of that, though I don’t promise, mind; and it’ll only be a little bit, anyhow.”

“But look here, I want it for something — I do, I really do, or else I wouldn’t ask you for it.”

“What do you want it for?” asked Wheeler, struck by something in the other’s tone.

“Oh! for something particular.”

“What do you want it for? If you tell me, perhaps I’ll lend it.”

This was a bait; but Bailey did not trust his friend so completely as he might have done. He suspected that if he told him what it really was wanted for, the story might be all over the playground in a minute; and it was possible that his friends might not view his intended flight from the heroic point of view from which it appeared to him. So he temporized.

“If you’ll lend me the sevenpence first, I’ll tell you afterwards.”

“You catch me at it! What do I want to know what you want it for? I know I want it myself, and that’s quite enough for me.”

Wheeler turned away; Bailey caught him by the arm.

“Lend me the twopence which you promised.”

“I won’t lend you a brass farthing.”

Bertie felt the moment was not propitious. It occurred to him that he might pick a quarrel with his friend and fight him, and that when he had fought him long enough his friend might see things in a different light, and a loan might be arranged. But of this he was by no means certain. He was not clear in his own mind as to the amount of hammering which would be required to bring about a conversion. He had never measured his strength with Wheeler; and it even occurred to him that he might be the hammered one, and not his friend. On the whole, he thought that he had better leave that scheme untried; sevenpence might be bought too dearly.

Baffled in one quarter he tried another. In quest of money he buttonholed all the school. But this, again, was a mistaken step. It soon got about that Bailey was in search of some one to devour, and, in consequence, those who were worth devouring took the hint — they by no means showed themselves anxious to be devoured. In spite of his repeated efforts, he only met with one success, and that was one of which he was scarcely entitled to be proud.

Willie Seymour, Bailey’s cousin, has been already mentioned. He was the youngster who led Mr. Shane’s German grammar on its final road to ruin. A little pale-faced boy, certainly not more than nine years old, and without even the strength of his years.

Bertie caught him by the jacket.

“Now then, where’s that money of yours?”

His temper was not improved by the want of confidence his friends had shown, and this was not a case in which he thought delicacy was required.

“What money? Bertie, don’t! you’re hurting my arm!”

“Yes, and I’ll hurt it, too! Where’s that money of yours? I know you’ve got some.”

“I’ve only got one and fivepence. Mamma sent it me last week to buy a birthday present. It was my birthday, you know.”

“Oh, was it! Then I’ll buy you a birthday present — something spiffing. Fork it up!”

“But, Bertie — —”

“Fork it up!”

“It’s in my desk.”

“Then just you let me see your desk. It’s never safe to leave money in your desk; it might get stolen.”

And Bailey dragged his relative indoors. It may be mentioned that Willie’s mother (Bertie’s aunt) had particularly commended her lad to Bertie’s care. This was the first symptom of a careful disposition he had shown.


Chapter IX

THE START

With tears and sighs Willie Seymour produced his desk for his relative’s inspection. It was a little rosewood desk which his mother had given him to keep his papers in, and envelopes, and his own particular pens, and his stamps, and his money, and his treasures. Bailey proceeded to inspect it.

“Where’s the key?”

“Don’t take the money, Bertie. Mamma sent it me to buy a birthday present with, and I’ve spent sevenpence already. It was two shillings she sent.”

“Oh, you’ve spent sevenpence, have you! Then I’ve half a mind to give you a licking for spending such a lot. Do you think your mother sent you money to chuck about all over the place? She told me to look after you, and so I will. Give me the key.”

From a miscellaneous collection of odds and ends, which bulged out the pockets of his knickerbockers, the key was produced.

“Don’t take the money, Bertie!”

Bailey unlocked the desk with a magisterial air.

“If your mother knew that you’d spent sevenpence, what d’ye think she’d say to me? She’d say, ‘I told you to look after him, and here you let him go chucking the money I sent him to buy a birthday present into his stomach, and making himself as ill as I don’t know what! Is that the way to buy a birthday present? Nice affectionate lad you are!’”

At this point Bailey, having discovered the one and fivepence, held it in his hand.

“I shall put this money into my pockets, and I shall take care of it for you, and when you want it, you come to me and ask for it. D’ye hear?”

At this point he slipped the money into his trousers pocket.

Willie wept.

“What are you snivelling for? If you don’t stop I’ll take care of your desk as well. Now I think of it, Wheeler wants just such a desk as this. I shouldn’t be surprised if he gave me sevenpence for it; it would just come in handy.”

Bailey subjected the desk to a critical examination.

“I’ll tell Mr. Fletcher if you take my desk away.”

“What, sneak, would you? As it happens, I don’t care for you or Mr. Fletcher either.”

Bertie tucked the desk under his arm and moved to the door. Willie flung his head upon his arms and burst into a passion of tears. At the door Bertie turned and surveyed the child.

“Here, take your desk. Think I want the thing!”

He flung the desk towards his cousin. Falling on the edge of a form, it burst open, and the contents were thrown out of it. Leaving Willie to make the best of a bad case, and pick up his ill-used property, Bertie marched away with the one and fivepence in his pocket.

That one and fivepence was all the cash he could secure. He made one or two efforts in the course of the day to increase his capital by the addition of a penny or two, but the efforts were in vain. None of the smaller boys had any money; some of the seniors he suspected were in possession of funds, but in face of their refusal to oblige him with a temporary loan he did not feel justified in taking them by the throats and putting into practice any theory of their money or their life. He suspected he might get neither; sundry knocks and bruises he might be the richer for, but they were riches for which he had no longing. One particularly gallant attack he made upon a suspected seat of capital does not deserve to go unchronicled.

The suspected seat of capital was Mr. Shane. Chancing to pass the schoolroom on his way downstairs, a glimpse he caught of some one within brought him to a standstill. He entered; he shut the door behind him for precaution’s sake, being unwilling that his friends should intrude upon what he perceived might be a delicate interview.

In a corner of the schoolroom was Mr. Shane. He sat with his elbows resting on the desk and his head resting on his hands. So absorbed was he in his own meditations that he paid no heed to Bailey’s entrance. Bertie watched him in silence for a moment or two, then he made his presence known.

“I say, Mr. Shane.”

Mr. Shane started and looked up. His face was very pale, there were traces of what were suspiciously like tears about his eyes, and his whole appearance was as of one who had received a sudden blow. Without speaking he stared at Bailey, whose presence evidently took him by surprise. Seeing that the other held his peace, Bertie came to the point.

“Can you lend me a shilling or two?”

“Lend you a shilling or two!”

“I daresay you’ll think it like my cheek to ask you, and so it is; but — I’m in an awful hole, I really am. I know I’ve not been such a civil beggar as I might have been, but — I never meant any harm; and — I’m sorry about that grammar, I really am; I’d buy you another if I’d got the money, upon my word I would — I don’t know what I wouldn’t do for you if you’d lend me a shilling or two — especially if you’d make it three.”

In spite of himself Bertie grinned, and his eyes glistened at the idea of spoiling the usher. Mr. Shane stared at him, as well he might. He spoke with a sort of little pause between each word, as though he were doubtful if he had heard aright.

“You want me to lend you a shilling or two? — me?”

“Yes. I’ll let you have it back as soon as, I can, and I’m in an awful hole, or I wouldn’t ask you. Do lend it me!”

Mr. Shane stood up, with a curious agitation in his air.

“I haven’t got it.”

“Not got it I Not got a shilling or two! Oh, I say, come!”

“I haven’t got a penny in the world.”

“Not got a penny in the world! Oh, I say, aren’t you piling it on!”

“Not a penny; not a penny in the world; not one. I’m a beggar!”

Mr. Shane’s agitation was so curious, and the air with which he proclaimed himself a beggar was so wild, that Bertie’s surprise grew apace. He wondered whether, as he might himself have phrased it, the usher had a tile loose in his head.

“See!” Mr. Shane turned his coat-tail pockets inside out. There was nothing in them. “See!” He followed suit with the pockets in his trousers. They also were void and empty. “Nothing! nothing! not a sou! Mr. Fletcher engaged to pay me sixteen pounds a year. There’s fifteen shillings owing from last term. I couldn’t afford to buy myself a pair of boots when I came back. Look at my boots.” Mr. Shane held up his boots, one after the other. Bertie stared at them; they were very much the worse for wear. “And now he tells me that I’m to leave this very day, leave in the very middle of the term, without a penny-piece. He says he cannot let me have a penny-piece. I’ve worked hard for my money; he knows I’ve worked hard for my money; he knows I’ve been cruelly used; and yet he sends me away in the middle of the term a beggar, and with fifteen shillings owing from last term. What am I to do! My mother lives at Braintree. I can’t walk all the way to Braintree in Essex, especially in such boots as these; and she hasn’t any money to give me when I get there, and I can’t get another situation in the middle of the term. It’s cruel, cruel, cruel! I’m a beggar, and I shall have to go to the workhouse and sleep in the casual ward, and break stones before they let me leave in the morning. It’s wicked cruelty! I don’t care who hears me say it, so it is!”

Mr. Shane’s agitation, though real enough, was also sufficiently grotesque. With his pockets turned inside out, and his collar and necktie all awry, he paced about the schoolroom, swinging his arms, speaking in his thin, cracked tones, the tears running down his cheeks, half choked with passion. It was the grotesque side of the usher’s woe which appealed to Bailey.

“You don’t mean to say Mr. Fletcher won’t pay you your wages?”

“I do, I do! He says he hasn’t got it; he says he doubts if he has five shillings to call his own. What right has he to engage an usher if he has not got five shillings of his own? How does he expect to pay me, and fifteen shillings owing from last term? How am I to walk to Braintree in Essex in these boots without a penny in my pocket? and what will my mother say when I get home — if I ever do get home — with no money in my pocket, and turned out of a situation in the middle of a term? It’s a cruel, wicked shame, and I’ll shout it out in the middle of the road! I don’t care what they say, I will! I won’t go without my money, if it’s only the fifteen shillings left owing from last term!”

“Then I suppose you can’t lend me a shilling or two?”

“Lend you a shilling or two! How can I? It’s for you to advance a loan to me. Bailey, you’ve been a wicked boy to me ever since I came, and now to come and ask me to lend you money! You’re all wicked about the place.”

“I’ve got one and fivepence.” Bailey held the money in his hand.

“One and fivepence! Bailey, it’s your duty to lend me that one and fivepence. You can’t want money, your parents will send you the means to take you home. And here am I without a penny. How am I to walk all the way to Braintree in Essex in these boots without a penny in my pocket? It is a wicked thing that I should ever have been induced to accept such a situation. It’s your duty to make amends for your uniform bad conduct, and to sympathise with me in my distress. You ought to lend me that one and fivepence. Won’t you lend it to me, Bailey?”

Bertie went through the familiar pantomime of putting his fingers to his nose.

“Me lend you one and fivepence — ax your grandmother! You must think me jolly green.”

He thrust the hand which still held the one and fivepence into his trousers pocket, and turning on his heel marched with an air of great deliberation to the door. At the door he turned, and again addressed the usher.

“If I were you, old Shane, I’d go to Fletcher, and I’d say, ‘Fork up, Fletcher, or I’ll give you one in the eye;’ and then if he didn’t fork up I’d give him a couple of good fine black ones. He’d look nice with a couple of black eyes, would Fletcher; and, if you like, I’ll come with you now and see you do it.”

He paused; but seeing that Mr. Shane gave no immediate signs of acting on this useful hint he went on, — 

“You haven’t got the spirit of an old dead donkey. You’d let anybody have a kick at you. You’re a regular all-round Molly, Shane.”

With this frank expression of heart-felt sympathy for Mr. Shane’s distress he left the room, and banged the door behind him. His enterprise, though displaying boldness, had been a failure; he had not succeeded in adding to his capital. As he walked away from the schoolroom he meditated upon the matter.

“One and fivepence isn’t much — not to run away with — but Mr. Bankes said he’d only ninepence-halfpenny; I’m better than that. Still, I’d like another shilling or two; one and fivepence doesn’t go far, stretch it how you will. But if I can’t get more I’ll make it do, somehow. If Mr. Bankes managed with ninepence-halfpenny I don’t see why I shouldn’t do with one and fivepence. Something is sure to turn up directly I am off.”

It occurred to him that perhaps Mr. Bankes might have had something else besides his ninepence-halfpenny — something in the shape of food, valuables, or extra clothing, or some other unconsidered trifle of that kind. Bertie perceived that if he put into execution his plan of immediate flight he would have to go as he was, with his one and fivepence and nothing else. He had a misty recollection of having read somewhere of a young gentleman, just such another hero as himself, who started on his exploration of the world with baggage in the shape of a red cotton handkerchief, which contained a clean shirt, some bread and cheese, and, if his memory served him, a pair of socks which his little sister had neatly darned for him on the night before his setting out.

Bertie would have to start without even this amount of luggage. Nor could he understand that he would be much worse off on that account; the bread and cheese might be useful — if he remembered rightly, the young gentleman referred to had eaten his bread and cheese about ten minutes after starting — but for the shirt and socks he could perceive no use whatever. He had a sort of idea that either those sort of things would not be required, or else that they could be had for asking when he was once out in the world.

But his chief fear was, and it kept him on tenter hooks throughout the day, that his grand exploit would be nipped in the bud, altogether frustrated, by his being prematurely fetched home. He lived at Upton, a little town in Berkshire, not twenty miles away. It would not take long for Mr. Fletcher’s communication to reach his home, and it was quite within the range of possibility that a messenger would be immediately despatched to fetch him. In that case he would sleep that night in a paternal bed, and farewell to the Land of Golden Dreams.

The flitting had already commenced. By the afternoon some of the boys, who lived close by, had already gone. The packing progressed briskly. He had seen with his own eyes his boxes locked and corded. It was with very mixed sensations that he had himself assisted at the process. Within those well-worn receptacles was he locking and cording the Land of Golden Dreams! At the mere thought of such a thing he could have shed unheroic tears. At any moment he might be called, he might be greeted by a familiar face, he might be whirled away in a cab at the rate of four or five miles an hour, with his luggage on the roof of the vehicle, and then — farewell to the Land of Golden Dreams.

He might have put an end to his uncertainty by starting at once on his progress through the world. But he had made up his mind that that was not the thing. To run away in broad daylight, like an urchin who had stolen a twopenny loaf, with half a dozen yelping curs at his heels and not impossibly the country folks all grinning — who could connect romance with such an undignified departure? No, night was the thing for him — silent, mysterious night; and, above all, the witching hour. That was the time for romance! Under the cold white moon, and across the moonlit meadows, when all the world was sleeping — then he could conceive a flight into the world of mystery and of magic, and of Lands of Golden Dreams. So he had decided that as nearly as possible midnight should be the moment for his adventures to begin.

The choice of such an hour put difficulties in his way. First of all, there was the difficulty of being sure of the time. He did not himself possess a watch, and he could not rely upon some distant church clock informing him of the passage of the night. Fortunately he remembered that Tom Graham, who slept in a bed next door but one to his, possessed a watch. He would time his departure by Tom Graham’s watch. Then there was the difficulty of egress — how was he to get away? In his strong desire to play the more heroic part, he would have liked to have dropped from the window of his bedroom some thirty-five feet on to the paving-stones of the courtyard below. But then he reflected that he would not improbably break his neck, and it would be just as well not to begin his adventures by doing that; that sort of thing would come in its proper place a little later on. He might knot his sheets together, and form an impromptu rope, and descend by means of that: there were charms about the idea which commended themselves to him. He had seen a picture somewhere of a gallant youth descending by means of such a rope a tower apparently a mile or two in height; it was an unpleasant night and the youth was whirled hither and thither by the tempestuous winds. Had his bedroom been a couple of miles from the ground, why then — Bailey smacked his lips, and his eyes glistened — but as it wasn’t he discarded the idea. He sighed to think that they build none of those lofty towers now — at least, so far as he was aware.

No; for the present it was sufficient to get away. Let him first get clear away, and then he would have adventures fast enough. He decided that the old familiar schoolroom window would suffice for the occasion. He would get out of that.

But the chief difficulty he had to face was the terrible risk which existed of his being fetched away. One boy after another went; hour after hour passed; a bare handful of young gentlemen remained. They had dinner, such as it was; but Bertie had lost his appetite, and was for the nonce contented with meagre fare. They had tea, which was postponed to the latest possible hour, and which when it came consisted of a liquid which such boys as partook of it declared was concocted of the tea leaves which had remained at breakfast, and which was accompanied by thick slices of unbuttered bread. But Bertie never grumbled; he ate his bread and he drank his tea without suggesting anything against its quality.

The evening passed. The number of boys was still more diminished, yet for Bailey no one came. The clock pointed to an hour at which it was declared that no one could come now — it was half-past nine. The usual hour for bed was half-past eight, but the boys had been kept up in the expectation and possible hope that at Mecklemburg House it would not be necessary for them to go to bed at all. Now they were ordered to their rooms.

Bertie could have danced, and sung, and stood on his head, and comported himself generally like a juvenile madman; but he refrained, His time was coming; he would be able to comport himself as he liked in two hours and a half, but at present the word was caution.

It was arranged that all the boys who remained should sleep in the same room. There were only five: Edgar Wheeler, Tom Graham, little Willie Seymour, a boy whose parents were in India named Hagen, and commonly called Blackamoor, and Bertie Bailey. The first into bed was Bailey. Not a word was to be got out of him edgeways. He was a model of good behaviour. He even pressed the others to hurry into bed, to go to sleep, to let him sleep. They slept long before he did. He lay awake tingling all over. He listened to their regular respirations — Hagen was a loud snorer and always set up a signal of distress — and when he was sure they were asleep he hugged himself in bed. Then he sat up, being careful to make as little noise as possible, and in the darkness peered at his sleeping comrades. Their gentle breathing and Hagen’s stentorian snores were music in his ears. Then he lay back in bed again, biding his time.

He heard a clock strike the half-hour — half-past ten. It was a church clock. He wondered which. The night was calm, and the sound travelled clearly through the air; it might have been a long way off. And then — then he went to sleep.

It was not at all what he intended — very much the other way. He had supposed that he had only to make up his mind to lie awake till twelve o’clock to do it. But he was wrong; the strain at which he had kept his faculties through the day had told upon him more than he had supposed.

He awoke with a start — with a consciousness that something was wrong. He listened for a moment, wondering what strange thing had roused him. Then he remembered with a flash. The time had gone and he had slept.

With a half-stifled cry he sprang up in bed. What time was it? Had he really slept? Only for a minute or two, he felt sure. He groped his way to Graham’s bed. That young gentleman slept with his watch beneath his pillow; Bailey was awkward in his attempts to get at it without waking the sleepy owner.

He got it, and took it to the window that he might see the time. Half-past two! soon it would be light — Bertie was almost inclined to think it was getting lighter now. He gave a cry of rage, and the watch dropped from his hand to the floor. Startled, he turned to see if the sleepers were awakened by the noise. He held his breath to listen. They slumbered as before. He picked up the watch and placed it on the mantelshelf, not caring to run the risk of rousing Graham by replacing it beneath his pillow. As he did so, he noticed that the glass was broken, shattered in the fall.

With great rapidity he dressed himself, only pausing for a moment to see that the one and fivepence was safe. His slippers were packed; he had come to bed in his boots. Holding them in his hand, in his stockinged feet he stole across the room, carefully turned the handle of the door, went out, and shut the door behind him.

He met with no accident on his way to the schoolroom. Within five minutes of his leaving his bed he was standing among the desks and forms. The blinds had not been drawn: the moonlight flooded the room — at any rate, the moon had not gone down. He was going to carry out so much of his plans — he was to fly through a moonlit world. Perhaps after all the little accident which had caused him to shut his eyes was not of much importance. Certainly, the sleep had refreshed him; he felt capable of making for the Land of Golden Dreams without requiring to pause upon the way.

Among the moonlit desks and forms he put his boots on; laced them up; then, with a careful hand, slipped the hasp of the familiar window, raised the sash, got out, and lowered himself to the ground. It was only when he was on the ground that he remembered that he was without a cap. He put his hand into the inner pocket of his jacket and produced an old cricket cap which he had privately secured when he was supposed to be assisting at the packing.

Then he started for the Land of Golden Dreams.


Chapter X

ANOTHER LITTLE DRIVE

He ran across the courtyard, glancing up at the silent house behind him. In the moonlight Mecklemburg House looked like a house of the dead. Through the gate, and out into the road; then, for a moment, Bertie paused.

“Which way shall I go?”

He stood, hesitating, looking up and down the road. In his anxiety to reach the Land of Golden Dreams he had not paused to consider which was the road he had to take to get there. Such a detail had not occurred to him. He had taken it for granted that the road would choose itself; now he perceived that he had to choose the road.

“I’ll go to London — something’s sure to turn up when I get there. It always does. In London all sorts of things happen to a fellow.”

His right hand in his pocket, clasping his one and fivepence, he turned his face towards Cobham. He had a vague idea that to reach town one had to get to Kingston, and he knew that through Cobham and Esher was the road to Kingston. If he kept to the road the way was easy, he had simply to keep straight on. He had pictured himself flying across the moonlit fields; but he concluded that, for the present, at any rate, he had better confine himself to the plain broad road.

The weather was glorious. It was just about that time when the night is about to give way to the morning, and there is that peculiar chill abroad in the world which, even in the height of summer, ushers in the dawn. It was as light as day — indeed, very soon it would be day; already in the eastern heavens were premonitory gleams of the approaching sun. But at present a moon which was almost at the full held undisputed reign in the cloudless sky. So bright were her rays that the stars were dimmed. All the world was flooded with her light. All was still, except the footsteps of the boy beating time upon the road. Not a sound was heard, nor was there any living thing in sight with the exception of the lad. Bertie Bailey had it all to himself.

Bertie strode along the Cobham road at a speed which he believed to be first rate, but which was probably under four miles an hour. Every now and then he broke into a trot, but as a rule he confined himself to walking. Conscious that he would not be missed till several hours had passed, he told himself that he would have plenty of time to place himself beyond reach of re-capture before pursuit could follow. Secure in this belief, every now and then he stopped and looked about him on the road.

He was filled with a sense of strange excitement. He did not show this in his outward bearing, for nature had formed his person in an impassive mould, and he was never able to dispossess himself of an air of phlegm. An ordinary observer would have said that this young gentleman was constitutionally heavy and dull, and impervious to strong feeling of any sort. Mr. Fletcher, for instance, had been wont to declare that Bailey was his dullest pupil, and in continual possession of the demons of obstinacy and sulkiness. Yet, on this occasion, at least, Bailey was on fire with a variety of feelings to every one of which Mr. Fletcher would have deemed him of necessity a stranger.

It seemed to him, as he walked on and on, that he walked in fairyland. He was conscious of a thousand things which were imperceptible to his outward sense. His heart seemed too light for his bosom; to soar out of it; to bear him to a land of visions. That Land of Golden Dreams towards which he travelled he had already reached with his mind’s eye, and that before he had gone a mile upon the road to Cobham.

Mecklemburg House was already a thing of the past That petty poring over books, which some call study, and which Mr. George Washington Bankes had declared was such a culpable waste of time, was gone for ever. No more books for him; no more school; no more rubbish of any kind. The world was at his feet for him to pick and choose.

By the time he had got to Cobham he was making up his mind as to the particular line of heroism to which he would apply himself. The old town, for Cobham calls itself a town, was still and silent, apparently unconscious of the glorious morning which was dawning on the world, and certainly unconscious of the young gentleman who was passing through its pleasant street, scheming schemes which, when brought to full fruition, would proclaim him a hero in the sight of a universe of men.

“I’ll be a highwayman; I’d like to be; I will be. If a coach and four were to come along the road this minute I’d stop the horses. Yes! and I’d set one of them loose, and I’d mount it, and I’d go to the window of the coach, and I’d say, ‘Stand and deliver.’ And I’d make them hand over all they’d got, watches, purses, jewellery, everything — I shouldn’t care if it was £10,000.”

He fingered the one and fivepence in his pocket; the sound of the rattling coppers fired his blood.

“And then I’d dash away on the horse’s back, and I’d buy a ship, and I’d man it with a first-rate crew, and I’d sink it in the middle of the sea. And, first of all, I’d fill the long-boat with everything that I could want — guns, and pistols, and revolvers, and swords, and bullets, and powder, and cartridges and things — and I’d get into it alone, and I’d say farewell to the sinking ship and crew, and I’d row off to a desert island, and I’d stop there five-and-twenty years. Yes; and I’d tame all the birds and animals and things, and I’d be happy as a king. And then I’d come away.”

He did not pause to consider how he was to come away; but that was a detail too trivial to deserve consideration. By this time Cobham was being left behind; but he saw nothing save the life which was to be after he had left that desert isle.

“I’d go to Sherwood Forest, and I’d live under the greenwood tree, and I’d form a band of robbers, and I’d have them dressed in green, and I’d seize the Archbishop of Canterbury, and I’d make him fight me with single-sticks, and I’d let the beggars go, and I’d give the poor all the booty that I got.”

What the rest of the band would say to this generous distribution of their hard-earned gains was another detail which escaped consideration.

“And I’d be the oppressor of the rich and the champion of the poor, and I’d make everybody happy.” How the rich were to be made happy by oppression it is difficult to see; but so few systems of philosophy bear a rigorous examination. “And I’d have peace and plenty through the land, and I’d have lots of fighting, and if there was anybody in prison I’d break the prisons open and I’d let the prisoners out, and I’d be Ruler of the Greenwood Tree.”

His thoughts turned to Jack the Giant-Killer. By now the day was really breaking, and with the rising sun his spirits rose still higher. The moonlight merging into the sunshine filled the country with a rosy haze, which was just the kind of thing for magic.

“I wish there still were fairies.”

If he only had had the eyes no fairyland would have been more beautiful than the world just then.

“No, I don’t exactly wish that there were fairies — fairies are such stuff; but I wish that there were giants and all that kind of thing. And I wish that I had a magic sword, and a purse that was always more full the more you emptied it, and that I could walk ten thousand miles a day. I wish that you had only got to wish for a thing to get it — wouldn’t I just start wishing! I don’t know what I wouldn’t wish for.”

He did not. The catalogue would have filled a volume.

“But the chief thing for which I’d wish would be to be exactly where I am, and to be going exactly where I’m going to.”

He laughed, and thrust his hands deeper in his pockets when he thought of this, and was so possessed by his emotions that he kicked up his heels and began to dance a sort of fandango in the middle of the road. He perceived that it was a pleasant thing to wish to be exactly where he was, and to be so well satisfied with the journey’s end he had in view. It is not every boy who is bound for the Land of Golden Dreams; and especially by the short cut which reaches it by way of the Cobham road.

So far he had not met a single human being, nor seen a sign, nor heard a sound of one. But when he had fairly left Cobham in the rear, and was yet engaged in the performance of that dance which resembled the fandango, he heard behind him the sound of wheels rapidly approaching. They were yet a considerable distance off, but they were approaching so swiftly that one’s first thought was that a luckless driver was being run away with. When Bertie heard them first he started. His thought was of pursuit; his impulse was to scramble into an adjoining field, and to hide behind a hedge. It would be terrible to be re-captured in the initiatory stage of his journey to the Land of Golden Dreams.

But his alarm vanished when he turned and looked behind him. The vehicle approaching contained a friend. Even at that distance he recognised it as the dog-cart of Mr. George Washington Bankes. The ungainly-looking beast flying at such a terrific pace along the lonely road was none other than the redoubtable Mary Anne.

In a remarkably short space of time the vehicle was level with Bertie. For a moment the boy wondered if he had been recognised; but the doubt did not linger long, for with startling suddenness Mary Anne was brought to a halt.

“Hallo! Who’s that? Haven’t I seen you before? Turn round, you youngster, and let me see your face. I know the cut of your jib, or I’m mistaken.”

Bertie turned. He looked at Mr. Bankes and Mr. Bankes looked at him. Mr. George Washington Bankes whistled.

“Whew — w — w, if it isn’t the boy who stood up to the lout. What’s your name?”

“Bailey, sir; Bertie Bailey.”

“Oh, yes; Bailey! Early hours, Bailey — taking a stroll, eh? What in thunder brings you here this time of day? I thought good boys like you were fast asleep in bed.”

Bailey looked sheepish, and felt it. There was something in the tone of Mr. Bankes’ voice which was a little trying. Bertie hung his head, and held his peace.

“Lost your tongue? Poor little dear! Speak up. What are you doing here this time of day?”

“If you please, sir, I’m running away.”

“Running away!”

For a moment Mr. Bankes started. Then he burst into a loud and continued roar of laughter, which had an effect upon Bertie very closely resembling that of an extinguisher upon a candle.

“I say, Bailey, what are you running away for?”

Under the circumstances Bertie felt this question cruel. When he had last seen Mr. Bankes the question had been put the other way. He had been treated as a poor-spirited young gentleman because he had not run away already. Plucking up courage, he looked up at his questioner.

“You told me to run away.”

The only immediate answer was another roar of laughter. Something very like tears came into the boy’s eyes, and his face assumed that characteristically sullen expression for which he was famous. This was not the sort of treatment he had expected.

“You don’t mean to say — now look me in the face, youngster — you don’t mean to say that you’re running away because I told you to?”

The last words of the question were spoken very deliberately, with a slight pause between each. Bertie’s answer was to the point. He looked up at Mr. Bankes with that sullen, bull-dog look of his, and said, — 

“I do.”

“And where do you think you’re running to?”

“To the Land of Golden Dreams.”

There was a sullen obstinacy about the lad’s tone, as though the confession was extracted from him against his will.

“To the Land of Golden Dreams! Well! Here, you’d better get up. I’ll give you a lift upon the road? and there’s a word or two I’d like to say as we are going.”

Bertie climbed up to the speaker’s side, and Mary Anne was again in motion. The swift travelling through the sweet, fresh morning was pleasant; and as the current of air dashed against his cheeks Bertie’s heart began to re-ascend a little. For some moments not a word was spoken; but Bertie felt that Mr. Bankes’ big black eyes wandered from Mary Anne to him, and from him to Mary Anne, with a half-mocking, half-curious expression.

“I say, boy, are any of your family lunatics?”

The question was scarcely courteous. Bertie’s lips shut close.

“No.”

“Quite sure? Now just you think? Anybody on your mother’s side just a little touched? They say insanity don’t spring to a head at once, but gathers strength through successive generations.”

Bailey did not quite understand what was meant; but knowing it was something not exactly complimentary he held his peace.

“Now — straight out — you don’t mean to say you’re running away because I told you to?”

“Yes, I do.”

“And for nothing else?”

Bertie paused for a moment to consider.

“I don’t know about nothing else, but I shouldn’t have thought of it if you hadn’t told me to.”

“Then it strikes me the best thing I can do is to turn round and drive you back again.”

“I won’t go.”

Mr. Bankes laughed. There was such a sullen meaning in the boy’s slow utterance.

“Oh! won’t you? What’ll you do?”

In an instant Bertie had risen from his seat, and if Mr. Bankes had not been very quick in putting his arm about him he would have sprung out upon the road. As it was, Mr. Bankes, taken by surprise, gave an unintentional tug at the left rein, and had he not corrected his error with wonderful dexterity Mary Anne would have landed the trap and its occupants in a convenient ditch.

“Don’t you try that on again,” said Mr. Bankes, retaining his hold on the lad.

“Don’t you say you’ll drive me back again.”

“Here’s a fighting cock. There have been lunatics in the family — I know there have. Don’t be a little idiot. Sit still.”

“Promise you won’t drive me back.”

“And supposing I won’t promise you, what then?”

Bertie’s only answer was to give a sudden twist, and before Mr. Bankes had realized what he intended he had slipped out of his grasp, and was sprawling on the road. Fortunately the trap had been brought to a standstill, for had Bertie carried out his original design of springing out with Mary Anne going at full speed, the probabilities are that he would have brought his adventures to a final termination on the spot. Mr. Bankes stared for a moment, and then laughed.

“Well, of all the young ones ever I heard tell of!”

Then, seeing that Bertie had picked himself up, and was preparing to escape by scrambling through a quickset hedge into a field of uncut hay — 

“Stop!” he cried. “I won’t take you back. I promise you upon my honour I won’t. A lad of your kidney’s born to be hanged; and if it’s hanging you’ve made up your mind to, I’m not the man to stop you.”

The lad eyed him doubtfully.

“You promise you’ll let me do as I please?”

“I swear it, my bantam cock. You shall do as you please, and go where you please. I can’t stop mooning here all day; jump in, and let’s be friends again. I’m square, upon my honour.”

The lad resumed his former seat; Mary Anne was once more started.

“Next time you feel it coming on, why, tip me the wink, and I’ll pull up. It’s a pity that a neck like yours should be broken before the proper time; and if you were to jump out while Mary Anne was travelling like this, why, there’d be nothing left to do but to pick up the pieces.”

As Bertie vouchsafed no answer, after a pause Mr. Bankes went on.

“Now, Bailey, joking aside, what is the place you’re making for?”

“I’m going to London.”

“London. Got any friends there?”

“No.”

“Ever been there before?”

“I’ve been there with father.”

“Know anything about it?”

“I don’t know much.”

“So I should say, by the build of you. I shouldn’t be surprised if you know more when you come back again — if you ever do come back again, my bantam. Shall I tell you what generally happens to boys like you who go up to London without knowing much about it, and without any friends there? They generally” — Mr. Bankes, as it were, punctuated these words, laying an emphasis on each— “go under, and they stop under, and there’s an end of them.”

He paused; if for a reply, in vain, for there was none from Bailey.

“Do you think London’s the Land of Golden Dreams? Well, it is; that’s exactly what it is — it’s the Land of Golden Dreams, and the dreams are short ones, and when you wake from them you’re up to your neck in filth, and you wish that you were dead. For they’re nothing else but dreams, and the reality is dirt, and shame, and want, and misery, and death.”

Again he paused; and again there was no reply from Bertie. “How much money have you got?”

“One and fivepence.”

“Is that all?”

“Yes.”

“Well! well! I say nothing, but I think a lot. And do you mean to tell me that you’re off to London with the sum of one shilling and fivepence in your pocket?”

“You said you ran away with ninepence-halfpenny.”

“Well, that’s a score! And so I did, but circumstances alter cases, and that was the foolishest thing that ever I did.”

“You said it was the most sensible thing you’d ever done.”

“You’ve a remarkable memory — a remarkable memory; and if you keep it up you’ll improve as you go on. If I said that, I was a liar — I was the biggest liar that ever lived. I wonder if you could go through the sort of thing that I have done?”

Mr. Bankes’ eyes were again fixed on Bertie, as though he would take his measure.

“Most men would have been dead a dozen times. I don’t know that I haven’t been; I know I’ve often wished that I could have died just once — that I could have been wiped clean out. God save you, young one, from such a life as mine. Pray God to pull you up in time.”

Another pause and then — 

“What’s your plans?”

“I don’t know.”

“I shouldn’t think you did by the look of you. And how long do you suppose you’re going to live, on the sum of one and fivepence?”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, I should say that with economy you could manage to live two hours — perhaps a little more, perhaps a little less; that’s to say, an hour before you have your dinner and an hour after. Some could manage to stretch it out to tea, but you’re not one. And when the money’s gone how do you suppose you’re going to get some more?”

“I don’t know.”

“Now don’t you think that I’d better turn Mary Anne right round, and take you back again? You’ve had a pleasant little drive, you know, and the morning air’s refreshing.”

“I won’t go, and you promised that you wouldn’t.”

“You’ll wish you had about this time to-morrow; and perhaps a little before. However, a promise is a promise, so on we go. Know where you are?”

Bailey did not; Mr. Bankes had turned some sharp corners, and having left the highroad behind was guiding Mary Anne along a narrow lane in which there was scarcely room for two vehicles to pass abreast.

“These are the Ember lanes. There’s East Molesey right ahead, then the Thames, then Hampton Court, and then I’ll have to leave you. I’ve come round this way to stretch the old girl’s legs.” This was a graceful allusion to Mary Anne. “My shortest cut would have been across Walton Bridge, as I’m off to Kempton to see a trial of a horse in which I’m interested; so when I get to Hampton Court I’ll have to go some of my way back again. Now make up your mind. There isn’t much time left to do it in. Say the word, and I’ll take you all the way along with me, and land you back just where you started. Take a hint, and think a bit before you speak.”

Apparently Bertie took the hint, for it was a moment or two before he answered.

“I’m not going back.”

“Very well. That’s the last time of asking, so I wish you joy on your journey to the Land of the Golden Dreams.”


Chapter XI

THE ORIGINAL BADGER

As Mr. Bankes spoke, Mary Anne dashed over the little bridge which spans the Mole, and in another second they were passing through East Molesey. Nothing was said as they raced through the devious village street. The world in East Molesey was just beginning to think of waking up. A few labourers were visible, on their road to work. When they reached the river, some of the watermen were preparing their boats, putting them ship-shape for the day, and on Tagg’s Island there were signs of life.

Over Hampton Court Bridge flew Mary Anne; past the barracks, where there were more signs of life, and where Hussars were recommencing the slightly monotonous routine of a warrior’s life, and then the mare was brought to a sudden standstill at the corner of the green.

“The parting of the ways — you go yours, and I go mine, and I rather reckon, young one, it won’t be long before you wish there’d been no parting, and we’d both rolled on together. Which way are you going to London?”

“I thought about going through Kingston.”

“All right, you can either go through Bushy Park here, or you can go Kingston way. But don’t let me say a word about the road you go, especially as it don’t seem to me to matter which it is — round by the North Pole and Timbuctoo for all I care, for you’re in no sort of hurry, and all you want is to get there in the end.”

“Can’t I get to Kingston by the river?”

“Certainly. You go through the barrack yard there, and through the little gate which you’ll see over at the end on your right, and you’ll be on the towing-path. And then you’ve only got to follow your nose and you’ll get to Kingston Bridge, and there you are. The nearest is by Frog’s Walk here, along by the walls, but please yourself.”

“I’d sooner go by the river.”

“All right.”

Mr. Bankes put his hand into his trousers pocket, and when he pulled it out it was full of money.

“Look here, it seems that I’ve had a hand in this little scrape, though I’d no more idea you’d swallow every word of what I said than I had of flying. You’re about as fine a bunch of greens as ever I encountered, and that’s the truth. But, anyhow, I had a hand, and as I’m a partner in the spree I’m not going to sort you all the kicks and collar all the halfpence. And I tell you” — Mr. Bankes raised his voice to a very loud key, as though Bailey was arguing the point instead of sitting perfectly still— “I tell you that for a boy like you to cut and run with the sum of one and fivepence in his pocket is a thing I’m not going to stand. No, not on any account, so hold out your hand, you leather-headed noodle, and pocket this.”

Bertie held out his hand, Mr. Bankes counted into it five separate sovereigns.

“Now sling your hook!”

Before Bertie had a chance to thank him, or even to realize the sudden windfall he had encountered, Mr. Bankes had caught hold of him, lifted him bodily from his seat, and placed him on the road. Mary Anne had started, and the trap was flying past the Cardinal Wolsey, on the Hampton Road. Left standing there, with the five sovereigns tightly grasped in his palm, Bailey decided that Mr. Bankes had rather a sudden way of doing things.

He remained motionless a minute watching the receding trap. Perhaps he expected, perhaps he hoped, that Mr. Bankes would look round and wave him a parting greeting; but there was nothing of the kind. In a very short space of time the trap was out of sight and he was left alone. Just for that instant, just for that first moment, in which he realized his solitude, he regretted that he had not acted on his late companion’s advice, and pursued the journey with Mary Anne. Then he looked at the five pounds he held in his hand.

“Well, here’s a go!”

He could scarcely believe his eyes. He took up each of the coins separately and examined it. Then he placed them in a low on his extended palm, and stared. Their radiance dazzled him.

“Catch me going back while I’ve got all this, I should rather like somebody to see me at it. Five pounds!” Here was a long-drawn respiration. “Fancy him tipping me five pounds! I call that something like a tip. Won’t I spend it! Just fancy having five pounds to spend on what you like! Well, I never did!”

“Hallo, you boy, got anything nice to look at?”

Bertie turned. A soldier, in a considerable state of undress, was standing a few yards behind him, watching his proceedings.

“What’s that to you?” asked Bertie.

He put both his hands into his trousers pockets, keeping tight hold on the precious sovereigns, and turning, walked up the barrack yard. As he passed, the soldier grinned; but Bertie condescended to pay no heed.

“If I’d had a fortune left to me, I’d stand a man a drink, if it was only the price of half a pint.”

This was what the soldier shouted after Bertie. One or two of the troopers who were engaged in various ways, and who were all more or less undressed, looking very different from the dashing pictures of military splendour which they would shortly present upon parade, stared at the boy as he went by, but no one spoke to him.

Once on the towing-path, he turned his face Kingston-wards and hastened on. These five sovereigns burnt a hole in his pocket. When his capital had been represented by the sum of one and fivepence he had been dimly conscious that it would be necessary to be careful in his outlay. He had even outlined a system of expenditure. But five pounds!

They represented boundless wealth. He had been once presented by a grateful patient of his father’s with a tip of half a sovereign. That was the largest sum of which he had ever been in possession at one and the same time, and no sooner had the donor’s back been turned than his mother had confiscated five shillings of that. She declared that it was intended the half-sovereign should be divided among his brothers and sisters, and the five shillings went in the division. But five pounds! What were five shillings, or even half a sovereign, to five pounds.

If Mr. George Washington Bankes had desired to dissipate whatever effect his words of warning might have had he could not have chosen a surer method. As the possessor of five pounds, Bertie’s belief in the land of golden dreams was stronger than ever. The pieces of golden money had as good as transported him thither upon the spot.

His spirits rose to boiling-pitch as he walked beside the river. The sunshine flooded all the world, and danced upon the glancing waters, and filled his heart with joy. As he looked up, the words, “five pounds,” seemed streaming in radiant golden letters across the sunlit sky.

Nearly opposite Ditton church he sat down on the grass to revel in his fancies. The castles which he built, the schemes he schemed, the future he foretold! No one passing by, and seeing a boy with an apparently sullen face, sprawling on the grass, would have had the least conception of the world of imagination in which, at that moment, he lived and moved, and had his being.

He lay there perhaps more than an hour. He might have lain there even longer had not two things recalled him to the world of fact. The first was a growing consciousness that he was hungry; and the other, the crossing of the ferry. The Ditton ferry-boat made its first appearance, with two or three young fellows who had seemingly made the passage with a view of enjoying an early morning bathe on the more secluded Middlesex side. When they got out, Bertie got in. Not that he wanted to go to Ditton, nor that he even knew the name of the place which he saw upon the other side of the water, but that he fancied the row across the stream. When he was in the boat a thought struck him.

“How much will you row me to Kingston for?”

“I can’t take you in this boat, this here’s the ferry-boat; but I can let you have a boat the other side, and a chap to row you, and I’ll take you for — do you want to go there and back?”

“No; I want to stop at Kingston.”

“Are you going to the fair there? I hear there’s to be a fine fair this time, and a circus, and all.”

Bertie had neither heard of the fair nor of the circus; but the idea was tempting.

“I shouldn’t be surprised if I did go. How much will you row me for?”

The ferryman hesitated. He was probably debating within himself as to the capacity of the young gentleman’s pockets, and also not improbably as to his capacity for being bled.

“I’ll row you there for five shillings.”

But Bertie was not quite so verdant as he looked.

“I’ll give you eighteenpence.”

“Well, you’re a cool hand, you are, to offer a man eighteenpence for what he wants five shillings for. But I don’t want to be hard upon a young gentleman what is a young gentleman. I’ll row you there for four; a man’s got to live, you know, and it isn’t as though you wanted a boat to row yourself.”

But Bertie was unable to see his way to paying four. Finally a bargain was struck for half a crown. Then a difficulty occurred as to change, and Bertie entrusted one of his precious sovereigns to the ferryman to get changed at the Swan. Then a boat was launched, a lad not very much older than Bertie was placed in charge, the fare was paid in advance, and a start was made for Kingston.

By the time they reached that ancient town, Bertie was hungry in earnest. The walk, the drive, and now the row in the freshness of the early morning had combined to give him an appetite which, at Mecklemburg House, would have been regarded with considerable disapproval. Now, too, the short commons of the day before were remembered; and as Bertie fingered the money in his pockets he thought with no slight satisfaction of the good things in the eating and drinking line which it would buy.

He was landed at his own request on the Middlesex side of Kingston Bridge, and having generously made the lad who had rowed him richer by the sum of sixpence, he started, with renewed vigour, to cross the bridge into the town. No sooner had he crossed than a coffee-shop met his eye. It was the very thing he wanted. With the air of a capitalist he entered and ordered a sumptuous repast — coffee, bread and butter, ham and eggs. Having made a hearty meal, — and a hearty meal was a subject on which he had ideas of his own, for he followed up the ham and eggs with half a dozen open tarts and a jam puff or two, buying half a pound of sweets to eat when he got outside, — he paid the bill and sallied forth.

It was cattle-market day, and unusual business seemed to be doing. Not only was the market-place crowded with live stock, but they overflowed into the neighbouring streets. For the present, Bertie was content to watch the proceedings. In the position of a capitalist he could travel to London in state and at his leisure. Just now his mind was running on what the ferryman had said about the circus and the fair. He could go to London at any time. It was not a place which was likely to run away. But circuses and fairs were things which were quick to go, and once gone were gone for ever. Bertie resolved that he would commence his journey by seeing both the circus and the fair.

Nor was his resolution weakened by a joyous procession which passed through the Kingston street.

“Badger’s Royal Popular Cosmopolitan and World-famed Hippodrome” was an imposing title for a circus, but not more imposing than the glories revealed by that procession.

“Supported by all the greatest artists in the world chosen from all the nations of the universe” was the continuation of the title, and, judging from the astonishing variety of ladies and gentlemen who rode the horses, who bestrode the camels, who crowded the triumphal cars, and who ran along on foot distributing handbills among the crowd, it really seemed that the statement was justified by fact. There were Chinamen whose pigtails seemed quite real; there were gentlemen of colour who seemed warranted to wash; there were individuals with beards and moustaches of an altogether foreign character; and there were ladies of the most wondrous and enchanting beauty, dressed in the most picturesque and amazing styles. Bertie Bailey, at any rate, was persuaded that it would be absurd for him to think of going on to town till he had attended at least one performance of Badger’s Royal Popular Cosmopolitan and World-famed Hippodrome.

He followed the procession to the fair field. And there, although it was not yet noon, the fair was already in full swing. All those immortal entertainments without which a fair would not be a fair were liberally provided. There were shows, and shooting galleries, and bottle-throwing establishments, and seas upon land, and resplendent roundabouts, and stalls at which were vended goods of the very best quality; and all those joys and raptures which go to make a fair in every part of the world in which fairs are known.

But Bertie cared for none of these things. All his soul was fixed upon the circus. He attended the performance. As befitted a young gentleman of fortune he occupied a front seat, price two shillings. A hypercritical spectator might have suggested that the procession had been the best part of the show. But this was not the case in Bertie’s eyes. He was enraptured with the feats of skill and daring which he witnessed in the ring. Only one consideration marred his complete enjoyment. Unfortunately he could not make up his mind whether he would rather be the gentleman who, disdaining all ordinary modes of horsemanship, standing upon the backs of two cream-coloured steeds, with streaming tails, dashed round the ring; or the clown whose business it was — a business which he seemed to think a pleasure — to keep the audience in a roar. He was not so much struck by a gentleman who performed marvels on a flying trapeze; nor by the surefootedness of a lady who walked upon an “invisible wire,” — which was, in this case, a rope about the thickness of Bertie’s wrist.

But he quite made up his mind that he would be either the clown or the rider; and that, when he had determined which of these honourable positions he would prefer to fill, he would lose no time in laying siege to one of the ladies of the establishment, and to beg her to be his. But here the same difficulty occurred; — he was not quite certain which. However, by the time the performance was over, and the audience was dismissed, on one point he was assured, he would enlist under the banners of the world-famed Badger. Dick Turpin, Robin Hood, Robinson Crusoe, Jack the Giant Killer, might do for some folks, but a circus was the place for him.

When he regained the open air, and had bidden an unwilling adieu to the sawdust glories, the afternoon was pretty well advanced and the fair was more crowded than ever. But Bertie could not tear himself away from Badger’s. He hung about the exterior of the tent as though the neighbourhood was holy ground.

Several other loiterers lingered too; and among them were four or five men who did not look, to put it gently, as though they belonged to what are called the upper classes.

“I’ve half a mind,” said Bertie to himself, “to go inside the tent, and ask Mr. Badger if he wants a boy. But perhaps he wouldn’t like to be troubled when there’s no performance on.”

Bertie’s ideas on circus management were rudimentary. Mr. Badger would perhaps have looked a little blue to find himself met with such a request if there had been a performance on.

“What do you think of the circus?”

The question was put by one of the individuals before referred to. He had apparently given his companions the slip, for they stood a little distance off, ostentatiously paying no attention to his proceedings. He was a short man, inclined to stoutness, and Bertie thought he had the reddest face he had ever seen.

“It’s not a bad show, is it? And more it didn’t ought to be, for the amount of money it cost me to put that show together no one wouldn’t believe.”

Bertie stared. It dimly occurred to him that it must have cost him all the money he possessed and so left him nothing to throw away upon his clothing, for his costume was distinctly shabby. But the stout man went on affably: — 

“I saw you looking round, so I thought as perhaps you took a interest in these here kind of things. Perhaps you don’t know who I am?”

Bertie didn’t and said so.

“I’m Badger, the Original Badger. I may say the only Badger as was ever known, — for all them other Badgers belongs to another branch of the family.”

The Original Badger put his hand to his neck, apparently with the intention of pulling up his shirt collar, which, however, wasn’t there. Bertie stared still more. The stout man did not by any means come up to the ideas he had formed of the world-famed Badger.

“You’re not the Mr. Badger to whom the circus belongs.”

“Ain’t I! But I ham, I just ham.” The Original Badger’s enunciation of the letter was more emphatic than correct.

“And I should like to see the man who says I hain’t! I’d fight that man either for beer or money either now or any other time, and I shouldn’t care if he was twenty stone. Now look ‘ere” — the Original Badger gave Bertie so hearty a slap upon the back that that young gentleman tottered— “What I say is this. I wants a well-built young fellow about your age to learn the riding, and to train for clown, and I wants that young feller to make his first appearance this day three weeks. Now what do you say to being that young feller?”

“I don’t think I could learn it in three weeks,” was all Bertie could manage to stammer.

“Oh couldn’t you? I know better. Now, look ‘ere, I’m going to pay that young feller five and twenty pound a week, and find him in his clothing. What do you say to that?”

Bertie would have liked to say a good deal, if he could have only found the words to say it with. Among other things he would probably have liked to have said that he hoped the clothing which was to accompany the five and twenty pounds a week would be of a different sort to that worn by the Original Badger. It would have been a hazardous experiment to have offered five and twenty pence for the stout man’s costume.

“Now, look ‘ere, there’s a house I know close by where you and me can be alone, and we can talk it over. You’re just the sort of young feller I’ve been looking for. Now come along with me and I’ll make your fortune for you, — you see if I don’t.”

Before Bertie quite knew what was happening, the stout man had slipped his arm through his, and was hurrying him through the fair, away from it, and down some narrow streets which were not of the most aristocratic appearance. All the time he kept pouring out such a stream of words that the lad was given no chance to remonstrate, even if he had had presence of mind enough to do it with. But, metaphorically, the Original Badger — to use an expression in vulgar phrase — had knocked him silly.

What exactly happened Bertie never could remember. The Original Badger led him to a very doubtful looking public-house, and, before he knew it, the lad was through the door. They did not go into the public bar, but into a little room beyond. They had scarcely entered when they were joined by three or four more shabby individuals, whom the Original Badger greeted as his friends. If Bertie had looked behind he would have perceived these gentry following close upon his heels all the time.

“This young gentleman’s going to stand something to drink. Now, ‘Enery William, gin cold.”

The order was given by the Original Badger to a shrivelled-up individual without a coat who seemed to act as pot-boy. When this person disappeared, and Bertie was left alone with the Original Badger and his friends, he by no means liked the situation. A more unpleasant looking set of vagabonds could with difficulty be found; and he felt that if these were the sort of gentry who had to do with circuses a circus was not the place for him.

The pot-boy re-appeared with a bottle of water, and a tray of glasses containing gin.

“Two shillings,” said the pot-boy.

“All right; the gentleman pays.”

“Pay in advance,” said the pot-boy.

“Two shillings, captain!”

The Original Badger gave Bertie another of his hearty slaps upon the back. Bertie felt they were too hearty by half. However, he produced a florin, with which the pot-boy disappeared, leaving the glasses on the table.

“I’m going,” he said, directly that functionary was gone.

“What, before you’ve drunk your liquor? You’ll never do for a circus, you won’t.” Bertie felt he wouldn’t. “Why, I’ve got all that business to talk over with you. I’m going to engage this young feller in my circus to do the clowning and the riding for five and twenty pound a week.”

The Original Badger cast what was suspiciously like a wink in the direction of his friends. One of these friends handed the glasses round. He lingered a moment with the glass he gave to Bertie before he filled it half-way up with water, then he held it towards the boy. He was a tall, sallow-looking ruffian, with ragged whiskers; the sort of man one would very unwillingly encounter on a lonely road at night.

“Drink that up,” he said; “that’s the sort of thing for circus riders.”

“I don’t want to drink the stuff,” said Bertie. “Drink it up, you fool!”

The lad hesitated a moment, then emptied the glass at a draught. What happened afterwards he never could describe; for it seemed to him that no sooner had he drunk the contents than he fell asleep; and as he sank into slumber he seemed to hear the sound of laughter ringing in his ears.


Chapter XII

A “DOSS” HOUSE

When he woke it was dark. He did not know where he was. He opened his eyes, which were curiously heavy, and thought he was in a dream. He shut them again, and vainly wondered if he were back at Mecklemburg House or in his home at Upton. He half expected to hear familiar voices. Suddenly there was a crash of instruments; he started up, supporting himself upon his arm, and listened listlessly, still not quite sure he was not dreaming. It was the crash of the circus band; they were playing “God Save the Queen.”

Something like consciousness returned. He began to understand his whereabouts. A cool breeze was blowing across his face; he was in the open air; behind him there was a canvas flapping. It was a tent. Around him were discords of every kind. It was night; the fair was in all its glory. He was lying in the fair field.

“Hallo, chappie! coming round again?”

Some one spoke. Looking up, peering through his heavy eyes, he perceived that a lean, ragged figure was leaning over him. Sufficiently roused to dislike further companionship with the Original Badger and his friends, he dragged himself to a sitting posture. The stranger was a lad, not much, if any, older than himself, some ragamuffin of the streets.

“Who are you?” asked Bertie.

“Never mind who I am. I’ve had my eyes on you this ever so long. Ain’t you been a-going it neither. I thought that you was dead. Was it —— ?”

He gave a suggestive gesture with his hand, as though he emptied a glass into his mouth. Bertie struggled to his feet.

“I — I don’t feel quite well.”

“You don’t look it neither. Whatever have you been doing of?”

Bertie tried to think. He would like to have left his new acquaintance. The Original Badger and his friends had been quite enough for him, but his legs refused their office, and he was perforce compelled to content himself with standing still. He did not feel quite such a hero as he had done before.

“Have you lost anything?”

The chance question brought Bertie back to recollection. He put his hand into his trousers pockets — they were empty. Bewildered, he felt in the pockets of his waistcoat and of his jacket — they were empty, too! Some one had relieved him of everything he possessed, down to his clasp knife and pocket handkerchief. Willie Seymour’s one and fivepence, and Mr. Bankes’ five pounds, both alike were gone!

“I’ve been robbed,” he said.

“I shouldn’t be surprised but what you had. What do you think is going to happen to you if you lies for ever so many hours in the middle of the fair field as if you was dead? How much have you lost?”

“Five pounds.”

“Five pounds! — crikey, if you ain’t a pretty cove! Are you a-gammoning me?”

Bertie looked at the lad. A thought struck him. He put out his hand and took him by the shoulder.

“You’ve robbed me,” he said.

“You leave me alone! who are you touching of? If you don’t leave me alone, I’ll make you smart.”

“You try it on,” said Bertie.

The other tried it on, and with such remarkable celerity, that before he had realized what had happened, Bertie Bailey lay down flat. The stranger showed such science that, in his present half comatose condition, Bailey went down like a log.

“You wouldn’t have done that if I’d been all right; and I do believe you’ve robbed me.”

“Believe away! I ain’t, so there! I ain’t so much as seen the colour of your money, and I don’t know nothing at all about it. The first I see of you was about five o’clock. You was a-lying just where you are now, and I’ve come and had a look at you a dozen times since. Why, it must be ten o’clock, for the circus is out, and you ain’t woke up only just this minute. How came you to be lying there?”

“I don’t know. I’ve been robbed, and that’s quite enough for me, — my head is aching fit to split.”

“Haven’t you got any money left?”

“No, I haven’t.”

“Where’s your home?”

“What’s that to you?”

“Well, it ain’t much to me, but I should think it’s a good deal to you. If I was you I’d go home.”

“Well, you’re not me, so I won’t.”

“All right, matey, it ain’t no odds to me. If you likes lying there till the perlice come and walks you off, it’s all the same to me so far as I’m concerned.”

“I’ve got no money; I’ve been robbed.”

“I tell you what I’ll do, I ain’t a rich chap, not by no manner of means, and I never had five pounds to lose, but I’ve had a stroke of luck in my small way, and if you really haven’t got no home, nor yet no coin, I don’t mind standing in for a bed so far as four pence goes.”

“I don’t know what you mean; leave me alone. I’ve got no money; I’ve been robbed.”

“So you have, chummy, and that’s a fact; so you pick yourself up and toddle along with me; there ain’t no fear of your being robbed again if you’ve nothing to lose.”

Bertie half resisted the stranger’s endeavour to assist him in finding his feet, but the other managed so dexterously that Bertie found himself accompanying his new friend with a fair amount of willingness. The fair was still at its height; the swings were fuller; the roundabout was driving a roaring trade; the sportsmen in the shooting gallery were popping away; but all these glories had lost their charm for Bertie. It seemed to him that it was all a hideous nightmare, from which he vainly struggled to shake himself free.

Had it not been for occasional assistance, he would more than once have lost his footing. Something ailed him, but what, he was at a loss to understand. All the hopes, and vigour, and high spirits of the morning had disappeared, and with them all his dreams had vanished too. He was the most miserable young gentleman in Kingston Fair.

He kept up an under current of grumbling all the way, now and then making feeble efforts to rid himself of his companion; but the stranger was too wide awake for Bertie to shake him off. Had he been better acquainted with the town, and in a fit state to realize his knowledge, he would have been aware that his companion was leading him, by a series of short cuts, in the direction of the apple-market. He paused before a tumbledown old house, over the door of which a lamp was burning. Bertie shrunk away, with some dim recollection of the establishment into which he had been enticed by the Original Badger and his friends. At sight of his unwillingness the other only laughed.

“What are you afraid of? This ain’t a place in which they’d rob you, even if you’d got anything worth robbing, which it seems to me you ain’t. This is a doss-house, this is.”

So saying he entered the house, the door of which seemed to stand permanently open. The somewhat reluctant Bertie entered with him. No one appearing to receive them, the stranger lost no time in informing the inmates of their arrival.

“Here, Mr. Jenkins, or Mrs. Jenkins, or some one, can I come up?”

In answer to this appeal, a stout lady appeared at the head of a flight of stairs, which rose almost from the threshold of the door. Hall there was none. She was not a very cleanly-looking lady, nor had she the softest of voices.

“Is that you, Sam Slater? Who’s that you’ve got with you?”

“A friend of mine, and that’s enough for you.”

With this brief response, the stranger, whose name appeared to be Sam Slater, led the way up the flight of stairs.

“Anybody here?” he asked, when he reached the landing.

“Not at present there ain’t; I expect they’re all at the fair.”

“All the better,” said Sam.

He followed the lady through a door which faced the landing, pausing for a moment to see that Bertie followed too. Something in Bertie’s appearance struck the lady’s eye.

“What’s the matter with your friend, — ain’t he well?” she asked.

“Well, he’s not exactly well,” responded Sam, favouring Bertie with a curious glance from the corner of his eye.

A man who was seated by a roaring fire, although the night was warm and bright, got up and joined the party. He was in his shirt-sleeves, and he also was stout, and he puffed industriously at a short black clay pipe. He stood in front of Bertie, and inspected him from head to foot.

“He don’t look exactly well, not by any means he don’t.”

The stout man grinned. Bertie staggered. The sudden change from the sweet, fresh air to the hot, close room gave him a sudden qualm. If the stout man had not caught him he would have fallen to the floor.

“Steady! Where do you think you’re coming to? You’re a nice young chap, you are! If I was you I’d turn teetotal.”

Sam Slater interfered.

“You don’t know anything at all about it; he’s not been drinking; he’s been got at, and some one’s cleared him of his cash.”

“You leave him to me, Jenkins,” said the stout lady.

For Bertie had swooned. As easily as though he had been a baby, instead of being the great lad that he was, she lifted him and carried him to another room. When he opened his eyes again he found that he was lying on a brilliantly counterpaned bed. Sam was seated on the edge, the lady was standing by the side, and Mr. Jenkins, a steaming tumbler in his hand, was leaning over the rail at his head.

“Better?” inquired the lady, perceiving that his eyes were open.

For answer Bertie sat up and looked about him. It was a little room, smaller than the other, and cooler, owing to the absence of a fire.

“Take a swig of this; that’ll do you good.”

Mr. Jenkins held the steaming tumbler towards him. Bertie shrank away.

“It’s only peppermint, made with my own hands, so I can guarantee it’s good. A barrel of it wouldn’t do you harm. Drink up, sonny!”

Thus urged by the lady, he took the glass and drank. It certainly revived him, making him feel less dull and heavy; but a curious sense of excitement came instead. In the state in which he was even peppermint had a tendency to fly to his head. Perceiving his altered looks the lady went on, — 

“Didn’t I tell you it would do you good? Now you feel another man.”

Then she continued, in a tone which Bertie, if he had the senses about him, would have called wheedling — 

“Anybody can see that you’re a gentleman, and not used to such a place as this. You are a little gentleman, ain’t you now?”

Bertie took another drink before he replied. The steaming hot peppermint was restoring him to his former heroic state of mind.

“I should think I am a gentleman; I should like to see anybody say I wasn’t.”

Either this remark, or the manner of its delivery, made Mr. Jenkins laugh.

“Oh lor!” he said, “here’s a three-foot-sixer!”

“Never mind him, my dear,” observed the lady, “he knows no better. I knows a gentleman when I sees one, and directly I set eyes on you I says, ‘he’s a gentleman he is.’ And did they rob you of your money?”

“Some one’s robbed me of five pounds.”

This was not said in quite such a heroic tone as the former remark. The memory of that five pounds haunted him.

“Poor, dear, young gentleman, think of that now. And was the money your own, my dear?”

“Whose do you think it was? Do you think I stole it?”

Under the influence of the peppermint, or harassed by the memory of his loss, Bertie positively scowled at the lady.

“Dear no, young gentlemen never steals. Five pounds! and all his own; and lost it too! What thieves this world has got! Dear, dear, now.”

The lady paused, possibly overcome by her sympathy with the lad’s misfortune. Behind his back she interchanged a glance with Mr. Jenkins. Mr. Jenkins, apparently wishing to say something, but not being able to find the words to say it with, put his hand to his mouth and coughed. Sam Slater stared at Bertie with a look of undisguised contempt.

“You must be a green hand to let ’em turn you inside out like that. If I had five pounds — which I ain’t never likely to have! more’s the pity — I’d look ’em up and down just once or twice before I’d let ’em walk off with it like that. I wonder if your mother knows you’re out.”

“My mother doesn’t know anything at all about it; I’ve run away from school.”

Under ordinary circumstances Bertie would have confined that fact within his own bosom; now, with some vague idea of impressing his dignity upon the contemptuous Sam, he blurted it out. Directly the words were spoken a significant look passed from each of his hearers to the other.

“Dear, now,” said the lady. “Run away from school, have you now? There’s a brave young gentleman; and that there Sam knows nothing at all about it. It’s more than he dare do.”

“Never had a school to run away from,” murmured Sam.

“Did they use you very bad, my dear?”

“It wasn’t because of that; I wouldn’t have minded how they used me. I ran away because I wanted to find the Land of Golden Dreams.”

Mr. Jenkins put his hand to his mouth as if to choke what sounded very like a laugh; Sam stared with a look of the most profound amazement on his face; a faint smile even flitted across the lady’s face.

“The Land of Golden Dreams,” said Sam. “Never heard tell of such a place.”

“You never heard tell of nothing,” declared the lady. “You ain’t a scholar like this young gentleman. And what’s the name of the school, my dear?”

“Mecklemburg House Collegiate School.”

Bertie informed them of the name and title of Mr. Fletcher’s educational establishment with what he intended to be his grandest air, with a possible intention of impressing them with its splendour.

“There’s a mouthful,” commented Sam. “Oh my eye!”

The lady’s reception of Bertie’s information was more courteous.

“There’s a beautiful name for a school. And where might it be?”

“It’s not very far from Cobham. But I don’t live there.”

“No, my dear. And where do you live, my lovey?”

The lady became more affectionate in her titles of endearment as she went on. Mr. Jenkins, leaning over the head of the bed, listened with all his ears; but on his countenance was a delighted grin.

“I live at Upton.”

“Upton,” said the lady, and glanced at Mr. Jenkins behind the bed. Mr. Jenkins winked at her.

“My father’s a doctor; he keeps two horses and a carriage; everybody knows him there; he’s the best doctor in the place.”

“And is your mother alive, my dear?”

“I should rather think she was, and won’t she go it when she knows I’ve run away!”

“Dear now, think of that! I shouldn’t be surprised if she was very fond of you, my dear. And I daresay, now, she’d give a deal of money to any one who told her where you were.”

“I should think she would. I daresay she’d give — I daresay she’d give — —” he searched his imagination for the largest sum of which he could think; he desired to impress his audience with an idea of the family importance and wealth. “I daresay she’d give a thousand pounds.” His hearers stared. “But she’s not likely to know, for there’s no one to tell her.”

This statement seemed to tickle Mr. Jenkins and Sam so much, that with one accord they burst into a roar of laughter. Bertie glowered.

“Never mind them, my lovey; it’s their bad manners, they don’t know no better. I’ll soon send them away. Now, out you go, going on with your ridiculous nonsense, and he such a brave young gentleman; I’m ashamed of you; — get away, the two of you.”

Mr. Jenkins and Sam obediently went, stifling their laughter on the way. But apparently when they were outside they gave free vent to their sense of humour, for their peals of mirth came through the door.

“Never mind them, my dear; you undress yourself and get into bed, and have a nice long sleep, and be sure you have a friend in me. My name’s Jenkins, lovey, Eliza Jenkins, and that there silly man’s my husband. By the way, you haven’t told me what your name is, my dear.”

“My name’s Bailey, Bertie Bailey.”

“Dear now, and you’re the son of the famous Dr. Bailey of Upton. Think of that now.”

She left him to think of it, for immediately after Mrs. Jenkins followed her husband and Sam. Bertie, left alone, hesitated for a moment or two as to what he should do. He tried to think, but thought was just then an exercise beyond his powers. The events of the last few hours were presented in a sort of kaleidoscopic picture to his mind’s eye. There was nothing clear. He found a difficulty in realizing where he was. As he looked round the unfamiliar room, with its scanty furniture, and that of the poorest and most tawdry class, he found it difficult not to persuade himself that he saw it in a dream.

All the events of the day seemed to have been the incidents of a dream. Mecklemburg House seemed to be a house he had seen in a dream. He seemed to have left it in a dream. That walk along the moonlit road had been a walk in a dream. He had driven with Mr. George Washington Bankes in a dream. He had possessed five pounds in a dream; had lost it in a dream; had been to the circus in a dream; the Original Badger and his friends were the characters seen in a dream — a dream which had been the long nightmare of a day.

One thing was certain, he was sleepy; on that point he was clear. He could hardly keep his eyes open, and his head from sinking on his breast. As in a dream he lazily undressed; as in a dream he got into the bed; and once into the bed he was almost instantly wrapped in a sound and dreamless slumber.

He was awoke by the sound of voices. It seemed to him that he had only slept five minutes, but it was broad daylight; the sun was shining into the room, and, almost immediately after he opened his eyes, the clock of Kingston church struck twelve. It was high noon.

But he was not yet fully roused. He lay in that delicious state of languor which is neither sleep nor waking. The owners of the voices were evidently not aware that he was even partially awakened. They went on talking with perfect absence of restraint, entirely unsuspicious of there being any listener near. The speakers were Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins.

“It’s all nonsense about the thousand pounds; a thousand pence will be nearer the thing; but even a thousand pence is not very far off a five-pound note, and a five-pound note’s worth having.”

Mr. Jenkins ceased, and Mrs. Jenkins took up the strain. Bertie, lying in his delightful torpor, heard it all; though he was not at first conscious that he was himself the theme of his host and hostess’s conversation.

“He says his father keeps two horses and a carriage; he must be tidy off. If his mother’s fond of him, she wouldn’t mind paying liberal to hear his whereabouts. If you goes down and tells her how you took him in without a penny in his pockets, not so much as fourpence to pay for his bed — which it’s against our rule to take in anybody who doesn’t pay his money in advance — and how he was ill and all, there’s no knowing but what she wouldn’t pay you handsome for putting her on his track and all.”

“It’s worth trying anyhow. Dr. Bailey, you say, is the name?”

“He says his own name is Bertie Bailey, and his father’s name is Dr. Bailey.”

Bertie pricked up his ears at the sound of his name, and began to wonder.

“And his home is Upton? There don’t seem no railway at this here Upton. Slough seems the nearest station, because I asked them at the booking office, and there’s a tidy bit to walk.”

“Don’t you walk it. You take a cab and drive. Make out as how there wasn’t no time to lose, and as how you thought the mother’s heart was a longing for her son. Do the thing in style. If there don’t nothing else come of it they’ll have to pay your expenses handsome.”

“I’m not going all that way for my expenses, so I’ll let them know! They’ll have to make it worth my while before I tell them where to lay their finger on the kid.”

Bertie wondered more and more. He still lay motionless, but by now he was wide awake. It dawned upon him what was the meaning of the conversation. Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins were apparently about to take advantage of his incautious frankness to betray him for the sake of a reward. He had a dim recollection of having blurted out more than he intended; and, on the strength of the information he had thus obtained, Mr. Jenkins was going to pay a little visit to his home.

“Don’t you be afraid,” went on the lady, “I tell you they’ll pay up handsome. You and me, perhaps, wouldn’t make much fuss if one of our young ‘uns was to cut and run, but gentlefolks is different. It isn’t likely that a lady can like the thought of a boy of hers knocking about in the gutter, and trying his luck in the ditch. Just you put your hat on, and you go straight to this here Upton, and you see if it isn’t the best day’s work you’ve ever done. I’ll go fast enough, if you’ve not started soon.”

Mr. Jenkins did not seem to like this idea at all; his tone was a little sulky.

“You needn’t put yourself out, Eliza; I’m a-going.”

“Then why don’t you go, instead of standing wool gathering there?”

“You don’t know his address. What am I to ask for when I get to this here Upton?”

“Why, ask for Dr. Bailey; it’s only a little place. You’ll find he’s as well known as the church clock, and perhaps better.”

“And about the boy; what are you going to do when he wakes up?”

“I’ll look after him. Don’t you trouble your head about the boy; you’ll find him here when you come back as safe as houses.”

“All right, Eliza, I’m off; and by to-night, I shouldn’t be surprised if Master Bertie Bailey, Esquire, was returned to his fond parent’s arms.”

His tone was jocular; but the expression of his countenance was not exactly genial when Master Bertie Bailey sat up in bed, as he did at this identical moment, and looked his host and hostess in the face.


Chapter XIII

IN PETERSHAM PARK

Bertie looked at Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins, and Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins looked at him, and husband and wife looked at one another.

“And have you had a nice sleep, my dear?”

Bertie vouchsafed no reply to the lady’s question, continuing to look at her with his characteristically dogged look in his eyes.

“And how long have you been awake, my dear? Have you only just now woke?”

Bertie threw the clothes from off him, and turned to Mr. Jenkins.

“I won’t go home, even if you do go and tell my mother, you old sneak!”

This uncomplimentary epithet was applied to Mr. Jenkins with such sullen ferocity, that that gentleman started and looked even more discomfited than he had done before. Bertie got out of bed and stood upon the floor.

“Give me my clothes, and let me go; you’ve no right to keep me here.”

Mr. Jenkins was apparently speechless, but his quicker-witted wife was voluble enough.

“Certainly, my dear. No one wants to keep you, lovey. You pay us what you owe and you’re as free as the air!”

“I don’t owe you anything.”

“Not anything for a young gentleman like you; it’s only six shillings, my dear.”

“Six shillings!”

“Yes, six shillings. Would you like your bill, my dear? Jenkins, go and get the young gentleman his bill.”

“You’re a lot of thieves!”

“Oh, thieves are we? Very well, if you like to think us so, my dear. But I shouldn’t have thought that a young gentleman like you would have liked to rob poor people of the money he owes for his board and lodging. And if you talk about thieves, my dear, Jenkins will go for a policeman, and a policeman will soon show you who’s the thief, if you don’t pay us what you owe, my lovey. And I shouldn’t be surprised if, when he heard as how you’d runned away, the policeman wasn’t to take and lock you up at once, my pet. Now, Jenkins, you come along with me, and while I makes up the young gentleman’s bill you go and fetch a policeman, because as he thinks we’re thieves, he do.”

While the lady delivered herself of this voluble string of observations she had gradually approached the door. Before Bertie had perceived her design, she had pushed her husband through the door, and was through herself; the door was shut, the key turned in the lock, and Bertie was a prisoner.

“Now we’ll see who’s thieves!” the lady was heard to observe outside. “Now, Jenkins, you go and get a policeman this instant minute, and mind you bring a good big one, too!”

Very few boys would be so foolish as to, what is rather erroneously termed run away; sneak away would perhaps be the correct phrase. If in any given million we were to put it that there is one such being, we should perhaps be stating a larger average than actually exists. But we may be pretty sure, that for even that young gentleman the adventures which had befallen Bertie Bailey at the very outset would have been quite sufficient; he would have devoted the small remainder of his energies to running, i.e., sneaking, back again.

But Bertie Bailey was made of sterner stuff; he was of those young gentlemen who have to learn their lessons a good many times over before they can get the meaning of what they have learnt into their heads. Those who reach the end of this story will find that he did learn his lesson to the end, and that it was a terrible lesson too, but the ending was not yet.

So soon as he understood that he was a prisoner, Bertie cast about for some method of escape. In his heart he could not but allow that the commencement of his journey had not been so successful as he had intended that it should be. But he was naturally slow to admit a failure. And to think that the ingenious Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins should make capital out of his misfortunes; that was an idea he by no means relished.

Fortunately, the lady had left his clothes behind. It occurred to Bertie that she might perceive her error and return to fetch them. To prevent any likelihood of that he put them on. Then he looked about to find a path to freedom.

The window immediately caught his eye. It was a very little one, in the fashion of a double lattice, which opened outwards. But Bertie resolved that it was large enough for him. He opened it carefully and peeped out. It was apparently a window at the side of the house, looking out upon a narrow passage-way.

Had Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins known the character of their guest, they would never have been so foolish as to think the bird was safe while he had the command of that convenient window. It was only some ten or twelve feet above the ground, and to Bertie the drop was nothing.

He lost no time in putting it to the test. First peering up and down the narrow passage, to see that no one was in sight and that no other window commanded a view of his operations, he brought the only chair the room contained up to the window and commenced to climb through it, feet foremost. The operation was a delicate one, but the size of the window precluded any other mode of egress. Even as it was, when he was about half way through he discovered that he was stuck fast. For a few disagreeable moments he feared that he would have to remain in that uncomfortable position till Mrs. Jenkins returned to secure her prey.

He wriggled and twisted, but for a time in vain. Suddenly, however, he did more than he intended; for the result of a desperate effort was to precipitate him so rapidly backwards that he was only just able to grasp the old-fashioned, narrow, wooden window sill with his right hand in time to prevent himself from falling in a heap upon the ground. He hung for a second, to give himself chance to recover from the shock, then he loosened his hold, and, dropping, alighted on his feet upon the ground; and no sooner was he on the ground than, without waiting to see if there was any one about, he dashed helter skelter down the passage at the top of his speed.

He was not pursued. On that point his mind was soon at rest. Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins were probably too much engaged with other matters to think of the possibility of their guest effecting his escape. The passage led, by a succession of devious turnings, into the Richmond Road. When he reached the main thoroughfare Bertie ceased to run.

Under the railway arch, past the shops, past the cricket field, into the lanes beyond, went Bertie. He had had nothing to eat that morning, he had not a farthing in his pocket; he had no conception where money was to come from unless it tumbled from the skies; yet he went unhesitatingly forward, as though all the world was at his feet, and all its wealth was in his pocket.

Past Ham Common into Petersham, and now he began to think that perhaps he was a little hungry. Delicious recollections of the morning meal of yesterday floated through his mind. A dish of ham and eggs he would have welcomed as a dish worthy of the gods; but there were no ham and eggs for him just then.

The road was dusty; the previous rains had disappeared, and the mud was turned to dust. By the time he reached Bute House he had made up his mind that the dust and heat combined were a little more than he quite relished. By then, too, he had no doubt but that he was hungry and thirsty too.

Suddenly the sound of voices fell upon his ear; of children’s voices, of their laughter, of their cries of pleasure as they called to one another. He looked through the rails into Petersham Park. The park was full of children. There was some huge school treat, and in hundreds they were passing here and there. Up the hill, and along the valley, among the trees, and in the nooks and dells, as far as the eye could penetrate, there were children moving. He entered, and advancing some distance from the outer wall, he lay down upon the grass.

When he had lain there some time there were races started. Little boys and big raced for prizes. Those in charge of the multitude of children arranged the sports.

“Here’s a race for a shilling!” shouted one such person in authority. He held a leather bag above his head. There was a shout from the boys who crowded round him. The prize was of unusual magnitude. All the prizes seemed to be in money, — twopence, threepence, fourpence had been their value until now — and no sooner were they won than the winners rushed to spend their prizes at the stalls of fruit and sweets, the proprietors of which plied a roaring trade. When the race for a shilling was announced there was a shout from a multitude of throats.

“Now then, why don’t you have a try to win? you’re big enough. Lying there as if you’re half asleep; jump up, and show them how fast your feet can travel!”

A young man was standing by Bertie, looking down at him, evidently unaware that he was not an original member of the noisy crowd.

“Jump up! Why don’t you go in for the race? Are you ill?”

“I’m not ill.”

Without another word Bertie got up and joined the host of boys who were preparing to run. There were probably a hundred, and the directors of the sports had considerable difficulty in arranging a fair start. The race was confined to the bigger ones; there were no starts allowed, and they were all supposed to start from the same line. But the competitors had not the nicest sense of honour, and each endeavoured to steal a yard from his friend. Finally they were got into something like a proper line.

The distance to be run was about two hundred yards. The course was not a very regular one, as some were up the hill, and some were down; the breadth of the level ground was not sufficient to contain them all. Two persons stood in a line to mark the winning-post, and between them they stretched a cord. The one on the right held the shilling in a bag.

Several false starts were made. In their anxiety to be first the competitors could not manage to stand still. Half a dozen times they broke away, and had to be called back again. At last they were off. The course was from the park and towards the road, the winning-post being about a dozen yards from the school house at the gate.

The race was short, and, so far as the majority of the competitors were concerned, by no means sharp. Quite a third were out of it in the first six yards; half the remainder were beaten in a dozen, and before half the distance was covered there were only four or five who had a chance of winning. Among these was Bailey. He was not over fast on his feet as a rule, but never had the inducement to make the best possible speed been so strong before. He was running for his dinner, and, for all he knew, his tea and supper too.

In the last fifty yards the race resolved itself into a struggle of three. In front was a tall, lanky boy, who, so far as length of limb was concerned, ought to have left the others at the post. But his condition was not equal to his build; he went puffing and panting along. Obviously it would take him all he knew to last it out. About a couple of yards behind him, and almost side by side with Bertie, was a slightly-built lad, who was straining every nerve to keep his place. The freshest of the three was Bailey.

Yet the lanky youth looked like winning. He lumbered and blundered along, but his long legs enabled him to cover at a single stride the ground which they had to take two steps to cover. The boy by Bertie’s side had just given up the struggle with a gasp, when the lanky lad caught his foot in a hole and went headlong to the ground. Like a flash Bertie put on a spurt and dashed victorious in. The prize-holder held out the leather bag, and Bertie caught it as he passed.

But the lanky youth, disappointed in his expectations, having puffed himself for nothing, beheld the reward of his endeavours snatched from his grasp with a burning sense of injury. Struggling to his feet he gave his emotions words.

“It ain’t fair! Who’s he? He ain’t one of us! He’s a stranger!”

Instantly the words were caught up by a host of disappointed competitors.

“He’s a stranger! What’s he want running races along with us? and winning of the prizes?”

The individual who had so hastily yielded up the reward of victory, turned to Bertie.

“Aren’t you one of our boys?”

But Bertie did not wait to give an answer. The shilling of which he had gained possession meant so much to him, that he instinctively felt that to wait to explain exactly who he was would be a waste of time. He had been told to run, he had run, he had fairly won, he had been handed the shilling as his by right; it meant dinner, supper, everything to him; he was not going to stop to argue the point as to who he was. So when the over hasty-individual put the question to him, his only answer was to take to his heels and run.

Instantly a crowd was after him.

“Stop him! stop him! He’s a stranger! He’s not one of us!”

But if he had run fast before, he ran faster now. He was through the gate before any one was near him, dashing across the road, and under the shadow of the “Star and Garter.”

But the chase was relinquished almost as soon as it was begun. The person who had held the shilling stopped it.

“Never mind, boys; he won the race, so let him take the prize. Perhaps he wants it more than we do. I daresay we can find another shilling, and next time we’ll be a little more particular.”

The crowd returned into the park again.

Bertie pursued his way. When he saw that the chase had stopped he slowed a little, soon contenting himself with rapid walking. He was very hot; the perspiration stood in great beads upon his face; his clothing had an inclination to stick to his limbs. And he was very thirsty; his throat was parched and dry. He was hungry too; his long abstinence began to tell; he felt he could not go much farther without something to eat and drink.

Along the Lower Road, past Petersham fields, past Buccleuch House, into Richmond town. The town was crowded. The afternoon was well advanced. The fine weather had brought people out into the streets. Hill Street and George Street were crowded with both pedestrians and carriages. Richmond can be both gay and lovely on a sunny afternoon. It was then. The untidy, dusty, perspiring boy looked out of place in that big bright crowd, made up as it was for the most part of well-dressed people.

Once or twice he stopped and looked into the confectioners’ shops, but from their appearance they were evidently beyond his means. If he had only been still the possessor of five pounds he might have ruffled it with the best of them, but a shilling would not go far in those well-filled emporiums of confectionery and nice-looking but unsubstantial odds and ends, and he so hungry too. He was beginning to fear that Richmond was not the place for him, and that he would have to go hungry and thirsty, when he reached the coffee palace in the Kew Road.

Here he thought he might venture in; and he did. He had a bloater and some bread-and-butter, and a cup of coffee, and there was not much change left in his pocket after that. But it was a sufficiently hearty meal, and the choice of materials did credit to his judgment. He left the shop with his hunger satisfied, feeling brighter and fresher altogether, and with fivepence in his pocket clutched tightly with his right hand. Those coppers were exceeding precious in his eyes.

He set out to walk to London. He knew that Richmond was not very far from London, and had a general idea that he had to keep straight on. He had lingered over his meal, taking his time and resting, and watching the other customers enjoying theirs, so that it was about six o’clock when he rose and went. A curious spirit of adventure possessed him still. The bull-dog nature of the boy was roused, and it was with an implicit faith in the future that he went straight on.

Until he reached Kew Bridge all was easy sailing; there was a straight road, and he went straight on. But at Kew Bridge he pulled up, puzzled. He had crossed the river at Hampton Court, and again at Kingston, and apparently here was another bridge to cross. It seemed to him that things were getting mixed. Ignorant of the convolutions of the Thames, of its manifold twists and turns, he began to wonder whether he had not after all gone wrong, when he found the river in front of him again.

By the bridge lingered two or three of the flower-sellers who haunt the neighbourhood of Kew Gardens. He addressed himself to one of them.

“Am I right for London?”

“Of course you is, over the bridge, turn to the right, and go straight on. Won’t you buy a bookay? Only this one left; ain’t sold none all day, — flowers only just fresh, — only sixpence, sir.”

The man kept up by Bertie’s side, supported by one or two of his colleagues, proffering their wares.

“I haven’t any money.”

“Don’t say that, sir, — I’m a poor chap, sir, — I am indeed, sir, — very ‘ard to stand all day and not sell nothing — just this one, sir — you shall have it for fivepence.”

“I tell you I haven’t any money.”

“Leave the gentleman alone, Bill. Don’t you see he’s a-going home to his ma?”

His colleagues dropped off, firing a parting shot; but the man whom Bertie had originally addressed kept steadily on, sticking close to his side. They crossed the bridge together. The sun was beginning to go home in the west, majestically enthroned in a bank of crimson clouds. The waters were tinted by his departing rays.

“Just this one, sir — take pity on a poor chap, now do, sir — you’ve got a nice home to go to, and a ma and all, and here’s me, what hasn’t earned a copper all the day, with nothing to eat and drink, and not a bed to lay me ‘ead upon — buy this one, sir — you shall have it for fourpence.”

“I haven’t any money.”

They went down the bridge together, the man still sticking to Bertie’s side.

“If I was a gentleman, and a poor chap came to me, and asked me to buy a bookay, I wouldn’t tell him I’d got no money, and me a hard-working chap what hasn’t tasted food for a couple of days, and hasn’t seen a bed for a week — just this one, sir — you shall have it for threepence, and that’s less than it cost me, it is indeed, sir — won’t you have it for threepence?”

“I tell you I haven’t any money.”

The man stopped, allowing Bertie to wend his way alone, but his voice still followed after.

“Oh, you haven’t any money, haven’t you? would you like me to lend you half-a-crown or a suvering? I’m sure I’m game. ‘Ow much does your ma allow you a week? a hapenny and a smack on the ‘ead? If I was you I’d ask your nurse to take you out in the pram, and buy you lollipops, — go on, you mealy-faced young ‘umbug!”

Bertie almost wished he had not asked the way, but had been content to blunder on unaided. The flower-seller’s voice was peculiarly audible; the passers by were more amused than Bertie was. It was his first experience of the characteristic eloquence of a certain class of Londoner; he would have been content if it had been his last. He went on, feeling somewhat smaller in his own esteem.

Past the “Star and Garter,” along the Kew road, never a very cheerful thoroughfare. Bertie thought it particularly cheerless then. Through Gunnersbury, and Chiswick, and Turnham Green, past the green itself, past Duke’s Avenue, which is already a caricature of its former self, and threatens to be an avenue no more. Past where, not so very long ago, the toll bar used to stand, though there is no memorial of its presence now. Past the carriage manufactory; past the terminus of that singular railway which boasts of a single carriage and a single engine, — said railway being two if not three miles long. Into King Street, Hammersmith, and when he had got so far upon his journey the lad began to tire.

The evening was closing in. The lamps were lighted; the shops were ablaze with gas; the streets were crowded. But Bertie did not know where he was; he was standing on strange ground. He wondered, rather wearily, if this were London; but after his recent experience with the vendor of bouquets he was afraid to ask. He was hungry again, and began to look into the shop windows with anxious eyes. Fivepence would not go far.

He tramped wearily on, right through King Street. At a costermonger’s stall he bought a pennyworth of apples, and munched them as he went. His capital was now reduced to fourpence, and night was come, and he was on the threshold of the great city — that Land of Golden Dreams.


Chapter XIV

IN TROUBLE

Through the Broadway, along the Hammersmith Road, on, and on, and on. Every step he took made the next seem harder. He was conscious that he could hardly walk much more. The crowd, the lights, the strangeness of the place, confused him. He wondered where he was. Was this London? and was it nothing else but streets? and was this the Land of Golden Dreams?

When he reached the Cedars, where the great pile of school buildings is now standing, he saw, peering through the railings, a little arab of the streets. To him he applied for information.

“Is this London?”

The urchin withdrew his head from between the two iron rails through which he had managed to squeeze it, and eyed his questioner. He was a little lad, smaller than Bertie, hatless, shoeless, in a ragged pair of trousers which were several sizes too large for him, and which were rolled up in a bunch about his ankles to enable him to put his feet far enough through to touch the ground.

“What, this? this ‘ere? no, this ain’t London.”

“How far is it then?”

“How far is it? what, London? It just depends what part of London might you be wanting?”

“Any part; I don’t care.”

The urchin whistled. His small, keen eyes had been reading his questioner all the time, and Bertie was conscious of a sense of discomfort as he observed the curious gaze. In some odd way he felt that this little lad was bigger and stronger, and older than himself; that he looked down at him, as it were, from a height.

“Say, matey, where might you be going to? You don’t look as though you knowed your way about, not much, you don’t.”

The cool tone of superiority irritated Bertie. Tired and weary as he was, and a little sick at heart, he was not going to allow a little shrimp like this to look down on him.

“If you won’t tell me the way, why, that’s enough. I don’t want any of your cheek.”

Bertie moved on, but the other called after him.

“You needn’t turn rusty, you needn’t; I didn’t mean no harm. I’m going to London, I am, and if you like you can come along o’ me.”

The urchin was by his side again. Bertie looked at him with disgusted eyes. He had not set out upon his journey with the intention of travelling with such tag-rag and bobtail as this lad. So far the society into which he had fallen had been of an unfortunate kind; he had had enough of Sam Slater, and of Sam Slater’s sort.

“I’m not going with you; I’m going by myself.”

“Alright, matey, every bloke’s free to choose his pals.”

The urchin turned a series of catherine-wheels right under Bertie’s nose. Then, with a whistle of unearthly shrillness, he set off running, and disappeared into the night. Bertie was left no wiser than before.

He dragged along till he reached Addison Road A gentleman in evening dress came across the road, smoking a cigar. He was of middle age, irreproachably attired, with nothing of Sam Slater about him.

“If you please, sir, can you tell me how far it is to London?”

The gentleman stopped short, puffing at his cigar.

“What’s that?”

Bertie repeated his inquiry. For answer, the gentleman took him by the shoulder, led him to a neighbouring lamp-post, and looked him in the face.

“What are you doing here? You look respectable; you’re from the country, aren’t you?”

Bertie hesitated; he remembered the effect produced by his incautious frankness on Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins.

“Speak up; you have got a tongue, haven’t you? What are you doing here? run away from home?”

The lad, giving a sudden twist, freed himself from the gentleman’s grasp, and ran off as fast as his legs could carry him. The stranger, puffing at his cigar as he stood under the lamp-post, laughed as he peered after the retreating boy. But Bertie, despite his weariness, still ran on. He dimly wondered, whether he bore about with him some outward sign by which any one could tell he was a runaway. He made up his mind that he would ask no more questions if he ran the risk of meeting such home thrusts in reply.

He wandered onwards till he reached Kensington Gardens, and then the Albert Hall. There was a concert going on, and the place was all lit up. He stared with amazement at the enormous building, imperfectly revealed in the darkness of the night. Carriages and cabs were going to and fro. Some one touched him on the shoulder. It was a gorgeous footman, with powdered hair, in splendid livery. His magnificence dazzled him.

“I say, you boy, do you know Thurloe Square?”

“No, sir.”

“What do you mean? are you gettin’ at me? You take a message for me to Thurloe Square, and there’ll be a bob when you get there.”

“But I don’t know Thurloe Square; I’m a stranger, sir.”

“A stranger, are you? Then what do you mean by standing there, as though you was born just over the way? Get on out of it! I shouldn’t be surprised if you was after pockethandkerchiefs; — what’s your little lay? I’ll tell the policeman to keep an eye on you, telling me you don’t know Thurloe Square; — oh yes, I jest dersay!”

The footman appeared to be angry; Bertie slunk away. He crossed the road to the park; a gate was open; people were going in and out. He entered too. It looked quiet inside; perhaps there was grass to sit upon. He went up towards the Serpentine, and had not gone far when he came to a seat. On this he sat. Never was seat more welcome; it was ecstasy to rest. He was dimly conscious of what was going on; before he knew it he was fast asleep.

Time passed; still he slept. A perfect sleep untroubled by dreams. Some one else approached the seat, some one in the last stage of raggedness, so exhausted that he seemed hardly able to drag one foot behind the other. He, too, sat down; he, too, fell fast asleep.

Some one else approached, — a woman with a baby and a watercress basket. The baby was crying faintly; the woman tried to comfort it, speaking to in a droning monotone:

“I’ve nothing to give you, bairn,” she said; “I’ve nothing to give you, bairn! God help us all!”

A policeman came along. When he reached the seat he stopped, and flashed the bull’s-eye lantern in the faces of the sleepers. The woman woke up instantly, perhaps used to such a visitation.

“I’m going, sir; I only sat down for a moment to rest awhile.”

The baby began to cry again.

“I’ve nothing to give you, bairn,” she said; “I’ve nothing to give you, bairn! God help us all!”

It seemed to be a stereotyped form of speech. She got up, with the baby and her basket, and walked away, the baby crying as she went. The policeman remained behind, flashing his bull’s-eye.

“Now then, this won’t do, you know; wake up, you two.”

He took the ragged sleeper by the shoulder, and shook him; he seemed to wake in a kind of stupor, and staggered off without a word. The policeman turned to Bertie.

“Now then!”

The lad woke with a start; he thought some one was playing tricks with him.

“What do you want?”

“I want you to clear out of this, that’s what I want.”

Opening his eyes Bertie was for a moment dazzled by the glaring light; then he saw at the back the policeman’s form, looming grim and awful. Possessed by a sudden fear, he sprang to his feet, and ran as for his life.

“Now I wonder what you’ve been up to?” murmured the policeman. “I don’t remember seeing your face before; I should say you was a new hand, you was.”

Bertie ran, without knowing where he was running to; across the road, under a rail. He found himself upon the grass. It was quite dark, mysterious, strange. He could hardly be followed there, so he thought at least, and strolled more slowly on. But he was very tired still, and, yielding to his weariness, when he had gone a little farther, he sat down upon the grass to rest.

And this was the Land of Golden Dreams! this was his entrance into the promised land! A gentle breeze murmured through the night; there was a sound as of rippling grass and of rustling leaves; he could see no stars; a heavy dew was falling; the grass was damp; it was chilly; the breeze blew cold; he shivered with hunger and with cold. His head was nodding on his breast; almost unconsciously he lay full length upon the sodden grass, and again fell fast asleep.

But this time it was not a dreamless slumber; it was a continued nightmare. He was oppressed with horrid visions, with continuous strugglings against hideous forms of terror. Unrefreshed he woke. It was broad day; but there had come a sudden change of weather, the skies were overcast and dull. His limbs were aching; he was stiff, and wet, and cold; he was soaked to the skin; his clothes stuck to his body. Shivering, he struggled to his feet, rising with pain. The place was deserted. Three was a solitary horseman in the distance; the horseman and the lad were the only living things in sight.

It began to drizzle; the wind had risen; it whistled in the air. The fine weather had departed as though never to return. Bertie’s teeth were chattering; he felt dull and stupid, ignorant of what he ought to do.

He began walking through the rain across the grass. How cold he was, and oh! how hungry. He must have something to eat, and something warm to drink. He thought of his money; he felt for his fourpence; it was gone!

The discovery stunned him. He could not realize the fact at once, but searched in each of his pockets laboriously, one after the other. He turned them inside out; felt for holes through which it might have fallen. He remembered that he had put it in the right hand pocket of his trousers; he examined it again and again, in a sort of stupor. In vain; it was gone!

He retraced his steps. It might have fallen out of his pockets in the night; he fell upon his knees and searched. There was no sign of it about. He was without a sou, and he was so hungry and so cold, and it was raining, and he was wet to the skin.

He could not realize his loss. He wandered stupidly on, stopping at times, feeling in his pockets again and again. It could not be gone. But there was no money there. This was his Land of Golden Dreams; this was the object of his journey; this was the result of his dash into the world; he was cold, and he was hungry, and he saw no signs of anything to eat.

At last he left the park behind. He went out by the Piccadilly gate, as miserable a figure as any to be seen, stained with mud, soaked with wet, hungry and forlorn. It was early. The early omnibuses were bringing crowds of business men to town. The drivers were muffled in their mackintoshes, the outside passengers crouched beneath their umbrellas. Everything and every one looked cold, and miserable, and wet; Bertie looked worst of all, for he looked hungry too.

How hungry! There had been moments at Mecklemburg House when hunger had made itself felt, but never hunger such as this. The very worst meal Mr. Fletcher had ever set before his pupils — and his system of dietary was not his strongest point — Bertie would have welcomed as a feast. Even a dry crust of stale bread would have been welcome; a cup of the wishy-washiest tea would have been nectar of the gods.

He was footsore too. As he wandered by the Piccadilly mansions and approached the shops, he became conscious that his feet were blistered. It was a discomfort to be obliged to put them to the ground. His right foot, in particular, had a blister on the heel, and another on the ball of the foot. It seemed to him that every moment these were getting larger. He would have liked to have taken his boot and sock off and examine his injuries. He was aware, too, that he was dirty; more than two days had passed since he had come in contact with soap and water. Once upon a time he had had a vague idea that it was a glorious sport of the heroic character to be dirty; now he would have liked to have had a wash. But he could neither wash nor examine his feet in the middle of Piccadilly.

The presence of the shops caused him an additional pang. The display of costly goods in their windows seemed to add to his misery. Even the possession of his fourpence, as compared to the value of such treasures, would have placed him at a disadvantage.

But without it he was poor indeed. He was fascinated by the fruit shops; all the fruits of the earth, those in season and those out, seemed gathered there. He glued his nose to the window and looked and longed.

“Now then, what are you doing there? move on out of that!”

A policeman, in a shiny cape, from which the wet was dripping, roughly shouldered him on. He was not even allowed to look. This was not at all the sort of thing he had expected. His idea of his entry into the great city had been altogether different. He was to come as the king of boys, if not of men; as something remarkable, as a heaven-born conqueror; something to be talked of; the centre of all eyes directly he was seen. To sleep upon the sodden grass, to be penniless, cold, wet, and hungry, to be shouldered by policemen, to be bidden to move on, these things had not entered into his calculations when that night at Mecklemburg House he had dreamed those golden dreams.

He struggled on; his feet became more painful; he was limping; rest he must. He turned down a bye-street, and then down a friendly entry, and leaned against the wall. Was this what he had come for, to lean in the rain against a wall, and to be thankful for the chance of leaning? He had not read in lives of Robin Hood, and Turpin, and Crusoe, and Jack the Giant-Killer, of episodes like this. But then, perhaps, his acquaintance with the histories of those gentlemen was not so perfect as it might have been.

Suddenly he heard the sound of rapidly approaching footsteps. Some one was coming along the side-street as though racing for his life. A lad about his own age came darting round the corner in such terrific haste that he almost ran into Bertie’s arms.

“Catch hold! here’s a present for you.”

The runner gasped out the words, without pausing in his flight. Like an arrow from a bow he darted on, leaving Bertie standing there. To his amazement Bailey found that he had thrust something in his hand; his surprise was intensified when he discovered what it was, — it was a purse. The runner had turned another corner and was already out of sight.

Bertie, in his bewilderment, could do nothing else but gaze. Such unexpected generosity, coming at such a moment, was so astonishing that it was almost as though the gift had fallen from the skies. A good fat purse! It was like the stories after all. He could feel that it was heavy; he almost thought that he could feel that it was full. Suppose it were full of gold! Had it fallen from the skies?

All this occupied an instant. The next he was conscious that some one else was coming up the street; apparently some one else in equal haste; apparently more than one. Cries rang in his ears; he could not quite distinguish the words which were shouted, but at their sound, for some reason, a cold chill went down his back.

Some one came round the corner; some one who seized him as though he were some wild thing.

“Got you, have I! thought you’d double, did you, and slip out when I’d run past? Artful, but it didn’t quite do, — not this time, at any rate.”

His captor shook him as a terrier shakes a rat. It was a policeman, a huge, bearded fellow, six feet high. Bertie was like a plaything in his hands. On hearing some one coming, the boy, without any thought of what he was doing, had slipped the hand which held the purse behind his back. The policeman was down on it at once.

“What’s that you’ve got there?”

He twisted the boy round, revealing the hand which held the purse. He took it away.

“Oh, that’s it, is it? You hadn’t got time to throw it away, I suppose, or perhaps you thought it was too good to lose — worth running a little risk for, eh? Well, you’ve run the risk just once too often.”

By this time others had come into the entry, and now Bertie recognised the words which he had heard. What they had been shouting was, “Stop thief!”

The new comers showed a lively interest in the captive. A man, who looked like a respectable mechanic, reckoned him up.

“That’s not the boy,” he said.

“Oh, isn’t it? It doesn’t look like it, not when he was hiding here, and holding the purse in his hand!”

The policeman held up the purse with an air of smiling scorn.

“Had he got the purse? Well, whether he had or whether he hadn’t, all I can say is he isn’t the boy who took it; I’m willing to take my oath to that. He was a different-looking sort of boy altogether, and I was standing as close to him as I am to you.”

“I never took the purse,” said Bertie, with dogged lips and dogged eyes. He realized that great trouble had come upon him, as he writhed and twisted in the policeman’s hand. “It was given to me.”

“Yes, I daresay, and by a particular friend, no doubt. You come along with me, my lad, and tell that tale elsewhere.”

The policeman began to drag the lad along the entry.

“The boy will go quietly, I daresay, if you give him a chance,” observed the man who had previously spoken. “However it may be about the purse being found upon him, I’m prepared to prove that that’s not the boy who took it.”

“Well, you can come and give your evidence, can’t you? It’s no good standing arguing here; the lad had got the purse, and I’ve got the lad, and that’s quite enough for me.”

“Where are you going to take him to?”

“Marlborough Street Police Court.”

“All right, I’ll come round and say what I’ve got to say. My name’s William Standing, — I’m a picture framer; I’ll go and tell my governor where I’m off to, and I’ll be there as soon as you are.”

The man walked away. The policeman proceeded to haul Bertie off with him again. The boy was speechless. He was tired, his feet were sore; the policeman’s pace was almost more than he could manage. In consequence, every now and then he received a jerk, which all but pitched him forward on his nose.

“Why don’t you leave the boy alone?” inquired a man in the little crowd, which walked alongside in a sort of procession, whose ideas of a policeman’s duty were apparently vague. “He ain’t done no ‘arm to you.”

“Why, bless yer, if it wasn’t for them little ‘uns them policemen would have no one to collar; they daren’t lay a finger on a man of your build, old pal.”

This remark, from another member of the crowd, produced a laugh. The original speaker was a diminutive specimen of his kind, whom the policeman could have carried in his arms with the greatest of ease.

When they regained Piccadilly they came upon the victim of the robbery. This was a portly, middle-aged female, who was a pleasant combination of mackintoshes and agitation. She was the centre of an interested circle, into whose sympathetic ears she was pouring her tale of woe. The arrival of the policeman with his captive created a diversion.

“Is this the boy?” inquired the constable.

“Have you got my purse?” replied the lady. “It contained thirty-seven pounds, fifteen shillings, and threepence, in two ten pound notes, two fives, — I’ve got the numbers in my purse, — seven pounds in gold, four of them half-sovereigns, fifteen shillings in silver, and a threepenny bit; and whatever I shall do without it I don’t know. I’m the landlady of the ‘Rising Sun,’ and I was going to pay my wine-merchant’s bill, and I said to my daughter only this morning, ‘Take all that money loose I didn’t ought to do. No, Mary Ann, a cheque it ought to be.’ But Mary Ann’s that flighty, though she’s in her thirties, though twenty-two she tries to pass herself to be — —”

The policeman endeavoured to stop the lady’s flood of eloquence.

“You can tell us all that when we get to the station. You’ll have to come with me to identify the purse and charge the boy.”

“I don’t want to charge the boy, all I want is to identify the purse. As for the young limb of a boy, I’d like to give him a good banging with my unbrella, that I would!”

The lady shook her umbrella at the boy in a way which caused the crowd to laugh. But there was no laughter left in Bertie.

“We can’t have any banging here,” said the policeman, who was anxious to get on. “If you take my advice, you’ll call a cab and let us all go comfortably together.”

“Me go in a cab with a policeman and that there limb of a boy; not if I know it! I’ve kept the ‘Rising Sun’ respectable these six-and-twenty years, — sixteen years in my husband’s time, — as respectable a man as ever breathed, though cherry brandy was his failing, — and ten long years a widow, and go to prison with a policeman and that there limb of a boy in a cab — —”

“Nobody’s asked you to go to prison,” said the policeman, whose patience was beginning to fade. “I can’t stand talking here all day. Now then, boy, best foot forward, march!”

Bertie’s poor best foot was blistered, so that the policeman had to assist him, with occasional awkward jerks, to march to jail.


Chapter XV

OUT OF THE FRYING-PAN INTO THE FIRE

There was a meeting in Trafalgar Square that day. Some people thought they had a grievance, and resolved to air it. No matter what the grievance was; the world is very full of them, and too many of them are hard and stern, and old and deep, difficult to be removed. But the authorities had decided that this particular grievance should not be aired in this particular way; they would permit no meeting to be held in Trafalgar Square. The result was, contests with the police. The people with the grievance tried hard to air it; there were ugly rushes, the excitement spread, and in the neighbourhood adjoining there was something very like a riot.

One procession of the people with a grievance making for the Square, had been met by the police and turned aside. Part of the processioners had been turned into Piccadilly, and were being driven along that thoroughfare, helter skelter, just as the procession which escorted Bertie and his captor approached. The policeman saw his danger, and tried to turn aside. It was too late. The fugitives coming tumultuously along, and seeing only a single constable, made a rush in his direction.

In a moment Bertie found himself the centre of a pushing, yelling, struggling crowd, with the policeman holding on to him like grim death. Above the tumult could be distinguished the accents of the landlady of the “Rising Sun.”

“I’m the landlady of the ‘Rising Sun,’ and I’ve kept the house respectable these six-and-twenty years — ten long years a widow, and sixteen years a respectable married woman — and it’s a sin and a shame that a respectable female — —”

But the crowd was no respecter of persons; the lady was hustled on one side, where her voice was heard no more. Bertie became conscious that a contest was going on for the possession of himself. The policeman stuck to him with extraordinary tenacity; with equal tenacity the crowd endeavoured to drag him away. Bertie suffered. Without wasting any time in inquiring as to the rights of the case, his new friends did their best to deprive the law of its prey. But they directed their efforts with misguided zeal. If they had left him to his fate, Bertie could only have suffered imprisonment at the worst; now he ran a risk of being drawn and quartered. They apparently did their best to drag his arms and legs out of their sockets; he felt his clothes giving way in all directions. Through all the heat and turmoil he felt that if this was town he preferred the country.

In the unequal strife the constable, unsupported, was vanquished in the end. It was well for Bailey the end came when it did; if he had stuck to his prize much longer the pieces of a boy would have strewed the street. Some one in the crowd struck the constable in the face with a stick. Putting up his hand to ward off a second blow, Bertie was instantly snatched from his grasp. His capture was so unsuspected, that the two zealous friends who were doing their best to tear him limb from limb, recoiling backwards, loosed their hold, and let him fall upon the ground.

“Get up, youngster, and hook it! The peelers will have you again if you don’t look sharp; there’s a lot of them coming down the street.”

A workman stooped over the lad as he lay in the mud and assisted him to rise. He regained his feet, feeling stunned and bewildered. His friendly ally gave him a push, which sent him staggering into the thick of the crowd. It was only just in time to prevent the constable from catching hold of him again. The confusion suddenly became worse confounded.

“The peelers! the peelers!” was the cry.

There was a trampling of hoofs; the crowd parted in all directions, each seeking safety for himself. Half a dozen mounted constables went galloping through.

“Now you cut and run! If you aren’t quick about it they’ll nail you again as sure as eggs!”

It was the friendly workman urging Bertie to flight. He did not need much urging, but made the best of his way through the crowd, the memory of the policeman’s grip still upon him. No one tried to stop him. Every one, including apparently his original captor, was too much engaged in his own affairs. He did not wait to see what became of the landlady of the “Rising Sun,” though he seemed to hear her indignant accents above the tumult and the din. As fast as his wearied legs would carry him he tore away.

All that day he had nothing to eat. He saw nothing again of the policeman, nor of the crowd, nor of the lady who had lost her purse with its thirty-seven pounds, fifteen shillings, and a threepenny bit. But he had been in custody; he had signalized his entry into the Land of Golden Dreams by being within an ace of jail; the thought was with him all the day. Every policeman he saw he shrunk away from, and every policeman seemed to follow his shrinking with suspicious eyes. He was in continual expectation of feeling a hand upon his shoulder, and another experience of how it felt to be dragged through the streets.

It never ceased to rain; yet the rain did not come down fast, but always in the same slow, persistent drizzle. It was a cold rain, and the wind, which every now and then became almost tempestuous, was cold. Every one seemed to be in a bad temper; there were sour faces everywhere. The drivers of the various vehicles quarrelled with one another, and cursed and swore. Pedestrians hustled each other into the gutter; each seemed to be persuaded that the other did his best to get into his way.

Bertie had paid three previous visits to London, — this made the fourth. On each of the previous occasions he had been accompanied by his father; this was the first time he had come alone. Many a time that day he wished that he had postponed his personal exploration till a little later on; about the middle of the century after next, he was persuaded, would have been time enough for him.

His first visit had been as one of a family party to see the pantomime. There had been a morning performance; they had left home early in the morning, returning late at night. That day was a red-letter day in Bertie’s calendar.

“When I went to see the pantomime,” was the words which formed a prelude to many a tale of the wondrous sights which he had seen.

The second time he came up with father alone. The doctor had had some meeting to attend at the hospital at which he had spent his student days, and Bertie bore him company. Afterwards a visit had been paid to Madame Tussaud’s and the Zoological Gardens. But the climax of the day had been the dinner at the restaurant in the evening before returning home. Bertie always thought that he had seen life when he looked backwards at that dinner in the after days. Champagne had accompanied that repast, and a band had played.

But the crowning visit had been the third. A certain cousin — feminine — had been a member of the party, and she alone would have canonized the day. They had gone to the exhibition and dined there, and seen the illuminations, and he had told himself that London was a city of delights, a paradise below, fairyland to-day.

This point of view did not occur to him with so much force on this, the occasion of his fourth visit. As he struggled up and down the wet and greasy streets, with his blistered feet and his empty stomach, anything more unlike a city of delights it seemed to him that he had never seen. He was continually getting into everybody’s way, always being hustled into the gutter, and once, when an irate elderly gentleman sent him flying backwards to assume a sitting posture in the centre of a heap of mud, everybody laughed. But it was no joke to him. The elderly gentleman was a little sorry when he saw what he had done.

“You oughtn’t to get in my way! The police didn’t ought to allow boys like you to hang about the streets!”

That was the way he expressed his penitence, and then passed on. Bertie picked himself up at leisure. He was a sorry sight, and when the people saw the spectacle he presented they laughed again.

“If I was you I’d sow seeds in that there mud you’ve got on you; it’d be as good as ‘arf a hacre of ground.”

This was the comment of a paper-seller. He resumed his calling, shouting, “Hecho! Fourth hedition! Hecho!” But some one else had a word to say. This was a girl who was selling flowers for button-holes.

“You let me stick these ‘ere flowers in that there sile you’ve just picked up. They’ll grow like winkin’!”

All this was hard enough to bear, but the worst was the hunger and thirst. Although it rained all day, his thirst remained unquenched.

Toward evening he found himself in Covent Garden. As he looked shyly round his hopes rose just a little. To begin with, there seemed shelter. If he might only be allowed to stay in this place all night!

On the ground was vegetable refuse, ancient cabbage leaves, odds and ends of garbage which littered the place. If he could only pick up one or two of those cabbage leaves and see how far they would go towards staying his appetite! Surely no one could object to that, since they were placed there only to be thrown away. So he began picking up the cabbage leaves.

“Now then, what are you doing there? None of that now! Clear out of this, or I’ll clear you out, and precious quick!”

At the sound of a strident voice Bertie trembled as though he had been guilty of a heinous crime. He dropped the cabbage leaves out of his hands again. A little man, who was apparently some one in authority, had suddenly appeared from behind one of the pillars, and was shouting at Bertie with the full force of his lungs. Like a frightened ewe the hero of yesterday gave a look round and slunk away. He was disappointed of his meal. The ground was evidently holy ground, and the cabbage leaves were evidently sacred cabbage leaves. The disappointment seemed to make his hunger worse. He had scarcely strength enough to slink away. He put his arms around one of the pillars, and, leaning his head against it, cried.

This was what had become of all his golden dreams! Of what stuff are heroes made?

“I say, young one, what’s in the wind? Any one trodden on your precious toes? You don’t seem so chirpy as some.”

Bertie looked up through his tears to see who the speaker was. A little time ago to have been caught crying would have covered him with shame, now all shame of that sort seemed to have gone for ever. He vaguely feared that this was some new Jack-in-office again bidding him move on; but he was wrong.

The speaker was a boy about his own age; but there was something about him which at a very first glance showed that he was different from other boys. He was respectably dressed; the chief peculiarity about his clothing being that it seemed to fit him like his skin. A tighter pair of trousers surely never imprisoned human legs. His waistcoat fitted him without a crease, and it seemed that he had been made for his coat, and not his coat for him. He wore a billycock hat of a particularly knowing pattern, set rakishly upon the side of his head; a stand-up collar made it difficult for him to look anywhere except straight in front of him; and an enormous pin, set in the centre of a gorgeous blue necktie, made his costume quite complete.

Even more remarkable than his costume was his face. It has been said of the famous Lord Chancellor, Lord Thurlow, that no one could be so wise as Lord Thurlow looked; it was almost equally impossible that any one could be so knowing as the expression of his countenance declared this young gentleman to be. It was an unhealthy face, an unpleasant face, with something in it which reminded you of how Methuselah might have appeared in his green old age. It was never still; the eyes seemed to be all over the place at once; it seemed to be continually listening to catch the first sound of something or some one drawing near.

“Down on your luck? What are you piping your eye for? Does that sort of thing suit your constitution? Turn round to the light, and let’s have a look what you’re like; don’t keep hugging that pillar as though it was your ma.”

Through all his misery Bertie saw that this young gentleman was centuries older than himself, though they had probably entered the world within the same twelve months. Besides, he was too prostrated to resist, even had he wished, and he allowed the other to drag him into a position in which he might study his features at his leisure.

“I thought so, — directly I caught sight of your back I thought I knew your size. Wasn’t you in Sackville Street this morning?”

“In Sackville Street?” repeated Bertie vaguely.

“Yes, in Sackville Street, my bonny boy. Never heard tell of Sackville Street before, I suppose? So I should think by the look of you. Wasn’t it you I pitched the old girl’s purse to?”

A light was dawning upon Bertie’s mind.

“Was it you who stole the purse?”

The other gave a quick look round, as though the question took him by surprise — if anything so self-possessed could be said to be taken by surprise.

“Stow your cackle! Do you want to have me put away? Where do you live when you’re at home? You must be a sharp one, though you do look so jolly green! I thought you’d be buckled to a certainty! I never expected to see you walking about as large as life. It gave me quite a start when I saw you hugging that pillar as though you loved it. How did you make tracks?”

Bertie was trying to collect his thoughts. This boy before him was a thief, a miserable hound who tried to escape the consequences of his own misdeeds by putting the odium of his crimes upon the innocent. But Bertie was alone; alone in the great city, hungry, thirsty, tired, wet, and cold. Human companionship was human companionship after all. And this boy looked so much more prosperous than he himself was. Yesterday he would have done great things; to-day he would have welcomed a crust of bread coming even from this thief.

“The policeman wanted to lock me up.”

“No! did he though? Funny ones those policemen are! they’re always wanting to go locking people up. And did he cop the purse?”

“He took the purse away from me.”

“And how come you to be making love to that there pillar, instead of enjoying yourself in a nice warm cell? I suppose you didn’t give the policeman one in the nose and knock him down?”

“We met some people in the street, and they made him let me go.”

“Did they though? that was kind of them! When policemen was making free with me I wish I was always meeting people in the streets who would make them interfering bobbies let me go. And now, who are you when you’re at home? We’re having quite a nice little conversation, ain’t we, you and I? Glad I met you, quite a treat!” He raised his hat to express his sense of the satisfaction which he felt. “You don’t look as though you were raised in these ‘ere parts.”

Bertie hung his head; he was ashamed: ashamed of many things, but most of all just then of the company he was in. And yet, if he turned this thief adrift, where else should he find a friend? And he was so tired, so hungry, so conscious of his own helplessness.

“You very nearly got me locked up this morning,” was his answer.

“Well, my noble marquis, wasn’t it better for you to be locked up than me? It’ll have to come, you know — if not to-morrow the day after.”

To Bertie this view of the matter had not occurred before. It had not entered into his calculations that a journey to the Land of Golden Dreams would necessitate the process of locking-up.

“Are you on the cross, or only mouching around?”

This inquiry was Greek to Bertie, and his questioner perceived that he failed to understand.

“You’re a fly bloke, that you are! What’s your little game? You haven’t got a fortune in your pocket, or a marquis for a pa? What do you do to live? I suppose you ain’t reckoning to die just yet awhile.”

“I wish I could do something, but I can’t.”

“Oh, you wish you could do something, do you, but unfortunately you can’t! Well, you are a trial for the nerves! Have you got any money?”

Bertie hung his head still lower. To be despised by a thief! Was this the result of all his dreams?

“No!”

“Got any friends?”

“I’ve run away from them.”

And here the boy broke down. Turning, and leaning against a pillar, he burst into a passion of tears. The other eyed him for a few moments, whistling beneath his breath.

“That’s the time of day, is it? I thought you were something of that kind from the first, I did. What did you run away for?”

Bertie could not have told him to save his life. To have told this thief that he had started on a journey to the Land of Golden Dreams; that he had resolved to emulate the doings of his heroes, Dick Turpin, Crusoe, Jack the Giant-Killer, and Robin Hood! Oh, ye gods! and now to be crying against a post!

“Father living?”

No answer.

“Mother?”

No answer.

How well he knew that he loved his parents now! The mere mention of the word “mother” made him hysterical with woe. To have come within reach of his mother’s loving arms, to have been folded to her breast! If he could only come within reach of her again!

The other stood observing him with critical eyes, whistling all the time.

“You seem to have had a considerable lot of water locked up tight. I should think you would have bust if you hadn’t had a chance to let it go. What are you a-howling at? Crying for your mammy?”

For answer Bertie turned with a sudden ferocity and struck at him savagely. But the blow was struck at random, and the other had no difficulty in avoiding it by stepping aside.

“Hollo! don’t you come that game again, or I’ll show you how to use a bunch of fives.”

But Bertie showed no further signs of fight. It had only been an almost childish display of passionate spite at the other’s coarse allusion to his “mammy” — the mother whom he was now so sure he loved so well. Even the passion of his tears died away into a whimper. He had not strength enough to continue in a passion long.

“Are you hungry?” asked the other.

“I’m starving!”

“Ah, I’ve been hungry, and more than once, and it isn’t nice. I shouldn’t be surprised if you found it rather nasty, especially if you aren’t used to it. Now, look here; let’s have a look at you.”

He went close up to Bertie and looked him straight in the face with his keen, restless eyes. Bertie returned the look as well as he could with his tear-stained orbs.

“You look a game ‘un, somehow; and you look grit. I suppose it’s feeling peckish you don’t like. There’s a lot of talk about courage what’s always the same, but I don’t believe there ever was a chap who kept up his pluck upon an empty belly. I’ve been hungry more than once. Now, look here; if I take you to a crib I know of, and set you up in vittles and a shake-down, will you keep your mouth shut fast?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Oh, yes, you do; you’re not so soft as that. If I act square with you, will you act square with me?”

“I always do act square,” said Bertie.

“Very well, then, come along; if you do, then you’re the sort for me. I did you a bad turn this morning, now I’ll do you a good one to make up.”


Chapter XVI

THE CAPTAIN’S ROOM

Trusting himself to his companion’s guidance, Bertie went where the other chose to take him. Under ordinary circumstances he would have thought a good many times before he would have allowed himself to be led blindfold he knew not where; but tired, wet, cold, and so hungry, he resigned himself to circumstances. He could not possibly find himself in a worse position than his present one; at least, so it seemed to him. Certainly it had not been part of his plans to be a companion of thieves; but then nothing which had befallen him had been part of his plans.

His companion led him to a court within a stone’s throw of Drury Lane, and was just about to turn the corner when something caught his eyes. He walked straight on, taking Bertie with him.

“There’s a peeler. I don’t want him to see me go down there; it isn’t quite what I care for to let them gentry have their eyes upon my family mansion.”

What he meant Bertie failed to understand. He saw no one in sight to cause alarm, and indeed it almost seemed that his companion had eyes behind his head, for, as quickly appeared, the policeman was at their back some considerable distance off. They reached the entry to another court, and down this his companion strutted, as though he was anxious all the world should have their eyes upon him. But no sooner was he in than he slunk into a doorway.

“Come in here, my bonny boy, and let the gentleman go past. He’s taking a little walk for the benefit of his health, poor chap. They’re always taking walks, them peelers are. I wish they’d stop at home; I really do.”

A measured tramp, tramp, tramp approached. The thief put his hand over Bertie’s mouth as though he were fearful he would make a sound. The policeman reached the entry, paused a moment as if to peer into its depths, and then passed on. When he had gone the thief spoke again.

“Good-bye, dear boy; sorry to lose you, but the best of friends must part. Come along, my rib-stone pippin; you and me’ll go home to tea.”

Satisfied that the coast was clear, the two ventured out of the doorway, reached the open street again, and this time turned without hesitation into the court which they had passed before. It was unlit by any lamp, and was so narrow that it was not difficult to believe that a man standing on a roof on one side of the way might, if he were an active fellow, spring with a single bound on to the roof on the opposite side. Fortunately it was not long, the whole consisting of apparently not more than twelve or fifteen houses. At the extreme end Bertie’s companion stopped.

The place was a cul-de-sac. It ended in a dead wall. But on the other side of the wall towered a house of what, in such a neighbourhood, seemed unusual dimensions. The entrance proper was in another street, and the original architect had probably had no intention that an entry should be effected from where they were. In a recess in the wall, so hidden as to be invisible to Bertie in that light, and so placed as to appear to be a door opening into the last house in the court in which they actually stood, was an ancient wooden door, from which the paint had all disappeared owing to the action of time and weather. The two boys stood still for a moment, Bertie dimly wondering what was going to happen next. It seemed to him that he really was an actor in a dream at last — the strangest dream he had ever dreamed. Then the thief whistled a few lines of some uncouth melody in a low but singularly piercing tone. A pause again; then he gave four taps against the ancient wooden door, with a momentary pause between each one. Bertie had heard of mysterious methods of effecting entrances into mysterious houses, and had been charmed with them; but he concluded that they were perhaps better in theory than practice. He would not have liked to have been kept hanging about in the wet such an unconscionable length of time every time he wanted to go home.

At last the door was opened — just as Bertie was beginning to think that the mysterious proceedings would have to be all gone through again.

“Who’s there?” inquired a husky voice.

It seemed that after all the whistling and the tapping caution were required.

“All right, mother; it’s only me and a friend. Come on, Ikey; cut along inside.”

Bertie, thus addressed as “Ikey,” was about to “cut along inside,” when he found the way barred by the old woman who acted as janitrix. She was a very unpleasant-looking old woman, old and grisly, and very much in want of soap and water: quite unpleasant-looking enough to be called a “hag” — and she smelt of gin. In her hand she carried a guttering tallow candle in a battered old tin candlestick. Hitherto she had held it behind her back, as if to conceal the presence of a light from passers-by. Now she raised it above her head so that its light might fall on Bertie’s face. He thought he had never seen a more disagreeable-looking lady.

“Who’s the friend?”

“What’s that to you? He’s a friend of mine, and square; that’s quite enough for you. Come along, my pippin.”

The answer reminded Bertie of Sam Slater. Even then he wondered if he had not better, after all, trust himself to the tender mercies of the streets; but the other did not allow much time for hesitation. He caught Bailey by the arm, and half led, half dragged him up a flight of steep stone steps. The old woman with the candlestick sent after them what sounded very like a volley of imprecations, while she closed and locked and barred the door.

The thief led the way into a fairly sized room, which was lighted by another tallow candle. The one which the old woman brought with her when she entered made the pair. There was no carpet on the floor, which was extremely dirty; a rickety deal table and four or five rickety chairs formed all the furniture. There was a bright fire burning in an antiquated fireplace, from which the ashes had apparently never been removed for months, and the atmosphere of the room was distinctly close.

“What have you got to eat?” asked the thief, when the old woman reappeared.

“You’re always ready enough to eat, but you re not so ready to pay for what you’ve eaten. You boys is all the same; you’d rob an old woman of her teeth.”

The crone tottered to a cupboard in a corner of the room. The allusion to her teeth was not a happy one, for a solitary fang which protruded from her hideous jaws seemed to be all the teeth she still possessed. From the cupboard she produced a couple of chipped plates, a loaf of bread, and a piece of uncooked steak, which probably weighed several pounds. The thief’s eyes glistened at sight of it.

“That’s the tuck! Cut me off a chunk, and I’ll frizzle it in two threes.”

The old woman cut off a piece which weighed at least a pound and a half. A frying-pan was produced from some unexpected corner. The young rogue, disencumbering himself of his coat and waistcoat, immediately elected himself to the office of cook. A short dialogue took place between the old woman and himself while the cooking was going on.

“What luck have you had?”

“What’s that to you?”

“That means you ain’t had none. Ah, Freddy, you ain’t what you was. I’ve known you when you allays came home with your pockets full of pretty things.”

“You ain’t what you was, neither.”

A pause. A savoury smell began to come from the frying-pan. The old woman turned her watery, bloodshot eyes to Bertie.

“Who’s your friend?”

“Them who don’t ask no questions don’t get told no lies.”

“What’s his lay?”

“His lay’s hitting old women in the eye; so now you know.”

The old woman shook her head, and mourned the decadence of the times.

“Oh, them boys! them boys! When I was a young gal there weren’t none of them boys in them there days! Times is changed.”

“And this steak’s done! Now then, Ikey, make yourself alive and hand the plates.”

Without the interposition of a dish the steak was divided in the frying-pan, placed in two equal portions on the plates, and Bertie and the cook fell to.

Epicures have it that a steak fried is a steak spoiled. Neither of those who ate that one would have agreed to the truth of the statement then. From the way in which they disposed of it, a finer, juicier, or more tender steak was never known. The old woman produced a jug of porter to wash it down. Freddy, as the old woman called the thief, did far more justice to this than Bertie did. With the aid of the dark-coloured liquid the whole pound and a half of meat rapidly disappeared, and with it the better part of a loaf as well.

The old woman sat spectator of the feast.

“There was a time when I could eat like that. It’s over now a hundred years ago, but I mind it as though it were yesterday.”

“Go on! you’re not a hundred years old!”

“I’m a hundred and twenty-two next Tuesday week.”

Bertie stared, holding a mouthful of steak suspended on his fork in the air. A hundred and twenty-two! What was his tale of years compared to that? Freddy winked at him.

“Yes, I daresay. You were a hundred and ninety-five yesterday, and sixty-two this morning. It’s my belief you’re about five and twenty.”

“Five and twenty! I daresay I look it, but I ain’t. I’m more than that. I always did look a wild young thing.”

Freddy roared; anything looking less like five and twenty, or a “wild young thing,” could scarcely be conceived. The old woman went placidly on.

“I remember Jacky Sheppard, and Dicky Turpin, and Tommy King; they were all highwaymen in my young days.”

“I suppose you were a highwayman’s wife?”

“So I was; and they hung him the week after we were married. I went and saw him hung, and I’ve never seen a better hanging since. No, that I haven’t. Times is changed since then.”

“But you ain’t changed. I wonder you don’t marry again, a wild young thing like you.”

“I ain’t a marrying sort — not now I ain’t. I’ve had ten of them, and that’s quite enough for me.”

“Lor’, no! What is ten?”

“Ten’s quite enough for one young woman, and when you’ve been two hundred and ninety times in prison a woman don’t feel much like marrying again. It takes it out of her, it do.”

Bertie had ended his meal. The warmth and the food had given the finishing touch to his previous fatigue; his head was already nodding on his breast. He heard the old woman talking as in a dream. Ten husbands! two hundred and ninety times in jail! Were they part of his nightmare, the things which he heard her say?

“Hollo, Ikey, you’re blinking! Now then, mother, where are you going to put my pal? Can’t you find a place where he can be alone?”

Had Bertie been sufficiently wide awake he would have seen the speaker wink at the old woman.

“There’s only the captain’s room.”

The woman’s suggestion seemed to startle Freddy, and to set him thinking.

“The captain’s room? Where is the captain?”

“How am I to know where he is or where he ain’t? He don’t tell me none of his goings on, none of you don’t. He says to me he’d be four or five days away. That’s all I know about it. Times is changed!”

“Got the key?”

“Of course I’ve got the key.”

“Then hand it over.”

The old woman produced a key from a voluminous pocket in her dress.

“Now, Freddy, none of your tricks? He’s on the square?”

She pointed the key at Bertie, to show the allusion was to him. The young thief took the key away from her.

“He’s as square as you! Come along, Ikey! Mother, you stop there till I come back. I want to have a little talk to you.”

Taking up one of the candlesticks, the lad led the way out of the room. Bertie staggered, rather than walked, after him.

The house seemed to be very old-fashioned and very large. There were a curious number of staircases, and passages, and turns and twists, and ins and outs, and ups and downs. As Bertie followed his companion’s lead it all seemed to him as though it were part of his dream; as though the house was built in the fashion of a maze, and he were bidden to find his way about it blindfold.

At last he found himself in a room, the door of which he was vaguely conscious his companion had unlocked. Although very far from being luxurious, it was better furnished than the one they had left. There was a piece of carpet on the floor; there were two or three substantial-looking chairs, a horsehair couch, an arm-chair, a table, a chest of drawers with a looking-glass on top, and in the corner an old-fashioned four-poster bed with the curtains drawn all round. The closely-drawn dirty dimity curtains made one wonder if it was occupied already, but Freddy showed that it was not by going to it and drawing the curtains aside.

“There’s a bed for you, my bonny boy! The Queen ain’t got a better bed than that in Buckingham Palace; and if you have got a marquis for a pa, you ain’t seen a better one, I know you ain’t. That’s the captain’s bed, that is, and if he was to know I’d made you free of it he’d have a word to say. But as he’s gone to see his grandma, and perhaps won’t be back for ever so long, we needn’t take no count of what he says.”

Tired as he was, Bertie was not by any means so prepossessed by the appearance of the bed as his companion seemed to be. It seemed to him just a trifle dirty, and more than a trifle the worse for wear. The beds at Mecklemburg House were even better, while the beds at home were things of beauty and joys for ever compared to this. But still it was a bed, and a bed is a bed; and especially was a bed a bed to him just then.

Freddy waited while he undressed. He even watched him get between the sheets, and drew the curtains when he was there. Then he went and left Bertie to sleep in peace in the captain’s room.

And he slept in peace. Just such a dreamless slumber as he had enjoyed in the Kingston “doss-house,” and it lasted at least as long. This young gentleman had over-calculated his strength, and had not supposed he would have been so quickly wearied on his journey to the Land of Golden Dreams.

When he awoke it was some minutes before he collected his thoughts sufficiently to understand his whereabouts. The rapidly-occurring incidents of the last day or two had bewildered a brain which was never very bright at best. Putting out his hand, he parted the curtains which hung about him like so many shrouds, and looked out.

The room was filled with daylight; that is to say, as much filled as it probably ever was. The only window was a small one, and at such a height from the ground that Bertie would have needed to stand upon a chair to reach it even.

Had he desired to imitate his escape from his Kingston hosts he would have found very much more difficulty in climbing from the window of the captain’s room. But what interested him more than the peculiar position of the window was something which he saw on the chair beside his bed.

This something was some bread and cheese, a couple of saveloys, and some stout in a jug. On the bread was a little scrap of paper. He took it up, and found that on it was written, — 

“Sleep it out, old pal!”

This was short, and to the point. It was written on bad paper in worse writing; but what it meant was, probably, that Freddy, entering with refreshments, had found Bertie wrapt in slumber, and being unwilling to disturb him had left him there to sleep it out. Bertie ate and drank, and lying back again upon the captain’s bed prepared to act upon the hint. And he did. He woke once or twice in the course of the day, but each time it was only for a minute or two, and each time he turned round and went to sleep again.

But at last he woke for good — or ill, as it turned out, for he woke to be the victim of a series of adventures which were to nearly cost him his life, and which were to show him, better than anything else possibly could have done, that he had been like the silly little child who plays with fire and burns itself with the element it does not understand. He was a young gentleman who required a considerable amount of teaching before he would consent to write himself down an ass; but he was to get much more than the requisite amount of teaching now.

Exactly the same thing happened as at Kingston. He awoke to hear the sound of voices in the room; and now, as then, the speakers were carrying on a conversation without having the slightest idea that they were being overheard.

At first he could not distinguish the words which were being spoken. He only knew that there was some one speaking. At first he took it for granted that the speakers were the lad who had brought him to the house and the old woman he had nicknamed “Mother.” But the delusion only lasted for a moment; he quickly perceived that the voices were voices he had never heard before, and that the speakers were two men. He perceived, too, that the day had apparently gone — he had slept it all away — and that the room was lighted by a lamp.

So unconscious were the speakers of there being a listener that they made no attempt to lower their voices; and one in particular spoke with a strain of intense passion in his tones. His were the words which were the first which Bertie heard.

“Fifty thousand pounds! Fifty thousand pounds! Ha, ha, ha!”

The speaker repeated the words over and over again, bursting into a peal of laughter at the end. Another voice replied — a colder and more measured one. The new speaker spoke with a strong nasal accent. Bertie was not wise enough to know that by his speech he betrayed himself to be that new thing in nationalities, a German American.

“Steady, my friend; fifty thousand pounds in jewels are not fifty thousand pounds in cash, especially when the jewels are such as these.”

The other went on unheeding.

“Talk about punting on the Stock Exchange! There are precious few punters on the Stock Exchange who pick up fifty thousand pounds and walk off with it at a single coup.”

“And, also, there are very few punters on the Stock Exchange who would run the risk of getting penal servitude for life for doing it.”

“Yes, there’s that to be considered.”

“As you say, there’s that to be considered.”

“Do you think they’d make it penal servitude for life?”

“I think it extremely probable, with your past history and mine.”

“Suppose it came to penal servitude for life, what then?”

“Exactly! That is the question to be asked— ‘What then?’”

“The Countess of Ferndale’s jewels! lying on the table in front of me! and in my time I’ve run the risk of being sent to prison for a pocket-handkerchief.”

“But in that case you did not run the risk, my friend, of penal servitude for life, eh?’

“Rosenheim, what are you driving at? Why do you keep harping upon that string? Do you think they’ll nab us?”

“They will have a very good try.”

“They have tried before and failed.”

“They have also tried before and — not failed.”

“Fifty thousand pounds! The finest set of jewels in England! insured for fifty thousand pounds — and that’s a lot less than they cost — and we’ve got the insurance policy and the jewels too! Ha! ha! ha! Should we present the policy?”

“We will be generous and return them that. Or, better still, we will keep the policy in case that anything should happen. Holding it, we might make terms with some one. There have such things been done, eh?”

“Fifty thousand pounds! and they cost perhaps a hundred thousand in their time! Did you ever see such a necklace? Those diamonds remind me of fairy tales which I have read — if I were to put the lamp out they’d light the room.”

“Yes; but we will not put the lamp out, for fear some of the jewels should be lost — which would be a pity, eh?”

“Did you ever see anything like those diamonds? See how they are flashing in the lamp-light — now look at them!”

Bertie thought that he might as well look too. He peeped through the curtains of the bed to see what was going on. He felt a not unnatural curiosity, for what he had heard had made him open both his eyes and ears. Fifty thousand pounds! The repetition of this sum had a startling effect.


Chapter XVII

TWO MEN AND A BOY

There was a lamp on the table. The fire was lighted in the grate; the table was drawn close up in front of it. The couch was beside the table, and on it a man reclined full length. The head was turned towards Bertie, so that he only had a back view of the person lying down. He could see that he had brown hair, worn rather long, and that he was smoking a cigar, and that was all he could see.

By the table, standing so that his face was turned towards Bertie, was another man — evidently the impetuous speaker. He was about the middle height, slight, yet sinewy, with coal-black hair cut very short, and a dark olive skin, his face being concealed by neither moustache nor beard. He was holding something in his hands, something which he eyed with ravenous eyes. From his position Bertie was not able to perceive what this something was, but he could see that the table was littered with other articles, and that a roll of paper and two boxes of a peculiar shape lay open on the floor.

The dark man was holding the something in his hands in a variety of positions, so that he might get the full effect from different points of view.

“Did you ever see such stones?”

“They are not bad, considering. Their value consists in their number, my dear friend. Separate stones of better quality can be found.”

“How much do you say we shall get for it?”

“That remains to be seen. If you ask me how much it cost I should say, probably, altogether, twenty thousand pounds.”

Twenty thousand pounds! The dark man was holding in his hand something which cost twenty thousand pounds. Curiosity was too much for Bertie’s discretion. The magnitude of the sum had so startling an effect on his bump of inquisitiveness that before he knew it he was trying his best to see what surprising thing it was which had cost twenty thousand pounds. Half-unconsciously he quitted the security of the bed, and standing in his shirt bare-legged on the floor he strained his eyes to see.

Just then the dark man moved into such a position that the unexpected spectator was yet unable to see what it was he held. It was aggravating, but what followed was rather more aggravating still.

“Fancy wearing a thing like that! I wonder how I should look with twenty thousand pounds worth of diamonds round my neck.”

He put his hand up to his neck, clasping round it what seemed to Bertie a line of glittering light. Then he turned, probably with the intention of studying the effect in the looking-glass, and, turning, he saw Bertie.

For a moment there was silence — silence so complete that you could have heard much fainter sounds than the fall of the proverbial pin. The man was apparently thunderstruck, as well he might be. He stared at the figure in the shirt as though it were that of one risen from the dead. As for Bertie, his feet seemed glued to the floor, and his tongue to the roof of his mouth. It suddenly dawned upon him that it would have perhaps been better if he had stayed in bed.

The man was the first to regain his self-possession. It was to be a very long time indeed before Bertie was to be again master of his.

“What the something are you?”

At the sound of his companion’s voice, the man on the sofa sprang to his feet as though he had been shot. He gave one quick glance; then, snatching up a revolver which lay upon the table, he fired at the frightened boy.

“Rosenheim!”

At the very moment of pulling the trigger the dark man struck up his arm, so that the bullet was buried in the ceiling. But the effect upon Bertie was just as though it had penetrated his heart — he fell like a log.

“He’s only a boy. You’ve shot him.”

“I have not shot him. That I will do in a minute or two.”

When Bertie recovered from his swoon the dark man was bending over him. His companion was sitting in a chair regarding him with cold, staring eyes — a long, thin man, with a slight moustache and beard, and a peculiarly cruel cast of countenance.

The dark man was the first to address him.

“So you’ve come too, have you? Perhaps it’s a pity, after all. It’ll only prolong your misery. Now stand up, put your hands behind your back, and look me in the face.”

Bertie did as he was bid, feeling very weak and tottering on his feet. The dark man was perched on the edge of the table, holding a revolver in his hand. His companion, the long, thin man who sat in the chair, held a revolver too. Bertie felt that his position was not an agreeable one. Of one thing he was conscious, that the table was cleared of its contents, and that the roll of paper and boxes which he had noticed on the floor had disappeared.

The dark man commenced the cross-examination, handling his revolver in a way which was peculiarly unpleasant, as though it were a toy which he was anxious to have a little practice with.

“Look me in the face.”

Bertie did as he was bid as best he could, though he found it difficult to meet the keen black eyes.

“He needn’t look me in the face, or I’ll put five shots inside of him.”

This was from the long, thin man. Bertie was careful not to show the slightest symptom of a desire to turn that way. The dark man went on.

“Do you know what truth is? If you don’t it’ll be a pity, because if you tell me so much as the millionth part of a lie I’ll empty my revolver into you where you stand.”

As if to emphasize this genial threat the dark man pointed his revolver point-blank at his head.

“I’m on that line. I’ll empty mine inside him too.”

Bertie was conscious that the long, thin man was following his companion’s lead. A couple of revolvers were being pointed at him within three feet of his head. He felt more anxious to tell the truth, even though under difficulties, than he had ever been in all his life.

“What’s your name?”

“Bertie Bailey.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I — I don’t know!”

Bertie very certainly didn’t. If he could only have undreamt his dreams about the Land of Golden Dreams how happy had he been.

“Oh, you don’t know. Who brought you here?”

“Freddy.”

“Freddy? Do you mean Faking Fred?”

“If you please, sir, I — I don’t know. The old woman called him Freddy.”

“Oh, the old woman had a finger in the pie, had she? I’ll have a finger in her pie before I’ve done, and Freddy’s too. So you’ve been sleeping in my bed?”

“Please, sir, I — I didn’t know it was your bed.”

“Turn round to me.”

As this command came from the long, thin man — he had apparently changed his mind about being looked in the face — Bertie turned with the celerity with which a teetotum turns.

“Where do you live?”

“At Upton, sir.”
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A couple of revolvers were being pointed at him.”

“Where’s that?”

“In Berkshire.”

“You’re not a thief?”

“No — o, sir.”

In his present society Bertie positively felt ashamed to own it. He perhaps felt that these gentlemen might resent it as a slight upon their profession.

“Have you run away from home?”

“Ye — es, sir.”

“What for?”

“Fu — fun, sir.”

“A good thing to run away for.”

Bertie felt that it was a bad thing just then, especially if this sort of thing might be looked upon in the light of fun.

“What’s your father?”

“A doctor, sir.”

“So you’re the son of Dr. Bailey, of Upton, in Berkshire?”

“Ye — es, sir.”

“Turn round again! — sharp!”

No one could have turned round sharper than Bertie did then. The dark man took up the questioning.

“How long have you been awake?”

“I — I don’t know, sir.”

“Did you hear what we were talking about?”

“Ye — es, sir.”

“What did you hear?”

“I — I don’t know.”

“That won’t do. Out with it! What did you hear?”

The revolver was brought on a level with Bertie’s face. With his eyes apparently doing their best to investigate the contents of the barrel he endeavoured to describe what he had heard.

“I — I heard about the Countess of Ferndale’s jewels, and — and about fifty thousand pounds.”

“Oh! you did, did you? And what did you hear about the Countess of Ferndale’s jewels?”

“I heard that you had — stolen them.”

“Is that so? You seem to be gifted with uncommonly good hearing, Master Bailey. What else did you hear? Go on.”

“I — I heard that they were insured for fifty thousand pounds, and — and that — that you’d stolen the policy.”

“Dear me! What a remarkably fine ear this boy must have! Go on, young man!”

Bertie was painfully conscious that these compliments upon his hearing were not to be taken as they were spoken. He earnestly wished that his hearing had not been quite so good, but with that revolver staring him in the face he felt that perhaps it was better on the whole he should go on. Yet the next confession was made with an effort. He felt that his audience would not receive it well.

“I — I — I heard that if — if you were ta — taken you — you would get pe — penal servitude for life.”

There was an ominous silence. The words had had exactly the effect he had intuitively expected. It was the long, thin man who spoke.

“Oh! you heard that if we were caught we should get penal servitude for life? And it didn’t occur to you that you might help to catch us, eh?”

“No-o, sir.”

“It wouldn’t. Now wouldn’t it occur to you that such a thing as a reward might perhaps be offered, which it might perhaps be worth your while to handle, eh? That such a trifle as five or ten thousand pounds, in the shape of a reward, might come in useful, eh?”

Bertie did not answer. He could not have answered for his life. The fellow’s tone seemed to freeze his blood. The dark man put a question.

“Did you hear any names mentioned?”

“Yes, sir.”

“What name did you hear mentioned?”

“I heard you call this gentleman Rosenheim, sir.”

In an instant a hand was round his neck, which grasped him as though it were made of steel. There was a sudden twist, and Mr. Rosenheim had flung the lad upon his back. The grasp tightened; he began to choke. If Mr. Rosenheim had been allowed to work his own sweet will it would have been over with him there and then. But the dark man interfered.

“What’s the use of killing him?”

The answer was hissed rather than spoken.

“I’ll tell you what’s the use; it is I who will put him away, not he who will put me away, eh?”

“Leave him alone for a minute; I want to speak to you. It’s a nuisance, but I don’t think it’s so bad as you think. Anyhow, I don’t see how we’re going to gain anything by killing the boy — at least, not in here.”

There was a meaning conveyed in the speaker’s last few words which Mr. Rosenheim seemed to understand. They looked at each other for a moment, eye to eye. Then Mr. Rosenheim, standing up, loosed his grasp on Bertie’s throat, and the lad was free to breathe again.

“Get up; walk to the end of the room, put your hands behind your back, shut your eyes, and stand with your face to the wall. I’m going to cover you with my revolver, and if you move it’ll be for the very last time of asking, for I’ll shoot you as dead as mutton. Sharp’s the word!”

Sharp was the word. Bewildered, half-stunned, panic-stricken as he was, Bertie had still sense enough to know that he had no alternative but to do as he was bid. The dark man meant what he said, and the youthful admirer of Dick Turpin knew it. The ever-ready revolver covered him as he walked quickly down the room, and took up the ignominious position he was ordered to. Hands behind his back, eyes shut, and his face against the wall! It was worse than standing in the corner at Mecklemburg House Collegiate School, and only little boys had been sent into the corner there.

How long he remained standing there he never knew. It seemed to him hours. But time goes slowly when we stand with our hands behind, eyes shut, face to the wall, and know that a revolver is taking deliberate aim at us behind our backs. A minute becomes an hour, and we feel that old age will overtake us prematurely if we stand there long. They say that when a man is drowning his whole life passes in a moment before his eyes. As Bailey stood with his face against the wall he felt something of that feeling too, and if ever there was a veritable Land of Golden Dreams his home at Upton was that land then. If he could only stand again within the shadow of his mother’s door, ah, what a different young gentleman he would be!

Certainly, Mr. Rosenheim and his friend took their time. What they said Bertie could not hear, strain his ears how he might. The sound of their subdued whispering added to the terror of the situation. What might they not be resolving? For all he knew, they might be both examining their revolvers with a view of taking alternate pops at him. The idea was torture. As the moments passed and still no sign was made his imagination entered into details. There was a movement behind him. He fancied they were taking their positions. Silence again. He waited for the shooting to begin. He wondered where the first shot would hit him. Somewhere, he fancied, about the region of the left knee. That would probably bring him to the ground, and the second and third shots would hit him where he fell — probably in the side. The fourth and fifth shots would miss, but the sixth would carry away his nose, while the seventh would finish his career. Promiscuous shooting would ensue, the details of which would have no interest for him, but for some occult reason he decided that they would not cease firing until they had put inside him about a couple of pounds of lead.

In the midst of these agreeable speculations it was a relief to hear the dark man’s voice.

“Turn round!”

Bertie turned round, with surprising velocity.

“Where are your clothes?”

“I think they’re on the bed, sir.”

“Put them on! Sharp’s the word!”

Sharp always was the word. Bertie had done some quick things in dressing before to-day, but never anything quite so quick as that. Mr. Rosenheim was sitting in the arm-chair, still fondling his revolver, eyeing Bertie with a most uncomfortable pair of eyes. When Bertie found that in his haste he was putting on his trousers hind side foremost Mr. Rosenheim gave a start. Bertie gave one too, a cold shiver went down his back, and the time in which he reversed the garment and got inside his breeches was perhaps the best on record.

The dark man meanwhile was brushing his hat, putting on his overcoat, and apparently preparing himself for a journey. There was a Gladstone bag on the table. Into this he put several articles which he took from the chest of drawers. Bertie had completed his own costume for some little time before either spoke.

It was Mr. Rosenheim who addressed him first.

“Come here!”

Bertie went with remarkable celerity. “For a doctor’s son, my friend, you are not too well dressed, eh?”

Bertie hung his head; he was conscious of the defects in his attire. The dark man flung him a clothes-brush.

“Brush yourself, and make yourself presentable. There’s a jug and basin behind that curtain; wash yourself and brush your hair.”

Bertie did as he was bid; never had he been so docile.

It was the most uncomfortable toilet he had ever made. When he had carefully soaped his face all over, and was about to wash it off again, there was a report. A shot whistled through the air and buried itself in the wall about a foot above his head. He dropped as though it had struck him, and all but repeated his former swoon.

“You can get up, my friend. It is only a little practice I am having.”

Bertie got up, but the pleasure of that wash was destroyed for him. Mr. Rosenheim’s ideas of revolver practice were so peculiar that he was in momentary terror of his aiming at an imaginary bull’s-eye in the centre of his back.

“How long are you going to be? Come here and let me have a look at you.”

Though only half-dried, the soap-suds still remaining in the corners of his eyes, Bertie obeyed the dark man’s order and stood in front of him. That gentleman still held the too-familiar revolver in his hand. It had long been the secret longing of Bertie’s soul to possess one of his own; henceforward he would hate the sight of the too-agile arm for evermore.

“You don’t look like a doctor’s son. Own up you lied.”

“I — I didn’t, sir.”

“A pretty sort of doctor’s son you look! Has your father any money?”

A wild idea entered Bertie’s brain. He remembered how Mr. and Mrs. Jenkins had risen to the bait.

“Ye — yes, sir; he’s very rich. He’d give a thousand pounds to get me back again.”

But this time the bait failed, and signally.

“Oh, he would, would he? Then he must be about the most remarkable fool of a father I ever came across. Don’t you try to stuff your lies down my throat, my joker, because I’m a liar myself, and know the smell. You listen to me. You’d better; because if you don’t listen to every word, and stick it inside your head, it’ll be a case of shooting, though I’m hung for you five minutes after. Do you hear?”

“Ye — yes, sir.”

“My name’s Captain Loftus. Do you hear that?”

“Ye — yes, sir.”

“And I’m your uncle — your Uncle Tom. Do you hear that? I’m your Uncle Tom.”

“Ye — yes, sir.”

“Don’t say ‘sir,’ say ‘Uncle Tom.’”

“Ye — yes, Un — Uncle Tom.”

“And don’t you stutter and stammer; there’s no stuttering and stammering about this.”

“This” was the revolver which “Uncle Tom” pointed in his playful way at his nephew.

“And you’ve been a bad boy, and you’ve run away from your poor mother, and I’m going to take you back again. You understand?”

“Ye — yes, sir — I mean, Uncle Tom.”

“Mind you do mean ‘Uncle Tom,’ and don’t let us have any fooling about it. Do you hear? Don’t let’s have any fooling about it.”

“No — o, Uncle Tom.”

How devoutly he hoped that what his “uncle” said was true, and that he was going to be taken back to his mother. But the hope was shattered by the words which followed.

“Now just you listen to me. I’ve got half a dozen more words to say, and they’re the pick of the lot. I’m going to take you with me. You’ll be all right so long as you keep your mouth shut; but if you speak a word without permission from me, or if you hint anyhow at the pleasant little conversation we’ve had here, I’ll shoot you on the spot. You see, I’m going to put my revolver into the inside pocket of my coat; it will be always there, and always ready for you, and mind you don’t forget it.”

Bertie was not likely to forget it. He watched the captain placing the weapon in a convenient inner pocket of his overcoat with an interest too deep for words. Mr. Rosenheim added an agreeable little remark of his own.

“You understand, my friend? You are to dismiss from your mind any little ideas you may have had about the Countess of Ferndale’s jewels, or your uncle, Captain Tom Loftus, will practise a little revolver shooting upon you, eh, my friend?”

And Mr. Rosenheim covered the lad with his own revolver. There was such an absolutely diabolical grin upon the gentleman’s face that Bertie felt as though his blood had congealed in his veins. The revolver might go off at any moment, and this time it would be a case of hitting. Bertie was persuaded that one more of Mr. Rosenheim’s little practice shots would be quite enough for him.

The change from Mr. Rosenheim to Captain Loftus was actually a relief.

“Are you ready?”

“Ye — yes, sir!”

“Sir?”

The “sir” was shouted in a voice of thunder, and the captain’s hand moved towards the inner pocket of his coat.

“Un — Uncle Tom, I mean.”

“And you better mean it too, and say it, or you’ll never say another word. Put your hat on. Catch hold of that Gladstone.”

Bertie put his hat on, and took the bag. The captain turned to Mr. Rosenheim.

“Good-bye.”

“Good-bye, my friend; I wish you a pleasant journey, and your nephew too.”

The captain put his own hat on, took Bertie’s hand, led him out of the room, and almost before the lad knew it they were standing in the street. Bertie thanked his stars that at least Mr. Rosenheim was left behind.


Chapter XVIII

THE BOAT-TRAIN

They did not leave the house by the same mysterious door by which Freddy had entered, but by one which brought them at once into a busy street. Vehicles were passing to and fro, and they had not gone many steps before the captain — to give him the title which he had not improbably himself affixed to his name — called a hansom. Bertie got in. The captain directed the driver where to drive in an undertone, seated himself beside his “nephew,” and they were off.

During the drive not a word was spoken. Where they were going Bertie had not the faintest notion; he felt pretty certain that he was not really being taken home. His head was in a whirl; he was in such awe of his companion that he scarcely dared to move, far less to use his eyes in an endeavour to see where they were going. The cab almost immediately turned into a busy thoroughfare. The hubbub of the traffic and the confusion of the crowded streets completed the lad’s bewilderment, making it seem to him as though they were journeying through pandemonium. The busy thoroughfare into which the cabman turned was, in fact, the Strand — the Strand at what is not the least busy hour of the day, when the people are crowding into the theatres. The cabman took another turn into comparative quiet, and in another minute they were whirling over Waterloo Bridge, along Waterloo Bridge Road, into the huge terminus of the South-Western Railway. A porter came forward to help them to alight, but the captain, dismissing him, took his bag with one hand, and taking Bertie’s own hand in the other, stepped on to the platform of the station.

He had only taken a few steps when, pulling up, he spoke to Bailey in low, quick, significant tones.

“Look here, my lad; I don’t want to haul you about as though I’d got you in custody, and I don’t mean to let you get out of my sight. I’m going to loose your hand, and let you walk alone. Carry this bag, and stick as close to me as wax, or — —”

A significant tap against the pocket which contained the revolver served to complete the sentence. Bertie needed no explanation in words; the action was as full of meaning as any eloquence of speech could possibly have been.

The hansom had put them down at the departure platform of the main-line trains. The captain looked at the station clock as they came in, and Bertie, following the direction of the other’s eye, saw that it was a quarter-past nine. The station was full of people; porters and passengers were hurrying hither and thither, mountains of baggage were passing to and fro.

The captain turned into the booking-office, Bertie sticking close to his side. Some wild idea of making a dash for freedom did enter his mind, but to be dismissed as soon as it entered. What could he do? He was fully persuaded that if he were to make the slightest sign of attempting to escape, his companion would shoot him on the spot. But even if he did not proceed to quite such extreme lengths, what then? To have attempted to take to actual flight, and to have run for it, would have been absurd. He would have been caught in an instant. His only hope lay in an appeal to those around him. But what sort of appeal could he have made? If he had suddenly shouted, “This man has stolen the Countess of Ferndale’s jewels, worth fifty thousand pounds!” no doubt he would have created a sensation. But the revolver! Bertie was quite persuaded that before he would have had time to have made his assertion good the captain would have put his threat into execution, and killed him like a cat, even though, to use that gentleman’s own words, he had had to hang for it five minutes afterwards.

No; it seemed to him that the only course open to him was to obey the captain’s instructions.

There was a crowd round the ticket-office, at sight of which the captain put the lad in front of him, and his hand upon his shoulder, holding him tight by means of the free use of an uncomfortable amount of pressure. Under these circumstances he could scarcely ask for tickets without the lad hearing what it was he asked for — as in fact he did.

“Two first for Jersey.”

Two first-class tickets for Jersey! The tickets were stamped and paid for, and they were out of the crowd again. It was some satisfaction to know where it was they were going, but not much. He was too evidently not being taken home again. Jersey and Upton were a good many miles apart.

The captain went up and down the train with the apparent intention of discovering a compartment which they might have for themselves. But if that was his intention he sought in vain. The tourist season had apparently set in early, and on this particular night the train was crowded. They finally found seats in a compartment in which there were already two passengers, and into which there quickly came two more. It was a smoking carriage; and as the other passengers were already smoking, and the captain lit a cigar as soon as he entered, the atmosphere soon became nice and fresh for Bertie. Five smoking passengers in a first-class compartment do not make things exactly pleasant for a non-smoking sixth. The captain took a corner seat; Bertie sat on the middle seat next to him, right in the centre of the smoke.

They started. All the passengers, with the exception of the captain and Bertie, had books or papers. For a time silence reigned. The passengers read, the captain thought, the lad lamented. If the train had only been speeding towards Slough instead of Jersey! It may be mentioned that at this point of the expedition Bertie was not even aware where Jersey was, and was not even conscious that to reach it from London one had to cross the sea.

As they passed Woking the silence was broken for a moment. A tall, thin, severe-looking gentleman, with side whiskers, and a sealskin cap tied over his ears, having finished with the Globe, handed it to the captain.

“Have you seen the Globe?”

“Thank you, I haven’t.”

The captain took it, and began to read. Almost without intending it Bertie watched him. For some reason, though he could scarcely have told what it was, for the reader gave no outward signs of anything of the kind, he was persuaded that the paper contained something which the captain found of startling interest. He saw the captain stare with peculiar fixedness at one paragraph, never taking his eyes off it for at least five minutes. He even thought that the captain’s lips were twitching, that the captain’s face grew pale. As if perceiving the inspection and resenting it, he drew the paper closer to him, so that it concealed his countenance.

As they were nearing Aldershot and Farnham a little conversation was commenced which had a peculiar interest for Bertie, if for no one else in the compartment.

In the opposite corner, at the other end of the carriage, was seated a stout old gentleman, with a very red face and very white hair. He wore a gorgeous smoking-cap, which was stuck at the back of his head, and there was something about his appearance and demeanour which impressed the beholder with the fact that this was a gentleman of strong opinions.

In front of him was a thin young gentleman with a pale face, who puffed at a big meerschaum pipe as though he did not exactly like it. He was reading a novel with a yellow back, which all the world could perceive was The Adventures of Harry Lorrequer. The old gentleman had been reading the Evening Standard through a pair of gold glasses of the most imposing size and pattern.

He had apparently finished with his paper, for he lowered it and stared through his glasses at the thin young man in front of him. The thin young man did not seem to be made the more comfortable by his gaze.

“Have you seen about the Countess of Ferndale’s jewels?”

This was said in loud, magisterial tones, which commanded the attention of the whole compartment. The young man seemed startled. Bertie was startled; he almost thought he saw the Globe tremble in the captain’s hands.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Have you seen about the Countess of Ferndale’s jewels?”

This was said in tones rather louder and more magisterial than at first.

“No! No! I haven’t!”

“Then, sir, I say it’s a disgrace to the country.”

Whether it was a disgrace to the country that the thin young man had not heard about the Countess of Ferndale’s jewels was not quite clear. The thin young man seemed to think it was, for he turned pink. However, the old gentleman went on, — 

“Here’s a noble lady, the wife of one of the greatest English peers, returning from personal attendance upon her sovereign, bearing with her jewels of almost priceless value, and they disappear from underneath her nose. I say it’s a disgrace to the country, sir!”

The thin young man seemed relieved. It was evidently not his want of knowledge which was a disgrace to the country, but the disappearance of the lady’s jewels. Bertie pricked up his ears; the captain gave no sign of having heard.

The young man ventured on a question.

“How’s that? Have they been stolen?”

“How’s that, sir! Stolen, sir! I should think they have been stolen!”

The words were spoken with almost volcanic force. All the carriage began to take an interest in what was being said — excepting always “Uncle Tom.”

The old gentleman grasped his paper with his right hand, and emphasized his words with the first finger of his left.

“At half-past two this afternoon the Countess of Ferndale, who has been in attendance at Windsor Castle, started from Windsor to London. Windsor, sir, is at a distance of twenty-two miles from town — twenty-two miles; no more. The traffic between that place and London, sir, is extremely large; and yet, travelling on that short strip of railway, in one of Her Majesty’s own state coaches — —”

“I don’t think it was in one of the Queen’s own coaches she was travelling.”

“No; it wasn’t.”

The first interruption came from the severe-looking gentleman who had lent the Captain the Globe; the second from a placid-looking gentleman with black whiskers, who sat beside him in front of Bertie.

“Well, sir, and what difference does that make?”

“None at all, perhaps, to the main issue,” the severe gentleman allowed. “It’s only a statement of fact.”

“Well, sir, supposing it is a statement of fact, which, as at present advised, I am not prepared to allow, I suppose I may take it for granted that she was travelling in a compartment which was exclusively reserved for her own use?”

“That, I believe, was the case.”

“Well, sir, travelling on that short strip of railway, in a compartment exclusively reserved for her own use, what happens in this England of the nineteenth century? It is incredible! monstrous! She had with her certain family jewels of almost priceless value. She had been wearing them in Her Majesty’s own presence. They were in the charge of certain officers of her household; and yet, when she comes to the end of that journey of two and twenty miles, they were gone, sir! — gone! vanished into air!”

“No! If they were stolen, he must have been a jolly clever thief,” observed the thin young man.

“A jolly clever thief!” said, or rather roared the stout old gentleman. “You speak of the author of such an outrage as a jolly clever thief. If I had the miscreant within reach of my hand” — the stout old gentleman stretched out his hand, and the thin young man shrank out of the way— “I should consider myself justified in striking him down, and trampling the life out of his wretched carcass. I should consider the doer of such an act deserved well of his country, sir!”

Bertie felt a cold shiver go down his back. He pictured the stout old gentleman striking him down, and trampling the life out of his wretched carcass. At that moment he almost felt as though he had been guilty of the crime; he almost expected the stout old gentleman to read his guilt upon his countenance, and conclude the business there and then. As for the captain — the least that Bertie expected him to do was to open the door and, without waiting for such a small detail as the stopping of the train, disappear into the night. What he actually did was to return the Globe, with a courteous bow, to the severe-looking gentleman, carefully cross his knees, and light a fresh cigar. Then he listened to what was being said with an air of placid interest.

“What was the value of the jewels?” inquired the gentleman with the black whiskers.

“Priceless! priceless! How can you value jewels which have been in the possession of a noble family for generations? which are family heirlooms?”

“I suppose they must be pretty well known, in which case the thieves will find considerable difficulty in getting rid of their spoil.”

“Getting rid of their spoil! Is it conceivable that such villains are to be allowed to get rid of their spoil, to sell it, and fatten on the proceeds?”

“Very conceivable, indeed, unless something is done to stop them.”

The stout old gentleman was so affected by the idea of the countess’s jewels being brought into the market in such an ignoble way that words failed him, and he gasped for breath.

During all this time Bertie’s sensations were indescribable. He felt as though he were under the power of some hideous spell. He would have given anything to have been able to spring up and denounce the miscreant who had wrought this crime. There would have been something worthy of a hero in that; but he could not do it, he was spellbound. Perhaps the consciousness of the revolver which was in the captain’s pocket had something to do with his state of mind; but it was not only that, he was paralysed by the position itself — by the knowledge that his own act had made him the companion of such a rogue.

Just at the moment the captain raised his hand, as if by chance, and tapped the inner pocket of his coat. Slight though the action was, Bertie saw it, and he shuddered. But there was worse to follow.

The remark was made by the severe-looking gentleman. .

“What strikes me is, how was the theft performed? Those in charge of the box swear that it was never out of their sight. When they started the jewels were in it; when they reached their journey’s end they were gone. They couldn’t have been spirited away.”

“The boxes were changed.”

Bertie felt that his heart had ceased to beat. The words were spoken by “Uncle Tom.”

It was the first time he had opened his lips. The eyes of all in the carriage were fixed upon him. He was seated, apparently quite at his ease, a cigar in his mouth, one hand upon his knee, and, as he spoke, with the other he undid the top button of his overcoat.

“How could they be changed? Those in charge state that they never lost sight of the particular box in which the jewels were.”

The captain took his cigar out of his mouth, and puffed out a wreath of smoke.

“I have a theory of my own upon the subject.”

“And I say it is monstrous! preposterous! incredible! Do you mean to tell me such a trick as that could have been played in the light of day?”

This was from the stout old gentleman.

“Apparently it was done in the light of day, however it was done. I have only suggested a theory. Of course you are at liberty to accept it or reject it, as you please.”

“I do reject it entirely! absolutely! I am sixty-seven next June, and I know perfectly well that no such trick would be played on me.”

“You are, probably, a person of peculiar acumen.”

But the stout old gentleman was not to be flattered.

“As you have a theory of how the robbery was performed, perhaps you have a theory of how the robbers might be caught.”

“I have one or two theories. I could go further and say that, if it were made worth my while, I would engage to find the thieves.”

“Made worth your while, sir! Isn’t it worth every honest man’s while to find a thief?”

“Not necessarily. Take your own case. Would you be prepared to find the thieves?”

“If I knew where they were.”

“Precisely; that is just the point. What you mean is, that if they were found you would give them into custody, but you have to find them first. People don’t go thief-hunting from motives of pure philanthropy; even a policeman requires you to make it worth his while.”

“May I ask if you are an amateur detective?” inquired the severe-looking gentleman.

“I shouldn’t call myself quite that,” said “Uncle Tom.”

“But you have evidently had considerable experience in dealing with crime?”

“It has been the study of my life,” said “Uncle Tom.”

“I suppose that it is a very interesting study?”

“Very interesting indeed.”

“If it is not an impertinent question, may I ask whether it has been your own experience that such a study improves the moral nature of a man?”

“Quite the reverse,” said “Uncle Tom.”

“You are frank.”

“What is life unless you are?” asked “Uncle Tom.”

The captain laughed; but Bertie was in agony The train began to slow.

“I think this is Southampton,” said the thin young man.

And it was.


Chapter XIX

TO JERSEY WITH A THIEF

The night’s boat was the Ella. When the train drew to a standstill and the passengers got out Bertie supposed that their journey was at an end. His ideas as to the whereabouts of Jersey were very vague indeed. He was surprised, therefore, when the captain, taking his hand, led him along the gangway to the boat. The stars were shining brightly overhead, but midnight never is quite as light as noon, and in the uncertain light he could neither see nor understand where it was that they were going.

The captain led him to the hurricane deck, and then he paused. Then he led Bertie to a seat.

“This will be your bed to-night. I don’t choose to go into the cabin, and I don’t choose that you shall go without me.”

Bertie sat down and wondered. Dark figures were passing to and fro; there were the lights on the shore; he could feel the throbbing of the engines; there was the unclouded sky above; he still was in a dream. Unfortunately the figure of the captain standing near turned the dream into a nightmare.

Most of the passengers went at once into their cabins. No one came near them.

“Look up at me.”

Bertie looked up. The captain, standing, looked down at him.

“Do you think I didn’t see you in the train? Do you think I didn’t see you wanting to open your mouth and blab before all those fools? It would have been capital fun for you, now, wouldn’t it?”

Bertie shivered. The captain’s ideas of fun were singular. Bertie would have almost given his life to have done what the rascal hinted at, but he would have done it in his extremity of agony and with no idea of fun. It would have taken a burden off his mind which seemed almost greater than he could bear; it threatened to drive him mad. But to have played the part suggested would have needed a touch of the heroic — a courage, a strength which Bertie had not got.

The captain went on.

“I had half a mind to have shot you then. If you had winked your eye I think I should have done the trick. I have not quite made up my mind what I shall do with you yet. We shall soon be out at sea. Boys easily fall overboard at night. I shouldn’t be surprised if you fall overboard — by accident, you understand.”

The captain smiled; but Bertie’s heart stood still.

“Now lie down upon that seat, put your head upon that bag, and don’t you move. I shan’t go out of revolver range, you may rest assured.”

Bertie lay down upon the seat. The captain began pacing to and fro. Every second or two he passed the recumbent boy. Once Bertie could see that he was examining the lock of the revolver which he was holding in his hand. He shut his eyes, trying to keep the sight away.

What an unsatisfactory difference often exists between theory and practice! If there was one point in which he had been quite sure it was his courage. To use his own words, he had pluck enough for anything. To “funk” a thing, no matter what; to show the white feather under any set of conditions which could be possibly conceived — these things were to him impossible.

In such literature as he was acquainted with, the boy heroes were always heroes with a vengeance. They were gifted beings whose nerve was never known to fail. They fought, with a complete unconsciousness of there being anything unusual in such a line of conduct, against the most amazing odds. They generally conquered; but if they failed their nerves were still unshaken, and they would disengage themselves with perfect coolness from the most astounding complication of disasters. They never hesitated to take life or to risk it; blood was freely shed; they thought nothing of receiving several shots in the body and a sword-cut at the back of the head.

As for Dick Turpin, and Robin Hood, and Robinson Crusoe, and Jack the Giant-Killer — all the world knows that they went through adventures which makes the hair stand up on end only to read of, and through them all they never winced. Bertie was modestly conscious that these gentlemen were perhaps a little above his reach — just a little, perhaps; but what the aforementioned boys had done he had thought that he himself could do.

Yet here he was, lying upon a seat and shutting his eyes to prevent him from seeing a revolver. Why, one of those heroic boys would have faced the whole six shots and never trembled!

The steamer started, and so did Bertie. Taken by surprise by the sudden movement, he raised himself a little on the seat.

“Keep still!”

The captain’s voice came cool and clear. Bertie returned to his former position, not pausing to consider what his heroes would have done.

“If you want to move you must first ask my permission; but don’t you move without it, my young friend.”

Bertie offered no remonstrance. The seat was not a comfortable one to lie upon. It was one of those which are found in steamers, formed of rails, with a space between each rail. Possibly when they reached the open sea it would be less comfortable still. But Bertie lay quite quiet, and never said a word. It was not exactly what his heroes would have done. They would have faced the villain, and dared him to do his worst; and when he had done his worst, and sent six shots inside them, with a single bound they would have grasped him by the throat, and with a laugh of triumph have flung him head foremost into the gurgling sea.

But Bertie did not do that.

So long as they remained in the river one or two of the passengers still continued to move about the decks. The night was so glorious that they probably thought it a pity to confine themselves in the stifling cabins. But by degrees, one after the other, they disappeared, until finally the decks were left in possession of the captain and Bertie, and those whose duty it was to keep watch at night.

Although they had passed Hurst Castle and reached the open sea, the weather was so calm that hardly any difference was perceptible in the motion of the vessel. Bertie still lay on the seat, looking at the stars.

He had no inclination to sleep, and even had he had such inclination, not improbably the neighbourhood of “Uncle Tom” and his revolver would have banished slumber from his eyes.

He was not a sentimental boy. Sentimental boys are oftener found in books than life. But even unsentimental boys are accessible to sentiment at times. He was not a religious boy. Simple candour compels the statement that the average boy is not religious. But that night, lying on the deck, looking up at that wondrous canopy of stars, conscious of what had brought him there, aware of his danger, ignorant of the fate which was in store for him, knowing that for all he could tell just ahead of him lay instant death, he would have been more or less than boy if his thoughts had not strayed to unwonted themes.

Through God’s beautiful world, across His wondrous sea — the companion of a thief. Bertie’s thoughts travelled homewards. A sudden flood of memories swept over him.

All at once the captain paused in front of him.

“Shall I throw you overboard?”

There was a glitter in his eyes. A faint smile played about his lips. Bertie was not inclined to smile. His tongue clave to the roof of his mouth.

“I have been asking myself the question, Why should I not? I shall have to dispose of you in one way or other in the end; why not by drowning now? One plunge and all is over.”

This sort of conversation made Bertie believe in the possibility of one’s hair standing straight up on end. He felt persuaded that none of his heroes had ever been spoken to like this; nothing made of flesh and blood could listen to such observations and remain unmoved, especially with the moonlit waters disappearing into the night on every side. What crimes would they not conceal?

“It is this way. It is you, or — I. In the railway train you would have proclaimed me had you dared. You did not dare; sooner or later, perhaps, you will dare more. Why should I wait for your courage to return? We are alone; the sea tells no tales. Boys will lean overboard: what more natural than that you should fall in? It is distressing to lose one’s nephew, especially so dear a one; but what is life but a great battle-field which is covered with the slain? Sit up, my boy, and let us talk together.”

Bertie sat up, not because he wished it, but because he could not help it. He had lost all control over his own movements. This man seemed to him to be some supernatural being against whom it was vain to attempt to struggle.

There was no one by to listen to the somewhat curious conversation which occurred between these two.

“So you have run away? I think you said you ran away for fun. You have evidently a turn for humour. Does this sort of thing enter into your ideas of fun — this little trip of ours?”

It emphatically did not. Bertie stammered out a negative.

“No — o!”

“You say your father is rich, you have a good home. Were you not happy there?”

“Ye — es!”

“Seriously, then, what did you propose to yourself to do when you ran away?”

“I — I don’t know.”

“Did you propose to yourself a life like mine?”

Bertie shuddered. He shrank away from the man in front of him with an air of invincible repugnance.

“Answer me! Look me in the face and answer me. I have a taste for learning the opinions of my fellow-men, and you are something original in boys. Tell me, what is your candid opinion of myself? What do you think of me?”

Bertie looked up as he was bidden. There was in his face something of his old bull-dog look. Something of his old courage had come back again, and on his countenance was the answer ready written. But the captain meant to have the answer in plain words.

“Speak! you’re not moonstruck, are you? Tell me what you think of me?”

“You’ll kill me if I do.”

The words came out heavily, as though he had to rid himself of an overpowering weight before he could get them out. There was a momentary pause; then the captain laughed.

“I shall kill you anyhow. What difference will it make? Tell me what you think of me.”

“You are a coward and a thief!”

The words were spoken; and in speaking them perhaps Bertie came nearer to what is called a hero than ever in all his life before. But their effect upon the captain was not agreeable. Those who play at bowls must expect rubbers, and those who insist upon receiving an answer which they know can scarcely be agreeable should make the best of it when it comes. But the captain did not seem to see it.

Directly he had spoken Bertie saw that he had put his foot in it. Instinctively he slipped his hands between the rails of the seat and held on tight. Only just in time, for the captain, stooping forward, tried to lift him in his arms.

“Leave go, you young brute!”

Bertie did leave go, but only to throw his arms about the captain’s neck. Instantly the captain stood up straight, holding Bertie in his arms, staggering beneath his weight, for the convulsive clutch of the lad’s arms about his neck encumbered him.

“If you don’t take your arms away I’ll kill you!”

But Bertie only clutched the tighter.

“Let me go! let me go!” he screamed with the full strength of his lungs.

The effect was startling. In the prevailing silence the boy’s voice was heard far out across the sea. Taken aback by such a show of resistance where none had before been offered, the captain promptly replaced the lad upon the seat.

“What’s the matter with you? It was only a joke.”

Bertie unclasped his arms. The expression of his face showed that it had been no joke to him. He looked like one who was not even yet quite sure that he had escaped from death.

The man at the helm was unable to see the seat on which they sat. The forward watch had been on the other side the ship. This man now advanced.

“What’s the matter there?”

The captain met him with his most placid air.

“Did you hear my nephew’s voice? He had no idea he spoke so loud; he was forgetting where we were.”

The man advanced still closer.

“What’s the matter with you, boy?”

Quite unconsciously the captain unbuttoned his overcoat, and his hand strayed to the pocket at the top.

“No — nothing,” stammered Bertie.

“Nothing! I don’t know what you call nothing! I should think you was being murdered, hollering out like that. Why don’t you go down to the cabin and go to sleep?”

The captain drew the man aside.

“My nephew is a little excitable at times,” he said, and tapped his forehead. “He is best away from the cabin. He is better alone up here in the fresh air with me.”

The man, a weather-beaten sailor, with an unkempt grey beard, looked him straight in the face.

“Do you mean he’s cracked?”

“Well, we don’t call it by that name. He’s excitable — not quite himself at times. You had better pay no heed to him; he has one of his fits on him to-night — the journey has excited him.”

“Poor young feller!”

And the sailor turned to look at the boy. The captain slipped something into his hand. The man touched his hat and went away, looking at the piece of money as he went. And the man and the boy were left alone again.

Bertie, on the seat, clutched the rails as he had done before. The captain, standing in front, looked down at him.

“There’s more in you than meets the eye; though, considering you pretend to have a turn for humour, one would have thought you would have been quicker to understand a joke. I say nothing of the noise you made, but you were wise not to answer that fellow’s impertinent question. Your presence of mind saved you from accidental contact with the waters, but nothing could have saved you from my six-shooter. You can lie down again. You need have no fear of another accident; your screeching has made that fellow, and probably his comrades, too inquisitive to make it worth one’s while to venture that. But when it comes to the question of letting your tongue wag too freely, nothing can save you from my revolver — mark that. It will be then a case of you or I. If you have made up your mind to spoil me, I will spoil you, my little friend. I say you can lie down.”

Bertie lay down; and again the captain resumed his pacing to and fro, keeping watch, as it were, over his young prisoner.

The boy fell asleep. The reaction which followed the short sharp struggle beguiled him, and he slept. And oddly enough he slept the sleep of peace. And more than once the captain, pausing in his solitary vigil, bent over the sleeping boy, and looked down at him.

“The young beggar’s actually smiling.”

And in fact a smile did flit across the sleeper’s face. Perhaps he was dreaming of his mother.

“Ran away for fun, did he? Yet the youngster isn’t quite a fool. Pity it should be a case of he or I, but self-preservation is Nature’s first law! That was a headline in my copy-books unless I greatly err.”

The captain lit a fresh cigar, and continued his patrol. What did he think of? A hopeless past and a hopeless future? God forgive him! for such as he there is no forgiveness to be had from men. That self-preservation, which is Nature’s first law, is a law which cuts both ways. Honest men must destroy the Captain Loftuses, or they will be themselves destroyed.

The morning dawned; the day returned to the world. Still the boy slept on. At last the captain woke him. He got up, as if bewildered, and rubbed his eyes.

“Well, nephew mine, are you going to sleep for ever? If so, I’m sorry that I woke you. Jump up and come with me.”

His “uncle” led the way into the cabin. They were preparing breakfast; the passengers were falling to. The night had been so tranquil that not one had suffered from sea-sickness, and appetite had come with the morning. A trained eye, looking at the fleecy clouds which were peeping over the horizon, would have prophesied a change, and that rough weather was at hand. But the day had dawned in splendour, and so far the morning was as tranquil as the night had been. So those passengers who were going through to Jersey sat down with light hearts to breakfast.

The captain and Bertie joined them. That his “uncle” had no present intention of starving him was plain, for he was allowed a hearty meal of whatever took his fancy.

And while they were at breakfast the Ella was brought up alongside the jetty, St. Peter’s Port, Guernsey.


Chapter XX

EXIT CAPTAIN TOM

When they returned to the deck the boat was preparing to continue her journey. The fruit vendors — and with what delicious fruit the Guernsey men board the Jersey boats! — were preparing to take their leave, and those passengers who had gone to stretch their legs with a saunter on the jetty were returning to the steamer.

The rest of the voyage was uneventful. Jersey is not very far away from Guernsey, and for a considerable part of the distance the passengers were in sight of land. The breeze began to freshen, and as they steamed round Jersey towards St. Heliers it began to dawn upon not a few that enough of this sort of thing was as good as a feast. There is such a very striking difference between steaming over a tranquil sea and being tossed and tumbled among boisterous waves. It was fortunate they were so near their journey’s end. Several of the travellers were congratulating themselves that, when they reached dry land, they would be able to boast that they had voyaged from Southampton to Jersey without experiencing a single qualm. Had the journey been prolonged much further, that boast would have been cruelly knocked on the head. When they drew up beside the pier at St. Heliers, coming events, as it were, had already cast their shadows before. They were saved just in the nick of time.

Bertie and the captain were among the first on shore; and, not unnaturally, the young gentleman supposed that their journeying was at an end. But he was wrong.

“Step out! We have no time to lose! We have to catch another boat, which is due to start.”

Bertie stepped out. He wondered if the other boat was to take them back to England. Did the captain mean to pass the rest of his life in voyaging to and fro?

The disappointed flymen, to whom the arrival of the mail-boat is the great event of the St. Heliers day, let them pass. The hotel and boarding-house touters touted, so far as they were concerned, in vain. The captain gave no heed to their solicitations. He evidently knew his way about, for he walked quickly down the jetty, turned unhesitatingly to the left when he reached the bottom, crossed the harbour, and down the jetty again upon the other side. About half-way down was a fussy little steamer which was making ready to start.

“Here you are! Jump on board!”

If Bertie did not exactly jump, he at any rate got on board.

What the boat was Bertie knew not, nor whither it was going. Compared to the Ella, which they had just quitted, it was so small a craft that he scarcely thought it could be going back the way the mail had come.

As a matter of fact it was not.

Two or three times a week a fussy little steamer passes to and fro between Jersey and France. The two French ports at which it touches are St. Malo and St. Brieuc. One journey it takes to St. Malo, the next to St. Brieuc. On this occasion it was about to voyage to St. Brieuc.

St. Brieuc, as some people may not know, is the chief town of the department of Cotes-du-Nord, in Brittany — about as unpretending a chief town as one could find. That Captain Loftus had some preconceived end in view, and had not started on a wild-goose chase, not, as might have at first appeared, going hither and thither as his fancy swayed him, seemed plain.

A more roundabout route to France he could scarcely have chosen. Had he simply desired to reach the Continent, fast steamers which passed from Southampton to Havre in little less than half the time which the journey had already occupied, were at his disposal. Very many people, some of them constant travellers, are ignorant of the fact that a little steamer is constantly plying between Jersey and Brittany. It is dependent on the tides for its time of departure. Only in the local papers are the hours advertised. Captain Loftus must have been pretty well posted on the matter to have been aware that on this particular day the little steamer, La Commerce, would be starting for St. Brieuc about the time the mail-boat entered Jersey.

He must have had some particular object in making for that remote corner of Breton France. No sooner did the boat enter the little harbour than he made a dash for the railway station.

Bertie seemed to have passed into another world. He had not the faintest notion where he was. He was not even sure that they had reached Jersey. He heard strange tongues sounding in his ears; saw strange costumes before his eyes. In his then state of bewilderment he would have been quite ready to believe anybody who might have chosen to tell him that he had arrived in Timbuctoo.

Some light was thrown upon the subject when they reached the station. The captain took some money out of his pocket and held it out to Bertie.

“Go and ask for the tickets,” he said.

Bertie stared. If he had been told to go and ask the man in the moon for a lock of his hair he could not have been more puzzled.

“Do you hear what I say? Go and ask for the tickets.”

“Tickets? Where for?”

The captain hesitated a moment, then said:

“Two first-class tickets for Constantinople.”

He handed Bertie some silver coins.

“Two first-class tickets for Constantinople.”

Bertie stammeringly repeated the words. Could the captain be in earnest?

“I want to catch the train; look alive, or — —”

The captain touched the pocket where the revolver was.

Bertie doubtfully advanced to the booking office, gazing behind him as he went to make quite sure that the captain had meant what he said. There was an old lady taking tickets, so he waited his turn.

“Two first-class tickets for Constantinople.”

“Comment?”

He stared at the booking-clerk, and the booking-clerk stared at him, each in complete ignorance of what the other meant.

“Do you mean to say you can’t speak French?”

The captain came to the rescue, speaking so gently that his words were only audible to Bertie’s ears.

“No — o.”

“Do you mean to say you don’t know enough to be able to ask for two first-class tickets for Constantinople?”

“No — o.”

“How much French do you know?”

“No — one.”

The captain evidently knew a great deal, for he immediately addressed the booking-clerk in fluent French — French which that official understood, for two tickets were at once forthcoming. But whether they were for Constantinople, or for Jericho, or for Kamtchatka, was more than the boy could tell. He was in the pleasant position of not being able to understand a word that was said; of being without the faintest notion where he was, and of not having the least idea where he was going to.

It may be mentioned, however, that the captain had not asked for tickets for Constantinople — which at St. Brieuc he would have experienced some difficulty in getting — but for Brest.

They had not long to wait before the through train from Paris entered the station. They got into a first-class carriage, which they had for themselves, and in due time they were off.

The state of Bertie’s mind was easier imagined than described. He had been in a dream since he had started on his journey to the Land of Golden Dreams; and dreams have a tendency to become more and more incoherent.

His adventures up to the time of leaving London had been strange enough, but he had at least known in what part of the world he was. Now he was not possessed of even that rudimentary knowledge. The continued travelling towards an unknown destination, the unresting onward rush, as though the captain meant, like the brook, to “go on for ever” — and this in the case of a boy who had never travelled more than twenty miles from home in his life — had in itself been enough to confuse him; but the sudden discovery that he was in an unknown country, in which they spoke an unknown tongue, put the climax to his mental muddle. Had the captain, revolver in hand, then and there insisted on his informing him which part of his body as a rule was uppermost, he would have been wholly at a loss to state whether it was on his head or heels he was accustomed to stand.

Something strange, too, about the railway carriage, about the country through which they passed, about the people and the very houses he saw through the carriage window made his muddle more.

The names of the roadside stations at which they stopped, which were shouted out with stentorian lungs, were such oddities. They came to one where the word “Guingamp” was painted in huge letters on a large white board. Guingamp! What was the pronunciation of such a word as that? And fancy living at a town with such a name! He was not aware that, like a conjurer’s trick, it was only a question of knowing how it was done, and Guingamp would come as glibly to his tongue as Slough or Upton.

And then Belle-Isle-en-Terre and Plouigneau — what names! The educational system which flourished at Mecklemburg House had tended to make French an even stranger tongue than it need have done. He saw the letters on the boards, but he could no more pronounce the words which they were supposed to form than he could fly.

Throughout the long journey — and it is a long journey from St. Brieuc to Brest — not a word had been exchanged. The captain had scarcely moved. He had stretched his legs out on the seat, and had taken up the easiest position which was attainable under the circumstances; but he had not closed his eyes. Bertie wondered if he never slept; if those fierce black eyes remained always on the watch.

The captain looked straight in front of him; and, although he seemed to pay no heed to what the boy was doing, Bertie was conscious that he never moved without the captain knowing it. What a life this man must lead, to be ever on the watch; to be ever fearful that the time of the avenger had come at last; that the prison gates were about to close on him, and, perhaps, this time for ever.

“Uncle Tom” seemed to be as much at home in Brest as he had been everywhere. The station was filled with the usual crowd. Porters advanced to offer their services to carry the Gladstone bag and place it on a cab, outside the cabmen hailed them in the hope of a fare; but the captain, paying no heed to any of them, marched quickly on.

Were they at their journey’s end? Bertie wondered. Was this Constantinople, or had they another stage to go? If not Constantinople, and he had a vague idea that Constantinople could not be reached quite so quickly as they had come — what place was it?

What struck him chiefly as they passed into the town was the number of men in uniform there seemed to be about. Every third person they met seemed to wear a uniform. He supposed they were soldiers, though he had never seen soldiers dressed like these before; and then what a number of them there were! Geography is not a strong point of the English education system, and he had never been taught at Mecklemburg House that Brest was to France much more than Portsmouth is to England, and that its population consists of four classes, soldiers, sailors, dockyard labourers — looking at all those, of whatever grade, who labour in the dockyard in the light of labourers — and, a long way behind the other three, civilians: “civilians” being a generic name for that — regarded from a Brest point of view — absolutely insignificant class who have no direct connection with war or making ready for war.

On their arrival the day was well advanced, and as they went down the Rue de Siam they met the men returning from the yards. Bertie had never seen such a sight before, not even in the course of his present adventures. The Rue de Siam runs down the hill. The dockyards are at the foot. From where they stood, as far as the eye could reach, advanced a dense mass of dirt-grimed men. They were the Government employés, employed by France to make engines and ships of war, and as the seemingly never-ending stream went past he actually moved closer to the captain with a vague idea that he might — think of it, ye heroes! — need his protection; for it seemed to the lad that, taken in the mass, he had never seen a more repulsive-looking set of gentlemen even in his dreams.

The captain went straight down to the bridge; then he paused, seeming to hesitate a moment, then turned to the right, striking into what seemed very much like a nest of rookeries. They came to an ancient, disreputable-looking inn. This they entered; and as they did so Bertie’s memory suddenly travelled back to the Kingston inn, into which he had been enticed by the Original Badger. The two houses were about on a par.

Apparently the establishment was not accustomed to receive guests of their distinguished appearance — though Bertie was shabby enough — for the aged crone who received them was evidently bent double by her sense of the honour which was paid to the house.

She and the captain carried on a voluble conversation, though, for all that Bertie understood of what they said, they might as well have held their peace. He remained standing in the centre of the brick floor, shuffling from foot to foot, feeling and looking as much out of place as though he had been suddenly dropped into the middle of China. Gabble, gabble went the old crone’s tongue, wiggle-waggle went her picturesque white cap — the only picturesque thing there was about her — up and down went her arms and hands. She was the personification of volubility, but unfortunately she might have been dumb for any meaning which her words conveyed to Bertie.

Yet, incomprehensible as her speech might be and was, he could not rid himself of an impression, derived from her manner to the captain, and the captain’s manner to her, that they two had met before, and that, in fact, they knew each other very well indeed. But neither then nor at any other time did he get beyond impression.

Certainly her after-conduct was not of a kind to show that, even if she knew the gentleman, she had much faith in his integrity, unless, as was possible, the understanding between the two was of a very deep and subtle kind indeed.

She showed the new arrivals up a flight of rickety stairs, into a room in which there were two beds of a somewhat better sort than might have been expected. Some attempt had also been made to fit the room up after the French fashion, so that it might serve as sitting-room as well as bedroom. There was a table in the centre, and the apartment also contained two or three rush-bottomed chairs.

The old crone, having shown them in, said something to the captain and disappeared. The man and the boy were left alone. They had not spoken to each other since they had left St. Brieuc, and there was not much spoken now.

“You can take your hat off and sit down. We shall sleep here to-night.”

So at any rate they had reached a temporary resting-place at last; their journey was not to be quite unceasing. It was only the night before they had left London, but it seemed to Bertie that it was a year ago.

He did as he was bid — took his hat off and sat on a chair. The captain sat down also, seating himself on one chair and putting his feet upon another. Not a word was spoken; they simply sat and waited, perhaps twenty minutes.

Bertie wondered what they were waiting for, but the reappearance of the crone with a coarse white tablecloth shed light upon the matter. They had been waiting while a meal was being prepared.

The prospect revived his spirits. He had not tasted food since they had left the Ella, and his appetite was always hale and hearty. But he was thrown into the deepest agitation by a remark which the crone addressed to him. He had not the faintest notion what it was she said; but the mere fact of being addressed in a foreign and therefore unknown tongue made him feel quite ill.

The captain did not improve the matter.

“Why don’t you answer the woman?”

“I don’t know what she says.”

“Are you acting, or is it real?”

Bertie only wished that he had been acting, and that his ignorance had not been real. At Mecklemburg House the idea of learning French had seemed to him absurd, an altogether frivolous waste of time. What would he not have given then — and still more, what would he not have given a little later on — to have made better use of his opportunities when he had them? Circumstances alter cases.

The captain looked at him for a moment or two with his fierce black eyes; then he said something to the old woman which made her laugh. Not a pleasant laugh by any means, and it did not add to Bertie’s sense of comfort that such a laugh was being laughed at him.

“Sit up to the table!”

The old woman had laid the table, and had then disappeared to fetch the food to put before her guests. Bertie sat up. The meal appeared. Not by any means a bad one — better, like the room itself, than might have been expected.

When they had finished, and the old crone had cleared the things away, the captain stood up and lighted a cigar.

“Now, my lad, you’d better tumble into bed. I’ve a strong belief in the virtue of early hours. There’s nothing like sleep for boys, even for those with a turn for humour.”

Bertie had not himself a taste for early hours as a rule — it may be even questioned if the captain had — but he was ready enough for bed just then, and he had scarcely got between the sheets before he was asleep. But what surprised him was to see the captain prepare himself for bed as well. Bertie had one bed, the captain the other. The lights were put out; and at an unusually early hour silence reigned.

Perhaps the journey had fatigued the man as much as the boy. It is beyond question that the captain was asleep almost as soon as Bertie was.

But he did not sleep quite so long.

While it was yet dark he got up, and, having lit a candle, looked at his watch. Then he dressed very quietly, making not the slightest noise. He took his revolver from underneath his pillow, and replaced it in the top pocket of his overcoat. He also took from underneath his pillow a leathern case. He opened it. It contained a necklace of wondrous beauty, formed of diamonds of uncommon brilliancy and size. His great black eyes sparkled at the precious stones, and the precious stones sparkled back at him.

It was that necklace which had once belonged to the Countess of Ferndale, and which, according to Mr. Rosenheim, had cost more than twenty thousand pounds. The captain reclosed the leathern case, and put it in the same pocket which contained his revolver.

Then, being fully dressed, even to his hat and boots, he crossed the room and looked at Bertie. The boy was fast asleep.

“The young beggar’s smiling again.”

The young beggar was; perhaps he was again dreaming of his mother.

The captain took his Gladstone bag and crept on tiptoe down the stairs. Curiously enough the front door was unbarred, so that it was not long before he was standing in the street. Then, having lighted, not a cigar this time, but a pipe, he started at a pace considerably over four miles an hour, straight off through the country lanes, to Landerneau. He must have had a complete knowledge of the country to have performed that feat, for Landerneau is at a distance of not less than fifteen miles from Brest; and in spite of the darkness which prevailed, at any rate when he started, he turned aside from the high road, and selected those by-paths which only a native of the country as a rule knows well.

Landerneau is a junction on the line which runs to Nantes. He caught the first train to that great seaport, and that afternoon he boarded, at St. Nazaire, a steamer which was bound for the United States of America, and by night he was far away on the high seas.

Henceforward he disappears from the pages of this story. He had laid his plans well. He had destroyed the trail, and the only witness of his crime whom he had any cause to fear he had left penniless in the most rabid town in France, where any Englishman who is penniless, and unable to speak any language but his own, was not likely to receive much consideration from the inhabitants.


Chapter XXI

THE DISADVANTAGES OF NOT BEING ABLE TO SPEAK FRENCH

In the meantime Bertie slept, perhaps still continuing to dream of his mother. When he woke he thought the captain was still taking his rest. He remained for a time motionless in bed. But it began to dawn upon him that the room was very quiet, that there was no sound even of gentle breathing. If the captain slept, he slept with uncommon soundness.

So he sat up to see if the captain really was asleep, and saw that the opposite bed was empty. Still the truth did not at once occur to him. It was quite possible that the captain had not chosen to wait till his companion awoke before he himself got up.

For the better part of an hour Bertie lay and wondered. By degrees he could not but perceive that the captain’s absence was peculiar. Considering the close watch and ward which he had kept upon the lad, it was surprising that he should leave him so long to the enjoyment of his own society.

An idea occurred to Bertie. Supposing the captain was guarding him even in his absence? Then the door would be locked. He got up to see. No; he had only to turn the handle, and the door was open. What could it mean? Bertie returned to his bed to ponder.

Another half-hour passed, and still no signs of the captain. Bertie would have liked to get up, but did not dare. Supposing when the captain returned he chose to be indignant because the lad had taken upon himself to move without his advice?

There came a tapping at the door. Was it the captain? He would scarcely knock at the door to ask if he might be allowed to enter. The tapping again.

“Come in,” cried Bertie.

Still the tapping continued. Then some one spoke in French. It was the old crone’s voice.

“M’sieu veut se lever? C’est midi!”

Not in the least understanding what was said, Bertie cried again, “Come in!”

The door was opened a few inches, and the old crone looked in. She stared at Bertie sitting up in bed, and Bertie stared at her.

“M’sieu, vot’ oncle! Il dort?”

“I don’t know what you mean,” said Bertie.

They were in the agreeable position of not having either of them the faintest conception of what the other said. She came further into the room and looked about her. Then she saw that the captain’s bed was empty.

“Vot’ oncle! Où est-il donc?”

Bertie stared, as though by dint of staring he could get at what she meant. The Mecklemburg House curriculum had included French, but not the sort of French which the old lady talked. “Mon père” and “ma mère,” that was about the extent of Bertie’s knowledge of foreign tongues; and even those simple words he would not have recognised coming from the peculiarly voluble lips of this ancient dame.

While he was still endeavouring to understand, from the expression of her face, what it was she said, all at once she began to scold him. Of course he had still not the slightest knowledge as to what were the actual words she used; but her voice, her gestures, and the expression of her countenance needed no interpreter. Never very much to look at, she suddenly became as though possessed with an evil spirit, seeming to rain down anathemas on his non-understanding head with all the virulence of the legendary witch of old.

What was the matter Bertie had not the least conception, but that something was the matter was plain enough. Her shrill voice rose to a piercing screech. She seemed half choked with the velocity of her speech. Her wrinkled face assumed a dozen different hideous shapes. She shook her yellow claws as though she would have liked to have attacked him then and there.

Suddenly she went to the door and called to some one down below. A man in sabots came stamping up the stairs. He was a great hulking fellow in a blouse and a great wide-brimmed felt hat. He listened to what the woman said, or rather screamed, looking at Bertie all the time from under his overhanging brows. Then he took up the lad’s clothes which lay upon the bed, and very coolly turned out all the pockets. Finding nothing in the shape of money to reward his search, he put them down again and glowered at Bertie.

Some perception of the truth began to dawn upon the lad. Could the captain have gone — absconded, in fact — and forgotten to pay his bill? From the proceedings of the man and woman in front of him it would seem he had. The man had apparently searched the youngster’s pockets in quest of money to pay what the captain owed, and searched in vain.

All at once he caught Bertie by the shoulders and lifted him bodily on to the floor. Then he pointed to his clothing, saying something at the same time. Bertie did not understand what he said, but the meaning of his gesture was plain enough.

Bertie was to put on his clothes and dress. So Bertie dressed. All the time the woman kept up a series of exclamations. More than once it was all that the man could do to prevent her laying hands upon the boy. He himself stood looking grimly on, every now and then seeming to grunt out a recommendation to the woman to restrain her indignation.

When the boy was dressed he unceremoniously took him by the collar of the coat and marched him from the room. The old crone brought up the rear, shrieking out reproaches as they went.

In this way they climbed down the rickety stairs, Bertie first — a most uncomfortable first; the man next, holding his coat collar, giving him little monitory jerks, in the way the policeman had done down Piccadilly; the woman last, raining abuse upon the unfortunate youngster’s head. This was another stage on the journey to the Land of Golden Dreams.

Across the room below to the front door. There was a temporary pause. The old crone gave the boy two sounding smacks, one on each side of the head, given with surprising vigour considering her apparent age. Then the man raised his foot, sabot and all, and kicked the young gentleman into the street!

Then Bertie felt sure that the captain had forgotten to pay his bill.

He stood for a moment in the narrow street, not unnaturally surprised at this peremptory method of bidding a guest farewell. But it would have been quite as well if he had stood a little less upon the order of his going; for the crone, taking advantage of his momentary pause, caught off her slipper and flung it at his head. This, too, was delivered with vigour worthy of a younger arm, and as it struck Bertie fairly on the cheek he received the full benefit of the lady’s strength. The other slipper followed, but that Bertie just dodged in time. Still, he thought that under the circumstances, perhaps, he had better go. So he went.

But not unaccompanied.

A couple of urchins had witnessed his unceremonious exit, and they had also seen the slippers aimed. The whole proceeding seemed to strike them in a much more humorous light than it did Bertie, and to mark their enjoyment of the fun they danced about and shrieked with laughter.

As Bertie began to slink away the man said to them something which seemed to make them prick up their ears. They followed Bertie, pointing with their fingers.

“V’là un Anglais! C’est un larron! au voleur! au voleur!”

What it was they shrieked in their shrill voices Bertie had not the least idea, but he knew it was unpleasant to be pointed and shouted at, for their words were caught up by other urchins of their class, and soon he had a force of ragamuffins shrieking close at his heels.

“V’là un Anglais! un Anglais! C’est un lar — r — ron!”

The stress which they laid upon the larron was ear-splitting.

As he went, his following gathered force. They were a ragged regiment. Some hatless, some shoeless, all stockingless; for even those who wore sabots showed an inch or two of naked flesh between the ends of their breeches and the tops of their wooden shoes.

As Bertie found his way into the better portions of the town the procession created a sensation. Shopkeepers came to their doors to stare, the loungers in the cafés stood to look. Some of the foot-passengers joined the rapidly-swelling crowd.

The boy with his sullen face passed on, his lips compressed, his eyes with their dogged look. What the hubbub was about, why they followed him, what it was they kept on shouting, he did not understand. He knew that the captain had left him, and left him penniless. What he was himself to do, or where he was going, he had not the least idea. He only knew that the crowd was hunting him on.

There was not one friendly face among those around him — not one who could understand. The boys seemed like demons, shrieking, dancing, giving him occasional shoves. Separately he would have tackled any one of them, for they could not despise him for being English more heartily than he despised them for being French. But what could he do against that lot? — a host, too, which was being reinforced by men. For the cry “Un Anglais!” seemed to be infectious, and citizens of the grimier and more popular type began to swell the throng and shriek “Un Anglais!” with the boys.

One man, a very dirty and evil-looking gentleman, laying his two hands on Bertie’s shoulders, started running, and began pushing him on in front of him. This added to the sport. The cavalcade broke into a trot. The shrieks became more vigorous. Suddenly Bertie, being pushed too vigorously from behind, and perhaps a little bewildered by the din, lost his footing and fell forward on his face. The man, taken unawares, fell down on top of him. The crowd shrieked with laughter.

A functionary interfered, in the shape of a sergent de ville. He wanted to know what the disturbance was about. Two or three dozen people, who knew absolutely nothing at all about it, began explaining all at once. They did not render the matter clearer. Nor did the man who had pushed Bertie over. He was indignant; not because he had pushed Bertie over, but because he had fallen on him afterwards. He evidently considered himself outraged because Bertie had not managed to enjoy a monopoly of tumbling down.

The policeman, not much enlightened by the explanations which were poured upon him, marched Bertie off to the bureau de police. They manage things differently in France, and the difference is about as much marked in a police station as anywhere else. Bertie found himself confronted by an official who pelted him with questions he did not understand, and who was equally at a loss to understand the observations he made in reply. Then he found himself locked up. It is probable that while he was held in durance vile an attempt was made to discover an interpreter; it would appear from what followed that if such an attempt were made, it was made in vain.

The afternoon passed away. Still the boy was left to enjoy his own society. He had plenty of leisure to think; to wonder what was going to happen to him — what was the next page which was to be unfolded in the history of his adventures. He had leisure to learn that he was getting hungry. But no one brought him anything to eat.

At last, just as he was beginning to think that he surely was forgotten, an official appeared, who, without a word, took him by the collar of his coat — he had been taken a good many times by the collar of his coat of late — led him straight out of the station-house, through some by-streets to the outskirts of the town.

Then, when he had taken him some little distance outside the walls, and a long country road stretched away in front, he released the lad’s collar, and with a very expressive gesture, which even Bertie was not at a loss to understand, he bade him take himself away.

And Bertie took himself away, walking smartly off in the direction in which the sergeant pointed — away from the town. The policeman watched him for some time, standing with his hands in his pockets; and then, when a curve in the road took the lad out of sight, he returned within the walls.

It was already evening. The uncertain weather which had prevailed during the last few days still proved its uncertainty. The day had been fine, the evening was clouded. The wind was high, and, blowing from the north-west, blew the clouds tumultuously in scurrying masses across the sky.

The country was bare, nearly treeless. It was very flat. The scant fields of Finistère offered no protection from the weather, and but little pleasure to the eye. It was a bleak, almost barren country, with but little natural vegetation — harsh, stony, and inhospitable.

Along the wind-swept road he steadily trudged. He knew not whither he was going, not even whence he came. He was a stranger in a strange land. The captain had asked him whether he spoke French; he supposed, therefore, that this land was France. But the captain had confused him — bidden him ask for tickets for Constantinople. Even Bertie’s scanty geographical knowledge told him that Constantinople was not France. On the other hand, the same scant store suggested that it needed a longer flight than they had taken to bring him into Turkey.

A very slight knowledge of French would have enabled him to solve the question. If he had only been able to ask, Where am I? The person asked might have taken him to be an English lunatic in a juvenile stage of his existence, but would probably have replied. Unfortunately this knowledge was wanting. If sometimes a little knowledge is a dangerous thing, it is also, and not seldom, very much the other way.

Nearly all that night Bertie went wandering on. The darkness gathered. The wind seemed to whistle more loudly when the darkness came, but there was no escape from it for him. Seen in the light of clustering shadows the country seemed but scantily peopled. He scarcely met a soul. A few peasants, a cart or two — these were the only moving things he saw. And when the darkness deepened he seemed to be alone in all the world.

A house or two he passed, even some villages, in which there were no signs of life except an occasional light gleaming through a wayside window. He made no attempt to ask for food, or drink, or shelter. How could he have asked? As he went further and further from the town he began to come among the Breton aborigines; and in Brittany, as in Wales, you find whole hamlets in which scarcely one of the inhabitants has a comprehensible knowledge of the language of the country which claims them as her children. Even French would have been of problematic service in the parts into which he had found, or rather lost his way, and he was not even aware that there was a place called Brittany, and a tongue called Breton. He was a stranger in a strange land indeed!

It was a horrible night, that first one he spent wandering among the wilds of Finistère. After he had gone on and on and on, and never seemed to come to anything, and the winds shrieked louder, and he was hungry and thirsty and weary and worn, and there was nothing but blackness all around and the terror-stricken clouds whirling above his head, somewhere about midnight he thought it was time he should find some shelter and rest.

So he clambered over a stone wall which bound the road on either side, and on the other side of this stone wall he ventured to lie down. It was not comfortable lying; there was no grass, there were thistles, nettles, weeds, and stones — plenty of stones. On this bed he tried to take some rest, trusting to the wall to shelter him.

In vain. It requires education to become accustomed to a bed of stones. All things come by custom, but those who are used to sheets find stony soil disagreeable ground. Bertie gave it up. The wind seemed to come through the chinks in the wall with even greater bitterness than if there had been no wall at all. The stones were torture. There was nothing on which he could lay his head. So he got up and struck across the field, seeking for a sheltered place in which to lie. For another hour or so he wandered on, now sitting down for a moment or two, now kneeling, and feeling about with his hand for comfortable ground. In an open country, on a dark and windy night, it is weary searching for one’s bed, especially in a country where stones are more plentiful than grass.

In his fruitless wanderings, confused by the darkness and the strangeness of the place, Bertie went over the same ground more than once. Without knowing it, meaning to go forwards, he went back. When he suspected that this was the case, his helplessness came home to him more forcibly than it had done before. What was he to do if he could not tell the way he had come from the way he was going?

At last he blundered on some trees. He welcomed them as though they had been friends. He sat down at the foot of one, and found that the ground was coated by what was either moss or grass. Compared to his bed of stones it was like a bed of eider-down. It was quite a big tree, and he found that he could so lean against it that it would serve as a very tolerable barrier against the wind at his back.

At the foot of this tree he sat down, and pillowing his head against the trunk he sought for sleep. But sleep was coy, and would not come on being wooed. The utter solitude of his position kept him wakeful. Robinson Crusoe’s desolation was scarcely more complete; his helplessness was not so great. It came upon Bertie, as it came upon Crusoe in his lonely island, that he was wholly in the hands of God. The teachings which he had been taught at his mother’s knee, and which seemed to go into one ear and out of the other, proved to be the bread which is cast upon the waters, returning after many days. He remembered with startling vividness how his mother had told him that God holds us all in the hollow of His hand: he understood the meaning of that saying now.

He was so sleepy, so tired out and out, that from very weariness he forgot that he was hungry and athirst. Yet, in some strange fantastic way, the thought, despite his weariness, prevented him from sleeping — that the winds which whistled through the night were the winds of God. The winds of God! And it seemed to him that all things were of God, the darkness and the solitude, and the mysterious place. Who shall judge him? Who shall say that it was only because he was in trouble that he had such thoughts? It is something even if in times of trouble we think of God. “God is a very present help in times of trouble,” has been written on some page of some old book.

Bertie was so curiously impressed by a sense of the presence of the Almighty God that he did what he had not done for a very long time — he got up, and kneeling at the foot of the friendly tree, he prayed. And it is not altogether beyond the range of possibility that, when he again sought rest, it was because of his prayer that God sent sleep unto his eyes.


Chapter XXII

THE END OF THE JOURNEY

Throughout the day which followed, and throughout the night, and throughout the succeeding days and nights, Bertie wandered among the wilds of Finistère, and among its lanes and villages. How he lived he himself could have scarcely told. The misfortunes which had befallen him since he had set out on his journey to the Land of Golden Dreams had told upon him. He became ill in body and in mind. He needed rest and care, good food and careful nursing. What he got was no food, or scarcely any, strange skies to shelter him, a strange land to serve him as his bed.

It was fortunate that summer was at hand. Had it been winter he would have lain down at night, and in the morning they would have found him dead. But he was at least spared excessive cold. The winds were not invariably genial. The occasional rain was not at all times welcome — to him at least, whatever it might have been to the thirsty earth — but there was no frost. If frost had come he would certainly have died.

What he ate he scarcely knew. Throughout the whole of his wanderings he never received food from any human being. He found his breakfast, dinner, tea, and supper in the fields and on the hedges. A patch of turnips was a godsend. There was one field in particular in which grew both swedes and turnips. It was within a stone’s-throw of a village; to reach it from the road you had to scramble down a bank. To this he returned again and again. He began to look upon it almost as his own.

Once, towards evening, the farmer saw him getting his supper. The farmer saw the lad before the lad saw him. He stole upon him unawares, bent upon capturing the thief. He had almost achieved his purpose, and was within half a dozen yards of the miscreant, when, not looking where he was going in his anxiety to keep his eyes upon the pilferer, he caught his sabot in a hole, and came down upon his knees. As he came he gave vent to a deep Breton execration.

Startled, Bertie looked behind and saw the foe. He was off like the wind. When the farmer had regained, if not his temper, at least his perpendicular, he saw, fifty yards ahead, a wild-looking, ragged figure tearing for his life. The Breton was not built for speed. He perceived that he might as well attempt to rival the swallow in its flight as outrun the boy. So he contented himself with shaking his fists and shouting curses after the robber of his turnip field.

Never washing, never taking his clothes from his back nor his shoes from his feet, in appearance Bertie soon presented a figure which would have discredited a scarecrow. Scrambling through hedges, constant walking over stony ways, beds on dampish soil — these things told upon his garments; they soon began to drop away from him in shreds. His face went well with his clothing. Very white and drawn, very thin and dirty, his ravenous eyes looked out from under a tangled shock of hair. One night he had been startled in his sleep, as he often was, and he had sprung up, as a wild creature springs, and run for his life, not waiting to inquire what it was that had startled him, whether it was the snapping of a twig or the movement of a rabbit or a bird. In his haste he left his hat behind him, and as he never returned to get it, afterwards he went with his head uncovered.

It began to be rumoured about those parts that some strange thing had taken up its residence in the surrounding country. The Breton peasants and small farmers are ignorant, credulous, superstitious. The slightest incident of an unusual character they magnify into a mystery.

It was told in the hamlets that some wild creature had made its appearance in their neighbourhood. Some said it was a boy, some said it was a man, some said it was a woman; some said it was neither one thing nor the other, but a monster which had taken human shape.

Bertie lent an air of veracity to the different versions by his own proceedings. He was not in his own right mind. Had care been taken, and friends been near, all might have been well; as it was, fever was taking more and more possession of his brain. He shunned his fellow-creatures. At the sight of a little child he would take to his heels and run. He saw an enemy in every bush, in every tree; in a man or a woman he saw his worst enemy of all.

In consequence the tales gained ground and grew. A lout, returning from his labour in the fields, saw on a distant slope in the gathering twilight a wild-looking figure, who, at sight of him, turned and ran like the wind. The lout ran too. The tale did not lose by being told. Bertie was magnified into a giant, his speed into speed of the swiftest bird. The lout declared that he uttered mysterious sounds as he ran. He became a mysterious personage altogether — and a horrible one.

Others saw this thing of evil, for that it was a thing of evil all were agreed. The farmer who saw him in his turnip field had a wondrous tale to tell.

He had not tripped through his own stupidity and clumsiness. On the contrary, it was all owing to the influence of the evil eye. Bertie, being a thing of evil, had seen him — as things of evil have doubtless the power of doing — although his approach was made from the rear; and, seeing him, had glanced at him with his evil eye through the back of his head, as things possessing that fatal gift have, we may take it for granted, the power of doing. Nay, who shall decide that the evil eye is not itself located in the back of the head?

Anyhow, under its influence the farmer tripped. This became clearer to his mind the more he thought of it, and, it may be also added, the farther off the accident became. The next morning he remembered that he had been conscious of a mysterious something in his joints as he approached the turnip stealer — a something not to be described, but altogether mysterious and horrible. In the afternoon he declared that he had not followed the plunderer because he had been rooted to the ground, he knew not how nor why — rooted in the manner of his own turnips, which he had seen disappearing from underneath his eyes.

That night the tale grew still more horrible. He had a couple of glasses of brandy, at two sous a glass, with a select circle of his friends, and under the influence of conviviality the farmer made his neighbours’ hair stand on end. He went to bed with the belief impressed firmly on his mind that he had encountered Old Nick in person, engaged in the nefarious and characteristic action of stealing turnips from his turnip field.

Thus it came about that while Bertie avoided aboriginals, the aboriginals were equally careful in avoiding him. One day some one heard him speak. That was the climax. The tongue he spoke was neither Breton nor French. Delirium was overtaking the lad, and under its influence he was beginning to spout all sorts of nonsense in his feverish wanderings here and there.

The aboriginal in question had seen him running across the field and shouting as he ran. He declared, probably with truth, that never had he heard the like before. It was undoubtedly the language which was in common use among things of evil. This conclusion was not flattering to English-speaking people, but there are occasions on which ignorance is not bliss, and it is not folly to be wise. Being a Breton peasant of average education, this aboriginal decided that Bertie’s English was the language in common use among things of evil.

That settled the question. There are possibly Beings — Beings in this case should be written with a capital letter — of indifferent, and worse than indifferent character, who have at least some elementary acquaintance with the Breton tongue. Let so much be granted. But it cannot be doubted — at any rate no one did doubt it — that the fact of this stranger speaking in a strange tongue made it as plain as a pike-staff that he was the sort of character which is better left alone.

So, as a rule, they left him alone in the severest manner.

Of course this could not endure for ever. Bertie was approaching the Land of Golden Dreams in a sense of which he had not dreamed even in his wildest dreams. One cannot subsist on roots alone. Nor can a young gentleman, used to cosy beds and well-warmed rooms and regular meals, exist for long on such a diet, under ever-changing skies, in an inhospitable country, in the open air. Bertie was worn to a shadow. He was wasted not only physically, but mentally and morally. He was a ghost of what he once had been, enfeebled in mind and body.

If something did not happen soon to change his course of living, he would soon bring his journeying to an untimely end, and reach the Land of Dreams indeed.

Something did happen, but it was not by any means the sort of thing which was required.

One day a great hunt took place in that district. It was first-rate sport. They occasionally hunt wolves, and even wild boars in Finistère, but this time what was hunted was a boy. And the boy was Bertie.

The mayor of St. Thégonnec was a wise man. All mayors are of necessity, and from the nature of their office, wise, especially the mayors of rural France; and this mayor was the wisest of wise mayors. He was a miller by trade, honest as millers go, and as pig-headed a rustic as was ever found in Finistère. His name was Baudry — Jean Baudry.

It was reported to M. Baudry by his colleague, the mayor of the commune of Plouigneau, which lies on the other side of Morlaix, that there was a Being — with a capital B — which had come no one knew from whence, and which was plundering the fields in a way calculated to make the blood of all honest men turn cold — or hot, as might accord best with the natural disposition of the blood of the man in question.

The mayor of St. Thégonnec had told this story to the mayor of Morlaix; and the mayor of Morlaix, being the mayor of the arrondissement, had thought it an excellent opportunity to snub the mayor of a mere commune, and had snubbed the mayor of St. Thégonnec accordingly; who, coming fresh from the snubbing, had encountered his colleague in the market-place, and then and there told his wrongs.

The two worthies agreed that, at the first opportunity, they would lay violent hands upon this plunderer of the fields of honest men, and make him wish that he had left such fields alone.

Such an opportunity, or what looked like such an one, was not long in offering itself to M. Baudry.

One afternoon he was engaged in his occupation of grinding flour, standing in an atmosphere which would have rendered life disagreeable, if not altogether unsupportable, to any one but a miller, when Robert, Madame Perchon’s eldest born, put his head inside the open door of the mill.

“This creature, M. le Maire; this creature!”

Robert Perchon was an undersized youth of some twenty years of age, who had escaped military service not only as being the eldest son of a widow, but as being in possession of an unrivalled squint, which would have excluded him in any case, and which would have rendered it really difficult for a drill sergeant to have ascertained to his own satisfaction whether, at any given moment, the recruit had his “eyes front” or behind.

“Ah, at last! Where is this vagabond? We will settle his business in a trice!”

Having shouted instructions to his assistant to keep his eyes upon the stones, M. le Maire came forth.

“He is in the buck-wheat field! I was going to the little field by the river, when, behold! what should I see in the buck-wheat field, lying close to the hedge, and yet among the wheat, what but this creature, fast asleep! It is so, I give you my word. At this time of day, when all honest people are at work, in the middle of my field there was this creature, fast asleep. I knew him at once, although I have not seen the wretch before; but I have heard him described, and there is indeed something absolutely diabolical in his aspect even as he lies among my buck-wheat fast asleep!”

“You did not wake him?”

“Ah, no! Why should I wake him? Who knows what injury the creature might have done me when he found himself disturbed?”

“Then we will wake him, I give you my word. We will capture this vagabond. We will discover what there is about him diabolical.”

The mayor’s courage was applauded. There was Robert Perchon, his mother — in tears, at the thought of the peril which her son had only just escaped — a select assembly of the villagers, and the two gorgeous gendarmes from the St. Thégonnec gendarmerie. All these people perceived that the mayor was brave.

The assembly started, with the intention of making an example of the plunderer of the fields of honest men.

In front was the mayor, not looking particularly dignified, for he was white with flour, though void of fear.

In his hand he carried a mighty stick. Behind him came the gendarmes, as was befitting. They had forgotten to buckle on their swords, but in their case dignity was everything, and it was just possible that the stick of the mayor would render more deadly weapons needless. Behind — a pretty good distance behind — came the villagers. Some of them carried pitchforks, others spades. One gallant lady carried a kettle full of boiling water. It did not occur to her, perhaps, that the water would have time to cool before they reached their quarry. Madame Perchon brought up the rear, and behind her sneaked the gallant Robert.

It occurred to the mayor that this was not exactly as it ought to be. He suggested to M. Robert that as he alone knew exactly where the vagabond lay, it befitted him to lead the van. This, however, M. Robert did not see; he preferred to shout out his directions from the rear.

They entered the buck-wheat field. No persuasions would induce him to enter with the rest. He insisted on remaining outside, guiding them from a post of safety. His mother stayed to keep him company.

“By there! a little to the left! Keep straight on! If he has not gone, M. le Maire, which is always possible, you can touch him with your stick from where you are now standing!”

He had not gone.

The journey was almost done. The end was drawing near. Delirious, beside himself, fever-racked, hunger-stricken, not knowing what he was doing, the boy had sunk down in Madame Perchon’s buck-wheat field to sleep. And he had slept — a mockery of sleep! A thousand hideous imaginations passed through his fevered mind. M. Robert Perchon, who had been contented with a single glance at the sleeping lad, had some warranty for his declaration that in his aspect there was something diabolical, for his limbs writhed and his countenance was distorted by the paroxysms of his fever.

Dreaming some horrible dream, the noise made by the advancing brave fell upon his fevered ear. Starting upright at M. Baudry’s feet, with a shriek which horrified all who heard him, he rushed across the field, and flew as if all the powers of evil were treading on his heels. And, indeed, in a sense the powers of evil were, for he was delirious with fever.

The first impulse of the champions of the fields of honest men was to do, with one accord, what the boy had done, to turn and flee — the other way. Some, believing Bertie’s delirious shriek to be the veritable voice of Satan, acted on this first impulse and fled. Notable among them were M. Robert and his mother. That gallant pair raced each other homewards, shrieking with so much vigour that it almost seemed that in that direction they had made up their minds to outdo the plunderer of the fields of honest men. But there were braver spirits abroad that day. Among them was the mayor. Besides, the public eye was upon him, and behind him were the two gendarmes. In France the representative of authority never runs — at least, he never runs away.

It is true that when Bertie sprang with such startling suddenness from right underneath his feet, and gave utterance to that ear-alarming shriek, M. Baudry thought of running. But he only thought; it went no further. He would certainly have denied that he had even allowed himself to think of such an ignominious contingency a moment afterwards.

The creature was running away. That was evident. It would be absurd for the champions of those fields to run away from him, when the rascal had been sensible enough to run away from them. M. Baudry perceived this fact at once.

“After him!” he cried. “I give you my word we shall catch him yet!”

Off went the assembly, helter-skelter, after the delirious boy.

“Forward! forward! We will teach this rogue a lesson! We will teach him to rob the fields of honest men! We will learn the stuff that he is made of — this vagabond!”

Courage revived. They all shouted, and they all ran.

If the mayor was in the habit of giving his word as lightly as he gave it then, it could not have been worth having. It was soon evident that they had about as much chance of catching the fugitive as they had of catching the clouds which wandered above their heads.

M. Baudry was not built for violent exercise. He had probably not run thirty yards in the last thirty years. He was in his sabots, and sabots are not good things for running. Fifty paces in Madame Perchon’s buck-wheat field was quite enough for him. He perceived that it is not a proper thing for mayors to run; so he ran no more. Instead of running he sat down to think, and to encourage, of course, his friends.

The gendarmes kept on. It was evidently their duty to keep on. But they were not much fonder of running than the mayor, and a gendarme’s boots, when it comes to running, are not much more satisfactory, regarded as aids to progress, than sabots. Especially are gendarmes not built to run across ploughed fields.

In fact the chase was prolonged for almost, if not quite, a hundred yards. Then it ceased. Most of the champions of the fields of honest men sat down upon the fields they championed; those who didn’t gasped for breath upon their feet.

The affair was, perhaps, something of a fiasco, but they consoled themselves with the reflection that they would catch the vagabond next time, when they could run a little better and a little further, and he could run a little worse — or a good deal worse, in fact.

But for Bertie the chase was very far from done. He fled, not from things of flesh and blood, but from things of air — the wild imaginings of fever. On and on and on — over fields and hedges, dykes and ditches — on and on and on, until the day waned and the night had come.

And in the night his journey ended. Even delirium would no longer give strength unto his limbs. His style of going changed. Instead of running, like a maddened animal, straight forward, he went reeling, reeling, reeling, staggering from side to side.

Then he staggered down.

He rose no more. It was the end of the journey.


Chapter XXIII

THE LAND OF GOLDEN DREAMS

When he returned to life he was in his mother’s arms. There were familiar faces round him, and, as out of a mist, familiar voices sounded in his ear.

He turned in his bed — for it was on a bed he was lying, and no longer on the stony ground — and opened his eyes, waking as from a delicious slumber.

Some one bent over him; some one laid a hand softly on his brow; some one’s burning tears fell on his cheek. There was his mother standing by his side.

“My boy! my boy! Thank God for this, my darling boy!”

Then she kissed him; and she wept.

Out of the mist there came another familiar form. It was his father.

“Bertie! at last! Thank God for this, indeed, my son!”

And he, too, stooped and kissed the lad. And the mother rose to her feet, and became encircled in her husband’s arms; and they two rejoiced together over the son who was lost and was found.

He had been ill six weeks. Six weeks delirious with fever; six weeks hovering between life and death; six weeks’ sorrow; six weeks’ pain. That was the end of his journey.

And it would have had another ending had it not been for the providence of God. He would have journeyed into that strange, unknown country, whose name is Death, but that he was found by the roadside, where he had fallen, and by a friend. It would be unwise to say that that friend was not sent to him direct from God.

Among his father’s patients was a certain Mr. Yates. Mr. Yates was a county magistrate, a man of position and of wealth. Under God he owed his life to Dr. Bailey’s skill. It was to him reference has been made as having given Bertie half a sovereign once upon a time — half a sovereign which, to Bertie’s disgust, he had had to divide with his brothers and sisters.

Mr. Yates had known the youngster well. He was a bachelor, and had allowed the boy to run in and out almost as he pleased. On the eve of starting on a tour to Brittany he had heard that the young gentleman had disappeared from school, no one knew why, no one knew whither. There was a pretty to-do when it was known. It was almost the last straw for Mr. Fletcher, that last straw which, according to the proverb, breaks the camel’s back.

In his bewilderment — in the general bewilderment, indeed — Dr. Bailey had not hesitated to lay his son’s disappearance at Mr. Fletcher’s door. He declared that he was alone to blame, that some act of remissness, some act of even positive cruelty must have goaded the lad into taking such a step.

The boy had left no trace behind. The distracted father advertised for him right and left, placed the matter in the hands of the police, seeking for him on every side without finding the slightest clue to tell him if his son were alive or dead.

Matters were in this state when Mr. Yates had left for Brittany. He had been there some days, when, wandering somewhat out of the beaten track, he had chartered a carriage at Morlaix to take him up among those wind-swept slopes which are grandiloquently termed the Montagnes d’Arree, and land him at the little town of Huelgoet. There are one or two things which people go to see at Huelgoet, but the place became memorable to Mr. Yates for what he saw upon the road.

He was about half-way to his destination when he observed, lying among the furze at the roadside, a lad. He might not have noticed him had not the boy been emitting cries of so peculiar a kind that they could scarcely have failed to catch a traveller’s ear. Going to see what was the matter, he perceived at once that the lad was delirious with fever.

With some difficulty he persuaded the driver of the vehicle to convey so dubious a passenger. The same difficulty occurred at the Huelgoet hotel before they would let him in. It was only when he had undertaken to recoup them for any losses they might sustain, and had got the lad comfortably in bed, that he discovered that the waif who had found in him such a good Samaritan was none other than Bertie Bailey.

* * * * * *

So soon as they could move him they took him home. And, as he entered the old familiar home, he knew in his heart that this place which he was entering was in fact the Land of Golden Dreams. He had been in search of it afar off, and he had been a native of the country all the time. And there are many natives of that country who throw away the substance to grasp the shadow, not realizing their folly till the thing is done.

* * * * * *

They never found the “captain” nor “Mr. Rosenheim.” In due time Bertie told his story, and the doctor thought it so strange an one that he felt in duty bound to communicate with the police. A detective came and heard all that Bertie had to say. He asked a hundred puzzling questions; but, although not always able to answer them to the detective’s satisfaction, Bertie stuck to his tale. They took him to point out the house which had contained the “captain’s room,” but he had been a stranger in the great city, at night, hungry and worn. He had gone blindly where he had been taken, not noticing a single landmark by the way, and now when they asked him to retrace his steps, and lead them where Freddy had led him, he found it impossible to discover the house again.

So it came to pass that the police looked at his story with doubtful eyes. And for that cause — or some other — nothing has been heard of the Countess of Ferndale’s jewels unto this day.


A SECOND COMING
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This novel was published in 1900. Although the plot contains elements of the supernatural, Marsh considered this a self-conscious attempt to create a more ‘literary’ work, which could stand apart from the gothic, detective and adventure novels for which he was well-known. 

A Second Coming is a religious parable imagining what might happen had Christ made a second coming during the late nineteenth century. The novel’s plot is made up of several almost self-contained episodes in which Christ interacts with typical members of London society, performing the occasional miracle and exposing the ills (social, political and moral) of the time. 
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PART I. The Tales which were Told


CHAPTER I

THE INTERRUPTED DINNER

He stood at the corner of the table with his hat and overcoat on, just as he had rushed into the room.

‘Christ has come again!’

The servants were serving the entrees. Their breeding failed them. They stopped to stare at Chisholm. The guests stared too, those at the end leaning over the board to see him better. He looked like a man newly startled out of dreaming, blinking at the lights and glittering table array. His hat was a little on one side of his head. He was hot and short of breath, as if he had been running. They regarded him as a little bewildered, while he, on his part, looked back at them as if they were the creatures of a dream.

‘Christ has come again!’

He repeated the words in a curious, tremulous, sobbing voice, which was wholly unlike his own.

Conversation had languished. Just before his entrance there had been one of those prolonged pauses which, to an ambitious hostess, are as a sound of doom. The dinner bade fair to be a failure. If people will not talk, to offer them to eat is vain. Criticism takes the place of appetite. Amplett looked, for him, bad-tempered. He was leaning back in his chair, smiling wryly at the wineglass which he was twiddling between his fingers. His wife, on the contrary, sat very upright — with her an ominous sign. She looked straight in front of her, with a tender softness in her glance which only to those who did not know her suggested paradise. Over the whole table there was an air of vague depression, an irresistible tendency to be bored.

Chisholm’s unceremonious entry created a diversion. It filliped the atmosphere. Amplett’s bad temper vanished on the instant.

‘Hollo, Hugh! thought you weren’t coming. Sit down, man; in your coat and hat if you like, only do sit down!’

Chisholm eyed him as if not quite certain that it was he who was being spoken to, or who the speaker was. There was that about his bearing which seemed to have a singular effect upon his host. Amplett, leaning farther over the table, called to him in short, sharp tones:

‘Why do you stand and look like that? What’s the matter?’

‘Christ has come again!’

As he repeated the words for the third time, there was in his voice a note of exultation which was in odd dissonance with what was generally believed to be his character. The self-possession for which he was renowned seemed to have wholly deserted him. Something seemed to have shaken his nature to its depths; he who was used to declare that life could offer nothing which was of interest to him.

People glanced at each other, and at the strange-looking man at the end of the table. Was he mad or drunk? As if in answer to their glances he stretched out his hands a little in front of him, saying:

‘It is true! It is true! Christ has come again! I have come from His presence here to you!’

Mrs. Amplett’s voice rang out sharply:

‘Hugh, what is the matter with you? Are you insane?’

‘I was insane. Now I am wise. I know, for I have seen. I have been among the first to see.’

There was something in his manner which affected them strangely. A wildness, an exultation, an intensity! If it had not been so entirely out of keeping with the man’s everyday disposition it might not have seemed so curious. But those who knew him best were moved most. They were aware that his nerves were not easily affected; that something extraordinary must have occurred to have produced this bearing. Clement Fordham rose from his chair and went to him.

‘Come, Hugh, tell me what’s wrong outside.’

He made as if to slip his arm through Chisholm’s, who would have none of it. He held Fordham off with hand extended.

‘Thank you, Fordham, but for the present I’ll stay here. I am not mad, nor have I been drinking. I’m as sober and as sane as you.’

A voice came down the table, Bertie Vaughan’s. In it there was a ring of laughter:

‘Tell us, Chisholm, what you’ve seen.’

‘I will tell you.’

Chisholm removed his hat, as if suddenly remembering that he had it on. He rested the brim against the edge of the table, looking down the two rows of faces towards Amplett at the end. Mrs. Amplett interposed:

‘Hadn’t you better sit down, Hugh, and have something to eat? The entrees are getting cold. Or you might tell your story after we’ve finished dinner. Hunger magnifies; wonders grow less when one has dined.’

There was a chorus of dissentient voices.

‘No, no, Mrs. Amplett. Let him tell his story now.’

‘I will tell it to you now.’

The hostess gave way. Chisholm told his tale. He riveted his auditors’ attention. The servants listened openly.

‘I walked here. As you know, the night is fine, and I thought the stroll would do me good. As I was passing through Bryanston Square a man came round the corner on a bicycle. The road has recently been watered, and is still wet and greasy. His tyre must have skidded, or something, because he entirely lost control of his machine, and went dashing into the hydrant which stands by the kerb. He was moving pretty fast, and as it came into contact with the hydrant his machine was splintered, and he was pitched over the handle-bar heavily on to his head. He was some fifteen or twenty yards from where I was. I went to him as rapidly as I could, but by the time I reached him he was already dead.’

‘Dead!’

The word came in a sort of chorus from half a dozen throats.

‘Dead,’ repeated Chisholm.

‘Are you sure that he was dead?’

The question came from Amplett.

‘Certain. He was a very unpleasant sight. He must have fallen with more violence even than I had supposed. His skull was shattered. He must have come down on it on the hard road, and then twisted over on to his back. He was a big, heavy man, and the wrench which he had given himself in rolling over had broken his neck. I was so astonished to find him dead, and at the spectacle which he presented, that for a second or two I was at a loss as to what steps I ought to take. No other person was in the square, and, so far as I could judge, the accident had not been witnessed from either of the windows. While I hesitated, on a sudden I was conscious that someone was at my side.’

He stopped as if to take breath. There came a rain of questions.

‘Someone? What do you mean by someone?’

‘I will try and tell you exactly what I saw. It is not easy. I am yet too near — fresh from the Presence.’

He clasped his hands a little more tightly on the brim of his hat, then closed his eyes for a second or two, opening them to look straight down the table, as if endeavouring to bring well within the focus of his vision something which was there.

‘I was looking down at the dead man as he lay there in an ugly heap, conscious that I was due for dinner, and wondering what steps I ought to take. I felt no interest in him — none whatever; neither his living nor his dying was anything to me. My chief feeling was one of annoyance that he should have chosen that moment to fall dead right in my path; it was an unwarrantable intrusion of his affairs into mine. As I stood, I knew that someone was on his other side, looking down at him with me. And I was afraid — yes, I was afraid.’

The speaker had turned pale — the pallor of fear had come upon the cheeks of the man whose imperturbable courage had been proved a hundred times. His voice sank lower.

‘For some moments I continued with eyes cast down; I did not dare to look up. At last, when my pulse grew a little calmer, I ventured to raise my eyes. On the other side of the dead bicyclist was one who was in the figure of a man. I knew that it was Christ.’

He spoke with an accent of intense conviction, the like of which his hearers had never heard from the lips of anyone before. It was as though Chisholm spoke with the faith which can move mountains. Those who listened were perforce dumb.

‘His glance met mine. I knew myself to be the thing I was. I was ashamed. He pointed to the body lying in the roadway, saying: “Your brother sleeps?” I could not answer. Seeing that I was silent, He spoke again: “Are you not of one spirit and of one flesh? I come to wake your brother out of slumber.” He inclined His hand towards the dead man, saying: “Arise, you who sleep.” Immediately he that was dead stood up. He seemed bewildered, and exclaimed as in a fit of passion: “That’s a nice spill. Curse the infernal slippery road!” Then he turned and saw Who was standing at his side. As he did so, he burst into a storm of tears, crying like a child; and when he cried, He that had been there was not. The bicyclist and I were alone together.’

A pause followed Chisholm’s words.

‘And then what happened?’

The query came from Mrs. Amplett.

‘Nothing happened. I hurried off as fast as I could, for I was still afraid, and left the bicyclist sobbing in the roadway.’

There was another interval of silence, until Gregory Hawkes, putting his eyeglass in its place, fixedly regarded Chisholm.

‘Are we to accept this as a sober narrative of actual fact, or — where’s the joke?’

‘I have told you the truth. Christ has come again!’

‘Christ in Bryanston Square!’

Mr. Hawkes’s tone was satirical.

‘Yes, Christ in Bryanston Square. Why not in Bryanston Square if on the hill of Calvary? Is not this His own city?’

‘His own city!’

Again there was the satiric touch.

One of the servants, dropping a dish, began to excuse himself.

‘Pardon me, sir, but I’m a Seventh-Day Christian, and I’ve been looking for the Second Coming these three years now, and more. Hearing from Mr. Chisholm that it’s come at last has made me feel a little nervous.’

Mrs. Amplett turned to the butler.

‘Goss, let the servants leave the room.’

They went, as if they bore their tails between their legs, some with the entrée dishes still in their hands.

‘I wish,’ murmured Bertie Vaughan,’ that this little incident could have been conveniently postponed till after we had dined.’

Arthur Warton, of St. Ethelburga’s, showed signs of disapprobation.

‘I believe that I am as broad-minded a priest as you will easily find, but there are seasons at which certain topics should not be touched upon. Without wishing in any way to thrust forward my clerical office, I would point out to Mr. Chisholm that this assuredly is one.’

‘Is there then a season at which Christ should not come again?’

‘Mr. Chisholm!’

‘Or in which He should not restore the dead to life?’

‘I should not wish to disturb the harmony of the gathering, Mr. Amplett, but I am afraid the — eh — circumstances are not — eh — fortuitous. I cannot sit here and allow my sacred office to be mocked.’

‘Mocked! Is it to mock your sacred office to spread abroad the news that He has come again? I am fresh from His presence, and tell you so — you that claim to be His priest.’

Fordham, who had been standing by him all the time, came a little closer.

‘Come, Hugh, let’s get out of this, you and I, and talk over things quietly together.’

Again Chisholm kept him from him with his outstretched hand.

‘In your tone, Fordham, more even than in your words, there is suggestion. Of what? that I am mad? You have known me all my life. Have I struck you as being of the stuff which makes for madness? As a victim of hysteria? As a subject of hallucinations? As a liar? I am as sane as you, as clear-headed, as matter-of-fact, as truthful. I tell you, in very truth and very deed, that to-night I have seen Christ hard by here in the square.’

‘My dear fellow, these people have come here to dine.’

‘Is, then, dinner more than Christ?’

Smiling his easy, tolerant smile, Fordham touched Chisholm lightly with his fingers on the arm.

‘My very dear old chap, this sort of thing is so awfully unlike you, don’t you know?’

‘You, also, will be changed when you have seen Christ. Fordham, I have seen Christ!’

The intensity of his utterance seemed to strike his hearers a blow. The women shivered, turning pale — even those who were painted. Mr. Warton leaned across the table towards Mrs. Amplett.

‘I really think that you ladies had better retire. Our friend seems to be in a curious mood.’

The hostess nodded. She rose from her seat, looking very queerly at Mr. Chisholm, for whom her penchant is well known. The other women followed her example. The rustling concourse fluttered from the room, the Incumbent of St. Ethelburga holding the door open to let them pass, and himself bringing up the rear. The laymen were left alone together, Chisholm and Fordham standing at the head of the table with, on their faces, such very different expressions.

The host seemed snappish.

‘You see what you’ve done? I offer you my congratulations, Mr. Chisholm. I don’t know if you call the sort of thing with which you have been favouring us good form.’

‘Is good form more than Christ?’

Amplett made an impatient sound with his lips. He stood up.

‘Upon my word of honour, Mr. Chisholm, you must be either drunk or mad. I trust, for your own sake, that you are merely mad. Come, gentlemen, let’s join the ladies.’

The men quitted the room in a body. Only Clement Fordham stayed with his friend. Chisholm watched them as they went. Then, when the last had gone and the door was closed, he turned to his companion.

‘Yet it is the truth that this night I have seen Christ!’

The other laughed.

‘Then, in that case, let’s hope that you won’t see much more of Him — no impiety intended, I assure you. Now let you and me take our two selves away.’

He slipped his arm through his friend’s. As they were about to move, the door opened and a servant entered. It was the man who had dropped the dish. He approached Chisholm with stuttering tongue.

‘Pardon me, sir, if I seem to take a liberty, but might I ask if the Second Coming has really come at last? As a Seventh-Day Christian it’s a subject in which I take an interest, and the fact is that there’s a difference of opinion between my wife and me as to whether it’s to be this year or next.’

The man bore ignorance on his countenance written large, and worse. Hugh Chisholm turned from him with repugnance.

‘He’s your brother,’ whispered Fordham in his ear, as they moved towards the door.

The expression of Hugh Chisholm’s face was stern.


CHAPTER II

THE WOMAN AND THE COATS

Mr. Davis looked about him with bloodshot eyes. His battered bowler was perched rakishly on the back of his head, and his hands were thrust deep into his trousers pockets. He did not seem to find the aspect of the room enlivening. His wife, standing at a small oblong deal table, was making a parcel of two black coats to which she had just been giving the finishing stitches. The man, the woman, the table, and the coats, practically represented the entire contents of the apartment.

The fact appeared to cause Mr. Davis no slight dissatisfaction. His bearing, his looks, his voice, all betrayed it.

‘I want some money,’ he observed.

‘Then you’ll have to want,’ returned his wife.

‘Ain’t you got none?’

‘No, nor shan’t have, not till I’ve took these two coats in.’

‘Then what’ll it be?’

‘You know very well what it’ll be — three-and-six — one-and-nine apiece — if there ain’t no fines.’

‘And this is what they call the land of liberty, the ‘ome of the free, where people slave and slave — for one-and-nine.’

Mr. Davis seemed conscious that the conclusion of his sentence was slightly impotent, and spat on the floor as if to signify his regret.

‘‘Tain’t much slaving you do, anyhow.’

‘No, nor it ain’t much I’m likely to do; I’m no servile wretch; I’m free-born.’

‘Prefers to make your living off me, you do.’

‘Well, and why not? Ain’t woman the inferior animal? Didn’t Nature mean it to be her pride to minister to man? Ain’t it only the false veneer of a rotten civilization what’s upset all that? If I gives my talents for the good of the species, as I do do, as is well known I do do, ain’t it only right that you should give me something in return, if it’s only a crust and water? Ain’t that law and justice — natural law, mind you, and natural justice?’

‘I don’t know nothing about law, natural or otherwise, but I do know it ain’t justice.’

Mr. Davis looked at his wife, more in sorrow than in anger. He was silent for some seconds, as if meditating on the peculiar baseness of human nature. When he spoke there was a whine in his raucous voice, which was, perhaps, meant to denote his consciousness of how much he stood in need of sympathy.

‘I’m sorry, Matilda, to hear you talk to me like that, because it forces me to do something what I shouldn’t otherwise have done. Give me them coats.’

She had just finished packing up the coats in the linen wrapper, and was pinning up one end. Snatching up the parcel, she clasped it to her bosom as if it had been some precious thing.

‘No, Tommy, not the coats!’

‘Matilda, once more I ask you to give me them coats.’

‘What do you want them for?’

‘Once more, Matilda, I ask you to give me them coats.’

‘No, Tommy, that I won’t — never! not if you was to kill me! You know what happened the last time, and all I had to go through; and you promised you’d never do it again, and you shan’t, not while I can help it — no, that you shan’t!’

Clasping the parcel tightly to her, she drew back towards a corner of the room, like some wild creature standing at bay. Mr. Davis, advancing towards the table, leaned on it, addressing her as if he desired to impress her with the fact that he was endeavouring not to allow his feelings to get the better of his judgment.

‘Listen to me, Matilda. I’m soft and tender, as well you know, and should therefore regret having to start knocking you about; but want is want, and I want ‘arf a sovereign this day, and have it I must.’

‘What do you want it for?’

Mr. Davis brought his clenched fist sharply down upon the table — possibly by way of a hint.

‘Never you mind what I want it for. I do want it, and that’s enough for you. You trouble yourself with your own affairs, and don’t poke your nose into mine, my girl; you’ll find it safest.’

‘I’ll try to get it for you, Tommy.’

Mr. Davis was scornful.

‘Oh, you will, will you! How are you going to set about getting ‘arf a sovereign? Perhaps you’ll be so good as to let me know. Because if you can lay hands on ‘arf a sovereign whenever one’s wanted, it’s a trick worth knowing. You’re such a clever one at getting ‘old of the pieces, you are, and always have been.’

The man’s irony seemed to cause the woman to wince. She drew a little farther back towards her corner.

‘I don’t rightly know how I shall get hold of it, not just now, I don’t; but I daresay I shall manage somehow.’

‘Oh, you do, do you? Shall I tell you how you’ll manage? You listen to me. You’ll go to them there slave-drivers with them two coats, and they’ll keep you waiting for two mortal hours or more. Then they’ll dock sixpence for fines — you’re always getting fined; you ‘ardly ever take anything in without you’re fined; you’re a slovenly workwoman, that’s what you are, my lass, and that’s the truth! — you’ll come away with three bob, and spend ‘arf a crown on rent, or some such silly nonsense; and then when it comes to me, you’ll start snivelling, and act the crybaby, and I shall have to treat you to a kicking, and find myself further off my ‘arf sovereign than ever I was. I don’t want no more of your nonsense. Give me them two coats!’

‘You’ll pawn ’em if I do.’

‘Of course I’ll pawn ’em. What do you suppose I’m going to do with them — eat ’em, or give them to the Queen?’

‘You’ll get me into trouble again! They’re due in to-day. You know what happened last time. If they lock me up again, I’ll be sent away.’

‘Then be sent away, and be ‘anged to you for a nasty, mean, snivelling cat! Why don’t you earn enough to keep your ‘usband like a gentleman? If you don’t, it’s your fault, isn’t it? Give me them two coats!’

‘No, Tommy, I won’t!’

He went closer to her.

‘For the last time; will you give me them two coats?’

‘No!’

She hugged the parcel closer, and she closed her eyes, so that she should not see him strike her. He hit her once, twice, thrice, choosing his mark with care and discretion. Under the first two blows she reeled; the last sent her in a heap to the floor. When she was down he kicked her in a business-like, methodical fashion, then picked up the parcel which had fallen from her grasp.

‘You’ve brought it on yourself, as you very well know. It’s the kind of thing I don’t care to have to do. I’m not like some, what’s always spoiling to knock their wives about; but when I do have to do it, there’s no one does it more thorough, I will say that.’

He left her lying in a heap on the boards. On his way to the pawnbroker’s he encountered a friend, Joe Cooke. Mr. Cooke stopped and hailed him.

‘What yer, Tommy! Are you coming along with us to-night on that there little razzle?’

‘Of course I am. Didn’t I say I was? And when I say I’m coming, don’t I always come?’

‘All right, old coxybird! Keep your ‘air on! No one said you didn’t. Got the rhino?’

‘I have. Leastways, I soon shall have, when I’ve turned this little lot into coin of the realm.’

He pointed to the bundle which he bore beneath his arm. Mr. Cooke grinned.

‘What yer got there?’

‘I’ve got a couple of coats what my wife’s been wearing out her eyes on for a set of slave-driving sweaters. Three-and-six they was to pay her for them. I rather reckon that I’ll get more than three-and-six for them, unless I’m wrong. And when I have melted ’em, Joe, I don’t mind if I do you a wet.’

Joe did not mind, either. The two fell in side by side. Mr. Cooke drew his hand across his mouth.

‘Ever since my old woman died I’ve felt I ought to have another — a good one, mind you. There’s nothing like having someone to whom you can turn for a bob or so.’

‘It’s more than a bob or so I get out of my old woman, you may take my word. If she don’t keep me like a gentleman, she hears of it.’

Mr. Cooke regarded his friend with genuine admiration.

‘Ah! but we’re not all so fly as you, Tommy, nor yet so lucky.’

‘Perhaps not — not, mind you, that that’s owing to any fault of yours. It’s as we’re made.’

Mr. Davis, with the bundle under his arm, bore himself with an air of modest pride, as one who appreciated his natural advantages.

They reached the pawnbroker’s. The entrance to the pledge department was in a little alley leading off the main street. As Mr. Davis stood at the mouth of this alley to say a parting word to his friend as a prelude to the important business of the pledging, someone touched him on the arm.

A voice accosted him.

‘What is it that you would do?’

Mr. Davis spun round like a teetotum. He stared at the Stranger.

‘Hollo, matey! Who are you?’

‘I am He that you know not of.’

Mr. Davis drew a little back, as if a trifle disconcerted. His voice was huskier than even it was wont to be.

‘What’s the little game?’

‘I bid you tell me what is this thing that you would do?’

Mr. Davis seemed to find in the words, which were quietly uttered, a compelling influence which made him curiously frank.

‘I am going to pawn these here two coats which my wife’s been making.’

‘Is it well?’

Mr. Davis slunk farther from the Stranger. ‘What’s it got to do with you?’

‘Is it well?’

There was a sorrowful intonation in the repetition of the inquiry, blended with a singularly penetrant sternness. Mr. Davis cowered as if he had been struck a blow. He turned to his friend.

‘Say, Joe, who is this bloke?’

The Stranger spoke to Mr. Cooke.

‘Look on Me, and you shall know.’

Mr. Cooke looked — and knew. He began to tremble as if he would have fallen to the ground. Mr. Davis, noting his friend’s condition, became uneasy.

‘Say, Joe, what’s the matter with you? What’s he done to you, Joe?’

Mr. Cooke was silent. The Stranger answered:

‘Would that that which has been done to him could be done to you, and to all this city! But you are of those that cannot know, for in them is no knowledge. Yet return to your wife, and make your peace with her, lest worse befall.’

Mr. Davis began to slink out of the alley, with furtive air and face carefully averted from the Stranger. As he reached the pavement, a big man, with a scarlet handkerchief twisted round his neck, caught him by the shoulder. The big man’s speech was flavoured with adjectives.

‘Why, Tommy! what’s up with you? You look as if you was just a-going to see Jack Ketch.’

Then came the flood of adjectives to give the sentence balance. Mr. Davis tried to wriggle from his questioner’s too strenuous grip.

‘Let me go, Pug — let me go!’

‘What for? What’s wrong? Who’s been doing something to yer?’

Mr. Davis made a movement of his head towards the Stranger. He spoke in a husky whisper.

‘That bloke — over there.’

The big man dragged the unwilling Mr. Davis forward.

‘What’s my friend been doing to you, and what have you been doing to him?’

There was the usual adjectival torrent. The Stranger replied to the inquiry with another.

‘Why are you so unclean of mouth? Is it because you are unclean of heart, or because you do not know what the things are which you utter?’

The retorted question seemed to take the big man aback. His manner became still more blusterous:

‘I don’t want none of your lip, and I won’t have any, and you can take that from me! I don’t know what kind of a Gospel-pitcher you are; but if you think because preaching’s your lay that you can come it over me, I’ll just show you can’t by knocking the head right off yer.’

‘What big things the little say!’

The retort seemed to goad Mr. Davis’s friend to a state of considerable excitement.

‘Little, am I? I’ll show you! I’ll learn you! I’ll give you a lesson free gratis, and for nothing now, right straight off.’ He began to tear off his cap and coat. ‘Here, some of you chaps, catch hold while I’m a-showing him!’ As he turned up his shirtsleeves, he addressed the crowd which had gathered: ‘These blokes come to us, and because we’re poor they think they can treat us as if we was dirt, and come the pa and ma game over us as if we was a lot of kids. I’ve had enough of it — in fact, I’ve had too much. For the future I mean to set about every one of them as tries to come it over me. Now, then, my bloke, put up your dooks or eat your words. Don’t think you’re going to get out of it by standing still, because if you don’t beg pardon for what you said to me just now I’ll — —’

The man, who was by profession a pugilist, advanced towards the Stranger in professional style. The Stranger raised His right hand.

‘Stay! and let your arm be withered. Better lose your arm than all that you have.’

Before the eyes of those who were standing by the man’s arm began to dwindle till there was nothing protruding from the shirtsleeve which he had rolled up to his shoulder but a withered stump. The man stood as if rooted to the ground, the expression of his countenance so changed as to amount to complete transfiguration. The crowd was still until a voice inquired of the Stranger:

‘Who are you?’

The Stranger pointed to the man whose arm was withered.

‘Can you not see? The world still looks for a sign.’

There were murmurs among the people.

‘He’s a conjurer!’

‘The bloke’s a mesmerist, that’s what he is!’

‘He’s one of those hanky-panky coves!’

‘I am none of these things. I come from a city not built of hands to this city of man’s glory and his shame to bring to you a message — no new thing, but that old one which the world has forgotten.’

‘What’s the message, Guv’nor?’

‘Those who see Me and know Me will know what is My message; those who know Me not, neither will they know My message.’

Mr. Cooke fell on his knees on the pavement.

‘Oh, Guv’nor, what shall I do?’

‘Cease to weep; there are more than enough tears already.’

‘I’m only a silly fool, Guv’nor; tell me what I ought to do.’

‘Do well; be clean; judge no one.’

A woman came hurrying through the crowd. It was Mrs. Davis. At sight of her husband she burst into exclamations:

‘Oh, Tommy, have you pawned them?’

‘No, Matilda, I haven’t, and I’m not going to, neither.’

‘Thank God!’

She threw her arms about her husband’s neck and kissed him.

‘That is good hearing,’ said the Stranger.

The people’s attention had been diverted by Mrs. Davis’s appearance. When they turned again to look for the Stranger He was gone.


CHAPTER III

THE WORDS OF THE PREACHER

‘They say that the Jews do not look forward to the rebuilding of their Holy City of Jerusalem, to their return to the Promised Land. They say that we Christians do not look forward to the Second Coming of Christ. As to the indictment against the Chosen People, we will not pronounce: we are not Jews. But as to the charge against us Christians, there we are on firmer ground. We can speak, and we must. My answer is, It’s a lie. We do look forward to His Second Coming. We watch and wait for it. It is the subject of our constant prayers. We have His promise, in words which cannot fail. The whole fabric of our faith is built upon our assurance of His return. If the delay seems long, it is because, in His sight, a thousand years are as a day. Who are we to time His movements, and fix the hour of His coming so that it may fall in with our convenience? We know that He will come, in His own time, in His own way. He will forgive us if we strain our eyes eastward, watching for the first rays of the dawn to gild the mountains and the plains, and herald the glory of His advent. But beyond that His will, not ours, be done. We know, O Lord Christ, Thou wilt return when it seems well in Thy sight.’

The Rev. Philip Evans was a short, somewhat sturdily built man, who was a little too heavy for his height. His dress was, to all intents and purposes, that of a layman, though something about the colour and cut of the several garments suggested the dissenting minister of a certain modern type. He was a hairy man; his brown hair, beard, and whiskers were just beginning to be touched with gray. He wore spectacles, big round glasses, set in bright steel frames. He had a trick of snatching at them with his left hand every now and then, as if to twitch them straight upon his nose. He was not an orator, but was something of a rhetorician. He had the gift of the gab, and the present-day knack of treating what are supposed to be sacred subjects in secular fashion — of ‘bringing them down,’ as he himself described it, ‘to the intelligence’ of his hearers, apparently unconscious of the truth that what he supposed to be their standard of intelligence was, in fact, his own.

There was about his manner, methods, gestures, voice, a species of nervous force, the product of restlessness rather than vitality, which attracted the sort of persons to whom he specially appealed, when they had nothing better to do, and held them, if not so firmly as the music-hall and theatrical performances which they preferentially patronised, still, with a sufficient share of interest. The band and the choir had something to do with the success which attended his labours. But, after all, these were merely side-shows. Indubitably the chief attraction was the man himself, and the air of brightness and ‘go’ which his personality lent to the proceedings. One never knew what would be the next thing he would say or do.

That Sunday evening the great hall was thronged. It nearly always was. In the great thoroughfare without the people passed continually to and fro, a motley crowd, mostly in pursuit of mischief. All sorts and conditions of persons, as they neared the entrance, would come in, if only to rest for a few minutes, and listen by the way, and look on. There was a constant coming and going. Philip Evans was one of the sights of town, not the least of its notorieties; and those very individuals against whom his diatribes were principally directed found, upon occasion, a moderate degree of entertainment in listening to examples of his comminatory thunders.

The subject of his evening’s discourse had been announced as ‘The Second Coming: Is it Fact or Dream?’ He had chosen as his text the eleventh verse of the third chapter of St. John’s Revelation: ‘Behold, I come quickly; hold fast that which thou hast, that no man take thy crown.’ He had pointed out to his audience that these words were full of suggestion, even apart from their context; pre-eminently so in connection with it. They had in them, he maintained, Christ’s own promise that He would return to the world in which He had endured so much disappointment and suffering, such ignominy and such shame. He supported his assertion by the usual cross references to Biblical passages, construing them to suit his arguments by the dogmatic methods with which custom has made us familiar.

‘If there is one thing sure, it is the word of Jesus Christ; if there is one thing Christ has promised us, it is that He will return. If we believe that He came once, we must believe that He will come again. We have no option, unless we make out Christ to be a liar. There was no meaning in his First Coming unless it is His intention to return. The work He began has to be finished. If you deny a personal Christ, then you are at least logical in regarding His whole story as allegorical, the story that He was and will be; in which case may He help you, and open your eyes that you may see. But if you are a Christian, it is because you believe in Christ, the living Christ, the very Christ, the Christ made man, that was and will be. Your faith, our faith, is not a symbol, it’s a fact. It’s a solid thing, not the distillation of a dream. We believe that Jesus Christ was like unto us, hungry as we are, and athirst; that He felt as we feel, knew our joys and sorrows, our trials and temptations. He came to us once, that is certain. To attempt to whittle away that fact is to make of our Christianity a laughing-stock, and our plight most lamentable. Better for us, a thousand, thousand times, that we had never been born! But He came — we know He came! And, knowing that, we know that we have His promise that He will come again, and rejoice!

‘Of the time and manner of His Second Coming there is none mortal that may certainly speak. To pretend to speak on the subject with special insight or knowledge would be intolerable presumption — worse, akin to blasphemy! Thy will, not ours, be done. We only stand and wait. In Thy hand, Lord God, is the issue. We know it, and give thanks. But while recognising our inability to probe into the workings of the Most High, I think we may be excused if we make certain reflections on the theme which to us, as Christians, is of such vital moment.

‘First, as to the time. Knowing nothing, we do know this, that it may be at any instant of any hour of any day. The Lord Jesus Christ may be speeding to us now. He may be in our midst even while I speak. Why not? We know that He was in a certain synagogue while service was taking place, without any there having had the slightest warning of His intended presence. What He did then can He not do now? And will He not? Who shall say?

‘For, as to the manner, we can at least venture to say this, that we know not, with any sort of certainty, what the manner of His coming will be. The dark passages of the Scripture are dark perhaps of intention, and, maybe, will continue obscure, until in the fulness of time all things are made plain. There are those who affirm that He will come with pomp and power, in the fulness of His power, as a conquering king, with legions of angels, to be the Judge of all the earth. To me it appears that those who say this go further than the evidence before us warrants. And it may be observed that precisely the same views were held by a large section of the Jews in the year of our Lord. They thought that He would come in the splendour of His majesty. And because He did not, they hung Him on the tree. Let us not stand in peril of the same mistake. As He came before, in the simple garb of a simple man, may He not come in that same form again? Why not? Who are we that we should answer? I adjure you, in His most holy Name, to keep on this matter an open mind, lest we be guilty of the same sin as those purblind Jews.

‘What we have to do is to know Him when He does come. The notion that we shall be sure to do so seems to me to be born of delusion. Did the Jews know Him when He came before? No! Why? Because He was a contradiction of all their preconceived ideas. They expected one thing, and found another. They looked for a king in his glittering robes; and, instead, there was a Man who had not where to lay His head. There is the crux of the matter; because He was so like themselves, they did not know Him for what He was. The difference was spiritual, whereas they expected it to be material. The tendency of the world is now, as it was then, to look at the material side. Let us be careful that we are not deceived. It is by the spirit we shall know Him when He comes!’

The words had been rapidly spoken, and the preacher paused at this point, perhaps to take breath, or perhaps to collect his thoughts prior to diverting the current of his discourse into a slightly different channel. At any rate, there was a distinct pause in the flow of language. While it continued, Someone stood up in the body of the hall, and a Voice inquired:

‘Who shall know Him when He comes?’

The question was clearly audible all over the building. It was by no means unusual, in that place, for incidents to occur which were not in accordance with the programme. Interruptions were not infrequent. Both preacher and people were used to them. By a considerable part of the audience such interludes were regarded as not the least interesting portion of the proceedings. To the fashion in which he was wont to deal with such incidents the Rev. Philip Evans owed, in no slight degree, his vogue. It was his habit to lose neither his presence of mind nor his temper. He was, after his manner, a fighter born. Seldom did he show to more advantage than in dealing out cut-and-thrust to a rash intervener.

When the Voice asking the question rose from the body of the hall, there were those who at once concluded that such an intervention had occurred. For the instant, the movement in and out of the doors ceased. Heads were craned forward, and eyes and ears strained to lose nothing of what was about to happen. Mr. Evans, to whom the question seemed addressed, appeared to be no whit taken by surprise. His retort was prompt:

‘Sir, pray God that you may know Him when He comes.’

The Voice replied:

‘I shall know as I shall be known. But who is there shall know Me?’

The Speaker moved towards the platform, threading His way between the crowded rows of seats with an ease and a celerity which seemed strange. None endeavoured to stop Him. Philip Evans remained silent and motionless, watching Him as He came.

When the Stranger had gained the platform, He turned towards the people, asking:

‘Who is there here that knows Me? Is there one?’ There was not one that answered. He turned to the preacher. ‘Look at Me well. Do you not know Me?’

For once in a way Philip Evans seemed uncomfortable and ill at ease and abashed.

‘How shall I know you, since you are to me a stranger?’

‘And yet you have looked for My coming?’

‘Your coming? Who are you?’

‘Look at Me well. Is there nothing by which you may know Me?’

‘I may have seen you before; but, if so, I have certainly forgotten it, which is the more strange, since your face is an unusual one.’

‘Oh, you Christians, that preach of what you have no knowledge, and lay down the law of which you have no understanding!’ He turned to the people. ‘You followers of Christ, that never knew Him, and never shall, and would not if you could, yet make a boast of His name, and blazon it upon your foreheads, crying, Behold His children! You call upon Him in the morning and at night, careless if He listen, and fearful lest He hear; saying, with your lips, “We look for His coming”; and, with your hearts, “Send it not in our time.” It is by the spirit you shall know Him. Yes, of a truth. Is there not one among you in whom the spirit is? Is there not one?’

The Stranger stood with His arms extended in front of Him, in an attitude of appeal. The hush of a perfect silence reigned in the great hall. Every countenance was turned to Him, but so far as could be seen, not a muscle moved. The predominant expression upon the expanse of faces was astonishment, mingled with curiosity. His arms sank to His sides.

‘He came unto His own, and His own knew Him not!’

The words fell from His lips in tones of infinite pathos. He passed from the platform through the hall, and out of the door, followed by the eyes of all who were there, none seeking to stay Him.

When He had gone, one of the persons who were associated with the conduct of the service went up to Mr. Evans. A few whispered words were exchanged between them. Then this person, going to the edge of the platform, announced:

‘After what has just occurred, I regret to have to inform you that Mr. Evans feels himself unable to continue his address. He trusts to be able, God willing, to bring it to a close on a more auspicious occasion. This evening’s service will be brought to a conclusion by singing the hymn “Lo, He comes, in clouds descending!”’


CHAPTER IV

THE CHILDREN’S MOTHER

‘You’ve had your pennyworth.’

‘Oh, Charlie, I haven’t! you must send me higher. You mustn’t stop; I’ve only just begun to swing.’

‘I shall stop; it’s my turn. You’d keep on for ever.’

The boy drew to one side. The swing began to slow. Doris grew indignant. She endeavoured to swing herself, wriggling on the seat, twisting herself in various attitudes. The result was failure. The swing moved slower. She tried a final appeal.

‘Oh, Charlie, I do think you might push me just a little longer; it’s not fair. You said you’d give me a good one. Then I’ll give you a splendid swing.’

‘You’ve had a good one. You’d keep on for ever, you would. Get off!’

The swing stopped dead. The girl made a vain attempt to give it momentum.

‘It’s beastly of you,’ she said.

She scrambled to the ground. The boy got on. He was not content to sit; he stood upright.

‘Now, then,’ he cried, ‘why don’t you start me? Don’t you see I’m ready?’

‘You’ll tumble off. Mamma said you weren’t to stand.’

‘Shall stand. Go and tell! Start me!’

‘You will tumble.’

‘All right, then, I will tumble. Start me! Don’t you hear?’

She ‘started’ him. The swing having received its initial impetus, he swung himself. He mounted higher and higher. Doris watched him, leaning her right shoulder against the beech tree, her hands behind her back. She interpolated occasional remarks on the risk which he was running.

‘You’ll fall if you don’t take care. You oughtn’t to go so high. Mamma said you oughtn’t to go so high.’

He received her observations with scorn.

‘Just as though I will fall! How silly you are! You will keep on!’

As he spoke, one of the ropes gave way. The other rope swerving, he was dashed against an upright. He fell to the ground. The thing was the work of an instant. He was ascending jubilantly towards the sky: the same second he was lying on the ground. Doris did not realise what had happened. She had been envying him the ease with which he swung himself, the height of his ascent. She did not understand why he had stopped so suddenly. She perceived how still he seemed, half wondering.

‘Charlie!’ His silence frightened her. Her voice sank. ‘Charlie!’ She became angry. ‘Why don’t you answer me?’ She moved closer to him, observing in what an ugly heap he lay. ‘Charlie!’

Yet he vouchsafed her no reply. He lay so still. It was such an unusual thing for Charlie to be still, the strangeness of it began to get upon her nerves. Her face clouded. She was making ready to rush off and alarm the house in an agony of weeping. Already she was starting, when Someone came to her from across the lawn, and laid His hand upon her shoulder.

‘Doris, what is wrong?’

The voice was a stranger’s, and the presence. But she paid no heed to that: all her thoughts were concentrated on a single theme.

‘Charlie!’ she gasped.

‘What ails Charlie?’

The Stranger, kneeling beside the silent boy, bent over him, gently turning him so that He could see his face. Then, raising him from the ground, gathering him in His arms, He held him to His breast; and, stooping, He whispered in his ear:

‘Wake up, Charlie! Doris wants you.’

And the boy sat up, and looked in the face of Him in whose arms he was.

‘Hollo!’ he said. ‘Who are you?’

‘The friend of little children.’

There was an appreciable space of time before the answer came, and when it did come it was accompanied by a smile, as the Stranger looked the boy straight in the eyes. The boy laughed outright.

‘I like the look of you.’

Doris drew a little nearer. She had her fingers to her lips, seeming more than half afraid.

‘Charlie, I thought you were hurt.’

‘Hurt!’ he flashed at her; then back at the Stranger: ‘I’m not hurt, am I?’

‘No, you are not hurt; you are well, and whole, and strong.’

‘But you tumbled from the swing.’ The boy stared at Doris as if he thought she must be dreaming. ‘The swing broke.’

‘Broke?’ Glancing up, he perceived the severed rope. ‘Why, so it has.’

‘It can soon be mended.’

The Stranger put the boy down, and went to the swing, and in a moment the two ends of the rope were joined together. Then He lifted them both on the seat, the boy and the girl together — there was ample room for both — and swung them gently to and fro. And as He swung He talked to them, and they to Him.

And when they had had enough of swinging He went with them, hand in hand, and sat with them on the grass by the side of the lake, with the trees at their back. And again He talked to them, and they to Him. And the simple things of which He spoke seemed strange to them, and wonderful. Never had anyone talked to them like that before. They kept as close to Him as they could, and put their arms about Him so far as they were able, and nestled their faces against His side, and they were happy.

While the Stranger and the children still conversed together there came down through the woods, towards the lake, a lady and a gentleman. He was a tall man, and held himself very straight, speaking as if he were very much in earnest.

‘Doris, why should we keep on pretending to each other? I know that you love me, and you know that I love you. Why should you spoil your life — and mine! — for the sake of such a hound?’

‘He is my husband.’

She spoke a little below her breath, as if she were ashamed of the fact. He struck impatiently at the bracken with his stick.

‘Your husband! That creature! As though it were not profanation to link you with such an animal.’

‘And then there are the children.’

Her voice sank lower, as if this time she spoke of something sacred. He noted the difference in the intonation; apparently he resented it. He struck more vigorously at the bracken, as if actuated by a desire to relieve his feelings. There was an interval, during which both of them were silent. Then he turned to her with sudden passion.

‘Doris, come with me, at once! now! Give yourself to me, and I’ll devote my whole life to you. You’ve known enough of me through all these things to be sure that you can trust me. Aren’t you sure that you can trust me?’

‘Yes, I am sure that I can trust you — in a sense.’

Something in her face seemed to make an irresistible appeal to him. He took her in his arms, she offering no resistance.

‘In a sense? In what sense? Can’t you trust me in every sense?’

‘I can trust you to be true to me; but I am not so sure that I can trust you to let me be true to myself.’

‘What hair-splitting’s this? I’ll let you be true to your own womanhood; it’s you who shirk. You seem to want me to treat you as if you were an automatic figure, not a creature of flesh and blood. I can’t do it — you can’t trust me to do it; that thing’s plain. Come, darling, let’s take the future in our own hands, and together wrest happiness from life. You know that at my side you’ll be content. See how you’re trembling! There’s proof of it. I’ll swear I’ll be content at yours! Come, Doris, come!’

‘Where will you take me?’

‘That’s not your affair just now. I’ll take you where I will. All you have to do is — come.’

She drew herself out of his arms, and a little away from him. She put up her hand as if to smooth her hair, he watching her with eager eyes.

‘I’ll come.’

He took her again in his embrace, softly, tenderly, as if she were some fragile, priceless thing. His voice trembled.

‘You darling! When?’

‘Now. Since all’s over, and everything’s to begin again, the sooner a beginning’s made the better.’ A sort of rage came into her voice — a note of hysteric pain. ‘If you’re to take me, take me as I am, in what I stand. I dare say he’ll send my clothes on after me — and my jewels, perhaps.’

It seemed as if her tone troubled him, as if he endeavoured to soothe her.

‘Don’t talk like that, Doris. Everything that you want I’ll get you — all that your heart can desire.’

‘Except peace of mind!’

‘I trust that I shall be able to get you even that. Only come!’

‘Don’t I tell you that I am ready? Why don’t you start?’

He appeared to find her manner disconcerting. He searched her face, as if to discover if she were in earnest, then looked at his watch.

‘If we make haste across the park, we shall be able to catch the express to town.’

‘Then let’s make haste and catch it.’

‘Come!’

They began to walk quickly, side by side. As they passed round the bend they came on the two children sitting, with the Stranger, beside the lake. The children, scrambling to their feet, came running to them.

‘Mamma,’ they cried, ‘come and see the friend of little children!’

At sight of them the woman drew back, as if afraid. The man interposed.

‘Don’t worry, you youngsters! Your mother’s in a hurry — run away! Come, Doris, make haste; we’ve no time to lose if we wish to catch the train.’

He put his arm through hers, and made as if to draw her past them. She seemed disposed to linger.

‘Let me — say good-bye to them.’

He whispered in her ear:

‘There’ll only be a scene; don’t be foolish, child! There’s not a moment to lose!’ He turned angrily to the boy and girl. ‘Don’t you hear, you youngsters! — run away!’ As the children moved aside, frightened at his violence, and bewildered by the strangeness of their mother’s manner, he gripped the woman’s arm more firmly, beginning by sheer force to hurry her off. ‘Come, Doris,’ he exclaimed, ‘don’t be an idiot!’

The Stranger, who had been sitting on the grass, stood up and faced them.

‘Rather be wise. There still is time. What is it you would do?’

The interruption took the pair completely by surprise. The man stared angrily at the Stranger.

‘Who are you, sir? And what do you mean by interfering in what is no concern of yours?

‘Are you sure that it is no concern of Mine?’

The man endeavoured to meet the Stranger’s eyes, with but scant success. His erect, bold, defiant attitude gave place to one of curious uncertainty.

‘How can it be any concern of yours?’

‘All things are My concern, the things which you do, and the things which you leave undone. Would it were not so, for many and great are the burdens which you lay upon me. You wicked man! Yet more foolish even than wicked! What is this woman to you that you should seek to slay her body and soul? Is she not of those who know not what is the thing they do till it is done? It is well with you if this sin, also, shall not be laid to your charge, — that you are a blind leader of the blind!’

The Stranger turned to the woman.

‘Your eyes shall be opened. Look upon this man to see him as he is.’

The woman looked at the man. As she looked, a change came over him. Before her accusatory glance he seemed to dwindle and wax old. He grew ugly, his jaw dropped open, his eyes were full of lust, cruelty was writ upon his countenance. On a sudden he had become a thing of evil. She shrank back with a cry of horror and alarm, while he stood before her cowering like some guilty creature whose shame has been suddenly made plain. And the Stranger said to him:

‘Go! and seek that peace of which you would have robbed her.’

The man, shambling away round the bend in the path, presently was lost to sight. The Stranger was left alone with the children and the woman. The woman stood before Him trembling, with bowed form and face cast down, and she cried:

‘Who are you, sir?’

The Stranger replied:

‘Look upon Me: and as you knew the man, so, also, you shall know Me.’

She looked on Him, and knew Him, and wept.

‘Lord, I know You! Have mercy upon me!’

He answered:

‘I am the friend of little children, and of the mothers that bare them; for the pains of the women are not little ones; and because they are great, so also shall great mercy be shown unto them. For unto those that suffer most, shall not most be forgiven? for is not suffering akin to repentance?’

And the woman cried:

‘Lord, I am not worthy Thy forgiveness!’

And to her He said:

‘Is any worthy? No, not one. Yet many are those to whom forgiveness comes. There are your children, that are an heritage to you of God. Take them, and as you are unto them, so shall God be unto you, and more. Return to your husband; say to him what things have happened unto you, and fear not because of him.’

And the woman went, holding a child by either hand. And the Stranger stood and watched them as they went. And when they had gone some distance, the woman turned and looked at Him. And He called to her:

‘Be of good courage!’

And after that she saw Him no more.


CHAPTER V

THE OPERATION

The students crowded the benches. Some wore hats and gloves, and carried sticks or umbrellas; they had the appearance of having just dropped in to enjoy a little passing relaxation. Others, hatless and gloveless, wore instead an air of intense pre-occupation; they had note-books in their hands, and spent the time studying anatomical charts in sombre-covered volumes. Many were smoking pipes for the most part; the air was heavy with tobacco smoke. Nearly everybody talked; there was a continual clatter of voices; men on one side called to men on the other, exchanging jokes and laughter.

In the well below were the tables for the operator and his paraphernalia. Assistants were making all things ready. The smell of antiseptic fluids mingled with the odour of tobacco. Omnipresent was the pungent suggestion of carbolic acid. A glittering array of instruments was being sterilised and placed in order for the operator’s hand. The anæsthetists were busy with their preparations to expedite unconsciousness, the dressers with their bandages to be applied when the knives had made an end.

There was about the whole theatre, and in particular about the little array of men upon the floor in their white shrouds, who were occupied in doing things the meaning of which was hidden from the average layman, something which the unaccustomed eye and ear and stomach would have found repulsive. But in the bearing of those who were actually present there was no hint that the work in which they were to be engaged had about it any of the elements of the disagreeable. They were, taking them all in all, and so far as appearances went, a careless, lighthearted, jovial crew.

When the operator entered, accompanied by two colleagues, there was silence, or, rather, a distinct hush. Pipes were put out, men settled in their seats, note-books were opened, opera-glasses were produced. The operator was a man of medium height and slender build, with slight side-whiskers and thin brown hair, which was turning gray. He wore spectacles. Having donned the linen duster, he turned up his shirtsleeves close to his shoulders, and with bare arms began to examine the preparations which the assistants had made. He glanced at the instruments, commented on the bandages, gave some final directions to an irrigator; then each man fell into his place and waited. The door opened and a procession entered. A stretcher was carried in by two men, one at the head and one at the foot. A nurse walked by the side, holding the patient by the hand; two other nurses accompanied. The patient was lifted on to the table. The porters, with the stretcher, withdrew. The nurse who had held the patient’s hand stooped and kissed her, whispering words of comfort. The operator bent also. What he said was clearly audible.

‘Don’t be afraid; it will be all right.’

The patient said nothing. She was a woman of about thirty years, and was suffering from cancer in the womb.

Anæsthetics were applied, but she took them badly, fighting, struggling against their influence, crying and whimpering all the time. Force had to be used to restrain her movements on the table. When she felt their restraining hands, she began to be hysterical and to scream. A second attempt was made to bring about unconsciousness; again without result. The surgeons held a hurried consultation as to whether the operation should be carried out with the patient still in possession of her senses. It was resolved that there should be a third and more drastic effort to produce anæsthesia. On that occasion the desired result was brought about. Her cries and struggles ceased; she was in a state of torpor.

The body was bared; the knife began its work....

The operation was not wholly successful. There had been fears that it would fail; but as, if it were not attempted, an agonising death would certainly ensue, it had been felt that it was a case in which every possible chance should be taken advantage of, and in which the undoubted risk was worth incurring. The woman was still young. She had a husband who loved her and children whom she loved. She did not wish to die; so it had been decided that surgical science should do its best to win life for her.

But it appeared that the worst fears on her account were likely to be realised. The operation was a prolonged one. The resistance she had offered to the application of the anæsthetics had weakened her. Soon after the surgeon began his labours it became obvious to those who knew him best that he had grave doubts as to what would be the issue. As he continued, his doubts grew more; they were exchanged for certainties, until it began to be whispered through the theatre that the operation, which was being brought to as rapid a conclusion as possible, was being conducted on a subject who was already dead.

The woman had died under the surgeon’s knife. Shortly the fact was established beyond the possibility of challenge. Reagents of every kind were applied in the most effective possible manner; medical skill and experience did its utmost; but neither the Materia Medica nor the brains of doctors shall prevail against death, and this woman was already dead.

When the thing was made plain, there came into the atmosphere a peculiar quality. The students were very still; they neither moved nor spoke, but sat stiffly, with their eyes fixed on the naked woman extended on the oilskin pad. Some of those faces were white, their features set and rigid. This was notably the case with those who were youngest and most inexperienced, though there were those among the seniors who were ill at ease. It was almost as if they had been assisting at a homicide; before their eyes they had seen this woman done to death. The operator was a man whose nerve was notorious, or he would not have held the position which he did; but even he seemed to have been nonplussed by what had happened beneath his knife. His assistants clustered together, eyeing him askance, and each other, and the woman, with the useless bandages hiding the gaping wound. His colleagues whispered apart. They and he were all drabbled with blood; each seemed conscious of his ensanguined hands. All in the building had come full of faith in the man whose fame as a surgeon was a byword; it was as though their faith had received an ugly jar.

While the hush endured, One rose from His place on the benches, and stepping on to the operating floor, moved towards the woman. An assistant endeavoured to interpose.

‘Go back to your place, sir. What do you mean by coming here?’

‘You have done your work. Am I not, then, to do Mine?’

The assistant stared, taken aback by what seemed to him to be impudence.

‘Don’t talk nonsense! Who are you, sir?’

‘I am He you know not of — a help to those in pain.’

The assistant hesitated, glancing from the Speaker to his chief. The Stranger drew a sheet over the woman, so that only her face remained uncovered. Turning to the operator, He beckoned with His finger.

‘Come!’

The surgeon went. The Stranger said to him, pointing towards the woman:

‘Insomuch as what you have done was done for her, it is well; insomuch as it was done for your own advancing, it was ill. Yet be not afraid. Blessed are the hands which heal men’s wounds, and wipe the tears of pain out of their eyes. Better to be of use to those that suffer than to be a king. For the time shall come when you shall say: “As I did unto others, so do, Lord, unto me.” And it shall be done. Yet do it, not for the swelling of your purse, but for your brother’s sake, and your payment shall be of God.’

And the Stranger, turning, spoke to the students on the benches; and their eyes never moved from Him as, wondering, they listened to His words.

‘Hearken, O young men, while I speak to you of the things which your fathers have forgotten, and would not remember if they could. You would go forth as healers of men? It is well. Go forth! Heal! The world is very sick. Women labour; men sigh because of their pains. But, physicians, heal first yourselves. Be sure that you go forth in the spirit of healing. Where there is suffering, there go; ask not why it comes, nor whence, nor what shall be the fee. Heal only. The labourer is worthy of his hire; yet it is not for his hire he should labour. Heal for the healing’s sake, and because of the pain which is in the world. God shall measure out to the physician his appointed fee. Trouble not yourselves with that. The less your gain, the greater your gain. There is One that keeps count. Each piece of money you heap upon the other lessens your store. I tell you that there is joy in heaven each time a sufferer is eased, at his brother’s hands, of pain, because it was his brother.’

When the Stranger ceased, the students looked from him at each other. They began to murmur among themselves.

‘Who is this fellow?’

‘What does he mean by preaching at us?’

‘Inflicting on us a string of platitudes!’

And one, bolder than the rest, called out:

‘Yours is excellent advice, sir, but in the light of what’s just occurred it seems hardly to the point. Couldn’t you demonstrate instead of talk?’

The Stranger looked in the direction from which the voice came.

‘Stand up!’

The student stood up. He was a young man of about twenty-four, with a shrewd, earnest face. In his hand he held an open note-book.

‘Always the world seeks for a sign; without a sign it will not believe — nor with a sign. What demonstration would you have of Me?’

‘Are you a doctor, sir?’

‘I am a healer of men.’

‘With what degree?’

‘One you know not of.’

‘Yet I thought I knew something of all degrees.’

‘Not all. Young man, you will find the world easy, heaven hard. Yet because there are many here like unto you, I will show to you a sign; exhibit My degree.’

The Stranger turned to the operating surgeon.

‘You say that the woman whom you sought to heal is dead?’

‘Beyond a doubt, unfortunately.’

‘You are sure?’

‘Certain.’

‘Of that you are all persuaded?’

Again there came murmurs from the students on the benches:

‘What’s he up to?’

‘Who’s he getting at?’

‘Throw him out!’

The Stranger waited till the murmuring was at an end. Then He turned to the woman, and, stooping, kissed her on the lips.

‘Daughter!’ He said.

And, behold, the woman sat up and looked about her.

‘Where am I?’ she asked, as one who wakes from sleep.

‘Is all well with you?’

‘Oh, yes, all’s well with me, thank God!’

‘That is good hearing.’

Then there was a tumult in the theatre. The students stood up in their places, speaking all together.

‘How’s he done it?’

‘She must have been only shamming.’

‘It’s a trick!’

‘It’s a plant!’

‘It’s a got-up thing between them.’

Insults were hurled at the Stranger by a hundred different voices. In the heat of their excitement the students came streaming down from their seats on to the operating floor. They looked for the man who had done this thing.

‘Where is he?’ they cried. ‘We’ll make him confess how the trick was done.’

But He whom they sought was not there. He had already gone. When they discovered that this was so, and that He whom they sought was not to be found, but had vanished from before their eyes, their bewilderment grew still more. With one accord they turned to look at the woman.

As if alarmed by the noise of their threatening voices, and the confusion caused by their tumultuous movements, she had raised herself upon the operating table, so that she stood upright before them all, naked as she was born. And they saw that the bandages had fallen from off her, and that her body was without scratch and blemish, round and whole.

‘It’s a miracle!’ they exclaimed.

A great silence fell over them all, until, presently, the surgeons and the students, looking each into the other’s faces, began to ask, each of his neighbour:

‘Who is the man that has done this thing?’

But the woman gave thanks unto God, weeping tears of joy.


CHAPTER VI

THE BLACKLEG

The foreman shrugged his shoulders. He avoided looking at the applicant, an undersized man, with straggling black beard and dull eyes. Even now, while pressing his appeal, he wore an air of being but slightly interested.

‘You know, Jones, what the conditions of employ were — keep on the works.’

‘But my little girl’s ill!’

‘Sorry to hear it; but you don’t want to have any trouble. You heard how they treated your wife when she came in; they’d be much worse to you if I was to let you out. They’re pretty near beat, and they know it, and they don’t like it, and before they quite knock under they’d like to make a mark of someone. If it was you, they might make a mark too many; they’re not overfond of you just now, as you know very well. And then where will you be, eh? How would your little girl be any better for their laying you out?’

Jones turned to his wife, a sort of feminine replica of himself. She had her shawl drawn over her head.

‘You hear, Jane, what Mr. Mason says?’

Mrs. Jones sighed; even in her sigh there was a curious reproduction of her husband’s lack of interest.

‘All I know is that the doctor don’t seem to have no great ‘opes about Matilda, and that she keeps a-calling for you, Tom.’

‘Does she? Then I go! Mr. Mason, I’m a-goin’.’

‘All right, Jones, go! Don’t think that I don’t feel for yer, ‘cause I do, but as to coming back again, that’s another matter. Mind, we can do without yer, and we don’t want no fuss, that’s all. Things have been bad enough up to now, and we don’t want ’em to be no worse.’

Outside the gates there was a considerable crowd. Among the crowd were the pickets and a fair leaven of the men on strike; but a large majority of the people might have been described as sympathisers. Unwise sympathisers they for the most part were; more bent on striking than the strikers; more resolute to fight the battle to the bitter end. The knowledge that already surrender was in the air angered them. They were in an ugly temper, disposed to ‘take it out of’ the first most convenient object.

As Mrs. Jones had made her way through them towards the gates she had been subjected to gibes and jeers, and worse. She had been pushed and hustled. More than one hand had been laid rudely on her. Someone had thrown a shovelful of dirt with such adroitness that it had burst in a shower on her head. While she was still nearly blinded she had been pushed hither and thither with half good-humoured horse-play, which was near akin to something else.

Tom Jones was an unpopular figure. He was one of the most notorious of the blacklegs, in a sense their leader. He had persisted in being master of his own volition; asserted his right to labour for whom he pleased, at whatever terms he chose. Such men are the greatest enemies of trades unions. Allow a man his freedom, and unionism, in its modern sense, is at an end. It is one of the questions of the moment whether the good of the greatest number does not imperatively demand special legislation which shall hold such men in bonds; which shall make it a penal offence for them to consider themselves free.

Word had gone round that Jones’s little girl was ill; that the doctor had decided she was dying; that Mrs. Jones had come to fetch him home to bid the child good-bye. By most of those there it was unhesitatingly agreed that this was as it should be; that Jones was being served just right; that he was only getting a bit of what he ought to have, which, it was quite within the range of possibility, they would supplement with something else.

It was because of Jones and his like that the strike was failing, had failed; that they were beaten and broken, brought to their knees, in spite of all their organisation, of what they had endured. Jones! It was currently reported that the idea of giving the blacklegs food and lodging on the premises, and so rendering the wiles of the pickets of no avail, was Jones’s. At any rate, he had been among the first to fall in with the proposition, and for many days he had not been outside the gates. Jones! Let him put his face outside those gates now and he would see what they would show him.

When the gates were opened, and Mrs. Jones had entered, they waited, murmuring and muttering, with twitching fingers and lowering brows, wondering if the prospect of being able to bid his dying child good-bye would be sufficient inducement to him to trust himself outside there in the open. And while they wondered he came.

Again the gate was opened. Out came Jones; close behind him was his wife. Then the gate was shut to with a bang.

He was known by sight to many in the crowd. By them the knowledge of who he was was instantly communicated to all the rest. He was not greeted with any tumult; they were too much in earnest to be noisy. But, with one accord, they cursed him, and their curses, though not loudly uttered, reached him, every one. He stood fronting the array of angry faces, all inclined in his direction.

The three policemen, who kept a clear space in front of the works, and saw that ingress and egress was gained with some sort of ease, hardly seemed to know what to make of him, or of the situation. They glanced at Jones, then at the crowd, then at each other. All the morning the people had been gathering round the gate, the number increasing as the minutes passed. Except that they could not be induced to move away, there had been little to object to in their demeanour until now. As Jones appeared with his wife they formed together into a more compact mass. Another shovelful of dust was thrown by someone at the back with the same dexterity as before, so that it lighted on the man and the woman, partially obscuring them beneath a cloud of dust. That same instant perhaps a dozen stones were thrown, some of which struck both Mr. and Mrs. Jones, the rest rattling against the gate.

It was done so quickly that the police had not a chance to offer interference. They had been instructed to make as little show of authority as possible, to bear as much as could be borne, and, until the last extremity, to do nothing to rouse the rancour of the strikers. In the face of this sudden assault the trio hesitated. Then the one nearest to the gate held his hand up to the crowd, shouting:

‘Now, you chaps, none of that! Don’t you go making fools of yourselves, or you’ll be sorry!’ He turned to the Joneses. ‘You’d better go back and try to get out some other way. There’ll be trouble if you stop here.’

Tom Jones asked him stolidly, gazing with his lack-lustre eyes intently at the crowd:

‘Which other way?’

‘I don’t know — any other way. You can’t get this way, that’s plain — they mean mischief. Back you go, before you’re sorry.’

The constable endeavoured to hustle the pair back within the gate. But Jones would not have it.

‘My child’s dying; this is the nearest way to her. I’m going this way.’

The officer persisted in his attempt to persuade him to change his mind.

‘Don’t be silly! You won’t do your child any good by getting yourself knocked to pieces, will you?’

Tom Jones was obstinate.

‘I’m going this way.’

Slipping past the constable, he moved towards the crowd. The people confronted him like a solid wall.

‘Let me pass, you chaps.’

That moment the storm broke. The man’s stolid demeanour, the complete indifference with which he faced their rage, might have had something to do with it. The effect of his request to be allowed to pass was as if he had dropped a lighted match into a powder-magazine. An explosion followed. The air was rent by curses; the people became all at once like madmen. Possessed with sudden frenzy, they crowded round the man, raining on him a hail of blows, each man struggling with his fellow in order to reach the object of his rage. Their very fury defeated their purpose. Not a few of the blows which were meant for Jones fell on their own companions. With the commencement of the attack Jones’s stolidity completely vanished. He was transformed into a fiend, and behaved like one. His voice was heard above the others, pouring forth a flood of objurgations on the heads of his assailants. His wife was his slavish disciple. Her shrill tones were mingled with his deeper ones; they were at least as audible. Her language was no better, her passion was no less. The man and the woman fought like wild beasts. And so blinded by fury were the efforts of their assailants that the pair were able to give back much more than they received.

The attempts of the police at pacification were useless. They were not in sufficient force. And there is a point in the temper of a crowd at which its rage is not to be appeased until it has vented itself on the object of its fury. All that the officers succeeded in doing was to lose their own tempers. Under certain circumstances there is irresistible contagion in a madman’s frenzy. Presently they themselves were mingling in the frantic mêlée, apparently with as little show of reason as the rest.

Suddenly the crowd gave way towards the centre. Those in the middle were borne down by those who persisted in pressing on. There was a struggling, heaving, mouthing mass upon the ground, with the Joneses underneath. And, as the writhings and contortions of this heap grew less and less, there came One, before whose touch men gave way, so that, before they knew it, He stood there, in their very midst, before them all. In His presence their rage was stilled. Ceasing to contend, they drew back, looking towards Him with their bloodshot eyes. Where had been the pile of living men was a clear space, in which He stood. At His feet were two forms — Tom Jones and his wife. The woman cried and groaned, twisting her limbs; but the man lay still.

‘What is it that you would do?’

With the sorrowful inflexion of the voice was blended a satiric intonation which seemed to strike some of those who heard as with a thong. One man, a big, burly fellow, chose to take the question as addressed to himself. He still trembled with excess of rage; his voice was husky; from his mouth there came a volley of oaths.

‘Bash the —— to a jelly — that’s what we’d like to do to his —— carcase! It’s through the likes of him that our homes are broken up, our kids starving, our wives with pretty near nothing on. Killing’s too good for such a —— !’

‘Who are you that you should judge your brother?’

The man spat on the pavement.

‘He’s no brother of mine — not much he ain’t! If I’d a brother like him, I’d cut my throat!’

‘Since all men are brethren, and this is a man, if he is not your brother, what, then, are you?’

‘He’s no man! If he is, I hope I ain’t.’

The Stranger was for a moment silent, looking at the speaker, who, drawing the back of his hand across his mouth, averted his glance.

‘You are a man — as he is. Would that you both were more than men, or less. Go, all of you that would shed innocent blood, knowing not what it is you do. Wash the stain from off your hands; for if your hands are clean, so also are your hearts. As your ignorance is great, so also is God’s mercy. Go, I say, and learn who is your brother.’

And the people went, slinking off, for the most part, in little groups of threes and fours, muttering together. Some there were who made haste, and ran, thinking that the man was dead, and fearful of what might follow.

When they were all gone, the Stranger turned to the woman, who still cried and made a noise.

‘Cease, woman, and go to your daughter, lest she be dead before you come.’

And stooping, he touched the man upon the shoulder, saying:

‘Rise!’

And the man stood up, and the Stranger said to him:

‘Haste, and go to your daughter, who calls for you continually.’

And the man and the woman went away together, without a word.


CHAPTER VII

IN PICCADILLY

It was past eleven. The people, streaming out of the theatres, poured into Piccadilly Circus. The night was fine, so that those on foot were disposed to take their time. The crowd was huge, its constituent parts people of all climes and countries, of all ranks and stations. To the unaccustomed eye the confusion was bewildering; omnibuses rolled heavily in every direction; hansom cabs made efforts to break through what, to the eyes of their sanguine drivers, seemed breaks in the line of traffic; carriages filled with persons in evening-dress made such haste as they could. The pavements were crowded almost to the point of danger; even in the roadway foot-passengers passed hither and thither amidst the throng of vehicles, while on every side vendors of evening papers pushed and scrambled, shouting out, with stentorian lungs, what wares they had to sell.

The papers met with a brisk demand. Strange tales were told in them. Readers were uncertain as to the light in which they ought to be regarded; editors were themselves in doubt as to the manner in which it would be proper to set them forth. Some wrote in a strain which was intended to be frankly humorous; others told the stories baldly, leaving readers to take them as they chose; while still a third set did their best to dish them up in the shape of a wild sensation.

It was currently reported that a Mysterious Stranger had appeared in London. During the last few hours He had been seen by large numbers of people. The occasions on which He had created the most remarkable impressions had been two. At St. John’s Hall the Rev. Philip Evans had been preaching on the Second Coming, when, in the middle of the discourse, a Stranger had appeared upon the platform, actually claiming, so far as could be gathered, to be the Christ. In the operating theatre at St. Philip’s Hospital, just as a subject — a woman — had succumbed under the surgeon’s knife, a Stranger had come upon the scene, and, before all eyes, had restored the dead to life. It was this story of the miracle, as it was called, at St. Philip’s Hospital, which had been exciting London all that day. The thing was incredible; but the witnesses were so reputable, their statements so emphatic, the details given so precise, it was difficult to know what to make of it. And now in the evening papers there was a story of how a riot had taken place outside Messrs. Anthony’s works. The strikers had attacked a blackleg. A stranger had come upon them while they were in the very thick of the fracas; at a word from Him the tumult ceased; before His presence the brawlers had scattered like chaff before the wind. The latest editions were full of the tale; it was in everybody’s mouth.

Christ’s name was in the air, the topic of the hour. The Stranger’s claim was, of course, absurd, unspeakable. He was an impostor, some charlatan; at best, a religious maniac. Similar creatures had arisen before, notably in the United States, though we had not been without them here in England, and Roman Catholic countries had had their share. The story of the dead woman who had been restored to life at St. Philip’s Hospital was odd, but it was capable of natural explanation. To doubt this would be to write one’s self down a lunatic, a superstitious fool, a relic of medieval ignorance. There is no going outside natural laws; the man who pretends to do so writes himself down a knave, and pays those to whom he appeals a very scanty compliment. Why, even the most pious of God’s own ministers have agreed that there are no miracles, and never have been. Go to with your dead woman restored to life! Yet, the tale was an odd one, especially as it was so well attested. But then the thing was so well done that it seemed that those present were in a state of mind in which they would have been prepared to swear to anything.

Still, Christ’s name was in the air — in an unusual sense. It came from unaccustomed lips. Even the women of the pavement spoke of Jesus, wondering if there was such a man, and what would happen if He were to come again.

‘Suppose this fellow in the papers turned out to be Him, how would that be then?’ one inquired of the other. Then both were silent, for they were uneasy; and at the first opportunity they solaced themselves with a drink.

The men for the most part were more outspoken in ribaldry than the women, especially those specimens of masculinity who frequented at that hour the purlieus of Piccadilly Circus. Common-sense was their stand-by. What was not in accordance with the teachings of common-sense was nothing. How could it be otherwise? Judged by this standard, the tales which were told were nonsense, sheer and absolute. Therefore, in so far as they were concerned, the scoffer’s was the proper mental attitude. The editors who wrote of them humorously were the level-headed men. They were only fit to be laughed at.

‘If I’d been at St. Philip’s, I’d have got hold of that very mysterious stranger, and I’d have kept hold until I’d got from him an explanation of that pretty little feat of hanky-panky.’

The speaker was standing at the Piccadilly corner of the Circus, by the draper’s shop. He was a tall man, and held a cigar in his mouth. His overcoat was open, revealing the evening dress beneath. The man to whom he spoke was shorter. He was dressed in tweeds; his soft felt hat, worn a little on one side of his head, lent to him a mocking air. When the other spoke, he laughed.

‘I’d like to have a shy at him myself. I’ve seen beggars of his sort in India, where they do a lot of mischief, sometimes sending whole districts stark staring mad. But there they do believe in them; thank goodness we don’t!’

‘How do you make that out, when you read the names of the people who are prepared to swear to the truth of the St. Philip’s tale?’

‘My dear boy, long before this they’re sorry. Fellows lost their heads — sort of moment of delirium, which will leave a bad taste in their mouths now they’ve got well out of it. If that mysterious gentleman ever comes their way again, they’ll be every bit as ready to keep a tight hold of him as you could be.’

‘I wonder.’ The tall man puffed at his cigar. ‘I’d give — well, Grey, I won’t say how much, but I’d give a bit to have him stand in front of me just here and now. That kind of fellow makes me sick. The common or garden preacher I don’t mind; he has his uses. But the kind of creature who tries to trade on the folly of the great majority, by trying to make out that he’s something which he isn’t — whenever he’s about there ought to be a pump just handy. We’re too lenient to cattle of his particular breed.’

‘Suppose, Boyle, this mysterious stranger were to appear in Piccadilly now, what’s the odds that you, for one, wouldn’t try to plug him in the eye?’

‘I don’t know about me, but I’m inclined to think that there are others who would endeavour their little best to reach him thereabouts. Piccadilly at this time of night is hardly the place for a mysterious anyone to cut a figure to much advantage. I fancy there’d be ructions. Anyhow, I’d like to see him come.’

Mr. Boyle’s tone was grim. His companion laughed; but before the sound of his laughter had long died out the speaker’s wish was gratified.

All in an instant, without any sort of warning, there was one of those scenes which occur in Piccadilly on most nights of the week. A woman had been drinking; she was young, new to her trade, still unaccustomed to the misuse of stimulants. She made a noise. A female acquaintance endeavoured to induce her to go away; in vain. The girl, pulling up her skirts, began to dance and shout, and to behave like a virago, among the throng of loiterers who were peopling the pavement. A man made some chaffing remark to her. She flew at him like a tiger-cat. Directly there was an uproar. There are times and seasons when it requires but a very little thing to transform those midnight Saturnalia into chaos. The police hurled themselves into the struggling throng, making captives of practically everyone on whom they could lay their hands.

The crowd was in uncomfortable proximity to Mr. Grey and his friend. It swayed in their direction.

‘We’d better clear out of this, Boyle, before there’s an ugly rush comes our way. Let’s get across the road. I’m in no humour for skittles to-night, if you don’t mind.’

The speaker glanced smilingly towards the seething throng. It was the humorous side of the thing which appealed to him; he had seen it so often before. Boyle diverted his attention.

‘Hollo! who’s this?’

Someone stepped from the roadway on to the pavement, moving quickly, yet lightly, so that there was about His actions no appearance of haste. He held His hands a little raised. People made way to let Him pass, as if they knew that He was coming, even though He approached them in silence from behind.

‘It’s Christ!’

The exclamation was Grey’s reply to his friend’s query. Boyle, starting, turned to stare at him.

‘Grey, what do you mean?’

‘It’s Christ! Don’t you know Christ when you see him? It’s the mysterious stranger! Why don’t you go and lay fast hold on him?’

Boyle stared at his friend in silence. There was that in his manner which was disconcerting — an obsession. The fashion of his face was changed; a new light was in his eyes. The big man seemed half amused, half startled. As he stood and listened and watched, his amusement diminished, his appearance of being startled grew.

The crowd had given way before the Stranger, making a lane through which He had passed to its midst; and it was silent. The vehicles rumbled along the road; from the other side of the street the voices of newsboys assailed the air; pedestrians went ceaselessly to and fro; but there, where the noise had just been greatest, all was still — a strange calm had come on the excited throng.

There were there all sorts and conditions of men and women that had fallen away from virtue. There were men of all ages, from white haired to beardless boys; from those who had drained the cup of vice to its uttermost dregs, yet still clutched with frantic, trembling fingers at the empty goblet, to those who had just begun to peep over its edge, and to feast their eyes on its fulness to the brim. There were men of all stations, from old and young rakes of fortune and family to struggling clerks, shop-assistants, office-boys, and those creatures of the gutter who rake the kennels for offal with which to fill their bellies. Among the women there was the same diversity. They were of all nations — English, French, German, and the rest; of all ages — grandmothers and girls who had not yet attained to the age of womanhood. There were some of birth and breeding, and there were daughters of the slums, heritors of their mothers’ foulness. There were the comparatively affluent, and there were those who had gone all day hungry, and who still looked for a stroke of fortune to gain for them a night’s lodging. But they all were the same; they all had painted faces, and they all were decked in silks and satins or such other tawdry splendour as by any crooked means they could lay their hands on which would serve to advertise their trade.

And in the midst of this assemblage of the dregs of humanity the Stranger stood; and He put to them the question which was to become familiar ere long to not a few of the people of the city:

‘What is it you would do?’

They returned no answer; instead, they looked at Him askance, doubt, hesitancy, surprise, wonder, awe, revealing themselves in varying degrees upon their faces as they were seen beneath the paint.

Two policemen had in custody the young woman who had been the original cause of disturbance. Each held her by an arm. The Stranger turned to them.

‘Loose her.’

Without an attempt at remonstrance they did as He bade. They took their hands from off her and set her free. She stood before them, seeming ashamed and sobered, with downcast face, seeking the pavement with her eyes. But all at once, as if she could not bear the silence any longer, she raised her head and met His glance, asking:

‘Who are you?’

‘Do you not know Me?’

‘Know you?’

Her tone suggested that she was searching her memory to recall His face.

‘If you do not know Me now that you look on Me, then shall I never be known to you. Yet it is strange that it should be so, for I am the Friend of sinners.’

‘The Friend — —’

The girl got so far in repeating the Strangers words, then suddenly stopped, and, bursting into a passion of tears, threw herself on her knees on the pavement at His feet crying:

‘Lord, I know You! Have mercy upon me!’

The Stranger touched her with His hand.

‘In that you know Me it shall be well with you.’

He looked about him on the crowd.

‘Would that you all knew Me, even as this woman does!’

But the people eyed each other, wondering. There were some who laughed, and others inquired among themselves:

‘Who is this fellow? And what is the matter with the girl, that she goes on like this?’

One there was who cried:

‘Tell us who you are.’

‘I am He that you know not of.’

‘That’s all right, so far as it goes, but it doesn’t go far enough; it’s an insufficient definition. What’s your name?’

‘Day and night you call upon My name, yet do not know Me.’

‘Look here, my friend; are you suggesting that you’re anybody in particular? because, if so, tell us straight out, who? We’re not good at conundrums, and at this time of night it’s not fair to start us solving them.’

The Stranger was silent. His gaze passed eagerly from face to face. When He had searched them all, He cried:

‘Is there not one that knows Me save this woman? Is there not one?’

A man came out from amidst the people, and stood in front of the Stranger.

‘I know You,’ he said. ‘You are Christ.’


CHAPTER VIII

THE ONLY ONE THAT WAS LEFT

Stillness followed the man’s words until the people began to fidget, and to shuffle with their feet, and to murmur:

‘What talk is this? What blasphemy does this man utter? Who is this mountebank to whom he speaks?’

But the Stranger continued to look at the man who had come out from the crowd. And He asked him:

‘How is it that you know Me, since I do not know you?’

The man laughed, and, as he did so, it was seen that the Stranger started, and drew a little back.

‘Because I know You, it doesn’t follow that You should know me. I’d rather that You didn’t. Directly You came into the street I knew that it was You, and wished You further. What do You want to trouble us for? Aren’t we better off without You?’

The Stranger held up His hand as if to keep the other from Him.

‘You thing all evil, return to your own kind!’

The man drew back into the crowd, a little uncertainly, as if crestfallen, but laughing all the time. He strode off down the street; they could still hear his laughter as he went. The Stranger, with the people, seemed to listen. As the sound grew fainter He cried to them with a loud voice:

‘Save this woman and that man, is there none that knows Me? No, not one!’

The traffic had been brought almost to a standstill. The dimensions of the crowd had increased. There was a block of vehicles before it in the street. From the roof of an omnibus, which was crowded within and without with passengers, there came a shout as of a strong man:

‘Lord, I know You! God be thanked that He has suffered me to see this day!’

The Stranger replied, stretching out His arms in the direction in which the speaker was:

‘It is well with you, friend, and shall be better. Go, spread the tidings! Tell those that know Me that I am come!’

There came the answer back:

‘Even so, Lord, I will do Your bidding; and in the city there shall rise the sound of a great song. Hark! I hear the angels singing!’

There came over the crowd’s mood one of those sudden changes to which such heterogeneous gatherings are essentially liable. As question and answer passed to and fro, and the man’s voice rose to a triumphal strain, the people began to be affected by a curious sense of excitation, asking of each other:

‘Who, then, is this man? Is he really someone in particular? Perhaps he may be able to do something for us, or to give us something, if we ask him. Who knows?’

They began to press upon Him, men and women, old and young, rich and poor, each with a particular request of his or her own.

‘Give us a trifle!’

‘The price of a night’s lodging!’

‘A drop to drink!’

‘A cab-fare!’

‘Tell us who you are!’

‘Give us a speech!’

‘If you can do miracles, do one now!’

‘Cure the lot of us!’

‘Make us whole!’

The requests were of all sorts and kinds. The Stranger looked upon the throng of applicants with glances in which were both pity and pain.

‘What I would give to you you will not have. What, then, is it that I shall give to you?’

There was a chorus in return. For every material want He was entreated to provide. He shook His head.

‘Those things which you ask I cannot give; they are not Mine. I have not money, nor money’s worth. There is none amongst you that is so poor as I am.’

‘Then what can you give?’

‘Those who would know what I can give must follow Me. The way is hard, and the journey long. At the end is the peace which is not of this world.’

‘Where do you go?’

‘Unto My Father.’

‘Who is your father?’

‘Those that know Me know also My Father.’

Turning as he spoke, He began to walk in the direction of Hyde Park. Some of the people, apparently supposing that His injunction to follow Him was to be understood in a literal sense, formed in a straggling band behind Him. At first there were not many. His movement, which was unexpected, had taken the bulk of the crowd by surprise. For some seconds it was not generally realised that He had commenced to pass away. When all became aware of what was happening, and it was understood that the mysterious Stranger was going from them, another wave of excitement passed through the throng, and something like a rush was made to keep within sight of Him. The farther they went, the greater became the number of those that went with Him. But it was observed that none came within actual touch. He walked with people in front, behind, on either side, yet alone. He occupied an empty space in their very midst, with no one within six or seven feet, moving neither quickly nor slowly, with head bowed, and hands hanging loose at His sides, seeming to see none of those that went with Him; and it was as though an unseen barrier was round about Him which even the more presumptuous of His attendants could not pass.

Along Piccadilly, past the shops, past Green Park, the procession went, growing larger and larger as it progressed. Persons, wondering what was the cause of the to-do, asked questions; then fell in with the others, curious to learn what the issue of the affair would be. Traffic in the road became congested. Vehicles could not proceed above a walking pace, because of the people who hemmed them in. Nor did their occupants, or their drivers, seem loath to linger with the throng. The police adapted their mood to that of the crowd. They saw men and women pouring out of restaurants and public-houses to join the Stranger’s retinue, and were, for the most part, content to keep pace with it, keeping a watchful eye for what might be the possible upshot of the singular proceedings.

At Hyde Park Corner the Stranger stopped, and it could then be seen to what huge proportions the throng had grown. The whole open space was filled with people, and when, with the Stranger’s, their advance was stayed, pedestrians and vehicles seemed mixed in inextricable confusion. Probably the large majority of those present had but the faintest notion of what had brought them there. In obedience to a sudden impulse of the gregarious instinct they had joined the crowd because the crowd was there to join.

As He stopped the Stranger raised His head, and looked about Him. He saw how large was the number of the people, and He said, in a voice which was only clearly audible to those who stood near:

‘It is already late. Is it not time that you should go to your homes and rest?’

A man replied; he was a young fellow in evening dress; he had had more than enough to drink:

‘It’s early yet. You don’t call this late! The evening’s only just beginning! We’re game to make a night of it if you are. Where you lead us we will follow.’

The young man’s words were followed by a burst of laughter from some of those who heard. The Stranger sighed. Turning towards Hyde Park, He moved towards the open gates. The crowd opened to let Him pass, then closing in, it followed after. The Stranger entered the silent park. Crossing Rotten Row, He led the way to the grassy expanse which lay beyond. Not the whole crowd went with Him. The vehicles went their several ways, many also of the people. Some stayed, loitering and talking over what had happened; so far, that is, as they understood. These the police dispersed. Still, those who continued with the Stranger were not few.

When He reached the grass the Stranger stopped again. The people, gathering closer, surrounded Him, as if expecting Him to speak. But He was still. They looked at Him with an eager curiosity. At first He did not look at them at all. So that, while with their intrusive glances they searched Him, as it were, from head to foot, He stood in their midst with bent head and downcast eyes. They talked together, some in whispers, and some in louder tones; and there were some who laughed, until, at last, a man called out:

‘Well, what have you brought us here for? To stand on the grass and catch cold?’

The Stranger answered, without raising His eyes from the ground:

‘Is it I that have brought you here? Then it is well.’

There was a titter — a woman’s giggle rising above the rest. The Stranger, raising His head, looked towards where the speaker stood.

‘It were well if most of you should die to-night. O people of no understanding, that discern the little things and cannot see the greater, that have made gods of your bellies, and but minister unto your bodies, what profiteth it whether you live or whether you die? Neither in heaven nor on earth is there a place for you. What, then, is it that you do here?’

A man replied:

‘It seems that you are someone in particular. We want to know who you are, according to your own statement.’

‘I am He on whose name, throughout the whole of this great city, men call morning, noon, and night. And yet you do not know Me. No! neither do those know Me that call upon Me most.’

‘Ever heard of Hanwell?’ asked one. ‘Perhaps there’s some that have known you there.’

The questioner was called to order.

‘Stow that! Let’s know what he’s got to say! Let’s hear him out!’

The original inquirer continued.

‘For what have you come here?’

‘For what?’ The Stranger looked up towards the skies. ‘It is well that you should ask. I am as one who has lost his way in a strange land, among a strange people; yet it was to Mine own I came, in Mine own country.’

There was an interval of silence. When the inquirer spoke again, it was in less aggressive tones.

‘Sir, there is a music in your voice which seems to go to my heart.’

‘Friend!’ The Stranger stretched out His hand towards the speaker. ‘Friend! Would that it would go to all your hearts, the music that is in Mine — that the sound of it would go forth to all the world! It was for that I came.’

This time there was none that answered. It was as though there was that in the Stranger’s words which troubled His listeners — which made them uneasy. Here and there one began to steal away. Presently, as the silence continued, the number of these increased. Among them was the inquirer; the Stranger spoke to him as he turned to go.

‘It was but seeming — the music which seemed to speak to your heart?’

Although the words were quietly uttered, they conveyed a sting; the man to whom they were addressed was plainly disconcerted.

‘Sir, I cannot stay here all night. I am a married man; I must go home.’

‘Go home.’

‘Besides, the gates will soon be shut, and late hours don’t agree with me; I have to go early to business.’

‘Go home.’

‘But, at the same time, if you wish me to stop with you—’

‘Go home.’

The man slunk away, as if ashamed; the Stranger followed him with His eyes. When he had gone a few yards he hesitated, stopped, turned, and, when he saw that the Stranger’s eyes were fixed on him, he made as if to retrace his steps. But the Stranger said:

‘Go home.’

Taking the gently spoken words as a positive command, the man, as if actuated by an uncontrollable impulse, or by sudden fear, wheeling round again upon his heels, ran out of the park as fast as he was able. When the man had vanished, the Stranger, looking about Him, found that the number of His attendants had dwindled to a scanty few. To them He said:

‘Why do you stay? Why do you, also, not go home?’

A fellow replied — his coat was buttoned to his chin; his hands were in his pockets; a handkerchief was round his neck:

‘Well, gov’nor, I reckon it’s because some of us ain’t got much of a ‘ome to go to. I know I ain’t. A seat in ‘ere’ll be about my mark — that is, if the coppers’ll let me be.’

Again the Stranger’s glance passed round the remnant which remained. As the fellow’s speech suggested, it was a motley gathering. All told, it numbered, perhaps, a dozen — all that was left of the great crowd which had been there a moment ago. Three or four were women, the rest were men. They stood a little distance off, singly — one here and there. As far as could be seen in the uncertain light, all were poorly clad, most were in rags — a tatterdemalion crew, the sweepings of the streets.

‘Are you all homeless, as I am?’

A man replied who was standing among those who were farthest off; he spoke as if the question had offended him.

‘I ain’t ‘omeless — no fear! I’ve got as food a ‘ome as anyone need want to ‘ave; ‘m none o’ yer outcasts.’

‘Then why do you not go to it?’

‘Why? I am a-goin’, ain’t I? I suppose I can go ‘ome when I like, without none o’ your interference!’

The man slouched off, grumbling as he went, his hands thrust deep into his trousers pockets, his head sunk between his shoulders. And with him the rest of those who were left went too, some of them sneaking off across the grass, further into the heart of the park, bent nearly double, so as to get as much as possible into the shadow.

The cause of this sudden and general flight was made plain by the approach of a policeman, shouting:

‘Now, then! Gates going to be closed! Out you go!’

The Stranger asked of him: ‘May I not stay here and sleep upon the grass?

The policeman laughed, as if he thought the question was a joke.

‘Not much you mayn’t! Grass is damp — might catch cold — take too much care of you for that.’

‘Where, then, can I sleep?’

‘I don’t know where you can sleep. I’m not here to answer questions. You go out!

The Stranger began to do as He was bid. As He was going towards the gate, a man came hastening to His side; he had been holding himself apart, and only now came out of the shadow. He was a little man; his eagerness made him breathless.

‘Sir, it’s not much of a place we’ve got, my wife and I, but such as it is, we shall be glad to give You a night’s lodging. I can answer for my wife, and the place is clean.’

The Stranger looked at him, and smiled.

‘I thank you.’

Together they went out of the park, the new-comer limping, for he was lame of one foot, the Stranger walking at his side. And all those whom they passed stopped, and turned, and looked at them as they went; some of them asking of themselves:

‘What is there peculiar about that man?’

For it was as though there had been an unusual quality in the atmosphere as He went by.


CHAPTER IX

THE FIRST DISCIPLE

‘This,’ said the lame man, ‘is where I live. My rooms are on the first floor. My name is Henry Fenning. I am a shoemaker. My wife helps me at my trade. Our son lives with us, he’s a little chap, just nine, and, like me, he’s lame.’

The man had conducted the Stranger to a street opening on to the Brompton Road. Even in that uncertain light it could be seen that the houses stood in need of repairs; they were of irregular construction, small, untidy, old. On the ground floor of the one in which he had paused was a shop, a little one; the shop front was four shutters wide. One surmised, from the pictures on the wall, that it sold sweetstuff and odds and ends. The man’s manner was anxious, timid, as if, while desirous that his Visitor should take advantage of such hospitality as he could offer, he yet wished to inform Him as to the kind of place He might expect. The Stranger smiled; there was that in His smile which seemed to fill His companion with a singular sense of elation.

‘It is good of you to give Me what you can.’

The shoemaker laughed gently, as if his laughter was inspired by a sudden consciousness of gladness.

‘It is good of You to take what I can give.’ He opened the door. ‘Wait a moment while I show You a light.’ Striking a match, he held it above his head. ‘Take care how You come in; the boards are rough.’ The Stranger, entering, followed His host up the narrow stairs, into a room on the first floor. ‘Mary, I have brought you a Visitor.’

At the utterance of the name the Stranger started.

‘Mary!’ He exclaimed. ‘Blessed are you among women!’

It was a small apartment — work-room, living-room, kitchen, all in one. Implements of the shoemaker’s trade were here and there; some partly finished boots were on a bench at one side. The man’s wife was seated at a sewing-machine, working; she rose, as her husband entered, to give him greeting. She was a rosy-faced woman, of medium height, but broadly built, with big brown eyes, about forty years of age. She observed the Stranger with wondering looks.

‘Sir, I seem to know You.’

And the Stranger said:

‘I know you.’

The woman turned to her husband.

‘Who is this?’

Her husband replied:

‘It is the Welcome Guest. Give Him to eat and to drink, and after, He would sleep.’

The woman put some cold meat and cheese and bread upon a small table, which she drew into the centre of the floor.

‘Sir, this is all I have.’

‘I know it.’ He took the chair which her husband offered. ‘Come and sit and eat and drink with Me.’

The man and his wife sat with Him at the table, and they ate and drank together. When the meal was finished, He said:

‘You are the first that have given Me food. What you have given Me shall be given you, and more.’

Presently the shoemaker came to the Stranger.

‘Sir, in our bedroom we have only one bed. If You will sleep in it, my wife will make up another for us here upon the floor. We shall do very well.’

In the bedroom the Stranger saw that a child slept in a little bed which was against a wall. The shoemaker explained.

‘It is my son. He will not trouble You. He sleeps very sound.’

The Stranger bent over the bed.

‘In his sleep he smiles.’

‘Yes, he often does. He has happy dreams. And he comes of a smiling stock.’

The Stranger turned to the lame man.

‘Do you often smile?’

‘Yes; why not? God has been very good to me.’

‘God is good to all alike.’

‘That’s what my wife and I say to each other; but it’s only the lucky ones who know it.’

When the shoemaker and his wife were alone in the living-room together, they kissed and gave thanks unto God. For they said:

‘This night the Lord is with us. Blessed is the name of the Lord!’

In the morning, when it was full day, the boy woke up and went to the bed on which the Stranger lay asleep, crying:

‘Father!’

And the Stranger was roused, and saw the boy standing at his side. He stretched out His arms to him.

‘My son!’

But the boy shrank back.

‘You are not my father. Where is my father and my mother?’

‘They are in the next room, asleep. They have given Me their bed. And, because they have done so, I am your Father too. So in your sleep you smiled?’

‘Did I? I expect it was because I dreamed that I was happy.’

‘Was your happiness but a dream?’

‘While I was asleep. Now I am awake I know I’m happy.’

‘But you are lame?’

‘So’s father. I don’t mind being lame if father is.’

The Stranger was still. He smiled, and touched the child upon the shoulder. And the boy gave a sudden cry. He drew up his night-shirt, and looked down at his right leg.

‘Why, it’s straight! — like the other.’ He began to move about the room. ‘I’m not lame! I’m not lame!’ All aglow with excitement, he went running through the door. ‘Father! mother! my leg’s gone straight! I can run about like other boys. Look! — I’m no longer lame!’

When his mother saw that it was so, she took him into her arms and cried:

‘My boy! my boy! God be thanked for what He has done to you this day!’

When they saw that the Stranger was standing in the doorway the father and mother were silent. Their hearts were too full to find speech easy. But the boy ran to Him.

‘Oh, sir! make father’s leg straight like mine!’

The Stranger asked of his father:

‘Would you have it so?’

But the lame man answered:

‘If it may be, let me stay as I am; for if I had not been lame I might never have known Your face.’

To which the Stranger said:

‘That is a true saying. For by suffering eyes are opened; so that he who endures most sees best. For to all men God gives gifts.’

The woman busied herself in making breakfast ready. When they were at table, the lame man said:

‘Lord, if You will not stay with us, may we come with You?’

‘Nay; you are with Me although you stay. For where My own are, I am.’

‘Lord, suffer me to come! Suffer it, Lord!’

‘If you will, come, until you find the way too long and the path too hard for your feet to travel; for the road by which I go is not an easy one.’ He turned to the woman. ‘Do you come also?’

‘If You will, I will stay at home, to make ready against You come again.’

He answered:

‘You have not chosen the worse part.’

While they had been sitting at breakfast the boy had run out into the street, and told first to one and then to another how, with a touch, a wonderful Stranger had straightened his leg, so that he was no longer lame. And, since they could see for themselves that he was healed of his lameness, the tale was quickly noised about; so that when the Stranger came out of the shoemaker’s house, He found that a number of people awaited Him without. A woman came pushing through the crowd, bearing a crooked child in her arms.

‘Heal my son also! Make him straight like the other!’

And being moved by pity for the child, He touched him, so that he sprang from his mother’s arms, and stood before them whole. And all the people were amazed, saying:

‘What manner of man is this, that makes the lame to walk with a touch?’

So when He came out into the Brompton Road He was already attended by a crowd, some crying:

‘This is the man who works miracles!’

Others:

‘Bring out your sick!’

With each step He took the crowd increased, so that when He came to the narrow part of Knightsbridge the street became choked and the traffic blocked. The people, because there were so many, pressed against Him so that He could not move, and there began to be danger of a riot.

The lame man, who found it difficult to keep close to His side, said to Him:

‘Lord, if You do not send them from us we shall be hurt.’

But He replied:

‘It is to these I have come, although they know it not. If I send them from us, why did I come?’

When they reached that portion of the road where it grows wider in front of the park, the pressure became less. But still the crowd increased.

‘He goes to the hospital,’ they cry, ‘to heal the sick with a touch.’

And some ran on to St. George’s Hospital, and pushed past the porters up the stairs and into the wards, and began to lift the sick out of their beds. And those who could walk, being persuaded by them that had run on, went out into the streets. So that when He came, He found awaiting Him a strange collection of the sick, who were ill of all manner of diseases. And the people cried:

‘Heal them! — heal them with a touch!’

But He replied:

‘What is it you ask of Me? I came not to heal the sick, but to call sinners to repentance.’

They cried the more:

‘Heal them! — heal them with a touch!’

‘If I heal them, what then? Of what shall they be healed? Of what avail to heal the body if the spirit continues sick?’

But they persisted in their exclamations. While still they pressed on Him, an inspector of police edged his way through the crowd.

‘I don’t know who you are, sir, but you are doing a very dangerous thing in causing these people to behave like this.’

‘Suffer Me first to do as they ask.’

He stretched out His hand and touched those that were sick, so that they were whole. But when they came to look for Him who had done them this service, behold He was gone. And the lame man had gone with Him.


CHAPTER X

THE DEPUTATION

He came, with His disciple to a gate which led into a field, through which there ran a stream. It was high noon. He entered the gate, and sat beside the stream. And the lame man sat near by. The Stranger watched the water as it plashed over the stones on its race to the mill. When presently He sighed, the lame man said:

‘I have money; there is a village close handy. Let me go and buy food, and bring it to you here.’

But He answered:

‘We shall not want for food. There is one who comes to offer it to us now.’

Even as He spoke a carriage drew up in the road on the other side of the hedge. A lady, standing up in it, looked through a pair of glasses into the field. Bidding the footman open the carriage-door, alighting, she came through the gate to where He sat with His disciple beside the stream. She was a woman of about forty years of age, very richly dressed. As she walked, with her skirts held well away from the grass, she continued to stare through the glasses, which were attached to a long gold handle. Looking from one to the other, her glance rested, on the Stranger.

I Are you the person of whom such extraordinary stories are being told? You look it — you must be — you are. George Horley just told me he saw you on the Shaldon Road. I don’t know how he knew it was you — and his manner was most extraordinary — but he’s a sharp fellow, and I shouldn’t be surprised if he was right. Tell me, are you that person?’

‘I am He that you know not of.’

‘My dear sir, that doesn’t matter one iota. What I’ve heard of you is sufficient introduction for me. I don’t know if you’re aware that this field is mine, and that you’re trespassing. I’m very particular about not allowing the villagers to come in here — they will go after the mushrooms. But if you’ll take a seat in my carriage I shall be very happy to put you up for a day or two. I’m Mrs. Montara, of Weir Park. I have some very delightful people staying with me, who will be of the greatest service to you in what I understand is your propaganda. Most interesting what I’ve heard of you, I’m sure.’ The Stranger was silent. ‘Well, will you come?’

‘Woman, return to your own place. Leave Me in peace.’

‘I don’t admire your manners, my good man, especially after my going out of my way to be civil to you. Is that all the answer you have to give?’

‘What have I to do with you, or you with Me? I am not that new thing which you seek. I am of old.’

He looked at her. The great lady shrank back a little, as if abashed.

‘Whoever you are, I shall be glad to have you as my guest.’

‘I am not found in rich women’s houses. They are too poor. They offer nothing. They seek only to obtain.’

‘I offer you, in the way of hospitality, whatever you may want.’

‘You cannot offer Me the one thing which I desire.’

‘What is that?’

‘That you should know Me even as you are known. For unless you know Me I have nothing, and less than nothing, and there is nothing in the world that is at all to be desired. For if I have come unto Mine own, and they know Me not, then My coming indeed is vain. Go! Strip yourself and your house, and be ashamed. In the hour of your shame come to Me again.’

‘If that’s the way you talk to me, get up and leave my field, before I have you locked up for trespass.’

He stood up, and said to the lame man:

‘Come!’

And they went out of the field, and passed through that place without staying to eat or drink. In the next village an old woman, who was standing at a cottage gate, stopped them as they were passing on.

‘You are tired. Come in and rest.’

And they entered into her house. And she gave them food, refusing the money which the lame man offered.

‘I have a spare bedroom. You can have it if you’d like to stay the night, and you’ll be kindly welcome.’

So they stayed with her that night.

And in the morning, while it was yet early, they arose and went upon their way. And when they had gone some distance they heard on the road behind them the sound of a horse’s hoofs. And when they turned, they saw that a wagonette was being driven hotly towards them. When, on reaching them, it stopped, they saw that it contained five men. One, leaning over the side, said to the Stranger:

‘Are you he we are looking for?’ The Stranger replied:

‘I am He whom you seek.’

‘That is,’ added a second man, ‘you are the individual who is stated to have been performing miracles in London?’

The Stranger only said:

‘I am He whom you seek.’

‘In that case,’ declared the first speaker, ‘we are very fortunate.’

He scrambled out on to the road, a short, burly man, with restless bright eyes and an iron-gray beard. He wore a soft, round, black felt hat, and was untidily dressed. He seemed to be in perpetual movement, in striking contrast to the Stranger’s immutable calm.

‘Will you come with us in the wagonette?’ he demanded. ‘Or shall we say what we have to say to you here? It is early; we’re in the heart of the country; no one seems about. If we cross the stile which seems to lead into that little copse, we could have no better audience-chamber, and need fear no interruption.’

‘Say what you have to say to Me here.’

‘Good! Then, to begin with, we’ll introduce ourselves.’

His four companions were following each other out of the wagonette. As they descended he introduced each one in turn.

‘This is Professor Wilcox Wilson, the pathologist. Professor Wilson does not, however, confine himself to one subject, but is interested in all live questions of the day; and, while he keeps an open mind, seeks to probe into the why and wherefore of all varieties of phenomena. This is the Rev. Martin Philipps, the eminent preacher and divine, who joins to a liberal theology a far-reaching interest in the cause of suffering humanity. Augustus Jebb, perhaps the greatest living authority on questions of social science and the welfare of the wage-earning classes. John Anthony Gibbs, who may be said to represent the religious conscience of England in the present House of Commons. I myself am Walter S. Treadman, journalist, student, preacher, and, I hope, humanitarian. I only know that where there is a cry of pain, there my heart is. I heard that you were in this neighbourhood, and lost no time in requesting these gentlemen to associate themselves with me in the appeal which I am about to make to you. Therefore I beg of you to regard me as, in a sense, a deputation from England. Your answer will be given to England. And on that account, if no other, we implore you to weigh, with the utmost care, any words which you may utter. To come to the point: Do we understand you to assert that the feats with which you have set all London agape are, in the exact sense of the word, miraculous — that is, incapable of a natural interpretation?’

‘Why do you speak such words to Me?’

‘For an obvious reason. England is at heart religious. Though, for the moment, she may seem torpid, it needs but a breath to fan the smouldering embers into a mighty blaze which will light the world, and herald in the brightness of the eternal dawn. If these things which you have done are of God, then you must be of Him, and from Him, and may be the bearer of a message to the myriads whose ears are strained to listen. Therefore I implore you to answer.’

‘What I have done, I have done not as a sign, nor to be magnified in the eyes of men, but to dry the tears which were in their eyes.’

‘Then they were miracles. So the question at once assumes another phase — Who are you?’

‘I am He whom you know not of, though you call often on My name.’

‘You are the Christ — the Lord Christ?’

Professor Wilson laid his hand on Mr. Treadman’s arm.

‘You go too fast. No such assertion has been made; no such claim has been put forth. I may add that there has been no such outrage on good taste.’

The Rev. Martin Philipps interposed.

‘Good taste is not necessarily outraged by such a claim; or, if it is now, it was also at the first. Jesus was a man, such as we are, such as this one here.’

Mr. Jebb agreed.

‘And a labouring man at that. He worked with His own hands — a wage-earner if ever there was one.’

‘But,’ pleaded the Professor, ‘at least something was known of His pedigree, of His credentials.’

‘I am not so sure of that.’

‘Nor I.’

‘At any rate, let us proceed as if we were reasonable beings, and actuated by the dictates of common-sense. Permit me to put one or two questions: Are you an Englishman?’

‘I am of a country which also you know not of. Thither I return to meet Mine own.’

‘Your answer is evasive. Allow me to point out, with the greatest possible deference, that it is on record how Jesus originally damaged His own case by the vagueness of the replies which He gave to questions and the want of lucidity which characterised His description of Himself. If you claim any, even the remotest, connection with Him, let me advise you to avoid His errors.’

‘You know not what you say, you fool of wisdom!’

‘Lord,’ cried Mr. Treadman,’ I believe — help Thou my unbelief! I believe because faith is the great want of the age, and it shall remove mountains; I believe because belief is like the pinch of yeast which, being dropped into the dough, leavens the whole. The leaven spreads through the whole body politic, so that out of a little thing proceeds a great. And, Lord, suffer Thy servant to entreat with Thee. Lose no time. Thy people wait — have waited long; they cry aloud; they look always for the little speck upon the sky; they lift up their hands and beat against heaven’s gates. Speak but the word — the one word which Thou canst speak so easily! A whole world will leap into Thy arms.’

‘Their will, not mine, be done?’

‘Nay, Lord, not so — not so! Esteem me not guilty of such presumption; but I have lived among them, and have seen how the world labours and is in pain, and how Thy people are crushed beneath heavy burdens which press them down almost to the confines of the pit. And therefore out of the fulness and anguish of my knowledge I cry: Lord, come quickly — come quickly! Lose not a moment’s time!’

‘Your knowledge is greater than Mine?’

‘Nay, Lord, I do not say that, nor think it. But Thou art immortal; Thy children are mortal — very mortal. I understand the agony of longing with which they look for Your presence — Your very presence — in their midst.’

‘They that know Me know that I am ever with them. They that do not know Me know not that they see Me before their eyes.’

‘You speak in a spiritual sense, I in a material. I know with what a passionate yearning they desire to see you with their mortal eyes, flesh of their flesh, bone of their bone — a man like unto themselves.’

‘You also seek a sign?’

‘Who does not seek a sign? The soldier watches for the sign which shows that his general is in command; the child looks for the sign which proclaims his parent is at hand; the explorer searches for the sign which shows his guide is leading him aright. There is chaos where there is no sign.’

‘Did I not say I am He you know not of? Those who know Me need no sign.’

‘Nor, in that sense, do I need one either. I have been unfortunate in my choice of words if I have conveyed the impression that I do.’

‘I have suffered you too much.’ He turned to the lame man. ‘Come!’

The Stranger and His disciple were continuing on their way when Mr. Treadman’s companions placed themselves in the path.

‘Mr. Treadman’s well-known command of language,’ explained the Professor, ‘is likely to obscure the purpose of our presence here. We have come to ask you to accompany us to town as our guest, and to avail yourself of our services in placing, in the most efficient and practical manner possible, your views and wishes before the country as a whole.’

‘In other words,’ observed the Rev. Martin Philipps, ‘we are here as the Lord’s servants, desirous to do His work and His will.’

‘Having at heart,’ continued Mr. Jebb, ‘the welfare — spiritual, moral, and physical — of the struggling millions.’

‘Acting also,’ added Mr. Gibbs, ‘as the mouthpiece of Christ’s kingdom as it exists in our native land.’

The Professor’s tone, as he commented on his colleagues’ remarks, was a little grim.

‘What my friends say is, no doubt, very excellent in its way; but the main point still is — Will you come with us? If so, here is a conveyance. You have only to jump in at once, and we shall be in time to catch a fast train back to town. My strong advice to you is, Be practical, and come.’

‘Suffer Me to go My way.’

‘Is that your answer? Remember that history records how, on a previous occasion, a great opportunity was frittered away for lack of a little business acumen. There can be no doubt that the great need of the hour is a practical religion. It is quite within the range of possibility that you might go far towards placing such a propaganda on a solid basis. Consider, therefore; before you treat our offer with contempt.’

He made no answer, but went along the road, with the lame man at His side.

For some seconds the deputation stood staring after Him. Then the Professor gave expression to his feelings in these words:

‘An impracticable person.’

The Rev. Martin Philipps had something to say on this curt summing up of the position.

‘I think, Professor, that what you call practicality is likely to be your stumbling-block. In your sense, God is not always practical.’

‘In a country of practical men that is unfortunate.’

‘When you say practical you mean material. There is something higher than materiality.’

‘The material and the spiritual, Philipps, are more closely allied than you may suppose. It is useless to ask a mere man to give primary attention to his spiritual wants when, in a material sense, he lacks everything. To formulate such a demand, even by inference, is to play into the hands of the plutocracy.’

‘Still,’ remarked Mr. Gibbs,’ I think there might have been more said of the things of the soul, and less of the things of the body. It is the soul of England we are here to plead for, not its mere corporeal husk.’

While they talked Mr. Treadman stood looking after the retreating Stranger. Suddenly he started running, calling as he went:

‘Lord, Lord, suffer that I may come with You!’

He went on, with the lame man at His side, and Mr. Treadman at His heels, calling persistently: ‘Suffer that I may come with You!’ until presently He turned, saying:

‘Why do you continue to entreat that I should suffer you? Have I forbidden you to come?’

For a time Mr. Treadman was still. But continually he broke again into speech, talking of this thing and of that.

But there was none that answered him.


CHAPTER XI

THE SECOND DISCIPLE

They lay that night at the house of a certain curate, who stopped the Stranger, saying:

‘You are he of whom I have heard?’

Mr. Treadman said:

‘It is the Lord — the Lord Christ! He has come again!’

The Stranger rebuked Mr. Treadman.

‘Peace! Why do you trouble Me with your babbling tongue?’ To the curate He said: ‘What do you want of Me?’

‘Nothing but to offer you shelter for the night. I cannot give you much, for I am poor, and have a small house and a large family, but such as I have is at your service. Not that I wish you to understand that my action marks my approval of your proceedings, of which, as I say, I have heard. For I am an ordained priest of the Church of England, and have sufficient trouble with dissent and such-like fads already. But I am a Christian, and, I trust, a gentleman, and in that dual capacity would not wish one of whom I have heard such remarkable things to remain in need of shelter when near my house.’

So they went with the curate. But the family was found to be so large, and the house so small, that there was not room within its walls for three unexpected guests. So it was arranged that they would sleep in the loft over the stable where hay was kept. Thither, after supper, the Stranger and the lame man repaired. But Mr. Treadman remained talking to the host.

They stood outside the house in the moonlight, looking towards the loft in which the Stranger sought slumber.

‘That is a good man,’ said the curate, ‘and a strange one. He has filled my mind with curious thoughts.’

‘It is the Lord! said Mr. Treadman.

‘The Lord?’ The curate regarded the speaker with a peculiar smile. ‘Are you mad, sir? Or do you think I am?’

‘It is the Lord!’ Mr. Treadman held out his clenched fists in front of him, as if to add weight to his assertion. ‘I know it of a surety!’

‘Does it not occur to you what an awful thing it would be if what you say were true?’ Awful? How awful?’

‘When He came before He found them unprepared — so unprepared that they could not believe it was He. What would it not mean if, at His Second Coming, He found us still unready? He might be moving among us, and we not know it; we might meet Him in the street, and pass Him by. The human mind is not at its best when it is wholly unprepared: it cannot twist itself hither and thither without even a moment’s notice. And our civilisation is so complex that the first result of an unexpected Advent would be to plunge it into chaos. Saints and sinners alike would be thrown off their balance. There would be a carnival of confusion. The tragedy which rings down the ages might be re-enacted. Christ might be crucified again by Christian hands.’

‘We must avoid it! We must avoid it! We must prepare the people’s minds; we must let them know that His reign is about to begin. They need but the knowledge to fill the world with songs of gladness.’

‘You really believe your friend is a supernatural being?’

‘It is the Lord! I know it of a surety! You call yourself His minister. Is it possible you do not know Him, too?’

‘No; I do not. For one thing, I do not think that, really and truly, I have ever contemplated the possibility of such an occurrence. To me the Second Coming has been an abstraction — a nebulous something that would not happen in my time. Yet he troubles me, the more so since I remember that good men must have stood in His presence aforetime, and yet not have known Him for what He was, although He troubled them. However, it may be written to the good of my account that for your friend I have done what I could.’

The curate returned into his house. But it was long before Mr. Treadman sought the shelter of the loft. He passed here and there in an agony of mind which grew greater as the night went on. By the light of the waning moon he wrought himself into a frenzy of supplication.

‘O Lord, I say it in no spirit of irreverence, but in a sense, You do not understand the idiosyncrasies and character of those to whom You are about to appeal. To come to them unheralded, to move about among them unannounced, will be useless — ah, and worse than useless! O Lord, do not take them by surprise. Sound, at least, one trumpet blast. Come to them as You should come — as their Christ and King. It needs such a very little, and You will have them at Your feet. Do not lose all for want of such a little. Let me tell them You are on the way, that You are here, that You are in their very midst. Let me be John Baptist. I promise You that I shall not be a voice crying in the wilderness, but that at the proclamation of the tidings, trumpeted by all the presses of the land, and from ten thousand pulpits, from all the cities and the villages will issue happy, hot-footed crowds, eager to look upon the face they have had pictured in their hearts their whole lives long, and on the form they have yearned to see, filled with but one desire — to lay themselves at the feet of their Christ and King! But, Lord, if no one tells them You are here, how shall they know it? They are but foolish folk, fashioned as Thou knowest they are fashioned. If You come upon them at the market or the meeting, and take them unawares, they will not know that it is You. Suffer me first to spread the glad tidings through all the land. I have but to put a plain statement on the wires, and foot it with my name, and there is not a newspaper in an English-speaking country which will not give it a prominent place in its morning’s issue. Suffer me at least to do so much as that.’

The figure of the Stranger appeared at the door which led into the loft; and He spoke to Mr. Treadman, saying:

‘You know not what are the things of which you speak, as is the manner of men. Are you, then, so ignorant as not to be aware that God’s ways are not as men’s? Let your soul cease from troubling. God asks not to learn of you. He made you; He holds you in the hollow of His hand; you are the dust of the balance. Come, and sleep.’

Mr. Treadman went up into the loft, crying like a child. Almost as soon as he laid himself down among the sweetness of the hay his tears were dried, and his eyes were closed in slumber. And he and the lame man slept together.

But the Stranger sought not sleep. Through the night He did not close His eyes. As the day came near He stood looking down upon the sleepers. And His face was sorrowful.

‘Men are but little children: if they had but the heart of a child!’

And He went down the loft out into the morning.

And presently the lame man woke up and found that he was alone with Mr. Treadman. So he began to scramble down the ladder. As he went, because of his haste and his lameness, he stumbled and fell. The noise of his fall woke Mr. Treadman, who hurried down the ladder also. At the foot he found the lame man, who was rising to his feet.

‘Are you hurt?’ he asked.

‘I think not. I am only shaken. The Lord has gone!’

‘Gone! Lean on me. We will find Him.’

The two went out into the lifting shadows, the lame man on Mr. Treadman’s arm. The country was covered by a morning mist. It was damp and cold. The light was puzzling. Mr. Treadman looked to the right and left.

‘Which way can He have gone?’

‘There! there He is! I see Him on the road. My leg is better; let us hasten. We shall catch Him.’

‘No. Do not let us catch Him. Let us follow and see which way He goes. I have a reason.’

‘But He will know you are following, and your reason.’

‘May be. Still let us follow.’

Mr. Treadman had his way. They followed at a distance. As was his habit, Mr. Treadman talked as he went.

‘It is strange that He should try to leave us like this, when He knows that we would leave no stone unturned to follow Him, through life, to death.’

‘It is not strange. He does nothing strange.’

‘You think not?’

‘How can the Lord of all the earth do wrong?’

‘There is something in that.’ Mr. Treadman was still for a time. ‘Yet He runs a great risk of wrecking His entire cause.’ The lame man said nothing. ‘It is necessary that the people should be told that He is coming, that their minds should be prepared. If they have authentic information of His near neighbourhood, then He will triumph at once and for always. If not — if He comes on them informally, unheralded, unannounced, then there will be a frightful peril of His cause being again dragged in the mire.’

Yet the lame man said nothing. But Mr. Treadman continued to talk, apparently careless of the fact that he had the conversation to himself.

When they came to a place where there were cross-roads, and Mr. Treadman saw which way He went, he caught the lame man by the arm.

‘I thought as much! He’s heading for London.’

Taking out a note-book, he began to write in it with a fountain pen, still continuing to walk and to talk.

‘I know this country well. There’s a telegraph-office about a mile along the road. It ought to be open by the time we get there. If it isn’t, I’ll rouse them up. I’ll send word to some friends of mine — men and women whose lifelong watchword has been God and His gospel — that He is coming. They will run to meet Him. They will bring with them some of the brightest spirits now living; and He will have a foretaste of that triumph which, if matters are properly organised, awaits Him. He shall enter on His inheritance as the Christ and King, and pain, sin, sorrow, shall cease throughout the world, if He will but suffer me to make clear the way. Tell me, my friend, — you don’t appear to be a loquacious soul, — don’t you think that to be prepared is half the battle?’

But the lame man made no reply. He only kept his eyes fixed on the Figure which went in front.

His companion’s irresponsive mood did not appear to trouble Mr. Treadman. He never ceased to talk and write, except when he broke into the words of a hymn, which he sung in a loud, clear voice, as if he wished that all the country-side should hear.

‘There,’ he cried, after they had gone some distance, ‘is the place I told you of. The village is just round the bend in the road. If I remember rightly, the post-office is on the left as you enter. Soon the telegraph shall be on the side of the Lord, and the glad tidings be flashing up to town. We’re not twenty miles from London. Within an hour a reception committee should be on the way. Before noon many longing eyes will have looked with knowledge on the face of the Lord; and joyful hearts shall sing: “Hosanna in the highest! Hallelujah! Christ has come!”’

On their coming to the village Mr. Treadman made haste to the post-office. It was not yet open. He began a violent knocking at the door.

‘I must rouse them up. Official hours are as nothing in such a case as this. I must get my messages upon the wires at once, whatever it may cost.’

The lame man made all haste to reach the Stranger that went in front, passing alone through the quiet village street.


PART II. The Tumult which Arose


CHAPTER XII

THE CHARCOAL-BURNER

When Mr. Treadman had brought the post-office to a consciousness of his presence, and induced the postmaster, with the aid of copious bribes, to do what he desired, some time had passed. On his return into the street neither the Stranger nor the lame man was in sight. At this, however, he was little concerned, making sure of the way they had gone, and of his ability to catch them up. But after he had gone some distance, at the top of his speed, and still saw no sign of the One he sought, he began to be troubled.

‘They might have waited. The Lord knew that I was engaged upon His work. Why has He thus left me in the lurch?’

A cart approached. He hailed the driver.

‘Have you seen, as you came along, two persons walking along the road towards London?’

‘Ay; about half a mile ahead.’

‘Half a mile! So much as that! I shall never catch them if I walk. You will have to give me a lift, and make all haste after them.’

He began to bargain with the driver, who, agreeing to his terms, permitted him to climb into his cart, and turning his horse’s head, set off after those of whom he had spoken. But they were nowhere to be seen.

‘It was here I passed them.’

‘Probably they are a little further on. Drive more quickly. We shall see them in a minute. The winding road hides them, and the hedges.’

The driver did as he was bid. But though he went on and on, he saw nothing of those whom he was seeking. Mr. Treadman began to be alarmed.

‘It is a most extraordinary thing. Where can He have got to? Is it possible that that lame fellow can have told Him of the message I was sending, and that He has purposely given me the slip? If so, I shall be placed in an embarrassing position. These people are sure to come. Mrs. Powell and Gifford will be off in an instant. They have been looking for the Lord too long not to make all haste to see Him now. For all I know, they may bring half London with them. If they find they have come for nothing, the situation will be awkward. My reputation will be damaged. I ask it with all possible reverence, but why is the Lord so little mindful of His own?’

The driver stopped his horse.

‘You must get out here. I must go back. I’ll be late as it is.’

‘Go back! My man, you must press forward. It is for the Lord that I am looking.’

‘The Lord!’

‘The Lord Christ. He has come to us again, this time to win the world as a whole, and for ever; and by some frightful accident I have allowed Him to pass out of my sight.’

‘I’ve heard tell of something of the kind. But I don’t take no count of such things. There’s some as does; but I’m not one. I tell you you must get out. I’m more than late enough already.’

Left stranded in the middle of the road, Mr. Treadman stared after the retreating carter.

‘The man has no spiritual side; he’s a mere brute! In this age of Christianity and its attendant civilisation, it’s wonderful that such creatures should continue to exist. If there are many such, it is a hard task which He has set before Him. He will need all the help which we can give. Why, then, does he seem to slight the efforts of His faithful servant? I don’t know what will happen if those people find that they have come from town for nothing. His cause may receive an almost irreparable injury at the very start.’

Those people came. The messages with which he troubled the wires were of a nature to induce them to come. There was Mrs. Miriam Powell, whose domestic unhappiness has not prevented her from doing such good work among fallen women, that it is surprising how their numbers still continue to increase. And there was Harvey Gifford, the founder of that Christian Assistance Society which has done such incalculable service in providing cheap entertainments for the people, and which ceaselessly sends to the chief Continental pleasure resorts hordes of persons, in the form of popular excursions, whose manners and customs are hardly such as are even popularly associated with Christianity. When these two Christian workers received Mr. Treadman’s telegram, phrased in the quaint Post-Office fashion— ‘Christ is coming to London the Christ I have seen him and am with him and I know he is here walking on the highroad come to him and let your eyes be gladdened meet him if possible between Guildford and Ripley I will endeavour to induce him to come that way about eleven spread the glad tidings so that he enters London as one that comes into his own this is the Lord’s doing this is the day of the Lord we triumph all along the line the stories told of his miracles are altogether inadequate state that positively to all inquirers as from me no more can be said within the limits of a telegram for your soul’s sake fail not to be on the Ripley road in time the faithful servant of the Lord — Treadman’ — their minds were made up on the instant. London was ringing with inchoate rumours. Scarcely within living memory had the public mind been in a state of more curious agitation. The truth or falsehood of the various statements which were made was the subject of general controversy. Where two or three were gathered together, there was discussed the topic of the hour. It seemed, from Treadman’s telegram, that he of whom the tales were told was coming back in town, which he had quitted in such mysterious fashion. It seemed that Treadman himself actually believed he was the Christ.

Could two such single-minded souls, in the face of such a message, delay from making all haste in the direction of the Ripley road?

Yet before they went, and as they went, they did their best to spread the tidings. Mr. Treadman had done his best to spread them too. He had sent messages to heads of the Salvation and Church Armies, and of the various great religious societies, to ministers of all degrees and denominations, and, indeed, to everyone of whom, in his haste, he could think as being, in a religious or philanthropic, or, in short, in any sense, in that curious place — the public eye.

And presently various specimens of these persons were on their way to the Ripley road — some journeying by train, some on foot, some on horseback; a large number, both men and women, upon bicycles, and others in as heterogeneous a collection of vehicles as one might wish to see. Sundry battalions of the Salvation Army confided themselves to vans such as are used for beanfeasts and Sunday-School treats. They shouted hymns; their bands made music by the way.

He whom all these people were coming out to see had gone with the lame man across a field-path to a little wood, which lay not far from the road. In the centre of the wood they found a clearing, where the charcoal-burners had built their huts and plied their trade. An old man watched the smouldering heap. He sat on some billets of wood, one of which he was carving with a clumsy knife. The Stranger found a seat upon another heap, and the lame man placed himself, cobbler fashion, upon the turf at His side. For some moments nothing was said. Then the old man broke the silence.

‘Strangers hereabouts?’

He replied:

‘My abiding-place is not here.’

‘So I thought. I fancied I hadn’t seen you round about these parts; yet there’s something about you I seem to know. Come in here to rest?’

‘It is good to rest.’

‘That’s so; there’s nothing like it when you’re tired. You look as if you was tired, and you look as if you’d known trouble. There’s a comfortable look upon your face which never comes upon a man or woman’s face unless they have known trouble. I always says that no one’s any good until it shines out of their eyes.’

‘Sorrow and joy walk hand in hand.’

‘That’s it: they walk hand in hand, and you never know one till you’ve known the other, just as you never know what health is till you’ve had to go without it. Do you see what I’m doing here? I’m a charcoal-burner by trade, but by rights I ought to have been a wood-carver. There’s few men can do more with a knife and a bit of wood than I can. All them as knows me knows it. That’s a cross I’m carving. My daughter’s turned religious, and she’s a fancy that I should cut her a cross to hang in her room, so that, as she says, she can always think of Christ crucified. To me that’s a queer start. I always think of Him as Christ crowned.’

‘He is crowned.’

‘Of course He is. As I put it, what He done earned Him the V.C. It’s with that cross upon His breast I like to think of Him. In what He done I can’t see what people see to groan about. It was something to glory in, to be proud of.’

‘He was crucified by those to whom He came.’

‘There is that. They must have been a silly lot, them Jews. They didn’t know what they was doing of.’

‘Which man knows what he does, or will let God know, either?’

‘It’s a sure and certain thing that some of us ain’t over and above wise. There do be a good many fools about. I mind that I said to my daughter a good score times: “Don’t you have that Jim Bates.” But she would. Now he’s took himself off and she’s took to religion. It’s a true fact she didn’t know what she was doing of when she had him.’

‘Did Jim Bates know what he was doing?’

‘I shouldn’t be surprised but what he didn’t. He never did know much, did Jim. It isn’t everyone as can live with my daughter, as he had ought to have known. She’s kept house for me these twelve year, so I do know. She always were a contrary piece, she were.’

‘The world is full of discords, but He who plays upon it tunes one note after another. In the end it will be all in tune.’

‘There’s a good many of us as’ll wish that we was deaf before that time comes.’

‘Because many men are deaf they take no heed of the harmonies.’

‘There’s something in that. I shouldn’t wonder but what there’s a lot of music as no one notices. The more you speak, the more I seem to know you. You’re like a voice I’ve heard talking to me when the speaker was hid by the darkness.’

‘I have spoken to you often.’

‘Ay, I believe you have. I thought I knew you from the first. I felt so comfortable when you came. All the morning I’ve been troubled, what with worries at home and the pains what seems all over me, so that I can’t move about as I did use to; and then when I saw you coming along the path all the trouble was at an end.’

‘I heard you calling as I passed along the road.’

‘You heard me calling? Why, I never opened my mouth!’

‘Not the words of the lips are heard in heaven, but none ever called from his heart in vain.’

The charcoal-burner rose from his heap of billets.

‘Why, who are you?’ He came closer, peering with his dim eyes. ‘It is the Lord! What an old fool I am not to have known You from the first! Yet I felt that it was You.’

‘You know Me, although you knew Me not.’

‘And me that’s known You all my life, and my old woman what knew You too! Anyhow, I’d have seen You before long.’

‘You have seen Me from the first.’

‘Not plain — not plain. I’ve heard You, and I’ve known that You was there, but I haven’t seen You as I’ve tried to. You know the sort of chap I am — a silly old fool what’s been burning since I was a little nipper. I ain’t no scholar. The likes of me didn’t have no schooling when I was young, and I ain’t no hand at words; but You know how I’m all of a twitter, and there ain’t no words what will tell how glad I am to see You. Like the silly old jackass that I am, I’m a-cryin’!’

The Stranger stood up, holding out His hand.

‘Friend!’

The charcoal-burner put his gnarled, knotted, and now trembling hand into the Stranger’s palm.

‘Lord! Lord!’

‘So often I have heard you call upon My Name.’

‘Ay, in the morning when the day was young; at noon, when the work was heavy; at night, when rest had come. Youth and man, You’ve been with me all the time, and with my old woman, too.’

‘She and I met long since.’

‘My old woman! She was a good one to me, she was.’

‘And to Me.’

‘A better wife no man could have. It weren’t all lavender, her life wasn’t, but it smelt just as sweet as if it were.’

‘The perfume of it ascended into heaven.’

‘My temper, it be short. There were days when I was sharp with her. She’d wait till it was over, and me ashamed, and then she’d say: “Each time, William, you be in a passion it do bring you nearer to the Lord.” I’d ask her how she made that out, and she’d say: “’Tis like a bit of ‘lastic, William. When you pulls it the ends get drawed apart, but when you lets it go again, the ends come closer than they was before. When you be in a passion, William, you draws yourself away from the Lord’s end; when your passion be over, back you goes with a rush, until you meets Him plump. Only,” she’d say, “don’t you draw away too often, lest the ‘lastic break.” I never could tell if she were laughing at me, or if she weren’t. But I do know she did make me feel terrible ashamed. I used to wonder if the Lord’s temper ever did go short.’

‘The Lord is like unto men — He knows both grief and anger.’

‘Seems to me as how He wouldn’t be the Lord if He didn’t. He feels what we feels, or how’d He be able to help us?’

‘The Lord and His children are of one family. Did you not know that?’

‘I knowed it. But there’s them as thinks the Lord’s a fine gentleman, what’s always a-looking you up and down, and that you ain’t never to come near Him without your best clothes and your company manners on. Seems to me the Lord don’t only want to know you now and then, He wants to know you right along. If you can’t go to Him because you be mucked with charcoal, it be bitter hard.’

‘You know you can.’

‘I do know you can, I do. When I’ve been as black as black can be I’ve felt Him just as close as in the chapel Sundays.’

‘The Lord is not here or there, in the house or in the field; He is with His children.’

‘Hebe that! He be!’.


CHAPTER XIII

A TRIUMPHAL ENTRY

The people came to meet the Lord upon the Ripley road, and they were not a few.

The first that found Mr. Treadman were Mrs. Powell and Harvey Gifford. They took a fly from the station, bidding the driver drive straight on. Nor had they gone far before they came on Mr. Treadman sitting on a gate. They cried to him:

‘What is the meaning of your telegram?’

‘It means that the Lord has come again, in very surety and very truth.’

‘Are you in earnest?’

‘Did they not ask that question of the prophets? Were they in earnest? Then am I.’

‘But where is He?’

‘He has given me the slip.’

‘Given you the slip? What do you mean?’

Mr. Treadman explained. While he did so, others arrived, men and women of all sorts, ranks, and ages. They were agog with curiosity.

‘What like is He to look at? Does the sight of Him blind, as it did Moses?’

‘Nothing of the sort. He is just an ordinary man, like you and me.’

‘An ordinary man! Then how can you tell it is the Lord?’

‘He is not to be mistaken. You cannot be in His presence twenty seconds without being sure of it.’

‘But — I don’t understand! I thought that when He came again it was to be with legions of angels, in pomp and glory, to be the Judge of all the earth.’

‘The Jews looked for a material display. They thought He was to come in Majesty. And because, to their unseeing eyes, He appeared as one of themselves, in their disappointment they nailed Him upon a tree. Oh, my friends, don’t let a similar mistake be ours! That is the awful, immeasurable peril which already stares us in the face. Because, in His infinite wisdom, for reasons which are beyond our ken, and, perhaps, beyond our comprehension, He has again chosen to put on the guise of our common manhood, let us not, on that account, the less rejoice to see Him, nor let us fail to do Him all possible honour. He has come again unto His children; let His children receive Him with shouts and with Hosannas. It is possible, when He perceives how complete is His dominion over your hearts and minds, that He will be pleased to manifest Himself in that splendour of Godhead for which I know some of you have been confidently looking. Only, until that hour comes, let us not fail to do reverence to the God in man.’

‘But where is He? You told us to meet Him on the Ripley road. How can we do Him reverence if we do not know where He is?’

The question came in different forms from many throats. The crowd had grown. The people were eager.

A boy threaded his way among them. He addressed himself to Mr. Treadman.

‘Please, sir, there’s someone in the wood with Mr. Bates. When I took Mr. Bates his dinner he called him “Lord.”’

Presently the crowd were following the boy. He led them some little distance along the road, and then across a field into a wood. There they came upon the Stranger and the charcoal-burner eating together, seated side by side; and the lame man also ate with them, sitting on the ground. Mr. Treadman cried:

‘Lord, we have found You again!’

He looked at the people, asking:

‘Who are these?’

They are Your children — Your faithful, loving, eager children, who have come to give You greeting.’

‘My children? There are many that call themselves My children that I know not of.’

Mr. Treadman cried:

‘Oh, my friends, this is the Lord! Rejoice and give thanks. Many are the days of the years in which you have watched for Him, and waited, and He has come to you at last.’

For the most part the people were still. There were some that pressed forward, but more that hung back. For now that they came near to the Stranger’s presence they began to be afraid. Yet Mrs. Powell went close to Him, asking:

‘Are you in very deed the Lord?’

He replied:

‘Are you of the children of the Lord?

She drew a little back.

‘I do not know Him; I do not know Him! Yet I am afraid.’

‘Love casteth out fear; but where there is no love, there fear is.’

She drew still more away, saying again:

‘I am afraid.’

Mr. Treadman explained:

‘We are here to meet You, Lord, and to entreat You to let us come with You to London.’

‘Why should you come with Me?’

‘Because we are Your children.’

‘My children!’

‘Yes, Lord, Your children, each in his or her own fashion, but each with his or her whole heart. And because we are Your children, we are here to meet You — many of us at no slight personal inconvenience — to keep You company on the way, so that by our testimony we may begin to make it known that the Lord has come again to be the Judge of all the earth.’

‘What know you of the why and wherefore of My coming?’

‘Actually nothing. But I am very sure You are here for some great and good purpose, and trust, before long, to prove myself worthy of the Divine confidence. In the meantime I implore You to suffer those who are here assembled to accompany You as a guard of honour, so that You may make, though in a rough-and-ready fashion, a triumphant entry into that great city which is the capital of Your kingdom here on earth.’

‘I will come with you.’ To the lame man and to the charcoal-burner He said: ‘Come also.’

He went with them. And when they came into the road nothing would content Mr. Treadman but that He should get into the fly which had brought Mrs. Powell and Mr. Gifford from the station. The lame man and the charcoal-burner rode with Him. As Mr. Treadman was preparing to mount upon the box Mrs. Powell came.

‘What am I to do? I cannot walk all the way. It is too far.’

‘Get in also. There is room.’

She shuddered.

‘I dare not — I am afraid.’

So the fly went on without her.

As they went the bands played and the people sang hymns. There were some that shouted texts of Scripture and all manner of things. In the towns and villages folk came running out to learn what was the cause of all the hubbub.

‘What is it?’ they cried.

Mr. Treadman standing up would shout: ‘It is the Lord! He has come to us again! Rejoice and give thanks. Come, all ye that are weary and heavy laden, for He has brought you rest.’

They pressed round the fly, so that it could scarcely move.

In a certain place a great man who was driving with his wife, when he saw the crowd and heard what they were saying, was angry, crying with a loud voice:

‘What ribaldry is this? What blasphemous words are these you utter? I am ashamed to think that Englishmen should behave in such a fashion.’

Mr. Treadman answered:

‘You foolish man! you don’t know what it is you say. Yours is the shame, not ours. It is the Lord in very deed!’

The other, still more angry, caused his coachman to place his carriage close beside the fly, intending to reprimand Him whom he supposed to be the cause of the commotion. But when he saw the Stranger he was silent. His wife cried: ‘It is the Lord!’

She went quickly from the carriage to the fly. When she reached it she fell on her knees, hiding her face on the seat at the Stranger’s side.

‘You have my son, my only son!’

He said:

‘Be comforted. Your son I know and you I know. To neither of you shall any harm come.’

Her husband called to her.

‘Are you mad? What is the meaning of this extraordinary behaviour? Do you wish to cause a public scandal?’

She answered:

‘It is the Lord!’

But her husband commanded her:

‘Come back into the carriage!’

She cried:

‘Lord, let me stay with You. You have my boy; where my boy is I would be also.’

The Stranger said:

‘Return unto your husband. You shall stay with Me although you return to him.’

She went back into the carriage weeping bitterly.

The news of the strange procession which was coming went on in front. All the way were people waiting, so that the crowd grew more and more. All that came had to make room for it, waiting till the press was gone. Though the way was long, but few seemed to tire. Those that were at the first continued to the end, the bands playing almost without stopping, and the people singing hymns.

By the time they neared London it was evening. The throng had grown so great the authorities began to be concerned. Policemen lined the roads, ready if necessary to preserve order. But their services were not needed, as Mr. Treadman proclaimed:

‘Constables, we are, glad to see you. Representatives of the law, He who comes is the Lord. Therefore shout Hosanna with the best of us and give Him greeting.’

Presently someone pressed a piece of paper into his hand on which was written:

 

‘If the Lord would but stay this night in the house of the chief of sinners.

‘Miriam Powell.’

 

He took a pencil from his pocket, and wrote beneath:

 

‘He shall stay in your house this night, thou daughter of the Lord.

‘W. S. T.’

 

From his seat on the box Mr. Treadman leaned over towards the fly.

‘Lord, I entreat You to honour with Your presence the habitation of Your very daughter, Miriam Powell, whose good works, done in Your name, shine in the eyes of all men.’

He replied:

‘Thy will, not Mine, be done!’ Mr. Treadman shouted to the people: ‘My friends, I am authorised by the Lord to announce that He will rest in the house of His faithful servant, Miriam Powell, whose name, as a single-minded labourer in Christ’s vineyard, is so well-known to all of you. To mark our sense of His appreciation of the manner in which Mrs. Powell has borne the heat and burden of the day, let us join in singing that beautiful hymn which has comforted so many of us when the hours of darkness were drawing nigh, “Abide with me, fast fall the eventide.”’

Mrs. Powell’s house was in Maida Vale. It was late when the procession arrived. Even then it was some time before the fly could gain the house itself. The crowd had been recruited from a less desirable element since its advent in the streets of London, and this reinforcement was disposed to show something of its more disreputable side. The vehicle, with its weary horse and country driver, had to force its way through a scuffling, howling mob. For some moments it looked as if, unless the police arrived immediately in great force, there would be mischief done; until the Stranger, standing up in the fly, raised His hand, saying:

‘I pray you, be still.’

And they were still. And He passed through the midst of them, with the charcoal-burner and the lame man. Mr. Treadman came after.

When He entered the house, He sighed.

Now Mrs. Powell, when she had learned that the Stranger was to be her guest, had hastened home to make ready for His coming, so that the table was set for a meal. But when He saw that there was a place for only one, He asked:

‘What is this? Is there none that would eat with me?’

Mr. Treadman answered:

‘Nay, Lord, there is none that is worthy. Suffer us first to wait upon You. Then afterwards we will eat also.’

He said:

‘Does not a father eat with his children? Are they not of him? If there is any in this house that calls upon My name, let him sit down with me and eat.’

So they sat down and ate together. While they continued at table but little was said; for the day had been a long one, and they were weary. When they had eaten, the Stranger was shown into the best room, where was a bed which offered a pleasant resting-place for tired limbs. But He did not lie on it, nor sought repose, but went here and there about the room, as if His mind were troubled. And He cried aloud:

‘Father, is it for this I came?’

In the street were heard the voices of the people, and those that cried:

‘Christ has come again!’

And in the best room of the house the Stranger wept, lamenting:

‘I have come unto Mine own, and Mine own know Me not. They make a mock of Me, and say, He shall be as we would have Him; we will not have Him as He is. They have made unto themselves graven images, not fashioned alike, but each an image of his own, and each would have Me to be like unto the image which he has made. For they murmur among themselves: It is we that have made God; it is not God that has made us.’


CHAPTER XIV

THE WORDS OF THE WISE

There began to be in London that night a feeling of unrest. A sense of uncertainty came into men’s minds, a desire to find answers to the questions which each asked of the other:

‘Who is this man? Who does he pretend to be? Where does he come from? What does he want?’

In the minds of some that last inquiry assumed a different form. They asked, of their own hearts, if not of one another:

‘Why has he come to trouble us?’

The usual showed signs of the unusual. In a great city a divergence from the normal means disturbance; which is to be avoided. When the multitude is strongly stirred by a consciousness of the abnormal in its midst, to someone, or to something, it means danger. Order is not preserved by authority, but by tradition. A suspicion that events are about to happen which are contrary to established order shakes that tradition, with the immediate result that confusion threatens.

There was that night hardly one person who was not conscious of more or less vague mental disturbance. There were those who at once leaped to the conclusion that the words of Scripture, as they interpreted them, were about to receive complete illustration. There were others whose theological outlook was capable of less mathematically accurate definition, who were yet in doubt as to whether some supernatural being might not have appeared among men. There was that large class which, having no logical grounds for expectation, is always looking for the unexpected, ever eager to believe it is upon them. The members of this class are not interested in current theories of a deity; they are indifferent whether God is or is not. The phrase ‘a Second Coming’ conveyed no meaning to their minds. They would welcome any new thing, whether it was Christ Jesus or Tom Fool; though, when they realised who Christ Jesus was, their preference would be strongly in favour of Tom Fool. It was, for the most part, individuals of this sort who bent their steps towards the house in which the Stranger was, and, by way of diversion, loitered in its neighbourhood throughout the night.

In the house itself a consultation was being held. Various persons who take a notorious interest in subjects of the hour were gathered together, like bees about a flower, desirous to extract from the occasion such honey as they could. Mr. Treadman, who presided, had explained to the meeting, in words which burned, what a matter of capital importance it was which had brought them there.

Professor Wilcox Wilson displayed his usual fondness for destructive criticism.

‘Our friend Treadman speaks of the frightful consequences which would attend an only partial recognition of the Lord’s divinity. He says nothing of the at least equally bad results which would ensue from giving credit to an impostor. Apart from the fact that there are those who are still in doubt as to which portion of the New Testament narrative is to be regarded as mythical — —’

Mr. Treadman sprang to his feet.

‘Mr. Wilson, this meeting is for believers only. We are not here for an academical discussion; we are here as children of Christ.’

‘Quite so. I, also, am anxious to be a child of Christ. I only say, with another, “Help Thou my unbelief.” It seems to me that the personage whom we will call our distinguished visitor — —’

‘Wilson, sit down! In my presence you shall not speak with such flippancy of the Lord Christ. It is to protest against such frames of mind that we are here. Don’t you realise that He who is in the room above us has but to lift His little finger to lay you dead?’

‘It would prove nothing if he did; certainly not that he is the Lord Christ. My dear Treadman, let me ask you seriously to consider whether you propose to conduct your crusade on logical lines or as creatures of impulse. If it is as the latter you intend to figure, you will do an incalculable amount of mischief. The Lord who made us is aware of our deficiencies. He is responsible for them.’

‘No! No!’

‘Who, then, is? Is there a greater than God? Do you blaspheme? He knows that He has given us, as one of the strongest passions of our nature, a craving for demonstrable proof. If this is shown in little things, then how much more in greater! If you want it proved that two and two are five, then are you not equally desirous of having it clearly established that a wandering stranger has claims to call himself divine? So put, the question answers itself. If this man is God, he will have no difficulty in demonstrating the fact beyond all possibility of doubt; and he will demonstrate it, for he knows that human nature, for which he is responsible, requires such demonstration. If he does not, then rest assured he is no God.’

Mr. Jebb stood up.

‘What sort of proof does Professor Wilson require? What amount would he esteem sufficient? Would he expect that the demonstration should be repeated in the case of each separate individual? I put these questions, feeling that the Professor has possibly his own point of view, because it is asserted that miracles have taken place. A large body of apparently trustworthy evidence testifies to the fact. I am bound to admit that my own researches go to show that the occurrences in question are at least extra-natural. Does the Professor suggest that any power short of what we call Divine can go outside nature?’

The Professor replied:

‘I will be candid, and confess that it is because the events referred to are of so extraordinary a nature that I am in this galley. I have hitherto seen no reason to doubt that everything which has happened in cosmogony is capable of a natural explanation. If I am to admit the miraculous, I find myself confronted by new conditions, on which account I ask this worker of wonders to show who and what he is.’

‘He has already shown Himself to be more than man.’

‘I grant that he has shown himself to be a remarkable person. But it does not by any means therefore follow that he is the Son of God, the Christ of tradition.’

Mr. Treadman broke into the discussion.

‘He has shown Himself to me to be the Christ.’

‘But how? that’s what I don’t understand. How?’

‘Wilson, pray that one day He may show Himself to you before it is too late. Pray! pray! then you’ll understand the how, wherefore, and why, though you’ll still not be able to express them in the terms of a scientific formula.’

The Professor shrugged his shoulders.

‘That is the sort of talk which has been responsible for the superstition which has been the world’s greatest bane. The votaries of the multifarious varieties of hanky-panky have always shown a distaste for the cold, dry light of truth, which is all that science is.’

Jebb smiled.

‘I am not so exigent as the Professor. I recognise the presence in our midst of a worker of wonders — a god among men. And although in that latter phrase some may only see a poetic license, I am disposed to be content. For I represent a too obvious fact — the fact that one portion of the world is the victim of the other part’s injustice. As I came here to-night I passed through men and women, ragged, tattered, and torn, smirched with all manner of uncleanliness, who were hastening towards this house as if towards the millennium. Remembering how often that quest had been a dream, I asked myself if it were possible that at last it gleamed on the horizon. As I put to myself the question, my heart leaped up into my mouth. For it was borne in upon me, as a thing not to be denied, that it might be that, in the best of all possible senses, the Day of the Lord has arrived — the Great Day of the Lord.’

‘It has arrived, Jebb, be sure of it!’

‘I think — I say it with all due deference — that it will not be our fault if it has not, in the sense in which I use the phrase. I am told that we have Christ again among us. On that pronouncement I pass no opinion. I stand simply for those that suffer. I do know that we are in actual touch with one who has given proofs of his capacity to alleviate pain and make glad the sorrowful. Experience has shown that by nothing less than a miracle can the submerged millions be raised out of the depths. Here is a doer of miracles. Already he has shown that a cry of anguish gains access to the heart, and impels him to a removal of the cause. Here is a great healer, the physician the world is so much in want of. Would it not be well for us, sinking all controversial differences, to join hands in approaching him, and in showing him, with all humility, the wounds which gape widest, and the souls which are enduring most, doing this in the trust that the sight of so much affliction will quicken his sympathies, and move him to right the wrong, and to make the rough ways smooth? How he will do it I cannot say. But he who can raise a cancerous corpse from an operating table, and endue it with life and health upon the instant, can do that and more. To such an one all things are possible. I ask you to consider whether it will not be well that we should discuss the best and most effective manner in which, in the morning, this matter can be laid before him who has come among us.’

Scarcely had Mr. Jebb ceased to speak than there rose a huge man, with matted beard, untidy hair, eager eyes, and a voice which seemed to shake the room. This was the socialist, Henry Walters. He spoke with tumultuous haste, as if it was all he could do to keep up with the words which came rushing along his tongue.

‘I say, Yes! if that’s the Christ you’re talking about, I’m for him. If this disturber of the peace is a creature with red blood in his veins, count me on his side. For he’ll be a disturber of the peace with a vengeance. If at last Heaven has given us someone who is prepared to deal, not with abstractions, but with facts, then I cry: “Hallelujah for the King of Kings!” For it’s more important that our rookeries should be made decent dwelling-places than that all the Churches should plump for the Thirty-nine Articles. The prospect of a practical Christ almost turns my brain. Religion is a synonym for contradiction in theory and practice, but a Christ who is a live man, and not a decoration for an altarpiece, will be likely to have clear notions on the problems which are beyond our finding out, and to care little for singing bad verses about the golden sea. We want a Saviour more than the handful of Jews did, who at least had breathing space in the 11,000 miles of open country, with a respectable climate, which you call Palestine. But he must be a Saviour that is a Saviour; not an utterer of dark sayings which are made darker by being interpreted, but a doer of deeds. Let him purify the moral and physical atmosphere of a single London alley, and he’ll not want for followers. Let him assure the London dockers of a decent return for honest labour, and he’ll write his name for all time on their hearts. Let him put an end to sweating, and explain to the wicked mighty that by right their seats should be a little lower down, and he’ll have all that’s worth having in the world upon his side. You talk about a Saviour of the poor. If such an one has come at last, the face of this country will be transformed in a fashion which will surprise some of you who live on the poor. There’ll be no need of a second crucifixion, or for more tittle-tattle about dying for sinners. Let him live for them. He has but to choose to conquer, to will to extend his empire, eternally, from pole to pole. And since these are my sentiments I need not enlarge on the zest with which I shall join in the discussion suggested by Mr. Jebb as to the most irresistible method of laying before him who has come among us the plain fact that this chaos called a city is but a huge charnel-house of human misery.’

When Mr. Walters sat down the Rev. Martin Philipps rose:

‘I have listened in silence to the remarks which we have just heard because I felt that this was pre-eminently an occasion on which every man, conscious of his own responsibility, was entitled to an uninterrupted exposition of his views, however abhorrent those views might be to some of us. I need not tell you how both the tone and spirit of those to which we have just been listening are contrary to every sense and fibre of my being. Mr. Jebb and the last speaker seem only to see the secular side of the subject which is before us. This is the more surprising as it has no secular side. If Christ has come, it is as a Divinity, not as an adherent of this or that political or social school, but as an intermediary between heaven and earth. I cannot express to you the horror with which I regard the notion that the purport of His presence here can be to administer to the material wants of men. To suppose so is indeed to mock God. We as Christians know better. It is our blessed privilege to be aware that it is not our bodies which He seeks, but our souls. Our body is but the envelope which contains the soul, and from which one day it emerges, like the chrysalis from the cocoon. The one endures but for a few years, the other through all eternity.

‘I would not inflict on you these platitudes were it not necessary, after the remarks which we have heard, for us, as Christians to make our position plain. If Christ has come again, it is in infinite love, to make a further effort to save us from the consequences of our own sin, to complete the work of His atonement, and to seek once more to gather us within the safety of His fold.

‘I had never thought that under any possible circumstances I should be constrained to ask myself the question, Has Christ come again? Strange human blindness! I had always supposed that, as a believer in Christ, and Him crucified, and as a preacher, I should never have the slightest doubt as to whether or not He had returned to earth. I see now with clearer eyes; I perceive my own poor human frailty; I realise more clearly the nature of the puzzle which must have presented itself to the Jews of old. I use the word “puzzle” because it seems to define the situation more accurately than any other which occurs to me. Looking back across the long tale of the years, it is difficult for us to properly apprehend the full bearing of the fact that Christ, the Son of God, was once an ordinary man, in manners, habits, and appearance exactly like ourselves. We say glibly: “He was made man,” but how many of us stop to realise what, in their entirety, those words mean! When I first heard that someone was in London who, it was rumoured, was the Lord Jesus, my feeling was one of shock, horror, amazement, to think that anyone could be guilty of so blasphemous a travesty. If you consider, probably the same sensation was felt by Jews who were told that the Messiah, to whose advent their whole history pointed, was in their midst. When they were shown an ordinary man, who to their eyes looked exactly like his fellows — a person of absolutely no account whatever — their feeling was one of deep disgust, derision, scorn, which presently became fanatical rage. Exactly what they were looking for, more or less vaguely (for the promise was of old, and the performance long delayed), they scarcely knew themselves. But it was not this. Who is this man? What is his name? Where does he come from? What right has he to hold himself up as different from us? These were questions which they asked. When the answers came their rage grew more, until the sequel was the hill of Calvary.

‘A similar problem confronts us to-day in London. We believe in Christ, although we never saw Him. I sometimes think that, if we had seen Him, we might not have believed. God grant that I am wrong! For nearly nineteen hundred years we have watched and waited for His Second Coming. The time has been long; the disappointments have been many, until at last there has grown up in the midst of some a sort of dull wonder as to whether He will ever come again at all. “How long?” many of us have cried— “O Lord, how long?” Suddenly our question receives an answer of a sort. We are told: “No longer — now. The great day of the Lord is already here. Christ has come again.” When in our bewilderment we ask, “Where is He? What is He like? Whence has He come, and how? Why wholly unannounced, in such guise and fashion?” we receive the same answer as did the Jews of old.

‘This is a grave matter which we have met to discuss — so grave that I hardly dare to speak of it; but this I will venture to say: I know that my Redeemer liveth; but whether I should know Him, as He should be known, if I met Him face to face, very man of very man, here upon earth, I cannot certainly say. I entreat God to forgive me in that I am compelled, to my shame, to make such a confession; and I believe that He will forgive me, for He knows, as none else can, how strange a thing is the heart of man. He who is with us in this house tonight has been spoken of as a worker of wonders. That I myself know he is, and of wonders which are other than material. When yesterday I stood before him, I was abashed. The longer I stayed, the more my sense of self-abasement grew. I felt as if I, a thing of impurity, had been brought into sudden, unexpected contact with one who was wholly pure. I was ashamed. I am conscious that there is a presence in this house which, though intangible, is not to be denied. Whether or not the physical form and shape of our Lord is in the room above us, He is present in our midst; and I confidently hope, when I have sought guidance from God in prayer — as I trust that we presently shall all do — to obtain light from the Fountain of all light which shall make clear to me the way.’

The Rev. Martin Philipps was succeeded by Mr. John Anthony Gibbs. Mr. Gibbs was a short, portly person, with a manner which suggested, probably in spite of himself, a combination of the pedagogue with the man of business.

‘I believe that I am entitled to say that I represent certain religious bodies in the present House of Commons, and while endorsing what the last speaker has said, I would add to his remarks one or two of my own. I apprehend that it is generally allowed that we have among us a remarkable man. I understand that he is with us to-night beneath this very roof. The spirit of the age is inclined towards incredulity, but I for one am disposed to be convinced that he is not as others are. Admitting the bare possibility of his being more than man, even though he be less than God, I confidently affirm that it is to the Churches first of all that the question is of primary importance. I would suggest that representations be at once made to the different Churches.’

‘Including the Roman Catholic?’

The question came from Henry Walters.

‘No, sir; not to the Roman Catholic hierarchy; I was speaking of the Christian Churches only.’

‘And the Roman Catholic is not one of them?’

‘Most emphatically not, as it is within the bounds of possibility that it will speedily and finally learn. I speak for the Churches of Protestant Christendom only.’

‘That is very good of you.’

‘And I repeat that I would suggest that representations should be made to those that are in authority, and that meetings be called; a first to be attended by the clergy only, and a second by both the clergy and laity, at which this great question should be properly and adequately discussed.’

‘And what’s to happen in the meantime?’

‘Sir, I was not addressing you.’

‘But I was addressing you. We all know what religious meetings are like, especially when they are attended by representatives of Protestant Christendom only. While they are making up their minds about the differences between Tweedledum and Tweedledee, is Christ, humbly quiescent, to stand awaiting their decision?’

‘Sir, your language is repulsive. I am only addressing myself to those persons present who are proud to call themselves Christians. And them I am asking to consider whether it is not in the highest degree advisable that we should endeavour to obtain at the earliest possible moment the opinion of our bishops and clergy on this question of the most supreme importance.’

‘Hear, hear! And when we’ve got them, we shall know how to appreciate them at their proper value. The Lord deliver us from our bishops and clergy!’

After Mr. Gibbs had resumed his seat there ensued an interval, during which no one evinced an inclination to continue the discussion. Possibly Mr. Walters’s interruptions had not inspired anyone with a desire to incur his criticism. His voice and manner were alike obstreperous. There were those present who knew from experience that it was extremely difficult to shout him down.

When some moments had passed without the silence being broken, Mr. Treadman leaned across the table towards where sat that singular personality whose name is a synonym for the Salvation Army, and who has credited himself with brevet rank as ‘General’ Robins.

‘General, is there nothing which you wish to say to us? Surely this is not a subject on which you would desire to have your voice unheard?’

The ‘General’ was sitting right back in his chair. He was an old man. The suggestion of age was accentuated by his attitude. His back was bowed, his head hung forward on his chest, his hands lay on his knees, as if the arms to which they were attached were limp and weary. He did not seem to be aware that he was being addressed, so that Mr. Treadman had to repeat his question. When it was put a second time he glanced up with a start, as if he had been brought back with a shock from the place of shadows in which his thoughts had been straying.

‘I was thinking,’ he replied.

‘Of what? Will you not allow us to hear our thoughts on a subject whose magnitude bulks larger with each word we utter?’

The old man was silent, as if he were considering. Then he said, without altering his position:

‘I was thinking that I knew more when I was young than I do now that I am old. All my life I have been sure — till now. Now, the first time that assurance is really needed, it is gone, and has left me troubled. God help us all!’

‘Explain yourself, General.’

‘That’s another part of the trouble, that I’m pretty nearly afraid to explain. All the days of my life I’ve been crying: “Take courage! Put doubt behind you!” And now, when courage is what I most am wanting, it’s fled; only doubt remains.’

‘But, General, you of all others have no cause for doubt; and you’ve proved your courage on a hundred fields. You’ve not only fought the good fight yourself, you have shown others how to fight it too.’

‘That’s it — have I? As Mr. Philipps said, to-night there’s a Presence in the air, I felt It as I came up the street, as I entered this house, and more and more as I’ve been seated in this room. And in that Presence I have grown afraid, fearful lest in all that I have done I have done wrong. I confess — because It knows — that I have had doubts as to the propriety of my proceedings from the first. Like Saul, I seem to have been smitten with sudden blindness in order that I may see at last. I see that what Christ wants is not what I have given Him. I understood man’s nature, but refused to understand His. I realised that there is nothing like sensationalism to attract a certain sort of men and women; I declined to realise that it does not attract Christ. Confident assertion pleases the mob, when it’s in a certain humour, but not Him. Bands, uniforms, newspapers, catchwords — all the machinery of advertisement I have employed; — but He does not advertise. Worst of all, I’ve taught from a thousand platforms that a man may be a notorious sinner one minute and a child of Christ the next. I know that is not so.’

The old man stood up, his quavering tones rising in a shrill crescendo.

‘You ask me to tell you what I think. I think that we are about to stand before the judgment-seat of God as doomed men. We have been like the Scribes and Pharisees, saying, We know Christ, and are therefore not as others, when all the time our knowledge has been hurrying us not to but from Him. I know that my Redeemer liveth, and have used that knowledge for my own ends. Because it seemed to me that His methods were ineffective, I have said, Not His will, but mine be done. I have taught Him, not as He would be taught, but as it has suited me to teach Him. I have lied of Him and to Him, and have taught a great multitude to lie also. I have made of Him a mockery in the eyes of men, dragged Him through the gutter, flaunted Him from the hoardings, used Him as a street show, and as a mountebank in the houses which I have called not His, but mine. I have blasphemed His Name by using it as a meaningless catch-phrase in the foolish mouths of men and women seeking for a new sensation, or for self-display. I have done all these things and many more. I am an old man. What time have I for atonement? For I know now that what Christ wants is a man’s life, not merely a part of it — the beginning, the middle, or the end. You cannot win him with a phrase in a moment of emotion. You have gradually, persistently, quietly, to mould yourself in His image. Nothing else will serve. For that, for me, the time is past. I cannot undo what I have done, nor can I begin again. It is too late.

‘You ask me what I think. I think if Christ has come again — I fear He has, for strange things have happened to me since I entered the Presence that is in this room — that we had better flee, though where, I do not know; for wherever we go we shall take Him with us. I, for one, dare not meet Him face to face. I envy him his courage that dare, though he will have to be made of different stuff from any of us if it is to avail him anything. Be assured of this, that for us the Second Coming will not be a joyful advent. It will mean, at best, the pricking of the bubbles we have so long and so laboriously been blowing. We shall be made to know ourselves as He knows us. There will be the beginning of the end. What form that end will take I dare not endeavour to foresee. God help us all!’

There was a curious quality in the silence that ensued when the ‘General’ ceased, until Mr. Treadman sprang to his feet.

‘I protest, with all the strength that is in me, against the doctrine which we have just heard! It is abominable — a thing of horror — contrary to all that we know of God’s love and His infinite mercy! I know that it is false!’

‘Oh, man! man! it’s few things we haven’t known, you and I — except ourselves. And that knowledge is coming to us too soon. Woeful will be the day!’

‘I cannot but think that the sudden rush of exciting events has turned our honoured friend’s brain.’

‘It has, towards the light; so that I can see the outer darkness which lies beyond.’

‘General, I cannot find language with which to express the pain I feel at the tendency which I perceive in your attitude to turn your back on all the teachings of your life.’

‘Your sentence is involved — your sentences sometimes are; but your meaning’s tolerably clear. I’m sorry too.’

‘Do you mean to deny that he who repents finds God — you who have been vehement in the cause of instant conversion.’

‘To my shame you say it.’

‘Your shame! Have you forgotten that there is more joy in heaven over one sinner that repenteth than over ninety-nine just persons? You out-Herod Calvin in his blackest moods.’

‘I’ll not dispute with you. It’s but words, words. I only hope that by repentance He means what you do. But I greatly fear.’

‘I am sure.’

‘Oh, man, how often we have been sure — we two!’

‘I am sure still. My friends, the General is nearer to Christ than he thinks, and Christ is nearer to him. We shall do no harm, any of us, by expressing our consciousness of sin, though at such a time as this I cannot but think that such an expression may go too far. We who are here have all of us laboured in our several ways in the Lord’s vineyard. To suggest that the fruit of our endeavours has been all that it might have been would be presumption. We are but men. The best that men can do is faulty. But we have done our best, each according to his or her light. And having done that best, we are entitled to wait with a glad confidence the inspection of the Master. To suppose that He will require from us what He knows it has not been in our power to give or to do — I thank God that there is nothing in Scripture or out of it to cause any one to imagine that He is so relentless a taskmaster. And I — I have enjoyed the glad and glorious privilege of standing in His very presence. I have dared to speak to Him, to look Him in the face. I give you my personal assurance that I have not suffered for my daring, but have been filled instead with a great joy, and with an infinite content. No, General; no, my friends; the Lord has not come to us in anger, but in peace — a man like unto ourselves, knowing our infirmities, to wipe the tears out of our eyes. Do not, I beseech you, look upon Him for a moment as the dreadful being the General has depicted. The General himself, when his black mood has passed, and he finds himself indeed face to face with his Master, will be the first to perceive how contrary to truth that picture is. And in that moment he will know, once and forever, how very certain it is that the Second Coming of our Lord and Saviour is to us, His children, an occasion of great joy.’


CHAPTER XV

THE SUPPLICANT

There was in the house that night one person who did not attempt to sleep — its mistress, Mrs. Miriam Powell, a woman of character; a fact which was sufficiently demonstrated by the name by which she was best known to the world. For when the Christian name of a married woman is familiar to the public it is because she is a person of marked individuality.

Something of her history was notorious; not only within a large circle of acquaintance, but outside of it. It had lost nothing in the telling. An unhappy marriage; a loose-living husband — a man who was in more senses than one unclean; a final resolution on her part to live out her life alone. Out of these data she had evolved a set of opinions on sexual questions to which she endeavoured to induce anyone and everyone, in season and out of season, to listen. There were some who regarded her with sympathy, some with admiration, some with respect, and some with fatigue.

In such cases women are apt to be regarded as representatives of a class; as abstractions, not concrete facts. The accident of her having had a bad husband was known to all the world; that she was herself the victim of a temperament was not. She was of the stuff out of which saints and martyrs may have been made, which is not necessarily good material out of which to make a wife. Enthusiasm was a necessity of her existence — not the frothy, fleeting frenzy of a foolish female, but an enduring possession of the kind which makes nothing of fighting with beasts at Ephesus. Although she herself might not be aware of it, the nature of her matrimonial experiences had given her what her instincts craved for: a creed — sexual reform.

She maintained that sexual intercourse was a thing of horror; the cause of all the evil which the world contains. Although she was wise enough not to proclaim the fact, in her heart she was of opinion that it would be better that the race should die out rather than that the evil should continue. She aimed at what she called universal chastity; maintaining that the less men and women had to do with each other the better. In pursuit of this chimera she performed labours which, if not worthy of Hercules, at least resembled those of Sisyphus in that they had to be done over and over again. The stone would not stay at the top of the hill.

At the outset she had been convinced — as the fruit of her own experience — that the fault lay with the men. Latterly she had been inclining more and more to the belief that the women had something to do with it as well. Indeed, she was beginning to more than suspect that theirs might be the major part of the blame. The suspicion filled her with a singular sort of rage.

This was the person to whose house the Stranger had come at this particular stage of her mental development. His advent had brought her to the verge of what is called madness in the case of an ordinary person of to-day; and spiritual exaltation in the case of saints and martyrs. She already knew that she was on a hopeless quest, and, although the fact did not daunt her for a moment, had realised that nothing short of a miracle would bring about that change in the human animal which she desired. Here was the possibility of a miracle actually at hand. Here was a worker of wonders — men said, the very Christ.

It was the reflection that what men said might be true which made her courage quail at last.

A miracle-monger she desired. But — the Christ! To formulate the proposition which was whirling in her brain to a doer-of-strange-deeds was one thing, but — to Him! That was another.

When she had come into His near neighbourhood she had shrunk back, a frightened creature. She had been afraid to look Him in the face. Ever since He had been beneath her roof she had been shaken as with palsy.

Dare she do this thing?

That was the problem which had been present in her mind the whole day long, and which still racked it in the silent watches of the night. To and fro she passed, from room to room, from floor to floor. More than once she approached the door behind which He was, only to start away from it again and flee. She did not even dare to kneel at His portal, fearful lest He, knowing she was there, might come out and see. In her own chamber she scanned the New Testament in search of words which would comfort and encourage her. In vain. The sentences seemed to rise up from off the printed pages to condemn her.

She had an idea. The lame man and the charcoal-burner were the joint occupants of a spare room. She would learn from them what manner of man their Master was — whether He might be expected to lend a sympathetic ear to such a supplication as that which she had it in her heart to make. But when she stood outside their apartment she reflected that they were common fellows. Her impulse had been to refuse them shelter, being at a loss to understand what connection there could be between her guest and such a pair. That they had thrust themselves upon Him she thought was probable; the more reason, therefore, why she should decline to countenance their presumptuous persistence. To seek from them advice or information would be an act of condescension which would be as resultless as undignified.

No. Better go directly to the fountainhead. That would be the part both of propriety and wisdom.

She screwed her courage to the sticking-point, and went.

The two disciples were lodged in an upper story. She had her knuckles against the panel of their door when at last her resolution was arrived at. Straightway relinquishing her former purpose, she hastened down the stairs to the floor on which He was. As she went the clock in the hall struck three.

The announcement of the hour moved her to fresh irresolution. Would it be seemly to rouse Him out of slumber to press on Him such a petition? Yet if she did not do it now, when could she? She might never again have such an opportunity. Were His ears not always open to the prayers of those that stood in need of help? What difference did the night or the morning make to Him? She put out her hand towards the door.

As she did so a great fear came over her. It was as though she was stricken with paralysis. She could neither do as she intended nor withdraw her hand. She remained as one rooted to the floor. How long she stayed she did not know. The seconds and the minutes passed, and still she did not move. Presently her fear grew greater. She knew, although she had not made a sound, that, conscious of her presence, He was coming towards her on the other side of the door.

Then the door was opened, and she saw Him face to face. He did not speak a word; and she was still. The gift of fluent speech for which she was notorious had gone from her utterly. He looked at her in such fashion that she was compelled to meet His eyes, though she would have given all that she had to have been able to escape their scrutiny. For in them was an eloquence which was not of words, and a quality which held her numb. For she was conscious not only that He knew her, in a sense of which she had never dreamed in her blackest nightmares, but that He was causing her to know herself. In the fierce light of that self-knowledge her heart dried up within her. She saw herself as what she was — the embittered, illiberal, narrow-minded woman who, conscious of her isolation, had raised up for herself a creed of her own — a creed which was not His. She saw how, with the passage of the years, her persistence in this creed had forced her farther and farther away from Him, until now she had grown to have nothing in common with Him, since she had so continually striven to bring about the things which He would not have. She had placed herself in opposition to His will, and now had actually come to solicit His endorsement of her action. And she knew that in so doing she had committed the greatest of all her sins.

She did not offer her petition. But when the door was closed again, and He had passed from her actual sight, there stood without one from whose veins the wine of life had passed, and whose hair had become white as snow. Although not a word had been spoken, she had stood before the Judgment Seat, and tasted of more than the bitterness of death. When she began to return to her own room she had to feel her way with her hands. Her sight had become dim, her limbs feeble. She had grown old.


CHAPTER XVI

IN THE MORNING

All through the night people remained in the street without. With the return of day their numbers so increased that the authorities began to be concerned. The house itself was besieged. It was with difficulty that the police could keep a sufficient open space in front to enable persons to pass in and out. An official endeavoured to represent to the inmates the authoritative point of view.

‘Whose house is this?’ he asked of the servant who opened the door.

He was told.

‘Can I see Mrs. Powell?’

The maid seemed bewildered.

‘We don’t know what’s the matter with her. We’re going to send for a doctor.’

‘Is she ill?’

‘She’s grown old since last night.’

‘What do you mean?’

The officer stared. The girl began to cry.

‘I want to get away. I’m frightened.’

‘Don’t be silly. What have you got to be frightened at? Can’t I see someone who’s responsible? I don’t know who you’ve got in the house, but whoever it is, he’d better go before there’s trouble.’

‘They say it’s Christ.’

‘Christ or no Christ, I tell you he’d better go somewhere where his presence won’t be the occasion of a nuisance. Is there no one I can see?’

‘I am here.’ The answer came from Mr. Treadman, who, with three other persons, had just entered the hall. ‘What is it, constable? Is there anything you want?’

‘I don’t know who you are, sir, but if you’re the cause of the confusion outside you’re incurring a very serious responsibility.’

‘I am not the cause; it is not me they have come to see. They have come to see the Lord. Officer, Christ has come again.’

Mr. Treadman laid his hand upon the official’s arm; who instantly shook it off again.

‘I know nothing about that; I want to know nothing. I only know that no one has a right to cause a nuisance.’

‘Cause a nuisance? Christ! Officer, are you mad?’

‘I don’t want to talk to you. I have my instructions; they’re enough for me. My instructions are to see that the nuisance is abated. The best way to do that is to induce your friend to take himself somewhere else without any fuss.’ Voices came from the street. ‘Do you hear that? A lot of half-witted people have foolishly brought their sick friends, and have actually got them out there, as if this was some sort of hospital at which medical attendance could be had for the asking. If anything happens to those sick people, it won t be nice for whoever is to blame.’

‘Nothing will happen. The Lord has only to raise His hand, to say the word, for them to be made whole. They know it; their faith has made them sure.’

The officer regarded the other for a moment or two before he spoke again.

‘Look here, I don’t know what your game is — —’

‘Game?’

‘And I don’t know what new religion it is you’re supposed to be teaching — —’

‘New religion? The religion we are teaching is as old as the hills.’

‘Very well; then that’s all right. You take it to the hills; there’ll be more room there. You tell your friend that the sooner he takes a trip into the country the better it’ll be for everyone concerned.’

‘Officer, don’t you understand what it means when you are told that Christ has come again? Can it be possible that you are not a Christian?’

The official waved his hand.

‘The only thing about which I’m concerned is my duty, and my duty is to carry out my instructions. If, as I say, your friend is a sensible man, he’ll change his quarters as soon as he possibly can. You’ll find me waiting outside, to know what he intends to do. Don’t keep me any longer than you can help.’

The official’s disappearance was followed by a momentary silence; then Mr. Treadman laughed awkwardly, as if his sense of humour had been tickled by something which was not altogether pleasant.

‘That is the latest touch of irony, that Christ should be regarded as a common nuisance, and on His Second Coming to be the Judge of all the earth requested to take Himself elsewhere!’

The Rev. Martin Philipps pursed his lips.

‘What you say is correct enough; it is a ludicrous notion. But, on the other hand, the position is not a simple one. If, as they bid fair to do, the people flock here in huge crowds, at the very least there will be confusion, and the police will have difficulty in keeping order.’

‘You would not have the people refrain from coming to greet their Lord?’

‘I would nave them observe some method. Do you yourself wish that they should press upon Him in an unmanageable mob?’

‘Have no fear of that. He will hold them in the hollow of His hand, and will see that they observe all the method that is needed. For my part, I’d have them flock to Him from all the corners of the earth — and they will.’

‘In that case I trust that they will not endeavour to pack themselves within the compass of the London streets.’

‘Be at peace, my friend; do not let yourself be troubled. All that He shall do will be well. Now, first, to see our dear sister, whose request He granted, and whom He so greatly blessed by staying beneath her roof.’

As he spoke, turning, he saw a figure coming down the stairs — an old woman, who tottered from tread to tread, clinging to the banister, as if she needed it both as a guide and a support.

‘Who is this?’ he asked. Then: ‘It can’t be Mrs. Powell?’ It was. He ran to her. ‘My dear friend, what has happened to you since I saw you last?’

The old woman, grasping the banister with both hands, looked down at him.

‘I have seen Him face to face!’

‘Seen whom?’

‘Christ. I have stood before the judgment-seat of God.’

There was a quality in her voice which, combined with the singularity and even horror of her appearance, caused them to stare at her with doubting eyes. Mr. Treadman put a question to the servant, who still lingered in the passage:

‘What does she mean? What has taken place?’

The girl began again to whimper.

‘I don’t know. I want to go — I daren’t stop — I’m frightened!’

Mr. Treadman ascended to the old woman.

‘Take my arm; let me help you down, then you can tell me all that has happened.’

With her two hands she caught his arm in a convulsive grip. At her touch they saw that his countenance changed. As they descended side by side upon his face was a curious expression, almost as if he was afraid of his companion. As she came the others retreated. When he led her into a room the others followed at a distance, showing a disposition to linger in the doorway. He brought her to a chair.

‘Here is a seat. Sit down.’

She glanced with her dim eyes furtively to the front and back, to the right and left, continuing to clutch his arm, as if unwilling to relinquish its protection. He was obviously embarrassed.

‘Did you not hear what I said? Here is a seat. Let me go.’

She neither answered nor showed any signs of releasing him. He called to those in the doorway:

‘Come and help me, someone; she grips my arm as in a vice. Mrs. Powell, I must insist upon your doing as I request. Let me go!’

With a sudden wrench he jerked himself away. Deprived of his support, she dropped on to the ground. Indifferent to her apparent helplessness, he hurried to the trio at the door.

‘There’s something awful about her — worse than madness. She has given me quite a nervous shock.’

‘General’ Robins answered; he was one of the three who had come with Mr. Treadman.

‘As she herself says, she has seen Him face to face. Wait till we also have seen Him face to face. God help us all!’

The Rev. Martin Philipps fidgeted.

‘Without wishing to countenance any extravagant theories, it is plain that something very strange has happened to Mrs. Powell. I trust that we ourselves are incurring no unnecessary risks.’

Mr. Jebb, who also had come with Mr. Treadman, regarded the speaker in a manner which was not flattering.

‘You religious people are always thinking of yourselves. It is because you are afraid of what will happen to what you call your souls that you try to delude yourselves with the pretence that you believe; regarding faith as a patent medicine warranted to cure all ills. You might find indifference to self a safer recipe.’

Picking up Mrs. Powell from where she still lay upon the floor, he placed her in a chair.

‘My good lady, the proper place for you is in bed.’ He called to the maid: ‘See that your mistress is put to bed at once, and a doctor sent for.’

‘A doctor,’ cried Mr. Treadman, ‘when the Great Healer Himself is upstairs!’

‘You appear to ignore the fact that, according to your creed, the Great Healer, as you call him, metes out not rewards only, but punishments as well. He is not a doctor to whom you have only to offer a fee to command his services.’

‘General’ Robins caught at the words.

‘He does ignore it; and by his persistence in so doing he makes our peril every moment greater.’

‘At the same time,’ continued Mr. Jebb, ‘it is just as well that we should keep our heads. A person of Mrs. Powell’s temperament and history may pass from what she was to what she is in the twinkling of an eye without the intervention of anything supernatural. So much is certain.’

Mr. Treadman, who had been wiping his brow with his pocket-handkerchief, as if suffering from a sudden excess of heat, joined in the conversation.

‘My dear friend, God moves in a mysterious way. We all know that. Let us not probe into His actions in this or that particular instance, but rest content with the general assurance that all things work together for the good of those that love the Lord. Let us not forget the errand which has brought us here. Let us lose no more time, but use all possible expedition in opening our hearts to Him.’

‘I wish, Treadman, since you are not a parson, that you wouldn’t ape the professional twang. Isn’t ordinary English good enough for you?’

‘My dear Jebb, you are pleased to be critical. My sole desire is to speak of Him with all possible reverence.’

‘Then be reverent in decent every-day English. Are you suggesting that we should seek his presence? Because, if so I’m ready.’

It seemed, however, that the other two were not. ‘General’ Robins openly confessed his unwillingness to, as he put it, meet the Stranger face to face. Nor was Mr. Philipps’s eagerness in that direction much greater than his. Even Mr. Treadman showed signs of a chastened enthusiasm. It needed Mr. Jebb’s acerbity to rekindle the expiring flame. Mr. Treadman repudiated the hints which his associate threw out with a show both of heat and scorn.

Soon the quartette were mounting the stairs which led to the Stranger’s room. On the landing there was a pause. The ‘General’ and Mr. Philipps, whose unwillingness to proceed further had by no means vanished, still lagged behind. Mr. Jebb lashed them with his tongue.

‘What’s wrong with you? Is it spiritual fear or physical? In either case, what fine figures you both present! All these years you have been sounding your trumpets, proclaiming that you are Christ’s, and Christ is yours; that the only thing for which you have yearned is His return. Now see how you shiver and shake! Is it because you are afraid that He has come, or because you fear He hasn’t?’

‘I don’t think,’ stammered Mr. Philipps, ‘that you are entitled to say I am afraid — other than in the sense in which every true believer must be afraid when he finds himself standing on the threshold of the Presence.’

The ‘General’ was more candid.

‘I fear, I fear! He knows me altogether! He knows I fear!’

Mr. Treadman endeavoured to return to his old assurance.

‘Come, my friends, let us fear nothing. Whether we live we are the Lord’s; or whether we die we are the Lord’s, blessed be the name of the Lord! Let us rejoice and make glad, and enter into His presence with a song.’

Without knocking, turning the handle of the door in front of which they stood, he went into the room. Mr. Jebb went with him. After momentary hesitation, the Rev. Martin Philipps followed after. But ‘General’ Robins stayed without. It was as if he made an effort to force his feet across the threshold, and as if they refused him their obedience. The tall, rugged figure, clad in its bizarre uniform, trembled as with ague.

On a sudden one of the bands for whose existence he was responsible burst into blatant sound in the street beyond. As its inharmonious notes reached his ears, he leant forward and hid his face against the wall.


CHAPTER XVII

THE MIRACLE OF HEALING

The Stranger was seated, conversing with His two disciples. When the trio entered He was still. From the street came the noise of the Salvation Army band and the voices of the people. There was in the air the hum of a great multitude.

Something of his assurance had gone from Mr. Treadman. His tongue was not so ready, his bearing more uncertain. When he spoke, it was with emotion which was almost tearful, at first, in gentler tones than he was wont to use.

‘Lord, we Thy servants, sinners though we are, and conscious of our infirmities, come to Thee to offer up our supplications. We come in the name of Thy people. For though, like children, they have erred and strayed, and lacked the wisdom of the Father, yet they are Thy children, Lord, and hold Thy name in reverence. And they are many. In all the far places of the world they are to be found. And in this great city they are for numbers as the sands of the sea. Not all of one pattern — not all wise or strong. Associated with the various branches of the universal Church, differing in little things, they are all of one mind upon one point, their love for Thee. We pray Thee to make Thyself known to the great host which is Thy family, assuring Thee that Thou hast only to do so to find that it fills all the world. The exigencies of modern civilisation render it difficult for a mortal monarch to meet his subjects as he would desire; nor, with all respect be it urged, is the difficulty made less in the case of the King of Kings. Therefore we have ventured, subject to Thy approval, to make arrangements for the hire of a large building, called the Albert Hall, which is capable of holding several thousand persons. And we pray that Thou wilt deign to there meet detachments of Thy people in such numbers as the structure will accommodate, as a preliminary to the commencement of Thy reign over all the earth. Since the people are so anxious to see Thy face that already the police find it difficult to keep their eagerness within due bounds, we would entreat Thee to delay as little as possible, and to hold Thy first reception in the Albert Hall this afternoon. This prayer we lay at Thy feet in the hope and trust that Thou wilt not be unwilling to avail Thyself of the experience and organising powers of such of Thy servants as have spent their lives in the highways and byways of this great city, working for Thy Holy Name.’

When Mr. Treadman had finished, the Stranger asked of Mr. Jebb:

‘What is it that you would say to Me?’

Mr. Jebb replied:

‘I have not Mr. Treadman’s command of a particular sort of language, but in a general way I would endorse all that he has said, adding a postscript for which I am alone responsible. I do not know what is the purpose of your presence here, and — with all respect to certain of my friends — I do not think that anyone else knows either. I trust that you are here for the good of the world at large, and not as the representative of this or that system of theology. Should that be the case, I would observe that sound religion is synonymous with a sound body, and that no soldier is at his best as a fighting man who is under-fed. I ask your attention to the poor of London — the materially poor. You have, I am told, demonstrated your capacity to perform miracles. If ever there was a place in which a miracle was required, it is the city of London. Cleanse the streets, purify the dwellings, clothe the poor, put food into their bellies, make it possible for them to live like decent men and women, and you will raise an enduring monument to the honour and glory of God. The human family has shown itself incapable of providing adequately for its various members. Make good that incapacity, and you will at once establish the kingdom of heaven here on earth. I ask to be allowed to place before you certain details which will illustrate some of the worst of the evils which require attention, in the belief that they have only to be brought home to you with sufficient force to be at once swept out of existence.’

The Stranger turned to the Rev. Martin Philipps.

‘What is it that you would say?’

Mr. Philipps began to stammer.

‘I — I had put together the heads of a few remarks which I had intended to make on this occasion, but they have all gone from me.’ He stretched out his arms with a sudden cry: ‘Forgive me, Lord, if in Thy presence I am dumb.’

‘You have done better than these others. Is there not one who waits outside? Let him come in.’

The ‘General’ entered, and fell on the floor at His feet, crying, ‘Lord, Lord!’

He said: ‘What would you have of Me?’

‘Nothing, Lord, nothing, except that You would hide from me the anger which is on Your face!’

‘You also are of the company of those who would administer the kingdom of heaven as if it were their own. So that God must learn of men, not men of God! You call yourselves His children, yet seek not to know what is in the Father’s heart, but exclaim of the great things which are in yours, forgetting that the wisdom of God is not as the wisdom of men. So came sin and death into the world, and still prevail. Rise. Call not so often on My Name, nor proclaim it so loudly in the market-place. Seek yourself to know Me. Take no heed to speak of Me foolishly to others, for God is sufficient unto each man for his own salvation.’

He arose, and the ‘General’ also. He said to Mr. Treadman and to Mr. Jebb:

‘You foolish fellows! To think that God needs to be advised of men! Consider what God is; then consider what is man.’ He turned to the lame man and to the charcoal-burner. ‘Come! For there is that to do which must be done.’

When He had left the room the ‘General’ stole after Him. Mr. Jebb spoke to Mr. Treadman.

‘You and I are a pair of fools!’

‘Why do you say that?’

‘To suppose that anything that we could say would have the slightest weight with Him. It’s clearly a case of His will, not ours, be done. If tradition is to be trusted, His will was not the popular will in the days of old. He’ll find that it is still less so now. Millions of men, conscious of crying grievances, are not to be treated as automata. There’s trouble brooding.’

‘Oh, if He only would be guided, so easily He might avoid a repetition of the former tragedy, and hold undisputed sway in the hearts of all men and women which the world contains.’

‘I doubt the very easily; and anyhow, He won’t be guided. I for one shall make no further attempt. I don’t know what it is He proposes to Himself (I never could clearly understand what was the intention of the Christ of tradition), but I’m sure that it was something very different to what is in your mind. I am equally certain that the world has never seen, and will never suffer, such an autocrat as He suggests.’

‘Jebb, I know you mean well, I know how you have devoted your whole life to the good of others, but I wish I could make you understand how every word you utter is a shock to my whole sense of decency and reverence.’

‘Your sense of decency and reverence! You haven’t any. You and Philipps and Robins, and all men of your kidney, have less of that sort of thing than I have. You are too familiar ever to be reverent.’

‘Jebb, what noise is that?’

‘He has gone out into the street. At sight of Him the people have started shouting. The police will have their hands full if they don’t look out. Something very like the spirit of riot is abroad.’

‘I must follow Him; I must try to keep close to Him, wherever He may go. Perhaps my assiduity may at last prevail. As it is, it all threatens to turn out so differently to what I had hoped.’

‘Yes, you had hoped to be a prominent figure in the proceedings, but you are going to take no part in them at all; that’s where the shoe pinches with you, Treadman.’

Mr. Treadman had not stayed to listen. He was already down the stairs and at the street door, to find that the Stranger had just passed through it, to be greeted by a chorus of exclamations from those who saw Him come.

The spacious roadway was filled with people from end to end — an eager, curious, excitable crowd. There were men, women, and children; but though it contained a sprinkling of persons of higher social rank, it was recruited mostly from that class which sees nothing objectionable in a crowd as such. Vehicular traffic was stopped. The police kept sufficient open space upon the pavement to permit of pedestrians passing to and fro. In front of the house was a surprising spectacle. Invalids of all sorts and kinds were there gathered together in heterogeneous assemblage. The officials, finding it impossible without using violence to prevent their appearance on the scene, had cleared a portion of the roadway for their accommodation, so that when He appeared, He found Himself confronted by all manner of sick. There were blind, lame, and dumb; idiots and misshapen folk; sufferers from all sorts of disease, in all stages of their maladies. Some were on the bed from which they were unable to raise themselves, some were on chairs, some on the bare ground. They had been brought from all parts of the city — young and old, male and female. There were those among them who had been there throughout the night.

When they saw Him come out of the door, those who could move at all began to press forward so that they might be able to reach Him, crying:

‘Heal us! heal us!’

In their eagerness they bade fair to tread each other under foot; seeing which the officer who stood at the gate turned to Him, saying:

‘Is it you these poor wretches have come to see? If you have encouraged them in their madness you have incurred a frightful responsibility; the deaths of many of them will be upon your head.’

He replied:

‘Speak of that of which you have some understanding.’ To the struggling, stricken crowd in front of Him He said: ‘Go in peace and sin no more.’

Straightway they all were healed of their diseases. The sick sprang out of their beds and from off the ground, cripples threw away their crutches, the crooked were made straight, the blind could see, the dumb could talk. When they found that it was so they were beside themselves with joy. They laughed and sang, ran this way and that, giving vent to their feelings in divers strange fashions.

And all they that saw it were amazed, and presently they raised a great shout:

‘It is Christ the King!’

They pressed forward to where He stood upon the step. Stretching out His hand, He held them back.

‘Why do you call me king? Of what am I the king? Of your hearts and lives? Of your thoughts at your rising up and lying down? No. You know Me not. But because of this which you have seen you exclaim with your voice; your hearts are still. Who among you doeth My commandments? Is there one who has lived for Me? My name is on your tongues; your bodies you defile with all manner of evil. You esteem yourselves as gods. There are devils in hell who are nearer heaven than some of you. As was said to those of old, Except you be born again you know Me not. I know not you; call not upon My name. For service which is of the lips only is a thing hateful unto God.’

When He ceased to speak the people drew farther from Him and closer to each other, murmuring among themselves:

‘Who is he? What are these things which he says? What have we done to him that he should speak to us like this?’

A great stillness came over the crowd; for, although they knew not why, they were ashamed.

When He came down into the street they made way for Him to pass, no one speaking as He went.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE YOUNG MAN

The fame of these things passed from the frequenters of the streets and the hunters of notoriety to those in high places. The matter was discussed at a dinner which was given that night by a Secretary of State to certain dignitaries, both spiritual and temporal. There was no Mr. Treadman there. The atmosphere was sacrosanct. There was an absence of enthusiasm on any subject beneath the sun which, to minds of a certain order, is proper to sanctity. The conversation wandered from Shakespeare to the musical glasses; until at last something was said of the subject of the day.

It was the host who began. He was a person who had risen to his high position by a skilful manipulation of those methods which have made of politics a thing apart. A clever man, shrewd, versatile, desirous of being in the van of any movement which promised to achieve success.

‘The evening papers are full of strange stories of what took place this morning at Maida Vale. They make one think.’

‘I understand,’ said Sir Robert Farquharson, known in the House of Commons as ‘the Member for India,’ ‘that the people are quite excited. Indeed, one can see for oneself that there are an unusual number of people in the streets, and that they all seem talking of the same thing. It reminds one of the waves of religious frenzy which in India temporarily drive a whole city mad.’

‘We don’t go quite so far as that in London, fortunately. Still, the affair is odd. Either these things have been done, or they haven’t. In either case, I confess myself puzzled.’

The Archbishop looked up from his plate.

‘There seems to be nothing known about the person of any sort or kind — neither who he is, nor what he is, nor whence he comes. The most favourable supposition seems to be that he is mentally deranged.’

‘Suppose he were the Christ?’ The Archbishop looked down; his face wore a shocked expression. The Secretary smiled; he has not hesitated to let it be known that he is in bondage to no creed. ‘That would indeed be to bring religion into the sphere of practical politics.’

‘Not necessarily. It was a Roman blunder which placed it there before.’

This was the Earl of Hailsham, whose fame as a diplomatist is politically great.

‘You think that Christ might come and go without any official notice being taken of the matter?’

‘Certainly. Why not? That might, and would, have been the case before had Pontius Pilate been a wiser and a stronger man.’

‘That point of view deserves consideration. Aren’t you ignoring the fact that this is a Christian country?’

‘In a social sense, Carruthers, most decidedly. I hope that we are all Christians in England — I know I am — because to be anything else would be the height of impropriety.’

The Secretary laughed outright.

‘Your frankness shocks the Archbishop.’

Again the Archbishop looked up.

‘I am not easily shocked at the difference of opinion on questions of taste. It is so easy to jeer at what others hold sacred.’

‘My dear Archbishop, I do implore your pardon a thousand times; nothing was farther from my intention. I merely enunciated what I supposed to be a truism.’

‘I am unfortunately aware, my lord, that Christianity is to some but a social form. But I believe, from my heart, that, relatively, they are few. I believe that to the great body of Englishmen and Englishwomen Christianity is still a vital force, probably more so to-day than it was some years ago. To the clergy I know it is; by their lives they prove it every hour of every day.’

‘In a social or a spiritual sense? Because, as a vital force, it may act in either direction. Let me explain to you exactly what I mean. That it is nothing offensive you will see. My own Rector is a most estimable man; he, his curates, and his family are untiring in their efforts to increase the influence of the Church among the people. There is not a cottager in the parish who does not turn towards the Rectory in time of trouble — he would rather turn there than towards heaven. In that sense I say that the Rector’s is a social, rather than a spiritual, influence; he himself would be the first to admit it. The work which the Church is doing in the East of London is social. The idea seems to be that if you improve the social conditions, spiritual improvement will follow. Does it? I wonder. Christianity is a vital force in a social sense, thank goodness! But my impression is that its followers await the Second Coming of their Founder with the same dilettante interest with which the Jews anticipate the rebuilding of Jerusalem. Both parties would be uncomfortably surprised if their anticipations were fulfilled. They would be confronted with a condition for which they were not in any way prepared. Candidly, wouldn’t they? What would you yourself do if this person who is turning London topsy-turvy were actually the Christ?’

‘I am unable to answer so very serious a question at a moment’s notice.’

‘In other words, you don’t believe that he is the Christ; and nothing would make you believe. You know such things don’t happen — if they ever did.’

‘You would not believe even though one rose from the dead — eh, Archbishop?’

The question came from Sir William Braidwood, the surgeon. The Earl of Hailsham looked towards him down the table.

‘By the way, what is the truth about that woman at the hospital?’

‘The woman was dead; living, she was cancerous. He restored her to life; healed of her cancer. No greater miracle is recorded of the Christ of tradition. This afternoon a woman came to me who has been paralysed for nearly five years, unable to move hand or foot, to raise herself on her bed, or to do anything for herself whatever. She came on her own feet, ran up the stairs, radiant with life, health, and good spirits, in the full enjoyment of all her limbs. She was one of those who were at Maida Vale, whither she had been borne upon her bed. You should hear her account of what took place. The wonder to me is that the crowd was not driven stark, staring mad!’

‘These things cause one to think furiously.’ The Secretary sipped his wine. He addressed the Archbishop. ‘Have you received any official intimation of what is taking place?’

‘I have had letters, couched in the most extraordinary language, and even telegrams. Also verbal reports, full of the wildest and most contradictory statements. I occupy a position of extreme responsibility, in which my slightest word or action is liable to misconstruction.’

‘Has it been clearly proved,’ asked Farquharson, ‘that he himself claims to be the Christ?’ No one seemed to know; no one answered. ‘Do I understand, Braidwood, that you are personally convinced that this person is possessed of supernatural powers?’

‘I am; though it does not necessarily follow on that account that he is the Christ, any more than that he is Gautama Siddartha or Mahomet. I believe that we are all close to what is called the supernatural, that we are divided from it by something of no more definite texture than a membrane. We have only to break through that something to find such powers are. Possibly this person has performed that feat. My own impression is that he’s a public danger.’

‘A public danger? How?’

‘Augustus Jebb called to see me before I came away — the social science man, I mean. He followed close on the heels of the woman of whom I told you. He was himself in Mrs. Powell’s house at the time, and from a window saw all that occurred. He corroborates her story, with additions of his own. A few moments before he, with others, had an interview with the miracle-worker. He says that he was afraid of him, mentally, physically, morally, because of the possibilities which he saw in the man. He justifies his fear by two facts. As you are aware, this person stopped last night at the house of Mrs. Miriam Powell, the misguided creature who preaches what she calls social purity. She was a hale, hearty woman, in the prime of life, as late as yesterday afternoon. She was, however, a terrible bore. The probability is that, during the night, for some purpose of her own, she forced herself into her guest’s presence; with the result that this morning she was a thing of horror.’

‘In what sense?’

‘Age had prematurely overtaken her — unnatural age. She looked and moved like a hag of ninety. She was mentally affected also, seeming haunted by an unceasing causeless terror. She kept repeating: “I have seen Him face to face!” — significant words. Jebb’s other fact referred to Robins, the Salvation Army man. When Robins came into this person’s presence he was attacked as with paralysis, and transformed into a nerveless coward. Jebb says that he is a pitiable object. His inference — which I am disposed to endorse — is, that if that person can do good he can also do evil, and that it is dependent upon his mood which he does. A man who can perform wholesale cures with a word may, for all we know, also strike down whole battalions with a word. His powers may be new to him, or the probability is that we should have heard of him before. As they become more familiar, to gratify a whim he may strike down a whole cityful. And there is another danger.’

‘You pile up the agony, Braidwood.’

‘Wait till I have finished. There are a number of wrong-headed persons who think that he may be used as a tool for their own purposes. For instance, Jebb actually endeavoured to induce him to transform London, as it were, with a touch of his wand.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know Jebb’s panacea — better houses for the poor, and that sort of thing. He tried to persuade this person to provide the London poor with better houses, money in their pockets, clothes on their backs, and food in their stomachs, in the same instantaneous fashion in which he performed his miracle of healing.’

‘Is Mr. Jebb mad?’

‘I should say certainly not. He has been brought into contact with this person, and should be better able to judge of his powers than we are. He believes them to be limitless. Jebb himself was badly snubbed. But that is only the beginning. He tells me that the man Walters, the socialistic agitator, and his friends are determined to make a dead set at the wonder-worker, and to leave no stone unturned to induce him to bring about a revolution in London. The possibility of even such an attempt is not agreeable to contemplate.’

‘If these things come to pass, religion — at least, so far as this gentleman is concerned — will at once be brought within the sphere of practical politics. Don’t you think so, Hailsham?’

‘It might bring something novel into the political arena. I should like to see how parties would divide upon such a question, and the shape which it would take. Would the question as to whether he was or was not the Christ be made the subject of a full-dress debate, and would the result of the ensuing division be accepted as final by everyone concerned?’

‘I should say no. If the “ayes” had it in the House, the “noes” would have it in the country, and vice versâ.’

‘Farquharson, you suggest some knowledge of English human nature. In our fortunate country obstinacy and contrariness are the dominant public notes. A Briton resents authority in matters of conscience, especially when it emanates from the ill-conditioned persons who occupy the benches in the Lords and Commons; which is why religious legislation is such a frightful failure.’

This with a sly glance at the Archbishop, who had been associated with a Bill for the Better Ordering of Public Worship.

The Duke of Trent joined in the conversation. He was a young man who had recently succeeded to the Dukedom. Coming from a cadet branch of the family, he had hitherto lived a life of comparative retirement. His present peers had not yet made up their minds as to the kind of character he was. He spoke with that little air of awkwardness peculiar to a certain sort of Englishman who approaches a serious subject. His first remark was addressed to Sir William Braidwood:

‘But if this is the Christ, would you not expect Him to mete out justice as well as mercy? He may have come to condemn as well as to bless. In that case a sinner could hardly expect to force himself into His presence and escape unscathed.’

‘On points of theology I refer you to the Archbishop. My point is, that an autocrat possessed of supernatural powers is a public danger.’

‘Does that include God the Father? He is omnipotent. Whom He will He raises up, and whom He will He puts down. So we Christians believe.’

The Archbishop turned towards him.

‘You are quite right, Duke; we know it. To suppose that Christ could be in any sense a public danger is not only blasphemous but absurd. Such a notion could only spring from something worse than ignorance. I take it that Sir William discredits the idea that about this person there is anything divine.’

‘I believe He is the Christ!’

‘You do?’

‘I do.’

‘But why?’

All eyes had turned towards the young man; who had gone white to the lips.

‘I do not know that I am able to furnish you with what you would esteem a logical reason. Could the Apostles have given a mathematical demonstration of the causes of their belief? I only know that I feel Him in the air.’

‘Of this room?’

‘Yes, thank God! of this room.’

‘You use strange words. Do you base your belief on his reported miracles?’

‘Not entirely, though I entirely dissent from Sir William Braidwood’s theory that we are near to what he calls the supernatural; except in the sense that we are near heaven, and that God is everywhere. Such works are only of Him. Man never wrought them; or never will. My mother loved Christ. She taught me to do so. Perhaps that is why I know that He is in London now.’

‘What do you propose to do?’

‘That is what troubles me. I don’t know. I feel that I ought to do something, but — it is so stupid of me! — I don’t know what.’

‘Does your trouble resemble the rich young man’s of whom some of us have read?’

This was the Earl of Hailsham. The Duke shook his head.

‘No; it’s not that. He knows that I will do anything I can do; but I don’t think He wants me to do anything at all. He is content with the knowledge that I know He is here, that His presence makes me happy. I think that’s it.’

Such sentiments from a young man were unusual. His hearers stared the more. The Archbishop said, gravely, sententiously:

‘My dear Duke, I beg that you will give this matter your most serious consideration; that you will seek advice from those qualified to give it; and that only after the most careful deliberation you will say or do anything which you may afterwards regret. I confess I don’t understand how you arrive at your conclusions. And I would point out to you very earnestly how much easier it is to do harm than good.’

The young man, leaning over on to the table, looked his senior curiously in the face.

‘Don’t you know that He is Christ — not in your heart of hearts?’

The question, and the tone of complete conviction with which it was put, seemed to cause the Archbishop some disturbance.

‘My dear young friend, the hot blood of youth is in your veins; it makes you move faster than we old men. You are moved, I think, easily in this direction and in that, and are perhaps temperamentally disposed to take a good deal for granted.’

‘I’m sorry you don’t know. You yourself will be sorry afterwards.’

‘After what?’

This again was Hailsham.

‘After He has gone. He may not stay for long.’

‘Trent, I find you a most interesting study. I won’t do you the injustice to wonder if your attitude can be by any possibility a pose, but it takes a great deal for granted. For instance, it presumes that the legends found in what are called the four gospels are historical documents, which no man has believed yet.’

This roused the Archbishop.

‘My lord, this is a monstrous assertion. It is to brand a great multitude of the world’s best and greatest as liars — the whole host of the confessors!’

‘They were the victims of self-delusion. There are degrees of belief. I have endeavoured to realise Christ as He is pictured in the gospels. I am sure no real believer of that Christ ever was a member of any church with which I am acquainted. That Christ is in ludicrous contrast with all that has been or is called Christianity.’

The Secretary interposed.

‘Gently, Hailsham! How have we managed to wander into this discussion? If you are ready, gentlemen, we will go into the drawing-room. One or two ladies have promised to join us after dinner; I think we may find that some of them are already there. Archbishop, Hailsham will stultify himself by dragging religion into the sphere of practical politics yet.’

‘I won’t rest,’ declared the Archbishop, as he rose from his chair, ‘until I have seen this man.’

‘Be careful how you commit yourself, and be sure that you are in good bodily health, and free from any sort of nervous trouble, before you go. Because, otherwise, it is quite within the range of possibility that you won’t rest afterwards. And in any case you run a risk. My impression is that my suspicions will be verified before long, and that it will be seen only too plainly that this person is a grave public danger.’

This was Sir William Braidwood. Lord Hailsham exclaimed:

‘That suggests something. What do you say, Trent, to our going to-morrow to pay our respects together?’

The Duke smiled.

‘We should be odd associates. But I don’t think that would matter. He knows that your opportunities have perhaps been small, and that your capacity is narrow. You might find a friend in Him after all. What a good thing it would be for you if you did!’

Hailsham laughed outright.

‘Will you come?’

‘I think not, until He calls me. I shall meet Him face to face in His own good time.’

Hailsham laid his hand upon the young man’s shoulder.

‘Do you know, I’m inclined to ask myself if I haven’t chanced upon a Christian after all. I didn’t know there was such a thing. But I’m beginning to wonder. If you really are a Christian after His pattern, you’ve the best of it. If I’m right, I gain nothing. But if you’re right, what don’t I lose?’

The young man said:

‘He knows.’


PART III. The Passion of the People


CHAPTER XIX

THE HUNT AND THE HOME

Wherever that day the Stranger went, He was observed of the people. It had been stated in a newspaper that a lame man seemed to be His invariable companion. The fact that such an one did limp at His side served as a mark of recognition; also the charcoal-burner, still in the attire in which he plied his forest trade, was an unusual figure in a London street. Mr. Treadman, issuing from the house at Maida Vale, had been unable to penetrate the crowd which closed behind them, so that his vociferous proclamations of identity were absent. Still, such a trio moving together through the London streets were hardly likely to escape observation.

Not that, for the most part, the Stranger’s proceedings were marked by the unusual. He passed from street to street, looking at what was about Him, standing before the shops examining their contents, showing that sort of interest in His surroundings which denotes the visitor to town. Again and again He stopped to consider the passers-by, how they were as a continual stream.

‘They are so many, and among them are so few!’

When He reached the top of Ludgate Hill, He looked up at St. Paul’s Cathedral.

‘This is a great house which men have builded. Let us go in.’

When they were in, He said:

‘The Lord is not absent from this house. It is sweet to enter the place where they call upon His Name. If He were in their hearts, and not only on their tongues!’

A service was commencing. He joined the worshippers. There were many there that day who rejoiced exceedingly, although they knew not why.

When the service was over, and they were out in the street again, He said:

‘It is good that the work of men’s hands should be for the glory of God; yet if to build a house in His Name availed much, how full would the courts of heaven be. This He desires: a clean heart in a clean body; for where there is no sin He is. How does it profit a man to build unto God if he lives unto the world?’

When they came into Cheapside people were flocking into the restaurants for their mid-day meal. He said:

‘Come, let us go with them; let us also eat.’

Entering, food was brought to them. The place was full. There was one man who, as he went out, spoke to the proprietor:

‘That is the man of whom they are all talking. I know it. He frightens me.’

‘He frightens you! What has he done?’

‘It is not that he has done anything; it is that I dare not sit by him — I dare not. Let me go.’

‘Are you sure that it is he?’

‘I am very sure. Here is the money for what I have had — take it. Don’t trouble about the change; only let me go.’

The speaker rushed into the street like one flying from the wrath to come.

There were those who had heard what he had said. Immediately it was whispered among them that He of whom such strange tales were told was in their very midst. Presently one said to the other:

‘My daughter is dying of consumption; I wonder if he could do anything to cure her.’

A second said:

‘My wife’s sick of a fever. It might be worth my while to see if he could save further additions to my doctor’s bill.’

A third:

‘I’ve a cousin who’s deformed — can’t do anything for himself — a burden on all his friends. Now, if he could be made like the rest of us, what a good thing it would be for everyone concerned!’

A fourth:

‘My father’s suffering from some sort of brain disease. It’s not enough to enable us to declare him legally insane, but it’s more than sufficient to cause him to let his business go to rack and ruin. We don’t know where it will end if the thing goes on. If this worker of wonders could do anything to make the dad the man he used to be!’

There were others who told similar tales. Soon they came to where He sat, each with his own petition. When he had heard them to an end, He said:

‘You ask always; what is it you give?’

They were silent, for among them were not many givers. He said further:

‘He among you who loves God, his prayer shall be answered.’ Yet they were still. ‘Is there not one who loves Him?’

One replied:

‘Among those whom you healed this morning, how many were there who, as you call it, love God? Yet you healed them.

‘Though I heal your bodies, your souls I cannot heal. As I said to them, I say to you: Go in peace, and sin no more.’

They went out guiltily, as men whose consciences troubled them. It was told up and down the street that He was there. So that when He came out a crowd was gathered at the door. Some of those who had petitioned Him had proclaimed that He had refused their requests; for so they had interpreted His words. When He appeared one cried in the crowd:

‘Why didn’t you heal them, like you did the others?’

And another:

‘It seems easy enough, considering that you’ve only got to say a word.’

A third:

‘Shame! Only a word, and he wouldn’t say it.’

As if under the inspiration of some malign influence, the crowd, showing sudden temper, pressed upon Him. Someone shook his fist in His face, mocking Him:

‘Go on! Go on back where you come from! We don’t want you here!’

A big man forced his way through the people. When he had reached the Stranger’s side he turned upon them in a rage.

‘You blackguards, and worse than blackguards — you fools! What is it you think you are doing? This morning he healed a great crowd of things like you; you know it — you can’t deny it. What does it matter who he is, or what he is? He has done you nothing but good, and in return what would you do to him? Shame upon you, shame!’

They fell back before the speaker’s fiery words and the menace which was in his bearing. The Stranger said:

‘Sir, your vehemence is great. You are not far from those that know Me.’

The big man replied:

‘Whether I know you or whether I don’t, I don’t care to stand idly by when there are a hundred setting upon one. Besides, from all I hear, you’ve been doing great things for the sick and suffering, and the man who does that can always count upon me to lend him a hand. Though, mark my words, he who lays a crowd under an obligation is in danger. There is nothing to be feared so much as the gratitude of the many.’

Police appearing, the crowd in part dispersed. The Stranger began to make His way along the pavement, the big man at His side. Still, many of the people went with them, who being joined by others, frequently blocked the way. Locomotion becoming difficult, a police sergeant approached the Stranger.

‘If you take my advice, sir, you’ll get into a cab and drive off. We don’t want to have any trouble with a lot like this, and I don’t think we shall be able to stop them from following you without trouble.’

The big man said:

‘Better do as the sergeant advises. Now that you have the reputation of working miracles, if you don’t want to keep on reeling them off all day and all night too, you’d better take up your abode on the top of some inaccessible mountain, and conceal the fact that you are there. They’ll make a raree-show of you if they can; and if they can’t they’ll perhaps turn ugly. Better let the sergeant call a cab — here are these idiots on to us again!’

He turned into the crowd.

‘Let me go about My Father’s business.’

They remained where they were, and let Him go.

But He had not gone far before He was perceived of others. It was told how He had performed another miracle by holding back the people at the Mansion House. Among the common sort there was at once a desire to see a further illustration of His powers. Throughout the afternoon they pressed upon Him more or less, sometimes fading away at the bidding of the police, sometimes swelling to an unwieldy throng. For the most part they pursued Him with shouts and cries.

‘Do something — go on! Show us a miracle! Stop us from coming any further! Let’s see how you do it!’

As the evening came He found Himself in a certain street in Islington where were private houses. The people pressed still closer; their cries grew louder, their importunity increasing because He gave them no heed. The police continually urged Him to call a cab and so escape. But He asked:

‘Where shall I go? In what place shall I hide? How shall I do My Father’s business if I seek a burrow beneath the ground?’

The constable replied:

‘That’s no affair of ours. You can see for yourself that this sort of thing can’t be allowed to go on. If it does, I shouldn’t be surprised if we had to look you up for your own protection. They’ll do you a mischief if you don’t look out.’

‘What have I done to them, save healing those that were sick?’

‘I’m not here to answer such questions. All I know is some queer ideas are getting about the town. If you knew anything about a London mob, you’d understand that the less you had to do with it the better.’

Someone called to the Stranger out of one of the little gardens which were in front of the houses.

‘Come in here, sir, come in here! don’t stand on ceremony; give those rascals the slip.’ The speaker came down to the gate, shouting at the people. ‘A lot of cowards I call you — yes, a lot of dirty cowards! What has he done to you that you hound him about like this? Nothing, I’ll be bound. If the police did their duty, they’d mow you down like grass.’ He held the gate open. ‘Come in, sir, come in! I can see by the look of you that you’re an honest man; and it shan’t be said that an honest man was chivied past George Kinloch’s door by such scum as this without being offered shelter.’

The Stranger said:

‘I thank you. I have here with Me two friends.’

‘Bring them along with you; I can find room for three.’

The Stranger and His two disciples entered the gate. As they passed into the house the people groaned; there were cat-calls and cries of scorn. Mr. Kinloch, standing on his doorstep, shouted back at them:

‘You clamouring curs! It is such creatures as you that disgrace humanity, and make one ashamed of being a man. Back to your kennels! herd with your kind! gloat on the offal that you love!’ To the Stranger he exclaimed: ‘I must apologise to you, sir, for the behaviour of these vagabonds. As a fellow-citizen of theirs, I feel I owe you an apology. I’ve no notion what you’ve done to offend them, but I’m pretty sure that the right is on your side.’

‘I have done nothing, except heal some that were sick.’

‘Heal some that were sick? Why, you don’t mean to say —— Are you he of whom all the world is talking? Ada! Nella! Lily!’ The three whom he called came hastening. ‘Here is he of whom we were speaking. It is he whom that swarm of riff-raff has been chivying. Bid him welcome! Sir, I am glad to have you for a guest, though only for a little.’

When He had washed and made ready He found them assembled in the best room of the house. The lamps were lit, the curtains drawn; within was peace. But through the window came the voices of the people in the street. Mr. Kinloch did his utmost to entertain his guest with conversation.

‘These are my three daughters, as you have probably supposed. Their mother is dead.’

‘I know their mother.’

‘You knew her? Indeed! When and where? It must have been before she was married, because I don’t seem to recognise your face.’

‘I knew her before she was married, and after, and I know her now.’

‘Now? My dear sir, she’s dead!’

‘Such as she do not die.’

Mr. Kinloch stared. The girl Ada touched him on the arm:

‘Mother is in heaven; do you not understand?’ She went with her sisters and stood before Him. ‘It is so good to look upon Your face.’

‘You have seen it from of old.’

‘Then darkly, not as now, in the light.’

‘Would that all the world saw Me in the light as you do! Then would My Father’s brightness shine out upon all men, as does the sun. But yet they love the darkness rather than the light.’

Mr. Kinloch inquired, being puzzled:

‘What is this? Have you met this gentleman before? Is he a friend of yours as well as of your mother’s? I thought I knew something of all your acquaintance. I’ve always tried to make a rule of doing so. How comes it that you womenfolk have had a friend of whom I’ve been told nothing?’

Ada replied to his question with another.

‘Father, do you not know Christ?’

‘My dear girl, don’t speak to me as if you were one of those women who go about with tracts in their hands! Haven’t I always observed your mother’s wishes, and seen that you went regularly to church? What do you mean by addressing your father as if he were a heathen?’

‘This is Christ.’

‘This? Girl, this is a man!’

‘Father, have you forgotten that Christ was made man?’

‘Yes, but that — that’s some time ago.’

‘He is made man again. Don’t you understand?’

‘No, I don’t. Sir, I’m not what you might call very intellectual, and it’s taken me all my time to find the means to bring these girls up as young women ought to be brought up. I suppose it’s because I’m stupid, but, while I’ll write myself down a Christian with any man, there’s a lot of mystery about religion which is beyond my comprehension. There’s a deal about you in the papers. I’m told you’ve been doing a wonderful amount of good to many who were beyond the reach of human help. For that I say, God bless you!’

The Stranger said: ‘Amen.’

‘At the same time there’s much that is being said which I don’t understand. I don’t know who you are, or what you are, except that it’s pretty clear to me that a man who has been doing what you have can’t be very far from heaven; and if I ought to know, I’m sorry. God gave me a good wife, and she gave me three daughters who are like her. She’s in heaven — I don’t need anyone to tell me that; and if they’ll only let her know, when they meet her among the angels, that I loved her while I’d breath, so long as she and they have all they want for ever and for ever, I don’t care what God thinks it right to do with me. The end and aim of my life has been to make my wife and her children happy. If they’re happy in heaven I’ll be happy, too. That’s a kind of happiness of which it will not be easy to deprive me, no matter where I am.’

‘You are nearer to Me than you think.’

‘Am I? We’ll hope so. I like you; I like your looks; I like your voice; I like your ways; I like what you have brought into the house with you — it’s a sort of a kind of peace. As Ada says — she knows; God tells that girl things which perhaps I’m too stupid to be told — it’s good to look upon your face. Whatever happens in the time to come, I never shall be sorry that I’ve had a chance to see it.’

‘You never shall.’

A voice louder than the rest was heard shouting in the street:

‘Show us another miracle!’

Ada said:

‘You hear that? Why, father, I do believe that a miracle is beginning to be worked in you!’

She smiled at him. He took her in his arms and kissed her.


CHAPTER XX

THEY THAT WOULD ASK WITH A THREAT

There was a meeting of Universalists. This was a society whose meeting-place was in Soho. It called itself a club, using the word in a sense of its own, for anyone was admitted to its membership who chose to join; and, as a rule, all comers, whether members or not, were free to attend its meetings. It was a focus for discontent. To it came from all parts of the world the discontented, examples of that huge concourse which has a grudge against what is called Society — not of the silent part, which is in the majority, but of that militant section whose constant endeavour it is to goad the dumb into speech, in the hope and trust that the distance between speech and action will not be great.

The place was packed. There were women there as well as men — young and old — representatives of most of the nations which describe themselves as civilised; their common bond a common misery. The talk was old. But in the atmosphere that night was something new. Bellows had given vitality to the embers which smouldered in their hearts.

Henry Walters was speaking. They listened to him with a passionate eagerness which suggested how alluring was the dream which he proposed to wrest out of the arena of visions.

‘I said to a policeman as I was coming in that I believed we were going to have our turn. He laughed. The police have had all the laughing. We’ll laugh soon. We’ve been looking for a miracle, recognising that a miracle was the only thing that could help us. The arrival of a worker of miracles is a new factor in the situation with which the police, and all they represent, will have to reckon. It’s just possible that they mayn’t find him an easy reckoning. He who can raise a woman from the dead with a word can just as easily turn London upside down, and the police with it.

‘We’ve heard of taking the kingdom of heaven by violence. I believe that it has been recommended by high authorities as a desirable method of procedure. I propose to try it. I propose we go to-morrow morning to this worker of miracles, saying: “You see how our wrongs ascend as a dense smoke unto Heaven. Put an end to them, so that they may cease to be an offence unto God.” He has shown that he has bowels of compassion. I believe, if we put this plainly to him, with all the force that is in us, that the greatest of his miracles will be worked for us. If he will heal the sick, he will heal us; for we are sick unto more than death, since our pains have dragged us unto the gates of hell.

‘The fashion of the healing we had better leave to him. Let us but point out that we come into the court of his justice asking for our rights; if he will give us what is ours we need not trouble about the manner of the giving. Let us but remind him that in the sight of God all men are equal; if he restores to us our equality, what does it matter how he does it? For the substance let the shadow go. But on so much we must insist; we must have the substance. We must be healed of our diseases, cured of our sores, relieved of our infirmities. If our just prayer is quickly heard, good. If not, the kingdom of heaven must be taken by violence, and shall be, if we are men and women. How are we profited, though miracles are worked for others, if none are worked for us? We stand most in need of the miraculous — none could come into this room, and see us, and deny it! — and we’ll have it, or we’ll know the reason why. He can scarcely smite us more heavily than we are already smitten. I wish to use no threats. I trust no one else will use them. I’m hopeful, since he has shown that he has sympathy for suffering, that he’ll show sympathy for our sufferings. But — I say it not as a threat, but as a plain statement of a plain fact — if he won’t do his best for us, we’ll do our worst to him. God grant, however, that at last a Saviour has come to us in very deed!’

When Walters stopped a score of persons sprang to their feet. The chairman called upon a German, one Hans Küntz, wild, lean, unkempt, with something of frenzy in his air. He spoke English with a volubility which was only mastered by an occasional idiom; in a thin falsetto voice which was like a continuous shriek.

‘I am hungry; that is not new. In the two small rooms where I live I have a wife and children who are also hungry; that also is not new. I run the risk of becoming more hungry by coming out to-night, and leaving work that must be finished by the morning. But when I hear that there is come to London one who can raise people from the dead, I say to my wife: “Then He can raise us too.” My wife says: “Go and see.” So to see I am come. With Mr. Walters I say, Let us all go and see — all, all that great London which when it works starves slowly, and when it does not work starves fast. We need not speak. We need but show Him our faces, how the skin but covers our bones. If he is not a devil, he will do to us what he has done to others: he will heal us and make us free. What I fear is that it is exaggerated what he has done — I have got beyond the region of hope. But if it is true, if but the half of it is true — if this morning he healed that crowd of people with a word, why should he not do the same to us? Why? Why? Did they deserve more than we? Are our needs not greater? We are the victims of others’ sins. We are the slaves who sow, and reap, and garner, and yet are only suffered to eat the husks of the great stores of grain for which we give our lives. Surely this healer of the sick will give us a chance to live as men should live, and to die, when our time comes, as men should die! Oh, my brothers, if God has come among us He’ll know! He’ll know! And if He is a God of mercy, a God of love, and not a Siva, a destroyer, who delights in the groans and cries of bruised and broken hearts and lives, we have but to make to Him our petition, and He’ll wipe the tears out of our eyes. To-night it is late, but in the morning, early, let us all go to Him — all! all! — all go!’

Out of the throng who were eager to speak next a woman was chosen — middle-aged, decently dressed, with fair hair and quiet eyes. Her voice was low, yet distinct, her manner calm, her language restrained, her bearing judicial rather than argumentative.

‘Brothers Küntz and Walters seem to take it for granted that the God of the Christians is a God of love. I thought so when I was a child; I know better now. The idea seems to be supported in the present case by the fact that the person of whom we have heard so much has done works of healing, of mercy. It is not clear that, in all cases, to heal is to be merciful. Apart from that consideration, I would point out that the works in question have been spasmodic rather than continuous, the fruits, apparently, of momentary whims rather than of a settled policy. This afternoon his assistance was invited in similar cases. He declined. The crowd continually entreated him to do unto them as he had done unto others. Their requests were persistently ignored. It is plain, therefore, that one has not only to ask to receive. Nor is any attempt made to differentiate between the justice of contending claims. If this person is Divine, which I, personally, take leave to more than doubt, he is irresponsible. His actions are dependent on the mood of the moment.

‘I am not saying this with any desire to throw cold water on the proposition which has been made to us. On the contrary, I think the suggestion that we should go to him in a body — as large a body as possible — and request his good offices on our behalf, an excellent one. At the same time, I cannot lose sight of one fact: that it is one thing to pray; to receive a satisfactory answer — or, indeed, an answer of any sort to one’s prayer — is quite another. In our childish days we have prayed, believing, in vain. In the acuter agonies of our later years prayers have been wrung from us — always, still, in vain. There seems no adequate reason why, in the present case, we should pin our faith to the efficacy of prayer alone. The disease has always existed. Why should we suppose that the remedy has become accessible to whoever chooses to ask for it? If this person is Divine, he knows what we suffer; has always known, yet has done nothing. We are told that God is unchangeable, the same for ever and ever. The history of the world sustains this theory, inasmuch as it has always been replete with human suffering. That, therefore, disposes of any notion that it is at all likely that he has suddenly become sensitive to mere cries of pain.

‘I would lay stress on one word which Brother Walters used more than once: violence. We are confronted with an opportunity which may never recur, and may vanish if not used quickly. Here is a person who has done remarkable things. The presumption is that he can do other remarkable things for us, if he chooses. He must be made to choose. That is the position.

‘Let us clear our minds of cant. We are going to him with a good case. The reality of our grievances, the justice of our claims, he scarcely will be prepared to deny. Still, you will find him unwilling to do anything for us. Probably, assuming an air of Divine irresponsibility, he will decline to listen, or to discuss our case at all. Such is my own conviction. There will be a general rush for him to-morrow. All sorts and conditions of people will have an axe of their own to grind. In the confusion, ours will be easily and conveniently ignored. Therefore, I say, we must go in as large a body as possible, force him to give us an interview, compel him to accede to our request — that is, speak for us the same kind of word which he spoke for those sick people this morning. If he strikes us dead, he’ll do himself no good and us no harm, for many of us would sooner be dead than as we are. Unless he does strike us dead we ought to stick to him until we have wrung from him our desire. It is possible that this is a case in which resolution may succeed. At the worst, in our plight, with everything to gain, and nothing — nothing — to lose, the attempt is one which is worth making, on the understanding that we will not take no for an answer, but will use all possible means to win a yes. We must make it as plain as it can be made that, if he will do nothing for us, he shall do nothing for others, at least on earth. What does it matter to us who enters heaven if the door is slammed in our faces?’

The next speaker was a man in corduroy trousers and a jacket and waistcoat which had once been whity-gray. He wore a cloth cap, and round his throat an old red handkerchief. His eyes moved uneasily in his head; when they were at rest they threatened. His face was clean-shaven, his voice husky. While he spoke, he kept his hands in his trousers pockets and his cap on his head. He plunged at once into the heart of what he had to say.

‘I was one of them as shouted out this afternoon, “Show us a miracle!” And I was down at Maida Vale this morning, almost on top of them poor creatures as was more dead than alive. He just came out of the house, said two or three words, though what they was I couldn’t catch, and there they was as right as if there’d never been nothing the matter with ’em, running about like you and me. And yet when I asked him to do something for me, though it’d have only cost him a word to do it — not he! He just walked on. I’m broke to the wide. Tuppence I’ve had since yesterday — not two bob this week. What I wanted was something to eat — just enough to keep me going till I’d a chance of a job. But though he done that this morning — and some queer ones there was among the crowd, I tell you! — he wouldn’t pay attention to me, wouldn’t even listen. What I want to know is, Why not? And that’s what I mean to know before I’ve done.’

The sentiment met with approval. There were sympathetic murmurs. He was not the only hungry man in that audience.

‘I’m in trouble — had the influenza, or whatever they call it, and lost my job. Never had one since. Jobs ain’t easy found by blokes what seems dotty on their pins. My wife’s in gaol — as honest a woman as ever lived; she’d have wore herself to the bone for me. Landlord wanted his rent; we hadn’t a brown; I was down on my back; she didn’t want me turned out into the street while I was like that, so she went and pawned some shirts what she’d got to iron. They gave her three months for it. She’d done two of ’em last Monday. Kid died last week and was buried by the parish. Gawd knows what she’ll say when she hears of it when she comes out. Altogether I seem fairly off my level. So I say what the lady afore me says: Let’s all go to him in the morning, and get him to understand how it is with us, and get him to say a word as’ll do us good. And if he won’t, why, as she says, we’ll make him! That’s all.’

There was no chance of choosing a successor from among the numerous volunteers. A man who seemed just insane enough to be dangerous chose himself. He broke into a vehement flood of objurgation, writhing and gesticulating as if desirous of working himself into a greater frenzy than he was in already. He had not been on his feet a minute before he had brought a large portion of his audience into a similar condition to himself.

‘Make him, make him! That’s the keynote. Share and share alike, that’s our motto. No favouritism! The world stinks of favouritism; we’ll have no more of it from him. We’ll let him know it. What he does for one he must do for all. If he were to come into this room this minute, and were to help half of us, it would be the duty of all of us to go for him because he’d left the other half unhelped. He’s been healing, has he? Who? Somebody. Not us. Why not us as well as them? He’s got to give us what we want just as he gave them what they want, if we have to take him by the throat to take it out of him!’

‘We will that!’

‘Only got to say a word, has he, and the trick’s done? Then he shall say that word for us, as he has for others, if we have to drag his tongue out by the roots to get at it!’

‘That’s it — that’s the way to talk!’

‘Work a miracle, can he, every time he opens his mouth? Then he shall work the miracles we want, or, by the living God, he shall never work another!’

The words were greeted with a chorus of approving shouts. The fellow screamed on. As his ravings grew worse, the excitement of his auditors waxed greater. Buffeted all their lives, as it seemed to them, by adverse winds, they were incapable of realising that they were in any way the victims of their own bad seamanship. For that incapacity, perhaps, they were not entirely to blame. They did not make themselves. That they should have been fashioned out of such poor materials was not the least of their misfortunes.

And their pains and griefs, humiliations and defeats, had been so various and so many that it was not strange that their wit had been abraded to the snapping-point; the more especially since it had been of such poor quality at first.


CHAPTER XXI

THE ASKING

In the morning the thoughts of England were turned towards that house in Islington: and no small number of its people were on their way to it. The newspapers besieged it with their representatives — on a useless quest, though their columns did not lack news on that account. Throughout the night the crowd increased in the street. The authorities began to be concerned. They acted as if the occasion of public interest was a fire. Placing a strong cordon of police at either end of the road, they made of it a private thoroughfare; only persons with what were empirically regarded as credentials were permitted to pass. Only after considerable hesitation was sickness allowed to be a passport. When it was officially decided to admit the physically suffering an extraordinary scene began to be enacted. It almost seemed as if all the hospitals and sick-rooms of London had been emptied of their occupants. They came in an unceasing stream. The police displayed their wonted skill in the management of the amazing crowd. Those who had been brought on beds were placed in the front ranks; those on chairs next; those who could stand, though only with the aid of crutches, at the back. The people had to be forced farther and farther away to make room for the sick that came; and yet before it was full day admission had to be refused to any more — every foot of available ground was occupied.

There were doctors present, some of whom were dissatisfied with the turn matters were taking. Perceiving, perhaps, that if it continued their occupation would be gone, they represented to the police that if certain of the sufferers did not receive immediate attention they might die. So that at an early hour their chief, Colonel Hardinge, who had just arrived, knocked at Mr. Kinloch’s door. Ada opened.

‘I understand that he whom these unfortunate people have come to see is at present in this house.’

‘The Lord is in this house.’

‘Quite so. We won’t quarrel about description. The fact is, I’m told that if something isn’t done for these poor creatures at once, they’ll die. So, with your permission, I’ll see the — er — person.’

‘It is not with my permission, but with His. He is the Lord. When He wishes to see you, well. He does not wish to see you now.’

She shut the door in the Colonel’s face.

‘That’s an abrupt young lady!’

This he said to the doctors and other persons who were standing at the gate. Among them was Sir William Braidwood, who replied:

‘I don’t know that she isn’t right.’

‘It’s all very well for you to talk like that, but what am I to do? You tell me with one breath that if something isn’t done people will die, and with another that because I try to get something done I merit a snubbing.’

‘Exactly. This isn’t a public institution; the girl has a right to resent your treating it as if it were. These people oughtn’t to be here at all. Those who are responsible for some of them ought to be made to stand their trial for murder. This person, whoever he is, has promised nothing. They have not the slightest claim upon him. They are here as a pure speculation. Your men are to blame for allowing them to assemble in such a fashion, not the girl who endeavours to protect her guest from intrusion.’

Someone called out from the crowd:

‘Ain’t he coming, sir? I’m fair finished, I am — been here six hours. I’m clean done up.’

‘What right have you to be there at all? You ought to be at home in bed.’

‘I’ve come to be healed.’

‘Come to be healed! I suppose if you want a hatful of money, you think you’ve only got to ask for it. You’ve no right to be here.’

Murmurs arose — cries, prayers, stifled execrations. An inspector said to his chief:

‘If something isn’t done, sir, I fancy there’ll be trouble. Our men have difficulty in keeping order as it is. Half London must be here, and they’re coming faster than ever. There’s an ugly spirit about, and some ugly customers. If it becomes known that nothing is going to be done for these poor wretches, I don’t know what will happen. How we are going to get them safely away is more than I can guess.’

‘You hear what Sir William Braidwood says.’

‘Begging Sir William’s pardon, it’s a choice of evils, and if I were you, sir, I should try again. They can’t refuse to let you see this person. Not that I suppose he can do what they think he can, but still there you are.’

‘He can do it.’

‘With a word?’

‘With a word.’

‘Then he ought to.’

‘Why? I can give you a thousand pounds with a word. But why ought I to?’

‘That’s different.’

‘You’ll find that a large number of people don’t think it’s different. These people want the gift of health; others in the crowd there want the gift of wealth. I dare wager there’s no form of want which is not represented in that eager, greedy, lustful multitude. The excuse is common to them all: he can give it with a word. I am of your opinion, there will be trouble; because so many persons misunderstand the situation.’

Colonel Hardinge arrived at a decision:

‘I think I will have another try. We can’t have these people here all day, so if he won’t have anything to do with them, the sooner they are cleared out of this, the better. What I have to do is to find out how it’s going to be.’

He knocked again. This time the door was opened by Mr. Kinloch, who at once broke into voluble speech.

‘It was you who came just now; what do you mean by coming again? What’s the meaning of these outrageous proceedings? Can’t I have a guest in my house without being subjected to this abominable nuisance?’

‘I grant the nuisance, but would point out to you, sir, that we are the victims of it as well as you. If you will permit me to see your guest I will explain to him the position in a very few words. On his answer will depend our action.’

‘My guest desires to be private; I must insist upon his privacy being respected. My daughter has been speaking to him. She tells me that he says that he has nothing to do with these people, and that they have nothing to do with him.’

‘If that is the case, and that is really what he says, and I am to take it for an answer, then the matter is at an end.’

Ada’s voice was heard at the back.

‘Father, the Lord is coming.’

The Stranger came to the door. In a moment the Colonel’s hat was in his hand.

‘I beg a thousand pardons, sir, for what I cannot but feel is an intrusion; but the fact is, these foolish people have got it into their heads that they have only to ask you, and you will restore them to health. Am I to understand, and to give them to understand, that in so thinking they are under an entire delusion?’

‘I will speak to them.’

The Stranger stood upon the doorstep. When they saw Him they began to press against each other, crying:

‘Heal us! Heal us!’

‘Why should I heal you?’

There was a momentary silence. Then someone said:

‘Because you healed those others.’

‘What they have you desire. It is so with you always. You cry to Me continually, Give! give! What is it you have given Me?’

The same voice replied:

‘We have nothing to give.’

‘You come to Me with a lie upon your lips.’

The fellow threw up his arms, crying:

‘Lord! Lord! have mercy on me, Lord!’

He answered:

‘Those among you that have given Me aught, though it is never so little, they shall be healed.’ No one spoke or moved. ‘Behold how many are the cheerful givers! I come not to give, but to receive. I seek My own, and find it not. All men desire something, offering nothing. This great city, knowing Me not, asks Me continually for what I have to give. Though I gave all it craves, it would be still farther off from heaven. It prizes not that which it has, but covets that which is another’s, hating it because it is his. Return whence you came; cleanse your bodies; purify your hearts; think not always of yourselves; lift up your eyes; seek continually the knowledge of God. When you know Him but a thousandth part as He knows you, you need ask Him nothing, for He will give you all that you desire.’

With that He returned into the house.

When they saw Him go an outcry at once arose.

‘Is that all? Only talk? Why, any parson could pitch a better yarn than that! Isn’t He going to do anything? Isn’t He going to heal us? What, not after healing those people yesterday at Maida Vale, and after our coming all this way and waiting all this time?’

The rougher sort who could use their limbs began to press forward towards the house, forcing down those who were weaker, many of whom filled the air with their cries and groans and curses. The police did their best to stem the confusion.

There came along the avenue on the pavement which the police had kept open Henry Walters and certain of his friends. They were escorted by a sergeant, who saluted Colonel Hardinge.

‘This man Walters wants to see the person all the talk’s about. There are a lot of his friends in the crowd, and rather than have any fuss I thought I’d let them come.’

‘Right, sergeant. Mr. Walters is at liberty to see this person if this person is disposed to see him, which I’m rather inclined to doubt.’

‘We’ll see about that,’ muttered Walters to his companions, as with them he hurried up the steps.

At the top he paused, regarding the poor wretches struggling fatuously in the street.

‘That looks promising for us. So he won’t heal them. Why? No reason given, I suppose. I dare say he won’t heal us; for the same reason. Well, we’ll see. Mind you shut the front door when we go in. I rather fancy we shall want some persuasion before we see the logic of such a reason as that.’

The door was closed as he suggested. In the hall he was met by Ada.

‘What is it that you want?’

‘You know very well what it is. We want a few words with the stranger who is in this house.’

‘It is the Lord!’

‘Very well. We want a few words with the Lord.’

‘You cannot enter His presence uninvited.’

‘Can’t we? I think you are mistaken. Is He in that room? Stand aside and let me see.’

‘You may not pass.’

‘Don’t be silly. We’re in no mood for manners. Will you move, or must I make you? Do you hear? Come away.’

He laid his hand upon the girl’s shoulder. As he did so the Stranger stood in the open door. When they saw Him, and perceived how in silence He regarded them, they drew a little back, as if perplexed. Then Walters spoke:

‘I’m told that you are Christ.’

‘What has Christ to do with you, or you with Christ?’

‘That’s not an answer to my question. However, without entering into the question of who you are, it seems that you can work wonders when you choose.’

There was a pause as if for a reply. The Stranger was still, so Walters went on.

‘We represent a number of persons who are as the sands of the sea for multitude, the victims of man’s injustice and of God’s.’

‘With God there is no injustice.’

‘That is your opinion. We won’t argue the point; it’s not ours. We come to plead the cause of myriads of people who have never known happiness from the day they were born. Some of them toil early and late for a beggarly wage; many of them are denied the opportunity of even doing that. They have tried every legitimate means of bettering their condition. They have hoped long, striven often, always to be baffled. Their brother men press them back into the mire, and tread them down in it. We suggest that their case is worthy your consideration. Their plight is worse to-day than it ever was; they lack everything. Health some of them never had; they came into the world under conditions which rendered it impossible. Most of them who had it have lost it long ago. Society compels them to live lives in which health is a thing unknown. Their courage has been sapped by continuous failure. Hope is dead. Joy they never knew. Misery is their one possession. Under these circumstances you will perceive that if you desire to do something for them it will not be difficult to find something which should be done.’

Another pause; still no reply.

‘We do not wish to cumber you with suggestions; we only ask you to do something. It will be plain to your sense of justice that there could be no fitter subjects for benevolence. Yet all that we request of you is to be just. You are showering gifts broadcast. Be just; give also something to them to whom nothing ever has been given. I have the pleasure to await your answer.’

He answered nothing.

‘What are we to understand by your silence? — that you lack the power, or the will? We ask you, with all possible courtesy, for an answer. Courtesy useless? Still nothing? There is a limit even to our civility. Understand, also, that we mean to have an answer — somehow.’

Ada touched him on the arm, whispering:

‘It is the Lord!’

‘Is he a friend of yours?’

‘He is a Friend of all the world.’

‘It doesn’t look like it at present, though we hope to find it the case before we’ve finished. Come, sir! You hear what this young lady says of you. We’re waiting to hear how you propose to show that you’re a friend of that great host of suffering souls on whose behalf we’ve come to plead to you.’

Yet He was still. Walters turned to his associates.

‘You see how it is? It’s as I expected, as was foreseen last night. If we want anything, we’ve got to take the kingdom of heaven by violence. Are we going to take it, or are we going to sneak away with our tails between our legs?’

The woman answered who had spoken at the meeting the night before — the fair-haired woman, with the soft voice and quiet eyes:

‘We are going to take it.’ She went close to the Stranger. ‘Answer the question which has been put to you.’ When He continued silent, she struck Him on the cheek with her open palm, saying: ‘Coward!’

Ada came rushing forward with her father and her sisters. With a movement of His hand He kept them back. Walters applauded the woman’s action.

‘That’s right — for a beginning; but he’ll want more than that. Let me talk to him.’ He occupied the woman’s place. ‘We’ve nothing to lose. You may strike us dead; we may as well be dead as living the sort of life with which we are familiar; it is a living death. I defy you to cast us into a worse hell than that in which we move all day and every day. If you are Christ, you have a chance of winning more adherents than were ever won for you by all the preaching through all the ages, and with a few words. If you are man, we will make you king over all the earth, and all the world will cry with one heart and one voice: “God save the King!” And whether you are Christ or man, every heart will be filled with your praises, and night and morning old and young will call with blessings on your name. Is not that a prospect pleasing even unto God? And all this for the utterance of perhaps a dozen words. That is one side of the shield. Does it not commend itself to you? I ask you for an answer.

‘None? Still dumb? I’ll show you something of the other side. If you are resolute to shut your ears to our cries, and your eyes to our misery, we’ll crucify you again. Don’t think that those police outside will help you, or anything of that sort, because you’ll be nursing a delusion. You’ll be crucified by a world in arms. When it is known that with a word you can dry the tears that are in men’s eyes, and yet refuse to utter it — when that is generally known, it will be sufficient. For it will have been clearly demonstrated that you must be a monster of whom the world must be rid at all and any cost. Given such a capacity, none but a monster would refuse to exercise it. And the fact that, according to some narrow code of scholastic reasoning, you may be a faultless monster will make the fact worse, not better. For faultlessness of that sort is in continual, cruel, crushing opposition to poor, weak, human nature. Now will you give me an answer?’

When none came, and His glance continued fixed upon the other’s face with a strange, unfaltering intensity, Walters went still closer.

‘Shall I shake the answer out of you?’ Putting up his hand, he took the Stranger by the throat; and when He offered no resistance, began to shake Him to and fro. Ada, running forward, struck at Walters with so much force that, taken by surprise, he let the Stranger go. She cried:

‘It is the Lord! It is the Lord!’

‘What is that to us? Why doesn’t he speak when he’s spoken to? Is he a wooden block? You take care what you do, my girl. You’d be better employed in inducing your friend to answer us. Lord or no Lord. There’d be no trouble if he’d treat us like creatures of flesh and blood. If he’d a spark of feeling in his breast, he’d recognise that the very pitifulness of our condition — our misery, our despair! — entitles us to something more than the brand of his scornful silence; he’d at least answer yes or no unto our prayers.’

Ada wept as if her heart would break, sobbing out from amidst her grief:

‘It is the Christ! It is the Lord Christ!’

Her father, forcing his way to the front door, had summoned assistance. A burly sergeant came marching in.

‘What’s the matter here? Oh, Mr. Walters, it’s you! You’re not wanted in here. Out you go — all of you. If you take my advice you’ll go home, and you’ll get your friends to go home too. There’ll be some trouble if you don’t take care!’

‘Go home? Sergeant, you see that Man? Have you anywhere a tender place? Is there any little thing which, if you had it, would make your life brighter and more worth the living? That Man, by the utterance of a word, can make of your life one long, glad song; give you everything you are righteously entitled to deserve; so they tell me. Go home to the kennels in which we herd when the Christ who has come to release us from our bondage will not move a finger, or do aught to loose our bonds, but, seeing how we writhe in them, stands mutely by? No, sergeant. We’ll not go home till we’ve had a reckoning with Him.’

He stretched out his arm, pointing at the Stranger.

‘I’ll meet you at another Calvary. You’ve crucified me and mine through the ages, and would crucify us still, finding it a royal sport at which it were blasphemy to cavil. Beware lest, in return, you yourself are not crucified again.’

When Walters and his associates had gone, the sergeant said, addressing the Stranger:

‘I’m only doing my duty in telling you that the sooner you clear out of this, the better it’ll be for everyone concerned. You’re getting yourself disliked in a way which may turn out nasty for you, in spite of anything we can do. There’s half a dozen people dead out in the street because of you, and there’s worse to come, so take my tip and get out the back way somewhere. Find a new address, and when you have found it keep it to yourself. We don’t want to have London turned upside down for anyone, no matter who it is.’

The sergeant went. And then words came from the Stranger’s lips, as if they had been wrung from His heart; for the sweat stood on His brow:

‘Father, is it, then, for this that I am come to the children that call upon My Name in this great city, where on every hand are churches built for men to worship Christ? What is this idol which they have fashioned, calling it after My Name, so that wherever I go I find a Christ which is not Me? Lord! Lord! they cry; and when the Lord comes they say, It is not you we called, but another. They deny Me to My face. The things I would they know not. In their blindness, knowing nothing, they would be gods unto themselves, making of You a plaything, the servant of their wills. As of old, they know not what they do. Aforetime, by God’s chosen people was I nailed unto a tree. Am I again to suffer shame at the hands of those that call themselves My children? Yet, Father, let it be so if it is Your will.’


CHAPTER XXII

A SEMINARY PRIEST

In the street was riot; confusion which momentarily threatened to become worse confounded. In the press were dignitaries of the Church; that Archbishop whom we met at dinner; Cardinal De Vere, whose grace of bearing ornaments the Roman establishment in England; with him a young seminary priest, one Father Nevill. The two high clerics were on a common errand. Their carriages encountering each other on the outskirts of the crowd, they had accepted the services of a friendly constable, who offered to pilot them through the excited people. At his heels they came, scarcely in the ecclesiastical state which their dignity desired.

As they neared the house they were met by the departing Mr. Walters and his friends. Recognising who they were, Walters stopped to shout at them in his stentorian tones:

‘So the High Priests have come! To do reverence to their Master? To prostrate themselves at His feet in the dust, or to play the patron? To you, perhaps, He’ll condescend; with these who, in their misery, trample each other under foot He’ll have no commerce; has not even a word with which to answer them. But you, Archbishop and Cardinal, Princes of His Most Holy Church, perhaps He’ll have a hand for each of you. For to those that have shall be given, and from those that have not shall be taken away. He’ll hardly do violence to that most excellent Christian doctrine. Tell Him how much you have that should be other men’s; maybe He’ll strip them of their skins to give you more.’

The constable thrust him aside.

‘Move on, there! move on! That’s enough of that nonsense!’

‘Oh yes,’ said Walters, as they forced him back into the seething throng; ‘oh yes, one soon has enough of nonsense of that kind. Christ has come! God help us all!’

On the steps that led up to the door a woman fought with the police. She was as a mad thing, screaming in her agony:

‘Let me see Christ! Let me see Him! My daughter’s dead! I brought her to be healed; she’s been killed in the crowd; I want Him to bring her back to life. Let me see Christ! Let me see Him!’

They would not. Lifting her off her feet, they bore her back among the people.

‘What a terrible scene!’ murmured the Archbishop. ‘What lamentable and dangerous excitement!’

‘You represent a Church, my dear Archbishop,’ replied the Cardinal, ‘which advocates the freedom of private judgment. These proceedings suggest that your advocacy may have met with even undesired success.’

The Archbishop, looking about him with dubious glances, said to the policeman who had constituted himself their guide:

‘This sort of thing almost makes one physically anxious. The people seem to be half beside themselves.’

‘You may well say that, my lord. I never saw a crowd in such a mood before; and I’ve seen a few. I hear they’ve sent for the soldiers.’

‘The soldiers? Dear, dear! how infinitely sad!’

When they were seen on the steps, guarded by the police, waiting for the door to open, the crowd yelled at them. The Archbishop observed to his companion:

‘I’m not sure, after all, that it was wise of me to come. Sometimes it is not easy to know what to do for the best. I certainly did not expect to find myself in the midst of such a scene of popular frenzy.’

Said the Cardinal:

‘It at least enables us to see one phase of Protestant England.’

They were admitted by Ada, to whom the Archbishop introduced himself.

‘I am the Archbishop, and this is Cardinal De Vere. We have come to see the person who is the cause of all this turmoil.’

Ada stopped before the open door of a room.

‘This is the Lord!’

Within stood the Stranger, as one who listens to that which he desires, yet fears he will not hear: who looks for that for which he yearns, yet knows he will not see. The Archbishop fitted his glasses on his nose.

‘Is this the person? Really! How very interesting! You don’t say so!’

Since the Stranger had paid no heed to their advent, the Archbishop addressed himself to Him courteously:

‘Pardon me if this seems an intrusion, or if I have come at an inconvenient moment, but I have received such extraordinary accounts of your proceedings that, as head of the English Church, I felt bound to take them, to some extent, under my official cognisance.’

The Stranger, looking at him, inquired:

‘In your churches whom do you worship?’

‘My dear sir! What an extraordinary question!’

‘What idol have you fashioned which you call after My Name?’

‘Idol! Really, really!’

‘Why do you cry continually: “Come quickly!” when you would not I should come?’

‘What very peculiar questions, betraying a complete ignorance of the merest rudiments of common knowledge! Is it possible that you are unaware that I am the head of the Christian hierarchy?’

Said the Cardinal:

‘Of the English branch of the Protestant hierarchy, I think, Archbishop, you should rather put it. You are hardly the undisputed head of even that. Do your Nonconformist friends admit your primacy? They form a not inconsiderable section of English Protestantism. When informing ignorance let us endeavour to be accurate.’

‘The differences are not essential. We are all branches of one tree, whose stem is Christ. To return to the point. This is hardly a moment, Cardinal, for theological niceties.’

‘You were tendering information; I merely wished it to be correct, for which I must ask you to forgive me.’

‘Your Eminence is ironical. However, as I said, to return to the point. The public mind appears to be in a state of most lamentable excitement. The exact cause I do not pretend to understand. But if your intentions are what I hope they are, you can scarcely fail to perceive that you owe it to yourself to remedy a condition of affairs which already promises to be serious. I am told that there is a notion abroad that you have advanced pretensions which I am almost convinced you have not done. I wish you to inform me, and to give me authority to inform the public, who and what you are, and what is the purport of your presence here.’

‘I am He that you know not of.’

‘That, my dear sir, is the very point. I am advised that you are possessed of some singular powers. I wish to know who the person is who has these powers, and how he comes to have them.’

‘There is one of you that knows.’

The young priest advanced, saying:

‘I know You, Lord!’

The Stranger held out to him His hand.

‘Welcome, friend!’

‘My Lord and my Master!’

While they still stood hand in hand, the Stranger said:

‘There are those that know Me, nor are they few. Yet what are they among so many? In all the far places of the world men call upon My Name, yet know so little of what is in their hearts that they would destroy Me for being He to whom they call.’

‘But shall the day never come when they shall know You?’

‘Of themselves they must find Me out. Not by a miracle shall a man be brought unto the knowledge of God.’

Cardinal De Vere said to the young priest:

‘Your stock of information appears to be greater than that of your spiritual superiors, Father. At Louvain do they teach such forwardness, or is this an acquaintance of your seminary days?’

‘Yes, Eminence, indeed, and of before them too. For this is our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ, who died for us, yet lives again, to whose service I have dedicated my life, and your Eminence your life also.’

‘My son, let not your tongue betray you into speaking folly. For shame, my son, for shame!’

‘But does not your Eminence know this is the Lord? Can you look upon His face and not see that it is He, or enter into His presence and not know that He is here?’

‘Put a bridle upon that insolent tongue of yours. Come from that dangerous fellow.’

‘Fellow? Eminence, it is the Lord! It is the Lord!’ He turned to the Stranger. ‘Lord Jesus, open the eyes of his Eminence, that he may see You, and his heart, that he may know that You are here!’

‘Did I not say that no miracle shall bring a man to the knowledge of Me? If of himself he knows Me not, he will not know Me though I raise him out of hell to heaven.’

The young priest turned again to the Cardinal.

‘But, Eminence, it is so strange! so wonderful! Your vocation is for Christ; you point always to His cross; you keep your eyes upon His face; and yet — and yet you do not know Him now that He is here! Oh, it is past believing! and you, sir, you are also a religious. Surely you know this is the Lord?’

This was to the Archbishop, who began to stammer:

‘I — I know, my dear young friend, that you — you are saying some very extraordinary things — things which you — you ought to carefully consider before you — you utter them. Especially when I consider your — your almost tender years.’

‘Extraordinary things! It is the Lord! it is the Lord! How shall you wonder at those who denied Him at the first if you, who preach Him, deny Him now? Oh, Eminence! oh, sir! look and see. It is the Lord!’

‘Silence, sir! Another word of the sort and you are excommunicated.’

‘For knowing it is the Lord?’

‘For one thing, sir — for not knowing that on such matters Holy Church pronounces. Did they teach you so badly at Louvain that you have still to learn that in the presence of authority it is the business of a little seminary priest to preserve a reverent silence? It is not for you to oppose your variations of the creed upon your spiritual superiors, but to receive, with a discreet meekness, and in silence, your articles of faith from them.’

‘If the Lord proclaims Himself, are His children to refuse Him recognition until the Church commands?’

‘You had better return to your seminary, my son — and shall — to receive instruction in the rudiments of the Catholic faith.’

‘If for any cause the Church withholds its command, is the Lord to depart unrecognised?’

‘Say nothing further, sir, till you have been with your confessor. I command you to be silent until then.’

‘Is, then, the Church against the Lord? It cannot be — it cannot be!’ The young priest turned to the Stranger with on his face surprise, fear, wonder. ‘Lord, of those that are here are You known to me alone?’

Ada came forward with her sisters.

‘We also know the Lord.’

The Stranger said:

‘Is it not written that many are called, but few chosen? As it was, is now, and ever will be. It is well that you know Me, and these that are the daughters of one who knows Me as I would be known; and there are those that know Me nearly.’ With that He looked at Mr. Kinloch. ‘Also here and there among the multitudes whom God has fashioned in His own image am I known, and in the hidden places of the world. Where quiet is, there am I often. Men that strive with their fellows in the midst of the tumult for the seats of the mighty call much upon My Name, but have Me little in their hearts; there is not room. Those that make but little noise, but are content with the lower seats, waiting upon My Father’s will, they have Me much in their hearts, for there is room. Wherefore I beseech you to continue a little priest in a seminary, great in the knowledge of My Father, rather than a pillar of the Church, holding up heaven on your hands: for he that seeks to bear up heaven is of a surety cast down into hell. Would, then, that all men might be little men, since in My Father’s presence they might have a better chance of standing high.’

The Cardinal, holding himself very straight, went closer to the young priest. His voice was stern.

‘Father Nevill, your parents were my friends; because of that I have attached you to my person; because, also, of that I am unwilling to see you put yourself outside the pale of Holy Church as becomes a fool rather than a man of sense. What hallucination blinds you I cannot say. Your condition is probably one which calls for a medical diagnosis rather than for mine. How you can be the even momentary victim of so poor an impostor is beyond my understanding. But it ill becomes such as I am to seek for explanations from such as you. Your part is to obey, and only to obey. Therefore I bid you instantly to leave this — fellow; bow your head, and seek with shame absolution for your grievous sin. Do this at once, or it will be too late.’

When the young priest was about to reply, the Stranger, going to the Cardinal, looking him in the face, asked: ‘Am I an impostor?’

The Cardinal did his best to meet His look, and return Him glance for glance. Presently his eyes faltered; he looked down. His lips twitched as if to speak. His gaze returned to the Stranger’s countenance. But only for a moment. Suddenly he put up his hands before his face as if to shield it from the impact of the pain and sorrow which were in His eyes. He muttered:

‘What have I to do with you?’

‘Nothing; verily, and alas!’

‘Why have you come to judge me before my time?’

‘Your time comes soon.’

The Cardinal, dropping his hands, straightened himself again, as if endeavouring to get another grip upon his courage.

‘I lean on Holy Church. She will sustain me.’

‘Against Me?’

The Cardinal staggered against the wall, trembling so that he could hardly stand. The Archbishop cried, also trembling:

‘What ails your Eminence? Cardinal, what is wrong?’

His Eminence replied, as if he all at once were short of breath:

‘The rock — on which — the Church is founded — slips beneath my feet!’

The Archbishop surveyed him with frightened eyes.


CHAPTER XXIII

AND THE CHILD

The noise in the street had continued without ceasing. It grew louder. A sound arose as of many voices shrieking. While it still filled the air the lame man and the charcoal-burner descended from an upper room. They spoke of the tumult.

‘The people are fighting with the police as if they have gone mad.’

‘They seek Me,’ said the Stranger.

The lame man looked at him anxiously.

‘You!’

‘Even Me. Fear not. All will be well.’

‘Who are these persons?’ inquired the Archbishop.

‘They are of those that know Me.’

‘Ay,’ said the charcoal-burner, ‘I know You — know You very well, I do. So did my old woman; she knowed You, too. I be that glad to have seen You. It’s done me real good, that it have.’

‘You have been with me so long; then this little while, and soon for ever.’

‘Ay, very soon.’

‘Father, these are of those that know Thy Son.’

He touched with His hand the six persons that were about Him.

The Archbishop plucked the Cardinal by the sleeve.

‘I — I really think we’d better go. I — I’m not feeling very well.’

There came a succession of crashes. The Cardinal stood up.

‘What’s that? It’s stones against the windows. Unless I err, they have shivered every pane.’

Someone knocked loudly at the door. The Cardinal moved as if to open. The Archbishop sought to restrain him.

‘What are you doing? It isn’t safe to open. The people may come in.’

The Cardinal smiled.

‘Let them. The sooner the thing is done the better. To you and me what does it matter what comes?’

On the doorstep stood that Secretary of State who had given the dinner at which the Archbishop had been present. Behind him was the yelling mob.

‘Your Eminence! This is an unexpected pleasure. The Archbishop, too! How delightful! The people seem in a curious frame of mind; our friend Braidwood is justified — already. It’s a wonder I’m here alive. I am told that several persons have been killed in the crowd — terrible! terrible! My own opinion is that we’re threatened with the most serious riot which London has known in my time. Ah, dear sir!’ He bowed to the Stranger. ‘I need not ask if you are he to whom I desire to tender my sincerest salutations. There is that about you which tells me that I stand in the presence of no mean person. Unfortunately, I am so constituted as to be incapable of those more ardent feelings which are to the enthusiast his indispensable equipment. Therefore I am not of that material out of which they fashion devotees. Yet, since I cannot doubt that my trifling personal peculiarities are known to him who, as I am informed, knows all, I venture to trust that they will be regarded as extenuating circumstances should I ever stand in instant need of palliation.’

The Stranger was still.

The stones still rattled against the windows, smashed against the door. Again there came a knocking. The tumult had grown so great, the cries so threatening, that those within were trembling, hesitating what to do. When the Stranger moved towards the door, the Secretary of State prevented Him.

‘Sir, I beg of you! I fear it is you they wish to see, with what purpose you may imagine from the noise which they are making. Permit me to answer the knocking. At the present moment I am of less public interest than you.’

He opened. There was an excited sergeant of police.

‘The person who’s in here must get away by the back somewhere at once; those are my orders. The people have found out that they can get to this house from the street behind; they’re starting off to do it. We don’t want murder done, and there will be murder if he doesn’t take himself off pretty quick.’

‘Is it so bad as that?’

‘So bad as that? Look at them yourself. I never saw them in such a state. They’re stark, staring mad. All the streets about are full of them; they’re all the same. That man Walters and his friends have been working a lot of them into a frenzy; murder is what they mean. Then there’s over a hundred been killed in front here, so I’m told — poor wretches who came to be healed. The crowd will tear him to pieces if they get him. He must get away somehow over the walls at the back.’

‘Over the walls at the back?’

‘He can’t get away by the front. We couldn’t save him — nobody could. I tell you they’ll tear him to pieces.’

As the sergeant spoke the Stranger came and stood at the door by the Secretary of State. A policeman rushed up the steps bearing something in his arms. He addressed the sergeant.

‘This child’s dead. Sir William Braidwood says most of the bones in its body are broken; it’s crushed nearly to a jelly. It doesn’t seem to have had any friends or anything. Could you see it taken into the house?’

The sergeant received the child. The Stranger said to him: ‘Give it to Me.’

‘You? Why you? Let it be taken into the house and put decent.’

‘Give Me the child.’

He took the child and pressed it to His bosom, and the child, opening its eyes, looked up at Him. He kissed it on the brow.

‘You have been asleep,’ He said.

The child sat up in His arms and laughed.

The Archbishop whispered to the Cardinal:

‘The child lives!’

The Stranger cried to those that were within the house:

‘I return whence I came. Come there to Me.’

And a great hush fell on all the people, so that on a sudden they were still. And they fell back, so that a lane was formed in their midst, along which He went, with the child, laughing, in His arms.

It was as if the people had been carved out of stone. They moved neither limb nor feature, nor seemed to breathe, but stayed in the uncouth attitudes in which they had been flung by passion, with their faces as rage had distorted them, their mouths open as they had vomited blasphemies, their eyes glaring, their fists clenched.

Through the stricken people in the silent streets the Stranger went, the child laughing in His arms — on and on, on and on. Whither He went, no man knew. Nor has He been seen of any since, nor the child either.

And when He had gone, a great sigh went over all the people. Behold, they wept!

THE END


ADA VERNHAM, ACTRESS
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CHAPTER I

BOGUS

THEY stood outside the door of the Assembly Rooms. The proprietor, Abraham Llewelyn, stood inside. He barred their ingress.

‘I don’t care what there is of yours. It’s mine till I am paid my rent. You don’t any of you set foot inside my place until I am.’

Douglas Faber, ‘first old man,’ endeavoured to induce him to hear reason.

‘You’ve no right to detain our things. We’re not your debtors. Haven’t you sense enough to see that we’re even greater sufferers than you are. You won’t improve your position by making ours worse.’

Mr Llewelyn put up a dirty forefinger. He wagged it at Douglas Faber.

‘This is a bilk, my lad. It’s the second bilk I’ve had this season. You’re a friend of the bilker—’

Then came an instant interruption from Faber.

‘I’m nothing of the kind.’

‘Then what are you?’

‘I’m one of the poor devils whom he’s bilked. Don’t I tell you that he owes me part of three weeks, and the whole of the fourth weeks salary. Does that look as if he were my friend? Don’t be an idiot! Try and see if we can’t improve the situation by pulling together. Let’s give the usual show to-night, if this sort of weather keeps on there ought to be a good house — and let’s share out the treasury.’

Mr Llewelyn put his hands into his trousers pockets. He eyed the little, anxious crowd. And he winked.

‘And what may your idea of sharing out the treasury be? There won’t be a pound in the place — I never saw a worse show than yours, it really isn’t good enough to draw the dead heads! And when it comes to sharing out a pound — what you call sharing out — why, it won’t bring me the price of my gas!’ He broke into sudden passion. ‘You go and be damned! You’re nothing but a lot of swindling mouchers, that’s what you are!’

Before they suspected his intention, drawing back quickly, he slammed the door in their faces. The action was followed outside by a sort of spasm of involuntary silence. They could hear him bolting and barring.

Leonard Hargreaves— ‘juvenile lead’ — laughed acidly. It was cold and exposed in front of the Assembly Rooms. The sea wind, rushing from the sands round the corner of the street, dashed the rain into their faces. They moved uneasily inside their clothing, as they glanced furtively into each other’s eyes.

It was Cliffe Davies— ‘character’ — who broke the silence. His tone was more bitter than his words. His round face twitched.

‘This looks like good biz! A case of “shutter” with a vengeance.’

‘Does he really mean that he won’t let us have our wardrobes?’

The speaker was a girl on her first tour, who had dreamed dreams of the profession. Davies answered her.

‘Devilish good seeming if he doesn’t.’

‘But what shall I do? Nearly all my things are in the dressing room. I only have a small box at my diggings, and I’ve only got a few shillings in my purse.’

The girl began to cry. A woman whose face suggested drink, slipped her arm through hers, as if to comfort her. Davies continued:

‘If you’ve got a few shillings, my dear, you’ve got that much more than I have. I’m stony. It’ll have to be a case of busking on the beach.’ He looked up at the drifting clouds. ‘Though while this watering pot keeps on emptying ‘twill be to busk in vain.’

A woman came round the corner of the street hurriedly. She hastened towards them, as it tearful of being late. They received her with vacant looks.

‘What’s the matter?’ she inquired. ‘Is treasury over?’

Davies replied. ‘It is,  “for ever and for ever, world without end. Amen.” The English Comedy Company is over too.’

The woman seemed to stagger. One could see, through her veil, that her pale face went paler.

‘What do you mean?’

Douglas Faber took the words from Davies’ lips.

‘That brute Montgomerie’s bolted. He’s taken every stiver away with him. God knows where he’s gone to.’

He finished by raining a volley of curses on the head of the absent man.

‘Is there no treasury at all?’

‘Not a — farthing.’

There was silence. The woman leaned against the wall. They looked at her.

‘That will be — that will be very inconvenient for me — but how about the show to-night?’

‘There won’t be any. Llewelyn’s locked us out.’

‘Locked us out! But how about our wardrobes?’

‘Yes, how about them? I should like to know how about them. Llewelyn says that we shan’t have them till the rent is paid. I can’t pay it I don’t know if you can.’

The woman passed from passivity to excitement. She moved away from the wall, holding out her hands in front of her.

‘But I must have my wardrobe! — I must! — It’s all I have in the world.’

Faber shrugged his shoulders, and was still. Davies pulled the collar of his coat up higher about his ears.

‘I’m bound to say that my wardrobe isn’t worth the mint,’ he muttered. ‘I wouldn’t like to back myself to spout it for a thick ‘un.’

The woman seemed surprised that she was able to convey so little of her own excitement to the others. She repeated her assertion.

‘I must have my wardrobe I — I must!’

‘Then, if I were you, I’d get it!’

Faber, standing sideways as he said this, winked with the eye which was farthest from her. She, unconscious of the wink, took his words as if they had been meant in earnest ‘I will! She turned to the door which Mr Llewelyn had closed. ‘Where’s the knocker or the bell?’

Faber still spoke ironically.

‘There doesn’t appear to be either a knocker or a bell. Llewelyn doesn’t favour such luxuries at his establishment It wouldn’t do. You’ll have to knock with your fist, or a stone, or the heel of your boot You’ll try your heel, if you take my advice.’

She struck the door with her clenched fist, making no impression on the massive panel Ernest Carruthers— ‘utility’ — held up his hand ‘May I offer you my stick?’

She took it — a stout, oak sapling. She struck two or three vigorous blows with it, against the door. A window opened overhead, just as a constable came strolling up. Mr Llewelyn looking out, hailed the man in blue.

‘Evan Evans, move those people away from there.’

The woman called to him.

‘Mr Llewelyn, you have my wardrobe. You must let me in, please. I want to get it — I must have it! I don’t owe you anything!’

Mr Llewelyn ignored her utterly. He addressed the constable.

‘First those vagabonds swindle me out of my rent, then they want to destroy my property. If they want anything from me, let them apply to the police station for it, and I’ll apply to the police station too — then we’ll see! Do you hear what I tell you, Evan Evans; move them away from here — right away!’

In spite of their expostulations, Evan Evans moved them away — for, in that town, Abraham Llewelyn was a man of standing.


CHAPTER II

AN OFFER OF ASSISTANCE

SHE had been in tight places before — heaven knew! — but this place which she was in now bade fair to be the very tightest She was penniless — which is about the hardest thing that can befall a woman. Actually without a farthing. And hungry. A stranger. And in debt She owed for food and lodging — being well aware that her landlady regarded her with something stronger than suspicion. The major part of the company had been on less than half salaries practically since the tour had started. She had eked out the pittance which Mr Montgomerie had doled out to her with what she still had had left of her own. Now her own store was exhausted. Business having been bad, it had been surmised that, as usual, there would not be a full treasury, but the sanguine manager had declared that a remittance would be sent to him from town, and that, in any case, he would do his best So, with a consciously anxious heart, she had hoped that she would at least receive enough to enable her to free herself from debt That her anxiety had been justified was proved by the fact that the enterprising manager, taking his courage with both hands, levanting with the entire weekly receipts, had left the members of the ‘English Comedy Company,’ for all he knew or cared, without the wherewithal in their pockets with which to buy themselves a crust of bread and cheese, stranded in that remote Welsh watering-place some three hundred miles away from town, and with their personal possessions at the mercy of the keepers of their lodgings, and, particularly, of the defrauded proprietor of the Assembly Rooms, in which building they had been performing all the week.

Miss Vernham did not know what to do. She was feeling hungry, tired, and heartsick — half-dazed. She did not know where to go. Instinct told her that it would be absurd to return to her lodgings till she had some tale ready to tell her landlady. She wandered aimlessly along the front The rain had increased; she had no umbrella; the wind was blowing half a gale, possibly it was her mental condition which caused her to feel physically cold — the farther she went the more she shivered. At last, in desperation, turning, she went swiftly back to her room.

Mr Leonard Hargreaves was sauntering on the pavement in the rain, apparently awaiting her approach. She disliked this man more than any other member of the company, which was saying not a little.

‘I want to speak to you,’ he said. ‘Can I come in? I’m getting moist.’

She accorded him permission with a movement of her head, being almost too spent for speech. He might not be to her taste, but she felt, at the moment, that anything was better than being left alone and helpless. As the door was opened, the landlady darted out from her own regions at the back; then, seeing that her lodger was attended, she withdrew. The pair entered the apartment which served Miss Vernham as bed and sitting-room. As he stood his umbrella in the fireplace, Hargreaves looked about him.

‘You’re snug in here!’

The woman moved her shoulders. The place was cheap and nasty, but, knowing, as she did, that she was hanging over the very edge of the outer ditch, it had suddenly become to her almost luxurious. She dropped on to a chair with a sigh. With his back to the fireplace, he eyed her steadily, as if he were appraising her.

‘You’re a fine woman, my dear, though you’ve been overdoing it You ought to do better for yourself than this. Lift up your veil.’

She did not do as he bade her.

‘What do you want?’

He laughed — without answering her question.

‘Nice man, Montgomerie! Stony lot of mourners he’s left behind him!’

‘Are they all hard up?’

‘Skinned! the lot of them. You couldn’t collect half a sovereign from the entire batch. One or two of them have been having a shot at me, but I’m not taking any. “Neither a borrower nor a lender be.” That’s my motto. And as for alms, I never give them.’

‘Have you got money?’

‘A pound or two, my dear, a pound or two!’ He rattled some coins in his pocket, and laughed again. ‘I don’t fancy Montgomerie has used me quite so badly as he has the rest of you. That’s between ourselves. I knew a thing or two about him, you see, and it wouldn’t have done. Besides, perhaps I may have a little pot of my own laid by. There aren’t only paupers in the world.’

She showed no disposition to speak when he ceased, but sat in silence, as if in thought Presently, she raised her veil, which action he immediately approved.

‘That’s better, you never ought to hide a face like yours. By Jove I you’re a fine woman, upon my soul, you are. You ought to be doing a lot better than knocking about at what are, by rights, nothing but one night stands.’ She continued silent ‘How has he left you?’

‘Without a penny in the world.’

He laughed again, as if the idea of her destitution amused him.

‘Do you know that, if you had liked, I believe you might have gone halves with him. If you had raised your finger, he’d have taken you in as partner. Only you’re so infernally stand-off.’ Rising, she turned her back on him, as if in obedience to a feeling of unconquerable repulsion. Taking off her gloves, she felt her jacket with her fingers. He watched her, seemingly oblivious of the significance of her manner towards himself. ‘You’re wet.’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘And hungry?’

‘I’m almost starving.’

‘Have you paid up here?’

‘No.’

‘Then what are you going to do?’ Once more she moved her shoulder, still keeping her back towards him. ‘If you’ll condescend to let me see the front of you, I’ll tell you what I’ve come for.’ She hesitated; then slowly faced him. ‘I’ve come to give you a helping hand I guessed to what extent your pockets were lined, though you’ve been proud enough to have them lined with millions.’ She yet kept silence. ‘Well, what do you say?’

‘Thank you.’

‘Is that all?’

‘What else would you have me say? I can but thank you.’

She stood fronting him, motionless as if she had been a statue, a bright red spot flaming on each of her white cheeks. Something in her attitude, or her manner, seemed continually to appeal to his sense of humour. Again he laughed ‘You’re a caution, upon my soul you are. Humanise yourself, my dear; come off that pedestal of yours, and let’s be sensible. Look here, why shouldn’t we chum it together, you and I?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘You know very well what I mean, though, if you want it straight from the shoulder, you shall have it Just come and live with me; I’ll be your friend, at any rate until you get a shop. I’ll do the paying.’

She shuddered — he could scarcely have failed to notice it; but, if he did, he showed no sign of having done so.

‘I’m a married woman.’

‘And I’m a married man. What’s the odds? Both our other halves seem missing.’

‘I can’t — I won’t.’

‘You think again. Upon my soul, I’ll do things for you as well as I can. I’ll pay up here, and we’ll go up together by the afternoon express to town. When they find out here how the land lies, they’ll turn you out with nothing but what you stand up in, and what will you do then?’

She moved her lips as if to moisten them.

‘Lend me enough money to take me up to London. I’ll pay it you back.’

‘Neither a borrower nor a lender be; don’t I tell you that’s my motto? Nothing for nothing — that’s me. I’ll give you free quarters till you get a shop, that’s what my offer amounts to, and a deucedly liberal and gentlemanly offer too. If you don’t take it, you’ll be homeless before the sun goes down, and perhaps somewhere worse, before another sun get ups. What are you kicking at? I’m not a bad sort of fellow, upon my soul I’m not — in my way. Any one might think that I was asking for a favour, instead of offering to do one.’

She seemed to attempt to answer — and to fail. Instead, dropping on her knees, she hid her face in the dirty counterpane which covered the bed. He played the part of critical observer.

‘I do believe that you’ll make an actress yet, I’m hanged if I don’t What are you supposed to be doing now — praying? or doing a weep? I’m not an ogre, that you should be afraid of me. Come, don’t be such an idiot Get up, and give me a kiss, and tell me that you’ll be a good old pal.’

Crossing the room, he placed his hand, with the intention of a caress, upon her shoulder. Regaining an unsteady perpendicular, she held out her hand to keep him from her.

‘Don’t touch me — don’t!’

It seemed impossible to wound his feelings; he only laughed at her.

‘Will you come?’

‘No.’

‘Is that your final answer?’

‘Lend me enough money to take me to London. Do! do! Why won’t you? I’ll give it you back again. I promise you I will.’

‘Is that your final answer?’

She looked at him fixedly, shuddering as she did so.

‘I can’t do what you want me to — and I won’t.’

‘Then don’t, and be hanged to you; if you like that better, you know very well what awaits you.’

Taking his umbrella from the fireplace, and his hat from the mantelpiece, he went out of the room. In a moment, however, he returned, holding out his hand, with several sovereigns in his outstretched palm.

‘Have you changed your mind? Wouldn’t you like some of those? Just think.’

She snatched a couple of sovereigns.

‘Lend me them. Do! do!’

‘Will you come with me?’

‘No! No!’

‘Then you give me back my money. If you don’t I’ll send for a policeman, and give you in charge as soon as look at you — you thief!’

Seeing from his face that what he said he meant, she held out to him the two sovereigns. Taking them from her without a word, he passed again from the room. She heard him stamp along the passage, and bang the front door as he went out into the street The bang was still reverberating when her landlady appeared in the room.

‘I’ve come for you to pay your bill, miss, according to your promise.’

The woman was Welsh, with a copious supply of English at her tongue’s command. Doubtless, too, almost as much in want of money as her lodger. A victim, also, of previous lodgers, with a rooted and, not impossibly, well founded suspicion of the principles and practices of impecunious and unattached young women. When she found that no money was forthcoming, or likely to be, she favoured Miss Vernham with the full benefit of her opinion; explaining what persons of her character were for, what ought to be done to and with them, and what she would do with them, if she only had the chance.

The hopeless, hungry woman could do nothing to stem the torrent ‘But she should go at once,’ screamed the landlady; ‘a creature like her should no longer be allowed to darken the doors of a respectable house.’

Miss Vernham begged to be allowed to rest for a few moments, to have time to collect her thoughts.

‘Not an instant,’ screamed the woman.

‘At least,’ implored Miss Vernham, ‘allow her to take with her some portion of her scant possessions.’

‘Not a rag,’ screamed the woman; ‘it was like her impudence to ask such a thing. She might think herself lucky to get away scot free without being charged with swindling — she should be charged with swindling if she didn’t go at once. Now then, out you go! ‘The landlady threw the door wide open. ‘Am I to fetch a policeman? Get out of my house! Don’t stop to put your gloves and veil on in my house — put them on in the street — you shameless hussy!’

Miss Vernham was moving to do as she was bid when there came a sharp rat-tat-tat at the hall door knocker. With an exclamation the landlady went to see who was there, pulling the room door to behind her as she went. With a sigh of relief Miss Vernham sat down on the side of the bed — in her extremity even another moment’s breathing space was welcome. Steps approached the room. The landlady opened the door, saying in considerably modulated tones: — 

‘Some one to see you.’

Having admitted the visitor, she disappeared.


CHAPTER III

PHILIP BASING

SUPPOSING that it was Leonard Hargreaves returned, Miss Vernham did not even rise from her seat on the side of the bed to welcome him. But it was not Mr Hargreaves, nor any one like him; this was a young man of not more than twenty-six or seven, tall and slender, with a slight moustache, an almost boyish face, big bright smiling eyes, and fair hair which curled all over his head He was dressed in a light tweed suit His scarlet necktie was tied in a neat bow, the long ends of which, with a sort of poetic license, strayed outside his waistcoat He carried in his gloved hands a straw hat and an umbrella.

Miss Vernham was so surprised by this apparition that she continued to sit on the bed and stare.

‘Miss Vernham? But I see it is Miss Vernham.’ His voice was musical, pleasant, gay, as became his appearance. ‘I must apologise for this very unceremonious intrusion, but I am leaving to-day, so that there was no time to write to ask you to grant me the favour of an appointment I am Philip Basing.’

By this time she had risen, and when he stopped, she bowed, being still at a loss for words. He seemed to have supposed that the mention of his name ought to have caused her some sort of emotion, and to be disappointed that she showed none.

‘The name is not familiar?’

‘I beg your pardon. I did not quite catch it!’

‘Philip Basing. I am the author of one or two little dramatic pieces which have been favourably received in town, and of other things.’

Again he seemed to watch for some symptom of emotion. All that she felt was a sensation of dull surprise. What did this radiant young gentleman want here bringing with him a whiff of remembrance from what, to her, was the land of ghosts? Seeing that she was obviously incapable of vouchsafing him that small medicum of flattery which his soul desired, he laughed outright, lightly, sunnily.

‘I see that my name is not known even in the dramatic world so well as I had hoped. Never mind, one of these days it shall be known the whole world over. Perhaps you will assist me to make it known.’

She did not understand him in the least — showing her want of comprehension by the vacant look which was on her face.

‘I? How shall I do that?’

‘That is the secret May I sit down? Thanks. I was at the Assembly Rooms last night, and I saw you act.’

‘Indeed.’ Perceiving that he expected her to say something else, she said it: ‘I’m afraid that you were one of a very scanty audience, and that you were disappointed.’

‘Disappointment supposes expectation. Since I expected nothing, I could scarcely be disappointed. It was a rainy night I was in want of an umbrella, and, as a matter of fact, I was greatly surprised — by you.’

‘By me?’ Her voice assumed the tone of unconscious hauteur which was the outcome of the constant necessity to be upon her guard. ‘I can hardly imagine that you could have been agreeably surprised by anything I did.’

Leaning his elbow on the table by which he was seated, he rested his head upon his hand and regarded her with something of laughter, and something of appraisement in his eyes.

‘People of our profession are at liberty to utter plain truths to one another, even when they are of opposite sexes, and yet stand excused. So, Miss Vernham, you must suffer me. Are you aware how lovely you are — upon the stage?’

The last three words were added as if by an afterthought — almost as if he were suggesting that the clear, cold light had revealed to him the fact that her beauty extended no farther than the stage. Women of the theatre become so habituated to physical appraisement, that remarks which their sisters would, to say the least, regard askance, are passed by them unnoticed. She merely questioned his right, as it were, to comment.

‘Are you an actor?’ He shook his head.

‘I am a dramatist — as yet at the commencement of my career. Though, possibly, the full summer of that career may be nearer than the world supposes. [ have taken the Soho Theatre in London, at which I propose shortly to produce, under what, I trust, will be favourable auspices, a three-act poetic play of my own. I have reason to anticipate that it will meet with, at least, a measure of success. My errand here is to offer you a part in it She looked at him quickly, as if fearful that her ears had played her false.

‘Offer me a part?’

‘Yes. I will be frank with you. From what I saw last night, I judged that your acting, shall we say, would bear improvement Though I suppose you are not entirely an amateur.’

‘I have been on the stage two years, and more.’

‘So long as that? I should hardly have thought it I take it that you have not been trained in the best possible school I mean — that is — that your experience has been provincial.’

‘I have been trained in the school of necessity, playing whatever parts were offered.’

‘Precisely. And not a bad training either, from the old timer’s point of view.’ He paused, as if he wished to say something else, without knowing exactly how to say it, then changed his intended theme. ‘The part which I should offer you, you understand, would not be one of capital importance. Miss Graham — Agnes Graham — will be my leading lady, and your part would extend, perhaps, to something over three lengths. Assisted by the few hints which, I trust, you will allow me to give you during rehearsal, and by the charm of your personal appearance, I am inclined to think that you will do it justice.’

‘It is very good of you to trust me. I will do my best. I have never appeared in town.’

‘No? I should tell you that the salary which I shall be able to offer you at first will not be a large one. My principal people will cost me a very great deal, and at the beginning I must be careful. Miss Graham is expensive; so are my two leading men, John Tullett and Rayment I am afraid that I shall not be able to commence with more than four guineas a week, with half salaries during rehearsals. If the piece meets with the favour I anticipate, and you are yourself successful, I shall have pleasure in materially increasing that sum, as the run proceeds.’

She seemed at a loss what to say to him, which, indeed, she was. The revulsion of feeling was so strange, so sudden, and so strong. The salary of which he spoke so lightly, seemed to her, in her then position, actual wealth. And then there was all that went with it To have realised, in a moment, and such a moment! the provincial mummer’s dream; to be about to play to the world, the great, wide, generous world of London, instead of to the brain-bound odds and ends of Little Pedlington; to have, in front of her, the prospect of creating an original rôle in an original play, by a coming dramatist, on a metropolitan stage. These things were, just then, too much for her, and they made of her a child. She behaved like a child, she cried.

Mr Basing half rose from his seat ‘My dear lady! What is the matter?’

‘You mustn’t ask me — it is because you have made me so happy — it is so sudden — but I won’t disappoint you. I promise you that — I will act better than I did last night’

The words came from her in inchoate confusion. Although she might not have been aware of it, she was paying him the sort of compliment which he most cherished, she was appealing to the emotional side of his nature. He smiled gaily. So, leaning towards her across the little table, as his voice rose and fell in musical cadences, he became a young man inspired.

‘You shouldn’t cry. You’re going to make a great success — I’m sure of it! You’re going to take the world by storm, and so’s my play! I call it “A Legend of the Rhine” — that’s not a bad name, is it? It’s a good play — a fine play. I’m not sure it isn’t a great play, although I say it. It’s the play the world’s been waiting for; you mark my words and see. And in it you’ll be suited to a T.

Your lovely face and form will be seen to supreme advantage in that land of poesy in which the scene is laid; you’ll walk straight into the public heart. I tell you plainly that I believe a lot of people will come to “A Legend of the Rhine” for the mere sake of seeing you. You little dream of the future there’s in store for you. This meeting of ours is the luckiest thing that ever was — a thing never to be forgotten; each is what the other wants. “A Legend of the Rhine” will be the making of you, and you’ll have something to do with the making of “A Legend of the Rhine.” The fame of our names will bridge the spheres — I’m sure of it’

His enthusiasm was infectious. The sight of his handsome, sanguine, boyish face, the sound of his eager, ringing tones, carried her out of herself — almost to the extent of believing that what he said was true.

‘It does me good to hear you talk.’

‘It does me good to see you smile. Always smile like that, and there’s nothing that you won’t get for the asking.’ He glanced at his watch. ‘But, I say, I must be off. You and I must have some sort of a formal agreement I mean to have this engagement down in black and white. I don’t intend to let you slip through my fingers, mind. Have you some writing paper?’

She produced some odd sheets, some muddy lodging-house ink, and a doubtful pen. He surveyed those materials ruefully.

‘It’s plain that you’re not a literary person.’ Labouring under difficulties, he drew up in rough and ready fashion, on separate sheets, duplicate copies of an agreement ‘I think that’ll do. To make this right, our signatures ought to be witnessed.’ The landlady was requested to act as witness, to which request she acceded sourly. When she was gone, Mr Basing handed one copy to Miss Vernham, retaining the other for himself.

‘I give you fair warning that I mean to have mine stamped; if you take my advice, you’ll have yours stamped, too; nothing like business habits in business matters.’

‘When do the rehearsals commence?’

‘Let me see; I suppose in about four months from now.’ When he said that, her heart sank in her bosom like a lump of lead He was eyeing the sheet of paper which he was carefully folding, or he could scarcely have failed to notice the sudden pallor which overspread her face. ‘This is June. My tenancy of the theatre begins on October 20th; I should like the production to take place as nearly as possible on that date, so we shall be rehearsing, probably, by the beginning of the month. But, of course, I will let you know. Where shall I address you?’

‘My address is rather erratic.’

Her voice was lower than it had been just now, though still he seemed to notice nothing.

‘Haven’t you an agent?’

‘Not at present.’

‘That’s awkward.’

‘It is, rather. I tell you what I might do, I might write to you, and keep you posted in my address, if you’ll tell me where to write.’

‘That’ll do first-rate, but mind you do. Here’s my card. If you’re in town, you might look me up, and we would go through the play together, and you could tell me how you think it will shape.’


CHAPTER IV

A FRIEND IN NEED

WHEN the landlady appeared in the room, which she did as soon as the visitor had gone, she found Miss Vernham reading her copy of the agreement — reading it with a very curious expression of countenance. It was satisfactory as far as it went, but all the good things which it promised were only to begin coming four months hence.

Well — have you got me my money?’

‘I’m afraid that I haven’t’

‘Didn’t he give it you?’

‘He? — what do you mean?’

The landlady let her know what she meant plainly. She would listen to nothing the other had to say. She wanted her cash down now on the nail. What was the good of telling her rubbishing lies about October — did the woman take her for a fool? She was all the angrier because she was plainly disappointed — she had supposed that the arrival of the glorious stranger had meant the advent of money.

By way of tasting the first fruits of her good fortune within a quarter of an hour of Mr Basing’s departure, Ada Vernham found herself being turned ignominiously into the street. As she went down the road, the landlady, standing on the doorstep, shaking her clenched fist, sped, with an expression of her candid opinion uttered at the top of her voice, the parting guest The rain had ceased The wind had dropped. The sun was giving occasional peeps from behind the scudding drifts. She went and sat on the front, having an entire seat to herself.

What was she to do — that was the question which she had to propose to herself. It was a difficult one — none the easier because it was one which required prompt solution. Circumstanced as she was, the agreement which she had in her pocket seemed to be something worse than a mockery. How was she to keep herself alive during the next four months, and in what condition would she be at the end of them? How was she to get out of this dreadful place. Where was she to go to if she quitted it?

She had nothing about her which was pawnable — unless it was the clothing she was wearing. She was already so scantily dressed that she had not a garment she could dispense with. Moreover, she felt pretty sure that there was not a pawnshop in the place. It was astonishing how hungry she was. Her normal appetite was a good one. She was not one of those women who are able to bear hunger with comparative equanimity. The fact that this was so had troubled her not a little of late. Now, if she had only even a penny to buy bread with which to stay her stomach, it would have been something — what a dainty appetising morsel, a good crusty loaf, hot out of the baker’s oven, would be! As it was, the suffering occasioned her by her longing for food was so poignant that it deprived her of the capacity to think.

She must do something. She could not sit still there all day starving. She began to wander about aimlessly, and presently found herself looking into the window of a shop in which some trinkets were exposed for sale. Although, probably, she did not realise their presence, just in front of her were three or four tawdry silver ornaments. As she stood vaguely staring, seeing nothing, a voice addressed her from behind.

‘Would you like me to buy you those? They’d look well on you, though they’re hardly good enough to do you justice.’

She turned. The speaker was standing right at her back, looking over her shoulder. She had not been cognisant of the fact, but he had been standing there for a second or two, had indeed been dogging her steps since she had risen from the seat He was a big man with a heavy moustache. She was conscious that he wore knickerbockers, and that a gold chain passed from pocket to pocket of his waistcoat As she looked at him, a wild something entered into her — something which made her heart beat frantically against her ribs; something which made the blood course faster through her veins; something which set her brain in a whirl She was so hungry!

She answered him with a smile.

‘I should like you to give me the money to buy them with.’

He laughed.... When she left the window they were walking side by side.


CHAPTER V

THE SOHO THEATRE

THE door-keeper asked her her name.

‘I am Miss Vernham.’

‘Miss Ada Vernham!’ He was referring to a list which he had in his hand. She nodded. ‘Good. Straight on — you’ll find the stage up the steps at the end of the passage. There’s no one here yet, only Mr Basing. Don’t seem as if they was going to be very punctual.’

It was a change from the bright sunlight and life of the street into the stillness and gloom of the theatre. Among the unfamiliar shadows she did not find the way so easy as the door-keeper’s words had suggested. Turning one or two wrong handles before mounting a narrow flight of steps, which were revealed by rounding a sudden twist in the passage, she found herself confronting the dim expanse of the unlighted stage. For a moment or two, standing at the open door, she thought she had it to herself, until a tall figure came hurrying towards her from the opposite wing. It was Mr Basing — though at first she did not know him. She had only seen him once, during those few minutes four months ago; in his regulation frock coat and silk hat, he looked so different Nor, for an instant, did he recognise her. When the recognition came, he held out to her both his hands.

‘Miss Vernham? — of course it is! It’s awfully good of you to be the first to come — actors are unpunctual beggars. Come this way — you’re not afraid? — and let me have a look at you.’

Leading her down to the floats, where the light was a little better, he subjected her to a critical examination.

‘Charming! — charming! You’re looking a lot better than when I saw you last Well groomed, too — that’s a knowing hat you’ve got, it shows you off. I like the dress too — what’s the colour, sheeny green? It’s a bad light in here. Take my tip, for an actress good grooming’s three quarters of the battle — lots of people don’t care what she’s like inside so long as she’s all right outside. What have you been doing since I saw you — ravishing the provinces?’

She turned slightly away before she answered ‘No. I haven’t been acting at all during the last four months.’

‘Ah, it’s well to be able to afford that kind of thing. Do you know, Miss Vernham, I know plenty of women, high up in the profession, who, if they had been resting all that time, couldn’t afford to be groomed like you.’

She stooped to shake some imaginary dust off the hem of her skirt ‘And how are you? you’re looking well.’

‘Ah, my looks don’t pity me, never do. But I’m full of hope, full of hope. “A Legend of the Rhine” is a good play, I’m sure of it, certain! Everybody owns it And it’ll be well acted. I’m sorry to say that I shan’t be able to spend as much on the mounting as I should like to.’ He put his thumb to his lips with a little rueful gesture, which inevitably recalled the action of a child. ‘On the scenario of the last act alone I should like to spend a couple of thousand, it would make a magnificent effect; it would be worth it A precipitous cliff on the banks of the Rhine, with the river rushing rapidly beneath — a fat purse, and good stage carpentering, could do something with that At the same time, it must be owned that this bandbox of a stage isn’t just the thing for big effects, and the carpenter is a bit too much in the air. It’s a small house, too, only holds just over a hundred and fifty at a cram. So, even getting a hundred and fifty pounds a night, a large outlay would take a lot of getting back. No, with us the play must be the thing — and the acting. If the two together don’t draw London, nothing can, but they will, Miss Vernham, they will!’

While Mr Basing continued to soliloquise, for that was what the conversation amounted to, a new-corner appeared. A tall, dark man, with big black eyes, whom Miss Vernham recognised, from the photographs she had seen of him, as John Tullett, one of the theatrical fashions of the hour. As Mr Basing rushed up to him, Miss Vernham was left alone, for the moment, to take her bearings.

In days of old she had been more than once in the Soho Theatre, in front; she had, therefore, been aware that it was small, but, until surveying it from the stage, she had not realised how small it really was. It seemed incredible that it could hold more than a hundred and fifty pounds, even as Mr Basing phrased it, ‘at a cram.’ Its size was in her favour. In spite of her magnificent physique, the management of her voice was not her strongest point, in a large building only a blurred impression of what she said was apt to reach the audience. Here, too, her physical charms would be displayed to the best advantage; Mr Basing had laid so strong a stress on them that she was aware that, in his judgment, they were the most promising part of her.

She was introduced to John Tullett Other people entering, they were left together. One thing he said, directly the dramatist’s back was turned, which affected her disagreeably.

‘Sanguine man, Basing. Do you know him well?’

‘This is only the second time I have seen him.’

‘So?’ Mr Tullett had a trick of looking over the head of the person he was addressing — as if he were desirous of offering them an opportunity to admire his eyes. ‘When a minor poet turns dramatist we — can but hope for the best Limited editions are not synonymous with limited houses. They mean different things.’

The remark was nothing — but it suggested that there was at least one person — and that a good judge! who was not prepared to take ‘A Legend of the Rhine ‘entirely on trust And the success of that masterpiece meant almost more to her than it did to the author.

As the company assembled she became conscious of being distinctly out of it These were not the sort of people she had been accustomed to in her provincial experiences. They were well dressed, in spite of Mr Basing’s outspoken comments, she was aware that the women were better groomed than she was. Judging from appearances, and from their conversation, they all seemed to have plenty of money in their pockets. And they had the grand manner — or what was meant for it Everybody knew everybody else; more, they knew everybody whom everybody else knew. Many of these acquaintances seemed to be found in exalted circles. She heard names uttered — Lord this, Lady that — with the owners of which she had been familiar almost since she left her cradle; they were family friends; relations, some of them — near, and at one time, dear. They sounded strange, coming from such lips in that place — almost as if she heard them in a dream. Spasmodic attempts were made to introduce her — with little success. She felt that they did not know who she was, nor wanted to. Even the men regarded her askance.

The one or two remarks with which she was favoured, were scarcely pleasant ones. For instance, Agnes Graham came to her fresh from a tête-à-tête with Mr Basing.

‘Mr Basing tells me that you are on with me in my great scene. As you are so much taller than I am, it seems rather a pity.’

The observation was so politely insolent that the other saw her way to nothing but a quid pro quo.

‘For me? Or for you?’

The famous actress was sublimely contemptuous of the unknown one’s impertinence.

‘For both of us. It will make you look absurd. I have been telling Mr Basing that he ought to have thought of that before engaging you. He ought to have been quite well aware that I never care to act with people who are taller than myself. You must be very careful to keep yourself as far away from me as possible. I will speak to Mr Harley, and tell him what I want.’

Now Mr Harley was a stage manager, that strong man of the theatre. Ada Vernham perceived that, so far as the personal equation was concerned, she need not look for assistance to Agnes Graham. That lady had objected to her at sight As Miss Graham moved off, Mr Rayment approached. His remarks did not tend to increase her comfort Rayment had gained a tolerably good position on the stage some twenty years ago, and kept it ever since. He was one of your fifteen-to-twenty-pounds-a-week men, never accepting less than the first, and never getting more than the latter. His line was young man, and the older he became the better he played them. As he aged, his method broadened; until now it had got to be understood that, if you wanted a good sterling lover, one not absolutely a Romeo, but still with a dash of passion, whether costume or otherwise, you could rely on Rayment In private life he acted the part of candid friend. He had seen a good many stage generations of professional people come and go; it amused him to watch their transit, and to comment on its different phases.

‘So you’re the coming beauty?’

It would be foolish for an unknown, or even for a rising actress, to resent that sort of remark from a man of Rayment’s standing.

‘Indeed. I wasn’t aware of it.’

‘Basing is. Basing is aware of everything. Dear me, what a lot of coming beauties I have known. The fair Agnes is a going one.’

It was impossible to mistake the allusion, he pointed it with a glance of his twinkling eyes. She hardly knew how to take him.

‘Miss Graham has something much better than beauty.’

‘You would think so. People always admire in others what they haven’t got themselves. You’ll find that that’s why Agnes will admire you. Basing’s a fool.’

She glanced at him to see if he was in earnest His face was imperturbable.

‘He strikes me as being anything but that.’

His lips were distorted by a malicious grin.

‘A rogue, do you mean? I shouldn’t have gone as far as that myself, but no doubt, you know him better than I do. I merely meant that he’s a fool because he’s brought you here — the folly of which, of course, is obvious.’

‘You flatter me.’

‘And you mistake my meaning. It’s folly, because I know dear Agnes. There’s only one female worth looking at in the theatre where Agnes is. That’s an actress. And that you’ll never be. You’re not offended?’

‘Offended?’

She could say no more, because her blood was boiling.

‘I thought you weren’t easy to offend. She’ll do it, though. She’ll have you out of this before the curtain rises; or she’ll be out of it herself. You see.’

He moved away with an air of the most complete nonchalance, as if he had been uttering the merest commonplaces, leaving her in a small whirlwind of passion. Mr Harley tapped on the table which stood in the centre of the stage.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, if you please! — Mr Basing is going to read his play.’

Those who had chairs sat on them. Some one, whose name she had not heard, and whose face was strange to her, brought her one. He placed himself beside her on the floor, crossing his legs tailor fashion. He was one of those precocious striplings, who are, perhaps, not the least conspicuous product of the contemporary theatre. As he settled himself, he whispered to her: — 

‘I hate hearing beggars read their plays. I can’t think what they do it for — gives me the needle. I’ve put you between Basing and me because I want to have a chance of forty winks — haven’t been to bed for a week.’

Leaning his head against her, he seemed to prepare at once for a doze. Mr Basing stood up behind the table. There was a murmur of applause. The youth beside her groaned.

‘He’s going to make a speech. Oh, damn it!’ Mr Basing did give utterance to one or two preliminary observations, though they hardly amounted to a speech.

‘Before I begin I want you to understand how confident I am that my work could not be in better hands. As you are aware, I am about to make an attempt to revive the romantic, or, as I prefer to call it, the poetic drama. That variety of it which has, for its main stay, neither the costumier, the scene painter, the stage carpenter, nor the limelight man. I myself am persuaded that the thing can be done; that there is a great popular appetite in that direction which is only waiting to be gratified. And I am sure of this — that, if the thing is to be done, you will help me do it A better company could not be gathered together for the especial purpose which I have in view. You are all, if you will allow me to say so, my own personal selections. If my play is fore-doomed, I don’t believe it is, or I shouldn’t be here, but if it is, I am certain that it will not be for want of an adequate representation. Ladies and gentlemen, suffer me to introduce to your notice, and to request for it your kindly interest, a poetic play, in three acts, written by Philip Basing, entitled, “A Legend of the Rhine.”’

In his voice there was a gay tone. That gaiety which suggests courage, and which seems in itself, to convey the promise of success, which it did Miss Vernham good to hear.

‘Soapy,’ murmured the youth beside her. ‘He’ll change all that before we get to work.’

Mr Basing commenced to read.

The average histrion listens to the reading of a play in one of three different ways, he listens to it all continuously, or occasionally, when the reader is dealing with his own particular part in it, or not at all. Fashionable authors, under the ægis of fashionable managements, in fashionable theatres, when reading their fashionable works to fashionable companies, may arouse, now and then at least, the semblance of enthusiasm. The other sort do not, never, or hardly ever. Professional people do not like plays as a whole, why should they? They only like their own parts in them. And sometimes they do not like those. At a ‘reading,’ the ‘struggling’ dramatist, who believes in himself, his work, his mission, or in anything at all, has an enjoyable time of it.

Philip Basing read well, especially at first He had a sympathetic voice; his elocution was good, and he had the histrionic knack of seeming to feel what he was reading. But at the end of the first act people looked at their watches. That first act seemed long.

The reader, quick to perceive what was in the air, gave the general feeling voice, as it were, to excuse himself.

‘You understand that the play, as it stands, is merely tentative. When it comes to practise, I daresay, it will be found that some of the speeches want cutting.’

Mr Harley, with that candour which a stage manager ought to, and must, cherish, if he wishes to be worth his salt, proved himself to be more completely in accord with this suggestion than the speaker perhaps desired.

‘They’ll want a lot of cutting. Why, one speech of Elsa’s lasted pretty well five minutes. They won’t stand that.’

‘Hardly so long as that, I think. You mean the one in which she explains the difficulty she has in deciding which of her two suitors has her greater love? I rather like that speech — don’t you?’

The question was directed to Miss Graham. Elsa was the heroine — she was to play her.

‘It is long. I am afraid I shall find it fatiguing.’

The dramatist looked a trifle blank.

‘I thought you liked it When you read it in manuscript you said you did.’

The lady smiled prettily; she shook her head.

‘In manuscript! In manuscript it is different.’

‘Do you know,’ persisted Mr Harley, ‘that it took you more than an hour to read that act?’

‘No! — so long as that?’

‘A good deal more than an hour, I should think.’ This was Rayment Harley put a question.

‘Are the other two acts long ones?’

Mr Basing was turning over the leaves of his manuscript. The next is shorter.’

‘It’ll have to be a good deal shorter.’

In spite of his assertion, it did not seem to be much shorter; perhaps that was because the high spirits with which he had started were a trifle dashed. He did not read so well either as he had done at the beginning. To keep himself up to concert pitch, a reader, especially of his own work, must feel that his hearers are with him; if he feels they are not, he soon runs down.

The close of the second act was followed by a silence which was almost ominous. Basing did his best to relieve it by asking, in a tone which was meant to be cheerful — 

‘Well, Harley — how long was that?’

The answer was short and to the point ‘Over an hour. It will take two to act.’

‘Harley! — Come! — It’s not so bad as that’

‘Perhaps, Basing,’ suggested Rayment, ‘you’re proposing to introduce the Chinese system, and act different parts of the play on different nights?’

The young dramatist’s laugh was shaky. ‘Thanks, Rayment That’s kind of you.’ He was hesitatingly fingering the paper of his manuscript ‘I’m afraid that the third act is long. Perhaps I’d better cut it as I go on.’

‘I don’t think I would if I were you. You’d better let us have it all, and then we shall know how much there is worth keeping.’

This, again, was Mr Rayment Basing bit his lip; he was plainly nettled. This was not at all the sort of reception he had anticipated that his work would receive. His boyish sanguine nature, suffered temporary paralysis. When he spoke again his voice was tremulous.

‘Perhaps I shall better meet the wishes of this company by postponing the reading of the third act to a future occasion.’

John Tullet came to his assistance with a graceful courtesy for which Miss Vernham could have thanked him — as if he had done it for her. She was all of a tremor. She had a fellow feeling for Philip Basing.

‘If you are tired, let me finish it for you. Will you? — do!’

‘It is not so much that I am tired, as that I fear you are.’

‘My dear fellow, I have oftentimes been most tired by just those plays which, afterwards, have been most successful. We expect to be tired — it is part of our business. We are not here on a party of pleasure.’

Mr Tullett, having led the way in sounding a note of sympathy, others followed him, and encouraged, Philip Basing continued his reading to the end — which end, with the best will in the world, his auditors could not but recognise was a terrible time in coming.


CHAPTER VI

THE DRAMATIST’S WIFE

‘I BEG your pardon, but — would you mind telling me — are you engaged at the Soho Theatre? For the new piece, “A Legend of the Rhine,” I mean.’

The inquirer was a woman. Miss Vernham was standing in the street outside her lodging. As she was returning from the theatre she had been conscious that a woman was behind, keeping step, it almost seemed; now it appeared she had been following her. She was a young woman, not badly dressed, with simple, childlike face, and shy brown eyes. And in her arms she had a baby.

‘I am. May I ask why you inquire?’

The other flushed; her face went hot all over. Tears glinted in her eyes.

‘May I speak to you? I am Mrs Basing — 

Philip Basing’s wife, you know — the author of the play.

‘You are Mrs Basing?’

It seemed a curious way of introducing herself. Miss Vernham hardly knew what to make of it She hesitated.

‘I am afraid I have not a very grand apartment to which to ask a visitor, but — will you come in?’

‘I should like to, very much.’

The two women went together into Miss Vernham’s parlour. Directly they entered the stranger broke into speech, in a nervous, eager, half blundering fashion, which, to the actress’ thinking, had in it something pathetic.

‘You will think my conduct very strange — I know it is — I have followed you all the way from the theatre. You see, I am so anxious.’

‘I suppose we are all of us anxious.’

Her answer seemed to take the other by surprise.

‘Are you anxious for the success of the play?’

‘Of course I am. Its success may mean mine. I assure you that I am very much in want of some of the good things which success implies.’

‘I see.’ The stranger regarded her gravely. ‘What is your name?’

Ada Vernham.’

‘Ada Vernham? ‘Her face lit up with a quick smile. ‘My husband told me about you. You are the beautiful person whom he saw in Wales.’ She paused — it seemed for inspection. ‘Philip’s opinion of a woman’s face may generally be relied on. You are as lovely as he said, and — something else.’

‘What’s that?’

‘Kind.’ The speaker’s manner was so naive that Miss Vernham laughed outright. The other smiled amidst her blushes.

‘Why do you laugh at me? You are kind, or you would not let me come in here. May I sit down? I’m a very little tired, baby gets heavy after you’ve been carrying him a time.’

‘Of course you may sit down. I ought to be ashamed of myself for having left you standing.’ She went and knelt beside the chair on which the other had placed herself. ‘Is this your baby?’

‘Yes, Philip’s and mine. He’ll be ten months old next week. He’s so good, he scarcely ever cries, and sometimes, when you speak to him, he laughs out quite loud. ‘I’m afraid’ — there was a break in her voice— ‘he’s not quite well just now. I don’t think he’s very strong.’

They fell to baby talk. And, in a few minutes, were as if they had known each other for years. Suddenly the visitor gave an exclamation.

‘But I haven’t come to gabble away like this, although it’s very nice of you to let me, and — and I like to talk about my baby. But it’s something else I want to talk about I suppose you have been hearing Philip read his play.

Miss Vernham nodded.

‘What do you think of it?’

‘My dear child, I am not a critic, that I should sit in judgment on a play.’

‘I see. Is it so bad as that?’ All the light went out of the speaker’s face. She drew her baby closer to her, as if to hold him safer. She rose from her seat For some reason a wave of emotion seemed to rise within her to master her, and compel her to the utterance of thoughts which came from her most secret places.

‘Philip thinks so much of his plays; that there is nothing like them, he is so clever. And he particularly believes in “A Legend of the Rhine,” he has dreamed such dreams of it — such dreams! And, we are so poor!’

‘Are you poor too?’

‘Indeed. It is his brother who is rich, not Philip. His brother is in the city, and Philip writes. All people who write seem poor. I don’t know why. It is his brother who is giving him the money to produce the play. It is very good of him, because I don’t believe that he cares for Philip much, or for plays. And if it succeeds it will mean so much to us, it will be like a fairy tale; I cannot tell you all that we are going to do. And, if it fails, I don’t know what will become of us, especially of Philip. I don’t think he can bear disappointment Perhaps that’s because I am more used to it’

‘Does custom enable one to bear it better? Do you know that you and I appear to be in much the same sort of boat.’

‘Are you used to disappointment?’

‘As you say, indeed! If “A Legend of the Rhine” does fail I don’t know what will become of me. Mr Basing found me out on one of the blackest of my black days. When he offered me an engagement he turned it into one of my brightest I have been living during the last few months I don’t know how. I dare not think of it.’

She got up from the floor on which she had continued kneeling. Some sort of internal spasm seemed to choke her utterance. Something came into her face which made her seem almost like a different creature. The expression of her mouth, and of her eyes, hardened. When she spoke again her voice sounded deep and husky.

‘I have been looking forward to the commencement of this engagement as the pilgrim looks forward to his entrance into the promised land. As Mr Basing has done, I, too, have dreamed dreams, and, like his, such dreams. I have been hoping that it would be the beginning of the end of my struggles to keep body and soul together by means which are not becoming to a woman. And if it fails I can’t say that I don’t know what will become of me, because I do; I have had previous experience; but, God help me if it fails!’

She had crossed to the mantelpiece, and was standing with her back turned towards her visitor. There was silence. Then Mrs Basing, with that folly of the foolish, which, sometimes may be better than the wisdom of the wise, went to her, holding out her infant ‘Kiss baby. It will do you good It often does me good when there’s nothing else that can.’

Miss Vernham turned quickly, caught the child from its mother’s arms, and smothered it with kisses, as women will Then held it at arm’s length, regarding it ‘Why, it’s laughing at me! The little rogue! The pet!’

Then came another avalanche. After which episode the two women settled down into conversation, Miss Vernham retaining the baby. It was Mrs Basing who spoke. She seemed to be one of those women, who are by nature, by education, children; and who are thrown on to the world to learn in its hard school, bitter lessons which they assimilate in their own peculiar fashion. She was slightly, even daintily moulded; a little thing, for whom life, one would have thought, should have been a continual spring; which it was not Her every movement, her every look, her every word, seemed to be pregnant with the shadow of a great anxiety, which was eating at her very heartsprings, and which, although she often smiled, she was powerless to hide.

‘You musn’t tell Philip I’ve been here, he is so good to me, he is all I have, except baby. He has his work. He think’s I’m over anxious, and I’m afraid sometimes I anger him. But,’ she flushed, ‘I’m expecting another baby, and I want to know, as well as I can, what’s coming. I want to be prepared. I think it’s better to be prepared even when what is coming isn’t very good, don’t you? You understand that I know it’s a good play, myself, but, I’m not everybody, and of course, Philip sees with his own eyes, and he’s so clever, and I think he only likes to look forward to the best I want to know what some one else thinks, whom I can trust Tell me, truly.’

‘But it really is a fact that I’m no critic of a play.’

‘No?’ Again the eager face went blank. ‘Is it really so bad as that?’

Miss Vernham, dandling the baby up and down in the air, laughed.

‘If you’re always so quick to look at the worst side of things, I don’t wonder that Philip, as you call him, gets angry. It’s impossible to tell, merely from hearing a play read, what it will be like when presented on the stage. There’s some splendid stuff in “A Legend on the Rhine,” that I do know.’

‘Yes? What is the worst thing that is wrong with it?’

‘Well, it’s too long.’

‘Oh!  I thought myself it was a little; but when I hinted it to Philip he wasn’t pleased. You see, he hasn’t a great opinion of my judgment, and, of course, he’s right What did the other people think of it?’

‘How on earth am I to tell? I don’t know one of them; they’re all much more important persons than I am, and not at all likely to make me the subject of their confidence, they’re much more likely to snub me. But I tell you this, Mr Basing has some of the cleverest people he could possibly have got, they know their business, and by the time the play is ship-shape — which it will be with half-a-dozen touches — they’ll make it go like a house on fire.’

‘I don’t like Miss Graham.’

‘She’s a very clever actress, and a popular favourite, if the play is to be pulled out of the fire, she will do it.’

‘You do think it will want pulling out of the fire?’

‘There never was a play yet which didn’t I don’t know much about these things, I really don’t, but I doubt if there ever was a play which didn’t have to be altered before production. Listen to me, you’re not to worry; its bad for you, bad for Mr Basing, and bad for me.’

‘You’re to play Emma?’

‘Yes, and although it’s much too good a part for a person of my capacity, I don’t want to feel that, in your opinion, I’m fore-doomed to failure.’

‘That I’m sure you’re not I wish you were going to play Elsa, and not Miss Graham.’

‘Elsa! me I you goose! I could no more play Elsa than I could fly. I’m a perfect stick upon the stage. Everyone agrees that, as an actress, my face and figure are all I have to recommend me.’

‘It’s not true. I know better. I believe in you.’

‘You — believe in me? You simple soul! Miss Vernham turned away, the baby in her arms.

‘There never was a play produced, behind which there were not many anxious hearts, many who did not know what they should do if it were a failure, and the better they concealed their anxiety, the better were its chances of success. To be fearful of failure is the shortest cut to it Mr Basing is right; he shows his wisdom in anticipating nothing but success; to be certain that you are on the road to success is to be half-way there. Now you must have some tea, — I am dreadfully remiss.’

‘No, I mustn’t stay. When Philip gets home I don’t want him to find me out You must come to see me. If Philip asks you, promise me you’ll come. I don’t want him to know we’ve met already, or — he may draw wrong conclusions. But I shall tell him I should like to know Miss Vernham, and he’ll ask you to come and see me, — he always does everything I want him too.’

‘If he asks me, I will come.’

‘And you don’t think the play is bound to fail?’

‘Bound to fail! Are you a lineal descendant of Cassandra? I think that it’s bound to succeed; that even the hydra headed public — that’s the proper way in which to speak of it — will be made to understand that a magnificent thing is being offered it, and then you’ll be ashamed of yourself for ever having doubted.’

With a quick impulsive movement Mrs Basing kissed Miss Vernham. The actress seemed to shudder; as she turned away, in her eyes were tears. The singularity of her demeanour went unnoticed, perhaps because the visitor’s eyes were also dimmed. As the mother took her baby from the other’s unresisting arms she said, with something of a choking in her voice: — 

‘If ever there was a good woman, you are one — I know you are.’


CHAPTER VII

REHEARSING

‘WHY don’t you take your cues up quicker?’ Miss Graham turned upon Miss Vernham with a sudden burst which seemed to disconcert her. ‘What do you suppose I am to do while you are fumbling with your business? Are you doing your best to spoil my scene?’

‘I beg your pardon, but you have not given me my cue. My cue is, “for there are hearts which have to die to live.”’

The air of calmness with which Miss Vernham replied to the assault seemed to cause the other annoyance. She gave a contemptuous gesture.

‘Oh, that’s cut.’

‘I was not aware of it; it’s the first time I’ve been told.’

Miss Graham turned on Mr Harley.

‘You hear what she says — is that your idea of a stage management? You hack me all to pieces, and then you don’t even pay me the poor compliment of letting the other people know what you have done to me.’

Mr Harley held out his hand to Miss Vernham.

‘Give me your stuff; I’ll mark it now. Awfully sorry, Miss Graham, but I thought I had marked it; even the best of stage-managers, like the best of actresses, will slip now and then.’

Miss Vernham gave Mr Harley the typewritten slips of her part; he was about to make the alteration when Mr Basing interposed, with, in his manner, something a little ominous.

‘Excuse me, Harley, but, like Miss Vernham, I was unaware that any change had been made. May I ask what it is you have done.’

Mr Harley moistened the end of his pencil with his lips, running his eyes over the sheet he was holding with apparently sublime unconsciousness of there being anything peculiar in the other’s manner.

‘Only cut some lines out of Elsa’s speech.’

The peculiarity in Mr Basing’s bearing was obviously not lessened by the other’s seeming.

‘Only? I see! May I ask who authorised you to do so?’

Mr Harley glanced up with an air of innocent amazement ‘Authorised? My dear chap! I did it in the ordinary course of business.’

‘— In the extraordinary course of business, I should suppose you mean.’ Mr Basing referred to the manuscript he was holding. ‘You have, on your own initiative, struck out fifteen lines, without apparently thinking it necessary in any way to refer to me. Possibly, in the ordinary course of business, you will strike out the entire dialogue, and leave nothing but pantomime — also without referring to me.’

Mr Harley shrugged his shoulders.

‘I thought that we had settled that there wasn’t going to be any more of this sort of thing.’

‘— Precisely. And it is because we have settled that there is not to be any more of this sort of thing, that I don’t intend to allow any. You have already hacked my play about to such an extent that I scarcely recognise it as my own. I forbid you to alter another comma.’

‘You forbid!’ Mr Harley smiled in the author’s face. ‘My dear Basing, authors oughtn’t to attend rehearsals. They’re out of place.’

‘— That is your opinion. We differ. I intend to have my play produced, and not the mangled torso which you choose to allow the public to associate with me.’

‘What have you engaged me for?’

‘To see that my ideas are properly carried out.’

‘Pah! ‘Mr Harley gave utterance to an exclamation of scorn. ‘If what you call your ideas are carried out, there’ll be a smash. My reputation won’t suffer, or my purse; the public won’t hold me responsible for a display of amateurs on the rampage.

Mr Basing turned to Miss Graham, his eyes gleamed, his cheeks flushed.

‘May I ask you to reinstate these fifteen lines, and to give Miss Vernham the same cue as on previous occasions.’

The lady did not seem to be well pleased.

‘Really, Mr Basing, I am not used to be treated in this fashion. How many masters are there in this theatre? And which is to be obeyed?’

‘I am the manager, I have engaged you, and my requirements I must ask you to favour with your attention, and mine only.’

The lady sank into a chair, as if exhausted.

‘The trouble is that I am beginning to fear that your requirements are beyond me altogether.’

‘Is the rehearsal over? May a hungry man go and eat a chop?’

The speaker was Mr Rayment He, with the other members of the company, had been more or less interested spectators of the little interchange of compliments.

‘The rehearsal is not over. With your permission we will take it again from the beginning of the act I am sorry to detain you, but I should like to have this act in shape before we finish.’

‘Whose play are we rehearsing, yours or Harleys?’

The speaker still was Rayment, the question plainly being asked with malice prepense.

‘It is my play which you are rehearsing, Mr Rayment, what Mr Harley has left of it.’

‘I see, Harley’s notion of the survival of the fittest We’ve been rehearsing three or four different plays since we started, and — it is a little confusing.’

‘I will take this opportunity to remark, ladies and gentlemen — that the present condition of the play is final, absolutely! It will be produced exactly as it stands. Nothing will be changed.’

‘Not even the spelling? There’s a word in my part mis-spelt.’

Once more Rayment Mr Basing vouchsafed him no attention.

‘Now, ladies and gentlemen, let us begin the act again — if you please.’

All eyes were turned to Miss Graham, who, remaining seated, put her hand up to her head.

‘I am afraid it is more than I can manage, you will have to leave me out’

‘That is impossible.’

Mr Basing’s curtness seemed to nettle the lady very much indeed.

‘You will have to continue the rehearsal without me, whether it is possible or not.’

Mr Basing compressed his lips, as if to keep back angry words.

‘You must allow me to remind you that, although the date of the production is distant little more than a week, the play is still wholly shapeless.’

‘And whose fault is that? What Mr Rayment says is literally correct, you expect us to rehearse half-a-dozen plays in less time than is sufficient for one. Postpone the date of production.’

‘That I cannot do.’

‘Then, in that case, the responsibility is yours — you should have written your play before we began to rehearse it.’

Mr Basing seemed to be at a deadlock — as if, for the moment, the position was beyond his strength. Miss Vernham ventured on a suggestion.

‘Don’t you think that, just this once, we might manage without Miss Graham, if you were to read her lines.’

Miss Graham was hard to please, the proposal did not increase her satisfaction. Her rejoinder was sufficiently spiteful.

‘Or Miss Vernham might read what she is so good as to call my lines, herself; of course Miss Vernham might do anything.’

John Tullett threw himself into the breach; he put a question to the lady point blank.

‘Are you or are you not going to rehearse?’

She hesitated.

‘My dear Mr Tullett, I am tired out and out, mentally, morally, physically, and cannot.’

Mr Tullet was suavity itself — the hand of steel under the silken glove.

‘Then, if that is the case, you are wise to abstain. Basing, don’t you think that you might stand for Miss Graham? Hadn’t we better go on without any further waste of time?’

They went on, and the lady succumbed. The rehearsal had only continued a minute or two without her, when she interposed.

‘I don’t wish to make myself unpleasant, I will do my best if you will overlook any shortcomings which may be owing to physical disability.’

She did her best The result of which was that, ere long, the proceedings were brought into a condition of something very like chaos. Matters went with tolerable smoothness so long as she had no immediate concern with them; directly she figured on the scene there were discussions. Mr Basing, who had taken upon himself to act as prompter, occasionally interrupted to suggest amendations in her rendering of the text, to her evident annoyance.

‘May I ask you not to interrupt me, Mr Basing. I don’t pretend to be letter perfect.’

‘That is sufficiently obvious? what is it you are reading from?’

‘My part.’

‘Will you let me look at it?’ She gave him the crumpled sheets. He glanced over them, with flushing cheeks. ‘This won’t do, Miss Graham, it really won’t The part, when it was given you, was in the form in which I had finally decided it should be acted. Who is responsible for this re-hashing?’

‘The corrections are partly mine, and partly Mr Harley’s.’

‘Corrections! On what grounds do you presume to correct my work, to constitute yourself its editor? I have been engaged upon this play for many months; I have re-written and rewritten it; I have brought it to that condition in which, as it seemed to me, it came nearest to what I intended it should be. I take a theatre, I retain a company, specially to produce my play. And, hardly have I done so, than certain members of the company — and particularly you! — evince a strong inclination to produce something, which, whatever else it may be, is not my play. You misunderstand the position. You were not engaged to criticise, still less to edit my work; you were engaged to act it, and for that only. Be so good as to keep to the letter of the bond. I can only characterise this sort of thing,’ he held up the manuscript the lady had given him, ‘as impertinence. I will see that another copy of the part which you have been engaged to act, is furnished you without delay. Kindly don’t mutilate it again.’

Tearing the manuscript into shreds, he dropped them on to the floor. His words and action were followed by murmurs. John Tullett taking it upon himself to give them tongue.

Basing, I am of opinion that you are right, and, I take leave, Miss Graham, to say that you are wrong. You are taking advantage of Basing’s position and want of experience. If he pays the piper, you certainly have no right to call the tune. And it has always seemed to me that an artiste ought not to step outside a contract.’

The lady looked first at one, and then at the other of her assailants; with the apparent intention of snubbing Mr Basing, she turned her back in his direction. She addressed herself to Mr Tullett ‘You know as well as I do that what I have done has been wholly for the best Mr Basing may be clever, but of the practical side of his trade he knows absolutely nothing. It has been Mr Harley’s sole endeavour, as it has been mine, to save him from himself.’

Mr Basing declined to be snubbed, and he answered her, not with the best of temper, and with still less taste.

‘But, my good lady, it was not to save me from myself that I engaged you, still less was it with the idea of your acting vicariously, the part of careful grandmamma.’ There were audible smiles, at the sounds of which the lady paled. ‘As for Harley, Harley is a good stage manager. A stage manager, as I understand it, is a sort of superior mechanic In general, he is about as good a judge of a play as Harley is.’ He turned towards Mr Harley with sudden fury. ‘Look here, Harley, I engaged you, at a big salary, to do certain work. Up to this, that work has given me anything but satisfaction, if you don’t soon begin to show yourself to be better worth the money, there’ll be trouble.’

Mr Harley had been perched on the edge of a table, dangling his feet in the air, as if the proceedings had no interest for him. Mr Basing’s words recalled him to terra firma, he dropped on to his feet; he thrust his hands into his trousers pockets; he went red in the face, and he made one or two remarks in return.

‘Hoity-toity! Aren’t we growing! Why, boy, you might be a man! If I haven’t forgotten more about plays than you ever knew, or than you’re ever likely to know, I deserve to be whipped. You can have a smash up for all I care, what difference do you suppose it makes to me? You’re the sort of coxy bird who wants two or three good smash ups to take the conceit half out of him.’

While Mr Basing, judging from appearances, was still hesitating whether or not to make an end of his stage manager, Miss Graham had her say. She stood with her shoulder slightly hunched, her head a little forward, her cheeks pale, with something in the set of her jaw which was merciless and cruel. Those who knew her were aware that she was going to be nasty, as she well knew how to be; and she was. She uttered her words with a cold, clear precision, which, as one could see from the way in which he shrunk from them, caused them to sting the dramatist as if they had been drops of vitriol.

‘Since the moment of candour appears to have arrived, you shall have my candid opinion of your play. It contains the germ of a good idea, nothing else. In its original state it was unactable, as all who are present know well, although it may suit them, at the moment, to conceal their knowledge. After constant appeals to what we will call, for courtesy’s sake, your common sense, it has been brought within the regions of actability. But it will never succeed — never! It is a poor play, at best — badly written, badly constructed with no characterisation, and without one single really dramatic moment; it is words, nothing but words, and, for the most part, undistinguished, ill-chosen words. In short, of a good idea you have made interminable fustian. I am but giving you a foretaste of the judgment which the critics will pass upon “A Legend of the Rhine,” if ever it attains production, which I am inclined to doubt And I have the pleasure, Mr Basing, of wishing you good-day.’

She moved across the stage.

Aren’t you going to continue the rehearsal?’

This was Rayment Pausing at the wing, she took advantage of the inquiry to hurl a parting shot at Philip Basing.

‘Am I going to continue the rehearsal? My good Mr Rayment, Mr Basing’s tearing up my part signified the termination of my contract — a termination which I accept with pleasure. Perhaps Miss Vernham will take my place.’

She went out and no one said her nay. The silence which followed her exit was broken by Mr Harley in what he possibly intended to be dramatic fashion. Knocking over the table on which he had been perched, he kicked it when it was on the ground.

‘By gum, if I don’t take myself off with her. I’m not so hard up for a shop that I should want to mix myself up with a lot of amateur twaddle which would be a disgrace to the Theatre Royal Back Drawing-room. Ta-ta, Basing, you’ll have to see if you can’t get some other fellow to lift that tommy-rot of yours out of the mud. It’ll want a lot of lifting.’

Mr Harley paused, as if to give Mr Basing an opportunity to say, or to do, something. But Philip Basing did not seem to have heard what the other had been saying, or he surely would have shown some sign of resentment He stood motionless, speechless, staring at the wing through which Miss Graham had vanished.

Finding that his observations, as well as himself, appeared to go unnoticed, Mr Harley betook himself to the same wing, turning, when he reached it, as she had done, to address the assembled company.

‘Good-bye, little girls and boys, this is my last performance on this stage, and you won’t be long after me, either. Your appearance in “A Legend of the Rhine” will be for one night only. It’ll never reach a second show, if it gets as far as a first’

And Mr Harley went after Miss Graham.


CHAPTER VIII

TWO REQUESTS

ON the following day there was no rehearsal; and about noon, as Ada Vernham was seated in her parlour, Mr Basing was announced.

She was trying to take enough interest in some needlework to enable her to divert her mind from the thoughts which, whether she would or would not, came surging into it, and in that endeavour she was failing; but, as Basing came into the room, with that odd intuition which causes some women to realise other people’s sorrows more clearly even than they do their own, she perceived that the man was hard hit, and in a second his troubles were, so to speak, superimposed on hers, so that, being at the bottom for the moment, her own were hidden.

He said nothing as he entered. He went straight to the mantelpiece, and leaning his elbow on the shelf, stood looking down into the fireless grate. There was something in his face which made her heart go sick.

‘How is Mrs Basing?’

The man’s wife, and her little baby, had been with her all through the night ‘Poor little thing.’

That was all he said, but it was enough to tell her how the woman had suffered. Since he seemed resolved to continue silent, she made an effort to broach the subject on which something, which made her heart stand still, seemed to tell her he had come.

‘Well, what’s the news?’

‘I’ve come to ask you to play Elsa.’

Something seemed to snap within her, — to suspend her breathing. She looked at him as if he had struck her a blow; while he, on his part, looked almost as if he had. With hang-dog face he stared into the empty grate.

‘I can’t! I cannot! You know I can’t.’

‘You must’

‘I can’t, I won’t. You mustn’t ask me.

‘Miss Vernham, I say you must.’ He looked at her now, and it was curious to notice what a change the last few days, and particularly the last four and twenty hours had made in him. He was one of those men who show their worries not only in their faces and in their bearing, but even in their clothing. His clothes seemed to have been put on anyhow; his necktie was askew, his coat was creased, his hat unbrushed, his boots ill polished. A small bone seemed to have been taken out of his back, so as to prevent him holding himself erect, as he was wont to do. He had cut himself whilst shaving, the flesh had gone out of his cheeks, they seemed hollow; the corners of his mouth were drawn down like a child’s, he looked as if he were on the verge of tears; his eyes were bloodshot, it was plain that he had been crying. His voice was hoarse. He looked like a person who had endured a great loss — a loss which had not even left him in the possession of his dignity.

‘You don’t suppose that I should have come to you if I could have helped it? It’s a question of Hobson’s choice. I’ve been to every woman in town I could think of, and have been hawking the part about from pillar to post They can none of them accept it, or they won’t, God knows which it is. You will have to.’

‘I can’t’

‘Don’t I tell you that you’ll have to, unless you wish to see me ruined, body, soul, and spirit, and I don’t believe you do that.’

‘It isn’t fair to talk to me like that — it isn’t. If you were to go to Miss Graham, I believe that she would take up the part again; she only threw it up because she was in a temper; in fact, you could make her.’

‘I don’t believe she would if I were to go down on my knees to her, and I wouldn’t ask her to save myself from execution. Listen to me. So far as looks are concerned, there can be no doubt, whatever, that you look the part infinitely better than Agnes Graham.’

‘Oh, my looks! It has always been my looks! They have been dinned into my ears since I was a child. They have become my bane! I wish I had been hideous.’

He smiled queerly.

‘The point is, since you are not hideous, that we must deal with the situation as we have it As I. have said, in the matter of looks you are undoubtedly better suited to the part than Graham — stop, let me finish. As regards acting, I honestly believe that you underrate your powers, as is seldom the case with the actresses I have come across, you believe in yourself too little, you are even fearful of your own capacity, I think that, if you are brought to the sticking point, you will do much better than you suppose.’

‘There are Miss Drew, Miss Macey, Miss Grail,’ she named some of the other members of the company. ‘They would all do much better than I should.’

‘That is a matter of opinion. In my judgment you are wrong. At any rate, I am willing to entrust the part to you, I am not to them; having no intention of committing suicide with my eyes open.’

‘But,’ she spoke slowly, as if the words were being dragged from her by force, ‘if I were to play Elsa, the production of the play would have to be postponed.’

‘Not a day, not an hour. I can’t postpone it, for reasons which I am ready to explain to you, unless it is postponed for ever.’

She looked up at him in unmistakable amazement ‘Do you think that I can learn and rehearse the part so as to be ready to act it in a week?’

‘I do. I believe that you know a good deal of it already, I’ve noticed that you are an amazingly quick study. As for rehearsing, you’ve been rehearsing it with Graham, and that’s the same as if you had been rehearsing it yourself.’

Miss Vernham drew a long breath; she put her hands up to her throbbing temples.

‘I tell you, truthfully, that if I do try to play the part, I am perfectly persuaded I shall fail.’ He shrugged his shoulders.

‘You seem to have a constitutional trick of anticipating the worst, it’s a mistake.’

‘I don’t think it’s constitutional; it has been beaten into me by experience. I always do get the worst, even if I don’t anticipate it. Every one who has anything to do with me, is unlucky. I am telling you the plain truth.’

Mr Basing fidgetted.

Nonsense! — I tell you one thing, Lily believes in you; she has been of opinion, all along, that you could play Elsa better than Graham.’

‘Mrs Basing? What does Mrs Basing know about it? She has never seen me act For some reason, Mrs Basing has a better opinion of me altogether than I deserve.’

‘I’m not so sure of that Lily has a keener nose than you may perhaps imagine. I think it is quite probable that she scents the actress in you better than you do yourself. Anyhow, I will put the matter to you plainly. If you won’t play Elsa, as Lily wishes, and as I wish, then the wife and I are ruined. There is the position for you in a nutshell.’

Again she drew a long breath — like a creature who is hard pressed.

‘But if I do play it, and fail, you will be ruined just as surely.’

‘You won’t fail — make up your mind that you will succeed, and you will succeed. Besides, I tell you quite frankly, that I don’t believe that so beautiful a woman as you are could fail utterly; you’re a lady — which is what the average goodlooking actress isn’t, and you’re not a fool. With such a start you won’t have to do very much to romp in an easy winner. As for the play — I’ve stood a great deal more from Agnes Graham, and her friend Harley, than I ought to have done. The sort of thing I have been going through has been enough to knock the stuffing out of any man. I own that the play was too long as it stood at first; but we’ll act it as it stands at present I’m as good a judge of a play as another, and I say it’s a good play, what’s more, it’s one which will act itself. If you’ll do as I tell you — which was what Graham wouldn’t do! — you’ll steer the play to victory as sure as I am standing here..’

There was some more talk — chiefly consisting of soliloquies from Mr Basing; then she consented. Not with the triumphant air of the actress who welcomes the prospect of shining in a more prominent part than she had ever dared to hope for; but, rather, with the despondent mien of the woman who sees her fate in front of her, and fears to look at it Nor, in gaining her consent, did Mr Basing’s bearing exhibit many more signs of exhilaration than did hers. He thanked her, lamely; while in his manner there was an obvious attempt to attain to that full and splendid level of sanguine, buoyant certainty which had so impressed her when she had seen him first He stood fidgetting with the things which were on the mantelpiece, as if he still had something to say to her, which he found it difficult to say.

She had risen when he had made an end of thanking her, as if she expected him to go. Now, as he still lingered, she stood looking at him inquiringly.

‘Is there anything else about which you wish to talk to me?’

‘Well — yes — there is. The truth is I don’t know just how I ought to say it.’

Although he kept his face turned studiously away from her, there was something in his tone which made her sink down again upon the chair from which she had lately risen, with the feeling strong upon her that the worst was yet to come.

He stumbled and stuttered in his speech.

‘As, of course you know, I am a poor man. It is my brother who has found me the money with which to produce “A Legend of the Rhine.” He advanced me five hundred pounds. I thought it would be enough, but the expenses have been much heavier than I expected — and — it isn’t.’

‘Well?’

The word came from her almost in a whisper.

‘I’ll — rather. If I don’t get more money I shan’t be able to produce the piece.’

‘Well?’

She was wondering, vaguely, if he was about to appeal to her for pecuniary assistance. That would indeed be to reach the height of the ridiculous.

‘I have explained matters to my brother, but — he doesn’t understand these things, and — he won’t advance another penny. Unless certain payments are made, I shan’t be allowed to open the theatre.’

As he turned to her, the anxiety which was written in vivid characters in every line of his countenance lent to him the appearance of premature age. ‘I have had this on my mind all the time we have been rehearsing. I have felt, sometimes, as if the double burden was more than I could bear.’

‘So I should imagine. I almost think, since so many things are against you, that, if I were you, I should let the thing fall through for the time, and postpone the production of the piece till a more propitious moment.’

Her lips went dry, even as she was making the suggestion, she could not help but ask herself what, in that case, would become of her. It proved to be one which he was not at all disposed to listen to.

‘After straining every nerve and every muscle of my brain and of my body for all this time to bring the thing about You don’t know what it is you’re saying. I must either produce the play now, or else go under — for me there is no middle course.’ He took his handkerchief out of his pocket to wipe the sudden perspiration from his brow. A note of resentment came into his voice. ‘I am not so helpless as you appear to think. I have laid the case before a friend, and I have reason to believe that he may be induced to advance the sum which I require.’

As he paused again, she was wondering more and more what all this had to do with her — it was just that point which he seemed to find it difficult to explain. He might almost have been endeavouring to wrap up his meaning in a mist of words.

‘This friend of mine — is much older than I am — of the highest social standing, and — a great patron of the drama.’ Once more he turned his back to her. ‘I have just come from seeing him. I told him — what was quite true — that the chief part in my play would be taken by a new and very promising actress, who was one of the most beautiful women who had been seen on the metropolitan stage for many a year. And I asked him to call on you.’

Her lips were dryer.

‘To call on me? — Why?’

‘Because I believe that a word from you will induce him to do what I require.’

‘Why should it?’

‘At least, see him.’

Rising from her seat, she moved across the room. ‘Tell me exactly what it is you wish me to do — in plain English.’

‘I want you to see this friend of mine, and I want you to induce him to let me have the wherewithal to launch “A Legend of the Rhine.”’

‘I see. And what am I to gain by doing that?’

‘I will give you twenty pounds a week to begin with; more if the play succeeds; and you will have the best chance of making a London hit you ever will have.’

There was an interval of silence. It was her turn now to turn her back towards him. He stood watching her, with something on his face, the precise meaning of which was hard to decipher.

‘Your friend has money?’

‘He is a man of wealth — yes.’

‘And he is old?’

‘He is older than I am — about fifty.’

‘Not older than that? — I see.’

Another pause; she was trifling with some books which were on a whatnot which stood in a corner of the room. ‘When is he coming?’

‘This evening — I cannot tell you exactly what time, but I don’t suppose it will be late. You understand that this is a case in which delay means ruin. I must have the money, or the certainty of getting it, in the course of to-morrow. Say that you will see him.’

‘Oh, yes, I will see your friend, if he is good enough to call on me.’

And — that you will induce him to do what I require.’

‘My dear Mr Basing, you really ask too much. I will do my best for you, but you must not estimate my influence unduly.’

She was facing him; she stood with her back against the whatnot, turning the leaves of a book over and over with her fingers. He eyed her fixedly.

‘Remember that my wife’s fate and my fate, and — your own fate, hang upon the issue.’

‘I will remember it, I promise you.’

When he had gone, going to the mirror which was over the mantelpiece, she examined her face in it as dispassionately as if it had been another woman’s — apostrophising the image which was reflected in the glass. ‘How much harm you have done me — and how much more are you going to do me? I wonder — I wonder what sort of a woman I should have been, and if I should have been happier, if I had not had that sort of face which is pleasing to a man. How queer it is that I should be the happy possessor of that face for which, when he sees it in a woman, a certain type of man seems willing to sell his soul.’

She was still staring at the looking-glass when, unannounced, Mrs Basing entered the room with, as ever, the baby in her arms. She and the child never seemed to be parted, a fact which, it might be, was pregnant with meaning. Miss Vernham turned with a smile to greet her.

‘Your presence here is most apropos — your husband is scarcely gone.’

‘I wondered if he would have gone.’ She looked at the actress with eager straining eyes. ‘And — and — are you going to play Elsa?’

She asked the question as if it had been one which was ‘big with the fate of Rome.’

‘I am.’

A sudden change came over the other’s face, as if, a cloud having been rolled away, the sun was revealed behind. Regardless of the baby she was holding, she threw her arms about Miss Vernham’s neck, and, drawing her face down to hers, kissed her once, twice, thrice, as an impetuous child might have done.

‘You dear! you darling! If you knew what a weight you have lifted off my mind! If you had only seen the state he was in all night. I thought my heart would break! That horrible Miss Graham, I always hated her. And all the morning I’ve felt that I couldn’t keep still, that I couldn’t do anything, and the first possible moment I’ve stolen out, and I’ve come to implore you to take pity on us in case Philip failed.’

‘But he has not failed. He has even succeeded in inducing me to promise to see his friend.’

‘His friend? What friend?’

‘Don’t you know?’ I thought, since he was such a confidential husband, he told you everything. But, I suppose, even if I have been guilty of an indiscretion, that you will keep my counsel. Anyhow, it doesn’t matter. I wish that I were like you, and felt that everything matters; to me it seems that nothing does.’

‘Who is this friend of his?’

Miss Vernham studied the little woman’s eager face attentively; noting how pale it was, and how thin, and how it seemed more like a child’s even than at first, and how her big eyes seemed to have grown bigger, till they had become almost too big for their frame; and how they were filled with a curious yearning, as if they were continually strained to see something which was not to be seen. Then she answered her.

‘He has spent all the money which his brother gave him to produce his play.’

‘I thought he had! I was sure of it! Oh, Philip!’

The little woman’s face went red and white by turns.

‘But a friend of his is willing to advance him more money — indeed all he needs, if I will speak a word on his behalf.’

‘A friend? Is it a man?’

‘It is a man, so I am told.’

‘And you will see him?’

‘Yes.’

‘When?’

‘To-night.’

‘How good you are! How shall we ever thank you for all your goodness.’

‘You think that I am good — you still think so? How strange it seems.’

Mrs Basing looked at Ada Vernham as if she could not make her out at all.


CHAPTER IX

LADY POLHURSTON

WHEN Mrs Basing left her, Miss Vernham went out for a walk in the streets. The longing for fresh air was strong upon her; the streets were better than nothing. And, after a while, she found herself in Hyde Park. It was a fine afternoon. She shrank away from the crowd about the Achilles Statue with the uncomfortable feeling strong upon her that she was of these people, and yet was not, and that they might resent her presence there among them. It was years since she had been in Rotten Row, and, as she moved along it, threading her way among the careless saunterers, she found it exercising over her a curious fascination. She went up beyond the Albert Gate, where the crowd was less, and there, at the back of the walk, under the shadow of a tree, she treated herself to a pennyworth of chair.

The passers by stared at the beautiful woman, dressed from head to foot in black, with the big picture hat shadowing her lovely face. For hers was a face and a figure which would attract attention wherever she might be. And some of those latter day Don Juans, who would, if they could, play the gallant, even of an afternoon in Hyde Park, seating themselves, first one, and then another, on the vacant chair beside her, tried to draw her into conversation. But she was indifferent to them all. She was sitting there in a kind of waking dream, of which the phantasmagoria of the passing show was part and parcel.

So far away was she in the land of her visions, that she did not notice what was rather a singular incident An endless line of carriages went sweeping past her, until at last there came one, close against the rails, which was moving only at a walking pace, a victoria. A woman was its only occupant. She was holding a pair of long handled spy glasses, and, through them, she was scanning the crowd beneath the trees, as if she was searching for some particular friend or acquaintance. Presently, the chair on which Ada Vernham was seated, came within her line of vision, and her glance lighted on its occupant As it did so, she behaved in what, considering the place and the circumstances, was a really remarkable manner. Her features had worn the expression of languid indifference which is the proper London wear, until she chanced upon the woman on the seat As she did so, the languor and the indifference both vanished from her countenance with a celerity which, in its way, was comical. She started forward so suddenly that she almost tumbled off the seat And she continued to stare at the solitary woman with a total disregard of the rudiments of good breeding, which certainly ought not to mark the cast of Vere de Vere. Even when the carriage had passed, she screwed herself round in her seat, the better to enable her to prolong her stare.

The fact that this peculiar behaviour on the part of a person who was, presumably, of some respectability, went completely unnoticed by Miss Vernham, was sufficient proof that the lady’s thoughts were wandering far afield.

Some short distance off, the victoria stopped. Its occupant alighted. She gave some directions to the coachman. The vehicle drove away. She hesitated, as it was moving off, as if she were doubtful what she ought to do; she glanced rapidly about her as if to make sure that no acquaintances were inconveniently close at hand; then she went, though not too quickly, towards the woman she had seen upon the seat Ada Vernham was still upon the chair — and she still was in the land of dreams. The stranger took advantage of this being so to subject her to a further inspection — as if she was not yet quite certain that she was entitled to believe her eyes.

Miss Vernham, remaining oblivious of this pertinacious scrutiny, the stranger had to go close to her, and to touch her on the arm, before she succeeded in attracting her attention.

‘— Madge!’

The voice and the touch did it together; they brought the dreamer back to the land of reality with a shock which seemed to be positively painful. She glanced up at the woman in front of her like some frightened animal.

‘Cecilia!’

The name came from her as if it had been a cry of pain. Her face went flaming red. She trembled as if she were afraid. The stranger seemed to be almost as strongly moved. She left her hand upon Miss Vernham’s shoulder as if she kept it there to help her stand; she searched her face as if she would read her very soul.

‘To think that I should meet you like this after all these years.’ Miss Vernham was silent — as if perforce. ‘Where can I speak to you?’

Miss Vernham made an evident attempt to regain her self-possession — and also, as it seemed, to pass off the encounter with an air of something like bravado.

‘Can’t you speak to me here?’

The other’s reply was peremptory.

‘No. Come with me.’

Like an obedient child, Miss Vernham rose from her seat The two women moved together side by side towards that shady oasis, which is behind the police-station, where rank and fashion seldom penetrates. Here, in comparative privacy, they seated themselves on two chairs, which were not ineffectively screened by being placed close to the trunk of a ‘spreading’ oak. Not a word had been spoken during their passage there; and now the stranger seemed to experience some difficulty in commencing the conversation.

‘What are you doing?’

By this time Miss Vernham had recovered some of her self-possession — as her answer, showed.

‘At the present moment, I am sitting close to you.’

The other frowned.

‘Don’t be ridiculous. Madge, you must be very wicked Do you know that it is more than ten years since I have seen or heard anything of you. We have spent no end of money, we have advertised, we have moved heaven and earth. I am sure Hugh has left no stone unturned, but, since we could hear nothing of you, of any kind whatever, we concluded that you must be dead.’

‘I am dead — to you.’

‘Don’t talk such nonsense! However can you be dead to me? — you! my sister!’

‘Sister of long ago!’

The stranger brushed the words aside.

‘Tell me at once, what have you been doing with yourself all these years?’

‘Sinking lower and lower.’ As her companion regarded her with an apparent lack of comprehension, Miss Vernham added an explanatory item. ‘I am acting now, or, rather, I shall be in a day or two. So perhaps it is just as well that we have had this little impromtu meeting. It might have been an even greater shock to you if you had first realised the fact of my continued existence by seeing me upon the stage.’

‘Acting! — You! — A Tregarthen!’

‘I am not a Tregarthen now; nor have I been these many year. Do not think that I would sully what is, after all, a good old name, by allowing it to be associated with such a woman as I am.’

‘Madge! What do you mean? What has been the cause of your most extraordinary behaviour not one of us has ever had the faintest notion.’

‘Do you really wish me to tell you?’

‘Of course I do.’

‘Well — I will. Though, when I have done so, I rather think that you will wish that you had remained in ignorance.’ She paused. Something went out of her face, something which left it gray ‘I left — because I had killed my mother.’

‘Your mother? do you mean our mother? Madge! Are you stark mad?’

‘I wish I were. I have often wished it But God has denied me even that relief.’

‘But — you must be mad — to say such a thing as that! Mother suffered from a weak heart for years, everybody knew it. It was proved beyond a doubt that she had died from heart disease, just as it had been feared that she would die. Why, it was you who found her in the wood, you and Mr Ellerslie.

‘Yes, it was I who found her in the wood, I and Mr Ellerslie.’

‘We thought that grief for her loss had driven you out of your senses, and that you had drowned yourself in one of the lakes. We had them all drained — but there was nothing there.’

‘No; there was nothing there.’

‘Madge! What do you mean? You frighten me.’

Miss Vernham, leaning forward, whispered into the other’s ear. As she heard, an indescribable look of intense horror came on to her face.

‘Madge!’

‘Her death cry was the first intimation we had of her presence — how often I have heard it since. We turned, and we saw that there was mother looking at us through the branches of the nut-trees. We saw that something was the matter with her, for she was swaying to and fro, and suddenly she fell. In that moment I also died.’ The stranger wiped her lips with the scrap of lace which did duty as a handkerchief. She was looking slightly draggled. She spoke a little hoarsely.

‘None of us dreamt that Gilbert Ellerslie was your lover — you were quite a child.’

‘Two months afterwards I was seventeen, and he was not my lover. We went for a stroll together in the woods, as we had done over and over again before, without even thinking of love. He was telling me of his wife in the asylum, what a grief her insanity had been. I was very sorry for him, and I tried to comfort him, and — all at once it happened — mother was dead.’

‘And what became of Gilbert Ellerslie?’

‘I have never seen him from that hour, except in the silent watches of the night, when God has allowed me to be tormented before my time. Why do you ask?’

‘It is all so — mysterious. Some four or five months after you had gone, he went too. He vanished as completely as you had done. His property was placed in the hands of agents, and was sold. Nobody seems to know what has become of him, though, some three or four years ago I heard that his wife was dead. I believe that she was still in the asylum when she died.’

There was silence. The speaker was looking down at the scanty grasses which she was kicking with the toe of her shoe. Presently she said something which, perhaps, only a woman would have said.

‘You always were good-looking, but the queerest thing to me is, that, in spite of the life which you must have lived, you are better looking than ever you were. Do you know that you are positively beautiful?’

‘Cissy’ — as she touched her sister’s arm with eager, outstretched hand, Miss Vernham reverted unconsciously to the pet name of her girlhood’s days— ‘do you know that I believe that it is a curse which God has laid upon me? My beauty is to me as a brand of Cain — indelible. The experiences which, in the case of nine hundred and ninety-nine women out of a thousand, would have totally destroyed all trace of beauty, have but nourished mine. It increases year by year. It frightens me. I hate it — oh, how I hate it! I would make myself as hideous as any hideous creature of them all with my own hands, if I were not afraid of God, for the longer I live, the more I fear that He has set it upon me as a perpetual curse, to drag me lower and lower, so that, through constantly recurring degradations, even in this life, I shall work out a continual atonement for my sin.’

‘What extraordinary language you do use. I expect that you brood and brood until you become saturated with morbidity. Beauty is given to a woman as a blessing, especially beauty such as yours. I tell you quite candidly that I don’t think I ever did see anyone lovelier. It’s not a curse.’

‘Isn’t it? That’s all you know. Lucky Cecilia! You see you speak as Lady Polhurston, I, as quite a different kind of person. By the way, there’s something else I ought to tell you. I am married.’

The change in her manner, from intense emotion to careless levity, was so sudden that it took Lady Polhurston aback.

‘You are married? To whom?’

‘To a man named Mabbett — Lucian Mabbett.’

‘Mabbett?’ The lady shuddered. ‘What a name.’

‘Isn’t it? And the man himself is worse than his name — miles.’

‘What is Mr Mabbett?’

‘A drunkard, chiefly.’

‘A drunkard? — Madge! — are you joking?’

‘— Not at all. He called himself an actor. And he might have been an actor, once. Now, I expect, it’s too late — even if he’s still alive.’

‘If he’s still alive. Don’t you know if he is still alive? What is it you are saying?’

‘It’s this way. I’d tried everything, and failed at everything, and so, something more than two years ago, I thought I’d try to be an actress, for a change. I got an engagement with a company on tour. Lucian Mabbett was a member of the company. He was the leading man. I was nobody at all; he received six or seven pounds a week; I about as many shillings. — Still — he was attracted by my face, as men invariably are, and — I thought the man could act, and that he might teach me — so I married him. And it was only after I had married him that I discovered what manner of man he was. I admit that I had had an inkling of his character; actors, especially provincial actors, like to fancy themselves “convivial souls;” but the full revelation only came with marriage. Within a fortnight, he started on what he called “the drink;” he kept at it till he was ignominiously turned out of the company. The last I heard of him he was in a Newcastle infirmary, suffering from delirium tremens. That was more than eighteen months ago. By now he may be dead. But I hardly think he is. Those sort of people never die. So you see I am, at any rate, a widow for the moment.’

‘It makes me ill to hear you talk. My poor child! What you must have suffered.’

The actress turned, so that she looked the great lady fairly and squarely in the face.

‘I have been telling you all this, because I wish you to understand the situation. If I had thought that I should have seen you in Hyde Park, I should have kept outside, but — I wanted some fresh air, and — I have got more than I wanted You are to regard this encounter merely as an incident If you take my advice, you will speak of it to no one. No good purpose can be served by doing so. You will continue to consider me as dead — as, indeed, I have been, these ten years now, and more.’

‘Do you mean to say that I am never to see you again?’

‘That is, emphatically, what I do mean to say. Your life and my life are in two different planetary systems; I speak of what I know. Under no circumstances can we have anything in common one with the other.’

‘But you are my sister — I have always loved you as a sister — we never used to quarrel as other sisters do, I won’t hear of losing sight of you again. Think of all I can do to help you.’

‘You can do nothing — believe me, you can do nothing. I am among the ghosts; only God can hide me away from them, and that He will never do. It is written that I am to go down into hell.’

‘It isn’t true.’

‘It is true. Besides, think of another thing. How would Sir Hugh Polhurston favour the idea of having to regard such a woman as Mrs Lucian Mabbett as the sister of his wife, and Mr Lucian Mabbett, dipsomaniac and blackguard, as her husband.’

The great lady shivered. She looked perplexed, divided between conflicting emotions.

‘Hugh used to be so fond of you.’

‘He used to be, when I was living. How would he regard me now?’

‘He is so particular. As, of course, you know, he is still the member for the county, and he was in the last Government, and he expects to hold higher office in the next, and — he is so strict in his ideas.’

‘And he is quite right in being so. A man cannot be too particular about the sort of women with whom he allows his feminine connections to associate themselves.’

‘Madge!’

‘It is a truism. As I said before, I speak of what I know. If I were in your place, and you in mine, I should, certainly, have nothing to do with you, I should have too much sense, and too much regard for my good name.’

She made a movement as if to rise. The other stayed her.

‘At least you must tell me where it is that you are living.’

‘I shall do nothing of the kind. I don’t wish to subject you to any risks. I know your impulsive heart, Cecilia. You can give me your address, and, if I am in any need, I will let you know.’

‘You promise me.’

‘I do.’ She rose. ‘You are a woman of the world; and I — am a woman of another world. That we are sisters is an accident, it does not follow that, merely on that account, we should be on speaking terms; nowadays that sort of thing is not a necessity in the least. We have grown wiser. You show your wisdom by continuing to consider me as dead; as I am — to you.’

Miss Vernham moved rapidly across the grass; leaving the great lady, half breathless, seated on the chair. Before the latter had recovered herself sufficiently to gain her feet, the other was a good twenty yards away.

‘Madge!’ she cried.

If the actress heard, she paid no heed. It was astonishing how fast she walked. It was not to be expected that Lady Polhurston should attempt to chase her across Hyde Park.


CHAPTER X

MR BAINES CAREW

IT was with curious feelings that Ada Vernham returned to her Soho lodging — as if she had passed from one dream world to another. She felt as if she had been permitted to lift a corner of the curtain, and to peep into the paradise in which she herself had been once a freeholder, and, although the corner had been dropped again, some of the brightness still seemed shining through. She knew that it was there.

A packet was ready for her on the table. It contained the scrip of Elsa’s part; and a note from the anxious dramatist; in which he urged her to at once commence its study, and in a postscript — earnestly entreated her to use her best endeavours for him with his friend The concluding words were doubly underlined, ‘If I don’t have the promise of the money by to-morrow it will mean ruin for us all.’

She turned the typewritten sheets over with her fingers. After a glimpse into that other world, how poor a thing it seemed to be an actress! And such an actress as she herself was — the meanest member of so mean a trade! With all these burdens on her shoulders, these Sisyphean tasks. What an interminable part it was, this one of Elsa. As her eyes rested, here and there, upon the pages, she was struck, not for the first time, by the fact that the blank verse was not of the finest quality.

Removing her hat, sponging her face and eyes, and giving to her hair, and to her apparel, those trifling touches over which women’s fingers love to linger, she sat down, and, then and there, began to study. She first of all read the part conscientiously through from beginning to end. As she did so, she more than once came on passages which she was conscious might well be mended, and that without much pains. But, after the awful fate of Agnes Graham, she might not venture on editorial suggestions. And, indeed, she had never had a part entrusted to her yet the mere writing of which had approached the excellent; and was well aware that, so far as it concerns success in plays, as in novels, literary quality was not of great importance. Still, although, of course, literature and the drama are different things, it seemed a pity to call this thing a poetic play if it was lacking poetry.

It was probably between nine and ten o’clock, and she had been studying some considerable time, when a card was brought into the room on which was inscribed, ‘Mr Baines Carew.’

‘Show Mr Carew upstairs.’ While she waited she glanced at the card. ‘Baines Carew! Somehow I thought that that was just the sort of name Mr Basing’s friend would have, it’s theatrical.’

The name might have been theatrical; its owner did not look as if he were. He was a tall, portly individual, with reddish brown hair, which he wore parted in the centre, and which was going grey at the edges and thin at the top. He had side whiskers, and a moustache which was as a bridge between them. His cheeks were ruddy; pince-nez were perched his nose, which was a trifle hooked; he was in evening dress; and there was something about him altogether which suggested that, although he regarded himself very properly as a person of considerable importance, still he was quite prepared, under certain circumstances, to condescend, and that moreover, he was conscious that those circumstances might be present now.

Miss Vernham might have found it difficult to describe precisely what kind of person she had expected to see, but plainly it was not this kind. She was seated at the opposite side of the table, facing the door, and when the visitor entered had half-risen to give him greeting. So soon, however, as she perceived him clearly she remained motionless, thoughts chasing each other across her face as clouds across the sky. Then, without a word, she dropped back on to her chair and stared.

The visitor, on his part, seemed to the full as surprised as the lady — though his surprise came a little later. He was well inside the room, and was already beginning to bow, when amazement overtook him — with relentless severity. His mouth dropped open, his glasses dropped off his nose, the whole man went limp.

It was the lady who first recovered her presence of mind; a spirit of malevolence seemed to have accompanied its return. She looked at the visitor, then at the card, then back again at the visitor, and she said in a voice of silvery sweetness.

‘Mr Baines Carew.’

The visitor seemed to have to make a spasmodic effort to enable him to regain his voice. His lips were trembling.

‘Madge!’ He fumbled with his glasses, experiencing no slight difficulty in replacing them upon his nose. ‘Good — good God!’

‘— I beg your pardon, Mr Baines Carew?

‘Madge!’ reiterated the gaping man. ‘What — what the devil’s the meaning of this?’

‘That’s what I want to know — what it means. I believe it is Sir Hugh Polhurston.’

‘ — Of course it is! — you know it is! And you are Madge Tregarthen!’

In his agitation, the speaker was making a bungle of his attempts to reach his handkerchief ‘To think of your recognising me after all these years! But I should have known you anywhere. And how is Cecilia? and the children? I hope they are very well — and you? One hardly expected to see you in town at this season of the year. Is it your parliamentary duties which are keeping you? Or don’t you go in for grouse as much as you did?’

‘Is this a trap — of Mr Philip Basing’s setting?’

‘A trap? I don’t understand you. Haven’t you brought me a message from Cecilia? And how came they to bring me in a card on which was such a name as “Baines Carew?”’

‘Are you Ada Vernham?’

‘I am — as much as you are Baines Carew.’

‘Did you know that I was coming?’

‘I did not know who was coming. I never dreamt it could be you. I have always understood that you were so particular, so strict in your ideas. I did not know that it was your habit to visit unknown actresses at this hour of the night Does Cecilia?’

Sir Hugh Polhurston had, apparently, been making violent efforts to regain his self-possession, and had partially succeeded.

‘ — Eh — we all thought that you were dead — all of us! Cecilia actually put on mourning — yes!’

‘You were quite right I am dead.’

‘You are dead, what do you mean?’

‘ — Madge Tregarthen is dead. It is Ada Vernham  who is alive.’

‘I don’t understand you in the least, but I’m bound to say that your conduct strikes me as being most extraordinary, and — and reprehensible.’

‘My dear Sir Hugh, I don’t acknowledge your right to criticise me at all; especially under the peculiar circumstances of the case?’

‘What do you mean by under the peculiar circumstances of the case?’

‘Wouldn’t the circumstances appear peculiar to Cecilia, and to your constituents? A prominent politician, especially when he is known to be particular and strict in his ideas, nowadays has to be so circumspect’

‘Eh, my presence here is susceptible of the fullest explanation.’

‘Precisely. When elderly gentlemen of position visit unknown actresses at this hour, their presence generally is susceptible of the fullest explanation. That is what I mean.’

‘You misjudge me, foully. Madge—’

‘ — My name is Vernham, Ada Vernham. Kindly call me by my name.’

‘ — I don’t understand you in the least.’

‘ — On the contrary, you understand me very well indeed. Mr Philip Basing informed me, Mr Baines Carew, that you would call on me this evening, and that, if you were satisfied with my personal appearance, and so on, you would advance him the sum which is necessary to enable him to produce his play “A Legend of the Rhine.” As you are more than satisfied, you will of course, do as he requires.’

‘Eh — you have no right to speak to me like that.’

‘No right! — My good sir! — what do you mean? — aren’t you satisfied?’

‘I will transact my business with Mr Basing myself. In the meantime, it is about you I wish to speak.’

‘Listen to me. You came here expecting to find a woman who would be honoured by your attentions and flatteries. Well, you have not found her. Your experiences in such matters, which I suspect to be a wide one, must have made you acquainted with the fact that all women are not fools.’

‘The inferences which you draw are unwarranted — absolutely! — I — I never heard anything so absurd!’

She leaned back in her chair, wearily.

‘Let us hear what are the inferences I ought to draw, Mr Baines Carew.’

Sir Hugh Polhurston was moving uneasily about the room, endeavouring, somewhat unsuccessfully, to maintain a pompous mien.

‘My dear — my dear—’

‘Miss Vernham. You surely do not wish to recognise me as your sister-in-law. I am sorry for you if you do.’

‘Is it possible that you can be in earnest ‘Is it possible that you can be such a hypocrite? Are we playing a game of cross questions and of crooked answers? Do you take me for a child?

Surely your knowledge of the class of women to which I belong is too great to permit you to fall into such an error.’

‘Your mind seems to be full of thoughts which are almost too horrible for contemplation. The sole raison d’etre of my presence here is to render assistance to a young and struggling dramatist — being, as I am proud to say, a — a patron of the drama.’

‘That’s very nice of you. It is all that is required, assistance for a struggling dramatist For my part, I am simply here to plead his cause, I assure you it is a most deserving case, I have no reason to believe that you ever will regret your generosity. And, since you are so very kind, perhaps you will not mind committing your guarantee of assistance to writing, Mr Baines Carew.’

‘You — you move too fast. You forget that before I came here I had not the faintest notion that you were to act in the fellow’s play.’

‘Well, what difference does that make?’

‘Difference! When you are my wife’s sister!’

‘It entirely rests with you to make it known that I am your wife’s sister. I shan’t I am not sufficiently in love with the connection. Would you rather that your wife’s sister should walk the streets!’

‘Woman!’

‘Man!’

They faced each other. With a show of indignation, swelling and puffing him out like a pouter pigeon, he endeavoured, by the mere force of vision, to bring her to a consciousness of her bad behaviour. Yet his glance was the first which quailed. With a mocking smile she pushed towards him a sheet of paper and a pen.

‘Don’t you really think that you had better commit that guarantee to writing, Mr Baines Carew?’

He heaved a portentous sigh.

‘To think that such a woman should be a connection of my wife’s!’

‘To think that such a man should be the husband of my sister! Poor Cecilia! Imagine what her feelings would be if she were to know that her husband was Mr Baines Carew, and a patron of the drama.’

‘Dreadful! dreadful!’

‘Frightful, isn’t it? Poor, dear, simple-minded, confiding, Cecilia! But I fear it is too late to be of real assistance to her, don’t you? Mr Baines Carew? There!’ There was a knocking at the hall door. ‘Now I daresay some one has come to see me, you will have an opportunity of volunteering that fullest explanation of which your presence here is so susceptible.’

The prospect of being afforded such an opportunity did not appear to please Sir Hugh at all.

‘I must beg of you not to admit any one else while I am here. I am just about to go, and, I have no desire to make promiscuous acquaintances.’

‘Careful, self-respecting soul! You do meet such dreadful characters in these sort of places, especially such curious women — don’t you?’

‘— I — I don’t wish to say any further to hurt your feelings, but I must express to you—’

‘— Yes! Some one is coming up the stairs. I’m afraid we shall be interrupted.’

‘You — you really must admit no one else till I am gone. I — I insist on it!’

‘My good sir! Cover your face with your pocket handkerchief, or hide beneath the table; or do something else calculated to demonstrate your purity of purpose. I can’t deny myself to my friends because of you. Come in!’

Philip Basing entered. Each gentleman seemed surprised to see the other, and not delighted. Mr Basing was apologetic — a little awkwardly. He addressed Sir Hugh.

‘I beg your pardon. I hope I’m not intruding, you know Paul Pry? — but I thought you would have gone.’

Miss Vernham interposed.

‘Your friend was just going, weren’t you, Mr Baines Carew? Mr Basing, you cannot think how nice your friend has been to me. I have enjoyed his call so much, we have so many things in common. And he has shown himself to be such a true patron of the drama, the soul of generosity. He has promised to do all for you that you require.’ Mr Basing’s countenance visibly brightened; Sir Hugh’s did not ‘Haven’t you, Mr Baines Carew?’ Although the lady paused for an answer, none seemed to be immediately forthcoming. ‘What was the exact sum you said would be required, Mr Basing?’

‘Well, I don’t know that I went very closely into figures, but, I should say, certainly not more than a thousand pounds.’

Judging from his manner one might have been forgiven for suspecting that Mr Basing was feeling his way; going as far as he dared. At the mention of the actual amount his friend distinctly started.

‘Are you sure that a thousand pounds will be enough? Don’t spoil the ship for want of a ha’worth of tar; this gentleman will not shy at a hundred pounds. Will fifteen hundred be sufficient?’

‘Ample.’

Mr Basing was, possibly, beginning to perceive that there was something in the situation which was not upon the surface.

‘— Of course you will let Mr Basing have the fifteen hundred pounds. I may promise it in your name, may I not?’

‘You may do nothing of the kind.’

‘I may do nothing of the kind? Pray what am I to understand by that, Mr Baines Carew? Be so good as to explain yourself precisely.’

The striking change which had, all at once, taken place in the lady’s voice, and in her manner, did not seem to add to her visitor’s sense of comfort He shuffled with his feet and with his hands, stuttering almost as if he had an impediment in his speech.

‘I — I — I am willing to — to assist Mr Basing, so — so far as my means will permit me, but — but the sum you name is monstrous, quite — quite out of my power.’

Mr Basing advanced to him with outstretched hand.

‘My dear fellow, I perfectly understand. Don’t be afraid, I’ll not bleed you. And you may rely on every penny you advance being returned to you — with thumping interest Miss Vernham, I have to thank you from the bottom of my heart, for your intercession on my behalf.’

‘Pray don’t mention it — it has been a pleasure! It has served as a means of making me known to Mr Baines Carew. You cannot think what a profound belief he has in “Legend of the Rhine,” and — don’t laugh at me — in the actress who is to essay the principal part in it Good-bye, Mr Carew. Must you go? So sorry. You’ll come and see me again, won’t you? Now promise me you will. Mr Basing, I won’t keep you. I know how many things you must have which you wish to say to your friend, and which must be said. You see, I know what friends are like; so I shall turn both of you out together.’


CHAPTER XI

THE RESOLUTION OF A DOUBT

IT was Thursday: ‘A Legend of the Rhine’ was to be produced upon the Saturday immediately following. Night: Ada Vernham was in her bedroom, woefully tired. A long rehearsal seemed to have left her fibreless. She had returned from the theatre too wearied to eat, worn out, bodily and mentally. She told herself, a little grimly, that, if the strain was not soon relaxed, Mr Basing would have to find yet another player to enact his heroine. The process of rehearsing a play, under the best conditions, is not a gladsome one; when those conditions are about as bad as they could be — that way madness lies; as Ada Vernham was feeling now.

Philip Basing’s forte was not stage management. The strong stage manager forms, in his mind’s eye, a picture of a stage, to the details of which he strenuously adheres. The plan of the stage, according to Mr Basing, was capable of infinite mutations, the result being jangle, wrangle, tangle — which is chaos. Everybody was on bad terms with everybody else, and so at variance with the author that there was an almost general consensus of desire that his play were damned, though they themselves went with it In the storm and stress, Miss Vernham seemed to be so placed that it was her hard fortune to be buffetted by every wind. And now she was so tired of the toiling and the troubling, that, with all the force which still was hers, she wished there were an end.

She came into her bedroom, and, without removing hat or coat or gloves, sat upon a chair, and, with hands lying limply on her knees, stared, with unseeing eyes, at the unseen. How long, she asked herself, would this endure, this straining after Dead Sea apples? The fruit which was pleasant in the eating would never again be hers; by her own action she had ordered it so that, for ever and ever, her portion would but consist of the husks of her dead desires. She had shut herself outside the orchard in which the trees were growing whose fruit was happiness. Her dwelling place was in the Cities of the Plain. Was the joy of living worth this to her, this life-long pain? The ‘joy’ of living! What fairy tale was that?

With tired hands she began to remove her clothes. If she could only rest, that would be something — if she could only forget herself in sleep. The words of her part kept running through her head; — if she could only rid herself, for a few glad hours, of the play and its story. As she rose from her seat to remove her jacket, she gave vent to a fit of childish passion.

‘I hate it! Oh, how I hate it! ‘The scrip of her part was in her jacket pocket In her foolish anger she snatched it out and threw it from her on to the floor. ‘Oh, how I wish that the theatre and all its associations were buried deep down beneath the sea!’

A moment’s reflection showed her that, if her wish were gratified, her latter state might be worse than her former. She picked the manuscript up. Smoothing its crumpled leaves, she laid it carefully upon the mantelshelf. The part might do something for her, after all. Who knows? Because her anticipations were so few, her gratification might be greater.

She removed the bodice of her dress. Loosing her hair as she stood brushing it before the looking-glass, she recited to herself some of the lines of her part which occurred in the great scene of the play. Her eyes strayed mirrorwards. In spite of the scanty dimensions of the sheet of silvered glass, they were not slight enough to conceal from her the fact of how perfectly she looked the mimic heroine. She had, of course, been conscious of the fact before, but for some reason, it appealed to her just then almost with the force of novelty. The fine contour of her snow-white arms, the promise of her swelling bust, her queenly neck; the crinkling glories of her nut-brown hair, these things came home to her with such a sudden sense of their reality that, as if surprised by her own beauty, she was ashamed.

She finished her hair and her recitation both together, and so disrobed. Impelled by the same odd feeling, which was half curiosity, half something else, she continued to stand before the mirror, and to regard herself, as she appeared in it, and that with a scrutiny which was redeemed from its inherent conceit by the extreme thoughtfulness of her intense, pre-occupied, fixed stare. Thus she stood, considering attentively as much of herself as was visible in the glass.

As she looked, she smiled as if not ill pleased by what she saw; as if amused to think that she, the pariah, the accursed, should have, in so marvellous a degree, that which all women craved. Are there no female saints, she wondered, who would exchange their saintship for her beauty? No shapeless paragons who would give tithes of their abstract virtues for the material equivalents of her radiant limbs? None of the flat-chested though elect who would give a lien on their election for the subtle beauties of her glorious bust? It is well to be a saint, but sanctity is, sometimes, but a post obit after all, of which one has to be very sure of the security. As she stood there, throwing herself into little poses, admiring the effect with a frankness which, if it was hedonistic, at any rate was natural, almost, for the moment she was happy.

For the moment only; and almost, not quite, suddenly the expression of her face was changed. She reeled, clutching at the flimsy dressing-table to save herself from falling. Retaining her clutch, as, bent nearly double, she stared into the mirror with frightened eyes. For some seconds she was motionless — spectre meeting spectre in the glass; terror meeting terror. Then again there passed over her that strange shivering, that mysterious tremblement of the flesh, which is, to some women, like the upheaval of all nature’s forces. Losing her hold of the table, drawing herself as upright as she could, staggering, like some drunken creature, across the room, she threw herself, face foremost, on the bed.


CHAPTER XII

THE HORROR OF THE RESOLUTION

ALL night she was in agony, — a prey, it seemed to her, of all the fiends in hell. She was blessed, or cursed, it may be written either way, as circumstances alter cases, with a vivid imagination. As it were, on a pin’s point she could rear a mighty edifice. And, straightway, she reared one then.

As if it had been written in letters of fire, she saw, in front of her, the history of the child as Pilate’s wife saw the things which troubled her, on that immortal night, in her immortal dream. With a graphic eye for detail, which should have made her fortune as fictionist, she unconsciously figured as an omniscience, and wrote its history — nothing extenuating, laying all the sorest places bare. She foresaw that it would be brought into the world upon a bed of shame — that she would be ashamed of it, and it would be ashamed of her. As the years went on, the atmosphere of shame would remain unchanged, so that, where the common conversation of the world looks for the outward marks of the sanctity of the maternal relationship, there would, instead, be the badge of an unending degradation. Hers would be the pangs of maternity, and the pangs only; she would not know the joy which should come to a woman with the knowledge that she has borne a child unto the world. And the child, conceived in iniquity, born unto shame, would tread a dishonoured path into a nameless grave.

All this she foresaw quite clearly, and the foresight maddened her. Her case was made worse by the fact that she was one of those women, rarer than most suppose, in whom the maternal instinct is strong; and the instant she knew herself to be with child, that instant the unborn baby began to twine itself about her heart, and she hungered for its kisses. Her child, her own child; what a crown of glory it ought to be! Of her own deed, she had made of it a thing of shame.

Where did her duty lie? Her duty, that is, to the child. So soon as the first horror of the shock had passed, that was the question which began to formulate itself in her brain, and which she continually asked of herself all through the night Would it be better that it should remain unborn — better for the child? She strained every nerve to breaking point in her frantic efforts to gain sufficient grip upon her thoughts to enable her to think; pacing to and fro, verily a restless spirit, groping for the answer which continually eluded her.

She remembered that when, aforetime, she had heard of women in a similar plight to hers, she had no doubt whatever — better for such a child that it should never be born. These were cases, she opined, in which law was one thing, equity another. She had doubted if women of her sort were entitled to live at all; she had always been, even possibly still was, in spirit, of that great host of women who would stone the Magdalenes. That it were better they should be destroyed rather than that they should be allowed to become the bearers of children she had been resolutely persuaded. Now that the leading case was her own, was she prepared to put her principles into practice? Was the issue such a simple one now she had ceased to view it from outside?

The battle was fought over and over again, and never to an issue. The tragedy of the unwilling mother has never yet been adequately told. Morning found her sleepless, dry-eyed, with all her nerves, like pin points, set on edge, and pricking her. Once, she had stolen between the sheets, and tried to woo oblivion. In vain. She closed her teeth upon her lips and strove to force herself to lie quiescent. The thing was beyond her strength. The agony was insupportable. A Chinese master of the torture could not have invented a more exquisite suffering. Her only hope of relief lay in perpetual movement So, getting out of bed again, she recommenced her ceaseless pacings to and fro.

It was as the small hours were growing into larger ones, that she took from a small silken bag, from which she had never parted company in all the vicissitudes of her fortunes, two photographs. There had, formerly, been a third; and the third had been the portrait of a woman, of her mother. But there had come a time when she had no longer dared to bear her mother’s portrait about with her; it frightened her. The grave eyes, which she had so dearly loved, and which had so dearly loved her too, regarded her with a terrible reproach — a reproach which continually became more terrible. She became afraid to meet it; afraid to think that, though unseen, it still was there; afraid to carry it pressed against her bosom. And so, at last, she took it with her into a churchyard which was across the sea, and there, with her own hands, among those who were asleep, she buried it The two photographs which she still had were both photographs of men. One was the likeness of Gilbert Ellerslie, the man who had, as she believed, unwittingly acted the part of serpent in her Eden; the other was the portrait of her husband. She bore Ellerslie’s portrait about with her in something of the spirit in which the penitent wears a horsehair shirt; it acted as a continual irritant, an unresting goad; whenever she looked at it she remembered that she was what she was. And yet in the man’s face there was something of the ascetic: a suggestion of some of the finer flowers even among the Christian virtues; one would not have guessed that this was the portrait of a libertine. Her husband’s effigy she preserved with the natural desire of having within reach some means of recognising the individual to whom she was joined in bonds which, in theory if not in practice, she held to be indissoluble.

As she looked from one to the other, she laughed a queer, resonant, uncanny laugh. The sound of her laughter stealing in her ears, she recognised its peculiarity of tone. She wondered if she was going mad. Fearful of she knew not what, she dressed herself hurriedly, before it was yet completely light, and went out into the street The keen air of the early morning did her good. She moved quickly over the empty pavements. She had gone some distance, she could not herself have said how far, for she walked without plan or purpose, turning corners without noticing or caring whither they were leading her; when, in her haste, she almost ran against a woman who was about to mount some steps, and who, having mounted them, disappeared through a door at the top. Ada Vernham turned, indifferently enough, to look where the woman had gone. She perceived that she was passing a church; that the woman had entered it She stopped. A sudden impulse came over her. She, too, mounted the steps; and she went after the woman.


CHAPTER XIII

A PENITENT

THE church was half in shadow. At the high altar some sort of a service seemed to be going on. Her knowledge of Catholic forms and ceremonies was Protestantly vague; she had no notion what the proceedings meant Figures moved mysteriously before the candle-lighted altar, voices floated down the chancel, sonorous voices, intoning priests’ Latinity. The church was a large one. From where she stood, inside the door, the voices were heard but dimly; one might almost have mistaken them for the whisperings of the dead. The odours of the acolyte wafted incense appealed to her nostrils with a peculiar pungency; it afflicted her with a sort of vague nostalgia — a longing for she knew not what She leaned against the door, and closed her eyes and shuddered.

Presently, moving farther into the building, she sat down on the outside chair in the final row. It rested her, this place; she felt that it was good to be there. She perceived that there were more worshippers than she had at first supposed. The building was so large, and the light so dim, that it was a minute or two before she realised their presence; some of them, too, seemed to have hidden themselves away in nooks and crannies, as if desirous of concealing themselves from all but God.

As she sat, the influence of the place grew stronger and stronger — almost as if she had entered, unawares, into a palace of enchantments. The spells, weaving themselves about her, were beginning to draw her into a sea of sensuous emotion; to fill her with a formless, yet passionate desire to knit the spirit of the place into her very being. The droning of the priests seemed to her like the voices of magicians; they called to her very really, out of the deep; for she knew not what they said, nor what they did, and in the mystery lay the fascination. The odour of the incense had over her, as it has over so many women, who are strongest on their emotional side, an unmistakable effect; it soothed one side of her nature while it roused another. As she remained motionless, looking in front of her with staring eyes, she was, for no logical reason whatever, rapidly approaching to that half ecstatic, half delirious condition, in which so many churches of all creeds look for the most striking illustrations of the divine influence.

A trivial incident gave to this condition of affairs an irresistible impetus. She became conscious, all at once, that close to her was a confessional. It was a little to the front of her, on the left She recognised also that in it, at that moment, was a penitent a woman; the hem of her skirt was trailing on the tasselated pavement A penitent! Relieving her bosom of the unbearable burden of its woe! What a person to be envied. The Roman Church, if not of God, is, at least, of the wisdom of the wisest men; if not the friend of heaven it is, at anyrate, the friend of that not inconsiderable portion of humanity who, in their times of trouble, must, like limpets, cling to something for support To these it may exclaim, with some degree of truth, ‘Come unto Me, and I will give you rest!’ This is an invertebrate generation — strong enough to do, but, for the most part, not strong enough to bear the result of its own doing. The natural results of natural causes, the people who are principally concerned frequently find themselves too weak to bear. They are actuated by an understandable, if undignified, desire to shift the burden, at least partially, on to other shoulders. To meet the special requirements of this considerable and continually increasing company, the Roman Church is particularly well contrived.

When Ada Vernham saw that a confessional was close at hand, and that a penitent was actually in it, there began gradually to dawn on her the fact that here possibly was an outlet for some of the suffering which was weighing her down. The particular application did not come to her at once. She understood that this other woman had found what she herself had feared she never could find, a confidant; one before whom she could lay bare all the secrets of her heart, not only without fear of encountering censorious criticism, but actually with the probability of meeting with sympathetic comprehension. She envied this other woman. The confessor, like the man of medicine, must come into close contact with such a continual stream of disease, that a story like hers, extraordinary though it might appear to herself, would strike him as being merely in the ordinary course of business. He would neither be surprised nor shocked. And to meet with somebody who would regard her eventful history as pure commonplace, and would advise on it as such, was a luxury she was convinced she could appreciate, and it was one which this other woman had.

Why should she not have this luxury herself? Her desire for it grew greater. She began to watch, with envious eyes, the woman who, at that moment, was enjoying it. She was completely ignorant of the forms which in the Latin Church attend auricular confession; that is, she had not the faintest notion of how the proceedings were actually carried on, but it seemed to her that this other woman was taking an unconscionable time. Had she sinned against the entire decalogue, or was she making trumpery and long-drawn out admissions of feminine frivolities?

The service at the altar was concluded; the priests and the censers vanished; the voices ceased. Most of the worshippers rising, went out by twos and threes. In that great building only two persons, so far as she could perceive, were left besides herself and that platitudinous penitent; she was convinced that the woman was uttering platitudes. Her mood was growing irritable; she was becoming possessed by such a strong desire to take advantage of the suppositious relief afforded by the confessional on her own account, that she resented more and more its continued occupancy by another. She was not aware of it, but hers was not the frame of mind in which the Church of Rome desires that her penitents should be. Rosary or crucifix she had never had in her possession; her knowledge of the Breviary was absolutely nil. Not only was she ignorant of the prayers which are supposed to be proper to the penitent who is waiting to make confession, she was not aware that such an one was supposed to pray at all. Her mood was certainly not prayerful. Rather she was like some caged wild animal, who beats frantically against the bars, longing to escape. To her fevered eyes, quick just then to take superficial impressions from the objects which surrounded her, it seemed that the way of escape lay through the curtained wooden structure, from which that other woman still kept her out At last — a long at last! — there was a movement of the woman’s skirt; it trembled; she was rising; she came out Her back was turned towards Ada Vernham, so that she could not see her face; she went down the side of the church, till, reaching one of the chapels, she fell on her knees before its altar.

Ada Vernham’s opportunity had arrived.

She continued to sit where she was, trembling all over now that her chance had actually come; until, fearing that the priest might issue from his place, and that her chance might, after all, be lost, she rose upon unsteady feet, and, shivering like a person in a fever, went swiftly to the confessional.

Kneeling, she rested her brow against the woodwork of the partition which divided her from the unseen priest, so overcome by the feelings which came sweeping over her that, for the time, she was bereft of speech. She was vaguely conscious that a voice addressed her from within, but what it said she could not tell. Her tongue was paralysed; the sound of many waters was in her ears; a blinding mist was before her eyes. All self-control was lost; it was as though she was floating helplessly in the swell of a resounding torrent, which bore her madly towards an unknown sea.

The priest, probably not wholly unaccustomed to such episodes, possessed his soul in patience. The daily round of the confessional, in general trivial enough, must occasionally be alternated by the speechless agonies of frenzied hearts, and though the process of induration which attends familiarity must steel to some extent his feelings, there not improbably are periods when he finds it almost as difficult to listen as the penitent to speak. And it may be that experience warns him when one of these times of trial are at hand. It is possible that the auditor of human weakness, and of nothing else but human weakness, seated, with bowed head, on his narrow shelf within, clasping his crucifix with both his clinging hands, was conscious of a premonition that this woman, whose voiceless sobs shook the frail structure against which she leaned, was bringing to him a tale which he were not human if he could hearken to unmoved. And so he gave her time to find for herself the courage which should bring her to the sticking point of speech.

When the minutes passed and she yet was still, he spoke to her again.

‘Speak, daughter. Jesu listens. Throw your burden down before the Cross.’

Whether she heard or not, he could not tell; but presently the floodgates of her heart were opened, her tongue was loosed, and she poured into his ears a tale which, after all, is very old. When one thinks of the great host of the women who have told it, and, in imagination, sees them gathered together in their multitudinous array, dread witnesses of the injustice which dates from the beginning, and which bids fair to continue to the end, the sanest mind must totter, the hardest heart must shrink. She told it as one can only tell the tale which leaves the lips as if it were the speaker’s life-blood; from the beginning, straight on, without pause or stay, or necessity for questioning.

It seemed as if the confessor listened to the tale like one entranced. Within was perfect silence, and, when at last she stayed, there was silence still In time the tale was told. With words, which one might be forgiven for suggesting scorched her lips, she asked for help, for advice, for guidance, to be directed to one landmark which might show to her the road. And still from within was none that answered.

The silence became so marked that, even in her condition of hysteria, the woman could not but notice it What did it forbode? That her sin was black as ink, unforgivable, the very sin against the Holy Ghost, beyond the jurisdiction even of the priest? Had the wild hope that she would obtain relief in the confessional been altogether hoped in vain? Was there no relief even in that place for such as her? What did the continued silence mean? — that she was unfitted to be spoken to, even in admonition, and on her knees, by a priest of God? She called to the silent unseen priest to speak to her, with such a cry of agony that it must have been audible far down the church.

And still there was none that answered.

Her growing fears assumed portentous shape; a shadow as of the supernatural was falling over her; a horror of something awful, hidden, unknown. In very terror, with quaking limbs and pulseless heart, she began stealthily to rise from her knees, proposing to flee unassoilzied, from this benumbing silence, as from the wrath to come. While she still was rising, a sound was audible within. As she hesitated, whether to carry out her original intention ere a worse thing came to her, the little curtain which hid the confessor from the penitent was moved aside, and the priest looked out at her.

Then there was silence, both from the woman and the man.

The priest was in the prime of life, with a face on every line of which was intellect; a strong face; the face of a man whom one would choose for friend. It was furrowed by those indentations which proclaim that their hearer is not of the happy ones — as it has been asserted — who have no history. He had the contour of the ascetic; the eyes of the enthusiast The woman glared at him as if he had been some dreadful ghost; while he looked back at her with that expression on his pallid countenance which, with but a slight exercise of the imagination, it might be foreseen that it would wear when arraigned at the bar of the Eternal Judgment The woman was the first to speak.

‘Gilbert!’

‘Madge!’

It was noticeable that in both voices was the same curious huskiness. Then, as if in saying so much, all that was possible was said, each again was still. They continued to stare, breathlessly, at one another, as if each one’s face had for the other a hideous, irresistible fascination.

Soon the woman spoke again, in guttural whisper.

‘What are you doing there?’

‘God knows.’ Even as he spoke, the speaker shuddered. He crossed himself. Presently he added, with a bitteness which was all the more marked because the words were hardly uttered above a whisper: ‘Demonstrating the truth of the Pauline declaration that all things work together for good to them that love God.’ And then again, immediately afterwards, ‘Working out a life’s atonement by bearing my cross to Him crucified.’

He had in his hand a crucifix, and was holding it up before her eyes; but whether in mockery or not she could not tell. As he saw and realised, the maze of wonderment which was on her face, something human came into his own; he repeated, as if the words stuck in his throat, the name by which he had known her once upon a time.

‘Madge!’

What he said she plainly paid no heed to. Apparently she was groping for the threads which would enable her to unravel the puzzle.

‘Are you a priest?’

‘It would seem so.’

‘And — I have been — confessing — to you?’

‘Indeed!’

She said nothing. She covered her face with her hands, and she shuddered. He watched her quietly, as one might imagine the vivisectionist studies the living victim which writhes beneath his scalpel. He spoke to her, after some little time, with a dry precision of utterance which suggested that his words had been carefully considered.

‘Between you and me there can be no question of priest and penitent; or, if there is, it is I who should be upon my knees to you. You must give me your address; I will come and see you. Tell me where you live.’

She told him, falteringly. He spoke again — still with the same measured accent ‘Go now; and, if you will suffer me to speak to you in the guise of an adviser, you will go with a mind at peace. It is I who have to do battle with Apollyon, with the stealers of souls. Compared unto my sins, yours are whiter than snow. Let no nice dogma of theology delude you upon that point It is I who have sinned; not you. It is I who have brought you to this pass — although in doing it, I knew not what it was I did. Be not afraid. In the day of the great arbitrament, God will make it clear.’


CHAPTER XIV

THE LAST REHEARSAL

WHEN she left the church, she found that she was hungry. The claims of her appetite asserted themselves even among the tumult of her emotions. It was one of the peculiarities of her constitution that, when she was hungry, extraneous compulsion seemed to be put upon her impelling her to eat; hers was one of those healthy, if primitive organisations, which, in due season, must at any and every cost have food. It is men and women of this sort who are driven, by hunger, to deeds of violence; of madness.

Entering an eating-house, she made a hybrid meal. Printed bills were hung about the walls. One in front of her caught her eye. It was the announcement of the production of ‘A Legend of the Rhine.’ It brought her back to the things of earth with a sense of shock. The last rehearsal was to take place that day. The call was for 11 A.M. Principals were directed to be on the stage, dressed in their appropriate costumes, punctually by that time. At one end of the place was a clock. It was after noon. Bolting some final mouthfuls of food, she hurried off.

On the eve of an important production, even the best managed theatres are apt to be in a state of confusion; in the Soho Theatre confusion was confounded. Everybody seemed to have lost their heads. The stage was waiting. It appeared that, search having been made for her at her lodging, the fact of her disappearance had created something like a panic. Philip Basing had himself gone off helter skelter to attempt to solve the mystery. His cab dashed up just as she had entered the stage door. At sight of her he broke into a torrent of exclamations. He seemed to be half beside himself with excitement ‘Good God! I thought you’d bolted!’

‘— Bolted! Why should I have bolted?’

‘— Goodness only knows! But when your landlady told me that you’d gone off in the middle of the night without anybody having the faintest notion where or why, I thought that, for me, it was going to be a case of a razor or prussic acid. Move yourself! They’d almost come to blows before I left.’

‘But I haven’t dressed.’

She was moving towards her dressing-room. He caught her by the arm.

‘Oh, hang your dress! Dress afterwards, or between the acts, or something, don’t keep them waiting any longer now. I don’t want to have a riot.’

Her reception by the company was not a cordial one. Mr Rayment, in particular, addressed her with his wonted courtesy.

‘I do hope we haven’t hurried you. Basing wouldn’t let us begin until you came, so, of course, the longer you delayed your coming the better we were pleased. Cooling our heels in a hole like this, humbly hoping that a distinguished lady will, at her leisure, condescend to remember we are waiting, is just the kind of amusement we prefer. I have noticed more than once, my very dear Miss Vernham, how quick some people are at picking up the airs of a great actress, and nothing else.’

Miss Kintorn, who had taken her rôle of Emma, looked her up and down, she herself, like the rest of the company, being attired in the costume of her part.

‘I thought that this was to be a dress rehearsal.’

‘Mr Basing wouldn’t let me stop to dress.’

Rayment commented.

‘That’s a pity. Since great actresses only take two hours to put themselves inside their clothes, we’d have waited gladly. We’ve been here half the day already, but that’s a trifle.’

Young Frank Norton whispered an inquiry into her ear — pointing his words with a wink.

‘Been on the razzle, and lost the latch-key? I know what it is.’

John Tullett was the only one among those present who addressed her pleasantly. He looked at her keenly with his grave eyes.

‘I hope it is nothing serious which has detained you.’

She shook her head. She tried to smile.

The sort of spirit which was abroad at the Soho Theatre could not have been better evinced than by the fact that the conductor of the orchestra actually ventured to put in a remark on his own account — that individual, in a theatre, being the last person who is supposed to have a soul which he should be allowed to call his own.

‘Can we go? Or are we wanted?’

That was the remark which he made, speaking on behalf of the band. It brought the company back to a sense of the situation. Mr Basing did his best to get the better of his excitement ‘Now, ladies and gentlemen — if you please.’

And they began.

It might have been supposed that a rehearsal, commenced under such inauspicious circumstances, promised badly. That the fact that the performers were almost grotesquely out of humour with each other, augured ill. Nor was the prospect bettered by the circumstance that, during the last few hours, the leading actress’s every nerve had been strained nearly to the breaking point; that, even now, it needed but a touch to impel her on to the other side of that indefinable border line which divides sanity from madness. One might safely have predicted, for a rehearsal carried on under such conditions, a result approaching to fiasco.

Such an aspirant to the prophetic vision would have exhibited the traditional foolhardiness. The rehearsal went as smoothly, as truly, with as little sign of friction, as a well built, well oiled, well worked machine. It began well, progressed better, and finished best of all. That curious uncertainty which attends on things theatrical once more took those chiefly concerned completely by surprise. The performers were themselves amazed. Those parts of the play which, hitherto, had dragged, showed no signs of dragging now; things went without a hitch from start to finish. Each one concerned seemed on his mettle, unwittingly, even sometimes unwillingly. There was something in the air which entered into each actor and each actress, lifting them out of themselves, lending to their method, to their manner, just that vigour, that distinction which, up to now, had been chiefly lacking. Did any say that what the play most needed was vitality, that elusive something which breathes into the dry bones of the play-wright life? — why, it was alive, glowing with vitality, from the beginning to the end.

With the bringing about of this result, the actress who played the heroine was not a little concerned. She was indeed the heroine. Some There was no pause.

The second act had been a bone of contention from the first The common expectation thinly veiled, if veiled at all, was, that the second act was the rock on which the play would splinter. There were no signs of anything unpromising about it then. It went, as they phrase it, ‘with a bang.’ Ada Vernham carried it through. She caught up such stitches as the dramatist might have dropped, giving to the fabric at least the appearance of being close and strong. Once more, at its conclusion, she had brushed aside their plaudits, renewing her petition that the play might again be continued without a pause.

And it was.

In the really dramatic moments of the final act she rose to a height, and exhibited a strength, which amazed even those whom already she had bewitched. When, at last the end was reached, there ensued that silence which is more eloquent than noise, since it suggests emotions which, at least, for the instant, are too profound for adequate expression. When that instant passed there came the tumult of their bravos.

‘Didn’t I tell you,’ demanded Philip Basing, who seemed, as he gripped both her hands in his, to be half delirious with delight, ‘that you could do it? Didn’t I tell you you could act? Act! Why, before to-morrow night is over, you’ll have proved, even to the satisfaction of those who hate me best, that “A Legend of the Rhine” is the play of the generation! You’ll have proved it! — you! you! you!’


CHAPTER XV

LUCIAN MABBETT

RETURNING from the triumph of that last rehearsal, under the influence of one sort of intoxication, Ada Vernham found an example of another sort of intoxication awaiting her at home. As she reached the door of her lodging, some one, who had been leaning against the wall, staggered towards her. For the moment she thought it was Gilbert Ellerslie, but only for a moment ‘Hollo, m’ dear, how you find yourself?’

This man had neither the voice nor the bearing of Ellerslie. She shrank from him. ‘You.’

‘Yes, of course it’s me. Don’t it look like me? Who do you think it is?’

‘I wish to have nothing to say to you.’

She inserted her latch-key. He raised his voice to something like a shout ‘That’s a pretty thing to say to your husband who’s been waiting in the dirty street for hours! How dare you speak to me like that?’

Perceiving that if she refused him admission a scene would be a certainty, she chose what she hoped might prove to be the lesser of two evils, — she let him in. He staggered after her into her sitting-room. When they had entered, without removing his hat, he stood in the centre of the room, on unsteady legs, looking about him as well as he was able.

‘This is a pretty place for a woman to live in whose husband’s starving in the streets — picks up filthy crusts out of the gutter while she gorges in a palace. How much do you pay for it? Thirty bob a week?’

He was very tall and very thin, unclean with that uncleanliness which is not only of the outer man. He wore a long black frock coat, a waistcoat of some fancy material, light trousers, a silk hat, patent shoes, — yet it is doubtful if, for the whole costume, any one would have given him a shilling. The garments were old, buttonless, greasy, — foul! As she regarded him, she asked herself, with a sort of impersonal astonishment, what, in her most hysteric moments, she could have seen in this man to have married him. Privation, and the sort of life he had been living, had left of his face nothing but skin and bones. He wanted shaving. His lips kept twitching. Out of his eyes there glared the thing which had entered into him.

She addressed him with that courtesy which is of the essence of scorn.

‘May I ask you to be so good as to tell me, in as few words as possible, what it is you want with me?’

‘Everything, — that’s what I want, everything! Nice question to ask a husband! Been starving — asked everybody I’ve met for months, where’s my wife? Nobody seemed to know. I said to myself, she’s up to some disgraceful game, I know she is. Pal said to me this morning, she’s shopped at the little house in Soho. Saw your name in the bills — Ada Vernham — large as life — cried at the sight of it Door-keeper wouldn’t let me in, — me, man high in the profession. Found out where you dossed, — landlady wouldn’t let me in either. Waited in the street for hours, — now she says, What ‘ye want with me? Everything, I tell you, everything!’

‘What am I to understand by everything?’

He ticked the items off on his fingers, swaying to and fro as he did it ‘Drink, board, lodging, clothes — especially drink.’

‘I assure you, you will have none of those at my expense.’

‘Must have drink — must have! Look here, my girl, if I don’t have drink I shall lose my senses.’

She smiled — grimly. ‘Your what?’

‘My senses. It’s actual fact — literal truth. If I don’t have drink, I see things, dreadful things — drive me mad if I keep on seeing them. Listen to me. This morning, pal o’ mine gave me sovereign. Said to me, “Buy yourself some clothes.” Went to buy them. Got to shop — saw things creeping about clothes inside window. Couldn’t buy clothes with those things on them. Went and got something to drink, and I drowned ’em — kept on drowning ’em ever since. Now they’re dead. Tell you what — when I was waiting in the street saw some of them again — middle of the road. Feel as if they’re trying to get in here — through the wall.’ He stretched out his long thin arms in front of him, repeating with an earnestness which was both grotesque and ghastly. ‘My girl, if I don’t have drink, I’ll lose my senses!’

She looked at him inquiringly, wondering how much drink he would require to lose his life. There passed through her mind that scene in Charles Reade’s dramatic version of L’Assomoir, in which liquor is purposely placed within reach of the dipsomaniac. She wondered what would be the ethical aspect of her conduct if she were to ply this man with that for which his soul was craving. He sank on to a chair, his head dropped forward on to his chest; he looked, out of the cavernous sockets, earnestly, at nothing at all ‘I say, could I have a shop at your place? It’s always been opinion o’ mine that husband and wife ought to act together. What ‘ye think?’

‘I am afraid that, just now, there is no opening for you.’

‘Not just now? — will be soon? — eh? — Now, what sort of leading man have you got — man of presence — look the part?’

‘Tolerably, I believe.’

‘Only tolerably. Ah! — I see. Now I look the part more than tolerably.’

‘When you’re drunk?’

The question seemed to strike a chord which brought back to him a reminiscence of sanity.

He straightened himself; slapped his hand upon his knee; his voice was steadier.

‘There was a time when I looked the part when I was sober — my God, there was.’

‘Were you ever sober?’

He laughed — loudly.

‘That’s a funny question to ask a man.’ An expression of cunning came on to his face. ‘You think because I drink and you don’t, you’re clever — but perhaps you’re not so clever as you fancy. Because I’ve made a mess of my life, do you think you’ve made a good thing of yours?’

Her lips tightened.

‘Hardly.’

He held up his shaking hands in front of him, a few inches apart.

‘There’s just that much to be got out of life, and no more. I get it my way, you get it yours, the Archbishop of Canterbury gets it his. Drink’s my way, the Archbishop of Canterbury’s got his way, and what’s your way, hang me if I know. But we’ve only got our whack, whether it’s Cantuar or me. Perhaps he likes his spread out thin, so as to make it last. I like mine laid on thick, and, by God, I’ll have it.’

‘I see. So you’re satisfied.’

‘Who’s satisfied? — Are you? Show me the man who says he’s satisfied, and I’ll show you a liar. Satisfaction’s not a substance, it’s a shadow — to get it, you’ve got to get among the shadows.’

She continued to eye him curiously, dimly conscious that, at least in his present mood, there was more in him than she had imagined. After a momentary pause he went on, resentfully.

‘Oh, yes, there are a lot of fools who like preaching, and there are a lot of other fools who like listening to it, but I like drink, and that is the only thing I do like; I’m not so big a fool as they are.’

She turned away, beginning to remove her gloves, which up to now, she had been wearing — vaguely realising, as she did so, that, between this man’s philosophy and her own there might after all be something in common. She condemned the preachers, and ever had; understanding that while speech was one thing, action was wont to be its opposite. None the less, her desire to be rid of him did not abate. The point was, that, while she was of those who have an almost unreasonable physical abhorrence of a vulgar row, she suspected that without a row, she hardly would be rid of him. She began to wish that she had not let him in, regretting her pliancy, as she usually did, too late.

When she spoke, however, in her voice there was no trace of the irresolution which consumed her.

‘It is quite impossible that you can stay here.’

He seemed to have returned from a condition of comparative mental clearness to stupidity. His head had fallen forward again upon his breast He appeared to be more than half asleep.

‘— I’m going to stay where I am. This is where my wife lives, and where my wife lives I live too.’

She glanced at him. What would be the result, she wondered, if she were to treat him cavalierly? If she were to accord him, that is, the treatment which his condition and his conduct merited? She went and laid her hand upon his shoulder, a little gingerly, because his coat was foul.

‘Get up and leave my room this instant!’

He looked upon her sleepily.

‘What ‘ye say?’

‘Get up and leave my room!’

She could not have said what exactly was the answer she expected, but it certainly was not the one which she received Turning slightly in his chair, he put up his hand so that it touched her arm — it was unpleasantly tremulous. With his other hand he pointed at the wall which was in front of him. She found his manner disconcerting.

‘Do you know anything of bugs?’

‘Of what?’

‘Of moths and beetles and things like that I thought you might tell me what the thing is called. D’ye see it — in the corner there? It’s lying low. Now it’s a moth but sometimes it’s a beetle, and sometimes it’s a great ugly beast that comes blobbing at my face with big red wings. It’s never touched me yet, never quite. I’ve kept it off; if it ever does I’ll go clean mad.’

‘You’re talking absolute nonsense. There’s nothing there whatever. You’re not in a fit condition to be abroad. Do you hear what I tell you? Get out of that chair this instant and leave my room.’

‘Are you watching it? D’ye see it’s opened it’s wings? It’s stretching itself, it’s crawling up the wall — there! ‘He gave a little start ‘It’s jumped off the wall — it’s going to fly at me!

Quick! Give me a sheet of paper, I’ll keep it off from me with that.’

He looked frantically yet furtively about him. Feeling that the strongest measures might be the best, gripping him by both his shoulders, she lifted him bodily off his seat, intending, with or without his leave, to rush him towards the door. But as soon as she had raised him, he seemed to collapse, slipping through her hands in a heap on the floor. Shrieking like one beset by demons, which indeed he was, he caught so suddenly at her feet and ankles, that, taken unawares, she lost her balance, and came also headlong to the ground. The fall both bruised and frightened her. For some four or five seconds she lay quite still, while he continued to yell like a thing possessed. Presently loosing his hold, he became a little quieter. Regaining her feet, gasping for breath, going to the door of the room she called as loudly as she could for the landlady. No one replied. She called again; still no reply.

The house was a small one. The landlady and herself were its only occupants. She was aware that the woman had an uncomfortable habit of going out, without giving her notice of her intention, and of remaining out, sometimes for hours at a time. Apparently she had gone out now. If so, she was alone in the place, with her husband.

She had left him grovelling on the floor. Now rising, darting towards her, he seized her by the arm.

‘Don’t leave me! — don’t leave me! — I won’t be left!’

She looked him steadily in the face — feeling, as she did so, more and more strongly how hideous he was. The wild beast which was within her was beginning, as it were, to rouse itself from its stupor. — She was becoming conscious of an inclination to close and grapple with him; to pit her strength against his strength; to repay him, with her own hands, for his manifold misdeeds. She felt, if it came to the sticking point, that she could do it — do it well But, for the present she restrained herself.

‘Are you going to leave my room?’

He seemed to have regained some of his senses. His tone was sullen.

‘I want something to drink. Why don’t you give me something to drink?’

An idea entered her mind.

‘There is nothing in the house. I’ll give you the money for a bottle of whiskey if you’ll go and get it.’

‘I’ll go if you’ll come with me.’

‘I’ll come with you.’

She thought to herself that, if she once got him out of the house, it would be hard if she did not manage to be rid of him — if she had to give him into custody. With that sort of acuteness which is not uncommon in men in his condition, he read something of what was passing through her mind. Tightening his grip on her arm, he swung her round into the room with an exhibition of strength for which she was unprepared. He banged the door.

‘You’re up to some damned trick — I know you! You don’t leave this room — and I don’t either.’ Sanity, of a sort, seemed to have come back as swiftly as it went Thrusting his hands into his trousers pockets, he stood — more steadily than he had shown any signs of doing yet — and glared at her. ‘I tell you what it is. A pal of mine has offered me a shop with a company on tour. They’re at Peebles. You give me five pounds, I’ll fit myself out, and join tomorrow.’

‘You won’t have a penny from me.’

‘Won’t I? Then I’ll stop here, and live with you, and wherever you go, I’ll go too — I’m your husband! It’ll be nice for you to have a companion in a rig-out like mine.’

‘You won’t stop here.’

‘Who’ll stop me?’

‘I will.’

‘How?’

‘With these!’

She advanced towards him with her hands held out. Yielding to what, seemingly, was an uncontrollable impulse, she struck him, first with one, then with the other, a violent buffet on either cheek. He reeled. For the instant, he seemed stupefied. Then, snatching up her umbrella which, on entering, she had placed against the wall, he struck her with it on the arm — so forcibly that the stick was splintered and her arm fell to her side as if it had been paralysed.

‘You — !’ He loaded her with imprecations. Then, his mood changing, he began to snivel, the tears rolling down his cheeks. ‘What did you hit me for? I did nothing to you! You cruel wretch!’ In a few moments there was another change. He began pointing eagerly in front of him, using the former uncanny gesture. ‘D’ye see it? in the corner there? It’s a moth, it’s lying low!’

There was a repetition of the previous scene, he working himself, all in an instant, into a condition of maniacal excitement, screeching, retreating, seeking to ward off, with frantic movements of his hands and arms, the winged horrors of his imagination, which assailed him in the air. Suddenly, as before, he collapsed. Only, this time he fell back on the horsehair couch, which had just been impeding his progress, and lay quite still. She waited for a revival. None came. He never moved. She went and looked at him. He was asleep.

He lay sideways on the couch, in a position which suggested singular discomfort. There was a bolster to the couch. His head was twisted dangling backwards over this, displaying his neck in a fashion which a headsman might have found convenient One arm dangled on to the floor. His dirty coat had fallen open. Something had slipped out of the pocket, — something in a case. It was a razor case, with a razor in it, — a comfortable thing for a man of his sort to have in his possession.

There are women who have a constitutional distaste for razors. She was one of them. She opened the blade, noting how it gleamed. She remembered with a shudder what horrible notions she used to have of the havoc which might be wrought with that strip of shining steel; how she had always regarded it with a mingling of fear and fascination; how, in her more morbid moods, she had dreamed of the deeds which it might do.

She noticed the exposure of his throat Was that the jugular vein, that thick thing which showed so plainly through his dirty skin. If his jugular vein was severed, the man was dead, — had she not somewhere read that it was so? Was it sharp enough, — this razor she was holding? Would she have to cut him very hard? Should she try, and see?

Was it of her own volition that, in her experimental, her inquiring mood, her hand stole towards his throat, — the hand which held the razor? With the edge of the blade she touched his skin lightly enough. At once a thin red line showed just where she had touched. He showed no sign of having been conscious of the contact His stertorous breathing was, for the moment, the only sound.

Suddenly there was another — the sound of the opening door. Mechanically, she looked round to see who had opened it. It was the priest of the confessional — Gilbert Ellerslie.


CHAPTER XVI

THE PRIEST AS A MAN

HE stood for an instant with his hat in hand at the open door, then came forward quietly, without a word, to where she was bending over the sleeping man. He looked at the sleeper, then at her; she, as if frozen into silence, looked back at him. Stooping, he took the open blade from between her unresisting fingers; closing the blade, he crossed the room to place it on the mantelshelf. Turning, regarding her, he continued, for still some seconds, voiceless; then, with a smile wrinkling the corners of his lips, he spoke at last ‘Yet they say that this is not an age of miracles.’

The sound of his voice seemed to relax the strain under which she had been labouring. She put her hands up to her face and sitting down on the floor just where she had been standing, she moaned. He watched her, then asked a question.

‘Who is it?’

She answered without removing her hands from before her face.

‘My husband.’

He seemed to hesitate before he spoke; then to speak with precision, as if he were considering each word before he uttered it ‘I thought, from what you said this morning, that you and he were parted.’

‘He has found me out — to-night.’

‘I see.’ Going to the couch, he looked down at the sleeper. ‘Is he drunk?’

‘I don’t know. I think he’s mad. He frightens me.’

As if in proof of her assertion, even as he spoke, she shuddered. He stooped to examine the scratch upon the sleeper’s throat; with his handkerchief he softly wiped away the blood; he attentively scrutinised the unconscious face; raising the hand which dangled, inert, upon the floor, he felt the pulse. As he did so, something in his face seemed to harden; a gleam came into his eyes. Gently returning the hand to its original position, he seemed to be turning something over in his mind. Going back to the mantelpiece, he adressed the woman, who still was crouching on the floor.

‘I wish to speak to you.’

Removing her hands from before her face, slowly turning her head, she looked at him with, in her eyes, a mute eloquence of piteous appeal which was doglike rather than human. Gradually, and, it appeared, painfully rising, until she had attained her full height, she answered him one word.

‘Speak.’

He spoke to her, coldly, quietly, with the same air of almost pedagogic precision.

‘I have considered what you said to me this morning, under the seal of confession’ — again his lips were wrinkled by a smile. ‘And I have decided, should the suggestion meet with your approval, to book passages in the next convenient Canadian liner for both you and I.’

‘For both you — and I!’

Her words were spoken with a catching of her breath. He continued in the same bloodless monotone.

‘There are still in Canada many places where men and women may live remote from their fellows; to all intents and purposes in solitude.

My suggestion is that I should purchase land in some such waste, and that there, in that wilderness, we should seek in the future atonement for the past.’

‘Together?’

Again there was that catching in her voice. His did not change.

‘Together, yet apart I will have built two houses. You shall have the one, I the other. We will busy ourselves with good works. I will keep such ward and watch over you as a stranger may keep. All that I have shall be yours, — even my life, for, since I caused your life to be spoiled, it is fitting that you should have as much of mine as is left.’ — He paused. She turned away. He added:— ‘And there your child shall be born.’

She plainly winced. Her tone was scornful. ‘Your suggestion is an impossible one.’

‘How so?’

‘Have you forgotten that to-morrow night I appear in a new play?’

‘Are you wedded to the stage?’

She fenced with his question.

‘In the theatre, if you can act, there is nothing else that matters.’

‘I see. Do you intend to act when you are big with child? And who do you propose to proclaim as the infant’s father?’

Dropping on her knees beside the table, she buried her face on her outstretched arms.

‘You have no right to speak to me like that!’

‘I have. You gave it me this morning.’ His face showed signs of agitation; its impassivity became less marked. He turned a little aside, looking at the vacant air; speaking as if he were giving utterance to something which he had carefully rehearsed, and from which he desired to eliminate all traces of feeling. ‘I beg you to believe that whatever I would do would be done for you, for your good, for your wellbeing; and in that hope only. Even as I have brought you into this plight, so I would bring you out of it For I, on my part, would make a confession unto you.’

He paused. When he spoke again, his voice was, if anything, drier than before, and harsher.

‘It was through me you fell. You think — you told me so this morning — that what I did was born of the moment; a yielding to an unlooked-for impulse; without intention. I am not so sure. I was a solitary man; a husband, yet wifeless; mated, yet alone; a hungry man, consumed by the pangs of an unreasoning passion. You were much to me; to you I was little. You came into the empty calendar of my empty days bearing in your hands promise of the best which life can offer. I had loved you for more than a year. I had yearned for you; I had burned for you; yes, I had fought for you with worse than the beasts which were at Ephesus. I had dreamed of the glad, mad rapture of the moment in which I should hold you in my arms to make you mine. I had rehearsed it all in dreams; such dreams! The dreams of the man whose soul is consumed with longing for that which, of right, he never can possess; the nightmare of the devils. Again and again I had all but caught you to my breast, but something stayed me; I sometimes wondered what Until that day.’

The pitch of his voice remained unchanged; but there had come into its intonation an intensity which was the more convincing since it owed nothing to the arts of the rhetorician. It was as though a living voice was struggling to escape out of the husk of a man. He had remained stationary since he had began to speak; but, although not a muscle of his face moved, his naturally ascetic expression had become more strained, and moisture glistened on his cheeks and on his brow. The woman, still on her knees beside the table, had raised her face higher and higher as the words proceeded from his lips, until now, with head thrown back, parted lips, dilated eyes, she listened, as one who hangs upon a speaker’s words.

He went on, like a person who, being deprived of his own volition, says not what he would, but what he must His eyes seemed to be glancing down the long vista of the bygone years; his tongue seemed to be compelled to the telling of the things which his glance revealed.

‘I had dreamed of you all night; such dreams as the Satyrs dream. And in the morning, when I awoke, I said to myself that, ere the day had passed, they should be more than dreams. You came, as you were used to do, and walked with me, carelessly, among the trees. The day was warm and sunny. There was that in the air which added fuel to the flames of my desire. When I felt you near me the blood boiled in my veins. I could have bitten myself to the bone. We came into that quiet place. You turned to me; your breath caught mine; I looked at you; you were conquered by the look which was in my eyes; you went all red; and — then I knew that you loved me. And, in the very moment of the rapture and the madness, the bolt of heaven fell. I saw your mother looking at us from among the trees — the mother who had entrusted me freely with the companionship of her innocent child, in the full assurance that with me she would be with one who would devote his full strength to keep her stainless and unspotted from the world. It was as though I had been stricken by a sudden palsy. I heard her cry. I saw her fall. When, in the first tumult of our horror, we went to her, frightened things as we were, she was dead; dead upon the sward. There was a look upon her face which branded itself upon the speculum of my brain; I see it always; it will confront me at the judgment-seat of God.’

The volume of his voice had become thinner and thinner; until at last he was speaking in what might, with some correctness, be described as an attenuated wail. His intensity was painful; the more so since it was plainly the intensity of a man whose passion, if he would but give it rein, would blaze with the blasting heat of a volcano. The woman listened with various and seemingly inconsequent emotions, first lightening and then darkening her face, in a fashion which an onlooker might have found perplexing. Her bosom rose and fell; her breath came quicker; tremulous movements seemed to agitate her hands; her cheeks were glowing.

‘When your mother died, my passion did not die with her. Would that it had. When you disappeared, I was as one stark mad. I looked for you under every stick and stone, in every nook and every cranny. I set them searching for you in all the towns and cities of the world; in all its secret places. And when at last I was forced to the conclusion that you must be dead, I died too — though my passion still lived on, to lash me, by day and by night, with scorpions.’

For the first time a marked change took place in his utterance. He spoke with such a bitterness of irony that one would hardly have been surprised to see his lips scorched as though it had been by vitriol.

‘Certain Catholic teachings had always appealed to a particular side of my nature. In my extremity it seemed to me that the only road to salvation was through the portals of the Church. If I became a priest, I might subdue the flesh; by continual lacerations, might bring my unruly passions into a state of due subjection. So I assumed the tonsure; undertook to act as finger-post along the way which I myself had failed to find; went through the form of putting away from me my manhood, in the hope that, in course of time, the form would become a fact And so, for years, I have been struggling to convince myself, amid the wail of penitential psalms, and the ignominy of unending penances, that by faith I have won peace; by submission, strength. Whether it is, or is not so, I cannot tell; I have not attained to the measure of the Delphic standard. I am what I am. God made me; His also be the unmaking. I have gained this much, that I am content to leave the issue in His hands.’

He was still. She, for a time, allowed the silence to remain unbroken, still kneeling, looking at her hands which were on the table in front of her, the fingers of which she continually interlaced. When she spoke, it was to ask a question softly, and as if half-shyly, for which he probably was unprepared.

‘Your wife is dead?’

His lips tightened. She might have struck him by the way in which he started.

‘ — They tell me so.’

She glanced quickly up at him.

‘ — They tell you so? Don’t you know?’

He hesitated before he answered sullenly.

‘She is dead.’

He slightly altered his position, turning more away from her. His figure became more rigid; into his voice there began to come a ring of passion; his bearing was that of a man who was fighting, to use his own reference, with worse beasts than those which were at Ephesus.

‘I have sometimes inquired of myself, if you were not dead, where were you? What were you doing? This morning you supplied me with the answer. I have made to you my confession because of the confession which you made to me. You showed how from the one thing ill done, there shall proceed a harvest of plenteous festers; how from the seed sown by the wicked man, the Upas tree ascends corrupting all the air. It is I who have made of you the thing you have become.’

His tone, all at once, had ascended to a pitch of frenzy; now it dropped, so that he spoke like a man who was fatigued.

‘Mine is the burden, mine is the sin; for the first cause shall be the last cause, and the crop of the tares shall be reaped by him who planted the weed. Even at the eleventh hour I would keep you out of hell; I would snatch you from the very door, for if they drag you in, what place in hell will be kept for me? — for me, who caused you to be damned. So, since in cities a woman in your condition and of your reputation, needs must stand abased, and, because of her abasement, in the stress of continual temptation, I would beg you to believe that in the wilderness, away from the habitations of men, there is, for such — as you and I, a freer, a — purer air, so that one — seems — to stand in — the — Very Presence. I entreat you to commit yourself to my safe keeping; and I entreat you the more because once I failed. Suffer me to find and keep the Cross by finding and keeping it for you. I will not — cross — the threshold — of — your house; I will be to you a hewer of wood and a drawer of water; and as I shall be your servant in things temporal, so — also I shall — be — your servant in things spiritual, a continual wrestler, on your behalf, In prayer. For, In truth, I am persuaded that your salvation will mean mine.’

He waited as If for her answer. When It came it was possibly again of an unexpected tenor. She spoke, after what was apparently an interval for reflection, very softly, with her eyes cast down.

‘You say — that once — you loved me.’

‘It is true!’

‘Is your love, then, dead?’ He was silent He clenched his fists. ‘ Are you so sure that it is dead — so very sure? I wish you to answer me.’ Her wish remained ungratified. She peeped out of the corners of her eyes at his averted face and figure, speaking in a strain of light, indeed, playful satire, which was in striking contrast to his sombre heat ‘Is it your experience that when a man of your temperament, and a woman of mine, live at a little distance from each other, alone, in a solitary place, any lingering shred of feeling which either may have had for the other grows more or less? Does such continuing undisturbed propinquity sever or attach? Although I am all the sinner that you say I am, I am still a woman; and you, I fancy, although a priest, are still a man. Should, by any mischance, a puff of wind rekindle the expiring embers, it would be a predicament in which neither would venture to seek safety for oneself by the desertion of the other. I think that, on reflection, you will perceive that you have suggested a hazardous experiment.’

His answer, hoarsely uttered, was a repetition of his former words.

‘I entreat you to commit yourself to my safe keeping, and the more because once I failed.’

She put up her hand, as if to hide a smile; there was mischief in her eyes.

‘Why the more because once you failed? That you may fail again? Be not too rash; protect your strength from too severe a trial.’

He confronted her with fiery glances.

‘I’m not afraid of you — neither of what you were, nor of what you are.’

She was silent Then, as her eyes met his, there came a look into her face which suddenly transfigured her.

‘It may be that I am afraid of you, and that my frailty may be yours.’

He looked quickly from her, clutching at the corner of the mantelshelf. Then, for the first time, she rose from her knees. When she spoke again, her manner, like her voice, was calm and collected.

‘Take my advice, let me dree my weird. Women of my sort are sent into the world to be snares unto men.’

‘Madge Tregarthen!’

‘Gilbert Ellerslie! Is it possible that you believe the fabulists, the tellers of the tales, and think that women submit themselves to men against their will? Among the multitudes there may be such; I have not met them; nor, I doubt, have you. What you did to me, you did because I chose. Women, for reasons of their own, in such matters, suffer men to suppose them weaklings.’

‘Madge Tregarthen!’

‘There is one form of nudity which men, women, avoid before all others — the naked truth. Let you and I confront it, once for all. My temperament and yours beat pulse for pulse; if anything, my blood, I think, may be the hotter. As for your scheme of redemption, the thing that is done, is done; not all the waters of all the oceans shall wash away the stain. That may not be the teaching of the Church; it is the fact; you know it is the fact. We have sinned and we have suffered; and the sin and the suffering are with us still, and shall be with us. To flee together into the wilderness, would be to pile Pelion upon Ossa; to pass from the frying-pan into the fire. You may not cleanse me, and I may not cleanse you. I know not if there are waters of purification, but you and I shall not find them by becoming neighbours in the wilds of Canada.’

She stood drumming with her fingers on the table, her eyes fixed steadily on him. He, on his part, kept his face averted, as if resolute not to meet her glances.

‘As for the confession which I made to you this morning, I recommend you not to attach to it too much importance. Confessions are made by folk in their hysteric moments; in their hours of sanity they keep their own counsel. Now that I am sane, it occurs to me that it is you who are hysteric.’

‘What you call hours of sanity are those times of madness when men and women try to live without God in the world.’

‘The sort of religion you represent suggests to me a nervous system unnaturally strained.’

‘There is no peace without religion.’

‘Have you found peace with it?’

‘I have.’

‘Your looks, then, play you false. I am conscious that I have not made the best of life, though I am not clear as to what making the best of life really involves, or if there are any that do attain to the superlative degree. But of this, in my saner moments, I am assured; that it becomes us to meet, cheerfully, those things which must be met, and not, having called the tune, to whine when the piper presents his bill. For my part, I am going to have another fling for fortune. This afternoon, for the first time, I realised that I might have in me the making of an actress. At the rehearsal I took them all by storm. If, to-morrow night, I can act again as I did then, I need have no fear of standing, in the immediate future, in want of material resources. Let me win a sufficiency of pence; I promise you I will walk in the ways of circumspection. It is want of bread, not love of evil, which has brought me into the plight I am. The world is hard upon a hungry woman. That is the very gist and kernel of all the knowledge I have learned.’

‘I have money. Take what you will of mine.’

‘Thank you. I appreciate your offer. But would not the world regard askance my living at your expense?’

There was a lengthy pause. He seemed to be making an effort to get the better of some unexpressed emotion. He faced her, speaking with his former tone of cold severity.

‘You have not yet drunk deep enough of the waters of bitterness; you are of those who must drink their fill. Endure with me thus far. Since you that were dead are now alive again, suffer me to keep somewhat in touch with your movements, so that, in time of trial and of tribulation, you may know where to find the service of a friend.’

‘Willingly.’

‘Let me sometimes see you; or let me hear of you by letter.’

‘Both! you may come and see me when you will, or I will write to you when there is anything to write about, though I am the worst correspondent in the world.’

‘And — this man?’ He pointed to the sleeper on the couch. ‘Is it your wish that he should stay?’

She shrugged her shoulders.

‘He is my husband. After all, in the lives of women who have histories, there may be occasions on which any sort of husband is better than none.’

His tone was colder, as if he resented hers. He repeated his inquiry.

‘Is it your wish that he should stay?’


CHAPTER XVII

THE EVE OF THE PRODUCTION

As the priest put his question for the second time, the sleeper moved. It was as though he passed from the nightmare of a slumber to the more dreadful nightmare of awaking. With a sudden, troubled movement, he gathered himself into a sitting position at the extreme edge of the horsehair sofa. Although his eyes were open at their widest, the things which were went unseen; he was in the presence of the spectres of his imagination, apparently continuing to wrestle with the dream with which he had been struggling in his sleep. There was sweat upon his cheeks, the muscles of his face seemed to be in involuntary motion; his whole body was in a tremor as of agony; he continually gesticulated with his hands and with his arms, screaming rather than speaking.

From his first words they thought he was speaking to them; a moment’s attention, however, showed them they were wrong.

‘You think yourselves clever, don’t you? But I’m your match! Deep as the devil? But then I’m deeper! That’s the hundredth time you’ve thought you’d got me by the throat — isn’t it? But you haven’t got me yet! And you never will, — no, never! I’m ready for you all the time! I won’t touch you, and you shan’t touch me, and when you think you’ll fasten your dirty selves upon my throat, you’re wrong! Oh, yes, I see you on the floor, on the wall, on the ceiling, in the cursed air, millions of you. Buzzing, buzzing, buzzing, — sloppy, slimy, sprawling great winged beasts, with your yellow eyes. You think you’ll frighten me because you keep on changing colour, but I’m not afraid. You’ve come so far, and you’ll come no farther. Look here, I’ve got something which will drown you all. Ah! I thought you’d begin when you got a sight of it Don’t touch me! don’t! don’t!’

Drawing a flat half-pint bottle out of his pocket, he flourished it in the faces of his imaginary foes — that livid, ever-shifting phantasmagoria. He shrieked at them, striking at the vacant air with convulsive motions of his limbs, his movements resembling those of a puppet which is pulled by strings. Unstoppering the bottle, he applied it to his lips; springing to his feet as he did so, with a yell of triumph.

His wife and the priest, taken unawares by the sudden waking, had, up to this point, remained mute spectators of his proceedings. Now, conscious that the man’s notion of a remedy was, in reality, an aggravation of his disease, the priest moved towards him.

‘Give me that bottle!’

He was too late. Mr Mabbett, with a dexterity born of practice, had already drained the contents to the dregs. All that the priest received for his interference was the empty bottle, thrown with considerable violence, full into his face. Putting up both his hands he staggered backwards.

The woman gave an exclamation of sympathy.

‘Has he hurt you?’

‘It is nothing! The man is mad!’

Mr Mabbett was mad just then — stark mad. The contents of the bottle, whatever they had been, had made of him, for the time, a raving lunatic Having hurled his missile, he stood, with outstretched arms, staring at the man he had assailed. Possibly his diseased mind perceived in him a materialisation of his imaginings. While the priest had still both his hands up to his face, with a yell, either of rage or of terror, he rushed at him, and twisting himself about his body in an octopus-like embrace, he bore him headlong to the ground. In the struggle which ensued it seemed, at first, as if the priest had met his match. Already partially stunned and blinded by the blow from the bottle, the strength lent to his antagonist by delirium appeared to exceed his own capacity for resistance. They fought on the floor like two wild beasts, Mr Mabbett doing his best to keep the other down.

As the woman stood looking on, one could not but perceive how rapidly her desire to interpose increased. More than once her glances travelled towards where the priest had placed the razor on the mantelshelf, as if she were meditating on the truth of the axiom that desperate cases require desperate remedies. Once, at least, she started in its direction; then stopped. Mr Mabbett, having got the priest down under him, was worrying him in the frenzied fashion of some rabid hound. The woman arrived at instant decision. Putting her arms about his throat she dragged him backwards. Yelling, he sprang at her as at his former antagonist The priest regained his feet Immediately there was a general mélee, — the two against the one.

On a sudden, Mr Mabbett, having apparently enough of it, darting from them, dashed from the room, and down the stairs like a thing possessed. They heard him rush through the front door and into the street, shrieking still.

They stood listening, with blanched faces.

The priest moved towards the door.

‘Let him go,’ said the woman.

He shook his head.

‘He is not in a fit state to be at large.’

He went down the stair — she after him. When they got into the street, Mr Mabbett was already out of sight. All was still Either from choice, or from compulsion, he had ceased to yell. They looked into each other’s faces. His was marked in more places than one; ere long it would be bruised and swollen. There were traces of blood upon his cheek.

‘What’s that?’ she asked.

‘He bit me.’

Fire gleamed in her eyes.

‘I wish you had killed him!’

‘Hush! ‘ He searched her face with his eyes. ‘Has he hurt you?’

Her thoughts went back to the moment of his entrance.

‘I wish you had let me cut his throat before you interrupted me.’

‘Would you rather have had his blood upon your hands?’

‘Why not? He tried to kill you! He would have killed me if he could!’

‘I would rather he had killed me than I him.’

‘I wouldn’t.’

‘He is your husband.’

What’s that matter? By labelling a creature like that husband, do you make him sacred? A brute’s a brute, labelled as you please.’

He looked at her for a moment, in silence. There was more humanity in his manner, and in his voice.

‘You must be protected from him. You must refuse him admission, if he returns; it will not be safe for you.’

She laughed.

‘I fancy that it won’t be safe for him.’

He touched her arm; his voice softened.

‘Don’t talk like that It is not like you. You are better than your words.’

She looked away.

‘Am I? I don’t know. One is the equal of one’s environment.’

‘Not of necessity.’ — 

‘A woman in my position is. Don’t talk like a priest, talk like a man. I’m what my temperament has made me; and my temperament, in a sense, is my environment.’

He sighed.

‘If at the first you had been fitly married, you would have been a noble woman.’

She laughed again.

‘If! — if what had happened had not happened, who knows that there might not have happened worse?’ She changed her tone. ‘But you must go! Do you know that I must keep myself free from worry, in the best of health and spirits, and not subject myself to undue fatigue, or the risk of catching cold? These things have been laid upon me as a strict injunction! For tomorrow night is to be the maddest, merriest night of all my nights. I’m to infect the world with the fever of fine acting. And who can do whose mind and body are not both at ease? — Good-night.’

She extended to him her hand. He retained it in his.

‘May it be the good-night you speak of, and, as you hope, the forerunner of a happier day.’

‘Are you always going to be a priest, and never again a man? I liked you better as a man. For, to my liking, the world holds nothing better than a man — that is one.’

As if fearful of what he saw in her face, he bent his head, releasing at the same time her hand.

Someone came hastening up, — a girl, with a shawl thrown over her head. She paused in front of them.

‘Miss Vernham? Mrs Basing told me to give you this.’

‘This ‘ was a slip of paper. The actress opened it On it was written in a hand which she knew to be Mrs Basing’s — 

‘Come to me at once; baby’s dying.’

‘Baby, dying?’ She repeated the words which were written, as if she found them hard to believe, or difficult to understand. ‘Mrs Basing’s baby?’

The girl, whom now she recognised as that lady’s solitary maid, answered quickly, — she was scant of breath, as if she had been running.

‘Yes, miss, Mrs Basing’s afraid that he is dying. She’s in dreadful trouble, and says please will you come to her at once.’

‘Oh, yes, at once. Go and tell her I am coming. I will get my hat I shall be with her as soon as you are.’

The girl ran off. The actress turned to re-enter the house, seemingly oblivious of Gilbert Ellerslie’s continued presence. He checked her.

‘What is the matter? — Who is this Mrs Basing?’

‘It’s only a baby — nothing of any consequence; only to the mother.’

She vanished up the stairs. When in a moment, she re-appeared, he still awaited her upon the doorstep. He fell in at her side, without a word, as she started. She walked quickly. The Basings occupied a flat in the Charing Cross Road, within a short distance of her lodging. As they went, neither spoke to the other; but, when they reached the house, he addressed to her two or three valedictory sentences.

‘I will wait till you return. Remember I am a priest If there is need of me, do not forget that I am here.’

She answered nothing; it was doubtful if she realised the meaning of what he said.

When she reached the apartment which the Basings used as drawing-room, dining-room, and study combined, she found that an impromptu bed had been made up for the baby on the couch. The mother knelt on the floor at its side. With the exception of the maid, who was hovering tearfully in the background, the mother and the child were alone. The actress removed her hat as she entered; the mother, looking up, spoke in a whisper.

‘He’s dying! My little baby! And tomorrow’s the night of Philip’s play. Baby’ll never see it!’

Although the mother’s final lamentation approached bathos, it was not in that light it struck the listener. Life’s tragedies are continually enacted within the border-lines of what we call bathos; what ‘critics’ are apt to call ‘real tragedy’ is only found, as a rule, upon ‘the boards.’ The listener knew that the mother’s interest was represented by three things — the baby, her husband, and her husband’s play. Circumstances had so affected her mental standpoint, that, at least for a moment, the three items had assumed almost equal dimensions; she scarcely could think of one without the other. the mother was crying as if her heart would break.

Someone or something had sent the tears. They fell upon the little quiet face.

The outer door was opened. Supposing it was the doctor returning, Ada Vernham rose to meet him. It was Philip Basing. He entered with an air of jubilation, evidently fresh from a convivial scene.

He greeted his leading lady by grasping both her hands.

‘Well met! I’ve been telling everyone of your triumph of this afternoon, and predicting that by this time tomorrow you’ll have set the spheres ringing with your fame! Wife!’ Turning to her, laughing that almost boyish laugh of his, for the first time he perceived that there was something wrong. The laughter faded from his lips, the light from his eyes. ‘What’s the matter?’

The wife was holding something in her arms which she strained to her bosom, something which lay still. She said simply, as well as her sobs would let her, ‘Baby is dead.’

However, the precursor of the production of play was the passing of his the child would not see its father’s play — unless, indeed, it was from the other side of the curtain. It lay in that condition of absolute quiescence, and one might add, acquiescence, which is not one of the least infrequent characteristics of a baby’s dying. Babies, some of them, do die for such seemingly little reasons, reasons which, to their elders, seem to be none at all; and they die, too, in such perfect peace, as if it were a mere nothing; but a little tottering, toddling step back from where they came.

Among other things hot baths had been used to bring the child back from its convulsions. It lay swaddled in towels, with only its small face visible. It was so still, it scarcely seemed to breathe. Only an hour or two before its mother had supposed it to be rivetted to life by ropes of steel; now plainly the last of the silken threads was parting before her eyes.

Odd, in how short a time, and for how little, a baby dies.

Even as Ada Vernham was leaning over it, there came another convulsion. They did all that could be done; which, for so small a child in such a condition of exhaustion, was very little. When it was back again upon the couch, the mother was crying as if her heart would break.

Someone or something had sent the tears. They fell upon the little quiet face.

The outer door was opened. Supposing it was the doctor returning, Ada Vernham rose to meet him. It was Philip Basing. He entered with an air of jubilation, evidently fresh from a convivial scene.

He greeted his leading lady by grasping both her hands.

‘Well met! I’ve been telling everyone of your triumph of this afternoon, and predicting that by this time to-morrow you’ll have set the spheres ringing with your fame! Wife!’ Turning to her, laughing that almost boyish laugh of his, for the first time he perceived that there was something wrong. The laughter faded from his lips, the light from his eyes. ‘What’s the matter?’

His wife was holding something in her arms which she strained to her bosom, something which was very still. She said simply, as well as her choking sobs would let her, ‘Baby is dead.’

So that the precursor of the production of Philip Basing’s play was the passing of his child. — 


CHAPTER XVIII

IN FRONT

THE house was fairly filled. Mr Boulger of The Daily Wire, standing at the entrance to the stalls, remarked on the fact to Mr Stayner of The Universe.

‘Quite a crowd for the Soho. I wonder how many first nights I’ve attended here of pieces which have been failures. It’s easy to gibe at superstition, but when a theatre has been remarkable for nothing but failures for something like twenty years, I think I should hesitate before I put my money into it, or my play.’

‘A play of yours never could be a failure anywhere.’

Mr Stayner was of the new school of critics, — in print, as in life, he was genially acid.

‘Think not? I wish I could conscientiously say as much of one of yours. When a theatre becomes associated with nothing but fiascos there’s something wrong with it; a wise man steers clear.’

‘Is a fiasco, in your sense, sometimes a play which is too good to succeed?’

‘A fiasco is a play which doesn’t pay its expenses. My definition’s simplicity itself, my boy.’

‘I see. Your only estimate of the value of a play is a commercial one. It is not surprising that The Daily Wire is so powerful an organ of public opinion.’

Mr Boulger looked at his colleague.

‘You’re too clever for me, Stayner — and too young. There’s Mrs Masey; I’ll go and talk to her.’

‘Yes. Is Mrs Masey ninety? or is it ninety-one?’

Mr Boulger went, with a laugh, to talk to Mrs Masey, that theatrical evergreen. Mr Stayner moved to his stall; the next seat to his was occupied by Mr Pinsent, who writes for so many papers none but himself can number them. He addressed himself to the newcomer.

‘How do, Stayner. You’re looking ill.’

‘Thank you, Pinsent I’m feeling ill.’

‘You’ll be feeling worse before we’re through.’

‘I anticipate it, fully.’

Mr Pinsent leaned over towards his colleague; he spoke to him in confidence.

‘I’m told that Basing’s play is awful twaddle.’

‘Would it not be unreasonable to expect Mr Basing to be in a minority? I never do.’

‘The man’s conceit’s amazing. I hear that he’s been going about telling everybody that his play is the play of the generation. That sort of thing makes a man feel bad.’

‘Have you ever written a play?’

‘I shouldn’t go about telling everybody it’s the play of the generation if I had.’

‘No. You would leave it to your friends. I should discover it at once.’

‘He went down to the Gaiety bar, and told Cattell — you know Tommy Cattell, editor of The Public Pulse?’

‘The name’s immortal; also, I fear, the man.’

‘Cattell’s one of the best fellows in the world — a little too fond of scissors and paste — thinks writing’s easier than cutting grass — believes that all men, when once they’ve got the trick of it, do it much of a muchness — one of the last chaps in the world to gas to. Well, Basing went and told him, in front of a lot of other fellows, that the plays of this generation were its disgrace.’

‘There must be something in the man.’

‘I should think there was — cheek! Why, more than half the fellows who were listening had written plays themselves.’

‘Which shows, if Mr Basing was acquainted with the fact, that he knew what he was talking about.’

‘Then he said right out loud, that he was going to show them what a play ought to be; if they came and saw “A Legend of the Rhine” then they’d know.’

‘Well! These several years I have been seeking to ascertain what a play ought to be. We are here to learn.’

‘My boy, I’m told by those who ought to know, that it’s nothing else but blankety verse — slops and slush — amateur drivel. Not a workmanlike bit in it.’

‘“For what we are about to receive, may the Lord make us truly thankful.”’

Mr Stayner closed his eyes, as if he were composing himself to slumber.

Mr Fairlight, that dilettante haunter of first nights, looked round the house before he took his seat He addressed himself to George Lascelles, the editor - proprietor of Sphinx.

‘Do you know that the first thing I do on entering a theatre, or a court of justice, is to take a sort of mental barometrical reading of the prevailing atmosphere? I should say that the atmosphere in this theatre, at this moment, threatens storm.’

‘How do you make that out?’

‘ — I don’t know. Partly, I suppose, by instinct, and in part by practice. Somehow, directly I enter a court of law I can make a shrewd guess as to the temper of the judge and of the jury — even of the spectators; and that, in cases where I myself am not engaged. I have won more than one bet by forecasting the decision in cases of which I knew nothing — such forecast being based on what I call instinct — I’ll bet you that the glass in the house to-night points to stormy.’

‘I don’t believe in your instinct, but I do in your perception. Tell me how you see it.’

‘By something in the people’s faces — in their tone — in the air. There’s mischief brewing.’

‘What have you heard?’

‘Nothing.’

‘ — I won’t take your bet, because I believe you’re right’

‘What have you heard?’

‘For one thing, I’ve read the play. Philip Basing sent it me for my opinion. Philip Basing’s an ass.’

‘ — Nothing in it?’

‘There were thirty thousand words in it I should say more. I hear he’s cut it down. We will hope so. Philip Basing thinks himself a genius. No man is worth anything till he thinks himself a fool.’

‘I have a theory that no man’s worth anything till he’s been to jail; it chastens him.’

‘Have you been there?’

‘We’ll go together; and make notes on each other’s progress.’ — 

‘Thanks. His brother found him the money. Brother told me so himself. “I’m going to give him the chance to make a first-class idiot of himself. When he’s done that to his entire satisfaction, he’ll have to emigrate.” That’s what his brother said. Brother thinks him a greater fool even than he is.’

‘Brothers do.’

‘Then Polhurston found him some money.

There’s a story about that which I don’t know. I should like to. I smell copy.’

‘And I smell libel. Polhurston’s a respectable man, and a client of mine. Take my advice, smell copy somewhere else.’

‘Thanks. Then there have been ructions at rehearsal. Riots royal. Agnes Graham threw up her part There she is in that box there. I don’t quite fancy that box was a compliment from the management.’

‘She looks old.’

‘And nasty. She’s more of both than is nice. Her prayers won’t waft Philip Basing into the sunshine. That’s Harley at her side. He withdrew from stage managing “A Legend of the Rhine” when she refused to act in it If you hear the bird, you keep your eye on him. He’s waving his hand to me, dash his impudence. He’d hiss his mother. There’s one dark horse in Basing’s stable.’

‘What’s that?’

‘His new actress. What do you know of Ada Vernham?’

‘Nothing.’

‘When you say that you know nothing about a thing, I ask myself how much you really do know. Why don’t you find some other word with which to conceal your knowledge?’

‘I say that I know nothing of Ada Vernham because I do know nothing.’

‘Then I should like to find somebody who does know something! If the play is to be made, she’ll have to do the making. I fancy it’s beyond her marring. Poor devil! I wonder if she’s nervous. Would you like to go round and see?’

‘We shall soon see if we stop where we are.’

‘I suppose we shall. Considering these things at which I have been hinting, I don’t think that it requires a superhuman intellect to perceive that there are threatenings of storm — do you?’ Further down the same row three ladies seated beside each other were exchanging confidences.

‘My dear, Mr Basing simply raves about her. The other day at Mrs Macwhicter’s he talked of nothing else — and you know how he does talk! It was too ridiculous. According to him, she’s the most sublimely beautiful creature the world has ever seen. I think that sort of thing is a mistake.’

‘Can she act?’

‘I don’t know — but I rather fancy that she can’t; he was so very emphatic about her beauty.

I generally find that when a man raves about what he calls a woman’s beauty, that’s all she has.’

‘And sometimes she hasn’t that.’

‘Just so — and sometimes she hasn’t that Very often indeed.’

‘Who’s dressing her?’

‘That I don’t know either — for all I know Mr Basing may think that she can afford to go undressed.’

The third woman interposed.

‘If she were to appear as Phryne, her fortune would be made — and the play’s. You would find, in a case like that, that the taste of the town would run in the direction of a reversion to nature.’

‘My dear! — S-sh!’ — She lowered her voice.

‘That man behind you is listening with all his ears.’ She continued to whisper. ‘I am told — mind you, I don’t know, but I’m told — that he discovered her during uncanonical hours in Piccadilly.’

‘I shouldn’t be surprised — is he a married man?’

‘Yes.’

‘That makes it all the likelier. What sort of woman is his wife?’

‘My dear, I haven’t the faintest notion. I believe he’s married. He says he is, or somebody says he is; but, somehow, one never does seem to know these sort of people’s wives.’

‘One becomes acquainted with their discoveries instead. Just so.’

‘For my part, I am nearly convinced that I shan’t like her — I seem to have heard too much about her in advance.’

‘I assure you I’m quite prepared to dislike her without hearing anything at all about her in advance. I have an open mind; I am always ready to dislike any one, at sight My objection is to Philip Basing. I once gave him a chance of making love to me; he didn’t take it: I object to that kind of creature.’

‘My dear! — S-sh! The man behind is listening.’

‘Let him listen. Of course, the same objection doesn’t apply to you; I don’t suppose that any one ever made love to you in your life.’

The lady thus libelled, sighed ‘Perhaps, my dear, it is because Mr Basing has made love to me that I feel a little prejudiced. My principles are high.’

‘Principles and conduct don’t always go together. I’m not saying that the man who relieved himself of that truism was thinking of you.’

‘But when you have neither principles nor conduct — my dear, what then?’

In the box pointed out by Mr Lascelles, Miss Graham’s and Mr Harley’s tete-à-tete was interrupted by the entrance of a long man with an eye-glass — Brudennel Sharpe — no one quite knows who he is, or what ‘I didn’t expect to see you here. Complimentary list?’

‘I daresay Philip Basing didn’t expect to see us either. No, we’re not on the complimentary list, I assure you. We paid for our box, didn’t we, Mr Harley?’

‘Rather — planked down the spondulicks like millionaires. I wouldn’t have missed to-night for a hundred pounds. We expect to get value for our money, sir.’

‘Ah! You don’t think much of the piece.’

‘Think of it? I don’t think anything of it at all — nor will you, when you’ve seen it Unless it has been rewritten since I had anything to do with it — which I doubt — it will be the blankest frost ever you saw.’

‘Ah. Do you know, if I had been Basing, I think I should have kept you out.’

‘Oh! How was he going to keep me out? I’ve paid for my seat, and I’m entitled to sit in it I’d want some keeping out, you take my tip.’

‘Still, I think, if I’d been Basing, I’d have kept you out.’

The lady spoke sweetly.

‘Does that remark, Mr Sharpe, also apply to me?’

‘My dear Miss Graham! Everyone knows that you have come to associate yourself with the triumph of a sister actress.’

‘How acutely you gauge the true inwardness of a situation, Mr Sharpe, and how prettily you define it May I ask if you are a friend of Miss Vernham?’

‘I hope, my dear Miss Graham, that I am the friend of every friendless woman who is making her London début before a hostile audience.’

‘Your sentiments do you honour. Do you suspect me of hostility?’

‘Is it possible?’

‘Although Miss Vernham has used me very badly, I trust that I shall never yield to the temptation to return her ill usage in kind. Indeed, no one will be more delighted than myself if she achieves success; or more surprised.’

Mr Harley laughed, a little loudly.

‘Or more surprised!’ he cried. ‘That’s neat.’

When Mr Sharpe had gone, Mr Harley turned to the lady.

‘I wonder who sent him here.’

‘He merely came to give us a hint that the eye of the house is on us; it’s just as well that you should bear his hint in mind. I trust you mean to behave.’

Her companion grinned.

‘I’ll behave all right Unless I’m wrong, the mere sight of my face’ll be enough to drive the Vernham silly. No one can have the least objection to my leaning a trifle forward.’

A red-faced man came bustling in.

‘I say, here’s a lark! Look in the pit — don’t seem to take too much notice! In the middle of the third row there’s a man with his hat bashed in.’

The lady and gentleman both did as he directed, the lady more discreetly than the gentleman.

‘Which one do you mean?’

‘Do you mean the fellow with his coat buttoned up to his chin.’

The first question was from the gentleman; the second from the lady.

‘That’s him.’

‘I see him. Well, what of him?’

‘That man’s mad, raving — fact!’

‘No!’

I’ll tell you who he is. Do you remember Lucian Mabbett?’

‘Mabbett? I seem to remember the name. Wasn’t he chucked from the Frivolity? Thirst, hasn’t he?’

‘Thirst! I should think he has! Chronic drought’s more about the size of it That man’s got delirium tremens at this very moment He’ll let ’em know it, too, before the evening’s out I’ll tell you something else — this is in confidence.’ The three heads came together. ‘He’s Vernham’s husband.”

‘No!’

The negative came simultaneously from both his listeners.

‘He is absolutely! She’s left him. He only found out by accident that she was here. He’s mad as a hatter. He’s going to make things hum before he’s through with her, you see!’ The red-faced man rubbed his hands together. ‘You never enjoyed yourselves so much in all your lives as you’re going to do to-night, my little dears.’

The gallery was not overcrowded. In it an individual was sitting by himself alone in a corner. A sociable being occupying a better seat towards the centre, called out to him — 

‘Can you see over there? Not much, I should think. Why don’t you come over here? You can see first class, and hear too. There’s plenty of room.’

The solitary individual bowed, and remained where he was. The sociable being’s companion whispered in his ear — 

‘It’s a blooming priest or something, Sam.’Eaven ‘elp us, don’t entice im to come and sit alongside of us.’

The ‘blooming priest or something’ was Gilbert Ellerslie.


CHAPTER XIX

BEHIND

ON her arrival at the theatre, Ada Vernham was met at the stage door by Philip Basing.

‘So you’ve come.’

‘Am I late?’

‘Late!’ He laughed vacuously. ‘I don’t know about late, you’re the first. If the others mean to come at all, or not, is more than I can say.’

‘Surely it is early.’

‘You wouldn’t call it early if you’d been going through to-day. During the last few hours, it seems to me that I have lived a hundred years. The time won’t come.’

He had been walking beside her towards her dressing-room. At the door she turned and glanced at him. She thought how strange he looked. The death of the baby had affected him, outwardly, more than it had done his wife. He had cried, to her knowledge, all through the night; apparently, also, he had cried throughout the day. The rims of his eyes were red; the lids were swollen; the eyes themselves were bloodshot His cheeks seemed to have fallen in, his face was thin and drawn, the apparent attenuation being rendered the more noticeable by the presence of a flush which was neither natural or healthy. There was a tremulous twitching about his lips. Even his voice was changed; it was shrill, yet husky; he spoke like the man speaks who, having a bad cold, is half beside himself with agitation. She felt, as she summed him up, that, with a very little, his condition would be hysterical.

‘Do you know, Mr Basing, that you are not looking well? Was it necessary that you should come to the theatre?’

He broke into feverish vituperation.

‘Necessary! If I hadn’t, nothing would have been done — not a thing! They wouldn’t have lit the gas, they wouldn’t have opened the doors. What does it matter to them? They wouldn’t care if the play was ruined. What’s wanted in a theatre is a master. I’ve found that out; and this theatre has got a master, they shall And that out I’ve been in and out of the place all day, touching them up. I mean to have my orders unquestioningly obeyed, and I’ll have no skulking. Besides, if I’d stopped away, what do you suppose I should have done? Drank? or gone clean mad? Do you think I could have sat down quietly at home, with my child lying dead in the next room, and waited patiently for news; hoping that all was right; praying that all was going well; ignorant of what was passing from minute to minute; watching the minute-hand of the clock take a hundred years to go round once; listening in the silence for the feet of the bringers of tidings; dreading what the tidings, when they came, might be; doubting them when they stared me in the face, wanting the corroboration of my own eyes and of my own ears, wondering which part of the play took with the house, and which went flat; frightening myself with pictures of what might be doing; living alone, there, ten times through the playing of the play? Do you think I could do that, and keep my senses, and still live? I had rather be dead there with my child. You don’t know, you don’t understand, what this night means to me. It is to give, or to take away, for ever, all that to me life has worth living for. And the issue — the issue—’ he repeated his words, stretching out his arms towards her with a passionate gesture—’ is in your hands!’

She shrank away.

‘Don’t say that! You oughtn’t to say that! It isn’t fair.’

‘Why oughtn’t I to say that Isn’t it true? Isn’t the issue in your hands? Only act to-night as you did yesterday, and what shall I not have to thank you for?’

‘Let me go; I want to dress.’

Noticing something in her tone, he caught her by the arm.

‘What’s the matter with you? Aren’t you well? For God’s sake, don’t say that you’re not well.’ He leant towards her, peering at her closely, as if his sight was defective. ‘Are you nervous?

‘Let me,’ — there was a catching in her voice—’ go and dress.’

She disappeared into the room. He stayed outside, remaining motionless for a second or two after she had gone, as if he had been fastened to the spot Then, turning unsteadily round, he staggered, with his back against the wall, his cheeks ashen, his fists clenched, his blurred eyes looking into vacancy. The shrillness had gone out of his voice; it was only husky; he spoke as if the phlegm in his throat was choking him.

‘She’s going to fail! My God, she’s going to fail! My God!’

When Ada Vernham got into her dressing-room, she dropped into a chair, and without attempting to remove her hat or jacket, sat listlessly with her hands lying idly on her lap in front of her. Her dominant expression was one of physical fatigue; she seemed tired out and out As if involuntarily, her eyelids closed. On the instant she appeared to be asleep. When, in a second or two, she opened them, she looked about her with the startled air of the person who fears to be caught napping. She put up her gloved hands to rub her eyes.

‘I ought to have had some sleep this afternoon. It would have done me good. It must be want of sleep which makes me feel so strange. It can’t be anything else.’

She looked about her, with something of a defiant air, as if challenging contradiction.

Some minutes later, her dresser, on entering the room, found her deeply immersed in the study of the words of her part The woman was profuse in her apologies.

‘I do beg your pardon, miss. I hadn’t no notion you were here. I do hope you’ll excuse me if I’ve kept you waiting.’

In reply Ada Vernham held out to her the scrip.

‘Hear me say my opening lines.’

The dresser seemed to be a trifle mystified.

‘Your opening lines, miss?’

The actress passed her hand before her eyes. ‘Yes. I don’t know what’s come to my memory to-night. I don’t feel as if I can remember them. It seems so silly.’

The dresser eyed her shrewdly. She was a woman of long and varied experience. She diagnosed her complaint more accurately than the other supposed; probably more accurately than the actress herself. She recommended a prescription of her own — the fruits of experience.

‘You have some stout, miss, or, better still, a little drop of best French brandy, neat.’

The actress smiled faintly.

‘That won’t do my memory good.’

‘Oh, won’t it, miss — that’s all you know. I’ll go and get you some this very minute; there’s plenty of time for you to dress.’

She bustled out, presently re-appearing with a bottle of brandy and a glass. Drawing the cork with a private corkscrew, pouring some of the contents into the glass, she handed it to Ada Vernham.

‘I can’t drink it like this; I want some water.’

‘Nonsense, miss. You take and swallow it as it is; it’ll do you a world of good; just do as I tell you.’

She did as she was told, swallowing the stuff with a wry face. The dresser watched the results critically; whether or not she was satisfied with them would have been hard to tell ‘Now, miss, supposing you begin to dress. You’ll be able to take your time, and when you’ve finished you’ll have a minute or two to rest before you’re called. I like my ladies, especially on first nights, not to be flurried when they’re going on — don’t you think there’s a great deal in not being flurried?’

Miss Vernham was still studying her part She answered at random.

‘I suppose there is. I wish you would just hear me say those opening lines.’

As the woman talked and dressed her, there came a tapping at the door. Already some distance advanced towards Elsa, she was in a condition of undress in which, what the dresser called her ‘figure,’ was distinctly obvious.

‘Who’s there?’ cried the dresser.

‘ — Is Miss Vernham visible?’

The voice was Mr Tullett’s. The lady replied.

‘Is it anything important?’ Then without waiting for an answer. ‘One moment!’ Throwing some loose flowing feminine garment about her, she went to the door. ‘What is it?’

The gentleman himself was shrouded in a dressing-gown. He looked at her curiously, as if, expecting to see something which he did not see, he was surprised at its absence.

‘ — I beg your pardon. I am exceedingly sorry to have disturbed you, but Basing has been going on in such a style that he has made me feel quite troubled. You don’t look as if there was anything the matter with you — is there?’

‘Not that I am aware of. Why do you ask?’

‘I really think Basing must be raving. I hope he hasn’t been upsetting you; he has me. You have more influence over him than any of us — couldn’t you induce him to go home?’

‘I am afraid not — he is very anxious; it’s only natural.’

‘Pardon me, but his anxiety appears to me to be a bit unnatural. If he is not careful he himself will bring about the very result he is so anxious to avert He doesn’t seem to me to be quite sane.’

Mr Tullett repeated his assertion, as he encountered Mr Rayment, on leaving Miss Vernham’s room.

‘Do you know I am seriously disposed to think that Basing must have lunatic moments, — he has just induced me to make a fool of myself in one of them. He has been declaring to me so strenuously that Miss Vernham is going to be a failure; that he saw it, as she entered the theatre, in her face, and in her eyes, and I don’t know what; and that, because of her, the play was damned before the curtain rose, that he gave me the fidgets. So I’ve been to see what ails her. That’s nothing at all — it’s an hallucination of Basing’s. She’s perhaps a trifle nervous, but, on my word, no more than I am.’

Rayment’s manner was sententious ‘Still, she is going to be a failure.’

‘How do you know, you bird of evil omen?’

‘I do know. It’s been revealed to me, perhaps, in a dream. For the rest of us, it’s going to be a question of sauve qui peut. She is going to make a record in the way of failures. Wait; you will see. My instinct, unlike yours, warns me of what is coming.’

‘Oh, damn your instinct!’

John Tullett strode off angrily, leaving his colleague, if he chose, to follow at his leisure.

When the call came for Miss Vernham, as she opened the door of her dressing-room, she gave an exclamation half of surprise, half of dismay. A woman was standing outside, leaning against the door, so that when, unexpected by the woman without, it was opened, she all but fell into the actress’ arms.

‘ — Mrs Basing! what has brought you here?’

Mrs Basing looked behind her, and on her either side, with something fearful in her action which was, in its way, uncanny. She spoke in a whisper, there being that in her tone and in her manner which oddly recalled a child.

‘ — Baby told me I might come.’

‘ — Baby? ‘ Then she remembered that the child was dead. ‘Mrs Basing! you are dreaming.’

If the woman had been dreaming, then she was dreaming still.

The actress and her dresser looked at each other; then at the little woman. This was a sort of visitor for which neither was prepared.

‘Should Mrs Cutler, the dresser, see that someone takes you round to the front? I’ve been called — I’m afraid they’re waiting for me to begin.’

Mrs Basing shook her head. ‘I don’t want to go in the front, among the people; I’m not dressed, you see. — I want you to take me somewhere, at the side of the stage, where, although I shall be hidden, I can see the whole of Philip’s play.’

Someone came hurrying towards them. It was Philip Basing, distraught with excitement. ‘Miss Vernham, do you know that the stage is waiting?’

The actress motioned towards the woman under the rug.

‘Here is Mrs Basing.’

The wife turned to her husband, quite simply.

‘Yes, Philip — baby sent me.’

‘Baby?’ He stared at her with, apparently, an entire lack of comprehension. ‘Oh!’

‘I don’t want to go among the people. I want you to put me somewhere by the stage, where no one can see me, but where I can see your play.’ Putting her hands outside the rug, going to him, placing them upon his shoulders, she looked him in the face with steadfast eyes, speaking with seeming unconsciousness of the fact that there were listeners. ‘ Do you remember how often you’ve read to me your play, and how I’ve loved to listen, until I’ve got it nearly all by heart? — I believe that I could play the part of prompter. And how we’ve asked ourselves if it ever would come out, and wondered if you would ever get the money to bring it out yourself. This is going to be a great night for us, my dear.’

‘Yes.’ The voice in which he echoed her words was hoarse and indistinct—’ A great night.’

‘The night of which we have so long dreamed, the night on which all our troubles are to be as if they had never been — on which, as you — have so — often — told — me, we are to step for ever out of the shadows into the light of the sun, into the bright light of the sun. You see, it has come at last — the hour of your — triumph, — dear. — Haven’t I told you that when a man hopes, and prays, and waits, and watches, and works as you have done, God always comes to him at last? And to-night, — you see, — dear, — God — has come.’

‘ — Miss Vernham,’ — shouted — someone, — with stentorian lungs.

And, as the wife clung to her husband, the actress went on to the stage.


CHAPTER XX

ACT ONE

THE spectators were growing fidgety; a fact which, as is the wont of a London first night audience, they were at no pains to conceal. The orchestra had been tardy in putting in an appearance; tardier in getting to work; tardiest, as it seemed, in leaving off. These things a section of the house resented. So that when, at last, the curtain did ascend, it was to an accompaniment of discordant sounds which were hardly of a sort to give encouragement to those of the players who were most in need of it A wrong note had been struck, a serious matter to those who were principally concerned in giving a new play unto the world. As the stage was revealed, a voice shouted from the gallery: — 

‘We thought you weren’t a-coming!’

Although there were murmurs of ‘ Hush,’ there was also laughter.

The scene portrayed the interior of an inn on the banks of the Rhine, according to the programme, ‘In the Days of Chivalry.’ Unfortunately, the grouping, and the costumes, of the characters, lent some point to the outspoken comment of a second-god.

‘Looks like the beginning of a comic opera. Ain’t you going to give us a chorus?’

This time, however, the cries of ‘Silence! ‘ were masterful. The house settled down to attention.

It is possible that the small interchange of compliments had been to Ada Vernham as the last straw on the camel’s back. She had come straight, as it were, from the presence of the dead; borne down by the thousand and one responsibilities which had been placed upon her; physically unfitted to bear any further strain, to find herself in front of an angry audience, with sounds of insult ringing in her ears.

It was the one touch which was needed to snap the string.

She looked as if she had been walking in her sleep, and had been suddenly aroused to find herself she knew not where. The opening sentences were spoken by others; and as they spoke them, she looked about her, as if stupefied, amazed, wondering what it all might mean.

Although she took no actual part, for the moment, in the business of the scene, hers were the face and form on which the eyes of the house were rivetted. Their very incongruity fascinated. Here was a woman of commanding presence, whose extraordinary physical beauty was even emphasised by the disorder of her mind, standing in that little group of mummers who were engaged in the mimic traffic of the stage, with that in her bearing which suggested that she had come so lately from the land of dreams that she had not yet been able to realise that she had passed from the presence of the ghosts. If this was acting, then here was an actress born indeed.

The people looked at her and wondered.

It was her father’s inn. Two suitors disputed for her hand. She in the background, was supposed to feign indifference, while she busied herself in the offices of hospitality for her father’s guests; instead of which she stood there motionless, as if seeking for egress from the webs of fantasy. At last one of the disputants, John Tullett, appealed to her. It was her part to answer him. She looked at him, askance, then back again in front of her. The people wondered the more. Was she acting still? John Tullett, very well knowing that she was not, whispered something which only reached her ear. She, glancing at him, catching the meaning of his words, put her hand up to her brow, struggling to gain possession of her waking senses. Then the real position breaking on her dimly, she turned to him, and with the most commonplace air in the world, addressed him in the words of her part It was a bit of the most unconscious comedy; which part of the audience, dead to the tragedy lying behind it, greeted with a laugh. The laughter seemed to assist her rousing. They saw she started. Then, casting startled glances on either side of her, as a person is apt to do who is suddenly disturbed from slumber, there came on her face an expression of fear, and of horror. She knew what she had done, she knew that she had marred the first moments of Philip Basing’s play. John Tullett again had given her her cue. More emphatically than before he endeavoured to recall her to a sense of the situation. With conscience-stricken, frightened looks, which were altogether out of place at the moment, in the heroine of the dramatist’s intention, she repeated, parrot fashion, the required lines. There was another ripple of laughter from the front Others of her auditors examined her curiously through their opera glasses, seeking by their aid to discover what it was that ailed the woman. Plainer still, in the light of their looks, and of their laughter, she perceived the precipice by which she was standing, and over the edge of which she was threatening to precipitate not only herself, but others. The consciousness of the trust which had been confided to her, and which she was so ignominiously betraying, came dashing over her, sweeping all barriers away. She braced herself against the shock, it did her good. And in an instant, the house was made cognisant of the fact, that this woman was an actress after all.

The next few moments went as briskly as the preceding ones had dragged. She woke to an appreciation of the cut-and-thrust play which Was supposed to take place between herself and her two lovers. She lifted by the aid of that strange magic, which is the indisputable possession of the actor or actress born, the play out of the rut into which already it had bade fair to sink. The other players woke by her awaking, rising to her level, joined her in the game. Where before there was inanity, was life; where dullness, there was sparkle.

The house, at first taken by surprise, began presently to answer to her touch, as a fiddle to a master’s. Plaudits began to punctuate her every utterance. There came into the theatre that atmosphere of alertness and of buoyancy which those who earn in the theatre the right to live, are so ready to appreciate. A change had come o’er the spirit of the scene, bringing with it the winds wafting to success.

If the actress had sustained the level to which she seemed to have so easily attained, the halcyon harbour might have been gained in one clean steering. But, if the audience had only known it, that would have been to require too much from human nature. If you ask too much from your finest thoroughbred, it cracks. This woman, in a sense, was thoroughbred; but, also, she was human. When the play was going best, in the middle of a speech, to which the house was listening with wide, open, and delighted ears, she stopped, and, to the surprise of everyone, even to the awe of some, there came back to her face that look which had been on it at first — as if she had been standing in the presence of ghosts.

A moment before words were flowing from her lips like notes of music. Now, without any sort of warning, she stood mute, motionless, her hands dangling loosely at her sides, in her eyes that strained, vacant look which is seen in a sonambulist’s. The practised players by whom she was surrounded, had they only had the faintest notion of what was coming, might have covered her slips by those arts with which they were familiar. But they, like the audience, were taken unawares. Before they realised what had happened, it already was too late to conceal the fact that she had broken down.

‘Is the woman ill? or is it funk?’

The inquiry came from some one in the pit It was followed by the usual senseless laughter.

Then ensued a second or two of painful tension, during which the sympathies of nearly every creature in the building went out to the woman whom they saw was battling with something which, perhaps, they were dimly conscious was beyond their comprehension. When it almost seemed as if the play would collapse there and then, and the voice of the prompter was the only sound which broke that stillness which, in a theatre, occasionally precedes a storm, John Tullett, standing at her elbow, urged her to make still another effort to be herself again. Turning, looking at him, as if she were making a convulsive attempt to remember who he was, slowly, as they watched her, she came back from that uncomfortable land, on the borders of which she seemed to be continually treading. Taking up the cue which the prompter gave her, she completed her speech. But she was not what she had been before.

People first stared, then smiled, then gaped. The silence was portentous — it was not that silence which denotes attention; it was that silence which, when one finds it in the midst of a crowd, suggests the would-be dead.

‘Speak up!’ cried some one in the pit But as the cry was but a languid one, and no one seconded, and every one, indeed, seemed already to be hearing about as much as they cared to hear, the appeal passed unheeded by those upon the stage. They went droning on. The act dragged slowly to its close. When the curtain fell, there was hardly a hand — scarcely even a hiss.

The enthusiastic acclamations which, in fancy, Philip Basing had so often heard, proceeding from a crowded theatre, wrought to a pitch of frenzy by the first-fruits of his genius, proved to have been but the mocking mirage of his brain. He had more than once discussed with his wife as to whether, if he was called after the first act, he would accept the call. The question had been left open. It was closed for ever then.

His heart was filled with the unreasoning madness of a wild despair, as, encircling his wife with his arms, he stood, watching the destruction of his hopes, and told himself that the blame was on the shoulders of the woman whom he had picked out of the ditch.

‘Curse her! Again and again!’


CHAPTER XXI

BETWEEN THE ACTS

WHEN the drop had fallen, the players remained on the stage for some moments in attitudes of expectancy. They seemed to find the stillness which prevailed surprising; glancing into each other’s faces with looks of something more than wonder.

‘No one called.’

As he uttered the words, which, under such circumstances, are tantamount to a confession of failure, Rayment grinned.

‘Called!’

John Tullett shrugged his shoulders; he spoke with a bitterness which in him was unusual. As if not altogether of their own volition, they turned, and with one accord, looked at the woman who was in their midst She leaned against a rough trestle table, which had been used as furniture of the inn, with one hand clutching its edge, the other pressed against her side. She seemed to be in pain. Her whole bearing was expressive of agony, physical and mental. So obvious was her humiliation and her shame, that her own perception of her degradation seemed to keep them dumb. None spoke to her. They only looked. Until Philip Basing came striding on to the stage.

In appearance he was even more a travesty of himself than she was. That odd tendency of his attire to sympathise with the disorder of his mind was unpleasantly in evidence. The starch seemed to have gone out of his linen. His front was creased; his collar limp; his cuffs were soiled; his necktie half undone. His coat had got so out of its place, it seemed ill-fitting and old; on his trousers were stains of dirt and of dust; they bagged at the knees. His hair was unkempt His face, which was wont to be so sanguine, so handsome, and so young, was hopeless, ugly, old, haggard; it was the face of the man who has just heard sentence of death pronounced against him, and who rages frantically, helplessly against the pronouncement He came within a foot or two of where Ada Vernham was standing. A little behind him, still enveloped In her rug, was his wife. The quality of huskiness, which, in his voice, had taken the place of his usual ringing tones, seemed to italicise his desire to sear her with his words — since he was denied the use of other weapons — as if they had been brands of red-hot iron.

‘I thank you, from my heart I thank you. You have done to-night for me much more than I ever ventured to anticipate. Listen to the tumult of their shouts!’

He threw out his hands in front of him. Seemingly unconscious of his irony, she lifted her head, as if to listen.

Although incapable of gauging the precise meaning of what he said, she yet seemed to get a glimpse at his intention and it hurt her. She put her hand up to her head as if confused, and stammered in her speech.

You — you are very good to me. I — I’m not feeling very well.’

‘I am good to you? Indeed! And you really are not feeling well? Bad health comes just in time to help you to ruin me. What a convenient constitution yours must be. Is that the only assistance you have had in the spoiling of my play?’

She looked about her with anxious troubled eyes, as if seeking for assistance against this man’s continuous flow of words.

‘ — I forgot my part.’

‘You forgot your part? Indeed? How strange! But yesterday you had it by heart, quite pat You boasted to me that you were letter perfect Did you wait till to-night then to discover that you weren’t? How very odd!’

She was holding her hands in front of her, and was twisting them together.

‘I — I am very sorry.’

‘No? It can’t be? You are sorry? Sorry that you’ve blasted my career, destroyed utterly all the hopes I’ve cherished; turned the work of years into a thing of nought and worse than nought, made of me a ruined and a broken man? Because of this you’re sorry? But why should you be sorry? You’ve been fed and clothed; after all, you’re but going back into the gutter from whence you came. Me, you have cast from heaven to hell, but you — I would venture, inviting if I err, your kind correction, to hazard the opinion, from what I have seen of you, and heard, Miss Vernham, that you’ve been on the pavement half your time.’

John Tullett interposed. me, Basing, but I fail to see what good purpose is to be served by the sort of language you are using. You are hardly adopting the best means of giving the lady courage. And I would remind you that the play is not yet finished.’

‘Not finished! Tullett! You surprise me! I was of opinion that the play was finished.’

The actor shrugged his shoulders.

‘I am not disposed to quarrel with your opinion. But I take it that you would wish the second and third acts to be played.’

‘Played? By whom? Miss Vernham? Do you imagine then, that she has played the first?’

‘I am not the lady’s sponsor. Miss Vernham was engaged by you, sir, not by me. But, I take leave to say that, the lady being plainly ill, you can scarcely expect that reproaches will make her better.’ He turned to the woman, who still was twisting her hands in front of her. ‘I fear that it is something more than nervousness which ails you.’

She looked at him, vacantly, as if she were not certain that he spoke to her. She placed her hand before her eyes.

‘I’m such a coward — such a coward.’

‘Permit me to offer you my arm to conduct you to your dressing-room.’

She allowed him to place her arm through his, passively, as if she was not conscious of what it was he did. With the same unnatural passivity, she moved beside him when he moved. So they went across the stage; Basing glaring at her as if she was too contemptible a thing even to insult There were some who sniggered; not one who spoke to her a kindly word; nor, indeed, a word of any sort She had smirched them too completely with the grime of her own disaster. Itching with the sense of the fiasco they had shared, in their hearts they made of her a scapegoat; as Basing did, they laid all the fault on her. For very little, they would have covered her with the eloquence of their opprobrium.

John Tullett did not relinquish her arm till, in her dressing-room, he had seated her upon a chair. His manner was an obvious attempt to unite severity with gentleness.

‘Come, Miss Vernham, this behaviour of yours will never do. As the boys say: “Buck up!” Tell me, what is wrong?’

‘I’m afraid!’

‘Afraid? Of what?’

‘Of the people, of the lights, of everything — of my part! It’s too big a part for me.’

‘Pardon me, but is this not rather an untoward hour to find that out?’

‘I found it out before — I knew it all along — I begged him not to give it to me — it was his choice, not mine. I told him I never could play Elsa — he said I must — I can’t! I can’t! Oh, suppose I should break down!’

‘Suppose.’

He smiled, grimly. It seemed that she did not realise the extent to which she had broken down already.

‘It will mean so much to him — and to Mrs Basing — and she believes in me so much — she has been so good to me — she is the only woman that ever has — and her baby died last night — her little child! If I were to break down, the play would be a failure, and they’d be ruined, ruined! And they have been so good to me — so good I can’t play Elsa, I won’t — I daren’t.’

She began to move tempestuously about the diminutive apartment, Tullett watching her with scrutinous eyes.

‘Your words and your actions are at variance. If you felt all that you say you do, you would make some effort at self-control. You would not work yourself into a state of nervous irresponsibility, as you have done, and as you are still doing.’

She came to him with what, under the circumstances, was a queer inquiry.

‘Do you think I might go home?’

‘Go home!’ He stared at her aghast ‘My dear child, I doubt if the interval has not already overstepped the usual limits; in a minute or two they’ll be wanting you again upon the stage. Come, Mrs Cutler.’ The dresser was standing speechless at the side; she was habituated to the tantrums of the ladies of the theatres, but there was something about this one which surpassed her comprehension. ‘Haven’t you anything to give Miss Vernham to brace her up? What’s in that bottle there? — brandy? — the very thing! — Come, my child, drink this.’ She shook her head. Her thoughts were with what he had just been saying. Her words were whispered.

‘I can’t go back upon the stage — not again. I can’t — I daren’t — I’d rather die.’

Without another word he moved to the door. It opened to admit Mrs Basing. He bowed.

‘I was about to seek your husband — to convey to him Miss Vernham’s decision to withdraw from “A Legend of the Rhine.” You, however, will acquit yourself of that task more capably than I.’

He went out of the room. Mrs Basing was left confronting Ada Vernham.

‘What does he mean?’ The question seemed to paralyse the actress; to tie her tongue with fear. She shrunk away. Mrs Basing went after her with a repetition of her inquiry. ‘What does he mean?’

‘I — I can’t act Elsa.’

Like some hunted animal, Ada Vernham looked from side to side of her, as if seeking for a way of escape. Explanation, it seemed, she had none to offer. Mrs Basing turned to the dresser.

‘Is Miss Vernham ready for the stage?’

‘She has to change her dress for the second act I’ve been waiting for her to do it ever since she came.’

‘Then let her change her dress at once.’

Ada Vernham offered neither remonstrance nor resistance. She surrendered herself to Mrs Cutler’s ministrations with the docility of a frightened child. Mrs Basing supervised the proceedings like some stern governess — noting, and remarking, on the charms of person which the process of disrobing revealed.

‘You are very beautiful. Have I been mistaken in thinking you were good?’

The other was still. It was singular in what awe the larger woman seemed to stand of the smaller. From time to time Mrs Basing gave utterance to observations which, at first, were rather of the nature of ejaculatory commands.

‘You are to act — you hear — you can act; and you must — you can act Elsa as well as any one in the world; and you shall — you saw my baby die last night; do you wish to see me die tonight? If you kill Philip’s play, you kill us both. Are you a woman, that you would have that on your soul? What have we done to you that you should do this thing to us? — I would rather you should take me, and kill me, where I stand now, than that you should kill Philip’s play. You know that well — so choose.’

The other answered never a word. The voice of the call boy was heard without Mrs Basing bade the dresser hasten. Ada Vernham, as if driven to desperation by the imminence of the approaching danger, made a tremulous appeal to the other’s charity.

‘You — you must forgive me, Mrs Basing. I — I know what a disappointment it will be to you, what a bitter disappointment, and I — I am so sorry, but I — I cannot act any more — I can’t! — I — I am not very well — I’m not fit to act — you must forgive me.’

Her agitation caused her speech to be confused. Mrs Basing showed no signs of being moved; she was like one who had been frozen into stone.

‘I will forgive you nothing. You must act; and you shall.’

‘I can’t!’

‘I say you shall.’

‘But — I can’t!’

‘Do you not understand? — I say that you shall.’ There was something terrible in the little woman’s looks and manner, something scarcely human. Like destiny, she was inexorable, resistless. Ada Vernham seemed to be cowed by the revelation of a side of her character, of the existence of which she had hitherto been ignorant, into a condition of actual physical fear. Someone banged with his knuckles at the panel of the door.

‘Miss Vernham!’

Mrs Basing answered.

‘She will be ready in an instant.’

‘She’d better, if she doesn’t want to have the house brought down about our ears. They’re making a pretty riot in front.’

Mrs Basing’s voice again replied, clear, hard, cold.

‘In an instant she will be there.’

The speaker outside retreated Ada Vernham was submitting herself to her dresser’s hands, as if she had been some lifeless automaton which Mrs Cutler was attiring. That woman of experience, though using her best endeavours in the direction of speed, found herself seriously hampered by the lady’s inertness; she might have been a helpless paralytic for all the assistance which she rendered.

Mrs Basing volunteered her aid. It still remained to cover the actress with the simple frock, which represented the rustic costume of the period.

‘Let me help you. Lift up your arms.’ This was to Miss Vernham, who obeyed as if she were a marionette, of which the other pulled the strings. ‘ Sit down.’

Miss Vernham sat Despite her inertness, in the deft hands of the collaborating operators, her attire rapidly approached completion. Neither of the trio spoke. By her demeanour, Ada Vernham might have been a criminal whom they were preparing for execution; while Mrs Basing might have been the executioner who was preparing her.

‘You are ready. Now go.’ Mrs Basing spoke without a trace of passion; yet with a resolute hardness which it was even more difficult to combat The actress looked at her beseechingly. In vain. The command was repeated. ‘ Go!’

Ada Vernham rose from her chair; she went out of the room, Mrs Basing following hard at her heels. As she neared the stage, there came the tumult of the uproarious, impatient, disgusted house; that, fortunately, nowadays, unusual discord which, even to the seasoned actor, is a sound of terror.

Philip Basing was standing like a creature distraught, with frenzied eyes, and twitching lips, at the ‘practicable door’ by which she was to enter. He looked at her, as she had never thought to have seen him look.

‘So you’ve come!’

She shrunk away from him, only to come into contact with his wife in the rear. All at once, the tumult in the house redoubled. There were yells and cat-calls, stamping of feet, hoots, hisses. She glanced from the husband to the wife, from the wife back to the husband The paint could not conceal the blanching of her cheeks. She broke into a whispered agony of supplication, repeating her own words, as if unconscious of what it was she was saying.

‘Ask them to excuse me — ask them to excuse me — tell them I’m not well — tell them I’m not well — do! do! do! — ask them to excuse me!’

In return he shouted at her hoarsely.

‘I must ask them to excuse you! Why should I? I engaged you to act in my play, and you shall act in it, to the end They’re waiting for you, go on to the stage!’

She went on to the stage. And the curtain rose.


CHAPTER XXII

ACT TWO

ROSE on a sort of a miniature pandemonium amid a din during which it was impossible for anything to have been heard which might have been said upon the stage. And, in a way, it was almost as well that it was so. For, before it was possible for her to make herself audible, an appreciable period of time elapsed, during which an opportunity was afforded her to get the better, if she could, of the extremity of panic which possessed her. To an extent she availed herself of it Presently, the sense of fair-play, which is never altogether absent in an English play-house, came to the front Shouts were raised commanding silence. People standing up demanded that the noise should be stilled. And by degrees it was. She had in front of her a house which was agog with the expectation of being furnished with entertainment of a kind which the management had not proposed to provide. A house on the verge of a titter; of a possible guffaw; both emphatically of the kind which laughs at, not with. A house keenly on the alert for the discovery of trifling slips, which might be magnified into mighty disasters. A house ready to jibe, to jeer, to mock; alive only to a sense of the grotesque; prepared to see in everything and anything, humour which was not intended. A house in an impossible mood for the proper consideration of a serious play; in a frame of mind in which Hamlet, even adequately presented, would have been regarded as a screaming farce; in just that state, in short, of which those whose business is in theatres, are ever most afraid.

And, for the amusement of this untoward aggregation of — for the most part — malicious units, an actress-little practised in her art; whose affair it was to snatch, single-handed, a play from the waters which already were engulfing it; knowing that, on the hazard of the play, hung not only the fortunes, and, indeed, the existence of those to whose good offices she was seriously indebted, but also, so far as she could tell, the one last chance of her own salvation. On its success depended, to her, what to many women is more, much more, than life. If the play went, she went with it, into the depths, from whose profound abysses even the carcasses do not return. It was a quaint further illustration of the old-time adage that what is sport to one is death to another.

There have been actresses, and actors, who have snatched ‘the bubble reputation’ even ‘from the cannon’s mouth’; who have attained success just when failure seemed most certain; who have been urged to deeds of derring-do by the very imminence of the impending peril. These have been exceptions; veritable heroines and heroes of romance of whose existence history provides but few sufficient records. The woman then upon the stage was scarcely of a calibre to be joined unto their noble company.

In short, to be quite frank, she gave an exhibition of absolute incompetence, — an exhibition to which it was an insult to expect a cultivated audience to sit still and listen; an exhibition which would have ruined any play, and which any dramatist would have been justified in resenting. She showed herself ignorant of the rudiments of the art which she profaned. It was a display of all-round incapacity, — incapacity to enunciate her words; to make anything of the fine stage presence which nature had bestowed on her; to move with grace. She was as unable to realise the part with which she had been entrusted as the veriest tyro from the Theatre Royal Back Drawing-Room. To suppose that about Elsa, as she played the rôle, there was anything of a heroine, was absurd; she was a brainless, colourless, invertebrate, half - imbecile nonenity. It was a scandal and a shame that a metropolitan audience should have been invited to assist at such a demonstration of abject unfitness. Each moment the spectators evinced stronger signs of their resentment They were not supposed to know that the woman was being torn by mental stress and strain to the very verge of madness; that her reason was tottering to its foundations; that she was suffering from exquisite physical pain, so that every time she moved, she could have screamed; that a cloud had settled on her brain which had reduced her, temporarily, to a condition of aphasia; that there was being then enacted before their very eyes the most pitiful tragedy they ever yet had seen, — they were not supposed to know these things. And they did not know them. All they knew was what they saw; feeble drivel — a pale parody of acting — a meaningless burlesque. Which things they had not come to see.

Then began as pretty a display of would-be actress - baiting as one might reasonably desire. They began to mimic her; to ‘guy’ her, to comment on her every gesture, her every word. It was plain that they were beginning to find the performance most, amusing, in a sense which the management had not proposed. All over the house they laughed and chattered, as if the performance on the stage had been intended, as is the case with music in certain private houses, as a cover for their greater conversational freedom. Here and there, men and women rose from their seats, with varying degrees of ostentation, and quitted the house; possibly they had had enough of it; possibly they were fearful of what was still to come; possibly they were conscious that, in the treatment by the audience of the unfortunate woman on the stage, there was, after all, a spice of cruelty.

Rayment’s entry on the conclusion of Miss Vernham’s as it seemed, interminable soliloquy, was the signal for screams of laughter and applause — probably very few of those who laughed were aware, from their study of the play, why he came, or what it was that he was doing there — which made it all the funnier. Mr Rayment was not the sort of man to allow himself, if he could help it — and he was a gentleman fertile in resource — to be laughed at He preferred to join the laughers — which, seeing that they were in a majority, and that it would probably be impossible to recall them to an attitude of gravity, without any hesitation he did do, there and then. Anticipating any disposition on their side to ‘guy’ the part with which he had been entrusted, he ‘guyed’ it for them — treating as if it had been burlesque what the dramatist had intended to be very near to tragedy.

Nothing, in its way, could have been more successful. The spectators, acquainted, for the most part, with their Rayment, burst out laughing as if they would never stop. The guffaws were so tremendous, that a faint consciousness of their being out of place penetrated even to Miss Vernham’s torpid brain. She hesitated, looked about her, as if searching for a key to all this merriment — and an odd incident took place.

Miss Graham, sitting in her box with Mr Harley, was so kindled by her sense of Mr Rayment’s exquisite feeling, that, rising from her seat, she had to press her hands to her shaking sides. She was so doubled up with mirth that half her body was projected over the edge of the box — and, just at that moment, Miss Vernham caught her eye.

Probably, until that instant, the actress on the stage had not been aware of the presence of the actress in the box. The revelation came upon her like a thunderclap. She stared at the woman’s protruded face, distorted by uncontrollable laughter, as if it had been a satyr’s some horrid creature of a horrid dream — and was dumbfounded. Literally, she was stricken dumb The sight of her obvious disturbance added fuel to the other’s mirth. Miss Graham broke into such crescendo cachinnations that her laughter threatened to become hysterical. The audience, grasping the situation, yelled in chorus. Confusion became confounded — everywhere people were pressing their hands to their sides.

The action of the play, such as it was, came to a standstill. Matters had gone farther than Mr Rayment had intended. He shouted into Miss Vernham’s ear — though probably no one in front had any cognisance of the fact that he spoke at all.

‘Go on! — Why don’t you go on?’

She looked at him askance, then back again at the laughing woman — and was still.

Possibly because the players showed no signs of proceeding, and the laughers none of stopping, in the middle of the uproar the curtain descended.

Immediately the stage was filled with an excited company — performers, dressers, stagehands, all who were engaged behind the scenes; with Philip Basing in front, his wife behind him. Rayment burst into a storm of imprecations — still sometimes they swear upon the stage.

‘The play’s as dead as a door nail — what’s the good of flogging a dead donkey? I’ll be hanged if I go on with it!’

‘I’ll be hanged if you don’t!’ screamed Philip Basing. ‘You’re under contract to act in my play, and act in it you shall. Break your contract at your peril — I’ll sue you for damages in every court in England.’

Mr Rayment relieved his mind with further oaths.

‘Who the devil do you suppose is going to act with this? ‘ He jerked his arm towards Ada Vernham. ‘ She wasn’t in the contract What good are you going to do yourself by prolonging the agony? There’ll be a free fight before you’ve done. They won’t stand this’ — he hesitated, the better to slur the word— ‘lady to the bitter end.’

‘That’s my affair, not yours; you carry out your part of the contract, leave me to carry out mine.’

And again the curtain rose, to find the spectators behaving more like an antagonistic mob at some rowdy political meeting than like the average audience in an average theatre. It was impossible for self-respecting mummers to even play the fool in front of such a set of brawlers; the serious acting of a serious play was out of the question. Rayment, driven to desperation, went striding down to the floats — he might have had a voice in whistling up the wind; but he had never desired such a hurricane as this.

‘Ladies and gentlemen!’ he shouted.

There were cries of ‘Hush!’ Silence!’ Listen!’

Some one yelled— ‘Shut it! let’s hear what Rayment’s got to say.’

The actor stood motionless in front of them. The storm began to subside.

‘When you are quite still,’ he proclaimed, ‘there is something which I wish to say to you.’

And when they were quite still he said it ‘Ladies and gentlemen, it is only owing to Miss Vernham’s and Mr Basing’s desire not to disappoint you that an attempt has been made to perform “A Legend of the Rhine” at all tonight Miss Vernham is ill. Only an anxiety to keep faith with you and with Mr Basing has kept her out of a sick bed. She was unwilling to crave, on her own behalf, the favour of your kind indulgence; but since you have shown towards her such singular signs of sympathy, she prays of your great charity your most merciful forgiveness.’

He paused. There was silence, then symptoms of applause. Rayment’s voice was raised to stem them.

‘She desires me to say for her that if you will only show yourselves a little kinder, a little less eager to evince resentment, she will endeavour to continue the performance, and will do her utmost to earn your approbation. And on my part I will add this, that it you will so far extend your charity towards a friendless woman, who is making her first appearance on a London stage, with so many things against her, and under circumstances of such singular difficulty, I believe that you will have no reason to regret your generosity. And surely I do not err when I assert that my experience teaches me that one need not ask a London audience for a second time to be generous.’

The agile actor’s agile words met with unbounded favour. The entire house burst into spontaneous applause, as if he had been paying it a compliment Had some such remarks been addressed to the audience at the commencement of the evening, all might have gone well Even then the performance might have proceeded without further serious interruption, had it not been for the action of a single individual.

As Rayment, having bowed in acknowledgment of the plaudits, was about to return to his proper place in the scene, a man stood up in the pit, a tall thin man shabbily dressed, wearing an old top hat He stretched out his arms.

‘That’s my wife!’ he shrieked. ‘My wife!’

Every eye was turned in his direction, Ada Vernham’s amongst the rest When she recognised who it was, she shrunk farther up the stage. He continued shrieking, his excitement growing with every word.

‘There’s a great winged spider right in front of your face. It will claw your eyes out — knock it away. There’s another crawling up your dress — look out! shake it off! There’s another at your feet, step on it! crush it! Look out! look out! there’s an ugly beast behind you, heaps! heaps! run away! run away! they’ll get you if you don’t.’

‘Who is he?’ shouted some one. ‘Turn him out! ‘ shouted another. ‘He’s got ‘ere again! ‘ cried a third. The audience was disturbed from the calmness into which it had just been settling.

While Mr Mabbett’s madness grew apace.

‘They’ll kill you if they touch you — they’ll kill you! Drive them away! They’re changing colour — that means mischief! Look out! don’t move — stand still — they’re all about you! They’re dropping from the ceiling — they’re dropping from the ceiling! It’s me they want — I’m not afraid — let me get at them — I’ll kill the lot!’

Those immediately surrounding him, taken unawares, expecting nothing of the kind, seemed to be more than a little scared by the singularity of Mr Mabbett’s antics. When, quitting his seat, he made a dash across the benches towards the stage, so far from doing anything to impede his progress, they showed every willingness to be rid of him, and to let him pass. It was only when, yelling and whooping like the stark staring madman which he was, he had clambered over the backs of a couple of rows of stalls, that people seemed to wake to an understanding of what it was that he proposed to do. When they did, and, on all sides, men started up to bar his farther advance, a scrimmage royal began — gentlemen in Mr Mabbett’s plight are not to be controlled by feathers.

As the people closed on him, and Mr Mabbett, wholly heedless of such a trifle as overwhelming odds, began to fight with them like some mad beast, a woman’s shrieks rang through the house. And for the second time during that act, the curtain fell.


CHAPTER XXIII

THE END OF THE PLAY

AND again a miscellaneous crowd came streaming on to the stage.

Ada Vernham continued screaming after the curtain had fallen. Mr Mabbett’s display of eccentricity was seemingly the one thing needed to make her like himself. Her cries were apparently convulsive; it was beyond her power to stop them. People pressed about her; she stood in their midst, uttering shriek after shriek.

Philip Basing came hurrying forward. Rayment blocked his passage.

‘Now, I suppose, you’ve had enough — or do you propose that the piece shall still go on?’

Basing’s appearance had not improved with the flight of the moments. His cheeks were more flushed, his eyes more bloodshot, his hair more dishevelled, his clothing more awry. Every remnant of self-control seemed to have been scattered to the winds. His whole horizon was obscured by his own misfortune. The only thing of which he was conscious was the ruin of all his fondest hopes, the dissolution of all his castles in the air — those castles which he had been so long a-building. Just as he had been oversanguine, now he was overflowing with the madness of a wild despair. Disgrace — pecuniary, social, intellectual — was on his every side. All was lost, including honour. To his distorted fancy, the only thing left to him was vengeance. If he could be equal, to some extent, somehow, with those who were responsible for his disaster — that might be some alleviation.

So now when Rayment asked him if he did not think it was time that the performance of the piece should stop, half inarticulate with passion, he simply snarled at him. At that moment, if he could have had his way, he would have had the play acted to the end, even though such a course involved a holocaust of the performers.

‘You shan’t stop! you shan’t!’ He stamped his feet, and clenched his fists, and worked his arms, like some angry child which is beside itself with rage. ‘You shall act my play right through! Why should you stop? Because of her?’ He pointed to Miss Vernham. ‘She dare to stop!’

Going to the still shrieking woman, he seized her by the arm. The sight of him proved sufficient to subdue her. She looked at him with staring eyes, and mouth agape, while he rained on her a flood of charges the baselessness of which, in his saner moments, he would have been the first to realise.

‘It’s all your doing. You’ve plotted, planned it all; do you think that I don’t know? You’ve brought that drunken scoundrel — you’ve brought Graham — you’ve packed the house — you’ve left no stone unturned to ruin me! And I’m ruined! Well! So you’re content! But if you thought that I’d spare you any more than you’ve spared me, that’s where your calculations erred. I’ll have the last ounce of your flesh, the last drop of your blood — you’ve had all mine, and if it’s in the contract, I’ll have all yours. You’ll go on acting — do you hear, you’ll go on acting! And you’ll act my play right to the end — to the very end! And if they hoot you, if they stone you, if they kill you, I don’t care. What is it to me what your friends, with whom you’ve packed the house, may do to you? Even as you’ve shown no mercy unto me or mine, I’ll show none to you.

You’ll go on acting now — at once. I’ll have no faltering. Clear the stage!’

He shouted the last words as loudly as the peculiar affection from which his voice seemed suffering permitted him to go. His hearers showed signs of irresolution, as if uncertain whether or not to obey his orders.

While they hesitated, Mrs Basing came and placed herself in front of the unresponsive actress. For a moment her little slender, girlish figure was motionless; her tongue was mute. Then, deliberately raising her right hand, she struck her with her open palm upon the cheek, and she said: — 

‘That is my hand which strikes you!’ With her other palm she struck her on the other cheek. ‘ And that is the hand of my dead baby.’ She was silent Then added, as if out of the fulness of her heart her lips were speaking, ‘You wicked woman!’

Those who witnessed her action and heard the words, expected that now, at least, Ada Vernham would show signs of resentment But no; she stood motionless, as if she had been carved out of stone, with, on her cheeks, the flaming marks of the other’s fingers; and she spoke never a word.

While they stood, wondering, scornful, half disposed to ask if this woman was a creature of flesh and blood like unto themselves, or a bloodless invertebrate being, unworthy even their contempt, there came from the wings the sound of a man’s voice, speaking eagerly, impetuously, peremptorily.

‘Let me pass! Stand out of my way, man! Make room there! Let me come!’

The voice was full, clear, dominant; as of a man who is in no temper to brook contradiction. There was that about it, apparently, which was familiar to the silent woman; for, as a familiar voice is apt to do, it reached her ear at once, finding its way, without difficulty, through the prevailing uproar and confusion. And, as she heard it, her fingers straightened; her head was thrown a little upwards; light came back into her eyes, and life into her face. She was revivified. In her bearing there was something which suggested expectation — the sort of expectation which makes the heart beat faster and the blood flow quicker through the veins.

And, on a sudden, there came rushing into the midst of the miscellaneous assemblage a tall man, who wore a felt hat and a cloak. His shaven cheeks were glowing with the ardour of his emotion, and in his eyes were flaming fires. The people falling back from him, he stood in the centre of a little open space, looking about him, as if he searched for some particular person, until his glance fell upon the actress who had so pitifully failed. And, when it did, it stayed. And there came into his face a look of longing, so strenuous, so unashamed, it was as though he were transfigured; and, standing still, he held out his arms to her; he waited.

And, when she saw him, she began to quiver, and to shiver, as though some subtle titillation had set her trembling. Tears came into her eyes. Great palpitations moved her breasts. And she went to him, swiftly, eagerly, as to her heart’s desire.

‘Gilbert! Gilbert! Gilbert!’

The repetition of the name was like a reminiscence of the old world story of à Beckett It came softly, gladly, from her lips as if her heart came with it And when she came within the circumference of his arms, he encircled her about with them, pressing her to his bosom with a sigh which was half rapture, half pain. In spite of her painted cheeks, and the place, and the spectators, he kissed her on the lips, and eyes, and brow, as if he never would have done. And he exclaimed, with, in his utterance, a strange passionate sort of exultation — 

‘Madge! my darling! my dear I at last!’

And she was still; seeming, after the storm, at rest Until, presently, she lifted up her face to his, and said, with the same unconsciousness of the fact that they were not alone — 

‘Gilbert, I’ve loved you all these years!’

He, with the same freedom and absence of constraint, as if the whole force of his nature leaped from his lips with the words, cried back to her — 

‘And I’ve loved you!’

She put up her mouth to his, and again they kissed; as if they sealed, with that kiss, a deed and testament with a seal which never might be broken.

Philip Basing, surprised, like the rest, into silence by the unexpectedness of this man’s appearance, and by the singularity of his proceedings, pushed his way to the front, demanding, querulously — 

‘Who the devil, sir, are you?’

The sound of his voice restored the woman to a realisation of her surroundings. She shrunk away from him, with a movement of terror, clutching affrightedly at Gilbert Ellerslie’s arm, and looking up at him with pleading face.

‘Gilbert, you won’t let him make me go on acting?’

He held her to him, as if to stay her fears.

‘ — My darling! as if I would!’

Basing, finding that his question remained unanswered, repeated it, with additions.

‘The stage is waiting for this woman! do you hear me asking who the devil, sir, are you?’

Gilbert Ellerslie accorded his inquiry but scanty consideration.

‘I am afraid, sir, the stage will have to wait This lady goes with me!’

Putting his arm through hers, he turned, as if intending to depart with as little ceremony as he came Basing made as if to stay his going; but John Tullet, taking him by the shoulder, drew him back.

‘ — Let her go,’ he said. ‘ The play is ended.’

And Philip Basing let her go.

So Gilbert Ellerslie, none offering him hindrance, went out with the woman into the night; she attired in the stage costume of a Rhineland maiden of the olden time.


THE JOSS: A REVERSION
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Another novel of the occult, The Joss first appeared as a serial entitled ‘The Strange Fortune of Pollie Blythe: The Story of a Chinese “God”’, in the Manchester Times, from 12 October 1900 to 8 February 1901. Its first book publication was in the summer of 1901. The story opens with the narrative of Mary Blythe (known as Pollie), who is fired from her job as a draper’s assistant, only to discover that she is heir to a most unusual inheritance, left to her by her Uncle Benjamin: a decrepit old house in a shady district of London, together with a generous income for life. Unfortunately, this bequest comes with some peculiar conditions. Not only that, but Mary’s new house may well be haunted. This is the starting point for a macabre tale in which the grizzly fate of Pollie’s Uncle Benjamin is gradually revealed…
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BOOK I. UNCLE BENJAMIN.

(MARY BLYTH TELLS THE STORY.)


CHAPTER I.

FIRANDOLO’S.

I HAD had an aggravating day. In everything luck had been against me. I had got down late, and been fined for that. Then when I went into the shop I found I had forgotten my cuffs, and Mr. Broadley, who walks the fancy department, marked me sixpence for that. Just as I was expecting my call for dinner an old lady came in who kept me fussing about till my set came up — and only spent three and two-three after all; so when I did go down alone there was nothing left; and what was left was worse than cold. Though I was as hungry as I very well could be I could scarcely swallow as much as a mouthful; lukewarm boiled mutton cased in solidified fat is not what I care for. Directly after I came up, feeling hungrier than ever, Miss Patten did me out of the sale of a lot of sequin trimming on which there was a ninepenny spiff.

I was showing it to a customer, and before I had had half a chance she came and took it clean out of my hands, and sold it right away. It made me crosser than ever. To crown it all, I missed three sales. One lady wanted a veil, and because we had not just the sort she wanted, when she walked out of the shop Mr. Broadley seemed to think it was my fault. He said he would mark me. When some people want a triangular spot you cannot put them off with a round one. It is no use your saying you can. And so I as good as told him.

Not twenty minutes afterwards a girl came in — a mere chit — who wanted some passementerie, beaded. She had brought a pattern. Somehow directly I saw it I thought there would be trouble. I hunted through the stock and found the thing exactly, only there were blue beads where there ought to have been green. As there were a dozen different coloured beads it did not really matter, especially as ours were a green blue, and hers were a blue green. But that chit would not see it. She would not admit that it was a match. When I called Mr. Broadley, and he pointed out to her that the two were so much alike that, at a little distance, you could not tell one from the other, she was quite short. She caught up her old pattern and took herself away. Then Mr. Broadley gave it to me hot. He reminded me that that was two sales I had missed, and that three, on one day, meant dismissal. I did not suppose they would go so far as that, but I did expect that, if I missed again, it would cost me half-a-crown, at least. So, of course, there was I, as it were, on tenterhooks, resolved that rather than I would let anyone else go without a purchase I would force some elevenpence three-farthing thing on her; if I had to pay for it myself.

And there was Mr. Broadley hanging about just by my stand, watching me so that I felt I should like to stick my scissors into him.

But I was doomed to be done. Luck was clean against me. Just as we were getting ready to close in came an old woman — one of your red-faced sort, with her bonnet a little on one side of her head. She wanted some torchon lace. Now, strictly speaking, lace is not in my department, but as we are all supposed to serve through, and most of the others were engaged — it is extraordinary how, some nights, people will crowd into the shop just as we are getting ready to close — Mr. Broadley planted her on me. She was a nice old party. She did not know herself what she wanted, but seemed to think I ought to. So far as I could make out, what she really did want was a four shilling lace at fourpence — which we could not exactly supply. At last I called Mr. Broadley to see if he could make her out. On which she actually turned huffy, and declaring that I would not take the trouble to show her anything at all, in spite of all that we could do or say, she marched straight out. Then I had a wigging. Broadley let himself go, before them all. I could have cried — and almost did.

I was three-quarters of an hour late before I got into the street. Emily Purvis was tired of waiting, and Tom Cooper was in a red-hot rage.

“My dear,” began Emily, directly she saw me, “I hope you haven’t hurried. We’re only frozen to the bone.”

“That’s all right,” said Tom. “It’s just the sort of night to hang about this confounded corner.”

It was disagreeable weather. There was a nasty east wind, which seemed to cut right into one, and the pavements were wet and slimy. It all seemed of a piece. I knew Tom’s overcoat was not too thick, nor Emily’s jacket too warm either. When I saw Tom dancing about to keep himself warm, all at once some thing seemed to go over me, and I had to cry. Then there was a pretty fuss.

“Polly!” exclaimed Emily. “Whatever is the matter with you now?”

And there, in the open street, Tom put his arm about my waist. I told them all about it. You should have heard how they went on at Broadley. It did me good to listen, though I knew it would make no difference to him. They had not had the best of luck either. It seemed that it had been one of those days on which everything goes wrong with everyone. Emily had not got one single spiff, and Tom had had a quarrel with young Clarkson, who had called him Ginger to his face — and the colour of his hair is a frightfully delicate point with Tom. Tom had threatened to punch his head when they went upstairs. I begged and prayed him not to, but there was a gloomy air about him which showed that he would have to do something to relieve his feelings. I felt that punching young Clarkson’s head might do him good — and Clarkson no particular harm.

I do not think that either of us was particularly happy The streets were nearly deserted. It was bitterly cold. Every now and then a splash of rain was driven into our faces.

“This is, for us, the age of romance,” declared Emily. “You mightn’t think so, but it is. At our age, the world should be alive with romance. We should be steeped in its atmosphere; drink it in with every breath. It should colour both our sleeping and our waking hours. And, instead of that, here we are shivering in this filthy horrid street.”

That was the way she was fond of talking. She was a very clever girl, was Emily, and could use big words more easily than I could little ones. She would have it that romance was the only thing worth living for, and that, as there is no romance in the world to-day, it is not worth while one’s living. I could not quite make out her argument, but that was what it came to so far as I could understand. I wished myself that there was a little more fun about. I was tired of the drapery.

“Shivering!” said Tom. “I’m not only shivering; I’m hungry too. Boiled mutton days I always am.”

“Hungry!” I cried. “I’m starving. I’ve had no dinner or tea, and I’m ready to drop.”

“No! You don’t mean that?”

I did mean it, and so I told him. What with having had nothing to eat, and being tired, and worried, and cold, it was all I could do to drag one foot after another. I just felt as if I was going to be ill. I could have kept on crying all the time.

“Have either of you got any money?” asked Tom. Neither Emily nor I had a penny. “Then I’ll tell you what I’ll do; we’ll all three of us go into Firandolo’s, and I’ll stand Sam.”

I knew he had only enough money to take him home on Sunday, because he had told me so himself the day before. Cardew & Slaughter’s is not the sort of place where they encourage you to spend Sunday in. He had been in last Sunday; and to stop in two Sundays running was to get yourself disliked; I have spent many a Sunday, loitering about the parks and the streets, living on a couple of buns, rather than go in to what they called dinner. And I knew that if we once set foot in Firandolo’s we should spend all he had. Yet I was so faint and hungry that I did not want much pressing. I could not find it in my heart to refuse.

Firandolo’s is something like a restaurant. Including vegetables, and sweets, and cheese, I have counted sixty-seven dishes on the bill of fare at one time, so that you have plenty of choice. For a shilling you can get a perfectly splendid dinner. And for sixpence you can get soup, and bread and cheese and butter; and they bring you the soup in a silver basin which is full to the brim.

At night it is generally crowded, but it was perhaps because the weather was so bad that there were only a few persons in the place when we went in. Directly after we entered someone else came in. He was a big man, and wore a reefer coat and a bowler hat. Seating himself at a table immediately opposite ours, taking off his hat, he wiped his forehead with an old bandanna handkerchief; though what there was to make him warm on a night like that was more than I could say. He had a fringe of iron-grey hair all round his head on a level with his ears. It stood out stiffly, like a sort of crown. Above and below it he was bald. He wore a bristly moustache, and his eyes were almost hidden by the bushiest eyebrows I had ever seen. I could not help noticing him, because I had a kind of fancy that he had been following us for some time. Unless I was mistaken he had passed me just as I had come out of Cardew & Slaughter’s; and ever since, whenever I looked round, I saw him somewhere behind us, as if he were keeping us in sight. I said nothing about it to the others, but I wondered, all the same. I did not like his looks at all. He seemed to me to be both sly and impudent; and though he pretended not to be watching us, I do not believe he took his eyes off us for a single moment.

I do not know what he had; he took a long time in choosing it, whatever it was. We had soup. It was lovely. Hot and tasty; just the very thing I wanted. It made me feel simply pounds better. But, after we had finished, something dreadful happened. The bill came altogether to one and three; we each of us had an extra bread. Tom felt in his pocket for the money. First in one, then in another. Emily and I soon saw that something was wrong, because he felt in every pocket he had. And he looked so queer.

“This is a bit of all right!” he gasped, just as we were beginning to wonder if he was all pockets.

“Blessed if I have a single copper on me. I remember now that I left it in my box, so that I shouldn’t spend it.”

He looked at us, and we looked at him, and the waiter stood close by, looking at us all. And behind him was the proprietor, also with an observant eye. Emily and I were dumbfounded. Tom seemed as if he had not another word to say. Just as the proprietor was beginning to come closer, the stranger who had been following us got up and came to us across the room, all the time keeping his eyes on me.

“Pardon me if I take a liberty, but might I ask if I’m speaking to Miss Blyth?”

An odd voice he had; as if he were endeavouring to overcome its natural huskiness by speaking in a whisper. Of course my name is Blyth, and so I told him. But who he was I did not know from Adam. I certainly had never set eyes on him before. He explained, in a fashion; though his explanation came to nothing, after all.

“I knew a — a relative of yours. A pal, he was, of mine; great pals was him and me. So I naturally take an interest in a relative of his.” He turned to Tom. “If so be, sir, as you’ve left your purse at home, which is a kind of accident which might happen to any gentleman at any time, perhaps I might be allowed to pay your little bill.”

Tom had to allow him, though he liked it no more than I did. But we none of us wanted to be sent to prison for obtaining soup on false pretences, which I have been given to understand might have happened. Though, for my part, I would almost as soon have done that as be beholden to that big, bald-headed creature, who spoke as if he had lost his voice, and was doing all he knew to find it. When he had paid the one and three, and what were Tom’s feelings at seeing him do it was more than I could think, because I know his pride, the stranger came out with something else.

“And now, ladies, might I offer you a little something on my own. What do you say to a dozen oysters each, and a bottle of champagne? I believe they’re things ladies are fond of.”

He smiled — such a smile. It sounded tempting. I had never tasted oysters and champagne; though, of course, I had read of them in books, heaps of times. And it is my opinion that Emily would have said yes, if I had given her a chance. But not me. I stood up directly.

“Thank you; but I never touch oysters and champagne — at this time of night.”

“Might I — might I be allowed to offer a little something else. A Welsh rarebit, shall we say?”

Now, as it happens, a Welsh rarebit is a thing that I am fond of, especially when eaten with a glass of stout. I was still hungry, and my mouth watered at the prospect of some real nice, hot toasted cheese. It needed some resolution to decline. But I did. Hungry as I was, I felt as if I had had more than enough of him already.

“I am obliged to you, but I want nothing else. I have had all that I require.”

It was not true; but it seemed to me that it was a case in which truth would not exactly meet the situation. The stranger came close to me, actually whispering in my ear.

“May I hope, Miss Blyth, that you’ll remember me when — when you want a friend?”

I was as stand-offish as I could be.

“I don’t see how I can remember you when I don’t even know your name.”

He spoke to me across the back of his hand.

“My name is Rudd — Isaac Rudd; known to my friends, of whom, the Lord be praised, I’ve many, as Covey. It’s a — a term of endearment, so to speak, Miss Blyth.”

That anyone could apply a term of endearment to such a man as he seemed to be, was more than I believed to be possible.

“If you will let me take your address, Mr. Rudd, I will see that you have your one and three.”

“My address? Ah! Now there you have me. I don’t happen to have an — an address just now. In fact, I’m — I’m moving.”

We were going towards the door. I was beginning to fear that he intended to accompany us home. Nor did I see how we could prevent him, since he was at liberty to take such measures as he chose which would ensure the return of the money he had paid for us. But, as we drew near the entrance, he started back; and his demeanour changed in the most extraordinary way.

“Good-night,” he stammered, retreating farther and farther from us. “Don’t — don’t let me keep you, not — not for another moment.”

We went out. Directly we were in the open air Tom drew a long breath.

“Geewhillikins! A nice scrape I nearly got you in, and myself as well. A pretty hole we should have been in if that fellow hadn’t turned up in the very nick of time. He’s the sort I call a friend in need with a vengeance.”

Emily struck in.

“Polly, why wouldn’t you let us sample his oysters and champagne? Considering he’s a friend of yours, you seemed pretty short with him.”

“My dear, he’s not a friend of mine, nor ever could be; and as for his oysters and champagne, they’d have choked me if I’d touched them.”

“They wouldn’t have choked me, I can tell you that. There is some romance in oysters and champagne, and, as you know very well, romance is what I live for. There’s precious little comes my way; it seems hard it should be snatched from my lips just as I have a chance of tasting it.”

“Hollo! Who on earth—”

It was from Tom the exclamation came. He stopped short, with his sentence uncompleted. I turned to see what had caused him to speak — to find myself face to face with the most singular-looking individual I had ever seen.


CHAPTER II.

LOCKED OUT.

AT first I could not make out if it was a man or woman or what it was. But at last I decided that it was a man. I never saw such clothes. Whether it was the darkness, or his costume, or what it was, I cannot say, but he seemed to me to be surprisingly tall. And thin! And old! Nothing less than a walking skeleton he seemed to me, the cheekbones were starting through his skin which was shrivelled and yellow with age. He wore what looked to me, in that light, like a whole length piece of double width yellow canvas cloth. It was wrapped round and round him, as, I am told, it is round mummies. A fold was drawn up over his head, so as to make a kind of hood, and from under this his face looked out.

Fancy coming on such a figure, on a dark night, all of a sudden, and you can guess what my feelings were. I thought I should have dropped. I had to catch tight hold of Tom’s arm.

“Tom,” I gasped, “what — whatever is it?”

“Come on,” he muttered. “Let’s get out of this. Looney, he looks to me.”

Lunatic or not, he did not mean that we should get away from him quite so easily. He took Emily by the shoulder — you should have heard the scream she gave; if it had been louder it would have frightened the neighbourhood. But the lunatic, or whatever the creature was, did not seem to be in the least put out.

He held her with both his hands, one on either shoulder, and turned her round to him, and stared at her in the most disgraceful way. He put his face so close to hers that I thought he was going to bite her, or something awful. But no; all at once he thrust her aside as if she was nothing at all.

“It is not she,” he murmured, half to himself, as it seemed, and half to us.

And before I could guess what he was going to do, he laid his hands on me. It was a wonder I did not faint right then and there. He gripped my shoulders so tight that I felt as if he had me screwed in a vice, and for days after my skin was black and blue. He thrust his face so close to mine that I felt his breath upon my cheeks. There was an odd smell about it which made me dizzy. He had little eyes, which were set far back in his head. I had a notion they were short-sighted, he seemed to have to peer so long and closely. At last his lips moved.

“It is she,” he said, in the same half-stifled voice in which he had spoken before. He had a queer accent, There was no mistaking what he said, but it was certain that his tongue was not an Englishman’s. “You will see me again — yes! Soon! You will remember me?”

Remember him? I should never forget him, never! Not if I lived to be as old as Methusaleh. That hideous, hollow-cheeked, saffron-hued face would haunt me in my dreams. I do have dreams, pretty bad ones sometimes. I should see him in them many a time. My head whirled round. The next thing I knew I was in Tom’s arms. He was holding me up against Firandolo’s window. He spoke to me.

“It’s all right now; he’s gone.”

I sighed, and looked round. The wretch had vanished. What had become of him I did not ask, or care to know. It was sufficient for me that he had vanished. As I drew myself up I glanced round towards the restaurant door. Mr. Isaac Rudd’s face was pressed against the glass. Unless I was mistaken, when he perceived I saw him he drew back quickly. I slipped my arm through Tom’s.

“Let’s get away from here; let’s hurry home as fast as we can.”

Off we went, we three. Emily began to talk. Tom and I were silent. It was still as much as I could do to walk; I fancy Tom was thinking.

“It is a wonder I didn’t faint as well as you; if you hadn’t I should. But when you went I felt that it would never do for two of us to go, so I held myself tight in. Did you ever see anything like that awful man? I don’t believe he was alive; at least, I shouldn’t if it wasn’t for the way in which he pinched my shoulders. I shall be ashamed to look at them when I’ve got my dress off, I know I shall. My skin’s so delicate that the least mark shows. What was he dressed in? And who could the creature be? I believe he was something supernatural; there was nothing natural about him that I could see. Then his eye! He looked a thousand years old if he looked a day.”

She ceased. She glanced behind her once or twice. She drew closer to Tom. When she spoke again it was in a lower tone of voice.

“Mr. Cooper, do you mind my taking your arm? There’s — there’s someone following us now.”

Tom looked round. As he did so, two men came past us, one by me, the other one by Emily. The one who passed me was so close that his sleeve brushed mine; as he went he turned and stared at me with might and main. He was short, but very fat. He was shabbily dressed, and wore a cloth cap slouched over his eyes. When he had gone a yard or two the other man fell in at his side. They talked together as they slouched along; we could not but see that, while both of them were short, one was as thin as the other was stout.

“Are you sure they’ve been following us?” whispered Tom to Emily.

“Certain. They’ve been sticking close at our heels ever since we came away from Firandolo’s.”

The fact was put beyond dispute before we had gone another fifty yards. The two men drew up close in front of us, in such a way that it would have been difficult for us to pass without pushing them aside.

“Which of you two ladies is Miss Blyth?” asked the stout man, in the most impudent manner.

On a sudden I was becoming the object of undesired attention which I did not at all understand, and liked, if possible, still less. The fellow looked us up and down, as if we had been objects offered for sale.

“What has it to do with you?” returned Tom. “Who are you, anyhow?”

The thin man answered; the stout man had spoken in a shrill squeaky treble, he had the deepest possible bass.

“We’re the young lady’s friends; her two friends. Ain’t that gospel, Sam?”

“It’s that, William; it’s gospel truth. Truer friends than us she’ll never have, nor none what’s more ready to do her a good turn.”

“Not if she was to spend the rest of her days sailing round the world looking for ’em, she’d never find ’em, that she wouldn’t. All we ask is for her to treat us as her friends.” The thin man spat upon the pavement. “Now then, out with it; which of you two ladies is Miss Blyth?”

“I’m not,” cried Emily.

Which I thought was distinctly mean of her, because, of course, it was as good as saying that I was. Once more the stout man looked me up and down.

“You’re her, are you? So I thought. The other’s too pretty, by chalks. You’re a chip of the old block, and there wasn’t no beauty thrown away on him; plain he was, as ever I saw a man; and plainer.”

The fellow was ruder than ever. I am aware that Emily Purvis is a beauty, and that I am not, but at the same time one does not expect to be stopped and told so by two perfect strangers, at that hour of the night.

“For goodness’ sake,” I said to Tom, “let’s get away from these dreadful persons as fast as we possibly can.”

I made him come. The fat man called after us — in his squeaky treble.

“Dreadful, are we? Maybe you’ll change your mind before you’ve done. Don’t you be so fast in judging of your true friends, it don’t become a young woman. There’s more dreadful persons than us about, as perhaps you’ll find.”

“It is to be hoped,” I observed to Tom, and paying no attention whatever to Emily Purvis, who I knew was smiling on the other side of him, “that we shall meet no more objectionable characters before we get safely in.”

“They’re friends of yours, my dear.”

This was Emily.

“I don’t see how you make that out, seeing that I never saw them before, and never want to again.”

“Some of us have more friends than we know, my love.” Her love! “We’ve seen four of yours already; I shouldn’t be surprised if we saw another still before we’re in.” — 

As it happened, in a manner of speaking, it turned out that she was right; though, of course, to speak of the creature we encountered, even sarcastically, as a friend of mine, would be absurd. We were going along the Fenton Road. As we were passing a street, which branched off upon our right, there popped out of it, for all the world as if he had been waiting for us to come along, a man in a long black coat, reaching nearly to his heels, and a felt hat, which was crammed down so tight, that it almost covered his face as well as his head. I thought at first he was a beggar, or some object of the tramp kind, because he fell in at our side, and moved along with us, as some persistent beggars will do. But one glance at what could be seen of his features was sufficient to show that he was something more out of the common than that. He had a round face; almond-shaped eyes which looked out of narrow slits; a flat nose; a mouth which seemed to reach from ear to ear. There was no mistaking that this was a case of another ugly foreigner. The consciousness that he was near made me shudder; as he trudged along beside us I went uncomfortable all over.

“Go away! Make him go away!” I said to Tom.

Tom stood still.

“Now then, off you go! We’ve nothing for you. The sooner you try it off on somebody else, the less of your valuable time you’ll waste.”

Tom took him for a beggar. But he was wrong, and I was right; the man was not a beggar.

“Which is little lady?”

I don’t pretend that was exactly what he said. Thank goodness, I am English, and I know no language but my own, and that is quite enough for me, so it would be impossible for me to reproduce precisely a foreign person’s observations; but that is what he meant. Tom was angry.

“Little lady? What little lady? There’s no lady here, big or little, who has anything to do with you; so, now then, you just clear off.”

But the man did nothing of the kind. He hopped to Emily, and back again to me, peering at us both out of his narrow eyes.

“Which of you is Missee Blyth?”

“Miss Blyth! Is the whole world, all at once, on the look-out for Miss Blyth? What is the meaning of this little game? You, there, hook it!”

But instead of hooking it, to use Tom’s own language, and gentlemen will use slang, the man grew more and more insistent. He must have gone backwards and forwards between Emily and me half-a-dozen times.

“Quick! Tellee me! Which is Missee Blyth? Quick, quick! tellee me! I have something to give to Missee Blyth.”

“I am Miss Blyth.”

I did not suppose, for an instant, that he really had anything to give me. But the man seemed to be in such a state of agitation, that I felt that perhaps the best way to put an end to what was becoming a painful situation would be for me to declare myself without delay. However, to my surprise, hardly were the words out of my lips, than the man came rushing to me, thrusting something into my hand. From what I could feel of it, it appeared to be something small and hard, wrapped in a scrap of paper. But I had no chance of discovering anything further, because, before I had a chance of even peeping, the two short men, the fat and thin one, came rushing up, goodness only knows from where, and I heard the thin one call out, in his deep bass voice, to the other:

“He’s given it her — I saw him! At her, Sam, before she has a chance of pouching it.”

The stout man caught me by the wrist, gave it a twist, which hurt me dreadfully, and, before I could say Jack Robinson, he had the little packet out of my hand. It was like a conjuror’s trick, it all took place so rapidly, and before I had the least notion of what was going to happen. The foreign person, however, seemed to understand what had occurred better than I did. Clearly he did not want courage. With a sort of snarl he sprang at the stout man, and with both hands, took him by the throat, as, I have heard, bulldogs have a way of doing. The stout man did not relish the attack at all.

“ — Pull him off me, William,” he squeaked.

The thin man endeavoured to do as he was told. And, in a moment, out in the open street there, the most dreadful fight was going on. What it was all about I had not the faintest idea, but they attacked each other like wild beasts. The foreign person did not seem to be at all dismayed by the odds of two to one. He assailed them with frightful violence.

Plainly it would be as much as they could do to deal with him between them. I certainly expected every second to see someone killed. Emily went off her head with terror. She rushed, screaming up the street Tom dashed after her, whether to stop her or not I could not tell. And, of course, I rushed after Tom. And the three men were left alone to fight it out together.

Emily never drew breath till we were quite close to Cardew & Slaughter’s. Then a church clock rang out. It struck the half-hour. It might have struck her, she stopped so suddenly.

“Half-past eleven!” she cried. “My gracious! whatever shall we do?”

It was a rule of the firm that the assistants were to be in by half-past ten. Between the half-hour and the quarter there was a fine of sixpence, and between the quarter and the hour one of half-a-crown. After eleven no one was admitted at all. The doors had been closed for more than half-an-hour! We stood, panting for breath, staring at one another. Emily began to cry, “I daren’t stop out in the streets ail night — I daren’t!”

“I know a trick worth two of that,” declared Tom. “There’s a way in which is known to one or two of us; I’ve had to use it before, and I daresay I can use it again.”

“It’s all very well for you,” cried Emily. “But we can’t climb windows; and, if we could, there are no windows for us to climb.”

Tom hesitated. I could see he did not like to leave us in the lurch. The gentlemen slept right up at the other end of the building; there was no connection between his end and ours. I had heard of what Tom hinted at before; but then things are always different with gentlemen. As Emily said, for the ladies there was no way in but the door. Somehow I felt that, after all we had gone through, I did not mean to be trampled on, “You go, Tom, and get in as best you can. Emily and I will get in too, or I’ll know the reason why.”

Away went Tom; and off started Emily and I to try our luck. She was not sanguine.

“They’ll never let us in, never!”

“We’ll see about that.”

I gritted my teeth, as I have a trick of doing when I am in earnest. I was in earnest then. It is owing to the firm’s artfulness that there are no bells or knockers on the doors leading to the assistants’ quarters. When they are open you can get in; when they are closed there are no means provided to call attention to the fact that you require admission. They had been unloading some packing-cases, I picked up two heavy pieces of wood which had been left lying about; with them I started to hammer at the door. How I did hammer! I kept it up ever so long; but no one paid the slightest heed. I began to despair. Emily was crying all the while. I felt like crying with her. Instead, I gritted my teeth still more, and I hammered, and I hammered. At last a window was opened overhead, and the housekeeper, Mrs. Galloway, put her head out “Who’s that making this disgraceful noise at this hour of the night?”

“It’s Miss Purvis and Miss Blyth. Come down and let us in; we’ve been nearly robbed and murdered.”

“I daresay! You don’t enter this house to-night; you know the rules. And if you don’t take yourselves off this instant I’ll send for the police.”

“Send for the police, that’s what we want you to do. The police will soon see if you won’t let us in.”

Mrs. Galloway’s head disappeared; the window was banged. Emily cried louder than ever.

“I told you she’d never let us in.”

“We’ll see if she won’t.”

Off I started again to hammer. Presently steps were heard coming along the passage. Mrs. Galloway’s voice came from the other side of the door.

“Stop that disgraceful noise! Go away! Do you hear me, go away!”

“If we do it will be to fetch the police. They’ll soon show you if you can keep us out all night when we’ve been nearly robbed and murdered.”

The door was opened perhaps three inches; as I believed, upon the chain. I knew Mrs. Galloway’s little tricks. But if it was upon the chain what occurred was odd. Someone came hurrying up the steps behind us. To my amazement it was the dreadful old man in the yellow canvas cloth. I was too bewildered to even try to guess where he had come from; I had never supposed that he, or anybody else, was near. He pointed to the door.

“Open!” he said, in that queer, half-stifled voice in which he had spoken to me before.

The door was opened wide, though how the housekeeper had had time to remove the chain, if it was chained, was more than I could understand. Emily and I marched into the passage — sneaked, I daresay, would have been the better word. As I went the stranger slipped something into my hand; a hard something, wrapped in a scrap of paper.


CHAPTER III.

THE DOLL.

I DO not know what it was, but something prevented Mrs. Galloway from giving us the sort of talking to I had expected. She is a woman with as nasty a tongue as you would care to meet. I had never before known her lose a chance of using it. And there was a chance! But, instead, there she stood mumchance, and before she had even so much as said a word, Emily and I were off upstairs. I was on the second floor, and Emily was on the third. When I stopped to go into my room I called out to her, “Good night!” but she ran on, and never answered. She was in such a state of mind, what with the fright, and her crying, and the cold biting us through and through while we waited on the doorstep, that all she cared for was to get between the sheets.

In my room most of the girls were wide awake. It was not a large room, so there were only nine of us, and that was including Miss Ashton. She was the senior assistant, a regular frump, thirty if a day. She came to bed a quarter of an hour after we did, and after she had come to bed no one was supposed to talk. If any girl did talk Miss Ashton reported her, and the girl was fined, and half the fine, whatever it was, went into Miss Ashton’s pockets. So, of course — since, sometimes, her pockets were bulging out with our money — no love was lost between us.

When I went in, although I knew that most of the girls were awake, because of Miss Ashton no one spoke a syllable, until Lucy Carr, who had the next bed to mine, whispered as I stood by her:

“Whatever have you been up to?”

“I’ve been nearly robbed and murdered, that’s what I’ve been up to.”

“Miss Blyth, I shall report you for talking after midnight.”

This was Miss Ashton, cold, and hard, and short as usual. Trust her to go to sleep while there was a chance to snatch at somebody else’s penny!

“Very well, Miss Ashton, you can report me, and you can say, at the same time, that it’s a wonder that I was alive to talk at all, for what I’ve gone through this day, and this night, I alone can tell.”

I plumped down on my box, and I leaned my back against the wall, and I had to cry. Then all the girls set off together. Lucy Carr sat up in bed, and she put her arms about my neck; she was a nice girl, was Lucy Carr, we hardly ever quarrelled.

“Never mind her, my love; you know what she’s like; she can’t help it, it’s her nature. Don’t you cry, my dear.”

And then there were such remarks as “It’s a shame!”

“Poor dear!” and “How can people be so cruel?” from the others. But Miss Ashton was not touched, not she; she simply said, in her cold, hard tones:

“Miss Carr, Miss Sheepshanks, Miss Flick, Miss James, I shall report you for talking after midnight.”

“That’s right,” said Lucy, “and much good may our money do you. I wish it would burn a hole in your pocket!”

Then the girls were still. Of course they did not want to lose all their money, and there was no knowing what the fine might be for talking at that time of night, and especially for keeping on. So I sat on my box, and I wiped my eyes; I never do believe much in crying, and somehow I felt too mad for a regular weep. I should like to have given Miss Ashton a real good shaking — everything would go wrong!

Just as I was beginning to undress — I actually had unhooked my bodice — I thought of what the object in the grey canvas cloth had slipped into my hand. What had become of it? In my agitation I had forgotten all about it. I was holding it when I came into the room — I remembered that What had become of it since? I felt on my knee; it was not there. I had not put it in my pocket. It must have dropped on the floor. Intending to start a search I put out my foot and touched something with my toe. I reached out my hand; it was the scrap of paper.

As I picked it up I knew quite well that there could be nothing in it of the slightest consequence. People don’t give things worth having to perfect strangers, especially such people as that creature in the canvas cloth. Yet there had been a good deal of fuss. First the man in the long black coat had given me a scrap of paper; then the thin man had egged on the stout man to snatch it from me like a hungry lion; then, to regain it in his possession the black-coated man had attacked the two others like some mad wild beast; finally, to crown all, the canvas cloth creature had put into my hand what seemed to be the identical scrap of paper as I stood on the threshold of the door. There must be something of interest connected with the thing; or why had these persons, in spite of what Emily had said, all utter strangers to me, behaved in such an extraordinary manner?

I was both tired and sleepy, but I was more worried than either. Part of my worry had to do with that scrap of paper. What was in it? I was sure I should never sleep until I knew. It was about half an inch broad, and an inch and a half long. As I pressed it with my fingers, I could feel that something was inside, something queer-shaped and hard. The room was pretty dark. All the light there was came through the sides of the badly fitting blind from the lamp on the opposite side of the street. I could not get the paper open. It was fastened in some way I did not understand. As I held it up against the shaft of light which came through the side of the blind, to make out, if possible, what the trick of the fastening was, a queer thing took place.

Something moved inside, and tore the paper open. It was only a little thing, but it took me so completely by surprise that it affected me almost as much as if the ceiling had fallen in. What could there have been inside to move? I sat staring, in the darkness, with my mouth wide open. Suddenly there came Miss Ashton’s voice from the other end of the room.

“Miss Blyth, are you not going to get into bed at all to-night?”

At that moment I myself could not have told. I was holding in my hand something which gleamed at me. What it was I could not even guess. I only knew that two specks of light, which looked like eyes, were shining at me through the darkness; and that the thing had moved. There was Miss Ashton’s voice again.

“Do you hear me, Miss Blyth? Are you going to bed? or am I to summon Mrs. Galloway?”

Without answering her a word I dropped what I was holding on to the bed. I was convinced that it moved as I did so, as if to cling to my fingers. It was silly, but I was never so frightened in my life. I saw the two bright spots of light shining up at me from the counterpane as if they were watching me. I hardly dared to breathe. I slipped off my bodice, and the rest of my things, moving as little as I possibly could, and stood in my night-gown shivering by the bed. Had I not been afraid, I would have asked Lucy to let me get into bed with her. But I knew Miss Ashton would hear, and would rout me out again, and then there would be worse to follow. I should get Lucy into trouble as well as myself. And there was trouble enough in store for all of us already. Better face what there was to face alone, than drag anybody else into the ditch into which I seemed to be continually tumbling.

It was too ridiculous to be afraid to get into bed because that thing with the shining spots was lying on the counterpane. I was sensible enough to be aware of that. Yet I was afraid. Was it alive? If I could only have made sure that it was not, I should not have minded. But it was too dark to see; and I could not touch it.

“Miss Blyth, are you going to get into bed?”

“Well, Miss Ashton, there’s something on my bed, and I don’t know what it is.”

“Something on your bed? What do you mean? What nonsense are you talking?”

“Have you any matches? If you’ll lend me some, I shall be able to see what it is. I can’t get in until I know.”

“Is it a fresh trick you are playing me? I never heard anything so ridiculous. Here are some matches. Be quick; and don’t be sillier than you can help.”

I went and took the box of matches she held out to me. Returning, I lit one and held it over the counterpane. Some of the girls lifted their heads to watch me. Lucy Carr leaned right out of her bed towards mine.

“Whatever is it?” she whispered.

My hand shook so, with the cold, and the state I was in, that it was all I could do to keep it steady enough to prevent the match from going out. I held it lower.

“I believe it’s a frog.”

“A frog!” cried Lucy. She drew herself back with a little shriek.

“It’s — it’s something horrid.”

Two or three of the girls sat up, drawing the bedclothes to their chins.

“Miss Blyth, what is the cause of this confusion? Are we never to have any sleep to-night?”

Miss Ashton, getting out of bed, came across the room to see what was the matter. The match went out. The red-hot end dropped on to the counterpane. I brushed it off with my fingers. As I did so I touched the thing. My nerves were so strung up that I gave a scream. There came an echo from the girls. Miss Ashton was at my side before I could strike another match. She was in a fine rage.

“Give me the box!” She snatched it from me. “Have you been misbehaving yourself? or are you mad? I’ll soon see what is the cause of all this nonsense, and then I’ll be sorry for whoever is at the bottom of it.”

The first match she tried would not light. The second burst into vivid flame. She stooped down.

“What is this thing upon your bed? It’s some painted toy. You impudent girl!”

Picking it up, she threw it on to the floor into the corner of the room. Her match went out. There was a sound like a little cry of pain.

“Whatever’s that?” asked Lucy.

“It’s nothing,” replied Miss Ashton. “It was only the thing striking against the floor.”

“I believe it’s alive,” I said. “It shrieked.”

“I believe you have been drinking.”

“Miss Ashton!”

“I have heard of people who have been drinking seeing things — that appears to be your condition now. Are you going to get into bed? You will have something to shriek for when the morning comes.”

I got into bed, feeling so cowed, that I could not even resent, with a proper show of dignity, her monstrous accusation. That anyone could have been wicked enough to accuse me of such a thing! I was trembling all over. I believed that the thing had shrieked, and was haunted by a horrible doubt that it was alive. Never before was I in such a state of mind and body. My brain was all in a whirl. I could do nothing but lie there shivering; my joints and muscles seemed to be possessed by an attack of twitching spasms, as if I had been suddenly smitten with some hideous disease.

I heard Miss Ashton return to her own bed. Then a voice whispered in my ear, so gently that it could have been audible to no one but me — 

“Never mind, dear. She’s a beast!”

It was Lucy. I put out my hand. She was leaning over me.

“Kiss me,” I muttered.

She kissed me. It did me good. I held her, for a moment, to me. It comforted me to feel her face against mine.

“Now go to sleep! and don’t you dream!”

It was easy enough to talk; it was harder to do. I did not often dream. Not nearly so much as some of the other girls, who were always telling us of the things they dreamed about. Rubbish it mostly was. I always said they made up three parts of it, not believing that such stuff could get into the heads of sensible people, even when they were asleep. That night I dreamt while I was wide awake. I was overcome by a sort of nightmare horror, which held me, with staring eyes and racking head, motionless between the sheets, as if I had been glued to them. It was as if the thing which Miss Ashton had thrown on the floor was in an agony of pain, and as if it had communicated its sufferings to me.

At last I suppose I must have gone to sleep. And then it was worse than ever. What I endured in my sleep that night no one could conceive. It was as if I were continually passing through endless chambers of nameless horrors. With it all were mixed up the events of the evening. I saw Isaac Rudd, and the creature in the canvas cloth, and the two short men, and the person in the long black coat. They kept popping in and out, always in full enjoyment of my tortures. There were Emily and I, standing at the top of an enormous flight of steps, in pitch-black darkness, in frightful weather, outside the door of some dreadful place, and there were those dreadful creatures jeering at us because no one would let us in. And Tom — I knew that somewhere near Tom was crying. And the thing which was in the scrap of paper was with me all the night. It was always on me somewhere; now on my throat, biting through the skin; now on my breast, drawing the life right out of me; now on my toes, hampering my feet, so that I could scarcely lift them up and down; now inside my mouth, filling me with a horrible choking sense of nausea.

But perhaps the strangest part of it all was that, when I awoke, there actually was something on my forehead. I felt it against my chin. Giving my head a sudden shake it slipped off on to the pillow at my side. I sat up. It was broad day. I saw it as plain as could be. A little painted thing, tricked out in ridiculously contrasting shades of green, and pink, and yellow. As Miss Ashton had said, it might have been a toy. I had seen things not unlike it in the shop, among the Japanese and Chinese curiosities. Or it might have been a tiny representation of some preposterous heathen god, with beads for eyes.


CHAPTER IV.

AN INTERVIEW WITH MR. SLAUGHTER.

THAT was a curious day. More things happened on it than on any day of my life before. It was the beginning of everything and the end of some things. From morning to night there was continual movement like in the transformation scene in a pantomime. When, since one was born, nothing has taken place, and nothing changed, it makes such a difference.

I got up feeling dreadfully stale; an up-all-night sort of feeling. Not that I ever have been up all night; but I know what the sensation is like because of the descriptions I have read. Miss Ashton was disagreeable, and the girls were snappish — even Lucy Carr was short; and, I daresay, I was not too nice. But then there often is a little show of temper in the morning; it is human nature. They had all begun when I got down to breakfast, and, of course, I got black looks for that. I caught sight of Emily Purvis as I sat down. She nodded; but it struck me that she was not looking brilliant, any more than I was.

Breakfast stuck in my throat. The butter was bad as usual — cheap margarine just rank enough to make pastry taste. The bread seemed as if it had been cut for hours, it was so hard and dry. I did manage to swallow a mouthful of tea; but the water was smoked, and I do not like condensed milk which is just going off, so I could not do much even with that. On the whole I did not feel any better for the meal when I got into the shop. I am not sure that I did not feel worse; and I knew I should be sinking before dinner came. Mr. Broadley began at me at once. He set me re-packing a whole lot of stock, which he declared I had not put tidily away; which was perfectly untrue, because, as a matter of fact, it was Miss Nichols who had had it last, and it was she who had put it back again. And, anyhow, some of those trimmings, when they have been once shown, will not set neatly; they are like hats, they cannot be made to go just so.

It was past eleven, and I had not had a single customer; it was miserable weather, and perhaps that had something to do with it, because scarcely a soul came into the shop. Mr. Broadley kept me at putting the shelves in order, almost as if I had been stock-taking. Not that I cared, for I hate doing nothing; especially as, if you so much as speak to one of the other young ladies, he is fit to murder you; that is the worst of your married shopwalkers, directly a girl opens her mouth he jumps down it. Still, I did not like it all the same; because I was getting tired, and hungry too; and, when you are hungry, the only way to stave the feeling off is to be kept busy serving; then you cannot stop to think what you would like to eat.

At last, just as a customer entered the shop, and was coming toward me, up sailed Mr. Broadley.

“Miss Blyth, you’re wanted in the office.”

My heart dropped down with a thump. I had half expected it all along, but now that it had come I went queer all over. I had to catch hold of the counter to keep up straight. Miss Nichols, seeing how it was with me, whispered as she went past; “It’s all right, Pollie, don’t you worry, it’s nothing, Buck up, old girl.”

It was nice of her to try to cheer me up; but there was a choking something in my throat which prevented me from thanking her. Broadley was at me again.

“Hurry up, Miss Blyth, don’t stand mooning there. Didn’t you hear me tell you that you are wanted in the office?”

He was a bully, he was, to the finger-tips. I knew that he was smiling at me all the time; enjoying my white face, and the tremble I was in. When I got away from the counter I felt as if my knees were giving way beneath me. Everyone stared as I went past — I could have cried. They knew perfectly well that being summoned to the office during working hours meant trouble.

Outside the office was Emily Purvis. I had been wondering if she would be there, yet it was a shock to see her all the same. She was quite as much upset as I was. I knew that her nearest friends were down in Devonshire, and that she was not on the best of terms with them; so that if there was going to be serious trouble, she would be just as badly off as I was, without any friends at all. Her pretty face looked all drawn and thin, as if she were ten years older than she really was. It would only want a very little to start her tears. Her voice shook so that I could hardly make out what she “Pollie, what do you think they’ll do to us?”

“I don’t know. Where’s Tom? Did he get in all right? Has he — been sent for?”

“How can I tell? I don’t know anything about Mr. Cooper. You know, Pollie, it was not my fault that I was in late.”

“So far as I know it was neither of our faults. I wonder if Tom got in all right.”

“Bother Tom! It’s very hard on me. I wonder if they’ll fine us?”

Before I could answer Mr. Slaughter put his head out of the office.

“Come in there! Stop that chattering! Are you the two young women I sent for?”

We went in, standing like two guilty things. Mr. Slaughter sat at his desk.

“Which of you is Mary Blyth?”

“I am, sir.”

“Oh, you are, are you?”

He leant back in his chair, put his hands in his pockets, and looked me up and down, as if he was valuing me. He was a little man, with untidy hair and a scrubby black beard. I could not have been more afraid of him if he had been a dozen times as big. He had a way of speaking as if he would like to bite you; and as if he wished you to clearly understand that, should he have to speak again, he would take a piece clean out of you. Everybody about the place was more frightened of him than of Mr. Cardew. It was he who had made it what it was. In the beginning it had been nothing; now there were all those shops. He was a thorough man of business, without a grain of feeling in him. We all felt that he looked on us assistants as if we were so many inferior cattle, not to be compared, for instance, to the horses which drew his vans.

I could have sunk through the ground as he continued to stare at me. It was more than I could do to meet his eyes; yet something seemed to say that he did not think much of what he saw. His first words showed that I was right.

“Well, Mary Blyth, it seems that you’re an altogether good-for-nothing young woman. From what I find upon this paper it seems that there’s everything to be said against you, nothing in your favour; no good for business, no good for anything. And you look it. I can’t make out why you’ve been kept about the place so long; it points to neglect somewhere. It appears that you’re habitually irregular; three times yesterday you missed making a sale, and you know what that means. We don’t keep saleswomen who send customers away empty-handed; we send them after the customers. You were impertinent to Mr. Broadley. And, to crown all, you were out last night till something like the small hours. On your return you made a riot till they let you in, and more riot when you were in. Miss Ashton, who is far too gentle, does not like to say that you had been drinking, but she says that you behaved as though you had been. In short, you’re just the type of young woman we don’t want in this establishment. You’ll go and draw whatever is due to you, if anything is due; and you’ll take yourself and your belongings off these premises inside of half an hour. That, Mary Blyth, is all I have to say to you.”

For the moment, when he had finished, I was speechless. It was all so cruel and unjust; and there was so much to be said in reply to every word he uttered, that the very volume of my defence seemed to hold me paralysed. I could only stammer out:

“It is the first time I have been reported to you, sir.”

“As I have already observed, there has evidently been neglect in that respect. The delay amounts to a failure of duty. I will make inquiries into its cause.”

“It was not my fault that I was late, sir.”

“No? Was the gentleman to blame?”

My face flamed up. I could have slapped him on the cheek. What did he mean by his insinuations? “You have no right to speak to me like that!”

“When young women in my employment misbehave themselves as you have done I make plain speaking a rule. A man was with you, because one was seen. You can apportion the blame between you.” I could not tell him it was Tom; it might have been bad for him. “None of your airs with me; off you go. Stay! This other young woman heard me talk to you; now you shall hear me talk to her. Is your name Emily Purvis?”

“Yes, sir. It’s the first time — I never meant it — it wasn’t my fault.”

Emily broke into stammering speech; he cut her short, “Don’t you trouble yourself to talk; I’ll do all the talking that’s required. You were out after hours with Miss Blyth. I’m not going to ask any questions, and I’ll listen to no explanations; young women who scour the streets at midnight are not the sort I like. We are judged by the company we keep. You were Mary Blyth’s companion last night; you’ll be her companion again. With her, you’ll draw what is due to you; with her, you’ll clear yourself off these premises inside half an hour. Now, stop it!”

Emily began crying.

“Oh, Mr. Slaughter, I’ve done nothing! it isn’t fair! I’ve nowhere to go to!”

“Oh, yes, you have, you’ve outside this office to go to. Now, no nonsense!” He struck a hand-bell; a porter entered. “Take these young women out of this; let them have what’s due to them; see they’re off the premises inside half an hour.”

“Oh, Mr. Slaughter!” wailed Emily.

It made me so angry to see her demean herself before that unfeeling thing of wood, that I caught her by the wrist.

“Come, Emily! don’t degrade yourself by appealing to that cruel, unjust, hard-hearted man. Don’t you see that he thinks it fine sport to trample upon helpless girls?”

“Come, none of that.”

The porter put his hand upon my shoulder. Before I knew it we were out of the office and half a dozen yards away. I turned upon him in a flame of passion.

“Take your hand from off my shoulder! If you dare to touch me again you’ll be sorry!”

He was not a bad sort. He seemed scared at the sight of me.

“I don’t want to do anything to you. Only what’s the good of making a fuss? You know he’s master here.”

“And, because he’s master here, I suppose, if he tells you to behave like a miserable coward, you would?”

“What’s the use of talking? If he says you’ve got to go, you’ve got to, and there’s an end of it. You take my advice, and don’t be silly.”

“Silly! Your advice! When I ask you for your advice, you give it, not before.”

I stood and glared. I do not think he altogether liked the look of me; I am sure that had he touched me I should have flown at him, and I rather suspect he knew it. While he hesitated I heard someone speaking in loud tones in the office from which we had just now been ejected. It was a man’s voice.

“I want to see Miss Blyth.”

It was Mr. Slaughter who replied.

“I say you can’t see Miss Blyth, so you have my answer, sir.”

“But that is an answer which I am unable to accept.

I must see Miss Blyth, and at once, on a matter of grave importance.”

“Don’t talk to me, sir; my time is valuable. This is neither the hour nor the place at which we are accustomed to allow a stranger to see the young women in our employ. And as, in any case, this particular young woman is no longer in our employ, I repeat that you cannot see Miss Blyth.”

“Oh, yes, you can — for here is Miss Blyth.”

Darting past the porter, who seemed pretty slow-witted, I was back again in the office. A stranger was confronting the indignant Mr. Slaughter. I had just time to see that he was not old, and that he was holding a top hat, when he turned to me.

“Are you Miss Mary Blyth?”

“I am, Mr. Slaughter knows I am.”

“My name is Paine, Frank Paine. I am a solicitor. If you are the Mary Blyth I am in search of I have a communication to make to you of considerable importance.”

“Then make it outside, sir.” This was Mr. Slaughter.

The porter appeared at the door.

“What’s the meaning of this, Sanders? Didn’t I tell you to see this young woman off the premises?”

“I was just seeing her, sir, when she slipped off before I knew it.”

I flashed round at Sanders.

“You’ve assaulted me once, don’t you dare to assault me again; this gentleman’s a solicitor. If you’re a solicitor, Mr. Paine, I want you to help me. Because I was accidentally prevented from returning till a few minutes after time last night, Mr. Slaughter wishes to send me away at a moment’s notice, without a character.”

“Is that the case, Mr. Slaughter?”

“What business is it of yours? Upon my word! I tell you again to leave my office.”

“You appear to wish to carry things off with a high hand.”

“A high hand! Mr. Slaughter thinks that he has only to lift his little finger to have us all turned into the street.”

“If that is so, he is in error. Miss Blyth is my client. As her solicitor I would advise you to be sure that you are treating her with justice.”

“Her solicitor!” Mr. Slaughter laughed. “I wish you joy of the job, you won’t make a fortune out of her!” He waved his hands. “Any communication you have to make, you make through the post. For the last time I ask you to leave my office.”

“Come, Mr. Paine, we will go. He need not ask us again. As he says, we can communicate with him through the post; and that will not necessitate our being brought into his too close neighbourhood.”

I shook the dust of the office off my feet. Mr. Paine seemed puzzled. Outside was Emily, still crying. I introduced her.

“This is Emily Purvis, another victim of Mr. Slaughter’s injustice. Emily, this is my solicitor, Mr. Paine.”

She stared, as well she might. For all I knew, it might have been a jest of his, he might not have been a solicitor at all. The truth is I was quite as anxious to carry things off with a high hand as Mr. Slaughter could be; so I held my head as high as ever I could.

“Mr. Paine, we are going to draw our salaries. They are sure to get as much out of us in fines as they can. Will you come and see that they don’t cheat us more than can be helped?”

“Fines!” Mr. Paine looked grave. “I doubt if they have any right to deduct fines without your express permission.”

So he told them. That book-keeper had a pleasant time — the wretch! He made out that the princely sum of fifteen shillings was due to each of us; and off this, he wanted to dock me nine and six, and Emily five. Mr. Paine would not have it. He put things in such a way that the book-keeper referred to Mr. Slaughter. Mr. Slaughter actually sent back word to say that he was to give us our fifteen shillings and let us go. Then Mr. Paine handed in his card, and said that if we did not receive, within four and twenty hours, a quarter’s salary in lieu of notice, proceedings would be immediately commenced for the recovery of the same.

So, in a manner of speaking, Emily and I marched off with flying colours.


CHAPTER V.

THE MISSIONARY’S LETTER.

THE question was, what was to become of us? With no friends one cannot live long on fifteen shillings. Even if we got fresh situations in a fortnight it would only be with management that the money could be made to last that time; and, if we did, then we should be more fortunate than I expected to be.

Mr. Paine, however, postponed the solution of the difficulty by suggesting that I should arrange nothing until I had had a talk with him. I was willing; though what he had to do with it was more than I could guess; unless, like they used to do in the fairy tales, he was all of a sudden going to turn out to be my fairy godpapa. One thing I insisted on, that Emily should come with me. So, after I had scribbled a note to Tom—” Dear Tom, Emily and I have got the sack. Meet me after closing time at the usual place. Yours, as ever, Pollie. P.S. — Hope you’re all right” — which Sanders, who was a good sort, promised to see he got — we all three got into a fourwheeled cab, with our boxes on top, and away we rattled.

“Good bye, Slaughter!” I said. “And may we never want to see your face again. And now, Mr. Paine, where are you taking us to?”

“To my offices in Mitre Court. What I have to say to you may take some time, and require a little explanation, and there we shall have the necessary privacy.”

It sounded mysterious, and I began to wonder more and more what he had to say. I daresay I should have put my wonder into words, only just at that moment, who should I see, peeping at us round the corner of the street which we were passing, but the man who paid our bill at Firandolo’s, and who said his name was Isaac Rudd. The sight of him gave me quite a shock.

“There’s Isaac Rudd!” I cried.

“Isaac — who?” asked Emily. She can be dull.

“Why, the man who paid the bill last night”

Then she understood. Out went her head through the window.

“Where? I don’t see him.”

“No, and he’ll take care you won’t. Unless I’m mistaken, directly he knew I saw him he took himself away; but he’s got his eye upon us all the same.”

I looked at Emily, and she at me. Mr. Paine saw that something was up.

“Who was that you’re speaking of? Someone who has been annoying you?”

“No — nothing. Only there was something a little queer took place last night.”

I sat silent, thinking of Isaac Rudd; as, I daresay, was Emily too. Putting two and two together, it was odd that he should be just there at that particular moment Especially as, a little farther on, I saw, standing in the shadow of a doorway, a man in a long black overcoat, with his hat crushed over his eyes, who bore the most amazing resemblance to the foreigner who had given me the something in a scrap of paper.

Suddenly I jumped up from my seat. I was so startled that I could not help but give a little scream. They both stared at me.

“What is wrong?” asked Mr. Paine.

“Why, look at that!”

There, sitting, as it were, bolt upright on my knee was the something which had been in the scrap of paper. Mr. Paine eyed it.

“What is it?”

“That’s what I should like to know; also where it’s come from; it wasn’t there a moment back, and that I’ll swear.”

“May I look at it?”

“Certainly; and throw it out of the window too, for all I care.”

Mr. Paine took it up. He turned it over and over. “It looks like one of the images, representatives of well known deities, which are used as household gods on some of the Pacific coasts. People hang them over their beds, or over the thresholds of their doors, or anywhere. Imitations are sold in some of the London shops. Perhaps Messrs. Cardew & Slaughter keep them in stock.”

“That I am sure they don’t. And, if they do, that’s not out of their stock. That was given to me last night by a foreigner in yellow canvas cloth. It jumped out of the scrap of paper in which it was wrapped—”

“Jumped?”

“If it didn’t jump I don’t know what it did do; I can tell you it took me aback. Miss Ashton threw it on to the floor; yet, when I woke up this morning, it was on my forehead, though how it got there I know no more than the dead.”

“Are you in earnest, Pollie?”

“Dead earnest. It’s my belief I left it in the bedroom, though I might have put it in my pocket, but how it came on to my knee is just what I can’t say.” Mr. Paine was dividing his attention between me and the thing.

“This is very interesting, Miss Blyth. Especially as I also have had a curious experience or two lately. Can you describe the person who gave it you?”

I described him, to the best of my ability.

“That is — odd.”

His tone seemed to suggest that something in my description had struck him; though what it was he did not explain.

“You’d better throw that thing out of the window,” I said. “I’ve had enough of it.”

“Thank you; but, if you have no use for it, if you do not mind, I should like to retain it in my own possession. It’s a curiosity, and — I’m interested in curiosities.”

He slipped it into his waistcoat pocket. I noticed that once or twice he felt with his fingers, as if to make sure that it still was there.

Mr. Paine was very civil to us when we reached his office — a funny, dark little place it was. He got out some cake, and biscuits, and a decanter of wine, and Emily and I helped ourselves, for I was starving. Sitting at a table in front of us, he took some papers out of a drawer, and began to look at them. Now that I could notice him more I could see that he was tall and well set up; quite the gentleman; with one of those clear-cut faces, and keen grey eyes, with not a hair upon it — I mean upon his face, of course, because I particularly observed that his teeth and eyelashes were perfect.

“Before I go into the subject on which I have ventured to bring you here, I am afraid I shall have to ask you one or two questions, Miss Blyth.”

His manner was just what it ought to have been, respectful, and yet not too distant.

“Any answers I can give you, Mr. Paine, you are welcome to.”

“What was your mother’s maiden name?”

“Mary Ann Batters. She died six years ago next month, when I was fourteen. My father’s name was Augustus. He was a most superior person, although unfortunate in business; and though he died five years before my mother, I’ve heard her say, almost to her last hour, that she had married above her — which I believe she did.”

“Had your mother any relations?”

“None.”

“Think again.”

“Well, in a manner of speaking, there was one; but about him least said soonest mended; although he was her brother — that is, until she cast him off.”

“What was his name?”

“Benjamin. Although I do not remember ever hearing her mention it, and, indeed, she was opposed to speaking of him at all; I learned it was so through finding some letters of his in one of her boxes after she was dead, and those letters I have unto this day.”

“That is fortunate; because it is as the representative of Mr. Benjamin Batters that I am here,”

“Indeed? You don’t mean to say so, This is a surprise.”

And not a pleasant one either. I had heard of Mr. Benjamin Batters, though not for years and years, but never had I heard anything to his credit A regular all-round bad lot he must have been, up to all sorts of tricks, and worse than tricks. I had reason to believe he had been in prison more than once, perhaps more than twice. When you have a relation like that, and have forgotten all about him, and are thankful to have been able to do it, you do not like to have him come flying, all of a sudden, in your face. I was not obliged to Mr. Paine for mentioning his name. If that was all he had to talk about I was sorry I had come.

“I may take it, then, that Mr. Benjamin Batters is an uncle of yours.”

“In a manner of speaking. Although, considering my mother, his sister, cast him off, and that I myself never set eyes upon the man, it is only by a figure of speech that you can call him so.”

‘ Mr. Benjamin Batters, Miss Blyth, is dead.”

“Then that alters the case. And I can only hope that he died better than, I have been told, he lived.”

“I should mention that I myself never met Mr. Batters, nor do I, really, know anything at all about him. My connection with him is rather an odd one. A little more than a week ago I received this package.” He held out a bundle of papers. “Its contents rather surprised me. Among other things was this letter, which, with your permission, I will read to you, ‘Great Ke Island, lat. 5 degrees South; long. 134 degrees East — that is the heading of the letter; the address at which it purports to have been written. A curious one, you will perceive it is. There actually is such an island. It lies some three hundred miles off the western coast of New Guinea, in the Arafura Sea; and that, practically, is all I have hitherto been able to learn about it. I have made inquiries, in the likeliest places, for someone who has ever been there, but I have not, as yet, been able to light on such a person. Ships, it appears, trade among the islands thereabouts. To the captain of one of those the letter may have been handed. He may have transferred it to the captain of an English vessel engaged in the Australian trade, who bore it with him to England, and then posted it to me; for that it was posted in London there is the postmark on the original package to witness. I am informed, however, that letters from those out-of-the-way corners of the world do reach England by circuitous routes, so that, in itself, there is nothing remarkable in that “There is a discrepancy, I am bound to add; which, considering what the letter purports to be, is a distinct misfortune — it is undated. But I will read it, and then you yourself will see my point.

“‘ DEAR SIR,’ it runs, ‘I write to inform you that this morning, at 10.45, there died here, of enteric fever in my presence, Benjamin Batters. From what I have heard him say, I believe he was in his sixty-first year, though, latterly, he looked more, and was, at one time, of Little Endell Street, Westminster.’”

“That was where mother lived when she was a girl,” I interposed.

Mr. Paine read on:

“‘At his particular request I send you this intimation, together with the documents which you will find enclosed. Set apart from the world as here I am I cannot say when an opportunity will arise which will enable me to despatch you this, nor by what route it will reach you; but, by the mercy of an All-seeing Providence, I trust that it will reach you in the end.

“‘Mr. Batters suffered greatly towards the close; but he bore his sufferings with exemplary patience. He died, as he had lived, at peace with all men.

“‘I am, Dear Sir, your obedient servant, “‘ARTHUR LENNARD, Missionary.

“‘P.S. — I may add that I have just buried poor Batters, with Christian rites, as the shadows lengthened, in our little graveyard which is within hearing of the sea.’”

Mr. Paine ceased; he looked at us, and we at him.

“That’s a funny letter,” I remarked.

“Funny!” cried Emily. “Pollie, how can you say so? Why, it’s a romance.”

“Precisely,” said Mr. Paine. His voice was a little dry. “It is, perhaps, because it is so like a romance that it seems — odd.”

I had a fancy that he had meant to use another word instead of “odd;” I wondered what it was.

“According to that letter my Uncle Benjamin must have changed a good deal before he died; I never heard of his being at peace with anyone. Mother used to say that he would fight his left hand against his right rather than not fight at all.”

“From what you have been telling us a marked alteration must have taken place in his character. But then, when people are dying, they are apt to change; to become quite different beings — especially in the eyes of those who are looking on.” Again there was that dryness in the speaker’s tone. I felt sure there was a twinkle in his eye. “You will see, Miss Blyth, that this letter is, to all intents and purposes, a certificate of your uncle’s death; you will understand, therefore, how unfortunate it is that it should be undated. We are, thus, in this position; that, although his death, and even his burial, are certified, we do not know when either event took place; except that, as it would appear from the context, he was buried on the same day on which he died — which, in such a climate, is not unlikely. Our only means of even remotely guessing at the period of his decease is by drawing deductions from the date of his will.”

“His will! You don’t mean to say that my uncle Benjamin left a will?”

“He did; and here it is.”

“I expect that that’s all he did leave.”

“You are mistaken; he left a good deal more.”

“To whom did he leave it?”

“It is to give you that very information, Miss Blyth, that I ventured to bring you here.”

I gasped. This was getting interesting. A cold shiver went down my back. I had never heard of a will in our family before, there having been no occasion for such a thing. And to think of Uncle Benjamin having been the first to start one! As the proverb says, you never can tell from a man’s beginning what his end will be — and you cannot.

Emily came a little closer, and she took my hand in hers, and she gave it a squeeze, and she said:

“Never mind, Pollie! bear up!”

I did not know what she meant, but it was very nice of her, though I had not the slightest intention of doing anything else. But, as my mother used to say, human sympathy is at all times precious. So I gave her squeeze for squeeze. And I wished that Tom was there.


CHAPTER VI.

SOLE RESIDUARY LEGATEE.

MR. PAINE unfolded a large sheet of blue paper.

“This is, it appears, the last will and testament of your late uncle, Benjamin Batters. It is, as, when you have heard it, I think you will yourself agree, a somewhat singular document. It came with the letter from Mr. Lennard which I have just now read you. It is, so far as I know, authentic; but it is my duty to inform you that the whole affair is more than a little irregular. This document seems to be a holograph — that is, I take it that it is in your uncle’s own writing. Do you recognise his handwriting?”

He gave me the paper. I glanced at it Emily peeped over my shoulder.

“Well, I shouldn’t exactly like to go so far as that, but I have some letters of his, and, so far as I remember, the writing seems about the same. But you can see them if you like; then you will be able to compare it.”

“I should be very much obliged, Miss Blyth, if you would allow me to do so. A very important point would be gained if we could prove the writing. As matters stand at present I am in a position in which I am able to prove absolutely nothing. Mr. Batters was a stranger to me; he seems, also, to have been a stranger to you; I can find nobody who knew him. All we have to go upon is this letter from the other end of the world, from a person of whom no one knows anything, and which may or may not be genuine. Should another claimant arise we should be placed in a very awkward situation.”

“Is there going to be another claimant? And what is there to claim?”

“So far as I know there is going to be none; but in legal matters it is necessary to be prepared for every emergency. As to what there is to claim, I will tell you.”

I gave him back the blue paper. He began to read. Emily came closer. I could feel that she was all of a flutter.

“‘This is the last will and testament of me, Benjamin Batters.

“‘On condition that she does as I hereby direct I give and bequeath to my niece, Mary Blyth, the daughter of my sister, Mary Ann Batters, who married Augustus Blyth, and who when I last heard tell of her was assistant at Cardew & Slaughter’s, a life income of Four Hundred and Eighty Eight Pounds Nineteen Shillings and Sixpence a year, interest of my money invested in Consols.’”

Mr. Paine stopped.

“I may say that bonds producing that amount were enclosed in the package. Here they are.”

“Four Hundred and Eighty Eight Pounds Nineteen Shillings and Sixpence a year!” said Emily, “I congratulate you, Pollie!”

She kissed me, right in front of Mr. Paine. For my part, I felt a queer something steal all over me. My heart began to beat. To think of Uncle Benjamin, of all people in the world, leaving me such a fortune as that! And at the very moment when all my expectations in this world amounted to exactly fifteen shillings! There need be no more waiting for Tom and me. We would be married before the year was out, or I would know the reason why.

Mr. Paine went on.

“The will is by no means finished, ladies. The greater, and more remarkable part of it is to follow. When you have heard what it is I am not sure that Miss Blyth will consider herself entitled to congratulations only.”

What could he mean? Had the old rascal changed his mind in the middle of his own will?

“‘This money,’ Mr. Batters goes on to say, ‘was earned by hard labour, the sweat of my brow, and sufferings untold, so don’t let her go and frivol it away as if it was a case of lightly come and lightly go.’”

“If that’s true, Uncle Benjamin must have altered, because I’ve heard my mother say, over and over again, that he never could be induced to do an honest day’s work in all his life.”

“People sometimes do alter — as I have observed. ‘On condition, also, that she does as I tell her,’ continues Mr. Batters, ‘I bequeath to her the life tennacy of my house, 84, Camford Street, Westminster, together with the use of the furniture it contains.’”

“What!” interrupted Emily, “a house and furniture too. Why, Pollie, what else can you want?”

I wondered myself. But I was soon to know. Mr. Paine read on:

“‘I give and bequeath the above to my niece, Mary Blyth, on these conditions. She is to live in the house at 84, Camford Street. She is never to sleep out of it. She is never to be away from it after nine o’clock at night or before nine o’clock in the morning. She is only to have one companion, and she must be a woman. They are to have no visitors, neither she nor her companion. She is to choose a companion, and stick to her. If the companion dies, or leaves her, she is not to have another. She is afterwards to live in the house alone. She is not to let any woman, except her companion, enter the house. She is not to allow any man, under any circumstances whatever, to come inside the house, or to cross the doorstep. These are my wishes and orders. If she disobeys any one of them, then may my curse light on her, and I will see that it does, and the house, and the income, and everything, is to be taken from her, and given to the Society for Befriending Sailors.

“‘Signed, BENJAMIN BATTERS.’”

“That, Miss Blyth, is what purports to be your uncle’s will.”

“But,” I gasped, “what is that at the end about stopping in the house, and letting no one come in, and all the rest of it?”

“Those are the conditions on which you are to inherit. Before, however, touching on them I should like to point out in what respect the will seems to me to be most irregular. First of all, it is undated. There could hardly be a more serious flaw. There is nothing to show if it was made last week or fifty years ago. In the interim all sorts of things may have happened to render it null and void. Then a signature to a will requires two witnesses; this has none. Then the wording is extremely loose. For instance, should you fail to fulfil certain conditions, the property is to pass to the Society for Befriending Sailors. So far as I can learn there is no such society. Societies for befriending sailors there are in abundance, but there is not one of that exact name, and it would become a moot point which one of them the testator had in his mind’s eye.”

“All of which amounts to — what?”

“Well, it amounts to this. You can receive the money referred to, and live in the house in question, at your own risk, until someone comes forward with a better title. It will not need a very good title, I am sorry to say, Miss Blyth, to be better than that which is conferred on you by this document. I am not saying this by way of advice, but simply as a statement of the case as it appears to me.”

“What I want to know is, what’s the meaning of those conditions? I suppose, by the way, there is such a house.”

“There certainly is. Camford Street is an old, and not particularly reputable street, one end of which leads into the Westminster Bridge Road. No. 84 is in a terrace. From the exterior — which is as much as I have seen of it — it looks as if it had not been occupied for a considerable period of time. Indeed, according to the neighbours, no one has lived in it for, some say ten, others fifteen, and others twenty years.”

“That sounds nice,” cut in Emily. “If no one has lived in it for all that time I shouldn’t be surprised if it wanted a little cleaning.”

“Not at all improbable, from what it looks like outside. The shutters are up at the window — on that point, I may mention, a man who has a small chandler’s shop on the opposite side of the road, tells rather a singular story. He informed me that, to the best of his knowledge and belief, the last occupant of the house was a man named Robertson. He was an old man. Mr. Kennard, my informant, says that what became of him he does not know. He did not move; there was no attempt to let the place; he simply ceased to be seen about. Nor has a living soul been seen in the house for years. But, he says, some months ago, he is not sure how many, when he got up one morning to open his shop, on looking across the road he saw that all the windows inside were screened by shutters. He declares that not only were there no shutters there the night before, but dirty old blinds which were dropping to pieces, but that he never had seen shutters there before, and, indeed, he doubted if there were such things at any other house in the terrace. If his tale is true, it seems an odd one.”

“It sounds,” said Emily, “as if the house were haunted.”

“Without going so far as that, it does seem as if the shutters could hardly have got there of their own accord, and that someone must have been inside on that particular night, at any rate. No one, however, was seen, either then or since. There the shutters are, as one can perceive in spite of the accumulated grime which almost hides the windows. No one seems to know who the house belongs to, or ever did belong to; and I would observe that, since no title deeds were in the package, or any hint that such things were in existence, we have only Mr. Batters’ bare word that the property was his. I should hasten to add that there is a small parcel addressed to Miss Blyth, whose contents may throw light, not only on that matter, but on others also.”

He handed me a parcel done up in brown paper. It was addressed, in very bad writing, “To be given to my niece, Mary Blyth, and to be opened by her only.” I cut the string, and removed the wrapper. In it was a common white wood box. Emily leaned over my shoulder.

“Whatever is inside?” she asked.

The first thing I saw when I lifted the lid, gave me a start, and I own it — there, staring me in the face, was the own brother of the little painted thing which was in the packet which the foreigner had slipped between my fingers.

“Why,” I cried, “if there isn’t another!”

“Another!” Mr. Paine gave a jump. “That’s very odd.” He was fishing about in his waistcoat pocket. “I thought you gave me the one you had.”

“So I did. You put it in the pocket in which you’re feeling.”

“I thought I did. But — have you noticed me taking it out?”

“You’ve not taken it out, of that I’m sure.”

“But — I must have done. It’s gone.”

His face was a study. I hardly knew whether to laugh or not.

“It strikes me,” he remarked, “that someone is playing a trick on us; and, as I’m not over fond of tricks which I don’t understand, I’ll put an end to this little joke once and for all.”

There was a fire burning in the grate. Laying the box down on a chair, taking the little painted thing between his finger and thumb, off he marched towards the fireplace. As he was going, all of a sudden he gave a little jump, as I suppose, loosened his hold, and down the thing dropped on to the floor. He stood staring at his hand, and at the place where it had fallen, as if startled.

“Where’s it gone?” he asked.

“It must have rolled under the table.” This was Emily.

But it had not. We searched in every nook and cranny. It had vanished, as completely as if it had never been.

“This is a pretty state of affairs. If it goes on much longer we shall begin to take to seeing things. If the rest of the contents of the box are of the same pattern, you might have kept it, Mr. Paine, for all I care.”

But they were not. The next thing I took out was a key. It was a little one, and the queerest shape I ever saw. It was fastened to a steel chain; at one end of the chain was a padlock. Attached to the handle of the key was a kind of flying label; on it this was written:

“To MARY BLYTH. This is the key of 84, Camford Street. The lock is high up on the left-hand side of the door. There is no keyhole. You will see a green spot. Press the key against the spot and it will enter the lock. Push home as far as it will go, then jerk upwards, and the door will open. Don’t try to enter when anyone is looking. Directly you get it, tear off this label and burn it. Then pass the chain about your waist, underneath your dress, and snap the padlock. If you lose the key, or let it go for a moment from your possession, may the gods burn up the marrow in your bones. And they will.”

“That’s cheerful reading,” I observed, when I had read the label to an end. I passed it to Mr. Paine.

“It is curious,” he admitted. “In which respect it’s of a piece with all the rest.”

When Emily read it her eyes and mouth opened as wide as they very well could do.

“I never!” she cried. “Isn’t it mysterious?”

“What shall I do?” I asked, when the chain and key had been returned to me.

Mr. Paine considered.

“You had better do as instructed — burn the label; that is, after we have taken a copy. There is nothing said against your doing that; and, if you have a copy, it will prevent your memory playing you false. As for the key itself — will it do you any harm to fasten it to your waist in the manner directed?”

“Except that it’s a bit too mysterious for my taste. Some folks like mysteries; I don’t.”

“My dear,” cut in Emily, “they’re the salt of life!”

“Then I don’t like salt. Perhaps it’s because I’m a plain person that I like plain things. Here’s more mystery.”

The only thing left in the box was an envelope. When I took it out I found that on it this was written:

“This envelope is for MARY BLYTH, and is not to be opened by her till she is inside 84, Camford Street.”

I showed it to Mr. Paine, who was copying the label.

“What shall I do with that?”

“As you are told. Open it when you are in the house, and afterwards, if it is not expressly forbidden, you can, if you choose, communicate the contents to me.”

While he copied the label I went with Emily into an inner room, which turned out to be his bedroom; put the chain about my waist inside my bodice, and closed the padlock; and it was only when I had done so that I discovered that it had no key, so that how I was to open it, and get the chain off again, goodness only knew. Emily kept talking all the while.

“Pollie, isn’t it all just lovely? In spite of what you say, your Uncle Benjamin must have been a really remarkable man. It’s like a romance.”

“I wish my Uncle Benjamin hadn’t been such a remarkable man, then he might have left me the money and the house without the romance. Bother your romance, is what I say.”

“You’re a dear,” she affirmed, and she held up her hands — and very pretty hands they were. “But you have no soul.”

“If that’s what you call soul,” I answered, “I’m glad I haven’t.”

When we got back to Mr. Paine, I began at him again.

“Now let me clearly understand about those conditions. Do you mean to say that I’m to stop in the house all alone?”

“You may have a companion — who must be a woman.”

“I’ll be your companion! Do let me be your companion, Pollie!”

I looked at Emily, who stood in front of me with flushed cheeks and eager eyes; as pretty a picture as you could wish to see.

“Done!” We shook hands upon it. “I only hope you won’t have too much romance before you’ve been my companion long.”

“No fear of that! The more there is the more I’ll like it.”

I was not so certain. She spoke as if she were sure of herself. But, for my part, I felt that it remained to be seen. I went on:

“What was that about being in before nine?”

“You are never to sleep out of the house. You are always to be in it before nine at night, and never to leave it before nine in the morning.”

“That’s a nice condition, upon my word!” I turned to Emily. “What do you think of that? It’s worse than Cardew & Slaughter’s.”

“It does seem rather provoking. — But” — there was a twinkle in her eye— “there may be ways of getting out of that?”

“What was that about no man being allowed in the house?”

“No man, under any circumstances, is to be allowed to cross the doorstep; nor, indeed, is anyone, except the lady you have chosen to be your companion.”

“But what about my Tom?”

“Your — Tom? Who is he?”

“Mr. Tom Cooper is the gentleman to whom I am engaged to be married.”

“I am afraid that, by the terms of the will, no exception is made even in his favour’.”

I did not answer. But I told myself that we would see about that If, as Emily hinted, there were ways of getting the better of one condition, it should not be my fault if means were not found to get the better of the other too.

Almost immediately afterwards we started for the house; all three of us again in the four-wheeler which had been waiting for us the whole of the time. I wondered who was going to pay the fare. It would make a hole in my fifteen shillings.


CHAPTER VII.

ENTERING INTO POSSESSION.

IT was Mr. Paine who settled with the cabman. It had not struck me that we had been passing through an over-savoury neighbourhood; we drew up in front of a perfectly disreputable-looking house. Not that it was particularly small; there were three storeys; but it looked so dirty. And if there is one thing I cannot stand it is dirt. I could easily believe that no one had lived in it for twenty years; it was pretty plain that the windows had not been cleaned for quite as long as that.

“Well,” I declared as I got out of the cab, “of all the dirty-looking places I ever saw! If no one is to be allowed to set foot inside except Emily and me, who do you suppose is going to clean those windows?”

“That, I am afraid, is a matter which you must arrange with Miss Purvis; the will makes no exception in favour of window cleaners.”

“Then all I can say is that that’s a nice thing.” I turned to Emily. “This is going to turn out a pretty sort of romance — charwomen is what we shall have to commence by being.”

“I’m not afraid of a little work,” she laughed.

I looked at the door.

“That writing on the label said that we were not to go into the house when anyone was looking. How are we going to manage that? Are you and the cabman to turn your backs?”

“I don’t think that that is necessary; this shall be an exception. After you’ve opened the door we’ll hand the luggage to you when you’re inside.”

Mr. Paine and the cabman were not by any means the only two persons who were looking. Our stoppage in front of No. 84 had created quite a wave of interest. People were watching us at doors and through windows, and a small crowd of children had gathered round us in a circle on the pavement. As it was out of the question for us to wait till all eyes were off us, I straightaway disobeyed at least one of the directions which were on the label.

What looked like an ordinary opening for a latchkey was in its usual place on the right hand side of the door, but when I slipped my key into that it turned round and round without producing any visible effect whatever. So I examined the other side. There, sure enough, so high up as to be almost beyond my reach, was what looked like a small dab of green paint. When I pushed the key against it gave way. The key went into the apparently solid wood-work right up to the handle. I gave it an upward jerk; the door was open. However neglected the windows were, that lock seemed to be in good condition.

The door had opened about an inch. We all stared at it as if something wonderful had happened. I confess that I was a little startled, because I had used so little force that it was a wonder to me how it had come open. The children, giving a sort of cheer, came crowding close round. Mr. Paine had to order them back. I pressed my hand against the door. As it swung upon its hinges a bell sounded somewhere in the house. It seemed to come from upstairs, with a shrill, metallic clanging.

“There might be someone in already, who wanted to have warning of anyone’s approach.”

This was Emily. She was staring into the passage as if she expected to see something strange.

“Come,” said Mr. Paine. “Let me help you in with the luggage; then I must leave you. People are taking a greater interest in the proceedings than is altogether desirable. You may find them a nuisance if you don’t look out.”

The crowd was being reinforced by children of an older growth. Loiterers were stopping to stare. People were coming out of their houses. As Mr. Paine said, their interest was becoming too demonstrative. He helped the cabman to get our boxes into the passage. Then he went. We shut the door after him in the faces of the crowd. Emily and I were left alone.

It was an odd sensation which I felt during those first few moments in which I realised that she and I were alone in my Uncle Benjamin’s old house. I was conscious of a foolish desire to call the crowd to keep us company. Emily Purvis was hardly the kind of girl I should myself have chosen to be my sole companion in a tight place; and I had a kind of feeling that before very long it might turn out that I was in a tight place now.

It had all come on me so suddenly. More things had happened in a few hours than in all my life before. Yesterday I had thought myself a fixture at Cardew & Slaughter’s; with marriage with Tom in the far-off distance; when the skies had fallen; or he had become a shopwalker and I a buyer; or we had saved up enough to start a small shop of our own. Now, Cardew & Slaughter’s had gone from me for ever. So far as money went I was free to marry Tom next week. But there was this horrid house — already I was calling it horrid — and my uncle’s absurd conditions. If I was to observe them during the rest of my life I might as well write myself a nun at once, and worse. Better Cardew & Slaughter’s — or anything.

We could hear the sound of traffic and voices in the street. Within the house all was still. There was no window over the door. In the passage it was so dark that it was as much as we could do to make out where we were. Emily put her hand upon my arm, as if she wished to make sure that I was close.

“It’s no good our stopping here,” I said. “We’d better light a candle and look about us. If the whole house is as light as this it must be a cheerful place to live in.”

Acting on Mr. Paine’s suggestion, as we had come along in the cab we had bought some candles and matches, and enough provisions to carry us on to tomorrow. Routing out a box, I struck a match. I gave Emily a candle and took one myself.

“Now to explore!”

We were brought to a standstill at the very start. In front of us was a door which led into a room opening out of the passage, or ought to have done. When I tried the handle I found that it was locked. I shook it, I even thumped at the panels, I searched for a key; it was no good. Against us the door was sealed.

“This is a comfortable beginning! If all the doors are locked it will be really nice. Perhaps Uncle Benjamin intended that I should merely have the run of the passage and the stairs.”

Such, however, fortunately or otherwise, was not the case. The room behind the one which was closed was the kitchen; that was open, and a delightful state it was in. Not only was it inches thick in dust, but it was in a state of astonishing confusion. Pots and pans were everywhere. The last person who had used that kitchen to cook a meal in had apparently simply let the utensils drop from her hand when she had done with them, and left them lying where they fell. There was a saucepan here, a frying-pan there, a baking tin in the corner. Another thing we soon became conscious of — that the place was alive with cockroaches.

“What is it we are stepping on?” asked Emily.

“Why, it’s beetles.”

She picked up her skirts, she gave a scream, and back she scurried into the passage. I am not fond of the creatures; I never met anyone who was; but I am not afraid of them, and I was not going to let them drive me out of my own kitchen.

“There’s one thing wanted, and that’s light and fresh air. Only let me get those shutters down, and the window open, and then we’ll see. I should say from the smell of the place that there has never been any proper ventilation since the house was built.”

But it was easier said than done. Those shutters would not come down. How to begin to get them down was more than I could understand. To my astonishment, when I rapped them with my knuckles, they rang.

“I do believe,” I said, “they’re made of iron — they’re a metal of some kind. They seem to have been built into the solid wall, as if they had never intended them to be moved. No wonder the place smells like a vault, and beetles, and other nice things, flourish, if they’re fixtures.”

A scullery led out of the kitchen. It was in the same state. One crunched blackbeetles at every step. There was a shutter before the window, which had evidently never been meant to be taken down. Where, apparently, there had been a door leading into a backyard or something, was a sheet of solid metal. No one was going to get out that way in a hurry; or in either.

“But what can be the meaning of it all?” I cried. “There must be an object in all this display of plate armour, or whatever it is. The place is fortified as if it were meant to stand a siege. I shall begin to wonder if there isn’t a treasure hidden somewhere in the house; a great store of gold and precious stones, and that Uncle Benjamin made up his mind that at any rate thieves should not break through and steal.”

“Oh, Pollie, do you think there is? Perhaps it’s in the next room — perhaps that’s why the door is locked.”

“Perhaps so; and perhaps the key’s upstairs, waiting for us to come and find it. Anyhow we’ll go and see.”

When I rejoined Emily it struck me that she was not looking quite so happy as she might have done; as if the romance was not taking altogether the shape she either expected or desired. I led the way upstairs. There was a carpet on them; but by the illumination afforded by a guttering candle, it only needed a glance to see that, if you once took it up, you would probably never be able to put it down again — it would fall to pieces. We had hardly gone up half-a-dozen steps when there came a clitter-clatter from above. Emily, who was behind, caught me by the skirt.

“Pollie! Stop! Whatever’s that? There’s someone there!”

“Rats, most likely. In a house like this there are sure to be all sorts of agreeable things. Where there aren’t blackbeetles there are rats; and where there’s either there’s probably both.”

Rats it was. Before we had mounted another tread two or three came flying down, brushing against our skirts as they passed. You should have heard Emily scream.

“Don’t be silly,” I said “You talk about liking romance, and you make all that fuss because of a rat or two.”

“It isn’t exactly that I’m afraid of them, but — they startled me so. I daresay I shan’t mind them when I’ve got used to them, only — I’ve got to get used to them first.”

She was likely to have every opportunity. Presently two or three more came down. They seemed be in a hurry. One, which was not looking where it was going, struck itself against my foot, and squeaked.

Emily squealed too. When we reached the landing we could hear them scampering in all directions.

On that floor there were three rooms and a cupboard. The cupboard was empty. So was one of the rooms; that is, so far as furniture was concerned. But it was plain where, at any rate, some of the rats were. When I went into the room I stepped on a loose board. As it gave way beneath my tread I never heard such an extraordinary noise as came from under it. Apparently a legion of rats had their habitations underneath that flooring. I half expected them to rush out and make for us. I was out of the room quicker than I went in, and took care to close the door behind me. Emily had turned as white as a sheet.

“I can’t stop in this place — I can’t.”

I was scornful.

“I thought you couldn’t. You’ll remember I told you that you wouldn’t be my companion long. I knew that was the sort you were.”

“It isn’t fair of you to talk like that — it isn’t. I don’t mind ordinary things — and I’ll not leave you, you know I won’t. But all those rats! Did you hear them?”

“I heard them, and they’ll hear me before long. There’s going to be a wholesale slaughter of rats, and blackbeetles. There’ll soon be a clearance when they’ve sampled some of the stuff I know of. I’m not going to be driven out of my own house by trifles.” One of the other rooms was a bedroom, a sort of skeleton of one. There was some carpet on the floor, or what had been carpet. There was an iron bedstead, on which were the remains of what might have been a mattress. But there were no signs of sheets or blankets; I wondered if the rats had eaten them.

After what we had seen of the rest of the house, the third room, which was in front, was a surprise. It was a parlour; not the remnants of one, but an actual parlour. There was what seemed to be a pretty good carpet on the floor. There was a round table, with a tapestry cover. There were two easy chairs, four small ones, a couch. On the sideboard were plates and dishes, cups and saucers. On the stove, which was a small kitchener, was a kettle, two saucepans, and a frying pan, all of them in decent order. Although the usual shutters screened the window, the place was clean, comparatively speaking. And when I went to a cupboard which was in one corner, I found that in it there were coals and wood.

“It is not twenty years since this room was occupied, there’s that much certain; nor, from the look of it, should I say it was twenty hours. I should say there had been a fire in that stove this very day, and there’s water in the kettle now.”

“What’s this?”

Emily was holding out something which she had picked up from the floor. It was a woman’s bracelet, a gold bangle; though I had never seen one like it before. It was made of plain, flat gold, very narrow, twisted round and round; there was so much of it that, when it was in its place, it must have wound round the wearer’s arm, like a sort of serpent, from the wrist to the elbow. At one end of it was something, the very sight of which gave me quite a qualm.


CHAPTER VIII.

THE BACK-DOOR KEY.

‘LOOK!” I said. “Look!”

“Look at what? What’s the matter with you, Pollie? Why are you glaring at me like that?”

“Don’t you see what’s at the end of it?”

She turned the bangle over.

“It isn’t pretty, but — it’s some sort of ornament, I suppose.”

“It’s that thing which was in the scrap of paper, or its double.”

“Pollie! Are you sure?”

“Certain. I’ll back myself to know that wherever it turns up.”

Taking the bracelet from her I eyed it closely. There was no mistaking the likeness; to one end was attached the very double of that painted little horror Emily criticised it as she leant over my shoulder.

“It looks as if it were meant for a man who mostly runs to head. And what a head it is! Look at his beard, it reaches to what may be meant for feet. And his hair, it stands out from his scalp like bristles.”

“Don’t forget his eyes, how they shine. They must be painted with luminous paint, or whatever they call the stuff, which lights up in the dark. The other night they gleamed so I thought the creature was alive. And his teeth — talk about dentist’s advertisements! I believe it’s meant for one of those heathen gods who are supposed to live on babies, and that kind of thing. He looks the character to the life. But fancy your picking it up from the floor! That’s not lain there twenty years. There’s not a speck of rust upon it. It’s as bright as if it had just come off somebody’s arm.”

“Pollie, do you think there’s anybody in the house besides we two?”

“My dear, I haven’t the faintest notion; you can use your senses as well as I can, and are quite as capable of putting two and two together. One fact’s obvious, it’s not long since somebody was in this room. But we’ve the rest of the house to see; I can tell you more when we’ve seen it. Come, let’s go upstairs.” Putting the bracelet on the table, I left the room. Emily seemed reluctant to follow. I fancy that if she had had her way she Would have postponed the remainder of our voyage to later on — a good deal later on. And, on the whole, I hardly wondered, because, directly we began to go upstairs, such a noise came from above, and, Indeed, from everywhere, that you would have thought the whole place was alive; and so it was — with rats. I had heard of the extraordinary noises the creatures could make, but I had never realised their capacity till then. Emily stood trembling on the bottom step.

“I daren’t go up, I daren’t.”

“Very well, then; stop where you are. I dare, and will.”

Off I started; and, as I expected, directly I moved, she rushed after me.

“Oh, Pollie, don’t leave me, don’t. I’d sooner do anything than have you leave me.”

On that top floor there were again three rooms. And again, one of them was empty. It was a sort of attic, at the back. So far as I could make out it had no window at all; it was papered over if it had one. But talk of rats! It was a larger room than the one below, and seemed to be still more crowded. We could not only hear them, we could see them. There they were, blinking at the candlelight out of the floor and walls, and even celling. It was a cheerful prospect. I had heard of rats, when they had got rid of everything else, eating human beings. We two could do nothing against these multitudes; I felt sure that the mere fright of being attacked would be enough to kill Emily. I said nothing to her, but I thought of it all the same.

The door next to the attic was fastened. Whether it was locked or not I could not make out. It felt as solid as if it never had been opened, and had been never meant to open. When I struck it with my knuckles, it returned no sound. That it was something else besides a mere wooden door was obvious.

“Another treasure room!” I laughed.

But Emily did not seem pleased.

“I don’t like these locked-up rooms. What is there on the other side?”

“I thought you were so fond of mystery.”

“Not mystery like this.” She lowered her voice. “For all we know there may be people inside, who, while we can’t get at them, can get at us whenever they choose.”

I laughed again; though conscious there was sense in what she said.

“Let’s go and look at the other room and see if that’s locked up too.”

But the door of that yielded at a touch. It, also, had had occupants less than twenty years ago — a good deal less. It was furnished as a bedroom. There was a chest of drawers, a washstand, toilet-table, chairs, and a bed. On the latter the bedding was in disorder; sheets, blankets, pillows tumbled anyhow, as if somebody, getting out of it in a hurry, had had no time to put it straight. There was a lamp upon the toilet table, the blackened chimney of which showed it had been smoking; even yet the smell of a smoky lamp was in the air. The drawers were all wide open. One, which had been pulled right out, was turned upside down upon the floor, as if the quickest way had been chosen to clear it of its contents.

“It looks,” said Emily, standing in the doorway, looking round her with doubtful eyes, and speaking as if she were saying something which ought to have been left unspoken, “as if someone had just got out of bed.”

Throwing the bedclothes back, I laid my hand against the sheets. It might have been my imagination, but they seemed warm, as if, since someone had been between them, they had not had time to cool. Not wishing to make her more nervous than she was already, I hardly knew how to answer her; more especially as I myself did not feel particularly comfortable. If, as appearances suggested, somebody had been inside that bed, say, within the last half-hour, who could it have been? and what had become of him or her, or them? Crossing to the dressing-table, I touched the lamp-glass. It was hot, positively hot. I could have sworn that it had been burning within the last ten minutes or quarter of an hour. That was proof positive that someone had been there — lamps do not burn unless somebody lights them, and they do not go out unless somebody puts them out. Who could it have been? The discovery — and the mystery! — so took me aback that it was all I could do to keep myself from screaming. But, as Emily was nearly off her head already, and I did not want to send her off it quite, I just managed to keep my feelings under. All the same, I did not like the aspect of things at all.

To stop her from noticing too much, I tried my best to keep on talking.

“This is our bedroom, I suppose. How do you like the look of it? Not over cheerful, is it?”

“Cheerful?” I could see she shuddered. “Does any light ever get into the room?”

Where the window ought to have been were the usual massive and immovable shutters.

“The person who put up those shutters wasn’t fond of either light or air. But you wait, I’ll have them down, I like plenty of both. You heard Mr. Paine’s story about the shutters having made their appearance in a night? If they did, then there was witchcraft used, or I’m a Dutchman. It took weeks, if not months, to get them there. If the walls have to be pulled to pieces I’ll have them moved. Give me a week or two and you won’t know the place. I’ll turn it inside out and upside down. Because Uncle Benjamin had his ideas of what a house ought to be like, dark as pitch, and alive with rats, not to name blackbeetles, it doesn’t follow that his ideas are mine, so I’ll show him.”

“We can’t do all that, you and I alone together.”

“Catch me trying! Before we’re many hours older I’ll have an army of workmen turned into the house.”

“What about the conditions? No one is to be allowed to enter except us two, especially no man.”

“Bother the conditions! Do you think I mind them? Uncle Benjamin must have been stark staring mad to think that I would. If I’m only to live in such a place as this on such terms as those, then I’ll live out of it — that’s all. By the way, where’s the envelope which was in that box? I took it out of my dress pocket. ‘This envelope is for Mary Blyth, and is not to be opened by her till she is inside 84, Camford Street.’ Well, now Mary Blyth is inside 84, Camford Street — a nice, sweet, clean, airy place she’s found it! So I suppose that now she may open the envelope. Let’s hope that the contents are calculated to liven you up, because I feel as if I wanted something a little chirrupy.”

Inside was a sheet of blue writing paper. It was not over clean, being creased, and thumb-marked, and blotted too. On it was a letter, written by somebody who was not much used to a pen. I recognised Uncle Benjamin’s hand in a moment, especially because I remembered how, in his letters to mother, which I had in my box, the lines kept getting more and more slanting, until the last was screwed away in a corner, because there was no room for it anywhere else. And here was just the same thing. He began straight enough, right across the page, but, long before he had reached the bottom, he was in the same old mess.

“I need no ghost to tell me that this is from my venerated uncle. I remember his beautiful neatness. Look at that, my dear, did you ever see anything like those lines for straightness?”

I held up the page for Emily to see. She actually smiled, for the first time since she had been inside that house.

“Now let’s see what the dear old creature says. Do hope it’s something comforting. What’s this?” I began to read out aloud.

“‘DEAR NIECE, — Now that you are once inside the house, you will never sleep out of it again.’ Shan’t I? We shall see. Nice prospect, upon my word. ‘You may think you will, but you won’t The spell is on you. It will grow in power. Each night it will draw you back. At your peril do not struggle against it. Or may God have mercy on your soul.’ This is — this is better and better. My dear, Uncle Benjamin must have been very mad. ‘You are surrounded by enemies.’ Am I? I wasn’t till I had your fortune. I’m beginning to wonder if I shouldn’t have been better off without it. ‘Out of the house you are at their mercy. They watch you night and day. When you are out, they are ever at your heels. Sooner or later they will have you. Then again may God have mercy on your soul. But in the house you are safe. I have seen to that. Do not be afraid of anything you may see or hear. There is That within these walls which holds you in the hollow of Its hand.’ That last line, my dear, is in italics. It strikes me that not only was Uncle Bennie mad, but that writing novels ought to have been his trade. As you are so fond of saying, this is something like a romance; and I wish it wasn’t. Emily, what’s the matter with you now?”

She had come to me with a sudden rush, gripping my arm with both her hands — I doubt if she knew how hard. I could see that she was all of a tremble.

“I — I thought I heard someone downstairs.”

“Not a doubt of it — rats.”

“It — it wasn’t rats. It sounded like footsteps in the room beneath.”

“When I’ve finished uncle’s letter we’ll investigate; but I think you’ll find it was rats — they’ve got footsteps. Let me see, where was I? Oh, yes—’ Its hand.’ “Go out as little as you can.’ To be sure. I’m not fond of going out — especially with such a house as this to stop in. ‘Be always back before nine. It is then the hour of your greatest peril begins. Should you ever be out after nine — which the gods forbid — let no one see you enter. They will be watching for you in the front. Go to Rosemary Street at the back. Between thirteen and fourteen there is a passage. At the end there is a wall. Climb it There are two stanchions one above the other on the right. They will help you. Drop into the yard. Go to the backdoor. You will see a spot of light shining at you. Put the key in there. Turn three times to the left The door will open. Enter and close quickly lest your enemies be upon you. If they enter with you may God have mercy on your soul. From your affectionate uncle, BENJAMIN BATTERS. P.S. — You will find the back door key on the parlour table.’ Shall I? That’s story number one at any rate. I haven’t found any back door key on the parlour table, and I never saw one there. Did you?”

“There — wasn’t one — I noticed — there was nothing on the table — when you put that bangle down.”

I wished Emily would not speak in that stammering way, as if there was a full stop between each word or two. But I knew it was not the slightest use my saying so just then; that was how she felt “Of course. I did leave that bangle on the table, didn’t I? That’s one thing which we’ve found in uncle’s dear old house which seems worth having; and one thing’s something. Let’s go and have another look at it.”

Down the stairs again we went; Emily sticking close to my side as if she would rather have suffered anything than have let me get a yard away from her. One of the pleasantest features of my new possession seemed to be that every time we moved from one room to another about a hundred thousand rats got flurried; it sounded like a hundred thousand by the din they made. And Emily did not like them scurrying up and down the stairs when she was on them; nor, so far as that went, did I either.

When we reached the parlour, I made a dart at the table.

“Why, where’s that bangle? I put it down just there, I remember most distinctly. Emily, it’s gone! Whatever’s this? I do believe — it’s that back-door key!”

It was, at any rate, a key; and bore a family likeness to the one which was attached to the chain which was about my waist. I stared, scarcely able to credit the evidence of my own senses. Between our going from that room and our returning to it a miracle had happened; a transformation had taken place; a bangle — and such a bangle! had become a key. Apparently the back-door key of Uncle Benjamin’s “P.S.!”


BOOK II. 84, CAMFORD STREET.

THE FACTS OF THE CASE ACCORDING TO EMILY PURVIS.


CHAPTER IX.

MAX LANDER.

TALK about romance! I never could have believed that after wishing for a thing your whole life long you could have had enough of it in so short a space of time. In the morning Pollie Blyth heard, for the very first time, that a fortune and a house had been left to her, and, before the night of that same day was over, she wished that it had not. And here had I been looking, ever since I was a teeny-weeny little thing, for a touch of romance to give existence a real live flavour, and then, when I got it, the best I could do was to wonder how I had been so silly as ever to have wanted it.

Poor Pollie! That first night in Camford Street she would go out. She said she must go and see her Tom. That he would be waiting, wondering what had become of her, and that nothing should keep her from him. Nothing did. I could not. And when I suggested that it might be as well for her to be a little careful what she did that very first night, she actually proposed that I should stop in that awful house by myself, and wait in it alone till she returned.

I would not have done such a thing for worlds, and she knew it. As a matter of fact I could not have said if I was more unwilling to leave the place, or to stay in it, even with her. The extraordinary conditions of her dreadful old uncle’s horrible will weighed on me much more than they seemed to do on her. I felt sure that something frightful would happen if they were not strictly observed. Nothing could be clearer than his repeated injunction not to be out after nine, and her appointment with Mr. Cooper was for half-past eight.

Cardew and Slaughter are supposed to close at eight, but she knew as well as I did what that really meant. It was a wonder if one of the assistants got out before nine. Mr. Cooper was in the heavy, and the gentlemen in that department were always last. If he appeared till after nine I should be surprised, and, if we were at the other end of London at that hour, with the uncle’s will staring us in the face, what would become of us? Being locked out of Cardew and Slaughter’s was nothing to what that would mean.

But Pollie would not listen to a word. She is as obstinate as obstinate when she likes, though she may not think it.

“My dear,” she said, “I must see Tom. Mustn’t I see Tom? If you were in my place, and he was your Tom, wouldn’t you feel that you must see him?”

There was something in that I acknowledged. It was frightful that you should be cut off from intercourse with the man you loved simply because your hours would not fit his. But then there was so much to be said upon the other side.

“I’m sure he’ll be punctual to-night, he’ll be so anxious. And you know sometimes he can get off a little earlier if he makes an effort. You see if he isn’t there at half-past eight. I’ll just speak to him, then start off back at once. He’ll come with us, we shall be back here before nine, and then he’ll leave us at the door.”

That was how it was to turn out, according to her. I had my doubts. When you are with the man to whom you are engaged to be married half an hour is nothing. It’s gone before you know it’s begun.

It was eight o’clock when we left the house. I thought we should never have left it at all. We could not open the door. It had no regular handle; no regular anything. While we were trying to get it open the house was filled with the most extraordinary noises. If it was all rats, as Pollie declared, then rats have got more ways of expressing their feelings than I had imagined. It seemed to me as if the place was haunted by mysterious voices which were warning us to be careful of what we did.

“Of course if we’re prisoners it’s just as well that we should know it now as later on. How do you open this door?”

Just as she spoke the door opened.

“How did you do that?” I asked.

“I don’t know.” She seemed surprised. “I was just pushing at the thing when — it came open. There’s a trick about it I expect; we’ll find out what it is to-morrow, there’s no time now. At present it’s enough that it’s open; out you go!”

When we were out in the street, and she pulled it to, it shut behind us with an ominous clang, like the iron gates used to do in the barons’ castle which we read about in the days of old. We took the tram in the Westminster Bridge Road, then walked the rest of the way. It was half-past eight when we arrived. As I expected, of course Mr. Cooper wasn’t there.

“Pollie, we ought not to stop. We ought to be in before nine this first night, at any rate. We don’t know what will happen if we’re not.”

“You can go back if you like, but I must and will see Tom.”

Nine o’clock came and still no Mr. Cooper. I was in such a state I was ready to drop. It was nearly a quarter-past before he turned up. Then they both began talking together at such a rate that it was impossible to get a word in edgeways. When I did succeed in bringing Pollie to some consciousness of the position we were in, and she asked Mr. Cooper to start back with us at once, he would not go. He said that he had had such a narrow escape the night before, and had had such difficulty in getting in — so far as I could make out he had had to climb up a pipe, or something, and had scraped a hole in both knees of his trousers against the wall — that he had determined that it should be some time before he ran such a risk again, and had therefore made up his mind that he would be in extra early as a sort of set-off. It was no good Pollie talking. For some cause or other he did not seem to be in the best of tempers. And then, when she found that, after all our waiting, he would not see us home, she got excited. They began saying things to each other which they never meant. So they quarrelled.

Finally Mr. Cooper marched off in a rage, declaring that now she had come into a fortune she looked upon him as a servant, and that though she had inherited $488 9s. 6d a year, and a house, he would not be treated like a lackey. She was in such a fury that she was almost crying. She assured me that she would never speak to him again until she was compelled, and that they would both be grey before that time came. All I wanted to do was to keep outside the quarrel, because they had behaved like a couple of stupids, and to find myself in safe quarters for the night.

“I don’t know, my dear Pollie, if you’re aware that it’s past half-past ten. Do you propose to return to Camford Street?”

“Past half-past ten!” She started. Her thoughts flew off to Mr. Cooper. “Then he’ll be late again! Whatever will he do?”

“It’s not of what he’ll do I’m thinking, but of what we’re going to do. After what your uncle said, do you propose to return to Camford Street at this hour of the night?”

“We shall have to. There’s nowhere else to go. I wish I’d never come to see him now; it hasn’t been a very pleasant interview, I’m sure.” I cordially agreed with her — I wished she had not. But it was too late to shut the stable-door after the steed was stolen. “Let’s hurry. There’s one thing, I’ve got the back-door key in my pocket, if the worst does come to the worst.”

What she meant I do not think she quite knew herself. She was in a state of mind in which she was inclined to talk at random.

We had not gone fifty yards when a man, coming to us from across the street, took off his hat to Pollie. I had noticed him when she was having her argument with Mr. Cooper, and had felt sure that he was watching us. There was something about the way in which he kept walking up and down which I had not liked, and now that Mr. Cooper had gone I was not at all surprised that he accosted us. He looked about thirty; had a short light brown beard and whiskers, which were very nicely trimmed; a pair of those very pale blue eyes which are almost the colour of steel; and there was something about him which made one think that he had spent most of his life in open air. He wore what looked, in that light — he had stopped us almost immediately under a gas-lamp — like a navy blue serge suit and a black bowler hat.

“Miss Blyth, I believe, the niece of my old friend Batters. My name is Max Lander. Perhaps you have heard him speak of me.”

His manner could not have been more civil. Yet, under the circumstances, it was not singular that Pollie shrank from being addressed by a stranger. Putting her arm through mine, she looked him in the face.

“I don’t know you.”

“Have you never heard your uncle speak of me — Max Lander?”

“I never knew my uncle.”

“You never knew your uncle?” He spoke, in echoing her words, almost as if he doubted her. “Then where is your uncle now?”

“He is dead.”

“Dead?”

“If you knew my uncle, as you say you did, you must know that he is dead. Come, Emily, let us go. I think this gentleman has made a mistake.”

“Stop, Miss Blyth, I beg of you. Where did your uncle die?”

“I don’t know where exactly, it was somewhere in Australia.” — 

“In Australia!” I never saw surprise written more plainly on a person’s face. “But when?”

“If, as you say, you knew him, then you ought to know better than I, who never did.”

“When I last saw Mr. Batters he didn’t look as if he meant to die.”

He gave a short laugh, as if he were enjoying some curious little joke of his own.

“Where did you see him last?”

“On the Flying Scud?

“The Flying Scud? What’s that?”

“My ship. Or, rather, it was my ship. The devil knows whose it is now.”

“Mr. Lander, if that really is your name, I don’t know anything about my uncle, except that he is dead. Was he a sailor?”

“A sailor?” He seemed as if he could not make her out. I stood close to him, so that I saw him well; it struck me that he looked at her with suspicion in his eyes. “He was no sailor. At least, so far as I know.

But he was the most remarkable man who ever drew breath. In saying that I’m saying little. You can’t know much of him if you don’t know so much. Then, if he’s dead, where’s Luke?”

He spoke with sudden heat, as if a thought had all at once occurred to him.

“Luke? What is Luke? — another ship?”

“Another ship? Great Cæsar!” Taking off his hat, he ran his fingers through his short brown hair. “Miss Blyth, either you’re a chip of the old block, in which case I’m sorry for you, and for myself too, or, somewhere, there’s something very queer. Hollo! Who are you?”

While we had been talking a man had been sidling towards us along the pavement. He had on a long black coat, and a hat crammed over his eyes. As he passed behind Mr. Lander he stopped. Mr. Lander spun round. On the instant he tore off as if for his life. Without a moment’s hesitation Mr. Lander rushed full speed after him. Pollie and I stood staring in the direction they had gone.

“Whatever is the matter now?” I asked. “What did the man do to Mr. Lander?”

“Emily, that’s the man who slipped the paper into my hand last night — you remember? There’s a cab across the road; let’s get into it and get away from here as fast as we can.”

We crossed and hailed the cabman. As he drew up beside the kerb, and we were about to enter, who should come tearing over the road to us again but Mr. Lander. He was panting for breath.

“Miss Blyth, I do beg that you will let me speak to you. If not here, then let me come with you and speak to you elsewhere.”

“I would rather you did not come with us, thank you, I would very much rather that you did not.”

He stood with his hand on the apron of the hansom in such a way that he prevented us from entering.

“Miss Blyth, you don’t look like your uncle — God forbid! You look honest and true. If you have a woman’s heart in your bosom I entreat you to hear me. Your uncle did me the greatest injury a man could have done. I implore you to help me to undo that injury, so far as, by the grace of God, it can be undone.”

He spoke in a strain of passion which I could see that Pollie did not altogether relish. I didn’t either.

“I will give you my solicitor’s name and address, then you can call on him, and tell him all you have to  say.”

“Your solicitor! I don’t want to speak to your solicitor; he may be another rogue like your uncle. I want to speak to you.”

Before Pollie could answer, another man came up. He touched his hat to Mr. Lander.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but this is the young lady I told you about. Miss Blyth will remember me, because I was so fortunate as to do her a small service last night. May I hope, Miss Blyth, that you have not forgotten me?”

The man spoke in a small, squeaky voice, which was in ridiculous contrast to his enormous size. It was actually the creature who had paid the bill for us the night before at Firandolo’s — one shilling and threepence! My impulse was to take out my purse, give him this money, and be rid of him for good and all. But, before I had a chance of doing so, Mr. Lander turned upon him in quite a passion.

“What do you mean by thrusting in your oar? Get out of it, Ike Rudd!”

“I beg your pardon, sir, I’m sure, if I’m intruding, and the young lady’s; but, seeing that I was able to do her a little service, I thought that perhaps she might be willing—”

Mr. Lander cut him short with a positive roar.

“Dont you hear me tell you to take yourself out of this, you blundering ass!”

In his anger with Mr. Rudd he moved away from the cab. Without a moment’s delay Pollie jumped into it, and dragged me after her.

“Drive off, and don’t stop for anyone!”

It was done so quickly that before Mr. Lander had an opportunity to realise what was happening the driver gave his horse a cut of the whip. The creature gave a bound which it was a wonder to me did not upset the hansom, and when his master struck him again he galloped off as if he were racing for the Derby.

After we had gone a little way — at full pelt! — the driver spoke to us through the trap-door overhead.

“Where to, miss?”

“Is he following us?”

“Not he. He tried a step or two, but when he saw at what a lick we were going he jerked it up. He went back and had a row with the other chap instead, the one who came up and spoke to him I mean. They’re at it now. Has he been bothering you, miss?”

“I don’t know anything at all about him. He’s a perfect stranger to me. I think he must be mad. Drive us to the Westminster Bridge Road, if you are sure that he’s not following.”

“I’ll see that that’s all right, you trust me.” He swung round a corner. “He’s out of sight now, I should think for good; but if he does come in sight again I’ll let you know. What part of the Westminster Bridge Road?”

Pollie hesitated.

“I’ll tell you when we get there.”


CHAPTER X.

BETWEEN 13 AND 14, ROSEMARY STREET.

A church clock struck as we rolled along.

“That sounds like nine — a quarter-past eleven. What shall you do if we can’t get in at all?”

“Not get into my own house? My dear, this is not a case of Cardew and Slaughter’s. What is going to keep me out of my own house — if I choose to enter it with the milk! — I should like to know.”

I did not know. I could not even guess. But all the same I had a sort of feeling that someone could — and might. “My own house” came glibly from her tongue. That morning there had been ten shillings between her and the workhouse; already she had become quite the woman of established means. I might have been the same had the case been mine. You never know. It must be so nice to have something of your very own.

We were nearing the Westminster Bridge Road. Again the driver spoke to us from above; he had hardly slackened pace the whole of the way.

“Coast clear, miss; not had a sight of the party since we lost him. Where shall I put you down?”

“I’ll stop you in a minute; keep on to the left.” Pollie spoke to me. “What did it say in the letter was the name of the street in which is the entrance to the back door?”

“Rosemary Street.”

“Of course! I couldn’t remember its stupid name.”

“But I shouldn’t tell him to put us down just there. You don’t know who may be waiting for us.”

I was leaning over the front of the cab, keeping a sharp look-out. There were the crowded trams and omnibuses, and many people on the pavements; but I noticed nothing in any way suspicious.

“Who should be waiting for us? Haven’t we shaken Mr. Lander off? Didn’t the cabman say so?”

“Yes. But — you never know.”

“What do you mean? What are you driving at?”

“Nothing. Only it’s past nine. The letter said that it was the time your greatest peril began.”

“What nonsense you do talk! Do you think I pay attention to such stuff? Lucky I’m not nervous, or you’d give me the fidgets. The sooner everybody understands that I intend to go in and out of my own house at any time I please the less trouble there is likely to be. I’m not a child, to be told at what time I’m to come home.”

I was silent. She spoke boldly enough; a trifle too boldly I thought. There was an unnecessary amount of vigour in her tone, as if she wished to impress the whole world with the fact that she was not in the least concerned. But she acted on the hint all the same — she stopped the cab before we reached our destination.

“It’s all right now, miss,” said the driver. It was rather a novel sensation for us to be riding in cabs, and the fare we paid him did make a hole in one’s purse. It was lucky there was that four hundred and eighty-eight pounds nineteen shillings and sixpence to fall back upon. “You’ve seen the last of that fine gentleman, for to-night at any rate. Good-night, miss, and thank you.”

I was not so sure that it was all right We might have seen the last of “that fine gentleman,” as the cabman called Mr. Lander, though there was nothing particularly “fine” about him that I could see; but there might be other gentlemen, still less “fine,” who had yet to be interviewed. When the hansom had driven off, as we walked along the pavement, I felt more and more uncomfortable, though I would not have hinted at anything of the kind to Pollie for worlds.

“Have we passed Camford Street?” she wondered. “I don’t know which side of it is Rosemary Street.”

“I’m sure I don’t. You had better ask.”

We were standing at the corner of a narrow street, a pretty dark and deserted one it seemed. Pollie turned to make enquiries of some passer-by. A man came towards us.

“Can you tell me which is Rosemary Street?” she said.

“This way! this way!”

He took her by the arm and led her into a gloomy-looking street, as if he were showing her the way. She must have been purblind, or completely off her guard, to have been tricked by him so easily, because directly he spoke I recognised him as the person in the long black coat who had fled from Mr. Lander. I myself was taken by surprise, or I would have called out and warned her. But I suppose that I was bewildered by his sudden and wholly unexpected appearance, because, instead of bidding her look out, I went after her into the narrow lane, for really it seemed to be no more.

The moment we were round the corner two other figures appeared out of the darkness as if by magic. But by now Pollie had taken the alarm.

“Let me go!” she cried to her conductor. “Take your hand away from my arm!”

He showed no inclination to do anything of the kind.

“This way! this way!” he kept repeating, as if he were a parrot. He spoke with a strong foreign accent — as if his stock of English was not a large one.

But Pollie was not to be so easily persuaded. She stood stock still, evincing every disposition to shake herself free from his grasp.

“Let me go! let me go!”

The taller of the two newcomers uttered some words in a language which I had never heard before. Giving Pollie no time to guess what he was about to do he produced a cloth and threw it over her head. The other man sprang at her like a wild animal. Between them they began to bear her to the ground. I was not going to stand quietly by and see that kind of thing go on. I may not be big, and I do not pretend to be brave, but I am not an absolute coward all the same.

The smaller of the newcomers had taken me by the arm. I did my best to make him wish that he had not. I flew at him.

“You villain! Let me go, or I’ll scratch your eyes out!”

The little wretch — he was little; I do not believe he was any bigger than I was, or perhaps I should not be alive to tell this tale — actually tried to throw a cloth over my head. When I put up my arms, and stopped his doing that, he began to dab it against my mouth, as if to prevent my screaming. There was a nasty smell about that cloth. It was damp. All of a sudden it struck me that he was trying to take away my senses with chloroform, or some awful stuff of that kind. And then didn’t I start shrieking; I should think they might have heard me on the other side of the bridge.

In less than no time — or so it seemed to me — a policeman came round the corner. Apparently he was the only one who had heard; but he was quite enough.

“What’s the matter here?” How I could have kissed him for his dear official voice. “What’s the meaning of all this?”

Those three cowards did not wait to explain. Really before the words were out of his lips they were off down the lane like streaks of lightning. All my man left behind him was the smell of his horrid cloth. Beyond disarranging my hat and my hair, and that kind of thing, I knew that he had not damaged me almost before, so to speak, I examined myself to see.

“Has he hurt you?” asked the constable. “What was he trying to do?”

“He has not hurt me, thanks to you; but in another half second I’m quite sure he would have done. He was trying to chloroform me, or something frightful, I smelt it on his cloth.”

“Who’s this on the ground?”

It was Pollie. In my excitement I had quite forgotten to notice what had become of her. She lay all of a heap. Down I plumped on my knees beside her.

“Pollie!” I cried. “Has he killed you?”

“No fear,” said the policeman. “She’s only a bit queer. I shouldn’t be surprised if they’ve played the same sort of trick on her they tried to play on you.”

It was so. That policeman was a most intelligent man, and quite good-looking, with a fair moustache which turned up a little at the ends. They had endeavoured to stupefy her with some drug; the policemen said he didn’t think it was chloroform, it didn’t smell like it. I didn’t know — to my knowledge I have never smelt chloroform in my life, nor do I ever want to. They had so far succeeded that she had nearly lost her senses, but not entirely. When I lifted her head she gave several convulsive twitches, so that it was all I could do to retain my hold. Then she opened her eyes and she asked where she was.

“It’s all right,” I told her. “They’ve gone. I hope they haven’t hurt you.”

She sat up, and she looked about her. She saw me, and she saw the constable, which fact she at once made plain.

“Oh, you’re a policeman, are you? It’s as well that there are such things as policemen after all.” Her meaning was not precisely clear, but I hardly think it was altogether flattering to the force, which was ungrateful on her part “I don’t think they’ve hurt me. I believe it was the keys they were after, though they’ve left them both behind. Perhaps that was because they hadn’t time to properly search for them.” She was feeling in her pocket “But they have taken Uncle Benjamin’s letter — the one in which he told us how to get in at the back door.”

There was a pause. I realised all that the abstraction might mean. If it had told us how to enter, it would tell them too. It was lucky they had had to go without the key.

“Do you know the men?” inquired the officer. “You had better charge them.”

“Charge them?” She put her hand up to her head, as if she were dazed. I rather fancied she was making as much of her feelings as she could. Unless I was mistaken she was endeavouring to gain time to consider the policeman’s words. Under the circumstances it might not be altogether convenient to charge them, even though they had proved themselves to be such utter scoundrels. “But I don’t know what men they were.”

“That doesn’t matter; I daresay we know. You mustn’t allow an outrage like this to pass unnoticed; they might have murdered you. I’ll take the charge.”

“Thank you.” She stood up. He had produced his notebook. “I don’t think I’ll trouble you. There are circumstances connected with the matter which render it necessary that I should think it over.”

“What’s there to think about? It was an attempt to rob with violence, that’s what it was; as clear a case as ever I knew. Come, give me your name, miss, then I’ll have the particulars. What name?”

“I’m afraid you must excuse me. When I’ve thought the matter over you shall hear from me again, but I cannot act without consideration. Thank you all the same.”

She carried it off with an air which took the constable aback. He was not best pleased. He eyed her for a second or two, then he closed his notebook with a snap.

“Very good. Of course, if you won’t make a charge I can’t take it. All I can say is, that if you find yourself in the same hole again, it’ll about serve you right if no one comes to help you. It’s because people won’t go into court that there’s so much of this sort of thing about. What’s the good of having laws if you won’t let them protect you.”

Off he strode in a huff. I stared after him a little blankly.

“I don’t think, Pollie, that you need have been quite so short with him. What he says is true; we might have been murdered if it hadn’t been for him.”

“I wasn’t short with him; I didn’t mean to be. But I couldn’t charge them — could I? Besides, I want to get in. I didn’t want to have him hanging about, for I don’t know how long, watching us.”

“Someone else may be watching us.”

“No fear of that; they’ve had enough of it for tonight.”

“So you said before, and hardly had you said there was nothing to fear when they had us at their mercy. It’s my belief that what your uncle said in that letter — which now they’ve got — is true, and that we are in peril, dreadful peril, and that though we mayn’t know it someone is watching us all the time. For my part I should like that policeman to have kept his eye upon us until we were safe indoors.”

“After what my uncle said about allowing no one to see us enter?”

“It’s a pity you are not equally particular about everything your uncle said, my dear.”

Off we started down the lane, or street, or whatever it was. If I had had my way, after all that had happened, I would not have attempted to enter the house until at any rate next morning; I would rather have wandered about the streets all night. But I could see that she was set on at least trying to get in. I did not wish to quarrel, or to be accused of a wish to desert her after promising to be her companion. So I stuck to her side. Presently she spoke.

“Do you know, Emily, I believe I haven’t got the very clearest recollection of the directions in uncle’s letter. Didn’t he say something about a passage?”

“He said that there was one between 13 and 14 Rosemary Street. The question is, is this Rosemary Street? We don’t know.”

“We’ll soon find out. Which are 13 and 14? It’s so dark it’s hard to tell.”

It was dark; which fact lent an additional charm to the situation. On one side were the backs of what seemed like mews; all they presented to us was a high dead wall. On the other was a row of cottages. If they were occupied all the inhabitants were in bed. There was not a light to be seen at any of the windows. Pollie began to peer at the numbers on the doors.

“This is 26.” She passed on. “And this is 25; so 13 and 14 must be this way.” We went farther along the street. “Here is 14 — and here’s the passage.”

There was a passage, between two of the mean little houses. But so narrow an one that, if we had not been on the look-out for it, we should have passed it by unnoticed. Such was the darkness that we could not see six feet down it, so that it was impossible to tell where it led to, or what was at the end. I did not like the idea of venturing into it at all. I would have given almost anything to have flown down the street and sought the protection of that nice policeman. My heart was going pitter patter; I could feel it knocking against my corsets. I did not know if Pollie really was nervous, though I do not believe that it was in feminine human nature to have been anything else; but she behaved as though she wasn’t. I could not have made believe so well. She apparently did not hesitate about what was the best, and proper, and only thing to do. There was not even a tremor in her voice.

“What did uncle say — at the end there is a wall?” I — I think he did.”

“Then now for the wall.”

She dashed into the passage. I was afraid to do anything else — and she did not give me a chance to remonstrate — so I went after her. I am thankful to say that nothing happened to us as we went, though I seemed to see and hear all sorts of things. After we had gone what appeared to be a mile Pollie suddenly stopped.

“Here is the wall. Now to climb it. Didn’t uncle say we should find two stanchions? Was it on the right or on the left? Here they are, on the right; at least, I suppose they’re stanchions. They feel like two pieces of iron driven into the brickwork. Now for a climb. One good thing — the wall isn’t high.”

Since I could only perceive her dim outline, and didn’t wish to have her vanish altogether in the darkness, I had kept my hand on her. I could feel, rather than see, her going through the motions of climbing. I was conscious she had reached the top.

“Now, Emily, you come. It’s easy; give me your hand.”

I gave her my hand. In a second or two I was beside her, on the crest of the wall.

“Now let’s go together, it’s nothing of a drop.”

As she said, it was nothing of a drop, and we went together. I suppose the wall was not much, if at all, over five feet in height. We landed on what felt like a pavement of bricks.

“It’s a pity it’s so dark. Here it’s worse than ever. I can’t see my hand before my face, can you?”

I could not. I told her so.

“Well, we’ll have to feel, that’s all; and we’ll hope that we’re in the right backyard. It would be something more than a joke if we weren’t; they might take us for burglars. Come on; give me your hand again; we’ll feel our way — tread carefully whatever you do. Hollo! here is a door. And — Emily, there’s the spot of light! Do you see it there upon the door? As uncle says, it shines at us. Whether it’s luminous paint, or whether it’s something much more wonderful, truly, it lightens our darkness. Doesn’t it, my dear? Where is that key?”

I could see, straight in front of us, a round spot of something which gleamed. It was not bigger than a threepenny piece. It might have been a monster glowworm. Or, as Polly said, a dab of luminous paint. But there was no time to ascertain what it was, because, almost as soon as I saw it, I heard something too.

“Pollie, there’s someone coming along the passage.”

In the silence, there was what was obviously the sound of feet, feet which were apparently moving as if they did not wish to be heard.


CHAPTER XI.

ONE WAY IN.

I HEARD her fumbling with her pocket.

“I can’t find the thing; I had it just now; I can’t have dropped it.”

“Oh, Pollie! Quick! they’re at the wall!”

There was a scraping noise from behind; a muffled whispering. It sounded as if someone was endeavouring to negotiate the obstacle we had just surmounted. Still Pollie was continuing her researches.

“Where can I have put the thing?”

“Can’t you find it? Oh, Pollie!”

Someone was on the wall; had dropped softly to the ground. The sound of his alighting feet was distinctly audible. There was a pause, as if for someone to follow. It was the pause which saved us. As I waited, with my heart actually banging against my ribs, my legs giving way at the knees, expecting every second that someone would come darting at us through the darkness, just in time to save me from toppling in a heap on to the ground Pollie found the key.

“I’ve got it! What did uncle say I was to do with it? Push it against the spot of light — and then? I’ve got it into the keyhole; can’t you remember what uncle said I was to do with it then? It turns round and round.”

“Pollie! — they’re coming!”

They were. There was the sound of advancing footsteps. Approaching forms loomed dimly through the darkness. That same instant Pollie caught the trick of it; the door opened.

“Inside!” she gasped.

I was inside, moving faster than I had ever done in my life before. And Pollie was after me. The door shut behind us, seemingly of its own accord, with a kind of groan.

“That was a near thing!”

It could hardly have been nearer. Whoever was upon our heels had almost effected a simultaneous entrance with ourselves.

“He made a grab at my skirt; I felt his hand!”

But the door had closed so quickly that whoever was there had had no time to make an attempt to keep it open. It was pitch dark within, darker almost than it had been without. Pollie pressed close to my side. The fingers of one of her hands interlaced themselves with mine; she gripped me tighter than she perhaps thought. Her lips were near my ear; she spoke as if she were short of breath.

“There’s a good spring upon that door; it moved a bit too fast for them; it shuts like a rat-trap. Listen!”

There was no need to bid me to do that; already my sense of hearing was on the strain. Someone, apparently, was trying the door; to see if it was really shut; or if it could not be induced to open again.

There were voices in whispered consultation.

“There’s more than one; I wondered if there was more than one.”

“There are three,” I said.

Presently someone struck the door lightly, with the palm of the hand, or with the fist. Then, more forcibly, a rain of blows. Unless I was mistaken, the assault came from more than one pair of hands; it was like an attack made in the impotence of childish passion. The voices were raised, as if they called to us. They were like none which either of us had ever heard before; there was a curious squeakiness about them as if their natural tone was a falsetto. What they said was gibberish to us; it was uttered in an unknown tongue. The voices ceased. After an interval, during which, one suspected, their owners had withdrawn a step or two to consider the situation, one was raised alone. It had in it a threatening quality, as if it warned us of the pains and penalties we were incurring. The fact that we were being addressed in a language which was, to us, completely strange, seemed at that moment to have about it something dreadful. Audibly, we paid no heed. Only I felt Pollie’s grip growing tighter and tighter. I wondered if she knew that she would crush my fingers if she did not take care.

The single speaker ceased to hurl at us his imprecations. I felt sure it was bad language he was using. All was still.

“What are they doing?”

So close were Pollies lips her whispered words tickled my ear. We had not long to wait before the answer came — in the shape of a smashing blow directed against the door.

“They’re trying to break it down; they’ll soon wake up the neighbourhood if they make that noise. Let’s get farther into the house. Why — whatever’s that?”

She had turned. In doing so she had pulled me half round with her. Her words caused me to glance about in the darkness, searching for some new terror. Nor was I long in learning what had caused her exclamation. There, glaring at us through the inky blackness in flaming letters, a foot in length, were the words “TOO LATE!” Beneath them was some hideous creature’s head.

For a second or two, in the first shock of surprise, I imagined it to be the head of some actual man, or, rather, monster. As it gleamed there, with its wide open jaws, huge teeth and flashing eyes, it was like the vivid realisation of some dreadful nightmare. It was as if something of horror, which had haunted us in sleep, had suddenly taken oh itself some tangible shape and form. So irresistible was this impression, so unexpected was the shock of discovering it, that I believe, if Pollie had not caught hold of me with both her hands, and held me up, I should have fallen to the floor. As it was I reeled and staggered, so that I daresay it needed all her strength to keep me perpendicular. It was her voice, addressing me in earnest, half angry, expostulation which reassured me — at least in part.

“You goose! Don’t you see that it’s a picture drawn with phosphorus, or luminous paint, or something, on the wall. It won’t bite you; you’re not afraid of a picture, child.”

It was a picture; and, when you came to look into it, not a particularly well-drawn one either. Though I could not understand how we had missed seeing it so soon as we had entered — unless the explanation was that it had only just been put there. And, if that was the case, by whom? and how? A brief inspection was enough to show that the thing was more like one of those masks which boys wear on Guy Fawkes’ day than anything else. It was just as ridiculous, and just as much like anything in heaven or earth.

“Let’s get out of this; let’s go into the house; why do you stop in this horrid place? Where’s the door?”

“That’s the question — Where is it? Uncle Benjamin’s ideas of the proper way of getting in and out of a house are a little too ingenious for me; we seem to be in a sort of entry with nothing but walls all round us. Haven’t you a match? Didn’t you take a box out with you? For goodness sake don’t say you’ve lost it.”

I had not lost it, fortunately for us. I gave it to her. She struck a light. As she did so, the face and the writing on the wall grew dimmer. They were only visible when, standing before the flame, she cast them into shadow.

“Well, this is a pretty state of things, upon my word! There doesn’t seem to be a door!”

There did not. The flickering match served to show that we were in what looked uncommonly like an ingenious trap. We were in what seemed to be a sort of vault, or cell, which was just large enough to enable us to turn about with a tolerable amount of freedom, and that was all. Semblance of a door there was none, not even of that by which we had entered. So far as could be judged by that imperfect light on all four sides were dirty, discoloured, bare walls, in not one of which was there a crack or crevice which suggested a means of going out or in. As Pollie had said, it was indeed a pretty state of things. It seemed that we were prisoners, and in a prison from which there was no way out. Our situation reminded me of terrible stories which I had read about the Spanish Inquisition; of the sufferings of men and women, and even girls, who had spent weeks, and months, and years, in hidden dungeons out of which they had never come alive again.

Just as I had begun to really realise the fact that there did not seem to be a door, Pollie’s match went out. That same moment there came a fresh crash from without And, directly after, another sound, or, rather, sounds. Something was taking place outside which, to us, shut in there, sounded uncommonly like a scrimmage, or the beginning of one, at any rate. Someone else, apparently, had climbed over the wall, a weighty someone, for we heard him descend with a ponderous flop. Without a doubt, the first comers had heard him too, with misgivings. Something fell, with a clatter — perhaps the tool with which they had been assailing the door. There was a scurrying of feet, as of persons eager to seek safety in flight. An exclamation or two, it seemed to us in English; then a thud, as if some soft and heavy body had come in sudden contact with the ground. A momentary silence. Then what was unmistakably an official voice, a beautiful and a blessed voice it sounded to me just then.

“All right, my lads! A little tricky, aren’t you? I daresay you think you did that very neat. You wait a bit. Next time it’ll be my turn, then perhaps I’ll show you a dodge or two.”

“Pollie,” I exclaimed, “it’s that nice policeman!”

“Hush! What if it is?”

What if it is? Everything — to me. It meant the flight of mystery, and an opportunity to breathe again. If I could have had my way I would have rushed out into the back yard and hugged him. But Pollie was so cold, and — when she liked and her precious Tom wasn’t concerned — so self-contained. She froze me. I could hear his dear big feet stamping across the yard. He thumped against the door — and I perhaps within an inch of him and not allowed to say a word.

“Inside there! Is there anyone in there?” There was; there was me. I longed to tell him so, only Pollie’s grasp closed so tightly on my arm — I knew it would be black and blue in the morning — that I did not dare. “Isn’t there a bell or a knocker? This seems to be a queer sort of a house. There’s something fishy about the place, or I’m mistaken.”

I could have assured him that he was not mistaken, and would if it had not been for Pollie. I could picture him in my mind’s eyes flashing the rays of his bull’s-eye lantern in search of something by means of which he could acquaint the inhabitants within of his presence there without — in his innocence! As if we did not know that he was there. For some minutes — it seemed hours to me — he prowled about, patiently looking for what he could not find. Then, giving up the quest in despair, he strode across the yard, climbed heavily over the wall, stamped along the passage; we could hear his footsteps even in the street beyond.

Then I ventured to use my tongue.

“Pollie, why wouldn’t you let me speak to him? Why wouldn’t you let me tell him we were here?”

“And a nice fuss there’d have been. No, thanks, my dear. Before I call in the assistance of the police I should like to turn the matter over in my mind. It begins to strike me that where my Uncle Benjamin had reasons for concealment, I may have reasons too, at any rate until I know just what there is to conceal.”

“In the meanwhile, how are we to get out of here? We’re trapped.”

“It’s the ingenuity with which Uncle Ben, or somebody, has guarded the approach to his, or, rather, my, premises which makes it clear to me that there may be something about the place on which it may be as well not to be in too great a hurry to turn the searchlight of a policeman’s eye. As to getting out of this — we’ll see.”

She struck another match, and saw. Either we had been the victims of an ocular delusion, or something curious had taken place since she had struck the first, for where, just now, there was a blank wall, in which was no sign of any opening, a door stood wide open. I could not credit the evidence of my own eyes.

“I declare,” I cried, “it wasn’t there just now.”

“It was not visible, at any rate. I tell you what, my dear, we mayn’t be the only occupants of this establishment, that’s about the truth of it. It’s possible that there’s someone behind the scenes who’s pulling the strings.”

I did not like the ideas which her words conjured up at all.

“But — who can it be?”

“That’s for us to discover.”

There was a grimness about her tone which suggested what was, to me, a new side of Pollie’s character. My impulse was to get away from the place as fast as ever I could and never return to it again. She spoke as if she were not only resolved to remain, and defied anyone to turn her out who could, but as if she had a positive appetite for any — to put it mildly — disagreeable experiences which her remaining might involve. The first horror she encountered then and there. If she did not mind it — I only wish that I could say the same of myself!

“You left the candle in the hall; let’s go and fetch it.”

As soon as we set foot outside that entry there was a pandemonium of sounds, as of a legion rushing, scrambling, squeaking. It was rats — myriads. The whole house swarmed with them; they were everywhere. They were about our feet; I felt them rushing over my boots, whirling against my skirts. One rat is bad enough, in the light, but in the dark — that multitude! I had to scream; to stumble blindfold among those writhing creatures, and keep still, was altogether too much for my capacity.

“Pollie! — light a match! — quick! — they’re all over me! — Pollie!”

She struck a match. I do not know that it was any better now that we could see them. The light only seemed to make them more excited. In fact, their squeaking increased so much that, thinking that it angered them, I had half a mind to tell Pollie to put it out again. But she never gave me a chance. Taking me by the arm she dragged me along the passage so that we were at the front door before I knew it. When we went out we had left a candle on the floor in the passage so that it might be ready for us when we came back. Pollie stooped to pick it up. But, instead of doing so at once, she remained in the same position for a second or two, as if she were staring at something. Then she broke into a laugh.

“Well, that beats anything. That was a new candle when we went out; look at it now.”

I looked; the candle had vanished. In its place what seemed to be a greasy piece of twine trailed over the side of the candlestick. The candle itself had been consumed by the rats; they had presented us with an object lesson, by way of showing us what they could do if they had a chance. I shuddered. I had heard of their fondness for fat. I am not thin. I thought of them picking the plumpness off my bones as I lay sleeping.

“Let’s get out of this awful house. Do, Pollie, do! The rats will eat us if we stay in it.”

“Let ’em try. They’ll find us tougher morsels than you think. If a rat once has a taste of me he won’t want another, I promise you that, my dear.”

It was a frightful thing to say. It made my blood run cold to hear her. I felt absolutely convinced that if rats once started nibbling at me they would never rest content till they had had all of me that they could eat. I was sure that there was not enough that was tough about me. In that hour of trial I almost wished that there had been.


CHAPTER XII.

THE SHUTTING OF A DOOR.

WE went upstairs to get another candle. A pound had been left on the parlour mantelpiece wrapped up in a stout brown paper. The rats had climbed up on to the shelf, they alone knew how, torn the paper to shreds, and made a meal off the contents. Pieces of candle were left, but not one whole one. Other things had been on that mantelpiece — tea, butter, bread, sugar, bacon, eggs, all the food we had. Practically the whole of it was gone. More of the tea was left than anything; possibly they had not found it altogether to their palates. But the butter had been entirely consumed; of the bacon, only the rind remained, and of the eggs the shells. I had heard, and I had read, a good deal about the voracity of rats, but never had I seen an example of it before. Pollie seemed to look on it as quite a joke. She only hoped, she said, that the quality of the provisions was good, so that they would not give them indigestion. But I could not see the fun at all. If that was a sample of their appetite, who could doubt that they would at any rate try to make a meal of us. I had been told of their devouring people’s toes as if they were toothsome dainties. I did not want them to stay their stomachs with mine if I could help it. With such calmness as I could command I did my best to explain my views upon the matter. But Pollie only laughed. She would not be sensible. So I then and there made up my mind that, sleep or no sleep, I would not take off my clothes that night. If I was to be devoured they should eat their way through my garments before they could get at me.

Pollie lit one of the stumps of the candles. The rest she slipped into her pocket. If we left them there again, she remarked, they would probably vanish completely directly our backs were turned, and candles were precious, which was true enough; but there were other things which were precious as well as candles. I asked her what she was going to do.

“Investigate, that’s what I’m going to do. I’m going to find out what’s behind those two closed doors. If it’s something alive I’d like to know. Also, in that case, I’d like to know just what it is. I’m not partial to rats, but I’m still less partial to strangers, who may be up to all kinds of tricks for all that I can tell, roaming about my house while I’m wrapped in the arms of Morpheus, so if anyone’s going to roam I should like to make their acquaintance before they’re starting.”

There was something callous in her demeanour, a sort of bravado, which made me momentarily more uncomfortable. This was quite a new Pollie to me. She spoke as if we were enjoying ourselves, with an apparently entire unconsciousness of the frightful situation we actually were in. I was positively beginning to be afraid of her.

“Do let us go upstairs to the bedroom, Pollie, and lock ourselves in till the morning comes.”

She glanced at her watch.

“It’s morning now; the midnight chimes have sounded long ago. Would you like to have your throat cut in the silence of the night?”

“Pollie!”

“It wouldn’t be nice to wake up and find it slit from ear to ear, would it? So don’t be a goose. There’s a door locked downstairs and another up. Before I rest I’m going to do my best to find out why those two rooms are not open to me, their rightful owner. If it’s because they harbour cut-throats, it’s just as well that we should know as soon as we conveniently can. So I’m off on a voyage of discovery. You can go to bed if you like.”

Of course I went with her. It was a choice of two evils — frightful evils — but, under the circumstances, nothing would have induced me to go to bed by myself. I would far rather have had my throat cut with her than be eaten by rats alone. She began to hunt about the room.

“I’m looking for some useful little trifle which might come in handy in breaking down a solidly-constructed door or two. Here’s a poker, heavy make — there’s some smashing capacity in that; a pair of tongs; a fender — there’s a business end to a fender; furniture — I have heard of chairs being used as battering-rams before to-day. My mother used to tell of how once, when his landlady locked him out because he wouldn’t pay the rent of his rooms, my Uncle Benjamin burst his way into the house with the aid of a chair, snatched off a passing cart which was laden with somebody else’s goods, so I can’t see how he could object to my trying the same kind of thing in the house which was once his own. But I won’t — not yet. To begin with I’ll give the poker a trial, and you might take the tongs.”

I took the tongs, though the only thing against which I should be likely to use them would be rats, even if I ventured to touch them. Indeed, the mere idea of squelching a wriggling, writhing, squeaking rat between a pair of tongs made an icy shiver go all down my spine. Pollie whirled the poker round her head with a regular whoop. What had come to her I could not imagine. Her eyes flamed; her cheeks were flushed; she was transformed. I verily believe that if half-a-dozen men had rushed in at the door that very second, she would have flown at them with a shriek of triumph. I had always known that one of her worst faults was a fondness for what she called “a bit of a scrimmage,” and that in an argument very few people got the better of her; but I had never dreamed that she would go so far as she was going then. She seemed as if she were perfectly burning for someone to attack her.

Down the staircase she went, brandishing the poker over her head. I could not keep so close to her as I should have liked for fear of it. She stamped so as she descended that near the bottom she put her foot clean through one of the steps. No doubt the wood was rotten, but still she need not have insisted on treading as heavily as she possibly could. And as soon as she reached the passage, without giving me an opportunity to say a word, she dashed at the door of the room, which was locked, and hit it with all her might with the end of the poker. I expected to see her go right through it, but, instead of that, she gave a sort of groan, and down fell the poker with a clatter to the floor.

“Pollie, what is the matter? What have you done?”

The expression of her countenance had changed all in an instant. A startled look, a look almost of pain, had come upon her features. She was rubbing her arms and feeling her shoulder-blades.

“More than I intended. If you had exerted all your strength to drive a poker through what seemed a panel of ordinary wood, and discovered that it was sheet iron instead, you’d find that you’d done more than you intended — it sort of jars.”

She picked up the poker again, and tapped it, much more gingerly, against the door. It gave forth a metallic ring.

“Iron, real iron! Not a shadow of a doubt of it. Pity I was not aware of the fact before I dislocated both my arms. Inside there! Do you hear me calling? If anyone is inside there, perhaps you’ll be so good as to let me know. I’m Pollie! Pollie Blyth!”

Not a sound came from within, for which, personally, I was grateful. She hammered and hammered, but not the slightest notice was taken of the noise she made, except by the rats, who sounded to me as if they had gone stark mad. What we should have done if anyone had replied to her summons from within is more than I can tell. We certainly should have been no better off than before. We never could have got at them. Pollie tried all she could to get that door to open, without, so far as we could judge, producing the least impression of any sort or kind. She thought of forcing the lock, but when she endeavoured to insert the end of the poker into the keyhole, it turned out that it was such a tiny one that nothing very much thicker than a hatpin could be induced to enter.

“There’s a mystery behind that door. Mark my words, Emily Purvis! It may take the form of decaying corpses, with their brains dashed out, and their throats all cut, and their bones all broken, in which case they’ll haunt us while we slumber, pointing at us spectral fingers as we lie on our unquiet beds—”

“Pollie!”

“What’s the matter, my dear? They’ll be quite as cheerful anyhow as rats, and they won’t take bites at us. At least, it’s to be hoped they won’t. Ugh! fancy murdered spectres making their teeth meet in your flesh!”

“Pollie, if you talk like that I shall be ill; I know I shall. It isn’t fair of you. I wish you wouldn’t. Don’t!”

“Very well, my love, I won’t. I’ve only this remark to make — if the mystery doesn’t take that form, it takes another, and probably a worse one. And let me tell you this. My Uncle Benjamin was a curiosity while he lived — my mother used to say that there never was such a devil’s limb as he was, and she was his only sister, and disposed to look upon his eccentricities — and they were eccentricities — with a lenient eye; and it’s my belief that he was quite as big a curiosity when he died. There were spots in his eventful life — uncommonly queer ones — which he would not wish revealed to the public eye. Unless I’m wrong, some of them are inside there; we’re almost standing in their presence now, and I wish that we were quite.”

She rattled the poker against the panels as a kind of parting salute. I had rather she had not. Every time she made a noise — and she kept on making one — it set my nerves all tingling. What with the things she said, and the way that she went on, and everything altogether, I was getting into such a state that I was beginning to hardly know whether I was standing on my head or heels. As for Pollie, she seemed in the highest possible spirits. It was incomprehensible to me how she dared. And the way she kept on talking!

“Before I’m very much older I will get the other side of you, or I’ll know the reason why; the idea of not being allowed the free run of my own premises is a trifle more than I can stand. If I have to blow you down, I’ll get you open.”

Bang, bang, she went at it again.

“It sounds hollow, doesn’t it? Perhaps that’s meant by way of a suggestion, and is intended to let us understand that it’s only a hollow mystery after all. Well, we shall see — and you shall see too, if you have curiosity enough.”

I doubted if I had. I certainly had not just then.

I wished, with all my heart, that she would come away from the horrid door, which presently she did, though not at all in the spirit I should have preferred, nor with the intentions I desired.

“There’s a second Bluebeard’s chamber upstairs. I may have better luck with that; perhaps it’s not guarded with sheet iron. Uncle Benjamin must have spent a fortune at the ironmonger’s if it is, which fortune should have been mine. We’ll go and see.”

I endeavoured to expostulate.

“Pollie, let’s leave it till to-morrow. What’s the use of making any more fuss to-night. I’m dying for want of sleep.”

“Are you?” She looked at me with what struck me as being suspicious eyes; though what there was to be suspicious about is more than I can pretend to say. “But don’t you see, my dear, that if you were to have that sleep for which you’re dying, before you wake from it you may be dead. That second Bluebeard’s chamber is next our bedroom. Suppose someone were to come out of it, while we were sunk in innocent repose, and—” She drew her thumb across her throat with a gesture which made me shudder. “That wouldn’t be nice, you know.”

“Pollie, if you keep on talking like that I’ll walk straight out of the house, I don’t care what time of the night it is, and whether you’ll come with me or whether you won’t.”

“I shouldn’t if I were you. It would seem so irregular for a young lady to be taking her solitary walks abroad during the small hours, don’t you know. Now up you go — up those stairs. We’ll continue this conversation at the top. You vowed to be my companion to the death, and my companion to the death you’re going to be.”

I had never done anything of the kind, as she was perfectly well aware. But she did not give me a chance to contradict her. She bundled me up the staircase as if I were a child, with such impetuosity that I was breathless when we reached the landing.

She was laughing. We might have been enjoying a romp. As if that were the place or season for anything of the sort!

“I trod upon a rat. Did you hear it squeal? I think it was its tail. I believe the little beast turned and flew at me, it felt as if it did. I hope I scrunched its silly little tail. What is one rat’s tail among so many? Now for Bluebeard’s Chamber No. 2. This time we’ll beware of iron.”

She made a preliminary sounding, luckily for her. Even a slight tap with the poker produced the ring of metal.

“Iron again, so that’s all right. Now what shall we do? Shall we confess ourselves baffled after all, and leave a formal attack until the morning, or shall we try the effect of a little more poker smashing? What ho, within! Is anyone inside there, living or dead? If so, would you be so very obliging as to just step forth, and let us see what kind of gentleman you are.”

There was no response, thank goodness. I took her by the arm.

“Pollie, do let’s leave it to the morning, and do let’s go to bed!”

“We’ll go to bed!”

We went; at least we went into the bedroom. I did not feel much happier when we were there. To begin with, after the way in which she had been talking, my first thought was to do as much as possible to keep anyone out who might try to enter. But there was no key in the lock, the handle was loose, the hasp a bad one, so that the door would not even keep closed without our propping something up against it. I wanted Pollie to help me pile up a sort of barricade, consisting of chairs, the wash hand stand, chest of drawers, and everything, as I had read of people doing in books. She only laughed at me.

“What good will it do? Who do you suppose it will keep out? Spectres? My dear, spectres will walk through stone walls. They pay no heed to trivial obstacles. Creatures of flesh and blood? You may take my word for it that if there are any of that sort alive and kicking in this house to-night, and they mean to come in here, they’ll come in just when and how they choose, and they’ll treat your ingenious barricade as if it wasn’t there.”

“Do you really think that there’s anyone in the house beside ourselves?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“I tell you what I do think, that if I’d known as much before as I do now, I’d have treated myself to a revolver, and you should have had one too.”

“A revolver! Whatever should I have done with a revolver?”

“I can’t say what you’d have done. I know what I’d have tried to do. I only wish that I had something loaded handy at this moment, there’s more persuasive power in bullets than in your barricade, my dear. If the worst does come to the worst, and we have to protect ourselves against goodness alone knows what, if I could only have had my grip upon a pistol I don’t fancy that all the scoring would have been upon the other side.”

Whether she talked like that simply to make my hair stand up on end, or whether she was really in earnest, was more than I was able to determine. But as I looked at her I felt a curious something creep all over me. There was an expression on her face, a smile on her lips, a light in her eyes, which made me think of her Uncle Benjamin, to whose peculiarities we owed our presence there, and wonder if not only his blood, but something of his spirit too, was in her veins. I was persuaded that she perceived something actually agreeable in a situation in which I saw nothing but horror. And it was I who had supposed myself to be romantic!

She began to bustle about the room.

“I thought you were dying for want of sleep. Aren’t you going to get between the sheets? There is a bed, and there are sheets, though I should hardly like to swear that they have been washed since someone slept between them last. When are you going to begin to undress?”

“Undress? Do you imagine that I intend to remove so much as a stitch of clothing while I remain beneath this roof?”

“Do you propose to sleep in your boots then?”

“If I am to sleep at all, and I am more than half disposed to hope that sleep may not visit my eyelids till I am out of this dreadful place, I propose to do so in what I stand up in. Pollie, have you ever heard of people’s hair turning white in the course of a single night? I shouldn’t be at all surprised if mine did. It feels as if it were changing colour now.”

She stared as if she could not make me out. I wondered if she was noting the transformation which was taking place in my hair; if it had already become so obvious. Then she broke into peal after peal of laughter. The tears started to my eyes. Just as I was about to really cry there came a crash which shook the house.

It sounded as if someone had opened a door in the passage and shut it with a bang.


CHAPTER XIII.

A VISION OF THE NIGHT.

IN a second Pollie was across the room, through the door, and on the landing. Before I could stop her she was tearing down the stairs, crying, “Now we’ll see who that is?”

I was in a dreadful position, not wanting to descend and be murdered as a result of seeing “who that is,” nor daring to remain behind alone. I did not even venture to call out and try to stay her, not knowing who might hear my voice below. She had gone off with our only piece of candle and left me in the dark. All I could do was to steal after her as quickly as possible, keeping as close to her as I was able. Pollie was at the bottom almost before I started; she had gone down with a hop, skip, and a jump; I had to struggle with the darkness and the rats. Leaning over what was left of the banisters I could see the gleam of her candle in the passage. I expected to hear her shriek, and sounds of a struggle. The candle flickered, as if she were moving here and there in an endeavour to discover the cause of the commotion. Presently her voice came up to me.

“Emily!”

“Yes?”

I spoke in a much lower tone than she had done. “No one’s murdered, unless it’s you up there. In case you’re not, you might come down.”

I went. She appeared disgusted, rather than otherwise, that she had not been murdered. She was stamping up and down the passage, banging at the closed door with her clenched fist, peering into the kitchen, making as much disturbance as was in her power.

“The only thing alive, barring rats, seems to be blackbeetles. We must have slaughtered thousands when we came in. The kitchen’s black with them. Come and look.” I declined. “But they can hardly have opened that door and shut it with a bang. There’s no evidence to show which door it was, but I believe it was one which leads into Bluebeard’s chamber.”

“Pollie! How can you tell?”

“I can’t tell, but I can believe. Can’t I believe, my dear? I shall, anyhow. It is my belief” — she spoke with an emphasis which was meant for me—” that the mystery it conceals peeped out, then, fearing discovery, popped back again. It was its hurry to pop back which caused the bang. I wonder, by the way, if it was anyone who made a bolt into the street.”

She tried to open the front door, against my wish, and failed. We had opened it from within easily enough before, when we had gone out to interview her Tom; but now it appeared to be as hermetically sealed as the door leading into what she called “Bluebeard’s Chamber.” It was no use reasoning with her. So soon as she found that it would not open she made up her mind that it should. For a quarter of an hour or twenty minutes she tried everything she could to force it. In vain. By the time we returned to the bedroom she was not in the best of tempers. And I had resolved that nothing should induce me to stay any longer alone with her beneath that roof than I could possibly help.

We had something like a quarrel. She said some very cruel things to me, and, when I told her she was unkind, and that there were aspects in which she reminded me of her Uncle Benjamin, she said crueller things still. I announced my intention to spend the night — what was left of it — upon a chair. She flung herself upon the bed and laughed.

Never shall I forget the remainder of that night, not if I live to be as old as Methuselah. To begin with, that chair was horribly uncomfortable, to speak of physical discomfort only. It was a small, very slippery, wooden Windsor chair; every time I tried to get into an easy position I began to slip off. I wondered more and more how I could ever have been so Quixotic as to have volunteered to become Pollie Blyth’s companion. For one thing I had never suspected that she could have been so callous, so careless of the feelings of others, so indifferent to what they suffered on her behalf. Although I was tired out and out I could see that there would be no sleep for me, and no rest either, while I continued where I was. So far as I could judge, so soon as she threw herself upon the bed Pollie was asleep.

It was with quite a sense of shock I realised that this was the case. It seemed so selfish. The feeling of solitude it conveyed was frightful. I could hear her gentle breathing coming from the bed; I myself hardly dared to breathe at all. Half an inch of candle was guttering on the mantelpiece. By its light I could see that she lay on her left side, looking towards the wall, and that she did not appear to have moved since she had first lain down. I called to her:

“Pollie! Pollie! Pollie!” uttering each repetition of her name a little louder.

My voice seemed to ring out with such uncanny clearness I did not venture to really raise it. In consequence my modest tones did not serve to rouse her from her childlike slumber. So sound was her sleep that, all at once, the noise of her breathing ceased. It faded away. She was still, strangely still. So still that in the overwrought condition of my nerves I began to wonder if she was dead. I wished that she would move, do anything, to show she was alive. I tried, once more, to call upon her name. But, this time, my throat was parched; it came as an inarticulate murmur from between my tremulous lips.

I would have given much to have got up and shaken her back to life, and me. But it was as though I was glued to the seat, and that although I was continually slipping off. My body was stiff, my limbs cramped; it was only with an effort I could move them; of that effort I was not capable. I was conscious that I was passing into a waking nightmare. I closed my eyes because I was afraid to keep them open; then opened them again because I was still more afraid to keep them shut.

The house was full of noises. Pollie had not shut the door. It was ajar perhaps an inch or two. I wanted to put a chair in front, to shut it close. Apart, however, from my incapacity to move, I was oppressed by an uncomfortable fancy that someone, something, was peering through the interstice. This fancy became, by rapid degrees, a certainty. That I was overlooked I was sure. By whom, by what, I did not dare to think. How I knew I could not have told. I did know.

My eyes were fixed upon the door. For a moment, now and then, I moved them, with a flicker, to the right or to the left Only for a moment Back they went to the door. Once I saw it tremble. I started. It was motionless again. Then I heard a pattering. The rats were audible everywhere — under the floor at my feet, in the walls about me, above the ceiling over my head. The house was full of their clamour. But the pattering I heard was distinct from all the other sounds. It approached the room from without, pausing over the threshold as if in doubt. The door gave a little jerk, ever such a little one, but I saw it A rat came in.

So it was a rat after all.

It stopped, just inside the door, peering round, as if surprised at the illumination which the candle gave. As if satisfied by what it saw it came in a little further. Close behind it was a second. This was of a more impatient breed; as soon as it appeared, with a little spring it ranged itself beside the other. Immediately there came two more. The four indulged themselves with a feast of observation, as though they were smelling out the land. After a while their eyes seemed to concentrate themselves on me, as if they could not make me out. Perhaps they thought that I was dead, or sleeping. I did not move, because I could not.

On a sudden the four gave a little forward scamper, as if they had been hustled from behind. The door was opened another half-dozen inches. More than a score came in. All at once I became conscious that rats were peeping at me from all about the room; out of holes and crannies of whose existence I had not been aware; above, below, on every side. And I knew that an army waited on the landing, as if waiting for a signal to make a rush. On whom? On me? Or on Pollie, asleep upon the bed? I was paralysed. I wanted to shriek and warn Pollie of what was coming; to let her know that in a second’s time the room would be a pandemonium of rats, all of them in search of food. My tongue was tied. I could not speak. I could only wait and watch.

The house was not yet still. Not all had gathered without the door, many were observing me, with teeth sharp set, from hidden cavities. There was continually the clamour of their scurrying to and fro. But some instinct told me that their numbers increased upon the landing. I could hear their squeals, as if they snapped at each other in the press. Another score had harried the first score farther forward. They were so close that where they stood they hid the floor. It seemed so strange to see so many, all with their eyes on me. Yet what were they to those who were without? Something told me that those who watched me in the room had come further out of their holes! that in another instant they would spring down; and that then the rush would come. I think that my heart had nearly ceased to beat; that the blood had turned to water in my veins. I was cold; a chill sweat was on my face. The hand of death had come quite close.

I but waited for its actual touch; for whose approach the rushing of the rats should be the signal; when — what was it fell upon my ear? What sound, coming from below? Not rats? No, not rats. Mechanically I drew breath; I verily believe it was the first time I had breathed for I know not how long. The inflation of my lungs roused me. I listened with keener ears. I knew that what I had heard the rats had also heard; that it was because of it that the rush had not begun; that they attended what was next to come with a sense of expectancy; of doubt; of hesitation.

Moments passed; the sound was not repeated. Had it been a trick of our imagination; mine and the rats’? All was still, even the scurrying of their friends below. If I heard nothing, they did; they retreated. There were fewer within the room; I had not noticed their going, but they had gone. I felt that their unseen comrades, who were about me, had drawn back again into their holes. What was it caused that noise? There was a board that creaked. No rat’s foot had caused that. Again. Was that a step upon the stairs?

Someone, something, was ascending from below? Who — what — could it be? An inmate of the Bluebeard’s Chamber? What shape of horror would it take? Why did Pollie sleep so soundly? In my awful helplessness inwardly I raged. The rats heard; already they were flying for their lives. Why did she not hear? Would nothing rouse her from her slumbers? Danger, the danger she had herself foretold, was stealing on us. She had boasted of her courage. Why did she not come out of sleep to prove she was no braggart? What was it bound my limbs with chains, and kept me from stretching out my arm to touch her where she lay? What was the choking in my throat, so that when I tried to speak I seemed to strangle?

Silence again. This seemed to be a jest that someone played: the sound, then silence; still silence, long drawn out, then again the sound. If something came, why did it not come quickly? I should not be so fearful of a thing I saw as of a thing that I did not; I could not be.

The steps had reached the staircase which led directly to our room. There were fewer intervals of silence; though, yet, between each, there was a pause, as if to listen. They were very soft; as if someone walked velvet footed, being most unwilling to be heard. If I had sprung to my feet, roused Pollie, rushed to the door, defying all comers to come on, I wondered what would happen; and should have dearly liked to see.

But I was a craven through and through.

The footsteps gained the landing: moved towards the door; stayed without, while their owner listened. It might have been my fancy, but, so acutely was I listening, that I could have declared that I heard a hand placed gently against the panel. An interval. Pollie remained quiet on the bed. She had not moved since first she had lain down. What kind of sleep was this of hers? Did no warning come to her in dreams to tell her that there was something strange without? It was not fair that she should be so utterly at peace, while I had to bear the burden all alone. She was stronger than I. Why did she not wake up?

The door came a little forward; perhaps another half-dozen inches. Again a pause; as if to ascertain if the movement had been observed. Whoever was without was cautious. Then ——  — 

Then something appeared at the opening.

What I had expected to see I could not for the life of me have told. Some shape of horror, some monster born of the terror I was in; a diseased imagining of my mental, moral, physical paralysis; a creature, neither human nor inhuman, but wholly horrible, which should come stealing, resistless, in, to force me, in my agony, to welcome death.

What it was I actually saw, at first, I could not tell. It was not what I expected; that I knew. Something more commonplace; yet, considering the hour and the place, almost as strange.

When the mist had cleared from before my vision, I perceived it was a face. What kind of face even yet I could not see; the shock of the unexpected added to my confusion. It was only after it had remained quiescent for perhaps the better part of a minute that I realised it was a woman’s.

A woman’s face!

But not like any woman’s face that I had seen before. As I gazed my fear began to fade; a sense of wonder came instead. Was I asleep or waking? I asked myself the question. Were these things happening to me in a dream? Glancing at me through the partly open door was the kind of face one reads and dreams about; not the kind one meets in daily life. At least, in the daily life which I have led. I was vaguely conscious that it was beautiful; beautiful in so strange a sort; but most clearly present to my mind was the bewildering fact that it had a more wonderful pair of eyes than any I had supposed a woman could have had. It was not only that they were large, nor that they were lovely. They had in them so odd a lustre. It was as though some living thing were in them, which kept coming and going, breaking into light, fading into darkness. They were wild eyes; such as no Englishwoman ever could have had. This face was brown.

For at any rate some minutes it stayed motionless, watching me. Only by degrees did it dawn upon me that possibly its owner was nearly as much startled as I was; that whatever she had anticipated seeing she had not expected to find me sitting on that chair. She kept her glance fixed upon my features; only for a second did it wander towards Pollie sleeping on the bed. I fancy she was endeavouring to determine what it was that I was doing there; why I was on the chair instead of on the bed; whether I was asleep or waking, or even dead. I was so huddled up upon the chair, and remained so very still, that it was quite possible for her, taken unawares, to suppose that I was dead.

“You sleep?”

She spoke to me; in English, which had a quaintly foreign sound; in a bell-like whisper, it was so soft and yet so clear.

I did not answer; the knot in my tongue had not yet come untied. I felt that she did not understand my silence, or the cause of it; and wondered, hesitated too. Presently she ventured on an assertion, uttered with a little cadence of doubt, as if it were a question.

“You do not sleep.” Apparently as if still in doubt as to the correctness of the statement, she endeavoured to fortify herself with reasons. “Your eyes are open; you do not sleep. We do not sleep when our eyes are open. Speak to me. Are you afraid?”

Perhaps the suspicion increased in strength that, if I was not stupefied with fear, there was at least something curious in my condition. She opened the door nearly to the full, and she came into the room. I saw that she seemed but a girl, tall above the common, clad in a gown which, while it was loose and seemingly shapeless, and made in a fashion which was altogether strange to me, yet draped itself in graceful folds about her figure. It was made of some stuff which looked to me like silk alpaca; in colour a most assertive, and indeed trying, shade of electric blue. It positively warmed one’s eyes to look at it. And it was covered with what looked more like sequins than anything else I could think of; though, with every movement of her body, they gleamed and glittered like no sequins I had ever seen before. Her hair, of which there was an extraordinary quantity, as black as jet, was most beautifully done. Even in my condition of semistupor I wondered how she did it. It formed a perfect halo about her face. And on the top was stuck what seemed to be the very double of that queer little thing which Pollie said she found in the scrap of paper which the man had given her. Only, to me, the creature in her hair seemed alive. Its eyes gleamed; its body inclined this way then that, as she stood in the open doorway.

She was covered with jewels; at least, I suppose they were jewels. Though, regarded as ornaments, they were as queer as everything else about her. Her fingers were loaded with rings; funny looking ones they seemed. She stood, bending slightly forward, with her hands in front, so that I could not help but notice them. Bracelets were twined about her arms; of the oddest design. A jewelled snake was about her throat. Another, not only a monster, but a monstrosity, was twisted, girdle fashion, three or four times around her waist. It looked as if it were alive.

When, having, apparently, sufficiently considered the situation, she began to advance towards me, to my amazement and abject horror this creature was set in motion too. It stretched out its evil-looking head in my direction, with an ugly glitter in its eyes; it opened its jaws; its fangs shot out As they seemed to be extending themselves as far as possible, in order to reach my face, thank God, the guttering half-inch of candle went out upon the mantelpiece. With it my senses seemed to go out too. As they were leaving me I was conscious of the unpleasant odour of a smouldering wick.


CHAPTER XIV.

SUSIE.

I WAS lying on the floor. There was a light in the room. A woman was bending over me; the woman with the snake about the waist. The memory of it recurring with a sudden sense of shock, I started up.

“Where is it?”

She looked as if she did not understand.

“Where is what?”

“The snake.”

She smiled; why, I do not know.

“The snake? Oh, it is gone.”

Apparently it had. In its place was a plain broad band of what seemed gold. I wondered if it was gold. If so, it was worth a great deal. Still wondering, I sank back upon the floor. I saw that beside me was a queer-shaped lamp, which also seemed to be of gold. It was fashioned something like a covered butter-boat, with a handle, the flame coming from the lip. I felt drowsy; the hair seemed to be heavy with perfume; one which was new to me, having a pleasantly soothing effect upon one’s nerves. Had it not been for the strangeness of my position I believe that I should then and there have fallen asleep. Turning, I stared at the stranger, who, kneeling on my left, regarded me in turn. Silence; which she broke.

“Are many Englishwomen as beautiful as you?”

I was thinking, lazily, how beautiful she was. The appositeness of the question took me aback; it startled some of the heaviness from my eyelids. I did not know what to reply. My hesitation did not please her. A sudden gleam came into her eyes; as if the wild creature which inhabited them had all at once come to the front.

“Why do you not answer? I am used to being answered. Are many Englishwomen as beautiful as you?”

“They are much more beautiful. I am not beautiful at all.”

“You are beautiful. You are a liar.”

The plain directness of her speech brought the blood into my cheeks. She marked my change of colour, as if surprised.

“How do you do that?”

“Do what?”

My tone was meek as meek could be.

“You have gone red.” I went still redder. “How do you do it? Is it a trick? It becomes you very well; it makes you still more beautiful. Is it the blood shining through your skin? You are so white, the least thing shows. To be white I would give all that I am, all that I have.”

She uttered the last words with a simple earnestness which, if she had only known it, became her much more than my blush did me. I ventured on an inquiry.

“Who are you?”

She knelt straight up. There came to her an air of dignity which lent to her a weird and thrilling fascination.

“I am she who inhabits the inner sanctuary of the temple; to whom all men and women bring their supplications, that I may lay them at the feet of the Most High Joss.”

I had not the faintest notion what she meant; but her words and manner impressed me none the less on that account. Which fact she observing was good enough not to allow it to displease her. She went on, with the same quaint, yet awe-inspiring simplicity.

“I am she who holds joy and sorrow in the hollow of my hand; ay, life and death. When I lift it the prayers of the faithful may hope for answer; when I do not lift it, their petitions are offered up in vain, for the Great Joss is sleeping; and, when he sleeps, he attends to no one’s prayers.”

She stopped. I should have liked her to have gone on; or, at least, to have been a trifle more explicit. But, possibly, she was under the impression that she had vouchsafed sufficient information, and, in exchange, would like a little out of me. She put a point blank question.

“Are you Miss Mary Blyth?”

I motioned with my hand towards the bed.

“That’s Pollie. She’s asleep.”

“Pollie? Who is Pollie? I ask, are you Miss Mary Blyth?”

“That is Mary Blyth upon the bed. I’m a friend of hers, so I call her Pollie. She’s known to all her friends as Pollie.”

She considered, knitting her brows. I half expected her to again roundly call me liar; but, instead, she asked a question, the meaning of which I scarcely grasped.

“Is Susie a name by which one is known unto one’s friends?”

“Susie? Isn’t that the pet name for Susan?”

For some reason my answer seemed to afford her a singular amount of pleasure. She broke into a soft ripple of laughter; for sheer music I had never heard anything like it before. The sound was so infectious that it actually nearly made me smile — even then! She put her hands before her face, in the enjoyment of some joke which was altogether beyond my comprehension; then, holding out her arms, extended them on either side of her as wide as she possibly could.

“It is a pet name; Susie, a pet name! It is the pet name by which one is known to one’s — friends!”

There was a slight pause before “friends as if she hesitated whether or not to substitute another word. I should have liked to have inquired what the jest was, but there was something in her bearing which suggested that it was so personal to herself that I did not dare. When she had got out of it what perhaps occurred to her as being sufficient enjoyment, quitting the kneeling posture which she had occupied till then, she rose to her feet and went to the bed.

By now I was wide awake, my perceptions were well on the alert. The sense of terror which had so nearly brought me to a condition of paralysis had grown considerably less. I do not pretend that fear had altogether vanished, nor that with but a little provocation it would not have returned with all its former force. But, for the moment, certainly, curiosity was to the front. My chief anxiety was not to allow one of my mysterious visitor’s movements, no matter how insignificant, to escape my notice. I observed with what suppleness she rose to her feet; how, in the noiseless way in which she passed to the bed, there was something which reminded me of wild animals I had seen at the Zoological Gardens. When she bent over the sleeping Pollie there was something in her pose which recalled them again. For some seconds she was still; I had a peculiar feeling, as I watched her from behind, that with those extraordinary eyes of hers she was scorching the sleeper’s countenance.

“She is not beautiful. No, she is not beautiful, like you. But there is that in her face which reminds me of another I have seen. She is clever, strong bodied, strong willed, she knows no fear. When she is brought face to face with fear she laughs at it She sleeps sound. It is like her to sleep sound when no one else could sleep at all.” Although I could not see the speaker’s face I knew she smiled. “It is funny it should have been given to her. She will never do as she is told; it is because she is told that she will never do it. Obedience is not for her, it is for those with whom she lives to obey.” She glanced round. “It is for you.”

There was a sting in the little air of malice with which it was said, although the thing was true. It nettled me to think how soon she had found me out. She returned to Pollie without deigning to notice how her words had been received.

“Let her sleep on. So sound a sleep should know no sudden waking.” Again there was malice in her tone. She passed her hand two or three times in front of Pollie’s face. “Now shell have no evil dreams. It is funny it should have been given to her; very funny. It should have been given to you; you are different. But it is like that things happen; the world is crooked.”

She had returned towards me.

“Have you a lover?”

Her trick of asking the most delicate questions in the abruptest and baldest fashion I found more than a little disconcerting. Although I tried to keep it back, again the blood flamed to my cheeks, all the more because I half expected to have her repeat her enquiry as to how I got it there. For some ridiculous reason I thought of Mr. Frank Paine. It was too absurd. Of course I had only seen him once, and then I had scarcely looked at him, although I could not help noticing that, though he had not bad eyes, in other respects he was positively ugly, and most stilted in his manners. I might never see the man again, probably never should. I was sure I did not want to. And, anyhow, he was absolutely nothing to me, nor, under any possible circumstances, ever could be. It made me wild to think that I should think of him, especially when I was asked such a question as that.

“No,” I stammered.

“No? That is strange. Since you are so beautiful.”

“I am not beautiful. Why do you say that I am beautiful?”

“Is it possible that you do not know that you are beautiful? You must be very silly. I knew all about myself long before I was as old as you. You have the kind of face which, when a man sees, he desires; you also have the shape. You are not like her.” She jerked her shoulder towards the bed. “You are a woman; and a fool.”

I did not like the way she spoke to me at all. She might be a walking mystery — and she certainly was — but that was no reason why she should be impertinent as well.

“Why do you say such things to me? Is a woman of necessity a fool?”

“If she is wise she is. It is a fool that a man desires; if she is a fool she will rule him when he has her. The greater fool is governed by the lesser.”

She had a most astonishing way of talking. Considering her age, and, in years, I felt convinced that she was the merest slip of a girl, she professed to have a knowledge of the world which was amazing. I did not know what to say; not being used to carry on a conversation on the lines which she seemed to favour. So she asked another question, with another jerk of her shoulder towards the bed.

“Has she a lover?”

“She has.”

“No! That is stranger still! A real lover? What sort of a man is he?”

“He’s not a bad sort.”

“Not a bad sort? What is that? Is he rich?”

“Rich!” I smiled at the idea of Tom Cooper being rich. “He is very far from being rich, unfortunately for him, and for Pollie too. He is an assistant in a shop.”

“A shop? What kind of shop?”

“A draper’s.”

“A draper’s? Isn’t that where they sell things for women to wear? What kind of a man is he who is in a shop in which they sell things for women to cover their bodies? Is it his life which he lives there? But, after all, that is the kind of lover one would have supposed she would have had. It is he who must obey.” I felt that she was hard on Pollie, and on Mr. Cooper. It seemed to be her way to be hard on everyone. “But you — why have you no lover?”

I really did not know what to answer. It was such a difficult question, to say nothing of its delicacy. Of course I had had lovers, of a sort One need not give a list, but there had been incidents. At the same time it was not easy to enter into particulars, at a moment’s notice, to a perfect stranger, under such conditions as obtained just then.

“I hardly know what to say to you. I suppose I am not too old to have one yet.”

It was a silly remark to make. But it was either that or silence. And she did not seem to like me not to answer her.

“One should have a lover when one is still a little young.”

“What’s your idea of a little young? Are you inferring that I’m a trifle old?”

“The day passes; a lover should come in the morning; when the sun is just lighting the sky.”

There was an air of superiority about her which I did not altogether relish. She might be somebody wonderful, and I was quite willing to admit that she was; but one does not care to be snubbed. So far as I could see she was snubbing me all the time. So I asked her a question in my turn.

“You speak as if you had had a great deal of experience. May I ask if you have a lover?”

“Can you not see it in my eyes?”

I could not. Hers were wonderful eyes, especially when the blaze came into them as it did as she spoke. But one required remarkable powers of observation to know that she had a lover merely by looking at her eyes. I hesitated, however, to say as much; and luckily she went on without rendering it necessary for me to say anything at all.

“Can you not see it in my face? my smile? the way I breathe? the joy of life that’s in me? Is it that, although you’re white, you’re stupid? I thought it was plain to all the world; to another woman most of all. One morning I woke; I was what I was; he had not come. He came before the sun set; I was what I am now; there were no shadows that night for me; the sun has not set since.”

Her language was really a little above my head. Though I confess that I liked the way in which she spoke. It set my heart all beating. And her words rang like silver trumpets in my ears. And she looked so lovely as she stood with her beautiful head thrown a little back, and her hands held out in front as if her heart was in them. Yet, at the same time, if she had expressed herself in a somewhat different manner, I should have gathered more exactly what it was she meant. She had stopped, as if she thought that it was time for me to speak. So I blundered.

“Was the gentleman a — a countryman of yours?”

“A countryman of mine? What do you mean by a countryman of mine? How do you know what my country is?”

I was sorry I had asked the question directly the words had passed my lips, though I never dreamt that she would take it up in the way she did. She flew at me in a way which gave me quite a start. The wild animal which was in her eyes came to the front with a sudden rush, as if it would spring right out at me.

“I’m sure no offence was intended, and I beg your pardon if any has been given. Because, as you say, I have not the faintest notion what your country is.”

“England is my country. I am English — all of me! — to there!”

As she put her hands behind her I suppose she meant that she was English to the backbone. All I could say was that she did not look it, and she did not sound it either. But not for worlds would I have mentioned the fact at that moment. She came closer, eyeing me as if she would have pierced me through and through.

“You think that he is black? You think it? You insult me, the daughter of the gods, in whose hands are life and death! Shall I tear the heart out of your body? Shall I kill you? Tell me! — yes or no!”

“No.”

It seemed an unnecessary answer to give, but I felt that I might as well give expression to my sentiments since she was so insistent. Though I thought it quite likely that she might at any moment commence, as she called it, to tear the heart out of my body, while I waited for the moment to arrive I could not but own that, even in her rage, she was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. But it seemed that she decided that, after all, it would be scarcely worth her while to soil her fingers just for the sake of tearing me to pieces; so she emptied the vials of her scorn on me instead.

“Bah! You are a fool — of the fools! That is all you are. You know nothing, not even what you say. Why should I attend to the witless when they babble? Listen to me — fool!”

She held her finger up close to my nose. I listened with might and main. She spoke as if she intended to lay emphasis upon her every word.

“He is English, my lover, of the English; of the flower of the nation. He is not one who lives in shops which pretend to help ugly women to hide their ugliness; he is not that kind. His home is the wide world. He is tall, and brave, and strong; a ruler of men; handsome beyond any of his fellows.” She made that last statement as if she dared me to question it by so much as a movement of my eyelids. “Were you but to see his picture you would faint for love of him.” I wondered. “With all women it is so. But, beware! Hide yourself when he is coming; if he but deigns to look on you I’ll tear you into pieces. I suffer no woman to stand in his presence, save only I.”

Words and manner suggested not only that she was not by any means too sure of the gentleman’s affection, but, also, that there was a lively time in store for him. If she wished to be taken literally, and really did mean that no woman was to be allowed to stand in his presence except herself, then the sooner she returned to the particular parts from which, in spite of all that she might say to the contrary, I felt sure she came, then the pleasanter it would be for everyone concerned. I should like to see the man in whose presence I was not to be allowed to stand.

I said nothing when she stopped; I had nothing to say. Or, rather, if I had been allowed a moment or two to think it over, and been given time to get back a little of my breath again, I should have had such a quantity to say that I should have been at a loss as to which end I had better begin. Nor do I fancy that her temper would have been improved wherever I had started.

While she was still glaring as if she would like to eat me, her finger-nails within an inch or two of my face, and I was thinking, in spite of my natural indignation, not to speak of other things, that being in a rage positively suited her, for the second time that night, there came from below what sounded like the opening of a door. On the instant she stood up straight. She looked more than ever like one of the beautiful wild creatures at the Zoo; poised so lightly on her feet, with every sense on the alert, listening as if she did not intend to allow the dropping of a pin to escape her. Suddenly she stooped; waved her hands before my face; caught up the lamp from the floor; vanished from the room.


CHAPTER XV.

AN ULTIMATUM.

WHAT had happened I could not think, nor where I was. It was pitch dark. I had been roused from sound sleep, as it seemed, by someone falling over me, who was making vigorous efforts at my expense to regain a footing. I remonstrated.

“Who is it? what are you doing?”

“Emily!” returned a voice, in accents of unmistakable surprise.

It was Pollie. She was lying right across me, and, with sundry ejaculations, was using my body as a sort of lever to assist her in regaining her perpendicular. She was plainly as much astonished to find that it was me as I was to find it was her.

“You’ve been lying on the floor. Why have you been doing that?”

“Because I happen to have been lying on the floor that is no reason why you should tumble over me.”

“That’s good. How was I to see you in the middle of this brilliant illumination? I called out to you; as you did not answer I was beginning to be half afraid that the black bogies had swallowed you up. Have you been there all night?”

“I don’t know.” I wondered myself. “I suppose so.” Raising myself to a sitting posture I found that I was stiff all over. I had not been accustomed to quite so hard a mattress. “Have you any idea what time it is?”

“I wish I had. So far as light is concerned all hours seem the same in here, but I’ll have that altered before another night comes on. I feel as if I had slept my sleep right out, so I expect that anyhow it’s morning.”

Her feelings were not mine. My eyelids were heavy. I felt generally dull and stupid, unrefreshed. She gave a little exclamation.

“I touched something with my foot. I believe it’s the matches. I thought I put them in my pocket; if so, they’ve dropped out since; they’re not there. Well found! It is!” She struck one. “Hello, where’s the candle?”

I remembered that the one she had left alight had burned right out. But there had been others, three or four pieces of varying length. Every trace of them had vanished.

“Rats,” I suggested.

“That’s it; the little wretches have devoured them, wicks and tallow and all. When I got off the bed I heard them scurrying in all directions. Did we leave any ends downstairs?”

“I don’t think so. We brought up all there was to bring.”

“Then that’s real nice. For the present we shall have to live by matchlight.” As she spoke the one she held Went out. “They don’t burn long; just long enough to scorch the tips of your fingers. Where’s the door?” She moved towards it by the glimmer of a flickering match. She tried the handle. “Why, it seems —— —” There Was a pause. “It does seem—”

The match Went out, “Emily, it’s locked.”

“Locked!” I echoed the word.

“Yes, locked; I said locked, or — something. And It wasn’t anything last night.”

“No; I don’t believe it was.”

“You don’t believe! Don’t you remember that because there wasn’t a key, and the hasp wouldn’t catch, you suggested piling up the furniture to keep it close? What do you mean, then, by saying that you don’t believe? you know it wasn’t.”

“Yes; I do know.”

“Well, it’s fastened now.” I could hear her, in the darkness, trying the handle again. “Sure enough, it’s locked; and, from the feel, it’s bolted too. Emily, we’re locked in.”

She was silent I was silent, too, turning things over in my mind. It seemed, when she spoke again, as if she had been doing the same.

“But — who can have done it? It appears that I was right, that there was someone in those Bluebeard’s chambers — perhaps in both, for all we know. If someone could come and lock this door without waking us up, we ran a good risk of having our throats cut, or worse.” She lit another match. Apparently my continued silence struck her as peculiar. “Why don’t you say something — what’s the matter? Don’t you understand that we’re locked in; prisoners, my dear? Or are you too stupefied with terror to be able to utter a word?”

She held the match in front of her face. It gleamed on something white.

“What’s that upon your bodice?”

“My bodice?” She put up her hand. “Why — it’s a piece of paper —— pinned to my bodice! Where on earth —— !” Once more the match went out.

“This truly is delightful. Never before did I realise how much we owe to candles. The thing is pinned as if it had been meant never to be unpinned. Where can it have come from? It can’t have fallen from the skies. It’s plain that there are ghosts about. It’s not easy to do a little job like this in the dark, my dear; but I’ve managed. I’ve also managed to jab my finger in half-a-dozen places with the pin. Emily, come here; light a match and hold it while I examine this mysterious paper. I can’t do everything; and you don’t seem disposed to do anything at all.”

In endeavouring to do as she requested, I stumbled against her in the darkness.

“That’s right; knock me over; you’ve made me run the pin into my other finger. There, my love, are the matches; what you’re grabbing at is my back hair.”

Taking a match from the box which she thrust into my hand, I tried to light it at the wrong end; turning it round, a spark leaped into my eye. I dropped it, to rub my eye.

“Clever, aren’t you? Just the helpful sort of person one likes to be able to count upon when one is in a bit of a hole. Try again; if at first you don’t succeed, perhaps you will next time.”

I did. I held the flaming match as conveniently for her as possible; but, at best, it was not much of a light. Every few moments it went out; I had to light another. As I fumbled with them now and then, I was not always so expeditious, perhaps, as I should have been. Pollie-grumbled all the while.

“Can’t you hold it steady? Who do you suppose can see if your hand keeps shaking?” It was not my hand which shook, it was the flame which flickered. “It’s queer paper; sort of cigarette paper, it seems to be; I never saw any like it — at least, so far as I can judge by the light of that match which you won’t hold steady. I wonder where it came from, and who it’s from. Emily, someone’s been playing pranks on us this night; I should like to know just what pranks they were. That’s right, let the match go out; can’t you keep it alight a little longer?”

“Thank you; it has burned my fingers as it is.”

I lit another.

“There is writing on it; I thought there was; I can see it now. Hold that match of yours closer.”

In my anxiety to obey her, I gave it too sudden a jerk, the flame was extinguished.

“There! I suppose you’ll say that you burned that to an end. If you go on wasting them at this rate we shall be in a fix indeed. How do you know that those aren’t all the matches we have got?”

“There are some more upon the mantelpiece — I saw them.”

“You saw the boxes; you didn’t see the matches; they may be empty. For all you can tell rats may be as fond of matches as they are of candles. Now, do be careful; don’t let that go out. Nearer; the way you shiver and shake is trying, my love. I never knew there was so much flicker in a match before. What’s it say? Someone’s been writing with the point of a pin; you want a microscope to read it. Of course! Let it go out just as I was beginning to see. You are a treasure! This time do try to let us have a light on the subject as long as you can.”

She held the paper within an inch of the tip of her nose, and I held a match as close as I dared. She began to decipher the writing.

“‘ Put the key to the front and the key to the back under the door, and you shall be released. Until you do you will be kept a prisoner. And the fate of the doomed shall be yours. You child of disobedience!’ This is pretty; very pretty, on my word. There’s a style about the get-up of the thing which suggests that the person who got it up wasn’t taught writing in England; but if it wasn’t written by a woman, I’m a Dutchman.”

“Then it was she.”

“She? What do you mean? That’s right! By all means let the light go out at the moment it’s most wanted. Perhaps you’ll tell me what you mean by ‘she’ in the dark.”

“Pollie, after you had gone to sleep I had a visitor.”

“A visitor! Emily! And you’re alive to tell the tale! And let me sleep on! And never tried to wake me!”

“At the beginning I was too much afraid, and afterwards I couldn’t.”

“Who was the visitor?”

“Well, that’s more than I can tell you, except that it was a woman.”

“A woman — Emily — came in here after I had gone to sleep! Don’t you see, or if you can’t see, can’t you feel that I’m on tenterhooks? Will you go on, or must I take you by the shoulders and shake it out of you?”

I told her what there was to tell, in the dark. She stood close up to me. As she said, I could feel she was on tenterhooks. She gripped me with her hands, as if she were unwilling to let there be so much as an Inch of space between us, for fear of losing a syllable of what I had to say. As the interest increased her grasp tightened. Yet when! had to stop and tell her that she was pinching me black and blue, she resented my remonstrance as if it had been an unnecessary interruption of my narration. She could not have been more unreasonable had she tried. And to crown it all, so soon as I had finished she professed to doubt me.

“You’re sure you’ve been telling me just exactly what took place. I know your taste for the romantic.”

“I’ve been telling you nothing but the sober facts.”

“Sober, you call them? Staggering facts they seem to me. But why didn’t you ask the creature who she was?”

“Don’t I tell you that I did? And she replied that she was a daughter of the gods, and held life and death in her hand.”

“Is that so? She must have been a oner. Emily, I’ll never forgive you as long as I live for letting me sleep on.”

“Don’t! I wish you wouldn’t pinch. If you’d been In my place, I don’t believe you’d have done anything different — it’s all very well for you to talk. Why didn’t you wake up on your own accord? Anyone else in your place would have done — I should. The truth Is, Pallié, you were Sleeping like a grampus.”

“Thank you, my pet. I don’t quite know how a grampus sleeps, and I don’t believe you do either; but I’m obliged for the compliment all the same. I suppose it’s meant for a compliment. Of course the thing’s as plain as a pikestaff. Your daughter of the gods sneaked out of one of Bluebeard’s chambers, where, no doubt, she is at this identical moment. Shouldn’t I like to get at her! I will before I’m done. It seems as if she — or somebody — is discontented with the way I’ve behaved since I came into my fortune, though it’s early days to be dissatisfied. And the idea apparently is to get hold of the keys, and then to get rid of me; on the supposition that When I’m once outside I shan’t be able, without the keys, to get in again. But I’m not quite so simple as I look. When she went I expect you fell asleep, though why you didn’t wake me up, and help chivy her downstairs, is more than I can understand. I’d have daughter-of-the-gods her! Then she sneaked back, searched for the keys. Fortunately, the intricacies of a Christian woman’s costume were too many for her. So she jumped to the Conclusion that they were concealed in some mysterious hiding-place, quite beyond her finding out, daughter of the gods though she is. She pinned the piece of paper to my bodice, and she locked the door, supposing that we’d the spirits of mice, and that we’d give her what she’s no more right to than the man in the moon, just to unlock it again. But you’re mistaken, you daughter of the gods! Emily, I can’t see your face, and you can’t see mine. If you could you’d see determination written on it, and you’d know she was. I don’t mean to be kept shut up like a rat in a trap, not much, I don’t. Outside there! Are you going to open this door, or am I to open it for you?”

Bang, bang she went with her fists against the panels. The noise she made shook the room.

“One thing’s certain, this door’s not protected with sheet iron, or any pretty stuff of that kind. If it’s not unlocked it won’t be long before I’m through it, anyhow. Do you hear, you daughter of the gods?”

Smash, crash went the fists again.

I did not know what to say, still less what to do. It was useless proffering advice. She never was amenable to that. I was sure she would resent it hotly then. Yet what she proposed to gain by going on was beyond my comprehension.

It was becoming pretty plain to me that whatever object her Uncle Benjamin had in view when he made his will it was not his niece’s benefit. It seemed as if he had died as he had lived, true to the character which Pollie gave of him. I was beginning to think that he had meant to use her as a catspaw, though why, or in what way, I confess I did not understand. That the house was not a good house I was sure; that it harboured some dreadful characters I felt convinced; perhaps coiners, or forgers, or abandoned creatures of some kind. Pollie might be meant to serve as a sort of cover. Her occupation of the place might be intended to avert suspicion. People seeing her going in and out, and being aware she lived there, would think there was nothing strange about the house. It need not be generally known that she had only access to a part of it. The prohibition against allowing anybody but another girl to cross the threshold was evidently meant as a precaution against allowing that fact to become discovered. Oh yes! nothing could be plainer than that, so far from Pollie’s being the lucky heritor of a handsome fortune, she was only the tool of her wicked old uncle; and that, consciously or unconsciously, as such she was to hide from the world some one or other of his nefarious schemes which had to be kept hidden even after he was in his grave.

As such thoughts kept chasing each other through my brain I could keep them to myself no longer.

“Pollie, do you know what I should do if I were you?”

“Break open the door with a chair, or the leg of the bedstead, my dear?”

“I should leave the house this moment.”

“Would you indeed? And then?”

“I should go straight to Mr. Paine, and I should renounce the fortune which your wicked old uncle has pretended to leave you, and refuse to fall into the trap which he had laid.”

“Emily! Are you insane?”

“No, I’m not insane, and it’s because I’m not that I’m advising you. I feel sure that your Uncle Benjamin never meant to do you any good when he made that will of his.”

“So far I’m with you. But it’s just possible that the niece may prove a match for the uncle; she means to try. This is my house, at present. I’m mistress here, and I mean to play the mistress; not act as if I were afraid to raise my voice above a whisper. So don’t you forget it, or we shall quarrel; and, even if things are as bad as you seem to think, I don’t see how you’ll be better off for that. Light a match, and keep on lighting one till I tell you to stop.”

She ordered me as if I were a servant: I obeyed because I could not see my way to refuse. In the match-light she marched to the mantelpiece.

“Here’s three boxes of matches for you; I’ll take care of the rest. The matches are in them, luckily.

Now the question is what is the handiest little article by whose help I can get soonest on the other side of that door. Ah! here’s the poker. It is not much use against sheet iron, but I fancy it will work wonders with plain wood.”

Brandishing the poker above her head — exactly in the wild way she had done the night before — she strode towards the door. As she did so someone addressed her from without; in a deep rumbling bass, which was more like a growl than a human voice.

“Beware, you fool, beware! Your life’s at stake, more than your life. Obey, before it is too late.”

In my most natural surprise and agitation, the match, dropping from my fingers, was extinguished as it reached the floor. The room was plunged into darkness. Pollie behaved as if the fault were mine.

“You idiot! Did you do that on purpose?”

She caught me by the arm as if she meant to break it. In her unreasoning rage I quite expected her to strike me with the poker. As I waited for it to fall the voice came again.

“Be warned! — for the last time! — obey!”


CHAPTER XVI.

THE NOISE WHICH CAME FROM THE PASSAGE.

SMASH, crash, smash! Pollie had thrust me aside. She was battering at the door with her poker, issuing, as she did so, her instructions to me.

“Light a match, you idiot! light a match!”

I did. She paused to enable her to learn, by the aid of its uncertain flicker, what effect her blows had had upon the door.

“Give it to me. Light another! Do as I tell you, keep on lighting one. I’ll do all that there is to do; all you have to do is to keep a light upon the scene. Do you hear? — I thought that poker would be equal to a wooden door.”

She had broken in one of the panels, leaving a hole almost large enough for her to put her hand through.

“Give me another match; as many as you can; as fast as you can!”

I gave her them as quickly as I could get them lighted. She held half a dozen between her fingers at a time. Keeping her face close to the break in the panel she endeavoured, by their light, to see what was without “Now, Mr. Bogey-man, where are you? Step to the front, don’t be shy! Let’s see what kind of an article you are. It’s only Pollie Blyth, you pretty thing; you’re not afraid of Pollie Blyth? Perhaps you’re the father of the daughter of the gods; if so, I’m sure I should like to have a peep at you, you must be so good-looking. You see that I’m obeying. When I reach you I’ll show you how to do some obeying on your own. I’ll thank you properly for treating the mistress of the house as if she were the dirt beneath your feet. Emily, my dear, there’s nothing and no one to be seen; move faster with those matches do! I’m afraid Mr. Bogey-man is a cur and a coward. He has a big voice, but that’s all that’s big about him. Perhaps he suspects that this poker is harder than his head; and, between you, I, and the door post, I shouldn’t be surprised if he finds he’s right. Keep lively with those matches. I don’t fancy there’ll be much trouble in dealing with this curiosity in locks; but I should like to have some idea of what I’m doing. Now then, stand clear! Here’s to you, Mr. Bogey-man.”

She brought down the poker with a force of which I had never supposed her capable; this was a new Pollie, whose existence was becoming for the first time known to me. I wondered what they would have thought of her at Cardew and Slaughter’s! The rotten old lock started from its fastenings; the door itself was shaken to its foundations.

“That’s one. There’s not much about this job to try your strength on. I think we shall manage it in three. Here’s to our early meeting, Mr. Bogeyman.”

She managed it in three. At the third blow the door was open. I had not expected it so soon. Taken unawares, before I had time to shield the light the draught had blown it out Of course Pollie turned to rend me.

“That’s you all over; such a sensible thing to do. Don’t let us have a light when we want it most How do you suppose that we are going to see Mr. Bogeyman when we can’t see anything?”

As it happened, her reproach was premature. Just then we could see a good deal; all that there was to see. As the door swung open the landing was illumined by a faint white light, which was yet strong enough to throw all objects into distinct relief. It seemed to ascend from below. Pollie rushed to the banisters; to discover nothing.

“More tricks, I suppose. What a box of tricks somebody seems to have. Reminds you of the Egyptian Hall, doesn’t it, my dear? Thank you, whoever you are, for this magic lantern effect; and for allowing us to see that there is nothing to be seen. It’s so good of you to show a trifle of light upon the situation; isn’t it, my sweet?”

She paused; as if for an answer. None came. The light continued. She turned to me, speaking at the top of her voice, with the obvious intention of making her words audible to whomsoever the house might contain.

“Tell me, Emily, what you would advise me to do. Shall I go straight away to a police station; say that in two rooms in this house are hidden a pack of thieves; return with an adequate police force, have the rooms broken open and their inmates arrested? or shall I address myself to the persons whom we know are in concealment; tell them that I am Pollie Blyth, the rightful owner of this house; appeal to their better natures; assuring them that if they will trust in me they shall not have cause to complain of misplaced confidence; and that I will do all that an honest woman may to shield them from the consequences of any offences of which they have been guilty. Which of these two courses would you advise me to take?”

I hesitated before replying. When I spoke it was in a voice which was very many tones lower than hers. She objected to its gentleness.

“I would suggest—”

“Speak up. You’re not afraid of being overheard.”

I was, though I was not disposed to admit as much. Clearing my throat, I tried to speak a little louder. Although the loudness of my voice startled me, it did not come within miles of her stentorian utterances.

“I think you had better go straight away to the police station; I feel sure you had.”

“I believe you are right. But as that Would probably mean that anyone found hiding on my premises would be sent to prison for life; and I do not wish to have even the Worst characters hauled into jail without giving them a chance to clear themselves, I will listen to the dictates of mercy first of all. Do you understand?”

Going to the closed door which adjoined the bedroom we had just quitted she beat a tattoo on It with the end of the poker.

“You may be sure that what I say I mean so If you are wise you will be warned in time. Come out, and make a clean breast of why you have been trying to hide in such a ridiculous manner from the rightful owner of these premises, and all may yet be Well with you. I’m a forgiving sort of person when I’m taken In the right Way. But if you won’t come out, I’ll have you dragged out by the head and heels, and then all will be ill with you, very ill indeed. For I’m the hardest nut you ever cracked if I’m taken in the Wrong Way. Do you hear, you daughter of the gods, or whoever you are?”

The inquiry was emphasised by another tattoo with the end of the poker. At Its close she paused for a reply. None came. She was evidently dissatisfied that her eloquence should have met with so bald a result.

“Very well, Emily, you will bear me witness that I gave them due and proper warning. It will be all nonsense for them to pretend that they haven’t heard. They couldn’t help but hear. See how I’ve shouted. Oh yes, they’ve all heard right enough! Now they must take the consequences of their own stupidity. Their blood will be on their own heads. They’ll have to suffer. Oh, won’t you just have to suffer!”

Another salute from the end of the poker. While she was still hammering at the door, the mysterious light which had continued hitherto to illumine the staircase, without any sort of notice died away.

“Emily! — a match! — quick! I think I hear someone moving.”

I also had thought that I heard a movement; which was not rats. I struck a light as rapidly as my blundering fingers would permit.

“Come to the banisters, hurry! If anyone is going to act upon my excellent advice, and is coming up the stairs, let’s have a chance of seeing who it is.”

In my anxiety not to baulk her impatience I hastened towards her before the match had properly ignited; as a result, with a little splutter, it went out.

“You idiot! Don’t you know that life and death may hang upon your being able to keep a match alight?”

I knew it as well as she did. The knowledge did not tend to steady my nerves; especially when it was emphasised in such a fashion. I made several ineffectual efforts to induce a match to burn; with one accord they refused to do anything. Uttering an angry ejaculation Pollie struck one of her own.

“Emily, there is someone moving; but they’re not coming up, they’re going down. Then if they won’t come to me I must go to them, that’s all. Mr. Bogeyman, or Miss Daughter-of-the-gods, or whoever you are, if you please, I want a word with you.”

Without giving me a hint of what she intended to do she rushed down the stairs, half-a-dozen at a time. Of course the match she carried was immediately extinguished. I could hear her, undeterred by its extinction, plunging blindly down through the darkness. I succeeded in getting one of my matches to burn, I leaned over the banisters to let her have the benefit of any radiance it might afford. I could see nothing of her. She was on the flight below.

“Pollie! Pollie!” I cried. “Do be careful what you’re doing.”

I could not tell if she heard me. The warning went unheeded if she did. My match went out. Before I could strike another there arose, through the darkness, from the passage below, the most dreadful tumult I had ever heard. Shriek after shriek from Pollie; shrieks as of mortal terror. A growling noise, as of some wild animal in sudden rage. The din of a furious struggle. How long the uproar lasted I cannot say. On a sudden there came a wilder, more piercing scream from Pollie than any which had gone before; the growling grew more furious; there was the sound of a closing door, and all was still.

The death-like silence which followed was of evil omen. The contrast to the discord of a moment back was frightfully significant. I clung to the banisters to help me stand. What had happened to Pollie? What, shortly — at any second! might happen to me? I did not dare to try and think. I felt the handrail slipping from my grasp. Merciful oblivion swept over me. I was conscious of nothing more.


BOOK III. THE GOD OF FORTUNE.

MR FRANK PAINE TELLS THE STORY OF HIS ASSOCIATION WITH THE TESTAMENTARY DISPOSITIONS OF MR. BENJAMIN BATTERS.


CHAPTER XVII.

THE AFFAIR OF THE FREAK.

I HAVE not yet been able to determine if my connection with the testamentary dispositions of Mr. Benjamin Batters was or was not, in the first place, owing to what I call the Affair of the Freak in the Commercial Road. On no other hypothesis can I understand why the business should have been placed in my hands. While, at the same time, I am willing to admit that the connection, if any, was of so shadowy a nature that I am myself at a loss to perceive where it quite comes in.

What exactly took place was this.

George Kingdon had got his first command. As we have been the friends of a lifetime, and are almost of an age, he being twenty-seven and I twenty-eight, the matter had almost as much interest for me as it had for him. The vessel’s name was The Flying Scud. It was to leave the West India south dock on Tuesday, April 3. He dined with me the night before. We drank success to the voyage. The following day I went to see him start. All went well; he had a capital send off; was in the highest spirits; and the last I saw of him the ship was going down the river on the tide.

It was, I suppose, about seven o’clock in the evening. It had been a glorious day; promised to be as fine a night. The shadows were only just beginning to lengthen. I had had a drink or two with Kingdon, and felt that a walk would do me good. I strolled along Preston’s Road and High Street, into the West India Road, and thence into the Commercial Road. Before I had gone very far I came upon a number of people who were thronging round one of the entrances into Limehouse Basin. They were crowding round some central object which was apparently affording them entertainment of a somewhat equivocal kind. I asked a bystander what was the matter; a man with between his lips a clay pipe turned bowl downwards.

“It’s one of Barnum’s Freaks. They’re giving him what for.”

“What’s he done?”

“Done?” The fellow shrugged his shoulders. “He aint done nothing so far as I knows on; what should he ‘ave done? They’re ‘only ‘aving a bit o’ fun.”

It was fun of a peculiar sort; humorous from the Commercial Road point of view only, I doubted if the “Freak” found it amusing. He was being hustled this way and that; serving as a target for remarks which were, to say the least, unflattering. All at once there came a dent in the crowd. The ‘Freak” had either tumbled, or been pushed, over. Three or four of his more assiduous admirers had gone down on the top of him. The others roared, Four or five of those in the front rank were shoved upon the rest. The joke expanded. Presently the “Freak” was at the bottom of a writhing heap.

Perceiving that the jest was likely to become a serious one for the point of it, I forced my way into the centre of the crowd.

“Stand back!” I cried. “You ought to be ashamed of yourselves! You ought to pity the man instead of making sport of him. He is as God made him; it is not his fault that he is not like you.”

Nor, I felt as I looked at the faces which surrounded me, was it after all, his serious misfortune either. Unless their looks belied them, in a moral, mental, and physical sense, the majority of them were freaks,” if the word had any meaning. They gave way, however, to let me pass; it seemed that their temper was thoughtless rather than cruel. Soon I had extricated the wretched creature from his ignominious, and even perilous, position. Hailing a passing fourwheeler I put him into it, I slipped some money into the drivers hand, and, bidding him take his fare to Olympia, the man drove off, The crowd booed a little, and then stared at me. Then, seeing that I paid them no sort of heed, they were so good as to suffer me to pursue my way unmolested and alone.

It was only after I had gone some little distance that I realised that I knew nothing whatever about the creature I had put into the cab, I had only the clay-piped gentleman’s word for the fact that he, she, or it was a freak at all, The creature —— I call it creature for lack of more precise knowledge as to what he, she, or it, really was — was so enveloped in an odd-shaped cloak of some dark brown material, that, practically, SO far as I had been able to see, nothing of it was visible. For all that I could tell the creature beneath the cloak might not have been human. There was certainly nothing to show — except the way in which it was shrouded, and that might have been owing to the action of the crowd — that it was what is commonly called a freak. Its connection with the Barnum Show at Olympia might be as remote as mine. If a mistake had been made I wondered what would happen when it was discovered. Playing the Good Samaritan in the London streets is not always a remunerative role for any one concerned. In my blundering haste I had probably done at least as much harm as good. I smiled, drily, at the reflection. Anyhow, I had given the cabman a liberal fare. To me, then, as now, a cab fare is a cab fare.

I had turned into Cable Street and was nearing the Tower. By now the night had fallen. In that part of the world, at that hour — I remember that a minute or two before I had heard a clock strike nine, so that either I had been longer on the road, or it had been later at the start, than I imagined — there were not many people in the streets. There seemed to be fewer the further I went At any rate, ere long, I should have them to myself. I was, therefore, the more surprised when, as I was reaching Tower Hill, without any sort of warning, someone touched me on the shoulder from behind. I turned to see who had accosted me. It was rather dark just there, so that it was a moment or two before I perceived who it was.

It was a woman, and that was about all which, at first, I could make out. She, too, was enveloped in a cloak. It was of such ample dimensions that not only did it conceal her figure, but, drawn over her head, it almost completely concealed her features. Nearly all that I could see was a pair of what seemed unusually bright eyes, gleaming from under its folds. My impulse was to take her for a beggar, or worse, for a woman of the streets.

“What do you want?”

“Take this, it is for helping him just now.”

Before I could prevent her she had slipped something into my hand. It felt as if it were something hard, wrapped in a piece of paper.

“For helping whom?”

“The Great God.”

She dropped her voice to a whisper. I had not the vaguest inkling of her meaning.

“What do you mean? — What is this you have given me?”

“It is the God of Fortune; it will bring you good luck. Tell me your name.”

“My name? What has my name to do with you? Whatever is this? I cannot take it from you; thank you all the same.”

I held out to her the little packet she had pressed into my palm. She ignored it; repeating her inquiry.

“Tell me your name, quick!”

There was a curious insistence in her manner which tickled what I, with sufficient egotism, call my sense of humour. She spoke as if she had but to command for me to obey; I obeyed. I furnished her not only with my name, but, also, with my address. There was no harm done. I am a solicitor; figure on the law list; advertisement, of some sort, is to me something very much like bread and cheese. Without thanking me, or dropping a hint to explain her curiosity, so soon as I had supplied her with the information she demanded, turning, she flew off down the street like some wild thing. I doubt if I could have kept pace with her had I tried. I did not try. I let her go.

“This is a night of adventures,” I said to myself. “What is the present which the lady’s given me; the money which I paid the cabman? — Hallo! — That’s queer!”

I was beginning to tear open the piece of paper, and with that intent had already twisted off a corner, when, hey presto! it opened of its own accord, just as if a living thing had been inside, and, with a rapid movement, rent it from top to bottom. I was holding what seemed to be a curiosity in the way of tiny dolls. The toy, if it was a toy, was not so long as my forefinger, It seemed to have been cut out of a piece of wood, and fantastically painted to illustrate some very peculiar original. It had neither feet nor legs, nor hands or arms. Its head, which was set between hunched-up shoulders, was chiefly remarkable for a pair of sparkling eyes, which I concluded to be beads, I turned it over and over without discovering anything which pointed to a hidden spring. It looked as if it had never moved, and never would. Them was nothing whatever to show by what means the paper had come open.

“It’s odd, and ingenious. I suppose there is a spring of some sort; wood, even when it represents the God of Fortune — I think the lady mentioned the God of Fortune — does not move of its own volition, I’ll discover it when I get home.”

I slipped the toy into my waistcoat pocket, meaning to subject it to a searching examination later on. However, when I reached my chambers I found letters which demanded immediate attention. They occupied some time. It was only when I was thinking of a nightcap preparatory to turning into bed, and was feeling for a penknife with which to cut a cigar, that I remembered the doll. I tossed it on to the mantelshelf. There it remained, As I have said, that was the night of April 3. Since nearly a month clasped before the arrival of Mr, Batters’ will, and nothing in any way suggestive occurred in the interval, it would seem as if the connection between the will and the events of that evening was of the slightest. Yet I felt that if it had not been for the Affair of the Freak in the Commercial Road, or if I had afterwards refused to give the woman my name and address, I should have heard nothing of Mr. Batters’ will. I do not pretend to be able to explain the feeling, but there it was.

I should, perhaps, in fairness add, that a queer little incident which coincided with the arrival of the will, seemed to point, whimsically enough, in the same direction.

The document came on a Thursday morning. When I entered the room which I used as an office, I found that four communications were awaiting me. The postman had brought them all. The boy I call — to shed dignity on him and on myself — a clerk, had set them out upon the table. Three letters in ordinary envelopes. The fourth was an awkward, bulky, coarse brown paper parcel. On it was the doll which the woman had given me on the night of April 3, in the lonely street near Tower Hill, I had forgotten its existence, I took it for granted that its presence on that spot was owing to Crumper’s sense of humour. I called to him.

“Crumper!” His head appeared at the door, “What do you mean by putting this here?” He stared, as if he did not catch my meaning. There are moments when Crumper finds it convenient to be dull, “You understand me well enough; what do you mean by putting this doll upon my parcel?”

He still looked as if he did not understand. But Crumper had a capacity of being able to handle his face as if it were an indiarubber mask, on which he is able to produce any expression at will.

“Doll, sir? I don’t know anything about a doll, sir.” He came into the room, pointing with his thumb, “Do you mean that, sir? It wasn’t there when I left the room just now; to that I’ll take my affidavit,”

It is no use arguing with Crumper, The depth of his innocence is not to be easily plumbed. I sent him back to his den; knocked the doll with a fillip of my finger backwards on to the table; opened the brown paper parcel, Of its contents I was not able, at first, to make head or tail. After prolonged examination, however, I arranged them thus:

(a) — The Missionary’s Letter.

(b) — The Holograph Will.

(c) The Bonds.

(d) The Enclosure.

Summed up, the contents of the packet amounted to this.

A certain Benjamin Batters was reported to have died on an island on the other side of the world of which I had never heard; why I was advised of the fact, there was nothing to show. His will was entrusted to my keeping — how my name had travelled through space so as to reach the cognisance of the Mr. Arthur Lennard who had reported the death of the said Benjamin Batters there was not the faintest hint. Bonds—” Goschens” — to the value of £20,000 accompanied the will; since they were payable to bearer this alone suggested profound confidence in an apparently perfect stranger. Finally, there was a smaller parcel which was sealed and endorsed “To be given to my niece, Mary Blyth, and to be opened by her only.”

The will — which was almost as rudimentary a document of the kind as I ever lighted on — bequeathed to the said Mary Blyth the income which was derived from the consols. As to the person in whose name the capital was to be vested not a word was said, nor did I perceive anything which would prevent her from dealing with it exactly as she chose. She was also, under curious and stringent conditions, to become the life tenant of a house in Camford Street of which, however, no title-deeds were enclosed, nor was their existence hinted at.

Had it not been for the presence of the bonds I should have set the whole thing down right away as a hoax.

The heading on “Arthur Lennard’s” letter was “Great Ka Island: Lat. 5° South; Long. 134° East.” There might be such a place; the description seemed precise enough, and I had no atlas which would enable me to determine. But, at any rate, the packet in which it came had not been posted there. The postmark was Deptford; the date yesterday’s. When I held the paper on which the letter had been written up to the light I found that the watermark was “Spiers and Pond. Freshwater Mill Note. London,” which, under the circumstances, seemed odd.

It was, perhaps, nothing that the will was obviously the production of an unlettered person. Such persons do make their own wills, and, probably, will continue to do so to the crack of doom. But it was something that it was both unwitnessed and undated. And when to this was added the fact that the letter which told of Mr. Batters’ decease was undated too, the conjunction struck one a trifle forcibly.

Then the conditions under which Mary Blyth was to inherit were so puerile, not to say outrageous. She was never to be out of the precious house in Camford Street after nine at night. She was to receive no visitors; have only a woman as a companion, and if that woman left her, was to occupy the premises alone. After I had read it for the fourth time I threw the paper on to the table.

“Monstrous! monstrous! It consigns the unfortunate woman to an unnatural existence; she cannot marry; is cut off from her fellows; sentenced to lifelong imprisonment. Who would care to become even a millionaire on such conditions? Even if the thing is what it pretends to be, I doubt if it would be upheld by any court in England. I’m inclined to think that someone has been having a little joke at my expense.”

But there were the bonds. My experience of such articles is regrettedly small; but, such as it was, it went to show that they were genuine. Bonds for £20,000 are not a joke. They are among the most solemn facts of life. If, then, they were real, the presumption was that the will was not less so. In which case my duty was to have it proved, and to see that its terms were carried out. Anyhow, there were the bonds on which to draw for payment of my fees. Emphatically, my practice was not of sufficient extent to permit me to treat so fat a client with indifferent scorn.

Cogitating such matters, I had been indulging in what is a habit of mine; pacing, with my hands in my pockets, up and down the room. Returning to the table, I prepared to subject the supposititious will to a still more minute examination. It was not till I stretched out my hand that I noticed that, in the centre of the sheet of blue foolscap on which it was inscribed, was — the God of Fortune, the doll in miniature which, once already, I had ejected from a similar position. How it had returned to it was a problem which, just then, Was beyond my finding out. I had filliped it right to the extreme edge of the table. No one had been in the room; Crumpet had not so much as put up the tip of his nose inside the door. I had not touched the thing. Yet there it was, ostentatiously perched on Mr. Batters’ will. I stared at the doll; I had an odd notion that the doll stared at me; a ridiculous feeling, indeed, that the preposterous puppet was alive. I scratched my head.

“ I fancy this morning I must be a bit off colour. A penny doll alive, indeed! I shall begin seeing things if I don’t look out.”

I slipped the doll into my waistcoat pocket; noting, as I did so, that it was ugly enough to startle the most morbid-minded juvenile admirers of Its kind. I glanced at the three letters which the morning post had brought me, neither of which proved to be of any account. Slipped the missionary’s letter, Mr. Batters’ will, and one of the bonds Into an envelope.

Locked the enclosure to be given to Mary Blyth and the rest of the bonds in a drawer; and, with the envelope in my hand, went to call on Gregory Pryor.

Pryor is a barrister of some years’ standing; a “rising junior”; hard-working, hard-headed, a sound lawyer, and a man of the world. What is more, a friend of my father’s who has transferred his friendship to me. More than once when I have found myself in a professional quandary I have laid the matter before him; on each occasion he has given me just that help and advice I needed. I felt assured that I should lose nothing by asking for his opinion oft the curious case of Mr. Batters’ will.

When however, I reached his chambers the clerk told me he was out, engaged in court. I left word that i would return later in the day. Having nothing on hand of pressing importance, I felt that I could hardly employ the interval better than by finding out all that I could with reference to the house in Camford Street Which Mr. Batters claimed as his own. If the claim proved to be well founded, then the document which purported to be his will Was probably no hoax.


CHAPTER XVIII.

COUNSEL’S OPINION.

I SHOULD not myself have cared to live in Camford Street, though it had many residents. It was in the heart, if not exactly of a slum, then certainly of an unsavoury district. Its surroundings, residentially speaking, were about as undesirable as they could have been. Camford Street itself was long, dreary, out-at-elbows, old enough to look as if it would be improved by being rebuilt. Painters, whitewashes, people of that kind, had not been down that way for years; that was obvious from the fronts of the houses. Buildings stretched from end to end in one continuous depressing row. Half-a-dozen houses, then a shop; half-a-dozen more, and a blacking manufactory; three more, and a public-house; another six and a “wardrobe dealer’s,” doubtful third and fourth hand garments dimly visible through dirty panes of glass, and so on, for a good half mile.

Eighty-four looked, what it undoubtedly was, an abode of mystery, as grimy an edifice as the street contained. I know nothing of the value of property thereabouts; whatever it might have been it was not the kind of house I should care to have bequeathed to me. Especially if I had to reside in it. I would rather pass it on to someone who was more deserving. Shutters were up at all the windows. There was not a trace of a blind or curtain. At the front door there was neither bell nor knocker. It seemed deserted. I rapped at the panels with the handle of my stick; once, and then again. An urchin addressed me from the kerb.

“There aint no one living in that ‘ouse, guv’nor.”

I thanked him for the information; it never occurred to me to shed a shadow of doubt on it. I felt sure that he was right. I crossed to a general shop on the other side of the way.

“Excuse me,” I said to the individual whom I took for the proprietor—” Kennard” was the name over the shop front—” Can you tell me who lives at No. 84?”

“No one.”

Mr. Kennard — I was convinced it was he — was a short, paunchy man, with a bald head and a club foot. He pursed his lips and screwed up his eyes in a fashion which struck me as rather comical.

“Who is the landlord?”

“No one knows.”

“No one?” I smiled. “I presume you mean that you don’t know. Someone must; the local authorities, for instance.”

“The local authorities don’t. I’m a vestryman myself, so you can take that from me. There’s been no rates and taxes paid on that house for twenty years or more; because no one knows to whom to go for them.”

He thrust his hands under his white apron, protruding his stomach in a manner which was a little aggressive.

“The last person who lived at Eighty-four was an old gentleman, named Robertson. He was a customer of mine, and owed me three pound seven and four when he was missing. It’s on my books to this hour.”

“Missing? Did he run away?”

“Not he; he wasn’t that sort. Besides, there was no reason. He was a pensioner; he told me so himself. I don’t know what he got his pension for, but it must have been a pretty comfortable one, because he paid me regular for over seven years; and I understood at that time, from what he said, that the house was his own. If it wasn’t I can’t say to whom he paid rent The last time I saw him was a Friday night. He came in here and bought a pound of bacon — out of the back; twelve eggs — breakfast; five pounds of cheese — I never knew anyone who was fonder of cheese, he liked it good; a pound of best butter — there was no margarine nor Australian either in those days; and a pound of candles. I’ve never seen or heard anything of him since; and, as I say, that’s more than twenty years ago.”

“But what became of him?”

“That’s more than I can tell you. Perhaps you can tell me. You see, it was this way.”

Mr. Kennard was communicative. Business was slack just then. Apparently I had hit upon a favourite theme.

“Mr. Robertson was one of your quiet kind. Kept himself to himself; lived all alone; seemed to know no one; no one ever came to see him. He never even had any letters; because, afterwards, the postman told me so with his own lips; he said he’d never known of his having a letter all the time he was in this district. Sometimes nothing would be seen of him for three weeks together. Whether he went away or simply shut himself up indoors I never could make out He was the least talkative old chap I ever came across. When you asked him a question which he didn’t want to answer, which was pretty well always, he pretended he was silly and couldn’t understand. But he was no more silly than I was; eccentric, that was all. Anyhow, when the weeks slipped by, and he wasn’t seen about, no one thought it odd, his habits being generally known. When quarter day came round I sent my little girl, Louisa — she’s married now, and got a family — across with my bill. She came back saying that she could make no one hear; and, through my window, I could see she couldn’t. ‘That’s all right,’ I said, ‘ There’s no fear for Mr. Robertson’ — I’d such a respect for the man—’ he’s sure to pay.’ But, if sure, he’s been precious slow; for, as I say, that three seven four is on my books to this hour.”

“If, as you say, the old gentleman lived alone, he may have been lying dead in the house all the time.”

“That’s what I’ve felt. And, what’s more, I’ve felt that his skeleton may be lying there now.”

“You suggest some agreeable reflections. Do you mean to say that, during all these years, no one has been in the house to see?”

“No one.” He paused; presently adding, in a tone which he intended should be pregnant with meaning, “At least, until shortly before this last Christmas. And I’ve no certainty about that. A man can only draw his own conclusions.”

“What do you mean?”

“You see those shutters? Well, for over twenty years there weren’t any shutters hiding those windows. One morning I looked across the street, and there they were.”

“Someone had put them up in the night?”

“That was my impression. But Mrs. Varley, who lives next door to this, says that she noticed them coming for about a week. Each morning there was another window shuttered. She never mentioned a word of it to me; so that I can only tell you that when I saw them first they were all up.”

“Who was responsible for their appearance?”

“That’s what I should like to know. Directly I clapped eyes on them I went straight across the road, and knocked at the door; thinking that if old Robertson had come back — though he’d be pretty ancient if he had — I might get my money after all; and that if he hadn’t there’d be no harm done. But no more attention was paid to me than if I hadn’t been there. I daresay that if I’ve knocked once since I’ve knocked twenty times; but, though I’ve always felt as if there was someone inside listening, I’ve never seen a soul about the place, and no one has ever answered. I tell you what; there’s something queer about that house. More than once it’s been on the tip of my tongue to warn a policeman to keep an eye on it. It’s my opinion that London will hear about it yet.”

Mr. Kennard was oracular. When, however, on quitting his establishment I glanced at No. 84, I myself was conscious of a queer feeling that there was an unusual atmosphere about the house, as if something strange was brooding over it. I told myself that I was still a little bilious, and imagined things.

While I had been in conversation with Mr. Kennard I had observed a curious face peering at us through the window of his shop. Now I noticed a man, who struck me as being the owner of the face, loitering a few doors up the street. As I came out, turning, so that his back was towards me, he began to slowly stroll away. Urged by I know not what odd impulse, I moved quickly after him. Immediately, he crossed the street. I crossed at his heels. As if seized with sudden fear, breaking into a run, he tore off down the street at the top of his speed. I was reminded of the behaviour of the woman who had thrust the God of Fortune into my hand.

All the way back to my chambers I was haunted by a disagreeable sense of being followed. I frequently turned in an endeavour to detect my shadower; each time no one suspicious seemed to be in sight. Yet, so persistent was the feeling that, on entering, after lingering for a second or two in the hall, I darted back again into the court; to cannon against the man who had been loitering in Camford Street. Had I not gripped him by the shoulders he would have been bowled over like a ninepin.

There was no mistaking the individual. I had marked his peculiar figure; the nondescript fashion of his dress — a long black coat, made, apparently, of alpaca, reaching to his heels; a soft black felt hat so much too large for his head that it almost covered his eyes. He was a foreigner, undersized, unnaturally thin.

“Well, my man, what can I do for you?” He did not reply. His countenance assumed an expression of vacuous imbecility. I shook him gently, to spur his wits. “Do you hear, what can I do for you? Since you have taken the trouble to follow me all this way, I suppose there is important business which you wish to transact with me.”

The fellow said nothing. Whether he understood I could not say. He evidently wished me to believe that he did not, shaking his head, as if he had no tongue. I took him for a Chinaman, though he was darker than I imagine Chinamen are wont to be. His two little bead-like eyes burned out of two small round holes, in circumference scarcely larger than a sixpence. Eyebrows or eyelashes he had none. His skin was scarred by smallpox.

Since, apparently, nothing could be done with him, I let him go. So soon as my hand was off him he darted into the Strand like some eager wild thing. After momentary hesitation I went to see what had become of him. Already the traffic had swallowed him up. He was out of sight.

Gregory Pryor was in when I called the second time. I laid the God of Fortune down before him on the table.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“It’s a joss.”

“A joss?” The promptness of his reply took me aback. “I thought a joss was an idol.”

“So it is; what you might call an idol. A symbol some would style it. They’re of all sorts, shapes and sizes; that is one of the waistcoat pocket kind. I was once in a case for a Chinaman with an unpronounceable name. He spoke English better than you and I, knew the ropes at least as well, yet he had one of these things in each of about twenty-seven pockets. He was a member of one of the thirteen thousand Taoist sects. He told me that they’d a joss for everything; a joss for the hearth, another for the roof, another for the chimney; three for the beard, whiskers and moustache. In every twig of every tree they saw a joss of some sort. Where did you get yours from?”

I informed him; then spoke of the contents of the parcel which the morning’s post had brought.

“I can give you one assurance — this bond’s all right. At a shade under the market price, I can do with any number. As for your missionary’s letter, let’s see if Great Ka Island is on the map.”

He got down a gazetteer and an atlas.

“The gazetteer’s an old one. There’s no mention of it here, so it seems that it was either not known when this was published, or it was too obscure a spot to be worth recording. The atlas is newer. Ah! here we have it. Arafura Sea — New Guinea — Dutch New Guinea. There’s a group of Ka Islands — Great Ka, Little Ka, and others. Great Ka’s largish, nearly one hundred miles long, but narrow; apparently not ten miles at the broadest part, and tapering to a point. Sort of reef, I fancy. A good deal out of the way, and not in any steamer route I ever heard of. A convenient address for a man who wishes to avoid inquiries.”

Leaning back in his chair, pressing the tips of his fingers together, Pryor regarded the ceiling.

“Letters fishy, and, being undated, no use as evidence. Will’s fishy, too. But there are the bonds So long as a lawyer sees his way to his fee, what else matters? I take it that there was a Benjamin Batters, and that there is a Mary Blyth. I also fancy that there’s more in the matter than meets the eye. It has come to you in an irregular fashion, and therefore, in the nature of things, it is sniffy. My advice to you is, move warily. Discover Mary Blyth; hand over the estate to her, accepting no responsibility; present your bill, get your money; and, unless you see good reason to the contrary, wipe your hands of her thenceforward. If you do that you won’t do very far wrong. Now, good-bye; I’ve got all this stuff to wade through before I dine.”

I left him to the study of his briefs. His advice I turned over in my mind, finally resolving that I would move even more warily than he suggested. Before introducing myself to Mary Blyth, I would spend a day in endeavouring to discover something about the late Benjamin Batters, and, particularly, I would try to learn how it was that, after his death, his affairs had chanced to fall into my hands.

I work, live, eat and sleep in my chambers. As it happens I am the only person on the premises who does so. There used to be others. But now, with the exception of my set, what were living rooms are used as offices, and I am the only actual resident the house contains. After dark — sometimes before — the workers flit away. I have the entire building to myself until they return with the morning.

My rooms are four: bedroom; an apartment in which I am supposed to take my meals; one which I use as an office; and the den, opening immediately on to the staircase, in which Crumper has his being. That night I was roused suddenly from sleep. At first I could not make out what had woke me. Then I heard what was unmistakably the clatter of something falling.

“There’s someone in the office.”

Slipping out of bed, picking up a hockey stick, making as little noise as possible, I stole officewards. Intuitively I guessed who was there, and proposed to interview my uninvited visitor.

My hasty conclusions proved, however, to be a little out 


CHAPTER XIX.

THE RETICENCE OF CAPTAIN LANDER.

THE office door was ajar. I remembered that I had left it so when I came to bed. Through the opening a dim light was visible. I peeped in.

I had expected to find that my guest would take the shape of the individual who had dogged my footsteps home from Camford Street. I hardly know on what I based my expectation, but there it was. A single glance, however, was sufficient to show that “guest” should read “guests,” for they were three. One was the pock-marked gentleman in question; a second was seemingly his brother — they were as alike as two peas; the third was as remarkable a person as I had ever yet beheld. He was of uncommon height and uncommon thinness. I never saw a smaller head set on human shoulders. My impression was that it was a monstrously attenuated monkey, which had thrown a yellow dust sheet about it anyhow. And it was only when I perceived the deftness with which the contents of my drawers were being emptied out upon the table that it occurred to me that, man or monkey, it was advisable I should interfere.

Just as I had decided that it was about time for me to have a finger in the pie, my beady-eyed acquaintance of the afternoon lighted on the God of Fortune, which I had tossed upon the table on my return from Pryor’s. Snatching it up with a curious cry, he handed it to his monkey-headed friend. That long-drawn-out gentleman, after a rapid glance at it, held it up with both hands high above his head. At once his two associates threw themselves down flat on their faces, grovelling before the penny doll as if it had been an object too sacred for ordinary eyes to look upon. The man of length without breadth began to say something in a high pitched monotone, which was in a language quite unknown to me, but which sounded as if it were a prayer or invocation. He spoke rapidly, as if he were repeating a form of words which he knew by heart.

I was getting interested. It seemed that I was surreptitiously assisting at some sort of religious service in which the doll played a conspicuous part. As I was momentarily expecting something to happen, something in the Arabian Nights way, as it were, that stupid hockey stick, slipping somehow from my grasp, fell with a bang upon the floor. That concluded the service on the spot It must needs strike against the door in falling, driving it further open, so that I stood revealed to the trio in plain sight My impression is that they took me for something of horror; a demoniacal visitation, for all I know. My costume was weird enough to astonish even the Occidental mind. Anyhow, no sooner did they get a glimpse at me than they stood not on the order of their going, but went at once. Out went the light, and, also, out went they, through the window by which they had entered, and that with a show of agility which did them credit. I caught up that wretched stick, rushed after them in the darkness, and had the satisfaction of giving someone a pretty smart crack upon the head as he dropped from the sill on to the pavement below. I am not sure, but I fancy it was the lengthy one.

Striking a light I looked to see what damage had been done. So far as I could discover the only thing which was missing was the God of Fortune, to which they were entirely welcome. Apparently they prized it more than I did. I had a kind of notion, born of I know not what, that they had been after the Batters’ papers. If so, they were disappointed, for I had taken them with me into my bedroom, and at that moment they were reposing on a chair by my bedside.

The greater part of the following day I spent in searching for someone who knew something about Benjamin Batters, or Great Ka Island, or Arthur Lennard, missionary — without result. — I learned what I was already aware of, that there were numerous missionary societies, both in England and America; and acquired the additional information that to try to find out something about a particular missionary without knowing by which society he had been accredited, resembled the well-known leading case of the search for the needle in the haystack. At the great shipping office at which I made inquiries no one knew anyone who had ever been to Great Ka Island, or ever wanted to go. And as for Benjamin Batters, the general impression seemed to be that if I wanted to know anything about him I had better put an advertisement in the agony column, and see what came of that.

Altogether, I felt that the day had been pretty well wasted. But as it would probably have been wasted anyhow, I had the consolation of knowing that there had not been so much harm done after all. To the credit side of the account was the fact that I had picked up three or four odds and ends of curious information which had never come my way before. And, as luck would have it, shortly after my return I actually had a client. Or something like one, at any rate.

Crumper was making ready for departure, when he appeared at the door with a face on which was an unmistakable grievance.

“Gentleman wishes to see you, sir. Told him that the office was just closing.”

“Did you? Then don’t be so liberal with information of the kind. Show the gentleman in.”

Crumper showed him in. When I saw him I was not sure that, in the colloquial sense, he was a gentleman. And yet I did not know.

He was a tall, well set-up man of between thirty and forty, distinctly good-looking, with fair hair and beard, and a pair of the bluest eyes I ever saw. He wore a blue serge suit, a turn down collar, and a scarlet tie. I know something of the sea and of sailors, having several of the latter among my closest friends. If he was not a sailor I was no judge of the breed. He brought a whiff of sea air into the room.

I motioned him to a chair, on which he placed himself as if he was not altogether at his ease. He glanced at a piece of paper which he had in his hand.

“You are Mr. Frank Paine?” I inclined my head. “A lawyer?”

I nodded again. He pulled at his beard; observing me with his keen blue eyes, as if he was thinking that for a lawyer I was rather young.

“I want a lawyer, or rather I want advice which I suppose only a lawyer can give me. I was speaking about it to George Gardiner, and he mentioned your name.”

“I am obliged to George; he is my very good friend. To whom have I the pleasure of speaking?”

“I’m Max Lander.”

“I am pleased to make your acquaintance, as I should any friend of Mr. Gardiner’s. You, like him, are connected with the sea.”

“How did you find that out? Do I look as if I were?”

“Perhaps only to the instructed eye.” I wondered who, with ordinary perception, could associate him with anything else. “I am so fortunate as to have many friends among sailors, therefore I am always on the look-out for one.”

“That so?”

He kept trifling with his beard, apparently desirous that the burden of the conversation should rest with me.

“You know Mr. Gardiner well?”

“Not over well.”

“He was my schoolfellow, with another man who is now also a sailor — another George; George Kingdon.”

“What name?”

“Kingdon. He has lately received his first command; of a ship named The Flying Scud.”

Mr. Lander ceased to play with his beard. His hands dropped on to his knees. He sat forward on his chair, staring at me as if I were some strange animal.

“Good Lord!”

He seemed agitated. I had no notion why. Something I had said had apparently disturbed him.

“You know Mr. Kingdon?”

“Kingdon? Kingdon? Is that his name? Then devil take him! No, I don’t mean that. Perhaps it’s not his fault after all; it’s the fortune of war. Still — devil take him all the same.”

“What has Mr. Kingdon done to you, Mr. Lander?”

“Done! — done!” Apparently his feelings were too strong for words. Rising from his seat he began to stride about the room. Then, resting both hands upon the table, he glared at me. “What has Mr. Kingdon done to me? Did you hear my name?”

“I understood you to say it was Lander,”

“That’s it, Lander; Max Lander. Now don’t you know who I am?

“It may be my stupidity, but I have not the least idea.”

“Do you mean to say that you don’t know George Kingdon’s taken my ship from me?”

“Taken her from you? I don’t understand. I understood that The Flying Scud was the property of Messrs.—”

“Staple, Wainwright and Friscoe; that’s so. That’s the name and title of the firm; they’re the owners. But I was in command of her the last three voyages; and when I brought her home I was hoping it was for the last time.”

“It seems that your hope was justified.”

“Are you laughing at me, Mr. Paine? Because, if you are, take my tip and don’t. I don’t mind being laughed at in a general way; but this is a subject on which I bar so much as a smile. I’m too sore, sir, too sore. Do you know the circumstances under which I got chucked from The Flying Scud?”

“I do not. May I ask if that is the matter on which you are seeking my advice?”

“Well,” he began, pulling at his beard again, hesitating, as if fearing to say too much. “What I want to know is, are your sympathies with the owner, with Kingdon, or with me?”

“Since I know nothing of what you are referring to, what answer do you expect me to give? So far as I am concerned, you are talking in riddles.”

“Look here, Mr. Paine, I’ll make a clean breast of the whole thing. Gardiner told me you were a decent sort, so I’ll take his word for it. You see before you the best done man in London — in England — in the world, for all I know. Done all round! I knew I was taking a certain risk, but I didn’t know it was a risk in that particular direction, and that’s where I was had. I saw my way to a real big thing. I went for it, shoved on all steam; brought the ship home, pretty well empty as she was; then got diddled. So, when I laid the ship alongside, and the owners found that there was scarcely enough on board to pay expenses, they didn’t like it. I got my marching ticket, and Mr. George Kingdon was in command instead. If it hadn’t been that I’d got a little money of my own, I should have been on my beam ends before now.”

“Do I gather that you complain of the way in which the owners of The Flying Scud have treated you?”

“Not a bit of it; nothing of the kind. The only person I complain of is — we’ll say a party. If I got that, we’ll say, party, alone in a nice quiet little spot for about ten minutes, after; that time I wouldn’t complain of him. The complaint would be on the other foot.” — j “Then do you wish me to assist you in a scheme of assault and battery?”

“I don’t want that either. The fact is, it’s a queer story. You wouldn’t believe me if I told it; no one has done yet, so I’m not going to try my luck again with you. What I want to know is this. Suppose I ship, we’ll say, a man, and that, we’ll say, man, undertakes to hand over certain — well, articles, to pay for passage, and deposits certain other articles by way of earnest money. Before the ship reaches port that, we’ll say, man, vanishes into air, the articles which were to have been handed over, vanish with him, and the deposit likewise. What offence has that, we’ll say, man, been guilty of against the English law?” — 

“Your point is a knotty one. Where was the deposit?”

“In a locker in my cabin.”

“Secured by lock and key?”

“Secured by lock and key. And the key was in my pocket.”

“How was it taken out?”

“That’s what I want to know.”

“You are sure it was taken out?”

“Dead sure.”

“If you have evidence which will show that the person to whom you refer made free with the contents of your locker, then I should say that it was a case of felony. But there may be other points which would have to be considered. I should have to be placed in possession of all the facts of the case before I could pronounce an opinion. The matter may not be so simple as you think.”

“Simple! I think it simple! Good Lord!” He held up his hands, as if amazed at the suggestion. “There’s another thing I want to know. Suppose on the strength of that, we’ll say, man’s promises, I make promises on my own account to certain members of the crew. Being done by that, we’ll say, man, I was obliged to do them. What is my position, Mr. Paine, toward those members of the crew?”

“That is a question to which I cannot reply off-hand. It would depend on so many circumstances. I am afraid you will have to tell me the whole of your story before I can be of use to you.”

“Ah! That so? I was afraid it would be. I said to myself that you can’t expect a man, lawyer or no lawyer, to see what’s inside a box unless you open the lid. But I can’t tell you the story; I can’t. I’m too sore, sir, too sore. Smarting almost more than I can bear. I’ve been done out of a fortune, out of my good name, and out of something I value more than both. That’s a fact. I’ll look round a bit more, and try to get one of them back, in my own way. Then, if I can’t, perhaps I’ll come to you again. Sorry to have troubled you, Mr. Paine. What’s your fee?”

“For what? I’ve been of no use to you. For a pleasant conversation with my friend’s friend? I charge no fee for that, Mr. Lander.”

“You’re a lawyer. A lawyer’s time is money. I’ve always understood that a lawyer’s fee is six and eightpence. You’ve found me pretty trying. So I’ll make it a pound if you don’t mind.”

He laid a sovereign on the table. Without another word he left the room. I did not try to stop him. To my thinking the whole interview had verged perilously near to the ridiculous. I took the coin and locked it in a drawer, proposing, with Gardiner’s assistance, to hunt up Mr. Lander again. His money should be restored to him, if not in one form, then in another.

I would dine the man, and make him tell his funny tale.


CHAPTER XX.

MY CLIENT — AND HER FRIEND.

THE next day I was engaged. On that following I went up to Fenchurch Street, to the offices of Messrs. Staple, Wainwright and Friscoe. I had ascertained that Gardiner was out of town, and actuated by motives of curiosity thought I would learn where Mr. Lander might be found. As I was going up the steps an old gentleman came down. I knew him pretty well. His name was Curtis. He had been, and, indeed, for all I knew, was still an agent of Lloyd’s. For two or three years we had not met. After we had exchanged greetings, I put to him my question.

“Do you know a man named Lander, Max Lander?”

“Late of The Flying Scud?”

An odd expression came on his face, as it were the suggestion of a grin.

“That’s the man.”

“Yes, I know something of Max Lander, Captain Max, as he likes to be called. Though there’s not much of the captain about him just at present.”

The grin came more to the front.

“He called on me about a matter of which I could make neither head nor tail. I should like to have another talk with him. Can you tell me where he’s to be found?”

Mr. Curtis shook his head.

“Just now he’s resting. It’s been a little too hot for him of late. I fancy he’s lying by till it gets a little cooler.”

“What’s wrong with the man?”

“Nothing exactly wrong, only he’s had a little experience. Sorry I can’t stay, this cab’s waiting for me.” He stepped into the hansom which was drawn up by the kerb. “If you want to know what’s wrong with Lander, you mention to him the name of Batters — Benjamin Batters.”

The cab drove off. Before I had recovered from my astonishment it was beyond recall.

Batters? Benjamin Batters? My Benjamin Batters? There could hardly be two persons possessed of that alliterative name. If I had only guessed that there was any sort of connection between him and Benjamin Batters, Mr. Lander would not have departed till we had arrived at a better understanding. Why had the idiot not dropped a hint? Why had Curtis driven off at that rate at the wrong moment?

I asked at the office for the address of Captain Max Lander. I was snubbed. The name was evidently not a popular one in that establishment. The clerk, having submitted my inquiry to someone elsewhere, informed me curtly that nothing was known of such a person there, and appeared to think that I had been guilty of an impertinence in supposing that anything was. When I followed with a request for information about a Mr. Benjamin Batters, I believe that clerk thought I was having a game with him. Somewhere in the question must have been a sting, with which I was unacquainted; for, with a scowl, he turned his back on me, not deigning to reply.

As I did not want to have an argument with Messrs. Staple, Wainwright and Friscoe’s staff, I went away. I pursued my inquiries elsewhere, both for Captain Max Lander and for Mr. Benjamin Batters. But without success. The scent had run to ground. By the evening I concluded that I had had about enough of the job. Instead of trying to find out things about Benjamin Batters, I would seek out Mary Blyth. She should have the good news. I was not sure that I had not already kept them from her longer than I was justified in doing. She should learn that she was the proud possessor of a tumble-down, disreputable house in Camford Street; though, so far as I could see, she had not a shadow of a title to it which would hold good in law; but perhaps she was not a person who would allow herself to be hampered by a trifle of that description; also of a comfortable income derived from consols — conditions being attached to both bequests which were calculated to drive her mad. Having imparted that good news, I would wash my hands of the Batters’ family for good and all. There was something about it which was, as Gregory Pryor put it, “sniffy.”

With that design I started betimes the next morning. I had no difficulty in finding the establishment of Messrs. Cardew and Slaughter, where Mr. Batters stated in his will that he had last heard of his niece as an assistant. It was an “emporium,” where they sold many things you wanted, and more which you did not, from gloves to fire-irons. After being kept waiting an unconscionable length of time, asked many uncalled-for questions, and enduring what I felt to be intentional indignities, I was ushered into the office of Mr. Slaughter.

That gentleman was disposed to mete out to me even more high-handed treatment than Messrs Staple, Wainright and Friscoe. Under the circumstances, however, that was more than I was inclined to submit to. He seemed to regard it as sheer insolence that a stranger should venture to speak to him — the great Slaughter! — of such a mere nothing as one of his assistants. As if I had wanted to! We had quite a passage of arms. In the midst who should come running in but the girl herself — Mary Blyth.

She had just been dismissed. I had come in the nick of time to prevent her being thrown — literally thrown — into the street. That was a partial explanation of Mr. Slaughter’s haughtiness. Pretty badly she seemed to have been used. And very hot she was with a sense of injury. She had a companion in misfortune; a prettier girl I had never seen. The pair had been sent packing at a moment’s notice. If I had been a minute or two later I should have missed them; they would have gone. In which case the most striking chapter in my life’s history might have had to be written in a very different fashion.

When it came to paying the two girls the wretched pittance which was due to them as wages, an attempt was made to keep back the larger portion of it under the guise of “fines,” that rascally system by means of which so many drapers impose upon the helpless men and women they employ. A few sharp words from me were sufficient to show that this was an occasion on which that method of roguery could hardly be safely practised. I judged that the sum paid them — fifteen shillings — represented their entire fortune. With that capital they were going out to face the world.

In the cab I had an opportunity of forming some idea of what my client was like.

Mary Blyth was big, rawboned, and, I may add, hungry looking. She gave me the impression that she had had a hard life, one in which she had had not seldom to go without enough to eat. In age I set her down as twenty-six or seven. She was not handsome; on the other hand she was not repellent. Her features were homely, but they were not unpleasing, and there was about them more than a suggestion of honesty and shrewdness. Her experience of the rougher side of life had probably given her a readiness of wit, and a coolness of head, which would cause her to find herself but little at a loss in any position in which a changeable fate would place her. That was how she struck me. I liked her clear eyes, her pleasant mouth, her determined nose and chin. Intellectuality might not be her strongest point; obviously, in a scholastic sense, her educational advantages had been but small. Her tongue betrayed her. But, unless I greatly erred, she was a woman of character for all that. Strong, enduring, clear-sighted, within her limits; sure and by no means slow. A little prone to impatience, perhaps; it is a common failing. I am impatient myself at times. Still, on the whole, on her own lines, a good type of an Englishwoman.

My client’s appearance pleased me better than I feared would have been the case. I was not so eager to wash my hands of the Batters’ connection as I had been.

But it was my client’s friend who appealed most strongly to my imagination. She took my faculties by storm. I am not easily disconcerted. Yet, in her presence, I felt ridiculously ill at ease. She was only a girl. I kept telling myself that she was only a girl. I believe that it was because she was only a girl that I was conscious of such curious sensations. She sat opposite me in the cab. Every time her knee brushed against mine, I felt as if I was turning pink and green and yellow. It was not only uncomfortable, it was undignified.

She was just the kind of girl I like to look at; yet, for some reason, I hardly dared allow my eyes to stray in her direction. I could look at Miss Blyth; stare at her, indeed, till further notice, in the most callous, cold-blooded way. But my glances studiously avoided her friend. Her name was Emily Purvis — the friend’s name, I mean. I had a general impression that she had big eyes, light brown hair, and a smile which lit up her face like sunshine. I am aware that this sounds slightly drivelling; if it were another man I should say that his language reminded me of a penny novelette. But my mood at the moment was pronouncedly imbecile; I was only capable of drivel. The girl had come upon me with such a shock of surprise. I had never expected to light on anything of that kind when pursuing the niece of Benjamin Batters.

Miss Purvis was small. I like small women. I am aware that this is an age of muscularity, and that athletics do cause women to run to size. But, for my part, I like them little. Bone, muscle, stamina, these things are excellent. From a physical point of view, no doubt, the Amazon, when she is fit, in good condition, is all that she should be. I admire such a one, even when her height is five feet eleven. But I do not like her; I never could. As to having a woman of that description for a wife — the saints forbid!

Miss Purvis was little. Not a dwarf, nor insignificant in any sense, but small enough. I am six foot one, and I judged that the top of her head would just come above my shoulder. Dantily fashioned, curves not angles. Exactly the kind of girl ninety-nine men out of a hundred would feel inclined to take into their arms at sight. The hundredth man would be a sexless idiot; and, also, most probably, stone blind. It was astonishing how afraid I felt of her.

It was an odd drive to my chambers. My client talked, Miss Purvis talked, I only dropped a boobyish remark at intervals. The idea that such a girl as that should only have fifteen shillings between her and starvation, and that to keep herself alive she should have to seek another situation in such a den of roguery, servitude, humiliation, as that from which she had just escaped, was to me most horrible. I was irritated, illogically enough, because Benjamin Batters had not left her a portion of the income which was derived from those bonds of his. I was conscious of the fact that he had had no cognisance of her existence. But, at the moment, that was not the point.

Two incidents marked our progress.

The first was when Miss Blyth, putting her head out of the cab window, recognised, with every appearance of surprise, a man standing on the pavement whom she called Isaac Rudd. I observed that he saw us, and the keenness with which his gaze was fastened on us. There was a seafaring air about the fellow which recalled Max Lander to my mind. Although I said nothing of it to the ladies, I had a shrewd suspicion that he was following us in another cab, which he had hailed as soon as we had passed. Two or three times when I looked out I noticed that a second four-wheeler seemed to be keeping us in sight. In view of my recent experiences, had I been alone I should have lost no time in putting the question to the proof. Not only, however, just then, were my wits a good deal wanting, but I felt a not unnatural disinclination to cause my companions uneasiness. Especially as I more than suspected that Miss Blyth might have enough of that a little later on.

The second incident was a trifle startling.

Shortly after catching sight of the man she called Isaac Rudd, she gave a sudden exclamation. She was staring at something with wide-open eyes. I looked to see what it was.

There, on her knee, was my God of Fortune.

Her surprise at its appearance was unmistakably genuine. How it had come there she was unable to explain. It might have been “materialised,” as the Theosophists have it, out of the intangible air. But it seemed that it was not the first time she had encountered it.

It had been slipped into her hand the night before by a fantastically attired individual who was evidently my length without breadth visitor, whom I had interrupted in his pseudo service, and who had dropped out of my office window with my God of Fortune in his hand. Although I made no reference to that occurrence, I was none the less struck by the fashion in which he had chosen to introduce himself to the niece of Mr. Benjamin Batters. The singularity of the thing went further. When the doll was slipped into the lady’s hand it was cased in a piece of paper, as it was when it was slipped into mine, from, which, again exactly as had happened with me, it forced itself apparently of its own volition.

I made no comment, but, with Miss Blyth’s permission, I put the doll into my waistcoat pocket; concluding that it might prove worthy of more minute examination than I had yet bestowed on it — even to the breaking of it open to discover “the works.”

This is a sober chronicle. I trust I am a sober chronicler. I wish to set down nothing which suggests the marvellous. I have an inherent dislike to wonders, being without faith. When men speak of the inexplicable I think of trickery, and of some quality which is not perception. Therefore I desire it to be understood that the following lines are written without prejudice; and that of what happened there may be a perfectly simple explanation which escaped my notice.

I trust that there is.

I had read the missionary’s letter, and the will, and had handed to Miss Blyth the sealed enclosure. When she opened it she found that within the packet was a little wooden box. On lifting the lid of this box, the first thing she saw — which we all saw — was my God of Fortune, or its double. It was just inside the box, staring at her, as it lay face upwards. Feeling in my waistcoat pocket for the duplicate, I found that it had gone. It had, apparently, passed into that wooden box, which had, until that moment, remained inviolate within that sealed enclosure. How, I do not pretend to say.

It was but a little thing, yet it affected me more than a greater might have done. A succession of “trifles light as air” may unsettle the best balanced mind. One begins, by degrees, to have a feeling that something is taking place, or is about to take place, of a character to which one is unaccustomed. And under such circumstances the unaccustomed, particularly when one is unable to even dimly apprehend the form which it may take, one instinctively resents.

I decided that, at any rate, that should be the last appearance of the God of Fortune. Taking it from Miss Blyth, who yielded it readily enough, I walked with it to the fire, intending to make an end of it by burning. As I went something pricked my fingers so suddenly, and so sharply, that in my surprise and, I might add, pain, the doll dropped from my hand. When we came to look for it it was not to be found. We searched under tables and chairs in all possible and impossible places, with a degree of eagerness which approached the ludicrous, without success. The God of Fortune had disappeared.

I am reluctant to confess how much I was disconcerted by so trivial an occurrence.

I must have been morbidly disposed; still liverish. That is the only explanation which I can offer why I should all at once have felt so strongly that everything connected with Mr. Benjamin Batters’ testamentary dispositions wore a malign aspect. I was even haunted — the word is used advisedly — by a wholly unreasonable conviction that Miss Blyth was being dragged into a position of imminent peril.

This foolishness of mine was rendered more ridiculous by the fact that Miss Blyth’s own mood was all the other way. And in this respect Miss Purvis was at one with her. Somewhat to my surprise they seemed to see nothing in the situation but what was pleasant.

Miss Blyth’s attitude was one of frank delight. She had never known Mr. Batters’ personally; all she knew of him was to the disadvantage of his character. She was enraptured by the prospect of a fortune and a house. It seemed she had a lover. In her mind, fortune, house, and lover were associated in a delightful jumble. She did not appear to realise that the acceptance of the fortune, if the attached conditions were to stand, meant the practical ostracising of the lover. Nor, at the instant, did I feel called upon to go out of the way to make the whole position plain to her understanding. It would have meant the spoiling of the happiest hour she had known.

Miss Purvis enjoyed what she regarded as her friend’s good luck to the full as much as if it had been her own. It was delightful to see her. I had plucked up courage enough to observe her so long as she did not know that I was doing so. The moment she became conscious of my scrutiny, my eyes, metaphorically, sank into my boots; actually they wandered round the room, as if the apartment had been strange to me. When she proposed to become Miss Blyth’s companion in that horrible house in Camford Street my heart thumped against my ribs in such a manner that I became positively ashamed.

Was I a lawyer, the mere mechanical exponent of an accidental situation, or was I the intimate of a lifetime? I had to ask myself the question. What right had I to throw obstacles in the way, to prevent her doing her friend a service? What right had I to even hint that she might be running a risk in doing her that service? My fears might be — were — purely imaginary. So far they certainly had no foundation in fact. They resembled nothing so much as the nervous fancies of some timorous old woman. It might be ruinous to my professional reputation to breathe a syllable which would point to their existence. People do not want shivery-shakery fools for lawyers. These two young women knew as much — and as little — about the house as I did. If they chose to live in it, let them. It was their affair, not mine. They plainly regarded the prospective tenancy as an excellent jest. I tried to persuade myself that I had no doubt whatever that that was just what they would find it.

So they entered into the occupation of No. 84 Camford Street. I went with them and saw them enter. It was a curious process, that of entry; an unreasonably, unnaturally curious process. It should be necessary to enter no honest house like that. The first step suggested, possibly, that something unsavoury was concealed within, which it was necessary, at all and any cost, to keep hidden from the light of day.

When they were in, and the door was closed, and they had gone from sight, an icy finger seemed to be pressed against my spine. I shivered as with cold. An almost irresistible longing possessed me to batter at the door and compel them to come out. But I had not sufficient courage to write myself down an ass.

Instead, I rode home in the cab which had brought us to the house to which I had taken so cordial a disrelish, oppressed by a sense of horrible foreboding which weighed upon my brain nearly to the point of stupefaction.

“Before I go to bed to-night,” I told myself, “I’ll take a dozen of somebody or other’s antibilious pills. I had no idea I was so liverish.”


CHAPTER XXI.

THE AGITATION OF MISS PURVIS.

THAT bachelor’s balm, a night at a music hall, was of no avail in diverting my mind from the house in Camford Street. In the body I might be present at a vocal rendering of the latest things in comic songs; in the spirit I was the other side of the water. Before the night was over I was there physically, too.

As the ten o’clock “turn” was coming on, and the brilliancy of the entertainment was supposed to have reached high-water mark, I walked down the stairs of the Cerulean and out into the street. I strolled down the Haymarket without any clear idea of where I meant to go.

“You’re an ass,” I told myself. “An ass, sir! If you’d stopped to see Pollie Floyd she’d have driven the cobwebs out of your head. You pay five shillings for a seat, and when, at last, there is going to be something worth looking at, and listening to, you get out of it, and throw away your money. At this time of night, where do you think you’re going?”

I knew all the time, although even to myself I did not choose to confess it — Camford Street. I made for it as straight as I could. It was past-half past ten when I got there. The street was nearly all in darkness. The public-houses were open; but, as they were not of the resplendent order, they were of but little use as illuminants. Mr. Kennard’s establishment was shut. Lights were visible in but few of the houses. No. 84, in the prevailing shadows, looked black as pitch. If the two girls had been obedient to the injunctions laid down in Mr. Batters’ will — and that first night, at any rate, they would have hardly ventured to contravene them — they were long since within doors. Doing what? Asleep? Were both of them asleep? I wondered, if she was awake, what occupied her thoughts? Was she thinking of — the person in the street?

Too ridiculous! Absurd! It is amazing of what crass stupidity even the wisest men are capable. Why should a girl who was a perfect stranger, be thinking, whether awake or sleeping, at that hour of the night, of an individual who had been brought into accidental business association, on one occasion only, with a friend of hers? I kept on putting such-like brain-splitting questions to myself. Without avail I simply shirked them. I only hoped. That was all.

I had some nonsensical notion of hammering at the front door to see what would happen. But as I was unable to perceive what could result, except possible scandal — suppose they were in bed! they might think I was burglars, or Mr. Batters’ ghost — I held my hand. I was not too far gone to be incapable of realising that frightening a woman into fits was not the best way of winning her trust and confidence. That she was of a nervous temperament I thought probable. I like a woman to be reasonably timorous.

What might have been expected happened. My persistency in strolling about, and behaving as if I were a suspicious character, at last succeeded in arousing the attention of the police. An overcoated constable strode up to me. I stopped him, feeling that it might be better for me to open the ball.

“Officer, do you know anything about the house opposite — No. 84?”

He eyed me; apparently arriving at a conclusion that I bore no conspicuous signs of belonging to the criminal classes.

“We call it the haunted house.”

“Haunted? Why haunted?”

It was a horrible idea that she should be sleeping alone, or as good as alone, in a house which bore the reputation of being haunted. Not that I placed any credence in such rubbish myself, but when she was concerned it was a different matter.

“I can’t say why; but it’s known as such, in the force, and, I believe, among the people in the neighbourhood.”

“Ah! Well, officer, two friends of mine — ladies — young ladies — have taken up their residence at No. 84, and as they’re all alone I shall be obliged if you’ll keep an eye upon the house. If you see any ghosts about the place you run ’em in.”

I gave that policeman half-a-crown. I do not know what he thought of me. I was completely conscious that if I continued to placate members of the constabulary force with two-and-sixpence each I should not find the Batters’ connection a lucrative one. It was all owing to the state of mind I was in. To have remained in her immediate neighbourhood I would have showered half-crowns.

Yet I tore myself away, and went straight home to bed. Hardly to sleep, for such slumber as visited my eyes was troubled by strange imaginings. It would be incorrect to say that all night I dreamed of her, for most of my dreams took the shape of nightmare visitations; but I do not hesitate to affirm that they were caused by her. I had not been troubled by such things for years. If she was not the cause of them, what was?

I awoke at some most unseemly hour. Since sleep was evidently at an end I concluded that it might be as well to have done with what had been, for the first time for many nights, a bed of discomfort. So I arose and dressed. It was a fine morning. I could see that the sun was shining, even from my window. I concluded that I would put into execution a resolution which I had often formed, and as often broken, of going for a walk before breakfast One is constantly being told — for the most part by people who know nothing about it — how beautiful London is in the early morning sun.

So soon as I was in Fleet Street I saw something which I had certainly not expected to see, at least, not there, just then — Miss Purvis. Fleet Street was deserted; she was the only living thing to be seen; the sight of her nearly took me off my feet. She had been in my thoughts. Her sudden, instant presence was like the miraculous materialisation of some telepathic vision. I felt as if I had heard her calling me, and had come.

She was distant some fifty yards, and was coming towards me. I was at once struck by the air of wildness which was about her. It moved me strangely. She was not attired for the street, having on neither hat nor bonnet, jacket or gloves. Her hair was in disorder. She looked as if she had been in some singular affray. My heart jumped so within my breast that I had, perforce, to stand as if I had been rooted to the ground. Conscience-stricken, I railed at myself for not having, last night, broken down the door, instead of lounging idly in the street. All the while, I knew that there was something wrong. I owned it now, though I had been reluctant to admit it then.

I think she saw me as soon as I saw her. At sight of me she broke into a little tremulous run, swaying from side to side, as if she was so weak that her feet were not entirely under her own control. It was pitiful to watch. Tearing myself from where I seemed to be rooted, I ran to her. I had reached her in less than half-a-dozen seconds. When I was close, stretching out her hands, she cried, in a faint little voice: — 

“It’s you! it’s you! Oh, Mr. Paine!”

She did not throw herself into my arms, she had not so much strength; she sank into them, and was still. I saw that she had fainted.

I bore her to my rooms. It was the least that I could do. No one was in sight. And though, no doubt, some straggler might have soon appeared, I could not tell what kind of person it might prove to be. I could hardly keep her out there in the street awaiting the advent of some quite possibly undesirable stranger, even had I been willing, which I was not. Lifting her in my arms, I carried her to my chambers.

Not once did she move. She was limp as some lay figure. I laid her on the couch. So far as I could judge, at first she did not breathe. Then, all at once, she sighed; a tremblement seemed to go all over her. I expected her to open her eyes, and see me there. I felt as if I had been guilty of I knew not what, and feared to meet her accusatory glances. But instead she lay quite still, though I could see that her bosom rose and fell, moved by gentle respirations. My blood boiled as I wondered what could have made her cheek so white.

On a sudden her eyes unclosed. For some seconds she looked neither to the right nor left. She seemed to be considering the ceiling. Then, with a start, she turned and saw me.

“Where am I?” she exclaimed.

“You are safe in my chambers. You know who I am, do you not?”

“You are Mr. Paine. Oh, Mr. Paine!”

She began to cry. Turning from me, she buried her face in the cushion.

“Miss Purvis! What is wrong? What is the matter? Tell me what has happened.”

She continued to cry, her sobs shaking her whole frame. I was beginning to be conscious that the situation was a more delicate one than had at first appeared. After all, the girl was but a stranger to me.

I had not the slightest right to attempt to offer her consolation. I remembered to have read somewhere that you ought to know a man intimately for fifteen years before presuming to poke his fire. If that were the case the imagination failed to picture how long a man ought to be acquainted with a girl before venturing to try, with the aid of a pocket handkerchief, to dry her tears.

She kept on crying. It was a severe trial to one’s more or less misty sense of what etiquette demanded. Ought I to remain to be a witness of her tears? She might not like it. She might, very reasonably, resent being practically compelled to exhibit her grief in the presence of a stranger. On the other hand, to leave her alone to, as it were, cry it out, might be regarded, from certain points of view, as the acme of brutality. What I should have liked to have done would have been to take her in my arms, and comfort her as if she had been a child. In the midst of my bewilderment it irritated me to think of the asinine notions which would enter my head. Did I, I inquired of myself, wish to make an enemy, a righteous enemy, of the girl for life?

I tried the effect of another inquiry.

“Miss Purvis, I — I wish you would tell me what has happened.”

“Pollie!”

That was all she said; and that utterance was so blurred by a choking gasp as to render it uncertain if that was what she had said.

“Pollie? Who is Pollie?”

Quite possibly my tone was one of dubiety. Either that or the question itself affected her in a fashion which surprised me. She stopped as suddenly as if the fountain of her tears had been worked by some automatic attachment. Raising herself slightly from the couch, she looked at me, her eyes swollen with weeping.

“Pollie? You ask me who is Pollie? And you’re her lawyer!”

“Her lawyer? — Pollie’s — ? You’re not referring to Miss — ? Of course, how stupid of me! I had forgotten that Miss Blyth’s Christian name was Mary, I suppose that by her friends she is known as Pollie. I hope that nothing has happened to Miss Blyth.”

“Do you think that I should be here if nothing had happened to Pollie?”

The question was put with an amount of vigour which, in one so fragile, was almost surprising. I was delighted to see in her such a renewal of vigour. It made me feel more at my ease.

“I am only too fortunate, Miss Purvis, whatever the object of your visit. If you will permit me I will get you a cup of tea; that’s what you’re wanting. I live so much alone I’m accustomed to do all sorts of things for myself. Here’s a gas stove; in five minutes the water will be boiling; you shall have your tea. It will do you an immensity of good.”

I had always understood that girls liked tea. But, as I moved about the room, preparing to set the kettle on the stove, she stared at me with an apparent want of comprehension.

“Do you suppose that I’ve come through the streets like this just to get a cup of tea?”

“Never mind for the moment why you’ve come, Miss Purvis; the great thing is that you have come. Tea first: explanation afterwards. If you take my advice you’ll let that be the order of procedure. Nothing like a good brew to promote clarity of exposition.”

I lit the stove.

“Mr. Paine! Mr. Paine!”

She jumped off the couch in quite a passion of excitement.

“Now, Miss Purvis, I do beg you will control yourself. I give you my word that in less than five minutes the water will be boiling.”

She stamped her foot; rage certainly became her. “You keep talking about your tea, when Pollie’s killed!”

“Killed — Miss Purvis! You don’t mean that Miss Blyth is — killed?”

“She is! — or something awful — and worse!”

“But” — I placed the kettle on the stove to free my hand— “let me understand you plainly. Do you wish to be taken literally when you say that Miss Blyth is — killed?”

“If she isn’t she will be soon.”

“I’m afraid I must ask you to be a little plainer. Where is Miss Blyth?”

“She’s in one of Bluebeard’s Chambers?”

I began to wonder if her mind was wandering.

“I’m afraid that I still don’t—”

“That’s the name she gave them. In that dreadful house in Camford Street there are two rooms locked up, and Pollie’s in one.”

“I see.” I did not, though, at the same time, I fancied that I began to perceive a dim glimmer of light “But if, as you say, the rooms were locked, how did she get in, and what happened to her when she was in?”

In reply Miss Purvis poured out a series of disjointed statements which I experienced some difficulty in following, and more in reconciling. As I listened, in spite of her manifold attractions, I could not but feel that if she should figure in the witness box, in a case in which I was concerned, I would rather that she gave evidence for the other side.

“That house was full of wickedness!”

“Indeed. In what sense?”

“There’s a woman in it!”

“A woman? There is a woman? Then that’s all right.”

“All right?”

“I was afraid there wouldn’t be another woman.”

“Afraid! Women are ever so much worse than men. And she’s — awful. She says she’s the daughter of the gods.”

“A little wanting, perhaps.”

I touched my head. Apparently Miss Purvis did not catch the allusion.

“Wanting! She’s wanting in everything she ought to have. She’s — she’s not to be described. I thought she was rats.”

“You thought she was rats?”

“The house is full of them — in swarms! They’d have eaten me — picked the flesh off my bones! — if I’d given them the chance.”

I was becoming more and more persuaded that agitation had been too much for her. I had never encountered a case of a person being eaten alive by rats, except the leading one of Bishop Hatto in his rat tower on the Rhine, and that was scarcely quotable.

“Now, Miss Purvis, the kettle is just on the boil. I do beg you’ll have a cup of tea before we go any further.”

“With Pollie lying dead?”

“But is she lying dead?”

“I believe she’s eaten!”

“Eaten? — by rats?”

There was a dryness in my tone which was, perhaps, rather more significant than I had intended.

“Are you laughing at me? — Are you — laughing at me?”

She repeated her inquiry for the second time with a great sob in her voice, which made me realise what a brute I was.

“I am very far from laughing. I am only anxious that you should not make yourself ill.”

“You’re not! you’re not!” She stamped her foot again. I gazed at her with admiration. She was the first beautiful woman I remembered to have seen whose personal appearance was positively improved by getting into a temper.

“You’re laughing at me all the time; you haven’t a spark of human feeling in you!” This was an outrageous charge. At that moment I would have given a great part of what I possessed to have been able to take her in my arms. “What I’ve endured this night no tongue can tell, no pen describe. I’ve gone through enough to make my hair turn white. Hasn’t it turned white?”

“It certainly hasn’t. It’s lovely hair.”

“Lovely — ?” She stopped, to look at me; seeing something in my countenance — she alone knew what it was — which made her put her hands up to her face, and burst again into tears. “Oh, Mr. Paine!”

My name, as it came from her lips, was a wail which cut me to the heart. Her agitation was making me agitated too. I had only one resource.

“Now, Miss Purvis, this kettle is really boiling.”

“If you say another word about that kettle I’ll knock it over!”

The small virago was facing me, the tears running down her cheeks, her small fists clenched, as if, on that point at least, she was capable of being as good as her word.

“Knock it over by all means, Miss Purvis, if it pleases you. I — I only want to give you pleasure.”

“Mr. Paine!”

Up went her hands again.

‘— “Don’t do that. I — I can’t bear to see you cry.”

“Then why are you so unkind?”

“I don’t know; it’s my stupidity, I suppose; it’s far from my intention to be unkind.”

“I know! I know! I’m a nothing and a nobody; an impertinent creature who has come to bother you with a tale which you don’t believe, and which wouldn’t interest you if you did; and so you just make fun of me.”

“Don’t say that; not that. Don’t say that to me you are a nothing and a nobody.”

“I am! I am!”

“You are not.”

“Then, why do you treat me as you do?”

“Treat you! How do I treat you? There is nothing I wouldn’t do for you — nothing!”

“Mr. Paine!”

“Miss Purvis!”

I do not know how it happened. I protest, in cold blood, and in black and white, that I have no idea. But, on a sudden, I found that I had my arms about her. A moment before I had no intention of doing anything of the kind — that I swear. And I can only suppose that it was because, in her agitation, she really did not know what was happening, that she allowed her head to rest against my breast.

It was while it was there that a voice said, proceeding from the neighbourhood of the door: — 

“This is a bit of all right; but where do I come in?”


CHAPTER XXII.

LUKE.

I HAVE only to point out that, despite the interruption, Miss Purvis continued in the same position, without making the slightest effort to disengage herself, to make it clear that she, to at least a certain extent, was unconscious of her surroundings. For my part I held her somewhat closer, so that I might act as a more efficient protection against I knew not what.

Glancing in the direction from which the voice had come I perceived that a distinctly disreputable individual had intruded himself, uninvited, into the room. He was a tall, shambling fellow, with a chronic stoop, extending even to the neighbourhood of his knees. His attire consisted of a variety of odds and ends, all of them emphatically the worse for wear. A dirty cloth cap, apparently a size too small, was stuck at the back of his head. His black, greasy hair formed a ragged, uneven fringe upon his forehead, reaching in one place nearly to the top of his long, pointed nose. His mouth was too wide for his face, which was narrow. As he stood there with it open, in what I presume he intended for a friendly grin, the fact was revealed that seemingly every alternate tooth in his head was missing. Even in that moment of agitation I could not help mentally noting that I had never seen such a collection of fangs in one man’s head before.

“What do you mean, sir, coming in without knocking?”

“What do I mean? That’s what I’m here to tell you. And as for knocking, I did knock, with my knuckles; but you was too much engaged to notice my modest knock; so, seeing the door was open, I just come in.”

“Then you’ll just go out again; and sharp’s the word.”

While the fellow was speaking, Miss Purvis, awaking, for the first time, to a sense of her delicate position, drew herself away from me. Turning, she stared at the intruder.

“Sharp’s the word, is it? That’s how it may be. Anyhow, it don’t apply to me, because I’m here on business.”

“Then come in business hours. I don’t receive clients at this time of day. Don’t you see that I’m engaged?”

“Engaged, are you? That’s as it should be. I congratulate you. Likewise the young lady, for having won so outspoken a young gentleman; and one that’s well spoken of, from all I hear.”

Whether the fellow was intentionally impertinent I could not tell. It was uncommonly awkward for both of us. Miss Purvis went scarlet. I felt like knocking him down.

“Now, then, out you go!”

“Softly! softly! You listen to me before the band begins to play. I don’t allow no one to lay hands on me without laying of ’em back again.”

The fellow extended, to ward me off, a pair of enormously long arms. Observing them, I realised that if he would only hold himself upright his height would be gigantic. I am no bantam; yet as I considered his evident suppleness, and sinewy build, I thought it possible that in him I had met my match. Anyhow, I did not wish to indulge in a rough-and-tumble before Miss Purvis.

“Who are you? And what do you want?”

“What I want first of all is to know who you are. Are you Mr. Frank Paine?”

“I am.”

“I’m told that you’re making inquiries about a party named Batters; now I’m making inquiries about a party named Batters, too; and if you was to tell me what you know, I might tell you what I know.”

“You are quite right, I have been inquiring for a person of the name of Batters. And if you will come again, say, between ten and eleven, I shall be glad to hear what you have to say. By that time I shall be disengaged.”

“You’ll be disengaged, will you? That’s hard on the young lady. Engaged to her at seven, and disengaged between ten and eleven, all of the same day.”

“Look here, my man!”

“I’m looking, Mr. Paine, I’m looking; and I do hope I’m looking milder nor what you are. May I make so bold as to ask if this young lady’s name is Blyth?”

“It is not.”

“I thought it couldn’t be. It wouldn’t hardly seem natural for a beautiful young lady like she is to be grafted from a stock like that. Lovely is what I call her, downright lovely.”

“Oh, Mr. Paine!”

Miss Purvis held out her hand. I took it.

“If you suppose because I have borne with you so far I will bear with you much further, you’re mistaken. If you take my advice, you’ll be careful.”

“That’s right, sir; that’s quite right. Careful’s the lay for me.”

“If you have anything to say, be quick about it.”

“Well, I do happen to have something which I wish to say, and that’s a fact; but as for quickness I’m afraid that I’m not naturally so quick as perhaps you might desire.” He stopped, to regard me with his bold, yet shifty eyes, as if he were endeavouring to ascertain what sort of person I might be. When he spoke again it was to put a question for which I was unprepared. “Where’s Batters?”

“Mr. Batters — if you are referring to the late Mr. Benjamin Batters — is dead.”

“Dead? Oh! Late, is he? Ah! He was the sort to die early, was Batters. Where might he happen to have died?”

“On Great Ka Island.”

“Great Ka Island? Ah! And where might that be?”

“On the other side of the world.”

“That’s some way off, isn’t it? Most unfortunate.

I take it most uncivil of Batters to go and die in a place like that. Especially when I should like to have a look at his grave. You don’t happen to know where it is.”

“I do not, except that I have been given to understand that he was buried where he died.”

“That so? He would be. In the local cemetery, with the flowers growing all around. In a nice deep grave with a stone on top to keep him from getting out of it, and some words cut on it, like ‘He lies in peace.’ There’s no doubt about his lying, anyhow, I’ll take my oath to that.” He emitted a sound which might have been meant for a chuckle. It startled Miss Purvis. “You don’t happen to know when he died?”

“I do not know the precise date, but it was at any rate some three or four months ago.”

“That’s odd, very. Because, as it happens, I was with him some three or four months ago, and I never saw nothing about him that looked like dying. So far from dying, he was lively, uncommon; fleas wasn’t in it with the liveliness of Batters. And to think that he should have died with me looking at him all the time, and yet knowing nothing at all about it. It shows you that there is such things as miracles.”

“Do I understand you to say that three months ago you were in the company of Mr. Batters?”

“I was. And likewise four months ago. And I hope to be in his company again before long, dead or alive. It won’t be my fault if I’m not; you may go the lot on that.”

There was something about the fellow which struck me as peculiar; it was not alone his impudence, which belonged to another sort of singularity. There seemed to be a covert meaning in his manner and his words. I turned to Miss Purvis.

“If you don’t mind I think I will hear what this person has to say; it may be of importance to your friend. If you will allow me to leave you here, I think I may arrive quicker at his meaning if I am alone with him.”

She signified her consent. I led the way into the office. Without showing in any way that he objected, the stranger followed.

“Now my man, let us understand each other as clearly as we can, and keep to the point as closely as you are able. What’s your name?”

“Luke.”

“Luke what?”

“Luke nothing. I’m known to those who knew me best as St. Luke, after the apostle, being of saintlike character, but in general Luke’s name enough for me. They was modest where I come from.”

“What are you?”

‘ A sailor man, late of the good ship Flying Scud.”

“The Flying Scud?” I stared at him askance, not certain that I had caught the name correctly. That particular ship seemed in the air. “Then do you know Captain Lander?”

As I asked the question his manner changed. It became suspicious. Thrusting his thumbs into his waistcoat armholes he eyed me warily, as if he had all at once been put upon his guard.

“Now how much do you know about it?”

“What do you mean? How much do I know about what?”

“What’s Captian Lander told you about me?”

“About you? To me Captain Lander has never so much as mentioned your name.”

A sudden wild thought came into my head. “Are you — are you Benjamin Batters?”

The fellow’s mouth opened so wide I could see right down his throat.

“Me Benjamin Batters! Good Lord! What made you ask me such a thing as that?”

“Are you? Are you?” As I watched I doubted more and more. “I believe you are.”

“I’m not. Good Lord! You ask Captain Lander if I am. You said yourself just now that he was dead and buried.”

“And you hinted that he was not, but that he was still alive.”

Putting his hand up to his brow he brushed the fringe of hair partially aside, glancing furtively about the room.

“That’s as may be; that’s another matter altogether. But I don’t like your asking me if I was Batters. No man would. Have you ever seen him?”

“Never; unless I see him now.”

“Meaning me? I never came across such a man. What do you mean by keeping on asking if I’m Batters? What are you driving at? I won’t have it, whatever it is. Why Batters—” He stopped: then second thoughts appearing best, changed from heat to cold. “Batters was not my sort at all.”

The man’s manner puzzled me.

“What was there about Benjamin Batters which makes you resent any comparison with him?”

He hesitated, putting up his fingers to scratch his head, visibly perturbed.

“Excuse me, but I came here to put a question or two, not to answer any. If you’d told me at the first that Captain Lander was a friend of yours, I should have taken myself off straightway, like as I’m going to now.”

I stepped between him and the door.

“No you don’t. You stopped at the beginning to please yourself; now you’ll remain a little longer to please me. Before you leave this room you’ll give me satisfactory answers to one or two questions.”

“Who says I will?”

“I do. If you decline I send for a policeman. Then I think you’ll find yourself in Queer Street.”

His disturbance obviously increased.

“Now, Mr. Paine, I’ve done nothing to you to make you behave nasty to me. If I made a mistake in coming here to make a few inquiries I apologise, and no man can do more than that, so there’s no harm done to either side.”

“Was Batters your shipmate?”

“My shipmate?”

“Was he an officer or member of the crew on board The Flying Scud?”

“My gracious, no!”

“He was on The Flying Scud?”

“He might have been.”

“As passenger?”

“The Flying Scud’s a cargo boat; she don’t carry no passengers.”

“If he was neither officer, sailor, nor passenger, in what capacity was he there?”

“You ask Captain Lander, he was in command, not me. I’ve had enough of this bullyragging. You let me go before there’s trouble.”

“Gently, my man, gently! Now, come, be frank with me. What is the mystery about Benjamin Batters? I see there is one.”

“That’s more than I can tell you, straight it is. I wish it wasn’t. If you was to ask me I should say he was all mystery, Batters was.”

“I suppose he was a man?”

“A man?” The inquiry, suggested by the fashion in which he persisted in shuffling with my questions, had an odd effect upon my visitor. He glanced from side to side, and up and down, as if desirous, at any cost, to avoid meeting my eye. “It depends on what you call a man.”

“You know very well what I call a man. Was he a man in the sense that you and I are men?”

He shuddered.

“The Lord forbid that I should be in any way like him; the Lord forbid!”

“I observed him narrowly, at a loss to make him out. That there was something very curious about Benjamin Batters I was becoming more and more persuaded. I had as little doubt that my visitor had at least some knowledge of what it was. Equally obvious, however, was the fact that he had reasons of his own for concealing what he knew. How I could compel him to make a confidant of me against his will I failed to see. I tried another tack.

“You say that you were in Batters’ company three months ago.”

“I might have been.”

“How long ago is it since you last saw him?”

“I couldn’t exactly say.”

“Where did you last see him?”

“Where?” He looked round and round the room, as if seeking for information. Then the fashion of his countenance changed, an ugly look came on it. “I’m not going to tell you when I saw him last, nor where. It’s no business of yours. You mind your own business, and leave mine alone. And as for your policeman, I don’t care for no policeman. Why should I? I’m an honest man. So you get out of my way and let me pass; and that’s all about it.”

“Have you seen Benjamin Batters within the month?”

“Never you mind!”

“Your words are a sufficient answer. I believe that you have been conspiring with Benjamin Batters with fraudulent intent. If you do not furnish me with abundant proof that my suspicions are unfounded I shall summon a constable, and give you into custody upon that charge.

It was a piece of pure bluff upon my part, which failed.

“That’s the time of the day, is it? I’ve been conspiring with him, have I? What have I been conspiring about?”

“I have no doubt that that is a point on which Captain Lander will be able to show more than sufficient light.”

My words had at last struck home. What lent them especial weight I could not even guess. But that they had moved him more than anything which had gone before his behaviour showed.

“He will, will he? So that’s the game you’re after. You’re a lawyer, and I’m a poor, silly sailor man, so you think you can play just what tricks with me you please. But there’s something else Captain Lander can tell you if you ask him, and that’s that I can be disagreeable when I’m crossed, and if you don’t move away from that door inside a brace of shakes I’m going to be disagreeable now.”

Don’t threaten me, my man.”

“Threaten?”

His tone suggested that he scorned being thought capable of threatening only, and his action proved it.

He came at me with a suddenness for which I was unprepared. Putting his arms about me while I was still unready he lifted me off my feet. As he was still holding me aloft, crooking my leg inside his, I bore on him with all my might, and brought him with a crash to the floor. Although he lay underneath, his arms still retained their grip.

While I hesitated whether to attack the man in earnest or to remonstrate with him instead — for Miss Purvis might at any moment look in, and then a nice opinion she would have of me — someone standing behind slipped what seemed to be a cord over my head, and drew it so tight about my throat that in an instant I was all but choked. — When, gasping for breath, I put up my hand to free myself, it was drawn still tighter. So tight indeed that not only did it cut like a knife, but I felt as if my tongue was being torn out of my mouth, and I lost all consciousness.


CHAPTER XXIII.

THE TRIO RETURN.

How long I remained unconscious I could not say When I did come to, during some seconds I was unable to realise my position. It was like waking out of an uncomfortably heavy sleep. Consciousness returned by degrees, and painfully; as it were, by a series of waves, which were like so many shocks. I was oppressed by nausea, my eyes were dim, my brain seemed reeling, as if it were making disconcerting efforts to retain its equilibrium. It was some time before I understood that I was still in my own room; yet, longer before I had some faint comprehension of the situation I was in, and of what was taking place about me.

It was probably some minutes before I completely understood that I was trussed like a fowl, and that the exquisite pain which I was enduring was because of the tightness and ingenuity of my bonds. I was on the floor with my back against the wall. Cords which were about my wrists were attached to my ankles, passed up my back, then round my throat, so that each movement I made I bade fair to choke myself. It was a diabolical contrivance. The cords were thin ones — red-hot wires they seemed to me to be, they cut my wrists like knives, and burned them as with fire. My legs were drawn under my body in an unnatural and uncomfortable position. They were torn by cramp, yet whenever I made the slightest attempt to ease them I dragged at the cord which was about my throat. One thing seemed plain, if the worst came to the worst I should experience no difficulty in committing suicide. Apparently I had only to let my head forward to be strangled.

By way of making the condition of affairs entirely satisfactory something sharp had been forced into my mouth, which not only acted as a gag, effectually preventing my uttering a sound, but which made it difficult for me to breathe. That it was cutting me was made plain by the blood which I was compelled to swallow.

As I have said, it was not at first that I had a clear perception of the personal plight that I was in. When it dawned on me at last I had a morbid satisfaction in learning that I was not alone in it. Someone so close on the left as to be almost touching me was in a similar plight It was St. Luke. I had mistily imagined that that seafaring associate of the more and more mysterious Benjamin Batters had been in some way responsible for my misadventure. Not a bit of it. I had wronged the honest man. So far as I could perceive, his plight was an exact reproduction of my own. The same attention had been paid to his physical comfort, only apparently the gag had been so placed in his mouth as to leave him more freedom to gasp, and to grunt, and to groan.

Who, then, was responsible for this pretty performance? What man, or men, had I so wronged as to be deserving this return? The problem was a nice one. I looked for the solution.

I found it, and, in doing so, found also something else, which filled me with such a tumult of passion that I actually momentarily forgot the egregious position I was in.

Miss Purvis had been served as I had been.

She had either, wondering at my delay, or startled by the noise, peeped into the office, and so disturbed the ruffians at their work; or the miscreants, penetrating into the inner room, had found her there and dragged her out. However it had been, there she was, trussed and gagged against the wall upon my right. They had shown no respect for a woman, but had handled her precisely as they had done St. Luke and me. My brain felt as if it would have burst as I thought of the indignity with which they must have used her, and of the agony, mental and bodily, she must have endured, and be enduring still. Her face — her pretty face! — was white as the sheet of paper on which I write. Her eyes — her lovely eyes! — were closed. I hoped that she had fainted, and so was oblivious of suffering and shame. Yet, as I watched her utter stillness, I half feared she might be dead.

The gentlemen who were responsible for this pleasant piece of work were three. They were there before me in plain sight. It was with an odd sense that it was just what I had expected that I recognised the trio who had already paid me a visit in the silent watches of the night. There was the imposing, elderly, bald-headed gentleman, who represented length without breadth; there, also, were his two attendant satellites. How to account for their assiduous interest in my unpretending office was beyond my power. Nor did I understand why it should have been necessary to use quite such drastic measures against the lady, St. Luke, and myself. Still less — I admit it frankly — when I observed their conspicuous lack of avoirdupois, did I gather how they had managed to make of us so easy a prey. Under ordinary conditions I should have been quite willing to take the three on single-handed. The truth probably was that St. Luke and I had unwittingly played into their dexterous hands. Had we not been engaged in matching ourselves against each other we should have been more than a match for them. But when they came in, and found the sailor man upon the floor prisoning me close within his arms, all they had to do was to slip one cord round my throat, and another round his. We were at their mercy. No man can show much fight when he is being strangled; especially when the job is in the hands of a skilled practitioner. Never mind what the theory is, that is the teaching of experience.

What they wanted, with so much anxiety, in my office, I was unable to guess. They had already purloined the God of Fortune.

Stay! It had been returned to me again. I had dropped it on the floor; been unable to find it. Could it be that they were after it a second time. I wondered. What peculiar significance, what attribute, could that small plaything have?

Beyond doubt they were treating my belongings with scant regard for the feelings of their owner? If they failed to find what they were seeking it would not be for want of a thorough quest. Pretty well everything the apartment contained they subjected to a minute examination. They allowed nothing to escape them. It was delightful to watch them. If I had been suffering a little less physical inconvenience I should have enjoyed myself immensely. They might be Orientals; but if they were not professional burglars in their own country then they ought to have been. They were artists any way.

To note one point — there was such order in their methods. They began at one corner of the room, and they worked right round it, emptying boxes, turning out drawers, pulling the books out of their covers, and the stuffing out of the chairs, and the furniture to pieces generally, in search of secret hiding-places. Then they began tapping at the walls, tearing off scraps of paper here and there, to see what was behind. It beat me to imagine what it was that they were after, though it was flattering to think what a first-rate hand at concealment they must be taking me to be. Apparently they were under the impression that a solicitor had plenty of waste time which he occupied by secreting odds and ends in solid walls. The rapidity with which they did all they did do was simply astonishing, particularly when one had to admit with what thoroughness it was done. But when they came to dragging the carpet up, and tearing boards from the floor, I began to wonder if they were going through the house piecemeal.

The litter was beyond description. My practice might not have been a large one, but my papers were many. When a large number of documents are thrown down anywhere, anyhow, they are apt to look untidy. Even in that moment of martyrdom I groaned in spirit as I thought of the labour which their rearrangement would involve.

One mental note I did take; that, despite the eagerness with which they turned out papers from every possible receptacle, they seemed to attach to them but scant importance. That they were after something connected with Mr. Benjamin Batters I had no doubt. Yet they unearthed the Batters’ papers among the rest — even the Batters’ bonds! — and tossed them on one side as if they contained nothing which was of interest to them. If they were able to read English I could not tell, but every now and then the tall, thin party glanced at a paper as if it was not altogether Double Dutch to him.

At last, short of pulling the room itself down about their ears, they had, apparently to their own entire dissatisfaction, exhausted its resources. There was a pause in the operations. There ensued a conclave. The elderly gentleman spoke, while, for the most part, the others listened. What was being said I had no notion. They were sparing of gesture, so no meaning was conveyed through the eye to the brain.

I am no linguist. My knowledge of Eastern tongues is nil. I did not know what language they were speaking; had I known I should have been no wiser. One fact, however, was unmistakable; their words were accompanied by glances in my direction, which I did not altogether relish. If ever I saw cruelty written on a human countenance it was on the faces of those three gentlemen. Theirs was the love of it for its own sake. Their faces were rather inhuman masks, expressionless, impassive, unfeeling. It was not difficult to conceive with what ingenuity they could contrive tortures with which to rack the nerves of some promising subject. It was easy to believe that they would put them into practice with the same composure with which they would observe the sensations of the object of their curious experiments.

I had already had some experience of their skill in more than one direction, and I did not desire a practical demonstration of it in yet another.

And for the present I was to be spared the exhibition. It seemed that they all at once bethought themselves that there were other apartments of mine which still remained unsearched. Whereupon off they went to search them. To us they paid no need. Plainly they were sufficiently acquainted with the good qualities of their handiwork to be aware that from us they need fear nothing. That we might be able to free ourselves without assistance was a million to one chance which it was unnecessary to consider. Until some one came to loose us we were bound. Of that they were absolutely sure. So they left us there to keep each other company, and to console each other if we could, while they went to overhaul the rest of my establishment. It was a pleasant thought for me to dwell upon.

Miss Purvis’ eyes were open, but that was about the only sign of life she showed. They wandered once or twice towards me; wandered was just the word which expressed the look which was in them. Her face was white and drawn. There was that about it which made me doubt if even yet she was conscious of what was being done; I wondered if the pain which she was suffering had taken effect upon her brain. It would not have been surprising if it had. It was only by dint of a violent and continued exercise of will that I myself was able to retain, as it were, a hold upon my senses. There was, first of all, the torture of the cramped position. Then there was the way in which the cords cut into the flesh — what particular kind of cords had been used I could not make out, but I suspected fiddle-strings. Then there was the fact that the slightest movement made with a view of obtaining relief threatened not only strangulation but decapitation too.

I wondered what the time was. A laundress, one Mrs. Parsons, was supposed to arrive at eight. It must be nearly that. I had been up for hours; I was convinced that it was hours. It must be after eight. If the woman had any regard for punctuality, at any moment she might appear. If she did not arrive within five minutes she should be dismissed. How could she expect to keep my rooms in proper order if her habits were irregular? I had long wondered how it was my chambers did not do me so much credit as they might have done; I had an eye for such things although she might not think it. Now I understood. If Mrs. Parsons would only have the sense, the honesty, the decency, to keep to her engagements and come at once, while those scoundrels were engaged elsewhere, in a moment I should be free. Then I would show them.

A clock struck seven. It must be wrong. There was a second, third, fourth, all striking seven. An hour yet before the woman was even due! And whoever heard of a laundress who was punctual? Before she came what might not happen? For another hour, at least, we were at the mercy of these ingenious adventurers.

They reappeared. What havoc they had wrought in the rooms in which I lived, and moved, and had my being, I could only guess. Either, from their point of view, they had not done mischief enough, or the result of what they had done had not been satisfactory. Plainly, they were discontented. Their manner showed it. The tall gentleman spoke to his two associates in a tone which suggested disapprobation of their conduct. They seemed, with all possible humility, to be endeavouring to show that the fault was not entirely theirs. This he appeared unwilling to concede. Finally, flopping down on to their knees, touching the floor with their foreheads, they grovelled at his feet. So far from being appeased by this show of penitence, putting out his right foot, he gave each of them a hearty kick. The effect this had on them was comical. They sprang upright like a pair of automata, endeavouring to carry themselves as if they had been the recipient of the highest honours.

The tall gentleman moved towards Miss Purvis. They meekly hung on his heels. He addressed to them remarks to which they scarcely ventured to reply. He eyed the lady. Then glanced towards me. I wondered what was the connection which he supposed existed between us. Something menacing was in his air. He hovered above the helpless girl as a hawk might above a pigeon. Stretching out his cruel-looking hand he thrust it almost in her face. I expected to see her subjected to some fresh indignity, and felt that, if she were, then rage might give me strength to break the bonds which shackled me.

If such had been his intention, it was either deferred, or he changed his mind. He gave a gesture in my direction. Immediately one of his familiars, advancing, tilted me back with no more compunction than if I had been an empty beer cask. Thrusting his filthy fingers into my mouth he dragged out the gag with so much roughness that it tore my tongue and palate as it passed. Returning me to the position which suited him best, out of simple wantonness, with the hand which held the gag he struck me a vigorous blow upon the cheek; so vigorous that, as it jerked my head on one side it seemed to cause the thong which was about my throat to nearly sever my head from my shoulders. Even as he struck me I recognised in my assailant the individual who had dogged my steps from Camford Street, and whom afterwards I had treated to a shaking. This was his idea of crying quits. While the blood still seemed to be whirling before my eyes I said to myself that, if all went well, to his quittance I would add another score. The last blow should not be his.

The removal of the gag did not at once restore to me the faculty of speech. My mouth was bleeding, I was nearly choked by blood. My tongue was torn, and sore, and swollen. It felt ridiculously large for the place it was supposed to occupy. Evidently the attenuated gentleman understood that there were reasons why I should not be expected to join in conversation until I had been afforded an opportunity to get the better of my feelings. He stood regarding me, his parchment-like visage perfectly expressionless, as if he were awaiting the period when I might be reasonably required to give voice to my emotions.

When, as I take it, he supposed such a time to have arrived, he addressed me, to my surprise, in English, which was not bad of its kind.

“Where is the Great Joss?”

I had no notion what he meant. Had I understood him perfectly I should have been unable to give him the information he required. So soon as I attempted to speak I found that my tongue refused, literally, to do its office. I could only produce those mumbling sounds which proceed, sometimes, from the mouths of those who are dumb.

In his judgment, however, it seemed that I ought already to have advanced to perfect clarity of utterance. He repeated his inquiry.

“Where is the Great Joss? I am in haste. Tell me quick.”

“Untie my hands and throat.”

That was my reply. The words, as they came from my lips, assumed a guise in which they could hardly have been recognisable for what they were meant to be, so inarticulately were they spoken. Whether he understood them I could not say, he ignored their meaning if he did. One of his satellites — the one who had struck me — hazarded an observation, with a deep inclination of his head, but his superior paid no heed to him whatever. He persisted in his previous inquiry.

“Tell me, where is the Great Joss?”

With an effort I mumbled an answer.

“I don’t know what you mean.”

Evidently the reply did not fall in with his view at all; he disbelieved it utterly.

“Tell me where is the Great Joss, or the woman shall die.”

His meaning was unmistakable. He stretched out his finger towards Miss Purvis with a gesture. That he was capable of murder I had not the slightest doubt. That he would make nothing of having an innocent, unoffending girl tortured to death before my eyes I believed. Fleet Street might be within a hop, skip, and a jump; but, for the present, this spot in its immediate neighbourhood was delivered over to the methods of the East. If I could not afford this monster, who had sprung from some unknown oriental haunt of merciless fiends, the satisfaction he demanded, I might expect the worst to happen before help could come. With him I felt assured that in such matters one could rely upon the word being followed by the blow.

I made an effort to appease him.

“I don’t know where your Joss is. It dropped upon the floor.”

My reference, of course, was to the toy which Miss Blyth had given me, and which, when I had let it fall, I was unable to find. Still my answer did not seem to be the one he wanted. He scrutinised me in silence for some seconds before he gave me to understand as much.

“You play with me?”

There was that in his tone which was anything but playful. I made all possible haste to deny the soft impeachment “I don’t Is it the God of Fortune you are after?”

“The God of Fortune? What do you know about the God of Fortune?”

“It was given to me. I let it drop. When I came to look for it I couldn’t find it anywhere.”

There was something about my reply which he did not like. I was sure of it by the way in which he spoke, in that unknown tongue, to his associates. Instantly they approached Miss Purvis, standing one on either side of her. Their attitude was ominous.

“Do you wish that she shall die?”

I did not. I could scarcely have more strenuously desired that she should live. As I told him with such clearness of language as I could muster. Considering all things I was eloquent.

“What it is you want from me I don’t know; consciously I have nothing which is yours. But you had better understand this, if you are able to understand anything at all, that only for a minute or two at most are we in your power. If you want to be let off lightly you will loose that lady at once; if you harm so much as a hair of her head the law of England will make you pay for it dearly.”

In reply the fellow was arrogance itself.

“What do we care for your law? What has your law to do with us? Are we dogs that you should use us as you choose? You have stolen, and have hidden, the Great Joss. Return him to us; or as you have shamed us so we will shame you.”

“Not only have I not stolen the Great Joss, but I don’t even know what the Great Joss is. The only Joss I’ve seen was one about the size of my finger, which, as I’ve told you already, I dropped on the floor, and couldn’t find.”

“You laugh at us.”

“I do not laugh. I am speaking the simple, absolute truth.”

“You lie. The gods have told us that the secret of the hiding-place of the Great Joss is here. Show it to us quickly, or the woman shall die.”

“It is your gods who lie, not I.”

The fellow said something to his colleagues. At once, whipping Miss Purvis from off the floor, just for all the world as if she were a trussed fowl, they placed her on the table.

“Be careful what you do!” I shouted.

“It is for you to be careful. We come from far across the sea to look for the Great Joss, which you and yours have stolen, and you make a mock of us. We are not children that we may be mocked. Give us what is ours, or we will take what is yours, though we desire it not, and the woman shall die.”

“I tell you, man, that if anyone has robbed you it isn’t I. I have not the faintest notion who you are, or what you’re after; and as for your Great Joss, I’ve not the least idea what a Great Joss is. What I say is a simple statement of fact; and what reason you suppose yourself to have for doubting me is beyond my comprehension.”

“That is your answer?”

“Don’t speak as if you suspected me of a deliberate intention to deceive. What other answer can I give?

If, as is possible, you are suffering from a genuine grievance, I shall be glad to be of any assistance I can. But you must first give me clearly to understand what it is you’re after. At present I am completely in the dark.”

“The woman must die.”

The fellow was impervious to reason. He repeated the words with a passionless calm which added to their significance. Again I screamed at him:

“You had better be careful!”

He ignored me utterly. Turning to his collaborators he issued an order which was promptly obeyed. Loosing Miss Purvis’ bonds they stretched her out upon the table, and tied her on it with a dexterous rapidity which denoted considerable practice in similar operations. I observed the proceedings with sensations which are not to be described. I had hoped that at the last extremity rage would supply me with strength with which to burst the cords which prevented me from going to her assistance. I had hoped in vain. The only result of my frenzied struggles was to increase the tension, and to make my helplessness, if possible, still clearer.

“Help! help!” I yelled. “Help!”

I was aware that I was the only person who lived in the house, and that the hour was yet too early for the occupants of offices to have arrived. But I was actuated by a forlorn hope that my voice might reach someone who was in a position to render aid. None came. What I had endured, and was enduring, had robbed my voice of more than half its power. And though I shouted with what, at the moment, was the full force of my lungs, I was only too conscious that my utterance was too inarticulate, too feeble, to allow my words to travel far.

As for that attenuated fiend, who, it was clear, was not by any means so long as he was wicked, he regarded my maniacal contortions with a degree of imperturbability which seemed to me to be the climax of inhumanity. Although it was certain that he both saw and heard me, since it was impossible that it could be otherwise, not by so much as the movement of a muscle did he betray the fact. He suffered me to writhe and scream to my heart’s content. He simply took no notice; that was all. When the process of tying down Miss Purvis had been completed, being informed of the fact by one of his assistants, he turned to examine, with a critical eye, how the work had been done. Moving round the table, he tried each ligature with his finger as he passed. Since he found no fault, apparently the way in which the woman had been laid out for slaughter met with his complete approval.

He condescended once more to bestow his attention upon me.

“For the last time — where is the Great Joss?”

“I can’t tell you — how can I tell you if I don’t know what the Great Joss is? For God’s sake, man, tell me what it is you’re really after before you go too far. If you want my help, give me a chance to offer it. Explain to me what the Great Joss is. It is possible, since you appear to be so positive, that I do know something of its whereabouts. Tell me, clearly, what it is, and all I know is at your service. Put my words to the test, and you will find that they are true ones.”

To me it seemed impossible that even such an addleheaded idiot as the individual in front of me could fail to see that I was speaking the truth. But he did, he failed entirely. He had convictions of his own, of which he was not to be disabused.

“You lie again, making a mock of the gods. To the gods the woman shall be offered as a sacrifice.”

He spoke with a passionless calm which denoted a set purpose from which there was no turning him.

I raved, I screamed myself hoarse. He paid no heed. I could do no more. I could either keep my eyes open and watch what went on, or close them, and my imagination would present me with pictures more lurid still. The situation was not rendered more agreeable by the fact that, although they had not given her back the power of speech, as they had done me, by the removal of the gag, I was conscious that she was perfectly cognisant of all that was being said, and especially of the frenzied appeals which I made on her behalf — in vain.

During the minutes which followed I was as one distraught. Now I watched, with wide open staring eyes; now I shut them, in a sudden paroxysm of doubt as to what horror I might be compelled to be an unwilling witness; then, being haunted by frightful imaginings of what might be transpiring without my knowledge — for she could make no sound — I opened them again to see.

The three scoundrels set about their hideous business with a matter of fact air which suggested that, in their opinion, they were doing nothing out of the common. And perhaps, in that genial portion of the world from which they came, such butcheries were the everyday events of their lives.

The tall man issued some curt instructions. The two shorter ones set about gathering the papers which were scattered about the room, and piling them in a heap beneath the table. On these they placed more or less inflammable fragments of my solider belongings. It seemed to be their intention to have a bonfire on lines of their own. Unless they were acquainted with a trick or two in that direction, as well as in others, how they proposed to keep it alight, after ignition, one was at a loss to understand.

About the procedure of the principal villain there was no such room for doubt. There was a frankness in his proceedings which caused me now to shriek at him in half imbecile, because wholly impotent, rage; and now to shut my eyes in terror of what he might be doing next.

By way of a commencement he took from some receptacle in his clothing what turned out to be a curiously shaped lamp. This he placed on the table at Miss Purvis’ feet. Having lit it by the commonplace means of a match from a box of mine which was on the mantelpiece, he threw on it, at short intervals, what was probably some variation of what firework vendors describe as “coloured fire.” The result was that surrounding objects assumed unusual hues, and the room was filled with a vapour, which was not only obscuring, but malodorous. From his bosom he produced an evil-looking knife. Laying a defiling hand upon his victim’s throat, partly by sheer force, partly by the aid of his knife, he tore her garments open nearly to the waist. Bending over her, he seemed to be marking out some sort of design with the point of his blade on the bare skin, in the region of the heart Drawing himself upright he suffered his voluminous sleeves to fall back, and bared his arms, as a surgeon might do prior to commencing an operation.

Then he leaned over her again; his knife held out.


CHAPTER XXIV.

THE GOD OUT OF THE MACHINE.

HOW it all happened I have but a misty notion.

My eyelids were twitching; my eyes were neither shut nor open. I could not look, nor hide from myself the knowledge of what was being done. I saw the silent woman, the whiteness of her flesh, the gleam of steel, the tall figure stooping over her. There were the attendant demons, one on either side. All was still. My voice had perished, I could no longer utter a sound. And all that was done by the man with the knife was done in silence.

So acute was the stillness I listened for the entry of the steel into the flesh — as if that were audible!

Then, on a sudden, all was pandemonium. Of the exact sequence in which events occurred, I have, as I have said, but a shadowy impression.

Something struck the fellow with the knife full in the face. What it was at the moment I could not tell. I learnt afterwards that it was a soft, peaked sailor’s cap, thrown by a strong wrist, with unerring aim. The impact was not a slight one. Taken unawares the tall man staggered; he had been hit clean between the eyes. He put his hand up to his face, as if bewildered. Before he had it down again he had been seized by the shoulders, flung to the ground, and the knife wrenched from him.

His assailant was Captain Lander.

“Lander!” I gasped.

The captain glanced in my direction, then at the woman stretched upon the table, then at the gentleman upon the floor. Him he appeared to recognise.

“So it’s you, is it? What devil’s work have you been up to now? This is not Tongkin! Look out there — stop ’em, my lads!”

The attendant demons, perceiving that a change had come o’er the spirit of the scene, were making for the window, judging, doubtless, discretion to be the better part of valour. I then learned that Captain Lander was not alone. He had three companions. These made short work of stopping the flight of the ingenuous colleagues. One of the captain’s companions, a man of somewhat remarkable build, gripping the pair by the nape of the neck by either hand, banged their heads together. It was a spectacle which I found agreeable to behold.

The long gentleman was rising from the ground. The captain assisted him by dragging him up by the shoulder. They observed each other with looks which were not looks of love. The captain jeered.

“So we’ve met again, have we? It seems as if you and I were bound to meet. We must be fond of one another.’

The other replied with the retort discourteous.

“You dog! You thief! You accursed!”

He seemed to be nearly beside himself with rage, which under the circumstances, perhaps, was not surprising.

The words apparently conveyed a taunt which drove the man to madness. Forgetful of the disparity which existed between them and how little he was the captain’s match, he flung himself at him with the unreflecting frenzy of some wild cat. Lander laughed. Putting his arms about the frantic man, with a grin he compressed them tighter and tighter till I half expected to see him squeeze the life right out. When he relaxed his hold the other had had enough.

Tottering back against the wall, he leaned against it, breathless. I had supposed his face to be a mask, incapable of expression, but perceived my error when I noted the glances with which he regarded his late antagonist Careless of how the other might be observing him, Lander, with a few quick touches of the tall gentleman’s own knife, released the girl who had already, in very truth, tasted of the bitterness of death. Seeing the gag, he withdrew it with a tenderness which was almost feminine. His own coat he threw over her shoulders. A tremor passed all over her; she raised herself a little; then, with a sigh, sank back upon the table.

As if satisfied that with her all would now be well, Lander turned to me. In a moment my bonds were severed.

“Why, Mr. Paine, how come you in this galley?”

“That is more than I can tell. Is the lady badly hurt?”

“Not she. She’ll be all right in a minute. I came just in time.” He uttered an exclamation on perceiving the sailor man, Luke, bound, at my side. “Why, it’s the Apostle! Lads, here’s our friend, Luke! The trusty soul! Tied hand and foot, just like a common cur — and gagged as well! Mr. Luke, this is an unexpected pleasure! We’ll have the gag out at any rate, if only for the sake of hearing your dear old tongue start wagging. I hope that didn’t hurt you; you must excuse a little roughness, for old acquaintance, but I think we’ll leave you tied.”

Mr. Luke seemed to experience as much difficulty in recovering the faculty of speech as I had done. Stammering words came from his bleeding lips.

“Then — in that case — you’d better — kill me.”

“No: we won’t kill you, not just yet; though I would have killed you out of hand, if I could have got within reach of you — you know when. On second thoughts I fancy well untie you. Pray tell us, Mr. Luke, where’s the Great Joss now?”

Mr. Luke was stretching his limbs, gingerly, apparently finding the process anything but an agreeable one.

“That’s — what I — want to know,” he mumbled.

“No? Is that so? you done too? Poor Luke! how sad to think your confidence should have been misplaced. It’s a treacherous world.” The captain turned to me. “Mr. Paine, I believe you are the only person who can give us precise information as to the present whereabouts of the Great Joss.”

“I?”

I stared at him amazed.

“Yes, you. I’ll tell you why I think so.”


BOOK IV. THE JOSS.

CAPTAIN MAX LANDER SETS FORTH THE CURIOUS ADVENTURE WHICH MARKED THE VOYAGE OF THE “FLYING SCUD.”


CHAPTER XXV.

LUKE’S SUGGESTION.

I’VE no faith in your old wives’ tales. Not I. But the luck was against us. Everything went wrong from the first And there’s no getting away from the fact that we sailed on a Friday.

The weather in the Bay was filthy. Our engines went wrong in the Red Sea. We lay up at Aden for a week. There was a bill as long as my arm to pay. Then when we got out into the open the weather began again. Never had such a run! It was touch and go for our lives. One night, half-way between Ceylon and Sumatra, I thought it was the end. We had more than another touch off the Philippines. By the time we reached Yokohama we were a wreck — nothing less.

The ship ought to have been overhauled before we started. But the owners wouldn’t see it. They insisted that a patch here, and a coat of paint there, would meet the case. But it didn’t. Not by a deal. As we soon found. At Aden, after all, the engines had only been tinkered. They went wrong again before we had been three days out. The weather we had would have tried the best work that ever came out of an engineer’s shop. Those nailed together pieces of rusty scrap iron worried the lives right out of us. If we had gone to the bottom they would have been to blame.

We were late at Yokohama. A lot. The agents didn’t like it, nor the consignees either. There were words. After all I’d gone through I wasn’t in a mood to take a jacketing for what wasn’t any fault of mine. So I let them see. The result was that there were all round ructions. I admit that, under severe provocation, I did go farther than I intended. And I did not mean to knock old Lawrence down. But it was only by the mercy of God I had brought the ship into port at all. And it was hard lines to meet nothing but black looks, and words, because I hadn’t performed the impossible.

Lawrence resented my knocking him down. David Lawrence was our agent; a close-fisted, cantankerous Scotchman. I own I ought to have kept my hands off him. But when he started bullyragging me on my own deck, before the crew, as if I was something lower than a cabin boy, when I had had about enough of it, which wasn’t long, I let fly, and over he went.

I was sorry directly afterwards. And when he gave me to understand that not a ha’porth of stuff should come aboard that boat while I was in command, I swallowed the bile and started to apologise. Not much good came of that As soon as my nose was inside his office he began rubbing me the wrong way. The end of it was that I nearly knocked him down again. And should have quite if his clerks hadn’t kept me off him. After that I knew the game was up. I knew that nothing worth having would come my way at Yokohama. I got drunk for the first time in my life. The ship was eating her head off for port dues. I slipped her moorings and ran out to sea.

What I was to do I had not the faintest notion. I was perfectly well aware that I might as well sink her where she was as to take her back as good as empty. If I didn’t lose my certificate it would be no further use to me, because that would be the last command that I should ever have. I took her to Hong Kong on the off chance of picking something up. But, as I had half expected, news of The Flying Scud had travelled ahead. There was nothing but the cold shoulder waiting for me all along the line. I did get a few odds and ends, but nothing worth speaking of, and I cleared out of Hong Kong for the same reason I had cleared out of Yokohama.

Yet, though I should scarcely have thought it possible, there was worse to follow.

The men, like their captain, were in a bad temper. Which was not to be wondered at. They were pretty near to mutiny. If they got all the way I should be landed indeed. Not that I minded. I was beyond that I slept with one loaded revolver under my head, and another in my hand. Possibly a bit of a scrimmage would have had the same effect on me as a little blood-letting. I should have been the better for it afterwards.

I confess I did not know where I was going. I crawled along the Chinese coast with some dim idea of gaining time. Given time I might be able to form some sort of reasonable plan. One thing was sure, I had no intention of going home to be ruined. If that was to be the way of it, I could be ruined just as well where I was. Better perhaps. I sneaked through the Hainan Strait A day or two after we ran out of water.

Just where we were I am not prepared to say. That’s the truth. No lies! The coast was strange to me. I know the China Seas perhaps as well as a good many men, but I had never been in the Gulf of Tongkin before. I will say this, we were not a thousand miles from Lienchow.

We were still hugging the coast when they told me the stores were out. I ordered them to take her in as close as she could be got. A little delay more or less didn’t matter a snap of the fingers to me. I had got as far that. Considering we weren’t over-coaled it was pretty far. It was a lovely evening, a Friday as it happened — I must have been born on a Friday! In about a couple of hours the sun would be setting, so, if we were quick, there would be time to get something aboard before the night was on us. And quick would have to be the word, because, in the forecastle they had reached pretty nearly their last biscuit.

I am not excusing myself. I own I could not have managed worse if I had tried. I knew all along the stores were running short. I had refused to refit at Hong Kong out of pure cussedness. What I said was that if the lubbers wouldn’t ship their cargo, I wouldn’t buy their stores. And I didn’t. I meant to take in fresh supplies when we had a chance. We had not had a chance as yet But now that we had come down to nothing it was clear that we must get something, if it was only enough to take us along for a day or two.

Fortunately the sea was calm, the anchorage good. We were able to run close in. Directly a boat was lowered the men started off as if they were rowing for grub-stakes. Which they were.

So far as I could see the country thereabouts was uninhabited. If that was the case, it was a poor look out for us. But as it was a shelving shore, with trees crowning the crest as far as the eye could reach, it was possible that both houses and people might be close at hand though hidden from sight. Which, if I wished to avoid further trouble, was a state of things devoutly to be desired.

I saw the boat reach land, men get out of it, climb the slope, disappear from view. And then, for more than three mortal hours, I saw no more of them. It was pretty tedious waiting. Every man-jack on board kept a keen look-out Discipline was not so good as it might have been — for reasons. There was no conspicuous attempt, as the minutes crept slowly by, to conceal the apparently general impression that it was a case of bunk; that those sailor men had thought it better to throw in their lot with the natives of those parts, rather than to continue the voyage with me. At the bottom of my boots I felt that if such was the fact it was not for me to say that they were fools.

However, it proved not to be the fact. Sometime after darkness had fallen, just as I was concluding that it would perhaps be as well to send a second boat in search of the first, and take command of it myself boat No i returned. It was greeted with language which might be described as hearty. They had had some luck, brought something in the victual line. Without any reference to my authority a raid was made on what they had brought. I said nothing, not caring what they did. If they wanted to keep themselves alive, what did it matter to me?

The boat had been in command of a man named Luke. At Yokohama I had had a few words with the first mate, and sent him packing. At Hong Kong there was a difference of opinion with the second, he went after the first. As the third fancied himself ill, and thought he’d try the hospital ashore for a Change, it looked as if we were going to be under officered. There was a handy man aboard who called himself Luke, Just Luke. I didn’t know much about him, what I did know I didn’t altogether like. But, as I say, he was a handy man. One of those chaps who can drive an engine or trim a sail. He knew something about navigation. Said he had a mate’s certificate, but I never saw it, and never had any reason to believe anything he said. Anyhow, being in a bit of a hole I took his word for it, and first mate he was appointed.

Some little time after he’d come aboard I was sitting in my cabin, feeling, as usual, like murder or suicide, when there was a tapping at the door. It was Luke.

“Beggin’ pardon, captin, but can I have a word with you?”

“Have two.”

He had three — and more. He stood, looking at me in the furtive, sneaking way he always had, twiddling his cap with his fingers like a forecastle hand.

“Excuse me, captain, but I don’t fancy as how you’ve been overmuch in luck this trip.”

“My dear Mr. Luke, whatever can have caused you to imagine a thing like that?”

“Well — it’s pretty obvious, ain’t it?”

He grinned. I could have broken his head.

“Is it for the purpose of imparting that information that I am indebted to the pleasure of your presence here?”

“Well no; it ain’t” He scraped his jaw with his hand, as if to feel if it wanted shaving, which it did. “The fact is, I shouldn’t be surprised if you chanced upon a bit of luck still, if you liked.”

“If I liked! You’re a man of humour.”

“It’s this way.” He hesitated, as if doubtful as to the advisability of telling me which way it was. “It all depends upon whether you’d care to run a trifle of risk.”

“After what I’ve gone through it’d have to be a pretty big trifle of risk which would prevent me snatching a chestnut out of the fire.”

“That’s what I thought.”

He cleared his throat.

“Get on, man, get on!”

“It’s this way.”

“You’ve said it’s this way, but you haven’t said which way.”

“There’s a — we’ll say party, as wants a passage to England, bad.”

“Where is this party?”

“Over there.”

He nodded his head in the direction of the shore.

“Who is this party?”

“That’s where it is; he’s a Joss.”

“A Joss? What do you mean? What are you grinning at? Don’t try to play any of your damfool jokes with me, I’m not taking any.”

“It’s no joke, captain; it’s dead earnest The party is a Joss, and that’s where it is.”

“What do you mean by a Joss?”

“It seems that a Joss is a sort of a kind of a god of the country, as it were.” — 

Luke’s grin became more cavernous.

“Are you suggesting that we should raid a temple; is that what you’re after?”

Well, no, not quite that. This party, although a Joss, is an Englishman.”

“An Englishman!”

“Yes, an Englishman; and having had enough of being a Joss he wants to get back to his native land, ‘England, home and beauty,’ and that kind of thing, and he’s willing to pay high for getting there.”

“Where’s the risk?”

“Well, it seems that the people in these parts think a good deal of him, and they don’t care to have their gods and such-like cut their lucky whenever they think they will. Besides, he wouldn’t want to come empty-handed.”

“How do you mean?”

Luke glanced round, as if searching for unseen listeners. His voice sank.

“I didn’t manage to get more than half-a-dozen words, as it might be, with the party in question—”

“How did you manage to get those?”

The dear man’s face assumed a crafty look.

“Well, it was a kind of accident, as it were; but that is neither here nor there. From what I’m told there’s a slap-up temple on the other side of the hill, what’s crammed with the offerings of the faithful. This here party’s been a good time in the neighbourhood, and through their thinking a lot of him, as I’ve said, they’ve brought him heaps and heaps of presents. It’s them he wants to take away with him.”

“If they’re his who’s to say him no?”

“Well, there’s a lot of other coves about the temple, and they won’t allow they are his. Anyhow, they’d raise hell-and-Tommy if they knew he thought of taking them to England.”

“I see. As I supposed at first, it’s a big steal you’re after.”

“It’s hardly fair to call it that, captain. The things are his. It’s only those other blokes’ cussed greediness.”

“It is that way sometimes. One man says things are his which other people claim; then, poor beggar, he gets locked up because they are so grasping. What is he disposed to pay for taking him and his belongings?”

“Just whatever you choose to ask.”

In Luke’s eyes, as they met mine, there was a peculiar meaning.

“Then he’ll find his passage an expensive one.”

“I don’t think you’ll find there’ll be any trouble about that. You get him and his safe to England, and I shouldn’t be surprised but what you’d find, captain, that you’d made a good voyage after all. The only thing is, there’s no time to be lost. He’s in a hurry. He’s not so young as he was, and he’s about as sick of this neighbourhood as he can be.”

“He can come aboard at once if he likes.”

“Well, that would be sharp work, wouldn’t it? But I don’t know that it can be done quite so quick as that. You see, there’s a good deal of stuff, and it’s got to be got away, and without any fuss. But I tell you what, captain, he would like to have a word with you, if so be as you wouldn’t mind.”

“Where is he? Did you bring him with you in the boat?”

“No, I didn’t do that. He ain’t a party as can go where, when, and how he likes. There’s eyes upon him all the time, and there’s other things. But I do know where he’s to be found, and I did go so far as to say that if so be you was willin’ I’d bring you straight back to him right away, and then you might talk things over; I did make so bold as to go as far as that.”

“Do you wish me to understand that he’s waiting for me now?”

“Well, that’s about the size of it.”

“I’ll come.”

I went 


CHAPTER XXVI.

THE THRONE IN THE CENTRE.

NEVER shall I forget that row in the moonlight. It was one of those clear, soft, mysterious nights, which one sometimes gets in those latitudes, when the air seems alive with unseen things. One’s half shy of talking for fear of being overheard. I’m no hand at description, but those who have been in those parts know the sort of night I mean. I was not in a romantic mood, God knows. Nor, so far as I could see, was there much of romance about the expedition. But I had been brooding, brooding, brooding, till things had got into my blood. As I sat there in the boat I felt as if I were moving through a world of dream.

We had brought a funny crowd. At the back of my mind, and I felt sure at the back of Luke’s, was the feeling that if the thing had to be done at all then the quicker it was done the better. It was a case of taking time by the forelock. The Flying Scud had a ragged crew. The Lord alone could tell what was the nationality of most of them. Out of the bunch we had picked the best. There was the chief engineer, Isaac Rudd. He had shipped with me before. I knew him, and that he wouldn’t stick at a trifle. A man who had had to wrestle with such engines as ours wasn’t likely to. In a manner of speaking he was as deep in the ditch as I was; because if things had gone wrong his share of the blame was certainly equal to mine. If there was a chance of levelling up then we were both about as eager to snatch at it. Then there was Holley, Sam Holley, whom I had made second mate. Though he was a fat man, with a squeaky voice, I was hoping there were not too many soft streaks in him. There was his chum, Bill Cox, the very antipodes of himself. A shrivelled-up little fellow, with a voice like a big bassoon. Those two always went together.

Lord knows who the rest were. Though I had a kind of an inkling that Luke had done his best to see there were no shirkers, I had not breathed a syllable about the game we were after. But Luke might have dropped a hint. There was that about the fellows which to me smelt like business. And I felt sure that each man had about him somewhere something which would come in handy to fight with.

Still, I knew nothing about that. The impression I had wished to convey was that we were enjoying a little moonlight excursion, and that if anything was about, it was peace and mercy.

We reached shore. I spoke to them as Luke and I were getting out.

“You chaps will stay here. Mr. Holley, you’ll be in command and see that there’s no roving. Mr. Rudd, you will come with us to the top of the hill. Mr. Luke and I are going to see a friend on a little matter of business. If you hear a double catcall, or the sound of firearms, or anything that makes you think that we’re not altogether enjoying ourselves, you pass the word at once. Then you chaps will come on for all you’re worth. Leave one man in charge of the boat; that’s all.”

We then went up the slope. At the top we left Rudd, with a final tip from me to keep his eyes skinned, and his ears open. Luke and I plunged right away into what seemed to me to be a trackless forest. How he could find his way in it, considering he had only been there once in his life before, and then in broad daylight, was beyond my understanding. But there were one or two things about St. Luke which I couldn’t make out, either then or afterwards. Anyhow he forged his way ahead as if he had been used to the place from his cradle up. Never seemed puzzled for a moment.

Presently we reached an open space. The moon shone down so that it was as light as day. Only there was a fringe of outer darkness all around. Luke made a queer noise with his lips. I suppose it was some sort of bird he was imitating. He repeated it three times; with an interval between each. Then something came out of the darkness which took me all aback.

It was a woman.

When she first appeared she had something white over her, head and all. Coming close up to us, drawing the covering aside with a dexterous switch, she stood bareheaded. I stared in amazement. I had not known there were such women in the world. I stammered to Luke — 

“Who’s this?”

To my astonishment she answered — in English a thousand times better than mine. It was a treat to listen to her.

“It is I.”

Off came my cap in a twinkling.

“I beg your pardon. I had no idea I was to meet a lady.”

“A lady? Am I a lady? Yes?” She laughed. She alone knew what at. Such laughter! “I am Susan.”

Susan! She was as much a Susan as I was a Jupiter. I said then, and I say now, and I shall keep on saying, she was the loveliest creature I had ever seen even in — I won’t say dreams, because I don’t dream — but in pictures. She was straight as a mast. Carried herself as if she were queen of the earth; which she was. Yet with a dainty grace which for bewitching charm was beyond anything I had ever imagined. And her eyes! They were like twin moons in a summer sky. As I looked at her every nerve in my body tingled.

She added, since she saw me speechless:

“I am the daughter of the gods.”

That was better. She was that. The daughter of the gods — as she put it herself. I could have dropped at her feet and worshipped. But she went on:

“You are from the ship? You are the captain?”

“I am Max Lander.”

“Max Lander?” She repeated my name in a sort of a kind of a way which made everything seem to swim before my eyes. “It is a good name. We shall be friends.”

“Friends!”

She held out her hands to me. As I took them into mine, Lord! how I shivered. I fancy she felt me shaking by the way she smiled. It made me worse, her smile did. She kept cool through it all.

“Shall we not be friends?”

“My dear lady, I — I hope we shall.”

Talk about being at a loss for words! I could have poured out thousands. Only just then my dictionary had all its pages torn out, and I didn’t know where to lay my hand upon one of them.

“It is my father you have come to see.”

“Your father?”

I had forgotten what had brought me. Everything but the fact that she was standing there, in the moonlight, within reach of me, had passed from my mind. Her words brought me back to earth with a bang. Her father? Was it possible that I had come to see her father? She, the daughter of the gods; what manner of man must be her sire? I stuttered and I stammered.

“I — I didn’t understand I’d come to see your father.”

“He is the Great Joss.”

“The Great Joss?”

What on earth did she mean? What was a Joss, anyhow, great or little? I had heard of joss-sticks, though I only had a hazy notion what they were. ‘.But a real live Joss, who could be the father of such a daughter, was a new kind of creature altogether. She offered no explanation.

“He waits for you. I am here to bring you to him. Come.”

She fluttered off among the trees.

“Luke,” I whispered as we followed, “this is not at all the sort of thing I was prepared for.”

“She’s a fine piece, ain’t she?”

A “fine piece!” To apply his coarse Whitechapel slang to such a being! It was unendurable. I could have knocked him down. Only I thought that, just then, I had better not. I preserved silence instead.

It was like a page out of a fairy tale; we followed the enchanted princess through the wood of wonders. The gleaming of her snow-white robes was all we had to guide us. Shafts of light shot down upon her through the trees. When they struck her she shone like silver. She moved swiftly through the forest; out of the darkness into the light, then into the dark again. No sound marked her passing. She sped on noiseless feet. While Luke struggled clumsily after her.

She took us perhaps a quarter of a mile. Even as we went I wondered if Isaac Rudd upon the hill-top would hear us should we find ourselves in want of aid. How help would reach us if he did. One would need to be highly endowed with the instinct of locality to follow us by the way which we had come. A rendezvous hidden in a primeval forest, as this one seemed to be, might not be found easy of access by any sailor man.

She stopped; waiting till we came close up to her.

“It is here. Be careful; there is a step.”

It was only when she opened a door, and I perceived the shimmer of a dim light beyond, that I realised that we were standing in the shadow of some kind of building. The darkness had seemed to be growing more opaque. Here was the explanation. If it had not been for her we should have knocked our heads against the wall. Nothing betrayed its neighbourhood; not a light, not a sound. If it had been placed there, cheek by jowl with the towering trees, with the intent of concealing its existence as much as possible from the eyes of men, the design had been well conceived and carried out At night no one would suspect its presence. How it would be by day I could not tell. I doubted if it would be much more obvious then. It was no hut. As I glanced above me it seemed to be of huge proportions. Its blackness soared up and up like some grim nightmare. What could it be?

Our guide entered. I followed; Luke brought up the rear. It was some seconds before I began to even faintly understand what kind of place it was which we were in. Then I commenced to realise that it must be some kind of heathen temple. Its vastness amazed me. Whether it was or was not exaggerated by the prevailing semi-darkness I could not positively determine. To me it seemed to be monstrous. Height, breadth, length, all were lost in shadows. Wherever I looked I could not see the end. Only a haunting impression of illimitable distance.

The door by which we had entered was evidently a private one. There was only space for one at a time to pass. To such an edifice there must have been another entrance, to permit of the passage of large crowds. Though I could not guess in which direction it might be. Columns rose on every hand. I had a notion that they were of varied colours; covered with painted carvings. But whether they were of wood, stone, or metal I could not say. Their number added an extra touch of bewilderment. One gazed through serried lines and lines of columns which seemed to bridge the gathering shadows with the outer darkness which was beyond.

Until our guide moved more towards the centre of the building, with us at her heels, I. did not understand where the light which illumined the place came from. It proceeded from what I suppose was the altar. The high altar. A queer one it was. And imposing to boot. Anyhow, seen in that half light, with us coming on it unprepared, and not expecting anything of the kind, it was imposing, and something more. I don’t mind owning that I had a queer feeling about my back. Just as if someone had squeezed an unexpected drop of water out of a sponge, and it was going trickling down my spine.

There was some fascinating representations of what one could only trust were not common objects of the seashore. These were of all sizes. Some several times as large as life, and, one fervently hoped, a hundred times less natural. They stood for originals which, so far as my knowledge of physiology goes, are to be found neither in the sea, or under it; on the earth, or over it; or anywhere adjacent. The powers be thanked! They were monsters; just that, and would have been excellent items in a raving madman’s ideal freak museum. Anywhere else they were out of place. There was one sweet creature which particularly struck my fancy. It was some fourteen or fifteen feet high, and was about all mouth. Its mouth was pretty wide open. It would have made nothing of swallowing a Jonah. And was fitted with a set of teeth which were just the thing to scrunch his bones.

These pretty dears were arranged in a semicircle, each on a stand of its own. The small ones were outside. They grew bigger as they went on, until, by the time you reached the biggest in the middle, if you were a drinking man you were ready to turn teetotaler at sight The hues they were decked in were enough to make you envy the colour blind. Coming on this livening collection without the slightest notice, in that great black mystery of a place, with just light enough to let them hit you in the eye, and hidden in the darkness you knew not what besides, was a bit trying to the nerves. At least it was to mine. And I’m not generally accounted a nervous subject.

The strangest thing of all was in the centre. I stared at it, and stared; yet I couldn’t make out what it was.

It was on a throne; if it wasn’t gold it looked like it. It was large enough for half-a-dozen men. Standing high. Right in the middle, flanked by the biggest pair of monsters, the seat was on a level with the tops of their heads. It was approached by a flight of steps, each step apparently of different coloured stone. Coloured lamps were hung above and about it. One noticed how, in the draughty air, they were swinging to and fro. From these proceeded all the light that was in the place, except that here and there upon the steps were queer-shaped vessels, seemingly of copper, in which something burned, flashing up now and then in changing hues, like Bengal lights. From them, I judged, proceeded the sickly smell which made the whole place like a pest-house. And the smoke was horrid.

In the very centre of the throne was something, though what I could not make out. It seemed immobile; yet there was that about it which suggested life. The face and head were as hideous as any of the horrors round about, and yet — could the thing be human? Long parti-coloured hair — scarlet, yellow, green, all sorts of unnatural colours — descending from the scalp nearly obscured the visage. There seemed to be only one eye and no nose. If there were ears they were hidden. Was it some obscene creature or the mockery of a man? There were no signs of legs. The thing was scarcely more than three feet high. Being clad in a sort of close-fitting tunic, which was ablaze with what seemed diamonds, legs, if there had been any, could scarcely have been hidden. There was certainly nothing in the way of breeches. Arms, on the other hand, there were and to spare. A pair dangled at the sides which were longer than the entire creature. Huge hands were at the ends.

While I gazed at this nightmare creation of some delirious showman’s fancy, wondering if such a creature by any possibility could ever have had actual existence, that most beautiful woman in the world who had brought us there turned to me and said, as simply and as naturally as if she were remarking that she’d take another lump of sugar in her tea: — 

“This is the Great Joss — my father.”

And Luke, clearing his throat, with an air half apologetic and half familiar, observed, in a sort of husky groan, which I daresay he meant for a whisper, “Hallo, Ben, my cockalorum bird, how goes it along with you, old son?”


CHAPTER XXVII.

THE OFFERINGS OF THE FAITHFUL.

No notice was taken of Luke’s inquiry. Instead, the whole place was filled all at once with a variety of discordant sounds. They seemed to proceed from the monsters which were ranged about the central figure. At the same time their arms began to move, their heads to waggle, their mouths to open and shut, their eyes to roll. Possibly, to the untaught savage, such an exhibition might have appeared impressive. It reminded me too much of the penny-in-the-slot figures whose limbs are set in motion by the insertion of a coin. The slight awe which I had felt for the figures vanished for good and all.

“That’s enough of it,” I observed “I like them better when they’re still. Would whoever’s pulling the strings mind taking a rest?”

I had a sort of a kind of an idea that by someone or other my remark was not relished so much as it deserved. A suspicion that in some quarter there was a feeling of resentment that what had been intended to confound me should have ended in a fizzle. The noises stopped; the figures ceased to move; it was as if the coin-in-the-slot had given us our pennyworth. Instead, something which, from my point of view, was very much more objectionable began to happen.

From the immediate neighbourhood of the figure on the throne snakes’ heads began to peep. There was no mistake that they were all alive-oh! The evillooking brutes began to slither over the sides. I never could abide snakes, either in a figurative or a literal sense. The mere sight of one puts my dander up. Whipping up a couple of revolvers out of my coat pockets, I headed the muzzles straight for them.

“Someone had better call those pretty darlings off before I shoot the eyes clean out of their heads!”

To my surprise the warning was immediately answered.

“You’d better not shoot at them, my lad, or you’ll be sorry.”

The words came from the creature on the throne.

“So you are alive, are you? You’d better call them off, or I’ll shoot first, and be sorry after.”

“They’re not touching you, you fool!” — 

“No, and I’m not going to wait until they are.”

The things were coming unpleasantly close — their approach setting every nerve in my body on edge. In another second or two I would have fired. Luke caught me by the arm.

“Gently, captain, gently. The snakes won’t hurt you; our friend won’t let them. It’s only his way. Captain, let me introduce you to my old friend, Mr. Benjamin Batters. My friend and me haven’t seen each other for years, have we, Ben?”

“Can’t say I ever wanted to see you.”

“Just so, just so; still friends do meet again. Ben, this is Captain Lander.”

“He doesn’t seem to know his proper place.”

“When I glance in your direction, Mr. Batters, I’m inclined to make the same remark of you.”

“Damn the man!”

The creature proved himself to be very much alive by seizing one of the serpents in his huge hands and whirling it above his head as if it had been a club. Luke played the part of peacemaker.

“Now, gentlemen! Come, Ben, no offence was meant, I’m sure. Tell the captain what you want. He’s in rather a hurry, Captain Lander is.”

“Then let him go to the devil, and take his hurry with him.”

“By all means. I wish you good evening, Mr. Batters.”

I swung round on my heels. The creature screamed after me.

“Stop, you fool, stop! I’m the Joss — the Great Joss; the greatest god this country’s ever known. In my presence all men fall upon their knees and worship me.”

“Let ’em. Tastes differ. I like my gods to be built on other lines.”

I expected to be attacked by a shower of execration. But the creature changed his mood.

“And I’m sick of being a god — sick of it — dead sick! Curse your josses, is what I say — damn ’em!” There followed a flood of adjectives. “I want to get out of the place, to turn my back upon the whole infernal land, to never set eyes on it again. I’m an Englishman, that’s what I am — an Englishman, British born and British bred. I want to get back to my native land. Captain Lander, or whatever your cursed name is, will you take me back to England?”

“When?”

“Now — at once — to-night!”

“I do not carry passengers. I doubt if I have proper accommodation. What will you give me for taking you?”

“I’ll show you what I’ll give you.”

The creature scrambled off his throne by means of his arms and hands, like some huge baboon. As I had suspected, he appeared to have no legs. Reaching the ground he moved at what, under the circumstances, was an extraordinary pace. Wheels had been attached to the stumps of his legs. Using his hands as a monkey does its forearms, he advanced upon these wheels as if they had been castors. As we followed him Luke whispered in my ear: — 

“You mustn’t mind what he says; he’s a bit off his chump, poor chap.”

“From what I can see there seems to be a bit off him elsewhere besides the chump.”

“Oh, he’s lived a queer life. Been cut to pieces, stewed in oil, and I don’t know what. He’s a tough ‘un. It’s a miracle he’s alive. I thought he was dead years ago. When I first knew him he was a finer man than me.”

Mr. Batters had brought us to an apartment which seemed to be used as a repository for the treasures of the temple. The room was not a large one, but it was as full as it could hold. Curios were on every hand. Trading in Eastern seas I had seen something of things of the kind; I knew that those I saw there had value. There were images, ornaments, vessels of all sorts, and shapes, and sizes, apparently of solid gold. He lifted the lid of a lacquered case.

“You see that? That’s dust — gold dust. There are more than twenty cases full of it, worth at least a thousand pounds apiece. You see those?” He was holding up another box for my inspection. “Those are diamonds, rubies, pearls, sapphires, opals, and turquoises.

“Real?”

“Real!” he screamed. “They’re priceless! unique! They’re offerings which the faithful have made to me, the Great Joss. They come from men and women who are the greatest and the richest in the land. Do you think they would dare to offer me imitations? If they were guilty of such sacrilege I would destroy them root and branch. And they know it!” The creature snarled like some great cat. “I know something of stones, and I tell you you won’t find finer gems in any jeweller’s shop in London — nor any as fine.” He waved his arms. “You won’t match the things you see here in all Europe — not in kings’ palaces nor in national museums. I know, and I tell you. If all the things you see in this place were put up in a London auction room for sale to-morrow, they’d fetch more than a million pounds — down on the nail! I swear they would! If you’ll take me with you to England to-night — me and my daughter here; this is my daughter, Susan. She’s her father’s only child.” The irony of it! My stars! A shudder went all over me as I thought of her being connected by ties of blood with such an object “If you’ll give the pair of us ship-room, and all these things — they’re all my property, every pin’s worth, all offerings to the Great Joss — you and your crew shall have half of everything you see. That shall be in payment of our passage.”

Half!

My mouth watered. His appraisement of the value of the things I saw about me went to all intents and purposes unheeded. Divide his figures by twenty. Say their worth was £50,000. Half of that, even after I, and Luke, and Rudd, and the rest of them had had their pickings — and out of a venture of this sort pickings there would have to be — the remnant would still leave a handsome profit for the owners. I knew the kind of men with whom I had to deal. Only give them a sufficient profit, I need not fear being placed in their black books. However it might have come. And then there was half that collection of gems — I would have that too. And half the gold dust. Ye whales and little fishes! this might yet turn out the most profitable voyage I’d ever made.

Yet I easily perceived that there might be breakers ahead.

“You say that all these things are yours?”

“Every one — every speck of gold dust. All! all! I am the only Great Joss; they have been given to me.”

“Then, in that case, there will be no difficulty in removing them.”

The response came brusquely enough, and to the point.

“That’s where you’re a fool. Do you suppose I’d share the plunder if there weren’t? If it was known that I was going to make myself scarce, let alone hooking off with this lot of goods, there’d be hell to pay. I haven’t stayed here all this time because I wanted; I had to. They made of me the thing you see; cut me to pieces; boiled, burned, and baked me; skinned me alive. Then they dipped me in a paint-pot and made of me a god. The next thing they’ll make of me’ll be a corpse; I can’t stand being pulled about with red-hot pincers like I used to. There’s a hundred adjectived priests about this adjectived show. They all want to have a finger in my pie. When I had a word with Luke here, and arranged with him to have a word with you, I sent the whole damned pack off miracle working at a place half-a-dozen miles away from here. We’ll have to be cleared off before they’re back or there’ll be fighting; they can fight! And the man who falls into their hands alive before they’ve done with him will curse his mother for ever having borne him.”

“How do you propose to go — walk?”

“Walk!” He laughed — a laugh which wasn’t nice to hear. “I haven’t walked for twenty years — since they burned my legs off so that I shouldn’t. When the Great Joss goes abroad he travels in his palanquin — there it is. And as he passes the people throw themselves on to the ground and hide their faces in the dust, lest, at the sight of his godlike form, they should fall dead. You’ll have to fetch your chaps, and be quick about it! They’ll have to carry me, and I’ll stuff the palanquin as full as it will hold with the things which are best worth taking. I know ’em!”

I reflected for a moment. Then turned to Luke.

“Do you think you can find your way to Rudd?” The girl interposed.

“Let me go; I shall be surer — and quicker.”

“You can’t go alone; they won’t take their orders from you.” An idea occurred to me. “I’ll come with you, and we’ll take as many things with us as we can carry. Luke, you stay behind and help Mr. Batters put the things together in convenient parcels. I doubt if there’ll be enough of us to take everything. Pick out the best. As time’s precious, what we can’t take we shall have to leave behind.”

I crammed my pockets with the smaller odds and ends, none the less valuable, perhaps, because they were small. I packed a lot of other things into a sort of sheet which I slung over my shoulder. The girl stowed as much as she could carry into the skirt of her queer fashioned gown. She held it up as children do their pinafores. Out we went into the night.

As we hurried along my breath came faster even than the pace warranted at the thought of being alone in the darkness with her.

We went some way before a word was spoken. Then I asked a question.

“Do you want to go to England?”

“Want!” She gave a sigh, as of longing. “I have wanted ever since I was born.”

“Then you shall go whoever has to stay behind.”

“Stay behind — how do you mean?” She seemed to read in my words a hidden significance. “My father must go. If he stays I stay also.”

“Is he really your father?”

“Of course he is my father. My mother was one of the women of the country. They burned her when I was born.”

“Burned her?”

“As a thank offering for having borne unto the Great Joss a child.”

She spoke in the most matter-of-fact tone. I wondered what sort of place this was I had got into, whether the people hereabouts were men or demons. She went on quietly.

“My father is the Great Joss. It was a great thing to the people that a woman should have borne to him a child.”

“A child who was a goddess.”

I was ashamed of myself directly the words were uttered. It seemed to be taking an unfair advantage to say things to her like that. But she didn’t seem to mind.

“A goddess? That is what men worship.”

“Just so. That is what men worship.”

She laughed to herself softly, so that only I, who was close at her side, could hear. There was that in the sound which set my blood on fire.

“If I am a goddess, whom you worship, then you must be god, and I must worship you. Shall it be?” I did not answer. Whether she was playing with me I could not tell. I knew all the while that it was just as likely. But there was something in the question, and in the way in which she asked it, which put all my senses in confusion. It was a wonder I didn’t come a dozen times to the ground. My wits were wandering. We exchanged not another syllable. I had lost my tongue.

As we neared Rudd he challenged us.

“Who comes there?”

“It’s all right, Rudd; it’s I.” He was plainly surprised at the sight of my companion. But, being a discreet soul, asked no questions. Perhaps he had already concluded — being quite capable of drawing deductions on his own account — that queer things were in the air. “Stay where you are. I shall be back in a minute and shall want you. I’m going to fetch the men out of the boat. There’s a job of work on hand.”

We ran down the slope. Found the boat where I had left it. Deposited in it the things which we had brought away with us; no one offering a comment. As I unloaded I gave hurried instructions. In certainly not much more that the minute of which I had spoken to Rudd we were starting back to him. One man we left in the boat; five we took with us. Of their quality in a scrimmage I knew nothing; but, as I had suspected, each had brought with him something with which to make his mark in case of ructions. If one might judge from their demeanour the suggestion that there might be friction ahead seemed to give them satisfaction rather than otherwise. Especially when I added a hint that there was plunder to be got by those who cared to get it They put no inconvenient inquiries. Whose property it might chance to be was their captain’s affair not theirs. For once in a way they recognised the force of the fact that it was theirs only to obey.

All they wanted was a share of the spoil.


CHAPTER XXVIII.

THE JOSS REVERTS.

WE passed through the forest in single file; the girl first, I next; the men hard upon each other’s heels. We found Luke apparently alone. I thought that the Joss had returned for some purpose to the temple.

“What’s he gone for?” I asked.

Luke made a movement with his forefinger, suggesting caution. He spoke in a hoarse whisper.

“He’s not gone; he’s there — in the palanquin.” His voice sank lower. “I rather fancy that he don’t want to be looked at more than he can help. Poor chap! he feels that, to look at, he ain’t the man as once he was.”

Luke grinned. Sympathy did not go very deep with him.

The palanquin was drawn out upon the floor. The girl stooped over it.

“Father!” A voice proceeded from within — a surly voice: — 

“I’m here all right; don’t let’s have any nonsense. Tell ’em to be careful how they carry me; I don’t want to be jolted to bits by a lot of awkward fools. They’re to hurry for all that; those devils may be back at any minute. We’ve arranged the things as best we can; Luke will tell them what’s to be taken first.”

Luke volunteered to be one of the palanquin bearers, suggesting that Isaac Rudd should be the other. Isaac glanced doubtfully towards me.

“It’s all right, Mr. Rudd. There’s a friend of mine in there, an invalid, who is not able to walk very well over uneven ground. If you will assist Mr. Luke, I’ll be obliged. You’ll find that you’ll be able to carry him very easily between you.”

Isaac expressed his willingness to lend a hand, though I could see that he still had his doubts as to what was in the palanquin. To be frank, I was doubtful too. I wondered what it contained besides Benjamin Batters.

Luke and his friend, considering the short time they had had at their disposal, had put the goods into convenient form For transit. Some had been packed in wooden cases, some in bundles, some in sacks. Each man took as much as he could carry — inquiring of himself, I make no doubt, what it was that he Was bearing. I took my share. The girl took hers. Luke and Rudd shouldered the palanquin; the second in front, the first behind — Luke taking up his position in the rear, so that he might the more easily, if necessary, hold communication with its occupant.

The procession started. The girl was its guide, now in advance, now at the palanquin side holding converse with her father. I gathered from What I heard that he was not in the sweetest temper. Luke and Rudd were not practised bearers. The Way was difficult. The light trying. Now and then one or the other would stumble. The palanquin Was jolted. From its interior issued a curse which, if not loud, was deep and strong.

We reached the open on the crest of the slope without interruption. I Was beginning to conclude that, consciously or unconsciously, Batters had exaggerated the danger which would attend his attempt at flight. We had borne him away if not in triumph, at least With impunity; looted the temple of its test belongings; no one had endeavoured to say Us nay. It might be almost worth our while to return for what we had left behind. Actual peril there appeared to be none. No one seemed cognisant of what was going on, or seemed to care. If the temple itself had been portable, we might have carried it away entire; the result apparently would have been the same.

Thinking such thoughts I watched Luke and Rudd go swinging down the slope in the moonlight. I almost suspected them of intentional awkwardness; they treated that palanquin to such a continuous shaking. Its occupant must have been gripping the sides with his huge hands, or surely he would have been dislodged and shot on to the ground. With a stream of adjectives he enlivened the proceedings.

“Small blame to him,” said I to myself. “If jolting’s good for the liver, as I’ve heard, he’ll have had a good dose of the medicine before he’s through. If swearing’ll make it easier, for the Lord’s sake let him swear.”

And he swore. And right in the middle of about as full flavoured a string of observations as I had ever heard there arose a wild cry from the forest behind us. In a second the Joss’ head appeared between the curtains.

“Quick! quick! It’s the devils — the devils!”

It needed no urging from me — or from him either — to induce everyone concerned to quicken his pace. On a sudden the forest where, a moment back, had reigned the silence of the grave, was now alive with shouts and noises. People were shrieking. What sounded like drums were being banged. Guns were being fired. The Great Joss’ absence was discovered. Possibly the absence of a good deal of valuable property had been discovered too. The alarm was being given. The priests — those pious souls who had burned the girls mother alive as a reward for having borne the Great Joss a child! — were Warning the country far and wide of what had happened. In a few minutes the whole countryside would be upon Us.

I don’t fancy the fighting instinct was very hot in any of us just then. There was something ominous about that din. We were few. The proceedings on which we were engaged might appear odd regarded from a certain point of view. Fortunately, we were near the boat As luck would have it, when he was within a dozen paces of the water’s edge, Luke, tripping over a bush, or something, dropped on to his knee. The palanquin, torn from Isaac’s shoulders, descended to the ground with a crash. What were Mr. Batters’ feelings I am unable to say. I expected to see him shot through the roof, like a jack-in-the-box. But he wasn’t. So far as I could tell in the haste and confusion he was silent. Which was ominous. The girl sank down beside the fallen palanquin with the evident intention of offering words of comfort to her revered, though maltreated, parent.

Before she had a chance of saying a word Luke had righted himself. Rudd had regained possession of the end which he had lost. Mr. Batters inside might be dead. That was a matter of comparative indifference. No inquiries were made. Somehow the palanquin was being borne towards the boat. Of exactly what took place during the next few minutes I have only vague impressions. I know that the palanquin was got into the boat somehow, with the Great Joss, or what was left of him, still inside. The men, disposing of their burdens anywhere or anyhow, began to get out their oars. I dropped my loot somewhere aft The boat was got afloat The girl — who had all at once got as frightened of the sea as a two-year-old child — I lifted in my arms, carried through three feet of water, and put aboard. I followed.

A wild-looking figure came tearing after us down the slope. There were others, but he was in front, and I noticed him particularly. He was a tall, thin old party, dressed in yellow, with a bald head, and a face that looked like a corpse’s in the moonlight. It was yellow, like his dress. As wicked a physiognomy as ever I set eyes upon. He was in a towering rage. When he got down to the shore we were in deep water, perhaps twenty yards away. He seemed so anxious to get at us I expected to see him start swimming after us. Not a bit of it. I rather imagine that the people just thereabouts were not fond of water in any form. He refused to allow the sea to damp so much as the tips of his toes. He screamed at us instead — to my surprise, in English — not bad English either.

“The Joss! The Great Joss! Give us back our Joss!”

“Wouldn’t you like it?” I returned.

I wasn’t over civil, not liking his looks. I wondered if he had had a hand in burning the girl’s mother. He looked that sort of man.

He raised his hands above his head and cursed us. He looked a quaint figure, standing there in the moon’s white rays. And ugly too. Dangerous if he had a chance. His voice was not a loud one, but he had a trick of getting it to travel.

“You dog! you thief! you accursed! you have stolen from us the Great Joss! But do not think that you can keep him. Wherever you may take him, though it be across the black water, to the land beyond the sun, we will follow. He shall be ours again. As for you, the flesh shall fall from off you; the foul waters shall rot your bones; you shall stink! Mocker of the gods!”

There was a good deal more of it. He continued his observations till we were out of hearing. Repeating that he would follow us pretty well everywhere before he would allow that Great Joss to be a bad debt. Though he was a barbarian and loose in his geography, it struck me that he meant what he said. If he could have laid his hands on me, and have had me in a position where I couldn’t have laid mine on him, I should have had a nice little experience before he’d done. That was the kind of mood he was in.

Long before he had said all that he had to say he was joined by quite a crowd. When he had about cursed himself out, he started on a funny little entertainment of another kind. He made a fire close down by the sea. His friends formed about it in a circle. He stood in the centre. As the flames rose and fell he dropped things on them, stuff which smoked and burned in different colours. The sort of rubbish which boys in England buy in ha’porths and penn’orths, and make themselves a nuisance with. Possibly, out there it costs more, so is thought a lot of. As he put his rubbish on his fire, his friends moved round first one way and then the other, behaving themselves generally like fantastic idiots. And he threw himself into attitudes which would have been a photographer’s joy. I had an impression that he was calling down the wrath of the gods upon our heads, and doing it in style.

Our return to the ship created a good deal of excitement One might lay long odds that every man on board had been watching, for all that he was worth, whatever there was to watch, without being able to make head or tail of what he had seen. So that our arrival just gave the final touch to the general curiosity.

The things, whose departure those gentlemen on shore were weeping for, were got on board. The Great Joss wanted to be hoisted up in his palanquin. When I pointed out that there were obstacles in the way, he came out of it with a rush and shinned up the ship’s side like a monkey. His appearance on deck made things lively. The men took him for the devil, and shrank from him as such. Not wanting any more fuss than might be helped, I led the way down the companion as fast as I could. He came after me.

Goodness alone knows how. It seemed to me he was as handy on no legs as some people upon two. His daughter followed.

I had been turning matters over in my mind coming along. There had never been such a thing as a passenger known on The Flying Scud. At that moment there was a vacant two-berth cabin suited to people who might not be over and above particular. The Great Joss and his friend Luke should have it. The Great Joss’ daughter should have Luke’s quarters.

When Luke appeared be professed himself agreeable. Indeed, too agreeable. There was an eagerness about the way in which he snatched at my suggestion which made me thoughtful even in that first moment. It was against nature that a man should be haft beside himself with delight at the prospect of being berthed with such a monster. As I eyed Luke, noting the satisfaction which he was unable to conceal, I wondered what was at the back of it.

However, so things were settled. Mr. Batters and the first mate were placed together. Miss Batters had the first mate’s quarters.

When I got on deck again land was out of sight: I was disposed for solitude and a quiet think. But I wasn’t to have them. I soon became conscious that Isaac Rudd was taking peeps at me. He kept coming up out of the engine room, an oily rag in his band, and a sort of air about him as if he wandered when I proposed to speak to him. At last I took the hint.

“Well Mr. Rudd, what is it?”

He came up, wiping his paws with his oily rag. His manner was sententious.

“I thought, sir, that you might have something which you wished to say to me.”

“About what?”

“This little game.”

“What little game?”

“The one we’ve just been playing. You see we’ve all been taking a hand in it, and there’s a kind of feeling aboard this ship that there might be something a little delicate about it, which might bring us into trouble before we’ve done. And no man likes to take a risk — for nothing.”

“I see. That’s it. You know me, and you know that I’m as good as my word. You may tell the men from me that if the venture is brought safely into port, and turns out what I expect, it will be twenty-five pounds in the pockets of every man on board this ship, and a hundred for each officer.”

“And what for the first engineer?” With that confounded oil rag of his he wiped his scrubby chin. “I’m thinking that, under the circumstances, I shouldn’t like to guarantee that the engines’ll last out for a hundred pounds. They’re just a lot of bits of iron tied together with scraps of string. To keep them going will mean sleepless nights.”

I laughed.

“Are they so bad as that? I’m sorry to hear it, Mr. Rudd. Rudd, you’re a blackguard. You want to rob your captain — and the owners.”

“Damn the owners!”

“That’s against Scripture. An owner’s always blessed.”

“He’ll never be upon the other side if he sends a ship to sea with such engines as we have.”

“They are a trial, aren’t they, Rudd?”

“They’re that.”

“So I think we may say that, under the circumstances, if the engines do last out, it will mean five hundred pounds in the pocket of the chief engineer.”

“Five hundred pounds? I’m not denying it’s an agreeable sum. I’d like to handle it. And it’ll be no fault of mine if the machine blows up before it’s just convenient. There’s just one other question I’d like to put to you. Is it the devil that we’ve took aboard?”

“It’s not. But it’s something that’s seen the devil face to face, and tasted of hell fire.”

Turning on my heel I left Isaac to make of my words what he could. A variety of matters demanded my immediate consideration. I had pledged my word that every man on board that ship should, in case of a certain eventuality, receive a definite sum of money. The promise was perhaps a rash one. But there was reason behind it. It would have to be kept. Then there were the owners to be considered — and myself.

Where were the funds to come from with which to do these things? What would they amount to, leaving fancy figures out. I should have to have a clear understanding with the Great Joss. The sooner the better, while I still, as it were, had a pull on him. Isaac Rudd had lost no time. Neither would I.

I went down the companion ladder to have that understanding.


CHAPTER XXIX.

THE FATHER — AND HIS CHILD.

THE cabin door was fastened. I rapped. Luke inquired from within — 

“Who’s there?”

“I! Open the door.” So far as I could judge no attempt was made to do as I requested. There were whispers instead. The voices were audible though the words were not. I rapped again. “Do you hear? open this door!”

Luke replied.

“Beggin’ your pardon, captain, but Mr. Batters isn’t feeling very well. He hopes that you’ll excuse him.” — 

A louder rapping.

“Open this door.”

There were sounds which suggested that something was being done in a hurry; an exchange of what were apparently expostulatory murmurs. Then the Great Joss spoke.

“This is my cabin, Captain Lander—”

I cut him short.

“Your cabin!” I brought my fist against the door with a bang. “If you don’t open at once, I’ll have the ship put about, take you back from where you came, and dump you on shore. I’m in command here, and all the cabins in this ship are mine. Now, which is it to be — open? — or back?”

Luke began to mutter excuses.

“If you’ll just wait five minutes, captain—”

I felt convinced that they were doing something they didn’t wish me to see, and which was highly desirable that I should see. I didn’t wait for Luke to finish. I just planted my shoulder against the door, and heaved. It leaped open. I had counted on the fastenings being rickety. There was Luke and the Great Joss with their hands full of papers and things which they had evidently just been attempting to conceal. The girl stood looking on. I took off my cap to her.

“Miss Batters, I wish to speak to your father in private. Might I ask you to leave us.” She went without a word. I turned to Luke. “Mr. Luke, go up on deck, and wait there till I come.”

There was an ugly look on his face.

“If you don’t mind, captain, I should just like —— —”

“Do as I tell you, sir or you cease to be an officer on board this ship.” He saw that I meant business; moved towards the door. “You needn’t trouble to take those things with you.”

“Put them down, you fool,” growled Mr. Batters.

Luke put them down, and departed, not looking exactly pretty. When he had gone, pushing the door to I stood with my back against it. The Great Joss and I exchanged glances. He spoke first, “You’ve a queer way of doing things.”

“I have. Of which fact your presence here is an illustration.”

“I’ve not shipped as one of your crew. I’m a passenger.”

“At present. Whether you continue to be so depends on one or two things. One is that you behave. You come from a place where there are some queer customs.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“What I say.” He winced in a fashion I did not understand, causing me to surmise that the customs in question might be even queerer than I supposed. “The first time, Mr. Batters, you show disrespect for any orders I may give, or wishes I may express, the ship goes round — you go back. I fancy your friends will be glad to receive you back among them.”

He glared at me with his one eye in a manner I did not altogether relish. There was an uncanniness about his looks, his ways, his every movement. As he confronted me, squatted on the floor, he was the most repulsive-looking object I had ever seen. It was hard to believe that such a creature could be human. And English! The sight of him filled me with a sense of nausea. I hastened to go on.

“There is another point on which your continuance as a passenger depends. What do you propose to pay for your passage?”

“I’ve told you — halves.”

“That is too indefinite. I want something more definite. Moreover, it is the rule for passage money to be paid in advance.”

“If you prefer that way of doing business you shall have a hundred pounds apiece for us, and I’ll give you the money now.”

“Is that all? Then the ship goes round.”

“You shall have more if you’ll only wait.”

“How long?”

“Till I’ve had time to look about me. You can’t expect me to have everything cut and dried before I’ve been on board ten minutes. You see these things?” I did. They were everywhere. I wondered where Luke and he proposed to sleep. “They’re worth a million pounds.”

“Nonsense!”

“It’s not nonsense, you — fool.”

The opprobrious epithet was seasoned with a profusion of adjectives.

“Mr. Batters, that is not the way in which to address the commander of a ship. As I see that you and I are not likely to understand each other I will give instructions to put the ship about at once, and take you back. It’s plain I made a mistake in having anything to do with you.”

I made as if to go.

“Stop, you idiot!”

“Mr. Batters? What did you observe?”

“I apologise! I apologise! What you say is right. I have been used to rummy ways. I can’t slough ’em at sight. Even a snake takes time to change its skin. But when you talk about the value I set on the things I’ve got here being nonsense, it’s you who’re mistaken, not me. Look at that!”

He held up a hideous-looking image. I took it from him, to find it heavier than I had expected.

“That’s gold — solid. Weighs every bit of twenty pounds, sixteen ounces to the pound. It’s got diamonds for eyes, twenty-five or thirty carats apiece; pearls for teeth, and its forehead is studded with opals. The stones in the rings, bracelets, and bangles are all real. I tell you what you’re holding in your hands is not worth far short of fifty thousand pounds.”

“It may be so. I’m no judge of such things. But what proof have I of the correctness of your statements?”

“That’s it; what proof have you? You’ve only my word. You may cut my heart out if I’m wrong. And what I say is this. When we get to London we’ll have them all sold, or else valued — whichever you please. You shall either have half the things — toss for first choice, then choose turn and turn about; or half of whatever they fetch.”

“You’ll give me a written undertaking to that effect?”

“I will.”

“And I can take an inventory of everything you have?”

“If you like.” — 

“And remove them to my cabin for safer custody?”

“If you think that they will be safer there. You can stow ’em in the hold for all I mind. All I want is for them to be safe, and have my fair half. Only I don’t see what harm they’ll do in here, except that you’ve bursted off the lock, which is a thing as can be replaced. I’m not likely to leave the ship, and I’ll watch it that they don’t go without me.”

There seemed reason in what he said. It sounded fair; above-board enough. Though every pulse shrunk from his near neighbourhood, crying out that there was that about him which was good neither for man nor beast, I could not but admit to myself that this was so.

I was still holding in my hand the obscene image which, according to him, was worth fifty thousand pounds. I had been watching Mr. Batters. Glancing from him to it I saw that, perched upon its head, was a little doll-like looking figure, as long, perhaps, as my middle finger. It was not there a second before. I wondered whence it came, how it retained its place.

“What’s this?” I asked.

“That?” There was a curious something in Mr. Batters’ tone which set my nerves all jangling. “Where I’ve been they call that the God of Fortune. It’s my Very own god. It watches over me. When you see it I’m never far away.”

I reached out my disengaged hand to take hold of it for examination. But I seemed to have grown dizzy all of a sudden, and clumsy. It must have been because I was clumsy that, instead of grasping it, I knocked it off its perch. It fell to the floor. I stooped to pick it up.

“I don’t think you’ll find it. I expect it’s gone.”

It did seem to have gone. Or perhaps my sudden dizziness prevented my seeing so small an object in the imperfect light. I certainly did feel strangely giddy. So overpowered was I by most unusual sensations that, yielding the £50,000 horror into Mr. Batters’ outstretched hand, almost before I knew I found myself on the other side of the cabin door.

I staggered up Oh deck. The night air did me good. I drew great breaths. The giddiness passed. I began to ask myself what could have caused it. Had Mr. Batters been practising a little hocus pocus? Playing Up to the part of the Great Joss? If I had been sure, I would have put the ship about right there and then. Back he should have gone, to play the part out to the end.

Luke hailed me.

“Beggin’ pardon, captain, but may I go below? Mine’s the next watch. I should like a wink of sleep.”

“You may. A word with you before you go. You got me into this business. I’m not sure I thank you. What do you know about this matt Batters?”

He looked up at the stars, as if for an answer to my question.

“Him and me was boys together.”

“And since?”

“We’ve come across each other once or twite. But it’s half a lifetime since we met.”

“You seem to have recognised each other pretty quickly When you did meet.”

“He knew me. I didn’t know him. And never should have done — never. I can’t hardly believe now it’s the Ben Batters I used to know. Only he’s proved it.”

“How came he to be what he is?”

“That’s more than I can say. He hasn’t told me no more than he’s told you. He always Was à hot ‘un, Ben was. Bound to get into a mess before he’d done. Always a-fightin’. But I never thought he’d have come to this. Fine figure of a man he used to be. They must have took the skin right off him — used him something cruel.”

I shuddered at the thought Better to have died a dozen deaths.

“Do you think he’s to be trusted?”

“Well — as for trustin’ — that depends. Seems to me no one’s to be trusted more than you can help.”

I felt, as he went, that he had summed up his own philosophy. He trusted no one. It was the part of wisdom for no one to trust him. I wished that, in my haste, I hadn’t berthed the two together. The first excuse which offered Luke should be shifted. I did not like the notion of such a pair hobnobbing. The stake was too big.

Someone touched me on the arm. It was the girl.

“Miss Batters! You ought to be in your berth. It’s late.”

Her answer surprised me.

“I’m afraid.”

She stood so close that I could hear a little fluttering noise in her throat, as if she found it hard to breathe. I wondered if she was affected by the motion. She did not look as if she were. She was straight as a dart. And beautiful.

“Afraid? Of what?”

“Of the water. There is trouble on the sea. Evil spirits live on it.”

“You needn’t be afraid of evil spirits while you’re with me. Who’s put such notions into your head? English girls aren’t afraid of the sea. And you are English.”

“Is it alive?”

“Is what alive?”

“The ship?”

“The ship!”

“What makes it go? It rushes through the water; it trembles, I feel it trembling beneath my feet; it makes a noise.”

“Those are the engines.”

“The engines? Are they alive?”

“Alive? Yes, while Mr. Rudd and his friends keep feeding them they’re alive. Come and have a look at them.”

“No. I dare not. I’m afraid.”

“There’s nothing to be afraid of. This is a steamer. The engines drive it along. Don’t you know what a steamer is? Haven’t you ever heard of one?”

She shook her head. I didn’t know what to make of her. Her ignorance was something beyond my experience. Presently she was off on a fresh tack.

“Is England far?”

“Pretty well. If we’ve luck we shall get there in about a month.”

“A month? — four weeks?” I nodded. “I cannot live — four weeks — upon the sea!”

She gave what seemed to me to be a gasp of horror.

“Oh, yes, you can. You’ll get to love it before you’ve done.”

“Love it! Love the sea! No one ever loves the sea.”

“Don’t they? That’s where you’re wrong. I do, for one.”

“My lord!”

All in a second down she flopped upon the deck. I was never so flummoxed in my life. I couldn’t think what was wrong.

“Miss Batters! What is wrong?”

She turned her lovely face up to me — still on her knees.

“Are you the lord of the sea?”

“The lord of the sea! For goodness sake get up.

The watch’ll think you’re mad. Or that I’m threatening to murder you.” I had to lift her before she’d move. Then she seemed reluctant to stand upright in my august presence. I tried my best to disabuse her mind of some of her wild notions. “I’m a plain sailor man, I am. I’ve sailed the sea, boy and man, the best part of my life; east and west, north and south. And though I don’t mind owning I like a spell of dry land for a change, it would be strange if I hadn’t grown to love It I’m ready to grumble at it with any man. I’m no more lord of the sea than you are. I’m just captain of this ship. That’s all.”

“You are the captain of this ship.”

“That’s it, Miss Batters.”

“Why do you call me that?”

“Call you what?”

“Miss Batters. I am not Miss. Batters. I am Susan.”

I had been looking away. When she said that I looked at her. I wished I hadn’t ‘ There was something on her face — in her eyes — which set me all of a flutter. Something had come to me since I had entered those waters. I didn’t use to be easily Upset. I couldn’t make it out at all. I couldn’t meet her glance, but looked down, smoothing the deck with the toe of my shoe, not recognising the sound of my own voice when I heard it “I don’t know that I quite care for the name of Susan. I think I prefer — Susie.”

“Susie? What is that?”

“That — that’s the name your friends will call you.”

“My friends?” She gave another little gasp. “Susie?” To hear her say It! “But I have no friends.”

“You will have; heaps.”

“But I have none now. Not one.”

“Well—”

I cleared my throat. I had never been so stuck for a word before. Could have kicked myself for being such a fool. She took my clownishness as implying a reproach. I could tell it from her tone.

“No. I have no friend. Not one.”

I made another effort. I wasn’t lacking as a rule. I couldn’t understand what ailed me then.

“Well, it’s early days for me to speak of friendship, since I’ve only known you for an hour or two; but if I might make so bold, Miss Batters — —”

“Miss Batters!” She stamped her foot, her little bare foot. “I am not Miss Batters. I am Susie.” Her tone had changed with a vengeance. Her manner too. She was every inch a queen. A few feet more. “Can I not be Susie to you?”

I turned away. I only wanted to get hold of myself She put my head in such a whirl. But before I had a chance of finding out whereabouts I was her voice rang out like a boatswain’s whistle.

“I hate sailor men.” I turned again to stare. “And I hate the sea!”

Before I could slip a word in edgeways she had swung herself round and vanished down the companion ladder. I took off my cap to wipe my forehead. Though the night was cool my brow was damp with sweat.

“This is going to be a lively voyage, on my word!”

I had never said a truer thing since the day that I was born.


CHAPTER XXX.

THE MORNING’S NEWS.

IT was a lively voyage! Oh, yes! For those who like that kind of liveliness.

Everything went wrong, just in the old sweet way. Rudd had to sleep with his engines. As sure as he turned his back on them for five consecutive minutes something happened. I began to wonder if we shouldn’t have got on faster if we had had sweeps aboard. You don’t often see hands starting to row a steamer along. But anything was better than standing still; or being blown back — which was worse. It was no use rigging a sail against the winds we had, or we might have tried that But the wind was against us, like everything else.

The weather seemed to have cleared on purpose to give us a chance of getting the Great Joss aboard. It broke again directly afterwards. More than once, and more than twice, I wished it hadn’t. Then perhaps we shouldn’t have been favoured with the company of Mr. Batters. In shipping him we’d shipped a Tartar. I became inclined to the belief that we owed half of our bad luck to him. The crew was dead sure that at his door could be laid the lot of it. They swore he was the devil himself, or his brother.

I wasn’t sure they were far out. Either what he had gone through had affected his brain, or he was possessed by the spirit of mischief, or there was something uncanny about him. I never knew anything like the tricks he was up to. Weather had no effect on him. As for decent hours, he scorned them. It’s my belief that what sleep he had was in the day. I know he was awake pretty well all night.

Once I was dragged out of my berth in the middle of the night because he was frightening the watch out of their senses. When I got on deck I found a heavy sea. Everything sopping. The seas breaking over the scuppers. Pitch darkness. And Mr. Batters up in the tops. The crew were of opinion that he was holding communion with his friends in hell. I shouldn’t have been surprised. He looked as if he was at something of the kind.

How he kept his place was a wonder. Although he had no legs he seemed to have a knack of gluing himself to whatever he pleased. Up there he had an illumination all on his own. It must have been visible for miles across the sea. He had smeared himself and everything about him with something shiny, phosphorus or something. He always was playing tricks with stuffs of the kind. It made him look as if he was covered with flames. He was waving his arms and going through an acrobatic performance. Snakes were twining themselves about the illuminated rigging. The old villain had smuggled a heap of them in his palanquin. He lived with them as if they were members of his family. They seemed to regard him as akin. Talk about snake charming! I believe that at a word from him they would have flown at anyone just as certainly as a dog would have done.

No wonder the watch didn’t altogether relish his proceedings. I sang out:

“Come down out of that, Mr. Batters, before there’s trouble.”

I did put a bullet into one of his precious snakes. It was this way.

I had a revolver in my hand. The boat gave a lurch. The trigger must have caught my coat sleeve. It snapped. There was a flash. A report One of his snakes straightened itself out against the blackness like a streaming ribbon. You could see it gleam for a moment Then it vanished. I suppose it dropped into the sea. A good thing too. The idea was that it had been hit by that unintentional shot I can only say that if that was the case it was the victim of something very like a miracle.

Old Batters understood what had happened long before I did. He came down that rigging like ten mad monkeys. And he went for me like twenty. If the watch hadn’t been there he’d have sent me after that snake. It took the lot of us to get the best of him. If the men had had their way they’d have dropped him overboard.

I wished I had let them before I finished.

A more artful old dodger never breathed. I drew up the agreement of the spoils; but it was days before I could get him to set his hand to it. At first he pretended he couldn’t write. As it happened I had seen him write. It seemed to me he was always writing. When at last I had induced him to sign, in the presence of Luke, Rudd, and Holley, he eluded me on the subject of the inventory. I could not get one. His stock of excuses was inexhaustible. And they were all so plausible. It is true that I made notes of a good many things without his knowledge. But a formal inventory I never had. As to my suggestion that at least the more valuable things should be removed to my cabin for safe custody, when I renewed it he expressed his willingness on conditions that he went with them, and his snakes. I declined. On those terms I preferred that he should remain custodian.

Then there was his intimacy with Luke. That continued, in spite of my attempts to stop it Though they grew slacker when I began to suspect that after all Mr. Luke might not be on such good terms with his boyhood’s friend as he perhaps desired.

I got my first hint in this direction when, one afternoon, someone was heard bellowing in Mr. Batters’ cabin like a bull. I made for it I found Mr. Luke upon the floor; his friend upon his chest; his friend’s hands about his throat. He was not bellowing just then. Mr. Batters had squeezed the grip right out of him. He was purple. In about another minute he would have known what death by strangulation meant. We got his dear friend off him. The dear friend said unkind things about Mr. Luke.

By the time we had brought the first mate round he was about as limp a man as you might wish to see. He made one remark, which was unprintable. He turned round in his bunk, where we had laid him, and for all I know he went to sleep.

Since, before that, I had taken care to see that he was berthed apart from Mr. Batters, there was nothing to disturb his slumber.

After that I did not feel it necessary to keep quite so sharp an eye on the attentions which he paid our passenger. They did not seem to be so friendly as they had been before.

As if I hadn’t enough to plague me, there was the girl. When I begin to write of her my language becomes mixed. As were my feelings at the time. And there were moments when she got me into such a state that I didn’t know if I was standing on my head or heels.

She was her father’s own child, though it seemed like sacrilege to connect the two. Insubordination wasn’t in it along with her. She twisted me round her finger. Except when I stiffened my back, and felt like stowing her in the long-boat, and cutting it adrift, with a bag of biscuit and a can of water.

And then five minutes afterwards I’d feel like suicide for ever having thought of such a thing.

She wore me to a shadow.

The sea agreed with her far better than I had expected, or she either, especially considering the weather we had. She was all over the boat. All questions, like a child. There was nothing you could tell her enough about. It was extraordinary how the taste for imparting information grew on one. If you didn’t explain everything that could be explained, and a good deal that couldn’t, it wasn’t for want of trying. She had got together a mixed up lot of facts before she had been upon that vessel long. Because when you begin to look into things you find that there are a good many you think you know all about till a sharp-witted young woman starts you on to telling her all you do know. Then, before you’ve time to wriggle, you are stuck. There are men who sooner than get that will say anything.

It is bad enough to feel you are making a fool of yourself when the subject is why steamers don’t sink when they’re floating, or why engines shove them along, or that kind of thing. But when the question’s what love is, and you feel but can’t tell, it’s worse.

“Why do you say you love me?”

I had mentioned to her casually that I did, being driven clean off my balance before I knew it, though I meant every word I had said. And about two hundred thousand more. In spite of my having had more trouble with her old villain of a father that very afternoon. And being full of hope that when it came to hanging him I should be there to see.

“Because I do.”

“But what is love?”

“Love? Why, love!”

It was evening. The wind had been falling away all day. Now it was dead calm, the first we had had since shipping Batters. We were something over twelve hundred miles from Aden. There’s the exact spot marked on my chart. But I should never forget it if it wasn’t. That mark means adjectives. I had had it all out with Batters about our route. The short cut was what he wanted. It was what I wanted too. But what I did not want was to pay the Canal dues. In fact I couldn’t. There was not enough money belonging to the ship on board. I hadn’t told Batters as much as that, but I had made it clear to him that he’d have to pay. So the arrangement stood that we were to come home by Suez; and he was to hand me over the coin to take us through. We should have to coal at Aden. How we had managed so far was beyond my understanding. Rudd was a marvel. He would make a skip of coal go as far as some men would a ton. Stores we had taken in here a little, and there a little, living from hand \o mouth. But we had bought no coal. I had said to Rudd:

“Shall we run into Colombo and have some put into our bunkers there?”

He pondered — it was his way to ponder — then shook his head.

“I’m thinking we’ll last to Aden. I’m thinking it. And I don’t seem to fancy a stop at Colombo with Mr. Batters aboard.”

I looked to see from his face if his words had any hidden meaning. There seemed to be something behind everything he said, till you grew tired of trying to find out what it was. He was always dropping hints, was Rudd. There appeared to be nothing unusual about his wooden-looking countenance. So I concluded to give his words their dictionary meaning.

“If you think we can last to Aden, we will. It will save time. And coal’s cheaper there.”

So it was settled. And now we were heading straight for Aden. The weather had cleared. I had told that girl I loved her. Every vein in my body was on fire because of it Luke was on the bridge. I felt that in spite of the darkness, and it was pretty dark — as well I remember! — his eye was on us as much as on the ship’s course. We had been walking up and down for exercise. She was leaning over the taffrail apparently preparing to enter on a kind of philosophical discussion about what love was.

“Is it good to love?”

“That depends.”

My tone was grim.

“Do I love you?”

“I should like to hear you say so.”

“I love you.”

I thought that was what she said. But she was leaning so far over, seeming to be watching the smudge of soapsuds we were leaving behind us, that I couldn’t quite catch her words. Though I was all of a quiver to.

“What do you say?”

“I say I love you.”

“Susie! Do you mean it?”

“I don’t know. I don’t know what love is. How should I? I’m only a savage. You said so the other day. I want telling things.”

“You don’t want telling what love is.”

“Do you mean that you don’t want to tell me? You never will tell me what I really want to know. I’ll ask one of the men. I’ll ask Luke. He tells me things.”

“Susie! Luke’s too fond of interfering in matters which are no business of his. He’ll get himself into trouble before he’s done.”

“Why?”

“Don’t you dare to ask Luke what love is!”

“Dare! I dare do anything. I’ll go and ask him now.”

She’d have been off if I hadn’t caught her arm.

“Susie! Don’t! For my sake!”

“Then tell me! — tell me yourself!”

Stamp went her foot. It was one of her favourite tricks. Directly she lost patience down it went.

“I’ll tell you, if you’ll give me time.” I tried to find the words, but couldn’t. I held out my arms instead. “It’s this.”

“What?”

“Don’t you understand?”

“What am I to understand?”

“Don’t you understand that I want you to be my wife?”

“Your wife! Your wife!” She spoke in a crescendo scale, as if I had insulted her. “You said you were my friend!”

“Don’t you understand that I want to be something more than your friend?”

“You want to beat me! to use me like a dog! to have me burned!”

“Susie!”

“My father said in England there were no wives.”

“No wives in England? He — he was making fun of you.”

“He was not making fun of me. He has told me all my life. When I asked him why they burned my mother, he said because she was his wife. He is an Englishman. In England they have no wives.”

I had a glimpse of the confusion which was in her mind. But at that moment I was incapable of straightening out the evil.

“Your — your father’s was a peculiar case. There are wives in England.”

“Is that true?”

She thrust her face close to mine. She was terrifically in earnest.

“It is perfectly true. They abound.”

“Then I will not go to England.”

“But — Susie! — you’ve got hold of the wrong end of the stick. In — in England a wife’s the man’s superior.”

“It’s a lie. See how you stammer. You cannot lie like my father with an even tongue. A wife is her husband’s slave. At his bidding she fetches and she carries. He beats her as he beats his dog. When she grows old he takes another. And she dies.”

“My — my dear Susie, I assure you that that description doesn’t apply to England. There, unless she’s a wife, a woman isn’t happy.”

“Then in England women are more unhappy than in the country from which I come. I will not go there. I will not go to any place where there are wives.”

She strode past me as I stared at her, thunderstruck. I continued thunderstruck when she had gone.

She had a deal to learn.

That night I slept badly. In the morning I was roused by someone hammering at the door.

“Who’s there?”

“It’s me, sir; Holley. The cutter’s gone.”

“What!”

“The cutter’s gone. And the watch is hocussed.”

I was standing at the door in my nightshirt “What the devil do you mean? Where’s Mr. Luke?”

“He had the morning watch. He’s gone too. It’s his chaps as is hocussed. Leastways, they’re lying on the deck like logs. And Mr. Batters, he’s gone. And his things. His cabin’s stripped clean. And his daughter, she’s gone.”

“Holley!”

I was thrusting myself into a pair of trousers. All of a sudden the ship stopped dead, with an unpleasant shock.

“What’s that? She can’t have struck!”

I rushed up. Rudd met me.

“I have to report to you, sir, that the engine’s ceased to work.”

“Very well. Patch it up and start it again as soon as you can. It’s not the first time it’s stopped.”

“But I’m thinking it’ll be the last Someone’s been playing tricks with the machine. I’m fearing it’s Mr. Luke.”


CHAPTER XXXI.

THE TERMINATION OF THE VOYAGE OF “THE FLYING SCUD.”

WE had been completely done. So completely that it was some time before I was able to realise that I had been diddled quite to that extent. Not a detail had been overlooked. Mr. Batters and Mr. Luke had gone conscientiously to work. They had been thorough. They had left us the ship. That was about all. They would probably have taken that if they had had any use for it. It seemed they hadn’t. If I could only have laid hands on that latest thing in freaks, there would have been one Joss less. I would willingly have made a Joss of Luke if I had only had a chance. To have boiled, burned, and skinned him would have been a pleasure. He should not only have been legless, he should have been armless too. As for that girl, who didn’t want to go to a place where there were any wives, she should have become acquainted with a climate where there was something less agreeable.

That was how I felt towards her at first. But after a while I came to the conclusion that she had been under the domination of her father. Hadn’t dared to call her soul her own. So anger turned to pity. I would just simply take her to a place where there were wives. I’d let her know what it felt like to be one. That would be punishment enough for her.

As for Luke and Batters! What wouldn’t I have given for a quiet half hour with the pair, with boiling oil, branding irons, and everything just handy.

Mr. Luke must have stowed pretty well all our eatable stores inside that cutter. As first mate, under peculiar circumstances, I had let him do, in some respects, a good deal as he pleased. He had had the run of the stores. He had not gone far from collaring the lot. It seemed that certain of the hands had noticed him fiddling a good deal with the cutter of late. Especially when he had been in charge of either of the night watches. But, of course, they had said nothing to me till it was too late, which was a pity.

Mr. Batters had taken with him all the treasures of the temple. Those offerings of the faithful, half of which were to have been mine. No wonder he had not been of opinion that they would have been safer in my cabin. And he pledged his word that he would make it his especial business to see that not one of them left the ship until he did. That elegant monster which he valued at £50,000 had gone. Even the palanquin. Oh, it was pretty!

Mr. Luke had made everything snug by generously treating the members of the morning watch to a little drink directly they came on duty. That drink was no doubt one of Mr. Batters’ concoctions. They remembered no more so soon as they swallowed it.

So for four hours Mr. Luke had the deck to himself.

No watch was kept The wheel was lashed. The cutter was filled with the treasures of the temple, then lowered. Goodness and Mr. Luke alone know how. And it must be remembered that Mr. Batters was an ingenious man.

It was reported from the engine room that the order was received to “Go slow.” Probably while The Flying Scud went slow the cutter was cast loose, with Mr. Batters and the girl inside it. Shortly afterwards the order was changed to “Full steam ahead.” The inference seems to be that immediately after giving that order the ingenious Mr. Luke went overboard to join the cutter. And The Flying Scud went full steam ahead, with no one on the look-out. Under the circumstances, it was, perhaps, just as well that the engines did break down.

It’s an elegant story for the commander of a ship to have to write. Especially one with a clean certificate, and of sober habits. There we were, without engines, without coal, without stores, without enough cargo to act as ballast, about half-way between Aden and Colombo. We were a mad ship’s company. For my own part I felt like cutting any man’s throat, including my own. All that day we hung about, doing nothing, except cursing.

Towards night, the engines proving hopeless, we rigged a sail. There was just about enough wind to laugh at us. So we let it laugh us along. There was no Canal for us. The man who was to have paid our shot had gone — the shot with him. So we headed for the Cape. The long way round was the only way for us. Engineless, the prospect was inviting.

There is no need to speak in detail of the remainder of that voyage, no need at all. In one sense it was over — quite. In another it was only just beginning. I won’t say how long it took us to reach home or what we suffered before we got there. And will only hint that by the time we sighted English waters, I felt as if I was a twin brother of Methuselah’s. We hadn’t walked the entire distance, but we might almost just as well have done.

It was evening when I landed. There was a mist in the river. A drizzling rain was falling. Appropriate weather with which to bid us welcome home. The lights of London gleamed dimly through the fog and wet. So soon as I had set foot on land I saw, coming at me through the uncertain light, the individual who, as he stood with his friends upon that moonlit shore, had cursed us for bearing the Great Joss to the ship across the motionless waters of the Gulf of Tongking.

Since that night we had ourselves anathematised someone else for serving us as we had served him.

I had only seen him once, and then from some little distance in the moonshine, but there was no possibility of mistaken identity. This was the man. He was dressed in the same fantastic garb, and came at me like a ghost out of shadowland. He took me by the shoulders, and he cried — as he had done upon that moon-kissed shore: — 

“The Great Joss! The Great Joss! Give us back the Great Joss!”

Exactly what took place I cannot say. I was so taken aback by the unexpectedness of the encounter — having never dreamed that I should set eyes upon the man again — that, for some moments, sheer surprise robbed me of my faculties. Before I was myself again, the man had gone. Others had thrust him from me. Although I rushed here and there among the people who stood about I could not find him. He had vanished.

I had swallowed a good many bitter pills since last I left that wharf — the bitterest was still to come. I had to pay my visit to the owners. On the night of my arrival it was too late to see them. The pleasure was postponed to the morning. It was a pleasure!

I came out from their presence a disgraced man. Which was no more than I had expected, though it was no easier to bear on that account. The blame was wholly mine. So they would have it. For some of the language which they used to me I found it hard to keep my hands from off them. My tale of the Great Joss, and of all that I had hoped to gain for them by that adventure, they received with something more than incredulity. If the thing had resulted as I had hoped, that they would have pocketed their share of the spoils, and betrayed no scruples, I knew them too well to doubt. But because, as I held, through no fault of mine, the affair had miscarried, there was no epithet too opprobrious for them to bestow on me. By their showing I had been guilty of all sorts of crimes of which I had never heard. I had betrayed their trust; smirched their good name — as if in the eyes of those who knew them it could be smirched; been guilty of piracy; acted like a common thief; offended against the law of nations; brought shame on England’s mercantile marine.

Oh, it was grand to hear them talking! They might have been saints from whose brows I had plucked the halos. They were good enough to explain that it was only because they disbelieved my entire story, and placed no credence in any part of it whatever, that they refrained from handing me over to the properly constituted authorities, to be by them passed on to the Chinese Government, to be dealt with as my offences merited. They took me for a jay. And were so kind as to add that they looked upon the tale as a clumsy, dishonest, and disingenuous attempt to draw a red herring across their track — the phrase was theirs! — and so prevented them from taking proper and adequate notice of the scandalous neglect of duty, and of their interests, of which, to my lasting shame, I had been guilty.

It was a rare wigging that I had. And, to the best of their ability, they included in it everyone who had been with me on board The Flying Send. There were four of us, at least, who swore that we’d be even for it with someone somehow. Isaac Rudd, Sam-Holley, his chum, Bill Cox, and I; we were the four.

And all we had to go upon, to help us towards getting even, was a scrap of paper. Half a sheet of common note.

It was the only thing Mr. Batters had left behind him. I had found it in a corner of his cabin, crumpled up into a sort of ball, as though he had thrown it there and forgotten all about it On it this was written:

“To my niece, Miss Mary Blyth, care of Messrs. Martin and Branxon, Drapers, Shoreditch.”

We would look the lady up. Where the niece was the uncle might not be far away. At least she might have some knowledge of his whereabouts. If she had we would have it too, or know the reason why. I still had the written undertaking, which he had signed, by which he was to divide with me equally, as a consideration for services rendered, the treasures of the temple. I had handed this to the owners as proof of the truth of my statements. They had thrown it back to me with a sneer. And something worse than a sneer.

That act amounted to a renunciation of all interest in any property which the document conveyed, or so it seemed to me. Good! They might smart for their scepticism yet Let us find the niece; then the uncle. If Miss Blyth could only give us a hint as to where he might be found, though it was on the other side of the world, we’d find him. He had valued his belongings at a million. We might be snatched out of the gutter yet.

The search began badly. They knew nothing of a Miss Blyth at Messrs. Martin and Branxon’s, or so I was informed by an official individual in the counting-house. That was a facer. It looked as if Mr. Batters, at his tricks again, had purposely placed in our way what seemed like a clue to his lair for the sake of having still another game with us. But a night or two afterwards I tackled a young fellow as he was coming out of the shop after closing hours, and put my question to him. He turned it over in his mind before he answered.

“There’s no Miss Blyth here now, but there was. I believe her name was Mary. I could soon find out. She’s left some time; directly after I came. I can’t think where she went. I’ve heard the name, but I can’t remember. I might inquire if you like, and let you know to-morrow night.”

I agreed. He did inquire. The next night he let me know. Miss Blyth had gone to a big shop, which he named, at Clapham. The next day, being engaged, I let Rudd go over to Clapham to see what he could do.

He made a mess of things. The lady was pointed out to him by one of her fellow assistants. Before he could get within hail of her, she slipped round a corner and was out of sight. Came across her again in a restaurant where she couldn’t pay her bill. Paid it for her. Then, as he was about to follow her, with a view of pursuing his inquiries, he saw, standing on the pavement in front of the place, the individual who had cursed us on that moonlit shore.

The sight of him struck Rudd all of a heap. By the time he recovered his presence of mind, the lady had vanished, and the gentleman too.

The juxtaposition of Miss Blyth and that cursing gentleman seemed to suggest that we were on the track of the retiring Mr. Batters. What is more, that the scent was getting hot.

The evening after I called at that Clapham establishment, just as the premises were being closed, and asked to see Miss Blyth. Some jackanapes informed me that the young woman had been dismissed that very day. He didn’t know what her address was, but had heard that she had gone off with a party who called himself Frank Paine, and who said he was a lawyer.

At that it was my turn to be struck all of a heap. A short time previously I had called upon Mr. Frank Paine, intending to ask his opinion as to the validity of the document which had Mr. Batters’ name attached. But, somehow, the conversation got into other channels. I came away without it. Not by so much as a word had he hinted that he knew anything about Mr. Batters or his niece.

As I walked along, pondering these things, Rudd, at my side, suddenly exclaimed:

“Captain, there she is! that’s Miss Blyth! the young lady for whom I paid the bill!”

He was pointing towards two young women who were advancing in our direction, on the opposite side of the road. Having got it clear to which of the pair he referred, I sailed across to meet them. She was Miss Blyth. She admitted as much. But that was all the satisfaction I received. She staggered me with the information that her uncle, Mr. Benjamin Batters, was dead. As I was trying to understand how he had come to his death, and when, and where, she took umbrage at my curiosity, or manner, or something. She and her friend jumped into a hansom cab, which dashed off at the rate of about twenty miles, leaving Rudd and I on the kerbstone, staring after it like moonstruck gabies.


CHAPTER XXXII.

THE LITTLE DISCUSSION BETWEEN THE SEVERAL PARTIES.

THAT night we held a consultation. We four. It was getting dead low tide with us. If we didn’t light upon those treasures of the temple, we should have to find a ship instead. And that before long. If we had to go aboard of her as cabin boys.

It seemed to me that something might be got out of Mr. Paine. In the way of information. Things pointed that way. The more I thought, the more they seemed to point. I told the others. We decided to wait upon him in a body. And man the pumps for all we were worth. If he proved dry, if nothing could be got out of him, then we should have to admit that the tide was low. And that we were stranded. But we had hopes.

The morning after we were in Mitre Court, where his rooms were, betimes. The idea was that he shouldn’t escape us, that we should see him as soon as he was visible, and so play the part of the early bird that catches the worm. But when we found that the door into the street was open, I, knowing the lay of the land, without any parley, led the way upstairs. And it was well for him we did. For we came upon as lively a little scene as ever we’d encountered.

There was a larger company assembled than we had expected. Quite what was happening we couldn’t at once make out, The first thing I saw was a girl tied down upon a table, and — of all people in the world — that cursing gentleman leaning over her with a knife in his hand. Having torn her clothes open at the throat, he looked as if he was going to write his name on her nice white skin with the point of his blade. He got no farther than the start. I introduced myself. And landed him one. He didn’t seem to know whether he was glad or sorry to meet me. I loosed the girl. When I looked round I saw the room was in a mess, and on the floor, trussed like a fowl, was Mr. Paine. But what made me almost jump out of skin for joy, was the sight of our dear friend Luke tied up beside him.

I released that excellent first officer. Then things were said. When he understood that we were spoiling to cut him up into little pieces, and that it seemed likely that he had fallen from the frying-pan into the fire, he explained. What we wanted to know was the present address at which Mr. Batters could be found. It seemed, according to him, that he was aching to know it too.

“Bless my beautiful eyes!” He spat upon the floor. “Do you think if I knew where the hearty was that I’d be here? He used me shameful, he did that.”

“It seems incredible that he should have used you badly, Mr. Luke.”

“It does. After all Pd done for him. But he did. After we—”

He coughed. I finished his sentence.

“Had taken such a ceremonious leave of us all on board The Flying Scud. Yes? Go on.”

“We got picked up by a liner as was making Suez.”

“As you anticipated you would be. I see. You’re a far-sighted person, Mr. Luke.”

“They landed us at Suez. We stopped there two or three days getting packing-cases to — to—”

“To pack the treasures of the temple in. They must have been rather conspicuous objects to carry about with you anyhow. Go on.”

“Then hang me if one evening I didn’t wake up and find that I’d been senseless for close on two days. The devil had hocussed me.”

“Hocussed you? Impossible!”

“He had. Then he’d slipped away, him and his blessed daughter, while I was more dead than alive, leaving me with as good as nothing in my pockets. What I had to go through no one knows. If I ever do set eyes on him again, I’ll—”

The peroration was a study of adjectives.

“Then it appears that you are just as eager to have another interview with Mr. Benjamin Batters as we are. I am sorry your venture was not attended with better fortune. It deserved success. Pray what were you to have had out of it?”

“I was to have had half the blooming lot. And the girl—”

“And the girl! Indeed? And the girl! Mr.

Luke, I should dearly like —— —”

Mr. Paine interposed.

“Excuse me, Captain Lander, but if it is of Mr. Benjamin Batters you are speaking, if it is to him so many mysterious references have been made as the Great Joss, then I may state that, to the best of my knowledge and belief, that gentleman is dead.”

“Dead? — to the best of your knowledge and belief? — what do you mean?”

As I stared at him, a remark was made by the young lady who so narrowly escaped being made the subject of an experiment in carving. Although evidently very far from being as much herself as she might have been, she had pulled herself together a little, and was holding both hands up to her throat. — 

“You’re forgetting that Pollie’s lying perhaps worse than dead in Camford Street.”

Mr. Paine gave a jump.

“I had forgotten it! — upon my honour!”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Miss Blyth — to whom Miss Purvis refers as Pollie — is the niece of the Mr. Batters of whom we have been speaking. She’s his heiress, in fact.”

“His heiress?”

“Yes; his sole residuary legatee. Among other things he left her a house in Camford Street — No 84 — on somewhat mysterious conditions. For instance, she was to allow no man to enter it.”

“No man?”

“No; only she and one feminine friend were ever to be allowed to put their feet inside the door.”

“Oh?”

I began to smell a rat. Mr. Paine waved his hand towards the young lady the cursing gentleman had been about to practise on.

“This is Miss Purvis, the feminine friend whom Miss Blyth chose to be her sole companion. Other conditions were attached to the bequest equally mysterious. Indeed, it would really seem as if there was something in that house in Camford Street the existence of which the late Mr. Batters was particularly anxious should be concealed from the world. Miss Blyth only entered on the occupation of her property yesterday. Yet Miss Purvis came at an early hour this morning to tell me that something extraordinary had happened in the middle of the night. Something, she doesn’t quite know what, but fancies it was some wild animal, made a savage attack upon Miss Blyth without the slightest provocation. And when Miss Purvis recovered from the shock which the occurrence gave her, she found that she herself had been thrown into the street.”

“Mr. Paine!” I laid my hand upon the lawyer’s shoulder. “Do you know what’s inside that house?”

“I haven’t the faintest notion. How should I have?”

“It’s the late Mr. Batters!”

“The late Mr. Batters?”

“The thing the existence of which Mr. Batters was most anxious to keep concealed, was Mr. Batters himself — for reasons. So he’s put about a cock and bull story making out he’s dead, and then hidden himself in this house of which you’re talking.”

“Captain Lander!”

“Mind, it’s only my guess, as yet. But I don’t think you’ll find that I’m sailing very wide of the wind. The more I turn things over, after listening to what you’ve said, the more likely it seems to me that the Great Joss, whom we’ve all been on tiptoe to get a peep at, has hidden himself in that house which he pretends to have left to his niece, and is waiting there for us to find him. And I’m off to do it!”

“Someone’s had the start of you.”

The interruption came from Rudd. The absence of the cursing gentleman, and his two friends, explained his meaning.

“They’ve gone hot-foot after him,” I cried. “What’s good enough for them is good enough for me!”

We journeyed in three cabs. Speed was a consideration. So we chartered hansoms. I went in front with Luke. He didn’t seem over and above anxious for my society. But I didn’t feel as if I could be comfortable without him. So we went together. Though I am bound to admit that I’m inclined to think that I enjoyed that ride more than he did. Rudd, Holley, and his chum came next. Mr. Paine and the young lady last I liked his manner towards that young lady. In a lawyer, whom one naturally looks upon as the most hard-hearted of human creatures, it was beautiful. He could not have treated her more tenderly if she had been a queen. And, though she was still in a very sad condition, I have a sort of idea that, when they were once inside that cab, speed with them wasn’t much of a consideration.

And though those hansoms did rattle us along in style, we found that someone had got to that house in Camford Street in front of us.


CHAPTER XXXIII.

IN THE PRESENCE.

THE cursing gentleman and his two friends were awaiting us upon the pavement I said a word of a kind to the long ‘un.

“Look here, my bald-headed friend, I don’t quite know who you are, or what you want, but I’ve seen enough of your little ways to know they’re funny; so if you take my advice you’ll make yourself scarce before there’s trouble.”

He held out his hands. Looking, on the dirty pavement of that shabby street, like a fish out of water.

“The Great Joss! The Great Joss! He is in there — give him back to us — then we go.”

I reflected. After all there was some reason in the creature. He was almost as much interested in Mr. Batters as I was. Considering how Mr. Batters had treated me I didn’t see why he shouldn’t learn what an object of interest he really was. It might occasion him agreeable surprise. The fellow was in such dead earnest. It beat me how he and his friends had got where they were. Reminding me of the flocks of migratory birds which one meets far out at sea. Goodness only knows by what instinct they pursue the objects of their search. I turned to Mr. Paine.

“This gentleman was high priest, or something of the kind, in the temple in which Mr. Batters was Number One God.”

“Number One God?”

“That’s about the size of it. He was a god when I first made his acquaintance. This gentleman’s own particular. Since he and his friends have come a good many thousand miles to get another peep at him, I don’t think there’ll be much harm in letting him have one if it’s to be got. So, so far as I’m concerned, right reverend sir, you can stop and see the fun.”

Mr. Paine stared. He didn’t understand. The look with which he regarded the foreign gentleman wasn’t friendly. The experience he had had of his peculiar methods was a trifle recent. Perhaps it rankled.

I turned my attention to the house in front of which the lot of us were standing, cabs and all.

“The question is, since no one seems inclined to open the door, how we are going to get in to enable us to pay our little morning call.”

Rudd practically suggested one way by hurling himself against the door as if he had been a battering ram. He might as well have tried his luck against a stone wall. As much impression would have been made. When I ran my stick over it, it sounded to me like a sheet of metal.

Luke proffered his opinion.

“You’ll want a long chisel for this job. Or a pair. Nothing else’ll do it. That door’s been put there to keep people out. Not to let ’em in. It’ll be like breaking into a strong room.”

Luke proved right. All our efforts were unavailing. That door had been built to keep folks out “If this is going to be a case for chisels,” said Rudd, “we’d better start on it at once, before those police come interfering.”

We were already centres of attraction to a rapidly increasing crowd. Our goings-on provided entertainment of a kind they didn’t care to miss.

Long before we had put that job through the police did come. What is more, we were glad to see them.

Rudd fetched a pair of crowbars from an ironmonger’s shop close by. With his assistance, and acting under his instructions, we started to shift that door. We never got beyond the starting. We might as well have tried to shift the monument. He rigged up contrivances; tried dodges. There was the door just as tight as ever. And just as we were thinking of breaking the heads of some of the members of that interested crowd, up the police did come.

Mr. Paine explained to them what we were after. Then he and the young lady and Rudd went off with one of them to the station, while another stayed behind. In course of time they returned, together with an inspector, three more policemen, and two specimens of the British working man, who were wheeling something on a barrow. The interest of the crowd increased. The new arrivals were received with cheers.

Those workmen, in conjunction with Isaac Rudd, fitted up a machine upon the pavement. It was some kind of a drill I believe. Presently not one but half a dozen holes had been cut right through that door. Into these were inserted crowbars of a different construction to those we had been using. We all lent a hand. And the door was open.

The crowd pressed forward.

“Keep bade!” cried the inspector.

And the police kept them back.

The inspector entered, with the young lady, Mr. Paine, Rudd and I. The rest were kept out, including the cursing gentleman and his two friends, which seemed hard on them after all they must have gone through. But it was little that they lost. At the beginning anyhow.

For as soon as we set foot inside the passage we found that there was another door defying us. It seemed to lead into a room upon our left. Rudd called one of the workmen in to consult with him. They sounded the door, they sounded the wall, and concluded that the shortest way into the room was through the wall. So soon the house was being knocked to pieces before our eyes. There was sheet iron on the other side that wall. But they were through it in what seemed no time. And there was a great hole, large enough to admit of the passage of a man.

And on the other side of this hole stood Susie.

She stared at us, and we stared at her, neither understanding who the other was. But when I did understand I felt as if my legs were giving way. And something inside me set up a clamour which was deafening. And when she saw it was me she called out:

“Max!”

She was through that wall like a flash of lightning. I had her in my arms almost before I knew it.

“Susie!” I said. “My sweet!”

I could tell by the way of her that she knew more about wives than she did when I saw her last. And that she had grown reconciled to the idea of being one. And perhaps a bit more than reconciled. The fates be thanked.

Miss Blyth was in the room with her. Alive and sound, and, indeed, unhurt. They had been frightened out of their wits when they heard us, and at the noise we made, thinking they were going to be murdered, at the least.

“Where’s your father?” I asked.

“When he brought her in,” she answered — meaning Miss Blyth—” he went out, shutting the door behind him, taking the key. He left us prisoners. We’ve been prisoners ever since. We’ve heard and seen nothing of him. Where he is I don’t know. Unless he’s above.”

He was above. In a room at the top of the house. With another door to it So that we had to get through the wall again.

He had had a sort of throne rigged up. Intending, maybe, to have an imitation of the one which he had occupied when I had first come upon him in the temple. If that was so the imitation was a precious poor one. But he was on it. Dead. And cold. He had been gone some hours.

Whether he had committed suicide, or whether the end had come to him in the ordinary course of nature, there was nothing to show.

A colony of snakes was in the room. Those favourites of his. One shared the throne with the Great Joss. It was on the seat, in front of him, where his legs ought to have been. My idea was that the thing had killed him. But it seemed that that was not the case. The creatures were declared not to be venomous. And there was no mark of a snake-bite about him anyhow.

While we stood looking at the throne, and what was on it, there was a movement behind. The cursing gentleman and his two friends came in. At sight of the Great Joss they threw themselves on their faces, and bit the floor. I never saw men so scared. Or so surprised. I had a sort of notion that they had supposed him to be immortal, and that he couldn’t die. When the body came to be examined, and it was discovered what a torso it really was, and to what prolonged and hideous tortures the man must have been subjected, one began to understand that they might have had reasons of their own for thinking so. It might very well have been incomprehensible to them why, if he could die, he hadn’t died.

At the foot of the throne was the little doll-like thing which I had seen perched on the head of the fifty thousand pound monstrosity. He had called it the God of Fortune. Saying that where it was he was not far away.

The case seemed to present an illustration of the truth of his words. The doll was broken to atoms. The Great Joss and the God of Fortune seemed to have come to an end together.


BOOK V. AUTHOR’S POSTSCRIPT.


CHAPTER XXXIV.

HOW MATTERS STAND TO-DAY.

I SHOULD have preferred that the close of Captain Max Lander’s statement should have been the conclusion of this strange history. But for the satisfaction of any reader who may desire to know what became of A, B, C, or D, these following lines are added.

What have been described by Captain Lander as “the treasures of the temple” were found in the house in Camford Street So far as could be ascertained, intact. The question of ownership involved a nice legal problem. The native attendants of the temple vanished almost as soon as they appeared. No one knew where they went to. Nothing has been seen or heard of them since. It seemed, therefore, that they put forward no claims. There remained the girl, Susan, presumably the dead man’s daughter, though there was no legal proof of the fact; Mary Blyth, who had claims under her uncle’s will; Captain Lander, who held the document entitling him to a half share; and the owners and crew of The Flying Scud. All these had claims which required consideration. In the end, by great good fortune, an amicable settlement was arrived at, which gave satisfaction to all parties concerned.

As might have been expected, the value set on the property by Mr. Batters proved to be an exaggeration. It was worth nothing like a million. Still, it fetched a considerable amount when realised, and after the owners and crew of The Flying Scud had been appeased — excepting Mr. Luke, who was markedly dissatisfied because he only received an ordinary seaman’s share — an appreciable sum remained as surplus. To this was added the cash which had been bequeathed to Miss Blyth by the will whose validity was, at best, extremely doubtful; the whole being divided, in equal portions, between the niece and the daughter. As Miss Batters immediately afterwards became Mrs. Max Lander, the commander of The Flying Scud had no cause to be discontented with this arrangement.

No. 84, Camford Street is still without an owner. It appears, from the story told by the girl, Susan, that on reaching England, her father hurried her from place to place, seldom stopping for more than two or three days under one roof. They seem to have made their most lengthy stay in a barge in one of the lower reaches of the river. No doubt the notion of concealment was present to his mind from the first. Though how he lighted on the house in Camford Street is still a mystery. Nor has anything transpired to show by whose orders it was fortified in such ingenious and elaborate fashion; nor by whom the work was executed. Nothing has been found which goes to show that he had any right to call the house his property. Its actual ownership still goes begging.

The document purporting to be a will was possibly drawn up by his own hand. The letter signed “Arthur Lennard, Missionary,” pretending to announce his death on that far-off Australasian island, was probably concocted, at his instigation, by one of the miscellaneous acquaintances whom he picked up during his wanderings among the riverside vagabonds. From such an one he might have acquired Mr. Paine’s name, together with some sidelights on that gentleman’s character. Miss Batters made it abundantly clear that her father was the “freak” to whom Mr. Paine was of service by rescuing him from the too curious crowd in the Commercial Road.

His exact object in making his will has never been shown. No doubt the man’s brain was in disorder. He was actuated, perhaps, by three considerations. The desire for concealment; the consciousness that he and his daughter would fare very badly if shut up in a house alone together; the wish to avail himself of his niece’s services. To have gone to her with a straightforward tale would have been in accord neither with his character or policy. He had lived too long in what, for civility’s sake, may be called a diplomatic atmosphere, to be able to breathe in any other. Also, he knew nothing of his niece. Suspected that she knew nothing good of him. Was moved, possibly, by a very natural unwillingness to make himself, or his story, known to her until he had learned what kind of person she was.

So he invented his own death, making her his heiress, for the sole purpose of getting her inside the house. It is impossible to say what might have happened had she proved amenable to his wishes; and events moved along the road which he had laid down for them. The presumption is that, sooner or later — probably sooner — he would have made himself known to her, and endeavoured to purchase her fidelity, and services, on terms of his own.

As it is, the uncle is the constant theme of the niece’s conversation. Miss Blyth is now Mrs. Cooper. The Coopers are residents of one of the smaller south coast watering places, where they are regarded as leading lights among local social circles. Mr. Cooper is a vice-president of the boat-club, yacht-club, swimming-club, cricket-club, football club, and so on; his wife is the mother of an increasing family, and a lady with a tale. Its subject is Uncle Benjamin. That gentleman lived a life of strange and varied adventure. His history loses none of its marvels at his niece’s lips. Either because they are a trifle tired of the theme, or are merely jealous, some of the more frequent hearers have been heard to doubt if there ever was an Uncle Benjamin. If these doubts are serious they do the lady less than justice.

Mr and Mrs. Lander are also happy. One would be reluctant to doubt it. Yet, at the same time, one cannot refuse to admit that there are occasions when the outward and visible signs of their happiness take a somewhat boisterous shape. He has a temper; she has a temper. There are moments when it would appear as if there was hardly room for the two tempers in a single house. Since they seldom remain in one place for more than three months, they can scarcely be said to live anywhere. In selecting their next abiding-place, they seem to act on the principle of letting it be as far from the present as possible. Mr. Lander has not pursued his profession since the last eventful voyage which he has herein set forth. Possibly by way of killing time he is apt to be a trifle too convivial. Nothing makes Mrs. Lander more indignant than an even hinted doubt of her positive assertion, made in and out of season, that every drop of blood in her veins is English. As her complexion is a little dusky, her aggressive attitude upon this point makes her rather a difficult person to get on with.

Mr. Frank Paine, oddly enough, has married Miss Purvis. And, what is perhaps still more odd, theirs is the happiest match of the three. About their complete and absolute content with their condition there can be no possible doubt whatever. He worships her; she worships him. If there is any finer recipe for matrimonial happiness than that, it has not come in the present writer’s way. His practice as a solicitor has grown large. Mrs. Paine is of opinion that he is rightly regarded with even fulsome reverence by the entire bench and bar. Since he would not dream of contesting any opinion which happened to be his wife’s, the position of affairs could not possibly be improved.

Mr. Benjamin Batters lies in Kensal Green Cemetery. In a deep grave, and in a full-sized coffin. Surrounded by dignitaries and respectabilities. In his coffin were placed the broken pieces of the curiosity which he called the God of Fortune. So they are still together. A handsome monument has been raised above him. There is no hint, in the inscription, that below are but the mangled fragments of what was once a human body; or any reference to the fact that he ever posed as a joss; or a god; or was ever believed, even by savages, to have put on immortality before his time. It simply says:

 

“BENEATH THIS STONE REPOSES

BENJAMIN BATTERS, 

WHO, 

AFTER A LIFE OF VARIED ADVENTURE IN DIFFERENT PARTS OF THE WORLD, 

SLEEPS WELL.

We will hope that it is so.


THE TWICKENHAM PEERAGE 
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BOOK I. — THE SLEEPING MAN

THE STORY IS BEGUN BY THE HON. DOUGLAS HOWARTH


CHAPTER I

A SIDE SHOW

‘You and I can never marry.’

Edith’s words had been in my thoughts ever since she had uttered them. All night; all the morning; now that in the afternoon I had come out to take the air. I was strolling from the club to George Douglas’s rooms in Ashley Gardens. More for the sake of the exercise than in the desire of seeing him. As I was passing the Abbey I glanced at the Aquarium on my right. My eye was caught by the words on a board which ran right across the front of the building, ‘At No Place In The World Can So Many Sights Be Seen.’ I hesitated. It was years since I had been in the place. One might as well spend half an hour beneath its roof as with George Douglas. I crossed the road and entered.

The first thing which struck me was the general grimness of everything. A winter garden it was called. Anything less garden-like one could hardly fancy. Coming from the clear sunshine of the autumn afternoon, the effect was curious. There was a larger audience than I had expected. The people were gathered, for the most part, round the central stage, on which a performance was taking place. Three girls in tights were displaying themselves on a trapeze. A moment’s glance was enough. It was the sort of thing one has seen a thousand times. I passed on.

There were numerous side shows. There was a Harem; a Giant Lady; a Miraculous Dwarf; a Working Gold Mine; a Palace of Mirrors; the old familiar things. On the extreme left a huge placard was displayed:

 

THE MARVELLOUS SLEEPING MAN.

THIS IS THE TWENTY-EIGHTH DAY OF MONTAGU BABBACOMBE’S THIRTY-DAYS’ SLEEP, WITHOUT EATING OR DRINKING.

COME AND SEE THE MOST WONDERFUL SIGHT IN THE WORLD.

I am not consciously attracted by such spectacles, even granting their genuineness — which is to grant a good deal. But, at the moment, I had nothing to do, and the idea of a man being able to forget, at will, for thirty consecutive days, the worries and troubles of life appealed to me with singular force. I went to see the sleeping man.

In the centre of a good-sized apartment stood a table. It was entirely covered by a large glass case. Under the case was a mattress. On the mattress lay a man. He had no pillows or bolster; no bedclothes with which to cover himself; and the fact that he was clad, so far as one could see, only in a suit of white linen pyjamas lent him, as one first caught sight of him on coming in, an appearance of peculiar uncanniness. One’s first impression was that under the glass case was an effigy, not a man.

If it was a trick, it was certainly well done. He lay on his back, his legs stretched out, his arms gathered to his sides. In his attitude there was a starkness, a rigidity, which suggested death. It seemed incredible that a man could lie like that for twenty-eight days and be alive. This was borne in upon me so soon as I saw the peculiar position of his body. Then I saw his face.

It was Twickenham!

The shock was so overwhelming, that in a moment my whole physical organisation seemed at a standstill. I lost my balance. The whole place swam before me. I felt myself swaying to and fro. If I had not leaned against the glass case, I believe I should have fallen. In my whole life I had never before behaved so stupidly. A voice recalled me to myself.

‘Take care there, sir! Do you want to break the glass? — or to knock the whole thing over?’

A person who seemed to have charge of the place addressed to me this, under the circumstances, not unnatural inquiry. I steadied myself as best I could. After a second or two I began to see things with something approaching to clearness. By degrees I got the man inside the case, as it were, in focus.

Was it Twickenham? I could not decide. It was fifteen years since I had seen him. As regards certain details my memory had possibly become a trifle blurred. Yet it was absurd to suppose that I could by any possibility fail to recognise him if we met. If it was not he, then it was his double. His very self, reproduced in another form.

Fifteen years make a difference in a man’s appearance — especially fifteen such years as it might be taken for granted that Twickenham had lived. Allowing, in my mind’s eye, for that difference, I became more and more at a loss to determine whether this was or was not the absentee. Never before had I been conscious of such a condition of mental bewilderment. I lost my presence of mind; was unable to arrange my thoughts; became incapable of deciding what to say or do. The situation was the very last I had expected. Coming at such a moment it found me wholly unprepared.

If this was Twickenham, this uncanny-looking mountebank in the guise of death, then the entire edifice we had been laboriously constructing for fifteen years crumbled at a touch. Edith’s words, ‘You and I can never marry,’ would be indeed proved true. And Reggie and Vi — what of them? Where would Reggie be if his brother turned up at this hour of the day? And I? Reggie was my debtor to the extent of nearly every penny I had ever had. If he was not the Marquis, because Leonard still was in the flesh, then he and Vi, and I, were ruined. And Edith could never marry a pauper.

Down toppled our whole card edifice, never again to be rebuilt by us.

But the question was — was the man under the glass case, lying on the mattress, in the white pyjamas, Leonard Sherrington, third Marquis of Twickenham? The Twickenham peerage carried with it rather over than under a hundred thousand pounds a year. It might, therefore, on the face of it, seem absurd to suppose that its present holder could be found posing as the Marvellous Sleeping Man in a side show at the Westminster Aquarium. But that was only seeming. To those who had the honour of the present peer’s acquaintance, such a state of affairs seemed about as likely as any other. Twickenham was born mad, and continued as he was born. His father was, if anything, madder than he was. They consistently, and persistently quarrelled. Some of the capers Leonard cut were a trifle high. The old man resented any one’s cutting higher capers than he did. As Leonard spent money like water, his sire let him have as little to spend as he could help. The result was disastrous. Leonard got money in ways which suggested congenital insanity. Then there came the crash. When Leonard was thirty-one, it became known that Morris Acrodato held a bill for five and twenty thousand pounds to which he had forged his father’s name. Leonard vanished. The old man declined to pay. Six months after he was dead. His wife had predeceased him. He left two sons — Leonard, and a second son, born seventeen years later, Reginald. Oddly enough, considering the terms on which he had lived with him, a will was found in which he left everything to his firstborn. Under these circumstances one wondered why he had not handed over that five and twenty thousand without a fuss. But both father and son were men who were, in all things, superior to the ordinary rules of common sense. The thing which every reasonable creature did, was the one thing they never did.

Nothing had been seen of Leonard since the day of his flight. Although it was not generally known, something had, however, been heard. On seven different occasions his lawyers, Foster, Charter, and Baynes, had received intimations that he was alive. He had dropped these hints, it would seem, in a spirit of pure ‘cussedness.’ They had come at varying intervals, from different parts of the world. They all took the form of holograph notes, in which the writer curtly observed that he was alive and in good health, and trusted that the firm was giving to his interests all the attention they required. They bore no address, and it proved impossible to trace by whom they had been posted; but that they were bona-fide emanations from Twickenham himself seemed undoubted.

The last of these notes had come to hand more than seven years back. Since then he had given no sign. As, previously, no two years had elapsed without advice being received of his existence, the continued silence seemed to suggest that, at last, he might be dead. That he was so, I, for one, devoutly hoped. All that I required was proof of his decease.

When the old man died, all that his second son, Reginald, had he inherited from his mother. It was barely enough to keep him alive. He was fourteen years of age. Soon after he was in the twenties he was as good as penniless. By this time I had become mixed up with his fortunes in rather a curious fashion. I had a sister, Violet, who was a year younger than he was. He had a cousin, Edith Desmond, who was four younger than myself. Violet and he, and Edith and I, belonged, as it were, to two different generations. I had a tiny place on the borders of Hants, which adjoined his aunt’s. He lived with her when his father died; she was Lady Desmond, the baronet’s widow. Edith and I always had a liking for one another. If my father had left me a little better off, or if Violet had been older, we should have been married years ago. But she was an only child; the most beautiful I ever saw. Her mother hoped, by her help, to restore the faded glories of the Desmonds. That meant that she was to marry money.

I was hardly in a position to marry at all, with Vi on my hands, regarding me as a sort of father. When Reggie came to live at the Moat House Vi and he became acquainted. In course of time I was informed that they were engaged. Almost in the same breath he told me that he was practically without a penny piece. I lent him something to go on with. Later I lent him more. Then again. And again. I did not like the business, but, partly for Edith’s sake, partly for Vi’s, partly for his own, by degrees I was practically financing him. Until it came to this — that I had invested in him, on the strength of Twickenham’s death, nearly everything I had. As time went on he became convinced that his brother was dead. The brothers were practically strangers; Reggie had scarcely seen his senior a dozen times. There were enormous accumulations, amounting to over a million. If Reggie succeeded I should do well. Edith and I could be married to-morrow. If, on the other hand, Reggie did not succeed, and that soon, so far as I could see, he and I were ruined together.

And here, at the crucial moment, if I could trust my eyes, ruin was. It was not surprising that, momentarily, I became a trifle giddy.

Had the man stepped into a room in which I was, I should unhesitatingly have recognised him as Leonard, Marquis of Twickenham. There would have been no necessity for him to announce his name and title. I should have known him then and there. But, as matters stood, the case was altered. There was room for doubt. Or I tried to persuade myself there was. To begin with, a man with practically unlimited resources at his command, would hardly be likely to masquerade in such a fashion. That was what I told myself. At the bottom of my heart I was aware that it would be quite in keeping with what I myself knew of Leonard’s character. He had never lost an opportunity of making an exhibition of himself, but always had an insane leaning in the direction of the esoteric and the bizarre.

I was on safer ground when I came to the questions of the likeness. There were points of difference between the two. This man looked a little shorter and thinner; smaller altogether; too old for Twickenham. Twickenham was only forty-six; his double looked sixty. Then he had a scar on his right cheek, which Twickenham had never had.

Still these things, I had perforce to admit, were quite reconcilable with the fact that the man was Twickenham. What alterations might not have taken place in such a fifteen years!

The exhibition was not liberally patronised. There had been two or three other spectators when I came in, but they had gone, and no others had taken their place. The duration of my visit, and the unmistakable interest which I took in the figure on the mattress, probably, also, the peculiar quality of my interest, attracted the attention of the individual in charge. This was the gentleman who had requested me not to lean against the glass case. He was a short, slight person, with red hair and moustache. He wore a frock coat and a hat which had seen better days, and had a trick of stroking his moustache with one of the dirtiest right hands I had ever seen; which, however, matched the voluminous shirt-cuff which protruded from the sleeve of his coat. I was conscious that for some seconds he had been eyeing me askance. Now he came sidling up — his dirty hand on his moustache.

‘Wonderful man, sir.’

He alluded to the figure on the mattress.

‘I suppose he really is asleep?’

‘What do you think he is — dead?’

‘He looks to me as if he were dead.’

‘That’s not surprising, considering that for eight-and-twenty days he’s tasted neither bite nor sup.’

‘Is that really the case?’

‘Certainly. He hasn’t had so much as a drop of water. The case is locked; the key is in possession of the manager of the Aquarium. Doctors are constantly in and out to see there’s no collusion. You’ll find their reports outside. It’s will-power does it. He wills that he shall go to sleep for thirty days, and he goes to sleep for thirty days. To try to wake him up before the end of the thirty days, to give him, say, a glass of water, would probably cause his death.’

‘That’s very curious.’

‘It’s more than curious; it’s the greatest marvel of the age.’

‘And when does he wake?’

‘At ten o’clock on Saturday evening next — in the presence of the manager and staff of the Aquarium, and a large representative body of distinguished medical gentlemen. It will be the sensation of the hour. Though we shall charge double prices for admission, the room won’t hold the people.’

I wondered. At present there seemed a good deal of space to spare.

‘What is his name?’

‘Montagu Babbacombe — a name known all over the world.’

The little man eyed me sharply.

‘I meant, what is his real name?’

‘His real name? What do you mean? That is his real name.’

‘How long have you known him?’

‘May I ask, sir, what prompts you to put that inquiry to me?’

‘I merely thought that Mr. Babbacombe resembles a person with whom I was once acquainted, and I wondered if he might be any relation of his; that is all.’

‘Ah, as to that, I know nothing. I am only here to testify to Mr. Montagu Babbacombe’s bona-fides as a sleeping man, and that I unhesitatingly do.’

I held out a sovereign between my finger and thumb.

‘Can you give me Mr. Babbacombe’s private address?’

‘If my becoming the possessor of that coin is contingent on my doing what you require, then it can’t be done. There’s an etiquette in my profession which on me is binding.’

‘Your sentiments do you credit, Mr. — —’

‘FitzHoward; Augustus FitzHoward is my name, sir. But I tell you what might be managed. If you’re here on Saturday night when Mr. Babbacombe wakes, I might arrange to introduce you to him. But you will have to remember, sir, that Mr. Babbacombe is a public man, and that to him, as to me, time is money.’

‘If I do come I shall not fail to bear it well in mind.’ The coin changed hands. ‘You will not forget me?’

‘No, sir, I shall not. What name?’

‘What name? You say yours is FitzHoward. Well, mine is Smith; John Smith.’

There was a twinkle in Mr. FitzHoward’s eye which suggested that he was more of a humorist than might at first appear.

‘Smith? An unusual name like that, sir, is not likely to escape my recollection. You may rely on me.’

Some other people entered, two women and two men. They were followed by still more. Mr. Augustus FitzHoward and I parted. I went out into the main building. One thing seemed tolerably certain: ‘Montagu Babbacombe,’ unless appearances were even more deceptive than usual, could hardly have been conscious of my recognition, if recognition it really was. On that point I had until Saturday night to think things over. Practically two clear days.


CHAPTER II

LADY DESMOND GIVES A DINNER PARTY

That Thursday evening I dined with Lady Desmond. The old lady had been in town since Monday; staying at some rooms which she favoured in Clarges Street. She had issued her commands to me to attend on her at dinner. Had it not been for the conversation which I had had with Edith the night before, I should have still been wondering what it meant. Edith, however, had made matters perfectly clear.

Reggie and I were both to be in attendance. We were both of us to receive our dismissal. I was to be finally informed that I could not marry Edith, he that he could not marry Vi. The dowager had made other arrangements of her own. I looked forward to their announcement with feelings which were a little mixed.

Vi came to me just as I was starting. I had made no secret of my engagement. She had not commented on it till then. I thought I had seldom seen her look better. She is a willowy slip of a girl, with about her that air of the thoroughbred which, nowadays, is as great a distinction as a woman can have. She was born to be a great lady; the Howarth women always have been: yet, with it all, she is just a girl. Her chief fault is a proneness to impetuous speech. But that is a quality of youth. She let fly at me at once.

‘Douglas, why hasn’t Lady Desmond invited me?’

‘My dear Vi, how can I tell you?’

‘I know. And so do you.’

‘I assure you that I do not know why Lady Desmond has not invited you.’

‘Then I’ll tell you. She has not invited me because it is quite likely that she never means to invite me again. She intends to wash her hands of me entirely. I shouldn’t be surprised if she cuts me dead. She wants Reggie to marry Mary Magruder.’ I said nothing. This was clearly a case in which silence was golden. ‘I have told him he may.’

‘I should have expected you to do no less.’

‘He says he won’t.’

‘As matters are likely to turn out, that is a pity.’

‘Douglas! — What do you mean?’

‘Reggie is in a bad way. I’m afraid that before long he’ll be in a worse.’

‘How about you? Don’t you stand or fall together?’

‘Just so. That is it. It’s because my hours are numbered that I say it’s a pity. If he were to marry Mary Magruder then you might marry her masculine equivalent. You know as well as I do that he is to be found.’

I was thinking of George Charteris. An extra shade of colour came into her cheeks, just to show she knew it.

‘Douglas, are you trying to be humorous?’

‘Not at all. My dear Vi, I’ll be plain with you. I’ve reason to believe that before very long both Reggie and I may come a cropper. My very earnest advice to both of you is that you agree to treat the past as past, and try to retrieve your positions while there still is time.’

She eyed me; reading on my face that I meant what I said.

‘You can tell Reggie from me that I think it would be better that he should marry Mary Magruder as soon as he possibly can. We all know that she’s willing enough. You may add, if you like, that I will never marry him, if things are going to be as you say they are.’

‘And you?’

‘I shall never marry any one but him. Please, Douglas, don’t worry me to do so. You know that is so. But then I’m not one of those girls to whom marriage is all in all.’

I knew that, if that was not a falsehood, it was at least an evasion of the truth; for I was aware that, to her, happiness meant being Reggie Sherrington’s wife. She asked, as I was leaving the room.

‘How about Edith?’

I was still, pretending that I had not heard. She had spoken softly, so that the pretence seemed plausible; though I was conscious that it was but seeming, for Vi reads me as if I were an open book. But I had not the courage to reply. Indeed, it was a question to which I had not yet found an answer. In that lay the sting. How about Edith? was what I kept asking myself all the time. Nor had I found a solution to the problem when I reached the door of Milady’s lodgings.

Lady Desmond’s taste is not in all things mine; particularly is that the case with her taste in lodgings. The rooms in Clarges Street are kept by an ancient man and woman who are, no doubt, worthy folk enough, but who are also stupid, slow, and behind the times. I was shown into what is called the drawing-room — a fusty apartment, the very atmosphere of which was synonymous with depression. My hostess rose to receive me; a little stiff, bony figure, dressed in old clothes, which were ill-fitting and old-fashioned when she first had them. It was an extraordinary thing, but I have never seen that woman in what looked like a new dress yet. I believe that when she buys things she stores them away, never putting them on till they are old — and rumpled. In her left hand she had a stick; she extended two fingers of her right to me by way of greeting.

Edith came towards me from the struggling fire in the dingy fireplace. God knows she is past her first beauty; but she will always be young to me. As I took her hand in mine I told myself, for the thousandth time, what a coward I was not to have made her my wife long ago. This is not a sentimental age, and I am not a sentimental man; but for her I would go through the fires of hell. Yet there we were, I an old bachelor, she a spinster yet. Marriage, nowadays, is surrounded with so many complications.

‘Hollo, Douglas! Going strong? Isn’t this place enough to give you the horrors?’

This was Reggie, who had preceded me. The final portion of his remark was whispered.

The dinner was in keeping with the rooms; badly chosen, badly cooked, badly served. No one ate anything; no one talked. One couldn’t even drink; the wine was frightful. We sat there like mutes at our own funerals. For my part I was glad when the cloth was cleared; though I knew that a bad quarter of an hour was coming. It could scarcely be worse than what had gone before. The old lady fired the first shot.

‘Edith, had you not better withdraw?’

‘No, mother. I know what you are going to say, and, as I am as much interested in it as any one else, I should prefer to stop.’

My hostess wasted no time in argument or preamble; she came straight to the point.

‘Mr. Howarth, I have asked you to come here in order to tell you that any sentimental understanding which may have existed between Edith and yourself is, henceforward, at an end.’ I essayed to speak; she stopped me. ‘I know what you are going to say. I’ve heard it over and over again. What I say is this. Edith is getting on. You certainly are no longer young; you are going both bald and grey. Financially, you are worse off than when I first knew you. Isn’t that the case?’

‘It is.’

‘You have absolutely no prospects.’

Reggie struck in.

‘O aunt, come! If he’s hard up it’s only because I owe him such a heap. There’s no doubt whatever that Twickenham’s dead. We only have to prove it to be both of us in clover.’

‘Twickenham is not dead. During the last few nights I’ve seen him several times.’

‘You’ve seen Twickenham?’

‘In dreams. I could not quite make out where he was, but he was in some extraordinary situation, from which you will find that he will presently emerge. It is no use your counting on his death. He’s alive. Twickenham is not the kind of man who dies easily.’

‘I thought dreams went by contraries.’

‘Not such dreams as I have had.’ She turned to me with a question which took me aback. ‘Don’t you know that he’s alive?’

‘My dear Lady Desmond!’

‘You do know that he’s alive; and I know you know. I don’t want any discussion; you will only fence and quibble. But I appeal to you as a man of honour not to stand in the way of Edith’s happiness.’

‘That I undertake at once not to do.’

‘Mother, hadn’t you better tell Douglas that you wish me to marry Colonel Foljambe, and that’s your idea of my happiness?’

‘Colonel Foljambe is a very worthy gentleman.’

‘If he isn’t now,’ I said,’ he never will be.’

‘He’s not much older than you are.’

That was monstrous. Foljambe had turned seventy. But I let her go on.

‘Then there’s Reggie and that sister of yours. Violet Howarth’s a sensible girl. She can do very well for herself if she likes, and she knows that she never will do anything at all with Reggie. The probabilities are that when Twickenham does return, it will be with a wife and family at his heels.’

‘Leaving that eventuality out of the question, I am instructed by Violet to say that Reggie is at perfect liberty to do as he likes. So far as she is concerned she is quite willing to consider the engagement at an end.’

‘That’s Vi all over. She’d cut off her hand and throw it into the fire if she thought it would do me good. But I don’t happen to be taking any; and I’ll go straight from here and tell her so. It’s all nonsense about Twickenham’s being alive; he’s as dead as that is.’

He rapped his knuckle against the table. His aunt leant over the board.

‘Reggie, he’s alive. Miss Sandford is right.’

‘Miss Sandford?’

‘Miss Sandford sees things which we don’t see, and she knows things which we don’t know. But now I’ve seen things, and I know. And what’s more, Mr. Howarth knows too.’

‘Douglas, what does my aunt mean by saying that you know Twickenham’s alive?’

‘I have not the least conception.’

‘Do you know?’

‘I do not.’

‘Have you any reason to suppose that he’s alive?’

I hesitated. Whether it was or was not a lie which I told, I could not say.

‘None whatever.’

‘You see, aunt: there’s his answer for you.’

‘For reasons of his own, Mr. Howarth has chosen to conceal the truth. But he does know; and he knows I know.’

The old lady’s persistence roused me.

‘May I ask, Lady Desmond, on what grounds you base your assertion?’

‘I am unable to tell you; on no grounds, if you like to put it that way. But you do know; and you know I know you know.’

I rose from my chair.

‘In that case discussion would be fruitless. Since Lady Desmond’s reasons are of such an extremely recondite nature it would be useless for me to attempt to probe for them. Let us understand each other before I go. Edith, is it to be with us as your mother desires?’

‘Not with my goodwill. I certainly will never marry Colonel Foljambe.’

‘Then you never shall be asked to. I will not give you up, nor shall you give me up; but you shall be my wife before the year is out.’

‘Douglas!’

‘I don’t know how it is to come about, but it shall come about; I do know so much. All these years have been wasted, but they shall be made up for you before long. You shall be as happy a wife as a man can make you.’

‘Douglas!’

She had her elbows on the table, and her face upon her hands.

‘What nonsense is this?’ demanded Lady Desmond. ‘Haven’t I said that I brought you here to tell you that I would have no more of it?’

‘My dear Lady Desmond, I think you will admit that Edith and I have arrived at years of discretion?’

‘You’ll never do that if you live to be a hundred. You’ve ruined my life, and you’ve ruined hers. You’ve made her prematurely old. Look at her! Who would think, to see her now, that not long ago she was the most beautiful girl in England, and that she had only to lift her finger to have any man in England at her feet? She has no father or brother to protect her, or she’d have been rid of you long ago. But you’ve promised that you’ll stand no longer in her way, and if you’ve a shred of manhood in you, you’ll keep your word.’

I went round to where she sat.

‘Edith, what am I to do?’

Getting up, she put her hands upon my shoulders.

‘Marry me in what I stand up in; and take me to live with you in country lodgings.’

‘You hear, Lady Desmond. Edith is going to be my wife.’

‘Then she’ll be no daughter of mine.’

‘Excuse me,’ cried Reggie, ‘but it strikes me that I ought to have a word in this. You seem to forget, aunt, that if Douglas is in a hole, it’s because of what he’s done for me.’

‘I forget nothing. If you choose to behave like a sensible person, you will be able to repay Mr. Howarth any moneys he may have advanced you, together with sufficient interest, within three months.’

‘In other words, if I choose to behave like a blackguard, perjure myself all round, make myself and every one connected with me unhappy, I may be able to wheedle enough money out of the woman I’ve lied to to enable me to treat the best friend a man had as if he were a sixty per center. Then, when it does turn out that Twickenham’s dead, where shall I be? Saddled with a wife I hate; more in love than ever with the girl I’ve treated badly; in the bad books of the man who has stuck to me closer than any brother I ever heard of. Thank you; I’m obliged. If Vi won’t marry me, it won’t be because I’m not willing. Do you know, aunt, I believe that you’re a bad lot.’

‘How dare you speak to me like that, sir?’

‘I use the term in a Parliamentary sense only. Of course I know that as a matter of fact your goodness is established beyond all question. But you don’t seem to realise what Vi is to me. If it weren’t that I’ve been living on her brother I’d have made her marry me long ago; for, hang me if I wouldn’t marry her on nothing rather than not marry her at all. Nothing would give me greater pleasure than to bring it off the same day Douglas brings off his little event; especially if he can manage to make the date an early one.’

Reggie winked at me. I am afraid that his aunt perceived the movement of his eyelid. She rose with an air of extreme dudgeon.

‘I will not say what I think of you all. It would only be a waste of good words. You have heard me give expression to my wishes. If you choose to act in opposition to them, you must do so. You have all arrived at what Mr. Howarth was pleased to call, I presume ironically, the age of discretion. Some of you got there a good many years ago. It only remains for me to wash my hands of any responsibility for what you may do, and, if I think it necessary, to decline your further acquaintance. Edith, are you coming with me?’

‘Good-night,’ I said to Edith as she turned to accompany her mother. ‘I shall not see you again.’

‘I shall hear from you?’

‘You shall hear from me very soon. I will lose no time in making arrangements for our joint occupation of those country lodgings.’

She smiled. I held the door open for her mother and herself to leave the room. As she passed she whispered:

‘I mean it.’

Reggie and I went away together. In the street he asked:

‘Can I come in and see Violet?’

‘Better not. At least not to-night. Just as well that you should sleep on it.’

‘What do you mean by that?’

I considered a moment before I answered.

‘You see, Reggie, we’re all four of us playing the part of Don Quixote; Violet and you, Edith and I. I’m beginning to fear that we’ve been playing the part for years. It’s all very well for us to talk of marrying the women of our hearts; but there are things to be considered. There are the women.’

‘Would you have me throw Vi over?’

‘The word’s ill chosen. It ill becomes me to play the part of mentor after the way in which I’ve just behaved, but — suppose Twickenham were to turn up?’

‘It would be pretty bad.’

‘If that were all! I doubt if he’d give you a penny: as for me, he’d laugh me to scorn. You and I’d be beggars. Would it be chivalrous to drag the women into the ditch with us?’

‘But Twickenham’s dead.’

We’ve no proof of it. We’ve been looking for proof for some time. A pretty penny the search has cost us.’

‘What makes you talk like this? You’ve seemed convinced enough about his being dead. You’ve gone Nap on it.’

‘Precisely. And I’m now inclined to wonder if I haven’t gone Nap on a pretty bad hand.’

‘Surely you don’t believe any of that stuff about my aunt’s dreams?’

‘Your aunt’s dreams are neither here nor there. But between ourselves, I tell you candidly that I think it’s quite possible that Twickenham’s alive.’

‘Good God! What have you heard?’

‘I have heard nothing. By the purest accident I have chanced on what may turn out to be a clue. If it does, you shall hear more next week. At present I can tell you nothing.’

‘Douglas, where is he?’

‘You move too fast. I believe that it’s still even betting that Twickenham’s as dead as a coffin nail. But you will see for yourself why you and I should not pose as being too chivalrous, and especially why you should sleep upon the matter before having another interview with Vi. Good-night.’

I left him staring after me in Piccadilly. I was afraid of his asking inconvenient questions, just as I had been afraid of not saying anything at all. I might have lighted on a mare’s nest, but in case I had not, it only seemed fair that he should have some sort of warning, so that the bolt might not descend on him altogether out of the blue.

Violet met me as soon as I entered the hall.

‘Well, what has happened?’

I led the way back into the drawing-room, feeling indisposed to discuss delicate matters within quite such obvious sound of the servants’ ears.

‘I don’t know that anything has happened.’

‘Is Reggie going to marry Mary Magruder?’

‘He says not.’

‘Who is he going to marry?’

‘He says he’s going to marry you.’

‘Douglas! In spite of Lady Desmond’s prohibition? I suppose she did prohibit it?’

‘Oh, yes, she did that right enough. But he did not seem disposed to lay much stress upon Lady Desmond’s prohibition; as you probably expected.’ I was convinced that she would have been a surprised young woman if he had paid attention to anything his aunt might have had to say on such a matter. ‘At the same time, if you will take my advice, you won’t attach weight to anything Reggie may have said, either one way or the other. I, for instance, have promised to marry Edith — again in the face of Lady Desmond’s prohibition. But I think it possible that, before very long, neither he nor I may be in a position to marry any one.’

‘Do you think that want of money will make any difference to Edith or to me?’

‘I do not. But I am sure that neither of you would feel disposed to be a clog upon your husband.’

‘A clog! I a clog on Reggie? Rather than I’d be that I’d die!’

I looked at her. As I did so there rose before me a vision of a man lying on a bare mattress, clad in a suit of white pyjamas, inside a glass case. It entirely prevented my seeing Violet. I had to close my eyes to shut it out.


CHAPTER III

CROSS QUESTIONS AND CROOKED ANSWERS

The next day I paid a second visit to the Royal Aquarium. I was conscious that it might not be the wisest possible thing to do, but I could not keep away.

There was a larger attendance of the public at Mr. Montagu Babbacombe’s side show. I attributed that to the fact that the period during which he had undertaken to continue asleep was drawing to a close. Mr. Augustus FitzHoward recognised me at once. He greeted me with an affable smile, as an old acquaintance.

‘Ah, Mr. Smith! Glad to see you. I thought you’d come.’

I wondered what he meant; if he meant anything at all. For the second time the exhibition did not appear to me to be an agreeable one. Again I experienced a sense of shock when my glance first fell on the seemingly dead man, lying stark and rigid, covered only with those hideous white pyjamas, prisoned under the huge glass case. He resembled an exhibit in a medical museum; a gruesome one at that. I found it difficult to believe that he really lived. I could not detect the slightest sign of respiration. The face just looked as if it had been touched by the hand of Death. I have seen dead men in my time. If that was not death, then it was an awful imitation.

I caught myself hoping that he was dead. For it was Twickenham; there was not the slightest doubt of it. And yet the moment after doubts recurred. Twickenham had always been clean shaven; but I remembered that he used to tell me how he had to wrestle with his beard. In particular I had a faint recollection that if he left off shaving for a week he would have a beard three inches long. This man’s chin was bristly; it did not add to the charm of his appearance. But presuming that his chin had remained untouched, it did not suggest anything like such a growth of hair as that of which Twickenham had spoken. Mr. Augustus FitzHoward was standing behind me. I put to him a question.

‘Has Mr. Babbacombe been shaved since he fell asleep?’

‘Shaved! Good gracious no, sir! He has not been touched; except by the medical gentlemen. Didn’t I tell you yesterday that if he were prematurely roused it might be the death of him? Shaved — the idea!’

A sudden impulse actuated me to smash the glass case, by accident — to do something which might bring about the premature restoration of which Mr. Augustus FitzHoward spoke; the awaking which might result in death. For it was borne in on me again that it was Twickenham I saw. A wave of memory swept over me. I saw him in the habit in which he used to be; and was convinced that this was what he would have become after an interval of fifteen years. It was impossible, out of the stories, that two men could be so much alike. The madness which was in his blood when he was young was in it now. This was exactly the sort of insane freak in which he would have delighted. According to Mr. Augustus FitzHoward I had only accidentally to smash the case in front of me, and I should there and then be furnished with ample proof of Twickenham’s death.

While I hesitated, the adroit Mr. FitzHoward improved the occasion by addressing to the assembled spectators, who now numbered perhaps twenty or thirty, some eloquent remarks.

‘Ladies and Gentlemen, — It is a wonderful sight you see before you; life in the likeness of death. Death in life! Mr. Montagu Babbacombe looks dead; if you were able to touch him you would say that he feels dead. He is stiff as a corpse; there is no pulse, no action of the heart; his temperature is that of a man who has long since died. I am prepared to wager that if he were lying in your bed, or mine, instead of being on exhibition here in this glass case, the most eminent physicians called in for purposes of examination would unhesitatingly testify that he was dead. Even the surgeon’s blade would disclose nothing suggesting life. And, for the last four weeks, to all intents and purposes he has been dead. To-morrow he will come back to us as a man out of the tomb. He will find that the world has moved; that great events have happened of which he knows nothing. It will be a kind of resurrection. To-morrow will be to him to-morrow; but since his yesterday a month will have elapsed; a month of complete oblivion. If he keeps a diary, during that month each page of it will of necessity be blank.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, — To-morrow, Saturday, evening, at ten o’clock to the minute, in the presence of the manager and staff of this building, and a large representative body of eminent medical gentlemen, Mr. Montagu Babbacombe will return from out of the tomb. It will be an awe-inspiring spectacle; truly the miracle of the age. You will see, before your eyes, the dead gradually put on life, and return to the form and habits of our common humanity. The price of admission will, on this occasion, be half-a-crown. Tickets, of which only a few remain, the number being necessarily limited, may be obtained at the door on going out. If you are wise, you will avail yourselves of the opportunity to purchase while there are still any to be had. May I offer you a ticket, sir?’

Mr. Augustus FitzHoward produced a bundle of tickets from his pocket there and then. I bought one, as did others — though not in such numbers as the eloquence of his remarks perhaps merited. I may safely say that had I been actuated by nothing but a desire to be the witness of what Mr. FitzHoward called an ‘awe-inspiring spectacle,’ I should have been no patron. It occurred to me, as it probably did to others, that the proceedings might take a form which might quite possibly prove the reverse of agreeable. As it was, I endeavoured to evade the necessity of being present.

Waiting till the almost too eloquent orator had disposed of all the tickets which his auditors could be induced to buy, I accosted him.

‘Look here, Mr. FitzHoward, can’t you arrange an interview for me with Mr. Babbacombe?’

‘I told you that if you’re here to-morrow night I’ll try to manage an introduction. So I will. I can’t do more than that.’

‘But I don’t want to be here to-morrow night; at least, not in here. Can’t I see him somewhere else?’

‘Does he know you?’

‘That is more than I can tell you.’

‘Perhaps he won’t want to see you if he knows who you are.’

There was a twinkle in the speaker’s eye. I realised the truth of his words. It was extremely probable, if it was Twickenham, and he had an inkling of who I was, that he would decline the pleasure of an interview. ‘You see Mr. Babbacombe won’t be altogether himself; after such an experience as he has had it’s not to be expected. For reasons of health, if for no other, he won’t be disposed to run the risk of more physical strain than he can possibly help.’

I understood the innuendo — or thought I did. If I wished to see and speak to him, I should have to be present when he returned, in his agile associate’s phrase, ‘from out of the tomb.’ Otherwise, before I knew it, he might vanish for another period of fifteen years.

I found, at home, that something like a heated discussion was taking place. Edith and Reggie were both with Violet. What Lady Desmond would have thought of the proceedings is more than I can say. They all began at me at once.

‘Douglas, what did you mean by saying last night — —’

Reggie had got so far when Violet cut him short.

‘Reggie, let me speak. I’ll get an answer out of him. Douglas, is the Marquis of Twickenham really alive?’

As I might have expected, Reggie had scarcely been five minutes in Violet’s society before he blurted out all that I had said to him. She certainly is an insinuating young woman, and shrewd to boot. It would not take her long to perceive that there was something at the back of the young gentleman’s mind. Having surmised so much, almost before he knew it, she would have ascertained what it was. Apparently Edith had come in at the very moment when explanations were taking place. So that now I had all three of them against me.

‘Will you please tell me at once, Douglas, if the Marquis of Twickenham is alive?’

This she said with something very like the stamp of her foot. She can be imperious when she chooses; as, one of these days, her husband will learn.

‘I tell you what I will do; if you don’t mind, I’ll take a cup of tea.’

‘Douglas, how can you be so frivolous, when, for all we know, we may be standing on the brink of a volcano?’

‘If I were standing in the very heart of a volcano — if I could get it, I should like a cup of tea.’

‘I’ll give you one.’

This was Edith. I took the cup she offered. Before I had a chance to sip it, Violet began at me again.

‘Now, Douglas, perhaps you’ll tell us.’

‘Tell you what?’

‘If the Marquis of Twickenham is alive.’

I turned to Reggie.

‘I suppose I’m indebted to you for this. Next time I have a confidential remark to make, which I wish to have shouted in the market-place, I shall know whom to address.’

‘You never told me not to tell. And I haven’t shouted it in the market-place; whatever you mean by that. I only told Vi.’

‘Only!’

Violet answered for him.

‘It’s no use your attacking Reggie; I made him tell. Situated as we are, there ought to be no secrets between us; between any of us. Do you mean to say that you consider that the knowledge that the Marquis of Twickenham is alive is knowledge which you are entitled to keep to yourself?’

‘My dear Vi, there is no doubt that animation suits you; but I shouldn’t on that account be always in a condition of explosiveness.’

Her cheeks flamed. Nothing annoys her so much as being told that she’s excitable. Edith laid her hand upon my arm.

‘Douglas, tell me; is it true?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Do you mean that you don’t know, or that you won’t say? Have you any reason to believe that he’s alive; any tangible reason?’

‘As I told Reggie, and as I presume he has told you, I shall be in a better position to answer that question next week.’

‘But why not now? What is it you do know? Why keep us in suspense? Is it fair? Think of what it means to all of us; of what it means to me. It has come to this — that to me it is almost a question of life or death.’

I understood the allusion; it cut me to the heart.

‘I tell you that I know nothing.’

‘Then why did you say that last night to Reggie?’

‘Because I supposed him to be possessed of a few grains of common sense.’

‘But you must have had some grounds to go upon. You surely wouldn’t have said a thing like that without a cause — you, of all men. Miss Sandford has never doubted that he’s alive; now mother seems equally convinced; now there’s you, throwing out mysterious hints. Be fair to us; make us sharers even of your suspicions.’

‘Very good; I’ll tell you all there is to tell, though it will only unsettle you as it unsettled me.’

‘We can’t be more unsettled than we are already. Anything to get out of the darkness into the light.’

‘You’ll still be in the darkness when you’ve heard all I have to say; I promise you that. I know I’m fogged enough.’

I cast about in my mind how best to tell a part of the truth without revealing all. It was very far from my desire to send them all scampering off to the Aquarium, as they undoubtedly would do if they learned everything. Edith guessed what I was after.

‘Are you thinking how much you can keep back? Be fair.’

‘I will be fair; what’s more, I’ll be open too.’ Always begin like that when you intend to be as much the other kind of thing as possible. ‘I’ll put you in possession of all the information I have in a single sentence. The other day I saw a man who was Twickenham’s living image.’

They had gathered round me. I had a dim consciousness that their faces changed colour. With their eyes they seemed to be trying to search me through and through. My statement was followed by a perceptible pause. Then Edith began to question me.

‘The other day? When?’

‘Yesterday.’

‘Yesterday? Then you knew last evening. Mother was right.’

‘I did not know. I don’t know now. It seems incredible that two men could be so much alike, but, on the other hand, it seems equally incredible that, under the circumstances, it could have been he.’

‘Under the circumstances? What were the circumstances?’

‘That I decline to say. I must ask you to take my word for it that the circumstances under which I saw this man make it practically impossible that it could have been he.’

‘Did he see you?’

‘He did not.’

‘Did you try to speak to him?’

‘I had no chance.’

‘Did you find out where he lives, or anything at all about him?’

‘I did this: I found a man who knows him, and who, I have reason to believe, will bring me face to face with him at a very early date.’

‘When?’

‘I hope that the question of identity will be settled by Tuesday morning.’

‘Hope? Is that quite the appropriate word? Because I perceive that it is Twickenham. You see, Douglas, I know you so well.’

‘It is because I expected you to take that point of view that I was reluctant to speak: because I’m more than doubtful if the man I saw was Twickenham.’

‘I’m not. If it had been any one but you it would have been a different case. But, you know, Douglas, your royal gift of remembering faces. You never confuse one person with another, even if it is a person you only saw for five minutes twenty years ago. If you have seen a man who was so like Twickenham that you would not like to say it was not Twickenham, it was. Reggie won’t be Marquis yet.’

She leant against the mantel, looking pale. There was something in her attitude which seemed to me condemnatory. I felt ashamed. Reggie threw himself into an arm-chair.

‘If it was Twickenham I shall be in a pretty tight fix.’

‘We all shall. I shall have to instal Edith in those country lodgings. You will have to marry Mary Magruder. Violet will be Mrs. George Charteris.’

‘I shall be nothing of the kind. I wish you wouldn’t settle my future in quite such an off-handed fashion. It’s not in the best of taste.’

‘I certainly shall not marry Mary Magruder.’

‘You might do worse.’

Vi turned on me.

‘You mean that he might marry me. Douglas, you are at times so sweet. You needn’t be afraid; I’ll be no clog on him.’

‘I’ll make you marry me. You promised that you would; I imagine you are not prepared to deny it. I’ll make you keep your word.’

‘You’ll make me! Indeed! My dear Reggie, it’s news to me to learn that I’m the kind of person who can be made to do anything.’

‘Good children, pray don’t argue. In anticipating the very worst, we may be destined to suffer disappointment. In the first place, I am extremely doubtful if it was Twickenham; though Edith isn’t. But then she didn’t see him, and I did; so, of course, she knows. Even granting it was Twickenham, during fifteen years he may have altered. He may have become the most generous and delightful soul alive. In any case, he will have plenty. He can hardly refuse assistance to his only brother.’

‘He won’t dare to give me nothing. Especially when he knows the hole I’m in.’

‘Dare!’ Edith smiled. ‘Twickenham dare do anything. Particularly in the way of making himself disagreeable.’

‘O Lord! Don’t talk like that. As Douglas says, during fifteen years he may have altered.’

‘Can the Ethiopian change his skin?’

That was what I had myself been wondering.


CHAPTER IV

MR. MONTAGU BABBACOMBE AWAKES

Something of the crowd which Mr. Augustus FitzHoward foretold did assemble. It was half-past nine when I entered that part of the building in which Mr. Montagu Babbacombe was on exhibition, and already it was quite sufficiently filled. Mr. FitzHoward stood at the receipt of custom, wearing an air of triumph, and what seemed the same dirty pair of cuffs. He beamed at me as I tendered my ticket.

‘All right?’ I asked.

‘All perfectly right, sir. In half an hour from now Mr. Montagu Babbacombe will come back from the land of the dead to the land of the living, after a thirty days’ sojourn among the shadows. It may be that he will be the bearer of important news from Shadowland. Walk in, ladies and gentlemen, while there still is time.’

The major part of his remarks was addressed to folks in general. I wanted him to say something on a subject which was of interest only to myself.

‘I suppose it can be arranged for me to speak to Mr. Babbacombe after the close of his entertainment.’

‘Entertainment, sir! I would have you know that this is not an entertainment; a mere commonplace show. It’s a modern miracle; the miracle of the age — as those who witness it will with one voice proclaim. Admission, half-a-crown!’ This was said at the top of his voice. A postscript was uttered in milder tones. ‘I can’t make any promise. I expect it’ll be pretty lively after ten, and perhaps Mr. Babbacombe mayn’t feel up to much. But if you’ll keep yourself handy, if I can manage an introduction I will. The rest you must manage yourself.’

‘Very good. You understand that I must see him alone.’

‘Alone? I didn’t understand that.’

‘I must see him alone. If you arrange for me to do that it will be a five-pound note in your pocket.

‘Sure?’

‘Certain.’

‘Then you hang about as the people are going, and I’ll pass you accidental-like into his dressing-room. As you go in you give me the fiver.’

‘I will.’

‘No kid?’

‘None whatever. You do as you say and I will give you a five-pound note as certainly as I gave you a sovereign on Thursday.’

‘You place yourself where I can keep an eye on you, and I’ll earn that fiver.’ He raised his voice to trumpet tones. ‘Ladies and gentlemen. The greatest feat of modern times is now drawing to a close. The critical moment is at hand. In less than half an hour the boasted miracles of the Indian fakirs will be more than paralleled. Out of the silence Mr. Montagu Babbacombe will come; back from the misty plains. After being dead for thirty days he will resume existence. Already the dews of life are forming on his brow. The few remaining tickets admitting to this wonderful spectacle only two-and-sixpence each.’

I did not know what Mr. FitzHoward meant by ‘the dews of life,’ but so far as I could see, no change whatever had taken place in the appearance of the sleeping man. He retained the same rigidity of attitude, and bore, to the full, the same uncomfortable resemblance to a corpse.

We were a curious crowd. I fancy that, before the proceedings closed, there were several there who rather wished that they had stayed away. I noticed about the people an odd air of repression; a tendency to speak in whispers; or not to speak at all. A good many seemed doubtful whether they were not standing in the actual presence of Death. I confess to some feeling of the kind myself. The man in the white pyjamas, lying on the mattress under the glass case, exercised a not altogether agreeable fascination over all of us. We had to look at him, whether we would or would not. Two young men by me were betting in undertones as to whether he was or was not dead. It seemed to me a fantastically droll idea that the subject of their wager was quite possibly Leonard, Marquis of Twickenham.

I remembered how Leonard had once told me of some fellow or other he had seen somewhere in Cashmere. I expect Mr. FitzHoward’s allusion to Indian fakirs had recalled the conversation to my mind. This fellow had pretended to go to sleep, and had then been put in a hole in the ground, and covered with earth — regularly buried, in fact. Some time afterwards — I forget how long — he had been dug up again, and his friends had tried to waken him up. They tried all sorts of things; beat him with sticks, even cut him with knives. In vain. He would not be roused. So they concluded he was dead. They placed the body in the hut, or house, or whatever it was, in which Leonard was staying; in the very apartment, in fact, in which he slept. In the middle of the night Leonard woke up and saw the dead man coming to life. He stole towards Leonard’s bed with a knife in his hand. Leonard lay perfectly still. In another second or two he would have himself been dead; and this time really. But, just as the fellow was leaning over, in the very act of striking, Leonard shot him with a revolver. The man fell on to him a corpse. About his being a corpse there was, on this occasion, no shadow of doubt whatever.

Twickenham’s inference was that the whole thing, sleeping, burying, and digging up again, had been a trick. I wondered if the show at which we were assisting was a trick. One never knows. Though it was difficult to see where the deceit came in. There was the man; there he was two days ago. That he appeared then as he appeared now I, for one, was prepared to testify. The only question was — was he released each night, after the departure of the public, to enjoy a supper, say, of pork and beans, and a hand of cards with Mr. FitzHoward? It seemed hardly likely that the management would be a party to so egregious a swindle on the British public. It would mean ruin if discovered. Since large interests were at stake, the game would surely not be worth the candle. And without active managerial participation the thing could not be done.

Suppose, on the other hand, the man was dead, as he seemed — that he had died to make an Aquarium side show? It occurred to me that, both legally and morally, we spectators would be in rather an uncomfortable position.

Possibly it was my recollection of Twickenham’s story which served to emphasise, to my thinking, the sleeper’s resemblance to its narrator. As I looked I became more and more convinced that it was he I saw. Indeed, all doubt was at an end. I felt that he had only to open his eyes, and speak, for me to realise that the thing had been certain from the first. That being the case, only one of two things could save us all from ruin.

The one was death. If he was what he looked, there, at hand, was the proof for which we had been searching. Reggie was Marquis. The other was —— . To be frank, it is difficult to put into words in what the other chance of salvation lay. I deemed it just within the range of possibility that in that interview which I was to have with him, and in those other interviews which I would take care should follow, I might succeed in putting the screw on him to such an extent that — well, that, comparatively speaking, all would be right. At the same time I clearly realised that my chance of doing this was something of a minus quantity; and that, for us, it would be best that he should be what he seemed, even though the whole body of spectators might have to suffer.

At a quarter to ten the place was uncomfortably full. There must have been a good harvest of half-crowns for some one. At ten minutes to, several persons appeared who entered a roped-in space immediately surrounding the glass case. I concluded that they were ‘the manager and staff of the building and a large representative body of eminent medical gentlemen.’ At five minutes to, Mr. FitzHoward joined them, having probably concluded that it would be difficult, if not dangerous, to attempt to pack any more people into the place, even if more could be induced to enter.

He lost no time, now that he had arrived, but instantly commenced to treat us to examples of his eloquence.

‘Ladies and Gentlemen, — In less than another five minutes Mr. Montagu Babbacombe will crown his miraculous feat. It only remains for me, during the short time left at my disposal, to prove to you its bona-fideness; that there has been no deception here. Allow me to introduce you to the manager of the building.’

He singled out for our inspection a smiling, yet dignified, gentleman in evening dress; who was, apparently, a very different sort of individual to himself. By way of acknowledging the introduction this gentleman removed his hat.

‘Mr. Manager, you hold in your possession the key of this glass case?’

‘I do.’

‘It was locked in your presence thirty days ago?’

‘It was.’

‘Since then the key has remained in your possession?’

‘It has.’

‘To the best of your knowledge and belief no other key to the case is in existence?’

‘That is so.’

‘The case has not been opened by your orders, or to your knowledge?’

‘It has not.’

‘You have examined it every day to see that it has not been tampered with?’

‘Several times a day.’

‘It has been watched day and night by some person or persons appointed by you, in whose trustworthiness you have faith?’

‘It has.’

‘Therefore, in your opinion, since Mr. Montagu Babbacombe, thirty days ago, fell asleep, and was locked in this case in your presence, no one has had access to him of any sort or kind?’

‘That is my opinion.’

‘I have now to ask you to hand me the key of the case.’

It was handed over. Mr. FitzHoward held it up for us to see.

‘There are four locks to the case, one at each side. This key opens them all. The locks are of very peculiar construction; as, also, is the key. I will now proceed to unlock the case.’

He did unlock it. Four men came forward, lifted the case — it seemed as much as they could do — and, with considerable difficulty, because of the crowd, bore it from the room.

Mr. Montagu Babbacombe remained uncovered.

It was then ten. The fact was announced by a clock in the building; and Mr. FitzHoward stood with his watch in his hand.

‘Ladies and Gentlemen, Mr. Montagu Babbacombe will now awake.’

The doctors, if they were doctors, pressed forward. We all craned our necks.

It seemed inconceivable that after a slumber of thirty days — and one so very much like death — the man could wake to an appointed minute. But he did. Scarcely had Mr. FitzHoward ceased to speak than, with the most natural air in the world, raising his hand, he passed it over his face, as one is sometimes apt to do when awaking. He opened his eyes. He sat up.

To be greeted by a storm of cheers. Which, however, presently died away, as it was realised that there was that in his appearance which was hardly in harmony with such a demonstration. He gazed about him with, on his pallid features, a look of dazed inquiry; as if he wondered where he was. Mr. FitzHoward spoke to him.

‘I’m glad to see you, Mr. Babbacombe. I hope you’re comfortable, sir. Here is Mr. Manager.’

The manager extended his hand.

‘Feeling rested after your sound sleep?’

Mr. Babbacombe apparently did not notice the held-out hand. He answered in a curious monotone, still about him that air of vacancy. The sound of his voice set me all of a twitter.

‘Rested? — Oh, yes, I’m rested. — Rested!’

Mr. FitzHoward motioned to the spectators.

‘All these ladies and gentlemen, Mr. Babbacombe, are here to see you put the crown and summit on the most marvellous feat of modern times. They’re here to see you wake, sir.’

‘Wake? — To see me wake?’

A voice cried out from the crowd: — 

‘Have you been troubled by any bad dreams, sir?’

There was a tendency to titter; which was subdued when it was seen how the inquiry was taken.

‘Dreams! — My dear life! — Dreams!’

There was something in the awakened sleeper’s tone which was not altogether agreeable. It was too suggestive of things on which one did not care to dwell. He addressed FitzHoward.

‘Give me something to eat. I want something to eat.’

He sounded as if he did; and looked it too. Putting his hand up to his head with the gesture of a tired child, he sank back upon the mattress.

‘I want to rest,’ he said.

We were still. He looked as if he had fallen asleep again, for good. Mr. FitzHoward dismissed the audience.

‘Ladies and gentlemen, I have much pleasure in thanking you, on Mr. Montagu Babbacombe’s behalf, for your attendance here, and I now wish you goodnight.’

The people began to file out. Men leaned over the mattress, and there was a whispered consultation. They spoke to him. He continued still — too still. A flask was produced and placed to his lips. He seemed to pay no attention to it whatever. The crowd showed a disposition to linger. The mattress was lifted from its place with him still on it, and borne through the departing spectators out of the room. When it had gone the audience dispersed more rapidly. I stayed on. Presently, when the place had grown comparatively empty, Mr. FitzHoward reappeared. He was buttonholed by half a dozen people at once. It seemed that they were making inquiries as to the awakened sleeper’s condition. He answered them collectively, for our common benefit, in a loud voice.

‘Mr. Montagu Babbacombe feels a little exhausted — as was only to be expected, having had nothing to eat or drink for thirty days, but he wishes me to say to any kind inquirer that he’s all right, and that he confidently expects to feel very shortly as fit as ever he did. Now, gentlemen, I’m sorry to have to hurry you, but I must really ask you all to go.’

They went — he driving them in front of him, like a flock of sheep. I still stayed.

‘How is he?’ I asked.

As he looked at me there was something in his eyes which I did not understand.

‘He’ll be as right as rain in a minute or two.’

‘Can I see him?’

He jingled some money in his trousers pocket.

‘I hardly know what to say. It seems kind of going back on him. It’s not professional; and I’m professional or nothing. Is it trouble?’

‘Do you mean, will an interview with me be the cause to him of trouble? Not at all. If anything, I’m the bearer of good tidings.’

‘Sure?’

‘Certain.’

He eyed me; with a long-continued and penetrating glance.

‘You shall see him inside of five minutes. The money’s right?’

‘It is.’

I showed him a five-pound note.

‘We’ll have first to get rid of those doctors. I understand him, and he understands himself, better than all the doctors put together. Doctors only mess a man about, they’re thinking more of themselves than of you; I never knew a doctor yet who was worth the money you had to pay him. You wait; I’ll shift them.’

He was gone more than five minutes; possibly finding the ‘eminent medical gentlemen,’ of whom, in private life, he apparently had so poor an opinion, more difficult to ‘shift’ than he had expected. When he returned he beckoned with his finger.

‘Now then!’ I advanced to the door at which he stood. ‘Money, please.’ The five-pound note changed hands. ‘In you go. I’ve got to go to the manager’s office on business. You’ll have him to yourself till I come back.’

I found Mr.-Montagu Babbacombe alone, attired in a pair of tweed trousers and a coloured shirt. He was seated by a table, and embraced with his hand a glass containing what looked like whisky and water. In spite of which facts he looked almost as much like a corpse as ever. Without looking up as I entered, he asked: — 

‘Who’s that?’

‘Don’t you know me?’

‘Know you?’ He glanced at me, with lack-lustre eyes, in which was not the faintest gleam of recognition. ‘Do you owe me money? If you’ve come to pay me I’ll know you.’

The voice was not right; he spoke with a faint American accent, which I had not previously noticed. But, in spite of its corpse-like pallor, the face was Twickenham’s.

‘Look at me well. Think.’

‘I’ve quit thinking.’

‘Twickenham!’ He continued to stare. ‘You are Twickenham?’

‘I am. If there’s money in it, you bet I am. Is it a place, or a thing? Sounds like a sort of password.’

‘Leonard!’

‘Am I him, too? I’ve been lots of people in my time, Lord knows. What’s one more?’

‘Why should you think it necessary to play this farce with me?’

‘I’m asking. Excuse me, but are you —— ?’ He touched his forehead with his forefinger. ‘I am.’

I am generally tolerably clear-headed. Never before had I been conscious of such mental confusion. It was a peculiar sensation. As he made that gesture with his forefinger it was all at once borne in on me that, after all, I had made a common or garden fool of myself, and that this was actually not the man. As I observed him, closely a dozen minute points of difference forced themselves upon my notice. I so clearly realised my own asininity that, for the instant, I was speechless. Then I stammered out — 

‘You must excuse, sir, what probably appears to you my very singular behaviour, but, the fact is, you have the most amazing resemblance to a person with whom I was once very intimate.’

‘Poor devil!’

‘He was a poor devil.’

‘You lay on it. If he was like me.’

A shadow of doubt returned.

‘May I ask you to be serious, sir, and tell me, on your word of honour, if you have ever seen me before?’

‘I have. As a child. Many a time we’ve played together in my mother’s backyard. Let me see, your name’s —— Smith? — Ah. — Mine’s Brown. I mean Babbacombe. It’s all the same. See small bills.’

I hesitated. On a sudden an idea came to me, as it were, on a flash of lightning. The language seems exaggerated, yet I doubt if any other would adequately portray the fact. It did come to me in a single illuminating second. Not in embryo, but wholly formed. I saw the whole thing in its entirety. There, on the instant, was the complete scheme ready to my hand.

The suddenness of the thing unhinged me. I was not that night in the finest fettle. I scarcely saw how, then and there, to broach to him the subject. Attacked brusquely, it might be ruined. He was, probably, in worse condition even than myself; he might be affected even more disagreeably than I had been. Procrastination would probably be best, though in procrastination there was risk. Still — I saw no other way.

I moistened my lips. They had all at once gone dry.

‘Mr. Babbacombe, where can I see you, to-morrow, on a matter of importance?’

‘What’s the matter?’

‘It is one which will probably result in my being able to place a considerable sum of money at your disposal.’

‘You’re seeing me now.’

‘This is a matter on which I can hardly enter, here, and now. I should prefer, with your permission, to see you again to-morrow.

‘To-morrow’s Sunday.’

‘That makes no difference to me.’

‘Oh! you don’t honour the Sabbath day, to keep it holy.’ He emptied his glass. ‘Give me some more.’ A bottle of whisky was standing at his elbow. I poured some out. When I was proceeding to dilute it with water, he stopped me. ‘None of that. Neat.’ He swallowed what I had given him. ‘Thank God for alcohol. There’s nothing like it, when you’ve got where I am. — What’s that you were saying about wanting to see me to-morrow?’

‘Where can I see you — and when?’

‘Where? In the grave; if I keep on feeling like I’m feeling now. I’ve slept too much. — Give me some more.’

He tilted his glass.

‘You’ve had enough.’

‘D —— n you, man, what the devil do you mean by telling me I’ve had enough? I never have enough. If I had all that’s in the world I wouldn’t have enough. It’s my stuff, not yours. Give me some more.’ I poured him out a little. ‘Don’t stint, you’re not paying.’ Again he swallowed at a gulp what I had given him. It seemed, instead of stupefying, to clear his head. ‘That’s more like it. Now I’m feeling better. After half a bottle I’m pretty well, and after a bottle I’m nearly right. Listen to me. I’ll see you tomorrow, Sunday morning, at the York Hotel, in Stamford Street. After twelve o’clock. Say half-past. Make a note of it.’

‘I will.’

‘And mind you’re there.’

‘I will be there. Mind you also are there.’

‘If I’m alive I’ll be there. You ask for Mr. Montagu Babbacombe — that’s me. Let me see, your name’s — —’

‘Smith.’

‘Smith. Oh, yes, Smith. You look a Smith. I knew a Smith once who was just like you; one of the nicest fellows that ever breathed. Only an awful thief! And such a liar! Perhaps you knew him too. Might have been a brother. Did you ever have a brother who was hung? He was. What’s the other name?’

‘My name’s John Smith, sir, to you.’

‘Very well, Mr. John Smith to me, I shall expect to see you to-morrow, Sunday morning, at the York Hotel in Stamford Street, at half-past twelve. And you be there! If you’re not there, I hope that you’ll be hung; like your brother. You understand?

‘Perfectly.’

There was a noise at the back. Turning, I perceived that it was caused by the entrance of Mr. Augustus FitzHoward. I understood that it was time for me to take my leave. I thought it possible that the newcomer might find it difficult to induce Mr. Babbacombe to leave the chair on which he was seated, before finishing the bottle of whisky — which was still half full. I had no wish to witness any discussion of the kind.


CHAPTER V

AT THE YORK HOTEL

I cannot recall spending a more cheerful night than that one. I hasten to add, as a professional humorist might do, that that remark is meant to be satirical. All night — I cannot say ‘I lay in agony’ — but I wrestled with various problems. Mr. Montagu Babbacombe was with me all the time. Had he been there in the actual flesh his presence could not have been more obvious.

Now that he was physically absent, the original impression recurred with its former force. I told myself, over and over again, that the man was really and truly Twickenham. His denial of the fact I accounted nothing. He always had been fond, with or without apparent cause, of denying his own identity. That game was old. When detected in an invidious position, as he was apt to be, he would swear, using all manner of oaths and with a face of brass, that he was somebody altogether different. He had been known to do it repeatedly. The thing was notorious.

If he was Twickenham, nothing was more probable than that he should assert the contrary. It was part of his crack-brainedness. I ought to have taken that for granted from the first. His voice and manner were the two chief points on which he differed from my recollections of Leonard. They could be simulated. The man had always been an actor. Still, I could scarcely force the man to claim his peerage. Little would be gained by my proclaiming, ‘Behold, the Marquis of Twickenham!’ if he himself declared that he was nothing of the kind. The onus of proof would rest on me. The cost of it! And what profit would accrue even from success?

However, I was not altogether at the end of my resources. I was too near drowning not to clutch at every straw which offered. I believed I saw something very like a plank. If the man was not available in one way he might be in another. Even if he was Twickenham, I fancied that I had hit upon just the sort of devil’s trick which would appeal to his madman’s sense of humour. If he would only keep his appointment in the morning. There was the rub. That night I blamed myself a hundred times for allowing him to pass out of my sight. It was long odds against my seeing him again.

Yet if there had been a taker, and I had laid the odds, I should have lost. The man was on the spot to time.

It was before the appointed time when I alighted from a hansom outside the York Hotel. The place seemed more of a tavern than an hotel, but there was an hotel entrance. Into this I walked. Behind the swing doors stood a person apparently in authority.

‘Can I see Mr. Montagu Babbacombe?’

I expected him to say that no such person was known in that establishment. Instead of that he answered my question with another.

‘What name?’

‘John Smith?’

He addressed a waiter.

‘Show this gentleman in to Mr. Babbacombe.’

I was shown in to Mr. Babbacombe. The ‘Sleeping Man’ was taking his ease in what I took to be a private sitting-room. That is, he reclined on a couch. On a small table at his side was a bottle of whisky and a tumbler. On a larger table, where it was well out of his reach, was a bottle of water — full. He was smoking what I knew by its perfume to be a good cigar. He was dressed in a suit of dark grey, which not only seemed to be a good fit, but to be well cut. He wore a high collar, and a white Jarvey tie, in which was thrust a diamond pin. He looked as if he had something to do with horses. He also looked as if he was Twickenham. If he was not — then, as the phrase goes, I was prepared to eat my hat.

He paid not the slightest heed to my entrance, but, without even a movement of his head, continued in the enjoyment of his cigar. I was angered by his air of perfect calmness. The impudence of the thing!

‘May I ask what you mean by your extraordinary behaviour — extraordinary even for you? Do you take me for an utter fool?’

‘Name of Smith?’

‘Name be hanged! Do you suppose that I don’t know you? — that I couldn’t bring a hundred persons into this room who’d know you on the instant?’

‘Bring two.’

‘What do you propose to gain?’

‘That’s it.’

‘Why do you conceal your identity?’

‘I’m wondering.’

‘If I bring the landlord into this room and tell him who you are, will you venture to deny it?’

‘Depends on who I am.’

‘I believe you’re a criminal lunatic.’

‘The same to you. And many of ’em.’

He sipped at his glass. He filled me with such rage — which was, after all, unreasonable rage — that I was unwilling to trust myself to speak. My impulse was to seize him by the scuff of his neck and drag him home with me, and show him to them all; when the question of his identity would be settled on the spot. However, I remembered in time that that was not the purpose which had brought me there. My intention was a very different one; and I proposed to carry it out. That is, if his humour fitted mine.

‘Have you ever heard of the Marquis of Twickenham?’

‘The Marquis of Twickenham?’ Leaning back, he stroked his chin with a gesture which so vividly recalled a favourite trick of Leonard’s that I could have struck him for thinking that I could be fooled so easily. ‘Might.’

‘Are you aware that in appearance you resemble him?’

‘Good-looking chap.’

‘He was a poor devil last night.’

‘Extremes meet.’

‘I am actuated in what I am going to say by your own eccentric behaviour. I need not tell you that I should not say anything of the kind were you to act like a reasonable being. But since, beyond the shadow of a doubt, you are partly mad, I am going to take it for granted that you are wholly mad. I make this preliminary observation because I want us to understand each other.’

‘You take some understanding.’

‘So do you. Are we private here?’

‘You might look under the couch. I don’t know that there’s a cupboard.’

‘I won’t ask if I can trust you, because I know I can’t.’

‘Let’s begin as we mean to go on.’

‘Therefore, I will tell you at once that you can make what use you like of what I am about to say to you. Things have reached a point which finds me indifferent. Besides, talking’s a game at which two can play.’

‘That’s so.’

‘I said to you last night that I wished to see you this morning on a matter of importance.’

‘Doesn’t it strike you, Mr. — Smith, that you take some time in getting there?’

‘I take my own time.’

‘You do. And mine. Perhaps you’re engaging a room in this hotel.’

‘You’ve done some curious things, Mr. — Babbacombe.’

‘That’s my name. The same as yours is Smith.’

‘Perhaps you’re willing to do another.’

‘For money.’

‘Are you willing to die?’

‘My hair?’

‘I’ll put the question in another way.’

‘I would. It might sound better.’

‘From what I have seen of you during the last few days I believe that you are capable of feigning death.’

‘I’m capable of feigning a good many things?’

‘I believe it. Among them you are capable of feigning this particular thing.’

‘Explain.’

‘You can so simulate death that no one can tell you from a dead man.’

‘I can.’

‘Not even a doctor?’

‘Nary one.’

‘I presume, therefore, that you can simulate the act of dying.’

‘It’s no presumption.’

‘You can, that is, in the presence of other persons, and even of a medical man, pretend to die with such fidelity to nature that a doctor in attendance would not hesitate to grant a certificate of death.’

‘You bet.’

‘Will you do it?’

‘Kid to die?’

‘Exactly.’

‘What for?’

‘A thousand pounds.’

‘A thousand pounds!’

He repeated my words in such a tone that again doubts passed through my mind. If he was Twickenham it was impossible that such an amount could have the attraction for him which his tone suggested. It was a drop in the ocean compared to the sums which were waiting ready to his hand. Somehow, although not a muscle of his countenance moved, I felt convinced that the figures did appeal to him; and that strongly. If such was the case, then the thing was beyond my comprehension.

‘A thousand pounds is not a trifle.’

My trite observation went unanswered. He continued to puff at his cigar, as if reflecting. I, on my part, stood and watched. Presently he spoke, examining, as he did so, the ash of his cigar with every appearance of interest.

‘I’m to ask no question?’

‘Of what kind?’

‘As, for instance, what’s the lay?’

‘I don’t altogether follow.’

‘I dare say you get near enough. Who’ll I be when I’m dying — and dead?’

‘Don’t you know?’

‘I’m asking.’

I hesitated.

‘The Marquis of Twickenham.’

I kept my eyes upon his face; as, indeed, I had done since I came into the room. He did not change countenance in the least.

‘It’s a bold game you’re playing.’

‘Your part of it’ll require courage.’

‘But the risk’ll be yours. Suppose, in the middle of the show I quit dying, and make a little remark to the effect that my name’s Babbacombe; that I’m no Marquis, and that I was put up to this by a man named Smith. You’d look funny.’

‘We should both of us be in rather an amusing situation.’

‘You’ve — face.’

‘You also.’

‘Will I be supposed to make any remark when I’m dying — any last farewells, or any of that kind of thing?’

‘You might express contrition for a wasted life.’

‘Yours? — or mine? A bit of yours has been wasted; especially lately — eh? A lot of time seems to waste when you’re waiting for dead men’s shoes.’

‘It’s for you to see that I don’t have to wait much longer.’

He was silent again. Again he regarded his cigar. A curious smile parted his thin, colourless lips. ‘I’m to be the Marquis of Twickenham?’

‘You are.’

‘Because I’m so like him?’

‘Exactly.’

‘As the Marquis of Twickenham I’m to die?’

‘That’s the idea.’

‘And be buried?’

‘Doesn’t that follow?’

‘I’m to be buried?’

‘Can you see any way out of it?’

‘Several.’

‘For instance?’

‘Sitting up while they’re settling me in the coffin, and remarking that I think I’d like a larger size. That would be one way.’

‘Which would render the whole thing null and void.’

‘Then are you suggesting that I should be buried — regular, downright buried? — nailed up, put in a hole, and all?’

‘You would not be put in a hole, but in the family vault.’

‘And how long would I stay there?’

I smiled. He perceived my amusement.

‘Mr. Smith, you’re the kind of man I admire.’

‘I hope to continue to merit your admiration.’

‘That dying’s off.’

‘Why? What I said about the family vault was but a jest.’

‘A sepulchral one.’

‘It might be necessary, perhaps, to put you in a coffin, but, before the arrival of the undertaker’s men, I would come; you would get out, and between us we’d fasten down the lid upon the empty box.’

‘A kind of sort of game of cut it fine. And what do you suppose I’d be thinking of, while I was waiting inside that handsome piece of funeral furniture for you to come?’

‘Of the thousand pounds which would so soon be yours.’

He seemed to reflect once more; the smile returning to the attenuated, cruel, shifty lips which had always been one of Twickenham’s most unpleasant features.

‘That dying will come off. As you observed, a thousand pounds is not a trifle. I’ve given a show for less. I suppose the money’s safe?’

‘It is. When will you — die?’

‘That’s it. I’m engaged almost right along. It’ll have to be soon. What do you say to to-morrow?’

‘To-morrow?’

The imminence of the thing startled me. I had not expected to be taken up so readily. Nor had I been prepared for the appointment of so early a date. And yet, why not? It was just one of those things of which one might truly say that ‘‘twere well done if ‘twere done quickly.’

He put my thoughts into words.

‘What’s wrong with to-morrow? Haven’t you about done wasting time enough? Why not then as soon as next week?’

‘Let me understand. Would you propose to die to-morrow?’

‘I’d propose to begin. This show’s got to be worked artistic. I can’t drop down dead as if I’d had a fit. Maybe some keen-nosed relative might start sniffing. Might want a coroner’s inquest or something of that. Holy Paul! Where’d I be if they started a post mortem? I’d have to quit being dead so that I could start explaining. This job’ll have to be done in a workmanlike manner; my professional reputation is at stake. To-morrow I begin by sending you a message.’

‘A message? — of what nature?’

‘Why, I go to an hotel, just well enough not to be refused admission, and ill enough to take to my bed directly I’m inside. If they turn shirty, and remark that that hotel is not a hospital, I’ll tell them that I’m the Marquis of Twickenham. I shan’t choose too swell a place, so that they may be proud of having the Marquis of Twickenham on the premises, if it’s only to die there. There’ll be a pretty bill for the estate to pay: because a funeral at an hotel comes dear. Then I send you a message: a note, say— “Dear Smith” — —’

‘Don’t call me Smith.’

‘No? Then what’ll I call you? Brown?’

‘I suppose this introducing myself is part of the farce. If you do write such a note, call me Douglas.’

‘That’s all?’

‘My name is Douglas Howarth. You are sure you have never heard that name before?’

‘Might have. I’ll say, “Dear Douglas Howarth, I have returned to die. Come and smooth my pillow at the end. So that I may die grasping friendship’s hand. Your long lost Twickenham.”’

‘A note of that kind would hardly be in keeping with the supposed writer’s well-known character.’

‘No? Then what price this? “Dear Doug, I’m dying. If you have a moment to spare you might look in. Twick.”’

‘That’s better. Oddly enough he used to call me “Doug,” and sign himself “Twick.”’

‘That’s so? Why shouldn’t he have done? You hurry to my suffering side, bringing with you five hundred pounds in notes, which you slip into my clammy palm.’

‘I should prefer to give you the thousand pounds afterwards.’

‘I shouldn’t. Half first, then the rest. If you don’t bring five hundred when you come — I’ll recover.’

This was spoken with an accent which suggested varied possibilities.

Before I left the York Hotel the whole business was cut and dried. From one point of view my success was altogether beyond my anticipations. Yet I was not feeling quite at my ease. There was a diabolical fertility of invention about the man which recalled Twickenham each moment more and more. The whole spirit with which the idea was taken up reminded me of him. He planned everything; filled in all the details, arranged, so far as I could see, for every eventuality. I was conscious, all the while, that the scheme was entirely after the man’s heart. Its daring; the brazen impudence which would be required to successfully carry it out; entire absence of anything approaching nervousness; complete callousness; — these were the requisites which Mr. Montagu Babbacombe possessed in a degree which would have seemed unique had they not reminded me forcibly of somebody else. The whimsical character of the feat he was about to attempt just fitted in with his humour, as I had foreseen.

‘You know, Mr. Smith — I beg your pardon — Mr. Howarth — I shall play this game for all I’m worth: right to the limit. All I’m wondering is if it shall be a lingering death-bed, punctuated with bursts of agony, or a foreshadowing of the perfect peace that’ll soon be coming. How long will I take in dying?’

‘I should suggest not too long.’

‘You would suggest that. Am I to do much talking?’

‘As little as you possibly can.’

‘Then it’s not to be a story-book death-bed, with me shedding forgiveness on all those I’ve parted from?’

‘I think not.’

‘That’s hard on me. I suppose I may draw a few tears from those who, in silence, stand sorrowing round?’

‘Not too many.’

‘Perhaps you’re right. I’m a whale on tears. If I once started on the handle I might pump the well right dry. There’s one remark I’d like to make, Mr. Howarth, before we part.’

‘That is?’

‘It’s this. That I’m calculating on agitating your bosom, sir. When you see me lying there, stricken down in the prime of my life and manly beauty, you’ll think of the days, so near and yet so far, when we used to play together in my mother’s old backyard. Naturally your feelings will be moved, and you’ll do a howl; no silent weep, but a regular screech; to the extent of damping at least two pocket-handkerchiefs. If you don’t, I’ll be hurt: and when I’m hurt I’ve an unfortunate habit of saying so. How’ll you like it if, just as I’m running down for ever, and yours is the only dry eye in the room, I look up with the observation, “Mr. Howarth, how about that grief of yours?”’

It was remarks of this kind which filled me with a vague sense of disquiet as to the kind of proceedings which Mr. Babbacombe might be meditating. However I comforted myself with the reflection — if comfort it could be called — that whatever happened, or in what spirit soever he might choose to comport himself, things could hardly be worse than they were.


CHAPTER VI

A MESSAGE FROM THE MARQUIS

The ‘message’ came on the Monday as I was at lunch. Violet and I were alone together. I had spent the morning in doing two things — getting the five hundred pounds which would keep Mr. Montagu Babbacombe from a premature recovery, and putting my papers in order. I hardly know which I found the more difficult.

I had to lie to get the money. I had reached such a stage in my resources that to have told the truth would have been a fatal bar. I could hardly say that I shortly expected to receive news of the Marquis of Twickenham’s death. That would have been to occasion inquiries of, under the circumstances, a highly inconvenient nature. Besides, after all, Mr. Babbacombe might play me false. That was always more than possible. So I manufactured another tale instead. By dint of it, I succeeded, with great difficulty, and on the most outrageous terms, in extracting another five hundred out of Abrams. I wanted him to make it six; for this was likely to be an occasion on which a little spare cash might come in useful: but the brute declined.

There was not much time, when I returned from Abrams, to look into my papers. Yet it was essential that, at the earliest possible moment, I should have some notion of how I stood. To be frank, for some time past I had shirked inquiry; having only too good reason to feel convinced that if a statement of my financial position was made out it would be clearly shown that I had been insolvent for longer than I cared to think. In such a case it had seemed to me that at any rate partial ignorance was bliss. That this was cowardice, and, possibly, something worse, I was aware. In desperate positions one does curious things. I was just able to arrive at a glimmering of the fact that unless, in Mr. Micawber’s phrase, something ‘turned up’ soon, worse than pecuniary ruin was in store for me, when lunch was served. At lunch the news that something was likely to ‘turn up’ came.

Violet was not in the best of spirits. I learned that Lady Desmond, on her part, had not been allowing the grass to grow under her feet. She had been paying the child a visit. Vi did not admit it at once, but when I taxed her with her obvious discomposure — having reasons of my own for wishing to know what was at the back of it — she let it out. It seemed that the old lady had said some very frank things — in the way old ladies can. Vi had suffered; was suffering still. She had arrived at a decision, with which she had sped the parting guest.

‘I am quite resolved that — unless something happens which will not happen — all shall be over between Reggie and myself. I will not have such things said to me. I am going to write a formal note to say that I will not see him again: and you must take me away somewhere so that he cannot see me.’

‘Take you away?’

I perceived that Lady Desmond had been very plain.

‘Abroad; to some place as far off as you possibly can. She says that the Marquis of Twickenham is alive; and as you say so too — —’

‘Violet!’

‘I say that the best thing you can do is to emigrate, at once. I’ll keep house for you until you are in a position to offer Edith a home.’

‘You march.’

‘If you had heard Lady Desmond you would be of opinion that it is necessary I should. It seems to me that both Reggie and you are wasting your lives — not in pursuit of a chimera, but waiting till a chimera comes to you.’

‘Is that Lady Desmond?’

‘Lady Desmond said nothing half so civil; either of you or me. She is — she’s a nice old lady.’

Vi pressed her lips together. There was a red spot on either cheek. Unless I err she had been crying. The reflection that that ancient female had been castigating the child with her vitriolic tongue made me tingle. While I was considering if it was advisable to say anything, and, if so, what, Bartlett entered with a note.

‘The messenger doesn’t know if there’s an answer, sir.’

I knew from whom it came before I touched the envelope; though I had not expected that it would arrive so soon. It reached me when I was just in the mood for such an adventure.

It was addressed ‘The Hon. Douglas Howarth. — If not at home please forward at once.’ On the flap was stamped in red letters, ‘Cortin’s Hotel. Norfolk Street, Strand.’ I opened it with fingers which were perhaps a little tremulous. The crisis in my life had come; the tide which might land me — where? The note was written in a hand which I did not recognise as Twickenham’s, possibly because it straggled up and down in an erratic fashion, which was not out of keeping with the character of an invalid; but then, unfortunately for himself, Leonard had always been an adept with the pen. The wording was altogether dissimilar to anything which Mr. Babbacombe had suggested yesterday.

‘Dear Doug. — 

‘The Devil’s got me by the throat, and if you want to enjoy my struggles before he’s dragged me down, you’ll have to look in soon. I’ll be dead before this time to-morrow. D —— all the lot of you! This is a filthy pen. Twick.’ I felt my heart stop beating. Because, although it was not the kind of intimation I had expected to receive, it was the man himself who spoke to me from off the sheet of paper. The last time I saw Twickenham, more than fifteen years ago, when it was known that he had done the thing for which the law could — and would — make him pay heavy toll, as he was about to fly from its pursuit, he had said to me, on my hazarding an inquiry as to when we might meet once more.

‘You’ll never see me again before the Devil has me by the throat, and you come to enjoy my struggles before he drags me down. D —— all the lot of you!’

That was the very last thing he did — to curse his friends. Then he slammed out of the room, while his words were still ringing in my ears. I made a note of them before he had been gone ten minutes. I had offered to give him a helping hand, though he had deserved from me nothing of the kind; and I felt that it was only due to myself that I should set on record the fashion in which he had received my advances. I had that memorandum in my possession still. I had only referred to it on returning home after my first encounter with Mr. Babbacombe. And now here were almost the identical words staring up at me from the written sheet. It settled, once and for all, the question as to the identity of the person from whom that note had come, though it opened a still wider question as to what was the game which the man was playing, into whose toils I was being allured by labyrinthine yet seemingly inevitable ways.

Vi perceived by my demeanour that something unusual had happened.

‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘Bartlett, you can go. Tell the messenger to wait.’

The man went. I could not have attempted an explanation while he was in the room. When he was gone my tongue still faltered. I re-read the words which, while they convinced me utterly, set me doubting all the more. Vi, watching me, repeated her inquiry.

‘What is wrong, Douglas? Why do you look so strange?’

I handed her the note. Rapid consideration seemed to show that was the shortest and the safest way. She read it with an obvious want of comprehension.

‘What an extraordinary communication. What does it mean? From whom has it come?’

‘It’s from Twickenham.’

‘Douglas!’

She dropped her hands, note and all, on to her knee.

‘To me it’s like a voice from the grave. The words with which he bade me farewell are almost the identical ones with which he bids me come to him again.’

‘Then it was he you saw?’

‘Apparently.’

‘And what does this mean?’

‘It seems that he is ill.’

‘Ill?’ She referred to the note. ‘He says that the Devil’s got him by the throat. I shouldn’t wonder. I believe, for my part, that there always is a time when that person comes to claim his own. You can’t go on being wicked with impunity for ever. And that — he’ll be dead to-morrow. Douglas, he says that he’ll be dead before this time to-morrow.’

‘So he says.’

‘But — if he should be?’

I knew the thought which was in her mind; though I kept my eyes from off her face. I was conscious of an unusual contraction of the muscles about the region of the heart. What was this evil with which I was trafficking? She turned herself inside out, with a sublime unconsciousness of the troubled waters which I felt that I was entering.

‘I’ll be able to marry Reggie; and you may marry Edith. So that I needn’t write to him. Why, Douglas, this bad man’s death will usher in a peal of wedding bells. It ought to ease his final moments to know that he’ll do so much good by dying.’

It galled me to hear her talk in such a strain. True, she had learnt it from me; but, just then, that made it none the better.

‘Don’t you think you’re a trifle premature in marrying, and giving in marriage? He’s not dead yet.’

‘No, but he will be. I feel that he will be soon. You’ll find that for once he’s told the truth.’

‘However that may be, I wish you wouldn’t speak like that. It sounds a little inhuman. As if you anxiously anticipated his entering the fires of hell to enable you to enjoy the bliss of heaven.’

She looked up at me with a naïve surprise.

‘Douglas, what ever do you mean by that? Haven’t you always counted on his death? And isn’t he a wicked man?’

‘Decency suggests that we should feign some sorrow even if we feel it not.’

‘It suggests to me nothing of the kind. The moment the Marquis of Twickenham’s death is announced I shall rejoice — for Reggie’s sake, and yours.’

‘I see. And not at all for your own?’

‘Also a little for my own. And Edith. For all our sakes, indeed.’ I had taken up my position before the fireplace: she planted herself in front of me. ‘Douglas, what has come to you upon a sudden? Here’s the news for which you have been waiting arrived at last, and you look as black as black can be, and speak so crossly that I hardly know you for yourself.’

‘You arrive too rapidly at your conclusions. I have grown so weary of expecting what never comes that my sense of anticipation’s dulled. The man’s not died these fifteen years; why should he die now?’

‘Because he says he’s going to: and I tell you that, this time, what he says he means.’

Turning aside, I looked down at the flaming coals. Her words and manner jarred on me alike.

‘I don’t like to think, and I don’t like to know you think that, for us, the only hope of life is — death.’

‘Douglas, what is the mood that’s on you? Don’t you want the man to die?’

Asked thus bluntly, I found myself hard put to it for an answer. After all, it was doubtful if I was not sorry that I had set out on this adventure. Never before had I felt myself so out of harmony with what was in my sister’s heart. Obviously the riddle of my mood was beyond her finding out. She gave a little twirl of her skirts, as if dismissing from her mind all efforts to understand me.

‘My dear Douglas, you are so mysterious, and so unexpectedly — shall I say, didactic! You do intend to be didactic, don’t you, dear? — that you must excuse my calling your attention to the fact that the person who brought this note still waits.’

I rang the bell. Bartlett appeared.

‘Tell the person who brought this letter that the answer is: “I am coming at once.”’

When the servant had vanished, Violet eyed me with a quizzical smile.

‘So you are going. I hope that the Marquis of Twickenham has exaggerated the gravity of his condition, and that on your arrival you will find him in the enjoyment of perfect health. Is that the kind of observation you think I ought to make?’

‘It’s quite possible,’ I retorted, ‘that I shan’t find the Marquis of Twickenham at all.’

With that I left her. As I journeyed Strandwards I discussed within myself the possibility. Such was the conflict of my emotions that when the cab was about to turn off the Embankment into Norfolk Street I bade the driver go a little farther on before taking me to my destination. I knew that from the moment in which I set foot in the building, which Mr. Babbacombe had chosen for the exhibition of his uncanny gifts, I was committed to a course of action which, I was beginning to realise more clearly every moment, might lead I knew not whither. I might have been the first to pull the strings, but the figure once set in motion, if I was not careful, might have me at its mercy for ever and a day.

‘I’ll put a stop to the gruesome farce at its very opening. I’ll tell the fellow that I’ll have nothing to do with his hideous deception. If I become the accomplice of such a fiend as he is, my latter state will be worse than my first.’

With the determination strong upon me to be quit of the man and his misdeeds, I alighted at the door of Cortin’s Hotel.

‘Is the Marquis of Twickenham here?’

I put the question to a female who advanced towards me as I crossed the threshold. Apparently the establishment had not attained to the dignity of a hall porter.

‘The Honourable Douglas Howarth?’ I admitted that I was known by that name. ‘His lordship expected to see you before, sir?’

The woman’s tone conveyed a reproach which I resented. Evidently to her the Marquis of Twickenham was a person in authority before whom all men should bow. Besides, I could hardly have come more quickly than I had done. As I was being conducted to his apartment I told myself that I would address his lordship in a fashion for which he probably was unprepared.

The surprise, however, was on my side. I had expected to find the man alone. No one had breathed so much as a hint that any one was with him. When I entered the room, however, I found a person bending over the bed, whom it did not require much discernment to infer was a doctor. A voice, which I did not recognise as Mr. Montagu Babbacombe’s, issued from beneath the sheets.

‘Who’s that? — Who’s that come in?’

The waiter announced my name and style, as if introducing me to an assembled company.

‘The Honourable Douglas Howarth.’

‘Doug — ! Is that you, Doug? D —— n you! I thought you’d come!’

I advanced towards the bed. The doctor bowed. He was a young man, probably not much over thirty, with a frank, open face, which suggested rather a pleasant disposition than commanding talents. In the bed was Babbacombe — or Twickenham — whichever he chose to call himself. But what a change had taken place in his appearance since yesterday! So complete was the alteration that I was half inclined to suspect that a trick was being played on me, rather than on the rest of the world.

If this was not a sick man then surely I had never seen one. On his face there was the — I was about to write — unmistakable look of the being from whom the sands of life are slipping fast. This was a complete wreck; the husk of a man; a creature for whom, so far as this life was concerned, all things were at an end. The cheeks were hollow; the eyes dim; the jaw had an uncomfortable trick of gaping open, as if the mechanism which controlled it was a little out of order. One arm was out of bed. The hand was attenuated, so as to seem nothing but skin and bone. It had that clammy look, which one would suppose incapable of imitation, which suggests physical decay. If this man was not in the last stage of a mortal illness, then he was a master of arts which are not accounted holy. Entirely without intention I stood before him, oppressed by a feeling of half reverence, half awe, of which, I take it, most of us are conscious when we find ourselves in the presence of the coming king.

He spoke in a croaking, hoarse voice, which I certainly did not recognise as Mr. Montagu Babbacombe’s.

‘Doug, he’s got me by the throat, and I’m fighting him; but he’ll win, he’ll win. The doctor’ll tell you he’ll win.’

I was at a loss what to say or do. The reality of the sham, if it was a sham, affected me in a way for which I was unprepared. The doctor, perceiving something of my dilemma, whispered in my ear:

‘He’s in a bad way. Are you a friend of his?’

The sick man’s ears were keener than the speaker had supposed. He answered for me.

‘A friend? Oh, yes, he’s a friend of mine, Doug’s a friend. Doctor, take yourself away. I want to speak to my friend.’

Whether he was influenced by the bluntness of the dismissal, I could not say; but the doctor prepared to go.

‘I will send you some medicine which will ease those pains of which you speak.’

‘Curse your medicine!’

‘You mustn’t talk too much. Rest and composure are what you principally need.’

‘Confound your composure!’ With a violent effort the man in the bed raised himself to a sitting posture. ‘What do I want to be composed for when there’s so little time to talk? There’ll be all eternity to be silent in.’

As he gripped the coverlet with his cadaverous hands, blinking at us with his sightless eyes, he did not offer an agreeable spectacle. He trembled so from the exertion of the effort he had made that it was not surprising to see him, collapsing like a pack of cards, fall in a heap half in, half out of bed. With quick professional hands the doctor straightened him out. He eyed him when he had finished. The figure in the bed lay perfectly still.

‘He’s exhausted himself; but he’ll be all right when he recovers. Can I speak to you outside before I go?’ I went with him outside the bedroom door. ‘Are you a relative of his?’

‘I am not.’

‘If he has any relatives they should be sent for at once, if they wish to see him alive. It is quite possible that he will not live over to-day.’

‘What is the matter with him?’

‘It’s a case of general collapse; all the vital organs are weak. He seems to have lived a hard and irregular life on top of an originally poor constitution. I hope you don’t mind my speaking frankly.’

‘Not at all. I believe you are right. I have not seen him myself for fifteen years. We all thought he was dead.’

‘He will be soon. He’s consumed by fever; his lungs are affected; there’s practically no pulse, and scarcely any motion of the heart. The whole machine’s run down. As you see for yourself, he’s nothing but skin and bone. But it’s from the heart we have most to fear. If you allow him to excite himself there may be an instant stoppage.’

‘Do you think we’d better have further advice?’

‘That’s as you please. I myself should welcome it. And it might be more satisfactory to every one concerned. But I don’t think you’ll find that anything can be done. Here’s my card.’ He handed me one; from which it appeared that he was Mr. Robert White, M.R.C.S., L.R.C.P., of 93 Craven Street, W.C. ‘I’ll look in again as soon as I can; and then, perhaps, a consultation may be arranged. But if any of his relatives wish to see him, if I were you I should lose no time in letting them know the state that he is in.’

He went. As I examined his card I said to myself.

‘There seems no doubt that it will not be difficult to obtain a certificate of the Marquis of Twickenham’s death from him. I wonder if Mr. Robert White is a friend of Mr. Montagu Babbacombe.’

Opening the door, I re-entered the room.


CHAPTER VII

MR. FOSTER INTERRUPTS

All was still. The figure in the bed continued motionless. I walked up to the bed. Whether conscious or not of my presence, he gave no sign of movement.

‘Mr. Babbacombe,’ I spoke a little louder. ‘Mr. Babbacombe.’ No answer. ‘Don’t you think this acting is a little overdone? Your friend Dr. White has gone. I’m all alone.’

Still not an indication to show that the man yet lived. Against my better judgment I began to feel uneasy. He lay so very motionless.

‘Mr. Babbacombe! — Twickenham! — What are you afraid of? Don’t you hear me, man?’

I touched him with my hand. He made no movement in response. For a second I was in danger of making an ass of myself. Could the man have carried the farce too far, and was he really dead? I all but rushed from the room, or to the bell, or somewhere, to give the alarm. Then I felt him shiver beneath my touch. I do not think that I was ever more conscious of relief than when I felt his quivering flesh. For the moment I actually imagined that I had murdered him.

The movement was but a quiver, dying away as soon as it came. I expected him, at the very least, to turn and open his eyes. But he did nothing of the kind. My impatience returned.

‘Twickenham!’ I thought it safer to address him by that name. Walls have ears; especially, I fancy, in hotels. ‘Twickenham! Confound it, man, are you playing the fool with me again?’

No response. Concluding that this was a game which the gentleman before me intended to play in his own fashion, I awaited the issue of events. If he thought it necessary to keep up his character of dying man, and practise the lights and shadows of the rôle with me as audience, it was out of my power to prevent him. Yet as I watched how, bit by bit, he seemed to return to life; how long the process lasted; and how small the amount of vitality which he returned to seemed to be; I found myself in the curious position of being unable to decide where the sham began and the reality ended. Turning on to his back, apparently with difficulty, he gazed up with what was an astonishingly good imitation of an unseeing gaze.

‘Well? As the street boys have it, I hope you’ll know me when you see me again. You do it uncommonly well. The only comment I have to make, if you’ll excuse my making it, is that you do it too well.’

What seemed a glimmer of consciousness stole over his skeleton countenance. It lighted up.

‘Doug!’ he said.

Mr. Babbacombe had not struck me as being corpulent, but it mystified me to think what he had done with the balance of his flesh within the twenty-four hours since I had seen him last. He looked as if he had lost stones; suggesting the possession of a secret for which certain jockeys of my acquaintance would give him all they possess. The voice was excellent: cracked and broken, like that of a man whose physical force is nearly spent.

‘Would you mind calling me Mr. Howarth when we are alone?’

‘Call you — what? See you —— . Might as well ask you — call me — Marquis of Twickenham.’

‘I am quite willing, when we are in private, to call you Mr. Babbacombe.’

‘Call me — what? Mr. — Doug, you’re drunk.’

‘As usual, you credit me with a condition of mental imbecility for which no degree of drunkenness of which I ever heard could adequately account.’

‘What — you talking about? Doug, I’m pretty bad.’

‘You seem to be. I’ve brought the five hundred pounds which you stipulated I should bring if you were not to recover.’

‘Five hundred pounds? Doug, I haven’t seen that amount of money — Lord knows when.’

‘No? Then you shall see it now. Here it is — fifty tens. I thought you would prefer to have the notes all small.’

I placed them between the wasted fingers, which still remained outside the coverlet. They just closed on them, but that was all. His eyes closed too.

‘Too late.’

‘Too late? What do you mean?’

‘What’s the use — money to me now.’

‘You can have it buried with you.’

‘Yes — I can. Doug, why do you speak like that?’

‘Mr. Babbacombe, might I ask you not to be so thorough?’

An expression of surprise lighted up his features.

‘He’s wandering.’

‘I did not gather, from our conversation yesterday, that it was part of your scheme to pretend to be dying even when we were alone.’

The expression of surprise had grown in intensity.

‘Doug!’

‘My good man, please don’t look at me like that. And do not call me “Doug.” Even if you were the person, and in the condition, you pretend to be, I should resent hearing the word come from your lips each second.’

‘He’s mad!’

It was said with a little gasp, in the most natural way in the world. Reclosing his eyes, if I could believe the evidence of my senses — which, in his case, I doubted if I was entitled to — he dozed.

I began to understand that Mr. Montagu Babbacombe was even more of an artist than I had given him credit for. As I stood watching, with curious interest, the perfection with which he simulated a sick man’s slumber, I asked myself if, after all, he might not be right, and I wrong. If he chose to continue the performance even when the necessity for acting was removed, why should he not? It might tend to simplify the situation. At least, it would do no harm. If he declined to allow even me to see the mask slipped a little from his face, I had certainly no reason to complain. Later on I could say, with perfect truth, that, so far as I was able to see, he never rallied from the moment I saw him first. Situated as I was likely to be, it would be a comfort to be able to say something that was true.

The misfortune was, that I was not, myself, by any means such an artist as Mr. Babbacombe. I might be able, when in the public eye, to deceive with an air of passable candour, but in private I fell short. I had heard of men who lied with such consistency that, in the end, they deceived themselves. I had not got so far as that. Mr. Babbacombe, it seemed, could play a part so well that he actually was, for the time, the character he feigned to be. With me it was otherwise. I had not yet grown to love deception for deception’s sake, as the man in front of me — whether he was Babbacombe or Twickenham — seemed to do. It filled me with an illogical sense of rage to perceive how, in this matter, he took it for granted that his point of view would — or should — necessarily be mine. He liked to keep on stealing all the time; I preferred, in private, to pretend that I was an honest man.

However, it certainly was true that the strain of the impersonation lay on him. If he did not choose to allow himself a moment’s relaxation, I had no cause to grumble. I had agreed with him that he should carry out a certain piece of deception. I could hardly complain if he carried out his part of the bargain so well that he was actually in danger of deceiving me.

Only I did wish that he would own up, for a moment, what a rogue he was. Such was my state of nervous tension that, to me, such an admission would have come as a positive relief. I was willing to admit that I was a humbug — between ourselves. Why should he not be willing to do the same? It would have come as a sort of salve to my sense of self-esteem.

Instead, he persisted in that doze — which I was convinced was make-believe. As one might watch a conjuror perform his tricks in the privacy of one’s own apartment, with a feeling of resentment that he should allow no hint to escape him as to how they’re done, so I observed the man in the bed pretend — even to me! — to do the things which I had the best of reasons for knowing he was not really doing. I should like to have constrained him to confession, to have taken him by the shoulders and treated him to a good shaking, so that both the sleep and sickness might have been shaken clean out of him, and he would have had to admit his mummery.

I believe that if I had remained alone with him much longer I should have done it. My fingers itched to handle him. Just, however, as I was about to take him in my grip, the door opened and some one else came in. It was perhaps just as well, if the game was to be played out, that I was not detected in the act of committing an apparently brutal and unprovoked assault upon the seeming sufferer. Some sort of explanation would have had to be made: I should have had to compel the patient to admit his fraud to save my character. Otherwise my action might have been construed as an attempt to murder at the very least.

The new comer was Reggie. His appearance on the scene I had not expected so soon: nor desired. It had been my intention to coach the patient in certain details of his family history — supposing such coaching to be necessary. It would hardly do for him to be visited by relatives of whom he had never heard. This he had prevented my doing by his determination to act the rôle of dying man up to the hilt.

Reggie explained what had brought him. He held out the note which had brought me; which I now remembered I had left with Violet.

‘Vi has sent me this? what does it mean?’

I moved towards him, glancing towards the sick man, who still feigned slumber. I had hoped to give him a warning look; but the persistence with which he kept his eyes closed rendered my effort futile.

‘It means what it says.’ I spoke in a tolerably loud tone of voice, hoping that the sleeper would have sense enough to pick up such cues as I might give him. ‘Your brother, my dear Reggie, is here — ill in bed.’

‘Good gracious!’ Reggie’s face expressed a variety of emotions. He glanced from me to the bed; from the bed to me. He dropped his voice. ‘Is he — is he really bad?’

‘About as bad as he can be. The doctor is of opinion that he may expire at any moment.’

The tone in which I said this — for Mr. Babbacombe’s instruction — seemed to strike Reggie as peculiar.

‘Is he — asleep?’

‘He seems to have just dropped off.’ Reggie moved closer to the bed. I went with him. He regarded the sleeper with looks of curiosity.

‘He looks frightfully queer.’

‘He can hardly look queerer, and live.’

‘I suppose it is Twickenham?’

‘Don’t you recognise him?’

He shook his head.

‘I was only a kid when he went. I’ve told you lots of times that I don’t seem to have the least recollection of what he was like. I didn’t think he was so old.’

‘He’s crowded threescore years and ten into the life he’s lived, and more. Besides, sickness has aged him.’

‘Is he conscious?’

‘Now? He’s asleep.’

‘I mean when he’s awake.

‘He was conscious when I saw him first; that is, after a fashion of his own.’

‘Is he—’ He stopped. I saw that a thought was passing through his mind to which he hesitated to give utterance. Presently it came. ‘Is he conscious enough to make a will?’

The question took me aback. It suggested an eventuality for which I had made no sort of preparation. If Mr. Montagu Babbacombe took it into his head to let himself go in a ‘last will and testament,’ I should be in a fix. I arrived at an instant determination.

‘I should say not. Any will he might make in his present condition would not be worth the paper it was written on. Of that I am sure.’

I meant Mr. Babbacombe to take the hint. I hoped he would, though I had rather Reggie had not put the question. The young gentleman startled me with another remark which was equally unexpected and undesired.

‘I sent in word to old Foster as I came along.’

‘You did what?’

My tone expressed not only unmitigated surprise, but also something so closely approaching to dismay, that in turn I startled him.

‘What’s wrong? Didn’t you want me to tell him? He’ll have to know.’

‘That’s true.’ A moment’s consideration showed me that it was. ‘At the same time, I would rather you had consulted me before communicating with him. What did you say?’

‘That Twickenham was dying at Cortin’s Hotel, and that I was hurrying to him.’

‘Then if you told him that, it won’t be long before he’s here too.’

‘I don’t suppose it will.’

I did not relish the prospect at all. Things were moving more rapidly than I had intended. I perceived, too late, that there were complications ahead which I ought to have foreseen, but which, owing to my having my vision fixed on one thing, and one thing only, had escaped my notice. It was of the first importance that I should say a few words in private to Mr. Montagu Babbacombe before Mr. Foster appeared, or the bubble might be pricked in a second.

Mr. Stephen Foster was the senior partner of Foster, Charter, and Baynes; who had been lawyers, agents, and doers-of-all-work for the Sherringtons even before they had been peers. He was an old man now, but keen as the youngest. I had more than a suspicion that he did not like me. He had certainly treated the various applications I had made to him on Reggie’s behalf with a curtness I did not relish. It was he who had shut the family purse against the lad. Left by the terms of the late Marquis’s will, in default of the appearance of the heir-at-law, in practically absolute control of the entire estate, he had administered it with a zeal and judgment which did him the greatest credit. Its value had, in all respects, immensely increased while in his charge. If only he had shown even some slight consideration for Reggie’s position there would have been nothing in his conduct of which to complain. But he had persistently refused to let him have so much as a five-pound note out of the family revenues, although he well knew the straits he was in, and how he was living at my expense. For this neither Reggie nor I bore him any love. It would not be our fault if one day he was not made to smart for his pedantic adherence to what he held to be the letter of the law.

‘My position,’ as he stated it, ‘is this. The Marquis of Twickenham is alive, until you prove him dead. I am responsible to him for every farthing of his income; just as your banker is responsible to you for every penny which stands to the credit of your account. And just as your banker is powerless, without your express authorisation, to use your money, say, to save your mother from starvation, so I am powerless to apply his lordship’s money to the assistance of his impecunious brother. Besides, you know what kind of man he is. You know, as well as I know, that, unless his disposition has wholly changed — which, from my knowledge of the family character, I deem in the highest degree improbable — he would not present a single sixpence to Lord Reginald. Whether I do or do not admire what I know would be his wishes, I am bound to observe them, or throw up my charge. I prefer to observe his wishes. Show me that My Lord Marquis is dead, and my charge is at an end. Or produce his instructions, authorising me to make his brother an allowance, or to hand him over a certain sum, and those instructions shall be duly carried out. In their absence, I can do nothing. To me, so far as the Twickenham estate is concerned, Lord Reginald Sherrington does not exist.’

And this was the man who, in all probability, was hastening to Mr. Montagu Babbacombe’s bedside! If he caught him unprepared he would turn the dying man inside out before the sufferer even guessed at the process to which he was being subjected. At all hazards I must get Reggie out of the room, and prepare, as best I could in the few moments at my disposal, the too conscientious Mr. Babbacombe for the legal onslaught. I hit on a device.

‘My dear Reggie, although I don’t wish to suggest for a moment that the doctor who is already in attendance is not perfectly competent, I do think we ought to have another man — don’t you?’

‘Certainly; if you consider it necessary, we’ll have a dozen.’

‘I don’t think we need go so far as that, but we might have one. What do you say to Hancock? He saw Twickenham into the world; so it seems only fitting that he should usher him out.’ My opinion of Sir Gregory Hancock’s medical attainments is perhaps not so high as his popularity might seem to warrant; but that is by the way. Reggie signified his approval of my suggestion. ‘Then, my dear chap, would you mind running round to fetch him, while I stay here, to watch? If you ask him personally he’ll come without a moment’s delay.’

Reggie, swallowing the bait, hied in search of Sir Gregory Hancock. I turned my attention to the bed. The rogue still slumbered. The time for ceremony, however, had passed. He would have to cease pretending.

‘Babbacombe!’ He paid not the slightest heed. ‘Confound you! Will you put a stop to this tomfoolery? A man is coming who’ll see through you in less than no time if you don’t let me put you up to a thing or two. Babbacombe!’

No, he would not reply. My patience was becoming exhausted. I did not propose that my whole ingenious scheme should be wrecked because he chose to play the game in his own fashion instead of mine.

‘Babbacombe! If you won’t wake up, upon my honour I’ll make you. I tell you I want to speak to you about something which is of vital importance to both of us; something which you must hear and understand. Will you attend?’

Apparently he would not. If he was really so opinionated I was prepared, forced by the exigencies of my position, to try another method. I did. I took him by the shoulder and I shook him. At first gently, then, as no result ensued, with greater violence. Then I treated him to a really vigorous shaking, only stopping because, in my heat, I began to fear that I might be going farther than I intended. He evinced not the slightest symptom of any intention to comply with my request and listen to what I had to say. Instead, when I looked at him again, a very curious something seemed to have happened to his face. His jaw had dropped open; and, if I may so express it, all his features seemed to have twisted out of the straight. His appearance, now that I realised its peculiarity, gave me quite a shock.

‘What on earth is the matter with you, man?’

‘You seem, Mr. Howarth, to have rather drastic methods of attaining to the information which you seek.’

The voice was Mr. Foster’s. He had entered — when? When I had been shaking Mr. Babbacombe? What a fool I had been not to turn the key. I might have expected him to sneak in without warning me of his approach. How much had he heard — and seen? I should have to find out, soon.


CHAPTER VIII

DYING

While these thoughts flashed through my brain I remained perfectly still, with my face averted. It was desirable that I should have my countenance under perfect control, before I let him see it. I spoke to him from where I stood.

‘Ah, Foster, is that you?’

‘If you look this way, you’ll see.’

Thus directly challenged, I looked. He was a big, burly man, in appearance not at all like the typical lawyer. His clothes always had a sort of agricultural cut. Anybody seeing him in the street for the first time would have taken him for a shrewd, hard-headed, and — in spite of agricultural depression — prosperous farmer; the tiller, probably, of his own acres. His hair, still abundant, and which he parted neatly on one side, was white as snow; in his keen flashing eyes, in spite of his seventy odd years, there was yet what always seemed to me to be the light of battle. I met his glance without, I think, a sign of flinching, though I would rather have seen him buried than, at that moment, there.

‘To know you, Foster, it is not necessary to see you when one hears your voice.’

Without replying, coming to my side, he looked down with me, at the figure on the bed. After a while he spoke.

‘What were you doing to him, Mr. Howarth?’

‘I was trying to wake him out of sleep.’

‘He looks to me as if nothing could awake him now.’

‘Foster! You don’t mean — that he is dead?’

Nothing could have pleased me less than such a consummation. If Mr. Babbacombe had elected to die in such an extremely irregular fashion he certainly did not deserve the balance of that thousand pounds. I had stipulated that the end should take place in the presence of others; and, by inference, after they had been afforded an opportunity of satisfying themselves as to his being the actual Simon Pure. Otherwise, in the future all sorts of questions might arise, — not to mention the fact that, after what Foster had apparently seen, I might find myself in a position of distinct discomfort. The lawyer voiced my thought, as if he had perceived it in my mind.

‘It would be rather unfortunate for you if he should be dead.’

‘Unfortunate for all of us.’

‘Particularly for you. You were subjecting him to rather vigorous treatment. Better men have been killed by less.’

I turned and faced him, not feeling disposed to be brow-beaten by him.

‘Foster, what do you mean?’

‘Weren’t you shaking him?’

‘Shaking him! Foster! I was simply placing him in a more comfortable position.’

‘Ah! And this is the position you have placed him in.’

‘Your words and tone, Mr. Foster, require explanation.’

‘Which they shall receive at the proper time and place. In the meantime, don’t you think you’d better send for a doctor? Or shall I?’

Luckily Mr. Babbacombe proved himself to be possessed of more sense than I had begun to fear. He returned to life. Whether actuated or not by the newcomer’s remarks and manner I cannot say; but he did. Just as we seemed to be on the verge of a really unseemly wrangle, without altering his position in the least, he opened his eyes, looked up at us, and spoke.

‘Hollo, Foster? Is that you?’

It was excellently done; wonderfully clever. In the sudden rush of my relief I decided that his honorarium should be increased. It showed that he had kept his ears wide open, or he would hardly have known that his visitor’s name was Foster. I only hoped that he had gained, from what had passed, some idea of who he was, and what was the position he occupied, without its being necessary for me to drop too plain a hint. However, the agile Mr. Babbacombe proved himself equal to the occasion. The man-of-affairs stood looking down at him before he answered.

‘I am glad, my Lord Marquis, that you know me.’

‘Know you? Why shouldn’t I know you? Hang you, Foster!’

Instinct had supplied Mr. Babbacombe with at least one of Twickenham’s habits of speech, his trick of rounding off nearly every sentence he uttered with what one might call, by courtesy, an apostrophe.

‘I am sorry, my lord, to see you looking so unwell.’

‘I am going to die.’

‘I trust, and believe, that it is not so bad with you as that. Where has your lordship been during all these years?’

‘Playing with the fires.’

‘Playing with the fires?’ The lawyer repeated the words as if in doubt as to their meaning. But a glance at the speaker’s face made it clear to him that the answer was perhaps not so far out as it might have been. ‘Is your lordship married?’

‘What the devil’s that to do with you? One can’t marry all of ’em.’

‘But you can marry one of them. Have you done that?’ There came no answer from the bed. ‘I would point out to your lordship that you are in a somewhat serious condition. Should anything happen to your lordship — —’

‘I’m going to die.’

‘We trust not: but should such a misfortune be in store for us, it is of still more importance that your affairs should be in order. I would remind you that what you have been doing during the last fifteen years is known only to yourself. Are you married?’

‘Curse the women!’

Why, I wondered, could not the idiot answer No?

‘If your lordship pleases. But that is not an answer to my question. You must be well aware that the fact of your having a wife, with issue, would materially alter your brother’s position.’

‘Let him have it all.’

‘You wish Lord Reginald to inherit your whole estate, real and personal? Does that mean you’re not married?’

‘Foster, did you — ever know — me answer questions — when I didn’t want to. I’m not — dead yet.’

This was so like Twickenham that it set me thinking. Indeed, as the conversation between the pair proceeded I became more and more puzzled to find an answer to the question — Who is the man in the bed? Foster stuck to his guns.

‘Has your lordship made a will?’

‘I hate wills.’

‘Possibly; yet they are necessary instruments. If you have not already made a will, you must make one now. Your lordship will tell me how you wish matters to stand. I will draw up a brief, yet sufficient form, which you can complete at once.’

‘Kick him, Doug.’

This was again so like Twickenham that I had no option but to smile. Foster surveyed me with grave disapprobation. He drew me a little apart.

‘This is no laughing matter, Mr. Howarth. I believe you represent Lord Reginald’s interests. I can only tell you that they will be very seriously imperilled if we are not able to show that he has been formally appointed his brother’s heir. You have witnessed the Marquis’s refusal to answer my question as to whether he is or is not married. What meaning does that refusal convey to your mind?’

‘None whatever. It’s just Twickenham — that’s all; and you know it.’

‘But suppose he has a wife and children.’

‘He hasn’t.’

‘Then why doesn’t he say so?’

‘Because he never would impart information to any one, on any subject whatever. Have you forgotten that that was one of his many forms of crankiness?’

‘Still it is not outside the bounds of possibility that he has a wife and, say, a son. If they appeared upon the scene, with no will in existence, they would have everything. Lord Reginald would have nothing at all.’

‘That would be hard on Reggie.’

‘If you have his real interests at heart — which I have no reason to doubt’ — he grinned— ‘you will assist me in persuading the Marquis to express his wishes in proper form — that is, make a will — without further delay. At present he is perfectly capable of doing so; but an hour may make all the difference, and if he dies intestate Lord Reginald will have plenty of trouble in front of him.’

Complications were crowding on me in a fashion which was unexpected. I had never counted on Mr. Babbacombe’s having to make a will. There was sound sense in what Foster said; on the other hand, considerable risk might attend my urging Mr. Babbacombe to commit forgery. Always supposing, that is, he was not Twickenham. If he was, why, then —— 

I decided, having glanced at the situation, so far as I was able, all round, outwardly, at least, to join hands with Foster in endeavouring to persuade the invalid to comply with his request. To have refused, without any apparently valid reason, would have been to rouse his always active suspicions. And also, it did occur to me that if a will was made and Mr. Babbacombe, after death, did prove himself too keen in the direction of blackmail — I never for a moment lost sight of the fact that, thousand pounds or no thousand pounds, out of this little performance Mr. Babbacombe proposed, in all probability, to provide himself with a sufficient income for the rest of his life — that will might be used to keep him within the paths of reason. It was bad enough to enter into a conspiracy of the kind to which he was committed; it was, if anything, a trifle worse to forge a will; and such a will — as, later on, it might be necessary to inform him.

He proved, however, as I might have expected, too old a bird to be caught with salt. When Foster and I brought our combined forces to bear on the attack we found that he was asleep again. He had fallen into another of those profound dozes, out of which it was so difficult to wake him. Foster spoke to him; then I. He paid no heed to either; as before, he was deaf, dumb, and blind.

‘Well,’ I inquired, when it was plain that no verbal assault would reach him, ‘what’s to be done now? Would you like to shake him?’

Foster compressed his lips; he was plainly annoyed.

‘It’s easy for you to laugh now; I doubt if it will prove a laughing matter to Lord Reginald. — Do you think he really is asleep?’

‘That is exactly the question I was putting to myself when you came in. I also had a few remarks to make which I had a shrewd suspicion he did not choose to hear.’

‘What did you wish to say?’

‘My dear Foster, I take at least as much interest in the Marquis of Twickenham as you can do. I’m just as anxious to find out things. I thought then, as I think now, that he intends I shall find out nothing; or you either. He’s been a hard nut to crack his whole life long; he means to continue uncrackable to the end.’

‘He seems very ill.’

‘He does not seem well.’

‘As he lies there like that he looks as if he were a corpse.’

‘I don’t think he is, as yet.’

‘What does the doctor say?’

‘Death probably within four-and-twenty hours.’ Foster laid his hand upon my arm.

‘Mr. Howarth, we must have that will.’

‘It never was much use saying “must” where Twickenham was concerned; I doubt if it’ll be much use now. I can employ means to endeavour to make him if you like, though you seemed to resent it when you caught me using them just now. Reggie has gone for Hancock. He’ll be able to tell you to what extent pressure may be applied to obtain the end you have in view. — Here is Reggie; and Hancock too.’

They entered as I spoke. Reggie hastened towards me.

‘Any change, Douglas? — Ah, Foster, so you’ve come. — This is my brother, Sir Gregory, in the bed.’

Hancock surveyed him through his gold-rimmed spectacles. We waited in silence for his verdict.

‘Asleep? — Changed; but I should have known him anywhere. He’s been a wonderful man. — How long has he been asleep?’

The question was put to me.

‘Perhaps five minutes.’

‘I doubt if he is asleep.’

This was Foster. Hancock snapped him up.

‘You doubt? My dear sir, there’s no room for doubt on that point. He always suffered from a weak heart; even, I remember, as a lad. Heart trouble is, I fear, at the base of the trouble now. It is part of the complaint — that the sufferer is continually falling asleep, without notice. From that sleep it is hard to rouse him. In that sleep he often passes away — as, probably, will be the case here. It would be wrong for me to say that I think there is a chance of ultimate recovery when I don’t. In a medical sense his lordship is dying now.’

That was Hancock. He gained his reputation by a carefully cultivated habit of jumping at conclusions. The average doctor hums and haws, and tells you nothing. Hancock neither hums nor haws, but tells you everything; or pretends to. He must have been right — or have managed to pass for right — pretty frequently, or he would hardly occupy the position which he does. He is well on the shady side of eighty — hale, hearty, and, what is surprising, still in fashion.

Foster was the first to speak.

‘When, Sir Gregory, may the end be expected? Lord Reginald must pardon my asking so frank a question, but, as I will explain to him later, it is of the first importance that I should know exactly what we may expect.’

Reggie said nothing. Sir Gregory considered a moment.

‘What is the opinion of the gentleman who is already in attendance?’

I replied. ‘Dr. White thinks he will not live four-and-twenty hours.’

Hancock felt the patient’s pulse. Opening his shirt he applied the stethoscope; tried his temperature. The sleeper never moved, or showed consciousness of what was going on. The condition of his body, as it was revealed when Hancock opened his shirt, amazed me. It was nothing but skin and bone. And such a colour. Was it possible that this was the man who yesterday had been smoking his cigar on the couch at the York Hotel? My perplexity grew apace. Hancock pronounced his opinion.

‘What Dr. White says is correct. I should doubt myself if he will live through the day.’

‘Can nothing be done?’ asked Reggie.

‘Humanly speaking, nothing. He is not dead, but he is so nearly so that he may be said to be already looking through the gates.’

Hancock liked to talk like that. It was supposed that remarks of that kind had made him popular with women. Foster fidgeted.

‘Sir Gregory, it is essential that the Marquis should make a will. He was in possession of all his faculties before you entered. Can nothing be done to rouse him?’

Hancock shrugged his shoulders.

‘What?’

‘Anything. A will we ought to have at any cost. Its absence may be the cause of endless confusion.’

‘I can only say, sir, that if the Marquis of Twickenham has not made a will already he never will. Any attempt to rouse him, such as you appear to suggest, might result in his instant death. If we succeeded he would be incapable of doing what you require.’

Foster turned to Reggie.

‘I can only say that, from your point of view, your brother might as well have continued an absentee as, under the present circumstances, die intestate.’

I struck in. ‘That’s absurd. Lord Reginald will succeed.’

‘Will he? Don’t be too sure. There will always be a probability of other claimants. Opposition may come from a dozen quarters. How can we tell what connections such a man as he has been may not have formed during fifteen years?’

As he propounded this delightful proposition an extraordinary thing took place. Once more the sleeper awoke. He just opened his eyes and looked at us.

‘Where’s Foster?’

That gentleman swung round with comical rapidity. ‘My lord, I am here.’

‘About — what you were asking me. I’ve — never been married. Curse a wife, I’ve always said.’

‘Is that so, my lord?’ Then, in an aside to us,’ You are all witnesses.’

‘My brother’s to have everything. Why the devil — hasn’t he come — to see me?’

‘I have.’

Reggie moved forward. Foster whispered to him as he drew back.

‘Keep him engaged in conversation if you can. I’ll draw up a short form embodying what he’s said. I’ll get him to sign it if it’s to be done.’

The lawyer retired to a table on which there were pens and ink. The man in the bed looked up at Reggie with unblinking eyes.

‘You’re not my — brother.’

‘I am.’

‘You don’t — look — like my brother. He — was only a boy. Come — closer. Lean — down. I can’t — see you — that way off.’

Reggie leaned over the bed. The sick man put up his hand, from which I observed that the bank-notes had disappeared — though I had seen nothing of the sleight-of-hand which had spirited them away — and with his fingers softly stroked the young man’s face. Reggie remained perfectly quiescent while he did it.

‘You’re — like — your mother. Thank God — you’re not — your father’s son.’ When he said this I was conscious of a catching in my breath. The thing was true. Though how he knew it — save on one presumption — was beyond me altogether. Reggie bore a striking resemblance to his mother, and none whatever to his father. The man in the bed droned on. ‘Your — mother — was a good woman. Your — father — was a beast. Like me. Are you — a beast?’

‘I hope not.’

‘Most men are. Poor devils!’ There was a pause before he spoke again. He still touched Reggie softly with his finger-tips, as if doing so brought him a curious sort of comfort. ‘You’re like your mother, Reggie?’

‘Yes.’

‘I wish — I wish —— . You know what I wish.’

His hand dropped limply back upon the bed. He lay still, though his eyes continued open. Hancock turned to Foster.

‘If you want him to do anything you had better try him now.’

After a moment’s more spluttering with the pen, Foster came hurrying forward, with a sheet of paper, pen, ink, and blotting-pad.

‘My lord, I have ventured to embody your wishes, as you have just expressed them, on this sheet of paper. I will read you what I have written: “I give and bequeath so much of my estate, real and personal, as I have the power of devising, to my brother, Reginald Sherrington, absolutely.” It is informal, but will serve. Will your lordship be pleased to attach his signature?’

‘What’s that?’

‘You understand what I have said?’

‘Reggie to have all?’

‘Precisely. You will secure the due and proper execution of your wishes by signing this paper.’

‘I — hate wills.’

‘I implore your lordship not to do your brother the crowning injustice of dying without doing something to protect his interests. He is already suffering much on your account. Sir Gregory, will you assist his lordship to sit up?’

Again Hancock shrugged his shoulders.

‘It’s a risk,’ he whispered.

‘We must take it.’

Hancock raised the sick man, using as much gentleness as was possible, and the lawyer placed before him the sheet of paper on the blotting-pad. He also insinuated a pen between the wasted fingers.

‘What’s this?’

‘Your lordship understands what you are about to do? You are about to sign your will.’

‘Everything to Reggie?’

‘Exactly. You are leaving everything to Lord Reginald; as is set forth on this sheet of paper. Your lordship will please attach your signature here.’

The sick man dug the point of his pen into the paper at the place to which Foster had guided his hand. Then he stopped. He looked up, with on his face a very singular expression; as of wistfulness. We watched; wondering what it was he desired to say. There was evidently something. When it came it was not at all what any of us had supposed.

‘I want — to see — a good woman. Isn’t there — a good woman — in the world?’

I do not know what we had expected him to say. I, of course, cannot answer for all. But I am tolerably certain that neither of us had imagined him to be struggling to give expression to such a wish as that. We exchanged glances. Did it mean that his wits were wandering?

What immediately ensued seemed to suggest that his wits were, if anything, keener than ours.


CHAPTER IX

DEAD

I am inclined to think that I had not given Mr. Montagu Babbacombe credit for all the cleverness he possessed. I began, indeed, to suspect that to his cleverness — if it was only cleverness — there were no limits. While we stared and wondered, a waiter entered the room with a card on a salver, which he brought to me. It was Edith’s card. On it she had pencilled a line:

‘I am here with Violet. Can’t I see him? I should like to.’

‘Let her come! Let her come!’

The instruction — it amounted to that — came from the man in the bed. It seemed that he had not only known that the women were in the house before I had had any intimation of their presence, and that the knowledge had prompted him to make his remark, but it also appeared that he knew what was written on that card. Was the fellow possessed of the occult powers of which we read in fairy-books? While the others eyed me askance, inquiring his meaning, I eyed him.

As a matter of fact I welcomed neither Edith nor Violet. I had far rather they both of them had kept away. The business on hand was one with which I desired that they should have no sort of connection. It was bad enough that I should be entering, with my eyes wide open, into such a sea of falsehood. That they should soil even the hem of their skirts by standing, unwittingly, upon the edge was a notion I did not fancy. They were stainless: above reproach. It was my business to keep them so. It did not matter so much for me.

Yet I did not see how I could prevent them coming if they chose to come, even into that atmosphere of foul fraud and lying; especially if my friend, the dying man, desired their presence. The motive which had brought Edith I could understand. After all, Twickenham had been the playmate of her childish days. And he had wooed and won her dearest friend, who still waited, in full confidence, his coming. But why Violet? The man had not even a pseudo-sentimental attraction for her. I turned to the waiter.

‘Tell the ladies I will be with them directly.’

The dying man was not to be balked. He evinced a degree of vigour which was altogether beyond anything he had previously shown.

‘Let them come! Let them come!’ he repeated.

He stretched out his hand, from which the pen dropped out unused, in such a condition of tremulous agitation that Hancock promptly laid him back upon the pillow.

‘Gently! Gently! Don’t excite yourself, my lord; be calm! What does he mean?’ he asked me. I perforce explained.

‘Miss Desmond is below, and wishes to know if she may come up.’

‘Let her come!’ gasped the invalid.

‘Better humour him,’ murmured Hancock.

‘I will go down and speak to her.’

But when I prepared to go the patient shook his head at me in a frenzy of excitement; struggling all the while for breath in a fashion which it was not agreeable to witness. Hancock strove to soothe him.

‘Gently, my lord, gently.’

‘He’s — he’s not — to — go. Let them — let them — come.’

‘It appears, Mr. Howarth, that his lordship would like Miss Desmond to come without your going to fetch her. Can you not send a message through the waiter?’ He added, sotto voce, ‘Better do as he wishes; she’ll get no harm.’

I had my doubts; but I directed the waiter as Hancock desired. As soon as he was gone Foster returned to the charge.

‘Now, if your lordship will be pleased to attach your signature.’

The sick man would have none of him. He merely continued to mumble:

‘Let them — come! Let them — come!’

It was clear that the completion of that will would have to be postponed. Foster’s chagrin was obvious. To his legal mind form and precedent were everything. What does it matter if we die, so long as our affairs are left in order? To have been so near the attainment of his wishes — for it had looked as if the wily sinner was about to sign — only to be disappointed after all, was a severe trial to his sense of professional propriety. For my part, on that point at least, I was at ease. I was persuaded that Reggie would not find so many thorns in his path as his man of business predicted.

While the sick man mumbled, I regarding him askance, with half an eye on Foster’s discomfiture, in came Edith, with Violet at her heels. I had not meant that Violet should come, too, and made a half-step forward to request her to withdraw. But both Reggie and Hancock were in front of me. Reggie made a dash towards Vi, the physician appropriating Edith. Indeed he assumed command of both; his remarks being addressed to the pair. He spoke in a sort of stage aside; his words being perfectly audible to me.

‘My dear Miss Desmond! My dear Lady Violet! Our long-lost friend is in a sad way; very, very sad. At any moment the end may come. But he expresses such a desire to see you, and shows so much impatience at the idea of your being kept from him that I thought we might venture. Only be careful not to agitate him.’

‘Our long-lost friend’ showed impatience then and there.

‘What’s he — what’s he — gabbling about? —— the man! Let them come!’

Hancock shrugged his shoulders; he dropped his voice.

‘You hear? — Such language! But you mustn’t mind.’ He brought them forward. ‘Here, my dear lord, are two ladies who have come to see you — Miss Desmond and Lady Violet Howarth.’

‘Edith?’ He hit upon her surname; he alone knew how. ‘You’re an old woman — aren’t you?’

That was a civil thing to say, — particularly from a man in his position. I could have shaken him again. Edith only smiled.

‘I’m not so young as I was. But you’re not an old man, and I’m younger than you.’

‘Old? — I am old. Rotten. Done. I feel a thousand. The years lie heavy — on me. I was — never — young.’

The thing was curiously true of Twickenham. He never had been young. Mentally, physically, and morally, he had been born old. As a boy he had all an old man’s vices. As Edith perceived what a wreck the creature seemed I saw that tears were in her eyes.

‘I am sorry to meet you, after all these years, like this. Poor Leonard!’

She stretched out her hand to touch his brow. I could have snatched it back. He lay perfectly still, staring up at her with fixed, unseeing eyes.

‘Why — sorry?’

‘I had hoped it would all have seemed so different.’

‘It’s all right. I’ve had enough. Glad it’s over.’

‘Are you in pain?’

‘Pains of hell.’

He said this, in his tremulous, croaking tones, with a depth of sincerity which impressed even me. The fellow was a past master of his art, or in possession of unholy powers. Edith’s hand visibly trembled.

‘Poor Leonard!’

‘Soon — over. Who’s the girl?’

‘This is Violet Howarth — Douglas’s sister. Vi, you remember Twickenham? This is Reggie’s brother.’

Vi said nothing; possibly because she had nothing to say. She surveyed the object in front of her with looks which were a blend of pity, curiosity, and, unless I err, disgust. She had, perhaps, more than her share of the severity of youth, and I knew what she had thought of the man she supposed herself to be looking at. He spoke to her, with the same request which he had made to Reggie.

‘Come — closer; lean — down.’

I believe that Vi rebelled; but when Edith touched her on the shoulder she did as he asked. Whereupon he went through the same performance with which he had favoured Reggie; putting up his hand, and examining her features with his finger-tips.

‘You’re a pretty girl — but —— hard.’

It was not surprising that the blood flamed through her skin, although, saving the perhaps unnecessary vigour of the adjective, the thing was true enough. When she likes she can be as hard as nails.

‘Why don’t you — marry — Reggie?’

‘I’m going to, when you’re dead.’

I fancy, in her impetuous fashion, that the words were out of her mouth before she was able to stop them. They were out, anyhow; creating a small sensation. It is a common feeling that a deathbed, even of such a character as Twickenham had been, is a place where one ought only to say sentimental and, also, agreeable things; especially young women. One wants to keep the clear, dry light of truth outside. Vi turned white; then red again. Reggie endeavoured to insinuate her hand in his; by way, perhaps, of expressing his sympathy. But she would have none of it. She took her hand away. The sick man’s comment showed that his wits moved pretty quickly.

‘A nice — wife — you’ll make him. He’ll be married — and done for — when he’s got you.’

Unmistakably a retort quivered on the young lady’s tongue. Edith, slipping her arm about her, restrained its utterance.

‘It’s all right, Vi,’ she whispered. Instead, therefore, of that retort, Vi addressed him an inquiry, in even, measured tones.

‘Have you quite finished with me?’

‘What a girl! Doug — she does you — proud.’

A peculiar sound proceeded from his throat, which was perhaps intended for a chuckle. His hand dropped. Vi stood up. We were silent. A feeling of awkwardness was in the air; a consciousness that Vi had struck an inharmonious note. Hancock relieved the situation — or tried to.

‘I think now, my lord, if you were to take a little sleep.’

‘Hang — sleep. Shan’t I — have enough — sleep soon?’

Foster proffered his suggestion.

‘Will your lordship be pleased to attach your signature?’

‘Foster!’

‘My lord?’

‘Give me the will.’

Foster advanced the sheet of paper, on the blotting-pad, and a pen, newly dipped in ink. To the pen the sick man paid no heed.

‘The will?’

‘Here is the will.’

‘Give it — to me.’

The lawyer held out the sheet of paper. The sick man took it, and tore it in half. It was rather a niggling process: he made one or two abortive attempts. But the result was unmistakable. Two crumpled fragments represented the document which Foster had deemed of such importance. Its destroyer made a single remark.

‘I — hate — wills.’

The lawyer’s face was a study. There was a common feeling that Violet’s behaviour had something to do with what had happened. I think that for little he would have told her so, in language of vigour. Perhaps her own conscience assailed her. She whispered to Reggie:

‘What’s he torn?’

‘His will.’

‘His will? What was in it?’

‘Everything to me.’

‘Everything? Reggie, you don’t mean that you’ll have nothing then?’

‘Not so bad as that. — Hush.’

The admonition was only administered in the nick of time. Then came a voice from the bed.

‘That girl’s —— tongue! She’s a — jade, Reggie!’

‘Yes.’

‘You’ll be a fool — if you marry her. Don’t you do it.’

Reggie spoke hotly in reply. ‘You don’t know what you’re talking about.’

‘You — you — young devil — speak to me like that? Foster.’

‘My lord?’ Hancock interposed.

‘I beg, my lord, that you will not excite yourself.’

‘Excite myself! What in thunder do you mean? I’ll do — what I please — with myself.’ He was illumined by a sudden burst of really vigorous passion; actually raising himself in bed to give it tongue. He spoke with an amount of fluency which after the recent struggle he had made to utter disconnected words was surprising. ‘I’m not dead yet, so don’t let any one order me about as if I were — curse you, you bald-headed old fool!’ This was to Hancock; the top of whose scalp is smooth. ‘I’m not going to have my brother mixed up with a bold-faced judy; he’s not going to make a girl of whom I disapprove the Marchioness of Twickenham. I tell you, Foster, that if Reggie marries that jade — if he marries — if he — —’

He stopped as if at a loss for a word. Then a shudder passed all over him; his whole frame became perceptibly rigid; he dropped back, still. Hancock turned to us.

‘I think if one of you gentlemen were to take the ladies out. I’m afraid this may be serious.’

As we were going, the door opened to admit Dr. Robert White. I welcomed him.

‘Dr. White, you are just in time. I don’t know if you are known to Sir Gregory Hancock. Your patient has just had a relapse.’

The two doctors bent together in consultation over the bed. Edith touched me on the arm.

‘Let us wait,’ she whispered.

Presently Hancock spoke to Reggie.

‘My lord marquis, it becomes my painful duty to inform you that your brother is dead.’

It was a diplomatic way of announcing the news. Vi, as usual, told the truth with too much candour: ‘He was a wicked man; he died as he had lived.’

Hancock shook his head.

‘Of the dead, my dear young lady, let no man speak ill.’

I led her from the room, Edith following with Reggie. So soon as I got her outside I started to scold her there and then.

‘I need not tell you, Violet, that you have behaved very badly.’

‘You should not have let him touch me. I could not bear his fingers against my skin.’ She shuddered at the recollection. ‘Those dreadful hands! To think of all they’ve done!’

‘You might at least have remembered that the man was on the threshold of the grave. One day you may yourself stand in need of a lenient judgment.’

‘I wish I’d never seen him.’

‘I wish it also. The mischief you have done is irrevocable. If it hadn’t been for you a will would be in existence by the terms of which Reggie would be in indisputable possession of everything.’

‘But, surely, the destruction of that piece of paper will make no difference.’

‘Won’t it? You wait till you hear what Foster has to say.’

‘Reggie, is it true that I’ve done you so much harm?’

‘My dear Vi, you’ve done me no harm at all. Douglas exaggerates. If I had been in your place I should have said and done exactly what you said and did. But, come — hadn’t you better go? There’s no use your staying now. We’ll follow you as soon as we can.’

As we were going down the stairs I heard her whisper in his ear— ‘My lord marquis!’

What he said I did not catch; but it was something which made her smile.

So they went, and we were left to minister to the dead man.


CHAPTER X

AND BURIED

On one point it was absolutely essential that I should know at once exactly where I stood. I settled it as we were returning up the stairs.

‘Reggie, there is one thing I wish to say. I will do everything for Twickenham that remains to be done.’

‘You mean as regards the funeral and that kind of thing?’

‘I do. If you will leave everything to me I will make all necessary arrangements.’

‘Thank you. That’s one more service. I wonder for how many things I am really in your debt, besides bread and cheese, and — even kisses.’

‘Don’t talk nonsense.’

‘It’s not nonsense. And it’ll have to be talked about some day. My turn’s coming.’

‘We’ve been in stormy waters; if now we’re going to sail over summer seas together, I’ll be content.’

‘I’ll see we do.’

I had not the slightest doubt of it. And I also would see. The time of the harvest was at hand. I was quite ready to take my share of the golden grain.

The doctor was chatting to Foster. Striding up to the bed I looked down on the recumbent figure.

‘I suppose, gentlemen, that there’s no doubt whatever that he’s dead?’

Hancock was unable to conceal his amusement.

‘Are you suggesting, Mr. Howarth, that we don’t know our business, or that I don’t know mine? That is the late Marquis; the present Marquis is here.’ He motioned with one hand towards the bed, with the other towards Reggie. To Reggie he addressed himself. ‘I beg, my lord, to offer you my congratulations. I will not disguise from you that I am aware that this is an occasion on which you are entitled to receive them. We all know that your late brother was not all that he ought to be, and that he has been to you the occasion of great, long-continued, and undeserved anxiety. That burden has now been happily removed. I am sure that in the future your noble house will be worthily represented.’

‘Thank you. I hope you’re right.’

After all, Hancock was a prosy old fool.

‘Is there anything else I can do for you, or arrange before I go? Dr. White has kindly promised to see that the late Marquis receives all proper attention.’

‘Much obliged; but Mr. Howarth will see to everything.’

‘I will see to the funeral.’ This was Foster.

‘Well, Mr. Howarth has undertaken — —’

‘Quite right, Reggie, I will see to everything — including the funeral, Mr. Foster. We don’t propose to trouble you more than we can help.’

Mr. Foster made a few remarks to Reggie which were also meant for me.

‘I trust, my lord, that my attitude towards you in the past will not be misconstrued. As I did what I held to be my duty towards your brother, so I will observe equal fidelity towards you. If it should be happily shown — which I do not doubt it will be — that you are now the Marquis and in possession of the family estates, I will study your interests with the same honesty of purpose with which I studied his.’

‘Very good of you, Foster. You shall hear from me in due course.’

Reggie turned on his heel; and the great, and hitherto supreme, Mr. Foster, was snubbed. It was injudicious, perhaps, but we both of us owed him a good deal more than a snubbing.

At last Reggie and I were alone. The first thing he said, directly their backs were turned, showed what was in his mind.

‘It would be awkward if what that brute Foster keeps hinting at was true, and Twickenham was married.’

‘No fear of that. He wasn’t. Twickenham wasn’t a marrying man.’

‘Let’s hope it. A wife and family of his would be a crowning mercy.’

‘There’s not the slightest fear of anything of the kind. I’m sure of it. It’s Foster’s cue to make you fidgety. Don’t you let him have the satisfaction of thinking that he even retains the power of making himself disagreeable.’

Reggie was observing the silent figure.

‘He does look a bad lot, even now.’

‘He was.’

‘Vi was quite right; he died as he had lived. I believed that if he had had a few minutes longer he would have robbed me of all he could.’

‘I shouldn’t be surprised; the ruling passion strong in death.’

Presently he departed. I was alone with the man in the bed.

It was a curious sensation. It had all been so much easier than I had ever ventured to hope. So quickly over too. The idea which had been only mooted yesterday was already carried out. And in such triumphant fashion. And we had waited fifteen years! But then during that period I had never lighted on a Mr. Montagu Babbacombe. The man was a consummate actor; altogether beyond anything I had ever seen or heard of. On the stage his fame would fill the world; and then ring down the ages. The arch-impostor had duped them all; with the most ridiculous ease. No wonder; on one or two points he had deceived even me — whose idea the whole thing was. The death certificate would be forthcoming — poor old Hancock’s conduct had been fatuous. This was a great physician! If all documents of the kind are granted with equal readiness, how many people are buried alive? The reflection was not an agreeable one. The recognition in each case had been unhesitating. Even that Didymus, Foster, was persuaded at last. There only remained one or two trifling details which required attention, and the stakes were ours.

I was a little at a loss how exactly to proceed. The key had been turned to prevent untoward interruption, but still the fact remained that voices might be audible without. If we were heard — or even if I was heard, I might be asked whom I was talking to, — which, conceivably, might be awkward. Obviously, it was a case for the extremest caution.

I leant over the bed, and I whispered,

‘Babbacombe!’

He did not answer. I had not expected he would. By now I had gained some insight into his methods.

‘I only want to tell you that I understand a woman’s coming to wash you; “lay you out,” I believe, they call it. I suppose you don’t object?’

Not a sign; not a sound.

‘That’s all right; I don’t suppose she’ll worry you overmuch. By the way, where have you put that money? I don’t want to know; only women of that kind are as sharp as needles; and not over scrupulous either. If you like to confide it to my keeping it will be quite safe in my charge, and you can have it whenever you want it, with the other five hundred, as you know very well.’

Nothing to show he heard.

I turned down the bedclothes, thinking that he might have slipped the notes between the sheets. Not he! Nothing in the shape of a bank-note was to be seen. My curiosity being piqued — the depths of this man really were too deep! — I looked for them in every place I could think of, subjecting the whole bed to a minute examination; he evincing not the slightest apparent interest in my proceedings. Not the vestige of a note. Could he have swallowed them? If he had not, I could not conceive what had become of them. They were not upon his body. They could hardly, at his bidding, have vanished into air. Although I was quite prepared to admit that, ‘for ways that are dark,’ compared to him the Heathen Chinee was an innocent suckling.

‘Well, as I can’t find it I imagine that the woman won’t; so I suppose I make take it that the money’s safe. There’s only one other topic on which I wish to touch — the funeral. The undertaker’s man will come and measure you to-day. The shell, and, I presume, the coffin also, will arrive to-morrow morning. You’ll be placed inside, and, in the afternoon, the coffin will be closed. It will be taken down in the evening by a special train to Cressland — where you may, or may not, be aware is the family vault — the interment taking place on Wednesday. As we are none of us particularly proud of you, the interment will be as private as possible. As, I take it, you don’t want to be inside the coffin when it’s placed in its last resting-place, I’ll look in before the undertaker’s fellows; you must give up being dead, and, between us, we’ll screw down the lid. I’ll find an excuse which will satisfy them. I have an idea in this fertile brain of mine. — You clearly understand and agree. Say so if you don’t!’

He said nothing, nor signified in any way whatever that he had attained to even a glimmer of comprehension. But I knew him. Taking his immobility to signify acquiescence, I left him asleep upon the bed.

But though I left him he was with me all the time. I could not get him out of my head. I interviewed the landlord, with whom I made arrangements on a very liberal scale to compensate him for the inconvenience the affair was causing him; and all the while that we were talking I saw, with my mental eye, the silent figure on the bed!

Thence I went to Tattenham, the funeral furnisher. The figure was with me there. I wondered what my feelings would be if I knew that I was being measured for my coffin. With what amount of ceremony would the measurer treat me? To be touched for such a purpose by such hands! I feared that under his kind offices I should not lie so still as I trusted Mr. Montagu Babbacombe would do.

At home I found, as I expected, Edith and Reggie confabulating with Violet. As I also expected, Vi began at me at once — though her tone and bearing were alike surprising. She was unwontedly meek.

‘Doug’ — it was very rarely that she called me ‘Doug,’ I had rather she had not done so then. I had too recently heard the abbreviation proceeding from other lips— ‘Doug, I’m sorry I behaved so badly. I know I was a wretch. Edith has made me see that, and it’s no use Reggie pretending that I wasn’t.’

My manner was brusque. It was a subject about which I wished to hear nothing more.

‘That’s all right. I wouldn’t be too penitent if I were you. There was no harm done.’

‘But it prevented him making his will?’

‘If it did it did; and what’s done can’t be undone. Not that I think it matters.’

‘Don’t you really think it matters? Supposing any of those things happen at which it seems that Mr. Foster hinted; what then?’

‘What then? Wait till then. Till then say nothing.’

I do not think she altogether grasped my meaning. Indeed I doubt if I myself clearly understood what it was I wished to say. I told them what arrangements I was making with regard to the funeral, and so on, Reggie showing himself quite of my opinion that everything should be done as quietly as possible. Had the third marquis died, after a well-ordered life, in the odour of sanctity, his corpse might have been interred with all possible honour; as things were, it was advisable that he should be laid in his last resting-place with as little form and ceremony as was compatible with decency.

When I left the room, anxious to be by myself, to think, Edith followed me. For the first time in my life I found her presence irksome. She followed me to the small apartment which I dignified by the name of library, evidently assured of the welcome which hitherto had never failed her.

‘At last!’ she began, as soon as we were alone together. I busied myself with some papers which were on my writing-table.

‘Yes; at last.’

‘We have waited for it a good many years; you and I.’

‘That is so.’

This was platitudinous. I felt that if she had nothing more original to say I should have to ask her to excuse me if I gave my attention to matters which pressed. Her words, her voice, her very neighbourhood, seemed to have a singular effect upon my nervous system. It was as if I were ashamed. In some curious way, it was as if I were afraid of her. I wanted to take her in my arms; to hold her to me; to find strength in her sweet tenderness; for it was strength I needed. But I was conscious of an awkward inability to do as I had done a hundred times before — ay, a thousand. A shadowy something seemed to have interposed itself between us, as her own quick sight perceived.

‘What is the matter with you, Douglas?’

The question took me aback. I looked up at her with a start, experiencing an unwonted difficulty in meeting her inquiring glances.

‘The matter? Why?’

‘You seem changed.’

’Changed? It’s your fancy.’

‘It’s a very vivid fancy then. I noticed it first the night you dined with us.’ On the afternoon of that day I had first seen the sleeping man. Are there any detectives like the eyes of the woman who loves? ‘It has grown more perceptible since. Until now it sits upon you in a guise so that you seem transformed.’

‘Many things have happened during the last day or two.’

‘Yes. Have you told us of them all?’

‘Of them all? What do you mean?’

‘Douglas, don’t you know what I mean?’ She came close to me, laying her hand upon my arm. I actually quivered beneath her touch; a fact of which I had an uncomfortable conviction she was conscious. ‘I’ve another fancy — which is also a very vivid one, that there is something behind all this of which you’ve said nothing. Douglas, can’t you tell me?’

‘What your fancy is? I’m afraid you ask something which is beyond my capacity; since it probably takes the shape of poetry rather than prose.’

‘Douglas — is Twickenham married?’

‘Married? My dear Edith, is that the shape your fancy takes? I know no more whether he was married than you do. Although I have a private conviction — to which I intend to adhere till the contrary is proved — that he wasn’t.’

My manner plainly showed her that her shot had failed to hit the mark. She let fly another arrow; this time with a better aim.

‘Douglas, where did you see him first?’

‘Some day I may tell you. I don’t propose to now.’

‘Was he ill?’

‘Not that I’m aware of.’

‘It wasn’t in a hospital?’

‘A hospital! Edith, what is it you are driving at?’

‘Nor in any place of the kind?’

‘Are you suggesting that I dragged him from a sick bed to die for our benefit? Because, if so, let me assure you that when I first saw him I had no notion that anything ailed him, or that he was any nearer death than I am.’

‘Well, Douglas, I won’t worry you now, because I know that you are already worried about something, the burden of which I hope that one day you’ll share with me.’

So she went, leaving me in a condition of mental unrest to which I had never supposed I could have fallen a prey. I could not shake off that ridiculous feeling that I had for company the silent figure on the bed; the dead man who was not dead. The interview with Edith invested him with a new significance. Already she suspected that there was more in the matter than met the eye. Was I so poor an actor? Had I so wholly failed to profit by the great example which had been set me? If it was Edith now, when would it be Violet and Reggie? If either of them gained the faintest inkling of the actual state of affairs, what would become of my house of cards, and of me? How infinitely worse would my latter state be than my first! I had never, so far as I knew, done a dishonourable thing till then. Now, on a sudden, here I was, tilting against the laws both of God and man. If I had a fall, there would be an end of me.

The next day I was busied about a multitude of things. The story had already got about, thanks, I imagine, to the people at the hotel; as a consequence I was inundated with inquiries, to some of which I was compelled to give personal attention. For instance, Morris Acrodato — grown old, but still relentless — came, assuring me that he had that unfortunate bill of Twickenham’s in his pocket, and wanting to know — if he did not take out a warrant to arrest the corpse, if his claim would be favourably considered by the succeeding peer. Over and over again both Reggie and I had begged Foster to pay him what he asked, and so silence him so far as he could be silenced; but with equal persistency he had retorted by requesting us to furnish him with Twickenham’s instructions to do as we desired. So after fifteen years Acrodato was still waiting for his money or his man. A portentous sum the amount which he demanded had become. Although I laughed at his notion of arresting a dead man — we are not in Sheridan’s days, when a corpse was seizable — I had no hesitation in giving him my personal assurance that all should be done for him which equity called for. He rather pulled a face at my allusion to equity, that being hardly the point of view from which he wished his case to be regarded.

Try as I would, I could not get through the things which had to be done at anything like the rate which I desired, the result being that the afternoon was already well advanced before I was able to make my promised visit to Cortin’s Hotel.

I realised, with a sense of shock, that a hearse stood before the door. What had happened? I looked at my watch. It was after six. The train which was to bear the coffin to Cressland was due to start in something like an hour. What an idiot I had been! Better have left everything else undone rather than run the risk of being too late.

Suppose the undertaker’s men were already in the room, and Mr. Babbacombe — mistaking the cause of my non-arrival, and setting it down as intentional — had realised that their purpose was to prison him in that narrow box, and shut him off for ever from the light of day, what might not be taking place! I leaped from the cab and rushed up the steps. The landlord met me in the hall.

‘The undertaker’s men have arrived, sir. They are closing the coffin now.’

‘Closing the coffin!’

I waited to hear no more. Never before had I mounted a flight of stairs as I did those then. I was up them in a hop, skip, and jump; not pausing to consider what I was to say or do when I reached the chamber of the supposititious dead, but only anxious to get there.

When I got there it was already too late. I saw it at a glance. Never shall I forget with what sensations!

Four men were in the room, all dressed in black. One had his hat on; the hats of the other three were together on a single chair. An oak coffin stood on a black velvet pall, which doubtless covered trestles. Two men, one at either end, were screwing on the lid. A third was prowling about the room. The fourth — the one with his hat on — was standing, with his hands in his pockets, surveying the proceedings. They all glanced towards me as I entered, unmistakably taken by surprise. The fourth man, withdrawing his hands from his pockets, made haste to remove his hat. The prowler came hurrying towards the others.

‘You’re — you’re not closing the coffin?’

‘Yes, sir. By Mr. Tattenham’s instructions.’

‘But it’s not time.’

‘Excuse me, sir, but it is. The coffin has to be placed in the van before it’s attached to the train; and that means some time before it’s due to start. Did you wish, sir, to see him?’

I felt dazed; filled with a whirl of confused thoughts. The voice of the undertaker’s man sounded to me like a voice in a dream.

‘See him. Is he’ — I was about to add ‘in there?’ Because it seemed incredible that even so consummate an artist as Mr. Montagu Babbacombe could consent to remain quiescent while being consigned to a living tomb. But the question in such a form might have seemed too suggestive; so I substituted, ‘Is he all right?’

It seemed that the man somewhat mistook my drift.

‘Perfectly, sir. Make a fine photograph, sir. Looks calm and peaceful; as well as he possibly could look. We can easily remove the lid; would you like to see him, sir?’

‘See him? No. I — I don’t want to see him.’

‘In that case, since the lid is closed, we’ll be starting, sir, if you don’t mind.’

I do not know what I said. Something, I suppose; because shouldering the coffin there and then, they started. They carried it from the room and bore it from my sight. I remained behind, picturing the man inside fighting for freedom. I wondered when the struggle would begin. What was that? I thought I heard a voice calling to me from the stairs without; a voice I seemed to know. I went to the door and listened. Not a sound. Across the hall below passed the four men in black, bearing the living man shut up in the box upon their shoulders.

Was he already tapping at the inner shell? Would they hear him if he were? The shell was presumably a substantial one; the wood of the outer coffin thick. He would be shrouded in his winding-clothes; his movements would be cumbered. He would quite possibly be unable to rap with sufficient force to make them hear him. He might call; or try to. In that stifling atmosphere would he be able to use his voice?

At any rate it seemed plain that nothing took place inside that polished tomb to attract their attention. The bearers passed through the swing doors, out into the street. I waited. No doubt the coffin was being placed inside the hearse. Was Mr. Babbacombe aware of it? Presently one of the undertaker’s men returned to fetch the four hats which had been left behind in the room. He went down the stairs with two in either hand. Another interval. Presumably the hearse had started.

What was that noise — like the scratching of fingernails against wood? Whose voice called me? Did it come from the bed? I spun round like a teetotum.

It was merely a delusion. It must have been. The bed was unoccupied. Its emptiness affected me more than anything which had gone before. It exercised on me so singular a fascination that I continued to stare at it as if unable to take my eyes away.

What was that noise — like the scratching of a man’s nails against wood? The hearse must have long since got out of the street. If it had a fast pair of horses it was probably already half-way to the station. It could not come from the bed.

When — I do not know how long afterwards — I went down the stairs, feeling as if a century had elapsed since I went up them, the landlord stopped me to express a hope that everything had been done to my satisfaction.


BOOK II. — THE LOST HUSBAND

THE STORY IS CONTINUED BY MRS. JAMES MERRETT


CHAPTER XI

AN ENCOUNTER IN PICCADILLY

I couldn’t make it out. Nor could Mr. FitzHoward.

‘Well,’ said Mr. FitzHoward to me, ‘your governor certainly is a caution’ — which I was far from denying it— ‘but this beats anything; it does that.’

And tilting his hat on to the back of his head, he looked at the ceiling, as if in the hope of seeing James up there. But nothing of the kind.

‘You say you’ve heard nothing of him,’ he continued. ‘You’re quite sure? This isn’t a little game he’s playing off on me, in which you’re taking a hand?’

‘Mr. FitzHoward, I’m not that sort of person. I’ve not heard one word; nor half a one. He came home that night after he’d been doing that sleep at the Aquarium — well, he’d been drinking.’

‘You’d have been drinking if you’d only just woke up after being asleep for thirty days.’

‘No, Mr. FitzHoward, I should not; though I can quite understand what an awful feeling it must be. And how he can go wasting his life like that — —’

‘You don’t call it wasting his life when he earns nearly a hundred pounds in a month?’

‘It’s the first I’ve heard of it if he did earn nearly a hundred pounds. He gave me the money to pay the rent, and five pounds to pay the bills, and another five pounds to buy the children and me some clothes — it’s a lucky thing I didn’t buy them, or I should have been penniless — and that’s all the money I ever heard of. That was on the Sunday morning. He had on a suit of clothes which I’d never seen before, and in them he looked a perfect gentleman.’

‘He’s a gentleman to his finger-tips — when he likes.’

‘When he chooses he’s anything and everything. His equal I never knew or heard tell of. I’m not a superstitious woman, but it’s sometimes my belief that he has dealings with those he didn’t ought to.’

‘I shouldn’t be surprised.’

I could tell from his tone that he was laughing; as I let him see.

‘You may laugh, Mr. FitzHoward, and welcome. But I know more about him than you do, and he’s done things which make me believe he has traffic with the powers of evil.’

‘You’d better tell him so.’

‘I have told him so, more than once; and then he’s spoken as if he was running a sword right through me. Not cross — that’s one of his queer ways — he never is cross; you can’t make him cross. But for sarcasm there never was his match. He makes you wish that you’d bitten your tongue off before you spoke. Well, as I was saying, that Sunday morning he came down with a new suit of clothes on, laid the money on the table, said what it was for, and walked right out. I didn’t dare to ask him where he was going to.’

‘They aren’t many wives like you, Mrs. Merrett.’

‘And there aren’t many wives, Mr. FitzHoward, who’ve got husbands like mine. However, though I asked no questions I thought that, after being away a month, he’d be home for dinner, especially as I had expressly told him that I’d got as good a dinner for him as man could want. The children and I waited till the dinner was spoilt, but he never came. I cried; I was disappointed. That’s nearly a fortnight ago, and from that hour to this I’ve seen and heard nothing of him.’

‘Has he done this kind of thing before?’

‘Plenty of times. Sometimes he’s been away months at a stretch.’

‘And left you penniless?’

‘He’s never done that. Money’s always come along just as I was beginning to want it; with nothing, except his writing on the envelope, to show from whom it came.’

‘He’s a curiosity.’

‘He’s more than that. He’s a mystery.’

‘I don’t know if you’re aware that he’s entered into certain contracts, and that, if he doesn’t keep them, it’ll be a serious thing for me.’

‘He thinks nothing of breaking contracts; not he.’

‘That’s pleasant hearing. I hope he’ll think something of breaking these.’ He stood biting his fingernails; which is a habit I can’t abide.

‘Do you know anything about a man named Smith?’

‘I’ve known something about a good many Smiths.’

‘Yes, but this is a particular Smith. A very tall, well-set man; swell written large all over him; a military swagger; and a big brown moustache just turning grey.’

‘I can’t say that I recognise him from your description. But there’s very few of my husband’s friends I do know. Was this Mr. Smith a friend of his?’

‘That’s what I would like to know. I can give you one piece of information, Mrs. Merrett. When your husband left here that Sunday morning I can tell you where he went.’

‘Perhaps you can tell me where he is now.’

‘I wish I could. It would be a weight off my mind. He’s booked to open at Manchester next week, and I want to see him to make arrangements. That Sunday morning he went to the York Hotel. There he engaged a private sitting-room, in which he had an interview, by appointment, with Mr. John Smith. After Mr. Smith went he had dinner.’

‘Did he?’

‘He did; and a good one, too — from what I hear. He stayed at the York Hotel all day; he slept there that night.’

‘How could he! And I sat up half the night hoping and longing for him to come home.’

‘He left very early the next morning, without leaving word where he was going; and where he did go is what I want to know.’

‘How do you know all this?’

‘It’s no secret. I happened to mention, in the hearing of the young lady behind the bar, that I couldn’t make out what had become of Babbacombe, and she said that he’d slept there one night. Then the boss told me all there was to tell.’

‘Who is this Mr. Smith James had the interview with?’

‘That’s another thing I want to know; and that’s why I asked if you knew. The first time I saw him was on the Thursday — the twenty-eighth day of your husband’s sleep. When he caught sight of your governor he turned quite queer.’

‘Queer? What do you mean?’

‘Why, he went so white and tottery that, for all the big man he is, I thought he was going to faint. If he hadn’t seen your husband before, and wasn’t precious sorry to see him again, I’m a Dutchman. The next day, Friday, he turned up again. Then he said that if I’d manage to let him speak to your husband he’d give me a five-pound note.’

‘Good gracious! He must have been very anxious to speak to him.’

‘He was — uncommon. Sure enough on the Saturday night he was there. After your husband had finished his show, I told him that a party named Smith wanted to see him.’

‘Did you tell him he had offered to give you a five-pound note?’

‘No; I didn’t think that was necessary. The governor said, “Show him in.” As I showed him in he slipped me the fiver. When I came back, I saw that something had taken place between them which had put your husband in a mood I couldn’t understand. He must have made an appointment with this Smith for the next morning — though he said nothing about it to me. As he kept that appointment, and after keeping it disappeared, it looks very much as if Smith knew where he disappeared to, and why: if we could only find him.’

‘If you take my advice, Mr. FitzHoward, you won’t interfere in my husband’s private affairs any more than you can help. He’s not the kind of man who takes interference kindly.’

‘His private affairs in this case are mine. At his request I have made certain engagements for him. If he doesn’t keep them I shall be blamed. I’m a man, Mrs. Merrett, to whom professional reputation is dear. If he doesn’t keep them it shall be through no fault of mine. If what you call interference is necessary to induce him to keep them, I’m going in for just as much of it as ever I can.’

‘Very well, Mr. FitzHoward. Only don’t ask me to help you. I’ve long since given up interfering with Mr. Merrett’s comings and goings, either by word or deed.’

‘As I said before, Mrs. Merrett, you’re a remarkable wife. You see, I’m only his business manager; so I expect I’m actuated by different motives.’

Shortly after that he took himself away. And I wasn’t sorry to see him go. Though, when he went, he left behind him as unhappy a woman as you’d find in England.

James used to tell me I was pretty. He tells me so sometimes now. I wish he’d say it oftener; because it won’t be true of me much longer, and my prettiness is all I ever had. I’m not a bit clever. I’m an ignorant, common woman. That’s all. My father was a small farmer over Horsham way. James came to lodge with us one summer; for we took lodgers sometimes, when we could get them. He hadn’t been in the house a week before he was all the world to me. He was years and years older than I was; nigh as old as father. But that made no difference. There never was another man like him. Not all the other men put together would make his equal. I thought so then, and I think so now.

The strange thing was that he cared for me. He told me so one afternoon. And while I was half beside myself with joy they came and told me father was dead. He had been thatching the big barn, and had slipped off the roof and broken his neck. The day after father was buried, I went over with James to Horsham, and was married at the registrar’s by special licence. Father was all the relation I had, and me being alone in the world, with no money, James thought it would be best.

James being as near as possible a stranger, it wasn’t till after we were married that I learned anything at all about him; and then only what he chose to tell me. It wasn’t long, however, before I began to find out that I’d got a queer one for a husband; but how queer I don’t believe I know to this very hour. I’m not one to tell tales of my own man, the father of my children, but I could tell tales which would make some people’s hair stand up on end. Some of the things he’s done have made me wonder if he’s not in league with the devil. Not that I wasn’t happy — at least until I saw that to him a woman was just nothing at all. Though he loved me in his way. But his way was such a funny one. For a week together he’d be so nice that I’d begin to think I was in Heaven. Then he’d go out, as I’d think just for a stroll, and I’d never see him again for weeks, and sometimes months. Where he went to, or what he did, he’d never tell me. And, in time, I gave up asking; because the way he treated me when I did ask made me more miserable than ever.

I’m not old now. I’ve not been married six years, and I wasn’t seventeen when I was married. And twenty-three isn’t old compared to some. And I’ve two of the dearest little children. I believe they’re a blessing God has given me to make up for what I have to bear from James. Jimmy, he’s four and a half, and good as gold; and Pollie, she’s three, the prettiest and best child that ever lived. They say that she takes after me; but I’m sure that I don’t know. What I should do without them I tremble to think.

And now here was James gone off again! He’d been giving some dreadful performance — though, to my thinking, performance was not the word — at the Royal Aquarium. Actually been to sleep for thirty days on end. It made my blood run cold to think of it. What people could see in such a thing beats me. But there — you never know. Some like all kinds of things. There was once a lady who lived near me who called herself the Boneless Wonder. She was a wonder! She’d twist herself into the most horrid shapes you ever saw. Yet she seemed to like to do it, and people paid to see her. One afternoon when I was having a cup of tea with her, she did such awful things right in front of me upon the kitchen table that I was ill for a week.

There are some women who wish their husbands never would come home. But I’m not that sort. When James has been away, how I’ve waited and watched for him no one knows, or ever will. And prayed too. And I’ve taught the children to pray for Daddy to come home. We’ve all three knelt down together, though they can hardly speak. And when Jimmy says ‘Please, God, send Daddy soon,’ it goes right through me. I wish He would — to stop. Every footfall I’ve hoped was his, and at a rap at the door my heart stopped beating. And then when he did come, he’d be as cool and as calm as if he’d never been away. If you ran to him, and made a fuss, he’d say something that would cut you like a knife. But if you kept yourself in as tight as you could, and waited for him to start the fussing, sometimes he’d be that nice that I’d forget all my heavy heart and weary watching, and be as happy as the day was long.

Mr. FitzHoward hadn’t got used to him like I had. He hadn’t been his ‘business manager’ for long — though what business James had that he was manager of was beyond me altogether — and the way in which James had taken himself away again seemed to worry him even more than it did me. So far as I could make out, James had bound himself to go to certain towns on certain dates; and if he didn’t go Mr. FitzHoward would have to pay. He didn’t like the idea of that at all. And I can’t say that I blame him. He was in and out sometimes two or three times a day to know if there was news of him. What with his constant worrying, and James keeping away, it was almost more than I could stand. It was only the children kept me up. If I hadn’t loved my husband it wouldn’t have mattered; but I did. And though I let no one guess it, least of all Mr. FitzHoward, my heart kept crying out for him as if it would break.

One morning, two days after he’d been telling me about that mysterious Mr. Smith, he came rushing into the house without even so much as knocking. He was so excited that he made me excited too. I went up to him with my hands clenched at my sides, feeling all of a tremble.

‘Well, where is he?’

His answer made me go as cold as I’d gone hot.

‘I’d give a five-pound note to know; the one presented me by Mr. Smith, with another one on top of it.’

‘What’s the matter with you then, if you don’t know?’

He seemed to think that there was something singular in my appearance.

‘I say — Mrs. Merrett — don’t hit me!’ As if I was going to hit him. Though he deserved shaking for making me think such things. I went back to the roly-poly pudding I was making for the children’s dinner. ‘I tell you what it is, Mrs. Merrett; I’m beginning to feel uneasy.’

‘Who cares what you feel?’

Disappointment had made me angry.

‘Not many people, I admit. It’s a solemn fact that my feelings are not of national importance; but when you’ve heard what I’ve got to say, perhaps you’ll begin to feel uneasy; then it’ll be my turn to make inquiries. You know that Mr. Smith I told you about?’ I nodded. I had heard enough of the mysterious Smith. ‘Yesterday afternoon, as I was going along Piccadilly on a ‘bus, I saw him on the pavement.

‘Alone?’

‘He was alone right enough; though, for all I know, a ghost ought to have been walking by his side.’

‘Mr. FitzHoward! What do you mean?’

‘Aren’t I going to tell you, if you’ll wait? Even the best of women — and, Mrs. Merrett, you must pardon my saying that you are the best I ever met, and I’ve met some — are impatient.’ I wished he’d stop his nonsense. ‘I jumped off the ‘bus, went up to Mr. Smith from behind, reached out my hand, and touched him on the shoulder. He gave such a jump that he made me jump too. I never saw a man so startled. He didn’t look much happier when he saw me; he knew me right enough. “Good God!” he said. “You!” “Yes,” I said. “Mr. — Mr. Smith, might I be permitted to inquire what you’ve done with Mr. Babbacombe?” I don’t know what made me ask the question, at least in that way. It must have been a kind of inspiration. For when I did ask it, it seemed to strike him all of a heap. He gave a lurch so that I thought that he was going to fall; and if the wall of St. James’s Church hadn’t been handy for him to lean against, he’d have come a cropper. The sight he was took me quite aback. It made me think all sorts of things. I couldn’t make it out at all. It was some time before he’d got hold of himself enough to speak; and then it was with a stammer. “What — what do you mean by — by asking me such a question?” “I asked it because I want an answer. What’s become of him since you had that interview with him at the York Hotel?” “How do you know I had an interview with him?” “That’s tellings. I know one or two things, and I want to know one or two more. Mr. Smith, what have you done with Mr. Babbacombe?” “I know nothing whatever, sir, of the person to whom you refer.” He tried to pull himself together, and pass things off with an air. But it wasn’t altogether a success. Just as he was making as if to take himself off, a friend came rushing up to him. “Hollo, Howarth!” he cried, “you’re the very man I wanted to see.” I pricked up my ears at this. “Excuse me, sir,” I said. “Is this gentleman’s name Howarth?” The friend looked me up and down; like those swells do. “Who’s this?” he asked. Mr. Smith — or Mr. Howarth — took his arm. “Some person who wishes to make himself offensive to me.” And he was going to walk off. But I got in front of him. “Excuse me, Mr. Smith, or Mr. Howarth, or whatever your name is, but before you go perhaps you’ll tell me what you’ve done with Mr. Babbacombe.” He was more himself by now, and looked at me in a way I didn’t like; as if I was so much dirt under his feet. “What’s he mean?” asked his friend. My gentleman beckoned to a policeman who was standing a little way off. “Officer,” he said, “be so good as to prevent this person from annoying me.” “Constable,” I said in my turn, “I want to know what this gentleman has done with a friend of mine.” However, Mr. Smith, or Mr. Howarth, called a cab; and as the bobby had as near as a toucher, planted himself on my toes, I had to let him get into it. “Who’s that?” I asked the copper, as he was driving off. “That’s the Honourable Douglas Howarth. What do you want with him?” “I want to know what size he takes in boots,” I said. That gentleman in blue had given me the needle. There’s a Court Guide where I live. When I opened it this morning the first name I saw was Howarth. The Hon. Douglas Howarth is the third son of the late Earl of Barnes, and the uncle of the present Earl. He’s a bachelor. He has a sister, Lady Violet, who’s unmarried; and he lives in Brook Street, Grosvenor Square. All of which sounds very different to “John Smith.”’

‘But why should he have called himself Smith? And what was it he was so anxious to say to James?’

‘Exactly. That’s what you’re going to find out.’

‘I! Mr. FitzHoward!’

‘You — Mrs. Merrett! Who’s entitled to know who killed the husband if it isn’t his wife?’

‘Mr. FitzHoward!’

‘So this afternoon you’re going to call on the Hon. Douglas Howarth, alias Mr. John Smith, at his residence in Brook Street, to make inquiries.’


CHAPTER XII

MRS. MERRETT IS OVER-PERSUADED

I sat down with the rolling-pin in my hand. He made me feel uneasy. Though what he said was beyond me altogether. And as he stood in front of the grate he kept saying things which made me uneasier still.

‘Mrs. Merrett, I’m not a romantic character. I’m without feeling; dead to emotion. It’s the consequence of the professional life I’ve led; the profession first, the rest nowhere. You may beat against this heart for years, and yet not find entrance.’ He banged his hand against his side. I should have thought it hurt him. ‘I’m a man who only believes what he sees — and only about a quarter of that. Therefore, when I tell you that I am possessed by an overwhelming, a predominating conviction that something has happened to your husband, you will know that my conviction is not a thing to be laughed at.’

‘But what can have happened to him?’

‘As I was going home yesterday afternoon, I slipped on a piece of orange peel; that means danger. In our street I saw three black cats; that means mourning for a friend. I found myself putting my walking-stick upside down into the stand; that means trouble. When I got upstairs, death stared me in the face out of my sitting-room fire. As I was smoking a pipe, your husband’s portrait fell from its place on the wall, and chipped a piece off one of the corners; you know what that means as well as I do. I’ll say nothing about the horrid dreams which haunted me all through the night because I’m not a superstitious man, and they may have had something to do with the dressed crab I had for supper. But I will say this, that I woke up this morning profoundly persuaded that there is something wrong. And that persuasion is with me now.’

‘But what can be wrong?’

He came and leaned against the edge of the table.

‘Mind the flour,’ I said.

He waved his hand.

‘What does it matter about minding the flour when we’ve got such facts as those to face? Mrs. Merrett, we have to put two and two together. I unhesitatingly say that the result of our doing that is to point the finger of suspicion towards the man who masqueraded as John Smith.’ He rapped his knuckles so hard against the board that a piece of suet which I had left there stuck to them. ‘If you don’t go to Mr. John Smith, alias the Hon. Douglas Howarth, and ask him, as I asked him, what he’s done with Mr. Babbacombe, you’ll be neglecting your duty as a wife.’

‘Mr. FitzHoward!’

‘You will, Mrs. Merrett, you will! If you love your husband — —’

‘“If!”’

‘I say, if you love your husband you will insist on getting from him the answer which he refused to give me. There’s a mystery, Mrs. Merrett — a mystery; and that double-named gentleman is at the back of it. My varied experience in all branches of the profession has given me the eyes of a hawk, and yesterday I saw right through him.’

‘But, Mr. FitzHoward — —’

‘But me no buts. If you won’t go I will; and I’ll try to conceal the fact that I’ve come because you wouldn’t. There are wives like that, but I didn’t think that you were one.’

I stood up, and I hit the table with the rolling-pin. I was not going to stand talk like that from him, or from anyone.’

‘Mr. FitzHoward, I know my James, and he won’t thank you for interfering with his private affairs, nor me either. If you come to mysteries, why, his whole life’s a mystery: but he’ll be the first to tell you not to trouble yourself about him, but to look after mysteries of your own.’

‘What if he’s dead?’

‘Mr. FitzHoward! how can you say such things? What makes you think it?’

‘I don’t want to agitate you; I don’t want to cause alarm. But I have my intuitions — here.’ He tapped his shirt front. ‘What surprises me is that you haven’t got intuitions, too.’

‘What makes you — have them?’

‘My trained intelligence. If all’s well there’ll be no harm done by your running round to Brook Street, and putting that question to the Hon. Douglas Howarth. If he’s able to clear himself — which, mind, I hope! — he’ll have my congratulations, and you too. No one can blame the anxiety of a loving woman’s heart. And I can only say that if I were in your position, knowing what you know, and what I know, I shouldn’t be able to lay my head upon my pillow this night, if I was weighed down by the consciousness that I hadn’t moved a finger to find out whether my husband was alive or dead. I shouldn’t dare to go to sleep.’

Oh, dear, how that man did work upon my feelings! How he did upset me! He almost drove me to hysterics. Goodness knows that often and often I’ve laid awake all night, wondering if James was dead, and, if so, where he was buried, sopping my pillow with my tears, and making myself quite ill. But I never had been talked to like that man talked to me that afternoon. I was half beside myself through not knowing what I ought to do. I knew very well that I should get into trouble with James if it turned out that he was only carrying on as usual; while if what Mr. FitzHoward kept talking about was true, or anything like it, I should never forgive myself for leaving the least thing undone that I could do.

The end of it was that I was over-persuaded. He got me into such a state that I didn’t dare to hold out any longer; and though I was trembling in my shoes to think I had the courage, I decided to go with him to see that Mr. Howarth. I gave the children their dinner — the roly-poly had to be put off to supper-time — I never had a chance to cook it. Mr. FitzHoward went away to have his dinner. I washed and tidied the children — they are pictures when they’re tidy! — and took them round to Mrs. Ordish, to stop with her till I came back. She hasn’t any of her own, and very glad she was to have them — as who wouldn’t be? Then, when Mr. FitzHoward came back I was ready to start.

He would have a hansom cab. Simply, I believe, that he could keep on talking to me, and working of me up. Then, as we were getting near the house, he said:

‘You understand? You’re to go in, and I’m to wait outside. Then when I think you’ve had time to put your question, and receive a satisfactory explanation, if you don’t appear I’ll come in too. If between us we don’t make him sit up I’ll be surprised. I’ll be even with him for setting that copper on me yesterday.’

I really do believe that that was at the bottom of it all; his wanting to be even, as he called it, with the gentleman for calling to the policeman. And at the last moment, if I’d dared, I’d have gone straight back then and there, and never have gone into the house at all. But that was more than I had courage for, having come all that way, with Mr. FitzHoward, and him saying all those things.

So I left him at the corner, and went to the number he’d told me of. It wasn’t a large house, quite the other way; I shouldn’t have thought that an Earl’s son would have lived in such a small one. The door was opened by a gentleman whom I at first took to be Mr. Howarth himself; but then supposed to be a servant — though he wasn’t dressed like one, being just in evening clothes. He looked at me so that I wished right straight away that I’d never come.

‘Mr. Howarth?’ I just managed to get out.

‘Mr. Howarth? Not at home. What name?’

I was stammering that it didn’t matter, and was going to take myself away, and glad to get the chance of doing it, when a young lady came out of the side room into the passage. She was quite the lady, though dressed as plain as plain could be, with not a scrap of jewellery about her. When she saw me standing on the step, she said to the gentleman who had opened the door:

‘Bartlett, who is this?’

‘Wants to see Mr. Howarth, my lady.’

She came to the door and looked at me again.

‘On what subject do you wish to see Mr. Howarth? I am his sister.’

The servant’s calling her ‘my lady’ had sent me all of a twitter. So that when she spoke to me I felt that silly I could have bitten myself.

‘If you please, miss, I want to speak to him.’

I could have scratched myself for calling her miss, she being my lady. But she didn’t seem to mind. She had another look at me, and then she said:

‘Come in. Perhaps you can tell me on what subject you wish to speak to my brother.’ I followed her into the room she had just come out of. There was another lady in it; but, except that somehow I knew that she was older than the other, I didn’t take any notice of what she was like. ‘Now, is there any message which you can give me and which I can deliver to my brother?’

She looked at me so straight, and with such an odd something in her eyes, that I grew more confused than ever.

‘If you please, miss, I mean my lady, I only wanted to ask him what he’s done with my husband.’

‘You only wanted to ask him what?’

‘What he’s done with my husband.’

I had to put my handkerchief up to my eyes. But it was as much rage as anything; through my feeling such a fool, and, no doubt, looking one. The young lady glanced at the other. I knew what she was thinking, and small blame to her; I could have boxed Mr. FitzHoward’s ears for getting me into such a mess.

‘I don’t understand you. Who are you? And what has my brother to do with your husband?’

‘If you please, miss, I mean my lady, my name’s Merrett; but my husband’s known as Mr. Montagu Babbacombe. He’s the famous Mr. Montagu Babbacombe.’

I’ve a sort of suspicion that the young lady smiled.

‘The famous Mr. Montagu Babbacombe? I am afraid that his fame has not reached me. And what has my brother to do with Mr. Babbacombe?’

‘That’s what I want to know.’

‘Where is your husband?’

‘I want to know that too.’

‘Do you mean that he’s left home?’

‘I haven’t seen or heard of him since he went out last Sunday week to see your brother.’

‘To see my brother? How do you know that he went to see my brother?’

‘He had an interview at the York Hotel with your brother, who called himself Mr. John Smith.’

‘My brother called himself Mr. John Smith?’

‘Yes, my lady; and yesterday when Mr. FitzHoward saw him in Piccadilly — —’

‘Who’s Mr. FitzHoward?’

‘My husband’s business manager. He went up to him and asked him what he’d been doing with my husband. And he was so struck all of a heap, and went on in such a way, that Mr. FitzHoward felt sure that he’d been doing something he didn’t ought to. Then he found out that his name wasn’t Smith at all, but Howarth; so he brought me here to ask what he’s been doing to my James.’

The young lady, turning to the older one, made a queer movement with her hands.

‘I don’t understand her in the very faintest atom; do you? Do you think she’s — quite right in her mind?’

‘Hush!’ said the other.

She came to me. And I saw that she wasn’t so very old after all. While for loveliness I had never seen anything like her. Compared to her I was like a doll. She was beautifully dressed, and she had a way about her I can’t describe. And such a voice it did you good to hear her speak.

‘Sit down, my dear,’ she said. I sat down, and she sat down beside me. ‘Now tell me all about it from the beginning. Where do you live?’

‘At 32 Little Olive Street, Vauxhall Bridge Road.’

‘And you say that your name is Merrett, and your husband is known as Mr. Montagu Babbacombe. What is he?’

‘Anything and everything.’

‘That’s rather vague.’

‘The last thing he did was a thirty days’ sleep at the Royal Aquarium.’

‘A thirty days’ sleep. Now I think I begin to understand. I remember reading something about it in the papers. So that was your husband?’

‘That was my James. And that was where Mr. Smith — or Mr. Howarth, as it seems that he is — first saw him.’

‘Indeed! And when did he first see him? On what day?’

‘Let me see. It was the Thursday before he went away — that was a fortnight last Thursday.’

‘A fortnight last Thursday?’

The young lady burst out with something I didn’t understand.

‘How very odd! That was the day on which he first saw Twickenham.’

The other lady was silent for, I should think, quite a minute. And when she did speak her voice seemed changed.

‘Yes; it is odd. At that time your husband was giving an exhibition as — what?’

‘As a sleeping man.’

‘As a sleeping man? What a strange thing to do! What kind of man is your husband? Is he old?’

‘He’s older than I am.’

‘Older than you are? About forty?’

‘About that, I should think.’

‘Have you known him all your life?’

‘I’ve been married six years, and I only knew him a week before we were married.’

‘Only a week! What a courageous thing to do! Do you know his relatives?’

‘I don’t think he has any. I never heard him speak of them. The only thing I know about him is that he’s a gentleman.’

‘What do you understand by a gentleman?’

‘I can’t explain. But I know a gentleman when I see him, and I’m sure my James is one.’

She seemed to hesitate before she put her next question.

‘When he went out that Sunday morning was he well?’

‘He was never better.’

‘Did he suffer from a weak heart?’

‘He’s never had an hour’s illness during all the time I’ve known him.’

Somehow I don’t think that was just the answer she expected. She kind of drew her breath, as if she was relieved. The young lady interrupted.

‘I don’t know, Edith, what it is you’re driving at, nor do I as yet at all understand how, or why, Mrs. Merrett associates Douglas with her husband.’

‘Nor I. But here comes Douglas to answer for himself.’

As she said it the room door opened, and in came a gentleman. He was very tall, and his brown hair, which was curly, was just turning grey; as, likewise, was his big moustache, which turned up at the ends. His good looks were not what I had expected: and his sweet smile reminded me of the lady who had been asking me questions. Somehow he looked worried — downright ill, indeed; and he had a queer way of starting at nothing, and looking about him, as if he saw and heard something which you didn’t, which would soon have got upon my nerves.

‘Douglas,’ said the young lady, ‘here is some one who wishes to ask you a question.’

She spoke as if she was sure he’d find the question an amusing one. But as soon as I set eyes upon him I knew better. Although he smiled at the two ladies as he came in, all the while he was glancing at me in a fidgety sort of way as if he resented my intruding.

‘Indeed!’ he said. ‘And who may this lady be?’

‘You had better ask her. She will be able to tell you better than I can. I am so stupid that I’m quite unable to understand.’

When he came in, the lady, who had been asking me questions, had moved a little to one side. I stood up and faced him. Although he was so big and tall, and quite the great gentleman, somehow I was not half so afraid as I had expected to be. I gave him look for look.

‘You wish to see me?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘In private?’

‘That, sir, is for you to say.’ The young lady put in a word.

‘I don’t think, Douglas, that any privacy is necessary. Mrs. Merrett merely wishes to ask you a plain and simple question.’

He repeated my name.

‘Merrett? Merrett? Are you Mrs. Merrett?’

‘I am, sir. And I’m the wife of Mr. Montagu Babbacombe.’

Just what Mr. FitzHoward had spoken of happened again. He sort of reeled; and a look came on to his face which was shocking. I never saw a man so changed all of a sudden. I thought he was going to have a fit. The two ladies were every bit as much surprised as I was. The younger one went hurrying to him.

‘Douglas, what ever is the matter?’ He seemed to have a difficulty in speaking, as though his breath was short.

‘I — I’ve not felt very well to-day; that’s all.’

‘It’s the first time you’ve spoken of it. Shall I send for the doctor?’

‘No. It’s nothing. It’s only a passing touch.’ He tried to brace himself up: but though he tried hard he still seemed limp. ‘If you will come to my room, Mrs. — what did you say your name was?’

‘Merrett, sir.’

‘If you will come into my room, Mrs. Merrett, I will speak to you there.’

‘Douglas,’ said the elder of the ladies, just as he had his hand upon the handle of the door, ‘who is Mr. Montagu Babbacombe?’

‘Babbacombe?’ He tried to meet her eyes: but couldn’t. ‘Oh, he’s a wretched mountebank.’

It fired my blood to hear him speak of my James like that.

‘Begging your pardon, sir, but he’s nothing of the kind. And if that’s the way you’re going to speak of my husband I’d rather say what I have to say before the ladies.’

‘I dare say you would; but you won’t. You will come into my own room, Mrs. Merrett.’

‘Excuse me, sir, but I will not. You can tell me just as well here as anywhere what it is you’ve done with my husband.’


CHAPTER XIII

WHO’S THAT CALLING?

I do believe, if we’d been alone, he would have struck me. As it was, I’m sure he would have liked to. That I should dare to speak to him like that — him so big, and me so small, and him a great gentleman, and me just nothing and nobody — it did put his back up. He glared as if he would have liked to eat me. And yet, all the while, I knew that somewhere inside of him he was afraid of me. It mayn’t sound sense, I own; but I know what I mean if I can’t just say it.

The elder lady came and put her hand upon his arm.

‘Douglas, why do you look at her like that? She’s only a child.’

He spoke, as it might be, between his gritted teeth.

‘Since Mrs. Merrett won’t come to my room, I’m afraid I must ask you two to leave this; to enable me to speak a few plain truths to her in private.’

‘She’s only anxious for her husband. Why should you be angry with her on that account? She says that you first saw him on the day on which you first saw Twickenham.’

He shot round at her with quite as savage a look as he had given me.

‘Who told you that?’

‘She was telling us just before you came.’

‘It strikes me she’s tarred with the same brush as her scoundrelly husband.’

It did make me wild to hear him! It always does when people say things against James. And especially him!

‘How dare you stand there and speak of him like that before my face — when, for all I know, his blood’s upon your hands!’

I didn’t mean it; not at the time I didn’t. I just said it because I was in a rage. But if I had meant it ever so much it couldn’t have affected him more. He shrank back from me as if I were some dreadful thing; his jaw dropped open; he stared as if his eyes would start out of his head. It was horrid to see. The young lady came stalking up to me. She spoke that cold and haughty as if I was the dirt under her feet; which perhaps she thought I was.

‘Aren’t you forgetting yourself, my good woman, in using such language? Or are you, as I thought at first, a little mad?’ Having given me one, she gave him one too. ‘And pray, Douglas, why should you behave in such an extraordinary fashion merely because this person talks as if she were insane?’

He did not reply at once. Instead, he turned his back and walked away from us across the room. When I saw his face again he looked more like he ought to. He stood before the fireplace, and, in his turn, set up to be haughty. But it didn’t sit so well on him as it did upon his sister. I should say that it came to her by nature — while he had to practise how to do it.

‘I am placed in a difficult position.’

‘I don’t see it. Why don’t you answer her question?’

‘Because I have no answer to give her.’

‘You mean that you don’t know what has become of her husband?’

‘Absolutely nothing.’

The young lady turned to me.

‘You hear what my brother says.’

‘I hear; but you must excuse my saying, miss, I mean my lady, that I don’t believe him.’

‘Why should you doubt my brother’s word?’

‘Don’t you — after what you’ve just now seen?’

She bit her lip.

‘Impertinent creature!’ she said, as she turned away. But I knew she doubted too.

I put a question on my own.

‘Mr. Howarth, sir, why did you give Mr. FitzHoward a five-pound note to make you known to my husband under a false name?’

‘Pure curiosity. Your husband gave a rather remarkable exhibition. As the person you allude to seemed to think that I ought to have some sort of a name I gave the first which occurred to me. By the way, your husband himself seems to have had what you call a false name.’

‘Yes, sir, but that’s different; as you know very well. Although he is a gentleman, he’s not in the position you are. And what was it you wanted to say to him that Sunday morning at the York Hotel?’

He put his shoulders up, and smiled as if, at least, my question did amuse him.

‘All sorts of things, my dear Mrs. Merrett. I’m afraid I’m not able, at this distance of time, to furnish you with a particular catalogue. I found your husband a somewhat interesting person; and as interesting persons are rare we sharpened our wits together on a variety of topics. I did not suppose that I should have to pay so severe a penalty for having found his society amusing. Now that matters appear to stand on a somewhat more agreeable footing, let me ask you a question or two in my turn. Do I understand you to say that your husband has — what shall I call it — disappeared?’

‘I have not seen him since that Sunday morning; as you know very well.’

‘As I know? Not only do I not know anything of the kind, but I am curious to know on what grounds you credit me with the possession of such knowledge. It is not as though I were the last person who spoke to him. A waiter came into his room as I was going out of it. I understood that he was going to have his dinner. Didn’t he have his dinner? The landlord will be able to tell you. Probably you will be able to find a dozen persons who saw and spoke to him after I had gone. So little did I know of your husband, or — you will excuse my saying so — care to know, that I was not aware that his name was Merrett; that he had a wife; or, indeed, that he had any home save the place in which he certainly seemed to me to be entirely at home.’

When he had finished I had my say. Somehow, the more affable he grew, the surer I knew that he was false.

‘Mr. Howarth, sir, you can make things seem very plain and simple, and quite all right, now that you’ve had time to think them over. But how was it that when you were spoken to unexpectedly yesterday you almost tumbled down in the street when you were asked what you had done with my husband?’

‘I have many worries of my own, Mrs. Merrett. Mr. FitzHoward took me unawares, as you admit. My thoughts were far away, and, as the result of his sudden intervention, I found that my nerves were more unstrung even than I had supposed. I don’t know what is the matter with me lately. My health must have run down. I seem unhinged by the slightest thing.’

‘You must be in a very bad state, sir, when you almost tumble down in the street because you’re asked a simple question.’

‘As you say, I suppose I must be.’

‘You must. There’s such a thing as a bad conscience, as well as bad health. And I take leave to tell you that I’m quite sure there’s more behind your words than you want me to think.’

He laughed — though not so heartily as I dare say he would have wished.

‘Mrs. Merrett, you’re incorrigible. Is it because you are so young that you’re so difficult to convince? My dear Edith,’ he turned to the elder lady — somehow I’d felt all along that he was quite as anxious to convince her as me, and that half what he was saying was meant for her address— ‘I will tell you the whole true tale of the beginning and the end of my connection with the individual who Mrs. Merrett now informs us is her husband. I saw him, for the first time, under very extraordinary circumstances.’

‘You saw Twickenham for the first time under very extraordinary circumstances.’

I did not know what she meant, but his face went black again.

‘What do you mean?’

‘I was merely commenting on the coincidence.’

‘Coincidence!’ I could see that angry words rose to his lips, but he choked them back again. He managed, with difficulty, to smile. ‘My dear Edith, I’m afraid you allow yourself to sympathise so warmly with Mrs. Merrett’s misfortune, that you confuse the issues. What has my seeing the one man to do with my seeing the other?’

‘I didn’t say it had anything.’

‘Then why drag it in?’

‘Hadn’t you better go on with your story?’

She smiled; and there was something about her smile which seemed to sting him as if she had cut him across the face with a whip. I believe he trembled; though whether it was with rage or not I could not say. When he spoke again all his affability had vanished. His voice was dry and hard.

‘We will postpone the continuation of my story, as you call it, to a further occasion. Are there any other questions, Mrs. Merrett, which you would like to ask me? Pray ask them. Whether they do or do not impugn my veracity is not of the slightest consequence. I am in the box. Nor does it matter that I have a rather pressing engagement. That I should suffer for your — may I say, erratic husband? Well, at any rate, his erratic proceeding is, I presume, only poetic justice. Though I don’t myself see where the justice quite comes in.’

I could be just as proud as him, in my way; and I let him see it. I tried to make myself as stiff as he was; though I don’t suppose I came within a mile of it.

‘Thank you, Mr. Howarth, sir, but I’ve got no more questions just now which I want to put to you. You know what you do know, and perhaps one of these days I’ll know it. Until then I can only say that I’m sorry to have troubled you.’

With that I opened the door and went out into the passage, none of them moving from where they were, or speaking a word as I went. When I got into the passage there came a pull at the front door bell, and a rat-tat-tat at the knocker.

‘That’s Mr. FitzHoward,’ I said to myself.

As I felt convinced of it I made no bones about opening the front door, which I did do, and sure enough it was he. There he was, standing on the door-step. When he saw it was me that had opened the door he seemed surprised.

‘Hello! Is that you?’ he said. ‘Well, I’ve come at last.’

‘So I perceive — and as I’m just going, we can go together.’

‘Has he answered that question?’

I felt a kind of want on me to keep on being haughty. If I hadn’t, I believe I should have broken down. So I put my head up in the air, and I replied:

‘You’ll excuse me, Mr. FitzHoward, if I remark that whether he has or has not is my affair and not yours.’

He looked at me sharply.

‘Oh, that’s the time of day, is it? Then if that’s the case I’ve half a mind to go in and put the question on my own account. I’ll soon size him up.’

‘As to that, you are of course quite at liberty to do exactly what you please; only, if that is what you are going to do I’ll wish you good-day.’

I went off down the street. He let me go a little way, and then came hurrying after me.

‘What’s become of Babbacombe?’

‘If you don’t mind my saying so, Mr. FitzHoward I don’t want to talk to you about nothing whatever till I’m in my own home.’

‘Then, if that’s how you feel, the sooner we get to your own home the better.’

And he called another hansom cab. I did think of the expense, two hansom cabs in one day, but in the state of mind in which I was I didn’t feel as if I could get into an omnibus, and sit straight up in it, with the people staring at me all the way. It only wanted a very little to make me behave like a silly. I don’t believe I spoke a dozen words the whole way. Mr. FitzHoward kept trying to make me. He was the most persevering man I ever met. But I wouldn’t. So, as soon as we got in he said sarcastically:

‘Well, we have had a nice little talk! You’re about the most talkative woman I’ve had the pleasure of knowing. You can be silent in one language, at any rate.’

‘Mr. FitzHoward, how much do I owe you for that hansom cab?’

‘Owe me? Nothing. The cab was mine.’

‘You paid going, and I’ll pay coming back. You gave the cabman eighteenpence — because I saw you. There’s the money. I’ll be beholden to no man except my husband.’

I put a shilling and a sixpence on the table. He looked at the coins, and then he looked at me. Then he took them up.

‘Oh, all right. I’m willing. Money’s always welcome. It doesn’t look as if I was going to make much out of your husband, so I don’t see why I should lose on you. Besides, I can buy something with it for those two little kids of yours. I don’t suppose you can prevent my doing that. Now, Mrs. Merrett, let’s understand each other, you and I. What did Mr. John Smith say when you put that question?’

‘Nothing.’

‘Nothing! You don’t mean that! You don’t mean that you didn’t get an answer out of him after all! Then hang me if I don’t go right straight back.’

‘I mean that he knows nothing. At least that’s what he says.’

‘And do you believe him?’

Then I was just the silly I expected. I sat down at the table and cried as if I’d nothing else to do. Presently I felt a hand upon my shoulder. It was Mr. FitzHoward.

‘Now then, none of that! Do you hear? Stop it! It’s only my nonsense. I exaggerate; it’s a professional habit I’ve got into. It’s a kind of second nature; so that people who don’t know me think that I mean more than I really do. I believe your husband’s as sound and well at this moment as I am.’

‘I don’t know what to believe.’

‘But I do; don’t I tell you that he’s as sound and well as I am?’

‘First you say one thing, and then you say another.’

‘That’s me; that’s my character; you’ve hit it off exactly; you’ve got to believe what I say last. That’s where I’m truthful; at the end. This is the end; I tell you that there’s no more the matter with your husband than there is with me. As for Mr. John Smith, he gave me a touch of the needle yesterday, so I thought I’d let him have a touch of it in his turn; that’s the solid fact. As for your husband — if you’ll kindly give me your attention when you’ve finished, Mrs. Merrett — who’s the most remarkable man I ever had the pleasure of meeting, the marvel of the age — though I say it to his wife — I have an inner conviction here!’ — I could hear him beating his hand against his side— ‘that he’s as sound as a bell, in the enjoyment of perfect health, and that he’s simply gone on one of those periodical little jaunts you were telling me of. Now, Mrs. Merrett, where are those kids of yours?’

‘They’re with Mrs. Ordish — at No. 17.’

‘Then I’ll go to No. 17, and fetch them from Mrs. Ordish.’

‘I should be much obliged to you if you would.’

‘I am now going to fetch them. There’s only one remark I have to make, and that is that I do hope that you’re not going to wring the feelings of those tenderhearted infants by letting them see their mother with a red nose.’

When he went, I hurried upstairs, and I took my hat and jacket off, and washed my face, and made myself stop. Luckily he didn’t come back with them directly, so that I had a chance of trying to look decent. And when they did come the children were laden with sweets, and cakes, and toys which he’d been buying them. They came rushing to me with their new belongings, looking that sweet and pretty — the darlings!

‘Now, Mrs. Merrett, Miss Merrett and Master Merrett have asked me to come to tea. I don’t know if you endorse their invitation, but I appeal to them in your presence. Haven’t you asked me to come to tea?’

They burst out both together in a chorus of exclamations.

‘Yes! yes! Oh, mother, can’t he come to tea?’

So he came to tea. You would never have thought he was the same man, to listen to the jokes he made. He kept them laughing all the time. And sometimes I had to smile. And after tea the games he played with them! I never did meet any one who knew such a number of games. And just the very ones for children.

Of course, I knew what he was doing it for; and when he was going I told him so.

‘I thank you very much, Mr. FitzHoward, for being so kind to the children, and to me.’

‘Kind!’ he said. ‘Oh, yes, there’s a lot of kindness about a man of my professional experience. Hard as nails that kind of thing makes you; hard as nails. I tell you what it is, Mrs. Merrett; you’ve the two cleverest and sweetest and prettiest children I’ve ever come across, bar none. Not that I wonder at it with such a mother as they’ve got. I envy you; and I envy them. But there — some people have all the luck.’

What he meant I can’t say; some nonsense, I’ve no doubt. But whatever it was it seemed to do me good. As I put the children to bed I felt more cheerful than I had done all day. Until all at once Jimmy asked me when Daddy was coming home. Before I knew it the tears were in my eyes. It’s strange how close they sometimes are; and that, in a manner of speaking, without your suspecting they’re within a mile. Especially when you’re weak and silly. I caught him in my arms, and said:

‘Jimmy, you must ask God to send him soon.’

‘But, mother, I’m always asking God to send him soon.’

That finished me. I was that stupid. I dare say I should have cried myself ill if it hadn’t been that I found that I was frightening the children. They tried to comfort me; and when they found they couldn’t, they started crying too. So then, because I couldn’t bear to see them crying, I stopped. And we all knelt down by their bedside, and prayed God send home Daddy soon.

When I had put them into bed — and as soon as they were between the sheets they were asleep, the dears! — down I went upon my knees again and prayed God send me James. When I was a girl and went to Sunday-school, I remember hearing teacher talk about wrestling with God in prayer. I never knew what she meant until that night. If ever a poor, ignorant, helpless woman wrestled with her Maker that He might be merciful, and send back to her her man, I was that woman then. I’d been wicked; I knew that I’d been wicked; but it wasn’t for want of trying to be good, and oh! I felt if He’d only send me James I would be good.

Cry! It wore me out. I cried till I thought that there wouldn’t be anything left of me. I was so tired. And yet when I got into bed it was ever so long before I could sleep. And as soon as I did I started to dream. Oh, dear, such dreams! They came crowding on me, one after another: I couldn’t get away from them. And all at once I thought I heard James call to me. It was as clear as clear could be.

I woke with a start, and sat up in bed and listened. Was it in the house, or was it in the street? I was sure it was his voice. I should know it among ten thousand. It came again through the night.

‘Mary! Mary!’

Where was he? What did it mean? Where could it be? It seemed to come from afar off. I got from between the sheets, and stood upon the bed, trembling so that I could hardly stand. It came again.

‘Mary! Mary!’

What was I to do? I couldn’t think. What did he want? I knew he wanted something, but what? I tried to collect my senses. They were all in a whirl. What did he mean by calling me, like that, in the night, from afar? The dreadful part was that I couldn’t move; now that I stood there I couldn’t move. What did it mean? What was there wrong?

He called again. And this time there was in his voice such fear, such pleading, and such pain, that my heart seemed to turn to ice inside me.

‘Mary! Mary!’

‘James! James!’ I cried. ‘I’m coming to you, James? Where are you? Oh, tell me where you are, that I can come.’


CHAPTER XIV

HELPING TO MAKE THE PUDDING

I was lying outside the bed, and it was broad day. I couldn’t think what had happened. Then I remembered the voice. Had I heard it? Had James called to me? Or was it a dream? If so it was the strangest dream ever heard of. The door opened and the children came running in. So soon as they were old enough James never would let them sleep in the same room with us. So long as he was there I didn’t mind; but when he wasn’t I wanted them for company. Yet I felt that I couldn’t do what he didn’t like. But every morning, as soon as they were awake, they’d come rushing in to me. And that was something. But now that the mornings were getting colder I wasn’t sure that it was wise: though I hadn’t the heart to stop them, for I did love to have them for a few minutes in my arms with me in bed. And they loved to come. Somehow it seemed to make the day have a better beginning.

It was that day all the strange things began to happen. Though I had no notion of anything of the kind as I listened to the children’s chatter. We’d finished breakfast some time. I’d washed the things, and tidied up the place. Indeed I’d been round the corner to get the dinner. Liver and bacon we were going to have — the children are so fond of the gravy — and a baked rice pudding. I had just set Jimmy down to table and he was starting to learn his letters. There are some who say he ought to go to school: but I don’t hold with children going to school so young, away from their mother, nor, I am thankful to say, does James either. I can give them all the teaching he wants. I’ve the time and I’ve the will; and I’m scholar enough for that. The way that boy picks up things is wonderful. He’s a deal quicker than me — which perhaps isn’t saying much. But he’ll read before some of them who go to school — and so I can tell them. He knows his letters quite well, both large and small, and he can make out little words. And before long I’m going to start him writing.

As I was saying, I’d set him down to table with his book, and Pollie — little pet! — was drawing what she calls ‘Injuns,’ on her slate. It was Jimmy started her doing that; that boy’s full of Indians; where he got them from I can’t think. And I was getting out my mending, of which there always does seem plenty, when there came a knock at the door. We were in the parlour — for James never will have us in the kitchen more than can be helped. He says if a parlour’s not for living in, what’s it for?

‘Who’s that?’ I wondered. ‘I do hope it’s none of the neighbours come gossiping just as Jimmy’s starting reading’ — for the neighbours round our part will gossip— ‘and in particular I do hope it isn’t that FitzHoward.’

It wasn’t either. When I saw who it was you might, as the saying is, have knocked me down with a feather.

It was the lady who’d asked me all the questions at Mr. Howarth’s. Dressed that beautiful she was like a picture. The sight of her made me forget my manners. I stared, feeling as if I could hardly believe my eyes.

‘You seem surprised,’ she said. Surprise wasn’t the word! ‘I hope I haven’t arrived at an inconvenient hour. May I come in?’

‘Of course, miss; and welcome.’

She went into the parlour, making it look like a different room. I was ashamed of myself, but I couldn’t take my eyes from off her.

‘Have you had any news of your husband?’

‘No, miss; that I haven’t.’

‘Are these your children?’

‘Yes, miss, they are.’

‘But you’re quite a child.’

‘I’m twenty-three.’

‘Twenty-three! You don’t look twenty. How is it that you manage to look so young?’ She sat down by the table. ‘What is your little boy’s name?’

‘Jimmy.’

‘Jimmy? Why do you call him that?’

‘His father’s name is James.’

‘James? Hasn’t he another name?’

‘I’ve never heard him speak of it.’

‘What pretty children they are — and how beautifully you keep them!’

Her words made me tingle; because, although I say it, there are no children round these parts who are kept like mine. She sat staring at Jimmy; and he didn’t seem a bit afraid.

‘Come here,’ she said. He went, and she put him on her knee. ‘He’s like his father.’

‘That’s what I say, miss.’

‘He has his father’s eyes.’

Which was a fact. Though how she knew it was is more than I could say. Pollie, who always follows Jimmy, had placed herself beside her brother.

‘The girl’s like you; though she’s not so pretty as her mother.’

‘Oh, miss, you shouldn’t talk like that; especially before the children. Besides, I’m not pretty now. I know I was once, because they used to tell me so. But now I’m old.’

‘Old? Oh, yes, you’re very old. I wish I was as young, and half as pretty.’

‘Oh, miss.’ I stammered — through being that eager to say something I knew I didn’t ought to— ‘if you’ll excuse me for making so free, you’re the most beautiful lady I ever saw.’

She laughed right out.

‘Then you’ve never seen a looking-glass, because I assure you I was never half so pretty as you are at this minute. It seems odd for two women to be paying each other compliments, but yours is the kind of face which is seen only once in a generation. Tell me — how did you meet your husband?’

I told her the whole story. She listened, as it seemed to me, with wonder.

‘How strange! And you married him, knowing nothing about him except what he told you.’

‘He told me nothing.’

‘But you must have known something of his previous history — what he’d been, and what he’d done.’

‘I never thought to ask.’

‘But he’s told you since.’

‘He hasn’t; not a word. He never talks of himself at all.’

‘But, my child, you must know something of him at this time of day. Where are his parents — his relations?’

‘I don’t think he has any. I’ve never met them, and he’s never spoken of them to me. I’ve heard him say that his mother died before his father, and that his father and he didn’t get on.’

‘They did not.’ I wondered how she knew. ‘By the way, what is your Christian name?’

‘Mary, miss.’

‘Mary? A good old-fashioned name. I love it. You look sweet and pure enough even to be a Mary.’ I wished she wouldn’t talk like that; she made me tingle. ‘I am Edith Desmond. Have you ever heard the name?’

‘Not that I remember, miss; and I don’t think I should have forgotten if I had.’

‘I am going to ask you a strange question; especially coming from a stranger. But I want you to tell me; do you love your husband?’

‘Love him!’ I felt a catching of my breath. The idea of her asking if I loved him! ‘There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for love of him. He’s my man.’

‘Your man? That’s another good old-fashioned word. Your man!’ She seemed to hesitate before she spoke again. ‘Have you — have you your husband’s photograph?’

‘Heaps, miss. He’s always having them taken. I think it’s something to do with his profession.’

I went to the drawer, and took out a pile. The first she looked at she gave a start. She put her lips together, and a hard look came on her face. She looked older, and not so beautiful as she sat staring at my James’s portrait, as if she was looking at a ghost. It was quite a minute before she spoke; and then it was to herself rather than to me.

‘It’s he. I wonder what it all means.’

The way she’d changed made me half-afraid of her; but I plucked up courage to put a question which was slipping, as it were, off the tip of my tongue.

‘Begging your pardon, miss, but — do you know my James?’

‘Once I knew him very well. He was — he was a friend of my family.’

My heart gave a jump against my ribs.

‘Then he was a gentleman? I always knew he was a gentleman! That makes it all the more wonderful that he should ever have married me.’

Her lips twisted themselves up in a way I didn’t like.

‘There was nothing wonderful in that. You might have married any one you liked, if you had known how to play your cards, my dear.’ She kept looking at the likenesses, one after the other. ‘He makes a good photograph; he comes out well in all of them. And in appearance, he doesn’t seem to have materially changed.’

‘He hasn’t changed one bit since the day that first I saw him.’

When she’d seen all the likenesses she began to tap against the table with the edge of one, as if she was turning something over in her mind.

‘Mary?’

‘Yes, miss.’

‘Don’t call me miss. Call me — well, there’ll be time enough for that.’ She smiled — though what at I could not say. ‘What should you do if you met with a sudden change of fortune?’

‘I shouldn’t mind being poorer, with James.’

‘I don’t mean in that direction, but in the other. What should you say at being richer?’

‘Thank you, miss.’

She laughed.

‘Is that all?’

‘Of course, I should say more than that. But I couldn’t tell you what I should say till it happens. It depends. And I’m afraid I’m not much good at saying anyhow. Of course, the money would be welcome.’

‘For what?’

‘All sorts of things. Everything seems to cost more as time goes on. As the children grow up they cost more. Then I want to send them to a proper school — and not to a Board School, where you pay nothing. I want them to be educated like gentlefolk’s children — so that they may grow up to be like their father, and not like me.’

‘They may grow up to be ashamed of their mother.’

‘Never. I love them too much ever to be afraid of that.’

‘You’re a lucky woman.’

‘I know I’m lucky.’

‘Which makes your luck still greater. Do you know that since I’ve been in this room it’s grown upon me more and more that you’re one of those persons on whom the gods shower fortune.’

‘I’m glad to hear it, miss — though I don’t know what you mean.’

‘You queer child! With how much more money could you do?’

‘Well, I can hardly say. You see, James is very generous. He gives me a good three pounds a week, and often more.’

‘Three pounds a week! What would you say to three pounds a day?’

‘Three pounds a day!’ I stared. ‘Of course, I know that there are people who have that amount of money, but I don’t know what use it would be to me — unless it was for James.’

‘I see. Always James?’

‘Yes, miss, always James.’

She eyed me sharply, as if she wasn’t sure what it was I meant. Though I don’t know what I’d said that wasn’t plain. All this time she’d had the children on her knee. Now she put them down and began to walk about the room. I thought how tall she was; almost a head above me. I’ve always wished I wasn’t so little. I wished it more than ever when I saw how beautiful she was. The idea of her comparing herself with me was too ridiculous.

After a time she began to talk again; still moving about.

‘Mary, I want to ask you something else, and think before you answer. — Did I understand you to say yesterday that your husband enjoys good health?’

‘Always, miss. He’s never had an hour’s illness since I’ve known him.’

‘You’re sure of it?’

‘Quite sure, miss.’

‘He hasn’t, for instance, to your knowledge, a weak heart?’

‘A weak heart? He’s nothing of the kind. He’s strong as strong can be. I’m sure of it.’

‘Does he look well?’

‘The picture of health.’

‘On that Sunday morning, when you last saw him, was he looking well when he went out?’

‘Perfectly well.’

‘And he was well?’

‘As well as well could be.’

‘And you say he wasn’t liable to sudden attacks of illness?’

‘Nothing of the kind. Who’s been telling you stories about my James?’

‘Then the only thing I can say is that I don’t understand it in the least.’

She seemed to be speaking to herself rather than to me; and it’s not for me to pretend that I know what she meant. The only thing I know is that what I said was clear enough. She went back to the table and began looking through James’s photographs again, examining them that closely you’d have thought they were puzzles.

‘It’s impossible that there can be any mistake; impossible. And yet, how can he have gone out in perfect health upon the Sunday, and — It’s beyond my comprehension. There’s a knot somewhere which wants unpicking. Do you know I’m inclined to think that you know even less about your husband than you suppose.’

‘I know all I want to know.’

‘I mean with reference to his health. I fancy that he had not such good health as you seem to imagine.’

‘You must excuse me saying, miss, that I can’t help what you fancy. May I ask what you know about my husband?’

‘I?’

‘Yes, miss — you!’

She looked at me as if my question had startled her. Then she laughed; it seemed to me not quite a natural laugh; as if she wanted to appear at her ease when she wasn’t.

‘Mary, I’ll be frank with you. I came this morning because I wanted to find out how much I really do know about him.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘If I knew him — —’

‘If? You said just now you did.’

‘The only thing which makes me doubt is what you say about his health. The person I knew was an invalid; so great an invalid that his life was despaired of.’

‘That’s not my James. How long ago is it since you knew him?’

‘How long? Oh’ — she was tapping the table again with the corner of one of his photographs— ‘fifteen years.’

‘Fifteen years? Why, that’s before I knew him — I was only in short frocks. I’ve come into his life since that. He may have been ill then, and all you say. If he was, then marrying me has done him good. You’d never have thought it if you’d known him as I have these six years. Do those children look as though they had a sick father? No! — they’re like him — strong as strong. I tell you, my James is as sound and healthy a man as there is in England; and if you ever see him you won’t need for him to tell you so himself to know it.’

She looked at me, I couldn’t help thinking, a little queerly, half laughing, half solemn.

‘Mary, any one would think I’d been traducing your husband’s character in suggesting that he might be an invalid.’

‘Well, I don’t like to hear any one keep saying he’s weak when I know he’s not.’

‘Then he’s not. He’s as strong as a cart-horse — or two, if you prefer it — and always shall be; and there’s an end.’ She changed her tone all of a sudden and became quite brisk. ‘My dear child, I’m afraid that by this unconsciously long visit of mine I’m hindering you in your household duties. Is there anything that you might be wanting to do?’

‘Well, I did want to put the rice in soak; I’m going to make a pudding.’

‘A pudding? Then the rice shall be put in soak. Come along, little lady; and you, young man.’ She caught up Pollie, and took Jimmy by the hand. ‘Let’s go and see mother put that rice in soak.’

I hardly knew what to make of it. I didn’t want to have a real lady in my little kitchen watching me make a small rice pudding. But she never gave me a chance to say so, she carried things off with such an air. She marched out of the room in front of me, Pollie in her arms, and Jimmy holding her hand. And, of course, like the little goose he was, he must lead her straight to where I didn’t want him. So that there she was in the kitchen almost before I knew it. As I have said, I didn’t know what to make of her at all — she did carry on in such a fashion, talking about all sorts of things at once; pretending to be interested in the pudding; playing such pranks with the children — they were in raptures. And she dressed that beautiful — a queen in her robes couldn’t have looked better. Altogether she reminded me of Mr. FitzHoward the night before; playing, as it were, the fool, to hide what she was thinking of. Though what that was — or what she was doing in my house at all — was beyond me altogether.

Just as she was at the height of her capers there came a knocking at the front door.

‘There!’ she cried. ‘Now, mother, go and open the door, and I’ll be nurse to the children. So, Mistress Mary, off you go.’

And off I did go, feeling pretty muddled at being ordered about in my own house like that, and hoping to goodness that those two wouldn’t spoil all her lovely things before she’d done with them.

You can imagine my feelings — or, rather, nobody ever could, because they were beyond my own imagining — when, on opening the door, I saw, standing on the step, the Honourable Douglas Howarth. It isn’t often I’d had visits from the gentry, but now they’d once started it seemed as if they were going to keep on. There was Miss Desmond, as she said her name was, helping me make a rice pudding — as if she herself had ever seen one made in all her life before! — and carrying on with my two youngsters in the kitchen, just as much at her ease, for all I could see, as if children and kitchens were what she always had been used to; and now, if I could believe my eyes, was an Earl’s son, come, as it seemed, to keep her company. I hoped that he wouldn’t want to lend a hand at the pudding too.


CHAPTER XV

THE NEW PEER: AND HIS MOTHER

One thing I saw at once; that he wasn’t anything like so much at his ease as the lady was. Perhaps he wasn’t much used to dropping down promiscuous-like on folks like me. I felt fuddled enough, I will admit; and was beginning to wonder if I was standing on my head or heels. But then I’m not used to high society; and it doesn’t take much to upset a silly thing like me. He seemed even more fuddled than I was — I was conscious of so much, at any rate — and stood there, staring, on the doorstep as if his tongue was tied. And what there was about me to tie his tongue, or anybody else’s, was what I couldn’t think. Only his behaving like that made me worse; so that the only thing I could do was to keep on rubbing my hands together as if I was half-witted.

At last he did manage to say something.

‘Can I speak to you, Mrs. Merrett, in private?’

It reminded me of what he had wanted to do the day before. But this time I didn’t know how to refuse. I don’t believe that I had sense enough.

‘If you’ll walk in, sir.’

He did walk in. Now as soon as you step into my passage, there’s the parlour door upon the left. And as it was standing open, without waiting to be invited he walked right in. I meant to tell him about Miss Desmond being in the kitchen; but I felt that stupid that I didn’t know how to say it. He upset me much more than he had done the day before.

To begin with, I couldn’t imagine what he was at. He was all of a fidget. And he being so big, and all the gentleman, it did seem so ridiculous. First he put his hat upon the table, with his umbrella alongside of it. Then he took up his hat, and began to brush it with his sleeve. Then he took up his umbrella, and sticking the point into my carpet, leaned upon the handle. Then he appeared to make up his mind that perhaps, after all, they might both of them be safe, so back again he laid them. Then he started rubbing his gloves together, and putting his hands in front of him and behind. Then he got as far as a remark.

‘May I ask you, Mrs. Merrett, to sit down for a few minutes?’

‘If you don’t mind, sir, I’d rather stand.’

My answer seemed at once to disconcert him and to make him pull himself together. He went and leaned against the mantelshelf; as I’ve noticed men, whether they’re gentlemen or not, seem fond of doing. It’s like a looking-glass to some women. I’m sure Mr. FitzHoward is standing in front of a fireplace most of the time there’s one about for him to stand in front of. Directly Mr. Howarth felt that mantelpiece in the small of his back, he began to seem more at his ease.

‘I was sorry to hear yesterday that you have had no news of your husband lately.’

‘Were you indeed, sir?’

‘I cannot imagine what possible grounds you have for associating me with his absence.’

‘Whether that is true or not, sir, you know better than I do.’

‘I understand that these absences of his are by no means infrequent.’

‘That is so. Sometimes he has been away from me for months together.’

‘Then why, in this particular case, should you suggest that I have been inciting him to desert his wife and home?’

‘I suggest nothing, sir. It is you who are suggesting.’

‘I may as well tell you that during my very brief acquaintance with your husband, I was very much struck by what I saw of him.’

‘I hope, sir, that he was equally struck by you.’

‘Well, we’ll hope so. Indeed, without self-conceit, I think I may safely say that I believe he was.’

There was something in his tone which struck me.

‘I don’t know what you mean, sir, but I see you do mean something. I hope it’s something to your credit.’

He moved, leaning his elbow on the mantelpiece, so that his face was half-turned away from me. He was so tall that he had to stoop to get his elbow in its place, though the shelf is pretty high.

‘So the real name of the man I knew as Montagu Babbacombe is Merrett.’

‘Yes, sir; James Merrett.’

‘James Merrett. That is his real name?’

‘So far as I know.’

‘At any rate it is the name under which you married him.’

‘It is.’

‘Where were you married, Mrs. Merrett?’

‘What has that to do with you, sir?’

He smiled, though not what I should call merrily.

‘True. What has it? I was only thinking that, if he had one pseudonym he may quite possibly have had another, and that his name might not be Merrett after all: in which case, as his wife, you might find yourself in a peculiar position.’

‘I don’t see how. I married him in good faith, and whether his name is Brown or Robinson, I’m his wife.’

‘I should advise you not to be too certain. The law has its own way of looking at such matters.’

‘I’m not afraid of the law. When I require its protection, Mr. Howarth, I shall have it. Why have you come to put such thoughts into my head?’

‘I was thinking of you last night after you had gone, and I could not but feel interested in your case, both on account of your youth and your beauty.’

My fingers began to tingle that he should talk to me like that.

‘If that’s all you have to say, Mr. Howarth, you must excuse my saying that I was just making a pudding when you came.’

‘And an excellent pudding, too, I am sure. By the way, Mrs. Merrett, have you any children?’

‘I have two.’

Just then there came screams of laughter from the other side of the wall. He held up his hands.

‘Ah? There they are! I thought I heard childish voices. Both girls?’

‘A boy and a girl.’

What he was driving at I could not think. Somehow I felt pretty sure that the idea of my having children was one he didn’t like at all; though what it had to do with him was beyond me altogether, and like his impudence. The queer thing was that, in spite of the fuss she made of them, I’d had the same feeling about Miss Desmond. I was beginning to wonder what connection there was between them; and how it came about that they were both in my house at the same time. That they were there to find out something, I could see; I could also see that they already knew more about me than I did about them. The interest which this fine lady and gentleman took in my belongings was clean out of the common. It was a good deal more than mere curiosity. And as for supposing that it was just sympathy with a stranger, I wasn’t so simple as to do that. That Mr. FitzHoward was right, and that Mr. Howarth was mixed up in some way with my James, was getting clearer and clearer; but exactly in what way I had yet to discover.

He had got back to his fidgeting again. I could see that there was something which he very much wanted to say, but which he didn’t find it easy to put quite in the shape he wanted. When he did start to get it out, and I began to have some idea of what it was he meant, I was almost too taken aback for words.

‘As I have already remarked, I took the greatest possible interest in Mr. Merrett — or, as he was known to me, Mr. Montagu Babbacombe.’

‘I heard you say it.’

‘And while not accepting even the slightest shadow of a shade of responsibility for his — er — no doubt temporary absence from his family, I should like, at the same time, to assure you that my interest is of a thoroughly practical kind.’

He stopped, as if expecting me to say something. I didn’t know what he meant; and said so.

‘If you’ll explain, Mr. Howarth, I dare say I shall understand what you’re talking about.’

‘It’s quite simple, Mrs. Merrett; perfectly simple.’

I didn’t think so. If I’d been asked I should have said that there wasn’t anything simple about him. He wasn’t that kind. He went on in that smooth, easy voice of his, every tone of which rang false to me.

‘Be frank with me, Mrs. Merrett. Believe me, you will find in me a friend.’ I didn’t believe anything of the kind. ‘Financially, has Mr. Merrett left you in any way awkwardly placed?’

‘Do you mean, am I short of money?’

‘Exactly. Plain language is always the best; isn’t it, Mrs. Merrett? Are you short of money?’

‘And what business have you to ask me such a question, any more than I have to ask you?’

‘I ask merely because I should propose, if such were the case, to supply any deficiency. It would give me genuine pleasure.’

‘What would give you genuine pleasure?’

Holding out his hands in front of him he began to wave them up and down — as if he wanted to persuade me how simple he really was. But it wouldn’t do. Especially as what he started saying nearly took my breath away.

‘It’s in this way. From what you’ve said of your husband’s previous proceedings — we won’t call them eccentricities, you might object.’

‘I should object.’

He smiled.

‘I thought so. Well, from what you’ve said, it appears to be quite within the range of possibility that his absence may continue several weeks; even months. Under those circumstances one can easily understand how, as you yourself put it, you may become short of money. One moment!’ He saw how words were trembling on the tip of my tongue, which it was all I could do to keep from tumbling off it. ‘If that is, or should become, the case, I shall be very happy, while his absence continues, to make you an allowance.’

‘To make me an allowance?’ I stared. ‘What allowance?’

‘Well, shall we say, five pounds a week?’

‘Five pounds a week?’ I gasped. ‘You’ll allow me five pounds a week?’

‘As I observed, to do so would give me genuine pleasure. I wish you to understand, Mrs. Merrett, that in me you have a sincere friend.’ I believed it every moment less and less. ‘Indeed, not only should I be willing to make you such an allowance, but I should be happy to see that your children are properly educated; particularly your boy.’

‘You’ll educate Jimmy?’

‘Is that his name? I will see that he is educated. And, also, if you like, your little girl.’

For a moment or two I struggled against a rush of words. There were so many things which seemed to want saying all at once.

‘Mr. Howarth, what has my James to do with you?’

‘To do with me? I don’t understand.’

‘Oh yes, you do. What is there between my James and you?’

‘Nothing; absolutely nothing. We have gone into that before; is it necessary to do so again?’

‘Listen to me, Mr. Howarth. You take my advice, be careful what you say. Here’s my husband’s portrait. You look at it; and when you’ve looked at it you tell me what there is between you two.’

I handed him one of the heap off the table, which I had got out for Miss Desmond to see. He took it with a frown.

‘So he was photographed? I shouldn’t have thought he was that kind of man.’

‘Then you’re wrong. Because he was always being photographed.’

‘It’s not unlike him.’

‘It’s his very image. As you know very well.’

He had got to the table and was taking up the likenesses one by one.

‘There are a great many here. Do I understand you to say that there are others in existence?’

‘Plenty.’

‘Where are they?’

‘That’s my business. Answer my question if you please. Did you never see my James — the man whose likeness that is — before you saw him that Thursday afternoon at the Aquarium?’

He looked me straight in the face and spoke as bold as brass.

‘Never. To the best of my knowledge and belief, never.’

‘That you swear?’

‘I say it, Mrs. Merrett, on my honour, as a gentleman.’

‘Then there’s lying somewhere. Then do you mean to say that you come to me — a stranger, and the wife of a stranger — and offer to make me an allowance of five pounds a week, and to educate my children? Why, Mr. Howarth, why?’

‘From quixotic motives, if you like to put it so. I say — which is the simple truth, Mrs. Merrett, although it seems so strange to you, — because of the interest with which your husband inspired me, even after our very brief acquaintance.’

‘He called to me last night.’

‘He? Who?’

‘My James.’

‘He called to you? What do you mean?

Returning to the fireplace, Mr. Howarth stood so that I couldn’t see his face.

‘Out of a box.’

He turned sharply round.

‘Out of a box?’

‘Out of a box into which you put him.

‘Into which I put him? Woman! Are you mad?’

Whether I was mad or not I could see that he was more upset than he cared to own.

‘Didn’t you put him in a box? and leave him there?’

His face changed as it had done when I put the question to him the day before. He quite frightened me. He seemed to have been seized with a sort of paralysis. I half-expected to see him tumble all of a heap; I dare say he would have done, if it hadn’t been for a voice which, coming from the door, startled me almost as much as it did him.

‘Don’t you think you’d better own it, Douglas? Hasn’t the farce been carried far enough? Haven’t we soiled our hands enough already?’

It was Miss Desmond. If I’d only thought, it was exactly what I might have looked for. She’d get tired of playing with the children; wonder what had become of me; leave the kitchen to find out; and discover him there. That it was a discovery there was very soon no doubt. That it was one of which he’d never dreamt there was just as little. If I’d ever had any suspicion that either knew of the other’s visit, or that their presence in my house together was arranged, it was all blown away as I saw his look when he heard her voice.

My question seemed to have knocked the stuffing right out of him, as I have heard them say; hers made him jump straight up in the air. I never saw a man give such a jump. It was like a jack-in-the-box. And when he did come down he stared as if the jump had woke him out of a dream.

‘Edith!’

‘Yes, it is I. Odd that we should both have taken into our heads to pay Mrs. Merrett a morning call; isn’t it, Douglas?’

‘What — what are you doing here?’

‘That is precisely the inquiry I was about to put to you. Because it would really seem as if your reiterated assurance to me last night that you took no personal interest whatever in Mrs. Merrett was — What shall we call it, Douglas?’

‘I don’t know what bee you’ve got in your bonnet lately. I believe you’re going mad.’

‘I think I just now heard you accuse Mrs. Merrett of going mad. It does seem strange that we should all of us be going mad together, and that you should be the only one to continue sane.’ He turned his back on us. I saw that for some cause he was afraid of her; that she knew it; and that the knowledge stung her to the heart. ‘Douglas, don’t you think we’d better prick the bubble?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Shall I tell you what I mean?’

‘I have no desire to know. Your meaning, lately, is a puzzle to which I have no clue; nor wish for any. I have no taste for the twists and turns of a disordered brain.’

‘Douglas! You didn’t use to speak to me like that — before.’

‘You mean before you developed your new fancy for prying into matters which are no concern of yours; and, in consequence, discovering mountains where there are not even molehills.’

‘I have heard it stated that, when it comes to the sticking-point, a woman has more courage than a man; but I never dreamed, Douglas, to learn that it was true of you.’

‘Fools, my dear Edith, step in where angels fear to tread.’

It appeared to dawn on her more quickly than it did on him that they were beginning to talk to each other in a way which wasn’t exactly dignified in the presence of a stranger. Her voice and manner both changed as she came farther into the room, holding Jimmy with one hand, and Pollie with the other.

‘Come, Douglas, let’s play the game. You’ve often said it to me; now it seems as if it were my turn to say it to you.’

‘You see, Edith, it depends on what is your idea of what you call the game. Unfortunately it sometimes happens that the feminine idea is a peculiar one.’

‘My idea, on the present occasion, is to be frank, honest, and above-board; to use another phrase of yours, to face the music.’

‘I’m afraid the music you want to face comes from a very funny sort of band.’

‘Douglas, let’s stop chopping phrases, you and I. Let me introduce you to some one instead.’

‘Introduce me? What do you mean?’

‘Let me introduce you to the Marquis of Twickenham.’

He had turned. Now he stared. I stared too. What she meant I did not understand, if he did.

‘Edith! are you stark, staring mad?’

‘Douglas, haven’t you heard that it’s a symptom of insanity to hurl at others reckless accusations of insanity. I can say to you, with Paul, I am not mad. But I am beginning to wonder if, somewhere deep down in your heart, you are not inclined to credit me with being something worse. For the second time let me ask your permission to make you known to the Marquis of Twickenham.’

She held Jimmy a little forward. What she meant I still had not the faintest notion. But it was plain that Mr. Howarth had. I could see that he shook; but whether it was passion or not was more than I could say.

‘Edith, you are — you are making a serious mistake. Be careful; before you do mischief which you may be never able to undo.’

She looked at him for a second, as if she didn’t catch what he meant. Then she took up one of James’s likenesses.

‘Isn’t that Leonard?’

‘No; it is not.’

‘Douglas! — are you seriously saying that to me?’

‘I tell you it is not. You are under a complete misapprehension. I am not able, nor, at this moment, am I willing, to tell you what the facts of the case actually are, but I do assure you of this — and I beg you to be so good as to remember that I have never told you a falsehood in my life — that the original of that photograph is not the person you suppose; and that any conclusions you may deduce from the supposition that he is are erroneous.’

‘Douglas, in reply, shall I tell you what I think? Not all; for that would be to entirely destroy the whole fabric on which my life has been reared; but in part.’

‘Edith, I entreat you to be warned in time; before the mischief’s done beyond repair. Whatever you have to say to me say when we’re alone.’

‘You’ve not allowed me to say anything even when we’ve been alone; you’ve always wished to put a lock upon my lips. And think what you have said to me! No; it will not do. By some process of reasoning which is beyond my comprehension you appear to have made a compromise with your own conscience which will be productive of more evil than that of which you are afraid.’

‘Afraid! — I am afraid of nothing.’

‘Of nothing? And yet you’re afraid that I should speak; and do not dare to speak yourself.’

I simply fear your rashness.’

Then, indeed, my dear Douglas, you are afraid of nothing; for I’m not of that constitution from which rashness springs. The truth is, you exaggerate. Your life has been so dominated by a single hope that, now a new factor appears, you over-estimate the consequences which may accrue. I have always held it better policy to look the truth straight in the face; and, until now, I have imagined that you thought with me.’

‘And you’ve been right. In this case I tell you again and again, that what you take to be the truth is not the truth.’

‘Douglas, all our lives we have known each other, but until now I have not known you to be this man.’

What she meant I couldn’t say; whatever it was, it made him turn away from her.

‘Edith! You’re — you’re doing me a great injustice.’

Her voice faltered when she spoke again.

‘Is this — is this to be parting of the ways? Won’t you speak, and so save me from shaming you?’

‘You’ll shame yourself if you will not be advised by me.’

‘Then I’ll be shamed. For I’m of opinion that to be a party to the concealment of what I deem to be the truth, now that I know it, would be to make my shame much more.’ She lifted Jimmy in her arms. ‘My little man, it’s my sad duty to have to inform you that you’re the Most Honourable the Marquis of Twickenham. My Lord Marquis, I salute you.’

She kissed him. It was plain that Jimmy had no more notion why she did it, or what was the meaning of her hotch-potch of words, than I had. He wasn’t very far from crying.

I had been listening to their going at it hammer and tongs, in a genteel sort of way, with, strong on me, a growing feeling that the world was turning topsy-turvy. When she said that to my boy I at last had a chance of getting a word in edgeways.

‘If you please, miss, what was that you said to Jimmy?’

For answer she set down Jimmy and picked up his father’s likeness.

‘You say that this was your husband?’

‘Yes, miss; he was; and is.’

‘Then, my dear, in that case you’re the Marchioness of Twickenham.’

‘Miss! What — what’s that you say?’

‘I say that you’re the Marchioness of Twickenham, since it’s certain your husband was the Marquis; and I say also that your son, reigning in his stead, is the Marquis of Twickenham now.’

‘I — I don’t understand.’

My heart was beating against my ribs — oh, dear!

‘Your husband’s life was a strange one. One day I’ll tell you as much of it as you care to know. But its strangeness did not alter the fact that he was the Marquis of Twickenham; and, indeed, now that I have seen you, I am beginning to understand that at least the latter part of it was not so strange as I imagined.’

‘You — you say my James is — the Marquis of Twickenham?’

‘He was.’

‘Was? Where is he?’

‘My dear, he’s dead. Your boy is the Marquis now.’

‘Dead? — dead? — dead? My James — dead?’

‘He died on the day following that on which you saw him last.’

‘Died? He died? And — you knew it?’

‘I did not know that you were his wife; or, indeed, that he had a wife at all, until just now.’

‘And — he knew it?’

‘Mr. Howarth knew that the late Marquis was dead; whether he knew that he was your husband is another matter. My dear, you must judge him leniently. When you know the whole strange story you will think better of us all than you may be disposed to do at present.’

‘You say — my James is dead? Then — he killed him?’

‘Hush! You mustn’t utter such wild words; you mustn’t think such dreadful thoughts. Your husband died in his bed — in my presence, and in the presence of other persons, among whom were two doctors.’

‘He killed him!’ She laid her hand upon my shoulder. I shook it off. ‘Don’t touch me! — don’t dare! He killed him!’

‘My dear child, if, as you will have it, there was any killing, the hand which slew him was the Lord’s. Although you don’t seem to have been aware of the fact, your husband’s heart was always weak. What had been expected for years took place at last; his heart collapsed, and there was an end.’

‘You, who’ve been in my house all the morning pretending you knew nothing, when all the time you knew that my James was dead — you now want to make out that you knew him better than I did! You may be a sly fine lady, but you’re a fool. What you say’s lies — lies — all lies! But it’s not you I want to speak to — you’re nothing. It’s him! Get out of my way, and let me pass.’

She got out of my way, or I’d have knocked her down. I could have done it. And I went to Mr. Howarth.

‘You killed him; and, as I stand here, in the presence of your God and mine, I swear that you shall hang for it, unless you kill me too. He called to me last night. How often, in the night, does he call to you? — out of the box into which you put him? As I live, I believe his voice is always in your ears — calling, calling, calling.’

Although he was a big man and I’m a little woman, I could have taken him and killed him, then and there, with my two hands, and he could have done nothing to have stayed me. For his heart was as butter, and his soul was white with fear.


CHAPTER XVI

MR. FITZHOWARD OPENS THE DOOR

They went; and my curse went with them. I would listen to nothing they had to say; neither he nor she. For while she tried to whisper soft words into my ears, and quiet me, and make me think the things she wished that I should think, I knew that, the whole time, at the bottom of her heart, she was all for him. I threw open the door, and I told him to go, if he did not wish me to shriek out ‘Murder!’ in the street. He did not need a second telling. He was glad, at any price, to take himself away. His face was like an old man’s — his knees shook as he passed me. I had it in my mind to strike him as he slunk out into the street. My word for it he’d have shivered if I had! But I held my hand. Not in such fashion would I strike the man who’d killed my James. When I did strike it should be once for all. From nothing living should he ever feel another blow.

When he’d gone I packed her after him. She begged and prayed that I’d be calm; that I’d hear what she called reason; that I’d do this, that, and the other thing. But not I! not I! I’d see the back of her; and that was all I would see. And I saw it. She went out as white as he had been, with her heart as heavy. It was only her pride kept her from crying.

I didn’t cry. I couldn’t. When they had gone, and I was alone with the children, I felt as if I was going mad; but I couldn’t cry. It was only when I began to understand that the children were afraid of me that I tried to keep a tight hold of the few senses I had left. I sat down at the table and tried to think. There were the children, as far off in the corner as they could get — holding each other by the hand. They wouldn’t come near me — their mother, because they were frightened; too frightened even for tears.

What was I to do to calm their fear? I couldn’t imagine. I wasn’t the same woman I had been. I knew that I was altogether different; that I had changed in the twinkling of an eye. Still, I didn’t want my children to be afraid of me; not Pollie and Jimmy. I tried to think of words with which to speak to them. But they wouldn’t come. I sat there like a thing turned stupid, knowing that they were growing more and more afraid of me.

It was a strange thing which roused me at least a little; it was the smell of burning. I couldn’t think what it was, or where it came from. Then I remembered. It was the rice which I had put into the oven to soak. The milk had caught; it wanted stirring. I got up, and I went to stir it. It was burnt badly; the rice was all stuck to the bottom; the pudding was spoilt. We should never be able to eat it for dinner.

The thought of dinner made me look at the clock. It was dinner time. No wonder the pudding was spoilt. It had been in the oven all that time without being once stirred. What was I to do? There was nothing cooked. The children must be hungry. Something made me look round. There they were, standing at the door. They were evidently still afraid, for they still were hand in hand, half in the room, half out. I found my voice and words. Yet, somehow, it didn’t sound as if it was me who was speaking.

‘If you children are hungry, you’ll have to have a piece of bread and butter or jam. Dinner isn’t ready; and the fire’s gone down.’

They said nothing, but looked at each other, as if they wondered if it was I who spoke to them, and what it was I said. I had some difficulty in keeping myself from being cross. It seemed stupid of them to be standing there as if they couldn’t make out who or what I was. It was only my thinking that it might make them more afraid that kept me from starting to scold. I went to the cupboard, and cut some bread and jam, and sat them down at the table, and set them to make their dinner off that. It was funny how they seemed to take it all as a matter of course, and ate their bread and jam as if that was the sort of dinner they were used to every day. They followed me with their eyes wherever I went, and never said a word.

It was funny, too, how calm I felt. All the rage had gone clean out of me. While they ate I made up the fire, and did odd jobs about the room. Doing something seemed to clear my head. As it got clearer, I grew quieter. That seemed funny too. Something in me seemed to be dead. I felt more like a machine than a human being, and moved about, feeling as if I had been wound up and had to go.

After a while there came a knock at the door. I had just got out a pile of mending, and was sitting down to do the children’s socks. Jimmy and Pollie were quieter than I had ever known them. I was conscious of their quietude in a curious, uninterested sort of way. They were playing at some game in a corner, talking to each other in whispers. They’d neither of them spoken to me since I’d been left alone. When I went to see who was at the door, I found it was Mr. FitzHoward. I showed him into the sitting-room, and sat down to my mending again without a word. I dare say he thought my manner was strange, for he took up his favourite position in front of the fire, and, for a moment or two, was as silent as I was. At last he spoke.

‘Well — and how are things?’

‘James is dead.’

I had startled him back into silence. I don’t know how long it was before he spoke again. It seemed to me an age.

‘Mrs. Merrett! What do you mean?’

‘James is dead.’

‘Dead! How — how do you know?’

By degrees, in reply to the questions which he put, I told him all that there was to tell. He stood staring at me, biting his finger-nails, as if he found it difficult to turn it into sense.

‘Then am I to understand that Montagu Babbacombe is — or was — the Marquis of Twickenham?’

‘They say so.’

‘But the Twickenham peerage is one of the richest in England?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Then if he was the Marquis, you, as his wife, are the Marchioness.’

‘I dare say.’

‘Dare say! But there’s no dare say about it. It’s a question of fact. And, by George, that Jimmy of yours, he’s a Marquis too.’

‘So Miss Desmond says.’

‘She does, does she? And Pollie, she’s the Lady Pollie. Why, you’ve got a room full of titles, and I’m the only common person in it. I’m not accustomed to having intimate relations with the upper circles, so you’ll have to excuse me if my manners fall short of what they ought to be. Talk of the romance of the stage. Nothing I ever heard of in that line comes within shouting distance of this. To think of you having been a Marchioness all these years and never knowing it! And such a Marchioness too! None of your pauper peeresses who have to introduce American young women to the Queen in order to make two ends meet, but the real, gilt-edged, rolling-in-riches, house-in-Grosvenor Square kind. Why, I have heard that the income of the Marquis of Twickenham is over a hundred thousand pounds a year, all profit — besides plenty of perquisites. That’s better than being a Star of the Halls.’

He was silent; I expect because he was turning things over in his mind.

‘I remember now reading about the Marquis of Twickenham’s being rather a funny lot, and I’ve a sort of notion that I did hear that no one knew where he was. So Babbacombe was he! Well, tastes do differ. And without wanting to know too much about what caused him to turn up, being a Marquis, I can only say that it would have wanted a lot to have made me take to the game of Wonderful Sleeping Man instead. Between a real live Marquis and even a Marvel of the Age there is a difference.’

Another pause. I seemed to hear him talking to me like a person in a dream.

‘Well, Marchioness — I don’t know if that’s the proper way in which to address a lady in your position, but if it isn’t you’ll have to excuse me till I do know — you are now one of the greatest ladies in the land, and I shall have to behave to you as such. As for my lord the Marquis, I shall have to mind my p’s and q’s with a vengeance when I’m talking to him. I suppose he’ll give up his taste for hardbake, and won’t look at anything under chocolate creams. Which is a pity — because I happen to have some hardbake in my pocket at this very moment — My Lord Marquis!’ Spoken to like that, Jimmy wouldn’t go. ‘Pardon me if I’m over familiar just this once, but — Jimmy!’

Jimmy went. Mr. FitzHoward was mistaken if he really did think hardbake wasn’t good enough; because Pollie and the boy began to get rid of what he gave them in a style which I knew meant sticky fingers and dirty faces.

‘There is only one remark, my dear Marchioness — if you’ll allow me to make so bold as to call you so — which I wish to make, and that is that it’s a pretty sure thing that you’ll do honour to the high position to which you have so suddenly been called. You’ll look the part just as well as you will act it, And if there’s any woman who’s more worthy of being the great lady than you are, I’ve yet to come across her. In a man who’s had such a varied experience of the profession as I have had, that’s saying something, as you know.’

‘Mr. FitzHoward, you forget one thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘James is dead.’

‘I don’t forget it. I remember it all the time. But there are visitations of Providence, Marchioness, which we must all put up with; the lowly like me, as well as the great like you.’

‘He was killed.’

‘Killed! Mrs. Merrett! I mean, Marchioness!’

‘Mr. Howarth killed him.’

‘I say! My dear lady — if you’ll pardon my dropping the title for just this once — don’t you go taking foolish words of mine as if they’d been meant. As I explained to you yesterday, I’ve a professional way of talking and an unprofessional; and when I’m talking professionally, I’m not, between you and me, to be taken as meaning just exactly what I say. Now this is an unprofessional moment, in which we’re dealing with the cold, dry truth; so let me take this opportunity to tell you that what I was saying about Mr. Howarth, in my professional manner, was just tommy rot, and nothing more. A man in Mr. Howarth’s position is no more likely to kill your husband, or any one else, than he is to ride on a broomstick to the moon.’

‘But he did kill him.’

‘Now, my dear, my esteemed Marchioness, what grounds have you for saying that? What tittle of evidence — outside my balderdash, which, mind, was balderdash, and nothing else — have you which points that way?’

‘I haven’t told you how they say he died.’

‘Well, let’s hear.’

‘They say he died of heart disease.’

‘Of what?’

‘Of heart disease — on the day after he left home.’

‘That he certainly never did. There’s some mistake there. His heart was sound as a bell. He had it examined by three doctors before the Aquarium people would let him start upon that sleep of his. They were unanimously of opinion that its condition was perfect. They gave their certificate to that effect — I have it at home now. And the night he woke he was overhauled by at least half-a-dozen. Every man Jack of them said that his heart and lungs were flawless, and that his general condition was altogether beyond their expectation.’

‘Miss Desmond says he has suffered from a weak heart his whole life long.’

‘A mistake altogether. The truth is, your husband was as hard as nails, and had a constitution like iron. I shouldn’t have been mixed up with him in a game like that if I hadn’t known that was the case. I remember his saying to the doctors that he’d never had a day’s illness in his life, and their replying that they rather fancied it would be a good long time before he did have.’

‘And yet his heart collapsed so that he was dead upon the Monday.’

‘It does seem odd. I should like to have a look at that medical certificate. I suppose there was one.’

‘I can’t tell.’

‘There must have been. Where’s he buried?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Don’t know where your own husband’s buried?’

‘I didn’t ask. All I wanted to do was to get them out of the house, because I knew that his blood was on their hands.’

‘Without going so far as that — and if I were you I shouldn’t be quite so, what I may call, virulent — I do think that there are circumstances about the case which it would be as well to look into. The position, so far as I understand, is this. Your husband’s been away from his family for — how long?’

‘They said fifteen years.’

Fifteen years; we’ll say, for reasons of his own. All that time he never went near them, though he must have known exactly where they were, and all about them; so that his reasons for keeping away must have been tolerably strong. Suddenly a friend — who seems to have taken an uncommon interest in him — sees him, we’ll say, engaged in a remarkable line of business. He’s so conscious that your husband, if he knows who he is, won’t see him, that he bribes me to slip him in as plain John Smith. On the Sunday there’s an interview between them, at which we don’t know what took place; and on the Monday he returns to his family. By the way, did he return to his family.’

‘I don’t know.’

‘If he did, it seems — queer; his arriving at such a sudden resolution after knowing for fifteen years just where they could be found. He must have had strong reasons; it’s only right that Mr. Howarth should tell you clearly what those reasons were. On the day of his return, he dies; of a disease he never had. His health seems to have had a quick change for the worse directly he got back to the bosom of his family. However you look at it, it’s a queer start all the way along. I should like to see that medical certificate. I’ve heard of some funny ones, but that must have been an oddity worth looking at. I should also like to have a peep at the man who gave it. Where did your husband die?’

‘I never asked.’

‘Then I’ll tell you what we’ll do. You and I will go together, and we’ll pay another call on Mr. Howarth, and we’ll put to him, or to some one else, one or two of those questions which you didn’t ask. This time I rather fancy that the Marchioness of Twickenham won’t be refused the information she requires. And if she is refused, her humble friend and servant — meaning me — will soon show her how to get it in one way if not in another. We’re in a position to command; and if Howarth and Co. don’t see it, it won’t take us long to compel due and proper recognition. As we’ll show them.’

I didn’t altogether like the way he spoke. There was too much of the Marchioness and not enough of James. It was ridiculous to speak to me as if I was any one, or ever should be. But he meant well. And, after all, he was a man. And he had known James. And I felt that in the trouble which might be coming I should want to have a man upon my side — one, too, who’d stand by me through thick and thin. And that I believed Mr. FitzHoward would do. If he wouldn’t, no one else would; because, besides my James, he was the only man in the world I knew. And in spite of the nonsensical way he had of talking he had got some sense in his head, besides knowing as much of the world and its ways in his little finger as I did in my whole body. I never knew how silly I really was till I wanted to be wise.

So I decided that I’d go with him to pay another call, as he put it, on Mr. Howarth; though I shrank, in a way I can’t describe, from seeing that smooth-voiced, false-tongued man again. But just as I was going to send Mr. FitzHoward to ask Mrs. Ordish if she’d look after the children, a hansom cab came rattling along the street, and pulled up before the house.

‘Hollo,’ cried FitzHoward in that absurd way of his, ‘here’s another member of the Upper Ten. All the British aristocracy are paying calls in Little Olive Street to-day.’

There came a hammering at the knocker.

‘You go and see who it is,’ I said. ‘And if it’s Mr. Howarth — —’

‘I’ll show him in; and, also, I’ll show him up.’

But it wasn’t Mr. Howarth. I could hear that the voice was different directly Mr. FitzHoward opened the door. What was taking place I didn’t know. But it was quite two or three minutes before Mr. FitzHoward returned. Then he threw open the door with a flourish.

‘This gentleman wishes to speak to you — though he has not done me the honour of mentioning his name.’

Some one came into the room.

‘I’m the Marquis of Twickenham,’ he said.

He was quite young, and not bad-looking, and carried himself as, to my mind, only a gentleman can. He was very polite, though in quite a different way to Mr. Howarth. What he said I felt he meant; and I never had that feeling about the other man. I liked him, in spite of all my trouble, directly I set eyes on him and heard him speak. Though the idea of my mixing as an equal with the likes of him did strike me, even then, as against nature. You can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear; and a sow’s ear I am, so to speak, and shall be.

When he saw me he stared at me; not as if he wanted to, but as if he couldn’t help it.

‘I beg your pardon, but are you the lady Miss Desmond saw this morning?’

‘This morning I did see Miss Desmond.’

‘This,’ said Mr. FitzHoward, stretching out his arm towards me as if he was a sign-post, ‘is the Marchioness of Twickenham.’

I could have shaken him. The young gentleman looked him up and down, in that Who-on-earth-are-you kind-of-way which gentlemen do have; sometimes, I have heard say, without their knowing it.

‘Indeed. — And may I ask, sir, who are you?’

‘You may. I’m not ashamed of my name, and never shall be. I’m Augustus FitzHoward. For the last twenty years I have been connected with the profession, acting in a managerial capacity for some of the greatest stars who have ever illuminated the theatrical firmament. There, sir, is my card.’

The young gentleman held it between his finger and thumb as if he was afraid it would scorch him.

‘Ah.’ He turned to me. ‘Is this gentleman a friend of yours?’

‘He’s a friend of my husband’s.’

I said it pretty briskly — because I didn’t mean to have Mr. FitzHoward sat upon, even though he would talk silly.

‘May I speak in front of him?’

‘Certainly. I have no secrets from Mr. FitzHoward.

The absurd man must put in his word. He pulled up his shirt collar and arranged his tie.

‘Thank you, Marchioness, for this mark of your confidence; though, knowing you as I do, I have no hesitation in saying that it’s no more than I expected. I may take this opportunity of informing the gentleman that I was on the most intimate terms with the late Marquis, both as regards business and friendship.’

‘The late Marquis?’

‘The late Marquis is what I said, and the late Marquis is what I meant. He was known to the public, with whom he had a world-wide reputation, as that Marvel of the Age — Montagu Babbacombe.’


CHAPTER XVII

THE MARCHIONESS IN SPITE OF HERSELF

I could see that the young gentleman didn’t altogether know what to make of Mr. FitzHoward. I’m not sure myself that I wouldn’t just as soon he’d left us alone together. Anyhow I did wish he wouldn’t keep on everlastingly talking about theatres, just as though sensible people cared about such things.

The young gentleman said to me — 

‘Miss Desmond has been telling me such a very remarkable story, that, though I fear that my presence here at this moment may be the occasion to you of inconvenience, I felt myself compelled to endeavour to learn, from your own lips, with the least possible delay, exactly how the matter stands. Is it a fact that you are my brother’s wife?’

‘I know nothing about that, sir. My husband called himself James Merrett; and it was under that name I married him.’

‘So I’m told. You have your husband’s portrait, I hear. May I see it?’ I gave him one. ‘Is this the portrait of your husband?’

‘It is.’

‘Then, as it is certainly the portrait of my brother, it seems that you must be my sister — or sister-in-law, whichever you please. And you’ve a son.’

I showed him Jimmy. He stood him on the table in front of him. Jimmy did not seem a bit afraid.

‘Young man, you settle it. You’re my brother’s son; a superior edition — for which you’re indebted probably to your mother — but his son. Do you know that I’m your uncle, and that you’re a Marquis? I thought I was, but it seems I’m not. I was a usurper in your place. You go up, I go down; it’s the fortune of war.’ He turned to me again. ‘You understand that my presence here is quite informal. I’m simply here for my own peace of mind. If the lawyers knew, they’d probably object. So far as I’m concerned, if I’m personally satisfied that I’m holding what isn’t mine, and occupying a position to which I have no right, that personal knowledge is sufficient. I shall need no legal forms to compel me to retire from a false situation. I suppose you have a copy of your marriage-certificate.’

‘It’s in my box upstairs.’

‘And therefore can easily be verified. And I take it that your husband has left papers?’

‘I don’t know where they are. He never would keep letters. He tore them up as fast as he received them.’

‘I can testify to that,’ put in Mr. FitzHoward. ‘And I remember what he said when I spoke to him about it. His answer struck me at the time as being a funny one, but now I think I can see what he was after. ‘I never do keep papers,’ he said, ‘because you can’t tell what tales some day they may tell of you.’

‘Well, we won’t go into that now. I think that, until the things are gone into, it would be better that you should come, with your children, to my house; or, rather, to what I expect will turn out to be your son’s house.’

‘Do you mean that you want me to — leave home?’

‘On the contrary, I want you to come home; to your real home; to the home which I believe to be yours. It would be better, for your son’s sake, as well as your own, that you should not stay here.’

‘But — if James were to come — and find me gone!’

‘James? You mean my brother? My dear lady, he is dead.’

‘You talk about all sorts of things I don’t understand, like those other two, but you say nothing about the only thing I care for. I can’t believe that my James is dead — unless he was killed.’

‘You would have no difficulty if you’d seen him as I saw him; and as for killing, that’s absurd. I don’t wish to say anything to pain you, but your words make it necessary that you should be told the truth. When I saw him he was nothing but skin and bone; the mere shadow of what he had been; weak and helpless as a new-born child. The doctors agreed that he must have been dying for weeks, if not months, and that the only marvel was how he had lived so long.’

‘Then — then there was witchcraft.’

‘Witchcraft? What do you mean?’

I couldn’t tell him. I hardly knew myself. Only if what he said was true, and I felt sure that he believed it was, then somewhere there was a mystery which was beyond my understanding. I let Mr. FitzHoward talk to him instead of me.

‘Excuse me, sir — or my lord, as it seems you are — but might I ask what the late Marquis is supposed to have died of?’

‘Supposed? There is no supposition about it. He died of heart disease.’

‘Then give me leave to tell you there’s a good deal of supposition about it. Although I’m not a betting man, I’m ready to bet a thousand pounds to a brass button that he did nothing of the kind.’

‘Do you add medical qualifications to those others you were speaking of.’

‘I do not; but I do add common-sense. I suppose there was a medical certificate? Who signed it?’

‘Sir Gregory Hancock, a physician of whom you may have heard, and Dr. White.’

‘Then, between them, they made a jolly fine muddle. The day before he died he was in perfect health, and as fit as you and I — if not fitter!’

‘It’s incredible.’

‘Is it? I’ll produce half-a-dozen doctors, at least, who’ll certify — I have some of their certificates at home in my desk at this minute — that his heart was sound as sound could be, and that his general health and condition were the best possible.’

‘I say again it’s incredible.’

‘Do you? The night before he died he slept at the York Hotel. Before he left, on the morning of his death, he ate a good breakfast and had two or three goes of whisky. The landlord had a chat with him before he went, and he’ll tell you, as he told me, that he never saw him in better health or spirits; and you can bet your life that that wasn’t the first time he’d seen him.’

‘If what you say is correct, then there’s something which I fail to understand.’

‘There’s a good deal which I fail to understand. I believe there’s only one person who does understand, and that’s the Hon. Douglas Howarth.’

‘Your tone seems to convey something injurious to Mr. Howarth.’

‘I don’t know about injurious, only I should just like to know how he managed it, that’s all.’

‘Managed what?’

‘Well, doesn’t it strike you there was management about it somewhere? It does me.’

‘I have been intimately acquainted with Mr. Howarth my whole life long, and I know him to be incapable of doing anything in the least degree unworthy.’

‘Well, I’ve known him to tell a lie or two — and red-hot ones at that.’

‘How dare you say, sir, that Mr. Howarth told you a lie?’

‘Look here, my lord, this isn’t a question of words, but of fact. How did Mr. Howarth transform a man who, in the morning, was hale and hearty, by the afternoon, into the kind of creature you spoke about — so that, by the night, he was dead? If he’s a friend of yours, you’ll get him to explain how he did it before he’s made to.’

‘Mr. Howarth will give you any and every explanation you have a right to demand.’

‘My lord, I’m a mouthpiece for this lady. It’s her husband we’re talking about. A wife has as much right as a brother, not to speak of a brother’s friend.’

The young gentleman turned to me.

‘Surely you cannot seriously suppose that your husband was — as this gentleman seems to suggest — the subject of foul play?’

‘My James was well upon the Sunday; you say he died upon the Monday. I don’t believe he did die; but if he did die, he was killed.’

‘But this is monstrous. If what Mr. FitzHoward says about the condition of your husband’s health when you last saw him is correct — —’

‘It is correct.’

‘Then in that case there is something somewhere which I own that I don’t understand; but to suggest that it is anything which will not bear the light of day, or which a few words will not make clear — that is absurd. But come with me, and you shall have all the explanation which you can possibly require, probably inside half-an-hour.’

‘From Mr. Howarth?’

It was Mr. FitzHoward who asked.

‘If Mr. Howarth has anything to explain, I am quite sure he will explain it — to the proper person.’

‘With your permission, Marchioness’ — the man would keep talking to me in that silly way; I wished he wouldn’t!— ‘we’ll have this matter settled, once for all, in a proper business manner. His lordship keeps snubbing me, thinking, I suppose, that I’m the sort of person who oughtn’t to have anything to do with his aristocratic family; but as I also happen to have had some interest in his brother, the nature of which I’ll explain to him a little later on, he won’t find that I’m easily snubbed. This is an affair which is not likely to be pleasant to any of us; therefore I say that the sooner we get at the bottom of it, so that we can be quit of it for good and all, the better. So as I say, Marchioness, with your permission I’ll go and get those certificates of which I spoke, and I’ll hunt up at least one of the gentlemen who signed them, and with him I’ll follow you to Mr. Howarth’s.’

‘We’re not going to Mr. Howarth’s, but to my — or rather — well, to what is at present my house in St. James’s Square.’

‘Very good; I’ll be there nearly as soon as you are. And if you’ll allow me to suggest, my lord, you’ll have one of the gentlemen who signed that certificate to meet my doctor when he comes.’

‘It will be quite unnecessary.’

‘You must excuse my remarking that I rather fancy you’ll find you’re wrong. I don’t want to be accused of saying anything monstrous; but the more I think things over, the more I become convinced that there’s something in this business which will — well, we’ll say, create astonishment. Anyhow, this lady is entitled to be made acquainted with all the details of her husband’s unexpected and mysterious death; and also to see, and talk to, the medical gentleman who attended him in his last hours.’

‘If that is the way in which you put it, it will be easy to call at Sir Gregory Hancock’s as we go, and to request him to favour us with his presence at Twickenham House. He will soon satisfy any doubts which this lady may entertain.’

In this way it was arranged, though not altogether to my liking. The children and I went with the young gentleman in a four wheeler, though it was with a heavy heart I shut the door of No. 32 behind me. He wouldn’t let me take hardly any clothing, except a few things I put together in a bag. He wouldn’t even let me put the children into their best things; I had to take them just as they were. He said we should get everything we wanted at Twickenham House. Just as though I wanted other people’s things when I’d got everything as nice as possible of my own!

As we rattled through the streets — and the cab did rattle! — my head was all in a whirl. What I had gone through during the last few hours was almost more than I could bear. I had got used to watching and waiting, day after day and week after week, for what seemed as if it would never come, but this was beyond that altogether. It doesn’t take much to muddle me, and amidst it all the only thing I could take right hold of was that they said that my James was dead. I sat with my heart as cold as ice, and my eyes burning, as if something had stung them. If I could have cried, it would have been something; but I couldn’t. Whether I was doing a wise thing in leaving my own house, and coming to this strange place, I couldn’t think.

We stopped at a house which I understood was Sir Gregory Somebody’s, the great doctor. It seemed, from what passed, that he was to come on after us. It wasn’t long before we stopped again; this time at a great house in a great square. The young gentleman got out, and he had hardly touched the bell before the door was open, and he was leading the children and me into the house. I never saw the likes of it. There were footmen in white stockings and powdered hair, and a hall which was bigger than any room I ever came across. It seemed against nature that I should go into such a place as if I owned it. No wonder that I pressed the children’s hands, so that they clung tighter to me. I felt that the mites were trembling; I don’t doubt I trembled too.

He took me into a room in which were the two ladies who had been the day before at Mr. Howarth’s — Miss Desmond and the young one. Miss Desmond came hurrying towards us.

‘So you’ve brought them, have you? You clever man!’ She put her hands upon my shoulder, and kissed me — before I could stop her. ‘My dear Mary, welcome home.’

‘Begging your pardon, miss, but this isn’t my home, or ever will be.’

Somehow the very thought of such a thing made me shiver again. She laughed.

‘Isn’t it? We shall see.’ She knelt down to talk to Jimmy. She kissed him too. ‘Well, my Lord Marquis, and what do you think of your new house? You haven’t seen much of it, but you shall see it all before you are much older. We think it’s rather a nice house; and we hope you’ll think so too.’ Jimmy said never a word. ‘What! — you won’t speak! — not even to me! Never mind; I dare say you’ll let me know you have a tongue when we’ve made friends.’ Getting up, she turned to the young lady — who had been standing on one side, eyeing me and the children in a way I was conscious of and didn’t like. ‘Mary, this is Violet Howarth.’

The young lady put out her hand, keeping herself as stiff and cold as if she were a kind of iceberg.

‘How do you do? Is it true that you’re the widow of the late Marquis of Twickenham?’

I paid no attention to her hand whatever.

‘About that I know nothing. I am Mrs. Merrett.’

I let her see I could be as stiff as she was — in spite of all that I was feeling. Miss Desmond slipped her arm through mine.

‘That’s right, Mary; you’re a faithful creature — stick to the name which you know best. Leonard must have had some redeeming qualities, or he would never have been able to win the love of a good woman and keep it. There must be something in a man if he can do that. Come, you three, let’s go and see what we can find upstairs.’

She was leading us out of the room — I seemed to have lost all power of resisting anything or any one — when the door opened and Mr. Howarth entered. His face when he saw us was a picture.

‘Reggie, what — what insensate folly’s this?’

‘My dear Douglas, it’s no folly at all. There’ll come a time, and that before very long, when you’ll realise that it’s the truest wisdom. Let me introduce you to the Marquis of Twickenham, and to his mother, my sister, the Marchioness.’

‘Don’t — don’t talk such d —— nonsense. You don’t know what an ass you’re making of yourself.’ He strode across the room, avoiding us as much as he possibly could — as if we wanted him to come near! He turned on Miss Desmond with a sort of snarl. ‘Is it you who have instigated him to make such a crass exhibition of this masterpiece of imbecility?’

‘I told him the truth, Douglas. Whereupon he concluded that, from every point of view, honesty would be the better policy. It surprises and pains me to learn you don’t.’

‘Honesty! honesty! honesty!’ He put his hands up to his head, so that I thought he was going to tear his hair, like those people in the Bible. But he didn’t. ‘Good Lord! You’re only fit for a lunatic asylum, all the lot of you!’

‘There are worse places than lunatic asylums, Douglas.’

‘But there’s none more suitable. You haven’t the faintest notion of what it is you’re doing. I tell you you’re doing irreparable mischief, in complete unconsciousness of the career of stark, staring madness on which you’ve started.’

Silence followed his burst of temper. I don’t fancy the young gentleman was best pleased, either by his words or his manner. When he spoke there was something in his voice which I hadn’t heard in it before.


CHAPTER XVIII

MR. HOWARTH AGAINST THE WORLD

‘Suppose, Douglas, you enlighten our ignorance. We are acting in accordance with our lights. If we are moving in darkness, surely the fault is rather yours than ours.’

Somehow I felt that, in his turn, Mr. Howarth didn’t like the young gentleman’s tone. It was quite a time before he spoke again. It seemed as if he was trying to get the better of his temper.

‘Reggie, can I speak to you in private?’

‘Certainly. But — aren’t we in private here?’

‘This isn’t the sort of privacy I mean.’

The young gentleman seemed to hesitate.

‘What is it you wish to say to me?’

‘When we’re alone I’ll tell you.’

‘I’ll see you alone directly. But before I do so there are one or two things which I should like you to explain, in the presence of this lady.’

‘As, for instance?’

‘How the late Marquis of Twickenham came to die from heart disease.’

The answer came from the door. There, sure enough, with a gentleman at his side, was Mr. FitzHoward. Never had I seen him when he’d seemed more at his ease. I hadn’t thought that it was in him. I know that I’d felt a coward ever since I’d put my foot across the doorstep. He came right forward into the room, without waiting for any one to invite him, as bold and confident as you please. As for Mr. Howarth’s black looks — and he gave him some, and somehow there they seemed more hard to meet than they’d been in my home — they never frightened him one little bit.

‘That is one thing which we should like you to explain, Mr. Howarth, if you don’t mind; — how did the late Marquis of Twickenham come to die of heart disease?’

I believe there’d have been trouble if Mr. Howarth had had Mr. FitzHoward alone in a room with him. If ever I saw a man look like meaning mischief, it was him then. He seemed to draw his body together like a cat does before it jumps. And his hands quivered, as if they itched to beat him. But the fact that he wasn’t alone made all the difference, though I fancy he only remembered it just in time. He glanced about him with a kind of start, and drew a long breath. When he spoke there was passion in his voice, which he couldn’t disguise.

‘What — what’s the meaning of this — gentleman’s presence here?’

Mr. FitzHoward’s manner was as unlike his as it very well could have been. As I’ve said, I never saw him when he was more himself.

‘It means that I want a little explanation, Mr. Howarth — that’s all. Quite a simple little point. There’s a gentleman here whom I should like to introduce to the ladies and gentlemen present; — Dr. Clinton, M.D. My lord, this is Dr. Philip Clinton — of whom you may have heard.’

The young gentleman held out his hand, which the other took.

‘Have I the pleasure of speaking to the Dr. Clinton who is the great authority on the functions of the heart?’

‘I am Dr. Clinton, and I have made the heart my special study.’

I liked him, as I had done the young gentleman, directly he opened his mouth. He had a quiet, pleasant way of speaking. He wasn’t over young, nor yet he wasn’t over old; but he had as nice a face as I could care to meet, with hair on it; brown, comfortable-looking eyes; and about the corners of his mouth what you felt to be a friendly smile.

‘Dr. Clinton,’ said Mr. FitzHoward, and he waved the hat which he held in his hand as if he owned the house, ‘might I ask you what was the character of the late Marquis of Twickenham’s heart?’

Dr. Clinton shook his head.

‘I’m afraid that I’m hardly in a position to answer that question in the form in which you put it.’

‘Then we’ll put it in another way. I will ask you what was the character — of course, I mean the physical character — of the heart of the late Mr. Montagu Babbacombe?’

‘Sound. But since you have been so good as to enlighten me as to the reasons which may make my presence here of service, perhaps you will allow me to make a brief statement in my own way.’

‘Certainly, Doctor. That is what we desire — in your own way.’

‘I examined Mr. Montagu Babbacombe on three occasions, each time in association with certain colleagues whose names I will mention if desired. The examination was very thorough. And as a result we unanimously agreed that he was emphatically what the insurance people call a “good life.” He showed no traces of organic weakness; and as for the heart, in a medical sense, I never met a better one. I may add that I met him on the morning of the day on which, I learn to my surprise, it is stated that he died. I was driving along Stamford Street when he came out of the York Hotel. I stopped and spoke to him — asking him how he felt after his thirty days’ sleep. His own words were that he was as “fit as a fiddle and game for anything”; and he looked it. Under anything like normal circumstances it was practically impossible that he could have died on the afternoon of that day of heart disease.’

‘In what way,’ asked Mr. Howarth, ‘is this of interest to us? The connection which certain persons seem desirous of establishing between Mr. Montagu Babbacombe and the late Marquis is one of the purest presumption.’

Mr. FitzHoward handed a photograph which he took out of his pocket to Dr. Clinton.

‘Doctor, do you know the original of that?’

‘I do; it is Mr. Montagu Babbacombe; he gave me a similar one. A capital likeness it is.’

‘My lord, do you know the original of that?’

Mr. FitzHoward handed on the likeness to the young gentleman.

‘I do. It’s the portrait of my brother.’

‘Thank you. You see, Mr. Howarth, the connection between them is not so shadowy as it seems you’d like us to think; it’s recognised by every one but you. And we’re still waiting for you to explain how the Marquis of Twickenham came to die of heart disease.’

Mr. Howarth looked at Mr. FitzHoward as if he’d have liked to have torn him in pieces. I’m confident that if it hadn’t been for all of us being there, there’d have been violence used.

‘I’m not a medical man, you — clever fellow.’

‘It seems as if you know how to manufacture heart disease to order, anyhow.’

‘What the —— !’

He moved forward so that I thought he was going to strike him; only at the last moment he stopped short and changed his mind. The young gentleman laid his hand on Mr. FitzHoward’s shoulder.

‘Come, sir; let us not deal in innuendo, if you please. Here comes some one who may be able to give you the information you require.’ An old gentleman came into the room. He wore gold spectacles. With the fingers and thumb of one hand he lifted them in their place on his nose as he advanced. ‘Sir Gregory, this is very kind of you. Your arrival is most opportune. A rather curious point has arisen with regard to my brother’s death. We require your aid for its solution. I believe that you certified that the cause of his death was heart disease.’

‘Certainly; the immediate cause. Heart disease of long standing. Your brother always had a weak heart, my lord.’

‘Then in that case Mr. Montagu Babbacombe wasn’t the Marquis of Twickenham.’

This was Dr. Clinton. When he spoke, the old gentleman looked at him and knew him.

‘Is that you, Clinton? I didn’t catch what it was you said.’

Mr. FitzHoward put himself forward before Dr. Clinton had a chance of answering. He handed the old gentleman the photograph.

‘May I ask, sir, if you know who is the original of that?’

‘Certainly; very well. It’s the late Marquis — as I used to know him.’

‘That’s a portrait of Mr. Montagu Babbacombe, as he appeared on the morning of the day on which the late Marquis is stated to have died.’

‘Of whom?’

‘Of Mr. Montagu Babbacombe.’

‘Mr. Montagu Babbacombe? Then in that case — but I don’t understand.’ He turned to the young gentleman. ‘Surely this is a portrait of your lordship’s brother?’

‘Undoubtedly.’

Dr. Clinton spoke.

‘The point, Sir Gregory, is this. The idea is that Montagu Babbacombe was only another name for the Marquis of Twickenham; but before that can be admitted there’s a difficulty to be got over. I knew Montagu Babbacombe, and I’m ready to testify that he never had anything the matter with his heart in the whole of his life, and that on the morning of the day on which the Marquis died he was in excellent health.’

‘Then your Babbacombe wasn’t my Marquis. The Marquis of Twickenham inherited a weak heart from his father; and as for being in excellent health on the morning of his death, he’d been dying for months.’

The young gentleman appealed to Mr. Howarth.

‘Douglas, I really do believe that the solution of the puzzle is in your hands. Did Leonard masquerade as Montagu Babbacombe?’

‘My dear Reggie, I don’t propose to furnish any information.’

‘But that’s an impossible position, one for which I can’t conceive your justification. Can’t you answer Yes or No?’

‘Your brother’s dead. That’s enough for me. It ought to be enough for you.’

‘But don’t you see the difficulties which must inevitably arise if you refuse to answer?’

‘I confess I don’t.’

‘Then you must be more short-sighted than I supposed. If my brother called himself Babbacombe, then this lady is his wife; and here’s her son. Everything is theirs, and I have nothing.’

‘I assure you that this lady is not your brother’s wife, and that the young gentleman is no relation of yours.’

‘Then do you say that Leonard wasn’t Babbacombe?’

‘I don’t see how it matters if he was or wasn’t.’

‘Not if this lady was his wife?’ Mr. Howarth shrugged his shoulders. ‘The attitude of your mind is altogether beyond my comprehension. I thought I knew you; but it seems I don’t. During the last few days you have been a different man.’

‘Don’t talk such nonsense.’

‘You have — and you know it. I’ve felt that there was something at the back, and now I begin to have a glimmer of an idea of what it is. You have persistently refused to tell me what were the circumstances under which you first saw Leonard. I’m sorry to say that I’m beginning to believe that it was because, for reasons of your own, you wished to conceal your knowledge of the fact that he was Babbacombe.’

‘Reggie, if you take my serious advice, you will restrain yourself from making any further remarks until we are alone. You are not behaving wisely.’

‘Wisely? Thank you; there’s a sort of wisdom which I would rather be without. Let me tell you this. I do not intend to allow this doubt to confront me a moment longer than I can help. There is one step which I can take towards its solution, and that step I’ll take at once. I’ll have the coffin opened, and I’ll see who is inside.’

‘What?’

‘I say I’ll have the coffin opened and see who is inside.’

‘You — you’ll do nothing of the kind.’

Dr. Clinton asked a question.

‘Can you do that at once? Won’t the legal forms which you have to go through before you can obtain permission involve considerable delay?’

‘I’ll do it first and obtain permission afterwards. The coffin is on a shelf in our mausoleum at Cressland. I only have to remove the lid and put it back again. The whole thing needn’t occupy half an hour.’

‘Reggie, you — you shan’t do it.’

‘I shall; and will.’

‘I say you shall not. Come, don’t — don’t let us quarrel. This sort of thing in public isn’t — isn’t edifying. And — all about nothing. When you have heard what I have to say to you in private, you will see the matter in a different light.’

‘Say what you have to say to me here.’

‘I will not. You must wait till we’re alone. Wait, I say — wait!’

‘Very good. I will. I’ll have the coffin opened to-morrow, and wait till afterwards to hear what it is you have to say.’

‘Reggie! You won’t! I know you won’t. You won’t be such a fool.’

‘What are you afraid of?’

‘Afraid? I’m afraid of nothing. Of what should I be afraid?’

‘Then why should you object?’

‘Because — it’s a dreadful thing to think of, after he’s been dead so long.’

‘Is that the only reason?’

‘What other reason should I have?’

I went and held the young gentleman by his arm with both my hands.

‘Open the coffin!’

‘I intend to.’

‘My husband is not inside.’

‘How do you know?’

‘If he were inside, why should I hear him calling?’

‘Calling? What do you mean?’

‘I keep hearing him calling to me all the time.’

Mr. Howarth flung himself at me, seeming half beside himself with rage.

‘It’s a lie! You don’t!’

‘I do. You hear him too.’

I never saw a man behave so wildly. He seemed to have all at once gone mad.

‘I don’t! I don’t! How can you tell if I do or do not? The idea’s nonsense. It’s a figment of the brain. I’m — I’m run down, and I fancy things — that’s all. Besides, how could he call so that I could hear him — all the way — from Cressland? He must be dead — long since! long since! You’re a fool, woman, to suppose he isn’t dead — a fool! a fool!’ He seemed to suddenly realise how he was talking, and to see our startled faces. ‘Why are you all looking at me like that? What’s the matter? There’s nothing wrong. Reggie, I’ve not — been very well — lately. You’re quite right, I’m a different man. All this — has been too much for me. I want — I want — Who’s that calling?’

‘It’s James.’

‘James? It’s Babbacombe! It’s Babbacombe! What’s the use of his calling? They’ve fastened him down. They did it before I came. What shall I do? What shall I do?’

He stood there before us all, sobbing like a child. The old gentleman they spoke of as Sir Gregory went up to him.

‘Come, my dear sir, you must control yourself. The excitement has been too much for you. If you’re not careful, you’ll be ill.’

But I heard Dr. Clinton whisper to the young gentleman who’d brought us there — 

‘If I were you, I’d see what’s inside that coffin.’

‘I intend to.’

Suddenly Pollie and Jimmy, overtaken by sudden alarm, came running to me. And they began to cry.

‘Where’s Daddy?’ wailed Jimmy. ‘Oh, mother, where is Daddy?’

‘Hush!’ I said. I drew them quite close to me. ‘You’ll see him before very long.’


CHAPTER XIX

IN TELEPATHIC COMMUNICATION

The rest of the events of that day do seem so jumbled together. I can hardly remember all that happened. Miss Desmond took the children and me into a room upstairs that big you could have put almost the whole of our house in Little Olive Street inside of it. There was a bed in it and all sorts of things, but the idea of my sleeping in it was too ridiculous. But it seemed that I was going to. There were two servants to wait on us, both grander than me, and one that dignified I didn’t dare to look her in the face. When they went out for something, I begged and prayed Miss Desmond not to let them come back again, for they did make me that uncomfortable that I didn’t know what I was doing. She smiled, in that quiet way she had, and when the one who spoke and looked as if she was a perfect lady — and I’m sure she was much more of a lady than ever I shall be — came back again, Miss Desmond got rid of her with some excuse or other, and glad enough I was.

Presently she took us into another room which, according to her, was called the school-room, and which she said the children would use as a nursery; though it was more like a room in a palace. There were heaps and heaps of things for them to play with — the likes of some of them I never did see; they must have cost a fortune, that they must — and it wasn’t long before they were as happy as a king. For with little children, bless them! trouble’s like water on a duck’s back; they’re crying broken-hearted one minute, and laughing as if they’d burst themselves the next.

Miss Desmond was that nice! She was a lady, she was. She had a way about her which seemed to take you right out of yourself; and made you feel at peace. But with all her gentle, pleasant manner I could see that she herself was just weighed down with trouble. I suspected that there was something between that Mr. Howarth and her; and that the way he had been carrying on was wearing her to a shadow. And when I knew she liked him, as any one could see she did, I thought better of him myself; for if a woman like her held him dear he couldn’t be altogether bad. I hadn’t been talking to her many minutes before I began to put this and that together, and to see how the whole matter stood. A queer business it all was. No wonder she’d had her troubles like the rest of us. Somehow the knowledge that that was so made my own trouble less.

I had no notion of what was going on downstairs. I didn’t care much either. But I could see she was worried. Mr. Howarth’s sister never came near us. She didn’t like that; though I was glad enough. I could understand how, if my James was the Marquis, I should be in her way, through her wanting to marry the young gentleman who was the Marquis now, and so be the Marchioness. Considering that I was nothing and nobody, and had sprung up all in a moment, as it were, it wasn’t strange she didn’t like me, and perhaps never would. So on all accounts I felt it was just as well she kept away. At the same time, with Miss Desmond it was different. She’d done nothing to upset Miss Howarth, or Lady Violet as it seemed she was, and I could see she was afraid of a coldness growing up between them. So I begged that she wouldn’t stop with me, for I should be perfectly right alone; and, after a while, she went.

She hadn’t been gone very long, and off I’d started to think again — or rather to try to think, for, somehow, my thoughts wouldn’t come; I felt all dazed — when in came the young gentleman with Mr. FitzHoward.

‘I’ve come to tell you,’ he said, ‘that I’ve made arrangements to go down to Cressland to-morrow morning. Dr. Clinton and Mr. FitzHoward have been good enough to promise that they will come too, so — as they will be present on your behalf — it will be quite unnecessary for you to accompany us.’

‘Do you mean that — you’re going to have the coffin opened?’ He bowed. ‘Then I’ll come — of course, I’ll come. I could not stay away.’

He tried to persuade me to change my mind and say I wouldn’t go.

‘It is not a pleasant spectacle which we expect to see. You must forgive my reminding you that your husband has been buried a fortnight.’

‘My husband? My husband’s not in that coffin. I’m sure of it.’

‘How can you be sure of it?’

‘Because he’s alive: I know that he’s alive. Do you — do you think I’d be talking to you like this if I didn’t know? I was afraid at first, but now I know that my James is alive. He keeps talking to me all the time.’

He looked puzzled; exchanging glances with Mr. FitzHoward.

‘My dear lady, I beg that you will not be too sanguine. I admit that complications have arisen which I had not foreseen, but I am still convinced that my brother was your husband, and that he lies buried at Cressland. Don’t raise any airy fabrics of hope, or the disappointment may be greater than you will be able to bear. Besides, if you are right, then your husband was not my brother, and you are no relation of mine — which is absurd.’

‘Not so absurd as that I should be a relation of yours — the likes of me!’

‘The likes of you! Do you know that the differences of which you are thinking are only on the surface? In an incredibly short time they’ll disappear, and you’ll be as great and as fine a lady as any of them all.’

‘Never! I’ll never be a lady; and as for a fine lady — not me!’

‘Marchioness—’

‘Don’t call me that! It’s not my name! It sounds as if you were laughing at me.’

‘Sister—’

‘I’m not your sister. I’m just Mrs. James Merrett of Little Olive Street.’

‘Mrs. Merrett then: if you like I’ll always call you Mrs. Merrett.’

‘That’s my name.’

‘I wish to convey to you my personal assurance that if you are the person I believe you to be, I shall welcome you and your children, and shall be proud to call myself your brother.’

‘I’m sure — I’m sure — if I am your sister you shan’t be any more ashamed of me than I can help.’

‘I shall not be ashamed of you. Never be afraid of that. Only, if you will come with us to-morrow, don’t allow yourself to be buoyed up by delusions. Be prepared to face the facts — as my sister should do.’

‘It’s no delusion that my James is alive. Whether he’s your brother, or whether he isn’t, I know that he’s alive.’

As the day went on I grew more sure of it. When they had gone, and I was alone again with the children while they played, I sat there feeling that if it wasn’t for my stupidity I could soon find out what James wanted. He wanted something; that I knew. What it was, I couldn’t think. I couldn’t hear his voice, as I had done before, but I knew that he was trying all the time to get something into my head, which, if I wasn’t so silly, I should understand. I’d a sort of feeling that he wanted to tell me where he was; to get me to come to him; to get him out of trouble. That he was in trouble of some sort I was sure.

He used to talk to me about what he called ‘telepathy.’ I remember the word, because he wrote it down and made me learn it. It was one of those strange ideas he was always getting hold of. I always believed that, when he chose, he was a regular old-fashioned magician — like you read of in the Bible. Some of the things he did — and a great many more that he wanted to do — were against nature. When I hinted that that was what I felt, he’d look at me in that queer way of his, and say that magic was knowledge, and knowledge was magic; and that you’d only got to know everything to do everything. It was the same with this ‘telepathy.’ According to him you can make yourself understood by a person who’s thousands of miles away — if you’ve only got the knack of it. He declared that when he was away from me, sometimes, if he was just in the right frame of mind, he could tell what I was doing and saying, and even thinking. There was something in what he said. When he’d been away for weeks together, when he came back he’d tell me what I’d been doing at a certain time on a certain day — even my very words! — but principally at night when I was alone. When I was praying for him he always knew. Dozens of times has he shown me the words — written down on a sheet of paper, date and hour and all! — which I had used in my prayers, when I was asking God to tell me where he was, and send him home to me. It did make me feel so ashamed; because he had such a way about him when he was showing you a thing like that.

But while he could understand me I couldn’t him, though over and over again I’ve known that there was something he wanted to say to me, and that he was trying to say it. And, as he told me to, I’ve put down on paper the time the feeling came over me. And when he returned he’d show me his piece of paper; sure enough, when he was trying to speak to me was the very time I felt he was.

‘Persevere,’ he’d say. ‘You and I’ll get into telepathic communication yet before we’ve done; and when we do we’ll show this ancient and highly civilised nation a thing or two. There’s more to be got out of Egyptian tombs than mummies.’

What he meant I couldn’t say. He was always talking in a way that was beyond me altogether. But I knew that he had some scheme in his head.

Now the feeling I have been talking about was on me again; that he was trying to say something he wanted me to understand. It was that feeling made me so sure he wasn’t dead; though what he wanted to say I couldn’t imagine. I knew that it was only my silliness which prevented me from finding out, and that made me so mad. I might be doing the very thing he didn’t want me to; and I wouldn’t do anything he didn’t want me to do for all the world. I would have given something to have just been sensible enough to understand, but if you’re not sensible always you can’t be now and then. Though I have heard tell of how even idiots have an occasional gleam of good, sound, sterling sense.

Idiot or no idiot — and I know I’m not far off even at the best of times — how I did wish that I could have had one gleam just then!


CHAPTER XX

THE OPENING OF THE COFFIN

Shall I ever forget the day which followed? — the greatest in all my life! I’ll have to be very old first, and far gone in my dotage. When I woke up in the morning I couldn’t think where I was. I hadn’t slept out of Little Olive Street, since James took me there after we were married, I don’t think half-a-dozen times. And never in such a room as I was in then; nor yet in one anywhere like it.

When it all came back to me somehow I felt happier than I’d done for I don’t know how long. I’d had a good night’s sleep; not a worry on my mind. I could have sung as I lay in bed; yes, and laughed. There were the children; Jimmy on one side, and Pollie on the other. They’d wanted to make up a separate bed for them, but I wouldn’t hear of it; and when that grand lady, who it seemed was the housekeeper, put on airs, as if they were her children, I let her see — and I felt sure that, before very long, their father’d be beside me too.

I wasn’t a bit afraid. With the night even the last shadow of a doubt had gone. Whatever or whoever was in that mausoleum place they talked about, and which we should soon be going to see, I knew it wasn’t James there. There might be trouble in it for some one, but I was sure it wasn’t for me.

We had breakfast with the family — oh dear! it was a meal. There was the young gentleman and Miss Desmond and the children and me. I was on pins and needles all the time lest the children should do something they didn’t ought. They weren’t used to eating in company; and everything was that grand I was in a muddle enough myself without having to think of them. The servants — the serving-men that is — they were the worst. The children couldn’t eat their breakfast for staring at them. They asked all sorts of questions — about their white stockings, and their white hair and I don’t know what. The young gentleman seemed to think it was a joke. But Miss Desmond could see I wasn’t comfortable; so she sent the men out of the room, and then we had a little peace.

It was a lovely morning when we started to drive to the station, Miss Desmond, the young gentleman, and me; in a beautiful carriage, with such a pair of horses! I’d have liked to have stroked them, only I didn’t dare. I hadn’t touched a horse since I was at home at the farm. There was a special whole carriage engaged for us in the train; and waiting for us on the platform was Sir Gregory Hancock, and Dr. Clinton, and, of course, Mr. FitzHoward. He was the most important person of us all. I don’t know if he was supposed to be managing everything, but he might just as well have been. He was dressed in black from head to foot, with a band of crape right up to the top of his hat, and another round his arm. He did make me so angry. Just as though any one was dead who had to do with him — or me either. As if I didn’t know my James was alive. I was dressed as I always am. When he saw it he looked at me as if I’d done something improper. About some things he has no sense.

Just as the train was going to start up came Mr. Howarth, and, with him, Lady Violet. I don’t believe either of them was expected. Lady Violet was pretty stiff. She just gave Miss Desmond an icy kiss on the cheek, the young gentleman the tips of her fingers, and towards me she gave a little movement with her head, as if she wished me to understand that she saw me, and that was all she intended to do. Mr. Howarth seemed quite ill. He even walked like a sick man; coming along the platform with uncertain steps, as if he found it difficult to lift his feet.

We were a strange company, as the train bore us into the country out of the town. Mr. Howarth’s face got on my nerves. That something was badly wrong with him one couldn’t help seeing. I couldn’t help looking his way every now and again, and every time I did my spirits sank a little lower. Lady Violet sat as straight as a broom handle; with pale face, shut lips, and gleaming eyes. Scarcely a word would she speak to any one. The way she treated the young gentleman — considering they were sweethearts, as Miss Desmond had told me — was queer. These two had a depressing effect on all of us. And when you put to that the fact that Mr. FitzHoward had taken it into his head all of a sudden to behave as if he were a mute at a funeral, and would do nothing except look straight along the tip of his nose, it will be seen that we weren’t exactly lively. If it hadn’t been for the two doctors I doubt if a dozen words would have been said. Somehow I felt that the whole affair amused Dr. Clinton; and he and Sir Gregory kept talking together in whispers nearly the whole of the way.

There were carriages to meet us at the station where we stopped — though I had begun to think that we never should get there; and presently we were bowling along through country lanes. After we had gone some way, perhaps three or four miles, we turned through some open gates into an avenue of trees. One thing I noticed, that they were all elms and silver beeches; and that they were planted in turns, so that when there was an elm on one side there was a beech upon the other.

It was a great old house we came to. We passed under an arch into a courtyard, where there was a fountain in the middle. If all this indeed belonged to my James I couldn’t help wondering more and more why he gave it all up; and, above all, how he ever came to marry the likes of me. There was a huge fire blazing in the hall, which cheered it up a bit. It wanted brightening, for it was so large, and the black oak walls made it seem more than a little grim and sombre.

‘We’ll first have some lunch,’ explained the young gentleman to us, as we stood all together in the hall; ‘and then afterwards we’ll drive over to the mausoleum.’

It wasn’t a festive luncheon. Only the doctors and Mr. FitzHoward ate anything. I’m sure the rest of us would have been just as well without it; particularly Mr. Howarth, for he did nothing else but drink. In spite of myself I kept getting more and more into the dumps. The air of the place and the air of the people, the feeling, too, that something unpleasant was at hand, began to fill me with a sense of worry. Mr. Howarth’s face and manner, and the way he drank, made it worse. He must have had two or three bottles of wine to himself; if not more, tumbler after tumbler. What wine it was I couldn’t say. The fact that nobody else drank anything at all made the fact of his drinking so much all the more conspicuous. We all sat peering at him out of the corners of our eyes, wondering what was going to happen.

By the time lunch was over, and we were getting ready to start, I was all of a fidget. I was still persuaded that there was no bad news in store for me, but I was equally sure that there was for some one. What Mr. Howarth feared I couldn’t think. I remembered once reading an account of a man who was hanged; how, as he approached the gallows, his face seemed to get more and more set, and he moved more and more like a rickety machine. It all came back to me as I looked at Mr. Howarth. I wished it wouldn’t. In particular I did wish that he’d manage to put himself somewhere where I couldn’t see him. The fear that was on him began to pass to me. Miss Desmond’s face was like a sheet for whiteness. When she came close to me I saw that she was shivering, and that there were deep lines about the corners of her lips and eyes.

As a servant came to tell us all was ready, the young gentleman, noticing how strange she looked, came towards us with an anxious face. He himself didn’t look as well as he might have done. But he was resolute and stern rather than white with the terror of what was to come; as she was.

‘Edith, I think that you had better stay behind; and you, too.’

This was to me. But I would have no truck with any such suggestion. I had no fear of what I was going to see; I knew it wouldn’t be my James. It was because I had no fear that I was resolved to see. Their eyes I wouldn’t trust; not Mr. FitzHoward’s, nor Dr. Clinton’s, nor any one’s, except my own. If James was dead, and in that coffin, of which I’d heard so much, then for me there was an end of everything. But I knew he wasn’t, and, let them tell what tales they might, I’d require the evidence of my own eyes before I believed he was. It was right and proper that Miss Desmond should stay behind, for that she was in a piteous plight was plain; and this was a business in which her concern was as nothing compared to mine, but with me it was a different tale.

‘I shall go. But you—’ I turned to her; ‘I think that you had better stay.’

‘I can’t! I can’t!’ she said. Then she dropped her voice. ‘I daren’t!’

The young gentleman’s face grew darker.

‘I shall have to forbid you. You are not well; there is no reason why you should come; rather there is why you shouldn’t; and you must excuse my saying, Edith, that we want no scenes.’

‘Don’t — don’t forbid me.’ She put her hand on his arm. ‘I promise you shall have no scene.’

She went; she and I alone together in a carriage. It turned out that the mausoleum wasn’t very far away; half a mile, perhaps, or three-quarters; but she never would have walked it. All the way she sat holding my hand, sometimes squeezing it so tight that she hurt. And such a look upon her face! Just before we stopped she spoke; I expect because she couldn’t keep still any longer.

‘What do you think he’s afraid of?’

The question took me aback; because I had been wondering myself, and the more I wondered the less I could think.

‘I don’t know. But if I were you I wouldn’t trouble, whatever it is.’

‘You wouldn’t trouble? And he’s my man?’

I knew she was hinting at what I’d said about James. When she spoke like that I’d nothing else to say.

I never saw anything like that mausoleum. It was like a little church built of granite. We went through a door into a sort of tiny room. The two doctors met us. Sir Gregory spoke.

‘Everything is ready. Now, my dear ladies, this young lady’ — meaning me— ‘is the only one of you for whose presence there is the slightest necessity. Lady Violet, and you, Miss Desmond, if you take my urgent advice, will remain here till she returns.’

He spoke in a way which showed that he meant that his advice should be attended to; I dare say the young gentleman had been saying a word or two upon the road. Anyhow they did as he wished. They stayed behind, and I went with him and Dr. Clinton into a kind of room which was beyond. It was a dome-shaped place. The walls and floor were of bare granite. The only light came through some small painted windows which were high above the ground. There were narrow holes in the walls here and there to let the air come through. All round the place were shelves; on some of the shelves were coffins. One of them, which had been taken, I expect, from where it had stood upon a shelf, was raised above the ground on a black pall in the centre of the floor. Four men, who looked like mechanics, stood one at either corner, each with a screw-driver in his hand.

‘This is my brother’s coffin’ said the young gentleman. ‘As I have already informed you, I thought it better that it should not be touched except in our presence. I need not remark that it has not been opened since it came.’

‘How do we know? How do we know?’

This was Mr. Howarth.

‘You do know,’ was all the young gentleman replied. He nodded to the four men. They began to remove the screws.

The young gentleman had made me take his arm. I was glad of it before they’d got those screws all out. I don’t know how many there were, but I thought they never would come to the end of them. No one spoke a word. I don’t believe I ever breathed. I know I had to lean upon the young gentleman’s arm to help me to stand. When they made ready to remove the lid I gave a start.

‘Not yet,’ he whispered. ‘There’s a shell within.’

I’d forgotten that the gentry are buried in two coffins, and sometimes three. When my turn comes I know that one will be enough. I shouldn’t like to be fastened up in all that quantity of wood. Sure enough, when the lid was taken off, there was another one beneath. There was another weary lot of screws, though I don’t think quite so many as before. Then one of the men said,

‘That’s the last.’

We all drew closer. The young gentleman spoke, his voice seeming strange.

‘Remove the lid.’

The four men lifted it. Then all was still. I think that each was reluctant to be the first to see what might be seen. Mr. Howarth, indeed, drew back. I felt that the arm on which I leaned was trembling. That made me tremble too. The two doctors advanced together. They leaned over the open coffin. Sir Gregory spoke first.

‘That is the Marquis of Twickenham.’

Then Dr. Clinton:

‘Then the Marquis of Twickenham and Mr. Montagu Babbacombe were one; for that certainly is Mr. Babbacombe.’

When he said that, if it had not been for the young gentleman I believe I should have fallen. I could neither move nor speak. Mr. FitzHoward joined them.

‘That’s Babbacombe right enough; but he looks as if he were alive.’

‘Alive? Alive?’ gasped Mr. Howarth. ‘Pray God — that he is alive.’

‘He certainly is in a wonderful state of preservation,’ murmured Dr. Gregory. ‘Altogether beyond anything I expected to find.’

My strength returning, I tried to go forward. But the young gentleman stopped me.

‘Be careful! Haven’t you heard enough?’

‘I want to see! I want to see!’

I went and saw.

I saw something lying in a coffin; something so like my James that it wasn’t strange they should think that it was he. But I was his wife; and I saw with different eyes; so that I knew better in an instant.

‘That’s not my James! That’s not my James! Why — I don’t believe — that — it’s a man at all.’

Dr. Clinton, putting out his hand, touched the face which lay there staring up at us.

‘She’s right. It’s some sort of a dummy.’

There was a curious cry, like none I’d heard before, and the sound of a heavy body falling. It was Mr. Howarth tumbling to the ground. Miss Desmond, hastening in, knelt on the floor at his side.


BOOK III. — THE GENTLEMAN WITH NINE LIVES

THE ADVENTURES OF A GENTLEMAN IN SEARCH OF FORTUNE, AS TOLD BY HIMSELF


CHAPTER XXI

A PEER IN EMBRYO

Extraordinary how small the world Is. A remark which is not original. Thus making the fact still more conspicuous. For a thing must be very obvious to force itself on the attention of the ordinary ass.

Who would have thought that a lying scamp was telling the truth when I supposed him to be more than usually engaged in its perversion?

It was at a certain house of call in San Francisco that I first met him — M’Croskay’s, where they knew a thing or two. There was a man standing before the fire when I went in. When he saw me he said, ‘Hollo! You’re me!’ That was the first time I heard him speak the truth, and, until the other day, I believed it was the last. It was a fact. I was him; his alter ego; his brother Dromio. The joke was, he was a blackguard too. At a sale we might have been exploited as an interchangeable lot; and a bitter bargain. If there was anything he’d stick at, I never found it. He was as mad as I was. And as great a liar. There was only one point on which we differed; and that was tongue. How that man could talk! A hundred and twenty thousand words to my one.

It was convenient, at times — that conversational gift of his. For he’d contradict himself so often in the course of half-an-hour that you’d begin to wonder if the truth hadn’t slipped into the mess by accident. It seems it actually did. Though it took me ten years to discover just where.

He was fond of telling us who he was. But it seemed that he was so many people that one got to feel that it didn’t matter over-much which particular one of them he might happen to be. One night when we’d been having a little euchre, and he’d had a bottle or so of Bourbon, and lost, and wanted to play on the nod, and we wouldn’t have it, he started clearing his mind of what he thought of us. And he told us he was an English nobleman; one of the greatest English noblemen; and that his yearly income was in the neighbourhood of a million dollars. As he’d been a Russian banker a little earlier in the evening, and an Australian squatter a bit ahead of that, and two or three other things besides, we didn’t think his tale was good enough to play for owings on. If I’d taken interest enough in what he said I’d have asked him what nobleman he was. Then I might have been in front of Mr. Smith.

Four years afterwards — six years ago — I married. It was all done in a week. So quick that I haven’t got used to it yet. When I remember I’m married I brace myself, and a sort of shudder of wonder goes right through my bones. One promise I made to myself when I stood with her before the registrar — and to myself I always keep my word. That I’d keep her out of the mud in which I live, and move, and have my being. Whenever I’ve gone home to her I’ve left everything that wasn’t clean outside. So that to this hour she’s as simple as on the day on which I married her; and that’s saying something; and she hasn’t found me out. It’s the queerest thing in the world to know that there’s some one thinks you’re good.

This encounter with Mr. John Smith is likely to cause a complication. As my life was already such an intricate piece of machinery, it didn’t seem as if there was room for many more complications. But when he would have it that I was the Marquis of Twickenham, my thoughts flew back to that master of lies who was so like me, and who would have it that he was an English nobleman. It was something to wake from a thirty days’ sleep — with occasional intervals for exercise and refreshment — to find oneself a Marquis. That interview with Mr. Smith at the York did tickle me. So I was a Marquis; and as a Marquis I was to die, for his benefit — and a thousand pounds. I’m a fool; we’re all fools; but I’m not the kind of fool who can’t see things when they’re shown him. When he began to talk like that, I saw the infinite possibilities of the position in a flash. I’d had a go at some pretty big things in my time, but never at anything within a good few miles of this. The first thing was to die, and then —— Why then, we’d see. And so probably would Mr. Smith.

I died. I’ve died before, for money. Same as I’ve slept for thirty days. But it’s not a pleasing pastime. Not the kind of thing I should recommend to any gentleman who’s looking for some agreeable occupation with which to fill up his spare time. Especially when you have to ready yourself for it in two or three hours, as I had then. By the time you are ready you feel as if it was going to be a case of genuine death at last. I know I did. Then I had got up the game so thoroughly that I had to cling on to life by my eyelids.

The show was artistically a success; though, while it lasted, I kept thinking of the Chinaman from whom I’d learnt the trick. For reasons of his own — most of them connected with the police — that ingenious yellow terror was constantly finding it convenient to slip his cable. Once, as I’d cause for knowing, he slipped it so well that it parted for ever. As I lay that Monday afternoon, with the various members of the noble house of Twickenham standing by my bed of suffering, the memory of that Chinaman came back more clearly than I liked, and I devoutly hoped that I wasn’t going to follow his example. It had been my original intention to prolong the agony, and to keep on dying for a day or two. There were a good many little hints I wanted to pick up from the members of my family. But the agony turned out to be so very real that the idea of prolonging it didn’t appeal to me one little bit. So we had to part before we’d really met; and I had to postpone, until after my death, the acquirement of the information I stood so much in need of.

It was not surprising that the old fossil of a doctor announced that I was dead; for I had done the thing so extremely well, and was in such a state of collapse, that I myself wasn’t sure I wasn’t.

My experiences, on that occasion, by no means terminated with my decease. It’s an odd sensation to be ‘laid out’ by a lady of a certain age and peculiar habits. It’s a funny thing to be measured for your coffin. It’s a still funnier one to be placed inside it. And it was when I was placed inside it that one of the not least difficult and delicate parts of the game began.

I’ve often thought that there’s something to be said for an Irish wake, besides the pleasing opportunity it gives for the consumption of Irish whisky. And still more for the custom which obtains of never leaving a corpse alone until it’s underground. From my point of view. For if they hadn’t left me alone I’d have been in a trifling fix. Mr. Smith’s idea was that he should appear upon the scene before the undertaker’s men, that I there and then should come to life, and that we should screw down the lid upon an empty coffin. But apart from the fact that I didn’t trust Mr. Smith, not half as far as I could see him, that notion of his was worth just nothing. He hadn’t allowed for the absence of my weight from that elegant chest. They’d have to be a rummy lot of undertakers’ men who couldn’t tell, even when they were dead drunk, an empty coffin from a full one. But as I’d made arrangements of my own for supplying the deficiency I didn’t trouble to go into details with Mr. Smith. As things turned out, from every point of view, it was just as well I had.

I took with me to Cortin’s Hotel my double. There were only two men in the world who ever knew of its existence. I’m one; the other’s dead. Real dead; and not for money. He was a Frenchman named Pétion — Edward Pétion. He was a modeller in wax. He had been attached to a waxworks museum in Paris; where, I fancy, propriety according to English notions was not the strongest point. That had been before I made his acquaintance. At the time I knew him the only thing to which he was attached was absinthe. The bonds of that attachment were never relaxed. He was penniless. And though he required no food he did want drink. With that I provided him on condition that he made my double. And he did.

It was made on the principle of a lay figure, with flexible limbs; and in every respect was an exact copy of the great original — so far, that is, as the means available permitted. The result altogether exceeded my expectations. It was my weight to an ounce. And when it was lying down, with its eyes closed, not the keenest observer, standing at a little distance — unless he had some prior cause of his own for doubt — would suspect that it wasn’t me, especially when the light was a little bad. In support of that statement I need only mention that the public — and even my own manager — has stared at it when it was inside a glass frame without entertaining the faintest suspicion of the substitution which had taken place. With one accord they imagined themselves to be looking at me.

This was the double which I had taken with me to Cortin’s Hotel. And when the time came that I judged myself to have had enough of being cribbed and cabined in that elegant example of the undertaker’s art, I just got out of it, placed the garments in which I was attired on Myself No. 2, and laid him comfortably to rest in the position I had recently quitted. That any one would detect the change, without entering on a closer examination than in such a case was likely, I knew from experience was in the highest degree improbable.

My intention was, when Mr. Smith did arrive, to come out of my hiding-place, tell him what I had done, and so render detection practically impossible. But, as it happened, the fact that the undertakers’ men came first introduced a new factor into the situation. They made no bones about the matter. Only one fellow glanced at the corpse, and his one remark was to the effect that ‘the old chap looks pretty fresh.’ Without any waste of time they proceeded to put on the lid. I could not help reflecting, as I viewed the proceedings, that it was just as well that things weren’t what they seemed.

Just as they had got the last screw home, Mr. Smith did arrive. I was curious to know what would happen now. Practically nothing happened. He let them walk off with the coffin, in the full belief that I was its contents, without moving so much as a finger to save me from the living death to which he supposed me to be doomed. Beyond doubt his intention was to murder, and so rid himself of the unfortunate wretch whom he had incited to conspiracy. I had a queer shivery-shakery feeling as I thought of the fate I had escaped. I also reflected that, although he didn’t know it, he had put another card into my hand. Hardly had he left the room, than I followed him down the stairs — not as my own proper self, but as a bearded individual who they probably imagined, in the confusion, was one of the guests of the house.

I bought a portmanteau, together with the necessary clothes with which to fill it, crossed town in a cab, and, as Mr. Leonard, took rooms in a highly respectable house in Clifford Street, Dalston. There, while maturing my plan of campaign, I watched the issue of events. I wasn’t going to die and be buried for a mere monkey, as, in course of time, Mr. Smith would learn. In trying murder he’d given the game away, and not only so, had destroyed, for ever, his own peace of mind. I knew the kind of man he was. There are plenty like him. You probably see one when you look in the glass. To cut some one’s throat is the shortest way out of heaps of holes into which one gets. It is only what some call conscience, and others blue funk, which stays one’s hand. It wasn’t the cutting of the throat which he objected to, but what came after. He’d be glad enough to have me boarded up, and out of the way, for ever and a day. But I’d lay odds that there’d come times when he’d hear me talking to him out of that box; and at those times he’d not be happy. It’s a nasty moment when the man you dropped comes out of the hole into which you shovelled him to whisper in your ear.

He’d worry a good deal about the man he’d buried alive, being, unless I erred, of a worrying nature; and then, when he’d had about enough of worrying, the live man would come unburied; and that, so far as he was concerned, would be a finisher. The remainder of the proceedings wouldn’t be of much interest to him.

During the next few days I saw in some of the papers that the Marquis of Twickenham had died. They didn’t all of them come out with the news together. It appeared that there had been something of a private character about that deathbed. It seemed to me that the family wanted to hush the matter up. But nowadays when the British Press has got to make a living out of anything or everything, hushing-up’s not easy. The funeral was quite private. The interment took place in the family vault at Cressland in the presence of only a few members of the family. I wondered if Mr. Smith was one of them. After the funeral was over I bet his thoughts wandered Cressland way oftener than he quite liked.

Then there was more about it in the society papers.

I fancy the late Marquis wasn’t altogether a credit to his family. There were some funny stories and hints galore. This was a pity — because it would have been my desire to have figured as a man of unblemished character. I always have had aspirations towards the stainless life. Odd how difficult it is to attain to one’s ideal. Every time I’ve been some one else he’s been a scamp. And it really did look as if this British nobleman was going to turn out to be the worst egg in the basket.

But there were alleviations. I’m not denying it. They were alleviations of a good and solid kind. That aristocrat at San Francisco hadn’t been far out when he talked of his million dollars a year. I made some roundabout inquiries in the proper quarter, and learned that there were accumulations in the neighbourhood of a million sterling awaiting the Marquis’s going home. That was apart from the annual income. The property had been carefully nursed, and those seven figures represented savings only. That’s what it is to have a reasonably honest man of business. I do like honesty in another man. A million! If I could only get hold of that I wouldn’t worry about the income for a year or two.

This was going to be a bigger thing even than I’d supposed. What kind of an idiot that San Francisco ruffian could have been was beyond my fathoming. I’ve had a few deals with sample idiots, but he was too much in the wholesale. I took it that he’d cut and run because, happening to be one of nature’s blackguards, he’d done something, or perhaps two or three somethings, which didn’t smell altogether sweet in the nostrils of the good. If he’d only had his character to live upon, that would have been reason enough. But seeing that there was somebody else’s money, in truckfulls, the fact that that was all he had got was just the reason why he should keep hard by.

The members of the Twickenham family would find that the head of the house had changed; mercifully. Time had worked the usual wonders; we’ll call it time. The days of his prodigality were at an end; relatively, let us say. And he wasn’t anything near the fool he used to be. Also, certain members of the family would find that he’d developed quite a novel strain of generosity.

There sometimes is a motive for crime — though a sufficient motive is not by many chalks as indispensable a criminal property as wise folk like to think. Plenty do evil for the love of doing it. I’ve tried both. I’ve found doing evil quite as amusing as doing good. Often more. Even when you don’t get any pull out of it when it’s done. It’s the sporting instinct in a man. When a man tells me that he’s fond of sport, I know that there’s more significance in his words than he himself supposes. But in the case of Mr. John Smith the motive was pretty plain. The Marquis had better be dead than keep away from his sorrowing family. You could have an occasional cut at him if you knew where he was; you couldn’t if he was the Lord knows where. In his absence the law looked after his interests; cuts — except by the law itself — were barred. And there were so many who wanted one — including Mr. John Smith. So it was necessary that the Marquis should die, in order that he might have a cut at his successor.

If I had only understood what he was driving at from the first, things might have been arranged in quite a different way. I might have said:

‘You’re quite right, Douglas, my boy. I’m the long-lost Twickenham. Your recognition of me does you the greatest credit. Ask no questions, and you’ll be surprised to find how, in certain directions, my character’s developed. If the blessed lot of you were starving, I’m the man to fill your hungry bellies. How many of you are there? Six? What do you say to five thousand a year apiece; and, say, fifteen thousand down to clear off backwardations? You shall have my bond for it; my bond, my boy. It shall be a first charge on my estate. Ah! in the school of experience one learns what it is to be wise.’

And then perhaps I might have winked. Yet I don’t know. Under such circumstances with a man like Smith a wink might be a mistake. He’s one of those who like to pretend that you believe, and that he believes, that t-h-e-f-t spells straight as a die. No winking for him. It turns up the right place in the dictionary with too much of a rush.

Anyhow we might have arranged matters right along. I could have entered into the possession of my ancestral estates straight away, and we’d all have been as happy as the day was long. But that’s where the trouble is; the mistakes you make at first, through ignorance, they’re hard to repair. Sometimes bitter hard.

As things were, the game was going to be a lot more difficult, both for me and Smith. Though Smith, just at present, didn’t know. In the first place I should have to learn, with a quantity of surprise which was on so large a scale as to be altogether beyond the power of words to describe, how he’d been deluded by a two-faced scoundrel. I didn’t die. ‘No. The Marquis is alive. My dearest dears, I’m he! That wasn’t the head of the house of Twickenham you saw sink to rest. Certainly not! The tears you shed — I didn’t notice any, but there might have been a leakage — were all clean thrown away. The gentleman you have boxed up — well, I shouldn’t be surprised if they had to open the coffin to find out who he was.’ When they did find out I’d laugh. I wonder if Smith would join me. Anyhow he’d have the straight griffin that if he wasn’t on my side trouble for him was only beginning. Recognise the rightful Marquis, debts would be paid, and there’d be a nice little yearly income. Be too nastily inquisitive, and it would be clearly shown to Mr. Smith that he was the kind of felon with whom the law is rarely gentle.

Now it’s an odd thing that the chief difficulty which confronted me was one of which most men would have thought nothing at all. I’d a wife and children. They’re possessions of which plenty of men would be glad to get relieved. I didn’t happen to be one of them. I’ve tried all sorts of things. I’ve had plenty of money. I’ve been in some queer corners of the world, and seen some queer capers, and done them. There are games I can play, at which no man can hold his own with me; nor yet begin. But there’s only one thing which doesn’t taste nasty in my mouth. And that’s my wife. She’s the only thing I ever came across that was quite worth having; and, my God, she is. It’s a complete illustration of life’s little ironies that I should have been the man to have got her; for though she doesn’t know it, inside and out we’re as unlike each other as the poles are far asunder. During the last six years it had been one of my chief ends and aims not to let her find it out. And she hadn’t — to that hour.

Now what was going to happen? In this game which I was starting on, where did she come in?

If I’d laid myself out to play it on different lines from the first, she might have been the Marchioness of Twickenham. Jimmy, when his turn came, might have been a peer of the realm. And yet I didn’t know. That would have been to have smirched her with my brush. If I ever was bowled out, which was a prospect I always had to face, they’d possibly try to make out, and would certainly think, that she’d been in the know with me. That would be as death to Mary.

The more I thought it over the more it seemed to me that that cock wouldn’t fight. Apart from the fact that I meant, as the Marquis of Twickenham, to disavow all connection with Mr. Montagu Babbacombe, who had behaved so basely in deluding Mr. Howarth, it was obvious to me that it would still be the better policy to keep Mary out of my ditches, and without the knowledge of their existence. I always had lived, as all men do, and, I suppose, most women, a double, treble, or quadruple life, as circumstances required. For a little arrangement of that sort, in the future, I should be better placed than ever. I only had to remove the lady from Little Olive Street, and ask her to acquaint no one with her new address. She need never know me as anything but James. As the Marquis I should be entitled to my little eccentricities; his lordship always had indulged in them. And after an absence of fifteen years, no one could cavil if I still continued to disappear whenever the humour took me. Mr. and Mrs. Merrett would have a better time together than they had ever had before.


CHAPTER XXII

A MARQUIS IN FACT

Since the Marquis of Twickenham was alive I thought it would be just as well to announce the fact in the grand style. So one morning, having arrived at the conclusion that it was about time that the announcement should be made, I paid up what was owing for those rooms in Clifford Street, Dalston, had my portmanteau put on the top of a cab, and having put myself inside, drove off to Twickenham House in St. James’s Square. It was a good horse, and as it took me along as a horse ought to, from the tingle at the tips of my fingers, and the tickle at the balls of my feet, which made me feel I’d like to do something high-toned in the way of fancy dancing, I knew that I was going to enjoy myself.

Cab stopped; I stepped out, overpaid cabby, got in some work on the knocker and the bell. Door opened and there was a young six-footer, in a lovely livery, beautiful silk stockings, and with a teaspoonful of flour on his manly head, looking down at me. I just walked past him as if he wasn’t there, tipped my thumb over my shoulder and remarked,

‘Luggage.’

He didn’t seem as if he knew what to make of me at all.

‘I beg your pardon, sir, what name?’

‘What name?’ I looked him up; I couldn’t look him down, he was a size too large. ‘Bring in that luggage.’

I don’t know whether it was the power of the human eye, or what it was; but he didn’t need a second telling. He nipped down the steps, took the portmanteau which the cabman was holding out, and deposited it in the hall as neat and nice as ninepence. While he was engaged in doing this another gentleman in the same rigging came sailing up to me.

‘What name, sir?’

‘Don’t you know me?’

‘No, sir.’

‘Don’t you call me “sir” again, or you never will.’

I turned into a room upon my left — the first there was to turn into. It was a good large room, but it wanted livening up. There was too much darkness about the place, and too much solidity about the furniture, to suit me. Footman No. 2 had followed me to the door.

‘May I ask your name, sir?’

‘Didn’t I tell you not to call me “sir “?’

Plainly he was like his friend — didn’t know what to make of me.

‘I’ll send Mr. Gayer to you.’

Presently in came a tall, thin old party, with a stoop. Old family servant written large all over him. Bound to have been in the house his whole life long. Served my father; probably my grandfather too. So I shot an arrow into the air.

‘Hollo, Gayer! Why, you’re as thin as I am.’

He came right into the room and took a squint at me.

‘My lord!’

He gave a little hop.

‘How do? I want something to eat. Now.’

The old chap was trembling all over.

‘My lord, I — I’m delighted to see you, if I may make so bold as to say so, but I — I don’t understand. It’s been given out that your lordship is dead.’

‘I’m not dead. As you’ll find if you don’t soon feed me. Where’s every one — or any one?’

‘The Marquis has gone to Cressland.’

‘Who’s gone to Cressland?’

‘Your lordship’s brother. I — I’ve got in the way of calling him the Marquis.’

‘Then get out of it. What’s he gone to Cressland for?’

‘Well, my lord, it’s not generally known in the house, but I believe he’s gone to look at your lordship’s coffin.’

‘To look at my what?’

‘At the coffin, my lord, which your lordship’s supposed to be in.’

‘Inside or out?’

‘I rather think the coffin’s to be opened. I imagine some doubt has arisen.’

‘If I’m the doubt, I have arisen. Well. Gayer, I’ll talk to you another time. At present I want something to eat.’

‘Something shall be ready within five minutes. Would your lordship like to go upstairs while it’s being prepared?’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘Your lordship’s brother occupies the blue room, would your lordship like the oak room?’

‘I don’t care. Anything will do — for the present.’

I emphasised the last three words, to prepare his mind for the alterations which were at hand. Directly I got into the oak room I knew that if I was to continue to reside in that establishment there’d have to be as many as several. I don’t like old-fashioned houses: I don’t believe I like old-fashioned anything. If I had my choice, I’d have every thing, and every one, about me up-to-date with the procession; not a mile and a half behind it. That great grim room, with the black oak walls, and the catafalque of a bed wouldn’t suit me one little bit. I’d sooner have it a study in rose-coloured silk.

Things had begun well. The mischief was that experience had inclined me to the belief that a good beginning meant a bad ending. Still it was something to have been recognised by Mr. Gayer. It was also something to have learned what was taking place at Cressland. I’d no notion what had caused suspicion to be aroused. If, within a fortnight, Mr. Smith’s conscience had pricked him to that extent, then he must be possessed of an outsize in consciences. Anyhow they’d find that it wasn’t me who’d been putting in a stay at the family mausoleum.

As I was going downstairs I heard the sound of children’s laughter coming from a room above. It sounded queer in that old house. Youth seemed out of place within those black walls. But I’d soon change all that. Youth’s what I keep betting on all the time. Where it don’t go, I don’t go either.

‘There are children in the house,’ I said to Gayer, as he was settling me at table.

‘There are, my lord. They came yesterday. I hope they didn’t annoy your lordship.’

‘No; they didn’t annoy me.’ The idea of children annoying me made me smile. I never met a child yet with whom I wasn’t on terms of friendship at first sight. ‘Send down to Mr. Foster and tell him to come up to me at once.’

‘Mr. Stephen Foster?’

‘Mr. Stephen. I suppose he’s alive.’

‘Oh, yes, my lord, and very well. If your lordship will excuse my saying so, he’ll be as much surprised to see your lordship as gratified. He told me with his own lips that he was present at your lordship’s deathbed.’

‘Was he? One day I may return the compliment. Perhaps I’ll be present at his. Has he gone with my brother to Cressland?’

‘Not that I’m aware of. In fact, I don’t believe he knows Lord Reginald has gone.’

‘Then fetch him along to me.’

They fetched him along in such fashion that he arrived as I was finishing lunch. I made a hasty meal, for I was aware that a curious interview was close ahead. I can do as much on an empty stomach as most men; but all the same when serious business is on hand, I like to have it comfortably filled. And I’d made up my mind from the very first that I’d have one meal in Twickenham House if I never had another.

Gayer came into the room with an air.

‘Mr. Foster has arrived, my lord.’

‘Show him in here.’

There appeared the pertinacious old buffer who’d tried to worry me into signing a will. It didn’t require more than half an eye to see he was all of a tremble.

‘Hollo, Foster! I hear that you recently assisted at my decease.’

‘I — I ‘He came two or three steps more forward so that he could inspect me at closer quarters. ‘It is the Marquis of Twickenham! But — I don’t understand.’

‘Nor I. I’ve come back to make a little stay, and I’m received as if I were a ghost.’

‘The truth is, we have been made the victims of a most audacious fraud. Your lordship has returned at a most opportune moment. I was just about to hand over the conduct of affairs to Lord Reginald.’

‘The deuce you were.’

‘It’s — it’s a most incomprehensible business altogether.’ He took out his handkerchief to wipe his brow; agitation actually made him perspire. ‘I have advanced Lord Reginald a considerable sum of money.’

‘My money or your own?’

‘Your lordship’s money. But, of course, you can call upon me to refund. I can only plead in mitigation that I supposed myself to have stood beside your deathbed, and to have seen your lordship actually expire. A gigantic imposition has been practised; though how, at present, I altogether fail to understand.’

‘How much has he had?’

‘I’m afraid as much as twenty thousand pounds.’

‘What’s he done with it?’

‘I have reason to believe that the major part of it has been transferred to Mr. Howarth.’

‘What, Douglas! Does he think I’m dead?’

‘Mr. Howarth was the prime mover — —’ He stopped. ‘I wish to say nothing — speaking, as I do, as one in the dark — which I may have to recall hereafter, so I will simply observe that it was Mr. Howarth who discovered you.’

‘Discovered me?’

‘Discovered, that is, the person who pretended to be you.’

‘You don’t mean to say that Douglas Howarth mistook another man for me?’

‘He did.’

‘Was the fellow so like me, then?’

‘Now that I am actually standing in your lordship’s presence I perceive that there are points of difference. But the resemblance was so strong that at the time I was deceived, as were the others.’

‘This is a very funny story, Foster.’

‘It is. And to you, my lord, I am aware that it must seem strange indeed. A thorough investigation will have to be made, when I think your lordship will allow that I was not deluded so easily, or so egregiously, as may at present appear.’

‘On that point, as matters stand, I can, of course, say nothing. But since I’ve always understood that you were a smart man, Foster, I take it that the man who took you in must have got up early. How much has gone besides that twenty thousand?’

‘Nothing. You will find everything in perfect order. The estate was never in a more flourishing condition. And there is a very large sum standing to your lordship’s credit.’

‘In cash?’

‘In investments which are as good as cash.’

‘I like your end better than your beginning.’

‘May I ask where, all this time, your lordship has been?’

‘You may.’

‘Your absence has been the cause of great anxiety. Where has your lordship been?’

‘Foster, do you remember that I never did like answering questions?’

‘I have a clear recollection of that trait in your lordship’s character.’

‘I’ve got it still — that trait. I said you might ask, and you have asked; so that’s over and done with. What’s the next business on the paper?’

We talked figures. Very pleasant figures they were — from my point of view. I learnt more from Mr. Stephen Foster about things I wanted to learn than I should have thought would have been possible in such a very few minutes. It never seemed to enter his head for a single instant that he was being had a second time. His one desire apparently was to rid himself of the consequences of his original blunder as completely as he possibly could. He wanted me, in short, to still give him credit for shrewdness, even though on one occasion he had lacked discretion. And I gave it him. Not ungrudgingly; for that, I felt, would have been to display an undue willingness to overlook his error. But I allowed him to think, by degrees, that his observations were carrying conviction to my mind, and that I perceived that, after all, he was not such a fool as I had at first supposed.

While we were still talking some one came into the room with a rush. It was Lord Reginald — with his hat on his head. I guess he was in too much of a flurry to have thought of removing it.

‘What is this I hear? Foster! Who is this?’

He spoke with a bit of a splutter, as though his words tumbled over each other, he was in such a hurry to get them out.

‘Lord Reginald, this is your brother — the Marquis of Twickenham.’

I rather fancy Foster gave me the whole of my title because it was like a slap in the face to the young gentleman at the door. There was no love lost between the pair. My affectionate relative frowned till his eyebrows met at the top of his nose.

‘Twickenham!’

I wasn’t uneasy, and I wasn’t flurried. Though this was an odd way of meeting — and greeting — one’s brother. It was plain he’d rather I’d kept away. So I just turned in my chair, and I looked at him; this time up and down; and I did a drawl.

‘This Reggie? ‘Pon my word, how you have grown!’

He came forward to the table, leaning against it with both hands, and bending over it to stare.

‘Are you — are you — Foster, are you sure this is my brother?’

‘There is certainly no doubt this time, Lord Reginald.’

‘But — but — what infernal trick has been played on us?’

‘That is what I propose immediately to learn.’

I chimed in.

‘And I also.’

‘Possibly,’ suggested Foster, ‘Howarth may be able to offer an explanation.’

I came in.

‘Douglas! Don’t tell me that Douglas mistook another chap for me. It’s too thin.’

‘We all mistook him.’

‘All? Who’s all? What did you know about it? I don’t believe you know me now. You were a nice little boy when I saw you last, and I shouldn’t have recognised you; that moustache does make a difference. I don’t feel flattered. You seem to have been in a deuce of a hurry to take it for granted I was dead. Sorry to disappoint you, but do wait till I’ve had my innings.’

‘Where have you been all these years?’

‘What the deuce has that to do with you?’

‘We never heard from you; we thought you were dead.’

‘It was because you didn’t think that I was dead that you arranged that some one else should die instead of me. It’s lucky for you that I’ve come now. If I’d waited till you’d got both your fists in the money-box there might have been trouble. And do you mean to say that you’ve got some rank outsider down at Cressland in a coffin which bears my name?’

‘I don’t mean to say anything of the kind.’

‘Then who have you got? Are you suggesting that you’ve got me?’

‘That — that’s the most infernal part of it! A pretty trick’s been played by some one! It’s not a man at all.’

‘Not a man? Is it a woman?’

‘It’s a confounded doll!’ I leaned back in my chair and laughed. He didn’t seem to like it. ‘It’s all very well to laugh, but it’s got up so confoundedly like you that — that — —’ He hesitated; then brought it out with a plunge. ‘Look here, Twickenham, has all this been a joke of yours?’

Although I didn’t know it, the question offered me the greatest chance I had had — or was to have. If I’d only owned up that it was a joke, and I’d been amusing myself by bamboozling Howarth, and all the lot of them, I believe — well, I believe it might have been easier. But we’re bats — even those of us who have the keenest sight; and I didn’t see at the moment what the result of a negative would be. So I let him have it straight from the shoulder; the funniest part being that I thought I was doing something cute.

‘What do you mean? Or, rather, perhaps you hadn’t better tell me what you do mean. We might both of us be sorry. I don’t want to prosecute my only brother; but when, to cover your own action, you suggest that I’ve been conspiring to defraud myself for your benefit, it’s a trifle steep. Especially as Foster tells me you’ve already got hold of twenty thousand pounds.’

He put himself on a chair by the table, and he covered his face with his hands.

‘I wish I was dead!’ was the observation which he made.

While Foster and I were watching him some one else appeared at the door — Augustus FitzHoward.


CHAPTER XXIII

SURPRISES

Seeing FitzHoward gave me just a little something of a turn. I got then and there the first faint glimmer at the mistake I’d made. But as it’s a motto of mine to put on an extra size in smiles each time I’m downed, I just sat tight and wondered who he was. There didn’t seem to be much in the wonder line about him. He came sailing straight across at me, his hand stretched out. ‘Mr. Babbacombe!’

His tone betokened joy. I knew FitzHoward. I wasn’t responsive.

‘Who’s this person with his hat on his head? Has it become the rule here for men to enter a room with their hats on?’

This was one for Reggie as well as Fitz. Both hats were off before I’d hardly finished. Fitz’s enthusiasm seemed a little damped. His hand went back.

‘Mr. Babbacombe, I — I was afraid you were dead.’

‘What are you talking about? Foster, I hope I don’t happen to have dropped into the wrong house by any chance. First I’m mistaken for a ghost, then — for the deuce knows who.’

Fitz kept staring at me as if he couldn’t stare enough.

‘You’re either Montagu Babbacombe or his ghost!’

‘Sorry, but I don’t chance to be either. And as I’ve not the pleasure of your acquaintance, and don’t desire your intrusion here, allow me to remind you that the street’s handy. Foster, touch the bell.’

Foster touched the bell. Reggie interposed.

‘Twickenham, this gentleman, Mr. FitzHoward, has rendered me a very great service in exposing the fraud that has been practised.’

I sat tight. A footman appeared.

‘Show Lord Reginald’s acquaintance to the front door.’

Poor Fitz was all of a fluster.

‘I’m a man who requires no second hint that my room’s preferred to my company, but if you’re not Montagu Babbacombe I’ll eat my hat.’

He clapped it on to his head as if to illustrate his meaning. Reggie stopped him as he was going.

‘I am very much obliged to you, Mr. FitzHoward, for what you have done for me; and trust to be able to avail myself of an early opportunity to tender you my thanks in a more suitable form.’

‘My lord, you are welcome. Any little service I may do you I am always yours to command.’

Out marched Fitz, with banners flying. I turned my attention to Reggie.

‘Reggie, to save trouble later on, may I call your attention to two points? The first is, that I’m not dead. The second is, that I should be obliged by your not using my house as if it were your own. As I have still something which I wish to say to Foster, will you have the extreme kindness to allow me to say it?’ He was turning away with — I’ll bet a pound! — unfraternal feelings in his breast — strange how little brotherly affection some men have — when a thought occurred to me. ‘By the way, where’s Douglas?’

‘He’s ill.’

‘Ill? Since when?’

‘Since this morning.’

‘I asked you where he was.’

‘He’s at home with Violet.’

‘Violet? Is that that young sister of his?’

‘Young? She’s old enough to be my promised wife.’

As I looked at him he eyed me with quite a disagreeable expression in his eyes. I whistled.

‘Is that so? Indeed! I really think that I begin to see how extremely desirous it was that I should be dead. What a happy family you would have been! So sorry I’m alive. Dead men’s shoes always are slow travellers. Thank you, Reggie. I shall perhaps see you again a little later on.’

I feel convinced he’d have liked to hit me as he went out. There’s an utter lack in some people’s bosoms of that true sympathy, the absence of which strikes a fatal blow at the very root of the family system. It’s a fact; I’ve noticed it before. Why, because your brother merely twists your nose off your face, should you resent it? It’s that kind of feeling which tears an united family asunder.

I improved the occasion with Foster; filling him, I feel sure, with a profound conviction that there wasn’t much difference between the Marquis of fifteen years ago and his lordship of to-day. I had to be him all the way along; and I was. When I’m playing a character I like to be thorough. When I’d been thorough enough I shunted Foster.

I felt a sort of desire to be alone. I’d been in some funny places, but this did seem as though it was going to be the funniest. It looked as if this was going to be the Julius Cæsar kind of thing. As if there wasn’t to be any opposition at all. I’d only had to hang up my hat in the hall to become king of the castle. When I’d wanted all that a chap had got I’d always been game to fight him; but I wasn’t used to his handing it over to me, without so much, even, as a trifling argument, with a remark that it was mine. It looked as if I was in for a real good thing.

And yet — human nature’s a freak; you never know where to class it! — and yet, I wasn’t sure that I felt so inclined to kick up my heels as I expected. The Marquis of Twickenham was an uncommonly fine person to be: for those who liked to be the Marquis of Twickenham. I hadn’t been him much more than an hour, and already I was beginning to wonder if I did. There were houses and lands, and money at the bank, and servants to kick, and sacred duties to play old Harry with; but — well, I was starting to doubt if there was freedom. The kind of freedom I was used to, which has always been to me like the air I’ve breathed. On my davy, I didn’t wonder that lying scoundrel made a bolt of it. A chap like that would have been clean wasted in Twickenham House. Maybe he wasn’t all the fool I took him for.

One thing was sure, I was going to be as free as I could manage. What was the use of being lord of all if I wasn’t above grammar? If there came over me an inclination to dine in my shirt sleeves he’d be a bold man who would try to stop me. And yet, as I went up again to that oak room, I was uncomfortably conscious that, after all, circumstances might prove too strong; and that underneath that roof I’d have to be decent. It wasn’t an inspiriting kind of thought, and I plumped down into an armchair with the solemn conviction strong upon me that the first thing the Marquis of Twickenham had got was the hump.

I hadn’t been there two minutes before old Gayer came in and wanted to know if he should valet me. Here was an occasion on which it was necessary to begin where I meant to go. The idea of having that old fossil messing about gave me the twitters. So I spoke to him like a father.

‘Gayer, you’re a man in the prime of life.’

I stopped, so as to give him his chance.

‘I’m an old man now, my lord.’

‘Oh, no, you’re not; and I’ll tell you how I know. If you’d seen one twenty-fifth part as much of the world as I have, you’d know at a glance that I am the kind of man who does everything for himself that can be done. It’s because you’re so young that you don’t see it.’

‘But your lordship will have a body servant?’

‘What’ll you bet on it? Come! I don’t like the man who won’t stand shoulder to shoulder with his own opinion; what are you laying?’

‘Well, my lord, I’m not a betting man.’

‘Sorry to hear it, Gayer — because I am. Lay my boots against yours on any little game you like. A man of your age ought not to have allowed the higher branches of a religious education to remain so neglected. Good-bye. When I want you I’ll ring; I suppose there are bells to be broken. And I don’t want you, or any one, till I do ring. Hear, and then bear that carefully in mind.’

He’d hardly gone, with something about him which seemed to say he couldn’t altogether make me out — I’ve noticed that look on people a good many times; I don’t know how it gets there; I’m sure I’m simple to the breaking point — I say that dear old Mr. Gayer had hardly gone, when somebody started fumbling at the handle of the door, and presently open it came with a rush. When I saw that handle start jigging about I said to myself — 

‘Here’s Gayer’s venerable grandfather come to know if he can curl my hair. From the way he’s playing upon that handle, I should say he’d got a touch of the shakes. I’ll give him another touch before I’ve done with him.’

It struck me that the old-servant ticket was going to be run for all that it was worth. The sooner I buried the entire boiling, whether at Cressland or elsewhere, the more comfortable the Marquis would be. This conviction had me at grips; and I was just about to give it due and proper expression, when who should come flying into the room but — Jimmy! My Jimmy!

I do believe that that was the first time in my life I was ever really taken by surprise. I’m not the sort of person that’s easily amazed. Always expecting the unexpected I get used to meeting it when it comes. But that time it had me fair. As we stared at each other I don’t know which of the two was the more astonished. But he’s a spry kid, is Jimmy. He knows his father when he sees him. And when he had got it clear that it was me, he came at me with a run.

‘Dad!’ he cried. ‘Dad!’

Now I was in a quandary. I was getting into the region of the unusual. I wanted to put my arms about that boy, lift him on to my knee, and say, ‘Hollo, Jimmy!’ But if I went on like that, the show’d be busted. He’d go about telling people that I was his father. One of his father’s two thousand and forty-five names was Montagu Babbacombe. I’d faced it out that I wasn’t acquainted with any party of that name; supposing, when I said so, that I’d counted the cost. But this was an item which hadn’t figured in the bill as I’d got it down at all. If I wasn’t careful the Marquis would have to walk downstairs. So I kind of compromised.

‘Little boy, whose little boy are you?’

‘I’m your little boy — yours! yours! yours!’

He put his hands on my knees, and began to caper about as if he was happy. Now I’d been in the habit of playing with that small child a kind of a game in which I’d ask him whose little boy he was, pretending I didn’t know; and he’d say, ‘Yours! yours! yours!’ He thought I was playing that game with him then. Which was where he was wrong.

‘You take a good deal for granted, young gentleman.’

‘I don’t! I don’t! I don’t!’

He flung himself against me, still thinking I was playing the game.

‘I say you do. May I ask how you’ve come here!’

‘I came with Pollie.’ Before I could stop him or guessed what he was going to do, he was off to the door, which he had left wide open, and had started to bawl,’ Pollie! Pollie! Here’s dad! Here’s dad!’

Children have a pleasant habit of bawling. But I don’t think I was ever so struck by it as I was then. I was after him like a shot.

‘Here, I say. You mustn’t make that noise!’

I might as well have talked to the wall. When he’d got a thing to mention he was bound to mention it — at the top of his voice.

‘I’m playing hide-and-seek with Pollie, and she won’t know where I am. Pollie! Pollie! Here’s dad!’

I had to throw him up in the air before he’d stop. By then it was too late. Tearing down the stairs came Pollie, my heart in my mouth for fear she’d tumble, and if I’d shut the door in her face she’d have dashed herself against it. I had to let her in, and shut the door behind her when she was in, and hope that there was nobody about with long ears and sharp wits.

‘Allow me to ask what you young persons mean by behaving in this extraordinary manner; for whom do you take me?’

‘You’re dad! dad! dad!’

There they were, bouncing about me like two indiarubber balls. They still thought I was playing the game. The worst of it was, I almost felt as if I was, myself. I could hardly keep my countenance, in spite of the stake which was dependent on it.

‘Pray may I inquire why you call me dad?’

‘Tause you are!’ cried Pollie. ‘Give me a tiss!’

I picked up the small bundle of girl and kissed her; till her laughter might have been heard on the other side of the square. While I was still engaged in this operation the door was opened again. When I turned to see who might be this fresh disturber of my privacy, there was Mary.

Then I knew the fat was in the fire. This was quite a different kettle of fish. Playing the fool with those two children was one thing. Admitting myself to be Mr. James Merrett, after my repudiation of Mr. Montagu Babbacombe, was altogether another. I hadn’t time to consider; to ask myself what was the meaning of her presence there. It was a case of act first and think afterwards. That was what I did.

A smile lit up her face when she saw me standing there with Pollie in my arms. With the prettiest cry she came towards me, holding out both her hands. There never was a lovelier woman in this world than my Mary; nor a better shaped. And her movements are in keeping. I’m keen on grace in a woman. If there’s anything more graceful than she is, whether she sits, or stands, or moves, it’s in a picture. I’ll swear it isn’t flesh and blood. As she came, with her arms stretched towards me, I thought that I’d never seen her looking better.

‘James!’

I’d have given a trifle to have been able to take her in my arms. But I didn’t dare. I drew back — civility itself.

‘I beg your pardon?’

She came closer.

‘James!’

‘I think there must be some mistake.’

When I said that, her arms dropped to her sides; the smile vanished; her face went white. It hurt me to see how she changed. I asked myself if there was any game going in which the stakes were worth all this.

‘Don’t you — don’t you know me, James? I’m — I’m Mary.’

‘Mary?’ How the very name rang in my heart as I repeated it. ‘I’m afraid I’m hardly entitled to address a stranger by her Christian name.’

‘A stranger? I’m — I’m your wife.’

‘My wife?’ Lord! how glad I was to know it. Never man had one so good. ‘I’m afraid that, unlike many men who are more fortunate, that’s an article I don’t possess.’

I could see that she pressed her finger-tips into her palms. I had never seen her look more lovely than she did then, in her bewilderment and distress. My heart cried out to me to take her and to hold her fast. But I didn’t dare.

‘What does it mean? You know my children, and you don’t know me?’

‘Your children?’ I was still holding Pollie. On this I put her down. ‘This young lady and gentlemen address me as dad, but I fear that that is an honourable appellation to which I have no title. There would seem to be a singular confusion. It appears that there must be some one in existence who has an uncomfortable resemblance to myself. Already this morning my identity has been mistaken. I was addressed as Mr. — really at the moment I forget the name, it was rather an uncommon one, something like — Babbincombe.’

‘Do you deny me, James?’

‘I don’t see, madam, how I can be said to deny you when this is the first time I have had the pleasure of encountering your charming personality. Nor is my name James. I am the Marquis of Twickenham.’

‘Daddy, I want to have a game with you.’

This was that rascal, Jimmy. I’m sure I was quite as ready for a game as he was. Only at that particular second I didn’t altogether see my way. Mary caught at his words, with a sort of sob, which brought a lump into my throat.

‘He knows his father!’

‘They say it’s a wise child which knows its own father. It would seem, madam, that your little boy is not overstocked with the quality which King Solomon so ardently desired. You seem to take this matter somewhat to heart. It is the humorous side of it which appeals to me. Suppose I had taken advantage of your innocent misapprehension, what a vista of tragedy suggests itself! I think that when you return home you will probably find that your husband is awaiting you. And it is then that the humorous side of the situation will appeal to you.’

‘I don’t understand! I don’t understand!’

‘Nor I. I have been away from home for something like fifteen years, and have returned to find there are two or three things which I don’t understand. I am taken for a ghost by some; for a Mr. Babbington, or some such person, by some one else; for their father by those two dear little children; and for her husband by the most charming lady I have had the honour of meeting. You will allow, madam, that these circumstances present a concatenation of misunderstandings which are not unlikely to confuse the rather befogged brains of a wayfarer who has so recently returned to the purlieus of civilisation.’

I was beginning to believe that I had brought off the greatest feat which I had ever yet essayed — I had almost persuaded Mary that I wasn’t me. She certainly couldn’t depose on oath that either voice, manner, or language was her husband’s. It was, of course, impossible to convince her altogether; at least, as she stood before me there and then. That I recognised. Complete conviction would require time and — well, we’ll say other circumstances. But I had managed to shake her faith — to instil a doubt in her mind as to whether she mightn’t, in some altogether incomprehensible way, be wrong. I knew my Mary. She was one of those not infrequent persons who are bewildered by an appearance of calm assurance. You had only to tell her, with an air which suggested that you were stating the merest commonplace, that two and two make five, and if you persisted long enough she’d begin to wonder if the thing could possibly be. When she began to wonder she was lost; at least while the wonder continued. Her mental processes were never clear ones. And the simple explanation of her credulity was that she preferred to distrust her own senses, rather than believe that there was such a liar in existence.

It was a failing on virtue’s side, and I loved her for it. I protest it cut me to the quick to play the scoundrel with her on such lines. I’d never done it before, I’d not have done it then had not the situation developed in such unexpected directions that I saw no other way. While her white face, quivering hands, and trembling form were almost tearing me in two — and — hurting me the more because I dare not show it — the situation was fortunately relieved by the advent of Miss Desmond.

All at once she stood in the open doorway, observing the picture we presented.


CHAPTER XXIV

AN IDYLL

I went to her upon the instant.

‘Surely it is Cousin Edith?’

‘Twickenham? Leonard. What does it all mean?’

‘That, cousin, is the question which I asked myself. I return, after, it is true, a somewhat lengthy absence, to find all sorts of things. For instance, a lady whom I have never seen before claims me as her husband.’

‘Then she is not your wife?’

‘Cousin! I have no wife!’

‘Then you are not Montagu Babbacombe?’

‘Who on earth is Montagu Babbacombe? Is that this lady’s husband’s name? Have I had the pleasure of addressing Mrs. Babbacombe?’

‘Come!’

Miss Desmond put her arm round Mary’s shoulders, and with Pollie attached to her disengaged hand, and Jimmy hanging on to her skirts, escorted my family out of the room. Which was nice for me. I might have succeeded in throwing dust into Mary’s lovely eyes, but the knowledge that, for the time at least, I’d possibly gained my ends, didn’t puff me up unduly. If it were not for the fact that I’d made it a rule of my life never to quit a position I’ve once taken up till driven from it at the bayonet’s point, the Marquis of Twickenham would have been sent flying, and James Merrett would have gone hopping up those stairs to make love to his wife.

That first day as a marquis didn’t come up to my expectations. I know that first impressions are not to be trusted. That which begins in a fog ends, occasionally, in a blaze of sunlight. But I didn’t feel as if there was going to be much shine about this little racket.

I went down to the library, sent for Miss Desmond, and caught her just as she was going to shake the dust of Twickenham House from off her trotter cases. We had a tête-à-tête. Talk about the glacial period! It was warm compared to her. I said one or two nice things, or tried to, but the cold she radiated was altogether too much for their vitality. I made one or two friendly inquiries about how the family had got on, and she in particular; but for all I could scrape out of her it didn’t seem as if there had been any family to get on. She’d kind of brought into that apartment a wall about twenty feet thick and a hundred high; she’d set it between us, and kept me on the other side of it. It was no manner of use my trying to jump up so as to get a peep at her over the top, because I couldn’t do it. When I showed a mild curiosity as to the personality of the lady who’d mistaken me for her husband, the way in which she received my fugitive observations I didn’t like one little bit. I’d a dreadful notion that right inside of her she’d a suspicion that I’d been treating Mary as no man ought to, and that I now proposed to add desertion to the rest of my offences. It did make me feel funny, the idea that she should think a thing like that. Of my Mary, too! That quiet-speaking female had such a way of making me understand that whether I was or wasn’t the Marquis of Twickenham she didn’t set much account on me anyhow, that I was glad to see the last of her. If the other members of the House of Twickenham were going to model their behaviour on hers, we should still continue to be a divided family.

Old Foster came up to dine with me, as per invitation. He wasn’t what you’d call exciting, but he was amusing. He’d got some interesting things to talk about, and assisted me in cramming up family details at a rate of which he had no notion. The style in which he took it for granted that there was no deception this time was to me a cause of perpetual surprise. He was a long-headed man, and, in a general way, if you’d wanted to get on his blind side, you’d have had to get up early. But Reggie and Howarth had put his nose out of joint. They’d given him to understand that he was to have the kick because his conduct during my fifteen years of absence hadn’t suited their convenience. No man likes to have the Order of the Boot as a reward for his fidelity. My re-appearance meant his triumph over his enemies. His appreciation of that fact I rather think tended to blunt his faculties of observation. In the first flush of his joy he was perhaps naturally unwilling to spoil the situation by any show of impertinent curiosity.

At the same time let me hasten to add that his opinion of the Marquis of Twickenham didn’t seem to be much higher than Miss Desmond’s. He didn’t say so in so many words, but it was easy to see that morally and mentally he didn’t rate his lordship very high. It was painful to me to reflect that I’d come back to a family whose good opinion of me I should have to level up; if there was any of it to level. Because, so far as I could gather, there wasn’t any one anywhere who thought anything of the Marquis of Twickenham at all.

For instance, when I asked in a casual sort of way, as the conversation seemed to lag: ‘And how are all my old friends?’ Foster looked at me curiously out of the corners of his eyes; then down at his glass. There was a dryness in his tone as he answered,

‘I didn’t know your lordship had any.’

Now that wasn’t a pleasant answer to receive. The Marquis of Twickenham ought to have some friends. What made it worse was the way in which he said it. However I dissembled my emotions.

‘Not one?’

‘Whom would your lordship have called a friend of yours?’

Although there was the suggestion of a sneer, which I resented, it was an inquiry which I was quite unable to answer. I wanted all the information to come from him. I endeavoured to cap his sneer with another.

‘Well, if it comes to that, I don’t know that there was any one who owed me money.’

‘I should imagine that there was not.’ Directly he said that, I knew that I had blundered — that, in fact, it had been only too notorious that the owing was all the other way. Presently he added something which did not tend to sweeten my temper.

‘By the way, my lord, it is only right that I should tell you — since I should not be doing my duty were I to withhold the information — that there are certain matters in which your lordship was concerned which have not been forgotten — one in particular which your lordship will probably bear in mind.’

When a man hits me, I hit him back. When the discussion’s over I ask him to explain his reasons; not before. Business first, pleasure after. If a man makes it his business to decorate my features, I make it mine to endeavour to induce him to wish he hadn’t. It had been growing on me that the Marquis of Twickenham was a blackguard on lines which weren’t just mine, and that I’d no intention of bearing the burden of sins I was not inclined to. I leaned my elbows on the table, and I eyed my man of affairs.

‘Foster!’

‘My lord?’

‘Look at me!’

‘I am looking, my lord.’

He was, with, I fancied, a certain surprise.

‘You remember the sort of man I was?’

‘I do.’

‘I’ll tell you the sort of man that I’ve become. Are you listening?’

‘Your lordship sees I am.’

‘I’ve become a man who resents any attempt on the part of any other man to take a liberty. You understand?’

‘I trust, and believe, that your lordship will not find a trace of such a disposition in me.’

‘You have taken more than one liberty since you’ve been inside this room.’

‘My lord!’

‘Do you remember what a nauseous little brat you were when you were two?’

‘I! — My lord, I don’t understand!’

‘No? — Perhaps your memory doesn’t carry you so far back. Mine doesn’t carry me back fifteen years. In my presence don’t let yours. Do you understand that? Another point. I don’t quite know why I’ve come back. I may go away next week for another fifteen years.’

‘I cordially hope that your lordship won’t.’

‘I hope, Foster, that you’re not getting old. Old men are apt to dodder. — How do you like the expression of that hope? Sounds personal, doesn’t it? In the same sense, yours did to me. — We’re apt to hope that other people won’t do what they want to, but we resent that hope when it’s applied to us. I hope you’re not getting old. But as the relations which exist between us hardly justify me in attempting to interfere with the tribute which you pay to the passing years, I trust that I retain a remnant of courtesy sufficient to induce me not to meddle with matters with which I have no personal concern. I feel sure that, in that sense, you have almost as much courtesy as I have. Oblige me, Foster, by keeping a small stock of it on hand. — I was saying that I may go away again next week for another period of fifteen years; or I may not. It may amuse me to take up what is called my proper position in the country. If I choose to do so, I assure you that, with my money, and my rank, and the way I shall set about doing things, fifteen years ago won’t count. Don’t let them count with you.’

All the same I could see that there was something which had happened in the days of auld lang syne which was slithering about on the end of his tongue; and, to be frank, I was a trifle curious to know what it was. But after the sesquipedalian sentence I’d discharged at his head, for very shame’s sake I couldn’t ask, nor let him say. So I got rid of him instead.

The next day we journeyed together down to Cressland, to see how things had gone since the last time I was there. What a place for a man to have all his own! Twenty thousand acres in the heart of England, with a mediæval castle in which to sleep o’ nights. There was another great property in Scotland, something in Ireland, and a villa at Cannes; besides oddments here and there. When I remembered that the principal part of my income came from London ground rents I thanked my stars that I hadn’t to keep all the land I owned clean and wholesome with just my own pair of hands.

When I’d made an end of spying out some of the wonderful things which I possessed, back I came to town with Foster. When we parted at the station I dare say he thought I was going straight back home — that is, to the family mansion in St. James’s Square. But I wasn’t: I didn’t. My objective was Mary. But I had to cover my tracks on the road to her. It wouldn’t do to have it discovered that directly the Marquis of Twickenham disappeared at one end Mr. James Merrett came out at the other. That night I spent in Brighton. In the morning up to town. Dropped into a little crib where I store a few trifles which I’m not peculiarly anxious that other people should know about, and changed into the garments of James Merrett. Got on to the top of an omnibus. Then outside another. Landed finally in the neighbourhood of Little Olive Street.

I was well aware that, use whatever precautions I might, I was still taking on a pretty considerable risk. But then I’d got to be a kind of a dealer in hazards. Been gambling in them my whole life long. And since I’d turned myself into a family man some of them had assumed rather curious shapes. They say that the pitcher which goes often to the well gets broken at last. Maybe. Perhaps I’d had a chip or two already. But that’s part of the game.

I sailed along the pavement as if I hadn’t a thing in the world to fear. I’m sure that no one who’d taken stock of me would have supposed my conscience wasn’t as clear as the average. Reached No. 32. Turned the handle of the front door, and walked right in. There was Mary in the sitting-room, with a pile of sewing on a table in front of her, just as I expected.

‘Well, my girl,’ I said, ‘how’s things?’

I put my hat down on a chair; up she jumped, over went the sewing, and into my arms she flew.

‘James! James!’

I got my arms right round her, and I held her tight; you bet I did. I didn’t say much, but I supplied the deficiency in another way. Presently I did make a remark.

‘Why, my girl, you look — well, I really think you’re getting pretty.’

‘James!’

She turned the colour of a strawberry that’s just getting ripe — the cream showing through the red. Every time I pay her a compliment she seems to tingle right to the roots of her hair. It’s an old joke, my pretending to discover that she’s getting pretty — as though she hadn’t always been that vision of all that’s fair in woman, of which, until I met her, I had only dreamed! — but every time I make it she looks that sweet she reminds me of a meadow on the slope of a hill, in which the spring flowers are tipped with dew.

I gave the youngsters a turn.

‘Hollo! I do believe you’re that little boy of mine whose name was Jimmy.’

‘Dad! dad! I knew you’d come home soon, ‘cause I did ask God so hard last night to sent you.’

‘And — isn’t that girl named Pollie?’

‘Tourse it is! tourse it is! Ooo know it is.’

There they were, dancing about me, as fine a pair of youngsters as you’d meet in a long day’s journey.

‘It’s a most extraordinary thing; what does make these pockets of mine stick out? I wonder what it is inside.’

Then there was the business of turning those pockets of mine inside out, and discovering that there was something in every one of them. Amazing how such things could have got there. Ah, there’s nothing like these family reunions. There wasn’t a happier home than ours in the whole of that great city. Mary on my knee — how glad I was to have her there again — the children divided between their delight at their new possessions, and their joy at seeing father — it’s only in such moments that we really live.

And such a tale as that wife of mine had to tell. Dear! dear! it’s a strange world, and the most incredible things do happen.

It seemed that she had been anxious about me.

‘Now, Mary, haven’t I told you not to be anxious? Can’t you understand that the very thought of your anxiety increases mine?’

Down came her pretty head.

‘Sometimes I — I can’t help it, James.’

This time she hadn’t been able to help it to a very considerable extent. She’d actually thought that I was dead. That was, FitzHoward had been putting ideas into her head. And there was something about a man named Smith. But the tale got pretty considerably mixed; she never was much of a hand at telling a tale, my Mary. I couldn’t make sense of it at all. My saying so, and laughing at her, didn’t make it any plainer. Somebody — a Miss Something-or-other — had actually made her think that I was a nobleman. That idea did tickle me so, and I put it in such a way, that I started her laughing at it herself. And then when she’d once started she wouldn’t stop; she’s a keen sense of humour, Mary has. And she does look so pretty when she’s laughing. It does me good to see her. Then the children joined. Oh, what a laugh we had at the idea of my being a British nobleman!

But the most surprising part of the story was that she’d actually been to some great house, and there fancied that she’d seen me. I couldn’t follow all the ins and outs of the business as she told it, but what I did understand fairly took my breath away.

‘Do you mean to tell me,’ I said, ‘that you mistook another man for your own husband?’ She was ashamed. No wonder. ‘What would you think if I mistook another woman for you?’

‘James!’

Down came her face against mine. Was there anything I wouldn’t forgive her when the touch of her cheek filled me with so sweet a rapture?

‘Do you know, Mary, I don’t understand all you’ve been talking about — though I know I ought to, considering what a gift for narrative you have.’

‘James!’

‘But what I do understand makes me think of something that happened to me — ah, years and years ago. Have you ever heard of a place called San Francisco?’ She nodded. ‘‘Pon my word, I don’t think there’s anything you haven’t heard of. You’re a much greater scholar, wife of mine, than you care to own.’ She laughed, and snuggled closer. ‘Once upon a time I was in San Francisco.’

‘James, I do believe that you’ve been everywhere.’

‘There’s only one place where I’ve ever wanted to be, and that’s in your heart.’

‘You know you’re there.’

‘Mary!’

Then there was an interval. There were a good many intervals before I’d finished my remarks. Nothing like an interruption now and then to give you what I call zest.

She listened with the prettiest interest. Just as she’d have listened if I’d recited one of Euclid’s propositions. She cared nothing for my story. All she wanted was to know, and to feel, that I was there. The consciousness that her evil dreams had vanished was sufficient. When she pressed herself against me, and felt how my heart kept time with hers, and how her tremors set me trembling, that was all the explanation she required. A woman’s love has nothing to equal it in its power of forgetting. If she loves you you needn’t ask her to forgive you; she forgets that she has anything to forgive.

We had tea, and Pollie and Jimmy and I made toast, and she superintended the proceedings. She considered that we weren’t so good at it as we ought to have been; so she showed us how to improve. When I said that the chief thing she’d toasted was her cheeks, she whispered that I wasn’t to say such things; so I kissed them instead. Whereupon she asserted that that piece of toast was spoilt; but we ate it all the same. And I declared, as I was eating it, that I could detect, from the taste, the exact spot on which she was engaged when the accident occurred. Which statement she positively asserted that she didn’t believe.

I dare say it’s a funny thing to be in love with your wife. I don’t know. It’s not too common a form of humour. And perhaps I’m not a judge of what is comical. But I’m glad that I’m in love with mine. I’m glad that she’s my sweetheart — although she is my wife. The exigencies of a life which is not entirely commonplace prevent my devoting so much time as I could wish to my domestic duties, but this I may safely say, that however far away from each other we may be, the consciousness that my wife is my wife is ever with me; and the knowledge fills me with that complete content which makes me equal to any fortune.

After tea we had a romp with the children. I helped to bathe and put them to bed. And when they’d gone, and we’d told each other love tales by the fire, we, too, went up to rest. On the way we went into the youngsters’ room, and stood side by side, looking down upon them as they slept.

‘Don’t you think,’ asked Mary, ‘that Pollie’s pretty?’

‘Well,’ I said,’ she’s a little bit like you.’

She pressed my arm.

‘Jimmy’s just your image.’

‘Poor lad!’

‘James! How can you talk like that? Can anything be better for him than to be like his father?’

‘There are better men.’

‘I don’t know where. Nor any a hundredth part as good. I can’t imagine why you don’t think more of yourself — when you’re the most wonderful man in the world.’

This assertion caused me furiously to think.

‘Mary, I shouldn’t be surprised but what you’re right.’

‘I’m sure I’m right.’

‘I also have an inclination to be sure. I must be the most wonderful man in the world, because I’ve you.’

‘James!’

The rest is silence ... What does that writing fellow say about ‘Sweet music, long drawn out’? Is there any music like the silent pressure of a woman’s lips?

After all, there’s something in being in love with your wife.


CHAPTER XXV

A REVERSION FROM THE IDYLLIC

Mr. Gayer met me in the hall. ‘A gentleman, my lord, wishes to see you.’ He spoke in a half-whisper, as if he was afraid of being overheard. There was something in his face I didn’t understand.

‘A gentleman? What gentleman?’ Gayer came closer.

‘Mr. Acrodato. We told him your lordship wasn’t at home, and tried to keep him out, but he made so much disturbance we thought we’d better let him in. He’s been walking all over the house, and behaving very badly.’

As Gayer imparted his information, with an air half of deprecation, half of mystery, there came through the dining-room door a gentleman. He was big. His huge beard and mop of hair were tinged with grey; his top hat was on the back of his head; his hands were in the pockets of his unbuttoned overcoat. He surveyed me with a look which did not suggest respect, speaking in accents which were not exactly gentle.

‘So you’ve come. — Well?’

A feeling of resentment had been growing up within me with every yard which I had been placing between Mary and myself. I had been telling myself that this Marquis of Twickenham game was hardly worth the candle, and that if I had to choose between Mary and the marquisate, the dignity might go hang. Only let his lordship withdraw from his banking account thirty or forty thousand pounds in cash, and it was not improbable that he might disappear for another fifteen years. In which case Mr. and Mrs. James Merrett would take a trip abroad.

This loud-voiced, blustering bully had caught me in a dangerous mood. What he might want with the Marquis of Twickenham I had no notion. But the contrast he presented to the sweet saint in Little Olive Street offered me just the opportunity I needed to take it out of some one. I walked past him into the dining-room. He followed, leaving the door wide open.

‘Have the goodness to shut the door.’

His response was the soul of courtesy.

‘Shut it yourself! I’m not your servant.’

Directly he said that, I remembered where I had seen him last, and the name by which he had been known to me; the recollection gave me the most genuine sensation of pleasure. The Marquis of Twickenham should be avenged.

‘Mr. Fraser, shut that door!’

When I called him by that name he started.

‘Who are you speaking to?’

‘To Andrew Fraser — who lately carried on one of the branches of his usurer’s business at 14 Colmore Road, Birmingham. I have a statement referring to you, which was made to me by Isabel Kingham, also of Birmingham, half an hour before she died. That statement will supply the police with some information they are very anxious to receive. If you would like me to provide any one who may be listening outside with spicy details of your connection with the lady, I am willing.’

It’s not often you are able to bag a man with the first barrel, especially a man of the type who was then in front of me. But when you do succeed, the sensation is delicious, as I experienced on that occasion.

That he had come to crush the Marquis of Twickenham was obvious; having good reasons for believing that that fortunate peer was his to crush. That he was the kind of individual who enjoyed crushing any one or anything was as plain as the fact that he was likely to resent with the utmost bitterness any attempt which might be made at crushing him. Nothing, probably, had been further from his mind than the idea that his intended victim would essay so hazardous a feat. He thought, possibly, knowing his man, that all he had to anticipate was his more or less abject humiliation. That first shot of mine was not only unexpected, but hitting him even before he was fairly on the wing, it bowled him completely over. The look of amazement which was on his hirsute countenance was distinctly comical. He shut the door with almost acrobatic rapidity.

‘What the devil are you talking about?’

‘So Andrew Fraser and Morris Acrodato are the same persons. With what gratification the press, the public, and the police will receive the news. We all know that Morris Acrodato carries on his business of blood-sucking under various aliases, but it is not generally known that Andrew Fraser is one of them. Every hand is against the most extortionate usurer in England, and at last one of them — the hangman’s hand — will get it right home.’

He was so used to bully others, that the idea of being effectually bullied himself was beyond his comprehension.

‘Don’t — don’t you try to bluff me.’

‘Not at all. On the contrary, Mr. Fraser, I propose to have you hanged.’

He glanced round the room as if he feared that the walls had ears.

‘What nonsense are you talking?’

‘Nothing will give me greater pleasure. I once had an acquaintance who called herself Isabel Kingham. She died in great agony. At the inquest the medical examination showed that the immediate cause of death had been the administration of certain illegal drugs; but by whom they had been administered it was admitted, in the Coroner’s Court, that there was not sufficient evidence to show. More than sufficient evidence is, however, in my possession that they were administered by Mr. Andrew Fraser.’

‘It’s all a lie.’

‘At that time I had not sufficient leisure to justify me in seeing the business through. Although there was no moral doubt as to the person from whom the medicine came, you had so managed affairs as to leave me without actual proof. It is only within the last few weeks that I have had the pleasure of meeting a gentleman named Matthew Parker.’

‘When did you see him?’

‘It appears that Mr. Parker was once a clerk in the employ of Mr. Andrew Fraser. He distinctly remembers being instructed by his master to purchase a bottle of a certain mixture, and to forward it to a certain lady.’

‘I’ll wring his neck.’

‘The missing link in the chain of evidence being thus supplied, I still had to learn what had become of Mr. Fraser. Now that I have had the pleasure of this fortunate encounter all that remains is to place the entire matter in the hands of the police.’

As I observed the looks with which Mr. Acrodato favoured me, I was conscious that he was struck, as others had been, by some development in the Marquis of Twickenham’s character which he found himself unable to explain. And I realised, not for the first time, that there were, as was after all only inevitable, marked points of difference between the Two Dromios. His conduct was evidently actuated by reminiscences of what his lordship used to be, and he endeavoured to buoy himself up by the pleasant delusion that any alteration which might have taken place in an inconvenient direction could only be superficial after all.

‘Look here, my lord. You bolted fifteen years ago because you’d got twenty-five thousand pounds out of me by forging your father’s signature. And it seems that you’ve only come back now because you hope to beat me again by chucking this cock and bull story in my face. Don’t you make any mistake. I’m going to have my money — with interest; proper interest, mind; and no silly nonsense — or I’ll have you!’

So that was how I came to meet my double in San Francisco. He had made a little mistake with a pen. Well, his lordship might esteem himself lucky that at least that piece of business had fallen into my hands. I would do him a service right away.

‘I have one remark to make, Mr. Fraser — —’

‘My name’s Acrodato. Don’t you call me out of my name!’

He positively shouted. I, also, can raise my voice. It was undignified, but I shouted back again.

‘I say that I have one remark to make, Mr. Fraser!’

He gave a startled look round; he didn’t seem to relish the notion that I might be audible on the other side of the square.

‘Don’t speak so loud.’

‘I make it a rule to reply in the tone in which I am addressed; the pitch, therefore, depends on you. I was about to observe, when you interrupted me, that I have only one remark to make, Mr. Fraser, with reference to the matter on which you have touched. You have been completely misinformed with regard to the authenticity of the signature which is attached to the document in question.’

‘Well! You always were a bit of a liar, but that takes the biscuit! Do you mean to say your father’s name on that bill isn’t a forgery?’

‘I do.’

‘When you ran for it because he said it was?’

‘I had no wish to create a scandal by impugning my father’s veracity.’

‘You used to have a face before you went; but I never saw anything like the one you seem to have come back with. I don’t want to be hard on you, although you treated me so bad. You’ve got the money now, and I’m willing to let bygones be bygones. Hand over my capital and decent interest and I’ll say no more about it.’

‘I don’t intend to give you a penny.’

‘What’s that you say?’

‘I intend to hang you — unless a spirit of mollycoddleism commutes the sentence to one of penal servitude for life. Look here, my lad. Lord or no lord, don’t you take me for a fool. If you don’t satisfy me inside five minutes I’ll have a warrant for you in an hour.’ I rang the bell.

‘What’s that for?’

A servant came.

‘Fetch a constable at once.’

Mr. Acrodato seemed unhappy.

‘Don’t you — don’t you be a fool!’

He turned to the man at the door.

‘Don’t you do anything of the kind.’

‘You heard what I said?’

The servant was withdrawing when Mr. Acrodato became excited.

‘Stop! Look here, my lord, don’t you do anything in a hurry. You first of all listen to me!’

‘See that some one is ready to fetch a constable the moment I ring; two of you remain within call.’

The man withdrew. Mr. Acrodato evidently did not relish my parting injunction.

‘We don’t want to have any confounded servants listening to what we have to say.’

‘Corroboration, Mr. Fraser — —’

‘Don’t call me out of my name.’

‘Corroboration, Mr. Fraser, is sometimes useful — you will have to be quick if you wish to say anything before I ring the bell.’

‘Look here. Of course I know you’re only bluffing me, but I don’t wish to make myself disagreeable. You give me those papers you’ve been talking about and my capital, and five per cent, interest, and you shall have the bill.’

‘Mr. Fraser — —’

‘I wish you wouldn’t call me by that name. What’s the good of it?’

‘I’ll tell you what I might be persuaded to do. You give me that bill, and your word of honour that you will contradict any libellous stories you may hear reflecting on the genuineness of my father’s signature, and so long as you refrain your own tongue from indiscretion I may keep still.’

‘And I’m to lose my money?’

‘And save your life.’

‘Don’t talk silly nonsense. I’m not going to let you rob me with my eyes open. Now I’ll tell you what I’ll do. You give me thirty thousand pounds.’

‘Mr. Fraser, if you don’t hand over that bill in sixty seconds I ring the bell. If I ring again, you pass into the hands of the police and the law must take its course.’

‘Give you the bill? You don’t suppose I’ve got it on me?’

I stood with my watch in hand. ‘Fifteen seconds.’

‘My lord, you’ve had my money — you can’t deny you’ve had my money! And you’ve had it all these years! A great gentleman like you don’t want to rob a man like me!

‘Thirty seconds.’

‘My lord, listen to reason! I’m a poor man! I really am! I’ve had the most frightful losses! I’ve had to do with a lot of thieves!’

‘Forty-five seconds.’

‘Have mercy, my lord, have mercy! Make it half the money! Say ten thousand! Call it five! You don’t want to leave me without a penny, my lord!’

‘Sixty seconds. What they call the Birmingham Mystery will now be solved.’

‘My lord, don’t ring that bell.’

He caught me by the arm.

‘Remove your arm.’

‘You shall have the bill.’

‘Give it me.’

He began to fumble with a pocket-book. ‘My lord, I do ask you to listen to reason! I’m sure you don’t want — —’

‘If you say another word I ring.’

He handed me a slip of blue paper. It was a bill, dated some sixteen years back, promising to pay thirty thousand pounds three months after date. It was signed ‘Sherrington.’ An endorsement was scrawled across it— ‘Twickenham.’ That endorsement was the little accident which had sent my double to San Francisco.

When I had gathered the purport of the document I looked at Mr. Acrodato. Murder was in his eyes.

‘What are you going to give me for it?’

‘Your life.’

‘You cursed thief?’

I didn’t like the words, nor the way in which he said them. There are occasions on which the devil enters into me. That was one.

I was a much smaller man than he, but I have physical strength altogether beyond what the average stranger suspects, and a curious mastery of what we will call certain tricks.

On a sudden I took him by the throat, beneath his beard, and with a twist which I have reason to know almost broke his neck, I jerked him back upon a chair. Driving his head against the back of it, I all but choked the life right out of him. It was only when I felt it slipping through my fingers that I thought it time to stop.

‘Mr. Fraser, I’m afraid that one day I shall have to kill you. I’ve a mind to do it now; only it would be difficult to explain your corpse.’

I never saw a man cut a more ludicrous figure. The pain he had had to bear was no small thing. I shouldn’t be surprised if for days his neck was conscious of the twist I had given it. But his amazement eclipsed his suffering. Not until that moment had he realised what a change had taken place in his lordship’s character, and in his lordship’s methods. For some seconds he gasped for breath — as was only natural. When he shambled to his feet he shrank from me like some panic-stricken, half-witted fool. While he was still staring at me, as if I had been some uncanny thing, the door opened and Mr. Smith came in.

‘Surely it is Douglas Howarth! My dear Douglas, I am very glad to see you. This is Mr. Acrodato. He tells me that some injurious reports have been current with reference to a bill which my father backed at my request. Here is the bill. He has undertaken, in future, to give any such reports which may reach his ears the fullest contradiction. Mr. Acrodato, you may go.’

He went — and, I believe, was glad to go, even though he left both his bill and his money behind him.


CHAPTER XXVI

THE SCALES OF JUSTICE

I turned to Mr. John Smith — I should say to my old friend Douglas Howarth; who had been staring from me to Mr. Acrodato, and from Mr. Acrodato back to me, apparently wholly at a loss to understand the situation. Funny how opaque some men can be.

‘Conscience,’ says the bard, ‘makes cowards of us all.’ The Prince of Denmark wasn’t quite so right as he supposed; but it had certainly succeeded in making, in a marvellously short space of time, a wreck of my dear old friend. Even the inexperienced eye could not fail to perceive that he had aged both morally and mentally. I was willing to bet a trifle that instead of scoring off the little game he had tried to play, he had passed from the prime of life to old age in the course of a single deal. He wasn’t half the man who had called himself John Smith. He had acquired a new stoop; and that stoop was typical of all he had acquired. As he stared at me with astonished eyes it was clear that he had not so much control over his nerves as he would have liked to have had.

‘As I just observed, I am glad to see you, my dear Douglas. My relatives and friends have not flocked round me as I had hoped they would. Am I to take it that this is a case of better late than never?’

‘How did you get out?’

‘How did I get out? Of what?’

‘How did you get out of the coffin?’

‘Out of —— ? My dear Douglas, aren’t you well? Is that the explanation of your laggard step?’

‘You are Babbacombe!’

I shrugged my shoulders.

‘So that bee’s in your bonnet. Very well, I am Babbacombe. I’ve been told it before; but no one has told me who Babbacombe is.’

‘Don’t — don’t play any more tricks with me. Can’t you see I’ve been nearly driven mad? Tell me; aren’t you that — that devil?’

‘Douglas, I have learned, to my pain, that you have lately not cut a very pretty figure. I am willing to excuse you on the charitable supposition that, as you say, you have been nearly driven mad. But do not let your madness go too far. Show some method in it, Douglas. Is it money you’re in want of? If so, I’ve plenty, and am quite content that there should be some of it for you. What’s the figure, man.’

‘The figure?’

He looked as if his wits were wool-gathering. Going to a sideboard I poured out some brandy into a glass.

‘Come, Douglas, swallow this. A pick-me-up may do you good. It strikes me that you ought to be in bed rather than abroad.’

He took the glass of brandy with a hand which trembled.

‘It’s a day of miracles.’

‘Have you only just found that out? Surely you and I have reached an age at which we ought to know that wherever we turn, a miracle stares us in the face. What’s the matter with you, my dear old chap?’

‘Are you — are you Babbacombe?’

‘My dear Douglas, I’m any one you please. Come, drink your brandy.’ He took a sip; then put the glass on the table? ‘Now tell me, what’s the trouble? Is it money? If so, consider that I’m your banker and draw on me.’

Although I fancy that the sip he had taken had done him good, it still was sufficiently clear that the situation was beyond his comprehension; at which, on the whole, I wasn’t surprised.

‘Either, Leonard, you’re a very remarkable actor, or you’re a very remarkable man.’

‘If you like we’ll grant both hypotheses. And now may I ask you what you mean?’

‘Should you desire it, I am quite willing to ignore the fact that I ever knew you as — anybody else, but I shouldn’t like you to suppose that I’m an utter fool.’

‘Howarth, you oblige me to adopt a tone with you for which I have no relish. Your words and manner convey an insinuation which I must ask you to explain. What am I to understand by what you have just now said?’

‘Tell me, honestly. Have you not been masquerading as Montagu Babbacombe?’

‘I have not. Nor, until I returned to the bosom of my family, was I aware that there was such a person in existence. Now tell me, in your turn, why are you so anxious to confound me with the gentleman in question?’

‘If you never have assumed the name of Montagu Babbacombe, I beg your pardon.’

‘In what dirty waters have you been paddling together? I was a pretty warm member when I was younger; I didn’t expect to find you had become, with advancing years, the sort of man you apparently are. You have been attempting to do me out of my birthright; and now, as far as I understand, you are trying to do me out of my identity, too.’

He put both hands up to his head, as if it ached.

‘I’m doing nothing of the kind; I only repeat that this is an age of miracles. When you meet Mr. Babbacombe — if you ever have so much good fortune’ — his words had an ironical intonation which I couldn’t but notice— ‘you’ll understand the sense in which I use the words.’

‘Douglas, what was there between this man and you?’

‘I’ll tell you. It will be at any rate a comfort to tell some one.’

He did tell me — the story with which I was even better acquainted than he was. The course of action which I should have to pursue loomed clearer and clearer as his tale proceeded. If I wished to stifle any remaining doubts which he might have, I should have to make an example of Mr. Howarth. Which I promptly proceeded to do.

I waited till he had reached the end of his pleasant little narrative, and then I let him have it. I fancy that the confession, which was good for his soul, was not received quite in the way he anticipated. In matters of this kind the world is full of disappointments. When it comes to confessing our sins, so few of us receive just the treatment we consider ourselves entitled to expect.

‘Howarth, your attitude presents a curious psychological study. You tell your — I will flatter you by calling it amazing — story to me, as if you had been the sufferer. On the same line of reasoning the man who, having cut his father’s throat, finds himself deserted by the wretched creature whom he has incited to assist him in his crime may pose as an injured martyr. Shall I inform you what I think? That you are a skulking thief and a cowardly scoundrel — that most pestilent type of blackguard whose one end and aim is to shift the onus of his own filthy deeds on to another’s shoulders.’

He started; as if plain speaking was as unexpected as it was unwelcome. But I was only just beginning.

‘According to your own statement you bribe a miserable mountebank to play a part in so hideous a fraud that I am conscious of a sensation of nausea when I think of it; and when with horrible fidelity the wretch has played his part, what do you do? Do you play your part? Lord, no! You’re not that kind of man. Your one anxiety is to save your own leprous skin — double-dyed cur and coward that you are. He at least has trusted you; so you reward his faith by subjecting him to the most terrible death the mind can contemplate — you bury him alive. You have not even the courage of the common murderer. You crucify yourself for your own crime. See what a pallid, shrinking, stammering wretch you have become! Out! out! out! before I soil my hands by taking you by the throat, and throwing you into the street.’

Mr. Smith didn’t seem as if he was enjoying himself. As I came towards him he seemed to shrink into a smaller and smaller compass, as if I were an avenging spirit before whose anger he had perforce to dwindle into nothing. I was wondering if I should play the farce right through, and really deposit him in the gutter, when the advent of two new-comers created a diversion. They were my affectionate brother, Lord Reginald Sherrington, and a rather incongruous companion, in the shape of Mr. Augustus FitzHoward. Fitz kept a little in the rear — as if not altogether at his ease as to the sort of reception he might receive; but the mere fact of his presence was proof enough that if I wished to keep myself free from such intrusions in the future, mercy was a quality against which, for the present at any rate, my heart must be steeled. This was a case when the downfall of vice must be carried to its legitimate conclusion.

So I gave Reggie the benefit of some candid criticisms on Mr. Smith.

‘Reggie, you come at a convenient moment. You afford me an opportunity of closing, once for all, an incident of which I never wish to hear again. You see this nameless thing — this libel on our common manhood, whom, I am ashamed to reflect, I once regarded as my friend? With what sort of tale do you suppose he has been regaling me? He tells me that by the promise of a payment of one thousand pounds, he suborned some hard-driven wretch, who bore some real or imagined resemblance to myself, and induced him to feign death. Think of it! He persuaded the creature to simulate the greatest of all the mysteries, and to pretend to pass into the valley of the shadows. And when he lay in a coffin — actually in a coffin — think of it, ye gods! — waiting for this — this thing, to fulfil his part of the bargain, and release him, Mr. Howarth, deeming discretion to be the better part of honour, caused him to be fastened in his prison house and buried alive. What judgment would you pronounce upon so unique a gentleman?’

‘Is this true?’

‘Ask him. I tell you the story as I had it just now from his own lips.’

‘Douglas, is this true?’

Mr. Smith put his fingers inside his shirt collar, as if its tightness worried him. It was some seconds before he spoke. Then it was in tones which were curiously unlike his own.

‘Yes, it’s true — all true.’

‘And you are not Montagu Babbacombe?’

This was Reggie to me.

‘You ask me that, knowing that Babbacombe was the name of the wretch who was his accomplice in the fraud of which you have just now heard — is that so?’

‘It’s a question of resemblance.’

‘Are you asking me if I’m the wretch in question? Answer!’

‘When you put it that way it seems impossible; I recognise that. But if you had seen his photograph — —’

‘Reggie, stop. I’ll speak to you when we’re alone. I have not your capacity for forgetting that we are brothers.’ I turned to Fitz. ‘The other day, sir, I presented you with the key of the street. Why are you here again?’

Reggie answered.

‘He came with me.’

‘Allow the man to speak for himself. Why are you here?’

Straightway Fitz began to fidget; and, also, to stammer.

‘The plain truth is, sir, I mean, my lord, that the likeness is so striking that — —’

‘Well?’

For Fitz had stopped. When he continued he went off at a tangent —— 

‘Of course I wasn’t acquainted with what I’ve just now heard, or I should have known that your lordship couldn’t possibly be the — the man I thought you were. But at the same time — —’

‘Well?’

For Fitz had stopped again.

‘The fact is, my lord, I’ve become liable for Mr. Babbacombe in certain directions, and his disappearance puts me in a hole.’

‘Well?’

‘He went home to his wife the other day — —’

‘His wife?’

‘Yes, my lord, his wife; without saying where he had come from, or where he was going to, or without mentioning a word about the liabilities I had entered into on his behalf. So I — I — I — —’

Fitz stopped short in a stutterer’s quagmire. I perceived that next time Mr. Merrett went home, Mr. FitzHoward’s difficulties would have to be attended to.

‘Well? Continue, sir, if you please.’

‘My lord, after what has transpired all that remains for me to do is to apologise to your lordship for my intrusion, and to assure your lordship that it shan’t occur again. So, begging your lordship’s pardon, I wish you, my lord, good day.’

Fitz withdrew. I wondered what would be his mental condition when he found himself in the street. I rang the bell, pointing, when a footman appeared, to Mr. Smith, who sat crumpled up on a chair, as if his backbone was broken.

‘Throw that thing into the street.’

As I had expected, Reggie interposed with an air of shocked surprise.

‘Twickenham!’ He moved towards his invertebrate friend. ‘Come, Douglas, let me give you my arm.’

I struck in.

‘Reggie, if you allow that man to touch you, you will go with him out of this house, and I will never speak to you again. More! By to-morrow morning he shall be standing in a felon’s dock.’ I fancy it was because, in spite of himself, my dear brother was influenced by what he saw upon my face, that he refrained from pressing on the other his friendly offices. I turned again to the footman. ‘Do you hear what I say? Throw that thing into the street.’

Mr. Smith saved himself from that crowning humiliation — the pressing persuasion of a servant’s hand. He got upon his feet.

‘I can take myself away.’

He did. As he shuffled towards the door I pushed his shoulder, so that he stumbled into the footman’s arms. As he cast a backward glance at me I was reminded of a humorous picture I had seen somewhere, representing St. Peter hurling a lost soul through the gates of Paradise. One could not but feel that the Hon. Douglas Howarth had brought his wares to an uncommonly bad market. Reggie moved as if to offer him assistance; but I stood in his way so that he could not pass.

When we were alone I endeavoured to explain to Reggie what was the kind of brother with whom Providence had blessed him.

‘There are men who are content to let their brothers live as long as they conveniently can. You belong to the other class. Foster informs me that for years you have been assuring him that the time had really come for you to pick my bones. I can understand your disappointment at finding that, after assisting at my death and burial, I still persist in remaining alive. But I beg you, for your own sake, not to allow your disappointment to carry you too far. For I assure you that if it comes to my knowledge that you ever again attempt, by word, look, or sign, to associate me with the accomplice of that scoundrel’s villainy, although I am your brother, I will chastise you physically, and I will take steps to publicly brand you as the blackguard I shall know you are.’

‘Your threats are unnecessary. You speak as if I were to blame for what has happened. I deny it wholly.’

‘Explain yourself — with care.’

‘Look at the way in which you have treated me, You had no right to leave me for fifteen years in ignorance of whether you were dead or alive.’

‘Is that your reason for confounding me with this man Babbacombe?’

‘The man’s your living image.’

‘Is that your reason?’

‘I say it is a reason; if you saw the man yourself, you’d know it was a reason.’

‘I begin to perceive your point. You were of opinion that I could be that sort of man; an accidental resemblance convinced you that I was. I am obliged to you. I will instruct Foster to see that a sum of five thousand pounds is paid to you annually, and Gayer that you are not to enter this house again. I shall refuse to acknowledge you when we meet; nor will I stay in any room in which you are. Now go.’

‘I am sorry that you should take this tone. If I have done you an injustice it has been unintentionally.’

‘Go.’

‘I am going. I only wished to apologise to you before I went. That’s all.’

And my affectionate brother followed his friends.


CHAPTER XXVII

A WHIPPING BOY

I had won all along the line. But I wasn’t exhilarated. Fighting’s fun; and in a certain kind of row I’m happiest. I can lay my hand on my heart and say I believe that I was born a fighting man. A forlorn hope and a smile to my mind go together. And it’s when I’m facing fearful odds, not for the ashes of my fathers and the temples of my gods, but for amusement only, that I’m surest I’m alive.

Yet when those gentlemen retired one after the other, leaving me in possession of the field, I couldn’t have bet sixpence that a glass of brandy wouldn’t have acted as a pick-me-up. And when a man’s reduced to alcoholic bracers there’s something ails him somewhere.

The scrap with Acrodato was good business, and the capture of his lordship’s pen-slip was an unmitigated joy. Bluff; all bluff. An apt example of how conscience can knock out the toughest subjects. I had had reason to suspect the worst in that business down at Birmingham, but I had never got beyond suspicion. The accessories were invention — pure invention. If he had compelled me to produce that statement, or the other trifles of which I had so boldly boasted, I should have had to plead that a thief had broken in to steal; or that they had got themselves mislaid.

Therefore the capture of that bill was a pure delight.

What worried me was the character of the man whose shoes I occupied. In San Francisco I realised that he was trash, but only in the halls of his fathers did it come home to me what trash he was. He couldn’t have been long in the world when he concluded to travel, but he had been long enough to make his name, even after the lapse of fifteen years, stink in men’s nostrils. Yes; and women’s. It was hard that that man’s reputation should be mine. It was because he was that kind of man that people — including my own brother — were so ready to conclude that I was Mr. Babbacombe — perceiving that the trick he had played was quite in keeping with his lordship’s character. Figuring as the Marquis of Twickenham wasn’t the soft snap I had hoped.

I felt that there wasn’t a man or woman in the house, from old Gayer downward, who didn’t despise me; who couldn’t tell some pretty tale to my discredit. Foster regarded me as a mixture of clumsy rogue and cowardly fool. When I gave him to understand that that was not a point of view which I appreciated, although he gave no outward and visible smile, I knew that at the bottom of his heart he smiled. I could have kicked the man. But then if I had once started I should have had to kick so many.

As the days went on the Twickenham romance was in all the papers. Some of them made it quite a feature. I wished to goodness they wouldn’t. They showed how the Marquis had returned — after his family had supposed that he was dead, and had actually buried some one else instead of him. I’m not thin-skinned, but some of their comments made me squirm. The Head of the House of Twickenham could not occupy his proper place in the public eye, while the papers were suffered to print such things of him.

One morning I took a bundle of them down to Foster.

‘Have you seen these papers?’ I inquired.

‘I’ve seen some of them.’

‘Isn’t it nice reading?’

‘If I were your lordship I should pay no attention to what appears in the public prints.’

‘Not when they leave me without a shred of character?’

‘Your lordship’s return is still a novelty. They may continue to make copy of it for a time. Presently they will cease to speak of you at all.’

‘You have a pleasant way of putting things! Then, until they do choose to treat me with silent contempt, I’m to allow them to say that I cheat at cards, that I don’t pay my debts, that I’m an evil liver of the lowest type, and, in fact, an all-round beast and blackguard.’

Foster eyed me with a curiosity which was distinctly the reverse of flattering.

‘Your lordship will permit me to speak with that frankness which alone can be of service?’

‘My good man, be as frank as you choose.’

‘Your lordship has surely not forgotten that there were incidents in your youthful career which did not redound to the credit of your character.’

‘But when it comes to stating that I was kicked — literally kicked! — down the steps of a club for cheating at cards!’

‘It is not a savoury subject, but is that not what happened? I am not aware that your lordship offered any contradiction at the time, although a signed statement of what occurred was posted on the notice board of the club in question. If your lordship will take my very serious advice, you will endeavour to live down the recollection of these things, and not, by legal or other action, drag them into the public eye.’

How I writhed when I left my counsellor’s presence. This was indeed to be a whipping boy. Also this was the result of not being a student of the British peerage. If I had known what kind of an ornament to it his lordship really was, I rather fancy the Marquis would have stayed away. That I am a sinner, the saints know well. I’ll not say that I’d be aught else if I had the choice. But this man appeared to have committed all the sins for which I’ve no stomach. He was, before all else, an unmanly man. Nothing mean, it seemed, he had left undone. In none of his misdoings had he shown a spark of courage. Nor, so far as I could learn, had he once remained to face the music. He had lied and cheated, in all sorts of dirty fashions, blubbered and run away.

That was a nice character for a man who ever from his youth upward had been a fighter to find himself possessed of. I did wish he had been a sinner on some other lines. There are offences which a man, having committed, may, as Foster suggested, live down. But none of them seemed to have come his lordship’s way. He had done the unforgivable, and unforgettable, things — the things whose memory load a man with ignominy long after he has rotted in his grave. One might as well talk of flying as of living them down. Even though he attained to the years of Methuselah, to the last hour of his life he’d be a pariah. Perhaps, after all, his lordship had done the wisest thing in going away. It was I who had been a fool in coming back.

The Marquis of Twickenham was a frost. The accidents of his position only made that fact the more notorious. Though he had a million in ready money, so huge a rent roll, lands and houses, decent folks would have none of him. It was not necessary for me to have become such a mangy knave if I desired to hobnob with the other sort. Not a clean-smelling soul came near. But I had visits from various representatives of the scum of the earth, who thought, even after fifteen years, that they had a pull on me. Lord! how I enlightened them. They all, with one accord, were struck by certain developments in his lordship’s character.

But I hadn’t done this thing to convert the riff-raff, nor with any intention of conveying to their benighted intelligence the elementary fact that there’s no fool like a certain kind of knave. I wasn’t happy.

Better Mary, and the kids, and Little Olive Street, a hundred thousand times than this. The joke was when Foster, who saw how the shoe pinched, suggested I should marry. I thanked him kindly, and asked him, since he had gone so far, if he’d go a little further and name a lady.

‘For instance, have you a daughter of your own?’

‘My lord, I remain a bachelor.’

‘Then who has a daughter, or a sister, who you think would suit?’

‘Undoubtedly there are many such.’

‘Of my own degree?’

‘There are good women of all degrees.’

‘Meaning that the good women of my own degree would probably decline.’

‘My lord, if you will allow me to say so, I think you take too pessimistic a view of your own position. At first I thought your point of view too optimistic. Now you appear to have gone to the other extreme.’

‘I didn’t know then what I know now.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘Possibly not. You think me too pessimistic. Go on.’

‘For one who has lived such a youth as your lordship it seems to me that one very desirable course is open.’

‘Suicide?’

‘No, my lord, not suicide.’

‘Murder? To be of the slightest service it would have to be on a wholesale scale.’

‘The course I would advise would be a new environment.’

‘Meaning?’

‘Let the past be past. Treat it as a closed book not to be reopened. Cut it adrift. And let your lordship seek fresh acquaintances, and fresh associations.’

‘Without, I presume, making any reference to the contents of that Bluebeard’s Chamber, and hoping to goodness that no one else will either.’

‘There are, I am thankful to know, a large number of excellent people — excellent in every sense — who, whatever your past may have been, perceiving that it is your present intention to become a worthy member of society — —’

‘Who says it is?’

‘I am not so dull as not to perceive that such is your intention; and I do so with the most heart-felt satisfaction.’

‘You flatter me.’

‘I intend to do no such thing. I say that there are many excellent people who, recognising your intention, will be content, and proud, to take you for what you are in the present, and intend in the future to be.’

‘Where are those persons to be found?’

‘Wherever men and women are gathered together.’

‘Let us come to the concrete. Would you suggest, for instance, that I should go to a residential hotel at one of our English watering-places, where sociability is made a feature of the prospectus, and where respectable mothers are to be found with respectable daughters?’

‘Your lordship might do worse.’

‘You think that at a place of the kind no questions would be asked, and I should be made welcome.’

‘I recognise the bitterness of your lordship’s humour, but am convinced that under such circumstances you might find more happiness than you may be disposed to believe.’

‘Suppose they find me out?’

‘Let me tell you one thing, old bachelor though I am. If you win a woman’s love she’ll forgive you much, especially those things you did before you knew her. It should not be difficult for your lordship to win such love as that.’

It was the wisest thing the old gentleman had said. It made me think.


CHAPTER XXVIII

THE GOING: AND THE COMING

I may mention, incidentally, that I had resolved to act on Foster’s advice before he offered it. Only, with a difference. I contemplated seeking a new environment, in a sense which he had not suggested. The Marquis of Twickenham was going on another little excursion, which might endure for another fifteen years, or perhaps for ever.

To be plain, the game was hardly good enough. I was unable, even after mature consideration, to explain to myself exactly what it was I proposed to gain by assuming brevet rank, with the attendant collaterals, but whatever it was I hadn’t got it. That was a dead-sure thing. I hadn’t even got the fun of the fair. The joke fell flat. About the business there wasn’t even a flavour of adventure. No spice at all. I had walked into the house as through my own front door, and from the first moment no one had said me nay. The excitement wasn’t worth a tinker’s curse.

All I had gained was a blackguard’s name and his unspeakable reputation, a property which no decent creature would approach while I was near, and a shipload of money for which, under existing circumstances, I had no use whatever. As it happens, my tastes are simple. I like plain food, well cooked, and sound whisky. Those things don’t cost much. In the matter of personal adornment I’m not taking anything. I’m not a tailor’s block, and as for jewellery, I never wore even a finger ring or a scarf pin — and never will. I’ve a respectful admiration for the gentleman who plasters his money on his person, but as a general rule I find that I prefer to look at him from the other side of the room. I like a horse, and I’d always have good cattle. But riding alone’s no fun, and from driving with a groom for constant company, the Lord preserve us! I’ve a pretty straight eye along the barrel of a gun: but who wants to go shooting in one’s own society? I’ve a taste for the sea, but a yacht with only the crew aboard is dull o’nights. There’s no one round who’s fonder of a gamble, but I do bar sitting down with a job lot of men all with their eyes skinned to notice when you first begin to cheat.

No; if I was to do these things I’d do them as the Marquis of Twickenham should, or not at all. I’d be courted: I’d not court. I’d not descend into the gutter to be hail-fellow-well-met with those to whom my rank and fortune were everything, and who’d be willing, to my face — I’d never dare to turn it away for fear of what they’d say behind my back — to excuse my character on their account. My peers or nothing; and they, at least, on equal ground. My Lord of Twickenham was a great man; if he wasn’t, he was nothing. As for living things down, I hadn’t the time to spare. I’d be dead before I was a hundred years older; and, anyhow, it wasn’t good enough.

It got borne in on me more and more, as I continued to reside in that atmosphere of undignified dignity, that there was something that was good enough, and that was just across the road. Mary and the kids. I had only seen her that once, and I was starving for another sight. I wasn’t surrounded by trusting friends; and slipping from Twickenham House to Little Olive Street and back again was a trick which might be played once too often. If it was, Mary would find me out. And then — I’d be a Marquis of Twickenham to her. The Lord forbid!

I had thought of a better way. The Marquis of Twickenham had placed where he knew he’d always be able to find it a nice little sum of money. I don’t want to overload this part with details, so I won’t say just how much. It was enough. The interest would enable Mr. and Mrs. Merrett to live the rest of their lives in something more than comfort. Mary would think herself rich beyond the dreams of avarice. God bless the girl!

The Marquis of Twickenham would just go out one morning, and Mr. James Merrett would come home. This time for good. He’d announce that he had had enough of leaving wife and children, and that he had therefore resolved in future, wherever he went, to take them with him. I guessed that Mary would be pleased. So Little Olive Street would soon be a thing of the past, and presently a united family would be found in quite another quarter.

It was a pretty programme, and I was bent on carrying it out. Foster’s notion of a new environment wasn’t bad, but I was vain enough to think that mine was better. I was going to learn from the best of all teachers, experience, what being married to the woman you’re in love with really means. I didn’t unduly hurry, but I lost no time. I made all the arrangements I could think of; then I looked at them once or twice all round, to see that they were made. It seemed to me they were.

Then one evening his lordship stepped out of Twickenham House into St. James’s Square, bent on taking another excursion of some length. I had said nothing to any one in the house. The servants did not even know that I was going out. My goings and comings had nothing to do with them. My notion was that I would send Foster, say, from Paris, a letter containing no address. In it I would inform him that I was about to act upon his hint, and seek a fresh environment. How long the search would continue I could not say. Therefore I should be obliged if he would see that during my absence certain arrangements, which I would name, were carried out, so that my affectionate brother might not think it necessary to have me buried by proxy a second time.

I was conscious as I left the house that it was a clear and pleasant evening, and that the sky was peopled with many stars. At the foot of the steps I paused and looked about me. It was not my intention to go straight to Little Olive Street, but to spend that night, and probably the following day, in transacting certain little business matters of my own. As I stood there, my feelings were those of the boy who quits, for ever, a hated school. A whimsical mood came over me. Wheeling round, I shook my fist at the door, which had just been closed.

‘I hope I’ll never come through you again. The Marquis slips his skin!’

Turning, I moved along the pavement. I hadn’t gone a dozen yards when I came upon a man who advanced from the direction in which I was going. At sight, each, on the instant, recognised the other. We both stopped dead.

It was my double — the man with a tongue whom I had seem at M’Croskay’s in San Francisco. His lordship’s very own self. Simon Pure.


BOOK IV. — THE SINNER

THE AUTHOR THROWS LIGHT UPON AN INTERESTING SITUATION


CHAPTER XXIX

BACK TO THE WORLD

The monks were working in the garden. A little apart, a man, whose costume suggested that he had not yet taken the full monastic vows, was going over a patch of ground with a rake. The patch was on a slope. Here and there were currant-bushes. The rake loosened the soil which was between them. Presently the man came to a piece of printed paper, which apparently had been carried by the wind till it found lodgment against a bush. He picked it up. It was part of a page of an English newspaper, left, probably, by some sight-seeing Englishman, who, mindful of the things which in that part of the world one ought to do, had tasted of the monastic hospitality. The finder, glancing at what he held, was about to crumple it up and throw it from him, when his eye was caught by the heading of a paragraph— ‘Death of the Marquis of Twickenham.’

When he perceived the words, for a moment his purpose was postponed. He stared as if they conveyed to his mind something which filled him with amazement. Then, remembering where he was, and looking about him to see if he was observed, he crushed the piece of paper into a pellet, which he placed within his cassock. Then he continued to rake as if nothing had happened.

Presently the workers retired to their cells to prepare for vespers; the monks first, the man with the rake at a respectful distance in the rear. As soon as he was in his cell, and had closed the door, out came the scrap of paper. He scanned what followed the heading which had caught his eye with a show of eagerness which was distinctly uncanonical. It was a brief statement to the effect that Leonard, third Marquis of Twickenham, had died of congenital disease of the heart on the preceding afternoon, at Cortin’s Hotel, in the presence of various members of his family; and was apparently going on to give further particulars when the paper stopped short. It had been torn in such a way that only the first three or four lines of that particular paragraph remained. These the man read over and over again, as if desirous of extracting from them the last shred of their significance.

‘Died! — died! — died! — What does it mean?’ He turned the piece of paper over and over in his hands. ‘There’s nothing to show from what journal it comes, but — I think — it’s from one of the dailies. And nothing to show the date. It isn’t new. It’s come from England; and looks as if out in the garden there it had been buffeted by wind and rain. I wonder how old it is; and what it means by saying that I died in the presence of members of my family.’

He went down with the monks to vespers, occupied his usual place below the board at supper, joined the fraternity in saying compline, then retraced his steps towards the straw pallet on which he was supposed to rest.

A few minutes afterwards he was standing in the presence of the Father Superior. Without a word of introduction he laid upon the table at which the Prior sat the scrap of paper which he had found beneath the currant-bush. The monk glanced from it to his visitor.

‘What is this, my son?’

‘If you will look at that paper, father, you will see.’

They had spoken in French; but that the Prior understood English was made clear by the evident ease with which he read the printed extract. As his visitor had done, he gave it a second and a third perusal. Looking down, he drummed with his fingertips upon the board. Then, glancing up at the Englishman, he addressed him in his own language.

‘Where did you get this?’

Its finder explained.

‘What does it mean?’

‘That is what I seek to know.’

‘Nothing, probably — a canard.’

‘I cannot say.’

‘I’ll have inquiries made, and you shall be acquainted with the result.’ The Englishman was still. ‘Well, won’t that content you?’

The reply was hardly to the question.

‘I thank you, my father, for having forbidden me to take the vows.’

‘You thank me — now? It’s not so long ago since you were in despair, being fearful lest by my refusal I had slammed the gates of heaven in your face. How often have you besought me to let you enter on the holy life? How long is it since you lay three nights upon the chapel stones, broken-hearted, because I advised you still to meditate upon its threshold? Answer me, my son.’

‘I was wrong. You were right, my father — as you always are.’

‘As I always am? Our Lady and the Blessed Saints know better. In only one thing was I right — alas! that I should have to say it — I knew you better than you did yourself. How long have you been with us?’

‘Nearly five years.’

‘So long? Are we so much nearer to the Day of Judgment? What were you when you came?’

‘A thing to mock at.’

‘Ay, indeed, a thing to mock at; a thing to make the angels weep. And, like many another, you desired to beat your head against the Cross, hoping by a little agony to atone for a life of sin. And have you raised yourself a little from the ditch?’

‘Else were I a wretch indeed.’

‘That are we all — miserable wretches! It has been my constant grief, in your particular case, that it was written that the first-fruits of your mother’s womb should be unstable as water; that he should not excel. May my grief be turned to joy! So you have been beneath this holy roof five years? And now — what now?’

‘I seek to leave you.’

‘To leave us? You propose to join a fraternity in which the ordinance is more severe?’

‘I wish to go back into the world again.’

The Prior raised his hands with a show of surprise which was possibly more feigned than real.

‘To go back into the world again? You poor fool, you know not what you say. My son, in reading what is on this piece of paper you were guilty of offence. Punishment has followed fast. Already your eyes have been shut out from the contemplation of heavenly things. Return to your cell. Meditate. In a month, if you wish it, I will speak to you again.’

‘In a month? But, my father, I cannot wait so long.’

‘What word is this — you cannot?’

‘I am under no vow of obedience. You yourself refused to let me take it. I am free to go or stay.’

‘You are under no vow of obedience? And you have been here five years? What fashion of speech is this?’

‘It is true — I am under no vow. And I have to thank you, my father, for my freedom.’

‘My son, return to your cell.’

‘If you desire it — —’

‘Desire!’

‘But I came to tell you that I should leave you in the morning.’

‘Leave us — in the morning! Are you mad, that you speak to me like this?’

‘What this house has been to me, and what I owe to you who have given me so much more than shelter, is known only to God and to myself. Don’t let us part in anger, or my last state will be worse than my first; but, father, I must go.’

‘Must?’

‘Yes, my father, must. Speed me on my way with some of those words of help and comfort which you can speak so well; give me your blessing before I go.’

The Prior put up his hand as if to screen his face from the other’s too keen observation.

‘What is the meaning of this — I will not say unruly spirit — but sudden, strange necessity?’

‘That piece of paper.’

‘But I have already told you that that may mean nothing; that I will have inquiries made, with the result of which you shall be acquainted.’

The Englishman continued silent for some moments, clasping and unclasping his hands in front of him; plainly torn by a conflict of emotions, to which he was struggling to give articulate utterance.

‘My father, I believe that I see in that piece of paper the finger of Heaven.’

‘Men have supposed themselves to see the finger of Heaven in some strange places; your obliquity of vision is not original, my son.’

‘But, my father, don’t you understand? It shows that my duty lies outside these walls.’

‘In supposing it to lie along the broad road, you have again had predecessors.’

‘My presence here may be the occasion of actual sin; indeed, if I construe what is written there aright, it already is. If that statement is correct, it points to fraud — to crime. Advantage has been taken of my continued absence — my silence. An impostor has arisen. Have I done right in allowing those who have charge of my possessions to remain in ignorance? Have I not put temptation in their path, and so sinned?’

‘All this may be remedied by half-a-dozen lines upon a sheet of paper.’

‘My father, I must go. Without, I shall be as much your son as I am within.’

‘You think it.’

‘I swear it.’

‘Swear not at all. Oaths in your mouth are apt to be but vain repetitions. What have you not sworn within the last five years? How much more would you have sworn if I had sanctioned it?’ The Englishman was still. ‘My son, I ask myself if you are an unconscious hypocrite. Men say that hypocrisy is, in a peculiar sense, your national vice. When I consider you, I wonder. I believe — I will give you so much credit — I believe that you mean what you say; although I know, if you don’t, that you mean something altogether different.’

‘I swear at least this much, that within a week of my reaching England fifty thousand pounds shall be paid to your credit.’

‘Fifty thousand pounds? It is a large sum of money. I know that your family has riches, and that you are a great man in your own land. Your country should be proud of you.’

‘My father!’

‘My son, you are so poor a creature that I know not how to speak to you. You are like a sponge, quickly sodden, easily squeezed. These five years I have been hoping against hope that I might pluck you as a brand from the burning; at the least little flame, back you fall again.’

‘I am not what I was when I came.’

‘No. Your physical health is better.’

‘My father!’

‘My son, is it not true? What guarantee have I that you will endow Holy Church, and this her house, with the sum of which you speak?’

‘I will give you my written bond.’

‘Will that be a legal instrument in England?’

‘Certainly. But do you think that in such a matter my word may not be trusted? — that it will be necessary for you to invoke the law? If so, I must indeed stand low in your eyes.’

‘I have heard you vow, with tears of blood, using all the protestations of which you were master, that you would never forsake the shelter of this holy house. Do I understand that you propose that your withdrawal shall be final.’

‘I cannot say.’

‘Nor I. I think it possible that you may return, when the devil has fast hold of you again.’ The Englishman put his hands up to his face and shuddered. ‘He always has his finger-tips upon your shoulder; you only have to turn your head to see his face. I admit that in a sense — your sense — you are free. Had you vowed a hundred vows, in your sense you would still be free. It was because I knew it I desired to save your soul from blasphemy. If you will suffer me I will make you a suggestion, to which I beg that you will give serious consideration.’

‘I am in your hands, my father.’

‘Words, my son; words — words! I desire that you shall have as travelling companion a discreet priest, whom I will recommend, and who will attend to your spiritual welfare.’ The other’s silence sufficiently hinted that the proposition did not commend itself to him. ‘In quitting these precincts your offence is grave. I presume you do not wish to make it greater.’

‘I will give you the fifty thousand pounds.’

‘Is that so? You are indeed good. If you English crucified Christ afresh, I imagine you would consider the Holy Father sufficiently appeased by a pecuniary compensation. In your country you are the Marquis of Twickenham?’

‘I am.’

‘You have been guilty of offences so rank, and so notorious, that you fled your father’s anger, and hid your face from your kith and kin.’

‘I have suffered for my sin.’

‘You have suffered? Wait for the wrath to come.

‘My father!’

‘Your family is Protestant?’

‘Alas!’

‘You are entitled, from your spiritual elevation, to pity heretics, especially those of your own flesh and blood. Here are pens, ink, and paper. Sit down and write the bond of which you have spoken.’ His lordship did as he was told. ‘So far, so good. But do not imagine that this is a quittance for the debt which you owe Holy Church. As you are entrusted with this world’s goods, so the Church demands from you her tithes. On your property you will provide a sufficient religious establishment. You will build churches and endow them. And in all your affairs you will be advised by Holy Church. As you are seated, write that also.’

‘My father!’

‘Obey. Or I will summon the fraternity, and in their presence I will call down on you the curse of the Church and of the Holy Ghost, and will chase you from the fold out into the darkness of the night, that night which for you shall be unending. Do not think that because you leave us, we leave you. The arm of the Church is long, and, as you have learned from experience, the fires of hell burn from afar. Write as I have said.’ His lordship wrote. ‘Do not imagine that this bond which you have given me is but an empty form, any more than is your promise to pay the fifty thousand pounds. You are of the Church, if you are not in it, a leaf, if not a branch; and she will demand from you exact and prompt payment of every jot and tittle which is her due. Above all, do not neglect your religious duties, not for a single hour of a single day.’

‘But, my father, I cannot be a monk out in the world.’

‘You will neglect them at your proper peril. Do not suppose I shall not know. You will be in error.’

‘Do you intend to have me spied upon?’

‘We intend to have you kept in sight. You had better do as I advised, and have a discreet priest as your companion.’

‘But I am entitled to my freedom!’

‘And is the presence of such an one incompatible with your ideas of freedom? My son, you’ll be on your knees calling for me within a week.’

‘At least — at least wait until I call.’

‘In that case, take care lest you call in vain. Remember five years ago. If you become again what you were then, it will be for ever, and ever, and ever! You’ll be but a voice perpetually calling out of hell.’

‘My father, I — I am stronger than I was then.’

‘We will hope it. Though I seem to hear the devil laughing. Now, my son, go!’

‘Bless me, my father, before I go.’

‘Yes, I will bless you. But be careful, O my son, lest, as Aaron’s rod was transformed into a serpent, by your own action my blessing becomes a curse.’

His lordship knelt. The Prior blessed him. Then his lordship went to bed, though the straw pallet on which he cast himself could hardly, on that occasion at any rate, be described as a bed of rest.


CHAPTER XXX

THE ONE MAN — AND THE OTHER

There were peas in his lordship’s shoes: unboiled.

For some time he had been arriving at the conclusion that he had no so whole-hearted a leaning towards the religious life as he had once imagined. The scrap of paper was the top brick; it crowned the edifice of his discontent. More, it supplied him with the necessary courage to confess his backsliding to his superior; that keen-sighted religious being perhaps better prepared for the confession than the penitent imagined. It is even possible that some expectation of the kind had always been part and parcel of the Prior’s plans. The Marquis of Twickenham, who is at once a millionaire and a backboneless scamp, is not the kind of bird which often drops into the monastic draw-net, whether at home or abroad. When caught, he may be even more useful at the end of a piece of string than in a cell.

Which explains the ease with which his lordship regained what he fondly hoped would be his liberty. The truth being that persons of his type are never free; owing to their habit of mistaking licence for liberty placing them in continual bondage to some one or something.

There were peas in his lordship’s shoes: unboiled. It is a fact that on the homeward way he proposed to treat himself, in Paris, to what he called a little amusement. Those peas spoilt all his pleasure. At the Moulin Rouge, while the ladies whirled their skirts and leered, and the music blared, the shadow of his monastic vigils obscured it all. Wherever he turned he saw the white Figure on the huge black cross, which had so often loomed down at him in the midnight darkness from over the altar in the chapel; against which, as the Prior said, in his frenzied fervour he had longed to dash his head. When, like a guilty thing, he stole from the unfestive revels he saw a priest standing on the pavement without; the sight of whom filled him with such unreasoning terror that he took to his heels and ran.

Luck had always been against him. Not all the evil he had done had been brought to light, but he was convinced that a most unfair proportion had been dragged into the noontide glare. The majority of men go with even their trivial peccadilloes undiscovered to the grave. In his case seven dirty things out of every ten he did were sure to get him into trouble. Did a man promise him a thrashing, dodge though he might, he was sure to light upon that man at the very moment when he least desired his presence. An instance of which aggravating species of misfortune occurred upon his homeward way.

Hardly had the boat left Boulogne harbour than he ran against a man to whom he had lost a bet — or two — which he had never paid. A bookmaker. There were three or four items outstanding against him in that particular book when the Viscount Sherrington — as his lordship then was — encountered its owner in the ring at Doncaster, and expressed a desire to once more back his fancy. The bookmaker would have none of him until the Viscount protested, with many oaths, that if he lost he would not only pay that particular bet, but all else he owed. But although he lost he did not pay. Whereupon the bookmaker took an early opportunity to inform him that wherever and whenever he met him he would favour him with his candid opinion of his character.

The average declaration of the kind is merely a figure of speech — or many gentlemen, who are now of the elect, would have to peep round every corner before they turned into a street. It was more than fifteen years since they had met, and during five of those years his lordship had been a penitent of quite exceptional strength. In the case of any other man there would probably have been a stare, a muttering beneath the breath, and then an end. But his lordship was not like any other man; his luck was his own. That bookmaker had a most aggressive memory, and he had been drinking. So when he perceived who it was who had all but trodden on his toe he addressed him much above a whisper.

‘What, yer? Slippery?’

‘Slippery’ was the nickname by which his lordship had been known in certain circles once upon a time, but was not a style of address at all suited to a person of pronounced piety who had just emerged from prolonged cloistral seclusion.

Then and there, in the presence of quite a number of persons, that bookmaker gave utterance to his loud-voiced opinion of the man who had made that bet with him more than fifteen years before.

The Marquis set foot on his native soil with a distinct feeling of depression. If he was going, to have many encounters of that kind, better, after all, the religious life. In the cloister self-respect is an offence, and self-abasement the order of the day. It is different in the world. There men dislike to be kicked in public, nor do they even wish to have people informed that they deserve a kicking. In that respect, if in no other, his lordship was one of the crowd.

So, to raise his spirits, when he reached town he had a good dinner, and a large quantity of wine. The result, again, was neither what he expected nor desired. Seeking that feeling of conviviality which should follow a feast, he got indigestion instead. As he paid the reckoning he was painfully conscious that if the waiter would only include a couple of liver pills with the change he would do him a genuine service.

Hence he was hardly in a mood to make a triumphal return to the home of his fathers, particularly as that return was attended with circumstances which might be described as delicate. He had decided to put in an appearance at St. James’s Square that very night. When he found himself in the street his resolution wavered. The glare and tumult bewildered him. He was more than half afraid of the kaleidoscopic crowd. When a man, who has crucified himself during a period extending over years, drops off his cross, he is hardly in a mood to appreciate at once London as it is at night. Besides, the place was strange. He saw changes on every hand; and when he had at last concluded to try and play the man, he had to ask his way to his own home. And then he lost himself upon the road.

He found himself, however, when he entered the sombre purlieus of St. James’s Square. That was familiar ground. Wherever he had gone he had carried a picture of it in his brain. So far as he could see, for the place was more in shadow than in light, it was unchanged. He walked right round. As he went, a backwater from the past rushed over him, bearing him on its current to the days that were. He seemed to see himself once more a lad. With uncomfortable clarity of vision, he saw what kind of lad he was. He shuddered; and, as he neared his father’s house, drew back ashamed. It was almost as if an invisible barrier had prevented his close approach. Round the square he went again. As, coming from the other direction, he approached Twickenham House a second time, he saw a man come through the door; a man who stood upon the pavement for a moment to shake his fist at the building which he had just quitted. Then, wheeling round upon his heels, he came smartly forward. As his lordship observed the approaching figure he was conscious of an odd sensation of amazement — of shock — as if he were staring at something which was not to be explained by the ordinary definitions which we use in our everyday experience, and which he more than half suspected was a trick played him by his eyes.

When they came close together the two men stopped short. Each regarded the other with surprise which, for a moment or two, was speechless. Then the newcomer spoke.

‘You’re me. What price San Francisco? How goes it, my Lord Marquis?’

There was an interval before the answer came. This took the form of an inquiry.

‘What are you doing here?’

‘Relinquishing the title. And you?’

‘I’m returning home.’

Mr. Merrett whistled.

‘Seems as if I might have known you were coming back from the husks and swine, my dropping on to you like this. Anyhow, you’re welcome. You come along with me; I’ll post you up to date.’

Mr. Merrett, slipping his hand through the other’s arm, wheeled him right round. His lordship offered no remonstrance. Not even when, having entered a hansom which Mr. Merrett had hailed, that gentleman directed the cabman to drive to an address in the Euston Road. Scarcely a word was exchanged by the strange companions on the road. Possibly each found his attention fully occupied by a mental revision of this latest phase in the situation. The peer asked a single question as the vehicle stopped.

‘What place is this?’

‘This is Parkinson’s Private Hotel; strictly temperance, and respectable to a fault.’

Mr. Merrett seemed well known in the establishment. He merely stopped to greet a matronly female who met them in the hall, then, leading the way upstairs, entered a spacious apartment on the first floor, which was furnished as a bed- and sitting-room. The gas was lighted; a bright fire burned in the grate. Mr. Merrett, locking the door, drew a heavy curtain in front of it.

‘Now, my dear Double, you and I will have a little pleasant conversation.’

Their likeness to each other, as they stood face to face in the well-lighted room, was an illustration of what nature can do when she is in a freakish mood. In height, build, even in feature, there was so close a resemblance that it was not difficult to understand the ease with which either might be mistaken for the other. And yet in carriage and expression there was so marked a difference that, when seen together, it was the unlikeness rather than the likeness which struck one most. Ease of bearing, strength, decision, boldness, were as striking characteristics of the one man as they were wholly lacking in the other. Quickness, resource, courage, were unmistakably attributes of Mr. Merrett, just as plainly as hesitation, doubt, pliancy, were the distinguishing marks of the prodigal peer.

Mr. Merrett’s quick eye summed up his lordship in a trice.

‘You haven’t changed. Those developments haven’t taken place in your character which I’ve announced. It’s a pity; so it is.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s to tell you what I mean that I’ve brought you here.’

Mr. Merrett told. As first one spoke, then the other, the same peculiarity was noticeable in their voices as in their persons. The unlikeness, with the likeness. The tone was the same; so that frequently any one, standing outside the door, for instance, would not have been able to say which of the twain was speaking. But Merrett spoke with an odd clearness, looking the person whom he addressed straight in the face; he had a trick of making his words convey their full natural meaning and more. The peer’s utterance, on the other hand, was apt to be both rapid and indistinct; his glance continually wandered; one suspected, as one listened, that words coming from his mouth were both meaningless and valueless.

‘And do you mean to tell me that you’ve been playing at being Marquis of Twickenham in my place?’

‘I do. It hasn’t been much of a game, but, as Marquis, I’m worth about a hundred and fifty thousand of you. That’s the cold truth.’

‘You don’t lack assurance.’

‘I do not. All I ask is to agree with you.’

‘And you have the — the impudence to tell me that you’ve been making free with my money?’

‘Free’s the word. And the amount’s been named. It might have been larger. But I’m a modest man. It will serve.’

‘You are aware of the consequences to which you have made yourself liable?’

Mr. Merrett took out, from a pocket-book, a slip of blue paper; which, unfolding, he held out in front of him.

‘See that? That’s the bill on which you forged your father’s name. Now, sir, for a man who takes a liberty of that kind with his own father I have no use. But a prison has. You’ve had a run for your money — a fifteen years’ run. Now that run’s over. In a nice warm cell in a police station you’ll find your billet for to-night, and then from one of His Majesty’s jails you’ll have no chance of running for probably the next fifteen years.’

‘Why do you talk to me like that? Do you — do you think you frighten me?’

‘I’m quite sure I frighten you. It can’t be nice to come back to find the danger staring you in the face from which you ran. A man finds prison less cheerful at your time of life than when he was younger.’

‘What do you want for the bill?’

‘Nothing. It’s not for sale. All I want is an understanding. We can’t be friends — I never could be friends with a man who forged his father’s name — but we can be on terms of common agreement.’

‘You’ve placed me in a most awkward situation.’

‘Not a bit of it. I’ve placed you in a better situation than you were in all your life. The Marquis of Twickenham is more respected at this moment than ever before. It’s understood that he’s turned over a new leaf; that he’s a reformed character; that his character has developed in a manner which is altogether beyond the expectations of his friends. And it’s got to be generally known that any one who takes liberties with him does so at his peculiar peril. You’ve only got to go to Twickenham House, and enter the front door, letting them think that you’ve come back from a stroll, to find yourself received with an air of deference — which I’m sure that you’ll find welcome. You’ll have no questions asked, especially no nasty ones. You’ll just find yourself on rollers.’

‘Are you actually suggesting that I should carry on the fraud which you initiated?’

‘Depends on how you call it. This fraud’ll drift into the paths of virtue; as fraud sometimes does. You’ll be in every way a fool if you drop a word to cause any one to think that you haven’t been the Marquis all along. For one thing, you’ll lose the good character I’ve earned you; and, for another, you’ll be in jail.’

‘But I shan’t be able to continue the deception for a moment.’

‘Why not? If there’s one thing you’re good at, it is deception.’

‘Suppose that I’m found out?’

‘Then you may expect trouble — from me.’

‘How did you come in possession of that — that acceptance?’

‘For information on that point I refer you to Mr. Acrodato; though I don’t advise you to apply for it. So long as he continues to believe that you are me all will be merry as a marriage bell; the moment he suspects that he’s been tricked the band will begin to play.’

‘Give me that bill and I’ll give you a quittance for the money you’ve taken, and nothing shall be said of what you’ve done.’

‘You’ll do all that, and more — without my giving you the bill.’

‘Are you proposing to blackmail me?’

‘I’m proposing nothing of the kind. I’m proposing to keep that bill; that’s all. So soon as it comes to my ears that you’ve given any one — it doesn’t matter who — the least cause to suspect that it isn’t you who’ve been Marquis of Twickenham all the way along you’ll hear I’ve got it — not till.’

‘But, Carruthers, or Babbacombe, or Merrett, or whatever your name is — —’

‘My name, sir, is James Merrett; and don’t you ever let on that you knew me as Carruthers at San Francisco, or anywhere else.’

‘It seems to me that between us we’ve got a good many things we don’t want people to know of.’

‘You’ve hit it. That’s the point to which I’ve been trying to bring you. Let’s sit on them together.’

‘Merrett, I quite recognise that you’re the stronger man.’

‘Recognition’s something.’

‘But, whether you choose to admit it or not, you’ve got me in a hole. While it is quite possible, and even probable, that in starting to be Marquis on your own account you’ve cleared the ground for me in some directions, in asking me to continue on your lines undiscovered, you are setting me a task which is beyond my powers.’

‘I see that you are trying to get somewhere. Get.’

‘It is quite possible that I may become a monk.’

‘A what?’

‘A monk. For the past five years I’ve been living the life of a religious.’

‘You don’t say! It sounds funny.’

‘Therefore you will easily perceive that I am scarcely prepared to take upon myself all at once the responsibilities of the position which — you have arranged for me.’

‘Get on. You do move slow.’

‘Merrett, I want you to stand by me, and help me through the troubles I see ahead.’

‘What do you mean by standing by — and what’s your idea of helping?’

‘Can’t you, with your fertile brain, see some means of rendering me assistance without — compromising either of us?’

Again Mr. Merrett whistled.

‘Your head isn’t so much on the slant as some might perhaps be thinking. Together we’ll be a match for a world in arms. You see, it’s this way. There are persons who are foolish enough to think that I’m myself. Between us we might manage to convince them that I’m not. You slip round to Twickenham House. Then sometime to-morrow I’ll appear as the injured Merrett — red-hot with an indignant desire to know who has had the cheek and impudence, peer or no peer, to get himself mistaken for me. I shall see you; perceive, with amazement — kept within judicious bounds — how like you are to me. Then I shall understand how the mistake’s arisen, and my indignation will tone down. We’ll have a little talk together. I may be of assistance to you — in other ways. One never knows.’

Mr. Merrett winked. His lordship smiled.


CHAPTER XXXI

AN INTERIOR

Mr. Merrett gently opened the door, then stood listening, the handle in his hand. The sound of voices reached his ear. He stepped into the passage. The door of the room upon his left was open; he peeped through. A woman was sitting at a table with a pile of photographs in front of her. Two children were standing at her knee; a boy and girl. They regarded the photograph on which the woman’s eyes were fixed.

‘Shall I be like father when I grow up?’ inquired the boy. ‘I hope you will; as like him as you can. O Jimmy, I would be proud if you were like your father.’

‘Will I be like him too?’ This was the little girl. The boy derided her. ‘Girls aren’t never like their fathers — never!’

The woman, stopping, put her arm about the young person’s neck, and said: ‘You be your mother, Pollie; and love him with all your heart and soul. Father’ll like that just as well.’

‘Father’ll like it better!’ observed Mr. Merrett, standing at the door.

Mother and children started. They turned to see who it was had spoken. The woman, dropping the photograph she held, ran towards the door, uttering an exclamation that was like a long-drawn sigh.

‘James!’

She threw her arms about his neck, he put his about her waist, and they were still — until the children claimed their share of notice.

‘To think that you should come home to-day!’

She spoke as if the day were sanctified by his coming. She was a woman whose beauty was rare both in type and in degree. Small, there was that about her which caused the defect, if defect it was, to go unnoticed. She moved with a grace and freedom which dignified her every gesture. The eye followed her with continual joy. Every change of attitude was a fresh delight. Whether in movement or repose she suggested the physical side of life at its highest and its best; she seemed charged, to the finger-tips, with so delicious a vitality. The thing about her face which struck one most was its expression of perfect innocence. One wondered if such a being ever could grow old. One felt sure that she would face whatever fortune fate might send her with the same quaint illuminating smile, and that nothing would ever shake her faith in the good that was to be.

Mr. Merrett had a child on either knee. His wife was kneeling beside his chair, regarding him with a rapturous affection which it was curious to contemplate. A man’s capacity to win and retain a woman’s love is by no means necessarily dependent on his moral qualities. Which is fortunate for some of us.

‘James,’ she whispered, from the post of vantage her head occupied upon his shoulder, ‘when you come home the whole world seems somehow different.’

Her tongue betrayed her. Her speech was hardly that of an educated woman, and yet her voice was such a sweet one, and her manner so naturally refined, that one could not doubt that it needed but little to make her command over the King’s English greater than it was.

‘Seems different, doesn’t it? Now that’s strange. Do you think, having come, if I stayed it would keep on seeming different?’

‘O James, if you would stay — a week.’

One could not but perceive that her sentence had changed between its beginning and its end. He chose to construe the alteration in a fashion of his own.

‘A week! You don’t think it would keep on seeming different if I stayed longer than that?’

‘If you — if you’d only try.’

Her voice dropped; as if alarmed at her own daring. This was one of those foolish women who are fearful of saying anything which may be contrary to the wishes of the man they love.

‘I’m going to try; if try’s the word which adequately expresses the situation. I’m going to stay more than a week. I’m going to stay for ever.’

She looked up at him with an expression of singular amazement.

‘James, do you mean — that you’ve come — to stay with us — for good?’

‘That’s it; for good. I like your word better than mine. Then we’ll see how long the world will keep on seeming different.’

‘It will keep on seeming different for ever. Stay with us always? James, you — you don’t know what that means.’

Back went her head upon his shoulder, and she was still. He put up his hand to stroke her hair.

‘It’s in this way. After prolonged and arduous toil — —’

He cleared his throat; as if the words stuck a little. She mistook the cause of his hesitation.

‘I’m sure you’ve worked too much.’

‘I have worked hard — at times.’ There was a grimness in his tone which it is to be hoped she did not detect. ‘As a result of my — labours, I have amassed a small fortune which will relieve me, in the future, from the necessity of making more money, and will enable me to devote the whole of my attention to the claims of my wife and family.’

‘Do you mean that you are rich?’

‘Rich is a relative term, I hope that I have enough to provide us all with bread and cheese for the remainder of our days.’

‘Without working any more?’

‘Without working any more.’

‘James, shan’t we be happy?’

I think we shall. It’s about my idea of happiness to have you always close at hand.’

‘James!’

‘My idea is to leave this part of the world behind us; and — what do you say to a little travel?’

‘Travel? I’ve always wanted to travel, — and with you! But it costs so much.’

‘I’ll see that it doesn’t cost more than I can afford, Then, when we’ve had enough of travelling, we’ll decide which of the places we have seen we like best, and there we’ll take up our abode.’

‘James, how good God is to us!’

Mr. Merrett said nothing, His lips were wrinkled by a peculiar smile, which it was perhaps as well for her peace of mind that she did not see; and he smoothed the lady’s lovely hair.

While the silence still remained unbroken the door opened — manners in Little Olive Street are primitive — and Mr. Augustus FitzHoward stood looking in.


CHAPTER XXXII

THE LAST JOURNEY TO TWICKENHAM HOUSE

The scene which met his eyes appeared to fill Mr. FitzHoward with an access of amazement to which it was altogether beyond his power to give adequate expression. Mr. Merrett, on the other hand, greeted him with a smile of the heartiest kind.

‘What you, Fitz! How goes it, my old pal?’

The fashion of the greeting seemed to render Mr. FitzHoward’s amazement greater. On a sudden words came tumbling from his lips.

‘So you have come home. Well, I’m a Dutchman if this doesn’t beat anything!’

‘Who says you’re a Dutchman? You give me his name and address and I’ll pay him a call. Yes, Fitz, I have come home; and I hope you’re as glad to see me as I am to see you.’

‘You weren’t glad to see me a little while ago.’

‘I should have been if I’d had the luck. But we don’t always have the luck. I hope, old man, that my presence hasn’t caused you any inconvenience?’

Mr. FitzHoward had his hands in his trousers’ pockets; his agitation was such that it caused him to agitate those garments in a way which was peculiar.

‘I don’t know what kind of a fool you take me for. I know I’m a bit of one, but I’m not the altogether you seem to think.’

‘What’s the matter with you, Fitz? Perhaps it’s because I haven’t seen you for so long, but your manner appears to me to be a trifle odd.’

‘I suppose you’re not the Marquis of Twickenham now?’

‘Not who? I say, have you — been beginning early?’

‘I suppose you never were the Marquis of Twickenham? I suppose I’m not to believe the evidence of my senses? Oh, dear no! If you tell me that you’re Jones to-day, and Brown to-morrow, and Robinson the day after, and God knows who next week, I’m never to cast doubt upon your word by suggesting that I ever knew you as anybody else. Is that the kind of man you think I ought to be? Because, if so, although you mayn’t like it, I can only tell you that I’m not. I always have said that you were the marvel of the age, but I’m only just beginning to realise what a marvel you really are.’

‘Mary, what does the fellow mean?’

She said something which was audible to him alone, When she had finished, Mr. Merrett, lifting the children from off his knees, rose to his feet.

‘Mary, when I was here last you spoke of somebody who you seemed to think had been masquerading as me. Fitz, your remarks apparently point in the same direction. What does this person call himself?’

‘He calls himself the Marquis of Twickenham — when he’s not James Merrett.’

‘Is that meant to be funny? Because, if so, take my advice, and don’t try to be humorous in a wrong key. Where does he live?’

‘His address is Twickenham House, St. James’s Square — when it’s not Little Olive Street.’

‘More humour? Pretty soon I’ll give you leave to get in all the laughter you have handy. You come right away along with yours truly, and we’ll interview the gentleman who’s pretending to be me.’

‘He’s not pretending to be you; he’s pretending that he isn’t you.’

‘That so? We’ll investigate his pretensions anyhow. You just come right along.’

Mr. FitzHoward stared.

‘What new caper’s this?’

‘It’s a caper that’s going to show you just where the laugh comes in, if you’re ready.’

‘James, you’re not going to leave us?’

‘You have tea upon that table at five o’clock; a good tea, mind; and I’ll be back for it; back for good. There seems to be some little game going on over in St. James’s Square which I’m going to take a hand at. You remember my telling you about a man Jones saw who might have sat for me? Looks as if he had come to life again, and was making trouble. Now trouble of that kind is a thing I don’t mean to have come into the life which, from this time forward, you and I are going to live together. So I’m going along with Fitz till tea-time to see that it don’t.’

As the two men went side by side along the pavement, Mr. FitzHoward kept glancing at his companion as if he found something about him which was not only strange but altogether beyond his comprehension. Presently he asked a question.

‘Well! What’s the game now?’

‘The game?’ Mr. Merrett regarded the other with a glance of innocent inquiry. ‘That’s what I’m after; that’s what I’m going to find out — what the game is.’

They went some little distance before Mr. FitzHoward ventured on another remark.

‘You have a face!’

‘I hope so. I hope you have one too — even if it’s not such an ornament as mine.’

‘Ornament!’

Mr. FitzHoward emitted a sigh which might have been intended to mark the interjection. Mr. Merrett hailed a passing cab.

‘Drive us to Twickenham House, St. James’s Square. Now, Fitz, in you jump.’

That gentleman appeared to hesitate:

‘Look here. I don’t know what your game is, you’re beyond me altogether, but don’t you go kicking me out when we get there.’

‘Kicking you? Out of what? The cab?’

‘No, my Lord Marquis; out of your palatial abode. Because, if you do, this time there’ll be trouble.’

‘Fitz, would you do me the favour to step into that cab, and don’t talk as if you had been let out of a lunatic asylum before your time?’

Thus adjured, Mr. FitzHoward did as he was requested. As the cab bowled along he continued to regard his companion with glances which were brimful of curiosity. But nothing was said. The cab reached Twickenham House. When Mr. Merrett got out he looked the building up and down.

‘This the place?’

‘Oh, yes, this is the place.’

‘Don’t look extra lively, does it? As if they kept a funeral on the premises. Nodding plumes out of every window would give a finishing touch. A bit too much in the big bow-wow style to suit me.’

‘It does take a big man to properly fill it, as perhaps you found.’

‘I found? Fitz, you’re a fair treat. You’d better take something for it before it goes too far.’

Mr. Merrett sounded a salute on the knocker and the bell. The door flew open. A powdered footman stood within.

‘Marquis of Twickenham at home?’

‘His lordship is — —’ the footman began, then stopped to stare. ‘I beg pardon, I — —’ The man stopped again.

‘Well? Get it out! You thought what! For pains in the back try Jujah!’

‘I beg your lordship’s pardon. I thought your lordship was engaged. I wasn’t aware your lordship was out.’


CHAPTER XXXIII

THE TWINKLE IN THE FATHER’S EYES

Mr. Merrett looked the man very straight in the face; as if he suspected him of an intention to be humorous.

‘Not so much “your lordship” about it, if you please. Is it the old complaint? Try a bushel of pills before breakfast and a scuttleful at lunch. A young man with a pair of legs like yours ought to have more sense. He did really. For goodness gracious sake don’t be a fool just because you look it. Try to behave as if you’d left your face at home. Did you hear me ask if the Marquis of Twickenham is at home, or are you deaf both back and front?’

The footman plainly did not know what to make of the position.

‘Your lordship — —’

Mr. Merrett sprang up the steps. ‘Look here, you perambulating cauliflower, if you give me any more of “your lordship” I’ll dot you upon the frontispiece. Are you the only fool about the place? Or isn’t there any one who can give a civil answer to a civil question?’

Another footman advanced. Behind him the venerable Mr. Gayer. Both stared with unmistakable surprise at Mr. Merrett. He returned them stare for stare.

‘Well? The charge for this entertainment is generally one shilling, but really good-looking men are admitted free. Do you both of you want a pass, upon your faces?’

He put his hand up to his mouth, and bawled:

‘Is the Marquis of Twickenham at home? Sorry I didn’t bring a foghorn out with me, but perhaps that’s loud enough for somebody to hear.’

‘What name?’

‘What’s yours?’

‘My name is Gayer.’

‘Mine’s Merrett; James Merrett, Esquire. Glad to meet you. We’re getting on nicely, Mr. Gayer, you and I. It’s always a privilege to meet a man who’s got sense, even if you can’t think where he keeps it. Might I ask you if the Marquis of Twickenham is at home? My top notes are a little rusty; I didn’t know I should have had to do so much shouting, or I’d have had them oiled before I came.’

‘His lordship is engaged. He gave special instructions that he was not to be disturbed.’

‘Oh, he did, did he? Then his instructions are going to be disturbed — and so I tell you. I’m going to see his lordship right now. There’s some game going on here which it’s my intention to see the bottom of. That fairy-like flower of the flock with the lily-white hair has kept calling me his “lordship” more than I quite care for; so I’m going to see what his lordship’s like, for a lord’s the very last thing I wish to be. Now, Fitz, I’m going to call on the Marquis. You come along and see me through.’

Mr. Gayer had placed himself in Mr. Merrett’s way.

‘Excuse me, sir!’

‘Excuse me, my dear Mr. Gayer, but would you mind removing yourself to a more convenient distance, unless you wish me to demonstrate that my fighting weight is greater than you might think?’

On a sudden Mr. Merrett was across the hall, before Mr. Gayer was prepared for him to make a move. Throwing open a door he looked into the room which it disclosed.

‘Hollo!’ he exclaimed, ‘what have we here?’

Two persons were within. One, a priest of the Roman Catholic Church, was taking his ease in an armchair, the other was kneeling in front of him with his hands held up to his face. At the sound of the opening door this person withdrew his hands, and turned. It was the Marquis of Twickenham.

Mr. Merrett stared at him with every appearance of the most profound amazement. He plucked off his hat.

‘I — I — I’m sure I beg pardon, but are you the Marquis of Twickenham?’

‘I am.’

‘D — d — d — does your lordship know how much you are like me?’

The man on his knees was still. The priest stood up; a fine, steady figure; in striking contrast to the abject creature at his feet. He regarded Mr. Merrett with twinkling eyes.

‘There certainly is a resemblance. Is it to that fact that we are indebted for the pleasure of your presence, unannounced?’

‘Well, I was told that there was a gentleman here who was so like me that father got taking me for him; and as this was promising to become inconvenient, I thought I’d come and see.’

‘And having seen?’

‘I beg your pardon for having intruded, and hope I’ll be excused.’

‘Your name?’

‘Merrett — James Merrett. And yours?’

‘I am Father Anthony Coppard. Now that I regard you more attentively, I perceive that the resemblance is greater than I at first realised. You interest me, Mr. Merrett. May I ask you to favour me with your address, so that, perhaps, I may have the pleasure of seeing you again.’

‘If you’ll let me have yours, I’ll come and call on you.’

‘You prefer it that way? Well, as you please. I am content. Here is my card, Mr. Merrett. Let me know when you are coming; and — be sure you come.’

Father Anthony Coppard bestowed on Mr. Merrett, with his card, a glance which was full of meaning.

As the two visitors were going down the steps, Mr. Merrett put up his hand to smooth his chin. He appeared to be lost in a maze of wonder.

‘Well, this beats anything I’ve ever heard of. If I hadn’t seen him with my own eyes I wouldn’t have believed it — that two men could be so alike. Why, if I hadn’t seen him in a looking-glass I might have mistaken him for me.’

‘I’m sure I apologise, Mr. Babbacombe, if I seem to have doubted anything you may have said, but as you observed, I wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes. Nobody could.’

‘I’m not surprised that my wife mistook that man for me; and although it seems to be against nature, upon my word I’m not surprised.’

‘It would have been surprising if she hadn’t.’

‘You’ve hit it — it would. Mr. FitzHoward, you’re a level-headed man, and always have been, so that when you talked to me in the way you did do, it was beyond me altogether. But now I understand what you were driving at; and I find I have to thank you for affording me an opportunity to throw light upon a matter which, had it remained wrapped in mystery, might have been against me all my life — and poisoned it, FitzHoward — poisoned it.’

‘I’m sure, Mr. Babbacombe, you’re welcome to anything I may have done, and it’s very handsome of you to put it in that way.’

‘Don’t mention it, Fitz, my dear old boy; don’t mention it.’

Putting out his hand, Mr. Merrett squeezed Mr. FitzHoward’s arm in a way which was eloquent of what he felt. Presently he added another remark:

‘I wonder what he was saying to that priest?’

For the first time, perhaps, he spoke the truth. He really did wonder. The twinkle which had been in the father’s eyes he did not understand.


CHAPTER XXXIV

THE PENITENT

That the Marquis of Twickenham lives a religious life is a matter of public notoriety. His benefactions to the Church whose faith he had adopted are in the mouths of every one. By far the larger portion of his income must, in some form or other, go into priestly hands. His family seat at Cressland is ordered almost as if it were a house of the religious. Priests are everywhere. Both a convent and a monastery have been established in the grounds. His days are ordered as if he himself were one of the brotherhood. Prayer and fasting are his rules of life. Strange stories are told of self-inflicted penances.

Thus he seeks, it would seem, to atone for the sins of his early life. In the opinion of certain persons the penitential spirit came on him with altogether unexpected suddenness. Mr. Stephen Foster, who had charge of the family finances till they were transferred to the custody of Roman Catholic administrators, to this day cannot understand how the alteration came about. He declares that when the truant peer first returned from his prolonged absence, his lordship struck him as being very much more of a scoffer than a bigot. Yet all at once he was in sackcloth and ashes. Mr. Foster cannot make it out at all. He is persuaded that there is something curious somewhere.

Lord Reginald Sherrington keeps a keen eye upon his brother’s proceedings. His lordship’s generosity has enabled him to marry Lady Violet Howarth, and it is understood that the match is, on the whole, a happy one; but he cannot rid himself of a feeling that the priestly element which rules at Cressland requires attention and constant observation. In which respect he is not impossibly correct.

Miss Desmond is still unmarried. Douglas Howarth is dead. The Marquis seemed by his return to have signed his death warrant. He was never again the man he used to be.

Mr. Merrett flourishes exceedingly. His wife is happy as the day is long. She declares that since her James came home ‘for good’ she has never known a shadowed hour. May the sunset for her be indefinitely postponed!

Mr. Augustus FitzHoward, whose name is familiar to many of us as the manager of one of our most popular London theatres, when speaking of his friend James Merrett, still proudly proclaims him to be ‘the marvel of the age.’

Mr. Merrett sometimes assures Mr. FitzHoward, with a dry little smile, that he has no notion how exact his definition is.

THE END


THE MAGNETIC GIRL 
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CHAPTER I

A MAN

IT was the most extraordinary thing that ever happened to anyone. I really hardly know how to begin to tell about it I was doing my hair before the looking-glass in my bedroom — and I could not help noticing that it was rather a curious colour, though my eyes were nearly blinded by tears of rage, and something else. The rage was because Lilian and Audrey and Eveleen and Doris, and mother too, had been saying all the nasty things they could to me. The something else was because Benjamin Morgan had asked me to be his wife.

There — it’s out! My first proposal of marriage — my very, very first! and that it should have come from him! It made me go hot all over with shame and disgust and a most singular variety of feelings.

They had been teasing me about him for ever so long; congratulating me — of course, with the most biting sarcasm — on having made a conquest at last. I am twenty-three, and nearly twenty-four, and no man ever paid me the least attention — until Mr Morgan began. And I wished he had not; because they made the most dreadful fun of him, and teased me more than they had ever done before — which is saying more than words can describe — on account of his being a hunchback. At least, he’s not exactly a hunchback, though they say he is: but I do like to be accurate, and I don’t care who laughs at me, and I’m quite sure that it’s only one shoulder which is a little higher than the other. There’s no denying that he is rather short for a man. His nurse dropped him when he was a baby. For years they never thought that he would live. If it were not for that there would be nothing against him. He has a nice face, — no one can say that there is anything the matter with that; with big black eyes, and the sweetest smile, and the pleasantest voice. He was the most thoughtful person I ever met. As generous as could be. He never said disagreeable things about anyone. I never saw him impatient, or out of temper. Though he had a way, sometimes, of making you understand that he was hurt by something which had been said or done, which made you feel that you were a perfect wretch.

If he had not been crooked! They never ceased to laugh at me because of “Crooked Ben,” — as they loved to call him. It got to such a state that I grew to hate the sight of him. At the mere mention of his name I would go hot all over; — they were always dragging him in by the head and ears! Persisting — in season and out of season I — in telling me how glad they were that I had some sort of an admirer at last, even if it wasn’t a very straight one. That made me so wild that I would declare that he was no admirer of mine, though I could not help but suspect the contrary. Then, of course, they would go on worse than ever, saying that having a lover like that was almost like having two: because he had two such different sides to him that no one would suppose that the one belonged to the other; and that when he was my husband I might call one side of him by one name, and the other by another. I have not the very best of tempers, and when they talked like that I would fly into such rages; vowing and declaring that nothing on earth would ever induce me to have anything to do with him, and that nothing was further from his mind than the idea of asking me, since I had given him no sort of encouragement, but, on the contrary, had given him clearly to understand that I did not desire even his acquaintance.

And now, in spite of all my vows and declarations, he had actually made me a proposal of marriage. If they ever came to hear of it I might as well go into a lunatic asylum at once; because they would certainly end by driving me there.

And yet I was not so sure as I should have liked to have been that I was beside myself with indignation at the mere notion of his audacity. Though, of course, I was wild. But, I suppose, the fact is, if you never have had a proposal from anyone, in a kind of a way it is interesting to have an offer from anyone or anything, — even from, in a manner of speaking, a monkey on a stick. If only just to know what it sounds like and how it’s done.

Everything was against Mr Morgan from the very start; — I will own that. When he met me I was in a red-hot rage. If a king on his throne had asked me to be his wife I should have felt like scratching him. Mother had just been telling me that I was getting dowdier and dowdier, and uglier and uglier every day, and if that sort of remark makes anyone feel like sugar and spice and all that’s nice, then all I can say is that it doesn’t me. I had really gone out to get something in High Street. But the thought of what a dreary waste my life actually was made me turn away from shops in disgust, and seek the solitude of Kensington Gardens. I had scarcely gone fifty yards along the Broad Walk when I all but ran against Mr Morgan. The sight of him made me madder than ever. He just looked at me. When he was near I used to have a horrid feeling that he understood me almost as well as I did myself; and that he more than suspected that I was an ugly duckling in my way almost as much as he was in his. It made me wild, the idea of being bracketed, in any sense whatever, with him.

I noticed what a shiny top-hat he had on, — I never saw anyone who wore more beautiful top-hats; his taste was excellent; he was always faultlessly dressed. I was filled with a vindictive desire to knock off his hat with my parasol, and kick it; I did so feel like kicking someone. There can be no real doubt that I have both a bad temper and savage instincts. But so far was he from realising what was passing through my mind that he gave me what was unmistakably a look of sympathy; — there is nothing I hate so much as being sympathised with. The thought that he was doing so made me wilder than ever. But before I had a chance of snubbing him he began — 

“I was just thinking of you, Miss Norah.”

“It’s a pity you were not better employed,” I retorted, with a conspicuous display of both gratitude and good breeding.

“Thank you. Your pity is wasted. I could not be better employed.”

His unruffled air made me disposed to be ruder than ever; and I was just about to tell him that it was most unfortunate that he had no better occupation for his time, when off he started, — right in the middle of the Broad Walk, in front of all the people, without the slightest prelude.

“I could hardly be better employed than in thinking of the woman I wish to make my wife. And you are she. — Norah, will you be my wife?”

I was so startled, — genuinely startled, that I was thrown all in a fluster. That he had had some faint notion at the back of his head I had feared; I do not mind admitting it. But that it had anything like come to a head I had never imagined. That I do protest. Still less had I supposed that, under any circumstances, he would blurt it out in that public place, and in that extraordinary manner. It was entirely contrary to my most cherished notions. I could conceive of a declaration being led up to gradually — of its taking a final form in some delicate phrase, amidst suitable surroundings, at an appropriate moment.

But that, five seconds after encountering me in a tearing temper, amidst crowds of people, anyone should ask me, in a casual sort of manner, to be his wife, as if he were asking for the next dance — that I had not conceived of as possible. I felt, for the moment, as if I was breathless; looking at him as if to make sure whether I could believe the evidence of my eyes and ears.

“What did you say?”

“I asked you if you will be my wife. Will you, Norah?”

Not a word about love. Not a hint of any admiration he might feel; of regard which had been gradually growing up within his breast. Not a sign of perturbation. I had read about the awkward shyness, the painful self-consciousness, with which some men approached that most delicate of subjects. There were no symptoms of anything of the kind about Mr Benjamin Morgan. At least, he did not wear them on his exterior. His tone and manner could not have been more matter-of-fact, if he had been asking me whether I thought that it was going to rain. I was so taken aback, that I hardly knew how to treat him. I tried dignity.

“Is this a jest?” I inquired. “If so, you must allow me to observe that I don’t think it is quite in the best of taste.”

“If it were a jest, it would be in the very worst of taste. But it is not a jest, and you know it.”

Really, he was even more dignified than I was. Had I not known it was impossible, I might have supposed that he was snubbing me on account of the suggestion I had made. As if it had not been the most reasonable one in the world. I said nothing. The truth is, I could think of nothing to say. The position was such an excessively peculiar one, that I did not feel myself at once capable of treating him with the crushing scorn which I was becoming rapidly conscious he deserved. What he imagined my silence meant, I cannot say; but though it seems nearly incredible, I am almost drawn to the conclusion that he took it to imply encouragement The calm way in which he went on talking forces me to think it “I do not fancy we have had very happy lives, either you or I. I take it that we have both led Robinson Crusoe sort of existences, on desert islands of our own. I am a lonely man; you are a lonely girl.”

“I a lonely girl! Are you forgetting that I have four sisters and a mother?”

“No; I am not forgetting it. But one may have a host of mere relations, and yet be all alone.”

“Mere relations!” I liked the word. I began to bristle all over. How dare he speak of my four sisters — not to mention mamma! — as “mere” relations. His assurance was increasing. I had never supposed him capable of such audacity.

“I will trouble you to speak of my family with respect, Mr Morgan, and not as if they were persons of absolutely no account.”

“Nothing was further from my wish than to speak of any member of your family with disrespect. But I think that even you will admit that, even in your own home, you are alone.”

It made me furious to hear him say so, — even though it might be true. It was no business of anybody’s how my own people chose to treat me; they had no right to even notice. Nothing is more unpleasant than to have a stranger spying on what happens to you in the bosom of your own family. And so I longed to tell him.

“You are quite mistaken, Mr Morgan. I am not lonely — not in the very least — ever! And I cannot conceive what leads you to suppose that I am.”

“I recognise the chivalry which prompts your answer.”

“Chivalry! — What are you talking about, Mr Morgan? — Have you lost your senses?”

“No; not yet. As I trust that you will afford me opportunities of proving to you. I at least am lonely — I believe the very loneliest creature in the whole world. I want you to take pity on my solitude.”

“I am very sorry for you if you are so much alone.”

“Do you mean it?”

“Of course I mean it. Why do you persist in hinting that I keep on saying what I don’t mean?”

“If you do mean it — really mean it — then you have made of me the happiest of men.”

“That’s nonsense. It’s absurd to say that my being sorry for you can make you happy.”

“It is not absurd; because if you are really sorry — as you say you are — you will put an end to my loneliness.”

I looked at him, beginning to get red all over. It commenced to dawn upon me what he meant. I had not supposed that he was a master of such roundabout ways.

“I quite fail to understand you, Mr Morgan.”

“Is it not plain that, if you are really sorry for me, you will be my wife? And then I can assure you, from the bottom of my heart, that I shall be the happiest of men.”

Such insidious methods of arriving at entirely erroneous conclusions I was unaccustomed to. It was becoming momentarily plain to me that I had not known Mr Benjamin Morgan so well as I imagined. I had supposed that he was an artless sort of person; and now it almost began to appear that he was a regular Jesuit.

“I do wish, Mr Morgan, that you would not talk nonsense. I am not feeling very well, and I can assure you that I am in anything but a mood for frivolity.”

“Then our moods are in sympathy. You surely do not suggest that to ask you to be my wife is to be frivolous. It is to me the most important question that ever yet was asked. The expression of your sympathy emboldens me to put it again. — Norah, please say that you will be my wife.”

He raised his hand, and with the tips of his fingers touched my arm — out there in the Broad Walk, before all the people. Something seemed, all at once, to go right through me; — whether it was the sudden surprise of his touch, or the strangeness of his tone, I could not say. But for the moment I felt almost inclined to cry — and to do something much worse. For one dreadful second I was almost on the verge of making a perfect idiot of myself. It is frightful to think of such a thing being possible, but I am nearly disposed to believe that if we had been alone, and there had been nothing to divert my attention, I might have done. But just at that second I saw Lena Portch coming towards us with Mr Champneys, and the smile which she gave made me frantic. She is Lilian’s particular friend, and quite as fond of chaffing me about “Crooked Ben” as any of them. I could not but suspect that there might be something a little peculiar about our attitude, and the way we were behaving to one another. The idea that I should allow him to make a public spectacle of me, and furnish Lena with a first-rate tale for Lilian, was unendurable. I became all at once so angry — so stupidly angry! — that I forgot my manners altogether, not to speak of any fragments of common decency which I may suppose myself to possess, and behaved myself like the absolute little wretch which at heart I am.

“Thank you. I am obliged to you for your offer, Mr Morgan. But I do not care to marry just at present; and, when I do marry, I intend to marry a man.”

No one need tell me that it was a perfectly disgraceful thing to say. No one could have been better aware of it than I was. I could have bitten my own tongue off for having said it the very moment afterwards: I never should have said it at all if it had not been for the horrid smile I saw on Lena’s face, and my instant perception of the sort of yarn she would make all possible haste to spin. I know that that is not the least excuse; but it is all the excuse I have to offer, — I could cry at the mere thought of it even now.

Lena and Mr Champneys passed on. Mr Morgan was still. He just looked at me once, — a startled, dreadful sort of look; and then he looked away, walking on by my side in silence. I seemed somehow to have caught a sudden chill. I was shivering all over, — I could have beaten myself with pleasure. How long the silence lasted, or how far we walked before we spoke again, I have not the faintest notion. But I know that at last he stood still, and turned, and looked at me, — and there was something in his look which seemed to make my heart go cold as ice. He said — there was a quiver in his voice which made me flinch as if he had struck me with a whip, — 

“When you do marry, you intend to marry a man. I had not thought, Miss Norah, that you would have said that to me. Good-day; — and good-bye.”

He raised his hat, and walked away, and left me speechless, rooted to the ground, feeling, as I deserved to feel, like an utter fool; — like a wicked, cruel, thoughtless, idiotic fool, — and worse than that!


CHAPTER II

WOMEN’S VOICES

HE never looked round once; though I stood where he had left me, looking after him till he was lost among the crowd. What people thought of me I cannot say. And I didn’t care. They must have supposed that I was a sort of Lot’s wife, turned into a pillar, or something. But, at that moment, what other people thought of me did not matter in the least. What I thought of myself was a nightmare. I marched off home, feeling as if I would have liked to have pinched everyone I met. I passed Lena Portch, who was still with Mr Champneys, — a most objectionable person, who will wear shepherd’s - plaid trousers, which I abominate. Lena was to blame for everything. She stood at the gate as I was coming out of the Gardens. Directly afterwards I saw that she was crossing the road. I am sure, if a motor car, which almost made an end of me, had knocked her down, and run right over her, I would not have turned a hair. If Mr Champneys does marry her I hope he’ll beat her. I have a moral conviction that he is just that kind of creature. What can a man be like who lives in shepherd’s plaid trousers?

When I reached home I was hot, and dishevelled, and all anyhow. I knew I should get it directly I set foot inside the door, — that is, unless I could manage to slip upstairs before anyone caught sight of me. And I got it — mamma opened the door for me herself. We had had a difficulty with our servants. It is my belief that when five women live alone in a house together they always are having difficulties with their servants. I know we were. The cook and the parlour-maid had left at a moment’s notice — or, rather, without a moment’s notice. Lilian and Audrey had complained about the state their things were in, as if they had been worn. Inquiries had been made, and there was quite a scene: I should not be surprised if the cook had worn some of Lilian’s frocks — they had just about the same figure. Anyhow, only the housemaid remained, and she was in two minds. And as, as yet, we had been able to get no one in to help her, we were at her mercy.

“Why, mamma,” I exclaimed, when I saw that it was she who had opened the door, “where is Jane?”

“It’s Jane’s afternoon out; and, of course, I should not dream of asking her to inconvenience herself to oblige me. It’s the mistresses who are the servants nowadays. What a state you’re in.” She spoke in her most acid tones. Mamma is not very tall, and rather dumpy, and though she always dresses in black silk she never appears imposing, though she tries her best to think she does.

“Why, what’s the matter with me? I’ve been walking fast, and am rather hot, — that’s all.”

“All! Haven’t I forbidden you to walk fast? Are you not aware that nothing accentuates the unfortunate vulgarity of your appearance so much as heat? Your hat is on one side, your hair is out of curl, your necktie is under your chin. You look positively blowsy. I am ashamed to see such a figure entering my house. And where are the things?”

“Things?” I suddenly remembered that I had forgotten all about them. I had intended to get them as I returned from my stroll in Kensington Gardens; but what had taken place there had driven them right out of my head. “I meant to get them as I came back, but — I didn’t.”

“Meant to get them as you came back! What do you mean? Did I not send you out for them, and for them only?”

“Surely, Norah, you have not come back without my stockings? You know perfectly well that I can’t wear those shoes without them; nothing I have will do at all. — And where’s my matching?” Lilian had appeared out of the dining-room. She had bought a new pair of brown shoes, which she wanted to wear that evening, and it seemed that nothing she had in the way of hose was of quite the proper shade. She had given me a scrap of material which was the shade. It seemed that I had not only forgotten her stockings, but lost the matching. She let me have it when she became aware of the fact. Lilian is tall; and — sometimes — stately; and is considered smart; but she can be disagreeable, and most abusive. In fact, they can all of them be that.

“Really, Norah, you are the most stupid person I ever met. Some people might suppose that you could not be so stupid as you look; but, I will do you the justice to admit that you appear to try your very best to be.”

That was a pleasant thing to say! While I was searching about for something nice and stinging to reply, Doris came out of the morning-room on to the top of the stairs, and she began:

“I suppose, Norah, that you have brought my fringe-nets, because I simply can’t do my hair until I have them. I’ve just torn my very last.”

Then she supposed wrong, because I had not; and so I told her. The bathroom door was opened, and Audrey’s voice was heard. I never knew anyone for baths like Audrey. She likes to have three or four a day, with the water about up to boiling-point, and oatmeal in it; and there she lies and stews. What good she thinks it does her is beyond me.

I am sure it doesn’t make her skin any whiter. It couldn’t. It’s perfectly white and as smooth as satin already. I only wish mine was like it.

“Is that Norah? Has she brought that ribbon for my bodice? Because if she has, I’ll put it in at once.”

There was no ribbon to be got out of me, neither for her bodice, nor for anything else, as Eveleen, who had followed Lilian out of the dining-room, proceeded to explain.

“Oh dear no! she’s brought nothing, except herself; — and a pretty self she looks. Upon my word, Norah, I wonder that you can’t manage to keep yourself a trifle tidy — say about as tidy as the average charwoman. Especially as you can’t afford to look as if you had got your clothes on inside out. Some girls can; but, I assure you, you’re not one of them.

Eveleen is one of your dainty bandbox sort of girls. She never wears a pin. All her clothes seem to be part of her. You might live with her for years and never know that she even used hairpins. How she prevents their ever peeping out is beyond my understanding. And as for nets, they are put on so knowingly, and match her hair so exactly, that you would never guess that anything of that kind could have anything to do with the exquisite neatness of her hair.

“We can’t all appear like barbers’ blocks, and look as if our hair were sent home ready dressed, with the fish every day.”

That was what I observed. We adjourned to the dining-room, and the discussion began. How many of them we have had of which I have been the subject! No one ever seems to grow tired of them — except me.

“Norah,” mamma began, “I must ask you not to be rude. Your natural vulgarity, I suppose, you cannot help; but I will have you keep a guard upon your tongue when you are speaking to your sisters. I cannot understand why Providence ever afflicted me with such a child.”

“I thought, mamma, that that was a problem which you had given up some time ago.”

“Unfortunately, the affliction continues. My other daughters do me credit” — they were all of them beauties; — that was what made it so maddening for me. “I myself am not ill-looking.” (Mamma had been very pretty; and still looked nice, especially at night. Only I wish she would not wear a transformation — which seems to me to be just the same thing as a wig. Considering that Lilian is twenty-nine, and everybody knows it, it is so obvious.) “I therefore cannot understand how it is that I should have a child who is not only unprepossessing, but who cannot be induced to pay any attention to even the most elementary rules of toilet which every gentlewoman observes. A servant would be ashamed to appear in public in the condition in which you at present are.” Eveleen struck in:

“I should think so! No decent servant looks as if she had covered herself with the contents of the rag-bag. Are you aware, Norah, that your belt has worked up behind, and that the hooks on your skirt are showing?”

“And your shoe-lace is untied; and, unless I am mistaken, your stocking is concertinaed about your ankle; — but she doesn’t mind.”

This was Lilian. Mamma followed:

“But I mind. In spite of every obstacle I have treated you exactly as I have done your sisters. But the problem becomes more serious every day. How do you suppose that I am ever going to get you properly settled in life if you persist in making of yourself a scarecrow? — an absolute figure of fun? — I am compelled to use such language.”

“Oh, you needn’t trouble about a trifle of that sort. She’s settled all that for herself. She has her eye on Crooked Ben; — which is only as it should be, because, then, they’ll be a pair of figures of fun.”

This, again, was Lilian. The things she allows herself to say when she is in the mood, if they heard them, would startle some of the people who call her stately. She may consider herself ultra-refined, and I do not deny that she looks it, but I am persuaded that at heart she is almost as vulgar as I am. When she said that, it made me mad. I flew at her like a wild-cat. I was just in the mood for it.

“You talk, with a sneer, of Crooked Ben! You may have had bushels of proposals” — she has had heaps and heaps,  “but there wasn’t one among the lot worthy to black his boots. As for Mr Rumford, that bald-headed, bloated object, with quack written large all over him, you may like to have him muddling about you, but I wouldn’t touch him with a pair of tongs.”

Lilian went white. The truth is, she was nearly twenty-nine, and I suppose thought it about time to have someone for a husband, and as Mr Rumford was showing a strong inclination to apply for the position, I rather fancy she was considering whether he would not do. He had made piles of money out of a patent medicine called “Aunt Jane’s Jalap,” and was really not such a bad sort in his way: though just then I was anything but disposed to let her know I thought so. Eveleen took up the cudgels for Lilian; — they always stand up for each other against me.

“What a delicate way you have of putting a thing, Norah. You and your language are so in keeping. If you could only induce someone to transfer you from the family of which you so entirely disapprove how much happier you would be — and we also. Couldn’t you put the screw on Mr Morgan? He seems to be the only chance you are ever likely to have. Do make the most of him. Let mamma ask him what he means.”

“Look here, Eveleen! You think yourself vastly superior to me —— —”

“Not at all. Not while your complexion is quite so brilliant — I couldn’t.”

“Oh yes, you do. But you’re wrong for all that. You’ve spent your whole life in chasing men—”

“I rather fancied that some of them had chased me. But I daresay it’s the same thing to you.”

“Is there anything to be proud of in that? You’ve devoted your whole life to men, anyhow, and I don’t think that’s very womanly.”

“I think it probable that you wouldn’t — for reasons. — My dear Norah, do use your handkerchief.

There’s a drop of perspiration trickling down your nose. Or is it a tear? It doesn’t seem to combine with freckles.”

Doris struck in.

“When you people have quite finished, might I ask if I am ever going to have any fringe-nets? I can’t remain the whole day with my hair in curlers.”

She had it in curlers then, and very queer she looked. No one would have known her for the radiant Doris of her admirers. Nothing takes the gilt off a girl’s appearance so much as curlers. Unless mamma makes me I never use them. Thank goodness, my hair has got a curl of its own, if it is not quite in the style of the barbers’ fashion-plates. Mamma — who never thinks of being down on them for anything which they may say to me — was quick at seconding Doris’ suggestion.

“Norah, be so good as to let me hear no more from you. Both your language and your appearance smack of the servants’ hall. You will fetch the things I requested you to bring before. Then I will ask you for an explanation of how it is that you have failed to bring them now. Go up to your room, and make yourself look as decent as you conveniently can, and be quick about it; — and not another word!”

Lilian stood up.

“I suppose I had better find you another matching. You are sure to bring something impossible if I don’t.”

Eveleen put in her word.

“I should say that she’s sure to bring something impossible in any case. I would rather be excused from trusting her to get anything of the least importance for me. I admire your courage.”

“She had better not make any mess about those nets of mine,” cried Doris; “or things will become exhilarating. Norah, if you tell them at Morrel’s that they’re for me there will be no mess. I suppose you have some sense.”

“Doris, what an inexhaustible fund of confidence you have in Norah. It may be sisterly; but is it wise?”

Just as I was going to snap off Eveleen’s nose, of course mamma must interfere:

“Now, Norah, not another word. Do as I tell you. Go upstairs, and endeavour to make yourself look more like a daughter of mine should do, and then go and fetch those things — and mind there are no mistakes.”

I went upstairs. As I went I heard Eveleen laugh. I knew she was laughing at me. She may have a musical laugh — I have been told hundreds of times she has, so I suppose she must have — but it did not sound musical to me just then. It put all my nerves on edge.


CHAPTER III

THE UNFINISHED SENTENCE

WAS it strange that I was in a pretty state of mind? Was it to be wondered at that I hardly knew if I was standing on my head or heels?

When I got into my room I slammed the door, and turned the key. I tore my hat off and threw it on to the bed. I could have cried; but I make it a rule never to cry — or hardly ever. Besides, I was only too well aware that if I once started I never should leave off; and then I should have jumped from the frying-pan into the fire, with a vengeance. They would tear me to pieces if I did not make haste and get the rubbish they wanted.

I went to the looking - glass. There was no mistake about it, I did look hideous. There was some excuse for some of the things they said. It has always been a conviction of mine that if they would let me dress as I pleased I might look presentable. But they won’t let me. They all dress like fashion-plates, and nothing could suit them better; and they make me dress like the fashion-plates, and nothing could suit me less. I believe they are afraid of me getting out of the picture; or, rather, of my being a sort of picture all by myself, and so diverting attention from them. As it is I am a kind of raree show, So whenever they take me out with them — which is very seldom; for, in any case, five sisters are a frightful crowd — I am either a perpetual wallflower, or an ideal gooseberry, neither of which rôles I care for in the very least.

I am big — taller than Lilian, and much broader. I have great limbs — I cannot help it if they are like a man’s, though mamma is always throwing it in my teeth. I like all sorts of exercise. The only form of exercise they really like is dancing. They dance exquisitely. My dancing is like an elephant’s — I am always having to apologise for getting on my partner’s toes. I should like to spend the whole of my life in the open air. I sometimes fancy that mamma thinks there is something improper in being out - of - doors. She is always exclaiming against what she calls masculine women — by which she means girls who golf, and row, and ride bicycles, and all that sort of thing. I should like to go in for everything athletic, but they won’t let me. They keep me fastened in a tight pair of corsets, which sometimes make me feel as if I were being held in a vice. I am in a dreadful condition — soft as putty, instead of hard as nails. I cannot walk a quarter of a mile, at anything like a decent pace, without perspiring. Then they laugh at me. If they would let me go in for some real hard work, like lots of other girls do, I would soon show them. By nature I am a sort of female Hercules; it is a shame that they insist on making me a jelly-fish.

I want to have plenty of room inside my clothes. I want my hair to do itself; it would not look so bad with just a touch or two, even if it ran a trifle wild. I want my boots and shoes to humour my feet, I do not want my feet to have to humour them; I am not ashamed of their being large. I do not want to be screwed into an imitation Paris costume, which is too tight everywhere, and bursts when I lift my arms. I know I look a gawk in it, and I always shall. If they would let me be natural — my own self — I do believe I should pass muster. Girls of my build are not meant to be made up in imitation of Dresden china, or Watteau drawings.

The result of such attempts was to be seen there in the mirror. A great picture hat, with the flowers all anyhow. Flowers never will look as they ought to on my big hats — flopping about in a lop-sided fashion, on the crest of a draggly handful of sandy-coloured hair. It does not look a handful; but that is because they make me wear pads and frames, and all sorts of horrors, which will show through; and they call it sandy, though it is my private opinion that it is a sort of light chestnut. If they would only let me do it up in a simple twist, and wear it on the top of my head, I am persuaded that it would not look half bad, though I am aware that the colour is unusual. Under the floppity hat, a good-sized face, with big grey eyes, a straight nose, largish mouth — it is a decent shape if it is large, and the lips are nice ones. The freckles I do not deny; but there are not more than twelve or thirteen altogether, and they are principally on the left side of my nose. But the perspiration I was in! It made me disgusted to see that my skin was positively greasy, and there were beads upon my forehead. The truth is, I am built for work, or, at any rate, for plenty of hard out-of-doors exercise; and if I cannot get it, I am bound to be a nuisance to myself, and an object to others. Mr Morgan, if one of his shoulders is a little higher than the other, is an all - round athlete, though he was so weak as a child. It is because he has gone in for everything that he is now as strong as a horse. If I went in for everything, I believe that inside twelve months I should be a different person.

I only wished that I had a chance of trying.

When I saw what a sight I looked in that glass, and how unfitted I was to fill the fashion-plate rôle for which they insisted on casting me, I did feel that some people had all the luck, while others had none. My chances for having a good time were slipping away — twenty-three is an age. The good marriage I was expected to make was a dream of the mater’s: as she was beginning bitterly to realise: — unless I married Ben Morgan, which, of course, would be absurd. Compared with my sisters, I was not in it. Not a man would ever look at me when they were by, or even near. Considering that it was supposed to be my mission in life to attract men, it was really tragic what an awful failure I was. Among the dozens who were proud to call themselves my sisters’ friends, I doubt if there were many who even knew my Christian name. I was quite aware how they talked of me.

“You know that youngest O’Brady girl? Sort of understudy for a grenadier, who looks as if she got her clothes from a dealer in decayed wardrobes, and put them on inside out.”

“You don’t mean to say that that’s the youngest?”

“She’s the youngest in years and sense; but so far as looks and that sort of thing is concerned, she might have come out of the ark. Can’t think what they call the creature.”

“What does it matter what they call a girl like that?”

That was part of a conversation I once overheard at a dance. The first speaker had been recently entrapped into having a waltz with me, which I doubt if he had enjoyed. I know I hadn’t — a possible explanation of his exceeding bitterness. But that his remarks were typical of the kind of thing which was being said of me on all sides I had every reason to suppose.

What could people be expected to say of such an object as I saw before me in that looking-glass?

“Oh,” I cried, “if only for a short time I could have my time! If I could only make those girls feel what I have felt — the insolence of masculine imbeciles, the snubs of conceited boys, the contemptuous impertinence of their uncles and their fathers, even of their grandsires! If only I could treat some of those men as all of them have treated me I’d give — well, it’s no use my talking about giving anything, because I’ve just simply nothing to give; but wouldn’t I like to have the chance.”

I had my comb in my hand at the moment. I had torn off my hat, and was trying to do something to my hair, without letting it down, and taking my bodice off, and all the rest of the fuss which a girl has to go through if she wants to titivate herself. I brought the comb down bang whack against the dressing-table to emphasise my concluding aspiration.

“If only every masculine thing had to fall madly in love with me at sight! There; now I’ve done it!”

I had — broken the comb into two clear halves. And I had only had it a week. I cannot think how it is that my things do break so. I should have to buy a new one that very afternoon; though it would only be a shilling one, because funds were low, and combs were waste of money.

As I was surveying the broken pieces with a pretty wry face — it was a tortoise-shell comb; I happened to know that mamma had paid twelve-and-six for it, to match my toilet-set; she would go on when she knew what had happened — I became conscious that something very odd indeed was taking place. On the top of the little drawers which was on one side of my dressing-table was half a sheet of notepaper. Just an ordinary half sheet which I had torn off somebody’s letter and left there; I have a trick of keeping half-sheets. A second ago that half-sheet was blank. Now I became aware that someone — or something — was writing on it I heard a faint scratching noise. Turning, I saw that letters were forming upon the paper — how, I cannot say. They appeared to be written in ink, though there were no signs of a pen, and certainly none of anybody holding it. It was the strangest feeling, to stand there and watch words apparently writing themselves upon that piece of paper. I know it sounds incredible, and it is incredible; but it’s true, for all that. It was just simply the most extraordinary thing that ever happened — and lots of people know that extraordinary things do happen. When you have lived to my time of life, and have had my experience, you know that as a solemn fact. Though, I repeat once more, that that was the most wonderful experience even I ever had.

I cannot describe my sensations as I stood there watching. The two halves of the comb in my hands, my hair all anyhow, my bodice positively maddening beneath my arms, and, I was convinced, unhooked behind, rage in my bosom, perspiration on my brow. It was so frightfully mysterious; there is nothing I dislike like things I do not understand, they make you feel yourself so insignificant. Then the letters went on forming themselves before my eyes, and there I remained looking on like a stuck pig, until I could endure it no longer. I snatched up the paper, exclaiming:

“What are you doing?”

Though to whom I addressed the inquiry I have not the faintest notion. On that half-sheet of paper, staring me in the face, were the words:

“Your wish shall be gratified u—”

The sentence ended with the letter “u,” just that, and nothing more. It seemed that I had snatched it up before it was finished, so that what the conclusion would have been was still another mystery. Though, beside the first and chief mystery of how those words came there at all, other considerations were but trifles. What did they mean? “Your wish shall be gratified u—” What wish? I was continually wishing. I never have anything, and nothing ever happens that I really want, so it is only natural. To what wish was the reference made? For what particular thing had I been wishing recently?

Why — not a minute ago — with what wild words had I been easing my mind? In my temper — my usual temper. I certainly am the worst-tempered girl I ever met, though I believe that, as a rule, girls are worse tempered than men — they have more cause to be, poor things. In some things it is horrid being a girl — what was it I had said? Something about every masculine creature tumbling head over heels in love with me at sight. Had I not wished that that fate were mine?

Was that the wish? No; absurd! ridiculous! preposterous! What could put such nonsensical thoughts into my head? It just showed, when your head was empty, what stuff could get in. But — still — 

My gracious! If that was the wish which was to be gratified, would it not be — wouldn’t it just be larks.


CHAPTER IV

THE EPISODE OF THE BAKER’S BOY

As I continued wondering, with the paper still in my hand, mamma’s voice called to me outside the door.

“Norah! there’s the baker at the door; you must go and take in the bread.”

“Mamma!” I exclaimed.

“You must. Jane said she would come back for tea, but she hasn’t put in an appearance yet. Somebody must go, and I can’t, and your sisters are dressing; you ought to be ready by now; you must do those errands. There, he’s knocking again — go down to him at once!”

I obeyed. Did my hair somehow, crammed my hat on anyhow, and down the stairs I went. A pretty task to set me! Down the kitchen stairs I hurried, to the area door, on the glass window of which vigorous knuckles were beating a sort of tattoo. The moment I opened it I was greeted in the most surprising way.

“Now then, slowcoach, you seem to take some time a-washing of yourself! Think I’ve got nothing else to do except keep on a-waiting here all day?”

I was astonished. I fancy, when he saw me, that the speaker was astonished too, though he scarcely showed it in a manner which I thought fitting.

“Hallo! beg pardon! my crikey! Are you the new young lady?”

Evidently this was a person who needed a good deal of freezing. I wondered that even Jane had not succeeded in snubbing him into better manners. I assumed my most dignified bearing — which is not saying much, for dignity is not my strongest point — and was as frigid as the fact that my actual temperature was somewhere about boiling point permitted.

“Please give me the bread.”

“That’s all right! I’ll give it you with the very greatest pleasure; and I’d like to give you something else as well.”

And before I could stop him, this remarkable individual was off at a gallop on a line which was distinctly his very own.

“My name’s Bob Stevens. I’ve been walking out with the young lady what was here before you. She left yesterday; cruel hard they treated her; no young lady couldn’t have stood it what had any spirit. This is a nice place, this is — five scratch-catting young women, and an old geeser of a mother. It won’t suit you; you’ll leave at the end of your month, they all of them do.”

That was an outrageous falsehood. Some of our servants have stopped with us more than a year. But it was impossible for me to contradict him.

“But Eliza — that’s the young lady I was a-telling you about — ain’t quite my fancy. And if so be as you haven’t got a young man just at present, or if you was a-feeling a bit off colour with the one you have got, why, I’d be proud and happy to fill the situation. I’m getting good money — five-and-twenty bob a week without perks “ — I suppose he meant perquisites—” besides money in the bank, and a few sticks towards a home, including a drawing-room settee in sky-blue satin what I got from a friend of mine whose wife hooked off with another bloke. You just tell me your night out, and I’ll be there on time, you bet your hat — and a beauty it is, regular market-garden I call it — and if we don’t fix the day before we part, it won’t be no fault of mine. I mean business, I do, straight.”

Anything like that person’s volubility I never encountered. I could not stop him. I seldom am ready of speech, and before that baker’s boy I felt tongue-tied. Not the least amazing part of it was that he seemed a mere lad of, at the outside, eighteen years, with a fresh complexion, and, I should have said, a babe for innocence. It shows how deceptive appearances are. At last I could get a word in edgeways, and I got it.

“I think you are mistaken.”

But he cut me short.

“Not much, I’m not I’m not that sort of chap. Never make mistakes, I don’t — at least, not of that kind. I know when I like a girl as well as any man; and I tell you, honest, that I never was so gone on a young lady as I am on you.”

“I still think you are mistaken, because I happen to be one of the five scratch-catting young women you alluded to. I am Miss Norah O’Brady.”

Some baker’s boys would have been abashed, but he was not. He retained his presence of mind in a fashion I could not have equalled. And, really, for a person in his position, he was not bad-looking.

“Lor’, now, if I didn’t think you was a real lady! You’d have been took for a real lady by almost anyone. You look it — every inch. A regular queen you look. You’ll excuse me, miss, for seeming to make so free; but, however humble a man may be, he’s still a man.”

“Please give me the bread.”

He began cramming loaves and things in paper bags into my arms in a manner which I found embarrassing, talking all the time.

“If there’s any mortal thing that I can do for you, no matter what it is, you’ve only got to name it, and you can consider it done. What’s more, I’m on to get you any blessed thing you want, from the Lord Mayor’s coach to—”

I did not wait for him to explain to what — I presume his remarks were tailing off into metaphor — but, withdrawing into the passage, I shut the door in his face, taking the precaution to turn the key.

It was well I did, because he instantly tried the handle, and, when he found it would not yield, rapping at the frosted glass panels, he addressed me from without:

“Excuse me, miss, for one single moment, but would you allow me to say—”

I should have thought that permission to say anything was the last thing he would have required. Anyhow, I did not give it.

Depositing the articles he had just given me on the kitchen table, I marched upstairs. At the top I met mamma.

“Norah, what do you mean by carrying on an animated conversation with the baker’s man?” I carrying on an animated conversation! My share in it had been small. “What an extraordinary creature you are. Your cheeks look as if they were positively burning.”

Hers would have looked the same if she had borne my part in the scene which had just been enacted. But I said nothing.

“You must go and do those errands at once, your sisters are waiting. Be as quick as you decently can, and please, if possible, forget nothing.”

She gave me no time to compose myself, but opening the front door with her own hands ushered me through it, as if I were some bothering visitor whom she was in a dreadful hurry to see the last of.

As I might have expected, that baker’s boy was still there. He had hardly had time to take himself off with his barrow. But that was no reason why he should plant himself right in the centre of the pavement, and address me, the moment I appeared, as if I had been an equal, with mamma looking down at us from the open door.

“Excuse me, miss, if I seem to take a liberty, but might I ask you if you was fond of chocolate creams?”

I held my head a trifle higher than I might have done if mamma had not been up there, because I am fond of chocolate creams, though what business it was of his I cannot think — and I annihilated him finally:

“If you attempt to speak to me again I shall report you to your master, and you will find yourself without a situation.”

I marched off and left him standing in a preposterous and most unseemly attitude — his great basket at his side — as if glued to the paving-stones. And I heard him mutter:

“Cruel as the grave — and cold.”

That ridiculous, insolent boy — he was nothing else — positively heaved a sigh which followed me like a gust of wind, with mamma still at the top of the front-door steps.


CHAPTER V

THE FURTHER EPISODES OF THE SHOP-WALKER AND THE ARTIST IN HAIR

As I marched along — remembering mamma’s instructions to be as quick as I “decently” could, without, however, laying too much stress upon the “decently” — I became aware of something unusual — people were staring, especially male people.

Now I have been stared at in the street, but I do not remember that it was ever in what you could exactly call a flattering way.

There can be no doubt that my person is a striking one, after a fashion; but it is not precisely in the fashion. I am an extra large size all over. My legs are prodigious. I stride along in a style which some persons have said reminds them of the gentleman with the seven-league boots. Mr Morgan was once rude enough to tell me that it always seemed to him that it was the chief ambition of my life to cross Regent Street in a step and a-half. When I am walking with the others I suffer agonies, and I am thankful to think that they are not altogether comfortable. They take about three steps to the yard — the kind of shoes they wear won’t permit of anything else. And at such a pace! I cannot keep up with them; and it is some satisfaction to know they cannot keep up with me. We jangle and wrangle all the time, until at last I go off by myself; and then we are happy. At least, I know I am.

This peculiarity of mine — because, I suppose, it is a peculiarity — has more than once been commented on by perfect strangers. I once heard one street boy remark to another, just as I was passing:

“What yer, Bill! ‘ere comes the lady grenadier! Can’t she move ’em! — and ain’t she got ’em to move!”

Another time a dreadful creature asked of a companion:

“I wonder if that young lady’s got stilts underneath her clothes? They can’t be all her own.”

That was the sort of staring I had been used to. But this was different. Men of all sorts, of all ages, turned and looked at me. When their eyes reached my face, there was something in them which I did not altogether like. It gave me a curious sensation. I have seen men stare at the others with something like that look in their eyes. I wondered if they liked it. I was not by any means sure I did. Anyhow, I was not accustomed to that kind of thing. I wondered what they meant by it.

It was not any better when I reached the draper’s.

The shop-walker opened the door for me — with such a smile. He was one of those pretty fellows, with moustache turned up at the ends, who really are most trying. His smile seemed to be a fixture. It kept growing larger and larger, and, I presume, sweeter. I hate your pretty fellows. I should like my man to be almost ugly; indeed, I should not mind if he was quite. I spoke to him in the most snubby fashion I could command, perceiving that this was another case in which snubbing might be required. There seemed to be something in the air that afternoon which made men behave in a most unusual manner.

“I want to see some lady’s hose!”

“For yourself?”

There was something in the way he put the question for which I really could have hit him. What did it matter to him who they were for? He led me to a counter behind which there was the usual girl, and on which there was a box full of silk things — such colours! He began to spread them out in front of me, with a smile for which I would have liked to stick a pin into him.

“Now, here is something particularly smart. I am sure it would suit you — pure silk; guaranteed — were fifteen-and-six, are eight-and-eleven. Amazing value. But you shall have them for—” he hesitated— “for one-and-ninepence-halfpenny. Indeed, it would afford me the greatest pleasure to give them to you.”

When he said that, the girl behind the counter stared; and I stared, too. Was he mad? Was he seriously proposing to present me — free, gratis, for nothing — with his master’s silk stockings? The man must have been drinking. I froze him.

“Thank you. The articles are not required by myself. And, if you don’t mind, I would rather that this young lady served me.” I turned to the young lady in question, who was wearing a peculiar look. “I want a pair of brown silk stockings, that shade”; and I handed her Lilian’s matching.

While the girl was endeavouring to find what I wanted, that shop-walker continued to pester me. And not only so, but the shop-walker from the opposite counter came and joined his attentions to the other’s, pressing on me the most ridiculous things. When I severely snubbed them both, they began to smile at one another. We were the centre of observation, alike to customers and assistants.

I was delighted to get out of the shop with Lilian’s stockings at last. I made no attempt to get Audrey’s ribbon. And I would have gone straight off home without Doris’s fringe-nets, had I dared; but I did not dare. Morrel’s was close at hand; practically on the way, and if I had returned without them, there would not only have been a tremendous disturbance, but they would probably have sent me back again.

The worst of it was that I disliked Morrel’s. I loathe hairdressers. They always seem to regard women as so many dummies, or, at least, lay-figures, of whom they can make anything they please. I am convinced that they despise us. What else can you expect? Thousands and thousands of us owe all our charms to them. They give countless women their complexions, their eyebrows — indeed, to all intents and purposes, their entire faces. Hundreds of thousands owe all their hair to them. Their little flirty curls, on pins, for all sorts of occasions — Lilian has rows of them, stuck on sheets of cork, like butterflies — their fringes, coils, switches, transformations, their entire wigs, not to speak of the foundations on which they build. Then think of the dyes, restorers, so-called washes, curling fluids, and all that kind of thing. Oh, dear! The girls spend heaps of money at Morrel’s. I believe that mamma would just as soon die as do without such places.

Why I particularly objected to Morrel’s was because there they were always at me to do as the others did; and I know that, in their politely insolent way, they jeered at me because I refused. Mr Morrel himself was a horror — a little, stoutish man, with his scanty, light-brown hair curled in rows. He reeked of perfume. I would far sooner have sat in a third-class smoking - carriage, full of horny-handed sons of toil, all “blowing” shag — I believe that that’s the proper word — than have occupied a chair next to him. And he, in his heart, I knew, despised me; first, for belonging to such a barber’s block family, and then for refusing to allow him to practise any of his arts to supply the charms which I was quite aware that I so plentifully lacked.

When I entered the shop, I found that he was alone in it. I was disgusted. He stood simpering behind his glass cases, twiddling a frightfully blonde curl, to which he was giving some finishing touches on its pin. As a rule, there was a young woman in the shop — with such a head of hair. It was never done twice in the same style; daily visits in search of packets of hairpins would have been as good as a course of hairdressing lessons — not to speak of his wife, who always seemed somewhere about. His special business was to look after the hairdressing rooms.

As he saw it was I, I believe he was going to ring for his assistant. It was beneath his dignity to personally attend on me. But, as he continued to look at me, on a sudden, he changed his mind. I was persuaded that, as it were, a wave of emotion crept over him; all at once he altered so completely. His simper assumed the dimensions of a beam. Putting his fingers to his oily hair, he regarded me in a manner which, whatever he might think to the contrary, far from became him.

“And what may I do for you, Miss O’Brady?”

“I want half-a-dozen fringe-nets for my sister Doris. She says that you know the shade.”

“And what do you want for yourself, Miss Norah?”

“Nothing, thank you. Will you please give them me as quickly as you can. I’m in a hurry.”

He put his head on one side like an owl. It was idiotic.

“Ah, Miss Norah, I am afraid that you despise my art. You are yourself so beautiful that you do not stand in need of it.”

“Are you aware what you are saying? Kindly give me those fringe-nets.”

“Yet I also am an artist As many perfect pictures are the work of my fingers as you will find upon the walls of an Academy.”

“I never said they weren’t.”

“But, Miss Norah, you have towards me an air of aloofness. Yet I am more essential to a woman than her milliner — than her costumier. What is the most perfect toilette with an indifferent coiffure. Even beauty cannot safely scorn me. If you will do me the inestimable honour of entrusting your lovely head to me for a few brief minutes I do not think you will regret it when you perceive the result. It is true that nature has given you hair which is perfect, in texture, exquisite in colour—”

“Mr Morrel, do you know what you are saying?”

Mamma had told me over and over again that Morrel had assured her that nothing could be done with my hair if I refused to have it “tinted” — which I always had refused, and always should refuse to permit. He had as good as hinted that, from his point of view, its colour was an atrocity, an outrage! Now he had the assurance to tell me, to my face, that he thought it exquisite. And he was not to be put down either.

“I, of all men in England, should know what I am saying on a subject on which I, among all my compeers, am best qualified to speak. As an artist there is no one living who is worthy to hold a comb with me. It were false modesty to pretend the contrary. As a lad I was a lightning shaver; I could remove a stubborn beard with an ease which was a rapture to its wearer. I was scarcely out of my apprenticeship when, on two occasions, I won first prizes in the National Competition in Artistic Hairdressing. I should have undoubtedly won a third, if for originality alone — the originality of my ideas has always been admitted — had not a cabal — all leaders of art become, sooner or later, the victims of a cabal — had not a cabal, I say, actuated by motives on which I will not enlarge, bestowed my prize upon a mere pretender. The desert they could not alienate. It was notorious.”

“This is very interesting, Mr Morrel; but would you mind giving me my sister’s fringe-nets?”

“One moment, Miss Norah, if you please. You continue to regard me with a scorn which blights. An artist’s is a sensitive soul. I implore you not to flash the arrows of your disdain in the tender target of my heart!”

“I shall tell mamma, Mr Morrel, if you talk to me like that Will you give me my sister’s fringenets?”

“I will; certainly I will. After all, I am a man of business. Let me not forget it, even at such a moment as this. But, at the same time, let me prove to you that I am not only commercial. Let me entreat your personal acceptance of some trifle in evidence. For instance, this hand-glass, in its way a gem. Held at the proper angle it will give you a view of your back hair, the clarity of which will surprise you.”

“Thank you, Mr Morrel; but I don’t want a hand-glass.”

“Then this manicure set, mounted in gold. Its constant use might embellish even your hands — if it be possible to paint the lily.”

It made me so cross to hear him, when, all the while, he probably knew that it is only with anguish that I can cram my hands into six-and-threequarters.

“I want nothing except my sister’s fringe-nets. Will you, or will you not, give them to me?”

“Your coldness scorches me, if I may use a seeming paradox. In the most literal sense I will give them to you. Permit me to present you with six fringe-nets, for the use of Miss Doris O’Brady.”

“My sister tells me that you charge her a shilling each for them. Here is half-a-sovereign. Please give me the change.”

“I will not give you the change, nor will I take your half-sovereign. Do you wish to grind me beneath your heel — to insult me?”

“Insult you!”

“The fringe-nets are a present to you for your sister, since you will accept nothing for yourself — unless, at the eleventh hour, you will permit me to add the manicure set and the hand-glass.”

“I think, Mr Morrel, that you must be suffering from something this afternoon. Do you suppose, for one single instant, that either my sister or I wishes you to give us our fringe-nets? I insist upon paying for them.”

“You cannot. It is impossible. I decline to allow you to pay for them.”

“What’s that you decline to allow?”

Mrs Morrel’s appearance in the shop I hailed with a sensation of real relief.

“Mrs Morrel, I want six fringe-nets, and, for some reason or other, Mr Morrel won’t let me pay for one. They’re six shillings, and I want him to take for them out of this half-sovereign, and he won’t.”

“Give me the half-sovereign. I’ll soon make that right.”

Her husband interposed, or tried to:

“My dear, I must ask you not to intrude between this young lady and myself.”

She cut him relentlessly short.

“Here is your change, Miss O’Brady; and here are the fringe-nets.”

“Thank you. Good-afternoon.”

He tried again.

“My dear, I am master in my own shop, and you must permit me to state—”

I did not wait to hear what it was that he wished to state. I had heard more than enough of his statements already. Insincere, smooth-tongued, artificial creature! I had had no idea that he was so horrid, though I had known that he was horrid enough. I left the shop with the fringe-nets in one hand and the change in the other; and I make no doubt that directly my back was turned an animated discussion commenced as to who was and who was not master there, and how far that mastery went Had I been Mrs Morrel I would have made it clear to her objectionable husband, when it came to presenting the stock to casual female customers, that his mastery ceased before it reached that point.


CHAPTER VI

MISS NORAH FEELS ODD

IT was more than humiliating to be the cause of dissension between a hairdresser and his wife, not to speak of that shop-walker’s eccentric behaviour. And I did feel so strange, so topsy-turveyish. As if something had got into my veins and set them all of a glow. Ordinarily I am convinced that I should have slaughtered Mr Morrel, and the shopwalker, and the baker’s boy. But, somehow, that afternoon, although I knew that I ought to be shocked, and amazed, and furious, I could not be either of the three to anything like the extent which I was well aware I ought to have been. For some extraordinary reason I seemed almost to feel that it was quite natural that male creatures in their position of life should behave to me in what, to say the least, was a peculiar way. It was a dreadful thought, but I appeared to be possessed by a sort of consciousness that every man I met was drawn towards me by a sort of magnetic influence which both he and I well knew was irresistible. It was an extremely novel sensation, and not a very agreeable one either.

When I reached home I saw mamma watching for me through the drawing-room window. It was she who opened the door.

“So you have returned at last. And this time I hope you have brought everything!”

“Except Audrey’s ribbon. She will have to manage with what she has.”

“And why have you not brought that?”

“Because I did not propose to be insulted any further.”

“Insulted! Norah! What do you mean?”

“It’s of no consequence. Audrey will be able to manage very well without it. I know her. She has probably dozens of yards of ribbon already of just the kind she wants; only she thinks it’s too much trouble to look for it.”

Mamma eyed me doubtfully, as if she could not make me out. I should have been surprised if she could. I was not only beyond her comprehension, I was beyond my own. After a momentary pause she went on:

“Lilian has received a telegram from Mr Rumford, to say that he is calling this afternoon to ask her to come out with him this evening. Possibly he intends to say something decisive. Jane has returned, but Lilian is preparing, and you know that she doesn’t like to be hurried, and I have to change my dress, and as he may come at any moment if we are not ready you will have to receive him.”

“Mamma! Why can’t one of the others do that? You know I’m not very fond of Mr Rumford, and I’m sure he doesn’t like me.”

“Don’t talk nonsense! It’s not a question of like or dislike, you will do as I wish, he doesn’t come to see you. Audrey and Doris rather expect that Mr Carter and Mr Purchase may drop in to tea, so they are changing. Eveleen has a slight headache, and is lying down; she thinks it possible that sometime during the afternoon Mr Hammond may call, and she wants to be well enough to receive him. So until some of us are ready you will have to act as hostess.”

“In this attire?”

“You will have no time to change; somebody may come at any second; and I tell you again that they’re not coming to see you. You know very well that no one ever looks at you, whatever you have on. But run upstairs and get your hat off, and some of that unbecoming colour off your face, and do try to look decent.”

I obeyed her.

As I went upstairs I was conscious of some most singular sensations, nearly approaching to forebodings. It was absurd, yet at the bottom of my heart I suspected that if they only could have guessed, none of them would have asked me to receive those men. If disaster followed, their feelings would be beyond description, while the fault would certainly not be mine.

I was just entering my room when mamma called out to me.

“By the way, Norah, if Major Tibbet should come before I am ready keep him as much amused as possible. You know how impatient he is, and how easily bored; but I won’t be an instant longer than I can help.”

So Major Tibbet was coming also! There was evidently going to be a crowd of them as usual; though, as mamma had been careful to observe, none of them ever came to see me. But, on this occasion, it was remotely possible that a change might come o’er the spirit of the scene. Something within me seemed to hint at it As for Major Paul Tibbet, he was one of my pet abominations. An unsoldierly old man, painted, padded, and wigged. I should think that when he had got all off that he had put on there was nothing left of him but a mere husk. And so conceited! He talked of nothing else but women, and his conquests of them. It was nauseous. What mamma could see in him was beyond my comprehension. Yet it had dawned on me more and more, and the others had dropped hints, that if he asked her she might become Mrs Tibbet, and present us with a new papa. What a prospect! That made-up relic, whom I could have picked up and swung over my head with one hand, my papa! I remembered my father as a tall, handsome man, brave to the point of recklessness, who had broken his neck while hunting. That anyone could dream of substituting that effigy for him! I gathered that he had a deal of money. I fear that mamma is not so indifferent to that consideration as she might be.

Once inside my room I gave way to a most odd mixture of despondency and exultation. What had happened to me? What did this odd something inside me which seemed as if it would like to start me dancing, mean? Where did it come from? How? And why? What was the explanation of the singular behaviour of those men; of all those men? I could have cried, if I had not felt so disposed to laugh. It was most confusing.

On the dressing-table was the scrap of paper on which those mysterious words had been so mysteriously written. I had left it there when I went out. Could they have had anything to do with the eccentricities of those ridiculous men? My common-sense — I have common-sense, and plenty of it; it is my strongest point — told me that the mere notion was nonsense. In some way or other I had been the victim of my own imagination, though until then I was not aware that I had any to be the victim of. I am not an imaginative being. I declare I am not. Quite the other way. Still it stood to reason that I could not have seen those words coming on the paper in the way I had supposed. They must have been there before. And I had been a silly. I caught up the half-sheet, meaning to tear it into pieces for having made me make such a goose of myself.

But I could not. Something seemed to take me by the wrists and prevent me. I let the paper drop from between my fingers in a flutter of amazement. I looked at the glass in front of me. Could this be myself that I was looking at? Then I certainly was not so ill-looking as I had supposed. I might be big, but I was striking. My cheeks were aglow with health. My lips parted in a radiant smile, for which I could have kissed myself. The whitest of white teeth shone through them. My eyes laughed back at me in a fashion which set all my pulses beating. Ill-looking, with eyes like those? What rubbish people would talk! They were alive with all sorts of things, two of the daintiest, most mischievous, frankest, tenderest, dancing lures which were ever set in a woman’s head. Why, the freckles on my nose positively set them off.

Really, as I observed the reflection in that mirror I was not at all surprised at the conduct of those men. There was some excuse for them, after all. No woman might see it, but I was sure that other men would quickly. One woman is slow to see what it is in another woman which attracts a man. But I knew then. No man, and no boy either who was even in the neighbourhood of manhood, could meet those eyes without — well, without feeling some sort of a sensation. I was perfectly sure that he could not.

I put my hands up to my face, and laughed! — and actually blushed! It was so very odd. And so amusing! I felt — it is difficult to describe exactly — but I was twittering from head to foot, as with a consciousness of suddenly acquired powers which made me — I do not know precisely what word to use, but I will write it irresponsible. I was more than half-ashamed. I doubted if it was a proper feeling for a girl to have. At twenty-three one ought to be discreet.

Suddenly the door opened and Doris put her head in. She was in her petticoat, and her hair all down.

“Norah! Whatever are you figuring about before the glass for like that? Mr Purchase and Mr Carter are coming down the street; go to the drawing-room at once. Audrey and I will race down as fast as ever we can, but you must go this moment.”

She just said that, and was off again. It was as well she was, the idea of her catching me like that made me go a peony-red all over. I am not in the habit of “figuring about” before a looking-glass, and nobody can say I am.

So Mr Purchase and Mr Carter were coming down the street? I felt, well, I am afraid that I felt delighted. If Doris had only known I doubt if she would have been so anxious that I should hurry down. They were two of the very nicest boys we know, and had behaved quite decently even to me. They were sometimes apt to treat me in a free and easy, brotherly sort of fashion which I rather liked. So far as I could see there was no nonsense about them whatever. They were inseparable chums, kind of David and Jonathan, and always hunted in couples.

Jack Purchase was supposed to be a barrister, but so far as I could see the only thing he really did was to make ardent love to Doris. He was tolerably well off, but Doris was a desperate flirt and led him a tremendous dance. I believe that in her heart she more than liked him, but it seemed as if she was incapable of owning as much to any man. So many men had been over head and ears in love with her that I suppose she had come to think that it would be undignified to admit any feeling of the kind for one of them. Mamma was very anxious to get her off, and would have liked nothing better than to have had Mr Purchase as a son-in-law. But Doris did not care a snap of the fingers for what mamma said, and her partisanship rather damaged him in her eyes, if anything. She was a contrary little wretch.

Basil Carter was nothing at all, except a young gentleman of means. He was very keen to be a statesman, or a Member of Parliament, or whatever it is. He had tried to get in twice and had failed each time, but declared that the third time he meant to succeed. I hoped he would; though, for my part, I cannot see why anyone should wish to be a ridiculous M.P. I have met lots of them. They are most of them sillies, though some of them think themselves tin gods. I don’t know why. They only talk, and most of them cannot do that with decency. Nearly all the few things they do do they do all wrong, and had much better have left undone.

He has a most lovely yacht. He once took us all a cruise in it. I enjoyed it immensely, but the others did not. I do not understand how it is that some people are ill at sea; it seems so unnatural. Mamma always takes a private cabin, and is down in it before the boat starts, even when she is only crossing to Calais.

He is passionately in love with Audrey. I know it as a fact, because once he as good as told me so. But Audrey is a most difficult girl. She is imaginative if you like. I believe that she spends her time imagining herself the wife of a clever man, though what is her idea of cleverness is more than I can say. Several men, who are allowed to be not only clever in their own estimation, have asked her to marry, but she has invariably said no. Physically, she is disgracefully lazy, and loves to languish, but, mentally, she is sharp as a razor. No matter how clever the man may be who gets her, he will find that she is, at least, his match, and that he could not have had anyone more certain to help him in making his mark in the world. And she is so lovely, and in the very depths of her, deliciously sweet All the same, although they knew quite well what those two boys felt for them, and their own charms had been proved to be nearly irresistible over and over again, if they could only have guessed what had happened to me, neither Audrey nor Doris would have been quite easy in their minds as I descended the stairs with my most stately air — which was not saying much, for all the while I was longing to dance right down them — to welcome the approaching callers.

Directly I was in the drawing-room something tickled me again, so that I burst out laughing, and had to put up my hand to hide my blushes. What could it be that was about to happen? And at that moment there came a rat-tat-tat at the hall-door, and, presently, Jane was ushering in the visitors.


CHAPTER VII

MISS NORAH RECEIVES TWO GENTLEMEN

MR PURCHASE came first, with Mr Carter close on his heels. I stood about the centre of the room, as prim as you please, just wondering. Each of them had some flowers in his hand, Mr Purchase red roses, and Mr Carter pink. Somehow those young men scarcely ever came to the house without bringing roses. No matter what the season, you might be almost positive that they would have, at any rate, half-a-dozen rosebuds. In their time Doris and Audrey must have had enough flowers to make a good-sized haystack. No one ever brings me any.

They came into the room with a sort of look of expectation on their faces. When they perceived me they gave a look round, and when they saw I was alone their expression changed entirely. It was comical. A friendly, free and easy smile took its place.

“Hullo, Norah!” exclaimed Mr Purchase. “Nobody here?”

It was not a very civil way of greeting one; but I knew that it was not intended to bear quite the construction which might be put on it Both boys had a way of addressing me as Norah, especially when I was alone with them, though they always dignify the others with the prefix “Miss.” I observed that most men, when they condescended to notice me at all, were more than a trifle unceremonious in their fashion of speech. Often I did not altogether like it. It was not pleasant to hear a man speak to your sister as if she were a duchess, and then to you as if you were a mixture of a cousin and a housemaid. But somehow from these two I did not mind it so much as from others. It was, perhaps, because they always meant to be friendly, and were never actually rude.

However, I suppose that just then I was feeling a little superior, so I put my nose up in the air, and was nasty.

“I am sorry that there is no one here — at least, no one of the slightest consequence.”

I fancy that both my words and my manner took them both aback. I believe that Mr Purchase nearly started.

“I say, it isn’t fair to trip up a chap like that. I’m sure —— —”

Of what he was sure I shall probably never know, because when he had got as far as that, for the first time he really looked at me. When he did he did not exactly start. But his expression changed quite as suddenly as it had done before, and in a more surprising manner. I never saw such a look upon a person’s face. And not the least curious part of it was that I was conscious that a precisely similar change had taken place in Mr Carter’s countenance.

They are neither of them bad-looking, only Mr Carter is brown, and Mr Purchase black; and I am inclined to think that a dark, intellectual face mirrors its owner’s emotions in an almost uncanny degree, although, when I began to grasp the details of Mr Carter’s physiognomy, I was not sure that your brown-haired people are very far behind. The amazement and delight which had all at once come into Mr Carter’s blue eyes was positively bewildering. He was a little behind his friend, and I suspect him of having had no desire to come to the front while I was the only person there, yet, all in an instant he had passed him, and planted himself in front of me.

“Miss Norah, here are some flowers.”

He held out the pink roses with an air which set me all of a flutter.

“I see there are. You always bring such pretty roses. Audrey is very lucky.”

“They are for you.”

“For me?”

Before he could answer, Mr Purchase was at his side, with his flowers extended.

“May I hope, Miss Norah, that you will do me the honour to accept mine. They are not so pretty, perhaps, as others, and are far from being worthy your acceptance, yet I hope that, of your kindness, you will not refuse.”

I had never had such a speech addressed to me in all my life by anyone; and now that it should come from Jack Purchase, of all people in the world. Small wonder that for the moment the only thing I was fit for was to gasp. I looked from one to the other like a sort of gaping idiot, and I certainly had abundant excuse for looking nothing better. There, within six inches of me on one side was Basil Carter, holding out the pink roses which, I was convinced, he had brought for Audrey; and within five-and-a-half inches of me on the other side was Mr Purchase, protruding, in a most suggestive style, the red roses I was perfectly sure he had brought for Doris.

“It isn’t fair of you to laugh at me,” I managed to get out at last.

“Laugh!” cried Mr Carter, with an air of the most innocent surprise. “How laugh? I hope you do not think that I am laughing at you? I should not dare.”

Should not dare! That was awfully good, considering how he had laughed at me times without number, as he knew as well as I did.

“I don’t know what you call it then, pretending to offer me those flowers.”

“Pretending! Miss Norah, I beg you will not call it pretence, when it is my earnest hope that you will receive them from my hands.”

“You know perfectly well that you brought them for Audrey.”

Before he could speak Mr Purchase spoke for him. “My dear Basil, Miss Norah is quite correct; you yourself confided to me that they were designed for Miss Audrey. If, however, Miss Norah, you will deign to accept these red roses they will have reached their proper destination.”

“It isn’t fair of you, Mr Purchase; as if I didn’t know that they were meant for Doris.”

This time it was Mr Carter who interposed. “That certainly is the case, my dear Jack. You are yourself aware that at your request I this morning ordered some red roses for Miss Doris O’Brady, and that these are they.”

“A man is at liberty to change his mind.”

“Under certain circumstances.”

“A fact of which I avail myself to beg your acceptance of these roses, Miss Norah.”

“I would entreat Miss Norah to extend her condescension to these poor buds of mine.”

“My dear Basil, you are merely imitative.”

“The imitation comes from you. It was I who first besought Miss Norah to take pity on my poor roses.”

“Really, Basil, you must excuse me, but you force me to point out once more — as Miss Norah has done already — that you brought those flowers for Miss Audrey. It’s no use pretending that you didn’t.”

“I pretend nothing; let me advise you also to avoid pretence. Is there any valid reason why we should not join in requesting Miss Norah’s acceptance of both our little nosegays?”

“Not a bad idea, if Miss Norah will only so far honour us.”

“Not if I know it; I haven’t quite lost my senses, even if you have.”

They seemed startled, even hurt Mr Purchase, in particular, shivered almost as if I had struck him.

“Do you think that I wish to get into trouble by accepting other people’s property?”

“You scarcely state the case correctly, Miss Norah, if you will forgive my saying so. Up to the present moment the nosegays are our property — ours.”

“Then, so far as I am concerned, they will continue to remain your property — and, in any case, I should decline to accept what was originally intended for another.”

“Then all that remains for me is to throw my poor flowers out of the window.”

“The fireplace is good enough for mine.”

Off strode Mr Purchase towards the window and Mr Carter towards the fireplace. I stopped them.

“How can you be so ridiculous?”

“It is to avoid being made ridiculous that I propose to deposit them in the gutter. If you will not deign to overlook their too obvious unworthiness, then let them suffer the extremity of shame, and be the sharers of my humiliation.”

“I want nothing which you despise, so here go my rosebuds into the grate.”

Off they strode again; again I stopped them.

“Rather than that you should behave in that foolish and wicked way — treating those lovely flowers so cruelly — I will take both your nosegays. Though, mind you, if you don’t understand, I do — my doing so is the height of absurdity.”

Before I had finished speaking both of them came rushing at me, and there was I standing with Doris’ red roses in my right hand and Audrey’s pink in my left I scarcely knew whether to laugh or cry, the situation was so surprising. What those two girls would say when they appeared upon the scene — as I momentarily expected that they would do — I did not even dare to think. And those two boys allowed me no chance to collect my thoughts, and try to see my way out of the muddle into which they were getting me. They kept on chattering, one against the other, and making the muddle worse with every word they uttered.

Mr Purchase began, speaking with an absurdly cock-a-doodle air, as if I had done him the greatest possible favour by consenting to hold Doris’ flowers for a moment or so, for that was really as far as I intended my acquiescence to go.

“Now, Miss Norah, that you have made me supremely happy by accepting my now rich roses—”

“And mine,” interposed Mr Carter.

“And yours — really, we are not likely to forget it, my dear Basil. Would you allow me to speak a few words without interruption? I should thank you so much if you would. This morning, Miss Norah, I took a box for this evening’s performance at the Gaiety Theatre—”

Again there came an interruption from Mr Carter.

“When you say that you took a box I presume you mean that you went through the mechanical operation of having it booked in your name. I paid for half of it.”

“My dear Basil, once more you are interrupting me. You appear to be incapable of allowing me to conclude a sentence. If you only would, you would find that I should explain everything to your most perfect satisfaction. Miss Norah, as Basil puts it, we took a box, and I shall be only too delighted if you will share my half of it.”

“I hope, Miss Norah, that you will share mine.”

“Basil, you are really trying. I invite Miss Norah, and before she has an opportunity of saying Yes or No, you cap my invitation with one of your own.”

“I presume, my dear fellow, that I am at liberty to invite whom I please. It was only owing to the accident of your having the glibbest tongue that my invitation did not come first.”

“Come, Basil, you are behaving like a schoolboy. I tell you what we’ll do — I’ll purchase your share of the box.”

“I decline to sell.”

“Then I will get another for myself — I imagine that another is to be had — and that I trust, Miss Norah, you will do me the honour of sharing with me.”

“I hope, Miss Norah, that you will not be so cruel. I beg that you will honour mine.”

They were beginning to look at each other in a way which made me almost apprehensive. The trouble was, that I rather wanted to go to the Gaiety. I hardly ever get a chance of going to a theatre; the others are always going. A piece was there just then to which all the world was crowding, and, for once in a way, I was more than willing to go with the crowd. That made the invitation rather tempting. But, under the circumstances, I was hardly goose enough to own it Instead I endeavoured to induce them to conduct themselves like reasonable beings, which, until then, I had always supposed they were.

“Why are you two behaving this afternoon in such an excessively ridiculous manner? First you ask me to make two shares of myself in one box, and then to divide myself between two boxes. I don’t quite see how you can reasonably expect me to do either. I am not a divisible quantity.”

They both began at me again.

“You entirely misunderstand me, Miss Norah. So far from wishing you to divide yourself, I am piteously anxious that you should only honour my box.”

“Since Jack talks of taking another box, so far from dividing yourself — which the powers forbid! — all you have to do is to share with me the whole of mine.”

I held up the two nosegays — to calm them, if I could.

“One moment — if you’ll be so very kind. I should like you two to offer some at least plausible explanation of the extraordinary fashion in which you are treating me this afternoon. And, in the first place, I would call your attention to two or three simple questions. Have you ever hinted at giving me even the shadow of a shade of a flower? You know very well that no such idea has ever entered your heads. Why, then, do you all at once insist on thrusting on me the roses which you brought for Audrey and Doris, for whom you have been in the habit of bringing bushels of flowers? Have either of you ever even dimly suggested taking me to a theatre? You are aware that no such notion has ever entered your wildest dreams. Why, then, are you almost quarrelling in your apparent endeavours to compel me to occupy a box which you know as well as I do was intended for my two sisters? I happen to be cognisant of the fact that you as good as promised to take them to the Gaiety, and I have little doubt that you have caused them to anticipate the fulfilment of your promise this very evening. Can you for one moment suppose that I shall consent to take the places which they are expecting to fill? I should be sorry to be forced to think that you are not the sort of persons I had taken you to be. I have not a lofty opinion of the generality of men, for reasons; but I had believed you to be a little above the average.”

Instead of showing the least sign of being ashamed of themselves, they commenced to accuse each other in the most brazen manner. Mr Carter commenced.

“What you say, Miss Norah, is correct — as it always is. You know, Jack, that only this morning you told me that you were going to ask Miss Doris to share your half of the box; it was for that especial purpose you took it.”

“Did you not give me an assurance that you proposed to ask Miss Audrey to go with you?”

“My dear Jack, you informed me as far back as yesterday that you had as good as invited Miss Doris to accompany you, and that she had practically consented.”

“My memory is not at fault, my good fellow. I perfectly well remember that three days ago you remarked to me that you had mentioned the Gaiety Theatre to Miss Audrey; that she had expressed a wish to go there, and that, to all intents and purposes, you had undertaken to take her. After that you will yourself admit that, in common decency, there is nothing more to be said.”

“Come, Jack, I don’t want to chop phrases with you. You know I hate that kind of thing.”

“Not more than I do.”

“Then, if that’s the case, I’ll make a proposition, the perfect fairness of which must commend it to you. Let me have five minutes’ private and uninterrupted conversation with Miss Norah — I am convinced, Miss Norah, that in less time than that I shall succeed in making clear to you a good deal that at present seems dark! — and after that you can have ten minutes’ talk all to yourself.”

“I accept your proposition — with one proviso; that you let me have the first five minutes; then, afterwards, you can have twenty.”

“What kind of a way to treat a friend do you call this, Jack? You persist in taking the words out of my mouth, and adopting them as your own.”

“Basil, I must beg of you that you will not talk nonsense.”

“Nonsense! Really, Jack, that’s good, as coming from you! I talk nonsense! I don’t wish to enter into argument — least of all with you; but this is too much.”

“Listen to me!”

Considering that Mr Carter’s face was so very close to Mr Purchase’s, and that he was not speaking in the gentlest tone of voice, one could hardly see how he could help but listen. Their demeanour was marked by so much — I will call it, eagerness — that I was seriously beginning to inquire of myself if the temperature of the room was not getting a trifle warm. What was the exciting cause I was at a loss to determine; yet it did seem incredible that such lifelong friends should wrangle about nothing. If the cause of the heat was me — which seemed more incredible still — I could only declare that I was conscious of no sane reason why it should be.

I was almost on the point of inquiring if either of them suffered from intermittent attacks of softening of the brain, when the door opened, and in came Audrey and Doris. I sincerely hoped that they had been long enough in dressing. They might find that they had been just a trifle too long.


CHAPTER VIII

MEN ARE DECEIVERS EVER

I COULD not but feel how nice they looked. Not for the first time, by any means, it was a comfort to think that they were my sisters. It is all very well to inveigh against the tremendous time a woman takes in dressing — and I am quite willing to admit that, over and over again, the girls have as nearly as possible driven me mad! — but if she wants to look her best, she has to. It is just those little delicate touches which require care and thought, and cannot be hurried over, which complete the picture. After one is completely dressed, one can often advantageously spend another quarter - of - an - hour or twenty minutes in artistic tittivation; and sometimes the result is worth it.

When I began to take in the details of Audrey and Doris, I realised that it had been worth it in their case. They were just exquisite; a delight to the eye, a refreshment to the senses; perfect pictures, of a kind I never could be. I was laughingly conscious of the absurdity of my posing as a rival to them. My impulse was to hurry to them, presenting the two nosegays, explaining that I had been merely acting as custodian until they came. I fully expected that there would be an instant end to those two men’s preposterous behaviour, so far as I was concerned, taking it for granted that they would promptly rush back to their allegiance, leaving me with the recollection of the lop-sided joke we three had had together.

However, to my amazement, and almost to my horror, nothing of the kind took place. Instead, Mr Purchase and Mr Carter continued their nonsensical, half-quarrelsome argument, totally ignoring Audrey and Doris, who remained a few paces inside the door, a growing suggestion of astonishment upon their faces. Presently Audrey spoke.

“I hope that we have not kept you waiting. How are you, Mr Carter?”

Mr Carter turned, nodded, and addressed her from where he stood. Cold shivers went up and down my back. He had never treated me quite so free-and-easily as that.

“Oh, thank you, Miss Audrey. I’m going strong, thank you. I hope you are, too.”

Without another word, he resumed his squabble with his friend.

The two girls looked at each other. Then Doris spoke.

“Good afternoon, Mr Purchase. I hope that you have been pleasantly engaged, and have not missed me.”

Mr Purchase’s answer must have been distinctly unexpected. He just nodded, as Basil Carter had done, and observed, in the most offhanded manner:

“Not at all, Miss Doris — not in the very least. We couldn’t have been better employed, thank you very much.”

He returned to Mr Carter, placing the forefinger of his right hand on the palm of his left.

“The point is this, I have now ceded to you my share of the box, leaving you perfect freedom to carry out your original plan, as of course you will do.”

“Nothing of the kind. That’s not the point, here is the point in a nutshell.”

At it they went, in the old delightful way. The two girls had seated themselves on a settee which was between the windows. They looked sweet, but a remark which Doris made to me suggested that that was not exactly how they were feeling.

“What are you doing with those flowers, Norah? You look silly with a bunch in each hand. Somehow flowers and you never do go well together, they look incongruous.”

The assault was so gratuitous that it ruffled my plumes. I was just on the point of handing them the flowers, with a word of explanation to smooth things out; because those two boys had been abominably rude, and they were not accustomed to rudeness from men. All experiences of that kind had come my way. The fact of the sensation being an entirely novel one scarcely made it more agreeable, especially since they had every reason to suppose that the pair were head over ears in love with them. My inclination was towards sympathy — true sisterly sympathy — because I had been treated badly myself, and I knew what it felt like. But when Doris spoke to me like that, sympathetic feelings retreated into the background. I sank down on the ottoman; put first one nosegay to my nose, and then the other; and smiled a little.

“Mr Carter and Mr Purchase have brought me these lovely roses. So sweet of them, really!”

I was conscious that the girls cast a curious, and even startled glance in my direction. Doris’ voice was a little sharp.

“Do you mean to say that those roses were given you by Mr Purchase?”

“And Mr Carter. They would insist upon my not refusing. Wasn’t it nice of them?”

As I glanced towards Doris, with my very sweetest smile, she looked what I call scratchy. Audrey addressed Basil Carter.

“So, Mr Carter, you have been giving Norah roses?”

“Yes, yes; poor ones, unworthy the recipient. Had I known the honour which was in store for them I would have procured better.”

“That is very kind of you. They look very like the roses you have sometimes given me.”

“They are the same — yes — exactly.”

The implication his words suggested, — that while the roses were not good enough for me they were for Audrey, — possibly escaped his attention. I doubt if it did hers. She looked up at him with notes of interrogation in her eyes, as if she were asking what he meant He added, as if by an afterthought: “By the way, Miss Audrey, there’s a matter on which I should like to ask your advice. I have a box for the Gaiety to-night.”

“You told me that you meant to get one.”

Her words seemed to take him slightly aback. “Yes; I have some recollection of the kind. I believe I did.”

“Did you have much difficulty?”

“No, no; none to speak of.”

Doris questioned Mr Purchase.

“And haven’t you a share in Mr Carter’s box, or has he it all to himself?”

“He has it all to himself. I had half, but I have relinquished it.”

Doris raised her eyebrows.

“You have relinquished it?”

“You see, he proposes to ask Miss Audrey to join him, and you.”

“And me? Mr Carter proposes to ask me?”

Doris’ eyebrows went a little higher. Mr Purchase hurried on, as if he deemed hurry advisable.

“So I hope to be able to get another box for myself, as I am extremely anxious to ask Miss Norah to share it with me.”

“You are anxious — to ask Norah to share it with you?”

Doris’ face was a study. I could have laughed out loud, although, even while I sat, I was shivering in my shoes. His audacity was beyond anything — at least I thought so, until Mr Carter tried his hand.

“Excuse me, Miss Audrey, but that is not a correct statement of the case. It is you, Miss Doris, that Jack proposes to ask, in the hope, Miss Audrey, that you will join them. I, on the other hand, have already asked Miss Norah to favour my box with the honour of her presence.”

Mr Purchase burst out almost before Mr Carter had finished.

“Basil, how can you say such things? Really, you are beyond anything. You are perfectly well aware that the original invitation to Miss Norah came from me. Now, is that not the fact? Yes or no? Answer me.”

“Don’t be silly, Jack; I invited Miss Norah.”

“After I had done so.”

“Pooh! a question of a moment’s superior glibness.”

Audrey stood up.

“Is this a little comedy which has been arranged between you two.”

“That, Miss Audrey, is precisely the question I have put to Jack. I certainly have had no hand in it.”

“But it seems to me you have. You will excuse my putting it to you bluntly, Mr Carter; but did I not understand you to say that if you succeeded in getting a box for the Gaiety you would offer me a seat in it?”

Basil Carter seeming momentarily tongue-tied, his friend answered for him.

“Of course he did, Miss Audrey; he told me so himself. He was full of his anticipations of enjoyment in your society.”

Doris put her question to Mr Purchase.

“And were you not good enough to hint at my finding room in it with you? I rather fancied that you made some proposition of the kind, or, was it only fancy?”

It was Mr Carter’s turn to reply.

“Not at all! not in the least! I assure you, Miss Doris, that there is not a grain of fancy about it. Jack informed me, with his own lips, that he had made an arrangement of the kind with you, and expressed his gratification at having done so; and it was with a view of carrying out that arrangement that the box was procured. About that there cannot be the faintest shadow of a doubt.”

There was an instant’s pause. Neither of the men was looking exactly comfortable. I was wondering what excuse I could find to get outside the room, feeling incapable of marching out without one. Doris was lying back in a corner of the settee, picking at the folds in her dress, and smiling apparently at her own thoughts. While Audrey was standing close to Mr Carter, regarding him with something like a look of puzzlement in her beautiful eyes.

“Then are we to understand that the arrangement still holds good?”

Mr Carter shifted from one foot to the other.

“The arrangement, Miss Audrey?”

“As to the box. Am I to be your guest in it, as you promised?”

There was a tone in Audrey’s voice which I had never heard in it before — almost of appeal. I knew that she was observing his face with growing surprise, wondering at his obvious constraint. He was generally the readiest of men; and, with all his passionate devotion to her, never at a loss to express, in the most graceful terms, his eagerness to meet her smallest wishes. This blundering creature was entirely new to her. Something very near to pity came into her face as she continued to regard him.

“What is the matter with you, Mr Carter? You scarcely seem to be yourself this afternoon.”

Again a second’s pause. Then he lifted his head and looked at her.

“I am not myself, Miss Audrey, not in the sense that you have known me.”

He turned and looked towards me. As he did so, he came and stood close to where I was sitting.

“I must beg you to allow me to withdraw from the arrangement which existed between us, so far as it referred to me. I believe that Miss Norah but seldom attends a theatrical performance. She has never attended one with me. If she will grant me the felicity of accompanying her to one to-night, she will confer on me an obligation of which I shall ever continue conscious.”

There was silence after that I was tingling from head to foot. I almost felt that I should like to box his ears. I have little doubt that Audrey would not have been indisposed to box both his and mine. A look which was akin to terror came into her eyes; she went white, as if something had frightened her. Doris laughed, not nicely, or naturally either.

“So, Mr Purchase, since Mr Carter throws us over, and what he says is quite correct, poor Norah seldom does attend a theatre — so few people care to attend one with her — Audrey and I will have to depend on you; you will have to find seats for both of us.”

The moment she had spoken I knew that Mr Purchase was going to make himself as objectionable as his friend had done, and I believe that Doris half suspected it too. There is a sting in that tongue of hers which is always ready to strike at someone the instant she even imagines that something unpleasant is going to happen to her. He drew himself up with that superior air which I have noticed that some men do cultivate when they know that they are about to behave badly.

“I trust, Miss Doris, that an erroneous interpretation will not be placed upon my words; but you must permit me to point out that I have already asked Miss Norah to share my box.”

Doris looked up at him with a sweetly acid smile which I should have thought would almost have made him tremble. No man in this world had ever thrown her over before, of that I am convinced. In matters of that sort, hitherto, all the bad conduct had come from her.

“Yet it would be quite easy to place an erroneous interpretation upon your words and your behaviour too, would it not, Mr Purchase, since you have already offered a seat in your box to me?”

“Not in set terms, Miss Doris.”

“No? I don’t quite know what you mean by set terms. On certain points you appear to have ideas of your own. One is thankful to be able to think that they are your own. Are we to take it that Norah proposes to divide herself into halves, and to share both your boxes?”

“Certainly not, Miss Doris. At present Mr Purchase hasn’t even got a box to share.”

This, of course, was Mr Carter.

“But I soon shall have. Miss Norah, I need hardly say, will occupy my box only.”

“Don’t talk nonsense, Jack. Before you invite a lady to share your box, I should make sure of having a box to which to invite her. I doubt if you’ll get one. My impression is that the house is sold right out.”

“I think not. I fancy that I know where to get a box if I want one badly. Is it impossible to induce you to see what a peculiar position you are taking up, Basil? Is it necessary to once more point out to you that the original invitation to Miss Norah came from me, and that in that matter you are really merely an interloper?”

“What rubbish that is, Jack.”

Audrey interposed, deftly:

“There does seem to be a good deal of rubbish about, doesn’t there? Supposing we take its existence for granted. My dear Norah, you must let me congratulate you on the flattering eagerness with which these gentlemen desire your presence in their two boxes. It is rather an unusual experience for you, is it not? And all the pleasanter on that account What pretty roses these are; they are just like some which Mr Carter has occasionally given me.”

Seating herself by my side Audrey took the pink roses from between my fingers. Mr Purchase struck what I can only describe as an attitude.

“The position which Carter has taken up justifies me in giving you my personal assurance that those roses were intended for you, Miss Audrey.”

Mr Carter gave him back as good as he sent; I do not care if that is a vulgar way of putting it, it is a correct one.

“And were not those red roses bought by you for Miss Doris, Purchase? You know they were.”

Audrey went sweetly on.

“You are lucky, Norah. You not only get our roses, but our seats in boxes too. What a popular child you are.”

Doris’ voice came from the couch.

“What I want to know is — since it appears that you do not propose to divide yourself into two equal halves — which of these extraordinary persons do you propose to favour with your company? They themselves don’t seem to know, perhaps you do.”

I was red as a boiled beetroot, and smarting all over, and I expect my answers showed it.

“I have not said that I would favour anybody yet. I don’t want other people’s flowers, or other people’s seats in boxes either.”

“Miss Norah, I entreat you—”

“Miss Norah, I beseech you—”

Just as those two men came rushing at me, and began to overwhelm me with another flood of words, the door was opened again, and in came Walter Hammond.


CHAPTER IX

MORE TREACHERY

WALTER HAMMOND is a truly remarkable person to associate with Eveleen. She is rather short, even for a girl, while he is a perfect lamp-post of a man — one of those long, lean persons who seem all bones. As he fancies himself horsey, and will persist in dressing the part, and wearing the tightest clothes, his extreme slimness is still more conspicuous. He is one of those creatures who, when they are in a room, seem to be all over the place at once. When he is sitting down he never seems to know what to do with his legs, they really are tremendously long; if he stretched them out at full length under an ordinary dining-table, I should not be surprised if his toes peeped out the other side; and when he stands up he is equally at a loss what use to make of his hands and arms. He speaks in a rapid, jerky sort of way — in fact, he is jerky altogether. When anyone addresses him, he not only twists his body round with one jerk, and his head with another, and puts his eyeglass in with one jerk, and out with a second, but he jerks at his moustache, first with his right hand, and then with his left, in a fashion which a slightly nervous person, who is not used to him, must find not a little disconcerting. But I believe he is harmless, though I don’t think he is as wise as he might be. He appears to have the whole of the “Turf Guide,” or whatever you call the thing, at his finger ends; and, if you will let him, will talk about horses until you begin to pray for the hour when motor-cars will have made them as extinct as the dodo.

His manner of entering the room was, on that occasion, characteristic. He was groping about for his eyeglass, which, as usual, eluded search between the buttons of his waistcoat, and was carrying his hat, and gloves, and stick, and a good-sized parcel, with an evident want of certainty as to the hand they ought to be in, which it gave one the fidgets to observe.

Audrey greeted him with a degree of warmth which suggested that she regarded his appearance as a welcome interlude. I know I did. I should have regarded the advent of anyone or anything as a welcome interlude just then, I believe even mad dogs; though, as I have never encountered a mad dog, and never wish to, perhaps I had better not be too sure.

“Oh, Mr Hammond, is that you? How delightful! We want somebody to amuse us, we are so dull. Eveleen will be charmed; she will be down in a moment.”

“Needn’t ask how you are, Miss Audrey; you’re always fit. And Miss Doris too; can’t make out how you manage.”

Doris spoke.

“We don’t manage. We have our sufferings like other folk — sometimes very unexpected ones they are. What have you in that great parcel? It does seem to be in your way; won’t you leave it in the hall?”

“Gloves! gloves! couldn’t possibly leave it in the hall. It’s a little bet I lost to Miss Eveleen over Rocketter. The Brimstone filly was giving him four pounds, it seemed to me that at the weights it was a cert — dead snip. Rocketter won the Horndean Plate, the Scratchem Cup, the Slingsbury Stakes, with the weights against him. Appeared to me down the Lingfield straight, with such a handicap, there was only one horse in it. I was wrong. Told Jim Smiff rode a ripping race — hung on to Rocketter’s tail — caught him at the distance — nosed him at the post. So Miss Eveleen wins her gloves; sure, it gives me the greatest pleasure to pay them.”

I am not an expert in racing slang, so, if there is anything wrong in the way Mr Hammond’s observations are reported I am not to blame. I only pretend to give a rudimentary impression of the general style of his conversation. It was an extraordinary thing that when Eveleen bet with him she nearly always won. Either he was careful to arrange it so, or else he knew less than he supposed, and she more. Anyhow, somehow, her horse was nearly always in front of his. A remark which Doris made seemed to convey a hint which he might or might not have considered flattering.

“It must be nice to bet with you, Mr Hammond. It ensures one having a constant gratuitous supply of little necessaries.”

“Awfully good of you to say so, Miss Doris — really. Always delighted to lose to a lady — especially when I’ve had a good run for my money — yes. Tremendous rush there seems to be on the Gaiety. Had deuce’s own business to get two stalls.”

“For to-night?”

“Yes. Miss Eveleen said she’d like to see the show — so been worrying round — yes — had to worry too; but I got ’em.”

“Eveleen is fortunate. I also should like to see the show.”

“Very kind of you to say so — jolly flattering to the theatre people — they ought to go up one.”

He had been fumbling, at intervals, for his eyeglass. Now, having dropped his hat, stick, and gloves, and only retaining his clutch on his parcel, he at last succeeded in jerking his glass into a stationary position in front of his eye. He turned towards me. As he did so he beamed all over, stood up, and advanced towards me with what he possibly intended for a seraphic smile, but which did not strike me in that light at all.

“Ton my word, Miss Norah, fancy you sitting there all the time and my not noticing you — only fancy. How very strange! How are you? I needn’t ask; you always are so fit; how do you manage? I never saw you looking fitter than you are looking just now — does one’s eyesight good to look at you. Cannot understand how I came to overlook you — so singular.”

The idea of that man talking to me like that — after the way he had treated me — put me all on end, as I let him see.

“It is not at all singular. On the contrary, you have always treated me in exactly the same manner. I have sat in the same room with you for hours and hours, and you have paid no more attention to me than if I was an unnecessary piece of furniture. I doubt if you have ever spoken twenty consecutive words to me in your life.”

The wretch was not at all abashed. That afternoon everybody seemed to be incapable of shame — particularly those who ought to have been most keenly alive to it. It is a disagreeable world. Talk about brazen-faced, impudent deceitfulness! I believe that all men are capable of anything; I am convinced they are.

That Hammond creature went blundering on as calmly and easily as if I had not said what ought to have made him writhe.

“Can only assure you that if I haven’t spoken twenty consecutive words to you, I’ll make up for it now — only like to have the chance. Feel I could talk to you for ever — sure I could. Like gloves? Sure to. All girls like gloves — get through lots of them. Here’s a box full; find them rather a decent sort; hope you’ll do me the honour of wearing them.” He held out to me the parcel of gloves which he had just been announcing, in the presence of us all, that he had bought to pay the debt which he had lost to Eveleen. That did freeze me.! sat up as straight as a beanpole.

“I don’t understand you, Mr Hammond.”

But I did not succeed in freezing him. He indulged in an affable smile, which made him seem all teeth and mouth.

“Quite simple. Hope you’ll permit me to have the pleasure of presenting you with a box of gloves; you’ll find them rippers, got them from a really decent fellow; makes specially for me — sixes.”

“I take sevens.”

“Do you? Glad to hear it Like a girl to have a good-sized hand. Hate your little namby things, better suited to a doll than to the end of a women’s arm.” A nice observation to make, considering that both Audrey and Doris were present, and that they are notorious for their tiny hands. But Mr Hammond went unconcernedly on. “If you want a more sensible size you can easily change them, or I will for you. I’ve got a largish hand myself.” He had. He held out in front of me, with an air of simpering satisfaction, the very largest hand I had ever seen. I wondered what acreage of ground a hand like that might represent But I did not quite say so.

“I understood you to say that those gloves were to settle a bet which you had lost to Eveleen.”

“That’s all right You take these — I’ll soon get her some others — don’t you worry about Miss Eveleen.”

“I would rather not take them, thank you.”

“Perhaps you’re right; may as well get a decent size straight away — a larger box — better quality. Got two stalls for the Gaiety to-night; hope you’ll do me the pleasure of occupying one.”

“Do I understand that you are offering me Eveleen’s stall?”

“Much rather you came, if it’s all the same to you. Awfully jolly if you would.”

“I would rather not come, thank you, Mr Hammond.”

Basil Carter came forward. I was really glad of his interference, though I would rather he had been a little more sensible.

“Miss Norah will certainly not come with you, Hammond. And, in order that you may not annoy her with your importunities, perhaps it would be as well that I should tell you at once that to-night, at the Gaiety Theatre, Miss Norah will share my box.”

At once Mr Purchase contradicted him.

“Do you wish to quarrel with me, Basil? Because, if not, I must ask you to refrain from persisting in such statements. Already I have borne them nearly as long as I can. Permit me to inform you, Hammond, that it is my box which will be honoured by Miss Norah’s presence.”

“You haven’t the faintest ground for such an assertion. To begin with, you haven’t a box.”

“I shall have one. And I have this ground, Basil, that the original invitation to Miss Norah came from me.”

“Fiddle-dee-dee!”

Mr Carter snapped his fingers; and they were at it again. Mr Hammond took advantage of their wrangling to press what he appeared to have the audacity to regard as his claims.

“As these gentlemen don’t seem to be able to agree as to whose guest you are going to be, Miss Norah, I vote that you settle the question by becoming mine. It would be splendid fun! First rate! Good stalls — bang in the middle of the second row — better than a box — it would be awfully sporting of you, don’t you know. Say you’ll come! Yes! Do! Be the jolly good sort you look, Miss Norah.”

Since the moment Mr Hammond had planted himself at my side, and commenced to conduct himself in such a peculiar manner, both Audrey and Doris had been speechless. Possibly they felt that the singularity of the general proceedings went beyond the capacity of words. But when that Hammond man — who, although a friend of Eveleen’s, was, to all intents and purposes, a stranger to me — called me “a jolly good sort” to my very face, Audrey burst out laughing, as though the joke had gone past bearing.

“What is the matter with you all?” she cried. “Is this a conspiracy between you three, or have you suddenly gone mad? What is it in Norah that has made her, all at once, such an irresistible object of attention?”

While she was still speaking Eveleen came in. She addressed herself to her.

“So, Eveleen, here you are at last; and it’s quite time you were here. Perhaps you will be able to supply the key to the riddle. Mr Carter and Mr Purchase have given Norah our roses and our seats at the theatre; and now Mr Hammond is endeavouring to induce her to accept your gloves and your stall. If there is a rational explanation of these gentlemen’s behaviour, do, dear, lose no time in finding it.”

Eveleen came forward with a smile, and that little alert air which seems to suggest that there must be quicksilver in her veins.

“What’s the joke? Don’t keep me out of it. How do, Walter?” Their acquaintance had got to the Christian-name stage. Eveleen is a little familiar with her young men; though she encourages them to behave only with the strictest decorum. “You’re looking rather chippy; have you been having too many skittles since I saw you?”

She can be slangy; particularly when she thinks that sort of thing is sympathetic. I fancy she endeavours to adapt the style of her conversation to her company. I am sure that when she has been talking to a parson her language has seemed to reek of the odour of sanctity.

I think she expected him to spring to his feet at sight of her, and burst into a fit of jerky enthusiasm. If she did she was disappointed. He just raised himself an inch or two, and, in an extremely perfunctory fashion, extended to her the extreme tips of his fingers.

“Feeling as fit as a fiddler. Sorry you don’t think I look it.” He turned to me. “Don’t you think I’m looking pretty fit, Miss Norah?”

A slight shade of surprise flitted across her features, as it had done across Doris’ face, and Audrey’s.

“Have you brought me my gloves?”

“Did bring them — rather wanted Miss Norah to have them — seems she takes a decent size — none of your little dollie flippers; so as they’ll fit you, you may as well have them. Here you are. Now we’re straight.”

He thrust the parcel into her hands; she taking it with the expression of surprise growing on her countenance.

“And have you got the stall you promised me?”

He inserted his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat, and began to shake himself in the manner which recalled a dog which has just come out of the water. Only he did it in such a very jerky way that one almost expected to hear his joints all cracking.

“Got a stall — had dreadful bother to get one — seems as if everyone wants to go to the place at the same time. If you don’t mind — and it don’t make any difference to you— ‘pon my word don’t see why it should — had rather Miss Norah went with me.”

“I don’t understand you.”

“I say that unless it upsets you in any way — and I don’t see how it can — sure to find a chap who’ll be only too glad to place a stall at your disposal — lots of chaps about — I’d rather Miss Norah went with me — much rather — really; in fact I’ve asked her.” She looked at him in a way which I should have thought would have made even such a hardened sinner, as he seemed to be, wince. But he failed to turn a hair.

“Still, I don’t quite understand. Do you mean, Walter, that you have offered my stall to Norah — to my sister Norah?”

“Yes — that’s it — exactly what I do mean. It’s clear enough, don’t you know. Don’t see where the difficulty comes in, ‘pon my word. Only I don’t quite see why you should call it your stall, really! I paid for it.”

“You paid for it? I see. And did you offer my gloves — these gloves, to Norah also?”

“That’s all right. I wanted her to have them; but as she has a really decent sort of hand, they’re miles too small for her, so as I know they’ll be all right for you, you may as well have them. Don’t you worry about that a little bit.”

She looked about her with an air of bewilderment as if seeking an explanation from someone, somewhere. Her face had quite altered during the few moments she had been in the room. Even her voice had changed, it seemed to have grown husky. I knew that she was really fond of Mr Hammond.

He had been in the habit of prostrating himself in the dust at her feet It must have been a dreadful wrench to have been spoken to by him like that “I suppose that there is a joke somewhere; but I’m so dull that I don’t see where. Norah, has Mr Hammond really done as he says? What have you been doing?”

She favoured me with an accusatory glance, as if I had been guilty of the blackest crimes. Audrey came to my rescue.

“To do her justice, so far as I have seen, Norah has been doing nothing. Norah has been sitting mumchance; scarcely saying be! to a goose, as if she were on prickles. The men appear to have done all the doing — unless they have been indulging in an elaborate practical joke, at her expense, and ours, which they have already carried too far to be in the best of taste. It may be funny, in its way, which is not a pretty one.”

Eveleen was continuing to glare at me, as if she would have liked her eyes to have scorched my face.

“Are you going with Mr Hammond?”

Mr Carter took upon himself to answer. — 

“No, Miss Eveleen; Miss Norah is not going with Mr Hammond. Miss Norah is going with me.” Eveleen looked up at him.

“With you?”

Before he could reply, Mr Purchase interposed:

“Again adventuring, Basil, upon forbidden ground, and, in so doing, conveying a totally wrong impression. Miss Eveleen, Miss Norah will be my guest.”

“Jack, do you wish to tempt me to lose my temper?”

“My dear Basil, let me beg you to remember.”

Mr Hammond reseated himself at my side.

“Since these two chaps do nothing but call each other names!” — they had not called each other a single name up to then; it was only that Mr Hammond has his own way of expressing himself—” supposing we fix it quietly between ourselves. As they can’t hit it off who you’re to go with, don’t you go with either of them — you go with me. That’ll suit me to a T! — down to the ground, Miss Norah! We shan’t quarrel; you can bet your hat on that, and your boots on top of it. We’ll have the best time, Miss Norah, if you’ll take my word for it, that anyone ever did have yet. I’ll do you a treat, on my honour! And if you’ll only say yes, you’ll come, you’ll make me pretty nearly as happy as if I’d won the Derby on my very own horse — you can lay your money on it all the while.”

Mr Carter touched him on the shoulder.

“Surely, Hammond, it cannot be necessary to again ask you to refrain from troubling Miss Norah, who, this evening, will be my guest!”

“But that’s just the point, my dear chap! Will she? Purchase says not.”

“I do say not. And that for the sufficient reason that she will be mine. And that is also a reason, Hammond, why you should not continue your persecution of Miss Norah.”

“There you are — one says one thing, t’other says t’other. What I want to know is, who’s who? which is which? what’s what? Straight tip! — fight it out between yourselves. Leave Miss Norah and I to fix up things between ourselves! There’s a friendly hint for you!”

“Hammond, is it possible that you intend to be impertinent?”

“My dear boy, there isn’t a grain of impertinence in the whole of my constitution, honest Injun! All I ask is — talk sense.”

“The sense of the matter is that Miss Norah will be my guest.”

“Jack, that’s utter nonsense!”

“There you are! there you are! Where are you?”

Eveleen spoke, her words coming from her lips like drops of vitriol.

“Don’t you think, Norah, that you had better favour all three of these gentlemen with your delightful company? — It would be so nice — for them, and for you — and it would save further complications.” She turned to Audrey and Doris. “Has it not occurred to you two girls that we are rather in the way?”

Both Audrey and Doris burst out laughing. I do not know what at There did not seem to be much merriment in their mirth. While they were still making those somewhat discordant sounds, Major Paul Tibbet entered the room.


CHAPTER X

THE COMPROMISE

EVERYBODY that afternoon seemed to be bringing something. We might have been spreading broadcast an announcement that each caller was expected to provide himself with an offering as evidence of good faith. The moment I set eyes on Major Tibbet I perceived that he had his. It took the shape of a brown-paper parcel of some size, and, apparently, some weight, since he bore it in front of him, on both arms, as if it were a baby. As he is not the kind of person one would expect to see carry a parcel of any kind, the effect was a little funny.

Audrey’s and Doris’ forced laughter seemed to give him a false impression of what was going on. He broke into what he probably intended should be a smile of the extremest affability.

“I come at a fortunate moment, to find you laughing! full of fun! Nothing so delightful as the merriment of young ladies. I thoroughly enjoy a joke, myself.” He addressed Audrey. “I have here a trifle which I trust will not meet with the disapprobation of Mrs O’Brady.”

“It doesn’t look as if it were a trifle.”

“Between ourselves, it’s not — weighs twenty pounds if an ounce — magnificent bird — pick of the market” His voice assumed a tone of great solemnity. “It’s a truffled turkey — prepared by my own chef, with his own hands, after a recipe of his own. A chef-d’œuvre; an unique, Miss Audrey, an unique!”

The Major makes a god of his belly. The only things he really cares for — besides the decoration of his ridiculous old person — are things to eat and drink. He keeps the menus of his dinners. He can give you the history — with all the i’s dotted and the t’s crossed — of meals he ate thirty years ago; with the names of all the dishes, detailed accounts of how they were cooked, and realistic descriptions of how they tasted. It gives me a feeling of having over-eaten myself to hear him talk.

“I have ventured, also, Miss Audrey, to command a small dinner at the King’s to-night, which I am hopeful that Mrs O’Brady will do me the honour of eating with me. I will tell you what I have ordered—”

“Had you not better tell mamma that? She might like to be the first recipient of so delicious a communication.”

“You may be right. I think you probably are. When one considers the matter broadly, one perceives that that would only be just to Mrs O’Brady. I will tell you afterwards, Miss Audrey; only a pleasure postponed, that’s all. This parcel is a trifle heavy; I think, with your permission, I should like to — —”

As he began to look about for a spot on which to deposit his twenty-pound turkey, his eyes travelled in my direction. When they reached me, he started. He came a step nearer, as if, at that distance, his poor, faded, old eyes were not perfectly sure that it was I. Having made up his mind upon the point, he quite obviously started again, coming close up to me with a sort of little canter. At the same moment I was conscious — though the Major was not — that mamma had entered the room, and stood just inside the door, listening and looking on.

“My dear Miss Norah, fancy my not noticing you before — most extraordinary! Can’t think how it could have happened. I’m sure, I beg ten thousand pardons. However, better late than never; you know the old saying, my dear Miss Norah. Allow me to present you with this truffled turkey — done by my own man. If I were to tell you, in confidence, what I pay the fellow, you’d stare. I’ve reason to believe that, before you put your fork into him, this bird will have cost me five pounds. Yet I dare to assert that, by the time you have done with him, you will agree with me that he was worth every farthing of it, Miss Norah, every farthing.”

“Thank you, Major Tibbet, but I do not care for truffled turkey.”

“Not care for truffled turkey! What are you saying, Miss Norah? You can’t mean it. I suppose it’s a jest of yours — an excellent one, too. Because, of course, it isn’t possible that anyone shouldn’t care for truffled turkey.”

“It is not only possible, but, in my case, it’s an actual fact. I do not care for truffled turkey, Major Tibbet. Nor, in any case, could I accept a gift which was intended for my mother.”

When I said this, I saw mamma — who, with the aid of her pince-nez, had been taking the liveliest interest in the Major’s remarks — give a kind of little jump. I knew that she liked truffled turkey, and that, indeed, on the subject of eating and drinking, generally, she and the Major were in considerable sympathy. I suppose that, when people grow old, they are fonder of that kind of thing than when they are young.

That gormandising Major, in complete unconsciousness of who was standing behind him, threw mamma’s prior claim upon his wretched bird entirely overboard.

“Ah, your mother, your respected mother. I do like to find young girls considering their mothers. It’s a sweet trait — yes, it’s a very sweet trait — in your character, Miss Norah. Still, I’ve no doubt that you and I, between us, shall be able to manage with your mother, afterwards — that is, if you will condescend to accept my little offering.”

“Thank you, Major Tibbet, but I will not.”

“Then, in that case, we’ll say no more about it, and we’ll settle it in this way. I’ve ordered dinner at the King’s restaurant this evening. If they carry out my instructions — and, if they don’t, they’ll hear of it! — I think I can promise you something which shall be worthy even of — Miss Norah; if Miss Norah will permit me to count upon her as my guest.”

“I thought, Major Tibbet, that the dinner also was intended for mamma.”

“Really, Miss Norah, really! you are unduly severe, you really are! You should never go behind an invitation — never. When I invite you, I invite you, and venture to anticipate a favourable reply. It would make me so happy, Miss Norah, it really would.”

Jack Purchase came forward.

“Pardon me, Major Tibbet. Perhaps, Miss Norah, I had better explain. Major Tibbet, Miss Norah will not be able to dine with you to-night, as she is sharing my box at the Gaiety Theatre.”

Basil Carter followed.

“Major Tibbet, in a sense, that statement is correct — with the solitary exception that it is my box which Miss Norah is going to share.”

“Now, Basil, have I again to remonstrate with you?”

“My dear Jack, the remonstrance would more properly come from me!”

Walter Hammond thrust in his comments, seeming to jerk out his limbs in all directions as he spoke.

“At it again! Nice boys, aren’t they, Miss Norah? Always in their little nests agree! Since still they can’t make up their minds who’s who, and what’s what, and Tibbet’s a little late with his dinner, do say, Miss Norah, you’ll have that stall of mine. It’ll be so sporting of you, don’t you know; and you’ll be able to nod now and then at Purchase and Carter, as they sit glaring at each other in their boxes.”

Apparently mamma had arrived at the conclusion that it was time to announce her presence.

“What does this discussion mean? And how is it that Norah has all at once become the centre of so much attention? Norah, what have you been doing? How are you, gentlemen? Good-afternoon, Major.”

Major Tibbet advanced to mamma, holding out his brown paper parcel — of which I rather suspected he had become wearied.

“Here you are, Mrs O’Brady! How are you? Hope you’re well. Here’s a truffled turkey for you. Miss Norah doesn’t seem to care for it, but I’m sure you will. Much pleasure in giving it you, I’m sure.”

Whether mamma had equal pleasure in accepting it was not so obvious — particularly after the remarks which she could not have helped but hear, and the manner of presentation was, to say the least, peculiar. Without waiting to see if mamma was ready to relieve him of his burden, he forced it on her in such a very singular fashion that it went crashing to the floor. He did not stop to inquire if it had fallen on her feet, which it might easily have done, and twenty pounds is twenty pounds when it falls upon your tightly - fitting slippers; still less did he trouble himself to even offer to pick it up again. The moment he had got rid of it he came bustling back to me, mumbling an apology which was fashioned on lines which were distinctly his own.

“Beg pardon — thought you’d got it — really! Better ring the bell, and tell servant to take it away — thing’s so heavy nearly broken both my arms — couldn’t have held it another moment, really! Now, Miss Norah, about this dinner to-night. I’ve ordered a bisque, which — I give you my personal assurance — when you have once tasted it you will not easily forget.” Again there came an interposition from Mr Purchase.

“Miss Norah will not have an opportunity of forgetting the — article in question, since it is apparently necessary to repeat to you that, this evening, she is engaged to me.”

“To me, that is.”

This, of course, was Basil Carter.

“I would recommend you, Major Tibbet, to understand that Purchase speaks in a general sense only, since, in the letter, as a matter of plain fact, Miss Norah is engaged to me.”

“Major Tibbet, Basil, is too wise a man to discredit my positive statement.”

“He will be an exceedingly unwise one if he casts the faintest shadow of a doubt on mine.” Then came Mr Hammond.

“I’m the last person in the world to wish to breed dissension where there’s disputing already, because a pretty quarrel’s too good a thing to spoil; but I take leave to remark, Mr Carter, and Mr Purchase, and Major Tibbet, that Miss Norah will relieve you of all your difficulties by bestowing her society on me.”

“Norah,” observed mamma, in that icy tone which I knew so well, and which I knew suggested that she was not in the very sweetest temper, “I think you had better retire to your own room.”

“To her own room!” cried Mr Hammond. “And why, Mrs O’Brady, would you break our hearts and darken the heavens?”

“I don’t know if you are aware, Mr Hammond, that at least your language is peculiar. I am afraid that Norah must have been forgetting herself to be the cause of this — singular scene.”

“Forgetting herself? Not at all! It’s we who have been remembering her — that’s how it is, Mrs O’Brady. And, between ourselves, I’d be glad if you’d tell her that you’d like her to occupy a stall I have to-night at the Gaiety Theatre.”

“Excuse me, Mrs O’Brady,” interposed Basil Carter, “but Mr Hammond seems disposed to take an unfair advantage of you. It is I who would ask you to permit Miss Norah to share my box.”

“Mrs O’Brady,” exclaimed Jack Purchase, “before you say one word to either of them, please allow me to inform you that it was I who first asked Miss Norah to honour me.”

“And how about my dinner at the King’s!” cried Major Tibbet. “I need hardly tell you, Mrs O’Brady, that I have the good fortune to be somewhat the senior of these young gentlemen, and it is therefore with every confidence that I ask you this evening to entrust Miss Norah to me.” Mamma’s manner, as she replied, was anything but genial.

“Whether consciously or not I cannot say, but you gentlemen are behaving with more than a little singularity. You seem oblivious of the fact that other ladies are present besides this — child. Must I again request you, Norah, to oblige me by at once retiring to your own room?”

Suddenly a voice came from the door, and Mr Rumford advanced at a pace which was hardly becoming to his decidedly well-developed figure — in his hand the ubiquitous box. He and Lilian had entered together, and only a second before, unless I was much mistaken, I had seen him offering it to her. Now he withdrew it, with what was very like a snatch, from her approaching fingers.

“Retire to her own room!” he protested, in that loud, ringing voice of his, which always made me think what an excellent cheap-jack he would have made. “You couldn’t be so cruel, Mrs O’Brady. It’s not to be thought of, not for a moment. May I ask you to accept these bonbons, dear Miss Norah? I am sure you have a sweet tooth — it would be so in character. And I am so fortunate as to have two stalls to-night for the Gaiety Theatre. If you would avail yourself of one—”

He was interrupted by Audrey breaking into an apparently irresistible peal of laughter. Everyone turned to stare at her. That sort of thing is so unusual in Audrey, who is generally the quietest of persons. I, for one, had never heard her laugh like that before. She endeavoured to explain what had caused her merriment.

“It really is so funny; all the world is going to-night to the Gaiety Theatre. The coincidence is most amusing.”

“And yet the explanation is extremely simple,” commented Eveleen, speaking in a coldly acid voice, which meant that she was raging hot within. “We have all been talking about it lately, and I suppose that we have all dropped hints that we would like to go. These gentlemen, with that generosity which we know is one of their most charming characteristics, have acted on those hints — up to a certain point. They have all, with one accord, provided themselves with seats. Are we to take it, Norah, that you propose to occupy them all?”

Mr Hammond snapped his fingers, making a noise like the report of a pop gun.

“You’ve hit it on the head, Miss Eveleen; prevented bloodshed, and solved the problem. Miss Norah, we’ll act upon your sister’s hint. Tibbet, we all of us will dine with you.”

The Major looked as if the proposition took him by surprise — which was not to be wondered at.

“You’ll excuse me, Mr Hammond, but I’m hanged if you will.”

“Then Miss Norah won’t, for to-night we hunt in companies.”

The Major looked at the speaker with a rueful countenance.

“How many are there of you?”

“Four, barring Miss Norah, and she counts for all the world. At what time do you dine?”

“I, sir, dine at eight.”

“Eight! Why, man, that’s the time the theatre begins. You’ll dine at seven.”

“You adopt a very peculiar tone, Mr Hammond, in endeavouring to dictate to me at what hour I take my meals. I entirely decline to contemplate the possibility of my dining at such an un-Christian hour as seven.”

“Good I then we’ll dine at seven, and you’ll dine afterwards. When we’ve dined we’ll go on together in a body to the theatre, and Miss Norah shall take it turn and turn about to sit with us. What do you say, gentlemen? Isn’t that a sporting proposition?”

“On condition that Miss Norah sits first of all with me, I, for one, am not indisposed, for the sake of peace, to waive some portion of my undoubted rights.”

This was Basil Carter. Mr Purchase came hard upon his heels.

“Now, Basil, you’ve taken the words out of my mouth. If Miss Norah sits first with me, Hammond, you may count me in.”

“Gentlemen! gentlemen!” cried Mr Rumford. “It appears to me that I have a voice in the matter; I claim the place of honour.”

Mr Hammond endeavoured to throw oil upon the waters.

“Softly! keep a tight hand upon the reins. Wait till the gate has gone, then we’ll all be off together. There need be no difficulty about a little thing like that. For my part, if the running’s fair, I’m willing that my stall shall be the last Miss Norah sits in; that’ll suit me all the way. But there are ways and means of settling that sort of thing pleasantly and quietly between ourselves. The main point is the principle — we’re to share and share alike. If that’s conceded, we’ll worry about the details afterwards. You understand, Miss Norah, that you’re to dine with us at seven. We’ll be here, the lot of us, to fetch you at a quarter to. For the sake of all the good horses that ever ran an honest race, be ready — don’t keep us waiting — we’ll be an anxious crowd. And, until then, Miss Norah, I’ll be wishing you good-bye.”

“I also, Miss Norah,” said Mr Carter, taking my hand before I knew that he meant to offer me his. “I am well aware that your near neighbourhood will bring happiness to me, but, at the same time, I would have you clearly realise that I only relinquish the rare privilege of your undivided society throughout the evening for the sake of that harmony which I know you would desire.”

“Miss Norah,” urged Mr Purchase, “do not for one moment suppose that, in self-abnegation, Basil is one whit in front of me. What I suffer by acceding, for the sake of peace, to the compromise which has been suggested, it is possible that you will one day know.”

“It’s you only I’m thinking of, Miss Norah,” declared Mr Rumford. “I needn’t tell you which I’m likely to prefer, to have you all to myself — blissful thought, Miss Norah! — or to — to share you with a crowd.”

Mr Rumford looked about him in a way which certainly was not suggestive of the harmony of which they all were speaking. Major Tibbet joined himself to the chorus, with a simper which ill became him.

“You will judge what my feelings are, Miss Norah, when I tell you that, for your sake, I will consent to dine at seven. I have made it one of the rules of my life never to dine, anywhere, before eight How long it is since I dined at the abnormal hour of seven, I am unable to say positively, without referring. But so far as my memory serves me — and in matters of such importance I think my memory may be trusted — I say, that so far as my memory serves me—”

“Yes, we know what you say, Tibbet; and you can say the rest to-night. Remember, Miss Norah, a quarter to seven — sharp!”

Mr Hammond thrust his arm through the Major’s and bore him away. The five men all left the room, and I was left alone with the girls and mamma.


CHAPTER XI

THE TURNING OF THE WORM

No one spoke a word for quite a minute. The girls and mamma were looking at me — I was conscious of their eyes all over me — and I was looking at the floor. I felt as if I had been guilty of — to say the very leasts — the gravest impropriety, though I had not the faintest notion how, and was thoroughly well aware that now the storm was about to burst, — which presently it did. Mamma began — in that tone of voice in which she addresses observations to the servants which she dares them to deny. It gives you the impression that she is sitting on the safety-valve, and that in another half-second there will be a blow-up. And there generally is.

“Norah, may I ask you to tell me what is the meaning of the scene which I have just witnessed?” I smoothed the petals of one of Mr Carter’s roses.

“Really, mamma, you know as well as I do.”

“Please don’t speak to me in that impertinent manner.” Her voice was raised perhaps half a tone. “I insist upon an explanation. Why have these men behaved in so disgraceful a fashion, and what encouragement have you been giving them?”

“Encouragement? I?” I glanced up with what I intended to be my air of perfect innocence. I do not fancy, from the expression which was on mamma’s countenance, that she quite liked the look which was on mine. “Audrey and Doris have been here the whole time. They will be able to tell you what encouragement I have offered.”

“Do you expect me to believe that these men would have given you — you! — the presents which were intended for your sisters, unless you had offered them some extraordinary and disgraceful encouragement?”

“I do not know why they gave the things to me. I am sure I did not want them. I could not have told them so more plainly. I shall have pleasure in handing them over to whoever you think they were originally intended for.”

Doris spoke. She was still sitting on the couch, her arms raised, her hands clasped under the back of her head, her face turned towards the ceiling. Her manner was smilingly acid.

“How nice of you, Norah! And will you really give me Mr Purchase’s red roses, and Audrey Mr Carter’s pink ones, and Lilian Mr Rumford’s bonbons? Eveleen already has Mr Hammond’s gloves, and mamma the Major’s turkey, — at least, she will have, when she picks it up from the floor, since those you declined to accept How very sweet you are! Think of studying our feelings to that extent.”

Lilian came forward. She looked more disagreeable than any of them. Considering that Mr Rumford’s conduct had been so very unexpected, and that she had made up her mind that it was time that she should marry someone, and that Mr Rumford was the most eligible person who seemed likely to present himself, there was some excuse for her, though I do not think she need have been quite so vicious as she was.

“At anyrate, I will have those bonbons. They certainly were not meant for you.”

She positively snatched at the box, which was on the ottoman at my side. I looked up at her with my sweetest smile.

“With the greatest possible pleasure, my dear Lilian. I should not wish to accept anything from Mr Rumford. You know that he is not the sort of person to whom I should care to be indebted in the smallest particular.”

“Then don’t you dare to go to the Gaiety with him to-night!”

“Dare? My dear Lilian, what very odd language you do use. It’s not a question of daring, I can assure you.” I smiled down at Mr Carter’s roses, which I had exchanged for Mr Purchase’s. “It’s not my fault if he prefers to take me instead of you — is it?”

I thought she would have boxed my ears. I feel sure she would have liked to. Eveleen laughed.

“And I suppose,” she said, “that it’s not your fault if they all of them prefer to take you instead of us.”

I kept on smiling at the roses.

“I don’t know why they should prefer it I haven’t an idea.”

“It is a novel experience, isn’t it?”

“I certainly haven’t been to the theatre with so many gentlemen as you, if that’s what you mean.” I did not raise my eyes, but I have a suspicion that Eveleen looked at me a little waspishly.

“I wonder if, after all, you are cleverer than we have given you credit for. If so, you have managed to hide your light under a bushel for a good many years. You must excuse my saying so, but you seem this afternoon to have performed a sort of conjuring trick.”

“A conjuring trick? How?”

“You have captured, at a single stroke, the five hearts which, separately and individually, we have been laboriously cultivating, and all the seats which were meant for us; while we — we, alas! — have been left lamenting. Don’t you think yourself that that’s a sort of conjuring trick?”

“You know, Eveleen, men are very fickle.”

“I have had some experience of men, as you have hinted, and I am painfully aware, my dear child, of the truth of that elementary fact in natural history; but I did not know that they were fickle to quite the extent which you suggest I personally have never before seen them perform a right-about-face quite so rapidly, or quite so impudently either.”

Audrey came and planted herself on the carpet at my feet.

“Let me look at you, Norah. Every marvel, the wise inform us, is capable of a natural explanation; so perhaps this is.” I was conscious that those lovely eyes of hers, which see everything, were subjecting me to a curious scrutiny. “Do you know that there is something different about you somehow. It’s a sort of atmosphere. I’m sensible of it as I look at you. Let me see your eyes.” I did. I saw her breathe more quickly the moment they were fastened on her face. “That’s it! Child, what hankey-pankey have you been indulging in?” She laid her hands upon my knees. “Do you know that there is magic in your eyes, and that you’re prettier than I am?”

“Audrey! Don’t talk such nonsense! As if I didn’t know!”

“I beat you in regularity of feature — in those formal charms which go to the composition of a picture; but there’s magic in your eyes. No man could look at them and remain unmoved. I can’t. They move me quite funnily. I’d like to kiss them, and I’m not a kissing person as a rule. Masculine flesh is much more susceptible than mine. Doris, come here and look at her, and tell me if you don’t see exactly what I mean.”

“I’m much obliged, but I don’t happen to be interested. I have seen too many persons apparently moved by them already. What I want to know is, is Jack Purchase going to be moved by them for ever.” Audrey had never looked away from my face. Although she might not have been aware of it, in her voice there came a touch of anxiety.

“Norah, you’re not fond of Mr Carter, are you?”

“Well — in a kind of a way.”

“In a kind of a way? What kind of a way? Remember, child, that what is sport to you may be — something else to me.”

I was in a mischievous frame of mind. Each moment the mood was growing on me. What is more, my courage had returned. When I thought of what I had suffered at the hands of those four girls, and realised that now an opportunity had come — though goodness only knew whence, or how, or why! — to pay them back some of their own coin, an imp of malice seemed to enter into me, so that I did not care what I did or said. Ignoring Audrey’s evident earnestness I tried to seem as indifferent as I could.

“I don’t like him as much as I do Jack Purchase.”

“Don’t you, indeed!” retorted Doris, still with her face upturned. “What an altogether delightful person you seem to have suddenly become — such a storehouse of all the sisterly virtues. You have my permission to like Mr Purchase as much as you please; and he is at liberty to like you — if he is that sort of person.”

“It’s ridiculous!” cried Lilian, in that vicious way of hers. “Norah is nothing but a great, ungainly, awkward gawk. She always has been, and always will be. She is as little likely to appeal to a decent man as one of Barnum’s freaks. The only kind of person to whom she is likely to commend herself is such a monstrosity as Crooked Ben.”

When she said that, I went hot all over. I made up my mind that I would show her no mercy, at anyrate.

“If that is so isn’t it rather queer that Mr Rumford should prefer my society to yours?”

“He doesn’t, and you know very well he doesn’t If you suppose he does then you must be a little madder even than I thought, and I am not conscious of ever having rated your intellectual capacity highly. These men have simply combined to make you the victim of a stupid practical joke. They know you are dull, and have traded on that knowledge to a degree for which I readily admit there is no excuse.”

“You think so?”

“Surely you are not going to be such an idiot as to take their tomfooleries seriously? Use your common-sense — or what stands you in the place of common-sense. Has any one of them ever treated you with sufficient civility to enable you to justify to yourself their ridiculous conduct of this afternoon — the preposterous pose they have taken up? On the contrary, haven’t they studiously ignored your very existence — except on those occasions when they have gone out of their way to laugh at you.”

“That’s true enough. I’m afraid they have not been very nice to me — in the past.”

“In the past! Do you consider, then, that they have treated you nicely in the present — this afternoon — just now, for instance?”

“I am of opinion that they have behaved very horridly to us — including Norah. We should be quite justified in never admitting them into the house again. Were! Norah I should signify my resentment of their conduct in a fashion which they would not be likely to forget. However, tastes differ. It is possible that Norah has her own ideas.”

This was Doris. Then came Eveleen — in almost everything she said there was a meaning which was not upon the surface. She is just a mistress of innuendo.

“There are people who would prefer to occupy the peculiar position of a common butt rather than not be taken notice of at all. Perhaps these gentlemen have counted on the fact. In some men the sense of humour takes such an odd direction.”

Audrey showed that she had a clearer insight into the real inwardness of the matter than all the rest of them put together.

“You are wrong — all of you. This afternoon Norah is a witch — she has bewitched them.”

Eveleen sneered.

“Really? What a very simple, lucid, and satisfactory explanation of these gentlemen’s wrongheadedness.”

“Audrey!” cried Lilian. “How can you talk such nonsense? Do you want to make a greater fool of her than she has been made already.”

“Lilian, your temper is such a short one; do keep hold of it. I’m not holding a brief for Norah; but if you come here and look at her eyes, and realise the intangible something which is in the atmosphere which surrounds her, you’ll catch my meaning — for you’re almost as good a judge of that sort of thing as I am!”

But Lilian was not to be persuaded.

“Mamma,” she exclaimed, “why do you allow Audrey to back up those wretched men in their attempts to turn poor Norah’s naturally silly head? Do you consider that their behaviour this afternoon has been creditable either to themselves, or to us, or to you? We are your daughters. Can you not insist on our being treated, at anyrate while we are in your house, with at least the elements of common respect?”

Mamma assumed what she meant to be her most dignified air. Her remarks were intended to be both judicial and crushing.

“Lilian, you forget yourself, and me. I have hitherto shown myself capable of watching over my daughters, so far as they have permitted me to do so. Unfortunately, in some directions, the young women of the present day are in advance of their parents. Audrey, I must request you not to make foolish remarks to Norah, who has already been placed in a sufficiently ridiculous position. Norah, I will not comment at this moment on the extremely singular manner in which you have deemed it proper to behave. I find it difficult to credit that I have been witnessing the conduct of a child of my own. But on that subject I shall have plenty to say later; of that you may be sure. In the meantime you will be so good as to understand that I positively forbid you ever to speak to either of these gentlemen again, or to remain, under any circumstances, in a room in which they are. Now you will please to leave this room, and retire to your own.”

She moved on one side, as if she expected me to march right past her then and there. But I didn’t. I put first Mr Carter’s and then Mr Purchase’s roses to my nose, and kept on smiling.

“Never speak to them again? Mamma, what do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I say; and what I say is intelligible even to you. Now, go.”

“But, mamma, I am going to dine with them, and going to the theatre with them afterwards.” Mamma came a step nearer. She looked very angry indeed.

“Be careful, Norah, that you don’t go too far.”

“Too far! Mamma, what do you mean? You heard them ask me, press me even — especially Major Tibbet — and the arrangements which were made. They are coming here in a body at a quarter to seven; — and you, Eveleen, must have noticed how Mr Hammond begged and prayed I wouldn’t keep them waiting.”

“Norah, let me advise you not to force me to resort to measures which you will afterwards have serious cause to regret. Don’t defy me! You have not seemed to be a child of mine from the day that you were born. You have been a burden to me and your sisters all along. Your conduct this afternoon is a climax. The limits of my patience are nearly reached. Do as I tell you — leave this room.”

“I’ll leave this room with pleasure. After what you have said I’m hardly likely to be tempted to remain. But before I go I mean to have my say and it’s no use, mamma, your trying to stop me.”

I stood up, a bunch of roses in either hand; and though mamma looked as if she would have liked to annihilate me then and there, I fancy there was something in my appearance which persuaded even her that it might be advisable, just this once, to let me gang my own queer gait. I was so much larger than she was, in every way, that to attempt physical coercion would, obviously, be absurd. And it seemed that no other measures would avail; so I had my say.

“You have it that I have been a burden to you and to the girls. Does it not occur to you that there may be another side to that position, and that you and the girls have been a burden to me? I suggest it with no unfilial intention, or in any spirit of disrespect; but doesn’t it? So far back as I can remember you have never treated me as if I seemed to be your child. You have thwarted my every wish, tried to force me into grooves for which nature has unfitted me, trammelled me wherever I sought expansion. You have always held my sisters up to me as models of all the virtues — as I have not the slightest doubt they are — and you have taught them to regard me as half idiot, half monster. I readily admit that they have been willing pupils, so that I verily believe that you and they have come to look upon me as of different flesh and blood than yourselves — almost as something lower than the beasts that grovel. My life, so far, has been an arid waste. I do not think that during the whole of it I have known a week’s real happiness, which is scant measure when you consider what a good time the girls have always had. You must concede that my turn to have a good time is nearly due. If you do or don’t, it’s come. I present, my dear mamma and sisters, an, I am afraid, unpalatable fact — that my turn to have a good time has come. As Audrey puts it — I’m a witch. I’ve become one in the twinkling of an eye — just as it happens in the fairy tales. You have seen how I bewitched those five men whom you have all been so assiduously courting. Yes — courting; it’s no good any of you looking black — it’s the exact word. In your dexterous, delicate, dainty way you’ve all of you courted every man you’ve ever met. Now, I never courted any man.”

“For reasons,” murmured Eveleen.

“Yes, Eveleen, for reasons; one of them being that you’ve always done your best to make it clear how absurd it would be for me to attempt to court any man who was in the least desirable. Yet now these men have courted me! — you’ve seen it with your own eyes! — to the ruination of your tempers! At sight of me they’ve thrown themselves at my head before your very faces, pressed on me the offerings which were designed for you, implored my acceptance of the seats which you had hoped to occupy. And they have left the house, ignoring your existence — as mine has been wont to be ignored; thinking only of me, looking forward rapturously to the evening they hope to spend in my society. And they shall spend it, too. I’ll sit in all those seats, turn and turn about, one after the other; and I’ll be admired by all the theatre — or, at least, by all the men in it. You wait and you shall see; or, if you don’t see, afterwards you shall hear. It will amuse you hugely, I haven’t the slightest doubt. And I’ll dine with them. You know, mamma, that Major Tibbet can be trusted to order a dinner; and though I mayn’t do it such justice as you would, I’ll do my best. And I should like to see any of you try to stop me. How would you propose to do it? Physically, I’m a match for all of you together. In a muscular sense, I’m a splendid animal. Compared to me you’re like dolls, soft as putty — you pride yourselves on it! — while I’m comparatively as hard as iron. I could drop you out of the window, one after the other, or all together, with the greatest ease.”

Audrey touched my arm.

“Norah, don’t talk like that.”

“I am only putting a purely supposititious case, my dearest Audrey. What is more, if any of you were to seek to stay me with so much as a word, when those men come I’d make my complaint to them; then you’d see what it means for a man to be bewitched by a woman. At a word from me there’s nothing they would not do. I’ve but to raise my finger, and they’d cast what you call decency to the winds. Then you’d see the natural man; it would surprise you. They’re just my slaves. And now that I have made the position clear to you, and my intentions plain, I shall have much pleasure — in leaving you the room.”

I left it. I fancy I left them in rather a curious frame of mind as well.


CHAPTER XII

MISS NORAH’S SOLILOQUY

I DO not know that I was wholly proud of myself as I went up to my room — not even so proud as I had led those dear creatures in the drawing-room to suppose. I imagine I must really be an odd kind of creature, because I am not at all sure that it is not vulgar to make man, either in a general or particular sense, the entire end and object of their existence, as so many women — who think themselves very far from vulgar — do. To be perfectly frank, I have no opinion whatever of man. Perhaps that is because he has none of me. Up to the present, he emphatically does not seem to have. But that only places me in the position of the onlooker who sees most of the game. I have seen some games, I give you my word for it. And I have come to the conclusion that man is useful, in his way; generous, sometimes; of service, occasionally, as a husband and a father; and that, as a sort of courier, or Cook’s conductor, looking after the wants, ways, and whims of women, not altogether to be despised. But he is frightfully earthy, and has a most amazing conceit of himself. And why so many women — delightful, charming women — should spend their whole lives in endeavouring to please him, and swell with pride when they fancy they have succeeded in doing so — that is beyond my comprehension.

I was not so clear as I should like to have been that there was not a smack of vulgarity about my passages with those five men. It was undeniably vulgar to crow, as if I had done something to crow about; and I was uncomfortably conscious of a tendency towards an attitude of mind which I should describe as cock-a-doodle. Because, after all, what had I done? Simply caused those five men to behave with peculiar and unpardonable rudeness to my mother and sisters, and — well, not too nicely towards me. For I could not regard it as a compliment that they should hustle each other, and nearly snap each other’s nose off, in their eagerness for my society. Or, rather, if it were a compliment, it was not the kind I cared for. At least, I did not think it was.

Yet — it was amusing. Really funny. When I thought how silly and awkward those men had looked, and of the nonsense they had talked, and of each one’s ridiculous anxiety to appropriate me to himself, I put my hands up to my face and laughed. And then mamma’s and the girls’ faces! their undignified attitudes of disgust, bewilderment, wonder! Oh, dear me, how I did laugh! If they had heard me downstairs they must have been convinced that my brain really was unhinged at last. When I had finished laughing, it did not seem as though I had enjoyed the joke enough. I jumped up, picked up the hem of my skirt, and jigged about the room. I am big and clumsy, and I daresay I do not dance well, but, just then, I danced to please myself. And I pleased myself immensely. It was as though I had suddenly become inspired by the conviction that I was the most delightful creature in the world. It was absurd.

I realised at the time it was absurd. But there was the conviction, all the same. And if a girl cannot think well of herself when she has bowled over five men, as if they were nine-pins, when can she? I have known a four foot six woman carry herself as if she were six foot four, merely because some whippersnapper of a boy has asked her to dance twice in a single evening.

Besides, I was not certain that my estimate of myself was so very absurd.

“All the money I have in the world,” I exclaimed aloud, “is two-and-eightpence-halfpenny. I would like to bet every farthing of it, that if a man — I don’t care what man, any man — saw me now he’d fall head over heels in love with me at sight.”

As I looked in the glass I felt convinced that my money would be perfectly safe. I knew it — was sure of it, in fact. As I observed the image which was mirrored there, something told me — I don’t pretend to know what, but something did — that there was not a man breathing who would not desire — with a pretty strong desire too — to stand well in my — I will call them on this occasion only — fair eyes. It was a singular feeling, the more so since it amounted to absolute conviction. I am not conceited — my worst enemy has never called me that. For one thing, I have never had anything to be conceited about. But then I knew, knew! that no man could look at me without desiring me. And in my time such numbers of men have looked at me only to wish that I was at Jericho, or that they were.

It did seem so odd. And it was a queer sensation. I felt as if I had all at once become possessed of some strange, occult, man-compelling power. And I believe I had. That unfinished sentence was still upon the dressing-table. I picked it up, and looked at it, and wondered.

Something about it caught my eye. Before, it had read, “You shall have your wish “ — ,” and there had stopped. Since I saw it last an “n” had been added; so that it now read, “You shall have your wish un — .” Was the sentence still to be completed? If so, what form would it have in its perfect state?

What had I been wishing? That every man might fall in love with me at sight? Well! was that the one which was to be granted? The gratification of such a wish could hardly fail to provide one with entertainment And I had had so little entertainment in my time. Was I the victim of hallucination? or the heroine of an up-to-date fairy tale? It did not matter, so long as the hallucination was substantial enough; or the fairy tale as amusing as this one bade fair to be. Let me see: the baker’s boy, the shop-walker, the hairdresser, and these five men. Unmistakably these persons had suddenly seen attractions in me which they had not observed before. To bag eight men during a few fleeting minutes of a single forenoon was not bad sport. And the miscellaneous character of the bag was not the least satisfactory part of it. If matters proceeded as they had begun, there could be no doubt whatever that I should be provided with sufficient entertainment.

In the meantime I must not forget that I was to dine with these five gentlemen. It seemed to me to be rather a large order. I never had dined with a gentleman except in company with members, feminine members, of my own family. And now to be about to dine alone with five! And such a five!

“I cannot say, whatever may be their feelings towards me, that I am the least bit in love with them.” That, to myself, I frankly admitted. “As for Major Tibbet, he’s a person for whom I have no kind of use, and never should have. Yet it seems that he is to be my principal host, at least as far as the dinner is concerned. I should like to know what he fancies he likes in me, since I dislike everything he likes, himself included. Let’s hope that he won’t go on to the theatre with us afterwards. The proceedings at the theatre bid fair to be peculiar. Let me figure it out. Mr Carter has a box, and Mr Purchase hopes to have one. I wonder what will happen if he finds that there isn’t one to be had? Will they come to blows? or will they behave like sensible beings, and agree to share a box — and me? That would certainly be the more reasonable course to pursue. Though I quite understand that when a man has a box all to himself, and a girl alone in it, there are things which he can say with greater ease. I wonder where Mr Hammond’s stall is, and Mr Rumford’s. It is devoutly to be hoped that they are outside stalls, and that each is not the centre of a different row. In that case it must be distinctly understood that the transfer of me is to take place at the end of each act, because if they attempt to haul me from one stall to another in the middle of a scene, there’ll be a scene. Indeed, I think it’s probable there’ll be a scene in any case. Because when the people see me being passed from one man to another, and the four men who haven’t me glaring at the one who has — and I’m afraid they will glare — they’ll begin to take an interest in what is going on, so that the traffic of the stage may suffer. I am convinced that I shall be sufficiently entertained.”

A thought occurred to me, which would have occurred to a sensible girl at the very first. But I am not a sensible girl, and in particular I was very far from feeling sensible just then! So that it only came to me at the tag end, as it were, and then with a sort of a kind of a shock.

“What shall I wear? There’s the black, and the white, and the blue; and they none of them suit me, and they’re all of them old; and I believe that each of them stands in need of repairs. So the outlook’s promising. Now, if my fairy godmother were to clothe me all over with sumptuous raiment, as she did Cinderella, in this the hour of my triumph, that would be something like. I’d dazzle them, that I would. But as that is not likely to happen, I shall have to consider in which of the relics I call my evening gowns I look least beastly.”

I spread all three out upon the bed. And I did not like the look of either. In fact, I objected vigorously to them all. — And I always had done, that was the best of it. But until that moment I had not cared much; and no one else had cared either; so it had not mattered. I picked up the black and turned it round and round.

“I believe black tones me down, and I have been told that I need a deal of toning, so perhaps to put myself inside it would be discretion. But the thing never has fitted me, the bodice holds my arms down to my sides like a straight-waistcoat; I’ve torn the skirt three times away from the gathers; it’s only clinging to them now with the aid of a row of pins. So if anyone were to put his arms about me, — which, of course, isn’t for a moment to be thought of — but I have heard that things do happen! There might be a demand for sticking plaster, which I could not possibly supply.”

I put down the black, and took up the white.

“The last time I. wore this thing a man tore about three yards off the back and never begged my pardon. It was white; but I think that the moment has almost arrived to begin to call it cream, or écru, or, perhaps coffee-coloured would be the more appropriate word. If it were not that it is all in rags it wouldn’t be so bad. It’s a work of art getting into it, and when I am in I am never sure how much of me is out. In a dress of this sort you want to see both back and front. You’re always haunted by the consciousness that other people can, although you can’t. I’m afraid it mustn’t be the white; though I’m almost sure it’s the one I hate the least.”

I proceeded to examine the blue.

“Blue suits nearly everyone, except this particular shade of blue, which it is impossible to believe suits anyone. I know that when I am in it I look my very worst, and that is saying such a deal. I believe that that’s why mamma gave it to me. When there’s any article of wearing apparel in the house which no one will touch with a pair of tongs, it’s presented to me with a flourish, and I’m expected to be grateful. They have such a primitive way of regarding the matter! ‘You see,’ they say, ‘it’s of no consequence what you wear. You never look well in anything. So what difference can it possibly make!’ If I were to talk to them like that there’d be a clatter. To-night, at any rate, I will not wear the blue.”

I tossed it back upon the bed.

“For the rest, I’ve a gorgeous pair of scarlet silk stockings, which Lilian gave me once, in a fit of frantic generosity, because they were miles and miles and miles too big for her. But I haven’t any shoes which will go with them. I’ve one fairly decent petticoat, so long as you don’t look at it too close. And I’ve a lovely set of undies, I bought them myself with my very own money, because they looked so scrumptious! which I have never dared to wear. I will wear them if for this night only. I don’t think anything else is wanted, in particular. Which is just as well. Because I’m sure I haven’t got it if it is. Oh for that fairy godmother, and the most becoming things in the very latest fashion! Hollo! I wonder if that is the lady?”

The query was prompted by the fact that just then there was a smart tapping at the door. “Who’s there?”

It was not a fairy godmother; it was Jane, as was made clear by her turning the handle and disclosing herself in the doorway.

“If you please, miss, can I be of any use to you?”

“Any use to me? What do you mean?”

“Well, Miss Norah, I heard that you was going out with them gentlemen; so I thought that perhaps you might like me to help you to dress.”

I stared. I was unused to the ministrations of a maid, and had certainly not expected an offer of the kind from Jane, who was not in good odour with the heads of the family. Indeed, mamma was only keeping her on, because, under present circumstances, if she did go, we should be servantless.

“How did you know that I was going out?”

“Well, miss, you was all of you talking so loud, and the drawing-room door wide open, so that I couldn’t hardly help but hear. If you wouldn’t mind, I should like helping you, Miss Norah. If you’ll excuse my saying so, you never do seem to make the best of yourself somehow. In my last place there was two young ladies, and I used to help them often.”

Jane had a free and easy way of speaking which suggested that in some of the places she had been in the servants had been permitted liberties. But I had a feeling that she was not a bad sort in her way. And then so few people ever do offer to do anything for me, that when anyone does I find it nearly impossible to refuse to let them.

“Really, Jane, I don’t see how you can be of use to me. I’ve only a lot of old things to wear, which I’ve worn dozens and dozens of times before, and anyone could put them on blindfold.”

“Pardon me, Miss Norah, but that’s just where you’re mistaken, as, if you’ll allow me, I very soon will show you. There’s a way of putting on even old things which will almost make people think that you’ve never had them on before. Your sisters, now, work wonders. They can make the same thing look as if it was twenty. I’m sure that I’ve often thought to myself that if they ever was to turn lady’s maids to a lady as wanted to make a large show on a little money, they’d be worth any amount, they would. I’ve never know anyone who made one dress to behave as if it was half-a-dozen, like they can.”

I was not sure that I relished her manner of expressing herself. And when I recalled the spectacle she had herself presented on certain occasions when I had witnessed her sallying forth on her Sundays out, I was inclined to be more than dubious as to her capacity to make the best of me. Yet she seemed, too, so anxious to be of service, and so convinced that I should find her assistance of the greatest value, that I had not the heart to send her packing.

Though I am nearly confident that I should have been wiser if I had.


CHAPTER XIII

JANE

JANE’S remarks, as she turned my wardrobe over and over, commenting on it critically as she did so, made it almost as clear as possible that in accepting her assistance I had been guilty of an indiscretion. Considering the position in which she was supposed to stand towards me there was a frankness about her which I felt was unbecoming.

“Well, you haven’t got much to wear, and that’s a fact, look at it how you may; and what you have got I’ve seen you in till I should think you was sick of the sight; not that they amounted to anything, even when they was new.”

As I was about to point out, with some severity, that observations of that kind were not likely to assist me to any material extent, she branched off at a tangent.

“I was never out with five gentlemen all at once, not myself I wasn’t The most I was ever out with was three; and as two of them started fighting before we’d gone very far you couldn’t hardly call that a success. They knocked each other about something cruel — at least, so I was given to understand. So far as I was concerned, I never so much as spoke to them again. Because I always have held, and always shall hold, that when two gentlemen start fighting about a lady out in the open street, right before her very eyes, as it were, they aren’t gentlemen — no, and never won’t be neither.” Though open to admit that her sentiments might do her credit, I could not perceive their application to the subject in hand. As I was about to drop a hint to that effect, she returned, with a frankness which I again found slightly embarrassing, to the subject of clothes.

“Now, about underneath. I hold that’s it’s no good having a smart gown on if there’s nothing but rags inside. When a party lifts a scarlet satin skirt to show a torn petticoat, and, perhaps, an odd pair of stockings what’s all holes, she might fancy herself, but I never should. I say if it must be a torn petticoat, put it on outside, and the satin skirt underneath, it would be less deceiving. Now, miss what was you thinking of wearing?”

Jane had not a delicate touch. She framed her inquiries with a directness which was a little appalling. I explained — to her satisfaction. She was even pleased to be enthusiastic.

“Now, if you could only wear them outside, and them wretched, shabby old dresses underneath, that would be something like. It’s a pity, miss, you can’t Things like them is not meant to be hidden. About them scarlet stockings. As it just happens, I’ve got a pair of scarlet shoes. They was given me by a lady friend for whom they was too large, and they’re a bit too big for me. But they’re about the shade; and I should think, with a little management, they might fit you.”

Some persons might resent such a remark as that. It did not sound complimentary. But I am too well aware that I am, in all respects, beyond the ordinary size of a woman, to be much affected by allusions to the fact. What I did not relish was the notion of getting into shoes which had been transferred from that lady friend to Jane. I wondered dimly what mamma and the girls would say, if it ever came to their ears that such a suggestion had been made. But Jane would listen to nothing. She seemed to have made up her mind to see me through — and see me through she would. Off she went to get those shoes.

So soon as she was gone I meditated a plan for preventing her return. I did not want her shoes, and I did not want her assistance either. I was beginning to be fearful that I should be a bigger fright with her aid than without it. Had there been a key in the door, it would have been easy. But there was not. My bedroom lacked a good many things, one of them being a means of securing it against intruders. It was at the top of the house, right away from the others, on the same floor as the servants’; so that Jane had but to slip through my door, and across to hers.

I did think of putting my foot against the door, and keeping her out like that; but it would have been a brusque method of proceeding, and might have hurt her feelings. After all, she meant well; and, as I have said, so few people ever did mean well towards me, that I found it exceedingly difficult to thwart them when the mood was on them.

Some minutes elapsed before Jane returned. When she did, I was really not in a condition of costume to offer effective resistance of any kind. Time was passing. Mr Hammond had emphasised his request that I would not keep them waiting, but that I would be ready at a quarter to seven; so I was beginning to make as much haste as I could. Besides, I had a sort of feeling that it might be just as well to get through, at least, the initiatory stages, before Jane appeared; her observations did lean so strongly towards the side of candour.

When she entered I was conscious of what I believe people call a qualm, though just what kind of qualm it was, I am not prepared to positively assert. She had not only in her hands a pair of scarlet shoes, but her arms were heaped up with what I had an intuitive perception were assorted specimens of her wardrobe. Did she propose to array me in her splendours? Was I to sally forth with five gentlemen to dinner in Jane’s attire? Were her clothes to flit from seat to seat in the Gaiety Theatre? Did she suppose that any of them would fit me; I was a head taller than she was? Her figure was what I should have described as weedy; I daresay she considered it elegant. My chest was as broad as a grenadier’s — horribly broad! Were not mamma and the girls intimately acquainted with nearly every article of clothing I possessed? Would they not instantly detect upon me the presence of an unaccustomed thing? Would not inquiries be promptly instituted as to where I got it from? Could I answer — Jane?

That she was totally without suspicion that such questions could be chasing each other through my bosom, her observations quickly showed.

“I think that, between us, miss, we shall make you look something like.”

I had no doubt of that whatever; it was that which racked me.

“It isn’t often that you do go out with five gentlemen, all at once, nor anyone else, for the matter of that; so that when you do go, it’s just as well that them five gentlemen should know that they’ve got someone with ’em as everyone was looking at.”

I was not so sure of that, by any means. Momentarily it was becoming clearer that Jane’s point of view was scarcely mine.

“A gentleman friend of mine, he likes colour — pink especial. He’d like to see me pink from head to foot, winter and summer, though for winter it always seems to me to be a trifle cool. I got that hat to suit him. Now, that’s what I call striking!” She held out the article in front of her. “If you try it on, you’ll find it’ll stand out on you. You try it on, Miss Norah.”

I try it on! — Jane’s hat! — That hat! A shiver went all over me, which was not caused by my being at the moment lightly clad. Fortunately, I was not compelled to go to quite those limits, there was a loophole for escape.

“You forget, Jane, that I shall not wear a hat, so I’m afraid it will be no use for me to try it on, especially as time is getting short. Though it’s awfully good of you to suggest it; I’m sure that in that hat I should look striking.”

I was sure. It was a pink silk article, of the picture variety, with a big brilliant pink bow ornamenting it in front, and a huge pink feather running round it, and then drooping over the side. If I went out with that on my head, even the omnibus drivers would make remarks.

Jane seemed to regret my unwillingness to try it on. Possibly, my disinclination to avail myself of her offer did not synchronise with her notions of feminine human nature.

“I was forgetting, miss, as how you could not wear a hat It seems a pity. I suppose it couldn’t be managed.”

“I am afraid not. You see, I could hardly wear it at dinner; and if I did, they wouldn’t let me into the theatre with it afterwards.”

She laid that nightmare in bilious pink on one side, with a sigh.

“It do seem a pity, it really do! In that hat you’d be noticeable if you was with fifty gentlemen, let alone with five.”

I was convinced of it. I told her so.

“It’s tremendously nice of you to wish to eke out my odds and ends with your lovely things, Jane; but all the same I know I shouldn’t do justice to them, and I think I’d better stick to what is my own.”

“And that’s where you’re wrong, miss — begging your pardon for saying so. Now, there’s a tricoloured sash. I got it when there was them patriotic goings on, me having a cousin in the militia what got invalided home owing to his drinking habits. That’s something like a sash, that is. You wear it over your shoulder like them Oddfellows — I had a uncle what was one till he got three months for knocking his wife about. After that he joined the Salvation Army for a change — and then you tie it round your waist, and let it hang. It’s a foot wide, and there’s seven yards of it, so there’s plenty for hanging. It would show off one of them shabby old dresses of yours, that it would.”

I realise the truth of this. Still — it was so very showy. The red hit you in the eye, the blue was another case of the wrong shade, the white, one could but hope, had seen whiter days. I could not see my way to imitating the Oddfellows and letting it hang. I broke it to her as gently as I was able.

“It is showy. Certainly no one could help noticing me if I did have it on.”

“I’d defy ’em.”

“So would I. But I’m thinking of wearing my black; and, do you know, Jane, I’m inclined to believe that the less colour I wear the better.”

“I believe in colour; it lights you up.”

“Yes; it lights you up, but it would make me flare. You see, you have such a much more delicate figure than I have.”

“I have been told that I’ve a delicate figure, and it’s no use my denying it. Still, I say this of colour — for everyone — it makes ’em stand out.”

“It does. You’re quite right. Especially a red, white, and blue sash. There’s not a doubt of it.”

“And what I say is, a woman wants to stand out, unless she’s a mere worm, and goodness knows that I’m no worm. The more she stands out the more she’s noticed — and, if she’s any opinion of herself, as she ought to have, notice is what she wants. Now here is something tasty — and full dress. That’s a opera cloak, that is, green silk with yellow stripes. That’s beaver trimming round the edges — real beaver. It’s a bit rusty here and there, but nothing to signify. I call it handsome. It was left to me by an aunt what died. She went about a good deal in society; her husband being a scene painter, and getting her orders for the theatre constant. Nights together she’d sit in the middle of the front row of the stalls in that very cloak, especially when business was a bit slack and they wanted the theatre to seem crowded as it were. Because, as I’ve been given to understand, people what pays won’t go to the theatre unless you can make ’em believe that they can’t get in. My aunt got to be known by that cloak. ‘ The lady with the green silk opera-cloak with yellow stripes and beaver trimming’ they used to speak of her as. I’ve only worn it myself two or three times, to dances and such like. Now it would set you off, that would. It’s a little short, perhaps, for you; but I’m told that they’re wearing them short just now.”

It would scarcely have covered my shoulders; but there was a good deal too much of it, for all that.

“Are they? You evidently are better posted in the fashions, Jane, than I am.”

“I take in two fashion-books myself — leastways, there are fashions in them — and see seven.”

“Do you? That explains it. It’s a wonderful cloak; but I have a cloak of my own, though it isn’t much of a one, and I really think I ought to wear it.”

“There’s no ought about it, if you’ll excuse my saying so. You can wear my opera cloak, if you like, miss, and welcome.”

“You’re very, very good, Jane. Suppose we wait till I have finished dressing, and then see how it goes.”

“Very well, miss; as you please. But there’s one thing you’ll have to wear, and that’s those scarlet shoes. You told me yourself that you’d a pair of scarlet stockings, but no shoes to match ’em; so, as far as wearing these goes, it’s a case of have to.” Apparently it was. The scarlet shoes in question never had been of first-rate quality, and they were not exactly new. It seemed as if the “lady friend” had given them a fair trial before handing them on to Jane. But they were still presentable, and, plainly, in Jane’s opinion, beyond the possibility of reproach. I had refused her hat, her sash, her cloak. I had not the heart to add her shoes to the list of my refusals, — at any rate, without giving them a trial. And it was soon made clear that Jane’s ideas on the subject of a trial were thorough. I got into the stockings, but getting into the shoes was quite a different thing. She pushed, and I pushed; but the scarlet shoes continued to show reluctance to make the acquaintance of my feet. As usual, she commented on the fact in her somewhat painfully plain-spoken fashion.

“Really, Miss Norah, you’ve got a man’s foot — you really have. Reminds me of a cousin of mine who always used to have his boots made specially for him, all on account of their saying that it took two pairs of anybody else’s boots to make him one. Used to work on a farm, he did, which, I have been told, causes the feet to spread.”

“I don’t believe, Jane, it is that which has extended mine!”

“It’s sure and certain something must have; because never before did I see so large a foot upon a lady’s leg, except my grandmother, what went off with dropsy, so that, when she died, her feet was like pumpkins. But these shoes have got to go on somehow, or else I’ll know the reason why.”

It was not necessary for her to institute any inquiry into recondite causes — the shoes went on. With difficulty, it is true, but still they went. And being on, they proved to be not so tight as they might have been — that is, considering. When I think of some of the shoes into which my feet have been compressed, Jane’s might have been regarded as almost loose. She regarded the fruits of her labours with an air of triumph.

“No mistake, you do fill them.”

“I do. It has been my unfortunate experience, on several occasions, to have filled my shoes a little too completely.”

“Can you walk in them?”

I stood up to try. I found that I could, at present. Whether, after having worn them for an hour or two, locomotion might not become more difficult, was another story altogether.

“I shouldn’t care to do a ten-mile tramp in them; but I think I can manage to do all the walking that’s likely to be required.”

If the principal pedestrian exercise which I was likely to have to undergo consisted in passing from seat to seat at the Gaiety Theatre, I ought to be equal to that Having once succeeded in getting me into her shoes, Jane became positively laudatory.

“They look a fair treat — they do that; what with the stockings and the shoes together. They’re such a perfect match; you couldn’t have matched ’em better, not if you’d gone to a shop to do it.” That was true enough. “And you’re well-shaped, even if you are an extra size.”

That also, from the bottom of my heart, I believed to be true; and, in my moments of most extreme despondency, I was wont to hug the conviction to my bosom. My feet might be large, but then I was large all over; they were not disproportionate; and I am almost convinced that, as Jane put it, they were well-shaped. Indeed, I will go further, and express my opinion that generally I am well-shaped. My limbs are as well moulded as any girl’s need be. I do not see why it should be such a tremendous drawback because the mould happened to be a little bit Titanic.

I bent down — I had to bend some distance — and I kissed Jane.

“You’re tremendously good to me, and I thank you awfully for lending me these very pretty shoes.”

To my amazement, she burst out crying!


CHAPTER XIV

A QUARTER TO SEVEN

AT a quarter to seven we were still in what I should describe as the throes. I daresay that sentence is not perfect English, but it is exactly what I mean; and, so long as you have that, what does it matter?

Jane had made such a mess of her crying, and I had found it so difficult to make out what the ridiculous creature was crying about; but it seemed that her young man had spoken to her with freezing coldness that very afternoon, and that, combined with the excitement of the discovery that, as she phrased it, I had put mamma’s and the girls’ noses “out of joint,” by walking off with their five young men — though you could hardly describe Major Tibbet as young — and the agitation occasioned her by my kissing her all of a sudden, had brought her to such a stage that she had to do it. So she did it, although, with all my heart, I wish she hadn’t.

Her tears, and my efforts to understand their why and their wherefore, confused things dreadfully. Some of my things we got on inside out and some we did not get on at all. When we came to my hair, it was awful. We spent about twenty minutes in getting it into a mess, and half-an-hour in getting it out; Jane’s ideas on the subject of hairdressing were so original, and, when it came to the point, quite impracticable. At last, when it seemed to me that it must nearly all have been torn out by the roots, and my scalp was sore all over, we were confronted by the fact that we had about two seconds in which to make a satisfactory job of it.

So then I took it in hand myself. I had had enough of Jane. I just gave it a twirl and a twist, and jabbed six hairpins into it, and it had to do. Jane’s opinion of the result was not enthusiastic.

“Well, miss, I can’t say I think much of it — that I can’t Looks as if you’d tried to make as little of it as you possibly could. In fact, you’ve screwed it that tight, it seems as if you hadn’t hardly any hair at all.”

“When one comes to think of the handfuls you’ve pulled out, Jane—”

“Miss Norah! I have not pulled out handfuls! It’s not fair to talk like that — that it’s not.”

“Then half-handfuls, if you prefer it, Jane. Just look at that heap of hair upon my dressing-table; quite recently it was all upon my head.”

“I’m sure, miss, I’m very sorry. I never thought you’d take it like this. I didn’t mean—”

“That’s all right, Jane. What do a few hairs, more or less, matter? For goodness’ sake, don’t start crying again. Help me on with my bodice; and don’t try to induce me to put my right arm into the left sleeve.”

As I have said, at a quarter to seven, we were still in the throes. It was a few seconds before that time when there came a loud rat-tat at the hall door. I quite jumped.

“There they are!” I cried; “and I’m not ready!”

“That you certainly are not, miss; nor nearly.”

“I don’t know about nearly. I only have to be done up this side, and put something round my neck, and get my gloves on; and then I shall be ready.” Jane surveyed me through her tear-dimmed eyes, screwing up her lips in a way she had.

“Well, miss, there’s ready and there’s ready. If I was going out to dine with five gentlemen, I shouldn’t think that I was nearly ready; not by a good deal, I shouldn’t. To me, considering, it don’t seem as if you had hardly got anything on.” There came some more hammering at the door; apparently those gentlemen were impatient.

“It’s no good talking like that now. You must go down and let them in. I shall have to manage.” Jane’s manner was a mixture of resignation and acidity.

“Very well, miss; as you please, miss. I’m sure I’ve done my best; I couldn’t do no more.”

I felt convinced of it as she retired. Indeed, I had rather she had done less. Scarcely had she disappeared than Audrey entered. I stared, expecting that she was going to favour me with a few candid criticisms. But no one could have been nicer.

“Well, child” — considering our relative sizes, the way in which they will persist in calling me child, is grotesque—” are you dressed for the great occasion? So Jane has been giving you the benefit of her assistance.”

There was a smile on her face which made me feel for Jane.

“It’s very good of her. She doesn’t seem to have much idea. She doesn’t pretend to be a lady’s maid; but she’s done her best.”

In a comprehensive sort of way, Audrey looked me up and down. I felt as if every one of my weak points was hitting her in the face.

“Candidly, Norah, you are a difficult child to dress. The mode and you will ever be at variance. You must have a mode of your own. You are like Michael Angelo’s statues — on the grand lines.”

“I don’t know why you need laugh at me. I can’t help it.”

“I’m not laughing. On the contrary, I’m not sure that if you were clothed, as you might be, that you wouldn’t be splendid.”

“Audrey!”

“But that is not an ideal dress for you; and you don’t seem as if you knew how to get into it, if it were. Come down to my room; let me add a touch or two to Jane’s.”

At that moment Jane returned.

“If you please, miss, them five gentlemen have come for you; and Mr Hammond’s compliments, and he hopes that you won’t keep them waiting.” Audrey looked at her quickly.

“Did Mr Hammond send that message?”

“Yes, miss; them was his own words.”

Audrey turned to me, with a laugh that was half in earnest “If I were you, Norah, I should return a message to Mr Hammond to the effect that he need not wait,”

I hesitated, then spoke:

“Thank you, Jane; there is no message.”

When we got into Audrey’s room — she was awfully particular about keeping it all to herself, scarcely letting me inside it twice a year — I thought, as I always did, how pretty it was, especially compared to mine — she said something which took me aback.

“Norah, I want to ask you a favour.” I stared at her askance. “Don’t suffer these gentlemen to be impertinent.”

“As if I should! Do you think they’d dare?”

“Child, don’t blaze. I don’t know what has got into men’s heads to make them mad; but I wouldn’t allow them to act as if you took their madness for granted. That message of Mr Hammond’s was not a very pretty one.”

“I will make him smart for it.”

“Do. A little smarting does some men much good.”

Her slender fingers, moving about me here and there, worked wonders with my appearance. She lent me ribbons, laces, those odds and ends which a girl must have if she wants to be finished properly. And they were just the proper odds and ends, the delicate trifles which cost such lots of money. As I saw her handiwork in the looking-glass, I perceived that she was making me quite presentable.

“I should like to take down your hair and do it all over again; but I’m afraid there isn’t time.”

“I’m sure there isn’t. I don’t want to keep them waiting.”

“My dear, you’re inexperienced. Don’t allow yourself to be influenced by any consideration of that kind; especially after the message which Mr Hammond permitted himself to request Jane to deliver. With some men, the worse you treat them, the better they treat you. “Tis true, ’tis pity; but pity ’tis, ’tis true.’ By the way, these gentlemen seem violently drawn towards you; are you equally drawn towards them?”

“Not I.”

“Not towards any one of them?”

“Not towards any one of them. Shall I tell you what I think of them? I think—”

“Ssh! I don’t think that, perhaps, you had better tell me what you think. It might be over — candid.” She smiled up at me in a way which made her look a perfect dream of loveliness. “Besides — they’re not all — ganders.”

“Basil Carter isn’t — at least, I never should have guessed it.”

“Nor I. It’s rather odd that we should be of the same mind upon that subject. There, now you look a little better; though, I tell you again, that you’re a difficult child to dress. Yet it might be worth one’s while to fashion for you a mode of your own. You are so — very splendid.”

“Audrey, I do wish that you wouldn’t laugh at me!”

“I repeat that I am not laughing. I don’t know, Norah O’Brady, if you are aware how excellent an opportunity you are about to have to show how badly you can behave. One girl — five men, each of them wishing the others were in Heaven. What a chance you’ll have of trampling on what they flatter themselves are their tenderest feelings. If you’re a sister of mine, trample on them, Norah, an you love me.”

“I’ll try.”

“At least, do try. Let me whisper in your ear. Above all, trample — with your heaviest tramp — on Basil Carter — not only on his feelings, but, if opportunity offers, on his very self. I’m much afraid that he’s the biggest gander of them all — and, Norah, I didn’t think so once.”


CHAPTER XV

TRAMPLING UPON FIVE

I CANNOT truthfully say that I felt exactly proud of myself as I marched down to the drawing-room. I met Eveleen coming up as I went down, and she looked flurried; then I met Lilian, and she looked more flurried still; and, lastly, at the foot of the stairs, mamma. Something told me that all three of them had been in the drawing-room to try to bring those men to a consciousness of shame. There was that in their bearing which hinted that they had not succeeded. Eveleen suggested a desire to shake me; Lilian an inclination to bite my nose off; and as for mamma, she received me in a state of fluster which spoke volumes.

“You understand, Norah, that I have forbidden you to disgrace me, and I forbid you again!”

I was just in a mood to melt, and had mamma adopted another tone, or even appealed to me to leave her Major Tibbet, I am nearly sure I should have melted. But when she spoke to me like that, of course, needles came out all over me, and I smiled as sweetly as I knew how.

“Disgrace you, mamma? Why it was not necessary to forbid me to do that. I am sure you have brought me up too carefully to think it.”

Somehow my soft answer did not seem to turn away mamma’s wrath.

“Don’t be impertinent, miss! I command you to go into that room and dismiss those men!”

“Certainly, mamma; if you will come with me.” She wavered, apparently she had just gone through a little passage in which she had been worsted.

“I will come with you, but no nonsense, mind; without any unnecessary words you will dismiss them at once and finally.”

I was just about to open the drawing-room door for mamma to enter, when Audrey came flying down the staircase. It certainly did seem, judging by the very first words she uttered, that she had been listening over the banisters.

“Norah, stop! Mamma, don’t be unreasonable. Let her go!”

Mamma stared. “Let her go! Alone! With those five men! — After the way in which they have behaved! Audrey, are you mad?”

“Really, mamma, to hear you talk one would think that none of us had ever been out with gentlemen alone. What harm will they do her? She’ll be as safe with them as she would with you. I’m sure they can be trusted. As the child says, she hasn’t had much fun; let her enjoy the streak that’s come her way. Now, Norah, in you go, and remember what I told you, trample on them for all you’re worth! And have a really good time, my dear! And, mamma, you come upstairs with me.”

She pulled me down to her, and kissed me. We were not a kissing family — most emphatically not among ourselves! And to be kissed by Audrey, at such a moment! It had almost the same effect on me which mine had on Jane; only fortunately I had more sense than she had, and could exercise some self-control.

Mamma went up the stairs with Audrey, as meek as a lamb — everybody gives in to Audrey — and I went into the drawing-room, conscious of a strong, and most unwonted disposition to be peacocky.

They rushed at me the moment I showed my nose inside the door — all five.

“You have kept us waiting,” began Mr Hammond. “I said at a quarter-to, sharp!”

“And with dinner ordered punctually at seven,” went on the Major. “And with fish which will resent an instant’s delay.”

I resolved to put a stop to that sort of thing at once. I waved them back with Audrey’s fan — she had lent me a beautiful black one, real lace. I felt equal to five thousand men at least, and quite capable of acting on the hint which she had dropped.

“Please don’t come so close. I don’t like being crowded.”

Mr Hammond proceeded to push the others back with his huge arms.

“Now, you fellows, you annoy Miss Norah!”

I caught his eye, and held it, in a fashion which, I fancy, caused him some slight embarrassment.

“Mr Hammond, you sent me a message by the maid.”

“A message? Really? Me? I may have done.”

“You expressed a desire that I should not keep you waiting. I do not wish to do so. Please don’t wait.”

“Miss Norah! — I — I don’t understand.”

“I say, please don’t wait. Shall I ask Mr Carter to ring for the maid to open the door?”

“Miss Norah!”

His jaw dropped open. He displayed such unmistakeable signs of confusion, as well as contrition, that I proceeded to forgive him, in my own way.

“I am not accustomed to being requested by gentlemen not to keep them waiting. Those whose acquaintance I care to have are only too glad to consider my convenience, they never dream of expecting me to consider theirs.”

It was a dreadful story. And a horrid thing to say as well. But Audrey’s words were in my ears, I was bent on trampling. I had been trampled on so long.

“So, if for any reason whatever you feel disposed to ask me to consider your convenience, pray say so at once, and Mr Carter will ring for the maid to open the door.”

Never was man more profusely apologetic. To see him cringing — it really amounted to cringing — was a novel sensation for me. Never had a man apologised to me before — at least, to the best of my recollection and belief.

“I am sure, Miss Norah, I beg ten thousand pardons. Nothing further from my mind than to consider myself, in any way; only too proud and happy to be allowed to consider you; quite a mistake if anything can have induced you to suppose the contrary. Fact is, I was thinking of the Major’s dinner.”

“The Major’s dinner? What about the Major’s dinner?”

“He ordered it at seven.”

“Did he? And how does that interest you?”

“It doesn’t — not at all! — not in the slightest! — not in the very least degree! — do assure you! Might I — might I venture to hope, Miss Norah, that you — you — you’ll do me the honour of accepting these few flowers?”

Thereupon they all came crowding round me again, each with a floral offering.

“Did I not ask you not to come too close? I do not care to be conscious of another person’s proximity.” They slunk back, like dogs before a whip. “I see, Mr Hammond, that you have camellias. I don’t like camellias. I think they’re vulgar. You might put them on the table. Nor do I care for stephanotis, I am obliged to you, Major Tibbet. Thank you, Mr Rumford, I have had some roses given me this afternoon, already. You might put them with the other flowers on the table. You are very good, Mr Purchase, but obviously Parma violets do not go with black. They suggest mourning. You can hardly wish me to go into mourning at the prospect of spending part of an evening with you. I am not sure, Mr Carter, that I care for lilies-of-the-valley either. They are not quite so bad as camellias, but they are a little wooden. Don’t you think so? Stay! Let me look at them. After all, they do go with black. Perhaps I will wear them, since there is nothing else to wear.”

Even in my then mood it did seem incredible that they should endure my impertinence — worse, my ingratitude — and never show a sign of resentment. But something seemed to tell me that I might say and do exactly what I pleased, and they would still crouch at my feet, ready to endure anything rather than that I should not notice them at all. I was beginning, already, to under stand what it is which makes a woman love the sense of power, the consciousness of being able to do as she likes with men. As is the case, I have heard, with some beggars on horseback, I was disposed to ride my steed for all it was worth, with cruel and scandalous disregard of the possibility of the poor brute’s breaking down upon the road.

Pulling Mr Carter’s carefully - arranged little nosegay to pieces I tossed some of the lilies aside and pinned the rest against my bodice — the five watching me with a queer sort of speechlessness, which nearly moved me to laughter.

“Now, let me understand what the programme is for this evening. Aren’t we to have some dinner?”

Major Tibbet held both hands out in front of him as he replied:

“I have ordered dinner at the King’s Restaurant — a sumptuous dinner, Miss Norah — at seven — exactly! It is already a quarter past — it will be spoilt!”

“Will it? Then we will dine elsewhere.”

“Dine elsewhere?”

“Certainly. Where we are not likely to encounter black looks, and excuses, because we choose to be a little late.”

“But — I shall have to pay in any case.”

“Shall you? Mr Rumford, where do you propose that we shall dine?”

He displayed a feeling for his fellow of which I chose to show myself incapable.

“Well, Miss Norah, I gathered that the Major had arranged to dine at the King’s.”

“At seven. But we can’t eat a seven-o’clock dinner at half-past; we want to have something fit to eat. Have you nothing, Mr Hammond, to suggest?”

“I suggest, Miss Norah, what you suggest — absolutely. Entirely in your hands — only too delighted.”

“And you, Mr Purchase, what do you say?”

“I would remind you, Miss Norah, that you accepted Major Tibbet’s invitation to dine at the King’s.”

“Indeed! When you are a little older, Mr Purchase, you will learn that women sometimes change their minds.” He was about ten years older than I was, and had perhaps had ten times as much experience; but those were trifles light as air. “Are you void of ideas, Mr Carter?”

“You must dine at the King’s Restaurant, Miss Norah.”

“Must? You use rather an odd word. Must?”

“Perhaps I had better have said that you will dine at the King’s Restaurant, Miss Norah. Having made an engagement, a lady keeps it.”

After the way in which he — indeed, in which they all — had behaved, the idea of his talking to me like that was good. Taking no notice of him, whatever, I crossed to Mr Hammond.

“You appear to be the most agreeable and obliging person present. Will you give me some dinner at Dupont’s? I never have dined at Dupont’s, but have often thought that I should like to.”

“Too charmed — only too charmed!”

“Thank you so much. These gentlemen can dine with Major Tibbet at the King’s, where we’ll hope that they’ll enjoy their meal.”

I took the arm which Mr Hammond offered, and the others came rushing to the front. Mr Carter, in particular, was most eloquent.

“Miss Norah, what have we done that you should desert us? You promised that you would be our guest — our co-guest.”

I put into my voice and words as much impertinence as I possibly could.

“I like your manners so little that I really cannot fancy you as one of my hosts, Mr Carter.”

“I only ventured to remind you that you had accepted—”

“No excuses, or explanations; I dislike both. If I consent to still suffer you near me, please understand that to-night I am above the law. My whims are to be paramount; my most transitory wish your chief desire. I may change my mind a hundred times; each time you’re at once to change yours too. Nor are you to so much as hint that I was ever in another mind. It does not follow because I tell Mr Hammond that I’ll dine with him at Dupont’s that I will — or that I’ll dine at all. In five minutes I may be in fifty moods. If you desire to question any one of them, please do not inflict your company on me. It is not the manner which I care for in a host of mine. Mr Hammond, at the present moment I am disposed to dine with you at Dupont’s. If these gentlemen choose, and know how to behave, it may be that they can dine there too.”

I went out of the room on Mr Hammond’s arm. The others came after us, with faces which were a little black. It was just possible that Major Tibbet was thinking of the bill which he would have to pay for the uneaten dinner at the King’s Restaurant. I have heard that for quite ordinary repasts their charges were enormous. Under the circumstances it could not have been pleasant for him to reflect that he had commanded them to do their very best.


CHAPTER XVI

THE DINNER WHICH FAILED

IT was rather a shock to discover that I was expected to travel with those five men in an omnibus. It was one of the private sort, and there were two men in livery; but it was an omnibus. I quite started when I got outside the front-door and saw it there.

“Dear me!” I exclaimed. “Am I supposed to ride in an omnibus? I can’t bear omnibuses.”

Mr Hammond was inclined to stammer.

“It’s — it’s — it’s a private omnibus.”

“Is it? How interesting. Am I intended to consider that fact interesting? Was I expected to take it for granted that I should be required to ride in a public omnibus, among the penny fares?”

Mr Hammond was inclined to stammer still more.

“Fact is, six rather awkward number — never heard of a carriage that would hold them all.”

“Two might have gone on the box, or even three. Then there is such a thing as a coach. A coach holds six.”

“Coach and four?”

“Or even a coach and three, if four was considered extravagant.”

“Idea of coaching to dinner in town never struck me. Don’t know why. Sporting notion — very. Afraid it would take some time to get one now.”

“Since you were so careless as not to have one ready, I cannot possibly wait while you repair your negligence. I must endeavour to make the best of your private omnibus.”

It is some distance from Kensington to Dupont’s Restaurant — which is, of course, in Regent Street — so that it took some time to drive. I do not know what kind of thing those five men had been looking forward to, but it was some satisfaction to feel that I was making each one of them about as uncomfortable as he could be made. I was in a pretty mood — I really was. It was amazing that they did not get out in a body, and leave me to occupy that omnibus all by myself. I had heard of what men will endure from some women. I had an object-lesson then. I knew, somehow, that it made no difference how I treated them. They would still be my humble, obedient, devoted slaves. When a girl has that feeling, for the very first time, it is a little tempting.

I decided that they were not a bad good-looking crowd. No girl need be ashamed of being seen with them. Mr Carter and Mr Purchase were distinctly handsome — though they were looking glum. Walter Hammond was not so bad, though he was lanky. As he would himself have phrased it, there was a sporting something about him of the right sort. Then his clothes fitted him as mine never would fit me; and when he had his eyeglass in his eye he looked quite striking. Mr Rumford was a trifle puffy, and he suggested trade — though nothing quite so bad as Aunt Jane’s Jalap. But then he was so plainly redolent of money that he passed muster. And then Major Tibbet was obviously someone — if only because he looked such a little horror.

Conversation languished. That was owing to me. When we had gone some distance Mr Rumford took out his watch.

“I am afraid we shall be late for the theatre. Piece begins at eight. Half-past seven now.”

“I presume that we have reserved seats. As they will be retained for us it doesn’t matter what time we occupy them.”

“Quite so — only, it disturbs the audience going in in the middle of the piece.”

“Really?”

That remark, from me, put a period to that topic. It made it so clear that to me it was a matter of the most complete indifference whether the audience was, or was not, disturbed. As a rule, I think it is horrid for people to come in late — so ill-bred — it upsets everyone. But I had a point of view for that night only.

I made another observation, when it seemed that you could have cut with a knife the silence which ensued.

“Is this a funeral party? Has the weight of our feelings made us dumb? Can’t any of you say something?”

That kind of remark always afflicts people’s tongues with a sort of paralysis. I was perfectly well aware of it. That was why I made it. They stumbled through some idiotic efforts to clothe with words ideas which they did not happen to possess just then. Then I created a diversion.

“I believe I would rather not dine at Dupont’s. I think I’ve heard stories about it which show that it is not quite the place for ladies. It seems strange that Mr Hammond should have made the suggestion.”

“Excuse me, Miss Norah, the suggestion—”

“Yes?”

I knew that he was about to say that it came from me. But I stopped him in time. Then he stopped himself — rather neatly.

“The suggestion — was — only a suggestion.”

“It is a pity that it got even as far as a suggestion. Can you not tell us of some place, Mr Rumford, where it’s respectable?”

“They feed you decently at the Imperial.”

“Then by all means let us go where they feed you decently.”

So we descended at the Imperial Hotel. We asked for a private room. There was an entrance hall, with a good many people in it. As we passed through we roused rather a sensation. I do not think that the women admired me — they could not possibly like my dress, nobody could, and there was nothing else about me to like — but on some of the men I believe I made an impression, of rather a peculiar kind. Of course I never looked at any of them. A lady never looks at a strange man. I hope I never should forget myself to that extent. But I noticed them all the same; and they all of them looked at me, in some cases in a somewhat singular way. Some of them had ladies with them; and in those cases I was convinced that the ladies — who were a thousand times better dressed than I was, and were so much prettier — did not entirely relish the manner in which their attendant cavaliers were eyeing me. And I suspected that my five men did not altogether like it either; so that it was rather amusing on the whole.

The dinner was not a complete success. I really could not say it was, especially at the beginning. To commence with, Mr Purchase and Mr Carter did not put in an appearance in that private room for two or three minutes after us, and I had a kind of persuasion that they had remained behind to say a few words to two gentlemen who had regarded me with marked attention. When they came Mr Purchase looked red and Mr Carter white. I wondered what had passed, and should have liked to have made inquiries. But at the moment I did not see how I could do so with appropriate delicacy.

There seemed to be a spirit of mischief in that private room which was bent on setting us at cross purposes. They showed a tendency to snap at each other’s noses, which, remembering that I was the only lady present, was not nice manners; though, of course, it had its entertaining side. An imposing personage — a manager, or head waiter, or something — had followed us into the room, and with a tablet in his hand, stood prepared to take our orders, which it seemed that nobody was quite prepared to give. There was a general disinclination to order the various dishes which together go to make a dinner, which was slightly embarrassing, and was the cause of some little discussion. Under the circumstances, I cannot see how the imposing personage was to blame for taking the matter a good deal out of their hands. Even if he did it with a certain air of deference to me, I cannot admit that he ignored them altogether, or that he drew up the plan of a dinner in which they were not suffered to have a voice. Therefore when, having completed the order for the meal, he withdrew, I was astonished to hear the remarks of which he was the subject. Major Tibbet drew himself to his full height — which, after all, is not much — blew his nose — which I do not believe required blowing — and flourished his handkerchief — which was of salmon-coloured silk — in the air.

“Fellow’s too big for his place!”

To my surprise the others followed in a chorus which pointed to their being, for the first time, in agreement with the Major.

“A good deal too big,” declared Mr Rumford; “and he forgets his place.”

“Too much mouth,” was Mr Hammond’s cryptic utterance. “Wants riding on the snaffle.”

Mr Purchase’s comment was easier to understand; and, perhaps, on that very account, more acidulated.

“Some of the jacks-in-office you meet in places of this sort are insufferable.”

Mr Carter echoed him, with an addition of his own. “The amazing part of it is the way in which they are suffered.”

“But,” I observed, with all the innocence at my command, “why are you finding fault with him? I thought him most attentive.”

“There is such a thing,” returned the Major, seesawing himself on his toes and heels in a way I hate, “especially in a fellow in his position, as being too attentive.”

“But I thought that it was the special business of persons in his position to be attentive, that that was what they were there for, and that the more attentive they were the better.”

“There are ways and ways of being attentive, Miss Norah.”

This was Mr Carter. He looked really angry. I had not a notion why.

“I rather liked his way,” I said.

I could see that words were trembling on Mr Cartels lips. The five exchanged glances, the meaning of which was beyond my comprehension. The door opened; in came the imposing personage followed by two of his understrappers. Mr Carter looked him full in the face.

“You needn’t wait.”

The personage seemed surprised, as was not unnatural.

“Pardon me, sir, I am the manager of the private rooms.”

“I say that you need not wait.”

“Very well, sir, as you please; but I am no waiter.”

Yet he acted as if he were a waiter, which did seem a little impertinent. But he managed with such dexterity, that, without an actual scene, it would have been difficult to keep him out of the room.

People in his position nearly always are goodlooking, after a fashion of their own, which is a fashion I detest. As regards looks he was certainly up to the average of his kind; indeed, I should have said a good deal above it, only the expression of opinion would not have been popular just then. He was an enormous man, perhaps six foot three or four, with tremendous width across the chest, and the most magnificent moustache. It was the finest moustache I had ever seen, and curled up at the ends in a way which made you keep on wondering how he did it. He had fair hair which curled naturally, and was parted in the middle, and the bluest eyes. Of course he was a German; and when you paused to think that his compatriots could afford to allow such a man as he was to go abroad and be a waiter, and never notice his absence, then you began to understand how it is that Germany bids fair to take her stand in the highest places.

At the same time, his conduct did make the position seem a trifle strained, even more strained than it would have been without him, which was saying something. He might call himself the manager of the private rooms; but, despite Mr Carter, he succeeded in combining with his management a good deal of personal attention to me, — and that with an air which reminded me irresistibly of the shop-walker and the barber; and which I saw quite plainly brought my own five men nearly to the boiling point For my own part, I do not care what I eat. But when I am eating I do not like to feel that at any moment plates may be thrown about. I had the feeling throughout that dinner. A note of discord was in the air, in fact, several notes. My companions grumbled at all the dishes, regardless of my presence. They reviled the meal as a whole, and in its several parts, declining to admit that it had a single redeeming feature. One is bound to confess that that private room manager’s demeanour was in striking contrast to that of his guests. They did nearly everything, short of throwing things at his head. He, on the other hand, was imperturbability itself; to me, the soul of politeness. And though he looked as if he could have knocked all their heads together, he listened to the nasty things they said — and they said some nasty ones — with a smile which never faltered for a single second.

The climax came with the bill. Major Tibbet approached the subject in a style which I had not supposed was customary when a lady was present.

“I suppose we are going to the theatre; and its certainly no use our lingering over this travesty of a Christian meal. I must apologise to you, Miss Norah, for what you have suffered; but I trust you will do me the justice to admit that the fault is hardly mine.”

“Thank you; I have enjoyed my dinner very much.”

“Dinner? You call it dinner? Really, Miss Norah, you allow your goodness of heart to carry you too far. I don’t know which was worse, the food itself, the way in which it was prepared, or the service.”

They followed one after the other.

“The service in particular was bad.”

“Shocking. Never saw worse. Stable boy could have done better.”

“Perhaps we have been unfortunate in our attendants.”

“There is no perhaps in the case. We have been.”

Then came my postscript.

“I thought the service excellent.”

“To have pleased madame is very much.”

That manager of the private rooms favoured me with a bow and a smile, for which — from the expression of their countenances — I should scarcely have been surprised if they had attacked him tooth and nail. The Major spluttered.

“I suppose there is something to pay — though we have had practically nothing. Waiter,” — with an accent on the “waiter,”— “let us know at once what there is to pay.”

The personage retired, presently to return with a document which he placed before the Major. The Major’s face at sight of it was a study.

“What! This! For such a meal! Monstrous, absolutely monstrous! Rank robbery, nothing else.” He passed the document round the table. By each it was commented on with equal freedom, which was nice for me, who had consumed the repast to the charge for which my hosts objected to with so much vigour. The imposing personage’s attitude made it even nicer.

“These gentlemen object to the bill?”

“Object? I should think we do object. We object very much to being robbed.”

“If these gentlemen do not wish to pay the bill they need not. We shall not try to make them, not at all. We will make them a present of the food, the wine, the service, everything. Only — they will not be served in the house again.”

That, as I have said, was the climax. The bill was paid. My hosts did not propose to allow themselves to be regarded as recipients of charity. That manager of the private rooms showed, as I quitted the apartment, that his temper was still unruffled.

“Madame will permit that I offer her a flower.” He held out a white rose. I placed it among Basil Carter’s lilies-of-the-valley. I sincerely trusted that Audrey had never seen such an expression on Mr Carter’s face. To me it looked like murder.


CHAPTER XVII

THE BROWN MAN

I WAS enjoying myself pretty fairly, taking it altogether. I wished I was better dressed. It made me wild to see women in such lovely things. Not that I envied them their clothes. I can safely say that about a good many of them, that was all there was to envy; and, after all, clothes are not quite everything. But it was disgusting that I should be so dowdy. And the consciousness was forcing itself on me momentarily more and more, that Jane’s shoes were tight, even for shoes. Still, there were alleviations. It was not so unpleasant as one might think, to feel that five grown men were hanging on your skirts — even if they were not in the latest fashion — as if it was painful to be more than a yard or so away from you. The ill-concealed fury with which they resented the interest which I roused in the breasts of other men was not without its amusing side.

There could be no doubt that I did arouse interest, not the very slightest. As we passed through the hall to the omnibus — that undignified vehicle! — I accidentally dropped Audrey’s fan — at least, almost accidentally. I ought not to have dropped it, because it was a lovely fan, and it was awfully good of Audrey to lend it me, and it might have been damaged by the fall. But it was not; it fell on the carpet, and was not hurt a bit. And I could not help but drop it. The men of the hall looked at me in one kind of queer way, and the women looked at me in another, so I felt bound to try an experiment; and down went the fan.

The result was most surprising. In an instant every male creature there came rushing to pick it up, guests and attendants. It was so odd; and not the least odd part of it was the faces of the women. I doubt if some of them had ever been more astonished in their lives before, or angrier. For every one of them to be deserted, without a moment’s warning, for a dowdily-dressed girl’s fan — and, oh dear! I did not need their critical glances to tell me I was dowdy — was a trifle marked. There was quite a scramble to pick up Audrey’s fan. It ran more risk of being damaged in the scrimmage than by the fall.

“I am sorry to give you all so much trouble,” I murmured.

But they did not seem to mind in the least They appeared, if anything, to like it The fan was returned to me by a man who was really better-looking than that manager of the private rooms — at least, in my opinion. And he had as fine a moustache, though there was not such an ostentatious quantity of it, and it stood out straight at either end in the daintiest way. He was what I should call a brown man, with a pair of eyes which positively laughed at you. He had on a white waistcoat, which fitted him like a glove, and was both a dandy and a man.

He stood in front of me, with Audrey’s fan in his hand, and something in his eyes which sent a thrill all over. I fancy it must have been because he looked so masterful.

“It is very good of you to take so much trouble. I am very awkward.”

“I am very fortunate.”

That was all he said. I do not think I ever heard a more musical voice in a man. With a graceful movement of his handsome head he handed me the fan. But he did not move. And, somehow, I did not seem to mind his continuing to stand there with his eyes looking into mine. But my escort did. The Major began to fuss.

“Now, are we going to that theatre or are we not? Because, if we are, we shall have to make haste if we want to get there before the piece is over.”

The procession continued towards the door, the men giving way to let us pass, following me with their eyes in a manner which was pronounced. I was conscious that the women also were following me with their eyes, in a manner which was equally pronounced, in an entirely different sense. I knew they were picking me to pieces, failing to see anything in me of any sort or kind, and disapproving of me most heartily. But I was also aware that the brown man was coming after us towards the door. As we were climbing into the omnibus he stood on the top of the steps, out in the open street, and watched us. When Mr Hammond told the coachman to drive to the Gaiety Theatre I felt sure he heard. He gave a little inclination of his head as we drove off which as good as said he did.

In the omnibus the atmosphere was not less charged with electricity than it had been before. Indeed, I should have said that it even more inclined to give off sparks. As soon as we had started, Mr Carter observed, with his very sweetest air:

“There seem to be a great many impertinent persons about to-night.”

I knew he had the brown man in his mind’s eye. He had glared at him throughout.

“One does meet impertinent persons sometimes. Occasionally one even goes out with them.”

He looked as if he could have said a good deal, but he managed to refrain. The others, apparently, were warned by his fate; they joined him in an ominous silence. So I went on sweetly:

“What a handsome man that head-waiter was, wasn’t he? And wasn’t he big? I couldn’t see what fault you had to find with him, I thought he was most attentive; and it was nice of him to give me this rose. One values small attentions from persons in his position.”

I thought that that most innocent remark would have had the effect of a lighted match dropped into a barrel of gunpowder. But I was mistaken. They all, with one accord, persisted in saying nothing at all. I knew that they thought the more. Still, their dumbness had an effect which was disconcerting. I was just beginning to wonder if I was to spend the evening in the society of a company of deaf-mutes, when a remark from Mr Hammond loosed their tongues in earnest.

“By the way, about sitting in the theatre, you’ll sit with me first, won’t you, Miss Norah? Now say you will?”

Mr Rumford interposed, before I could reply:

“That sort of thing is contrary to our agreement, Mr Hammond, entirely contrary. Personal appeals were expressly forbidden. We arranged the order in which the sitting was to be; and by that arrangement you undertook to stand.”

“That’s all very well, but according to that arrangement she was to sit first with you.”

“Precisely. Which makes my astonishment the greater that you should attempt to upset it.”

“And afterwards with Purchase.”

Then came Mr Purchase’s turn.

“Quite so; after sitting for twenty minutes with Mr Rumford.”

“And then with Carter.”

“Perfectly correct” This Mr Carter. “Unfortunately, Miss Norah, I have not been able to get another box. So we have agreed that I shall remain outside Purchase’s box while he enjoys your company, and that then he shall go down to Mr Rumford’s stall when my turn comes.”

“There promises to be a good deal of transferring,” I observed. “Something like not having more than one dance with a single partner.”

“And afterwards,” continued the injured Mr Hammond, “Miss Norah is to sit with Tibbet.”

“And I shall be only too charmed to have her,” simpered the Major. “Better late than never. Only unluckily, Miss Norah, I’m in an almost worse plight than Mr Carter, inasmuch as I have only succeeded in procuring two seats, in what, I am given to understand, is called the upper circle — wretched places in the clouds.”

“They’re not seats in which a lady ought to be asked to sit, certain fact.”

“Then,” suggested Mr Rumford, “when it is the Major’s turn, you might let him have your two stalls.”

“Capital notion, Mr Rumford, excellent. I am sure that Mr Hammond will be only too delighted.” Mr Hammond might be delighted, but he did not show it. He preferred to air a grievance which evidently lay heavy on his mind.

“What I have to say is this. When we made the arrangement you’re all so keen about, it was understood that we should be in the theatre by eight. But it’s now past nine.”

“We are hardly to blame for that.”

“Don’t say you are — don’t say anyone’s to blame, — only stating a fact. But as things are, it comes to this — that, by the time you’ve all had your turns, the performance will be over, and then where shall I be? That’s what I want to know.”

“A bargain is a bargain, Mr Hammond; and when one is signed and sealed one generally has to adhere to it.”

“It may be a bargain for you, Rumford, but don’t call it a bargain for me. The entire arrangement was based on the presumption that we should be in the theatre at eight o’clock, and, as we’re not, then the whole thing falls to the ground.”

“An astounding proposition, Mr Hammond! A most astounding proposition!”

Then they all began to talk at once, in tones which did not suggest that they would quickly arrive at a clear and amicable common understanding. It struck me that it was about time for me to say a word. So I said one.

“It seems to me, if I may be allowed to speak — and I really don’t care to hear people bawling in an omnibus, at least not more than two or three at once, unless I am first permitted to get out — I say that it seems to me that you are drawing up the programme of how I am to spend the evening without the slightest reference to my wishes. So far as I understand I am to be passed round and round the theatre, as if I were an old shoe, in a sort of game of hunt-the-slipper.”

“Say, rather, like some priceless jewel, which each desires to regard — though only for a few fleeting moments — as his own.”

“That may sound prettier, Mr Purchase, but the idea does not appeal to me, and I’m not fond of trotting in and out of stalls and boxes.”

“But the arrangement was made, Miss Norah.”

“Really, Mr Carter, you seem to have arrangements on the brain. Have I not already told you that I care nothing for arrangements, whether made or unmade? You are taking me to the theatre at a ridiculously late hour. I cannot understand why you went through the farce of asking me to go if you did not propose to get me there before the performance was over. I exceedingly dislike arriving after the piece has commenced. The least you could do was to manage matters so as to ensure that I didn’t.”

The pause which followed was instinct with the silence of speechlessness. The audacity of my method of presenting the case took those five men’s breath away. I looked into each of their faces with a look which dared them to contradict me. And none of them dared. It was delicious. The idea that if I chose to say that black was white I could induce normally reasonable people to refrain from, at anyrate openly, attempting to demonstrate the contrary was a novel one. Yet I could not but feel that such a power might become dangerous if it were carried too far. It would not be pleasant for persons to be compelled to regard chalk as cheese.

I was not, however, disposed to consider that I had carried that power too far as yet So I continued my observations in a strain which was intended to impress them with my conviction that I was the injured party.

“Since, owing to your curious method of managing affairs, so much of the evening has been already wasted, all that remains is for you to do your utmost to enable me to enjoy those portions of the performance which we may still be in time to see.”

“That is our one desire, Miss Norah; our one desire!”

“If that is the case then you will not consider yourselves at all, you will only consider me.”

“How are we to do that, Miss Norah?

“By observing my wishes.”

“What — wh — what are your wishes?”

The question was asked with a faltering intonation which spoke volumes.

“They are very simple. It is plain that we cannot all sit together. It is equally plain that you cannot agree as to how the division is to be effected. I will solve the difficulty by telling you what are my own wishes in the matter. If you have any regard for me, whatever, you will observe them. Mr Purchase will sit in the stalls with Mr Hammond; Mr Carter with Mr Rumford; Major Tibbet will have his two seats in the upper circle to himself, and I will occupy the box — alone.”

My proposal was not greeted with any greater warmth than I expected. I never saw five blanker looking faces.

“Miss Norah, you’re not — you’re not — very complimentary to us all.”

“I did not intend to be. I did not know you brought me out to pay you compliments.”

“You’ve hit the nail in pointing out that you ought to consider the box as yours, and only yours. That’s right enough. We’re pretty idiots not to have seen it all along. But mayn’t some of us come up and talk to you now and then?”

“I’d rather you didn’t You might spoil my enjoyment of what was taking place upon the stage.”

“Miss Norah!”

“However, I have no desire to enjoy myself at your expense. So, when we reach the theatre, you go to your seats — and ask the coachman to drive me home.”

As it happened, just then we reached the theatre. The door of the omnibus was opened, and, almost before I knew it, I was being handed out of it on to the pavement It was all done so quickly that I really had no time to remonstrate. Still less to carry the trampling process to a further stage. Those five men had more ways of obtaining their own ends than one might suppose. And when a brougham dashed up, and the brown man sprang out of it, almost within a couple of feet of where I was standing, in a manner of speaking I lost my head completely.


CHAPTER XVIII

BEFORE THE CURTAIN

THERE is more depth in a man than one might imagine. I am not sure that that is exactly what I mean, but then I do not know how to describe just what I do mean; it sometimes is so difficult. One thing is certain, that a man does keep his presence of mind, and that not always in a manner which he has any reason to consider creditable. I am not able to state what happened with so much clearness as I should wish, or, indeed, with any clearness at all. Under the circumstances, to expect lucidity from me is out of the question. I know that I lost my presence of mind. I have a vague impression that during the time I was wholly without it, I was hurried somewhere, by some one, in a manner which was beyond my comprehension. When I regained it, at least in part — for I never did altogether during the entire remainder of that evening; that I do most solemnly assert — I was in a seat, with a stage in front of me, on which something was going on, and people all round me, who were apparently in a state of dissatisfaction with someone, about something.

Voices were saying behind me:

“Sit down in front!”

I looked, and there, actually, was Walter Hammond settling himself in a seat at my side. A gentleman on the other side of him leant forward and said:

“I don’t know if you’re aware that you’ve trodden on my hat, sir.”

Mr Hammond’s manner did not betray the mental disturbance which his reply suggested.

“Frightfully sorry! Delighted to provide you with another, sir!”

I was lost in amazement as to how I had come to be where I was; above all, how he had come to be there too. Where were the four? How was it that they had calmly acquiesced in my being whipped off from underneath their very noses? Where was the brown man, and everything? Some observations from Mr Hammond threw a little light upon the matter, but not much.

“Very neatly done — the riding did it — bad starters — left them at the post — romped in before they knew we’d begun to make the running.”

“Where,” I inquired, “are the others? And how is it that, after what I have just now been saying, I find myself here?”

“Question of jockeyship, Miss Norah. Good seat in the saddle — quick hands — made up my mind you and I should be snug together.”

“I wish to understand,” I began.

“Will you pardon my pointing out to you, madam, that a lady is singing on the stage?”

Hardly had I opened my mouth than this remark, or question, or whatever it was intended for, was addressed to me by a woman who occupied the seat upon my left. There was not much of her, but she made up in acidity — or it seemed as if she did — what she lacked in size. The undressed portion of her — which was disproportionately large — was covered with jewels. She looked to me to be about fifty, though, I daresay, she would have given her age as thirty-five. Being spoken to in such a fashion by a perfect stranger, and such a shrimp of a thing, precipitated me back into the condition of mental confusion from which I had just been emerging. When I myself get to a theatre early, and am enjoying the performance, I hate people to come in late. And when to that offence they add the capital crime of talking out loud, or even in an audible whisper — and there is a certain sort of whisper which is almost more audible than a shout — I sometimes ask myself why they were not drowned when they were young. In a mazy sort of mist I was disposed to wonder if other people could possibly be asking themselves the same question about me. I became hazily conscious that I was an object of general attention. People were murmuring among themselves. I even suspected the performers on the stage of regarding me with a malevolent eye.

It was a painful situation. I could not stand up and explain to the audience that it was not my fault I had entered in such a whirlwind fashion, apparently in the very middle of a song. I could not tell them that if I had had my way I should not have been there at all. Still less could I rise up, then and there, and march straight out again. All I could do was sit still, and burn.

On the other hand, Mr Hammond showed not the slightest sign of discomfiture. I was not only aware that he was smiling in a most significant manner, but he went so far as to allow himself to touch me with the point of his elbow, nudged me, in fact, with it in the side. And he said:

“Gay old kicker.”

I do not pretend to be versed in stable slang, but it was impossible to suppose that the phrase conveyed a compliment, especially as a reference from a gentleman to a lady of ripened years — I should not have been surprised if she had been more than fifty. Unfortunately, the reference was as obvious as it was audible. I felt my next-door neighbour draw herself up in a way which made a creepy-crawly feeling go all over me. I looked at her with what was intended to be an air of deprecation, and an intimation that I was in no way to be confounded with that dreadful Walter Hammond. And as I did so I became conscious that on the other side of her was a man — an old man, a very old man, and, also, I am afraid, a wicked old man. He was big and bald, with a red face, a weedy, white moustache, and an expression which I should describe as a mixture of ferocity, depravity, and — though I am reluctant to write it — drink. — Picture my sensations when — as I turned to the little woman, who, I fear, poor thing, was his wife; before I really realised his presence, or how he was staring at me with his great eyes: and, emphatically, before I had the dimmest suspicion of what he was about to do — he winked at me — positively winked, not once, nor twice, but thrice — ostentatiously, without the least attempt at concealment The little woman did not catch him in the act; goodness only knows what would have happened if she had. What he meant by it, or what he took me for, I have not the faintest notion. I was beginning to wonder what everyone took me for. Although I know my face became as red as fire, I went cold all over. Just then the singing on the stage ceased, people broke into applause. In the midst of their clapping I became aware that Walter Hammond was addressing me in a strain which as nearly as possible deprived me of the small remainder of my breath.

Whether, under any circumstances, a reasonable being would have supposed that that was a proper place, or a fitting moment, to enter on a subject of the kind, I cannot say, but, considering that, to all intents and purposes, we were strangers, and how he had treated me in the days gone by — not to speak of the way in which he had behaved to Eveleen — his doing so, then and there, was — well, beyond anything. I was so bewildered, and the people made such a noise, and he had such a queer way of expressing himself, that at first I did not understand what he was after.

“Don’t believe in entering a filly unless you mean running her to win.” I repeat that I have no pretension whatever to an acquaintance with the language of the turf; so that if there is anything muddled about his metaphors as I repeat them, I presume that the fault is mine. “If I had my way should always penalise entries which weren’t on the job. Whenever I’m in I’m there to win. That’s me, Miss Norah, straight I’m no mole — always do what I do do out in the open — no burrowing for me. When I go for a mark, I aim for all I’m worth. Same with a girl. Mayn’t seem like a marrying man — have been told I’m like a cock, hard to bag. As girls go, small wonder they only bag crocks. But when I’m in for marriage, I mean getting there — there’s no stopping me — foul riding couldn’t do it — and there’s no fear of foul riding from you, because you’re different from any girl I ever met Miss Norah, I love you!”

As ill luck would have it the applause died away just as he uttered those words — and just as I was approaching the dumfounded stage. An encore had been conceded; the singer was preparing to re-commence, when Mr Hammond delivered himself of that paralysing piece of information in a tone of voice which had been designed to reach my ears in spite of the din, and which rose above the sudden silence in a sort of roar. In consequence, those fatal words—” Miss Norah, I love you!” — must have been heard all over the stalls, by nearly everyone in the pit, and by goodness knows who else besides. It was delightful for me. I should have liked to have sunk into the ground. A voice came from somewhere at the back — a vulgar voice.

“You’re quite right, sir; and so say all of us; we all love Norah.”

Giggles came from every side. Regardless of what I felt, that extraordinary man did not seem to care in the least what anybody thought of him. Merely dropping his voice a tone or two, he actually went straight on:

“Never mind those beggars — time’s precious — must make the running while you can. I say, Miss Norah, that I love you.”

A gentleman in the row of stalls behind us leant forward, thrusting his head between Mr Hammond’s and mine, and observed — think of it! — 

“We have heard you say so once already, sir. Would you mind postponing the repetition of the statement till after the singer has finished. We are waiting to hear the song?”

So far from being nonplussed, or disconcerted, or ashamed, or anything he ought to have been, all that Mr Hammond did do was to adjust his monocle more securely in his eye, and to look at the stage. Seeing that the fact was as stated, and that somebody was about to sing, he apparently appreciated the reasonableness of the stranger’s request, and held his peace; and the singer sang.

What she sang about — she was one of those lovely ladies whom you do find at the Gaiety — I have not an idea. All my ideas were gone. I was more than speechless. There was Walter Hammond, sitting all at once as if he had been carved out of stone, glaring at the stage as if he took not the slightest interest in what was taking place on it The man behind, when making that unutterably impertinent remark, had slipped a scrap of paper over my shoulder, unnoticed, I presume, by Mr Hammond, and, I hope, by everyone else. It had slid down my bare neck, and had lodged in the top of my bodice. That wicked old person who sat on the other side of the little woman kept his beetroot-coloured face turned almost constantly in my direction; when I moved so much as an eyelash in his, he winked. Short of provoking a scandalous scene, I did not see what I could do to stop it, even if I had had my senses sufficiently about me to do anything, which I really had not For, endeavouring to avoid his winks, my glances reached a box which was, so to speak, on the other side of the top of his bald head. In it was the brown man. He was standing up in the centre of it, well to the front Although he shared the box with a lady, he did not allow her presence to deter him in the least. So soon as he caught my eye, he inclined his head in my direction in the most noticeable way, as if we had been quite old friends. The lady, who was young and pretty, and most beautifully dressed, was sitting down on his right, an opera-glass before her eyes, pointed straight at me. When he presumed to bestow on me that movement of recognition, she put down her glass and smiled, and, unless I was mistaken, nodded at me. I was convinced that I had never seen her in my life before. What did she mean? and what did he mean? and what should I do?

Of course, noticing his impertinence was out of the question, though he did look so distinguished standing up there in his beautiful white waistcoat, really my ideal of a handsome man. To avoid him, and to mark my sense of his misconduct, I turned my head right round, so that my glance lighted on the box which was exactly opposite the one in which he was.

It was occupied by the four men.

They were standing up, all in a row. At one end, a little back, was Mr Rumford. He had his hands in his pockets. On his face was an expression which hardly betokened enjoyment of the actors and actresses’ efforts to amuse. Next to him was Basil Carter, to whom, from what I had understood, the box belonged. He was apparently not in the best of tempers. Resting his hands on the edge of the box, he glared, first at Mr Hammond, then at me, then at the brown man over the way. I could not honestly assert that he looked pleasantly at either of us. I had learned a good deal about his temper since leaving home. I wondered if Audrey had an inkling of what sort of one he really had. Beside him was Jack Purchase. His arms were crossed upon his chest in what I imagine that he perhaps supposed was a tragic attitude. It reminded me of the pictures in the novelettes which I used to read when I was little— “Lady Lucy’s Lingering Love,” and that sort of thing. They were rather fond of giving illustrations of gentlemen with their arms folded across their chests; and there was something in his face which was a good deal like what used to be on theirs. He looked alternately at the brown man and Mr Hammond as if he would have liked to eat them, though, I daresay, that that was not the impression which the look was intended to convey. With the fingers of one hand he held the brim of his crush hat Personally, I should not have been a bit surprised if it had come spinning down at Mr Hammond at my side, or if it had gone whirling through the air at the brown man opposite. If he could have used it as a boomerang, and flung it at both, it is my private impression that, in spite of the scandal it would have occasioned, he would have done it. I never saw two men in worse tempers than he and Mr Carter seemed to be just then.

At the further end of the row, completing the quartette, was little Major Tibbet. He was really a pitiable figure. What, I suspect, was his partial consciousness of the fact made it more obvious still. He kept fidgeting from foot to foot, touching himself furtively here and there, as if he doubted if everything was right. And it was not. He seemed to have been in the wars. His wig was on one side, one eyebrow was not only smudgy, but distinctly higher than the other, and something dreadful had happened to his complexion. An earthquake, or some similar cataclysm, seemed to have cracked it, so that on one side of his face quite a large patch of it was missing.

I could not but feel that mamma would not have liked to have seen him in his then condition. She is so particular about men’s appearance, especially those whom she honours with her acquaintance. And if she has the faintest suspicion that her own transformation is in the very slightest degree out of the straight, she nearly worries herself into a fit What would she have felt if she had seen the singular angle at which the Major’s wig was poised?


CHAPTER XIX

AN UNREHEARSED EFFECT

I WOULD have given the world to have been able to rise from my seat, leave the theatre, and go straight home. But the power to do it was not in me. I knew there was a storm in the air. I felt it about me on every side. I am sure I am not a nervous person, as a rule. But just then I was simply a bundle of nerves; on tenterhooks all the time as to what was going to happen next. And then Jane’s shoes were inflicting such agonies on my unfortunate feet that I would have slipped them off had it not been for the conviction that I should never be able to get into them again if I did; and what would happen if I had to march out of the theatre in my crimson-stockinged feet? In such a case, would it be more dignified to carry Jane’s shoes with me in my hand, or to leave them behind me on the floor?

That pretty lady on the stage finished her encored song, and I had not caught a word or a note! — and generally I do not allow a single thing to escape me. Under cover of the clapping, an attendant handed Mr Hammond a note. I knew in an instant who it was from, if only by the eagerness with which the four in the box observed the manner of its reception. Not that I looked at them. I looked at no one, I did not dare, keeping my eyes fixed as much as possible on vacancy. For, wherever I looked, there was some presumptuous man who looked back at me in a manner which was simply indescribable. But one need not look to see; and I was quite aware that each of those four men was leaning as far over the edge of the box as was consistent with safety, in order that they might have the earliest possible information of the adventures of that missive.

They soon had it Mr Hammond rent the envelope open; took out a card — something told me it was Basil Carter’s — read what was written on the back of it, and tore it into shreds, which he dropped between his knees.

“No answer,” he said to the attendant, “except that you can tell ’em to go to blazes.”

Then, as if such language was a matter of no consequence, he turned to me, continuing his previous most extraordinary remarks, completely regardless of the performance on the stage, and of the people all around us, too.

“Frightfully sorry to seem to rush you, Miss Norah. Fact is, when judge’s box is within a furlong, if you don’t want to get left behind, you’re bound to bustle. I’ve got it all on this time — every copper — must bar taking chances — a certainty is what I’m after. A certainty it is, if you’ll consent Let’s put our piles together — come in with me on the same horse — Matrimony, out of True Love, by Unbounded Admiration. She’s the mare to carry two as if they were one; and if you ride her with a gentle hand, she keeps on winning all the time. Miss Norah, say that it’s a go.”

I suppose, looking back, that that extraordinary speech was intended to be regarded as a proposal of marriage. I do not see, now, what else it could have been meant for. But I did not see it then. Considering the circumstances under which it was made, it was not strange.

I do not know if it is customary for proposals to be made in the stalls of a theatre. I sincerely hope, for the lady’s sake, that it is not; especially if the subject is treated in the singular manner in which it was treated then. Not only was the phraseology very peculiar, but many of the people about us could not help hearing most of what he said; so that I had a dreadful feeling that they were more amused by his remarks than by those of the performers on the stage. No woman, I suppose, likes the declaration of a man’s passion to be made a public mock of, even when it comes from such a ridiculous creature as Walter Hammond.

Voices came to us from the pit — as before, vulgar voices.

“Silence! Shut up there in front! Can’t the gentleman in the stalls go outside if he wants to talk to his young lady?”

In desperation, I endeavoured to induce him to respect their most reasonable wishes.

“Mr Hammond,” I whispered, “can’t you keep still? You prevent the people from enjoying the performance.”

“Hang the performance!” was his answer. “And hang the people, too! Say yes, Miss Norah — only say yes! — and I’ll be silent as the grave.”

He reached out — in the stalls! — for my hand. I had the greatest difficulty in keeping it from him. If I had allowed him to get it into his, what he would have tried to do next, I do not dare to think. Had I had the vaguest conception of what kind of person he really was, nothing would have induced me to have any connection with him whatever. I pitied Eveleen, from the bottom of my heart, if she ever allowed her path in life to become associated with his.

The same attendant who had brought Mr Carter’s card — or, at least, what I believed to have been Mr Carter’s card — re-appeared. All round us people were smiling, some of them giggling outright. They were whispering among themselves. I saw that we were targets for everybody’s eyes. I had a horrid feeling that we were even attracting the attention of the actors and actresses on the stage. There was no doubt as to our being observed by the band. One of the clarionet players was grinning with such intense enjoyment that it was a miracle how it was that he managed to blow. The reappearance of that attendant was a distinct relief. She held out an envelope, which Mr Hammond snatched at with an air of resentment. She drew it back, saying, beneath her breath:

“It’s for the lady, sir.”

I took it, with trembling fingers. I managed, after a deal of ridiculous fumbling, to get it open. Inside were no less than four visiting cards. There was no need to refer to their fronts to understand from whom they came; I felt those four men glaring at me from the box above. On the back of one of them something was written. I did not look to see whose it was, but I knew it was Basil Carter’s. It was written so very badly, apparently with a blunt lead pencil, and I myself was in such a state of fluster, that I had difficulty in making out what it was.

“MY DEAR MISS NORAH, — I implore you to come up to my box at once! Mr Hammond undertook to conduct you to it, but, with monstrous perfidy, he enticed you to his own stall instead. This is not the time, and I have not the space, to give you my candid opinion of his behaviour, but I appeal to your sense of justice—”

That was all I could read. Several more words — or what I supposed were words — were crammed into the corner, which were beyond my powers of deciphering. But I had deciphered enough. What an awful character Mr Hammond appeared to be, to have played such a trick upon his friends — and upon me! — with the seemingly express intention of making a laughing-stock of me in front of all the theatre. I stood up on the instant, trembling — at least, partly — with rage. He stood up, too.

“What’s the matter? Miss Norah, where are you going?”

“I am going to Mr Carter’s box.”

He had the assurance to seem surprised.

“Miss Norah! Not before giving me an answer! Say yes! Be a sportsman, Miss Norah, and put my number up!”

Naturally, the whole place was in commotion.

“Sit down in front!” exclaimed half-a-dozen voices.

One unmannerly creature made himself clearly heard above the others. One of the many objectionable things about Mr Hammond was that he had such a strident voice, and that he would speak so loudly.

“Put the gentleman’s number up, if it’s only up the spout, Miss Norah; and then, perhaps, he will sit down!”

I distinctly heard the acid lady beside me say: “I cannot understand how it is that they admit such creatures. I certainly should have thought that they would not have been allowed in the stalls of a respectable theatre.”

What she meant I did not know, and I could scarcely inquire. Anyhow, it was not an agreeable thing to have said of one. The man in the row behind stood up, also, again thrusting his head between Mr Hammond and me, and actually forcing a scrap of paper into my hand.

“Pardon me once more, sir, but some of us have paid for our seats with the idea of witnessing the performance, which, I believe, still is going on.” The impertinence of the man’s manner, and the absolute insolence of his behaviour to me, stung me to sudden fury. I can get into a rage if I like! I held out the piece of paper which he had just insinuated between my fingers.

“Mr Hammond, this person has just forced this into my hand, and a few minutes ago he dropped this down my neck.”

I extracted the three-cornered fragment, which still reposed where it had fallen, inside my bodice, offering it to Mr Hammond with the other. He took them both, opened one, glanced at it, then said, in a tone of inquiry:

“This the Johnny?”

“That is the man.”

I do not know what was on that scrap of paper. I have sometimes wondered; but I never did know, and I never shall. Whatever it was, I can scarcely conceive that it could have been an, in any way, adequate excuse for what Mr Hammond immediately did. Yet there was a workmanlike promptness about the fashion in which it was done which, in a sense, appealed to me. Though it must not be, for a moment, supposed that I regarded his action as anything but shocking.

He turned round, and he hit that insolent man in the centre of his face with such force that he knocked him over the back of his own stall right into the row behind. Whatever else it was, it was a magnificent hit.


CHAPTER XX

THE BROUGHAM

I AM afraid that, in my nature somewhere, there must be a touch of the original savage. It is a painful thing to have to admit, but when one is so full of faults, as I confessedly am, I fancy that one or two, more or less, can hardly make much difference. I only know that, when I saw that person go flying over the back of his own stall, I was obliged to Mr Hammond for having sent him there. More, a good deal more! — I should not have minded if he had sent a good many of the people round us after him, especially — in spite of his age — that barefaced old man on the other side of the vinegary little woman, who, under cover of the excitement which immediately ensued, came to my side, and took my hand in his, and began to look at me in a fashion, and to say things, which made me burn with a desire to throw him into the middle of the band.

Of course there was a disturbance. All the people in the theatre jumped to their feet; the band ceased playing; the performance on the stage stopped also. Shouts and noises came from all parts of the building. Half-a-dozen men came towards us as quickly as the cramped space permitted. Mr Hammond confronted them as coolly as you please; he could keep his presence of mind.

“Only gave the fellow a taste of what he deserves. Chap who behaves like a blackguard to a woman wants drowning. Sorry, though, to have had to make a mess with him in a place like this.”

Attendants seemed to be advancing on us from all sides. Suddenly I found that Basil Carter was standing in front of me. He was white with anxiety, or agitation, or rage or something. He began to order me about as if I were a child.

“Miss Norah, come up to my box, at once. Mr Hammond, I shall call you to a personal account for this.”

That fired me.

“Account! Why should you call him to account? He has merely marked his sense of an insult which was offered me. Do you consider that he is to blame for that?”

“There is a right and wrong way of doing that sort of thing, Miss Norah, as Mr Hammond knows. Will you be so good as to come up into my box?”

That ridiculous Mr Hammond turned to me — his tenacity of purpose, in his own absurd way, was wonderful.

“Miss Norah, you’ll give me an answer before you go!”

“If it had not been for the almost insane manner in which you have behaved, there might never have been this trouble. That is the answer I give you, and that is the only one you ever will receive.”

I marched off. In the corridor I found myself in the company of the four. I was in a towering passion, and they also were in a rage, each in his own way.

“The man is a scoundrel — perfect scoundrel — ought to be treated as such!”

This was the Major.

“Who is a scoundrel, Major Tibbet?”

“Man Hammond — regular ruffian!”

“I should recommend you to go back and tell him so. You will find that, in the proceedings which will follow, he will be disposed to do his share.”

“He hasn’t behaved well, Miss Norah — really, he hasn’t!” This was Mr Rumford; his manner I should describe as cattish. There was something about him which reminded me of an elderly tabby. “Hoodwinked us in a most ungentlemanly manner. Induced us to entrust him with you, on what were absolutely false pretences. He really did.”

“If that is so, I am more indebted to him than I imagined. That is all I can say, Mr Rumford.”

“It isn’t fair of you to say such things, Miss Norah.” Mr Purchase had the audacity to say that.

“You came with us as our common guest—”

“Please don’t speak of me as your common guest, or as your guest at all, Mr Purchase.”

“You purposely twist my words. You know perfectly well—”

“I know perfectly well that I wish to have nothing to say to you, nor do I wish you to have anything to say to me — thank you very much indeed, Mr Purchase. Gentlemen, I need not trouble you to come any farther — I am going home.”

“Going home!” cried Mr Carter. “You are coming to my box, Miss Norah.”

“I am going to do nothing of the kind.”

“But, Miss Norah, surely you will not punish us because of Hammond’s misconduct; surely—”

“Do not trouble yourself to say anything more, Mr Carter; and be so good as to understand me clearly. I am indebted to you, separately and collectively, for a very unpleasant evening. I will not apportion the blame among you; I will leave you to do that yourselves. I can only say that had I known what sort of persons you were I should not have trespassed on your generosity, in search — in vain search — of an evening’s entertainment. You have already caused me to be a principal figure in a most disagreeable scene; you see how, thanks to you, the people are staring at me now — it’s a wonder the police do not turn me out! Being fearful lest you may drag me into another, I will say good-evening to you now — and thank you very much. Please do not come with me another inch.”

“But, Miss Norah, you will at least allow us to see you home.”

“See me home! — you! I would sooner ride with a cabman on his box.”

“But you have no carriage!”

“I have no omnibus, you mean. It’s a kind of vehicle I never cared about If you persist in following me I shall have to appeal to the attendants for protection. There are cabs. I will get one for myself.”

Someone touched me on the arm. It was the girl who had been in the brown man’s box. She looked up at me with the most lovely smile, speaking in the sweetest voice:

“Perhaps you will allow me to relieve you of that difficulty. I have a carriage at the door. It is at your service to take you home.”

“It is very good of you to make me such an offer, but I could not think of troubling you — of putting you to so much inconvenience.”

“There will be no inconvenience, and no trouble. I have some friends here with whom I am going on. If you don’t use it it will go home empty, so it may as well take you.”

“But — the gentleman who was with you in the box?”

“My brother?” Somehow I was pleased to hear that the brown man was her brother. “He is looking for my friends; you needn’t worry about him. Come, I’ll show you which my carriage is.”

She laid her hand lightly on my arm. All at once I found myself walking at her side, as if we were old acquaintances. The four stood staring after us. It was quite a comfort to be walking with a woman, after being the observed of all those men — particularly as she was so pretty and so beautifully dressed. As we went she talked — always with that lovely smile.

“You’re a girl of many adventures.”

“To-night I am — too many.”

“Oh, I don’t know. A girl can’t have too many adventures, especially if they’re amusing ones. Do you think she can? There isn’t a man in the theatre who has eyes for anyone but you.”

“It’s not my fault. I’d almost rather they hadn’t any eyes at all.”

She laughed, as if something I had said had tickled her.

“It’s not good wishing that; they have — big ones where a women is concerned. There is my carriage. The commissionaire will open the door for you; I didn’t bring a footman. Tell them where to drive. Good-night. No thanks! Delighted it’s of use to you.”

I left her at the top of the steps which led into the street. At the foot a brougham was standing. As I went down the steps she signalled to the porter, or commissionaire, or whatever he was, who, I suppose, was attached to the theatre. He held the brougham door open for me to enter. I stepped in, waving my hand to her in farewell greeting, and the door was closed. I gave the commissionaire my address, leaned back among the cushions — lovely cushions they were, like down to one’s back! — congratulating myself on having got rid of my late companions, and of being in the possession of so charming a conveyance. Jane’s shoes were pinching me cruelly. I was thinking to myself that since, fortunately, I was alone, I should be able to take them off at once — even if I had to enter the house barefooted. The brougham moved off. I took it for granted that we had started, and was already leaning forward to take off those wretched shoes — the agony they were occasioning me seemed to have suddenly become more intense than ever — when, before we could have gone more than three or four yards, with a little jerk we stopped. The door was opened, someone came floundering in, the door was shut with a bang; we were off again — this time at a good round pace, which plainly meant business. — 

They say that women are fond of italics and notes of exclamation, and I daresay I am fonder of them than I ought to be — it is so convenient to put a mark which expresses a great deal without your having to go to the trouble of explaining just what. But all the italics and notes of exclamation put together would be incapable of even hinting at what my feelings were when I realised that the object who had come blundering in upon my privacy was the bald-headed creature who had been sitting on the other side of the sour little woman. The discovery of his identity set my brain — which had been settling down into a condition of normal quiescence — in a whirl again. Had I been the victim of a deep-laid plot? What was the meaning of the wretch’s presence there?

His demeanour, the words with which he addressed me, the matter-of-fact air with which he uttered them, made the confusion worse confounded.

“The idea of finding you in here! Best joke I ever had in my life! You little dear!”

He put out his hand and felt for mine. I fancy that the rapidity with which I withdrew myself as far as possible from him into the opposite corner a little startled him.

“How dare you intrude yourself in here?”

He laughed — actually laughed.

“You can carry things off with an air. I thought you could, by the way you treated that chap who tried to spoon you — in the middle of the stalls. He had a nerve. It was as good as a play to watch him. Not that I blame him for wanting to spoon you — there isn’t a man living who wouldn’t draw a blank cheque for the chance of doing it. You little sweet!”

I hurled back the hand, which again came out towards me, with a degree of force which I imagine rather shook his ancient frame.

“Be so good as to stop the carriage, and at once get out!”

“Get out?”

“Certainly, sir — get out!”

“Get out of my own carriage?”

“Your own carriage?” A wild thought rushed through my mind. Was it possible that that lovely lady could have been playing me a trick? I had heard of the deceitfulness of women — and seen, alas! too much; there was a good deal of deceit practised in the bosom of my own family, but that would be to surpass all bounds. It was incredible. Such double dealing could not be! “It’s not your carriage. It’s the brown man’s sister’s!”

“The brown man’s sister’s? And who is the brown man’s sister? For the matter of that, who’s the brown man?”

“I don’t know her name — I don’t know either of their names — but it’s hers. I know it’s hers — she told me it was hers!”

“Did she? Then she could tell ’em. Some folks can.” He winked at me — one of those disgraceful winks of which he was so fond. “I tell you that this carriage is mine — mine! Or rather, it’s my wife’s. I presented it to her — with my love. If you want to have any peace at all you’re obliged to give your wife things — at intervals. What you’ve got to do is to make the intervals as long as you can. Between ourselves, my wife is waiting for it now — on the pavement She’ll be getting anxious. She soon gets anxious, does Maria. When she finds out what has become of it — if she ever does find out — the mercury’ll run up the thermometer at a rate that’ll burst the whole machine. I know. I’ve had it happen before, and found it most expensive. That’s when the intervals recur.” The dreadful being winked again. “But this time I sha’n’t mind. When I noticed, in the theatre there, the friendly way in which you received those little movements of my eyelids I had my hopes, but they never went as far as this. You little pet!”

Out came the hand, and back it went — quicker than it came.

“Will you keep yourself to yourself, sir? Did you dare for one moment to suggest that I encouraged you in your insolent behaviour?”

“Never know what a woman calls encouragement But when you find her waiting for you in your own wife’s brougham, it does — well, it does look as if something was meant, doesn’t it?”

“Do you venture to insinuate that I got into your wife’s carriage knowing it was here, and that you were coming into it?”

“Now, my dear, don’t let’s ask each other questions. I’m used to being put through my catechism; it happens every day of my life. Do let’s be sociable.”

“Be so good as to stop the carriage — your wife’s carriage — this instant. — If you won’t get out of it, I will.”

“Not if I know it Now you’re unreasonable. Whatever happens now, I shall get it hot. I may as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb.”

“It’s a matter of complete indifference to me for what you’re hung, so long as you are hung. If you won’t stop the carriage, then I shall.”

“No, you don’t.”

He moved towards me with a degree of agility which was incredible to his multitudinous years.

“Man!” I cried.

Putting my hand upon his shoulder I drove him back against the cushions with a degree of vigour which nearly sent him through them. I think it occasioned him surprise. For the moment he seemed to be able to do nothing else but gasp.

I daresay I should have stopped the carriage, only just at that moment another brougham came tearing along, which, the moment it passed, was drawn right across our path. We stopped, perforce, with a jerk, and, I suspect, with remarks from our driver. The other stopped also, somebody jumped out, and there, standing in the road, looking in at us, was the brown man.


CHAPTER XXI

THE SINGULAR WOOING

HE looked very nice — it is a principle of mine to tell the truth always, or, at least, nearly always; so I will go so far as to assert that he looked positively delicious. Because he did. He wore no overcoat. As he stood at the open door, with his hat in his hand, and just that flavour of impertinence about his smile and bearing and general deportment which does become some men, he struck me — even in that moment of so many agitations — not only as being extremely good-looking, which he undoubtedly was, but also as one of those recklessly, and criminally, delightful persons with whom one could hardly help having a really first-rate time. His manner, when he spoke, was suavity itself. He had a pleasant voice, and a take-it-for-granted air which was in keeping with his mischievous eyes and his moustache and his white waistcoat.

“I thought it was you.” Did he? How good of him! What business had he to think about it at all? “There has been a misunderstanding. My sister directed you to the wrong carriage. This is my sister’s carriage. May I ask you to take the trouble to transfer yourself to it.”

I hesitated, or I should have hesitated, had it not been for that wicked and presumptuous old man.

“Who are you, sir? What do you mean by detaining my carriage, sir? Go away, sir, and shut the door, and allow my carriage to proceed. This lady is with me.”

She might be, but not intentionally, and the even dim suggestion that she was, was sufficient to settle the question on the spot. I paid no attention to him whatever. I addressed myself solely and entirely to the brown man.

“So kind of you to take so much trouble, and so sweet of your sister to let me have her carriage. I expect that the mistake was mine.” Though, considering the care she had taken to particularise the vehicle which I was to enter, I did not see how that could be, but that was by the way. “If I may intrude.”

I proceeded to descend. My ancient companion endeavoured to stop me.

“My dear young lady, don’t leave me — only too delighted — take you anywhere!” Then he descended to the vernacular, altogether oblivious of the solemn truth that the fact of his having nearly, if not quite, attained to the Psalmist’s span should have induced him to pay some regard to the proprieties. “It’s hard lines your throwing me over like this — uncommonly hard lines — especially considering the row I’m booked for anyhow. I don’t call it a ladylike thing to do!”

His notions of what was, and of what was not, a ladylike thing to do were probably so distinctly his own that they could hardly be expected to interest me. At anyrate, they did not. I just crossed over to the brown man’s sister’s carriage, and left him to formulate — I believe that is the proper word, but if not I cannot help it — his views on ladies and things at his leisure.

It was an odd sensation passing from one brougham to the other. Broughams with us are represented by vehicles from the livery stables. People sometimes, indeed often, take mamma and the girls in their broughams; but no one, since I was the merest child, ever betrayed the slightest desire to take me — not even to play the part of gooseberry. This unwonted actual anxiety to place absolutely charming conveyances at my disposal was most refreshing — to say no more. I had already been in a private omnibus — which, after all, was not so bad; in that bad old man’s wife’s carriage — which was a pet; and now I was in the most scrumptious little vehicle you could possibly imagine — and all in the course of a single evening. If I progressed at this rate I might find myself riding in the Lord Mayor’s coach before I went to bed.

Before many moments had elapsed, however, it began to dawn upon me that, so far as company was concerned, from certainly one point of view, I might not have made an altogether felicitous exchange. The brown man moved in seven-league boots. Compared to the rapidity of his advance, my previous companion had merely stumbled along. But then, of course, he was very much older.

We had been bowling along in silence, and I was beginning to wonder if I could possibly be in for a Quaker’s meeting, when my new companion put an end to any fears I might have had on that point by saying, in the calmest voice in the world, the sort of voice in which he would have referred to the possibility of a shower of rain:

“I wonder if we can get married in the morning.”

I jumped, not boisterously, perhaps, but I certainly did jump.

“I beg your pardon?” I observed.

“I say that I was wondering if we can get married in the morning. My uncle’s the Bishop of Battersea. I believe that you can get special licences from Bishops and persons of that sort while you wait. I’ve a suspicion that he turns in early: he’s that kind of character. The question is, whether I shall assail him at this hour of the night, or rout him out with the milk in the morning — which would he dislike least? I don’t want to hurt the poor dear man’s feelings more than I can help.”

It was as if a drop of ice-cold water had gone trickling down my spinal column. I had to shiver. Could the brown man be insane? And so goodlooking! I endeavoured — if such were the case — to lead him back to lines of comparative sanity.

“It’s wonderfully good of your sister to lend me her beautiful carriage.”

His answer did startle me.

“She didn’t. Don’t suppose it.”

“But — she offered it to me herself.”

“That’s her artfulness. Louisa is artful. When I told her I wanted her brougham — for you; her brougham gives the thing an air — she said she’d see me farther first So, when I went off to nobble it, waylaying you, she carted you off in someone else’s. Very neat indeed — Louisa’s no fool.”

This statement of the facts of the case, as they appeared to him, took my breath away. It might be true.

“Then am I to understand that your sister does not know that I am in her brougham?”

“She knows. You may bet on Louisa’s knowing.”

“Then am I here contrary to her wish?”

“What’s the use of worrying about trifles? never do. What’s troubling me is the much more serious question as to whether we can be married in the morning. The Bishop’s an unmanageable creature. Used to be my tutor. Short of throwing things at him, you never could get him to behave with decency. You can’t throw things at a Bishop. It’s not good form. Do you know anything about that sort of thing?”

“About what sort of thing?”

“Special licences, and so on.”

“Will you have the kindness to ask your coachman to stop the next cab we come to, and I will get into it.”

“I say! Really! You mustn’t talk like that!”

“It seems to me very much as if I must talk like that. I appear to be riding in your sister’s carriage against her wish, and you certainly are talking in a strain which would seem to hint at there being something the matter with your mental balance. I should be sorry to seem discourteous, but I prefer a cab.”

He looked at me with his impertinent eyes in a way which made me thrill all over. It is entirely impossible for a person like me — who hardly knows one end of a pen from the other, and does not want to — to give an adequate impression of the perfectly charming way in which he said the most ridiculous and disgraceful things. I had every intention and desire to be angry, but I had to smile.

“That’s the unreasonableness of the world. Everybody — including Louisa, who practically is everybody — has been urging me for ever so long to marry. But I have felt that I had a vocation. Women have seemed to me to be good for everything but marrying. Louisa weeps. Then, to-night, when I see you at the Imperial, I not only fall in love with you — which is nothing, because I am constantly falling in love and out again — but I am seized with an instant conviction that marriage is my vocation. I rush after you to the theatre, where Louisa has a box. I say to her, ‘Louisa, I am going to do as you wish, I am about to marry!’ She gives a movement which may or may not signify satisfaction, and ejaculates, ‘No!’ I retort, ‘Yes! there is the lady who is to be my wife!’ And I point you out to her in your place in the stalls. She focusses you with her glass, and exclaims ‘Good heavens!’ Then adds, ‘Who is she?’

‘I have not the faintest notion who she is,’ I explain, ‘I only know that she is going to be — my wife.’ Louisa looks up at me and demands, ‘Are you mad?’ There — to return to my former position — is the unreasonableness of the world. Louisa hints insanity because I am unable to accede to her wishes; when I am, she calls me mad. I ask you if there Q is any reason why you should not be my wife?”

“Rather! To enter for a moment into your mood — is there any reason why I should?”

“Manifold obvious reasons. First, I love, which is a bourgeois reason perhaps. Then, I am rich, which again is a little bourgeois; but still sound reason. I am young, sound of mind, hale of body, not ill-looking, of decent reputation, easy temper. Happiness is but a word, meaning different things in different mouths. Yet it’s but the simple truth that I can offer you all that the heart of a woman can desire — when she marries.”

“You seem to have a tolerable opinion of yourself.”

“Why not? Yet I have a higher opinion still of you.”

“I doubt it. I am wondering if you are supposing that I have recently escaped from a lunatic asylum, or if it is the fact that you have.”

“Don’t say that you see sanity only in the commonplace. That were to rank yourself too violently with Louisa.”

“And this is Louisa’s carriage, if, as you pretend, that is your sister’s name. I have already asked you to let me get out of it into a cab. Where is the man driving? I don’t believe that this is the way to Kensington.”

“Why should it be the way to Kensington?”

“Why! Because I live there. Didn’t you hear the address I gave you?”

“But my address is in Berkeley Square.”

“Your address! What has your address to do with me?”

“Since it is also to be yours, does not the question seem a trifle crude?”

“Your address is to be mine? What do you mean?”

“I trust that you are sufficiently old-fashioned to consent to share your husband’s home.”

“My husband’s home! Have you dared to tell the man to drive me to your house?”

“The notion’s this: that you will consent to accept the shelter of my roof while I rout out the Bishop, so that we may be married in the morning. It may seem to be pressing matters on a trifle hastily, to ask you to permit yourself to be ‘wooed and married and all’ inside of half-a-dozen hours. But I’ve a feeling strong upon me that this is a business which were well done if it were done quickly. If we delay there’ll be a hundred thousand reasons buzzing about our ears, to sting us as if they were mosquitoes. While, if we’re married, there’ll be no sting left in them. They’ll only buzz. And of that they’ll soon grow tired.”

“I believe that you’re stark mad. You’re worse than that wicked old man. And I thought you were a gentleman. Will you tell the coachman — at once! — to drive me straight home.”

“My dear lady, permit me to ask your name. It’s a disadvantage to a man not to know the name of the lady he’s about to marry.”

“I certainly will not tell you my name. Will you do as I ask you?”

“I am your devoted slave, only do not treat me with too much harshness. This is a critical moment in my life: my fate hangs in the balance. Let us approach the consideration of our respective destinies with dispassionate calmness, with open minds. Let us be careful to avoid anything which may have the appearance of heat.”

As I caught his eye, I was surer than ever that he was laughing at me. He might have been an altogether delightful individual — I am offering no suggestion that he was not; but his barefaced impudence and brazen audacity were beyond anything I had ever conceived as possible. I saw that I should find myself in a pretty position if I did not look out — and quickly too. I had had such a dry-as-dust existence; here was the promise of adventure, if you liked. And I do not mind owning that there flashed through my mind a wild idea of seeing the adventure to a finish, of trusting him, of allowing him to take the arbitrament of my fate in his two hands, if that avuncular Bishop could only be persuaded to prove amenable — of permitting him to marry me in the morning. What a courtship it would have been! and what a wedding! What a nine days’ wonder! What would the girls have said? and mamma? and the five — particularly Walter Hammond, when he learnt how somebody else had taken a leaf out of his very own book, and made the running with a vengeance? His sister’s face — what sort of an expression would have been on that when she learnt the use which had been made of her brougham? — and what kind of an opinion would she have had of me?

He was a very magnetic person — by far the most magnetic I ever had encountered. As one became more and more conscious of his supremely attractive personality — as one could not help but do — there was something fascinating even about his topsy-turvy way of putting things. If I had surrendered myself to the magic of his influence, what would have happened? What would have been the issue of the night’s adventures? If I had! But I did not I gave myself, as it were, a mental pinch, and I put my head out of the window, and I called to the driver.


CHAPTER XXII

I BEHAVE LIKE A GOOSE

“COACHMAN!” I cried. The driver reined in his horse. “Where are you taking me?”

“Home, my lady.”

“Home? To whose home? To my home?”

“To His Grace’s, my lady — Chelmsford House.” He called me “my lady,” and spoke of “His Grace,” and of Chelmsford House. Then the brown man must be the Duke of Chelmsford? No woman can suddenly awake to the fact that she has been in the society of a real live duke — and such a duke — without becoming conscious of a singular something. I withdrew my head from the window with a sort of spasmodic rush.

“Are you the Duke of Chelmsford?”

“I am; and hope that you will shortly be the Duchess.”

The Duchess! the Duchess of Chelmsford! the consort of the richest duke in the world, and, as my own eyes told me — the very handsomest; the queen of English society — palaces and lands just everywhere — the world at my feet, ready, willing, eager to do me homage — me! Small wonder that everything seemed all at once to be going round. Was it possible that the greatest of life’s prizes — from every sensible woman’s point of view — was being offered me? that I was actually being entreated to accept it? This was something like an adventure.

The brown man’s — I mean the Duke’s — voice came to my still startled ear.

“You’ll find being a Duchess rather a bore. The natural boredom, to which all flesh is heir, will afflict you in an accentuated form. But you’ll get used to it. Use is by way of being a universal panacea. Then you’ll discover that it’s a sort of boredom which you have rather grown to like. My mother used to say she had.”

I turned the handle of the door, and, without a word, stepped out into the road. So soon as I stood upright I realised that I was trembling from head to foot. I wondered, hazily, if I was going to be silly; dimly aware that it was an absurdly inconvenient place in which to make a fuss. Instantly the brown man — I mean the Duke — was at my side.

“Why have you got out here? You prefer to walk the remainder of the distance? It’s fine for walking. My house — our house — is but over the way.”

“Will you please tell me where is the nearest place at which I can find a cab?”

I know little of that part of London. Especially is it strange to me at night. We seemed to be in a great square, with huge houses all round it, and a fine wide road, which, apparently, we had all to ourselves.

“We shall not need one, it is but a step.” Then, I suppose, he perceived that I was looking queer, because all at once his tone became solicitous. “May I beg you to accept my arm. Has anything distressed you?”

“I want a cab,” was all that I could murmur.

What he would have said I do not know. Before he could speak another brougham came bowling along. It stopped just by us, and out of it — of all persons in the world — walked that wicked old man. He marched straight up to where we were standing — as if he had the slightest ground for interference. What he imagined had occurred I, of course, cannot say; but he addressed us in a truly remarkable strain.

“Just what I expected — knew I should find this sort of thing going on. If you had asked me, you would have been warned in time. You young people are never able to judge for yourselves whom you can trust. Now, my dear young lady, you would have seen how much wiser you would have been if you had remained with me.”

“Who is this gentleman?” inquired the Duke.

“I don’t know who he is — I don’t want to have anything to do with him — he’s no acquaintance of mine — I wish he’d go away!”

That old man actually dared to pretend to be hurt by my repudiation of him.

“There now, listen to that! And, for all I know, my wife’s still standing on the pavement waiting for her carriage; while, at this hour of the night, I’ve been following this ungrateful girl in it like a — like a — like a true friend. And I arrive at the moment when the protection of a true friend is most needed, and this is the welcome I receive. There’s nothing so ungrateful as a young girl — especially when gratitude is owing to a man of my years. But, my dear young lady, I will forgive you everything; so come back to my carriage and don’t let us trouble this young gentleman any further.”

His fingers fastened about my arm. I shrunk back.

“Don’t touch me.”

The Duke, placing himself between us, spoke to that horrid old wretch.

“Have the goodness not to allow us to detain you any longer.”

I believe there would have been a scene before we could have got rid of him, because, so far as I could see, he showed no sign of budging, and every second I was growing queerer and queerer. Something inside of me seemed to have escaped from my control, so that I could not pull myself together and behave like a reasonable being. Just as I was beginning to be afraid that I should have to sit down in the middle of the road, or do something else equally insane, up dashed another vehicle. I believe it was a hansom cab, but as I was seeing everything through a kind of mist, I could not be sure. Anyhow, out of it jumped the brown man’s sister. I thought her voice, as it reached my dulling ears, was the pleasantest I had heard that night. After all, there is nothing like a woman, when you have had enough of men.

“So I’ve found you, have I? Pray, what’s doing now? Bernard, what fresh freak are you indulging in?”

“Louisa, will you take this lady to Chelmsford House. I fear she’s feeling tired. There are a few words which I must say to this gentleman.”

I felt the brown man’s sister’s arm go round my waist; it was so nice.

“Tired? You poor child! You’ve upset her with your nonsense. Bernard! quick! help me with her to the carriage. Who are all these people who are coming?”

“All these people” were the five. They came clattering up together — the four in the omnibus, Walter Hammond alone in a hansom cab. I fancy that there was a fine to-do. But it was lost on me. For the first time in my life I was behaving like a goose — in the Duke of Chelmsford’s arms.

So I rode home in the brown man’s sister’s brougham.


CHAPTER XXIII

“UNTIL?”

AND what a time I did have of it when I did get home, attended by an entire retinue. Mamma was sitting up for me, and Audrey, and also Jane. What a sensation my arrival caused, and were there not alarms and excursions. It must have been a singular procession, especially when one considers that for our part of the world it was a trifle late. I with the brown man’s sister in her brougham, the Duke in his sister’s cab, Walter Hammond in his own hansom, that bad old man in his wife’s carriage — he insisted on following in that injured female’s vehicle to my very doorstep, — the four in their omnibus. I daresay that remarks were made which would have been worth reporting. But I was beyond the reporting stage.

Was I not glad to find myself alone again in my own shabby little bedroom, and rid of Jane. It was not an easy task to be rid of Jane. Had I not got my foot against the door the instant I was through it, I should hardly have been rid of her at all. As it was, she tapped unceasingly at the panels, imploring from without to be allowed to assist me to undress. She had assisted me to dress; that was sufficient, at anyrate, for me. But it was no use telling her so; in tones which grew more and more lachrymose she continued to entreat for some time after I had declined to indulge in further parley.

What a relief it was to sit on the edge of the bed and get Jane’s shoes off — at last! I should have liked to have dropped on to the counterpane, and gone to sleep just as I was; I was so tired. When one is accustomed to retire early — I was generally in bed and fast asleep hours before the others were — and to no excitement, to have so much excitement crammed into a single night is fatiguing. I know I found it so. It was only because my conscience would not let me get into bed with my clothes on that I undressed at all. As I struggled with refractory tapes and buttons — and they were all refractory then — I told myself that I was an idiot to allow myself to be a slave to habit, and call it conscience, when my eyes would not keep open.

Yet when I got into bed, with my clothes honestly off, I could not sleep. I suppose I was over-tired. I certainly was over-tired. Like a constantly shifting phantasmagoria, the events of the night passed backwards and forwards through my brain. It was such an upheaval of the whole course of nature that I should be courted, a thing to be desired by men. Since what time? Since, say three o’clock, the whole world, so far as I was concerned, had been turned upside down; the order of nature had been changed, a miracle had been worked — I had become all those things which I had never been before. That it was no delusion, I, and others, had had assurance enough and to spare. I had seen it in the way in which men looked at me, in the way in which they spoke to me, hunted me when they could. In plain English, it seemed as if I had acquired a sudden capacity to drive men mad. I had always suspected that not much was required to do that Now it appeared that it only needed me. There was proof plain as Holy Writ that the writing on the paper — 

At the thought of the scrap of paper, I was out of bed again in half a twinkling, nearly wide awake. Where was it? I re-lit the gas, looked for it, found it still among the litter on the dressing-table. There was the mystic, magic, incredible sentence, in the small clear writing, which somehow reminded me of the writing in which they put one’s name upon one’s visiting-card.

“Your wish shall be gratified until—”

“Until?”

Why, surely, when I saw it last no “until” was there. It certainly was not when I saw it first Was the sentence really still being written? Then the scribe was pretty slow. If such were the case what was to follow after “until”?

“Until” — satiety ensued, and I had had enough of it? Could I turn off my power at pleasure, and, having done so, turn it on again? How? Would the secret of that somewhat delicate operation also be revealed? “Until” — I was married? I might be married in a few hours, if I chose, to the Duke of Chelmsford, that deliciously impertinent brown man. Should I not be able to crow over mamma and the girls if I were? Would it not be a magnificent instance of Cinderella up-to-date? Though no one could speak of the girls as “ugly sisters.”

“Until” — I was old? Some people might regard twenty-two as old. I myself sometimes feel as if bowed down by the weight of years. What was the period in life at which it was universally agreed that folks were old, even by the folks themselves? I knew that mamma considered herself quite young. If it were left to me to fix the age at which I might be reckoned old, I might say after the expiration of a century, and, even from the little I had seen of things, I believe that some people esteemed themselves comparatively juvenile even then. Fancy men of all ranks and ages making love to a real old lady! Would it not be dreadful? “Until” — I died? I was not sure that I should like to be regarded as an object of desire by every male creature I encountered, quite until the end. I might have had a great deal more than enough of them long ere that. Especially if they continued to press themselves upon me as eagerly as they had done that night Indeed, it was extremely probable, if only death could put a period to their persecution, that I might welcome with rapture a suicide’s grave.

I put out the gas again, and, with the scrap of paper between my fingers, returned to bed, the problem of the unfinished sentence yet unsolved. And I have a vague idea that I fell fast asleep as soon as I was between the sheets a second time — the missing words still missing.


CHAPTER XXIV

THE FINISHED SENTENCE

FOR some moments I could not think what had happened. I had just been eloping with the Duke of Chelmsford, and because several men had maintained that he ought to do nothing of the kind, he had put me in his pocket — which was not anything like large enough — and thrown Jane’s crimson shoes into his sister’s face, who had thereupon changed into a horse — with Walter Hammond’s head, on which he had sprung; and, galloping down the racecourse, had dragged me from his pocket — with much difficulty! — and married me in the middle of the grand stand. I felt, even in my sleep, that this was a surprising way for a person to behave, and that I had a grievance, when all at once I became conscious of Audrey’s face bent over my bed, and of the fact that she was shaking me.

“Do you know what time it is?” I did not, and did not care. I fancy I signified as much. “It’s half-past eleven, and already people have come to see you.” Still I was indifferent: as yet the statement conveyed no meaning. “How are you feeling?”

“Cheap.”

Audrey laughed.

“That’s lack of experience, my dear. Though it’s true that the more expensive a night one has, the more economical one feels in the morning — especially, I fancy, when it’s a woman in the case. Though I’ve known men who suffered. But you did have a good time — didn’t you?”

“Don’t ask me. I suppose I did — but — at present — I’m not quite sure. It was a little nightmarey.” Audrey was still. Although my eyes were closed I was oddly conscious that hers were searching my face with a curious scrutiny. And, somehow, I seemed to know that what she saw there made her sorry, but whether for herself or for me I could not tell.

“I fancy that everyone must have been a wee bit mad — yesterday.”

There was an inflection in her voice which caused me to look up.

“Mad? Yes; I think they must have been!”

“Some of Puck’s magic powder must have got into their eyes, so that they saw things as they did in that wood near Athens. Perhaps they’ll have got it out to-day.”

“Perhaps.”

Again she looked at me, and, as I was looking at her, this time I saw that there was trouble in her eyes, trouble which seemed to grow as she looked. Stooping, she kissed me, saying something which I did not understand at all.

“Never mind, Norah; we’ve all got our burdens to bear. It’s a pretty hard world for feminine things. Shall I tell those people you cannot see them, that you’re not feeling well? You don’t seem quite up to the mark, you know.”

“Am I looking ill?”

“No — not ill — exactly. You’re like your ordinary self: and — last night — you hardly were.”

This time something in her words, her tone, her manner, did give me a hint of what it was she meant. As I began to perceive what it was she wanted me to understand I became conscious of a tightness about the region of the heart, as if it had been suddenly weighted with lead. She saw it was so, because she kissed me again.

“Shall I send them away?”

While I hesitated, because the thought which she had presented to my mind had left me for the moment speechless, mamma came into the room. The instant she spoke, it was plain that she had heard what Audrey had said:

“They won’t go,” she began. “I can’t think what people are coming to nowadays — never saw such manners in my life — if those men were crossing-sweepers they could not behave worse! — and I’m not sure that some of them are much better! One of them has the assurance to call himself the Duke of Chelmsford. Quite apart from anything else, the fact of his being so extremely good-looking proclaims him an impostor. All dukes are notoriously ugly. Norah, I insist upon your telling me what is the meaning of these proceedings.”

Audrey answered for me.

“My dear mamma, since Norah is scarcely awake I can’t see how you can-expect her to explain what she herself as yet knows nothing about.”

Mamma pretended to be angry with Audrey, which was a most unusual thing, for no one was ever angry with Audrey long.

“It’s no use your endeavouring to palliate Norah’s conduct, Audrey — I won’t have it! — I have had too much of it already! — I don’t like the attitude you have taken up in the matter! — it doesn’t become you! Norah’s behaviour is beyond my comprehension — look at the scene last night! And now here are these men — strange men! — at this unseemly hour of the morning, demanding to see her as if they were presenting a pistol at my head. I will not keep silent and allow scandal to be brought upon my house. Tell me at once, Norah, who is this person who calls himself the Duke of Chelmsford?”

“He is the Duke of Chelmsford, mamma.”

“How do you know? And how did you become acquainted with him, if he is — you, of all the people in the world?”

“He introduced himself to me last night.”

“Introduced himself to you! — a man in his position! — to you! Where were those other men that such a thing should have been possible?”

I sighed, at least I made a noise which I suppose may be described as a sigh, though it has always seemed to me to be rather a poetic word to apply to the sort of gasping sound one makes when one feels that other people are just a trifle stupid.

“It would take me a good time to explain, mamma, and then perhaps you wouldn’t understand.”

“Indeed, though that’s a remark which no girl ought to make to her mother, I daresay it’s true enough; the whole thing’s beyond my understanding. Ever since yesterday afternoon I’ve been asking myself if the whole world’s gone mad. And now that I look at you I ask myself more than ever. No man has ever seen anything in you except two eyes and a nose, and now what they think they see in you all of a sudden is beyond me altogether. What you say about her having changed, Audrey, is just nonsense, except it’s changed for the worse — unless you wish to insinuate that my eyesight’s failing me. She’s always been a plain girl — the only one of my family! — and she’s a plain woman — without even that kind of plainness which is interesting. And what you wish me to understand by talking about her having changed sufficiently to account for the behaviour of those men, as I say, unless I’m going blind, it’s balderdash you’re talking. She’s a fright, just that, and nothing more; and it’s a bad day when I, her mother, that never had a child except her that wasn’t fit for framing — have to say it.” During the utterance of these very outspoken remarks, I knew — although I was not looking — that Audrey was making signs to mamma to be a little careful in her choice of words; signs which, apparently, mamma preferred to ignore — feeling, possibly, that, under the circumstances, to spare my feelings was to spoil the child. When mamma had quite finished then I did turn towards Audrey, and when I caught her eyes she smiled, there was no mistake about her being a picture well worth framing!

“Never mind what mamma says,” she whispered. “I don’t,” I replied, with perfect candour, and equal truth. “I never do.”

Of course the confession was not lost upon mamma.

“If I’d spoken to my mother like that, in her presence, she’d have beaten me; but, in those days, daughters used to look upon a mother as a parent. Now, she might as well be the cattle in the field. And the consequences of it will be, Norah O’Brady, that you may as well go clerking, or companion to an old lady, or something equally as degrading to your father’s child, for all the chances you’ll ever have of getting decently settled in life — in spite of all the half-witted men who’re invading my house at this time of the morning. And what it is that I’m to do with them, I’d like to know.”

Audrey repeated the question which I had left unanswered.

“Shall I send them away?”

I hesitated, searching her face for what was written on it. It was with a fresh sinking of the heart that I understood, or thought I did.

“No; let them wait I will be as quick as I can, and come down to them. It will be better to get it over.”

She stooped down and whispered in my ear, so that, this time, I was the only one who heard:

“Men are the least dependable of all God’s creatures. You mustn’t mind.”

It was a cryptic utterance — to those who were without the key, which I fancied that I had. She took mamma away with her. I was left alone.

The instant they were gone I brought up, from between the sheets, a scrap of paper — the scrap. I had taken it with me to bed. All night long, it seemed, I had held it in my hand, clutched between my fingers. I had thought of it the moment I supposed myself to have an idea of Audrey’s meaning; and, feeling it there, had realised how close a neighbour it had been while I had slept It was all crumpled. I smoothed it out, and looked. The writing had grown faint; so faint as to suggest that the writer must have used ink of a very evanescent quality. Already, here and there, the words could scarcely be deciphered.

But the sentence was finished!

How, while I had slept, the finish had been arrived at, or by whom, I could not tell. The result was unmistakable. My doom stared me in the face; my forebodings were realised; the meaning of what I had seen in Audrey’s eyes, heard in her voice, was made quite plain.—’

“Your wish shall be gratified until to-morrow.”

“To-morrow” had been the missing word — that was, to-day. My wish was to be gratified until to-day, which meant that all the gratification I was to receive — so far as that particular wish was concerned — I had already had. What was my wish exactly? I should not have liked to have had to answer the question on my oath. I had been talking pretty wildly at the time! But, so far as I could remember, I wished that all men — every man — might fall in love with me at sight. As, lying there, in cold blood — metaphorically, in very cold blood, indeed! — I endeavoured to recall it, as accurately as I could, what a singular wish it seemed, to say the very least!

And it had been gratified? And now it was done with? Dear! dear! what a very short span of enjoyment had been allotted me. What a very small result the boon which had been conferred had ended in. Was that the meaning of the feeling I was conscious of — that I had returned again to what I was? It certainly was true that I was oppressed by an apprehension, which was near akin to fear, that since last night something had been lost, that something had gone from me, which I had when I laid down to sleep — gone, never to return. What could it be? It was not that I was ill, or tired, or — as I had pretended to Audrey — even cheap. It was nothing half so commonplace.

I got out of bed, and, as I did so, I felt that virtue had gone from me; life, that ichor of the gods which had been in my veins last night instead of blood. I had hit it — I was as one of the gods — the writer of the sentence on that scrap of paper alone knew how — and was again but mortal. Between sleeping and waking, I had come down the Olympian hill, slung down, rather, been kicked down, perhaps, amid the jeers and jesting of the rightful inhabitants; and at the very, very foot was once more — Norah O’Brady.

I needed not the assurance of the mirror. Had I done so, I had it, beyond all possibility of controverting. The face I saw in it was the one I had always seen; not the one that had seemed to blaze at me yester afternoon. The light had gone from the eyes; the flare, a mere glimpse of which — as, somehow, I had known — would set the most sluggish blood in masculine veins flaming as with fire; and, with it, all had gone. There was but left the plain, uninteresting, undistinguished, unintellectual face of overgrown Norah O’Brady.

I dressed. How shabby my things did seem, unusually shabby, even for me. Ill-shaped, ill-fitting, with about them, every one, that exasperating suggestion of having been intended for someone else. Always, everything I had, seemed to shout at me, with furious grievance, that it might have looked presentable if only it had been worn by a creature different entirely to me. If they had only let me choose my own things, and, regardless of what was, or was not, the mode, have permitted me to clothe myself in the garments in which I looked least awkward; at any rate, my actual deficiencies might not have been quite so obtrusive. But, in continual parodies of the fashions of the moment — which went very well with them, but, oh! so horribly with me — what a fright they made me look.


CHAPTER XXV

THE BROWN MAN’S APOLOGY

As I went down the stairs, dressed — if you could call it dressed — at last, how hideously conscious I was that I presented a spectacle of all that was least desirable in womanhood. Long familiarity with the fact had hardened me. I take it that no feminine thing becomes completely reconciled to the accident that she is not physically prepossessing. Women who are plain sometimes do not realise their plainness. I daresay that is true. Or they may cherish a hope that, in the eyes of someone, some day, they may not be plain. If, fatherless, brotherless, they live with five lovely sisters, and a still good-looking mother — who esteems beauty the only thing which is worth a woman’s having — both these consolations will be denied them. Long before they have reached years of maturity, they will have learnt, with that absolute certainty of conviction which leaves no room whatever for doubt, that they are ugly ducklings, and that, for such as they, this world has no good things; that, indeed, it is as sure as that the sky is above the earth, that none but idiots, or worse, will ever esteem them for themselves alone. And, though they become accustomed to this knowledge, and so pachydermatous, in a sense, there are occasions when the actualities of their position are as pin-pricks to make them wince as eagerly as if their skins had never been tanned, by the laying on of innumerable stripes, into hide at all.

The descent of the stairs which divided my bedroom from the drawing-room was one of those occasions. Worse luck for me. In the drawingroom were the men who had been the worshippers of the girl who was — last night; come, at that matutinal hour, to render her the proofs of their devotion. Going to them was the girl who was to-day; that grotesque caricature of the being they had known, and of whom they apparently still dreamed. Clearly, it was doubtful if this was a case in which they would perceive that it was “better to have loved and lost, than never to have loved at all.” No man cherishes a sentimental pang when he discovers that he has been deluded into loving a female Bottom in an ass’s head. The humour of the situation would probably appeal to them so much more strongly than to me.

Half-way down I encountered Jane, who, I rather suspect, had been keeping herself handy in the possible expectation of such an encounter. At sight of me she gave a jump.

“Lor’! Miss Norah, whatever has come to you! I shouldn’t hardly ever have known you; you look so different — really, I shouldn’t.”

“Do I look different? How?”

I was curious to learn how the matter appeared to her. Her way of seeing it might be as a straw to guide me as to the quarter from which I might expect the wind to blow in the interview to which I was advancing. Her eyes travelled over my features in stolid, observant fashion, as if she were searching out the peculiarities of a wooden figurehead. — 

“Really, miss, I couldn’t hardly say — I really couldn’t; though such a difference I never see. It’s more than a difference; you don’t seem as if you was the same person — that you don’t.”

“But I assure you that I am.”

“Excuse me, Miss Norah, but that you aren’t — you are not, really. Leastways, not so far as looks is concerned. If you could see yourself as you looked last night, and as you looks now, you yourself wouldn’t say you was the same — I don’t believe you would, really.”

It was encouraging to receive such a testimonial from Jane, especially as on her countenance sincerity was written large, and surprise, and, I rather fancied — it might have been only fancy, but I doubt it — disappointment too. If the alteration were so apparent to Jane, the not inhumanly critical, with what appalling obviousness would they not strike the keen-sighted gentlemen who awaited me in the drawing-room, and whose voices I already heard. The same reflection actually occurred to the handmaid of the crimson slippers — at the recollection of their splendours they still seemed to pinch me.

“Whatever them there gentlemen will say when they see you looking like that, Miss Norah, I can’t think; and there is a few of ’em. There’s a baldheaded old party what give me a sovereign to show him in without announcing him.”

“A bald-headed old party?”

Never mind my name,’ he says. ‘You show me straight in without announcing me, and here’s a sovereign for you.’ So I showed him in, because sovereigns aren’t lying about all over the place, not in this house they aren’t. Though I should like to know what he thinks he’s after, with no more hair on his head than a yellow Bramah egg.” I felt that I also should like to know. Was it possible that that hoary reprobate had not yet repented of his last night’s misdoings. Jane went on to say something which nearly caused me to tumble down the remainder of the stairs.

“But the one that takes my fancy is him with the moustaches. Now, he is something like a man. If he’d been took clean out of a picture he couldn’t have been more what he ought to be.”

“With the moustaches?”

My thoughts recurred to the Duke of Chelmsford. Was he, in Jane’s estimation, something like a man? But it seemed that I was on the wrong scent.

“Him with the moustaches what turns up at the ends like as if they was ramrods. If he isn’t a soldier it ain’t for want of looking it. Splendid, I call him. Then look at the height of him — regular monument, as you might say. And that straight! Then them there eyes of his! — ain’t they eyes? I never! When they looked at me they made me go all over — really they did. And I’ve not got over the feeling now — that I haven’t. It’s my opinion, and always has been, that some of them foreign men is better grown than some of our English.”

“Foreign men?”

A promonitory something was beginning to chill me about the centre of the back.

“He speaks with a foreign accent — lovely accent, I call it — that musical. And he’s got a way about him which makes you think, for all his being such a great big giant of a man, that if he was to take you in his arms he would be tender.”

“Jane! You shouldn’t say such things!”

“Well, miss, I am but human, as the saying is; and if I was going into the drawing-room to see a man like him, rather than look a fright I’d put something on my face, or do something to myself somehow, for look different to what you’re looking now that I would — no matter how I done it.”

With those last words of cheering advice Jane passed up the stairs, presumably to pursue her professional avocations. She would never have dared to say such a thing to one of the girls, but to me it always seems that everyone says just anything. That splendid person, with the moustaches turned up at the ends like ramrods, and the eyes, and the foreign accent — could he be that imposing dignitary of the Imperial Hotel? Had he had the audacity to trace me to my own home — and call on me? A waiter! What a cosmopolitan assembly appeared to be gathered together in the drawing-room.

The voices within seemed raised. Walter Hammond’s and Basil Carter’s voices were very audible. I fancied I heard also the “lovely” accent of which Jane had spoken. Mamma was unmistakable. It appeared that an argument was taking place inside, which was growing warmer by rapid degrees, with the promise of becoming, at an early moment, absolutely hot. Just as I reached the door, and was about to turn the handle, it was opened from within, with something of a flourish. I chose to take it as having been opened for me, and walked straight in.

My appearance created a sensation, that I needed no one to tell me. Still less did I need to be told that it was a sensation of a curious kind. An argument had been taking place which bore a tolerable imitation to something else. That was plain. It seemed probable that pressure had been brought to bear upon the dignitary of the Imperial Hotel to induce him to take himself away, and that that pressure had been applied in vain. Basil Carter had his hand upon the door-knob, his air suggesting something more than command, while there was something in Walter Hammond’s attitude which hinted at measures of a distinctly vigorous kind. Had I not arrived just then, I am inclined to think that steps would very shortly have been taken to bring that dignitary of the Imperial Hotel to a proper sense of his position. Considering his physique, it is tolerably certain that those who undertook the task of persuasion might have found that there were difficulties in the way. So far as I could judge — and I had pretty good opportunities — he was not the least collected person present When I entered, he stood about the centre of the room, his hat and stick in one hand, a bunch of flowers in the other. Even in height he towered above Walter Hammond, who was no dwarf, while, so far as girth went, he would easily have made two of any of the others. He was smiling on his company, and I am afraid even on mamma, in a manner which was hardly deferential; but when he saw me he commenced to salute me with a bow of the deepest deference.

I say commenced, because he actually got no farther than what I should call the impulse. He began, but in the very act of beginning, as it were, stopped short, as if something which he saw in me had stricken him with temporary paralysis — paralysis which was decidedly not the result of a flattering cause. He was, possibly by profession — for a waiter must know how to control his countenance — a master of the art of keeping his feelings out of his face. That he was surprised, I was uncomfortably convinced — surprised almost to the verge of being dumfounded. Yet he managed to prevent that fact being betrayed by his features. His expression, so to speak, was held in suspense. But presently it became eloquent enough.

I have heard something about the insolence of foreigners. I know a girl who has lived most of her life abroad, and I have heard her say that while foreigners are the politest creatures on earth, they are the most insolent too. I had an example of it then. That sublimated person of the waiter class had evidently expected to see one kind of a girl, and actually saw another. For a moment or two he was still, looking me, all the while, full in the face. Then he smiled, not only at me, but also at the others, and he said, his slightly foreign accent emphasising his sneering intention:

“What a difference between the night and the morning!”

Swinging the flowers which he held in his hand, which had certainly been intended for me, he marched past me, straight out of the room, without another word, still smiling. As he opened the hall-door to let himself out, he laughed — such a laugh!

I knew, as well as if I had seen him do it, that as soon as he was down the steps, he threw the flowers which had been meant for me out into the street.

Had he struck me across the face with his stick, he could not have branded me with a more distinctive mark of ignominy — he, a waiter! The charm of it was, that no one showed the slightest sign of resenting his behaviour. I was speechless. I had anticipated some difficulty with my tongue, but in the presence of that sublimity of insult, it refused to do its office altogether. My confusion was rendered worse confounded by the horrible embarrassment of the men by whom I found myself confronted. Their astonishment at the personality which my entrance had discovered — in such bewildering contrast to the glorious being of whom they had dreamed — was evidently so great as to be beyond their capacity of concealment. It not only robbed them of their senses, but also of their manners. They offered me no sort of greeting, not acknowledging my presence by a word or movement, but could only stand and stare and gasp, probably anathematising themselves internally for the crassness of their folly.

Those well-bred gentlemen!

The continued silence became so hideous that it had to be broken, even though I had to break it myself. I could not stay there and petrify before their stony gaze. It cost me a severe muscular spasm to break loose from the trammels of the sort of tetanus by which I was afflicted. And when I did the result was ludicrously inadequate. My intention was to be garrulous, a lava stream of words. All I could say was this:

“You don’t want me. I needn’t stay.”

It was true, the concentrated essence of truth. But as an illustration of the resources of the English language, it seemed hardly equal to the occasion. It was such a stupid, such an uncouth, thing to say — so utterly in character. The consciousness that this was so — that I was, by the decree of nature, a stupid, uncouth, gawky idiot — was the last straw. I turned to make my way out of the room as best I could.

My turning woke, at least, one of the gentlemen to some sense of the requirements of his position — the brown man. He had shown himself, last night, to be the owner of considerable stores of presence of mind; he proved, now, that he possessed some remnants still — even though they were, as remnants are apt to be, of somewhat dubious quality. Advancing a half-step towards where I was, he checked me in my retreat “Pardon me, one moment, Miss O’Brady.” I was not Miss O’Brady. I longed, even then, to tell him so. But, fortunately, I did manage to refrain. “I am here to offer you my apologies.” I was perfectly sure that he had come there with no intention of the kind. “I fear that last night I behaved with scant discretion. I frightened you. I think I must have been a little off my head. I beg that it is in that light that you will regard the singularity of my conduct; and can now only assure you that I am ready to lay at your feet my excuses, my regrets, my confession of misbehaviour, in any form you may command.”

He did not seem to see that his words, which were more than a little artificial, were not so much an apology as a fresh offence. He had made love to me because he was a little off his head, had he? What a compliment, under the circumstances, the idea conveyed. I should have liked to have pinched him, or done something more emphatic still, and, perhaps, something more undignified. Instead of which I merely replied, with an awkward clumsiness of which I was only too keenly sensitive:

“Pray, don’t apologise! It doesn’t matter in the least.”

I gave no one else an opportunity to utter a syllable. The sight of their continued dumbness was more than flesh and blood could endure; and, above all, what the brown man had the audacity to call his apology. I strode out into the hall, and I am afraid I banged the door after me as I went.


CHAPTER XXVI

ON THE SINGULAR EFFECTS OF SUNLIGHT

WHEN I regained my bedroom, which, in spite of its manifold and ostentatious deficiencies, I had long regarded as a harbour of refuge in which I might find shelter when the storms of life pressed too hardly, I took out of my dress pocket — I always insisted on having a pocket in my dress, whatever the fashion was, it was the one point on which I would have my way — that scrap of paper. It was blank. That sentence must have been written on it with vanishing ink, because already not a trace of it could be seen. That process of fading must have proceeded with marvellous rapidity. I held in my hand a soiled, crumpled piece of paper, which was so void of anything in the shape of written characters, that I was at a loss as to which side of it those mysterious words had been on.

The brief hour of my triumph had faded too. I was again the plain, uninteresting Norah O’Brady; the ugly girl with the pretty sisters; the overgrown gawk, who always looked so ridiculous in the clothes she wore. As I had once heard myself described — the creature with the hands and feet. I was that pleasant person again, this time for ever and a day. I could hardly expect a second miraculous interference with the ordinance of nature.

And the story of that interposition would be scored up against me, in the family debtor and creditor account, to be used as another missile, when the tale of Norah’s clumsiness, bearishness, multitudinous stupidities, was once more the well-worn domestic theme. How amusing it would be to recall the day when the five men took her out to dine. How incredible it seemed, and, indeed, was. One must have dreamed it By degrees, quite possibly, a legend would grow up that it was an elaborate practical joke which those five gentlemen had planned among themselves. And the Duke who called on her! You wouldn’t think it to look at her, would you? No one ever does believe it; but he actually did. And the bald-headed old horror! And that waiter! — a waiter, actually, my dear! — such a ridiculous fellow! Don’t you remember how impertinent he was to her? How he treated her as if she were the dirt beneath his feet! It was the funniest thing you ever saw.

I knew. My prophetic soul saw it all in store for me, being acquainted with the family methods where anything which would point a gibe against me was concerned.

Putting on my hat I went out. The atmosphere of the house, even of my own room, was insupportable. It would not have been surprising if someone had endeavoured to stay me, for with Jane, assisted only by a charwoman, I had to play the part of second maid. But no one did. I was conscious that someone came to the drawing-room window as I went by. But I did not notice who it was; and as, so far as I know, no attempt was made to attract my attention, I did not care.

I steered for Kensington Gardens. They were the nearest available approach to the country for which I was always longing; and there, sometimes, one could be alone with the grass, and the trees, and the birds. That was my dominant feeling: the desire to get away from everyone, from everything. To transplant myself from this world, in which I had been, and was, and should be, such an utter failure. If I could only find myself in a different environment, in some place where people were not principally concerned with each other’s appearance, where one could dress as one pleased, and do as one chose, and be comfortable, and yet not be the subject of perpetual comment; where one could have liberty to be a woman, a girl, in one’s own way, which would not be such a dreadful way after all, where one could be even huge and plain and not despised, what a place that would be.

As I tramped through the trees, seeking a spot which was not overrun with nursemaids, and all kinds of persons, I perceived no prospect of ever finding such a haven; unless, perhaps, it were by way of the Round Pond, if it contains water to cover a person of my unseemly inches. On the other side of it, almost obscured by the trunk of a great oak, I saw two chairs. Not only were they unoccupied, but there seemed to be no one in their immediate neighbourhood. So I planted myself in one. In Kensington Gardens no one ever sits upon the grass. Not only would it be in the highest degree improper, but it would spoil one’s clothes, and everyone would stare, and take one for quite a common person. Such an act would be impossible. If one sits at all, one sits upon a chair, — as I did then, though I would infinitely have preferred the ground, and my back against a tree, because the chair was most uncomfortable. And I prepared to lash myself with pessimistic and painful reflections on some such cheerful topic as the Vanity of Human Wishes — please put in the capital letters.

Unfortunately, the sun was shining; and when the sun shines, and I am out-of-doors, and the air is fresh and sweet, and one feels that the summer is at hand, and there is no unsympathetic person to stick pins in you, somehow I never can make as much of my distresses as I ought to; they seem to melt To begin with, they are solid; in fact, immensely solid, and I mean to keep them solid. Indeed, I often set out with the deliberate intention of considering nothing else but their immense solidity, and allowing nothing to interfere with my consideration either. Then, in some way, the sunshine gets into my eyes, or head, or something, and has a sort of a kind of a dazzling effect It must have, because, all of a sudden, they are gone — or seem gone. I cannot see them anywhere. Of course, it is absurd, and most illogical; because, all the time, they must be there. But it really is fatal for me to start thinking of my grievances in fine weather. No matter how resolved I am to stick to the subject, I never can keep my mind fixed on them when the sun is shining, and I am out-of-doors — never.

It was like that, then. I had not been on that chair three minutes when Ben Morgan came and seated himself on the one just next. I was too surprised for words, having had no notion that he was anywhere within miles. His coming in that unexpected and startling fashion knocked all the ideas clean out of my head, except the consciousness of my disgraceful conduct to him the day before. But his tact was marvellous; I always have been struck by it. He never hinted at it by so much as a syllable. And presently, to my absolute amazement, I found myself chattering away as if I had come out for that especial purpose.

We began with what was in the newspaper, which I did not happen to have seen, though, from what I could gather from him, I had not lost much. And then — well then, the subject was changed. A white poodle crossed in front of us, and we began talking about dogs. We were both of us very fond of dogs, and, indeed, all sorts of animals; so that it was a topic which was interesting to us both. Then the subject was changed again. Became personal. Drifted, as it were. I have always laughed at people who did that sort of thing in Kensington Gardens. I never thought I should have done it — never. But it became sunnier and sunnier every moment, until I was looking at everything through a golden haze.

Well — I said I would. And when I confessed my shame and my contrition for my behaviour to him yesterday, he said it did not matter — nothing mattered now. And I was the happiest girl in the world! As for being sorry because that fatal power of mine had endured for so short a time, it was the best thing that could have happened. I was delighted. How awful it would have been if everyone I met had kept on falling in love with me right off — high and low, married and single, young and old — when I wanted to be loved by no one else but Ben.

When I told him, in a muddly way, of what had occurred, you should have seen how deliciously he was amused. Though he did say one ridiculous thing — that he could see nothing miraculous in people falling in love with me at sight, since no man worth his salt could help it. Of course I knew that that was one of love’s sweet perjuries. I am not sure that truth is always the thing which is most to be desired.

He is not at all mis-shapen, really; or, if he is, the tiniest scrap: I love him all the more because of it. To me, he will always be straighter than I am; and, ever since I was the merest tot, for straightness, I have been a perfect grenadier.

He would walk home with me; and he told them about it, then and there. You should have seen mamma and the girls when we walked in together. We had actually forgotten lunch; it was quite late in the afternoon; they were beginning to wonder what had become of me. When they learnt, their faces were a study. But they were positively as nice as possible to both of us. Mamma kissed me, and was quite sweet to Ben; and Audrey, in particular, said some lovely things.

We are going to have that scrap of paper, on which the writing was, framed, and hung up in — in our bedroom.


MISS ARNOTT’S MARRIAGE
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CHAPTER I

ROBERT CHAMPION’S WIFE

“Robert Champion, you are sentenced to twelve months’ hard labour.”

As the chairman of the Sessions Court pronounced the words, the prisoner turned right round in the dock, and glanced towards where he knew his wife was standing. He caught her eye, and smiled. What meaning, if any, the smile conveyed, he perhaps knew. She could only guess. It was possibly intended to be a more careless, a more light-hearted smile than it in reality appeared. Robert Champion had probably not such complete control over his facial muscles as he would have desired. There was a hunted, anxious look about the eyes, a suggestion of uncomfortable pallor about the whole countenance which rather detracted from the impression which she had no doubt that he had intended to make. She knew the man well enough to be aware that nothing would please him better than that she should suppose that he regarded the whole proceedings with gay bravado, with complete indifference, both for the powers that were and for the punishment which they had meted out to him. But even if the expression on his face had not shown that the cur in the man had, for the moment, the upper hand, the unceremonious fashion in which the warders bundled him down the staircase, and out of sight, would have been sufficient to prevent any impression being left behind that he had departed from the scene in a halo of dignity.

As regards his wife, the effect made upon her by the whole proceedings was an overwhelming consciousness of unbearable shame. When the man with the cheap good looks was hustled away, as if he were some inferior thing, the realisation that this was indeed her husband, was more than she could endure. She reached out with her hand, as if in search of some support, and, finding none, sank to the floor of the court in a swoon.

“Poor dear!” said a woman, standing near. “I expect she’s something to do with that scamp of a fellow — maybe she’s his wife.”

“This sort of thing often is hardest on those who are left behind,” chimed in a man. “Sometimes it isn’t those who are in prison who suffer most; it’s those who are outside.”

When, having regained some of her senses, Violet Champion found herself in the street, she was inclined to call herself hard names for having gone near the court at all. She had only gone because she feared that if she stayed away she might not have learned how the thing had ended. This crime of which Robert Champion had been guilty was such a petty, such a paltry thing, that, so far as she knew, the earlier stages of the case had not been reported at all. One or other of the few score journals which London issues might have noticed it at some time, somewhere. If so, it had escaped her observation. Her knowledge of London papers was limited. They contained little which was likely to be of interest to her. She hardly knew where to look for such comments. The idea was not to be borne that she should be left in ignorance as to how the case had gone, as to what had become of Robert Champion. Anything rather than that. Her want of knowledge would have been to her as a perpetual nightmare. She would have scarcely dared to show herself in the streets for fear of encountering him.

Yet, now that it was all over, and she knew the worst — or best — her disposition was to blame herself for having strayed within the tainted purlieus of that crime-haunted court. She felt as if the atmosphere of the place had infected her with some loathsome bacillus. She also thought it possible that he might have misconstrued the meaning of her presence. He was in error if he had supposed that it was intended as a mark of sympathy. In her complete ignorance of such matters she had no notion as to the nature of the punishment to which he had rendered himself liable. If he were sentenced to a long term of penal servitude she simply wished to know it, that was all. In such a situation any sort of certainty was better than none. But sympathy! If he had been sentenced to be hung, her dominant sensation would have been one of relief. The gallows would have been a way of escape.

No one seeing the tall, handsome girl strolling listlessly along the street would have connected her with such a sordid tragedy. But it seemed to her that the stigma of Robert Champion’s shame was branded large all over her, that passers-by had only to glance at her to perceive at once the depths into which she had fallen.

And they were depths. Only just turned twenty-one; still a girl, and already a wife who was no wife. For what sort of wife can she be called who is mated to a convicted felon? And Robert Champion was one of nature’s felons; a rogue who preferred to be a rogue, who loved crooked ways because of their crookedness, who would not run straight though the chance were offered him. He was a man who, to the end of his life, though he might manage to keep his carcase out of the actual hands of the law, would render himself continually liable to its penalties. Twelve months ago he was still a stranger. The next twelve months he was to spend in gaol. When his term of imprisonment was completed would their acquaintance be recommenced?

At the thought of such a prospect the dizziness which had prostrated her in court returned. At present she dared not dwell on it.

She came at last to the house in Percy Street in which she had hired a lodging. A single room, at the top of the house, the rent of which, little though it was, was already proving a severe drain on her limited resources. From the moment in which, at an early hour in the morning, her husband had been dragged out of bed by policemen, she had relinquished his name. There was nothing else of his she could relinquish. The rent for the rooms they occupied was in arrears; debts were due on every side. Broadly speaking, they owed for everything — always had done since the day they were married. There were a few articles of dress, and of personal adornment, which she felt that she was reasonably justified in considering her own. Most of these she had turned into cash, and had been living — or starving — on the proceeds ever since. The occupant of the “top floor back” was known as Miss Arnott. She had returned to her maiden name. She paid six shillings a week for the accommodation she received, which consisted of the bare lodging, and what — ironically — was called “attendance.” Her rent had been settled up to yesterday, and she was still in possession of twenty-seven shillings.

When she reached her room she became conscious that she was hungry — which was not strange, since she had eaten nothing since breakfast, which had consisted of a cup of tea and some bread and butter. But of late she had been nearly always hungry. Exhausted, mentally and bodily, she sank on to the side of the bed, which made a more comfortable seat than the only chair which the room contained; and thought and thought and thought. If only certain puzzles could be solved by dint of sheer hard thinking! But her brain was in such a state of chaos that she could only think confusedly, in a vicious circle, from which her mind was incapable of escaping. To only one conclusion could she arrive — that it would be a very good thing if she might be permitted to lie down on the bed, just as she was, and stay there till she was dead. For her life was at an end already at twenty-one. She had put a period to it when she had suffered herself to become that man’s wife.

She was still vaguely wondering if it might not be possible for her to take advantage of some such means of escape when she was startled by a sudden knocking at the door. Taken unawares, she sprang up from the bed, and, without pausing to consider who might be there, she cried, — 

“Come in!”

Her invitation was accepted just as she was beginning to realise that it had been precipitately made. The door was opened; a voice — a masculine voice — inquired, — 

“May I see Miss Arnott?”

The speaker remained on the other side of the open door, in such a position that, from where she was, he was still invisible.

“What do you want? Who are you?” she demanded.

“My name is Gardner — Edward Gardner. I occupy the dining-room. If you will allow me to come in I will explain the reason of my intrusion. I think you will find my explanation a sufficient one.”

She hesitated. The fact that the speaker was a man made her at once distrustful. Since her marriage day she had been developing a continually increasing distaste for everything masculine — seeing in every male creature a possible replica of her husband. The moment, too, was unpropitious. Yet, since the stranger was already partly in the room, she saw no alternative to letting him come a little farther.

“Come in,” she repeated.

There entered an undersized, sparely-built man, probably between forty and fifty years of age. He was clean-shaven, nearly bald — what little hair he had was iron grey — and was plainly but neatly dressed in black. He spoke with an air of nervous deprecation, as if conscious that he was taking what might be regarded as a liberty, and was anxious to show cause why it should not be resented.

“As I said just now, I occupy the dining-rooms and my name is Gardner. I am a solicitor’s clerk. My employers are Messrs Stacey, Morris & Binns, of Bedford Row. Perhaps you are acquainted with the firm?”

He paused as if for a reply. She was still wondering more and more what the man could possibly be wanting; oppressed by the foreboding, as he mentioned that he was a solicitor’s clerk, that he was a harbinger of further trouble. With her law and trouble were synonyms. He went on, his nervousness visibly increasing. He was rendered uneasy by the statuesque immobility of her attitude, by the strange fashion in which she kept her eyes fixed on his face. It was also almost with a sense of shock that he perceived how young she was, and how beautiful.

“It is only within the last few minutes that I learned, from the landlady, that your name was Arnott. It is a somewhat unusual name; and, as my employers have been for some time searching for a person bearing it, I beg that you will allow me to ask you one or two questions. Of course, I understand that my errand will quite probably prove to be a futile one; but, at the same time, let me assure you that any information you may give will only be used for your advantage; and should you, by a strange coincidence, turn out to be a member of the family for whom search has been made, you will benefit by the discovery of the fact. May I ask if, to your knowledge, you ever had a relation named Septimus Arnott?”

“He was my uncle. My father’s name was Sextus Arnott. My grandfather had seven sons and no daughters. He was an eccentric man, I believe — I never saw him; and he called them all by Latin numerals. My father was the sixth son, Sextus; the brother to whom you refer, the seventh and youngest, Septimus.”

“Dear, dear! how extraordinary! almost wonderful!”

“I don’t know why you should call it wonderful. It was perhaps curious; but, in this world, people do curious things.”

“Quite so! — exactly! — not a doubt of it! It was the coincidence which I was speaking of as almost wonderful, not your grandfather’s method of naming his sons; I should not presume so far. And where, may I further be allowed to ask, is your father now, and his brothers?”

“They are all dead.”

“All dead! Dear! dear!”

“My father’s brothers all died when they were young men. My father himself died three years ago — at Scarsdale, in Cumberland. My mother died twelve months afterwards. I am their only child.”

“Their only child! You must suffer me to say, Miss Arnott, that it almost seems as if the hand of God had brought you to this house and moved me to intrude myself upon you. I take it that you can furnish proofs of the correctness of what you say?”

“Of course I can prove who I am, and who my father was, and his father.”

“Just so; that is precisely what I mean — exactly. Miss Arnott, Mr Stacey, the senior partner in our firm, resides in Pembridge Gardens, Bayswater. I have reason to believe that, if I go at once, I shall find him at home. When I tell him what I have learnt I am sure that he will come to you at once. May I ask you to await his arrival? I think I can assure you that you shall not be kept waiting more than an hour.”

“What can the person of whom you speak have to say to me?”

“As I have told you, I am only a servant. It is not for me to betray my employer’s confidence; but so much I may tell you — if you are the niece of the Septimus Arnott for whom we are acting you are a very fortunate young lady. And, in any case, I do assure you that you will not regret affording Mr Stacey an opportunity of an immediate interview.”

Mr Gardner went; the girl consented to await his return. Almost as soon as he was gone the landlady — Mrs Sayers — paid her a visit. It soon appeared that she had been prompted by the solicitor’s clerk.

“I understand, Miss Arnott, from Mr Gardner, who has had my dining-room now going on for five years, that his chief governor, Mr Stacey, is coming to call on you, as it were, at any moment. If you’d like to receive him in my sitting-room, I’m sure you’re very welcome; and you shall be as private as you please.”

The girl eyed the speaker. Hitherto civility had not been her strongest point. Her sudden friendly impulse could only have been induced by some very sufficient reason of her own. The girl declined her offer. Mrs Sayers became effusive, almost insistent.

“I am sure, my dear, that you will see for yourself that it’s not quite the thing for a young lady to receive a gentleman, and maybe two, in a room like this, which she uses for sleeping. You’re perfectly welcome to my little sitting-room for half an hour, or even more, where you’ll be most snug and comfortable; and as for making you a charge, or anything of that sort, I shouldn’t think of it, so don’t let yourself be influenced by any fears of that kind.”

But the girl would have nothing to do with Mrs Sayers’ sitting-room. This woman had regarded her askance ever since she had entered the house, had treated her with something worse than incivility. Miss Arnott was not disposed, even in so trifling a matter, to place herself under an obligation to her now. Mrs Sayers was difficult to convince; but the girl was rid of her at last, and was alone to ask herself what this new turn of fortune’s wheel might portend. On this already sufficiently eventful day, of what new experiment was she to be made the subject? What was this stranger coming to tell her about Septimus Arnott — the uncle from whom her father had differed, as he himself was wont to phrase it, on eleven points out of ten? She was, it appeared, to be asked certain questions. Good; she would be prepared to answer them, up to a certain point. But where, exactly, was that point? And what would happen after it was reached?

She was ready and willing to give a full and detailed account of all that had ever happened to her — up to the time of her coming to London. And how much afterwards? She did not, at present, know how it could be done; but if, by any means whatever, the thing were possible, she meant to conceal — from the whole world! — the shameful fact that she was Robert Champion’s wife. Nothing, save the direst unescapable pressure, should ever induce her to even admit that she had known the man. That entire episode should be erased from her life, as if it had never been, if it were feasible. And she would make it feasible.

The matter she had at present to consider was, how much — or how little — she should tell her coming visitors.


CHAPTER II

THE WOMAN ON THE PAVEMENT

Mr Stacey was a tall, portly gentleman, quite an accepted type of family lawyer. He was white-headed and inclined to be red-faced. He carried a pair of nose glasses, which were as often between his fingers as on his nose. His manner was urbane, with a tendency towards pomposity; and when he smiled, which was often, he showed a set of teeth which were as white and regular as the dentist could make them. He was followed into the room by Mr Gardner; and when the apartment contained three persons it was filled to overflowing.

“Miss Arnott, my excellent friend, Mr Gardner here, has brought me most important news — most important. He actually tells me that you are — eh — the Miss Arnott for whom we have been so long in search.”

“I am Miss Arnott. I am not aware, however, that anyone has searched for me. I don’t know why they should.”

Mr Gardner, who had been showing a vivid consciousness of scanty space, proffered a suggestion.

“If I might make so bold, sir, as to ask Miss Arnott to honour me by stepping down to my poor parlour, we should, at least, have a little more room to move.”

“Mrs Sayers has already made me a similar proposal. I declined it, as I decline yours. What you wish to say to me you will be so good as to say to me here. This room, such as it is, is at anyrate my own — for the present.”

“For the present; quite so! — quite so! A fine spirit of independence — a fine spirit. I think, Miss Arnott, that before long you will have other rooms of your own, where you will be able to be independent in another sense. I understand that you claim to be the only surviving relative of Septimus Arnott, of Exham Park, Hampshire.”

“You understand quite wrongly; I claim nothing. I merely say that I am the only child of Sextus Arnott, and that I had an uncle whose name was Septimus. When they were young men my father and his brother were both artists. But, after a time, Uncle Septimus came to the conclusion that there was not much money to be made out of painting. He wanted my father to give it up. My father, who loved painting better than anything else in the world” — the words were uttered with more than a shade of bitterness— “wouldn’t. They quarrelled and parted. My father never saw his brother again, and I have never seen him at all.”

“You don’t know, then, that he is dead?”

“I know nothing except what my father has told me. He remained what he called ‘true to his art’ to the end of his life, and never forgave his brother for turning his back on it.”

“Pardon my putting to you a somewhat delicate question. Did your father make much money by his painting?”

“Much money!” The girl’s lip curled. “When he died there was just enough left to keep my mother till she died.”

“And then?”

“I came to London in search of fortune.”

“And found it?”

“Do I look as if I had — in this attic, which contains all that I have in the world? No; fortune does not come to such as I am. I should be tolerably content if I were sure of daily bread. But why do you ask such questions? Why do you pry into my private affairs? I am not conscious of a desire to thrust them on your notice — or on anyone’s.”

“Miss Arnott, I beg that you will not suppose that I am actuated by common curiosity. Let me explain the situation in half-a-dozen words. Your Uncle Septimus, after he left your father, went to South America. There, after divers adventures, he went in for cattle breeding. In that pursuit he amassed one of those large fortunes which are characteristic of modern times. Eventually he came to England, bought a property, settled himself on it, and there died. We acted as his legal advisers. He left his whole property to his brother Sextus; or, in the event of his brother predeceasing him, to his brother’s children. You must understand that he himself lived and died a bachelor. His own death occurred three years ago.”

“My father also died three years ago — on the 18th of March.”

“This is very remarkable, Miss Arnott; they must have died on the same day!”

“My father died at five minutes to six in the evening. His last words were, ‘Well, Septimus.’ My mother and I, who were at his bedside, wondered why he had said it — which he did so plainly that we both turned round to see if anyone had come into the room. Until then he had not mentioned his brother’s name for a long time.”

“Miss Arnott, this is more and more remarkable; quite apart from any legal proof there can be no sort of doubt that you are the person we are seeking. It happened that I was present at your uncle’s deathbed — partly as a friend and partly as his professional adviser. For I should tell you that he was a very lonely man. He seemed to have no friends, and was chary of making acquaintances; in that great house he lived the life of a lonely recluse. He died just as the clock was striking six; and just before he died he sat up in bed, held out his hand, and exclaimed in quite his old, hearty voice, ‘Hullo, Sextus.’ No one there knew to what the reference was made; but from what you say it would almost appear as if their spirits were already meeting.” Mr Stacey blew his nose as if all at once conscious that they were touching a subject which was not strictly professional. “Before entering further into matters, I presume that — merely for form’s sake — you are in a position to prove, Miss Arnott, that you are you.”

“Certainly, I can do that, to some extent, at once.” She took an envelope from a shabby old handbag; from the envelope some papers. “This is my mother’s marriage certificate; this is the certificate of my own birth; this—” the paper of which she had taken hold chanced to be a copy of the document which certified that a marriage had taken place between Robert Champion, bachelor, and Violet Arnott, spinster. For the moment she had forgotten its existence. When she recognised what it was her heart seemed to sink in her bosom; her voice trembled; it was only with an effort that she was able to keep herself from handing it to the man of law in front of her. “No,” she stammered, “that’s the wrong paper.” Just in time she drew it back. If he had only had one glance at it the whole course of her life would have been different. She went on, with as complete a show of calmness as she was capable of, “This is the paper I meant to give you — it is a copy of the certificate of my father’s death; and this is a copy of my mother’s. They are both buried in the same grave in the cemetery at Scarsdale.”

He took the papers she passed to him, seemingly unconscious that there was anything curious in her manner. That other paper, crumpling it up, she slipped between the buttons of her bodice. He looked through the documents she had given him.

“They appear to be perfectly in order — perfectly in order, and I have no doubt that on investigation they will be ascertained to be. By the way, Miss Arnott, I notice that you were born just one-and-twenty years ago.”

“Yes; my twenty-first birthday was on the 9th of last month — five weeks ago.”

She did not think it necessary to mention that the memory of it would be with her for ever, since it had been celebrated by the arrest of her husband.

“Five weeks ago? A pity that it couldn’t have been next month instead of last; then the date of your coming of age might have been made a great occasion. However, it shall still be to you a memorable year. You will, of course, understand that there are certain forms which must be gone through; but I don’t think I am premature in expressing to you my personal conviction that you are the person who is intended to benefit under the will of the late Mr Septimus Arnott. Your uncle was one of our multi-millionaires. I cannot, at this moment, state the exact value of his estate; but this I can inform you — that your income will be considerably over one hundred thousand pounds a year.”

“One hundred thousand pounds a year!” She gripped, with her right hand, the back of the room’s one chair. “Do you mean it?”

“Beyond the shadow of a doubt. I am free to admit that I am fond of a jest; but a fortune of that magnitude is not a fit subject for a joke. Believe me, you will find it a serious matter when you come to be directly responsible for its administration.”

“It seems a large sum of money.”

He observed her a little curiously; she showed so few signs of emotion, none of elation. In her position, at her age, on receipt of such news, one would have looked for her cheeks to flush, for her lips to be parted by a smile, for a new brightness to come into her eyes — for these things at least. So far as he was able to perceive, not the slightest change took place in her bearing, her manner, her appearance; except that perhaps she became a little paler. The communication he had just made might have been of interest to a third party, but of none to her, so striking was the suggestion of indifference which her demeanour conveyed.

He decided that the explanation was that as yet she was incapable of realising her own good fortune.

“Seems a large sum? It is a large sum! How large I lack words to enable you to clearly comprehend. When we talk of millions we speak of figures anything like the full meaning of which the ordinary imagination is altogether incapable to grasp. I think, Miss Arnott, that some time will probably elapse vast is the responsibility which is about to be placed upon you. In the meantime I would make two remarks — first, that until matters are placed in regular order I shall be happy to place at your disposition any amount of ready cash you may require; and second, that until everything is arranged, Mrs Stacey and myself will be only too glad to extend to you our hospitality at Pembridge Gardens.”

“I think, if you don’t mind, I should like to remain here at anyrate to-night. I shall have a great many things to consider; I should prefer to do so alone. If you wish it I will call on you in the morning at your offices, and then we will go into everything more fully.”

“Very good. As you choose, Miss Arnott. It is for you to command, for me to obey. You are your own mistress in a sense, and to a degree which I fancy you don’t at present understand. I took the precaution to provide myself, before leaving home, with a certain amount of ready money. Permit me to place at your service this hundred pounds; you will find that there are twenty five-pound notes. I need scarcely add that the money is your own property. Now as to to-morrow. We have had so much difficulty in finding you, and it is by such a seeming miracle that we have lighted on you at last, that I am reluctant to lose sight of you even for a single night — until, that is, everything is in due order, and you have happily released us from the great weight of responsibility which has lain so long upon us. May I take it that we shall certainly see you to-morrow at our offices at noon?”

“Yes; I will be with you to-morrow at noon.” It was on that understanding they parted. Before he left the house Mr Stacey said to his clerk, — 

“Gardner, that’s a singular young woman. So young, so beautiful, and yet so cold, so frigid, so — stolid. She didn’t even thank me for bringing her the good news, neither by a word nor look did she so much as hint that the news had gratified her; indeed, I am not at all sure that she thinks it is good news. In one so young, so charming — because, so far as looks are concerned, she is charming, and she will be particularly so when she is well dressed — it isn’t natural, Gardner, it isn’t natural.”

In the top floor back the girl was contemplating the twenty five-pound notes. She had never before been the owner of so much money, or anything like so much. Had she been the possessor of such a fortune when she came to town she might never have become a “model” in the costume department of the world-famed Messrs Glover & Silk, she might never have made the acquaintance of Robert Champion, she would certainly never have become his wife. The glamour which had seemed to surround him had been the result of the circumstances in which she had first encountered him. Had her own position not been such a pitiable one she would never have been duped by him, by his impudent assurance, his brazen lies, his reckless promises. She had seen that clearly, long ago.

A hundred pounds! Why, the fraud for which, at that moment, he was in gaol had had for its objective a sum of less than twenty pounds. She writhed as she thought of it. Was he already in prisoner’s clothes, marked with the broad arrow? Was he thinking of her in his felon’s cell? She tried to put the vision from her, as one too horrible for contemplation. Would it persistently recur to her, in season and out, her whole life long? God forbid! Rather than that, better death, despite her uncle’s fortune.

In any case she could at least afford to treat herself to a sufficient meal. She went to a quiet restaurant in Oxford Street, and there fared sumptuously — that is, sumptuously in comparison to the fashion in which she had fared this many and many a day. Afterwards, she strolled along the now lamp-lit street. As she went she met a girl of about her own age who was decked out in tawdry splendours. They had nearly passed before they knew each other. Then recognition came. The other girl stopped and turned.

“Why, Vi!” she exclaimed. “Who’d have dreamt of seeing you?”

The girl addressed did not attempt to return the greeting. She did not even acknowledge it. Instead she rushed off the pavement into a “crawling” hansom, saying to the driver as she entered his vehicle, — 

“Drive me to the city — anywhere; only be quick and get away from here!”

When she concluded that she was well out of that other girl’s sight she instructed the man to drive her to Percy Street. At the corner of the street she alighted. Once more in her attic she did as she had done on her previous return to it — she sank down on to the side of the bed, trembling from head to foot.

The woman who had spoken to her in Oxford Street was Sarah Stevens, who had been a fellow employee at Messrs Glover & Silk’s. It was she who had introduced her to Robert Champion. It was largely owing to the tales she had told of him, and to her eager advocacy of his suit, that she had been jockeyed into becoming his wife. It was only afterwards, when it was too late, that she had learnt that the girl was as bad as — if not worse than — the man to whom she had betrayed her. From the beginning the pair had been co-conspirators; Violet Arnott had been their victim.

Was she to be haunted always by the fear of such encounters? Rather than run that risk she would never again set foot in London. Certainly, the sooner she was out of it the better.


CHAPTER III

HE HEIRESS ENTERS INTO HER OWN

During the days and weeks which followed it was as though she were the chief personage in a strange, continuous dream. Always she expected an awakening — of a kind of which she did not dare to think. But the dream continued. All at once her path was strewn with roses; up to then she had seemed to have to pick her way, barefooted, amid stones and thistles. No obstacle of any kind arose. Everything was smooth and easy. Her claim to be her uncle’s niece was admitted as soon as it was made. Under her uncle’s will Mr Stacey was the sole trustee. To all intents and purposes his trusteeship was at an end when she was found. She was of age; the property was hers to do with exactly as she would. By no conditions was she bound. She was her own mistress; in sole control of that great fortune. It was a singular position for a young girl to find herself suddenly occupying.

She was glad enough to leave her affairs in the hands of Messrs Stacey, Morris & Binns. In those early days the mere attempt to understand them was beyond her power. They were anxious enough to place before her an exact statement of the position she had now to occupy. To some extent she grasped its meaning. But the details she insisted on being allowed to assimilate by degrees.

“If I know pretty well what I have and what I haven’t, what I can do and what I can’t, and what my duties and responsibilities are, say, in three, or even six months’ time, I’ll be content. In the meanwhile you must continue to do precisely what you have been doing during the time in which I was still not found. I understand sufficiently to know that you have managed all things better than I am ever likely to.”

She provided herself with what she deemed an ample, and, indeed, extravagant supply of clothing at Mrs Stacey’s urgent request. That lady’s ideas, however, were much more gorgeous than her own. The solicitor’s wife insisted that it was only right and proper that she should have a wardrobe which, as she put it, “was suitable to her position.” That meant, apparently, that, in the way of wearing apparel, she should supply herself with the contents of a good-sized London shop. To that Miss Arnott objected.

“What do you suppose I shall do with all those things?” she demanded. “I am going into the country to stay there. I am going to live all alone, as my uncle did. I sha’n’t see a creature from week’s end to week’s end — a heap of new dresses won’t be wanted for that. They’ll all be out of fashion long before I have a chance of wearing them.”

Mrs Stacey smiled; she was a lady of ample proportions, who had herself a taste for sumptuous raiment.

“I fancy, dear Miss Arnott, that even now you don’t realise your own situation. Do you really suppose that — as you suggest — you will be allowed to live all alone at Exham Park, without seeing a creature from week’s end to week’s end?”

“Who is going to prevent me?”

“Dear Miss Arnott, you are positively amusing. Before you have been there a fortnight the whole county, at least, will have been inside your doors.”

“I hope not.”

The look of distress on the young lady’s countenance was almost comical.

“You speak, I think, without reflection. I, personally, should be both grieved and disappointed if anything else were to happen.”

“You would be grieved and disappointed? Good gracious! Mrs Stacey, why?”

“It is only in accordance with the requirements of common decency that a person in your position should receive adequate recognition. If everyone did not call on you you would be subjected to an injurious slight.”

“Certainly that point of view did not occur to me. Up to now no one worth speaking of has recognised my existence in the slightest degree. The idea, therefore, that it has suddenly become everyone’s duty to do so is, to say the least, a novel one.

“So I imagined. It is, however, as I say; you see, circumstances are altered. Quite apart from the period when you will possess a town residence—”

“That period will be never.”

“Never is a long while — a very long while. I say, quite apart from that period, what I cannot but call your unique position will certainly entitle you to act as one of the leaders of county society.”

“How dreadful! I’m beginning to wish my position wasn’t so unique.”

“You speak, if you will forgive my saying so, as a child. Providence has seen fit to place you in a position in which you will be an object of universal admiration. With your youth, your appearance, your fortune, not only all Hampshire, but all England, will be at your feet.

“All England! Mrs Stacey, isn’t that just a little exaggerated?”

“Not in the least. On the contrary, my language, if anything, errs on the side of being too guarded. A beautiful young girl of twenty-one, all alone in the world, with more than a hundred thousand pounds a year entirely under her own control — princes from all parts of the world will tumble over each other in their desire to find favour in your eyes.”

“Then princes must be much more foolish persons than I supposed.”

“My dear, of that we will say nothing. Don’t let us speak evil of dignitaries. I was always brought up to think of them with respect. To return to the subject of your wardrobe. I have merely made these few remarks in order to point out to you how essential it is that you should be furnished, at the outset, with a wardrobe likely to prove equal to all the demands which are certain to be made on one in your position.”

“All the same, I won’t have five hundred dresses. Position or no position, I know I shall be much happier with five.”

It is an undoubted fact that the young lady’s equipment of costumes extended to more than five, though it stopped far short of the number which her feminine mentor considered adequate. Indeed, Mrs Stacey made no secret of her opinion that, from the social point of view, her arrangements were scarcely decent.

“At the very first serious call which is made upon your resources, you will find yourself absolutely without a thing to wear. Then you’ll have to rush up to town and have clothes made for you in red-hot haste, than which nothing can be more unsatisfactory.”

“I shall have to chance that. I hate shops and I hate shopping.”

“My dear!”

“I do. I don’t care how it is with other girls, it’s like that with me. I’ve already had more than enough of dressmakers; for ever so long I promise you that I won’t go near one for another single thing. I’m going to the country, and I’m going to live a country life; and for the kind of country life I mean to live you don’t want frocks.”

Mrs Stacey lifted up her hands and sighed. To her such sentiments seemed almost improper. It was obvious that Miss Arnott meant to be her own mistress in something more than name. On one question, however, she was over-ruled. That was on the question of a companion.

It was perfectly clear, both to her legal advisers and to the senior partner’s wife, that it was altogether impossible for her to live at Exham Park entirely companionless.

“What harm will there be?” she demanded. “I shall be quite alone.”

“My dear,” returned Mrs Stacey, “you won’t understand. It is precisely that which is impossible — you must not be quite alone; a young girl, a mere child like you. People will not only think things, they will say them — and they will be right in doing so. The idea is monstrous, not to be entertained for a moment. You must have some sort of a companion.”

Miss Arnott emitted a sound which might have been meant for a groan.

“Very well then, if I must I must — but she shall be younger than I am; or, at anyrate, not much older.”

Mrs Stacey looked as if the suggestion had rendered her temporarily speechless.

“My dear,” she finally gasped, “that would be worse than ever. Two young girls alone together in such a house — what a scandal there would be!”

“Why should there be any scandal?”

Miss Arnott’s manner was a little defiant.

“If you cannot see for yourself I would rather you did not force me to explain. I can only assure you that if you are not extremely careful your innocence of evil will lead you into very great difficulties. What you want is a woman of mature age, of wide knowledge of the world; above all, of impregnable respectability. One who will, in a sense, fill the place of a mother, officiate — nominally — as the head of your household, who will help you in entertaining visitors—”

“There will be no visitors to entertain.”

The elder lady indulged in what she intended for an enigmatic smile.

“When you have been at Exham Park for six months you will blush at the recollection of your own simplicity. At present I can only ask you to take my word for it that there will be shoals of visitors.”

“Then that companion of mine will have to entertain them, that’s all. One thing I stipulate: you will have to discover her, I sha’n’t.”

To this Mrs Stacey willingly acceded. The companion was discovered. She was a Mrs Plummer; of whom her discoverer spoke in tones of chastened solemnity.

“Mrs Plummer is a distant connection of Mr Stacey. As such, he has known her all his life; and can therefore vouch for her in every respect. She has known trouble; and, as trouble always does, it has left its impress upon her. But she is a true woman, with a great heart and a beautiful nature. She is devoted to young people. You will find in her a firm friend, one who will make your interests her own, and who will be able and willing to give you sound advice on all occasions in which you find yourself in difficulty. I am convinced that you will become greatly attached to her; you will find her such a very present help in all times of trouble.”

When, a few days before they went down together to Exham Park, Miss Arnott was introduced to Mrs Plummer in Mrs Stacey’s drawing-room, in some way, which the young lady would have found it hard to define, she did not accord with her patroness’s description. As her custom sometimes was, Miss Arnott plunged headforemost into the midst of things.

“I am told that you are to be my companion. I am very sorry for you, because I am not at all a companionable sort of creature.”

“You need not be sorry. I think you will find that I understand the situation. Convention declines to allow a young woman to live alone in her own house; I shall be the necessary figurehead which the proprieties require. I shall never intrude myself. I shall be always in the background — except on occasions when I perceive that you would sooner occupy that place yourself. I shall be quick to see when those occasions arise; and, believe me, they will be more frequent than you may at this moment suspect. As for freedom — you will have more freedom under the ægis of my wing, which will be purely an affair of the imagination, than without it; since, under its imaginary shelter, you will be able to do all manner of things which, otherwise, you would hardly be able to do unchallenged. In fact, with me as cover, you will be able to do exactly as you please; and still remain in the inner sanctuary of Mrs Grundy.”

Mrs Plummer spoke with a degree of frankness for which Miss Arnott was unprepared. She looked at her more closely, to find that she was a little woman, apparently younger than she had expected. Her dark brown hair was just beginning to turn grey. She was by no means ugly; the prominent characteristic of her face being the smallness of the features. She had a small mouth, thinly lipped, which, when it was closed, was tightly closed. She had a small, slenderly-fashioned aquiline nose, the nostrils of which were very fine and delicate. Her eyes were small and somewhat prominent, of a curious shade in blue, having about them a quality which suggested that, while they saw everything which was taking place around her, they served as masks which prevented you seeing anything which was transpiring at the back of them. She was dressed like a lady; she spoke like a lady; she looked a lady. Miss Arnott had not been long in her society before she perceived, though perhaps a little dimly, what Mrs Stacey had meant by saying that trouble had left its impress on her. There was in her voice, her face, her bearing, her manner, a something which spoke of habitual self-repression, which was quite possibly the outcome of some season of disaster which, for her, had changed the whole aspect of the world.

The day arrived, at last, when the heiress made her first appearance at Exham Park. The house had been shut up, and practically dismantled, for so long, that the task of putting it in order, collecting an adequate staff of servants, and getting it generally ready for its new mistress, occupied some time. Miss Arnott journeyed with Mrs Plummer; it was the first occasion on which they had been companions. The young lady’s sensations, as the train bore her through the sunlit country, were of a very singular nature; the little woman in the opposite corner of the compartment had not the faintest notion how singular.

Mr Stacey met the travellers at the station, ushering them into a landau, the door of which was held open by a gigantic footman in powdered hair and silk stockings. Soon after they had started, Miss Arnott asked a question, — 

“Is this my carriage?”

The gentleman replied, with some show of pomposity, — 

“It is one of them, Miss Arnott, one of them. You will find, in your coach-houses, a variety of vehicles; but, of course, I do not for a moment pretend that you will find there every kind of conveyance you require. Indeed, the idea has rather been that you should fill the inevitable vacancies in accordance with the dictates of your own taste.”

“Whose idea is the flour and the silk stockings?”

She was looking up at the coachman and footman on the box.

“The — eh? — oh, I perceive; you allude to the men’s liveries. The liveries, Miss Arnott, were chosen by your late uncle; I think you will admit that they are very handsome ones. It has been felt that, in deference to him, they should be continued, until you thought proper to rule otherwise.”

“Then I’m afraid that they won’t be continued much longer. In such matters my uncle’s tastes were — I hope it isn’t treason to say so — perhaps a trifle florid. Mine are all the other way. I don’t like floured heads, silk stockings, or crimson velvet breeches; I like everything about me to be plain to the verge of severity. My father’s ideal millionaire was mine; shall I tell you what that was?”

“If you will be so good.”

“He held that a man with five thousand a year, if he were really a gentleman, would do his best not to allow it to be obvious to the man who only had five hundred that he had more than he had.”

“There is something to be said for that point of view; on the other hand, there is a great deal to be said for the other side.”

“No doubt. There is always a great deal to be said for the other side. I am only hinting at the one towards which I personally incline.” Presently they were passing along an avenue of trees. “Where are we now?”

“We are on your property — this is the drive to the house.”

“There seems to be a good deal of it.”

“It is rather more than three miles long; there are lodge gates at either end; the house stands almost in the centre.”

“It seems rather pretty.”

“Pretty! Exham Park is one of the finest seats in the country. That is why your uncle purchased it.”

After a while they came in sight of the house.

“Is that the house? It looks more like a palace. Fancy my living all alone in a place like that! Now I understand why a companion was an absolute necessity. It strikes me, Mrs Plummer, that you will want a companion as much as I shall. What shall we two lone, lorn women do in that magnificent abode?”

As they stepped in front of the splendid portico there came down the steps a man who held his hat in his hand, with whom Mr Stacey at once went through the ceremony of introduction.

“Miss Arnott, this is Mr Arthur Cavanagh, your steward.”

She found herself confronted by a person who was apparently not much more than thirty years of age; erect, well-built, with short, curly hair, inclined to be ruddy, a huge moustache, and a pair of the merriest blue eyes she had ever seen. When they were in the house, and Mr Stacey was again alone with the two ladies, he observed, with something which approximated to an air of mystery, — 

“You must understand, Miss Arnott, that, as regards Mr Cavanagh, we — my partners and myself — have been in a delicate position. He was your uncle’s particular protégé. I have reason to know that he came to England at his express request. We have hardly seen our way — acting merely on our own initiative — to displace him.”

“Displace him? Why should he be displaced? Isn’t he a good steward?”

“As regards that, good stewards are not difficult to find. Under the circumstances, the drawbacks in his case are, I may almost say, notorious. He is young, even absurdly young; he is not ill-looking, and he is unmarried.”

Miss Arnott smiled, as if Mr Stacey had been guilty of perpetrating a joke.

“It’s not his fault that he is young; it’s not my fault that I am young. It’s nice not to be ill-looking, and — I rather fancy — it’s nice to be unmarried.” She said to Mrs Plummer as, a little later, they were going upstairs together, side by side, “What odd things Mr Stacey does say. Fancy regarding them as drawbacks being young, good-looking and unmarried. What can he be thinking of?”

“I must refer you to him. It is one of the many questions to which I am unable to supply an answer of my own.”

When she was in her own room, two faces persisted in getting in front of Miss Arnott’s eyes. One was the face of Mr Arthur Cavanagh, the other was that of the man who was serving a term of twelve months’ hard labour, and which was always getting, as it were, between her and the daylight.


CHAPTER IV

THE EARL OF PECKHAM’S PROPOSAL

Miss Arnott soon realised what Mrs Stacey had meant by insisting on the impossibility of her living a solitary life. So soon as she arrived upon the scene, visitors began to appear at Exham Park in a constant stream. The day after she came calls were made by two detachments of the clergy, and by the representatives of three medical men. But, as Mrs Plummer somewhat unkindly put it, these might be regarded as professional calls; or, in other words, requests for custom.

“Since you are the patron of these livings, their present holders were bound to haste and make obeisance — though it would seem that, in that respect, one of them is still a defaulter. The way in which those two doctors and their wives, who happened to come together, glowered at each other was beautiful. One quite expected to see them lapse into mutual charges of unprofessional conduct. Which of the three do you propose to favour?”

“Mr Cavanagh says that uncle used to patronise all three. He had one for the servants on the estate one for the indoor servants, and one for himself.”

“And which of the three was it who killed him?”

“There came a time when all three were called together to consult upon his case. That finished uncle at once. He died within four-and-twenty hours. So Mr Cavanagh says.”

“I suppose Mr Cavanagh is able to supply you with little interesting details on all sorts of recondite subjects?”

“Oh yes; he is like a walking encyclopedia of information on all matters connected with the estate. Whenever I want to know anything I simply go to him; he always knows. It is most convenient.”

“And I presume that he is always willing to tell you what you want to know.”

“Most willing. I never met a more obliging person. And so good-humoured. Have you noticed his smile?”

“I can’t say that I have paid particular attention to his smile.”

“It’s wonderful; it lights up all his face and makes him positively handsome. I think he’s a most delightful person, and so clever. I’m sure he’s immensely popular with everyone; not at all like the hard-as-nails stewards one reads about. I can’t imagine what Mr Stacey meant by almost expressing a regret that he had not displaced him, can you?”

“Some people sometimes say such extraordinary things that it’s no use trying to imagine what they mean.”

The answer was a trifle vague; but it seemed to satisfy Miss Arnott. Neither of the ladies looked to see if the other was smiling.

Mrs Stacey’s sibylline utterance was prophetic; in a fortnight the whole county had called — that is, so much of it as was within anything like calling distance, and in the country in these days “calling distance” is a term which covers a considerable expanse of ground. Practically the only abstentions were caused by people’s absence from home. It was said that some came purposely from London, and even farther, so that they might not lose an opportunity of making Miss Arnott’s acquaintance.

For instance, there was the case of the Dowager Countess of Peckham. It happened that the old lady’s dower house was at Stevening, some fourteen or fifteen miles from Exham Park. Since she had never occupied it since the time it came into her possession, having always preferred to let it furnished to whoever might come along, one would scarcely have supposed that she would have called herself Miss Arnott’s neighbour. When, however, a little bird whispered in her ear what a very charming millionairess was in practically solitary occupation of Exham Park, it chanced that, for the moment, her own house was untenanted, and, within four-and-twenty hours of the receipt of that whispered communication, for the first time in her life she was under its roof. On the following day she covered the fourteen miles which lay between her and Exham Park in a hired fly, was so fortunate as to find Miss Arnott at home, and was so agreeably impressed by the lady herself, by her surroundings, and by all that she heard of her, that she stopped at the village post office on her homeward journey to send a peremptory telegram to her son to come at once. The Earl of Peckham came. He had nothing particular to do just then; or, at least, nothing which he could not easily shirk. He might as well run down to his mother. So he ran down on his automobile. Immediately on his arrival she favoured him with a few home truths; as she had done on many previous occasions, and peremptorily bundled him over to Exham Park.

“Mind! you now have a chance such as you never had before; and such as you certainly will never have again. The girl has untold wealth absolutely at her own command; she hasn’t a relation in the world; she is alone with a woman who is perfectly ready to be hoodwinked; she knows nobody worth speaking of. You will have her all to yourself, it will be your own fault if she’s not engaged to you in a fortnight, and your wife within six weeks. Think of it, a quarter of a million a year, not as representing her capital, you understand, but a year! and absolutely no relations. None of that crowd of miserable hangers-on which so often represents the mushroom millionaire’s family connections. If you don’t take advantage of this heaven-sent opportunity, Peckham, you are past praying for — that’s all I can say.”

Peckham sighed. According to her that always was all she could say, and she had said it so many times. He motored over to Exham Park in a frame of mind which was not in keeping with the character of a light-hearted wooer. He had wanted his mother to accompany him. But she had a conservative objection to motor cars, nothing would induce her to trust herself on one. So, reluctantly enough, he went alone.

“You ask Miss Arnott to lunch to-morrow; you can go over yourself and bring her on your car, it will be an excellent opening. And when she is here I will do the honours. But I have no intention of risking my own life on one of those horrible machines.”

As he reached the bottom of a rather steep slope, his lordship met a lady and a gentleman, who were strolling side by side. Stopping, he addressed the gentleman, — 

“I beg your pardon, but can you tell me if I am going right for Exham Park? There were crossroads some way back, at the top of the hill, but I was going so fast that I couldn’t see what was on the direction posts. I mean Miss Arnott’s.”

“You will find the lodge gate on your right, about half a mile further on.” The speaker hesitated, then added, “This is Miss Arnott.”

Off came his lordship’s hat again.

“I am very fortunate. I am Peckham — I mean the Earl of Peckham. My mother has sent me with a message.”

The lady was regarding the car with interested eyes.

“I never have been on a motor car, but if you could find room for me on yours, you might take me up to the house, and — give me the message.”

In a trice the mechanician was in the tonneau, and the lady by his lordship’s side. As Mr Cavanagh, left alone, gazed after the retreating car, it was not the good-humoured expression of his countenance which would have struck Miss Arnott most.

The young lady’s tastes were plainly altogether different from the old one’s — at anyrate, so far as motor cars were concerned. Obviously she did not consider them to be horrible machines. She showed the liveliest interest in this, the first one of which she had had any actual experience. They went for quite a lengthy drive together, three times up and down the drive, which meant nearly nine miles. Once, at the lady’s request, the driver showed what his car could do. As it was a machine of the highest grade, and of twenty-four horse power, it could do a good deal. Miss Arnott expressed her approbation of the performance.

“How splendid! I could go on like that for ever; it blows one about a bit, but if one were sensibly dressed that wouldn’t matter. How fast were we going?”

“Oh, somewhere about fifty miles an hour. It’s all right in a place like this; but, the worst of it is, there are such a lot of beastly policemen about. It’s no fun having always to pay fines for excessive speed, and damages for running over people, and that kind of thing.”

“I should think not, indeed. Have you ever run over anyone?”

“Well, not exactly; only, accidents will happen, you know.”

As she observed that young man’s face, a suspicion dawned upon her mind, that — when he was driving — they occasionally would.

Ere she descended she received some elementary lessons in the art of controlling a motor car. And, altogether, by the time they reached the house, and the message was delivered, they were on terms of considerable intimacy.

The acquaintance, thus auspiciously begun, rapidly ripened. The Earl did not find the business on which he was engaged anything like such a nuisance as he had feared; on the contrary, he found it an agreeable occupation. He was of opinion that the girl was not half a bad sort; that, in fact, she was a very good sort indeed. He actually decided that she would have been eligible for a place in the portrait gallery of the Countesses of Peckham even if she had not been set in such a desirable frame. That motor car was a great aid to intimacy. He drove her; and he taught her to drive him. Sometimes, the chauffeur being left behind, they had the car to themselves. It was on such an occasion, when their acquaintance hardly extended beyond his mother’s suggested fortnight, that he made her an offer of his hand and heart. She was driving at the time, and going at a pretty good pace, which was possibly on the wrong side of the legal limit; but when she began to have an inkling of what he was talking about, she instantly put on the brakes, and pulled up dead. She was so taken by surprise, and her own hideous position was so continually present to her mind’s eye, that it was some seconds before she perceived that the young man at her side must, of necessity, be completely unconscious of the monstrous nature of his proposal. She was silent for several moments, then she answered, while the car was still at a standstill in the middle of the road, — 

“Thank you. No doubt your offer is not meant unkindly; but acceptance on my part is altogether out of the question.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because it is. I am sorry you should have spoken like this, because I was beginning to like you.”

“Isn’t that a reason why I should speak? If you are beginning to like me, by degrees you may get to like me more and more.”

“I think not. Because this little contretemps will necessarily put a period to our acquaintance.”

“Oh, rats! that isn’t fair! If I’d thought it would worry you I wouldn’t have said a word. Only — I should like to ask if there is anybody else.”

“Do you mean, is there anyone else to whom I am engaged to be married? There is not — and there never will be.”

“I say, Miss Arnott! Every man in England — who can get within reach of you — will have tried his luck before the end of the season. You will have to take one of them, to save yourself from being bothered.”

“Shall I? You think so? You are wrong. If you don’t mind, I will turn the car round, and take it to the lodge gate; then I will get out, and walk home. Only there must be no more conversation of this sort on the way, or I shall get out at once.”

“You need not fear that I shall offend again; put her round.”

She “put her round.” They gained the lodge gate. The lady descended.

“Good-bye, Lord Peckham. I have to thank you for some very pleasant rides, and for much valuable instruction. I’m sorry I couldn’t do what you wanted, but — it’s impossible.”

“I sha’n’t forget the jolly time I’ve had with you, and shall hope to meet you again when you come to town. You are inclined to treat me with severity, but I assure you that if you intend to treat every man severely, merely because he proposes, you have set yourself a task which would have been too much for the strength of Hercules.”

His lordship returned then and there to London. On the road he sent a telegram to his mother which contained these two words only: “Been refused.”

On her part, Miss Arnott did not at once return to the house. She chose instead a winding path which led to a certain woodland glade which she had already learned to love. There, amidst the trees, the bushes, the gorse, the wild flowers, the tall grasses and the bracken, she could enjoy solitary communion with her own thoughts. Just then she had plenty to think about. There was not only Lord Peckham’s strange conduct, there was also his parting words.

Her knowledge of the world was very scanty, especially of that sort of world in which she so suddenly found herself. But she was a girl of quick intuitions; and already she had noticed a something in the demeanour of some of the masculine acquaintances she had made which she had not altogether relished. Could what Lord Peckham had said be true? Would every man who came within reach of her try his luck — in a certain sense? If so, a most unpleasant prospect was in store for her. There was one way out of the difficulty. She had only to announce that she was a married woman and that sort of persecution would cease at once. She doubted, however, if the remedy would not be worse than the disease. She had grown to regard her matrimonial fetters with such loathing, that, rather than acknowledge, voluntarily, that she was bound about by them, and admit that her husband was an unspeakable creature in a felon’s cell, she believed that she was ready to endure anything. Certainly she would sooner reject a dozen men a day.

She came to the woodland glade she sought. It so chanced that the particular nook which she had learned, from experience, was the best to recline in was just on the other side of a rough fence. She crossed the fence, reclined at her ease on the mossy bank; and thought, and thought, and thought. On a sudden she was roused from her deepest day-dream by a voice which addressed to her an inquiry from above, — 

“Are you trespassing — or am I?”


CHAPTER V

TRESPASSING

She looked up with a start — to find that a man was observing her who seemed to be unusually tall. She lay in a hollow, he stood on the top of the bank; so that perhaps their relative positions tended to exaggerate his apparent inches. But that he was tall was beyond a doubt. He was also broad. Her first feeling was, that she had never seen a man who was at once so tall and so broad across the shoulders. He was rather untidily dressed — in a grey tweed knickerbocker suit, with a Norfolk jacket, and a huge cap which was crammed right down on his head. He wore a flannel shirt, and a dark blue knitted tie, which was tied in a scrambling sailor’s knot. Both hands were in the pockets of his jacket, which was wide open; and, altogether, the impression was conveyed to her, as she lay so far beneath him, that he was of a monstrous size.

It struck her that his being where he was was an impertinence, which was rendered much greater by his venturing to address her; especially with such an inquiry. Merely raising herself on her elbow, she favoured him with a glance which was intended to crush him.

“There can be no doubt as to who is trespassing as you must be perfectly well aware — you are.”

“I quite agree with you in thinking that there can be no doubt as to who is trespassing; but there, unfortunately, our agreement ends, because, as it happens, you are.”

“Do you suppose that I don’t know which is my own property? I am Miss Arnott, of Exham Park — this is part of my ground.”

“I fancy, with all possible deference, that I know which is my property better than you appear to know which is yours. I am Hugh Morice, of Oak Dene, and, beyond the slightest shadow of a doubt, the ground on which we both are is mine.”

She rose to her feet a little hurriedly.

“What authority have you for what you say? Are you trying to amuse yourself at my expense?”

“Allow me to explain. You see that fence, which is in rather a doddering condition — it forms the boundary line between Exham Park and Oak Dene, a fact which I have a particular reason to remember. Once, before this was my ground, I was shooting in these woods. My bird — it was only a pigeon — dropped on the other side of that fence. I was no better acquainted with the landmarks then than you appear to be now. Not aware that there was any difference between this side and that, I was scrambling over the fence to retrieve my pigeon when I was pulled up short by some very plain words, pronounced in a very plain tone of voice. I won’t tell you what the words were, because you might like them even less than I did. I looked up; and there was an old gentleman, who was flanked by two persons who were evidently keepers. He was one of the most eloquent old gentlemen I had ever met. He commenced by wanting to know what I meant by being about to defile his ground by the intrusion of my person. I replied that I wasn’t aware that it was his ground, and that I wanted my pigeon. He asked me who I was. When I told him he informed me that he was Septimus Arnott, and desired me to inform all persons bearing my name what he thought of them. He thought a good deal — in a sense. He wound up by remarking that he would instruct his keepers, if ever they caught me on the wrong side of that fence, to put a charge of lead into me at sight. Towards the end of the interview I was as genially disposed as he was; so I retorted by assuring him that if ever I caught anyone from Exham Park on this side, I’d do the honours with a charge of lead. This is the exact spot on which that interview took place — he was there and I here. But the circumstances have changed — it is Exham Park who is now the trespasser. Shall I put a charge of lead into you?”

“By all means — if you wish to.”

“I am not quite sure that I do wish to.”

“If you have the slightest inclination in that direction, pray don’t hesitate.”

“You mightn’t like it.”

“Don’t consider my feelings, I beg. In such a matter surely you wouldn’t allow my feelings to count.”

“No? You think not? I don’t know. Perhaps you’re right; but, you see, I haven’t a gun. I can’t put charges of lead into anything, or anyone, without one.

“Pray don’t let any trifling obstacle of that kind stand in your way. Permit me to send for one.”

“Would you? You’re very good. Who would you send?”

“Of course I would myself fetch you the indispensable weapon.”

“And how long would you be, do you imagine? Should I have time to smoke a pipe while you were going there and back?”

Suddenly the lady drew herself up with a gesture which was possibly meant to be expressive of a judicious mingling of scorn with hauteur.

“It is possible, if you prefer it. I will admit that it is probable that my uncle was rude to you. Do you intend to continue the tradition, and be rude to me?”

“I was simply telling you a little anecdote, Miss Arnott.”

“I am obliged to you for taking so much trouble. Now, with your permission, I will return to what you state to be my side of the fence.”

“I state? Don’t you state that that side of the fence is yours?”

“My impression was that both sides were mine. I will have the matter carefully inquired into. If your statement proves to be correct I will see that a communication is sent to you, conveying my apologies for having been an unwitting trespasser on your estate.”

“Thank you. Can I lift you over?”

“Lift me over!”

The air of red-hot indignation with which his proposition was declined ought to have scorched him. It seemed, however, to have no effect on him of any sort. He continued to regard her from the top of the bank, with an air of indolent nonchalance, which was rapidly driving her to the conclusion that he was the most insolent person she had ever encountered. With a view, possibly, of showing the full absurdity of his offer of assistance, she placed both hands on the top of the fence, with the intention of vaulting over it. The intention was only partially fulfilled. During her wanderings with her father among their Cumberland hills she had become skilled in all manner of athletic exercises. Ordinarily she would have thought nothing of vaulting — or, for the matter of that, jumping — an insignificant fence. Perhaps her nervous system was more disorganised than she imagined. She caught her knee against the bar, and, instead of alighting gracefully on her feet, she rolled ignominiously over. She was up almost as soon as she was down, but not before he had cleared the fence at a bound, and was standing at her side. She exhibited no sign of gratitude for the rapidity with which he had come to her assistance. She merely put to him an icy question, — 

“Was it necessary that you should trespass also?”

“Are you sure that you are not hurt? ankle not twisted, or anything of that kind?”

“Quite sure. Be so good as to return to your own side.”

As he seemed to hesitate, a voice exclaimed, in husky tones, — 

“By —— , I’ve a mind to shoot you now.”

He turned to see a man, between forty and fifty years of age, in the unmistakable habiliments of a gamekeeper, standing some twenty feet off, holding a gun in a fashion which suggested that it would need very little to induce him to put it to his shoulder and pull the trigger. Hugh Morice greeted him as if he were an old acquaintance.

“Hullo, Jim Baker! So you’re still in the land of the living?”

Mr Baker displayed something more than surliness in his reply.

“So are you, worse luck! What are you doing here? Didn’t Mr Arnott tell me if I saw you on our land to let fly, and pepper you?”

“I was just telling Miss Arnott the story. Odd that you should come upon the scene as corroborating evidence.”

“For two pins I’d let fly!”

“Now, Baker, don’t be an idiot. Take care how you handle that gun, or there’ll be trouble; your hands don’t seem too steady. You don’t want me to give you another thrashing, do you? Have you forgotten the last one I gave you?”

“Have I forgotten?” The man cursed his questioner with a vigour which was startling. “I’ll never forget — trust me. I’ll be even with you yet, trust me. By —— if you say another word about it I’ll let fly at you now!”

Up went the stock of the gun to the speaker’s shoulder, the muzzle pointing direct at Mr Morice. That gentleman neither moved nor spoke; Miss Arnott did both.

“Baker, are you mad? Put down that gun. How dare you so misbehave yourself?”

The gun was lowered with evident reluctance.

“Mr Arnott, he told me to shoot him if ever I see him this side the fence.”

“I am mistress here now. You may think yourself fortunate if you’re not presently introduced to a policeman.”

“I was only obeying orders, that’s all I was doing.”

“Orders! How long ago is it since the orders to which you refer were given you?”

Mr Morice interposed an answer, — 

“It’s more than four years since I was near the place.”

The keeper turned towards him with a vindictive snarl.

“Four years! what’s four years? An order’s an order if it’s four years or forty. How was I to know that things are different, and that now you’re to come poaching and trespassing whenever you please?”

Miss Arnott was very stern.

“Baker, take yourself away from here at once. You will hear of this again. Do you hear me? Go! without a word!”

Mr Baker went, but as he went he delivered himself of several words. They were uttered to himself rather than to the general public, but they were pretty audible all the same. When he was out of sight and sound, the lady put a question to the gentleman, — 

“Do you think it possible that he could have been in earnest, and that he would have shot you?”

“I daresay. I suspect that few things would have pleased him better. Why not? He would only have been carrying out instructions received.”

“But — Mr Morice, I wish you would not jest on such a subject! Has he a personal grudge against you?”

“It depends upon what you call a grudge; you heard what he said. He used to live in that cottage near the gravel pits; and may do so still for all I know. Once, when I was passing, I heard a terrible hullabaloo. I invited myself inside to find that Mr Baker was correcting Mrs Baker with what seemed to me such unnecessary vigour that — I corrected him. The incident seems to linger in his memory, in spite of the passage of the years; and I shouldn’t be at all surprised if, in his turn, he is still quite willing to correct me, with the aid of a few pellets of lead.”

“But he must be a dangerous character.”

“He’s a character, at anyrate. I’ve always felt he was a little mad; when he’s drunk he’s stark mad. He’s perhaps been having half a gallon now. Let me hasten to assure you that, I fancy, Baker’s qualities were regarded by Mr Septimus Arnott, in the main, as virtues. Mr Arnott was himself a character; if I may be excused for saying so.”

“I never saw my uncle in his life, and knew absolutely nothing about him, except what my father used to tell me of the days when they were boys together.”

“If, in those days, he was anything like what he was afterwards, he must have been a curiosity. To make the whole position clear to you I should mention that my uncle was also a character. I am not sure that, taking him altogether, he was not the more remarkable character of the two. The Morices, of course, have been here since the flood. But when your uncle came my uncle detected in him a kindred spirit. They became intimates; inseparable chums, and a pair of curios I promise you they were, until they quarrelled — over a game of chess.”

“Of chess?”

“Of chess. They used to play together three or four times a week — tremendous games. Until one evening my uncle insisted that your uncle had taken his hand off a piece, and wouldn’t allow him to withdraw his move. Then the fur flew. Each called the other everything he could think of, and both had an extensive répertoire. The war which followed raged unceasingly; it’s a mystery to me how they both managed to die in their beds.”

“And all because of a dispute over a game of chess?”

“My uncle could quarrel about a less serious matter than a game of chess; he was a master of the art. He quarrelled with me — but that’s another story; since when I’ve been in the out-of-the-way-corners of the world. I was in Northern Rhodesia when I heard that he was dead, and had left me Oak Dene. I don’t know why — except that there has always been a Morice at Oak Dene, and that I am the only remaining specimen of the breed.”

“How strange. It is only recently that I learned — to my complete surprise — that Exham Park was mine.”

“It seems that we are both of us indebted to our uncles, dead; though apparently we neither of us owed much to them while they still were living. Well, are the orders to be perpetuated that I’m to be shot when seen on this side of the fence?”

“I do not myself practise such methods.”

“They are drastic; though there are occasions on which drastic methods are the kindest. Since I only arrived yesterday I take it that I am the latest comer. It is your duty, therefore, to call on me. Do you propose to do your duty?”

“I certainly do not propose to call on you, if that’s what you mean.”

“Good. Then I’ll call on you. I shall have the pleasure, Miss Arnott, of waiting on you, on this side of the fence, at a very early date. Do you keep a shot gun in the hall?”

“Do you consider it good taste to persist in harping on a subject which you must perceive is distasteful?”

“My taste was always bad.”

“That I can easily imagine.”

“There is something which I also can easily imagine.”

“Indeed?”

“I can imagine that your uncle left you something besides Exham Park.”

“What is that?”

“A little of his temper.”

“Mr Morice! I have no wish to exchange retorts with you, but, from what you say, it is quite obvious that your uncle left you all his manners.”

“Thank you. Anything else?”

“Yes, Mr Morice, there is something else. It is not my fault that we are neighbours.”

“Don’t say that it’s my misfortune.”

“And since you must have left many inconsolable friends behind you in Rhodesia there is no reason why we should continue to be neighbours.”

“Quite so.”

“Of course, whether you return to Rhodesia or remain here is a matter of complete indifference to me.”

“Precisely.”

“But, should you elect to stay, you will be so good as to understand that, if you do call at Exham Park, you will be told that I am not at home. Good afternoon, Mr Morice, and good-bye.”

“Good-bye, Miss Arnott. I had a sort of premonition that those orders would be re-issued, and that I should be shot if I was seen this side.”

She had already gone some distance; but, on hearing this, stopping, she turned towards him again.

“Possibly if we raise the fence to a sufficient height, that will keep you out.”

“Oh, I can scale any fence. No fence was ever constructed that I couldn’t negotiate. You’ll have to shoot.”

“Shall we? We shall see.”

“We shall — Miss Arnott?”

She stopped again.

“What is it you wish to say to me?”

“Merely that I have in my mind some half-formed intention to call on you to-morrow.”

“You dare!”

“You have no notion what I do dare.”

This time she was not tempted to a further rejoinder. He watched her as, straight as a dart, her head in the air, striding along the winding path, she vanished among the trees. He ruminated after she had gone, — 

“She’s splendid! she magnificent! How she holds herself, and how she looks at you, and what eyes they are with which to look. I never saw anything like her, and I hope, for her own sake, she never saw anything like me. What a brute she must think me, and what a brute I am. I don’t care; there’s something about her which sets all my blood on fire, which rouses in me the instinct of the hunter. I wish old Baker would come along just now; gun or no gun, we’d have a pretty little argument. It might do me good. There’s no doubt that what I said was true — the girl has her uncle’s temper, if I’ve my uncle’s manners; as I’m a sinful man I’ve as good as half a mind to marry her.”

The lady was unconscious of the compliments which, mentally, the gentleman was paying her. When, returning home, she entered the apartment where Mrs Plummer, apparently just roused from a peaceful doze, was waiting for her tea, she was in a flame of passion.

“I have just left the most unendurable person I ever yet encountered, the most ill-mannered, the most clumsy, the most cowardly, the most stupid, the most absurd, the most unspeakable!”

“My dear! who is this very superlative individual? what is his delightful name?”

“His name!” For some occult reason Mrs Plummer’s, under the circumstances, mild request, seemed to cause her passion to flame up higher. “What do I care what his name is? So far as I am concerned such a creature has no name!”


CHAPTER VI

AN AUTHORITY ON THE LAW OF MARRIAGE

The next day Mr Hugh Morice fulfilled his threat — he paid his ceremonial call at Exham Park. The word “ceremonial” is used advisedly, since nothing could have been more formal and decorous than his demeanour throughout.

Miss Arnott and Mrs Plummer happened to be entertaining four or five people that afternoon, among them a Mr Pyecroft, a curate attached to one of Miss Arnott’s three livings. He was favouring that lady with a graphic account of the difficulties encountered in endeavouring, in a country place, to arouse interest on any subject whatever, and was illustrating the position by describing the disappointments he had met with in the course of an attempt he had made to organise a series of local entertainments in aid of a new church organ, when his listener suddenly became conscious that a person had just entered the room, who, if she could believe her eyes, was none other than the unspeakable individual of the previous day. Not only was it unmistakably he, but he was actually — with an air of complete self-possession — marching straight across the room towards her. When he stood in front of her, he bowed and said, — 

“Permit me, Miss Arnott, to introduce myself to you. I am Hugh Morice, of Oak Dene, which, as you are probably aware, adjoins Exham Park. I only arrived two days ago, and, so soon as I learned that I was honoured by having you as a neighbour, I ventured to lose no time in — with your permission — making myself known to you.”

Miss Arnott looked at him with an expression on her countenance which was hardly encouraging. His own assurance was so perfect that it deprived her, for the moment, of her presence of mind. He wore a suit of dark blue serge, which made him seem huger even than he had done the day before. In the presence of Mr Pyecroft, and of the other people, she could scarcely assail this smiling giant, and remind him, pointedly, that she had forbidden him to call. Some sort of explanation would have to be forthcoming, and it was exactly an explanation which she desired to avoid. Observing that she seemed tongue-tied, the visitor continued, — 

“I have been so long a wanderer among savages that I have almost forgotten the teachings of my guide to good manners. I am quite unaware, for example, what, as regards calling, is the correct etiquette on an occasion when an unmarried man finds himself the next-door neighbour to an unmarried lady. As I could hardly expect you to call upon me I dared to take the initiative. What I feared most was that I might not find you in.”

The invitation was so obvious that the lady at once accepted it.

“It is only by the merest accident that you have done so.”

Mr Morice was equal to the occasion. “I fancy, Miss Arnott, that for some of the happiest hours of our lives we are indebted to accidents. Ah, Pyecroft, so you have not deserted us.”

Mr Morice shook hands with Mr Pyecroft — Miss Arnott thought they looked a most incongruous couple — with an air of old comradeship, and presently was exchanging greetings with others of those present with a degree of heartiness which, to his hostess, made it seem impossible that she should have him shown the door. When all the other visitors had gone — including the unspeakable man — she found, to her amazement, that he had made a most favourable impression on Mrs Plummer. That lady began almost as soon as his back was turned.

“What a delightful person Mr Morice is.” Miss Arnott was so taken by surprise that she could do nothing but stare. Mrs Plummer went placidly on, “It is nice to be able just to look at him, the mere sight of him’s a satisfaction. To a little woman the idea of a man of his size is such a comfort.”

The young lady’s manner was not effusive.

“We’re not all of us fond of monstrosities.”

“Monstrosities! my dear! He’s not a monstrosity, he’s a perfect figure of a man, magnificently proportioned. You must admit that.”

“I don’t.”

“And then his manners are so charming.”

“They never struck me like that.”

“No? I suppose one judges people as one finds them. I know he was particularly nice to me. By the way, that dreadful person you spoke of yesterday, you might tell me what his name is, so that I might be on my guard against him, should our paths happen to cross.”

“I repeat what I have already told you that, so far as I am concerned, he has no name; and anyhow, you wouldn’t recognise him from my description if you did meet.”

It was odd, considering how much Miss Arnott disliked Mr Morice, how frequently he was destined to come, at anyrate, within her line of vision. And yet, perhaps, it was natural — because, although their houses were a couple of miles apart, their estates joined — they were neighbours. And then Miss Arnott was inclined to suspect that the gentleman went out of his way to bring about a meeting. Situated as they were, it was not a difficult thing to do.

To a certain extent, the lady had accepted the position. That is, she had allowed the acquaintance to continue; being, indeed, more than half disposed to fear that she might not find it easy to refuse to know him altogether. But she had been careful to avoid any reference to that curious first encounter. He, on his part, had shown no disposition to allude to it. So there grew up between them a sort of casual intimacy. They saw each other often. When he spoke to her she spoke to him, though never at any greater length than, as it seemed to her, she could help.

With the lessons she had received from the Earl of Peckham still fresh in her mind she bought herself a motor car; almost simultaneously with its appearance on the scene her relations with Hugh Morice began to be on a friendlier footing. She was sitting in it one day, talking to the lodge-keeper, when Mr Morice came striding by. At sight of it he at once approached.

“That’s a strange beast.”

She had become somewhat accustomed to his odd tricks of speech, and merely smiled a wintry smile.

“You think so?”

“It’s not only a strange, it’s a wonderful beast, since it holds in its hands no small portion of the future history of the world.”

“Are you referring to this particular machine?”

“I am referring to all the machines of which that one’s a type. They’re going to repeat the performance of Puffing’ Billy — produce a revolution. I wish you’d give me a ride.”

“I was just thinking of going in.”

“Put off going in for a few minutes — take me for a run.”

She looked at the chauffeur, who was quick to take the hint. Presently they were bowling along between the hedgerows, she conscious that his eyes were paying more attention to her than she quite relished. A fact of which his words immediately gave evidence.

“You like it. This feeling of flight through the air, which you can command by touching a handle, supplies you with an evanescent interest in life which, in ordinary, everyday existence you find lacking.”

“What do you mean?”

“Is it necessary that I should tell you? Do you wish me to?”

“Do you mean that, as a general rule, I don’t take an interest in things?”

“Do you? At your age, in your position, you ought to take an interest in everything. But the impression you convey to my mind is that you don’t, that you take an interest in nothing. You try to, sometimes, pretty hard. But you never quite succeed. I don’t know why. You remind me, in some odd way, of the impersonal attitude of a spectator who looks on at something with which he never expects to have any personal concern.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about, I don’t believe you do either. You say the strangest things.”

“You don’t find them strange, you understand them better than I do. I am many years older than you — ye Goths, how many! I am tolerably blasé, as befits my age. But you, you are tired — mortally tired — of everything already. I’ve not yet reached that stage. You don’t know what keenness means; thank goodness there are still a good many things which I am keen about. Just as something turns up for which you’re on the point of really caring, a shadow steps from the back of your mind to the front, and stops you. I don’t know what it is, but I know it’s there.”

“I’m going back.”

As this man spoke something tugged at her heartstrings which filled her with a sort of terror. If he was beginning to regard her attitude towards life — of which she herself was only too hideously conscious — as a problem, the solution of which he had set himself to find out, what might the consequences not be? Then she could not stop to think. She swung the car round towards home. As if in obedience to her unspoken hint he changed the subject, speaking with that calm assumption of authority which galled her the more because she found herself so frequently compelled to submission.

“You must teach me to drive this machine of yours.”

“My mechanician will be able to do that better than I can, I am myself only a tyro.”

“Thank you, I prefer that you should teach me. Which handle do you move to stop?” She showed him. “And which to start?” She showed him again.

Before they parted, she had put him, however unwillingly, through quite a small course of elementary instruction. In consequence of which she had a bad quarter of an hour, when, later, she was in her own sitting-room, alone.

“He frightens me! He makes me do things I don’t want to do; and then — he seems to know me better than I know myself. Is it so obvious that I find it difficult to take a real interest in things? or has he a preternaturally keen sense of perception? Either way it isn’t nice for me. It’s true enough; nothing does interest me. How should it? What does money, and all that matter; when there’s that — shadow — in the prison, coming closer to me, day by day? I believe that being where I am — Miss Arnott of Exham Park — makes it worse, because if it weren’t for the shadow, it would be so different — so different!”

That night she dreamed of Hugh Morice. She and he were on the motor car together, flying through the sunshine, on and on and on, happy as the day was bright, and the road was fair. Suddenly the sun became obscured, all the world was dark; they were approaching a chasm. Although it was so dark she knew that it was there. In a wild frenzy of fear she tried to stop the car, to find, all at once, that it had no brake. She made to leap out on to the road, but Mr Morice seized her round the waist and held her. In another moment they were dashing over the edge of an abyss, into the nameless horrors which lay below.

It was not a pleasant dream, it did not leave an agreeable impression on her mind after she was awake. But dreams are only dreams. Sensible people pay no heed to them. Miss Arnott proved herself to be sensible at least in that respect. She did not, ever afterwards, refuse him a seat in her car, because she had once, in a nightmare, come to grief in his society. On the contrary, she not only took him for other drives, but — imitating her own experience with the Earl of Peckham, when, after a while — it was a very little while — he had attained to a certain degree of proficiency, she suffered him to drive her. And, as she had done, he liked driving so much that, before long, he also had an automobile of his own.

Then a new phase of the affair commenced. It was, of course, necessary that — with a view of extending her experience, and increasing her knowledge of motor cars — she should try her hand at driving his. She tried her hand, a first and a second time, perhaps a third. She admitted that his car was not a bad one. It had its points — but slight vibration, little noise, scarcely any smell. It ran sweetly, was a good climber, easy to steer. Certainly a capital car. So much she was ready to allow. But, at the same time, she could not but express her opinion that, on the whole, hers was a better one. There they joined issue. At first, Mr Morice was disposed to doubt, he was inclined to think that perhaps, for certain reasons, the lady’s car might be a shade the superior. But, by degrees, as he became more accustomed to his new possession, he changed his mind. He was moved to state his conviction that, as a matter of fact, the superiority lay with his own car.

Whereupon both parties proceeded to demonstrate with which of the pair the palm of merit really lay. They ran all sorts of trials together — trials which sometimes resulted in extremely warm arguments; and by which, somehow, very little was proved. At anyrate, each party was always ready to discount the value of the conclusion at which the other had arrived.

One fact was noticeable — as evidence of the keen spirit of emulation. Wherever one car was the other was nearly sure to be somewhere near at hand.

Mrs Plummer, who had a gift of silence, said little. But one remark she made did strike Miss Arnott as peculiar.

“Mr Morice doesn’t seem to have so many friends, or even acquaintances, as I should have expected in a man in his position.”

“How do you know he hasn’t?”

“I say he doesn’t seem to have. He never has anyone at his own house, and he never goes to anyone else’s. He always seems to be alone.”

Miss Arnott was still. Mrs Plummer had not accentuated it in the slightest degree; yet the young lady wondered in what sense — in that construction — she had used the word “alone.”

One day, when she was in town, Miss Arnott did a singular thing. Having deposited Mrs Plummer in a large drapery establishment, with peremptory instructions to make certain considerable purchases, she went off in a hansom by herself to an address in the Temple. Having arrived, she perceived in the hall of the house she had entered a board, on which were painted a number of names. Her glance rested on one — First floor, Mr Whitcomb. Without hesitation she ascended to the first floor, until she found herself confronted by a door on which that name appeared in black letters. She knocked; the door was opened by a very young gentleman.

“Can I see Mr Whitcomb?” she inquired.

“What name? Have you an appointment?”

“I have not an appointment, and my name is of no consequence. I wish to see Mr Whitcomb on very particular business.”

The young gentleman looked at her askance, as if he was of opinion — which he emphatically was — that she was not at all the sort of person he was accustomed to see outside that door.

“Mr Whitcomb doesn’t generally see people without an appointment, especially if he doesn’t know their names; but if you’ll step inside, I’ll see if he’s engaged.”

She stepped inside to find herself in an apartment in which there were several other young gentlemen, of somewhat riper years; one and all of whom, she immediately became conscious, began to take the liveliest interest in her. Soon there appeared a grey-haired man, who held a pair of spectacles between the fingers of his right hand.

“May I ask what your name is? and what is the nature of the business on which you wish to see Mr Whitcomb?”

“I have already explained that my name doesn’t matter. And I can only state my business to Mr Whitcomb himself.” Then she added, as if struck by the look of doubt in the grey-haired man’s face, “Pray don’t imagine that I am here to beg for subscriptions to a charity or any nonsense of that kind. I wish to see Mr Whitcomb about something very important.”

The grey-headed man smiled faintly, apparently amused by something in the caller’s manner, or appearance. Departing whence he came he almost immediately reappeared, and beckoned to her with his hand.

“Mr Whitcomb is very much engaged, but he will manage to spare you five minutes.”

“I daresay I sha’n’t want to keep him longer.”

She found herself in a spacious room, which was principally furnished, as it seemed to her, with books. At a table, which was almost entirely covered with books, both open and shut, stood a tall man, with snow-white hair, who bowed to her as she entered.

“You wish to see me?”

“You are Mr Whitcomb?”

“That is my name. How can I serve you?”

She seated herself on the chair towards which he pointed. Each looked at the other for some seconds, in silence. Then she spoke.

“I want you to tell me on what grounds a wife can obtain a divorce from her husband.”

Mr Whitcomb raised his eyebrows and smiled.

“I think, madam, that it may have been a solicitor you wanted. I, unfortunately, am only a barrister. I fear you have made a mistake.”

“I have not made a mistake; how have I made a mistake? I saw in a paper the other day that you were the greatest living authority on the law of marriage.”

“It was very good of the paper to say so. Since I am indebted for your presence here to so handsome a compliment, I will waive the point of etiquette and inform you — of what you, surely, must be already aware — that the grounds on which a divorce may be obtained are various.”

“I know that; that isn’t what I mean. What I specially want to know is this — can a woman get a divorce from her husband because he gets sent to prison?”

“Because he gets sent to prison? For doing what?”

“For — for swindling; because he’s a scoundrel.”

Mr Whitcomb’s eyebrows went up again.

“The idea that a marriage may be dissolved because one of the parties is guilty of felony, and is consequently sentenced to a term of imprisonment, is a novel one to me.”

“Not if a girl finds out that the man who has married her is a villain and a thief? A thief, mind.”

He shook his head.

“I find that that would be no ground for dissolution.”

“Are you sure?”

“My dear young lady, you were good enough to say that some paper or other credited me with a knowledge of the laws dealing with the subject of marriage. I can assure you that on that point there is no doubt whatever.”

“Is that so?” The girl’s lips were tightly compressed, her brows knit. “Then there are no means whatever by which a wife can be rid of a husband whom she discovers to be a rogue and a rascal?”

“Not merely because he is a rogue and a rascal; except by the act of God.”

“What do you mean by the act of God?”

“If, for example, he should die.”

“If he should die? I see! There is no way by which she can be released from him except by — death. Thank you, that is all I wanted to know.”

She laid on his table what, to his surprise, he perceived to be a twenty-pound note.

“My dear young lady, what is this?”

“That is your fee. I don’t want to occupy your time or obtain information from you for nothing.”

“But you have done neither. Permit me to return you this. That is not the way in which I do business; in this instance, the honour of having been consulted by you is a sufficient payment. Before you go, however, let me give a piece of really valuable advice. If you have a friend who is in any matrimonial trouble, persuade her to see a respectable solicitor at once, and to place the whole facts before him unreservedly. He may be able to show her a way out of her difficulty which would never have occurred to her.”

He commented — inwardly — on his visitor, after her departure.

“That’s either a very simple-minded young woman or a most unusual character. Fancy her coming to me with such an inquiry! She has got herself into some matrimonial mess, most probably, without the cognisance of her friends. Unless I am mistaken she is the kind of young woman who, if she has made up her mind to get out of it, will get out of it; if not by fair means, then — though I hope not! — by foul.”


CHAPTER VII

MR MORICE PRESUMES

One day a desire seized Miss Arnott to revisit the place where she had first met Mr Morice. She had not been there since. That memorable encounter had spoilt it for her. It had been her custom to wander there nearly every fine day. But, since it had been defiled by such a memory, for her, its charm had fled.

Still, as the weeks went by, it dawned upon her by degrees, that, after all, there was no substantial reason why she should turn her back on it for ever. It was a delightful spot; so secluded, so suited to solitary meditation.

“I certainly do not intend,” she told herself, “to allow that man” — with an accent on the “that”— “to prevent my occasionally visiting one of the prettiest parts of my own property. It would be mere affectation on my part to pretend that the place will ever be to me the same again; but that is no reason why I should never take a walk in that direction.”

It was pleasant weather, sunny, not too warm and little wind. Just the weather for a woodland stroll, and, also, just the weather for a motor ride. That latter fact was particularly present to her mind, because she happened to be undergoing one of those little experiences which temper an automobilist’s joys. The machine was in hospital. She had intended to go for a long run to-day, but yesterday something had all at once gone wrong with the differential, the clutch, the bevel gear or something or other. She herself did not quite know what, or, apparently, anyone else either. As a result, the car, instead of flying with her over the sun-lit roads, was being overhauled by the nearest local experts.

That was bad enough. But what almost made it worse was the additional fact that Hugh Morice’s car was flying over the aforesaid country roads with him. That her car should have broken down, though ever so slightly, and his should not — that altogether inferior article, of which he was continually boasting in the most absurd manner — was gall and wormwood.

The accident, which had rendered her own car for the moment unavailable, had something to do with her stroll; the consciousness that “that man” was miles away on his had more.

“At anyrate I sha’n’t run the risk of any more impertinent interferences with my privacy. Fortunately, so far as I know, there is no one else in the neighbourhood who behaves quite as he does. So, as he is risking his life on that noisy machine of his, I am safe. I only hope he won’t break his neck on it; there never was such a reckless driver.”

This pious wish of hers was destined to receive an instant answer. Hardly had the words been uttered, than, emerging from the narrow path, winding among the trees and bushes, along which she had been wandering, she received ample proof that Mr Morice’s neck still remained unbroken. The gentleman himself was standing not fifty paces from where she was. So disagreeably was she taken by surprise that she would have immediately withdrawn, and returned at the top of her speed by the way she had come, had it not been for two things. One was that he saw her as soon as she saw him; and the other that she also saw something else, the sight of which filled her with amazement.

The first reason would not have been sufficient to detain her; although, so soon as he caught sight of her, he hailed her in his usual hearty tones. The terms of courtesy — or rather of discourtesy — on which these two stood towards each other were of such a nature that she held herself at liberty wholly to ignore him whenever she felt inclined. More than once when they had parted they had been on something less than speaking terms. For days together she had done her very best to cut him dead. Then, when at last, owing to his calm persistency, the acquaintance was renewed, he evinced not the slightest consciousness of its having ever been interrupted. Therefore she would not have hesitated to have turned on her heels, and walked away without a word — in spite of his salutation, had it not been for the something which amazed her.

The fence had been moved!

At first she thought that her eyes, or her senses, were playing her a trick. But a moment’s inspection showed her that the thing was so. The old wooden, lichen-covered rails had been taken away for a space of sixty or seventy feet; and, instead, a little distance farther back, on the Oak Dene land, a solid, brand-new fence had been erected; standing in a position which conveyed the impression that the sheltered nook to which — in her ignorance of boundaries — Miss Arnott had been so attached, and in which Mr Morice first discovered her, was part and parcel of Exham Park instead of Oak Dene.

It was some seconds before the lady realised exactly what had happened. When she did, she burst out on Mr Morice with a question.

“Who has done this?”

The gentleman, who stood with his back against a huge beech tree, took his pipe from between his lips, and smiled.

“The fairies.”

“Then the fairies will soon be introduced to a policeman. You did it.”

“Not with my own hands, I assure you. At my time of life I am beyond that sort of thing.”

“How dare you cause my fence to be removed?”

“Your fence? I was not aware it was your fence.”

“You said it was my fence.”

“Pardon me — never. I could not be guilty of such a perversion of the truth.”

“Then whose fence was it?”

“It was mine. That is, it was my uncle’s, and so, in the natural course of things, it became mine. It was like this. At one time, hereabouts, there was no visible boundary line between the two properties. I fancy it was a question of who should be at the expense of erecting one. Finally, my uncle loosed his purse-strings. He built this fence, with the wood out of his own plantations — even your friend Mr Baker will be able to tell you so much — the object being to keep out trespassers from Exham Park.”

“Then, as you have removed your fence, I shall have to put up one of my own. I have no intention of allowing innocent persons, connected with Exham Park, to trespass — unconsciously — on land belonging to Oak Dene.”

“Miss Arnott, permit your servant to present a humble petition.”

He held his cap in his hands, suggesting deference; but in the eyes was that continual suspicion of laughter which made it difficult to tell when he was serious. It annoyed Miss Arnott to find that whenever she encountered that glimmer of merriment she found it so difficult to preserve the rigidity of decorum which she so ardently desired. Now, although she meant to be angry, and was angry, when she encountered that peculiar quality in his glance, it was really hard to be as angry as she wished.

“What objectionable remark have you to make now?”

“This — your servant desires to be forgiven.”

“If the fence was yours, you were at liberty to do what you liked with it. You don’t want to be forgiven for doing what you choose with your own. You can pull down all the fence for all I care.”

“Exactly; that is very good of you. It is not precisely for that I craved forgiveness. Your servant has ventured to do a bold thing.”

“Please don’t call yourself my servant. If there is a ridiculous thing which you can say it seems as if you were bound to say it. Nothing you can do would surprise me. Pray, what particular thing have you been doing now? I thought you were going to Southampton on your car?”

“The car’s in trouble.”

“What’s the matter with it?”

“One man says one thing; another says another. I say — since this is the second time it’s been in trouble this week — the thing’s only fit for a rummage sale.”

“I have never concealed my opinion from you.”

“You haven’t. Your opinion, being unbiassed by facts, is always the same; mine — depends. What, by the way, is just now your opinion of your own one? Lately it never seems to be in going order.”

“That’s preposterous nonsense, as you are perfectly well aware. But I don’t mean to be drawn into a senseless wrangle. I came here hoping to escape that sort of thing.”

“And you found me, which is tragic. However, we are wandering from the subject on to breezy heights. As I previously remarked, I have ventured to do a bold thing.”

“And I have already inquired, what unusually bold thing is it you have done?”

“This.”

They were at some little distance from each other; he on one side of the newly-made fence, she, where freshly-turned sods showed that the old fence used to be. He took a paper from his pocket, and, going close up to his side of the fence, held it out to her in his outstretched hand. She, afar off, observed both it and him distrustfully.

“What is it?”

“This? It’s a paper with something written on it. We’ll call it a document. Come and look at it. It’s harmless. It’s not a pistol — or a gun.”

“I doubt if it contains anything which is likely to be of the slightest interest to me. Read what is on it.”

“I would rather you read it yourself. Come and take it, if you please.”

He spoke in that tone of calm assurance which was wont to affect her in a fashion which she herself was at a loss to understand. She resented bitterly its suggestion of authority; yet, before she was able to give adequate expression to her resentment, she was apt to find herself yielding entire obedience, as on the present occasion. In her indignation at the thought that he should issue his orders to her, as if she were his servant, she was more than half disposed to pick up a clod of earth, or a stone, and, like some street boy, hurl it at him and run away. She refrained from doing this, being aware that such a proceeding would not increase her dignity; and, also, because she did what he told her. She marched up to the fence and took the paper from his hand.

“I don’t want it; you needn’t suppose so. I’ve not the faintest desire to know what’s on it.” He simply looked at her with a glint of laughter in his big grey eyes. “I’ve half a mind to tear it in half and return it to you.”

“You won’t do that.”

“Then I’ll take it with me and look at it when I get home, if I look at it at all.”

“Read it now.”

She opened and read it; or tried to. “I don’t understand what it’s about; it seems to be so much gibberish. What is the thing?”

“It’s a conveyance.”

“A conveyance? What do you mean?”

“Being interpreted, it’s a legal instrument which conveys to you and to your heirs for ever the fee-simple of — that.”

“That?”

“That.” He was pointing to the piece of land which lay within the confines of the newly-made fence. “That nook — that dell — that haven in which I saw you first, because you were under the impression it was yours. I was idiot enough to disabuse your mind, not being conscious, then, of what a fool I was. My idiocy has rankled ever since. However, it may have been of aforetime your lying there, cradled on that turf, has made of it consecrated ground. I guessed it then; I know it now. Then you fancied it was your own; now it assuredly is, you hold the conveyance in your hand.”

“Mr Morice, what are you talking about? I don’t in the least understand.’

“I was only endeavouring to explain what is the nature of the document you hold. Henceforward that rood of land — or thereabouts — is yours. If I set foot on it, you will be entitled to put into me a charge of lead.”

“Do you mean to say that you have given it me? Do you expect me to accept a gift—”

“Miss Arnott, the time for saying things is past. The transaction is concluded — past redemption. That land is yours as certainly as you are now standing on it; nothing you can say or do can alter that well-established fact by so much as one jot or tittle. The matter is signed, sealed and settled; entered in the archives of the law. Protest from you will be a mere waste of time.”

“I don’t believe it.”

“As you please. Take that document to your lawyer; lay it before him; he will soon tell you whether or not I speak the truth. By the way, I will take advantage of this opportunity to make a few remarks to you upon another subject. Miss Arnott, I object to you for one reason.”

“For one reason only? That is very good of you. I thought you objected to me for a thousand reasons.”

“Your irony is justified. Then we will put it that I object to you for one reason chiefly.”

“Mr Morice, do you imagine that I care why you object to me? Aren’t you aware that you are paying me the highest compliment within your power by letting me know that you do object to me? Do you suppose that, in any case, I will stand here and listen to your impertinent attempts at personal criticism?”

“You will stand there, and you will listen; but I don’t propose to criticise you, either impertinently or otherwise, but you will stand and listen to what I have to say.” Such a sudden flame came into Mr Hugh Morice’s eyes that the girl, half frightened, half she knew not what, remained speechless there in front of him. He seemed all at once to have grown taller, and to be towering above her like some giant against whose irresistible force it was vain to try and struggle. “The chief reason why I object to you, Miss Arnott, is because you are so rich.”

“Mr Morice!”

“In my small way, I’m well to do. I can afford to buy myself a motor. I can even afford to pay for its repairs; and, in the case of a car like mine, that means something.”

“I can believe that, easily.”

“Of course you can. But, relatively, compared to you, I’m a pauper, and I don’t like it.”

“And yet you think that I’ll accept gifts from you — valuable gifts?”

“What I would like is, that a flaw should be found in your uncle’s will; or the rightful heir turn up; or something happen which would entail your losing every penny you have in the world.”

“What delightful things you say.”

“Then, if you were actually and literally a pauper I might feel that you were more on an equality with me.

“Why should you wish to be on an equality with me?”

“Why? Don’t you know?” On a sudden she began to tremble so that she could scarcely stand. “I see that you do know. I see it by the way the blood comes and goes in your cheeks; by the light which shines out of your eyes; by the fashion in which, as you see what is in mine, you stand shivering there. You know that I would like to be on an equality with you because I love you; and because it isn’t flattering to my pride to know that, in every respect, you are so transcendently above me, and that, compared to you, I am altogether such a thing of clay. I don’t want to receive everything and to give nothing. I am one of those sordid animals who like to think that their wives-who-are-to-be will be indebted to them for something besides their bare affection.”

“How dare you talk to me like this?”

She felt as if she would have given anything to have been able to turn and flee, instead of seeming to stultify herself by so halting a rejoinder; but her feet were as if they were rooted to the ground.

“Do you mean, how dare I tell you that I love you? Why, I’d dare to tell you if you were a queen upon your throne and I your most insignificant subject. I’d dare to tell you if I knew that the telling would bring the heavens down. I’d dare to tell you if all the gamekeepers on your estate were behind you there, pointing their guns at me, and I was assured they’d pull their triggers the instant I had told. Why should I not dare to tell you that I love you? I’m a man; and, after all, you’re but a woman, though so rare an one. I dare to tell you more. I dare to tell you that the first time I saw you lying there, on that grassy cushion, I began to love you then. And it has grown since, until now, it consumes me as with fire. It has grown to be so great, that, mysterious and strange — and indeed, incredible though it seems — I’ve a sort of inkling somewhere in my bosom, that one day yet I’ll win you for my wife. What do you say to that?”

“I say that you don’t know what you’re talking about. That you’re insane.”

“If that be so, I’ve a fancy that it’s a sort of insanity which, in howsoever so slight a degree, is shared by you. Come closer.”

He leaned over the fence. Almost before she knew it, he had his arms about her; had drawn her close to him, and had kissed her on the mouth. She struck at him with her clenched fists; and, fighting like some wild thing, tearing herself loose, rushed headlong down the woodland path, as if Satan were at her heels.


CHAPTER VIII

THE LADY WANDERS

That was the beginning of a very bad time for Mrs Plummer.

She was sitting peacefully reading — she was not one of those ladies who indulge in “fancy work,” and was always ready to confess that never, under any circumstances, if she could help it, would she have a needle in her hand — when Miss Arnott came rushing into the room in a condition which would have been mildly described as dishevelled. She was a young lady who was a little given to vigorous entrances and exits, and was not generally, as regards her appearance, a disciple of what has been spoken of as “the bandbox brigade.” But on that occasion she moved Mrs Plummer, who was not easily moved in that direction, to an exhibition of surprise.

“My dear child! what have you been doing to yourself, and where have you been?”

“I’ve been to the woods. Mrs Plummer, I’ve come to tell you that we’re going abroad.”

“Going abroad? Isn’t that rather a sudden resolution? I thought you had arranged—”

“Never mind what I’ve arranged. We’re going abroad to-morrow, if we can’t get away to-night.”

“To-morrow? To-night? My child, are you in earnest?”

“Very much so. That is, I don’t wish to put any constraint on you. You, of course, are at liberty to go or stay, exactly as you please. I merely wish to say that I am going abroad, whether you come with me or whether you don’t; and that I intend to start either to-night or to-morrow morning.”

They left the next morning. The packing was done that night. At an early hour they went up to town; at eleven o’clock they started for the Continent. That evening they dined in Paris. Mrs Plummer would have liked to remonstrate — and did remonstrate so far as she dared; but it needed less sagacity than she possessed to enable her to see that, in Miss Arnott’s present mood, the limits of daring might easily be passed. When she ventured to suggest that before their departure Mr Stacey should be consulted, the young lady favoured her with a little plain speaking.

“Why should I consult Mr Stacey? He is only my servant.”

“Your servant? My dear!”

“He renders me certain services, for which I pay him. Doesn’t that mean that, in a certain sense, he’s my servant? I have authority over him, but he has none over me — not one iota. He was my trustee; but, as I understand it, his trusteeship ceased when I entered into actual possession of my uncle’s property. He does as I tell him, that’s all. I shouldn’t dream of consulting him as to my personal movements — nor anyone. As, in the future, my movements may appear to you to be erratic, please, Mrs Plummer, let us understand each other now. You are my companion — good! I have no objection. When we first met, you told me that my liberty would be more complete with you than without you. I assure you, on my part, that I do not intend to allow you to interfere with my perfect freedom of action in the least degree. I mean to go where I please, when I please, how I please, and I want no criticism. You can do exactly as you choose; I shall do as I choose. I don’t intend to allow you, in any way whatever, to be a clog upon my movements. The sooner we understand each other perfectly on that point the better it will be for both sides. Don’t you think so?”

Mrs Plummer had to think so.

“I’m sure that if you told me you meant to start in ten minutes for the North Pole, you’d find me willing; that is, if you’d be willing to take me with you.”

“Oh, I’d be willing to take you, so long as you don’t even hint at a disinclination to be taken.”

They stayed in Paris for two days. Then they wandered hither and thither in Switzerland. Everywhere, it seemed, there were too many people.

“I want to be alone,” declared Miss Arnott. “Where there isn’t a soul to speak to except you and Evans,” — Evans was her maid— “you two don’t count. But I can’t get away from the crowds; they’re even on the tops of the mountains. I hate them.”

Mrs Plummer sighed; being careful, however, to conceal the sigh from Miss Arnott. It seemed to her that the young lady had an incomprehensible objection to everything that appealed to anyone else. She avoided hotels where the cooking was decent, because other people patronised them. She eschewed places where there was something to be obtained in the way of amusement, because other reasonable creatures showed a desire to be amused. She shunned beauty spots, merely because she was not the only person in the world who liked to look upon the beauties of nature. Having hit upon an apparently inaccessible retreat, from the ordinary tourist point of view, in the upper Engadine, where, according to Mrs Plummer, the hotel was horrible, and there was nothing to do, and nowhere to go, there not being a level hundred yards within miles, the roads being mere tracks on the mountain sides, she did show some disposition to rest awhile. Indeed, she showed an inclination to stay much longer than either Mrs Plummer or Evans desired. Those two were far from happy.

“What a young lady in her position can see in a place like this beats me altogether. The food isn’t fit for a Christian, and look at the room we have to eat it in; it isn’t even decently furnished. There’s not a soul to speak to, and nothing to do except climb up and down the side of a wall. She’ll be brought in one day — if they ever find her — nothing but a bag of bones; you see if she isn’t!”

In that strain Evans frequently eased her mind, or tried to.

To this remote hamlet, however, in course of time, other people began to come. They not only filled the hotel, which was easy, since Miss Arnott already had most of it, and would have had all, if the landlord, who was a character, had not insisted on keeping certain rooms for other guests; but they also overflowed into the neighbouring houses. These newcomers filled Miss Arnott with dark suspicions. When indulging in her solitary expeditions one young man in particular, named Blenkinsop, developed an extraordinary knack of turning up when she least expected him.

“I believe I’m indebted to you for these people coming here.”

This charge she levelled at Mrs Plummer, who was amazed.

“To me! Why, they’re all complete strangers to me; I never saw one of them before, and haven’t the faintest notion where they come from or who they are.

“All the same, I believe I am; to you or to Evans; probably to both.”

“My dear, what do you mean? The things you say!”

“It’s the things you say, that’s what I mean. You and Evans have been talking to the people here; you have been telling them who I am, and a great many things you have no right to tell them. They’ve been telling people down in the valley, and the thing has spread; how the rich Arnott girl, who has so much money she herself doesn’t know how much, is stopping up here all alone. I know. These creatures have come up in consequence. That man Blenkinsop as good as told me this afternoon that he only came because he heard that I was here.”

“My dear, what can you expect? You can’t hide your light under a bushel. You would have much more real solitude in a crowd than in a place like this.”

“Should I? We shall see. If this sort of thing occurs again I shall send you and Evans home. I shall drop my own name, and take a pseudonym; and I shall go into lodgings, and live on fifty francs a week — then we’ll see if I sha’n’t be left alone.”

When Mrs Plummer retailed these remarks to Evans, the lady’s maid — who had already been the recipient of a few observations on her own account — expressed herself with considerable frankness on the subject of her mistress.

“I believe she’s mad — I do really. I don’t mean that she’s bad enough for a lunatic asylum or anything like that; but that she has a screw loose, and that there’s something wrong with her, I’m pretty nearly sure. Look at the fits of depression she has — with her quite young and everything to make her all the other way. Look how she broods. She might be like the party in the play who’d murdered sleep, the way she keeps awake of nights. I know she reads till goodness knows what time; and often and often I don’t believe she has a wink of sleep all night It isn’t natural — I know I shouldn’t like it if it was me. She might have done some dreadful crime, and be haunted by it, the way that she goes on — she might really.”

It was, perhaps, owing to the fact that the unfortunate lady practically had no human society except the lady’s maid’s that Mrs Plummer did not rebuke her more sharply for indulging in such free and easy comments on the lady to whom they were both indebted. She did observe that Evans ought not to say such things; but, judging from certain passages in a letter which, later on, she sent to Mrs Stacey, it is possible that the woman’s words had made a greater impression than she had cared to admit.

They passed from the Engadine to Salmezzo, a little village which nestles among the hills which overlook Lake Como. It was from there that the letter in question was written. After a page or two about nothing in particular it went on like this: — 

 

“I don’t want to make mountains out of molehills, and I don’t wish you to misunderstand me; but I am beginning to wonder if there is not something abnormal about the young lady whom I am supposed to chaperon. In so rich, so young, and so beautiful a girl — and I think she grows more beautiful daily — this horror of one’s fellow-creatures — carried to the extent she carries it — is in itself abnormal. But, lately, there has been something more. She is physically, or mentally, unwell; which of the two I can’t decide. I am not in the least bit morbid; but, really, if you had been watching her — and, circumstanced as I am, you can’t help watching her — you would begin to think she must be haunted. It’s getting on my nerves. Usually, I should describe her as one of the most self-possessed persons I had ever met; but, during the last week or two, she has taken to starting — literally — at shadows.

“The other day, at the end of the little avenue of trees which runs in front of my bedroom, right before my eyes, she stopped and leaned against one of the trees, as if for support. I wondered what she meant by it — the attitude was such an odd one. Presently a man came along the road, and strode past the gate. The nearer he came the more she slunk behind the tree. When he had passed she crouched down behind the tree, and began to cry. How she did cry! While I was hesitating whether I ought to go to her or not, apparently becoming conscious that she might be overlooked, she suddenly got up and — still crying — rushed off among the trees.

“Now who did she think that man was she heard coming along the road? Why did she cry like that when she found it wasn’t he? Were they tears of relief or disappointment? It seemed very odd.

“Again, one afternoon she went for a drive with me; it is not often that she will go anywhere with me, especially for a drive, but that afternoon the suggestion actually came from her. After we had gone some distance we alighted from the vehicle to walk to a point from which a famous view can be obtained. All at once, stopping, she caught me by the arm.

“‘Who’s that speaking?’ she asked. Up to then I had not been conscious that anyone was speaking. But, as we stood listening, I gradually became conscious, in the intense silence, of a distant murmur of voices which was just, and only just, audible. Her hearing must be very acute. ‘It is an English voice which is speaking,’ she said. She dragged me off the path among the shadow of the trees. She really did drag; but I was so taken aback by the extraordinary look which came upon her face, and by the strangeness of her tone, that I was incapable of offering the least resistance. On a sudden she had become an altogether different person; a dreadful one, it seemed to me. Although I was conscious of the absurdity of our crouching there among the trees, I could not say so — simply because I was afraid of her. At last she said, as if to herself, ‘It’s not his voice.’ Then she gave a gasp, or a groan, or sigh — I don’t know what it was. I could feel her shuddering; it affected me most unpleasantly. Presently two perfectly inoffensive young Englishmen, who were staying at our hotel, came strolling by. Fortunately they did not look round. If they had seen us hiding there among the trees I don’t know what they would have thought.

“I have only given you two instances. But recently, she is always doing ridiculous things like that, which, although they are ridiculous, are disconcerting. She certainly is unwell mentally, or physically, or both; but not only so. I seriously do believe she’s haunted. Not by anything supernatural, but by something, perhaps, quite ordinary. There may be some episode in her life which we know nothing of, and which it might be much better for her if we did, and that haunts her. I should not like to venture to hint at what may be its exact nature; because I have no idea; but I would not mind hazarding a guess that it has something to do with a man.”

 

Mrs Plummer’s sagacity was not at fault; it had something to do with a man — her husband. She had hoped that constant wandering might help her to banish him from her mind — him and another man. The contrary proved to be the case. The farther she went the more present he seemed to be — they both seemed to be.

And, lately, the thing had become worse. She had begun to count the hours which still remained before the prison gates should be reopened. So swiftly the time grew shorter. When they were reopened, what would happen then? Now she was haunted; what Mrs Plummer had written was true. Day and night she feared to see his face; she trembled lest every unknown footstep might be his. A strange voice made her heart stand still.

The absurdity of the thing did not occur to her? she was so wholly obsessed by its horror. Again Mrs Plummer was right, she was unwell both mentally and physically. The burden which was weighing on her, body and soul, was rapidly becoming heavier than she could bear. She magnified it till it filled her whole horizon. Look where she would it was there, the monster who — it seemed to her, at any moment — might spring out at her from behind the prison gates. The clearness of her mental vision was becoming obscured, the things she saw were distorted out of their true proportions.

As a matter of fact, the hour of Robert Champion’s release was drawing near. The twelve months were coming to an end. The probability was that they had seemed much longer to him than to her. To her it seemed that the hour of his release would sound the knell of the end of all things. She awaited it as a condemned wretch might await the summons to the gallows. As, with the approaching hour, the tension grew tighter, the balance of her mind became disturbed. Temporarily, she was certainly not quite sane.

One afternoon she crowned her display of eccentricity by rushing off home almost at a moment’s notice. On the previous day — a Tuesday — she had arranged with the landlord to continue in his hotel for a further indefinite period. On the Wednesday, after lunch, she came to Mrs Plummer and announced that they were going home at once. Although Mrs Plummer was taken wholly by surprise, the suggestion being a complete reversal of all the plans they had made, Miss Arnott’s manner was so singular, and the proposition was in itself so welcome, that the elder lady fell in with the notion there and then, without even a show of remonstrance. The truth is that she had something more than a suspicion that Miss Arnott would be only too glad to avail herself of any excuse which might offer, and return to England alone, leaving her — Mrs Plummer — alone with Evans. Why the young lady should wish to do such a thing she had no idea, but that she did wish to do it she felt uncomfortably convinced. The companion managing to impress the lady’s maid with her aspect of the position, the trunks were packed in less than no time, so that the entire cortège was driven over to catch the afternoon train, leaving the smiling landlord with a thumping cheque, to compensate him for the rapidity with which the eccentric young Englishwoman thought proper to break the engagements into which she had solemnly entered.

That was on the Wednesday. On the Saturday — by dint of losing no time upon the way — they arrived at Exham Park. On the Sunday Robert Champion’s term of imprisonment was to come to an end; on that day he would have been twelve months in jail. What a rigid account she had kept of it all, like the schoolboy who keeps count of the days which bar him from his holidays. But with what a different feeling in her heart! She had seen that Sunday coming at her from afar off — nearer and nearer. What would happen when it came, and he was free to get at her again, she did not know. What she did know was that she meant to have an hour or two at Exham Park before the Sunday dawned, and the monster was set free again. She had come at headlong speed from the Lake of Como to have it.


CHAPTER IX

THE BEECH TREE

When the travellers returned it was after nine o’clock. So soon as they set foot indoors they were informed that dinner was ready to be served; an announcement which, as they had been travelling all day, and had only had a scanty lunch on the train, Mrs Plummer was inclined to hail with rapture. Miss Arnott, however — as she was only too frequently wont to be — was of a different mind.

“I don’t want any dinner,” she announced.

“Not want any dinner!” Mrs Plummer stared. The limits of human forbearance must be reached some time, and the idea that that erratic young woman could not want dinner was beyond nature. “But you must want dinner — you’re starving; I’m sure you are.”

“Indeed? I don’t see how you can be sure. I assure you, on my part, that I am not even hungry. However, as you probably mean that yours is a case of starvation, far be it from me to stand in the way of your being properly fed. Come! let us go in to dinner at once.”

The imperious young woman marched her unresisting companion straight off into the dining-room, without even affording her an opportunity to remove the stains of travel. Not that Mrs Plummer was unwilling to be led, having arrived at that stage in which the satisfaction of the appetite was the primary consideration.

Miss Arnott herself made but an unsubstantial meal; watching the conscientious manner in which the elder lady did justice to the excellent fare with ill-concealed and growing impatience. At last — when they had only reached the entrées — her feeling found vent.

“Really, Mrs Plummer, you must excuse me. I’m not in the least bit hungry, and am in that state of mind in which even the sight of food upsets me — I must have some fresh air.”

“Fresh air! But, my dear child, surely you must recently have had enough fresh air.”

“Not of the kind I want. You stay there and continue to recruit exhausted nature; don’t let my vagaries make any difference to you. I’m going out — to breathe.”

“After travelling for three whole days where can you be going to at this time of night? It’s ten o’clock.”

“I’m going—” From the way in which she looked at her Mrs Plummer deemed it quite possible that her charge was going to request her to mind her own business. But, suddenly, Miss Arnott stopped; seemed to change her mind, and said with a smile wrinkling her lips, “Oh, I’m going out into the woods.”

Before the other could speak again she was gone.

Left alone, Mrs Plummer put down her knife and fork, and stared at the door through which the lady had vanished. Had there been someone to say it to she might have said something to the point. The only persons present were the butler and his attendant minions. To them she could hardly address herself on such a subject. It was not even desirable that any action of hers should acquaint them with the fact that there was something which she was burning to say. She controlled her feelings, composed her countenance, took up her knife and fork and resumed her meal.

And Miss Arnott went out into the woods.

She was in a curious mood, or she would never have gone out on such a frolic. Directly she found herself out in the cool night air, stretching out her arms and opening her chest, she drank in great draughts of it; not one or two, but half a dozen. When she reached the shadow of the trees she paused. So far the sky had been obscured by clouds. The woods stretched out in front of her in seemingly impenetrable darkness. It was impossible to pick out a footpath in that blackness. But all at once the clouds passed from before the moon. Shafts of light began to penetrate the forest fastness, and to illuminate its mysteries. The footpath was revealed, not over clearly, yet with sufficient distinctness to make its existence obvious. Unhesitatingly she began to follow it. It was not easy walking. The moon kept coming and going. When it was at its brightest its rays were not sufficiently vivid to make perfectly plain the intricacies of the path. When it vanished she found herself in a darkness which might almost have been felt. Progression was practically impossible. In spite of her putting out her hands to feel the way she was continually coming into contact with trees, and shrubs, and all sorts of unseen obstacles. Not only so, there was the risk of her losing the path — all sense of direction being nonexistent.

“If I don’t take care I shall be lost utterly, and shall have to spend the night, alone with the birds and beasts, in this sweet wilderness. Sensible people would take advantage of the first chance which offers to turn back. But I sha’n’t; I shall go on and on.”

Presently the opportunity to do so came again. The moon returned; this time to stay. It seemed brighter now. As her eyes became accustomed to its peculiar glamour she moved more surely towards the goal she had in view. The light, the scene, the hour, were all three fitted to her mood; which certainly would have defied her own analysis. It seemed to her, by degrees, that she was bewitched — under the influence of some strange spell. This was a fairy forest through which she was passing, at the witching hour. Invisible shapes walked by her. Immaterial forms peopled the air. It was as though she was one of a great company; moving with an aerial bodyguard through a forest of faerie.

What it all meant she did not know; or why she was there; or whither, exactly, she was going. Until, on a sudden, the knowledge came.

Unexpectedly, before she supposed she had gone so far, she came to the end of the path. There, right ahead, was the mossy glade, the fee-simple of which had been presented to her in such queer fashion the last time she came that way. Coming from the shadow of the forest path it stood out in the full radiance of the moon; every object showing out as clearly as at high noon. The new-made fence, with its novelty already fading; the turf on which she loved to lie; the unevenness on the slope which had seemed to have been made for the express purpose of providing cushions for her head and back. These things she saw, as distinctly as if the sun were high in the heavens; and something else she saw as well, which made her heart stand still.

Under the giant beech, whose spreading branches cast such grateful shade, when the sun was hot, over the nook which she had chosen as a couch, stood a man — who was himself by way of being a giant. Never before had his height so struck her. Whether it was the clothes he wore, the position in which he stood, or a trick of the moonlight, she could not tell. She only knew that, as he appeared so instantly before her, he was like some creature out of Brobdingnag, seeming to fill all space with his presence.

The man was Hugh Morice.

He was so absorbed in what he was doing, and she was still some little distance from him, and had come so quietly; that she saw him while he still remained unconscious of her neighbourhood. She had ample time to withdraw. She had only to take a few steps back, and he would never know she had been near him. So the incident would be closed. Her instinct told her that in that way she would be safest. And for a moment or two she all but turned to go.

Her retreat, however, was delayed by one or two considerations. One was that the sight of him affected her so strangely that, for some seconds, she was genuinely incapable of going either backward or forward. Her feet seemed shod with lead, her knees seemed to be giving way beneath her, she was trembling from head to foot. Then she was divided between conflicting desires, the one saying go, the other stay; and while her instinct warned her to do the one, her inclination pointed to the other. In the third place there was her woman’s curiosity. While she hesitated this began to gain the upper hand. She wondered what it was he was doing which absorbed him so completely that he never ceased from doing it to look about him.

He was in a dinner suit, and was apparently hatless. He had something in his hand, with which he was doing something to the tree in front of which he stood. What was he doing? She had no right to ask; she had no right to be there at all; still — she wondered. She moved a little farther out into the open space, to enable her to see. As she did so it seemed that he finished what he was doing. Standing up straight he drew back from the tree the better to enable him to examine his handiwork; and — then he turned and saw her.

There was silence. Neither moved. Each continued to look at the other, as if at some strange, mysterious being. Then he spoke.

“Are you a ghost? — I think not. I fancy you’re material. But I haunt this place so constantly myself — defying Jim Baker’s charge of lead — that I should not be one whit surprised if your spirit actually did appear to keep me company. Do you believe in telepathy?”

“I don’t know what it is.”

“Do you believe that A, by dint of taking thought, can induce B to think of him? or — more — can draw, B to his side? I’m not sure that I believe; but it certainly is queer that I should have been thinking of you so strenuously just then, longing for you, and should turn and find you here. I thought you were over the hills and far away, haunting the shores of the Italian lakes.”

“On Wednesday we came away from Como.”

“On Wednesday? That’s still stranger. It was on Wednesday my fever came to a head. I rushed down here, bent, if I could not be with you, on being where you had been. Since my arrival I’ve longed — with how great a longing — to use all sorts of conjurations which should bring you back to Exham; and, it seems, I conjured wiser than I knew.”

“I left Como because I could no longer stay.”

“From Exham? or from me? Speak sweetly; see how great my longing is.”

“I had to return to say good-bye.”

“To both of us? That’s good; since our goodbyes will take so long in saying. Come and see what I have done.” She went to the tree. There, newly cut in the bark, plain in the moonlight, were letters and figures. “Your initials and mine, joined by the date on which we met — beneath this tree. I brought my hunting knife out with me to do it — you see how sharp a point and edge it has.” She saw that he held a great knife in his hand. “As I cut the letters you can believe I thought — I so thought of you with my whole heart and soul that you’ve come back to me from Como.”

“Did I not say I’ve returned to say good-bye?”

“What sort of good-bye do you imagine I will let you say, now that you’ve returned? That tree shall be to us a family chronicle. The first important date’s inscribed on it; the others shall follow; they’ll be so many. But the trunk’s of a generous size. We’ll find room on it for all. That’s the date on which I first loved you. What’s the date on which you first loved me?”

“I have not said I ever loved you.”

“No; but you do.”

“Yes; I do. Now I know that I do. No, you must not touch me.”

“No need to draw yourself away; I do not mean to, yet. Some happinesses are all the sweeter for being a little postponed. And when did the knowledge first come to you? We must have the date upon the tree.”

“That you never shall. Such tales are not for trees to tell, even if I knew, which I don’t. I’m afraid to think; it’s all so horrible.”

“Love is horrible? I think not.”

“But I know. You don’t understand — I do.”

“My dear, I think it is you who do not understand.”

“Nor must you call me your dear; for that I shall never be.”

“Not even when you’re my wife?”

“I shall never be your wife!”

“Lady, these are strange things of which you speak. I would rather that, just now, you did not talk only in riddles.”

“It is the plain truth — I shall never be your wife.”

“How’s that? Since my love has brought you back from Como, to tell me that you also love? Though, mind you, I do not stand in positive need of being told. Because, now that I see you face to face, and feel you there so close to me, your heart speaks to mine — I can hear it speaking; I can hear, sweetheart, what it says. So that I know you love me, without depending for the knowledge on the utterance of your lips.”

“Still, I shall never be your wife.”

“But why, sweetheart, but why?”

“Because — I am a wife already.”


CHAPTER X

THE TALE WHICH WAS TOLD

They were silent. To her it seemed that the silence shrieked aloud. He looked at her with an expression on his face which she was destined never to forget — as if he were hard of hearing, or fancied that his senses played him a trick, or that she had indulged in some ill-timed jest.

“What did you say?”

“I said that I am a wife already.”

His look had become one of inquiry; as if desirous of learning if she were really in earnest. She felt her heart beating against her ribs, or seeming to — a habit of which it had been too fond of late. When it behaved like that it was only with an uncomfortable effort that she could keep a hold upon her consciousness; being fearful that it might slip away from her, in spite of all that she might be able to do. When he spoke again his tone had changed; as if he were puzzled. She had a sudden feeling that he was speaking to her as he might have spoken to a child.

“Do you know what you are saying? and do you mean what you say?”

“Of course I do.”

“But — pardon me — I don’t see the of course at all. Do you — seriously — wish me to understand that you’re — a married woman?”

“Whether you understand it or not, I am.”

“But you are scarcely more than a child. How old are you?”

“I am twenty-two.”

“And how long do you wish me to understand that you’ve been married?”

“Two years.”

“Two years? Then — you were married before you came here?”

“Of course.”

“Of course? But everyone here has always spoken to me of you as Miss Arnott.”

“That is because no one who knows me here knows that I am married.”

He put his arms down to his sides, and drew himself up still straighter, so that she had to look right up at him, and knit his brows, as if he found himself confronted by a problem which was incapable of solution.

“I believe that I am the least curious of men, I say it seriously; but it appears to me that this is a situation in which curiosity is justified. You made yourself known to me as Miss Arnott; as Miss Arnott there have previously been certain passages between us; as Miss Arnott you have permitted me to tell you that I love you; you have even admitted that you love me. It is only when I take it for granted — as I am entitled to do — that the mutual confession involves your becoming my wife, that you inform me — that you are already a married woman. Under the circumstances I think I have a right to ask for information at least on certain points; as, for instance, so that I may know how to address you — what is your husband’s name?”

“Robert Champion.”

“Robert Champion? Then — you are Mrs Champion?”

“I am.”

“Am I to take it that Mr Champion is alive?”

“So far as I know.”

“So far as you know? That does not suggest very intimate — or very recent knowledge. When did you hear from him last?”

“I saw him twelve months ago.”

“You saw him twelve months ago? That was not long before you came here. Why did he not accompany you when you came?”

“He couldn’t.”

“He couldn’t? Why?”

“He was in prison.”

“In—” He stopped, looked at her with, in his eyes, an altogether different expression; then, throwing his head back, seemed to be staring straight at the moon, as if he were endeavouring to read something which was written on her surface. Presently he spoke in an entirely altered tone of voice. “Now I understand, or, rather, now I begin to understand. It dawns on me that here is a position which will want some understanding.” As if seized with sudden restlessness he began to pace to and fro, keeping to the same piece of ground, of which he seemed to be making mental measurements; she meanwhile, watching him, silent, motionless, as if she were waiting for him to pronounce judgment. After a while he broke into speech, while he still continued pacing to and fro. “Now I begin to see daylight everywhere; the meaning of the things which puzzled me. Why you seemed to take no interest in anything; why you were so fond of solitude; why, in the middle of a conversation, one found that your thoughts had strayed. The life you were living in public was not the one you were living to yourself. It’s not nice to be like that. Poor child! And I have laughed at you, because I thought you were a character, and — you were. How many fools escape being kicked just at those moments when a kicking would do them good. It occurs to me, Mrs Champion—”

“Don’t call me that!”

“But — if it’s your name?”

“It’s not my name to you; I wish you always to think of me as Miss Arnott.”

“Then—” He paused; ceased to walk; looked at her, and went and stood with his back against the tree. “I fancy that what you stand most in need of is a friend. I can be that to you, if I can be nothing else. Come, tell me all about it — it will ease your mind.”

“I’ve wanted to tell someone all the time; but I’ve told no one. I couldn’t.”

“I know what you mean; and I think I know what it feels like. Tell me — you’ll find me an excellent father confessor.”

“I shall have to begin at the beginning.”

“Do. If I am to be of any assistance, and it’s possible I may be, I shall have to understand it all quite clearly.”

“My father died first, and then my mother, and when she died I was left with only quite a little money.”

“And no relations?”

“No — no relations.”

“And no friends?”

“No — no friends.”

“Poor child!”

“You mustn’t talk like that, or I sha’n’t be able to go on, and I want to go straight on. I wasn’t yet eighteen. There wasn’t anything to be done in the country — we had lived quite out of the world — so I went to London. I was strange to London; but I thought I should have more chance there than in Scarsdale, so I went. But, when I got there, I soon found that I wasn’t much better off than before, I’m not sure I wasn’t worse. It was so lonely and so — so strange. My money went so fast, I began to be afraid, there seemed to be no means of earning more — I didn’t know what to do. Then I saw an advertisement in a paper, of a shop where they wanted models in the costume department; they had to be tall and of good appearance. I didn’t know what the advertisement meant; but I thought I was that, so I went, and they engaged me. I was to have board and lodging, and a few shillings a week. It was horrible. I had to keep putting on new dresses, and walk up and down in them in front of strange women, and sometimes men, and show them off. I had always been used to the open air, and to solitude; sometimes I thought I was going mad. Then the food was bad — at least, I thought it was bad — and, there were all sorts of things. But I had come so close to my last few shillings — and been so afraid — that I didn’t dare to leave. There was one girl, who was also a model, whom I almost trusted; now that I look back I know that I never did quite. I used to walk about with her in the streets; I couldn’t walk about alone, and there was nowhere else to walk, and I had to have some fresh air. She introduced me to a friend of hers — a man. She said he was a gentleman, but I knew better than that. She made out that he was very rich, and everything he ought to be. Directly he was introduced he began to make love. I so hated being a model; and I saw no prospect of doing anything else, and — besides, I wasn’t well — I wasn’t myself the whole of the time. She laughed when I said I didn’t like him, and, therefore, couldn’t be his wife. She declared that I was throwing away the best chance a girl in my position ever had; and said he would make the most perfect husband I could possibly want. He promised all sorts of things; he said we should live in the country, he even took me to see a house which he said he had taken. I grew to hate being a model more and more; I was miserable and ill, and they all made fun of me. At last, after he had asked me I don’t know how many times, I said yes. We were married. We went to Margate for our honeymoon. Within four-and-twenty hours I knew what kind of a man he was.”

She stopped; putting her hands up before her face. He could see her trembling in the moonlight, and could only stand and watch. He dared not trust himself to speak.

Presently she went on.

“I lived with him twelve months.”

“Twelve months!”

“When I think of it now I wonder why I didn’t kill him. I had chances, but I daren’t even run away. All the life had gone out of me, and all the spirit too. I didn’t even try to defend myself when he struck me.”

“Struck you?”

“Oh, he often did that. But I was a weak and helpless creature. I seemed to myself to be half-witted. He used to say that he believed I had a tile loose. I had, then. Then they locked him up.”

“What for?”

“He put an advertisement in the paper for a person to fill a position of trust. When someone applied he got them to make what he termed a ‘deposit’ of a few pounds. Then he stole it. Of course there was no position of trust to fill. That was how he made his living. I always wondered where he got his money from. After he was arrested I understood.”

“And he was sentenced?”

“To twelve months’ hard labour.”

“Only twelve months’ hard labour? Then his term of imprisonment will soon be drawing to a close.”

“To-morrow.”

“To-morrow! You poor child!”

“Now you perceive why I hurried back from Lake Como to say good-bye.”

“I hope I need not tell you, in words, how intensely I sympathise with you.”

“Thank you, I would rather you didn’t; I know.”

“We will speak of such matters later. In the meantime, obviously, what you want is a friend; as I guessed. As a friend, let me assure you that your position is not by any means so hopeless as you appear to imagine.”

“Not with my husband coming out of prison to-morrow? You don’t know him.”

“If you can do nothing else, you can keep him at arm’s length.”

“How do you mean?”

“You have money, he hasn’t. You can at least place yourself in a position in which he can’t get at you.”

“Can’t he compel me to give him money?”

“Emphatically, no. He has no claim to a penny of yours, not to a farthing. The marriage laws are still quite capable of being improved, but one crying injustice they have abolished. What a woman has is her own, and hers only, be she married or single. If Mr Champion wants money he will have to earn it. He has not a scintilla of right to any of yours, or anything that is yours. So, at anyrate, you should have no difficulty in placing yourself beyond his reach. But there is something more. You should experience no trouble in freeing yourself from him altogether. There is such a place as the divorce court. Plainly, it would be easy to show cruelty, and probably something else as well.”

“I don’t know. I knew nothing of what he did, and cared nothing, so long as he left me alone.”

“Quite so. This is a matter which will be better managed by other hands than yours. Only — there are abundant ways and means of dealing with a person of his kind. What I want you to do now is not to worry. One moment! it’s not a counsel of perfection! I see clearly what this means to you, what it has meant, but — forgive me for saying so — the burden has been made much heavier by your insisting on bearing it alone.”

“I couldn’t blurt out my shame to everyone — to anyone!”

“Well, you have told me now, thank goodness! And you may rely on this, that man sha’n’t be allowed to come near you; if necessary, I will make it my business to prevent him. I will think things over to-night; be sure that I shall find a way out. To-morrow I will come and tell you what I’ve thought about, when the conditions are more normal.”

“Rather than that he should again be able to claim me for his wife, even for an hour, I would kill him.”

“Certainly; I will kill him for you if it comes to that. I have lived in countries where they make nothing of killing vermin of his particular type. But there’ll be no necessity for such a drastic remedy. Now, I want you to go home and promise not to worry, because your case is now in hands which are well qualified to relieve you of all cause for apprehension of any sort or kind. I beg you will believe it. Good-night.”

She hesitated, then put her hands up to her temples, as if her head was aching.

“I will say good-night to you. You go, I will stay. My brain’s all in a whirl. I want to be alone — to steady it.”

“I don’t like to leave you, in such a place, at such an hour.”

“Why not? While I’ve been abroad I’ve sometimes spent half the night in wandering alone over the mountains. Why am I not as safe here as there?”

“It’s not a question of safety, no doubt you’re safe enough. But — it’s the idea.”

“Be so good as to do as I ask — leave me, please.”

“Since you ask me in such a tone. Promise me, at least, that you won’t stay half the night out here; that, indeed, you won’t stay long.”

“I promise, if my doing so affords you any satisfaction. Probably I’ll be in my own room in half an hour, only — I must be alone for a few minutes first. Don’t you see?”

“I fancy that I do. Good-night. Remember that I’m at least your friend.”

“I’ll remember.”

“By the way, in the morning where, and when, shall I find you?”

“I shall be in the house till lunch.”

“Good, then before lunch I’ll come to you, as early as I can. Good-night again.”

“Good-night. And” — as he was moving off— “you’re not to stop about and watch me, playing the part of the unseen protector. I couldn’t bear the thought of being watched. I want to be alone.”

He laughed.

“All right! All right! Since you’ve promised me that you’ll not stay long I promise you that I’ll march straight home.”

He strode off, his arms swinging at his sides, his head hanging a little forward on his chest, as his habit was. She followed him with her eyes. When she saw that he vanished among the trees on his own estate, and did not once look back, she was conscious of an illogical little pang. She knew that he wanted her to understand that, in obedience to her wishes, he refused to keep any surveillance over her movements, even to the extent of looking back. Still she felt that he might have given her one backward glance, ere he vanished into the night.


CHAPTER XI

THE MAN ON THE FENCE

Her first feeling, when she knew herself in truth to be alone, was of thankfulness so intense as almost to amount to pain. He knew! As he himself had said, thank goodness! Her relief at the knowledge that her burden was shared, in however slight a degree, was greater than she could have imagined possible. And of all people in the world — by him! Now he understood, and understanding had, in one sense, drawn him closer to her; if in another it had thrust him farther off. Again, to use his own words, he was at least her friend. And, among all persons, he was the one whom — for every possible reason — she would rather have chosen as a friend. In his hands she knew she would be safe. Whatever he could do, he would do, and more. That ogre who, in a few hours, would again be issuing from the prison gates, would not have her so wholly at his mercy as she had feared. Now, and henceforward, there would be someone else with whom he would have to reckon. One in whom, she was convinced, he would find much more than his match.

Again as he had said — thank goodness!

For some minutes she remained just as he had left her, standing looking after him, where he had vanished among the trees. After a while the restraint which she had placed upon herself throughout that trying interview, began to slacken. The girl that was in her came to the front — nature had its way. All at once she threw herself face downward on the cushioned turf in her own particular nook, and burst into a flood of tears. It was to enable her to do that, perhaps, that she had so wished to be alone. For once in a way, it was a comfort to cry; they were more than half of them tears of happiness. On the grass she lay, in the moonlight, and sobbed out, as it were, her thanks for the promise of help which had so suddenly come to her.

Until all at once she became aware, amidst the tumult of her sobbing, of a disturbing sound. She did not at first move or alter her position. She only tried to calm herself and listen. What was it which had struck upon her consciousness? Footsteps? Yes, approaching footsteps.

Had he played her false, and, despite his promise, kept watch on her? And was he now returning, to intrude upon her privacy? How dare he! The fountain of her tears was all at once dried up; instead, she went hot all over. The steps were drawing nearer. The person who was responsible was climbing the fence, within, it seemed, half a dozen feet of her. She started up in a rage, to find that the intruder was not Hugh Morice.

Seated on the top rail of the fence, on which he appeared to have perched himself, to enable him to observe her more at his ease, was quite a different-looking sort of person, a much more unprepossessing one than Hugh Morice. His coat and trousers were of shepherd’s plaid; the open jacket revealing a light blue waistcoat, ornamented with bright brass buttons. For necktie he wore a narrow scarlet ribbon. His brown billycock hat was a little on one side of his head; his face was clean shaven, and between his lips he had an unlighted cigarette. In age he might have been anything between thirty and fifty.

His appearance was so entirely unexpected, and, in truth, so almost incredible, that she stared at him as she might have stared at some frightful apparition. And, indeed, no apparition could have seemed more frightful to her; for the man on the fence was Robert Champion.

For the space of at least a minute neither spoke. It was as if both parties were at a loss for words. At last the man found his tongue.

“Well, Vi, this is a little surprise for both of us.”

So far she had been kneeling on the turf, as if the sight of him had paralysed her limbs and prevented her from ascending higher. Now, with a sudden jerky movement, she stood up straight.

“You!” she exclaimed.

“Yes, my dear — me. Taken you a little by surprise, haven’t I? You don’t seem to have made many preparations for my reception, though of course it’s always possible that you’ve got the fatted calf waiting for me indoors.”

“I thought you were in prison.”

“Well, it’s not a very delicate reminder, is it? on this the occasion of our first meeting. But, strictly between ourselves, I’ve been in prison, and that’s a solid fact; and a nasty, unsociable place I found it.”

“But I thought they weren’t going to let you out until to-morrow.”

“No? Did you? I see. That’s why you were crying your heart out on the grass there, because you thought they were going to keep me from you four-and-twenty hours longer. The brutes! I should have thought you’d have found it damp enough without wanting to make it damper; but there’s no accounting for tastes; yours always were your own, and I recognise the compliment. As it happens, when a gentleman’s time’s up on a Sunday, they let him tear himself away from them on the Saturday. Sunday’s what they call a dies non; you’re a lady of education, so you know what that means. You were right in reckoning that the twelve months for which they tore a husband from his wife wasn’t up until tomorrow; but it seems that you didn’t reckon for that little peculiarity, on account of which I said goodbye to them this morning. See?”

“But — I don’t understand!”

She threw out her arms with a gesture which was eloquent of the confusion — and worse — with which his sudden apparition had filled her.

“No? what don’t you understand? It all seems to me clear enough; but, perhaps, you always were a trifle dull.”

“I don’t understand how you’ve found me! how it is that you are here!”

“Oh, that’s it, is it? Now I begin to catch on. That’s the simplest part of the lot. You — the wife of my bosom, the partner of my joys and sorrows — particularly of my sorrows — you never wrote me a line; you never took the slightest interest in my hard fate. For all you cared I might have died. I don’t like to think that you really didn’t care, but that’s what it looked like.” He grinned, as if he had said something humorous. “But I had a friend — a true friend — one. That friend met me this morning, where my wife ought to have met me, at the prison gates. From that friend I learned of the surprising things which had happened to you; how you had come into a fortune — a fortune beyond the dreams of avarice. It seems strange that, under the circumstances, you weren’t outside the prison, with a coach and four, waiting to bear me away in triumph to your gilded bowers. Ah-h!” He emitted a sound which might have been meant for a sigh. “But I bore up — with the aid of the first bottle of champagne I’d tasted since I saw you last — the gift of my one true friend. So, as you hadn’t come to me, I came to you. You might have bungled up the dates or something; there’s never any telling. I knew you’d be glad to see me — your loving husband, dear. My late arrival is due to no fault of mine; it’s that beastly railway. I couldn’t make out which was the proper station for this little shanty of yours! and it seems I took a ticket for the wrong one. Found myself stranded in a God-forsaken hole; no conveyance to be got; no more trains until tomorrow. So I started to walk the distance. They told me it was about five miles. About five miles! I’d like to make ’em cover it as five against the clock; they’d learn! When I’d gone about ten I met an idiot who told me there was a short cut, and set me on it. Short cut! If there’s a longer cut anywhere I shouldn’t care to strike it. Directly I’d seen the back of him it came on pitch dark; and there was I, in a pathless wilderness, with no more idea of where I was going than the man in the moon. For the last two hours I’ve been forcing my way through what seemed to me to be a virgin forest. I’ve had a time! But now I’ve found you, by what looks very like a miracle; and all’s well that ends well. So give us a kiss, like a good girl, and say you’re glad to see me. Come and salute your husband.”

“You’re not my husband!”

“Not — I say! Don’t go and throw away your character like that. As my wife, it’s precious to me, if it isn’t to you.”

“What do you suppose you’re going to do now?”

“Now? — Do you mean this minute? Well, I did dream of a tender meeting; you know the kind of thing. As a loving wife you ought to, but, perhaps, you’d like to put that off till a little later. Now I suppose we’re going up together to the little home of which I’ve heard, and have come so far to see; and there — well, there we’ll have the tender meeting.”

“I advise you not to set foot upon my ground!”

“Your ground? Our ground, you mean. Really, how you do mix things up.”

“My ground, I mean. You have no more to do with it than — than the jailer who let you out of the prison gate, to prey upon the world again.”

She had evidently learnt her lesson from Mr Morice in the nick of time.

“Don’t be silly; you don’t know what you’re talking about. What’s yours is mine; what’s the wife’s the husband’s.”

“That’s a lie, and you know it. I know it’s a lie, as you’ll discover. This side of that fence is my property. If you trespass on it I’ll summon my gamekeepers — there are always plenty of them about — and I’ll have you thrown off it. What you do on the other side of the fence is no business of mine. That belongs to someone who is well able to deal with men like you.”

“This is a cheerful hearing, upon my word! Can this virago be the loving wife I’ve come all this way to see? No, it can’t be — it must be a delusion. Let me tell you again — don’t be silly. Where the wife is the husband’s a perfect right to be. That’s the law of England and it’s the law of God.”

“It’s neither when the husband is such as you. Let me repeat my advice to you — don’t trespass on my ground.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to find a gamekeeper; to warn him that bad characters are about, and to instruct him how to deal with them.”

“Stop! don’t talk nonsense to me like that! Have you forgotten what kind of man I am?”

“Have I forgotten! As if I ever could forget!”

“Then mind it! Come here! Where are you off to? Did you hear me tell you to come here?”

“I repeat, I’m going to find a gamekeeper. I heard you tell me; but I pay no more attention to what you tell me than the trunk of that tree.”

“By —— ! we’ll see about that!”

Descending from the fence, he moved towards her. She stopped, turned and faced him.

“What do you think you’re going to do?”

“I’m going to see you mind me — that’s what I’m going to do.”

“Does that mean that you’re going to assault me, as you used to?”

He laughed.

“Assault you! Not much! Look here. What’s the good of your carrying on like this? Why can’t you behave like a reasonable girl, and talk sensibly?” She looked him steadily in the face; then turned on her heel. “You’d better stand still! I’m your husband; you’re my wife. It’s my duty to see that you obey me, and I’m going to do my duty. So just you mark my words!”

“Husband! Duty! You unutterable thing! Don’t touch me! Take your hand from off my shoulder!”

“Then you stand still. I’m not going to have you slip through my fingers, and leave me here, and have the laugh on me; so don’t you make any mistake, my girl. You’ve never had the laugh on me yet, and you never will.”

“If you don’t take your hand off my shoulder, I’ll kill you.”

Again he laughed.

“It strikes me that if there’s going to be any killing done it’s I who’ll do it. You’re getting my temper up, like you used to; and when you’ve got it fairly up there’ll be trouble. You stand still! Do you hear me? Your eyes — What’s that?” With a sudden, vigorous movement she broke from his retaining grasp. “Would you! I’ll teach you!”

He advanced, evidently meaning to renew his grip upon her shoulders. Before he could do so she swung out her right arm with all the strength at her command, and struck him in the face. Not anticipating such violent measures, taken unawares, he staggered blindly backwards. Ere he could recover himself she had sprung round, and was rushing at the top of her speed towards the narrow, winding path along which she had come. As she gained it the moon passed behind the clouds.


CHAPTER XII

WHAT SHE HEARD, SAW AND FOUND

She hurried along as rapidly as she could in the darkness which had followed the eclipse of the moon. Momentarily she expected to hear his footsteps coming after her. But, so far as she was able to tell, there was not a sound which suggested pursuit. Something, possibly, had prevented his giving immediate chase. In the darkness it was impossible to see where she was going, or to make out surrounding objects. What seemed to be the branch of a tree struck her across the face with such force that it brought her to an instant standing. She stood still, trembling from head to foot. The collision had partly stunned her. Her face was smarting, where it had come in contact with the unseen obstacle. For the moment she was demoralised, incapable of moving in any direction. Her breath was coming in great gasps. It would have needed very little to have made her burst into tears.

As she was gradually regaining her equilibrium, her presence of mind, a sound crashed through the darkness, which started her trembling worse than ever. It was a gunshot. Quite close at hand. So close that the flash of it flamed before her eyes. In the air about her was the smell of the powder.

Silence followed, which was the more striking, because it was contrasted with the preceding thunderclap. What had happened? Who had fired? at what? and where? The gun had been fired by someone who was on the left of where she was then standing, possibly within twenty or thirty feet. The direction of the aim, it seemed, had been at something behind her. What was there behind her at which anyone would be likely to fire, in that reckless fashion, at that hour of the night? Robert Champion was behind her; but the idea that anyone — 

The silence was broken. Someone was striding through the brushwood towards the place which had been aimed at. She became conscious of another sound, which made her heart stand still. Was not someone groaning, as if in pain? Someone who, also, was behind her? Suddenly there was the sound of voices. The person who had strode through the underwood was speaking to the person who was groaning. Apparently she was farther off than she had supposed, or they were speaking in muffled tones. She could only just distinguish voices. Who were the speakers, and what they said, she had not a notion. The colloquy was but a brief one. Again there was a sound of footsteps, which retreated; then, again, groans.

What did it mean? What had happened? who had come and gone? who had been the speakers? of what had they been talking? The problem was a knotty one. Should she go back and solve it? The groans which continued, and, if anything, increased in vigour, were in themselves a sufficiently strenuous appeal. That someone was in pain was evident — wounded, perhaps seriously. It seemed that whoever was responsible for that gunshot had, with complete callousness, left his victim to his fate. And he might be dying! Whoever it was, she could not let him die without, at least, attempting succour. If she did, she would be a participant in a crime of which — to use an Irishism — she had not only been an unseen, but also an unseeing, witness. If she let this man die without doing something to help him live, his blood would be on her hands also; certainly, she would feel it was. However repugnant the task might be, she must return and proffer aid.

She had just brought herself to the sticking point, and was about to retrace her steps, when, once more, she became conscious of someone being in movement. But, this time, not only did it come from another direction, but it had an entirely different quality. Before, there had been no attempt at concealment. Whoever had gone striding through the underwood, had apparently cared nothing for being either seen nor heard. Whoever was moving now, unless the girl’s imagination played her a trick — was desirous of being neither seen nor heard. There was a stealthy quality in the movements, as if someone were stealing softly through the brushwood, taking cautious steps, keenly on the alert against hidden listeners.

In what quarter was the newcomer moving? The girl could not at first decide; indeed, she never was quite clear, but it seemed to her that someone was creeping along the fence which divided Exham Park and Oak Dene. All the while, the wounded man continued to groan.

Suddenly, she could not tell how she knew, but she knew that the newcomer had not only heard the groans, but, in all probability, had detected the quarter from whence they came; possibly had caught sight of the recumbent figure, prostrate on the grass. Because, just then, the moon came out again in undiminished splendour, and, almost simultaneously, the footsteps ceased. To Violet Arnott, the plain inference seemed to be that the returning light had brought the sufferer into instant prominence. Silence again, broken only by groans. Presently, even they ceased.

Then, without the slightest warning, something occurred which was far worse than the gunshot, which affected her with a paralysis of horror, as if death itself had her by the throat.

The footsteps began again, only with a strange, new swiftness, as if whoever was responsible for them had suddenly darted forward. In the same moment there was a noise which might have been made by a man struggling to gain his feet. Then, just for a second, an odd little silence. Then two voices uttering together what seemed to her to be formless ejaculations. While the voices had still not ceased to be audible, there came a dreadful sound; the sound as of a man who was in an agony of fear and pain. Then a thud — an eloquent thud. And, an instant afterwards, someone went crashing, dashing through the underwood, like some maddened wild beast, flying for life.

The runner was passing close to where she stood. She did not dare to move; she could not have moved even had she dared — her limbs had stiffened. But she could manage to move her head, and she did. She turned, and saw, in the moonlight, in headlong flight, forcing aside the brushwood as he went, Hugh Morice.

What happened during the next few moments she never knew. The probability is that, though she retained her footing, consciousness left her. When, once more, she realised just where she was, and what had occurred, all was still, with an awful stillness. She listened for a sound — any sound; those inarticulate sounds which are part and parcel of a wood at night. She could hear nothing — no whisper of the breeze among the leaves; no hum of insect life; no hint of woodland creatures who wake while men are sleeping. A great hush seemed to have fallen on the world — a dreadful hush. Her heart told her that there was horror in the silence.

What should she do? where should she go? what was lying on the ground under the beech tree, on which not so long ago, Hugh Morice had cut their initials with his hunting-knife? She was sure there was something — what?

She would have to go and see. The thought of doing so was hideous — but the idea of remaining in ignorance was not to be borne. Knowledge must be gained at any price; she would have to know. She waited. Perhaps something would happen to tell her; to render it unnecessary that she should go upon that gruesome errand. Perhaps — perhaps he would groan again? If he only would! it would be the gladdest sound she had ever heard.

But he would not — or he did not.

Yet all was still — that awful stillness.

It was no use her playing the coward — putting it off. She would have to go — she must go. She would never know unless she did. The sooner she went, the sooner it would be done.

So she returned along the footpath towards the beech tree. In the moonlight the way was plain enough. Yet she went stumbling along it as she had never stumbled even in the darkness — uncertain upon her feet; reeling from side to side; starting at shadows; stopping half-a-dozen times in as many yards, fearful of she knew not what.

What was that? A sound? No, nothing. Only a trick of her imagination, which was filled with such fantastic imaginings, such shapes and sounds of horror.

She came to the end of the path. Before her was the open space; the favourite nook where she had first met Hugh Morice, which she had come to regard almost as a sanctuary. In front was the saucer-shaped break in the ground which she had found offered such luxurious ease. What was lying in it now?

Nothing? Or — was that something? Well under the shadow of the beech tree, where the moonlight scarcely reached? almost in the darkness, so that at a first glance it was difficult to see? She stood, leaning a little forward, and looked — long, intently. As she looked her heart seemed to become gradually constricted; she became conscious of actual pain — acute, lancinating.

Something was there. A figure — of a man — in light-coloured clothes. He lay on the ground, so far as she could judge from where she stood, a little on his right side, with his hands thrown over his head as if asleep — fast asleep. The recumbent figure had for her an unescapable fascination. She stared and stared, as though its stillness had in it some strange quality.

She called to the sleeper — in a tone which was so unlike her ordinary voice that — even in that awful moment — the sound of it startled her.

“Robert! Robert! Wake up!”

Probably not a dozen times since she had known this man had she called him by his Christian name. It was so singular that she should have done so; the mere singularity of the thing should have roused him from the soundest slumber. But he continued silent. He neither moved nor answered, nor was there any sign to show that he had heard. She called again.

“Robert! Robert! Do you hear me, wake up! Answer me!”

But he did neither — he neither woke nor answered.

The persistent silence was assuming an appalling quality. She could endure it no longer. She suddenly moved forward under the shadow of the beech tree, and bent down to look. What was that upon the front of his jacket? She touched it with her finger.

“Oh — h — h!”

A sound, which was part shriek, part groan, broke from her trembling lips. Her finger-tips were wet. She had not realised what the dark mark might mean — now she understood. All at once she burst out crying, until she saw something shining up at her from the turf almost at her feet. At sight of it she ceased to cry with the same suddenness with which she had begun. She picked the shining thing up. It was a knife — his knife — Hugh Morice’s — the one with which he had cut their initials in the trunk of the tree. Its great blade was all wet.

She gave one quick glance round, slipped the blade — still all wet — inside her bodice; then, returning to the winding footpath, ran along it at the top of her speed, neither pausing nor looking back.


CHAPTER XIII

AFTERWARDS

At the foot of the broad flight of steps leading up to her own hall door she stopped for the first time. It was late. What was the exact hour she had no notion. She only knew that, in that part of the world, it would be regarded as abnormal. The hall door was closed, that little fact in itself was eloquent. There were outer and inner doors. It was the custom to leave the outer door wide open until all the household had retired to rest. She would have to knock to gain admission. Her late return could hardly fail to attract attention. She was breathless with the haste she had made, heated, dishevelled. Whoever admitted her would be sure to notice the condition she was in.

It could not be helped. Let them notice. She was certainly not going to fear the scrutiny of her own servants. So she told herself. She declined to admit that they were sufficiently human to dare to criticise her movements. Besides, what did it matter?

She knocked with difficulty, the knocker was so heavy. Instantly the door was opened by old Day, the butler. Day was a person of much importance. He was a survival of her uncle’s time, being in occupation of the house while the next owner was being sought for. An excellent servant, with a very clear idea of his own dignity and the responsibility of his position. That he should have opened the door to her with his own hands at that hour, seemed to her to convey a reproof. She marched straight past him, however, without even a word of thanks. He addressed to her an inquiry as she went, in his even, level tones, as if there were nothing strange in her entering in such a condition, immediately after her return from a prolonged absence, at the dead of the night. Again her ardent imagination seemed to scent an unspoken criticism, which she ignored.

“Will anything else be required?”

“Nothing. I am going to bed.”

In her bedroom she found Evans dozing in an easy-chair. The woman started up as she entered.

“I beg your pardon, miss, for slipping off, but I was beginning to be afraid that something might be wrong.” She stared as she began to realise the peculiarity of her young mistress’s appearance. “Why, miss, whatever — I hope that nothing’s happened.”

“What should have happened? Why haven’t you gone to bed?”

“Well, miss, I thought that you might want me as this was the first night of your coming home.”

“What nonsense! Haven’t I told you that I won’t have you sit up for me when I’m unusually late? I dislike to feel that my movements are being overlooked by my servants, that they are too intimately acquainted with my goings out and comings in. Go to bed at once.”

“Is there nothing I can do for you, miss? Are you — I beg your pardon — but are you sure there’s nothing wrong? You look so strange!”

“Wrong? What do you mean — wrong? Go!”

Evans went, the imperturbable demeanour of the well-trained servant not being sufficient to conceal the fact that she went unwillingly. When she was gone Miss Arnott looked at the silver clock on the mantel-shelf. It was past two. She had been out more than four hours. Into those four hours had been crowded the events of a lifetime; the girl who had gone out was not the woman who had returned.

For the first time she began to suspect herself of being physically weary. She moved her hand up towards her forehead. As she did so her glance fell on it; it was all smirched with blood. Simultaneously she became aware that stains of the same sort were on the light blue linen costume she was wearing, particularly on the front of the bodice. She moved to a cheval glass. Was it possible? were her eyes playing her a trick? was there something the matter with the light? Not a bit of it, the thing was clear enough, her face was all smeared with blood, probably where it had been touched by her fingers. Why, now that she could see herself plainly, she saw that she looked as if she had come fresh from a butcher’s shambles. No wonder Evans had stared at her in such evident perturbation, demanding if she was sure that there was nothing wrong. Old Day must have been an automaton, not a man, to have betrayed no surprise at the spectacle she presented.

She tore open her bodice, took out from it the knife — his knife, Hugh Morice’s. It was drier, but still damp. It was covered with blood all over. It must have been thrust in up to the hilt — even the handle was mired. It had come off on to all her clothes, had penetrated even to her corsets. Seemingly it resembled ink in its capacity to communicate its presence. She stripped herself almost to the skin in the sudden frenzy of her desire to free herself from the contamination of his blood. When she had washed herself she was amazed to see what a sanguine complexion the water had assumed. It seemed to her that she was in an atmosphere of blood — his blood. What was to be done? She sat down on a chair and tried to think.

It was not surprising that she found it hard to bring herself to a condition in which anything like clarity of thought was possible. But, during the last four hours, she had matured unconsciously, had attained to the possession of will power of strength of which she herself was unsuspicious. She had made up her mind that she would think this thing out, and by degrees she did, after a fashion.

Three leading facts became gradually present to her mind to the exclusion of almost all beside. One was that Robert Champion was dead — dead. And so she had obtained release by the only means to which, as it seemed to her, Mr Whitcomb, that eminent authority on the law of marriage, had pointed. But at what a price! The price exceeded the value of the purchase inconceivably. There was the knife — his knife — to show it. When she shut her eyes she could still see him rushing in the moonlight through the brushwood, like some wild creature, mad with the desire to escape. Beyond all doubt the price was excessive. And it had still to be paid. That was the worst of it, very much the worst. The payment — what form would it take?

As that aspect of the position began to penetrate her consciousness, it was all she could do to keep herself from playing the girl. After all, in years, she was only a girl. In simplicity, in ignorance of evil, in essential purity — a child. When she found herself confronted by the inquiry, what form would the payment take? girl-like, her courage began, as it were, to slip through her finger ends. Then there was that other side to the question, from whom would payment be demanded? Suddenly required to furnish an answer to this, for some moments her heart stood still. She looked about her, at the ruddy-hued water in the wash basin, at the clothing torn off because it was stained. Recalled her tell-tale entry, her admission by Day who, in spite of his unnaturally non-committal attitude, must have noticed the state that she was in; Evans’s startled face when, attempting no concealment, she blurted out her confession of what she saw. Here, plainly, were all the essentials for a comedy or tragedy of misunderstanding.

If Hugh Morice chose to be silent all the visible evidences pointed at her. They all seemed to cry aloud that it was she who had done this thing. From the ignorant spectator’s point of view there could hardly be a stronger example of perfect circumstantial proof.

For some occult reason her lips were wrinkled by a smile at the thought of Hugh Morice keeping silent. As if he would when danger threatened her, for whom he had done this thing. And yet, if he did not keep silent, who would have to pay? Would — ? Yes, he would; certainly. At that thought her poor, weak, childish heart seemed to drop in her bosom like a lump of lead. The tears stood in her eyes. She went hot and cold. No — not that. Rather than that, it would be better that he should keep silent. Better — better anything than that. He had done this for her; but, he must not be allowed to do more. He had done enough for her already — more than enough — much more. She must make it her business to see that he did nothing else. Nothing.

Just as she was, all unclothed, she knelt down and prayed. The strangest prayer, a child’s prayer, the kind of prayer which, sometimes, coming from the very heart of the child, is uttered in all simplicity. Many strange petitions have been addressed to God; but few stranger than that. She prayed that whoever might have to suffer for what had been done, he might escape scot-free; not only here but also hereafter; in heaven as well as on earth. Although the supplication invoked such an odd confusion of ideas, it was offered up with such intense earnestness and simplicity of purpose, that it had, at anyrate, one unlooked for effect. It calmed her mind. She rose up from her knees feeling more at ease than she had done since ten o’clock. In some vague way, which was incomprehensible to herself, her prayer seemed already to have been answered. Therefore, the future had no perils in store for her; she was at peace with the world.

She collected the garments which she had taken off, arranged them in a neat bundle and placed them in an almost empty drawer which she found at the bottom of a wardrobe. The knife she put under the bundle. Then, locking the drawer, she disposited the key beneath her pillows. In the morning her brain would be clearer. She would be able to decide what to do with the things which, although speechless, were yet so full of eloquence. The water in which she had washed she carried into the apartment which opened out of her bedroom, and, emptying it into the bath, watched it disappear down the waste water pipe. She flushed the bath so as to remove any traces which it might have left behind. Then, arraying herself in her night attire, she put out the lights and got into bed.

She awoke with that sense of pleasant refreshment which comes after calm, uninterrupted slumber. She lay, for some seconds, in a state of blissful indolence. Then, memory beginning to play its part, she raised herself upon her elbow with a sudden start. She looked about the room. All was as she had left it. Although the curtains and the blinds were drawn the presence of the sun was obvious. Through one window a long pencil of sunshine gleamed across the carpet. Evidently a fine night was to be followed by a delightful day. She touched the ivory push piece just above her head. Instantly Evans appeared.

“Get my bath ready. I’m going to get up at once.”

She eyed the woman curiously, looking for news upon her face. There were none. Her countenance was again the servant’s expressionless mask. When the curtains and blinds were drawn the room was filled with golden light. She had the windows opened wide. The glory of a summer’s day came streaming in. The events of the night seemed to have become the phantasmagoria of some transient dream. It was difficult to believe that they were real, that she had not dreamed them. Her spirits were higher than they had been for some time. She sang to herself while she was having her bath. Evans, putting out her clothes in the next room, heard her.

“She seems to be all right now. That’s the first time I’ve heard her singing, and she looks better. Slept well, I suppose. When you’re young and healthy a good sleep works wonders. A nice sight she looked when she came in this morning; I never saw anything like it — never! All covered with blood, my gracious! A queer one she is, the queerest I’ve ever had to do with, and I’ve had to do with a few. Seems to me that the more money a woman’s got the queerer she is, unless she’s got a man to look after her. However, it’s no business of mine; I don’t want to know what games she’s up to. I have found knowing too much brings trouble. But whatever has become of the clothes that she had on? They’ve vanished, every single thing except the stockings. What can she have done with them? It’s queer. I suppose, as she hasn’t left them about it’s a hint that I’m not to ask questions. I don’t want to; I’m sure the less I know the better I’m pleased. Still, I do hope there’s nothing wrong. She’s a good sort; in spite of all her queernesses, I never want to meet a better. That generous! and simple as a child! Sooner than anything should happen to her I’d — well, I’d do a good deal. If she’d left those clothes of hers about I’d have washed ’em and got ’em up myself, so that no one need have known about the state that they were in. I don’t want to speak to her about it. With her ideas about not liking to be overlooked she might think that I was interfering; but, I wish she had.”

Somewhat to her surprise Miss Arnott found Mrs Plummer waiting for her at the breakfast-table.

“Why,” she exclaimed, “I thought you would have finished long ago — ever so long ago.”

“I was a little late myself; so I thought I’d wait for you. What time did you come in?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Nothing. I only wondered. Directly I had finished dinner I went to bed — straight from the table. I was tired; I thought you wouldn’t care for me to sit up for you.”

“Of course not; what an idea! You never have sat up for me, and I shouldn’t advise you to begin. But — you still look tired. Haven’t you slept away your fatigue?”

“I don’t fancy I have quite. As you say, I’m still a little tired. Yet I slept well, fell asleep as soon as I got into bed directly, and never woke.”

“Didn’t you dream?”

“Dream? Why should I dream?”

“There’s no particular reason that I know of, only when people march straight from dinner to bed dreams do sometimes follow — at least, so I’ve been told.”

“They don’t with me; I never dream, never. I don’t suppose I’ve dreamt half-a-dozen times in my life.”

“You’re lucky.”

“I’ve a clear conscience, my dear; a perfectly clear conscience. People with clear consciences don’t dream. Where did you go to?”

“Oh — I strolled about, enjoying the fresh air.”

“An odd hour to enjoy it, especially after the quantity of fresh air that you’ve been enjoying lately. What time did you say it was that you came in?”

“I didn’t say. Day will be able to tell you, if you are anxious to know — you appear to be. He let me in.” The elder lady was silent, possibly not caring to lay herself open to the charge of being curious. Presently Miss Arnott put the inquiry to the butler on her own account. “Probably, Day, you will be able to supply Mrs Plummer with the information she desires. What time was it when I came in?”

“I’m afraid I don’t know. I didn’t look at my watch. I’ve no idea.”

The butler kept his eyes turned away as he answered. Something in his tone caused her to look at him — something which told her that if the man had not been guilty of a positive falsehood, he had at least been a party to the suppression of the truth. She became instantly convinced that his intention was to screen her. She did not like the notion, it gave her an uncomfortable qualm.


CHAPTER XIV

ON THE HIGH ROAD

All that day nothing happened. Miss Arnott went in the morning to church; in the afternoon for a run on her motor, which had been neglected during the whole period of her absence abroad. She continued in a state of expectation. Before she started for church from everyone who approached her she looked for news; being persuaded that, if there were news of the kind she looked for, it would not be hidden from her long. But, plainly, no one had anything to tell.

Mrs Plummer accompanied her to church. Miss Arnott would rather she had refrained. A conviction was forcing itself upon her that, at the back of Mrs Plummer’s mind, there was something which she was doing her best to keep to herself, but which now and then would peep out in spite of her — something hostile to herself. A disagreeable feeling was growing on her that the lady knew much more about her movements on the previous night than she was willing to admit. How she knew she did not attempt to guess, or even whether the knowledge really amounted to anything more than a surmise. She had an uncomfortable impression that her companion, who was obviously ill at ease, was watching her with a furtive keenness which she intuitively resented.

When they reached the church she was scarcely in a religious mood. She was conscious that her unexpected appearance made a small sensation. Those who knew her smiled at her across the pews. Only servants were in the Oak Dene pew; the master was absent. She wondered if anything had yet transpired; half expecting some allusion to the matter during the course of the sermon. While the vicar preached her thoughts kept wandering to the mossy nook beneath the beech tree. Surely someone must have been there by now, and seen. She would hear all about it after church — at anyrate, when she reached home.

But no, not a word. Nothing had stirred the tranquil country air. One item of information she did receive on her entering the house — Hugh Morice had called. She probably appeared more startled than the occasion seemed to warrant. The fact being that she had forgotten the appointment he had made with her the night before. In any case she would not have expected him to keep it. That he should have done so almost took her breath away. He had merely inquired if she was in; on learning that she was not had gone away. He had left no message.

If she had stayed at home and seen him, what would he have said to her?

That was the question which she kept putting to herself throughout the run on her motor; fitting it not with one answer, but a dozen. There were so many things he might have said, so many he might have left unsaid.

She expected to be greeted with the news when she brought the car to a standstill in front of her own hall door. No; still not a word. Not one during the whole of the evening. A new phase seemed to be developing in Mrs Plummer’s character — she had all at once grown restless, fidgety. Hitherto, if she had had a tendency, it had been to attach herself too closely to her charge. She was disposed to be too conversational. Now, on a sudden, it was all the other way. Unless the girl’s fancy played her a trick she was not only desirous of avoiding her, but when in her society she was taciturn almost to the verge of rudeness. Miss Arnott was anxious neither for her company nor her conversation; but she did not like her apparent unflattering inclination to avoid her altogether.

That night the girl went early to bed. Hardly had she got into her room than she remembered the key; the key of the wardrobe drawer, which, in the small hours of the morning, she had put under her pillow before she got into bed. Until that moment she had forgotten its existence. Now, all at once, it came back to her with a jarring shock. She went to the bed and lifted the pillows — there was nothing there.

“Have you heard anything about a key being found underneath this pillow? I put it there just before I got into bed. I forgot it when I got up.”

“No, miss, I haven’t. What key was it?”

“It was” — she hesitated— “it was the key of a drawer in this wardrobe. Perhaps it’s in it now. No; there’s nothing there. Whoever made my bed must have seen it. Who made the bed?”

“Wilson, miss. If she saw a key under your pillow she ought to have given it me at once. I was in the room all the while; but she never said a word. I’ll go and ask her at once.”

“Do. But I see all the drawers have keys. I suppose any one of them will fit any drawer?”

“No, miss, that’s just what they won’t do; and very awkward it is sometimes. There’s a different lock to every drawer, and only one key which fits it. I’ll go and make inquiries of Wilson at once.”

While Evans was gone Miss Arnott considered. It would be awkward if the key were lost or mislaid. To gain access to that drawer the lock would have to be forced. Circumstances might very easily arise which would render it necessary that access should be gained, and by her alone. Nor was the idea a pleasant one that, although the drawer was closed to her, it might be accessible to somebody else.

Evans returned to say that the maid, Wilson, denied all knowledge of a key.

“She declares that there was no key there. She says that if there had been she couldn’t have helped but see it. I don’t see how she could have either. You are sure, miss, that you left it there?”

“Certain.”

“Then perhaps it slipped on to the floor when she moved the pillow, without being noticed.”

It was not on the floor then — at least, they could discover no signs of it. Evans moved the bed, and went on her knees to see. Nor did it appear to have strayed into the bed itself.

“I will see Wilson myself in the morning,” said Miss Arnott, when Evans’s researches proved resultless. “The key can’t have vanished into nothing.”

But Wilson, even when interviewed by her mistress, afforded no information. She was a raw country girl. A bundle of nerves when she saw that Miss Arnott was dissatisfied. There seemed no possible reason why she should wish to conceal the fact that she had lighted on the key, if she had done so. So far as she knew the key was valueless, certainly it was of no interest to her. Miss Arnott had to console herself with the reflection that if she did not know what had become of the key no one else did either. She gave instructions that if it was found it was to be handed her at once. There, for the moment, the matter rested.

Again on that Monday nothing transpired. It dawned upon the girl, when she began to think things over, that it was well within the range of possibility that nothing would transpire for a considerable period. That mossy nook was in a remote part of the estate. Practically speaking, except the gamekeepers, nobody went there at all. It was certain that whoever did would be trespassing. So far as she knew, thereabouts, trespassers of any sort were few and far between. As for the gamekeepers, there was nothing to take them there.

By degrees her cogitations began to trend in an altogether unexpected direction. If the discovery had not been made already, and might be postponed for weeks, it need never be made at all. The body might quite easily be concealed. If there was time it might even be buried at the foot of the beech tree under which it had been lying, and all traces of the grave be hidden. It only needed a little care and sufficient opportunity. She remembered when a favourite dog had died, how her father had buried it at one side of the lawn in their Cumberland home. He had been careful in cutting out the sods of turf; when replacing them in their former positions, he had done so with such neatness and accuracy that, two or three days after no stranger would have supposed they had ever been moved.

The dead man might be treated as her father had treated Fido. In which case his fate might never become known, unless she spoke. Indeed, for all she could tell, the body might be under the turf by now. If she chose to return to the enjoyment of her favourite lounge there might be nothing to deter her. She might lie, and laze, and dream, and be offended by nothing which could recall unpleasant memories.

As the possibility that this might be so occurred to her she became possessed by a strange, morbid disposition to put it to the test. She was nearly half inclined to stroll once more along that winding path, and see if there was anything to prevent her enjoying another waking dream. This inclination began to be so strong that, fearful lest it should get the better of her, to escape what was becoming a hideous temptation, she went for another run upon her car, and, in returning, met Hugh Morice.

They saw each other’s car approaching on the long straight road, while they were yet some distance apart, possibly more than a mile, backed by the usual cloud of dust. She was descending an incline, he was below, far off, where the road first came in sight. For some moments she was not sure that the advancing car was his, then she was undecided what to do; whether to sweep past him, or to halt and speak. Her heart beat faster, her hands were tremulous, her breath came quicker. She had just resolved to go past him with a commonplace salutation, when the matter was taken out of her hands. When he was within a hundred yards of her he stopped his car, with the evident design of claiming her attention for at least a second or two. So she stopped also, when the machines were within a yard of one another.

He was alone. He glanced at her chauffeur with his big grey eyes, as if the sight of him were offensive. Then he looked at her and she at him, and for a while they were silent. It seemed to her that he was devouring her with his eyes. She was vaguely conscious of a curious feeling of satisfaction at being devoured. For her part she could not take her eyes off his face — she loved to look at him.

It was only after some moments had passed that it appeared to occur to him that there might be anything singular in such a fashion of meeting, especially in the presence of her mechanic. When he spoke his voice seemed husky, the manner of his speech was, as usual, curt.

“Why weren’t you at home yesterday morning as you promised?”

“I had forgotten that I did promise.”

“You had forgotten?”

“Not that it would have made any difference if I had remembered; I should not have stayed in. I did not suppose you would come.”

“I told you I should come.”

“Yes, you told me.”

“What I tell you I will do that I do do. Nothing that may happen will cause me to change my mind.” He looked past her along the way she had come, then addressed the chauffeur. “There is something lying on the road. It may be something Miss Arnott has dropped — go and see.”

“I don’t think it is anything of mine. I have had nothing to drop.”

“Go and see what it is.” The man, descending, returned along the road. “I don’t choose to have everything you and I may have to say to each other overheard. You knew that I should come, why did you not stay in? of what were you afraid?”

“Afraid? I? Of nothing, There was no reason why I should be afraid.”

He searched her face, as if seeking for something which he was amazed to find himself unable to discover.

“You are a strange woman; but then women were always puzzles to me. You may not be stranger than the rest — I don’t know. Hadn’t you better go away again to-day? Back to the Lake of Como or further?”

“Why should I go away? Of what are you afraid?”

“Of what am I not afraid? I am even afraid to think of what I am afraid — of such different stuff are we two made. I never knew what fear was, before; now, I hardly dare to breathe for fear.”

“Don’t you trust me?”

“Trust you? What has that to do with it?”

“I see, you think it doesn’t matter. I hardly know whether you intend to flatter me or not. Why don’t you go away?”

“What’s the use? Where should I go where I could be hidden? There is no hiding-place, none. Besides, if I were to hide myself under the sea it might make no difference. Don’t you understand?

“I’m not sure; no, I don’t think I do. But, tell me, I want to know! I must know! It was all I could do to keep myself from going to see — what have you done with him?”

“Done with him?”

“Have you — have you buried him?”

“Buried him? Do you think he could be buried?”

Something came on to his face which frightened her, started her all trembling.

“I — I didn’t know. Don’t look at me like that. I only wondered.”

“You only wondered! Is it possible that you thought it could be hidden like that? My God! that you should be such a woman! Don’t speak, here’s your chauffeur close upon you; you don’t want him to understand. You’ll find the dust is worse further on. Good-day!”

He whizzed off, leaving her enveloped in a cloud of the dust of which he had spoken.


CHAPTER XV

COOPER’S SPINNEY

Not till the Friday following was the dead body discovered. And then in somewhat singular fashion.

A young gamekeeper was strolling through the forest with his dog. The dog, a puppy, strayed from his side. He did not notice that it had done so till he heard it barking. When he whistled it came running up to him with something in its mouth — a brown billycock hat. The creature was in a state of excitement. On his taking the hat from it, it ran back in the direction it had come, barking as it went. Puzzled by its behaviour, curious as to how it had found the hat, he followed to where the dead man lay beneath the beech tree.

He thought at first that it was some stranger who, having trespassed and lighted on a piece of open ground, had taken advantage of the springy turf to enjoy a nap. It was only after he had called to him three times, and, in spite, also, of the dog’s persistent barking, had received no answer, that he proceeded to examine more closely into the matter. Then he saw not only that the man was dead, but that his clothing was stiff with coagulated blood. There had been a violent thunderstorm the night before. The rain had evidently come drenching down on the silent sleeper, but it had not washed out that blood.

Clarke was a country bumpkin, only just turned eighteen. When it began to break on his rustic intelligence that, in all probability, he was looking down on the victim of some hideous tragedy, he was startled out of his very few wits. He had not the faintest notion what he ought to do. He only remembered that the great house was the nearest human habitation. When he had regained sufficient control of his senses, he ran blindly off to it. A footman, seeing him come staggering up the steps which led to the main entrance, came out to inquire what he meant by such a glaring breach of etiquette.

“What are you doing here? This isn’t the place for you. Go round to the proper door. What’s the matter with you? Do you hear, what’s up?”

“There — there’s a man in Cooper’s Spinney!”

“Well! what of it? That’s none of our business.”

“He’s — he’s dead.”

“Dead? Who’s dead? What do you mean?”

The hobbledehoy broke into a fit of blubbering.

“They’ve — they’ve killed him,” he blubbered.

“Killed him? Who’s killed him? What are you talking about? Stop that noise. Can’t you talk sense?”

Day, the butler, crossing the hall, came out to see what was the cause of the to-do. At any moment people might call. They would please to find this senseless gawk boohooing like a young bull calf. Day and the footman between them tried to make head or tail of the fellow’s blundering story. While they were doing so Mrs Plummer appeared in the doorway.

“Day, what is the matter here? What is the meaning of this disturbance?”

“I can’t quite make out, but from what this young man says it appears that he’s seen someone lying dead in Cooper’s Spinney. So far as I can understand the young man seems to think that he’s been murdered.”

Mrs Plummer started back, trembling so violently that she leaned against the wall, as if in want of its support.

“Murdered? He’s not been murdered! It’s a lie!”

Day, after one glance at her, seemed to avoid looking in her direction.

“As to that, madam, I can say nothing. The young man doesn’t seem to be too clear-headed. I will send someone at once and have inquiries made.”

Shortly it was known to all the house that young Clarke’s story was not a lie. A horse was put into a trap, the news was conveyed to the village, the one policeman brought upon the scene. When Miss Arnott returned with her motor it was easy enough for her to see that at last the air was stirred.

“Has anything happened?” she inquired of the footman who came to superintend her descent from the motor.

“I am afraid there has — something very unpleasant.”

“Unpleasant! How?”

“It appears that a man has been found dead in Cooper’s Spinney — murdered, cut to pieces, they do say.

“In Cooper’s Spinney? Cut to pieces?” She paused, as if to reflect. “Did you say cut to pieces? Surely there’s some mistake.”

“I only know what they say, miss. Granger’s up there now.”

“Granger?”

“The policeman, miss. Now I’m told they’ve sent for a doctor.”

A second footman handed her an envelope as she entered the hall. She saw that “Oak Dene” was impressed in scarlet letters on the flap.

“When did this come?”

“One of Mr Morice’s grooms brought it soon after you went out.”

She tore the envelope open, and there and then read the note which it contained. It had no preamble, it simply ran, — 

 

“Why have you not acted on my suggestion and gone back to Lake Como or farther?

“At any moment it may be too late! Don’t you understand?

“When I think of what may be the consequences of delay I feel as if I were going mad. I shall go mad if you don’t go. I don’t believe that I have slept an hour since.

“Do as I tell you — go!     H. M.”

Then at the bottom two words were added, — 

“Burn this.”

 

As she was reading it a second time Mrs Plummer came into the hall, white and shaky.

“Have you heard the dreadful news?”

She asked the question in a kind of divided gasp, as if she were short of breath. Miss Arnott did not answer for a moment. She fixed her glance on the elder lady, as if she were looking not at, but through her. Then she put a question in return.

“Where is Cooper’s Spinney?”

Had the girl hauled at her a volley of objurgations Mrs Plummer could not have seemed more distressed.

“Cooper’s Spinney!” she exclaimed. “Why do you ask me? How should I know?”

Without stopping for anything further Miss Arnott went up to her bedroom. There she found Evans, waiting to relieve her of her motoring attire. As she performed her accustomed offices her mistress became aware that her hands were trembling.

“What’s the matter with you? Aren’t you well?”

The woman seemed to be shaking like a leaf, and to be only capable of stammering, — 

“I — I don’t think, miss, I — I can be well. I — I think that dreadful news has upset me.”

“Dreadful news? Oh, I see. By the way, where is Cooper’s Spinney?”

“I haven’t a notion, miss. I — I only know just about the house.”

Miss Arnott put another question as she was leaving the room.

“Has nothing been heard yet of the key of that wardrobe drawer?”

“No, miss, nothing. And, miss — I beg your pardon — but if you want to break it open, you can do it easily, or I will for you; and, if you’ll excuse my taking a liberty, if those clothes are in it, I’ll wash them for you, and no one shall ever know.”

Miss Arnott stared at the speaker in unmistakable surprise.

“It’s very good of you. But I don’t think I need trouble you to step so far out of the course of your ordinary duties.” When she was in her sitting-room she said to herself, “She will wash them for me? What does the woman mean? And what does he mean by writing to me in such a strain?” She referred to Mr Morice’s note which she had in her hand. “‘Do as I tell you — go.’ Why should I go? and how dare he issue his commands to me, as if it were mine merely to obey. Plainly this was written before the news reached Oak Dene; when he hears it, it is possible that he may not stand upon the order of his going, but go at once. I’ll answer him. He shall have his reply before he goes, unless his haste’s too great. Then, perhaps, he will understand.”

On the back leaf of the note signed “H. M.” she scribbled.

 

“Is not the advice you offer me better suited to yourself? Why should I go? It seems to me that it is you who do not understand. Have you heard the news? Possibly understanding will come with it. You do not appear to recognise what kind of person I really am. Believe me, I am to be trusted. But am I the only factor to be reckoned with?

“Had you not better swallow your own prescription?     V. A.”

 

She hesitated before adding the initials, since he knew that they were not actually hers. Then, putting her answer, still attached to his note, into an envelope, she gave instructions that a messenger should ride over with it at once. While she was hesitating whether to go down and learn if any fresh development had occurred, there came a tapping at her sitting-room door. Day entered. To him she promptly put the question she had addressed to others.

“Oh, Day, perhaps you will be able to tell me where is Cooper’s Spinney?”

He looked at her until he saw that she was looking at him, then his glance fell.

“Cooper’s Spinney is right away to the east, where our land joins Oak Dene. I don’t know how it gets its name. It’s pretty open there. In one part there’s a big beech tree. It was under the tree the — the body was found.”

“Thank you, Day. I think I know where you mean.” Again the butler’s glance rose and fell. Perceiving that he seemed to be at a loss for words she went on. “Is there anything you wish to speak to me about?”

“Yes, Miss Arnott, I’m sorry to say there is. I’ve come to give you notice.”

“To give me notice?”

“Yes, miss, with your permission. I’ve been in service all my life, good service. I’ve been in this house a good many years. I’ve saved a little money. If I’m ever to get any enjoyment out of it, and I’ve my own ideas, it seems to me that I’d better start doing it. I should like to leave to-day.”

“To-day?”

“Yes, miss, to-day. There isn’t much to do in the house just now, and there’s plenty of people to do it. Bevan’s quite capable of taking my place till you get someone else to fill it. Your convenience won’t suffer.”

“But isn’t this a very sudden resolution? What has caused you to arrive at it?”

Day still kept his glance turned down, as if searching for an answer on the carpet. It was apparently only a lame one which he found.

“I’m in an awkward situation, Miss Arnott. I don’t want to say anything which can be misconstrued. So much is that my feeling that I thought of going away without saying a word.”

“That would not have been nice conduct on your part.”

“No, miss; that’s what I felt, so I came.”

“Come, Day, what is it you are stammering about? Something extraordinary must have happened to make you wish to leave at a moment’s notice after your long service. Don’t be afraid of misconstruction. What is it, please?”

The man’s tone, without being in the least uncivil, became a trifle dogged.

“Well, miss, the truth is, I’m not comfortable in my mind.”

“About what?”

“I don’t want to be, if I may say so, dragged into this business.”

“What business?”

“Of the body they’ve found in Cooper’s Spinney.”

“Day, what are you talking about? What possible connection can that have with you?”

“Miss Arnott, I understand that Dr Radcliffe says that that man has been lying dead under that beech tree for at least four or five days. That takes us back to Saturday, the day that you came home. In these sort of things you never know what the police may take it into their heads to do. I do not want to run the risk of being called as a witness at the inquest or — anywhere else, and — asked questions about last Saturday.”

Then the man looked his mistress straight in the face, and she understood — or thought she did.

“What you have said, Day, settles the question. Under no circumstances will I permit you to leave my service — or this house — until the matter to which you refer has been finally settled. So resolved am I upon that point that, if I have any further reason to suspect you of any intention of doing so, I shall myself communicate with the police at once. Understand that clearly.”


CHAPTER XVI

JIM BAKER

The inquest, which was held at the “Rose and Crown,” was productive of one or two pieces of what the local papers were perhaps justified in describing as “Startling Evidence.” It was shown that the man had been stabbed to death. Some broad-bladed, sharp-pointed instrument had been driven into his chest with such violence that the point had penetrated to the back. The wall of the chest had been indented by the violence of the blow. Death must have been practically instantaneous. And yet one side of him had been almost riddled by shot. He had received nearly the entire charge of a gun which had been fired at him — as the close pattern showed — within a distance of a very few feet. It was only small shot, and no vital organ had been touched. The discharge had been in no way responsible for his death. Still, the pain must have been exquisite. The medical witnesses were of opinion that the first attack had come from the gun; that, while he was still smarting from its effects, advantage was taken of his comparative helplessness to inflict the death-wound.

Nothing came out before the coroner to prove motive. There were no signs that the man had been robbed. A common metal watch, attached to a gilt chain, was found on his person, a half-sovereign, six-shillings in silver, and ninepence in copper, a packet of cigarettes, a box of matches, a handkerchief, apparently brand new, and a piece of paper on which was written “Exham Park.” As nothing suggested that an attempt had been made to rifle his pockets the probability was that that was all the property he had had on him at the moment of his death. There was no initial or name on any of his clothing, all of which, like his handkerchief, seemed brand new. His identity remained unrevealed by anything which he had about him.

On this point, however, there was evidence of a kind. The police produced witnesses who asserted that, on the preceding Saturday afternoon, he had arrived, by a certain train, at a little roadside station. He had given up a single third-class ticket from London, and had asked to be directed to Exham Park. On being informed that Exham Park was some distance off, he had shown symptoms of disgust. He had endeavoured to hire a conveyance to take him there but had failed. What had happened to him afterwards, or what had been the course of his movements, there was no evidence to show.

The coroner adjourned his court three times to permit of the discovery of such evidence.

During the time the inquiry was in the air the whole countryside was on tip-toe with curiosity, and also with expectation. Tongues wagged, fingers pointed, the wildest tales were told. Exham Park was the centre of a very disagreeable sort of interest. The thing to do was to visit the scene of the murder. Policemen and gamekeepers had to be placed on special duty to keep off trespassers from Cooper’s Spinney, particularly on Sundays. The scrap of paper with “Exham Park” written on it, which had been found in the dead man’s pocket, was a trifling fact which formed a sufficient basis for a mountain of conjecture.

Why had he been going to Exham Park? Who had he been desirous of seeing there? To furnish answers to these questions, the entire household was subjected by the police — with Miss Arnott’s express sanction — to cross-examination. The same set of questions was put to every man, woman and child in the house, about it, and on the estate. Each individual was first of all informed that he or she was not compelled to answer, and was then examined as follows: — 

Did you know the deceased? Did you ever see him? Or hear from — or of — him? Had you any knowledge of him of any sort or kind? Have you any reason whatever to suppose that he might have been coming to see you? Have you the least idea of who it was he was coming to see? On what is that idea based?

The house servants were questioned in the dining-room, in Miss Arnott’s presence. She sat in the centre of one side of the great dining-table, completely at her ease. On her right was Mrs Plummer, obviously the most uncomfortable person present. She had protested vigorously against any such proceedings being allowed to take place.

“I believe it’s illegal, and if it isn’t illegal, it’s sheer impudence. How dare any common policeman presume to come and ask a lot of impertinent questions, and treat us as if we had a house full of criminals!”

Miss Arnott only laughed.

“As for it’s being illegal, I can’t see how it can be that, if it’s done with my permission. I suppose I can let who I like into my own house. No one’s compelled to answer. I’m sure you needn’t. You needn’t even be questioned if you’d rather not be. As for a house full of criminals, I’m not aware that anyone has suggested that I harbour even one.”

But Mrs Plummer was not to be appeased.

“It’s all very well for you to say that I needn’t be questioned, but if I decline I shall look most conspicuous. Everybody will attribute my refusal to some shameful reason. I dislike the whole affair. I’m sure no good will come of it. But, so far as I’m concerned, I shall answer all their questions without the slightest hesitation.”

And she did, with direct negatives, looking Mr Nunn, the detective who had come down specially from London to take the case in charge, straight in the face in a fashion which suggested that she considered his conduct to be in the highest degree impertinent.

Miss Arnott, on the other hand, who proffered herself first, treated the questions lightly, as if they had and could have no application to herself. She said no to everything, denied that she had ever known the dead man, that she had ever seen him, that she had ever heard from, or of, him, that she had any reason to suppose that he was coming to see her, that she had any idea of who he was coming to see, and did it all with an air of careless certainty, as if it must be plain to everyone that the notion of in any way connecting her with him was sheer absurdity.

With the entire household the result was the same. To all the questions each alike said no, some readily enough, some not so readily; but always with sufficient emphasis to make it abundantly clear that the speaker hoped that it was taken for granted that no other answer was even remotely possible.

Thus, to all appearances, that inquiry carried the matter not one hair’s breadth further. The explanation of why the dead man had borne those two words— “Exham Park” — about with him was still to seek; since no one could be found who was willing to throw light upon the reasons which had brought him into that part of the world. And as the police, in spite of all their diligence, could produce no further evidence which bore, even remotely, on any part of the business, it looked as if, at anyrate so far as the inquest was concerned, the result would have to be an open verdict. They searched practically the whole country-side for some trace of a weapon with which the deed could have been done; in vain. The coroner had stated that, unless more witnesses were forthcoming, he would have to close the inquiry, and the next meeting of his court would have to be the last, and it was, therefore, with expectations of some such abortive result that, on the appointed day, the villagers crowded into the long room of the “Rose and Crown.”

However, the general expectation was not on that occasion destined to be realised. The proceedings were much more lively, and even exciting, than had been anticipated. Instead of the merely formal notes which the reporters had expected to be able to furnish to their various journals, they found themselves provided with ample material, not only to prove a strong attraction for their own papers, but also to serve as appetising matter to the press of the entire kingdom, with contents bills for special editions— “The Cooper’s Spinney Murder. Extraordinary Developments.”

These “extraordinary developments” came just as the proceedings were drawing to a close. Merely formal evidence had been given by the police. The coroner was explaining to the jury that, as nothing fresh was before them, or, in spite of repeated adjournments, seemed likely to be, all that remained was for them to return their verdict. What that verdict ought to be unfortunately there could be no doubt. The dead man had been foully murdered. No other hypothesis could possibly meet the circumstances of the case. Who had murdered him was another matter. As to that, they were at present able to say nothing. The identity of the miscreant was an unknown quantity. They could point neither in this quarter nor in that. The incidents before them would not permit of it. It seemed probable that the crime had been committed under circumstances of peculiar atrocity. The murderer had first fired at his victim — actually nearly fifty pellets of lead had been found embedded in the corpse. Then, when the poor wretch had been disabled by the pain and shock of the injuries which had been inflicted on him, his assailant had taken advantage of his helplessness to stab him literally right through the body.

The coroner had said so much, and seemed disposed to say much more, in accents which were intended to be impressive, and which, in fact, did cause certain of the more easily affected among his auditors to shiver, when a voice exclaimed from the back of the room, — 

“That’s a damned lie!”

The assertion, a sufficiently emphatic one in itself, was rendered still more so by the tone of voice in which it was uttered; the speaker was, evidently, not in the least desirous of keeping his opinion to himself. The coroner stopped. Those who were sitting down stood up, those who were already standing turned in the direction from which the voice came.

The coroner inquired, with an air of authority which was meant to convey his righteous indignation, — 

“Who said that?”

The speaker did not seem at all abashed. He replied, without a moment’s hesitation, still at the top of his voice, — 

“I did.”

“Who is that man speaking? Bring him here!”

“No one need bring me, and no one hadn’t better try. I’m coming, I am; I’ve got two good legs of my own, and I’m coming as fast as they’ll carry me. Now then, get out of the way there. What do you mean by blocking up the floor? It ain’t your floor!”

The speaker — as good as his word — was exhibiting in his progress toward the coroner’s table a degree of zeal which was not a little inconvenient to whoever chanced to be in his way. Having gained his objective, leaning both hands on the edge of the table he stared at the coroner in a free-and-easy fashion which that official was not slow to resent.

“Take off your cap, sir!”

“All right, governor, all right. Since you’ve got yours off I don’t mind taking mine — just to oblige you.”

“Who are you? What’s your name?”

“I’m a gamekeeper, that’s what I am. And as for my name, everybody knows what my name is. It’s Jim Baker, that’s what my name is. Is there anybody in this room what don’t know Jim Baker? Of course there ain’t.”

“You’re drunk, sir!”

“And that I’m not. If I was drunk I shouldn’t be going on like this. You ask ’em. They know Jim Baker when he’s drunk. There isn’t many men in this parish as could hold him; it would take three or four of some of them.”

“At anyrate, you’ve been drinking.”

“Well, and so would you have been drinking if you’d been going through what I have these last weeks.”

“How dare you come to my court in this state? and use such language?”

“Language! what language? I ain’t used no language. I said it’s a damned lie, and so it is.”

“You’ll get yourself into serious trouble, my man, if you don’t take care. I was saying that, having shot the deceased, the murderer proceeded to stab him through the body. Is that the statement to which you object with such ill-timed vigour?”

The answer was somewhat unlooked for. Stretching half-way across the table, Jim Baker shook his fist at the coroner with an amount of vigour which induced that officer to draw his chair a little further back.

“Don’t you call me a murderer!”

“What do you mean, sir, by your extraordinary behaviour? I did not call you a murderer; I said nothing of the kind.”

“You said that the man who shot him, stabbed him. I say it’s a lie; because he didn’t!”

“How do you know? Stop! Before you say another word it’s my duty to inform you that if you have any evidence to offer, before you do so you must be duly sworn; and, further, in your present condition it becomes essential that I should warn you to be on your guard, lest you should say something which may show a guilty knowledge.”

“And what do you call a guilty knowledge? I ask you that.”

“As for instance—”

Mr Baker cut the coroner’s explanation uncivilly short.

“I don’t want none of your talk. I’m here to speak out, that’s what I’m here for. I’m going to do it. When you say that the man as shot him knifed him, I say it’s a damned lie. How do I know? Because I’m the man as shot him; and, beyond giving him a dose of pepper, I’m ready to take my Bible oath that I never laid my hand on him.”

Mr Baker’s words were followed by silence — that sort of silence which the newspapers describe by the word “sensation.” People pressed further into the room, craning their heads to get a better view of the speaker. The coroner searched him with his eyes, as if to make sure that the man was in possession of at least some of his senses.

“Do you know what it is you are saying?”

“Do I know what I’m saying? Of course I know. I say that I peppered the chap, but beyond that I never done him a mischief; and I tell you again that to that I’m ready to take my Bible oath.”

The coroner turned to his clerk.

“Swear this man.”

Jim Baker was sworn — unwillingly enough. He handled the Testament which was thrust into his hand as if he would have liked to have thrown it at the clerk’s head.

“Now, James Baker, you are on your oath. I presume that you know the nature of an oath?”

“I ought to at my time of life.”

There were those that tittered. It was possible that Mr Baker was referring to one kind of oath and the coroner to another.

“And, I take it, you are acquainted with the serious consequences of swearing falsely?”

“Who’s swearing falsely! When I swear falsely it will be time for you to talk.”

“Very good: so long as you understand. Before proceeding with your examination I would again remind you that you are in no way bound to answer any question which you think would criminate yourself.”

“Go on, do. I never see such a one for talking. You’d talk a bull’s hind leg off.”

Once more there were some who smiled. The coroner kept his temper in a manner which did him credit. He commenced to examine the witness.

“Did you know the dead man?”

“Know him? Not from Adam.”

“Did you have any acquaintance with him of any sort or kind?”

“Never heard tell of him in my life; never set eyes on him till that Saturday night. When I see him under the beech tree in Cooper’s Spinney I let fly at him.”

“Did you quarrel?”

“Not me; there wasn’t no time. I let fly directly I see him.”

“At a perfect stranger? Why? For what possible reason? Did you suspect him of poaching?”

“I’d been having a glass or two.”

“Do you mean to say that because you were drunk you shot this unfortunate man?”

“I made a mistake; that’s how it was.”

“You made a mistake?”

“I must have been as near drunk as might be, because, when I come upon this here chap sudden like, I thought he was Mr Hugh Morice.”

“You thought he was Mr Hugh Morice?”

“I did.”

“Remember you are not bound to answer any question if you would rather not. Bearing that well in mind, do you wish me to understand that you intended to shoot Mr Morice?”

“Of course I did.”

“But why?”

“He’s sitting there; you ask him; he knows.”

As a matter of fact Mr Hugh Morice — who had throughout shown a lively interest in the proceedings — was occupying the chair on the coroner’s right hand side. The two men exchanged glances; there was an odd look on Mr Morice’s face, and in his eyes. Then the coroner returned to the witness.

“If necessary, Mr Morice will be examined later on. At present I want information from you. Why should you have intended to shoot Mr Morice?”

“Obeying orders, that’s what I was doing.”

“Obeying orders? Whose orders?”

“My old governor’s. He says to me — and well Mr Hugh Morice knows it, seeing he was there and heard— ‘Jim,’ he says, ‘if ever you see Hugh Morice on our ground you put a charge of lead into him.’ So I done it — leastways, I meant to.”

The coroner glanced at Mr Morice with an uplifting of his eyebrows which that gentleman chose to regard as an interrogation, and answered, — 

“What Baker says is correct; the late Mr Arnott did so instruct him, some seven or eight years ago.”

“Was Mr Arnott in earnest?”

Hugh Morice shrugged his shoulders.

“He was in a very bad temper.”

“I see. And because of certain words which were uttered in a moment of irritation seven or eight years ago, James Baker meant to shoot Mr Morice, but shot this stranger instead. Is that how it was?”

“That’s about what it comes to.”

“I would again remind you that you need not answer the question I am about to ask you unless you choose; but, if you do choose, be careful what you say, and remember that you are on your oath. After you had shot this man what did you do?”

“He started squealing. As soon as I heard his voice I thought there was something queer about it. So I went up and had a look at him. Then I saw I’d shot the wrong man.”

“Then what did you do?”

“Walked straight off.”

“And left that unfortunate man lying helpless on the ground?”

“He wasn’t helpless, nor yet he wasn’t lying on the ground. He was hopping about like a pig in a fit.”

“You know it has been proved that this man was stabbed to death?”

“I’ve heard tell on it.”

“Now — and remember that you are not bound to answer — did you stab him?”

“I did not. I swear to God I didn’t. After I pulled the trigger I done nothing to him at all.”

“Is it possible that you were so drunk as to have been unconscious of what you did?”

“Not a bit of it. So soon as I see as I’d shot the wrong man that sobered me, I tell you. All I thought about was getting away. I went straight to my own place, two miles off.”

“When you last saw this man he was still alive?”

“Very much alive he was.”

“He had not been stabbed?”

“He hadn’t, so far as I know.”

“You must have known if he had been.”

“I never touched him, and I asked no questions.”

“What was he doing when you saw him last?”

“Hopping about and swearing.”

“And you don’t know what happened to him afterwards?”

“I see nothing; I’d seen more than enough already. I tell you I walked straight off home.”

“And you heard nothing?”

“Nothing out of the way.”

“Why haven’t you told this story of yours before?”

“Because I didn’t want to have any bother, that’s why. I knew I hadn’t killed him, that was enough for me. Small shot don’t hurt no one — at least, not serious. Any man can have a shot at me for a ten-pound note; there’s some that’s had it for less. But when I heard you saying that the man as shot him stabbed him, then I had to speak — bound to. I wasn’t going to have no charge of that kind made against me. And I have spoken, and you’ve got the truth.”

“What time did it happen — all this you have been telling us about?”

Jim Baker answered to the best of his ability. He answered many other questions, also, to the best of his ability. He had a bad time of it. But the worst time was to come when all the questions had been asked and answered.

The coroner announced that, in consequence of the fresh evidence which had been placed before the court, the inquiry would not close that day; but that there would be a further adjournment.

As Mr Baker passed out of the room and down the stairs people drew away from him to let him pass, with an alacrity which was not exactly flattering. When he came out into the street, Granger, the policeman, came forward and laid his hand upon his shoulder, saying, in those squeaky tones which had caused him to be regarded with less respect than was perhaps desirable, — 

“James Baker, I arrest you for wilful murder. You needn’t say anything, but what you do say will be taken down and used against you. Take my advice and come quiet.”

By way of answer Jim Baker stared at Granger and at the London detective at his side and at the people round about him. Then he inquired, — 

“What’s that you say?”

“I say that I arrest you for wilful murder, and my advice to you is to come quiet.”

When Baker saw the policeman taking a pair of handcuffs out of his coat-tail pocket he drew a long breath.

“What’s that you’ve got there?”

“You know what it is very well — it’s handcuffs. Hold out your hands and don’t let us have no trouble.”

Jim Baker held out his hand, his right one. As the policeman advanced, ready to snap them on his wrist, Baker snatched them from him and struck him with them a swinging blow upon the shoulder. Granger, yelling, dropped as if he had been shot. Although he was not tall, his weight was in the neighbourhood of sixteen stone, and he was not of a combative nature.

“If anybody wants some more,” announced Mr Baker, “let him come on.”

Apparently someone did want more. The words were hardly out of his mouth, before Nunn, the detective, had dodged another blow from the same weapon, and had closed with him in a very ugly grip.

There ensued the finest rough-and-tumble which had been seen in that parish within living memory. Jim Baker fought for all he was worth; when he had a gallon or so of beer inside him his qualifications in that direction were considerable. But numbers on the side of authority prevailed. In the issue he was borne to the lock-up in a cart, not only handcuffed, but with his legs tied together as well. As he went he cursed all and sundry, to the no small amusement of the heterogeneous gathering which accompanied the cart.


CHAPTER XVII

INJURED INNOCENCE

Mr Baker had some uncomfortable experiences. When he was brought before the magistrates it was first of all pointed out — as it were, inferentially — that he was not only a dangerous character, but, also, just the sort of person who might be expected to commit a heinous crime, as his monstrous behaviour when resisting arrest clearly showed. Not content with inflicting severe injuries on the police, he had treated other persons, who had assisted them in their laudable attempts to take him into safe custody, even worse. In proof of this it was shown that one such person was in the cottage hospital, and two more under the doctor’s hands; while Granger, the local constable, and Nunn, the detective in charge of the case, appeared in the witness-box, one with his arm in a sling, and the other with plastered face and bandaged head. The fact that the prisoner himself bore unmistakable traces of having lately been engaged in some lively proceedings did not enhance his naturally uncouth appearance. It was felt by more than one who saw him that he looked like the sort of person who was born to be hung.

His own statement in the coroner’s court having been produced in evidence against him, it was supplemented by the statements of independent witnesses in a fashion which began to make the case against him look very ugly indeed. Both Miss Arnott and Mr Morice were called to prove that his own assertion — that he had threatened to shoot the master of Oak Dene — was only too true. While they were in the box the prisoner, who was unrepresented by counsel, preserved what, for him, was an unusual silence. He stared at them, indeed, and particularly at the lady, in a way which was almost more eloquent than speech. Then other witnesses were produced who shed a certain amount of light on his proceedings on that memorable Saturday night.

It was shown, for instance, that he was well within the mark in saying that he had had a glass or two. Jenkins, the landlord of the “Rose and Crown,” declared that he had had so many glasses that he had to eject him from his premises; he was “fighting drunk.” In that condition he had staggered home, provided himself with a gun and gone out with it. A driver of a mail-cart, returning from conveying the mails to be taken by the night express to town, had seen him on a stile leading into Exham Park; had hailed him, but received no answer. A lad, the son of the woman with whom Baker lodged, swore that he had come in between two and three in the morning, seeming “very queer.” He kept muttering to himself while endeavouring to remove his boots — muttering out loud. The lad heard him say, “I shot him — well, I shot him. What if I did shoot him? what if I did?” He kept saying this to himself over and over again. After he had gone to bed, the lad, struck by the singularity of his persistent repetition, looked at his gun. It had been discharged. The lad swore that, to his own knowledge, the gun had been loaded when Baker had taken it out with him earlier in the night.

The prisoner did not improve matters by his continual interruptions. He volunteered corroborations of the witnesses’ most damaging statements; demanding in truculent tones to be told what was the meaning of all the fuss.

“I shot the man — well, I’ve said I shot him. But that didn’t do him no harm to speak of. I swear to God I didn’t do anything else to him. I hadn’t no more to do with killing him than an unborn babe.”

There were those who heard, however, who were inclined to think that he had had a good deal more to do with killing him than he was inclined to admit.

Miss Arnott, also, was having some experiences of a distinctly unpleasant kind. It was, to begin with, a shock to hear that Jim Baker had been arrested on the capital charge. When she was told what he had said, and read it for herself in the newspapers, she began to understand what had been the meaning of the gunshot and of the groans which had ensued. She, for one, had reason to believe that what the tippling old scoundrel had said was literally true, that he had spoken all the truth. Her blood boiled when she read his appeal to Hugh Morice, and that gentleman’s carefully formulated corroboration. The idea that serious consequences might ensue to Baker because of his candour was a frightful one.

It was not pleasant to be called as a witness against him; she felt very keenly the dumb eloquence of the appeal in the blood-shot eyes which were fixed upon her the whole time she was testifying, she observed with something more than amazement. She had a horrible feeling that he was deliberately endeavouring to fit a halter round the neck of the drink-sodden wretch who, he had the best reason for knowing, was innocent of the crime of which he was charged.

A brief encounter which took place between them, as they were leaving the court, filled her with a tumult of emotions which it was altogether beyond her power to analyse. He came out of the door as she was getting into her car. Immediately advancing to her side he addressed her without any sort of preamble.

“I congratulate you upon the clearness with which you gave your evidence, and on the touch of feminine sympathy which it betrayed for the prisoner. I fear, however, that that touch of sympathy may do him more harm than you probably intended.”

There was something in the words themselves, and still more in the tone in which they were uttered, which sent the blood surging up into her face. She stared at him in genuine amazement.

“You speak to me like that? — you? Certainly you betrayed no touch of sympathy. I can exonerate you from the charge of injuring him by exhibiting anything of that kind.”

“I was in rather a difficult position. Don’t you think I was? Unluckily I was not at my ease, which apparently you were.”

“I never saw anyone more at his ease than you seemed to be. I wondered how it was possible.”

“Did you? Really? What a curious character yours is. And am I to take it that you were uneasy?”

“Uneasy? I — I loathed myself.”

“Not actually? I can only assure you that you concealed the fact with admirable skill.”

“And — I loathed you.”

“Under the circumstances, that I don’t wonder at at all. You would. I even go further. Please listen to me carefully, Miss Arnott, and read, as you very well can, the meaning which is between the lines. If a certain matter goes as, judging from present appearances, it very easily may go, I may have to take certain action which may cause you to regard me with even greater loathing than you are doing now. Do not mistake me on that point, I beg of you.”

“If I understand you correctly, and I suppose I do, you are quite right in supposing that I shall regard you with feelings to which no mere words are capable of doing justice. I had not thought you were that kind of man.”

Events marched quickly. Jim Baker was brought up before the magistrates three times, and then, to Miss Arnott’s horror, he was committed for trial on the capital charge. She could hardly have appeared more affected if she herself had been committed. When the news was brought to her by Day, the butler, who still remained in her service, she received it with a point-blank contradiction.

“It’s not true. It can’t be true. They can’t have done anything so ridiculous.”

The old man looked at his young mistress with curious eyes, he himself seemed to be considerably disturbed.

“It’s quite true, miss. They’ve sent him to take his trial at the assizes.”

“I never heard of anything so monstrous. But, Day, it isn’t possible that they can find him guilty?”

“As for that, I can’t tell. They wouldn’t, if I was on the jury, I do know that.”

“Of course not, and they wouldn’t if I was.”

“No, miss, I suppose not.”

Day moved off, Miss Arnott following him with her eyes, as if something in his last remark had struck her strangely.

A little later, when talking over the subject with Mrs Plummer, the elder lady displayed a spirit which seemed to be beyond the younger one’s comprehension. Miss Arnott was pouring forth scorn upon the magistrates.

“I have heard a great deal of the stupidity of the Great Unpaid, but I had never conceived that it could go so far as this. There is not one jot or tittle of evidence to justify them in charging that man with murder.”

Mrs Plummer’s manner as she replied was grim.

“I wonder to hear you talk like that.”

“Why should you wonder?”

“I do wonder.” Mrs Plummer looked her charge straight in the face oddly. Miss Arnott had been for some time conscious of a continual oddity in the glances with which the other favoured her. Without being aware of it she was beginning to entertain a very real dislike for Mrs Plummer; she herself could scarcely have said why. “For my part I have no hesitation in saying that I think it a very good thing they have sent the man for trial; it would have been nothing short of a public scandal if they hadn’t. On his own confession the man’s an utterly worthless vagabond, and I hope they’ll hang him.

“Mrs Plummer!”

“I do; and you ought to hope so.”

“Why ought I to hope so?”

“Because then there’ll be an end of the whole affair.”

“But if the man is innocent?”

“Innocent!” The lady emitted a sound which might have been meant to typify scorn. “A nice innocent he is. Why you are standing up for the creature I can’t see; you might have special reason. I say let them hang him, and the sooner the better, because then there’ll be an end of the whole disgusting business, and we shall have a little peace and quietude.”

“I for one should have no peace if I thought that an innocent man had been hanged, merely for the sake of providing me with it. But it is evidently no use our discussing the matter. I can only say that I don’t understand your point of view, and I may add that there has been a good deal about you lately which I have not understood.”

Mrs Plummer’s words occasioned her more concern than she would have cared to admit; especially as she had a sort of vague feeling that they were representative of the state of public opinion, as it existed around her. Rightly or wrongly she was conscious of a very distinct suspicion that most of the people with whom she came into daily and hourly contact would have been quite willing to let Jim Baker hang, not only on general principles, but also with a confused notion — as Mrs Plummer had plainly put it — of putting an end to a very disagreeable condition of affairs.

In her trouble, not knowing where else to turn for advice or help, she sent for Mr Stacey. After dinner she invited him to a tête-à-tête interview in her own sitting-room, and then and there plunged into the matter which so occupied her thoughts.

“Do you know why I have sent for you, Mr Stacey?”

“I was hoping, my dear young lady, that it was partly for the purpose of affording me the inexpressible pleasure of seeing you again.”

She had always found his urbanity a little trying, it seemed particularly out of place just now. Possibly she did not give sufficient consideration to the fact that the old gentleman had been brought out of town at no small personal inconvenience, and that he had just enjoyed a very good dinner.

“Of course there was that; but I am afraid that the principal reason why I sent for you is because of this trouble about Jim Baker.”

“Jim Baker?”

“The man who is charged with committing the murder in Cooper’s Spinney.”

“I see, or, rather, I do not see what connection you imagine can exist between Mr Baker and myself.”

“He is innocent — as innocent as I am.”

“You know that of your own knowledge?”

“I am sure of it.”

“What he has to do is to inspire the judge and jury with a similar conviction.”

“But he is helpless. He is an ignorant man and has no one to defend him. That’s what I want you to do — I want you to defend him.”

“Me! Miss Arnott!” Mr Stacey put up his glasses the better to enable him to survey this astonishing young woman. He smiled benignly. “I may as well confess, since we are on the subject of confessions” — they were not, but that was by the way— “that there are one or two remarks which I should like to make to you, since you have been so kind as to ask me to pay you this flying visit; but, before coming to them, let us first finish with Mr Baker. Had you done me the honour to hint at the subject on which you wished to consult me, I should at once have informed you that I am no better qualified to deal with it than you are. We — that is the firm with which I am associated — do no criminal business; we never have done, and, I think I am safe in assuring you, we never shall do. May I ask if you propose to defray any expenses which may be incurred on Mr Baker’s behalf? or is he prepared to be his own chancellor of the exchequer?”

“He has no money; he is a gamekeeper on a pound a week. I am willing to pay anything, I don’t care what.”

“Then, in that case, the matter is simplicity itself. Before I go I will give you the name of a gentleman whose reputation in the conduct of criminal cases is second to none; but I warn you that you may find him an expensive luxury.”

“I don’t care how much it costs.”

Mr Stacey paused before he spoke again; he pressed the tips of his fingers together; he surveyed the lady through his glasses.

“Miss Arnott, will you permit me to speak to you quite frankly?”

“Of course, that’s what I want you to do.”

“Then take my very strong advice and don’t have anything to do with Mr Baker. Don’t interfere between him and the course of justice, don’t intrude yourself in the matter at all. Keep yourself rigidly outside it.”

“Mr Stacey! Why?”

“If you will allow me to make the remarks to which I just now alluded, possibly, by the time I have finished, you will apprehend some of my reasons. But before I commence you must promise that you will not be offended at whatever I may say. If you think that, for any cause whatever, you may be disposed to resent complete candour from an old fellow who has seen something of the world and who has your best interests very much at heart, please say so and I will not say a word.”

“I shall not be offended.”

“Miss Arnott, you are a very rich young lady.”

“Well?”

“You are also a very young lady.”

“Well again?”

“From such a young lady the world would — not unnaturally — expect a certain course of action.”

“How do you mean?”

“Why don’t you take up that position in the world to which you are on all accounts entitled?”

“Still I don’t quite understand.”

“Then I will be quite plain — why do you shut yourself up as if, to use a catch phrase, you were a woman with a past?”

Miss Arnott started perceptibly — the question was wholly unexpected. Rising from her chair she began to re-arrange some flowers in a vase on a table which was scarcely in need of her attentions.

“I was not aware that I did.”

“Do you mean that seriously?”

“I imagined that I was entitled to live the sort of life I preferred to live without incurring the risk of criticism — that is what I mean.”

“Already you are beginning to be offended. Let us talk of the garden. How is it looking? Your uncle was very proud of his garden. I certainly never saw anything finer than his roseries. Do you still keep them up?”

“Never mind the roseries, or the garden either. Why do you advise me not to move a finger in defence of an innocent man, merely because I choose to live my own life?”

“You put the question in a form of your own; which is not mine. To the question as you put it I have no answer.”

“How would you put it?”

“Miss Arnott, in this world no one can escape criticism; — least of all unattached young ladies; — particularly young ladies in your very unusual position. I happen to know that nothing would have pleased your uncle better than that you should be presented at Court. Why don’t you go to Court? Why don’t you take your proper place in Society?”

“Because I don’t choose.”

“May I humbly entreat you to furnish me with your reasons?”

“Nor do I choose to give you my reasons.”

“I am sorry to hear it, since your manner forces me to assume that you have what you hold to be very sufficient reasons. Already I hear you spoken of as the ‘Peculiar Miss Arnott.’ I am bound to admit not wholly without cause. Although you are a very rich woman you are living as if you were, relatively, a very poor one. Your income remains practically untouched. It is accumulating in what, under the circumstances, I am constrained to call almost criminal fashion. All sorts of unpleasant stories are being connected with your name — lies, all of them, no doubt; but still, there they are. You ought to do something which would be equivalent to nailing them to the counter. Now there is this most unfortunate affair upon your own estate. I am bound to tell you that if you go out of your way to associate yourself with this man Baker, who, in spite of what you suggest, is certainly guilty in some degree, and who, in any case, is an irredeemable scoundrel; if you persist in pouring out money like water in his defence, although you will do him no manner of good, you may do yourself very grave and lasting injury.”

“That is your opinion?”

“It is.”

“I thank you for expressing it so clearly. Now may I ask you for the name of the gentleman — the expert criminal lawyer — to whom you referred? and then we will change the subject.”

He gave her the name, and, later, in the seclusion of his own chamber, criticised her mentally, as Mr Whitcomb once had done.

“That girl’s a character of an unusual kind. I shouldn’t be surprised if she knows more about that lamentable business in Cooper’s Spinney than she is willing to admit, and, what’s more, if she isn’t extremely careful she may get herself into very serious trouble.”


CHAPTER XVIII

AT THE FOUR CROSS-ROADS

The next morning Miss Arnott sent a groom over to Oak Dene with this curt note: — 

 

“I shall be at the Wycke Cross — at the four crossroads — this afternoon at half-past three, alone. I shall be glad if you will make it convenient to be there also. There is something which it is essential I should say to you.    V. A.”

 

The groom brought back, in an envelope, Mr Hugh Morice’s visiting card. On the back of it were four words, — 

“I will be there.”

And Mr Hugh Morice was there before the lady. Miss Arnott saw his car drawn up by the roadside, long before she reached it. She slackened her pace as she approached. When she came abreast of it she saw that its owner was sitting on a stile, enjoying a pipe. Taking his pipe out of his mouth, his cap off his head, he advanced to her in silence.

“Am I late?” she asked.

“No, it is I who am early.”

They exchanged glances — as it were, neutral glances — as if each were desirous, as a preliminary, of making a study of the other. She saw — she could not help seeing — that he was not looking well. The insouciance with which, mentally, she had always associated him, had fled. The touch of the daredevil, of the man who looks out on to the world without fear and with something of humorous scorn, that also had gone. She did not know how old he was, but he struck her, all at once, as being older than she had supposed. The upper part of his face was seamed with deep lines which had not always, she fancied, been so apparent. There were crow’s-feet in the corners of his eyes, the eyes themselves seemed sunken. The light in them was dimmed, or perhaps she only fancied it. It was certain that he stooped more than he had used to do. His head hung forward between his broad shoulders, as if the whole man were tired, body, soul and spirit. There was something in his looks, in his bearing, a suggestion of puzzlement, of bewilderment, of pain, which might come from continuous wrestling with an insistent problem which defied solution, which touched her to the heart, made her feel conscious of a feeling she had not meant to feel. And because she had not intended to harbour anything even remotely approaching such a feeling, she resented its intrusion, and fought against herself so that she might appear to this man to be even harder than she had proposed to be.

On his part he saw, seated in her motor car, a woman whom he would have given all that he possessed to have taken in his arms and kept there. His acumen was greater, perhaps, than hers; he saw with a clearness which frightened him, her dire distress, the weight of trouble which bore her down. She might think that she hid it from the world, but, to him, it was as though the flesh had been stripped from her nerves, and he saw them quivering. He knew something of this girl’s story; this woman whose childhood should have been scarcely yet behind her, and he knew that it had brought that upon her face which had no right to be there even though her years had attained to the Psalmist’s span. And because his whole nature burned within him with a desire that she might be to him as never woman had been before, he was unmanned. He was possessed by so many emotions, all warring with each other, that, for the moment, he was like a helmless ship, borne this way and that, he knew not why or whither.

Then she was so hard, looked at him out of eyes which were so cold, spoke to him as if it were only because she was compelled that she spoke to him at all. How could he dare to hint — though only in a whisper — at sympathy, or comfort? He knew that she would resent it as bitterly as though he had lashed her with a whip. And, deeming herself the victim of an outrage, the probabilities were that she would snatch the supposititious weapon out of his hand and strike him with all her force with the butt of it.

So that, in the end, her trouble would be worse at the end than it had been at the beginning. He felt that this was a woman who would dree her own weird, and that from him, of all men in the world, she would brook only such interference, either by deed word, as she herself might choose to demand.

When they had done studying one another she put her hand up to her face, as if to brush away cobwebs which might have been spun before her eyes, and she asked, — 

“Shall we talk here?”

His tone was as stiff and formal as hers had been.

“As you please. It depends upon the length to which our conversation is likely to extend. As I think it possible that what you have to say may not be capable of compression within the limits of a dozen words, I would, suggest that you should draw your car a little to one side here, where it would not be possible for the most imaginative policeman to regard it as an obstruction to the traffic which seldom or never comes this way; and that you should then descend from it, and say what you have to say under the shade of these trees, and in the neighbourhood of this stile.”

She acted on his suggestion, and took off the long dust cloak which she was wearing, and tossed it on the seat of her car. Going to the stile she leaned one hand on the cross bar. He held out his pipe towards her.

“May I smoke?”

“Certainly, why not? I think it possible that you may require its soothing influence before we have gone very far.”

There was something in her voice which seemed as if it had been meant to sting him; it only made him smile.

“I also think that possible.”

She watched him as, having refilled and relighted his pipe, he puffed at it, as if he found in the flavour of the tobacco that consolation at which she had hinted. Perceiving that he continued to smoke in silence she spoke again, as if she resented being constrained to speak.

“I presume that you have some idea of what it is I wish to say to you?”

He shook his head.

“I haven’t.”

“Really?”

“Absolutely. If you will forgive my saying so, and I fear that you are in an unforgiving mood, I have ceased attempting to forecast what, under any stated set of circumstances, you may either say or do. You are to me what mathematicians call an unknown quantity; you may stand for something or for nothing. One never knows.”

“I have not the honour to understand you, Mr Morice.”

“Don’t imagine that I am even hinting at a contradiction; but I hope, for both our sakes, that you understand me better than I do you.”

“I think that’s very possible.”

“I think so also; alas! that it should be so.”

“You may well say, alas!”

“You are right; I may.”

She was silent, her lips twitching, as if with impatience or scorn.

“My acquaintance with the world is but a slight one, Mr Morice; and, unfortunately, in one respect it has been of an almost uniform kind. I have learned to associate with the idea of a man something not agreeable. I hoped, at one time, that you would prove to be a variation; but you haven’t. That is why, in admitting that I did understand you a little, I think that you were justified in saying, alas!”

“That, however, is not why I said it, as I should have imagined you would have surmised; although I admire the ingenuity with which you present your point of view. But, may I ask if you have ordered me to present myself at Wyche Cross with the intention of favouring me with neatly turned remarks on the subject of men in general and of myself in particular?”

“You know I haven’t.”

“I am waiting to know it.”

“I had not thought that anyone fashioned in God’s image could play so consummately the hypocrite.”

“Of all the astounding observations! Is it possible that you can have overlooked your own record?”

As he spoke the blood dyed her face; she swerved so suddenly that one felt that if it had not been for the support of the stile she might have fallen. On the instant he was penitent.

“I beg your pardon; but you use me in such a fashion; you say such things, that you force me to use my tongue.”

“Thank you, you need not apologise. The taunt was deserved. I have played the hypocrite; I know it — none know it better. But let me assure you that, latterly, I have continued to play the hypocrite for your sake.”

“For my sake?”

“For your sake and for yours only, and you know it.”

“I know it? This transcends everything! The courage of such a suggestion, even coming from you, startles me almost into speechlessness. May I ask you to explain?”

“I will explain, if an explanation is necessary, which we both know it is not!”

He waved his pipe with an odd little gesture in the air.

“Good heavens!” he exclaimed.


CHAPTER XIX

THE BUTTONS OFF THE FOILS

Outwardly she was the calmer of the two. She stood upright and motionless; he was restless and fidgety, as if uneasy both in mind and body. She kept her eyes fixed steadily upon his face; he showed a disposition to elude her searching glance. When she spoke her tone was cool and even.

“You have accused me of playing the hypocrite. It is true, I have. I have allowed the world to regard me as a spinster, when I was a married woman; as free when I was bound. I have told you that I should have ceased before this to play the hypocrite, if it had not been for you. You have — pretended — to doubt it. Well, you are that kind of man. And it is because you are that kind of man that I am constrained to ask if you wish me now to cease to play the hypocrite and save Jim Baker’s life?”

“Is not that a question for your consideration rather than for mine?”

“You propose to place the responsibility upon my shoulders!”

“Would you rather it were on mine?”

“That is where it properly belongs.”

“In dealing with you I am at a serious disadvantage, since you are a woman and I am a man. The accident of our being of different sexes prevents my expressing myself with adequate precision.”

“You appear to be anxious to take refuge even when there is nothing behind which you can hide. The difference in our sexes has never prevented you from saying to me exactly what you pleased, how you pleased — you know it. Nor do I intend to allow your manhood to shelter you. Mr Morice, the time for fencing’s past. When life and death are hanging in the balance, words are weightless. I ask you again, do you intend to save Jim Baker’s life?”

“I have yet to learn that it is in imminent peril.”

“Then acquire that knowledge now from me. I am informed that if someone is not discovered, on whom the onus of guilt can be indubitably fixed, the probabilities are that Jim Baker will be hanged for murder.”

“And you suggest that I should discover that — unhappy person?”

“I ask you if you do not think the discovery ought to be made, to save that wretched creature?”

“What I am anxious to get at, before I commit myself to an answer is this — presuming that I think the discovery should be made, do you suggest that it should be made by you or by me?”

“Mr Morice, I will make my meaning plainer, if the thing be possible. When — that night — in the wood it happened, I thought that it was done for me. I still think that might have been the motive; partly, I confess, because I cannot conceive of any other, though the misapprehension was as complete as it was curious. I did not require that kind of service — God forbid! And, therefore, thinking this — that I was, though remotely, the actual cause — it appears to me that I was, and am, unable to speak, lest it would seem that I was betraying one whose intention was to render me a service.”

“For all I understand of what you’re saying you might be talking in an unknown tongue. You speak of the futility of fencing, when you do nothing else but fence! To the point, if you please. What service do you suppose was intended to be rendered you that night in Cooper’s Spinney?”

There was a perceptible pause before she answered, as if she were endeavouring to summon all her courage to her aid.

“Mr Morice, when you killed my husband, did you not do it for me?”

His countenance, as she put this question, would have afforded an excellent subject for a study in expression. His jaw dropped open, his pipe falling unnoticed to the ground; his eyes seemed to increase in magnitude; the muscles of his face became suddenly rigid — indeed the rigidity of his whole bearing suggested a paralytic seizure. For some seconds he seemed to have even ceased to breathe. Then he gave a long gasping breath, and with in his attitude still some of that unnatural rigidity, he gave her question for question.

“Why do you ask me such a monstrous thing? You! you!”

Something in his manner and appearance seemed to disturb her more than anything which had gone before. She drew farther away from him, and closer to the stile.

“You forced me to ask you.”

“I forced you to ask me — that!”

“Why do you look at me so? Do you wish to frighten me?”

“Do you think I didn’t see? Have you forgotten?”

“See? Forgotten? What do you mean?”

“Oh, woman! that you should be so young and yet so old; so ignorant and yet so full of knowledge; that you should seem a shrine of all the virtues, and be a thing all evil!”

“Mr Morice, why do you look at me like that! you make me afraid!”

“Would I could make you afraid — of being the thing you are!”

“It’s not fair of you to speak to me like that I — it’s not fair! I’m not so wicked! When I married—”

“When you married! No more of that old wife’s tale. Stick to the point, please — to the point! You whited sepulchre! is it possible that, having shown one face to the world, you now propose to show another one to me, and that you think I’ll let you? At anyrate, I’ll have you know that I do know you for what you are! Till now I have believed that that dead man, your husband, Mrs Champion, was as you painted him — an unspeakable hound; but now, for the first time, I doubt, since you dared to ask me that monstrous thing, knowing that I saw you kill him!”

She looked at him as if she were searching his face for something she could not find on it.

“Is it possible that you wish me to understand that you are speaking seriously?”

“What an actress you are to your finger-tips! Do you think I don’t know you understand?”

“Then you know more than I do, for I myself am not so sure. My wish is to understand, and — I am beginning to be afraid I do.”

He waved his hand with an impatient gesture.

“Come, no more of that! Let me beg you to believe that I am not quite the fool that you suppose. You asked me just now if I intend to save Jim Baker’s life? Well, that’s where I’m puzzled. At present it’s not clear to me that it’s in any serious danger. I think that the very frankness of his story may prove to be his salvation; I doubt if they’ll be able to establish anything beyond it. But should the contrary happen, and he finds himself confronted by the gallows, then the problem will have to be fairly faced. I shall have to decide what I am prepared to do. Of course my action would be to some extent guided by yours, that is why I’m so anxious to learn what, under those circumstances, you would do.”

“Shall I tell you?”

“If you would be so very kind.”

“I should send for Granger and save Jim Baker’s life.”

“By giving yourself up?”

She stood straighter.

“No, Mr Morice, by giving you up.”

“But again I don’t understand.”

“You have had ample warning and ample opportunity. You might have hidden yourself on the other side of the world if you chose. If you did not choose the fault was yours.”

“But why should I hide?”

“If you forced me, I should tell Granger that it was you who killed Robert Champion, and that I had proofs of it, and so Jim Baker would be saved.”

Again he threw out his arms with the gesture which suggested not only impatience, but also lack of comprehension.

“Then am I to take it that you propose to add another item to your list of crimes?”

“It is not a crime to save the innocent by punishing the guilty.”

“The guilty, yes; but in that case where would you be?”

“I, however unwillingly, should be witness against you.”

“You would, would you? A pleasant vista your words open to one’s view.”

“You could relieve me of the obligation — easily.”

“I don’t see how — but that is by the way. Do you know it begins to occur to me that the singularity of your attitude may be induced by what is certainly the remote possibility that you are ignorant of how exactly the matter stands. Is it possible that you are not aware that I saw you — actually saw you — kill that man.”

“What story are you attempting to use as a cover? Are you a liar as well as that thing?”

“Don’t fence! Are you denying that I saw you kill him, and that when you ran away I tried to catch you?”

“Of course I deny it! That you should dare to ask me such a question!”

“This is a wonderful woman!”

“You appear to be something much worse than a wonderful man — something altogether beyond any conception I had formed of you. Your suppositional contingency may be applied to you; it is just possible that you don’t know how the matter stands, and that that explains your attitude. It is true that I did not see you kill that man.”

“That certainly is true.”

“But I heard you kill him.”

“You heard me?”

“I heard you — I was only a little way off. First I heard the shot — Baker’s shot. Then I heard him go. Then I heard you come.”

“You heard me come?”

“I heard you strike him; I heard him fall. Then I saw you running from the thing that you had done.”

“You saw me running?”

“I saw you running. The moon was out; I saw you clearly running among the bushes and the trees. I did not know who it was had come until I saw you, then I knew. After you had gone I was afraid to go or stay. Then I went to see what you had done. I saw your knife lying on the ground. I picked it up and took it home with me.”

“I can easily believe you took it home with you.”

“I have it now — to be produced, if need be in evidence.”

“Of what?”

“Of your guilt! of what else?”

“She asks me such a question! Now let me tell you my story. If it lacks something of the air of verisimilitude which gives yours such a finish, let me remind you that there are those who lie like truth. After we had parted I discovered that I had left my knife behind — the one with which I had cut our initials on the tree. It was a knife I prized — never mind why. When I had allowed sufficient time to enable you to have reached home I returned to look for it. To my surprise, as I approached our trysting-place I heard voices — yours and a man’s. You were neither of you speaking in a whisper. At night in the open air sound travels far. When I came a little nearer I saw you and a man. So I withdrew till I was out of sight again, and could only hear the faint sound of distant voices. Presently a gun was fired. I rushed forward to see by whom, and at what. When I came near enough there was a man staggering about underneath the tree. I saw you come out from among the bushes and look at him. You picked up a knife from the ground — my knife. I saw you drive it into his chest. As he fell — for ever — you ran off into the forest and I ran after you.”

“You ran after me! after me?”

“After you; but you ran so quickly, or you knew your way so well, or I blundered, or something, because, after you had once disappeared in the wood, I never caught sight of you.”

“And have you invented this story — which you tell extremely well — to save your neck at the expense of mine?”

“What an odd inquiry! Referring to your own tale, may I ask what motive you would ascribe to me, if you were asked what you suppose induced me, a peaceful, law-abiding citizen, to kill at sight — under circumstances of peculiar cowardice — an inoffensive stranger?”

“I imagined that you knew he was my husband, and that you killed him to relieve me. You see I credited you with something like chivalry.”

“Did you indeed. And you would prostitute the English language by calling conduct of that sort chivalry! However, it is plainly no use our pushing the discussion further. We appear to understand each other now if we never did before. Each proposes to save Jim Baker’s life — at a pinch — by sacrificing the other. Good! I must hold myself prepared. I had dreamt of discovering means of saving you from the consequences of your crime, but I had scarcely intended to go the lengths which you suggest — to offer myself instead of you. But then I did not credit you with the qualifications which you evidently possess. In the future I shall have to realise that, even if I save your life, I cannot save your soul, because, plainly, you intend to perjure that lightheartedly, and to stain it with the blood of two men instead of only one. Let me give you one warning. I see the strength of the case which your ingenious — and tortuous — brain may fabricate against me. Still, I think that it may fail; and that you may yourself fall into the pit which you have digged for me, for this reason. They know me, hereabouts and elsewhere; my record’s open to all the world. They don’t know you, as yet; when they do they’ll open their eyes and yours. Already some unpleasant tales are travelling round the country. I myself have been forced to listen to one or two, and keep still. When my story is told, and yours, I am afraid that your story will prove to be your own destruction; it will hang you, unless there comes a reprieve in time. I saw you kill your husband. You know I saw you; you know that I can prove I saw you. Therefore, take the advice I have already tendered, go back to Lake Como and further. Lest, peradventure, by staying you lose your life to save Jim Baker’s. Henceforward, Mrs Champion, the buttons are off our foils; we fight with serious weapons — I against you and you against me. At least we have arrived at that understanding; to have a clear understanding of any sort is always something, and so, good-day.”


CHAPTER XX

THE SOLICITOR’S CLERK

Hugh Morice was the first to leave the four crossroads; Miss Arnott stood some time after he had gone, thinking. Life had had for her some queer phases — none queerer than that which confronted her, as she stood thinking by the stile.

That Hugh Morice should have done the thing she knew he had done, was bad enough. That he should have denied it to her face in such explicit terms and coupled with his denial such a monstrous accusation, was inconceivable. He had not gone very far before she told herself that, after all, she had misunderstood him, she must have done. For some minutes she was half disposed to jump into her car, follow him and insist on a clearer explanation. He could not have meant what he had appeared to do, not seriously and in earnest.

But she refrained from putting her idea into execution as she recalled the almost savage fashion in which he had hurled opprobrium at her. He had meant it; he must have meant it, or he would not have spoken to her in such a strain. At the thought she shivered.

Because, if this were the case, if she really had to regard his words as seriously intended, then she would have to rearrange her whole outlook on to life, particularly that portion of it which was pressing so hardly on her now. In her blackest moments she had not credited Hugh Morice with being a scoundrel. He had been guilty of a crime, but she could have forgiven him for that. By what he had done he had separated himself from her for ever and for ever. Still, she could have looked at him across the dividing chasm with something tenderer than pity.

This new attitude he had taken up altered the position altogether. If it meant anything it meant that he had killed Robert Champion for some recondite reason of his own — one with which she had no sort of connection. Obviously, if he had done it for her sake, he would not be so strenuous in denial; still less would he charge her with his crime.

Thus the whole business assumed a different complexion. The inference seemed to be that Hugh Morice and Robert Champion had not been strangers to each other. There had been that between them which induced the one to make away with the other when opportunity offered. The whole thing had been the action of a coward. In imagination the girl could see it all. Hugh Morice coming suddenly on the man he least expected — or desired — to meet; the great rush of his astonishment; the instant consciousness that his enemy was helpless; the sight of the knife; the irresistible, wild temptation; the yielding to it; the immediate after-pangs of conscience-stricken terror; the frantic flight through the moon-lit forest from the place of the shedding of blood.

And this was the man whom, almost without herself being aware of it, she had been making a hero of. This sordid wretch, who, not content with having slain a helpless man for some, probably wholly unworthy, purpose of his own, in his hideous anxiety to save his own miserable skin was willing, nay, eager, to sacrifice her. Possibly his desire to do so was all the greater because he was haunted by the voice of conscience crying out to him that this girl would not only be a continual danger, but that he would never be able to come into her presence without being racked by the knowledge that she knew him — no matter how gallantly he bore himself — to be the thing he really was.

So it was plain to her that here was a new danger sprung up all at once out of the ground, threatening more serious ills than any she had known. If Jim Baker was found guilty of this man’s crime, and she moved a finger to save him from his unmerited fate, then it might be that she would find herself in imminent peril of the gallows. For it needed but momentary consideration to enable her to perceive that what he had suggested was true enough, that if they began to accuse each other it would be easier, if he were set on playing the perjurer, to prove her guilt than his. And so quite possibly it might come about that, in order to save Jim Baker, it would be necessary she should hang. And life was yet young in her veins, and, though she had in it such sorry usage, still the world was very fair, and, consciously, in all her life she had never done an evil thing.

And then it was not strange that, there in the sunshine by the roadside, at the bare thought that it was even remotely possible that such a fate might be in store for her, she sat down on the stile, clinging to the rail, trembling from head to foot.

She would have sat there longer had she not been roused by a familiar, unescapable sound — the panting of a motor. Along the road was approaching a motor bicyclist. At sight of her, and of the waiting car, he stopped, raising his cap.

“I beg your pardon, but is there anything wrong with the car?”

She stood up, still feeling that, at anyrate, there was something wrong with the world, or with her.

“No, thank you, the car’s all right; I was only resting.”

“I beg your pardon once more, but aren’t you Miss Arnott of Exham Park?”

She looked at the speaker, which hitherto she had avoided doing. He was a young man of four or five and twenty, with a not unpleasing countenance; so far as she knew, a stranger to her.

“I am, but I don’t know you.”

“That is very possible — I am a person of no importance. My name is Adams — Charles Adams. I am clerk to Mr Parsloe, solicitor, of Winchester. We had a communication from a man who is in Winchester Gaol, waiting his trial for murder, a man named Baker. Possibly you have heard of him.”

“Oh yes, I have heard of Jim Baker; he is a gamekeeper on my own estate.”

“So he gave me to understand. Mr Parsloe sent me to see him. I did see him, in private. He gave me a note, which he was extremely anxious that I should give into your own hands. I was just coming on to Exham Park on the off-chance of finding you in. Perhaps you won’t mind my giving it to you now?”

“By all means. Why not?”

He had taken out of a leather case a piece of folded paper.

“You see it is rather a rough-and-ready affair, but I should like to give you my assurance that I have no idea what it contains.”

“I don’t suppose it would matter much if you did. Jim Baker is hardly likely to have a communication of a private nature to make to me.”

“As to that I know nothing. I can only say that Baker was not satisfied till I had sworn that I would not attempt to even so much as peep at the contents of his note, or let it go out of my hands until it reached yours.”

“Really?”

“Really! I never saw a man more desperately in earnest on a point of the kind.”

“Jim Baker is a character.”

“He certainly is. You will see that the note is written on a piece of rough paper. Where he got it from I don’t know, and was careful not to ask; but it looks suspiciously like a fly-leaf which had been torn out of a book. You are possibly aware that in prison, in the ordinary way, they are allowed neither paper, pen nor ink. I fancy you’ll find that this is written with a pencil. When I first saw it it had been simply folded, and one end slipped into the other. I happened to have some sealing-wax in my pocket. Baker insisted on my sealing it, in his presence, in three places, as you perceive, so that it was impossible to get at the contents without breaking the seals. I say all this because Baker himself was emphatically of opinion that this note contained matter of an extremely confidential nature, to which I should like you clearly to understand that I have had no sort of access. I may add another fact, of which you are also possibly aware, and that is that the whole transaction was irregular. He had no right to give me the note, and I had no right to convey it out of the prison; but he did the one, and I did the other, and here it is.”

Mr Adams handed the lady the scrap of paper, she asking him a question as he did so, — 

“To whom did you say that you were clerk?”

“To Mr Parsloe, a well-known and highly-esteemed Winchester solicitor.”

“Why did Baker, as you put it, communicate with Mr Parsloe?”

“He wanted us to undertake his defence.”

“And are you going to do so?”

Mr Adams smiled.

“As matters are, I am afraid not. Baker appears to be penniless, he is not even able to keep himself while awaiting trial, but is on the ordinary prison fare. It is necessary that a client should not only have his solicitor’s sympathy, but also the wherewithal with which to pay his fees.”

“Then it is only a question of money. I see. At what address shall I find Mr Parsloe if I wish to do so?”

The gentleman gave the lady a card.

“That is Mr Parsloe’s address. You will find my name in the corner as representing him. I may mention that I also am an admitted solicitor.”

“It is possible that you will hear from me. In the meantime, thank you very much for taking so much trouble in bringing me this note. Any expenses which may have been incurred I shall be happy to defray.”

“At present no expenses have been incurred. I need hardly say that any instructions with which you may honour us will receive our instant and most careful attention.”

Again Mr Adams’s cap came off. He turned his bicycle round, and presently was speeding back the way he had come. Miss Arnott stood looking after him, the “note” in her hand.

Jim Baker’s “note,” as the solicitor’s clerk had more than hinted, was distinctly unusual as to form. It was represented by an oblong scrap of paper, perhaps two inches long by an inch broad. Nothing was written on the outside; on the exterior there was nothing whatever to show for what destination it was designed. As Mr Adams had said, where one end had been slipped into the other three seals had been affixed. On each seal was a distinct impression of what probably purported to be Mr Adams’s own crest; with, under the circumstances, a sufficiently apposite motto — for once in a way in plain English— “Fear Nothing.”


CHAPTER XXI

THE “NOTE”

Miss Arnott displayed somewhat singular unwillingness to break the seals. She watched Mr Adams retreating on his bicycle; not only till the machine itself was out of sight, but the cloud of dust which marked its progress had vanished also. Then she turned the scrap of paper over and over in her fingers, possessed by an instinctive reluctance to learn what it contained. It seemed ridiculous to suppose that Jim Baker could have anything to cause her disturbance, yet she had an eerie feeling that there was something disagreeable inside his “note,” something which she would much rather not come into contact with. Had she followed her own inclination she would have shredded it into pieces, and scattered the pieces over the roadway. In some indescribable fashion she was actually afraid of the scrap of paper which she held between her fingers.

It was the sudden realisation that this was so which stung her into action. Afraid of anything Jim Baker might have to say? She? Nonsense! The idea! Could anything be more absurd!

There and then she broke the seals, unfolded the sheet of paper. But when she had got so far again she hesitated. The thing was fresh from a prison; had about it, she fancied, a prison atmosphere, a whiff of something sordid which it had borne with it out of gaol. It was that, she told herself, which she did not relish. Why should she read the scrawl? What interest could it have for her? Better instruct Mr Parsloe, or that eminent practitioner in the conduct of criminal cases with whose name Mr Stacey had furnished her, to undertake Baker’s defence, and spare no expense in doing so, and so have done with it. Let her keep her own fingers out of the mire; leave the whole thing to the lawyers; that would be better for everyone concerned. So it would not be necessary for her to spell her way through the man’s ill-written scribble.

And then she read Jim Baker’s “note.”

As Mr Adams had surmised it was written in pencil; apparently with a blunt stump of pencil used by unaccustomed fingers, probably under circumstances in which a skilful writer would have been uneasy. Here and there it seemed that the pencil had refused to write; possibly only by dint of pressure had it been induced to write at all. The letters were blurred and indistinct, ill-formed, irregular, disjoined — in general, mere hieroglyphics. And yet, despite the crabbed writing, the eccentric spelling, the clumsy wording, Jim Baker’s “note” made a stronger impression on Miss Arnott than the most eloquent epistle with which she had ever been favoured.

 

“Miss Arnott I see you done it but I wouldnt say nuthink about it if it wasnt that from what I ear they are going to hang me for what I se you doing and I wont say nuthin about it now if you se I have a loryer and all regular so as to get me out of this were it aint rite I should be sein I saw you they may cutt my tung out before Ill speak unless they make out I dun it so if you dont se I have a loryer and all regular Ill have to speke Jim Baker.”

 

That was Mr Baker’s note; unpunctuated, formless, badly put together, ill-spelt, but alive and eloquent in spite of its obvious deficiencies. It was plain why he was so anxious that Mr Adams should not peep at the contents, why he had insisted on the three seals, why he had stipulated on its being given into Miss Arnott’s own hands. From his point of view the “note” was a messenger of life and death, with hanging matter in every line.

The lady read it once and again and then again. As she crumpled it up in her hand it seemed to her that the country round about had assumed a different appearance, the cloudless sky had become dimmed, a grey tint had settled upon everything; for her the sunlight had gone out of the world.

Here was Jim Baker calling to her out of his prison cell that he was where she ought to be, because he had seen her do it, warning her, if she did not provide him with a lawyer “and all regular” to get him “out of this,” that he would have to speak. What hallucination was this which all at once possessed men’s minds? Could it be possible that the hallucination was actually hers? Could what, first Hugh Morice, now Jim Baker, said be true, and that they had seen her do it? What condition could she have been in at the time? Was it conceivable that a person could do such a deed unwittingly? During what part of her sojourn in the wood had she been in her sober senses? When had she ceased to be responsible for her own actions? and how? and why? Which of those awful happenings had been plain material fact and which nightmare imaginings?

She re-read Jim Baker’s opening words,— “Miss Arnott I see you done it.” The accusation was bold enough, plain enough, conclusive enough. It staggered her; forced her to wonder if she was, unknowingly, this dreadful thing.

But, by degrees, her common sense regained the upper-hand, and she began to put two and two together in an attempt to solve the mystery of Jim Baker’s words. The man was drunk; so much was admitted. He had probably seen her, hazily enough, bearing away the blood-stained knife; and had, therefore, jumped to an erroneous conclusion. Then she remembered that he had sworn that, after firing the shot, he had gone straight home; then, how came he to see her? More, he had sworn that on his homeward way he had seen nothing; so, somewhere, there was a lie. At the very worst, Jim Baker was labouring under a misapprehension; the statement in his note was capable of no other explanation.

Still, it was awkward that he should be under such a misapprehension, in view of the attitude which Hugh Morice had just been taking up. The problem of saving Jim Baker’s life became involved. If freeing him meant that Mr Morice would prefer against her such a charge, and that Baker himself would support it; then it behoved her to be careful how she went. In any case it was not agreeable to think that that ancient but muddle-headed family retainer believed — with some considerable foundation in truth — that she was willing — to say no more — that he should suffer for her offences.

Her thoughts were not pleasant companions on her homeward journey. Nor was her peace of mind heightened by a brief interview which she had with Mrs Plummer almost immediately on her return. The lady, waylaying her on the landing, followed her into her sitting-room. She was evidently in a state of considerable agitation.

“My dear, there is something which I must say to you at once — at once!”

Miss Arnott looked at her with that mixture of amusement and resentment with which she had been conscious that, of late, Mrs Plummer’s near neighbourhood was wont to fill her.

“Then by all means speak, especially if refraining from doing so would occasion you inconvenience.”

“Mrs Forrester called; you are never in when people come.”

“I am not sorry that I was out when Mrs Forrester came; she bores me.”

“You ought to fix a regular day, so that people might know when to find you.”

“You have made that remark before. Is that all you have to say?”

“No, it is not; and let me tell you that this flippant way you have of treating everything I say may have the most serious and unlooked-for consequences.”

Miss Arnott laughed, which caused Mrs Plummer to resort to a trick she had — when at all put out — of rubbing the palms of her hands briskly together.

“Oh, you may laugh; but I can assure you that if things go on like this much longer I don’t know what will be the end of it.”

“The end of what?”

“Do you know what Mrs Forrester has been saying? She tells me that there is a story going about the place that that evening you were out in the woods till all hours of the night; and she wanted to know if she should contradict it.”

“That’s as she pleases.”

“But don’t you see how serious it is? Won’t you understand? I understand; if you don’t. Violet, I insist upon your telling me what time it was when you came in that night; where you went, and what you did. I insist! I insist!”

At each repetition Mrs Plummer brought her hands together with quite a smart clap. Miss Arnott looked down at the excited little woman as if she was still divided between two moods.

“You insist? Mrs Plummer, aren’t you — rather forgetting yourself?”

“Of course I am prepared for you to adopt that tone. You always adopt it when I ask you a question, and I am ready to leave the house this moment if you wish it; but I can only assure you that if you won’t give me an answer you may have to give one to somebody else before very long.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“I mean exactly what I say. Won’t you see?”

“I can see that you are in a state of excitement which is not warranted by anything I understand.”

It was odd what a disinclination the elder lady showed to meet the young one’s eyes. She moved hither and thither, as if possessed by a spirit of restlessness; but, though Miss Arnott kept her gaze fixed on her unfalteringly wherever she went, she herself never glanced in the girl’s direction.

“Excited! I can’t help being excited! How you can keep so cool is what I don’t know! Everyone is pointing a finger and saying that you were out in the woods at the very time that — that wretched man was — was being murdered” — Mrs Plummer cast furtive looks about her as if the deed was being enacted that very moment before her eyes— “and asking where you were and what you were doing all alone in the woods at that hour, and how it was that you knew nothing at all of what was taking place, possibly quite close by you; and you let them ask, and say and do nothing to stop their tongues; and if they are not stopped heaven only knows where they’ll lead them. My dear, won’t you tell me where you went? and what it was that you were doing?”

“No, Mrs Plummer, I won’t — so now your question is answered. And as I have some letters to write may I ask you to leave me?”

Mrs Plummer did glance at Miss Arnott for one moment; but for only one. Then, as if she did not dare to trust herself to speak again, she hurried from the room. Left alone, the young lady indulged in some possibly ironical comments on her companion’s deportment.

“Really, to judge from Mrs Plummer’s behaviour, one would imagine that this business worried her more than it does me. If she doesn’t exercise a little more self-control I shouldn’t be surprised if it ends in making her actually ill.”


CHAPTER XXII

MR ERNEST GILBERT

Miss Arnott wrote to Mr Ernest Gilbert — the famous lawyer whose name Mr Stacey had given her — asking him to make all necessary arrangements for Jim Baker’s defence. She expressed her own personal conviction in the man’s innocence, desiring him to leave no stone unturned to make it plain, and to spare no expense in doing so. In proof of her willingness to pay any costs which might be incurred she enclosed a cheque for £500, and assured him that she would at once forward any further sum which might be required. Mr Gilbert furnished himself with a copy of the depositions given before the committing justices, and also before the coroner; and, having mastered them, went down to see his client in Winchester Gaol.

He found Mr Baker in very poor plight. The gamekeeper, who probably had gipsy blood in his veins, had been accustomed from childhood to an open air life. Often in fine weather he did not resort to the shelter of a roof for either sleeping or eating. Crabbed and taciturn by constitution he loved the solitude and freedom of the woods. On a summer’s night the turf at the foot of a tree was couch enough for him, the sky sufficient roof. Had he been able to give adequate expression to his point of view, his definition of the torments of hell would have been confinement within four walls. In gaol — cribbed, cabined and confined — he seemed to slough his manhood like a skin. His nature changed. When Mr Gilbert went to see him, the dogged heart of the man had lost half its doggedness. He pined for freedom — for God’s air, and the breath of the woods — with such desperate longing that, if he could, he would have made an end of every soul in Winchester Gaol to get at it.

Mr Gilbert summed him up — or thought he did — at sight. He made it a rule in these sort of cases to leap at an instant conclusion, even though afterwards it might turn out to be erroneous. Experience had taught him that, in first interviews with clients of a certain kind, quickness of speech — and of decision — was a trick which often paid. So that the door had hardly been closed which left the pair together than — metaphorically — he sprang at Mr Baker like a bull terrier at a rat.

“Now, my man, do you want to hang?”

“Hang? me? No, I don’t. Who does?”

“Then you’ll tell me who stuck a knife into that fellow in Cooper’s Spinney.”

“Me tell you? What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean, and you know who handled that knife; and it’s only by telling me that you’ll save your neck from the gallows.”

Baker stared with tightened lips and frowning brows. This spruce little gentleman was beyond him altogether.

“Here! you go too fast for me. I don’t know who you are, not from Adam. Who might you be?”

“My name’s Gilbert — I’m a lawyer — and I’m going to save you from the gallows, if I can.”

“A lawyer?” Baker put up a gnarled hand to rasp his stubbly chin. He looked at the other with eyes which trouble had dimmed. “Has she sent you?”

“She? Who?”

“You know who I mean.”

“I shall know if you tell me. How can I know if you don’t tell me?”

“Has Miss Arnott sent you?”

“Miss Arnott? Why should Miss Arnott send me?”

“She knows if you don’t.”

“Do you think Miss Arnott cares if you were strung up to the top of the tallest tree to-morrow?”

“She mightn’t care if I was strung up, but I ain’t going to be strung up; and that she does know.”

The lawyer looked keenly at the countryman. All at once he changed his tone, he became urbanity itself.

“Now, Baker, let’s understand each other, you and I. I flatter myself that I’ve saved more than one poor chap from a hempen collar, and I’d like to save you. You never put that knife into that man.”

“Of course I didn’t; ain’t I kept on saying so?”

“Then why should you hang?”

“I ain’t going to hang. Don’t you make any mistake about it, and don’t let nobody else make any mistake about it neither. I ain’t going to hang.”

“But, my good fellow, in these kind of affairs they generally hang someone; if they can’t find anyone else, it will probably be you. How are you going to help it?”

Baker opened and closed his mouth like a trap, once, twice, thrice, and nothing came out of it. There was a perceptible pause; he was possibly revolving something in his sluggish brain. Then he asked a question, — 

“Is that all you’ve got to say?”

“Of course it’s not. My stock of language isn’t quite so limited. Only I want you to see just where you’re standing, and just what the danger is that’s threatening. And I want you to know that I know that you know who handled that knife; and that probably the only way of saving you from the gallows is to let me know. You understand that it doesn’t necessarily follow that I’m going to tell everyone; the secret will be as safe with me as with you. Only this is a case in which, if I’m to do any good, I must know where we are. Now, Baker, tell me, who was it who used the knife?”

Again Baker’s jaws opened and shut, as if automatically; then, after another interval, again he asked a question.

“You ain’t yet told me if it was Miss Arnott as sent you?”

“And you haven’t yet told me why Miss Arnott should send me?”

“That’s my business. Did she? Do you hear me ask you — did she?”

Baker brought his fist down with a bang on to the wooden table by which he was standing. Mr Gilbert eyed him in his eager, terrier-like fashion, as if he were seeking for a weak point on which to make an attack. Then, suddenly, again his manner altered. Ignoring Baker’s question as completely as if it had never been asked, he diverted the man’s attention from the expected answer by all at once plunging into entirely different matters. Before he knew what was happening Baker found himself subjected to a stringent examination of a kind for which he was wholly unprepared. The solicitor slipped from point to point in a fashion which so confused his client’s stupid senses that, by the time the interview was over, Jim Baker had but the vaguest notion of what he had said or left unsaid.

Mr Gilbert went straight from the gaol to a post-office from which he dispatched this reply-paid telegram: — 

 

“To Hugh Morice, Oak Dene.

“When I was once able to do you a service you said that, if ever the chance offered, you would do me one in return. You can do me such a service by giving me some dinner and a bed for to-night.

“Ernest Gilbert.

“George Hotel, Winchester.”

 

He lunched at the George Hotel. While he was smoking an after-luncheon cigar an answer came. Hugh Morice wired to say that if he arrived by a certain train he would meet him at the station. Mr Gilbert travelled by that train, and was met. It was only after a tête-à-tête dinner that anything was said as to the reason why the lawyer had invited himself to be the other’s guest.

“I suppose you’re wondering why I’ve forced myself upon your hospitality?”

“I hope that nothing in my manner has caused you to think anything of the kind. I assure you that I’m very glad to see you.”

“It’s very nice of you to say so. Still, considering how I’ve thrown myself at you out of the clouds you can hardly help but wonder.”

“Well, I have taken it a little for granted that you have some reason for wishing to pay me a visit at this particular moment.”

“Exactly. I have. It’s because I find myself in rather a singular situation.”

“As how?”

The lawyer considered. He looked at his host across the little table, on which were their cups of coffee, with his bright eyes and the intensely inquisitive stare, which seemed to suggest that curiosity was his devouring passion. His host looked back at him lazily, indifferently, as if he were interested in nothing and in no one. The two men were in acute contrast. The one so tall and broad; the other so small and wiry — in the scales possibly not half Hugh Morice’s size. The solicitor glanced round the room, inquiringly.

“I suppose we’re private here?”

They were in the billiard-room. The doors were shut, windows closed, blinds drawn — the question seemed superfluous.

“Perfectly. No one would hear you if you shouted.”

“It’s just as well to be sure; because what I have to say to you is of a particularly private nature.”

“At your leisure.”

“You and I have had dealings before — you will probably remember that, under certain circumstances, I’m not a stickler for professional etiquette.”

“I remember it very well indeed.”

“That’s fortunate. Because, on the present occasion, I’m going to outrage every standard of propriety which is supposed — professionally — to hedge me round. Now listen to me attentively; because I don’t wish to use plainer speech than I can help; I don’t want to dot my ‘i’s,’ and I want you, at a hint from me, to read between the lines. This is a ticklish matter I’m going to talk about.”

“I’m all attention.”

“That’s good; then here’s what I’ve come to say.”


CHAPTER XXIII

THE TWO MEN

Yet Mr Gilbert hesitated. He took his cigar from between his lips, carefully removed the ash, sipped at his coffee, and all the time kept his glance on Hugh Morice, as if he were desirous of gleaning from his face indications as to the exact line which his remarks should take. When he did speak he still continued to stare at his host.

“I have been retained to defend James Baker.”

“James Baker?”

“The man who is to stand his trial for the murder in Cooper’s Spinney.”

“Oh, Jim Baker. Hereabouts he is known as Jim. When you spoke of him as James, for the moment I didn’t know who you meant.”

“This morning I saw him in Winchester Gaol.”

“That is what you were doing in Winchester? Now I understand. How is he?”

“In a bad way. They may as well hang him as keep him jailed. He’s not at home in there.”

“So I should imagine. Jim Baker!”

Hugh Morice smiled sardonically, as if the idea of Jim Baker being in gaol was grimly humorous.

“That interview has resulted in placing me in a very curious quandary.”

“I should imagine that interviews with your clients did occasionally have results of that kind.”

“That’s so; but I don’t recall one which had just this result, and — I don’t like it. That’s why I’ve come to you.”

“I don’t see the sequitur. What have I to do with your quandaries? — that is, mind you, with your professional quandaries; because, outside your profession, as you’re perfectly well aware, I’m willing enough to help you in any kind of a hole.”

“This is both professional and unprofessional — that’s the trouble. Anyhow, I’m going to make you my confidant, and I shall expect you to give me some sort of a pointer.”

“What might you happen to be driving at? I take it that you don’t credit me with the capacity to read between lines which are non-existent.”

“I’ll tell you in a sentence. James — or, as you call him — Jim Baker has left the impression on my mind that it was Miss Arnott, of Exham Park, who killed that man in Cooper’s Spinney.”

“The scoundrel!”

“Generally speaking, perhaps, in this particular instance — I doubt it.”

“Do you mean to say that he formulated the charge in so many words?”

“He never formulated it at all. On the contrary, he didn’t even begin to make it. I fancy that if you were to go to him now, he’d say that he never so much as hinted at anything of the sort. But all the same it was so present in his mind that it got into mine. I have a knack, occasionally, of studying my clients’ minds rather than their words.”

“My good sir, if A is charged with a crime he quite constantly — sometimes unconsciously — tries to shift the guilt on to B.”

“As if I didn’t know it! Talk sense! There are times when I am able to detect the real from the counterfeit, and this is one. I tell you that Jim Baker is convinced that Miss Arnott stabbed that man in the wood, and that, if he chose, he could advance substantial reasons for the faith that is in him.”

“Good God! You — you shock me!”

“Are you sure I shock you?”

“What the devil do you mean by that? Look here, Gilbert, if you’ve come here to make yourself disagreeable you’ll have to excuse me if I go to bed.”

“My dear chap, why this sudden explosion! So far from wishing to make myself disagreeable my desire is all the other way; but you haven’t yet let me explain to you the nature of the quandary I am in.”

“I know Jim Baker better than you do. I’ve thrashed him within an inch of his life before to-day, and, by George! if what you say is true, I’d like to do it again. If you’ve come to retail any cock and bull stories emanating from that source I don’t want to listen to them — that’s plain.”

“Perfectly plain. I’ve come to retail cock and bull stories emanating from no source. If you’ll grant me thirty seconds I’ll tell you what the trouble is. The trouble is that I’ve been retained by Miss Arnott to defend Jim Baker.”

“The deuce!”

“Yes, as you observe, it is the deuce. She has behaved — in a pecuniary sense — very handsomely, and is apparently prepared — in that sense — to continue to behave very handsomely.”

“Then where’s the trouble if you’re well paid for the work you’re asked to do?”

“Supposing, for the sake of argument, that Miss Arnott is guilty, and that Jim Baker knows it, that, from one point of view, would be a sufficient reason why she should spend money like water in his defence, and I should be placed in a very awkward situation.”

“Are you taking it for granted that what that blackguard says—”

“Baker has said nothing.”

“That what he hints is true? Do you know Miss Arnott?”

“I don’t; do you?”

“Of course, she’s my neighbour.”

“But you’re some distance apart.”

“Nothing as we count it in the country.”

“Is she an old woman?”

“Old! She’s a girl!”

“A girl? Oh! now I perceive that we are getting upon delicate ground.”

“Gilbert, may I ask you to be extremely careful what you allow yourself to say.”

“I will be — extremely careful. May I take it that you are of opinion that there is no foundation for what Jim Baker believes?”

“What on earth have I to do with what Jim Baker believes or with what he chooses to make you think he believes?”

“Precisely; I am not connecting you with his belief in any way whatever. What I am asking is, are you of opinion that he has no ground for his belief?”

“How should I know what ground he has or thinks he has? That fellow’s mind — what he has of it — is like a rabbit warren, all twists and turns.”

The speaker had risen from his chair. Possibly with some intention of showing that he did not find the theme a pleasant one, he had taken down a billiard cue. The lawyer watched him as he prepared to make a shot.

“Morice, do you know to what conclusion you are driving me?”

“I don’t know, and I don’t care. Come and have a game.”

“Thank you, I don’t mind. But first, I should like to tell you what that conclusion is. You are forcing me to think that Jim Baker’s belief is yours.”

Mr Morice did not make his shot. Instead, he stood up straight, gripping his cue almost as if he meant to use it as a weapon.

“Gilbert!”

“It’s no use glaring at me like that. I’m impervious to threats. I’ve been the object of too many. Let me tell you something else. A faint suspicion, which I had before I came here, has become almost a certainty. I believe that Baker saw what that young woman did and I believe you saw her also.”

“You hound! Damn you! I’d like to throw you out of the house!”

“Oh no, you wouldn’t; that’s only a momentary impulse. An instant’s reflection will show you that this is a position in which the one thing wanted is common sense, and you’ve got plenty of common sense if you choose to give it a chance. Don’t you see that we shall, all of us — Miss Arnott, Jim Baker, you and me — find ourselves in a very uncomfortable situation, if we don’t arrive at some common understanding. If Jim Baker saw that girl committing murder, and if you saw her—”

“You have not the faintest right to make such a monstrous insinuation.”

“I have invited contradiction and none has come.”

“I do contradict you — utterly.”

“What, exactly, do you contradict?”

“Everything you have said.”

“To descend from the general to the particular. Do you say that you did not see what that girl did?”

“I decline to be cross-examined. I’m your host, sir, I’m not in the witness-box.”

“No, but at a word from me you very soon will be. That’s the point you keep on missing.”

“Gilbert, I’ll wring your neck!”

“Not you, if only because you know that it would make bad worse. It’s no good your throwing things at me. I’m as fairly in a cleft stick as you are. If I throw up Jim Baker’s case, Miss Arnott, who has sent me a cheque for £500, will naturally want to know why. What shall I tell her? I shall have to tell her something. If, on the other hand, I stick to Baker, my first and only duty will be towards him. I shall have to remember that his life is at stake, and leave no stone unturned to save it. But, being employed by Miss Arnott, I don’t want to take advantage of that employment and of her money to charge her with the crime, nor do I want to have to put you into the witness-box to prove it. What I want to know is which course am I to follow? And to get that knowledge I’ve come to you. Now, you’ve got the whole thing in a nutshell.”

Mr Morice, perhaps unconsciously, was still gripping the billiard cue as if it were a bludgeon. Plainly, he was ill at ease.

“I wish you’d been kept out of the affair. I’d have kept you out if I’d had a chance. I should have known you’d make yourself a nuisance.”

“Having a clear perception of the lines on which I should be likely to make myself a nuisance, I see. Shall I tell you what I do wish? I’m inclined to wish that I’d been retained by Miss Arnott on her own account.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“You will make me dot my i’s. However, I’ll dot them if you like. Here are two men who know the truth. Isn’t it probable that there are other persons who suspect it? So far the affair’s been bungled. Baker himself put the police on the wrong scent. They’ve followed it blindly. But when the right man’s put on the job I’m prepared to wager that he’ll find the whole air is full of the lady’s name. Then she’ll want assistance.”

Hugh Morice returned the cue to its place with almost ostentatious precision, keeping his back towards his guest as he did so. Then, turning, he took up his stand before the fireplace. His manner had all at once become almost unnaturally calm.

“There are two or three points, Mr Gilbert, on which I should like to arrive at that understanding which you pretend to desiderate. When you suggest, as you do, that I have any guilty knowledge of the crime with which Jim Baker stands charged, you not only suggest what is wholly false, but you do so without the slightest shadow of an excuse, under circumstances which make your conduct peculiarly monstrous. I have no such knowledge. It, therefore, necessarily follows that I know nothing of Miss Arnott’s alleged complicity in the matter. More, I believe from my heart that she had no more to do with it than you had; she is certainly as innocent as you are. You yourself admit that Baker has said nothing. I fancy you may have jumped at an erroneous conclusion; your fault is over-cleverness. I know him to be a thorough-paced coward and rascal. If he ever does say outright, anything of the nature you have hinted at, there will be no difficulty whatever in proving him to be a liar. Now, sir, have I given you all the information which you require?”

Mr Gilbert looked at the fresh cigar, which he had just lighted, with the first smile in which he had permitted himself to indulge during the course of the discussion.

“Then I am to defend Jim Baker and do my best for him?”

It was a second or two before Hugh Morice answered.

“I think that, feeling as you do, you had better withdraw from the case.”

“And what shall I tell Miss Arnott?”

“You need tell her nothing. I will tell her all that is necessary.”

“I see. I thought you would probably feel like that.”

“For once in a way you thought correctly.”

“The cheque shall be returned to her. Shall I return it through you?”

“I think that perhaps you had better.”

“I think so also.”

Mr Gilbert rose from his chair.

“Before I go to bed, with your permission, I will finish this excellent cigar upstairs, and I’m afraid that game of billiards will have to be postponed. Will you allow me to say, without prejudice, that if, later, Miss Arnott finds herself in need of legal aid I shall esteem myself fortunate to be allowed to render her any assistance in my power. I can make my presence felt in a certain kind of case, and this is going to be a very pretty one, though that mayn’t be your feeling just now. I should like to add that I feel sure I could defend her much better than I could Jim Baker.”

“There will not be the slightest necessity for you to do anything of the kind.”.

“Of course not. I am merely putting a suppositious case. May I take it that you are the lady’s friend?”

“You may.”

“And that you would be willing to do her a service?”

“I would do her any service in my power.”

“Then shall I tell you what is the best service you could do her?”

“I am listening.”

“Start for the most inaccessible part of the globe you can think of at the very earliest opportunity, and stay there.”

“Why should I do that?”

“Because if they can’t find you, they can’t put you in the witness-box, and, if I were acting for Miss Arnott, I would much rather, for her sake, that you kept out. Good-night, Mr Morice. I have to thank you for your generous hospitality.”

When the solicitor was in his bedroom he said to himself.

“I’m glad I came. But what a tangle! Unless I err they’ll have my lady under lock and key before the assizes begin; or, at anyrate, under police observation. And my host loves her. What a prospect? When a man, who is not a constitutional liar, does lie, he’s apt to give his lie too artistic a finish; still, as an example of the lie cumulative and absolute, that lie of his was fair, very fair indeed.”

Hugh Morice had his thoughts also.

“If she’d only let me know that she proposed to call in Ernest Gilbert I’d have stopped her somehow. There’s no more dangerous man in England. Now it’s too late. We shall have to face the music. If I am subpœnaed I’ll go into the witness-box and swear I did it. She charged me with having done it. She shall go into the witness-box and give evidence against me. We’ll dish Ernest Gilbert. ‘Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friend.’ And she’s my friend, since I love her. At anyrate, I’ll be her friend, if the thing may be.”


CHAPTER XXIV

THE SOMNAMBULIST

Miss Arnott was not happy. Money had not brought her anything worth having. In her case, fortune had been synonymous with misfortune. Young, rich “beyond the dreams of avarice,” good-looking; all those papers which deal with what are ironically called “personal topics,” held her up to public admiration as one of the persons in the world who were most to be envied. In plain truth she was one of the most miserable. In her penniless days she was not unhappier. Then her trouble was simple, now it was compound. Not the least of her disasters was the fact that health was failing. That robust habit of mind and body which had, so far, stood her in good stead, was being sapped by the continuous strain. Her imagination was assuming a morbid tinge. Her nights were sleepless, or dream-haunted, which was as bad. She was becoming obsessed by an unhealthy feeling that she lived in a tainted atmosphere. That all the air about her was impregnated with suspicion. That she was becoming the centre of doubting eyes, whispering tongues, furtively pointing fingers.

While she was more or less unconsciously drifting into this physically and mentally unhealthy condition she received a visit from a Mrs Forrester, in the course of which that lady insisted on dwelling on topics of a distinctly disagreeable kind.

Mrs Forrester was a widow, childless, well-to-do. She had two occupations — one was acting as secretary to the local branch of the Primrose League, and the other was minding other people’s business. She so managed that the first was of material assistance to her in the second. She was a person for whom Miss Arnott had no liking. Had she had a chance she would have denied herself. But Mrs Forrester came sailing in through the hall just as she was going out of it.

“Oh, my dear Miss Arnott, this is an unexpected pleasure! I am so fortunate in finding you at home, I so seldom do! And there is something of the first importance which I must speak to you about at once — of the very first importance, I do assure you.”

The motor was at the door. Miss Arnott’s inclination was to fib, to invent a pressing engagement — say, twenty miles off — and so shunt the lady off on to Mrs Plummer. It seemed as if the visitor saw what was in her mind. She promptly gave utterance to her intention not to be shunted.

“Now you mustn’t say you’re engaged, because I sha’n’t keep you a minute, or at most but five. That motor of yours can wait, and you simply must stop and listen to what I have to say. It’s in your own interest, your own urgent interest, so I can’t let you go.”

Miss Arnott stopped, perforce. She led the way into the red drawing-room. Mrs Forrester burst into the middle of the subject, which had brought her there, in her own peculiar fashion.

“Now, before I say a single word, I want you to understand most clearly that the only reason which has brought me here, the one thing I have come for, is to obtain your permission, your authority, to contradict the whole story.”

“What story?”

The visitor held up her hands.

“What story! You don’t mean to say you haven’t heard? It simply shows how often we ourselves are the last persons to hear of matters in which we are most intimately concerned. My dear, the whole world is talking about it, the entire parish! And you say, what story?”

“I say again, what story? I’ve no doubt that my concerns do interest a large number of persons, even more than they do me, but I’ve not the vaguest idea to which one of them you’re now referring.”

“Is it possible? My dear, I was told no longer ago than this morning that you walk every night through the woods in — well, in your nightdress.”

“What’s that?”

“Of course it’s nonsense. No one knows better than I do that such an idea’s ridiculous. But there’s the story. And, as I’ve said, I’ve come on purpose to ask you to allow me to offer an authoritative contradiction.”

“But what is the story? I should be obliged to you, Mrs Forrester, if you could manage to make it a little clearer.”

“I will make it clear. To me it has been made painfully clear — painfully. I may tell you that I’ve heard the story, in different forms, from various sources. Indeed I believe it’s no exaggeration to say that it’s on everybody’s tongue, and, on the whole, no wonder. My informant this morning was Briggs, the postman. You know him?”

“I can’t claim the honour. However, I’m willing to take your statement as proof of his existence.”

“A most respectable man, most respectable. His wife has fifteen children — twins only last March, — but perhaps I oughtn’t to speak of it to you. He used to be night watchman at Oak Dene in old Mr Morice’s time. Sometimes he takes the letter-bags to and from the mail train, which goes through at half-past one in the morning. He did so last night. He assures me with his own lips that, coming home, as he was passing your place, he heard something moving, and on looking round saw you among the trees in your nightdress. Of course it couldn’t have been you. But, at the same time, it is most singular. He is such a respectable man, and his story was most circumstantial. Could it have been you?”

“I was not out last night at all, and it never is my custom to wander about the grounds in the costume you refer to, if that is what you mean, Mrs Forrester — at least, not consciously.”

“Exactly, that is the very point, of course — not consciously. But do you do it unconsciously?”

“Unconsciously! What do you mean?”

“My dear, it is my duty to tell you that all sorts of people claim to have seen you wandering — sometimes actually running — through the woods of Exham Park at the most extraordinary hours, clad only in your nightdress. The suggestion is that you are walking in your sleep.”

“Walking in my sleep? Mrs Forrester!”

“Yes, my dear, walking in your sleep. It is strange that the story should not have reached you; it is on everybody’s tongue. But when, as I tell you, Briggs made that positive statement to me with his own lips, I felt it my bounden duty to come and see you about it at the earliest possible moment. Because, if there is any truth in the tale at all — and they can’t all be liars — it is absolutely essential for your own protection that you should have someone to sleep with you — at any rate, in the same room. Somnambulism is a most serious thing. If you are a somnambulist — and if you aren’t, what are you? — proper precautions ought to be taken, or goodness only knows what may happen.”

“If I am a somnambulist, Mrs Forrester. But am I? In all my life I have never heard it hinted that I am anything of the kind, and I myself have never had any reason to suspect it.”

“Still, my dear, there are all those stories told by all sorts of people.”

“They may have imagined they saw something. I very much doubt if they saw me.”

“But there is Briggs’s positive assertion. I have such faith in Briggs. And why should he invent a tale of the sort?”

“Did he see my face?”

“No; he says you were walking quickly from him, almost running, but he is positive it was you. He wanted to come and tell you so himself; but I dissuaded him, feeling that it was a matter about which you would prefer that I should come and speak to you first.”

“What time was it when he supposes himself to have seen me?”

“Somewhere about two o’clock.”

Miss Arnott reflected.

“To the best of my knowledge and belief I was in bed at two o’clock, and never stirred from it till Evans called me to get into my bath. If, as you suggest, I was out in the woods in my nightdress — delightful notion! — surely I should have brought back with me some traces of my excursion. I believe it rained last night.”

“It did; Briggs says it was raining at the time he saw you.”

“Then that settles the question; he didn’t see me. Was I barefooted?”

“He couldn’t see.”

“The presumption is that, if I choose to wander about in such an airy costume as a nightgown, it is hardly likely that I should think it necessary to go through the form of putting on either shoes or stockings. Anyhow, I should have been soaked to the skin. When I woke up this morning my nightgown would have shown traces at least of the soaking it had undergone. But not a bit of it; it was as clean as a new pin. Ask Evans! My feet were stainless. My bedroom slippers — the only footwear within reach, were unsoiled. No; I fancy, Mrs Forrester, that those friends of yours have ardent imaginations, and that even the respectable Briggs is not always to be trusted.”

“Then you authorise me to contradict the story in toto?

“Yes, Mrs Forrester; I give you the fullest authority to inform anyone and everyone that I never, in the whole course of my life, went out for a stroll in my nightgown, either asleep or waking. Thank you very much indeed for giving me the opportunity of furnishing you with the necessary power.”

Mrs Forrester rose from her chair solemnly.

“I felt that I should only be doing my duty if I came.”

“Of course you did, and you never miss an opportunity of doing your duty. Do you?”

Before the lady had a chance of replying a door opened. Miss Arnott turned to find that it had admitted Mr Morice. The sight of him was so unexpected, and took her so wholly by surprise that, at a momentary loss for a suitable greeting, she repeated, inanely enough, almost the identical words which she had just been uttering to Mrs Forrester.

“Mr Morice! This is — this is a surprise. I — I was just telling Mrs Forrester, who has been good enough to bring me rather a curious story, that if anyone mentions, in her hearing, that they saw me strolling through the woods in the middle of the night in a state of considerable undress, I shall be obliged if she gives such a statement a point-blank contradiction.”

Mr Morice inclined his head gravely, as if he understood precisely what the lady was talking about.

“Certainly. Always advise Mrs Forrester to contradict everything she hears. Mrs Forrester hears such singular things.”


CHAPTER XXV

HUGH MORICE EXPLAINS

So soon as Mrs Forrester had gone Mr Morice asked a question.

“What tale has that woman been telling you?”

“She actually says that people have seen me walking about the woods in the middle of the night in my nightdress. That a postman, named Briggs, saw me doing so last night. I believe I am supposed to have been walking in my sleep. Of course it is only some nonsensical rigmarole. I won’t say the whole thing is an invention of Mrs Forrester’s own brain, but it’s the sort of thing she’s fond of.”

“That’s true enough. It is the sort of tale she’s fond of; but, for once in a way, she is justified by fact. Since we are on the subject I may as well inform you that, four nights or rather mornings, ago I myself saw you, at two o’clock in the morning, in Cooper’s Spinney, in some such costume as that which you describe.”

“Mr Morice!”

“I do not know that I should have told you if it had not been for Mrs Forrester; but, since she has intervened, I do so. In any case, it is perhaps as well that you should be on your guard.”

“Are you sure you saw me?”

“I am not likely to make a mistake in a matter of that sort.”

“But are you sure it was me?”

“Certain.”

“What was I doing?”

“You were under the beech tree — our beech tree. You appeared to me to be looking for something on the ground — something which you could not find.”

“But four nights ago? I remember it quite well. I was reading and writing till ever so late. Then I fell asleep directly I got into bed. I certainly never woke again until Evans called me.”

“The probability is that you got out of bed directly you were asleep. It struck me that there was something singular about your whole proceedings. A doubt crossed my mind at the time as to whether you could possibly be in a somnambulistic condition. As I approached you retreated so rapidly that I never caught sight of you again.”

“Do you mean to say I was in my nightdress?”

“As to that I cannot be certain. You had on something white; but it struck me that it was some sort of a dressing-gown.”

“I have no white dressing-gown.”

“On that point I cannot speak positively. You understand that I only saw you for a few seconds, just long enough to make sure that it was you.”

She put her hands up to her face, shuddering.

“This is dreadful! that I should walk in my sleep — in the woods — and everyone see me — and I know nothing! What shall I do?”

“There is one thing I should recommend. Have someone to sleep in your room — someone who is quickly roused.”

“That is what Mrs Forrester advised. I will certainly have that done. A bed shall be put in my room, and Evans shall sleep in it to-night. Is it to make this communication that you have favoured me with the very unexpected honour of your presence here, Mr Morice?”

“No, Mrs — I beg your pardon, Miss Arnott — it is not.” As she noticed the slip she flushed. “The errand which has brought me here is of a different nature, though not, I regret to say, of a more pleasant one.”

“Nothing pleasant comes my way. Do not let unpleasantness deter you, Mr Morice. As you are aware I am used to it.”

There was a bitterness in her tone which hurt him. He turned aside, searching for words to serve him as a coating of sugar, and failing to find them.

“Why,” he presently asked, “did you instruct Ernest Gilbert to defend Jim Baker?”

She stared in amazement; evidently that was not what she expected.

“Why? Why shouldn’t I?”

“For the simple but sufficient reason that he was the very last man whose interference you should have invited in a matter of this particular kind.”

“Mr Stacey was of a different opinion. It was he who gave me his name. He said he was the very man I wanted.”

“Mr Stacey? Mr Stacey was not acquainted with all the circumstances of the case, Miss Arnott. Had you consulted me—”

“I should not have dreamt of consulting you.”

“Possibly not. Still, I happen to know something of Mr Gilbert personally, and had you consulted me I should have warned you that, in all human probability, the result would be exactly what it has turned out to be.”

“Result? Has anything resulted?”

“Something has — Mr Gilbert has withdrawn from the case.”

“Withdrawn from the case! What do you mean?”

“Here is the £500 which you sent him. He has requested me to hand it back to you.”

“A cheque for £500? Mr Morice, I don’t understand! Why has Mr Gilbert returned me this?”

“I will tell you plainly. We are, both of us, in a position in which plainness is the only possible course.”

“Well, tell me — don’t stand choosing your words — tell me plainly! Why has Mr Gilbert sent me back my cheque through you?”

“Because Jim Baker conveyed the impression to his mind that he — Jim — saw you commit the crime with which he stands charged.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I think you do. Gilbert’s position is that he finds himself unable to retain your money when his duty to Baker may necessitate his putting you in the dock on the capital charge.”

“Mr Morice! It’s — it’s not true!”

“Unfortunately, it is true. Lest, however, you should think the position worse than it actually is, part of my business here is to reassure your mind on at least one point.”

“Reassure my mind! Nothing will ever do that — ever! ever! And reassurance from you! — from you!”

“If matters reach a certain point — before they go too far — it is my intention to surrender myself — say, to Granger — our local representative of law and order — as having been guilty of killing that man in Cooper’s Spinney.”

“Mr Morice! Do you — do you mean it?”

“Certainly I mean it. Then you will have an opportunity of going into the witness-box and giving that testimony of which you have spoken. That in itself ought to be sufficient to hang me.”

“Mr Morice!”

“What we have principally to do is to render it impossible that the case against me shall fail. A very trifling accident may bring the whole business to an end; especially if Ernest Gilbert puts ever such a distant finger in the pie. Against the possibility of such an accident we shall have to guard. For instance, by way of a beginning, where’s that knife?”

“Knife?”

“The knife.”

“I’ve lost the key.”

“Lost the key? of what?”

“I put it in a wardrobe drawer with my — my things, and locked it, and, somehow, I lost the key.”

“I don’t quite follow. Do you mean that, having locked up my knife in a drawer with some other articles, you have mislaid the key of the lock?”

“Yes, that’s what I mean.”

“Then in that case, you had better break that lock open at the earliest possible moment.”

“Why?”

“The answer’s obvious, in order that you may hand me back my knife. If I’m to be the criminal it will never do for my knife to be found in your possession. It would involve all sorts of difficulties which we might neither of us find it easy to get over. Give me the knife. I will hide it somewhere on my own premises, where I’ll take care that, at the proper moment, it is found. Properly managed, that knife ought to make my guilt as plain as the noonday sun; mismanaged, the affair might assume quite a different complexion.”

For the first time a doubt entered the girl’s mind.

“Mr Morice, do you wish me to understand that you propose to surrender merely to save me?”

“I wish you to understand nothing of the sort. The position is — in its essence — melodrama; but do let us make it as little melodramatic as we conveniently can. Someone must suffer for the — blunder. It may as well be me. Why not?”

“Do you wish me — seriously — to believe that it was not you who — blundered?”

“Of course I blundered — and I’ve kept on blundering ever since. One blunder generally does lead to another, don’t you know. Come — Miss Arnott” — each time, as she noticed, there was a perceptible pause before he pronounced the name to which she still adhered— “matters have reached a stage when, at any moment, events may be expected to move quickly. Your first business must be to get that drawer open — key or no key — and let me have that knife. You may send it by parcel post if you like. Anyhow, only let me have it. And, at latest, by tomorrow night. Believe me, moments are becoming precious. By the way, I hope it hasn’t been — cleaned.”

“No, it hasn’t been cleaned.”

“That would have been to commit a cardinal error. In an affair of this sort blood-stains are the things we want; the pièces de conviction which judge and jury most desire. Give me the knife — my knife — that did the deed, with the virginal blood-stains thick upon it. Let it be properly discovered by a keen-nosed constable in an ostentatious hiding-place, and the odds are a hundred to one as to what the verdict will be. A hundred? a million! I assure you that I already feel the cravat about my neck.” Hugh Morice put his hand up to his throat with a gesture which made Miss Arnott shiver. “Only, I do beg of you, lose no time. Get that drawer open within the hour, and let me have my hunting-knife before you have your dinner. Let me entreat you to grasp this fact clearly. At any moment Jim Baker may be out of Winchester Gaol; someone will have to take his place. That someone must be me.”


CHAPTER XXVI

THE TWO MAIDS

After Hugh Morice had left her, Miss Arnott had what was possibly the worst of all her bad half hours. The conviction of his guilt had been so deeply rooted in her mind that it required something like a cataclysm to disturb its foundations. She had thought that nothing could have shaken it; yet it had been shaken, and by the man himself. As she had listened to what he had been saying, an impression had been taking hold of her, more and more, that she had misjudged him. If so, where was she herself standing? A dreadful feeling had been stealing on her that he genuinely believed of her what she had believed of him. If such was the case, what actually was her position.

Could she have done the thing which he believed her to have done? It was not only, moreover, what he believed; there were others. An array of witnesses was gathering round her, pointing with outstretched fingers. There was Jim Baker — it seemed that he was honestly persuaded that, with his own eyes, he had seen her kill her husband. So transparent was his honesty that he had succeeded — whether intentionally or not she did not clearly understand — in imparting his faith to the indurated lawyer to such a degree, that he had actually thrown her money back at her, as if it had been the price of blood. She had little doubt that if her own retainers were polled, and forced to vote in accordance with the dictates of their consciences, merely on the strength of the evidence they believed themselves to be already in possession of, they would bring her in as guilty. She had had this feeling dimly for some time — she had it very clearly then.

And now she was walking in her sleep. That thing of which she had read and heard, but never dreamt to be — a somnambulist. It seemed that her conscience drove her out at dead of night to revisit — unwittingly — the scene of the crime which stained her soul.

Could that be the interpretation of the stories which Mrs Forrester had told her? and Hugh Morice? She had been seen, it would appear, by half the countryside, clad — how? wandering — conscience-driven — on what errand?

The more she thought, however, of the tale which Briggs the postman had retailed to Mrs Forrester, not to speak of Hugh Morice’s strange narrative — the more she doubted — the more she had to doubt. They might have the evidence of their own eyes, but it seemed to her that she had evidence which was at least equally conclusive. It was incredible — impossible that she could have tramped through the rain and the mire, among the trees and the bushes, in the fashion described, and yet have found no traces of her eccentric journeyings either on her clothes or on her person. But in that matter measures could — and should — be taken. She would soon learn if there was any truth in the tales so far as they had reference to her. Evans should be installed in her room that night as watchman. Then, if she attempted to get out of bed while fast asleep, the question would be settled on the spot. The question of the knife — Hugh Morice’s knife — was a graver one. But as regards that also steps should be promptly taken. Whether it should be returned to its owner as he suggested, or retained in her possession, or disposed of otherwise. These were problems which required consideration. In the meanwhile, she would have it out of its hiding-place at once. She went upstairs to force open that wardrobe drawer. So soon as she entered her bedroom she perceived that she had been forestalled, and that, in consequence, a lively argument was going on. The disputants were two — her own maid, Evans, and Wilson, the housemaid, who had been supposed to have been in part responsible for the disappearance of the key. Miss Arnott was made immediately conscious — even before she opened the door — that the pair were talking at the top of their voices. Evans’s was particularly audible. She was pouring forth on to her fellow-servant a flood of language which was distinctly the reverse of complimentary. So occupied, indeed, were they by the subject under discussion that, until Miss Arnott announced her presence, they were not conscious that she had come into the room.

Their young mistress paused on the threshold, listening, with feelings which she would have found it difficult to analyse, to some of the heated observations which the disputants thought proper to fling at each other. She interrupted Evans in the middle of a very warmly coloured harangue.

“Evans, what is the meaning of this disturbance? and of the extraordinary language you are using?”

The maid, though evidently taken by surprise by the advent of her mistress, showed very few of the signs of shame and confusion which some might have considered would have become a person in her position. Apparently she was much too warm to concern herself, at anyrate for the moment, with matters of etiquette. She turned to Miss Arnott a flushed and angry face, looking very unlike the staid and decorous servant with whom that young lady was accustomed to deal. Hot words burst from her lips, — 

“That there Wilson had the key all the time. I knew she had.”

To which Wilson rejoined with equal disregard of ceremonial usages, — 

“I tell you I hadn’t! Don’t I tell you I hadn’t! At least, I didn’t know that I had, not till five minutes ago.”

Evans went on, wholly ignoring her colleague’s somewhat singular disclaimer, — 

“Then if she didn’t use it to unlock your drawer with — your private drawer — and to take liberties with everything that was inside it. I daresay if I hadn’t come and caught her she’d have walked off with the lot. And then to have the face to brazen it out!”

To which Wilson, in a flame of fury, — 

“Don’t you dare to say I’d have taken a single thing, because I won’t have it. I’m no more a thief than you are, nor perhaps half so much, and so I’ll have you know. You’re a great deal too fond of calling names, you are; but if you call me a thief I’ll pay you for it. You see!”

Evans turned again to her adversary, eager for a continuance of the fray.

“If you weren’t going to take them what did you go to the drawer for?”

“I tell you I went to the drawer to see if it was the key.

“Why didn’t you bring the key to me?”

“I would have brought it, if you’d given me a chance.”

“You would have brought it! Didn’t I catch you—”

Miss Arnott thought she had heard enough; she interposed.

“Will you be so good as to be still, both of you, and let me understand what is the cause of this disgraceful scene. Evans, has the key of the drawer been found?”

“Yes, miss, it has. It was never lost; she had it all the time, as I suspected.”

“I didn’t have it, miss — leastways, if I did, I didn’t know it, not till just now.”

“Explain yourself, Wilson. Has or has not the key been in your possession?”

“It’s like this, miss; it must somehow have slipped inside my dress that morning when I was making your bed.”

“She’ll explain anything!”

This was the resentful Evans.

“I’ll tell the truth anyhow, which is more than you do.”

Again their mistress interposed.

“Evans, will you allow Wilson to tell her story in her own way. Wilson, you forget yourself. On the face of it, your story is a lame one. What do you mean by saying that the key of my wardrobe drawer slipped into your dress? Where was it that it was capable of such a singular proceeding?”

“That’s more than I can tell you, miss. I can only say that just now when I was taking down a skirt which I haven’t worn since I don’t know when, it felt heavy, and there in the hem on one side — it’s a broad hem, miss, and only tacked — there was a key, though how it got there I haven’t a notion.”

“Of course not!”

This was Evans. Miss Arnott was in time to prevent a retort.

“Evans! Well, Wilson, what did you do then?”

“I came with it to Evans.”

The lady’s-maid was not to be denied.

“That’s a falsehood, anyhow. You came with it to me! I do like that!”

The housemaid was equal to the requirements of the occasion.

“I did come with it to you. I came with it straight to this bedroom. They told me you were here; it wasn’t my fault if you weren’t.”

“Oh dear no! And, I suppose, it wasn’t your fault if, finding I wasn’t here, you unlocked the drawer!”

“I only wanted to see if it was the lost key I had found; I meant no harm.”

Again Miss Arnott.

“Now, Evans, will you be silent! Well, Wilson, I don’t see that, so far, you have been guilty of anything very reprehensible. It’s quite possible that, somehow, the key may have slipped into the hem of your skirt; such accidents have been known. When you had tried the key and found that it was the one which had been mislaid; when you had opened the drawer with it, what did you do then?”

Again the lady’s-maid was not to be denied. Orders or no orders, she refused to be silent.

“Yes, what did she do? I’ll tell you what she did; don’t you listen to anything she says, miss. She took liberties with everything that was inside that drawer, just as if the things was her own. She turned all the things out that was in it; you can see for yourself that it’s empty! and she’s got some of them now. Though I’ve asked her for them she won’t give them up; yet she has the face to say she didn’t mean to steal ’em!”

This time the housemaid was silent. Miss Arnott became conscious that not only had she been all the time holding herself very upright, but, also, that she was keeping her hands behind her back — in short, that her attitude more than suggested defiance.

“Wilson, is this true?”

The answer was wholly unlooked for.

“My mother is Jim Baker’s cousin, miss.”

“Your mother—” Miss Arnott stopped short to stare. “And what has that to do with your having in your possession property which is not your own?”

Her next answer was equally unexpected.

“And Mr Granger, he’s my uncle, miss.”

“Mr Granger? What Mr Granger?”

“The policeman down in the village, miss.”

“Apparently, Wilson, you are to be congratulated on your relations, but I don’t see what they have to do with what Evans was saying.”

“I can’t help that, miss.”

“You can’t help what? Your manner is very strange. What do you mean?” The girl was silent. Miss Arnott turned to the lady’s-maid. “Evans, what does she mean?”

“Don’t ask me, miss; she don’t know herself. The girl’s wrong in her head, that’s what’s the matter with her. She’ll get herself into hot water, if she don’t look out; and that before very long. Now, then, you give me what you’ve got there!”

“Don’t you lay your hands on me, Mrs Evans, or you’ll be sorry.”

“Evans! — Wilson!”

Kit had not been for Miss Arnott’s presence it looked very much as if the two would have indulged in a scrimmage then and there. The lady’s-maid showed a strong inclination to resort to physical force, which the other evinced an equal willingness to resent.

“Wilson, what is it which you are holding behind your back? I insist upon your showing me at once.”

“This, miss — and this.”


CHAPTER XXVII

A CONFIDANT

In her right hand Wilson held a knife — the knife. Miss Arnott needed no second glance to convince her of its identity. In her left a dainty feminine garment — a camisole, compact of lace and filmy lawn. The instant she disclosed them Evans moved forward, as if to snatch from her at least the knife. But Wilson was as quick as she was — quicker. Whipping her hands behind her back again she retreated out of reach.

“No, you don’t! hands off! you try to snatch, you do!”

The baffled lady’s-maid turned to her mistress.

“You see, miss, what she’s like! and yet she wants to make out that she’s no thief!”

Miss Arnott was endeavouring to see through the situation in her mind, finding herself suddenly confronted by the unforeseen. It was impossible that the girl could mean what she seemed to mean; a raw country wench in her teens!

“Wilson, you seem to be behaving in a very strange manner, and to be forgetting yourself altogether. It is not strange that Evans has her doubts of you. Give me those things which you have in your hands at once.”

“Begging your pardon, miss, I can’t.”

“They’re not yours.”

“No, miss, I know they’re not.”

“Then, if you’re an honest girl, as you pretend, what possible reason can you have for refusing to give me my own property, which you have taken out of my drawer in a manner which is at least suspicious?”

“Because Jim Baker, he’s my mother’s cousin; and Mr Granger he’s my uncle.”

“What possible justification can that be for your trying to steal what belongs to me?”

Then it came out.

“My uncle he says to me, ‘I don’t believe Jim Baker done it — I don’t believe he did anything to the chap beyond peppering him. Jim’s no liar. ‘Twill be a shame if they hang him. No, my girl,’ Mr Granger says, ‘it’s my belief that they know more over at Exham Park than they pretend, or, at least, someone does. You keep your eyes wide open. We don’t want to have no one hung in our family, specially for just peppering a chap. If you come across anything suspicious, you let me know and you let me have a look at it, if so be you can. Your mother don’t want to have Jim Baker hung, nor more don’t I.’ Miss Arnott, you put them things in the drawer the time that you came home, the time that chap was murdered, the time that you was out in the woods till all hours. They haven’t found the knife what did it yet, and this knife’s all covered with blood; so’s the things. I’m going to let Mr Granger see what I’ve got here, and tell him where I found them. If there’s nothing wrong about them I’ll have to suffer, but show them to him I will.”

Miss Arnott, perceiving that here was an emergency in which prompt action was the one thing needful, glanced at Evans, who was quick to take the hint. She advanced towards Wilson with designs which that young woman considered sufficiently obvious. To evade her, still holding her booty behind her to secure it from Evans, she turned her back to Miss Arnott who was not slow to avail herself of the opportunity to grip her wrists and tear the knife and camisole away from her. The wench, finding herself outwitted, sprang at her mistress, screaming, — 

“Give them to me! give them to me! You give them back to me!”

But Miss Arnott had already dropped them into the open wardrobe drawer, shut the drawer and turned the key. While she kept the girl at arms’ length, to prevent her wresting from her the key, Miss Arnott issued her instructions to the lady’s-maid.

“Evans, ring the bell, keep on ringing.”

There was a lively minute or so. Then Bevan, Mr Day’s understudy, appeared in the doorway, to stare at the proceedings open-eyed. Miss Arnott had succeeded in retaining possession of the key, though she had not found the excited girl easy to manage. Bevan, striding forward, spun the housemaid round on her feet as if she were a teetotum.

“Now, then,” he demanded, “what do you think you’re doing? Are you mad?”

“Bevan,” exclaimed Miss Arnott, “Wilson has been misbehaving herself. See that she is paid her wages and sent about her business at once.”

Wilson, who by now was more than half hysterical, shrieked defiance.

“Mr Bevan, you make her give me that knife! you make her. I believe she killed that chap in Cooper’s Spinney. She’s got the knife she killed him with shut up in that drawer there! You make her give it me! I’m going to show it to my uncle!”

Bevan was unsympathetic.

“Now, then, out you go!” was the only answer he made to her appeal.

But Mr Granger’s niece was not disposed to go in compliance with his mere request. When he essayed persuasion of a more active kind she began to fight him tooth and nail. Reinforcements had to be brought upon the scene. When, finally, she was borne from the room, she was kicking and struggling like some wild cat. A pretty tumult she managed to create as they conveyed her down the stairs.

Miss Arnott and her maid, left alone together, surveyed each other with startled looks. The plumage of both had been something more than ruffled; a tress of hair which was hanging down Miss Arnott’s back was proof of the housemaid’s earnestness. Evans was the first to speak.

“I wish you’d let me do as I said, miss — break that drawer open, and let me wash those things.”

“But who would have thought she was such a creature! Is she mad?”

“Oh, she’s sane enough after her own fashion; though, if she’s one of that Baker and Granger set, she’s mad enough for anything. I can’t abide that village lot, and they know it. I wish you’d let me do as I said!”

“I wish I had. As for my clothes, you can wash them now — if you don’t mind, that is.”

“I’ll wash them fast enough. I’ve done some washing in my time. Though, after those stains have been in them all this time, they’ll want some soaking. What are you going to do about that knife, miss? If I had known it was there I’d have broken open that drawer first and asked your permission afterwards.”

“I’ll see to that.”

“You’ll see to it! But, miss, you’ll never get these stains out, never! not now! They’re eaten into the steel! Nothing will get them out except re-burnishing. If that Wilson gets down to that fool of a Granger it’s quite likely that we’ll have him here with a search warrant, and then Heaven help us! No, miss, you’ll give me that knife, if you please. I’ll make it safe enough.”

Miss Arnott was struck by the singularity of the woman’s manner; she yielded to a sudden impulse.

“Evans, I fancy you are under a misapprehension. If so, let me remove it from your mind, if it can be removed. I believe you think that I am responsible for what happened to that man in Cooper’s Spinney. I’m not. I had no hand in it whatever.”

“You didn’t kill him?”

“Emphatically, no. I had nothing to do with killing him; nothing.”

“Miss, are you sure?”

“I am quite sure; quite.”

“I believe you, miss, I believe you. But — I don’t understand — the stains upon your things; the knife? If you didn’t kill him yourself you know who did.”

“I thought I did; that is why the knife is in my possession. Bringing it home — inside my bodice — caused the stains.”

“Whose knife is it? Did it belong to the — man who was killed?”

“No; it did not. I would rather not tell you to whom it did belong — at least, not now.”

“You know?”

“Oh, yes, I know. Evans, I believe you’re disposed to be my friend, and I’m in need of a friend.”

“You are, miss, in more need than you have perhaps a notion of. I don’t want to use any big words, but there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you, and be glad to do it, as, maybe, before all’s done, I’ll prove. But I wish you’d trust me, miss — trust me all the way. I wish you’d tell me whose knife that is and how you came to have it.”

“I’d rather not, and for this reason. I was convinced that the owner of that knife was the murderer. That is why, when I found it, I brought it home with me.

“To screen him?”

“You must not ask me that. Quite lately I have begun to think that I was wrong, that the owner of that knife is as innocent as I am. It’s a tangle. I was quite close when it happened; I heard it all happening; yet now I am conscious that I have no more real knowledge of who did it than you have. You mustn’t ask me any questions; I may tell you more some other time — I may have to — not now! not now! I want to think! But, Evans, there is one thing I wish to say to you — do you believe that I’m a somnambulist?”

“A somnambulist? A sleep-walker do you mean? Whatever has put that idea into your head?”

“Have you heard the tales they’re telling — about my having been seen in the woods at night in my nightdress?”

“I’ve heard some stuff; it’s all a pack of nonsense! What next?”

“Do you know Briggs the postman? What sort of man is he?”

“He’s got his head screwed on right enough for a countryman.”

“Well, Mrs Forrester called this afternoon for the express purpose of informing me that Briggs the postman saw me in the woods at two o’clock this morning in my nightdress.”

“But, miss, it’s impossible! Did you ever walk in your sleep?”

“Never to my knowledge. Have you ever had occasion to suspect me of anything of the kind?”

“That I certainly have not.”

“This time it seems peculiarly incredible, because it was pouring cats and dogs. If I had done anything of the sort there must have been traces on my nightdress, or on something. This is a question I mean to have settled one way or the other. I’m going to have a bed put up in this room, and I’m going to ask you to sleep in it, if you conveniently can, with one eye open. You’ll soon find out what my habits are when fast asleep. Between ourselves I believe that this is going to be an opportunity for me to play that favourite character in fiction — the detective — on lines of my own.”

“I’ll sleep here, miss, and be pleased to do it. But as for your walking in your sleep, I should have found it out long ago if you’d been given that way. I don’t believe a word of it; that’s all nonsense.”

Miss Arnott seemed to reflect before she spoke again.

“I’m not so sure of that — that it’s all nonsense, Evans. I’m going to tell you something; at present it’s a secret, but I think I can trust you to keep it. You’re not the only person who has suspected me of having killed that man.”

“Lor’ bless you, miss, as if I didn’t know that! That’s no secret! I don’t believe you’ve any idea yourself of what a dangerous place it is in which you’re standing.”

“I’ll be ready for the danger — when it comes. I’ll not be afraid. What I meant was that I have been actually supposed to have been seen killing that man. Someone was seen to kill him, and that someone was a woman.”

“You’re quite sure, miss, that it wasn’t you? You’re quite sure?”

“Quite, Evans; don’t you be afraid.”

“Then if that’s so, miss, I don’t mind. If you’re innocent I don’t care what they do; let them do their worst.”

“That’s what I feel — exactly. But I wish you’d let me make my meaning clear to you! If a woman did do it, then — though I confess I don’t understand how — we must all of us be on the wrong scent, and the woman who has been seen wandering through the woods at dead of night — and that such an one has been seen I have good reasons for knowing — is the one we want. So what we have to do is to identify that somnambulist.”

“But how are we going to do it?”

“That, as yet, I own is more than I can tell you. The first step is to make sure it isn’t me.”

“Don’t you fret about that, miss; I’m sure it isn’t. I’ll take these things away and get ’em in soak at once.” She gathered up the various garments which her mistress had worn on that fateful night. “I wish you’d let me take that knife; I’d feel safer if you would.”

“Thank you, Evans; but at present I’d rather you left the knife with me.”

As Evans left the room Mrs Plummer came in, in the state of fluster which, of late, was her chronic condition.

“My dear,” she began, “what is this I hear about Wilson? What is this shocking story?”

“Wilson has misbehaved herself and is therefore no longer in my service. I imagine, Mrs Plummer, that that is what you hear. I am sorry you should find it so shocking. It is not such a very unusual thing for a servant to forget herself, is it?”

“I don’t know, my dear, when it comes to fighting Bevan and positively assaulting you. But everything seems to be at sixes and sevens; nothing seems to go right, either indoors or out. It makes me most unhappy. And now there’s an extraordinary person downstairs who insists on seeing you.”

“An extraordinary person? What do you call an extraordinary person? Do you know, Mrs Plummer, that a good deal of your language lately has seemed to me to have had a flavour of exaggeration.”

“Exaggeration? You call it exaggeration? I should have thought it would have been impossible to exaggerate some of the things which have happened in this neighbourhood in the last few weeks. But there’s no accounting for people. I can only tell you that I should call the person who is below an extraordinary person. Here is her card; she herself thrust it into my hand.”

“Mrs Darcy Sutherland? I don’t know anyone of that name.”

“She knows you, or she pretends she does. I met her on the steps as I was coming in. When I told her you were out — because I thought you had gone on your motor, you said you were going — she replied that she would wait till you came back, if she had to wait a week. That I call an extraordinary remark to make.”

“It is rather an unusual one. I will go down and see Mrs Darcy Sutherland.”


CHAPTER XXVIII

MRS DARCY SUTHERLAND

As Miss Arnott went to her visitor she had premonitions that more disagreeables were at hand. No one whom she was desirous of seeing would have uttered such a speech as that which Mrs Plummer had repeated. Her premonitions were realised to the full. As she entered the sitting-room, into which the caller had been shown, a big, blowsy, over-dressed woman rose from a chair, whom the girl instantly acknowledged that Mrs Plummer had been perfectly justified in calling an extraordinary person. She was painted, and powdered, and pencilled, and generally got up in a style which made it only too plain what kind of character she was. With a sinking heart Miss Arnott recognised Sarah Stevens, her quondam associate as a model in that costume department of that Regent Street draper’s where, once upon a time — it seemed centuries ago — she had earned her daily bread, the woman who had introduced her to Robert Champion, who had urged her to marry him, to whom she owed all the trouble which had come upon her, and whose real character she had learned too late.

She had not expected, as she had asked herself what awaited her now, that it was anything so bad as this.

“You!” she stammered.

“Yes, my dear, me! A nice little surprise for you, isn’t it?” The woman advanced towards her with the apparent intention of greeting her with a kiss. Miss Arnott showed by her manner, as much as by the way in which she drew back, that she did not intend to submit to anything of that sort. The visitor was not at all abashed. She continued to smile the hard, mechanical smile of the woman of her class. “You didn’t expect to see me, I’ll be bound. Perhaps you’d forgotten me, and you thought, perhaps, that I’d forgotten you, but you see I haven’t. I’ve got a very good memory, I have. Well, my love, and how are you? You’re not looking so well as I expected; quite peaked, you seem, nothing like so well filled out as you used to be.”

“What do you mean by coming here? And by calling yourself Mrs Darcy Sutherland?”

“My dear Vi!”

“Have the goodness not to address me by my Christian name.”

“It used to be Vi and Sally in the days gone by. But I suppose circumstances are changed, that sometimes makes a difference. I don’t mind, it’s all the same to me. I’ll call you whatever you choose — Miss Arnott if you like. I’m surprised to find that they all do seem to call you that round here.”

“You haven’t answered my questions. Why have you come here? And why do you call yourself Mrs Sutherland?”

“As to why I’ve come here, I’ll tell you in half a minute, though there’s some who wouldn’t ask such a thing of an old friend. Let me get my breath, my love; that rotten old fly shook me all to pieces. As to why I call myself Mrs Sutherland — that does seem an unpleasant remark to make to a lady, let alone an old friend. But I’m not one that’s quick to take offence. I call myself Mrs Sutherland because I am Mrs Sutherland. I’ve married since I saw you last.”

“You’ve married?”

“Yes, why shouldn’t I? And, unlike you, I’m not ashamed of my married name, or of my husband’s. By the way, my love, you must remember my husband.”

“Remember him?”

“Of course you must. He remembers you quite well. He was a friend of your husband’s.”

“A friend of my husband?”

“Rather. They were pals — thick as thieves. Darcy knew Robert Champion long before you did.”

“Darcy?”

“That’s my husband’s Christian name. You can call him by it if you like, though you don’t want me to call you by yours. But then I’m more open-minded, perhaps, than you are, and open-hearted too.”

“Be so good as to tell me why you have come here.”

The woman took a handkerchief from the bag made of steel beads which was suspended from her waist; opening it out she twiddled it between the white-gloved fingers of either hand. Miss Arnott immediately became conscious of the odour of some strong perfume.

“Can’t you guess?”

“I cannot.”

“Sure?”

“I am quite sure that I am unable to think of any plausible excuse for your presence in my house. You never were a friend of mine. Nor are you a person whose acquaintance I desire to renew. You are perfectly well aware that I know what kind of character you are. You did me all the harm you could. It was only by the mercy of God that you did not do me more. I do not intend to allow my house to be sullied by your presence one moment longer than I can help.”

The girl crossed the room.

“What are you going to do?”

“I am going to ring to have you shown to the door.”

“You had better hear first what I’ve come for, unless you want me to tell you in front of your servants.”

“As to that, I am indifferent. If you have anything to say to me say it at once.”

“Oh, I’ll tell you fast enough, don’t you worry. It won’t take me long to say it. I can say it in just one sentence. Mrs Champion, I’ve come to see your husband.”

The girl started, perceiving that trouble was threatening from still another quarter. She was conscious that her visitor noticed her start, but in spite of it she could not prevent her pulses throbbing unpleasantly.

“My husband? What do you mean?”

“Oh, you know what I mean well enough, don’t try acting the stupid with me. You’re not so dull as all that, nor yet so simple; and I’m not if you are. Mrs Champion, I’ve come to see your husband, Mr Robert Champion, my old friend Bob.”

“He’s not here, you know he’s not here.”

“How do I know he’s not here? I know he came here.”

“How do you know he came here?”

“Because me and my husband met him outside the gate of Wandsworth Prison the Saturday morning he came out of it from doing his sentence. His wife ought to have been there — that’s you! but you wasn’t! I suppose you were on your couch of rose-leaves and didn’t want to be disturbed. Nice idea of a wife’s duties you seem to have, and a pretty sort you are to want to look down on me. Poor fellow! he was in sad trouble, without a penny in his pocket, or a chance of getting one, and him with the richest woman in England for his wife. When we told him of the luck you’d had—”

“So it was you who told him, was it?”

“Yes, it was, and I daresay you’d have rather we hadn’t; you’d have rather he’d starved and got into trouble again, and rotted out his life in gaol. But Darcy and me were his true friends, if his own wife wasn’t. We weren’t going to see him hungry in the gutter while you were gorging yourself on the fat of the land. We gave him a good meal, he wanted it, poor chap; nothing but skin and bone he was. We told him all about you, and where you lived, put him inside a new suit of clothes, clothed him in new things from head to foot, we did, so that you shouldn’t think he disgraced you by his appearance, and gave him the money to come down here; and he came.”

“Well?”

For Mrs Darcy Sutherland had paused.

“Well? You think it’s well, do you? Then all I can say is, I don’t. Mrs Champion, I’ve come to see your husband.”

“He’s not here.”

“He’s not here? Then where is he?”

“It is sufficient for you to be informed that he’s not here.”

“Oh, no, it isn’t; and don’t you think it, my love. It’s not sufficient by a long way. He promised to let us hear from him directly he got down here; we’ve heard nothing from that day to this, and that’s some time ago, you know.”

“If that is all you have to say I’ll ring the bell.”

“But it’s not all I’ve got to say. Still, you can ring the bell if you like, it’s not my bell. Though, if you take my advice, you’ll hear me out before you do.”

“Go on.”

“Oh, I’ll go on, as I told you before, don’t you worry, and don’t you try to bully me, because I’m not to be bullied, threatening me with your bells! Mrs Champion,” the woman repeated the name with a curious gusto, enjoying the discomfort the sound of it occasioned the girl in front of her, “Mr Sutherland and me, we’re not rich. Your husband promised to give us back that money we let him have, and since it seems that I can’t see him I should like to see the colour of the money.”

“That’s what you want, is it? I begin to understand. How much was it?”

“Well, we’ll say a thousand pounds.”

“A thousand pounds!”

“A thousand pounds.”

“Do you dare to pretend that you gave him a thousand pounds?”

“I don’t pretend anything of the kind. I pretend nothing. What I say is this. If I can see Mr Robert Champion and enjoy the pleasure of a little chat with him I shall be content to receive back the cash we lent him. If I can’t do that I want a thousand pounds. Don’t you understand, my love?”

Miss Arnott did understand at last. She realised that the purport of this woman’s errand was blackmail. When comprehension burst upon her she was silent; she was trying to collect her thoughts, to think — a process which the increasing pressure of “the slings and arrows of outrageous fortune” made difficult. Mrs Darcy Sutherland observed her obvious discomposure with smiling amusement, as the proverbial child might observe the movements of the fly which it has impaled with a pin.

Miss Arnott was saying to herself, or rather, endeavouring to say to herself — for her distress of mind was blurring her capacity for exact expression — that a thousand pounds was but a trifling sum to her, and that if by the expenditure of such an amount she could free herself from this new peril it would be money well spent. She did not stop to reflect, although, all the while, the idea was vaguely present in her mind that, by yielding to this woman’s demand, she would be delivering herself to her body and soul. Her one feeling was the desire to get this woman out of the house without a scene — another scene such as she had had with Wilson, probably a much worse one than that. If she could only be relieved of the odious oppression born of her near neighbourhood, breathe purer air uncontaminated by this creature’s presence, if she could only do this for a time it would be something. She would have a chance to look round her, to gather together her forces, her scattered senses. If she could only do that she might be more than a match for Mrs Darcy Sutherland yet. But she must have that chance, she must not have exposure — in its worst form — thrust upon her now, in her present state — she was becoming more and more conscious of shaky nerves — that might be more than she was able to bear. The chance was well worth a thousand pounds, which to her was nothing.

She was all at once seized with an overwhelming longing to take instant advantage of the chance the woman offered her. She resolved to give her what she asked.

“If I let you have what you want will you promise to go away immediately — right away?”

“I’ll walk out of this house without speaking a word to a creature in it, or to anyone out of it for the matter of that, and I’ll take the next train back to town, if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s what I do mean. If I give you a cheque for a thousand pounds will that do?”

“If you leave it open, and make it payable to bearer, I don’t know that I’d mind taking it. I suppose there’s money enough at the bank to meet it; and that you won’t try to stop its being paid.”

“There’s plenty of money to meet it, and I certainly shall not try to stop its being paid.”

“Then I’ll tell you what; you give me all the ready money you have got in the house, and an open cheque to bearer for the balance — that’ll be more satisfactory for both parties — then I’ll take myself off as fast as you like.”

“Very well. I’ll go and see what money I’ve got and I’ll bring you a cheque for the rest.”

Miss Arnott moved towards the door, intending to perpetrate what was perhaps the worst folly of which she had been guilty yet. Just as she reached the door it opened. Mr Stacey entered, followed by a dark, dapper gentleman — Ernest Gilbert.


CHAPTER XXIX

SOME PASSAGES OF ARMS

Mr Stacey held out both hands to her in the effusive fashion which, when he chose, he could manage very well.

“My dear Miss Arnott, I think I’m unexpected.” He was; so unexpected that, in the first flush of her surprise, the girl was oblivious of his outstretched hands. He went on, ignoring her confusion. “But I trust I am not unwelcome because I happen to come unheralded.” Looking about him he noticed Mrs Sutherland. “But you are not alone. I hope that our unannounced entrance has not been an intrusion. May I ask you to make me known to your” — something caused him not to use the word which was already on the tip of his tongue— “to this lady.”

“This is Mrs Darcy Sutherland.”

“Mrs Darcy Sutherland?” In spite of his mellifluous tones there was something in the way in which he repeated the name which hardly suggested a compliment. “And what might Mrs Darcy Sutherland want with you?”

Mrs Sutherland took it upon herself to answer.

“Well, I never! the impudence of that! Who are you, pray? and what business is it of yours?”

The lawyer was blandness itself.

“I beg your pardon. Were you speaking to me?”

“Yes, I was speaking to you, and you know I was.” She turned to Miss Arnott. “I think, my dear, it would be better if you were to ask these two gentlemen to leave us alone together till you and I have finished our little business.”

“Business?” At the sound of the word Mr Stacey pricked up his ears. He addressed Miss Arnott. “As in all matters of business I have the honour to represent you, don’t you think that, perhaps, you had better leave me to deal with this — lady in a matter of business?”

The lady referred to resented the suggestion hotly.

“What next, I wonder? You’ll do nothing of the kind, my dear, not if I know it you won’t. And as I’m in rather a hurry, perhaps you’ll go and do what you said you would.”

Mr Stacey put to Miss Arnott a question.

“What was it you said that you would do for this lady?”

Again the lady showed signs of heat.

“I never saw the equal of you for meddling. Don’t you go poking your nose into other people’s affairs, or you’ll be sorry. If you take my advice, my dear, you won’t tell him a single thing. I sha’n’t, if you won’t, you may trust me for that. You’ll keep your own business to yourself, especially when it’s business of such a very particular kind — interfering old party!”

“If you take my advice, Miss Arnott, and I think you have reason to know that in general my advice is to be trusted, you will tell me in the fewest, and also in the plainest, possible words what this person wants with you. It is evidently something of which she is ashamed, or she would not be so anxious for concealment.”

“Don’t you call me a person, because I won’t have it; and don’t you interfere in what’s my business, because I won’t have that either.” The indignant Mrs Darcy Sutherland rose to her feet. “Now, look here, and don’t let there be any mistake about it, I’m not going to have this impudent old man humbugging about with me, so don’t let anyone think it. So you’ll please to understand, Miss Arnott, that if you’re going to get what you promised to get, you’d better be quick about it, because I’ve had about as much as I care to put up with. I’m not going to let any man trample on me, I don’t care who he is, especially when I don’t know him from Adam.”

“Surely there can be no objection to my putting a simple question. What is it you promised to get for this — lady about which she betrays so much anxiety?”

Miss Arnott replied.

“If you don’t mind, I’d rather not have any bother. I’ve had some trouble already.”

“I know you have; it is because of that that we are here. Believe me, my dear young lady, you will be quite safe if you trust yourself in my hands.”

“I don’t want to have any more trouble, so, as it wasn’t a sum which was of much consequence to me, I was just going to get some money which Mrs Sutherland wanted when you came in.”

“Money?”

“Yes, money! — money she owes me! — so now you know!”

“Do you owe this — lady money?”

“Well, it isn’t exactly that I owe it, but money is owing to her, I believe.”

“How much?”

“A thousand pounds.”

“A thousand pounds! Is it possible that you were thinking of giving this woman a thousand pounds?”

At this point Mrs Darcy Sutherland thought proper to give her passion reins, with results which were hardly becoming.

“Look here, don’t you call me a woman, you white-headed old rooster, as if I wasn’t a lady! I’m as much a lady as she is, and a good deal more. The next time you give me any more of your sauce, I’ll smack your face; I’ve done it to better men than you before to-day, so don’t you say that I didn’t warn you!” She turned to Miss Arnott. “As for you — how much longer are you going to be tommy-rotting about? Are you going to give me that thousand pounds, or aren’t you? You know what the consequences will be if you don’t! Don’t you think, in spite of his smooth tongue, that he can save you from them, because he can’t, as you shall very soon see. Now, am I going to have that money or not?”

Mr Gilbert, asserting himself for the first time, interfered.

“Stacey, I should like to say a few words to Mrs Darcy Sutherland. Mrs Darcy Sutherland, I believe my name is not unknown to you — Ernest Gilbert.”

“Ernest Gilbert?” The woman changed countenance. “Not the Ernest Gilbert?”

“Yes, the Ernest Gilbert. And I see you are the Mrs Darcy Sutherland; thank you very much. I have been favoured with instructions to proceed against a gang of long firm swindlers, the ringleader of whom is a man who calls himself Darcy Sutherland. There’s a warrant out for his arrest, but for the moment he’s slipped through our fingers. There has been some talk as to whether your name should be included in that warrant; at present, it isn’t. When you leave here I’ll have you followed. The probability is that you’ll make for the man you call your husband. If you do so, we’ll have him; if you don’t, we’ll have you — see?”

On hearing this the woman flung all remnants of decency from her.

“That’s the time of day, is it? You think you’ve got me, do you? Fancy you’ve only got to snap your fingers and I’m done for? That’s where you’re wrong, as I’ll soon show you. If I’m in a bit of a hole, what about her? Who do you think she is? What do you think she’s been doing? I’ll tell you if you don’t know, and then we shall know where we are! — and she’ll know too! — by —— ! she will!”

Mr Ernest Gilbert glanced round towards Mr Stacey.

“Take Miss Arnott out of the room.”

Inside thirty seconds Mr Stacey had whisked the girl out of the room and vanished with her. Mrs Darcy Sutherland, realising the trick which was being played, rushed to the door. But Mr Gilbert was there first; with the key turned, he stood with his back to the door and faced her.

“You get away from in front of that door! What do you mean by turning that key? You open that door and let me out this instant!”

The lawyer’s reply did not breathe the spirit of conciliation.

“I’ll see you hung first.”

“Don’t you speak to me like that! Who do you think you’re talking to?”

“To you. Now, you foul-mouthed judy, I’m going to take off the gloves to deal with you. I’ve not had the dregs of the criminal population pass through my hands all these years without knowing how to deal with a woman of your type, as I’m going to show you. What were you going to say to Miss Arnott? — out with it!”

“Never mind what I was going to say to Miss Arnott; I’m going to say nothing to you; don’t you think it! Who do you think you’re trying to bounce?”

“You’re going to say exactly what you would have said if that young lady had remained in the room, or when you do go it will be in the charge of a policeman.”

“Oh, shall I? We’ll see! Don’t you make any mistake!”

“Don’t you.”

“You must think I’m a simple-minded innocent, to come trying to play your confidence tricks off on me. What do you want me to think I’ll be in the charge of a policemen for, I’d like to know?”

“Blackmail.”

“Blackmail! What do you mean?”

“You know perfectly well what I mean. You have just been trying to blackmail that girl to the tune of a thousand pounds. No offence more severely punished. I’ll have you jugged on one charge, and the blackguard you call your husband on another.”

“I wasn’t trying to do anything of the sort; don’t fancy you can bluff me! I was only telling the truth.”

“Makes it worse. Suppose you believed her to have committed murder, and said you’d out with what you knew if she didn’t give you a thousand pounds — that would be blackmail in its most heinous form; you’d get a lifer as sure as you’re alive. My time’s valuable. Which is it going to be — the policeman or what you call the truth?”

“If I do tell you what use will you make of it?”

“No questions answered. Which is it going to be?”

“If I tell you, will you let me go right straight off? No shadowing or anything of that kind?”

“The only promise I’ll make is that I won’t let you go if you don’t. Out with it!”

“You’re very hard on a girl! I don’t know what I’ve done to you!”

“No snivelling; put away that evil-smelling rag; I’m going to have that policeman.”

He was standing by the bell.

“Don’t! I’ll tell you!”

“Then tell!”

“I don’t know what it is you want me to tell you — I really don’t!”

“I want you to tell me what’s the pull you’ve got, or think you’ve got, over Miss Arnott.”

“It’s about that chap who was killed in the woods here.”

“What about him?”

“He was her husband.”

“How do you know?”

“I ought to. He was an old friend of mine, and I was her bridesmaid when she married him.”

“Why did she keep him dark?”

“Well, he got into a bit of trouble.”

“Go on! out with it all! and don’t you stammer!”

“I’m not stammering, and I’m going on as fast as ever I can! I never saw anyone like you. He got into prison, that’s what he did, and of course she wasn’t proud of it. He only came out the morning of the day he came down here; my husband and me lent him the money to come with, and we want our money back again — we can’t afford to lose it.”

“I see. His object in coming was blackmail — like yours. Is that all the pull?”

“All! I should think it’s enough, considering. But, as it happens, it isn’t all.”

“What else is there?”

“Why, she killed him.”

“How do you know?”

“It stands to reason. Why didn’t she let out he was her husband and that she knew all about him? Isn’t it plain enough why? Because they met in the woods, and had a bit of a quarrel, and she knifed him, that’s why. And she’ll swing for it in spite of all her money. And it’s because she knows it that she was so willing to give me that thousand pounds. What do you think?”

“You evil-speaking, black-hearted cat! Now I’ll have that policeman, and for what you’ve said to me you shall have a lifer!”

He moved towards the bell.

“Don’t! you promised you’d let me go!”

“I promised nothing of the kind, you — ! I tell you what I will do. I’ll unlock that door and let you through it. You shall have six hours’ start, and then I’ll have a warrant out for you, and if I catch you I promise I’ll do my best to get you penal servitude for life. As we’ve a shrewd idea of your husband’s whereabouts, if you take my advice you’ll keep away from him. Now, out you go!”

Unlocking the door he threw it open.

“Six hours mind, honest!”

“Six hours, by my watch. After that, if I can catch you I will, you can bet on it. Take yourself outside this house before I change my mind. You’d better!”

Apparently Mrs Darcy Sutherland was of his opinion; she was out of the house with a swiftness which did credit to her agility. Almost as soon as she had gone Mr Stacey appeared in the doorway of the room she had just quitted.


CHAPTER XXX

MISS ARNOTT IS EXAMINED

Mr Stacey put a question to Mr Gilbert.

“Have you got rid of her?”

“Very much so. Stacey, I must see Miss Arnott at once, the sooner the safer. I’m afraid she did it.”

“Do you mean that she killed that fellow in Cooper’s Spinney? I don’t believe a word of it. What’s that woman been saying?”

“It’s not a question of belief but of fact. I’ll tell you afterwards what she’s been saying. What we want to do is to get at the truth. I fancy we shall do it if you let me have a few minutes’ conversation with your young friend. If she didn’t do it I’ll do my level best to prevent a hair of her head from being injured, and if she did I may be able to save her. This is one of those cases in which, before I’m able to move, I must know just where I am standing.”

“You seem to have an ethical standard of your own.”

“A man in my line of business must have. Where’s Miss Arnott?”

“I’ll take you to her. She’s expecting you. I told her you’d like to have a little talk with her. But, mind this, she’s anything but well, poor girl! I believe she’s been worried half out of her mind.”

“I shouldn’t wonder.”

“I didn’t bring you down here to subject her to a hostile cross-examination. I won’t let you do it — especially in her present condition.”

“When you’ve finished perhaps you’ll take me to her; you don’t want her to hang.”

“Hang! Gilbert! God forbid! Whatever she may have done she’s only a child, and I’m persuaded that at heart she’s as innocent as you or me.”

“If she isn’t more innocent than I am I’m sorry for her. Will you take me to see this paragon of all the feminine virtues?”

“You wear your cynicism like a cloak; it’s not such an essential part as you choose to imagine.”

Ernest Gilbert smiled as if he would show his teeth.

Mr Stacey led the way to an apartment which was called the red drawing-room, where already that afternoon Miss Arnott had interviewed Hugh Morice and Mrs Forrester. It was a pleasant, well-lighted room, three windows ran up one side of it almost from floor to ceiling. The girl was standing in front of one of these as the two men entered, looking out on to the Italian garden, which was a blaze of sunshine and of flowers. Mr Stacey crossed to her with his somewhat exuberant, old-fashioned courtesy.

“Permit me, my dear young lady, to offer you a chair. I think you will find this a comfortable one. There, how is that?” She had seated herself, at his invitation, in a large, straight-backed armchair covered with a fine brocade, gold on a crimson background, whose age only enhanced its beauty. “As I was telling you just now, I have heard, to my great distress, that several things have happened recently, hereabouts, which could hardly tend to an increase of your comfort.”

“No, indeed.”

“Part of my information came from my very good friend here, and he will be your very good friend also if you will let him. Let me introduce you to Mr Ernest Gilbert.”

In acknowledgment of the introduction the girl inclined her head. Mr Gilbert gave his a perfunctory little shake, as if he had a stiff neck.

“I am glad to meet you, Mr Gilbert. I was sorry to learn from Mr Morice that you have sent me back my money and refused to defend Jim Baker.”

Mr Stacey interposed before the other had a chance to answer.

“Quite so, my dear young lady, quite so; we will come to that presently. Mr Gilbert came to see me this morning on that very subject. It is in consequence of certain communications which he then made to me that we are here. You instructed him, from what I understand, to defend this unfortunate man.”

“Which he at first consented, and then declined to do.”

This time it was Mr Gilbert who interposed, before Mr Stacey was ready with his reply.

“Stacey, if you don’t mind, I’ll speak. I think it’s possible that Miss Arnott and I may understand each other in half a dozen sentences.”

Mr Gilbert was leaning over the back of a chair, right in front of her. The girl eyed him steadily. There was a perceptible interval, during which neither spoke, as if each was taking the other’s measure. Then the girl smiled, naturally, easily, as if amused by some quality which she discerned either in the lawyer’s terrier-like countenance or in the keenness of his scrutiny. It was she who was the first to speak, still with an air of amusement.

“I will try to understand you, and I should like you to understand me. At present I’m afraid you don’t.”

“I’m beginning to.”

“Are you? That’s good news.”

“Your nerves are strong.”

“I’ve always flattered myself that they weren’t weak.”

“You like plain speaking.”

“I do — that is, when occasion requires.”

“This is such an occasion.”

“I think it is.”

“Then you won’t mind my asking you a plain question.”

“Not at all.”

“Who killed that man in Cooper’s Spinney?”

“I don’t know.”

“You are sure?”

“Quite.”

“Are you aware that Jim Baker thinks you killed him?”

“I am.”

“And that Hugh Morice thinks so also?”

“I know he did think so; I fancy that now he has his doubts — at least, I hope he has.”

“How do you explain the fact of two such very different men being under the same erroneous impression?”

“I can’t explain it; I can explain nothing. I don’t know if you are aware that until quite recently I thought it was Mr Morice himself who killed that man.”

“What made you think that?”

“Two or three things, but as I am now of a different opinion it doesn’t matter what they were.”

“But it does matter — it matters very much. What made you think that Hugh Morice killed that man?”

The girl turned to Mr Stacey.

“Shall I answer him? It’s like this. I don’t know where Mr Gilbert’s questions may be landing me, and I don’t want to have more trouble than I have had already — especially on this particular point.”

“My dear young lady, if your own conscience acquits you — and I am sure it does — my strongest advice to you is, tell all you have to tell. The more light we have thrown on the matter the better. I grieve to learn that the finger of scandal has been pointed at you, and that, if we are not very careful, very serious and disagreeable consequences may presently ensue. I implore you to hide nothing from us which may enable us to afford you more than adequate protection from any danger which may threaten. This may prove to be a very grave business.”

“I’m not afraid of what may happen to me, not one bit. Pray don’t either of you be under any delusion on that point. What I don’t want is to have something happen to anyone else because of me.” She addressed Mr Gilbert. “What use will you make of any information which I may give you with regard to Mr Morice?”

“If it will relieve your mind, Miss Arnott, and enable you to answer my question, let me inform you that I am sure — whatever you may suppose to the contrary — that Hugh Morice is not the guilty person.”

“Why are you sure?”

“First, because I know him; and he’s not that kind of man. And second, because in the course of a lengthy interview I had with him I should have perceived something to cause me to suspect his guilt, instead of which I was struck by his conviction of yours.”

“Now I also believe he is innocent — but I had reasons for my doubts; better ones than he had for his doubts of me.”

“May I ask what those reasons were?”

“I was within a very short distance of where the murder was committed, and though I was not an actual witness, I heard. A moment afterwards I saw Mr Morice come running from — the place where it was done, as if for his life. Then — by the dead man I found the knife with which he had been killed. It was Mr Morice’s knife; a few minutes before I had seen him with it in his hand.”

“You found Hugh Morice’s knife? What did you do with it?”

“It is still in my possession. You see, I thought that he was guilty, and — for reasons of my own — I did not wish to have the fact made public.”

“This is a curious tangle into which you have managed to get things between you. Have you any idea of what it is Mrs Darcy Sutherland has just been telling me?”

“I can guess. She has probably told you that the dead man was my husband — Robert Champion.”

“Your husband! My dear young lady!”

This was Mr Stacey.

“Yes, my husband, who had that morning been released from gaol.” Mr Stacey would, probably, have pursued the subject further, but with a gesture Mr Gilbert prevented him. The girl went on. “Mr Morice knew he was my husband. I thought he had killed him to save me from him; he thought I had done so to save myself. It is a puzzle. There is only one thing that seems clear.”

“And that is?”

“That it was a woman who killed my husband.”

“I see what you mean. I have been trying to splice the threads. That person who has just been here — Mrs Darcy Sutherland — do you think it possible that she could have been that woman?”

“I should say that it was impossible.”


CHAPTER XXXI

THE TWO POLICEMEN

Mr William Granger, of the County Police, was just finishing tea in his official residence when there came a rap at the door leading into the street. Mr Granger was not in the best of tempers. The county policeman has not quite such a rosy time as his urban colleague is apt to suppose. Theoretically he is never off duty; his armlet is never off his sleeve. It is true that he has not so much to do as his city brother in the way of placing law-breakers under lock and key; but then he has to do a deal of walking exercise. For instance, Mr Granger had a twelve-mile beat to go over every day of his life, hot or cold, rain or shine, besides various local perambulations before or after his main round was finished. Not infrequently he walked twenty miles a day, occasionally more.

One would have thought that so much pedestrianism would have kept Mr Granger thin; he himself sincerely wished that it had had that effect. As a matter of fact he was the stoutest man in the village, which was galling. First, because he was conscious that his bulk did not tend to an increase of personal dignity. Second, because, when the inspector came from the neighbouring town, he was apt to make unpleasant remarks about his getting plumper every time he saw him; hinting that it was a very snug and easy billet for which he drew his pay; adding a hope that it was not because he was neglecting his duty that he was putting on weight so fast. Third, because when one is fat walking is apt to result in considerable physical discomfort, and twenty miles on a hot summer’s day for a man under five foot ten who turns the scale at seventeen stone!

Mr Granger, who had come back hot and tired, had scarcely flung his helmet into one corner of the room, and his tunic into the other, when his inspector entered. That inspector was fond of paying surprise visits; he surprised Mr Granger very much just then. The policeman had a bad time. His official superior more than hinted that not only had he cut his round unduly short on that particular day, but that he was in the habit of curtailing it, owing to physical incapacity. Then he took him for another little stroll, insisting on his accompanying him to the station and seeing him off in the train which took him back to headquarters, which entailed another walk of a good six miles — three there and three back — along the glaring, dusty road.

By the time Mr Granger was home again he was as bad-tempered a policeman as you would have cared to encounter. Tea, which had been postponed to an unholy hour, did but little to improve either his temper or his spirits. He scarcely opened his mouth except to swallow his food and snap at his wife; and when, just as she was clearing away the tea-things, there came that rap at the door, there proceeded from his lips certain expletives which were very unbecoming to a constable, as his wife was not slow to point out.

“William! what are you saying? I will not have you use such language in my presence. I should like to know what Mr Giles would say if he heard you.”

Mr Giles was the inspector with whom Mr Granger had just such an agreeable interview; the allusion was unfortunate.

“Mr Giles be — —”

“William!”

“Then you shouldn’t exasperate me; you only do it on purpose; as if I hadn’t enough to put up with as it is. Don’t stand there trying to put me in a bad temper, but just open that door and see who’s knocking.”

Possibly Mr Granger spoke in louder tones than he supposed, because before his helpmate could reach the door in question it was opened and someone put his head inside.

“All right, Mr Granger, I’m sure that good lady of yours has enough to do without bothering about opening doors; it’s only yours very truly.”

The newcomer spoke in a tone of voice which suggested complete confidence that he would be welcome; a confidence, however, which was by no means justified by the manner of his reception. The constable stared at him as if he would almost sooner have seen Inspector Giles again.

“You! What brings you here at this time of day? I thought you were in London.”

“Ah, that’s where you thought wrong. Mrs Granger, what’s that you’ve got there — tea? I’m just about feeling equal to a sup of tea, if it’s only what’s left at the bottom of the pot.”

The speaker was a tall, loose-limbed man with a red face, and hair just turning grey. From his appearance he might have been a grazier, or a farmer, or something to do with cattle; only it happened that he was Mr Thomas Nunn, the detective from London who had been specially detailed for duty in connection with the murder in Cooper’s Spinney. As Mr Granger had learned to associate his presence with worries of more kinds than one, it was small wonder — especially in the frame of mind in which he then was — that he did not receive him with open arms. Mr Nunn seemed to notice nothing, not even the doubtful glances with which Mrs Granger looked into her teapot.

“There isn’t a drop in here, and I don’t know that it will bear more water.”

“Put in another half-spoonful and fill it up out of the kettle; anything’ll do for me so long as there’s plenty of it and it’s moist, as you’d know if you saw the inside of my throat. Talk about dust!”

Mr Granger was eyeing him askance.

“You never come down from London. I saw the train come in, and you weren’t in it.”

“No, I haven’t come from London.”

“The last train back to London’s gone — how are you going to manage?”

“Well, if it does come to the pinch I thought that you might give me a shake-down somewhere.”

The policeman glanced at his wife.

“I don’t know about that. I ain’t been paid for the last time you were here. They don’t seem too anxious to pay your bills — your people don’t.”

“That’s their red tape. You’ll get your money. This time, however, I’m going to pay for what I have down on the nail.”

“What’s brought you? You know, Mr Nunn, this ain’t an inn. My wife and me don’t pretend to find quarters for all the members of the force.”

“Of course you don’t. But I think you’ll be interested when you hear what has brought me. I may be wrong, but I think you will. I’ve come from Winchester.”

“From Winchester?”

Husband and wife both started.

“Yes, from Winchester. I’ve been to see that chap Baker. By the way, I hear he’s a relation of yours.”

“Most of the people is related hereabouts, somehow; but he’s only distant. He’s only a sort of a cousin, and I’ve never had much truck with him though I ain’t saying he’s not a relation. What’s up with him now?”

“He made a communication to the governor, and the governor made a communication to headquarters, and headquarters made a communication to me. In consequence of that communication I’ve been paying him a call.”

“What’s the last thing he’s been saying?”

“Well, he’s been making a confession.”

At this point Mrs Granger — who was lingering with the tea-tray — interposed.

“A confession, Mr Nunn! You don’t mean for to tell that after all he owns up ’twas he who killed he man?”

“No, I can’t say exactly that I do. It’s not that sort of confession he’s been making. What he’s been confessing is that he knows who did kill him.”

“Who was it, Mr Nunn?”

“Supposing, Mrs Granger, you were to get me that sup of tea. If you were to know what my throat felt like you wouldn’t expect to get much through it till it had had a good rinsing.”

The constable issued his marital orders.

“Now then, Susan, hurry up with that tea for Mr Nunn. What are you standing there gaping for? If you were to know what the dust is like you’d move a little quicker.”

Mrs Granger proceeded to hurry. Mr Nunn seated himself comfortably at the table and waited, showing no sign of a desire to continue the conversation till the tea appeared. His host dropped a hint or two, pointing out that to him, in his official capacity, the matter was of capital importance. But Mr Nunn declined to take them. When the tea did appear he showed more reticence than seemed altogether necessary. He was certainly slower in coming to the point than his hearers relished. Mr Granger did his best to prompt him.

“Well, Mr Nunn, now that you’ve had three cups of tea perhaps you wouldn’t mind mentioning what Jim Baker’s been saying that’s brought you here.”

Mr Nunn helped himself to a fourth.

“I’m in rather a difficult position.”

“I daresay. It might make it easier perhaps if you were to tell me just what it is.”

“I’m not so sure, Granger, I’m not so sure. That relative of yours is a queer fish.”

“Maybe I know what sort of a fish he is better than you do, seeing I’ve known him all my life.”

“What I’ve got to ask myself is — What reliance is to be placed on what he says?”

“Perhaps I might be able to tell you if you were to let me know what he does say.”

“Oh, that’s the point.” Mr Nunn stirred what remained of his fourth cup of tea with a meditative air. “Mr Granger, I don’t want to say anything that sounds unfriendly or that’s calculated to hurt your feelings, but I’m beginning to be afraid that you’ve muddled this case.”

“Me muddled it! Seeing that you’ve had the handling of it from the first, if anyone’s muddled it, it’s you.”

“I don’t see how you make that out, Mr Granger, seeing that you’re on the spot and I’m not.”

“What’s the good of being on the spot if I’m not allowed to move a finger except by your instructions?”

“Have there been rumours, Mr Granger? and by that I mean rumours which a man who had his professional advancement at heart might have laid his hand on.”

“Of course there have been rumours! there’s been nothing else but rumours! But every time I mentioned one of them to you all I got was a wigging for my pains.”

“That’s because the ones you mentioned to me were only will-o’-the-wisps. According to the information I’ve received the real clues you’ve let slip through your fingers.”

Mr Granger stood up. He was again uncomfortably hot. His manner was hardly deferential.

“Excuse me, Mr Nunn, but if you’ve come here to lecture me while drinking of my wife’s tea, since I’ve had a long and a hard day’s work, perhaps you’ll let me go and clean myself and have a bit of rest.”

“If there’s anything in what Jim Baker says there’s plenty for you to do, Mr Granger, before you think of resting.”

“What the devil does he say?”

“You needn’t swear at me, Mr Granger, thank you all the same. I’ve come here for the express purpose of telling you what he says.”

“Then you’re a long time doing it.”

“Don’t you speak to me like that, Granger, because I won’t have it. I conduct the cases which are placed in my hands in my own way, and I don’t want no teaching from you. Jim Baker says that although he didn’t kill the chap himself he saw him being killed, and who it was that killed him.”

“Who does he say it was?”

“Why, the young woman up at Exham Park — Miss Arnott.”


CHAPTER XXXII

THE HOUSEMAID’S TALE

Mr And Mrs Granger looked at each other. Then the husband dropped down into the chair which he had just vacated with a sound which might be described as a snort; it was perhaps because he was a man of such plethoric habit that the slightest occasion for surprise caused him to emit strange noises. His wife caught at the edge of the table with both her hands.

“Lawk-a-mussy!” she exclaimed. “To think of Jim Baker saying that!”

“It seems to me,” observed Mr Nunn, with an air of what he perhaps meant to be rhadamanthine severity, “that if there’s anything in what that chap says somebody ought to have had their suspicions before now. I don’t say who.”

This with a very meaning glance at Mr Granger.

“Suspicions!” cried the lady. “Why, Mr Nunn, there ain’t been nothing but suspicions! I shouldn’t think there was a soul for ten miles round that hasn’t been suspected by someone else of having done it. You wouldn’t have had my husband lock ’em all up! Do you believe Jim Baker?”

“That’s not the question. It’s evidence I want, and it’s for evidence, Mr Granger, I’ve come to you.”

“Evidence of what?” gasped the policeman. “I don’t know if you think I keep evidence on tap as if it was beer. All the evidence I have you’ve got — and more.”

His wife persisted in her inquiry.

“What I ask you, Mr Nunn, is — Are you going to lock up that young lady because of what Jim Baker says?”

“And I repeat, Mrs Granger, that that’s not the question, though you must allow me to remark, ma’am, that I don’t see what is your locus standi in the matter.”

“Aren’t you drinking my tea?”

“I don’t see what my drinking your tea has got to do with it anyhow. At the same time, since it’ll all soon enough be public property, I don’t know that it’s of much consequence. Of course a man hasn’t been at the game all the years I have without becoming aware that nothing’s more common than for A, when he’s accused of a crime, to try to lay the blame of it on B; and that, therefore, if for that reason only, what that chap in Winchester Gaol says smells fishy. But at the same time the statement he has made is of such a specific nature, and should be so open to corroboration, or the reverse, that I’m bound to admit that if anything did turn up to give it colour I should feel it my duty to act on it at once.”

“Do you mean that you’d have her arrested?”

“I do — that is if, as I say, I obtain anything in the nature of corroborative evidence, and for that I look to Mr Granger.”

There was no necessity for him to do that, fortunately for the peace of mind and body of the active and intelligent officer referred to. Evidence of the kind of which he spoke was coming from an altogether different quarter. Indeed, it was already at the door.

Hardly had he done speaking than a modest tap was heard. Opening, Mrs Granger found a small urchin standing in the dusk without, who slipped an envelope into her hand, with which she returned into the room, peering at the address.

“What’s this? ‘To the Policeman.’ I suppose, William, that means you; it’s only some rubbish, I suppose.”

She passed the envelope to her husband, who peered at the address as she had done.

“Let’s have the lamp, Susan, you can’t see to read in this here light. Not that I suppose it’s anything worth reading, but mine ain’t cat’s eyes anyhow.”

The lamp was lit and placed upon the table. Mr Granger studied what was written on the sheet of paper which he took from the envelope.

 

“Robert Champion was the name of the man who was murdered in the wood. The mistress of Exham Park, who calls herself Miss Arnott, was his wife. He came out of Wandsworth Prison to see her. And he saw her.

“Ask her why she said nothing about it.

“Then the whole truth will come out.”

 

Mr Granger read this once, twice, thrice, while his wife and Mr Nunn were watching him. Then he scratched his head.

“This is rummy — uncommon. Here, you take and look at it, it’s beyond me altogether.”

He handed the sheet of paper to Mr Nunn, who mastered its contents at a glance. Then he addressed a question to Mrs Granger, shortly, sharply.

“Who gave you this?”

“What is it?”

“Never mind what it is, woman! Answer my question — who gave it you?”

“It’s no use your speaking to me like that, Mr Nunn, and so I’d have you know. I’m no servant of yours! Some child slipped it into my hand, but what with the bad light and the flurry I was in because of what you’d been saying, I didn’t notice what child no more than nothing at all.”

Mr Nunn seemed disturbed.

“It’ll be a serious thing for you, Mrs Granger, if you’re not able to recognise who gave you this. You say it was a child? There can’t be so many children in the place. I’ll find out which of them it was if I have to interview every one in the parish. It can’t have got so far away; perhaps it’s still waiting outside.”

As he moved towards the entrance, with a view of finding out if the bearer of that singular communication was still loitering in the immediate neighbourhood, he became conscious that someone was approaching from without — more than one. While he already had the handle in his grasp it was turned with a certain degree of violence by someone on the other side; the door was thrown open, and he found himself confronted by what, in the gathering darkness, seemed quite a crowd of persons.

“Is William Granger in?” demanded a feminine voice in not the most placable of tones. Mr Nunn replied, — 

“Mr Granger is in. Who are you, and what do you want with him?”

“I’m his sister, Elizabeth Wilson, that’s who I am, and I should like to know who you are to ask me such a thing. And as for what I want, I want justice; me and my daughter, Sarah Ann, we both want justice — and I’m going to see I get it too. My own cousin, Jim Baker, he’s in prison this moment for what he never did, and I’m going to see that he’s let out of prison double quick and the party as ought to be in prison put there. So you stand out of the way and let me get inside this house to see my brother.”

Mr Nunn did as he was requested, and Mrs Wilson entered, accompanied by her daughter, Sarah Ann. He looked at the assemblage without.

“Who are all these people?”

“They’re my friends, that’s who they are. They know all about it, and they’ve come to see that I have fair play, and they’ll see that I have it too, and so I’d have everyone to understand.”

By way of commentary Mr Nunn shut the door upon the “friends” and stood with his back to it.

“Now then, Granger, who’s this woman? And what’s she talking about?”

Mrs Wilson answered for her brother.

“Don’t you call me a woman, as if I was the dirt under your feet. And as for who I am — William, who’s this man? He’s taking some fine airs on himself. As what I have to say to you I don’t want to have to say before strangers, perhaps you’ll just ask him to take himself outside.”

“Now, Liz,” observed her brother, fraternally, “don’t you be no more silly than you can help. This gentleman’s Mr Nunn, what’s in charge of the case — you know what case. He saw Jim Baker in Winchester Gaol only this afternoon.”

“In Winchester Gaol, did he! Then more shame to them as put him in Winchester Gaol, and him as innocent as the babe unborn! And with them as did ought to be there flaunting about in all them fine feathers, and with all their airs and graces, as if they were so many peacocks!”

“What might you happen to be talking about?”

“I’m talking about what I know, that’s what I happen to be talking about, William Granger, and so you’ll soon learn. I know who ought to be there instead of him, and if you’ve a drop of cousinly blood in your veins you’ll see that he’s out of that vile place, where none of my kith or kin ever was before, and that you know, the first thing to-morrow morning.”

“Oh, you know who did ought to be there, do you? This is news, this is. Perhaps you’ll mention that party’s name. Only let me warn you, Elizabeth Wilson, to be careful what you say, or you may find yourself in worse trouble than you quite like.”

“I’ll be careful what I say, I don’t need you to tell me, William Granger! And I’ll tell you who ought to be in Winchester Gaol instead of Jim Baker — why, that there proud, stuck-up young peacock over at Exham Park, that there Miss Arnott!”

“Liz! I’ve told you already not to be more silly than you can help. What do you know about Miss Arnott?”

“What do I know about Miss Arnott? I’ll soon tell you what I know about your fine Miss Arnott. Sarah Ann, tell your uncle what you know about that there Miss Arnott.”

Then the tale was unfolded — by Wilson the housemaid — by degrees, with many repetitions, in somewhat garbled form; still, the essential truth, so far as she knew it, was there.

She told how, that eventful Saturday, the young mistress had been out in the woods, as she put it, “till goodness only knows what hours of the night.” How, the next morning, the key of the wardrobe drawer was lost; how, after many days, she, Wilson, had found it in the hem of her own skirt, how she had tried the lock, “just to see if it really was the key,” of what the drawer contained — the stained clothing, the bloody knife. She narrated, with dramatic force, how first Evans and then Miss Arnott had come upon the scene, how the knife and the camisole had been wrested from her, how she herself had been ejected from the house.

When she had finished Mr Nunn looked up from the pocket-book in which he had been making copious notes of the words as they came from her lips.

“What you’ve said, Sarah Ann Wilson, you’ve said of your own free will?”

“Of course I have. Haven’t I come here on purpose?”

“And you’re prepared to repeat your statement in a court of law, and swear to its truth?”

“I am. I’ll swear to it anywhere.”

“You don’t know what has become of that knife you’ve mentioned?”

“Haven’t I told you that she took it from me? — she and Mrs Evans between them.”

“Yes; just so. Well, Mr Granger, all that I want now is a warrant for the arrest of this young lady. And, at the same time, we’ll search the house. We’ll find the knife of which this young woman speaks, if it’s to be found; only we mustn’t let her have any longer time than we can help to enable her to get rid of it, which, from all appearances, is the first thing she’ll try to do. So perhaps you’ll be so good as to tell me where I shall be likely to find the nearest magistrate — now, at once.”

“I am a magistrate. What is there I can do for you, Mr Nunn?”

Looking round to see from whom the unexpected answer came, they saw that Mr Hugh Morice was standing in the open doorway. Closing the door behind him he came into the room.


CHAPTER XXXIII

ON HIS OWN CONFESSION

Hugh Morice had been resorting to that medicine — in whose qualifications to minister to a mind diseased he more than half believed — a ride upon his motor car. Of late he had found nothing to clear the cobwebs from his brain so effectually as a whiz through the air. That afternoon, after he had left Exham Park, he had felt that his brain stood very much in need of a clearance. So he had gone for a long run on his car.

He was returning through the shadows, partially cured, when he found what, in that part of the world, might be described as a crowd, obstructing his passage through the village street. Stopping to inquire what was the cause of the unusual concourse, he realised that the crowd was loitering in front of Granger’s cottage — the local stronghold of the County Police. As he did so he was conscious that a shiver passed all over him, which he was able neither to account for nor to control. The answers, however, which the villagers gave to his hurried questions, threw a lurid light upon the matter, and inspired him, on the instant, with a great resolve. Dismounting, he entered the cottage, just as Mr Nunn was addressing his remarks to Mr Granger. As he heard he understood that, if what he proposed to do was to be of the slightest effect, he had arrived in the very nick of time.

They, on their part, stared at him half bewildered, half amazed. He had on a long motor coat which shrouded him from head to foot; a cap which covered not only his ears but also part of his face; while his disguise was completed by a pair of huge goggles. It was only when he removed these latter that — in spite of the dust which enveloped him as flour over a miller — they recognised who he was. He repeated his own words in a slightly different form.

“You were saying, Mr Nunn, that you were requiring the services of a magistrate. How can I serve you in that capacity?”

The detective stared at the gigantic figure, towering over his own by no means insignificant inches, still in doubt as to who he was.

“I ought to know you; but, somehow, I don’t feel as if I can place you exactly, sir.”

Mr Morice smiled.

“Tell him, Granger, who I am.”

Mr Granger explained.

“This is Mr Hugh Morice, of Oak Dene, Justice of the Peace for this division of the county. You can’t have forgotten him, Mr Nunn; he used to be present at the coroner’s inquest.”

“Of course; now that Granger reminds me I remember you very well, Mr Morice. You have arrived at a fortunate moment for me, sir. I was just about to start off in search of a magistrate, and that, in the country, at this time of night, sometimes means a long job. I wish to lay an information before you, sir, and ask for a warrant.”

Mr Morice glanced at the three women.

“In presence of these persons?”

“I don’t know that Mrs Granger need stop, or Mrs Wilson either. Mrs Granger, you’d better take Mrs Wilson with you. It is partly in consequence of a statement which this young woman has just been making that I ask you for a warrant. Now, Mrs Wilson, off you go.”

But Mrs Wilson showed reluctance.

“I don’t know why I’m to be sent away — especially as it’s my own daughter—”

Hugh Morice cut her short brusquely, — 

“Leave the room!”

Mrs Wilson showed him something of that deference which she had hitherto declined to show to anyone else. Mrs Granger touched her on the shoulder.

“I’m coming! I’m sure, Susan Granger, there’s no need for you to show me. No one can ever say I stop where I am not wanted.”

When the two elder women had disappeared, Hugh Morice turned his attention to Wilson the housemaid.

“Who is this young person?”

Mr Nunn informed him. Her story was gone through again. When she had finished Mr Morice dismissed her to join her mother and her aunt.

“Now, Mr Nunn, what do you want from me?”

“A warrant for the arrest of Violet Arnott, of Exham Park.”

“On what charge?”

“Wilful murder — the murder of Robert Champion.”

“Of whom?”

“I said Robert Champion; but as it’s not yet proved that was his name we’d better have it in the warrant — name unknown. I may say, Mr Morice, that that girl’s statement is not all I’m going on. Within the hour I’ve received this anonymous communication.”

He handed the communication in question to Mr Morice, who turned it over and over between his fingers.

“Where did you get this from?”

“I can’t tell you just at the moment; but I daresay I shall be able to tell you before very long. Of course it’s anonymous; but, at the same time, it’s suggestive. Also a statement was made to me, of the most positive and specific kind, by James Baker, at present a prisoner in Winchester Gaol. Altogether I’m afraid, Mr Morice, that the case against this young woman is looking very black.”

“Are you in the habit, Mr Nunn, of making ex officio statements of that kind on occasions such as the present? If so, let me invite you to break yourself of it. A man of your experience ought to know better — very much better, Mr Nunn. I regret that I am unable to do what you require.”

Mr Nunn stared; possibly slightly abashed by the rebuke which had been administered to him in the presence of Mr Granger.

“But, sir, begging your pardon, you’ve no option in the matter.”

“Haven’t I? You’ll find I have — a very wide option. I shall decline to allow a warrant to be issued for the arrest of the lady you have named.”

“But, Mr Morice, sir, on what grounds?”

“Very simple ones. Because I happen to know she’s innocent.”

“But that’s no reason!”

“You’ll find it is, since I also happen to know who’s guilty.”

“You know who’s guilty? Mr Morice!”

“Precisely — Mr Morice. It is I who am guilty. Mr Nunn, I surrender myself into your custody as having been guilty of killing a certain man on a certain Saturday night in Cooper’s Spinney. Is that in proper form?”

“Are you serious, sir?”

“I mean what I say, if that’s what you are asking, Mr Nunn.”

“Then what about the tale that girl was telling, and that knife she saw?”

“That knife is mine.”

“Yours!”

“Exactly, and I’m afraid that knife is going to hang me.”

“How came it in Miss Arnott’s possession?”

“That’s the simplest part of the whole affair. After I had used it she found it, and has kept it ever since.”

“Do you mean that she’s been screening you?”

“Something like it. That is, I don’t know that she was sure of anything; but, I fancy, she has had her doubts. I daresay she’ll tell you all about it if you ask her. You see, Mr Nunn, I’ve been in rather an awkward position. So long as it was only a question of Jim Baker it didn’t so much matter; it’s quite on the cards that in the course of his sinful career he’s done plenty of things for which he deserves to be hung. When it comes to Miss Arnott, knowing that she knows what she does know, and especially that she has that accursed knife of mine, that’s a horse of a different colour. Since she has only to open her mouth to make an end of me, I may as well make as graceful an exit as possible, and own the game is up. I don’t quite know what is the usual course in a matter of this sort, Mr Nunn. My motor is outside. If it is possible I should like to run over to my house. You may come with me, if you please, and Mr Granger also. There are one or two trifles which require my personal attention, and then you may do with me as you please. In fact, if you could manage to let me have an hour or two I should be happy to place at your disposal quite a little fortune, Mr Nunn and Mr Granger.”

“You ought to know better than to talk to me like that, Mr Morice. After what you’ve just now said it’s my duty to tell you that you’re my prisoner.”


CHAPTER XXXIV

MR DAY WALKS HOME

It chanced that night that Mr Day, the highly respected butler at Exham Park, paid a visit to a friend. It was rather late when he returned. The friend offered to put him into a trap and drive him home, but Mr Day declined.

“It’s a fine night,” he observed, “and a walk will do me good. I don’t get enough exercise out of doors. I like to take advantage of any that comes my way. I’m not so young as I was — we none of us are; but a five-mile walk won’t do me any harm. On a night like this I’ll enjoy it. Thank you, Hardy, all the same.”

So he walked.

It was just after eleven when he reached the village. Considering the hour he was surprised to find how many people there were about. Mr Jenkins had just turned his customers out of the “Rose and Crown.” A roaring trade he seemed to have been doing. A couple of dozen people were gathered together in clusters in front of the inn, exchanging final greetings before departing homewards. For the most part they were talking together at the top of their voices, as yokels on such occasions have a trick of doing. Mr Day stopped to speak to a man, with whom he had some acquaintance, in the drily sarcastic fashion for which he was locally famed.

“What’s the excitement? Parish pump got burned?”

“Why, Mr Day, haven’t you heard the news?”

“That Saturday comes before Sunday? Haven’t heard anything newer.”

“Why, Mr Day, don’t you know that Sarah Ann Wilson, from up at your place, has been over to Granger’s, trying to get him to give her a warrant for your young lady?”

“There’s several kinds of fools about, but Sarah Ann Wilson’s all kinds of them together.”

“So it seems that Granger thinks. Anyhow he ain’t given it her. He’s locked up Mr Morice instead.”

“What’s that?”

Another man chimed in.

“Why, Mr Day, where are you been not to have heard that they’ve locked up Mr Morice for murdering o’ that there chap in Cooper’s Spinney.”

“What nonsense are you men talking about?”

“It ain’t nonsense, Mr Day; no, that it ain’t. You go over to Granger’s and you’ll soon hear.”

“Who locked him up?”

“Granger and Mr Nunn, that’s the detective over from London. They locked him up between them. It seems he gave himself up.”

“Gave himself up?”

“So Mrs Wilson and her daughter says. They was in the kitchen, at the other side of the door, and they heard him giving of himself up. Seems as how they’re going to take him over to Doverham in the morning and bring him before the magistrates. My word! won’t all the countryside be there to see! To think of its having been Mr Morice after all. Me, I never shouldn’t have believed it, if he hadn’t let it out himself.”

Mr Day waited to hear no more. Making his way through the little crowd he strode on alone. That moon-lit walk was spoilt for him. As he went some curious reflections were taking shape in his mind.

“That finishes it. Now something will have to be done. I wish I’d done as I said I would, and taken myself off long ago. And yet I don’t know that I should have been any more comfortable if I had. Wherever I might have gone I should have been on tenterhooks. If I’d been on the other side of the world and heard of this about Mr Morice, I should have had to come back and make a clean breast of it. Yet it’s hard on me at my time of life!” He sighed, striking at the ground with the ferule of his stick. “All my days I’ve made it my special care to have nothing to do with the police-courts. I’ve seen too much trouble come of it to everyone concerned, and never any good, and now to be dragged into a thing like this. And all through her! If, after all, I’ve got to speak, I don’t know that I wouldn’t rather have spoken at first. It would have been better perhaps; it would have saved a lot of bother, not to speak of all the worry I’ve had. I feel sure it’s aged me. I could see by the way Mrs Hardy looked at me to-night that she thought I was looking older. Goodness knows that I’m getting old fast enough in the ordinary course of nature.” Again sighing, he struck at the ground with his stick. “It would have served her right if I had spoken — anything would have served her right. She’s a nice sort, she is. And yet I don’t know, poor devil! She’s not happy, that’s sure and certain. I never saw anyone so changed. What beats me is that no one seems to have noticed, except me. I don’t like to look her way: it’s written so plain all over her. It just shows how people can have eyes in their heads, and yet not use them. From the remarks I’ve heard exchanged, I don’t believe a creature has noticed anything, yet I daresay if you were to ask them they’d tell you they always notice everything. Blind worms!”

Perhaps for the purpose of relieving his feelings Mr Day stood still in the centre of the road, tucked his stick under his arm, took out his pipe, loaded it with tobacco and proceeded to smoke. Having got his pipe into going order he continued his way and his reflections.

“I knew it was her from the first; never doubted for a moment. Directly I saw her come into the house that night in the way she did, I knew that she’d been up to something queer, and it wasn’t very long before I knew what it was. And I don’t know that I was surprised when I heard how bad it really was. All I wanted was to get out of the way before I was dragged into the trouble that I saw was coming. If I hadn’t known from the first I should have found out afterwards. She’s given herself away a hundred times — ah, and more. If I’d been a detective put upon the job I should have had her over and over again, unless I’d been as stupid as some of those detectives do seem to be. Look at that Nunn now! There’s a precious fool! Locking up Mr Morice! I wonder he doesn’t lock himself up! Bah!”

This time Mr Day took his pipe out of his mouth with one hand, while he struck at the vacant air with the stick in the other. Perhaps in imagination he was striking at Mr Nunn.

“Poor devil! it must have been something pretty strong which made her do a thing like that. I wonder who that chap was, and what he’d done to her. Not that I want to know — the less I know the better. I know too much as it is. I know that she’s haunted, that never since has she had a moment’s peace of mind, either by day or night. I’ve the best of reasons for knowing that she starts pretty nearly out of her skin at every shadow. I shouldn’t be surprised to hear at any moment that she’s committed suicide. I lay a thousand pounds to a penny that if I was to touch her on the shoulder with the tip of my finger, and say, ‘You killed that man in the Cooper’s Spinney, and he’s looking over your shoulder now,’ she’d tumble straight off into a heap on the floor and scream for mercy — What’s that?”

He had reached a very lonely part of the road. The Exham Park woods were on either side of him. A long line of giant beeches bordered the road both on the right and left. Beyond again, on both sides, were acres of pines. A charming spot on a summer’s day; but, to some minds, just then a little too much in shadow to be altogether pleasant. The high beeches on his left obscured the moon. Here and there it found a passage between their leaves; but for the most part the road was all in darkness. Mr Day was well on in years, but his hearing was as keen as ever, and his nerves as well under control. The ordinary wayfarer would have heard nothing, or, not relishing his surroundings, would have preferred to hear nothing, till he had reached a point where the moon’s illumination was again plainly visible. It is odd how many persons, born and bred in the heart of the country, object strenuously to be out among the scenes they know so well, alone in the darkness at night.

But the Exham Park butler was not a person of that kidney. When he heard twigs snapping and the swishing of brushwood, as of someone passing quickly through it, he was immediately desirous of learning what might be the cause of such unwonted midnight sounds. Slipping his pipe into his pocket he moved both rapidly and quietly towards the side of the road from which the sounds proceeded. Just there the long line of hedge was momentarily interrupted by a stile. Leaning over it he peered as best he could into the glancing lights and shadows among the pines. The sounds continued.

“Who is it? Hullo! Good lord! it’s her!”

As he spoke to himself a figure suddenly appeared in a shaft of moonlight which had found its way along an alley of pines — the figure of a woman. She was clad in white — in some long, flowing garment which trailed behind her as she went, and which must have seriously impeded her progress, especially in view of the fact that she seemed to be pressing forward at the top of her speed. The keen-eyed observer watched her as she went.

“What’s she got on? It’s a tea-gown or a dressing-gown or something of that. It’s strange to me. I’ve never seen her in it before. So, after all, there is something in the tales those gowks have been telling, and she does walk the woods of nights. But she can’t be asleep; she couldn’t go at that rate, through country of this sort, if she were, and with all that drapery trailing out behind her. But asleep or not I’ll tackle her and have it out with her once and for all.”

Mr Day climbed over the stile with an agility which did credit to his years. As he reached the other side the woman in the distance either became conscious of his presence and his malevolent designs or fortune favoured her; because, coming to a part of the forest from which the moon was barred, she suddenly vanished from his vision like a figure in a shadow pantomime. When he gained the spot at which she had last been visible, there was still nothing of her to be seen, but he fancied that he caught a sound which suggested that, not very far away, someone was pressing forward among the trees.

“She did that very neatly. Don’t talk to me about her being asleep. She both heard and saw me coming, so she’s given me the slip. But she’s not done it so completely as she perhaps thinks. I’ll have her yet. I’ll show her that I’m pretty nearly as good at trapesing through the woods at night as she is. I don’t want to be hard on a woman, and I wouldn’t be if it could be helped, but when it comes to be a question of Mr Morice or her, it’ll have to be her, and that’s all about it. I don’t mean to let her go scot-free at his expense — not much, I don’t, as I’ll soon show her!”

He plunged into the pitch blackness of the forest, towards where he fancied he had heard a sound in the distance.


CHAPTER XXXV

IN THE LADY’S CHAMBER

Miss Arnott was restless. She had to entertain her two self-invited guests — Mr Stacey and Mr Gilbert, and she was conscious that while she was entertaining them, each, in his own fashion, was examining her still. It was a curious dinner which they had together, their hostess feeling, rightly or wrongly, that the most dire significance was being read into the most commonplace remarks. If she smiled, she feared they might think her laughter forced; if she was grave, she was convinced that they were of opinion that it was because she had something frightful on her mind. Mr Stacey made occasional attempts to lighten the atmosphere, but, at the best of times, his touch was inclined to be a heavy one; then all his little outbursts of gaiety — or what he meant for gaiety — seemed to be weighted with lead. Mr Gilbert was frankly saturnine. He seemed determined to say as little as he possibly could, and to wing every word he did utter with a shaft of malice or of irony. Especially was he severe on Mr Stacey’s spasmodic efforts at the promotion of geniality.

Miss Arnott arrived at two conclusions; one being that he didn’t like her, and the other that she didn’t like him. How correct she was in the first instance may be judged from some remarks which were exchanged when — after the old fashion — she had left them alone together to enjoy a cigarette over their cups of coffee, the truth being that she felt she must be relieved from the burden of their society for, at anyrate, some minutes.

Mr Stacey commenced by looking at his companion as if he were half-doubtful, half-amused.

“Gilbert, you don’t seem disposed to be talkative.”

The reply was curt and to the point.

“I’m not.”

“Nor, if you will forgive my saying so, do you seem inclined to make yourself peculiarly agreeable to our hostess.”

Mr Gilbert surveyed the ash which was on the tip of his cigar. His words were pregnant with meaning.

“Stacey, I can’t stand women.”

With Mr Stacey amusement was getting the upper hand.

“Does that apply to women in general or to this one in particular?”

“Yes to both your questions. I don’t wish to be rude to your ward or to my hostess, but the girl’s a fool.”

“Gilbert!”

“So she is, like the other representatives of her sex. She’s another illustration of the eternal truth that a woman can’t walk alone; she can’t. In consequence she’s got herself into the infernal muddle she has done. The first male who, so to speak, got within reach of her, took her by the scruff of the neck, and made her keep step with him. He happened to be a scamp, so there’s all this to do. It constantly is like that. Most women are like mirrors — mere surfaces on which to reflect their owners; and when their owners take it into their heads to smash the mirrors, why, they’re smashed. When I think of what an ass this young woman has made of herself and others, merely because she’s a woman, and therefore couldn’t help it, something sticks in my throat. I can’t be civil to her; it’s no use trying. I want to get in touch with something vertebrate: I can’t stand molluscs.”

Under the circumstances it was not strange that matters in the drawing-room were no more lively than they had been at dinner. So Miss Arnott excused herself at what she considered to be the earliest possible moment and went to bed.

At least she went as far as her bedroom. She found Evans awaiting her. A bed was made up close to her own, all arrangements were arranged to keep watch and ward over her through the night.

“Evans,” she announced, “I’ve come to bed.”

“Have you, miss? It’s early — that is, for you.”

“If you’d spent the sort of evening I have you’d have come early to bed. Evans, I want to tell you something.”

“Yes, miss; what might it be?”

“Don’t you ever take it for granted that, because a man’s clever at one thing, he’s clever, or the least bit of good, at anything else.”

“I’m afraid, miss, that I don’t understand.”

“Then I’ll make you understand, before I’ve done with you; you’re not stupid. I feel that before I even try to close my eyes I must talk to some rational being, so I’ll talk to you.”

“Thank you, miss.”

“There’s a Mr Gilbert downstairs.”

“Yes, miss, I’ve heard of him.”

“He’s supposed to be a famous criminal lawyer; perhaps you’ve heard that too. I’m told that he’s the cleverest living, and, I daresay, he’s smart enough in his own line. But out of it — such clumsiness, such stupidity, such conceit, such manners — oh, Evans! I once heard a specialist compared to a dog which is kept chained to its kennel; within the limits of its chain that dog has an amazing knowledge of the world. I suppose Mr Gilbert is a specialist. He knows everything within the limits of his chain. But, though he mayn’t be aware of it — and he isn’t — his chain is there! And now, Evans, having told you what I wished to tell you, I’m going to bed.”

But Miss Arnott did not go to bed just then. She seemed unusually wide awake. It was obvious that, if any sound data were to be obtained on the subject of her alleged somnambulistic habits, it was necessary, first of all, that she should go to sleep; but it would not be much good her getting into bed if she felt indisposed for slumber.

“The only thing, Evans, of which I’m afraid is that, if we’re not careful, you’ll fall asleep first, and that then, so soon as you’re asleep, I shall start off walking through the woods. It’ll make both of us look so silly if I do.”

“No fear of that, miss. I can keep awake as long as anyone, and when I am asleep the fall of a feather is enough to wake me.”

“The fall of a feather? Evans! I don’t believe you could hear a feather falling, even if you were wide awake.”

“Well, miss, you know what I mean. I mean that I’m a light sleeper. I shall lock the doors when we’re both of us in bed, and I shall put the keys underneath my pillow. No one will take those keys from under my pillow without my knowing it, I promise you that, no matter how light-fingered they may be.”

“I see. I’m to be a prisoner. It doesn’t sound quite nice; but I suppose I’ll have to put up with it. If you were to catch me walking in my sleep how dreadful it would be.”

“I sha’n’t do it. I don’t believe you ever have walked in your sleep, and I don’t believe you ever will.”

Later it was arranged that the young lady should undress, take a book with her to bed, and try to read herself to sleep. Then it became a question of the book.

“I know the very book that would be bound to send me to sleep in a couple of ticks, even in the middle of the day. I’ve tested its soporific powers already. Three times I’ve tried to get through the first chapter, and each time I’ve been asleep before I reached the end. It is a book! I bought it a week or two ago. I don’t know why. I wasn’t in want of a sleeping powder then. Where did I put it? Oh, I remember; I lent it to Mrs Plummer. She seemed to want something to doze over, so I suggested that would be just the thing. Evans, do you think Mrs Plummer is asleep yet?”

“I don’t know, miss. I believe she’s pretty late. I’ll go and see.”

“No, I’ll go and see. Then I can explain to her what it is I want, and just what I want it for. You stay here; I sha’n’t be a minute.”

Miss Arnott went up to Mrs Plummer’s bedroom. It was called the tower-room. On one side of the house — which was an architectural freak — was an eight-sided tower. Although built into the main building it rose high above it. Near the top was a clock with three faces. On the roof was a flagstaff which served to inform the neighbourhood if the family was or was not at home.

Miss Arnott was wont to declare that the tower-rooms were the pleasantest in the house. In proof of it the one which she had selected to be her own special apartment lay immediately under that in which Mrs Plummer slept. It had two separate approaches. The corridor in which was Miss Arnott’s sleeping-chamber had, at one end — the one farthest from her — a short flight of stairs which ascended to a landing on to which opened one of Mrs Plummer’s bedroom doors. On the opposite side of the room was another door which gave access to what was, to all intents and purposes, a service staircase. Miss Arnott, passing along the corridor and up the eight or nine steps, rapped at the panel once, twice, and then again. As still no one answered she tried the handle, thinking that if it was locked the probabilities were that Mrs Plummer was in bed and fast asleep. But, instead of being locked, it opened readily at her touch. The fact that the electric lights were all on seemed to suggest that, at anyrate, the lady was not asleep in bed.

“Mrs Plummer!” she exclaimed, standing in the partly opened doorway.

No reply. Opening the door wider she entered the room. It was empty. But there was that about the appearance of the chamber which conveyed the impression that quite recently, within the last two or three minutes, it had had an occupant. Clothes were thrown down anywhere, as if their wearer had doffed them in a hurry. Miss Arnott, who had had a notion that Mrs Plummer was the soul of neatness, was surprised and even tickled by the evidence of untidiness which met her on every hand. Not only were articles of wearing apparel scattered everywhere, but the whole apartment was in a state of odd disarray; at one part the carpet was turned quite back. As she looked about her, Miss Arnott smiled.

“What can Mrs Plummer have been doing? She appears to have been preparing for a flitting. And where can she be? She seems to have undressed. Those are her clothes, and there’s the dress she wore at dinner. She can’t be in such a state of déshabille as those things seem to suggest; and yet — I don’t think I’ll wait till she comes back. I wonder if she’s left that book lying about. If I can find it I’ll sneak off at once, and tell her all about it in the morning.”

On a table in the centre was piled up a heterogeneous and disorderly collection of odds and ends. Miss Arnott glanced at it to see if among the miscellanea was the volume she was seeking. She saw that a book which looked like it was lying underneath what seemed to be a number of old letters. She picked it up, removing the letters to enable her to do so. One or two of the papers fell on to the floor. She stooped to pick them up. The first was a photograph. Her eyes lighted on it, half unwittingly; but, having lighted on it, they stayed.

The room seemed all at once to be turning round her. She was conscious of a sense of vertigo, as if suddenly something had happened to her brain. For some seconds she was obsessed by a conviction that she was the victim of an optical delusion, that what she supposed herself to see was, in reality, a phantom of her imagination. How long this condition continued she never knew. But it was only after a perceptible interval of time that she began to comprehend that she deluded herself by supposing herself to be under a delusion, that what she had only imagined she saw, she actually did see. It was the sudden shock which had caused that feeling of curious confusion. The thing was plain enough.

She was holding in her hand the photograph of her husband — Robert Champion. The more she looked at it the stronger the conviction became. There was not a doubt of it. The portrait had probably been taken some years ago, when the man was younger; but that it was her husband she was certain. She was hardly likely to make a mistake on a point of that kind. But, in the name of all that was inexplicable, what was Robert Champion’s photograph doing here?

She glanced at another of the articles she had dropped. It was another portrait of the same man, apparently taken a little later. There was a third — a smaller one. In it he wore a yachting cap. Although he was no yachting man — so far as she knew he had never been on the sea in his life; but it was within her knowledge that it was a fashion in headgear for which he had had, as she deemed, a most undesirable predilection. He had worn one when he had taken her for their honeymoon to Margate; anyone looking less like a seaman than he did in it, she thought she had never seen. In a fourth photograph Robert Champion was sitting in a chair with his arm round Mrs Plummer’s waist; she standing at his side with her hand upon his shoulder. She was obviously many years older than the man in the chair; but she could not have looked more pleased, either with herself or with him.

What did it mean? — what could it mean? — those photographs in Mrs Plummer’s room?

Returning to the first at which she had glanced, the girl saw that the name was scrawled across the right-hand bottom corner, which had hitherto been hidden by her thumb, in a hand which set her heart palpitating with a sense of startled recognition. “Douglas Plummer.” The name was unmistakable in its big, bombastic letters; but what did he mean by scrawling “Douglas Plummer” at the bottom of his own photograph? She suddenly remembered having seen a visiting card of Mrs Plummer’s on which her name had been inscribed “Mrs Douglas Plummer.” What did it mean?

On the back of the photograph in which the man and the woman had been taken together she found that there was written — she knew the writing to be Mrs Plummer’s— “Taken on our honeymoon.”

When she saw that Miss Arnott rose to her feet — for the first time since she had stooped to pick up the odds and ends which she had dropped — and laughed. It was so very funny. Again she closely examined the pair in the picture and the sentence on the back. There could be no doubt as to their identity; none as to what the sentence said, nor as to the hand by which it had been penned. But on whose honeymoon had it been taken? What did it mean?

There came to her a feeling that this was a matter in which inquiries should be made at once. She had forgotten altogether the errand which had brought her there; she was overlooking everything in the strength of her desire to learn, in the shortest possible space of time, what was the inner meaning of these photographs which she was holding in her hand. She saw the letters which she had disturbed to get at the book beneath. In the light of the new discoveries she had made, even at that distance she recognised the caligraphy in which they were written. She snatched them up; they were in a bundle, tied round with a piece of pink baby ribbon. To use a sufficiently-expressive figure of speech, the opening line of the first “hit her in the face,”— “My darling Agatha.”

Agatha? That was Mrs Plummer’s Christian name.

She thrust at a letter in the centre. It began— “My precious wife.”

His precious wife? Whose wife? Douglas Plummer’s? — Robert Champion’s? — Whose? What did it mean?

As she assailed herself with the question — for at least the dozenth time — to which she seemed unlikely to find an answer, a fresh impulse caused her to look again about the room — to be immediately struck by something which had previously escaped her observation. Surely the bed had been slept in. It was rumpled; the pillow had been lain on; the bedclothes were turned back, as if someone had slipped from between the sheets and left them so. What did that mean?

While the old inquiry was assuming this fresh shape, and all sorts of fantastic doubts seemed to have had sudden birth and to be pressing on her from every side, the door on the other side of the room was opened, and Mrs Plummer entered.


CHAPTER XXXVI

OUT OF SLEEP

Miss Arnott was so astounded at the appearance which Mrs Plummer presented that, in her bewilderment, she was tongue-tied. What, in the absence of tonsorial additions — which the girl had already noted were set out in somewhat gruesome fashion on the dressing-table — were shown to be her scanty locks, straggled loose about her neck. The garment in which her whole person was enveloped was one which Miss Arnott had never seen before, and, woman-like, she had a very shrewd knowledge of the contents of her companion’s wardrobe. More than anything else it resembled an unusually voluminous bath-sheet, seeming to have been made of what had originally been white Turkish towelling. The whiteness, however, had long since disappeared. It was not only in an indescribable state of filth, but also of rags and tatters. How any of it continued to hang together was a mystery; there was certainly not a square foot of it without a rent. On her feet she wore what seemed to be the remnants of a pair of bedroom slippers. So far as Miss Arnott was able to discern the only other garment she had on was her nightdress. In this attire she appeared to have been in some singular places. She was all dusty and torn; attached to her here and there were scraps of greenery: here a frond of bracken, there the needle of a pine.

“Mrs Plummer,” cried Miss Arnott, when she had in part realised the extraordinary spectacle which her companion offered, “wherever have you been?”

But Mrs Plummer did not answer, at first to the girl’s increased amazement; then it all burst on her in a flash — Mrs Plummer was asleep! It seemed incredible; yet it was so. Her eyes were wide open; yet it only needed a second or two to make it clear to Miss Arnott that they did not see her. They appeared to have the faculty of only seeing those objects which were presented to their owner’s inner vision. Miss Arnott was not present at the moment in Mrs Plummer’s thoughts, therefore she remained invisible to her staring eyes. It was with a curious feeling of having come into unlooked-for contact with something uncanny that the girl perceived this was so. Motionless, fascinated, hardly breathing, she waited and watched for what the other was about to do.

Mrs Plummer closed the door behind her carefully — with an odd carefulness. Coming a few steps into the room she stopped. Looking about her with what the girl felt was almost an agony of eagerness, it seemed strange that she should not see her; her eyes travelled over her more than once. Then she drew a long breath like a sigh. Raising both hands to her forehead she brushed back the thin wisps of her faded hair. It was with a feeling which was half-shame, half-awe that the girl heard her break into speech. It was as though she were intruding herself into the other’s very soul, and as if the woman was speaking with a voice out of the grave.

Indeed, there was an eerie quality about the actual utterance — a lifelessness, a monotony, an absence of light and shade. She spoke as she might fancy an automaton would speak — all on the same note. The words came fluently enough, the sentences seemed disconnected.

“I couldn’t find it. I can’t think where I put it. It’s so strange. I just dropped it like that.” Mrs Plummer made a sudden forward movement with her extended right hand, then went through the motion of dropping something from it on to the floor. With sensations which in their instant, increasing horror altogether transcended anything which had gone before, the girl began to understand. “I can’t quite remember. I don’t think I picked it up again. I feel sure I didn’t bring it home. I should have found it if I had. I have looked everywhere — everywhere.” The sightless eyes looked here and there, anxiously, restlessly, searchingly, so that the girl began to read the riddle of the disordered room. “I must find it. I shall never rest until I do — never! I must know where it is! The knife! the knife!”

As the unconscious woman repeated for the second time the last two words, a sudden inspiration flashed through the listener’s brain; it possessed her with such violence that, for some seconds, it set her trembling from head to foot. When the first shock its advent had occasioned had passed away, the tremblement was followed by a calm which was perhaps its natural sequence.

Without waiting to hear or see more she passed out of the room with rapid, even steps along the corridor to her own chamber. There she was greeted by Evans.

“You’ve been a long time, miss. I suppose Mrs Plummer couldn’t find the book you wanted.” Then she was evidently struck by the peculiarity of the girl’s manner. “What has happened? I hope there’s nothing else that’s wrong. Miss Arnott, what are you doing there?”

The girl was unlocking the wardrobe drawer in which she had that afternoon replaced Hugh Morice’s knife. She took the weapon out.

“Evans, come with me! I’ll show you who killed that man in Cooper’s Spinney! Be quick!”

She took the lady’s-maid by the wrist and half-led, half-dragged her from the room. Evans looked at her with frightened face, plainly in doubt as to whether her young mistress had not all at once gone mad. But she offered no resistance. On the landing outside the door they encountered Mr Stacey and Mr Gilbert, who were apparently just coming up to bed. Miss Arnott hailed them.

“Mr Stacey! Mr Gilbert! you wish to know who it was who murdered Robert Champion? Come with me quickly. You shall see!”

They stared at the knife which was in her hand, at the strange expression which was on her face. She did not wait for them to speak. She moved swiftly towards the staircase which led to the tower-room. She loosed her attendant’s wrist. But Evans showed no desire to take advantage of her freedom, she pressed closely on her mistress’s heels. Mr Gilbert, rapid in decision, went after the two women without even a moment’s hesitation. Mr Stacey, of slower habit, paused a moment before he moved, then, obviously puzzled, he followed the others.

When the girl returned Mrs Plummer was bending over a drawer, tossing its contents in seemingly haphazard fashion on to the carpet.

“I must find it! I must find it!” she kept repeating to herself.

Miss Arnott called to her, not loudly but clearly, — 

“Mrs Plummer!” But Mrs Plummer paid no heed. She continued to mutter and to turn out the contents of the drawer. The girl moved to her across the floor, speaking to her again by name. “Mrs Plummer, what is it you are looking for? Is it this knife?”

Plainly the somnambulist was vaguely conscious that a voice had spoken. Ceasing to rifle the drawer she remained motionless, holding her head a little on one side, as if she listened. Then she spoke again; but whether in answer to the question which had been put to her or to herself, was not clear.

“The knife! I want to find the knife.”

“What knife is it you are looking for? Is it the knife with which you killed your husband in the wood?”

The woman shuddered. It seemed as if something had reached her consciousness. She said, as if echoing the other’s words, — 

“My husband in the wood.”

The girl became aware that Day, the butler, had entered through the door on the other side, wearing his hat, as if he had just come out of the open air, and that he was accompanied by Granger in his uniform, and by a man whom she did not recognise, but who, as a matter of fact, was Nunn, the detective. She knew that, behind her, was Evans with Mr Stacey and Mr Gilbert. She understood that, for her purpose, the audience could scarcely have been better chosen.

She raised her voice a little, laying stress upon her words.

“Mrs Plummer, here is the knife for which you are looking.”

With one hand she held out to her the handle of the knife, with the other she touched her on the shoulder. There could be no mistake this time as to whether or not the girl had penetrated to the sleep-walker’s consciousness. They could all of them see that a shiver went all over her, almost as if she had been struck by palsy. She staggered a little backwards, putting out her arms in front of her as if to ward off some threatening danger. There came another fit of shivering, and then they knew she was awake — awake but speechless. She stared at the girl in front of her as if she were some dreadful ghost. Relentless, still set upon her purpose, Miss Arnott went nearer to her.

“Mrs Plummer, here is the knife for which you have been looking — the knife with which you killed your husband — Douglas Plummer — in the wood.”

The woman stared at the knife, then at the girl, then about her. She saw the witnesses who stood in either doorway. Probably comprehension came to her bewildered intellect, which was not yet wide awake. She realised that her secret was no longer her own, since she had been her own betrayer, that the Philistines were upon her. She snatched at the knife which the girl still held out, and, before they guessed at her intention, had buried it almost to the hilt in her own breast.


CHAPTER XXXVII

WHAT WAS WRITTEN

She expired that same night without having uttered an intelligible word. In a sense her end could hardly have been called an unfortunate one. It is certain that, had she lived, she would have had a bad time, even if she had escaped the gallows. She had left behind her the whole story, set forth in black and white by her own hand. It was a sufficiently unhappy one. It is not impossible that, having heard it, a jury would have recommended her to mercy. In which case the capital sentence would probably have been commuted to one of penal servitude for life. It is a moot question whether it is not better to hang outright rather than endure a living death within the four walls of a gaol.

The story of her life as recounted by herself — and there is no reason to doubt the substantial accuracy of her narrative — was this.

Agatha Linfield, a spinster past her first prime, possessed of some means of her own, met at a Brighton boarding-house a young man who called himself Douglas Plummer. Possibly believing her to be better off than she was he paid her attentions from the first moment of their meeting. Within a month he had married her. In much less than another month she had discovered what kind of a man she had for a husband. He inflicted on her all sorts of indignities, subjecting her even to physical violence, plundering her of all the money he could. When he had brought her to the verge of beggary he fell into the hands of the police; as he was destined to do again at a later period in his career. Hardly had he been sentenced to a term of imprisonment than his wife became the recipient of another small legacy, on the strength of which she went abroad, and, by its means, managed to live. Her own desire was never to see or hear of her husband again. She even went so far as to inform her relatives that he had died and left her a sorrowing widow. He, probably having wearied of a woman so much older than himself and knowing nothing of the improvement in her fortunes, seems to have made no effort on his release to ascertain her whereabouts. In short, for some years each vanished out of the other’s existence.

On the night of the Saturday on which they returned from abroad, when Miss Arnott went for her woodland stroll, Mrs Plummer, whose curiosity had been previously aroused as to the true inwardness of her proceedings, after an interval followed to see what possible inducement there could be to cause her, after a long and fatiguing journey, to immediately wander abroad at such an uncanonical hour. She was severely punished for her inquisitiveness. Exactly what took place her diary did not make clear; details were omitted, the one prominent happening was alone narrated in what, under the circumstances, were not unnaturally vague and somewhat confused terms. She came upon the man who was known to Miss Arnott as Robert Champion, and to her as Douglas Plummer, all in a moment, without having had, the second before, the faintest suspicion that he was within a hundred miles. She had hoped — had tried to convince herself — that he was dead. The sight of him, as, without the least warning he rose at her — like some spectre of a nightmare — from under the beech tree, seems to have bereft her for a moment of her senses. He must have been still writhing from the agony inflicted by Jim Baker’s “peppering” so that he himself was scarcely sane. He had in his hand Hugh Morice’s knife, which he had picked up, almost by inadvertence, as he staggered to his feet at the sound of someone coming. It may be that he supposed the newcomer to have been the person who had already shot at him, that his intention was to defend himself with the accidentally-discovered weapon from further violence. She only saw the knife. She had set down in her diary that he was waiting there to kill her; which, on the face of it, had been written with an imperfect knowledge of the facts. As he lurched towards her — probably as much taken by surprise as she was — she imagined he meant to strike her with the knife. Scarcely knowing what she did she snatched it from him and killed him on the spot.

It was at that moment she was seen by Hugh Morice and Jim Baker, both of whom took her for Miss Arnott. Instantly realising what it was that she had done she fled panic-stricken into the woods with — presently — Hugh Morice dashing wildly after her. Miss Arnott saw Hugh Morice, and him only, and drew her own erroneous conclusions.

Mrs Plummer gained entrance to the house by climbing through a tall casement window, which chanced to have been left unfastened, and which opened into a passage near the foot of the service staircase. Afterwards, fast asleep, she frequently got in and out of the house through that same window. Unknown to her the discreet Mr Day saw her entry. She had still very far from regained full control of her sober senses. So soon as she was in, seized, apparently, by a sudden recollection, she exclaimed, turning again to the casement, “The knife! the knife! I’ve left the knife!”

Mr Day, who had no particular affection for the lady, heard the words, saw the condition she was in, and decided, there and then, that she had recently been involved in some extremely singular business. Until, shortly afterwards, he admitted her himself, he was inclined to fear that she had killed his young mistress.

The impression Mrs Plummer had made upon his mind never left him. Spying on her at moments when she little suspected espionage, his doubts gained force as time went on, until they amounted to conviction. When the body was found in the spinney, although he had little evidence to go upon, he had, personally, no doubt as to who was the guilty party. It was because he was divided between the knowledge that it was his duty to tell all he knew and his feelings that it would be derogatory to his dignity and repellent to his most cherished instincts to be mixed up with anything which had to do with the police, that he was desirous of quitting Miss Arnott’s service ere he was dragged, willy-nilly, into an uncomfortably prominent position in a most unpleasant affair.

Nothing which afterwards transpired caused him at any time, to doubt, that, whenever he chose, he could lay his hand upon the criminal. He alone, of all the persons in the drama, had an inkling of the truth.


CHAPTER XXXVIII

MISS ARNOTT’S MARRIAGE

The charge against Jim Baker was withdrawn at the earliest possible moment. Hugh Morice was released that night from the confinement which he had himself invited. When Mr Nunn asked what had made him accuse himself of a crime of which he was altogether innocent he laughed.

“Since you yourself were about to charge one innocent person, you should be the last person in the world to object to my charging another.”

The next day he went to Exham Park. There he saw its mistress. By degrees the whole tale was told. It took a long time in the telling. Part of it was told in the house, and then, as it still seemed unfinished, he went out with her upon her motor car. The rest of it was told upon the way.

“It seems,” she pointed out, “that, as the wretch married that poor woman before he ever saw me, I never was his wife at all. I don’t know if it’s better that way or worse.”

“Better.”

“I’m not so sure.”

“I am. Because, when you become my wife—”

She put the car on to the fourth speed. There was a long, straight, level road and not a soul in sight. They moved!

“You’ll get into trouble if you don’t look out.”

“I’m not afraid.”

“I was about to remark that when you become my wife—”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk to me when we’re going at this rate. You know it’s dangerous.”

“Get down on to the first speed at once.” She did slow a trifle, which enabled him to speak without unduly imperilling their safety. “I was saying that when you become my wife I shall marry you as Miss Arnott — Violet Arnott, spinster. That will be your precise description. I prefer it that way, if you don’t mind.”

Whether she minded or not that was what he did. No one thereabouts had the dimmest notion what was her actual relation to the man who had met the fate which, after all, was not wholly undeserved. So that the great and glorious festival, which will not be forgotten in that countryside for many a day, is always spoken of by everyone who partook of the bride and bridegroom’s splendid hospitality as “Miss Arnott’s marriage.”

It was indeed one of those marriages of which we may assuredly affirm, that those whom God hath joined no man shall put asunder.

THE END


A DUEL
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BOOK I. WIFE


CHAPTER I. THE END OF THE HONEYMOON

Isabel waited till the rat-tat was repeated a second time, then she went down to the front door. Since Mrs. Macconichie and her husband were both out, and she had the house to herself, there was nothing else for her to do, unless she wished the postman to depart with the letters. As it was, when she appeared at the door, he grumbled at being delayed.

“These Scotchmen are all boors,” she told herself, in her bitterness.

She looked at the letter which had been thrust into her hand. It was addressed to “Mr. G. Lamb”. The sight of it reopened the fountains of her scorn.

“They might at least have put G. Lamb, Esq. G. Lamb! What a fool I’ve been!”

Further consideration of the envelope led her to the conclusion that it was the letter they had both been waiting for — the answer to her husband’s plea for help. She pressed it between her fingers to learn, if possible by the sense of touch, what the envelope contained.

“I believe there’s only a letter — no cheque, nor anything. If there isn’t, then we are done.”

She hesitated a moment, then tore it open. It contained merely a sheet of common writing-paper, on the front page of which was this brief note: — 

 

“Dear Gregory,

“I like the idea of your asking me to help you. You’ve had all the help you’ll ever have from me. The shop won’t bear it; business is getting worse. If it weren’t, you’d get no more money out of me.

“You’d better get your wife to keep you.

“Susan Lamb.”

 

Susan Lamb! That was his mother, the mother of the man she had married. So the truth was out at last. His mother kept a shop; he had been sponging on her for the money he had scattered broadcast. There was neither address nor date upon the letter, but the postmark on the envelope was Islington. Islington! His mother was a small shopkeeper in that haunt of the needy clerk! And she had believed him when he had posed before her as a “swell” — an aristocrat; when he had talked about his “coin” and his “gees”. He had jockeyed her into supposing that money was a matter of complete indifference to him; that, as she boasted to her friends and rivals, “he rolled in it”. So successfully had he hoodwinked her that she married him within a month of their first meeting — she, Belle Burney, the queen of song and dance! Had thrown up all her engagements to do it, too; and she was beginning to get some engagements which were not to be despised.

At the commencement he had done things in style: had taken her up to Edinburgh, leisurely, in a motor. She had imagined that the motor was his own. At Edinburgh it vanished; he told her to receive some trifling repairs. But she, having already discovered he was a liar, suspected him of having sold it. Later she learned that the machine had only been hired for a fortnight.

Already, at Edinburgh, money began to run short. He did his best to conceal from her the state of the case, but the thing was so obvious that his attempts at concealment were vain. He had lied bravely, protesting that, in some inexplicable way, his remittances had gone wrong; that in the course of a post or two he would be in possession of an indefinitely large sum of money. The posts came and went, but they brought no money. So they drifted hither and thither, each time to humbler quarters. Now, within six weeks of marriage, they were stranded at a remote spot in Forfarshire, within a drive of Carnoustie. Isabel had reason to suspect that, at the time of their marriage, her husband had less than two hundred pounds in the world. He had squandered more than that already; the motor had made a hole in it. The pawnbroker had come to the rescue when the coin was gone. They were penniless; owed for a week’s food and lodging; their landlady was already showing signs of anxiety. Now the much-talked-of and long-expected letter had arrived which was to bring the munificent remittance.

It turned out to be half-a-dozen lines from his shopkeeping mother, who declined to advance him a single stiver!

When the young wife realised, or thought she realised, all that the curt epistle meant, she told herself that now indeed the worst had come. She had just had another bitter scene with her husband; had, in fact, driven him out into the night before the tempest of her scorn and opprobrium. The landlady had departed on an errand of her own. Isabel told herself that now, if ever, an opportunity presented itself to cut herself free from the bonds in which she had foolishly allowed herself to be entwined. She went upstairs, put on her hat and jacket, crammed a few of her scanty possessions into a leather handbag, and then — and only then — paused to think.

It was nearly nine o’clock, late for that part of the world. The nearest railway station was at Carnoustie, more than seven miles away. She knew that there was an early train which would take her to Dundee, and thence to London; but, supposing she caught it, how about the fare? The fare to London was nearly two pounds; she had not a shilling. She did not doubt that, once in London, she could live, as she always had lived; but she had to get there first, across five hundred miles of intervening country.

She arrived at a sudden resolution, one, however, which had probably been at the back of her mind from the first. Yesterday, going suddenly into the landlady’s own sitting-room, she had taken the old lady unawares. Mrs. Macconichie had what Isabel felt sure were coins — gold coins — in one hand, and in the other the lid of a tobacco jar which stood in a corner of the china cupboard. Although seeming to notice nothing, Mrs. Lamb, struck by the old lady’s state of fluster, leaped to the conclusion that that tobacco jar was her cash-box. Now, bag in hand, she came downstairs to learn if her surmise had been correct.

Although she was aware that the sitting-room was empty, she was conscious of an odd disinclination to enter, dallying for some seconds with the handle in her hand. Once in, she lost no time in ascertaining what she wished to learn, meeting, however, with an unlooked-for obstacle. The china cupboard was locked; no doubt Mrs. Macconichie had the key in her pocket. She took out her own keys; not one of them was any use. She could see the tobacco jar on the other side of the glass door. She did not hesitate long; moments were precious. Taking a metal paper-weight off the mantelshelf she smashed the pane, breaking it right away to enable her to gain free access to the jar. She removed the lid. The jar was full of odds and ends; she did not examine them closely enough to gather what they were. At the bottom, under everything else, was a canvas bag. She took it out. It was tied round the neck with pink tape. It undoubtedly contained coins; perhaps twenty or thirty. Should she open it, and borrow two or three? or should she take it as it was?

The answer was acted, not spoken. Slipping the bag between the buttons of her bodice, she passed from the room and from the house. So soon as she was in the open air she thought she heard the sound of approaching footsteps; as if involuntarily she shrank back into the doorway, listening. She had been mistaken; there was not a sound. She came out into the street again, drawing a long breath. She looked to the right and left; not a creature was in sight. She set off in the direction of Carnoustie.

Her knowledge of the surrounding country was of the vaguest kind. She had not gone far before it began to dawn on her that this was a foolhardy venture in which she was engaged. It was a habit of hers to act first and think afterwards, or she would never have become Mrs. Gregory Lamb. Hard-headed enough when she chose to give her wits fair play, she was, at that period of her career, too much inclined to become a creature of impulse. The impulses to which she was prone to yield were only too apt to be wrong ones. For instance, she had not long left Mrs. Macconichie’s before she perceived clearly enough that the chances were possibly a hundred to one against her reaching Carnoustie in the darkness on foot. Houses were few and far between; the road was a lonely one; it was quite on the cards that she might not meet a soul from whom to make inquiries. If she had given the thing any thought at all, she would have perceived from the first how slight her chances were, in which case, since it was no use jumping out of the frying-pan into the fire, she would certainly have postponed her departure. Now it was too late to return. The pane of glass in the china cupboard was broken; the canvas bag was inside her bodice. With the best will in the world she might find it difficult to conceal what had happened, not to speak of the possibility of Mrs. Macconichie’s having already discovered her loss. So she pressed on.

Indeed, shortly she could not have gone back if she had wished. She had not started half an hour before she was forced to admit that she had lost her bearings utterly; that she had not the faintest notion in which direction Carnoustie lay, nor whereabouts she was. She was on a black road; that was all she knew. A rough, uneven road, which apparently straggled over open moorland. She could make out trees here and there, but the road itself seemed to have no boundaries. So far as she could make out, there was nothing on either side in the shape of a hedge or landmark.

Soon she was not at all sure that she was not off the road; that she was not roaming, blindly, over the open country. It seemed impossible that any road could be so uneven. She kept stumbling over unseen obstacles. Once she caught herself descending what seemed to be the steep sides of some sort of pit. With a sense of shock she drew back in time. She listened; she seemed to hear the sound of running waters. Could she be standing on the bank of some stream or river, into which, in another second, she might have descended? Anxious, even a little alarmed, turning right about face, she moved forward in what she supposed was the opposite direction. She seemed to be stumbling over a succession of hillocks. This could not be the road; she must have gone entirely astray. If she did not take care she would be running into some serious danger.

All at once her foot caught in some trailing root or plant; she went headforemost to the ground. Fortunately, she came down lightly enough. The fall was of little consequence, but when she tried to regain her perpendicular she learned, to her dismay, that her ankle refused to support her. Willy-nilly, she had to remain squatted where she had fallen.

“I seem to be in for a real good thing,” she groaned. “Am I to stay here all night? I shall be frozen to the bone before the morning, to say nothing of waiting like a rat in a trap for Mrs. Macconichie to catch me.”

She had to wait there for probably more than an hour, not exactly on the same spot. She managed, at intervals, to half hobble, half crawl across, perhaps another couple of hundred yards of ground. But the labour was thrown away. At that rate she would not have covered a mile before daybreak. Yielding to necessity, still clutching her bag, crouching on the turf, she watched for the light to come. She felt no need for sleep; she was only consumed by a great impatience, in that all things seemed to be against her.

The skies were clouded like her fate. Nowhere was there a glimmer of a star. A cool breeze was coming from what she judged to be the sea. It made itself more and more felt as the time stole on. By degrees it began to bring a mist with it. As she had foreseen, she became chilled to the marrow of her bones.

“If this goes on I shall freeze to death.”

The idea recurred to her like a sort of formula. She kept telling herself again and again that that night would be the end of her.

When her vitality seemed at its lowest point the stillness of the night was broken by a sound — the sound of wheels.


CHAPTER II. AN OFFER OF MARRIAGE

She raised her head to listen, thinking that her senses must be playing her a trick. No; it certainly was the sound of wheels, coming nearer and nearer. Some one was driving fast through the darkness, so fast that in what seemed to her to be less than a minute the driver was close upon her. Apparently nearly in front of her, although she could not see it, was a road along which the vehicle was approaching. It carried no lights; nothing broke the shadows; but, if her ears could be trusted, within a stone’s-throw of where she was some wheeled conveyance was hurrying past. She stood upon her one sound foot and shouted: — 

“Hallo! — hallo-o! — hallo-o-o!” again and again.

Her first shouts went unheeded. Possessed by a wild fear that she might remain unnoticed, raising her voice to a desperate yell, she started to scream herself hoarse.

This time her tones travelled. Suddenly the vehicle ceased to move. An answering shout came back to her: — 

“Who’s there? What’s the matter with you?”

The accent was broad Scotch. Had it been the purest Cockney it could not have seemed more welcome. She replied to the inquiry: — 

“I’ve sprained my ankle so that I can hardly move”.

This time in the other voice there was an unmistakable suggestion of surprise.

“Is it a woman?”

“Yes.”

Her tone was fainter.

“And what might you be doing here at this hour of the morning?”

“I’m going to Carnoustie.”

“Carnoustie! You’re going to Carnoustie! — along this road? You’re joking! Can you get as far as this, so that I can have a look at you?”

“I’ll try.”

She did try. It was a distance of barely a hundred yards, but traversing it was a work of time. When the space was covered it was only by clutching at the wheel of the trap that she saved herself from subsiding in a heap upon the ground. In an instant the driver was off his seat, and with his arm about her.

“Is it so bad as that?”

“It is pretty bad,” she stammered.

“For the Lord’s sake, don’t faint! We’ve no time to waste upon such trifles.”

“I’m not going to faint.” At any rate the tone was faint enough. Suddenly she seemed to pull herself together, as if stirred by a spirit of resentment. “I never have fainted in my life — I’m not going to begin to do it now.”

He laughed — that is, the little husky sound he made might have been intended for a laugh.

“If you’ll keep quite still I’ll lift you up into the trap somehow, though, by the feel of you, you’re as big as I am, and, maybe, heavier. The mare won’t move. She’s one of the few female things I ever met that wasn’t troubled with the fidgets.”

As he put it, “somehow” he did get her up into the trap, then climbed on to the seat beside her. Presently they were bowling along together. For some seconds neither spoke. She was endeavouring to accustom herself to her new position. He, possibly — as his questions immediately showed — was wondering who it was that he had chanced upon.

“You’re English?”

“I am.”

“Staying in these parts?”

“I’m on a walking tour.”

“A walking tour at one o’clock in the morning!”

“It wasn’t one o’clock when I started. I’ve been where you found me for hours and hours.”

“Where were you making for?”

“I’ve told you, I was going to Carnoustie.”

“Going from Carnoustie, you mean. You’ll never be finding it in this part of the country.”

“I daresay. Since it became dark I’ve been hobbling round about just anywhere. I don’t know where I am; I’ve lost myself completely.” He was silent, as if he found something in her words which made him think. Then she took up the rôle of questioner: “Where are you going?”

“To a man that’s dying.”

“Are you a doctor?”

“It’s my trade.”

“Then you’ll be able to look at my ankle. I hope it’s nothing serious, but it seems to be getting worse instead of better.”

“I’ll look at your ankle, never fear. I’ll find you an easier patient than the one I’m bound for.”

Little more was said on either side. The doctor seemed to be by nature a taciturn man, or perhaps he was too preoccupied for speech. Isabel was feeling too miserable to talk. She was cold and wet; her ankle was occasioning her no little pain. She could hardly have been less inclined for conversation, and she, also, had at times a gift of silence. During the twenty or thirty minutes the drive continued probably not half-a-dozen words were exchanged.

At last the doctor brought his mare to a standstill.

“I suppose you couldn’t get down and open a gate? There’s one right in front of us. I can see it’s closed.”

His eyes must have had the cat’s quality of being able to penetrate the darkness; she could see nothing.

“I might be able to get down — if I had to tumble, but I doubt if I’d ever be able to get up again.”

He grunted as if in disapprobation.

“Can you hold the reins while I get down?”

“I daresay I could do that.”

He passed her the reins and descended. She heard a gate swing back upon its hinges. He reappeared at the horse’s head.

“I’d better lead her through and up to the house; it’s as black as the devil’s painted under the trees. I ought to have brought my lamps, but I came away in such a hurry. When some folks are dying they will not wait.”

They passed through a darkness which was so intense that she could not see the horse which was drawing her on. The avenue seemed a long one. It was some minutes before, drawing clear of the overhanging foliage, they stopped in front of a house which loomed grim and ominous in the shadows. Apparently their approach had been heard. No sooner had they stopped than the door was thrown wide open. The figure of a woman was seen peering out into the darkness, with a lamp in her hand.

“Is it the doctor?” she demanded.

“Yes, it’s the doctor. And how is he now?”

“He’s as near to death as he can be to be still alive. I believe he’s only keeping the breath in his body till he gets a sight of you.”

“To be sure that’s uncommonly good of him. Now, madam, will that ankle of yours permit you to tumble down with the help of a hand from me?”

Without answering Isabel commenced a laborious and painful descent. At sight of her the woman on the doorstep evinced a lively curiosity.

“Why, doctor, who is it you’re bringing with you?”

“It’s a visitor for you, and another patient for me, Nannie. You’ll have to find her a corner somewhere while I go up to see the laird. When I’ve done with him I’ll have to start with her. I’m hoping that she’ll be the easier job of the two. Come, lend a hand. It’s beyond my power to get her into the house alone, and it seems that by herself she’ll never do it.”

Between them they got her up the steps, through the door and into a room which, immediately after passing it, was entered on the right. They placed her on a couch.

“Now, madam,” observed the doctor, “here you’ll have to stay until I’ve seen my other patient. And since Heaven only knows how long he’ll keep me, you’ll have to make the best of it until I come. So keep up the character you told me of and don’t you faint, or any silliness of that kind, but just make yourself as comfortable as ever you can.”

With that the speaker left her, the woman going with him. She had placed on a table the lamp which she had borne in her hand. It was a common glass affair, which did not give too good a light. For some minutes Isabel showed no inclination to avail herself of its assistance to learn in what manner of place she was. By degrees, however, as the time continued to pass, and there were still no signs of any one appearing, she began to show a languid interest in her surroundings. She was dimly conscious that the room was not a large one; that it was sparely, even austerely, furnished. She was aware that the couch on which she lay was of the old-fashioned horsehair kind, both slippery and uncomfortable. She had a vague suspicion that if she was not careful she would slip right off it, and her misty imaginings became mistier still. Before she knew it she was asleep.

She slept for two good hours before she was disturbed; at least that period of time had elapsed before the doctor made his reappearance in the room. The sight of the sleeping woman seemed to occasion him surprise. He observed her with a slight smile adding another pucker to his wrinkled cheeks. He was a little, thin man, clean shaven and bald-headed. He had a big, aquiline nose. His eyes were sunk deep in his head, looking out from overhanging shaggy eyebrows. His lips were drawn so tightly together as to hint at a paucity of teeth.

“Who are you, I wonder? You’ve youth, health, good looks — three good things for a woman to have. You’re not ill-dressed. And yet there’s that about you, as you lie sleeping there — we’re all of us apt to give ourselves away when we’re asleep — which makes me wonder who you are, and how you came to sprain your ankle on Crag Moor when going to Carnoustie. However that may be, there’s an adventure lying ready to your hand — if you’ve a fancy for adventures. And, unless I’m much mistaken, I think you have.”

He laid his hand upon the sleeper’s shoulder. The touch was a light one, but it was sufficient to arouse her. With a start she sprang up to a sitting posture, crying — 

“You shan’t! It’s a lie! You shan’t.” She put her hand to her bodice, as if to guard something which was hidden there. The doctor said nothing; he stood and watched. Waking to a clearer sense of her surroundings, she perceived him standing by her side. “Oh, it’s you. How long have I been asleep?”

“Sufficiently long, I hope, to rest you. Will you allow me to introduce myself? My name is Twelves — David Twelves, M.D., of Edinburgh. May I ask if you have any objection to introduce yourself to me, and tell me your name?”

“Not the least; why should I have? I’m not ashamed of my name. Why do you want to know it?”

“Because the immediate object of my presence here is to make you what is to all intents and purposes an offer of, say, twenty thousand pounds, and I have a not unnatural desire to know to whom I am offering it.”

She sat more upright on the couch, swinging round so as to bring her feet upon the floor, looking at him with eyes which were now wide open.

“What do you mean? You are making fun of me.”

“I am doing nothing of the kind. This is likely to be one of the most serious moments of your life. I am not disposed to lighten it by misplaced attempts at playfulness.” Yet even as he spoke again that nebulous smile seemed to add another pucker to his cheeks. “What I say is said very much in earnest. There is a man upstairs who’s dying. Perhaps he is already dead while I stand here talking to you. If he’s not dead, before he dies he wants another curious thing — a wife.”

“A wife! — and you say he’s dying!”

“It’s because he’s dying that he wants her. He has had no need of such an encumbrance living. I have come to ask you if you’ll be his wife.”

“I be his wife!”

Instinctively she doubled up the finger on which was the wedding-ring. She still wore her gloves, so it had remained unnoticed.

“Yes, you. You’re the only woman within reach, except old Nannie, who hardly counts, or I wouldn’t trouble you. Answer me shortly — yes or no — will you be his wife?”

“Marry a perfect stranger! — a man I’ve never seen! — who you say is dying!”

“Precisely; it is a mere formula to which I’m asking your subscription. He’ll certainly be dead inside two hours, possibly in very much less. You’ll be a widow in one of the shortest times on record; in possession of a wife’s share of all his worldly goods — and that, by all accounts, should be worth fully twenty thousand pounds.”

“Twenty thousand pounds! But why should he want to marry any one if he’s dying?”

“There’s not much time for explanation, but I’ll explain this much. He’s made a will in favour of a certain person. That will he is anxious to revoke. If he marries it will become invalid. As matters stand it will be easier for him to take a wife than to make another will.”

“You are sure he will be dead within two hours?”

“Quite. I shall not be surprised to learn that he’s dead already. You are losing your chances of becoming a well-to-do widow by lingering here.”

“You are certain he will leave me twenty thousand pounds?”

“The simple fact of his death will make it yours. So soon as the breath is out of his body you will become entitled to a wife’s inheritance — if you are his wife.”

“You are not playing me any trick? It is all just as you say?”

“On my honour, it is all just as I say. There is no trick. If you will come with me upstairs you will be able to judge for yourself.”

“But how can we be married at a moment’s notice? Is there a clergyman in the house?”

“You forget you are in Scotland. Neither notice nor clergyman is needed. It will be sufficient for you to recognise each other as husband and wife in the presence of witnesses; that act of mutual recognition will in itself constitute a legal marriage which all the lawyers will not be able to break. That is why it will be easier for him to marry than to make another will.”

“There is not the least doubt that he will be dead within two hours?”

“Not the least — unless a miracle intervenes.”

She was sitting with her hands clenched in her lap, a perceptible interval of silence intervening before the words burst from her lips — 

“Then I’ll marry him!”


CHAPTER III. WHOM GOD HATH JOINED

Dr. Twelves showed no sign of either surprise or gratification. He looked at her dispassionately, almost apathetically, from under his overhanging eyebrows.

“Can you walk upstairs without assistance?”

“I’m afraid not. I don’t think my ankle is any better.”

He stooped down.

“It’s swollen; it looks as if it were going to be an awkward business. Your boot and stocking will have to be cut away; but there’s no time to do it now — moments are precious. You will have to wait until you’re married. It’s only on the first floor. Do you think you’ll be able to get up with the aid of my arm and of the baluster?”

“I’ll try.”

“Might I suggest, before we start, that it would do no harm if you were to remove your hat and jacket. It would seem more in keeping.”

She acted on his suggestion.

“I ought to wash and tidy myself; I know I’m all anyhow.”

“Now you will do very well. Your future husband is too far gone to be able to tell if your hair is straight or crooked; at the point he’s reached that sort of thing doesn’t matter.” When they had reached the landing at the top of the stairs the doctor said to her: “By the way, the name of your future husband is Grahame — Cuthbert Grahame. May I ask what yours is? It is just as well that he should know it.”

She hesitated a moment.

“My name is Isabel Burney.”

“Miss Burney, allow me to introduce you to Mr. Grahame’s room.”

He threw open the door of the room in front of which they had been standing. As he did so Isabel slipped off her left-hand glove, bringing with it, at the same time, her wedding-ring. Crumpling up her glove she squeezed it into her waistband, the ring inside it. On the doctor’s arm she hobbled to a big armchair, into which she sank with a sigh of unmistakable relief.

The room in which she found herself, although low-ceilinged, was a spacious one. It seemed to her that all the furniture it contained was old-fashioned, a fact which, although she did not know it, increased its value perhaps a hundred-fold. She thought it simply dowdy. A huge Chippendale bed was in the centre of the room. In it, propped up on pillows, was the figure of a man which, if only from the point of size, fitly matched the bed. Leaning over him, on the other side, was Nannie, the old woman who had admitted them into the house. The doctor addressed himself to her.

“How is he?”

“About the same.”

Although they had both spoken in a whisper their voices were audible to the man in the bed.

“Is that that old devil Twelves come back again?”

The tone was harsh, and it was obvious that the speaker spoke with difficulty, but the words themselves were plain enough. The doctor evinced no sign of annoyance at the other’s somewhat uncomplimentary reference to himself; on the contrary, he chose to apply to himself the other’s epithet as he answered: — 

“Yes, it’s the old devil back again, and, what’s more, he’s brought the young devil too — begging your pardon, Miss Burney, for speaking of you in such a manner. But it’s the fashion in this house to use strong language, and always has been. Laird, I’ve brought the lady.”

“Where is she?”

“At this moment she’s sitting in your armchair. As I told you, she’s sprained her ankle, which makes it difficult for her to walk, or even stand.”

“Damn her ankle!”

“By all means. You should know more about that sort of thing than I do. You’re nearer to it than I am.”

“You think that hurts me?”

“Not I. I know that nothing hurts you. I doubt if even the torments of hell will trouble you much. You’re past all hurting. Shall I tell Miss Burney she isn’t wanted, and can go again?”

“What’s her name?”

“Burney — Isabel Burney. At least, she says so.”

“Isabel Burney, you are my wife; you’re Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame. I acknowledge you as my wife, and I wish all men to acknowledge you also. Are you content that it should be so?”

“I am.”

“You hear, Nannie? You hear, Twelves? You’re both witnesses. I take Isabel Burney to be my wife, and she agrees.”

“I hear. But does she take you for her husband — eh, Miss Burney?”

“I do. I take Cuthbert Grahame to be my husband in the sight of God and man.”

Isabel had returned to one of her old faults — overemphasis. There was a theatrical intensity about both her manner and her words which was singularly out of place when compared with the matter-of-fact ribaldry which seemed to mark the husky utterance of the man in the bed. Its inappropriateness seemed to strike the others. After a perceptible pause the man in the bed wheezed — 

“Leave God out of it”. Presently he added, still more wheezily, “Come here, Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame”.

The doctor moved towards her.

“Can I assist you, Mrs. Grahame, to your husband’s side?” With the doctor’s aid she gained the bed. “Laird, here’s your wife; can you see her?”

Isabel saw the man whom she had taken to be her husband. The sight of him shocked her. She told herself that she had never seen a more dreadful object even in her dreams. His size was abnormal. Not only was he naturally a big man, but his frame had become swollen and bloated till it was monstrous — a horror to look upon. His head and face were covered with scanty red hair, which needed cutting. He had a huge head, and his neck was so short and thick that it conveyed a grotesque impression that his head sprang directly from his trunk. His whole form seemed to be afflicted with some sort of tetanus, so that he was rigid, immovable. He lay on his back, with his arms straight down at his sides. Through his parted lips came jerky, stertorous breaths. His eyelids were partially open, but only the whites of his eyes were visible; his own words made it clear that they were of little use to him as organs of sight.

“See her? No, I can’t see her. I don’t want to.”

As he spoke a tremor passed all over him. His whole frame heaved; as if seized by a sudden convulsion he began fighting for his life. The doctor spoke to her.

“You had better go, unless you’d like to see the last of him. This is likely to be the end. He’ll hardly win through another bout.”

He moved towards the bed, Nannie joining him. Isabel was left to her own devices. Powerless to move far unaided it was all she could do to stagger to the nearest chair. In it she sat, waiting, watching, listening, like an unwilling spectator in some bad dream. It was a scene which she never wholly forgot. The dim light, the quaintly furnished room, the figures of the old man and woman bending this way, then that, as they struggled with the creature on the bed. What ailed him she did not know; she vaguely surmised that he might be in the throes of some kind of epileptic fit. His contortions shook the bed, indeed the room. He kept uttering sounds which had a disagreeable resemblance to the half-strangled yelps of some wild beast.

How long it lasted she did not know. Long enough to strain her already highly strung nerves almost beyond endurance. At last there came a lull. The man on the bed was first quieter, then still. She took advantage of the silence to exclaim: — 

“Can’t you take me away somewhere? You know I can’t move. If I have to stay here much longer I — I shall make a fool of myself.”

The doctor and Nannie paid her no heed. Side by side they were stooping together over the silent figure. After affording them what she deemed a more than sufficient opportunity to answer, she appealed to them again.

“Can’t you hear me? Take me away somewhere — I don’t care where! I’ll go mad if you don’t.”

The doctor did not answer her directly; he spoke to Nannie.

“Do as she bids you; take her away.”

“Where’ll I take her?” the woman asked.

“Take her and put her to bed in the best bedroom. Remember that she’s now the mistress of this house.”

Nannie moved towards Isabel. For a woman, she was tall and brawny, but she was probably well past fifty, and Isabel certainly had not credited her with the capacity to do what she immediately did. She eyed the stranger for a moment in silence, then she asked, in the broadest Scotch: — 

“Can’t you walk by your own self?”

Isabel resented both the tone and the scrutiny.

“You know I can’t.”

Without more ado the woman, stooping, put her arms about her and lifted her bodily from the chair as if she were some great child. Isabel was taken by surprise, and a little alarmed.

“You’ll drop me!” she cried.

“I’ll not drop you; you’re nothing of a weight.”

As if to prove it, the old woman bore her from the room, across the landing, to another room on the other side, one which was in darkness. But Nannie seemed to know its geography by instinct. She deposited her burden on what Isabel realised was a bed. Striking a match on a box which she took from her pocket, she lit some candles which stood on the mantelshelf. Isabel, remaining where she had been placed, eyed her as she moved about.

“You’re very strong.”

“I’m not so strong as once I was. There was a time when I’d have carried four of you, and thought nothing of it either. Now can you undress yourself, or will you be needing me to do it for you?”

“Thank you, I think I can undress myself; but if you would help me take the boot off my bad foot.”

Nannie bent over the foot which the other extended. She regarded it in silence, then, still without a word, she left the room. So soon as she was gone Isabel dragged the glove which contained her wedding-ring out of her belt, and the canvas bag which had come out of Mrs. Macconichie’s tobacco jar from her bodice, and thrust them as far as possible under the bolster which was beneath the pillow on which she was reclining. Scarcely had she done this when Nannie reappeared, in her hands a pair of large scissors. With their aid she proceeded, still speechless, to cut, first, the laces of Isabel’s boot, and then the boot itself, till it came away from her foot. As it came away she did what she boasted she had never before done in her life — she fainted. When she came to herself again she found that Nannie, who had apparently remained indifferent to the fact that her senses had left her, having bathed her foot and ankle, was putting the finishing touches to the bandages in which she had swathed it. When the bandage was completed the old woman, still without vouchsafing a word, began to undress her, and did it with a deftness and neatness which would have done her credit had she played the part of lady’s-maid her whole life long. Almost before she knew it, she was ready for the sheets, and so soon as she was ready she was placed between them.

“You’re very good to me,” she murmured, with a luxurious sigh, as she recognised what a delicious feeling it was to be between them.

“I’m not good to you — anyway I’m not wanting to be good to you.”

Isabel looked up with surprise; the tone was almost savage.

“Why not? Don’t you think that you will like me?”

“Like you! — like you!”

The emphasis with which the words were repeated was unmistakable. It would have been difficult for scorn to have been more eloquent. Without condescending to further speech, as if everything had been said which could be said, Nannie moved towards the door. Isabel put a question to her as she reached it.

“Is my husband dead?”

Nannie turned swiftly round to her.

“Your — what?”

“My husband.”

“Your husband! — your husband!”

Again the repetition was marked by the same wealth of scorn. Isabel was moved to some show of resentment.

“He is my husband — you know he’s my husband.”

“Oh, he’s your husband, Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame. I’m not doubting it, ma’am, or that you’re a fit and proper wife for him. I’m ready to tell to any one that you’re a well-matched pair.”

“Is he dead?”

As she repeated her inquiry Isabel’s manner was a trifle more subdued; she was finding Nannie a difficult person to contend with.

“You’d better be asking Dr. Twelves if your husband’s dead, ma’am; he’s a surer judge of dead folk than I am. You’ll be feeling anxious till you know, and so I’ll tell the doctor. When a woman’s been acquainted with a man so long as you’ve been acquainted with your man, so that you’ve come to know all the secrets of his heart, and the very shape and fashion of the soul which God has lent him, to be sure all her nature stirs within her when she begins to fear he’s near to dying. It’s hard to lose the husband to whom you’ve only been married a couple of minutes, so I’ll tell the doctor to hurry and let you know if you’re a widow before you’re a wife.”

Without giving Isabel a chance to retort, Nannie opened the door with a swishing movement, which was in harmony with her state of mind, and vanished from the chamber.


CHAPTER IV. A SECOND HONEYMOON

She had slept well; Isabel admitted so much. She suspected something else, that the morning was far advanced. There was that in the atmosphere which conveyed that impression. Apparently some one had been in while she still slept and put the room in order. The blinds were up, the curtains drawn back, the sun streamed in through the small square windows which were set deep in the thickness of the wall. As she looked about her, from her vantage place on the pillow, she felt that this was the queerest place she ever had been in. Everything, including the room itself, seemed to her to be hundreds of years old. The paper on the walls was like nothing she had ever seen before. The furniture was of the oddest shapes; indeed, what some of the articles might be intended for was beyond her comprehension. As she gradually absorbed it all, she began to be conscious of an almost eerie feeling that she had woke up in some ancient habitation and in some bygone age of which she had no knowledge.

Then something else forced itself on her attention, she felt that she was helpless. As she tried to turn in bed, the better to enable her to see what was to be seen, a spasm of pain passed over her, which was so acute that she had to shut her eyes and bite her lips to prevent herself from crying out. For some moments she lay quite still, waiting for the pain to go. It was some time before it diminished; even when it was easier she learnt, to her dismay, that she would have to be very careful in her movements if she did not wish it to return with probably increasing violence. Her foot seemed, from the feel of it, to be about as bad as it could be. It was not only useless, it held her prisoner. The slightest attempt to move it in any direction resulted in the keenest anguish. It seemed that relief from almost unendurable torment could only be obtained by remaining entirely quiescent. That meant, in effect, that she was chained, possibly for an indefinite period, to the bed in which she was lying. An agreeable prospect!

As the true inwardness of the position began to dawn on her, in phantasmagoric procession the events of the previous night flashed across her mind. The letter to her husband — to Gregory Lamb — which she had opened and read, the letter with the Islington post-mark, containing the curt refusal to accord him further help; the resolution to leave him, which she had instantly arrived at after its perusal; her visit to Mrs. Macconichie’s sitting-room; her forcible entry into the china cupboard; her abstraction of the canvas bag from the tobacco jar.

At this point, her thoughts branching off in another direction, she felt, gingerly enough, for it seemed that movement of any sort meant pain, under the bolster, and produced from it the bag in question and the glove in which she had secreted the wedding-ring. The sight of the ring started her thoughts travelling again.

To her flight through the darkness, with the leather handbag. By the way, what had become of that bag? She had no recollection of having done anything with it. Possibly she had put it down when she had sprained her ankle, and, in her trouble, had forgotten its existence; in which case it might be still upon the moor. If it were found, and nothing could be learned of her, what deductions would be drawn? She wondered. One thing was certain, it contained all her worldly possessions. Without it she had not so much as a pocket-handkerchief, not to speak of such a necessity of existence as a brush and comb.

Then the trap had come through the night, and borne her to the house in which she lay. There she had been married to a man upon his death-bed. Such a man and such a death-bed! Could it be possible? She clenched her fists, and asked herself if the whole business had not been the wild imaginings of some disordered dream. Even to herself she could not furnish a satisfactory answer.

Why had she suffered herself to be dragged through such a farce? — to play a part in such an odious scene? Because that old man who called himself a doctor had told her that the creature would be dead within two hours, and that then she would be richer by twenty thousand pounds. Twenty thousand pounds! Could that part of the tale be possible? Why, in that case, this house, the very room in which she was, the queer furniture which filled it, all might be hers. She would be a wealthy woman, who had won her wealth so easily without incurring risk worth mention. Because, even in the storm and stress of the moment, she had understood that bigamy was bigamy, even though one of the marriages into which she had entered was a Scotch one. Of course, nothing could make that marriage of the night before a real one, since she was a wife already. But, as the man was dead, and she was supposed to be his widow, if fortune favoured her the truth never need come out. She believed that she was clever enough to conceal it — at any rate from whom it was worth her while to do so. Only let her get hold of the twenty thousand pounds, or so much of it as could be turned into ready cash — let them find out afterwards what they chose — they would find it hard to get the money back from her. Twenty thousand pounds! She fancied herself letting go of such a sum as that if she once had it in her grip!

The first thing she had to do was to inform herself as fully as possible as to the actual situation. If she was a widow, and her husband had died without a will — he had certainly not made one after marrying her, while the doctor had assured her that marriage had rendered nugatory any he might have made before — then this house, and all that it contained, if it had been his property, was now hers. At least she hoped it was, because, after a little muddled consideration, it began to occur to her that, by English law, a wife did not necessarily inherit all that a husband who had died intestate left behind him. Exactly what share was hers she was not sure, but she had a more or less dim conviction that it was less than the whole. The same objectionable law might obtain in Scotland, or even a worse one. The sooner she ascertained exactly how the ground lay the better it would be for her peace of mind. So she began to call attention to the fact that she was wide awake. Since there was apparently no bell within reach, she had to make the best use of her voice.

“Nannie!” she called. “Nannie! Nannie!” And she kept on calling, because there was none that answered. Her voice was a strong one — she exerted it to the utmost — but it seemed that it was not strong enough to reach any one outside that room. She shouted till she was hoarse, and angry too, quite in vain; nothing resulted.

“If there’s any one in the house they must hear me, and I expect they do, only they don’t choose to come. Oh, if it weren’t for this foot of mine! That Nannie’s an insolent hag. She knows perfectly well that I can’t move, and thinks she can treat me as she likes. If I could move I’d soon show her. Nannie! Nannie!” She shouted till she could really shout no longer. No one came; nor was there anything to show that she was heard. She began to be possessed by a fresh alarm. “I wonder if the house is empty? Suppose that old hag has gone off and left me alone in the house with that — that dead man. I’ll be bound she’s quite capable of doing it — old wretch! I shall starve to death! Nannie! Nannie!”

But all the strength had gone out of her voice — it was not strange that those muffled tones remained unheeded — a fact of which she herself was conscious. At last, wholly exhausted, she lay and thought hard things of every one. She was genuinely hungry. She told herself that if some one did not come soon and bring her food something would have to be done, though she had not the faintest notion what. Self-help was out of the question; she was as powerless to move as if she had been riveted to the bed.

She was rapidly reaching a despairing stage when Nannie entered with a tray in her hand, quite calmly, as if it were the most natural thing in the world that she should come just then and not before. Isabel broke into angry expostulation.

“Why have you kept me waiting. Why didn’t you come before? You must have heard me long ago — you’re not stone deaf. I’ve screamed myself hoarse.”

Nannie placed the tray upon a table. Then, with the most matter-of-fact air, putting her arms about the angry woman, she raised her to a sitting posture, arranging the pillows so that they formed a prop for her back. Divided between indignation and bewilderment, Isabel submitted in silence; she was so helpless, the old woman’s manner was so masterful, that to expostulate seemed vain. The tray was put beside her on the coverlet, Nannie observing — 

“When you’ve eaten your fill I’ll come and take a look at that foot of yours”.

“It’s ever so much worse. I’ve been in agony — and am still. I believe I’ve broken a bone.”

“Not you; it’s no but a sprain.”

“It’s more than a sprain — much more, I’m convinced of it. Where’s Dr. Twelves? He ought to attend to it at once. He said he would come and see me. Why hasn’t he been?”

“He’s been and gone hours ago.”

“Been and gone! Why didn’t you let me know that he was here?”

“What for should I let you know?”

“You knew that I wished to see him.”

“You never said it; and, anyway, he never said that he was wishing to see you.”

“You’re taking advantage of me! You think I’m at your mercy, and that you can do as you like with me because I can’t move! You’re a wicked old woman!”

“Am I? Then I’m reckoning that age is the only difference there is between us.”

Burning words flamed to Isabel’s lips, but she had enough prudence and self-control not to allow them to go any farther. She was at the other’s mercy, and she knew it. The only way to obtain from her some slight consideration was to endeavour to appease, not anger her. Instead of giving her anger vent, she put to her a question, the one she had put the night before.

“Is my husband dead?”

She received what was practically the same answer.

“Didn’t I tell you that for that you must ask Dr. Twelves, since he’s knowing when folks are dead better than me?”

Without affording Isabel another opportunity to speak Nannie left the room.

If the new Mrs. Grahame could have got out of bed there would have been some lively doings. It is not impossible that Nannie would have found that she had met her match. When that lady was really roused, and had a fair chance to show it, she was a difficult person to deal with. But she was, literally, held by the leg; as incapable of doing what she would have liked to have done as if she had been an infant in arms.

When, after an interval of no long duration, the ancient servitor returned, Isabel did treat her to what she meant to be a taste of her claws. For all the effect she produced she might have saved herself the trouble. The Scotchwoman evinced a serene indifference to anything she might say or do, which influenced her more than she would have cared to own. Then the pain she endured was exquisite. Nannie’s ministrations were deft enough. She set about her task like one who understood well what she had to do, and was capable of doing it. She removed the bandages, bathed the injured foot, applied hot poultices; so far as Isabel was able to judge, did all that could be done. But the most delicate touches could not prevent her suffering agony. By the time the other had finished her anger was forgotten. All she desired was rest — peace — to be left alone.

For seven days Isabel remained, willy-nilly, in bed. All the time the only person she saw was Nannie. Dr. Twelves never came near her. Whether the fault was his or her attendant’s was more than she could determine. She heard no news of any sort or kind. Nothing could be got out of Nannie. No answers to any of her questions; only the fewest possible words on unimportant subjects.

It is true that during the first two or three days her ankle gave her so much trouble, her sufferings from it were so intense, that she was, in a measure, content to be left alone and in ignorance. But as the pain lessened her impatience, and indignation, grew apace. More than once she attempted to get out of bed and to start on a voyage of exploration through the house to acquire information on her own account. Since, however, her attempts only resulted in disaster, and it was made plain that they only postponed her convalescence, common-sense gained the upper hand. She resolved to endure with as much calmness as she could command till the time arrived when, at least to some extent, she should again be mistress of her own powers of locomotion.

After the longest week she had ever known she decided that that time was not far off. She informed Nannie that, since her foot was now on the high road to recovery, on the morrow she would be capable of getting out of bed, and that, therefore, get out of bed she would. Nannie, as was her wont, kept silence when this piece of information was vouchsafed to her. But that she was impressed by it was evident when on the morrow in question, instead of the old woman, Dr. Twelves came into the room. It seemed as if Nannie must have told him that the time had now come when it was desirable that he should make his re-entry on the scene. At least that was the conclusion at which, at sight of him, the lady in the bed instantly arrived.


CHAPTER V. A CONVERSATION WITH THE DOCTOR

“So you’ve come, have you, at last! I suppose that old hag told you you had better before I came to you? I should have come in half an hour.”

That was the greeting the angry lady accorded her tardy visitor.

Dr. Twelves seemed to be in no haste to answer. Coming to within a foot or two of her bed-side he stood and eyed her. He looked very old in the daylight, older than she had thought he was. Short; thin to the point of emaciation. There was something almost sinister in his attitude, in the way in which, inclining his head a little forward, his arms held close to his sides, he examined her keenly, as if he were some bird of prey, and she an object on which he was doubtful whether or not to pounce. As she gave him glance for glance she understood that this was a person who was not so frail as he might at first sight appear. But want of courage was not a deficiency which could justly be laid to the lady’s charge. When he did reply it was with a question.

“Why do you speak to me like that?”

“You know very well why! You promised that first night that you would attend to my foot; but though I’ve asked for you again and again you’ve never been near me once, till you were afraid that I should be after you.”

“You’ve been in good hands. Nannie has done all for you that I could have done.”

“I don’t doubt that.”

“Then of what do you complain?”

“You’ve kept me a prisoner.”

“Kept you a prisoner! I! Madam, you jest. Has not your foot had something to do with your confinement? Is it not holding you a prisoner still?”

“It won’t do long, so don’t you think it. I’ll be out and about before the day’s over, and when I am I’ll make things hum. Is my husband dead?”

“Your husband?”

“My husband! Are you deaf?”

“No, madam, not yet. So far age has not robbed me of my hearing. But to whom do you refer when you speak of your husband?”

There was that in the fashion in which he asked the question which caused her to clench her fists, tighten her lips and descend to vulgarity — unfortunately an easy descent for her to make when her temper waxed warm.

“What are you playing at? Do you think you’re clever, or that I’m an utter fool? You’re wrong if you do, you may take it from me. Is my husband, Cuthbert Grahame, dead? I’ve not been able to get an answer out of that old harridan, but I’ll get one out of you.”

“Then is Cuthbert Grahame your husband?”

“Is he! Isn’t he? Didn’t he marry me the other night in front of you and that old woman?”

“Have you a certificate or any writing to show it?”

“A certificate! What do I want with a certificate? You said nothing about a certificate! Look here, old man, don’t you try to play any fool-tricks with me, or you’ll be sorry. Are you trying to make out that he’s not my husband?”

“Not at all; I am trying to do nothing. I should like to ask you a question, to which, before you answer it, I would suggest that you should give a little careful consideration. Would you rather be Cuthbert Grahame’s wife or not?”

“I am his wife, and you very well know it, so it’s no use talking, and that’s enough said. I ask you again, is my husband dead?”

“Your husband? That is the point which I am gradually approaching. Mr. Cuthbert Grahame is not dead.”

Her jaw dropped open.

“Not dead?”

“Not dead.”

“But you told me — —”

“Precisely; I am aware that I told you. You will, however, remember that I made an express reservation in favour of a miracle. The miracle has happened.”

“How long will he live?”

“Madam, I am not omniscient. I have once, within your knowledge, failed as a prophet; I should not care to fail again.”

“Is he dying?”

“I may venture to say that, at the present moment, to the best of my knowledge and belief, he is not.”

“You are beating about the bush. You can at least say if he is likely to live long.”

“It is possible, madam, that he may outlive me — even you.”

“Then you have cheated me! — cheated me! You have got me into this mess by your lies.”

“Any injustice I may have done you was unintentional. You will also be so good as to observe that I have just now offered you something which was intended to be in the nature of a loophole out of the dilemma in which you are placed.”

“You mean when you asked me if I wanted to be his wife. Am I his wife, or am I not?”

“It might present a pretty point for the lawyers. If you had chosen to repudiate the connection, it might not have been easy to establish. Nannie and I can hold our tongues — that I beg you to believe. The occasion for a wife having passed, he might have preferred to hold his too.”

“Would he rather be unmarried?”

“That is not a matter on which I should care to positively pronounce.”

“Then why was he so eager?”

“I explained at the time. He had made a will in favour of a certain person, which he desired to render ineffective; marriage makes null and void any will which a man may have previously made; under the circumstances that seemed to be the easiest and the shortest way out of it. As matters have turned out the measure seems to have been a little drastic, since he can now, if he chooses, make a dozen new wills each day.”

“Is he so far recovered as that?”

The doctor seemed desirous to consider before he answered. He put up his long, thin hand to stroke his bristly chin. Moving a few steps, he leaned over the foot of the bed, and from that point attentively regarded her.

“Madam, I do not wish to trouble you with the medical names of all the complicated diseases with which Mr. Grahame is afflicted. I am not sure that I am myself acquainted with them all; some of them puzzle even me. Among other troubles he is paralysed. He cannot move hand or foot of his own volition, or crook a finger. Again, straying into the paths of prophecy, I dare assert that he never will be able to. He has his senses — after a fashion; he is sane — also after a fashion. That is, he is legally capable of making a will, or of taking a wife. But if he desires to affix his signature to a document a pen will have to be placed between his fingers, his hand will have to be guided. To that extent he has recovered, beyond that he almost certainly will never go.”

“But he is not dying?”

“No, madam, he is not dying.”

“Nor likely to die?”

“No office would insure his life for four-and-twenty hours, though it is quite within the range of possibility that the breath may continue in his body for years. Such cases have been known. Some people death takes at the first call; some have to be called again and again; some seem to go beyond the portal and yet return. Cuthbert Grahame is one of them. He’ll not go till death is very much in earnest; when that will be I cannot say. I mistook death’s mood the other night — the oldest of us make such mistakes at times. In this case my mistake may seem to press a little hardly upon you.”

She looked at him askance. There was a whimsical gravity in his tone which was a little beyond her comprehension, a something which was almost sympathetic. She changed the subject; a fresh intonation had come into her voice also.

“I wish you’d look at my foot. It’s better. I think that before long I’ll be able to get about again as usual. I want to very much; it’s awful being a prisoner in bed. I’m not good at keeping still.”

He did as she requested, then pronounced a verdict.

“Your foot is better — much better, as you say. There is no reason why you should not get up, though it may be some little time before you have the entire use of it again.”

“At any rate I’ll get out of bed — at once.”

“And, then, what do you propose to do when you are up?”

“I’m going to see my husband.”

“Your husband?”

“Can’t I? Why can’t I?”

“Mrs. Grahame! — if it is your wish that you should be Mrs. Grahame.”

“Aren’t I Mrs. Grahame? If I am, what’s the good of pretending that I’m not? I am Mrs. Grahame, so there’s an end of it.”

“Mrs. Grahame, haven’t you any friends?”

“What do you mean by friends?”

“Haven’t you any relatives? Is there no one to whom you are near and dear? no one to whom you are in any sense responsible for your actions; with whom in a measure your happiness or unhappiness must be shared?”

“No one in this world!”

He smiled at her vehemence, observing her closely all the time.

“Since I am, in a degree, responsible for the — we will call it situation — you are in, I am not unnaturally desirous of having my conscience as clear as I conveniently can. I would, therefore, beg you earnestly to let the first thing you do be this: If you have — we will say an acquaintance — on whose judgment you can rely, write to him; lay the facts before him clearly, and await his response before you take any further step whatever — certainly before you seek to have an interview with Mr. Grahame.”

“There is no such person.”

“It is unfortunate, since you are so young, and, therefore necessarily, so inexperienced, that you should be so entirely alone in the world. Will you allow me to offer you some advice?”

“What’s the use? I’ve had enough of your advice already — too much.”

“How do you make out your case? I am unconscious of having offered you any advice.”

“You advised me to marry that man.”

“I advised you!”

“Of course you did. There are more ways than one of offering advice; you chose the roundabout way. You told me that if I married him he’d be dead inside two hours, then I’d be richer by twenty thousand pounds. This is what comes of acting on your tip! No thank you. I’ve had enough and to spare of your advice; now and henceforward I’m going to act upon my own.”

“None the less I’m going to give you a piece of advice — of very sincere advice. You have been subjected to some slight inconvenience — though, perhaps, inconvenience is hardly the proper word.”

“I should think not.”

“My advice to you is: When your foot permits leave this house — I assure you it is not a pleasant one to live in; accept a reasonable sum by way of compensation; then blot the whole episode from your memory.”

“What do you call a reasonable sum?”

“Say a hundred pounds.”

“A hundred pounds? — the idea! when you talked of twenty thousand! None of your kid’s talk for me! Look here, Dr. Twelves, you’re an old fox. Don’t you think I don’t know it however hard you try to play the lamb? You’ve got some game of your own on. I don’t know what it is, but I soon will. If you offer me a hundred pounds to go, I’m dead sure it’ll be worth a good deal more than that to me to stay — and I’m going to stay! This is my house; I’m the mistress here; and all the more the mistress because my husband’s a rich man who can’t look after himself. I’ll look after him! I’ll show you who’s who and what’s what! — and every one else as well! — you can take that straight from me!”

As he rubbed his chin, as if he found comfort in the feel of the bristles, the doctor’s smile grew more pronounced.

“Content, Mrs. Grahame, content! Only — still a further scrap of advice! — postpone your first call on your husband till you are able to move about as you please.”

This piece of advice the lady did act upon, for the simple reason that she was powerless to do otherwise. When she did get out of bed it was agony to hop even as far as the couch. Three more days passed before she was able to stand without flinching overmuch; another whole week had gone before she was able to hobble unaided to the door.

During that time she perhaps suffered more than she had done while she was still in bed. To her restless nature the compulsory inaction was almost unendurable. Her desire to attack the problem which confronted her, to solve it if she could — at any rate to learn what really was the position in which she stood — possessed her like a consuming fever. Nothing could be got out of Nannie; she was impervious to questions of every sort and kind. Arguments, coaxing, threats, alike were unavailing. The old woman could scarcely have been more taciturn had she taken on herself a vow of silence. And after that one visit she saw no more of Dr. Twelves; she could even hear nothing of him from Nannie. That angered her almost more than anything, that he should seem to ignore her so completely! She swore to herself that he should smart for it before very long.

During that week she laid up a fund of resentment against both the doctor and Nannie which she promised herself she would pour forth upon their heads at the earliest possible moment. Only let her be able to get about again as of old, and they should see!

On the eighth day she decided that her time had come, or, at least, that it had begun to come. She said nothing to Nannie, but having proved by actual experiment that she could move about with comparative ease, she dressed herself, waited till the old woman had paid her her usual morning call, then set out on a voyage of exploration. Hobbling to the door, she opened it as quietly as possible, then stood and listened She could hear Nannie moving about downstairs. Then she moved towards the door which was on the opposite side of the landing. Had she had a stick on which to lean her progress might have been quicker. In spite of her reiterated requests Nannie had failed to provide her with one. Without support of any sort she moved very slowly. But she did get to her destination at last. She laid her hand upon the handle, paused a moment to learn if her movements had been observed, then turned it as quietly as she could.


CHAPTER VI. HUSBAND AND WIFE

She stood just inside the threshold of the room, with the handle of the open door between her fingers, and listened. She had moved so noiselessly that, quite possibly, to the ear alone her entry had been imperceptible. She looked about her, recalling the picture which it had presented to her mind on that first night. For some reason which she would have found it hard to explain a shiver passed all over her; a sudden chill seemed to penetrate to her very bones.

The room looked different by daylight, the windows wide open, the sun sending wide, warm splashes of yellow light from wall to wall. One of them came right at her as she remained there motionless. As she lifted her face she was blinded by the glare. It was odd that she should shiver in that glow of sunshine. Everything was so neat and orderly; there was such an absence of any signs of occupation, such complete stillness prevailed, that her first impression was that she had in some way made a mistake; that the room was empty. It was only when her wandering glance reached the great bed, which stood in such a position that it was partially screened by the door which she still held open, that she understood.

Its occupant was asleep, or — he was so motionless, so silent, her own heart seemed to cease beating — could he be dead? With unexpected ease she moved closer to the bed. No, he certainly was not dead; he merely slept, to all appearance, as peacefully as a little child.

Sleep produced no improvement in his looks. She went still nearer, so that, by leaning over, she could examine him in detail.

The conviction which she had had at first sight of him recurred with, if anything, even greater force. Beyond a doubt she had never seen a more unprepossessing-looking man. She had an almost morbid liking for good looks in a man. Gregory Lamb’s handsome face had had almost as much to do with winning her as his lying tongue, which dowered him with splendid wealth. Her ideas of good looks were probably her own — Gregory was there to show it. But her attachment to them was so marked that she could with difficulty be civil to a man who was positively plain. An absolutely ugly man was to her an object of aversion; her first feeling towards such an one was actual physical repulsion, as if he were some unclean thing.

There could be no sort of doubt as to the ugliness of the man in the bed. His huge size was in itself a sufficiently unpleasant feature. It lent to him an uncomfortable aspect which was almost inhuman. He seemed to have swelled and swelled till his skin had become as tight as a drum. One had a disagreeable notion that if one pricked him, like some distended bladder, he would burst. He was all bloated, not only his body, but his head as well, and, above all, his neck. She had once had an aunt who had died of dropsy. This man seemed dropsical from the crown of his head to the tip of his toe — monstrously dropsical.

Nor was his appearance improved by the manner in which his head and face were covered with long sandy red hair, growing in scanty tufts, with bare spaces in between. The hair matched ill with his complexion, which was brick red, tinged, as it were, with a suggestion of pallid blue. He slept so quietly that it was difficult to be sure, at first sight, that his condition was one of slumber, not death. As Isabel bent over, she did not hesitate to tell herself that she wished he was as dead as he seemed. The sight of him afflicted her with such a sensation of aversion that she was then and there filled with an almost irresistible desire to crush him out of existence, as if he had been some loathsome reptile. She was possessed by a shrewd suspicion that she had only to strike him a hearty blow — anywhere! — to bring him to an end upon the spot. It would be so easy. She had been tricked; he ought to have been dead ere then. What was the use of such a creature living, and what enjoyment could he get out of life? Where should she strike him? She clenched her fist as if it had been actuated by an involuntary tightening of the muscles. As she did so, he opened his eyes, and looked at her.

It was a curious moment for both of them — so both of them seemed to think. There was in his gaze such a take-it-for-granted air that one could not but wonder if he had not been conscious of her presence even while he slept. The sight of a strange woman leaning over his bed, with such a queer expression on her countenance, did not seem to surprise him in the least. That she was strange to him was plain. He seemed to be searching in his muddy brain for some clue which would tell him who she was. The search did not seem to be meeting with much success.

For probably more than a minute they continued to look at each other, the contrast between the fashion of their looks being almost grotesque in its completeness. Her bold, handsome face was, at the same time, illuminated by keen intelligence, and marked by an expression of vindictiveness which gave it an unpleasanter effect than if it had been actually ugly. His face, on the other hand, was vacuous, expressionless; more, it was incapable of expression. It reminded one, in some uncomfortable way, of a piece of blubber, without form and void.

The eyes, particularly in comparison with the rest of him, were small; with the exception of the pupils they were blood-shot. One wondered how much, or how little, they could see; they regarded Isabel blankly, as if she had been a wooden doll.

After an inspection which lasted, as it seemed, an unnatural length of time, it was he who broke the silence. His voice was a little clearer than when she had heard it first, but not much. It still had the peculiar quality of appearing to belong to some one who was at a distance.

“Who are you?”

There was a significant pause before she answered. In her tone was significance of another kind.

“I’m your wife.”

Either her words took him by surprise, or he did not gather what she meant, or disliked what he did gather. He was still again, as if ruminating on what she had said. When he did speak the remark he made was a little startling.

“Damn you!”

The unparliamentary utterance, especially as addressed to a lady, was accentuated by the matter-of-fact stolidity which marked it. It was not impossible that for a moment or two she was moved to give him back as good as he sent — and better. Possibly, however, the impulse was changed, as regards form, in the making. Instead of imitating the vigour of his epithet, she cut at him with a lash of her own.

“You’re my husband.” It would have been difficult for the strongest language to have been more scathing than her plain pronouncement of a simple fact. As if desirous of driving her dart still further home, she repeated her own words, with an even added bitterness— “You’re my husband! — you!”

It would appear that the man, object as he was, was not without some sense of humour, and, also, that his feelings were not of the kind which are unduly sensitive. After what seemed to be due consideration of her words, he endorsed their correctness with a brevity which in itself was eloquent.

“I am.”

There was something in the two little monosyllables which seemed to sting her more than his curse had done. She gave a movement, as if she were disposed to let her resentment take some active and visible form. But, again, maybe, her impulse changed in the making; she endeavoured to put a meaning into her repetition of a simple statement, which should make it strike him with greater force than a blow could have done.

“I am your wife.”

Once more he showed himself to be her match in the game of give and take. Hardly were the words out of her mouth than he endorsed them again, with what was almost like the semblance of a grin upon his blubber-like face.

“You are.”

“And I propose to let you see that I’m your wife.”

“No doubt.”

“Your real, actual wife, not a puppet, a thing you can pull by a string.”

“Quite so.”

“You may imagine, perhaps, that I’m a mere dummy, an automaton, which can be set in movement only when you choose. If you do, you’re wrong, as I intend to show you, Mr. Cuthbert Grahame.”

“Precisely, Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame.”

It seemed, for an instant, as if a torrent of words was trembling at the tip of her tongue, needing but a touch to set them loose; if so, the touch did not come. Turning, she went and stood by an open window; resting her hand on the sill she leaned out, as if she needed fresh air. She looked out on to a garden which was evidently of considerable size, but which sadly needed attention. The grass could not have been cut for months; it competed with weeds for possession of the footpaths. There were flowers, but they needed pruning; the weeds threatened to choke them in their own beds. Beyond, the ground rose; everywhere the slopes were covered with trees, pines for the most part — scarcely a cheerful framework to what was already bidding fair to become a scene of desolation. In spite of the sweet, clean air and of the brilliant sunshine, in her surroundings, as she saw them, there was a hint of something uncongenial, unfriendly, which did not tend to make her mood a gayer one.

While she still seemed to be absorbing the spirit of the landscape, Mr. Grahame’s voice came to her out of the bed.

“I want to speak to you.”

She heard him, but it was not until he had repeated the same sentence three times that she chose to favour him with her attention. Bringing her head back into the room she turned her face slightly towards the speaker.

“Well?”

“Why did you marry me?”

“Because I was told that you would be dead inside two hours.”

Although the reply was brutal in its plainness, it did not seem to hurt him in the least — indeed, it seemed rather to amuse him.

“That’s a poor reason. What were you to gain by my death?”

“Dr. Twelves told me that I should have twenty thousand pounds.”

“Did he? I see. That was the bait. You’re a ready-witted young woman.”

“You mean that you think I’m a fool.”

“Not at all; no more than the rest of your sex, or, for the matter of that, of mine. We’re all fools; only some of us are fools of a special brand. Who are you?”

“I’m your wife.”

“You’ve told me that already. I mean who were you before you were my wife?”

She moved her hand to and fro, restlessly, upon the window sill.

“I’ve half a mind to tell you.”

“Make it a whole one. Yours should be a story not without features of interest. Besides, a husband ought to know something about his wife.”

She stood up straighter, her back to the window, looking towards the bed with gleaming eyes. It was evidently easier to provoke her to an exhibition of temper than him.

“I’ll tell you nothing. I’m your wife; that’s all I’ll tell you; and that ought to be enough.”

“It is — more than enough. You’re an embodied epigram. I think I can guess at part of your story.” The indifferent, almost assured tone in which he said it brought her near to wincing. “My eyes are not so bright as they were — no, not so bright — but they’re bright enough to enable me to perceive that you’re young, and not bad-looking — after a sufficiently common type. You appear to be one of those big, bouncing, blusterous, bonny — four b’s — young females who spring out of the gutter by the mere force of their own vitality; who push and elbow themselves through life with but one thing continually in view — self. You’re probably ill-bred, ignorant, impudent and imbecile — four i’s — four which are apt to go together — and, in consequence, blundering along rather than advancing by any reasonable method of progression, you’ll keep tumbling into ditches and scrambling out again, until you tumble into one which will be too deep for you to scramble out of, and in that you’ll lie for ever.”

To hear him, in his dim, distant, uninterested tones, mapping out, as it were, a chart of her life and conduct, affected her unpleasantly. When he had finished she had to pull herself together before she could deliver a retort which she was conscious was sufficiently futile.

“I daresay you think yourself clever.”

“I’m afraid you’re disappointed. If I’m not altogether to be congratulated on having you for a wife, neither are you to be altogether congratulated on having me for a husband.”

“Congratulated! My stars!”

“Exactly — your lucky stars. Come, I’ve drawn a little fancy sketch of the kind of wife you appear to me to be; tell me, what kind of husband do you think I am?”

“Think! I don’t think; I’m sure you’re a monster. You ought to be in Barnum’s show — that’s where you ought to be.”

“That is your candid opinion? Your tone has the ring of genuine candour. It’s an illustration of how one changes. Would you believe that once — not so long ago — I was remarkable for my good looks as well as my figure?”

“Tell that for a tale!”

“I’m telling it for a tale that is told — and over. It must have been a disappointment when you learned that I was not dead.”

“It was. I could have shook old Twelves when he told me. Perhaps I’ll do it yet.”

“Will you? That will be nice for Twelves. I should like to be present at the shaking. You look as if you could shake him.”

“I should think I could — shake the bones right out of his body. I’m as strong as a horse — stronger than most men. I once thought of coming out as a strong woman, only I didn’t fancy the training.”

“Didn’t you? By training do you mean clean and healthy living? Is that what you disliked?”

She had already repented her lapse into the autobiographical.

“Never you mind what I mean.”

“We won’t; why should we? May I take it that you have got over the disappointment of not finding me dead, and have become reconciled to the idea of my living?”

“You don’t look to me as if you would live long, considering that you’re as good as dead already.”

“You think so. We’ve not been long at arriving at that stage of perfect candour which, I fancy, marks the career of the average husband and wife. I think you’re wrong. I am one of those beings who are very tenacious of life. I’m only fifty, whatever I may look. There’s no real reason — your friend Dr. Twelves will tell you — why I shouldn’t live another five-and-twenty years.”

“I don’t care what he says after what he told me. I’ll bet you don’t.”

“Suppose I do, would you propose to spend them with me?”

“I should do as I like.”

“I begin to suspect you’d try to. Let me put the case in another way. What would you want to leave this house and never re-enter it again?”

“Twenty thousand pounds.”

“Is that your lowest figure?”

“It is.”

“Thank you. I will give the matter my careful consideration. In the meanwhile may I ask you to leave me for a time? My conversational powers soon become exhausted; with them I am apt to become exhausted too. A little rest might do you good.”

“Listen to me. I came here so that you and I might understand each other.”

“We have gone some distance in that direction, haven’t we?”

“I don’t think you have, or you wouldn’t talk to me like that. It may be clever, and cutting, and that kind of thing, but I don’t like it. I’m your wife, your equal, more than your equal, since you’re lying there like a log, already more than three parts dead. I’m the mistress of this house; this room is as much mine as yours.”

“Is it?”

“It is. That’s what you’ve got to understand. When I choose to leave it I will, but not a moment before. So don’t you order me about, because I don’t intend to let you, and there’ll be trouble if you try.”

“Am I to understand when I ask you to leave the room, my bedroom, in spite of your courteous hint of a moment back, that you refuse?”

“You are; you bet you are. And you’re to understand more than that; you’re to understand that if you’re not careful what airs and graces you take on with me, I’ll stuff a handkerchief into your mouth. Then we’ll see what you’ll do next. A helpless lump like you to talk to me — your lawful wife! — as if I were nothing and no one. I’ll soon show you.”

“Will you? Maybe you’ll first be shown a thing or two yourself, my lady!”

The tones were familiar. They were not those of the man in the bed. Looking round Isabel found that Nannie was glaring at her from the other side of the room.


CHAPTER VII. A TUG OF WAR

Perceiving that Isabel made no reply, Nannie addressed her again, with both in her manner and her words perhaps a superfluity of truculence.

“What for have you left your room and come here disturbing Mr. Grahame, you bold-faced hussy?”

Nannie’s appearance and the vigour of her speech, both of which were probably a trifle unexpected, seemed to take Isabel somewhat aback. It was not unlikely that a rapid debate was taking place in her mind as to what exactly was the rôle it was most advisable that she should play.

One point was obvious, that the moment had come when it would have to be decided, possibly finally, just what position in the household hers was going to be. If she was to be its real mistress — as she had boasted that she was, and would be! — then it was out of the question that Nannie should be allowed to speak to her in such terms as she had just employed. How was she to be prevented? In her own way Isabel was not a bad judge of character. In the course of her short life her adventures had been so many and various that it had grown to be a habit to measure herself against nearly every one with whom she was brought in contact. Nannie was a dour old Scotchwoman. Isabel was perfectly conscious that she was not likely to be subdued — to the point to which she desired to bring her — by words alone. She herself was wholly devoid of scruples. As to self-respect, she was incapable of realising what it meant. She had been brought up in a school in which that sort of thing was not taught. Her early days had been spent among women who were quite as ready to resort to physical force as the men, which was saying not a little. As she had grown older she had never hesitated to use her muscles when her tongue was beaten. She was quick to perceive that this was a case in which she would have to use her muscles again, if she did not wish to degenerate into something worse than a figure-head in the house which she aspired to rule.

The only question she had to decide was whether she would be a match for the Scotchwoman. It would be worse than vain to challenge conclusions if she was likely to be proved the weaker. Brief consideration, however, persuaded her that there was but little fear of that. Her ankle was against her, and the fact that she had been inactive for a fortnight. But, on the other hand, though tough and brawny, Nannie might be old enough to be her grandmother. Even though handicapped by her ankle, Isabel did not doubt that she excelled her both in sheer strength and in agility, while as to knowledge of how to make the best of her powers she was convinced that, as compared with her, the other was nowhere.

She resolved to bring the question as to who was to be mistress to an issue then and there — if necessary, in the presence of the man in the bed. Instead of answering Nannie she put a question to him.

“Who is this objectionable old woman?”

“My housekeeper.”

“Then, perhaps, you’ll tell your housekeeper that, where I’m concerned, if she can’t keep a civil tongue in her head and mend her manners, she won’t be your housekeeper long — or mine either.”

“Hadn’t you better tell her so yourself?”

“Does that mean you’re afraid to?”

“Never interfered in the housekeeping since the day I was born, nor with Nannie either. She’s always run this house as if it were her own.”

“Then the sooner she understands that she’s not going to do so any longer the better it will be. If you won’t make that plain to her, then I will. Now, my woman, remember that I’m your mistress, and that I’ll stand impertinence from no one — least of all from a servant of mine. Leave this room at once; I’ll talk to you when we’re alone.”

Nannie seemed to be surprised almost into speechlessness by the other’s attitude and manner of addressing her. It was a second or two before she could find words with which to illustrate her feelings.

“Of all the brazen impudence! That a nameless besom, picked up from the roadside in the middle of the night, should have the face to speak to me like that! And you to call yourself Mr. Cuthbert’s wife! Why, you’re nothing but a shameless trollop! And though the doctor said that Mr. Cuthbert was to be kept as quiet as possible, if needs be I’ll take you out of this room in my two arms, as you well know I did before. So out you come before I make you!”

“Go it, Nannie!”

The mocking encouragement from the man in the bed was to Isabel as the final straw. She did not allow him to range himself, before her face, on the woman’s side. From words she proceeded to measures. Traversing the room with a rapidity which wholly ignored the twinges which proceeded from her injured ankle, she planted herself immediately in front of Nannie.

“Are you going to leave this room, or am I to put you out of it?”

“Me to leave Mr. Cuthbert’s room, and ordered out of it by you! It’ll be you that’ll be put out of it, and that pretty quick, you — —”

Isabel did not wait for her to finish; she anticipated the volley of compliments which had no doubt been intended to follow by straightening her left arm in the most approved fashion, and striking the other full on the nose with a vigour and unexpectedness which caused the old woman to lose her balance and go toppling over on to the floor. Before she had a chance to recover, Isabel had the door wide open, and began bundling the still prostrate Nannie unceremoniously through it. She was conscious that words were proceeding from the man in the bed, but what they were she neither knew nor cared. It was not her intention, if she could help it, to continue the proceedings in his room. Having got the other out of the room somehow, she shut the door behind her, determined to let him know as little of what was to follow as circumstances would permit, at any rate till all was over.

Then she waited for Nannie to rise, which she did with an agility which did credit to her years. As the other had possibly foreseen, the old woman was beside herself with rage. She rushed blindly at her opponent, who was at once cooler and more experienced in little discussions of the kind. Although hampered by her ankle she had no difficulty in evading the other’s mad onrush, at least sufficiently long to enable her to receive her with a hail of blows directed impartially at her face and body. The proceedings had only lasted a few seconds, and were waxing momentarily warmer, when they were interrupted by some one who ascended the stairs. It was Dr. Twelves. As was only natural, being very far from edified by the spectacle by which he was confronted, he raised his voice to remonstrate.

“What does this mean? Have you two women gone mad, that you behave like drunken fishwives? Nannie! — Mrs. Grahame! — shame on you!”

Nannie, who had been severely pommelled, and had so far got much the worst of it, abstained, for the moment, from her attempts to return some of the marks of esteem with which she had been presented, and proceeded to vouchsafe some sort of explanation. As, however, she talked at the top of her voice, which failed her badly, and had to stop at uncomfortably short intervals to gasp, it was rather difficult to make out what she said, and when that was done it was not easy to join her observations with each other and supply them with a meaning.

“Put me out of Mr. Cuthbert’s room! — ordered me out! — hit me in the face, that had never been laid hands on by any but my mother! — knocked me about as if I were an old rag-bag! — a bold-faced besom that’s nothing in the world but the clothes she stands in! — and less character than that! — before I’ve done with her I’ll strip her to her impudent skin!”

Nannie proceeded to do it. The attempt could scarcely have been called successful, because no sooner had she brought herself within the reach of the other’s dangerous left arm than she received a smashing blow in the face which sent her staggering backwards. The course of the combat had brought her near the head of the stairs, uncomfortably near, as the event immediately showed. Before she was able to recover herself, reaching the topmost stair, she went crashing down it on to the doctor who stood remonstrating below. Luckily for him he was on the bottom step but one, so that he had time to move somewhat aside before she was in his immediate neighbourhood. As it was she sent him cannoning with uncomfortable violence against the wall, while she herself came toppling on to the landing with a bang which shook the house.

Silence followed — a speaking silence. Above was Isabel, a really striking figure, as, with flushed cheeks, flaming eyes, clenched fists, straightened arms, she stared down on her victim in the depths below. The doctor, more startled than hurt, seemed to be in two minds what to do or say. With one eye, as it were, he looked at Isabel up above, and with the other at Nannie down below. At last he spoke, addressing himself to the triumphant figure up above.

“For all you know you may have killed her.”

“It will serve her right if I have!” came the defiant response.

That she was not killed was soon made plain by Nannie herself.

“She’s broken my leg! — and I’ll be bound half the bones in my body! — the she-devil! Oh, doctor, what’ll I do?”

There came the voice from above.

“You’ll stop that noise! and if you’re wise you’ll cut out your tongue! Because the next time you say a rude thing to me, or of me, as sure as you’re lying there, I’ll have you dragged into the road, and there you shall be left; you shall never set foot inside this house again — I promise you that!”

The doctor had been leaning over her, as if to ascertain the nature of her injuries.

“I believe you have broken her leg.”

“To be sure she has! Oh, doctor, doctor, I told you we’d rue the day you brought her into the house!”

“Next time I’ll not be content with breaking half the bones in her body — I’ll break them all!”

“Hush, woman! you forget yourself; have you no pity?”

“I’ve pity for those who deserve it, but not for an unmannerly servant who tries to bully her mistress, and then whines when she herself gets thrashed instead! And look here, Dr. Twelves, don’t you think that I’m an ordinary woman, because I’m not — —”

“That I am rapidly beginning to believe.”

“Don’t you interrupt me when I’m speaking, not even by attempts to be smart, especially as you happen to be one of those silly old men who are not meant to shine in that line. If you’d got an ordinary woman into the mess you’ve got me by your lies and humbug, I daresay you’d have been able to do as you liked with her. I suppose that’s what you and that old woman have been reckoning on. But I want you to understand just once, and once for all, that you’re mistaken. It’s going to be the other way round; I’m going to play this game, in my way, not yours; I’m going to do as I like with you. You’ll take your instructions from me, and from me only. If you want to be allowed on these premises you’ll treat me as a lady and as the mistress of the house ought to be treated. Who’s that down there? I heard you sneaking about and listening! Come up here and let me look at you.” A shock-headed young woman appeared, followed, at a respectful distance, by one still younger. “If you two are my servants — and I suppose you are, or you wouldn’t be there — if that old woman can’t walk alone pick her up, carry her to her room and put her to bed, and leave her there; then go on with your work and let me have no nonsense.”

All this time Nannie, who still lay motionless, had been groaning in what was evidently genuine pain. The doctor, who had been bending over her, remarked a little dryly: — 

“I trust you will pardon me, Mrs. Grahame, but I think her leg is broken”.

“Well, what of it? It’s her fault, not mine; she’s brought it on herself. She may think herself lucky that her neck’s not broken after the way she’s behaved. I’d have thrown her out of a window if there’d been one handy, and it would have served her thoroughly well right. I suppose you don’t want her to lie there, littering up the stairs, even if her leg is broken. She carried me to my room as if I were a sack of potatoes, now they shall carry her. Do you hear what I say, you two?”

So Nannie was borne to her room with anything but the honours of war.


CHAPTER VIII. THE MINIATURE

Like some other persons, so long as she had her own way, and nothing occurred to annoy her, Isabel could be quite agreeable. Now that Nannie was laid low, and Dr. Twelves accorded her the respect she demanded — at least outwardly, for she continually suspected him of having his tongue in his cheek — she proceeded to show that there was a side to her character which was not altogether unpleasant. The household — what remained of it — consisted of two raw damsels, whose English was of such a quality that Isabel not infrequently found herself at a loss to understand what they were saying. They made no secret of the fact that they were by no means heart-broken at Nannie’s discomfiture. She had ruled them with a rod of iron, and they were by no means sorry that some one had tried her hand at ruling her — with distinctly solid results. Especially was this the case when they learned that the new mistress was inclined to be as lax as the dethroned one had been rigid. So long as the work of the house was done — and there was not much of it as Isabel managed things — they were free to do pretty well as they chose, even to the extent of there being practically no watch kept on their outgoings and incomings.

The truth was that the new Mrs. Grahame was above all things desirous that no watch should be kept on her. Most of her time was spent in ransacking the house from top to bottom — an occupation she enjoyed immensely, and found no little to her profit. Now that Nannie was laid on her back, and — since at her time of life a broken leg is no small matter — promised to remain there for some time, there was no one to say her nay. Isabel turned out every cupboard and every drawer; waded through every scrap of writing they contained; appraised every article she found — and, indeed, assembled quite a nice collection of what she deemed the more valuable trifles in her own apartment, for her personal use and consolation. She lighted on what, to her, was a considerable sum of money. On this, she learned, Nannie had been accustomed to draw for various current expenses. She, of course, regarded it, there and then, as her own personal property.

Her first appearance out of doors took the form of a visit to a neighbouring small town — not Carnoustie — where she purchased such articles of attire as she imagined she required, together with a trunk to contain them. These she paid for out of Nannie’s store. She did not think it necessary to inform Mr. Grahame how she had used what was, after all, his money. She did not seem to think it worth her while to tell him anything.

Her mind was occupied with various problems. First and foremost, she was extremely anxious to ascertain how much money the man she called her husband actually had, where it was, and how it could be got at, say by one who had a right to get at it. Almost as if he were conscious of what was transpiring in her brain, Cuthbert Grahame took advantage of an opportunity which arose, or which he, perhaps, made himself, to volunteer some information on the subject on his own account. The afternoon on which the conversation took place would have been memorable for something else, even if he had not seen fit to make her the receptacle of some very interesting confidences.

Isabel was an active young woman; healthy, full-blooded, vigorous, one in whose veins the blood ran strong. Inaction to her was punishment. So soon as her ankle permitted, and it proceeded to a rapid and complete recovery, she spent a portion of each day in taking the air — that portion of the day which was not spent in prying into everything the house contained. As her researches drew to a conclusion — as even the most thorough investigation allowed them to do in time — that unoccupied portion became more and more. So, having examined the inside of the house she turned her attention to the outside, to learn that her husband’s estate was of considerable extent. She wandered up and down it, to and fro, till she began to be almost as intimately acquainted with it as with the contents of the residence. One afternoon she was indulging in one of these rambles when she received what really amounted to a shock.

She was passing through one of the woods of which her husband’s property seemed chiefly to consist, and was resting on the bole of a tree, when she heard the sound of wheels. She was perhaps in a peculiar mood, because it immediately brought back to her that night on which she had listened — with what an anxious heart! — to the wheels of Dr. Twelves’ approaching trap. Passers-by, thereabouts, were few and far between; for days together she would not encounter any. She had grown to love seclusion, possibly for sufficient reasons of her own. She was seated on a slope. The road began at the foot, perhaps thirty feet away. She instinctively altered her position, so that, while she could see herself, the trunk of the tree almost entirely screened her from observation. She wondered who was coming, peeping round to see. When she did see she drew back with a start.

In the dogcart which presently appeared was her husband — her real husband — Gregory Lamb. The sight of him took her wholly by surprise, and filled her with unwonted perturbation. What was he doing there? What could have brought him to that neighbourhood? She had taken it for granted that he had long since returned to London. Even Mrs. Macconichie’s — supposing he was still there, which seemed unlikely — was a good twelve miles away. She was conscious that he was not alone in the trap. Who his companion was she had not noticed; she had not time.

The vehicle drew rapidly level with the tree on which she rested. She decided that she might venture to peep again, and was just doing so when the horse shied so violently that the cart was almost overturned. Recovering itself, apparently getting the bit between its teeth, it bolted like a thing possessed, and vanished from her sight, though not before she had nearly convinced herself that the man with her husband — the one who was driving — was Dr. Twelves. She had only seen him from the back, and then had had but occasional glimpses through intervening trees for half-a-dozen seconds, but she was almost sure that it was he. There was, however, just a possibility that she was mistaken, and it was that possibility which worried her. She would have liked to have been certain, either one way or the other. Then, in the case of the worst, she might have been prepared.

For the juxtaposition could but mean trouble for her. She was too clear-sighted to delude herself with the notion that the doctor was anxious to be a friend of hers. He had, to outward seeming, accepted the situation; probably, in part, because, as she herself put it, she was no ordinary woman; and partly because, under the circumstances, considering the part which he himself had played, he did not see what else there was for him to do. Let him, however, learn how wholly baseless was her claim to occupy the place which she had arrogated to herself, and she did not for a moment doubt that he would use that knowledge to oust her from it in the shortest possible space of time.

The only two points on which she had her doubts were: Was it really the doctor who was driving Gregory Lamb? and, if so, had Gregory Lamb given him cause to even suspect the relation in which she stood to him? On a third point there was no doubt — the dogcart had been moving from, not towards the house, so that in any case the peril was not actually approaching her now.

Another thought suddenly occurred to her, one which set her heart beating faster than was altogether agreeable. The doctor and her husband might have been to the house already, in which case danger might be awaiting her return to what she had learned to call her home.

That was a question which might be quickly resolved — she would resolve it quickly. She started off homewards then and there, telling herself as she went that, whatever had happened, or might happen, they should only be rid of her on terms of her own.

It turned out that, so far, nothing had happened; to that extent, at least, her agitation had been uncalled for. No one had been near the house since she had left it; nothing had happened which was in any way out of the common. The relief she felt at learning even so much showed how real she had imagined the danger was. With some vague idea of subjecting him to cross-examination and learning if he had suspicions of her of any sort or kind, so soon as she had removed her hat she paid a visit to Cuthbert Grahame’s room.

As usual, he lay immobile between the sheets, preserving that death-in-life rigidity which, it seemed, was to continue his condition to the end. The sight of him struck in her an unwonted note.

“Don’t you get tired of lying there? — especially on a day like this, when the sun is shining and the breeze is stealing among the trees and flowers?”

She did not strike a responsive note in him. He was silent for some seconds, then he asked, in his strange, far-away voice, which was like a husky whisper — 

“Aren’t you well?”

“Oh yes, I’m well enough. I’m only wondering if you’re not tired of being ill. It seems to me that you might as well be dead as keep on lying there with only your voice alive — and that’s pretty nearly done for.”

She had returned to her more familiar mood.

“Tired! — tired!” He repeated the word twice, then after an interval went on: “What’s the use of being tired of what has to be? I’m tired of you, but it seems you have to be — so what’s the use?”

“I don’t see why you need be tired of me. I’m no more to you than a chair or table.”

“You’re my wife.”

“Your wife! It’s because I’m your wife that I’m likely to get tired instead of you. I’m not a helpless statue — I’m a woman; I don’t want a dead log — I want a man.”

“I was once a man.”

“You a man!”

“Seems queer, doesn’t it?”

“I don’t believe it.”

“Yet I was, physically, not a bad sample of a man. Now the Lord knows what I am! — a husk, I suppose. There’s a man inside me somewhere still.”

“You look as if there were, and you sound it.”

She laughed, not pleasantly. It was one of her defects that her laughter seldom had a pleasant sound, as if it were only the spirit of malice which had power to move her to mirth.

“You’ve confessed why you married me. Do you know why I wanted to marry you, or any one? I’d have married your friend Nannie if she’d agreed, but she refused point-blank.”

“Is that true?”

“Quite. It was only when she persisted in her refusal that the doctor thought of the woman he’d found in a ditch. Since anything in the shape of a woman would serve he hauled you up the stairs.” She was still. She was standing in her favourite position by the open window, looking out at the woods on the slope of the hill. “Shall I tell you why, when already looking into hell — and I had a good look, I promise you! — I wanted to marry any one?”

“I know.”

“Who told you?”

“Dr. Twelves.”

“He seems to have imparted to you a good deal of useful information. What did he tell you?”

“That you’d made a will in some one’s favour, which you wanted to break, and that was the easiest way to break it.”

“Did he tell you who the some one was?”

“No.”

“It was a woman. Do you hear — it was a woman!”

“I hear.”

“A young woman — younger than you and prettier. Prettier? My God! You’re not bad-looking in a way, but there’s a streak of the vulgar in you now. No one could ever mistake you for a lady. You’re one of the blowzy sort; you’ll become impossible; hard-featured; flame-coloured cheeks; bold, staring eyes; huge, unwieldy, gross. She! — she’s the most perfect woman God ever made, and she’ll only improve as the years go by.”

“I’ve met that kind of woman before.”

“Not you. She’s not to be found in the sort of society in which you’ve moved.”

“She’s to be found in the penny novelettes — never out of them. You and your perfect women! In spite of her perfection you don’t seem to have found her all milk and honey, or you wouldn’t have been so keen to break that will of yours.”

“Do you know why I wanted to break it?”

“Some silly nonsense. Because she tried to scratch your eyes out, I daresay — serve you right if she did.”

“Because she wouldn’t marry me.”

“Because —— !” She stopped to burst into noisy, strident laughter. “She must have been a fool. I should have thought any one would have married you if you’d made it worth their while.”

“I told you that she was not the kind of woman you have ever met; she’s clean beyond your understanding. Put your hand underneath my pillow — gently. You’ll find a case; take it out.”

Isabel looked at him, hesitating, as if in doubt of his meaning, then she did as he had told her. He was propped up on a nicely graduated series of pillows. As she withdrew her hand, the case between her fingers, she dragged one of the pillows with it right from under the one on which his head reposed, so that, denuded of its support, his head fell back. In a second he began to choke before her eyes. His face grew bluer and bluer; the veins stood out through his skin; he fought for breath; his stertorous gasps shook him from head to foot. She raised his head to its normal position, returning the pillow to its place. As she watched him struggle back to what — to him — was life, she laughed.

“It wouldn’t take long to make an end of you.”

By degrees he regained the use of his attenuated voice.

“I do want careful handling — that’s so. Still I wouldn’t murder me if I were you — it would be murder. Murder has to be paid for in full. It would be hardly worth your while to be compelled to render full payment for such a remnant as I am. Have you got the case? Open it.”

She held a square Russia leather case, in corn-flower blue. She looked for a spring or for something which would enable her to get at its interior, but found nothing.

“Does it open? I don’t see how.”

“It’s a little idea of my own that spring. I didn’t want any one to see what is inside but me. But it’s so long since I’ve seen that I have grown hungry for a look, so you shall have one too. I think I should like you to have one. Hold the case between your finger and thumb, one of them exactly in the centre of each side, then press firmly.”

Obeying him, immediately one of the sides flew open in the middle, revealing, framed in the other, the miniature of a young girl. Isabel was no artist; she was incapable of appreciating the artistic value of the portrait which confronted her. What struck her instantly was that it was surrounded by what looked like three rows of precious stones — pearls, sapphires, diamonds.

“Are they real?” she inquired.

“Do you mean the stones in the setting? They are. The pearls are there because she is the queen of pearls; the sapphires, because they are her favourite stones; the diamonds, because I chose to have them.”

“They must be very valuable.”

“They cost a lot of money, and they’d fetch a lot. That is the girl I wanted to marry me. What do you think of her?”

“She is pretty.”

“Pretty! She’s beautiful.”

“She’s too fair for me.”

“That’s because you’re dark. I hate dark women — always have done. Hold the case open in front of me. Let me look at her.”

She did as he asked. No change took place in his expression; none could take place. His voice remained the same; that also was incapable of modulation. Yet she knew that an alteration had taken place in him; that as he gazed the man of whom he had spoken, who was inside him somewhere, was stirred to his inmost depths.

“Not beautiful! She’s the most beautiful creature in the world. She always has been; she always will be. God bless her! though He has been hard on me.” Then, after a pause, “Take the case away and shut it, and put it back beneath my pillow — gently. That glimpse will last me a long time, thank you. Though I may never look at her again, her face will be with me always to the end. Before you close the case you might look at her again more carefully. Perhaps, after you have gazed at her attentively, understanding may come to you; you may begin to perceive the beauty which was hidden from you at the first.”

She returned, the case still open in her hand, to the window in front of which she had been standing.


CHAPTER IX. THE SLIDING PANEL

The silence remained unbroken for some seconds. Then he asked — 

“Well, what do you think of her now?”

“I think she’s pretty, as I said. You may think her beautiful. I daresay plenty of men would; that sort of thing’s a question of taste. I tell you what I do think beautiful — that’s these diamonds. The sapphires and the pearls are all very well, but the diamonds are the stones for me.”

“You would think that. You’re the sort of woman who’d admire a gaudy frame, and have no eyes for the picture that was in it. If you like I’ll tell you who she is and all about her. It may seem like sacrilege to talk of her to you, but I think I’ll tell you all the same.”

“Tell away. I suppose it’s the old, old story: she met some one she fancied more than you. Men always do think that sort of thing is wonderful. But I don’t mind listening.”

“Yes, there was some one she liked better than me. That was the trouble.”

“It generally is, while it lasts; then it turns out to be a blessing. But, of course, you’ve never had the chance.”

“As you say, I’ve never had the chance. Her name — I won’t tell you her name — though why shouldn’t I? Her name is Margaret Wallace.”

“Scotch, is she?”

“Her father was Scotch, her mother English. He was my dearest friend. When he died — —”

“He left his only daughter, then a mere child, and that was all.”

“That was all, and as you say she was a mere child. You seem to have had some experiences of your own.”

“One or two. I’m more than seven.”

“So I should imagine.”

“You took her to your own home, found her in food and washing, and pocket-money now and then. As she grew older her wondrous beauty and her many virtues — especially the first lot — warmed your withered heart. When she attained to womanhood you breathed to her the secret of your passion, which she had spotted about eighteen years before; but as she didn’t happen to be taking any, of course the band began to play. Isn’t that the sort of story you were going to tell, only I daresay you wouldn’t have told it in quite that way?”

“I certainly shouldn’t have told it in quite that way.”

“You had expended on her two hundred and forty-nine pounds nineteen and sixpence ha’penny, besides any amount of fuss, so her ingratitude stung you to the marrow. Still you might have borne with her; you might not even have altered the will which you had made in her favour, and which you kept shaking in her face; only when she took up with another chap she seemed to be coming it a bit too thick. You cried in your anger, ‘I’ll make you smart for this, my beauty!’ So you started to make her smart; but it seems to me that you’ve done most of the smarting up to now. Was it her cruelty which made you the pretty sight you are?”

“Not altogether.”

“Not altogether! You don’t mean to say that when you wanted her to be your wife you were anything like what you are now? A nice kind of love yours must have been!”

“I appear to have acquired a really delightful wife.”

“If you weren’t a dead log it might be that you’d find out how true that was. Any man with a touch of spice in him would give the eyes out of his head for a wife like me, and there have been plenty who were ready to do it.”

“As you yourself observed, these things are a question of taste. So you think she was justified in treating me as she did?”

“Justified for not wanting to marry a thing like you! You ought to have been drowned for hinting at it.”

“I am myself beginning to think that your point of view may not be wholly incorrect, and that, therefore, it was fortunate that I did not die on the night we were married.”

“I don’t.”

“You wouldn’t — you have, of course, your own point of view. From mine it is fortunate that I have been spared to enable me to make another will.”

“How are you going to make a will, when you can’t move so much as a finger?”

“I can have one drawn up according to my instructions. You will find that I’m capable of signing it. Would you have any objection?”

“It would depend on what there was in it.”

“I see. May I ask if you are under the impression that if I die without a will — even supposing our marriage is valid — —”

“It’s valid enough, don’t you be afraid.”

“I’m not afraid; you, I fancy, have the cause to fear. But I say, supposing our marriage is a marriage — as to which I say nothing either one way or the other — if I die intestate do you imagine that you will necessarily come into possession of all I have?”

“Have you any relatives?”

“Not one in the whole wide world.”

“Then you bet I shall.”

“You may bet you won’t.”

“Who’s got more right to what you leave behind than your lawful wife?”

“It depends. Under no circumstances would you inherit more than half of my personal property, and a third of my real estate; the rest would go to the Crown.”

“Half’s something! Look here, Dr. Twelves told me that if I married you I should have twenty thousand pounds. Have you got as much?”

There was an interval before an answer came. Possibly the man in the bed was considering what answer he should make to such a very leading question.

“I cannot tell you exactly what I have got, but I may safely venture to assert this much: If all I possess — land, houses, shares and so on — were to be turned into cash to-morrow, I should find myself with at least two hundred thousand pounds.”

“Two hundred thousand pounds! Go on!”

“This is a curious world, and Fortune is a curious jade; she bestows her gifts with feminine irresponsibility. She gives one health and strength and youth — and empty pockets — just when he could get enjoyment out of full ones. To another, crippled limbs, physical helplessness, premature old age — and pockets brimming over — just when money is of as little use to him as pictures to the blind. I have been denied most things except fortune. Sounds ironical, doesn’t it? As with Midas, everything I have touched has turned to gold — in my case a thing wholly worthless. I never made a bad money speculation in my life. I doubt if I ever made an investment which did not pay me ten per cent. Some of my investments have paid me forty and fifty per cent, for years, and are worth ten times what I gave for them. I wasn’t worth twenty thousand pounds when I began life; now, to adopt your phraseology, I’ll bet I’m worth more than a quarter of a million.”

“And yet you live in a place like this, without a horse in the stable, and the garden like a wilderness!”

“Why shouldn’t I? Where would you have me live? In a castle? with an array of servants who would take my money and from whom I should have to hide. A well-bred servant wouldn’t be able to endure the sight of such an object as I am. All I need is a bed to lie on, some one to put food between my lips, money to pay for it. Since here I have those things, here I have all I need. Besides, you should bear in mind that, as nothing is being spent, there will be all the more to leave behind.”

She was silent; her face turned towards the open window, the miniature in its jewelled case still in her hand. His words had fired her imagination. A quarter of a million! — this man worth a quarter of a million! — and he supposed himself to be her husband! Not long ago she had told herself that a certain and clear five pounds a week earned by singing and dancing at the minor music halls would be her idea of fortune. She had married that deceitful humbug, Gregory Lamb, because she believed that he might possibly have as much as a thousand a year. What was a thousand a year compared to a quarter of a million! If he died without a will half of it would be hers, or was it a third? Why shouldn’t she have more than that? If he had no relatives to make a fuss, why shouldn’t she have it all?

Even as she asked herself the question an answer came to her dimly, yet with sufficient clearness to start her trembling. It was born of an idea which would have disposed most women to do more than tremble. Her breath came faster; her eyes brightened; something like a smile wrinkled her lips; the vista presented to her imagination, which would have appalled most persons, titillated her.

After a while she asked, without turning her head — 

“If you were to make a will, what would you put in it?”

“I’ll show you.”

“When?”

“Now. There’s a secret hiding-place in this room. If you tried do you think that you could find it?”

“I’d find it fast enough.”

“Then find it.”

“What sort of place is it?”

“That’s asking for assistance. I’ll give you this much. It’s in the wall, concealed by a panel of wood. Now I’ve given you the scent, follow it to a finish — if you can.”

“In a room like this there might be fifty hiding-places.”

“There might.”

“It would take days to examine it thoroughly; however long it might take me I’d find it. I’d strip the walls of everything before I’d give it up.”

“I don’t think you need go so far as that just yet. Look round; you’ve hawk’s eyes; I’ve given you a hint; can’t you make a likely guess, like the sharp-witted child who is playing hide-and-seek?”

Isabel’s glances were travelling round the room searchingly, resting here and there, allowing nothing to escape them. When they had traversed the whole apartment from floor to ceiling in one direction they returned in another.

“You are not tricking me? There really is a secret hiding-place?”

“There really is.”

“And you say it’s behind a panel in the wall?”

“That’s it.”

Her eyes in their return journey had reached the great wooden fireplace. Although she did not know it, it was a fine specimen of old carving. What she did notice were the rounded posts which served as pillars. There were four, two longer and two shorter, each supporting a shelf on which there were ornaments. She wondered if the posts would turn. Probably something recurred to her mind which she had read about a movable post, though she could not have said just what it was or where she had read it. She had a notion that she would try if the posts in the fireplace turned, when she was stopped by a remark which came from the man in the bed.

“You’re looking in the wrong place; so as I don’t want your search to occupy you days, I’ll tell you where it is.” Even as he spoke it struck her — rather as a vague suspicion than anything else — that he did not want her to pay too much attention to the fireplace. She waited for him to continue, which he did at once. “You see the bracket in the corner on my left. Go to it. Take down the vase which stands upon it, then lift the bracket out of its socket.” She did as he told her. “You see the boss just at the top of the socket. That releases the catch. Press it, then slide upwards that part of the panel which is immediately at your right.”

Again she followed his directions. A portion of the woodwork, three or four inches wide, and about a foot in length, yielding to her touch, disclosed an open space behind.

“There’s an envelope in it, a blue envelope; take it out.”

There was an envelope, apparently nothing else. On the front was an inscription, whose crabbed characters had apparently been written by a feminine hand. “This envelope contains Cuthbert Grahame’s will, and is not to be opened till after his death.” The two flaps at the back were secured by big red seals.

“Never mind what it says. I’m Cuthbert Grahame, and I tell you to open the envelope, although I don’t happen to be dead. Take out the paper which you’ll find inside. Read it; you can read it aloud if you like.”

She read it aloud. The handwriting was identical with the cramped caligraphy on the envelope.

“‘I give and bequeath all the property of which I die possessed, both in real and personal estate, to Margaret Wallace, absolutely, for her sole use and benefit. — CUTHBERT GRAHAME. Witnesses, NANNIE FORESHAW, DAVID TWELVES, M.D., Edin.’”

With the exception of a date at the top that was all the paper contained.

“That is the will you broke by marrying me, or, if you prefer it, which I broke by marrying you. There isn’t much to be said for the phraseology — it wasn’t drafted in a lawyer’s office. Nannie wrote it down to my dictation — at that table over by the window there. She doesn’t write a very excellent fist, but it’ll serve. That’s as sound a will as if it had been drawn by a council of lawyers, and, to the lay mind, a good deal plainer than they’d have made it.”

“Do you mean to say that what’s on this paper is enough to put Margaret Wallace into undisputed possession of a quarter of a million of money?”

“It would have been if I hadn’t married you; my marriage has made it so much waste-paper. You may tear it up, or keep it if you please; it makes no difference. I intend to make another will.”

“What are you going to put in it?”

“Exactly what’s in that, only the date will be different. It’s the date in that which renders it nugatory.”

“Aren’t you going to leave me anything?”

“Why should I?”

“Dr. Twelves told me that if I married you I should have twenty thousand pounds.”

“I’m not responsible for what Dr. Twelves may assert.”

“You are — in a way, and you know it. Because he only brought me up so that you might die in peace, and, I expect, at your own express command.”

Mr. Grahame was silent, possibly considering her words.

“A cheque for a hundred pounds would amply repay you for what you’ve done — or I might make it a hundred guineas.”

“A hundred guineas! Listen to me — you’re my husband.”

“You’ve observed that on some previous occasion.”

“And I’m your wife.”

“That also has already become ancient history.”

“I want you to understand just the way in which I see it. I’m the mistress of this house, and no one sets foot in it — or in your room — without my express sanction and approval.”

“Won’t any one? We shall see.”

“We shall see! I’ll write you just the will you want, as Nannie did, if you’ll let me add a sentence leaving me — say, five thousand pounds. It ought to be more — twenty thousand was what Dr. Twelves promised — and you can make it as much more as you like, but I’ll do it if you make it that.” As, when she stopped, he was silent, she again went on: “If you don’t let me add such a sentence you shall make no will at all — as sure as I’m alive I swear you shan’t. I’ll have my bed brought in here to stop you doing it at night — you may trust me to take care you don’t do it by day. As your wife I’ve my rights, and you’re a helpless man. I mean to take advantage of my rights — to the fullest possible extent! — and of your helplessness. You ought to know by now that in such a matter I’m the sort of woman that keeps her word.”

“I have a sort of notion that you might do your best in that direction — from what I’ve seen — and heard — of you.”

“You can bet on it!”

“Let me follow you clearly. Am I to understand that you will draw up yourself a will identical in all respects with the one you have in your hand, if I allow you to add an additional clause by which you are to benefit to the extent of five thousand pounds?”

“That’s what you’re to understand — just that.”

“And that you’ll assist me to sign it in the presence of two witnesses?”

“I’ll assist you all I can.”

“I’ll think it over. Five thousand pounds is a deal of money for what you’ve done, and for the sort of woman you are; but — I’ll think it over. When would you do it?”

“If you say the word I’ll do it right now.”

There was a considerable pause, then he repeated his former observation: — 

“I’ll think it over.” After a pause he added: “Put back that miniature underneath my pillow — this time gently, if you please. Close the panel; replace the bracket and the vase. You may take the will with you if you like, so that you may get it well into your head. I’m tired — I’ve talked enough. I want to be still — and think.”


CHAPTER X. THE GIRL AT THE DOOR

When Isabel left Cuthbert Grahame’s room her brain was in a tumult. She had so much of which to think that she found it hard to think at all. The discovery that his wealth was so altogether beyond anything of which she had dreamed as possible; the unearthing of his will — from such a hiding-place; the facts she had learned of Margaret Wallace, and which she had herself embroidered — these things were in themselves enough to occupy her mind to its full capacity for some time to come. Yet they were far from being all she had to think about. The miniature, in its jewelled setting — especially the jeweled setting! — was likely to be a subject of covetous contemplation until — well, until something had happened to it, or to her. Then there were the pillars in the fireplace. Something — she could not have told what — had filled her with the conviction that the recess behind the sliding panel was not the only hiding-place the room contained. She was possessed by a desire to examine those four rounded posts — to examine them closely — to ascertain whether in their construction there was anything peculiar.

But beyond and above all these sufficient causes for mental agitation there was still another, one far greater — the will she might have to draft, which she felt certain she would be asked to draft. The idea which she had at the back of her head, which had prompted her suggestion, was of such a character that it almost frightened her. Like Cuthbert Grahame, she wanted time and opportunity for thought. She had it in contemplation to risk everything upon the hazard of a single throw — everything, in the widest sense of that comprehensive word. To put her notion into execution needed courage of a diabolical kind. Failure involved utter and eternal ruin. Success, on the other hand, would bring in its train all the pleasures of which she had scarcely dared to dream.

On her return from her walk, having learned that Gregory Lamb had not put in the appearance she had feared, she had sent the two maids on an errand. They were raw, country wenches, ignorant, slow-witted. It seemed hardly likely that, under any circumstances, she would find them dangerous, yet she was strongly of opinion that it was advisable, if, as was possible, the deserted Gregory did call, that she should be the person to receive him. Nannie was still confined to her room, so that Isabel had but to be rid of the underlings to have practically the whole house at her mercy.

It has been said that small things make great generals, since it is the eye for trivial details which wins big battles. The little act of foresight which prompted Isabel Lamb to clear the premises of that pair of Scotch wenches not impossibly changed the whole course of her life — not because what she had foreseen happened; what actually occurred she had not even looked for.

The dining-room had a large bay window which commanded the path leading to the front door. As she stood there, with her brain in a state of almost chaotic confusion, something caught her eye — a figure on the carriage drive. It was still at some distance; it disappeared nearly as soon as she saw it. She kept her glance fixed on its vanishing point. As for some moments nothing was visible, she was beginning to suppose that she must have been mistaken, when she saw it again. It was still to a great extent hidden by the trees and brushwood, but it certainly was there. Isabel instinctively drew back, although in any case she must have been entirely invisible. Instantly her brain became clear. The perception of approaching danger, which had on her the effect of bracing her up, restored to her at once the full use of her faculties.

“Is it Gregory?” she asked herself.

If it had been he would have had a warm reception. But it was not, as was immediately made clear. The figure was that of a woman — reaching a point where the ground was clearer, she could be plainly seen. She was walking very fast, with long, even strides.

“Who is it?” the woman at the window asked herself. “It can’t be one of the girls — they won’t be back for a couple of hours or more. I know them! Besides, they don’t move like that. Nothing feminine’s been near the place since I’ve been in it. So far as I know, there’s nothing feminine hereabouts to come. As for callers, we don’t have them. What’s likely to attract a woman to a house like this? Why, I do believe it’s a lady — that dress was never made in this parish. And — she’s young! Where on earth have I seen her before? I have seen her, but where? My stars! — the miniature! It’s Margaret Wallace! — come to see the man she jilted! Here’s a nice to-do!”

The approaching figure had come clear of the carriage drive, and was now in full sight. As Isabel had acknowledged to herself, it was unmistakably that of a lady. The dress might be proof itself to another woman’s keen perception, but there was other evidence as well. The way in which the stranger bore herself — her carriage, the easy grace which marked her movements, at least suggested breeding. As the face became visible all doubt was at an end. This was certainly a lady who, as it seemed, was coming to call.

Was the purport of her presence here merely to pay a passing call? Did she simply wish to make a few inquiries, and then return from whence she came? Would she be content with a few more or less civil words being spoken to her at the partly open door, or would she insist on entering and being allowed to visit Cuthbert Grahame in his room? In that case Isabel’s domination would be at an end. The chances were that those two had but to exchange half-a-dozen words, and the castle which she had already in imagination builded would resolve itself into an edifice even less substantial than a house of cards. The wild scheme of which she had conceived the embryo would never move from that condition. The situation out of which she had determined to wrest a great opportunity would be there and then at an end if Margaret Wallace won her way past that front door.

But would she win it? The fates were on Isabel’s side. Nannie upstairs helpless in her bed; Cuthbert Grahame still more helpless in his; the two girls out — Margaret Wallace would have to reckon with her. Isabel overrated herself if, in such a contest as was likely to ensue, she did not prove the better of the pair.

A sudden thought occurring to her she hurried into the hall. By some fortunate chance the front door was closed, so that she remained unseen by the approaching visitor. She remembered that she had closed it when she herself had come in; as a rule it stood wide open. If it had been then it would have been impossible for her to perform the part she proposed to play. As soon as she reached it she turned the key — only just in time. Within thirty seconds the handle was tried by some one on the other side.

“That settles it,” observed Isabel to herself. “I didn’t look at the face in the miniature so closely as all that, it was the setting which occupied me. I might have mistaken the likeness, and it mightn’t have been Margaret Wallace after all. But the style in which she turned that handle gives her away. She’s come in and out of this house too often not to be aware that, even if the door does happen to be shut, you’ve only got to turn the handle to come in. When she found that it wouldn’t open, I’ll bet that she had a bit of a shock. Holloa! it seems that she can’t believe it now. I daresay it’s the first time in all her life that she’s found that door closed against her.”

Something of the kind did seem possible. The person on the other side was giving the handle various twists and turns, as if unable to credit that the door was actually locked. It was only after continued efforts that the fact was realised. There was an interval, as if the person without was considering the position.

“Now what’ll she do?” wondered Isabel. “Go round to the back, and see if she can’t get in that way? She won’t think it a possible thing that both doors can be locked. The odds are that she’s come in one way as often as the other. She won’t come in that way this time, and so I’ll show her.”

On stealthy feet Isabel, stealing to the back of the house, both locked and bolted the door which gave ingress to the house on that side. As she was ramming the top bolt home a bell clanged through the house followed by the rat-tat-tat of a knocker.

“So she’s concluded not to give herself the trouble of trying the back door, at least for the present. Now what’ll I do? One thing’s sure, I’m not going to be in any haste to answer either her ringing or her knocking. Possibly if no one does answer she’ll be tricked into thinking the house is empty.” The bell and knocker were audible again.

“She’s pretty impatient; she doesn’t give a person over-much time to answer, even if one wanted to. What a row that bell does make — sounds as if it were rusty. I daresay it isn’t rung more than once a year. It’ll startle those two upstairs — it’s a time since they heard it. There she is again. She’ll hurt that bell if she isn’t careful. I’d like to hurt her — if she doesn’t watch out I will before she’s finished. That’s right, my dear, give another pull at it! Pretty rough on Grahame. If he only knew who was ringing what wouldn’t he give to get at her — especially if he understood that this is the only chance he’ll ever have; and to have to lie there like a log, and let it slip between his fingers! As for Nannie — that old woman’s got the nose of a bloodhound — I shouldn’t be surprised if she smells who’s at the door. If she does I shouldn’t wonder if, broken leg or no broken leg, she tumbles out of bed and tries to get down somehow to open it. She hadn’t better. She’ll break it again if she does — if I have to help her do it! No one’s going to interfere with that door but me! I’m not going to have her hammering and clanging till those two girls come back, that won’t suit my book at all. And as she looks like doing it the sooner I get rid of her the better.”

The upper panels of the front door were of coloured glass, the panes, which were of different hues, shapes and sizes, being set in leaden frames. While it was possible for whoever was within to obtain a vague impression of some one without, it was impossible for whoever was without to see anything of the person within. It was of this fact that the quick-witted Isabel proposed to take advantage. Among the various accomplishments which fitted her, in her opinion, to shine in the halls was that of mimicry. Drawing close up to the glass panels she exclaimed, in tones which were intended to represent the broken-legged Nannie’s — 

“Who’s that as wants to break the bell of a decent body’s house?”

That the assumption was not entirely unsuccessful was shown by the response which came instantly from the other side of the door.

“Is that you, Nannie? You silly old thing! Where have you been? What have you been doing? And why have you locked this door? — open it at once!”

“And to whom will I open it, please?”

There came a peal of girlish laughter as a prelude to this reply.

“Nannie, you are an old stupid! Do you mean to say that you don’t recognise my voice as well as I do yours? Why, I’m Meg come back to see you again! — open the door at once, you goose!”

“I’ll no open the door this day.”

“Nannie!”

“Margaret Wallace, I tell you I’ll no open the door for you this day, so back you go from where you came.”

“Nannie! how can you speak to me like that! How dare you!”

“I’m but obeying Mr. Cuthbert’s orders, and it’s not fear of you that’ll stay me from doing that.”

“Do you mean to tell me that Cuthbert Grahame forbade you to let me into the house?”

“He did a great deal more. He said that if you ever came near it he’d bring half-a-dozen dogs to set them at you. So take yourself off, and be quick about it.”

“But, Nannie, I don’t understand.”

“None of your lies! It’s plain enough! So be off to where you’re wanted — if it’s anywhere.”

“But, Nannie, what have I done that you should speak to me like this? You always used to take my part.”

“It’s no part of yours I’ll ever take again. Are you going?”

“I only want to talk to you. If you’ll only open the door I promise you I won’t try to get in if you don’t want me to.”

“I can have all the talk I want with you as we are. Will you be off?”

“Won’t you let me have one look at you, Nannie, and give you just one kiss?”

“I’ll have none of your kisses, and I never want to look at you again till you’re lying in your coffin.”

“Nannie! there’s something about the way you talk which I don’t understand. It’s not you to speak to me like this. I insist upon your opening the door. I don’t believe Cuthbert Grahame ever told you not to — I know him too well to think that’s possible. I shall keep on ringing and knocking till you do open, and so I tell you.”

“Then you’ll keep on some time, I promise you that. I know what Mr. Cuthbert’s orders are better than you. If I was to empty his gun at you I’d only do what he’d wish me to.”

“Nannie! But, Nannie, I’ve come all the way from London. It’s a very long way, and costs a deal of money, and nowadays I haven’t much money, as you know. You’re not going to send me back like this.”

“Is it the fare back to London that you’re wanting? If it’s to beg you’ve come, I’ll give you the fare out of my own pocket, so that Mr. Cuthbert may be rid of you in peace.”

This time in the girlish voice there was a ring of unmistakable indignation.

“Nannie! you’re a wicked old woman! I believe that you’ve some wicked scheme in your head of which Cuthbert Grahame knows nothing. You sound as if you were capable of anything. If you don’t let me in this moment I’ll get in without your help.”

“How are you going to do that, pray?”

“Do you think I can’t? I’ll soon show you! If you think I’m still a foolish girl to be tyrannised over by you, you’re very much mistaken. I won’t believe that Cuthbert Grahame doesn’t wish to see me till he tells me so with his own lips.”


CHAPTER XI. HOT WATER

A hand was raised on the other side of the door and brought smartly against the glass. The whole panel shivered; the blow would only have to be repeated two or three times to destroy it altogether. Whipping the key out of the lock, Isabel hurried up the staircase, slipping it into her pocket as she went. Although she had no fear of an entry being made, she was very far from desirous of being seen. That would involve the discovery of the fraud she had been practising. If Miss Wallace learned that it was not Nannie who had been addressing her in such uncompromising terms, it was scarcely likely, even if driven by force from the house, that she would leave the neighbourhood without effecting her purpose of seeing Cuthbert Grahame. So Isabel, determined that that should not happen, resolved to adopt extreme measures.

When she gained the top of the stairs she could already hear the glass shivering in the door below. Rushing into the bath-room, snatching up a couple of pails which the not too tidy maids had left there, and filling them at the tap, she strode with them to the landing-window which overlooked the entrance. She had filled them at the hot-water tap, and the steam came against her hand.

“It isn’t very hot,” she told herself. “There’s just enough sting in it to make her a little warmer than she is already.”

The window was wide open. She peeped out to see that the girl was immediately below. Balancing both pails on the sill she turned them over together. That the contents had reached the mark was immediately made plain by the cries which ascended from below.

“Nannie! Nannie! you’ve scalded me! you’ve scalded me!”

Isabel replied, still taking care not to allow so much as the tip of her nose to be seen through the window — 

“I’ll scald you again in half a minute — you’ll find the water’s boiling next time, I promise you. What’s more, I’ll take Mr. Cuthbert’s gun to you, as he bade me. You shameless hussy! to go breaking his windows because he won’t have you set your foot inside the house that you’ve disgraced!”

This diatribe from the supposititious Nannie was followed by silence below. Isabel, who found the suspense a little trying, was half disposed to venture on a glance to learn what was taking place. Unmistakable sounds, however, arose just as she had made up her mind to run the risk. Margaret Wallace was crying. Presently she exclaimed, in tones which were broken by her sobs — 

“I’m going, Nannie. You needn’t trouble to get Mr. Cuthbert’s gun, nor to wait till the water’s boiling. Whatever Mr. Cuthbert’s orders may have been — and I know I’ve used him badly, and deserve anything from him — I never thought you’d have treated me like this. I’ve never done you any harm, and you’ve always pretended that you loved me. I hope you’ll never regret driving me away like this from the house that has always been a home to me! Oh, Nannie! Nannie!”

The girl uttered the last two words in such poignant tones that Isabel thought it extremely possible that they penetrated to the woman to whom they were actually addressed. After a moment’s interval footsteps were audible below. Then, as Isabel drew back behind the curtain, she could see through the loophole that Margaret Wallace was returning whence she came. She moved with a very different step to that which had marked her approach. Her feet seemed to lag, her head hung down, and she kept putting her hand up to her eyes to relieve them of blinding tears. Her attitude was significant of the most extreme despondency. Apparently some remnants of her pride still lingered. It was probably those fragments of her self-respect which prevented her from once looking round to glance at the house from whose precincts she was being so contemptuously dismissed.

Isabel watched the defeated mien which characterised the girl’s whole bearing in the moment of her humiliation with a smile of triumph.

“That’s one to me. It’s on the cards that it’s the one that’s going to win the game. I guess she’s feeling pretty bad. It can’t be nice, if your pockets aren’t too well lined, to come all the way from London just for this. I daresay she meant to do the conscience-stricken act — tell him how sorry she was, ask his forgiveness, have an affecting reconciliation, and all that kind of thing. I expect she was drawing pictures of how it all was going to be as she came along in the train. I rather fancy those pictures won’t get beyond the outline. She’ll be trying her hand at sketches of another kind as she goes back again. I wonder how she’d feel if she knew how she’s been bluffed by an insolent adventuress, and that Nannie hadn’t had a hand in the game at all. She’d feel pretty mad! I wonder how Nannie feels if she so much as guesses at what’s been going on. I’ll give the old lady a call; and I’ll call on Mr. Cuthbert Grahame. But before I do that I think I’ll write a few lines on a sheet of paper — on a couple of sheets.”

Before she quitted her post of observation the unhappy girl had vanished from sight. Isabel waited for some minutes after she had disappeared lest something should transpire which might cause her to change her mind and return. As time passed and nothing more was seen of her, Isabel decided that she had gone for good. Descending to the dining-room, seating herself at a writing-table, Isabel drew from a drawer two large sheets of paper, similar to the one contained in the envelope which Cuthbert Grahame had instructed her to take from behind the sliding panel. On one of these sheets she wrote, in her large, bold, round hand, a facsimile of the will which marriage had rendered invalid.

“I give and bequeath all the property of which I die possessed, both in real and personal estate, to Margaret Wallace, absolutely, for her sole use and benefit.” When she had finished she surveyed what she had written, then added— “With the exception of five thousand pounds in cash, which I give and bequeath to Isabel Burney, and which it is my wish shall be paid to her, free of legacy duty, within seven days of my being buried”.

“That only needs his signature and the signatures of the witnesses. Shall I date it, or leave the date open? I think I’ll be safe in dating it to-morrow. Now for another document very much like it, but not quite, though as far as appearance goes it must be as exactly like it as it can be conveniently made.”

She then wrote on the second sheet what was, with some slight, but important, differences, an exact reproduction of the words she had written on the other.

“I give and bequeath all the property of which I die possessed, both in real and personal estate, to Isabel Burney” — she hesitated, then wrote— “whom I have acknowledged to be my wife, in the presence of Dr. Twelves and Nannie Foreshaw, absolutely, for her sole use and benefit” — she hesitated again, and this time added— “with the exception of five farthings in cash, which I give and bequeath to Margaret Wallace, and which it is my wish shall be paid to her, free of legacy duty, within seven days of my being buried.”

“That also needs but the signatures and — a little ingenuity.” She had made them, in all respects, so much alike, fitting into the same space the extra words on the second sheet that at a little distance it was easy to mistake one for the other. “Now we’ll tear up that old thing, which my appearance on the scene was so unfortunate as to spoil, and we’ll put the new will in its place — with its brother.”

She did as she said, folding up the two sheets in precisely the same creases, putting them into the one envelope. Then she went upstairs to see Nannie.

The old lady’s leg bade fair to be a long time healing, nor was a cure likely to be hastened by her impatience and general unwillingness to take things easily. So soon as Isabel put her head inside the room, Nannie, sitting up in bed, aimed at her a volley of questions.

“Why haven’t you been here before? What’s all the clatter been about — like as if the house was coming down? Such ringing and hammering I never heard the likes of. What’s been the meaning of it all? Where’s them two girls? Why didn’t one of you open the door, like as if it was a Christian house? Why did you suffer such a hubbub — enough to disturb the countryside? Who’s been talking in a voice like a cracked tin trumpet?”

It occurred to Isabel that the last analogy was unfortunate, since a “cracked tin trumpet” was a not inadequate description of the screech in which Nannie herself was even then indulging. The old lady presented a peculiar spectacle — in a huge, ancient nightcap, tied in a big bow beneath her chin; a vivid tartan shawl about her shoulders. The visitor replied to the whole of the inquiries with an unhesitating lie.

“Nannie, do you know that a dreadful man’s been begging, and trying to force his way into the house. If I hadn’t turned the key just in time I don’t know what would have happened.” She did not, but the happenings would have run on different lines to those which she suggested. “As it was he broke the front-door window, and I had to pour a couple of buckets of water over him before he’d go.”

“A man been begging, and trying to force his way into the house! Such a thing’s never happened in all the days I’ve known the place.”

“I daresay I expect it was some one who’s heard that you were confined to your bed, and thought that I might be easily tackled. He’s found out his mistake.”

“Where’s them two girls?”

“I’ve sent them on an errand. Perhaps he knew that too, and that made him bolder.”

“I thought I heard a voice I knew.”

“That must have been mine.”

“Yours! I haven’t heard a sound of you. Who was it screeching?”

“That was me. I was imitating your voice, Nannie. You see I thought it might frighten him more than mine — and it did.”

“My voice! Do you mean to tell me that that rasping, creaking screech was meant to be an imitation of my voice? I’d like to know whoever heard me talk in that way.”

“Why, Nannie, I’m hearing you talk that way now. Don’t you know your own musical accents when you hear them? — and me giving you a taste of them to your face!”

Laughingly, Isabel treated Nannie to another imitation of her curious nasal utterance then and there, and was out of the room before the old lady had recovered sufficiently from her astonishment to pronounce a candid criticism of the impertinent performance.

From Nannie Isabel descended to the master of the house, to be greeted by some very similar inquiries.

“What’s been the meaning of all this uproar?” Isabel repeated the lie she had told Nannie. “That was no man’s voice I heard. It was a woman’s, and I could have sworn one I knew.”

“I expect the voice you thought you knew was Nannie. I was favouring the ruffian with as close an imitation of her genial tongue as I could manage.”

“That’s not what I mean. I heard you imitating Nannie. Will you swear it was a man at the door?”

“Of course I’ll swear it. Whatever do you mean?”

“What was he like?”

She seemed to consider.

“He was rather tall and very broad, with a big red beard. He had a cloth cap on the back of his head; his coat over his arm; and he carried a huge stick — about as undesirable-looking a person to encounter on a lonely road as you could very well imagine. I should know him anywhere if I saw him again. Do you recognise him from my description?”

“I do not. I heard nothing of any man speaking, the voice I heard was a woman’s.”

“Of course it was; I tell you that that was me imitating Nannie. Don’t you understand?”

“It was neither your voice nor Nannie’s. It was one I have heard too often, and know too well, ever to mistake for another. I could have sworn it was hers; I could have sworn I heard her pronounce my name. I was not dreaming — I could not have been. That I should lie here, chained and helpless, and she almost within touch of me! Why didn’t Nannie go down to the door?”

“Nannie? — she’s as helpless as you are.”

“Where are those two servants?”

“I sent them out on an errand long ago.”

“So that you’ve had me at your mercy, and if it was her, you’ve had her also. That God should permit it! If you are lying to me — and I believe you can lie like truth! — may you soon be consigned to hell fire, to rot there to all eternity.”

“If the worst comes to the worst, that’s a trip on which I hope to follow you.”

“Swear to me by all that you hold sacred — if there’s anything! — that it wasn’t Margaret Wallace at the door.”

“Margaret Wallace! — are you stark mad?”

“I believe you’re tricking me! I believe I heard her voice! I believe I heard her pronounce my name!”

“If I had thought that you could have got such an idea into your head as that, I’d have thrown the door wide open, and invited that murderous ruffian to walk upstairs to you. Then you would have seen how much he was like Margaret Wallace — that is, if she’s anything like the picture which you showed me. You’ve been talking and thinking so much about Margaret Wallace that you’ve got her on the brain. Do you think that if it had been her I wouldn’t have brought her right up to you? You’re very much mistaken if you do. I’m no saint, any more than you are, but I’d no more rob a woman of her happiness than you would — perhaps not so much. You did try to rob her, and you got me to be your accomplice — blindfold, as it were. If I’d known what you’ve told me this afternoon I’d have seen you — and old Twelves! — the other side of Jordan before I’d let you make a tool of me. Now that I do know, I won’t rest quiet till you’ve put her back into the position in which she was before. Here’s that will I spoke to you about. It’s the same as the one which was spoilt, except that it leaves me five thousand pounds. Five thousand pounds will be of no consequence to her, while it will make all the difference in the world to me. After the way in which you’ve treated me I ought to have something, and that’s the something I mean to have.”

Taking out the will which left everything to Margaret Wallace except the £5,000, she held it out in front of Cuthbert Grahame. He read it through.

“That seems all right. Will you help me sign it?”

“Of course I’ll help you sign it — now if you choose, though I’ve dated it to-morrow, because I thought that would give you a chance to think things over. I tell you that I shan’t rest till that girl’s back into her own again.” For some moments he was silent, then he said — 

“Perhaps I was mistaken.”

“Mistaken about what?”

“Perhaps it wasn’t her voice I heard.”

“Man, I tell you you were dreaming.”

“Perhaps I was. If you’d driven her from the door you’d hardly bring me a will like that directly after. Even if you’d let her in, you might have guessed that she wouldn’t have wanted to rob you of your five thousand.”

“Of course she wouldn’t, any more than I wanted to rob her. We women are not so bad as that, whatever you men may think.”

“Put the will under my pillow — gently — with her miniature. As you say, I’ll think things over. Maybe I’ll sign it to-morrow.”


CHAPTER XII. SIGNING THE WILL

Cuthbert Grahame did sign his last will and testament on the morrow, though hardly in the fashion he intended. The way in which he was tricked was this.

Before the woman who called herself his wife went down to her breakfast she paid him a morning call. He had had a more restful night than usual, so that he was in an exceptional good-humour. The sight of her seemed almost to give him pleasure. She was all smiles and sweetness, which were real enough, since she hoped to be shortly in possession of a boundless stock of happiness. He began on the subject directly he saw her.

“I’ll sign that will of yours.”

“That’s right; so you shall. But won’t you wait till after breakfast, then we can have up Jane and Martha to be witnesses.”

Jane and Martha were the two serving-maids whose absence yesterday had been so opportune.

“I’ll wait. You’ll have to have me propped up a little higher; I shan’t be able to sign like this.”

“I’ll see to that; I’ll do everything I can.” And she did. She communed with herself as she ate a substantial meal. “Propped up? I’ll see he’s propped up high enough, I promise him — the higher the better. He can’t be propped up high enough for me. It seems a dangerous game to try to change one paper for the other right under his very nose, but I fancy I know how it can be done — and with complete impunity. If he could move so much as a finger it might be difficult, but propped up as he’ll be he’ll be wholly at the mercy of my two hands. I think they’re skilful enough for the job they’ve got to do.” Spreading out the second sheet of paper on the breakfast-table in front of her, she studied it carefully, with every appearance of complacency. “Such a little difference and yet so much — only the substitution of one word for another, and all the world is changed. I think ‘whom I have acknowledged to be my wife in the presence of Dr. Twelves and Nannie Foreshaw’ is a positive stroke of genius. It commits me to nothing, and establishes my position, because while he admits his desire to claim me for his wife, there is no reference to any wish on my part to have him for a husband. The only trouble will be to prevent his noticing the difference in the appearance of the two papers, which, however neatly I’ve done it, is the necessary consequence of inserting those few words. But I think I know how to manage that.”

She did; she credited herself with no capacity which she did not possess. In every respect she proved herself to be fully equal to all the requirements of the occasion.

She returned to Cuthbert Grahame’s bedroom so soon as she had finished breakfast, the personification of brisk, hearty good-humour.

“Now are you ready? Shall we get to business? Is the will still underneath your pillow? Shall I get it out?” She took from its resting-place the paper which he supposed himself to be about to sign. With the aid of some pillows she raised him to a more upright position. Then she spread the paper out in front of him. “You see, there’s the will. Is that just as you want it to be?”

He read it through.

“That’s all right.”

“Then I’ll call up Martha and Jane to act as witnesses, and then you’ll be able to sign it in their presence.” She called up the two girls, who came up rubbing their hands on their aprons. She said to him, “Hadn’t you better explain to them what it is you want them to do?”

He explained.

“I’m going to make a new will. Mrs. Grahame,” — he paused; one almost suspected him of a desire to give the name satiric emphasis— “has been drawing up a will at my dictation. I’m going to sign it. I want you to act as witnesses of my signature. Stand close to the bed so that you can see what I am doing. My dear” — this was to Isabel; again there was the hint of an ironical intention— “if you will bring me the will which you have been so good as to draft for me I won’t keep these young women a moment longer than I can help.”

She brought him the will — or, rather, a will. It was spread out on a slope, and covered with a sheet of blotting-paper on which she kept her fingers to prevent it slipping. Only the last four lines were visible— “it is my wish shall be paid to her, free of legacy duty, within seven days of my being buried”. What went before was hidden; the familiar conclusion seemed to be all that he cared to see. Leaning over him, raising his right arm, as gingerly as if it had been a piece of delicate porcelain, she placed his dreadful, helpless fingers somehow about a pen. He spoke to the two girls.

“As you know, I can do nothing by myself, so Mrs. Grahame, at my request, is going to guide my hand so as to enable me to sign my will. You understand, it is I who am signing it, not she.”

It was a strange signature— “Cuthbert Grahame,” in big, sprawling letters; some of them unattached to each other, all slanting in different directions. The owner of the name, however, seemed to view the result with undiluted satisfaction.

“That’s my signature — clear enough for any one to read. Now I want you two girls to attach your names as witnesses to the fact that I have signed my will in your presence.”

Isabel removed the slope to the writing-table against the wall. Then each of the girls wrote her name in turn. When they had done so they left the room. So soon as they had gone Cuthbert Grahame spoke to Isabel.

“Now let me have a look at that will of mine in its finished condition. Thank goodness it is done. It’s a weight off my mind — a relief for which I have to thank you.”

Isabel stood at the writing-table, looking down, with a smile on her face, at the paper he had signed.

“Do you say that you want to see your will now that it’s all signed, sealed and finished?”

“Yes; didn’t you hear what I said? Then I want you to put it under my pillow. I’ll show it Twelves when he comes. He’ll laugh when he sees it.”

“I expect he will laugh. Is Dr. Twelves coming to-day?”

“He said something about it. If not, then he’ll be here to-morrow. It will keep till then.”

“Oh yes; it will keep till then.”

“What are you waiting for? Why don’t you bring the will? Don’t I tell you I want to read it again?”

She went to the bed, the sheet of paper extended between her two hands.

“Here’s your will, Mr. Grahame; by all means read it again.”

He read it, once, twice, then again. Then he tried to speak. It seemed that his voice failed him. It was not pleasant to notice the stammer which seemed to mark his struggles for breath.

“What — what folly’s this? That’s not the will I signed.”

Her eyes were dancing with laughter. There was a merry ring in her voice, as if she was in the enjoyment of an excellent joke.

“Oh yes, it is.”

“It’s not the one you drafted.”

“Oh yes, it is.”

“It isn’t the one you showed me just now.”

“Isn’t it? Are you quite, quite sure?”

“Of course I’m sure! It’s a trick! — a fraud! This is not my will!”

“But, dear Mr. Grahame — I noticed how you called me your dear! — it is your will. Here’s your signature, attested by two witnesses. After all, there’s only a slight difference between the one you saw and this.”

“A slight difference, you — you —— !”

In his efforts to find an expletive to fit the occasion, his struggles for breath became greater. She went gaily on.

“The only difference is that I get everything instead of Margaret Wallace, and that instead of my five thousand pounds she gets five farthings. Surely the trifling substitution of a few words won’t matter to you in the least, Mr. Grahame.”

It seemed that it mattered a good deal. After a tremendous effort he regained some portion of his voice, enough to enable him to burst into a string of expletives.

“You — you —— ! You —— ! It’s a fraud! a —— fraud! It’s a swindle! Don’t you flatter yourself that it will stand! Don’t you think I’ll let it stand! Wait till Twelves comes, then I’ll show you!”

“Wait till Dr. Twelves comes? Suppose he never comes?”

“What do you mean? What are you doing with that pillow?”

“Suppose Dr. Twelves never comes, what is to prevent this will from standing?”

“What are you doing with that pillow, you —— !”

“I’m going to stop your saying such dreadful things. It pains me to have to listen to such language.”

She snatched away one pillow from beneath his head, and then a second. She had propped him in such a way that when he was deprived of their support his head fell back, and there recurred the scene of the previous afternoon. He began to choke; his unwieldy frame was shaken by convulsive efforts to breathe; stertorous gasps proceeded from the region of his chest. He presented a dreadful spectacle.

The sight did not seem to in any way affect the woman who was standing by his bed, with the pillows still in her hand. She pressed the bolster farther up his back so that his head declined at an acute angle; applying her palm to the point of his chin she forced it lower still. Then she said — 

“I’ll place the will as you wished me, Mr. Grahame, under your pillow”.

She placed it there, under the single pillow which remained; then she left the room.


CHAPTER XIII. THE ENCOUNTER IN THE WOOD

Isabel crossed to her own room, put on her hat, smiling at herself in the looking-glass as she arranged it to her satisfaction, then went downstairs, and out of the house without a word to any one. It was perhaps because she was conscious that Martha was peeping at her through the stillroom window that she began to whistle. She was still whistling one of the latest possible melodies when, entering the drive, she turned off among the trees and struck into the woods. Whistling was one of her accomplishments: she whistled very well. The sound of her clear pipe travelled far and wide. No one to hear her, or, for the matter of that, to look at her either, would have supposed that she had a care upon her mind. She bore herself like some lighthearted, happy girl, who, with unstained conscience, looks the whole world in the face, thinking what a delightful place it was for a pretty girl to be in.

As a matter of fact it was the bright side of the picture which presented itself to her — the bright side only. In imagination she saw herself, as she would herself have phrased it, with “tons of money” and “heaps of friends”; the bright particular star of a radiant circle. Everywhere she was greeted with outstretched hands, glad faces and pæans of welcome. Her frocks were the most numerous and the “sweetest,” her carriages and horses were the finest, everything she had was of the very best, and she had everything the heart — her heart! — could desire.

With that union of the practical with the imaginative which was not the least prominent of her characteristics she there and then began to inquire of herself what exactly in her new position she should do. To begin with, there was the delicate question of what she should call herself. Should she be Mrs. Lamb or Mrs. Grahame? Should she revert to her maiden patronymic, or should she start life again, with a fresh name altogether, one more in consonance with her new position? These were points she felt which would depend largely upon circumstances; she might not have so much freedom in the matter as she might desire. Then there was the question of domicile. Where should she reside? One thing was certain, she would not stay where she was — nothing would induce her. If she had her own way she would never come near the place again — never! As for living in his house! — in the middle of her brilliant imaginings the mere thought of such a thing seemed to make her blood run cold.

On the instant her mood was changed. She stood still, amid the trees and bushes. With clenched fists, a new expression in her eyes, she looked behind her, first over one shoulder, then the other, then to the right and to the left, as if in search of something she had no desire to see. A sudden, strange reluctance seemed to clog her limbs. She listened: there was only the cawing of some distant rooks and the whisper of the breeze among the pines. With a laugh at her stupidity, breaking through the something which constrained her, she went striding on.

But she had not gone far when a very genuine sound brought her to a halt. In itself a commonplace, there it was the most unusual of noises: it was the sound of footsteps, of some one tramping through the forest. In all the time she had known the place she had never heard a step except her own. Could it be Margaret Wallace, still lingering about the haunts she probably knew well and loved? It would be disconcerting if it were. If they met — but that was hardly a woman’s step. Could it be the doctor? What was he doing in the forest on foot? Besides, she had noticed what little pattering steps he took; this person was striding.

The walker was hidden from her by a clump of bracken which rose to a height of some six or seven feet. He was moving in her direction. Should she retreat? It could probably be done, and before he caught a glimpse of her. Should she advance and meet him? or should she wait until he came to her? While she hesitated, the decision was taken out of her hands. The walker, threading his way among the bracken, reached a point where the stalks were shorter. All at once she found herself confronted by — Gregory Lamb.

She stared at him with as much amazement as he stared at her, and her amazement was unbounded. Possibly he was the last person with whom she would have associated the advancing footsteps; no thought of him had crossed her mind. Not improbably, since she at least had cause to suspect that he might be in the neighbourhood, his surprise was even greater than hers. He stood looking at her in bewildered silence, as if unable to believe the evidence of his own eyes. When he did speak the observation which he made was characteristic.

“Well, I’m hanged!”

Her retort was equally in character.

“I wish you were!”

“I daresay; but I rather fancy that when it does come to hanging, where you and I are concerned, it will be a case of the lady first. Where the deuce have you been all this time? and what on earth are you doing here?”

“What business is that of yours? Do you know you’re trespassing?”

“What business is it of mine? and do I know I’m trespassing? Well, that’s pretty good, considering you’re my wife, and the way you’ve behaved. Do you happen to know that the police are scouring the country for you, and that they’re only lying low because they think you’re dead, or something?”

“It’s a lie! You’re a natural born liar; you tell nothing but lies.”

“Don’t you think you’ve a little gift of you’re own in that direction? I do! It was bad enough to sneak off from me like that; but to steal the old girl’s money was playing it too low down!”

“What are you talking about? What do you mean?”

“You know very well what I’m talking about! Do you think that I don’t know — and that everybody doesn’t know — that you broke into Mrs. Macconichie’s cupboard and stole her savings? A pretty mess I got into because you were a thief! You don’t happen to know, I suppose, that they locked me up for what you’d done, and that they only let me go when I proved that that sort of thing wasn’t quite in my line.”

“Serve you right!”

“What served me right? — locking me up, or letting me go?”

“Anything would serve you right, you brute!”

“Brute, am I? All right, my lady! if that’s the way you’re going to talk to me I’ll soon let the police know whereabouts you are, and then they’ll serve you right. A good taste of prison would do you good, you dirty thief!”

“Don’t shout like that!”

“Then don’t you call me names. I’m not a thief whatever else I am.”

“I’m not so sure of that. What are you doing here?”

“What do you mean, what am I doing here?”

“I thought you’d gone back to London long ago.”

“Then you’re wrong, because I haven’t; and what’s more, I’m not likely to go. I’ve been having a real bad time, that’s what I’ve been having.”

“Haven’t those rich friends of yours sent that remittance you were always gassing about?”

“No, they haven’t.” After a pause, he added, sullenly, “My old mother’s allowing me a pound a week, and I’m living on that. So now you know.”

“Honest?”

“It’s the gospel truth. So you’ll be able to judge for yourself how likely I am to be able to get back to London on that, especially as she won’t let me have a penny in advance.”

“A nice sort you are! — after the lies you told me about the tons of money you’d got yourself, and the other tons your friends had got! — a pound a week!”

“Anyhow I’m not a thief.”

“And I shouldn’t have been a thief if I hadn’t listened to your lies; and very well you know it. I’ve had enough of you; take yourself off!”

“Take myself off?”

“Yes, take yourself off, before I tell some one to take you.”

“Well! you’ve got a face! If I do go I’ll put the police on to you, and then you’ll sing a different song.”

“You dare!”

“Dare!” he laughed, not pleasantly. “What is there to dare? I’d think as little of putting the police on to you as I would of putting a dog on to a cat. They’d soon show you your place, you thief!”

There was an interval of silence, during which she looked at him over the intervening bracken. If looks could kill he would have dropped dead where he stood.

“Well, are you going to take yourself off, or am I to tell them to take you?”

“Who’s them? — tell away! I think that when I tell them you’re my wife, and that the police have been looking for you for quite a while, they — whoever they may be! — won’t be so keen to interfere with me as you perhaps fancy. There’s another thing: you seem to be forgetting that you’re my wife. When I do go you’ll go with me.”

“Will I? We’ll see.”

“We will see; or, if you prefer it, it shall be the other way about, I’ll go with you.”

“Will you?”

“It’ll have to be one or the other, you may take it from me. Well, are you going to call those friends of yours? Are you coming with me, or am I to go with you? Which is it to be? I’m in no hurry; take your time. I’ll have a pipe while you’re thinking it over.”

He filled a pipe which he took from his pocket, while she glared at him.

“I’m as strong as you; I believe I’m stronger; I believe I could kill you if I chose.”

“Be a murderer as well as a thief, would you? I shouldn’t be surprised. You mightn’t find it so easy to bring off this job as you did the other; killing a man is not so simple as killing a pig, take my word for it.”

“Listen to me, Gregory Lamb.”

“I’m listening, Mrs. Lamb, and it gives me real pleasure to do it.”

“I’ll make a rich man of you if you’ll take yourself off.”

He stayed the lighted match on its passage to his pipe.

“You’ll make a rich man of me? Now you’re singing in quite another key. How are you going to do it?”

“I’m staying in the house of a man who’s dying.”

“Dying is he? Then what does he want you in the house for? Have you turned nurse? Is that your latest caper?”

“Never mind what I’ve turned. He’s a rich man.”

“What do you call rich? — like me?”

“You fool! He owns all this” — she threw out her arms— “and ever so much besides.”

“Owns all this? Is it Cuthbert Grahame you’re talking about?”

“What do you know about Cuthbert Grahame?”

“Only that I happen to be living in one of his cottages — just over there — and a nice hole it is. But you can’t expect much in the way of board and lodging for a pound a week, especially when you want some change left out of it. You’re living in Cuthbert Grahame’s house? Why, then — great Scot! — you must be the woman they’re talking about who dropped from the skies.” A change took place in the expression of his countenance which in its way was comical. “A pretty sort of she-devil you must be!”

“Now what are you talking about?”

“I know everything. Why, one of the servants up at Cuthbert Grahame’s — Martha Blair — is the daughter of the people I’m lodging with. They talk of nothing else but you. You’ve been passing yourself off as Cuthbert Grahame’s wife.”

“Well, what of it?”

“What of it? — that’s good! First theft, then bigamy!”

“You fool! he’s dying.”

“I don’t see what difference that makes; from what I understand he’s been dying for years.”

“He’s made a will in my favour.”

“Did he tell you?”

“He did. He’s left me everything — every shilling he has in the world.”

“You’re a beauty, upon my soul you are!”

“And I tell you that he’s dying while we are standing here. The odds are that he’ll be dead by the time that I get back.”

“How do you know?”

“Then everything he has will be mine — ours.”

“Ours?”

“Ours! — yours and mine! — if you can keep a still tongue in your head, and keep on pretending that you know nothing about me.”

He was trembling.

“What about the Mrs. Grahame?”

“Stuff the Mrs. Grahame! After he’s dead I can soon be Mrs. Lamb again. What’s to stop me?”

“Shall we have to live here?”

She shuddered, involuntarily.

“Live here? — not much! We’ll clear out of this in double quick time. We’ll take a house in London, and live like princes.”

He moistened his lips with his tongue.

“You’ll act on the square with me?”

“Of course I will, if you’ll act on the square with me. Look here, there’s a ten-pound note for you. It’s all I’ve got about me, but as you seem hard up you may find it useful. You go back, and unless I’m mistaken by to-morrow morning you’ll hear he’s dead. It won’t take me long to put things ship-shape. Don’t you write or try to see me, unless I give you the office. I’ll keep you posted in how things are going. And so soon as I can lay hands on a good lot of the ready, if you like we’ll go up to town together, and we’ll have a real old spree as we go.”

“Belle, you — you’re — —”

He stopped, as if his vocabulary failed him altogether.

“Yes, I know I am; I’m all that, and more besides.”

She laughed, and he laughed. In the laughter of neither of them was there any merriment. The sounds they emitted were merely mechanical.


CHAPTER XIV. IN CUTHBERT GRAHAME’S ROOM

On Isabel’s return to the house she was greeted on the threshold by Martha, the Martha Blair whose connection with Gregory Lamb’s present place of residence seemed destined to have a considerable bearing on Isabel’s future life, and, at least, to settle the debated question of what her future name and title were to be. Martha’s whole attitude was significant of some great happening. Her hands were raised; it seemed that if possible her hair would have been raised too; her eyebrows were elevated to quite a perceptible degree. Her eyes and mouth were wide open; agitation, of a not unpleasant kind, streamed from every pore of her. Behind was Jane, every whit as interested as her companion; but as she happened to be both the younger and the smaller her opportunities for display were less pronounced. Outside stood Dr. Twelves’ dogcart; the horse, untended and untethered, apparently content to stand still as long as any one desired.

Martha broke into speech before Isabel had a chance to plant her foot upon the doorstep.

“Oh, Mrs. Grahame, the master! Mr. Cuthbert, ma’am!”

“Mr. Cuthbert, ma’am!” echoed Jane from the rear.

“Mr. Cuthbert? Well, what’s the matter with Mr. Cuthbert? Let me come in, don’t stand there blocking up the way! Do you hear, what’s the matter with Mr. Cuthbert?”

“He’s dead, ma’am — he’s dead.”

The words broke from both the girls in chorus.

“Dead? What do you mean? What nonsense are you talking? He was well enough when I went out. I’ve never seen him better.”

“He’s had an accident, ma’am, and it’s killed him.”

“Accident? How could he have an accident? Is Dr. Twelves in the house? Where is he?”

“The doctor is in Mr. Cuthbert’s room. He’s been there this half-hour and more.”

She went upstairs to Mr. Cuthbert’s room. Her pulse did not quicken; inwardly as well as outwardly she remained calm; she was a woman whose self-control was above the average; yet she was reluctant to enter that room. It was with an effort she induced herself to grip the handle; when she had done so she had to force herself to give it the necessary twist. Even then she lingered on the threshold.

“Who’s there?” came the doctor’s voice, in accents of inquiry. She showed herself.

“What’s happened? What’s the matter?”

The doctor was standing at the head of the bed. He had something in either hand. Instead of replying to her inquiries he looked at her from beneath his overhanging brows, as if he had been her accuser.

“Why do you look at me like that? Do you hear me ask you what has happened? Have you all lost your senses? Why don’t you answer?” He waved his hand towards the bed. Her gaze followed his gesture, with an effort. She knew what she would see; she did not want to see it. Instantly her glance returned to the doctor.

“Is he — is he dead?”

“Quite dead.”

“But I don’t understand. When I left him he seemed brighter and better than I have ever seen him before.”

“He’s been killed.”

“Killed! What do you mean, he’s been killed?”

“Come here, I’ll show you.” She went a little closer, unwillingly. “Come this side of the bed.” She did as he bade her, with leaden feet. “You see, the pillows have fallen; he’s been choked.”

“But how can they have fallen? They were all right when I left him. Has any one been in since?”

“Are you sure they were all right when you left him?”

“Perfectly sure. I tell you I have never seen him in better health or in brighter spirits.”

“He could not have pushed them from under him himself.”

“He might have done it in a fit.”

“Perhaps; but it would have had to be a singular sort of a fit. You say you are sure they were in their usual position when you left him?”

“Why do you ask me that again? Why do you look at me like that, and speak in such a tone? Are you suggesting that I have had a hand in his death?”

“I am suggesting nothing.”

“It seems to me that you are suggesting a good deal, which you dare not say right out. At least your manner is peculiar — but that it generally is. If you have anything to say, say it — like a man! — at once! Don’t hint it, like a sneak. I hate your underhanded ways.”

“I found this under his pillow — his one remaining pillow.”

“It’s his will. He made it this morning.”

“So I am told by the two servants. I perceive it is in your writing. Did he dictate to you this document?”

“He did. I wrote it from his dictation, word for word as he told me. I wrote it yesterday afternoon. He read it through, and kept it under his pillow all night. He signed it this morning.”

“It seems odd that, after completing such a will as this, he should have immediately died — in such a manner. If he could come to life again I wonder what he’d say.”

“Give me that will, if you please, Dr. Twelves.”

“Hadn’t I better hand it to his lawyer for safe keeping?”

“His lawyer? His lawyer is now my lawyer; I will give all necessary instructions. The will will be in safe keeping with me. Give it me at once.” He gave it her. “What have you in your other hand? Some more property of mine?”

“It is the miniature of the woman he loved best in the world. Don’t you think it might go with him, in his coffin, to the grave?”

“Give it me. I will give all necessary instructions, as I have already told you. Your interference is not desired, nor will it be tolerated. To be quite frank with you, Dr. Twelves — it is always my desire to be frank and open — I have endured too much from you already; I will endure nothing more. The less I see, or hear, of you in the future the better I shall be pleased, since you are, in all respects, the most objectionable person I ever met. Don’t you venture to intrude yourself again; if medical attendance is required it will be obtained elsewhere. I am now the mistress of this house — since there is no master, its mistress in the most literal sense. Everything is mine — everything. Be so good as to bear that in mind.”

He looked at her, and smiled.

“I am not likely to forget that — ever.”

She did not know which she liked least — his tone, his look, or his smile.


BOOK II. THE WIDOW


CHAPTER XV. “THE GORDIAN KNOT”

Mr. Talfourd twiddled the bunch of La France roses between his fingers with a smile which was scarcely one of satisfaction. They were very fine roses — in just that stage of bursting bud in which the La France is seen at its best. In London La France roses cost money, even when they are poor examples of their kind; those were good enough for exhibition. There were a great many of them, and they were tied about with a beautiful green ribbon, in charming contrast with the blooms. They had probably cost some one at least half a sovereign. They were for him; they had cost him nothing; yet they did not seem to afford him pleasure.

The fact was he was puzzled. He did not quite know what to make of the situation; what he did understand he did not like.

“This gets beyond a jest,” he told himself. “Because I happened to mention, accidentally, that La France roses were my favourite flowers, I didn’t expect to find a bouquet of them on my table every morning awaiting my arrival. Either it means something or it doesn’t; either way I don’t like it. I’m getting three hundred pounds a year in cash for doing I don’t quite know what, and apparently half as much again in flowers. It won’t do — it will not do.” He gave the unoffending roses an impatient twirl. “The point of the joke is that when I said La France roses were my favourite flowers I was speaking a little beside the mark. I don’t know that I have a favourite flower. They’re Meg’s — I was thinking of her at the time, as I generally am. I don’t want Mrs. Lamb to think that she is giving me flowers, when she is really giving them to Meg, to whom I invariably pass them on. I don’t know that she would really relish the notion of my giving her flowers to some one else. Confound her impudence!”

He threw the roses from him on to the table with a show of roughness which they, at any rate, had done nothing to deserve. As if conscious that his temper was being vented in the wrong quarter, picking them up again he regarded them with looks of whimsical self-reproach.

While he was still eyeing them the door was opened, and a masculine voice inquired from without — 

“May I come in?”

Without waiting for a reply the inquirer entered. It was Mr. Gregory Lamb. A much more resplendent Gregory Lamb than the one whose acquaintance we have previously made. The Gregory Lamb we met in the wood was purely an affair of make-believe — not of very plausible make-believe. His attire then looked as if it wished you to think it had cost a great deal of money — but the trained eye knew better. There could be no doubt that everything about this Gregory Lamb was the most expensive of its kind — only the trained eye knew really how expensive. The impression he conveyed was that he had got as much on him in the way of money as he conveniently could — probably that impression was not far wrong. Yet the result was scarcely satisfactory. Especially was this shown to be the case when he brought himself into comparison with the man who was already in the room.

Both were young; both bore themselves well; both were good-looking; yet there could not be a moment’s doubt as to which was the pleasanter to look upon. It was not only that one was obviously a gentleman, and the other just as obviously was not; nor was it that one looked a clever, an intellectual, man, and the other emphatically did not; still less was it an affair of costume, since Gregory Lamb was overdressed and Harry Talfourd’s attire was simply plain and neat. It was something subtler than any of these things which made the one attractive and the other the reverse. Gregory Lamb had never made a friend worth having in all his life — and never would; Talfourd made friends wherever he went. He could not himself have said why; it was certainly not because he tried.

To begin with, Mr. Lamb’s manner was unfortunate. His intention was to be on terms of hail-fellow-well-met with every one; to be no respecter of persons; to be “my dear chap” with Tom, Dick and Harry. As a matter of fact, there was an air of patronage about everything he said and did which was perhaps the more insufferable because unconscious. He came into the room with what he meant to be an air of jaunty geniality.

“All alone? I thought you would be. It’s not your time for receiving visitors, is it? Just come; I heard you knock; must have time to breathe before you let them in — eh? Those are fine roses.”

“They are not bad ones.”

“Bad ones! — I should think they weren’t. They oughtn’t to be; I happen to know what my wife paid for them.” He laughed, as if he sneered. “Sends you them every morning, doesn’t she? Standing order, I hear. Talfourd, you’re in luck.”

Mr. Talfourd’s manner was as cold as the other’s was warm.

“Mrs. Lamb is very kind — kinder than I deserve.”

“Perhaps she knows what you deserve better than you do — trust her, she’s no simpleton. When she takes a fancy she has her reasons. I say, old man, I want you to do me a favour.”

“I shall be happy to do you a service if I can.”

“There’s no doubt about the can — not the least in the world — you’ll find that it’s as easy as winking. I want you to get my wife to let me go for a little run to Monte Carlo.”

“I beg your pardon? — I don’t understand.”

“It’s this way. I’ll be frank with you, Talfourd. I look upon you as a friend, my boy. I can’t go without cash; I’m stony-broke; my wife holds the money-bags. You tell her — you know how!” — Mr. Lamb winked— “that you think the run would do me good, and tell her to give me a thousand to do it with, and — I’ll do as much for you one day, upon my soul I will.”

Mr. Talfourd stared at the speaker in undisguised amazement.

“You credit me with powers of persuasion which are altogether beyond any I possess.”

“Oh no, I don’t” — Mr. Lamb laughed again— “I know better than that! You tell her what I’ve asked you to tell her, and I bet you anything I cross by to-night’s boat, with notes for a thousand in my pocket. She’d send me to the North Pole at a hint from you.”

There was scarcely such a friendly expression on Mr. Talfourd’s face as on the other’s.

“Are you not forgetting that Mrs. Lamb is my employer? that I am merely her servant since I receive her wages?”

“Her servant?” — the laugh again— “I hope she doesn’t overwork you. Come, Talfourd, be the good sort you are, help a lame dog over a stile. I’m spoiling for a flutter, and I’m dead sure that the only chance I have of getting it is by means of a helping word from you.”

“You must excuse me, Mr. Lamb. I am engaged to do clerical work for Mrs. Lamb. I should not presume to speak to her on the subject you have mentioned.”

“Presume? — what ho! Now Talfourd, you’re no kid any more than I am. You know as well as I do that you can twist my wife round your finger. All I want you to do is to give her a twist for my particular benefit.”

“I can give you no answer but the one I have already given.”

“Oh yes, you can — and you will. I’ll look in for it to-morrow morning — by that time you’ll have thought it over. You’re not so crusty as you make yourself out to be. That’ll be four-and-twenty hours clean thrown away; and when you’re spoiling for a burst like I am, that’s a deuce of time. But I shall have every confidence in your kind offices when you’ve had a chance to see just what I’m driving at.”

When Mr. Lamb had retired Mr. Talfourd seemed unhappy.

“Every time that man talks to me I want to kick him. I wonder if he affects other people in the same way — the unmentionable animal! If, as the husband of his wife, he thinks himself entitled to talk to me like that, it’s time for me to think things over. I must know where I am moving. Three hundred pounds are three hundred pounds — I know that as well as any one — but they may be earned too dearly. It is one thing to be Mrs. Lamb’s secretary, quite another to be — —” He did not finish the sentence even mentally. Sitting down to the table he drew towards him the little heap of correspondence which was supposed to justify his secretarial existence. There were about a dozen envelopes, mostly containing circulars of different kinds. “I believe that the letters are examined, and any of the slightest importance retained, before they are sent to me. The idea of my receiving three hundred pounds a year for opening circulars is too thin.”

While he sat with both elbows on the table, staring ruefully in front of him, the door opened again, and Mrs. Lamb came in.

“At work? I hope I’m not disturbing you.”

She had changed more than her husband, whether for the better or for the worse was not easy to determine. So far as appearance went she had become a much better imitation of a lady. Society, or what with her passed as society, had smoothed away some of the angles. She had the air of a woman who had to do with many persons of different sorts, and had learned to adapt herself to them all. One felt that she was probably a popular character on the stage on which she had chosen to perform — successful, at least within certain limits. One did not wonder that it was so, if only because, in her own way, she was good to look at.

That way, however, did not happen to be Mr. Talfourd’s — which was unfortunate. Indeed, she inspired him with a curious feeling. He was afraid of her. It seemed absurd, but he was. For one thing, he realised that she was not only a clever, an unusually clever woman, but that her cleverness lay in a direction in which he was incompetent, and would perhaps prefer to be. Again, he felt that she read him like an open book, knew him to his finger-tips, while she was beyond his comprehension — where, again, he would possibly prefer her to remain. He had an uncomfortable suspicion that she saw in him something which was not savoury; that her keenest glances were continually directed on his weakest points; that it would please her to find him an undesirable creature. He had no overt cause to suppose this was so. So far she had been to him nothing but a friend — a friend in need. But on such a point even the vaguest shadow of a doubt was disquieting.

He rose as she came in.

“It is not possible for you to disturb me — I wish it were.”

“You wish it were? Why?”

“Because in that case I should be really doing some genuine work — which I never am. My post is too much of a sinecure; my conscience will not allow me to remain your secretary much longer if there continues to be nothing to do.”

“You want something to do? You shall have it — very soon — at least, I think so. I have been reading your play.”

“My play?”

He had noticed that she was carrying in her hand what looked like some typewritten MSS., in brown-paper covers. Now, with a start, he recognised them as his own.

“‘The Gordian Knot.’ Mr. Winton gave it me to read.”

“Winton! What right — —”

He was about to ask what right Winton had to do anything of the kind, but perceiving that that would scarcely be a civil inquiry, he stopped, not, however, before she understood what had been on the tip of his tongue.

“Mr. Winton had every right to give it me to read, as, I think, you will yourself admit when I explain. I have, of course, known for a long time that Mr. Winton would like to commence management on his own account. The other afternoon he told me that he had a play which he would produce at once if he could only find some one who would furnish at any rate part of the necessary capital. I asked by whom it was. He said, ‘It’s by a man named Talfourd — Harry Talfourd’. You may easily believe that that did arouse my interest.” She said this in a tone which seemed to make him go all over pins and needles; it was almost as if she had caressed him. “I mentioned to Mr. Winton that, given certain conditions, it was possible that I might be tempted to enter into such a speculation. He offered to send me the MS. It reached me yesterday. I read it last night and again this morning — not once, but three or four times. Mr. Talfourd, it’s first-rate.”

“It’s very good of you to say so.”

“It’s not good of me. It’s a simple statement of a simple fact. If it were rubbish I should tell you so plainly — if you were the dearest friend I have in the world. On such matters I have no hesitation; and I think you will confess that this is a matter on which I do know something. Your play’s first-rate. If we can agree about terms it shall have an immediate production.”

“I hardly know what to say to you.”

He did not. On that play he had founded more hopes than he would have cared to mention to that friendly lady. Its success would mean so much to him, and to the woman he loved. It had gone the usual round of the untried dramatist’s play. Hope deferred again and again had made his heart sick. He had begun almost to despair that it would ever see the light. Yet now that he was told that if there was only an agreement about terms — as if there was any likelihood of a disagreement! — it should have an immediate production, he was not at all sure that his feelings were what, under the circumstances, he had supposed they would have been. It was perfectly true, he did not know what to say to her. She was glib enough.

“Say? — say nothing. Let’s talk business, and stick to that. I mean to. You understand that this is purely a business proposition which I am about to make to you, and absolutely nothing else. If I go into this matter it will be on strictly commercial grounds, and on those only.”

“I wish I were sure of it.”

“It’s not nice of you to doubt my word, Mr. Talfourd; before I have finished you will be sorry for having done so. Before entering into negotiations for the production of your play, do you know what would be one of the preliminary conditions I should be disposed to make?”

“I have not a notion.”

“That I should be your leading lady.”

“Mrs. Lamb!”

“Mr. Talfourd! I presume you are aware that I can act?”

“I know that you have made some successful appearances in — in amateur theatricals.”

“Mr. Winton will inform you that those amateur theatricals were not greatly below the standard of any professional representations you have seen. Apart from that — this is strictly between ourselves — I may mention that once upon a time I was professionally connected with the stage.” She did not think it necessary to mention with what branch of it. “Your heroine, Lady Glover — —”

“Lady Glover is hardly my heroine.”

“She is the leading feminine character — the pivotal character; the one about whom the whole thing turns. To my mind the one creature of real flesh and blood.”

“I had hoped that Agnes Eliot was a character of some importance.”

“Agnes Eliot? — pooh! — namby-pamby, bread-and-butter miss! She’s not bad in her way, and, I suppose, in a pit-and-gallery sense, she’s the heroine — and not an ineffective one either; but I assure you I have not the slightest wish to play Agnes Eliot. Susan Stone, who becomes Lady Glover, is a woman who, in the face of all obstacles, achieves success; continually confronted by difficulties, she treats them as so many Gordian knots; she cuts them and walks straight on. Quite indifferent as to the means she employs, she always gets there. Considering the present craze among actresses for what they are pleased to call sympathetic parts, I think you will agree that that is not a character which would appeal to every one.”

“Certainly. Winton is of opinion that in casting the play the chief difficulty would be to find an adequate representative. As you say, many actresses don’t like to act wicked women.”

“I don’t know about an adequate representative, but I’m quite willing to act Lady Glover, and, although I say it myself, I think you’ll find that I shall be equal to the occasion. Indeed, I am ready to make a sporting bet with you that, in my hands, Lady Glover will take the town by storm. There’s a popular fallacy that people don’t like wicked women — it is a fallacy. When they’re of the right brand, they love ’em — especially men. Give me a chance, and I’ll prove it. I’ll guarantee that seventy-five per cent, of masculine playgoers shall fall in love with Lady Glover — if I play her. What do you say?”

“I don’t understand why you should wish to play her.”

“How’s that?”

“The answer seems so obvious. You — a lady of position, of fortune, with troops of friends!”

“Change, Mr. Talfourd, is the salt of life. I’m very fond of salt. Before I read your play I had no more idea of doing anything of the kind than I had of flying to the moon. But Lady Glover went straight to my heart. I saw at once what magnificent fun it would be to give to the stage a really adequate representation of the naughty feminine. I knew I could do it — and I can. So why shouldn’t I?”

“You understand that Mr. Winton has the refusal of the play, and that I should first have to consult him.”

“Of course I understand that Winton has the refusal of the play, and of course I understand that you will have to consult him. I’m not afraid of Winton. He shall be the leading man, and cast the other parts as he pleases. I’ll be Lady Glover, and find the money. I’ll be an ideal Lady Glover. I believe in your heart you know it. Winton and I between us will make of the play a monstrous success, and so your fortune will be made, and a few shillings added to my own. I should dearly like to make your fortune, if only for one reason — because you don’t like me.”

“Mrs. Lamb!”

“Which is the more odd, because men generally do. Do you remember our first meeting?”

“I’m never likely to forget it.”

“You don’t say that in a tone which suggests an unsophisticated compliment. I had read that thing of yours in the Cornhill. Frank Staines said that he had the honour of your acquaintance; that you were clever on quite unusual lines — as he put it, ‘a cut above the market’ — and that in consequence you’d been having a pretty rough time. You recollect that it was at an early stage of our acquaintance that I offered you the post of private secretary.”

“I wonder if, when you did so, you knew that I’d nearly reached my last shilling?”

“I’d an inkling. If you hadn’t you’d have said no.” This was so literally the truth that he was silent. She understood him so much better than he did her. He had an irritating feeling that she was treating him as if he were some plastic material, which she was gradually fashioning into the shape she desired. “I’ve done you nothing else than good turns — —”

“I know it, quite well.”

“And yet, actually, I believe, on that account, you seem to dislike me more and more.”

“I do assure you, Mrs. Lamb, that you are wrong. I do hope I’m not the blackguard you seem to imagine.”

“I am not wrong, Mr. Talfourd — in a matter of that sort I seldom am. And you’re not a blackguard; you’re altogether the other way. It’s a case of Dr. Fell — the reason why you don’t like me you cannot tell. It’s not your fault at all — it’s sort of congenital. Don’t worry! But that being so, since I have already done you one or two good turns, it would be delightful to be able to do you a crowning good turn — to make your fortune; to make you the most successful man of the day — you, the only man I ever met who really did, and does, dislike me.

“Mrs. Lamb, I — I can’t tell you how you make me feel.”

“I wouldn’t try.”

He did not. She looked at him and smiled, while he stood before her, with flushed cheeks and downcast eyes, like some shamefaced schoolboy.


CHAPTER XVI. MARGARET IS PUZZLED

Miss Dorothy Johnson, balancing herself on the edge of the table, was playing catch-ball with a pair of gloves.

“Margaret Wallace, you’re one of the sillies!”

“Evidently you are not the only person who is of that opinion.”

“That’s right — put the worst construction on everything I say, and think yourself smart.”

“It’s just as well that some one should think so. Dollie, sometimes I’m very near to the conviction that it’s no good — that nothing’s any good, and, especially, that I’m no good; that I might as well own myself beaten right away.”

“Well, you are beaten this time, that’s sure. What ought to be just as sure is that you don’t mean to be beaten every time — there’s the whole philosophy of life for you in a nutshell.”

“But suppose I’m dragging Harry down? I shouldn’t be surprised if it’s all through me that his MSS. keep on being returned. I said to him, ‘Let me make drawings to illustrate your stories — I’d love to’. And I do love to! ‘Then we’ll send the stories and the drawings to the editors together.’ But they nearly all come back. I’ve a horrid feeling that it’s my drawings which ruin them.”

“Stuff! It’s Harry’s work that’s no good.”

“No good? How dare you! You’ve said yourself over and over again that it’s splendid.”

“That’s what’s against it — it’s splendid.” Miss Johnson, stretching her right arm to its extreme length, dangled her gloves between the tips of her fingers. “Margaret Wallace, literature means to me at least three pounds a week, it may be four, if possible, five. I can live on three, be comfortable on four, a swell on five. The problem being thus stated in all its beautiful simplicity, it only remains for me to discover the quickest and easiest solution. I have learned, from experience, that the Home Muddler is willing to give me half a guinea for a column of drivel, and the Hearthstone Smasher fifteen shillings for another. The Family Flutterer prints eight or ten thousand words of an endless serial at five shillings a thousand — one of these days I mean to strike for seven-and-six. But in the meantime there you are — the pursuit of literature has brought me bread and cheese. Why doesn’t your Harry tread the same path?”

“The idea!”

“Of course! — the idea! — and that’s where he gets left. It’s my experience that in literature — —”

“Literature!”

“I said literature. I was observing, when you interrupted, that it is my experience that in literature” — Miss Johnson paused, Miss Wallace was contemptuously silent— “men always get paid at least twice as much as the women. I don’t know why; it seems to be one of the rules of the game. It therefore follows that if your Harry did as I do he would earn six, eight, ten pounds a week, which, with management, would keep two — not to speak of your drawings, which ought to bring in something. I believe the Family Flutterer pays as much as seven-and-six for a full page.”

“My dear Dollie, you know as well as I do that we both of us would rather starve.”

“Sweet Meg, I’m not saying you’re right or wrong, only, if you have resolved to eschew the easily earned loaves and fishes, don’t revile because, having set out on the track of the rarer creatures, you discover — what every one knows, and you know! — that they are difficult to find. My private opinion is that Harry will find them one day — if he keeps on long enough — though I don’t know when.”

“You’re a comforting sort of person.”

“I’m a practical sort of person, which is better. Cheer up, Meg! he’ll get there — and perhaps you will too — though of course his stories are better than your drawings.”

“I don’t need you to tell me that.”

Miss Johnson, descending from the table, put her arm round the girl who was seated on the other side.

“You poor darling! I’m a perfect pig! I say, Meg, are you hard up?”

“I always am.”

“Beyond the ordinary, I mean?”

“If you mean, can you lend me, or give me, any money, you can’t — thank you very much. I’m going to hoe my own furrow, right to the end.”

“How about Harry? He gets some of his stuff accepted; then there’s the three hundred pounds a year certain which he gets for being that party’s secretary. I call that practicality, if you like! He ought to be getting on first-rate.”

“He doesn’t seem to think so, anyhow. As for what you call the three hundred pounds a year certain, I doubt if anything could be more uncertain, the engagement may terminate any day. I believe that Harry is really more worried than I am, and — and that’s saying a good deal.”

“Then the marriage is not coming off just yet?”

“Marriage! — and you call yourself a practical person! — how can you be so absurd?”

“I am not sure that I am absurd. If I ever loved a man — which I am never likely to do, men are such beings! — really loved him, and knew that he loved me, I shouldn’t hesitate to marry him on a pound a week. Marriage, properly understood, is a spur; it’s not, necessarily, anything like the clog romantic people like you seem to think it is.”

When Miss Johnson had gone Margaret Wallace went and stood before a photograph which hung over the mantelpiece — the photograph of a man.

“I think, Cuthbert Grahame, it’s possible that you’ll shortly be revenged; if you knew just how things are I fancy you’d be of opinion that you’re revenged already. If you’d been even a shadowy semblance of the father you once professed to be, I — I shouldn’t be wondering where I’m to get my dinner from.”

She examined the physiognomy of the man in front of her as if, instead of being the most familiar of faces, she saw it now for the first time. Going back to her seat at the table, she was examining the drawings which had accompanied the returned MS., as if desirous of learning what improvement she could make in them, when there came a tap at the door.

“Come in.” Mr. Talfourd entered. In a moment she was in his arms. “Harry!”

“Meg! — more roses for you.” He handed her the La France roses which had been presented to him by Mrs. Lamb. “What are you doing?”

She was eyeing the roses, without any great show of enthusiasm, which was possibly lacking because she knew from whom they had originally come.

“Harry, I’ve more bad news for you — I never seem to have anything else. The story’s back from the Searchlight.”

“What does it matter?”

“I don’t like to hear you talk like that, because, you see, we both know that it matters, dear. Harry, do you think that it may have been returned because my drawings aren’t up to the mark — honestly?”

“Honestly, I am certain it has not. Your drawings are at least as good as my story. I have never met any one who can illustrate me as well as you do.”

“You mean that? If I weren’t Margaret Wallace would you say so still?”

“I should. I should congratulate myself on having met some one who could illustrate me as I like to be illustrated. You misunderstood me just now. I said what does it matter, because it doesn’t matter, in view of something of much greater importance which I have to say to you.”

“Harry! what is it?”

“I hardly know how to begin, it’s such a queer position. It’s this — in a way, my play’s accepted.”

“‘The Gordian Knot’? — by Mr. Winton?”

“No, not by Winton, by Mrs. Lamb.”

“Mrs. Lamb? — Harry!” He told her how the play had come into Mrs. Lamb’s hands, and how that lady had expressed her willingness to give it immediate production, on the understanding that she was to create Lady Glover. “But I didn’t know she could act. Why should she want to anyhow? — she a rich woman! — especially such a part! Lady Glover’s a horrible creature! I suppose you think she’d make a mess of it — and of course she would. She must be a very conceited person.”

“Sweetheart, shall I tell you, quite frankly, what I really think?”

“You hadn’t better tell me anything else.”

“Then I’ll make you my father confessor. I’ve a strong feeling, amounting to a positive conviction, that she’d make a magnificent Lady Glover. That’s one reason why I hesitate.”

“Now I don’t understand. If she makes a success of the part, what else do you want?”

“I’ll endeavour to explain. For one thing, I think it possible that she’ll make it the part of the play, and so put Winton in the shade entirely. In the theatre he proposes to manage I’m certain he’s no intention to be overshadowed by any one. Not that, in such a matter, I’m likely to be too sensitive about his feelings — but there it is. What, from my point of view, would be more serious, is that it is extremely probable that, by her rendition of Lady Glover, she’ll warp the play out of what I intended to be its setting. As she was talking just now it dawned upon me that, in her hands, the play might become transformed — something altogether different to what I meant it to be.”

“But if it’s a success?”

“Meg, I find it difficult to put into words just what’s in my mind. Of course if it’s successful it will mean — —”

“It will mean everything.”

“It will mean a good deal; but it will mean everything I’d rather it didn’t mean if the success is owing to her.”

“But it will be your play. In one sense its success will always be dependent upon others. Really, Harry, I don’t follow you. What is your objection to Mrs. Lamb? She’s never done you any harm.”

“No, she hasn’t done me any harm — as yet.”

“As yet! Do you think she means to? Considering that she proposes to produce your play, and bids fair to make a great success of it, it doesn’t look as if she did.”

“Meg — you’ll laugh at me — I’m afraid of her.”

“Afraid of her? — of Mrs. Lamb! — Harry!”

“I’ve never been comfortable in her presence since the first moment I’ve met her. When she’s there I have the sort of feeling which I imagine a nervous person might have in the neighbourhood of a dangerous lunatic. I don’t know when or how she will break out, but I feel that sometime, somehow, she will, and that then I shall have to struggle with her for my life.”

“Harry! are you in earnest?”

He laughed oddly.

“Meg, upon my word, I can’t tell you. She hypnotises me, that woman — she hypnotises me. Her influence is on me even after I have left her.”

“She must be a curious person. I should like to meet her.”

“Meet her?”

He shuddered, involuntarily. “Rather than that you should meet her I’d —— If I can prevent it you shall not meet her.”

“Why not? I know plenty of people who have met her, and who seem to think her a distinctly agreeable person — hospitable, good company, amusing, kindhearted, generous to a degree. Tell me, Harry, has she ever behaved to you in any way as she ought not to have done?”

“She has not, in one jot or tittle.”

“To your knowledge has she ever done, or even said, anything wrong?”

“No. Still, I would rather she did not produce my play, especially if she is to act Lady Glover.”

“Will she produce it if she doesn’t?”

“I doubt it.”

“There is something at the back of your mind which you’re keeping to yourself. When I think of all that the success of ‘The Gordian Knot’ would mean to us, of how you’ve looked forward to its production, of how we’ve talked and talked of it, your present attitude is incomprehensible. It doesn’t follow that because Mrs. Lamb produces your play — and even acts in it! — that you need therefore make of her a bosom friend if you’d rather not. I don’t suppose it’s only generosity which impels her; I daresay she has an axe of her own to grind.”

“You may be sure of it.”

“Then so have you. I don’t see how it matters if it’s A, B, or C who grinds it, so long as it’s ground — properly ground; and you seem sure that it will be that.”

“I have little doubt of it.”

“Then tell me, Harry, what is the real, downright reason why you don’t wish Mrs. Lamb to produce your play, and act in it?”

“Because, Meg, I’m afraid of her.”

“Afraid of her! — of a woman! — who you yourself admit has never done you anything but good! Harry, you’re beyond my comprehension.”

Before he could answer there was a knock at the door. A servant entered with a card on a tray.

“A gentleman wishes to see you, miss.”

She looked at the card.

“‘David Twelves, M.D., Edin.’. It can’t be Dr. Twelves of Pitmuir?”

A voice came from the door.

“It’s that same man.”


CHAPTER XVII. AN UNEXPECTED VISITOR

In appearance the doctor had altered but little since we saw him last. He was the same little wizened old man, with the slight stoop, and the sunken eyes which looked out so keenly from under the thick, overhanging thatch of his shaggy eyebrows. When she heard his voice, and saw him, Margaret, running to him — before Harry, before the servant — put her arms about his neck (she could easily do it, since he was the shorter), and, after looking at him fixedly, as if to make sure that he was still the same man, kissed him on the lips.

“Dr. Twelves, to think of your coming to see me after all these years!”

“And whose fault is it that I haven’t come before? whose fault I’d like to know?”

“It certainly isn’t mine.”

“Not yours? when I hadn’t a notion where to look for you, and you took care that I hadn’t? It’s only by the grace of God I’ve chanced upon you now. I was looking in a bit of a magazine, at an illustration which seemed to me to be pretty fair, when I saw your name in the corner — Margaret Wallace — in your own handwriting. I can tell you I jumped — there, in the railway carriage — so that I daresay my fellow-passengers thought that I’d a sudden gouty twinge or, maybe, rheumatism, for none can say that I look like a gouty subject. I went straight to the office where the magazine is published, and I asked them to tell me where you might be found. I believe they thought I’d designs upon your life, or, at least, upon your purse. I had to tell them such a yarn before they’d tell me. Then I took care to follow the girl up the stairs, so that, if you meant to deny yourself, you shouldn’t have a chance.”

“Deny myself? — to you? — doctor! what a notion! — as if I should!” By now the servant had retired; Miss Wallace, who still retained a hand upon her visitor’s shoulder, had brought him into the room. “Harry, this is Dr. Twelves, of whom you have so often heard me speak. Doctor, this is Mr. Talfourd, whose wife I hope one day to be.”

“I trust, young gentleman, that your deserts are equal to your good fortune, and that you’re properly conscious how great that is. I’ve known this lassie since the time she seemed all hair and legs, for those were the parts of her you noticed most, and there hasn’t been a day on which I haven’t wanted her to be my wife.”

“Now, doctor, that’s contrary to the fact; you know you told me more than once that Providence had marked you out to be a bachelor.”

“And wasn’t that self-evident, since you wouldn’t have me? Now, Margaret Wallace, what have you been doing?”

“Doing? I was talking to Harry when you came in.”

“I’ll be bound that it’s plenty of talking to Harry that you do, and will do — particularly later on, when you’re Mrs. Harry.”

“Doctor!”

“What I mean was, have you made your fortune? or are you drawing pictures for your daily bread?”

She looked at Mr. Talfourd quizzically.

“I have one eye upon my daily bread.”

“And it isn’t too much of it you see, by the looks of you. You’re peaked, and you’re thin.”

“Oh, doctor! I’m sure I’m not.”

“And I’m sure you are, and by virtue of my profession I ought to know. It’s a pretty market to which you’ve brought your pigs. You might be one of the richest women in England, instead of being half-starved — with white cheeks and tired eyes.”

“Doctor, how dare you say such things! It’s not true! You’ve not improved!”

“I’m thinking you’ve not improved either. You’ve a stubborn heart. Why, all this time, haven’t you let some of us know something about you? — if it was only where a line might reach you.”

“You know very well why, and I did go to see Mr. Grahame.”

“You went to see Cuthbert Grahame? When?” She mentioned the date. “Girl, you’re dreaming. It was the day after that he died.”

“The day after that he died? I knew he was dead. I heard of it long afterwards by a side wind; but I have never heard any particulars. You none of you told me anything.”

“How were we to, when you’d hidden yourself from us in this great city?”

“Of what did he die?”

“If you ask what was on the certificate I can tell you; but if you want to know how death came to him you must inquire of his wife.”

“His wife?”

“When he died he was a married man, according to the law of Scotland.”

“Dr. Twelves, are you jesting?”

“I’m not. On the day he died he made a will leaving her all that he had in the world — and she had it.”

“Who was she?”

“Beyond saying that she was no better than she ought to be, I can tell you nothing.”

“Was she some one from the neighbourhood?”

“She was not; she was from England. She dropped from the clouds. I should say — if I may be allowed to do so in this company — on her road to hell. What passed between you and Cuthbert Grahame when you saw him on that day before he died?”

“I didn’t see him. Nannie wouldn’t let me.”

“Nannie wouldn’t let you?”

“She would not. She said that Mr. Grahame had forbidden her to admit me into the house.”

“She’s never spoken a word to me about it. What’s been the matter with the woman? But there’s something ails your story. That day, and for many days afterwards, she was lying in bed with a broken leg. Was it from her bedroom that she shouted out to you?”

“From her bedroom? — nothing of the kind. She told me through the front door that Mr. Grahame had forbidden her to let me in. When I said that I would come in, and began to break the window to show that I was in earnest, she went to the window above, and poured two buckets of boiling water over me.”

“Margaret Wallace! it’s dreaming you must have been.”

“It was a curious kind of dream. The water scalded my neck, and left a scar which was visible for weeks — wasn’t it?”

She turned to Mr. Talfourd, as if for corroboration.

“It was. When I saw it I was disposed to go straight off to Scotland, and give the old harridan a taste of my quality.”

“It’s as queer a story as any I’ve heard. Seeing that Nannie was as if she had been glued to her bed, how could she walk about the house as you say, and pour buckets of boiling water on to you through a window?”

“I only know that she did.”

“Did you see her?”

She considered a moment.

“No, I didn’t. She took care not to show herself.”

“She took care not to show herself?”

“She hadn’t the courage to let me see her face, but she let me hear her voice, and plenty of it. It was not necessary for me to see her when I heard her. I’ve been acquainted with Nannie Foreshaw’s voice for too many years to be likely to mistake it for any one else’s.”

“You’re sure? I doubt — —” The doctor seemed to be considering in his turn. “I can’t put the pieces of the puzzle together so that they just fit, but I’ve a notion that I’m on the way. Margaret Wallace, I’ve a suspicion that I’ve been a greater fool even than I thought. After the chances I’ve had to get wisdom, to get understanding, that’s not a nice feeling to have. Between us — you’ve had a hand! — we’ve muddled things to a marvel. I’ll communicate with Nannie with reference to that little conversation you say you had with her; when I’ve heard from her I’ll talk to you again.” He turned to Mr. Talfourd.

“And you, sir, do you make drawings?”

“No; I write stories.”

The doctor looked him up and down as if he were a specimen of a species which was new to him.

“Stories? Oh! and is that a man’s work? I come of a good old Scottish stock. My forebears have always held that a man should do a man’s work. Is writing stories that?”

“It isn’t easy, if that’s what you mean.”

“Not easy? I should have thought you would have found it as easy as lying. I’ve written them myself; I didn’t find it hard. It’s just a waste of time. However, I’m not judging you. Is that all you do, write stories?”

“Just at present I’m doing something else as well. I’m acting as private secretary to a lady.”

“Private secretary to a lady? You’ve your own notions of what’s a man’s work, Mr. Talfourd.”

Harry flushed; Margaret laughed.

“And you country Scotchmen have your own ideas of what you’re entitled to say.”

“You’re Scotch yourself, my lassie, on the best side of you; don’t gird at your own birth. I ask your pardon, Mr. Talfourd, if I’ve said anything I ought not to say; but I’ve known this lassie all her days. She’s been to me as the apple of my eye, and — she tells me that you’re to be her husband. Would it be going too far, Mr. Talfourd, if I were to ask you what’s the name of the lady to whom you’re acting as private secretary?”

“Mrs. Lamb — Mrs. Gregory Lamb.”

“Mrs. Gregory Lamb? That’s odd.”

“How is it odd? I hope there’s nothing improper about the name.”

“It’s not that it’s improper; it’s that I once met a Gregory Lamb. What sort’s your Gregory Lamb?”

“He’s about my own age, perhaps a little older; not ill-looking; not, I should imagine, a bad fellow in his way.”

“Is he a poor man?”

“I believe his wife is very rich.”

“His wife? Of course, there’s the wife — and she’s very rich. The rich woman who married the Gregory Lamb I know would be a very foolish female.”

“Mrs. Lamb is certainly not that.”

“Then her Gregory’s not mine, though it’s an unusual conjunction of names. I’m thinking that none but a fool of a woman would ever have married him.”


CHAPTER XVIII. CRONIES

That evening Dr. Twelves dined with a fellow Scot, J. Andrew McTavish, of McTavish & Brown. Mr. McTavish lived in Mecklenberg Square. Although a bachelor he liked plenty of house room, and in Mecklenberg Square he had it. His house was perhaps the largest in the Square, and certainly not the least comfortable. Comfort was to Mr. McTavish a sort of fetish: excepting money he set it above everything. He looked as if he did. Of medium height, he was of more than average size, his waist measurement was approaching a significant figure; his neck loved a generous collar, his chin overlapped; he had slight side whiskers, dark gray in hue, and the top of his head was so completely bald that one wondered if it could ever have been anything else. He and his guest presented an amazing contrast: three or four replicas of Dr. Twelves could have been contained in Mr. McTavish.

They dined tête-à-tête at a small round table which stood in the centre of a big room. Mr. McTavish liked big rooms; he was never comfortable in a small one. During the meal the conversation was of a desultory character, principally hovering around Pitmuir, where Mr. McTavish had lived till he came to London. Questions were asked and answered touching every soul in the parish Mr. McTavish could think of, and his memory was extensive. There was hardly a man, woman or child about Pitmuir whose name had not been mentioned before dinner was finished. If the inquiries were slightly acid, so were the replies. It seemed as if these two gentlemen had made it a point of honour to say nothing nice of any one. According to them the folk about Pitmuir were a very human lot — at least they had most of humanity’s failings.

After dinner they retired to the study, another fine apartment. There they had a cup of coffee, a liqueur, and a cigar apiece. The doctor seemed lost in the huge chair which he had been invited to fill. His host regarded him with twinkling eyes.

“Have you had a good dinner, David?”

“You feed yourself too well; you’re a hundred years behind the age.”

“How do you show it?”

“Our great-grandfathers pampered their bellies. We know better; we have learnt that it is the part of wisdom to starve them. You’re still where our grandsires were.”

“And where are you?”

“I’m on the high road to as fine an attack of indigestion as a man need have, and live.”

“I can give you the name of one of the greatest authorities on indigestion.”

“I dare swear you can give me the names of one or two. I shouldn’t be surprised if that sucking-pig proves to be the death of me, beyond the skill of all your authorities.”

“It was cooked to a turn.”

“I ought to know how it was cooked, considering the way that I behaved to it. It’s wicked to set such meat before a man. And now, I’ve something which I wish to say to you.”

“You’ve said one or two things already — what’s the other?”

The doctor, taking the cigar out of his mouth, regarded the ash on the tip.

“You remember Wallace’s daughter?”

“Cuthbert Grahame’s girl?”

The doctor nodded.

“I’ve seen her this afternoon.”

“No? I wondered what had become of her, more than once. I’ve seen and heard nothing of her since he turned her out.”

“He didn’t turn her out, she turned herself out. I had the story from his own lips.”

“So had I. To all intents and purposes he turned her out, however he may have put it to himself or to you.”

“He asked her to marry him, and she wouldn’t.”

“He asked her not once or twice, but again and again, until he made it plain that his house was no place for her unless she meant to be his wife. So, as she didn’t, there was nothing for her but to go.”

“It was a fool business.”

“On both sides. Why he wanted to marry her I don’t know. I never do know why a man wants to marry. I’d sooner have a buzz saw in every room in the house than a wife in one. Why she wouldn’t marry him, I know still less.”

“There was the difference in their years. Then he was already threatening to be what he afterwards became — physically, I mean.”

“Well, what of it? If a girl in her position has to marry, I should say that there are two things which she ought to look for first of all — money, and a sick husband; if possible, one who is already sick unto death. In Grahame she’d have had both.”

There was silence, as if both parties were giving to Mr. McTavish’s words the consideration due to a profound aphorism. It was the doctor who spoke next.

“He always believed that she would come back again, saying yes.”

“I’d no patience with the man, he was all kinds of a fool. If he wanted her to be his wife, he didn’t go the right way to get her. When she said no, instead of thanking God for his undeserved escape, he stormed and raved, fretted and fumed, until he became only fit to be exhibited in a booth at a fair.”

“When he heard that she was in love with some one else, it was that that was the death of him.”

“A good thing too. It’d have been a good thing if it had been the death of both of them. I’ve no bowels for such tomfoolery. Where is she? What’s she doing? Is she married to the other fool? If she is, don’t they both wish that they were dead?”

“You’ve a sharp tongue, Andrew — if your wits were like it! Not all married folks wish that they were dead; there’s just as much desire to live among the married as among the single — maybe more. To hear you talk one would suppose that one had only to remain single to be happy. You and I know better than that.”

“Speak for yourself, David, speak for yourself — I’m happy enough.”

“Then your looks belie you.”

“What’s the matter with my looks, you old croaker?”

“I’m a doctor of medicine, Andrew McTavish; I’ve learned to turn the smoothest side to a patient; so you must excuse me if to your inquiry I return no answer.”

“After the dinner I’ve given him!”

“It’s the ill-assorted food you have caused me to cram down my throat that I’m beginning to fancy has given me a touch of the spleen.”

“Something has. The next time you dine in this house it will be off porridge.”

“We’ll leave the next time till it comes. To return to Margaret Wallace. She’s not married yet, and, so far as I can judge, she’s not likely to be. It’s want of pence, both with him and with her. If she had some of Cuthbert Grahame’s money, as she ought to have, it’d make all the difference.”

“It’s in part your fault that she hasn’t.”

“I’m not denying it, and I’m not forgetting it. If I’ve been guilty of the unforgivable sin, it was when I brought that woman to Cuthbert Grahame’s bedside. I sometimes think that I’ll see it chalked up against me in letters of fire when I’m brought up before the throne.”

“Stuff!”

“Maybe — to you. You’re devoid of decent feeling, Andrew McTavish; to you all’s stuff. What’s become of the woman?”

“What woman?”

“She who calls herself Mrs. Grahame?”

“She calls herself Mrs. Grahame no longer.”

“How’s that?”

“She’s married again.”

“The creature! The poor fool she’s married! What is his name?”

“Gregory Lamb.”

Dr. Twelves rose from his chair as if impelled by a spring. Opening his mouth in apparent forgetfulness of what was between his lips, his cigar fell to the floor, where it remained apparently unnoticed.

“What’s that?”

“What’s what?”

“What name was that you said?”

“Why, man, what’s the matter now? I’m wondering whether the sucking-pig’s mounted to your head instead of descending to your stomach. David, you’re easily upset these days. Pick up your cigar, it’s burning a hole in my floor covering.”

“Damn the cigar!”

“And welcome! It’s not that I mind. What I object to is your cigar damning my carpet. Pick it up at once, sir.”

“You’re fussy about your old carpet.”

“Old carpet! it cost me a guinea a yard not twelve months since.”

“You’re wasteful with your money.”

“I am, when I spend it entertaining such as you.”

“What’s the name of the man you say that woman married?”

“Gregory Lamb.”

“It’s past believing!”

“Is it? I haven’t found it so.”

“That’s because you’re walking in darkness. Do you know that the youngster Margaret’s plighted to is private secretary to Mrs. Gregory Lamb?”

“Is he? Then I should say that that’s presumptive evidence that he’s not bad looking. She has an eye for a good-looking man.”

“Gregory Lamb was staying at Pitmuir when she was at Cuthbert Grahame’s, calling herself his wife. A half-bred, ill-conditioned young scamp he was.”

“I should imagine that Mr. Lamb was not born in the caste of Vere de Vere.”

“Were they acquainted then? What was there between them? How come they to be married now? — he without a penny, to my knowledge, she with all that money. She’d not marry such a creature as he was — for love, that I’ll swear. They were birds of a feather, only he was more fool than knave, and she more knave than fool.”

“That about describes them now — if a lawyer may say as much — under privilege.”

“Andrew, can you keep a still tongue?”

“If I couldn’t I shouldn’t be sitting here.”

“I’ve always had a suspicion that there was something wrong about that will.”

“Do you mean the one under which she inherits? You needn’t confine yourself to suspicion upon that point — it’s about as wrong as it could be. If there had been substantial opposition she’d have found it hard to bring it in.”

“I’m not meaning it in your sense. I know that Grahame signed it in the presence of those two daft lassies; but I don’t believe that he knew what he was signing, although the evidence is all the other way. I’ve kept my doubts to myself until this moment, and even now I can’t tell you just why I don’t believe it — but I don’t.”

“Quite possibly you’re right, but you can’t prove it.”

“I know I can’t, and there’s something else that I can’t prove.”

“What’s that?”

“I believe she murdered him.”

“David!”

“She was equal to it; and I’m beginning to see more clearly how she brought herself to the sticking point. The day before his death Margaret Wallace called — —”

“Margaret Wallace? you don’t say!”

“She told me so herself this afternoon. She was refused admission as she supposed by Nannie Foreshaw. I happen to know that Nannie couldn’t have got out of bed and gone downstairs to save her life — that woman had taken care of that. Before I came to you I wrote to Nannie asking if she did, to make sure. I believe that woman played at being Nannie, imitating her voice. She may have known Margaret’s story, probably Grahame had told her, and was aware that if she returned and saw him her reign was at an end. So she precipitated matters. She juggled that will into existence, and, directly she had done so, killed him.”

“It’s a weighty charge you’re making, David; be careful how you make it.”

“Do you think I don’t know that it’s a weighty charge? I’m not making it. I’m only telling you what’s in my mind, as between friends. I’ll not breathe a word of the matter to any one but you till I can bring it into court, and prove it. At present, in your lawyer’s sense, I’ve not proof enough to cover a pin’s point. But, Andrew, though the mills of God grind slowly, they grind surely, and exceeding fine. Maybe one day God’s finger will press her in between the stones, then you’ll know that the conviction which is implanted in my breast is of the nature of the prophetic vision. God has shown me, though I cannot tell you how.”

There was silence. The doctor, still standing, bent over the table on which stood the coffee and liqueurs, pointing with one skinny finger upwards. He continued in that attitude for a perceptible period after he had ceased to speak. Then Mr. McTavish’s voice broke the spell which he seemed to have cast upon the air.

“David, you use big words. I don’t — it’s not my way. But confidence begets confidence. I’ll tell you something in return — and that without insulting you by asking if you can keep a still tongue — because I know you can.”

The doctor returned to a more normal attitude, seeming to do so with an effort, as if he were shaking something from him. He spoke in his ordinary tones.

“Let me light another cigar before you begin. This sort of talk’s disquieting, especially after such a dinner as I’ve had. I think a tonic might not be amiss.” He sipped his liqueur. “Andrew, this is not bad brandy.”

“A hogshead wouldn’t hurt you.”

“Wouldn’t it? Is it your custom to drink brandy by the hogshead? I thought you didn’t use big words.”

“It’s a figure of speech, David — a figure of speech. If you have that cigar properly lighted, and will sit down like a decent creature, I’ll have my say — that is, if you have not had enough of the matter under discussion.”

“You’re not more ready to talk than I am to listen. Now, Andrew, I’m at your service.”

“Well, you suspect this lady of something more than misdemeanour. I may tell you that I doubt if she would have done what she did do — if she did it! — if she had known what she knows now.”

“You speak in parables.”

“I’ll be plain enough. Did you know anything about Cuthbert Grahame’s affairs? — his financial affairs, I mean.”

“Something.”

“Had you any idea how much he was worth?”

“He told me himself, not once but frequently, that he was worth nearer three hundred thousand pounds than two hundred thousand. He said, moreover, that his investments brought him in an average interest of over ten per cent. He had made several lucky hits.”

“That’s what he told us; it seems that that’s what he told her. Did you see on what amount probate duty was paid?”

“Not I; I took no interest in the matter then. I was too disgusted with myself and everything. My one desire was to get the whole business out of my head; the trouble is that I haven’t been able to do it.”

“Under forty thousand pounds; and I may tell you that it was well under forty thousand pounds.”

“What’s become of the rest?”

“That’s the mystery which we should like to solve — which she especially would like to solve; and what she’s subjected us to in her efforts to arrive at a solution no language at my command is adequate to describe. She’s a remarkable woman — a very remarkable woman. Because she has long since passed the limits of our endurance is one reason why I am rounding on her to you. It is not often that I am conscious of such a yearning, but we have arrived at a position in which I should actually like to have your advice. That’s why I asked you here tonight.”

“Then it wasn’t just for old friendship’s sake.”

The doctor glowered from the recesses of the huge chair, expelling the smoke of his cigar from his lips and nostrils. Mr. McTavish laughed.

“Well — in a measure. Did you ever think he was romancing when he talked about his moneys?”

“I did not — and I don’t. He was in earnest. I never knew him tell a lie when he was in earnest. I’d match his veracity against my own.”

“Then it’s queer — it’s queer. At the time of his death we held securities for him representing some ten thousand pounds lent on mortgage; the bankers held about as much more. His widow turned into cash everything that there was to turn, with the exception of the house, which she will neither sell nor let.”

“I know. It’s going to rack and ruin; they say no one’s set foot in it since the day he was buried.”

“I daresay — it’s one of her notions — she’ll let no one even talk of it; it’s her bogey. Altogether she’s had scarcely thirty thousand pounds.”

“It’s in the house.”

“Not it. It’s been thoroughly searched by competent hands; she herself has overhauled it more than once.”

“The money must be somewhere; I’m convinced he had it.”

“Have you any notion where it is? Can you give me any sort of clue as to its possible whereabouts?”

“Not I. I know no more about it than — this cigar. Is it likely? I wasn’t his man of business — you were.”

“She says we have it.”

“No!”

“Yes. She says we have it, or that we know where it is, and are joined in a conspiracy to keep it out of her possession. The way she’s talked — and treated us! David, she’s a remarkable woman.”

“She is that. Don’t I know it? — to my cost!”

“We’ve had to change the lock on our office door. She let herself into it with a pass-key — my own, I fear, for I lost it, though I don’t know how; I’ve never seen it since. She ransacked everything the place contained. Got into the safe. By some extraordinary mischance, in which it is quite possible she had a hand, that night it wasn’t locked. She went right through it. She saw a good deal we had rather she hadn’t seen, but she saw nothing of Grahame’s money.”

“Did you catch her in the act?”

“Catch her! We’ve never been able to prove it against her yet, but the presumption’s as strong as Hercules. She went to Brown’s, and made him swear by all his gods that he knew nothing about it; then she made him open his safe, and went through all his private papers.”

“Brown must be a fine sort of a man.”

“She’s a fine sort of a woman. She drugged me in my own house.”

“No?”

“I say yes! She came here one night. I offered her a little something to drink — I was having something to drink, and I couldn’t see her sitting dry. I’ve no doubt that when my back was turned she put something into my glass which took away my senses in a flash. When I came to it was early morning; the daylight was streaming through the blinds; she was gone; the whole place was upside down.”

“You’re a lawyer: didn’t you give her a taste of the law?”

“What was the use? She’d pose as an injured woman — her grievance is real enough. We’d get no good; it might do us harm. The mischief is that she’s got what she chooses to regard as some sort of groundwork for her suspicions. It’s this way. She met the secretary of the Hardwood Company. The Hardwood Company’s paid dividends averaging thirty per cent, ever since it started. The fellow got friendly with her — as plenty of men do get within five minutes of their meeting her. He told her that only one original shareholder remained on their lists, and, since the shares rushed to a premium directly the issue was made, that therefore he was the only person who received the full benefit of the thirty per cent. He added that the shareholder’s name was Grahame — Cuthbert Grahame (you may see her pricking her ears at that!) — and (she always leading him by the nose!) that the dividends had not been paid to him direct, but to his solicitors, Messrs. McTavish & Brown, of Southampton Row. He was a talkable body, that secretary man — men are apt to be talkative when she gets them alone with her in a corner. He told her something else: that the queerest part of the business was that while the shares still stood in Grahame’s name, the dividends had remained unclaimed for quite a while, so that a considerable sum was waiting for some one to take it. The next morning she came to us running over with the story. Now I remembered those shares — an investment which returns thirty per cent, these hard times one has to remember. He had ten thousand of them; they were in our charge; we did collect the dividends. But one day he wrote asking us to send them to him, which we did do. My lady of course wanted proof. Do you know we couldn’t give it her.”

“I don’t see why.”

“Under ordinary circumstances nothing could have been simpler. Such a thing has never before happened in the whole course of my experience, but by some infernal accident we couldn’t lay our hands on either his letter of instructions, or his acknowledgment of receipt.”

“There was still the letter advising their despatch.”

“David, ever since that woman appeared on the scene we have been persecuted by a malignant fate.”

“Big words, Andrew, big words.”

“She moves me to them. On the day Grahame’s letter came I happened to be going abroad. Brown sent a clerk here with his letter and the shares, so that I might check them and see that they were right. I packed the clerk back, and sent the shares myself; but in my haste — I was running the boat train pretty close! — I was idiot enough not to take a copy of my own letter, and what I did with Grahame’s I have not the dimmest recollection.”

“Very unbusiness-like.”

“Don’t I know it, man! Of course she declined to credit a word of the story; said that she believed it was a fabrication from beginning to end; and that she was more than ever convinced that she was dealing with a set of rogues. The climax is to come! The day after she had drugged me she came to my office, and produced a Hardwood Company’s share, which she had the assurance to assert that she had taken out of my own safe when I was in a state of unconsciousness! — think of it! She had taken it round to the Company’s offices, and it had there been identified as one of the shares which were standing in Cuthbert Grahame’s name.”

“Was it one of his shares?”

“It was, beyond a doubt.”

“And had she taken it out of your safe?”

“David, I can only tell you that she swore she had; and I’m bound to admit that if she hadn’t, I don’t know where she got it from. On the other hand, if she did I have not the vaguest notion how it got there. Plague take the thing!”

Mr. McTavish, emptying his liqueur glass, immediately refilled it.

“Don’t you know what’s in your own safe?”

“Do you take me for a feather-brain? I knew every trifle it contained, or thought I did. She says that she took up a bundle of papers, and that the share dropped out of one of them. If it did, no one knows less than I do who put it there. The only conclusion at which I can arrive is that, in returning the shares to Grahame, I overlooked one of them, and that, in my hurry, it got mixed up with some of the papers which I keep in my safe, and which were lying on my table at the time. Of all the evil chances that ever befel a man!”

“And what was the inference she drew?”

“The inference she drew! What do you suppose? Why, of course, that the other nine thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine shares were hidden somewhere in my house, exactly as that one had been. She had brought a solicitor with her to the office — think of it, David! — a pettifogging rascal of the name of Luker, who’d do anything for six-and-eightpence; and in his presence — picture it, David! — she told me that if I didn’t permit her to subject my private premises to a thorough examination she should immediately commence proceedings for the recovery of the missing shares. And the creature Luker had the audacity to advise me to accede to her reasonable request — he called it her reasonable request! And I complied! — I complied! She, the wretched Luker, Brown, and myself, we went through every nook and cranny in the house, all of us together. The humiliation of it! — the maddening humiliation!”

With his handkerchief Mr. McTavish wiped his capacious brow, which was moist with indignant sweat.

“And did they find the missing shares?”

“David! Do you want me to make an end of you? The reptile Luker wrote that if restitution of the shares was not made at once he was instructed to immediately commence proceedings for their recovery. And that’s only the beginning! If something isn’t done to stop her it’s very possible that she’ll try to jockey us, by legal process, out of all the money that she supposes Cuthbert Grahame to have had. The law on such matters is in such a state — when twisted by such as Luker! — that there’s no knowing what may be the issue; the one thing certain being that she may be the occasion to us of the gravest injury.” The doctor emitted a sound which forced a startled inquiry from the other. “What’s the matter with you, man?”

“I was laughing, to think that a couple of lawyers should be so mishandled by one of the laity! It’s the funniest thing that ever I heard.”

“It’s no laughing matter, David, I can tell you that. Think of the scandal — that at the age to which I’m come I should be used as if I were a misbegotten rogue! She’s a devil of a woman! And what’s driving her is that she’s come to the end of her tether.”

“Do you mean that she’s spent all her cash?”

“I’ve reason to know she has, or nearly all. She lives in a great house, has an expensive establishment, spends money like a queen. She took it for granted that long before this the bulk of Grahame’s money would turn up. Now that it hasn’t she’s desperate. She means to get it out of somebody, somehow — or as much of it as she can — if it’s only out of such poor creatures as McTavish and Brown.”

“You’re a pair of weans, you and Brown.”

“So you see, David, how it is I have come to you for help — to you, my oldest friend. Why it is that I ask you to search your brain and see if you can give us no clue as to what Cuthbert Grahame did with his money. No one was more intimate with him than you, and on such a point there is no one who is more likely to be able to give us help.”

“If that’s so then you’ll get help from no one, for it’s certain you’ll get none from me. I tell you I know nothing of the matter.”

“Do you think Miss Wallace could help us? She had an intimate knowledge of Grahame and of his peculiarities. She might be able to tell us something which would prove to be of assistance.”

“I’ll ask her, if you wish it. But I doubt if you’ll gain.”

“Do, David, do. And” — Mr. McTavish tapped his forefinger on the arm of his chair— “the sooner the better. As to advice, David, you know this woman; you’ve had dealings with her before; in a sense, so far as we’re concerned, you’re responsible for her existence. You see the dilemma we are in. What advice have you to offer?”

“None — not a ha’porth. I’m not advising.”

“David!”

“I tell you I’m not, and it’s just because I’ve had dealings with the woman already. I’ve tried one fall with her, and I’m suffering from it still.”

“She’s an awful creature! — awful!”

“There’s only one thing I can say to you, Andrew, and that I’ve said already, and then you sort of sniggered. But to my mind it’s a comfortable thought when we come to deal with persons like Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame, or Mrs. Gregory Lamb, or whatever she calls herself, and it’s this, that if the mills of God do grind slowly, they also do grind surely, and they grind exceeding small.”


CHAPTER XIX. IN COUNCIL

There were five of them assembled in Margaret Wallace’s sitting-room. Margaret herself, in a linen gown of cornflower-blue, the product of her own deft fingers, which became her hugely. Miss Dorothy Johnson, from the rooms below, who indulged her fondness for unconventional attitudes by perching herself on the back of one chair and her feet on the seat of another. Bertram Winton, one of the handsomest of our actors, tall and dark, with big eyes and curly hair, whose clothes fitted him with a creaseless perfection which won the admiration of that considerable feminine public which bought his photographs and wrote for his autograph. Frank Staines, who was something of a mystery. He wrote a little, and painted a little, and drew a little, and sang a little, and played a little, and talked so much that there were people who said that he could do that better than he could do anything else. He had money. The exact quantity was not generally known, but there appeared to be enough of it to enable him to live in very considerable comfort, without rendering it necessary for him, to adopt his own phraseology, to descend into the market-place and “huckster” his brain. Between Miss Johnson and him there was a state of continual war, tempered by peaceful intervals of the briefest duration. It was commonly understood that he was very much in love with her, had frequently proposed to her and had been accepted several times, but that on each occasion a rupture had followed before they were able to make an interesting announcement to their friends and acquaintances.

Miss Johnson made a remark to Harry Talfourd, who stood leaning against the window with an air of almost sombre gloom, which caused hostilities to break out upon the spot.

“Let’s get to the bed-rock of common-sense. It always seems to me that in matters of this sort commonsense is the one thing needed. Harry, what is it you want? You want your play to be successful — that is, you want it to bring you cash and kudos; and that is all you want. The question, therefore, which you have to ask yourself is, if Mrs. Lamb produces ‘The Gordian Knot’ will it bring me those two things? To that question you have only to supply a simple yes or no, and the problem’s solved.”

To which Mr. Staines replied — 

“That is exactly the sort of remark one expects you to make — utilitarian, material, sordid. I opine that the one thing Harry requires you have not mentioned — that is, satisfaction for his artistic soul.”

“Artistic tommy-rot.”

“My dear Dollie, it is not necessary for you to be vulgar in order to inform us that you know nothing about the soul — we are aware of it.”

“My dear Frankie, don’t be under the delusion that you need open your mouth to let the world know that you drivel — it is written on your countenance.”

“Thank you, Miss Johnson.”

“Don’t mention it, Mr. Staines.”

Margaret interposed.

“While those two are thinking of some more nice things to say to each other, I should like to know, Mr. Winton, what you really think.”

“I am afraid, Miss Wallace, that my point of view would be described by Staines as utilitarian. I propose to conduct my theatre — when I get it — on a commercial basis.”

“One takes it for granted that an actor-manager is commercial or nothing.”

“If he isn’t commercial, my dear Staines, he’s less than nothing — he’s a bankrupt. No one loves a bankrupt, not even your artistic soul. My intention is to get a theatre; to have it properly equipped; to give the public as good plays as I can get; to have them as well acted as circumstances permit. If Mrs. Lamb is willing to place me in a position to carry out my intention — on my own terms — I don’t know that I have any serious objection to her playing a part in my initial venture, particularly as that happens to be a part which, as Talfourd is aware, I have not hitherto been able to fit with a quite adequate representative. I realise that the position is not so simple as it appears, and am conscious that I run the risk of being overshadowed by the lady’s personality. But that is certainly my risk rather than Talfourd’s, and I am willing to run it in order to gain the end I have in view.”

“Then you say, let Mrs. Lamb play Lady Glover?”

“I do, since I incline to the opinion that she would not play it in a fashion which would militate against the success of the piece.”

“You hear, Harry?”

“I do; I have heard Winton on the point before.”

“Then why don’t you leave matters entirely in his hands, and let him arrange everything?”

Harry exchanged glances with the actor. He said, dryly — 

“I am willing. If I am allowed to — say, run abroad, or remove myself into the country well out of reach, until, at any rate, the play’s produced, I am content to let Winton do just as he pleases.”

“I doubt if that would meet Mrs. Lamb’s views. I imagine that she might regard your withdrawal as a personal affront. Talfourd, will you allow me to explain to Miss Wallace what I imagine is your exact position in this matter?”

Miss Johnson addressed a question to Mr. Staines before Margaret could reply.

“Frank, you can be honest sometimes, and you can be sensible. Try to be both of them now. What do you think of Mrs. Lamb?”

“It is a delicate subject, on which I should not presume to offer an opinion.”

“That means that you don’t love her.”

“I have only loved one person in my life, and it certainly was not her.”

Miss Johnson looked straight in front of her, as if she desired to convey the impression that she had no idea that any allusion was intended. Margaret urged Mr. Winton.

“Come, tell me what Harry’s position really is, since I am quite unable to get it out of him.”

“Shall I, Talfourd?”

“You may say what you choose, only give me leave to doubt if you are so well informed as you yourself imagine. I don’t understand myself as well as I should like to.”

“I fancy I understand pretty well. The truth is, Miss Wallace, Mrs. Lamb is fonder of Talfourd than he is of her.”

“I am quite aware of that.”

“I don’t think you altogether appreciate my meaning. If there were no Mr. Lamb, Mrs. Lamb would not object to being Mrs. Talfourd — which is why she wants to produce ‘The Gordian Knot,’ and why Talfourd doesn’t want her to.”

“Do you mean that she’s in love with him? Harry! is this true? You told me that she had never said anything to you she ought not to have done.”

“Nor has she. Winton speaks crudely. I don’t know what is his authority for his statement, he certainly has had none from me.”

“Is it simply because — she feels for you like that — that she wants to produce your play?”

“Honestly, Meg, I don’t know what her reasons are. I wish I did.”

“Does she know that you’re — engaged?”

“Not that I am aware of. So far as possible I have carefully avoided speaking to her of myself. Frankly, Meg, it’s no use blinking the fact that as Mrs. Lamb’s private secretary there’s nothing for me to do; that she has not the slightest real need for such a functionary; and that I am very much exercised in my mind as to the motives which would actuate her in the production of ‘The Gordian Knot’. Although I am quite aware that he meant well, I should have been obliged to Winton if he hadn’t said a word to her about the thing.”

“At that time I had no actual knowledge of how the land was lying.”

“But you guessed.” This was Margaret.

“Well, if you will permit me to be quite plain, Miss Wallace, I don’t know that I regarded it as a drawback even if I did guess. An actor depends for his existence on personal favour. He has to please the public in the mass, and, also, as individuals. When a woman tells me she admires me I expect her to take a stall to see me act; if she admires me very much, I expect her to take two or three, or a box. There have been women who have admired me so much that they have booked seats for an entire season. Now proceed a step farther. I can conceive of it as possible that a woman might provide me with the means to take a theatre because her admiration for me was so great. I shouldn’t stop to ask myself trivial questions as to whether she was married or single, I should regard the matter as purely one of business — one proof of my success — and take the good the gods provided, while, at the same time, my position in the affair would be entirely a platonic one. I want Talfourd to treat the matter from my point of view, but it seems he can’t.”

“I’m sorry.”

“I’m not sorry!” The first remark came from Harry, the second from Margaret. She went on: “Now I begin to understand. Of course it’s quite inconceivable, Harry, how any one could fall in love with you; but supposing any woman to be so foolish, I certainly don’t want you to trade on her affection. I’m not saying it with any desire to wound you, Mr. Winton.”

“Don’t be afraid, I’m not easily wounded.”

“But, you see, in this case there are other circumstances to be considered — there’s me. I’m a factor in the question. And shall I tell you to what conclusion I’m drifting?”

“Let’s have it.”

“I should like to see Mrs. Lamb. You men know her, but I don’t. She hasn’t even come within range of my vision, and though I’ve the highest respect for you, as men, when it comes to your opinion of a woman, I don’t think a man’s opinion worth anything.”

“You’re quite right — it isn’t.” This was Miss Johnson.

“I used to have a high opinion of you.” This was Mr. Staines.

“You used to have! — that I should ever have been so belittled!”

Miss Johnson turned disdainfully from Mr. Staines to Margaret.

“What you say is perfectly correct, my dear, only a woman’s opinion of a woman is of the slightest value.”

“The other day I heard a woman express her opinion of you in terms which, if I repeated them to you, might cause you to change your views.”

“Some women!”

“I don’t know that I go quite so far as Dollie, and there is something in what Mr. Staines hints, for, of course, there are women whose opinions of each other are merely so many libels.”

“Hear! hear!”

“Do be still! Will somebody sit on Mr. Staines?”

“But this appears to be a case in which a woman’s opinion should be the only thing which ought to count — especially if I’m the woman; and, lest you accuse me of overweening conceit, let me hasten to explain. Mrs. Lamb is, I presume, a lady of beauty — —”

“She’s not bad-looking.” This was Mr. Staines to, of course, Dolly.

“Much you know about a woman’s looks!”

“I used to admire yours.”

“Pooh!”

“Apparently of fortune, conceivably of taste. She is supposed to entertain certain sentiments towards a certain gentleman which she ought not to entertain. Actuated by those sentiments she proposes to play the part of a feminine Mæcenas and pose as a patron of the drama. These are the allegations which are made against her. Introduce me to her; let me talk to her for half an hour, and I will engage to settle there and then — and finally! — the question as to whether she is a fit and proper person to produce ‘The Gordian Knot’ and play Lady Glover.”

“I’m content!” cried Harry.

Mr. Winton was more deliberate.

“Well, under ordinary circumstances, I should be inclined to do more than hesitate before accepting a lady as arbitrator in such a matter, but I have such a high opinion of Miss Wallace, though she herself appraises a masculine estimate of such a subject at less than nothing — —”

“I make an exception in your case, Mr. Winton — thank you very much.”

“If she will allow me to say so, I esteem her wide-minded liberality so greatly, and set such value on her keen-sighted appreciation of character — —”

“Dear! dear! Margaret, bow!”

“Dollie! don’t interrupt!”

“That I am quite willing to go so far as this: If, after talking the matter over with Mrs. Lamb, fully and frankly, and weighing all the pros and cons, you tell me that you think it would be better, for all parties interested, that she should have nothing to do with the play, then, so far as I am concerned, the question will be settled — she shan’t.”

“The point is,” struck in Dollie, “how is the poor dear child to become acquainted with this wonderful woman, who ought to be immensely flattered if she knows how much you have her in your thoughts?”

“There will be no difficulty about that. The lady has an ‘At Home’ to-morrow evening, to which, practically, all the world is welcome. I’ll tell her, Meg, that you’d like to make her acquaintance, and ask her permission to bring you.”

“You’ll ask her?”

Mr. Staines looked at Mr. Talfourd with, in his glance, a satirical intention which the other ignored.

“Why not? Nothing could be simpler.”

“No — nothing could be simpler — only I thought you said she didn’t know you were engaged. Do you propose to tell her in what relation Miss Wallace stands to you?”

“Certainly! Why do you look at me like that?”

“I should like to see her face when she receives the communication, and, again, when she meets Miss Wallace. I know something of Mrs. Gregory Lamb. I fancy they may both of them be rather dramatic moments.”

Margaret told him, laughing — 

“Dear Mr. Staines, you may study the expression of her countenance when she meets me to your heart’s content, if you choose. Suppose we all of us go together?”

Mr. Winton rose from his chair.

“Thank you; that is a proposal which I am afraid I must decline. Mrs. Lamb might suspect us of conspiracy if we bore down on her in force. I will be in Connaught Square to-morrow evening, but perhaps a little late, when I think it possible, Miss Wallace, that one glance at your countenance will be sufficient to tell me exactly how the matter stands. Remember the arbitrament of my fate — as a manager, an issue of no slight consequence — is in your hands.”

“Poor, innocent, ignorant Mrs. Lamb!” exclaimed Miss Johnson. “Meg, if she only knew what issues of life and death you are bringing with you, I don’t believe she’d let you into her house — however nicely Harry might ask her permission to bring you.”

The young lady spoke much truer than she knew.


CHAPTER XX. THE IMPENDING SWORD

“I must have ten thousand pounds, and” — Mrs. J. Lamb paused— “within a week.”

“Must!”

Mr. Isaac Luker folded his hands together with a gesture which suggested the act of prayer. He seemed singularly out of place in his environment. They were in the apartment which Mrs. Lamb called her boudoir, a word which has a different meaning in the mouths of different women. In this case it stood for a room which represented what was possibly the last word in gorgeous decoration. Everything was of the costliest. If the result was a trifle vivid, it was not altogether unpleasing. It was a room in which one could be very much at one’s ease — in certain moods — if one were of a certain constitution. There was something in its atmosphere which made a not ineffective appeal to the senses, not so much to the sense of beauty or of intellect, as to that of physical well-being. In some subtle way the owner’s strong personality impregnated the whole place. On crossing the threshold a person of delicate perception might have become immediately conscious of something which could scarcely have been called healthy.

But the prevailing note was gorgeousness, and anything less gorgeous than Mr. Isaac Luker one could hardly conceive. Mrs. Lamb’s costume harmonised with the apartment, it was so evidently the product of one of those artists in dress to whom expense is no object. And it became her very well. In it she looked not only a handsome woman, but almost a real great lady. Mr. Luker’s apparel, on the other hand, was not only unbecoming and ill-fitting, but it was apparently in the last stage of decay. None of the garments seemed to have been made for him, and they were all of them odd ones. He was tall and thin. He wore an old pair of black-and-white checked trousers, which were too short in the leg and too big everywhere else; an old black frock-coat, which he kept closely buttoned, and which must certainly have been intended for some one who was both shorter and broader. His long thin neck was surrounded by a suspicious-looking collar, which was certainly not made of linen, and he wore by way of a necktie something which might have once done duty as a band on a bowler hat. One understood, after a very cursory inspection, why a gentleman who had such a keen regard for appearances as Mr. Andrew McTavish should object to being brought into involuntary, and unsatisfactory, professional contact with Mr. Isaac Luker.

Yet those who knew had reason to believe that Mr. Luker did a considerable business of a kind — though it was emphatically of a kind. He had one or two peculiarities. He was an habitual gin drinker, and though he could seldom be said to be positively drunk, he could just as rarely be called entirely sober. To all intents and purposes he lived on gin. He had it for breakfast, lunch, dinner, and for afternoon tea and supper, and he did not seem to find it a very nourishing food. Then, perhaps partially owing to the monotonous regularity of his diet, he seemed to be incapable of saying what he meant, while his yeas and his nays were as worthless as his oaths. For a solicitor to be a notorious liar and drunkard one would suppose would be a serious handicap in his profession. Oddly enough, with Mr. Luker it was, if anything, the other way. The sort of clients he courted wanted just the sort of man he was. He, speaking generally, never did any clean business; he was only at home when dealing with what was unclean; and as there is more of that kind of commerce about than might be imagined — and some of it is amazingly lucrative — he did tolerably well. Indeed, there were those who declared that, although he did not look it, he was uncommonly well-off, it being one of his characteristics that he was as incapable of spending money as he was of telling the truth or giving up gin.

As he stood there, with his hands folded in front of him in an attitude of prayer, Mrs. Lamb regarded him with what could hardly be regarded as glances of admiration. When she addressed him it was with a frankness which was hardly in keeping with her rôle of great lady, and which is not usual when one deals with one’s legal adviser.

“Listen to me, Luker. I want none of your humbug, and I want none of your lies. I want ten thousand pounds inside a week — and you’ve got to get them. I’ll give fifteen thousand for the ten, so there won’t be a bad profit for some one.”

“How long do you want the money for?”

“Oh — three months.”

“On what security?”

“What security? On the security of my property.”

“Your property?” Mr. Luker did not smile — a smile was probably another thing of which he was incapable — but his wizened features assumed a curious aspect. “Of what does your property consist?”

“None of your nonsense. To begin with, there are those ten thousand shares in the Hardwood Company. As you know very well, they’re worth over fifty thousand pounds at the present moment.”

“They would be if you had them — but you haven’t.”

“McTavish & Brown have got them, and you’re going to make them disgorge.”

“We’ve first of all to prove that they’ve got them.”

“Oh no, we haven’t; they have to prove that they handed them over to Cuthbert Grahame, which is a very different thing, as you know very well.”

“My dear Isabel, you’re a very clever woman; your fault is that, if anything, you’re too clever.”

“I’ve heard you called too clever before to-day.”

“My dear — —”

“Don’t you call me your dear! I won’t have it.”

“Very well, although it is possible that few men have a better right — —”

“Right! Don’t you dare to talk to me about right! — you! — don’t you talk to me like that, Mr. Luker! You just simply listen to me. I want ten thousand pounds before this day week, and you’ve got to get it. No one in London knows better than you from whom and how to get it.”

“Mrs. Lamb — by the way, how is your worthy husband?”

“Never mind my worthy husband — you keep to the point.”

“Even supposing we are able to saddle McTavish & Brown with the responsibility for the Hardwood shares — which is problematical — it’ll take a good deal more than three months to do it. It is not to be supposed that they’ll accept an adverse decision without taking the case through every court available. That may take years. If in the end it is decided that they will have to pay, it is not by any means certain that they will be able to. Costs will have swollen the original total enormously; it all will have to come from them. There is nothing to show that they are in a position to pay such a huge sum as that will be.”

“Oh yes, there is; they’re rolling in money; I’ve seen enough of them to know so much.”

“You think you have. I doubt if that is a matter on which your judgment can be trusted. If the case ultimately goes against them, the possibilities — I should say the probabilities — are that they will declare themselves bankrupt. Then where will you be? You will have to pay your own costs, and, instead of getting the amount adjudged, after another interval of dreary waiting, you may receive, as a final quittance, perhaps sixpence, or a shilling, in the pound. And in the meantime, you must remember, you will have to live.”

“You old croaker!”

“Let me make a suggestion.”

“Your suggestions!”

She brought her fist down on the back of an armchair with an emphasis which almost suggested that she would have liked that chair to have been some portion of his body.

“Let me lay the whole case before a friend of mine, and, after he has given it careful consideration, it is possible that he may make you a proposition.”

“What sort of proposition?”

“That I cannot tell you — the best he can.”

“You understand that I must have ten thousand pounds within a week?”

“I hear you say so. If my friend can see his way no doubt he will let you have them.”

“Mind he does see his way!”

“As to that — —”

Mr. Gregory Lamb’s sudden appearance in the doorway perhaps allowed to serve as an excuse for his sentence to remain unfinished.

“You here!” exclaimed Mr. Lamb, as if he were not too well pleased to see him. “I didn’t know.”

Mr. Luker’s greeting, although well meant, was a little peculiar.

“My dear Mr. Lamb, how well you are always looking! — and always so beautifully dressed. What a lovely pin you have in your pretty necktie! Now I know a friend who would give you — —”

“I don’t want to know what your friend would give me! Confound it, Luker, I never see you but you tell me what some one you know would give me for something I have on. You might be a marine store-dealer.”

“There are worse trades, Mr. Lamb — there are worse trades. Now with regard to that exquisite pair of trousers — —”

“Look here, Luker, if you’re going to tell me what some one you know will give me for my trousers, I’ll throw something at you.”

“You mustn’t do that, Mr. Lamb, it might be something worth money — everything in the room is so very beautiful. Mrs. Lamb, I wish you good-morning.”

“Now, no nonsense, Luker. I want that within a week — and you’ve got to see I have it — if you don’t want trouble!”

“I understand perfectly, and will bear what you have said well in mind. You shall hear from me again very shortly.”

“I will see I do!”

“I have had clients, Mr. Lamb, who would have conveyed that pin without paying for it — it presents such temptations to an honest man. I do hope it’s properly secured. Good-morning!”

When Mr. Luker had retired Mr. Lamb turned to his wife, with knitted brows.

“Isabel, it’s beyond my comprehension why you have anything to do with that animal. He’s got scoundrel written large all over him.”

“I shouldn’t have thought that would have prejudiced him in your eyes.”

“I suppose you think that’s smart. I know there was a time when we both of us had to sail pretty close to the wind, but I thought that time had gone for ever. You’ve told me so over and over again. You’re a woman of large fortune, of assured position, a person of importance. I should have thought that from the point of view of policy alone it would have been worth your while to have dealings with solicitors of standing only, and to have nothing to do with such a brute as that. Aren’t you ashamed to have him seen going in and out of the house, or to have the servants know that he is here?”

“I’m not easily ashamed — you ought to know that. Is that all you’ve come for? — to tell me what you think about what is no concern of yours?”

“What’s this I hear about your bringing out a play, and acting in it yourself?”

“Who told you that?”

“Winton — to my amazement!”

“What did he tell you?”

“Something about your producing a play of Talfourd’s — Talfourd’s, of all people in the world! My hat! he said that you proposed to act one of the principal parts in it yourself. Isabel, that’s going too far; I won’t stand it.”

“You won’t what?”

There was something in the lady’s tone and in her attitude before which he obviously quailed.

“I don’t think that it’s becoming in a woman of your position, as — as my wife.”

“It’s not my fault that I’m your wife.”

“Still the fact remains that you are. By the way, has Talfourd been saying anything to you about me?”

“What should he say? — except to advise me to sew you in a sack and drop you into the river.”

“That’s just what he’d like — he’s that sort of man.”

“Is he? He’s what you never were, never will be, never could be — a gentleman. Why you don’t even begin to understand what a gentleman is.”

“‘Pon my word, I wonder that I let you talk to me like this. I don’t want to quarrel with you — I hate quarrelling! — I really do. You couldn’t treat me worse if I were a shoeblack.”

“I never met any one yet whose shoes you were worthy to black. Why, Luker’s a man compared to you. He doesn’t sponge upon a woman.”

“It’s not fair of you to speak to me like this — it is not! I know you’re not fond of me — —”

“Fond of you! — fond!”

The lady flung out her arm, as if the idea of her entertaining any feeling of that kind for her husband was a grotesque one, and she laughed. As he continued his tone suggested a snarl.

“I don’t know that I’m particularly fond of you. You don’t go out of your way to make yourself agreeable to a fellow. You’ve only got to say the word to be rid of me for — well, at any rate, a good long time.”

“What’s the word? L.S.D.?”

Mr. Lamb coughed.

“A fellow can’t go away with empty pockets.”

“I thought so. Out with it! What are you at?”

“The truth is, Isabel, I’m not feeling very well.”

“If you were feeling as I’d like you to feel you’d be feeling very much worse.”

“That’s frank! A nice thing for a wife to say to her husband! I believe you’re capable of anything.”

“I am — I always have been — and I always shall be, you bear that constantly in mind. Why can’t you say what you want? If it is prussic acid to use upon yourself I’ll give you money enough to buy a barrelful.”

The expression of Mr. Lamb’s countenance was sullen, so also was the tone of his voice, which perhaps on the whole was not to be wondered at.

“I want to go to the Riviera.”

“That means Monte Carlo. Well go — at once — and never come back again.”

“If you’ll give me the coin I’ll start in a jiffy.”

“How much do you want?”

“I daresay I could manage with a thousand. I’ve hit upon a system.”

“You’ve hit upon a system!”

“If you’ll only keep still for a moment I’ll tell you what it is, and then you’ll see for yourself it’s an absolute cert. I’ll turn the thou. into fifty in less than no time. I can’t help doing it! — you see! — and then I’ll give you half.”

“You’ll give me half! Then am I to understand that you won’t go unless I give you a thousand pounds?”

“I couldn’t do it on less — the system I mean. I’ve worked out all the details and I really couldn’t. I’ll show you if you like. It’s want of capital that wrecks a man in a thing like this. If you haven’t got the proper amount — the lowest possible amount that’s absolutely necessary — you might as well throw your money into the sea.”

“Then you’ll never go at all, because I haven’t a thousand pounds to give you.”

“What do you mean?”

“It’s simple. I don’t think I’ve fifty pounds at my bankers, and I’m pretty sure that they won’t honour my cheque if I overdraw.”

“Isabel!”

“You owe money, don’t you?”

“I daresay I owe a bit here and there.”

“So I’ve been given to understand. I also owe a bit. And my creditors, like yours, won’t wait.”

“Mine will have to.”

“Will they? I thought that was just what they wouldn’t do.”

“Who’s been telling you tales about me?”

“A little bird. So you see, Gregory, I’m more in want of a thousand pounds, because you can’t carry on a house like this for long on fifty pounds, even if I have so much at the bank, which, as I say, I doubt.”

“Fifty pounds! You’re playing the fool with me — it’s a favourite game of yours. What’s become of the quarter of a million you told me that man Grahame had left you?”

“That’s what I should like to know.”

“You don’t mean you’ve spent it? You can’t have done — not in the time.”

“I’ve never had it to spend.”

“What rot are you talking? What game are you playing? Have you all along been telling me nothing but lies?”

“Cuthbert Grahame told me himself that he was worth more than a quarter of a million; soon after he died I told you that only a small portion of the money could be found.”

“You told me nothing of the kind — you’ve never told me anything. Whenever I asked you a question you’ve always shut me up. You’ve kept me all along in the dark.”

“Then I tell you now. Only a small sum was ever found, and that’s been spent — and more than spent.”

“Then am I to understand that he was fooling you when he talked about his quarter of a million?”

“I don’t believe that he was. I believe he was telling the truth; that he was worth what he said; only it’s never been found, and no one seems to know where it is.” She held out her clenched fists in front of her, shaking them, as if she were endeavouring, by the exercise of sheer physical force, to assist her mental process. “Sometimes I feel that I know — that I am very near to knowing — that if I could do something I should know quite. It’s as if I’d been told something in a dream, and, on waking, had forgotten what it was. I don’t like to think of the time he died — I can’t.” She looked about her, as if unconscious of his presence, with something on her face, in her eyes, which startled him. “Yet if I could — if I could! I believe it would all come back to me what I have forgotten, and I should know where the money is. But I can’t! I can’t! Since — since the pillow slipped from under him, I — I’ve never been the same.”

She dropped into a chair, looking straight in front of her, with her hands dangling at her sides, as if she saw — she alone knew what. This was such a new mood for her that its very novelty scared Mr. Lamb.

“Don’t look like that, Belle! What are you looking at?”

“God knows! God knows!”

Mr. Lamb squirmed.

“Don’t! I say, drop it! You’re a cheerful sort of person, upon my word! I come here to get a pound or two, and you go on like this! Do you mean to tell me straight that we’re hard up?”

“There are three things that can save us, and three things only. If I could think I might find the money.”

“Then, for the Lord’s sake, think! Only don’t think like that; it gives me the creeps to hear you.”

“I can’t think, anyhow, about that; I’ve tried, and I can’t. If I could get the money out of McTavish & Brown, that would be something.”

“Get it out of any one, but please remember that sharp’s the word.”

“Then there’s the play — Harry Talfourd’s play — I believe there’s fame and fortune in that — and safety. Do you know what that means — safety?”

“Gracious, Isabel! don’t shout at me like that! My nerves were all mops and brooms when I came; you’ve made them ever so much worse. I’m all of a twitter. I’ll talk to you when you’re in a more reasonable mood; you’ll upset me altogether if I stay much longer.” Mr. Lamb withdrew, to return immediately, at least so far as his head and shoulders were concerned, the rest of his body he kept on the other side of the door. “Deal fairly with a chap — do! I must have cash from somewhere, or I shall be in a deuce of a hole. Can you let me have fifty?”

“I can’t.”

“Can you make it twenty-five?”

“I can’t. I can’t let you have anything. Do you want me to yell at you? I — can’t — let — you — have — anything! Do you hear that?”

“All right! don’t shout at a man like that! I should think you must be going off your head. I never saw you in such a cranky mood before.”

Mr. Lamb beat a precipitate retreat, this time finally. His wife, left alone, remained seated on her chair in that very curious attitude, with that very curious look upon her face.

“It must be imagination — what they call an optical delusion. Perhaps, as he says, I’m going off my head. One thing’s certain, it can’t be real. This is not his room; that’s not his bed; that’s not — —” She veiled her eyes with the palms of her hands. “No! no! — I’m too much alone. I shall go mad if I’m so much alone — mad!”

She sat silent for some moments, with her features all contorted, as if she were wrestling with actual physical pain. Then, rising, she took out of a small cupboard in an ormolu cabinet a decanter containing some colourless liquid. Pouring some of it into a wineglass she swallowed it at a draught.

It was pure ether. She resorted to it to minister to a mind diseased.

When, later, she descended to the apartment which was called, as it almost seemed ironically, Mr. Talfourd’s workroom, that gentleman rose to greet her with a smile. She also smiled. To all outward seeming she was herself again — self-possessed, satisfied with herself and with the world, at peace with every one. They exchanged a few banal sentences, both remaining on their feet, she looking at him with eyes which, to phrase it diplomatically, flattered, he meeting her glance with an appearance of serene unconsciousness that there was anything in it which was singular. Presently she touched on the topic which was to the front in both their minds.

“About the play — have you thought it over? Am I to play Lady Glover?”

He still was diplomatic.

“You will understand that I, being a conceited and self-centred author, the matter of my play bulges out until it assumes for me what you will probably, and correctly, consider exaggerated proportions. Will you let me think it over a little longer? In the first place, I have settled nothing with Mr. Winton, and, in the second, I want to ask you to do me a favour.”

“You are aware that between you and me for you it is but to ask and to have — anything, everything, I have to give.”

If her words were significant, the manner in which they were spoken underlined them. Neither the manner nor the matter of his reply could be termed sympathetic.

“I don’t know if you are aware that I am engaged to be married.”

If something flickered across her face which was not there a moment before, it went as quickly as it came.

“No, I wasn’t. Are you?”

“I, of course, don’t expect you to be interested in the trivialities of my life, and I only mention it as a mere detail, but — the lady would very much like to know you. May she?”

“My dear Mr. Talfourd! hadn’t you better put it the other way? May I know her? and when? May I call on her? or will she pay me the great compliment of coming to see me?”

“You’re very kind. With your permission she will come and see you to-night.”

“To-night? I’m at home — of course! Do you know I’d almost forgotten it. Bring her by all means. Tell her she’s to come early, before the people, and that she’s to stop late, after the crowd has gone.”

Of such clay are we constituted. She had not the dimmest notion that in giving that very warm invitation she was hanging up over her own head a sword of Damocles, which, in this case, was suspended by something which was almost less than a single hair.


CHAPTER XXI. OUT OF THE BLUE

Mrs. Gregory Lamb’s “At Home” was crowded by rather a nondescript gathering. The lady’s hospitality was scarcely of the kind which discriminates. Had she set herself to pick and choose her acquaintances, their number might have been considerably less. She had learnt that the people she wished to know were apt not to be anxious to know her; rather the other way. She had to be content with the society of those who did wish to know her. Whether she was particularly desirous of the honour of their acquaintance was another matter altogether. As she wished to know somebody, using the word in the sense of a noun of multitude, she had to put up with what she could get. The result was a little confusing. This is not to say that there were no decent persons among the hordes which thronged her rooms: there were. Possibly the chief objection which could be urged against them was that, for the most part, they were hungry. Not only as regards the physical appetite; though a large proportion of them were quite willing to consume all the food they could obtain, and all the drink. They were hungry in every sense of the word. To use a significant euphemism, a very great majority of Mrs. Lamb’s guests were “on the make”. They all wanted something. Many wanted a great many things, and wanted them very badly. There was a generous fringe of what is called the “literary, musical and artistic world” — those excellent people who will go into every house into which they can gain admittance. Singers who are looking for people who will listen while they sing, and who will pay for listening. Authors in search of an “opening,” victims of that quaint delusion that in order to achieve popularity it is necessary to keep one’s person well in the public eye, as if it were not easier for the novelist who lives in the centre of Timbuctoo to gain, and keep, a circulation of a hundred thousand copies — that consummation so devoutly to be desired! — than for the pet of London drawing-rooms. Composers who wanted some one to hear their “works”; musicians who were apparently content to play on their various instruments, and keep on playing, whether they were listened to or not; artists who nourished more or less timid hope that, having provided them with food, and drink, and house-room, their hostess would purchase half a dozen of their “sketches,” by way of providing a pleasant climax to their evening’s entertainment; actors — and actresses! — who were willing to do anything, from the “splits” to “Hamlet,” and to do it then and there; dramatists, who could have told you tales — and tried to! — of managerial incompetence which would have made your blood run cold, if they had not been so monotonously alike. These worthy folk, foredoomed to failure, were at Mrs. Lamb’s in force.

There were others. Birds, some of them, of the same plumage, who had achieved a more successful flight, and promised to sustain it, and perhaps fly even higher. Men and women who had won for themselves prominent places in their several callings — perhaps not quite in the front rank, but still near enough — who, having been in many such, understood what kind of house it was that they were in. It is to be feared that they regarded their hostess at best with but amusement, wondering, if she really had as much money as people said, how it was that she was willing to get so little for it.

Then there were the nondescripts — that large battalion. Some actually with titles, though probably a trifle smirched. People who were the Lord alone knew who, or what they did for a living. Persons who claimed to be something in the City, and no doubt were; whose wives, if they had them, gave you the impression that their husbands were in the same line of business as the Rothschilds. There was probably no trade or profession, from the highest to the lowest, which went unrepresented that night in Connaught Square.

And besides all these there were the score or so of individuals whom the hostess really knew, or thought she did. And among them moved Mrs. Lamb, as if she knew them all. Beautifully dressed, probably the best, without doubt the most expensively, dressed woman there. There were diamonds on her fingers, her wrists, on her bosom, about her neck, in her hair. If they were real, and it were blasphemy to doubt it, she would have been reduced into something worth having if she had been put up to auction as she stood. She looked, if not exactly divine, then certainly not unprepossessing. There were many present, both male and female, who thought her lovely, one of the loveliest women they had ever seen. That was just the assemblage to which such charms as hers would make their most strenuous appeal, so that, since a woman loves appreciation, in her generation she was wise.

For one so young, and in years she still was very young, she bore herself with singular ease. She had cast herself for the rôle of great lady. If the type on which she had fashioned herself smacked somewhat of the theatre, her success was none the less, but rather all the more, on that account. In her way she really and truly was irresistible. So full of smiles and of sweetness, so good to look upon. So tall and well set, with such splendid arms and shoulders, such a rounded neck, such good-humour in her face. There was such a suggestion of youth about her — the youth which must prevail, of vital force, of physical vigour. She presented in herself such a striking example of the creed that’s all for the best in this best of all possible worlds. She was such an excellent product of that great and shining god, Success. He had showered on her all his gifts, and she on her part seemed quite willing to divide them with whoever would. She seemed to have the knack of saying the right thing to the right person, being possessed either of a wonderful memory for names and faces, or, in an almost miraculous degree, of the trick of arriving, on the instant, at just conclusions from the scantiest data. She knew who wrote songs; what songs they had written; even what songs they were about to write; and who liked it to be thought that they were distant connections of the Rothschilds. She either had this information stored away in innumerable cells in her illimitable brain, or she picked it from people while they talked to her, out of their eyes, lips, pockets, without their suspecting that she was doing anything of the kind.

She might have stood as the personification of human happiness, as the possessor of everything that the heart could desire. There were many there who credited her with being both these things, envying her more or less, admiring her perhaps even more. They would have readily believed that in her bed of roses there was not one crumpled leaf. Her radiant bearing, her beaming visage, seemed to suggest that she lived, and moved, and had her being in the lotus-land of happy dreams, which, for her, had grown realities.

As the evening advanced she seemed to become, if anything, more light-hearted — gayer still — as if the success of her gathering, the happy looks with which she everywhere was greeted, had inoculated her with some subtle essence which raised her out of herself. Harry Talfourd and Margaret Wallace came, in a “growler,” when she was at her best and brightest. Although it was late, and some of the earliest comers were going, others were still arriving. A long line of vehicles were slowly depositing their occupants at the front door. In this line Mr. Talfourd’s cab took its proper place, in the rear, and in that line it bade fair to continue for some considerable time. The lady and gentleman soon grew impatient.

“Are we going to stay in this cab all night?” inquired Margaret.

The gentleman put his head out of the window.

“It looks as if we were. We’re about half a mile from the house, and there seems to be no end of confusion; people are both coming and going, and there’s a fine old muddle. I say, Meg, it’s quite fine and dry; do you think you could get out and walk the rest of the way? or would it make a mess of you?”

“Make a mess of me! what do you mean? Open that door; I’ll soon show you.”

He opened the door, and she showed him.

Getting through the wide open portals of Mrs. Lamb’s residence, and then up the staircase, on which people were ascending and descending in a continual stream, occupied some time.

“I feel,” observed Margaret, when they had reached the drawing-room door, “as if I had gone through a course of the ‘home-exerciser,’ or whatever they call the thing which is guaranteed to give employment to every muscle in your body. If all these persons are Mrs. Lamb’s friends she must be a well-loved woman.”

In the drawing-rooms themselves there was room to move slowly, if one observed a few necessary precautions. At their first entrance nothing could be seen of their hostess. As Harry piloted her through the room Margaret found sufficient occupation in the spectacle presented by her fellow-guests. In the course of her somewhat varied experiences she had met some curiosities, but never before had she encountered such specimens of humanity as were about her now. While she was wondering who they could be, and where they could have come from, Harry gently pressed her arm.

“There’s Mrs. Lamb in the other room; I’ll introduce you.”

Margaret looked, and saw, in the smaller room which was beyond, a woman standing, with her back towards her, whom she became instinctively conscious was her hostess. Not only was she the most striking figure in that great crowd, but she was surrounded by a number of people, to all of whom she seemed to be talking at once. Her head being turned away, her face was not visible from where they were, so that it could have told her nothing; yet so singular sometimes is feminine human nature, that Harry had hardly finished speaking when Margaret replied — 

“Please don’t introduce me to that woman; I’d rather you didn’t. Take me away at once.”

There was something so unusual in the girl’s tone that Harry stared at her in amazement.

“Meg! is there anything wrong?”

“Thank you, there is nothing wrong, only — I want to go.”

“Go! You can’t go now — it’s impossible — before I’ve introduced you, since you’re here for that special purpose.”

“I don’t want to be introduced. I’d rather you didn’t. Harry, you mustn’t!”

“Meg, don’t look like that. She’s not an ogre; she won’t bite you. Child, what’s gone wrong with you all of a sudden? You needn’t stop more than five minutes — and this atmosphere’s enough to asphyxiate any one; but, after what I said to her this morning, and since you have come, the commonest courtesy compels me to introduce you; afterwards we can go at once; any excuse will serve. Anyhow it’s too late now for us to think of going before I’ve made you known to her.”

What Mr. Talfourd said seemed to be the fact. The current had borne them so close to their hostess that she had but to turn round to find herself within arm’s length of them. Margaret was silent. Harry did not look at her face; he was careful not to do so. The sudden curious change in the girl’s manner had affected him more than he would have cared to admit. He knew that she was not a person who was liable to be beset by fantastic whims and fancies, and that there was probably some substantial reason for the alteration which had taken place in her. His wish was to get through the ceremony of introduction with as much speed, and as little ostentation, as he could, and then depart, if the feat were possible, more quickly than they had come. With this intention, taking the bull a little by the horns, he addressed their hostess while her back was still turned towards them.

“Mrs. Lamb!”

At the sound of the voice, for whose accents she had been listening all the evening, the lady moved round with quite a little swirl of her draperies; there was just sufficient open space about her to enable her to do it.

“Mr. Talfourd! I thought you had forgotten me, and were never coming. And — have you brought the lady?”

“I have. Permit me to introduce to you Miss Margaret Wallace.”

There have possibly been moments in most of our lives when we have been visited by something of the nature of a thunderbolt, and sometimes it has seemed to drop out of the clearest of blue skies. That was the moment in her life in which the thunderbolt descended on Mrs. Lamb, and with such crushing force that, for a too perceptible period of time, it left her literally bereft of her right senses. Its utter unexpectedness was no slight factor in the havoc which it wrought. Possibly more than she had been able to do for a considerable interval she had succeeded in putting behind her matters which were wont to press too closely; for the moment she had forgotten Pitmuir — all that it meant. This was a case in which forgetfulness meant happiness, or a very tolerable substitute. If only for a few fleeting minutes her mind was at peace.

And, on a sudden, without a moment’s warning, not dreaming that such a meeting was even within the range of possibility, she found herself confronted by the one person in the world whom she would have traversed the universe to avoid. There, in her own drawing-room, within two feet of her was the girl who was the only living creature whose image haunted her, both awake and asleep.

She had had communion of late with ghosts — unwillingly enough, for she had resorted to every means with which she was acquainted to drive them from her. Yet come they would. Therefore it was not, after all, so strange, that in the first moments of what practically amounted to delirium, she supposed that this bonny, fair-haired, blue-eyed girl, whom she so hated and so feared, was one of them.

When she heard her name, and saw her face, she moved back upon the people who were behind, oblivious that they were there. The whole fashion of her countenance was changed. She held out her arms, as if to ward off something whose approach she feared. And she exclaimed, in a voice which none of those about had heard from her before — 

“You can’t come in! — you can’t! He says you’re not to — and you shan’t! Go away! go away!”

Not one person in the throng which was around her had a notion what she meant, Margaret no more than any of them. She herself drew back and clung to Mr. Talfourd’s arm, as if in fear. But her fear was as nothing to the other’s. Their hostess offered in herself a picture for her guests’ inspection which it was not pleasant to behold. She seemed to have all at once become transformed into a gibbering idiot. While she persistently drew farther and farther back, she kept repeating — 

“You shan’t come in! — you shan’t! He says you’re not to — and you shan’t! you shan’t! I say you shan’t!”

There was among the onlookers a medical man, one who had had experience of different phases of lunacy. Perceiving that this was a case which entered into his domain, he forced himself to the front. He put his hand upon his hostess’ bare shoulder.

“Mrs. Lamb! what has affected you? There is nothing here to cause you the slightest disturbance. Control yourself, I beg.”

His tone of calm authority had instant effect. Mrs. Lamb was still, she ceased to gibber. Her arms fell to her sides. She remained motionless, staring in front of her, as one in a dream. Putting her hands up to her face, a convulsion seemed to pass all over her. When she removed her hands she was awake, and understood, and knew what she had done. The knowledge was more than she could bear.

“Let me pass,” she cried.

They let her pass. She swept through her guests, who huddled themselves together to let her go, like some incensed wild creature, out of the room, from their sight.


CHAPTER XXII. MARGARET SETTLES THE QUESTION

Harry Talfourd hurried Margaret Wallace into the street as fast as circumstances permitted, while the guests at Mrs. Lamb’s were looking at each other, exchanging whispers, asking what had happened, what the thing which had happened meant. A few seconds after the hostess’ departure the crowded rooms were filled with the buzz of voices, which rose higher and higher until it became a pandemonium of noise. Mrs. Lamb’s “At Home” had resolved itself into chaos.

Outside in the street Mr. Talfourd did not find it easy to get a cab; the chaos within was already beginning to make itself felt without. The whole roadway was a confusion of vehicles. Perceiving that it was inadvisable to stand still, since they immediately became the cynosure of curious, and even impertinent, eyes, Harry marched resolutely onward, holding the girl tightly by the arm. They had to go some little distance before they could find a four-wheeled cab which would condescend to give them shelter.

So soon as they were in, Margaret drew back into the corner of her seat with a movement so eloquent that Harry seemed to hear her shiver. He was silent, trying to collect his thoughts. He was as much at a loss as any of the excited people they were leaving behind. When he spoke it was lightly, as if he desired to make as little of the matter as might be. He was conscious that in the farther corner, as far away from him as she could get, was the girl he loved, in a mood wholly unlike any that he had known before. He was fearful of what might be coming next. So he endeavoured not to be serious.

“This promises to be a night of adventure. Did you ever see such a scramble for cabs? People were rushing out of the house as if it were on fire. We’ll hope there’ll be no accident before they’ve finished. What did you think of Mrs. Gregory Lamb? Something must have occurred to upset her equilibrium; she showed quite a new side of her character.” Margaret was still. He seemed to hear her breathe; he wondered if it were possible that she was crying. He put out his hand, touching hers gently with his finger-tips. Although she did not repulse him she remained impassive, not in any way acknowledging his caress. “Meg, I hope you’re not worrying yourself about that woman’s behaviour. She’s not quite responsible, I fancy. She certainly wasn’t to-night, but there was nothing that need trouble you.”

“I am wondering what she meant.”

“Meant? My dear child, she meant nothing, absolutely nothing. She’s a trifle mad, that’s all.”

“I’m not so sure. I believe she did mean something.”

“What on earth makes you think that? What could she mean?”

“I can’t explain. At present I don’t understand myself; but I shall — I know I shall. Only I’m afraid.”

“Afraid! Sweetheart, don’t talk like that! You make me feel as if I had done something I oughtn’t to have done.”

“You have done nothing. Still I wish you hadn’t introduced me. I asked you not to.”

“But, Meg! the whole thing was your own proposition; the whole idea was yours from first to last.”

“Yes, I know; but then I didn’t understand.”

“What didn’t you understand?”

“I hadn’t seen her.”

“You hadn’t seen her? Meg, have you ever seen Mrs. Lamb before?”

“Never.”

“Has she ever seen you?”

“That’s what I’m wondering; that’s what I’m trying to make out.”

“It’s a very mysterious business altogether; and the way you’re taking it seems to me to be not the least mysterious part of the whole affair — and I can’t say that I’m fond of mysteries. However, as some one or other says in a play, though I’m afraid I can’t tell you what play, ‘Time will show’.”

When they reached Margaret’s rooms they found that Frank Staines and Mr. Winton had arrived already, and were waiting for them at the street door. They all went up together. So soon as they were in the room Mr. Winton asked his question — 

“Well, Miss Wallace, is Mrs. Lamb to create Lady Glover?”

Had he put to her an inquiry on the answer to which the whole happiness of her life was dependent, it could hardly have moved her more.

“Never! never! never!”

She repeated the word three times over, with each time an additional emphasis. Mr. Winton, probably accustomed to strenuous utterances on the part of ladies to whom the theatre was the chief end and aim of their existence, appeared to be entertained by her intensity. Putting his hands behind his back he regarded her with smiling face.

“And isn’t she to produce the play? — that is, if she’s willing to do so if she’s not to be allowed to play in it?”

“She is to have nothing to do with it — nothing.”

“You appear to have arrived, Miss Wallace, at a decision which is final and conclusive, and to have done so in a very short space of time.”

“I have.”

“The matter is placed beyond the pale of my discussion?”

“It is.”

Mr. Winton turned to Harry with a little gesture of amusement.

“Then, Talfourd, we shall have to seek for another capitalist, and as that is not a bird which is easy to find, ‘The Gordian Knot’ will have to be shelved for a still further indefinite period. Let’s trust that some of us will live to see it produced.”

In her turn Margaret faced Harry with an air of penitence.

“I’m so sorry, but I would rather that it were never produced at all than that it should owe anything to that woman — and you know how I have set my heart on its success.”

He tried to comfort her, as if the loss were hers.

“‘The Gordian Knot’ won’t spoil by keeping; don’t let it trouble you a little bit; dismiss Mrs. Lamb from your mind as if she had never been. She’s nothing to you, or to me, or to any of us; she’s just — like that!”

He snapped his fingers in the air, as if by the action he expressed her valuation. Margaret answered with an enigmatic smile.

“Like that? I don’t think she’ll be to me like that — ever.”

“But, my dear girl, why not? why not?”

“Ah! that I cannot tell you, because I don’t know. But I shall know, and, when I do, I daresay I shall wish I didn’t.”

Harry threw up his hands in the air as if it were a case which baffled him. Frank Staines, who had been listening with a twinkle in his eyes, observed — 

“I understand, Miss Wallace, that your appearance at Mrs. Lamb’s furnished the occasion for quite a dramatic interlude”.

Margaret moved her shoulders, as if the recollection made her shudder.

“I’d rather not talk about it, if you don’t mind — thank you very much. I’m awfully sorry to turn you people out, but — I think I’d like to go to bed, if I may.”

When the three men found themselves in the street Winton said to Harry — 

“Miss Wallace’s idea does not seem to have been altogether a success”.

Harry did not reply at once; when he did his tone was a little grim.

“I’m not so sure. My own impression is — though if you were to ask me I could not tell you in so many set terms on what it’s founded — that we’re well rid of the lady, and that we are rid of her I think there’s very little doubt.”

Frank Staines remarked — 

“If the lady’s mad, or if she’s subject to fits of madness — and if she isn’t I don’t know what she is — it’s just as well that you’ve discovered it before it was too late”.

Judging from their silence that seemed to be the opinion of the others also.

The next morning Miss Wallace was distinctly in an uncommunicative mood, as Miss Johnson, who paid her a very matutinal call, found, whereupon the young lady expressed herself with characteristic frankness.

“Really, Meg, I’ve known you for quite a time, and I was just beginning to think that you were a really Christian person, but now it’s actually bursting on me that you can be nothing of the kind. You sit there, mumchance, looking all sorts of things and saying nothing; and if there can be anything more exasperating than that, I should like to know what, it is. You promised, last night, before you went to Mrs. Lamb, that you would tell me everything that happened — I’m sure something did happen, by the looks of you — yet the more I ask you questions, the more you won’t answer them. Do you call that being as good as your word? I don’t — so that’s plain. I’m disappointed in you, Margaret Wallace.”

Margaret smiled, a little wanly.

“I hope you’ll forgive me, Dollie, please! but I can’t talk to you just now, and especially about last night. Ask Harry, or Mr. Staines, they’ll tell you everything, and perhaps a little later I will myself, but just now I really and truly can’t.”

Dollie, eyeing her shrewdly, perceiving she was in earnest, bowed to the inevitable.

“Very well; I shouldn’t dream of asking anything of Mr. Frank Staines, he might treat me even worse than you are doing. But it’s possible that I may put a few questions to your Harry. The fact is that if some one doesn’t tell me something soon I shall simply burst with curiosity. I have never concealed from any one that curiosity’s my ruling passion — it’s the case with all literary persons, my dear! Meg!” — she went and put her arm about the girl’s neck, and the tone of her voice was changed— “if anything horrid happened at that woman’s, never mind; after all, horrid things don’t really matter, they generally turn out much better than they seem. I once had thirteen MSS. rejected in one week, and yet I bore up, and I planted them all before I’d done with them. I’ve never seen you look like this before, and I don’t half like it. I always make you the heroine of all my stories, because you’re the best plucked girl I ever met; so buck up, and stop it as soon as you conveniently can.”

Miss Johnson had not departed very long before Margaret had another visitor — Dr. Twelves. He found her much more talkative than Dollie had done.


CHAPTER XXIII. MARGARET RESOLVES TO FIGHT

So soon as the doctor appeared in the doorway Margaret ran to him with outstretched hands, in her voice a curious, eager note.

“I knew you’d come! — I knew it!”

The doctor took her soft hands in his well-worn ones, regarding her from under the pent-house of his overhanging brows with his keen hawk’s eyes, which age had not perceptibly dimmed, as if he sought for something which he fancied might be hidden in some corner of her face.

“Did you? How did you know it?”

“I don’t know; but I did — I was sure.”

“Maybe you’ve the gift of second sight. I’ve heard it said it was in your father’s family.”

“I wish I had; it would be the most useful gift I could have just now.”

“Would it? How’s that? Maybe you knew I’d come because you wanted me.”

“Wanted you! Doctor, don’t you feel unduly flattered! But there’s no one in the world I wanted half so much as you.”

“Is that so? Then it’s queer, because I just happen to be wanting you nearly as much. But before we fall to talking come to the light, and let me see your face. There’s something there which puzzles me, which I’ve never seen on it before; it’s sure I am it wasn’t there the other day.”

Taking her by the arm he would have led her to the window, but she placed her hand against his chest and stopped him.

“No, no, doctor, you mustn’t take me to the light, and you mustn’t look at my face either. I’d rather you turned right round and look at the wall. There’s quite a pretty paper on the wall, and some drawings of mine which you’ll find deserve your very closest attention. I just want to talk to you, and I want you to talk to me, and answer some questions which I’m going to ask — and that’s all.”

“And that’s all? I see. And I’m not to look at your face? Good. It’s prettier than the paper, and far more deserving of attention than the drawings, but far be it from me to quiz a lady when she’d rather I didn’t. Yet before you start the talking — perhaps when you’ve started you’ll be slow to finish — let me say a word. You remember what you told me about that visit you paid to Cuthbert Grahame — that last visit when they wouldn’t let you in?”

“It’s exactly about that I wish to speak to you.”

“Then that’s queerer still, because it’s about that I’ve come to talk. You told me that it was Nannie Foreshaw who refused you admission, and that she poured some water on you; and I told you that I didn’t see how she could have very well done that, since, at that very time, she was lying, with her leg broken, in bed. When I left I wrote and asked her what she had to say. I’ve had an answer from her, and here it is.” He took an envelope from his pocket, and from the envelope a letter, speaking all the time. “You’ll bear in mind that Nannie’s not so young as she was, and that, of late, things have fared ill with her, as they have a trick of doing when one grows old. She’s had a broken leg, and that’s no trifle when the marrow’s getting dry in the bone; and her master — whom she’d had in her arms even before he’d lain in his mother’s — had come to his death in a way that wasn’t so plain as it might have been. She’s never quite got the better of that broken leg; she walks with a stick, and she’ll never walk without one; and she’ll never be rid of the thought that, when Cuthbert Grahame died, though she was only just above, she couldn’t get down to him, or shut his eyes, or see him before he was put in his coffin, or stand by his grave when he was buried. That thought troubles her more than the other. Between the one and the other, and the stress of advancing years, she’s not so good a penwoman as she used to be. And so it comes about that this letter which I have here was not written by her own hand, though I have no doubt that they’re just her own words which are set down in it.”

Unfolding the sheet of paper he proceeded to read aloud.

“‘Dear Mr. David’ — she’s called me that these forty years, and before that it was Master David, and it doesn’t seem as if she could break herself of the habit, though, mind you, I’m an M.D. of Edinburgh University, and legally entitled to the prefix ‘Doctor,’ which is more than can be said for a good many that’s called it. ‘It’s beyond my thinking’ — it’s very colloquially written is this letter, which makes me the more sure that it’s just her words which are set down in it— ‘It’s beyond my thinking how you could have supposed that I could ever have turned my darling away from the door? — I never supposed anything of the kind, but that’s by the way— ‘and refuse to let her in? My dear Miss Margaret! Mr. David, if I were dying I’d open the door if I knew that she was there — ay, I believe I would climb out of my grave to do it.’ You observe what exaggerated language the woman uses? That’s her all over. ‘And to think that it should have been her on the day of which you speak — that awful day! I’ll never forgive myself now that I know it.’ That’s her again. ‘And, Mr. David, I’ll find it hard to forgive you either.’ That’s the woman to a T — logical. ‘If you’d never brought the creature to the house none of it would ever have happened, and my darling would never have been denied the door. And hot water thrown on her sweet head! How slow is the judgment of God!’ Observe how she flies off at a tangent. ‘Now I’ll tell you the whole story. That day as I was lying in my bed, where she had laid me, I heard a great clatter in the house. When, after it was over, she came up to see me, I asked her what it was about. She said that a strange man had come begging to the house, and had tried to force himself into it, but that she had had to imitate my voice, to make him think it was me that was talking to him, before he would go. The insolence of her, that she should try to imitate her betters, and tell me of it to my face. And now it seems that it was no strange man at all, but just my darling who had come begging to be let into her own home. That wicked woman! Tell my sweet, when you see her, Mr. David, just how it was. And tell her if I had known it was she I would have crawled down, if it had been on my hands and knees, to undo the door, and bid her welcome. And say to her that there’s none dearer to me in all the world than she is, and well she ought to know it. There is one prayer I offer constantly, that I may be spared to see her sweet face again, and hold her in my arms, and listen to her dear, soft voice. There is much more that I would say, but it cannot be written; it is only for her and for me.’ Then the old woman goes off rambling; there is more, but nothing to the point. Here is her letter; you may read it for yourself if you like; there are tender messages by the yard. You’ll see that that is not the epistle of a woman who would drive you from her door.”

“But I don’t understand. Who does she mean imitated her voice?”

“The woman who called herself Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame.”

“Who called herself Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame? I’ve heard something about some woman, but nothing that was at all plain. Tell me who she was, and how she came to call herself by his name.”

The doctor told, as succinctly as he could, the story of the woman he had picked up by the wayside; how, though he had found her helpless, she had proved herself to be more than a match for them all. Margaret listened with eyes which grew wider and wider open. When he had finished she broke into exclamation.

“Then Nannie is right; it was through you that it all happened.”

He resorted to his favourite trick — he stroked his bristly chin, as if the action assisted him in the search for an appropriate answer.

“In a measure, young lady — in a measure. My original intention was to perform an act of mercy. You would not have had me leave the creature there in the night to perish. The whole business is but an illustration of the truth of how great events from little causes spring.”

“To give her assistance, shelter — that was right enough; but, according to your own statement, you were responsible for that mockery of marriage.”

The rubbing of the bristles went on with redoubled energy.

“I might say something on that point, but I’ll not; I’ll just admit I’m guilty. And I’ll do it the more willingly because there hasn’t been a day on which I haven’t told myself that if there’s a creature on God’s earth that needed well and regular hiding that creature’s me, because of what I did that night. I did a great wrong, a great folly, and a great sin. Margaret, though I am old and you are young, I am ready, if you wish it — and you’ll be right to wish it — to humble myself in the dust at your feet. My only consolation is that in His infinite mercy, ultimately, there may be forgiveness even for me.” He paused, then added, with in his voice and manner a suggestion of utter self-abasement which was in itself pathetic, “And the worst I’ve still to add”.

“The worst?”

She shrank from him, with what seemed to be a gesture of involuntary and almost unconscious repulsion.

“Ay, the very worst. Only don’t draw yourself from me like that, lassie — for the love of Christ; for I’m but a poor old man that’s sinned, and that’s very near his end, and that would do all he can to repair his sin before death has him by the throat.”

“I — I didn’t mean to be unkind, but — what were you going to say?”

“One thing’s about his money — Cuthbert Grahame’s money. Several times he spoke to me about you — more than kindly. I believe he had it in his mind — as I had, and have it, in mine — to repair the wrong he’d done you. I have reason to think that it was his intention to leave you at least a large portion of his fortune, to re-make the will I had helped him break. I believe that, with one of his cranky notions to be revenged on her for the part she’d played, he communicated his intention to her; that he went so far as to instruct her to draw up such a form of will as he required. My own impression is that she either actually did do this, or pretended to, and that, when the time came for him to affix his signature, she performed some feat of jugglery, which, under the circumstances, was easy enough, and so got him to sign a document which expressed the exact opposite of his wishes.”

“Do you mean that he thought he was leaving me his money when actually he was leaving it to her?”

“That’s about the truth of it — I believe it strongly. I am persuaded that the will she produced she got from him by means of a trick. But that is not the worst.”

“Doctor, you’re — you’re like the old fable, you pile Pelion on Ossa.”

“I believe that when she had got the will into her possession, all signed and witnessed, she was confronted by the fact that exposure of its contents might render it invalid at any moment. That is probably what would have happened, and in a very short time, so that to make sure, she killed him then and there.”

“Killed him!”

“I am convinced that Cuthbert Grahame was killed by the woman who called herself his wife, and that within ten minutes of the signing of his will. She propped him up with pillows, then, by suddenly withdrawing those which supported his head, she let it hang down, and so choked him. In order to avoid suffocation it was always necessary to keep his head well raised, a fact with which no doubt she had made herself acquainted.”

“Doctor! But was there no inquest?”

“Certainly; and I gave evidence. But what could I say? I had no proof — not an iota. I could only express my conviction that it was impossible for him to have moved the pillows himself; and I did. I doubt if that bare statement had any effect upon the verdict. She was a very clever woman.”

“Clever! you call her! — clever! If you are right she was an awful woman — you mustn’t call her clever. That sort of thing’s not cleverness.”

“Isn’t it? I don’t know what it is then. If we had realised her cleverness from the first we might have been prepared for her; she might have met her match. It is only by fully recognising the fact that we have to deal with an uncommonly clever woman that we shall have the slightest chance of getting the better of her, and bringing her to book.”

“Bringing her to book! Doctor! where is she? Is she at Pitmuir?”

“That’s not the least strange part of the whole strange business — where she is. I’ve been wondering if it’s a sign that God’s finger has been slowly moving to set on her His brand. The young gentleman in whom, I presume, you take a certain amount of interest, since, one day, you design to honour him by allowing him to make of you his wife — Mr. Harry Talfourd — told me that he acts as secretary to a lady.”

“I know.”

“The lady’s name is Lamb — Mrs. Gregory Lamb.”

“Yes.”

Margaret, as she uttered the word, was conscious of a catching in her breath; she herself did not know why.

“Mrs. Gregory Lamb is the woman I found by the roadside; who told me that her name was Isabel Burney; who called herself Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame; who juggled into existence the will under which she inherits; who murdered the man out of whom she got it by a trick.”

Margaret was silent, curiously silent. Then she drew a long breath, and she said — 

“Now I understand”.

The doctor was struck by something in her intonation which was odd.

“Just what is it you understand?”

She repeated her own words.

“Now I understand. The veil which seemed to obscure my sight is being torn away; things are getting plainer and plainer. She was not mad, as we thought; it was we who were ignorant. Doctor, I believe that the finger of God, of which you spoke just now, has moved already.”

“It is likely. It is some time since I looked for it to move, but He chooses His own time. As for what you say about your understanding, to me your words are cryptic — unriddle them, young lady, if you please.”

Margaret, in her turn, told her tale: of her visit to Mrs. Gregory Lamb; of its abrupt and singular termination. The doctor listened with every sign of the liveliest interest.

“As you observe,” he cried, when she had done, “it would seem that the finger of God has moved already. She knew you although you did not know her, and the sight of you was as though one had risen from the grave; it filled her with unescapable terror.”

“It’s difficult to explain — I’ve not been able to explain it to myself until this minute — but I did know her, that is, I felt as if I ought to know her. Directly Harry pointed her out to me, something struck at my heart and set me trembling. I don’t often tremble, but I did then. It was as if I were confronted by some dreadful danger, which had threatened me before, and from which I had then only escaped by the skin of my teeth. And yet I don’t know that the feeling which affected me most strongly was terror. No, I don’t think it was. It was something else — something which I can’t describe. I believe — doctor, I believe it was hatred. I hated that woman with a hatred which was altogether beyond anything of which I had dreamed as possible, of which I had supposed myself to be capable. I don’t hate people as a rule; I don’t remember ever having met any one whom I seriously disliked. I do think that in almost every one I have come across I have seen something which I liked. But — in her! I didn’t want Harry to introduce me, to take me nearer, because I was filled with what seemed even to me an insane, indeed a demoniacal desire to kill her where she stood.”

While the girl was speaking her appearance seemed to gradually change, till, when she stopped, she seemed to stand before the old man like some rhadamanthine, accusatory spirit, ready to pronounce judgment and to execute the judgment which she herself pronounced. The doctor watched her with a visage which remained immobile, almost expressionless.

“Your words suggest a kind of justice which has become extinct — in politer circles.”

“Yet justice shall be done! — it shall be done! I will see to it. I never did her a harm, nor wished her one. Yet she has done me all the mischief that she could, for wickedness’ sake. If she killed Cuthbert Grahame, she should have killed me also, for, if I live, I will bring her to the judgment-seat. You say she is in enjoyment of the money which she won from him by a trick, and whose safe possession she insured to herself by murder — —”

“Pardon me; to her that’s the fly in the ointment. It’s precisely the money which she hasn’t got — which is doubly hard, since, to gain it, she did all that she did.”

“I thought you said that she had it.”

“She has the will under which she inherits, but, so far, she has inherited comparatively little. Did Grahame ever talk to you about his money?”

“In those latter days, when I began to be a woman, there were only two things about which he would talk, one was his money, the other his desire that I should be his wife. I loved him dearly! No daughter ever loved her father better than I loved him, but not like that! — not like that! When I said no, he would talk of his money, holding it out as a bait.”

“Did he ever tell you how much of it there was?”

“He was always saying all sorts of things; I cannot remember all he said. I know he told me again and again that he had been saving his money for years for my sake, for me to use when I became his wife — his wife! He said more than once that there were fifty thousand pounds a year waiting for me if — if I would only say the word.”

“Fifty thousand pounds a year? A nice little bait with which to cover the hook. Some girls would have swallowed the bait and never minded the hook.”

“Doctor!”

“Calm yourself, young lady; don’t blast me with the lightning of your eyes. I’m but saying what’s well known to all the world. And did he say where that snug little income came from?”

“From his investments. He was always boasting of the lucky investments he had made.”

“Did he ever tell you in what?”

“He wanted to often, but I wouldn’t listen. I daresay he did mention some of the names, but I paid no attention and have forgotten them if he did. I hated to hear of his money. I knew what it meant to him, and I couldn’t get him to understand that it didn’t — and never would! — mean the same to me. His talk about his money helped to poison my life.”

“One knows that to a young girl money has a way of not meaning so much as to some of us older folk, so I humbly ask your pardon if I seem to dwell on it too long. Yet I would ask you to cast back in your mind and think if he ever dropped a hint as to where the securities, the documents which represented these investments, might be found?”

“Weren’t they at the bank? or with his lawyers?”

“They were not. Cannot you recall a hint which he may at sometime have let fall as to their whereabouts?”

She put her hands up to her temples, either to ease her throbbing temples or to aid her memory in its task of looking back.

“I can’t think! I can’t think! — not now! There are so many things of which I have to think, that they seem to have left me no power to think of anything else. Some day something which he once said may come back; I haven’t forgotten much he did say to me; it’s all somewhere in my brain, only I can’t tell you just where — not at this very moment. At this moment I can only think of her.”

“Of whom?”

The voice which made the inquiry was Harry Talfourd’s. He stood in the open doorway with his hat in his hand. Perceiving that his appearance seemed to have taken them by surprise he proceeded to explain.

“I did knock — twice; but I presume that you were so much engrossed by what you were saying to each other that my modest raps went unheeded. I heard you say, Meg, in tragic, not to say melodramatic tones, that you can only think of her. Shall I be impertinent if I venture to ask who is the lucky person who so fully occupies your thoughts?”

“The lucky person, as you call her, is Mrs. Gregory Lamb. Harry, they say that in England the duelling days are over. They may be — that is, so far as so-called ‘affairs of honour’ are concerned — but for duels of another sort the day is never over. I am going to engage in a duel with Mrs. Gregory Lamb. You and Dr. Twelves here will be my seconds. I shall need all the assistance that seconds may honourably give to their principal, for it will be a duel to the death.”


CHAPTER XXIV. THE INTERIOR

Rather a curious state of things prevailed in Mrs. Lamb’s residence in Connaught Square. The largest and best regulated establishments are apt to be disorganised when festival has been kept the night before — that is true enough. But in this case the disorganisation was something altogether out of the common. Mr. Lamb, who never attended his wife’s receptions, and so pleased himself and the lady, had come home with the milk, just sober enough to wonder why the place was in such a state of singular confusion. The servants seemed to be occupying the reception rooms, enjoying themselves in a fashion in which servants are not supposed to do. He had a vague recollection of having a drink with a footman or some such menial while endeavouring to ascertain what was the meaning of the proceedings, and of pledging a housemaid’s health in what he was convinced was a glass of his wife’s champagne. But as, later, he was only too glad to be assisted upstairs by any one and every one, his memory of what took place was scarcely to be relied upon.

His wife had shut herself in her room, constraining her guests to take their departure without affording them an opportunity of saying good-bye to their hostess, and offering her their thanks for a very pleasant evening. Exactly what occurred behind that locked door she alone knew. When her senses returned she was still in her splendour of the previous night. She half lay, half sat, upon her boudoir floor, with her head upon a couch. A broken wine-glass was at her side. A decanter which had held ether was overturned on a buhl table. The day streamed through the windows.

It was some seconds before she recognised these facts. Then she rose to her feet and looked about her. The first thing she did was to go to the boudoir door and try if it was locked. When she found that it was, and that the key was nicely adjusted in the keyhole, so as to prevent any one peeping in from without, she strode through another door, which stood ajar, into her bedroom, which adjoined. She tried the outer door of that, to find that it also was locked. She glanced at a silver clock which stood upon the mantelpiece. According to it the time was twenty minutes to one, so that more than half of the day had already gone. Then she went to a cheval glass, which mirrored her from head to foot, and glanced at herself.

What she saw seemed to afford her a grim sort of amusement. Her hair was all in disorder, one long tress trailed down her neck. Her eyes were dull and heavy. Her cheeks were smeared; such “aids to beauty” as she patronised had become misplaced. Her gown was all creased and crumpled; a stain straggled right across the bodice. In a few curt words she recognised the situation so far as the dress was concerned.

“That’s done for.”

It looked as if it were, it might have been worn twenty times instead of only once. She removed her jewels — her bracelets from her wrists, rings from her fingers, her necklace, ornaments from her hair. When they were all off she took them in her hands and stared at them.

“At any rate, you’re worth money. I daresay I could get something on you if I tried, though perhaps not so much as some might think.”

She tossed them on to the dressing-table with a mirthless laugh. Disrobing herself, donning her nightdress, she ensconced herself between the sheets. There she tossed and tumbled about in such a fashion that one was almost disposed to suspect her of indulging in some new form of physical exercise. When she had got the bed into a condition which suggested that it had been occupied throughout the entire night by some peculiarly restless person, ceasing to turn and twist, for some minutes she lay quite still, as if she listened.

“Those servants of mine don’t seem to be making much noise; there aren’t many sounds of their moving about the house. I should like to know where Stephanie is; she ought to have woke me long before this.”

Stretching out her arm she pressed the electric button which was by her bedside — once, twice, thrice, indeed half-a-dozen times, on each occasion for an unusual length of time, and with a fair interval between each pressure. Nothing, however, transpired to show that she had rung at all, certainly no one answered her summons. As she began to realise that apparently she was not meeting with attention of any sort or kind, her temper did not improve. She kept up a continuous ringing; still no one answered, nor was there aught to show that there was any that heard. She began to be concerned.

“Has every one taken French leave, and am I alone in the house? What’s it mean?”

She kept her finger on the button for another good five minutes, then she decided that the moment had arrived when it would probably be desirable that she should make some inquiries on her own account. Rising, she put on some clothes, over them a dressing-gown. Then, unlocking the bedroom door, she went out on to the landing. Nothing could be heard. She descended to the floor below, on which were the drawing-rooms. No attempt to tidy them had been made since the guests departed; they were in a state of almost picturesque confusion. Not even the electric lights had been turned off; they were blazing away as merrily as if it were still the middle of the night. The apartments contained certain articles which, as refreshments were provided in the dining-room, could scarcely have been there when the guests retired. Bottles and glasses were everywhere — all kinds of bottles and all kinds of glasses, indeed Mrs. Lamb had nearly stumbled over what looked like an empty brandy bottle as she came out of her bedroom door. To Mrs. Lamb the sight of those various empty receptacles was pregnant with meaning.

“The beauties! I suppose they’re sleeping it off. They shall smart for this, every one of them.”

She turned towards the staircase which led to the servants’ quarters, with the intention, no doubt, of making them smart, when she encountered one of them. An unkempt, untidy figure, clad in a nondescript costume, consisting of checked tweed trousers, carpet slippers, dress-coat and waistcoat, crumpled shirt and collar and no necktie, came strolling leisurely down the stairs as Mrs. Lamb was about to ascend them. It was James Cottrell, the butler, in general, so far as appearances went, the most immaculate of beings. His mistress stared at him in not unnatural surprise.

“Cottrell! — you! — in that state! — at this time of day! — why, you’re not even dressed.”

So far from showing any signs of being ashamed or disconcerted, Mr. Cottrell’s manner was not only self-possessed, it was affability itself. Thrusting his hands into his trouser pockets, he tilted himself on his heels, till his legs touched the stair behind, and he smiled.

“No, Mrs. Lamb, I am not dressed — that is, my costume is not in that perfect state of completeness which I prefer. It is not my habit to make personal remarks, but since we are on the subject, I may observe that you’re not dressed either. I shouldn’t call that dressing-gown full dress — would you? Your hair don’t look — to me — as if it had been done for days, and you really must excuse my mentioning that your complexion seems to have got itself all mixed up anyhow.”

“Cottrell, you’re drunk; how dare you speak to me like that?”

“No, Mrs. Lamb, I am not drunk; I do assure you that I am at least as sober as you are. If you want to know what drink can do for a man, I recommend you to go and look at your husband — there is a drunkard, if you like; he’s like a perambulating sponge. Last night it took six of us to get him upstairs; that man ought to be black-listed. As for daring to speak to you, Mrs. Lamb, there may be some folks whom you inspire with awe, but you don’t inspire me with any.”

“Don’t you think I’ll let you speak to me like that, although you are a man and I’m a woman. You’ll leave my service at once — and without a character.”

“As for a character, any character which you might give me, Mrs. Lamb, would, in all human probability, do me more harm than good. It will be my constant endeavour to conceal the fact that I ever occupied a position in your establishment; it might do me a serious injury were it to become known. As to leaving your service, I shall be only too glad to do so inside sixty seconds; only there’s a little formality which I should like to have completed before I go. I should like to have my overdue wages, Mrs. Lamb. They are more than three months overdue, and I should like to see the colour of my money, Mrs. Lamb.”

“You shall have your wages; you needn’t be afraid.”

“Thank you; that is good news. Because, to be quite frank, I was beginning to be afraid — in fact, we all were.”

“You impertinent brute! Where are those other creatures?”

“Other creatures? You refer to my colleagues, male and female? We are all of us creatures, Mrs. Lamb — including you. I believe that two or three of them have already quitted your service, including the young Frenchwoman who was supposed to be your own particular maid. She said that she never bargained to wait on a woman of your class, so she’s gone. I noticed two young women in the kitchen when I was down there just now. They seemed to be in a more or less tearful condition. Poor wretches! perhaps they never expected to find themselves in such a place as this. As for the rest of my colleagues, I fancy they are still in bed. I do not doubt that if you take them their overdue wages they’ll get up, and get out of the house also, as quickly as you like. I imagine they’ll be only too glad of the chance.”

Mrs. Lamb looked at Mr. Cottrell as if she were meditating measures of a distinctly active kind. Although he might not have been conscious of it, for some seconds he stood in imminent peril of realising that, at least physically, his mistress was more than a match for the average man. But, apparently, after thinking things over she changed her mind and postponed hostilities.

“You shall be paid for this, my man — they all shall — just wait a bit.” She moved, as if to return to her bedroom, then paused. “There’s some one at the door.”

There did seem to be some one at the front door, some one who saluted with equal vigour both the bell and the knocker. Mr. Cottrell was philosophical.

“Ah! there’s been one or two already this morning. You’ve perhaps been in such a queer state yourself that you didn’t hear them, though they made noise enough; but there have been several visitors. Jones the fishmonger wants his little account, and Franks the butcher wants his, and Murphy the greengrocer, and the baker, and the grocer, and the milkman, and, I think, the laundry, and three or four more besides. They all want their little accounts — good big ones some of them are. I peeped through the dining-room window, but I didn’t notice just who was there, and I didn’t open to them either. I’ve had about enough of opening to those kind of people; they won’t go round to the side entrance, and it’s no use asking them to. But that sounds as if it was the landlord come to put the brokers in for rent. A landlord always thinks himself entitled to make as much noise as he likes at his own front door.”

Some one seemed to consider himself at liberty to make as much clatter as he liked.

“Cottrell, go down at once and see who is at the door.”

“Wouldn’t you like to go and see yourself, Mrs. Lamb?”

“If you don’t obey my orders and go at once I’ll throw you out of the house with my own hands, and you shall whistle for your wages.”

“Like this? Do I look as if I were in a fit state of attire to open the door of even such a lady as yourself, Mrs. Lamb?”

“Are you going?”

The lady mounted two or three steps; there was something so significant in her manner that Mr. Cottrell temporised.

“I shall be only too happy to open the door as I am! — if you will allow me to pass.” She allowed him, and he passed, firing a passing shot as he went. “You must understand that I intend to be perfectly frank with whoever’s there — perfectly frank, and truthful. I have had more than sufficient of telling lies on your account, Mrs. Lamb.” At this point, throwing the hall-door wide open, he addressed some unseen individuals who were without in tones which were perhaps unnecessarily loud. “If any of you people want money — and by the look of you I can see you do — it’s no use your asking me, and so I may tell you at once, because I want money too, and from the same person, and that’s Mrs. Lamb; and as Mrs. Lamb happens to be standing at this moment at the top of the staircase, in her dressing-gown and with her hair all over the place, perhaps you’ll step in right away, and just say to her what you’ve got to say. Well, sir, and what might you happen to be wanting? Oh, it’s Mr. Luker, is it? May I ask, sir, what you mean by pushing me about as if I was a mechanical toy?”

It was indeed Mr. Isaac Luker, who had come into the hall with complete disregard of the fact that Mr. Cottrell was standing in the doorway. Being in, the visitor regarded the voluble butler with characteristic impassivity. Then, stretching out the forefinger of his right hand, he tapped at the centre of Mr. Cottrell’s crumpled shirt-front, and he delivered himself thus: — 

“My advice to you is to put your head under the pump if there is one, and under the tap if there isn’t, and let the water run for a good half-hour, for a complaint like yours it’s the best medicine you can possibly have”.

It seemed that Mr. Cottrell was so taken aback by the proffer of this very handsome advice that for a moment or two he was at a loss for a retort; before he found one his mistress had interposed.

“Luker, come up here!”

Mr. Luker looked at the lady at the head of the staircase, at Mr. Cottrell, at the invisible persons who still remained without. He seemed to hesitate, as if in doubt whether or not to take a hand in the game just where he was; then, arriving at a sudden resolution, he did as the lady requested: he went upstairs, followed by the retort which Mr. Cottrell had found at last.

“Perhaps if you were to try a little of that medicine you recommend on your own account it mightn’t do you any harm.”

The observation went unheeded. Mr. Luker was captured by the lady the moment he reached the topmost stair. She pointed to the flight in front.

“Up you go!” Up he went, with her at his heels. On the next landing she called his attention to the open bedroom door. “In you go.” Perceiving what the apartment was he favoured her with what he perhaps meant for a whimsical glance, and in he went. “Go straight through into the next room — that’s my boudoir.” He went straight through, and she also. Closing the door of her bedroom she stood with her back to it, putting to him a question almost as if she were aiming a pistol at his head. “Have you brought that money?”

Mr. Luker did not at once give her the answer she so imperatively demanded. Instead, holding his ancient top-hat in front of him as if it were some precious possession, he ventured on a remark of his own.

“Things seem a little at sixes and sevens; they almost suggest that domestic relations are a trifle strained. That man who calls himself a butler is not behaving as if he were a butler; and I regret to notice something about the establishment which one hardly expects to find in a lady’s high-class mansion.”

“Cottrell’s going — at once. All the servants are going — lot of drunken brutes! I’m only waiting for the money to pay them their wages.”

“Oh, I see. And — those other persons on the doorstep, do they want money also?”

“I don’t know who’s there, and I don’t care; but I daresay every one wants money. I do! Did you hear me ask if you’ve brought that money I told you to bring?”

“To what money are you alluding?”

“You know very well! None of your fooling! Have you brought that ten thousand pounds?”

“Ten thousand pounds!” He held up his hands, with his top-hat between them. “Ten thousand pounds! She speaks of that great sum as if it were a mere nothing!”

“Have you brought it?”

“I certainly have not.”

“Then what have you brought?”

“I have brought — nothing.”

“Look here, Luker, I’m in an ugly temper. You ought to know the signs of it as well as any man, so I advise you to take care. I told you you were to bring me ten thousand pounds. When I said it I meant it; why haven’t you brought it?”

“My dear Isabel — —”

“Haven’t I told you not to call me that?”

“Very well; it’s a matter of utter indifference to me what I call you — utter! I was merely about to remark that I have laid your proposition before my friend, and, as I anticipated, he has decided that he doesn’t care to lend money except on adequate security.”

“Adequate security! Don’t you call a quarter of a million adequate security?”

“Certainly, if you had it, but you haven’t. And you have nothing tangible to show that you ever will have, or any part of it.”

“There are those Hardwood Company shares — ten thousand of them.”

“You tell me that you are in an ugly temper, and I can perceive for myself that you are not so calm as I should wish, otherwise I should ask for permission to be quite frank with you.”

“You had better be frank! Never you mind about my temper; it won’t be improved by your shuffling. Out with what you’ve got to say!”

“Remember, it will only be said at your express invitation.”

“Do you hear? Out with it!”

“Then briefly and plainly it’s this: If you were anybody else it’s possible that money — some money — might be got on your expectation of the Hardwood Company’s shares, but, as things are, it’s out of the question.”

“Why? What’s the matter with my being me?”

“A good deal, as you’re as well aware as I am. In a matter of this sort it’s character which tells, and, unfortunately — I say it with deep sorrow! — your character’s against you.”

“What’s my character got to do with a thing of this kind?”

“Everything. Suppose my friend were to advance you money upon your expectation of these shares, from your point of view you’d have him between your finger and thumb, and you’d keep him there.”

“How do you make that out?”

“The process of extracting compensation from Messrs. McTavish & Brown would be, at best, both a lengthy and a tiresome one, one, moreover, in which not a step could be taken without your active assistance. You’d find that out, and you’d say, ‘If you won’t let me have so much more I won’t move a finger, then you’ll lose all that you’ve advanced already’. And you’d mould your conduct on those lines to the bitter end — my friend might find it a very bitter end. That would not suit him at all.”

“You —— ! I’ve half a mind to kill you!”

“Keep it at half a mind; many of my friends and clients have found it wiser to stop right there.”

“Then do you mean to tell me that I can’t get money out of any one — anyhow?”

“Not at all; money can always be obtained upon security. You have personal property — the furniture of this house, jewels, and so on.”

“What I might get out of that sort of thing would be gone before I got it.”

“Then you might get money out of Messrs. McTavish & Brown.”

“You’ve told me over and over again that it would take no end of a time to do that. I can’t wait; I want money — a lot of it! — now.”

“There’s such a thing as compromise.”

“Compromise? What do you mean?”

“If you insist on receiving the full amount of your demand, no doubt Messrs. McTavish & Brown will keep you waiting as long as they can — if you ever succeed in getting it at all. But, supposing you agree to accept half — —”

“Or three-quarters.”

“Or three-quarters. The major sum might be mentioned first; but, if time is of importance, I should advise you to allow yourself to be persuaded to accept half, or even a trifle less, and to give a full quittance for all claims, on condition, say, that the amount agreed upon is paid within four-and-twenty hours.”

“They shall pay it! — I’ll see to that! And then when I’ve got it I’ll go at ’em for the rest.”

“Ahem! I cannot allow myself to be associated with any such scheme as that.”

“Can’t you? We’ll see! You stop where you are. I’ll dress, and then you shall go with me to Messrs. McTavish & Brown as my legal adviser! and when I leave them I’ll be richer than when I started, or they’ll be sorry!” Mrs. Lamb passed into her bedroom, through the partially open door of which her voice proceeded: “Don’t you go meddling with any of the things in there; I know exactly what there is, so don’t you think I don’t. If I suspected you of taking so much as a paper-knife, I’d have it out of you if I had to strip every rag of clothing off you to get at it.”


CHAPTER XXV. ALARUMS AND EXCURSIONS

Messrs. McTavish & Brown, solicitors, of Southampton Row, London, W.C., had a large, sound and lucrative family connection. They numbered among their clients several people of really excellent position, persons whose names ought to have been in the Doomsday Book, and were in Burke’s Landed Gentry, and in various other places in which one would desire one’s name to be found. Among those names was that of Dykes — Lady Julia Dykes, relict of Sir Eastman Dykes, third baronet of Fennington Park, Essex. Sir Eastman had himself been one of the firm’s clients, one whom they had every reason to value highly. His testamentary dispositions had been of such a kind that the administration of his estate had practically been left in the hands of Messrs. McTavish & Brown until the coming of age of his eldest son. A handsome income had been left to his well-beloved wife, together with the nominal guardianship of everything which once was his; actually, however, she did nothing of the slightest importance except with the cognisance and approval of the gentlemen in Southampton Row.

Lady Dykes was a lady of a certain age, and of almost more than a certain presence. She was one of those persons who are constitutionally prone to lean — metaphorically! — upon some one or something, and she leaned upon Messrs. McTavish & Brown rather more than they altogether cared for. She consulted them not only every week, but sometimes on each day of the week; often on matters which had no connection with the law, and had nothing to do with them either.

She had been known to ask their advice on the question of the retention or dismissal of a cook. On one memorable occasion she had actually written to them to learn if they thought that it would be becoming for her to attend a drawing-room in a scarlet satin gown. To make the matter worse, that letter was addressed to Mr. McTavish in person. As it was a standing joke with Mr. Brown, who allowed himself an indecorous latitude in matters of real importance, that her ladyship had matrimonial designs upon that well-seasoned bachelor, it was a painful moment to Mr. McTavish when he learned that she requested his advice upon what, to his thinking, was a matter of such singular delicacy.

On the afternoon on which Mrs. Gregory Lamb set out with Mr. Luker to visit Messrs. McTavish & Brown, Lady Dykes was paying one of her very numerous visits to her solicitors. She was closeted with both partners in Mr. McTavish’s private room, the senior partner having insisted on summoning the junior to take part in the inevitable conference, he having an almost morbid disinclination to be left alone with her. McTavish had an uncomfortable feeling, however much he might try to hide the fact from Brown, that her ladyship was disposed to show herself much more friendly when he had no one to keep him in countenance. Had they dared, both men would have made it a general rule to put her off on to one of their managing clerks, but they had learned from experience that though the soul of generosity she was quick to take offence, and, therefore, if she would talk nonsense, all they could do was to make her pay for it — which they did.

The time had arrived for her eldest hope, Eastman, to take up his residence at the university. On the present occasion she had called to renew, for the fiftieth time, the interminable discussion as to what was the exact annual amount he was to be allowed while there, and what exactly he was to do with it.

“I am particularly anxious,” she explained, as she had done over and over and over again (some ladies think that the more they repeat themselves the more emphatic they become — which is a mistake), “that he should not waste his money, and worse than waste his money, on what I cannot but consider, and every mother would consider — every mother who cares for her child (and how many mothers do!) — extremely undesirable connections. For instance” — she started on a little story which her legal advisers had heard from her lips more than a dozen times— “Mrs. Adams was telling me only a few weeks ago that her second son, Bernard, who is at Cambridge, at Caius College, or Trinity, or Keble, or St. John’s — it’s one or the other — I’m not sure which, though I know he’s in some part of the building” — she always spoke of a university as if it consisted of one large building, though she must have known better— “has been lavishing — positively lavishing! — articles of various kinds, gifts, presents of every description, from bon-bons to gloves, and from shoes to ribbons, and I don’t know what else beside — it seems he kept a list of them, I don’t know why, and she found it — it made me dizzy to hear her merely read it through, it was that long! — upon, of all creatures in the world — it seems inconceivable, for I’ve known the boy from a baby, and so did Sir Eastman — but it was a young woman in a tobacconist’s shop. Picture what his mother’s feelings were; picture what mine would be if I made a similar discovery. If there is one rule to which I have adhered through life it is to allow no one connected with me to have anything to do with females of questionable antecedents. And a tobacconist shop! Am I not right?”

She looked directly at Mr. McTavish, who coughed, and answered — 

“Certainly, Lady Dykes; quite right”.

Mr. Brown said nothing; he looked the more.

“You yourselves, although of the opposite sex, know perfectly well how necessary it is to have such a rule. You would not have built up this great business were it not universally known that you invariably refuse to accept as clients persons — especially when they are of the feminine gender — who are not of the highest respectability. I myself should not be here at the present moment were I not assured that was the case — of course that you understand. You would no more allow a woman of a certain class to enter your private office, Mr. McTavish, than I should allow a navvy to enter my drawing-room.”

It was perhaps a trifle unfortunate that Mrs. Gregory Lamb, attended by Mr. Isaac Luker, should have chosen that particular moment to introduce herself into the premises of Messrs. McTavish & Brown. On the road Mr. Luker had endeavoured to persuade the lady to leave the negotiations as much as possible in his hands, a suggestion which she had repudiated with scorn.

“If any one can play this sort of game better than I can, I’ve never met them. All you have to do is to chime in when I tell you. If I fail to jockey some coin out of them somehow, then it will be time for you to try your hand.”

“I am not so sure of that. It occurs to me as at least possible that if you fail it won’t be worth any one’s while to take a hand.”

It was not in consonance with the lady’s plan of campaign to resort, throughout the entire proceedings, to any of the minor civilities of life. For instance she deemed it neither necessary nor advisable to announce her presence by knocking at the outer door. She simply swung it right back on to its hinges, and strode straight in, not with the lightest strides. In the outer office it was customary for visitors to mention who it was they wished to see, possibly, also, the nature of their business, and then wait in patience till it was intimated to them that they were at liberty to penetrate farther. No such formula was likely to suit Mrs. Lamb, for one reason if for no other. She was well aware that if the heads of the firm had their way nothing would induce them to suffer her to enter their presence. Indeed so soon as the clerks in the outer office recognised who it was, one of them, starting up, prepared to rush to his principals to warn them of her coming. But the lady was too quick for him. While he was already half-way through the farther door, the lady, catching him by the shoulder, swung him round in a fashion which was a sufficient testimony to the fact that her arm still retained at least a good deal of its pristine vigour. Before he had a chance to recover she was in the apartment which was reserved as a sanctum for the senior clerks, her appearance causing a sensation among those respectable elderly gentlemen, which was both ludicrous and surprising. The senior engrossing clerk, Mr. Riseley, was the only one among them who retained even a fragment of presence of mind. He endeavoured to interpose his person between the lady and the approach to Mr. McTavish’s private sitting-room.

“Mrs. Lamb, what is the meaning of this behaviour? Such conduct is not to be endured; I must ask you to leave this room at once!”

“Get out of the way,” was the only answer which Mrs. Lamb vouchsafed.

“I shall do nothing of the kind — certainly not; my duty to my employers forbids it. You can see neither Mr. McTavish nor Mr. Brown, they — they are both of them most particularly engaged.”

Mrs. Lamb condescended to waste no more words on him. He was rather larger than the other clerk, so she used both arms, darting them out in front of her as if they were battering-rams, dashing her half-open palms against him with such force as to drive him against a neighbouring table, overturning both it and its proper occupant with a clatter on to the ground. Then she went rushing into the senior partner’s holy of holies as if she had been some mad bull, crying “Come along, Luker,” as she rushed.

Mr. Luker went along, not quite so demonstratively as she did, still, considering his build and the difference in his methods, he managed pretty well. Yet he did not move fast enough for his energetic client. As he was coming through the door, seizing him by the arm, she gave it a jerk which sent him whirling half across the room and his hat flying into a corner. The instant she was in she slammed the door behind her, snapped the lock, and pocketed the key.

As Lady Dykes had just been dwelling on her consciousness of the fact that under no consideration whatever would Messrs. McTavish & Brown allow doubtful female persons to set foot inside their offices, it was rather an unfortunate moment for her to make her entry. So both the partners decidedly seemed to think. As for Lady Dykes, she started from her chair with as much agility as her figure would permit, and stared at the intruder open-eyed.

“Good gracious!” she exclaimed. “Who is this person? and what does she want?”

Mr. Brown, having his wits about him, made for the second door (most lawyers have at least two entrances to their own particular preserves), observing as he moved — 

“Lady Dykes, might I ask you to — —”

He got no farther; Mrs. Lamb cut him short. Her wits were even more on the alert than his. Perceiving, on the instant, his objective, dashing after him, pushing him aside as if he were some insignificant thing, she gained the second door, banged it to, locked it, and pocketed that key also. Then, turning, she confronted her victims with a laugh which did not by any means ring pleasantly in their ears.

“It seems as if I had arrived in the very nick of time. I couldn’t have bagged the pair of you more neatly if I’d had an appointment with you — could I?”

Lady Dykes, who was the most nervous of her sex, was trembling almost as if she were a species of human jelly-fish.

“Dear! dear!” she gasped. “Who is this person? and what does she want? Make her open the door at once, and let me out! My footman will be wondering what has become of me.”

Mrs. Lamb favoured her with an answer — of a kind.

“I’ll tell you who I am. I’m one of their clients! I’m one of the helpless, ignorant women whom they’ve robbed and plundered, but before all’s finished they’ll find that I’m not so helpless and ignorant as they thought. And I’ll tell you what I want: I want back some of the money they’ve stolen, and before anybody leaves this room I’ll have it. I’ve stood their shuffling long enough, but I won’t stand it any longer, as I’m here to show them.”

Mr. Brown, who still seemed to have most control over his tongue, addressed himself to Mr. Luker.

“Mr. Luker, I believe you are a fully admitted solicitor. As such I call on you to notice that Mrs. Lamb’s words are actionable. And I request you, unless you wish to get yourself and her into serious trouble, to insist on her opening the two doors which she has improperly locked, and on her leaving these premises at once. Surely it is not necessary for me to point out that, otherwise, the consequences to both of you will be of the gravest possible kind.”

Mrs. Lamb placed herself in front of the irate Mr. Brown.

“Don’t you waste your breath talking to Mr. Luker; he’s not on in this scene — not just at present, anyhow. If you’ve anything to say, you say it to me; it’s me you have to deal with, not him.”

“Mrs. Lamb, I will have nothing to do with you of any sort or kind; after the monstrous fashion in which you have behaved it is the sheerest absurdity to suppose that we can have any communication with you except through a properly accredited representative.”

“So I’ve behaved in a monstrous fashion, have I? I’ll teach you to talk to me like that.”

She began the lesson then and there. Gripping him by both shoulders she shook him as a terrier shakes a rat. He was a slightly built man, not physically strong; had he been a rat he could scarcely have seemed more helpless in her hands. When, presumably, she was of opinion that the first lesson had lasted long enough, she honoured him with a few remarks.

“You take from me everything on which you can lay your claws; you strip me of every shilling I possess; and then, when I ask for some of it back, you insult me. You — dirty — thief!” Here there was another bout of shaking. “There are men doing penal servitude who aren’t half such mean, sneaking scamps as you are — and plenty of them.”

She flung him from her against the wall, leaving him to struggle for breath as best he might. Lady Dykes, in an armchair, was developing what promised to be a very fine attack of hysterics. She was beginning to make as much noise as Mrs. Lamb herself. Mr. McTavish, who, judging from his appearance, had been in imminent peril of a stroke of apoplexy, seemed all at once to regain his power of speech.

“Upon my word, you’re — you’re — you’re the most dangerous woman I ever heard of!”

“And you’re the most dangerous thief! Perhaps before I’ve done with you you’ll find that thieving’s almost as dangerous to yourself as to those on whom you practise.”

There came a smart rapping on one of the doors, and a voice from without.

“Shall we send for a policeman, sir?”

“By all means! — at once! Let him break down the door if he can’t get in any other way! This — this woman’s — positively dangerous.”

“You’re right there; I am — you’ve made me dangerous. And don’t you think that a policeman, or ten policemen, will keep me from being even with you if I once get started; not all the policemen in London couldn’t do it!”

Mr. Luker, seemingly under the impression that his client was going a little too far, even for her, ventured on an interposition.

“Pardon me, Mrs. Lamb, but, if you will allow me to say so, I think this matter can be settled on a perfectly peaceful basis. If these gentlemen are disposed to be reasonable, and I feel sure they are, everything can be arranged without unpleasantness of any sort or kind. The point is — —”

Mrs. Lamb took the words out of his mouth, substituting, that is, words of her own.

“The point is, that, among other things, you’ve robbed me of ten thousand Hardwood Company’s shares.”

“It’s an infamous falsehood! We’ve done nothing of the kind!”

“Haven’t you? I know you have, and so do you; but you’re one of those brazen-faced old sinners who would go to the gallows with a lie on your lips. Those shares are worth fifty thousand pounds, and more; but as you’ve robbed me of every penny I have in the world, and left me with nothing but starvation staring me in the face — —”

“It’s — it’s incredible how any one should dare to say such things! — incredible!”

“So there’s nothing left for me but to try to come to terms with the robbers, and that’s what I have come for. If you’ll give me a cheque for forty thousand pounds — now! — this minute! — you may keep the other ten, and much good may it do you. So just you move yourself. Sit down at that table and write me a cheque for forty thousand pounds.”

“Forty thousand pounds! Do you suppose — —”

“I suppose nothing. You do as I tell you, or you’ll be sorry.”

Again Mr. Luker ventured on an interposition.

“If, once more, you will excuse me, Mrs. Lamb, if you will permit me I will point out to Mr. McTavish how much more than moderate you are disposed to be in your demands. I have Mrs. Lamb’s permission to inform you, Mr. McTavish, that she is in absolute want of ready cash; that she is practically in a state of destitution; and that therefore she is willing to waive her lawful claims to such an extent that she is prepared to accept the sum of five-and-twenty thousand pounds; a fair proportion to be paid at once, and the balance on a given date; and to give you in exchange a discharge in full for all her claims against you respecting the Hardwood Company’s shares.”

Mrs. Lamb’s manner, as she acquiesced in her solicitor’s modification of her terms, was not precisely gracious.

“If I take twenty-five thousand pounds that will be going halves. If I am to be robbed I suppose I may as well be properly robbed; but I’ll have at least ten thousand pounds in cash. So, now, Mr. McTavish, without any more fuss, perhaps you’ll let me have a cheque for that ten thousand.”

“Ten thousand pounds! I’ll not give you a cheque for tenpence.”

“You’re two men, and I’m only a woman, but you’ll find that I’m much more than a match for the pair of you; and if you’re not careful I’ll thrash you both till within an inch of your lives; I’ll leave marks on you which you’ll carry to your graves. As for you, you bloated old whisky barrel, I’ve only got to give you one or two smart ones in the proper place, and you’ll be in your grave before you think. So if you want to keep on living, you’ll make no more bones about handing me that cheque.”

“This — this is worse than highway robbery! In my own office you — you positively threaten — —”

“Threaten! I’ll do more than threaten! Quick! Are you going to fork up or am I to break every bone in your body?”

“I — I — I will not be bullied — —”

“Bullied! I’ll show you!” She snatched up a stout malacca cane which stood by Mr. McTavish’s table, and which was that gentleman’s property. “To start with, I’ll splinter this over your bodies, then I’ll smash everything else in the place, and you into the bargain. Now is it going to be the coin or — —”

The hand holding the stick went up into the air, the gesture rounding off the sentence with sufficient significance.

“You wicked woman! how dare you threaten me with my own stick? Help! Where is that policeman?”

“Policeman! Do you think I care for a policeman? Not that much!”

Down came the stick with a swishing sound through the air. As it descended Mr. Luker caught the lady by the wrist.

“Mrs. Lamb, I do implore you to pause a moment for consideration. I reiterate my conviction that if you will only exercise a little patience this matter can be settled amicably and without violence.”

“Luker, if you don’t want to let yourself in for a little handling on your own account you’ll let go of my wrist.”

“On the contrary, Mr. Luker, I beg you will keep a tight hold — the woman must be stark mad.”

“Mad!” With a sudden twist Mrs. Lamb wrenched herself loose from Mr. Luker, and that same moment there was a smart rapping at the door, and an authoritative voice was heard without.

“I’m a police constable. What’s going on in there? Open this door at once.”

“Break it open, constable, break it open. I’m Mr. McTavish, and I authorise you. We’re — we’re in actual danger of our lives.”

There must have been some one on the other side who knew how to deal with a locked door, for in a surprisingly short space of time it was open. A constable was revealed, supported by a considerable body of clerks, of all ages, in the background. The representative of law and order advanced into the room.

“What’s taking place in here?”

“I’m Mr. McTavish, officer, the senior partner in this firm. This — this woman has been endeavouring to extract money by means of threats. I must request you to eject her from these premises at once.”

“Do you charge her?”

“Not at this moment, though, no doubt, later proceedings will be taken which will bring home to her a sense of her misconduct. At present all I want you to do is to turn her out.”

“And this woman also?”

The allusion was to Lady Dykes. Mr. McTavish was shocked.

“Dear me, no; that is Lady Dykes, of Fennington Park, one of our most esteemed clients, who has already been subjected to the most terrible annoyance. The man” — pointing to Mr. Luker— “you will turn out with the woman.”

The constable touched Mr. Luker on the arm.

“Now, sir, offer the lady a good example, and show her the way out.”

Mr. Luker put his hat on, and, without a word, prepared to act on the officer’s advice. Mrs. Lamb caught him by the shoulder.

“You cur! Don’t be a fool, Luker, and do as he tells you.”

The constable smiled, good-humouredly.

“If you’re a wise man, sir, you will do as I tell you, and you’ll talk the matter over with the lady afterwards.”

Mr. Luker seemed to incline to the opinion that the policeman’s was the voice of wisdom. Withdrawing himself from the lady’s detaining fingers, still without a word, he left the room. The constable addressed himself to Mrs. Lamb.

“Now, madam, we policemen hate to have to be rude to a lady; might I ask you to oblige me by following your friend’s very excellent example? That’s the way out.”

He jerked his thumb towards the open door. Mrs. Lamb looked at him and at the others. Apparently what she saw forced her to the conclusion that what she called “the game” was “up”. She brought Mr. McTavish’s malacca cane on to a writing-table with a resounding thwack.

“You couple of thieves! I’ll wring your necks for you yet before I’ve done!”

She dashed the stick upon the floor and went, the clerks treading on each others’ toes in their anxiety to give her as much room as she required.


CHAPTER XXVI. SOLICITOR AND CLIENT

A pseudo-historical utterance was paraphrased by Mr. Luker when the lady joined him in the street without.

“It may have been magnificent, but it wasn’t war.”

It is possible that Mrs. Lamb knew very little about the charge at Balaclava. It is certain that she had never heard of the phrase with which the critical French general has been credited. And she was in a red-hot temper, so that in any case she was in no mood to appreciate her legal adviser’s recondite allusions. The lady’s own remark was idiomatic in the extreme.

“Luker, I’d like to knock your head clean off your shoulders. If it hadn’t been for you I’d have got all the ready I wanted out of that couple of cripples, or — —”

“Or you’d have been on your road to the lock-up. There’s no ‘or’ about it; if it hadn’t been for me you would have been. My dear Isabel — —”

“Don’t call me — —”

“All right; I won’t. If I were to call you all that I think you ought to be called, you mightn’t like it. I was merely about to remark that your methods are too primitive. In London you can’t go into an office and get all the money you want out of a couple of lawyers, old or young, with the aid of a stick. It can’t be done. If it could be done people would be doing it all day long.”

“Can’t I?” Mrs. Lamb’s tone was grim. “You don’t know me yet. You wait till I get them to myself, either together or singly, and I’ll lay you the National Debt to sixpence that I don’t leave ’em till I’ve got what I want. I’ve my own methods, and I’ve found them pay me very well up to now.”

“I don’t doubt your capacity; when I think of where you were and of where you are I’ve no reason to. But in dealing with people like McTavish & Brown, with a strong case like yours, diplomacy pays better than violence. If you’d left the conduct of the affair to me I’d have at any rate exacted from them the promise of a satisfactory sum in settlement of all claims. As it is, where are you?”

He held out his hand, palm uppermost, as if to show that there was nothing in it. She walked by his side for some little distance in silence; when she spoke her tone was still grim.

“I’ll tell you where I am — I’m with you. And I tell you what it is — as I couldn’t get any money out of them, I’m going to get it out of you.”

“Are you? I don’t see how.”

“Don’t you? I do.”

“You can’t get blood out of a stone.”

“No; because there’s no blood in a stone. But I can get money out of you, because you’ve plenty.”

“I wish I had.”

“Don’t you worry; your wish was granted before it was uttered. I’ll show you where some of it is, if you like.”

In his turn Mr. Luker for a while was still. Then stopping, he held out his hand.

“I wish you good-afternoon, Mrs. Lamb.”

“You needn’t; I’m coming with you.”

“I’m afraid I have an appointment which will prevent my enjoying the pleasure of your company any longer.”

“Oh no, you haven’t. Besides, it will make no difference if you have — I’m coming with you.”

“You are coming with me? What do you mean?”

“I mean that I’m going to accompany you to your private residence, Mr. Luker. I want to have a quiet chat with you. I can have it there better than anywhere else. We shall be snug, and all by ourselves.”

He looked at her with his bleared, half-open eyes — he seemed to be physically incapable of opening them to their full extent — with an expression which some ladies would not have considered flattering, nor were his words exactly complimentary.

“I would as soon go home with a tigress as with you in your present mood — indeed, of the two, I think I would prefer the tigress. I have been in too many tight places to feel inclined to walk, with my eyes open, into quite such a tight place as that would be. Once more I have to inform you that I have an appointment which will prevent my having the pleasure of your company any farther, so I wish you good-afternoon.”

“And once more I tell you that I’m coming home with you.”

“Oh no, you’re not.”

“Oh yes, I am.”

“I think you are mistaken.”

He beckoned to a policeman who happened to be standing by the kerb at a little distance from where they were.

“What do you want with him?” she demanded.

“I am going to appeal to that officer for protection, and I don’t think you will find that I shall do so in vain. You will compel people to summon the police — it is extremely unwise.”

The constable was sauntering towards them. Recognising, apparently, that there was logic in what Mr. Luker said, without waiting for the policeman to approach, also without going through the empty formula of wishing the solicitor good-afternoon, she marched off and left Mr. Luker alone. When she had gone, perhaps, a hundred yards, she stopped and looked back. Mr. Luker, who was still where she had left him, was seemingly enjoying a little friendly converse with the constable. She continued her progress for, possibly, another hundred yards, and then again looked back. This time Mr. Luker had vanished. She could distinguish the stalwart figure of the constable striding along in solitary state in the distance. She signalled to a hansom. “Stamford Street, Blackfriars Bridge end,” was the direction she gave the driver. When the vehicle had brought her to the point she desired, descending, she dismissed it. She stood for two or three minutes, scanning the passers-by, keenly observing, so far as she was able, every one in sight. Then, turning into Stamford Street, she presently turned again into a street on her right. She was coming into a very shady neighbourhood, in which one opined that women of her appearance were very occasional visitants. She twisted and turned, however, with the unerring rapidity of one who knew it uncommonly well, until at last she found herself in what was rather an alley than a street, and a cul-de-sac at that, for at the end was nothing but a high blank wall. Here the tenements were not only extremely small, apparently consisting of five or six rooms at most, they were also of disreputable appearance. Pausing in front of one she regarded it with an attentive eye. The fact that the blinds were down gave it a deserted look. She knocked once, twice — there was no bell. When no one answered she drew a conclusion of her own.

“He’s not come yet; I’ll wait.”

She did wait, for a good half-hour, with exemplary patience, in spite of the fact that long before the period of waiting was at an end she had become an object of much interest to a large number of curious eyes. Just as the observers were beginning to wonder how long she did intend to stop, the object of her flattering quest came into sight, in the shape of the legal gentleman from whom she had so lately parted — Mr. Isaac Luker. Contrary to her hopes and expectations he was not alone; once more her wily old friend had proved equal to the needs of the occasion. On either side of him were men whose character, or, rather, want of character, was written large all over them — two more unmistakable ruffians one would have to go far to see. At sight of her Mr. Luker came to a standstill.

“I thought I should find you waiting for me here; your presence is not at all unexpected. So, as in this neighbourhood the police are not much protection, and I suspected that I might stand in need of protection, I brought my two friends here with me. They think little of putting a woman of your sort into the river, as gentlemen of their profession generally do, so I’ll leave them to deal with you after the mode with which they are most familiar.”

“Is this ‘er?” inquired one of the friends, a beetle-browed person, with an open gash running right down his filthy cheek.

“That’s her, my good friend. You talk to her, in any way you please, while I go inside.”

As he produced his latch-key Mrs. Lamb moved towards him in a forlorn-hope sort of spirit.

“Let me come in! There’s something which I must say to you.”

Without giving her a hint of his intention the beetle-browed person struck her with his clenched fist on the shoulder in such fashion that, had she not lurched against the wall, Mrs. Lamb would have gone headlong to the ground. Mr. Luker stood to comment on the action.

“That’s right, my friend; that’s how she likes to talk to others.”

He disappeared into the house; they heard him locking and bolting the door. The beetle-browed person placed himself in unpleasant proximity to Mrs. Lamb; his manner was, if possible, even more eloquent than his words.

“Now then, are you going to take yourself off, or have we got to move you? Make up your mind, because our time’s valuable.”

She made up her mind, there and then. Realising that she was doomed to still another disappointment, she took herself off, with Mr. Luker’s two “friends” at her heels. When she was back again into Stamford Street she stopped and spoke to them.

“There are police here, as, if you try to follow me another step, you’ll find.”

“We don’t want to follow you — not much! We only want to keep you off the governor, that’s all. You can go where you like, and you can do what you like, but if you come near his crib again we’ll mark you.”

Hailing another hansom Mrs. Lamb left Mr. Luker’s two “friends” standing on the pavement.


CHAPTER XXVII. PURE ETHER

At the house in Connaught Square Mrs. Lamb had to knock and ring four times without, apparently, attracting the attention of any one inside. She was meditating gaining admittance through the area door, when a fifth assault upon the bell and knocker was productive of a more definite result. After a good deal of what seemed unnecessary fumbling with the handle, the door was opened sufficiently wide to admit of Cottrell, the butler, being seen within. He was attired in the same extremely undignified costume in which he had greeted his mistress in the morning, which, however, showed certain signs of what might be called degeneration. The shirt-front was, if possible, more crumpled than before; the collar was gone; the waistcoat had, in some mysterious way, strayed out of the straight, so that while it was on one side of his body the shirt was on the other; his hair was rumpled; the whole man looked as if a plentiful application of cold, clean water might do him a great deal of good.

He held the door just wide enough open to enable him to display his person and to see who was there, seeming to be not at all abashed when he perceived that it was his mistress.

“So it’s you, is it! So you’ve come at last; it’s about time; we thought you never were coming. I hope you’ve brought some money — everybody hopes so. It’s no good your coming into this house if you haven’t — not the least.”

Mrs. Lamb was in a bad temper, which, perhaps, on the whole was not surprising. She had been in a bad temper when she had started to visit Messrs. McTavish & Brown. The incidents which had marked the afternoon had not tended to sweeten it. On the contrary, for quite a time she had been looking for somebody on whom, to use an expressive euphemism, she might “let herself go”. Had Mr. Cottrell been aware of the lady’s state of mind, even in his then peculiar condition, he might have realised that there are occasions on which discretion is the better part of valour. He would certainly hardly have afforded her not only so excellent an opportunity of giving expression to her feelings, but also so capital an occasion of making her quarrel just. She looked at Mr. Cottrell with something in her eyes which should in itself have been sufficient to serve as a warning; there was still time for him to perform a strategic retreat. Without a word she went quickly up the steps, flung the door wide open, seized him by the shoulders, and sent him spinning into the street. He sat, for some moments, on the kerb, as if overcome. Then, exceeding rash, he retraced his way up the steps as best he could, with the apparent intention of inquiring why he had been handled in such unceremonious fashion. Before, however, he had gained the actual summit, he went flying backwards, with the lady’s assistance, in such summary fashion that it was only the back of his head being brought into contact with the pavement that stopped him.

When he understood, dimly, what had happened, he began to raise an agreeable hullabaloo, mingling imprecations on all and sundry, with curses on the lady in particular, and cries of help to the public and the police. Mrs. Lamb, for the third time that day, was brought into contact with a constable. A policeman appearing round the corner, perceiving Mr. Cottrell gesticulating on the pavement, came sauntering up to learn what was wrong. The butler explained.

“I give her into custody, that’s what I do! — tried to murder me, that’s what she’s done! — broken my brains out! — assault and battery, that’s what it is; and that’s what I charge her with, policeman. You put the handcuffs on her, and take her to the station, and I’ll come round and give all the evidence that’s wanted.”

The officer was calmer than Mr. Cottrell. He heard the butler to an end, then he glanced at his mistress.

“What’s wrong?”

She explained.

“That man’s my butler, although you would not think it to look at him. He has taken advantage of my absence to get into that condition. He kept me waiting for more than twenty minutes on the doorstep, and then when he opened he was not only drunk but insolent. I have dismissed him from my service, and put him into the street, and out in the street he stops. I should be obliged by your moving him away, and preventing his making a disturbance in front of the house.”

The policeman, who was young, leaped to the conclusion that right was on the side of the lady. He was disposed to give the butler but a short shrift.

“Now, then, move on! Away you go! We don’t want any of your nonsense here!”

Mr. Cottrell vehemently objected.

“Don’t talk to me like that, policeman! She owes me three months’ wages; there’s another nearly due, and another instead of notice. You let her pay me five months’ wages before she talks of putting me out into the street.”

The policeman looked up at the lady.

“Is what he says true?”

“It’s an entire falsehood. Any claim he may have to make must be made in the proper quarter.”

She threw the door wide open. By now other members of the household had, unwisely enough, come up to see what the discussion was about. Her action revealed them.

“You see, officer, here are some more of my servants. They, also, have taken advantage of my absence, and are like that man — drunk. I dismiss them all — now. Perhaps you won’t mind coming in and seeing their boxes packed; I suspect them of having property of mine in their possession.”

The policeman went in — Mr. Cottrell went in also, with his assistance; he saw their boxes packed. It was a process in which the packers fared badly, the butler in particular. Each servant in the house, almost without exception, was shown to be in possession of property which was indisputably Mrs. Lamb’s. Their mistress’ attitude was one of magnanimity. She declined to prefer a charge against them, at any rate just then, whatever she might do later. Though, of course, under the circumstances, to pay them anything in the shape of wages was altogether out of the question. All she wanted to do was to see their backs. And she saw them. A shamefaced, miserable, draggle-tailed crew they looked, as, one after the other, under the policeman’s cold official glance, they took their boxes out into the street. Then Mrs. Lamb presented that zealous young officer with a sovereign. He made short work of clearing the debris away from the front.

So Mrs. Lamb was left alone in that great mansion without a servant to wait on her of any sort or kind.

She went into the boudoir; that and her bedroom, and indeed the whole house, was exactly in the same condition in which she had found it in the morning. It seemed as if no one had moved a finger to put anything in order. Removing her hat, she sat down and tried to think. The result was a failure. Her thoughts would not travel on the lines she wished; they would launch out in undesirable directions. She had scarcely been there a minute before she began to become conscious of an unpleasant feeling that she was not alone, when, all the time, she knew she was. An odd, morbid obsession began to overpower her, as, directly she was alone, it had shown an uncomfortable aptitude to do of late. Putting her hands up to her eyes she rubbed them with her palms, as if she were endeavouring to rub something away from them. Then, removing her hands again, she looked about her, queerly.

“Of course it’s ridiculous, and I suppose the real explanation is that I’m not so well as I ought to be; but it’s funny how I’m always seeming to be back in his room, and how plainly I can see it all; and the bed — the bed.” There was a rigid expression on her face which it was not agreeable to observe, as she herself seemed to understand. Standing up she gave herself a little shake, as if she were trying to shake something from off her. “This won’t do — it won’t do. It’s not healthy. And yet there’s something which I ought to look at — to see; to understand. It’s something in the room. It’s not the bed — not only the bed; it’s something else. I wish I could think what it was; I wish I could understand; then perhaps it might go.”

The overturned decanter which had been on the buhl table in the morning was still there. She picked it up, holding it up to the light. It was empty. She went to what seemed to be a buhl liqueur case which stood on the floor in a corner. It was locked. She went to her bedroom to look for the key. It was not in its usual place.

“I can’t think where I put it; those brutes can’t have had it. I had it myself last night, I know. Where did I put it? I can’t wait to think — I can’t wait; besides it doesn’t matter. Anything will do to open it.”

She took a polished brass poker. With it she made a hole in the lid of the case large enough to enable her to insert her fingers. Then, with her hands, she tore the lid away — a sufficiently easy task, since the wood proved to be less than an eighth of an inch in thickness. The case contained six bottles. She took out one; it was labelled “Pure Ether — Poison”. Withdrawing the stopper, paying no attention to the statement on the label, she poured out nearly a wineglassful, which she instantly swallowed, coupling with it, as it were, a somewhat gruesome sentiment. “Here’s to Isaac Luker! I wish he was in reach; I’d like to kill him.”

Scarcely were the words out of her lips than the door opened to admit her husband. He stared at her.

“Belle, there doesn’t seem to be a servant in the place — not a creature. Where are they all off to? What’s it mean?”

She replied to his question with another.

“Gregory, doesn’t there seem to you to be something singular about this bedroom?”

“Bedroom? It’s not a bedroom; it’s a boudoir. What do you mean? Belle, what’s the matter with the house? What have you got in your hand? What are you drinking?”

Mrs. Lamb was looking round her in a fashion which induced her husband to draw back, as if in doubt.

“Have you ever seen it before — anywhere? Isn’t there something strange about it? — especially the bed?”

Mr. Lamb seemed to be of opinion that his wife’s manner was distinctly disagreeable; apparently he did not know what to make of it.

“Bed? — what bed? There’s no bed here. You’re — you’re not well. Don’t talk like that; you make me go all over creeps. I say, Belle, I do wish you’d give me some coin — if it’s only a tenner. I’m broke to the wide.”

“Gregory!”

“Well?”

“Come here; I want to speak to you.”

“Thank you, I’m awfully sorry, but I’ve got an appointment with a man; I can’t stop. About that money — Belle! now, what’s up?”

With a swift, unexpected movement, interposing herself between him and the door, his wife had slipped her arm through his, and was looking at him with something in her big black eyes which made him more uncomfortable than he would have cared to admit. Considering the bold, ringing, almost blusterous tones in which she was wont to speak, there was something unpleasantly significant in the half-whisper in which she addressed him now.

“Gregory, you must stop — you mustn’t go. There’s something which I wish to say to you — a great deal which I wish to say to you, and I must say it to you now — here” — her voice sank still lower— “in Cuthbert Grahame’s bedroom.”


CHAPTER XXVIII. MR. LAMB IN A COMMUNICATIVE MOOD

In the evening of that day Margaret Wallace and Harry Talfourd dined with Dr. Twelves. The young lady, who throughout the day had remained in a curious mood, was indisposed to avail herself of the doctor’s hospitality; but she was over-persuaded by the doctor, who was insistent, and by Mr. Talfourd, who was on his side. Throughout the day they had talked and talked and talked. Harry was of opinion that, on a certain theme, they had talked too much. There was something about Margaret which was new to him; which he did not understand. It troubled him. So when the doctor changed the subject by asking them to dine with him he accepted, for himself, at once; and when Margaret hummed and hawed, and began to make excuses, for her also. He told her that she would have to dine with the doctor — and she had to. The two men bore her off with them in triumph.

The doctor entertained his guests at the Holborn Restaurant. In his youth he had known the place when it was a dancing-hall; had visited it while undergoing various transformations during his recurrent trips to town, and, whenever he came to London, made a point of patronising it still. The meal was hardly a jovial one. The host and Harry did all they could to keep the conversation on impersonal and frivolous lines, but Margaret would have none of it. She could scarcely be induced to open her lips to put food between them; talk she would not. The colloquial gifts for which she was famous seemed to have deserted her entirely; she was tongue-tied. When, in a dinner party of three, the lady, who is both young and charming, cannot be persuaded to speak, the meal is apt to prove but a qualified success. The doctor’s little festive gathering turned out to be not quite so festive as it might have been.

As chance, or fate, had it, the two men’s well-meant efforts to keep the conversation in exhilarating channels were doomed to meet with complete fiasco. After the meal was finished, as they strolled along Holborn, enjoying the fine evening, considering whether to take a cab, and if so, where to tell the cabman to take them to — for the doctor was firm in his conviction that this was an occasion on which they were bound to make a night of it — the issue was taken out of their hands in a wholly unexpected fashion. A gentleman, who did not seem to be so capable of seeing where he was going as he ought to have been, all but cannoned against Mr. Talfourd, drawing back to apologise just in time.

“Beg pardon! Why, it’s Talfourd! Hollo, Talfourd! who’s the lady? and who’s — —” The speaker was staring at the doctor. “Hollo! I’ve seen you somewhere before!”

The doctor was returning him look for look.

“And I’ve seen you. You’re Mr. Gregory Lamb, who lodged one time at David Blair’s over the other side of Pitmuir, to whom I was foolish enough to loan a brace of sovereigns, for four-and-twenty hours, as I understood, but which you’ve never paid me back unto this day.”

Mr. Lamb was not at all abashed; he never was by reminders of that kind — they were legion.

“Why, of course, it’s the doctor — the cranky old doctor. I remember you quite well. How are you, old chap? You haven’t — you haven’t a brace of sovereigns on you now?”

“I have not a brace which you are likely to be able to bag, Mr. Lamb. I understand that you have married since I saw you last.”

“Since you saw me! I was married then.”

“Indeed? But I gathered that you had since married the widow of an old friend of mine — Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame.”

“Widow? She wasn’t his widow; she never was his wife.”

“Pardon me, but she went through the Scotch form of marriage with him in my presence.”

“That was all her dashed impudence. She was my wife long before that; before she ever knew that he was in the world. Doctor, my wife’s a devil of a woman, and she’s been treating me in a devil of a way. If I were to tell you all that she’s been doing, so far as I can understand, mind you — it’s quite between ourselves — you’d go straight to a police station, and you’d ask for a warrant; but I’m her husband, so I can’t. Listen to me — this is between ourselves — if you’ll come to a place I know, and where they know me — most respectable place — and do me the pleasure of having a drink with me — and Talfourd, and the lady — never leave out a lady when it’s a question of a little refreshment — I’ll tell you what she’s just been telling me, not five minutes ago. It’ll surprise you. Good as confessed to committing murder; half expected her to murder me — give you my word it’s a fact. Come and have a little something and I’ll tell you all about it — between ourselves, you know.”

The doctor exchanged glances with Mr. Talfourd and with Margaret.

“It seems to me, Mr. Lamb, that you’ve had more than a little something already.”

“You’re wrong, old chap — quite wrong; do assure you. It’s ether — beastly ether.”

“Ether?”

“Ever heard of the stuff before? I never did. Seems she lives on it; takes it in quarts. She crammed some of it down my throat — fairly took me by the throat and crammed it down. I’m like a child in her hands — give you my word. She’s a devil of a woman. Never tasted anything like it before; seems to have sent me stark staring mad. Don’t know whether I’m standing on my head or heels. Let’s go and have some Christian liquor, and I’ll tell you all about it.”

Again the doctor exchanged glances with his companions.

“If you’ll allow me to offer you a seat in my cab I’ll take you to a friend who’ll be able to give you some of the finest whisky in England, and there, at your leisure, you can tell us all about it.”

“My dear old chap, when they called you cranky I always said that there was more in you than they might think, and I stand to it to the present moment. I say — —”

The doctor did not wait to hear what he said; he bundled him into a four-wheeled cab after Margaret and Harry. When the cab had started Margaret asked — 

“Where are you taking us?”

“I am taking you to my friend, Andrew McTavish, who has a commodious residence in Mecklenburg Square — just handy. There, over a glass of whisky, Mr. Lamb will be able to tell us just what his wife told him. He’ll find us interested listeners.”

There was a dryness in the doctor’s tone which was lost upon the gentleman at his side, who occupied the short distance they had to traverse by protestations of the regard he had always felt for the old acquaintance whom fortune, or destiny, had again thrown across his path.

That night Mr. Brown was his partner’s guest at dinner. Both gentlemen were still smarting from the outrage to which Mrs. Gregory Lamb had subjected them that afternoon. Dinner was finished; they were in the library, planning schemes of vengeance, when the servant announced that Dr. Twelves was outside, and was desirous of seeing Mr. McTavish. Before the servant was able to explain that the visitor was not alone, the doctor himself marched in with his retinue. The partners rose from their chairs in surprise.

“McTavish — Brown — I have the honour to introduce you to Miss Margaret Wallace, a young lady of whom you have heard a good deal, and whom I am sure you’ll be delighted to know. This is Mr. Harry Talfourd, of whom you may have also heard something. And this, gentlemen — this is Mr. Gregory Lamb, the husband of the lady of whom, I fancy, you have perhaps heard rather too much.”

If the look upon the partners’ faces meant anything, there could be no doubt upon the latter point. Both Mr. McTavish and Mr. Brown stared at Mr. Lamb as if he were not only the strangest, but also the most unwelcome, object they had ever beheld. Then Mr. McTavish turned to the doctor, with a gasp.

“I’d have you to know, Dr. Twelves, that you’re taking a great liberty. You’re presuming on our friendship in venturing to bring this individual to my house, and at this time of night. Brown, I’ll trouble you to ring the bell. Mr. Lamb shall be shown to the door, before we have him behaving as his wife did this afternoon.”

Mr. McTavish had become rubicund with agitation; the doctor remained placid.

“In less than five minutes, Andrew, you’ll be acknowledging that I’ve done you a very considerable service in bringing Mr. Lamb to this house, and you’ll be begging my pardon for the remarks which you have just made.”

Mr. Brown, obedient to his partner’s request, had rung the bell. A servant appeared. Him Dr. Twelves addressed before Mr. McTavish had a chance of speaking.

“You’ll have the goodness to bring a decanter of whisky, and the other necessaries, at once.”

When the man looked at his master for an endorsement of this order the doctor explained.

“Andrew, Mr. Lamb has a communication to make which I think you will find of interest; he proposes to make it while enjoying a glass of prime whisky.”

“I cannot imagine what Mr. Lamb has to say which can be of interest to me, but, since you wish it — John, bring the whisky.”

A decanter being placed upon a table, the doctor prepared a potent mixture which he handed to Mr. Lamb.

“I think, Mr. Lamb, I understood you to say that Mrs. Lamb was married to you before she met Cuthbert Grahame?”

“Of course she was — ever so long. She was never his wife; that was only her bluff. This is something like whisky. Gentlemen, your very good health, and the lady’s — never overlook a lady.”

“You perceive, Andrew, that Mrs. Lamb was already Mrs. Lamb when she encountered your late client, Mr. Cuthbert Grahame, and, therefore, any document in which she is described as his wife is, I believe, on the face of it, null and void.”

Mr. McTavish made as if about to speak, but a movement of the doctor’s left eyelid seemed to act as a check. The doctor turned to Mr. Lamb, grimly affable.

“You like this whisky, Mr. Lamb?” Judging from the fact that that gentleman had already emptied his tumbler it seemed as if he did. “Allow me to fill your glass.” The speaker suited the action to the word; he did very nearly fill the glass with neat spirit. “From what you said I should imagine that you have recently had rather a singular scene with your wife, Mr. Lamb. You were about to tell us what occurred. Was it anything very remarkable?”

“I should think it was remarkable. Your very good health, gentlemen. After the stuff she forced down my throat this is something like whisky; ether she forced down my throat — rank poison. Why, do you know she sees things — actually sees things — give you my word — makes your blood cold to hear her talking. She made out we were in a bedroom — Cuthbert Grahame’s bedroom she called it; it was only the boudoir. She talked about the things which were in it just as if they were in it, when of course they were nothing of the kind — just the ordinary furniture! ‘You see that bed?’ she said. Of course I didn’t; there wasn’t a bed to see; not even the ghost of a bed. ‘That’s Cuthbert Grahame lying in it. You see how he’s propped up by pillows?’ The idea of such a thing in a boudoir! ‘Now I’m going to pull away those pillows from under his head.’ She actually pretended to be pulling at pillows, or something — positive fact! ‘Now,’ she said, ‘you see how his head’s fallen? You hear what a noise he makes in trying to breathe? He’s choking. I’ve only got to leave him like that for a time and he’ll be dead. He almost choked to death when a pillow slipped the other day, so I know.’ Quite serious she was all the time — frightfully serious; made me all over creeps to hear her — give you my word.”

“Do we understand you to tell us that she said, ‘Now I’m going to pull away those pillows from under his head,’ and that then, in pantomime, she went through the action of pulling them?”

“Certainly; that’s just what she did do — just exactly. Then she pretended to drop them on to the floor, and talked about the noise he made in trying to breathe. Awful! — really awful!”

“Was that all she said? or did?”

“I should think not; there were all sorts of things; she kept on for a devil of a time. But I can’t remember just what they were just now — strange how you do forget things. Oh yes! there was one thing — I remember one thing! — most extraordinary thing. She said, ‘You see that fireplace’. Of course there wasn’t a fireplace; she was standing right back in front of a window. Absurd! But she saw it — stake my life she saw it — you could tell. ‘There’s something about that fireplace which I ought to see, but I can’t think what it is; something which I ought to understand, but I can’t. If I only could!’ You never heard anything like the way she said it; you never heard anything more impressive on the stage — positive fact! ‘You see those two wooden posts,’ she went on. Of course I saw nothing of the kind, because, as I’ve told you, there was nothing to see — I don’t see things. ‘Those two pillar things, I mean, which have been carved out of the woodwork of the mantelpiece, one on either side, just near the bottom. Do you know, Gregory, I believe that there’s something about those two posts which I ought to see, which I ought to understand! But I can’t! I can’t!’ Give you my word that she began to cry; twisted her hands together and went on like anything — actually. Seemed so silly! ‘I believe,’ she cried,’ that if I could only see, if I could only understand, I should know where Cuthbert Grahame’s money is, that I should find the quarter of a million which is lost.’”

As Mr. Lamb gave a dramatic imitation of his wife’s manner, which, considering all the circumstances, was not so bad, Margaret, who hitherto had remained in the background, came to the front with a question.

“Are you sure she said that there was something about those two posts which — if she saw, if she understood it — would make known to her where Cuthbert Grahame’s money was?”

Mr. Lamb had something of an aggrieved air as he replied.

“Am I sure? Of course I’m sure; I shouldn’t say she said it if I wasn’t sure. My statements are absolutely to be relied upon, Miss Whoever-you-are.”

The doctor glanced from Mr. Lamb to Margaret.

“What’s he mean, or what’s she mean about two wooden posts? It’s all double Dutch to me; I don’t understand in the least. Is it any plainer to you?”

“I think that it is all quite plain to me; that I can understand what she doesn’t; that I can see what she can’t.” Her voice sank. Although she spoke gently her tones, to adopt Mr. Lamb’s word, were most “impressive”. “I believe that, unwittingly, she has delivered herself into my hands; that the duel which she and I are fighting has advanced another stage; that soon we shall be exchanging shots; and that then there will be but one of us two left to tell how it all fell out.”


CHAPTER XXIX. MARGARET PAYS A CALL

The next morning, between eleven o’clock and noon, Margaret went out visiting. She had paid much attention to her costume, more than she was wont to do. Her mind travelled back to the day on which she had been repulsed from Cuthbert Grahame’s door; she endeavoured to recall what on that occasion she had worn. Women have a mnemonic system of their own; with them clothes and events are inseparably associated. They recall one by a reference to the other. Miss Wallace had no difficulty in recollecting precisely what garments she had worn; she had even a fair perception of how she had looked in them. She made it her immediate purpose to look again as much as possible as she had looked then. Almost providentially, as it seemed, the dress itself was still in existence, hidden away at the bottom of a box. She had never worn it since. First, because, although cheap enough, it was fashioned of very delicate material, and the hot water which had been poured upon her had blotched it here and there with stains which she had found it impossible to attempt to conceal. Then it was connected with an episode which, whenever she saw it, would instantly recur. The recurrence afforded her no pleasure. As, after excavating it, she surveyed its many creases, she meditated.

“It almost looks as if, from the first, I had preserved it with a particular end in view, with the intention of producing it, when the mathematical moment arrived, as what the French call a pièce de conviction. It’s ages behind the fashion, but that will only serve to impress its significance more forcibly on her.”

She contrived something in the way of head-gear which was reminiscent of the hat she had worn that day. Her nimble fingers reproduced the various trifles which in a woman’s attire are of such capital importance; she even dressed her hair in a fashion which was obsolete. When, fully costumed, she surveyed herself in a looking-glass, it seemed to her that the results were most surprising.

“Wonderful how the modes do change! It is not so many years ago, and I am sure that then I was up-to-date; but now I look as if I had come out of the ark; I might be in fancy-dress. I shall have to take a cab; I should never dare to walk through the streets like this; they’d take me for a guy. When Mrs. Gregory Lamb sees me, if she’s still in anything like the state of mind which that charming husband of hers described last night, it won’t be wonderful if she takes me for a ghost.”

She put in a portfolio certain drawings which she had risen at a very matutinal hour to make; the portfolio she placed beneath her arm, and, thus equipped, she sallied forth upon her errand. The street in which she had her lodging being of modest pretensions, was but little frequented by cabs. She had a five minutes’ walk before she found one. And during that short promenade she was the object of so much attention, especially from the females as she passed, that she was glad when, seated in a hansom, she was at least partially concealed by the friendly apron.

She found the door of Mrs. Lamb’s residence in Connaught Square wide open. On the steps stood a shabbily dressed man, with his hands in his trouser pockets, an ancient bowler pressed tightly down upon his head, and a clay pipe between his lips. When Margaret addressed him he moved neither his hat, nor himself, nor his pipe.

“Is Mrs. Lamb in?”

“From what the governor told me I shouldn’t be surprised but what she’s gone back to bed.”

Margaret considered the man’s words. His manner was not exactly rude, it was peculiar.

“Which is her bedroom?”

“That’s more than I can tell you. I ain’t been upstairs myself. I’ve got a bad leg, and ain’t too fond of going up and down stairs, especially when there ain’t no need of it. But you’ll find it somewhere that way, I expect.”

“May I ask who you are?”

“Me?” Taking his pipe out, the man drew the back of his hand across his lips. “I’m representing the landlord; that’s what I am.”

“Representing the landlord? Do you mean that you’re a bailiff?”

“A bailiff — that’s it! I’m in possession; three quarters’ rent — nearly four. My governor was only just in time. Seems there’s a bill of sale on the furniture. They came up with their vans as my governor was going over the place; wanted to clear everything out, they did. Of course my governor soon put a stopper on that. There was a bit of a talk. I shouldn’t be surprised if they was to pay my governor out. It’s a queer business from what I hear.”

“Please let me pass, I want to see Mrs. Lamb.”

The man drew well back into the house.

“Certainly; any lady can see Mrs. Lamb for what I care. I expect you’ll find her somewhere about upstairs.”

As she ascended the staircase Miss Wallace indulged in inward comments.

“The house looked very different the night before last; nobody would have guessed then that the shadow of ruin was already hovering over it. She must be a curious person to give a party to all that crowd of people when she knew that at any hour the brokers might be in for rent. And to talk of financing Harry’s play! and paying him three hundred a year for doing nothing! But then she is a curious person. The house looks as if nothing had been touched in it since Mrs. Lamb’s reception came to a premature conclusion — it smells like it too. What have we here? What a state of things!”

She glanced into the drawing-rooms, which remained in a state of amazing confusion. Mounting to the floor above she found herself confronted by two closed doors.

“I wonder if one of these is her bedroom. I’ll try this.”

She turned the handle of the door which was directly in front of her, softly, and walked right in. It was the lady’s bedroom, and the lady was in bed. Margaret had entered so quietly that apparently not the slightest sound had informed the mistress of the house that any one was there. The girl stood still.

“Pah! what an atmosphere! I’d sooner have every pane of glass broken than breathe air like this. I shouldn’t think the windows have been open for days.” She glanced at the bed. “Is she asleep? — at this hour? — with the broker’s man downstairs?”

Laying her portfolio on a small table, she moved closer to the bed. Its occupant continued motionless. The girl, leaning forward, touched her, lightly, on the shoulder. Still no sign of life. The girl exchanged the light touch for a sudden, vigorous grip, giving the shoulder a wrench which must have roused the soundest sleeper. The woman started up in bed.

“Luker! is that you?” she cried.

When freshly roused from slumber, she saw who it was; her first impression seemed to be that she was still the victim of some haunting dream. Speechless, she stared at the girl, drawing farther and farther back the longer she stared. Her whole frame — her pose, her limbs, the muscles of her face — seemed to become rigid, set, as if she were afflicted by some new and awful form of tetanus. She appeared to be incapable of twitching a lip or of moving an eyelid. Even when Margaret spoke she persisted in her fixed and dreadful glare, as if she were some unpleasant statue.

“I am Margaret Wallace — as you are aware. I am she whom you drove from Cuthbert Grahame’s door, pretending you were Nannie Foreshaw. These are the clothes I was wearing when you drove me away with lies and with hot water. See — here are the stains of that hot water still. Your sin has found you out; judgment is pronounced; your punishment has already begun. Between you and me it is a duel to the death. It is your choice, not mine, but since you have forced it on me, I will fight you to the end, and I shall win. I know all about you — who you are, what you’ve done. I know that you were already a wife when you pretended to marry Cuthbert Grahame; that you committed bigamy. I know that you got that will from him by means of a trick. I know that so soon as you had got it you murdered him. You snatched the pillows from under his head — see! like that!” She caught up the two pillows which lay upon the bolster and dropped them on the floor. “Can’t you hear the noise he makes in trying to breathe? He’s choking. You’ve only to leave him like that for a little while, and he’ll be dead. And you left him! I know — I know.”

The woman listened to the hot, eager words which streamed from the girl’s lips as if the speaker were some supernatural visitor, and the accusations were being hurled at her from on high; and still she never moved a muscle, she even seemed to cease to breathe.

“You see! — we are in Cuthbert Grahame’s bedroom, you and I. I know it as well as you do — better — and you know it very well. You’ll never forget it — never! — to the last moment of your life. There is the mantelpiece; it is made of wood — carved wood. It is old; old as the house itself; beautifully carved. You see there are two wooden pillars, one on either side, carved so that they stand out. You are quite right in supposing that there is something about them which you ought to see, to understand. I have come to tell you — to show you — what it is.”

Taking from her portfolio two drawings she held first one and then the other in front of the motionless woman.

“I have made a drawing of the mantelpiece, just as you see it, and as I see it, and as it is. Is it not like it? Here are the two side-posts; but here” — exchanging one drawing for the other— “is only one of them. That is a picture of the pillar which is on the left-hand side of the mantelpiece as you stand in front of it — you will remember, on the left-hand side. I have written down an exact description of it in case you should forget, because there is only one thing which you will never forget, and that is on the bed. Look closely at the drawing; it represents the pillar exactly. This long, slender part, which runs from here to here, is called the shaft. You hold it with both hands, or, as you are very strong, you will perhaps be able to manage with one, and you turn it right round in its socket — completely round. It will probably be a little stiff, as it has not been touched for so long; but you’ll find that you’ll be able to make it move. This narrow piece at the top is called the neck. After you have turned the column you pull it to the left. It slides in two grooves. It may be a little stiff, like the column, but if you push, or pull, hard enough, and long enough, it will yield. This still narrower piece near the foot of the column, just above the plinth — the plinth in the bottom of a column is called the torus, or the tore (torus is a Latin word which architects use, and it just means swelling) — when you have turned the pillar, and slipped the neck, you get as firm a grip on the top of the torus as you can, give a smart jerk, and it will fall over on a hinge. Have you ever read The Arabian Nights? You don’t look as if you had read anything. If you haven’t, you never will; you’ll never have a chance. But I suppose you’ve heard of Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves; the cave in which they kept their treasure; the password, ‘Open Sesame,’ which caused the cave to open. All these manœuvres of which I have been telling you — turning the shaft, sliding the neck, pulling forward the torus — are the ‘Open Sesame’ which will lead you to the place where the treasure is — greater treasure than was in the cave of the forty thieves. These performances which you will have gone through will have unlocked, unbolted and unbarred. All that remains is that you slide that whole side of the mantelpiece to the left. You’ll have no difficulty. Behind you’ll discover a cupboard, deep though narrow, going far back into the wall, with shelves laden with treasures. On those shelves is the quarter of a million of money — I daresay more — which once was Cuthbert Grahame’s, waiting for some one to carry it away! Here are the two drawings which are the key to the riddle. I present them to you freely. They were made specially for you. Although the broker’s man is in for rent, and the bill of sale men clamour at the door, and you are penniless, and ruin stares you in the face — ruin utter and complete — though your need of it’s so great, you’ll not get that money which is hidden in the mantelpiece — you’ll not dare! you’ll not dare! Because the bed still stands in the room — you can see it now! — the bed on which you murdered Cuthbert Grahame; and Cuthbert Grahame still lies on it — you can see him too! — waiting and watching for you to return to where you threw the pillows on the floor — waiting and watching for you. You’ll not dare go back into that room again, because in it the dead hand is waiting to grip you by the throat. And after to-morrow it will be too late — Cuthbert Grahame’s money will be there no longer. Here are the drawings. I will leave them with you, as I said. You will be able to study them at your leisure, conscious of who is looking over your shoulder.”

Margaret laid the drawings on the coverlet. With her portfolio again beneath her arm she quitted the room, as noiselessly as she had entered. All the time Mrs. Gregory Lamb had not moved or spoken a word.


CHAPTER XXX. MRS. LAMB IN SEARCH OF ADVICE

On the evening of that same day, at the door of Mr. Isaac Luker’s little house in that cul-de-sac near Stamford Street, some one knocked, in a rather unusual manner, as if after a prescribed fashion, then whistled half-a-dozen sharp, shrill notes up the scale. This performance was repeated thrice before anything happened to show that it had attracted attention within. Then a window was opened above; the solicitor’s head came out.

“Who’s there?”

A feminine voice replied — 

“It’s me — Isabel. I want to speak to you. Don’t keep me waiting out here. Come down! let me in at once.”

There was a brief pause before the answer came, as if the man of law was endeavouring to see as much of his visitor as he could.

“Not much — I won’t have you in this house; don’t you think it; I’m not a fool. If you won’t go without a fuss I’ll soon get those who’ll shift you.”

“You are a fool. I don’t want money from you, or anything of that kind. I want to tell you something — that’s all.”

“Then tell it me from where you are; I’m listening.”

Mrs. Lamb’s voice dropped, so that her words were only just audible to the man above.

“Cuthbert Grahame’s money’s found.”

Another pause, possibly of doubt.

“Is that a lie?”

“I’ll swear it isn’t; it’s as true as I stand here.”

“Where is it?”

“It’s in his house”

“His house? What house? I didn’t know he’d got a house.”

“His house at Pitmuir — where I met him — where he died.”

“How do you know it’s there?”

“I’ll tell you all about it if you’ll let me in.”

“You’ll tell me before I let you in.”

“Margaret Wallace — that girl — you know — she came this morning and told me it was there.”

“I don’t believe it. Why should she, of all people, come and tell you a thing like that? Tell that for a tale.”

“She did; I swear she did. The money’s there — I know just where — a quarter of a million at least.”

“A quarter of a million?”

“At least! If I was there I’d have it in my hands inside two minutes. I’m as sure of it as I am that I’m alive. Don’t be silly; let me in, and let’s talk where we can be alone. I’m on the square — I swear it. I don’t want anything from you; I just want your advice — that’s all.”

There was another pause.

“Mrs. Lamb, I’ve got a telephone installed in these premises. I’m going to telephone to a friend that you’re here; I’m going to ask him to step round in a few minutes. If, when he comes, you’ve been making trouble, there’ll be trouble for you — you’ll be the sorriest woman that ever lived. I give you my word; when I give you my word on a point like that you know it goes. You wait there until I’m ready.”

The head was withdrawn; the window closed; the lady waited, impatiently enough. Her patience was sufficiently tried. It seemed to her that she waited an hour; she certainly did wait twenty minutes. More than once she was on the point of sounding a loud rat-a-tat on the knocker by way of a little reminder. It was only with an effort she restrained herself, being conscious that possibly Mr. Luker’s decision still hung in the balance, and that it needed but little to turn the balance against her. She had just arrived at a final conclusion that he had played her false, or, at any rate, intended to ignore her existence, when the door was opened, on the chain.

“I’ve telephoned to my friend; he’s coming; so, if you’re in an argumentative frame of mind, you’d better take my strong advice and stay outside. No argument will be allowed in here.”

It seemed to Mrs. Lamb that the wary Mr. Luker was carrying his wariness almost a trifle too far. She was unable to altogether conceal that this was her feeling.

“Bless the man! I don’t want to argue! I just want to explain exactly how the matter stands. When you’ve opened that door you’ll find that I mean just what I say, neither more nor less.”

“My friend, when he arrives, will see that you don’t mean more; you can take my word for that. Come inside!”

Mr. Luker removed the chain; the lady entered; he led the way to a room on the ground floor at the back. It was much better furnished than the exterior of the house, and its occupant’s appearance, might have led one to expect. A telephone, on its bracket against the wall, was one of the most prominent objects the room contained. Mr. Luker called her attention to its presence.

“You see? I’m not so much alone here as you might think; I’m in constant communication with my friend; and as he’ll be here very shortly, perhaps you’ll say what you have to say as quickly as you can.”

“It’d have been said already, if you hadn’t kept me cooling my heels outside while you were playing the fool in here with your telephone.”

As clearly and succinctly as possible — she could keep to the point when she liked — Mrs. Lamb told her tale, exhibiting Margaret’s drawings, partly by way of corroboration and partly to elucidate certain points which needed explanation.

“And you believe it?”

“Believe that the money’s inside that mantelpiece? I’m as certain of it as I am that I see you.”

“What makes you so sure?”

“His will was hidden in one corner of the room. All along I’ve felt sure that there were more hiding-places in it than one. I shouldn’t be surprised if there were half a dozen. It’s just the kind of room, and he’s just the kind of man. As for the mantelpiece, I’ve been bothered all along by a feeling that there was something about it which I ought to understand, and didn’t. Now I know what it is. Cuthbert Grahame’s money’s there as certainly as you are here. I tell you he was just the sort of curiosity — he wasn’t a man when I knew him! — who might be expected to play a trick like that.”

“But why should the girl come and tell you the tale when it was to her advantage to keep it dark — especially from you?”

“That’s more than I can say. I know she’s a white-faced little devil, and that I hate her. I lay she didn’t do it out of any love for me.”

“That, I think, we may take for granted — which makes the puzzle more. It looks to me as if she expects you to walk headlong into a trap which she has carefully baited.”

“Curse her traps! What do I care for her traps? She can’t set one which will catch me. The money’s there, and the money’s mine — and I’ll get it.”

“Then get it. It will be useful to you just now, even if there’s less than a quarter of a million.”

“Useful! — my God! — useful!” Stretching out her arms on either side, she drew a long breath. “But, Luker — that’s the mischief! — it’s in his room; the one in which he died.”

“Well; you’ve told me that already — what of it?”

“What of it? Why!” — she laughed; there was something in the sound of her laughter which caused him to bunch himself together, as if touched by a sudden chill— “I daren’t go in it.”

“You daren’t go in it? What do you mean? The house is your own, isn’t it? What’s there to be afraid of? Who’s to keep you out?”

“That’s it! — I don’t know! I don’t know! Luker, there’s something come over me lately; I didn’t used to be troubled with nerves.”

“You didn’t.”

“I never was afraid of anything — or any one.”

“You weren’t; you’ve always had the devil’s own courage since you were a girl.”

“There’s been nothing I daren’t do.”

“It would have been better for you, perhaps, if there had been something; there’s such a thing as daring to do too much.”

“You think so? Perhaps that’s it; perhaps I have dared to do too much.”

“As to that you know better than I do; I’m not your father confessor, nor wish to be. The Lord forbid!”

“I don’t know how it is, but, lately, I’ve gone all to pieces. I’m afraid of all sorts of things. When that girl came this morning I was afraid of her; she frightened me out of my senses. I thought she was a ghost; I couldn’t have moved or spoken to save my life; I listened to her like a stuck pig. Luker, things have upset me more than I thought anything could have done. I’m — I’m all a bundle of nerves.”

“It’s that stuff you’ve been drinking.”

“Stuff? What stuff?”

“When I was at your place yesterday I saw a decanter lying on the table; some of the contents had been spilled. I dipped my finger into the stuff and tasted it. It was ether. When women of your temperament take to drinking ether, that’s an end of them.”

“But I’ve got to drink it! — I’ve got to! I never touch it unless I’m forced! Luker, if I didn’t, sometimes, I should go stark, staring mad.”

“Then you’ll go stark, staring mad. Ether’s a royal road to madness for such as you. Better stick to gin.”

“Gin! — gin’s no good; a barrelful would be no good when I’m like that.”

“I see — that’s the point you’ve got to.” He was eyeing her intently. “Is there any particular reason why you should be afraid of going into the room where that man died?”

She became instantly conscious of the keenness of his scrutiny, perceiving that in it there was a new quality. Her manner changed.

“Any particular reason? No; there’s only the general reason that I’m all mops and brooms; that I start at shadows. Besides, I’m going into it, and you’re going with me.”

“Am I? That’s news.”

“Luker, if you’ll come with me to Pitmuir, and stick to me while I find Cuthbert Grahame’s money, I’ll give you five hundred pounds.”

“Hard cash? — before we start?”

“I can’t do that; you know I can’t do that. But, Luker, I’ll give you a thousand when I’ve found the money. I’ll set down my promise in writing; give you any sort of undertaking you like.”

“Yes; but suppose you don’t find the money; suppose what that girl told you is nothing but a cock-and-bull story? I tell you plainly that I can’t make head or tail of the whole business. I’ve no faith in the girl, or her story, or her motives. And I’m pretty sure that she has no intention, under any circumstances or on any conditions, of presenting you with Cuthbert Grahame’s fortune, or of putting you in the way of getting it for yourself either.”

“But I know it’s there. I can’t explain to you how I know it — I don’t understand myself — but I do. And though it seems queer, at the back of my head I’ve known it all the time. Luker, as sure as you are living, that money’s there.”

“Then, in that case, instead of going yourself, why not instruct some one on the spot to examine the premises on your behalf; to pull down this famous mantelpiece, or the whole house if necessary, and report the results to you?”

“Who shall I instruct? Before they move they’ll perhaps want money — I expect my position is pretty generally known — and where am I to find it? In any case, they’ll take their own time, and time is precious. Besides, there are enough fingers meddling in my affairs already. And who am I to trust? I don’t want any one except myself to know how much I find. To speak of nothing else, shouldn’t I have to pay succession duty if it were known?”

“I suppose you would. Isabel, you’re a curious person; a little too fond, perhaps, of doing things for yourself; yet, in delicate matters — in very delicate matters — it’s a fault on the right side. How do you know you can trust me?”

“You and I have seen too much of each other for me not to know when, and where, and how far I can trust you. I’m not afraid.”

“You’re right; you needn’t be. I don’t think I am likely to round on you. But, on the other hand, frankly, I’m afraid of you.”

“Nor need you be afraid of me. It’s only when I’m upset that — that I’m trying — that’s all.”

“Even if it is all, it’s a pretty big all.”

“About the thousand pounds. As I said, I’ll give you any sort of bond you like, undertaking, if you stick to me, to pay you the moment I get the money in my hands. Anyhow you know that you’ll be safe. It’s not bad pay for what I’m asking you to do.”

“I don’t say it is. When do you propose to start?”

“To-morrow morning, by the ten o’clock train from King’s Cross. I planned it all out before I came.”

“That’s quick work.”

“It’ll have to be quick work. If I don’t have money, and plenty of it, within forty-eight hours, I’m undone.”

“I understand. By the way, I presume that you’re prepared to pay all out-of-pocket expenses, for both parties, as we go on. For instance, I shall require you to hand me a return ticket to wherever we are going before I set foot inside the train. I’m a poor man, although you sometimes amuse yourself by pretending to think otherwise, and I, at any rate, can afford to take no risks.”

“You shall have your ticket, and I’ll pay everything. I’ve the money to do it — but it’s about as much as I have got.”

“Ah, but by to-morrow, about this time, you’ll be more than a millionaire. I’ve always understood that that wonderful quarter of a million of Mr. Grahame’s produced, on an average, more than twenty per cent.; so that if you had a million, averaging a modest three per cent. — and some millionaires would be glad to get as much — your income would be less. Then there are the arrears, which have been accruing! Think of the arrears, Mrs. Lamb — on a quarter of a million, at twenty per cent.! Now if you will sit down here, and will give me, on this sheet of paper, that little undertaking you mentioned, I think that, on my part, I can undertake to accompany you on your little trip to the north.”


CHAPTER XXXI. MRS. LAMB RETURNS TO PITMUIR

When Mr. Isaac Luker and his client, Mrs. Gregory Lamb, arrived at the small roadside station, in the county of Forfar, towards which they had been journeying throughout the day, they were neither of them in the best of tempers. It had been a long day’s journey. There had been some misunderstanding about the connection of the trains at Dundee. They had missed the one by which they had meant to travel; there had been a dreary wait for the next. When at last they started on the last stage of their journey the engine went dawdling along the branch line in a style which both, in their then frame of mind, found equally trying. They would hardly, at any time, have been called a sympathetic couple. Neither, for instance, would have selected the other as an only companion on a desert island. By the time the train paused for, so far as they were concerned, its final stoppage, either would have been almost willing to fly to a desert island to escape the other’s society.

It was between nine and ten at night — a misty night. The damp seemed to be rising out of the ground, and to be covering the country with a corpse-like pallor. There was a faint movement in the air, which it did not need a very imaginative mind to compare to a whisper of death. They were the only passengers who alighted at the station, which seemed to consist of but a narrow strip of bare earth, about the centre of which was constructed what looked like a ramshackle shed. Illumination was given by two or three oil lamps, and by a lantern which the only visible official carried in his hand. To this personage Mrs. Lamb addressed herself.

“Is any one waiting for me?”

The official proved to be a Scotsman of a peculiarly Scotch type; his manners and his temper were both his own. No attempt is made to reproduce the dialect in which he spoke.

“And who might you happen to be?”

“I’m Mrs. Gregory Lamb.”

“Never heard the name. Pass out! Tickets!”

Mr. Luker nudged the lady’s arm.

“I thought you telegraphed under the name of Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame?”

She made a somewhat ill-considered attempt to correct the error she had made.

“I mean that I’m Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame.”

“Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame? You said just now that you were Mrs. Gregory Lamb.”

“I spoke without thinking. I telegraphed some instructions to the station-master in the name of Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame.”

“In the name of Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame? A body can’t have two names.”

“I ordered a close carriage to meet Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame by the train before this, then, when I found I’d missed it, I sent a wire from Dundee to order the carriage to wait for the next.”

“There’s no carriage within miles.”

“No carriage? Then what is there?”

“There’s what they call a fly.”

“And is the fly here?”

“Sam Harris wouldn’t let it come.”

“Who’s Sam Harris?”

“He’s the man that owns it.”

“And pray why wouldn’t Mr. Harris let it come?”

“You’d better be asking him instead of me. He lives about two miles from here — perhaps a trifle over.”

“Two miles! Then is there nothing here to meet us?”

“There’s a cart.”

“A cart! — an open cart! — in this weather! What kind of cart?”

“He was outside the gate when I saw him last, but maybe by now he’s grown tired of waiting, and he’s gone. If you go outside you’ll be able to see for yourself what kind of cart it is better than I can tell you. Any way, you can’t stop here; I’m off home. Tickets! — and if you haven’t your tickets you’ll have to pay your fare — that’s all.”

The two passengers surrendered their tickets. With such dignity as she could muster the lady strode towards the little wooden gate, Mr. Luker following limply behind. He made no attempt to feign a sense of dignity which he did not possess. To judge from his appearance and his attitude he had not only sunk into the lowest stage of depression, but he was willing that all the world should know it. A very woebegone figure he looked: so tall and so thin, with the pronounced stoop; in the old familiar garments which he had worn for so many years in town, a costume which seemed singularly out of place on that spot just then; the frayed, shabby frock-coat, tightly buttoned up the front, the collar of which he now wore turned up about his chin; the trousers which were at once too baggy and too short; the ancient top-hat, which had seen so many better days.

Outside the gate was what, in the semi-darkness, looked uncommonly like an ordinary farmer’s cart, and not too comfortable, or cleanly, an example of its class. Mrs. Lamb stared at it in disgust.

“Have you brought that thing for me?”

As regards manners the driver seemed to be a near relation of the railway official’s, if anything his were more pronounced.

“I don’t know who you are. How am I to know?”

“I’m Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame of Pitmuir.”

“Oh; that’s what you call yourself — ah!”

“You appear to be an impudent fellow.”

“And you appear to be a free-spoken woman.”

“How dare you talk to me like that? I ask you again, have you brought this thing for me?”

“I’ve brought this thing, as you call it, which is as decent a cart as ever you saw, and more decent maybe than you deserve to sit in, to carry the person as calls herself Mrs. Cuthbert Grahame to Pitmuir, and I’m beginning to wish I hadn’t.”

“Why is there no fly here?”

“Because Sam Harris wouldn’t let his come.”

“Why not? I ordered it.”

“You ordered it! Mr. Harris said that he wasn’t going to have the likes of you sitting in a fly of his — that’s why. So he sent this cart instead. If this cart isn’t good enough, I’ll take it back at once. I’ll take it back anyhow if there’s much more talking.”

The lady and her solicitor exchanged glances. While they were apparently seeking for words the driver volunteered another remark, in keeping with those which had gone before.

“There’s another thing. I’m to be paid before I started; Mr. Harris said I was.”

“You’ll be paid when you reach Pitmuir.”

“Shall I? Then I’ll say good-night.”

The man gathered up his reins as if about to depart.

“Stop! What are you doing? You appear to be a pleasant character.”

“From all accounts, ma’am, that’s more than can be said of you.”

Under other circumstances the fellow might perhaps have regretted his temerity. Mrs. Lamb was not a lady to quietly endure impertinence from any one. As matters stood she was at his mercy, a fact of which he was evidently aware. She had to choke back her resentment as best she could.

“How much do you mean to charge?”

“There’s twelve shillings for driving you; there’s three for waiting; there’s five for myself — that’s a sovereign.”

“A sovereign! — monstrous!”

“Very well; there’s no call for you to pay it. I tell you again, I’ll say good-night.”

Mr. Luker interposed.

“How far is it?”

“Better than five miles.”

“And how long will it take, in this delectable vehicle of yours, to get us there?”

“An hour or thereabouts. The road’s none so good, and it’s not easy going on a night like this. It’s thicker over yonder.”

“And for an hour, or thereabouts, I’m to be jolted, over a bad road, through this death-like mist. Thank you; the prospect is not inviting. I think we had better go over in the morning. Where, in the neighbourhood, can we get a night’s lodging?”

“Nowhere.”

“Nowhere? Are you sure?”

“If you think you know better than me you’d better go and look for yourself. I tell you there’s not a house round here where they’d have you under the roof — nor her either. I wouldn’t, nor yet Mr. Harris, nor any one else.”

“This is delightful — thoroughly delightful.”

Anything less suggestive of delight than his tone could hardly be imagined. The lady spoke.

“I telegraphed to an old servant of mine, Martha Blair, to go up to the house and to take some one with her, or if she couldn’t go herself then to get two other girls to go, to light fires and to make things ready for my coming. Do you know who has gone?”

“No one’s gone; I do know that. You’d get no woman from round here to go up to Pitmuir at night, especially if it was known that you were coming.”

“Prospects grow more and more delightful.”

This was a groan from Mr. Luker. The lady, taking him by the coat sleeve, began to talk to him in an undertone. The driver promptly interrupted.

“If you two are going to talk things over between yourselves you can do it after I’m gone. I’m off; I’ve had enough of waiting, so I’ll wish you both good-night.”

The lady stopped him; she drew out her purse.

“Here’s a sovereign. Now drive us to Pitmuir, and be as quick as you can.”

The man examined the coin as well as he could in such a light; he even tested its quality with his teeth. Drawing a bag from some mysterious receptacle inside his waistcoat, he untied a piece of cord which tied it round the neck, placed the coin carefully within, feeling it to make sure that it was, retied the bag, and returned it to its place. These operations took some time; before they were concluded his two passengers were more tired of waiting than he was. Mrs. Lamb mounted to the seat beside the driver. Mr. Luker scrambled into the vehicle itself. There was nothing for him to do but to squat upon the floor, making himself as comfortable as he could by leaning his back against the side. Then the cart started.

The driver had been perfectly correct in stating that it was not a very good road. So far as could be judged in the mist and the darkness, when one had to rely entirely on the sense of feeling, it consisted for the most part of ruts and ditches. The springs upon which the body of the cart was hung were not very resilient, indeed they were rudimentary. Mrs. Lamb had all she could do to keep on the seat; the gentleman behind was shaken in such a style that he had traversed the whole interior of the vehicle before he had gone two miles. Considering all things, it was perhaps as well that the rate of progress was not more rapid, though the driver had a somewhat disconcerting knack when the road was excruciatingly bad of seeming to move faster than was absolutely necessary, and when it was comparatively smooth of going slower than he need. More than once Mrs. Lamb tried to engage him in conversation, putting questions to him on subjects on which she was particularly anxious to obtain information. She desired to know if Nannie Foreshaw was still in the flesh; how Dr. Twelves was getting on; if he yet practised, and so on. But the man either paid no heed at all, or, if he replied, his answers were of such an unsatisfactory nature, conveying such extremely unflattering allusions, that the lady was finally convinced that she had better remain, however unwillingly, in ignorance than attempt to obtain enlightenment from such an impossible quarter. She would have liked to have taken the fellow suddenly by the shoulders and flung him out of the cart. He would possibly have found her capable of doing it. More than once she was on the point of making the effort, only an overwhelming consciousness of the greatness of the issue which was at stake restrained her.

At last, after what seemed very much more than an hour’s drive, he brought the vehicle to a sudden stop.

“You’ll get out here,” he intimated to them curtly.

“Get out?” The lady peered about her through the mist and darkness. “This is not the house.”

“Yon’s Pitmuir.”

“Pitmuir? But I paid you to drive us to the house; I can see no signs of it.”

“You did not. I’d not drive you to the house for a pocketful of money.”

“What fresh trick are you going to try on now? And what tomfoolery are you talking?”

“It’s tomfoolery maybe, and maybe it isn’t. You said, carry you to Pitmuir, and I’ve carried you. Do you know they say that Cuthbert Grahame’s walking about among the trees, waiting in the avenue, looking for the woman who called herself his wife. Do you think I’ll take you to meet him? Not while I’ve my senses. If you are set on meeting him, you’ll not meet him in my company — that’s my last word. Yon’s Pitmuir. That’s the gate in front, not a dozen yards from where we are — that’s nearer than I care for. You’ll just both of you get out.”


CHAPTER XXXII. AT THE GATE

Verbal discussion was plainly useless; it was soon made sufficiently clear that nothing short of physical force would persuade that driver. Situated as they were it was not easy to see how they could resort to that method of convincing him of the error of his ways. Mrs. Lamb told him, with the lucidity of which under such circumstances she was past mistress, what she thought of him, and what treatment she would have accorded him if the conditions had only been a little different. In a tongue fight the man proved to be her match; he could pack at least as many disagreeable allusions into a sentence as she could. For ten minutes or a quarter of an hour they wrangled, then the driver delivered himself of an ultimatum.

“I’m not going to stay here all night listening to you. If you won’t get down I’ll drive you back. Now which is it to be? I’m off!”

“Off! Yes, you are off, as I’ll soon show you.”

She showed him there and then. Whirling round on her seat, she gave the driver a sudden push; over he went on to the road. Snatching the reins in one hand, the whip in the other, before he quite knew what had happened, she was urging the horse to pursue its onward career.

“Stop! stop!” he yelled. “I’m under the wheel! You’re driving over me!”

“Then if you don’t want me to drive over you, you’ll get from under the wheel; I’m going on.”

“Are you? I’ll teach you, you —— !”

The fellow’s language was full-blooded. Scrambling up as best he could, he made a vigorous attempt to board the vehicle and expel her from the seat she had usurped. She was not disposed to yield. Down came the whip upon his head and shoulders. There ensued a lively few moments.

“When you two have quite finished your little conversation perhaps you’ll let me know,” groaned Mr. Luker from the rear.

The “little conversation” came to a rapid, and, perhaps on the whole, not surprising termination. The quadruped between the shafts, an animal apparently of the cart-horse kind, was, also apparently, a creature of an extremely patient disposition. But even the most enduring patience has its limits; that horse reached the end of his. Mrs. Lamb and the driver were, between them, tugging at the reins in a fashion to which he was, no doubt, entirely unaccustomed, while the whip-lash, when it missed the driver, occasionally alighted on the animal’s flanks. Probably wholly at a loss to understand what was happening, not unreasonably the creature finally made up his mind that he had had enough of it, whatever it was. Suddenly the vehicle was set in motion; both parties persisting in sticking to the reins, and also, in a sense, to each other, the course steered was of the most erratic kind. Before the horse had gone very far there was a lurch which was more ominous than any which had gone before, and they had been pregnant with meaning; the cart was turned clean over; the three persons concerned were thrown out of it. Mr. Luker was the first to give expression to his feelings. Clinging to the side as the thing went over, he had alighted with comparative gentleness on the ground.

“I’m alive,” he announced. “I don’t know if any one else is.”

It seemed that the lady was in the same, so far as it went, satisfactory condition.

“There’s not much the matter with me. I’m a bit shaken, and my clothes are all anyhow; my hat’s torn right off my head — but that doesn’t matter.”

“Where’s the driver? Driver, where are you?” There was no answer. “That extremely civil gentleman seems disposed to be a little more silent than he was just now. Driver!”

“It’ll serve him right if he’s killed. Hollo, I’ve just stepped on him; he’s lying on the road. Driver!” Still no answer. “Stunned; lost his senses or something — not that he’d many senses to lose — cantankerous brute!”

“It’s to be hoped that he hasn’t lost them for ever, It’ll be awkward for us if he has — especially for you. Your popularity in this neighbourhood does not appear to be so great that you can afford to throw any of it away.”

“Confound my popularity! What do I care if I’m popular? If that brute is killed he brought it on himself; if I’d wrung his neck for him it’d have been no more than he deserved. I’ve got a lantern in my bag. I knew what sort of a hole, and what sort of beasts, I was coming to, and guessed that I’d better be prepared for the worst. If it isn’t smashed to splinters I’ll light it and have a look at him — you can see nothing in this darkness.”

The lantern was not broken. Presently its rays were illuminating the surrounding gloom. She turned them on to the recumbent figure, not showing too much sympathy as she did so.

“Now then — move yourself! Don’t pretend you’re dead — I know better.” Possibly by way of exhibiting her superior knowledge, she shook him by the shoulder. He groaned; she chose to interpret the sound as having a favourable significance. “He’s not dead; he’s all right. Broken a bone, or put his shoulder out, or something. He won’t hurt if we leave him here; we could do nothing for him if we wanted to. Let’s see what’s happened to the cart.”

It was not difficult to do that; the explanation of what had occurred was almost painfully simple. The horse, influenced by such eccentric guidance, had conducted the vehicle into a ditch. The jolt of the sudden descent had loosened one of the wheels; it lay in one direction, the cart in another. The question as to whether they were or were not to drive in it up to the house was finally settled. The horse, seemingly none the worse for his little experience, making no attempt to get up, reclined at his ease between the shafts, apparently under the not erroneous impression that he was as comfortable there as anywhere else. Mrs. Lamb recognised that, so far as any more riding was concerned, the fates were against her.

“We shall have to walk,” she observed. “It’s not so very far from here, along the avenue. Here’s the gate.”

She went to the gate, revealing its whereabouts by the light of her lantern. Mr. Luker moving towards her, spoke in lowered tones.

“Without wishing to alarm you unnecessarily, or endorsing your coachman’s remarks about Mr. Cuthbert Grahrame’s singular habits, I may tell you that my impression is that if he isn’t walking about among the trees, somebody is.”

“Luker, don’t talk like that! Don’t be a fool.”

“If I weren’t a fool I doubt if I should be here with you now; but, apart from that, I can only inform you that for some time I have had a suspicion that our movements were being observed by some one among the trees, who can see us better than we could see him, and who was taking a lively interest in all that was occurring.”

“Luker, how do you know? How could you tell?”

“By the sense of sound; I wasn’t so absorbed in fighting the driver. That some one, or something, has been moving among the trees, keeping pace with us as we went, I’ll swear, and I don’t think it was an animal.”

“Speak plainly; what do you mean?”

“I think it possible that you and I are the objects of a conspiracy — especially you. Every step you take you are walking farther and farther into the trap which Miss Margaret Wallace has set for you.”

“Don’t talk rubbish! Have you got that old bee in your bonnet again? I’m not afraid of Miss Margaret Wallace.”

“Aren’t you? Then that’s all right, because I fancy that her agents are about you on every side.”

“Her agents? What do you mean by her agents?”

“I imagine that Miss Margaret Wallace is more popular in this part of the world than you are. I can put two and two together. From what I’ve seen, and heard, since our arrival, I shouldn’t be surprised to learn that she has nobbled every creature in the neighbourhood. The station-master has received a hint from her — that explains the peculiarity of his manner; nothing else could. That poor wretch lying on the ground has been acting on her instructions. Don’t you make any mistake; I’m sure of it. I’m equally sure that other friends of hers are waiting for you in there.”

He pointed over the gate, along the avenue. His words, far from causing her alarm, seemed to act as a fillip.

“Friends of hers upon my property! — if they dare! Do you think that I’m afraid of what you call her friends? — of any number of them? — of the tricks they’ve set themselves to play? I’d like to see them; I’d like to meet them. This is my property — mine! — every stick and stone on it! Neither Margaret Wallace nor any one else has a right to set foot upon it without my sanction. If I do find any trespassers I promise you that it won’t be me who’ll come off worst. Are you coming? You understand, if you’re to earn that thousand pounds you’re to stick to me through thick and thin — to the end! If you show the white feather, the bond is cancelled.”

“Are you going to accept the invitation of the spider to the fly? You intend to walk into the trap?”

“Trap! Do you think that any trap was ever set that could catch me? I believe you’re talking the purest piffle; but if there is a trap, and I do walk into it, it’ll be to smash it all to pieces. Once more, are you coming?”

“Oh, I’m coming. I’ll do my best to earn the thousand, though I’m beginning to perceive that it wants more earning than I supposed. Lead on; where you lead I’ll not only follow, I’ll keep as close to your side as circumstances permit.”

She threw the gate wide open. It swung back on its rusty hinges with a harsh, creaking sound. Then they entered the avenue, the lantern swinging in her hand.


CHAPTER XXXIII. AT THE DOOR

Between the trees the darkness was as if you might have cut it. Where the lantern looked there were momentary revelations as they strode along. Its rays seemed to cut pieces out of the surrounding gloom. But the pieces were small. Its penetrating power was slight; where its penetration ceased the darkness was blacker than before. The silence which prevailed had its own peculiar property; it served to exaggerate the slightest disturbance. Their very footsteps were differentiated with an almost morbid clearness. The firm, resolute descent of the woman’s foot, the loose, indeterminate shuffle of the man’s; the sounds seemed to set themselves against each other and to ring through the trees. They gradually became conscious of the movements of unseen creatures among the grasses and the herbage, disturbed by their approach. Once she observed, as she swung the lantern to one side — 

“That’s a rabbit. There used to be thousands of them when I was here. I expect there are more now. I daresay the whole place is overrun with them.”

“It may be a rabbit, though, with due deference to your superior woodcraft, I doubt if there are many rabbits abroad at this hour of the night —— But that’s not!”

“What? Where?”

“Are there deer about the place as well?”

“Deer? I don’t think so. I don’t remember seeing any.”

“Then give me the lantern!”

Mrs. Lamb was holding the lantern out in front of her. Snatching it, he swung it slightly round. As he did so it went out.

“Luker!” she exclaimed. “How did you manage that? What a clumsy fool you are!”

There was a new intonation in his voice.

“Some one blew it out. Hollo, where are you coming to? Who the devil, sir, are you? Confound the man, where’s he gone?”

“Luker, what’s the matter?”

“Some one was walking behind us — didn’t you hear him? I not only heard but I felt him; he was as close as that. When I swung the lantern round I almost dashed it against his face. He blew it out. He tried to snatch it from me; I felt his fingers. Can you hear him?”

“Is that a footstep?”

“He stepped upon a twig. There’s more than one. I tell you they’re all round us. The lantern serves as a beacon; they can see us though we can’t see them.”

They were speaking in whispers.

“Is that another footstep?”

“Curse the fellow, I believe he’s still within three or four feet of us. I believe I heard him breathe. I’ve a revolver in my pocket; I’ve half a mind — —”

“I also have a revolver, and I’ve a whole mind. Look out! I’m going to fire!”

There was a flash; a report which seemed to wake the echoes of the forest for miles and miles; then a scream which rose high above the echoes, and seemed to hang quivering in, and rending, the silent air. The stillness which again ensued was rendered the more striking by its contrast with the previous turmoil.

“You’ve shot some one.”

“Not I! — that wasn’t a man. I shouldn’t be surprised if it was some kind of a bird. There are birds in these woods which make noises at night which go right through you. Where’s your friend?”

“I’ll strike a match and try to get a light again. You cover me while I’m doing it.”

The instant the match flickered into flame there was a crashing sound among the bushes as of a heavy object in headlong flight.

“There he is! He’s making off! I’ll have another pop at him!”

Again a revolver clamoured, but this time there was no answering sound, only stillness followed. Luker had succeeded in lighting the lantern. He held it well out. Together they peered into the cave of light which it hollowed out in front of them. It was broken by trees, by bushes, by bracken, but, so far as they could see, by nothing else. Luker spoke in a whisper.

“He’s gone. They’re too much for us, and too many. For all we can tell there’s some one behind each of those trees; they’re all of them big enough to shelter a man. This kind of thing’s a new experience to me — altogether out of my usual line. It’s a job for which I have no sort of stomach. What the game is I don’t know, but it’s one in which all the odds are against us — I do know that. I wish to the devil I’d stayed in town!”

“You didn’t; you’ve come down into the country with me, and in the country for the present you’ve got to stay. Give me that lantern, and don’t you snatch at it again. Whoever blows it out while I’ve got hold of it will be clever. Pretend to be a man, even if you aren’t one. As for that game about which you’re talking, if there is one on, I promise you that whoever scores in it, I shall.”

They continued their progress, the lady again holding the lantern, moving onwards with her long, regular strides, swinging it a little as she walked. Mr. Luker, shuffling alongside, seemed to be unwilling to drop behind, and to find it difficult to keep up with her. As he went he glanced continually from side to side, and over his shoulder at the darkness which followed them. There was no attempt on either side at conversation, they simply went straight on.

They had gone some distance without anything happening to occasion them further concern, when the lady came to a sudden stop.

“Here we are!” she exclaimed. “That’s the house in front of us.” She held out the lantern, so that its farthest rays just touched a building which loomed mysteriously in the blackness. There was a note of triumph in her voice as she went on. “Luker, you’re nearer to that thousand pounds than you perhaps think, and in a very few minutes I’ll be within reach of that quarter of a million. Then I’ll show them! — all the lot of them!”

Quite what she meant by that last vague threat she only knew. Before she had a chance to offer an explanation, if it was her intention to offer one, she was interrupted by Mr. Luker, who seemed destined that night to act as a harbinger of coming evil.

“What’s that?” he cried. “Who — my God! — who is this coming along the path?”

He was not only shrinking as close to her as he could get, he was gripping her arm with convulsive fingers, which she could feel were trembling. He was looking in one direction, she in another. She turned to see what he was staring at; when she saw, it is possible that she began to be in a less exultant mood.

Some one, something, was moving along the avenue and coming towards them. It was not easy to determine what it was; it came and went. It was rendered visible by a light which seemed to emanate from its own body, as if it were a kind of phosphorescence. When the light gleamed it was there plainly, if dimly, to be seen; when the light ceased to gleam, it — the something! — seemed to go with it; there was nothing but the black darkness. This continued, this coming and going, for perhaps thirty seconds. Then, suddenly, the light not only grew brighter, it remained. They could see what the something was — it was a man. But what a man! A huge, unwieldy, bloated, shapeless creature, covered from head to foot with some white garment which was swathed round him like a sheet. He seemed to be floating, rather than walking. They could see no movement of his limbs, and yet he came steadily towards them until he was within five or six feet of where they were standing, when the light faded as suddenly as it had come, and there was nothing but darkness there.

For some instants they remained motionless, both being probably under the impression that though the figure was no longer visible it still was advancing towards them. While they waited, on the alert to discover what was next about to happen, the silence was broken by a curious noise, as by a series of quick, broken gasps, as if some one panted, struggled, for breath.

When all again was still, Mr. Luker asked, in a tone of voice in which was what sounded uncommonly like a note of banter — 

“Well, my friend, aren’t we to see any more of you? Is that the end of the performance? Won’t you favour us with another private view?”

In Mrs. Lamb’s voice, on the other hand, there was a suggestion of preternatural gravity.

“It was Cuthbert Grahame.”

“What?”

“It was Cuthbert Grahame. Didn’t you hear him fighting for breath?”

“Cuthbert fiddlesticks! It was some damned trick, and not over well done either. This entertainment has been prepared for our special benefit; it occurs to me that it has been insufficiently rehearsed. We’ve been treated to the first part up to now; the second part is waiting for us inside the house — if we ever get as far. The prelude’s been mere foolery. I imagine that the serious business is to come.”

“It was Cuthbert Grahame.”

“Nonsense! Where were your eyes, not to speak of your senses? Didn’t you notice — —”

“He is waiting for us inside the house.”

“Mrs. Lamb, if you’ll exercise a little common-sense and allow me to finish, I think I shall be able to prove, even to your satisfaction, that what you’ve just now witnessed — —”

“Don’t you see him? He beckons to us. Can’t you hear how hard he fights for his breath?”

“No; nor you either. Aren’t you well? Is this one of those fits of which you were telling me trying to come back, in which you see things? If so, keep it off as long as you conveniently can. So far as I’m concerned it will only need that to put a crown and climax on my night’s enjoyment. Listen to me, Isabel — —”

“Come!” Taking him by the arm, she led him up to the house. When they reached the front door she took a key out of the bag which she still carried. After a momentary hesitation she held it up, as if to call his attention to something that was taking place within. “Listen! Don’t you hear? He calls to us! Let us go to him. I’ve often heard him calling to me like that in the night — often.”

During the last few seconds, for some occult reason, a change had taken place in her which had apparently revolutionised the whole woman externally as well as internally; her bearing, her manner, her voice, and especially her face, had changed. The alteration in the latter was nothing short of amazing. Just now its predominating expression was one of boldness, defiance, reckless rage. She had looked as if she feared neither man nor devil; her looks had probably only mirrored her actual feelings. This air of wildness, of careless contempt for the unknown, unseen perils, which, according to her companion, hemmed her in on every side, had been accentuated by the fact that, having lost her hat when the cart was overturned, her thick black hair had broken loose from its fastenings and hung in tangled masses about her face. She had looked what she emphatically was, a dangerous woman in a dangerous frame of mind. Now all that had changed. She looked no longer angry or defiant; all traces of boldness had vanished altogether. Instead, a stolid, fixed expression had come upon her face, one which, as it were, was void of all expression. In her wide-open eyes there was a strained, staring look, which conveyed an uncomfortable impression that she was gazing at something which only she could see, gazing with a fixed intensity of vision as if she was bent on not losing even the minutest details.

As she stood there, with uplifted face, the rays of the lantern lighting up her rigid features, Mr. Luker observed her with an appearance of unmistakable discomfort. The significance of the change which had taken place in her was borne in on him with uncomfortable force. The change in her affected him; he was obviously becoming each second more uneasy. He seemed to make a desperate attempt to conquer his own increasing apprehension, and to restore her to her former state of mind.

“Isabel, you didn’t use to be an utter fool. Before you put that key into the lock, before you move another step, rub that look of stark, staring midsummer madness off your face. It doesn’t become you, God knows. Listen to what I have to say; try not to be a fool. Don’t you understand — —”

Before he could explain what was the appeal he was about to make to her understanding, some one, or something, came swirling at them from the side of the house. The light disappeared in the lantern; the lantern itself was snatched from the lady’s hands. She made no effort to regain it, nor to ascertain how the thing had happened. She stood in the darkness, motionless. Presently she said — 

“Luker! Luker!”

There was no answer. She put out her hand to feel for her companion who, a moment before, had been standing close at her side. He was not there.


CHAPTER XXXIV. TOWARDS JUDGMENT

For possibly a couple of minutes she continued on the doorstep immobile, as if she not only did not understand what had happened, but as if she also still failed to realise that her legal adviser was at least no longer where he was. She repeated his name, at intervals— “Luker! Luker!” — almost as if she was a child who repeated, parrot-like, a meaningless formula. Then, after a while, when still there came no answer, she thrust her hand, as if mechanically, into the bosom of her dress, feeling for something. Presently it emerged, holding a flask. In the same odd, automatic fashion, as if her actions were not the product of her own volition, unscrewing the stopper, she placed the neck between her lips. After a perceptible interval, suddenly slipping between her fingers, it dropped on to the step with a clatter. It had contained ether; she had swallowed its entire contents.

What were the exact physical or mental results of what would have been a poison to an unaccustomed subject, it would be difficult to say. One fact may be baldly stated, it robbed her of her senses. Her capacity of judging between the real and the unreal had been trembling in the balance. When she emptied that flask unreality became all that was real. Not perhaps on the instant, but certainly after the expiration of a very few seconds.

At first she stood trembling, so that one might almost have expected to see her sink to the ground from sheer inability to stand. She stretched out her arms into the darkness, as if seeking for support, and found none. Then, putting her hands up to her face, she began to rub them up and down before her eyes, as if endeavouring to rub away some film which obscured her sight, and she began to cry, softly, beneath her breath. Then, dropping her hands to her sides, she began to see the things which were not, those visions which, in some form, are the inseparable companions of a mind diseased.

“I am coming! — I heard you! — you need not call so loud!”

The words were uttered not loudly, but with such clearness of intonation that, proceeding from her as she stood there all alone in the outer darkness, and addressed apparently to the circumambient air, they might have produced on unintentional listeners not an agreeable effect. She turned, making as if to insert the key which she still held into the lock of the door behind her, to find that the door already stood wide open, and that in the hall beyond there was a faint light which was just sufficient to render objects visible.

In her normal condition the fact that the door had seemingly opened of its own accord would have occasioned her something more than wonder; she would at least have taken it for granted that somewhere in its immediate neighbourhood were helping hands; and she would promptly have set herself to discover to whom they belonged, and just where their owners might be found. In her then state no notion of the kind seemed to enter her brain. That the fact that the door was open occasioned her surprise was obvious; but it was surprise of a singular quality, and it was accompanied by abject terror. The woman seemed all at once to become stunted, to shrink into sheer physical insignificance.

“Cuthbert Grahame,” she muttered, “why did you open the door? How did you get out of your bed to open the door?” With a sound which was part wail, part sob, she stumbled across the threshold into the hall. “Where shall I go? Shall I go into the room into which I first went on that first night? Perhaps I’ll be safe in there — perhaps I’ll be safe. I don’t want to go upstairs — not yet — not just yet. I daren’t — I daren’t. Listen! how he calls to me — how he calls.”

She glanced up the staircase, which she approached even while she shrank from it, and she saw, in the dim, mysterious light, leaning over the banister, looking down at her from above, a woman’s face — Nannie Foreshaw. She did not stop to ask herself if the appearance might by any chance be real, a creature of warm flesh and blood. It was some moments before she realised who it was that looked at her. When she did, the presence there was so unexpected, so wholly unforeseen, and thrust so deeply at her conscience, that it is not impossible that the mere shock which resulted from the sight was sufficient to disintegrate her few remaining wits. She at once took it for granted that she was gazing at a spectre, a shade returned from the tomb to afflict her before her time. Cowering back against the wall, she broke into screams of agony.

“Nannie! Nannie! — I didn’t kill you! — I didn’t kill you! Don’t look at me like that! — don’t! don’t! don’t!” Covering her face with her hands, she began to sob with such violence that one could see her shaking as she leaned against the wall. When, removing her hands, she again ventured to look up, there was no one there. “She’s gone! she’s gone!”

The words were uttered with a gasp of relief which it was not pleasant to hear. For a moment it seemed as if she might be restored to something like her proper self. Then, while she seemed to waver, without apparent rhyme or reason, all her tremors returned. Again she broke into shrieks and cries.

“She’s waiting for me in his room! in his room! in his room! — she’s waiting for me! My God! what am I to do? — help me! help me! I’ll have to go to him. Listen how he calls to me! — listen how he calls! I’m coming! — don’t call so loud!” She began stumbling up the staircase, blunderingly, blindly, as if she could not see where she was going. Stopping every two or three steps, clutching at the wall, the rails; glancing back, looking as though if she could she would descend. But each time, just as she was about to beat a retreat, there came to her that insistent voice, summoning her to her fate. She gasped out expostulations even as she stumbled upwards. “Don’t call so loud! don’t call so loud! I’m coming.”

And she did come. A singular spectacle she presented as she went. No one would have recognised in that ill-shaped, mouthing, struggling woman — though she alone knew what it was with which she struggled; who seemed unable to stand up straight, and to experience as much difficulty in ascending an ordinary staircase as if it had been the scarred surface of some precipitous cliff which she was forced, very much against her will, to climb — the flamboyant and somewhat overwhelming lady who was known among a certain set in London as the handsome Mrs. Lamb. There were no traces of beauty about her then.

When she had gained the landing her terror seemed, if the thing were possible, to increase. Descending to her knees, clutching the railing with both hands, she crawled, as if drawn by some invisible force, against which all the strength of her resistance was in vain, towards the room, the bedroom, in which Cuthbert Grahame had passed so much of the latter part of his life, and in which, through her action, he had died. And all the while she protested.

“I won’t come! I won’t come!” For an instant she would cling not only with her hands, but, as it were, with her whole body, to the railings, as if she had finally resolved that nothing should constrain her to advance another inch. Then again she was possessed by a paroxysm of terror. “I will come! — don’t call so loud! I am coming!”

When she was in front of the door of the room she did halt for perhaps more than a minute, crouching in a heap on the floor, covering her face with her hands, overtaken by such a fury of weeping that the violence of her sobs seemed as if it would tear her to pieces. Then, as if actuated by some sudden irresistible impulse, she rose to her feet, and exclaimed, still weeping — 

“Cuthbert Grahame, I hear you calling — I am here”.

She threw open the dead man’s bedroom door.


CHAPTER XXXV. JUDGES

In the room was the same faint, luminous glow which had been noticeable in the hall and on the stairs. There could have been no more eloquent testimony of her condition than the fact that she accepted its presence as a matter of course; that it never seemed to occur to her that there was something about it which required elucidation; still less that a few shrewd, well-directed inquiries might result in a very simple explanation. She stood on the threshold, all dishevelled, bent, weeping; always before her eyes the things which she alone could see, stricken with a mad agony of fear by the horror of the sight.

She came a little farther towards the room, staring towards the bed. When she had taken a step or two it seemed as if her legs refused to uphold her any longer. Down she sank on to her knees again; again she covered her face with her hands, as if by such means she could shut off from herself the hideous imaginings of her haunted brain.

“Don’t! don’t! don’t!” she wailed.

While still she remained in that attitude of humility and penitence there came a voice which called her by what had once been her name.

“Isabel Burney!”

That she heard it there could be no doubt. At the sound of it she shivered more than ever. But it may be that she was in doubt whether it was a material voice, or whether it was a fresh manifestation of those too-well remembered tones, which kept calling to her all the time. For it is possible that a disordered mind may be conscious that there is a difference between the real and the imaginary without being capable of satisfactorily perceiving what it is. She did not answer. It came again, not loud, yet distinct and dominating.

“Isabel Burney.”

This time she repeated her former wail, with renewed force of entreaty.

“Don’t! don’t!”

If it was intended for a cry of appeal to be left alone, it went unheeded. The voice returned, asking what was emphatically a leading question.

“Did you murder Cuthbert Grahame?”

She made not the slightest attempt to shirk the very weighty responsibility which attended the reply to such a question. An affirmative was bursting from her lips almost before it was asked.

“Yes! yes! yes!”

“How did you murder him?”

Again the wail — 

“Don’t! don’t! don’t!”

“How did you murder him?”

The wail became hysterical cries.

“Oh! oh! oh!”

But the voice persisted.

“How did you murder him?”

Confused words came stumbling from her lips, as if they were being forcibly extracted.

“The pillows — dragged — from under — he choked.”

“You dragged the pillows from under him, so that his head fell down, and he was choked.”

“Yes.”

“Why did you murder him?”

Here again the answer came rapidly and clearly.

“Because I didn’t want him to destroy the will which I had tricked him into signing.”

“How did you trick him?”

“He made me draw up a will which left all his property to Margaret Wallace.”

“And then?”

“I drew up a will in which he left everything to me.”

“And then?”

“I covered it with a sheet of paper, and got him to sign it, thinking that he was signing the other.”

“Did he know what you had done?”

“Yes; I killed him before he could tell any one else and have the will destroyed.”

The voice was still. There was silence, broken by the sound of some one moving. The room was filled with a bright light. The voice came again.

“Isabel Burney!”

The woman on her knees, dropping her hands, looked round. By a lighted lamp which rested on a writing-table stood Margaret Wallace. Whether Mrs. Lamb realised that she was looking at the girl herself, or supposed that she was confronted by a materialised phantom, has never been certainly known. She stared at her surlily, unblinkingly, affrightedly, as one might stare at some unpleasing object in a dream. The girl repeated the questions which had already been answered. As one listened the last remnants of doubt vanished as to whose was the voice which had already made itself so prominent.

“Did you trick Cuthbert Grahame into signing a will in which he left all that he had to you, when he supposed himself to be signing one in which he left it all to me?”

There was a momentary hesitation, then the answer, spoken sullenly, half beneath her breath, yet plain enough.

“Yes; I did.”

“And did you then kill him because you feared discovery of what you had done?”

“Yes; I did.”

There was another movement on the other side of the room. When Mrs. Lamb looked round she found herself looking at Dr. Twelves, who put a question to her on his own account.

“So you lied to me when you said those pillows must have slipped — you knew better. As I suspected, you dragged them away — you female fiend!”

His invective went unnoticed; there came the rather monotonous refrain — 

“Yes; I did”.

There were other movements proceeding from all parts of the room. On one side of her were Andrew McTavish and his partner, Mr. Brown. Mr. McTavish was evidently very angry.

“And you lied to us when you pretended that you suspected us of robbing you! You knew all along that the only robbery you yourself had committed — you impudent swindler!”

He only received the same reply — 

“Yes; I did”.

Dr. Twelves wagged his finger at her, gruesomely.

“You shall hang for it, Isabel Burney — you shall hang by the neck until you’re dead!”

Mr. McTavish cried — 

“At any rate, you shall be sent to penal servitude for the fraud you have committed on us!”

She showed no signs of resentment, as only a very short time before she undoubtedly would have done, when her resentment would probably have taken a sufficiently active turn. From her demeanour it was difficult to determine if she comprehended what was being said to her. She gazed stolidly about the room. Near a window stood Nannie Foreshaw, leaning on a stick, holding with one hand the curtain from behind which she had just emerged. At sight of her she shrank backwards, as if she would withdraw herself as far as she could. Before the door, as if he would bar her retreat, was Harry Talfourd. When she saw him she seemed to be moved more than she had been by any of the others; she turned aside, with a low cry, and covered her face. Possibly, in some tangled fashion, she remembered how, so recently, she had played to him the rôle of the great lady, the benefactress; how willing she had been to be something more to him than that; and she was vaguely conscious of what a contrast she was exhibiting to him now.

Margaret had been seated at a table writing. Now, rising, she turned to the woman who was still on her knees upon the floor.

“I have set down upon this sheet of paper a short confession of your guilt. If you will sign it you shall not hang; you shall not be sent to prison. You shall receive your only punishment from your own conscience. I think that is to condemn you to the greater punishment. I will read to you what I have written.”

She read aloud from the paper which she took in her hand: — 

“‘I confess that Cuthbert Grahame instructed me to draw up a will in which he left all that he had in the world to Margaret Wallace; that, without his knowledge, I substituted for it another form of will, according to which he left his property to me, and that I induced him to sign this fraudulent form by means of a trick. I also confess that I murdered Cuthbert Grahame in order to avoid an exposure of the trick by means of which I had induced him to sign the substituted fraudulent form of will.’ If you will attach your name to this confession you shall receive no punishment beyond that which you award yourself — that will be a sufficient one. Come here and sign.”

As if automatically, Mrs. Lamb rose to her feet, moved towards the table, seated herself on the chair which Margaret had occupied, accepted the pen which the girl offered, and wrote her name in full on the sheet of paper which was set before her. When she had signed, leaning back, she looked from one to the other. They waited for her to speak, expecting perhaps some burst of tardy anger. Then, on a sudden, without a word or a movement, she slid from the chair on to the floor. When they gathered round her she lay still.


CHAPTER XXXVI. PLEASANT DREAMS!

The duel had been fought to a finish, and Margaret had won.

When Mrs. Gregory Lamb was brought back out of that fit by which she had been overtaken she was lying on Cuthbert Grahame’s bed, on which he had lived for so long, and died at her hand; the bed whose image had been borne in upon her phantom-haunted brain with such horrible persistency. Dr. Twelves was bending over her, standing where he had stood many a time to bend over the man she slew. She was little better than a babbling idiot. She is not much more than that now. She is a certified lunatic, under kindly, yet watchful, guardianship, the expense of which is paid by the girl whom she so cruelly wronged.

The physical and mental strain which had been placed upon her during that period of increasing financial pressure had been great; her attempts to relieve it by a resort to ether had made it ten times greater. How much of the spirit she drank has not been exactly ascertained. She must have consumed large quantities. Probably only the natural strength of her constitution enabled her to resist its effects so long as she did. Undoubtedly the habit of ether drinking had increased in her to such an extent that in any case it would ultimately have produced insanity. Her reason was already tottering when she was brought face to face with Margaret Wallace on the night of her reception, and was put to such dire confusion. It is believed that she touched no solid food afterwards, subsisting solely upon ether. Isaac Luker asserted that she carried a large bottle of it in her bag when they journeyed together from London, and was sipping its contents throughout the day.

It was not strange that when the moment came she was ripe to fall a ready victim to Margaret’s carefully laid lures. The girl fought her with weapons to which she was incapable of offering resistance.

Cuthbert Grahame’s money, which had been searched for so long in vain, was found deposited in the hiding-place the secret of which she had revealed to Mrs. Lamb, intending, by working on her guilty conscience and so extorting from her a confession, which it was certain could never be obtained from her by any other means, to destroy her when she went to seek it. Margaret is now Mrs. Henry Talfourd. She is married to one who loved and loves her, and for the love of whom she was willing to sacrifice all. She is a rich woman. Bearing in mind the singularity of the circumstances under which it has come into her possession, she was desirous of having nothing to do with the dead man’s money. But it was pointed out that, excepting herself, there was no possible claimant. She regards herself as an almoner, as a steward of Cuthbert Grahame’s great possessions rather than their owner, and employs by far the larger portion of the income they produce in works of benefaction. She still produces pictures in black and white and in colour; there are few women artists who have achieved a more substantial success.

Her husband has not realised his dreams. “The Gordian Knot” has never been produced. He burnt the play with his own hands, and has never written another. He alone knows why, though his wife may have a shrewd suspicion. So far he has been content to act as his wife’s right-hand man, an occupation which hitherto has kept him fully employed.

Dr. Twelves lives and flourishes. He has been heard to declare that never again will he proffer assistance to any strange woman whom he finds by the wayside. Nannie Foreshaw is dead. Messrs. McTavish & Brown have, if anything, improved their standing as family solicitors of undoubted integrity; Mrs. Talfourd is one of their most valued clients.

Mrs. Talfourd presented Mr. Gregory Lamb with a passage to South Africa, and with a sum of money when he landed. As he has never asked for any more money, and nothing has been heard of him since, the presumption is that he has perished in that grave of many reputations. His wife’s solicitor continues to exist, and is still a very well-known gentleman in certain extremely crooked walks of life.

Cuthbert Grahame’s home has been turned into a sanatorium and holiday home for children. It could hardly be employed for a better purpose. Boys and girls scamper among the trees; their voices and their laughter ring through the house. They people it with fresh associations; the old ghosts are gone. They find health and happiness in the place where once was neither. And when, at night, they lay their tired heads upon their pillows, they dream only pleasant dreams. When they wake in the morning, whether actually the skies be fair or clouded, to them it is always as if the sun was shining.


A SPOILER OF MEN
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CHAPTER I. THE LADY

AS MR. CYRIL WENTWORTH opened the door of his flat and stepped into the little hall on the other side, he paused. It was past midnight. He had not been home since the morning. There was no one else upon the premises; everything requisite was done for him by his laundress, who left shortly after breakfast for the day. He expected, therefore, to find everything in darkness. The flat consisted of five rooms: kitchen, bedroom, bath-room, living-room, and a tiny, nondescript apartment which he called his study. In front of him, as he entered, was the door of his living-room. That it did not fit quite closely was shown by the fact that a pencil of light gleamed along the bottom.

“Who the deuce is in there?” asked Mr. Wentworth of himself, since this pencil of light suggested that some one was. “And how have they got in? If it’s Fentiman, and he has got a pass-key which admits him to my chambers — —”

He did not finish his unspoken sentence. With quick steps he crossed the little hall. Gripping the handle, he flung the door wide open; he strode forward — to pause with a sensation of even greater surprise than he had felt at first. Whatever — whoever — he had expected to find within he alone could tell; certainly his expectations were not realized.

The room was of fair size, being the only good room the flat contained. It was well furnished, as was befitting in the case of a man of means and taste. Against the wall, on the further side, was a handsome writing-table. At this table sat a lady — a young lady, a well-dressed young lady. She wore no hat. An evening cloak, thrown open in front, only partially covered a costume which suggested either a ball or the opera. She looked as if she had just alighted from her carriage; yet Cyril Wentworth had noticed no vehicle in the street without.

So entirely at home did she appear to be, that she did not even look up from the paper she was examining as he came in. On his part, Mr. Wentworth was so taken by surprise that for some moments he was speechless. He stared at as much of her as could be seen from the back, in order to ascertain who his visitor might be, she all the time calmly continuing her occupation. When he decided that, so far as he was able to judge, she was a stranger, his surprise increased.

“Who are you?” he demanded. “And to what am I indebted for the pleasure of your presence here?”

As he spoke, the lady turned coolly, leisurely, as if it were really too much trouble to pay any attention to him at all. In her left hand she held a pair of long white gloves, which she began to draw through the fingers of her right hand. She regarded him with a mixture of amusement and indifference, her eyes seeming only half open, her lips parted by a smile, as if he were some impertinent intruder, in whom she felt but a languid curiosity. But she answered nothing.

Her beauty, her air of tranquillity, almost of contempt, her silence, puzzled the owner of the flat. He hinted at a possible solution of what, under the circumstances, seemed to be the mystery of her easy bearing.

“I fancy, madam, that you have made some mistake.”

She smiled openly. She flicked her right hand with the fingers of her gloves softly, looking at him with something in her eyes and on her face which did not suggest appreciation. There was a perceptible interval before she spoke; then it was with a gentle, lazy drawl, which was rather insolent than friendly.

“Oh dear, no. It is not I who have made a mistake; it is you.”

He stared at her still more keenly, feeling that there must be some clue to her manner if he could only find it.

“How can that be, since these rooms are mine, the hour is late, you are here uninvited, and I have not the pleasure of your acquaintance?”

“I know who you are; for me that is enough.”

“Who am I?”

“You are the person who was once known as Jack the Chemist.”

Wentworth started. The premonition which he had when opening the door that something disagreeable was close at hand had a fair chance to be realized. He was a great believer in his own premonitions. On the other hand, in a life such as he had lived, and still was living, there were so many opportunities for the disagreeable that it did not require much foresight to perceive one coming. But this was a disagreeable of a distinctly unexpected — five minutes ago he would have said of an impossible — kind. The period during which he had been known as Jack the Chemist was so long ago, the scene on which Jack the Chemist had figured so far distant, the circumstances were so peculiar, that for years he had taken it for granted that if there still were two or three persons living who were aware of the fact that he once had borne that cognomen, they were negligible quantities. That this lovely stranger should let that ill-omened nickname drop from her pretty lips with so matter-of-fact an air, had on him the effect of a shell fired from a gun whose very existence he had never suspected.

He stared at her for a second or two, open-eyed and open-mouthed. Then his muscles stiffened, his fists involuntarily clenched themselves, his breath came quicker. That this woman should know him by that name meant danger. When he was conscious that there was danger to be faced, he was always ready. He still held the door open in his hand. Now he closed it. He eyed her steadily, searching her features for some clue which would tell him who she was, and found none. Yet he prided himself on his memory for faces; and surely this was a woman who once seen could never be forgotten. Before he put to her another question he had almost convinced himself that he had never seen her before; certainly not — not where he had been known as Jack the Chemist.

“Who are you?”

“I am The Unknown. Every line on your face shows that.”

“Why did you call me by that name?”

“To make it sufficiently clear that although you don’t know me I do know you.”

“How did you get in here?”

“Through the door. It has a keyhole. Nothing could be simpler.”

“You mean that you have committed burglary?” A slight movement which she made with her gloves might signify anything; it was her only answer. He put to her another question. “What do you want now that you are here?”

Again there was that little movement with her gloves. She seemed to be considering. She almost entirely closed her eyes; presently partly re-opening them, as if it were too great a labour to open them wide.

“Now I don’t know that I want anything. I’ve seen — and done — everything I want; at least, I think so.”

“What do you mean by saying that you’ve seen and done everything you want?”

Once more she moved her gloves, as if she intended by the gesture to call his attention to the condition of the room.

“I came, Mr. — I understand that, at present, you call yourself Cyril Wentworth; quite a euphonious name — —”

“My name is Cyril Wentworth.”

“Precisely, for the moment; though I do not think that you will care to deny — to me — that you have had others. Shall I remind you of some of them?”

“Tell me why you came here?”

“I came to examine your papers, particularly your more private papers, in search of certain information of which I stood in need; and — I have obtained it.”

Throughout he had been conscious that the apartment was in a state of disorder; now he realized to what a degree the disorder went. Every drawer in the writing-table stood wide open; the contents had apparently been turned out anyhow upon the floor. Almost at her feet was a box whose presence he recognized with a sensation which was distinctly the reverse of pleasant. In it he kept not only certain memoranda, which had for him a peculiar interest, but also other articles which possessed not only an esoteric interest, but also a very obvious value — jewels which were worth large sums of money had he cared — or dared — to sell them. He perceived that some of them were lying on the table at her side. He strode towards her with a feeling that at last he had something tangible with which to deal. He pointed to the jewels.

“So it is a case of common theft!”

“Do you wish me to believe that you think I intended to steal them, as you did?” The arrow went so near the mark that he actually quivered. “You know better. The story they tell to you, and have told to others, is not so comfortable a one that I should wish them to tell it to me. Besides, there are certain details about these trifles which make them dangerous things to steal, especially supposing ignorance in the thief. For instance, this pretty lady’s ring, with the pretty opal, that unlucky stone. Was ever a prettier opal seen? or was ever a sillier superstition? And yet I fancy that the lady who would wear this opal would find there is something in the superstition now and then. Was there never a lady who wore this ring once, and once for all, and since then has never worn another? Think, Jack the Chemist.”

He snatched the ring out of the speaker’s hand.

“What devil has sent you here?”

“The devil who walks always at your heels, and who, one day, will trip you up, for ever.”

Bending down, he leant towards her. Although only a few inches divided them, not a muscle of her face quivered, nor did she make the least attempt to avoid his scrutiny.

“Have I ever seen you before?”

“Have you?”

Such a light blazed in his eyes that the wonder was it did not scorch her cheeks.

“Don’t you think that you can play the fool with me because you’re a woman and pretty.”

“Women have learnt that to their cost before to-night; haven’t they, Jack the Chemist?”

It seemed for a moment as if Mr. Wentworth’s feelings would find vent in language of a vigorous kind. But he was a man who was accustomed to keep himself in hand. The look of anger was exchanged for a smile; not altogether an agreeable smile, but still a smile. He spoke in a tone which was almost unpleasantly suave.

“Might I ask you, as a favour, not to address me by that name. How you come to be aware that certain persons once associated me with that nickname, I do not know; but — it is long ago, and here in England I am known only by my own name, Cyril Wentworth.”

She returned his smile with interest; hers was a pleasanter smile than his was.

“You see, to me you will always be known as Jack the Chemist.”

“Why?”

“Because!”

“Tell me who you are; why you have favoured me with this unceremonious visit; by what right you have been searching among my papers.”

“I shall tell you nothing, nothing.”

“Won’t you? Do you imagine that I shall allow you to leave this room — a free woman — unless you give me a satisfactory explanation? And you pretend to know something of my character.”

“It is because I know your character — and history — well that I say I shall go when and how I please.”

She made as if to rise. He laid the fingers of his right hand on her bare shoulder.

“Sit still.”

“Remove your hand.” Instead of complying with her request he increased the pressure. With a quick movement she slipped away from under his hand and rose to her feet. “Do you imagine that I will suffer you to touch me — you?” She drew her cloak closer about her with what might have been a little shiver of repulsion.

“If necessary I shall do a great deal more than touch you. One does not use ceremony with burglars, whether male or female.”

“I am going, Jack the Chemist.”

Turning her back upon him she seemed to be about to suit the action to the word. Springing forward, he once more confronted her.

“If you try that I’ll tie you to a chair while I fetch a constable, and he shall deal with you.”

She smiled in his face.

“A constable! You talk of constables? There’ll come a day, and it’s not far distant, when every constable in England will be looking for you. I promise you they shall not look in vain. Stand aside, Jack the Chemist. I have found what I came for. Now I am going.”

For answer he stepped towards her, and she fell back, whipping out a revolver from underneath her cloak, which she pointed directly at him. He recognized it as one which he kept in a drawer in the writing-table.

“You have even stolen my revolver, and you have the audacity to threaten me with my own gun.”

“If you attempt to touch me, or to intercept my passage, I shall fire. Be well advised. I have no fear of what will follow.”

Neither, apparently, had he. She scarcely ceased to speak when, springing forward, he gripped the wrist which held the revolver. As he did so a bell sounded; some one was ringing at the outer door. The sound appeared to take him by surprise. He turned with a start, and gave a jerk to the girl’s wrist which fired the revolver. There was a report; an exclamation like a drawn-out “Oh-h-h!” The girl was lying on the floor at his feet, while by some accident, which was beyond his comprehension, the weapon itself was in his hand.


CHAPTER II. PROFESSOR FENTIMAN

FOR the second time there was a ring at the outer door; this time a continuous ringing, as if the ringer had but a limited stock of patience. He frowned as he listened.

“I suppose that’s Fentiman, at this moment of all moments. Confound the man!” He leant over the prostrate girl. “What’s the matter? Has the bullet grazed you anywhere? Are you hurt?”

She was still, uncomfortably still. He did not like the huddled-up way in which she was lying, the look which was upon her face. He had seen before that night people who had been killed by pistol-shots. He touched her. She showed no sign of resentment, as she surely would have done had she been conscious of his touch. He drew her cloak aside, looking for some sign of a wound. The bullet was of such small calibre that, at that range, it was quite possible for it to kill, and yet leave, to superficial observation, no mark upon the clothing. It was obvious that she did not breathe. He watched eagerly for some trace of pulsation. There was none. She lay motionless, lifeless. And all the while the bell at the outer door kept ringing. Accustomed though he was to delicate situations, here was one which puzzled him.

“What on earth am I to do? I can’t show her to Fentiman. He’d want all sorts of explanations, which I can’t give, and which he wouldn’t understand — or believe — if I did. Damn that bell!”

It was, perhaps, the persistent ringing of the bell which compelled him to a sudden resolution. Lifting the girl bodily, he bore her through the adjoining study into the sleeping-room beyond, where he placed her on his own bed. The way in which she had lain, as if fibreless, boneless, sapless, in his arms, had been pregnant with eloquence to him. Shutting the bedroom door, he left her there alone.

Crossing the miniature hall, he opened to the ringer, addressing him in tones of remonstrance — 

“Why do you keep on ringing in that ridiculous way? You might have guessed that I was engaged, and have given me time to come to you.”

The remonstrance was scarcely well received. The gentleman without — it was a gentleman — crossed his arms upon his breast and glared. He replied in a voice which was more raised than it need have been.

“I may be your bravo, Mr. Wentworth, but I am not your slave, to hang upon your pleasure. When I condescend to ring at your door I expect it — instantly — to be opened.”

Mr. Wentworth glanced at the speaker. Without another word he ushered him into the sitting-room. When he was in he spoke to him again.

“You’ve been drinking, Fentiman.”

The accusation seemed in no way to abash the stranger. In his right hand he carried a malacca cane. He brought the ferrule sharply against the floor, extending, at the same time, his left arm at right angles to his body, as if it were a semaphore.

“Yes, sir, I have been drinking; I am glad to say it. I have arrived at that condition in which I frequently find that drink — strong drink — is the thing most to be desired. When I have been drinking, I defy my conscience; when I have not been drinking, my conscience defies me, and I suffer. Yes, sir, I suffer.”

This was a singular looking person. Mr. Wentworth was tall, but Mr. Fentiman was taller, probably six feet three or four. Though his shoulders were broad, his person was thin almost to the point of emaciation. His face, which was long, thin, and cadaverous, was rendered remarkable by the size of his mouth and eyes. Not only was his mouth of unusual size, but the lips were thick and protrusive enough to be negroid. His eyes were huge — great black orbs set in a sea of white. They had that peculiar quality of distention which a cat has. At one moment you would be struck by the fact that they were all white, with but the speck of a pupil in the centre. Then, suddenly, the pupil would begin to enlarge, the iris would appear, and the two together would increase and expand until, practically, there was no white left. A very uncanny effect the performance of that trick had upon the spectator who saw it for the first time. Indeed, there were persons — and they, probably, were in the majority — who never could look at Mr. Fentiman’s eyes with comfort. Nor was the eerie sensation with which they inspired many beholders lessened by the fact that, to a large extent, the changes seemed involuntary. So soon as he became excited, his eyes, as if afflicted by a sort of St. Vitus’ dance, seemed to grow larger and smaller, distend and decrease, as if in some weird physical sympathy with their owner’s moods.

There were individuals who would have gone a very long way to avoid meeting Mr. Fentiman’s eyes; but, plainly, Mr. Wentworth was not one of them. He stood a little in front of his visitor, not only returning him glance for glance, but coolly searching his countenance with his own shrewd grey ones, as he had searched a woman’s face a few minutes before.

“If you persist in using strong drink to enable you, as you put it, to defy your conscience, you’ll soon lose your power; that will be one result among others.”

“My power? Which power? You speak as if I had only one.”

“So you have, worth anything; and that is not what it was.”

“Isn’t it? No, you are right; it isn’t. It is greater than it ever was. Sometimes its greatness startles even me. One day I may be able to prove how great it is upon your own vile body.”

Mr. Wentworth laughed.

“You’ve tried your hand at that already, and you’ve failed.”

“That’s because the conditions were not favourable. Let the conditions suit me, as one day they may, and it’s possible that you will become as wax in my hands. What have you been firing at?”

Mr. Wentworth had moved towards the fireplace. As the other’s question gave a sudden twist to the conversation, he turned to the speaker with something very like a start.

“Firing at? What do you mean?”

“What I say. As I stood outside I heard the report of a revolver.”

“What nonsense are you talking?”

“My good Mr. Wentworth, do you imagine that you can hoodwink me as you try to hoodwink all the world? Do you take me for an utter fool? I know the sound of a revolver as well as any man, and I tell you one was fired; and here, possibly, is the very weapon.” Stooping, he picked up off the floor what, in plain truth, was the actual weapon. In the first shock of his surprise it had probably fallen from Mr. Wentworth’s startled hand, unnoticed. Some papers had partially covered it. He had carried the girl’s body into the other room, and had then gone to open to his visitor, oblivious of its presence on the floor. Mr. Fentiman turned it over in his huge hand. “One chamber discharged; I should say this was the weapon.”

Mr. Wentworth, as always, was ready.

“It went off in my hand.”

“In your hand?”

“In mine; whose else’s?”

“Haven’t you had a visitor?”

“I only came in just before you arrived; I brought no one with me, I assure you.”

Mr. Fentiman was glancing round the room.

“It looks as if you had had a visitor, and one who had been taking liberties. You would hardly throw your own property about the room like this, unless you were in a very curious frame of mind, and you seem to be sane, or leave those pretty baubles lying upon the table there. What are they? I have a constitutional fondness for pretty things.”

Mr. Fentiman moved towards the table, only to be anticipated by the other, who unceremoniously bundled into a drawer the jewels which still lay on it. His tone was dry.

“I believe, Fentiman, that you have come here on certain business; if you don’t mind, we’ll stick to it. How goes it with your brother professor, my reverend uncle, the scholarly Dr. Hurle?”

Mr. Fentiman was a second or two before he answered. He looked at the place where the jewels had been, at the revolver he was holding, at the papers littered about the room.

“Was I approaching a disagreeable subject? Is there a mystery about the firing of this revolver? about your visitor? about all this, you man of mystery?”

Mr. Wentworth replied to the inquiry with another.

“I was asking you about my uncle. Professor Fentiman, when did you last see Professor Hurle?”

Mr. Fentiman looked at the speaker as if to make sure of his mood. With a distortion of his thick lips, which was, perhaps, intended for a smile, he tossed the revolver on to the writing-table.

“That was a dangerous thing to do,” commented Mr. Wentworth. “You might have discharged another barrel.”

“Was that how you discharged the first?”

Mr. Wentworth only smiled.

“I ask you, for the third time, when did you see my uncle last?”

This time Mr. Fentiman condescended to give the required information.

“This afternoon.”

“With what success?”

“With every success — every possible success. Professor Fentiman found in Professor Hurle, as usual, an ideal subject.”

“You put him under influence?”

“At once, with the greatest ease.”

“To what extent?”

“That should answer your question better than any words of mine.”

Mr. Fentiman took from an inner pocket of his coat some printed papers, which he passed to Wentworth, who glanced at them with an apparently non-understanding eye.

“What are these?”

“They are a sufficient demonstration, if one were needed, that my power is greater than it ever was, and an illustration of the various uses to which it may be applied.”

“No doubt. I asked you what they are.”

“They are the Greek papers which are to be given to the candidates for honours in the forthcoming examination for ‘Greats.’”

“Do you mean that they are examination papers?”

“They are. And there are young gentlemen at present in residence at the university who would give a good round sum for a sight of them. Worth money, those papers are.”

“Nice brutes the young gentlemen you refer to must be; and it’s a pretty fine compliment you pay to the university!”

“You don’t imagine that it is men of ripe years like you who monopolize the taste for dirty tricks. Some young folks like them, too. I shouldn’t be surprised if you yourself began quite early.”

“That tongue of yours, Fentiman, has got you into trouble before to-day; it will again. All men are not so patient as I am. How did these papers come into your possession?”

“Quite simply; simplicity always marks the artist. I was aware that Professor Hurle was to be the examiner in Greek. I asked him if the papers were ready; he said they were. I invited him to give me a set, and he did.”

“Under influence?”

“Of course.”

“Then he must be madder even than I thought.”

“I doubt if he is mad; indeed, I am sure he is not. But I admit that he is eccentric.”

“Or he would not know you?”

“Precisely; or, to put it more correctly, I should not be on those terms with him which I at present am. Professor Hurle’s little eccentricities are known to the whole wide world, particularly his partiality for dabbling in what he calls the occult sciences. Occult! Bear evidence to how occult they really are, you witnesses from the unseen.” Professor Fentiman held out his hands and hunched his shoulders as if in the enjoyment of some private joke. “For instance, in his time he has studied spiritualism, esoteric Buddhism, Christian science, telepathic transmission of thought — I have heard him, with much enjoyment, tell how, seated in his college rooms, he once, for days together, endeavoured to place himself in telepathic communication with a gentleman of similar mind who happened, at the moment, to be in Melbourne University. The experiment, I fear, was something of a failure — and now, since his researches in all these faiths have been crowned with but little satisfaction, he is devoting his attention, almost as a last resource, to certain abstruse sides of that great mystery of mind transference which is commonly known as hypnotism.”

“Poor devil!”

“I should not describe him myself as exactly a wise man, in spite of his scholarship.”

“But that he should have put himself in your hands — you of all men! — and at your mercy!”

“We have one thing in common — we’re both of us professors.”

“Yes! You are a professor of the three-card trick; he is, at least, an honest man.”

“Is it to address to me remarks of that kind that you have brought me here at this hour of the night, or, rather, morning? Or do you yourself wish to pose as an honest man?”

“Not I; I have no wish to pose as anything. Only I have had rather a worried day.”

“And a troubled night; witness the discharged revolver.”

Mr. Wentworth went on unheeding. “And the consequence is I’m tired, and your platitudinous hypocrisies stick a little in my gorge. Come, to business, Fentiman. Do you think you can do it?”

“Do what? Explain exactly what it is you wish me to do. So far you’ve dropped more or less vague hints; but this is a matter in which no loophole ought to be left for misunderstanding.”

“I’ll be plain enough. I want you to get from him a will — in proper form, and properly witnessed — in which he leaves to me absolutely everything of which he dies possessed. If what you have told me is true, you ought to be able to get such a document from him while he is under influence.”

“Nothing can be simpler. Only — what I want to know is — where do I come in?”

“Hand me such a will, and I will hand you a discharge in full — as full as you can possibly desire — for you know what.”

“Together with certain papers?”

“Together with certain papers; but with this proviso, that when you have once got from him that will you are never to go near him again.”

“Being afraid that, having got one will out of him for you, I might get another for myself?”

“Never mind of what I am afraid. That condition will be attached to the discharge; if it is broken, it will render it invalid.”

For the first time Professor Fentiman removed the wide-brimmed felt hat he had been wearing. He placed it and his malacca cane on a small chair, and himself in an easy chair. Leaning back, he clasped his huge hands in front of him, extending his long legs to their fullest length. Ensconced in that position of vantage, keeping his strange eyes fixed upon his host, he spent some moments in what seemed private cogitation, presently delivering himself of what possibly were the fruits of his thought.

“Your terms will suit me; on them I have no comment to make; only — I don’t understand what it is you’re at, or what it is you think you’re at, and in delicate matters of this sort I do like to understand my principal. I doubt even if you understand yourself what you are at. Don’t speak; let me first explain, then your turn will come. I take it that you’re aware that, as matters stand at present, everything your uncle has is left by will to his niece — your cousin — Miss Mason.”

“I know — Letty, white-faced cat. She’s as cold-blooded as a fish, infernal little prig.”

“Is she? All that? Your uncle appears to hold a higher opinion of her than you do.”

“My uncle? Go on; what are you driving at? Only let me warn you in advance to be careful how you interfere with what is not your business.”

“Thanks very much for the warning; that sort of thing is always friendly; one does like to know when to be careful. As you evidently are well aware, everything is left to Miss Mason; but what I wonder if you are aware of is this, that your uncle has nothing to leave.”

“What do you mean by nothing?”

“Practically nothing. I happen to know, my dear Mr. Wentworth, that you are a much richer man than you wish the world to think. I know your weaknesses, that they are many; but I believe that the love of money is the greatest of them all. You have carts-full of money hidden away, out of which you get no enjoyment of any sort or kind. Your uncle has nothing compared to what you have; and even with your love of money you’ll account what he has as nothing. The income which he derives from his college and university — such as it is; it is not a very large one, anyhow — dies with him. Beyond that his possessions consist of certain articles which he esteems valuable, but which a dealer would consider worthless. When his estate has been administered, I doubt if there will be a thousand pounds for any one. What is that to you? Yet you are going to give me much more than the equivalent of that sum for a document which will be worth — to any one — very little more than the paper on which it is written.”

“How did you come to know all that?”

“When the erudite Professor Hurle is under influence he tells me everything — everything!”

“Poor devil!”

“You have said that already; but I don’t see how, in this particular case, it applies. No harm comes to him from acquainting me with certain facts. What I should like to know is, are you as well posted in the state of affairs as I am?”

“I prefer, Fentiman, not to discuss my uncle’s affairs with you. He evidently gives himself sufficiently away without any assistance from me. Have the goodness to procure for me the document I have prescribed, and, in return, I will do as I have said.”

“Then it is as I — thought.”

“What do you mean by it’s as you thought?”

“It’s of no consequence. If you wish to keep your own counsel I will keep mine.” Mr. Fentiman ascended out of the armchair, by instalments, as it were. “I think, Mr. Wentworth, that I can get for you the document which you require by to-morrow about this time.”

“So soon?”

“I know of nothing which is to be gained by delay. Professor Hurle is very amenable just now, and I have again an appointment with him to-morrow afternoon. You have no idea what extremely interesting interviews I have with him. So, if I bring you the document about this time to-morrow, you will have the discharge ready for me?”

“I will.”

“Then, Mr. Wentworth, in the words of the song, I think I will say au revoir, but not good-bye.”

“Let me show you out.”

Mr. Wentworth escorted his guest to the entrance. Just as his host was about to shut the outer door after him, something occurred to the professor.

“By the way, those examination papers; where are they? You didn’t give me them back.”

Mr. Wentworth reflected. “Didn’t I? What did I do with them? I fancy I put them on the mantel.”

They returned to look for them. If he had put them on the mantel they were not there then. But, he admitted, he might have laid them down anywhere. On the subject of what he had done with them his mind was practically a blank. He remembered having them in his hands, but he had been so engrossed in conversation that what had become of them afterwards he had not a notion. Professor Fentiman’s ideas were equally vague. Apparently, unnoticed by either men, the examination papers had slipped on to the floor, and had become confused with the litter which reigned there. They rummaged among the confusion in search of them. But that litter consisted of documents which Mr. Wentworth was particularly anxious to keep private. He quickly perceived that the professor was inclined to show more interest in some of these than in the objects of their search. So he cut the hunt short.

“That’ll do, Fentiman; put those down. What you’re looking at has nothing to do with those things you stole. I shall be putting the place to rights directly you have gone, then I shall be sure to light on them; they’ve only hidden themselves away for the moment. I’ll either send them on to you, or I’ll give them you when you come to-morrow. Anyhow, they’ll be safe with me. I’m not likely to make an improper use of them.”

The professor regarded him a little curiously.

“I don’t suppose you are; yet it’s odd what has become of them. Still, I’ll chance it. I take it that you’re not going up for the examination yourself, and that you have no dear friend, for whom you would like to do a good turn, who is.”

“You’re right, I haven’t.”

“Then give me them when I come to-morrow.”

On that understanding the two men parted, Mr. Wentworth again ushering his visitor off the premises. The instant he was gone, and the door was shut behind him, he came rushing back into the room, all eagerness, where before he had feigned indifference.

“What has become of those examination papers? I’ll swear I put them on the mantel, just here.” He touched the spot with his hand. “I have not the faintest doubt about it; I remember it distinctly. I even believe I noticed them there when I left the room with Fentiman; I am almost sure I did. They must have vanished during the minute in which I was seeing him off. If so, I wonder — —”

As rapidly as he had entered the room he left it, crossing the study towards his bedroom. When he reached it he stood in the doorway and stared. The bed was empty. The dead woman whom he had left on it had vanished. He searched for her in every possible corner; in a good many impossible ones as well. There was not a trace of her to be seen.


CHAPTER III. ON THE STAIRCASE

TAKING it all in all, St. Clement’s is probably the pleasantest college in the university of Camford. Every man esteems his own college as the best, or ought to; but it is not improbable that to St. Clement’s would be awarded the palm by an impartial observer. It is very old. Every college ought to begin with two centuries of history; there are many more than two centuries behind St. Clement’s. It has architectural features which, hallowed as they are by the passage of the uncounted years, are not despicable. It is not too large, nor too small, but of a most reasonable size. It has a pleasant quad, and an ancient and most beautiful walled-in garden. The garden is, perhaps, the greatest of its glories. The rooms which look out on it are much to be desired. They are not many, but for the most part, as regards size and convenience of arrangement, they are good rooms in themselves; and then to have, as near friend and neighbour, that exquisite pleasaunce, the heritage of long generations of sainted gardeners!

As was befitting, the finest set was in the occupation of a famous scholar — a scholar so famous, that his mere presence within those time-worn walls lent to the college an added lustre. All the world knows — that part of it which knows about such things — that Professor Hammond Hurle was one of the greatest Greek scholars living. There was only one other man who could at all compare with him, and he was a German; and they were both so erudite that it was difficult even for an expert to distinguish between the merits of two men who, from the point of view of scholarship, were as much alike as Tweedledum and Tweedledee. Professor Hurle spoke in Greek and wrote in Greek, and was even supposed to think in Greek; which, in some respects, was a pity, because had he devoted a little more attention to the world in which Greek is not, he might have been a wiser man. It is an unfortunate truth that scholarship does not necessarily go with wisdom. In the case of Professor Hurle this axiom was illustrated to an almost painful degree. Where Greek was concerned he was regarded as a nearly infallible authority; where everything else was concerned he was looked upon by only too many persons as a simple-minded and extremely foolish old gentleman.

On the day after our introduction to a professor of quite another sort, the point of view of the undergraduates of his own college was demonstrated in a somewhat striking fashion. The professor in question — Professor Fentiman — was ascending the stone steps which led to Dr. Hurle’s rooms on the first floor. He had been a pretty frequent visitor to St. Clement’s of late, and his constant presence within the college precincts was regarded by the undergraduates by no means with favour. There was a certain young gentleman, Dick Sharratt, who claimed to have encountered the professor in another place, under circumstances which were scarcely to his credit. The first time he encountered the professor he said nothing — to him; but when the professor returned again and again, and seemed likely to continue to return, Dick Sharratt took advantage of an opportunity which offered to recall to his mind certain occurrences which he would probably rather have forgotten.

Dick happened to be returning from the river — he was No. 3 in the ‘Varsity boat. Two other men from the boat were with him — the stroke, Miles, and Gifford, who was bow. Dick roomed immediately above Dr. Hurle. Professor Fentiman reached the foot of the staircase just as Dick and his friends were about to ascend. At sight of him Dick stopped dead.

“You’re the chap who gave what you called an ‘Exposition of the Marvels of Hypnotism’ at the Oldfield County Hall, and who got chucked out when the whole thing was shown to be false, and who was only saved by the police from being thrown into the river.”

The manner and matter of Dick’s address were so unceremonious and so unexpected, that it was not strange that Professor Fentiman not only started and stared, but, for the moment, was without words with which to answer. Dick placed a somewhat unfair interpretation on what, under the circumstances, was the professor’s not inexcusable silence.

“I don’t wonder that you turn green at the thought. Cæsar’s ghost, how you did pelt down the High Street! Until you reached the friendly shelter of a copper’s arms, I don’t think I ever saw a chap sprint like it. I only wanted you to understand that there’s some one in the place who knows you. That’s all.”

With sublime insolence Dick strode past the professor as if he was not there, and, followed by his two friends, went up the stairs. It was not until the trio were already some distance up that the professor awoke to a full realization of the young gentleman’s impertinence; and then — he said nothing. There had been many occasions in the course of his chequered career on which he had found that silence was golden; he decided, on the spur of the moment, that this was another. He went his way, if not in peace, then in silence; while Dick — with his friends — went his.

The incident had occurred some time ago. Since then, although Dick had had various distant glimpses of the professor, they had never actually met, possibly owing to the professor’s generalship — he was used to taking precautions — until the afternoon on which, as has been said, Professor Fentiman was ascending the stone steps which led to Dr. Hurle’s rooms. As it happened, Dick Sharratt, with a friend, was just then coming down. The staircase was a winding one; so narrow that one person had to draw close to one side to let another pass. Professor Fentiman was already half-way up to the first floor when he heard footsteps descending from above. He was well aware that Sharratt was the name of the young person who had treated him with such incredible insolence, and that his quarters were immediately over those of his venerable friend; it was therefore at least possible that the footsteps which he heard descending were those of that ill-bred young man. He desired nothing less than an encounter. Rather than run the risk of one he would have willingly retreated — had he been able to think of a place to which to retreat. On the other hand, if he was quick he ought to gain the sanctuary of Dr. Hurle’s rooms before the other had reached the first floor; so he began to mount three steps with one hasty stride. But he did not bargain for the really disreputable fashion which Dick Sharratt had of descending his own staircase — when disposed. He used to declare himself ready to accept a wager to any amount that he would get down it quicker than any other man of his acquaintance. No one was ever so foolish as to engage with him in so desperate a contest. While Professor Fentiman supposed himself to be doing well in mounting three steps at a time, Dick Sharratt thought nothing of coming down half a dozen at a single bound, and at a rate which was as dangerous as it was undignified. The consequence was that just as the professor but needed to take another stride to find himself in safety, it was only by a miracle of dexterity that Dick kept himself from dashing into him.

Dick drew back with an apology on his lips, which was only half formed when he perceived who it was he had almost cannoned into. That apology never attained to complete formation. Instead of drawing further back Dick came forward, in such a way that it was impossible for the professor to pass. The professor, always prudent, drew himself against the wall so as to enable Dick to pass him. But Dick evinced no desire to take advantage of his courtesy. On the contrary, planting himself in the middle of the step, so that there was practically no room on either side of him, he addressed the other with distinct incivility.

“So it’s you, you blackguard, is it! What do you mean by coming up this staircase when I am coming down?”

Considering how peculiar the question was, Mr. Fentiman’s reply was almost unnaturally mild.

“I was not aware that it was your private property.”

This proved not to be a case of the soft answer which turns away wrath. Dick’s manners were worse than ever.

“Don’t speak to me, you brute! And don’t flatter yourself that we don’t know what games you are up to with the Early-bird.” The “Early-bird” was one of the nicknames by which Professor Hurle was known to the young gentlemen of his college and to others. “We’ve got an eye on you, and we’re going to keep an eye on you, and if you’re not jolly careful it’ll soon be another case of sprinting down the street if you wish to keep yourself from getting wet. Do you hear what I say?”

“I’m not deaf, Mr. Sharratt.”

“Don’t talk to me, I tell you. Take yourself down to the bottom of these steps so that I can come down them.”

“There is plenty of room for you to pass; or, if you will move a little back, in two seconds you shall have the entire staircase to yourself.”

“Do you think that I’ll pass you, or that I’ll make way for you? Look here, Mr. Professor Fentiman — which I hear is what you call yourself, though I rather fancy ‘Mr. Area Sneak’ is your proper name — if you don’t take yourself down to the bottom of these steps in half a brace of shakes, I’ll pitch you down. Now, quick! Which is it to be?”

Professor Fentiman said nothing. Answering never a word, he turned right about face, and descended to the foot of the staircase, so that the arrogant Dick Sharratt and his friend might have the sole and exclusive use of it. It was not exactly that the professor was a coward; he had courage enough, of a kind, when nothing else but courage would serve. He was certainly not physically afraid of either Dick Sharratt or his friend. It is extremely possible that if Dick had endeavoured to put his threat into execution he might have found himself engaged in a task which was beyond his powers. The professor gave way simply because long and varied experience had taught him that it was frequently better to accede to unreasonable and even monstrous demands rather than attract an undue amount of public attention to himself and his proceedings by refusing to comply. Dick Sharratt and his friend came down and passed, the professor withdrawing himself into a corner of the outer hall to allow them to do so. As they went Dick said something else to the professor which was scarcely civil. When they had gone, Professor Fentiman reascended the stone steps, and knocked at the door of Dr. Hurle’s quarters as calmly as if no disagreeable little incident had occurred to ruffle his tranquillity.


CHAPTER IV. THE TWO PROFESSORS

THE door was opened by a grey-headed individual, who regarded the professor with what were hardly glances of affection. But it was an axiom with Mr. Fentiman always, if the thing was even remotely possible, to take it for granted that every one everywhere was glad to see him. He smiled — the odd expression on his countenance was intended for a smile — as if the grey-headed man was smiling at him.

“Well, Tompkins, always bright and brisk? I can’t think how you manage to do it. Do you know that you look younger every time I see you? I believe you’ve dropped a couple of years since I saw you yesterday. You’ll be a boy in no time if you go on at this rate. Is the professor in? But, of course he’s in; as he has no doubt told you — I believe he tells you everything — I’ve an appointment with him. See here, Tompkins, I want you to do me a little service.” Mr. Fentiman held out a coin; Tompkins held out his hand, not as if he wished to hold it out, but as if it constrained him to hold it out. His fingers closed upon the coin. “There’s a sovereign for you. I want you to leave me alone with the professor for a little while.”

“You always want me to do that.”

“Quite true, quite true! You see, Tompkins, the professor and I are engaged in some little experiments together which, for complete success, require uninterrupted privacy.”

“I know, silly old fool! If I was him, I’d as soon trust myself alone with an adder in the room as I would with you.”

“Now that’s unkind, Tompkins — unkind. What I particularly want you to do this afternoon is not only to ensure our privacy, but not to go too far off — say, no farther off than the porter’s lodge. Then, if you can find a friend, you might beguile half an hour or so with him in conversation; at the end of which time it is possible that I, or rather the professor, may require your services and your friend’s, in which case I am sure that he will see that both of you are adequately rewarded.”

“I am not afraid of not being adequately rewarded by the professor for anything I may do for him, thank you, Mr. Fentiman. And as it happens, I don’t ever go farther off than the porter’s lodge while you’re in here; I’ve always a sort of feeling that there’s no telling when I may be wanted. Shall I tell him you are here, or will you tell him yourself.”

“I’m obliged to you, Tompkins, I’ll tell him myself.”

Tompkins went down the stairs, and Mr. Fentiman passed into the professor’s rooms, drawing the door to behind him as he did so, and turning the key gently, as if he desired the operation to be as little noticed as possible.

As it happened, Dr. Hurle was not in the outer room. It was a pleasant apartment, long and fairly lofty. Four large windows looked out upon the college garden. When Mr. Fentiman came in they were all wide open to admit the fresh air and the sunshine, and the voices of the birds, and the rustling of the breeze among the trees. The first thing he did was to close them; one could never tell who might be listening, or what might be overheard. The window frames were leaded. In the centre of each frame, in stained glass, were the college arms; the sun shining through them sometimes threw long splashes of many colours almost from wall to wall. Three sides of the room were lined with books, some of them so old as to be nearly the first products of the printing press. There were two doors, beside the one through which Mr. Fentiman had entered. The one at the end led into the professor’s bed and dressing rooms; the other, at the side, almost fronting one of the windows, opened into a smaller chamber which, as Mr. Fentiman was aware, was used as a sort of lumber-room for the professor’s superfluous books and papers. Beyond this was the scout’s room, where, under Tompkins’ guardianship, were kept the professor’s private store of provisions and other things. The furniture was good, and old, and solid; the college crest was on the backs of most of the chairs; indeed, the college crest seemed everywhere. There were no less than three tables. Judging from the papers which strewed it, on which apparently some one had recently been engaged, the large one in the centre was the one which was most in use. Mr. Fentiman, moving to it, picked up paper after paper, quickly glancing at each one to see what it was. He had just put one down when the door at the end opened, and the tenant of the rooms came in.

The impression which Dr. Hurle conveyed to every one who saw him first was that he was a very little man. There were those who insinuated that if he had not been physically so small a man, he would never have become so great a scholar. As young gentlemen of the type of Mr. Sharratt put it, he had always been such a “mere atom” that there was never anything for him to do but “swot.” His size, or, rather, want of it, shut him out from the ordinary amusements of the undergraduate; it was hardly likely that he could ever have been any real good at games. Since he had probably never scaled seven stone in his life, the position for which he was fitted was cox; but rumour had it that nothing could ever induce him to go on to the water of his own free will. He was afraid of it. He had been a bookworm all his life. He had spent all his days in trying to imbue himself with the very spirit of ancient Greece; the side of Greece, that is, which had nothing to do with out-of-door life, the stadium, the arena. He had never known what it was to have, in any wide sense of the word, intercourse with his fellows. He knew nothing of women. He had never even travelled. With all his interest in Greece he had never dreamt of going there. It was credibly reported that for nearly forty years he had never journeyed more than ten miles from St. Clement’s College, with the exception of a short annual visit which he made to London, during which practically the whole of his time was spent in the British Museum. The consequence was that, although he was more than seventy years of age, in all matters outside his particular line of study he was a mere infant in swaddling clothes; immeasurably younger, for instance, than Dick Sharratt overhead.

The contrast between the two professors was striking. The one so huge, so coarse, so brutal; the other so minute, so delicate, so emasculate. Dr. Hurle was more like a large doll than an ordinary man; and though he looked his age, there was that about him which was irresistibly suggestive of a child — a physically finely-fashioned child, whose growth had been prematurely arrested. Even his head was small, and was without a hair on it. His obviously short-sighted eyes were protected by unusually large steel-rimmed spectacles. He was carelessly dressed in a suit of dark grey tweed, which had seen much wear and was not particularly well fitting. As he came across the room he held one hand out in front of him, as a blind man might have done who feels his way. He walked badly, shuffling along rather than lifting his feet; as he moved he swayed a little, as if he were not certain of his foothold. Not a word was spoken until he reached the table by which Fentiman was standing. Then he paused, resting his little withered hands on the back of a chair, as if he needed its support; and, indeed, one could see that he trembled. He turned his face towards the huge man, peering up at him with his dim eyes with an eagerness which was both painful and pathetic. He spoke in a small, squeaky voice, which was exactly the sort of voice one would have expected to proceed from such a body.

“I felt you! I felt you!”

He repeated the words twice over, as if the repetition lent them emphasis. Fentiman looked down at him as at some pigmy.

“You wanted me?”

“It is not so much that I want you — though I think I do want you, in a sense — as that I want some sleep. I have had none all night, and, in consequence, my nervous system suffers. Every bone in me seems aching. A sleepless night tries me more than it used to do. I must have sleep, or, if I don’t, I feel as if something will burst.”

He pressed the sides of his head with both hands as if it ached.

“You want me to send you to sleep?”

“Yes, I want you to send me to sleep — now, at once. I want rest — rest.”

For answer Fentiman bent his long body till his head was on a level with the little man. He looked him full in the face with a continued, persistent stare; his strange eyes, all the while, going through some curious performances; the pupil and iris coming and vanishing, enlarging and decreasing, in a fashion which might have disconcerted any one, and which evidently had on the doctor a sinister effect. The moment the performance began a change came over him. When Fentiman commenced to wave his hands in front of him in what seemed a series of calculated movements, touching him with his outstretched finger-tips (now on the temple, now on the muscles of his neck, now behind his ears), the change grew more pronounced. Something unpleasant had happened to his eyes, so that the whole eyeball seemed to turn right round in the socket. The muscles of his face grew rigid, his lips tremulous. To an ordinary observer he looked as if he were shivering on the edge of a fit. Presently, still continuing his varied processes, Fentiman asked a question.

“Are you asleep?”

After a period of what seemed painful hesitation, he answered in a voice which was, and yet was not, his — 

“Yes.”

As if not yet wholly satisfied, Fentiman increased rather than diminished his exertions, presently repeating his inquiry — 

“Are you asleep?”

This time the response was instant, unhesitating.

“Yes?”

“Then sit upon that chair.” A little awkwardly, yet readily enough, the professor did as he was told; sitting bolt upright, in an attitude so rigid as almost to suggest some variety of tetanus. Ceasing from his acrobatic contortions, drawing himself upright, Fentiman looked down at him with inquisitive eyes. “Are you resting?”

“Yes — I’m resting.”

Fentiman’s great mouth was distorted by what might have been an involuntary grin. He said aloud, yet as if speaking to himself, as if quite certain that the words he uttered were inaudible to the man in front of him — 

“Are you? I doubt it, and I don’t think you’ll find yourself much rested when you come out of it. Odd; how differently this kind of thing affects different people! Some are always asleep, whether under influence or not; I fancy that, on the whole, they’re the luckiest. You, little man, seem as if you can never get any sleep at all, except when you’re like this; and that’s the devil, because, with a man of your age and temperament, when the influence has passed, it leaves you more in want of sleep than ever. It seems to me that before very long we shall have sucked the capacity for natural sleep clean out of you; which means, that these little experiments of ours will soon arrive at a natural termination. When you came into the room just now, you looked to me as if you were a dying man. Let’s feel your pulse.” He lifted the other’s arm, pressing his fingers on the slender wrist; the professor paying no more attention to what was taking place than if he had been a wooden image, and the arm the property of some one else. “What a pulse! scarcely visible. There could hardly be much less of it. I fancy, Professor Hurle, that you and I will soon have to wish each other a last good-bye. Personally, I shall be sorry. I have found you, in all respects, a most delightful subject.” His manner altered; he addressed himself directly to the little man. “While you’re resting, Professor Hurle, I should like to ask you one or two questions, and I would request you to be careful with your answers. You informed me yesterday, while you were resting, that you were not only relatively, but actually, a poor man. For instance, you said that you had only a very small balance at your banker’s. Is that true?”

“Quite true.”

“And that that balance, together with what is contained in these rooms, practically represents all that you possess in the world. Again, is that true?”

“Quite true.”

“Is your life insured?”

“No.”

“Are you certain?”

“Quite certain.”

“So far, so good. I am bound to admit that certain inquiries which I have made among your own papers and elsewhere corroborate to the full all that you have stated. Now I am going to put to you some questions which I did not put to you yesterday, and I would ask you to think, to try well back in your memory, before you reply. Were you ever richer than you are now?”

The professor, as requested, seemed to consider.

“I was once.”

“You were, were you? Oh! I think that now we may be coming to it.”

“Coming to what?”

“That remark was not intended for you. Your noticing it, however, shows how completely our souls are in sympathy. At the same time, you will be so good as to pay no attention to remarks which you are not meant to notice. Answer this question. What was the largest sum of money you ever possessed?”

“Five thousand pounds.”

“Five thousand pounds. That’s a nice little nest-egg. Where did you get it from?”

“From the sale of certain copyrights.”

“When was that?”

Again the professor seemed to consider.

“About three years ago.”

“What became of it?”

“My nephew cheated me out of it.”

“Your nephew?”

“My nephew, Cyril Wentworth.”

Mr. Fentiman whistled softly.

“Now, indeed, we seem to be coming to it. How did Cyril Wentworth cheat you out of your five thousand pounds?”

“He induced me to invest them in the shares of a worthless mining company.”

“Did he? Oh! Strange how thoughtless some nephews are! What unsound financial advisers! What was the name of the mine?”

Once more the professor appeared to consider.

“It was the Great — something.”

“The Great what?”

“I can’t for the moment remember.” All at once the professor became voluble, as if it relieved him to ventilate a grievance. “It was soon after he came back from Australia. He had been there some time, so I supposed he knew something about the country. He talked as if he knew something about mines. I happened to mention to him casually that I had this money by me, and I asked him if he could recommend to me a sound investment. He recommended me this mine. I bought five thousand shares in it at a pound apiece. Almost as soon as I had bought them, I discovered that they were absolutely worthless; that the whole thing was a swindle.”

“Five thousand shares at a pound a piece, and the whole thing was a swindle. That was unfortunate — for you. Where are the shares?”

“He has them. When I found out how I had been cheated, I wanted him to give me my money back again; and when he wouldn’t, I told him that I refused to compound a felony by accepting his worthless rubbish in lieu of my hard-earned cash. I told him he was a thief, and so he was. I meant the money to go, when I was dead, to my niece, Lettice Mason; and he robbed her of every penny.”

“Bad man! Did you ever actually see, and handle, those five thousand shares?”

“Yes, I saw them. He brought them here, and told me all sorts of lies, and wanted me to take them; but I wouldn’t.”

“Then am I to understand that, to the best of your knowledge and belief, he still holds them, in trust for you?”

“He can continue to hold them for all I care.”

“Try to remember what, exactly, was the name of the mine.”

The professor tried again, this time with more success.

“It was somewhere in Western Australia; at least, he said it was. I’ve got it — it was the Great Harry Mine.”

“You are sure it was the Great Harry Mine?”

“Quite sure. It was such a ridiculous name that I ought to have had sense enough to know that it was no good.”

Mr. Fentiman began to pace about the room, talking to himself, and not to the professor.

“The Great Harry Mine? I seem to have seen and heard something about a mine with a very similar name quite recently. By God! Where’s the paper? Professor, haven’t you a newspaper in the place?”

“No. I don’t take one. I’m not interested in the news of the day.”

“Aren’t you? Then I don’t wonder you’re sitting there. If it is as I suspect, I begin to see my friend Wentworth’s little game. What a man! and what a fool!” The opprobrious epithet was addressed to the back of the unconscious professor. Returning to the table, Fentiman set in front of Dr. Hurle a sheet of paper, a pen, and ink. He issued a peremptory command. “Look at me!” The professor looked. The process which had originally placed him in the condition in which he then was, was repeated. Mr. Fentiman repeated all his previous contortions with such energy that at the end he was moved to take a handkerchief out of his pocket to wipe the perspiration off his brow. As a result of his efforts, it was evident that the professor’s curious state had become more curious still. Fentiman made the position plain. “You understand, Professor Hurle, that my will is to be yours; you are to have no wish in opposition to mine. You are to do as I tell you, exactly, at once, and without comment. You are to say nothing unless I bid you. Take that pen.” The professor took it. “Write the date on the top of that sheet of paper.” The professor wrote it. “Now write what I am going to dictate to you; I will speak slowly. Begin. This is the last will of me, Hammond Hurle, of St. Clement’s College, Camford, in the county of Camford. I devise and bequeath all my estate and effects, real and personal, which I may die possessed of, or entitled to, unto my nephew, Cyril Wentworth, absolutely. And I revoke all former wills and codicils. Dated this tenth day — repeat the date again.”

Mr. Fentiman spoke slowly, as he said he would do. With docile accuracy the professor wrote down each word as it fell from his lips. The dictator, taking up the paper, read what had been written. It met with his approval.

“That’ll do. It only requires to be signed and witnessed, and I flatter myself it will be as sound and valid a will as ever yet was drawn. I haven’t studied Every Man His Own Lawyer for nothing.” He replaced the sheet of paper in front of the professor. “There. Leave that where it is; don’t touch it. Sit still; don’t move; and don’t speak. I’ll step over to the porter’s lodge and bring as good and responsible a pair of witnesses as any judge could desire; and if I can’t bamboozle them into believing that the whole business is open and above board, I’ve less influence over you, Professor Hurle, than I imagine.”

Leaving the paper on the table in front of the professor, he turned his back on him, and crossed the room. He already had his hand upon the handle of the door when a voice — a feminine voice — addressed him from behind, as he had addressed the professor.

“I fancy, Mr. Fentiman, that you may find that the matter is not quite so simple as you suppose.”


CHAPTER V. THE SIX

HAD the painted ceiling of the room come tumbling down about his ears, Mr. Fentiman could hardly have been more surprised. As has been hinted, experience having accustomed him to disagreeable surprises, it needed something really remarkable to upset his equilibrium. That little remark nearly did it. He swung round and stared; the more he stared, the more his amazement seemed to grow. In front of the door which led into the lumber-room stood a lady — a young lady; charmingly dressed; good to look at. Between the fingers of her left hand dangled the handle of a parasol. She wore a veil. From behind this veil she glanced at him, out of two bright eyes, with a smile. Her self-possession was as obvious as his was not. When — if one might take it so — he had learnt as much of her as could be learnt by the sense of sight alone, he spoke.

“Who are you?”

“Ah, that’s the question: Who am I?”

She swung her parasol, having balanced the handle on the end of one finger. It was a fantastic construction of light blue silk, harmonizing well with the pale blue muslin gown which she was wearing.

“Are you — Miss Mason?”

“No; I’m not Miss Mason.”

“Where do you come from?”

“Just now, this very moment, I’ve come from in there.”

She flicked her parasol towards the lumber-room.

“Did he know you were in there?”

The allusion was to Dr. Hurle.

“Poor dear! I should say not. What is there he does know?”

“Then what do you mean by going in there? or coming here? What is it you want?”

“Well, you see, I happened to learn from Mr. Cyril Wentworth that you were coming here to play some hankey-pankey tricks on poor dear Dr. Hurle, so I thought I’d come and see you play them. And here I am.”

“Do you mean to say that Cyril Wentworth told you that I was coming here this afternoon?”

“I obtained the information from his own lips.”

“Then — what is there between you? What have you to do with him?”

“I have a great deal more to do with him than, at present, he imagines.”

Moving a little from the door, glancing at her all the time, Fentiman began to snap the finger-nails of his left hand against his teeth, an unpleasant habit in which he sometimes indulged when he was puzzled. At that particular moment he was very mystified indeed. He admitted it.

“You are beyond my comprehension altogether. Have you the cheek to hint that Cyril Wentworth sent you here to spy on me?”

“That is a question which I would rather you addressed to Mr. Wentworth himself. It is rather a rude one, isn’t it?”

Advancing to the table, she took up the sheet of paper which was in front of the professor, who, while these remarks were being exchanged, remained as rigid as a poker, and apparently as unconscious of what was taking place.

“Is this the will he asked you to obtain for him?”

“Yes, that’s it. What beats me is why Wentworth should want you to put your finger in the pie. I’m beginning to wonder if he’s not more of an idiot than I thought he was. Come, be open with me. You know who I am. Tell me who you are. What is your little game?”

“Mr. Fentiman, for all information, on any subject, I must refer you to Mr. Cyril Wentworth.”

She was folding up the sheet of paper.

“That will’s not completed.”

“It’s as complete as it ever will be.”

“What do you mean? It has to be signed and witnessed. I was just going to fetch the witnesses when you came out of that hiding-place of yours.”

“Did I stop you? Perhaps you would like to go and fetch them now.”

“And leave you alone with him? and with that will? I’m beginning to smell a rat — to suspect that this is a little plant of your own; that Cyril Wentworth has no more to do with this game you’re playing, whatever it is, than I have. Give me that will.”

“Thank you, Mr. Fentiman, I think not.”

“You think not? So that is the game! It’s some infernal bluff you’re trying on! My girl, you’re not going to bring it off quite so easily as you supposed. Give me that will.”

“I’ve already told you, Mr. Fentiman, that I think not.”

“Don’t you make any mistake. Don’t imagine, because you wear a skirt, that I’m going to let you monkey with me, because I’m not. If you won’t give me that will I shall take it, with or without your leave — you can bet on it — and then those pretty clothes of yours will get themselves rumpled, which will be a pity. Now, for the last time, are you going to give me that paper, or am I to take it?”

“Oh, Mr. Fentiman, look at Dr. Hurle!”

The girl’s voice had in it a note of sudden terror. Fentiman swung quickly round towards the professor to see what caused it. As he turned, the girl slipped past him, lightly and swiftly as some young deer. Before the more slow-moving Fentiman had perceived her purpose, and the trick which she was playing, she had reached the door. With creditable rapidity he was after her; but before he could stop her, she had turned the key and flung the door wide open.

“Gentlemen,” she exclaimed, “would you mind stepping into this room for the space of just one minute?”

It seemed incredible that sounds could have penetrated through the two closed doors, or that her ears could have detected footsteps coming up the stairs; certainly Mr. Fentiman had heard nothing; yet if it was an unlooked-for accident that when the door was opened, Mr. Sharratt and no less than five of his friends were revealed without, it was a curious one. The surprise of Mr. Sharratt and his friends, at the vision which greeted them, was undeniable. In a moment each man had his cap in his hand, and, what was more astonishing, his hands out of his pocket. The young lady’s bearing was imperious.

“Is not one of you named Mr. Sharratt?”

Dick admitted it.

“My name’s Sharratt.”

“I believe, Mr. Sharratt, that your rooms are over these?”

Dick bowed.

“That’s so.”

“Then may I ask you and your friends to come in and protect Professor Hurle from this man? The professor has been made the victim of a dastardly outrage.”

Dick and his five friends went in to find themselves confronted by Mr. Fentiman, who did not seem to be altogether pleased to see them. Dick shook his head at him, more in sorrow than in anger.

“I knew I should be running up against you before very long. You’re a beauty!”

Mr. Fentiman endeavoured to assume an air of dignity, with not quite so much success as he might have desired.

“Young gentlemen, I warn you, you are trespassing. As you are perfectly well aware, these rooms are private. This young woman, who is unknown both to Professor Hurle and to me, is herself a trespasser. She has no more right to ask you to enter than you have to presume upon her impertinent invitation. I must ask you to be so good as to withdraw at once, and to take her with you.”

Dick shook his head at him again. His remarks were apparently addressed to no one in particular.

“He will do it! There’s no stopping him! It’s bound to be another case of sprinting down the High Street!” He turned to the vision in blue, with the big hat, and the veil, and the sparkling eyes. “What lark’s he been up to now?”

“He has thrown Professor Hurle into a hypnotic trance, although he knows that, in the present state of the professor’s health, it’s an extremely dangerous thing to do; and then he has obtained from him, while in that condition, all sorts of information on his most private affairs, of which he has taken advantage to compel him to draw up a document, which, I am perfectly certain, he never would have drawn up had he been conscious of what it was that he was doing.”

Dick advanced towards the chair on which the little professor, wholly oblivious of his surroundings, still sat rigid as a poker.

“Professor Hurle — —”

Fentiman interposed.

“I warn you that Dr. Hurle is under influence, at his own request, as this young woman can testify, if she is as honest as she would wish you to suppose. You may subject him to serious, and even fatal, injury if you interfere with him while he is in that state.”

“Then uninfluence him, or whatever you call the little dodge of bringing him back to his senses.”

“I require no instructions from you on that point, Mr. Sharratt. I recognize no one in this matter except Dr. Hurle himself. In order to show you what view he will take of your conduct, and of this young woman’s conduct, I propose to remove the influence of my own initiative, when you will quickly find yourselves ordered to quit these rooms.”

The performance which Mr. Fentiman went through with those six pairs of eyes watching him was no more agreeable to witness than the one which he had gone through in private; but it was, fortunately, shorter, and before long the professor gave signs that he was returning to his everyday self. He grew limper and limper. Presently, his eyeballs turned right round in their sockets, as they had done before, only this time in the reverse direction. With a little gasp he looked about him.

“Have I been to sleep? Where am I? What has happened? Who are all these people? What do they want?”

Although his squeaky little voice suggested a certain amount of irascibility, he was so weak that he sank back in the big chair, a pathetic little figure of helplessness. The vision in blue, entirely ignoring his questions, assumed complete control of the situation.

“Will you be so kind, Mr. Sharratt, as to request Mr. Fentiman to leave the room? I will attend to Dr. Hurle.”

Dick did what, in our childhood, we are told it is rude to do. He pointed.

“Fentiman, door!”

Mr. Fentiman showed extreme unwillingness to take advantage of the hint. He drew closer to the professor, or, rather, he tried to do so; as it chanced, Dick was in the way.

“Professor Hurle, I must ask you to exercise your authority; I even appeal to you for protection. Mr. Sharratt has already behaved to me in a manner which makes me fear that at his hands I may receive treatment — —”

Dick interrupted the speaker’s voluble expression with three words.

“Gentlemen — Fentiman — outside!”

In a surprisingly short space of time, those six young men were bearing Mr. Fentiman towards the door; if not with reverence, then at least with alacrity. Mr. Fentiman kicked and struggled, delivering himself of objurgations and strange words. He was a big man, capable of putting up a fairly good fight, if a fight was possible and there was nothing else to do. But these were six; all young, trained athletes, bent on doing a lady’s bidding. In their hands he was helpless. So that presently the door closed on him, and he was seen no more. Only still, for a few moments, his voice came up the stairs.

Dr. Hurle, still huddled up on his chair, had been watching the proceedings, and the sudden disappearance of his professional colleague, with a sort of bewildered stupor, as if he was not quite sure if he was yet under that gentleman’s influence or not. When the six with the one had vanished, he inquired, in stammering tremulous accents — 

“What — what’s it mean? What — what are they going to do with him?”

The lady bent over him, and smiled sweetly.

“It only means that they are going to take him into the fresh air, and give him — perhaps — a little exercise.”


CHAPTER VI. AN EVENING’S ENTERTAINMENT

AT Mr. Tallis’ ball Cyril Wentworth found himself rather awkwardly placed. Among the guests was one lady whose society he was desirous of enjoying, and another to whom he felt that it would be the part of wisdom to devote the whole of his attention. This second lady was Miss Bradley — Ellen Bradley — the only child of her father, and he was a widower, whose “Stomachic Pills” are known, at any rate by name, to every English-speaking person on the surface of the globe; such frequently unintentional knowledge being one of the ills which modern flesh is heir to. She was youngish, somewhere in the early thirties, and she was intellectual — really intellectual. Her novels were not only clever — some of the most respectable critics called them “brilliant” — but they had achieved considerable popularity. Her plays had been produced at various theatres, some of them with much success. Her gifts as an essayist and preacher to the world at large — on nothing in particular, and everything in general, in “literary circles” and sometimes outside of them — were a byword. And then, of course, there was her father’s money. Under which circumstances personal appearance was of no consequence, though, at the same time, she was not absolutely ugly. If she had chosen, she might have married again and again; that is, if she had been fortunate enough to bury her husbands as fast as she had them. But she belonged to that genus of latter-day women which does not marry, not believing either in men as men, or in matrimony as a feminine vocation — that is, she had belonged to it until she met Cyril Wentworth.

Mr. Wentworth was not so much attracted by her personality as she was by his, which is the way in which fortune likes to manage things. None the less, he was quite conscious that as a wife she would be, in many respects, a most excellent investment, and he was not a man to let a good investment slip through his fingers if he could help it.

Matters had, indeed, gone with him so far that he had come to Mr. Tallis’ ball with the deliberate intention of asking her to marry him before the night was over. Under which circumstances, Mrs. Van der Gucht’s presence “on the festive scene” might almost have been regarded as a stroke of bad luck, to such a degree did she divert his thoughts from the business he had in hand.

Mrs. Van der Gucht was a Boer. It may not be, as yet, so widely known as it one day will be, but — physically, to look at, to talk to, and so on — some Boer women are among the most delightful women in the world. Mrs. Van der Gucht was, admittedly, one of them. She was the wife of a prominent Boer who had thrown in his lot with the English, and she was on a visit to England. Her husband remained in Pretoria. She always spoke of him most affectionately, and had brought with her some excellent introductions. Mr. Wentworth, who had been everywhere, had been to the Transvaal, and had there known her before she was Mrs. Van der Gucht — known her very well, so well, in fact, that she figured as the central figure in one of the romances of his life; there were more than one. Sometimes, after he was far away, he would think of her, and would close his eyes, and clench his fingers, and wish that he could see her as clearly with the actual eye as with the eye of memory — that she was within reach of him, close at hand. When she appeared in London the flame, which had once burnt pretty strongly, if anything blazed more furiously than ever. She cast a glamour over his senses, bewitched him, as she did in the old days on the veldt. Now that she had put her actual girlhood behind her, which even yet was all she had done, she had become beatified, more delightful than before. The lovely girl of the veldt transformed into a lady of fashion was, to him, a revelation of things which, in a woman, are to be desired. Her tall, slim, childish figure; her beautiful, big eyes; the glorious mass of her fair hair, which, as he knew, reached well below her waist, and in whose luxuriance she might, if she choose, clothe herself as with a garment; her pretty mouth, with the sweet red lips, and the small white teeth; the daintiness with which she moved — to see her dance was to realize what folks mean who talk of the poetry of motion; the grace which marked everything she said and did; the charming little gestures with which, when she was at all excited, and she was easily moved both to excitement and to laughter — how he loved to hear her laughter! — she would illustrate whatever she might be saying; — these trifles, being united together with other trifles, even sweeter, had cast on him a spell from which he had no desire to be free.

As he sat with her in the conservatory, through what was to have been one dance, but became two, his thoughts were with Miss Bradley — in no affectionate sense. He was aware that that lady was waiting for him in the ball-room, and that, when he did join her, she would ask him certain questions, and make certain remarks, in her well-known manner, which would jar upon his nerves. Still, he sat through the second dance, though her partner came to claim the lady — and had to be put off with a lie — saying things which he had no right to say, and to which she had no right to listen. And in the very middle of a sentence — which, beyond doubt, was better left unfinished — he stopped, and started, and sprang to his feet, and looked away from her, to her no small surprise.

“Why, what’s the matter?” she inquired.

“I thought — but it can’t be! And yet —— !”

“And yet, what? And what can’t be? And what did you think? What, all of a sudden, has happened?”

As he had been leaning towards Mrs. Van der Gucht, he had seen, as it were, out of the unoccupied corners of his eyes, a woman moving among the palms at the other end of the conservatory. He had paid little attention until, reaching the entrance to the ball-room, she had stopped, and turned, and looked in his direction. If he could believe his eyes, she was the woman whom he had found in his flat the night before; who had fallen to the floor when the revolver was discharged; whom he had carried, dead, to his bedroom; who had vanished when, after Fentiman’s departure, he had returned to institute another, and more thorough, search for the missing examination papers. If his eyes had not deceived him, who was she, and what could she be doing there? He was so genuinely moved that, for a moment or two, Mrs. Van der Gucht was forgotten. When he did remember her existence he spoke to her in a strain which was very different from that which he had been using.

“Excuse me, but a — person has just gone into the ball-room whom I think I have seen before, and to whom, if I am right, I must speak at once.”

Without another word, or even look, he left her there, alone, in the conservatory, staring. And as she stared, a flush dyed all her face, and tears came into her eyes.

Cyril Wentworth, rushing off as if in hot chase of some absconding creditor, gaining the threshold of the ball-room, stopped to look about him. The ball was at its height; the room was crowded, too crowded for comfortable dancing. In such a throng it was difficult to discover any particular person. And yet he told himself that, if that woman was anywhere within his range of vision, he would detect her on the instant. It was hardly more than a minute since he had seen her; she was moving slowly; in that crowd she could hardly have gone far in so short a time. Being taller than the average man, he could see over other people’s heads. His glance was rapid, unerring. His faculty for quickness of observation was not the least remarkable of his remarkable gifts. Somewhat to his surprise there was not a sign to be seen of the woman he was seeking. There was no one in the least like her. Not a person of whom he could say that, under certain conditions, she quite possibly might be mistaken for the woman of the night before. It was with a feeling almost of bewilderment that he realized that it was so. Had it been possible he would have satisfied himself by saying that he had been the victim of a delusion. But he knew he had not been. The woman had stopped, and turned, and looked, in his direction, of set purpose; he was sure of it. Then where was she, now, a minute afterwards? What did it all mean? He penetrated farther into the room, all agog for a glimpse of her. His search for the vanished lady went unrewarded, but he found Miss Bradley. And Miss Bradley, in a sense, found him. And neither party seemed in the best of tempers.

“I imagined, Mr. Wentworth, you had gone.”

He looked at her with, in his eyes, a challenge.

“Would you rather I had gone?”

She slightly shrugged her shoulders, returning him glance for glance.

“My good sir, what does it matter to me? Does that mean that you’re going now?”

He perceived that here was a lady with whom, if he was not careful, in her present mood, he might easily go too far, and this was an investment which he was anxious not to lose.

“You are cruel to me! Where have you been hiding yourself? I have been looking for you everywhere.”

She knew he had been doing nothing of the kind. But her feeling for this man had reached such a stage that she was even willing to aid and abet him in a lie.

“I wonder if that is true? I certainly have not been looking for you; why should you have been searching for me?”

“Because — but you know why. Come” — he was going to say, “Come into the conservatory;” but he remembered that it was possible that Mrs. Van der Gucht was still there, awaiting his return, so he checked himself in time— “somewhere where we can be away from all these people. There is something which I — I must say to you.”

“Is there? Indeed! Your tone is a trifle arrogant. Is it something to which I necessarily must listen? It is hardly likely that anything which interests you can interest me.”

But she knew better. She was almost painfully conscious of a sensation which was strange to her. Possibly for the first time in her life she realized that she was in danger of losing her mastery over herself, her self-control. This man affected her as never a human being had done before, in a physical sense of which she had not supposed herself to be capable. He slipped her arm through his, possibly the better to steer her through the crowd; the near contact with him caused a sort of vertigo to pass all over her. She had to lean upon him to enable her to keep her equilibrium till the wave of feeling had passed; the closer she pressed to him, the stronger her emotion grew. From head to foot she was one curious thrill. She let him lead her where he would, incapable of remonstrance, only too willing to be led. He took her to a recess formed by a square bay window. Placing her on a seat, he seated himself beside her, leaving a space between them of several inches. She had a ludicrous desire — which, in its strength, almost amounted to anguish — that he would come closer, that she might feel him at her side. More than once, in her novels, she had made fun of women who had entertained such feelings, particularly women of her own age. The least disparaging thing she could say of them was that they — and their feelings — were vulgar. Now she was conscious that, for the first time in her life, she was beginning to live.

If Cyril Wentworth was scarcely any more self-possessed than she was, it was from altogether different causes. There were more reasons than he would have cared to admit why he should lose, at any rate momentarily, his mental balance, one being that for the woman near whom he was seated he felt an absolute physical repulsion, which was unfortunate, since it was his immediate intention to ask her to be his wife. He had not supposed that the task would have been so difficult. He was a man of much experience in such matters. He used to tell himself that he understood women better than they understood themselves. He was conscious of having had a power over some of those with whom he had come in contact of which he had not hesitated to take advantage, remorseless, monstrous advantage. He had not imagined that he would find it any trouble to take advantage of an old maid’s fatuity. He had done it before; he had taken it for granted that it would be easy to do it again. Only a few foolish words and a lie or two, and the thing was done. Yet, though he was aware that this woman — clever, shrewd woman of the world though she was — would swallow his hook, however it might be baited, greedily, eagerly, he found himself apparently physically incapable of even casting his line into the water. Words, which were to him the merest counters, declined to come.

He leant forward, resting his elbows on his knees, asking himself what had happened that he should be behaving like such an utter fool. The woman at his side, possibly supposing herself to be conscious of the cause which tied his tongue — the irony of the supposition — desirous of offering him that encouragement of which he stood in need, edged herself closer to him. The movement not only added to his feeling of aversion, it made him angry. For a moment he could have struck her. He would certainly have liked to push her from him. To have risen there and then, and left her, without a word, sitting on the seat alone, would have afforded him the keenest pleasure, if it had not been for other considerations. By long habit he had trained himself not to allow his feelings to get the better of his interest; never to show what was actually in his heart if it paid him not to, and it generally did. Because he would so much have liked to overwhelm the woman with some public mark of his contempt and scorn he did nothing of the kind. The mere strength of his desire brought him to his bearings. There would be opportunity, and to spare, for that kind of thing after she had become his wife; let him make her his wife to begin with. So, screwing himself to the sticking-point, he was just about to commence his perjuries when — he was interrupted.

The woman of last night stood in front of him — radiant, charmingly gowned, as much at her ease as she had been when he had first encountered her. She assumed an air of being surprised to see him; whether it was feigned or not it was impossible to tell. Nothing could be more contemptuous than her manner of addressing him.

“You here! You! Incredible! It shows that you must have gone some distance to have been able to force yourself into a respectable house. If it were known, as it ought to be, who and what you are, even the servants would hesitate to soil their hands by throwing you out into the street.”

Although these very frank observations were not made with unusual loudness, they, at least, were clearly spoken. There was that in her air which made them more conspicuous. People turned to see who the speaker was, and, having turned, were disposed to observe the scene with growing interest. That night something must have ailed Cyril Wentworth. In the days which followed, he told himself so. Ordinarily he would have been equal to the situation, and more than equal. Then he was beaten by it. Already nonplussed by his unexpected awkwardness in asking Miss Bradley to be his wife, this sudden apparition took him at a disadvantage; the manner in which he found himself being addressed was so unlooked for, and so surprising, that it completed his discomfiture.

His tormentor turned to Miss Bradley.

“I am afraid you don’t know who this man is. He is a blackguard adventurer, who was convicted of theft, and who had to flee for his life to save himself from being charged with murder. In certain parts of West Australia he was known as Jack the Chemist. Ask him why. If he tells you truly, you will never permit yourself to be in the same house with him again. — Well, my man, what have you to say for yourself?”

The air of insolent assurance with which she put to him the question was, in its way, superb. In a fashion he found his tongue.

“I have only this to say: that, if there were a policeman within reach, I would give you into charge for burglary.”

“There is one outside. Shall I send for him?”

“I will choose my own time and place; but before long you will find yourself in the dock, you may take my word for it.” He turned to Miss Bradley. “I found this woman, who is a perfect stranger to me, in my rooms last night. She had made a burglarious entrance. Before I could have her arrested she escaped.” The woman in question merely laughed. “I am making inquiries as to what her presence in my room meant, whether her intention was merely felonious, or whether she was sent there — as I think is possible — for a certain purpose by certain persons who have no cause to love me. When I am satisfied on the point, the police will be at once instructed to take action. As to the statement she has just now made — with what malicious intention I am at a loss to divine — not one syllable of it is true. My record is open to all the world. I need not tell you that I am not such a man as she has said I am.”

The woman laughed again.

“Well brazened! Brass has always been your favourite metal next to gold.” Then to Miss Bradley. “He has lied, as he always has lied, till it has been brought home even to his understanding that lying was no longer of any use. I have merely hinted at the sort of man he is in order that you may be warned and on your guard. You can scarcely wish to find yourself the wife of a notorious scoundrel. If you are wise, you will insist upon his telling you why he was known as Jack the Chemist, though, probably, before very long the reason why will be as household words in the mouths of all men.”


CHAPTER VII. PROFESSOR FENTIMAN IS TRANSFORMED

WHEN, later that night, Cyril Wentworth let himself into his little flat in Sloane Street, it was not strange that he was in a bad humour. Lately, many things had been going wrong with him; that night, in particular, had been a lamentable fiasco, and he had intended it to have been the occasion of his triumph. His assailant had borne herself off with flying colours. It appeared that she was unknown to the hostess, Mrs. Tallis. How she had gained admission was a secret of her own. It was a point on which no information had been obtained from her. To avoid further scandal it had been thought better to let her depart in peace; and she had departed, still completely at her ease.

Mr. Wentworth had not enjoyed himself after she had gone; Miss Bradley’s manner towards him had been distinctly chilly. The idea of asking her to be his wife that night was out of the question. She had quitted the assembly almost immediately after his unknown enemy, even declining to allow him to escort her to the door. But Mr. Wentworth had some acquaintance with what he called the feminine mind, as if all women had the same mental equipment! He did not despair of Miss Bradley merely because she had snubbed him. He would call to-morrow and explain, and would keep on explaining till he got within reach of her. Then he did not doubt that the matter would be settled. Where she was concerned, he had a strong conviction of the potent influence of his physical neighbourhood.

But after that “female devil” — that was how he thought of her — had gone, he was conscious of something much more ominous than Miss Bradley’s coolness. He felt that in the whole atmosphere of the room there was, towards him, a feeling of aloofness. People avoided him so far as they could. When he spoke to them they answered with as few words as possible, and hastened away. It seemed that, if they had been able, they would have cut him. He had a feeling that the first opportunity which offered, they would. Even his hostess seemed to have been plunged into a refrigerator since he arrived. He descended the staircase with a grim consciousness that not improbably that was the last time he would go either down or up it. And after the pains he had taken to gain the freedom of that house, and to be on terms of something like intimacy with the people, who, he did not doubt, would experience a sensation of relief so soon as they were certain that he was really gone.

And all because of an unknown “female devil” who had descended on him, he knew not whence nor why.

Returned to his own rooms he asked himself — as he had done all the way from Mrs. Tallis’, and, indeed, ever since the night before — who she might be, and what it was that she was after. There were so many things which she might be after. It was essential for his own comfort — not to say safety — that he should know which particular incident in his eventful history was being aimed at. If he could only identify his antagonist it would be something. To all intents and purposes he was without a single clue. He had spent hours, after she had vanished on the preceding night, in going laboriously through the papers with which she had taken such amazing liberties. So far as he was able to judge, not one of them was missing. Nor could he find anything to show what she had been looking for, nor what there was in them which could have been of interest to her. He racked his memory in his endeavours to recall her face, or one like hers; or a voice, a form, a gesture, anything which would enable him to link her with some particular association — in vain. Yet that hers was an entity which would have to be dealt with at once, and forcibly, events of that night had made sufficiently plain, or he might be destroyed before he knew what was striking him.

While he still kept trying back, there came a ring at the bell.

“Is that her? She’s capable of it. I wish it were; this time she’d find me also capable of a thing or two. But I rather fancy it’s my friend Fentiman. In either eventuality it’s just as well that I should be prepared.”

He took out of his waistcoat pocket a small leather case, which, having opened it and glanced within, as if to make sure that its contents were intact, he at once put back again. Then, since the bell still continued chiming, he admitted the ringer. It was not the lady — as he had anticipated; it was Professor Fentiman.

“You might give that bell a rest, Fentiman. You’re not bound to keep your finger glued to the button.”

“I like to feel that I am giving you no excuse to pretend that you were not aware that I was ringing it, which is an amusing little game I have known you to play before to-day.”

“Don’t be an ass! If I didn’t want to hear it I could disconnect it in an instant. You were perfectly well aware that I was not likely to deny myself to you tonight. It’s rather the other way round. I was just beginning to wonder if you meant to come.”

“You may thank your stars that I have come. It’s certainly no fault of yours that I’m alive to do it.”

“Don’t hint that it’s my misfortune; that would be unkind. Talk sense, Fentiman; you occasionally can. What luck? Have you brought my dear uncle’s very last will and testament?”

“On my honour, Wentworth, for sheer impudence you take the cake. To look at and to listen to you, one would think that you were the most straightforward creature breathing, while I know you — and you know I know you — to be the most infernal hypocrite and humbug that ever walked the earth.”

“Fentiman, have you been lowering it even more than usual?”

“Lowering it? I’ve been lowering nothing, except, God knows, how many gallons of water!”

“If it really is water which you have been absorbing, that possibly may explain the singularity of your language, because beyond doubt so unusual a liquor would affect you strangely. Be so good as to tell me plainly, have you brought with you my uncle’s will, drawn up in the terms which we agreed upon?”

“You pretend to ask me such a question, you treacherous hound, after setting that infernal woman to spy on me? When I think of it, I feel like taking you by the throat and choking the life right out of you; I’m more capable of doing it than you may imagine.”

At the mention of the word “woman,” Mr. Wentworth did not exactly change countenance, but a flicker passed across his face, as if some muscle had been involuntarily twitched.

“Setting what infernal woman to spy on you?”

Mr. Fentiman explained, with considerable force of language, how, at a delicate point in his interview with Professor Hurle, a woman had, as he put it, “popped on to the scene like a damned Jack-in-the-box,” which was rather a crude way of setting forth the actual manner of the lady’s appearance.

“But what’s the use,” he went on, “of telling you what you know already, since she was your own infernal spy.”

“On what grounds do you say she was my spy?”

“She told me that she was, in so many words.”

“Did she? The beauty! Then she lied. Reflect, Fentiman. Ask yourself what conceivable reason I could have had for setting her, or any one else, to spy on you, when the whole transaction was of so eminently delicate a character that the first essential was that the knowledge of it should be confined to our two selves?”

“That is what I have been asking myself: what reason could you have had, unless you did it out of pure cussedness, which is quite possible, because, anyhow, it was you who informed her that I was going down to Camford, and on what errand I was going.”

“I who informed her!”

“She said that she obtained the information from your own lips; and she obviously must have done, since she certainly never had it from me; and she could have got it from nobody but one of us.”

Mr. Wentworth reflected. It occurred to him as possible, nay, probable, that the information had been obtained from his lips, though it had been very far from his intention to convey it. The statement which he made was distinctly accurate.

“I assure you, Fentiman, that I have not breathed one syllable on the matter to any one but you. If this woman of yours is the one I suspect, then she has been the cause of considerable annoyance to me already. If I can once get within grips of her, I promise you that I’ll quickly bring her to a final account. Where is the will you induced my uncle to draw up?”

“She has it; that fair friend of yours.”

Mr. Wentworth’s face darkened. “Then, in that case, it may be the cause to me of serious injury. You had better have torn it up rather than let it get into her hands.”

“You don’t understand; I was helpless. She set a gang of ruffianly undergraduates on to me, who, at her instigation, threw me into the college fountain. If it had not been for the intervention of an individual, who was apparently of the don species, I might have been drowned — actually drowned. What I have endured at the hands of those cowardly blackguards, you have no conception.”

He shuddered at the thought. Mr. Wentworth smiled, a fact which the sufferer possibly noted. He went on.

“But if I have been subjected to treatment on the details of which I do not care to dwell, and if I have left the draft of the will which was to make you your uncle’s heir in the hands of your lady friend, I have brought something away from St. Clement’s College which I think may prove to be of some value — at least, to me.”

“What is it — the recollection of a pleasant dip? Seriously, Fentiman, you have my hearty sympathy. I understand what your feelings must have been at finding yourself introduced to cold clean water.”

“I am glad my experiences amuse you, Mr. Wentworth. You enable me to perceive the more clearly that that young woman was not such a liar as you would wish me to believe. However, I fancy I have acquired a piece of information which may not amuse you quite so much. I told you last night that it was beyond my comprehension why you should be so anxious to be your uncle’s heir, since he had nothing to leave. Now I begin to have the glimmering of an idea.”

“Indeed. What is it?”

“Have you ever heard of the Great Harry Gold Mine? But you needn’t trouble yourself to answer, because, as a matter of fact, I know you have.”

“What of it?”

“What has become of the five thousand shares in it which you hold in trust for your uncle?”

“How do you know that my uncle has, or ever had, any shares in it?”

“He told me so himself, this afternoon, while under influence. But he’s such an addle-headed old idiot that he takes it for granted that because they were worthless once they must be worthless always, and therefore is entirely unconscious of the fact that, owing to certain accidents, they are worth, we will say, a good deal more than the sum he paid for them.”

“Well, Fentiman; what next?”

“You and I, Mr. Wentworth, are the only persons in existence who know that your uncle holds those shares, and what their value is. How much do you think it would be worth to you to keep the real facts of the case, say, from him?”

Mr. Wentworth smiled. “You want me to pay you to keep still?”

“That’s about the size of it.”

“I will be candid and admit that it is a matter of almost vital importance to me that those facts should not become generally known; had I guessed that you would have got upon their track, I doubt if I should have introduced you to my uncle.”

“You underrated my powers. I always told you that you did.”

“I suppose that was the case — I suppose it was. As you have shown that I was wrong, and since matters are as they are, all that remains for me to do is to face the situation, and to treat it from a business point of view.”

“Quite so. You are right enough there.”

“I am glad you feel that also. All that remains for us is to understand each other thoroughly. My experience is that as a means of oiling the wheels a whisky and soda is not to be despised.”

“I’m still with you.” From a cabinet which he unlocked, Mr. Wentworth took out a decanter and a tumbler. “How do you like it?”

“Stiffish.”

Wentworth poured out a generous modicum of whisky, which he diluted with but a modest proportion of the contents of a syphon of soda. He mixed another drink for himself on less heroic lines.

“Here’s to our understanding each other better, Fentiman.”

He raised the tumbler to his mouth, but whether any of the liquor passed his lips was doubtful. On that point, as regards Mr. Fentiman, there could be no doubt whatever, he nearly emptied his glass at one great gulp. As he did so a startled look came on his face.

“What — what’s the matter?”

That was all he said. The glass slipped from between his fingers. He reeled, and fell to the floor, and where he fell he lay still. After a moment’s pause, Wentworth, putting down his own tumbler on the mantelshelf, advanced and stood over him.

“You said you wanted it stiffish, and you’ve got it.” He again took out of his pocket that small leather case, and from it he produced a tiny syringe. “If you’d brought me the will, all signed and settled, I’d have given you your discharge in full, as I promised, since I did not propose to allow you to hold the knowledge of how it came into existence over me. As, although you have permitted yourself to be bluffed by a woman, you have got hold of information which I would rather you hadn’t, you shall still have your discharge in full. Here it is.”

Kneeling on the floor beside the prostrate man, with his left hand he brushed the hair away from his forehead. He drove the nozzle of his syringe, which was unusually long, and of needle-like fineness, right into the head, among the roots of the hair in the centre, between the temples. Then he injected the contents.

That was all. But the following afternoon there was brought before the magistrate at the Hammersmith Police Court an individual who had been found wandering, in an irresponsible manner, about the streets. He was unable to give an account of himself, for the sufficient reason that he was speechless, being apparently a deaf mute, and also, unmistakably, an imbecile. He was remanded to the imbecile ward of the Hammersmith Workhouse, to be medically examined, and pending certain inquiries. The doctor certified that, while he was beyond doubt a lunatic, his case presented features of a most unusual kind.

The certified lunatic was Professor Fentiman.


CHAPTER VIII. A CHANCE ENCOUNTER

FOR those who are fond of exercise, there are few more agreeable playthings than a free-wheel bicycle; only, even in the most skilful hands, unfortunately, they are liable at times to behave in unexpected fashions. When John Banner, turning the corner on his motor-car, pulled up just in time to avoid running over what was left of a young lady who was apparently mixed up with her machine, he realized that this was probably a case in point. The young lady was half-sitting, half-sprawling on the road, in an attitude which she certainly would not have chosen of her own accord; and under her, and over her, and round about, were some of the component parts of what once had been a bicycle. Mr. Banner sprang down to her assistance.

“Are you hurt?” he inquired.

That the lady was still in possession of her faculty of speech, her reply made tolerably clear.

“Am I hurt? Of course not. No one who is thrown over the handle-bars of a bicycle and nearly killed ever is. I don’t know if every bone in my body is broken, but I’m sure that most of them are.”

Mr. Banner’s eyes twinkled. There was that in the speaker’s tone which was hardly suggestive of great suffering.

“I’m sorry it’s so bad as that. Can I help you up? Or don’t you think you’ll be able to stand? I’ve attended classes for first aid to the wounded; perhaps I may be of some assistance.”

The young lady’s answer was to rise quite unassisted. She gave herself a little shake, as if for the purpose of ascertaining what portions of her remained intact.

“Perhaps,” suggested Mr. Banner, “it is not so very bad, after all.”

“Thank you. You are very kind. I don’t know what you call bad. My bicycle is done for!”

Mr. Banner examined the machine.

“It does seem rather the worse for wear. I am afraid that for the present you will have to put it on the retired list. How did it happen? Something went wrong with the brakes?”

“Something went wrong with everything, I should say. I was free-wheeling down that abominable hill.”

“Which has a ‘Dangerous’ board at the top.”

“It ought to have a ‘Murderous’ board; I am sure it is absolutely deadly. I don’t know how many miles it is, or how many gradients there are; and it keeps turning and twisting among the trees and the high hedges, so that you can’t see where you are going. I was just thanking my stars that I had reached the bottom alive when, as you put it, something went wrong, and then you found me. What I should like to know now is, how I am going to manage. I can’t very well leave my machine here; I can’t carry it; and there doesn’t seem to be a soul within miles.”

“I am afraid that this district is scantily populated. May I ask for what part of it you were making?”

“I was going to call on Miss Lettice Mason, of The Croft, which I understand is somewhere hereabouts; though, according to the lucid nature of the directions I have received, I have not the faintest notion where.”

“This, though a fortuitous, may prove to be rather a fortunate encounter, since Lettice Mason is my niece, and The Croft is my home.”

The girl gazed at him in undisguised astonishment.

“Is your name Hurle?”

“No, my name is Banner; John Banner.”

“Then Professor Hurle is not your brother?”

“The relationship is rather remote. My half-brother, Charles Mason — my mother’s son by her first marriage — married one of his sisters. Lettice is their daughter and only child. Her father and mother are both dead; so it happens that Lettice is to me as if she were my daughter.”

“I see. Now I begin to understand. When I heard that Miss Mason lived with her uncle, I supposed that he must be the professor’s brother; but — I should never have taken you for that. You are not in the least bit like him.”

“That sounds like a doubtful compliment. Professor Hurle is a very clever man.”

“Is he? I know that he is a great scholar; but — are the two things synonymous?”

Mr. Banner laughed.

“I am afraid that that is a point which you can scarcely expect me to decide off-hand. May I ask to whom I have the pleasure of speaking?”

The girl hesitated, as if in doubt to what extent to give him her confidence, searching his countenance with her bright eyes as if to learn from it what manner of man he was. Apparently the result was, at least in a measure, satisfactory.

“My name is Capparoni, Agnes Capparoni.”

“That sounds Italian.”

“My father was Italian, but my mother was English, and I am English.”

“There is a note in your voice which seems to say that you are glad of it.”

“Of course I am. Everybody would be English if they could be.”

“You believe that! I wonder —— However, Miss Capparoni, since we are not acquainted, I think, under the circumstances, that I am at liberty to offer you a seat in my run-about, since your bicycle is — resting. My car is two-seated; as you perceive, I am my own chauffeur; there is room in it both for you and your machine. You will find that that is the quicker way to The Croft.”

Presently the two were bowling together over the road. For some distance both of them were silent. Then Mr. Banner asked — 

“Are you a friend of Letty’s?”

“I am, in one sense — and I hope that you will think me so — though I have never seen her.”

“Then she does not know that you are coming?”

“So far as I am aware, she is not even conscious of my existence.”

There was another interval of silence. Then the girl spoke again.

“Mr. Banner?”

“Miss Capparoni?”

“I think, now that I have seen you, and have had an opportunity of judging what kind of person you are — —”

“Don’t jump at conclusions, Miss Capparoni.”

“I don’t, as a rule. I was merely about to observe that, on the whole, I incline to the opinion that before I see Miss Mason I had perhaps better speak to you on the subject on which I proposed to speak to her, if you don’t mind.”

“Not in the very least. I think you will find me a tolerable listener, especially if, as your tones would almost suggest, you have a horrible tale to unfold.”

“It is, at any rate, a curious one. Only, as I may have to occupy your attention for some minutes, I think I could say my say much better if the car were not going quite so fast. Would you mind giving your car a little rest?”

“There!” The car stopped dead. Its driver leaned back in his seat and turned to her. “The car is resting. Since I doubt if a dozen persons pass along this portion of the road in the course of an average day, I don’t think that we need fear interruption. So now for your tragic story.”

“It may prove to be more tragic than you imagine, Mr. Banner. In the first place, will you please look at that?”

She handed him a paper which she took from the little bag which was hanging at her waist. He realized its nature with evident surprise.

“Professor Hurle’s handwriting; his will, leaving everything to that scamp, Wentworth; but with no signature attached. Miss Capparoni, I don’t understand. How do you come to be in possession of this, and why do you show it to me?”

She narrated how the will had been extracted by Fentiman from Dr. Hurle. Mr. Banner’s amazement plainly increased as he listened.

“You must pardon my bluntness, but — I am still at a loss. How came you to be where you say you were; and what business had you to be there, anyhow?”

“On the preceding night I was in Mr. Wentworth’s rooms. I heard him form his plans with Fentiman, so — I thought I’d intervene.”

“But — without inquiring what you were doing in Wentworth’s rooms at night — what have Cyril Wentworth’s movements and plans, however nefarious, to do with you? In other words, Miss Capparoni, who are you, that you should go out of your way to play so curious a part in what — if I understand you rightly — you admit is no concern of yours?”

The girl seemed to consider.

“If you don’t mind I’ll tell you my story. Then you will understand how closely I am concerned in everything which concerns the man whom you call Cyril Wentworth; and how through him I became associated with Professor Hurle, and through the professor with Miss Mason. Also, by the time I’ve finished my story, I think you will admit that, in telling it, I had no egotistical intention.”

“By all means tell me anything which you think will throw light upon the puzzle. I confess that, so far, you have only filled me with bewilderment. But since tobacco seems to clear what I call my brain, if you’ll permit me, while you talk, I’ll smoke, and I’ll get out of the car to do it.”

Descending to the ground, he lit his pipe. Planting himself immediately in front of the car, he kept his eyes fixed on her face while she told her tale, she remaining apparently wholly unmoved by the fixed intentness of his gaze. No one coming along the road, seeing how each was absorbed in the other, would have guessed that they were strangers, who had met each other, for the first time in their lives, by the merest chance, only a few minutes before.


CHAPTER IX. PIETRO CAPPARONI

“MY father was, as you have surmised, an Italian. When he married my mother, he came with her to live in England. My mother always had delicate health. While I was still a child, the doctors told her that if she wished to continue to live, she would have to leave England. My parents thereupon commenced a series of wanderings to and fro upon the face of the earth in search of health for my mother. They never found it. In the end she died — in Australia.

“At that time the world was full of stories of the gold which had been found in West Australia. Hundreds, thousands of people, coming from all quarters of the globe, were rushing into the waterless desert in search of it. In Australia itself the gold fever was in the air. It attacked my father. It was not because he was in need. Although he was not rich, neither was he poor. My father and my mother had both had means. It was certainly not pecuniary stress which drove him out into the salt swamps and arid wastes of the Victoria Desert.

“Not only had theirs been a love match, my mother and father continued to be lovers to the end. The more I look back the more clearly do I see that each only lived for the other. The nearer my mother came to death, the more beautiful she grew; I suspect with a beauty which was in itself unnatural, and, if the thing was possible, the more my father loved her. When she died, everything in the world which was, to him, worth living for went with her. If he could, I believe he would have had himself fastened in the same coffin. While he was still half beside himself with grief, there came the tale of the West Australian gold, that will-o’-the-wisp which lured so many to a quest which ended in destruction. Before I realized what it was that he proposed to do, he was off in search of it, leaving me at a Melbourne boarding-school.

“I never saw him again. For months I had from him a weekly letter; strange and wild letters some of them were; I have them every one; and then — came silence. His letters ceased. I continued to write to him, but there came no answers; instead, after a time, my own letters came back to me. They had never reached him. According to the legends on the envelopes, he was ‘unknown,’ ‘not to be found.’

“The last letter I had received from him was addressed from Darlot City Camp. It was the seventh that I had had from the same place. He had been the usual round which men went in those days: through the Coolgardie district, and then up north and east. I have letters from most of the places which, then, were famous. His idea was not to mine himself, but to develop other people’s mines, and to speculate in claims on his own account. He was no simpleton, although, in his letters, he used to tell me how my mother had come to him in the night, and ridden with him across the desert. Whether he himself believed in her visitations I cannot say; I think myself it is possible that great love works miracles. Certainly on all other subjects his brain was clear enough. He had a good general knowledge of the business on which he was setting forth. Geology had always been his hobby. He knew as well as any man the kind of ground in which gold is found, and the best means of getting at it when it is there. He seemed, so far as I was able to judge from his letters, to have met, on the whole, with at least his share of success. He had entered into several speculations which had turned out well; and, indeed, his last two or three letters had contained hints that he was even then engaged in a venture which might not improbably have great results.

“In each of the last nine communications which I had had from him, one particular individual was referred to by name — Charlie Walker. This Walker seemed to have made on him a considerable impression. It was through him that he went to Darlot City Camp. It was in partnership with him that he was engaged in the venture which promised so well. The earlier allusions said nothing but good of him. Later, a tone crept into them which made me wonder. It was not that my father began to think less of him, in a certain sense; indeed, on the score of his abilities, the impression grew, instead of waned. My father once wrote, ‘I believe Walker’s the cleverest all-round man I ever met,’ adding, as if by an afterthought, ‘and the wickedest.’ I wondered in what direction his wickedness lay, since it must have been very obvious to have struck my father, who made it his habitual rule to think ill of no man. His language grew stronger as the weeks went by. In the very last letter I have he says, ‘Walker belongs to a type of man I have never before encountered. He is like a being out of a fairy tale. I am sometimes in doubt as to whether he is a man or a devil. I believe that, in certain directions, he has the powers of a devil. The men in camp credit him with using his powers with devilish cruelty. Some very queer tales are told of him. I hope, for his own sake, and mine, that none of them are true.’

“The words are stamped on my brain in indelible letters. When it began to dawn on me that my father had ceased to write to me; that, apparently, there was an end of him, those were the words which recurred to me again and again. His silence meant that he was ill; that he was dead; or — what else? That was the question which I had to put to myself and answer. If he was ill, it was hardly likely that he was too ill to dictate at least a note to an acquaintance; for instance, to his partner, Walker. He knew that I should be greatly worried if I heard nothing from him at all; and I knew him well enough to be certain that, however ill he might be, his first thought would be for me. I was sure that he would get some one to tell me that he was still alive, lest, from his silence, I should infer the worst. Therefore I concluded that he was not suffering, and had not been suffering, from any ordinary illness.

“On the other hand, I did not believe that he was dead. I told myself that if he were dead, his papers would have been left behind; my relationship to him, and my address, would have been learnt from them, and, at any rate, the broad facts of his fate would have been communicated to me. Supposing them to have fallen into bad hands, then still I might have heard. Among his papers was a cheque-book on a bank in which he had a large balance. An ordinary thief would have drawn a cheque and cashed it, which, under the circumstances, would have been an intimation of an unmistakable kind. But nothing reached the bank; the account remained untouched. It happened that one of his letters had contained a list of the securities which he had with him in the camp. It struck me that it was rather odd that he should have thought it necessary to send me such a list, though he explained the proceeding by saying that in certain company one never knew what might happen, and that therefore it was desirable that I should have a duplicate list of the more valuable of his belongings. Inquiries were made, which showed that the securities had been entered in his name, and still continued to stand in it. As time went on, nothing transpired to show that any attempt had been made to deal in them. If the papers had been stolen, even supposing the thief to have been unwilling to forge a cheque, he would surely have endeavoured to turn the securities into cash, especially as they might, one and all, have been easily negotiated.

“The more I thought, the more I felt persuaded that my father was neither ill nor dead. Then what alternative was there? People about me answered that there was none. They said that he must be one or the other. As time went on they decided that, beyond the slightest shadow of a doubt, he was dead. My mother had left me all that she possessed. My father had seen that all her affairs were put into proper order before he started. I remained at that Melbourne boarding-school until my twenty-first birthday, the silence having remained unbroken for more than two years. Having come into possession of my small property, and having become, to that extent, my own mistress, I went to look for my father. People laughed. Some tried to stop me. They said that he was certainly dead; that to go and look for him in Western Australia was absurd, since the place was played out, and all traces of him must have been long since lost. But I paid no heed to any of them. I went. And I may tell you that I have been looking for him ever since. Some would say that I am no nearer him than I ever was. I, however, am of a different opinion.”

For the first time Mr. Banner interrupted her.

“How long is it since you started?”

“More than three years. I was twenty-one when I began. I shall be twenty-five next birthday.”

“Twenty-five?” Mr. Banner looked at her, as if to learn how she bore her years. “I am glad you’re twenty-five.”

“Why should you be glad?”

“Because you look younger, and I was afraid you were.”

“Why should you be afraid of that?”

“Well, you see, I’m not so young as I once was; and when a man has arrived at my age, he finds that very young women are apt to regard him as advanced altogether into the sere and yellow. But sometimes, when a young woman has attained to the dignity of twenty-five, she takes a more reasonable view of his position.”

“You don’t seem to be at all old to me, and, of course, you’re not old. It’s only for the sake of saying so.”

“I’m glad you think so.” Mr. Banner sighed. “And do I understand that although you have been looking for your father for more than three years without finding him, that you still hope to do so?”

“Emphatically.”

“Alive?”

“Certainly. I should not expect to find him in this world if he were dead. But I am convinced that he is not.”

“What grounds have you for your conviction?”

“You shall hear. You may think them slight, but they suffice for me. I reached what, in my father’s time, had been known as Darlot City Camp, which I found, having shed two of its names, had become simply Darlot. More than once on the way there I had lighted on traces of my father, and more particularly of Charlie Walker. At Darlot itself my father’s name had already become little more than a tradition. Walker’s was as alive and fresh as it had ever been, though I discovered that he was more widely known under a sort of pseudonym, ‘Jack the Chemist.’

“Jack the Chemist was still a notorious character in all that region. The nickname had come to be used almost as a bogey with which to frighten children. It was not long before I came to the conclusion that his reputation must have grown with the efflux of time. Such a monster as they portrayed would never have been allowed to live. They would have killed him, with or without sanction of law, just as they would have destroyed any other dangerous animal. Some of the tales they told of him were hideous; on the face of them, almost incredible. And yet, that some of the most apparently incredible parts of them were true, I have now begun to believe.”

She paused, as if to think. Mr. Banner intervened with a comment.

“Not seldom the seemingly impossible proves to be true. It has been so over and over again in the history of human progress. When you come to deal with the actions of individual men you approach a subject in which the word incredible should be sparingly used. One is compelled to believe that some men are capable of anything, and that to them all things are possible. It is rather a question of evidence. I should prefer rather to hear what evidence was offered you than what tales were told against him.”

The girl still continued silent. Then, leaning forward on the seat of the car, clasping her hands together in front of her, she spoke of Jack the Chemist.

“I will tell you one tale which I heard, not from one person only, but from certainly a dozen persons, and then you will begin to understand how it is that that apparently silly nickname, ‘Jack the Chemist,’ has to me become associated with nightmare horrors; and, also, you will be able to guess why I believe that my father is still — alive.”


CHAPTER X. JACK THE CHEMIST

“IN Darlot City Camp, in those early days, labour was the scarcest thing there was. The workings were mostly alluvial; the miners had to find the gold with their own picks and shovels. When a shaft had to be sunk, to deal with anything like a deep lode, to all intents and purposes the mine was at an end. Few would work for pay. It was practically impossible to take in a sufficiency of partners to deal with such a mine on business-like principles. When a certain distance was reached working ceased; that is, in the majority of cases. My father’s mine was an exception, a singular one.

“I call it my father’s mine, because everything goes to show that it was his. Walker was his partner, and shared in the profits. But it was my father’s money which developed it, and it was he who bought and paid for the machinery which was used in working it. He must have known all about the claim before he arrived upon the scene, because, when he came, he brought the machinery with him. It was rudimentary enough, but there it was regarded as wonderful, not the least wonderful thing being that he had been able to get it there at all. I do not know how many horses had been used up in the process, nor how many men. The greatest marvel of all was that men should have been found who would undertake such work; but they had, Walker had found them. The arrival of the outfit was regarded in Darlot City Camp as a latter-day miracle. It comprised my father and Walker, and nine men — working men. A stranger lot, if what I was told was true, surely never were seen. There were five blacks, two half-breeds, and two whites, and they were all of them not only speechless but imbecile.”

The girl paused, as if to enable Mr. Banner to grasp the full meaning of her words. He repeated them after her, contemplatively.

“All of them not only speechless but imbecile?”

“All of them.”

“Then, if that was the case, as workmen they were worthless, because, as doctors will tell you, the one impossible thing is to get lunatics to do work that counts.”

“The only thing they could or would do was work for Walker. No one had any influence over them but him; they paid not the least attention to my father. I was told that my father’s attitude was not the least singular part of the whole proceedings. He wore a continual air of bewilderment, of being mystified, as if all that was going on was clean beyond his comprehension. I believe that up to a certain point it was.

“A well was sunk, water found, the machinery set up, a shaft made, by those nine men. They worked as few men could ever have worked before — all day and every day, and sometimes far into the night, under Walker’s supervision. He would have worked them on Sundays, if my father had not interfered. The partners quarrelled because my father insisted on their having one day’s rest in seven. The nine men offered no remonstrance, showed no sign of unwillingness. When Walker was there, they worked unceasingly, like so many automata. When he was not there, they became like so many stocks and stones. They did nothing, and nothing could be done with them. The strain on him must have been almost as great as it was on them.”

The listener interposed a question.

“Are you suggesting that this was another case of the man Fentiman you were telling me about, and that those nine men were under some sort of hypnotic influence.”

“That was the idea which first gained credence in the camp. When questioned, and you may be sure that Walker was freely questioned, he used to say with a laugh that he had hypnotized them. But it was soon realized that any theory of that kind offered a very insufficient explanation.

“In less than a month the mine was in full working order; in a rudimentary sense, no doubt, but in a sense which was altogether beyond anything which had been hitherto seen in Darlot City Camp. Then the nine men began to die — what of, was never known. There was no doctor to certify. One thing was certain, they died very much against Walker’s will. He regarded their deaths as so many personal injuries, which, no doubt, they were. He offered fabulous wages to men who would take their places. My father went from claim to claim; guaranteeing payment out of his own pocket. I think that some might have worked for him; but for Walker, no. Already they regarded him with something more than feelings of distrust — as a being to be both feared and shunned.

“It had been noticed, among other things, that he was fond of making what would be to use the language of hyperbole to call experiments — on animals. Animals of all sorts seemed to regard him with a mixture of fear and hatred. His horse had to be kept constantly tethered, because directly he approached it, it went half mad in its efforts to avoid him. Directly he was on its back it began to sweat and shiver. The three or four dogs which were in the camp would retreat as he approached, and snarl and snap if he tried to touch them. A miner had a bull-dog of which he was very fond. Although an inoffensive creature, as a rule, given to make friends with all and sundry, it flew one day at Walker, without apparent cause, and bit him in the leg. That night the dog was missing. Two days afterwards it was found at some distance from the camp; but something had happened to it. It seemed to have lost its wits. It did not recognize its own master, and moved sideways, with a sort of crab-like progression, as if incapable of walking straight. Its owner went straight to Walker, and charged him with having played tricks with the dog. Although Walker denied it, no one believed him.

“Seven weeks after their arrival, six of the nine men were dead. Walker, who claimed to be possessed of medical knowledge, asserted that they had died of some sort of fever. If that was the case, it was odd that it should have only attacked the six. Work at the mine was perforce suspended. Since no labour was to be obtained in the camp, Walker set out in search of some, though where he expected to find labourers within hundreds of miles of where they were, no one was able to guess. My father told him, publicly, as he was starting, that he was setting out on a wild-goose chase, since it was certain that his errand would be fruitless. He turned savagely upon my father, telling him that he did not know what he was talking about, declaring, with an oath, that he would return with a dozen men inside a week.

“The very day after his departure, a man — a stranger — appeared in the camp, who told a singular story. He said that he had been making for Darlot City Camp with a companion. They had pitched, on the preceding night, what they hoped would be their last camp before arriving at their destination, and were eating their supper when they were joined by another traveller. Bush hospitality is proverbial; the new-comer was warmly welcomed. So soon, however, as he came right into the light of the fire, the narrator declared that he recognized in him a man who had been known in quite another part of the country as Jack the Chemist. He had borne so diabolical a reputation that his sudden appearance startled him almost into speechlessness. He endeavoured not to allow any signs of recognition to escape him, awaiting an opportunity to put his companion privately upon his guard. That opportunity never came. After supper the traveller, taking a flask out of his satchel, suggested that they should drink his whisky as a night-cap. ‘You’ll sleep more soundly after this than you ever slept in all your lives before,’ he said, pouring some of the contents into each of the three drinking cups. ‘Now, all together; gentlemen, here’s to you.’ Something in the speaker’s words and manner put the narrator on his guard. He endeavoured to convey a warning to his friend. ‘If you take my advice. Bill, you won’t drink any more of this stuff than you can help; it comes out of a chemist’s shop, I guess, this does.’ The friend, supposing him to be jesting, only laughed, and swallowed the contents of his cup. To his horror, the other man — who had abstained from tasting what was in his cup — saw him, immediately after he had drunk, fall to the ground as if he were dead. Before his companion could move to go to his assistance, the traveller was on him, and had him by the throat. Struggling for more than life, he picked up the iron pan in which the meal had been cooked, and, more by chance than anything else, struck a blow with it which knocked his assailant senseless. He could not have been a very courageous person, because, without stopping to see what had really happened to his friend, he jumped on to his horse and rode off through the night. But I was informed that the tales he told of Jack the Chemist were quite sufficient to explain why any one should flee from him as if he were the devil himself.

“There could be no doubt, from the description he gave, that Jack the Chemist and Walker were one and the same person. This story cast a lurid light upon his methods of recruiting labour. The whole camp sat upon him in a sort of committee. A posse was formed to chase and bring him back before more evil was worked. But he never was brought back — at least, by that posse. The next morning, when the camp awoke, the stranger who had brought the story was found lying dead. In his tightly-clenched hand was found a tiny strip of steel, which was afterwards known to be the nozzle of some unusual form of hypodermic syringe. The three remaining workmen were dead. My father’s tent was empty; he had vanished with all his papers. In the first wild burst of rage it was taken for granted that my father was a criminal. But facts which came out later more than hinted that he was only another of Jack the Chemist’s victims. Two men had been seen making across the desert eastward — in those days so desperate an adventure that men would need to be very hard driven to attempt it. The natives who had seen them said that one man was sitting jauntily on a horse, while he led another, on which was his companion, by the bridle. The second man was incapable of leading his own horse, he could hardly keep his seat upon the saddle; he was apparently blind, speechless, and imbecile.”

The girl ceased to speak. She sat, with tightly compressed lips and gleaming eyes, looking into space, as if she saw, with the eyes of the mind, those two lone travellers. Mr. Banner watched her for a moment, and then said — 

“You conclude that the one man was Walker, and the other your father?”

“I am sure of it. I have no doubt that Jack the Chemist — I prefer to call him by that name, it marks him as with a brand — returned to the camp that night for some purpose of his own. My father charged him there and then with being the manner of man he was, whereupon he used my father as he had used those nine men, and Heaven only knows how many more beside. Gathering together my father’s papers with his own, towing him after him as if he were a chattel, he fled for his life across the desert. You can have no idea, and I can give you none, what in those days such a journey, under such circumstances, must have meant. More than two years afterwards, under much more favourable conditions, I did that journey myself. I never want to do it again. After all that lapse of time I found traces of them by the way. Whoever saw them once never forgot them. They were so strange a pair — in particular was my father so striking a figure.

“When they reached South Australia they seem to have parted; thenceforward I only found traces of my father. Blind, dumb, imbecile, he roused compassion wherever he went. It seems that, though always tired and way-worn, he was unresting, always going on, as if some one was calling him, bidding him to haste. I believe that some one was calling him, even from afar off — the monster who had transformed him into his worse than slave — and that he had no option but to obey.”

Again the girl stopped. Once more her listener seemed to choose his words before he spoke.

“I quite understand what your feelings are, and the tragic meaning all that you have told me has for you. But you must pardon me, Miss Capparoni, if I am so dull as still not to perceive what connection this has with Professor Hurle and the unfinished will which you have handed me.”

“It has at least this connection — Cyril Wentworth is Jack the Chemist!”


CHAPTER XI. MR. BANNER TAKES MISS CAPPARONI HOME TO TEA

“MISS CAPPARONI!” Mr. Banner stared at the girl as if wondering if she knew what she was saying. “Are you conscious of the monstrous charge which you are bringing against a person who, I have reason to believe, has both means and reputation, and who is of some standing in society?”

“It is not merely a charge which I am making, I am stating a fact.”

“I fancy you are forgetting, also, that Cyril Wentworth is, in some degree, my relative.”

“I don’t see how. Even if he is Professor Hurle’s nephew, he is not yours; that is, if I followed correctly the explanation of your genealogical tree which you just now gave me.”

“He is Lettice’s cousin, and I have always regarded Lettice as my daughter.”

“All the same, she is not your daughter; and one can’t help having a cousin who’s a scamp, which you yourself admitted that he was. I am only showing you that your doubts of him were justified. Please understand me, Mr. Banner; I am making no wild feminine charge against this man, based on prejudice or rumour. I come to you with proofs of every word I say. If you wish, I will say no more. I will go away as I have come; Miss Mason need never see me. I have evidence that her cousin is almost as much her enemy as he is mine. I hoped that, when you had learned what that evidence is, in return for the help I can give Miss Mason, you would help me — as I believe you can help me — to find my father, who is still — somewhere — at that man’s mercy. But if you will not do this, then I must work without you, and I will, though I may probably have to move on different lines than I should do if I had the advantage of your aid. So, Mr. Banner, which is it to be? Do you wish to have the truth, or don’t you? Am I to go on, or stop? Will you help me to unmask a scoundrel, and rescue from his clutches at least one of the victims of his iniquity; or am I to fight him single-handed? I’m not afraid, I assure you, and in the end I’ll win; but, if you’ll help me, I may win quicker. You do not need me to point out to you that this spoiler of men is not only Miss Mason’s enemy and mine; he is in an even greater degree the enemy of humanity. Now, Mr. Banner, please, which is it to be!”

John Banner knocked out the ashes of his pipe against his heel, looking at her half quizzically as he did so. He commenced to pace to and fro across the road. The girl, sitting motionless on the seat of the car, watched him. At last, still moving from side to side, he spoke.

“You forget. Miss Capparoni, that although to you what you have said is ancient history, to me it is as if you had suddenly pointed a pistol at my head and fired it.”

“The analogy doesn’t seem to me to be a very good one. Do you mean that you want time to consider?”

“I do.”

“To consider what?”

John Banner stopped in front of the car. This time there was no doubt that the glance with which he regarded her was wholly quizzical.

“You are a very shrewd young lady, Miss Capparoni, and a very persistent one. I can well believe that you’d be a match, and more than a match, for any man — however bad that man might be. But might I ask you to remember that every question has several sides, and that some folks see some sides clearer than others?” He looked at his watch. “And one of the sides which just now appeals very strongly to me is that at the present moment Lettice is waiting for her tea. Do you know that you and I have spent the best part of the afternoon here, in the middle of the road? I’m sure a cup of tea will do you no harm. Let me take you where you’ll get one, and we’ll leave your story to be continued in our next.”

“You are very good. But although there is but little more of it, that little is not the least essential part. I’d rather continue it now to an end. When you have heard me out, we shall each of us know better where we stand.”

John Banner gave a grotesquely exaggerated sigh. He assumed an air of resignation and refilled his pipe.

“Very well. Anything to know better — as you phrase it, where we stand. Only if we find Lettice in a state of nervous palpitation, under the impression that the car has been blown skywards and borne me with it, the blame will be yours, not mine.”

“Certainly; if I do see Miss Mason I will make that clear to her. I’m going to hurry, leaving out everything but the absolutely essential.”

“Thank you very much.”

Mr. Banner expressed his thankfulness in such tones of meekness that, in spite of herself, the girl had to smile. She went on rapidly, as she had promised, leaving him to put in for himself, if he chose, what she left out.

“At Darlot City Camp there was, even then, the inevitable man with a camera. He snapped everything — my father, the nine workmen, Jack the Chemist; Jack the Chemist he snapped over and over again. When I reached Darlot that photographer had become one of the leading citizens. He still had those snapshots. He allowed me to have copies made of them; I have those copies now. With their aid I looked for the original all over the world. I almost lighted on him again and again, never quite. I thought I saw him in a motorcar at Monte Carlo; a second time at a Parisian theatre. At last, only a few days ago, I was sure I saw him in London, in Hyde Park. I followed him home. I found that he had a flat in Sloane Street, where he called himself Cyril Wentworth.”

“His name — this is by the way — is Wentworth; to that fact I myself can vouch.”

“To me, as I have said, he will always be Jack the Chemist. I gained admission to his flat, during his absence, by means of which I will say nothing; in dealing with him I don’t propose to stick at trifles. I ransacked every paper I could discover in search of something which would tell me what had become of my father, wholly without success. He came in and found me there.”

“And sent for the police?”

“He talked of doing so, but he only talked. I charged him with being Jack the Chemist; he attempted no denial. I think he was too taken aback to think of a plausible lie.”

“Did you question him about your father?”

“Not I; I knew better. My object was to mystify him, not to afford him information. I dropped no hint as to who I was or what I wanted; to have done so would have been tantamount to signing my father’s death warrant. I heard him instruct Fentiman to cozen a will out of Professor Hurle; how that came about I may tell you some other time, it will amuse you. As I have told you, I was at St. Clement’s before Mr. Fentiman, and heard him extract from the professor a piece of information which, quite possibly, places Cyril Wentworth between my finger and thumb.”

She held out her hand with a significant gesture. Mr. Banner shook his head.

“You play the eavesdropper to perfection, Miss Capparoni.”

“Situated as I am, all means are justified. I assure you I mean to stick at nothing — nothing. Are you acquainted with Professor Hurle’s financial position?”

“I know that, although he has always said that Lettice will be his heiress, he has also confessed that he has nothing to leave her.”

“Some time ago he purchased some shares in an Australian gold mine.”

“A pretty gold mine! He bought them off Wentworth, who cheated him finely. The mine was bogus; the shares were worthless. Poor old Hurle lost every farthing.”

“The mine was the one which belonged to my father, and in which Walker was a partner. After my father’s disappearance it had an eventful history. At one time it was known, not inappropriately, as the Old Nick. When the Westralian boom began in England, it was re-christened, turned into a company, and launched on the London market as the Great Harry Mine. I don’t know how it was managed, but I am quite sure that Wentworth was careful to let no one on the other side guess that he was in any way connected with it; the risk would have been too great. Soon after the company was floated the mine went wrong; the shares went to zero. Wentworth chose that moment to plant five thousand of them on his uncle.”

“The model nephew!”

“By degrees, however, matters improved. My father was justified. The mine showed itself to be one of the richest in the country. The shares went up and up. At this moment they are worth more than fifty pounds apiece.”

“You don’t mean it!”

“You have only to look at the first list of mining shares you come across to have all the proof you want. You see now why Wentworth wanted that will. He still holds the professor’s five thousand shares, their owner not having the faintest notion that they are anything more than waste paper. Soon after the will was signed the professor would have died, you may be sure of it, and Mr. Wentworth would have come into undisturbed possession of a great fortune, whose very existence nobody but himself suspected.”

Mr. Banner, who had taken off his cap, was rubbing his head, as if to rub the news which he had just heard into it.

“Miss Capparoni, you amaze me. If what you say is correct — and do not suppose I am doubting it — what a blackguard the man must be!”

“The language you apply to him is laudatory, Mr. Banner; he is very much more than that. To sum up, my position is this: If I place Miss Mason, whom you regard as a daughter, within reach of more than a quarter of million of money, then I think that, as a sort of a quid pro quo, you ought to help me to find my father; help me by all and every means in your power.”

Mr. Banner still continued to rub his head.

“I am beginning to think that you are right; I am, I admit it freely. It is being borne in on me more and more strongly every moment, not only that you are an excellent pleader, but that you have a sound case to deal with. But, at the same time, what you have said has so taken me by surprise, and is of so startling a character, that I can’t take it all in at once — I really can’t. You must give me time to digest it. My mental processes may be slow, but they are all I’ve got; and if you want to make the best of me, you must allow me to make the best of them. I propose that, without further discussion, you now let me take you to where we both of us can get some tea, on the understanding that I am on your side.”

“I shall be very glad to come — if you are on my side.”

“I hope to be there literally very shortly. There is, however, one condition which I must make. You are to say nothing of all this to Lettice without my express permission. Nor, indeed, are you to say anything more about it to me; the subject and all its branches is to be tabooed until I have had my tea, and my digestion has been advanced at least another stage.”

On that understanding the car was restarted. As it sped through the leafy lanes they talked together as if they were old acquaintances. She soon perceived that he was far from being so slow-witted a person as it pleased him to pretend; that what he called his “mental processes” moved as rapidly as any one could possibly desire. She suspected that under the guise of easy, effortless conversation, on all sorts of themes, he was finding her out, learning what sort of person she really was. She had a comfortable feeling that, on the whole, he was content with what he learnt.

When at last they stopped at the door of The Croft, a young girl came running down the steps.

“Uncle, you bad man! Where have you been? I thought that you were never coming.” Perceiving that he had a companion, she drew a little back. “I beg your pardon; I did not notice that there was some one with you.”

“Lettice, this is Miss Capparoni. I hope she will allow me to speak of her as a friend of mine, and I trust you shortly will be able to look on her as a friend of yours. Hollo! who’s that in the hall there?”

Lettice answered. “It’s Dick Sharratt. He’s come over to see you.”

The young gentleman appeared on the steps.

“Has he? Dick Sharratt, what do you mean by absenting yourself from your university in term time?”

“As Lettice says, I ran over to find out how you were getting on. It’s so long since I saw you.”

“Is it? Was it yesterday, or the day before?”

“Rubbish! It’s a jolly good week. Why — —” Dick recognized the lady who was descending from the car. “I believe that we’ve met before, quite recently.”

Miss Capparoni smiled.

“Mr. Banner, it was Mr. Sharratt who threw Fentiman into the fountain.”

Dick protested.

“I say. Really, it isn’t fair to give a chap away like that.”

Lettice spoke.

“I am glad, Miss Capparoni, to hear that you have met Mr. Sharratt before; but I am sorry to learn that it was under discreditable circumstances. I hope that he was not behaving very badly.”

“On the contrary, he was behaving very well indeed.”

“Then I’m afraid it was by mistake. It’s not his custom to behave well. Do you know that it’s frightfully late? Are you people coming in to tea?”

They went in to tea, all four of them.


CHAPTER XII. MORNING CALLERS

CYRIL WENTWORTH was just starting to call upon Miss Bradley when, at the very door of his flat, he met Mrs. Van der Gucht, who, evidently, was just coming to call on him. Than such an encounter, to his mind, scarcely anything could have been more inopportune. That the lady thought quite otherwise she speedily made clear.

“How lucky that I’ve just caught you! Why, in another minute I might have missed you.”

He wished she had.

“I’ve an appointment. I was hurrying off to keep it. You might walk with me part of the way if you don’t mind.”

Even while he was speaking he was wondering in what direction he could take her, so as to keep her from suspecting that the supposititious appointment was with Miss Bradley. She made a little grimace.

“Cyril!” He glanced round. He wished she would not call him Cyril out there upon the landing. “I don’t want to walk — at least, not just yet. I want to come in and talk to you.”

He hesitated. The prospect of such an interview offered delightful possibilities. And yet he had the feeling strong upon him that Miss Bradley was a lady who must not be kept waiting.

“Unfortunately, I’m pressed for time.”

“Pressed for time! What’s it matter? Let the people wait, whoever they are. I’m pressed for time. Do you know that it’s very rude to keep me waiting outside your door? Do let me come in, please!”

Such a cadence came into her voice, and such a look into her eyes; and, moving towards him, she laid her small hand upon his arm with such a bewitching grace that he yielded. As soon as they both of them were in his sitting-room, he began to administer to her a lecture, or what was meant for one.

“Do you know that you’ve no right to be here?”

“I suppose not. I suspect that that’s one of the reasons why I’ve come. I never was in a bachelor’s rooms before.”

“You oughtn’t to be in one now.”

“I dare say; not in some bachelors’ rooms. But — in yours? Oughtn’t I to be in yours?”

She looked at him with meaning in her eyes.

“Bertha!”

“Cyril! I’ve always understood that bachelors’ rooms were comfy; and certainly this room is that, though I don’t believe it contains a single cushion. Then, again, I’ve always understood that even a man’s room suggests the character of its occupant. Do you know that any one, even of an observing turn of mind, who saw it for the first time would say that it was difficult to decide what manner of man it was who lived in it. And that’s exactly how I feel about you. Although I’ve known you all this time, and pretty well, I’m always conscious that there are ever so many sides of you of which I know nothing at all, and probably never shall.”

“Possibly it would be better for you if you never do.”

“You think so? Perhaps you’re right. I suppose if a woman ever did know the whole of a man she would rather she didn’t. How do you think I’m looking?”

“Wicked: being of opinion that it is wicked for a woman to look as charming as you are doing now.”

“Thank you very much.” She swept him an enchantingly malicious curtsy. “A compliment from Mr. Cyril Wentworth is such a very difficult thing to capture. Don’t frown like that! You look as cross as two sticks; as if I were some dreadful thing. What do you think I am?”

“You know very well what I think you are; you know that I think you are everything which in a woman is most to be desired.”

“Cyril! that’s really very nice of you, especially as your behaviour has been quite beyond my comprehension lately. The other night at Mrs. Tallis’s dance you jumped up in the very middle of a sentence, and left me in the conservatory all alone, and never came near me again the whole of the evening; and you’ve never been near me since to beg my pardon. Now perhaps you’ll tell me what explanation you have to offer. But never mind; I’ll forgive you. I always do forgive you everything. Do you know what I’ve come for?”

“I flattered myself that you’d come to pay me a morning call.”

“It was nice of me to come — wasn’t it? Please say that it was nice.”

“You witch!”

“Am I a witch? Do you really think that I am a witch? Aren’t witches rather horrid things? I’m sure that I’m not horrid. Since you won’t ask me why I’ve come I’ll volunteer the information. I’ve come because I want a holiday.”

“You want a holiday — whose whole life is one long holiday!”

“Yes, I dare say. But there are holidays and holidays, and I want one of a very special kind. To be perfectly candid, Mr. Cyril Wentworth, I want you to take me on the river.”

“My dear child, I’ve a dozen things which I must do!”

“Then don’t do them. This is exactly the sort of day not to. It’s perfectly lovely weather; the idea of wasting it in doing things! Please, Cyril, take me on the river — Cookham way; up one of the back-waters, you know, where everything is lovely and serene.”

“It sounds inviting.”

“Sounds inviting! It will be delicious, man! We’ll get a punt, and I’ll pole. You told me yourself you never saw any one pole better than I do. You shall enjoy the ravishing spectacle of seeing me pole — until I’m tired. Please, Cyril, take me in a punt, and let me pole.”

When he spoke it was not in answer to her petition. He gave the conversation a sudden turn. He had been looking at her pretty hands, as she held them up in front of her, pressed together in mock entreaty.

“I see that you are still wearing the ring I gave you.”

“Of course; I have never taken it once off since.”

“Really?”

“Not once. You made me promise never to take it off, and I never have, not even to wash. I’ve kept my promise to the very letter. Do you know, I’ve a feeling about that ring as if it were different from all other rings; not merely because you gave it me, but — because it is. You may laugh at me, but sometimes it almost feels as if it were alive; as if it were caressing my finger. And when it’s like that, a most singular sensation goes not only right up my arm, but all over my body. Isn’t it funny?”

“Let me look at it!”

“Do you mean take it off?”

“Yes; take it off and let me look at it.”

“Really, Cyril, if you don’t mind I’d rather not. Can’t you look at it while it is in its proper place upon my finger?”

“How can I, goose? Do as I tell you.”

“I’ve a superstition that if I take it off something will be taken from me with it — something which I don’t want to lose. Oh, Cyril, don’t make me take it off!”

“You silly girl, I want to examine it closely, and how can I do that while you have it on? Do as I tell you. Take it off; or should I take it off for you?”

“Cyril, don’t! Oh, you have taken my ring! Give — give it me back! What has happened? I — I hope I’m not going to be ill. Cyril, please give me back my ring! What’s that?”

While the man peered closely at the ring, which he had removed from her finger even against her will, holding it with his right hand, while he kept her off from him with his left, the bell sounded. Both started, as if it had been a sound of dread.

“It’s some fool,” said Wentworth.

“Is it your door bell?” He nodded. “Will one of your servants answer it?”

“I keep no servants. I’m seldom here in the daytime; often not at night for days together. The woman who does for me when I am here went an hour ago.”

“Are we alone in the flat together?” He nodded again. “Is it some one you are expecting; or perhaps it’s a tradesman?”

“I’m expecting no one. All parcels are left for me in the porter’s room. As I said, it’s some fool.” The sound was repeated. “I’d let him ring, only if I do he may hang about for a deuce of a time; and then if I were to go out and find him, it would be awkward.” The sound came a third time. “I’ll go and see who it is; but before I go I’d better pop you out of sight, it may be some inquisitive idiot. Whoever it is, he’ll get short shift from me. I’ll be rid of him inside five minutes, I promise you that. In with you!”

He had led her from one room to another.

“But — Cyril, this is your bedroom!”

“That’s all right, it’s only for a minute. You’ll find plenty of books; get something to read.”

Half thrusting her in, he drew the door to after her.

“Cyril, you’ve my ring, and you’re locking the door!”

It was his frequent custom, before going out, to lock each room separately. Finding the key on the outside of this door, he turned it.

“You’ll be perfectly all right. You don’t want to have some stupid ass come blundering in. I’ll let you out in a dozen seconds.”

She spoke to him again from the other side of the door, but, possibly because the bell was making itself once more audible, he strode off unheeding.


CHAPTER XIII. THE PURSE

IT might have been any one at the door, and Mr. Wentworth would probably have betrayed no symptoms of surprise, except the person who actually was there. The visitor was a man of about thirty. Cyril Wentworth stared at him with astonishment which, both in degree and quality, was almost comical.

“Quannell! What on earth brings you here?”

“I have something, Mr. Wentworth, which I wish to say to you in private.”

“In private? What the deuce can you have to say to me which needs to be said in private? Is it something in the City — business?”

“No; it is a personal matter. If you will allow me to come in I will explain.”

“But, my dear sir, I’ve an appointment for which I’m already overdue. Can’t you write me, or meet me somewhere later in the day?”

“I’m afraid not. What I have to say must be said at once. If you will let me pass, Mr. Wentworth, I will not detain you one moment longer than I can help.”

“Really, my good fellow, your tone’s peculiar, and your manner’s almost more so. However, if it is so pressing, in you come. I will give you five minutes by my watch; after that, however reluctantly, I am afraid I shall have to clear you out.”

Mr. Quannell made no reply. He followed Wentworth into the sitting-room, where he stood for a moment looking at his host. He was tall, broadly built, not ill-looking, although stern-featured. In the eyes of some people his habitual gravity was his chief defect. Life to him was a serious thing. If he had a sense of humour he held it in subjection. Few of those who knew him claimed to have seen him laugh. He was the son of an Englishman who had settled in the Transvaal, and had himself been born and bred there. Although acquaintances of some years’ standing, both in Africa and England, the two men, having nothing in common, had rather gone out of their way to avoid each other. To Wentworth’s keen perception, Max Quannell’s presence there, just then, was pregnant with significance.

When Quannell did speak, it was in the cold, measured tones which were in keeping with his character and deportment; but Cyril Wentworth fancied that on this occasion he detected something in his manner which was neither cold nor measured.

“Let me first point out to you, Mr. Wentworth, certain facts which justify my presence here, and which entitle me to say what I am about to say.”

Wentworth thrust out his elbows with a gesture of remonstrance.

“My dear Quannell, you’re not going to inflict on me a long preamble. Remember, you only have five minutes; hasten quickly.”

But Mr. Quannell preferred his own gait.

“I have known Mrs. Van der Gucht all her life. She is ten years younger than I am; but when she was a child she and I were playmates. As you know, we were neighbours; her people were my people’s friends. Her husband is, I think, the dearest friend I have.”

“Mrs. Van der Gucht? Is it possible, Quannell, that you have forced yourself upon me in order that you might talk to me of Mrs. Van der Gucht?”

“When you were in South Africa your relations with her were the subject of injurious comment. As you are aware, her relatives and friends resented your conduct very strongly. Indeed, it so affected her father that he has never been the same man since.”

“Hasn’t he? Then, if I were you, I should be warned by his example.”

“After you had gone, she married.”

“Do you know, Quannell, that I always fancied that you rather wanted to marry her yourself. Odd how one does get such fancies, isn’t it?”

The words conveyed a sneer. Mr. Quannell was silent. It would be incorrect to say that he changed colour; but something did happen to his face, and when he spoke again it was with a new light in his sombre eyes.

“I did want to marry her, but — she preferred my friend. Van der Gucht is the most indulgent of husbands. When she wished to visit England, although he could not accompany her, he let her come alone. Thus it happens that, in a very real and most unfortunate sense, in England she is alone; though it is true that decent men and women would consider her loneliness as her chief protection. I am afraid that it is not in that light that you have regarded it.” He paused. If it was to afford the other man an opportunity of speaking, Wentworth did not avail himself of it. He stood, straight as a ramrod, his hands hanging at his sides, regarding his visitor with a peculiar smile. “From all quarters stories have reached me in which her name was coupled with yours — unpleasantly. Some of these stories have reached her husband.”

“You acting as a medium?”

“No. I should not be easily induced to repeat stories to Mrs. Van der Gucht’s disadvantage, even to her husband. None the less, stories have reached him. It is, to some extent, in consequence of a communication which I have received from him that I am now here.”

“All this, to you, possibly is interesting; but as the five minutes which I conceded you is more than up, I must ask you to take yourself away at once.”

“I trust that it may not be necessary for me to detain you more than another minute. Give me your word of honour that all acquaintanceship between Mrs. Van der Gucht and you shall cease, now and henceforward, and I will instantly withdraw.”

“You are a modest man, Mr. Quannell. Permit me to show you to the door.”

“If Mr. Van der Gucht does not receive telegraphic advice that you have given me such an undertaking he will immediately leave Pretoria for London, a proceeding which may result in ruin to him and to her. You perceive the position?”

“Your friend Van der Gucht will possibly be able to speak for himself when he reaches London. In the mean time you may inform him that in matters of this sort I prefer to deal with principals only. Now, sir, please go.”

“You understand clearly what your refusal to give me such a promise involves?”

“Do you understand that I am asking you — not for the first or second time — to leave my rooms?”

“Mr. Wentworth — —”

“Mr. Quannell, if you wish to bring a shower of scandal down upon this lady, you are going the shortest way to effect your purpose. If you won’t go, I shall put you out; if you resist, there’ll be a row. Although that may amuse you — and, possibly, me — do you suppose that it will do any good to the lady?”

The cogency of this line of reasoning seemed to influence Quannell, almost against his will; although one might suspect that every pulse in his being urged him to take this gentleman by the throat, and consent to spare his life only in exchange for the required promise. If he did entertain such a desire, he kept it well in hand. Turning slowly, with his eyes fixed upon the other’s face, he began to move towards the door. As he went, his foot kicked against something which was lying on the carpet. Stooping, he picked it up. Glancing at it for a second, he then looked quickly up at Wentworth.

“You blackguard!”

Mr. Wentworth said nothing. He also glanced at what the other was holding, then up at the finder’s eyes. For perhaps six seconds the two men regarded each other in silence, like two animals who have reached a point at which it has become a case of either to fight or to retreat. Evidently Quannell had to put pressure on himself to enable himself to speak. His voice had assumed a sudden quality of hoarseness.

“This — this is Mrs. Van der Gucht’s purse.”

He was holding out the article in question at full length of his arm, almost as if he was afraid of letting it come into too close contact with his body. It was one of those small bags made of gold mail, which some foolish women wear dangling from their waists, in which to carry their money and odds and ends. Wentworth looked at the speaker with that peculiar fixed smile, like a continual sneer, which had been on his face since the commencement of the interview. His tone was not only cool and clear, it was flippant.

“Well, what of it?”

It seemed as if Quannell supposed that the other had not grasped the full drift of what he had said. He repeated his own words, with additions.

“This is Mrs. Van der Gucht’s purse. I am sure of it. I know it to be hers.”

“I hope you are not suggesting a criminally intimate knowledge of the lady’s belongings, Mr. Quannell?”

“Wherever she goes she nearly always carries it with her; I know that also. I called on her before I came here — —”

“Quannell! Fie! And Van der Gucht your dearest friend!”

“She was not in. They told me that she had probably gone out for the whole day. You blackguard! She has either been here quite recently, or — she is here now. Wentworth, is — is Mrs. Van der Gucht here now?”

He asked the question almost as if he roared it. Beyond doubt, the man was growing dangerous. Cyril Wentworth merely gave to his smile a more aggressive twist.

“Admitting, for the sake of argument, that Mrs. Van der Gucht is here now, doesn’t it make your offence still ranker that you should have forced yourself, not only upon me, but upon a lady too?”

What Mr. Quannell saw, or imagined that he saw, in the other’s words and manner, he alone could tell. But his conduct was suggestive. With his clenched fist he struck the other a swinging blow on his right cheek. That the attack, at that moment, was unexpected, is probable. Wentworth reeled backwards, as if taken unawares, and was only saved from falling by being brought up against the wall. But he still smiled. Putting his hand up to his cheek-bone, he brought it away with the fingers dabbled with blood. The skin had been cut, possibly by a ring which the other was wearing. He put his blood-stained fingers into his waistcoat pocket, keeping them there for some moments, as if feeling for something which it contained. Withdrawing them, he moved swiftly across the room. Precipitating himself on Quannell, when he was within a foot or two of him, like some wild creature, heedless of the blows which the other hailed on him, he caught at his hair with his left hand, and began to fumble his scalp with the fingers of his right, as if feeling for some particular point. There was a gleam of something bright. Then, loosing his hold, Quannell ceased to strike at him. Instead, he went blundering backwards, retaining his perpendicular position only with an effort. He was attacked by a curious and continuous shuddering — the sort of shuddering, almost amounting to a convulsion, which often precedes an epileptic fit. Wentworth watched him with a vague, impersonal something in his bearing which was almost horrible, as if he had seen that sort of thing so often before that, for him, it had lost all interest.

The man seemed to have been all at once attacked by some hideous form of paralysis. As the trembling ceased, it was followed by twitching of the limbs and head, which suggested that the spinal cord was not performing its proper functions. The form, just now so upright, had become limp and fibreless, the shoulders were hunched, the head had dropped forward on to the chest. The whole man had not only decreased in height, but, obviously, in manhood also. His jaw, which hung open, was slightly contorted; he showed his tongue; his partly closed eyes were lustreless, void of meaning; in the expression of his face there was not a trace of anything which had the slightest claim to intellect. He had, all at once, become a grotesque, dreadful caricature of what he was — a brute beast, rather than a sentient being.

Cyril Wentworth took a little flat leather case out of his waistcoat pocket; out of it a small silver tube. From the top of the tube he removed a cap. In the tube he inserted the nozzle of a tiny hypodermic syringe, which he apparently re-filled from the contents of the tube. He returned the tube and syringe to the leather case, and the case to his waistcoat pocket. He smiled at the uncouth creature in front of him, perverting, as he did so, a well-known saying — 

“‘It is good to have a giant’s strength, but it is better, sometimes, to use it like a giant’ — eh, Quannell? what do you think?” Stretching out his arm, placing the palm of his hand against Quannell’s broad chest, he gave him a fairly hearty push, the big man giving way as if he were so much unresisting matter. “The question now arises, what am I to do with you? I can’t send you out as you are into the open streets in the broad daylight; complications might arise. I think — yes, on the whole, I rather think that, to begin with, I’ll dismiss the lady.”


CHAPTER XIV. THE CURIOSITY OF A LADY

HE crossed towards his bedroom door as nonchalantly as if nothing had occurred to disturb his equanimity. He turned the key; in the doorway stood the lady. She was perturbed enough — all doubt, tremor, and concern.

“I thought you were never coming. Who was it? What has happened?”

In reply he held out the purse, the discovery of which had been the immediate cause of disaster to Mr. Quannell.

“You’ve dropped this, you careless child!”

“Did I?” She glanced at her waist. “So I did; I never noticed.” She returned to the subject of her complaint. “What have you been doing all this time? You said you’d only be five minutes; I’m sure you’ve been an hour.”

“Have I? I don’t think so; not quite so long as that. You see, after all, I’m a business man; one, moreover, on whom business — of sorts — makes many and unexpected calls. I’m afraid that little jaunt of ours upon the river will have to be postponed. Or, stay; do you think that you could find something to do with yourself during, say, the next two hours, and then meet me at Paddington, or let me pick you up somewhere? We still might pay a visit to the glades of Cookham.”

She seemed to give a little shiver.

“Somehow I don’t think I care for the river now. I’m — I’m all of a twitter; don’t you see I am?” Across her pretty face flitted what was but the ghost of a smile. “Cyril, you mustn’t laugh, but I believe I miss my ring. Since you took it off my finger I’ve felt all — all mops and brooms, as if — as if something had happened. Give it back to me at once.”

It was as if she tried to make her tones imperious, although they quavered. He regarded her with the same keen, half-amused, wholly impersonal scrutiny which had marked his bearing a few minutes before.

“Your ring? I haven’t got it.”

In her voice there was a note almost of terror.

“You haven’t got it! Cyril, what do you mean?”

“My dear child, don’t shriek out like that. I only mean that I’ve left it in the other room. If you’ll get back inside there I’ll fetch it, and bring it to you inside thirty seconds — this time an honest thirty seconds, not one tick over.”

He put out his arm as if he would thrust her back into the bedroom. She remonstrated.

“Cyril, can’t I come with you?”

“No; I don’t think you had better come with me.”

“Why? Is — is there still some one in there?”

“Yes; there is still some one in there.”

“Who — who is it?”

He left her question unanswered.

“If you’ll wait just where you are I’ll bring it to you here.”

“Yes,” she said, “I’ll wait.”

He looked at her, smiling; then, turning, moved away.

The door in which she stood opened into the small apartment which he called his study. On the opposite side of the study, almost facing her, was the door which opened into the sitting-room. Reaching it, Wentworth, gripping the handle, found himself confronted by what was evidently unexpected resistance, which prevented him from opening the door. It sounded as if he said something to himself under his breath. Then, placing his shoulder against the panel, he shoved; and, framed in the doorway, stood Max Quannell.

“Damn you!” he exclaimed, with sudden rage.

Taking him by the throat, he would have hurled him back into the room, had not a cry from Mrs. Van der Gucht warned him that if his object was to evade discovery, he already was too late. Releasing Quannell, he turned to confront the lady, who, having advanced into the centre of the room, was staring at the man in front of her as at some dreadful vision. Having, as it seemed, waited for him to speak to her in vain, she spoke to him, in a half whisper.

“Max! Max!” When he yet was silent, she exclaimed, as if impelled by the sudden terror of some frightful memory, “Cyril, he looks just as father looked — that night!”

“I rather fancy that he has been taken suddenly unwell.”

“That’s what you said when I asked you what had happened to father.”

“My dear child, it’s a coincidence. Perhaps their constitutions are in sympathy.”

“Cyril, what have you done to him? You know I told you that I thought I saw you do something to my father — in the darkness? You denied it, and I believed you, but — you did. And now — Max. What have you done to Max?”

“If you desire information as to what ails the gentleman, I can only refer you to a medical man, or to the gentleman himself.”

“That, also, is what you said to me when I asked you what you had done to father. But I will ask Max. Max, don’t you know me? I am Bertha. Don’t you remember Bertha? Max, look at me, and speak to me, and tell me. What has he done to you? Max!”

Although she stood within a few inches of him, it was doubtful if he either saw or heard her. He kept moving his head fatuously from side to side; his whole frame continually twitched, as if he were affected by some variety of St. Vitus’ dance. She turned to Wentworth with a new glitter in her bright eyes.

“What have you done to him?”

“My dearest girl, do let’s leave Mr. Quannell and his little peculiarities alone. I assure you I’ve had enough of him. I’ll get your ring, and we’ll start for the river.”

“The river — with you — alone? I daren’t!”

“Isn’t it rather late in the day for you to talk of not daring to be alone with me, anywhere?”

“Cyril, what have you done to Max?”

“Bertha, after what I have already had to go through on your account, your persistence gets upon my nerves. If you will have it, you shall. This is what comes of calling on a bachelor in his chambers. If anything has happened to Mr. Quannell, it is you who are responsible.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know perfectly well what I mean; don’t try to play the baby. Quannell came asking questions about you, especially when he found that you were here. I’m a person who dislikes interference. When he tried to interfere, I stopped him.”

“What do you mean — you stopped him?”

“If you’ll look at him you’ll see.”

She looked, and shuddered. When she spoke again, her voice was pitched in such low tones it was scarcely audible.

“Did you — stop — father?”

“My dearest girl, I’ll be candid, since we’ve got so far, and you will insist. I suppose you’ve sense enough to hold your tongue, for your own sake. I had to, or he’d have stopped me.”

“Cyril! And I — I —— Oh-h-h!”

Covering her face with her hands, her sentence ended in a stifled scream.

“Now, Bertha, don’t behave like a fool, and let me have any nonsense! I’m very fond of you.”

“Fond of me!”

The words were screamed rather than spoken.

“Yes; you know I am. It’s my fondness for you which has been the cause of all the trouble, and your — your silliness. But I’ve my own methods when I find myself in a nasty place. Self-preservation is nature’s first law. If you think you can behave to me like an ungrateful little wretch, I’ll take care you don’t, because, rather than you should do that, I’ll stop you too; so be warned in time.”

He paused and looked at her. She looked at him, and saw in his eyes something which robbed her of her few remaining senses. Shrieking in a sudden agony of terror, she ran towards the door which opened into the passage, meaning, no doubt, to rush along the passage to the front door, and so out on to the landing, where she would be within reach of help, and might find safety. But she never got so far. Before she was out of the room, throwing his right arm round her, he lifted her from the ground as if she were a doll, gripping her slender throat with the fingers of his left hand to stay her shrieking.

“Stop that noise, you little fool!”

He bore her towards the sitting-room. Quannell still stood in the doorway. Charging him with his shoulder, as if he were so much dead matter, he sent him blundering backwards. Following him, with Mrs. Van der Gucht still in his arms, with his other shoulder he pressed against the door and shut it.


CHAPTER XV. IN THE CARRIAGE

AFTER an interval of probably not more than half an hour, Mr. Wentworth came out of his flat, alone. He was immaculately dressed. His frock-coat fitted him without a crease. His beautiful silk hat was set just at the proper angle, a shade of a shadow upon one side. His grey suede gloves fitted him as well as did his coat. He twirled his cane with the air of a man who is without a care in the world. And as he went he smiled. In the entrance hall, as he was descending into the street, he was saluted by the porter.

“A lady came and asked for your flat, sir; and then, about half an hour afterwards, a gentleman. As they didn’t seem to know whereabouts it was, having received no instructions, I directed them. I don’t know whether they found you; I haven’t seen either of them come out again.”

Mr. Wentworth nodded affably.

“That’s all right. I fancy they came down the other staircase.”

Again the porter touched his cap. Mr. Wentworth departed. The porter stared after him.

“That’s queer. Came down the other staircase, did they? Then I don’t know where they went to after they did come down. He so seldom does have visitors that I particularly noticed those two — a nice-looking girl she was — and I’ve kept my eyes open for them ever since, thinking that it might be a case of calling a couple of cabs, and a bob for me.”

As he strolled, Cyril Wentworth indulged in reflections of his own.

“One of the chief points which one always has to keep in mind is, that this is a world of eyes; there is always some one who notices. That porter man will have it in his mind all day that he has not seen my visitors depart. It will worry him.” He was passing a florist’s, and paused to glance in at the window. “Shall I get her some flowers as a peace-offering? Or shall I trust to myself to make peace in my own way? The flowers might be construed as a confession of weakness. I’ll trust to myself.” He turned into Hyde Park, and had been there only a minute or two when he recognized a victoria which was coming up the drive. He stood and observed it as it approached, hesitating. “Shall I? or shan’t I? I will!”

Moving through an opening in the railings on to the drive, he placed himself in such a position that the victoria in question was bound to pass close to him. He signalled to the driver as it neared him, who reined in his horses. Hat in hand, he advanced to greet Miss Bradley, who was driving alone.

“Won’t you give me a lift?” he asked.

It was not difficult to guess that her intention had been to greet him with all possible coldness, to the extent, even, of practically ignoring him. Undoubtedly his manner of address, his assurance, took her by surprise. She was not prepared for the easy air of confidence with which he asked her to show him so marked a sign of her favour, one, indeed, which would signal him out for notice in a fashion which those who had an inkling into the situation could hardly fail to appreciate. Had she been asked only ten seconds before what answer she would make to such a request, she would have replied that she would merely accord it the treatment which such impertinence demanded; it was unfortunate that the question had not been put to her, for having given it such an answer she could scarcely have stultified herself directly afterwards. It is certain that she intended to snub this man; and there were few women who could snub a man more effectively than she could. Yet when she found herself, unexpectedly, thus face to face, her intention wavered, tottered, fell. The influence his personality had on her exerted its force, most agreeably, the moment she knew that he was close at hand. Just now she had been brooding; dull, depressed, conscious that her mood was hardly genial — that the world was drab. When she saw this good-looking fellow — as many women did, she held him to be good-looking, though no man had ever been able to perceive it — with the singular face and eyes, and small mouth with its pouting lips, she realized all at once that whatever the world might be, it offered possibilities which certainly were not drab. The grey eyes, which were, before all else, shrewd, looked coolly into hers with — although she did not know it — an easy dominance which suggested the over-lord; the eyes of a man whom no woman would ever turn from his purpose. She was a strong woman, or thought herself one; and, indeed, had proved herself to be more than a match for the average man. But here the mystery of sex came in. He knew, though she did not, that in him she had met that physical something for which — although unconsciously — for years she had been craving; and, as usual, he was prepared to take the fullest advantage of his knowledge, and her ignorance.

Yet she was not disposed to give him, at once, all that he demanded. She regarded him, from under the shadow of her parasol, with an air which was intended to be supercilious, and a lip which was meant to be curled, being oblivious of the fact that her eyes had suddenly grown brighter, and that a faint flush had appeared upon her cheek. It was her wish that even the tone of her voice should convey a suspicion of disdain.

“I was just going home.”

“Then take me with you.”

“Father will be at home; he has business which keeps him at home this morning. He will be waiting lunch.”

“Isn’t there a third chair for me? I’m sure Mr. Bradley wouldn’t mind my occupying it; and I don’t believe you would either; and I’m quite sure I should be delighted.”

This was a difficult man to snub, especially since — although not for the world would she have admitted it — the easy fashion in which he took her for granted afforded her a subtle pleasure. Still she demurred.

“Are you not forgetting, Mr. Wentworth, that you owe me some sort of explanation?”

“For what? I’m sure I owe you many explanations, and I’m always ready to give them you, every one, at the utmost length. But, in particular? Oh!” — as if with a sudden burst of recollection— “you mean that insane young woman the other night. I’ll tell you all about it as we go along.”

With perfect calmness he mounted into the victoria, speaking to the coachman as he did so. “Home!” The horses started as he was settling himself against the cushions at her side. She offered no remonstrance; under the circumstances it would have, perhaps, been hard to do so; and then, with the consciousness of his near neighbourhood, she began trembling — delightfully — from head to foot. So far from proceeding with the narrative to which he had referred, almost as an excuse for his intrusion, he addressed to her an extremely personal observation.

“How well you’re looking!”

“Do you think so? I’m not feeling well.”

“I can hardly credit it. Shall I tell you why?”

“Why?”

The monosyllable was iced. She studiously kept her face turned from him, though she longed to look into his eyes; but she wished him clearly to understand that he was still suffering from her displeasure — at least, until the required explanation had been given. He, on his part, showed no sign of smarting under a sense of her coldness as, possibly, he was meant to smart. On the contrary, he could scarcely have seemed more completely at his ease or more self-confident.

“I am so foolish as to believe, at any rate, in physical sympathy.”

“I’m afraid I don’t follow your meaning.”

“As I sit here by your side I feel as well, nay, better, than I ever felt in my life — more content; I don’t believe that I should feel like that if you did not feel well also.”

“You have no right to speak to me like that, Mr. Wentworth. You take a great deal for granted. Besides, do you expect me to believe what you say?”

“It is not a question of belief, but of knowledge. You know that I feel well — happy, when I am beside you; since it is because of the virtue which proceeds from you, you must know it. Ellen, why are you so cold to me?”

On the instant there came rushing over her, with overwhelming force, a perception of the fact that he intended to propose to her, in the carriage, there and then. She, who, as a rule, flattered herself on the way in which, as she would herself have phrased it, she “kept her head,” found herself, on a sudden, the struggling, and nearly helpless, victim of a dozen conflicting emotions. The sheer impudence of the man she saw quite clearly. That, things being as they were, he should intrude himself into her carriage, and, practically without preamble, ask her, there and then, to be his wife; — it would surely be hard to find a more striking example of pure insolence than that. No punishment could be too great, no reprisal could be too merciless. If she were to have him thrown out upon the road it would serve him right. But she was conscious that if he was thrown out she would not improbably be moved to throw herself after him. That she ought to resent his conduct she was aware, yet momentarily the desire — even the power — to do so was growing less and less. An insurgent something was stealing through her veins, rising higher and higher, becoming stronger and stronger, till she had to grip the handle of her parasol with both hands, and bite her lips, in order to retain sufficient command over herself to keep herself upright. As to answering him, all at once she had become as incapable of speech as of flying.

Of which facts he had not impossibly as clear a notion as she had. The Bradleys lived in Hyde Park Gardens. The carriage was speeding up towards Victoria Gate. The crowd had been left behind. Where they were it was more private. Wentworth, drawing closer to her, leaned forward, so that, although her head was still turned from him, his eyes were on her face. He saw the strained look it wore, and read its meaning.

“Why won’t you speak to me? Why are you so cruel?” He spoke so softly that the words could only have been audible to her, the very softness of his tone suggesting an intimacy which constrained her more and more. When she still was silent he commanded. “Look at me, Ellen.”

The petition — if it was meant for one — uttered so gently, yet with such intensity, completed her subjugation. As if unable to help herself, she turned her head round slowly, until she confronted him face to face; and he saw the lines upon her countenance, which were almost lines of pain; the wide-open, dry eyes, which ached with the yearning she was powerless to conceal. He remembered, as he thought that he had never seen her look less inviting, that it is not in our moments of sincerest, deepest feeling that we look our best. He had seen that truth illustrated before in others. But he was not going to allow a trifle to keep him from the sticking-point then.

“Ellen, will you be my wife?”

Actually tears came into her dry eyes; one stood in the corner of each. She spoke — under pressure from him — with faltering lips.

“Do you — do you want me to be?”

“You know that I want you. Ellen, tell me that you will be my wife!”

“If you — if you want me to, I will.”

It was impossible, seated in an open carriage, in broad daylight, in the middle of Hyde Park, to kiss her — impossible even for him; or to indulge in appropriate raptures of that kind, for which he thanked his Maker. But he took her left hand and pressed it between both of his, murmuring — 

“Thank God! thank God!” Ejaculations of that sort meant nothing to him, and he was aware, from experience, that they pleased the woman. He went on, on well-known lines. “You have made me the happiest of men!”

“Is that — is that true, Cyril?”

That spontaneous, although timid use of his Christian name, affected him almost like a douche of cold water. It was not a name he cared for himself; he thought he had never heard it sound more banal. He increased the warmth of his language lest she should perceive the coldness of his feelings.

“Darling! don’t you know it’s true? If you — if you dare to hint a doubt, I’ll take you in my arms — out here in the park — and squeeze the life right out of you.”

He was capable of doing it, not in a sense which she suspected. Her face flushed like any young girl’s.

“Cyril! you mustn’t — in the park!”

“Don’t I know I mustn’t! Worse luck! But it’s all I can do to keep myself from doing it; so you look out!”

“Cyril, you mustn’t talk like that! They’ll hear you on the box.”

She gave an upward glance.

“Let them! I don’t care! They’ll soon know.”

She flushed again.

“Cyril, do you — do you — care for me?”

“Do I care for you — do I! The doubt is all the other way. Do you care for me?”

The accent was on the first word of her reply.

“Care for you?” She shut her eyes, opened her mouth, drew a long breath, a performance which did not make her more prepossessing. “Care for you! Cyril, I care for you so much that I — I’m afraid.”

She had cause to be, though, when he laughed at her, she felt as if — though they were driving through the park — she could, like any housemaid, have laid her head upon his shoulder to hide from him her face of happy shame.


CHAPTER XVI. A FATHER’S BLESSING

MR. BRADLEY was at home — a solid-looking gentleman, whose appearance hardly suggested stomachic pills. He was in the library, as his daughter discovered by opening the door to see. Before she had an idea of his intention, Wentworth had taken her by the hand and was leading her to her father.

“Mr. Bradley, I have asked your daughter to be my wife, and she has said Yes, so I have brought her to you to secure your blessing.”

Taken wholly by surprise, Miss Bradley went red as fire.

“Cyril, how could you — without a word to me of warning!”

Snatching away her hand, she ran out of the room, the happiest woman in Hyde Park Gardens. Left alone with her impetuous wooer, her father stared.

“Are you serious, Mr. Wentworth?”

“Perfectly, Mr. Bradley. I never felt more serious in my life, or more light-hearted.”

In proof of which statement Mr. Wentworth smiled, while Mr. Bradley stared still more.

“I can only say, Mr. Wentworth, that the communication which you have just now made to me has taken me completely by surprise, as, to me, it is entirely unexpected.”

“I thought it would take you by surprise, though I have been hoping to find myself in a position to make you such an announcement for some time. Let me make my position in this matter to some extent clear to you. I don’t pretend to any intimate knowledge of Miss Bradley’s financial position.”

“She possesses a considerable fortune of her own, which she inherits from her mother. I thought, Mr. Wentworth, that that fact was public property.”

“I have heard, generally — since, as you suggest, I could hardly help but hear it — that Miss Bradley was not a pauper; and I was glad to hear it, for her sake. So far as I am concerned, her fortune will continue to be her own. I want no woman’s money. What I want is a wife, who shall do me credit as the head of my establishment.”

“I was not aware that you had such a thing.”

“I have not at present. What is the use of a great house to a bachelor? But I propose to have one shortly. I may inform you that I am in a position to place Miss Bradley at the head of an establishment which shall be, at any rate, the equivalent of the one to which she has been accustomed, entirely out of my own resources. I wish, as the French say, to range myself, to solidify my position, which has been, so far, a little at loose ends. I am an ambitious man, Mr. Bradley. I intend to take up politics. By the way, I have heard your name mentioned in connection with politics.”

“By whom?”

“I hear that Dering proposes to retire from the representation of South Essex, and that your name has been mentioned in connection with the prospective vacancy.”

“Who was your informant, Mr. Wentworth?”

“While matters of this sort are still in a fluid state — and, as yet, it is only known to one or two that Dering has any intentions of the kind — it is as well to name no names. But I may tell you that I might have stood for South Essex; but when I heard that you had inclinations in that direction I at once withdrew any claims I might have had, since, regarding you as my prospective father-in-law, it was very far from my wish to stand in your way. I may add that I believe my action has made you safe.”

“You surprise me more and more. It is perfectly correct that I was informed that there was another Richmond in the field, and that he had retired in my favour; but I had no notion it was you.”

“I made a particular request that you should receive the information from no one but me.”

“Then, in that case, I can only say, Mr. Wentworth, that you have placed me under a considerable obligation.”

“I trust, Mr. Bradley, that that word obligation may never arise between us. I am about to marry your daughter, therefore what will be to your advantage will be to mine. There is another point on which, since we are between ourselves, I may as well touch. A little bird has whispered in my ear that you are about to transform your business into a company.”

“Pray, Mr. Wentworth, what is the name of that little bird?”

“Again, if you don’t mind, no names. I won’t even ask if it is true. I will only remark that if such is your intention, I shall be glad if you will accept my name as an applicant for a substantial number of shares. You can scarcely object to having your son-in-law as one of your largest shareholders.”

“I shall certainly object to nothing of that kind, Mr. Wentworth, but you must allow me to remark that I find you a trifle overwhelming. You appear to me as a sort of god out of the machine. A comparative stranger, — and, to me, you are a comparative stranger — you tell me, without the slightest ceremony, that you intend to make my daughter your wife; and, in the same breath, that you have practically ensured my becoming a member of the House of Commons; and that you propose to take up a large number of shares in a company, the very possibility of whose coming into being I have the best of reasons for being certain is only known to two or three. I say again that I find all this — coming all at once — a trifle overwhelming.”

Cyril Wentworth laughed. He seemed to find Mr. Bradley’s surprise, which obviously almost amounted to bewilderment, amusing.

“I merely wish to make clear to you that my position is, in all respects, equal to your daughter’s, and that in becoming my wife she will lose nothing.”

“All this is entirely satisfactory, so far as it goes; I am the last person to deny it. But, Mr. Wentworth, there still is something. Although she has had opportunities enough, and to spare, I have always understood from my daughter that it was not her intention to marry.”

“Fortunately, for me, up to the present she has preserved that intention intact.”

“Quite so; but you, it seems, have gone some distance towards inducing her to break it. Even if I take for granted that your position is, in all respects, everything that could be desired, there is still something which I should like to know. When I married my wife I loved her. I am still old-fashioned enough to wish to be assured that your feelings towards my daughter are such as a man ought to have towards the woman whom he intends to make his wife.”

“On that point, don’t you think, Mr. Bradley, that the person who has first of all to be satisfied is the lady herself? No man living could have a higher opinion of your daughter than I have. And, because I do esteem her so highly, I am quite sure that she would not have anything to do with any person whatever, in a matrimonial sense, for whom she did not entertain those feelings of which you speak; and who, she had the best of reasons for knowing, did not entertain those feelings for her. I am pretty certain that she loves me, and perfectly certain that she knows that I love her. If you wish it, I have pleasure in announcing the fact of my affection for her to you, and am even willing to announce it from the housetops. Indeed — what is practically the same thing — I did almost make public announcement of it in Hyde Park just now.”

“Cyril!”

The voice, which came from the neighbourhood of the door, belonged to the lady who was the subject of their discussion. Mr. Wentworth, turning towards her, gaily held out his arms in her direction.

“Here, Mr. Bradley, is Ellen herself. If you ask her, I think you will find her willing to admit that, even in the middle of Hyde Park, I nearly relieved my feelings to what might have been an inconvenient extent.”

“Cyril! you’re not to talk like that! I won’t have you tease me! Papa!”

She fluttered across the room quite lightly, considering her age, and the dignity which generally marked her movements, blushing as she had never supposed she could have done. Mr. Bradley and his daughter were not, in general, moved to either public or private exhibitions of feeling. It was, therefore, with no little surprise that that gentleman — and father — found himself with his daughter in his arms, and her face quite close to his. Under the circumstances he rose to the situation with much presence of mind, and, indeed, came out of it with flying colours.

“I am glad to hear, Ellen, that you have at last made up your mind to enter into that condition in which, as you are aware, I have always held that a woman is most at home. I hope, my daughter, that yours will be a happy marriage.”

He kissed her on the lips, a thing which he had not done for years. Altogether, it was most affecting, and it had all come about with such surprising suddenness.


CHAPTER XVII. THE MAN IN THE ROOM

WHEN Mr. Cyril Wentworth parted from his betrothed — for the first time since she had been his betrothed — in her father’s mansion in Hyde Park Gardens, he paid a visit to an establishment of quite a different kind. A cab took him back across the park to Westminster Bridge. Alighting near the district railway station, he strolled over the bridge on foot. At the corner of the Lambeth Road he climbed on to the roof of a tram, in his beautiful apparel. His neighbour on one side was a lady who nursed a large and mysterious parcel, and who smelt of gin; on the other was a plasterer, whose propinquity might have been more desirable had he borne the marks of his calling less conspicuously about with him, and if he had not pertinaciously smoked a foul clay pipe which was loaded — notoriously loaded — with an ineffable brand of shag. Attired as he was, in such company, Mr. Wentworth seemed a little out of place. To do him justice, he showed no consciousness of anything of the kind. On the contrary, he seemed completely at his ease, which, as a matter of fact, in all places, under all circumstances, he invariably did do. On the present occasion he carried his affability so far as to inquire of the plasterer what tobacco he was smoking, which inquiry the smoker seemed to regard as a compliment. He explained, to begin with, that it was the very cheapest tobacco in London, which one could easily believe. He bought it at a quarter of a pound at a time, for which quantity he paid elevenpence, receiving as a bonus a box of matches with each four ounces.

“And if there’s any cheaper tobacco to be bought in London, I don’t know where it is.” He stated this fact in a tone of voice which made it evident that it was intended for the public advantage. “Not, mind you,” he added parenthetically, “that I wouldn’t sooner smoke it, no matter what it cost. If you was to bring me tobacco what you’d paid a pound a ounce for, I’d sooner smoke this what I am smoking. You can taste it.”

Mr. Wentworth observed that he was convinced of that. He added that you could also smell it. This, also, the plasterer seemed to regard as a compliment.

“It is a bit whiffy, ain’t it? My missis, she sometimes says that by the time she’s smelt me through a pipe of it, she almost feels as if she had been smoking it herself.” Mr. Wentworth admitted that to him that seemed extremely probable. Whereupon that plasterer waxed more confidential still. “You wouldn’t hardly believe it, but my missis she buys me this here tobacco herself. I gives her the money, and she goes and buys it; at a shop in the Falcon Road, where she buys her groceries, she gets it. She says you can smell it as soon as you gets inside; but I expects that’s her joke.”

His listener thought that, if that was the case, the lady’s humour was grim.

Along Wandsworth Road, down Lavender Hill, past Clapham Junction, the dingy horse-drawn tram-car wended its slow and dreary way. At the top of St. John’s Hill Cyril Wentworth descended. He turned into a road on his right until he entered one of those mean streets which cluster about the York Road. Here, if anything, he seemed more out of place than on the roof of the tram. The houses were small and ill-kept. Children were in the streets here and there, but for the most part the whole neighbourhood wore an air of desolation. Although it was packed with human dwellings, and, no doubt, most of them sheltered more than their proper number of inmates, it affected one as if it were a desert; possibly because one was conscious that, in such an atmosphere, life, necessarily stunted, could with difficulty attain to natural proportions.

At the door of one of the meanest of all the mean houses, and, outwardly, one of the most ill-kept and most untidy, Cyril Wentworth stopped. He glanced to the right and left, as if to learn who was watching; then, opening the front door with a key which he took from his waistcoat pocket, he disappeared inside, shutting the door behind him the moment he was in. Although he had entered directly into a room the light was dim. A faded yellow blind veiled the interior of the room from the street, though the window hardly needed its assistance, every pane of glass in it was so obscured by grime. The room was scantily furnished, as one would have expected an apartment in such a house would be furnished; but it bore no signs of recent use or occupation. Dust was everywhere, and there was that musty odour which is the result of no ventilation. As one perceived it, one began to understand how it was that Cyril Wentworth had not objected more strenuously to the odour of the plasterer’s pipe.

He stood, still within reach of the street door, and listened. At first it seemed that silence reigned, that there was nothing to which to listen; but, by degrees, a sound was audible overhead — a faint sound, such, for instance, as might have been made by a rat. Wentworth recognized it on the instant. As he heard, he smiled.

“Resting. How fond he is of — resting. Each time I come inside this door I wonder if, at last, he is at rest — for ever; but he isn’t. I never can make up my mind whether I am glad or sorry. Wonderful how a man can live on long after he is dead; and, positively, thrive. I take it that the vital organs are, as it were, held in suspense; and so, since they are subjected to no strain, although dormant, continue — like some tubers, which, under certain conditions, can be stored for an indefinite number of years, and though, to all seeming, dead, still retain vitality. Wasn’t it a seed which was found in one of the pyramids, which grew into a flower and bore fruit, after lying dormant in a mummy’s sarcophagus through countless centuries? But I suppose that, in the case of the dormant human animal, there does come a time when the vital organs do decay, and expire, if only of dry rot.”

As he communed with himself he ascended the stairs to the floor above, throwing open the first door to which he came. An altogether indescribable odour came rushing out at him. Here, also, a yellow blind screened the window, so that again the room was all in gloom. Picking his way gingerly across the floor, putting his hand behind the blind, he opened the window to its fullest extent, without moving the blind. Then he turned and looked about him.

There was something in the room; but a stranger would have found himself at a loss if requested to decide upon the instant what. The something was on the floor in a corner, and kept swaying slightly to and fro; it was the abrasion produced by its languid movements against the wall which caused the faint sound which had been audible below. It had paid no attention to Wentworth’s entrance; but, heedless of his presence, continued its gentle swaying until he spoke.

“Well, old partner, how fares it with you? Still going strong? Stand up, old friend!”

As Wentworth spoke he gave an upward movement with his outstretched right arm, and the something in the corner rose and stood up, and one saw that it was a man; or, perhaps, it would be better to write, something that once had been a man. His feet were bare. He wore, indeed, but a single garment, made, apparently, of some sort of canvas. His hair, beard, and moustache were a snowy white, or would have been had they been clean. Evidently it was many and many a day since they had received the ministrations of a pair of scissors. Not only were they unkempt and dishevelled, but the hair on his head and the beard on his chin were each of them more than a foot long. It seemed as if he could not stand upright. His head dropped forward on to his chest, his arms dangled aimlessly at his sides, as if he was not only gone at the knees, but weak in the back. Whether he had heard Wentworth’s voice, or meekly followed the direction of his arm, was not plain. That, in the ordinary sense, he neither saw nor heard was certain; that, in some way, when he chose, Wentworth made his presence felt by him, even to the point of constraining obedience, was equally clear.

As he stood there, his head swaying from side to side, his limbs twitching, his whole body in slight, continuous movement, Cyril Wentworth surveyed him — and he smiled.

“To look at you, Peter, who, who doesn’t know, would think you were a millionaire? And nobody does know, except you and me. Gold has not brought much to you. The longer I live, the clearer I perceive that it does not bring much to any of us; but to you it has brought less than nothing, since it has brought you this. One thing is clear, my dear old partner, that before long I shall have to set to and valet you, even to the extent of washing and bathing you, and cutting your hair. And you must have a new suit of clothes. And I really must superintend you while you make your dwelling-place something like fit for human habitation, or we shall have the neighbours noticing something peculiar in the air, and that would never do. I would set about the job at once, only it will take some time, and at the moment I don’t happen to have the time to spare. But we will make him nice and sweet and clean very soon, I promise you; because, whatever happens, we must avoid all risk of scandal. Now, Peter, you shall have a little exercise. You shall come and see me in that pretty room of mine next to yours, and I will talk to you.”

Cyril Wentworth, quitting what was, in very truth, a den of filth, unlocked the door of the room adjoining with still another key, which he took from his waistcoat pocket, calling, as he threw it open — 

“Capparoni!”

The something that had been a man came shuffling after him.


CHAPTER XVIII. THE MAGICIAN

THIS other room which Wentworth had entered, and across the threshold of which the something which had been a man was stumbling, although distinctly an apartment of a conglomerate, if not nondescript, character, did contain possibilities of comfort. It contained, for instance, a large, old-fashioned couch, which was capable of being used as a bed, as the folded rugs and cushions showed; a roomy armchair, which, like the couch, was no worse for being old; two ordinary chairs, with stuffed leather-covered seats. A well-worn writing-table stood in one corner. Near it was a small square table with a plain deal top. A metal sink was in another corner, with a waste pipe and a tap. On a row of shelves over the table were a number of queer-looking bottles, and a variety of chemical apparatus which was undoubtedly worth much more money than all the other contents of the room put together. On other shelves, by the fireplace, were books — learned-looking books, for the most part, and not a few of them German. On the other side of the fireplace was a tall, oak cupboard, which was locked.

Once in the room, Cyril Wentworth began to remove his silk hat, his gloves, his frock-coat, his beautiful fancy waistcoat — he even turned up his shirt-sleeves. And all the time he kept up a continual flow of talk, as if the creature in the doorway understood every word he said.

“What’s the first thing I always do every time I come to see you, Pietro? I think Pietro sounds better than Peter, don’t you? And, after all, it is your name. I don’t wish to deprive you of everything, Signor Capparoni; oh dear no! Don’t I always begin by giving you food — food, old partner? Not only enough to serve you for a single meal, but sufficient to sustain you for an entire week; or longer, if it came to a pinch? You may not credit it, but I don’t know why I give you food; you certainly have no idea how often that little question of sustenance or no sustenance hangs in the balance. You see, the mischief is, I never can decide whether it would be better — for me; though perhaps it would be more polite to say for both of us — to keep you alive, or to have you dead. Sounds silly, doesn’t it? And yet the matter is not so simple as you suppose. Of course, the advantages of having you dead are so obvious that I need not dilate on them; they are, indeed, so plain as to be plain even to you, and to be that a thing has to be very plain indeed. And, no doubt, before very long you will have to be dead. Every time I see you I long to perform the happy despatch, you miserable beast! But the fact is that it’s quite on the cards that contingencies might arise which would render it extremely advisable that you should not be dead. It is possible that circumstances might arise in the chequered history of the Great Harry mine which would make it a matter of the first importance that both partners should figure on the scene instead of one. Frankly, the possibility of such a contingency ever arising is becoming more and more remote; so that, between ourselves, I think that before long you will be dead. Still, as — being caution personified — it has not yet become quite remote enough for me, permit me, Signor Capparoni, to present you — free, gratis, and for nothing — with another week’s rations.”

All the time he had been speaking, Mr. Wentworth had also been busy with his hands. Having unlocked the oak cupboard, he had shown that at least part of it served as a larder. From it he had taken a tin of corned beef, which he had opened and divided — with a very professional looking knife and fork — into slices. From another tin he had taken twenty-one large whole-meal biscuits, counting them carefully as if to make sure that the tale of the number was right. He had supplemented these with fourteen fine apples, and three water-melons, which, with considerable ingenuity, he had cut into seven portions. He had taken fourteen spoonfuls of meat essence out of a bottle, each of which he had put into a small earthenware cup. He now turned to this display of provisions with a little flourish.

“Now, Pietro, say grace, and be thankful that there’s food for another week for you; a carefully considered dietary which is best suited to the conditions under which you live and have your being. Come; here’s meals for to-morrow — breakfast, dinner, supper! Take them and put them in their proper places.”

The creature in the doorway came shuffling forward, as if drawn by some influence of which he was unconscious, yet against which he was incapable of offering resistance. He closed his nerveless, tremulous fingers about a small tray, on which Wentworth had arranged, in three separate saucers, an apple, a biscuit, and a spoonful of essence; three slices of beef, a biscuit, and a piece of melon; and again, on the third saucer, another apple, biscuit, and spoonful of essence. With this tray, which lurched and swayed as he shambled forward, he made his devious way out of the room and into the next, presently returning with another tray, on which were three saucers and a cup, all empty. Seven times was this performance repeated, Mr. Wentworth uttering audible comments all the while.

“Curious, Peter, isn’t it, how a poor old looney like you, who, so far as intelligence goes, isn’t worth a row of pins, can be persuaded — by the proper person — to feed himself, in solitude, almost as decently as if he were sane, and with much more regard to system? Breakfast at eight; dinner at one; supper at seven. Those are your hours; and, although you have no clock, I’ll be bound that you keep to them nearly as closely as does the average cook. Such regular habits, in one placed as you are, almost suggest a special providence; don’t they, Peter? You shall have your proper provision of water later on, before I go, in those nice air-tight cans I brought for you. We neglect nothing, do we, Peter? Never was a child more carefully looked after. In the meantime, partner, here’s that little pick-me-up, of which you are so fond.”

The creature drank the contents of a glass which Wentworth passed to him, emptying it down his throat as if he were pouring it down a sink.

Then, out of the same cupboard, Wentworth took a glass mask, such as chemists wear, to guard their mouths and nostrils when engaged in delicate and dangerous operations. His hands he covered with a pair of thin wash-leather gloves. Setting out his apparatus on the square deal table, he half filled a retort with some colourless liquid out of one of the bottles on the shelves, and placed beneath it a curiously fashioned lamp. Presently he was engaged in compounding some mixture, whose preparation involved the greatest care and watchfulness. Yet, though it was evident that his attention never relaxed, he managed to find opportunity to keep up a running series of remarks in the form of a monologue, as if the something that had been a man had been the most intelligent of listeners.

“Magic and spells! that’s what we are mixing now, Peter; and never had a magician an elixir more wonderful than the one which I am brewing. With it — why, a man’s master of the universe, practically, as things are; he’s certainly a master of men. To it I myself owe everything, as you yourself know, dear friend. And what, in my case, everything means, it would require a volume to tell; the truer every word in it was, the more they’d say it was full of fairy tales. To it — in one of its forms, for its forms, old chum, are many — I owe some very charming women, and, also, what is of quite as much importance, to it I owe their silence. To keep a woman silent, under certain circumstances, requires a magician, and here is the magician that does it every time. Silence! that, sometimes, is what I think my magician really ought to be called. Until one has been its master, one can have no notion of what miracles silence works, if brought to bear at the mathematical moment. Silence has made me rich. Between ourselves, Peter, folks don’t guess how rich I am, and — still between ourselves — I’m not sure that I’m not more than half afraid to let them. Caution goes hand in hand with silence. There’s a copy-book axiom for you, Peter. If it were generally known in how many channels my riches lie, there might be quite a stir, and I do hate fuss. So I let one person know that I own this, and a second that I own that, and a third that I own the other; but I’m not particularly anxious that any one should know that I own all three, besides lots more. Questions might be asked how I came to own them, and silence is one of those things which loses its virtue if it’s broken.”

The liquid, in the distillation of which he was engaged, was passing — in one of its phases — in the form of vapour from one retort to another, a process which he observed with such intense interest that even his tongue was still. When, however, the operation had reached a satisfactory point, he began again.

“You’ve no idea, Peter, what a difference it makes if everything doesn’t go just as it ought to at this most exquisitely delicate stage; what a difference to the powers of the magician, I mean. And do you know, Peter, that if the fragile glass of this retort were to be shattered, say, by the heat, as it very easily might be, as I am bending over it like this, in spite of the mask which I am wearing, it is very possible that in less than thirty seconds I should cease to be a man, and become a mere brute beast, as you are. Wouldn’t you like to do a little smashing, Peter? Am I not rash to trust myself, in the face of such awful, imminent peril, alone with a lunatic? And yet I’m not a bit afraid; no, Peter, not one little bit.”

Again there came a point at which the chemist was too much absorbed in his task to indulge in speech; and again it was past.

“This is the first time I ever breathed a word to you upon the subject, Peter, but it so happens that this would be rather an inopportune moment in my history for this retort to break; I am not sure that, as a sort of by product, it wouldn’t result in the breaking of a lady’s heart. Because there’s a lady who loves me, Peter — yes, one more; and who, this time, is to be my dear, dear wife. My wife, Peter! Think what I shall seem like with that appendage. To every man there comes a time when he must marry. Of course she’s money, Peter; and not in any ordinary sense, but in heaps and heaps. Then there’s her father; he’s a multi-millionaire, actually. And I’m willing to lay you a little sporting wager that before I’ve finished I not only have her money, but her father’s too. And quite soon. Because, candidly, I shan’t be able to stand either of them very long, the father or the child. Child! — my wife that is to be, Peter, is not in any sense a chicken, — which, since where women are concerned my taste is decidedly for veal, is perhaps unfortunate! And yet I don’t know. If my wife that is to be was very young and very sweet and very pretty, it would be with positive reluctance that I should call in the services of the magician, so far as she was concerned. But as things are, I shall hail his approach with rapture. So you see, everything’s for the best in this best of all possible worlds.” He was holding up before his eyes a phial which was filled with a dark-coloured substance, which was only partly fluid. “There’s the magician, Peter. Like the jinn in the fisherman’s story, he’s at present in a bottle, but when he’s released and applied to the proper spot in the proper manner, he’s a wonder-worker, partner, as you, of all men in the world, did ought to know.”


CHAPTER XIX. AT THE CROFT

AT The Croft, Agnes Capparoni was as if she were at home with John Banner and his niece, Lettice Mason. She laughed at herself because of it. It was absurd of them to allow her to stop, to persuade her to stop, to make her stop. Not, she admitted, that she required much making. But there it was. A spill off a bicycle; a chance encounter in a lane; a long drawn-out story told within ten minutes of their meeting, in the middle, actually in the middle of the road! She told Mr. Banner that she wondered how it was that he had ever listened; at least, he must have taken it for granted that she was absolutely devoid of a sense of humour, to have played the Ancient Mariner at sight on an inoffensive stranger. What had he thought of her? Mr. Banner did not seem to be able to say, or he was unwilling to put his opinion into words. He simply told her that she was at The Croft, and that at The Croft she would have to stay, until Lettice let her go. That was how he put it, until Lettice let her go. And that Lettice declined to do. So trunks came down from town until, as Agnes put it, it looked as if she was about to become a member of the family. Whereat Lettice laughed.

Lettice was just a girl, in the enjoyment of the best of health, and, therefore, the finest spirits. She assured Agnes that she was just the person she had been looking for, for years; when Agnes found that she insisted on making her her mother-confessor and confidant in general, she began to think that this must be so. Not that Lettice had anything to confess, or any confidences to make, but when there is a Dick Sharratt in the air, it is surprising how much a girl like Lettice does find to reveal to another girl under a pledge of inviolate secrecy. And Lettice revealed it all, or thought she did, though it was exactly what she did not reveal that Agnes saw most clearly.

Did not Agnes think that every man ought to marry? For instance, ought not Uncle John to marry? Agnes was of opinion that that was a point on which he was entitled to please himself. Perhaps Agnes thought that he was too old? No, Agnes did not think he was too old; indeed, he seemed to her to be quite young. Of course, he was years and years older than Dick. Undoubtedly, since Mr. Banner was a man, and Mr. Sharratt was only a boy.

It is to be feared that Agnes said this with some improper intention of provoking Lettice, who, although she was continually informing Dick to his face that he was the merest child, liked other persons to regard him as if he was almost patriarchal.

“I don’t think it’s quite fair to call Dick a boy.”

“He’s a very nice boy.”

Lettice condoned the one word for the sake of the other.

“He is nice, isn’t he? And he’s so clever. He thinks a tremendous lot of you.”

“I’m not prepared to admit that that’s a proof of his cleverness. For all he, or any of you, can tell I may be a frightful fraud. You none of you know anything about me except what I’ve told you myself, and you’ve only my word for that.”

“My dear Agnes, we’re not all of us perfect idiots; certainly Uncle John isn’t, nor Dick, though you can call me what you please.”

“Lettice! when did I call you a perfect idiot!”

“You as good as call me one when you say that I’ve made a friend of a frightful fraud. But of course, you poor thing, I know it’s only the silly way you have of talking. I forgive you. Don’t you think that Dick has rather a well-shaped head?”

“Not bad, for a man.”

“Agnes, what do you mean? Aren’t men’s heads as well-shaped as women’s?”

“I dare say. But I don’t fancy one notices that sort of thing in a man.”

“I suppose not. Of course there are things which are much more important in a man. I wonder — I wonder what a man notices in a girl?”

“Her intellect.”

“Really?” Lettice glanced up from the work which she was doing to find that Miss Capparoni was smiling. “You’re laughing at me. I suppose you said that because you know I’ve none.”

“No intellect?”

“Only the weeest, tiniest morsel; not enough to count. But I don’t believe that it is her intellect which a man notices most in a girl.”

“What do you think it is?”

“I could tell you, only it would take a tremendous time; at least, I think I could tell you; but — here’s Uncle John.”

Since that first day, the subjects of Jack the Chemist and Miss Capparoni’s father had not been referred to, by special command. John Banner had assured Miss Capperoni that he would make the fullest inquiries into what she had told him, and, at the earliest possible moment, would acquaint her with the results, until when, under no circumstances, was any reference to be made to King Charles’s head. For the moment Agnes was content to leave the matter in his hands, being well aware that she had reached a point in the case at which the sort of assistance which he might be able to offer was just what she required. A week ago he had gone to town. The two girls had been left alone, with the exception of flying visits from Mr. Sharratt and calls from neighbours. Letters had been received from him, in which no particular mention was made of Agnes, except by way of expressing a wish that she was not growing tired of The Croft and Lettice. He had said that he might return without notice, at any moment; and here he was. Lettice sprang at him.

“Uncle, do you know that the tip of my little finger has been itching all day long, and I wondered if it meant that you were coming.”

“It didn’t. It meant that Dick Sharratt was going to bring me over from Camford on his run-about. I’ve been spending the morning with your uncle, the professor. You’ll find Mr. Sharratt at the door, wondering if that run-about of his is ever going to run about again; as a car, it’s not to be compared to mine.”

Later in the day Miss Capparoni heard from John Banner all that he had to tell. They were alone together in the drawing-room after dinner; Lettice, assisted by Mr. Sharratt, was looking for a thimble which she was nearly certain she had lost somewhere in the garden. No doubt the darkness explained the difficulty they had in finding it.

Mr. Banner began.

“I am gratified to find that you bear no outward and visible signs upon your person of being unduly tired of The Croft.”

“That’s because I’m not tired, though I’ve no doubt that The Croft is heartily sick of me.”

“On a remark of that kind comment is needless, especially as Lettice informs me that she doesn’t know what she would do without you, and I’m sure I don’t. But I don’t propose to tell you again what you know very well without my telling you, how glad I am to find you still an inmate of my home. I want to make clear to you what I have been doing since I saw you, and I am sorry to have to inform you that it amounts to very little. But I suppose you hardly expected me to perform in a few days what has occupied you years, and in one or two directions I have made progress. I have ascertained, for instance, that beyond all doubt Mr. Cyril Wentworth is a thoroughly bad lot.”

“That is something to have learned.”

“As you say; but I am not sure that, considering all things, it is a very pleasant something. Those five thousand shares still stand in Hurle’s name; Wentworth has not gone quite to the extent of having them transferred to his own name, but he has been drawing dividends on them, thumping dividends, not one penny of which has reached the professor.”

“How has he managed that?”

“So far as I can learn, he practically runs the Great Harry mine, and does as he likes.”

“He can be made to disgorge.”

“Certainly, if Hurle chooses. I have been to see him to-day; the old gentleman’s breaking up. His medical attendant, whom I interviewed, says that that villain Fentiman nearly killed him, and probably would have quite if you hadn’t pulled him up.”

“It was time that some one pulled him up.”

“By the way, the scoundrel is either in hiding or else he’s disappeared. I’ve found out where he lived, in lodgings at Notting Hill. He has never returned to them since that historic day at Camford, nor has anything been heard of him of any sort or kind.”

“For information about Fentiman apply to Cyril Wentworth.”

“You don’t suspect him of keeping a fellow like that up his sleeve; why should he?”

“I suspect him of anything and everything. But go on; what about Professor Hurle?”

“His business capacity never was his strongest feature; to-day it struck me as having ceased to exist. I had the greatest difficulty in making him understand what had happened to his shares. So far as he is himself concerned, I doubt if he cares a wag of his finger what has happened to them; but I managed to get from him a power of attorney authorizing me to deal with them exactly as I please.”

“That’s good. With that in your pocket you may be able to make yourself agreeable to Mr. Wentworth. What else have you done?”

“I have arrived at a decision, to go to Germany either to-morrow or the day after, and to take you with me, and Lettice.”

“Have you? And pray why, without being consulted, are we to be bundled off to Germany? I am not your chattel, Mr. Banner.”

“No, I—” He was about to say, “I wish you were,” but altered his intention in time; “I never suggested that you were. It’s in this way. Cyril Wentworth was a student at Heidelberg.”

“Well, is that any reason why I should be bundled off to Germany to-morrow?”

“Not exactly, but you’ll understand if you let me finish. I was talking to a man who was at Heidelberg with him. I mentioned casually that I had heard that he has something of a reputation as a chemist. The man said at once, as if it were a matter of course, that if he hadn’t a reputation then he ought to have. I asked him how that was. He told me, what I never knew before, that his special study at Heidelberg was chemistry; and that, moreover, he was the favourite pupil of Professor Ehrenberg. I am, doubtless, an ignorant man, but until that moment I had never heard of Professor Ehrenberg, and I confessed as much. Whereupon my German friend grew eloquent. He declared that Ehrenberg was the greatest chemist the world had ever seen; so far as I could gather in a very peculiar sense, his knowledge of chemistry being reputed to be so great as to be almost unholy. Tales were told of him which put the necromancers of old to shame. He was commonly reputed to have the power, if he chose to exercise it, of turning the world — and all the men and women in it — upside down. If ten per cent. of what that German told me has any foundation in fact, then Professor Ehrenberg must be a truly remarkable man. But to me, the most interesting statement which he made was this, that it is believed that Cyril Wentworth is the only student who was ever admitted to his private laboratory.”

Miss Capparoni, who had risen from her seat, broke in the moment he had finished.

“Then that is where Jack the Chemist acquired the knowledge which in his hands has proved so dangerous a possession. And you propose?”

“To start for Germany, as I say, to-morrow; or, if not, the day after.”

“To interview the Herr Professor?”

“Precisely; to learn from him exactly how much Cyril Wentworth knows. To put it mildly, the powers with which you credit him sound as if — well, as if they were peculiar. Ehrenberg may be able to tell us if such things are possible, and in other matters he may be to us of the most material assistance.”

“We’ll start to-morrow! I shall be ready! I’ve no doubt Lettice will be also.”


CHAPTER XX. A PARTY OF FOUR

ON the morrow they started, a party of four. Mr. Sharratt was the fourth. He explained that as term was over, or as good as over, and there really was nothing to keep him at Camford, absolutely the best use which he could make of his time was to take the fullest advantage of so excellent an opportunity of polishing up his German. It appeared that his father was particularly anxious that he should master the language colloquially; so was his mother, and his sisters — it would be so very useful when he took them abroad; while he had an uncle who was always preaching that the one indispensable thing for a young man nowadays was a practical knowledge of modern languages. To throw away so excellent a chance of becoming almost as German as the Germans, it was not to be thought of. Moreover, a change would do him good. He was rather run down; he did not say what had run him down, because John Banner had his eye on him, but a change always did do him good, besides enlarging his mind. And, anyhow, they would be away so short a time that he might as well go with them as not.

When he had made it quite clear, after some stumbling, why he was going without being invited, Mr. Banner fixed him with his glance.

“Then do I understand, Sharratt, that the sole reason why you are favouring us with your company is that you may improve your knowledge of the German language?”

Mr. Sharratt seemed uneasy.

“I don’t know about its being the sole reason, but it’s one reason. German’s a lot of help to a fellow.”

“No doubt. Then I presume that you don’t propose to speak a word of any other tongue but German from the moment you quit the English shores.”

“Oh, I say! that’s a tall order. As a matter of fact, I only do know three or four words of German, and I’m not sure which they are, and, anyhow, you can’t get along very fast with only three.”

“That’s true. Then I take it that you intend to gain at least a nodding acquaintance with the other two or three hundred thousand words during the two or three days that we propose to be away. Dick, your intentions do you credit.” Mr. Banner turned to Miss Mason. “You know, Lettice, you are not compelled to go with us, if you prefer to remain behind; for instance, if you have any engagements in the neighbourhood which you think you ought to keep.”

“Uncle, you know I’ve no arrangements! Of course I’m going!”

“As you please. It only struck me as being possible that, as Sharratt was going, you mightn’t care to join the party.”

Dick and the young lady exchanged glances of a rather complicated kind.

“Uncle! how can you be so absurd! And I’m sure I think Dick is most sensible in taking advantage of every opportunity of self-improvement; and no one can go to Germany, if it’s only for two or three days, without learning something.”

So it came about that they were four. As John Banner put it to Miss Capparoni — 

“It’s just as well that that young man should come. So far from being in our way, he’ll take Lettice off our hands, and that’ll give us a better chance of interviewing Ehrenberg without exciting observation.”

It was a somewhat singular fact that Miss Mason asked no questions as to what might be the cause of their so suddenly rushing abroad. Her life was, in general, such an uneventful one, that under ordinary circumstances she would have bombarded Mr. Banner with inquiries as to why he was rushing off to Germany in red-hot haste. As it was, when he informed her that he was going to pay a flying visit to Heidelberg, she displayed a quite unusual lack of curiosity as to his motives. Possibly the announcement which Dick Sharratt promptly made, of his fixed intention to avail himself of so excellent an opportunity to improve his knowledge of the German language, had something to do with it. It is even conceivable that when John Banner allowed Dick to bring him over from Camford on his run-about, at the back of that gentleman’s mind there was a dim idea that his young friend might formulate such a proposition. It is not only in extreme youth that there are wheels within wheels.

The university city of Heidelberg is one of the most romantically situated cities of Europe. Its university is in some senses, and for the most part, one of the quaintest and queerest of its educational resorts. And, as neither of those four persons had ever been there on a previous occasion, to them everything was new. Lettice was in ecstasies. She thought the river lovely, the heights on either side lovely, the town itself lovely; it all was lovely. There happened to be no students there just then, or she might have thought them lovely; in which case it is within the bounds of possibility that, on at least that one point, she and Mr. Sharratt might have disagreed. On all other points they were at one, or almost as good as at one. Of course, Heidelberg was not Camford, and, unfortunately for itself, it was in Germany, and therefore as a university it was not to be taken seriously; but in all other respects, he allowed that it was decent as a place in which to chaperon Miss Mason. So, for the most part, he took her one way, while John Banner took Miss Capparoni quite another, which was precisely what all parties most desired.

The fame of the Herr Professor Ehrenberg filled all the place. Miss Mason and Mr. Sharratt, not being interested in matters of that kind, remained in ignorance of his existence. But Miss Capparoni and Mr. Banner had only to put a few ordinary inquiries to learn that all the world in Heidelberg knew everything about him, or thought it did.

He was a very old man. His exact age was not generally known, but he must be eighty. Still hale and hearty, and in possession of all his faculties. It was true that he did not go much abroad now, and did but little walking. But then he never had cared much for physical exercise, and always had maintained that the ordinary man could get all he needed within the precincts of his own apartments. That was one of his ideas. Yet he could smoke his pipe and drink his wine, or beer, with any one, and even occasionally attended the meetings of his old corps — of course, incognito — where he was both a welcome and an honoured guest. He had been a famous fighter in his time, and had not always fought for fun. He had always been of opinion that the finest physical training a man could have at Heidelberg resulted from a knowledge of how to use the two-handed sword as a master should. As for singing, he gloried in the ancient songs which dead and gone members of his corps had sung for centuries; sometimes now his great voice, which began to be a little tremulous, could be heard shouting them out through the open windows of his house. Was he accessible to strangers? Well, that might be. He had been known to see strangers, especially if they were provided with proper credentials. Enough of them came to see him from all parts of the world. But he was a man of moods. If he choose he would; if he did not choose he would not, and there it was.

John Banner put the matter, so far as he was concerned, promptly to the test. Did the Herr Professor speak English? Why, certainly; he spoke all languages, but English as if he were an Englishman, which was comforting information for Mr. Banner, who was doubtful about his German, especially when it came to the composition of a letter. So he wrote to the Herr Professor in the language with which he was most familiar, mentioning that circumstances had arisen in connection with Cyril Wentworth, who, he understood, had been one of his pupils, which made it desirable that he should have some conversation with him on the subject of that gentleman; and that, therefore, he should esteem it a very great favour if he would grant him, at his earliest convenience, a personal interview. The messenger who took the note brought back a reply, couched in irreproachable English, to the effect that Professor Ehrenberg would be pleased to see Mr. Banner that same afternoon. Mr. Banner handed it to Miss Capparoni, who commented on it.

“He says he will see you, in the singular; he says nothing about seeing me. Didn’t you tell him that I wanted to see him also?”

Mr. Banner shook his head.

“I thought that if we went together we might be able to explain better by word of mouth how it is that your interest in the matter is even greater than mine.”

The lady looked doubtful.

“But the professor’s a bachelor, and may object to women, and he may regard my unexpected appearance as an attempt to steal a march on him.”

“There isn’t a man in the world, bachelor or anything else, who wouldn’t be willing to have a march stolen on him on those terms any day of the year.”

But Miss Capparoni was not so sure.


CHAPTER XXI. THE HERR PROFESSOR

MOST of the houses in Heidelberg are old; the Herr Professor lived in one of the very oldest. A great, ramshackle old place, which stood on the very edge of the Neckar: the back windows being convenient for any one who wished, with the least possible exertion, to take a header into the river. An old gentleman answered Mr. Banner’s ring.

“Is Professor Ehrenberg in? I have an appointment with him. My name is Banner.”

The old gentleman looked askance at the lady. He began his reply in German, then drifted into English.

“Aber das Fräulein? But the Fräulein — the young lady?”

“It is more important that the young lady should see him than that I should, as I will explain to the Herr Professor. Will you be so good as to tell him I am here?”

The old gentleman shook his head.

“The Herr Professor sees no women — never! He will not allow that I let one in.”

As Miss Capparoni was glancing at Mr. Banner with an I-told-you-so air, there came a stentorian voice from behind the old gentleman, which spoke English with a slight accent and an occasional recollection of a German idiom.

“Johann, what is it you are chattering about? Every chance you have your tongue clack, clack, clacks — you old fool! Who is it there? Is it some one who wishes to see me? Is it Mr. Banner? Then why don’t you show him in? Out of the way!”

A big hand was laid on the old gentleman’s shoulder. He was moved to one side, and the door was swung wide open. In it there stood a huge man, whose appearance — though he was of almost Falstaffian proportions — suggested, in an unusual degree, both physical and mental health and vigour. His hair was white, his face clean-shaved, blue eyes looked out undimmed from under shaggy eyebrows. He was in his shirt-sleeves; in one hand he held a cherry-wood stem, to which was attached a porcelain pipe.

“Are you Mr. John Banner? I am Ehrenberg.”

“Permit me, Herr Professor, to introduce to you this young lady.”

“Young lady? What? She comes also with you? This will not do! I have nothing to do with women; I do not care for them.” He paused, staring at Mr. Banner’s companion as if suddenly struck by something in her appearance. “Ah! With you it is perhaps different. What is your name?”

“Agnes Capparoni.”

“Capparoni? Then you have in you Italian blood, although you are English. Is it a lot of drivel which you wish to talk to me?”

“I wish to speak to you on a subject which is of the utmost importance to me, and of considerable interest to you.”

“So, if you do not wish to say to me a deal of nonsense, enter.” When she was in he put his big hand on her shoulder. “You are pretty, very pretty; therefore it does not so much matter, this time. It does a man good to see sometimes what is pretty, even if it is only a woman — it pleases his eye; to give pleasure to the eye generally benefits the brain. It is your ugly women I will have nothing to do with, and your learned women. An ugly and a learned woman — is that not the superlative of the ridiculous? It is sufficient for a woman to be a woman; and to be a woman, it is necessary that she should give pleasure to the eye. I am a chemist. I sometimes think that to every ugly woman I would like to give a little powder. What a good thing for the world that would be, because you must understand that it is the ugly woman who is the cause of the ugly man.”

While he talked — as if he were addressing a class a thousand strong — the Herr Professor led his guests along a broad, winding staircase to a room at the back of the house, a large room, with four great French windows, which all stood wide open, and led on to a wooden balcony. To this balcony he immediately conducted Miss Capparoni, still retaining his hand upon her shoulder.

“You see, here I am at home. In front the hills, the trees, the beautiful country; below, the Neckar — it is to me as an old sweetheart, this river; behind, about me, the ancient city, which my whole life long I have known and loved. It is not a paradise, Heidelberg — no, I do not say it — but to me it means much. Below you there is much water, as, if this were to give way, you would find. But have no fear, it is strong enough both for you and for me. This great house — you think it is too big for one old man? Well, perhaps; but you must remember that it is as a museum that I use it. In it are some very extraordinary things. I would show them to you, only some of them are not nice for a woman to see; not even if she is my wife — and that you will never be. Alas! I am too old. But I am yet young enough to recognize a pretty girl. Now that I have begun, it is for you to go on. But let us go back into the room; we shall, perhaps, there talk more at our ease. It is this room I like best when I am not working; it has air, it has light, it has space — for me three important things. It is here also that I dream — oh, how I dream! — of the heights and the depths, the mysteries and the wonders; but it is when I am widest awake that I dream. So far it is only I who have talked. Which of you two is to talk now? Only do not both of you talk together; one at a time is enough.”

The lady and the gentleman exchanged interrogative glances, then Mr. Banner made a slight movement with his head, which, apparently, the lady understood.

“I am,” she said.

“So! I have heard that it is generally the woman who does the talking, though sometimes I suspect that I myself can talk as much as any one. Now, Miss Capparoni, if you please! Mind, no nonsense; it is forbidden! I am the only person in this house who is allowed to talk nonsense.”

“I understand that an Englishman, a Mr. Cyril Wentworth, was once a pupil of yours.”

“Well — what of it?”

“This.”

She told, as succinctly as possible, the story of her father’s disappearance, and the reasons why she believed that he was still alive, at the mercy of the man whom she called Jack the Chemist. With his blue eyes fixed intently on her face, he heard her, without interruption, to an end. Then he put her through a sort of catechism.

“Is that all?”

“It is as far as the story has gone, at present.”

“Why do you come to me? What for? What have I to do with a man I never saw, of whom I never heard, because he is your father; since you, also, are to me a stranger?”

“I come to you for several reasons!”

“Name one.”

“In the first place, I believe that you know, and that possibly you are the only man in the world who does know, what that man did to my father.”

“Well, if I do?”

“If you do, then it follows that Cyril Wentworth acquired from you his knowledge of how to work such monstrous wickedness!”

“Therefore?”

“Therefore, in a sense — a very real one — you are responsible for what he did.”

“That is good reasoning, for a woman, upon my word! So if I tell a student, in the ordinary course of the instruction which it is my duty to impart to him, what are the qualities of prussic acid, if he uses it to poison his grandmother, it is I who killed her? We advance. This it is to be a professor — excellent! Let us return to the pre-historic age, when there was no one to know anything; we shall be safer.”

“If a shopkeeper sells a loaded revolver to a person whom he knows to be a lunatic, he is held responsible by the law.”

“Did I know Cyril Wentworth was a lunatic? Is he a lunatic?”

“You knew him to be a dangerous person.”

“I knew him!”

“Did you not know him to be a dangerous person? I cannot believe that he was your pupil without your finding him out; you are too shrewd a judge of character.”

The professor carefully emptied the huge bowl of his pipe, then with, if possible, even greater care refilled and lighted it. He had three or four whiffs, as if to make sure it was in good working order; then delivered himself of some observations, which could scarcely be called a direct reply to Miss Capparoni’s questions.

“I thank my stars I never married. With women you cannot deal; the more pretty they are, the worse. An ugly woman you can take by the neck and throw into the river; but a pretty girl, a man cannot find it in his heart to use her like that, not even though he knows that is the only treatment which will meet the case.” He shook his pipe at Miss Capparoni. “You are a pretty girl; therefore I am a fool. And it is because in the presence of a pretty girl I always am a fool that I will have nothing to do with women, nothing at all. The prettier the girl, the bigger fool I am. And it is because you are — as you English say — a devilish pretty girl, that I make of myself a fool the most complete. I treat you as if you were a reasonable creature. I speak to you as if you were a man — a man, also, with some brains in his head. I tell you some secrets, and about Cyril Wentworth, and about what he did to your father, and — other things. I speak to you quite clearly; so do not make me more ashamed of myself than I am already by pretending that the meaning of what I say does not enter your unintelligent head. Therefore, listen with as much attention as if I were talking to you about a bonnet-string.”


CHAPTER XXII. A STUDENT OF PROMISE

THE professor took a few more pulls at his pipe. Then he made a suggestion to Miss Capparoni; thus far he had allowed John Banner to go altogether unheeded.

“It will take me some time to say all that I have to say, which is your fault, not mine, therefore you had better sit down.”

He motioned towards a large, leather-covered, straight-backed chair.

“Thank you, I prefer to stand.”

“As you will. If I had not offered you a chair you would have said I was a bear; since, however, I have, of course you prefer to stand.”

“You appear to have a very poor opinion of women.”

“Not at all. The female fills a high position in the scale of nature; it is only when we come to deal with the human animal that she steps out of it; that is why a woman is so inferior to a cow. However, we will not talk of it; it is a question of A B C. Now I will begin what I have to say. You see how you interrupt me continually, already how much time has been lost.”

“It seems to me that you keep interrupting yourself to say rude things.”

The Herr Professor glared at her through a cloud of tobacco smoke.

“If that is the way in which you used to speak to your father, he is perhaps better off where he is.”

“My father loves me, and I love him, which two trifles make a difference. I am beginning to wonder whether, in spite of all your knowledge, you know anything of the greatest thing in the world — love. If you will be so kind as to commence, I will promise to listen with quite as much attention as if you were talking about bonnet-strings, in the plural; and I will keep still, however rude you may be.”

For the first time the Herr Professor addressed himself to Mr. Banner.

“Yet I do not wish to drop her into the Neckar; that it is to be a pretty girl. An ugly woman, she would have gone long ago.” Again he waved his pipe at Miss Capparoni. “Having exchanged these diplomatic pour-parlers, now I come to the point. I am a chemist.” He announced this fact as if he were issuing orders to a regiment of soldiers. “A German is the most logical being in the world, his intellect is the best arranged, he begins always at the beginning, where I begin. Why am I a chemist? While I was still a lad, though already a student, I asked of myself. What is the most important study in the world? I decide, Chemistry. Therefore I became a chemist, which supplies an answer to my own question. Not the chemist of a chemist’s shop; that is a pharmaceutist. What you call chemistry we in Germany call chemie, in France it is chimie, the difference of a letter. These words are from the same root, the Egyptian god, Khem, the god of generation, productiveness, vegetation. You see what a scope is there. The chemist has not only the whole world, but all the worlds for his province. But since no man can know everything, I say to myself, which particular branch shall I specially study, so that I may know something — one or two things worth knowing? I answer, Man. You inquire, what has man to do with chemistry? I reply, everything — with the kind of chemistry which I make my own special study. To explain fully what I mean by that would take too long, and perhaps would not to you be very intelligible; but I will give you an illustration, which is to the point, since it leads us to your friend, Cyril Wentworth.”

“He is no friend of mine.”

“You said you would not interrupt!”

This came like the roar of a bull of Bashan. Miss Capparoni smiled, inscrutably, possibly exasperatingly also. The Herr Professor glared, holding up his pipe in the air, as if he would like to use it as a weapon.

“Have you any more remarks which it is in your mind that you would like to make?”

“None, thank you; I am sorry I spoke.”

“I also am sorry you spoke. Do not speak again till I tell you. Where was I when you interrupted? I was saying that I would give you an illustration which would lead us to your friend, Cyril Wentworth.” He paused, as if to dare her to make further comment. Apparently she deemed discretion to be the better part of valour. He went on as if appeased. “I am told that there is in America a man whose name, I think, is Burbank. His study is plants and trees and flowers. Out of an old flower he makes a new blossom, from an old tree he gets a new forest; he creates, in the vegetable world, new forms out of old ones, by the process of what he calls grafting. I asked myself, long before I heard of Mr. Burbank, if, in the animal world, it was not possible to do something like that, not by grafting, or cross-breeding, that has been tried; but by chemical processes, which have not been tried. Now I come to the secrets. You understand that, as a chemist, my work here at Heidelberg has had nothing to do with what I am about to tell you. I have tried to teach to a number of other men, of all ages, and more or less thick-headed, what is known already, for the most part, to all chemists. There has been only one person beside myself who has ever had any natural insight into the work which has been the real occupation of a pretty long life. Why I give you my confidence I do not exactly know; yet before I come to an end my reasons may be plainer both to you and to myself.”

He crammed the tobacco tighter into the bowl of his pipe with his little finger, and struck another match.

“If you cut off a man’s hand he cannot hold a knife in it; with the stump of his arm he can do little or nothing. I began by ascertaining if, by chemical processes, you could not produce the effect of the severed hand. That was very simple; I found that you easily could. In a second, with a little prick, which was so slight a prick that he was not always conscious that he had been pricked, I reduced him to the condition of a handless man. More, also with a prick I could give to his hand — at least for a time — qualities which it did not have before. I could make his fingers keep on opening and shutting, opening and shutting; and — I could do many other things to that hand of his without, you understand, his having a suspicion that it was I who had done it. I learned by experiment that what I could do with his hand I could do with other parts of his body — with all his limbs. I learned also, what was perhaps the greatest thing, that I could both do and undo. With one prick I took from a man his hand, with another I gave it to him back again. When I had reached that point I had already gone far, and yet I was only at the beginning.”

The Herr Professor was silent. He went to the window and stood looking out across the river, while he puffed at his pipe. Miss Capparoni and John Banner exchanged glances. But they said nothing, they waited for him to continue, which he presently did, speaking with his back turned towards them.

“But, after all, the limbs of the human animal are trifles; it is the animal itself which is of consequence. I ventured in many directions. I found that, always with my pin-prick, I could change the nature of a man or woman. They talk of love’s philtres. Did I choose I could sell to a man a ring which, when he placed it on a woman’s finger, would begin to affect her in a very singular way. Or I could ensure to a wife that her husband should continue to love her. She would only have to make him the present of a very innocent-looking ring; before very long she would be able to do with him precisely as she pleased. I also learned something which, I will admit, at first a little frightened me.”

He again, in silence, indulged himself with some extra vigorous puffs at his pipe; then went on, with his back still turned to them.

“I learned that, by touching a certain nerve in the eye, in a moment you could make a man blind, and he should not know, and an oculist should not know, what had happened. There was nothing in the appearance of the eye to show, the change having been brought about by the tiniest drop of matter which had been injected. I tried this experiment first on my own eye, the left. When I found how successful it was, and how, all at once, with my left eye I was blind, I was a little startled. Before I performed the experiment I had reasoned that if the one thing had one property, another thing would have exactly the opposite property. When I found myself blind, I was in a great hurry to snatch up the syringe in which already was the antidote which I had prepared. You may imagine with what care I applied it to just the same spot — the smallest fraction of difference in the locality might make all the difference in the world; with what delicacy I touched the piston, on the instant my sight was restored. I could see again with my left eye as well as with my right, exactly as before.

“It was then that I was conscious of a certain fear, like one who stands on the threshold of the unknown, that unknown which is always mysterious. How far was I going? Already I could change, in certain respects, that nature with which a man had come into the world; take from him his sight and restore it to him again; there were other things, equally striking, which I could do. What next? If I was master of his fate so far, why not farther; why should I not be master of it altogether?

“What I have told you sounds strange, wonderful. That is because you are ignorant. As I said just now, the unknown is always mysterious. As a matter of fact, it is all perfectly simple. Certain substances have certain properties, I had only learned that, if applied in a certain manner, under certain conditions, to certain parts of the human frame, they had certain results; in my note-book I had the formulæ under which these substances were prepared. Of course each operation requires a different formula. Do not suppose that I am a quack doctor, claiming that one pill will do all sorts of different things. One pill will only do one thing, that is what I have found. If you want to do another thing you must have a second pill, containing different constituents.

“What I had now to reach was the man himself. What is the man? His brain. Speaking generally, a man is what his brain is. If it is sound, he is sound; if it is unsound, mentally, morally, physically, he is the same. The brain is a delicate thing with which to try experiments; like a complicated watch, it is more easily put out of order than readjusted. I had reached a point at which I had a feeling that it would be as well that I should no longer work alone. A fellow-labourer in the same field might not only be an assistant, a coadjutor, he might — he might be other things besides. I looked round for such a one, and found him at once. Indeed, I had had my eye on him before I had even begun to think of looking.

“There was here at Heidelberg, at that time, a young Englishman whose mental equipment was, in many respects, of the first class. I do not use the language of hyperbole when I say that mentally and physically and, I may add, morally, he was a remarkable young man. In several ways he had distinguished himself. As a student in my own lecture class he was head and shoulders above his fellow students; he was of a different calibre. He had not only the desire, he had the instinct to learn, to know. To teach him was easy. His quickness was bewildering. In dealing with a cuneiform inscription you had but to hint at a key to one of the characters, he had the whole affair at his finger-ends in a flash.

“As regards my own class of work, it was not only that he surprised me by the agility of his mental processes; by the swiftness with which he would leap at the very heart of a fact, gripping the essential point; I could not but recognize that his mind was, in some ways, the correlative of mine. He saw, and was eager to reach, heights of whose existence his associates were unconscious, and for which they would have cared nothing had they seen them. In that respect he and I were absolutely at one, in his yearning to penetrate into the regions of the unknown. As regards capacity, I had reason to believe that in, at any rate, one sense he was my equal. I said to myself, here is the coadjutor I want.

“They will tell you, the people of this place, that Cyril Wentworth, the young Englishman, was my favourite pupil. It is a lie, they are mistaken. I disliked him so strongly that I told myself I did him an injustice; that I was jealous of him; that because his genius promised to make him, in a very short space of time, my equal, and probably my superior, therefore I allowed my feeling towards him to become warped and prejudiced. It ill became me to allow myself to become the slave of a mere prejudice; so — I brought him here; I installed him in my private laboratory, the only creature, except my servant, Johann, and — and one other, who ever passed its door, either before then, or since, as my coadjutor, my associate, my friend.”

The Herr Professor’s pipe had again gone out; while he talked he forgot to smoke. Shaking out the burnt ash, he examined the condition of the tobacco which remained in the bowl, pressed it down a little tighter, and struck another match. For some seconds he enjoyed his pipe. Then, turning slowly round, he wagged his finger, solemnly, at Miss Capparoni.

“I am a German. They say you English, like us, are Teutons. If that is so, since it is true that quarrels among relations are often the bitterest, therefore I have never been able to take an Englishman to my heart since I took Cyril Wentworth into my private laboratory. When he left he left in haste; after I had fought with him with my hands and my fists, with every muscle in my body, for more than my life. He had tried to serve me as he served your father.”

“Herr Professor!”

“Yes, you may well exclaim, I pardon your interruption. I had taken a devil into my laboratory, not a man. All my expectations of him had been realized, unfortunately all of them. His thirst for knowledge was insatiable; but it was not because he loved knowledge — for its own sake, not at all. He was like the student of whom I spoke, who takes advantage of his knowledge of the qualities of prussic acid to poison his grandmother. In a powder mill, having learned how to make gunpowder, he would have blown up the mill, with all his fellow workmen, in order that he might keep the knowledge of how to make gunpowder to himself, so that he might use it for his own benefit, for the destruction of whoever might stand in his way. I say again, he was a devil, not a man.” The professor waved his pipe wrathfully in the air. “I could tell you tales of him, but one is enough. I learned, as I anticipated, that you could become the master of a man, the man himself, as well as of his separate limbs and organs. By injecting into the brain, at a given point, a given quantity of a given matter, you could, in a fraction of a second, deprive a man of sight, of speech, of reason; you could, in fact, transform him into more than a brute beast, with this disadvantage as against the beast, that he had only a rudimentary control over his own limbs and muscles. One of the curious features of his condition being that no one could tell — who did not know — what had happened to him. No doctor living could diagnose his case. As for doing him any good, for curing him, not all the doctors in all the world could benefit him one iota. I had one day occasion to remonstrate with Cyril Wentworth on the recklessness with which he conducted his experiments. When he was insolent I requested him to leave my laboratory, never to enter it again. Without a word of warning he sprang at me with the hypodermic syringe in his hand which I had just seen him charge with this particular matter. I had my pipe; I dashed the bowl into his face as he came at me. I fancy some of the hot ash got into his eye. He started back with a cry of pain; then came at me more furiously than before. His momentary hesitation had given me time to collect my wits. I closed with him as he came on that second time, and — we fought. It was a good fight, a hard fight, a long fight. The end of it was that I dropped him out of the window into the Neckar.”


CHAPTER XXIII. THE ANTIDOTE

AGAIN the Herr Professor paused. He went to the window and looked out upon the stream, as if he still saw Cyril Wentworth plunging into the water. That he beheld the scene with the eye of memory his next words showed.

“It was a great splash he made — a great splash.”

“And what did you do then?”

It was Miss Capparoni who put the question. The professor replied without any sign of being annoyed at its having been put.

“What did I do? I thanked God.”

“Did you try to rescue him, or did you try to make sure that he was drowned?”

“I did neither. I wanted no scandal, or I might have drowned him; and as for rescuing him, I knew he could swim like a fish.”

“Then what followed? Did he charge you with assault, or with attempted murder?”

“Mein Gott! Nothing followed. He vanished; that is what followed. He left Heidelberg that same afternoon. I have seen and heard nothing of him since — until to-day. I thought that I should have heard of him before this, knowing the man; and there have been — —”

“There have been what?” inquired Miss Capparoni. The professor had stopped in the middle of a sentence.

“There have been cases, of which I have heard and read, which have caused me to wonder where was Mr. Cyril Wentworth, and what it was that he was doing. But there has been no proof. Nothing sure. Only surmise.”

“Then I take it that what he failed in doing to you he succeeded in doing to my father.”

“So it would appear from what you have told me. I know nothing of my own knowledge, but — it looks like that.”

“If he did it, then you do know exactly what it was he did do?”

“Yes — but always in a sense. That experiment is capable of an infinite number of minute variations, one of which would make a material difference in the results. It is not easy, from a mere verbal explanation, to say which, if any, of these variations he adopted. If, as you suggest, your father was obedient to Cyril Wentworth, then he adopted one of them; the result of the simple and original experiment is that a man is made like a log of wood. No one can compel him to do anything, because he can do nothing either for or with himself — he cannot even convey food to his own mouth. Those men who you tell me were working in the mine — there was another variation; one, also, which he himself discovered. It was over that we had our final battle. He told me that he had discovered that, by an infinitesimal variation in the formula, you could make a man or a woman like a clockwork figure. That is, the operator could set him or her to do a certain thing, and that, unless the operator intervened, he or she would continue doing it, always less and less quickly, until death came and stopped the work. I doubted it — mind you, he would not tell me in what the variation consisted; he was impudent — so I said I doubted it. Then he was more impudent than before. He laughed in my face, and said that if I would go round to his lodgings I should have ocular proof. I asked him what he meant. He told me that he had set his servant-girl to sweep his room in the middle of the afternoon, and that she would keep on sweeping it until he returned to stop her. I said, if it was true, he had been guilty of a vile action. The end of it was that I dropped him into the Neckar. Afterwards, feeling curious as to the truth of his story, I went round to his lodgings to institute inquiries. He had not yet returned — indeed, to those lodgings he never did return. I found, later, that he had also other lodgings about here; he was a young man of many secrets. The door of the room was locked; I forced it open with my shoulders. There, sure enough, was the poor servant-maid, with a broom in her hand, walking round and round the room, sweeping each inch of the floor again and again and again, never stopping for an instant’s rest. It was an extraordinary spectacle; it was quite amazing to watch her. I thought, after a while, that it was a trick, one in which she played a part. But, no; try how I might, I could not stop her. When I picked her up and held her tight, she offered no resistance, showed no consciousness of what was happening to her; but her arms and legs kept in regular, though convulsive movement, as though she still walked and swept. When I tied her to a chair, it was the same. It would have been most laughable had it not meant that her entire existence was destroyed.”

“Cyril Wentworth had performed your experiment on her?”

“With a variation which he had himself discovered, and of which he would not tell me the secret.”

“It occurs to be, Professor Ehrenberg, that it would not have been a serious misfortune if he had succeeded in the experiment which he endeavoured to perform on you.”

“On the contrary, it would have been a very great misfortune.”

“For you, or for the world?”

“For the world and for me, but principally for the world. In such a matter myself I should not count.”

“I fear I cannot agree with you. It seems to me that it would have been simply poetic justice if this man had prefaced the long list of victims whom you had placed at his mercy — with you. Surely, to a volume of which you were yourself the author, you would have made a fitting frontispiece.”

“You do not know what it is you talk about. I will not discuss with you; to argue with a woman is useless. I will point out one reason why it was fortunate for the world that your compatriot’s experiment did not succeed — that one reason, I think, you will find enough. I had learnt, once more, how to do; I had yet to learn, again, how to undo. I had discovered the poison; now I had to find the antidote. The dreadful spectacle presented by the poor girl whom your fellow-countryman, caring nothing, had left in such a horrible condition — —”

“I wish you would not keep on calling him my fellow-countryman.”

The Herr Professor thundered back at Miss Capparoni — 

“He is your fellow-countryman — is he not? Am I not entitled to call a spade a spade? Well, then, I say that the spectacle presented by the poor girl was to me the cause of great affliction. I had not hurt her, Heaven forbid! I do not conduct my studies for the purpose of working evil. Yet I could not bear to think of her condition. I said to myself, there is an antidote — there must be; there shall be. I will discover that also. I reasoned logically that since in nature everything has its contrary — so that we can always oppose heat to cold — here also must be one. And there was, and is. I found it.”

Suddenly Miss Capparoni showed signs of being interested almost to the point of agitation.

“Do you mean that you cured her?”

“I do. With a touch — a pin-prick; in an instant she was as she had been before. That she has suffered no after ill effects she is alive to testify. She is married; has four children — strapping youngsters. She herself is immense, strong as a horse, always well; and to this hour she does not know what your compatriot did to her, and what I undid.”

“Then — then, if you cured her, you — you could cure my father?”

“If Mr. Cyril Wentworth had succeeded in his experiment on me — what then? He knew nothing of an antidote; I will wager that he knows nothing of one now. He destroys — he thinks for ever. But let me come within reach of any that he has destroyed, I will restore; I will make them again as they were before — as by a miracle. Yes, as by a miracle! Was it not, then, fortunate for the world that his experiment failed on me, so that I might acquire this knowledge, and that it might be preserved? Was it not fortunate, if for that reason only?”

“Herr Professor, I beg your pardon. As you have more than once pointed out, I am only a woman; and sometimes women speak first, and only afterwards begin to think. What I said was said in haste, without any real intention. It was very foolish — unjustified, wicked. I ought to be, and I am, ashamed of allowing my tongue to carry me away. Will you, please, forgive me?”

The Herr Professor beamed. Miss Capparoni as a penitent was an entire success, if only from a spectacular point of view.

“My dear little girl, a man always forgives a woman everything — especially a pretty woman. What is a pretty woman for if she is not to be forgiven? My dear young lady, we are the best of friends; in token thereof I salute you.”

He touched her forehead with his lips, which was a little unexpected. But the young lady showed no visible signs of being distressed. Indeed, she smiled, as if the surprise was rather a pleasant one. For a moment or two she became almost affectionate.

“And, dear Herr Professor, if I succeed in finding my father, as I know I shall do, will you perform a miracle for me — a miracle of healing — and restore to me the father I once knew and loved?”

“I will. I promise it. And that you may bear on your brow a mark of my promise, once more I salute you.”

He did, a second time. She turned to John Banner, who all this while had been listening and looking on with what, no doubt, would be inadequately described as varied feelings.

“Mr. Banner, when we return to London we will put pressure on Mr. Cyril Wentworth together. We will dangle before his eyes certain shares on which he has been drawing dividends, and we will do other things as well. We will try a fall with him; if needs be, we’ll take the buttons off the foils. Between us we may succeed in inducing him to give us a hint where my father is. And then — then when we have the hint, it will go hard with me, and with Jack the Chemist, if I do not find my father before we are much older. And having found him, I will bring him to this worker of miracles here, and he will give back to me the father I have lost so long.”

The Herr Professor took the cherry-wood stem from between his lips, expelled a cloud of smoke, and waved his pipe in the air, which, with him, seemed to be a favourite method of expressing emotion.

“Yes, that is true; I will work another miracle.”


CHAPTER XXIV. A DOUBLE DISAPPEARANCE

EVERYTHING went well with Mr. Cyril Wentworth and Miss Bradley — particularly with Miss Bradley. It was strange that a woman could have lived so long in the world and yet not known what living really was; and she had not known, she owned it both to herself and to Cyril. He was the most delightful of lovers. The day after she had consented to be his wife he presented her with a ring; it was not an engagement ring, that came afterwards — a gorgeous affair, which Miss Bradley, whose taste in such matters was modest, was inclined to think almost too gorgeous. This was quite a simple ring, which had for setting a single ruby; not a bad stone, but nothing in any way uncommon. The gold hoop in which the stone was set was curiously thick; so thick as to be almost clumsy. Miss Bradley made something like a grimace when first she saw it.

“Do you know, Cyril, that that ring will make my finger, and indeed my whole hand, look as if it were immense. I shall scarcely ever be able to wear it, if only because I shall never be able to draw a glove over it.”

“On the contrary, sweetheart” — he uttered the word in a tone which thrilled her— “you will always wear it.”

“Cyril!”

“Always. I will give you some of the reasons why. First of all, that ring is a mascot; it will bring you luck — and happiness.”

“Haven’t I both of them already?”

She accompanied that question with a glance which was meant to be significant, but which, if he noticed it, he ignored.

“Not in the sense which that ring will bring them you. Let me put it on.” She suffered him, with a smile. “Isn’t it a comfortable ring to wear?”

“Very. And, do you know — perhaps it’s my imagination — but it seems to send a thrill right through my finger, and up my arm, and all over my body, positively. Cyril! You darling!”

Quite spontaneously she kissed him. This time he suffered her, without a smile.

“I don’t think it enlarges my lady’s pretty finger, or deforms her shapely hand.”

“Not a bit. It sits much closer than I thought it would, and it fits so well.”

“I have not been observing my lady’s fingers all this time without making a pretty shrewd guess at the size of the ring which would fit her.”

“Cyril!”

She put her arms about his neck, and again she kissed him. This time he laughed in her face, but she did not seem to mind.

It was possibly only a coincidence that from the hour in which she suffered Mr. Wentworth to slip on to her finger that single stone ruby ring a subtle, yet distinctly perceptible, change began to take place in her. No doubt, as she told her father when he taxed her with it, happiness was the motive power. Mr. Bradley was bewildered; he admitted as much to his future son-in-law.

“I don’t know what you’ve done to that girl of mine, Wentworth, but it seems to me that you’ve worked wonders. She’s a different woman, already. She seems to me to have grown younger, both outside and in. I thought to-day, as I happened to glance at her at dinner, that she looked almost pretty. Though I’m her father, I’m perfectly aware that she never was a beauty. But, to-day — well, there! I had to rub my eyes. What’s come to her face? It’s like a girl’s — warm, bright, fresh, eager. And she’s skittish, ready for any fun. If she has had a fault, it is that she’s always been, well, not exactly severe so much as superior; she’s been too apt to look down on everything and every one as beneath her notice. Between ourselves, I’ve almost suspected, more than once, that she looked down on me. Now she’s not only good for any frolic, she’s so gentle, so — tender, so careful of wounding people’s feelings; she could say nasty things, could Ellen; it’s days now since I heard her say one. And, though I find it hard to believe it of my daughter, she’s — yes, sir, she’s positively spoony. She seems not only fond of hanging about your neck, but, dash it! she hangs about mine! Instead of being one of the snubbiest of daughters, she’s become, all at once, the most affectionate. Wentworth, what have you done to her?”

Mr. Wentworth was some moments before he answered. He regarded Mr. Bradley as if that gentleman had propounded to him a problem which was not altogether easy of solution.

“I expect that a change has taken place in me as well as in Miss Bradley.”

“I haven’t noticed it.”

“Perhaps that’s because you don’t know me as well as you know Ellen; it is not so easy for you to appreciate the difference between what I was and what I am.”

“Perhaps so.” Mr. Bradley was looking the speaker up and down, as if he were trying to perceive some difference in him there and then, and failing. “I doubt if any man could change as Ellen has changed, or if many women could either. I’ve seen a few engaged girls in my time, some of them pretty far gone in love, but I never before saw a girl transformed into quite another kind of girl, as it seems to me Ellen is.”

“Possibly the transformation may become still more marked when we are married; it is within the limits of the possible that it may even extend to you.”

Mr. Bradley shook his head solemnly, as if such a question was too preposterous for serious contemplation.

“I am what I am. I am fixed, sir; I shall never change.”

“I wonder.”

As he spoke, Mr. Wentworth’s finger was in his waistcoat pocket, as if he was feeling something which was in it.

The marriage was to be soon. There was, as Mr. Wentworth pointed out, no reason why it should be delayed; certainly Miss Bradley saw none. She agreed to everything her lover proposed. Had he suggested that they should go off and be married at a registrar’s office right away, it is not impossible that she would have gone. She had pointed out, over and over again, in her novels, and out of them, what extremely bad taste it was to flaunt one’s affection in public. So far as one could gather, from the law as she laid it down, it was hardly good form for a woman to love a man at all. If one desired — as one ought to desire — to eschew vulgarity between men and women, there ought to be as little of that kind of thing as possible. For nurse-maids and shop-girls — it was impossible to account for people of that sort; but for women of culture, intellect, breeding, position, to associate them with the idea of love in the ordinary sense was an impertinence. Alas for the way in which she “darlinged” “Cyril”! She hardly addressed him without some saccharine diminutive.

They were to live in a fine house overlooking St. James’s Park. Wentworth’s idea was to place the entire premises in the hands of a firm who would provide decorations, furniture, everything. For the first time the lady dissented, not brusquely, but as one who craved a boon. She begged to be allowed a voice in the matter; more, she implored him to join himself to her, and let them “make their home” together. He could hardly refuse, the consequence being that she took him from one shop to another — here, there, and everywhere — in search of some particular something which she desired should grace their future home. Anybody but her would have seen that she enjoyed that kind of thing much more than he did. In her normal state she might have seen it also; but, of late, where he was concerned, she seemed to be only capable of seeing what she wished to see. Never the best-tempered of men, the necessity of concealing his ill-temper tried him almost beyond endurance.

“If I thought that there was going to be much more of this, I’d — I’d make her marry me to-morrow, and then — then we’d come to an understanding.”

This he said to himself when, one afternoon, they had returned from a fruitless search for an Aubusson carpet of a particular make and pattern. Not only had the hunt itself been galling — he was the kind of man to whom such details are objects of loathing, and to think that he had spent the entire afternoon in looking vainly for a carpet — the thing was maddening. But there had been other matters to cause him annoyance besides the ignobly wasted afternoon.

At that time the newspapers were much occupied with what they called “A Double Disappearance.” They had begun with vague announcements that a lady well known in the “smart set” had mysteriously disappeared. Presently they gave her name, and more — she was a Mrs. Van der Gucht, had rooms in Curzon Street, which she quitted one morning, leaving word that she would return that evening, and had not been seen or heard of since. She was still undiscovered when another mysterious disappearance was chronicled. This time it was a gentleman — a Mr. Max Quannell — the peculiar feature in his case being that he had not only disappeared on the same day as the lady, but that, a few minutes after she had gone out, he called at her rooms to inquire for her. It was not denied that they were friends — both the lady and the gentleman had come from South Africa. It was beginning to be hinted that an explanation was contained in one word— “elopement” — when something else transpired which cast a different explanation on the matter altogether.

The lady was found — in an imbecile ward at Hounslow Workhouse. She had been rescued from what was supposed to be an attempt to commit suicide. A ferryman at Isleworth had seen, one morning, a figure on the island in front of Sion House — the figure of a woman. At first he could not make out what she was doing. She was staggering about among the rushes, right at the water’s edge, as he put it, “as if she had been having a drop.” He shouted at her, but, if she heard, she paid no heed. As she began to get further and further into the stream, he began to get his boat out. When, stepping into a hole, or losing her footing, she suddenly disappeared, he pushed off towards the spot where she had vanished. He got her out, but when they took her ashore they thought that she was dead. It was nearly an hour before signs of life returned. Then they discovered that she was apparently deaf, dumb, blind, paralyzed, and imbecile — a dreadful object.

The question arose as to how she had arrived at her present condition. Was it the result of her immersion? or of injuries inflicted by the ferryman in his attempts to rescue her? The man declared that he had simply waited until she rose to the surface, and had then lifted her out in his arms. There was nothing about her which was in any way inconsistent with his story. On the other hand, while there was no mark about her head or body which pointed to a blow, or violence of any sort, the fact of her having been partially drowned was certainly not sufficient to account for her condition. There was nothing about her to assist identification. On her clothing, which was of excellent quality, there were neither initials nor name.

It was equally difficult to explain how she could have got upon the island. She must have done so during the night, or, at any rate, after it was dark. A dozen persons were prepared to testify that she was not there the previous evening at sunset. She could hardly have swum across. She could not have waded, because, although the tide had been very low in the night, the mud was very deep in places; in the darkness — it had been unusually dark — she would certainly have lost her bearings and stuck fast.

When, after an interval, it was discovered that this dreadful being was none other than the young and lovely Mrs. Van der Gucht, a hubbub arose. She was found, but the gentleman still was missing. Where was he? He had called on her. The manservant who had told him she was out had judged from his manner that he knew where she was to be found, and had immediately gone after her. If so — if he had found her, or if he had not — why did he not now come forward and explain?

A rather curious piece of evidence cropped up in this connection. That night a keeper in Kew Gardens had suffered from neuralgia to such an extent that, driven nearly frantic, he had risen from his bed in the middle of the night, and gone out into the gardens to try and walk it off. As he was tramping up and down the walk, looking over the river, he all at once became conscious that some one was moving along the river bank. Presently a man and a woman came along, moving towards Richmond, and, incidentally also, towards the island. If they did not see him he saw them — at least, he saw enough to make sure that it was a man and a woman. More, he was struck by the peculiar way in which the man had the woman close to his side, as if he were helping her along.

Was the woman Mrs. Van der Gucht? The thing was at least feasible. If so, in what condition was she? What had happened? What did happen shortly after? Above all, who was the man? Why did not Max Quannell come forward and explain?

It was on this subject Miss Bradley discoursed on the afternoon on which Mr. Cyril Wentworth was already sufficiently irritated by the fact that he was being “dragged” about in search of what he himself would have described — and afterwards did describe — as a “beastly” carpet.

“You were a great friend of Mrs. Van der Gucht, weren’t you, darling?”

They were in the carriage, driving from a shop in Welbeck Street to another in the City. He had previously endeavoured to keep her off the theme, but, for some incomprehensible reason, she seemed exasperatingly pertinacious.

“I certainly knew her.”

“Did you think her very pretty?”

“She was not bad-looking — after a fashion.”

“Cyril, once I — I was nearly jealous of her.”

“Absurd!”

“It does seem absurd now, doesn’t it? But I wasn’t so sure of you then, darling.”

How he hated those continual “darlings”! He would quickly put a stop to them when — when he had a chance.

“I’m sorry for her now, poor woman! I’m sorry for every one who isn’t happy, since I am myself so happy. I ought to be. I wonder what happened to her, really. Did you know her husband?”

“Not at all.”

“I suppose that man Quannell is at the bottom of it all; a man with a name like that starts with the odds against him. Did you know him?”

“I’ve seen him.”

“What kind of man was he?”

“My knowledge of him was not sufficient to enable me to judge.”

“Do you think she cared for him?”

He considered the matter before he answered.

“From what I knew of her I should say that the only person for whom she cared was her husband.”

“Cyril! Then in that case she must have been capable of caring very little for any one. If she had cared for him at all she could hardly have been willing to leave him alone, all those thousands of miles away, and come over here all by herself to live the kind of life she did. Do you think I should be willing to leave you all by your lonely little self in London, while I went to have a glorious time in Africa?”

“That would be different.”

He smiled grimly.

“I should hope so.” She pressed his hand, in the open carriage. He did not venture even to wince. “It seems odd that you should have known them both.”

“Why? I have a large and miscellaneous circle of acquaintance. I know all sorts of people; I can’t help it, it happens so. Besides, you knew her.”

“Yes; but only very slightly, while I suspect you of knowing her much better than you care to admit. I’d have you understand, young gentleman, that I’ve heard whisperings.”

Again she pressed his hand, archly. He would have liked to have pressed hers till she screamed.

“And then you knew him, and I didn’t. It’s knowing both parties in the matter that seems to me, under the circumstances, to be such an odd coincidence.”

“I don’t see why. I tell you again that my acquaintance with him was of the slightest. But let’s speak of something more interesting. About this precious carpet, lady mine. Tell me — if it’s for the five-and-fiftieth time — exactly what kind of carpet it is that your ladyship desires, and why that one we saw just now wouldn’t do.”

And for the five-and-fiftieth time she told him.


CHAPTER XXV. MR. JOHNSON

IT was after having returned from that fruitless hunt, and having escaped from her society, that, as he was ascending the steps of the Pitt Club, he told himself that if there was any risk of having to endure much more of the kind of thing he had endured that afternoon, he would force her to marry him to-morrow, and that then — there should be a change. But he was still to suffer; indeed, he had chanced upon a day which, for him, was to be full of pin-pricks.

In the hall he came upon a man named Chandler — Edwin Chandler. Mr. Chandler was in the Colonial Office. In that part of it whose special subject was South Africa he held, so far as Wentworth was able to understand, a position of some importance. One thing was sure, that he had an irritating knack of knowing things which Wentworth would rather he had not known, and of giving that gentleman the benefit of his knowledge when frequently it was least desired. Whenever Cyril Wentworth saw him he expected to hear something which he did not wish to hear, so that the mere sight of him was enough to put him on his guard. On the present occasion the words with which he greeted him sounded, as it were, a note of warning.

“You’re the very man I have been looking for; I’ve a bit of news to give you, which I think that you may find of interest.”

Wentworth put his hands behind his back and looked Mr. Chandler straight in the face, pleasantly, yet with a certain significance.

“Seems to me, Chandler, that all the time you’ve something interesting to tell me which I’d just as soon not hear, and which doesn’t interest me in the least. You don’t mind my saying so?”

“Not a bit. I don’t mind your saying anything.”

There was something in the tone in which he uttered that last sentence which Mr. Wentworth resented, though he showed no signs of it.

“What is it now?”

“It’s about that little pal of yours, the Van der Gucht.”

“Why do you call Mrs. Van der Gucht a pal of mine?”

“Because she was. Don’t play the innocent with me; I know. I’ll give you chapter and verse for my knowledge, if you like; though I think that perhaps you’d rather I didn’t.”

Mr. Wentworth still regarded the other pleasantly, and so showed what a mask the human countenance may be.

“I may tell you, Wentworth, that, knowing what I do know, I am at a loss to understand how it is that you are not more affected by the hideous tragedy in which her life has so suddenly resolved itself.”

“It’s very good of you, Chandler, to feel like that for me. Pray in what particular manner would you have wished me to be affected?”

“If the tenth part of what has happened to her, poor little thing, had happened to a pal of mine, whether male or female, I’d have made the welkin ring; I promise you so much. Different men different manners. I’ve no doubt you have what seem to you sound reasons for your present attitude.”

“Thank you, Chandler. Now for the news!”

“Her husband, Van der Gucht, is on his way to England, and should be in London in a very few days.”

“As he ought to be, being the lady’s husband. If ever a woman stood in need of a husband’s tender care —— Is that all, Chandler?”

“Quannell’s father, who, I learn, is still a hale and hearty old gentleman, comes with him.”

“Does he? He also does well.”

“As they will probably — both of them — pay you a visit directly they reach town, I thought you might like to know that they were coming, so that they might not take you unawares.”

“I am obliged to you, Chandler, deeply.”

Cyril Wentworth sauntered off into the smoking-room, where he had a smoke and a drink. How much he read of the evening paper which he held up in front of him is a query.

That night he gave himself a treat — his notion of a treat. It seemed to him to be so long since he had enjoyed himself, that he stood in need of some relaxation, so he had some. Having gained a night off from Miss Bradley, by means of certain incorrect allegations, he made the most of it; again, his notion of the most. He began with an excellent dinner, not at the club, but at a restaurant in Regent Street. He was very fond of good food and good drink. Then he went to the Empire; and then — the morning was already far advanced when he returned to his flat in Sloane Street.

A rather curious incident occurred as the hansom in which he was turned the corner into Sloane Street. Some one standing on the pavement, who had apparently been waiting and watching for his approach, hailed him by name.

“Mr. Wentworth! Can I speak to you a moment, sir?”

Mr. Wentworth, leaning over the apron, saw that a man was running along the pavement, keeping pace with the vehicle — a man who, from where he was, seemed shabbily dressed, and a stranger.

“Who are you? And what do you want with me at this hour of the morning?”

“I’ve something particular which I want to say to you, sir, if you don’t mind; I won’t keep you half a minute. It’s very particular, sir, and I should like to say it to you here.”

“Say it to me here? What the devil do you mean?” He stopped the cab; the man came alongside. “Who are you? I don’t know your face.”

The man touched his billycock hat; his voice dropped to a confidential whisper.

“Yes, you do, sir; my name’s Johnson. I was the porter at the flat.”

“The porter at the flat? Then if you have anything to say to me, why can’t you choose a more reasonable time, and say it at the flat?”

“Begging your pardon, sir, I said I was the porter, but I — I got the boot.”

“Got the boot, did you? That’s frank, since I presume you got it for sufficient reasons. Then pray what have you to say to me?”

“Again begging your pardon, sir, I’ve got something very particular to say, if you don’t mind getting down. That driver up there, his ears are wide open.”

Mr. Wentworth looked at the speaker in silence, steadily, the man returning him glance for glance. Apparently he saw something in his glances which induced him to accede to his request.

“As I haven’t much farther to go, I may as well walk the remainder of the distance as ride it, so I will get down.” He descended and paid the cabman. “Now, my man, quick! What is it?”

“Well, sir, if you’ll just come for a little stroll round Cadogan Place, we shall be more private there. See this copper coming along? He’s had his eyes on me some time. We don’t want him putting his nose in. Though you mayn’t think it, sir, it might be more awkward for you than for me.”

“It might be more awkward for me than for you! Mr. Johnson, you flatter me!” The constable referred to approached, with the usual policeman’s measured tread. Mr. Wentworth addressed him. “Good night, officer; fine night!”

The policeman stopped. He thrust his thumbs into his belt, inclining his head towards Mr. Johnson.

“Good night, sir. I don’t know who this man is, but he’s been hanging about here these two hours and more, ever since I’ve been on the beat, and my mate told me he was here before I came. I don’t know what’s his game.”

Cyril Wentworth hesitated. Mr. Johnson, during those few moments of his hesitation, came very near to being taken in custody as a suspicious character. Mr. Wentworth would have liked to have seen him marched off then and there, with handcuffs about his wrists; but he refrained. As he spoke, he kept his eyes fixed intently on the ex-porter’s face.

“I don’t think you need trouble yourself about this man at present, officer; I trust you may never have cause to do so. At the same time you have done quite right in keeping your eyes on him. Good night; and thank you.”

“Good night, sir.”

The constable marched off, with two half-crowns in the palm of his hand. When he had gone some little distance Mr. Johnson grinned.

“You were within a pin’s point of trying to have me buckled. You’d have been sorry if you had, sorrier than me.”

“Should I, indeed? Your manners strike me as very free and easy. No wonder you got the boot. Now, my man, no more nonsense; what tale have you got to pitch? Out with it! And always bear in mind that that constable is still within reach.”

“That’s what I do bear in mind, and that’s what I advise you to bear in mind as well. Since you will have it right here, you shall; you’ll soon see which of us two has most cause to shy at a copper. It’s about that lady and gentleman who came to see you that morning; you remember.”

“Which lady and gentleman do you refer to? My visitors are sufficiently numerous to make it somewhat difficult for me to recognize them by so vague a description as that.”

“Oh no, they’re not; at the flat, at any rate. You may have plenty of them elsewhere, and I dare say you do, but they don’t come here. I could count the visitors you had at your flat all the time I was there pretty nearly on the fingers of my two hands, and I was there getting on for six months.”

“You hint at some tolerably close observation.”

“Of course I do. That’s the principal occupation of a porter in flats — to keep a sharp eye on the tenants, and who comes to see them, and that sort of thing.”

“Is it, indeed? We don’t seem to be getting much forwarder, since I fear I am not much interested in what you may consider to be the chief excuse for a porter’s existence.”

“The name of the lady I’m talking about was Mrs. Van der Gucht, and the name of the gentleman was Quannell — Max Quannell. So now you have it.”

There was an appreciable interval before Mr. Wentworth spoke again; his tones were still quite smooth.

“I presume they gave you their names as they came in. Is there anything singular in that, that you should shout at me in the street at three o’clock in the morning?”

“There wouldn’t have been anything singular if they had, but they didn’t. I mightn’t never have known what their names were, or anything at all about them, if I had not, by sheer accident, seen their portraits in the newspaper, when all the fuss began about their having disappeared.”

“Well? You are some time in coming to the point, Mr. Johnson, if there is a point.”

This time it was Mr. Johnson who paused to consider. He was a young man about thirty, with a something about him which betrayed anxiety. He searched the other’s face with eyes which were eager, yet nervous. About his whole bearing there was a suggestion of menace, as if, had he dared, he would have played the bully; but, big and burly though he was, he did not dare. There was that about the other which warned him not to go too far. No one could have been more serenely at his ease than Mr. Wentworth seemed to be — his hands in the pockets of his dark dress overcoat; a cigar in his mouth, which he was lazily enjoying; his otherwise impassive features lighted by a faint fixed smile. He was the typical man-about-town returning from a nocturnal jaunt. His eyes were the most singular part of him; possibly it was they who conveyed a warning to Mr. Johnson. Of that faint shade in grey which is almost blue, they had, when their owner chose, a quality of impassivity, almost as if they were two pebbles set in empty sockets. They never flinched. About their continuous stare there was something sinister. They got upon the beholder’s nerves, especially when there was cause for nervousness. They were so immobile, so unresting, so callous, so inhuman, that one began to be conscious of a feeling of uneasy doubt as to what the owner might be thinking about, what plan of attack he was formulating, what blow he was making ready to strike.

When Mr. Johnson did speak, it was as if, having taken his courage in both his hands, he had made up his mind to be afraid of no one, and to let Mr. Wentworth know it.

“You remember when I said I hadn’t seen them come out, you told me that they’d perhaps gone down the other staircase. I thought that was queer, because I’d been keeping such a sharp look-out that I ought to have seen them even if they had. So when you’d gone I made inquiries, and soon found they’d gone down no other staircase. That started me thinking. If they hadn’t gone, why had you said they had? and why had you left them up there all alone by themselves, especially as it was plain that you didn’t want any one to know that they were up there. What little game was being played? The parlourmaid in the flat next to yours came down to do a little shopping. I asked her if she heard anything going on next door. She said she had; she’d heard a woman screaming like anything, and she wondered what could be going on. I wondered too. I had noticed, when you went out, that there was a cut on your left check-bone, too high up for a razor, and not that sort. It looked quite recent; I wondered how you’d got that. In fact, when I’d once begun to wonder, the more I had to. I thought I’d go up and make a few investigations on my own account. I went up to your flat and rang the bell; I wasn’t satisfied with doing it once, I rang six times, and it did ring, because I heard it. No one answered. I said to myself, this gets queerer and queerer. Either they are in there or they are not. If they’re not, where the dickens did they get to when they came out? If they are, why don’t they answer the bell when a party keeps on ringing? There’s something rum about this job, and it’s my business to find out what.”

Mr. Johnson moistened his lips with his tongue, then drew the back of his hand across them. Cyril Wentworth took advantage of the pause to make a remark.

“You appear, in some respects, to come up to your own standard of what a porter ought to be.”

“You mean so far as keeping my eyes open was concerned. It was my duty to find out if anything shady was going on — it was my duty to my employers.”

“No doubt. Of course it was your employers whom you had in view.”

The porter grinned. “Well, I might have had, if things had turned out different; but as they did turn out there was something else I had to have in view besides that lot. They didn’t treat me so well that I should go out of my way to do them a turn, even if it had been a turn, which, so far as their interests went, I don’t say it would have been. Here’s that infernal copper coming back again. Hadn’t we better stroll? He’ll be shoving his silly nose in again.”

“I really don’t see what this long-winded yarn of yours has to do with me.”

“You’ll see that clear enough before I’ve done.”

“Shall I? Then, since this early morning air is so fresh and pleasant, I don’t mind strolling homewards round Cadogan Place.”

They turned the corner before the officer reached it. When he did, he stood and watched them. He ruminated.

“What’s up there? Something. Who’s the swell? That chap’s keener on talking to him than he is on listening — unless I’m wrong.”

He was wrong, because, as it happened, just then Mr. Wentworth was listening with a degree of interest which was altogether beyond anything he cared to show.

“You know those iron ladders which are meant to be used as fire-escapes which are at the back of the flats? Presently, when I got a chance, I nipped up them to your flat. As I expected, the blinds were down. I rapped at the windows, all of them, one after the other. No answer. So I opened the window of your sitting-room.” The speaker paused, as if to italicize the sidelong glance with which he favoured Mr. Wentworth. Then he added five very simple monosyllables, which, as he uttered them, were disagreeably significant. “You know what I saw!”

He paused again. Mr. Wentworth removed the cigar from between his lips, following it with a thin trail of smoke. Nothing could have been more measured than his manner, with a suavity which was disconcerting.

“How sweet the early morning air is at this time of the year, even in a London street!”

“I’m glad you find it so.”

“I do find it so. Don’t you?”

Mr. Johnson seemed disposed to be surly, as if he could not make the other out.

“I’m agreeable, if you are.”

Mr. Wentworth laughed gently. For some reason his companion started, visibly.

“I’m glad to hear that you are agreeable, Mr. Johnson. What an odd way you have of expressing yourself!”

Throwing back his overcoat, Mr. Wentworth inserted his fingers in his waistcoat pockets. Instantly the other not only stopped, but drew back. His manner changed. With clenched fists, he stood like a man ready to ward off attack.

“Stow that! Don’t you try any of your tricks with me! There’s a copper within hail!”

Mr. Wentworth stared, apparently both surprised and amused.

“Preserve us! What’s the matter with the man?”

“You know what’s the matter. Don’t you think you can catch me napping. I don’t know what it was that you did with those two, but I do know that you played some blasted hankey-pankey trick off on them, and I’ll bet you did it before they had so much as a chance of spotting what it was that you were up to. You don’t have me that way. You take your hands out of your waistcoat pockets, and let me see what’s in them, or, as sure as you’re alive, I’ll call the copper!”

Mr. Wentworth hesitated, smiled, then held out his hands open in front of him. “Please, what’s the matter with them?”

Mr. Johnson criticized them aggressively; then, with the same aggressive air, resumed his scrutiny of their owner.

“Nothing, as it happens, just now, and I don’t mean that there shall be. You button up your overcoat, and put back your hands where they were. I don’t fancy that there is much in those pockets.”

“Some persons might resent both the request and the manner of making it, but I’m in a most obliging mood. There, will that do? Now explain why you’ve told me that little story of yours at this primitive hour.”

“Because I’m on my uppers.”

“Are you? That’s sad. So worthy a man!”

“I want money.”

“So do we all.”

“And I’m going to have some.”

“Indeed. You know where money is to be found?”

“I do; it is to be found at your address, Mr. Wentworth.”

“Is it? And how much money is to be found at my address, Mr. Johnson?”

“A thousand pounds.”

“A thousand pounds? That’s a deal.”

“I dare say. But I lay you’re worth more than that much.”

“Do you? You’re a sporting man. If you care to stroll the rest of the way, and will come and continue your little conversation in my flat — —”

Again Mr. Johnson gave a very obvious start. “Your flat? Me! Why, I wouldn’t trust myself alone in your flat with you, not for a single moment, at this time of night, or any other time, not for all the money in the world. I don’t want to have the papers talking about another disappearance. Your flat! Why, I dream of it almost every night. If you talk of trying to get me inside your flat — me! I — I may be driven to something for which we’ll both of us afterwards be sorry. Listen to me, I’ll make myself quite clear. I’ve got a brother in America who’s doing well in the restaurant and boarding-house line; but he tells me that he could do much better if he could find a partner with some capital. You give me a thousand pounds, and I’ll go and join my brother, and put the money in his business. It would just suit me, and I’ll never trouble you again, or England either. I haven’t got a relative here for whom I care a twopenny cuss.”

“Do you suppose I carry a thousand pounds about with me!”

“No, I don’t. I’ll give you an address to which you can send, or bring, the thousand pounds before noon to-morrow, that is, noon to-day; and in the mean time you’ll please hand over all the coin you’ve got about you.”

“That amounts to about thirty shillings; I’ve been making a night of it.”

“That’ll do to go on with; I’m stony.”

“And if I don’t send, or bring, the sum you mention by noon?”

“Then I shall tell my story at a police station, and do my best to solve this mystery of the double disappearance which the papers are all talking about. It’s worth more than a thousand pounds to you to keep my mouth shut.”

“That’s a question of opinion, Mr. Johnson. However, have I your permission to unbutton my overcoat to find that thirty shillings?”

“You have, only you take care that you don’t find anything else, and when you have found it, you lay the money on the top of those railings. I don’t want to touch your hand, not yet come within reach of it. I’m more afraid of you than I ever thought I should be of any man, Mr. Wentworth, and that’s frank.”

“You flatter me. Pray observe that I follow your instructions to the letter. Here is the money on the railings.”

“Now you draw back and I’ll take it, and I’ll put the address to which you’re to send the money in its place.”

The exchange was effected. Cyril Wentworth examined the half-sheet of notepaper which the other had laid on the railing.

“‘John Smith.’ I thought you said your name was Johnson?”

“So it is; but not at that address.”

“I see; you’re a careful man. ‘John Smith, 24, Gunner Road, Wandsworth.’ That’s odd!”

“What’s odd?”

“Nothing.”

“What the devil are you looking at me like that for?”

“My good Mr. Johnson, even a cat may look at a king.”

“Not like you looked at me just now. No cat that ever lived had eyes like yours. It gives me the fidgets to look at them. What’s wrong with the address?”

“Absolutely nothing. ‘John Smith, 24, Gunner Road, Wandsworth.’ It’s a perfectly simple address.”

“You’ve got something in your head.”

“I have, and it is this. It’s just as well that we should understand each other before we part. I cannot let you have the money you want by the time you mention.”

“Then, if that’s the case — —”

“Let me finish; but you shall have it within four and twenty hours afterwards, that is, by noon to-morrow, if you, on your part, will give me an undertaking to leave England by the next boat which goes to America.”

“That’s fair enough; but can I trust you?”

“You can. You shall have a thousand pounds, at the address you have given me, by noon to-morrow. I will keep my word to the letter.”

“Then I’ll wait. I don’t see, if I keep my eyes open, which I shall do, how you’re going to spoof me.”

“Good. Then, since we have arrived at such a pleasant, mutual understanding, I’ll wish you good night.”

“I’ll wish you good night, Mr. Wentworth. I’d rather you turned your back to me before I turn mine to you, if you don’t mind.”

Once more Mr. Wentworth laughed. “What a very odd way you have of expressing yourself. But I’m the most agreeable person, I’m always willing to oblige.”

Turning, he sauntered off. The other spoke as he went — 

“Remember, no tricks; before noon to-morrow.”

“Exactly. You have my word, Mr. Johnson.”

As Mr. Johnson went, he again encountered that ubiquitous policeman, who unceremoniously addressed him.

“So you’ve finished your little job, have you?”

“What’s it got to do with you what I’ve finished.”

“What were you doing on those railing there? I saw you!”

“Did you? Then perhaps you’re happy.”

“None of your lip, my lad. Who’s your gentleman friend?”

“If you was to ask him perhaps he’d tell you.”

Mr. Johnson strode off; the policeman glared after him.

“It’s no good following you, but I should like to see where your friend goes. If I was to hurry back into Sloane Street I might get a peep at him.”


CHAPTER XXVI. THE MIDDLE FINGER

WHEN Cyril Wentworth admitted himself into his flat, he found in the letter-box a letter. He regarded it askance, being in a suspicious mood; in this case his suspicion proved itself to be, from his point of view, not without justification. It was an official-looking document, and turned out to be written on official paper, being addressed from “Fulham Workhouse,” and signed “P. Pocock, Medical Officer.” According to Dr. Pocock, a patient had been admitted to the imbecile ward of the Fulham Workhouse by the magistrate of the Hammersmith Police Court, who was in a very curious condition. At the time of his reception an examination had been made of his clothing, which was all that he apparently possessed, nothing whatever being found which shed the slightest light on his identity. However, an inner pocket had since been found in his waistcoat. In a corner of this was a scrap of paper, on which was written Cyril Wentworth’s name and address. It had therefore been thought possible that Mr. Wentworth might know something of the patient in question, of whom a description followed. Perhaps Mr. Wentworth would be so good as to call, at his earliest convenience, to see the man.

When Mr. Wentworth had finished this communication, he tossed it from him on to the table, with a smile which was scarcely humorous.

“I seem to have struck a vein of bad luck, or rather, perhaps, the vein of my good luck has run a little dry. So that fool Fentiman has drifted into Fulham Workhouse, has he? And he must needs carry about with him, in some beastly place where no one would ever dream of looking, my name and address, after the care I took in relieving him of anything which was in the least likely to give away the show. And the ingenuous Pocock imagines that I will rush round to recognize him — as what? My long-lost brother? Deuce take the man! Why, instead, couldn’t he have managed to drift into the river, and so have made an end?”

Mr. Wentworth took off his coat and hat and mixed himself a soda and whisky, while he turned things over in his mind. There were one or two awkward contingencies which he might have to face. The intimation which he had received from the busybody gentleman in the Colonial Office, that Mr. Van der Gucht and old Quannell might shortly be expected to arrive in town, had possibilities which scarcely could be called agreeable. He had met old Quannell; of Van der Gucht he knew something by reputation; neither man was the kind of person with whom one would prefer to have a serious argument. If they came together he might find himself in a distinctly disagreeable situation. One at a time he ought to be able to manage; he had ways and means of his own — but two! He could hardly hope that his magic and spells would prevail against a pair of them.

Besides, was this a matter in which magic and spells would be of use, anyhow? It seemed doubtful. The risk, in any case, would be too great. If these two men came to see him, the fact of their coming would be known to more than one. If he “stopped” them, if he could, he would still have two difficulties to confront; it would be equally dangerous for him if they straightway disappeared, or if they were immediately found. There was Mrs. Van der Gucht with whom to make comparisons; if they once began that game the whole secret would be out. Wentworth devoutly hoped that something might happen to them before they reached London; so far as he could see, it was his best chance, yet he was painfully aware that in such transactions Providence could seldom be relied upon for adequate intervention.

Then there was Mr. Johnson, with his prying eyes and tell-tale tongue. Cyril Wentworth laughed at the notion of the thousand pounds he wanted as if it tickled him.

“He’d invest it in his brother’s business, would he? And tell his brother where he got it from, and between them they’d lose it, or drink it, or spend it, inside six months, and then he’d come back for more — perhaps both of them together. I know! With blackmailers I only have one method of treatment, since trying experience taught me that all others were worse than useless — I stop them. Mr. Johnson is a shy bird; they sometimes are. Under ordinary circumstances I might find it difficult to find myself alone with him in a situation which would render stopping feasible; but, as things are, it mayn’t be so difficult as he supposes, poor dear man! I have learned that this is a world of coincidence, people who see little of it have no notion of the extent to which that’s true, so I’m not a bit surprised to learn that the address to which ‘John Smith’ wishes a thousand to be sent is next door to my laboratory. If John Smith is living, even temporarily, at that address I ought to be able to take advantage of the fact to gain access to him in a sense of which he little dreams, although, according to his own statement, he has lately taken to dreaming. And since in dealing with him time is of the essence of the business, I’ll — —”

He concluded his sentence by producing from his waistcoat pocket the small flat leather case which we have seen before. He carefully examined the tiny syringe of gleaming white metal, which reposed on a velvet bed within, lifting it from its resting-place for the purpose of closer examination.

“I was once more than half disposed to think that I had here a universal panacea for all the evils which might beset a single man; but — I’ve grown wiser, alas! And woe is to me! The world’s such a complicated machine, no man shall ever know it altogether, however wise he be. Indeed, it grows more and more on me that it’s doubtful if he shall ever know completely any part of it. One has to think of so many things. No sooner has one provided for one emergency than there’s another to be faced. It’s wearing; one never knows the sweets of rest.” Mr. Wentworth was turning, as he philosophized, the syringe over and over between his fingers as if it were a toy. “This cannot be used for everything and everybody. How matters would be simplified if it only could; but it can’t! I wonder if it would not be better to bring this chapter in my life to a close, as I’ve brought others, and start another, say, in the United States, where, at present, I’m practically not known at all. In that case, the chief point for decision would be whether I should close it as a bachelor or as a married man; if as a married man, then ‘twere well done if ‘twere done quickly — indeed, with most common quickness. There’s no reason that I know of why I shouldn’t have all that the daughter has, and all that the father has as well; time is the only thing that’s wanted. Owing to an unfortunate concatenation of circumstances, over which I can hardly be said to have had control, time is likely, like the importunate creditor, to decline to wait. Van der Gucht and Quannell will require very diplomatic handling if they’re to allow me, say, two months quite free. If I could only manage to get two months undisturbed, I believe I might arrange matters with such perfect neatness that no untidy odds and ends should be left lying about to catch the keenest eye. But two months? How am I to get two quiet months when, for all I know, Quannell and Van der Gucht are within a few hours of town? Whatever else I may anticipate, on one thing I may rely, that, when they begin, quietude for me, at least for a space, will cease to exist. Though I strain every nerve, and try all I know — and I know a little — I’ll still need to have fortune on my side if I’m to keep them from disturbing my very best laid plans. And then there’s Mr. Johnson. As for him — —”

Cyril Wentworth made a movement with the syringe which was still between his fingers, as if by way of illustrating the fate which was in store for the too-observant porter. He pressed the piston slightly; but either the pressure was not so slight as he had intended, or he had overlooked a fact which it recalled to his attention. He himself gave the situation voice.

“Damn the thing! I forgot that I was holding it between my finger and thumb.”

The consequence of that position being that, when he pressed the end of the piston with the ball of his thumb, the fine point at the other end penetrated the skin of his finger. Both the pressure and the penetration were so slight that the mere spectator would have supposed them to be devoid of the least significance. Plainly, Cyril Wentworth thought otherwise. It was the middle finger which the point had pierced. He surveyed it with an eager keenness which suggested that it was a matter of the first importance. A tiny red spot marked the point of entry. He put the finger to his mouth, and sucked and bit at it, as if he would have bitten a piece clean out. As if dissatisfied with the result, he began to turn out the contents of a drawer in his writing-table, as if in search of something which he wanted very badly, but could not find.

“What did I do with that caustic? I thought I put it in this damned drawer! If I can’t find it — it’s going right up my finger; I must have injected two or three drops! What the devil am I to do?” He looked at the finger again, even more eagerly than before, the result of his rumination being a degree of dissatisfaction to which no language at his command was capable of doing justice. “It’s — it’s growing stiff; damn the thing! What the devil am I to do?”

The reiterated inquiry apparently still found him without an adequate answer, or, at least, without one which pleased him. Something was happening to the middle finger. It seemed as if he could not bend it, even when, gripping it with the other hand, he tried main force. He eyed it with obvious uneasiness; with something in his eyes which was almost more than fear.

“Don’t let me play the fool! Let me keep my head! Let me think! I can’t have touched a vein or — something would have happened before now. And yet it’s moving fast enough! If — if I don’t take care, if I’m not quick, it’ll be a case of queer street! My God! it’s beginning to twitch! I can feel it in my hand! It’s too late for caustic to be of any use, even if I could find it! I wish I had a handy chopper, or something that would serve as one! I believe I have somewhere, only I mustn’t stop to think; it’ll have to be a razor. Good God! how it’s moving! If I don’t look alive, it’ll be too late for that!”

He ran out of the sitting-room, across the study, into the bedroom, as if he were running for his life. A case of razors was on the dressing-table; he dragged it open with his left hand. Taking one out, extending the middle finger of his right hand, so that it lay flat on the edge of the table, with the other fingers tucked safely out of the way, he began to hack at it with the blade of the razor. As the steel cut into the flesh, the blood spurted on to the front of his dress-shirt.


CHAPTER XXVII. AGNES CAPPARONI VISITS THE WORKHOUSE

AGNES CAPPARONI was getting into a state of restlessness which affected Miss Mason’s nerves, so that young lady asserted.

“What’s the matter with you I can’t think. You have everything that a reasonable person can desire, and you can be reasonable if you please. You’ve only just returned from a delightful trip to Germany — —”

“We’ve been back a week.”

“Five days, to be accurate, which is not a week. And, though I had no idea that either the country or the people were so charming, still one would think that, after so much travelling, a little rest would be agreeable; but, evidently that’s not your opinion, because I don’t believe you’re still for two seconds together.”

“You don’t understand.”

“I don’t — and that’s it; because, although you’re a dear, you are a Creature of Mystery — in capital letters; and why my uncle should join himself to you in keeping me out of it, when he’s perfectly well aware that there’s nothing my soul loves like a real, genuine mystery, is beyond me altogether. Please, Agnes, tell me what it’s all about. I never have been mixed up in anything frightfully mysterious, and that makes it seem so hard. Only drop a hint — just one — that’s all I ask.”

“Letty, you’re a very nice girl; only — —”

“Only you won’t tell me anything — I know. No butter; it doesn’t make your persistent refusals a bit easier to swallow.”

“Only, on certain subjects, Mr. Banner has ordered me to hold my tongue, and I dare not disobey, or, for all I know, he’d send me packing.”

“I dare say. As it happens, I believe that sooner than he’d send you, as you call it, ‘packing,’ he’d send me.”

“Letty, you oughtn’t to talk like that!”

“I know I oughtn’t, that’s why I do. My dear Agnes, it really is no good your wearing out your watch by looking at it every five seconds. Uncle’s train is due at three-fifty, and nothing will bring it to the station before its proper time. But if your anxiety to see him is getting beyond all bearing, if you choose you can start at once to meet him; and if you like to drive Nancy very slowly — she hates driving slowly, and will probably drag your arms out of their sockets if you try to — you may, by dint of judicious dawdling, get to the station not more than half an hour before the train is due, in which case you’ll have the consolation of knowing that you’re not too late.”

Miss Capparoni was certainly not too late. When John Banner did emerge from the little country station he found an impatient lady awaiting him without, with a pony which was, if anything, almost more impatient than herself. Her greeting was indicative of the mood that she was in.

“I was beginning to think that you were never coming.”

He surveyed her with an aggrieved countenance.

“The train’s not late. If anything, it’s a minute or so in front of time.”

“It seems as if it were hours late to me. You never say anything when you write. The feeling of inaction, that you are doing everything, and I nothing, becomes almost more than I can bear. If you only knew how I long for news! Is there any news?” Mr. Banner did not reply so quickly as she desired and expected. “Why don’t you speak? I don’t want to seem ungrateful — I’m not ungrateful; but if you’ve nothing to tell me — if we are no forwarder than we were, I must try my hand — I must! My methods are different from yours; I may have better luck.”

“I wish your heart were not so set on this wild quest of yours.”

“Wild quest! To find my father! What is there wild in wishing to do that?”

“A good deal as things are, especially in the methods you would employ. Moreover, I believe — you mustn’t hate me for doing it, but the more I look into the matter the more the belief is forced upon me — that your father is dead.”

“What have you learnt that makes you think so?”

“Nothing whatever — fresh. Only the more I put two and two together, the more clearly I find that they make four.”

“That’s because your twos aren’t twos. I don’t hate you one little bit for believing anything — quite the other way; but on this special point I don’t share your belief, that’s all. Have you learnt anything fresh about Jack the Chemist?”

“Odds and ends; nothing that points definitely in the direction you so ardently desire a pointer. I told you I’d gone to a so-called private inquiry office, and set them to shadowing Cyril Wentworth, though I hate myself for doing it. I believe all the people they employ are blackguards — I don’t see how they could be anything else — who’d do anything for money; and then I’m ashamed of playing the spy — I don’t seem to feel that it makes it any better because it’s done by proxy. Then, after all, the results are petty, suggestive of mere impertinence.”

“What are the results?”

“Well, for one thing they tell me he’s engaged to be married.”

“Engaged! Jack the Chemist — to Miss Bradley — the pill-man’s daughter?”

“I believe that’s the woman’s name, though I don’t see what it has to do with the search for your father.”

“After what I told her! The foolish woman! But, if I can help it, he shan’t have her, even yet.”

“My dear Miss Capparoni, if you don’t take care you may get yourself into serious trouble.”

“Am I to allow that woman — any woman — to become the wife of a man like that — think of it; quite alone with him, at his mercy, night and day! — for fear of getting myself into trouble? I wonder that you — of all men — should suggest such a thing!”

Mr. Banner sighed.

“Did I suggest it? It was not my intention. I only wish to point out that she’s the kind of woman who knows her own mind; and that I understand she would actively resent any impertinent intrusion, as she would deem it, on the part of an outsider, into her affairs.”

“Let her do all the resenting she likes, she’ll thank me afterwards. I tell you, if I can help it, he shan’t have her; and he shan’t! What also have you learnt?”

“It seems — I am sinking lower and lower in my own estimation as I retail this petty scandal, which I have acquired in such a manner.”

“Since you have done it for me I esteem you all the more.”

Again Mr. Banner sighed. “I hope that’s true — really true.”

“You know it’s really true.”

But though he looked very straight at her, she looked away from him at Nancy’s head. She had to prompt him to continue, as if the pertinacity of his gaze made her uneasy.

“What were you going to say — it seems what?”

“It seems, if I must re-hash this gossip — —”

“You must, if you wish to — please me.”

Nancy gave a little start just then, which, perhaps, accounted for the jerk with which Miss Capparoni uttered the last two words.

“If I wish to please you! That settles it. I am beginning to learn what a man can do in his desire to please a woman. It seems that, according to my informant, who is undoubtedly a blackguard, Cyril Wentworth pays periodical visits — sometimes as often as three or four times a week — to a house in a Wandsworth slum, the address of which — I’ll be exact — is 23, Gunner Road, Wandsworth. Sometimes he stops for a few minutes only, sometimes for hours. On five distinct occasions my informant, the blackguard spy, has knocked at the door of the house after he has left it, without attracting attention from any one within. As Wentworth always goes in and comes out alone, evidently the house is empty. Indeed, Mr. Spy has made inquiries of the neighbours, after the manner of his kind, and they inform him that the house is empty. It seems that in the neighbourhood Wentworth is understood to be a photographer, and that he uses the house to develop his plates in, and to store them. Some say that he is connected with a company which makes a speciality of films for cinematographic display, and that that explains the secrecy which attends their preparation. That there is a secret about the house the whole street admits; but as that is a street in which secrets abound, nobody cares, and the matter goes no farther.”

“You say that the address is 23, Gunner Road, Wandsworth?”

“So Mr. Spy tells me.”

“Then 23, Gunner Road, Wandsworth, is Jack the Chemist’s laboratory, where he distils those esoteric elixirs, the secret of whose preparation he learned from Professor Ehrenberg. Before I’m very much older I’ll get inside 23, Gunner Road, Wandsworth, and I’ll find out, with my own eyes, what’s there.”

“How do you propose to obtain admission?”

“Somehow; exactly how is but a trifling detail. Where Jack the Chemist is concerned I count burglary as nothing.”

“If you will be advised by me — it won’t be my fault if you are not; I, also, am capable of applying pressure — you won’t do anything which will put you in the wrong. If you do, Cyril Wentworth will pursue his advantage remorselessly; you can hardly expect him not to.”

“Let him pursue. I am pursuing him; a little pursuit on his part won’t harm me. I tell you that, where I’m concerned, I care no more what Jack the Chemist does than — that! Now, Nancy, that wasn’t meant for you. I give you my word that not the least impertinence was intended towards you, so don’t be silly.”

Miss Capparoni had flicked her whip in the air by way of rounding off her sentence, an action which Nancy, in the shafts, misunderstood. As she was already spanking along at something like twelve miles an hour, she perhaps thought that a hint to move still faster was uncalled for; but since, as she supposed, such a hint had been given, she was not a pony to ignore it, so that for some minutes Miss Capparoni, who held the reins, was too much occupied to talk. By the time Nancy had been persuaded that she was not required to make a record, they had reached The Croft.

Some few minutes after their arrival Miss Capparoni was looking through the — though it was still but afternoon — reputed evening paper which John Banner had brought with him from town, when her attention was caught by some prominent headlines — 

“THE DOUBLE DISAPPEARANCE.

“FRESH DEVELOPMENTS EXPECTED.

“MRS. VAN DER GUCHT’S HUSBAND.”

It was the lady’s name which caught Miss Capparoni’s eye.

“Mrs. Van der Gucht!” she cried. “Why, that’s the name of the pretty Boer woman with whom I was told Cyril Wentworth was carrying on a disreputable flirtation. I wonder if there’s any connection; it’s an uncommon name.” She read on. “This is most extraordinary: in the workhouse! Mrs. Van der Gucht! Can it be the same!”

Her excitement seemed to amuse John Banner.

“Surely you know the story! It’s been in the papers long enough.”

Her manner, as she replied, was scornful.

“In the papers! As if I ever read the papers; when one’s in the country, I should like to know who does.”

“I do, for one; and I imagined there were others.”

“Never mind what you imagined. What’s happened to Mrs. Van der Gucht? and what Mrs. Van der Gucht is it?”

He told her the story as it had appeared in the newspapers. As she listened her excitement, instead of diminishing, grew. When he had finished, after she had interrupted him at least a dozen times, snatching up the time-table she began rapidly to turn the leaves.

“What are you looking for?” he asked.

“For the next train up to town, of course.”

“I dare say I can give you that information, if you will condescend to ask me, and will let me know what it is you want it for.”

“I am going up to town by it, of course.”

“You are going up to town by it? What for?”

“My dear Mr. Banner, don’t you see that at last I’ve found what I’ve been looking for for years?”

“I’ve no doubt that I am dull, but I’m afraid I don’t.”

“Cyril Wentworth has been experimenting on Mrs. Van der Gucht. Surely that is plain enough?”

“Is it? I fancy that, in some respects, your sight is clearer than mine. I only hope that the things you see are not merely the creatures of your imagination.”

“They’re not, at least in this case; trust me for that. That Jack the Chemist is responsible for Mrs. Van der Gucht’s being in that Isleworth Workhouse I feel certain. Since you have told me of his engagement to that pill-man’s daughter, I can even guess at the circumstances which prompted him — for his own safety, as he thought — to do to her as he has done.”

“But how about the man Quannell — what has become of him? The papers think that he knows more of her than he ought to do, and I confess that I’m of their opinion.”

“There’s a mystery there. I know nothing about your Mr. Quannell; but I repeat that I’m convinced that Jack the Chemist is responsible for that woman’s condition, and, anyhow, I’m going to see her by the very next train.”

“But, my dear child, what do you propose to gain by that?”

“Everything! everything! If I’m correct, so soon as I’ve seen Mrs. Van der Gucht, there’s an end of Cyril Wentworth.”

“Pray, how?”

“Don’t you see? What do you see, my dear Mr. Banner? Then I’ll try and tell you. So soon as I get one peep at Mrs. Van der Gucht, I shall know what’s the matter with her; at least, I shall know if that particular thing’s the matter. If it is, I shall telegraph instantly to Professor Ehrenberg; he said he would come directly he received a wire. He will perform on that poor woman the miracle of healing he told us about; and then — then — I suppose you can see what will happen then?”

“I can see that you seem to be taking a good deal for granted.”

“I must take something for granted, mustn’t I? But I’m not taking more than I’m entitled to. If I’m right — if the professor carries out his promise, then I say that Mrs. Van der Gucht will be able to tell her story, and, at last, I shall have Cyril Wentworth at my mercy. I shall go to him, and say, ‘Give me back my father, at once, or — —’”

“Or what?”

The inquiry came from Mr. Banner; the young lady had stopped.

“Or — take the consequences.”

The conclusion, after her heat, seemed a little tame.

“Only in the case of his not giving you back your father is he to take the consequences? If he does, is he to go scot-free? That is a point on which the law may have something to say.”

“Time enough to discuss points of that sort when they arise. Meanwhile, I’m going to town.”

Miss Mason, who throughout the discussion had remained quiescent, at this juncture saw fit to interpose.

“Agnes Capparoni, it’s bad enough to have to sit quite still while people are talking in the most mysterious way about the most mysterious things, of whose meaning you have not the dimmest inkling; but when they begin to talk about going up to town without the slightest notice, it becomes more than you can bear. Can’t you wait until the morning, please? You know, Dick Sharratt is coming to-night.”

John Banner answered for Miss Capparoni.

“Certainly; there will be nothing gained by going up to-night. The next train is a slow one; it stops at every station. By the time it reaches town it would be too late for you to go to Isleworth to-night; you would certainly find the workhouse closed if you got there. The fast train in the morning will be soon enough; make your mind easy on that score, Letty.”

With that, Miss Capparoni had to be content. Mr. Sharratt came to dinner, Miss Mason acting as his hostess with her usual grace. Miss Capparoni and Mr. Banner went up together by the morning express. They went across London to Isleworth. When they entered the hall of the great workhouse, the lady stated who it was they wished to see. Several other persons were in the hall at the time. So soon as she had announced her errand, one of them, a gentleman, turned and spoke to her.

“You wished to see Mrs. Van der Gucht? You are a friend of hers?”

She supposed him to be one of the officials.

“I can hardly call myself a friend of hers, in the ordinary sense; but if you will let Mr. Banner and me speak to you for a few minutes in private, we shall be able to give you very sufficient reasons why you should allow us to see her.”

The stranger said, “I am Van der Gucht. I am her husband.”

A man who was standing behind him introduced himself.

“My name is Quannell. I am Max Quannell’s father.”


CHAPTER XXVIII. THE TELEGRAM

THE encounter was unexpected; Miss Capparoni and Mr. Banner stared at the strangers. The one who said that his name was Van der Gucht was of medium height, slight, in the thirties, with a thin, dark, clean-shaven, clever face, and pleasant eyes, though they were the eyes of a man who allowed no liberties. His companion — who claimed to be Max Quannell’s father — was in striking contrast to himself. Big and broad, with a slight stoop; unmistakably a product of the open air. He had a thick grey beard. His skin was bronzed. His eyes were the quiet eyes of a man who has lived for the most part at peace with the world and with his fellows. His huge, ungloved hands were brown, and seamed, and knotted. His clothes, although in good condition and of good material, were of rustic cut and easy fitting; one wondered if by any chance they could have been made at home. The whole man was redolent of something which was altogether foreign to his surroundings. One perceived at a glance that Mr. Van der Gucht was out of place; it seemed ludicrous that his companion should be there. It was Miss Capparoni who spoke.

“You are Mrs. Van der Gucht’s husband? I am so sorry.”

The clever-faced man smiled, a little wearily.

“Why are you sorry? I have always esteemed myself a very fortunate man. You say you are not a friend of hers; what are you then, an acquaintance?”

“I cannot even say that; I have never spoken to her, nor she to me. I merely wish to see her because I believe that if I am allowed to see her I shall be able to say what has happened to her, and — —”

The girl stopped; Mr. Van der Gucht drew his own inferences from her unfinished sentence.

“And — who brought her here?”

His companion interposed. “It was not my son; it was not Max Quannell; if any one says it, I will choke the lie in his throat.”

Although he spoke quietly, there was a sincerity in his tone which was more significant than bluster would have been. Van der Gucht laid his hand upon his arm with a smile which, this time, transformed his whole countenance and made it beautiful.

“Who says it? Who is so foolish? If any one says it a thousand times, do I not know Max too well to believe? He would die himself rather than that any one should hurt her. I think that the same hand struck both, my wife and your son. Perhaps this lady knows whose hand that was.”

Possibly with a view of preventing Miss Capparoni from being guilty of any indiscretion, John Banner answered for her.

“Miss Capparoni — this young lady’s name is Capparoni; mine is Banner, John Banner — knows absolutely nothing. Until she saw a paragraph in last night’s paper she was not aware that anything had happened to Mrs. Van der Gucht; and even now she is not certain that the Mrs. Van der Gucht in question is the lady she supposes. There may be more than one person of that name.”

“I hardly think it — at least in England. But if Miss Capparoni is not a friend, nor even an acquaintance, I do not understand on what grounds she wishes to see my wife. Surely it is not merely out of curiosity?”

This time the lady answered for herself.

“Indeed, it is not. If I can only speak to you in private — here we are so public — I will soon make that clear.”

Just then some one came and took Mr. Van der Gucht and his companion away. Presently the same messenger, returning, ushered Miss Capparoni and Mr. Banner into an apartment where they found the pair engaged in conversation with a youngish-looking man, who introduced himself as Dr. Melville, the medical officer in charge of the infirmary. He came shortly to the point.

“Mr. Van der Gucht informs me that although you are not acquainted with his wife, you wish to see her. We do not allow strangers to visit imbecile patients. Is there any reason why that rule should not apply in your case?”

Although the question was addressed to Mr. Banner, it was the lady who replied.

“I understand that you have not been able to arrive at a satisfactory diagnosis of Mrs. Van der Gucht’s case.”

Dr. Melville smiled benignly, indulgently.

“Have you any medical qualifications, Miss Capparoni?”

“None whatever. For reasons into which I am not prepared at this moment to enter, I believe that I know what has happened to Mrs. Van der Gucht. If you will allow me to see her, I shall be able to tell at once if I am right; if I am, then she can be instantly cured.”

Dr. Melville smiled, if anything more indulgently than before, as if he desired to convey the impression that he was conscious that this was a charming young lady, even if she did talk nonsense.

“Instantly cured? I hardly think that this is a case in which one can talk, even lightly, of such things as instantaneous cures. I fancy that it is a much more complicated matter than you have any notion of, especially if you are not medically qualified.”

Mr. Van der Gucht interposed.

“Perhaps this young lady has reasons for what she says.”

The doctor fastened on the adverb.

“Perhaps? There must be no perhaps, sir, in matters of this sort. This unfortunate lady has already suffered enough, without subjecting her to the risk of empirical treatment.”

Miss Capparoni, in her turn, caught at the adjective.

“So far as I am concerned, sir, there will be no question of an empiric. Should my surmise prove correct, I shall send a telegram to Professor Ehrenberg, of Heidelberg University, on receipt of which he will immediately leave for London. On his arrival, in much less than five minutes after seeing Mrs. Van der Gucht, he will have cured her. I take it that you will hardly associate Professor Ehrenberg with empiricism.”

Dr. Melville raised his eyebrows.

“Ehrenberg, of Heidelberg? Isn’t he a chemist?”

“He is; he is the great chemist.”

“I was not aware that he had any medical qualifications, or what pass as such in Germany.”

The doctor’s tone conveyed a sneer; Miss Capparoni turned to Mr. Van der Gucht.

“I don’t wish to hurt this gentleman’s feelings, which I fancy are disposed in certain directions to be hyper-sensitive; but I am speaking the literal truth when I say that if Mrs. Van der Gucht can be restored to what she was, there is only one person in the world who can do it, and that is Professor Ehrenberg. May I not see her? Every moment spent in hesitation is a moment wasted.”

“I see no reason why you shouldn’t. Is there any reason?”

This question was put to the doctor, who shrugged his shoulders.

“As matters stand, that has become a point for your consideration rather than for mine. Speaking for myself, I may say that I know of no reason why Miss Capparoni, or anybody else, should not see Mrs. Van der Gucht, or any other patient, so far as the patient is concerned, in the presence of a medical man. I presume you would wish to see her first?”

“Please. You are sure she will not recognize me?”

There was a wistfulness in the speaker’s tone which was pathetic.

“I am afraid not. However, if you will come with me that can very quickly be decided.”

The doctor quitted the room with Mr. Van der Gucht and his companion. So soon as they had gone, John Banner favoured Miss Capparoni with a few words of advice and warning, which were not so well received as they perhaps deserved. Indeed, the young lady showed signs of almost feverish impatience.

“You talk to me of being careful what I say, of measuring my words, when I feel — I know that Jack the Chemist has delivered himself into my hands at last, and that my turn has come after all these years of waiting!”

She was still in the middle of some eloquent remarks when Dr. Melville returned, alone. At sight of him she instantly stopped.

“Well? May I come? Now?”

The doctor treated her to what she was beginning to regard as his very exasperating smile.

“Yes, you may come. But you must pardon my observing that I am at a loss to understand for what reason you take such a very peculiar interest in this unfortunate lady.”

“Let me see her first; there will be time to enter into the why and wherefore afterwards.”

They saw her, she and Mr. Banner together. In a small chamber they found, crouching on the floor, neither sitting nor standing, a woman, or what stood for a woman. She was attired in a single nondescript garment, made of some sort of canvas. Her beautiful hair had been cut; her face had lost all its charm and beauty; her jaw hung open; her unseeing eyes were partly closed; yet it was Mrs. Van der Gucht.

Miss Capparoni glanced at her for a second, then moved forward.

Dr. Melville interposed, “What are you going to do to her?”

“I am going to look at her head.”

“At her head? What for?”

“If I am right — and I am — there is a spot just here.” She touched her own forehead with the tip of her finger. She and the doctor bent over the crouching woman together. She pointed with her index finger. “You see, I am right! It is there! I will telegraph to Professor Ehrenberg.”


CHAPTER XXIX. UNCLE AND NEPHEW

CYRIL WENTWORTH pressed the button of the electric bell, and hammered at the knocker, hammered and hammered. After what seemed to him to be more than a sufficient interval, the door was opened some three or four inches by a man whose eyes were yet heavy with sleep.

“Who are you? What do you want at this hour of the morning?”

Wentworth unceremoniously thrust the door open with his shoulder, and entered the hall.

“I want to see Mr. Harrison at once.”

The man’s negative was prompt and churlish.

“Then you can’t. Mr. Harrison sees no one except by appointment, and never any one at this time of the morning. It’s not yet five. He’s still in bed, and will be for another three hours. It would be as much as my place is worth to wake him.”

“Hang your place, go and wake him! My name’s Wentworth, he’ll see me. It’s a matter of life and death. Go and fetch him. Damn you, man, don’t stand staring at me like that, unless you wish to be hung for murder! Don’t you see I’m bleeding to death?”

The man went rushing up the stairs. In a surprisingly short space of time the great surgeon came rushing down in his pyjamas.

“Wentworth!” he exclaimed. “You! What’s wrong?”

“I’ve had an accident — cut off my finger — can’t tie the arteries properly with my left hand — they’re leaking — I’m nearly done.”

In scarcely more than another sixty seconds, Wentworth was in the consulting-room, and the bleeding had been stopped. As he arranged the bandages, the surgeon looked at his patient curiously.

“An accident, you call it; rather a singular sort of accident, wasn’t it? It looks to me as if your finger had been jagged off by a razor.”

Wentworth’s reply was characteristic, even at such a moment. He knew that here was a man with whom a lie would not avail; he was not prepared to tell the truth, so he declined to tell him anything.

“My dear Harrison, don’t you surgeons sometimes encounter cases of cuts, and so on, where they find it desirable to ask no questions? There are three points — and three only — to which I would ask your attention. My finger has got itself cut off — that’s point one. Under Providence, I owe my life to you, for which you’ll find me eternally grateful — that’s point two. And point three is — what’s to pay?”

The surgeon continued his bandaging; he did not again glance at his patient’s face.

“I never operate under a hundred guineas.”

“And cheap at the price. I wouldn’t have lost my life just now for that sum several times over. I should have done it if it hadn’t been for you. When you’ve made me look as pretty as you can, I think you’ll find that — providentially — I’ve that amount of money in my letter-case.”

After his patient had departed, still walking a little uncertainly, the great surgeon whistled under his breath — a whistle which was eloquent. Then he went upstairs again, with Cyril Wentworth’s bank-notes in his hand.

When the woman who, in the mornings, “did” for Mr. Wentworth knocked at his bedroom door, that gentleman was fast asleep in bed, so fast asleep that she had to knock three times before she roused him. When he did awake it was with a sudden start. Sitting up in bed, he stared about him as if he was in doubt where he was. Then he remembered.

“Is that you, Mrs. Morley?”

“Yes, sir; it’s past half-past nine, sir. Shall I get your breakfast?”

Mr. Wentworth understood; Mrs. Morley wanted to go, which she could hardly do before she had made his bed and he had had his breakfast.

“Certainly, Mrs. Morley; I shall be ready in a quarter of an hour.”

When she had gone he kept looking about him as if his wits were still wool-gathering.

“That dream was infernally real. I dreamt that I’d — lost my finger. My God! so I have! It wasn’t a dream! I’d forgotten!” He stared at his dismembered right hand, with its conspicuous bandage, as if it were a thing of horror. Then he consoled himself. “Better to have lost a finger than — something else. The nuisance will be the explanations; every damned fool will want to know all about it, especially — especially my future wife. But I oughtn’t to find her difficult to manage.”

He ate a capital breakfast, which was apparently not spoilt by an item of news which had the effect of making him think. It was contained in the first newspaper which he picked up; in those headlines which are to some people a royal road to a knowledge of what is doing in the world.

“Messrs. Van der Gucht and Quannell, père, arrive at Southampton and go on direct to London.”

That was all. To Mr. Wentworth the few words meant much.

“I suppose that, first of all, the affectionate husband will pay a visit to his darling wife. I’m afraid he won’t find her quite so charming as when he saw her last. To him, I dare say, she’ll seem a good deal changed. Thank goodness she can’t talk, or tell — and never will — which is something. Afterwards — pretty soon afterwards, I imagine — the pair of them will come on here; then there’ll be trouble for some one. It’s just on the cards that some one may be me. But the methods of diplomacy are not yet exhausted; in the hands of a master they should be exhaustless. Let’s hope that I shall prove myself a master. I shall have need to be.”

As he went on with his breakfast, he read his papers carefully through; it seemed that he had the gift of ceasing to think when he desired. When he had finished, Mrs. Morley cleared away the breakfast things and went; he was left alone. Unlocking the safe in the corner, he took out some account-books — all of which had locks — and began to make a close study of their pages. Their contents seemed to afford him amusement.

“Odd that a man should find himself in a position in which it would be inadvisable to allow any one but himself even to suspect how rich he really is; yet the position has its advantages. In America I’m known to be the owner of this; in England of that; in other places of those. While there are circumstances which would render it extremely inconvenient that it should be known in one country what I possess in another — and sometimes that’s a nuisance — still there’s this in its favour, that I can leave England to-morrow — I may have to — and go, say, to the Argentine, and be known there as a wealthy man, purely on the strength of my local holdings. That I own a few trifles in other places is a point on which I might desire to dissemble, and, anyhow, wouldn’t matter. The mischief is, the world’s not larger. Like Dick Swiveller, I’m stopping up so many streets, and doing it so fast. In a few years, comparatively, if I continue at this rate, they’ll all be closed; and then? Then, I suppose, the deluge. Fortunately, I never anticipate evil for myself; for others, that’s a different thing. Who’s that?” The inquiry was prompted by the fact that the bell rang. “It’s queer that I’m getting to associate the sound of that bell with evil, the very thing that I’ve just been scoffing at. Bah! am I getting superstitious?” He laughed, as if the idea was too absurd. “All the same, it’s a nuisance, when I wanted a quiet hour or two to put this and that together.” He was gathering up his books and papers, a process in which he found his missing finger a hindrance. “It will be a while before I get used to being a three-fingered man; I keep on thinking the thing is there, and it smarts. All right, whoever you are, I’m coming; but I’m not coming before I’ve put these things away. Can’t you give the bell a rest?” He was hurriedly returning his belongings to the safe, to the accompaniment of an almost continuous ringing. “Who is it? It’s not Johnson; I wish it were. It’d save me from a visit to Gunner Road of an unusually delicate kind. But, as he himself admitted, the dear man, he hasn’t pluck enough; brutes of his kidney seldom have. Can it be that African pair? It’s possible. If so, I shall have to be on my very best behaviour, at my mildest and my sweetest; display, as if I were to the manner born, a cloak of innocence, as if it were the only garb I ever donned — a cloak which won’t come off. It should be a pretty interview; a dainty comedy, if neatly handled.” He moved towards the outer door. “Now, perchance, the curtain is about to rise.”

He was wrong, so far at least as the actors were concerned. He found without, his uncle, Professor Hammond Hurle, of St. Clement’s College, Camford, a visitor of whose advent he had never dreamed. His amazement was undisguised.

“Uncle! who on earth would have thought of seeing you!”

The professor’s manner, as he replied, was hardly genial.

“Not you, I haven’t the slightest doubt. Let me pass.” As the nephew drew on one side, the little man bustled past, with an air of obvious impatience. So soon as he was in, without pausing to remove his hat, he commenced to address his relative in a strain which was not at all in keeping with his nephew’s recollection of his usual manner. “I’ve not the slightest doubt that you didn’t expect to see me; if you’d known that it was me, you’d have carried out the farce of pretending that you weren’t in to the bitter end. As it is, you’ve kept me waiting as long as you dared. I suppose you never are in if you can help it; you’re a man of that sort; your visitors being generally of the kind you would prefer to avoid; people you have swindled. But I took the precaution to inquire of the man in the hall — the porter — if you were in, and he said you were; and if I kept on ringing long enough, you’d be sure to come. Evidently the very servants know your character.”

The little man, although he looked very old, and fragile, and weak, and ill, positively shook with rage. His squeaky voice trembled so that it was now and then all but inaudible. He glowered at his nephew as a toy terrier might glower at a bulldog. Whatever Cyril Wentworth felt inwardly, he was all pleasantness. He beamed on his uncle as if he were the one person in England whom he desired to see; indeed, he said as much.

“My dear uncle, what are you talking about? Nothing could give me greater pleasure than to see you. I was trying to overtake some arrears of work, and as I thought it was some bothering man who’d nothing better to do than waste his own time and mine — there are such people — I made up my mind I’d finish what I was doing before I let him in; but if I’d known it was you, I’d have flown to the door. I think you’ll find this is the most comfortable chair. Give me your hat and stick, and make yourself cosy. It’s awfully good of you to drop in on me like this.”

The professor was not to be appeased.

“I dare say. But I don’t want your chair, and I won’t give you my hat and stick; I want my shares, that is what I want, sir.”

“Your shares? What do you mean? You shall have whatever you want, I promise you that. Come, sit down — you’re not looking so strong as you ought — and take it easy, and have a rest; then you’ll be able to pitch into me all you like. What’ll you take? I’ve some first-rate whisky; a taste of it will do you good.”

“Whisky! I never touch it; and in the morning! And I won’t sit down! I want you to give me the shares of which you’ve been robbing me all this time, and then I’ll go. This is not a visit of ceremony, sir.”

The irate old gentleman punctuated his words by striking the floor with the ferrule of his stick. Mr. Wentworth regarded him with an air of amusement which, possibly, was partly real and partly assumed.

“Your shares? But, uncle, what shares are you talking about?”

Neither his smile, his words, nor his manner calmed the professor. That famous scholar actually shook his stick at him.

“You know perfectly well what shares I’m talking about, you — you — I don’t wish to sully my lips by using the only language which can be properly applied to you.” Bang came the point of his stick down upon the carpet. “I want my five thousand shares in the Great Harry mine; that is what I want, sir.”

“Surely, sir, you have forgotten that you declined to accept them.”

“And you declined to take them back again, or return me the money which I had paid you.”

“If you will sit down, uncle, I will draw a cheque for the £5000 in question, and hand it to you at once; or, if you prefer it, within half an hour you shall have the cash.” Such was the professor’s rage that he was reduced to spluttering; his nephew’s solicitude was beautiful. “Uncle, calm yourself, I beg; if you don’t take care, you will be ill.”

“Ill!” screamed the uncle. “You talk of returning my £5000 when I want my five thousand shares! You took it for granted that I was a fool before, and you’re taking it for granted that I’m a fool again; you — you rascal! But all people aren’t fools, or rogues either. First of all, that girl tried to make me understand — —”

“Girl? What girl?”

“Never mind what girl! But I had been reduced to such a condition that I couldn’t understand; there wasn’t enough life left in my old carcase; your friend Fentiman had nearly killed me — —”

“My friend Fentiman?”

“That girl made it plain to me that he was your friend — and your agent. I was an old fool not to have known it all along.”

“My dear uncle, I have not a notion to what girl you are alluding, or what you mean by talking about my friend Fentiman.”

“Don’t interrupt me when I’m speaking! But when John Banner came — —”

“John Banner?”

“Don’t force me to repeat my words! I said John Banner! When he came, I began to have a dim notion of how I was being swindled. I have been thinking over what he said ever since. Yesterday I saw a stockbroker, who is both an honest and a clever man, with a faculty for elucidation which I never saw excelled; he made it quite clear to me how the matter stands. You’re — you’re nothing else than an embezzler, sir; and I shouldn’t be surprised if you’re a forger also! Each of my shares is at present worth sixty-five pounds. Dividends of four, five, and six hundred per cent. have been paid on them again and again; once a thousand per cent. was paid — ten pounds on every pound share. Not one farthing of those dividends has reached me. Your pockets are stuffed with the money of which you have been plundering me; and you talk of returning me — as a final quittance — my five thousand pounds!”

“My dear uncle, your ideas on financial matters always struck me as being somewhat rudimentary — —”

“You — you insolent villain!”

“I am not so certain as I should like to be that they are much more advanced now. Would you mind telling me, in as few words as possible, and without any digressions into language of a sort which I am sure you yourself would admit would sound much better in Greek, what it is you desire me to understand, and exactly what you want me to do.”

“It is for the purpose I am here; under no other circumstances would I consent to breathe the air which you have contaminated.”

“Uncle!”

“You have received, in the aggregate, close on two hundred thousand pounds in dividends which ought to have been paid to me. I want that money — my money, and my shares, within five minutes, or I go to my solicitor, whom I have already seen, and instruct him to have you locked up, which he will do within the half-hour of which you yourself spoke, although you are my sister’s son.”

Cyril Wentworth reflected, while the professor glared.

It is the unexpected which so often happens that he flattered himself that for the unexpected he was always prepared, but this surpassed the limits of the unexpected. He had counted those shares as his own — long ago. The barest formality, as he regarded it, would have made them so; indeed, had he not had reasons for not wishing to have too many shares standing in his own name, he would have had them formally transferred ages back, which he easily could have done then. But he had taken it for granted that if ever any superficial difficulties did arise he would, as a matter of course, be able to twist the muddle-headed old scholar round his finger, and diddle him precisely as he pleased. He had even gone out of his way to make sure of undisputed succession. There, in fact, was his error; he had been over-careful. Had he been willing to have let well alone, the professor would have been no wiser now than he ever had been. The day after he had learned from Fentiman what had happened at Camford, he ought to have gone down and straightened the affair out on his own lines. It might have been feasible then. Unfortunately, he had not been able to persuade himself that any action on his part was in the slightest degree necessary. Now, apparently, the matter had assumed an entirely different complexion.

But it was no use crying over spilt milk; he never did. The point was, what was he to do — now? To the solution of this problem he applied himself, while he smiled at the quaint little figure, bristling with fury, which stood in front of him; and was almost moved to ask why he wore clothes — even a hat — so much too large for him. As if the old gentleman divined his unspoken criticism, he gave sudden vent to his impatience with a blow of his stick against the floor.

“Well, sir; quick! Which is it to be? My money and my shares, or penal servitude for you?”

Of course, there was the syringe. But at the moment there were reasons why he should not resort to that, if he could help it. Later, probably, as usual, it might serve; but it would be the part of wisdom to postpone its introduction to another time and another place. So he tried to temporize.

“My dear uncle, if you will allow me to explain — —”

“I won’t; I will have no conversation with you. Your answer, sir; which is it to be?”

“I assure you that the matter is attended with legal complications of which you seem to have no notion. If you are in the hands of a solicitor, who is so ill-equipped for his office as to tender you such advice as you suggest, which, however, I can scarcely credit; for nothing is easier than for the lay mind to misconstrue — —”

“Is that your answer? Then I’m off.”

The professor moved towards the door.

“My dear uncle, these wretched shares have been a bone of contention between us from the first. Of course you shall have them, and the dividends which have accrued. It has always been my intention that you should have them.”

“Has it? Then you’ve managed to conceal your intention.”

“But it is not possible to hand you either the money or the shares at quite such short notice as you mention. I tell you what I’ll do, if the proposition meets with your approval. This is Tuesday. On Thursday I will bring both the money and shares down to you at St. Clement’s College — at any hour you may appoint.”

“Thursday — at St. Clement’s? Then I shall expect you to hand me my property at three o’clock on the afternoon of that day, in the presence of my solicitor, and other persons with whom I am acquainted.”

Mr. Wentworth’s smile was almost on too liberal a scale.

“Is it absolutely necessary that we should have so large an audience — between relations?”

“Relations! It’s not my fault that I’ve a relative who’s a thief! Those persons will be present for my protection, sir. From my knowledge of you, I am certain that such protection will be required. You will understand that while I decline to wait, for complete restitution, a moment after three o’clock on Thursday afternoon next, I in no way bind myself to wait so long. My solicitor is waiting for me in the street; he is in a cab at the door.”

“Thank goodness,” reflected Mr. Wentworth, “that I kept my fingers out of my waistcoat pocket.”

“If he advises me not to wait, but, in default of instant restitution, to proceed against you at once, I shall act on his advice without the slightest hesitation. So you are warned!”

Again the professor moved towards the door; this time his nephew let him. Cyril Wentworth remained as if glued to the particular piece of carpet on which he stood, while Professor Hammond Hurle marched out of the flat with a show of dignity which was, perhaps, intended rather than obvious, and shut the door behind him with a bang. Then his sister’s son said things to himself!


CHAPTER XXX. ALMOST WITHIN THE SOUND OF WEDDING BELLS

“THE old griffin! Was ever such an unnatural uncle? I have observed that when a simpleton discovers that you have been practising on his simplicity, he becomes a very dangerous man to tackle — as dangerous an antagonist as the ordinary person could desire, because so pig-headed, so unreasonable. He can only get one idea into his head at a time; if the idea he gets is that he has to be even with you, he gets it badly. Things are shaking themselves down. I am not arranging them, they are being arranged for me. Johnson to deal with between this and to-morrow; my uncle between this and the day after; that African pair to look out for! Things look like humming. Then there’s my future wife and her father; something must be done there, at once. Oh, I shall have my hands full during the next few days! Hands? and one of them without a finger!” He held his right hand out in front of him, regarding it with an odd sort of detachment, as if it belonged to some one else. “What an extremely ugly appearance it has! Nature’s symmetry destroyed. It isn’t only the bandage, though that’s not pretty; it’s — the deformity. I shall be known for ever as the man with the missing finger. I might have played it off on uncle, only I’d an instinct that his heart was stony, like one of his old Greek marbles, and that even so near and cruel, a loss might fail to unpetrify it. But I will play it off upon the lady.”

He played it with an adroitness which was creditable even to one so skilled in feats of legerdemain.

During the early afternoon a brougham drove up to the door of Mr. Bradley’s house in Hyde Park Gardens, from which alighted Mr. Cyril Wentworth, very gingerly, as if abrupt movement would shatter him to pieces. With extreme care he crossed the pavement, ascended the steps, rang the bell. The man who opened the door surveyed him with amazement, so singular a transformation had taken place in him since he had seen him yesterday. Mr. Wentworth wore a long, dark, Inverness cape, although the sun was broiling. With one hand, the left, he leaned upon a stout Malacca cane — really leaned. The right hand he carried in a sling, hidden beneath the cape. And such suffering on his pallid face. He had become a very sick man since yesterday.

“I hope, sir, you are not ill?” inquired the footman, though the inquiry was superfluous, since it was so obvious he was.

A spasm of pain passed across the visitor’s face; his eyes half closed, as if to conceal what he suffered; he spoke with faltering lips.

“Thank you, Partridge. I — I have had rather a bad accident. Is Miss Bradley in?”

Miss Bradley was not only in, she came running out into the hall to greet the welcome guest.

“Cyril! I expected you for lunch, hours ago. What have you been doing?” She saw that there was something wrong, very wrong. Then she turned pale, and trembled. “What — what has happened?”

He smiled bravely, but his courage could not conceal all that he suffered.

“I’ve had rather a nasty experience, but I’m better now; at least, I hope I’m better. Don’t be afraid; it might have been worse.”

But though he bade her not to be afraid, she was afraid. While her heart began to beat against her ribs like a sledge-hammer, every pulse in her veins seemed standing still. With shaking limbs she led him into her own sitting-room.

“Cyril! Cyril, tell me — what is it?”

“Let me — let me get into a chair. I shall be able to explain better if I’ve something to support me.”

She conducted him to a chair, guiding him lovingly with her own hands, as if he were some helpless child; and he permitted her. She took his hat and his stick; she propped him up with cushions; she showered on him those various little attentions which, if a sick man loves, a hale man hates. He endured them with a beautiful calmness, as if it were sweet to be ministered to by her. All the time she was growing whiter and whiter — he would not be so quiet if the matter were not serious — till her very lips were white. At last, when he was banked up with cushions as if he were in the last throes of a mortal disease, her anxiety could be restrained no longer.

“Now, Cyril, now; tell me the worst!”

“My darling, I’ve crushed my finger.”

“Crushed your finger!” She had anticipated something much more terrible. She seemed a little puzzled. “Is it very bad?”

“Is what bad?”

“Your finger?”

“My darling, my finger’s gone!”

“Gone!”

As she uttered the word it sounded very like a wail.

“Yes, Ellen, it was amputated this morning.”

“Amputated — your finger, Cyril!”

“It had to be cut off to save my life.”

“My darling!”

Kneeling beside him on the floor, she began to fondle him, while the tears stood in her eyes.

“It is the middle finger of my right hand.”

“Darling!”

“So you see, henceforward I shall be known as the man with the missing finger.”

“Darling!”

She again interpolated the word, as if to do so did her good, and as if she hoped it would benefit him.

“I came to tell you as soon as I could.”

“Darling!” Again the endearing epithet. “If you had let me know I would have come to you.”

“How sweet you are!” He stroked her hair with the fingers of his left hand, the only hand, practically, that was left to him, or so it seemed. How she thrilled beneath his touch. How she longed to precipitate herself upon his breast, only she was afraid of hurting him. In his new role of invalid he was so fragile. He went softly purring on. “Will it make any difference to us — to you?”

“Difference? How do you mean?”

“When I won you I was the whole of a man; now I’m only part. You are perfectly entitled to say, ‘You are not the man I said I’d marry; you are only what is left of him, and that is not enough for me. So, of course, all ideas of that sort are off.’”

She looked at him with eyes which were not only brimming over with tears, but which were full of something else as well, an agony of reproach. Her lips twitched; she was so hurt that she could hardly speak; it seemed as if it only needed a touch for her to break out into the hysterical grief of a child.

“Cyril, do you — do you think that I’m like that? You don’t, do you?”

Apparently he read in her voice, her words, her manner, all that his soul desired.

“Sweetheart, I have been so afraid. I have still one arm; won’t you let me put it round you?” She stole within the shelter of his remaining arm. He whispered in her ear — her face was close enough to enable him to do it— “Ellen, will you marry me the day after to-morrow, which is Thursday?”

“The day after to-morrow — marry you! Cyril!”

She drew herself a little away from him, with an uncontrollable start of surprise, her face all red, her whole form trembling afresh.

“You see, sweetheart, I — I’ve had something of a shock. The doctor thinks that travelling, a sea-voyage, would do me good. I am inclined to be of his opinion if — you’ll come with me.”

“If I’ll come with you, Cyril! I certainly wouldn’t let you go alone; but — how can it be managed?”

“Easily; a quiet wedding instead of a function, that’s all. We can explain; every one will understand. I’ll get a special licence, and we’ll just be married on Thursday! I’d love it!”

“Love it!” Her eyes sparkled; all traces of tears had vanished. Her breath came in long respirations; the colour came and went in her cheeks; he told himself that she had become almost good-looking. “Oh, Cyril; if we only could! But — so soon! It — it seems impossible! What about the house — our home?”

“They can go on with that while we’re away; it will be ready for us when we return; our home-coming will be all the sweeter because of our absence.”

“How long should we be away, and where should we go?”

“A few months only — till the spring; just as long as we liked. We’d go to South America; to the Argentine. I’ve some property there, and a house already furnished. It would serve us excellently for a honeymoon.”

“A honeymoon, Cyril!” She laughed like some excited child. “It — it sounds too good to be true! But father — what about him?”

“If I’ve your permission to tell him you’re agreed, I don’t think that he’d object. Besides, he might come with us.”

“Come with us?” Her tone was dubious, as if the suggestion was not altogether to her liking. “I don’t think that father would be willing to do that.” At that moment Mr. Bradley entered, having evidently overheard his daughter’s final words.

“What is it that you don’t think father would be willing to do? I beg to inform you that I’m here to speak, on all subjects, for myself. Wentworth, I hear you’ve been in the wars; but, come, it’s not so very bad, or that girl of mine wouldn’t be laughing, and she wouldn’t look like that, with those pink roses in her cheeks.”

Cyril Wentworth explained all over again, a little more minutely than at first. It appeared that he had crushed his finger in the hinge of his sitting-room door. Mr. Bradley seemed a little puzzled to make out how he could have done it. But when the subject was broached of the wedding taking place on the day after to-morrow, a little to Mr. Wentworth’s surprise the suggestion met with his instant, enthusiastic approbation.

“I call it an excellent idea — excellent. No fuss; no flummery. Just a simple wedding in your own parish church by your own parson. Nothing could be better. After all, you are the two persons who are principally concerned, and what you want to do is to get married. I’ll go farther, and say that the sooner this girl of mine is married, the better. She won’t be at peace till she is.”

“Father, you mustn’t say such things.”

“Why not? It’s perfectly true. As for that Argentine trip of yours, Wentworth, I don’t know if you’re in earnest, and you really would like me to come with you — —”

“I’m entirely in earnest. Nothing would give me greater pleasure. I — I don’t want to use big words, but it would be the last drop in the cup of my happiness.”

“Cyril!”

This, of course, was the lady, who was very close to him.

“I’ve a decent property in the Argentine, and not a bad house, though I’ll not guarantee that it’s furnished in quite the style which this dear lady would prefer.”

“As if that matters, so long as there are tables and chairs!”

“I’ll undertake to say that there are tables and chairs, and other things; in fact, quite a number of other things. I only wish to state here at once, so as to avoid all risk of future disappointment, that it’s not an illustration of the last word in artistic upholstery. That’s all.”

“Cyril, you’re teasing me!”

But, as she went still closer to him, she did not seem to mind, even if he was. Mr. Bradley, who had been fidgeting here and there, suddenly announced that he had achieved a decision.

“I’ll be hanged, if I don’t come with you!”

“First-rate!” cried Mr. Wentworth.

“I’ve been feeling for some time that I’d like a change; a real change, not your six weeks on the Continent sort of thing. I never have been to that part of the world, I’ve always wanted to. I needn’t stop as long as you do — —”

“Certainly not; you can return at any moment.”

“I understand that Dering’s not likely to vacate his seat for South Essex till, at any rate, the New Year, especially if I’d rather he didn’t. I’ve no engagements which cannot be performed by proxy. There’s no reason why I shouldn’t stand myself a good holiday, the first good holiday I’ve stood myself for years; and I will — that’s settled. What steamer shall we go by, and how about berths?”

“The Royal Mail steamer leaves Southampton on Friday; I’ll make it my business to see that we have berths in her. You can leave that to me.”

So, as Mr. Bradley phrased it, it was settled. On the Thursday there were to be wedding bells; the wedding night was to be spent at Southampton; then — for the honeymoon — there was to be a flight across the seas, towards that far-away land and Cyril Wentworth’s “decent property.” No soon-to-be bride could have been in a more delicious state of excitement than was Miss Bradley. Mr. Wentworth seemed almost to have forgotten that he had lost his finger. His spirits rose. It was wonderful how far advanced he seemed towards a good recovery before he left the house.

He dismissed his brougham outside a chemist’s shop in Oxford Street, telling the coachman that he had no further need of his services. He certainly seemed much better in the shop. No one, except for the arm which he still carried in a sling beneath his cape, would have supposed that he was in the least degree an invalid. From the shop he took a cab to Waterloo Station. As he approached the local line booking-office he saw, just in front of him, the girl whom he had found one night in his study; who had made herself so objectionable to him at Mrs. Tallis’s ball; who had interrupted, with such uncomfortable results, Professor Fentiman at Camford. Her back was towards him. She was buying a ticket; she had only eyes for the issuing clerk. He heard her say — 

“Wandsworth; first, return.”

In another moment the chances were that she would have turned and seen him; as it was, he was able to retreat in time.

“Wandsworth?” he said to himself. “What can she be going to Wandsworth for? It’s not a neighbourhood which can offer many attractions to such as she. Can she — can she be going to Gunner Road? If she is!”

He watched her go down the platform and enter a compartment well up in front, towards the engine. He himself chose a seat in one which was right at the back. At Clapham Junction he alighted. He made as much haste as he could to a hansom, asking the driver, as he got in — 

“Do you know Gunner Road, Wandsworth?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then drive there for all you’re worth. If you do it in record time, I’ll give you half a sovereign.”

At Wandsworth Station, Agnes Capparoni asked the ticket-collector if he could direct her to Gunner Road. He reflected, then shook his head.

“Don’t know it; I’ve only been here a short time. Perhaps one of the other chaps can tell you. Here!” He called to a porter who was passing. “This young lady wants Gunner Road.”

The porter considered in his turn; he did not know it either.


CHAPTER XXXI. THE OPEN DOOR

WHEN at last Miss Capparoni did find herself outside 23, Gunner Road, she surveyed its exterior with eyes which were distinctly critical. The house, as seen from the front, looked so very dirty; so suggestive of neglect and poverty. It was not easy to make out that it was twenty-three, the figures painted on the door had become indecipherable; it was only the fact that the house on one side was numbered twenty-four and on the other twenty-two which made it clear. Before knocking, she crossed over to the other side of the road to favour it with a critical inspection; from that position of vantage she liked the look of it less than ever.

“Horrid-looking place; one can fancy that anything might be concealed behind those dingy blinds. From its appearance I should say it was empty. If there is any one inside they’ll have seen me before now, and, possibly, I shall be refused admittance. But I’ve generally found that there are more ways into a house than one. I may as well commence with an attempt at the orthodox method.”

She knocked, or, rather, she intended to knock; directly, however, she raised the knocker the door yielded in front of her. She stared at the inch or two which the door had given way with amused surprise.

“So far from being refused admission, it would seem as if I were going to get in with almost too much ease. It would be more courteous, perhaps, to announce that some one without thought of coming in, before one actually entered.” So she did knock. No reply, although the door yielded still more before the assaults of the descending knocker. She pushed the door wider open with her hand. “If there is any one in there, please may I come in?”

Still no answer. Holding the handle, she opened it wide enough to enable her to put her head round the edge and look within.

“Is there any one there?” Ocular proof assured her there was no one. Going farther in, she found herself in a dirty, stuffy, ill-furnished room. “What a very unpromising apartment! It doesn’t look as if it had ever been lived in, and certainly it hasn’t been swept or dusted for years. I suppose there is some one in the house, or that door would hardly have been left open. If you please!” She raised her voice, endeavouring to attract attention by rapping against the floor with the ferrule of her umbrella and the heel of her shoe. Again not the slightest apparent notice was taken of her proceedings or her presence. “This is odd; almost, one would say, suspicious. I suppose I haven’t come to the wrong house, and that that disreputable person who played the spy for Mr. Banner hasn’t been deceiving him? I’ve only his word to show that the place has any connection with Jack the Chemist; if it doesn’t, I shall be placing myself in a somewhat invidious position. Yet, to my mind, there’s something about the place which isn’t — holy; and which, emphatically, isn’t sweet. And why doesn’t some one come to me? I must have been heard knocking, and calling, and moving about. If you please!” She raised her voice again. “Why doesn’t some one come?”

No one did come, although she called several times.

“What am I to do, if the house is empty, as it seems, and I have no actual proof — worth calling proof — who lives here, or lodges here, or is, in any sense, the tenant? I shouldn’t think there’d be much harm, anyhow, in just walking through the rooms; at any rate, I shall.”

She did. She explored the ground floor without discovering any one, or anything which was in the least degree interesting. Then she paused at the foot of the staircase, calling again — 

“Is there any one upstairs?”

Not a sound in return. She ascended the staircase, which was narrow, and more like a ladder than like the staircases with which she was familiar. On the landing she stopped to look round. On this upper floor there were, it seemed, two rooms. The door of the one on her left was shut; that of the other, the front room, stood invitingly open. Through the open door she could see that the room seemed to be decently furnished. She advanced without hesitation, pausing on the threshold to make the usual inquiry — 

“Is any one in there?”

Once more silence was the only answer. So she moved forward through the open door into the room, and the moment she was in, the door was shut behind her. Startled by the suddenness of the action, she swung quickly round upon her heels, to find herself confronted by Cyril Wentworth. Utter surprise was the first sensation with which she saw him.

“You! You here, after all!”

If she had been better acquainted with the man’s personality, she would have known that the smile, the expression on his face, the something in his eyes, with which he greeted her, meant trouble. But the detestation with which she regarded him so absorbed her whole being, that it never occurred to her to fear him, or to associate him with danger to herself. His voice, as he answered, was soft and pleasant.

“Yes, I! I am here, after all. And may I inquire what you are doing here?”

She glanced round the room and laughed, with, in her laughter, scorn and hatred.

“So the gentleman who’s been acting as your shadow was right, after all — this is one of your haunts; and my instinct directed me along the right lines when I guessed that it was your laboratory.”

“So you have had me shadowed, have you?”

“I have had you under the closest observation for a long time now. I have been kept posted up in your goings out and your comings in. I know everything you have done, as I am going to prove to you soon, Jack the Chemist.”

“You are going to prove that to me, are you, soon? What do you call soon?”

“In a very few hours now. I am going to prove to you that my knowledge of what you have done is even greater than your own.”

“Are you? Indeed? Who are you, or what have I ever done to you, that you should go so far out of your way to make yourself objectionable to me — you, such a young, and — if you’ll forgive my saying so — such a very pretty girl?”

“Keep your compliments for others. Jack the Chemist. Avoid that form of impertinence to me — if you are capable of doing anything that a man should do.”

“I have no wish to pay you compliments, believe me. I merely wish to know with whom I am — dealing.”

Her answer was another question.

“Who is in the next room?”

“You are all curiosity in what concerns me. First of all, satisfy my curiosity in what concerns you, at least in part; then, perhaps, I’ll satisfy you.”

“Tell me who is in the next room? I hear some one moving. Is it — is it —— ?”

“Is it — who?”

“Stand away from that door; let me see for myself.”

“With pleasure.”

He moved on one side so as to give her free access to the door. She made a dash at the handle, only to find that it turned round and round in its socket, and that the door was actually opened and shut by some secret spring. She searched eagerly for something which would tell her how it acted; in vain. She turned angrily towards him.

“Tell me — at once — how this door is opened.”

He was leaning with his back against the back of an armchair, the picture of unruffled ease.

“I will tell you nothing unless you tell me something. Answer my questions, and, perhaps, I’ll answer yours. I promise you if you don’t, I won’t.”

She was searching with her eyes, not only the door, but the room. There was something on her face which seemed to hint that, for the first time, doubts were beginning to rise within her as to her own personal safety. But her tone was still imperious, her glance, unyielding.

“I ask you again to tell me how this door is opened, or to open it.”

“And I ask you again — who are you? What do you want here?” Still her eyes roved round the room with a purpose which he interpreted in a fashion of his own. “You needn’t look, you really needn’t. There’s no pistol, or other toy of that kind, with which you can play hankey-pankey tricks, as you did on the first occasion on which I had the pleasure of meeting you. There’s nothing even with which you can defend yourself against me.”

Judging from the sudden glance she gave him, it seemed possible that he had read her thoughts aright.

“So you think it’s necessary that I should have something with which to defend myself against you, do you?”

“Don’t you?”

There was a provocative air about his manner of asking the question which, instead of angering her, seemed to put her on her guard. Her bearing became almost ostentatiously indifferent; her tone matched it.

“I have not the slightest doubt that it is always necessary to be provided with a means of defence against you; so far as I’m concerned I always am.”

“Are you? Dear me! Then perhaps you’ll be so good as not to go near the window; I assure you that I’ve no intention of allowing you to find your provision for defence out in the street, in the shape of the neighbours or of the first passer-by.”

As she spoke she had moved towards the window, as if carelessly, and not with deliberate intention. He placed himself directly in her way. As their glances met she did not exactly quail, but there came into her face a quality of thoughtfulness, caution, which had not been there when she first came into the room.

“Do you imagine,” she asked, “that you can play the bully with me?”

“I not only imagine, I’m sure. You, who pretend to know so much, should be aware that I’m in the habit of playing the bully, especially with women like you.”

“Don’t indulge in heroics, my man, as if I were an appreciative audience. Did you not hear me tell you to unfasten this door?”

Turning, she took a step or two in the direction of the door. In an instant he was after her, gripping her shoulder with the hand on which had been the missing finger.

“Come here!” he said. “You move about too much, my dear; it fidgets me.”

Breaking into fury, she tried to escape his grip; but, though she exerted all the strength at her command, the attempt was unavailing; he held her fast.

“Let me loose!” she cried. “How dare you touch me! You thing! Let me loose!”

“Let you loose!” he laughed. “I’ll never let you loose again till you’ve been a good girl and told me all I want; you may lay your pretty face on that, my dear.”

Despite her struggles, putting his two arms about her, he lifted her off the ground as easily as if she were a little child, and deposited her in a huge armchair with her back to the window. While she glared, shaking with the rage which she had become suddenly aware was helpless, he stood in front of her, smiling, shaking his finger at her playfully.

“Now, if you’re a wise young lady, you’ll answer the questions which I’m about to put to you promptly, without any hesitation, truthfully, and as prettily as you can; if you’re not a wise young lady — and one so pretty ought also to be wise too — then you’ll be sorry.”

“Jack the Chemist!” she replied.


CHAPTER XXXII. MR. BANNER WAITS FOR A LADY, AND DISCOVERS SOMETHING

WHEN John Banner returned to his hotel, he found that Miss Capparoni was not yet in. After the telegram had been despatched to Professor Ehrenberg, they had come up from Hounslow, together with Messrs. Van der Gucht and Quannell. At Waterloo Station they had separated. Mr. Van der Gucht, accompanied by Mr. Quannell, had departed to make arrangements for the reception of his wife on her discharge from the Workhouse Infirmary. It had been agreed that when she was in her fresh quarters, Professor Ehrenberg should, immediately on his arrival, be taken to her, in order that he might try if he could indeed make of her the woman she once had been. When the matter of the lady’s quarters had been settled, then the travelling companions were to pay a visit to Cyril Wentworth, and obtain from him certain information of which they both were very much in want. John Banner had conducted Miss Capparoni from the station to the hotel at which they both were stopping, and had then gone off on an errand of his own. It was on his return from that errand that he had found the lady was absent.

He was disappointed. He had hoped to spend the remainder of the afternoon in the lady’s company. To find that she had gone out, leaving no message for him, was an unexpected blow. It seemed that after he had left her she had gone up to her bedroom, whence, in a few minutes, she had again descended. At the hotel door she had got into a cab which a porter had called for her. John Banner asked himself, Where could she have gone? His was a wasted afternoon — wasted, it seemed to him, almost in the very worst sense of the word. He spent it in wandering from the public rooms to the hall, and from the hall back to the public rooms. He might have done many things. Had he not been the most abstemious of men, by way of solace and occupation, he might have consumed what some might consider an unnecessary amount of liquid refreshment. He might have gone to his club and had a rubber of bridge, which he played nearly as well as he loved it. He might have paid calls, sauntered about the streets, peeped at the galleries, looked in at a concert; instead of any of which things, he wore out his patience by persistent waiting for a lady who did not come.

As the afternoon became evening, and his impatience began to feel very like anxiety, he did what he might have done at first; he inquired of the porter if he had overheard the directions which, at starting, the lady had given to the driver of her cab. Without the slightest show of hesitation the man replied that the lady had told him to direct the cabman to drive her to Waterloo Station — the local line — which he had done. This information caused Mr. Banner to feel more puzzled than ever. One travelled by the local line from Waterloo to Isleworth. Could the lady have returned to Isleworth Workhouse without vouchsafing him a word of explanation; and, if so, why? As time passed, and still she did not come, he telegraphed to the workhouse, asking if anything had been seen of her, and then fidgeted himself into a state approximating to nervous fever until the answer came — 

“Nothing seen or heard of Miss Capparoni since morning. — MELVILLE.”

Then what on earth did she go to Waterloo for if she had not gone to Isleworth? There must have been some mistake, some misunderstanding. She must have changed her mind and told the driver to take her somewhere else.

He had not dined, although it was long past dinner-time. He had anticipated a delightful tête-à-tête dinner, and perhaps an hour or two at a theatre with her afterwards; the reality was this horrible predicament. He had even gone so far as to order the repast — quite a feast — and named the hour. He kept postponing and postponing it till at last the head waiter came and told him that, if he did not have it now, he could not have it at all, since the hour for serving dinners was already past. So he had it, the feast, all alone; a melancholy feast it was! He gave instructions to omit half the dishes; dined in under fifteen minutes, glancing continually at the doorway, in front of which he had planted himself, in hopes of seeing, at last, a familiar face and form. So soon as he had finished, he tore into the hall to ask if the lady had arrived, and, by misadventure, had not been advised of the fact that he was dining. Not she; nothing had been seen of her.

What was he to do? He must do something. He could hang about that hotel no longer doing nothing. It was after ten. Wherever she had gone she ought to have returned before now, or let him know what was detaining her by wire. He felt sure that she would have done, at any rate, this latter if something had not prevented her; what could it be? He knew his lady; how she was capable of any madness — he esteemed it madness. What wild escapade had she been indulging in? Could she have been so rash as to pay another visit to Cyril Wentworth — to have again bearded the lion in his den? In that case she might have trifled with that extremely wide-awake gentleman once too often.

Staying no longer to think — thought with such a possibility to contemplate was dreadful — hurrying out into the street and into a cab, he told the driver to take him as fast as possible to Sloane Street, to learn on his arrival at Cyril Wentworth’s flat that he had come on a useless errand, in common with Mr. Van der Gucht and Mr. Quannell. Those gentlemen were standing in the hall of the mansion as he entered, conferring with the porter. They had been up to interview Mr. Wentworth, to find that he was not there to be interviewed. According to the porter, he had gone out in the morning and had not returned since. No young lady had called to see him; no one had called. Of that the porter was positive. He had been on duty since the morning; no one could have come without his knowing.

With that negative information, Mr. Banner had to be content. However, on his returning to the hotel he found that a telegram awaited him.

“Shall not return to-night. — AGNES CAPPARONI.”

It had been despatched from Dover. Dover! What was she doing there? The presumption was that she had gone in order to be the first to greet Professor Ehrenberg on his arrival. If such was the case (and there could scarcely be any other explanation) she might at least have given him a hint of her intention; but — well, it was something, it was a great deal, to know where she was, that she was safe, even if she was all those miles away from him. She might have given him an address to which he could have sent a wire in reply; he would have sent her one which would have made her laugh! However, she had not. Possibly she would reach London with the professor, in triumph, at some very matutinal hour; then — he could talk to her then.

He went to bed, as soon as he had digested the lady’s telegram, so that he might be up early to meet the boat-train. All night he tossed and tumbled, sleepless, tortured, enraptured, anguished, rejoicing — all these things because of a great discovery.

He had discovered why it was that he had suffered so much on her account that afternoon and evening. When a man learns for the first time, suddenly, that the world means to him a woman, and that that woman means to him the whole world, that is apt to be an occasion to him of some disturbance.


CHAPTER XXXIII. 23, GUNNER ROAD, WANDSWORTH

PROFESSOR EHRENBERG did not come by the early morning train. They had figured it out that the thing was just within the range of possibility; apparently, it had not been possible for him. Miss Capparoni had not come either. Mr. Banner, who had risen from a bed in which he had had no sleep, returned dejectedly enough to the hotel. There he did what he told himself he ought to have done before. He opened a telegram which had arrived the preceding afternoon addressed to “Agnes Capparoni.” As he surmised, it was from the professor, announcing that he would arrive in London that afternoon about five by the Ostend boat-train. Had he opened it before he might have saved himself a useless journey to Charing Cross Station. He told himself that if Miss Capparoni had been there to open it, she would have been of opinion that it would not have been necessary to go down to Dover until to-day. He might have enjoyed her dear society.

Messrs. Van der Gucht and Quannell called to learn if the professor had arrived. Mr. Van der Gucht had found quarters for his wife in a quiet Kensington square; he was going to take her there at once, to await the professor’s coming. He and Mr. Quannell had made another matutinal attempt to interview Cyril Wentworth, which had again failed. That gentleman had not returned to his Sloane Street rooms all night.

Professor Ehrenberg arrived at Charing Cross by the afternoon boat-train, as he had said he would. As he alighted, almost ignoring Mr. Banner, who had come to meet him, his eyes wandered in search of a lady; while, on his part, John Banner looked for a lady to follow the professor out of the carriage.

“Miss Capparoni is quite well?” were the first words with which the professor greeted Mr. Banner. John Banner stared in startled surprise.

“I had hoped to have seen her with you.”

“With me? Why with me? I give you my word I have seen nothing of her at Heidelberg.”

“But at Dover? I supposed, from her telegram, that she had gone to meet the steamer.”

The professor shook his head.

“She was not at Dover. I should have seen her if she had been on the wharf; but she was not there.”

John Banner changed colour. “Then something has happened!”

That night Mr. Banner and the professor spent for the most part in putting their heads together in endeavours to guess what had become of Miss Capparoni. Nothing further was heard from her, nor from Messrs. Van der Gucht and Quannell. Possibly some hitch had arisen which delayed the transference of Mrs. Van der Gucht from Isleworth to Kensington; but on that point the professor was not troubled.

“With that lady I will easily deal. What concerns me now is what has become of your young friend — of Miss Capparoni. After I have come so far, in such haste, it troubles me to find that she is not here, and that you do not know where she is.”

Their ignorance was to continue till the morning.

Mr. Van der Gucht and his inseparable companion appeared while they were at breakfast. Mrs. Van der Gucht was at Kensington; she had been brought there late last night. As the professor was preparing to go to her, a waiter advanced with a piece of paper in his hand; a chambermaid had found it on the mantelshelf of Miss Capparoni’s room. Since it had become a matter of common knowledge in the hotel that there was something mysterious about that young lady’s continued absence, the girl had thought it better to call attention to the scrap of paper, though in itself it seemed wholly unimportant. It was merely the back of an old envelope, on which was scribbled, in pencil, in the bold writing which John Banner knew very well was Agnes Capparoni’s—”23, Gunner Road, Wandsworth, S.W.” Mr. Banner eyed it, read it, and was about to throw it carelessly away, as being without the least significance, when he suddenly remembered what it was and what it meant. He recalled her demeanour as he had told her of how the private detective had shadowed Wentworth; her exclamation that she would see what was inside 23, Gunner Road for herself.

“That’s where she’s gone!” he cried. “And if she has; if she went there yesterday — Mr. Van der Gucht, you must excuse Professor Ehrenberg a little longer. Ehrenberg, you must come with me, if you don’t mind. I think I can take you to Miss Capparoni.”

The four men went together. Outside one of the houses in Gunner Road a little crowd was gathered. John Banner observed it with a sinking heart. It proved, however, to be outside No. 24.

“What’s the matter?” he inquired, as he jumped out of his cab. One of the bystanders explained, a trifle vaguely — 

“A chap went mad in the night.”

“Went mad in the night?”

“Lodges in this house. A chap of the name of Smith. He’s only been here a day or two. Went mad in the night, he did. They’re taking him away to the asylum.”

As the man spoke they brought an individual — presumably the “chap of the name of Smith” — out into the street. A pitiful sight he looked. The crowd gathered closer to see him consigned to the ambulance. The herculean Professor Ehrenberg pushed his way through the people as if they were not there, crying, as he went — 

“He is not mad; not at all. I know what is the matter with him! I cure him in one moment! I show you!”

An official-looking person endeavoured to interpose.

“What do you think you’re up to? Who are you? Now, out of the way; we don’t want none of your foreigner’s tricks here!”

The professor paid no attention; or, at least, he did not get out of the way as requested.

“I play no tricks! I tell you I will cure him, and in one second! See, he is cured!”

Certainly something surprising had happened to the “chap of the name of Smith,” between the front door and the ambulance. Apparently the professor had just touched his forehead with a tiny gleaming something which he held in his right hand. A shudder went all over the supposed madman — shudder after shudder. Then he stood up straight, and looked about him — in his right mind, confusion on his face, anger in his voice.

“What am I doing out here, rigged out like this? What game are you blokes up to? You wait a bit! I’ll mark you!”

“John Smith” was Mr. Johnson, late porter at the mansions in which Mr. Cyril Wentworth had his flat. The professor turned to Mr. Banner.

“We are on the track of your Cyril Wentworth. It is he who has left his mark upon our friend here!”

Johnson caught part of what the professor said.

“Cyril Wentworth! who’s talking about Cyril Wentworth? I’ve got a word to say to him!”

While the people, disposed to talk all at once, were gathering round Johnson, John Banner was knocking at the door of No. 23. Some one in the crowd called out to him — 

“It ain’t no use your a-knocking, governor. There ain’t no one in that ‘ouse; it’s empty.”

“In whose occupation is it? Does any one know?”

The same voice replied, “It’s a bloke as only comes there every now and again, a regular toff. In the photographic line, I’ve heard he is.”

John Banner said to Professor Ehrenberg, “That’s Wentworth; my informant was right, and the probabilities are that Agnes Capparoni came here yesterday and found him. I’m going to get inside if I have to break the door down.”

Old Quannell showed sudden resource, if not much respect for the rights of property.

“One need not break down the door while there is a window.”

He thrust the palm of his hand against the pane, shivering it to splinters. Some persons in the crowd cheered, others laughed. One of the officials in charge of the ambulance demanded, as an official ought to — 

“Here! What are you people doing? You can’t go breaking into houses just anyhow. We ought to have a policeman here if you’re going on like this. What authority have you got for breaking that window, and effecting a forcible entry into that house? That’s what I should like to know, and that’s what somebody will have to know!”

While the official talked, Mr. Quannell had inserted his arm through the broken pane, slipped the latch, raised the sash, and climbed over the window-sill into the house. He was followed by Banner, the professor, and Mr. Van der Gucht. When various members of the crowd showed a disposition to follow them that official intervened.

“I don’t know what title those gentlemen have to behave as they are doing; they may have lawful business inside the house for all I can tell; but I’m quite sure none of you chaps have, so, if you take my advice, you’ll stop where you are.”

The four men found Agnes Capparoni crouching on the floor in the front room upstairs. As Cyril Wentworth would have phrased it, she had been “stopped.” The professor did with her as he had done with Johnson, he “unstopped” her. In the adjoining room were Max Quannell and Wentworth’s whilom partner, Pietro Capparoni. The miracle-worker worked the same miracles with them — he restored them to their manhood. They were strange meetings, that between the father and the son, and that between the father and the daughter. In the continuity of Capparoni’s life there was a breach of years; like Rip Van Winkle, he had been awoke from a lengthy sleep. It was some time before he was brought to anything like a clear understanding of how matters really stood.


CHAPTER XXXIV. OUTSIDE THE CHURCH

THEY never caught Jack the Chemist — he escaped them. Within a few minutes of the discovery of what had been hidden in that Wandsworth house, the whole police of England was on the look-out for him. His whereabouts were easily and quickly ascertained. They learned that he had gone to church to be married; in church they found him. At that dramatic moment in the marriage service, when the ring was about to be adjusted on the bride’s finger, some one was heard to enter the building with somewhat unusual haste. The bridegroom looked round. He saw who was coming. Agnes Capparoni was one, Professor Ehrenberg was another; behind were Van der Gucht, the two Quannells — father and son — and Mr. Johnson; while in front strode certain men who, in spite of their civilian costume, were obviously policemen. He waited for them to come no further — he understood. Without a word of warning to Miss Bradley, who a moment before had been one of the happiest women in the world, slipping away from her side, he darted into the vestry, thence into the open air beyond, to find himself confronted by two more constables in uniform.

“It’s no good, Mr. Wentworth,” said one of them; “we’ve got you.”

He smiled at them. “Pardon me,” he replied, in his soft, pleasant voice and inevitable air of being completely at his ease, “I assure you you are wrong; you haven’t.”

As he spoke he reeled, and fell — dead. Between the altar-rail and that outer door he had slipped a capsule into his mouth, the contents of which had taken him beyond their reach.

Fortunately for Miss Bradley, she was still unmarried. In a very few more minutes she would have been a widow — of such a man. As it is, she remains a spinster. It is common knowledge that, in her writings, her criticisms of married life, and of all things which appertain thereto, have become more pungent even than before. Mrs. Van der Gucht — the subject of another of the professor’s miracles — has returned to Pretoria, where she at present resides with her husband. One can but hope that she is a wiser, if not a happier, woman. Professor Fentiman has also been restored to the possession of his senses, which, in his case, is a doubtful gain to society. Lettice Mason is Mrs. Dick Sharratt; she inherited her uncle’s five thousand shares in the Great Harry mine. Dr. Hurle died very soon after his nephew. Greek scholarship lost one of its finest ornaments, of a certain kind. His niece promptly turned his shares into cash.

Agnes Capparoni has, of course, become Mrs. John Banner. Her father died soon after his restoration to her — and to reason. Indeed, since he never again really enjoyed good health, and his thoughts were always with his departed wife, death came to him as a happy release. But Mr. and Mrs. Banner are as contented a couple as you could wish to meet. Professor Ehrenberg sometimes comes to see them. He is the only living person who has it in his power to become, in his turn, a spoiler of men. It is a power which he certainly will never exercise, nor will he ever again impart the secret of it to another. He says that if he had met Agnes Capparoni earlier he should have married her himself. John Banner only laughs.
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I

A WONDERFUL GIRL

As a small girl I must have been a curiosity. At least I hope so. Because if I was only an average child what a time parents, and guardians, and schoolmistresses, and those sort of persons, must have of it. To this hour I am a creature of impulse. But then — ! I did a thing; started to regret it when it was about half done; and if I ever thought at all about the advisability of doing it, it was certainly only when everything was over.

Take the case of my very fleeting association with Bradford’s Royal Theatre.

So far as I can fix it, at the time I must have been about twelve. A small, elf-like creature, with eyes which were ever so much too big for my face, and a mass of unruly, very dark brown, hair. Some people have told me that then it was black. But I doubt it. For there are those who tell me that it is black now, which I have the very best of reasons for knowing it is not. At that school they called me The Witch; in allusion, I believe, not only to my personal appearance but also to my uncanny goings-on.

The school was in a Sussex village. To that village there used to come each year a travelling theatre. It took the form of a good-sized oblong tent, which was erected in a field which was attached to the Half Moon Hotel. I imagine that the whole countryside must have patronised Bradford’s Royal Theatre, because sometimes it would stay there for two months at a time. It put in its first appearance, so far as I was concerned, during my second term at Miss Pritchard’s school. We girls were not supposed to know anything about it. But well do I remember the awe with which I used to gaze at the exceedingly dingy canvas structure as we passed it in our walks. And once when Nelly Haynes, with whom I was walking, pointing to an individual who was lounging in his shirt sleeves at the entrance to the field, observed that that was one of the principal actors — though what she knew about it I have not the faintest notion — I could not have stared at him with greater curiosity had he been the Slave of Aladdin’s Wonderful Lamp.

Even yet, when I am in the mood, I read everything in the way of print that I can lay my hand on. In that respect, also, I fear that the girl was mother to the woman. I had recently come across an article in a magazine treating of infant phenomena; I am not quite sure if the plural ought to be written with an a or an s when using the word in that particular sense; but, any way, I will leave it. How I had lighted on the magazine I cannot remember. But I rather fancy that it must have been the property of one of the governesses, who had left it lying about, and that I borrowed it without going through the form of asking leave. I know that I took it to a corner of the orchard of which we had the freedom when there was no fruit upon the trees, and that I devoured that article. It was all about precocious children. Recording how Mozart had composed masses — whatever they were! — at the age of two, or less, and how some little girl had won fame as a dancer at the age of three, or perhaps a trifle more. But in particular it told of the Infant Roscius. The story of that Wonderful Boy — he was throughout alluded to as The Wonderful Boy — set my brain in a whirl. I do not think that I have read much — if anything — about William Henry West Betty since; but I do believe that I recollect nearly all that I read then. He took London by storm when he was twelve years old; my age! the tale of my own years nearly to a tick! As Selim in Barbarossa — when one thinks of it, it must have been a wonderful part in a truly wonderful play for that Wonderful Boy! — the whole world of wit, and wealth, and fashion was at his feet. In the course of a single season he gained over seventeen thousand pounds.

Those are facts and figures for you. Especially were they facts and figures for me then. By the time I had reached the end of that article my mind was firmly resolved upon one point — that I would be an Infant Phenomenon. There should be a Wonderful Girl as well as a Wonderful Boy. It seemed clear to me that girls, of the proper type, might be made quite as attractive as boys. The mystery was that there should not have been a Wonderful Girl already. But the want should be immediately supplied.

Of course, one or two difficulties were in the way. I had never acted myself, or seen anybody else act, and knew as much about plays as about Mars. And then Betty was encouraged; while I had an inward conviction that that would not be the case with me. Under these circumstances I did not quite see, at the moment, how I was to play the principal part at Covent Garden, nor even begin to charm the world — as young Betty had done — at a theatre in Ireland. But not for one moment did I allow myself to be daunted by considerations of that kind.

I think it was the very next day — my enthusiasm lasted all through the night, which was not always the case, for I have gone to sleep intending to marry a missionary and woke up bent on being a queen of the cannibals — that Fate threw in my way the very opportunity I wanted — at Bradford’s Royal Theatre.

I imagine that it must have been pretty bad weather about that time. When it was not raining it was blowing; and when, as the Irishman said, it was doing neither, it was doing both. Climatic conditions unfavourably affected the attendance at Bradford’s Royal Theatre. I know such was the case because I heard the governesses saying so. It all comes back to me. It was after morning lessons; I was in the schoolroom writing to someone at home — in those days I was a tremendous correspondent — and some of the governesses were talking together close to where I sat. They paid no attention to the pair of large ears attached to the small person close at hand. The theme of their conversation was Bradford’s Royal Theatre, and they were expressing their fears that things had lately gone very badly with the company thereof. Two remarks stick in my memory: — that on one occasion there had only been one and ninepence taken at the door; and that at the close of a recent week there had been less than two pounds to divide among seven people. What warrant they had for their statements I cannot say. But I know that they made a vivid impression on me at the time. And when they spoke of certain individuals being in actual want, it was all I could do to refrain from showing more interest in the topic under discussion than, under the circumstances, would have been discreet.

Because, as I listened, it burst in upon me in one of those sudden flashes of illumination to which I was singularly liable that here was the very opening I wanted. Here was a chance to figure, in a double sense, as a Wonderful Girl.

On the one hand I would dower these unfortunate people with the wealth of which they stood so much in need; on the other, I would take the world by storm. At Bradford’s Royal Theatre, in the guise of a benevolent fairy, I would commence that career compared to which that of the Infant Roscius would be as nothing.

I did not stop to consider — it was not my custom. Stealing from the schoolroom, taking my hat from its peg, crossing the playground, paying no attention to the girls who spoke to me, through the gate out into the road, I marched right straight away to Bradford’s Royal Theatre.

When I think of it I hardly know whether to laugh or cry. The eager little creature that I was, with my heart swelling in my bosom, my head full of unutterable things, striding along the country road, now breaking into a run, now compelled to relax my speed for want of breath. It must have been nearly one o’clock, our dinner-time at school. I remember that I had twopence in my pocket. I fancy that at Miss Pritchard’s — my first boarding-school — my allowance was threepence a week; and as that was paid on Saturday, and I still had twopence left, it is probable that I adventured in the regions of infant phenomena upon a Monday. My way lay past a solitary shop. I got hungry as I walked — in those days I did get hungry — the presence of that shop brought the fact vividly home to me. I paused to see what might be bought. My instinct pointed to sweets. Just as I was about to follow my instinct I perceived, on a dish in the corner of the window, a German sausage — or rather, a portion of one. I thought of the hungry folk at Bradford’s Royal Theatre. My mind was made up on the instant. Into the shop I went and asked for two pennyworths of German sausage. Whoever it was that served me must have stared, for I can hardly have looked like an individual who might be expected to make a purchase of the kind. But, anyhow, I got what I desired, and with it in my hand, wrapped in a piece of newspaper, I pursued my way.

I would not only present these unfortunates with the first-fruits of my great gifts, I would furnish them with food as well.

Whether, while I was being served with that German sausage, I had time to begin to reflect, I cannot say, but I have a clear recollection that, after quitting that emporium of commerce, my steps were not marked by that enthusiasm which had originally sent me speeding like an arrow from a bow. Probably the whole distance was not more than three-quarters of a mile, and of that less than two hundred yards remained. But that two hundred yards took me longer than all the rest had done.

I was beginning — positively — to be afraid. When I reached a point at which the histrionic temple was only on the other side of the road I stood still. I was conscious of considerable reluctance to cross from the side on which I was to the side on which it was. For one thing, I was appalled by the peculiar dreariness of its appearance. I could not fancy the Infant Roscius commencing his career in that. The tent itself did look so shabby; the living waggons, which stood disconsolately together in the mud, were so much in want of painting; about the whole there was such an atmosphere of meanness, such a wealth of mire, that my heart began to sink. A small girl ran from the tent to a waggon, and from the waggon back to the tent. She struck me as being the dirtiest and most disreputable-looking creature I had ever seen. I called to her, meaning to give her that twopennyworth of German sausage and then retire, postponing the opening of my career until a future time. But either I did not call loud enough or she was in too much haste to heed. She disappeared without a glance in my direction.

The moment she was gone sudden consciousness of the shameful thing that I would do swept over me. I had come to help those poor people, and just because they evidently were so much in want of help I proposed to leave them to their fate. Was I attempting to quiet my conscience by pretending that it would be enough to present them with two pennyworths of German sausage? What — my thoughts flying back to what the governess had said — was two pennyworths of German sausage among seven? Why, I could eat it all myself — and more! Over the road I tore, clattered along the boards which formed a causeway through the thick, upstanding filth; in a flash was through the entrance and in the theatre.

Then I paused. Without, the day was dull. Inside, to my unaccustomed eyes, all at first was darkness. I have not forgotten the anguish with which I began to realise some of the details of my surroundings. It was all so dreadful — so different to anything I had expected. To begin with, there was the smell. As the merest dot I never could stand odours of any kind. Even now, whoever presents me with a bottle of scent makes of me an enemy. That smelt as if all the bad air was kept in and all the good kept out. Then it was so small; to me it perhaps appeared smaller than it actually was, because I thought that Miss Pritchard’s pupils would have filled it. And dirty, untidy, comfortless, beyond my powers of description. There was nothing on the ground to protect one’s feet from the oozing damp. If the audience sat at all I could not think. I saw nothing in the way of seats, unless they were represented by some boards which were piled upon each other at one side. At one end, raised a little from the ground, was a platform of rough planks, so small that there could hardly have been room on it for half a dozen persons standing abreast. It never occurred to me till afterwards that that was the stage. I kept wondering where the stage was. I knew that theatres had stages.

While, as they became used to the light, my keen young eyes were taking these things in, I perceived that the place had occupants. There were four men and three women. I should have put them down as the seven I had heard alluded to, had there not also been a litter of children. It was only the children who seemed to take any interest in me. They clustered round, a ragamuffin crowd, regarding me as if I were some strange beast. At last one of them exclaimed, — 

“Mother, here’s a little girl!”

The woman whom, I supposed, the child addressed, looked up from some potatoes which she was washing in a pail of water.

“Well, little girl, what is it you’re wanting?”

The place, the people, their surroundings, everything was so altogether different to the vague something I had anticipated, that, like the creature of moods I was, I seemed, all at once, to have passed from a world of fact into a world of dream. It was like one in a dream I answered, — 

“I have come to be the Infant Roscius.”

Not unnaturally the lady who was washing the potatoes failed to understand.

“What’s that?” she demanded.

I repeated my assertion.

“I have come to be the Infant Roscius.”

Other of the grown-ups roused themselves to stare at me.

“What’s she talking about?” inquired a second woman, who had a baby at her breast.

An elderly man, who was perched on the edge of the platform smoking a pipe, hazarded an explanation.

“She’s after tickets; that’s what it is she wants.”

The potato washer seemed to be brightened by the hint.

“Has your mother sent you to buy some tickets?”

I shook my head solemnly.

“I have come to act.”

“To — what?”

That my appearance, words and manner together were creating some sort of a sensation I understood. That these were ignorant people I had already — with my wonted promptitude — concluded. It seemed to me that it would be necessary to treat them as children — and dull of comprehension at that — to whom I, as a grown-up person, had to explain, in the clearest possible manner, exactly what it was that had brought me there. This I at once proceeded to do, with what I have no doubt whatever was an air of ineffable superiority.

“I am going to be a Wonderful Girl. I am nearly twelve, and Young Betty was only twelve, and he earned over seventeen thousand pounds in one season, and if I earn as much as that I will give it all to you.” I paused — to reflect. “At least I would give you a great deal of it. Of course, I should like to keep some, because a Wonderful Girl mayn’t go on long, and when I stop of course I should want to have a fortune to live upon, like Young Betty had. But still that wouldn’t matter, because there’d be plenty for seven.”

Amid my confused imaginings I had pictured the announcement of my purpose being received with wild applause. Those who heard would cast themselves at my feet, throw their arms about me, and rain tears upon my head. Not that that sort of thing would be altogether agreeable. But something of the kind would have to be put up with. When people were beside themselves with gratitude at seeing themselves snatched from the gaping jaws of feelings had to be allowed them. If, however, the persons to whom my explanation was actually addressed were beside themselves with gratitude they managed to conceal the fact with astonishing success. It struck me that they did not understand me even yet, which showed that they must be excessively dull. More stupid even than the teeny weeny tots in the first class who could not be got to see things.

The seven looked from me to each other, then back again to me. The woman with the baby repeated her former question, as if she had no sense of comprehension. I wondered if she was deaf.

“What’s she talking about?”

The man who had dropped the hint about the tickets, descending from his perch upon the platform, came sauntering in my direction. As he moved he placed his hand against his forehead.

“Barmy on the crumpet,” he observed.

What he meant I had not a notion. It moved a third woman, whose girth precluded any notion of her being on the verge of famine, to exclaim, — 

“Poor dear!”

The potato washer began to put me through an examination.

“What’s your name?”

“Molly Boyes.”

“Where d’ye live?”

“West Marden.”

“You ain’t come all the way from West Marden here?”

“I’ve come from Miss Pritchard’s school.”

The statement seemed to fill the man with illuminating light.

“Ah, that’s just what I thought! D’rectly I see her that’s just what I thought. Miss Pritchard’s — that’s the girls’ school on the Brighton road, house is inside a wall. I went there to try to get them for Uncle Tom’s Cabin. First the lady said there wasn’t to be no flogging, then that she couldn’t possibly bring her pupils if there wasn’t any chairs for them to sit up. I told Mr Biffin what she said. And he said, well there wasn’t any chairs, and there was an end of it.”

The woman with the baby interposed an observation.

“We should do better if there was chairs. It isn’t likely that the front seat people will want to sit on boards.”

The big woman proffered a reminder.

“On the front seats there’s baize.”

Which the woman with the baby spurned.

“What’s baize?”

The man addressed himself to me. He was a thin man, with iron-grey hair, and there was something about his face which made me think that though he was untidy, and I wished he would not wear such a very greasy cap, I might induce myself in time to like him. Never once did he remove his pipe from his mouth, nor his hands from his trouser pockets.

“Well, Miss Boyes, it’s a pity you should have come to act, seeing that there’s a good many of us here that does that sort of thing already. The difficulty is to get people to come and see us do it. Do you think that many of your friends would come and see you act?”

“Well, not many of my friends.”

“That, again, is unfortunate.”

“But strangers would.”

“It’s that way with you, is it? With us it’s different. We look to friends for our support. Strangers are sometimes disagreeable. What plays were you thinking of acting?”

“I don’t know any plays as yet. But I soon could.”

“Of course. That’s easy enough. Hamlet, I suppose, and that kind of thing. And what sort of part were you thinking of playing?”

“I really haven’t thought.”

“No, you wouldn’t, such a trifle being of no consequence. You weren’t thinking of playing old women?”

“Well, I don’t think I could act old women. But I might try. Young Betty acted an old man.”

“Young Betty did. Is that so? And who might young Betty be? A friend of yours? That young lady over there, her name’s Betty.”

He jerked his elbow towards the woman with the baby. I was shocked, although, having already taken their ignorance for granted, I was able to conceal my feelings with comparative ease.

“He was a boy.”

“A boy? With a name like Betty? What was his father and mother up to then?”

“His name was William Henry West Betty. He was the Infant Roscius.”

“Was he?”

“He was The Wonderful Boy. I am going to be a Wonderful Girl.”

“You’re that already. Seeing that you are a Wonderful Girl, what might have put it into your head to come here?”

“You are very poor, aren’t you?”

“Poor? That’s what you might call a leading question. We’re not rich. Who told you we were poor?”

“Didn’t you only take one and ninepence at the door one night?”

By this time general interest was being roused in our conversation. As soon as the words were out of my mouth I was aware that they had been heard with more attention than anything I yet had said. Though why that should be the case was beyond my capacity of perception.

“Only took one and ninepence at the door one night, did we? Oh! Looks as if someone had been talking. From whom might you have heard that piece of news?”

“And one week weren’t there less than two pounds to divide among seven? You could not live on that. No one could. It’s not to be done. It simply means starvation.”

I merely repeated, with all the earnestness of which I was capable, what I had heard the governesses saying. My remarks were followed by what even I felt was a significant silence. My interlocutor, bringing forward with his foot what looked like an empty egg-box, placed himself upon a corner. It creaked under his weight.

“It would seem as if somebody knows almost as much about this temple of the drama as it knows about itself. And it certainly is true that, regarded as a week’s earnings, two pounds isn’t much between seven. So you thought — ?”

“I thought I’d come and help you.”

“Come and help us? By acting?”

“If I’m going to be a Wonderful Girl — and I am going to be — it’s quite time I was beginning. Young Betty was at the height of his fame when he was twelve. So I thought I would commence by making a lot of money for you here, which would keep you all from starving; and then, of course, I shall go on to London and make the rest of my fortune there.”

“I see. Well, this bangs Banagher. Banagher it bangs.”

What he meant I could not say. But he should have been a capital actor, because not a muscle of his face moved. A man behind him laughed — stinging me as with the lash of a whip.

The big woman delivered herself of her former ejaculation.

“Poor dear!”

The potato washer remarked, — 

“Strikes me, my girl, that you’ve a good opinion of yourself.”

The grey-headed man had his eyes upon what I had in my hand.

“What might you happen to have there?”

“It’s some food which I have brought for you.”

“For me in particular, or for all the lot of us?”

“It’s for the seven.”

“The seven? I see. The seven who divided those two sovereigns.”

“Yes. It’s some German sausage. I hope you like German sausage.”

“It’s my favourite joint.”

I endeavoured to correct what I imagined to be a still further display of his ignorance.

“I don’t think that German sausage is a joint. It’s not generally looked upon as such. It’s a long, round, cold thing, off which, you know, they cut it in slices.”

I passed him the parcel, he removing — for the first time — one of his hands from his pockets for the purpose of taking it, balancing it on his open palm as if on a scale. It was a pretty grimy piece of newspaper, and was not of a size to suggest extensive contents. I became more and more conscious of its wretched smallness as, with every outward appearance of care and gravity, he slowly unwrapped it. The others gathered closer round, as if agog with curiosity. Finally there were revealed three or four attenuated slices. He held them out at arm’s length in front of them.

“For seven!”

“There isn’t much,” I managed to murmur, oppressed, all at once, by the discovery of what a dreadful little there really was. “But I had only twopence.”

“You had only twopence, so you purchased two pennyworths of German sausage — for seven.”

“Of course I’ll earn a deal of money for you besides.”

A girl came rushing into the tent behind me. The interruption was welcome, for I instinctively felt that matters had reached a point at which a diversion of any sort was to be desired. But I was far from being prepared for the proclamation which she instantly made.

“Here’s the lady come! — I’ve been and fetched her!”

To my blank astonishment there appeared — Miss Pritchard. That intelligent young woman, having a shrewd eye for a possible reward, had availed herself of the information which had been extracted from me to rush off to the school to proclaim my whereabouts, receiving, as I afterwards learnt, a shilling for her pains. Never before had I seen Miss Pritchard in such a state of agitation; and no wonder, considering the pace at which she must have torn along the road.

“Molly! — Molly Boyes, what is the meaning of this?”

The sight of her had driven me speechless. I could not have told her for everything the world contained. My interlocutory friend explained instead — in a fashion of his own.

“It’s all right, madam — everything’s quite right! Having heard that things were in a bad way with us in this temple of the drama this young lady has brought us two pennyworths of German sausage to save us from actual starvation, and has expressed her intention — I don’t quite follow that part, but so far as I can make out she’s proposing to make our fortunes by beginning to be a Wonderful Girl; which it isn’t necessary for her to begin to be, seeing as how I should say that she’s been a Wonderful Girl ever since the moment she was born.”

Of what immediately followed I have but a dim appreciation. I know that, on the instant, I was turned into a common butt — or I felt as if I was. The children pointed their fingers at me and jeered. The grown-ups were all talking at once. There was general confusion. The whole rickety tent was filled with a tumult of scorn and laughter.

Presently I was being escorted by Miss Pritchard back to school, the children standing in the middle of the road to point after me as I went. I was in an agony of shame. With that keenness of vision with which I have been dowered I perceived, as I was wont to do, too late, what an idiot I had been! What a simpleton! What a conceited, presumptuous, ignorant little wretch! How I had made of myself a mock and a show for the amusement of the company of Bradford’s Royal Theatre! I felt as if the hideous fact was written on my face — on every line of me. All I wanted was to hide, to bury myself somewhere where none might witness my distress. Although my worthy schoolmistress was walking faster than I ever saw her walk before or afterwards, I kept tugging at her hand — she was not going fast enough for me.

So soon as we reached the school she took me into her little private sitting-room, and, without removing her hat, or giving me time to take off mine, required from me an immediate explanation of my conduct. Amid my blinding sobs I gave her as full and complete an explanation as she could possibly have desired. The bump of frankness was — and is — marked on my phrenological chart as developed to an even ridiculous extent. When I have been indulging in one of my usual escapades nothing contents me but an unrestrained declaration of all the motives which impelled me to do the thing or things which I ought to have left undone.

I told her about the article in the magazine, and about what I had heard of the pitiful state of things at Bradford’s Royal Theatre, and my determination to assist them while starting on my meteoric career. And before I had gone very far, instead of scolding, she had her arm about me, and was endeavouring to soothe my sobs. She must have been a very sensitive person for a schoolmistress — though I do not know why I should say that, because I have not the least idea why schoolmistresses should not be as sensitive as anybody else, since they are human — for when I began to tell her of how I had expended my capital on the purchase of what that grey-headed man had called his “favourite joint,” she drew me quite close to her, and in the midst of my own anguish I actually felt the tears upon her cheeks. She took me on her knee, and instead of sending me to bed, or into the corner, or punishing me in any way whatever, she kissed and comforted me as if I had not been the most ridiculous child in the world. It might not have been the sort of treatment I deserved, but I loved her for it ever afterwards.

What was more, she promised not to betray me to the governesses, or to my schoolfellows, or to anyone. Though I think that she wrote and told my mother, though mother never breathed a hint of her having done anything of the sort to me. But I always thought so. It was weeks and weeks before I could bear the slightest allusion to anything “wonderful” without becoming conscious of an internal quiver. I fancy Miss Pritchard must have given instructions as to the direction our walks were to take. It was some little time before the governess led us past the site of Bradford’s Royal Theatre. When next we went that way every vestige of the “temple of the drama” had disappeared. The dingy — and odious — tent had gone.

It was with a positive gasp of satisfaction that I recognised the fact. A weight seemed lifted off my bosom, and my heart grew lighter there and then. When, the walk being over, we returned, before anyone could stop me, or had an inkling of my intention, I dashed headlong into Miss Pritchard’s private room. She was seated at the table writing.

“It’s gone!” I cried.

She must have been very quick of understanding. She did not ask me what had gone. She just put her arm about me, as she had done before, and pushed my hair from off my brow, and, I think, she laughed.


II

CUPID’S MESSENGER

I do protest that it was not altogether my fault. At least — ; but if I tell you exactly how it was you will understand what I mean.

I was fifteen. It was after I had left Miss Pritchard’s. Not that I was much wiser than I was when I was at Miss Pritchard’s. Though that was not my opinion at the time. In what I then called my judgment I was the wisest person the world had ever seen — perhaps it would be more correct to write that that was my estimate of myself as a rule. There were between-whiles when I knew better. I was at Mrs Sawyer’s — Lingfield House School — at Brighton to be finished. And a nice finish they made of me.

It was the summer term and I was romantic, I had my phases. One term I was cynical; another philosophical; a third filled with a wild despair. That one I was all for sentiment. I had been reading all manner of stuff, prose and poetry; I had even written some poems myself. As I burned them years and years ago I do not mind owning it. I was convinced that there was nothing in the world worth living for except love. Given Love — it ought to have a capital L; in my poems it always had — you had everything a reasonable being could desire. Lacking it, wealth, fame, clothes, and even chocolate creams, were as dust and ashes.

There was, that term, a governess who must have been almost as great a goose I was. I am not sure that she was quite so right in the head as she might have been. She only stayed that term. Why Mrs Sawyer ever had her is more than I can say. Her name was Frazer — Mamie Frazer. Her autograph — suggestive of a fly slipping over the paper after a visit to the inkstand — stares at me out of my birthday book at this moment. She was the most speechless person I ever encountered. So to speak, you might carry on a conversation with her for hours and she would never say a word. As a listener she was immense. By degrees her attitude so got upon your nerves that I, for one, would feel like murder.

“Say something!” I would beseech of her. “Do please say something! Don’t you know that I have been talking myself hoarse and you haven’t uttered a single word.”

She would only sigh. To a person who was fond of conversational give-and-take it was trying.

And the name of the girl who shared my bedroom was Travers — Hester — generally known as Hetty — Travers. She was, well, she is one of my dearest friends at this hour, and she may see this, so I don’t want to say anything to hurt her feelings, but she certainly was a mischievous imp. Mischief brimmed out of her finger-tips. And the point was that she had such an excessively demure air that you never had the faintest notion that she was that kind of person till the truth was forced upon you. Even then you gave her the benefit of the doubt; or you tried to — at least I did — until it was obviously absurd to attempt to do so any longer since there was no doubt. Reverence! she did not know what it was. She had not a mite of respect for me, though I was a good three months her senior. She used to make fun of all the varying things I held most sacred — that is, while the mood was on me.

That inveterate habit of hers ought to have made me suspect her. But I was ever a Una for innocence. She was always taking me in. She had an insidious way about her which would take in anybody.

One night we were going to bed. I had one stocking off, and was wondering how the holes did get into the toes; I used to bribe other girls to do my darning. It cost me frightful sums. We were talking about other people’s peculiarities, as was our agreeable custom.

“You know Miss Frazer told me to walk with her when she took us out to-night. I kept talking to her all the time, and yet the whole way there and back she never spoke a word. I believe she’s going mad.”

“I shouldn’t wonder.”

Hetty was doing her hair. I was wishing she would make haste, because she was using the only glass we had, and it seemed to me that she never would have done with it. What discussions we had about that looking-glass! We took it in turns to use it first, and whoever had first turn used to hang on to it as if it was the Koh-i-noor. Something struck me in her tone.

“Why shouldn’t you wonder?”

“I shouldn’t.” This was cryptic. But I was aware that it was advisable to give her a little rope. So I held my peace and found another hole. And presently she added, “When a woman’s heart is breaking she sometimes does go mad.”

“Hetty!”

I had been giving utterance to my sentiments on the subject of the importance which love plays in human lives; I think I got them from Byron. Hetty had been scoffing. I suspected her of paraphrasing my words with mischievous intention. But it seemed that she was actually in earnest.

“You talk about love wrecking people’s lives, as if you know anything at all about it; I saw that paper-covered Byron in your workbox — and you can’t see what’s taking place underneath your very eyes.”

“Hetty, what do you mean?”

“Poor Miss Frazer!”

She sighed, actually. Or she emitted a sound which appeared to me to be a sigh. A light dawned on me.

“You don’t mean — you don’t mean that you think that she’s in love?”

Miss Frazer was short, square, and squat. Sandy-haired, with not much of that. Short-sighted, her spectacles would not keep straight owing to the absence of a bridge on her abbreviated nose. Freckled, you might have been able to stick a pin between some of the freckles, but I doubt it. To me, then, she seemed ancient; but I suppose she was about forty. And, considering her general appearance and style of figure, she had a most unfortunate fondness for Scotch plaids. Up to that moment my sentimentalism had been all theory. I had not associated the tender passion with Miss Frazer. It was left for Hetty to direct my theoretical sympathy into a practical channel.

“Do I think? No, I do not think.”

“Do you know that she’s in love?”

“I know nothing. I want to know nothing. I will know nothing. But with you, who are always talking, it is different.”

“Hetty, if you don’t tell me what you mean, I — I — I’ll throw my shoe at you.”

“Throw away. You never hit anything you aimed at yet.” She went on calmly brushing her hair, as if she had not made me all over pins and needles. Presently she gave utterance to an observation which was Sphinx-like in its mystery: “A Frenchman thinks no more of breaking an Englishwoman’s heart than — than of eating his breakfast.”

“Hetty! what do you mean?”

“Ask Monsieur Doumer.”

Monsieur Doumer! Ask Monsieur Doumer! Why, M. Doumer was our French master, as unromantic-looking an example of the one sex as Miss Frazer was of the other. He was immensely stout, perfectly bald-headed, with cheeks and skin which looked as if they were covered with iron-mould, because he never shaved them. That anything feminine could regard with equanimity the prospect of being brought within measurable distance of that scrubby countenance did seem incredible. And yet here was Hetty hinting.

“Do you mean to say that Miss Frazer’s in love with M. Doumer?”

“You say yourself that she seems to be going mad.”

“Yes; but I don’t quite see what that has to do with it.”

“Not when a woman’s being trampled on?”

“Trampled on? Really, Hetty, I do wish you would say straight out what it is you’re driving at. You can’t be suggesting that M. Doumer has been literally trampling on Miss Frazer, because, since he weighs about two tons, she’d have been killed upon the spot.”

“There are more ways of killing a pig than one.”

“You are mysterious. I daresay you think it’s clever, but I think it’s stupid.”

“Are there not more ways of killing a pig than one?”

“I daresay there may be; but I don’t see what that has to do with Miss Frazer.”

“I don’t say that it has anything to do with Miss Frazer. But, as I began by observing, when you consider how every Frenchman considers himself entitled to treat an Englishwoman exactly as he pleases, and perceive where Miss Frazer is plainly drifting, I should have thought you would have been able to see something for yourself.” She seemed to me to be more mysterious than ever. “Perhaps,” she added, as if by an afterthought, “if someone were to take him to task, and give him to understand that an Englishwoman is not a football for anyone to kick about, matters might be brought to wear a different aspect. But no doubt, as she is alone and unprotected, he knows that there is nothing of that kind to be feared. Because, of course, no one is going to play Don Quixote for a freckled Scotchwoman.”

“I don’t see why not. I should have thought that the fact of her being alone and — and not good-looking — would have made anyone with a grain of chivalry in them stand up for her all the more on that account.”

“It looks like it! When you yourself just said that she is going mad because of the way she has been treated.”

I had not said that or anything of the kind. I was trying to think of what I had said when the door opened and Miss Frazer herself came in. She had her watch in her hand, at which she was pointing an accusatory finger. I do not know what time it was — she did not give us a chance to see — but I expect it was later than we had supposed, because, taking the candle off the dressing-table, she marched straight out of the room with it without a word, and left us in total darkness.

“Well,” I exclaimed, “this is pleasant. I’m not undressed, you’ve had the looking-glass all the time, and I haven’t done a single thing to my hair, and I never can do anything to it in the dark.”

“When a woman is in the state of mind in which she is, those who have to do with her have to put up with her. Don’t blame her. Don’t even think hard things of her. Try sometimes to practise, what you preach.”

What Hetty Travers meant I again had not the faintest notion. She certainly had no right to hint such things of me. It seemed impossible that the mere contemplation of Miss Frazer’s doleful plight could have moved her to tears; but while I fumbled with my hair in my indignant efforts to do it up in one decent plait in the darkness she did make some extraordinary noises, which might have been stifled sobs.

The following morning, during recreation, when I went into the schoolroom to get a book which I had left, I found Miss Frazer crouching over her desk, not only what I should call crying, but positively bellowing into her pocket-handkerchief. I stared at her in astonishment.

“Miss Frazer! What is the matter?” She bellowed on. A thought occurred to me. “Has — has anyone been treating you badly?”

Since she was so taciturn when calm, I expected her to be dumb when torn by her emotions. But I was mistaken. Taking her handkerchief from before her streaming eyes — her spectacles lay on the top of the desk, and I noticed how comical she looked without them — she spluttered out, — 

“I’m the worst treated woman in the whole world!”

“Someone has been making you unhappy?”

“Cruelly, wickedly unhappy!”

“But have you no one to whom you can go for advice and assistance?”

“Not a single creature! Not a living soul! I am helpless! It is because I am helpless that I am trampled on.”

Trampled on? I recalled Hetty’s words. So she had been trampled on. Was being trampled on at that very moment. My blood, as usual, began to boil. Here was still another forlorn woman who had fallen a helpless victim to what Lord Byron called the “divine fever.” And so a Frenchman did think that he could kick an Englishwoman about as if she were a football! I jumped at my conclusions with an ease and a rapidity which set all my pulses glowing.

“Do you think that it would make any difference if anyone spoke for you?”

“It must make a difference; it must! It is impossible that it should not make a difference! But who is there who would speak for me? Not one being on the earth!”

Was there not? There she was mistaken, as she should see. But I did not tell her so. Indeed, she must have thought me also lacking in that rare human sympathy, the absence of which she mourned in others, because I hurried out of the schoolroom without another word. To be entirely frank, I was more than half afraid. Unattractive enough in her normal condition, she was absolutely repulsive in her woe. Had I dared I would have advised her, strongly, never under any circumstances to cry. But had I done so I might have wounded her sensitive nature still more deeply. She might have started boohooing with still greater vehemence. Then what would she have looked like? And what would have happened to me?

Mrs Sawyer had instructed me to go into town to get a particular kind of drawing block for the drawing class which was to take place that afternoon. I knew where M. Doumer lived. When a newcomer appeared in his class it was his custom to present her — with an original article in bows which we irreverently described as the “Doumer twiddle” — with his card, in the corner of which was printed his address, so that the place of his habitation was known to all of us. It was close to the shop where they sold the drawing blocks. In returning one needed to go scarcely out of one’s way at all to pass his house. I made it my business to pass his house. And when I reached it I marched straight up to the door, and I knocked.

The door was opened by a nondescript-looking person whom I took for the landlady. There was a card in the window— “Apartments To Let” — so I immediately concluded that M. Doumer lived in lodgings and that this was the person who kept them. She was a small, thin, hungry, acidulated female, who struck me as being an old maid of the most pronounced type. I have a fatal facility for drawing instant definite deductions from altogether insufficient premises which will one of these days land me goodness alone knows where.

“I wish to see M. Doumer.”

She led me into the room on the left, in the window of which appeared the legend about apartments.

“M. Doumer is out. Is it anything which I can say to him?”

It struck me, even in the midst of the boiling-over state of mind in which I was, that she might have informed me that the man was out before taking me into the house. But I was in much too explosive a condition to allow a trifle of that sort to deter me from letting off some of my steam.

“Will you please ask him what he means by the way in which he has behaved to Miss Frazer?”

To judge from the way in which she looked at me I might have said something extraordinary. She had rather nut-cracker jaws, and all at once her mouth went in such a way that one felt sure there must have been a click. And she did look at me.

“I don’t understand,” she said.

“I don’t understand either. That’s why I want M. Doumer to explain. He has been trampling on Miss Frazer, and broken her heart, so that she’s crying her eyes out.”

The landlady person had not quite closed the door when showing me into the room, but had remained standing with her back to it, holding the handle in her hand. Now she turned right round, carefully shut it fast, and moved two or three steps towards me. There was something in her behaviour which, in a person in her position, I thought odd.

“Who are you?”

She asked the question in an exceedingly inquisitorial sort of way. I held up my chin as high as I could in the air.

“I am Molly Boyes.”

“Molly Boyes?” She seemed to be searching in her mind for something with which to associate the name. “I don’t remember to have heard of you.”

“Perhaps not. I shouldn’t think it likely that you had. I don’t suppose that M. Doumer talks to everyone about all of his pupils.”

“Are you one of his pupils?

“I am. I am at Lingfield House School, and I have been in his French class for now going on for four terms.”

“And who’s Miss — What’s-her-name? Is she another of the pupils?”

“Miss Frazer is one of our governesses; and if he thinks that because she is an Englishwoman he can use her as if she were a football he’s mistaken.”

“Use her as if she were a football? What do you mean? What’s he been doing to her?”

“He’s broken her heart, that’s what he’s been doing to her. And when I came away just now she was crying so that if someone doesn’t stop her soon I know she’ll do herself an injury.”

The landlady person made a noise with her nose which I should describe as a sniff. She straightened herself up as if she were trying to add another three or four inches to her stature, which would not have made her very tall even if she had succeeded.

“I thought as much. I have suspected it for months. But I am not one to speak unless I know. The man’s a regular Bluebeard.”

“A regular Bluebeard! — M. Doumer!”

“A complete Don Juan. I have long been convinced of it. He fascinates every woman he comes across. But he doesn’t care.”

The idea of calling that barrel-shaped monster, with his shining yellow head and scrubbing-brush physiognomy, a “complete Don Juan” so filled me with astonishment that for a second or two I could only look my feelings.

“M. Doumer is not like my idea of Don Juan in the very least.”

“Indeed! And pray what do you know about Don Juan? A chit of your age! At my time of life I suppose I may be allowed to know something of what I’m talking about, and I tell you that I’m persuaded that he breaks hearts like walnuts.”

“But — he’s so ugly!”

“Ugly! Maximilian Doumer ugly! Misguided girl! But it’s not becoming that I should discuss such subjects with a mere child like you. I know what I know. But it is none the less my duty on that account to see that he trifles with no woman’s affections. And as his wife my duty shall be done.”

When she said that I do believe the blood nearly froze in my veins. I am sure it turned cold, because I know I shivered from head to foot. His wife? She said his wife. And all the time I had been taking her for his landlady and an old maid, and had been calling M. Doumer ugly, and accusing him to her face of breaking Miss Frazer’s heart. I do not know why, but I had never imagined for a single moment that he could be anything but a bachelor. We girls at Mrs Sawyer’s had always taken it for granted that he was. At least, the general impression on my mind was that we had. The horror of the situation deprived me of the use of the tiny scrap of sense which I possessed. My own impulse was to run for it. But it was far from being Madame Doumer’s intention that I should do anything of the kind. And though I think that she was in every respect smaller than I was, I am convinced that I never encountered a person of whom I all at once felt so much afraid. I stammered out something.

“I — I’m afraid I must go.”

I made a faltering movement towards the door. She simply placed herself in my way and crushed me.

“You must what?”

“I — I shall be late for dinner.”

“Then you will be late for dinner. You will not quit this apartment until M. Doumer returns. Not that that will necessitate your being detained long, because here he is.”

I had been desirous of seeing M. Doumer, even anxious. In order to do so I had gone a good deal out of my way, and behaved in a characteristically considerate manner. But so far as I could judge, amid the rush of very curious sensations with which I was struggling, on a sudden, the entire situation had changed. It was far from being my wish to have an interview with him at that particular moment. Quite the contrary. I really do not know what I would not have given — certainly all the remainder of that term’s pocket-money! — to have escaped such an encounter. Picture, therefore, my sensations when I heard the garden gate slam, the front door open, a heavy footstep enter the hall, and, on Madame Doumer opening the sitting-room door, perceived her husband standing without.

“Here is someone who wants to see you.”

The lady’s tone was sour as sour could be, and what she said was perfectly untrue. I could have wanted nothing less. I should have been only too glad to have been able to disappear up the chimney on a broomstick, or on nothing at all, if I could only have got out of that room. In came M. Doumer, all smiles and smirks, looking to me more shiny-headed and scrubbing-brush faced than ever.

“Ah! — it is Miss Boyes! — Sarah” — he addressed his wife as Sarah, and she looked it— “this is one of my charming pupils at Lingfield House School.”

“So she’s not an impostor. That’s something.” The insinuation made my cheeks flame. “You appear to have a number of charming pupils, M. Doumer. Is Miss Frazer one of them?”

“Miss Frazer? Who is Miss Frazer?” He turned to me. “Is that the young lady who joined the class a week or two ago? I have forgotten her name.”

I was tongue-tied. A conviction was stealing over me that the whole thing was a hideous mistake, that I had been making a spectacle of myself on an unusually handsome scale. The tone in which he put his question was sincerity itself. It was impossible to suspect him of an intention to deceive. At least I should have thought so, though it pleased his wife, apparently, to think otherwise.

“It is odd that you should have forgotten the name of the woman whose heart you have broken.”

“Whose heart I have broken?”

“Though perhaps that is because it has become such a frequent custom of yours to trample your victims under foot that one more or less is hardly worth your noticing.”

“My dear, I do not understand.”

He evidently did not. He looked from one to the other of us as if struck by a sudden foreboding that there was trouble in the air. Such a comical-looking distress came over his peculiar physiognomy that I positively began to feel sorry for him.

“Still, considering that a short time ago she was crying to such a degree that it was feared that she might do herself an injury — all because of you! — it does seem strange that you cannot even remember her name.”

He held out his hands in front of him in the funny way we knew so well.

“My dear, of what are you talking? I wish that you would explain.”

“It seems that that is what she wants you to do. She has sent this insignificant child to demand an explanation.”

He turned to me.

“She has sent you? Who has sent you? Miss Frazer? — who is Miss Frazer?”

“She’s one of the governesses.”

“One of the governesses? — which of the governesses?”

“So there are several. It is to be hoped that you haven’t broken the hearts of the entire staff. It is plain that you know them all.”

“My dear, I have to meet these ladies in the performance of my duties.”

I thrust in my oar.

“M. Doumer, I’ve made a mistake, I know I’ve made a mistake — I’m sure of it. I’ve been very silly. Madame Doumer, I’m quite sure I’ve made a mistake; please do let me go.”

“So that’s the tone you take on now. It was a different one at first. I can see as far through a brick wall as most people, and I rather fancy that there may be a brick wall here. Perhaps you expected to see M. Doumer alone.”

“I did; I thought he was a bachelor.”

“Oh-h! — now I begin to see. You thought he was a bachelor. I suppose, M. Doumer, that that is because you have always behaved as a bachelor. In your profession it is so easy. And with your natural advantages, so much more agreeable.”

“I tell you, Madame Doumer, it’s a mistake. It’s all my fault. I have been silly. I am so sorry, I beg your pardon and M. Doumer’s too. Please forgive me! — and let me go!”

“Oh, you shall go. And I’m as sure as you are that there’s a mistake — somewhere. Exactly where I intend to ascertain. So M. Doumer and I will go with you. I will request to be introduced to this Miss Frazer, and M. Doumer shall make the explanation you require before her face. Then we shall know precisely where the mistake has lain.”

The prospect of such a climax to my adventure as her words suggested appalled me into something approaching a fury. I made a little rush at her.

“You sha’n’t keep me! — I will go!”

She looked me straight in the face. Then she moved towards me. As she advanced I retreated. I found the little woman very terrible. M. Doumer tried his hand at expostulation.

“My dear, you do not know what you talk about. If you do not take care you will do mischief — great mischief I do not know what silly tale Miss Boyes has been telling you, but there is not a word of truth in it, whatever it is.” He seemed to have a way of taking certain things for granted which was nice for me! “You must not listen to the talk of silly girls — never! never!”

He waved his hand as if he were dismissing the matter finally as being unworthy anyone’s consideration. His wife, however, regarded neither his words nor his gestures. She spoke to him as if it were hers to command and his to obey.

“Go upstairs and get my hat, my coat, my gloves and my umbrella; and be quick about it. I have no intention of quitting this apartment until this young person quits it with me. Nor do I propose to leave you two together to arrange an explanation of the mistake between you and to hatch plots behind my back. Did you hear what I told you to get me?”

He did hear; and he obeyed. Some faint attempt at remonstrance he ventured on. But he might as well have spoken to a wooden image. Though it certainly is true that a figure of that description would not have been quite so dictatorial. She opened the door, she pointed through it with her fingers. Shrugging his shoulders, with an air of piteous resignation he went in the direction in which the finger pointed. During his absence not a word was spoken, his wife contenting herself with looking me up and down in a way I never was looked at either before or since. I felt as if I were momentarily dwindling in size. She called out to him.

“How long are you going to be up there?”

“Coming, my dear, coming!”

And he came.

A delightful walk we had, three abreast. The lady was in the centre, her husband on the left, I on the right. She treated us as if we were prisoners. I am sure I felt like one. Every now and then M. Doumer endeavoured to induce his wife to listen to a word or two of what he considered reason. She snapped him into silence. In vain he tried to make her realise the indignity of the situation into which she was thrusting both of us. Not a syllable would she have of it. Forced into speechlessness, he hinted at what was taking place within him by a variety of odd little gestures which, had I not been so conscious of my own ignominy, would have made me laugh outright in the street.

We reached Lingfield House. Madame made Monsieur knock at the door. But when it was opened it was she who inquired if Mrs Sawyer was in. It is my impression that he would have turned tail even at the last moment had she not insisted on his entering first, with me next, while she herself brought up the rear. We were shown into a sitting-room, where presently Mrs Sawyer appeared. M. Doumer, who had been fidgeting about like a cat on hot bricks, at once burst into speech.

“Mrs Sawyer, will you permit me to explain to you that I do not know—”

His wife cut short his flow of eloquence.

“M. Doumer, I will say all that is necessary. I am Madame Doumer, the wife of M. Doumer.” Mrs Sawyer bowed. “Have you a person here of the name of Frazer?”

“Miss Frazer? Certainly, she is one of my governesses.” Mrs Sawyer turned to me. “Molly, we have begun dinner without you. Where have you been?”

I essayed to explain, though I do not know what sort of explanation I should have offered. But Madame Doumer was acting as explainer-in-chief.

“She has been to visit M. Doumer. It is on that account that I am here; very much on that account. May I ask you to request Miss Frazer to favour us with her company? It is indispensable that what has to be said should be said in Miss Frazer’s presence.”

“I don’t understand,” began Mrs Sawyer.

She did look puzzled. And no wonder. M. Doumer interrupted.

“My dear, once more I beg of you to permit me to say—”

But his wife would not.

“Silence, sir! If you will be so good as to request Miss Frazer to come into this room I will endeavour to make myself as plain as the extremely peculiar circumstances will permit.”

The end of it was that Miss Frazer was requested to come, and she came. She evidently had not a notion why she had been sent for. She gazed at us like a startled sheep. Mrs Sawyer introduced her.

“This is Miss Frazer. Miss Frazer, this is Madame Doumer. It appears that she has something which she wishes to say to you.”

Miss Frazer looked more sheep-like than before; Madame Doumer could not have regarded her as a dangerous rival. But her manner could not have been more acid if Miss Frazer had been a queen of beauty.

“It is not my intention to give offence, therefore I trust that no offence will be taken. But it is my duty, as a woman, to invite you to state, publicly, what grounds you have for the assertion that M. Doumer has broken your heart.”

“Broken my heart!”

Instantly Miss Frazer was all of a fluster, which was not surprising.

“And, also, why you charge him with trampling on you.”

“Trampling on me? Why, I have never spoken to M. Doumer!”

M. Doumer was promptly in the breach.

“There, my dear — you hear! What did I say to you? What did I say? I have never spoken to this lady in my life — nor she to me! So far as I recollect I have not had the pleasure of seeing her before.”

“Then what do you mean?” This question was addressed to me. I was beginning to ask myself what I could have meant. Oh, my feelings! “What do you mean by coming and telling me that this person was crying as if she would do herself an injury because of the way in which she had been treated by M. Doumer? And by saying that she had sent you to demand from him an explanation?”

“I did not say that she had sent me, I did not say it! And you were crying, Miss Frazer, you know you were!”

“Crying?”

“You know that I came and found you crying in the schoolroom.”

She began to cry again then and there. As for me, I was swimming in tears already.

“I know that I was crying, but it wasn’t because of that.”

Mrs Sawyer interposed.

“Gently, Miss Frazer. Perhaps, if we keep cool, by degrees we shall begin to understand what this is all about. Can you tell us what you were crying about when this impulsive young lady intruded on your grief?”

“I was crying because of what you said to me.”

“Because of what I said to you?”

It was Mrs Sawyer’s turn to look bewildered.

“You said that you didn’t wish me to wear plaids, not even my own plaid, and — I’m — a — Frazer!”

Exactly what happened afterwards I do not know. Mrs Sawyer bundled me out of the room and up to my bedroom. And well I deserved it. And more besides.

I threw myself on to the bed in a passion of sobs, though I could not pretend to emulate the boo-hooing I had left Miss Frazer indulging in downstairs. What an imbecile I was to suppose that she was bellowing like a bull calf because of the injury M. Doumer had wrought her virgin heart, when all the time it was because Mrs Sawyer had ventured to suggest that she did not think plaids were altogether suited to her style of figure, and that, in particular, the one to which she was partial was a trifle obvious. What a Frazer she must have been! And how devoted to the Frazer plaid!

I could have beaten myself. I was wild with everyone — with Madame Doumer, with Miss Frazer, and, last but not least, with Hetty Travers, that I should have allowed her to delude me into believing that unrequited love was driving Miss Frazer mad, and that it would be playing a chivalrous part to take that deceitful Frenchman to task. When, as soon as she had swallowed her dinner, Hetty stole up to learn what had become of me, I stormed at her like some wild thing. When she understood what I had been doing, instead of exhibiting penitence, or the least scrap of sympathy, she burst into peal after peal of laughter. I could have shaken her. But she had such a way about her, and could be so lovely when she chose, that, by degrees, I forgave her, though I never meant to. That tale was told. Everybody in the place had it off by heart within four-and-twenty hours. I believe that Miss Frazer blurted it out to one or two of them; it seemed that she could talk when she was not wanted to. And, of course, they told everybody else. I never heard the last of it while I was at Lingfield House. Mrs Sawyer merely remarked, with that dry smile which was peculiar to her, that she had always found young ladies difficult creatures to manage, but that I certainly did seem to be a curiosity even among girls.

And when I look back, and go hot all over — as I do when I recall that adventure to this hour — I really am disposed to think I must have been.


III

THE OGRE

Mother died while sitting in her chair writing to me. It was tea-time, and she did not come, so Con went to see what she was doing. She was leaning over her writing-table, and as she did not seem to have noticed his coming in — though I am sure that he made noise enough, because he always did — he called out to her.

“Mother! tea’s on the table!”

Then, as she neither moved nor answered, he ran forward and put his hand upon her shoulder.

“Mother!”

When he found how still she was, and how unresponsive to his touch, he rushed off, frightened half out of his wits.

Then they all trooped into the room and found that she was dead. She had a pen in her hand, and a sheet of paper in front of her, and had begun the first line of a letter to me— “My dear Molly.” Death must have come upon her as she was writing my name, for there is a blot at the end of it, as if her pen had jabbed into the paper. No one knew what she was going to say to me, or ever will. It was just her weekly letter — she wrote to me each Monday. And I expect she was just going to tell me the home news: what Nora had been doing, and what mischief the boys had been in, and beg me to be a good girl and think before I did things sometimes, and keep my stockings darned; those stockings were almost as great a trouble to her as they were to me. Not a creature had a notion that she was ailing. Indeed she was not. She was in good spirits — mother always was in good spirits! — and in perfect health half-an-hour before. It seemed that something extraordinary must have happened to her heart, which no one could have expected. Death must have come upon her in an instant. She must have gone before she had the least idea of what was going to happen. When she got to heaven how grieved she must have been to think that she had been compelled to leave us all without a word.

Never shall I forget receiving the telegram at Mrs Sawyer’s. We were just going to bed, and the last train was nearly due to start. But I rushed off to catch it; and Mrs Sawyer went with me. She bought my ticket and sent a telegram to let them know that I was coming. At the other end I had a drive of nearly six miles. It seemed the middle of the night when I got home.

The state the house was in! And the children! They were in much more need of help than mother was. She was calm enough. When I first saw her I could not believe that she was dead. I thought that she was sleeping, and dreaming one of those happy dreams which, she used to tell us, she liked to dream. On her face was the smile with which she always greeted me. She always did look happy, mother did; but I never saw her look happier than when she was lying dead.

But the children! They were half beside themselves. It was dreadful; the boys especially. We could not get Con away from the bed on which mother lay. And Dick, great fellow though he was, was almost as bad. The whole house was topsy-turvy. Nobody knew what to do; everybody seemed to have lost their wits.

That is how it was the Ogre came on the scene. Of course his name was not the Ogre. It was Miller — Stephen Miller. But it was not very long before we only knew him as the Ogre among ourselves. He was not very tall, but he was big; at least, he seemed big to us. He had a loud voice, and a loud way about him generally. We liked neither his looks nor his manners — nor had mother liked them either. But at the beginning I do not know what we should have done without him. That is, I did not know then what we should have done. Though I am inclined to think now that if we had been left to ourselves, and been forced to act, we should have done as well, if not better. Yet one must confess that at the very beginning he was a help, though a comfort one never could have called him.

He was our nearest neighbour. His house was about half a mile down the lane. It was only a cottage. He inhabited it with a dreadful drunken old woman as his only servant. It was said that he could get no one else to stop in the house. He himself was not a teetotaller, and his general character was pretty bad. He seemed to have enough money to live on, because he did nothing except go about with a lot of dogs at his heels. In the charitable way which children have of talking we used to say that he was hiding from the law, and would speculate as to the nature of the crime of which he had been guilty. When he first came he tried to cultivate mamma’s acquaintance, but she would have nothing to do with him, and would scarcely recognise him when she met him in the lane. I once heard Dick speak of him as an “unmannerly ruffian”; but I never knew why. And as Dick, like his sister Molly, sometimes said stronger things than the occasion warranted, I did not pay much heed.

The morning after mother’s death he came marching into the house to ask if he could be of any assistance. No one, so far as I could ever gather, said either yes or no, which shows the condition we were in. He seems to have taken our consent for granted — to such an extent that he at once took into his hands the entire management of everything. He managed the inquest — for that I was grateful. Oh, that dreadful inquest! He also managed the funeral; for his services in that direction my gratitude assumed a mitigated form. Although the world was still upside down, and everything seemed happening in a land of topsy-turvydom, I yet was conscious that a good deal took place at mother’s funeral which I would rather had not have taken place. For one thing I felt sure that a great quantity of money was being spent on it, much more than need have been. A number of people were invited who had not the slightest right to be present, so that we children were almost lost amid a crowd of strangers. In spite of the dreadful trouble I was in it made me burn when I saw them. Many of them were people whom mother would never have allowed to enter the house. Then there was an excessive amount of eating and drinking, especially drinking. Some time after we had returned from the grave I went into the hall and there were rows of bottles stacked against the wall. A lot of people seemed to be in the drawing and dining-rooms, who were talking at the top of their voices. I could not go in to see what it meant then — but I could guess.

But the trouble really began after the funeral was over.

We children were in such a strange position. So far as we knew, except mother we had not a relation in the world. There certainly were none with whom we were in communication. I had always fancied, from what mother said, that she and father were married without the approval of their relatives. I did not know if it was father’s or mother’s side which objected, but I felt sure it was one or the other. And I thought it was just possible that it was both. I believe that, when father died, mother was not nicely treated. This hurt her pride, because, though she was such a darling, and so sweet, and beautiful, and clever, and true, and tender, she was proud, as she had every right to be. And I think, because they were so unkind, she took us straight off to that Sussex village, miles and miles away from everyone, and bought The Chase. Con was a baby when father died, and now he was nearly eleven, so we must have been there quite nine years. And during all that time I do not think we ever had a visitor. This may sound incredible, but I do not remember one. Not that people were unfriendly. But then there were so few people thereabouts. And those who were there mother did not seem to care for. They were either country folk, villagers, farmers, and that sort of thing, or else they were very rich people, who were scattered here and there. I know they called; but I also know that mother did not encourage their advances. She used to tell us, laughingly, that she had six children, and that they were society enough for her.

But the consequence was that when she was gone we knew nothing about anything. We did not know who or where she got her money from, or what money she had. In two months I should be sixteen. That was to be my last term at school. And it is my belief that it was her intention, when I left school for good, to tell me everything, or at least as much as it was desirable that I should know. But if such was her intention she had gone before she had a chance of putting it into execution, or of dropping a hint, or even saying a word. And there we were, as ignorant and as helpless a family as ever was seen upon this earth.

It was under these circumstances that the Ogre showed a disposition to take entire control as if everything about the place — we included — belonged to him. Already there had not been wanting signs that the entire establishment more than sufficiently appreciated the change which had taken place. One of the chief difficulties with which mother had had to contend had been servants. In that remote part of the world it was almost impossible to get them. And sometimes when they were got they were hardly worth house-room. At the time mother died there were five — cook and two housemaids, a coachman, who was also gardener because his duties as coachman did not occupy anything like the whole of his time, and an odd lad, who was supposed to do whatever he was asked to do. The cook was a new one — she had come since my last holidays. On the day of mother’s funeral she was intoxicated; she had indulged too freely in the refreshments which Mr Miller had so liberally ordered. So it may be imagined what sort of character she must have been. The next morning the housemaid, who had been with us longest, came and told me that she could not continue in a house in which there was no mistress. When I mildly suggested that I was the mistress now she remarked, quite frankly, that she could not think of taking her orders from me. Mr Miller, who had been standing at the morning-room door, listening, called her in to him. The details of what took place between them I never learned. But that afternoon she took herself off without another word to me. When, after she had gone, I went into mother’s room, I found that all sorts of things were missing. I feared that Mary Sharp had taken them, and that that was the real explanation of her anxiety to depart. It made me conscious of such an added sense of misery, the feeling that henceforward we were going to be taken advantage of by everyone.

But the Ogre was the thorn in our sides. The day after Mary left we held a council of war in Dick’s bedroom.

“I’m not going to stand this sort of thing,” Dick announced. “And the sooner that beggar downstairs is brought to understand as much the better. Why, he’s messing about with mother’s papers at this very moment.”

“A punch on the nose would do him good,” declared Jack. He is one of the twins.

“A sound licking wouldn’t do him any harm,” added Jim. He is the other twin.

“He’ll get both if he doesn’t take care.”

Dick drew himself up as straight as a dart. Although he was only fifteen he was five feet eight inches high, and as strong as anything — and so good-looking.

“But surely mother must have left a will. There must be something to tell us what is going to happen.”

That was what I said. Dick took up my words at once.

“That point shall soon be settled. We’ll go down and tackle the beggar right away.”

Off we trooped to interview the Ogre in a body. He was in the morning-room — mother’s own particular apartment. Outside the door we might have hesitated, but it was only for a moment. In strode Dick, and in we all went after him. The Ogre seemed surprised and not too pleased to see us. A bottle and a glass were on the table; both of those articles seemed to be his inseparable companions. One of his horrid dogs, which had been lying on the hearth-rug, came and sniffed at us as if we were the intruders. The whole room was in confusion. It looked as if it had not been tidied for days, and I daresay it had not been. When I thought of how different it used to be when it was mother’s very own room, a pang went right through my heart. I could not keep the tears out of my eyes; and it was only because I was so angry that I managed to choke them back again. Papers and things were everywhere. At the moment of our entrance he had both his hands full of what I was convinced were mother’s private letters.

It did seem like sacrilege, that that disreputable-looking man, with his pipe stuck in the corner of his mouth, who was nothing and no one to us, should be handling mother’s treasures as if they were so much rubbish. I am almost certain that if I had been a big strong giant I should have been tempted to knock him down. It was not surprising that Dick spoke to him in the fiery way he did. When I looked at him I saw that he had gone red all over, and that his eyes were gleaming. He was not very polite in his manner, but more polite than the Ogre deserved.

“What are you doing with those things? What do you want here at all?”

The Ogre glanced up, then down again. I do not believe he could meet Dick’s eyes. He smiled — a nasty smile, for which I could have pinched him. And he continued to turn over the things which he was holding.

“My dear boy, I’m putting these papers into something like order. I never saw anything like the state of confusion which everything is in.”

“Don’t call me your dear boy! And what business of yours is it what state they’re in? Who asked you to put them in order? What right have you to touch them?”

The Ogre calmly went on with what he was doing as if Dick was a person of not the slightest consequence. And he continued to indulge in that extremely objectionable smile.

“You haven’t a very nice way of asking questions. And some people might think that the questions themselves were a little suggestive of ingratitude.”

“What have I to be grateful for? I never asked you to come here. You are not a friend of ours.”

“That you most emphatically are not!”

It was I who came blazing out with that. He looked at me out of the corner of his bloodshot eyes, his smile more pronounced than ever.

“Now, Miss Molly, that’s unkind of you.”

I was in a rage.

“You appear to be oblivious of the fact that you were not even an acquaintance of my mother’s; and as those persons she did not wish to know we do not care to know either, we shall be obliged by your leaving the house at your earliest possible convenience.”

“Inside two seconds,” added Dick.

“Perhaps you’d like a little assistance.”

“It’s always to be got.”

These two remarks came from the twins. The Ogre laid down on the table what he had been holding. A very ugly look came on his face.

“This is an extraordinary world. I don’t want to say anything offensive—”

“You can say what you like,” cried Dick.

“I intend to, my lad.”

“Don’t call me your lad!”

The Ogre looked at Dick. And this time he gave him glance for glance. And I knew, from the expression which was on both their faces, that if we were not careful there was going to be trouble. I am not sure that my heart did not quail. The Ogre spoke as if my brother was unworthy even his contempt.

“Mr Dick Boyes, you appear to be under the impression that you are still at school, and can play the bully here, and treat me as I have no doubt you are in the habit of treating the smaller chaps there. You never made a greater mistake in the course of your short life. I am not the kind of man who will allow himself to be bullied by a hobbledehoy. I give you fair warning that if you treat me to any of your insolence the consequences will be on your own head — and other parts of you as well. Don’t you flatter yourself that the presence of your little sisters will shield you from them.”

“Throw something at him!”

“Down him with a pail of water!”

These suggestions proceeded from the twins. The Ogre turned his attention to them.

“If you two youngsters want a row you shall have it. And it will take the shape of the best licking you’ve ever had yet. You’ll not be the first pair of unmannerly cubs I’ve had to take in hand.”

I spoke; I wanted peace.

“There’s not the slightest necessity for you to talk like that, Mr Miller. We’re quite willing to believe that you’re more than a match for any number of helpless children. But this is our house—”

“Indeed! Are you sure of that?”

“Of course I am sure. Do you mean to say that it is not?”

“At present I am saying nothing. I only advise you not to be too confident on a point on which some very disagreeable surprise may be in store for you.”

“At anyrate, it is not your house. And all we ask — with all possible politeness — is that you should leave it.”

“So that is all you ask. It seems to me to be a good deal.”

“I don’t know why it should. If you were a gentleman it would not be necessary to ask you twice.”

“If I were a gentleman? I suppose if I came up to a school-girl’s notion of what a gentleman ought to be — a sort of glorified schoolboy. I’m a good deal older than you, Miss Boyes—”

“You certainly are!”

“I certainly am, thank goodness!”

“I am glad you are thankful for something.”

“I am glad that you are glad. As I was observing, when you interrupted me, I am older than you — for which I have every cause to be thankful — and my experience of the world has taught me not to pay much heed to a girl’s display of temper. I undertook the management of affairs at your own request—”

“At my request? It’s not true!”

A voice came from behind me. Looking round, there, in the doorway, was cook; and, on her heels, Betsy, the remaining housemaid. While — actually! — at the open window was Harris, the coachman, staring into the room as if what was taking place was the slightest concern of his. It was cook’s voice which I heard, raised in accents of surprise, as if my point-blank denial of the Ogre’s wicked falsehood had amazed her.

“Oh, Miss Molly, however can you say such a thing! When I heard you thanking Mr Miller with my own ears! And after all he has done for you. Well, I never did!”

“What did you hear?”

“I heard Mr Miller ask you in the hall if there was anything he could do for you, and you said you’d be very much obliged. Then he went on to say, I’m sure as kind as kind could be, that if you liked he’d take the whole trouble off your hands and manage everything; and you said,’ Thank you.’ And now for you to stand there and declare you didn’t, and to behave to him like this after all he’s done for you, in one so young I shouldn’t have believed that it was possible.”

In the first frenzy of my grief and bewilderment I had scarcely understood what I was saying to anybody. I remembered Mr Miller coming, as cook said, but that anything which had been said on either side had been intended to bear the construction which was being put upon it was untrue.

“I was not in a state of mind to understand much of what Mr Miller was saying, but I supposed that he was offering to assist in the arrangements for mother’s funeral, and that offer I accepted.”

“You did so. And what you’d have done without him I can’t think. He arranged everything — and beautifully too. He’s made the family more thought of in this neighbourhood than it ever was before. If ever helpless orphans had a friend in need you’ve had one in him — you have that.”

Betsy had her say.

“He got us our black. There wouldn’t have been a word said about it by anyone if it hadn’t been for him.”

“And he bought me two suits of clothes — blacks.”

That was Harris, at the window.

“Bought you two suits of clothes!”

“Yes, miss,” said cook, “we’ve all of us had full mourning, as was only decent. And I happen to know that Mr Miller paid for it. Indeed, he paid for everything. And considering the handsome way in which it has all been done, nothing stinted, nothing mean, a pretty penny it must have cost.”

I exchanged glances with Dick and perceived that we were both of opinion that we had had enough of cook. I told her so.

“I have heard what you have had to say. And now, please, will you leave the room?”

“Excuse me, miss, but that’s exactly what I don’t intend to do — not till I know how I stand.”

“How you stand?”

“I’ll soon tell you how you stand,” declared Dick. “You’ll be paid a month’s wages and you’ll take yourself off.”

“Oh, shall I, sir? That’s just the sort of thing I thought you would say after the way you’ve been trying to behave to Mr Miller. And in any case I shouldn’t think of stopping in the house with a pack of rude, ungrateful children. But I should like more than one month’s wages, if it’s the same to you. There’s three months nearly due. I’ve not had one penny since I’ve been inside this house.”

“Not since you’ve been inside this house?”

“Not one penny; and it’s getting on for three months now.”

“But I thought mother always paid you every month regularly.”

“Did she, miss? Then perhaps you’ll prove it. She never paid me; nor more she didn’t Betsy. There’s three months owing to you, isn’t there, Betsy?”

“That there is.”

“And so there is to you, isn’t there, Harris?”

“Well — I don’t know that it’s quite three months.”

“Why, you told me yourself as how it was.”

Harris tilted his hat on one side and scratched his head as if to jog his memory.

“Well — it might be.”

At this Dick fired up.

“It’s all a pack of lies! I’m sure that my mother paid you your wages as they fell due, and that you’re trying to cheat us.”

Then it was cook’s turn.

“Don’t you talk to me like that, not if you do call yourself a young gentleman. And I’ll learn you to know that a woman of my age is not going to be called a cheat by a young lad like you. You ought to be ashamed of yourself, that’s what you ought to be, standing there disgracing of yourself.”

The Ogre held up his hand, as if to play the part of peacemaker.

“Gently, cook, gently. You leave it to me and I will see that you have what is due to you. We must remember how ignorant these young people are of their position, and try to make allowances. Though I grant that under the circumstances it’s a little difficult.” He put his hands into his trouser pockets, tilted back the chair on which he was seated, and considered the ceiling. “What I intend to do is this. At Miss Molly’s request I have, reluctantly, incurred certain liabilities and assumed certain responsibilities. To know exactly what those responsibilities are it is necessary that I should examine thoroughly the condition of affairs. When I have done so — it cannot, I am sorry to say, be done in a moment — I will lay the results before the more responsible members of the family — if there are any such — and without waiting for the thanks which I possibly shall not receive I will at once withdraw.”

Such a prospect did not commend itself to me at all. That we were already being cheated all round I was sure. That we ran a great risk of being cheated to a much more serious extent if the Ogre was allowed to do as he suggested I felt equally convinced. And in any case I did not want his interference in our private affairs. It was dreadful to think of him peering and prying into mother’s secrets, into the things which she held sacred. The way he was behaving now showed how much we could trust him and what use he would make of any knowledge he might acquire. Instead of being our friend he would be our bitterest enemy. And yet I did not see how we were going to get rid of him without a desperate struggle — of which, after all, we might get the worst.

But I was not going to let him see that I was afraid of him.

“Where is the money which was in mother’s desk?”

“Money? What money?”

“Mother always kept a large sum of money in her desk. You have had access to her desk, though you’d no right to touch it. How much was there? and where is it now?”

“I’ve seen no money.”

“Why, it is with mother’s money that you have been paying for everything.”

“I wish it had been. I’ve been paying for every blessed thing out of my own pocket.”

“That’s a lie!” shouted Dick. “I know there was money in her desk.”

“Look here, my lad — if you’ll excuse my calling you my lad — the next time you speak to me like that I’ll make you smart for it. Now, don’t you expect another warning.”

“That’s right,” cried cook. “You give him a good sound thrashing, Mr Miller. He wants it. Accusing everyone of robbing him, when it’s him who’s trying to rob everybody!”

The Ogre brought down his clenched fist heavily on the table.

“Listen to me, you children. For all you know, and for all I know, you’re nothing but a lot of paupers; and if you don’t want to find yourself inside a workhouse you’ll leave it to me to make the best of things. So now you’ve got it.”

We had got it. I saw Dick’s cheeks blanch. I was conscious that my own went pale. If the awful thing at which he hinted was true, then things were miles worse than I had ever supposed. But was it true? And how, with him sitting there, were we going to look for proof of either its truth or falsehood?

Just as I was beginning to fear that I should make a goose of myself and cry, I heard someone come up the front doorsteps and ask, — 

“Is Miss Boyes at home? Miss Molly Boyes?”

I rushed out into the hall. There, standing at the hall door, which was wide open, was the handsomest man I had ever seen. He was very tall and sunburned. He had his cap in his hand, so that you could see that he had short curly hair. And his moustache was just beginning to come. I wondered if he was a harbinger of more trouble. He did not look as if he was; but he might be.

“I am Molly Boyes.”

“My name is Sanford. I am afraid I ought to apologise for my intrusion, but I am a cousin of Hetty Travers, who tells me you are a friend of hers. I am staying a few miles from here, and she has written to say that she is afraid you are in trouble, and to ask me to run over and see if I can be of assistance.”

Hetty’s cousin! That did not sound like trouble. How sweet of her to think of me, and to send that great strong man! She might have guessed what was happening to us — the dear!

“I am in trouble. I have lost my mother. And now, there is Mr Miller.”

“Mr Miller? Who is he?”

The children had already trooped into the hall. Then Dick appeared. I introduced him.

“This is my brother Dick. Dick, this is Mr Sanford, a cousin of Hetty Travers. You have heard me speak of Hetty. Mr Sanford has come to know if he can be of any assistance to us.”

“If you really would like to do something to help us—”

There Dick stopped, as if in doubt.

“I should,” said Mr Sanford.

I rather fancied from the way he smiled that he had taken a liking to Dick upon the spot. I did so hope he had.

“Then perhaps you’ll lend me a hand in chucking this man Miller through the window. He’s almost a size too large for me. Come inside here.”

We all trooped back into the morning-room, Mr Sanford and Dick in front. Dick pointed to the Ogre.

“You see that individual. His name’s Miller. He’s taken possession of the place as though it belongs to him; he’s made free with my mother’s property and papers; and when I ask him to leave the house he talks about treating me to a good sound thrashing.”

“He does, does he? Is he a relation of yours?”

“Relation! He’s not even an acquaintance. He came here uninvited when my mother lay dead, took advantage of the state of mind we were in to gain a footing in the house, and now we can’t get rid of him.”

Mr Sanford turned to me.

“Is it your wish, Miss Boyes, that this person should leave the house?”

“It is very much my wish. He knows it is.”

“You hear, sir. I hope it is not necessary to emphasise the wish which Miss Boyes has expressed so clearly.”

Cook struck in.

“A pretty way of talking, upon my word. Perhaps, my fine gentleman, while you are putting your nose into other people’s business you’ll see that our wages are paid. Mr Miller’s only trying to save us from being robbed, that’s all he’s doing. Three months’ wages there is due to each of us servants, and over.”

Mr Sanford paid no heed at all to cook. He continued to eye the Ogre.

“Well, sir?”

“Well, sir, to you.”

“You heard what I said?”

“I did. And if you are wise you’ll hear what I say, and not interfere in what is absolutely no concern of yours.”

“Nothing in this house is any concern of yours,” burst out Dick. “And well you know it!”

“Who’s dog is this?” asked Mr Sanford.

The Ogre’s dog — a horrid, savage-looking creature — was sniffing at Mr Sanford’s ankles, showing his teeth and growling in a way that was anything but friendly. Its owner grinned, as if the animal’s behaviour met with his approval.

“That’s my dog. It objects to strangers — of a certain class.”

Suddenly Mr Sanford stooped down, gripped the brute by the scruff of its neck and the root of its tail, swung it through the air and out of the window. Harris happened to be staring in at the time. The dog struck him as it passed. Over he went, and off tore the dog down the drive, yelping and howling as if it had had more than enough of our establishment. The Ogre sprang from his chair, and he used a very bad word.

“What do you mean by doing that?”

Harris, as he regained his feet, gave utterance to his woes.

“That’s a nice thing to do, to throw a great dog like that right into a man’s face! What next, I wonder?”

Mr Sanford was most civil.

“Hope it hasn’t hurt you, but I’m afraid that your face must have been in the way.” Then to the Ogre: “Well, sir, we are still waiting. By which route do you propose to follow your dog?”

There was something in Mr Sanford’s looks and manner which, in view of the little adventure his dog had had, apparently caused the Ogre to suspect that the moment had arrived when discretion might be the better part of valour.

“Before we go any further, perhaps you’ll let me know who’s going to repay what I’ve advanced? Nearly two hundred pounds I’m out of pocket.”

“You’re nearly two hundred pounds out of pocket!” cried Dick. “What for?”

“Why, for seeing that your mother was buried like a respectable woman. It begins to strike me that you’d have liked to have had her buried by the parish.”

The Ogre thrust his red face so very close to Dick’s that I suppose the provocation and temptation together were more than Dick could stand. Anyhow, Dick gave him a tremendous slap on the cheek. In a moment Mr Sanford was between them.

“It serves you right,” he declared. “It shows what sort of person you must be that you should permit yourself to use such language in this house of mourning.”

“Harris,” shouted the Ogre, “run round to Charlie Radford and Bill Perkins and tell ’em I want ’em, quick! And loose the dogs and bring ’em back with you!”

“Begging of your pardon, Mr Miller,” replied Harris, possibly perceiving in which direction the wind was about to blow, “but if you want any more of your dirty work done you’ll do it yourself.”

Cook was horrified.

“Well, the likes of that! After all Mr Miller has done for you!”

“Done for me! He has made me do what I’m ashamed of, that’s what he’s done for me! I’ve had enough of him, and of you too, Mrs Boyes was as good a mistress as anyone need have. I know it if no one else does. And, Miss Molly, your mother always paid my wages regular to the moment; you don’t owe me nothing. And you don’t owe cook and Betsy nothing either.”

“What do you know about what is and is not owing me?” screamed cook.

“I know you were paid each month; and, what’s more, I know you gave a receipt for it. Why, you told me yourself that you took the wages’ receipt book from the little cupboard in the corner.”

Cook’s virtuous indignation was beautiful to behold.

“It only shows how sensible Mary Sharp was to pack her box and take herself outside of such a place. And I’ll do the same within the hour.”

“So will I,” said Betsy.

“Mr Sanford,” I said, “all sorts of mother’s things are missing, and I shouldn’t be at all surprised if cook and Betsy have taken some of them.”

“Me taken your mother’s things!” screamed cook. I believe that if it had not been for Mr Sanford she would have scratched me.

“I think it not at all improbable,” he agreed. “Is there a constable hereabouts?”

“There’s one in the village.” This was Harris, who seemed to have arrived at a sudden resolution to attack his late allies at every possible point, “Name of Parker.”

“If you will be so good as to request Mr Parker’s immediate attendance you shall have no reason to regret it, Mr Harris. Neither of you women will leave this house until the contents of your boxes have been examined in the presence of a policeman.”

Cook looked uncomfortable as she met Mr Sanford’s stern glance. And it was stern! Betsy began to cry.

“And what’s more,” added Harris, pointing at the Ogre, “I happen to know that there was money in Mrs Boyes’s desk, and he knows it too.”

With that parting shot Harris hurried off down the avenue.

“Things are beginning to wear rather an ugly aspect, Mr Miller.”

“Ugly aspect! What do you mean? You needn’t think I want to stop in this hugger-muggering hole! I am just as anxious to get out of it as anyone can be to get me out.”

“I should hardly think that possible.”

“I only regret that I ever set foot in it.”

“Then the regret is general.”

“As for these ungrateful little wretches, and especially you, my lad!” — this was Dick— “they shall hear of me very soon in quite another fashion, when they haven’t got a bully to back them up.”

Mr Sanford laughed.

“He’s cramming mother’s things into his pocket at this very moment!” cried Jim.

“Aren’t you making a mistake, Mr Miller?”

Mr Sanford’s politeness seemed to make the Ogre feel dreadful. He looked as if he would have liked to have killed him.

“I don’t want the miserable rubbish!”

He banged the letters and things down on the table. Dick went on, — 

“I believe that what Harris says about there having been money in mother’s desk is true, and this man hasn’t accounted for a penny. And it’s my belief too that he’s been taking what he likes out of the house. He lives just up the lane — I shouldn’t be surprised to find plenty of mother’s property at his own place.”

The Ogre moved towards the door, but it was too late, Mr Sanford interposed.

“Excuse me, Mr Miller, but I think that now I would rather you waited till Mr Parker arrives. We will accompany you to your own establishment. There — together — we will make certain inquiries.”

He blustered a little, but he was a coward at heart, and he had to give in. As it chanced, Harris met Parker in the lane, so that he came back with him almost at once.

All sorts of things which did not belong to them were found in cook’s and Betsy’s boxes; and actually the book of which Harris had spoken, in which they themselves had signed receipts for their wages. There was a tremendous scene. Parker badly wanted to lock them up, but we had had trouble enough already, so we let them go.

While we were examining the servants’ boxes upstairs the Ogre was offering Mr Sanford what he called an explanation. When they went round with him to his own house he handed over quite a collection of miscellaneous articles which belonged to mother. Her cheque-book, all sorts of papers, some of them representing stocks and shares, even some of her jewellery. He said he had taken them home to examine. Which seemed a very curious thing to do. The next morning he had vanished. He had left no address, and nothing was seen or heard of him in that neighbourhood again. So we concluded that he had escaped with something much more valuable than anything which he had given up. But it was a long time before we suspected what it was.

What we should have done without Mr Sanford — if he had not come in the very nick of time — I do not dare to think. We might have been plundered of every single thing we had. It was very nice of Hetty Travers to have a big strong cousin, and it was perfectly lovely of her to send him to us.


IV

THE HANDWRITING

It was some time after mother’s death before we knew if we were or were not penniless. And as, of course, it was our duty to be prepared for the very worst, we used to discuss among ourselves how, if we were left without a farthing, we should earn one. Though I am perfectly well aware that a single farthing would not have been of much service to us. But then I suppose everybody knows what I mean.

When there are six children, and the eldest is a girl, and she is only sixteen, and they have no relatives, and not one grown-up person to advise them, it does seem strange what a very few ways there are of making a fortune. That is, within a reasonable space of time. So far as I could make out, from what the others said, for every one of them you wanted money to start with. And if you had no money, it was not the slightest use your doing anything. Then the boys had such impracticable notions. Dick was full of South Africa. He declared that nothing was easier than to go to South Africa; find what he called a “claim,” on which there were tons of gold, or so many pounds to the ton, I do not quite know which; turn it into a company, and there you were, a millionaire, in what he termed “a brace of shakes.” But it appeared to me that that “brace of shakes” would be some time in coming. First, he would have to get to South Africa, then he would have to find his “claim,” — and there was no proof that they were found by everyone; then he would have to get his company up, which might take weeks; and, in the meantime, were we supposed to starve? I seemed to have read somewhere that a human being could not be kept alive without food for more than seven days. I doubted if there would be much left of me after four-and-twenty hours. Jack wanted to be an engine-driver on the railway line, a profession which I feel sure is not too highly paid; while Jim actually yearned to be a fireman in the fire brigade, though how he imagined that he was going to earn a fortune that way was beyond my comprehension.

Nora and I were reluctantly compelled to admit that if our means of sustenance were to depend on the efforts of the masculine portion of the family we should apparently have to go very short indeed. And the field for girls did seem to be so circumscribed. As I said to her — 

“There do seem to be such a few ways in which girls can get money.”

“There aren’t any.”

We were in the kitchen, she and I alone together. We were supposed to be getting the tea ready. There was not a servant about the place. And the condition the house was getting into in consequence was beyond anything. She was sitting on the edge of the table, with a coal scoop in one hand and a toasting-fork in the other. Nora always was of a pessimistic description. She invariably looked on the blackest side of everything. So one got into the habit of allowing for the peculiarity of her outlook. Besides, I had in my head at that moment the glimmering of an idea of how to earn an immense amount.

“There are some ways. For instance, there’s writing. There are girls who write for papers, and all kinds of things.”

“Only those who can’t write get paid anything.”

I wondered if she had been trying her own hand. The statement did sound so sweeping.

“There’s teaching. Look at the lots of governesses that must be wanted.”

“Let ’em be wanted. I prefer prussic acid.”

“There’s drawing for the magazines.”

“You might as well talk about drawing for the moon — unless you’re a perfect idiot, then you might have a chance.”

I felt sure that she had had experiences of her own. Her tone was so extremely bitter.

“And then there are prize competitions. There do seem to be a tremendous number of them about. And some of them for really large prizes.”

“Prize competitions!” Nora seemed all at once to have wakened to life and vigour. “Promise you won’t split if I tell you something?” I promised. “I believe that all prize competitions are frauds run by robbers. Do you know” — she brought the toasting-fork and coal scoop together with a bang— “that I’ve gone in for seventy-two of all sorts and kinds, and never won a single prize, not even a consolation. And some of them were hard enough to kill you. I’ve guessed how much money there was at the Bank of England; how many babies were born on a Tuesday; picked out twelve successful football teams; named three winners at a horse race—”

“Nora!”

“I have — or, at least, I’ve tried to. Much the largest prizes are offered for that. I’ve drawn things, written things, calculated things, prophesied things, made things, collected things, solved things, sold things, — once I tried to sell a lot of papers in the village for the sake of the coupons, but no one would buy a single copy. It was a frightful loss. I do believe I’ve tried my hand at every sort and kind of thing you can think of — and heaps you can’t — and, as I say, I’ve never even won a consolation prize. No more prize competitions for me!”

That was not encouraging, especially as it was a prize competition which I had got in my mind’s eye. After her disclosures I did not breathe a word of it to Nora, but when I got up to my bedroom I took out the paper in which I had seen all about it, and considered. The part which told you about the competition was headed “Delineation of Character by Handwriting.” You had to write, on a sheet of paper, a sentence not exceeding twelve words in length. This you had to put into an envelope, which you had to seal and endorse with a pseudonym. This envelope you had to put into another envelope, together with your real name and address, and a postal order for a shilling, or twelve stamps, and send to the paper. The person whose caligraphy was considered to show that the writer was the possessor of the finest character was to receive one hundred pounds.

One hundred pounds! — for a shilling! Of course, I was perfectly well aware that hosts of people would go in, and that, as the chances of success were presumably equal, one’s own individual chance was but a small one. But, on the other hand, what was a shilling? And, also, some people’s writing was better than others. As a matter of fact, I rather fancied my own. It had been admired by several persons. It was large, bold, and, I was persuaded, distinctly characteristic. I perceived that the sentences had to be despatched to the office of the paper on the following day.

Why should not one of mine go with them? There really seemed no reason. I had twelve stamps. There were pens, ink, and paper. My non-success would merely add to the list of failures with which the family was already credited — making seventy-three. What was that? The question was, what sentence should I send. You were left to choose your own. But the presumption was that your chances of success would not be lessened if the one selected was a good one. I had it on the instant. My desk chanced to be open. There, staring at me on the top, was the very thing.

At Mrs Sawyer’s school there had once been a governess named Winston — Sophia Winston. We all of us liked her. I adored her. She was one of the best and sweetest creatures that ever lived. But her health was not very good and she had to leave. Before she left I asked her to write a motto in my book of mottoes. Although she said she would, when I came to look for the book I could not find it anywhere. Somehow, in those days, my things always were playing games of hide-and-seek with me. So, instead, she wrote a motto on a sheet of paper. There lay the identical sheet of paper in front of me at that moment. I took it up; opened it; read it: — 

“Who goes slowly goes safely and goes far.”

The very thing! I more than fancied that it was with malice prepense that Miss Winston had referred me to that rendering of what I knew was an Italian proverb. It was not my custom to go slowly, or safely, or — in the sense in which the word was there used — far. But, for the purpose of the present competition, that was not a matter of the slightest consequence. I made six copies of Miss Winston’s sentence; picked out the one which I judged was the best; and, after destroying the other five, packed it up with the requisite twelve stamps, and sent it off to the office of the paper.

Of course I told no one of what I had done. I was not quite so silly as that. The boys would have laughed — especially Dick, who was once rude enough to ask me if I wrote with the end of a broom-stick. While Nora — after her revelations of the hollowness and deceitfulness of such things — would have concluded I was mad. I simply held my tongue. And I waited.

The paper to which I had sent was a weekly one — it came out every Wednesday. It appeared that the competition was a weekly one also. The sentences had to reach the office on the one Wednesday morning, and in the paper which came out on the following Wednesday the results were announced. Either not many sentences were sent in, or there must have been someone in the office who was uncommonly quick at reading character. There used to be a girl at Lingfield House who pretended to read character from handwriting. She wanted pages of it before she would attempt to say what kind of character you had. Then she would take days to form an opinion. And then it would be all wrong. I daresay that in the office of the paper they had had a deal of practice.

On the Thursday morning of the week following I was down first as, I am sorry to say, I generally had to be; sometimes I actually had to drag the others out of bed; and Nora was every bit as bad as the boys — and as I came into the hall I saw a letter lying on the floor. Smith the postman had pushed it through the slit in the door. I picked it up. It was addressed to “Miss Molly Boyes, The Chase, West Marden, Sussex.” On the top of the envelope was printed “Trifles. The Paper For The Whole World.” When I saw it something seemed to give a jump inside me, so that I trembled all over. I could hardly tear it open. There were three things inside. One — could I believe my eyes? at first I felt that they must be playing me a trick — but one really was a cheque— “Pay Molly Boyes or Order One Hundred Pounds.” I believe that at the sight of it I very nearly fainted. I never have done quite; but I think that I very nearly did do then. It was a most odd sensation. I was positively glad to feel the wall at my back, and I went hot and cold all over. Of the other two enclosures the first was a letter — from the editor himself! though, as it had been done by a typewriter, it was not in his own writing — perhaps that was because he was afraid of having his character told — saying that he was glad to inform me that I had been adjudged the winner of that week’s competition; that he had pleasure in handing me a cheque for one hundred pounds herewith; and that he would be obliged by my signing and returning the accompanying form of receipt. The second inclosure was the receipt.

As soon as I recovered my senses I tore up the stairs about three at a time. I rushed in to Nora.

“Nora,” I cried, “I’ve won a hundred pounds!”

She was lying reading in bed, and was so engrossed in her book that she did not catch what I said. She grumbled.

“I wish you wouldn’t come interrupting me like that; especially as I’ve just got to where the hero is killing his second wife.”

“Bother his second wife! and bother the hero too! Look at that!” I held out before her the editor’s letter and the cheque. “Seventy-two times you’ve tried, at least, you said you had; and I’ve only tried once. And the very first time I’ve won!”

“What are you talking about?”

“If you’ll come to Dick’s room I’ll tell you all about it.”

Off I raced to Dick’s room, calling out to Con and Jack and Jim as I passed. Presently the whole family were gathered about Dick’s bed. Nora had put on a dressing-gown, but the three younger boys were just as they had got out of the sheets.

“Well,” said Dick, when he had turned the cheque over and over and over, and held it up to the light to see if it was a forgery, “some rum things do happen, and those who deserve least get most.”

“I always have thought,” observed Nora, “that those prize competitions were frauds, and now I know it.”

Jack was more sympathetic — or he meant to be.

“Never mind what they say; it’s only their beastly jealousy. I’m jolly glad you have won, because now we can have new bicycles.”

“About time too,” declared Jim. “I’ve had mine tinkered so many times that there’s none of the original machine left.”

“I punctured my tyre again yesterday,” groaned Con. “That’s about the twentieth time this week. It’s hardly anything but holes.”

I had not contemplated providing the whole family with new bicycles. But they did seem a necessity. I knew that I wanted a new machine, and so did Nora. And in a little matter of that kind the boys were pretty sure not to be very far behind. Fortunately nowadays bicycles are so cheap; and then we could always give our old ones in exchange; so, supposing the worst came to the worst, and we were all penniless, even after buying six new bicycles, I ought to have a good deal of money left, to keep us in food and things. Because, of course, I had to remember that I could not expect to win a hundred pounds every time I tried.

The nearest place to us where they sold papers was the bookstall at the station, and that was six miles away. So after breakfast we all mounted the machines we had, and dashed off to get a copy of Trifles. On the road Con had another puncture. It would not be stopped. As he said, his tyres did seem to have all they wanted in the way of ventilation. So as Jim’s handle-bar had come off, and could not be induced to remain where it ought to be, we left them to console each other. Of course Dick, who rides tremendously fast, got to the station first, and Jack next. Nora and I never got there at all. They came flying back to us when we were about two hundred yards away, each waving a paper above his head, and laughing like anything. I was half afraid that there was something wrong, and that although I had got the prize, I had not won it. But it was something else which was amusing them.

“If ever anyone ought to be sent to a lunatic asylum it’s the man who runs this paper,” shouted Dick. “Let’s get to the stile, and I’ll prove my words to your entire satisfaction.”

At the stile we all four of us dismounted. Unfolding his paper Dick read aloud from it, Jack following him in his own particular copy.

“‘We have much pleasure in announcing that, this week, the possessor of the finest character, as revealed by her handwriting, is Molly Boyes, The Chase, West Marden, Sussex, to whom a cheque for one hundred pounds has accordingly been sent. Her character, as declared by her caligraphy, is as follows.’ — Now then, all you chappies, listen! attention, please, and mind you, the character ‘declared’ is supposed to be Molly’s— ‘This writing shows a character of unusual nobility—’”

“Hear, hear!” from Jack.

“‘The motto chosen is singularly appropriate’ — By the way, the motto chosen was ‘Who goes slowly, goes safely and goes far,’ so everyone who knows her will perceive its peculiar fitness. Now do just listen to this Johnny, and I ask the lady herself if he doesn’t credit her with exactly those qualities which she hasn’t got— ‘Patience and thoughtfulness, a high standard of honour, clear-sightedness, resolution combined with a sweet and tranquil temper,’ — what ho!— ‘are all clearly shown. The writer is strong on both the moral and the intellectual side. A large and beautiful faith is obvious. To a serene tranquillity of temperament is united a keen insight and a calm persistence in following to a successful issue well-considered purposes, instinct with a lofty rectitude.’ — As an example of how not to delineate character from handwriting, I should say that takes the record.”

I felt myself that here and there that expert was a trifle out. I certainly should not have called the sentence selected “singularly appropriate” to me. Nor should I have laid much stress upon my patience or my thoughtfulness. I had not been hitherto aware that I was the owner of “a sweet and tranquil temper,” or of “a serene tranquillity of temperament,” or of “calm persistence.” Indeed, there were one or two little matters in which I more than suspected that that character reader was a trifle at fault. But, after all, these were questions of opinion, and had nothing to do with the real point, which was, that I had won the hundred pounds.

When we returned home I went upstairs, fetched my desk, carried it down to the morning-room, and prepared to write and tell everyone of my good fortune. In the frame of mind in which I was, it was not a piece of news which I was disposed to keep to myself. I opened the desk, got out the note-paper, found the pen, and just as I had got as far as— “My darling Hetty, — I’ve won a fortune! You never will guess how!” — I thought of Miss Winston’s sentence. It was that which had brought me luck. I was convinced of it. If it had not been for the motto which that curiosity in character readers had found so singularly appropriate, I seriously doubted if I should have won. The least I could do was to kiss it, in memory of the writer.

I had placed it — after making those six copies — in an envelope which I had endorsed “Miss Winston’s Motto.” I laid down my pen, raked out the envelope, took out the sheet of paper. On it was the sentence, not in Miss Winston’s small, exquisite penmanship, but in my own great sprawling hand. For a moment or two I stared at it in bewildered surprise. Then, in the twinkling of an eye, I understood what had happened.

In my characteristic blundering fashion I had confused my copy with her original. My writing I had packed into the envelope I was holding, and hers I had put into the one which I had sent to the paper. It was her caligraphy which had been adjudicated on, her character which had been deduced therefrom. The thing was as plain as plain could be — the whole business had had nothing whatever to do with me. I re-perused the winning character as it appeared in the paper. The man was not such an idiot as we had all supposed. It was not a bit like me; but it exactly described Miss Winston. She was all the lovely things he said she was, while I — I was none of them — I was just an addle-headed donkey.

Talk about sensations! My feelings when I found the cheque in the letter were nothing compared to what they were when I realised precisely what the situation was. The world seemed to have all at once stood still; as if something had happened to the works. It was perfectly awful. Here was my name printed in great big letters in the paper; with my character underneath. I had flaunted the cheque in the face of all the family. In imagination the money was already spent. I had practically promised to buy each one of them a bicycle. And now, after all — 

Whose was the money after all?

Never, till that dreadful time, did I thoroughly appreciate what it means about not leading us into temptation. It would be quite easy to say nothing. They were my twelve stamps which I had sent; and the sentence on the piece of paper was my property. Really, if you looked at it from one point of view, the hundred pounds belonged to me as much as to anybody else. I had only to keep my own counsel and it was impossible that anyone should even guess that there was anything the least bit odd about the matter. Of course, I knew what I knew; and the misfortune was that I did know. If I had only never looked inside that horrid envelope, and never found out what had happened, how much happier I should have been.

I laid my head straight down upon the table, and I did cry.

While I was in the very middle of enjoying myself — like a great overgrown baby! — someone came into the room, and a voice said, a voice which I knew well — 

“Miss Boyes! — I beg your pardon, but I knocked at the door, and when no one answered I thought I would come in to see if there was anyone about.”

It was Mr Sanford! It only wanted him to find me going on like that to finish everything. As usual, all the luck was on my side. I was perfectly aware that the slightest scrap of crying makes me look an object; and here I had been howling myself inside out for goodness alone knew how long. I dabbed at my eyes with my pocket-handkerchief — though I knew I made a fresh smear every time I touched myself, because I had the best of reasons for knowing that tears made me positively grimy — and I tried to pretend that I was not yearning to sink into the ground. He seemed concerned.

“I hope there’s nothing wrong? — that the Ogre has been giving you no further trouble?”

I did manage to gasp out something.

“No — thank you — he’s — been — giving — us — no — trouble.”

He apparently concluded that it might be advisable to seem not to notice that there was anything strange in my demeanour.

“I am the bearer of good news.” — We wanted some, badly. I know I did.— “You have been good enough to allow me to examine somewhat closely into the condition of your affairs.” — We had been good enough to allow him! As if it had not been perfectly splendid of him to do it; he being, not only Betty’s cousin, but a barrister.— “Your mother appears to have managed everything herself — and very well she seems to have done it too; but the fact makes it somewhat difficult for a stranger to probe quickly to the bottom of everything; and the Ogre’s proceedings have not made it easier. But so far as I have gone, I have ascertained beyond all doubt that instead of being in fear of the workhouse — as someone suggested — you are very comfortably off. As time goes on I shall not be surprised if you find yourselves — financially — in a still better position.” — It was a consolation to know so much. That hundred pounds would not be wanted— “By-the-bye, I saw my cousin Hetty yesterday, and she entrusted me with what she called a note to you. I fancy you will find that it extends to about six sheets of paper.”

It is not necessary to tell me it was ill-manners; I knew it was; but I felt that I must do something to avoid meeting his eyes; so I opened the envelope, and started reading Hetty’s letter then and there. The opening words seemed to leap up off the paper and strike me in the face.

 

“My very own dearest little Molly!” — she always would call me little, though I was every bit as big as she was— “What do you think? You remember Miss Winston? She’s starving! And she’s not only starving, but she’s dying of consumption. I’ve only just found it out by the merest accident. It seems that she’s living in a little cottage at a place called Angmering, somewhere near Worthing. She’s been ill ever so long, and able to do no work, or earn a penny. So that she has absolutely no money to buy herself food, or even to pay her rent. If someone doesn’t come to her help soon they’ll have to take her to the workhouse — to die! Poor Miss Winston! And she such a darling! Isn’t it dreadful to think of?”

 

It was. So dreadful, that I could not bear to think. I hope it was not wicked, but I almost felt as if that letter must have dropped out of heaven. It did seem a miracle that it should have come to me at that very moment. Penniless! Starving! And there was that hundred pounds — her hundred pounds — lying on the table. Was it possible that I had even remotely contemplated the possibility of — of doing what? My conscience so rose up at me that, whether Mr Sanford was or was not there, I had to hide my face with my hands and start crying all over again. My behaviour seemed to positively frighten him.

“I hope that Hetty has not said anything disagreeable — nothing to cause you pain. I assure you that nothing was further from her intention, and that the letter was accompanied by all sorts of loving messages.”

Then I felt that I must tell him everything. So I did — every morsel, right from the beginning. He was so patient, so full of understanding and of sympathy; indeed, he was much more sympathetic than I deserved. Still, even if you are not deserving of sympathy, it is a comfort to receive it, particularly if it is nicely offered.

I do not wish to breathe a word against my own family. I am perfectly certain that no one could be fonder of Nora and the boys than I am. Yet I am inclined to think that there are times, when if one must confess, it is just as well to do it to someone who is not exactly a relation. One’s relatives are apt to take such a narrow view. I am convinced that no one could have taken a broader view than Mr Sanford did; and he never laughed once. That, in itself, was an immense relief. I have noticed in Nora, even when I have been confiding to her the most serious things, a tendency to treat me as if I was not quite in earnest. There was nothing of that sort about Mr Sanford, not a trace; or, at least, if he did show some faint sign of my having afforded him amusement, he did not do it in a brutal way.

“Poor little soul!” he said, when I had finished. “Poor little soul!” — I was not certain that I liked him to address me in quite that form of words. But there was something so extremely soothing in his manner that I let it pass.— “And so this has been the cause of the trouble.” He picked up the copy of the sentence which I had meant to send to the paper. “I see no reason why this should not have succeeded in winning the prize. If you will forgive me for posing as an expert, this handwriting is eminently characteristic.”

“Don’t be horrid!”

“Such is not my intention. I am not suggesting that the character given in the paper is particularly applicable to this.”

“I know it isn’t!”

“But it does not follow that this does not hint at something equally fine, though in a different way.”

“Mr Sanford!”

“I must ask you to forgive me if I annoy you by the expression of my opinion. In any case, you are to be congratulated on what you have done.”

“How do you make that out? When I have been winning other people’s money with somebody else’s writing?”

“Precisely. Though I should not phrase it quite like that. Hetty informs me that this lady is in sore straits. Well, you have gained for her what, in her position, she will regard as a fortune — which she never could have done for herself.”

“I never meant to.”

“Which actually makes it more delightful. Because, while you have been trying to do a good deed, you have really done a better.” He had a very nice way of putting things. “I would suggest that you yourself take the money to this lady at once. Her pleasure at seeing it will only be eclipsed by her delight at seeing you. And I shall be only too proud and happy if you will allow me to accompany you on your errand of mercy.”

That was what did happen. Scarcely had he stopped speaking than Harris appeared at the window.

“If you please, Miss Molly, Miss Nora and the young gentlemen asked me to tell you that they’ve gone off for the day, and won’t be back till the evening.”

“We also,” observed Mr Sanford, “will go off for the day. You see, the stars in their courses are on the side of Miss Winston. I came over on my machine; if you’ll jump on yours we’ll be off!”

He seemed to imagine that I could rush off to the other side of the county just as I was. Masculine persons do have such curious notions — even when they are grown up. I had to scrub my face to make it clean. The condition of my hair was frightful. I seemed to have cried it into a tangled mass. Just as I was struggling with it his voice came up the stairs.

“I don’t know, Miss Boyes, if you are aware that you have been five-and-thirty minutes. If you can get down inside the next five we may catch the train; but if you can’t, I’m afraid we sha’n’t.”

Of course after that I simply flew. I left my hair nearly as it was; jammed my hat on anyhow; and bounded down the stairs.

“I hope I haven’t kept you waiting,” I remarked.

“I’m used to it,” he said. “I have two sisters.”

I do not know what he meant. It sounded very rude. Almost like one of my own relations.

We caught the train; and, after changing at Chichester, reached Angmering at last. By that time I had come to the conclusion that Mr Sanford was one of the most delightful persons I had ever encountered. And so intellectual. A trifle dogmatic perhaps, and a little inclined to regard me as younger than I was. We had a long and most interesting discussion about women in politics. A subject of which I knew absolutely nothing. But it was not necessary, on that account, that he should hint as much. Which he very nearly did. Yet, on the whole, I could not but regard him as the kind of cousin to do one credit. And, at the risk of making her conceited, almost made up my mind to tell Hetty so next time I wrote to her.

Dear Miss Winston! We found her, looking like the shadow of her former self, lying on such a hard old couch, in such a poor little room. Had I been an angel she could not have seemed more glad to see me. As I told her all about it she was so sweet. And when I gave her the twenty five-pound notes for which Mr Sanford had changed the cheque at Chichester, the way in which she thanked me did make me feel so strange. As if I had done anything to deserve her thanks. I never knew how happy it made one to be the bearer of good news until that day. As I came away I almost felt as if I had been in the presence of something sacred.

On our way home Mr Sanford and I had a warm argument about old-age pensions, which nearly ended in a tiff. After we had been talking about them for more than half an hour he as good as said that he did not believe that I knew what an old age-pension was. Even if that was true — and it was, perfectly — I did not propose to allow him — almost a stranger — to accuse me of downright ignorance; as if I were an untutored savage. He might know something about everything; and anyone could see that he was awfully clever, while I might know nothing about anything, — which possibly was the case. Still, it was not civil for him to remark on it. The fact was, that he would persist in regarding me — I could see quite plainly what was in his mind — as if I were a mere child. Which, at sixteen, one emphatically is not. I do not hesitate to admit that I snubbed him in order to let him see that I resented his quite intolerable airs of superior wisdom.

Which made it the more singular that he should have told me, as we were entering the drive, that he had to thank me for one of the pleasantest days he had spent in his life. Considering that I had been metaphorically sitting upon him for ever so long, I did not at all understand what he had to thank me for.

When I got out my desk, to commence a letter to Hetty, my copy of Miss Winston’s sentence was nowhere to be found. I could not think what had become of it. I distinctly remembered Mr Sanford taking it off the table, and making some uninvited comments on the writing — he seemed fond of criticising other people. But I did not recall what had happened to it afterwards. He could not have put it into his pocket by mistake. It seemed such a very odd thing for him to have done. And so excessively careless.


V

THE PEOPLE’S STOCK EXCHANGE

Although we were not paupers, for ever so long after mother’s death we lived pretty much as if we were. We hated the idea of living in a town; especially London, and we could not get a servant to stop at The Chase. Considering that the family consisted of Dick and me, and the four children, who all of them insisted on doing exactly as they pleased, it really was no wonder. The consequence was, that we generally had to do everything for ourselves, and the way in which things were done was beyond description. A stranger dropping in suddenly would have supposed himself to have wandered into something between a lunatic asylum and a workhouse.

Of course, as the head of the family, this state of things occasioned me much concern. I knew that it was not what mother would have wished. But when I spoke to the others about it, they all started laying the blame upon each other, and even upon me. The fact is, when we were servantless, the boys expected Nora and me to do everything. We did not see it. Especially as it was almost invariably their fault that we were without a creature to do a thing. Their habits were so erratic. You could not expect a properly trained servant — or indeed anyone — to take them up their breakfasts in bed at intervals of half an hour or so. Or — if they had made up their minds to fly off to the other side of the county — to have a regular meal ready at perhaps five o’clock in the morning. As for lunch, they expected that to be on all day. And always something hot and really nice. As for tea, as a rule, Nora and I had ours together; but no one ever knew when the boys would insist on having theirs. It was the same with dinner. We always had had a proper dinner, and I felt, strongly, that because mother was dead we ought not all at once to behave as if we were barbarians, and leave off everything she had accustomed us to. And Dick said that he agreed with me. So I fixed it first for seven; then half-past; then eight; then for all sorts of times. But it was no use. Either one of the boys would come in half an hour before the proper time, starving, because — through his own fault — he had had nothing to eat all day, and, before anyone could stop him, would seize whatever was cooking, and make a meal off it there and then. Or else some of them would be ever so late, and make a tremendous fuss because we had not waited — even to the extent of expecting another dinner to be served there and then. In that respect Dick was as bad as anyone. No cook would stand that sort of thing — and no cook did.

If we could only have found mother’s will it might all have been so different. Because it was not at all unlikely that she had appointed someone as guardian, and to take proper control of everything until the children had grown up. As it was, so far as we knew, no one had a right to even send the boys to school. And as they refused, point-blank, to go of their own accord, educationally they bade fair to shine. At Mr Sanford’s suggestion we tried a tutor. The tricks they played him were beyond conception. Nothing would induce him to stop. He actually threatened us with an action for damages. I do not quite know what for, but Mr Sanford had to pay him something extra before he would be satisfied.

I do not wish it to be supposed that the boys were bad boys. They were not. They had loved mother dearly, and I do not believe they had ever given her any trouble. But I fancy they had never been very fond of school. And the sudden chance of liberty had turned their heads. Besides, they had all made up their minds to be things for which much book-learning was not required. And if Jack was going to be an engine-driver, and Jim either a fireman or an aeronaut, and Con a naturalist, it did seem a pity to spend a lot of money on unnecessary schooling.

Unfortunately we could not find a will. The presumption was that mother had made one, but that it had been stolen, because one day I came upon a box of papers which was locked up in one of the drawers in her wardrobe.

Oh dear, how strange I felt as I looked through them. Almost as if I were prying into mother’s secrets. Although I know perfectly well that there was nothing which now she would have wished to have kept hidden from me. There were all father’s letters — even the love-letters which he had written to her before they were married. If I had only known that they were there, I would have had them placed with her in the coffin, so that they might have been hers only, even in the grave. I think she would have liked it. By the beautiful way in which they had been kept bound about with ribbons tied in true lovers’ knots, you could see how sacred she had held them. There were all sorts of things besides. In particular, quantities of ball programmes. She must have seen a great deal of Society at one time. What a strange change must have taken place in her life, because I did not remember her once going anywhere. Some of the things were beyond my comprehension. I wondered what history was attached to a tiny Maltese cross wrapped in silver paper. There were lots of things which suggested us children. Actually, there were the first letters we had each of us written to mother! Such scrawls! Locks of hair, tiny shoes, a baby’s cap, a beautiful christening gown, and I do not know what else besides. Fancy her keeping them all those years! I wondered if, when Nora and I were grown-up, and were married, and had children of our own, we should have a treasure-box like mother’s, containing mementoes of our dear ones. I think if I ever do, I should like to have it with me in my grave. If I had known of its existence mother should have had hers.

All except one thing which was in it. And it is that to which I have been coming all this time. It was a sheet of foolscap paper, folded in three. On one side was written, in mother’s writing: “Contents of Brown Despatch-Box.” When I opened it I perceived that it was a sort of inventory. It began, — 

“In the brown despatch-box are — 

“My husband’s will, My own will, My husband’s jewels,”

 — and then it went on to give quite a long list. Now I knew the brown despatch-box. We all did. It had been father’s. There were his initials — R. B. — in gold letters on the lid. It was unlocked by a tiny little key. I had always understood from mother that she had kept all sorts of wonderful things inside of it. Yet, after she had been buried, and we had got rid of the Ogre, and had found her keys, it was empty. It contained not a vestige of anything. I thought it curious at the time. We all had done. But I thought it still more curious by the time I had reached the bottom of that list.

Next time Mr Sanford came to see us — which was a day or two afterwards — I handed it to him. He made inquiries at Somerset House, where, it appears, they keep such things, and there, sure enough, was a copy of father’s will. It was simplicity itself, just two lines — 

“I give and bequeath everything of which I die possessed to my dear wife, for her sole and absolute use.”

So that, so far as we were concerned, everything depended upon what was in mother’s will. Mr Sanford explained to us that at Somerset House they only keep a copy when the original will has been what they call “proved.” And the whereabouts of the original will was just the question. Was it in existence? and, if so, where?

Dick expressed all our sentiments in language of his own.

“The Ogre collared it; that’s what’s come to the thing. What asses we were, not to have suspected him of it at the time!”

“If,” observed Mr Sanford, “he collared that, then the probability is that he collared a good deal else besides. For instance, your father’s jewels. Do any of you know anything about them?”

“It’s a most extraordinary thing,” I explained, “that I should ever have forgotten them. Mother’s death was so sudden, and everything was in such confusion, that, except the one fact that she was dead, all the rest passed clean out of my mind. But I remember them perfectly. Why, it was only during the last holidays before she died that she showed some of them to me. I went into the morning-room one day, and she had the brown despatch-box on the table, and it was full of things. She had a leather case open in her hand. In it were a number of rings. ‘See, Molly,’ she said, ‘there are some of your father’s rings. Your father had some beautiful jewels. I am keeping it for Dick and the boys!”

“You are sure she said that she was keeping it?”

“Perfectly certain. Another small case was lying on the table. She took it up. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘this was a present to your father. It is one of the most beautiful diamonds I have ever seen. It can be worn either in a ring, or as a pin, or as a stud.’ She attached it to three pieces of gold which were with it in the case, to let me see how that was managed. ‘Did he often wear it?’ I asked. ‘No,’ she said; ‘he didn’t.’ And she laughed. ‘Your father scarcely ever wore ornaments of any kind. And this is much too fine a stone for a gentleman to wear. But it is worth a great deal of money all the same.’”

“Of course I knew about father’s jewels,” chorused Dick. “Once, when I was quite a little chap, she showed me a magnificent gold repeater watch, and told me it was father’s, and that perhaps one day it would be mine. She touched a spring and let me hear it chime the hours, and the quarters, and the minutes. There were a lot of other things besides, though I can’t tell you quite what, and I fancy there were two or three more watches.”

“Where did your mother keep this despatch-box?’ asked Mr Sanford.

“Where we found it, and where she kept all her private papers — locked up in her bureau.”

“But neither the bureau nor the box showed any signs of having been tampered with.”

“Of course not. Mr Miller borrowed mother’s keys, without asking leave, and had the free run of everything. We knew nothing about what was going on. All he had to do was to unlock things, and walk off with what he wanted. Pretty idiots we were to let him get clean away with them. Goodness only knows what he has taken.”

Mr Sanford, who had been serious enough all through, looked graver than ever when Dick said that.

“That is exactly the point. Under the circumstances it is difficult for us to determine what may not be missing. I am afraid that Mr Miller is an unprincipled person.”

“There’s no fear about that — it’s a dead sure thing. He’s a confounded highway robber, as well as a miserable area sneak.”

Dick’s language is so strong. But Mr Sanford did not seem to notice it.

“If all the items mentioned were in the despatch-box at the time of your mother’s decease, and the correctness of her list is to be implicitly relied upon—”

“If mother says a thing was there, it was there; you can bet on that.”

“Then, in that case, it seems only too probable that Mr Miller has robbed you of a very large amount of valuable property—”

“I’d like to have the flogging of him!”

“Besides the will, which is itself of cardinal importance; and your father’s jewels, which evidently were worth a considerable sum—”

“I should think so!”

“There is here a list of no less than thirteen securities, all of the highest class, which are stated to have represented — apparently at par value — over £50,000. At present prices they would be worth more. The presumption is that scrip, or bonds, or other legal documents representing ownership, were in that box. If such was the case, the question is — where are they now?”

“£50,000!” I cried.

I have no doubt that we all of us looked amazed at the magnitude of the sum.

“That scoundrel,” declared Dick, “is living on them — on the fat of the land.”

“Since they were all easily negotiable, and could be turned into cash at a moment’s notice, if our suspicions are well founded—”

“Which they are!”

“It is practically certain that Mr Miller is in the enjoyment of a comfortable little fortune. Not the least extraordinary part of the matter is, that had not your sister come upon this list, almost, as it seems, by accident, we might never have known that such securities were in existence. As it is, I fear we shall have some trouble in tracing their possession to Mr Miller; and still more trouble in tracing him.”

It was ever so long — months and months — after I had found out what ought to have been in the despatch-box, that I went on a tremendous expedition — to London, all by myself. I was to meet Hetty Travers and her mother at St James’s Hall — and perhaps Mr Sanford might be there, but he could not be sure — and then we were all going to a concert together. That was a Saturday. Hetty lived at Beckenham. And after the concert I was going to stay with her until the Monday.

That was the programme.

At home it was a lovely morning. So I thought I would go up by a pretty early train and do some shopping. I had quite a lot of money, and I wanted ever so many things, and you can buy things much better in London than at West Marden. It was true that I did not know much about London; for instance, I could not have found my way from St Paul’s Churchyard to Regent Street. But I had heard Dick say that when you did not know your way to a place, all you had to do was to jump into a hansom and trust to the driver. He maintained that while there was a hansom to be found no one need be lost in town. So that was just what I did do. I took one from London Bridge to Oxford Street; then, when I had got what I wanted there, another to Regent Street, which, driving, seemed really no distance at all; and then a third to St Paul’s Churchyard. Then, just as I was getting as hungry as anything, and was wondering where I could get something to eat, I found that all the shops were actually closing, and that I had scarcely any time left in which to get to St James’s Hall. I get into a cab, and told the man to drive as fast as he could; it was then past two, and I was supposed to be there at half-past.

He went off at a pretty good pace. But he had scarcely gone any distance when I saw on the pavement, a little way in front — the Ogre! Mr Stephen Miller! The sight of him drove everything else clean out of my head. I jumped up in the cab, exclaiming, — 

“Stop! stop!”

I daresay the cabman though I was going to jump out while he was going; and I believe I should have done so if he had gone on. But he pulled his horse back on to its haunches, and out I jumped. The Ogre, sublimely unconscious of who was behind him, had moved aside as if he were about to enter a great stone building which he had just reached. However, I was in front of him before he could get to the door; and I lost no time in coming to the point.

“Mr Miller,” I cried, “where’s mother’s will, and father’s jewels, and all our money?”

He stared at me as if I were the last person he expected — or desired — to see; and I daresay I was. I thought at first that he was going to turn on his heel and run. But that was only for a moment. After he had recovered from the sudden shock — and the sight of me must have been a shock to him — he glared with his horrid bloodshot eyes as if he would have liked to devour me, bones and all.

“I fancy there must be some mistake. I have not the pleasure of knowing who you are.”

His wicked untruthfulness took me aback.

“You don’t know who I am? — You do! — I’m Molly Boyes!”

“Unfortunately I have not the honour of knowing who Molly Boyes may be. And as I have a pressing appointment, I am afraid you must excuse me.”

He put out his arm and, thrusting me on one side, dashed through the swing door into the building in front of which we were standing. He gave me such a push that it was a wonder I did not fall right over. By the time I had recovered myself sufficiently to rush after him there was nothing of him to be seen. He had either vanished into air, or into one of the innumerable offices which apparently the place contained. In front of me was a staircase; beyond it was a passage; on my right was a second passage; on my left a third. In which direction he had gone there was nothing to show. While I was standing there, feeling rather silly, a gentleman came out of one of the doors towards me. He was not bad looking; but he wore a green tie with pink spots which I did not like at all.

“Can you tell me,” I asked, “where Mr Miller has gone?”

“Mr Miller? I’m afraid I don’t know the name. Has he offices here?”

“He just came in!”

I described him as well as I could. The stranger seemed interested. He even smiled.

“Your description sounds like Mr Kenrick, of The People’s Stock Exchange. The offices are on the fourth floor. You will see the name on a tablet against the wall.”

It did not seem very promising. Kenrick did not sound like Miller. And I could not conceive of his having any connection with such an institution as The People’s Stock Exchange. I was sorry for it if he had. Still up the stairs I went — it was a long way up to the fourth floor; and there, in black letters on a white tablet, amidst lots of other names, was “No. 169. The People’s Stock Exchange. Mr George Kenrick.” I went first round one corner, then round another — there was not a soul to be seen from whom to ask the way — and I was commencing to wonder if I should have to keep on chasing myself round corners for the rest of the afternoon when all of a sudden I heard someone shouting at the top of his voice. A door opened at the end of the passage in which I was and someone came out, addressing to someone within remarks which were uttered in such stentorian tones that it was quite impossible to avoid hearing what he said — 

“I’ll tell you what you are, Mr Kenrick — you’re a scoundrel and a thief! And clever though you are, you’ll find yourself at the Old Bailey yet before you’ve done — you dirty rascal!”

He shut the door with a bang which thundered through the place. He was very tall, with a long grey beard, and his hat crammed over his eyes; and as he strode past me he did look so very angry that I did not dare ask who he had been speaking to. But the language he had used was so extremely applicable to the Ogre, that I felt convinced it must be he. So I went to the room out of which he had come. Sure enough, on the glass door was “The People’s Stock Exchange.” I entered, and there, on the other side of a polished counter, was Mr Stephen Miller.

“I have found you again,” I remarked.

He was talking to a young man — quite a boy, in fact — who was moving towards the door as I went in.

“You’ll be here at the usual time on Monday?”

“Yes, sir.”

The youth regarded me with what I almost felt was a twinkle in his eye; though I had not the remotest notion what he meant by such behaviour. And the Ogre and I were left alone. I repeated my previous observation.

“You perceive that I have found you again.”

“It would seem so.” He stood rubbing his chin and regarding me with a contemplative kind of air. He was ever so much better dressed than he ever was in our part of the world; but, in spite of it, he looked just the same disreputable, untrustworthy object. If anything, his face was fatter and redder than it used to be; and his eyes more bloodshot. “Come into my private office.”

He led the way into a room beyond, and I followed. When we were in he stared at me again; and this time he grinned.

“You’re quite a beauty — that’s a pretty frock of yours. Perhaps it’s the frock that does it — you never know.” His manner made my cheeks burn. “Well, and how are they all at The Chase?”

Fancy his having the impudence to ask such a question!

“Thank you; they are all quite well. I want my mother’s will — and father’s jewels — and the securities which were in the brown despatch-box.”

“You do, do you? Are they missing?”

“You know very well that they are missing — since you took them.”

“Took them, did I? Odd what things one sometimes does by accident.”

“It was no accident, as you are perfectly aware. Will you give them to me, please, as I am in a hurry?”

“Give them to you? Do you expect me to hand them over now — at once?”

“Most certainly. I don’t intend to leave until I have them.”

“Suppose I leave?”

“Then I shall follow you until we come to a policeman, to whom I shall give you in charge.”

He laughed; though what there was to laugh at in the notion of being locked up was beyond my comprehension.

“So that’s the idea. Well, I shouldn’t like being sent to prison — it’s not to be expected—”

“You will have brought it upon yourself.”

“So I’ll tell you what I’ll do; you give me a kiss and I’ll hand over.”

I flamed up.

“How dare you say such a thing!”

“All right! all right! — you look spiteful; and it seems you are. Sorry I asked for what isn’t to be had. I keep what you want outside; if you wait here I’ll go and fetch it.”

His insolent suggestion had made me so furious that, without stopping to think, supposing he meant what he said, I let him go. The door closed behind him as he went; but as there was a spring which made it close, I saw nothing strange in that. And I waited. His horrible proposal — and something, too, about his words, looks and manner made me conscious of a distinct sense of discomfort. I half wished that I had allowed him to escape, and made no attempt to follow. I glanced at my watch. It was past half-past two! What would the cabman think of me outside — and I had left three parcels in his cab! — and Hetty and her mother waiting for me at St James’ Hall. I went to the door and turned the handle. It declined to yield. Imagining that there might be some trick in opening it, perhaps connected with the spring — because I knew that they had all sorts of queer inventions in the city — I rapped at the panel.

“Mr Miller!” I cried. “Mr Miller! Will you open this door, please, and be quick, because I’m late already!”

No answer. I rapped again — and called again. Then — at last! — I suspected. I stooped down and saw that the door was locked. I banged at it with both my fists.

“Mr Miller! How dare you lock the door. Open it at once and let me out!”

But not a bit of it. That was not his intention at all. Whether he was or was not on the other side I could not tell. It was a great, strong, heavy door, and so long as he chose to keep it locked, it was impossible for me to find out.

Suppose he was not there? if it was all a trick? and if he had imposed on my simplicity and made a fool of me? The mere possibility of such a thing made me so mad that tears of rage came into my eyes. There must be a bell somewhere. There was; an electric bell, represented by an ivory button. I pressed it: kept on pressing it. No result seemed to follow. I could hear no sound. Was it ringing? If so, where?

As I listened, I was struck by the curious silence. I had no idea that in London it could be so still. Considering the hugeness of the buildings, and the clatter of the great thoroughfare through which I had come, it seemed so odd. Could I be alone in that great place? The prospect did not appear agreeable. I turned to the window. It was quite narrow, though tremendously high, and filled with frosted glass, or whatever they call it, so that I could not see through. I had to stand on a chair to reach the top of the sash. Then I could not see out.

I seemed to have got myself into a thoroughly delightful position. Time was getting on. Hetty and her mother would be wondering if anything had happened to me. Something certainly had. But they would never guess what. How long was I to stop in that room? This was Saturday. I seemed to remember having heard that people left business early on Saturdays. I myself had seen that the shops were being closed. Perhaps that was the explanation of the silence. Everybody might have gone. The whole place might be deserted. In that case not a creature might be back till Monday. I had heard the Ogre say to the departing youth, — 

“You’ll be here at the usual time on Monday?”

Monday! Was it conceivable that I might have to stay in that wretch’s office till — Monday! Long before then I should be raving mad. I picked up a ruler off the table and hammered with it on the door and shouted. How I shouted! But no one took the slightest notice — I doubted very much if there was anyone to hear. The room through which I had come was much larger than the one in which I was. The passage was beyond. If, as was probable, the outer door was also closed, then my noise would hardly penetrate into the passage. Apart from the fact that the offices were at the end of the passage, and that no one would be likely to come that way, except on business. And if business was over until Monday?

But I was not disposed to simply hammer and shout. I proposed to do something. Monte Cristo escaped from the Chateau d’If. And if by any possible means I could win my way out I did not intend to remain the Ogre’s prisoner a moment longer than I could help. So, by way of a commencement, I smashed the window. With the ruler I deliberately knocked out as much of the frosted glass as I could. Most of it went outside and, amid the prevailing stillness, it seemed to make quite a terrible noise. I found that the look-out was into a sort of well. The frame was so narrow, and the fringe of broken glass so obvious, that I could not lean right out; and from as far as I could get I could not see the bottom, nor the top either. There were walls and windows above, below, all around. And, so far as I could perceive, nothing else.

While I was wondering whatever I should do next, a window right opposite, on the other side of the well, was thrown up, and someone looked out, a masculine someone. I do not think I was ever so glad to see anyone in my life as I was to see that boy — he appeared to me to be a boy, though I daresay he supposed himself to be a man. The sight of me seemed to occasion him surprise — which was not to be wondered at.

“I beg your pardon, but — have you just broken that window?

“I have!”

“It made such an all-fired din that I thought something had happened.”

“Something has happened! I’m shut up in here!”

“No? Are you? What a horrid shame. We’re in the same box, because I’m shut up in here. Governor told me not to go till he came back from lunch, and as he’s gone off with some other fellows to a regular spread, it looks as though he’s never coming back again. And I ought to be down at Richmond for a cricket match. It looks like getting there! Though what they’ll do without me I can’t think. Because, apart from batting, with the leather I’m a marvel. My name’s Clifford — perhaps you know my name? Last Saturday, playing for the Putney Pilgrims, I took eight wickets in nine overs. It was in the papers. Perhaps you saw it there. I don’t know if you’re interested in that sort of thing.”

He rattled on at such a rate that he did not give me a chance to speak.

“I’m afraid you don’t understand: I’m locked in here.”

“Locked in? No? Not really?”

“Yes, really!” He was dense. “And I want you to come and break down the door and let me out.”

“Break down the door? Me? What ho! Pray, are you trying to take a rise out of yours truly? I’m more than seven, you know.”

“You don’t look it; and you don’t sound it either.”

I tried to explain.

“If you will listen, I will endeavour to make you understand. This place belongs to a robber and a thief. I came to get back some of the things he has stolen. He’s gone away and locked the door, and left me here, and I want you to come and let me out!”

“I say! Isn’t that rather a rummy story?”

“I don’t know if it’s rummy or not — it’s true! And if you don’t want to see me throw myself out of the window you’ll come, at once!”

“For goodness’ sake, don’t talk about throwing yourself out of the window. You’d make an awful mess if you did. It’s a bit of a drop — Hollo! here’s the governor!”

I heard a voice speaking behind him.

“Yes, here is the governor. And pray, Master Clifford, what are you doing there?” Master Clifford vanished. In his place appeared a short dark man, with an eyeglass and a moustache turned up at the ends. He smiled in my direction as if he had known me all his life. “Delighted to see you. Lovely afternoon, isn’t it? You make a charming picture in that frame.”

“I’m a prisoner!” I cried.

“You’re what?”

“A prisoner!”

“You look as if it were more your custom to make captives of others. Are you in earnest?”

“Don’t I sound as if I were in earnest? Of course I am in earnest!”

I tried to explain all over again. The stupidity of some people is extraordinary. Even when I had finished he did not seem to comprehend.

“Do you know that you’re proposing that I should break into another man’s premises?”

“Do you want me to stop locked in here till you do! Because I shall go mad and kill myself long before then.”

“May I ask your name?”

“My name is Molly Boyes, and I live at The Chase, West Marden, and I ought to have met Hetty Travers at St James’s Hall at half-past two, and now I don’t know what time it is!”

“But I do. It’s time I was off.”

He spoke as if he did not care a button about me. I was seized with a perfect paroxysm of fear.

“Oh please — please — please — don’t go and leave me! — please let me out! — please — please!”

I could not see his face through my blinding tears; but I fancy I startled him.

“My dear Miss Boyes! Don’t distress yourself like that! You’ll spoil those pretty eyes of yours! You mustn’t think me a brute; but yours is such an extraordinary statement. But, as you do seem serious, I’ll come round and see what I can do. By the way, where are you?”

“I’m at 169; it’s called The People’s Stock Exchange, and belongs to a man who calls himself Kenrick, but — his — real — name’s — Stephen — Miller!”

“So that’s The People’s Stock Exchange! I wasn’t aware we were such close neighbours. I begin to see daylight. So you’re one of the sheep, and you’ve been fleeced! I fancy it won’t be the first shindy they’ve had at that establishment. Here, Clifford, just go and find a policeman and bring him here! If you’ll wait, Miss Boyes, I’ll come round to you as soon as I possibly can.”

He vanished — and I waited. As if there was anything else I could do! My heart sank directly he vanished from the window. He did not seem a bit in earnest. I felt convinced that he would not care a scrap if I was locked in there until the crack of given another glance at his watch, he would come to the conclusion that it was more than time for him to go off home to tea, and that it really was not worth while bothering about the girl over the way. He seemed that kind of man. Supposing he did? My last straw would be gone!

As the hours — which, I suppose, according to the clock, were only minutes — dragged past, and still nothing happened, I concluded that that was what he had done. What a state of mind I was in! I hammered with the ruler, and yelled and shouted, so that I might attract attention if anyone was about. And at last — such a long at last — I heard the outside door being opened; footsteps approached my door; there was a little fumbling with the keyhole; and — I was unlocked! There stood a porter-looking sort of person, a policeman, and the eye-glassed man from over the way. He had had more sense — and more heart — than I had imagined. He had hunted up a caretaker, who actually possessed a key — I think it was one key, though I own I do not see how it could have been — which opened every door in the place, and with it he had opened the one behind which I was imprisoned.

Oh, with what rapture I greeted those three extremely plain-looking men! No wonder they seemed pleased with themselves when I almost jumped into their arms!

That night I slept at Beckenham. Hetty and her mother were nearly out of their minds. Mr Sanford had gone to the concert. When I did not appear he telegraphed home to know what had become of me. On their replying that I had gone to London with the intention of going to the concert, he tore about in every direction. By the time I did turn up they appeared to have concluded that I must be dead. Their countenances when I told them my adventures!

When the Ogre left me locked in his private office he left The People’s Stock Exchange for good. He never showed his face in that neighbourhood again. It seemed that he had used the money of which he had robbed us to help him to rob others. The People’s Stock Exchange was a gigantic swindle. I did not quite understand how; but Mr Sanford said that he deserved penal servitude for life. Next time I see him he will probably get it.

I do not know what became of that cab of mine. Nor of the parcels which I left inside. And in them were some lovely things. It’s a dreadful shame!


VI

BREAKING THE ICE

Shortly after my seventeenth birthday Mr Sanford and I had a serious difference of opinion which almost amounted to a quarrel. I do not say that the fault was entirely his. But that is not the point. The point is whether, every time you happen to be not quite exactly right, you are to be treated as if you were a mere worm, and have your age thrown in your face.

It was not my fault that I was only seventeen. As Mr Pitt said — I remember reading about it at Mrs Sawyer’s — being young is a crime one grows out of. Rome was not built in a day. You cannot do everything at once. It is quite certain that you cannot be ninety in five minutes. I was perfectly aware that Mr Sanford was twenty-five. It is not a time of life against which I have a word to say. I feel sure that it is a delightful age. But I cannot understand why persons who are twenty-five should consider themselves so immensely superior to persons who are only seventeen. Or, if they are superior, and are known to be, that is no reason why they should show it.

On my birthday Mr Sanford gave me a box of gloves. Now I am five feet five and a half inches high. I know I am, because when Dick made me stand up against the wall with my hair down and a book on my head, he said he never should have thought it from the look of me. Which was not a nice thing to say. But then brothers have manners of their own. I want to know what size of hand a person who is nearly five feet six high ought to have. Because, directly I opened the box, I saw that they were lovely gloves, but that they were all six and a half.

“Oh, what a pity!” I cried. “They’ll be like boats on me! I take six and a quarter!”

Of course, I am conscious that it was not precisely a civil remark to make; and, had I reflected, I might not have made it. But it was out before I even guessed it was coming. As it was out, it was. And, anyhow, it was simply the truth. At the time, Mr Sanford was as nice as possible. He expressed his regret for the mistake which had occurred, and volunteered to change them.

He did change them. Four or five days afterwards he came with another box. It was the sixteenth of November, a Thursday. As it turned out to be a memorable day to me, I have the best of reasons for keeping the exact date in my mind. I shall never forget it — never — not if I live long enough to lose my memory. It was very cold. All the week it had been freezing. That is, off and on. Because I admit that it might occasionally have risen above freezing point. But it certainly had been freezing all the day before, and all that morning — hard. Ice was everywhere. I had made up my mind to try it, and had just finished cleaning my skates when Mr Sanford came in.

“Why,” he exclaimed, when he saw them, “what are you going to do with those?”

“I’m going to skate with them. What is one generally supposed to do with skates?”

“But, my dear Miss Boyes, it’s impossible. After two or three days’ more frost, perhaps, but at present the ice won’t bear.”

Now there was just that something about his tone which nettled me. It was the way he had of taking it for granted that, because he said a thing, the matter was necessarily at an end, since it was impossible to imagine that anyone would venture on remonstrance.

“I daresay it will be strong enough to bear me.”

“I very much doubt it.”

“Do you? Do you skate?”

“A little.”

“Then, since that sister and those brothers of mine have gone off, they alone know where, may I venture to suggest that you should come with me?”

“I shall be delighted — as far as the ice. I’m sure you’ll find that it won’t bear. And, anyhow, I’ve no skates.”

“There are a pair of Dick’s. They’re not very rusty. And I don’t suppose you’ll find them very much too small.”

He took them up — and smiled.

“As you say, they’re not very rusty, and I daresay my feet are not very much more gigantic than Dick’s, but—”

“But what?”

“I shall be very glad to come with you to examine the ice. But when you get to it you’ll find that skating is out of the question.”

“If I get to the ice I promise you that I’ll go on it. I am passionately fond of skating, and as we so seldom get any, I like to take advantage of every chance I get. Besides, I am not afraid of a little cold water, even if it does happen to be a degree or two under the usual temperature.”

He laughed. He had a way of laughing when I said things which were not meant to be comical which puzzled me and annoyed me too. Fortunately for himself he changed the subject, handing me the box he had been carrying.

“I’ve brought the gloves. This time I hope you will find that they are not like boats. I am credibly informed that they are six and a quarter.”

“Thank you so much. I really am ashamed of myself for giving you so much trouble — it’s so sweet of you. Oh, what lovely gloves. Just the shades I like. As I have brought none down with me I think I’ll put a pair on now.”

I ought to have known better. I had, as I have said, just finished cleaning my skates, and had been washing my hands, and, in consequence, they were cold. It is not, at any time, the work of only a moment to put on a brand new pair of properly-fitting gloves. Everybody knows that, who knows anything at all. They require coaxing. Especially is this the case when your hands are cold. And certainly the task is not rendered easier by the knowledge that you are being observed by critical, supercilious eyes, towards whose owner you entertain a touch of resentment. Those gloves would not go on. The consciousness that Mr Sanford was staring at me with obvious amusement made me, perhaps, more awkward than I should have been. But, whatever the cause, I do not think I ever had so much trouble with a pair of gloves either before or since.

Presently he spoke.

“Rather tight, aren’t they?”

“Tight? What do you mean? I suppose they’re six and a quarter?”

“Oh, yes, they’re six and a quarter. But don’t you think it might have been better to have kept the original six and a half for the sake of the additional ease?”

“Ease? You don’t want ease in a glove.”

“No? That’s rather a novel point of view. Do you want it to be uneasy, then?”

“A properly fitting glove never is uneasy. You are possibly not aware that a new glove always is a little difficult to get on the first time.”

“Yes — so it seems.”

Something in his tone annoyed me, particularly the impertinent suggestion which I felt sure it was intended to convey. I gave an angry try at the glove, and, behold! it split. I know I went crimson all over. Mr Sanford laughed outright.

“When you try to cram a quart into a pint pot something is bound to go.”

A ruder remark I had never had addressed to me. My own brothers could not have been more vulgar. Even they had never compared my hand with either a quart or a pint pot. An observation of that kind it was impossible that I should condescend to notice. Removing the glove, with all the dignity at my command, I replaced it in the box.

“I think that I had better wear a pair of gloves which have become adapted to the unfortunate conformation of my hands.”

“But, Molly—”

“I don’t know who has given you permission to use my Christian name, Mr Sanford. I have noticed that you have done so two or three times recently. I am not a relative of yours.”

His eyes twinkled. Although I did not look at him I knew they did, because of the peculiar way in which he spoke. When they twinkled there was always something in his voice which, to the trained ear, was unmistakable. Not that I wish it to be inferred that I had paid any attention to Mr Sanford’s oddities. It was the mere result of my tendency to notice trifles.

“But, Miss Boyes, I never could understand why a woman of reasonable and proper and delightful proportions should show a desire to be the possessor of a hand which, as regards dimensions, would be only suited to a dwarf.”

“Is it I you are calling a monster, or only my hand?”

“Neither. I should not presume to call you anything. But I would take leave to observe that you have as dainty, as well-shaped, as capable, and, I may add, as characteristic a pair of hands as I have ever seen.”

“Personal remarks are not in the best of taste, are they? I believe I have had occasion to point that out to you before.”

I took that box of gloves upstairs and I banged them on the dressing-table. When I looked into the glass I saw that my cheeks were glowing, and my eyes too. It was plain that I was in a perfect passion. The most exasperating part of it was that I knew what a fright bad temper made of me. It always does of your black sort of people.

Never did I meet anyone with a greater capacity for rubbing you the wrong way than Mr Sanford. And so autocratic! I suppose that if he is of opinion that I ought to wear six and three-quarters I shall have to. But I will give him clearly to understand that, whatever size my hands may be, I shall wear sixes if I like. I do not propose to allow him to lay down the law to me, even on the question of gloves.

I kept him waiting as long as ever I could, though up in my bedroom, where there was no fire, it was positively freezing, and every moment I grew colder and colder, till I felt I must be congealing. But I knew that he hated waiting, so, while I dawdled, I wondered if everybody was crushed by everybody else as some people crushed me, or, at least, as they tried to. When I got down he was standing at the window, staring out into the grounds.

“Are you still there? I thought you would have gone. I trust that you have not remained on my account. I didn’t hurry. Even an old pair of gloves cannot be put on in half a second.”

“So it would appear.”

“As you are not going to skate, and I am, I won’t keep you.”

“You were good enough to ask me to come with you to see if the ice would bear.”

“I’m sure it will bear enough for me, though probably not enough for you. And as you’re nervous, it’s hardly worth while to put you to any further trouble. You would hardly find it amusing to stand on the bank and watch me skating.”

“Well, I can fancy more objectionable occupations.”

“Can you? There is no accounting for people’s fancies.”

“There certainly isn’t.”

“So, as I am already later than I intended, I will wish you good-day. And thank you so much for the gloves.”

“Good-day, and pray don’t mention the gloves — ever again. But I’m going with you all the same. I’ll borrow Dick’s skates on the off-chance, and ask his permission afterwards.”

“Oh, I’ve no doubt that Dick will have no objection to your taking them; but as you’re not going to skate, really, Mr Sanford, it’s not the slightest use your coming.”

“No use, but a great deal of pleasure for me. Let me carry your skates.”

“Thank you, but I prefer to carry them myself.”

He planted himself in front of me, looked me in the face, stretched out his arm, and took the skates from my hand. The astonishing part of it being that I did not offer the slightest resistance.

“I do declare, Mr Sanford, that you’re the most dictatorial person I ever met. You appear to be under the impression that people are not entitled to have opinions of their own on any subject whatever. I suppose I may carry my own skates if I want to.”

“Quite so. Suppose we start.”

We did start; though I was more than half inclined — since he was evidently bent on accompanying me — not to go at all. From the way we were beginning I foresaw what would be the end; or, at least, I imagined I did. Because, of course, what actually did happen never entered my head even as a remote possibility.

I was in a vitriolic temper, which was not improved by the knowledge that I was behaving badly, and should, in all probability before long, behave much worse. There is nothing more galling than the consciousness that the person with whom you are angry is in the right, and knows it, and is therefore indisposed to take any notice of your tantrums, being resolved, do what you will, not to take you seriously. That was what used to make me so mad with Mr Sanford; he would not regard me as if I were a serious character. He would persist in treating me as if I were a child. Even if I did sometimes behave like one, it ought to have made no difference, since at seventeen you are not a child, and can behave exactly as you please, because you are grown up. Especially after the experience of the world which I had had.

The lake was more than a mile away from the house; amid the pine-trees in Mr Glennon’s wood. A lovely walk. Particularly in that sort of weather. But, as the poet does not say, no prospect pleases when your temper is vile. The mere fact that I yearned to beg Mr Sanford’s pardon for being so disagreeable made me nastier than ever. It may sound incredible; it is true. Such conversation as there was suggested that horrid game called “Snap” — played ill-naturedly.

“Are you an expert skater, Miss Boyes?”

“I can keep myself from falling, though, of course, I cannot compare with you.”

“I assure you that I have no pretensions in that direction. Like you, I can keep myself from falling and that’s all.”

“Meaning, I presume, that I cannot even do that. Thank you.”

Silence. I knew the man was smiling, although I did not look at him. After we had gone about another hundred yards he spoke again.

“I always think a woman looks so graceful on the ice.”

“You won’t think so any longer after you have seen me.”

“I think I shall. I cannot conceive you as looking anything but graceful, anywhere, in any position.”

“I don’t think you need sneer.”

“Miss Boyes.”

“Mr Sanford?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“You beg my pardon? What for?”

“I don’t quite know. But I feel you feel that it would be more becoming on my part. So I do so. Please will you forgive me?”

“If you have no objection I should prefer to turn back. I do not care to skate to-day.”

“You need not skate. As I have already remarked, I am convinced that the ice will not bear. But we can at least continue our walk.”

“I shall skate if we do go on. On that I am determined.”

“You are not always so aggressive.”

“Nor are you always so domineering. Though I admit that as a rule you are. At home they must find you unbearable.”

“I hope not. I am sorry you find me domineering. Particularly as you are yourself so — plastic.”

“I am not plastic. I don’t know what you mean. But I am sure I am nothing of the kind.”

“Molly.”

We had reached the stile over which you have to climb to get into the wood. He had crossed first, and I was standing on the top step — he was holding my hand in his to help me over. I did not notice that he had called me Molly.

“Yes?”

“I wish you would be pleasant to me sometimes. You don’t know what a difference it would make to me.”

“What nonsense! I am perfectly convinced that, under any circumstances, nothing I could say or do could be of the slightest consequence to you.”

“Couldn’t it? You try!”

“I am much too young.”

“Too young! Too young!”

There was all at once something in his voice and manner which gave me quite a start. I snatched my hand away and jumped down to the ground.

“We can’t stop here all day if we mean to do any skating, and I for one certainly do.”

I marched off at about five miles an hour. He wore an air of meekness which was so little in keeping with his general character that, at the bottom of my heart, it rather appalled me.

“I would sooner be snubbed by you than flattered by another woman.”

“Snubbed by me! Considering how you’re always snubbing me, that’s amusing.”

“I never mean to snub you.”

“You never mean to? Then you must be singularly unfortunate in having to so constantly act in direct opposition to your intentions. To begin with, you hardly ever treat me as if I were a woman at all.”

“Well, you are not a woman — are you — quite?”

“Mr Sanford! When you talk like that I feel — ! Pray what sort of remark do you call that?”

“You are standing at the stepping stones.”

“At the stepping-stones?”

“Happy is the man who is to lead you across them.”

“I don’t in the least understand you. And I would have you to know that I feel that it is high time that I should put childish things behind me; and I should like other people to recognise that I have done so.”

“Childish things? What are childish things? Oh, Molly, I wish that you could always be a child. And the pity is that one of these days you’ll be wishing it too.”

“I’m sure I sha’n’t. It’s horrid to be a child.”

“Is it?”

“You are always being snubbed.”

“Are you?”

“No one treats you with the least respect; or imagines that you can possibly ever be in earnest. As for opinions of your own — it’s considered an absurdity that you should ever have them. Look at you! You’re laughing at me at this very moment.”

“Don’t you know why I am laughing at you, Molly?”

Again there was something in the way in which he asked the question which gave me the oddest feeling. As if I was half afraid. Ever since we had left the stile I had been conscious of the most ridiculous sense of nervousness. A thing with which, as a rule, I am never troubled. I was suddenly filled with a wild desire to divert the conversation from ourselves, no matter how. So I made a desperate plunge.

“Have you seen anything of Hetty lately?”

He was still for a moment, as if the sudden reference to his cousin occasioned him surprise; and that not altogether of a pleasant kind. Though I did not see why it should have done.

“I was not speaking of Hetty. Nor am I anxious to, just now.”

“Aren’t you? Have you quarrelled with her, as well?”

“As well? Why do you say as well?”

“Oh, I don’t know. You’re always quarrelling.”

“That’s not true.”

“Thank you. Is that a snub? Or merely a compliment?”

“Molly, why will you treat me like this? It’s you who treat me like a child, not I you.”

“There’s the lake at last, thank goodness!”

I did not care if it was rude or not. I was delighted to see it, so I said so plainly. What is more, I tore off towards it as hard as I could. My rush was so unexpected that I was clean away before he knew it. All the same he reached the lake as soon as I did. He could run, just as he could do everything else. The ice looked splendid, smooth as a sheet of glass. All about were the pines with their frosted branches. They seemed to stand in rows, so that they looked like the pillars in the aisles of some great cathedral. And then pine-trees always are so solemn and so still.

“Give me my skates, please. I want to get them on at once. Doesn’t the ice look too lovely for anything?

“It’s not a question of what it looks like, but of what it will bear.” He stepped on to the edge. It gave an ominous crack. I daresay, if he had waited, long enough, it would have given way beneath him. But he did not. He hopped back on to the solid ground. “You see!”

“Excuse me, but that is exactly what I do not do. Here it is under the shadow of the trees. Besides, the water is so shallow that it is practically cat’s ice. I’m sure it’s all right a little further round and in the middle. It’s often cracky near the edge.”

“I am sure it is not safe anywhere.”

“Will you please give me my skates, Mr Sanford?”

He looked at me. So as to let him see that I had no intention of being cowed, I looked back at him.

“I hope that, this once, you will be advised. I assure you it is unsafe.”

“Please give me my skates.”

He laughed, in that queer way he had of laughing at unexpected moments, when there certainly seemed nothing to laugh at.

“Good. Then it is decided. We will both go skating.”

“Both? It is not necessary that we should do anything of the kind. I wish you would let me do as I like, without criticism. Who appointed you to have authority over me? Who suggested that because I choose to do a thing you should do it too? I prefer not to have you attached to my apron-strings. Give me my skates. You can go home. I would rather you did.”

“If you skate, I skate also.”

“As you please, if you can get over your timidity. There is room on the lake for two. If you will choose one end I will have the other.”

“I shall skate where you do.”

“Mr Sanford — you are intolerable!”

“Indeed, I am disposed to act on your courteous suggestion, and go home, and take your skates with me.

“If you do, I will never speak to you again.”

“Don’t pledge yourself too deeply. You spoke of having put childish things behind you. I did not suspect you of having been such a mistress of irony.”

“Will you give me my skates?”

“Certainly. I will put them on for you. Where do you think the ice is — strongest?”

We were walking along the bank, I with my nose in the air, he white with rage. It wasn’t easy to make him lose his temper, but when you did succeed, he was wicked.

“This will do. I won’t trouble you for your assistance. I prefer to put on my own skates, thank you.”

He dug his heel right through the ice.

“Do you call this strong?”

“I wish you would not do that. You forget that I am not quite so heavy as you.” We went on a little further. Then I stood on the edge. “You perceive that it will bear me. Now — for about the dozenth time — will you give me my skates?”

“I will put them on for you.”

“I have already told you that I will do that for myself.”

“Don’t be absurd. Sit down on the bank.” He spoke to me as if I were a slave. As it was evidently useless to remonstrate, I obeyed, placing myself on the sloping bank. “There is a condition I must make. If I put your skates on first you must promise not to start till I am ready.”

“I shall promise nothing of the kind.”

“Then in that case I am afraid I shall have to keep you waiting till I am equipped.”

He actually did too. And as Dick’s skates were in rather a muddle, or he did not understand them, or something, it took him a tremendous time to get them properly attached to his boots, while I sat on the bank and froze. But I tried to keep myself as warm as I could by an occasional genial remark.

“You understand, Mr Sanford, that when we do get home I will never speak to you again. I never want to see you again either.”

“The betting is that we never shall get home again, since it is probable that we shall both of us be drowned in the lake. That is, if there is a sufficient depth of water to drown us.”

“Sufficient depth! Why, I’m told that in places there are twenty feet. I imagine that that is enough to drown even you, big though you seem to think yourself. Though I totally fail to see why we should both of us be drowned. Why can’t I drown by myself?”

“If you drown I drown.”

“That is really too ridiculous. Pray, who is talking like a child now? I quite fail to see how it can matter to you what becomes of me.”

“You do know.”

“I do not know. I have not the faintest shadow of a notion.”

“Don’t you know?”

He twisted himself round and glared at me in such a fashion that I was alarmed.

“Mr Sanford, don’t look at me like that!”

“Then kindly remember that there are limits even to my patience.”

“I should think that your patience was like the jam in the tart; the first bite you don’t get to it, and the second you go clean over it.”

“I am glad to be able to afford you so favourable an opportunity for the exercise of your extremely pretty wit. Please give me your foot.”

He took it without waiting for any giving. Then immediately proceeded to comment on it, as if it had not belonged to me, or as if I had not been there.

“A dainty foot it is; and reasonably shod in decently fitting boots; not six and a quarter.”

“You still seem not to understand that my size in gloves is six and a quarter.”

“I’m so dull.”

“You are. And something else besides.”

He simply ignored my hint. I hate people not to notice when I intend to sting them. It makes you feel so helpless. He went on calmly discussing my foot.

“It’s worth while allowing you to flesh the arrows of your malice in one’s hide for the privilege of holding this between one’s fingers.”

“Do you think so?”

“I do.”

It was strange how excessively odd an effect his touch had on me. It made me thrill from top to toe. I could scarcely speak. When I stood, to my amazement I found that I was trembling.

“Are your skates comfortable?”

“They seem all right.”

“Molly, let us understand each other. Are you bent on skating?”

“I am. Though there is not the slightest reason why you should.”

“The ice may be sufficiently thick in places, but it certainly is not all over, and, as you don’t know where the weak points are, it will be at the risk of your life if you venture on it.”

“It is strong enough to bear me, though it is very possible that it may not be strong enough to bear you also. So, if you do not desire to add to the risk on which you are so insistent, you will not force on me your company.”

“If you go I go also.”

“Then don’t talk so much — and come!”

He had been holding my hand. I snatched it from him and was on the ice. In an instant he was at my side. I was filled with a curious excitement. Something had got into my blood, microbes perhaps, of a fever-generating kind. The various passages of arms which we had had together seemed, all at once, to have reached their climax. I was seized with a sudden frenzy of resolve to show him, once for all, that what it was my pleasure to do that I would do. I craved for motion; yearned for movement — if only as a means of relief for my pent-up feelings. Longed for a flight through the air, to rush through it, to race. Especially to race that man — or to escape from him. I did not care much which.

I struck out for all that I was worth. As I had surmised, the ice was in perfect condition as regards its surface. Sufficiently elastic to enable the blade of one’s skates to bite on to it, smooth enough to offer no impediment to their onward glide. One skimmed over it almost without conscious effort. The ecstasy of doing something; the sense of freedom which it gave; the delight of tearing through the keen, clear atmosphere; of feeling it upon one’s cheeks — ruffling one’s hair — exhilarating one’s whole being — breathing it in great gulps into one’s lungs — these were the things I needed. And I had hardly been enjoying them half a dozen seconds when the bonds which had seemed to bind me parted, proving themselves to be but the phantasmal creations of a crooked mood. And I laughed, in my turn.

“Isn’t it glorious?”

“While it lasts.”

“Why the reservation? Isn’t it glorious, now?”

We had gone right across the lake. We swung round at a right angle.

“I thought it wasn’t safe!”

“What’s that?”

Just my luck! Scarcely were the words out of my lips than there was an ominous sound.

“That’s nothing. I thought everybody knew that virgin ice make eccentric noises; we’re the first to test its quality. That shows how safe it is.”

“Does it? I think there may be something in your theory about the middle being best. Suppose we cross to the other side again.”

The sound did go on.

“It’s because we’re skirting the shore. If you’ll admit that I am right for once in a way I’ll concede that you may be.”

“I’ll concede anything if you’ll come away from this.”

“Then I’ll race you to our starting-point!”

We had been keeping within perhaps a dozen feet of the land. Sharply turning I made for the centre. I had not taken half a dozen strides when the cracking noise increased to a distinctly uncomfortable degree. I felt the ice heaving beneath my feet. He was at my side; it was preposterous to talk about racing him level. He could have given me seventy-five yards out of a hundred.

“We have struck a bad place. Don’t stop; go as fast as you can.”

“I’m going as fast as I can. I shall be all right. You go in front.”

“Give me your hand!”

“No!”

“Give me your hand!”

I did not give him my hand — he snatched it. As he did so, something went. We did not stop to see what. How he managed I did not, and do not, understand. But I know he gripped my hand as in an iron vice, started off at about seventy miles an hour, and made me keep up with him.

“Don’t!” I cried; as well as I could while I gasped for breath.

“Come!” he said.

And I had to come. And before I knew it we were standing on the shore, and I was half beside myself with rage.

“How dare you? Do you suppose that I’m an idiot, and that you can haul me about as if you were my keeper? What did you do it for?”

“I fancy I saved your life.”

“Saved my life! Saved your own, you mean. You are an elephant, not I; and if you would only relieve the ice of the weight of your huge bulk, everything would be all right. But you are so grossly selfish that you hate the idea of anyone engaging in a pleasure which you cannot share — and better still, go home; and let me amuse myself exactly as I choose.”

“Molly! you are not going on again!”

“I am going on again! — I am! And you dare to try and stop me — you dare!

I imagine that the expression of my countenance startled him. He had planted himself directly in front of me. But when he saw me looking like black murder he moved aside. In an instant I had passed him, and was off towards the centre of the lake.

Whether the double burden which the ice had had to bear had been too severe a strain for its, as yet, still delicate constitution, I cannot say. I only know that, as soon as I was clear off the shore, in spite of my blind fury, I realised that I really was an idiot, and one, too, who was badly in need of a keeper. It groaned and creaked, and heaved in every direction; seeming to emit an increasingly loud crack with every forward stride I took. Mr Sanford shouted.

“Molly, for God’s sake, come back!”

I recognised — too late — the reason that was on his side. But the very vigour of his appeal served as a climax. I lost my head. I did not know what to do, where to go; turning this way and that, only to find the threats of danger greater. The question was settled for me. For the second time something went; the ice disappeared from beneath my feet — and I went in.

I felt — when I felt anything — almost as much surprise as consternation. Fortunately, I did not appear to have hit on a spot where the depth was twenty feet — or anything like it. For, instead of being drowned, the water did not come up to my armpits.

“Can you feel the bottom?”

The agony of fear which was in Philip Sanford’s voice as he asked the question calmed me as if by magic.

“I think so; I seem to be standing in what feels like mud.”

“Can you get your arms on to the ice and raise yourself? If you do it carefully it will probably bear you.”

“I am afraid not. I seem to be too deep in to get a proper purchase.”

“Where can I get a rope?

“Jennings’ farm is the nearest house; and that’s the other side of the stile.”

“Do you very much mind waiting there? I’ll be back inside five minutes.”

My heart sank at the prospect of being left alone, even for an instant.

“I’d rather — I’d rather you did something now. I’m afraid — I’m afraid I’m sinking deeper. And it’s so cold. Can’t you do anything at all?”

“I’ll do my best.”

He did his best; while I watched — how I watched! He selected a part where the ice had not as yet been subjected to any strain, and carefully advanced towards me. It bore him better than I — and perhaps he — had expected.

“It’s all right,” he cried. “I shall get to you! Cheer up! And keep as still as you can!”

Then it cracked. And I feared for him. If he should have chanced on a spot where the depth was twenty feet! And should be drowned before my eyes! The cracking noise grew more instead of less.

“I fancy I shall do better by lying down and taking to my hands and knees; it will be spreading my weight over a larger surface.”

He lay flat on the ice; wriggling towards me somehow, like a snake. It was a pretty slow process; especially as the icy water was wrapping my draperies about me and freezing the blood in my veins; and I was either sinking lower and lower, or else imagining that I was, which was just as bad. At last he came within three feet of me — within two — within reach. When I got my hands in his I burst out crying.

“Will you ever forgive me?” I sobbed.

“My darling!”

“I’ll always do as you wish me to in the future — always — if I’m not drowned.”

“My sweet!”

I did not notice what he was saying to me; nor, for the matter of that, what I was saying to him. Though I should not have cared if I had. I was too far gone. He put his hands underneath my arms; but directly he began raising me the ice on which he was lying gave way, and, in another second he was standing beside me in the water. Just as I was thinking of starting screaming, for I made sure that it was all over with both of us, he lifted me as if I were a baby, and I found that the water scarcely came over his waist, and he kissed me.

And I never was so happy; although, for all I knew, at that very moment we might be drowning.

But we did not drown. We reached the shore, though it took us a tremendous time to do it. Because Philip had to break every bit of ice in front of us. And though none of it was strong enough to bear, it was not easy to break. Luckily the water grew shallower as we advanced. So it must have been somewhere else that it was twenty feet.

“Do you think you can run?” Philip asked, when we stood on the dry ground at the end.

“I can — and will — do anything you tell me to — anything on earth.”

He laughed.

“It occurs to me that it was perhaps as well you had that little attack of eccentricity just now; otherwise it might have been ages before we arrived at an understanding.”

I was entirely of his opinion. I knew he was right. But then he always is.

We ran all the way home; except when we stopped at intervals, to say things. Though it was frightfully difficult; because, of course, all my clothes were sopping. But I was never the least bit ill. Nor was Philip. I changed directly I got in; and Philip changed into a suit of Dick’s. It did not fit him, but he looked awfully handsome. And so like a great overgrown boy. So it did not matter if I did behave like a child.

When Nora and the boys came home they opened their eyes when they heard of our adventures. And what amazed me was that they seemed to take it quite for granted that Philip and I should be on the terms we were. Dick offered his congratulations — if they could be called congratulations — in the most extraordinary form.

“Well, old man, you’ve escaped one funeral, but you’re booked for another — that’s a cert.!”

The opinions which brothers allow themselves to utter of their sisters are astonishing. Fancy Dick calling me a funeral!


VII

A GIRL WHO COULDN’T

I am almost perfectly happy; but an unfaltering regard for the strict truth compels me to state that I am not quite. I wish I could — conscientiously — say that I was. But I cannot. I am aware that when a girl is engaged — especially when she is just engaged — her happiness ought to be flawless. And mine was, until — 

However, perhaps I had better come to the point.

It is not my fault if I cannot do everything. I can do some things. When I turn the matter over in my mind, systematically, I feel justified in asserting that I can do a good many things. It is a well-known scientific fact that a Jack-of-all-trades is master of none. Therefore it seems to me to follow as a matter of course that because I can do the things which I can do, I cannot do the things which I cannot do. Nothing could be simpler. Or more obvious. We cannot all of us be Admirable Crichtons. And it is just as well that we cannot. And yet, merely on that account, I have lately suffered — well, I have suffered a good deal.

Nothing could have given me greater pleasure than the knowledge that Philip had a mother and two sisters. When Mrs Sandford — that is his mother — wrote and said that Philip had told her about the understanding he and I had come to; that she would very much like to know her dear son’s future wife; so would I spend a few days with her in her cottage on the Thames, I was delighted. There was a note from each of the sisters — Bertha and Margaret — echoing their mother’s words, and that also was very nice. I sat down then and there, and replied to them all three, arranging to go to them on the Tuesday following.

As soon as I had despatched my letters I became conscious of feeling — I hardly know how to put it — of feeling just the slightest atom unsettled; as if I had the shadow of a shade of a suspicion that I had let myself in for something which might turn out to be, I didn’t quite know what. Directly I got there — or very nearly directly — certainly within half an hour of my arrival, I realised that my premonitions had not been airy fictions of my imagination; but sound and solid forebodings, which might — and probably would — turn out to be only too well justified by events.

In the first place I had to go without Philip. He was to have gone with me. And, of course, I had looked forward to our journey together in the train. But, at the last moment, he telegraphed to say that business detained him in town; would I go down without him, and he would join us on the morrow. I went without him. And, on the whole, I think I bore up very well. Especially considering that, just as the train was starting from Paddington, a woman got into my carriage with two dogs, a parrot in a huge cage, bundles of golf clubs, hockey clubs, tennis rackets, fishing rods, and goodness only knows what besides; her belongings filled the whole of her own side of the compartment, and most of mine. The last of them was being hustled in as the train was actually moving. As she was depositing them anywhere, and anyhow — I never saw anyone treat her belongings with scantier ceremony — she observed, — 

“I cut that rather fine. Don’t believe in getting to the station before the train is ready to start — but that was a bit of a shave.”

It was a “bit of a shave”; the marvel was that she succeeded in catching the train at all. I — disliking to be bustled — had been there a good twenty minutes before it started, so — although she might not have been aware of it — there was a flavour of something about her remark which was very nearly personal.

It was only after we had gone some distance that the dogs appeared — not a little to my amazement. One of them — which came out of a brown leather hand-bag — was one of those long-bodied, short-legged creatures, which always look as if they were deformed. The other, a small black animal with curly hair, she took out of the pocket of the capacious coat which she was wearing. Directly she placed it on the floor of the carriage it flew at me, as if filled with a frenzied desire to tear me to pieces. While it was doing its best to bark itself hoarse, its owner removed a green cover from the parrot’s cage; whereupon the bird inside commenced to make a noise upon its own account, as if with the express intention of urging that sooty fragment to wilder exertions. That compartment was like a miniature pandemonium.

“Don’t let them worry you,” remarked the mistress of the travelling menagerie.

But as she made not the slightest attempt to stop their worrying me, I did not quite understand what she expected I was going to do. When the black dog got the hem of my skirt into its mouth, and began to pull at it with its tiny teeth, I did remonstrate.

“I am afraid your dog will tear my dress.”

“Not she! It’s only her fun; she won’t hurt you.”

I was not afraid of the creature hurting me; but my skirt. The mistress’s calmness was sublime. Suffering her minute quadruped to follow — without the smallest effort to control it! — its own quaint devices, she was serenely attaching a new tip to a billiard cue which she had taken out of a metal case. As if she felt that her proceedings might impress me with a sense of strangeness, she proffered what she perhaps meant to be an explanation.

“Always tip my own cue. I’ve got a cement which sticks; and I like my tip to be just so. If you want to be sure of your cue, tip it yourself.”

Presently my liliputian assailant passed from unreasonable antagonism to a warmth of friendship which was almost equally disconcerting. Springing — after one or two failures, on to the carriage seat, it deposited itself in the centre of my lap — nearly knocking my book out of my hands; and, without a with-your-leave, or by-your-leave, but with the most take-it-for-granted air imaginable, prepared for slumber. Perceiving which, the short-legged dog descending, in its turn, to the floor of the carriage, began to prowl round and round me, sniffing at my skirts in a manner which almost suggested that there was something about me which was not altogether nice. All of a sudden the parrot, which had been taking an unconcealed interest in the proceedings, discovered a surprising, and, hitherto, wholly unsuspected capacity for speech.

“Don’t be a fool!” he said.

Whether the advice was addressed to me, or to the short-legged dog, I could not say. But it was so unexpected, and was uttered with so much clearness — and was such an extremely uncivil thing to utter — that I quite jumped in my seat. The lady with the billiard cue made a comment of her own.

“That bird’s a magnificent talker; and that’s his favourite remark.”

It proved to be. I do not know how many times that parrot advised somebody not to be a fool before we reached our journey’s end; but the advice was repeated at intervals of certainly less than two minutes. And as the creature kept its eyes fixed intently on me, there was a suggestiveness in its bearing as to the direction for which its “favourite remark” was intended, which was in the highest degree unflattering.

When we stopped at my station a girl coming up to the carriage door began showering welcomes on my companion and her creatures with a degree of fluency which pointed to an intimate acquaintance with all of them.

“Hollo, Pat, so you’ve come! — Hollo, Tar!” — this was to the small black animal. “Hollo, Stumps!” — this was to the short-legged dog. “Hollo, Lord Chesterfield!” — this was to that excessively rude parrot, who promptly acknowledged the greeting by rejoining, — 

“Don’t be a fool!”

Then, seeing that I was only waiting for the removal of some of the impedimenta to enable me to get out, the girl exclaimed, — 

“Are you Molly Boyes?” I admitted that I was. “I’m Bertha Sanford — awfully glad to see you. This is Miss Patricia Reeves — commonly known as Pat. Great luck your coming down together in the same compartment; you’ll be as intimate as if you’d known each other for years.”

I was not so sure of that. More — I doubted if Miss Patricia Reeves and I ever should be intimate, as I understood intimacy. Still worse, I was disposed to be dubious if Miss Reeves’s bosom friend could ever be mine.

A pony phaeton was waiting outside the station, with another girl in it. This proved to be Margaret Sanford. She welcomed “Pat” and “Pat’s” etceteras with as much effusion as her sister had done. There was a discussion as to what was to happen. Since the phaeton would hold at most three, somebody would have to walk. Miss Reeves insisted on being the someone; she and Bertha immediately set off at what struck me as being a good five miles an hour. Until then I had supposed myself to be no bad pedestrian for a mere girl; but when I saw the style in which those two were covering the ground I was glad that I had been permitted to ride.

Not that the ride was one of unalloyed bliss. The journey down from town had not been all that I had hoped that it would be; how different it would have been if Philip had been my companion instead of Miss Reeves. And, somehow, the discovery that she was bound for the same destination as I was; and was — plainly — an old and intimate friend, jarred. I do not believe that I am hard to get on with; no one has ever given me any reason to suppose it. And yet, all at once, the fact that the Sanford atmosphere was one in which Miss Reeves was thoroughly at home seemed to hint, with distressing significance, that it was one in which I distinctly should not shine.

The impression heightened as Margaret drove me along. She conversed on matters of which I, for the most part, knew little, and, up to that moment, had cared less. She talked of golf, inquiring, in an offhand sort of way, what my “handicap” was; evidently taking it for granted that, in common with the rest of the world, I had a “handicap.” I do not know what I answered; because, as it happened, not only was I without that plainly desirable appurtenance, but I did not even know what she meant. Hitherto golf had not come into my life at all. But fortunately, she chattered on at such a rate that she was able to pay no attention to what I said; so that it did not matter what I answered. It appeared that she had recently been playing a “tie” or a “match” or a “game” or a “round” or a “skittle,” or something — I do not know which it was, but I am almost certain it was one or the other — with a Mrs Chuckit — I am sure of the name, because it was such an odd one — in which, it seemed, she had met with an unparalleled series of disasters. From what I could gather she had been “stymied” and “bunkered” and “up” and “down” and “holed” and “foozled” and “skied” and “approached” and “driven,” and all sorts of dreadful things. At least, I believe they were dreadful things; and, indeed, from the emphatic way in which she spoke of them, I am convinced they were. One thing of which she told me I am sure must have been painful. She said that she got into a hedge — a “beast of a hedge” she called it; though how, or why, she got into it she did not explain; and that no sooner did she get out of it— “which took some doing” — so it shows it must have been painful — than back she went— “bang into the middle” of it again — which seemed such a singular thing for anyone to do that, had she not been speaking with such earnestness, and such vigour, I should almost have suspected her of a desire to take advantage of my innocence. Then, she admitted, she had lost her temper — which was not to be wondered at. If anyone had thrown me, or “got” me into a hedge, anyhow, I should have lost mine right straight off. The moral of it seemed to be that “the last hole cost her seventeen,” though seventeen what — whether pounds or shillings — she did not mention; nor what manner of hole it could have been that she should have been so set on getting it at apparently any price. It was all double Dutch to me. But she rattled on at such a rate that I hoped to be able to conceal my ignorance; for I felt that if she discovered it, I should drop in her estimation like the mercury in the thermometer which is transferred from hot water into cold.

Suddenly, however, she began to ask me questions which sent cold shivers up and down my back. What cleeks had I got? whose “mashie” did I use? did I care for a “heelless” cleek?

I fumbled with the inquiries somehow, until she put one which I had to answer.

“Do you do much with a brassey spoon?”

She looked at me with her grey eyes which made me feel as if I was in the witness-box and she was cross-examiner. I did not do much with a “brassey spoon.” Indeed, I did nothing. I had no idea what anyone could do. In fact, until that second I had not been aware that spoons were ever made of brass. And, anyhow, what part spoons of any kind played in the game of golf I had not the dimmest notion. But I was not going to give myself away at a single bound; I was not quite so simple as that. So I thought for a moment; then I answered — 

“I suppose that I do about as much as other people.”

As a non-committal sort of answer I thought it rather neat; but I was not so clear in my own mind as I should have liked to have been as to what was the impression which it made upon Margaret. She looked at me in a way which made me wonder if she suspected.

Luckily, before she was able to corner me again, we came to the house. In the hall a lady met us whose likeness to Philip was so great that it affected me with something like a shock; she was his replica in petticoats. In his clothes she might easily have passed as his elder brother. It was Mrs Sanford. She took both my hands in hers — standing in front of her relatively I was a mere mite — and looked me up and down.

“There isn’t much of you, and you’re ridiculously young.”

“The first fault I am afraid is incurable. But the second I can grow out of. Many people do.”

She laughed, and took me in her arms, literally lifted me off my feet — and kissed me. It was humiliating, but I did not seem to mind it from her. I had a sort of feeling she was nice. As I looked at her I understood how it was that she had two such athletic daughters. Philip had never struck me as being particularly athletic, though he was so big and broad. But as I talked to his mother I began to realise with a sinking heart how little I knew of him after all.

I cannot say that when I got into my bedroom I felt very ecstatic. Without an unusual degree of exertion I could have cried; but, thank goodness, I had sense enough not to do that.

When I went down to tea I found that Bertha and Miss Reeves had arrived — and the luggage, and the creatures. The Sanfords had creatures of their own; dogs and birds galore. Among the latter was one which I afterwards learnt was a jay. It made the most ridiculous noises, so that I felt that Lord Chesterfield was justified in fixing it with his stony gaze; and in observing, with serious and ceaseless reiteration — 

“Don’t be a fool!”

The conversation immediately got into channels which I would much rather it had kept out of. Bertha began it.

“Molly, you’ve just come in time. There’s going to be a sing-song on the island to-night, and as I’m getting up the programme I hope you’ll turn out to be a gem of the first water. What’ll you do?” I did not know what a “sing-song” was. Bertha explained. “A sing-song? Oh, a kind of a sort of a concert — informal, free-and-easy, don’t you know. All the river people turn up on the island — they bring their own illuminations — then some of us do things to amuse them. Will you give us a banjo solo?”

“I’m afraid I don’t play the banjo.”

“Not play the banjo? I thought everyone could make a row on the banjo. Can’t you play it enough to accompany your own singing?”

“I’m afraid I don’t sing.”

“Don’t sing? Then what do you do?”

“I bar recitations”; this was Miss Reeves.

“I don’t care what you bar,” retorted Bertha. “I’m going to recite: at least, I’m going to do a sort of a sketch with George Willis.”

“I don’t call that reciting.”

“It wouldn’t make any difference if you did.”

I was rapidly beginning to learn that these people had a candid way of addressing each other which, to a stranger, was a little alarming.

“The question is, Molly, what shall I put you down for? Will you give us a dance?”

“A dance? I don’t know what you mean.”

“A cake-walk, or a skirt-twirl, or a few steps — anything.”

“Do you mean, will I dance, all by myself, in front of a lot of strangers?”

“Yes, why not? Everybody does if they can.”

“I cannot, thank you.”

“Then what can you do?”

“I have no parlour tricks.”

“No — what?”

“I have no parlour tricks.”

I ought to have been warned by the tone in which Bertha put her inquiry; but I did not notice it until it was too late. Directly I had repeated my assertion I realised that I had said something which it would perhaps have been better left unsaid. They all exchanged glances in that exasperating way which some people have when they wish to telegraph to each other something which is not precisely flattering to you. Miss Reeves laughed outright; Bertha drummed with her fingers on her knee; Margaret observed me with her keen grey eyes; while Mrs Sanford spoke.

“Isn’t that one of those things, Molly, which one would rather have expressed differently? Because, hereabouts, we rather pride ourselves on our capacity for what you call ‘parlour tricks’; and were not even aware that they were ‘parlour tricks’ in the opprobrious sense which you seem to suggest. I have always myself tried to acquire a smattering of as many of what, I fancied, were the minor accomplishments, as I could; and I have always endeavoured, sometimes at the cost of a good deal of money, to induce my girls to acquire them too. I have never felt that a woman was any the worse for being able to do things for the amusement — if not for the edification — of her friends.”

I had not been so snubbed since I had been long-frocked, and to think that it should have been by Philip’s mother! I fancy that I blushed in a perfectly preposterous manner, and I know that I went hot and cold all over, and I tried to wriggle out of the mess into which I had got myself.

“I only wish I could do things, but I can’t. I never have been among clever people, and I’m so dreadfully stupid. Hasn’t Philip told you?”

“Philip has told us nothing, except — you know what. But Philip himself is a past-master of all sorts of parlour tricks. Don’t you know so much of him as that?”

Of course I did. I resented the suggestion that I did not. I was commencing to get almost cross with Philip’s mother. I was perfectly aware that there was nothing which Philip could not do, and do well, better than anyone else. But it had not occurred to me that therefore his relations, and even his acquaintances, were all-round experts also. And I was not by any means sure that I appreciated the fact now — if it was a fact. It was not pleasant to feel that in what were here plainly regarded as essentials, I should show to such hideous disadvantage. I should practically be out of everything, and no girl likes to be that, especially when her lover’s about. Before long Philip would be comparing me to everybody else, and thinking nothing of me at all.

It is possible that my doleful visage — I am convinced that it had become doleful — moved Margaret to sympathy. Anyhow she all at once jumped up and, I have no doubt with the best will in the world by way of making things easier for me promptly proceeded to make them worse.

“Come along, Molly, let’s have some tennis. Run upstairs and put your shoes on.”

“My shoes? What shoes?”

“Why, your tennis shoes.”

“My tennis shoes? I — I’m afraid I haven’t brought any tennis shoes.”

“Not brought any tennis shoes? But, of course, you do play tennis?”

The question was put in such a way as to infer that if I did not, then I must be a sorry specimen of humanity indeed. But, as it happened, I did play tennis, at least, after a fashion. We had what was called a tennis lawn at home, the condition of which may be deduced from the fact that I had never imagined that it would be inadvisable to play on it in hobnailed boots if anyone so desired.

“Of course I play; but — I haven’t brought any particular shoes. Won’t these do?”

I protruded one of those which I had on. Margaret could not have seemed more startled if I had shown her a bare foot.

“Those! why, they’ve got heels.”

Miss Reeves went a good deal further.

“And such heels! My dear girl” — fancy her calling me her “dear girl,” such impertinence!— “sane people don’t wear those royal roads to deformity nowadays — they wear shoes like these.”

She displayed a pair of huge, square-toed, shapeless, heelless, thick-soled monstrosities, into which nothing would ever have induced me to put my feet. I said so plainly.

“Then I’m glad that I am not sane. Sooner than wear things like that, I’d go about in my stockings. I don’t believe that mine are royal, or any other, roads to deformity, they fit me beautifully; but, at anyrate, yours are deformities ready-made.”

I did not intend to allow myself to be snubbed by Miss Reeves without a struggle. She was no relative of Philip’s. But she might just as well have been; because, with one accord, they all proceeded to take her part.

“My dear Molly,” said Margaret, speaking as if hers were the last words which could be said, “you are wrong. In shoes like yours you’re a prisoner. You mayn’t be conscious of it; and you won’t be till you try others. Then you’ll find out, and you’ll be sorry that you didn’t find out before. I want to be mistress of my feet; I don’t want to be their servant. I wear shoes like Pat, and nothing would induce me to wear any other kind — I know better.”

“And I,” echoed her mother and sister.

There they were, all three displaying — with actual gusto! — shoes which were facsimiles of those worn by Miss Reeves. They were probably the productions of the same expert in ugliness.

“You won’t be able to do anything really comfortably till you wear them too; then you’ll tell yourself what a goose you were not to have gone in for them ages ago. But you’ll find Philip’ll soon win you into the ways of wisdom.”

Philip would? I should like to see Philip even dare to try. If I could not wear — without argument — shoes to please myself, then — 

I imagine that Margaret perceived, from the expression of my countenance, that she had gone a little too far; because she said, in quite a different tone of voice, — 

“Never mind about shoes! play in those you have on, and I’ll tell Jackson to give the lawn an extra roll in the morning.”

If I had been wise I should have taken the reference to Jackson as a hint, and slipped out of playing. But my back was a wee bit up, and I was a little off my balance, so I played. Of course I made a frightful spectacle of myself. It did make me so wild.

Bertha and Margaret said they would play Miss Reeves and me, which I did not like, to begin with. Under the circumstances, I felt that one of them might have offered to take me as a partner. They might have seen that I was commencing to regard Miss Reeves as if she were covered with prickles. Besides which, considering what I imagined I had come there for, and the position which I was shortly to occupy in the family, it did seem to me that they ought not to have paired me with a stranger. But as they evidently preferred to play together, they plainly did not think it worth their while to study my tastes for a moment. So I was as sugary to Miss Reeves as I could be.

“I am afraid you have a very bad partner,” I observed.

“I don’t mind,” she was kind enough to reply. “I expect you’re one of those dark horses who’re better than they choose to make out.”

I tried to be, but I failed ignominiously. I do declare that I am not always so bad as I was then. But, as I have said, I was a little off my balance; and all I could do was make an idiot of myself. Bertha served first; my partner suggested I should take her service. I took it, or rather, I didn’t take it. She sent the balls so fast that I could scarcely see them; and then there was such a twist on them, or whatever you call the thing, that I could not have hit them anyhow. I did not hit them, not one.

“What horrid balls,” I murmured, when Bertha had made an end.

“You seem to find them so.”

My partner spoke with such excessive dryness that I could have hit her with my racket. When it came to her turn to serve she asked me a question.

“Won’t you stand up to the net and kill their returns?”

No, I would not stand up to the net and kill their returns. I did not know what she meant, but I knew that I would not do it. And I did not. She herself played as if she had been doing nothing else all her life but play lawn-tennis. She was all over the place at once. I was only in her way, and she treated me as if I was only in her way. I had to dodge when I saw her coming, or she would have sent me flying — more than once she nearly did. It was a painful fiasco, so far as I was concerned; I have a dim suspicion that we scored nothing. When the game was finished she looked me up and down.

“Bit off your game, aren’t you?”

“I’m afraid I am,” I muttered.

I was too cast down to do anything else but mutter. There was a look in her eyes which, unless I was mistaken, meant temper. And she was such a very stalwart person that I had a horrible feeling that, unless I was very careful, she might make nothing of shaking me.

“Perhaps you’re stronger in singles; I should like to play you a single; will you?”

“Thank you, some — some other time.”

“Shall we say to-morrow?”

We did not say to-morrow. I would not have said to-morrow for a good deal. Margaret came to my rescue.

“You play Bertha. Molly and I’ll look on.”

We looked on, while they performed prodigies. I had never before seen such playing. The idea of my associating myself with them was preposterous. As we watched, Margaret was not so loquacious as I should have desired. In her silence I seemed to read disapprobation of the exhibition of incompetence which I had given. Moreover, when she did speak, her remarks took the form of criticisms of the play, approving this stroke, condemning that, with a degree of severity which made me wince. It was impossible to sit beside her for many seconds without realising that she regarded lawn-tennis with a seriousness of which — in that connection — I had never dreamed. Obviously, with her, it was one of the serious things of life.

Suddenly she hit upon a theme which was not much more palatable to me than lawn-tennis had been, in such company.

“Let’s play ping-pong, you and me?”

“Ping-pong?” My heart sank afresh. It seemed in that house, that games were in the air. “Wouldn’t you rather sit here and watch them playing tennis. I like to watch them.”

I would rather have watched anyone play anything than play myself. But Margaret was of a different mind.

“Oh no, what’s the fun of it? One gets rusty. Let’s do something. Of course ping-pong’s not a game one can take really in earnest; but there’s a tournament in the schoolroom on Wednesday, and I ought to keep my hand in. Come along and let’s have a knock up.”

We went along. She did not give me a chance to refuse to go along. She led the way.

“Of course you do play?”

“Well — I have played. But I’m quite sure that I don’t play in your sense.”

“Oh, everyone plays ping-pong — the merest children even. I maintain that it’s nothing but a children’s game.”

It might be. In that case, she would soon discover that I was past the age of childhood.

“Have you brought your bat?” I had not. “It doesn’t matter. We’ve got about thirty different kinds. You’re sure to find your sort among them.”

A ping-pong board was set up in the billiard-room. On a table at one side were enough bats to stock a shop. I took the one she recommended, and we began.

Ping-pong is a loathsome game. I have always said it, and always shall. At home we played it on the dining-room table. The boys made sport of me. They used to declare in derision, that I played “pat-ball.” I should have liked some of them to have played with Margaret. She would have played with them, or I err. I thought the serves had come in with disgusting swiftness at lawn-tennis — they were nothing compared to her serves at ping-pong. That wretched little celluloid ball whizzed over the net like lightning, and then, as I struck at it blindly, expecting it to come straight towards me, like a Christian thing, it flew off at an angle, to the right or left, and my bat encountered nothing but the air. On the other hand, when I served she smashed my ball back with such force that it leaped right out of my reach, or any one’s, and sometimes clean over the billiard-table. I had soon had enough of it.

“Hadn’t we better stop?” I inquired, when, for the second time in succession, she had smashed my service nearly up to the ceiling. “It can’t be very amusing for you to play with me.”

A similar reflection seemed to occur to her. Resting her bat on the edge of the board, she regarded me in contemplative fashion.

“What is your favourite game?” she asked.

For some occult reason the question made me blush, so far, that is, as my state of heat permitted.

“I’m not good at any, so I suppose I haven’t a favourite game. Indeed, I don’t think I’m fond of games.”

“Not fond of games?” Her tone was almost melancholy, as if my admission grieved her. “That is unfortunate. We’re such a gamey crowd — we are all so keen on games.”

Her bearing so hinted that I had been the occasion to her of actual pain that it almost moved me to tears.

When I got up into my room to dress for dinner I was a mixture of feelings. It would not have needed much to have made me sneak down the stairs, and out of the house, and back to the station, if I had been sure of getting safely away. I could not say exactly what I had expected, but I certainly had not expected this. Philip had always made such a fuss of me, that, I fear, I had taken it for granted that, under the circumstances, his people would make a fuss of me too. Instead of which they had received me with a take-it-for-granted air, as if they had known me for years and years; and then had promptly proceeded to make me feel so unutterably small, that I was almost inclined to wish that I had never been born.

I hated to be made small. I hated games. I hated — during those moments, in which I was tearing off my frock, I nearly felt as if I hated everything. But just in time, it was borne in to me how wicked I was. It was not their fault if I was a little donkey; it was my own. They were not to blame if I had allowed my education to be neglected, and had not properly appreciated the paramount importance of tennis, and ping-pong, and golf, and all the other, to my mind, somewhat exasperating exercises which came under the generic heading of “games.” As I proceeded with my toilette, and surveyed the result in the mirror, my spirit became calmer. At least they none of them looked better than I did. I might not be such an expert, but I certainly was not uglier than they were. And that was something. Besides, I was young, and strong, and healthy, and active. If I set myself to do it, it was quite within the range of possibility that I might become a match for them even at tennis and ping-pong. I did not believe that I was such a duffer as I had seemed.

No one could have been nicer than they were when I went down into the drawing-room; Miss Reeves actually was so nice that she took my breath away. They stared as I entered; then broke into a chorus.

“Well,” began Bertha, with that outspokenness which seemed a family characteristic, “one thing’s sure and certain — you’ll be the beauty of the family. We shall have to show you as an illustration of what we can achieve in that direction. You look a perfect picture.”

“A dream of loveliness!” cried Miss Reeves. “Now, if I were a man, you’re just the sort of girl I’d like to marry. Even as a mere girl I’d like to kiss you.”

She put her hands lightly on my bare shoulders, and she did kiss me — on both cheeks, and on the lips — there and then. It was most bewildering. I had not looked for that sort of thing from her. But Mrs Sanford’s words warmed the very cockles of my heart.

“If you are as delightful as you look, my dear, that boy of mine ought to be a very happy fellow.”

No woman had ever spoken to me like that before. It filled me with a delightful glow — made me even bold. I went close up to her, and I whispered — 

“I should like to make him happy.”

Then she drew me to her, and she kissed me — laughing as she did so. It was really a most peculiar position for a person to be in. But I forgave them for making such an object of me at tennis.

After dinner Mrs Sanford said, — 

“Bertha, Margaret, and I will go over to the island in the dinghy, — we, being on this occasion, the chief exponents of parlour tricks, and responsible for all the other performers of the same — and then, Pat, you and Molly might follow in the punt.”

At Mrs Sanford’s mischievous allusion to “parlour tricks” they all looked at me, and laughed; but, by now, I was beginning to get used to their ways: I laughed too. A little while before I should have objected to being again paired off with Miss Reeves, but my sentiments were also commencing to change towards her. Mrs Sanford went on — 

“We shall have to see that all things are ready and in order; so that you will have fifteen or twenty minutes before you need appear.”

We saw them off — the garden ran right down to the water’s edge. Then Miss Reeves proposed that, since there was no need to hurry, we should get into the punt, and dawdle about upon the river till it was time to join them. The idea commended itself to me; although I was regarding the punt — which was moored alongside — with some misgivings. Incredible though it may sound, I had never seen such an article before.

But then I had never before been within miles and miles of the Thames, — except over London Bridge, and that kind of thing. I had never been in a boat in my life, whether large or small, on sea or river. Such was my ignorance, that I had not been aware that women ever rowed — especially in little weeny boats all alone by themselves. The workmanlike manner in which Bertha and Margaret had rowed off with their mother had filled me with amazement, — they had gone off with nothing on their heads, or shoulders, or even their hands. They had a heap of wraps in the bottom of the boat; but it had not seemed to occur to them that it was necessary to put them on. True, it was a lovely evening and delightfully warm, but there were lots of other boats about; and it did seem odd that three ladies should start off in a boat all alone by themselves in exactly the same costume in which they had just been sitting at dinner.

“Hadn’t I better put something on?” I inquired of Miss Reeves, who showed symptoms of a desire to hurry me into the punt before I was ready.

“Why,” she rejoined. “It’ll be hot all through the night. You don’t feel chilly?”

“No; I don’t feel chilly — but—”

I looked about me at the strangers in the other boats in a way which she was quick to understand. She was shrewd enough.

“My dear Miss Boyes—” she paused. “I mean my dear Molly — I must call you Molly — I really must — up here, one regards the Thames as one’s own private river. It’s the mode to do — and to dress — exactly as one pleases. In summer, on the upper reaches of the Thames, one is in Liberty Hall. Step into that punt — if it pleases you, just as you are; or if it pleases you, smother yourself in wraps — only do step in. Are you going to pole, or am I?”

“To pole?”

She eyed me quizzically.

“Don’t tell me that you don’t know what to pole means?”

“But I don’t. How should I, when I never saw a punt before this second.”

“Dear me, how your rudiments have been neglected. Poling, you uninstructed child, with the stream, and the right companion, on a summer evening, is the poetry of life. Jump inside that boat, and I’ll give you an illustration of the verb — to pole.”

She gave me one; a charming illustration too. Certainly, lying on the bottom of that punt, amid a pile of cushions while it moved smoothly over those glittering waters, under that cloudless sky, was delicious. And the ease with which she sent us along, just dipping the long pole into the stream, while the gleaming drops of water fell off the shining shaft.

“Well,” she asked, “how do you like my illustration?”

“It’s lovely! I could go on like this for ever, — just looking at you. It shows off your figure splendidly.” She laughed. “And it doesn’t seem to be so difficult either.”

“What doesn’t seem difficult? — poling? It isn’t. You only have to put it in, and take it out again. Nothing could be simpler.”

Of course I knew that she was chaffing me; and that it was not quite so simple as that. But, all the same, I leaned to the opinion that it was not so very hard. And I resolved that, when Philip came, and he was there to teach me, and to take a genuine interest in my education, that I would try my hand. I suspected that I might look rather decent, poling him along.

It was very jolly on the island. There were crowds of people, some of them gorgeous, some in simple skirts and blouses, but scarcely any of them wore hats, — the men looked nicer than I had ever seen men look before. I came to the conclusion that the river costume did suit men. The “parlour tricks” were excellent; I became more and more ashamed of myself for having spoken of them as parlour tricks. Bertha and Margaret and Mrs Sanford were splendid. I believe that the people would have liked them to have kept on doing things all night long — and no wonder. If I had only been a hundredth part as clever, I should have been as proud as a peacock. Everything would have gone off perfectly, and I should have had one of the pleasantest evenings of my life, if it had not been for my stupidity.

When all was over I found myself in the punt with Margaret. She was kneeling at one end, arranging her music and things. Although it was pretty late there was a full moon in an unclouded sky, so that it was almost as light as day. All at once I discovered that we had got untied or something, and were drifting farther and farther from the land.

“We’re going,” I exclaimed.

“That’s all right,” said Margaret. “Pole her clear.”

Evidently she, engrossed in affairs of her own, took it for granted that I was no novice; in that part of the world novices seemed to be things unknown. There were lots of boats about us; people were making laughing remarks about our being in the way; the pole was lying in the punt: Miss Reeves had handled it as if it were a feather. Here was an earlier opportunity to try my hand than I had anticipated; but — surely! — until Margaret was disengaged, I could act on her instructions and “pole clear.” So I picked up the pole.

Two things struck me instantly; one, that it was much longer than it had seemed; and the other, that it was a very great deal heavier. But I had been so hasty that, before I realised these facts — though I realised them rapidly enough — the end of it was in the water. Down it went with a jerk to the bottom. Had I not hung on to it with sudden desperation it would all of it have gone. I wished it had! For while I clung to it I all at once perceived that, in some mysterious way, the boat was running away from underneath me. It was the most extraordinary sensation I had ever experienced, and so startling! and it all took place with such paralysing swiftness. Before I understood what was really happening — before I had time to scream or anything, I found that I was actually pushing the punt away with my own feet, that I was standing on the edge of it, and splash! I was in the river.

There was no water to speak of. It was quite shallow; only a foot or two deep. I was out again almost as soon as I was in. But I was soaked to the skin. And the worst of it was, that I knew that not a creature there sympathised with me truly. All round me people were laughing outright — at me — as if it were quite a joke. I could not see where the joke came in. Although Mrs Sanford and the girls and Miss Reeves pretended to sympathise with me, I felt persuaded that even they were laughing at me in their heart of hearts. More than once I caught them in a grin.

I did feel so wild with myself when I got between the sheets! All the same, I slept like a top. I seemed to have only been asleep a minute or two when I was disturbed by a knocking at my bedroom door.

“Who’s there?” I cried.

“Come for a dip?” returned Margaret’s voice.

“A dip?” I shuddered; she had roused me from the loveliest dream. “Where?”

“Why, in the river, child! It’s a perfect morning for a swim!”

“In the river? — for a swim? — But I can’t swim.”

“I’m coming in,” she cried. And in she came, rushing across the floor, putting her strong arms underneath my shoulders, raising me from the pillow. “I don’t believe you can do anything — you little goose! But you’re a darling all the same!”

She kissed me three or four times, then dropped me; scurried back across the floor, and out of the room.

I sighed, and, I believe, I turned over and went to sleep again.

When I got down to breakfast I found that they had all been about for hours. There was a letter from Philip lying on my plate. He wrote to say that he was coming down by the first train.

“You might go and meet him,” suggested Mrs Sanford. “Can you drive?”

They all grinned; but I did not mind, not a tiny bit.

“Can I drive?” I retorted scornfully. “Why, I’ve driven since I was a little thing.”

“And pray, how long ago is that? Anyhow, if you can drive you might go to meet him by yourself.”

I did — in the pony phaeton; it was lovely. When Philip came out of the station my heart jumped into my mouth; especially when he took his hat off, and kissed me in front of all the people. It was so unexpected.

As I drove him back I told him what an absolute duffer I was, what an utter failure, what an all-round nincompoop. He declared that he did not believe a word of it; which seems, from one point of view, to have been a trifle rude. And he said that, as for my not being able to do things, he would show me how to do them all, and he guaranteed — but I knew there was a twinkle in his eye — that soon I would do them better than anyone else.

And I should not be surprised if he does teach me how to do some things. He has taught me such a deal already.

So, as I observed at the outset, although I am not quite, I am almost perfectly happy. And, after all, that is something. Particularly as I daresay I shall be quite happy before very long.


VIII

THE PRINCESS MARGARETTA

She was not only charming — quite common women are sometimes charming — but there was about her an air of dignity which — I had almost written which was indescribable. She made you feel what an altogether superior person she was, and what an altogether inferior person you were, and yet she did it in a way which really almost made you feel as if she flattered you; paid you a delicate compliment, in fact. I recognised this peculiarity about her from the first.

She made her first appearance on the pier. And an extraordinary sensation she made. Nobody knew who she was, and yet anybody could see that she was somebody. There was, even about the way in which she carried her parasol — my wife noticed it at the time — an indefinable something which marked her out as not being one of the rank and file.

It was one morning when the band was playing that she first appeared. That same night she was at the entertainment in the pavilion. The “Caledonian Opera Company” were there that week, and even the shilling seats were crowded. She was in the second row among the shillings. And by the greatest chance in the world Grimshaw happened to make her acquaintance. He sat in the next seat to her. She dropped her programme; he picked it up; and so the acquaintance was made.

Her behaviour towards him was instinct with the greatest condescension. Grimshaw assured me that he was almost overwhelmed. She really treated him as if he had been her equal; as if he had been an acquaintance of some standing. She allowed him to escort her to her hotel. And she told him all about herself; and, of course, it all came out.

This divinely beautiful woman — I have never heard a word whispered against her beauty, even by the women — was the Princess Margaretta. She had taken a suite of rooms at the hotel — quite a palatial suite, considering — and she had come to stay at Beachington for the season.

I suppose there is no place anywhere where people of rank and position may expect to receive a warmer welcome than at Beachington.

When it was known that the Princess Margaretta was staying at the “Parade Hotel,” all the inhabitants of Beachington called upon her, one might say, within five minutes. The inhabitants of Beachington do not, as a rule, call upon visitors. They are rather a higgledy-piggledy lot, are visitors. In general, they are only welcomed by the hotel proprietors, and lodging-house keepers, and the tradesmen and that class of person. But, in the case of a Princess, Beachington society felt that, as a society it had its duties to fulfil, and it fulfilled them. In that statement you have the situation.

The Princess received everybody. I must own that, for my part, I was a little surprised. She received the Pattens, for instance. And the Pattens are nothing and nobody. It was like their impudence to call on a Princess. Patten was only in the Custom House. And as for his wife — we never even speak of his wife. Then she received the Jacksons. It is the belief, at Beachington, that old Jackson used to keep a public-house. It is not only that he suffers from a chronic thirst, but he looks like it. And there were other people. But then, of course, she could not be expected to be able to discriminate at first. She wanted an adviser. I am bound to say that, ere long, she had more advisers than perhaps she cared for. Some people are so pushing.

I assure you that I have never known Beachington livelier than it was that season. The Princess was a widow. There is something pathetic even in the mere state of widowhood. In the case of a young and beautiful woman the pathos is heightened. And the Princess was rich. She owned it with a most charming frankness. It seemed her husband had been an American, and he had added his fortune to her fortune, and the result was a mountain of wealth which weighed the Princess down. She spoke of handing it over to the starving millions, and being free again. As I have said, I had never imagined that Beachington could have been so lively.

I confess that I was taken aback when, one day, Grimshaw dragged me along the parade, past the asphalt, on to the rough ground, where there were no people, and put to me this question, — 

“Beamish, do you think it would be impossible for a man to fight a duel nowadays?”

I stared at him. I asked him what he meant. Then it all came out.

Grimshaw was actually making eyes at the Princess Margaretta: Grimshaw is three years younger than I am, and I am fifty-five. He is short and stout, not to say puffy. He is balder than I am, and my wife says that for me to brush my hair is a farce. He lives in unfurnished rooms, for which he pays twenty pounds a year with attendance, and he has nothing but his half pay to live upon.

“Do you think that if I were to fix a public insult upon Crookshanks I could force him to call me out?”

Crookshanks — he calls himself “Surgeon-General” upon his cards; he is a retired army doctor — is about sixty. He has been a widower nearly twenty years. His eldest daughter is herself a widow. She has two children. Mother and children all live with him. He has two other daughters, both unmarried. Between them poor Crookshanks hardly dare call his soul his own. And yet Crookshanks was not only making up to the Princess, but, in Grimshaw’s judgment, he was proving himself a dangerous rival.

I told Grimshaw that it was only because Crookshanks was a greater idiot than himself that he was not the greatest idiot in Beachington. I don’t stand on ceremony with Grimshaw — I never have done.

“I don’t know.” Grimshaw mopped his brow. The slightest exertion makes him painfully warm. “If I could only get Crookshanks out of the way, I have reason to believe she cares for me.”

I asked him what his reason was. He hesitated. When he spoke his tone was doubtful. I detected it, although he tried to disguise the thing.

“I lent her fifteen pounds. I don’t think that a woman would borrow money from a man unless she cared for him. What do you think — eh, Beamish?”

I did not know what to think. I happen to know that Grimshaw’s daily expenditure is measured out with mathematical exactness. I wanted to know where he got his fifteen pounds from. This time his tone was unmistakably rueful.

“I had to borrow it myself; and I had to pay a stiff price for it, too. She wanted it for flowers.”

Wanted it for flowers! I told him that I thought he had more sense. Russian women are notoriously careless in money matters. Fifteen pounds were nothing to her, while to him — they were fifteen pounds. I promised that he would never see his money again. I left Grimshaw with his heart in his boots. He made no further reference to fighting Crookshanks.

But, the fact is, I soon found out that everybody was making love to the Princess Margaretta. Not only all the unmarried men but, unless rumour lied, some of the married men as well, There were some pretty scandals! Rouse, the curate of St Giles’, had a tête-à-tête dinner with her in her private sitting-room, and stayed so late that the landlord of the “Parade Hotel” had to tell him it was time to go. I charged Rouse with it to his face. He had the grace to blush.

“The Princess is a member of the Greek Church — a most interesting subject.” That is what he said. “I have hopes, Admiral, of winning her to the faith we hold so dear. It is only a passage in one of the Articles which keeps her back. I do not understand exactly how — it seems to be almost a question of grammar — yet so it is. But it would, indeed, be a triumph to win her from the Greeks.”

What I objected to most was the conduct of young Marchmont. It was only shortly before that he had asked my permission to pay his attentions to our Daisy. And he had paid his attentions with a vengeance. Yet here he was dangling about the Princess’s skirts as though he were tied to her apron-strings. I did not wish to have a discussion with him, for Daisy’s sake; but I made up my mind to say a word to the Princess.

My chance came before I expected. She stopped me one afternoon on the Front. I was walking, she was in a carriage. She asked me to get in, so I got in, and away we drove.

“Do you know, Admiral,” she began, “yesterday I made such a silly mistake. I called at your house, and I left the wrong card.”

“The servant told me something about it. She said that you left a card with the name of ‘Dowsett’ on it.”

“That is so — Dowsett.” She leaned back in the carriage. She shaded herself with her parasol in such a way that, while her face must have been invisible to the people on the front, it was visible enough to me. She looked supremely lovely. No wonder all the men were after her — the beggars. “Do you know, Admiral, that, at one time, I had almost made up my mind to enter Beachington under false colours.”

I asked her to explain. She did explain.

“You know that we, who, so to speak, are born in the purple, have moments in our lives in which we are conscious that title and honours are — what shall I say? — mere fripperies. One longs, now and then, to step down from the pedestal on which chance, rather than our desert, has placed us, and become — what shall I say again? — one of the masses. I don’t know how it may be with others in my position, but it is often so with me. And to such an extent, that at one time I even thought of coming to Beachington as plain Mrs Dowsett. I thought it would be such fun, so obviously ridiculous, you know. I even had cards printed with the name of Dowsett on them. Wasn’t it a curious fancy? I suppose one of them got mixed up with my own cards, and, in my silly way, I left it at your house by mistake.” She paused, then she added: “My husband’s name was Dowsett. He was an American of the finest kind. He was what they call in America, One of the Four Hundred.”

“Then, if your husband’s name was Dowsett, I presume that your name is Dowsett, too. So that you are Mrs Dowsett after all.”

“My dear Admiral! Once a Princess always a Princess. I do not cease to be the Princess Margaretta because, by accident, I chance to have had a husband who was a commoner.”

She said this in a way which showed that I had wounded her sensibilities.

Then I tried to bring the subject round to young Charles Marchmont. I got there by degrees. She caught up the hints I dropped with a quickness which confounded me.

“Poor Mr Marchmont! He is so utterly in love with me!”

“In love with you — Charles Marchmont!”

I stared. I almost let out that the young scoundrel was, nominally, engaged to Daisy — my little girl. But I did not choose to give my child away even to the Princess Margaretta.

“He has given me a hundred pounds.”

I almost sprang from the carriage seat.

“Charles Marchmont has given you a hundred pounds!”

“I have not told him so, but I have almost made up my mind to devote it to the Russian Jews. It makes one so sad to think of them — don’t you think that it makes one sad? All the world knows how deeply I am interested in the sufferings of my unfortunate compatriots. Because they are Hebrews, is that a reason why we should give them stones instead of bread? Oh, no! Are they not my fellow-creatures? But every one in Beachington has made my sympathies his own. It is beautiful!” The lovely creature wiped her lovely eyes. “Every one has showered gifts upon me — gifts of money and of money’s worth. Even Mr Rouse has given me five pounds and a ring which was his mother’s.”

Poor Rouse! I doubt if he had any private means to speak of, and I know that the income from his curacy was only sixty pounds a year.

It is incredible — I am ashamed of myself when I think of it — but before I got out of that carriage, I actually gave her all the money I had in my purse. To the relief of the Russian Jews, I understood that it was to be devoted at the time, though I am free to admit that she did not make an exact statement of the fact. I did not dare to tell Mrs Beamish what I had done. I have never dared to tell her to this hour.

Two nights after Douglas came up to me on the pier. He was beaming with something — possibly with rapture. When he saw me, in the dim light, he rubbed his hands together — in a way he has.

“Congratulate me, Beamish! Congratulate me, my dear Beamish.”

Before I congratulate a man, I like to know what I am expected to congratulate him on. I told him so. He dropped his voice to a sort of confidential whisper.

“She has promised to make me happy.”

“She? Who?”

“The Princess Margaretta.” He drew himself up. Douglas is a tall, thin man, so perhaps he thought that he would make himself still taller. “The Princess Margaretta, Beamish, that august and most beautiful lady, has, scarcely an hour ago — most auspicious hour of my existence! — promised to be my wife.”

I was dumbfounded. I could only stare. Douglas is an old Indian Civil. He was Resident of — somewhere or other, I forget the name of the place. The driest old stick I ever yet encountered. As much fitted to be the husband of a fair young creature like the Princess Margaretta as — as I am.

“Yes, Beamish, I am to be married at last.”

And quite time, too, ancient imbecile. I felt inclined to kick him as he stood there, smirking and twiddling his watch-chain.

“I have been making matrimonial approaches towards the Princess Margaretta almost since the moment in which she arrived at Beachington. I felt that such a woman as that must be mine, though, at the same time, I scarcely dared to hope. But the Princess is a woman of the widest sympathies. I am inclined to the belief that it is because I have made her sympathies my own that I have made her heart mine also. I presented her this afternoon with a cheque for a thousand guineas to be devoted to a cause in which she is much interested — the relief of the Russian Jews. It was, perhaps, for a person in my circumstances, a rash thing to do. But I do not regret it, for I am persuaded that it was that spontaneous act upon my part which induced her to say ‘yes’ to my whispered prayers.”

I moved away from him; I could not congratulate him — I could not! I fancy that he was so lifted up in the seventh heaven of his happiness that he never noticed the omission.

On the other side of the pier I came upon Macbride. Macbride is a Yankee — a New England man; as keen and cute, and yet as nice a fellow as you would care to meet. He spends three or four months of every year in England on business, and, during that time, he is continually in and out of Beachington.

He was leaning over the railings, looking down at the sea, when I came up to him.

“Macbride,” I said, “did you ever hear anything in the States of a man named Dowsett?”

He knew what I was driving at immediately. That man knows everything!

“The Princess’s Dowsett?”

“That’s it. I see you know that her husband’s name was Dowsett.”

Macbride considered a moment before he spoke.

“It’s my opinion that there never was a Dowsett.”

“Macbride! Why, she told me so herself!”

“I imagine that she may have told you a good many things which belong to that order of fiction which is distinctly a stranger to truth.” He was silent; although I could not see his face, I guessed, somehow, he was smiling. “It is my further opinion — I mention it to you, because I think that you are beginning to suspect as much yourself — that the Princess is no better than she ought to be.”

I gasped. If she had been doing us! What would Mrs Beamish say? I had staked my reputation on the woman.

“Do you know that she has promised to marry Douglas?”

“I know she has. I also know — from her own lips, so the authority is an unquestionable one — that there is more than one man in Beachington who is under the pleasing impression that she has promised to marry him. For instance, she has more than half promised to marry me. And I, for my part, am more than half inclined to marry her.”

“Macbride! when you say that you think she is no better than she ought to be!”

“If you consider, how many women are there who are any better than they ought to be? Where shall you find a perfect woman? And Heaven protect us from her when she’s found. Possibly you misconstrue my meaning. When I state that I believe her to be no better than she ought to be, I make a statement which, in my judgment, applies to all the women I ever met, not to speak of all the men. I think — I am not sure, but I think — that I understand the Princess Margaretta. I think, also, that she understands me. There is one advantage gained — a common understanding — especially as I am myself, in some respects, a rather peculiar person.” For the first time he stood up, turned, and faced me. “Beamish, the Princess Margaretta is a clever woman. What she wants is a clever man. With a clever man she might be happy, and she might make him happy. Her misfortune has been that, up to now, the men she has encountered have been, generally speaking, fools.”

I could not make him out. And I not only could not make him out, but I did not know what to say to him. What can you say to a man who tells you that he thinks a woman is no better than she ought to be, and then, in the very same breath, that he is more than half inclined to marry her? And that when he knows that she has not only promised to marry another man, but, as he more than hints, half a dozen other men besides.

The following morning, just as I was going to start for my morning stroll, the servant came and said that a “gentleman” wished to see me. She hesitated as she said “gentleman,” as if she were doubtful if that word exactly applied.

“Admiral Beamish?” enquired the visitor as I entered the room into which the maid had shown him. I told him that I was that individual. “Can you tell me what is my wife’s present address? She appears to have changed her lodging. I am Mr Dowsett.”

I stared. The visitor was a small, insignificant, sandy-haired, mild-looking individual of about forty years of age. No wonder the servant had hesitated to call him a “gentleman.” He carried “small shopkeeper” on him, written large.

“I don’t understand you. I fancy there is some mistake,” I said.

The stranger eyed me as though the mere tone of my voice filled him with alarm.

“Perhaps so. But my wife told me that she had the honour of your acquaintance, She mentioned your name in her last letter.”

“Your wife? Who is your wife?”

“My wife is Mrs Dowsett.”

“Dowsett?” A cold shiver went down my back. I had heard the name before. “Is it possible that you are referring to the Princess Margaretta?”

“The — who?”

“The Princess Margaretta — who, as all the world knows, is staying at the ‘Parade Hotel’?”

“I hope not — I do hope not. I hope she’s not gone so far as the Princess Margaretta.”

The little man wrung his hands together as if he were positively suffering pain.

“The Princess did say that her late husband’s name was Dowsett. Perhaps you are a relation of his?”

“Her late husband! I’m her present husband, if it’s Mrs Dowsett. But perhaps you wouldn’t mind telling me what kind of party the Princess Margaretta is — I mean to look at.”

I told him. I described the Princess’s many charms. I spoke of her glorious hair, her great blue eyes, her irresistible smile, her exquisite figure, her bearing of great lady. I did not do her justice — who can do a beautiful woman justice by a mere description? — but I apparently did her sufficient justice to enable him to recognise the picture I had drawn. When I had finished, that little man dropped into a chair with what sounded to me very like a cry of anguish.

“It’s Eliza!” That is how he referred to the Princess Margaretta — the, as she had given me to understand, near relation to the Romanoffs, the reigning Russian family. “She’s done it again! And worse than ever! — After all she promised!”

When I understood what his broken exclamations might mean, I began to perspire.

“I fear that you and I, sir, are at cross purposes. May I ask you to explain! And, first of all, be so good as to tell me who you are.”

“That’s me.” He took from his pocket a card, a common tradesman’s card, on which was printed “James Dowsett. Grocer and General Provision Merchant,” with an address at Islington. “That’s me,” he repeated with an air of positive pride, “that’s who I am. And I’ll do you as good a tea at one and ten as you’ll get anywhere in London, though I say it.”

“And do you mean to tell me,” I gasped, “that the Princess Margaretta is not a widow, not — not a relation of the Romanoffs, but — but a small grocer’s actual wife?”

“Not such a small grocer’s as you might think. I could give you a banker’s reference which perhaps would startle you. It isn’t always them, you know, who carry things off with the biggest air who are the biggest.”

“But,” I cried, “are you aware, sir, that the person whom you assert to be your wife, has, here in Beachington, laid claim to Royal rank?”

The little man’s air of modest pride disappeared with even comic suddenness.

“Not to Royal rank? Not quite to Royal rank, I hope?”

“But I say yes — I say yes. She told me with her own lips that she was a near relation to the Russian Czar.”

Mr Dowsett began again to wring his hands.

“Oh, Eliza, what have you done?”

“If the person you refer to as ‘Eliza’ — great powers, what a name! — is the person who calls herself the Princess Margaretta, then she has been guilty of the most impudent fraud of which I ever heard, and proved herself to be a swindler of the purest water.”

Mr Dowsett stared, or, rather, glared at me. He drew himself to his full height — five foot three inches. He turned pale with rage; he actually shook his fist in my face.

“Don’t you call my wife a swindler, you — you old villain!”

I was astounded.

“May I ask, Mr Dowsett, what language you would apply to a person who, being a grocer’s wife, calls herself a widow, in possession of a large fortune, a Princess in her own right, and a near relative of the reigning Czar?”

Mr Dowsett looked at me, as if he were at a loss for words. Then, to my surprise and my disgust, he began to cry. Mr Dowsett appeared to be a man of variable moods.

“You sha’n’t call her a swindler, you sha’n’t! She’s no more a swindler than you are. It’s all them — them dratted books.”

“Dratted books, Mr Dowsett? What do you mean?”

“It’s them penny novelettes and the stories in the fashion papers, and that stuff. She gets reading about things, and then she thinks she’s the things she reads about. I’ll tell you what she said to me not very long ago. ‘Jimmy,’ she said — I’m Jimmy— ‘let’s pretend that I’m a duchess. I’ve been reading about such a beautiful duchess. Let’s pretend I’m her.’ So we did, just her and me. I called her ‘Your Grace,’ and all. We kept it up for nearly a month. Then she said, ‘Jimmy, I’m tired of being a duchess. I’ve been reading such a lovely story about a lone, lorn orphan. Let’s pretend I’m a lone, lorn orphan, whom you picked up out of the streets, for a change.’ So we pretended that she was a lone, lorn orphan who’d gone through enough to make your hair go grey. But, there! I don’t know what we haven’t pretended she was.”

That any man could be capable of such childish imbecility seemed to me almost incredible. But then man’s capacity of imbecility is incredible. Consider how a man of my standing had been induced to receive a grocer’s wife as a Royal Princess!

“May I ask, Mr Dowsett, how you came to allow your wife to come to Beachington unaccompanied by her husband?”

“Well, sir, it was this way. I was more than usually busy this year, and Eliza was anxious for a change, and she begged me to let her go, so I let her go.”

“And do you mean to tell me that she has given you no hint of what she has been doing since she came?”

“Lor’ bless you, she’s written to me every day, regular. The best letters ever you saw — that funny! How I have laughed at them, oh lor’!” Mr Dowsett seemed inclined to laugh even at the recollection. “But, to tell you the truth, I didn’t know what was true in them and what was make-believe. She did say that she told every one that she was a Princess, and that every one took her for one; but I never thought for a moment she was in earnest. Though goodness knows that she’s clever enough, and beautiful enough for one, isn’t she, sir?” I didn’t tell him what I thought; though I felt that in the truth of that lay my excuse. “She wouldn’t give me her address. She said it would spoil the fun. So I sent my letters to the post-office.”

“Did you, indeed? There appear to be some curious husbands and wives in existence nowadays, but scarcely a more curious couple, I apprehend, Mr Dowsett, than you and the — lady whom I know as the Princess Margaretta. Although you do not know her address, I do. So, with your permission, we will pay an immediate visit to the Princess Margaretta.”

When we pulled up in front of the “Parade Hotel,” the little man gave a little start.

“My gracious! Is she staying here? She did mention once that she was stopping at the biggest hotel in the place. But I thought that was her fun. Oh, Eliza, what have you done?”

As he went into the hotel Grimshaw was coming out. He seemed to be in a state of considerable agitation. He addressed me almost at the top of his voice.

“Beamish, you will find Crookshanks lying senseless on the landing. When he comes to, tell him that I shall be perfectly ready to give him the satisfaction of a gentleman.”

He went striding off, without giving me a chance to request him to be a little more explicit. We did not find Crookshanks lying senseless on the landing. We met him coming down the stairs, with his handkerchief to his nose. He looked at us askance.

“Is Major Grimshaw downstairs?”

He put the question to me in a sort of anxious whisper.

“Grimshaw’s just gone out.”

“You are quite sure he’s gone?

“Certainly. He just now passed me.”

“Thank you. I — I was afraid he might be waiting down below.”

He continued sneaking down the stairs, as if a weight had been taken off his mind. I had expected better things of Crookshanks. But perhaps those three girls of his have knocked the heart all out of him.

Unannounced I entered the Princess Margaretta’s sitting-room. I wanted to take her unawares. I took her unawares. Quite a dramatic little scene seemed to be taking place within. Old Douglas and Mr Macbride appeared to be indulging in that kind of conversation in which one does not care to indulge in the presence of a lady.

When the Princess saw who had come in with me, she came dashing forward. She gave a little cry of joy.

“Oh, Jimmy!” She actually threw herself upon his breast in the presence of us all. “You dear, I’m so glad you’ve come. I’m tired to death of being the Princess Margaretta.”

The little grocer seemed to be as happy as a king when he had her in his arms, as though he asked for nothing more.

Macbride declared that he had suspected something of the truth all through. But I doubt it. She had been “playing” at being the Princess Margaretta — to think of that minx’s brazen impudence! Every one got back his own again. I even got back the contents of my purse. But when he was presented with the bill at the hotel that grocer must have stared.

To my mind Beachington has never been the same since the incident of the Princess Margaretta.


IX

THE END OF HIS HOLIDAY

I

“That’s a fine girl!”

The lady thus tersely referred to by Mr Harry Davison was followed into the room by a gentleman who was as noticeable as herself. As they searched for a vacant seat they were attended by the glances of the breakfasters. Chance had it that they found an unoccupied table which was close to that at which Mr Davison was seated. Mr Lintorn finished his breakfast, eating it steadily through, while Mr Davison, eating nothing, stared at the lady. Having discussed the meal, Mr Lintorn, fitting his eyeglass into its place, eyed the new-comers.

“I thought so.”

“Thought what?”

Mr Lintorn paused before replying. He rose from his chair. An odd smile was on his face.

“They’re some people I knew in the Riviera.”

With a little nod to his friend, he moved towards the new arrivals. Left alone, Mr Davison observed Mr Lintorn’s proceedings with surprise. He thought he perceived that that gentleman was not received with too effusive a welcome. It pleased Mr Davison to perceive it. But Mr Lintorn seemed in no way discomposed. Breakfasters finished and rose and went, but he stayed on. Mr Davison stayed too. He got up at last and began to walk about the room, lingering once or twice in the vicinity of the little table. Still Mr Lintorn declined to take the hint. In the end he had the courage of despair.

“Er, excuse me, Lintorn: er—”

There he ceased. He was Nottinghamshire born and bred, a handsome, sunny-faced lad scarcely out of his teens, with the flush of health upon his cheeks; but assurance was not his strongest point. Scarcely had he opened his mouth than he was overwhelmed by the fear that he was making an ass of himself. He became a ruby. Then the young lady did an extraordinary thing; she helped him over the stile.

“Mr Lintorn,” she spoke English with quite a charming accent, “will you not permit us to know your friend?”

It was said with such a pretty little air that the request was robbed of singularity. Mr Lintorn, to whom, indeed, the proposition seemed a little unexpected, acceded to the lady’s wishes.

“M. de Fontanes, Mdlle. de Fontanes, permit me to introduce to you Mr Davison.”

Mr Davison’s awkwardness continued, although the lady was so gracious. Perhaps her exceeding graciousness only increased his sense of awkwardness; it is so with some of us when the grass is green. They left the hotel together, this quartet; together they even wandered on the sands. Behind, the old gentleman with Mr Lintorn; in front, mademoiselle with Mr Davison. Under these circumstances, despite his awkwardness, Mr Davison seemed to enjoy himself, for when they parted he turned to Mr Lintorn.

“Lintorn, she’s a goddess!”

Mr Lintorn, through his eyeglass, surveyed his friend. Then he lit a cigarette. Then he pointed to a lady, who could boast of some sixteen stone of solid figure.

“Another goddess,” he observed.

“That monstrosity!”

“Perhaps some people do prefer them lean.”

“Lean? You call Mdlle. de Fontanes lean? Why, she’s as graceful as a sylph!”

“I shouldn’t be surprised. What is a sylph?”

“Did you see such eyes?”

“Yes; often.”

“Where?”

“In other people’s heads.”

“Lintorn, you’re a brute!”

On that they parted. They joined forces again at dinner. Afterwards they went to the Casino. There was a little ball that night. The place was crowded. M. de Fontanes and his daughter were there. Mdlle. de Fontanes behaved towards Mr Davison like an old-time friend. She danced with him, not once nor twice, but three times running; and, oddly enough, between the dances they lost her father. Looking for him occupied a considerable amount of time; and still they could not find him. At the end of the search the young lady was compelled to seat herself while Mr Davison procured her an ice. As he was engaged in doing so, someone touched him on the shoulder. It was Mr Lintorn.

“Take care,” he said, his hand upon the other’s arm.

“What do you mean?” asked Mr Davison. He was heated with pleasure and excitement. Mr Lintorn eyed him fixedly.

“Take care; you’re spilling that ice.”

The fact was correctly stated. Mr Davison was holding the plate in such a manner that the half-melted mass was dripping over the edge. Still it was scarcely necessary to stop him in order to tell him that; the more especially as it was the stoppage which was the cause of the ice being spilt.

Mr Davison saw Mdlle. de Fontanes home. Under the circumstances he could scarcely help it. When a lady is alone — we need not lay stress on such incidentals as youth and beauty — where is the man who would not proffer her his escort through the perils of the midnight streets? The night was fine, the breeze was warm; they lingered first in the gardens of the établissement to look upon the sea. Then they strolled gently through the Boulogne streets. They had told each other tales — unspoken tales — by the time they reached the Rue des Anges, but perhaps she understood his tale better than he did hers.

The lady paused. She addressed her cavalier, — 

“This is our apartment. I am afraid my father will scold me.”

“Scold you! Why?”

“You see, I am all he has, and so — I wait upon his pleasure. I am so seldom away from him that, when I am, even for a little time, he misses me. But will you not come in? Perhaps your presence may save me from my scolding.”

Mr Davison was not in the mood, nor was he the man, to say “No” to such an invitation. He went in to save her from her scolding. They found the old gentleman in the salon, seated, in solitary state, in front of a table on which were a couple of packs of cards. His manner in greeting his daughter was more than a trifle acid.

“Well? You have come! It is good of you, upon my honour. I have not waited quite two hours — yet.”

“I am so sorry.”

She put her arms about his neck, her soft cheek against his rough one. He disengaged himself from her embrace.

“Permit me! I am not in the vein!”

“Father, you see that Mr Davison is here. Mr Davison, my father is justly angry with me. I have kept him waiting two hours for his écarté.”

Mr Davison advanced to the old gentleman with outstretched hand.

“Let me pay forfeit in Mdlle. de Fontanes’ stead: play with me.”

The old gentleman touched the extended palm with the end of his frigid fingers. He looked the speaker up and down.

“Do you play écarté?”

“I ought to; I have played it my whole life long.”

“Then,” said the old man, with beautiful irony, “you should be a foeman worthy of my steel.”

They sat down. But the young lady did not seem easy.

“Is it not too late to play to-night? I am already guilty of detaining Mr Davison.”

Mr Davison repudiated the idea with scorn.

“Too late! Why, sometimes I sit up playing cards the whole night long.”

“After that,” murmured the old man softly, “what has one left to say?”

They played, if not all night, at least until the tints of dawn were brightening the sky. The stakes were trifling, but, even so, if one never wins, one may lose — in time. When Mr Davison rose to go he had lost all his ready money and seventeen pounds besides. This he was to bring to-morrow, when he was to have his revenge.

Mdlle. de Fontanes let him out. In the hall, before she opened the door, she spoke to him.

“I wish you would promise me not to play with my father again.”

“Promise you! But why?”

“Do not be offended. You are a younger man. You do not play so well as he, my friend.”

The “friend” came softly at the end. But Mr Davison chafed at the under-estimation of his powers.

“You think so because I have not won to-night. Let me tell you, for your satisfaction, that I was not afraid of meeting any man at the ‘Varsity, and there are some first-rate players there.”

The lady smiled.

“At the ‘Varsity? I see.” She opened the door. The dawn streamed in. “Good-night.”

As Mr Davison strolled homewards he saw before him in the air, not a pack of cards, but a woman’s eyes.

II. Mr Davison saw Mr Lintorn again at the eleven o’clock breakfast that morning.

“Find her father?” was Mr Lintorn’s greeting to him as he took his seat.

“Find her father? Whose? Oh, Mdlle. de Fontanes’! No; I had to see her home.”

“Hard lines!”

Mr Lintorn waited until the second course was served before he spoke again.

“It took you a long time to see her home?”

“I don’t understand you.”

“I sat up for you until nearly two, and you weren’t in then.”

“It was very good of you to sit up for me, I’m sure.”

Mr Lintorn, adjusting his eyeglasses, looked his friend fixedly in the face.

“Davison, if you will allow me, on this occasion only, to play the part of mentor, you will have as little to do with the de Fontanes as you conveniently can.

“What the deuce do you mean?”

“Nothing; only a word to the wise—”

“Considering that they are not my friends, but yours—”

“Who said they were my friends?”

“You introduced me.”

“I introduced you? The like of that!”

The pair sallied forth together to see the bathers. Who should they chance upon but M. and Mdlle. de Fontanes. Mademoiselle had bathed. She looked radiant. Unlike the average woman, who finds the ordeal of emerging from the sea a trying one, the sea had but enhanced her charms. They were quite a family party. M. de Fontanes even unbent so far as to express a hope that the two Englishmen would dine with them that same evening. They were but in a temporary apartment; he could not promise them much, but they should have something to eat. Mr Davison accepted with effusion. Mr Lintorn, a little to his friend’s surprise, after what had passed between them, accepted too.

Mr Davison spent the rest of the day in looking forward to his dinner. It was to be at seven. As a matter of course, he was dressed at six. Yet, owing to Mr Lintorn, it was half-past seven before they reached the Rue des Anges. Mr Davison was perspiring with rage. Mdlle. de Fontanes received them. Her father was standing, looking black, behind. Mr Lintorn was the first to enter the room.

“I pray your pardon, but Mr Davison has not yet reached an age at which punctuality at dinner is esteemed a virtue.”

The thing was gratuitous.

“I assure you, Mdlle. de Fontanes—” burst out Mr Davison.

The young lady cut him short.

“I forgive you,” she said. “It is so nice to be young.”

During dinner Mr Davison scarcely spoke a word. His feelings were too strong for speech — at least, at such a gathering. The young lady, observing his silence, commented on it in what seemed almost a spirit of gratuitous malice.

“I am afraid, Mr Davison, we do not please you.”

“Mdlle. de Fontanes!”

“Or perhaps you are not so eloquent as Mr Lintorn — ever?”

“No, never.”

Mdlle. de Fontanes spoke so hesitatingly, and in such low tones, that only Mr Davison caught the words she uttered next.

“Perhaps — there is a certain manner — which — only comes with age.”

“You seem to think that I am nothing but a boy. I will prove to you that at least in some things I am a man.”

She looked up at him and smiled. His cheeks were flushed, his eyes were bright. To make up, perhaps, for his lack of conversation, he had been drinking all the time. When they re-entered the salon the card-table was arranged for play. Mr Davison went up to it at once.

“M. de Fontanes, I hope for my revenge.”

Mdlle. de Fontanes went to his side and whispered him, — 

“I asked you!”

“But I had promised. Besides, I wish to show you that écarté is one of the things in which you underrate my age.”

M. de Fontanes sat down. There was a curious look upon his face.

“Mr Lintorn, you and I are old antagonists. Who was it used to win?”

“Invariably you.”

“Ah, then it is your turn now!”

“Perhaps.”

They played gallery. In spite of his prediction, fortune, as a rule, was with their host. The stakes were trifling, his losses small, yet it was curious to see the irritation with which Mr Lintorn saw his francs forsake him. He was playing with M. de Fontanes. The old gentleman scored the king. Suddenly Mr Lintorn, throwing his cards on the table, rose to his feet.

“It is enough!” he said.

His opponent looked up in not unnatural surprise.

“How?”

“You have won, and you will win certainly.” He turned to the lady. “Mdlle. de Fontanes, you must excuse me. I have letters to write.”

Without another word he left the room. A pause of blank amazement followed his disappearance. M. de Fontanes sat like a figure carved in stone.

“Is Mr Lintorn ill?” his daughter asked.

Mr Davison took upon himself to answer.

“He must be, or else mad. I believe he always is half-mad. But never mind! I’m glad he’s gone. Now, M. de Fontanes, you have to reckon with me. For revenge! Your daughter doubts if I can play écarté. I will show her that her doubts are vain.”

He drank two glasses of Maraschino, one after the other, emptying each at a draught. Placing the liqueur case beside him on the table, he sat down again to play. And they played on, and on, and on, hour after hour. Mr Davison continually lost. Fortune never varied; it was against him all the time. As his losses increased, he insisted on increasing the stakes. At last they were playing for really considerable sums.

“Fortune must turn!” he cried. “I never saw such cards in all my life! And, when it turns, I want to have a chance, you know.”

So he persisted in raising the stakes still higher. And he drank! He emptied the flask of Maraschino, and began upon the Kummel, and would have emptied that if his host’s daughter had not, probably in a moment of abstraction, removed the case of liqueurs from the table. He was in the highest spirits, and lost as though losing were a pleasure. And mademoiselle leant over his shoulder and whispered in his ear.

But at last her father declared that play must cease.

“You have had bad fortune,” he observed.

“Extraordinary!” exclaimed Mr Davison; his utterance was a little thick. “Extraordinary! Never had such bad fortune in my life before. It isn’t fair to judge of a man’s form from the play tonight? What do I owe you? A heap, I know.”

“A trifle,” M. de Fontanes looked through his tablets. “Three thousand seven hundred and fifty francs.”

“Three thousand seven hundred and fifty francs! Why, that’s a — that’s a hundred and fifty pounds! Great snakes!”

The magnitude of the sum almost sobered him. M. de Fontanes smiled.

“You must try again for your revenge.”

As before, the lady escorted the guest downstairs, “assisted” him would, on the present occasion, perhaps, have been the better word. The touch of her hand at parting increased his sense of intoxication. The cool air of the early morning did not tend to lessen it. He went staggering over the cobblestones. On the quay he encountered a solitary figure — the figure of a man who was strolling up and down and smoking a cigar. Mr Davison, with a burst of tipsy surprise, perceived that it was Mr Lintorn.

“Lintorn! I thought you were writing your letters.”

Mr Lintorn quietly surveyed him.

“Did you? How much have you lost?”

“How do you know I’ve lost?”

“Why?” Mr Lintorn shrugged his shoulders. “The man happens to be a cheat.”

“Don’t — don’t you say that again!”

“Why not? You would have seen it yourself if you had had your wits about you. He was cheating all the time.”

“You — !”

Mr Davison struck at his friend. Mr Lintorn warded off the blow. Mr Davison struck again. The man was drunk and bent upon a row. It was impossible to avoid him without actually turning tail and fleeing. So Mr Lintorn let him have it. Mr Davison lay on his back among the cobble-stones. Mr Lintorn advanced to his assistance. The recumbent hero greeted him with a volley of abuse. Seeing that to persist would only be to bring about a renewal of hostilities, Mr Lintorn strolled off to the hotel alone, leaving Mr Davison to follow at his leisure.

III. The next morning Mr Davison did not put in an appearance at breakfast. So Mr Lintorn went to look for him in his room. He knocked at the door.

“Who’s there?” growled a voice within.

“Lintorn. May I come in?”

Without waiting for the required permission he entered. The hero was still in bed. There was that look about him which is noticeable in the ordinarily sober youth who has enjoyed the night before not wisely, but too well. And his eye — outside the actual organ — was a beautiful black. Mr Lintorn started at sight of these signs of mourning.

“Davison, I had no idea—”

“You had no idea of what, sir? What do you mean by entering my room?”

“I cannot express to you how ashamed of myself I feel. I — I had no idea that I had hit so hard.”

Mr Lintorn felt — too late — that this was one of those delicate subjects which are best avoided. But the words were spoken.

“Look here, Mr Lintorn: I chanced to stay in the same hotel with you at Nice, and it has suited me since, as a traveller, to adapt my movements to yours. Beyond that, you are a perfect stranger to me. You are, at best, but a chance acquaintance. Be so good as to consider that acquaintance dropped.”

Mr Davison spoke, or intended to speak, with the dignity and the hauteur which are appropriate to the travelling man of fashion, who has spent six weeks abroad. But such a character is difficult to maintain when one has “hot coppers” and a black eye, and is lying in bed. None the less Mr Lintorn perceived that the present was not a favourable moment for argument. He fixed his glass in his eye, gave Mr Davison just one look, bowed, and left him to his dignity.

Mr Davison rang for his shaving-water, and the waiter who brought it was so indiscreet as to notice the gentleman’s condition — the condition, that is, of what has been called his optic.

“Mais, monsieur est blessé!”

Mr Davison’s knowledge of French was not peculiar for its extent, but it was sufficient to render him aware that the man exaggerated the actual fact.

“Get out!” he shouted.

The man got out, having learned, it is to be hoped, a lesson in tact. When Mr Davison began to shave he found that his hand was shaky. His temper was ruffled, his head ached most dreadfully. The looking-glass revealed with terrible distinctness the state of his eye; it was really not surprising that the waiter had found it impossible to avoid making his little observation. In shaving — not, by the way, in his case an absolutely indispensable operation — he cut a gash about an inch and a half in length on the most prominent part of his chin. This, ornamented with a strip of yellow sticking-plaster, did not, so to speak, harmonise with the rest of his appearance. It did not harmonise with his temper, either; he was in a mood to cut the throat of the first man he met.

When he had completed his toilet he sat down and penned the following note: — 

 

“Mr Davison presents his compliments to M. de Fontanes. He encloses notes to the value of three thousand seven hundred and fifty francs — the amount of his overnight losses at écarté. As such a sum is larger than Mr Davison cares to lose, he would be obliged by M. de Fontanes giving him his revenge at the earliest possible moment — say this evening at eight o’clock.”

 

Mr Davison felt this was a communication which any man might be proud of having written; that it conveyed the impression that he was not a lad to be trifled with, and that it would give M. de Fontanes and his daughter to understand that, sooner or later, he would be quits, and more. Before enclosing the notes it was necessary to have the notes to enclose. That involved sallying forth to get them. So he sallied forth, patched chin, black eye, and all, to the banking-house of MM. Adam et Cie. Those gentlemen were so good as to honour his cheque to the extent he required — not, however, without commiserating him both on the state of his chin and the state of his eye. Having received his notes, he sent his letter. Then he returned to the hotel to wait for a reply. It came.

 

“Mon Brave. — Ce soir, à huit heures, chez moi. Mille remercîments.

“De Fontanes.”

 

Although M. de Fontanes spoke such fluent English, it appeared that he preferred to trust to his own language when it came to pen and paper.

On the stroke of eight Mr Davison made his appearance in the Rue des Anges. His entry made a small sensation. Mdlle. de Fontanes, advancing to meet him, stopped short with a little cry.

“Mr Davison! Oh, what is the matter! Are — are you ill?”

Mr Davison turned the colour of a boiled beetroot.

“I do not understand you,” he said.

The father’s tact was finer than the daughter’s.

“On the stroke of the hour!” he murmured, extending his hand to greet his guest, as though guests with patched chins and black eyes were everyday occurrences.

They sat down to play. Before they commenced Mr Davison delivered himself of a few remarks.

“You must understand, M. de Fontanes, that I have lost more than I quite care to lose. Therefore, I cannot afford to play for trifling stakes. I suggest with your permission, that we commence with five-pound points.”

“Five-pound points!” cried mademoiselle. Her distress seemed genuine.

“I said five-pound points.”

Mr Davison’s manner towards the daughter of the house was scarcely courteous. Perhaps he resented the surprise she had shown at his appearance.

“Five pounds — or fifty.”

M. de Fontanes smiled at the board as he murmured this liberal agreement with his guest’s suggestion.

It was not the drink that night, but the cards! The younger player never touched a king. Never had a man such luck before. In so short a space of time as to make the whole affair seem like a conjuring trick, his debt to M. de Fontanes had entered its second century. He appeared to grow bewildered, as, indeed, in the face of such a run of luck an older player might easily have done. He got into such a state that he would have been unable to play the cards even if he had had them, and he never had them.

“This — this is awful!” he groaned. “At this rate I shall be able to do nothing even if luck turns. What do you say to doubling the stakes?”

Mdlle. de Fontanes was reclining in an easy-chair, ostensibly reading a book; in reality following the game. She sprang to her feet.

“I forbid it!” she cried. “Father, I forbid it!”

“Do not disturb yourself, my child. I am in all things moderate. The stakes are high enough — for me.”

Mr Davison’s losses increased. He never scored a trick. He was making a record in bad luck. His lips were parched, his hands trembling.

“That makes three hundred pounds,” said M. de Fontanes, reading his tablets.

“Three hundred pounds!” repeated the young man, a little hoarsely, perhaps.

“It shall not be!”

The interruption came from Mdlle. de Fontanes. She advanced to the table. She laid her hand upon the pack of cards which Mr Davison was about to deal. Her father looked up at her interrogatively.

“I say it shall not be. I will not have it, father. Mr Davison, you owe my father nothing; he cheats you all the time.”

M. de Fontanes rose. His tall figure seemed to tower to an unusual height.

“I care not. I tell you, Mr Davison, you owe my father nothing — not a sou — ! He cheats you all the time!”

Mr Davison staggered to his feet, his eyes opened, as it were, by a sudden flash of lightning. He threw the pack of cards, which he was holding, into the old man’s face.

There was silence. Then the old man’s lips moved.

“To-morrow,” he muttered, so that the words were scarcely audible, and left the room.

When he was gone, the lady addressed the gentleman:

“You, too, had better go.”

Mr Davison went. Mdlle. de Fontanes was left alone. She did not escort him down the stairs. And this time, as he walked through the night to his hotel, it was not a woman’s eyes, but a pack of cards which he saw before him in the air.

IV. The next morning — another morning! — at a very early hour, Mr Davison entered Mr Lintorn’s bedroom. The latter gentleman was still engaged in his toilet.

“Lintorn, I am an ass!”

“The fact,” said Mr Lintorn placidly, and as though there had been no unpleasantness of any kind between them, “does not surprise me so much as the statement of the fact.”

“I’ve behaved like an ass to you.”

“You have.”

Mr Lintorn wiped the soap off his razor; he had a steadier hand than Mr Davison.

“I’ve behaved like an ass all round.”

“I can believe it easily. Indeed, you are, in general, an ass. You’re a nice fellow, but you are an ass. You’ll grow out of it in time, but you’ll have to do a deal of growing first.” Mr Lintorn glanced at his friend, who was pacing round the room. “How’s your eye?”

“Oh, hang my eye! Lintorn, how much do you think I’ve lost within the last three nights? Five hundred pounds!”

Mr Lintorn whistled.

“How pleasant it is to be rich and young.”

“But I’m not rich. With the exception of five thousand pounds left me by my aunt to help me along while I’m reading for the bar, I’ve scarcely a penny in the world.”

“Davison, you don’t mean that?”

“I do mean it. And the worst of it is, it’s not been fairly lost. That old rogue’s been rooking me all through.”

“Oh, you’ve discovered that, have you? After trying to murder me for warning you.”

Then Mr Davison told his tale. How Mdlle. de Fontanes had interrupted the game, and exposed her father’s pernicious practices. Mr Lintorn expressed much admiration of the lady’s conduct.

“She looked like a goddess then, if you like. I should like to have seen her.”

“She did look like a goddess; but I don’t know that you would have liked to have seen her. She made me feel uncommonly small, I do know that.”

“That’s of course! but that’s so easy.”

While Mr Davison was thinking of a retort with which to crush his friend — for even a worm will turn — there came a tap at the door. A waiter entered.

“A lady to see M. Davison.”

“A lady! To see me! What’s her name?”

“She does not give her name. It is a young lady — a pretty young lady.” It was the waiter who had found it impossible to avoid commenting on Mr Davison’s appearance. It was plain he had not learnt his lesson yet. “She attends in the salon.”

The waiter disappeared.

“Bet you a guinea,” cried Mr Lintorn, “that it’s Mdlle. de Fontanes. Davison, I’ve almost finished shaving; I’ll take this business off your hands if you like.”

“Thanks; I’m much obliged. This time I will not trouble you.”

It was Mdlle. de Fontanes. When Mr Davison appeared she was standing in the centre of the room. A thick black veil was before her face. That waiter must have had keen eyes to detect the prettiness beneath it. A little packet was in her hand. Opening it, she turned out its contents on the table. There was a little heap of notes and gold.

“That is the money which my father has won from you.”

This was her greeting as the young gentleman entered the room.

“Mdlle. de Fontanes!”

There was a pause. Mr Davison looked from the lady to the money, and from the money to the lady. With a little movement she lifted her veil.

He saw her face; it was pale, with the look upon it which follows a sleepless night.

“Did you think that we would keep it?” She put out her hand and touched his sleeve. “Did you think so badly of us, then, as that?”

He thought that he had never seen her look so pretty. There was something in her voice which caused “a choking in his throat.

“But I cannot take the money. Especially — if you will forgive me, Mdlle. de Fontanes — especially from you.”

She sat down. For a moment she covered her face with her hands. Suddenly she rose.

“Do not make my burden heavier than it is already. Mr Davison, my father cannot help but cheat. It is a disease. In the common things of life he is the most honourable of men — the best of fathers. But with the cards, night after night, since he must play, I play with him, and he cheats me.”

She fell on her knees by the side of the table. Burying her face in her hands, she cried as though her heart would break. Mr Davison could only whisper — 

“Mdlle. de Fontanes.”

She looked up at him.

“Say you forgive me,” she cried.

“Forgive you! I! What have I to forgive?”

“For taking you home that night; for letting you know my father; for letting you know me.”

Mr Davison fumbled with a compliment.

“That — that is an honour for which I — I ought to thank you.”

She rose. She regarded him intently, the tears still stealing from her eyes. Never had he felt so uncomfortable before a woman’s gaze. It seemed to him that he was passing through all the colour phases of the rainbow.

“So you forgive me, truly?”

“If — if there is forgiveness needed.”

“If you forgive me” — she came close to him, he felt her hand steal into his— “kiss me, Harry.”

He kissed her as though she were a red-hot coal. Never did a travelled young man of the world so kiss a pretty woman yet! And when he had kissed her there was silence. Then, slipping her hand into the bosom of her dress, she drew out a locket, to which was attached a narrow black ribbon.

“Keep this in memory of a chance acquaintance. Look at it sometimes, and, in looking, think of me. And, in thinking of me, do not think of me as one who plundered you, but as one who—”

She paused. She looked down. But he was the most awkward of men. When she looked up again her face was fiery red. She drew herself away from him, and when she spoke her tone was changed.

“So, Mr Davison, you quite perceive that you owe my father nothing. You two are quits. But there is one thing you must promise me — you will not fight him.”

“I do not understand.”

“Oh, it is simple. He will challenge you. After what passed last night he is sure to challenge you. But, however that may be, you must say ‘No.’”

“If you wish me to, I promise. But in England we don’t fight duels.

“No? Not even at the ‘Varsity?”

She nodded to him and smiled. And in a moment she was gone. Mr Davison found Mr Lintorn still engaged in putting the finishing touches to his costume. The expression of his countenance was a vivid note of interrogation.

“Well, was it she?”

Mr Davison said “Yes.”

“I should have won that guinea.”

Mr Davison narrated the interview. When he had finished, Mr Lintorn reflected.

“Odd! Something of the same sort happened to me. It was at Mentone I first encountered the de Fontanes. On two or three evenings I played écarté. I lost; but not five hundred pounds. Two or three days afterwards the sum which I had lost came to me enclosed in an envelope. Not a scrap of writing was with it, but the address was in a feminine hand; I always suspected it came from the lady. When I again inquired for the de Fontanes they were gone. But my curiosity was piqued. I did not forget them. So I renewed the acquaintance when I saw them here.”

“If he challenges me, what shall I do? I promised not to fight him. Besides, the thing would be a rank absurdity.”

“Stand to your promise. I tell you what to do. There’s a boat leaves for Folkestone in an hour. Let’s go by it together.”

“But wouldn’t that look like running away?”

“It would be running away.”

Mr Davison did not quite like this way of putting it, but he went. They travelled together. On the boat Mr Davison remembered the locket. He opened it. It contained a portrait of the giver. As he eyed it, he observed in that curious vernacular which is an attribute of some examples of modern youth, — 

“By Jingo! aren’t those French girls goers?”

But Mr Lintorn was an older man. His range was wider.

“Don’t judge of a nation by an individual. Mdlle. de Fontanes is unique; the product, I should say, of a very singular experience.”

Actually, Mr Davison kissed the portrait.

“I will always keep it,” he said.


X

THE GIRL AND THE BOY

I

Archie Ferguson’s smoking-room. He and I its only occupants. We had been to a meeting of the Primrose League which had been held at the neighbouring county town. Knocking off the ash from his cigar, he broke an interval of silence by asking me a question.

“Did you notice a woman who, just as we were leaving the hall, came up and shook hands with me in rather an effusive way?”

“A good-looking, well-dressed woman, with rather an effusive smile? I wondered who she was.”

“She’s a Mrs Bennett-Lamb. The weight-carrying man who was standing at her side was Mr Bennett-Lamb. Perhaps you know the name. She and her husband have been the owners of a good deal of the public-house property in London which is worth owning. They’re the proud possessors of some of it still. They’ve made a heap of money. Some of it they’ve spent in buying a place near here — Oakdene. It’s on the cards that their daughter — they’ve only one, and she’s an uncommonly pretty girl — will make a first-rate match. In which case, no doubt, they’ll try to graduate for county honours.”

He flicked off another scrap of ash before he spoke again.

“It was Mrs Bennett-Lamb who found the money with which to start the firm. The way in which she found it was curious. It’s a queer story. I’ll tell it you, if you like. It’s a rather good one.”

I lit another cigar; and smoked it while Ferguson told his story.

* * * * *

At that time Mrs Bennett-Lamb was a chorus girl at the Frivolity Theatre. In those days only pretty girls were allowed to appear on the Frivolity stage. The management’s standard of beauty was a high one. It drew all London. And the prettiest of the whole crowd was Ailsa Lorraine. Whether Ailsa Lorraine was or was not her real name I am unable to tell you; I have reason to know that nowadays her husband calls her Peggy; but that was the name by which she was known on the programme. Miss Lorraine was engaged to be married — to Joe Lamb. Where the “Bennett” comes from Mr and Mrs Bennett-Lamb only know. It is certain that then the present J. Bennett-Lamb, Esquire, was plain Joe Lamb. Not to put too fine a point upon it, Joe Lamb was a grocer’s assistant — and not a flourishing specimen of his kind. In fact, the more he considered his position and future prospects the more despondent he became.

One Sunday afternoon he went to tea at Miss Lorraine’s. While they were enjoying the meal he gave utterance to the feelings which filled his bosom.

“We’ve been engaged for more than two years,” he began.

“Two years!” the tone in which she echoed his words were intended to indicate surprise. “It doesn’t seem anything like so long as that, does it, Joe?”

“It does to me. It seems every bit as long. In fact, I don’t mind telling you that it seems longer.”

Neither the words nor the manner in which they were spoken suggested a compliment, as the lady appeared to think. There was a rueful look upon her pretty face and a mist dimmed her eyes as she asked him a question in return.

“Does that mean that it has seemed so long because you’re tired of being engaged to me?”

“It does; that’s just exactly what it does mean.”

“Joe!”

“Now don’t jump up like that! You nearly upset the tray, and I’ve hardly touched my third cup of tea. What are you up to? Crying?”

“I’m sure, Mr Lamb, if you wish to release me you’re perfectly at liberty to do so at once; and you need never see nor speak to me again. There’s no fear of my bringing an action against you for breach of promise of marriage.”

“Whatever are you talking about?”

“I’m sure if you’d even dropped so much as the slightest hint you’d have seen the last of me long enough ago; and I certainly wouldn’t have worried you to come to tea.”

“What have I said or done to start you off like this? — just as I was beginning on a fresh round of toast!”

“How dare you say you were tired of being engaged to me!”

“So I am.”

“Joe — Joe Lamb!”

“It’s gospel truth. I want you for my wife; that’s what I want.”

The lady’s face perceptibly brightened. The tone of her voice was altered also.

“Joe! What extraordinary ways you have of expressing yourself. Will you kindly explain exactly what it is you mean?”

“I’ve been engaged to you more than two years, and you’re no nearer being my wife than you were at the beginning. If anything, you’re further off. And I’m sick and tired of waiting; that’s what I mean.”

“If you’d only said so at first.”

“I did; didn’t I?”

“I thought you meant something quite different.”

“I can’t help what you thought. I know what I meant.”

“Poor Joe! So you want us to be quick and get married, do you?”

“Of course I do; what else do you suppose I got engaged for? But we can’t marry on ten bob a week.”

“Hardly.”

“And that’s all I get, living in. I asked the governor yesterday to give me thirty bob and let me live out. He said all he’d give me was a week’s notice.”

“The wretch!”

“As for bettering myself; I dare say I’ve spent five shillings on paper, stamps and envelopes, and nothing’s come of it. We don’t want to get married and have you keep on the stage.”

“We certainly don’t. I have a voice in that matter. When I marry I leave the stage for good; I don’t marry until I do. I hate the theatre; that is, I don’t mind being in front of the curtain, looking on; but I hate being behind. I only go there because I don’t know any other way of earning two pounds a week. I’ve no delusions about the stage like some of the girls have. But, tell me, Joe, can’t you think of any way of earning more?”

“There’s one way.”

“What’s that?”

“Emigrating.”

As she repeated the word again the expression on the lady’s face grew rueful.

“Emigrating!”

“Going to Africa or Canada or one of those places where a fellow has a chance.”

“But you’d have to leave me behind.”

“That’s the worst of it.”

“We mightn’t see each other again for years.”

“We mightn’t.”

There was a pause. The lady had seated herself on the arm of the chair on which her lover sat, and was smoothing his hair with her dainty little hand.

“Joe, would you like to do that?”

“I’d sooner do anything — anything! I’d sooner sweep a crossing; I’d sooner be a shoeblack. I hear that some of them shoeblacks earn six and seven shillings a day when there’s plenty of mud about.”

“I don’t think I should care for you to be a shoeblack, even when there’s plenty of mud about. I’d almost rather you did anything than that.”

“But there’s nothing I can do.”

Another pause; this time a longer one. Joe Lamb sat with his hands thrust deeply into the pockets of his Sunday trousers; a frown upon his brow. The lady continued to smooth his well-brushed hair.

“Joe, suppose I were to see my way to earn some money.”

“You! Are they going to raise you to fifty shillings, and give you a line to speak: ‘The carriage waits,’ or something of that sort?”

She suffered his ungraciousness to pass unheeded.

“Suppose I were to see my way to earn, say, five thousand pounds.”

Mr Lamb, withdrawing his head from the neighbourhood of the lady’s caressing hand, sat bolt upright in his chair with a start.

“Five — what?”

“I know a public-house which is to be bought cheap, if bought at once. Never mind how I know, but I do. We could get it for five thousand pounds and have plenty over to go on with. You and I might work the business up and in two years sell it for twice as much as we gave for it. Joe, what do you think?”

“I think — it’s no use my telling you what I think, because you wouldn’t like it. You might as well talk about buying the moon.”

“I’m not so sure of that. I believe I could earn the money if I liked.”

“You earn five thousand pounds! Well! I don’t want to say anything — not a word; but might I just ask how you propose to set about it?”

“By bringing an action for breach of promise of marriage.”

“What!”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if I got at least five thousand pounds by way of damages.”

Joe Lamb, who had risen from his seat, was staring at her with, on his countenance, an expression of increasing stupefaction.

“From whom? — from me?”

“The idea!” She laughed, as if the notion tickled her. “In the first place, I shouldn’t dream of suing you, even if you were to prove false; and you know very well that you’re not worth half as many farthings if I did. No; I propose to obtain my five thousand pounds from Sir Frank Pickard.”

“Who’s Sir Frank Pickard?”

“He’s a young gentleman — a very young gentleman, just turned twenty-one, who’s fallen head over heels in love with me.”

The lady was looking down at her skirt, as she smoothed it with the tips of her fingers, with an air of the most extreme demureness. Mr Lamb’s face, as he regarded her, was rapidly assuming the hue of a boiled lobster.

“So you’ve been encouraging him, have you?”

“I have been doing nothing of the kind. So far, I haven’t spoken to him a single word. I’ve declined to receive his presents — even his flowers.”

“So he’s been sending you presents, has he! — and flowers.”

The lady sighed, as if she found the gentleman a little trying.

“My dear Joe, all sorts of people fall in love with me to whom I have never spoken in my life, or they say they do. They send me flowers and presents, and all kinds of things, which I always refuse to accept, although some of the other girls call me a goose for my pains. I can’t help their falling in love with me, can I?”

She looked up at him with an air of innocence which was almost too perfect to be real. So far from it appeasing him, he began stamping up and down the room, clenching and unclenching his fists as he moved.

“A nice sort of thing for a man to be told by his young woman! You shall leave that confounded theatre this week!”

“To do so is part of my plan. I shall hand in my notice to-morrow — that is, if I am engaged to Sir Frank Pickard by then.”

“What?”

“Joe! don’t be silly! Why are you glaring at me like that? Won’t you understand? Already, in three separate and distinct letters Sir Frank has asked me to marry him.”

“Has he?”

“Though, of course, I’ve paid no sort of attention to his insane request.”

“I should think it was insane!”

“I don’t fancy I use the word in quite the same sense in which you do. However, I’ve been making inquiries about him. I find he’s of a very old family, and tremendously rich. His father is dead. He’s the only child of his mother; she can’t prevent his doing anything he chooses to do, and she wouldn’t if she could. She idolises him. During his minority the income has accumulated, until now he has at his command a perfectly enormous sum of ready money. Five thousand pounds is nothing to him, or ten either. My idea is to ask him to call on me to-morrow, and then to get him to repeat in person the proposal which he has already made by letter. Having accepted him, I shall see that he puts it all down in black and white, so that everything is quite ship-shape. And then I shall hand in my notice at the theatre.”

During the lady’s remarks Mr Lamb’s countenance was a panorama of disagreeable emotions.

“And where do you suppose I shall be while all this is going on?”

“You’ll be at the shop.”

“Not much I sha’n’t. I’ll keep on hanging about your front door until I catch sight of your fine gentleman; and then I’ll break his neck.”

“Don’t be silly. After we’re engaged and everything is signed and sealed and settled I shall begin to behave in a fashion which will soon make him as anxious to break his promise as he was to make it.”

“I bet he will! You wait till I get within reach of him, that’s all.”

“You will not appear upon the scene. You would spoil all if you did. I shall manage everything.”

“I fancy I see myself letting you do it! You’ve got some pretty ideas of your own!”

“You’ll find by the time I’ve finished that I’ve some very pretty ones indeed. You don’t know what a treasure you possess. When Sir Frank begins to show signs of wanting to back out of his promise I shall begin to talk about my injured feelings; to which, however, he’ll find it possible to apply a soothing plaster in the shape of — well, say five thousand pounds.”

“You’re a nice piece of goods, upon my word! I ask you again where do you suppose I shall be while all this is going on?”

“And I tell you again, you’ll be at the shop. You open so early and close so late, and get out so little on week-days, that you never get a chance of seeing me even after I leave the theatre. Possibly by next Sunday, when we shall have a chance of seeing each other again, it will all be settled.”

“By next Sunday?”

“Exactly. I mean to keep things moving. Possibly by next Sunday I shall be within reach of the money which will enable us to marry and ensure our future happiness. Think how delightful that will be! We can’t marry on ten shillings a week; after we’re married I don’t mean to stay on at the theatre, and so keep up a home for us both; and as for your emigrating — the chances are that we might never see each other again. And, anyhow, it might be years before you earned even a tenth part of five thousand pounds. So do be reasonable. I’m sure if you think it over you’ll see perfectly well that my way is by far the best.”

It was some time before Mr Lamb was reasonable — from the lady’s point of view. It is doubtful if to the end he saw as plainly as she would have liked him to, that her way was the best. But at that period of her career she had a way about her to which few men were capable of offering a prolonged resistance. Joe Lamb was distinctly not one of those few. By the time they parted she wrung from him what she told him plainly she intended to regard as his approbation of her nefarious schemes. So soon as his back was turned she wrote a stiff, formal note, in the third person, in which she informed Sir Frank Pickard that Miss Ailsa Lorraine would be at home to-morrow — Monday — afternoon at three o’clock and might be disposed to see him if he desired to call.

“It’s not exactly a nice sort of thing to do,” she admitted to herself, as she secured this epistle in an envelope. “But it’s the sort of opportunity which never may occur again; it seems wicked to throw it away. Especially as poor dear Joe never will be able to get the money by himself. I am convinced that he’s just the sort of man to take advantage of a chance if he has one. And I love him well enough to get him one. And that’s the whole truth in a nutshell.”

II. On the Monday afternoon a hansom drew up at the door of the by no means pretentious house in which Miss Lorraine had her quarters. Out of it stepped Sir Frank Pickard. He bore with him upstairs what seemed to be a by no means insignificant portion of the contents of a fair-sized shop. In one hand he carried a magnificent bouquet, a large basket of splendid fruit, a big box of bonbons and a mysterious case which, as a matter of fact, was filled with various kinds of gloves. In the other were unconsidered trifles in the shape of bottles of perfume, silver knickknacks, a writing case, and other odds and ends. His arms were filled with parcels of different shapes and sizes which contained he alone knew what. Under the circumstances it was not surprising that he found it a little difficult to know what to do with his hat. As he entered Miss Lorraine’s sitting-room he was in a state of some confusion. Plumping the contents of one of his arms on the nearest chair, whence they mostly proceeded to tumble on to the floor, he removed his hat in a fashion which was rather dexterous than elegant. As if conscious that he was not making his first appearance under the most propitious conditions, his cheeks were a beautiful peony red.

Miss Lorraine had risen to receive him. She had on her best frock — a frock which she specially reserved for high-days and holidays. Although she had made it herself, it could not have become — or fitted — her better had it been the creation of one of the world’s great dressmakers. At least, such was the instant and unhesitating opinion of Sir Frank Pickard. He felt that he had never seen a more perfect example of feminine beauty — of all that was desirable in woman; he was convinced that he never should. He was trembling from head to foot; as some boys still do tremble when, for the first time in their lives, they are head over heels in love. Miss Lorraine, on the other hand, was both cool and calm — an accident which enabled her to perceive that her visitor was very much the reverse. She looked him up and down, inclining to the opinion, as the result of her inspection, that he was not an ill-looking boy. He was fairly tall, broad-shouldered, carried himself well, and looked a gentleman. She told herself that, had her affections not been pre-engaged, it was extremely possible that she might have regarded him in quite a different kind of way. But her heart really was Joe Lamb’s; and she never for a moment contemplated the feasibility of transferring it to anybody else.

The lady was the first to speak.

“You are Sir Frank Pickard?”

The visitor had been afforded an opportunity to disencumber himself of his parcels, and therefore ought to have become more at his ease. But the simple truth was that the sight of the lady embarrassed him more than the parcels had done. His heart was thumping against his ribs; he seemed to be giving way at the knees; his tongue clave to the roof of his mouth. However, he managed to stammer out something; though it was only with difficulty that he could articulate at all.

“It’s awfully good of you to let me come and see you.”

The lady smiled — a smile which might have been described as of the glacial kind.

“Will you sit down, Sir Frank?”

He sat down, on the extreme edge of a chair, as if fearful of occupying too much of it at once. He looked — and no doubt was — excessively uncomfortable. Placing herself in the only arm-chair the room contained, she observed him with an air which was at once both cruel and condescending.

“You have written me one or two notes, Sir Frank?”

He stammered worse than ever. Not only did he find the question an awkward one, but it seemed to him that the lady was even more bewitching in the arm-chair than she had been when standing up. As he realised — or thought he realised — her charms still more clearly, his few remaining senses were rapidly deserting him.

“I — I’m afraid I did.”

“In which you asked me, a perfect stranger, to be your wife?”

“I — I’m awfully sorry.”

“You are sorry? Indeed. Do you mean that you are sorry you asked me to be your wife?”

He gasped. There was something in her tone, something in the way in which she peeped at him from under the long lashes which shaded her violet eyes, something in her attitude, in the quality of the smile which parted her pretty lips, which set every fibre in his body palpitating. What did she mean? What could she mean? Was it possible that she meant — what he had scarcely dared to hope she ever would mean?

In his stuttering eagerness his words tumbled headforemost over each other.

“Of course what I meant was that I know perfectly well that I never ought to have written to you like that. It was frightful cheek, and — and the sort of thing I ought to be kicked for. But as for being sorry that I asked you to be my wife — !” The boy’s feelings were so intense that for the moment his breath entirely failed him. When he continued, tears were actually standing in his eyes. “Oh, Miss Lorraine, if you only knew what I have felt since I first saw you. I have been to the theatre every night; I have waited at the stage door to see you come out—”

“So I understand. It was very wrong of you.”

“I had to do something — I couldn’t help it. I didn’t know anyone who’d introduce me; you wouldn’t answer my letters; you refused my presents—”

“Certainly; under the circumstances they were so many insults.”

“I didn’t mean them for insults — I swear I didn’t. I wouldn’t have insulted you, or allowed anyone else to insult you, not — not for all the gold of the Indies.”

“Sir Frank, the question I put to you was, are you sorry that you asked me to be your wife? That is, did you really wish me to be your wife, and do you wish it still?”

“Wish it! I’d give all I have if you’d be my wife; you’d make me the happiest fellow in the world!”

“If you truly mean that—”

“Put me to the test and see if I mean it! — say yes!”

“I do believe that you mean it; so I will say yes. One moment, Sir Frank!” Rising from his chair the young gentleman showed symptoms of a desire to express his feelings in a style which the lady might have found slightly inconvenient. “A girl in my position cannot be too careful. If you care for me as you say, you will see that even better than I do.” That was rather a bold stroke of Miss Lorraine’s, and a clever one. For it made an irresistible appeal to the boy’s quixotic nature. “Remember, you and I are still almost strangers. Nevertheless, you have asked me to be your wife; and I have consented. Will you write a few lines, setting forth the exact position of affairs, on this sheet of paper?”

She pointed to paper, pens and ink, which were on the centre table. The youngster did hesitate. There was a matter-of-fact air about the fashion in which the lady made her suggestion which, even to his eyes, rather blurred the romance of the situation. But his hesitation did not endure. He was like wax in her hands. Presently he sat down and wrote on a sheet of paper the words which — without his being altogether conscious of the fact — she had put at the point of his pen.

“You understand, Sir Frank,” she remarked, as she folded up what, from her point of view, was an invaluable document, and slipped it in the bodice of her dress, “this engagement of ours must be no hole-and-corner affair. You must not conceal it from your mother!”

“Of course not. I never have concealed anything from her in my life, and I certainly don’t mean to start concealing from her that I’m engaged to be married.”

“You must introduce me to her.”

“Rather! I shall be only too delighted, if you’ll let me. She already has some idea of how it is with me. I wrote to her that I’d fallen head over heels in love. She always has said that she’d like me to marry young; when she hears that I’m to be married right away she’ll be delighted.”

Miss Lorraine was not so sure. But she did not say so. She was becoming momentarily more convinced that this really was a remarkable young man.

“When do you think you can introduce me to your mother? I should like it to be as soon as possible.”

She was thinking of the following Sunday, and of her provisional promise to Mr Lamb.

“Next Wednesday, if that wouldn’t be too early.”

“Not at all. Wednesday would suit me perfectly.”

“That’s awfully good of you; because, in that case, I shall be able to introduce you not only to my mother, but, as it were, to everybody else as well. You see, the village people are holding their annual flower show on Wednesday, at my place in Sussex; I’ve lent them one of my fields. And my mother’s got a house-party, and that kind of thing, to do honour to the occasion. I think it would be even better if you could come to-morrow, that’s Tuesday. And then by Wednesday you’ll know the whole houseful; and then at the flower show I could introduce you to the village people, they’re nearly all my tenants. If you’ll say yes, I’ll run down at once and let my mother know you’re coming.”

“To-morrow will suit me even better than Wednesday, thank you.”

“And of course you’ll stay the rest of the week, and over Sunday.”

“You’ll be tired of me long before then; and your mother also.”

“Not she! My mother doesn’t tire so easily. And as for me, I shall never be tired of you — never!”

The lady was of a different opinion, but she did not say so.

When they parted it was on the understanding that Sir Frank Pickard was to go and prepare his mother’s mind for the coming of his lady love upon the morrow; and the lady was left in the possession of more valuable property than she had previously owned, if all that she had ever had in her life had been lumped together.

As she contemplated her new belongings, and reread what was written on the sheet of paper which she took out of her bodice, she made certain inward comments.

“Some girls would marry him straight off, perhaps most girls, and forget that there ever was a Joe. And if I did marry him he should never have cause to regret it, nor to be ashamed of me; nor his mother either; nor his friends. If I liked, I could make as good a Lady Pickard as anyone. But, fortunately or unfortunately, I don’t happen to be that particular kind of girl. I’d rather be Mrs Joe Lamb, with five thousand pounds in my pocket, than Lady Frank Pickard, with fifty thousand pounds a year.”

She smiled a very peculiar smile, which, if anything, rather enhanced her charms. She made a very pretty picture as she turned Sir Frank’s promise of marriage over and over between her fingers.

III. It is not on record how exactly Lady Pickard received her son’s communication. It may be taken for granted that it was not with feelings of ecstatic delight. To hear that he proposed to present her with a daughter-in-law to whom he had spoken only once in his life could hardly have filled her breast with the proud consciousness of his peculiar wisdom. Nor, probably, was her estimate of his character heightened when she learned that the lady in question was a chorus girl at the Frivolity Theatre. It is within the range of possibility that the reception of the news was followed by what, for her, was a very bad half-hour. There is even reason to suspect that she then and there retired to her own apartment, and, for a time at least, was the unhappiest woman in England. No mother likes, unexpectedly, to discover that the son whom she has idolised has suddenly shown signs of being a hopeless idiot.

But Lady Pickard was a cleverer woman than her boy, at that time, imagined. When, after a few dreadful minutes, the first stress of the shock began to fade away, she commenced to perceive, however dimly, that the situation might not, after all, be so terrible as it actually appeared. She realised, also, that there were two or three facts which she would have to bear in mind.

In the first place, her son was his own master. Whom he would wed, he could wed; no one might say him nay. In the second, considering his position, and his sex, he had been on the whole a tolerably fair specimen of his kind; he was not, at bottom, such an absolute idiot as his own conduct had so uncomfortably suggested. She felt sure that there was something to be said about the girl, or he would not have chosen her. She had reason to know that his taste, as regards women, was fastidiousness itself. If he had asked her to his home she entertained a pleasant conviction that, superficially at anyrate, she need not fear any shocking scandal. He would bring no woman there of whose conduct, appearance, or manners there was any serious risk of his being ashamed. Of so much she felt persuaded. In her heart she was still persuaded that, where women were concerned, his judgment might, in the long run, be implicitly relied upon. Since there was positively no means of postponing the lady’s threatened visit, she was far too wise to risk a public rupture with her son, with the accompanying scandal. It was just as well that she had such an assurance.

As for the future — well, her son was not yet married to Miss Ailsa Lorraine. All sorts of little accidents might intervene. Some one or other of them might yet induce him to change his point of view. It was conceivable that she might never quarrel with her boy at all, and still be rid of the lady.

She, of course, had not the dimmest notion of the fact that, for reasons of which she could not have the faintest inkling, there was not the slightest danger of Miss Ailsa Lorraine ever becoming Lady Pickard.

Various friends of her own were coming to stay with her during the week of the flower-show — that great event of the village year. On the Tuesday, carriage after carriage brought visitors from the station to the house. As the afternoon drew on nearly every bedroom in the big, old place had its occupant. It was glorious weather. Tea was being served out of doors. The people were, for the most part, in the best of tempers, and the highest spirits. Frank Pickard was very far from being the most miserable person there. On the contrary he was brimming over with health and happiness. So happy, indeed, was he, that, boy-like, he seemed quite incapable of concealing from anyone the cause of his contentment. Not altogether to his mother’s satisfaction, he blurted out to everyone who cared to listen to the tale of his good fortune in being able to persuade a feminine paragon to promise to be his wife. Soon all were aware that, shortly, the lady was to be presented to them in person. Frank would have liked her to have come by an earlier train — indeed the earliest. But, instead, the lady had chosen to travel by what was almost the latest, one so late, in fact, that it necessitated putting off the already late dinner to permit of her being among the other guests at table.

“I’m frightfully sorry,” he explained. “But, of course, if she couldn’t come any earlier, she couldn’t; we shall have to make the best of it. Hullo! — who’s this?”

The drive to the house wound along one side of the lawn on which the guests were assembled for tea. As he spoke, there appeared on the drive a waggonette — a village waggonette — an ancient, dilapidated vehicle, which was the property of Mr Goshawk, the local flyman. On the box were two figures — a man and a woman. As Sir Frank spoke, the conveyance stopped. The woman climbed down from the box to the body of the vehicle, from which she presently emerged, carrying, as best she could, several brown-paper parcels, and a cardboard hatbox. The driver appeared to remonstrate.

“Don’t you trouble about those, miss,” he was heard to remark. “I’ll take them up to the house.”

The woman’s reply was still more audible. “There aren’t any flies on me; not much you don’t. The odds are that if I once lose sight of my belongings I shall never see them again. I know you cabmen. Thank you very much; but if it’s all the same to you, what’s mine I’ll stick to.”

Hampered by her various possessions, she scrambled as best she could over the wire fencing on to the lawn. With one or other of her miscellaneous properties bumping against her at every step, she came striding towards the tea-drinkers. It chanced that young Brock was the first person she came to. He was engaged in a tête-à-tête with Florence Stacey of such an engrossing kind that he was not even aware of the advent of the waggonette. His first intimation of the stranger’s approach was obtained from Miss Stacey.

“I do believe she’s coming to you,” she cried. Rising from his seat, Brock turned to see what was meant, and almost in the same instant found himself in the stranger’s arms, that dexterous person managing to throw them about him without shedding a single parcel.

“Hullo, Frank, old boy,” she exclaimed. “You’re looking a bit of all right, upon my word. Catch hold of some of these, there’s a good chap; I’ve had about enough of them.”

Before the astounded Brock — who, at that stage of his existence, would not have been seen carrying even so much as a pair of gloves! — could realise what was happening, he found himself in possession of half-a-dozen large and untidy brown-paper parcels of different shades, and a shabby, old cardboard box, tied round with what looked like a clothes-line. It is true that, so soon as he had them he dropped them, but, as he was often told afterwards, that was the moment of his life at which he ought to have been photographed. He would have made a striking picture. So soon as his feelings permitted, he demanded an explanation.

“What do you mean by going on like this? Who are you? I don’t know you. And my name’s not Frank.”

The newcomer remained unabashed.

“All right, old man; no harm done; keep your hair on.”

She regarded him fixedly, as if he were some strange specimen which she was endeavouring to place, the unfortunate Brock showing a marked disposition to retreat from her immediate neighbourhood. At last it seemed she arrived at the conclusion that there had been some slight misunderstanding.

“Well, if I wasn’t mistaking you for somebody else! It’s lucky I didn’t kiss you in front of the crowd, wasn’t it?” Stanley Brock’s inflamed countenance hinted that he thought it was. The lady only smiled. She proceeded to explain still further. “You’re a nice-looking boy, especially in those nice white calico clothes” — the “calico” clothes in question were of linen duck— “but you’re not my boy; now that I look at you right in front I see that you’re not my boy. My boy’s as nice-looking as you are, and perhaps a little nicer; no offence, my rosy lad.” This was possibly a delicate allusion to Brock’s complexion, which was becoming momentarily more ensanguined. “My boy’s Sir Frank Pickard. You see, although I’m going to be his wife I’ve only seen him once; and then I scarcely had what you might call a real good look at him. Seems queer, doesn’t it? Ours is a romance, ours is — one of the good old-fashioned sort. I’m Miss Ailsa Lorraine, and I was, up to yesterday, in the chorus at the Frivolity. He fell in love with me from the front row of stalls; that’s how it is, you see. They tell me Sir Frank Pickard lives here. You don’t happen to know if he’s anywhere about just now?”

Frank Pickard’s sensations during this scene were of a kind which, although they were never forgotten, he never cared — or dared — to recall. He would have found it difficult to diagnose them, either then or at any other time. When, in after years his thoughts recurred — as they sometimes would — to that moment, what he remembered chiefly was the burning desire which seized him that the ground might open, and he sink into it and be hidden from the sight of all for evermore.

The whole thing was such a bolt from the blue. A moment before he had been telling everyone what a charming person he had won for his wife — how she combined in her person all those attributes which go to make up the perfect woman. With his mother he had dwelt upon the fact of her refinement; had specially pointed out that, though she was only a chorus girl, she was still a high-bred lady. On questions of refinement and breeding he was conscious that his mother esteemed his judgment.

And now, all at once, he found himself confronted by a young woman who was attired in a costume which suggested, more than anything else, a caricature of the tasteless vulgarity to which a certain sort of female could attain. She wore — on that blazing summer’s day — a fantastically-cut, ill-fitting dress of scarlet satin — very long behind and very short in front — which was edged and trimmed with some weird material in light green. A black silk petticoat — with ragged edges — was more than visible; as also were her openwork light blue silk stockings, terminated by a pair of cheap, brand-new mustard-coloured shoes. On her bedizened hair was a monstrous picture hat, which bade fair to take the earliest opportunity of toppling forward over her eyes. The fingers of her ungloved hands were covered with gaudy — but worthless — rings; half a dozen bracelets and bangles of silver, and more than dubious gold, were on either wrist; a preposterous chatelaine dangled from a still more ridiculous belt; while her neck was imprisoned by a two-inch-high collar of imitation pearls. To complete the picture, her cheeks were rouged and powdered; her eyebrows pencilled, and her eyes kohled; her lips carmined. In spite of all her efforts she had been unable to conceal the fact that she was pretty; but, under the circumstances, her prettiness seemed to make the matter worse.

Frank Pickard stared at her as if she were some creature born of a nightmare. Was this the dainty damsel whom he had been worshipping from a distance and who had seemed still daintier when he had been brought into close neighbourhood with her yesterday? What hideous metamorphosis had taken place in her between this and then? If he could only have taken to his heels and run!

He was not to escape so easily. Having received no answer from Stanley Brock, she repeated her inquiry.

“I say, old man, look lively! Didn’t you hear me ask you if Sir Frank Pickard was anywhere about?”

Mr Brock moved his hand in a sort of vague half-circle, which comprised the spot on which the gentleman in question was standing as if rooted to the ground.

“There is Sir Frank Pickard.”

With that genius for blundering which Miss Lorraine seemed to have all at once developed, swinging round, she grasped by both her hands the nearest gentleman, who happened to be General Taylor, one of Lady Pickard’s oldest and most particular friends.

“Why, Frankie, I don’t take it to be very kind of you not to be taking any notice of me at all. Scotland Yard! you’re not Frankie! You’re old enough to be his grandpa!” She returned to Stanley Brock; as if the fault were his. “What are you giving us? This isn’t my Frank! I’m not collecting fossils just yet, if it’s all the same to you.”

What the General felt — and his friend the hostess — history does not recount. Silence had settled down on the assembly which was more eloquent than any ribald laughter could possibly have been; it was the silence of stupefaction. It meant that everyone was on tenterhooks as to what was the next thing which this extraordinary person — who had dropped from the clouds — would do or say. Screwing his courage to the sticking point, Frank did his best to rescue his friends from an impossible situation. Advancing towards the dreadful stranger, he addressed her with what one is bound to admit was a voice which trembled.

“Good afternoon, Miss Lorraine.”

She looked at him with a glance which was both impudent and mischievous.

“Miss Lorraine! What ho! So you’ve turned up at last; and now you have turned up you don’t seem over hearty. I say, Frankie dear, I wish you’d give me a hand with my baggage. These brown-paper parcels contain pretty nearly everything I’ve got in the world; my evening dress is in this one. Such a oner! you wait till you see it, you’ll stare! Being tumbled about anyhow on the grass won’t do it any good. Help me to put the whole lot of it straight, there’s a dear.”

She was stooping over her collection of miscellaneous rubbish with the apparent intention of piling it into something like a symmetrical heap. Frank showed commendable presence of mind.

“If you will walk with me up to the house, we will send a servant down, and have it all placed in your room.”

Miss Lorraine showed no desire to associate herself with his plan to remove her, at anyrate, temporarily, from the scene.

“I’m not going to walk up to the house with you, not much I’m not. Where I am I’ll stay. Look here, Frank, if these people are your friends you introduce them to your future wife; I don’t like being among a lot of folks and not know who’s who. It don’t seem sociable. And where’s your mother? You promised to introduce me to the old lady the very first chance you had.”

The “old lady” thus delicately referred to — who was herself of opinion that she was still very far from being old — cast at her son such a glance that he became immediately conscious that compliance with Miss Lorraine’s request was altogether out of the question. He ingeniously shirked it.

“Won’t you have some tea? You must be tired — you came by an earlier train than we expected.”

“That’s how it turned out. I’ll tell you how it was. This dress, you see, that I’ve got on, it isn’t my own, it belongs to a lady who’s a friend of mine. I asked her to lend it to me directly I knew I was coming down here, and she said she would; but we’re not the same figures, you know, and I knew it’d want a good bit of altering, taking in here and letting out there; your friends’ll understand how sometimes one lady’s dress has to be pulled about before it can be got to fit another, and I thought it wouldn’t be finished before the train I told you of. But it turned out after all that there wasn’t so much difference in our waists as I’d supposed, she was only three-quarters of an inch—”

Frank made a gallant effort to curtail what bade fair to be some extremely intimate personal details.

“Did you say you’d have some tea?”

“I didn’t say anything about it, that I know of. I can’t say that I care for tea, not as a general rule; but I don’t mind having a drop if there’s nothing better going. Hullo, where’s the old lady off to? — and the old chap I mistook for you?”

The “old lady” and the “old chap” were Lady Pickard and General Taylor. The pair were making a dash for cover.

“Why, they’re all going!”

They all were. Following her ladyship’s lead the entire company was showing a disposition to seek safety in flight. Frank stammered an explanation.

“You see, they had their tea before you came; I expect they’ve all got something to do.”

Miss Lorraine feigned indifference, even if she felt it not.

“Oh, they can go for all I care. It makes no odds to me. If my company isn’t good enough for them I’m sure I don’t want to keep ’em. Besides, if we’re left alone it’ll give you a chance to say some of those pretty things which are nearly dropping off the tip of your tongue. I say, Frankie, don’t you think I’m looking simply sweet?”

What “Frankie” answered the chronicles do not state.

IV. “Frank, is this an intentional outrage of which you have been guilty? Or is it an insolent practical joke which you have planned to play at the expense of your mother’s friends?”

For the first time in his life Frank Pickard saw his mother really angry. Of the reality of her anger, as he confronted her in her boudoir, to which he had ascended in obedience to an urgent summons, there could be no doubt. He was conscious that her anger was justified. He was ready enough to admit it.

“It is neither, mother. Only — I don’t understand.”

“What don’t you understand?”

“How the Miss Lorraine I saw yesterday has become transformed into the Miss Lorraine you saw just now.”

“My dear Frank, I don’t wish to hurt your feelings — although you have shown yourself indifferent as to mine—”

“Mother!”

“So I will not probe too deeply into the matter of what you call ‘transformations,’ and similar mysteries; I merely wish to know how long you propose to allow that person — whose presence, even in the immediate neighbourhood, is a monstrous insult both to your acquaintances and to me — to continue on these premises.”

“I should like you, first of all, to believe that this is not the person I saw yesterday.”

“Do you desire me to understand that this is not the person you asked to be your wife?”

“She is, and she is not. I assure you that I should never have extended that invitation to the person you have seen to-day. At present, I can’t explain. I don’t understand myself. A trick has been played on me. Before I have finished I will find out exactly how it has been done; and why, and by whom it has been played.”

“And in the meantime, while you are examining the intricacies of a puzzle which is simplicity itself to all but you, do you propose that the young woman shall continue an inmate of this establishment?”

“I do not. On the contrary, I have requested General Taylor to get rid of her at once.”

“Frank!”

“Mother, I am not the fool I seem to be. I assure you that the girl I fell in love with, and whom I asked to be my wife, was not like the one you have seen. I have already been putting two and two together. I am beginning to suspect that I have been the victim of some sort of conspiracy. The only thing I can do is to free myself from it as soon as I possibly can.”

“But how do you intend to be rid of the girl? You don’t imagine that she will take herself off at your mere request — or General Taylor’s?”

“I am inclined to fancy that this is about to resolve itself into a question of money. I have instructed the Genera! to offer her any sum within reason for my release, and for the return of a certain document which she obtained from me yesterday.”

“Frank!”

“You see, mother, it is necessary to take immediate action; at any cost I must free you from the risk of again encountering this person, not to speak of the others. Had I more time for consideration, I might take other steps. As it is, I don’t think that the General will have so much difficulty as he perhaps anticipates.”

For once in a while, rather late in the day, Frank Pickard’s judgment was not at fault; General Taylor had no difficulty whatever. The General had an interview with the lady in question in the library, having deemed it desirable to fortify himself for it by a preliminary glass of sherry. As it turned out, however, as a fortifier the sherry was completely wasted; he had no resistance to encounter.

He opened proceedings with what was distinctly a professional tone and air.

“I am a soldier, Miss — eh — Lorraine, and therefore accustomed to come to the point without any sort of circumlocution. I will therefore at once put to you the question for which I have solicited the favour of this interview. How much do you require to leave this house at once; to release Sir Frank Pickard from his engagement to marry you, and for the surrender of the written undertaking which you extracted from him yesterday?”

Some ladies would have resented both the form in which the inquiry was couched, and the manner in which it was put. The General thought it extremely possible that, in this case, resentment might take a shape which was at once active and unpleasant. He was mistaken. The lady, as soon as the inquiry was addressed to her, answered, with the most matter-of-fact air in the world, — 

“Five thousand pounds.”

The General stared. He was genuinely taken aback by the magnitude of the demand, and by the prompt calmness with which it was made.

“Five thousand pounds! Monstrous! Do you take Sir Frank Pickard for a fool?”

The lady smiled.

“I don’t think, General, that, if I were you, I should ask too many questions like that — it might be awkward for everyone concerned. The sum I have named is my lowest figure; my very lowest. As I believe the lawyers put it, it is named without prejudice. Unless I receive a cheque for that amount during the next fifteen minutes by that clock on the shelf, the figure will be raised. And as, also, if I am to remain for dinner there is not much time for me to put on my other frock — a startler, General, I give you my word! — I shall be obliged if you will not keep me a moment longer than you can help.”

The General stared still more. It burst on him, with the force of an electric shock, that his young friend had placed himself in a very peculiar position indeed. Some remarks, in good, plain Saxon, were exchanged. As a result, the General interviewed his principal. After a period of time, which probably did not much exceed the fifteen minutes she had named, the lady quitted the house she had so recently entered as an invited guest, with her brown-paper parcels, and her cardboard bonnet-box, but without that sheet of paper on which Sir Frank Pickard had placed a formal undertaking to make her his wife.

That same night when, at last, Joe Lamb was enabled, by the closing of his master’s shop, to get out into the streets to obtain what, comparatively speaking, was a mouthful of fresh air, he received a boisterous salute from a female in gorgeous and fantastic attire.

“Hullo, Joey! How goes it, my gay young pippin?”

He showed signs of objecting both to the address, and the person from whom it came.

“Don’t holler at me like that; who are you? Why — if it isn’t Peggy! What’s the meaning of this Guy Fawkes show?”

“Crummy, isn’t it? It’s earned me that.”

She held out in front of him a slip of paper. He took it in his fingers.

“What’s this? — a cheque? — payable to you! — for five thousand pounds! Peggy, what does this mean?”

“It means that what I told you of ‘s come off, and before next Sunday, too. It means that I’ve been engaged to be married since I saw you; and now I’m disengaged again; and I’ve been paid five thousand pounds for allowing myself to be disengaged again. It was this rig-out did it. You remember that scene at the Frivolity, where the costers were supposed to take their donahs to Hampstead Heath on a bank holiday? This was one of the costumes which the girls wore. The sight of it was enough for Sir Frank Pickard and his aristocratic friends. I could have got ten thousand if I’d liked, but I was satisfied with five. Joe, that means that you needn’t emigrate; and that we can be married whenever you like.”

They were married within the month.

* * * * *

When Sir Archibald Ferguson had finished the story which is here set down, I regarded him for some moments in silence.

“That’s not a bad yarn; but — how come you to be so well acquainted with the intimate details?”

Before he answered he rolled his cigar over and over between his fingers as if considering. Then he stood up in front of the fireplace and, from that vantage post, beamed down at me.

“I’ll tell you. Open confession is — occasionally — good for the soul. I can trust you. I have taken the liberty to alter the names of some of my characters. The Frank Pickard of my story is — yours truly, Archie Ferguson.”

“No?”

“Yes. Seems incredible, doesn’t it, that a staid and happily-married man of many years’ standing, with a big family of strapping sons and daughters, should have been that particular kind of idiot. But it’s true; I was. It only demonstrates — what perhaps does not need demonstration — that because a youngster shows himself to be a first-class fool as a youngster, you mustn’t take it for granted that he’s going to continue to be a fool his whole life long.”

“But how came you to be so well posted in the lady’s part of the story?”

“That’s not the least queer part of it. When Mr and Mrs Bennett-Lamb first established themselves here I felt — funny. I didn’t know what I might expect. But one day we were going up by the same train to town. She invited me into her compartment. I didn’t quite like going, but — I did. We had the compartment to ourselves. After the train had started she told me her side of the story, exactly as I have told it you. She told it uncommonly well — uncommonly. And by the time the train reached town I was more than half inclined to the opinion that the five thousand pounds had been judiciously expended. Fact! She has made her husband a first-rate wife, and been an excellent mother to his child. In fact, she’s an all-round clever woman.”

“So,” I admitted, with a degree of candour which I am not sure that he altogether relished, “I should imagine.”


XI

A MUTUAL AFFINITY

I

“What the — blazes!”

George Coventry sat with an open envelope in his hand. It was an ordinary white envelope— “business” size — of not too fine a quality. It was addressed: “George Coventry, Esq., Hôtel Metropole, Brighton.” The address was type-written.

“Dun!”

That was the one word which had crossed his mind when he first glanced at the exterior of this missive. When he took it up his suspicions were strengthened. It was fat and bulky.

“Contains either a writ or a bill in several volumes.”

He laid it down again. He looked at it ruefully as he puffed at his pipe. Then, gathering together his courage with a sigh, he opened it. It was at this point he emitted the above exclamation,— “What the — blazes!”

The envelope was full of crinkly pieces of paper — bank-notes. There were ten of them. Each was for a thousand pounds. Mr Coventry stared at them with bewildered amazement.

“Someone is having a joke with me! Bank of Elegance, for a fiver!”

But they were not on the Bank of Elegance. Mr Coventry fancied that he knew a genuine bank-note when he saw one. After examination, he concluded that if these were forgeries, then he was not so good a judge as he thought he was. He took a five-pound note from his pocket-book for the purpose of comparison.

“Right uns, as I’m a sinner! Then, in that case, it strikes me they’ve been sent to the wrong address.”

In his desire to establish the genuineness of the notes, he had temporarily overlooked a sheet of paper which he had drawn with them from the envelope. This he now examined. It was a single sheet of large post. On it these words were typewritten, — 

 

“The accompanying bank-notes (£10,000) are forwarded to Mr George Coventry, to enable him to pay the losses which he has experienced during the Brighton races.”

 

When Mr Coventry read this, his bewilderment, instead of being diminished, was considerably increased. There was no signature, no address, no clue to the sender. One type-writer is like another, so that there was no clue in the words themselves. Someone, of infinite faith, had entrusted £10,000 to the guardianship of a flimsy envelope and of a penny stamp. Mr Coventry had flattered himself that no one knew — as yet — of the particularly tight place that he was in. Here was proof positive that he had been guilty of self-deception indeed.

He stuffed the notes into his pocket-book. He put on his hat. He went across the road to the pier. He had a problem to solve. Who had chosen so curious a method of sending him so princely a gift? He was prepared to stake his little all — that was left — that it was none of his relations. If the donor was one of his “friends,” how basely had he libelled the large and miscellaneous circle of his acquaintances! And yet, a stranger? It would needs be an eccentric stranger who would send an anonymous gift of £10,000 to an unknown person, to enable that unknown person to pay his bets. This thing might have happened in the days of the fairies, but surely the wee folk are gone!

“Would — would you lend me your arm? I — I am afraid I have hurt my foot.”

Mr Coventry was standing at the head of the flight of steps which led to the landing-stage. The Worthing boat was just gone. There was a crowd of people to see it start. Although he was one of them, Mr Coventry had not the faintest appreciation of what the small excitement was about. The sound of a voice apparently addressing him recalled him to himself. He looked down. On the step immediately beneath him was a little woman dressed in black.

“I — I beg your pardon? Did you speak to me?”

“Would you help me to a seat? I have twisted my ankle.”

The little woman was young. Her big brown eyes seemed to Mr Coventry as though they were filled with tears. She was leaning against the rail. She seemed in pain.

“Let me carry you to a seat.”

Then, before all the people, in that impetuous way of his, he lifted her in his arms and bore her to a seat. She said nothing when he placed her there. Perhaps she was too surprised at his method of proceeding to be able to find, at an instant’s notice, appropriate words to fit the occasion.

“I’ll fetch you a bath-chair.”

He fetched her one with a rapidity which did credit to his agility and to the chairman’s. The little woman was placed within it. She murmured an address in the Steyne. The procession started. Mr Coventry walked beside the chair. He asked if her foot was better. She said it was. He asked if she was sure it was. She smiled, a little faintly, but still she smiled; she said that she was sure. The Steyne was reached. He saw her enter the house. He raised his hat. He walked away.

It was only when he had gone some little distance that a thought occurred to him.

“I ought to have asked her her name.”

He hesitated for a moment as to whether he would not go back and supply the omission; but he perceived, on reflection, that this would be absurd. He told himself that he would call, perhaps that afternoon, and inquire how her foot went on.

That afternoon he called at the house in the Steyne. A person, evidently of the landlady type, opened the door. He handed in his card with, pencilled on it, the words: “I venture to hope that your foot is better.” A reply came to the effect that he was requested to walk upstairs. He walked upstairs. He was shown into what was undeniably a lodging-house sitting-room. As he entered, someone was lying on a sofa; it was the little woman in black.

“It is very kind of you to call, Mr Coventry. I ought to have thanked you for your goodness to me this morning, but you were gone in a moment.”

Mr Coventry murmured something. He hoped that her foot was better.

“Oh, it is nothing. Only I think that I had better rest it a little, and that is rather a difficult thing for me to do; rest means interference with my work.” Perhaps because he seemed to hesitate, she added: “I am a teacher of music.”

“Then I am afraid that your accident will be hard on your pupils.”

She laughed. “The worst of it is, there are not many of them. I cannot afford to offend the few I have.” She changed her tone. “I cannot think how it was I was so awkward, Mr Coventry. I was coming up the steps when my foot slipped, and — there I was. It was such a silly thing to do.”

Mr Coventry explained that it was the easiest thing in the world to twist one’s ankle. Further, that a twisted ankle sometimes turned out to be a serious matter. Possibly the lady knew this without his telling her, yet she seemed grateful for the information.

The gentleman’s visit, considering the circumstances, extended to what seemed to be an unnecessary length, yet neither appeared particularly desirous to bring it to a close. Before they parted they were talking like old friends. She had told him that her name was Hardy — Dora Hardy. She had imparted the further information that she was an orphan — alone in the world. They talked a great deal about, it must be owned, a very little, and they would probably have had as much to say even if the subject matter had been still less. Such conversations are not dependent upon subjects.

The next day he returned to inquire after her foot. It seemed better, but was not yet quite recovered; its owner was still upon the couch. That visit was even longer than the first had been. During its progress Mr Coventry became singularly frank. He actually made a confidant of the little woman on the couch. He told her all his history, unfolded the list of his follies — a part of it that is, for the list was long. Some folks would have said that he was adding to the crowning folly of them all. He told her of his recent disastrous speculations on what, doubtless in the cause of euphony, is called “the turf.” He even told of the ten thousand pounds!

It must be allowed that Miss Hardy seemed to find the young gentleman’s egotistical outpourings not devoid of interest. When he spoke of the contents of the mysterious envelope she gave quite a little start.

“I don’t understand. Do you mean to say, Mr Coventry, that yesterday morning you received £10,000 from a stranger?”

“I do. In ten bank-notes of a thousand pounds each.”

“But it’s ridiculous. They can’t be genuine.”

“Aren’t they? See for yourself. If they’re not, then I never saw a genuine bank-note yet.”

He took an envelope from his pocket. He gave it to Miss Hardy.

“Is this the envelope in which they came?”

“It is.”

“And are these the bank-notes?”

“They are.”

She took out the rustling pieces of paper. Her eyes sparkled. She laughed; it sounded like a little laugh of pleasure.

“Bank-notes! Ten of them, for a thousand each! You beauties!” She pressed them between her little hands. “Think of all they can buy. Ten thousand pounds!” She laughed again; this time in her laughter there was the sound of something very like a sob. “Why, Mr Coventry, it’s — it’s like a fairy tale. Some people never dream that they will be able to even handle such a sum — just once.”

“It is a queer start.”

Mr Coventry rose from his chair. He stood with his back to the fireplace. The little woman followed him with her eyes.

“Come, Mr Coventry, you know very well from whom they came.”

“I wish I did.”

“Think! They came from that rich old uncle you have been telling me about.”

“He would see me starve before he gave me a fiver. I know it is a fact.”

“Is there nobody of whom you can think?”

“Not a soul! I don’t believe there’s an individual in the world who would give me a hundred pounds to keep me from the workhouse.”

There was a pause. The gentleman looked at the lady; the lady looked at him. She kept folding and unfolding the notes between her dainty fingers; a smile parted her lips.

“Mr Coventry, I know from whom they came.”

“Miss Hardy, you don’t mean it! From whom?”

“They came,” with a rapid glance she looked down, then up again, “from a woman.”

“A woman!” Mr Coventry looked considerably startled. “What woman?”

“Ah, there it is!”

Mr Coventry still looked startled.

“I suppose, Miss Hardy, you are simply making a shot at it.”

“It looks to me like the act of a woman. Think! Is there a woman possible?”

Mr Coventry looked even disconcerted.

“It — it can’t be. It — it’s quite impossible.”

“I thought there was. Mr Coventry, here are your notes. I don’t wish to intrude upon your confidence.”

“But, I — I assure you, the — thing can’t be.”

“Still, I fancy, the thing is, and so, I see, do you. Mr Coventry, if it is not stretching feminine curiosity too far — in my case you have piqued it — might I ask who is the woman?”

“There isn’t one; I assure you there isn’t. But I’ll tell you all about it.” Mr Coventry fidgeted about the room, then sat down on the chair he had just vacated. “Have — have you ever heard of a Mrs Murphy?”

“Had she anything to do with Mr Murphy?”

“You mean the iron man? It’s his widow. She’s — she’s stopping at the Métropole just now.”

“Isn’t she rich?”

“Awfully, horribly rich. In fact my — my uncle wrote to me about her.”

“You mean Sir Frederick?”

“Yes, old rip! I wrote, asking if he could let me have a few hundreds, just to help me along. He wrote back saying that he couldn’t, but that he could put me in the way of laying my hands on several hundred thousands instead. Then he spoke of the widow.”

“I see; go on.”

Mr Coventry had stopped. He seemed to be a little at a loss.

“Then, somehow or other, I — I got introduced to her.”

“Did you, indeed? How strange!”

“Don’t laugh at me, Miss Hardy. The woman’s my aversion. She’s old enough to be my mother, or — or my aunt, at any rate.”

“One’s aunt may be younger than oneself.”

“She isn’t, by a deal. She’s a hideous, vulgar old monstrosity.”

“You appear to have a strong objection to the lady.”

“I have. It — it sounds absurd, but she’s always after me. She must mistake me for her son.”

“For her son? You look twenty-five, and I thought I saw in one of the papers the other day that Mrs Murphy was in her early thirties.”

“She looks fifty, if a day. She can’t have sent me all that money.”

“As to that, you should know better than I. She might, if she took you for her son.”

“If I thought she had, I — I’d send it back to her.”

Mr Coventry had recommenced fidgeting about the room. Miss Hardy’s suggestions seemed to have seriously disturbed him. That young lady continued to trifle with the bank-notes. As she trifled she continued to smile demurely.

“Hasn’t another rich woman been stopping at the Métropole?”

“You mean the American?”

“Was she an American?”

“Rather! Sarah Freemantle. Got five millions — pounds — of her own, in hard cash.”

“Has she been stopping at the hotel since you’ve been there?”

“I believe she has, though I wasn’t aware of it till she had gone.”

“Haven’t you ever seen her?”

“Never; which is rather queer, because she’s often been at dances which I’ve been at. But I hate Americans.”

“Do you, indeed? How liberal-minded!”

“Don’t laugh at me. You — you don’t know how worried I am.”

“Some people wouldn’t feel worried because £10,000 fell into their lap from the skies. Here, Mr Coventry, are your precious notes.”

“I’ll send them back to her at once.”

“Her? Whom? Mrs Murphy? Don’t you think you are rather hasty in jumping at conclusions? Suppose, after all, they didn’t come from Mrs Murphy?”

“I’ll soon find out, and if they did—”

“Well, if they did? I thought you mentioned some rather pressing obligations which you had to meet.”

“Confound it! I know I’ve been a fool, but I’d rather be posted than owe my salvation to a woman’s money.”

“All men are not of your opinion, Mr Coventry.”

The lady’s tone was dry. The young gentleman had a tendency in the direction of “high-falutin.”

Among his morning’s letters on the morrow the first which caught his eye was a missive enclosed in an envelope which was own brother to the one which had contained the notes.

“Another ten thousand pounds,” he wailed.

But he was mistaken. Only a sheet of paper was in the envelope. On the sheet of paper two words were type-written:

“Buy Ceruleans.”

Mr Coventry endeavoured to calm himself. Constitutionally, he was of an excitable temperament. The endeavour required an effort on his part. When he could trust himself to speak, he delivered himself to this effect:

“What in thunder are Ceruleans? And why am I to buy them?”

He examined the paper; he examined the envelope; he observed that the postmark was “London, E.C.” — that could scarcely be regarded as a tangible clue.

The remainder of his correspondence was not of an agreeable tenor. Everybody seemed to be wanting money; moreover, everybody seemed to be wanting it at once. He went downstairs with, metaphorically, “his heart in his boots.” On the way down he encountered an acquaintance. Mr Coventry stopped him.

“I say, Gainsford, what are Ceruleans?”

“Ceruleans?” Mr Gainsford fixed his eyeglass into his eye. “Ceruleans?” Mr Gainsford thrust his hands into his breeches pockets. “What do you know about Ceruleans?”

“I don’t know anything, only some fool or other has been advising me to buy them.”

Mr Gainsford eyed Mr Coventry for some moments before he spoke again.

“Coventry, would you mind stepping into my sitting-room?” Mr Coventry stepped in. “I should be obliged if you would tell me who has been advising you to buy Ceruleans. I give you my word that you shall not suffer through giving me the name of your informant. I don’t know if you are aware that I am a member of the London Stock Exchange.”

“I can’t give you the name of my informant, because I don’t know it myself. I have just had that sent me through the post. From whom it comes I know no more than Adam.”

Mr Coventry handed him the paper on which were the two type-written words, “Buy Ceruleans.” Mr Gainsford eyed this very keenly. Then he applied an equally keen scrutiny to Mr Coventry himself.

“Odd! Very odd! Very odd indeed!”

He paused, then continued with an air of quite judicial gravity, — 

“Ceruleans, Mr Coventry, is Stock Exchange slang for an American mine which has just struck oil. The fact of its having done so is known, as yet, in England, to only one or two persons. Until you showed me that sheet of paper, I was under the impression that it was known only to one other person beside myself. Whoever sent you that piece of paper is in the know. Your correspondent has given you a recipe for a fortune.”

“What do you mean?”

“What I say. Get into the market before the rush begins, and — ah! you might take what some people would call a snug little fortune in less than a couple of hours. Mr Coventry, I am going up to town at once. Come with me, and I will put you in the way of doing the best day’s business that ever you did in all your life.”

Mr Coventry went up to town with Mr Gainsford. When the young gentleman returned that night to Brighton, he was quite a man of means. On the return journey he just got into the station as the train was starting. He made a dash at the first carriage he could reach. He was settling himself in the corner, and the train was rapidly quickening, when a voice saluted him.

“Mr Coventry!”

He turned. At the other end of the compartment was Mrs Murphy.

“How nice! I was just thinking that I was going to have the carriage all to myself, and you know that I am not fond of my own society.”

At that moment, Mr Coventry could not have even hinted that he was fond of hers. The lady went on — her volubility was famous, — 

“I have been dabbling on the Stock Exchange.”

Mr Coventry did not heed her. He was reflecting that the train did not stop till it reached its journey’s end, and how about a smoke on the way? Her next words, however, caused him to prick up his ears.

“I have done wonderfully well. In fact, I have made what to some, less fortunately circumstanced than myself, would be quite a fortune. I have been buying Ceruleans. Do you know what Ceruleans are?”

Did he? Didn’t he?

“Ceruleans! Then — it was you—”

He stopped, petrified. The lady seemed amused.

“It was I what?”

Mr Coventry took out a well-stuffed pocketbook.

“Mrs Murphy, allow me to return you these.”

A broad smile was upon the lady’s face as she took what the gentleman gave her; but when she perceived what it was she held, the broad smile vanished.

“What is it you are returning me? I was not aware — why, they’re bank-notes for a thousand pounds each! Mr Coventry! What do you mean?”

The expression of her face, the tone of her voice, were alike expressive of the most unequivocal amazement. But, disregarding these signs, Mr Coventry pursued a line of his own.

“It was very good of you to send them me — though I hardly realise what it was which could have caused you to suppose that I was a fit subject for your charity. At the same time, I hope it is scarcely necessary for me to point out that it is quite impossible for me to take advantage of your generosity.”

“Mr Coventry! What on earth do you mean?”

The lady’s manner was altogether unmistakable, but Mr Coventry rushed at his fences.

“I can only say that I hope that you will find a more worthy object of what I cannot but call your eccentric liberality.”

Mrs Murphy, as she sat, bank-notes in hand, endeavouring to grasp the gentleman’s meaning, would not have made a bad study for a comic artist.

“Mr Coventry, will you be so good as to take back your property?”

The lady held out the notes. The gentleman waved them from him.

“My property! I presume you mean your property?”

“Mr Coventry, what do you mean by giving me these bank-notes?”

“Rather, Mrs Murphy, I think I am entitled to ask what you meant by giving them to me?”

“Pray, Mr Coventry, are you mad?”

“I can only presume that you thought I was mad.”

“Thought you were mad! I am beginning to think so now.”

“You flatter me. And — then there’s the tip for Ceruleans. I — I confess that I have taken advantage of it; but had I known what I know now, I would sooner first have died. I have not yet received the whole of my gains — indeed, I have only received a portion as a favour from a friend. Here, Mrs Murphy, is a cheque for £5,000.”

Mr Coventry thrust another slip of paper into the astonished lady’s hand. She kept her presence of mind admirably upon the whole.

“I suppose, Mr Coventry, that you are a gentleman?”

“I suppose I was until you taught me otherwise.”

“Then, as a gentleman, perhaps you will keep silence while a lady speaks.”

Mr Coventry shrugged his shoulders.

“I see that I have here ten notes of a thousand pounds each. Am I to understand that someone has made you a present of £10,000?”

“Mrs Murphy, pray don’t dissemble!”

“I have not the slightest intention of what you call dissembling. If you suppose I was the donor, you are under a great delusion. I don’t think I ever gave any living creature even ten thousand pence; I have far too just a sense of the value of money.”

It was Mr Coventry’s turn to look astonished.

“Then if — if it wasn’t you—”

“Who was it? That I cannot tell you. Someone, I should say, with more money than sense.”

“But — but the tip for Ceruleans?”

“I have not the least notion what you’re talking about. But I may tell you this: I myself only received what you call a ‘tip’ for Ceruleans this morning.”

“The — the deuce you did!”

“Possibly you are aware that one of the chief holders of Ceruleans is a lady?”

“A lady!”

“That lady happens to be my friend. This morning she called on me while I was having breakfast. During that call she gave me the information on which I acted.”

“Who — who is this lady?”

“I don’t know that it is a secret; the lady is Sarah Freemantle.”

“Sarah Freemantle!”

“She is staying in Brighton, you know — or perhaps you don’t know — because she has actually gone and hidden herself away in one of the back streets, as if, as I tell her, she were hiding from her creditors. Her creditors! Why, she’s worth untold millions!”

Mr Coventry was silent. Mrs Murphy sat and watched him. He was quite worth looking at. George Coventry has been pronounced by a high authority to be the handsomest man in England. Oddly enough, he was not only handsome, but he looked good and honest too; and he was without an atom of conceit. In the eyes of some people it was an extra recommendation that he was not exactly wise.

When Mrs Murphy had looked at the young gentleman quite two minutes, she moved up to his end of the carriage.

“Mr Coventry, here is your property. You are fortunate in having such a friend.”

Without a word Mr Coventry placed the cheque and the notes within his pocket-book.

“After all, I am not sure that I would not have liked to have been that friend myself.”

Mr Coventry fidgeted.

“You — you are very good.”

“Do you think so? I should like to be good — to you.”

Mr Coventry shivered. Was this woman making love?

“I married my first husband, Mr Coventry, to please my mother. When I marry again I mean to please myself.”

“What — what time is this train due in Brighton?”

“Never mind what time the train is due in Brighton.” She smiled.

Some men, who are about to pop the question, delight in the shyness of the maiden. Was it possible that she delighted in the shyness of the youth?

“George — I may call you George. Mayn’t I call you George?”

“Have you any objection to my smoking a pipe?”

“Smoke if you please. Do what you please. My only desire is to give you pleasure.”

She laid her gloved hand softly on his arm.

“You haven’t such a thing as a match about you?”

“George, before you begin to smoke, turn round and look at me.”

Mr Coventry’s head was turned round the other way; he was blowing through the stem of his pipe.

“George!”

If the lady had been a gentleman we should have written that he put his arm about her waist.

“Thunder! my pipe won’t draw!”

The gentleman sprang to his feet with startling suddenness; but the lady was equal to the occasion. Before he knew it she had taken him with both her hands, and drawn him on to her knee.

“You silly thing!”

While Mr Coventry was wondering if the skies had fallen, she had kissed him on the lips.

Just then the train reached Brighton.

II. Mr Coventry chartered a fly to the Steyne. He drew up at the house in which lived the little woman with the foot. The person who opened the door informed him that Miss Hardy was in. He rushed upstairs without waiting to be announced. The little woman was seated writing at a table. At his entrance she rose with a start — as well she might.

“Miss Hardy, I — I want to speak to you.”

“Mr Coventry.”

As the lady stood facing the gentleman she turned a little pale, or perhaps it was a curious effect of the lamplight shining in her face. As for the gentleman’s complexion, any suggestion of pallor was ridiculous. A ripe tomato was the best comparison which could have been applied to him.

“I beg ten thousand pardons, but I — I’ve been with that Murphy woman in the train!”

The girl said nothing. Her big brown eyes were fixed upon her visitor’s countenance. In them was a look of not unjustifiable inquiry.

“I — I daresay you think that I’m mad; but I’m not. The fact is, Miss Hardy, I’ve had a stroke of luck!”

“I am glad to hear it.”

“Is that all?”

“What else would you have me say?”

The intensity of the gaze which the gentleman kept fixed upon the lady she must have found a little trying. All at once he went forward. He brought his hand down heavily on the little table at which she was standing.

“Dora, I love you!”

The remark was sudden. The girl for a moment was silent, as if she could scarcely believe her ears. Then a wave of vivid red went up all over her, so that it even dyed the roots of her hair. In her eyes were tears.

“Mr Coventry!”

“Dora, I love you!” If she had had eyes to see, which may be doubted, she might have seen that he was trembling. His words came from him like a flood. “I don’t ask you to say that you love me; I know you can’t; but I do ask you to say that one day you will try!”

The girl was trembling too.

“Mr Coventry, I — I cannot think you are in earnest.”

“You know I am.”

As she looked into his eyes — and she did look, as though there was fascination in his glance — she could scarcely doubt that at least he thought he was. She tried to smile; the effort was a failure.

“But it’s — it’s so absurd. You know nothing of me. We are strangers. You only saw me the day before yesterday for the first time in your life.”

“What does that matter? I know a man who met a girl upon the Friday and married her upon the Monday.”

“Absurd!”

“Some men would be able to do this sort of thing in style; I can’t. I know that this sort of thing comes to a man once in his life, and then in an instant. I know that I love you; I know that there will never be another woman to me like you. Some men do not take long to find out these things, you see!”

There was a pause. Then she at last looked down.

“I thought you mentioned something about pecuniary complications.”

“This morning I had a hint from a friend; it has brought me in a fortune! There will be enough to settle up with, and something over to start again. And, Dora, I can work.”

“Mr Coventry, do you clearly understand that I am a nameless nobody, who has to give music lessons for a living?”

“I understand that you are the woman whom I love!”

She turned her back to him. She moved across the room; she stood trifling with the fringe of the curtains.

“This is the maddest thing of which ever yet I heard.”

He could hear that her voice was trembling.

“You know, Dora, I’m not asking you to say at once that you will be my wife. I daren’t, and that’s the fact; but I’m asking you one day to try to say you will. I want something to keep me going. I want something to save me from that woman Murphy.”

“I believe ‘that woman Murphy,’ as you politely term the lady, is at the bottom of the compliment — I suppose I must call it so — which you have paid to me.”

There was a curious intonation in the voice from the curtains.

“She has been making love to me. I couldn’t stand that when I loved you, Dora!” The gentleman was creeping round the table. “Say that you will try!”

“Suppose I do?”

“Dora!”

 

She would not let him stay. They parted, this queer pair! He dined, not at his hotel, but at a restaurant on the Front; dined well! When he left it was with that good digestion which waits on appetite. He walked as if he walked on air. He certainly had the gift of making history quickly.

When he reached the hotel, an acquaintance stopped him at the door.

“The great Sarah is here.”

“The great who?”

“Sarah! Miss Freemantle! The five-times millionaire.”

Mr Coventry looked a trifle bored.

“I’m not interested in the lady.”

“The deuce you aren’t! I am; and, by Jove, I wish she were in me!”

“I’m sorry for you. Come in and have a smoke.”

As they crossed the hall, someone was coming down the stairs. The acquaintance drew Mr Coventry a little aside.

“Here she is!” Mr Coventry glanced up. “That’s Miss Freemantle, the little woman in black. She’s not a bad-looking little thing.”

Mr Coventry looked at the lady referred to. It was Dora Hardy! As she descended the staircase, she leant on Mr Gainsford’s arm. On the gentleman’s other side was Mrs Murphy. As he saw her, she saw him. The young lady dropped the gentleman’s arm. She ran down the stairs with her hand stretched out.

“Mr Coventry!”

“Dora!”

She laughed — and blushed. She turned to her companions.

“I don’t think I need trouble you after all, Mr Coventry will see me home.”

Before Mr Coventry had realised the situation he found himself in the open air with the lady. They turned, perhaps instinctively, towards Hove. It happened, that night, that that part of the Front was almost deserted. They walked some little distance before the gentleman recovered the use of his tongue.

“Dora — what — what cock-and-bull story was that fool telling me?”

“I really cannot say.”

“He — he said that you — you were the great Sarah.”

“So I am. Don’t I look it?”

The gentleman stopped dead. He groaned.

“What — what a fool I’ve been!”

“You flatter me.”

They resumed their promenade. Her hand stole towards his.

“George, are you sorry you said you loved me?”

“Dora, is — is it a joke?”

“No, George, it’s not a joke, it’s a romance.”

“What — what have I done?”

“Made me happy. Isn’t that enough to do?”

They stopped again, under a gas-lamp. It was fortunate so few persons were about.

“George, I have a confession to make. It was not you who fell in love with me, it was I who fell in love with you.”

“Dora!”

“It is true. It was at Lady Brentford’s ball. I saw you there for the first time. I fell in love with you — at sight. You see, when your turn came, you did not make up your mind more rapidly than I had done. It was a case of Goethe’s mutual affinity! I saw you at other houses. I went to them on purpose to see you, but I took care never to be introduced to you.”

“Why?”

“You know that I am the great Sarah, George. But when I found that you had come to the very hotel at which I was stopping, I formed a little plot. I changed my quarters, I dropped the Freemantle, and became Miss Hardy. Then — then I thrust myself right into your path, and — and it was all soon over. Are you sorry, George?”

“Sorry! But — but about those notes?”

“You goose! They came from me. I knew you had been betting, and I knew that you had lost. I didn’t want to lose you for a pound or two. But when you told me that you would not owe your salvation to a woman’s money — not knowing who the woman was — why, then I sent you the ‘tip’ for Ceruleans instead. It was the best thing that I ever did, for it brought me you.”

Mr Coventry took off his hat. He wiped his brow. He seemed to be turning matters over in his mind.

“I shall always call you Dora.”

“Call me what you please.”

“Darling!”


XII

MAGICAL MUSIC

I — APOSTLE SPOONS

Miss Macleod passed the newspaper to her nephew. “Look at that,” she said. She had her finger on an advertisement. He looked at it. This is what he read: — 

“A clergyman, having a large family entirely dependent on him, is compelled to sacrifice a unique set of apostle spoons. Twelve large, twelve small, silver-gilt, in handsome case. Being in urgent want of money, a trifle will be accepted. Quite new. Would make a handsome present. Approval willingly. Letters only, Pomona Villa, Ladbroke Grove, W.”

“What do you think of it?” inquired the lady.

The Rev. Alan smoothed the paper with his hand.

“Not much,” he ventured to remark.

“Put on your hat and come with me. I’m going to buy them.”

“My dear aunt!”

“They will do for a wedding present for Clara Leach. Other people can marry, if you can’t.”

The Rev. Alan sighed. He had been having a bad quarter of an hour. He was a little, freckled, sandy-haired, short-sighted man: one of those short-sighted men whose spectacles require continually settling in their place on the bridge of the nose. Such as he was, he was the only hope of an ancient race — the only male hope, that is.

The Macleods of Pittenquhair predated the first of the Scottish kings. Fortunately for themselves they postdated them as well.

For a considerable portion of their history, the members of that time-honoured family had been compelled, in the Sidney-Smithian phrase, to cultivate their greatness on a little oatmeal — for want of cash to enable them to indulge in any other form of cultivation. But in these latter days they had grown rich, owing to a fortunate matrimonial speculation with a Chicago young lady whose father had something to do with hogs. The lady’s name was Biggins — Cornelia P. Biggins — the P. stood for Pollie, which was her mother’s name, the “front” name came from history. The particular Macleod who had married her had been christened David. He devoted a considerable portion of his wife’s fortune to buying up the ancient lands of the Macleods, in the neighbourhood of Pittenquhair and thereabouts. In his person he resolved that the ancient family glories should reappear — and more. But in these cases it is notorious that man only proposes — his wife never bore him a child. To make matters worse, he only outlived Mrs Macleod six months, so that he never had a decent chance to try his luck again.

David had a brother. Being a childless man, and desirous to restore the ancestral grandeur, one would have thought that he would have left his wealth to his brother, who wanted it if ever a man did yet. But, unfortunately, Alan was not only an irredeemable scamp — which might have been forgiven him, for David was by no means spotless — but also the two brothers hated each other with a truly enduring brotherly hatred. Nor had Alan improved matters by making public and unpleasant allusions to hogs and swine, not only on the occasion of David’s marriage, but on many occasions afterwards. So it came to pass that when David was gathered to his fathers, his brother’s name was not even mentioned in his will. All his wealth was left to his sister Janet.

In course of time Alan died abroad — very much abroad, and in more senses than one. Then, for the first time, Janet appeared upon the scene. She paid for her brother’s funeral, and took his only child, a boy, back with her to England. The child’s mother, who was nothing and nobody, had died — charitable people said, murdered by her husband — soon after her infant’s birth. So his aunt was the only relation the youngster had.

Janet was a spinster. She had ideas of her own, and plenty of them. Her dominant idea was that in her nephew the family sun should rise again in splendour. But alas for the perversity of fate! The boy passed from a public school to the university, and from the university — after a struggle, in which he showed himself, in a lymphatic sort of way, as obstinate as one of Mrs David’s father’s pigs — into the church. This was bad enough for a son of his father, and the heir to Pittenquhair and ten thousand pounds a year, but what followed was infinitely worse. He became a ritualist of the ritualists — more Roman than the Romans — and the motto which he nailed to the mast was “Celibacy of the clergy”!

Her nephew’s conduct almost drove Miss Janet mad. Two wives she might have forgiven — but none! In season and out of season she preached to him the duty of marriage; but what she regarded as a duty he regarded as a crime. She spoke of an heir for Pittenquhair; his thoughts were of something very different indeed. To speak of disinheriting him was to pander to his tastes. The income from his curacy was seventy pounds a year — and he lived on it. The money sent him by his aunt he surrendered to the Church and to the poor. What availed it to preach of disinheritance to a man who behaved like that?

And yet, in his own peculiar way, he was a good nephew to his aunt. He was the meekest, ugliest, shyest, awkwardest of men. His curacy was at a place on the Suffolk coast called Swaffham-on-Sea. From these wilds he was perpetually being summoned by his aunt to attend on her in her house in town. Although — possibly because he was that kind of man — these visits were anything but occasions of pleasure, he generally obeyed the summons. On the present occasion it was the second day of his stay under his aunt’s hospitable roof in Cadogan Place. From the moment of his arrival she had continually reviled him. She had suggested as wives some two-score eligible young women, from earls’ daughters to confectioners’ assistants. She had arrived at that state of mind in which, if he would only marry, she would have welcomed a cook. In his awkward, stammering way, he had vetoed them all. Then she had rated him for an hour and three-quarters by the clock. Finally, exhausted by her efforts, she had caught up the paper in a rage. The Rev. Alan watched her in silence as she read it, fingering a little book of prayers he had in his waistcoat pocket.

All at once she had thrust the advertisement sheet of the paper underneath his nose, with the exclamation — 

“Look at that!”

He looked at it, and had read the advertisement reproduced above.

“Don’t sit there like a stuck dummy,” observed Miss Macleod, whose English, in her moments of excitement, was more than peculiar. “Go and get the thing that you call a hat! Hat!” Miss Macleod sniffed; “if you had appeared in the streets in my days with such a thing on your head, people would have thought that Guy Fawkes’s day was come again.”

The Rev. Alan was still studying the paper.

“But, my dear aunt, you are not seriously thinking of paying any attention to such an advertisement as that?”

“And why not? Isn’t the man a clergyman?”

“I can’t think that a priest—”

“A priest!” cried Miss Macleod, to whom the word was as a red rag to a bull. “Who spoke about a priest?”

The Rev. Alan went placidly on — 

“ — under any circumstances would advertise apostle spoons for sale.”

“Who asks you what you think? Put on your hat and come with me.”

“There is another point. The advertisement says ‘letters only’; there is evidently an objection to a personal call.”

As Miss Macleod grasped her nephew by the shoulder with a sufficiently muscular grasp, the Rev. Alan put on his hat and went with her.

 

II — UNDER THE SPELL

They walked all the way — it is some distance from Cadogan Place to Ladbroke Grove. There was not much conversation — what there was was not of a particularly cheerful kind. The day was warm. The lady was tall, the gentleman short. Miss Macleod was a first-rate pedestrian; the Rev. Alan was not good at any kind of exercise. By the time they reached their journey’s end he was in quite a pitiable plight. He was bedewed with perspiration, and agitated beyond measure by the rather better than four miles-an-hour pace which his aunt would persist in keeping up.

Pomona Villa proved to be a little house which stood back at some distance from the road. Just as they reached it the door was opened, shut again with a bang, and a gentleman came hastening out of the house as though he were pressed for time. He was a tall, portly person, with very red whiskers, and a complexion which was even more vivid than his whiskers. He was attired in what might be called recollections of clerical costume, and was without a hat. He appeared to be very much distressed either in body or in mind. Just as he laid his hand on the handle on one side of the gate, Miss Macleod grasped it on the other. Brought in this way unexpectedly face to face, he stared at the lady, and the lady stared at him.

“She’s at it again!” he cried.

“Sir!” exclaimed Miss Macleod. She drew herself up.

“I beg your pardon.” The gentleman on the other side of the gate produced a very dirty pocket-handkerchief, and mopped his head and face with it. “I thought it was a friend of mine.”

“Is this Pomona Villa?” asked Miss Macleod.

The bare-headed man looked up and down, and round about, and seemed as though he were more than half disposed to say it wasn’t. But as the name was painted over the top bar of the wooden gate, within twelve inches of the lady’s nose, he perhaps deemed it wiser to dissemble.

“What — what name?” he stammered.

“I’ve come about the apostle spoons.”

“The apostle spoons! Oh!” The bare-headed man looked blank. He added in a sort of stage aside— “Letters only.”

“Perhaps you will allow me to enter.”

Miss Macleod did not wait for the required permission, but pushed the gate open, and entered. Her nephew followed at her heels. The bare-headed man stared at the Rev. Alan, and the Rev. Alan at him — one seemed quite as confused as the other.

“Can I see the spoons?” continued Miss Macleod.

“Eh — the fact is — eh — owing to distressing family circumstances — eh — it is impossible—”

What was impossible will never be known, for at that moment the door was opened, and a woman appeared.

“If you please, mum, Miss Vesey says, will you walk in? She’s upstairs.”

Miss Macleod walked in, her nephew always at her heels. The bare-headed man stared after them, as though he did not understand this mode of procedure in the least.

“Up the stairs, first door to the right,” continued the woman who had bade them enter. As, in accordance with these directions, Miss Macleod proceeded to mount the stairs, the woman, who still stood at the open door, addressed herself to the bare-headed man at the gate. Her words were sufficiently audible.

“You brute!” she said, and banged the door in his face.

Seemingly unconscious of there being anything peculiar about the house or its inhabitants, Miss Macleod strode up the stairs. The Rev. Alan, conscious for himself and his aunt as well, crept uncomfortably after. The first door on the right stood wide open. Miss Macleod unceremoniously entered the room. Her nephew followed sheepishly in the rear.

The room was a good-sized one, and was scantily furnished. One striking piece of furniture, however, it did contain, and that was a grand piano. At the moment of their entrance the instrument stood wide open, and at the keyboard was seated a young lady.

“I am Miss Vesey,” she observed, without troubling herself to rise as the visitors entered.

Miss Macleod bowed. She appeared about to make some remark, possibly with reference to the apostle spoons; but before she could speak, Miss Vesey went on, — 

“That is my father you saw outside — the Rev. George Vesey. He’s a dipsomaniac.”

Miss Macleod started, which, under the circumstances, was not unnatural. Her nephew stared with all his eyes and spectacles. Miss Vesey was a fine young woman, about nineteen years of age. The most prominent feature in her really intellectual countenance was a pair of large and radiant black eyes.

“I’m engaged in his cure,” she added.

“I have called,” remarked Miss Macleod, perhaps deeming it wiser to ignore the young lady’s candid allusion to her father’s weakness, “with reference to an advertisement about some apostle spoons.”

Miss Vesey, still seated on the music-stool, clasped her hands behind her head.

“Oh, that’s one of his swindles,” she said.

“One of his swindles!” echoed Miss Macleod.

“He’s agent for a Birmingham firm. He finds it a good dodge to put in advertisements like that. Each person who buys thinks she gets the only set he has to sell; but he sells dozens every week. It’s drink has brought him to it. But I’m engaged in curing him all round. The worst of it is that when I begin to cure him, he runs away. He was just going to run away when you came to the gate.”

“If what you say is correct,” said Miss Macleod grimly, “I should say the case was incurable — save by the police.”

“Ah, that’s because you don’t understand my means of cure: I’m a magician.”

“A magician!”

There was a pause. Miss Macleod eyed Miss Vesey keenly, Miss Vesey returning the compliment by eyeing her.

Miss Macleod was a woman of the day. Openly expressing unbelief in all the faiths that are old, she was continually on the look-out for a faith that was new. She had tried spiritualism and theosophy. She had sworn by all sorts of rogues and humbugs — until she found them out to be rogues and humbugs, which, to her credit be it said, it did not take her long to do. Just at that moment she was without a fetish. So that when Miss Vesey calmly announced that she was a magician, she did not do what, for instance, that very much more weak-minded person than herself, her nephew, would have done — she did not promptly laugh her to scorn.

“What do you mean by saying you’re a magician?” she inquired.

“I mean what I say. I have my magic here.”

Miss Vesey laid her hand on the piano.

“I suppose you mean that you’re a fine pianist.”

“More than that. With my music I can do with men and women what I will. I can drive the desire for drink out of my father for days together; I can make him keep sober against his will.”

Miss Macleod turned towards her nephew.

“This is my nephew. Exercise your power upon him.”

“Aunt!” cried the Rev. Alan.

Miss Vesey laughed.

“Shall I?” she asked.

“You have my permission. You say you can do with men and women what you will. He will be a rich man one of these fine days. Make him marry you.”

The curate’s distress was piteous.

“Aunt! Have you any sense of shame?”

“Suppose I try,” observed Miss Vesey, her face alive with laughter. “I’m sure I’m poor enough, and I’m already connected with the clergy.”

“Aunt, I entreat you, come away. If you will not come, then I must go alone. I cannot stay to see the Church insulted.”

Miss Macleod turned to Miss Vesey.

“Will you let him go?”

“Certainly not,” laughed the young lady. “If only to pay him out for being so ungallant.”

The Rev. Alan — literally — wrung his hands.

“This — this is intolerable. Aunt, it is impossible for me to stay. You — you’ll find me there when you get home.”

The Rev. Alan, in a state of quite indescribable confusion, turned towards the door. But before he could move a step, Miss Vesey struck a chord on the piano.

“Stay!” she said.

The curate seemed to hesitate for a moment, then turned to her again. He seemed to be under the impression that he owed an apology to the pianist. “I — I must apologise for — for my seeming rudeness. I know that my — my aunt only meant what she said as — as a joke; but, at the same time, my respect for my sacred office” — at this point the little man drew himself up— “compels me, after what has passed, to go.”

Miss Vesey struck a second chord.

“Stay!” she said again.

Before the agitated believer in the propriety of the unmarried state for clergymen could say her yea or nay, she cast her spells — and her hands — upon the keyboard of the instrument, so that it burst out into a concourse of sweet sounds. The Rev. Alan was, in his way a born musician. The only dissipation he allowed himself was music. The soul of the mean-looking, wrong-headed little man was attuned to harmony. Good music had on him the effect which Orpheus with his lute had on more stubborn materials than curates — it bewitched him. Miss Vesey had not played ten seconds before he realised that here was a dispenser of the food which his soul loved — a mistress of melody. What it was she played he did not know — it seemed to him an improvisation. He stood listening — entranced. Suddenly the musician’s mood changed. The notes of triumph ceased, and there came instead a strain of languorous music which set all the curate’s pulses throbbing.

“Come here!”

Miss Vesey whispered. The curate settled his spectacles upon his nose. He looked around him as though he were not sure that he had heard aright. And the command was uttered in such half-tones that he might be excused for supposing that his ears had played him false.

“Come here!”

The command again. Again the Rev. Alan settled his spectacles upon his nose. He gazed at the musician as if still in doubt.

“I — I beg your pardon? Did you speak to me?”

“Come here!”

A third time the command — this time clearer and louder too. As if unconsciously he advanced towards the pianist, hat in one hand, handkerchief in another, his whole bearing eloquent of a state of mental indecision. He went quite close to her — so close that there would be no excuse for saying that he could not hear her if she whispered again.

Again the musician’s theme was changed. The languorous melody faded. There came a succession of wild sounds, as of souls in pain. The curate’s organisation was a sensitive one — the cries were almost more than he could bear.

“Pity me!”

The voice was corporal enough. It was Miss Vesey, once more indulging in a whisper. Again the curate was at a nonplus. Again he went through the mechanical action of settling his spectacles upon his nose.

“I — I beg your pardon?” It seemed to be a stereotyped form of words with him.

“Pity me! Pity me! Do!”

The words were a cry of anguish — quite as anguished as the music was. The Rev. Alan looked round the room, perhaps for succour and relief. He saw his aunt, but at that moment her face happened to be turned another way.

“If you need my pity, it is yours.”

The words, like the lady’s, were spoken, doubtless unintentionally, in a whisper.

“If you pity me, then help me too!”

“If I can, I — I will!”

“You promise?”

“Certainly.”

Although the word was a tolerably bold one, it was by no means boldly spoken; probably that was owing to the state of confusion existing in the speaker’s mind.

The theme was changed again. The piano ceased to wail. A tumult of sound came from it which was positively deafening. The effect was most bewildering, especially as it concerned the Rev. Alan. For in the midst of all the tumult he was conscious of these words being addressed to him by Miss Vesey.

“Help me with your love!”

The instant the words were spoken the tumult died away, there was the languorous strain again. The curate was speechless, which, all things considered, was perhaps excusable. An idea was taking root in his brain that the musician was mad, at least mad enough to be irresponsible for the words she used. If that were so, then, unlike the generality of lunatics, she had a curious aptitude for sticking to the point.

“Love me, or I die!”

“My — my dear young lady!” stammered the curate.

“You will be my murderer!”

The accent with which these words were spoken was indescribable, as indescribable as the music which accompanied them. It may be doubted if, as he heard them, it was not the Rev. Alan himself who was going mad. The heat and agitation brought on by the pace at which his aunt had marched him from Cadogan Place, the extraordinary manner of his reception at Pomona Villa, the still more extraordinary things which had happened to him since he had got inside; all these, put together, were quite enough to make him uncertain as to whether he were standing on his head or his heels. And then, for him, a staunch believer in the theory, and the practice, of the celibate priest, to have such language addressed to him, after five minutes’ acquaintance, by a total stranger! and such a pianist! and a fine young woman! No wonder the Rev. Alan put his hand up to his head under the impression that that portion of his frame was leaving him.

“If you do not marry me,” continued this extraordinary young woman, in tones which harrowed his heart — and yet which were not so harrowing as her music, by a very great deal, “I shall die before your eyes.”

The Rev. Alan still had his hand to his head. He looked round him with bewildered, short-sighted eyes. Curiously enough his aunt still had her face turned in the opposite direction.

“I — I’m sure—” he stammered.

“Of what?”

“I — I shall be happy—”

“Happy!”

The music ceased, and that for the sufficiently good reason that the pianist rose from her seat and flung her arms about the curate’s neck. He said something, but what it was was lost in the ample expanses of Miss Vesey’s breast.

“Madam,” she cried, addressing Miss Macleod, “your nephew has promised to marry me! He has said that he will be happy.”

Miss Macleod, who did not happen just then to be looking in the opposite direction, smiled grimly. Owing to the peculiarity of her physical configuration everything about her was grim — even her smile.

“I am glad to hear it,” she observed.

The Rev. Alan struggled himself free from the lady’s powerful embrace. His distress was tragic in its intensity.

“This — this is some extraordinary—”

“Happiness!” cried the lady, and again she clasped him in her arms. “Your happiness is mine! It has been my life-long dream to be married to a clergyman; is not my father one already?”

At that moment the father referred to entered the room.

“What’s this?” he cried, as a father naturally would cry on seeing his daughter with a stranger in her arms.

The young lady, however, promptly relieved his mind.

“Father, let me present to you my future husband.”

“I — I do protest,” screamed the frenzied curate.

“You do protest, sir! What do you protest?” The father’s voice was terrible, so was his manner. Apparently all his paternal instincts had not been destroyed by dipsomania. “You come to this house, sir, a perfect stranger, sir; you assault my daughter, sir; you take her in your arms.”

This was, perhaps, strictly speaking, a perversion of the truth; but at this moment Miss Macleod offered her interposition.

“You need be under no concern. My nephew is a gentleman. I was a witness of his proposal. If he behaves as a dastard to your daughter, I will deliver him to your righteous vengeance then. In the meantime, perhaps you and your daughter will accompany us home to luncheon. We can arrange the preliminaries of the marriage during the course of the meal.”

 

III. — A CURIOUS COURTSHIP

“Miss Bayley, I am in a position of the extremest difficulty.”

Miss Bayley was not only the Rev. Alan Macleod’s parishioner; she was, so to speak, his co-curate, at Swaffham-on-Sea. That delightful village boasted of a rector who found that the local air did not agree with him, so he spent most of his time in the South of France. The Rev. Alan was, therefore, to all intents and purposes, the head and front of all Church matters in the neighbourhood. Unfortunately the greater part of the population — what there was of it — was dissenting, and that part of it which was not dissenting was even worse — it was Episcopalian! — the lowest of the low! The curate, therefore, found himself in the position of the sower who sows his seed in barren soil. His congregation not unfrequently consisted of two — the verger and Miss Bayley.

The curate had returned to Swaffham, and it was this faithful feminine flower of his flock he was addressing now.

“Oh, Mr Macleod, I am so sorry! Can I help you? Is it spiritual?”

The curate shook his head. He had not fallen quite so low as that. The idea of his coming to a person in petticoats for help in spiritual matters struck him as too absurd. He could scarcely excuse Miss Bayley.

“Can you think that I, your priest, should come to learn of you?”

Miss Bayley looked down.

“I was wrong,” she murmured. She told herself that she ought to have remembered that none of the curates ever was half so cocksure about that kind of thing as the Rev. Alan. But then, she was so anxious to lend him a hand in anything.

“An error owned is half atoned.”

He meant this for a little pleasantry — but he was an awkward man, even when he trifled. He hesitated. He was conscious that he had come for assistance in a matter quite as delicate as anything which appertained to Church government.

“Miss Bayley.” He cleared his throat. “I — I have an aunt.” The abashed Miss Bayley signified that she had heard him mention that fact before — which she had, about half a dozen times a day. “She is not one of us.” Miss Bayley sighed; she felt that she was expected to sigh. “She is of the world worldly. Her thoughts are fixed on temporalities. Being possessed of great riches, to which I am the natural heir, the continual desire of her life is that I — I should marry.”

The Rev. Alan stammered a little at the end. Miss Bayley perceptibly started. That was the continual desire of her life too. She wondered if it was going to be gratified at last.

“That you should marry? Oh, Mr Macleod!”

“I need not tell you that, in such a matter, her desire would not weigh with me in the least. The true priest is celibate.”

Miss Bayley’s heart fluttered — she did not go with him so far as that.

“But — if she were to disinherit you?”

“Do you know me so little as that? Nothing would please me better than that she should.”

He clasped his hands in a kind of ecstasy. The lady, whose father was the parish doctor, and who knew what it was to have to dress on nothing a year, was almost tempted to think that the curate was a fool. But as she could scarcely express the thought aloud, she was wise enough to hold her peace. The gentleman went on rather awkwardly. The travelling was getting difficult, in fact.

“To — eh — such lengths has — eh — she — she — allowed her desire to — eh — carry her, that — eh — it — it has resulted in — eh — involving me in — eh — complications of an excessively disagreeable kind.”

Miss Bayley’s imagination realised the worst at once.

“Are you engaged?” she cried.

“She — she says I am.”

“She says you are!” The lady was on the verge of tears — the blow was sudden. “Mr Macleod, I have something which I have to do upstairs.”

She felt that if she stayed in the room she might disgrace herself by crying before his face. The Rev. Alan was dismayed at the idea of her leaving him.

“Miss Bayley, I do entreat you not to go. You do not understand me in the least. I do not say I am engaged; quite — quite the other way.”

“Oh, Mr Macleod!”

The affair might have its comic side for a looker-on, but it was tragic enough for her. If she did not get this man, whom could she get? At Swaffham-on-Sea eligible bachelors were as rare as snow in summer. Besides — women attach themselves to poodle dogs! — she really liked the man.

The curate continued:

“The — the circumstances really are, I think, the most extraordinary I ever heard of. I should be almost induced to believe that it had all happened in a dream were it not for a letter that I have in my pocket.”

“From whom is the letter?”

“From — from Miss Vesey.”

“Is that the lady you are engaged to?”

“En — engaged to? I hadn’t made her acquaintance ten minutes before she said I had proposed to her.”

“She would not have said so unless you had.”

“Miss Bayley, do you not know me better than that? Nothing was further from my mind! The proposal came from her.”

“I have heard of women proposing to men! And I suppose you accepted her?” She was strongly tempted to add, “You are imbecile enough for anything!” But even in that hour of her trial she refrained.

“I can only assure you that I had no such intention in any words. I may have used words which came from me unawares, owing to the state of confusion I was in on receiving such a proposition from a total stranger.”

Miss Bayley turned away. She thought she saw exactly how it was.

“I can only offer you my congratulations. I do not know why you enter into all these details. When is the marriage to be?”

“Marriage!”

“Yes, marriage! I hope you will send me a piece of cake! Oh, Mr Macleod, I never thought you would behave to me like this!”

Miss Bayley fairly succumbed. She buried her face in her hands and ran crying from the room. Mr Macleod, left behind, was thunderstruck. He realised what any man, with even a little knowledge of the world, would have seen from the first.

“She loves me! What have I done?” He sank in a chair and he too buried his face in his hands. Presently he rose again. “Poor, pure soul! She is the best woman in the world!” He twisted his hands together with a nervousness which was peculiarly his. “I have done wrong in the sight of God and man!”

How he got out of the house he never knew; but he did get out, and through the front door too. He set off walking towards the rectory, where in the absence of the rector, he lived rent free. He had not gone twenty yards from the house when a gloved hand slapped him smartly on the shoulder.

“Alan!”

He turned. There was Miss Vesey and her father. He could hardly believe that it was, but it was. The lady was brilliantly attired, perhaps as a set-off to her father. That worthy gentleman resembled nothing so much as what, in former days, they would have called a broken-down hedge parson. He was evidently meant for a clergyman, sartorially. That is, the conception was clear enough, it was the result which was unsatisfactory.

“Your hand, my son!”

He held out his hand after the manner of the fathers in old comedy. But unfortunately he did not wait for the curate to give him his hand, he seized it, and shook it up and down — pump-handle fashion. And while the father was engaged in this edifying performance, the daughter flung her arms about the curate’s neck.

“My beloved!” she cried.

If there was any there to behold, they beheld what they had never seen before — the curate embraced as a curate never had been embraced in public, at Swaffham-on-Sea.

“Let me go!” he stammered.

And in due time the lady let him go. Under the circumstances he kept his presence of mind very well — for him.

“You — you’ll find the rectory about a quarter of a mile in front of you, just round the bend in the road. If — if you’ll excuse me, I have a most important visit I must make.”

Miss Vesey’s father slapped him heartily — too heartily! — upon the back, again after the fashion of the comedy fathers.

“Don’t put yourself out for us, my boy! Don’t neglect your duties, as is too often the case with the young. Tell us where the bottles are, and we’ll make ourselves snug till you come in.”

The curate did not tell them where the bottles were; in fact, there was only a solitary bottle of cod-liver oil in the house, and probably the speaker’s thoughts did not incline that way; but they went on to the rectory alone. Miss Vesey waved her parasol, and kissed her glove to him so long as she was in sight. He stood watching them till they were round the bend in the road, then he re-entered the doctor’s house.

This time he passed through the back door, straight into the kitchen. “Lauk, sir!” cried the maid-of-all-work; “who’d a thought of seeing you?”

The Rev. Alan addressed her in a fever of excitement.

“Tell Miss Ellen I must speak to her at once.”

He went into the parlour, and the maid-of-all-work went upstairs. Presently she returned with a message.

“If you please, sir, Miss Ellen’s compliments, and she’s got a headache.”

Mr Macleod was pacing up and down the room, very much in the manner of the carnivora about feeding time at the Zoo.

“A headache!”

He took his note-book from his pocket. Tearing out a page he scribbled on it these two or three strongly-worded lines.

 

“I entreat you to see me, if you ever called yourself my friend. It is a matter of life or death; almost, I would venture to say, of heaven or hell. — A. M.”

 

The maid-of-all-work bore these winged words above. The result was presently visible in the form of the lady herself. She entered with the air of a martyr, conscious of her crown.

“You are my priest. I have come.”

“It is not as a priest I have summoned you, Ellen, but as a friend.”

The use of the Christian name was perhaps unintentional, but the lady marked her sense of the familiarity at once.

“Sir!”

Her lip curled, possibly with scorn. His answer was sufficiently startling. “Ellen, I entreat you to be my wife.”

“Your wife, Mr Macleod! Are you mad?”

“I am — nearly! I shall be quite if you don’t accede to my request at once.”

“I think you are mad now. How dare you insult me! when from my bedroom window I just saw you kissing that creature in the street.”

“I kissed her! — She kissed me.”

“It’s the same thing.”

“It’s not!” Which was true enough — it was a different thing entirely. “Ellen, can you not see that I was never more in earnest in my life. If you do not marry me, something tells me that that woman will, and for all I know that wretched parent of hers may be the occupant of a dissenting pulpit; he looks disreputable enough for anything. What with her and her father, and my aunt, I am as a reed in their hands. I do entreat you — be my wife.”

The offer was not put in the most flattering form. Still, it was an offer.

“If you really want me—” began Miss Bayley.

“Want you! I want nothing so much in all the world.”

“And if you think I can be of use to you in the parish—”

“Parish! it’s not the parish I’m thinking of, it’s — it’s that wretched woman.”

Miss Bayley did not like this way of putting it at all.

“I will consider what you say, Mr Macleod, and will let you have an answer — say in a month.”

“In a month!” the curate was aghast. “I want your answer now. Ellen, I do entreat you, if you do not wish to see me disgraced in the face of all the world, promise to be my wife.”

“But, Mr Macleod, you do not even pretend to care for me.”

“Care for you! I care for you more than I ever cared for any woman yet.”

“Then in that case” — the lady was a little coy— “it shall be just as you will.”

At this point the ordinary lover would have taken her in his arms, and here would follow a number of crosses denoting what we have seen termed “osculatory concussions.” But the Rev. Alan was not an ordinary lover at all. He continued his frenzied pacing round the room.

“It is not enough to promise to be my wife, you must be my wife.”

“Mr Macleod, what do you mean?”

“Miss Bayley — Ellen — those two persons are at the rectory, awaiting my arrival at this moment. She is a disreputable woman, he is a ruffianly man. They are quite capable of coercing me into some dreadful entanglement from which I may find it impossible to release myself. My only hope lies in an immediate marriage.”

“I do not understand you in the least.”

“Then let me endeavour to make myself quite plain. I will not return to the rectory; you will put on your hat and jacket and come up at once with me to town. I will get a special licence. And we will be married before anyone has an inkling of what it is that we intend.”

“Mr Macleod, is it an elopement you propose?”

“Ellen, it is.”

The little man was shaking like a leaf.

“I never heard of such a thing in my life.”

“Nor did I dream that I should make such a proposition to a living woman — but needs must when the devil drives.”

The lady began to cry.

“Alan, I must say you have not a flattering way of putting things.”

“What avails flattery at such a moment as this. For Heaven’s sake, don’t cry. I have heard you say yourself that you don’t believe in long engagements.”

“Yes — but when one has not been engaged five minutes!”

“What matters five minutes or five years, when one has once resolved? It seems to me that when there is nothing to gain by waiting — but everything to lose — the sooner one marries the better.”

There was something in this; she told herself that he was not such a nincompoop after all when he was driven to bay — poor, dear little man! Amidst her tears she thought of other things. A regular marriage would involve a trousseau. She was quite sure that she should get no money out of her father for that — for the best of reasons, he had none to give. And then she knew her curate. She thought it quite possible that if that other woman — the brazen hussy! — did once get him in her hands, he might at any rate be lost to her. Better a good deal than to run the risk of such an end to all her hopes as that!

The end of it was that the Rev. Alan Macleod and Miss Bayley went up together by the next train which left the neighbouring station — eight miles off — for town.

 

IV. — HIS AUNT EXPLAINS

Shortly after his marriage Alan Macleod received the following curious letter from his aunt, — 

 

“Nephew Alan, — Don’t talk fiddlesticks about giving up the Church because you’re married, though I never could understand why you ever became a parson, unless it was because your father was the devil’s own.

“I meant all along that you should marry the doctor’s daughter. Of course, as a Macleod of Pittenquhair, you might have had the best in the land, but then — what a Macleod you are! Have you ever heard of the Irishman’s pig? They pull him by the tail when they want him to follow his snout. That is what I have done with you. I heard all about the girl and about your philanderings together, and how you thought it was the Church she worshipped, when the curate was the object of her adoration. Don’t you ever believe about single young women worshipping the Church when there’s a bachelor inside it! I heard she was a decent body, so I said that, sooner than leave you, the last of the Macleods of Pittenquhair, a barren stock, the girl should have you.

“The thing was how — with you and your ‘celibate-priest’ stuff and nonsense. But Providence helps those who help themselves — so ‘Miss Vesey’ tumbled from the skies.

“I saw her first at a thought-reading séance. She did some very funny things, and she plays the piano like an angel. She certainly had a gift that way, for, with the aid of her music, she played all sorts of tricks on the fools who were there. I thought to myself, what tricks she might play on you if you came within her range! Then, all of a sudden, the whole thing was hatched in my brain. I made her acquaintance. I took her home to supper. Afterwards, inspired by the largest quantity of champagne I ever saw a woman drink, she told me all about herself. She was the most candid young woman I ever met.

“She was married — to an unfrocked parson. But, according to her own account, she was more than his match. A perfect limb! And as clever as she was wicked — one of those wicked women who are born, not made, for she was not yet twenty-one. I told her all about you. I said that if, through her, you married the doctor’s daughter at Swaffham-on-Sea, she should have five hundred pounds upon your wedding-day. She came into the scheme at once. So we arranged it all together.

“Among other things, her husband was one of those scamps who pose, in the advertisement sheets, as distressed clergymen whose large families depend for sustenance on their being able to dispose of some article or other at one-third of its cost price. Just then his line was apostle spoons — which he bought for five shillings and sold for twenty. I was to summon you up to town. I was to bully you about your marriage. And then, when I had thoroughly upset you — which, I explained to her, it was the easiest thing in the world to do — I was to call your attention to his advertisement of the apostle spoons. I was to march you off then and there to buy them. When I had got you into her house I was to leave the rest to her.

“She was to pose as her husband’s daughter, which she was young enough to be — in years, at any rate. She said that if I brought you to her in a state of agitation and confusion bordering on imbecility — which I undertook to do — and if you were the sort of man I had described to her, within half an hour she would induce you to use language which might be construed into an offer of marriage. Then, with her husband’s aid, she would so drive you to distraction as to send you flying into Miss Bayley’s arms as into a harbour of refuge.

“I need not describe to you how she succeeded — though we had neither of us bargained that you would be quite the fool you were. When I heard of your eloping with the doctor’s daughter the instant ‘Miss Vesey’ put in an appearance on the scene, I owned that I had at last attained to one article of faith — an implicit belief in the infinite capacity for folly to be found in the human animal in trousers.

“It is unnecessary, under these circumstances, to say that I congratulate you upon your marriage. I hope that your wife will be a sensible woman, and present you, without loss of time, with a son — or, better still, with half a dozen, so that I may have an opportunity of finding at least one among them who shall not be quite such a fool as his father. — Your affectionate aunt,

“JANET MACLEOD (of Pittenquhair).”

 

When Miss Macleod’s nephew had finished reading this letter, he wiped the perspiration from his brow. Then he wiped his glasses. Then he sat thinking, not too pleasantly. Such a letter was a bitter pill to swallow. Then, not desirous that his aunt’s epistle should be read by his wife, he tore it into strips, and burned them one by one. He told himself that he would never forgive his aunt — never! and that, willingly, he would never look upon her face again.

But to so resolve was only to add another to his list of follies. Within twenty-four hours of his marriage — fortunately for him — his wife had proved that the grey mare was once more the better horse. Now she had got her man, at last, the strong vein of common sense that was in her came to the front. When Miss Macleod came to see her, she received her with open arms; and, as a matter of course, where she led her husband followed.

To one thing Alan had been constant — to the doctrine of the “celibate priest.” According to him, a “priest” married was not a “priest” at all. Immediately after his marriage, therefore, nobody offering the least objection, he quitted the “priesthood.” He is now a gentleman of leisure. Probably with a view of providing him with some occupation his wife bids fair to come up to his aunt’s standard of a sensible woman, and to present him with half a dozen sons.

There is, therefore, no fear of the Macleods of Pittenquhair becoming — like certain volcanoes — extinct, at least in the present generation.


XIII

A RUNAWAY WIFE

I. — FLIGHT

The quarrel which had begun about nothing, had become a raging storm. She faced him with clenched fists and flashing eyes.

“Perhaps you would like me to leave you! — to go, and relieve you of my presence! Our marriage has been a mistake. If you like, I will do my best so that the mistake may go no further. You have only to say the word, and I will go out of this house, never to return to it. Is that what you wish?”

He laughed. It was as if he had struck her across the face.

“Consult your own wishes, as you are in the habit of doing, pay no regard to mine. I can only say that if you wish to go, you are at perfect liberty to do so — I shall be content.”

“Do you mean that?”

“Unlike you, I am in the habit of meaning what I say.”

She drew a deep breath, as if she were choking.

“Then you wish me to go? To leave your house?”

“Don’t I tell you to have regard only to your own desires — as it is your usual custom? But if you will have it, I tell you quite frankly that if you propose to continue to play the rôle of termagant, I would much rather you did it in some other house than this. If I can have nothing else in my home, I should like to have peace.”

“Then you shall have it.”

“Thank you. Will you be so good as to let me have it at your earliest convenience?”

He turned to leave the room. She stopped him.

“Understand, Frank, that if you don’t withdraw what you have said before you leave the room, I shall take your words literally, and act upon them to the letter.”

“I understand that perfectly.”

“I shall go.”

“Then go! I do beg, my dear wife, that you won’t stand upon the order of your going. Tomorrow is Christmas Eve, so that it’s just the time for a little excursion. I hope you’ll have a happy Christmas.”

“I hope that your Christmas will be happier than mine is likely to be.”

“That is very good of you, I’m sure.” He flared into sudden passion. “How fond you are of striking an attitude — your life is one continued pose. Do you suppose that I think you will go? Do you imagine that I don’t know you better. You’ll talk, talk, talk! and you’ll pose, pose, pose! but you’re as likely to go as I should be likely to fetch you back if you did go — unluckily for me!”

He was gone, laughing as he went. His laughter was the final straw. That was what he thought of her! He set her down as simply a humbug; a windbag; a spouter of big words, which were all sound and had no meaning. She might threaten to go; he knew that her threats were but phrases. And he had laughed at her! Very good, he should see! He should learn if she was a person to be laughed at! She might have forgiven him much — everything — but his contempt. He would discover, quickly, if she was a doll, a puppet, an automaton, who could be made to gabble anything by pulling a string.

She did not stop to think — being dimly conscious that if she did she might be impelled to listen to the whisperings of common sense; but, while her rage was still hot within her, she tore upstairs; put on something — she scarcely knew what; rushed to the station, and within a quarter of an hour was seated in a train which was flying along the rails to London. Then, when it was too late, and the thing was done, past undoing, she began to consider what the situation really was.

She had the compartment to herself. On the seat in front of her was the copy of the Christmas number of an illustrated paper, which some passenger had left behind. It lay open at a page which caught her eye. She took it up. There were two full-page pictures, one was entitled “The First Christmas.” A young husband clasped a young wife to his breast, while they regarded each other with looks of love. The second was called “The Last Christmas.” The husband, grown old, was seated in an arm-chair, with bent back, and bowed head. The wife, her hair as white as snow, knelt on the floor beside him, her arms about his neck. They were as happy in each other’s embrace as in the days of long ago, and their love was just as young. Edith’s eyes filled with tears. That was how she had meant it should be with Frank and herself; their love should continue, showing no signs of the wear and tear of age, to the end. But — 

What was she doing? Running away from the best husband in the world, and the home of which she was so proud. Was she mad? or was she dreaming? She started to her feet in a sudden burst of comprehension. That instant her passion was gone; her vision was clear; she saw. And, from what she saw, she put up her hands to veil her eyes. To-morrow was Christmas Eve. Her mother and sister were coming, and some of Frank’s relations’. There was to be a family gathering, to spend the first Christmas in the home of the newly-married couple. How she had looked forward to it, and prepared, and made all sorts of plans. But there were still many things to do, various arrangements to complete. There was not a minute to spare, she would be fully occupied up to the very moment of her guests’ arrival. Instead of being busied with the multitudinous details which awaited her attention she was tearing up to town. Why? With what purpose in view? On what errand? She alone could tell; and she had not the remotest idea.

She looked out of the window, wondering whereabouts she was. She would get out at the first station at which they stopped; if fortune favoured her, she might catch a train back at once; she would return before her flight had been discovered. How the train must have flown — it was Brentwood they were passing! Why did it fly through the station? She realised, with a shock, that it was the express which she had caught. That it did not stop till it reached town. What was she to do? She endeavoured to collect her thoughts! The train reached Liverpool Street about six. There was not another back till nine. What was she to do during the intervening three hours — at night, in London, all alone? Discovery was inevitable. She would have to make what explanation she could. She remembered Frank’s words — that if she went he would not want her back again. Was it possible that he had meant what he had said? The horror of the thought.

Something else occurred to her. She opened her purse to look for her ticket. It was there right enough — first, single, to Liverpool Street. Why had she taken single? She recalled, with a flush of shame, how, even at the booking-office window, she had told herself that the mere fact of her requiring a single ticket to London was sufficient proclamation to the world of what it was she meant to do. She must have been insane indeed! Well, the only thing that remained for her was to stultify herself as soon as she reached town, and to get another single ticket to take her back again.

All at once a horrible fear assailed her. She shuddered as with cold. She looked at her purse. Then sank back again against the cushions, a picture of dismay. All the colour had gone from her cheeks, her hands trembled. Was it possible that she had been so mad as that? Such an utter fool? It was incredible. Ridiculous though her conduct had been, she could not have behaved with quite such blind insanity.

It was some seconds before she regained sufficient self-control to enable her to submit her purse to a fresh examination. This time she went through it slowly, and with method. Only to discover that her worst fears were realised. It contained one of her visiting cards— “Mrs Frank Bankes, The Chestnuts, Tuesdays, 4 to 6.” Would she ever be there again on Tuesdays to receive her guests? The bill for the Christmas present which she had bought for Frank; when he had discovered her absence would he find that present? Would he dream of how she had schemed and schemed to buy for him the very thing which she believed he wanted? Would he realise with what a halo of love she had meant to enshrine it?

“Oh, Frank, how I love you! If only you knew.”

But apparently he was not likely to know for some considerable time to come, for, besides the visiting-card and the bill, the entire contents of her purse consisted of two postage stamps and a threepenny bit. Her ticket cost nine shillings and ninepence. She remembered tendering half a sovereign to the booking-clerk and receiving threepence change; and now it seemed that that half sovereign had been all the money she had brought away with her. How was she to return; to purchase even a third-class ticket to take her back again; to send a telegram advising her husband of the plight she was in, with threepence for her all?

 

II. — THE WOMAN WHO MET HER

As she remained in a state of semi-stupefaction, mistily wondering what sort of nightmare Christmas this was going to be for her — for whom all the world had been full of the promise of good things only an hour or two ago! — the train rumbled into Liverpool Street. As she sat endeavouring to collect her thoughts, so as to decide upon some course of action, the carriage door was opened, and a woman looked in.

“From Chelmsford?”

Perceiving that the question was addressed to her, Mrs Bankes, still half-dazed, looked up, and answered, — 

“No, from Colchester.”

“That’s right! Be quick, the train’s late, — I’ve been waiting for you.”

“For me?”

“Yes, for you. I’ve had instructions to meet you by this train.”

Edith rose from her seat, instantly conscious that a sense of relief was being born within her.

“You’ve had — instructions? When?”

“Not half an hour ago. It wasn’t certain that you were coming by this train, but in case you did I was to meet you and see you safe.”

The sensation of relief was almost more than she could bear. How good he was! Frank had accurately gauged the extent of her folly, and had taken instant steps to guard her from the consequences of her own misconduct. How little was she deserving of such a husband? With a blinding mist before her eyes she got out on to the platform.

“Come,” said the woman. “I’ve a cab waiting.”

“A cab — shall we want a cab?”

“Of course we shall, — trust me for knowing what we want. You had better move yourself, there may be someone else here to meet you, and someone may see you whose recognition you had rather be without.”

What did the woman mean? There was something in her tone which was not altogether agreeable. Could tidings of her escapade have already leaked out, and did she go in fear of the condemnatory glances of censorious friends? In a state of nervous doubt she pressed after the woman through the crowd. They reached a four-wheeler. Opening the door her companion let her enter first. When they had started she put a question on the subject which was preying on her mind, a little stammeringly.

“Does — anyone know of what I’ve done?”

Her companion’s tone, as she replied, was dry — even grim.

“Just one or two. More than you perhaps imagine, or would quite care for if you knew. If you don’t keep your eyes wide open this’ll be the worst Christmas ever you spent in all your life.”

Edith began to suspect that this might turn out to be only too true. Her heart sank lower. Amidst the noise made by the cab her voice was scarcely audible.

“Is he — so very — angry?’

“That’s a pretty question to ask! You’ve made a mess of it — about as bad a mess as you could make, and then you wonder if folks are angry. I don’t know much about it, I’m not told everything, and I don’t want to be told, sometimes the less I know the better I’m pleased; but from what I have heard, I should say anger wasn’t the word for it; and that you’re in for about as bad a time as ever you had in all your days!”

Edith did not like her companion’s manner, — she liked it less and less. Her voice was not that of an educated woman; her bearing, from one in her station, was unpleasantly familiar — at times, almost threatening. Mrs Bankes wondered why her husband had chosen such an agent, and how he had chanced on her.

“Where are you taking me?” she asked.

“Never mind where I’m taking you. Do as I do, and don’t want to know more than you can help. As I’ve said, sometimes the less you know the more comfortable you feel.”

“But I insist on knowing where you are taking me. I don’t want to go too far away from the station; I wish to go back by the nine o’clock train.”

“The devil you do!” The woman actually swore. Edith shuddered. What a dreadful creature she seemed. How could Frank have selected such a being to be her companion even for a fleeting hour. “Then you can take my word for it that you’ll go back by no nine o’clock train — not much.”

“Then by what train shall I return?”

“How should I know? Return! I shouldn’t have thought that you’d have been anxious to return after what you’ve done. I should have thought that it would have been a little bit too warm for you down there.”

What was the woman insinuating? Why did she use such exaggerated language? It could hardly have been warranted by any instructions which she had received from Frank.

“I think that you hardly understand the situation?”

The stranger cut her short.

“You’re right there — I don’t, and I don’t want to. If you take my advice, so far as I’m concerned, you’ll keep your mouth shut tight. Say what you’ve got to say to someone else, you’ll soon have plenty to say it to, who’ll want to hear all, and perhaps a bit besides. All I’ve to do is to see you safe; after I’ve done that, I don’t want to see no more of you.”

Edith was silent. She was beginning to be conscious of a feeling of vague distrust; to wonder if, in entering a cab with this woman, she had not made the biggest of all her mistakes. As she began to think, she perceived the improbability, to say the least, of Frank’s having communicated with anyone in town. Proposing to take a holiday till after Christmas, he had intended remaining at the office that evening unusually late. It was extremely unlikely that he would have returned home until after seven; before then she had reached her journey’s end. In any case he would hardly have had time to telegraph instructions for her to be met, even if he had suspected her destination. In any case, who was this woman? What were the instructions which she claimed to have received, that she should refuse to vouchsafe any information as to where she was taking her?

The more Mrs Bankes thought it over the more she was convinced that she had been the victim of some extraordinary misunderstanding, and the more desirous she became of opening the cab door, and jumping straightway out into the street. With some hazy idea of resorting to such an extremely desperate measure she leaned over towards the window. Immediately her companion gripped her by the shoulder.

“Stop that! What are you up to?”

“I think there’s been some mistake.”

Mrs Bankes spoke faintly. Her companion’s voice was anything but faint as she replied.

“Don’t you try any of your tricks with me. I shouldn’t be surprised if there has been a mistake, and it’s just to give you a chance of explaining how it came about that you’re going where you are. My instructions are to see you safe, and I’m going to see you safe. I carry out my instructions whatever other folks may do; I’ve got something to see you safe with, and if you make any fuss you shall have a taste of what’s inside — see?”

To Mrs Bankes’ petrifaction, a revolver gleamed in the speaker’s hand, the muzzle of which was pointed towards her head. It was a form of argument with which, at the moment, she felt wholly powerless to cope. Before she again found courage enough to enable her to speak, the cab drove up before a house. Her companion favoured her with a further hint or two.

“Here we are; and don’t you make a sound or try to speak a word to anyone before we get inside, or—”

The sentence was not concluded; but the speaker moved the weapon, which she still held in her hand, in a fashion which, so far as Mrs Bankes was concerned, rounded it off with more than sufficient point.

 

III. — A HOUSE OF THIEVES

The house in front of which they had stopped seemed empty. At least, the hurried, agitated glance which Mrs Bankes cast up and down failed to discover any sign of a light at either of the windows. She had not, however, much time allowed her for inspection. Her companion, gripping her arm with uncomfortable firmness, drew her towards the door, which she opened with a key held in her other hand. So soon as it was opened she drew Mrs Bankes inside with a force and suddenness which almost precipitated that lady headforemost on to the floor. Instantly the door was slammed, and Mrs Bankes found herself standing with the stranger in pitchy blackness. Nor did the sound of the other’s voice add to her sense of comfort.

“Now I’ve done what I was told to do, — I’ve brought you safe. You’d better be on your best behaviour, or you’ll quickly find yourself in worse trouble than you are already. Come this way.” The woman dragged her along what seemed to be a passage. “Here’s the stairs — up you go.”

And up Mrs Bankes went, pushed and pulled up the unseen staircase in a way which was more than a little disconcerting. They reached what was apparently a landing. The stranger, throwing open a door, disclosed a room, immediately in front of them.

“In you go.”

And in Mrs Bankes did go, propelled by a well-directed push from the rear. When she was in, the door was pulled to behind her. She heard the key turned in the lock outside. Retreating footsteps were distinctly audible. In a state of bewilderment, which was unlike anything she had ever been conscious of before, she glanced about her. She found herself in a small room, whose entire furniture consisted of a solitary wooden chair — and the back of that was broken. There was neither carpet nor table. The dirty, tawdry paper was peeling off the walls. The sole illumination proceeded from a candle stuck in a broken, battered tin candlestick, which stood upon the greasy mantelshelf.

She seated herself on the solitary chair. Her life was ordinarily placid and uneventful. So much of the unexpected had been crowded into the last few hours that her mental faculties were in a state of seemingly inexplicable confusion. This was running away with a vengeance! This was indeed playing with dignity the part of outraged and indignant wife! This was a pleasant prelude to the Christmas season! Where was she? Of what extraordinary misunderstanding was she the subject? For whom had she been mistaken? What had the other person done? What was the fate which was awaiting her? Or was it not possible that there had been no misunderstanding at all; but that her credulity had been played upon; that she had been tricked into entering a den of criminals, where she was destined to be the victim of some horrible outrage?

As she asked herself these and similar questions, to which she sought in vain for answers, she became conscious, all at once, of the sound of voices. She looked about her, and perceived for the first time that the apartment had two doors — the one through which she had entered and another immediately facing it. This second door had been covered with paper of the same pattern as that which was on the walls; and it was this peculiarity, probably, which had caused its existence to hitherto escape Mrs Bankes’ notice. A moment’s attention made plain the fact that it was through this door that the sound of voices came. Edith hesitated. Eavesdropping was not to her taste; but in circumstances such as hers she was surely entitled to take advantage of anything which might tend to elucidate the position she was in, or which would prepare her for whatever danger threatened. She stood close up to the door.

Apparently there was a room beyond. There seemed to be several speakers. They were engaged in an animated discussion. She could distinguish the tones of at least three voices. Presently distinct words and phrases began to reach her ears.

“If I had my way I’d cut the heart clean out of her.”

She shuddered. Could the reference be to her? The expression of opinion seemingly met with the approbation of its hearers. Another voice became audible — coarse, rough, threatening, and yet, unless Mrs Bankes erred, its proprietor was feminine. Indeed to her it appeared that all the speakers were women.

“That’s what I say. Let’s make short work of her. No cackle, and no beating about the bush. She’s done us, we’ll do her — and waste no time about it either!” A third voice followed. “That’s right; then let’s have her in and get through with it as soon as possible.”

The proposition seemed to be approved. Steps were heard approaching the door against which the listener stood. A key was turned. The door was flung open.

“Now then! — in here! and look sharp about it too!”

The words were addressed to Mrs Bankes as if she had been a dog. She shrank back. The command was repeated.

“Do you hear? Out you come! Or have I to fetch you? No nonsense, or it’ll be the worse for you!”

As best she could, Mrs Bankes drew herself together.

“You are making some mistake,” she said, and went into the other room.

She was conscious that her entry created some emotion which was akin to surprise. There were four women. They all looked at her with something very like astonishment; as if this pretty, graceful girl, every inch of her unmistakably a lady, dressed in such perfect taste, forming altogether such a pleasant picture for the eye to rest upon, was hardly the sort of person they had expected to see. And yet she was conscious that their amazement was not by any means of an agreeable nature; that it did not tend to make their feeling towards her one whit more cordial. On the contrary, in the rapid glances which they exchanged one with the other there was a rancorous gleam which suggested that a fresh element of personal dislike had been generated in their bosoms by the mere sight of her.

Her entrance was followed by an interval of silence, which was broken by Edith repeating her former assertions with such show of courage as she was capable of.

“There has been some mistake. If you will allow me, I think I can explain quite easily how it has happened. It is all owing to my foolish hastiness. I am quite willing to admit that the fault has been in great part mine.”

Her offer to elucidate the situation, or, at any rate, the part which she had played in it, made with all humility, was not greeted with any show of heartiness. Rather the faces in front of her hardened, as if her words added fuel to the fire of their resentment.

“You’re a pretty piece, upon my word! You look a fine lady, and no error! Anyone would think you were one, to hear you talk. You impudent cat, to try to carry it off with us. You shut your mouth, and don’t you speak unless you’re spoken to, or we’ll soon shut it for you, and don’t you make any mistake, my beauty. You forget where you are, and what you’re here for.”

“I assure you—”

“Catch her a clap over the jaw.”

In obedience to the request, the woman who had bade her enter the room struck her in the mouth, with her clenched fist, with such violence that she reeled back, and all but fell to the floor. Her brain seemed to reel in harmony with her body. Never before in the whole course of her life had she been struck a blow. No action could have revealed to her more clearly the sort of company she was in.

Three of the women into whose presence she had been so unceremoniously introduced, were seated round a table whose jagged and time-stained surface was covered with a cloth. The one who had been the instigating cause of what seemed to Edith such an entirely unprovoked assault, was a short, thick-set woman of between forty and fifty years of age. She was dressed with a cheap flashiness which served to emphasise her natural vulgarity. Her cheeks were red; her eyes were small though bold; on her upper lip was more than the suggestion of a moustache. She looked like the not too respectable wife of some disreputable small publican; a likeness which was rendered the more obvious by the accident of her having in her hand a glass which was half filled with the drink of which, plainly enough, her soul was over-fond. On her left was a tall, scraggy woman, of about the same age, clad in rusty widow’s weeds. She, like her companion, wore a bonnet, but hers was an emblem of the deepest woe. Even her hands were cased in black. Anyone seeing her casually would have taken her for the widow of some struggling tradesman, who, now that she was left alone in the world, had taken, as a last resource, to letting lodgings. The expression of her face was not an agreeable one; and no judge of character, who had once had a good look at it, would willingly have accepted her as a landlady. She had high cheek-bones; hollow, sallow cheeks, as though her side teeth had departed from their places; a long, pointed nose; wide, shapeless mouth, and she kept her thin lips tightly closed. She was not the sort of woman into whose sympathetic ears one would have been disposed to pour a tale of woe. And it was surprising, when she spoke, how disagreeable her voice sounded, — as if her small, mean, rasping nature had even got the better of her vocal organs.

But it was on the third person seated at the table that Edith’s attention was, half unconsciously, chiefly centred. This she instinctively felt was the leading spirit present in the room, the one in whose hands her fate principally rested. The woman was of so distinct and even curious a personality that one wondered by what chance she found herself in such a gallery. She was so small as to be almost diminutive; but she was both young and pretty. One might wonder how much her fair hair, and the bloom on her cheeks, owed to artifice; but there could be no doubt as to the well-shaped mouth, the pouting lips, the dainty aquiline nose, the big bright eyes, shaded by unusually long lashes, and piquant, arched eyebrows. Yet it was in her eyes, charming though they were, that one read most clearly the storm warnings of her character. There was in them something daring, wild, relentless, suggestive of the masculine adventurer, to whom the world is an oyster, to be opened by the sharp blade of his keen wits.

She was oddly dressed, with a profusion of chiffons which became her small form peculiarly well. So far, Edith had not heard her voice, but, as Mrs Bankes reeled before the force of her assailant’s blow, she broke into a peal of hearty laughter, which, under the circumstances, seemed out of place as proceeding from those pretty lips.

“Poor thing! She doesn’t seem to like it! Give her another; teach her how to swallow a tooth or two.”

But even the creature who had struck her seemed to shrink from a display of such gratuitous brutality.

“There’s plenty more where that came from, and I expect she’ll have ’em before I’ve done with her. But for the present I daresay she’ll find that that’s enough — it’ll give her a taste of what’s to follow.”

Edith, regarding the speaker, realised what a typical virago she was, almost masculine in build, big and broad, slovenly in her attire; her draggled bonnet was a little on one side of her head, and her black serge dress covered with stains. To Mrs Bankes’ frightened eyes, the lust of combat was written largely over her.

“I’ve got no time to waste. Let’s put the slut through her paces, and have done with her. The sooner we’re shut of her the better I’ll be pleased.”

It was the woman who resembled a publican’s wife who spoke. No one said her nay. She spoke to Edith.

“First of all, hand over what you’ve got.”

Edith stared at her bewildered. “Hand over what I’ve got? I don’t understand. I’ve got nothing.”

The woman brought down the palm of her hand with a bang upon the table.

“No blarney, hand over what you’ve got, before we take it from you.”

“All I have is in there.”

The young wife held out her purse with a trembling hand. The virago, snatching it from her, subjected its contents to a rude examination.

“Here’s a card, a bill, two stamps, and a threepenny bit, — and that’s all.”

“That’s all I have — every penny. I give you my word it is.”

The four women stared at her, as if the surprise caused by her statement had deprived them of their power of speech. It was the publican’s wife who was the first to find her tongue.

“Of all the beauties I ever heard of! — if you haven’t got the cheek of fifty! Why, you yourself sent word that you’d got about four hundred pounds’ worth!”

“I sent word? Four hundred pounds’ worth of what?”

The lady became, on a sudden, very angry. “If you try that on with me, you two-faced cat, I’ll smash your face in with my own hands!”

The little woman poured oil on the troubled waters — in a fashion of her own.

“Let’s begin calmly, at any rate. Let me deal with this person, we may arrive at an understanding quicker that way — she seems to require understanding.” She addressed herself to Edith, in a manner which that lady found sufficiently startling. “We will begin at the beginning. That will prevent our leaving anything in obscurity. There seems to be a good deal of obscurity about just now. You will remember that when you came out of Wandsworth jail—”

Mrs Bankes stared, and well she might.

“When I came out of Wandsworth jail!”

“Yes, when you came out of Wandsworth jail. You seem prepared to deny a good many things, but I take it that you can hardly be disposed to deny that you did come out of Wandsworth jail.”

At that moment Mrs Bankes was prepared to deny nothing. Her tongue was parched and dry. It seemed to her that she must be suffering from nightmare, and that these things were taking place in some horrible dream. The speaker went on, as calmly and quietly as if she were treating of the most ordinary subjects in the most commonplace manner; yet there was a glitter in her eyes which did not promise well for the person she was addressing.

“I say that you will remember that when you came out of Wandsworth jail, as you have come out of other jails in the course of your not uneventful career, you were introduced, by a certain individual, to our society. Our rules and regulations were explained to you; you expressed yourself as being satisfied; you subscribed to them; you became a member. Not one of us who is here present has had the pleasure of meeting you personally before, or I am sure that we should have congratulated ourselves on securing so promising a recruit to our little circle. I do not flatter you when I assure you that you look a really ideal thief, capable of practising your profession to the utmost advantage in the best of good society.”

Mrs Bankes shivered.

The speaker smiled.

The others only glared.

“When it was proposed to annex the Denyer jewels—”

“The Denyer jewels?”

Mrs Bankes gasped. A sudden gleam of light began to glimmer through the mist — a dreadful gleam.

“You seem fond of echoing my words! I say that when it was proposed to annex the Denyer jewels, you immediately volunteered to carry the business through. Your offer was accepted. You were provided with every necessary, and, if one may judge from your appearance, with a few luxuries as well; you were sent down to Colchester — all at our expense — and a place was found for you in Lady Denyer’s household. Certain persons were associated with you in the enterprise, and among them, Mary Griffiths.”

“Mary Griffiths?”

Fresh light was gaining access to the lady’s bewildered brain, light which was growing more and more lurid.

“You may well start, and look uncomfortable at the mention of Mary Griffiths’ name, especially when you reflect on the position she is now in, owing to your — shall we call it, discreet behaviour? You informed us that all was going on well, and yet, on the night on which you, yourself, had arranged that the coup should be brought off, almost immediately Mary Griffiths gained access to the house she was arrested. When we asked you to explain, you were so good as to tell us that it was absolutely necessary to allow her to be arrested in order to draw suspicion off yourself, and, by way of solace, you added the information that you had, at any rate, got hold of four hundred pounds’ worth of her ladyship’s jewels. From all we learnt we could not but suppose that you had made a slight mistake, and that by four hundred you meant four thousand. Jewels to the value of more than four thousand pounds appear to have gone; if you have not got them, then who has? The question is rather a nice one, don’t you think?”

The speaker paused as if for a reply. None came. Mrs Bankes was trembling in every limb. She perceived, even more clearly than those in front of her, how close she was standing to the brink of a chasm.

“When we perceived your reluctance to communicate with us, our doubts as to your perfect trustworthiness began to amount to something stronger than suspicion — particularly when we learnt that, not content with betraying Mary Griffiths, you proposed to betray us too; to slip away to a quiet little shelter of your own, and there have a good time on the proceeds of the property which, whosesoever it was, had been procured, so far as you were concerned, very much at our expense. So, since it had clearly become a question of diamond cut diamond, we contrived a little scheme by means of which we hoped to lure you up to town. Our little scheme has succeeded even beyond our expectations. You came to town; you came here; and now that we have got you here, you may take my word for it that we don’t mean to let you go till we have had an opportunity of crying quits. First of all, hand over those jewels. Not, you understand, four hundred, but four thousand pounds’ worth.”

“But I haven’t got them. I assure you—”

“Silence! We don’t want any of your assurances, we don’t want words from you of any sort or kind. I fancy that at talk we should find you more than a match for us. I’ll tell you what we’re going to do. We’re going to ask you to hand over those jewels, and if you don’t hand them over at once, to our satisfaction, we’re going to strip you. If we don’t find them concealed in your clothing, as, for my part, I think we probably shall do, we’re going to find out where they are concealed, if we have to kill you to do it. I tell you, frankly, that I should have as little compunction in killing you as I should have in killing a snake which had tried to bite me. For such as you, plain killing is too good. Hand over those jewels.”

“I have no jewels! For God’s sake, listen to me! There is some dreadful mistake.”

“That’s enough of that. Penfold, strip her. I daresay you can manage her single-handed; but if you want assistance, I shall be happy to give you mine.”

The virago, addressed as Penfold, grinned, not agreeably.

“I sha’n’t want assistance, not with the likes of her. I can handle her as easy as if she was a baby.”

 

IV. — OUT OF THE FRYING-PAN

Penfold proceeded to put her words to the proof. Without any sort of warning, she took Edith by the throat, and, advancing her foot, tripped her over on to the floor with an ease which was positively ludicrous. And, having got her down, choking her with one huge hand, while with the other she began to tear her clothes from off her with as scant formality as she might have plucked the feathers from a fowl, Edith made not the slightest attempt at resistance. Not only was there no fight left in her, but she was being throttled. If that iron grasp about her slender throat was not soon relaxed, she would, ere long, become a runaway wife indeed, and for ever. Before, however, that consummation had been achieved, and she was actually and finally throttled, a diversion was caused by the unceremonious entrance of still another woman, who was holding a paper in her hand. Without any sort of prelude she addressed herself to all and sundry.

“Clara Harvey’s been too much for us. She’s declined to swallow the bait we offered her, she saw the hook behind it, as I expected she would. She’s given us the slip, and apparently got clean away, because she’s had the impudence to send me this telegram.”

The new-comer read aloud from the piece of paper she was holding, which was now seen to be a telegraph form.

 

“So sorry cannot accept kind invitation to come to town. Have business engagement, which I am now starting to fill. Good-bye, dearest, in case I should not see you again for very long time, which fear I sha’n’t. Say good-bye for me to the other dears. Hope dear Mary won’t suffer much, but we have all of us to be in trouble in our turn. Best love. — Clara.”

 

The reading of this curiously and extravagantly-worded telegram, was followed by a chorus of exclamations.

“What nonsense are you talking?” “What are you reading from?” “Who’s been kidding you?” “Clara’s here!”

It was the new-comer’s turn to exclaim. “Clara’s here? Where?”

“Here!”

Her attention was directed to the figure of Mrs Bankes, who was still recumbent on the floor, though fortunately Penfold had somewhat softened the vigour of her attentions. The new-comer stared at the prostrate lady.

“Clara! That’s not Clara!”

“Not Clara? Don’t talk rubbish! It’s her, right enough!”

“I don’t know who that is, and I don’t know what you’re playing off on me, but I do know that’s not Clara Harvey. I’ve known her pretty well all my life; if I don’t know her, I don’t know who does, and I tell you that’s no more Clara Harvey than I am.”

On the faces of the four women were looks of stupefied amazement. Penfold shook the recipient of her tender mercies.

“Now then, wake up there, you ain’t quite dead. Ain’t you, Clara?”

“No!” Mrs Bankes just managed to gasp.

On the table lay her purse, with its contents displayed to the public gaze. The new-comer took up the visiting card.

“What’s this? Mrs Frank Bankes, The Chestnuts, Tuesdays, 4 to 6.”

“I’m Mrs Frank Bankes,” murmured the owner of that name.

The new-comer darted forward.

“Not Mrs Frank Bankes, of Colchester? Not the wife of Frank Bankes, the solicitor, who’s undertaken the prosecution of Mary Griffiths?”

“I’m his wife.”

The new-comer evinced all the symptoms of mental disturbance. She stared at Edith as if she were a ghost. Then looked at the others with eyes in which were both anger and amazement.

“What — what’s the meaning of this? What tomfoolery have you been up to? How came she here?”

The little woman advanced to the front.

“It is for her to explain, not us. She came here with Ricketts as Clara Harvey; she allowed us to believe she was Clara Harvey. You know neither of us four has ever seen Clara Harvey; we never supposed, therefore, that she could be anyone else!” She spoke to Edith. “Why did you pass yourself off as someone else?”

“I didn’t. I told you there was a mistake. I wanted to explain but you wouldn’t let me.”

“But you came here with Ricketts?”

“Not of my own free will. I didn’t want to come, but she made me. She threatened to shoot me if I tried to get out of the cab.”

“But how came you to be with Ricketts at all? Do you know her?”

“If you mean by Ricketts the person who brought me here, I never saw her before in my life. When she came to me in the railway carriage, I thought my husband had sent her to meet me. I was in great distress, or I should have been more cautious.”

“Look here, Mrs Bankes, what has happened has been your fault, not ours. We certainly were not desirous of your presence, so perhaps you will just explain by what curious accident you are here.”

Mrs Bankes did explain, lamely enough, and with plentiful lack of dignity. Her audience listened with all their ears.

“I am Mrs Bankes, of Colchester. This afternoon I quarrelled with my husband — I see now that I was altogether in the wrong.” If only Frank could have heard! “I was beside myself with passion. I said that I would run away, and — I ran away. When I got to London someone came to me in the train. I thought my husband had sent her to take me back again, so — I went with her, but — she brought me here instead — you wouldn’t listen to me, so—”

She stopped short, something seemed to be choking her. But she had said enough to make her meaning pretty plain.

“Ricketts is a fool.” They were the first words the lady in widow’s weeds had uttered. They seemed to meet with general approval.

“Rickett’s is not the only fool.” The addition was the little woman’s. This expression of opinion was also adopted. “For all I know, Mrs Bankes, you may, on ordinary occasions, be a person remarkable for common-sense; but you must forgive my saying that, on this occasion, it is not that quality in your conduct which strikes one most. You are the wife of a man who is no friend of ours; you have forced yourself into our confidence; you have tricked us into treating you with alarming frankness; you have engineered yourself into a position in which you will be able to do us serious mischief. For us it now becomes a question of self-preservation. What are we to do with her?”

“Don’t let her go back to her husband.”

This suggestion also came from the lady in weeds. An irrepressible shudder went all over Mrs Bankes. She would have protested, however feebly, against so terrible a proposition, had not her tongue refused its office. Never had she supposed it possible that she would have been treated with contempt by anyone — and by a gang of thieves!

The five women drew together at one side of the room. They entered into agitated discussion, conducted, however, in whispers, so as to be inaudible to the anxious lady close at hand. The consultation could not have been carried far before the room door was again thrown open, and the woman, Ricketts, who had been primarily the cause of all the mischief, came rushing in.

“Quick! — the coppers! they’re at the door! — the other way.”

The woman was a picture of excitement and alarm. As soon as she had spoken she turned and fled as rapidly as she had come. Her words fell like a bombshell amidst the little group of women. Without an attempt at comment they rushed after her, bustling each other in their panic flight. Almost before she learned what had happened, and certainly before she could guess what was about to happen, Mrs Bankes found herself alone. Suddenly there was the sound of violent knocking at the street door; a loud crash; heavy footsteps were heard ascending the stairs. Three or four men came into the room. One of them, advancing, laid his hand upon her shoulder. He turned to a man behind him.

“They’ve had the office and done a bolt. I daresay they are trying the roof; go up and see. Take somebody with you.” The man addressed walked quickly from the room, two others going with him.

“You are my prisoner.”

 

V. — INTO THE FIRE

Mrs Bankes looked up at the speaker with ashen cheeks.

“Your prisoner? What do you mean? Who are you?”

“You know very well who I am, though, since you ask, I don’t mind telling you that I’m a detective officer of police, named Macarthy, which, no doubt, is all quite news to you. How comes it that you weren’t so nimble on your pins as those friends of yours?”

“Friends of mine?”

“They are friends of yours, I take it. You’re a regular happy family, aren’t you? And a nice little lot you seem to be. You, at anyrate, will be separated from them for a time. Hold out your hands.”

He did not wait for her to hold out her hands, he held them out for her. In an instant handcuffs were girdling her dainty wrists. This did seem to be the most terrible catastrophe of all, that she, Edith Bankes, should be arrested at Christmas-time, as a common thief, and handcuffed!

“You are making a horrible mistake, I am not the person you take me for.”

“I don’t see how you can make that out, since I haven’t said who I do take you for as yet. Of course you can cheek it out if you like, but don’t you think it would seem too thin? Do you expect us to believe that only ladies of first-class character are to be found in a house like this — the foulest den in London?”

“I assure you, officer, that it is only owing to the most extraordinary misapprehension.”

“Of course — not a doubt of it; it always is like that. Take my advice and keep a still tongue — anything you say ‘ll be used against you. Sorry to have to use the bracelets, we don’t generally, with a lady, but, in a place like this, we take no chances. Jones, take her off, and let Wright go with you. I’m going over this place, and then I’ll come straight on.”

“But I implore you to listen to me. I am Mrs Bankes—”

“Very pleased to meet you, Mrs Bankes; hope to see you again a little later on. Now off you go; don’t be silly. You don’t want us to carry you, I suppose — it might spoil your pretty clothes!”

He gave her what was meant as a good-natured push; but to her, unaccustomed to come into physical contact with policemen, it was as if the heavens were falling. A younger man took her by the arm.

“Now then. Downstairs!”

She went downstairs, the officer gripping her firmly. The house seemed full of men. In the street were half a dozen more. Her companion called one of them to her. Presently she found herself walking between two constables, each having hold of an arm, handcuffed, to the station house. And even then she was unable to adequately realise the situation. It did seem incredible that she, a woman of position, the wife of a man of reputation, could be hauled off to jail without even knowing with what crime she was charged. She made still another effort to induce her captors to hear reason.

“I do assure you that you are making a dreadful mistake. I am Mrs Bankes—”

Sergeant Jones interrupted her.

“All right, you’ve said that before. We’ve been ordered to take you to the station, and if you’re a duchess it makes no difference to us, we’re going to take you. You can explain all about it when you’re there.”

What was the use of attempting to argue with such impossible creatures? Fate was hard on her. Her heart was sinking down into her shoes. Was she actually to spend a night in a police cell, after undergoing goodness only knew what indignities? What an inauguration of the Christmas season? What would be her husband’s feelings? What would her relations think? What would her acquaintances say? What a tale to be told against her throughout the whole remainder of her life! The horror of it all!

As they passed out of the narrow street in which stood that house of ill omen, just as they had turned the corner, six or seven figures appeared out of the darkness, and without uttering a sound, or word of warning, precipitated themselves upon the advancing trio. Before Mrs Bankes had an inkling of their purpose she found herself being torn from the clutches of her captors, each of whom, with what seemed to be a cloth thrown over his head, was being dragged backward on to the ground. In what appeared little more than an instant she was freed at the expense of her arms being torn nearly out of their sockets, and was being hurried along the pavement under the guidance of a tall individual in a long dark overcoat, who continually urged her, by word and action, to use her utmost speed.

“Who are you? Where are you taking me?” she managed to articulate. Her conductor’s reply was not entirely satisfactory.

“Move yourself. It’s all right, coast’s clear, only don’t stop talking. I’ve got a cab round the corner, this way.”

He whirled her round into an alley which she would hardly have noticed if it had not been for him. In the dim light a hansom stood waiting. He lifted her in without a with-your-leave or by-your-leave, sprang in after her, and in a moment the horse, urged by its driver, tore off at the top of its speed. So soon as they had started the man at her side broke into a peal of laughter, which, despite its heartiness, had about it a peculiar quality of silence, beginning at the same time to talk with surprising volubility.

“Neat, wasn’t it? Did you ever see anything neater? I fancy I scored off those infernal coppers that time, what do you think? I heard you were going to be raided, in fact I saw them starting, so I whipped up a few trusty pals, boys who wouldn’t stick at a trifle, and I’ve got you away from them at any rate; it’ll be your own fault, my dear, if, after this, you’re buckled again. I should like to see Macarthy’s face when he hears what’s happened to those chaps of his. Aren’t you very much obliged to me?”

Edith was not by any means certain. She ventured on an inquiry.

“Who are you?”

“I’m Captain Jim.”

“Captain Jim?”

“Yes, you must be a raw hand if you’ve never heard of Captain Jim. Why, it’s only a week or two since I came out from doing my last five years, and I’ve made things move since I’ve been out, I tell you. A word to the wise — I’ve got the biggest thing in my eye ever you heard of. Some of that lot in your gang have got grit, that I do know, and if you’re the sort of girl I take you for, you’re just the one I want — we’ll bring it off between us, just me and you together. What do you say to that?”

“Thank you, but I — I’m afraid you’ve made a mistake—”

“Oh, blow your mistakes, I don’t believe it! You wouldn’t have been where you were if you hadn’t got the right stuff in you. Let me take those darbies off, they can’t feel comfortable on those nice little wrists of yours; darn their eyes for putting them on you.”

The handcuffs did gall her. She offered no objection to his removing them with the aid of a key which he took from his pocket. When they were off he tossed them up into the air, catching them as they came down.

“You beauties! you’ve buckled many a good man; wouldn’t I like to buckle a copper with you for a change? I’d make him look funny!”

The cab had been dashing along without any diminution of speed. It turned round still another corner. Captain Jim looked out. “Keep your eyes skinned. My place is along here. Bill — that’s the cabman, he’s a pal of mine — don’t want to stop any longer than he can help, for fear of being spotted, — you never know who’s looking; so when I give the word jump out like lightning.”

“But I want to explain to you—”

“Stow your explanations till we get inside. Then you and me’ll have a good old palaver. Now then.”

The cab drew up. Somehow, she herself scarcely knew how, Edith found herself standing on the pavement with Captain Jim. Almost before she felt the ground beneath her feet the cab was off.

“Pretty smart that. Bill can move when he wants to, trust him to get the right sort of cattle. Now then, here we are at home.” He turned towards the house behind them. She made a further attempt at expostulation — but she was too far gone to do so with effect.

“It’s all a mistake, I want to tell you it’s all a mistake.”

“Tell me all about it when we get inside. You’re not up to the mark, I can see. A pick-me-up will put you to rights.”

He had been opening the door with a latchkey while he had been speaking. He hustled her through it, in spite of her feeble effort at resistance, leading the way into an apartment which appeared to be used as a sitting-room. The man looked round with an air of pride.

“Not a bad kind of crib, is it? And I have got a bedroom what is better than this, — you trust me to get the proper sort of place. There’s some as would give a hundred pounds, and more, to find me in here — but they’ve got to find someone who’ll give them the office. I don’t think you will, what do you think? By George, you’re a ripper! You look like glass, you do, I’d no idea you were such a beauty. Why, you’d look well in any company, I know what I’m talking about, I do. You mark my words! I’m going in for a clean hundred thousand pounds, and I’m going to touch it too, and you’re the very sort I want to come in with me. We’ll go shares, fifty thousand pounds a-piece! What do you say to that? You wait a minute, and I’ll tell you all about it, I want to say a word to my old landlady.”

He left the room. She was afraid that he would lock the door behind him, but he was evidently too wholly unsuspicious of the true state of the case to think of doing anything of the kind. In a moment her resolution was formed, with such strength as was left to her. She waited till she heard that his footsteps had receded along the passage. Then she too stole from the room. She crept along the passage with as little noise as possible. She reached the front door. The hall was in darkness; she fumbled with the latch, the sound reaching the keen ears of Captain Jim.

“What’s that? Who’s there?”

She found the handle; the door was open. Captain Jim came running along the passage. But with all his haste, he was too late. She was through the door, half a dozen paces away. The street was a mean one, dark and deserted. But, some hundred yards off, there was the gleam of lights, the roar of traffic, and evidently close at hand was some big thoroughfare. If she could only reach it she might be safe. Despair — the consciousness that it was now or never — lent her wings. She ran as she had never run before. Yet the man behind her ran faster still. She knew he gained. Another effort — still she might be at the corner first. As she reached it, he caught her by the shoulder. His voice was hoarse with rage.

“What the devil does this mean? What little game do you think you’re up to?”

“Help! Help!” she screamed.

Just as the man was beginning to draw her back into the side street someone came hurrying towards her across the pavement. Someone, who, without the slightest hesitation, struck Captain Jim full in the face, with such force and such science, that that gentleman went down like a ninepin.

“You villain!” exclaimed a voice — which sounded to the girl like a voice from heaven. “What are you doing to this lady?”

“Frank!” she cried.

“Edith? Great heavens! is it you?”

In another moment the wife was crying in her husband’s arms.

“Oh, Frank, take me away, before they kill me.”

Captain Jim had regained his feet. He seemed disposed to bluster — though evidently not completely at his ease.

“What did you hit me for? Who do you think you’re knocking about? What do you mean by interfering between my wife and me?”

“Your wife — you hound? Think yourself lucky if I let you go. Say another word and I’ll call that constable, and give you into custody.”

As it chanced, at that moment a policeman was seen approaching. At sight of him, Captain Jim, apparently completely at a loss to understand the situation, slunk off, muttering curses beneath his breath. Mr Bankes hailed a passing hansom. When he got into it he found that his wife had fainted.

 

VI — AFTERWARDS

They returned by the nine o’clock train. The strange happenings herein set forth took place in a very much shorter time than it has taken to tell of them. She told her tale of wonder as they travelled homewards, he listening with open-mouthed amazement, interpolating occasional suggestions as to what he would like to do to some of the characters treated of in the lady’s narrative.

When the Christmas guests arrived upon the morrow they little guessed what was the real inspiration of the exceeding warmth with which their hostess greeted them. Never was there a happier Christmas gathering, “a more united family.” Everything went off without a hitch.

Mary Griffiths was tried for her share in the robbery of the Denyer jewels, and Frank Bankes was solicitor for the prosecution. She was found guilty. Previous convictions having been proved against her, she was sentenced to a term of penal servitude.

Mr and Mrs Bankes have heard nothing of that gang of dreadful women who got the lady in their clutches owing to such a very singular misunderstanding. Nor of Captain Jim. Truth to tell they have made no enquiries with a view of hearing, being desirous that no one but themselves should know that Mrs Bankes was ever — even for so short a space of time — a runaway wife.

She has never felt disposed to run away since, and come what may, she is absolutely convinced that she never will.

THE END


A WOMAN PERFECTED

[image: img56.jpg]


CONTENTS

CHAPTER I

CHAPTER II

CHAPTER III

CHAPTER IV

CHAPTER V

CHAPTER VI

CHAPTER VII

CHAPTER VIII

CHAPTER IX

CHAPTER X

CHAPTER XI

CHAPTER XII

CHAPTER XIII

CHAPTER XIV

CHAPTER XV

CHAPTER XVI

CHAPTER XVII

CHAPTER XVIII

CHAPTER XIX

CHAPTER XX

CHAPTER XXI

CHAPTER XXII

CHAPTER XXIII

CHAPTER XXIV

CHAPTER XXV

CHAPTER XXVI

CHAPTER XXVII

CHAPTER XXVIII

CHAPTER XXIX

CHAPTER XXX

CHAPTER XXXI

CHAPTER XXXII

CHAPTER XXXIII

CHAPTER XXXIV

CHAPTER XXXV

 


CHAPTER I

STRICKEN

Donald Lindsay was prostrated by a stroke of apoplexy on Thursday, April 3. It was surmised that the immediate cause was mental. He arrived home apparently physically well, but in a state of what, for him, was a state of unusual agitation. As a rule he was a dour man; much given to silence; self-contained. At that time there was staying at Cloverlea, with his daughter Nora, a school-friend, Elaine Harding. During lunch both girls were struck by his unusual talkativeness. Often during a meal he would hardly open his lips for any other purpose except eating and drinking. That morning he talked volubly to both girls on all sorts of subjects. After lunch Nora said laughingly to Elaine — 

“I wonder what’s the matter with papa. I don’t know when I remember him so conversational.”

He put in no appearance at tea; but as that was a common occurrence his absence went unnoticed. When, however, the gong having sounded for dinner, the girls were waiting for him in the drawing-room, and still he did not come, Nora sent a servant to his dressing-room to inquire if he would be long. The man returned to say that his master was neither in his dressing-room nor his bedroom; that he had spent the afternoon in his study, from which no one had seen him issue; that the study door was locked, and knockings went unheeded. Nora, opening a French window in the drawing-room, went along the terrace towards the study.

The study opened on to the terrace. It had two long windows. At neither of them were the blinds down or the curtains drawn. It was elicited afterwards that the servant whose duty it was to attend to such matters had knocked at the door when the shadows lowered. On turning the handle, he found that it was locked; Mr. Lindsay informed him from within that he would draw the blinds himself. It seemed that he had not done so. The room was in darkness, with the exception of the flicker of the firelight. Nora said to Miss Harding, who had followed at her heels — 

“Whatever does papa want with a fire on a day like this?” All that week the weather had been not only warm, but positively hot. There had been one of those hot spells which we sometimes get in April; and, as frequently, have to do without in August. Save in the evenings and early mornings fires had remained unlit in all the living rooms. That Thursday had been the hottest day of all. Mr. Lindsay was one of those persons who seldom felt the cold, but quickly suffered from the heat. He preferred to be without a fire in his own apartments when the rest of the establishment was glad enough to be within reach of a cheerful blaze. That there should be one in his study on such a day as that struck his daughter as strange. She stood close up to the window, her friend at her side. “The room seems empty.”

“It is empty,” said Miss Harding. Nora knocked, without result. “What’s the use of knocking? There’s no one there.” Nora tried the handle first of one window, then of the other; both were fastened. “What’s the use?” asked Miss Harding. “Any one can see that the room is empty. There’s light enough for that.”

At that moment the fire flared up in such a way that all the room within was lit by its radiance; so clearly lit as to make it plain that it had no occupant.

“But,” observed Nora, “if it’s empty why should the door be locked? Papa never leaves it locked when he’s not inside.”

Two figures approached through the darkness. In front was the housekeeper, Mrs. Steele.

“Miss Nora,” she began, “you’d better go indoors. I’m afraid there’s something wrong.”

“Why should I go indoors?” the girl demanded. “And what can be wrong? We can see all over the room; we saw plainly just now, didn’t we, Elaine? There’s no one there.”

“Your father’s there,” said Mrs. Steele.

Her tone was grim. Before Nora could ask how she knew that, there was a crash of glass. Looking round with a start she found that Stephen Morgan, the butler, had broken a pane in the other window.

“Morgan,” she cried, “what are you doing?”

“This is the shortest way in,” he answered.

He thrust his arm through the broken pane; lifted the hasp; the window was open. He went through it. Nora was following when she was checked by Mrs. Steele.

“Miss Nora,” she persisted, “you had better go indoors.”

“I am going indoors; isn’t this indoors? If, as you put it, there is something wrong, who is more concerned than I?” All four entered. Morgan, who had passed round to the other side of the large writing-table, which was in the centre of the room, gave a sudden exclamation. Nora hurried round to where he was. Some one was lying huddled up on the floor; as if, slipping awkwardly out of his chair, he had lain helplessly where he had fallen. Nora dropped on her knees by his side. “Papa!” she cried. “Father!”

No one answered. Morgan lit the lamp which always stood on Mr. Lindsay’s writing-table. In the days which followed Nora often had occasion to ask herself what, exactly, happened next. She was conscious that in the room there was a strong smell of burnt paper; always, afterwards, when her nostrils were visited by the odour of charred paper that scene came back to her. The cause of the smell was not far to seek; the hearth was full of ashes. Evidently Mr. Lindsay had been burning papers on a wholesale scale; apparently for that reason he had had a fire; Nora had a vague impression — which recurred to her, later, again and again — that many of the papers were only partially consumed. The room was littered with papers; they were all over the table; on chairs, on the floor; drawers stood open, papers peeped out of them; which was the more remarkable since Mr. Lindsay was the soul of neatness. Plainly the finger of God had touched him when he was still in the midst of the task which he had set himself. There came a time when Nora had reason to wish that she had retained her self-possession sufficiently to give instructions that all papers, both burnt and unburnt, were to be left exactly as they were; and had taken steps to ensure those instructions being carried out. But at the moment all she thought of was her father. He was not dead; his stertorous breathing was proof of that. They carried him up-stairs; undressed him, put him to bed, who an hour or two before had been the hale, strong man; who had never known what it was to be sick; who had so loved to do everything for himself.

Apoplexy was Dr. Banyard’s pronouncement, when he appeared upon the scene; though there were features about the case which induced him to fall in readily with Nora’s suggestion that a specialist should be sent for from town. The great man arrived in the middle of the night. When he saw Nora he was sententious but vague, as great doctors are apt to be; the girl gathered from his manner that the worst was to be feared.

On the following day, the Friday, towards evening, Mr. Lindsay partially regained consciousness — that is, he opened his eyes, and when his child leaned over him it was plain he knew her, though he got no further than the mere recognition. He could neither speak, nor move, nor do anything for himself at all. That night Nora dreamed a dream. She dreamed that her father came into her room in his night-shirt, and leaned over her, and whispered that he had something to say to her — which he must say to her; but which was for her ear alone — he was just about to tell her what it was when she woke up. So strong had the conviction of his actual presence been that for some moments she could not believe that it was a dream; she started up in bed fully expecting to find him standing by her side. When she found that he was not close enough to touch she leaned out of bed, murmuring — 

“Father! father!”

It was only after she had lit a candle that she was constrained to the belief that it was a dream. Even then she was incredulous. She actually carried her candle to the door, and looked out into the passage, half expecting to see him passing along it. When she returned into her room she was in a curious condition, both mentally and bodily. She trembled so that she had to sink on to a chair. Then she did what she had not done for years — she cried. If she had had to say what prompted her tears, her explanation would have been a curious one; she would have had to say that she cried because of her father’s grief; that it was his anguish which moved her to tears. Dream or no dream, what had struck her about him, as he leaned over her as she lay in bed, was his agony. In all the years she had known him she had never known him show signs of emotion; yet, as he leant over her she had felt, even in her sleep, that he was under the stress of some terrible trouble; that he wished to say to her what he had to say so much that his anxiety to say it was tearing at the very roots of his being. It was some minutes before she regained her self-control; when she did she slipped on a dressing-gown and went to her father’s room. The night nurse answered her unspoken question by informing her that no change had taken place; that the sick man was just as he had been. Nora moved to his bed. There he lay, on his back, exactly as before. She had the feeling strong upon her that he had heard her coming; that, in some strange fashion, he was glad to see her; though, when she stood beside him, he looked up at her with such agony in his eyes that the sight of it brought tears to hers. Again there came to her that odd conviction which had possessed her when she woke out of sleep, that there was something which he strenuously wished to say to her; that he was torn by the desire to relieve himself of a burden which was on his mind.

On the Saturday his condition remained the same; he was conscious but motionless, helpless, and, above all, speechless. So convinced was she that if he could only speak, if only some means could be found by which he could convey his thoughts to her, that he would be more at his ease, that she appealed to Dr. Banyard.

“Can nothing be done to restore to him the power of speech, if only for a few minutes?”

“I believe that I am doing all that medicine can do; you heard Sir Masterman say that he could do no more.”

“Can you think of no way in which he can convey to us his meaning? I believe that he has something which he wishes very much to say — something on his mind; and that if he could only say it — get it off his mind — he would at least be happier.”

The doctor eyed her shrewdly.

“Have you any notion what it is?”

“Not the slightest. If I had I might prompt him, and get at it that way. But my father has never been very communicative with me; I know nothing of his private affairs — absolutely nothing; I only know that he is my father.”

“Have you any other relations?”

“So far as I know only an aunt, his sister. I have never seen her — I don’t think they have been on good terms; I don’t know her address; I believe she lives abroad.”

“Had your mother no relations?”

“I cannot tell you; I know nothing of my mother — she died when I was born. I have been wondering if what he wishes to say is that, if — if the worst comes, he would like to be buried in her grave. I don’t know where her grave is; he has never spoken of her to me.”

The doctor continued to eye her intently. He had a clever face, with a whimsical mouth, which seemed to be a little on one side; his eyes were deep-set, and were surrounded by a thick thatch of iron-grey hair.

“How old are you?”

“I shall be twenty in June.”

“That’s a ripe age.”

She sighed.

“I feel as if I were a hundred.”

“You don’t look it; however, that’s by the way. At such a time as this, Miss Lindsay, you ought not to be alone in this great house, with all the weight upon your shoulders.”

“I’m not alone; Elaine is with me.”

“Yes; and she — is even older than you.”

“Elaine is twenty-four.”

“I don’t doubt it. If you’re a hundred I should say that she is a thousand.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing.” But she felt that he had meant something; she wondered what. He went on. “What I intended to remark was that I think you ought to have some one with you who would give proper attention to your interests. As it is, you are practically at the mercy of a lot of servants and — and others. Hasn’t your father an old friend, in whom you yourself have confidence — a business friend? By the way, who is his man of business — his lawyer?”

She shook her head.

“If father has any friends I don’t know them. He has never been very sociable with anybody about here; I can’t say what old acquaintances he may have had elsewhere. As you are probably aware, he was frequently away.”

“Did you never go with him?”

“Never — never once. I have never been with my father anywhere out of this immediate neighbourhood, except when I first went to school, when he escorted me.”

“But you always knew where he was?”

“Sometimes; not always.”

“Had he an address in town?”

“Only his club, so far as I know.”

“Which was his club?”

“The Carlton.”

“That sounds good enough. Did you use to write to him there?”

“Not often; he only liked me to write to him when I had something of importance to say. He cared neither for reading nor for writing letters. He once told me that there were a lot of women who seemed to have nothing better to do than waste their own and other people’s time by scribbling a lot of nonsense, which they cut up into lengths, sent through the post, and called letters. He hoped I should never become one of them. I remembered what he said, and never troubled him with one of the ‘lengths’ called letters if I could help it.”

Both of them smiled; only the doctor’s was a whimsical smile, and hers was hardly suggestive of mirth.

“You haven’t told me who his lawyer is.”

“The only lawyer I ever heard him mention was Mr. Nash.”

“Nash? He only employed him in little local jobs; in no sense was he his man of business; I’ve reasons for knowing that his opinion of Herbert Nash’s legal ability is not an unduly high one.”

As before, Nora shook her head.

“He is the only lawyer I ever heard papa mention.”

“But, my dear Miss Lindsay, your father is a man of affairs — of wealth; he lives here at the rate of I don’t know how many thousand pounds a year, and has never owed a man a penny; you must know something of his affairs.”

“All I know is that he has always given me all the money I wanted, and not seldom more than I wanted; I have never had to ask him for any; but beyond that I know nothing.”

When Dr. Banyard got home he said to his wife — 

“Helen, if I had to define a male criminal lunatic, I am inclined to think that I should say it was a man who brought up his women-folk in the lap of luxury without giving them the faintest inkling as to where the wherewithal to pay for that luxury came from.”

His wife said mischievously — 

“It is at least something for women-folk, as you so gracefully describe the salt of the earth, to be brought up in the lap of luxury; please remember that, sir. And pray what prompts this last illustration of the wisdom of the modern Solomon?”

“That man Lindsay; you know how he’s been a mystery to all the country-side; the hints which have been dropped; the guesses which have been made; the clues which the curious have followed, ending in nothing; the positive libels which have been uttered. It turns out that he’s as much a mystery to his own daughter as he is to anybody else; I’ve just had it from her own lips. The man lies dying, leaving her in complete ignorance of everything she ought to know — at the mercy, not impossibly, of those who do know. Just as God is calling him home he wants to tell her; I can see it in his eyes, and so can she; but he is dumb. Unless a miracle is worked he’ll die silent, longing to tell her what he ought to have told her years ago.”


CHAPTER II

THE OPEN WINDOW

On the Sunday Donald Lindsay died, in the afternoon, about half-past four; probably about the time, Dr. Banyard said, when he had first been stricken. Although, apparently, conscious to the last, he died speechless, without being able to do anything to relieve himself of the burden which lay upon his mind; a burden which, it seemed not improbable, had been the first cause of the fate which had so suddenly overtaken him. To Nora the blow was, of course, a bad one; when she realized that her father was dead it seemed as if all the light had gone out of the world for her. And yet, in the nature of things, it was impossible that she should feel for him the affection which sometimes associates the parent with the child. He himself had scoffed at love; sentiment, he had repeatedly told her, was the thing in life which was to be most avoided; he had illustrated his meaning in his own practice. He had never been unkind, but he had certainly never been tender; so far as she was aware he had never kissed her in his life; on those rare occasions on which she had ventured to kiss him he had brushed her aside as if she had been guilty of some folly. His attitude towards her was one of more or less genial indifference. He had provided her with a beautiful home; he had bought Cloverlea, as he was careful to inform her, for her, and in it he left her very much alone. He supplied her liberally with money, and there he seemed to think his duty towards her ended. She was welcome to have any companions she chose; he asked no questions about her comings and her goings; took no sort of interest in the young women of her own age whom, at rare intervals, she induced to stay with her. He made no attempt whatever to find for her a place in local, or any other, society; yet, unaided, she began, by degrees, to occupy a somewhat prominent place on the local horizon.

Living in one of the finest places in the neighbourhood, with horses and carriages at her disposal, and even, latterly, motor cars; possessed of a sufficiency of ready money, it was hardly likely that she should remain unnoticed; her father’s peculiarities threw her, if anything, into bolder relief. There was not a house for miles in which she was not a welcome visitor, and for this she had, largely, to thank herself. Not only was she good to look at, she was good to be with; she had that indefinable thing, charm. Not all the pens which ever wrote could make clear to Us the secret of a young girl’s charm. Whilst she was still the mistress of Cloverlea her father seemed to be the only living creature who remained impervious to its magic influence; afterwards — that influence waned. On the Sunday on which her father died she was left alone with her grief; but on the Monday morning Dr. Banyard called and insisted on her seeing him. His manner, while it was brusque, was sympathetic.

“Now, my dear young lady,” he began, almost as soon as she was in the room, “what you have first of all to remember is that you, at any rate, are still alive, and likely, in all human probability, to remain so for some considerable time to come; your first duty therefore, towards yourself, and towards your father, is to see that your interests are properly safeguarded.”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Then I will endeavour to make myself clear. I believe you are engaged to be married.”

“You know I am.”

“Where, at the present moment, is Mr. Spencer?”

“He is on his way home from Cairo, where he has been staying with his aunt, Lady Jane Carruthers, who is ill.”

“Does he know what has happened?”

“I don’t quite know where he is. When he last wrote he told me that he was going to take what he called an ‘after-cure’ in Italy “ — she smiled, as if at some thought of her own— “but he entered into no particulars, and until I hear from him again I don’t quite know where he’s to be found; all I do know is that he’s to be home before the first of May.”

“As things stand, that’s some distance ahead. I believe that his father and mother, the Earl and Countess, are also absent.” She nodded. “You say you don’t know who was your father’s man of business; then who is there to whom you feel yourself entitled to turn for the kind of assistance of which you stand in such imperative need, at once; certainly in the course of to-day?”

“There’s Elaine.”

“You mean Miss Harding?” It was his turn to smile. “I’m afraid she’s not the kind of person I’m thinking of; though I do not for a moment doubt her cleverness. She suffers from one disqualification; she’s not a man. What you want is a dependable, and thoroughly capable lawyer.”

“There’s Mr. Nash.”

“Mr. Nash is, again, hardly the sort of person you’re in want of. To begin with, he’s too young, has too little experience; it was only the other day he qualified — with difficulty.”

“He has been qualified more than three years; he did a good many things for papa.”

“Yes, but what kind of things? Not the kind which will have to be done for you; and I happen to know that what he did he bungled.”

“I believe he’s coming here to-day.”

“Have you sent for him?”

“I haven’t; but Elaine came into my room this morning and asked if she should, and I believe she has.”

“Miss Harding sent for him?” The doctor eyed her intently for a moment; then, turning, he went to the window and looked out; presently he spoke to her from there. “And do you propose to give Herbert Nash the run of your father’s papers?”

“I don’t know what I propose to do; I haven’t thought about it at all; I want him to do what he can to help me; I don’t feel as if I could do very much to help myself.”

“Is it any use my saying that I can give you the name of a well-known firm of family lawyers; and that you have only to send them a wire, and before the day is over you’ll have one of the best men in England — in every sense — on the premises, making your interests his own?”

“Elaine seemed to think that Mr. Nash has only to glance through some of my father’s papers to discover who my father’s man of business really was, and that then all we shall have to do will be to communicate with him.”

“I see; there’s something in that — Miss Harding has her wits about her. Do you know what time Mr. Nash is coming?”

“I don’t — Elaine sent the message, if one was sent, and of that I’m not certain; anyhow I don’t know what arrangements she has made.”

“Would you mind inquiring?”

“I’ll ask her to come here, then you can inquire yourself.”

The bell was rung, and presently Miss Harding appeared. She was short and slight; with dark hair, big dark eyes, a dainty little mouth, and very red lips. She made at once for Nora, ignoring the doctor, who was still standing by the window.

“They tell me that you want me.”

“It isn’t I, it’s Dr. Banyard; he wants to know if you have sent to Mr. Nash; and, if so, at what time he’s coming.”

Miss Harding opened her big eyes wider, which was a trick she had.

“Dr. Banyard wants to know? — why does Dr. Banyard want to know?”

“That I cannot tell you; you had better ask him; here he is. Is Mr. Nash coming?”

“Of course he’s coming, but he doesn’t seem to know quite when; it seems he has some sort of case on at the police court.”

“I know; he’s defending that young scoundrel, Gus Peters, who’s been robbing his master.”

This was the doctor; Miss Harding turned to him.

“Is the gentleman you call Gus Peters a scoundrel?”

“Isn’t a fellow who robs his master a scoundrel?”

“Has it been proved that he robbed his master?”

“It’s a matter of common notoriety.”

“Common notoriety is not infrequently a liar. However, that’s not the point; I suppose Mr. Nash will do his duty to his client in any case, and he’ll come here as soon as he’s done it.”

“I’d wait for him if I could, but I have to go my round; I’ll look in afterwards on the off-chance of finding him; there’s something I particularly wish to say to him. I fancy the magistrates, in spite of Mr. Nash, will make short work of Mr. Peters.”

After the doctor had gone Miss Harding said to Miss Lindsay,

“Nora, dear, don’t you think that Dr. Banyard is inclined to be a little interfering?”

“It has never struck me that he was.”

“It has struck me, more than once. But then I think that G.P.s are apt to be interfering; they hope, by having a finger in everybody’s pie, to get a plum out of each. Dr. Banyard doesn’t like Mr. Nash, does he?”

“He has never told me that he doesn’t.”

“Has he never breathed words to the same effect?”

“He has certainly hinted that he doesn’t think much of Mr. Nash’s legal abilities; but then who does?”

“I do.”

“Really, Elaine?”

“Really, Nora. I believe that if he’s truly interested in a person he can do as much for that person as anybody else — perhaps more.”

“Possibly; but is he ever truly interested in anybody but himself?”

Miss Harding was silent for an instant; then she smiled rather oddly.

“Entirely between ourselves, Nora, that’s what I wonder.”

She had cause to.

It happened on the Thursday evening on which Mr. Lindsay was taken ill, that Elaine Harding was left with nothing to do, and no one to do it with. It is true that, had she insisted, she might have made herself of use in some way; but, as she herself admitted, she was no good when there was illness about. Indeed, she was one of those persons — though this she kept to herself — who shrunk from suffering in any form with a sort of instinctive physical repugnance. She only needed half-a-hint to the effect that her services were not required, and she was ready to give the sick-room as wide a berth as any one could possibly require. To be plain, she was disposed to regard Mr. Lindsay’s attack almost as if it had been an injury to herself. Had she been perfectly free, she would have packed up her boxes and left the house within the hour; it would have been better for her if she had. The idea of having to remain under the same roof with a man who was suffering from an apoplectic stroke was horrid; but, at the same time, there were reasons, of divers sorts, why she should not flee from the dearest friend she had in the world at the first sign of trouble.

Instead of packing up her boxes she dined alone, off food which had been ruined by being kept waiting. That was another grievance. She did like good food, perfectly cooked. She was conscious that the servants were regarding her askance, as if they were surprised that she should dine at all; that also was annoying. When she rose from table she was in quite a bad temper — what Mr. Lindsay meant by falling ill when she was in the house she could not imagine. The solitude of the empty drawing-room was appalling. The French window still stood open; better the solitude of the grounds than that great bare chamber. She went out on to the terrace. It was a lovely night, warmer than many nights in June. There was not a cloud in the sky. A moon, almost at the full, lighted the world with her silver glory. She looked about her. Suddenly she perceived that a light was shining out upon the terrace from what was evidently an uncurtained window. She remembered; no doubt it was the lamp in Mr. Lindsay’s study, the lamp which Morgan had lit; in that case the window must still be open. She went to see; her slight form moved along the terrace with something stealthy in its movements, as if she was ashamed of what she was doing. She reached the study; it was as she supposed; the lamp was lit, the window was open, the room was empty. She was seized by what she would afterwards have described as a sudden access of curiosity. She glanced over her shoulder, to left and right; there was no one in sight; not a sound. She put her dainty head inside the window, to indulge herself with just one peep; after all, there is very little harm in innocent peeping; then she passed into the room.


CHAPTER III

LITTLE BY LITTLE

It was just as it was when its owner had been stricken down; in the same state of disorder. Cupboards yawned; drawers were open; letters and papers were everywhere; a fire still smouldered in the grate; the hearth was littered with the ashes of burned and half-burned papers; everywhere were indications that Mr. Lindsay had been interrupted, possibly just as he was setting his house in order. Glancing round her Elaine perceived that the door which led into the passage was open, though only an inch or two; probably it had been left unlatched when they bore the master through it. Moving lightly, on tiptoe, she shut it, noiselessly; but she made sure she had shut it fast. She even laid her small fingers about the handle of the key, seeming to hesitate whether or not to turn it; then, smiling, as if at the absurdity of the notion, she returned towards the centre of the room; standing for some seconds glancing about her in all directions, as if in search of something which it might be worth her while to look at; a pretty, dainty, girlish figure, herself the one thing in the whole room which was best worth looking at.

By degrees her quick, bright eyes, roving hither and thither, reached the writing-table in the centre, by which its owner had been sitting when he had slipped from off his chair; instantly they noted something which gleamed amid the litter of papers with which it was covered. Moving a little towards it she saw that there were coins on a little oasis about the centre; quite a heap of them — gold coins. On the top of them was half-a-sheet of note-paper. Going close to the table she picked this half-sheet up, gingerly, as if it were dangerous to touch. As a matter of fact to her, at that moment, a dynamite bomb could not have been more charged with peril. On the piece of paper were some figures—”£127” — nothing more. She knew that the writing was Mr. Lindsay’s. Evidently he had been counting the coins, and had made a note upon that slip of paper of the value they represented; there were one hundred and twenty-seven pounds in gold.

Elaine Harding was poor. Her father was the vicar of a parish in the West of England. His parish was large; his family was large; but his income was small. His wife had died some three years ago, worn out by her efforts to make a pound do the work of at least thirty shillings. Elaine had been sent to an expensive school by a relation; there she had met Nora Lindsay. Just as the time came for her to be leaving school the relation died. It had been expected that he would have done something to establish her in life; had he lived he probably would have done; as it was he left her nothing. So he had done her harm instead of good; that expensive school filled her with notions which might never have got into her head had it not been for him; a fashionable boarding-school is a bad school for a poor man’s daughter. Ever since she had left it she had been discontented, inwardly if not outwardly, for nature had made her one of those persons who always, if they can, show a smiling face to the world. Nora Lindsay had been her chief solace. She never refused Nora’s invitations to pay her a visit, and when at Cloverlea stayed as long as she could; indeed, she had been there so much just lately, during Mr. Lindsay’s almost continual absences, that she knew the people round about almost as well as Nora did herself. She allowed Nora to make her presents; she would have been hard put to it if Nora had not had promptings in that direction. And then the girl had such a pretty way of giving, as if she were receiving a favour instead of bestowing one, that Elaine had no difficulty in preserving her dignity in face of the most delicate donations. Yet in spite of Nora’s generosity she was always in need of money; there were special reasons why she was very much in need of it just now. Only the night before she had spent nearly an hour on her knees praying to God to show her some way to the cash she stood so much in want of; and now here were one hundred and twenty-seven pounds in gold at her finger-tips.

It could hardly be called an answer to her prayer. It is said that prayers are heard in two places, in heaven and in hell; Elaine realized with a sudden, shrinking terror that this answer must have come from hell. The owner of that money was up-stairs, dying; she believed that he was dying, speechless; she thought it possible that he might never be able to speak again, this side the grave. The chances were that he was the only person living who knew that that money was where it was. It was hardly likely that he would ever again be able to refer to its existence; she might, therefore, safely regard it as — what? Say, treasure-trove; it was a convenient word, treasure-trove; especially as she was placed. One hundred and twenty-seven pounds! in gold! no one would ever be able to trace it! ever!

Her eyes, which had opened wider and wider, having in them a very singular look, a look which would have startled her had they suddenly glared back at her from a mirror, wandered from the heap of gold coins to a bag, a canvas bag — a good-sized canvas bag, stuffed, apparently, to repletion, tied round the top with red tape; the kind of bag, she was aware, which is used by bankers to contain coin. She touched it, lightly, with her finger-tips; there were coins inside, undoubtedly; she could see them bulging through the canvas. She picked it up, again gingerly, as if, if she did not observe great care, it might explode in her hand; it had been better for her, perhaps, if it had. It was heavy, heavier than she had expected; wedged full of money. Beneath it there was another half-sheet of writing-paper; on it, in Donald Lindsay’s writing, was what was probably a statement of what the bag contained—”£500.” Five hundred pounds! obviously again in gold! She could feel the sovereigns! and the one person who knew of its existence dumb and dying!

What was the matter with Elaine? The sheet of paper fell from her hand. She reeled as if attacked by sudden vertigo; she leaned against the table as if to save herself from falling; she went quite white; she stared about her as if afraid. Six hundred and twenty-seven pounds in gold! ownerless! practically ownerless, for how could it be said to have an owner when the only creature who knew of its existence was dumb and dying? Six hundred and twenty-seven pounds! what might not that money mean to her? — and — and to some one else who had grown of late to be almost more to her than herself? She turned again to clutch at it; when she saw that on the writing-table there still was something else; a roll of notes, enclosed in a rubber band; banknotes, if she could believe her eyes. She picked them up, to make sure; heedlessly, fearlessly this time; the other things had proved so innocuous that, already, she had grown careless. They were bank-notes, unmistakably; and beneath them, was the inevitable half-sheet of paper. This time it was covered with quite an array of figures, in Donald Lindsay’s neat handwriting. Seemingly, according to those figures, the roll of notes contained forty at £5, fifty at £10, twenty-five at £20, six at £50, ten at £100; in all one hundred and twenty-one notes of the value of £2500. The numbers were given of every note of each denomination; Elaine’s quick eyes perceived that the numbers were by no means consecutive, from which she deduced that they had not been issued from a bank all at one time, but had come together at different dates, from various quarters.

She perceived on the instant that the discovery of that roll gave the situation quite a different character; she herself was conscious of being surprised at the rapidity with which her brain was working. One hundred and twenty pounds, even six hundred and twenty pounds in gold, was one thing; two thousand five hundred pounds in notes was quite another; the one might provide for her immediate necessities, with the other she might be secure for life. Properly invested the whole sum ought to bring her in three pounds a week — for ever; she believed she knew of an investment in which it might bring her more than that; much more. The point was, would it be safe to treat that as — treasure-trove? She was inclined to think it would. Probably the existence of the entire amount was known only to the dying man, if he was dying. There was, of course, the risk that he might come back to life again, in which case it might be awkward. But some ghoul-like intuition told her that she might dismiss that possibility from her mind; some dreadful voice within proclaimed that he was as good as dead already; in some horrible way she was sure of it. It was a heterogeneous gathering, that roll of notes; probably their owner himself could not have told how most of them came into his possession. The only record of their identity was on that sheet of paper; if that vanished there was nothing by which they could be identified; that seemed pretty obvious. The devil whispered that it would be just as safe to take the notes as to take the gold; and she knew that she would run no risk by taking that.

There was still one point to be considered; she was clear-sighted and logical enough to be aware of that. If Donald Lindsay was dying then this money was, in all human probability, his child’s, who was the dearest friend she had in the world, Nora. She loved Nora, really loved her; she was always telling herself that she really loved her. Then Nora had done her nothing but kindnesses; how great some of those kindnesses were only she and Nora knew. The idea that she would allow any one to rob Nora was monstrous; that she should rob her herself was inconceivable. Had any one accused her of being capable of such base ingratitude even then she would have repudiated the charge with honest indignation; nothing would ever induce her to do anything which could injure Nora. She knew herself well enough to be assured of that. And then she glozed the thing over with one of those patent glosses which the devil provides when the occasion needs them.

She argued this way; if her father died then Nora would be a rich woman, immensely rich; rich, possibly, beyond the dreams of avarice. She would never miss such a detail as, say, three thousand pounds; such a sum would be a trifle to her, a nothing; especially if she never knew that the sum had ever existed. There was that to be borne in mind; we do not miss what we never had, especially if we do not know it ever was. And in the case of a rich woman like Nora, with twenty, thirty, forty, perhaps fifty thousand pounds a year, perhaps even more, in such an income there were bound to be leakages; through one of them such a drop in the ocean as three thousand pounds might easily slip, and no one even be aware of it, least of all would the knowledge ever come to Nora, or touch her in any way. No; certainly darling Nora would suffer no injury if what was on the writing-table was regarded as treasure-trove.

At the same time far be it from her — Elaine — to do anything which could be regarded by any one as in the slightest degree unworthy. She was seized with a sudden access of virtue. Take the money — she! Sully her fingers by even touching it! who dare hint that she could do a thing like that! The idea was really too ridiculous; it was not to be taken seriously. It only showed what notions came to people when money was left about. She had always maintained that it was wrong to leave money about. Mr. Lindsay ought to have known better, putting temptation in some weak-minded person’s way; she did not stop to consider that for that he could hardly be held responsible. What she had to do was to see that temptation was removed; some servant might stray into the room, and then what might not happen? The least she could do was to see that the money was put out of sight, in a drawer, or anywhere. She glanced about her, and was struck by a rather curious notion. The door of a bookcase stood wide open. A book had obviously been taken down from one of the shelves; a large volume, one of a set; there it lay by her elbow on the table. She looked at it, without clearly apprehending what the title was; she had a vague idea that in it was something about law. Here was the very hiding-place she wanted; no thief would be tempted to take money which was snugly hidden behind a great book like that, if only for the simple reason that he would never know that it was there. She slipped the loose gold into a big blue envelope; then she placed it, and the canvas bag, and the roll of notes, on that shelf in the bookcase. It so chanced that while the backs of the set of books were plumb with the front of the shelf they did not go right against the wall, so that there was space enough behind them to enable her, after a little manipulation, to do what she desired. When the volume had been returned to its place there was nothing whatever to show that behind it were more than three thousand pounds in notes and gold. She surveyed this result with satisfaction.

“Now,” she told herself, “I’ve removed temptation from everybody’s way.”

The three half-sheets of paper on which Mr. Lindsay had noted the several amounts she folded up together and thrust into the bodice of her dress; possibly she thought that they would be out of harm’s way there. She had just done this, and had shut the bookcase door, when, in the silence which prevailed, she distinctly heard the footsteps of some one moving in the grounds without. Instantly she blew the lamp out, and went fluttering through the open window. So soon as she was on the terrace she stood still to listen. Her ear had not deceived her. Some one, not far off, was moving along a gravel path; apparently the sound proceeded from the other side of the house. Either her perceptions must have been very keen, or there was something unusual about the step; though it is strange how quick the ear is to recognize a step with which one is familiar.

“I do believe,” she told herself, “that it’s his step.” She ran along to the end of the terrace; then stopped again. “It is!” she said. With lifted skirts she tiptoed round the side of the house till she came to where a path branched off among the trees, then, drawing herself under their shadow, she stood and waited, smiling. The steps came nearer, close to where she was. She moved out from under the shadow. “Herbert!” she said.

The man — it was a man — was evidently taken by surprise; he stepped back so quickly that he almost stumbled.

“By George!” he exclaimed, “what a start you gave me!”

She laughed, half to herself.

“Did she frighten him, the poor thing! I heard you coming ever so far off; I knew it was you. And pray what are you doing here at this time of night?”

“I came upon the off-chance of getting a word with you.”

“With me — at this hour!”

“Well, I’ve found you, and that’s what I wanted.”

“Herbert!” She went still closer, almost as if expecting a caress; but when he showed no inclination to take advantage of his opportunities, she saw from his face, in the moonlight, that there was something wrong. “My lord, what ails you?”

“Everything; I’ve come up to tell you that what we were talking about yesterday is clean off.”

“And of what were we talking — yesterday?”

“Why, about our marriage, and all that kind of thing. I can’t marry; I don’t suppose I ever shall be able to; you’d better give me the mitten right away. To begin with, I’ve found out — or, rather, I’ve had the fact forced upon me, that I’m in a mess.”

“What kind of mess?”

“Money, of course; what else counts?”

“How much?”

“If I don’t get two hundred pounds — and where am I going to get two hundred pounds? why, I haven’t as many shillings — and get it pretty soon, I shall have to — —”

“What?”

He had left his sentence unfinished; he gave it a conclusion which one felt had not been originally intended.

“Well, I shall be in Queer Street.”

He paused, and she was silent; she was thinking.


CHAPTER IV

THE AVERNIAN SLOPE

When she spoke again a quick observer might have noticed that in her voice there was a new intonation.

“Two hundred pounds is not such a very large sum.”

“Isn’t it? I’m glad you think so. It’s a large sum to me; a lot too large. I’ve about as much chance of getting it as I have of getting the moon. And if I did get it I shouldn’t be much forwarder so far as marriage is concerned. What’s the use of my talking of marrying when I hardly earn enough to buy myself bread and cheese? and it’s as certain as anything can be that in this place I never shall earn enough.”

“Why not?”

“For one reason, if for no other, because in this place there’s only room for one solicitor; and old Dawson’s that one. He’s got all the business that’s worth having; and, what’s more, he’ll keep it. Now if I could buy old Dawson out — I happen to know that he’s made what he considers pile enough for him, and would be quite willing to retire; or even if I could buy a share in his business, he might be willing to sell that; then it might be a case of talking; but as it is, so far as I’m concerned, marriage is off.”

“How much would be wanted?”

“If I could lay my hands on a thousand, or fifteen hundred pounds in cash, then I might go to Dawson and make a proposal; but as I never shall be able to lay my hands on it, it would be better for both of us if we talked sense; that’s what I’ve come for, to talk sense.”

“Does all this mean that you’ve found out that you made a mistake when you told me that you loved me?”

“It means the exact opposite; I’ve found out that I love you a good deal more than I thought I did. If I didn’t love you I might be disposed to behave like a cad, and marry you out of hand; but as I do love you I’m not taking any chances.”

“I don’t quite follow your reasoning.”

“Don’t you? It’s clear enough to me. I’m in a hole, and because I love you I’m not going to drag you in as well.”

“But suppose I should like to be dragged?”

“You don’t understand, or you wouldn’t talk like that.”

“Shouldn’t I? Don’t be too certain. You are sure you love me?”

“I love you more than I thought I could love any one, and that’s the mischief.”

“Is it? I don’t agree; because, you see, I love you.”

“It’s no good; I wish you didn’t.”

“Do you? Then I don’t. If you wanted me to, I’d marry you to-morrow.”

“Elaine!” Then he did take her in his arms, and he kissed her. And she kissed him. Suddenly he put her from him. “Don’t! for God’s sake, don’t! Elaine, don’t you tempt me! I’m not much of a chap, and I’m not much of a hand at resisting temptation — there’s frankness for you! — and I want to keep straight where you’re concerned. I’ll make a clean breast of it; the only way I can see out of the mess I’m in is to make a bolt for it, and I’m going to bolt; there you have it. I’ve come up here to say good-bye.”

“Good-bye?”

Her voice was tremulous.

“If ever I come to any good, which isn’t very probable, you’ll hear from me; you’ll never hear from me if I don’t; so I’m afraid that this is going to be very near a case of farewell for ever.”

“You say two hundred pounds will get you out of that mess you’re in?”

“About that; I dare say I could manage with less if it was ready money. But what’s the use of talking? I don’t propose to rob a bank, and that’s the only way I ever could get it.”

“And if you had fifteen hundred to offer Mr. Dawson, what then?”

“What then? Elaine, you’re hard on me.”

“How hard? I don’t mean to be.”

“To dangle before my face the things which I most want when you know they’re not for me! Why, if I had fifteen hundred pounds, and could go to Dawson with a really serious proposition, the world would become another place; I should see my way to some sort of a career. I’d begin by earning a decent living; in no time I’d be getting together a home; in a year we might be married.”

“A year? That’s a long time.”

He laughed.

“If I were Dawson’s partner, with a really substantial share, we might be married right away.”

“How soon, from now?”

“Elaine, what are you driving at? what is the use of our deceiving ourselves? I shall become Dawson’s partner when pigs have wings, not before. What I have to do is bolt, while there still is time.”

There was an interval of silence. They were standing very close together; but he kept his hands in his jacket pockets, as if he were resolved that he would not take her in his arms; while she stood, with downcast eyes, picking at the hem of her dress. When she spoke again it was almost in a whisper.

“Suppose I were able to find you the money?”

He smiled a smile of utter incredulity, as if her words were not worth considering.

“Suppose you were able to buy me the earth? Yesterday you told me that you had not enough money to buy yourself a pair of shoes; in fact, you said that your whole worldly wealth was represented by less than five shillings.”

Once more she was still — oddly still.

“Herbert!”

The name was rather sighed than spoken. He saw that she was trembling. The appeal was irresistible. Again he put his arms about her and held her fast.

“Little lady, you’ve troubles enough of your own without worrying yourself about mine. You’ll easily find better men than I am who’ll be glad enough to worship the ground on which you stand, and then you’ll recognize how much you owe me for running away, and leaving you an open field. The best thing that can happen to you is that I should go.”

“I don’t think so. I — I don’t want you to go.”

There was a catching in her breath.

“I don’t want to go, but — I might find it awkward if I stayed.”

“Herbert, I — I want to tell you something.”

“What is it? By the sound of you it must be something very tremendous.”

Her manner certainly was strange. As a rule she was a most self-possessed young woman; now she seemed to be able to do nothing but shiver and stammer. Not only was she hardly audible, but her words came from her one by one, as if she found it difficult to speak at all.

“What I — said to you — yesterday — wasn’t true; I — said it to try you.”

“What did you say to try me? Elaine, you’re what I never thought you would be — you’re mysterious.”

“Suppose — you had fifteen hundred pounds — are you sure Mr. Dawson would make you a partner?”

“Well, I’ve never asked him, but I’m betting twopence.”

“What would your income be if he did? You’re not to laugh — answer my questions.”

“Oh, I’ll answer them; although, as I’ve already remarked, I’ve not the faintest notion what you’re driving at; and that particular question is rather a wide one. If I were to buy a share I should try to do it on the understanding that some day I was to have the lot. I should probably commence with an income of between three and four hundred, which would become more later on; I dare say old Dawson is making a good thousand a year.”

“A thousand? We might live on that.”

“I should think we might; we might start on three hundred; I should like to have the chance.”

“I’d be willing. And how much would it cost to furnish a house?”

“I’ve a few sticks in those rooms of mine.”

“I know; I also know what kind of sticks they are — we shouldn’t want them.”

“There at last we are agreed. I suppose that to furnish the kind of house we should want to start with would make a hole in a couple of hundred — you probably know more about that sort of thing than I do. But, my dear Elaine, what is the use of our playing at fairy tales? You haven’t five shillings in the world, and I’ve only just enough to take me clear away, and to keep the breath in my body while I have one look round.”

Again there was an interval of silence, which was broken by her in a scarcely audible whisper.

“That — that was what I was trying to explain; what — I said to you yesterday was — to prove you.”

“What particular thing did you say? I haven’t a notion what you mean.”

“Every girl likes to be — wooed for herself alone.”

“Of course she does, and it’s dead certain you’ll never be wooed for anything but your own sweet self; I’ve known you, and all about you, long enough to be aware that you’re no heiress.”

“That’s — that’s where you’re wrong.”

“Wrong! Elaine, where’s the joke?”

“I — I am an heiress; of course, in a very moderate way.”

“What do you call an heiress? when yesterday you told me that you didn’t possess five shillings!”

“That was said to try you.”

Raising her eyes she looked him boldly in the face; there in the bright moonlight they could see each other almost as clearly as if it had been high noon.

“To try me? You’re beyond me altogether; Elaine, are you pulling my leg?”

“I have about two thousand pounds.”

“Two thousand pounds! Great Scott! where did you get it from? I didn’t know there was so much money in all your family.”

“There, again, you were mistaken. I got it from an aunt who died — not long ago.”

“When did she die?”

“Oh, about six months ago.”

“What was her name?”

“The same as mine — Harding.”

“Was she an aunt by marriage?”

“She was my father’s sister.”

“A spinster? But I thought you told me that none of your father’s relatives had two pennies to rub together.”

“So I thought; but I was wrong. At any rate, when she died she left me about two thousand pounds.”

“You’ve kept it pretty dark.”

He was staring at her as if altogether amazed; she smiled at him as if amused by his surprise.

“I have; I’ve told nobody — not even Nora.”

“Doesn’t Miss Lindsay know?”

“She doesn’t. Nobody knows — except you; and I shall be obliged by your respecting my confidence.”

“I’ll respect your confidence; but — of all the queer starts! What fibs you’ve told!”

“I know I’ve told some; in a position like mine, one had to. But I’d made up my mind that you shouldn’t know I had money, and — you didn’t know.”

“I certainly did not; I scarcely realize it now; I wonder if you’re joking.”

“No, I’m not joking.”

She shook her pretty head, with a grave little smile. Her face looked white in the moonshine.

“Can you touch the capital? Is it in the hands of trustees? Or do you only have the income?”

“It is not in the hands of trustees; it is entirely at my own disposal; I can get it when I want.”

“All of it?”

“All of it.”

He drew a long breath, as if moved by some new and sudden strength of feeling.

“Can you — can you get two hundred pounds before next Tuesday?”

“I can, and I will — if you want it. You are sure you want it?”

“Elaine, if — if you will I’ll — I’ll never forget it.”

“You shall have it on Monday if you like.” He covered his face with his hands, seeming to be shaken by the stress of a great emotion. She drew closer to him, as if frightened; her voice trembled. “Herbert, what — what is wrong?”

Uncovering his face, clenching his fists, he stared straight in front of him, resolution in his eyes.

“Nothing now — nothing! — and there never shall be anything again! — thank-God. Thank God! Considering what sort of mess it was that I was in, I didn’t dare to ask God to help me out of it; but He’s done it without my asking Him. Elaine, upon my word I believe it’s true that God moves in a mysterious way.” Elaine, hiding her face against his shoulder, burst into tears, which surprised him more than anything which had gone before. She was not a girl who cries easily, yet now she was shaken by her sobs. Putting his arms about her, he strove to comfort her, showering on her endearing epithets. “My sweet, my dear, my darling, what troubles you? Don’t you — don’t you want me to have the money? You have only to say so; I shan’t mind.”

“Of course I want you to have it! I only want it for you! — you know I only want it for you! Herbert, are you — are you sure you love me? Tell me — tell me quite truly.”

“I am as sure as that there is the moon above us; and now I dare to tell you so; no man ever loved a woman better than I love you. I know I am unworthy; I know how, in all essentials, you are infinitely above me — —”

“I’m not — I’m not!”

“But it shall be my constant endeavour to raise myself to your level — —”

“Don’t! — you don’t know what you’re saying! Don’t!”

“I do know what I’m saying, and I mean it; if God gives me strength I hope, before I’ve finished, to prove myself worthy of the wife I’ve won. You hear? Then make a note of it.”

Then there were divers passages.

“Herbert, I want you to go to Mr. Dawson tomorrow, and arrange about that partnership. I’ll find the fifteen hundred pounds.”

“Sweetheart, you’ve turned all my sorrow into joy.”

“And — this, sir, is supposed to be spoken in the faintest whisper — I — I think I’d like to be married pretty soon.”

“As soon as it is legally possible, madam, you shall be married, if you choose to say the word.”

“I don’t want it in quite such a hurry as that; but — you know what I mean! — I don’t want to have to wait a horrid year.” Presently she asked, “Do you know that Mr. Lindsay’s very ill?”

“I heard it as I came along.”

“I think he’s dying. I suppose Nora’ll be very rich if he does.”

“Let’s hope that he’ll not die.”

“Not die?”

She looked at him with such a strange expression on her face that he smiled.

“Why, girlie, you don’t want the father to die to make the daughter rich!”

“No; of course not.”

But, afterwards, she was not the same; it was as if he had struck some jarring note. When they parted she went round to the back of the house, along the terrace, towards the study window, which still stood open. She paused upon the threshold.

“Suppose he were not to die? suppose he doesn’t?”

The problem the supposition presented to her mind seemed to cause her no slight disturbance; still she passed into the room.

Which explains why, when Nora said she doubted if Mr. Nash was ever really interested in anybody but himself, Elaine Harding had good cause to wonder if the thing was true. 


CHAPTER V

PETER PIPER’S POPULAR PILLS

On the Monday, after Dr. Banyard had been gone perhaps a couple of hours, Mr. Nash drove up to Cloverlea in a dogcart. Miss Harding met him in the drive. At sight of her the gentleman descended; the cart went on up to the house, to wait for him. So soon as it was out of sight the lady, taking a packet from the bodice of her dress, gave it to her lover.

“That’s the two hundred; put it in your pocket; I want you to promise that you’ll not breathe a word to any one about the money having come from me.”

“I promise readily.”

“Nor about any other money which — I may find. I want you to keep your own counsel; I want people to suppose that the money is your own; I don’t want them to think I’m buying a husband.”

“I certainly will neither do nor say anything to make them think so. All the same, darling, I don’t know how to thank you; you don’t know what this means to me. It seems to be all in gold?”

He was fingering the parcel in his jacket pocket.

“It is; I thought you might find it more convenient.”

“I think it’s possible you’re right; I believe you always are.”

As he had been coming along in the dogcart he had not seemed to be in the best of spirits; now he was unmistakably cheerful; that package had made a difference. A question, however, which she asked seemed to annoy him more than, on the surface, it need have done.

“What became of Mr. Peters?”

“They gave him six months — confound the idiots?”

“Why confound them?”

The smile with which he accompanied his reply seemed forced.

“A lawyer likes his client to be acquitted.”

“But Dr. Banyard says that he’s a scoundrel.”

“Dr. Banyard! You can tell Dr. Banyard, with my compliments, that he’s a Pharisee.”

“I think nothing of the man; I think he’s an interfering prig. I don’t like him, and he doesn’t like me.”

“Which shows that he must be all kinds of a fool.”

“I don’t know about that; but I do know that I don’t like him. By the way, I suppose you understand what you’re coming for. Everything here is at sixes and sevens. Nora knows absolutely nothing about her father’s business affairs; he never told her anything; he kept his own counsel with a vengeance.”

“So I gathered from your note.”

“She doesn’t even know who his man of business was. She wants you to find out; she thinks that if you look through his papers you will.”

“There should be no difficulty about that. If I have access to his papers I ought to find that out inside ten minutes.”

“I suppose so. But even if you do find out I don’t see why you shouldn’t keep the conduct of her affairs as much as possible in your hands; I think it might be done; you’ll have my influence upon your side. You needn’t say anything about there being an understanding between us; we can’t keep people from guessing; but don’t let them know — till it suits us.”

He saw something in her eyes which caused him to pay her what some people would have regarded as an ambiguous compliment.

“By George, you’re a clever one; you’re the sort of girl I like!”

“I’m glad of that; because you happen to be the sort of man I like.”

He laughed.

“I’d like to kiss you!”

“Quite impossible, here. You see, it might be rather a good thing for you to have the management of Nora’s estate.”

“True, oh queen!”

“Then why shouldn’t you have it?”

“I know of no reason.”

“There is no reason, if you take proper advantage of the fact that you’re first on the field.” They had entered the house and were standing outside the study door. She produced a key. “Nora’s not appearing; poor dear, she’s more distressed than I ever thought she would have been! so, on this occasion only, I am doing the honours. We’ve kept this room locked up since the day on which Mr. Lindsay was taken ill; no one has crossed the threshold; you’ll find everything in the same condition in which he left it.” They entered the room. So soon as they were in he kissed her, and she kissed him, though she protested. “Hush! Nora’s waiting for me! Remember what I told you; there’s no reason why you shouldn’t have the management of everything — if you like.”

He communed with himself when she had left him.

“I wonder what she means, exactly; she’s careful not to dot her i’s. She’s the dearest girl in the world, even dearer than I thought. This is something like a windfall.” He took out the packet, fingering it, smilingly, with the fingers of both hands. Then, replacing it in his pocket, glancing round the room, he was struck by the state of disorder it was in. “It’s as well they kept the door locked; everything seems to have been left about for the first comer to admire. Lindsay must have been having a regular turn-out when he was taken ill; I wonder why.” On the writing-table the first thing which caught his eye were some slips of blue paper secured by a rubber band. He snatched them up. They were four promissory notes, payable at various dates; they all bore the same signature, Herbert Nash. He chuckled. “We’ll consider those as paid, until they prove the contrary; which they’ll find it hard to do.” He slipped them into his breast pocket. Settling himself on the chair on which Mr. Lindsay had been seated when death first touched him on the shoulder, he began to go methodically through the papers which were about him, practically, on all sides. He came on one, the contents of which seemed to occasion him profound surprise. “What on earth is this? what the dickens does it mean?” There was not a great deal on the paper; what there was he read again and again, as if he found its meaning curiously obscure. “This is queerish; I’d give a trifle to know what it does mean; it might be worth one’s while to inquire.”

Folding up the paper he placed it in his breast pocket, with the promissory notes. Hardly had he done so than the door was opened, without any warning, and Dr. Banyard came into the room.

“Hallo, Nash! have you found anything? have you found out who his man of business was?”

Mr. Nash glanced up from the papers he was studying; if he was a little startled by the doctor’s unheralded appearance he gave no sign of it.

“I haven’t discovered his man of business; but I have found something.”

“You haven’t come upon anything which shows who it was he generally employed; I understand you’ve been here some time.”

Mr. Nash shook his head.

“I don’t know how long I have been here, but I’ve come on nothing which shows that he ever employed any one at all.”

“He must have employed some one.”

The other shrugged his shoulders.

“I’ve gone through a good many of his papers; I’ve not hit on one which suggests it.”

“You said you’d found something; what is it?”

“His will; or, rather, a will.”

“That is something.”

“Especially as, beyond a shadow of doubt, it’s the last will he ever made. It was drawn up on the third, last Thursday, probably just before he was taken ill. It’s in his own writing, brief, and to the point, and apparently quite in order, since it was witnessed by Morgan, the butler here, and Mrs. Steele the housekeeper.”

“Let’s have a look at it.”

“Here it is, in the envelope in which I found it.”

The doctor examined the paper which he took out of the envelope; it seemed that its contents gave him satisfaction.

“I see that, by this, he’s left everything to his daughter unconditionally.”

“That is so, the intention’s unmistakable.”

“Then she’s safe; that’s all right. It ought to be something handsome; I wonder how much it is.”

“That’s the question.”

“I suppose you’ve come across something which gives you, at any rate, some vague notion.”

“I haven’t, that’s the odd part of it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I’m glad you’ve come.”

“Why? what’s up? Found the job too big to tackle single-handed? I thought you would.”

“You’re mistaken; that is not what I mean. I’ve gone through — hurriedly, but still thoroughly enough to have a pretty good idea of what it is that they contain — all the available books and papers; and, as you see, most of them seem available, everything seems open; and I’ve not found anything which even hints that he died the possessor of any property at all; with two exceptions. There is his pass-book at the local bank, showing a balance of about a hundred pounds, which may have been drawn on since; and there are the Cloverlea title-deeds, there, in that deed-box.”

“That only shows that everything essential is in the hands of his London lawyer.”

“You seem to take the existence of such a person very much for granted. He told me himself he hadn’t one.”

“Told you? when?”

“Not long ago there was a little difficulty about a right of way; I don’t know if you heard of it. He came to me about it; I then asked him who acted for him in town; he said no one.”

“You are sure?”

“I am; for a man in his position it struck me as odd.”

“He must have had a man in town, you misunderstood him. You haven’t gone through all the papers?”

“Not all.”

“Then we shall come upon it; I’ll help you with the rest. There are no doubt papers elsewhere; probably in his bedroom, or at his rooms in town. Have you found out what was his London address?”

“I have found nothing which shows that he had one.”

“But he must have had a London address; why, he spent quite a large part of the year in town.”

“I happen to know that the only London address Miss Lindsay ever had was the Carlton Club; they may be able to tell us there.”

“Of course they’ll be able to tell us. Found any cash?”

“Not a penny.”

“Anything which stands for cash?”

“Nothing; except what I have told you.”

He had said nothing about what was in his breast-pocket.

“Lindsay was a man of secretive habits; if he could help it he never let his left hand know what his right hand was doing. When you come to deal with the affairs of a man like that you’re handicapped; but there can be no sort of doubt that he was a man of considerable means. It must have cost him something to live here; where did the money to do that come from? It must have come from somewhere.”

“It seems that there are a good many debts; as you are possibly aware, there is a good deal owing round here.”

“He was a man who hated paying.”

Suddenly the doctor glanced up from the papers he was examining to glare at his companion.

“Look here, Nash, what are you hinting at?”

“I am merely answering your questions.”

“Yes, but you’re answering them in a way I don’t like.”

The younger man smiled.

“I am afraid that I didn’t realize that my answers had to be to your liking, whatever the facts might be.”

The doctor returned to the papers; he looked as if he could have said something vigorous, but refrained. After a while he had to admit that his researches, so far, had been without result.

“Well, there seems to be nothing here, and that’s a fact. These papers seem to contain material for a history of the Cloverlea estate since it came into Lindsay’s possession; and that’s all. Now for the safe.”

“I’ve gone through that.”

“I’ll go through it also; though from the look of it, it doesn’t seem as if there were much to go through.” He pulled out one of the small drawers at the bottom. “Hallo, what have we here?” He took out an oblong wooden box. “What’s this on the lid? ‘Peter Piper’s Popular Pills.’”

“What!”

The exclamation came from Nash.

“Here it is, large as life, in good bold letters; there ought to be something valuable in here.” He opened the lid. “An envelope with papers in it; what’s this writing on it? ‘Analyses of the constituent parts of Peter Piper’s Popular Pills by leading analytical chemists.’ What fools those fellows are! Lindsay’s writing; he doesn’t seem to have had a high opinion of some one; let’s hope there’s nothing libellous. What’s here besides? A bottle purporting to contain Peter Piper’s Popular Pills; the man seems to have had them on the brain. And — other bottles containing the ingredients of which they’re made; so it says outside them; as I’m alive! and the man kept this stuff inside his safe! Nash, why are you looking at me like that?”

Mr. Nash was regarding the doctor with a somewhat singular expression on his face; when the doctor put the question to him he started, as if taken by surprise.

“Looking at you? was I looking at you?”

“Glaring was the better word.”

“It was unconscious. Are you — are you sure that they are Peter Piper’s Popular Pills in that box?”

“Sure? As if I could be sure about a thing like that! what do I know about such filth? look for yourself.”

Mr. Nash examined the box with a show of interest which its contents scarcely seemed to warrant.

“How extremely — curious.”

“Fancy a man like Lindsay harbouring such stuff as that! I should think it was curious!”

Though both men used the same adjective one felt that each read into it a different meaning.

When Mr. Nash started to leave the house he found that the dogcart, which he supposed was still in waiting, had disappeared. He asked no questions, but drew his own conclusions. As he passed down the avenue, and perceived that Miss Harding was strolling among the trees, he smiled. So soon as the lady saw him she began to ply him with questions.

“Well, what’s happened?”

“One thing’s happened, you’ve sent away my dogcart.”

She looked at him with mischief in her eyes.

“Walking will do you more good than driving; and it will cost you less. Besides, it will give you an opportunity of exchanging a few words with me. I hope you don’t mind.”

“On the contrary, I’m delighted.”

“What have you found?”

“I’ve found his will; he’s left his daughter everything.”

“Everything! How splendid! I’m so glad he’s left her everything!”

Miss Harding’s face could not have been more radiant had she received a personal benefit.

“I shouldn’t be over hasty in offering her your congratulations if I were you; it’s quite possible that everything won’t amount to very much.”

She seemed struck by his tone even more than by his words.

“Herbert! What do you mean?”

Mr. Nash kicked a pebble with his toe; then he whistled to himself; then he said, just as her patience was at an end — 

“It’s a bit awkward to explain, but it’s this way; Banyard and I have been going through his books and papers, and everything there was to go through; and there was a good deal, as you know; and we haven’t come on anything which points to money or money’s worth. I’ve been putting two and two together, and I rather think I understand the situation; when all’s over and settled I shouldn’t be surprised if Miss Lindsay would be very glad indeed to have your little fortune.”

“My — my little fortune?”

“I’m alluding to the snug little legacy left you by your venerated aunt.”

“It’s — it’s impossible!”

“More impossible things have happened; and I think I’m almost inclined to bet twopence that her fortune’s nearer two thousand shillings than two thousand pounds.”

“Herbert! Herbert!”

“What’s the matter? Why, little girl, you mustn’t take on like that; what a sensitive little thing it is! it’ll be through no fault of yours if she’s left penniless! She’s never been over nice to me, and I’m sure I shan’t worry myself into an early grave if she is.”

“You don’t understand!” she wailed. “You don’t understand.”

By the domestic hearth that evening Dr. Banyard addressed to his wife some more or less sententious remarks, as he puffed at his pipe.

“There’s something wrong up at Cloverlea, confoundedly wrong. I don’t understand what it is, and I don’t like what I do understand. There’s a riddle somewhere, and I’m half afraid we’re not going to find the answer. Mind you, I’ve actually no grounds to go upon, but I don’t trust that man, Nash; I’ve all sorts of doubts about the fellow.”

Mrs. Banyard looked up from her sewing, and smiled; as is the way with wives of some years’ standing she did not always take her husband so seriously as she might have done.

“Poor Mr. Nash! you never do like good-looking men.”

“It isn’t only that.”

“No; but it’s partly that. You funny old man! It doesn’t follow because you’re ugly yourself that all good-looking men are necessarily worthless.”

“Generally speaking, a certain type of good-looking man is worth nothing.”

“And Mr. Nash represents the type? And do you represent Christian charity? What do you suspect him of now? of having the answer to that mysterious riddle?”

“I don’t know; that’s just it, I don’t know; but I doubt him all the same.”


CHAPTER VI

HER LOVE STORY

That night Nora dreamed again — the same dream. It was more real even than before. She was lying in bed — she knew she was in bed, and her father came in at the door. In some strange fashion she had expected him; it was not that she heard him moving along the passage, yet, somehow, she knew that he was there, that he was coming. And, before he actually appeared, she knew that he was in great trouble; when he opened the door, so noiselessly, and without a sound came in, and closed the door again, also without a sound, she knew it even better than before, and his trouble communicated itself to her. In such trouble was he that he was even afraid of her. He remained close to the door, looking timidly towards her as she lay in bed, not daring to approach. So moved was she by his strange timidity that she sat up, and held out her arms to him, calling — 

“Father!” She was sure she called, because she heard her own voice quite clearly; not as it mostly is in dreams, when one hears nothing. But yet he came no closer. Then she saw that he was crying. She called to him again, more eagerly. Then he went, step by step, timidly towards her; until she had her arms about him, and whispered, “Father, tell me what it is that troubles you.” And he tried to tell her, but he could not; he was speechless, and to him his speechlessness was agony. If he only could speak she felt that all might be well with him — and with her; but he was tongue-tied. She tried to think of what it could be that he wished to say to her, and to prompt him; whispering into his ear first this, then that; but it was plain that none of her hints had anything to do with what was in his mind, though once she thought that she might not be far off. When she whispered, “Is it about what I am to do in the future?” his face changed; a sort of convulsion passed all over him; he drew himself away from her, and stood up, raising his arms, seeming to make a frenzied effort to achieve articulation; it even seemed that speech had come to him at last, when, just as words were already almost issuing from his lips, he vanished, and she was alone in the darkness.

Not the least strange part of it was that she was wide awake, having no consciousness of being roused out of sleep; she was sitting up in bed, the tears were streaming down her cheeks, her arms were held out, with about them the oddest feeling of somebody having just been in them. Indeed for a moment or two she could not believe that there was not some one in them still. When she did realize that they were empty she threw herself face downwards in the bed, crying as if her heart would break, because of her father’s woe.

Donald Lindsay was buried on the Thursday — exactly a week after he had been stricken with his death. On the Tuesday and Wednesday she had variations of the same dream, and on the Thursday, the day of the funeral, it was so terrible a dream that the agony of it remained with her until the morning. For a long time afterwards some form of that dream would come to her at intervals. She said nothing of it to any one, though there was a moment when she was on the point of speaking of it to Elaine Harding; but she had it sometimes even in her waking thoughts. The course of events induced in her a kind of dormant conviction not only that the dream was sent to her for some special purpose, and that it had a meaning; but, also, that some day both the purpose and the meaning would be made clear. She knew that it is written that, of old, God spake to men in dreams; she believed it to be possible that, in a dream, God might speak to her. The dream always ended at the same point: just as her father, after an agonizing effort, seemed to be about to speak. She fancied that, some night, it might go on further, and that he might speak to her in his dream, and that with his speaking the purpose and the meaning of it all would be discovered.

On the morning of the funeral, among the other letters, Mrs. Steele, the housekeeper, called her attention to one in particular. No doubt she was aware that, during the last few days, either letters had been left unopened, or the task of opening them relegated to Elaine Harding, who communicated their contents if she pleased.

“Miss Nora,” she said, “this is a letter from Mr. Spencer.”

The girl caught eagerly at it; it was the first sign of eagerness she had lately shown. So soon as Mrs. Steele had gone she opened it. It was from her lover, Robert Spencer; a long letter, on three closely written sheets of foreign note-paper. He was in Sicily; had sent her a gossipy narrative of his wanderings among its ancient places, and among its scenes of beauty. It was full of love, and life, and high spirits; the sort of letter which makes a girl’s heart beat happily; which she cherishes amid her most precious possessions. He told her how he wished that she was with him; that she at least was close at hand, that they might see and enjoy, together, what was so much worth seeing, and enjoying. In mischievous mood he added that when the great day came, on which the sun would rise in their sky for ever, and they were married, he humbly ventured to suggest that part of their honeymoon might be spent where he was then— “that would be to invest Taormina, which is already nearly all halos, with another, the brightest and the best.”

To a girl’s thinking there could be no pleasanter reading than such a letter; she could desire nothing better of the future than that its savour might remain unchanged, and that, throughout the years which were to come, the love of which it was a sign might walk always by her side.

So great was its power that, for a moment, it charmed her to forgetfulness. She saw in it her lover’s face, and looked into his eyes; his voice spoke to her from the pages, and sounded sweetly in her ears. When he wrote of honeymooning the blood came to her cheeks; her lips were parted by a smile; her heart seemed speaking unto his. Even when she remembered, and recalled what day it was, and what shortly was about to happen, the light did not quite fade from her eyes, and the world was not all darkness. The match had been one of the few things respecting which her father had expressed to her his audible satisfaction. It was tacitly understood that the marriage was to take place during the current year. Both lovers were young — Robert Spencer had only just turned twenty-four. The only thing which could be said against him was his lack of means. He had done well both at school and at the university. Without being the least bit of a prig, he was exempt from those vices which the facile standard of the world in which he lived associates with youth. He was tall and strong and handsome; easy-mannered, more than is apt to be the case with the young Englishman of twenty-four; of fluent speech — he had been, in his time, one of the stars of the Union; there was no apparent reason why he should not make for himself, among the men of his own generation, a great name for good. The chief obstacle with which he would have to contend might be, as has been said, the eternal question of pence.

He was the fourth, and youngest, son of the Earl of Mountdennis. Everybody knows that his lordship had more children than money; four sons and five daughters is a liberal allowance for any man; the Earl and the Countess have that number living, and three of their children are dead. At the period of which we are writing all the five daughters were married, though by no means, from their mother’s point of view, all satisfactorily married. The Countess never attempted to conceal the fact that only the first and third had done really well for themselves. According to the same authority, the boys had not done all that they might have done; the heir, Lord Cookham, in particular, had been a bitter disappointment, having been — his mother called it — wicked enough to marry a girl who had no money, and, practically, no family, merely because he loved her. He had been perfectly well aware that, in his case, marriage must mean money; it had been drummed into his ears from his earliest childhood; — family was of no consequence; he had family enough of his own. The one thing wanted was money — sacks full. And the thing was made more cruel by the fact that he might have had any amount of money, had he chosen. He might have had an English girl with a hundred thousand a year, to say nothing of several Americans with a great deal more; instead of which he married a young woman whom he met, as the Countess put it, at “some horrid foreign place,” whose only qualification was that she was generally admitted, by some excellent judges, to be delightful. What, as the Countess pungently inquired, was the use of being delightful if she and her husband had not enough money between them to pay off the family debts, to say nothing of keeping up the family seats. And then they actually started by having three children in less than six years — all girls. It was too perfectly ridiculously absurd!

Montagu, the second son, had refused to marry at all, so his mother said; though it was not known that any girls had ever actually asked him. It was understood that he had made money in Africa, though he showed not the slightest inclination to squander it among his relatives; he had even declined to what his mother termed “lend” her five thousand pounds to be spent on “doing up” Holtye, which was the seat the Earl and the Countess principally favoured. Such conduct, she declared, was inhuman, but “so like Montagu.” Arthur, the third son, had done best for himself from at least a financial point of view. He had married Mrs. Parkes-Peters, the widow of the contractor who left three millions. It was true that nasty things had been said of some of his most successful contracts; but, after all, the man was dead. It was also true that no one knew who, or what, his widow was before he married her; it was, if possible, even more true that she was older than her second husband. She herself admitted that she was his senior by ten years — the world said it ought to be twenty. But as she proved to be an ideal wife from the point of view of the man who marries for money, such trifles could hardly be said to count. Their friends asserted that she gave him a thousand pounds every time he kissed her — really no husband could want more.

And yet both his parents were aware that one need not be hypercritical to be able to see objections even against Arthur’s wife. There remained, therefore, to them but one hope — their fourth son, Robert. Theirs must have been a sanguine temperament — when one knew them one felt as if they had only one between them — because, after all their disappointments, they still built on him a castle in Spain, of their own design. It really seemed as if that castle was to be actually reared. Robert had set his affections on Miss Lindsay, and that without the least prompting from either of them; as they knew, from painful experience, in such cases one sometimes had to do such a lot of prompting. They frankly admitted that, looking at the matter as a whole, he could hardly have been expected to do better — to begin with. Cloverlea was quite a nice place, and, as it were, next door to Holtye; there were only nine miles between them. It was kept up in excellent style; the Earl, who was supposed to know something about such things, assured his wife that it probably cost Donald Lindsay at least ten thousand a-year. It was true that its owner was by way of being a curiosity; but then his eccentricities — if they could be called eccentricities — were not of a kind which would be likely to injure his daughter. And she was his only child. In her capacity of young woman nothing whatever could be urged against her; the Earl and Countess were entirely at one in agreeing with Robert that, in that respect, she was all that there was of the most charming. Obviously, when her father died, she would be more than comfortably off. The only thing to be considered was, what would she have until he died — in case she took unto herself a husband. On this point, also, everything was as it should be.

The Earl rode over to Cloverlea one day, when its master happened to be at home, and had a talk with him — than which nothing could be more satisfactory. Lindsay told his visitor, in that plain outspoken way of his, that he was satisfied with the result of inquiries he had been making about the Hon. Robert, and that, in consequence, five thousand a year would be settled on Nora if he married her. Besides this, he would present her, as a wedding gift, with a suitable house in town, and all the furniture. He added, with one of his rare, grim smiles, which the earl interpreted in a fashion of his own, that it was possible that one day she would be much richer than people thought.

The Earl told the Countess, on his return to Holtye, that he should not be surprised if the man was a millionaire. Anyhow his offer was most generous; especially as Robert was the youngest of nine, and had, literally, nothing but himself and his family to bring his wife. The Countess wondered vaguely if, on the strength of the matrimonial alliance which was to unite the two families, Mr. Lindsay might not be induced to advance what she described as “something decent” in order that something might be done to Holtye, which was falling to pieces, and where the furniture was in a scandalous condition. The Earl, who knew that his wife had been searching for years for some one who would play the part of fairy prince towards their family domain, merely remarked that it would be time enough to think of all that kind of thing when the pair were married.

Nora had not been actually informed of the arrangements which had been made for the commercial success of her love-match, but she knew quite well that it never would have entered the domain of practical politics if they had not been satisfactory. Robert was perfectly frank upon the point; he was frank with her about everything; it was his nature to be frank. He told her that he had not a shilling of his own, and never had.

“My aunt paid for me at Eton, and, afterwards, at the ‘Varsity; so far as I know, she’s paid for me ever since I was born; I believe she’s even bought my clothes. I don’t know why, because we’re not a bit in sympathy; though she’s a dear, on lines of her own, which are peculiar. She’s only just on speaking terms with my mother, who’s her own sister; and the things she says of my father are dreadful — he’s really the most inoffensive of men. She has never lived in England since I can remember; she says she can’t afford it. The truth is, she’s never happy except in pursuit of her health; she passes from one ‘cure’ place to another, in possession of a number of complaints which nobody understands, but which suit her constitution admirably. She has about two thousand a year of her own, and spends most of it on doctors; though she declares, to their faces, that she never met one yet who knew what he is talking about. Out of what is left after the doctors are paid she is at present allowing me three hundred pounds a year, which is very good of her; especially considering two facts, the one being that I really have no claim on her at all, and the other that the three hundred is sometimes nearly four; for instance, last year she gave me fifty pounds as a birthday present, and twenty-five as a Christmas-box. So you see that I really am a pauper, living upon charity, and that I never ought to have dared to love you at all; only I couldn’t help it — who could?”

She had laughed at him.

“Lots of people. Of course, it’s very sad that you should be so poor; but I dare say, if we are careful, we can manage; and you know there is such a thing as love in a cottage — would the prospect of such a fate as that seem to you so very frightful?”

“Frightful! I wouldn’t mind it a bit; would you?”

“I dare say I could put up with it for a time.”

“It should only be for a time, I promise you. I’m handicapped by being who I am, but I don’t think I’m an utter fool. I’ve always taken it for granted that I should have to make my own way, and, to the best of my ability, I’ve provided myself with the necessary tools; I believe that I could make my own way in the world as well as another man. You have only to say the word, and I’ll make it first and woo you afterwards.”

“Thank you; I’m content with things as they are; I’m sorry you’re not.”

This was said with a twinkle in her eyes which was meant to provoke him to warmth, and it did.

“Nora! do you wish me to — shake you?”

“I don’t mind.”

He did do something to her; but she was not shaken.


CHAPTER VII

THE PUZZLE WHICH DONALD LINDSAY LEFT BEHIND HIM

Donald Lindsay was buried on a glorious afternoon, when all the world seemed at its best and brightest. Carriages from all parts of the district represented their absent owners, but only four mourners were actually present. Nora and Elaine stood together on one side of the grave, confronting Dr. Banyard and Mr. Nash. Afterwards the four were again together in the room at Cloverlea which Nora regarded as in an especial sense her own. The blinds at last were drawn; the windows stood wide open; the April sun, warm enough for June, came streaming in, but it brought no brightness to those within. Each of the quartette seemed to be singularly ill at ease. It was not strange that such should have been the case with Nora; it was her hour of trial. But why Elaine Harding should have been unlike her usual self was not so obvious. An impartial observer, knowing her well, would have said that she had never appeared to such little advantage. Black never became her; either because she was physically unwell, or for some more obscure reason, that afternoon, in her mourning, she looked almost hideous. Had she been at liberty to choose, she would have been present neither at the funeral nor afterwards in Nora’s room; but she had not seen her way to refuse compliance with Nora’s positive request. Since Mr. Nash had told her of his, and Dr. Banyard’s, failure to find among the dead man’s papers anything to show that he had left any real provision for his daughter at all, she had been living in what seemed to her to be a continual nightmare. Day and night she was haunted by the three thousand one hundred and twenty-seven pounds which she had regarded as treasure-trove. Had she not taken it for granted that Nora would be a rich woman she would not have touched a farthing; of that she was certain. It was the conviction that such a sum would mean nothing to Nora which had been the irresistible temptation. Had it been in her power she would have replaced the money even then, and would have been only too glad to do it, though it left her penniless. But she had learnt what has to be learnt by all of us, how much easier it is to do than to undo. Any attempt in the direction of restitution would mean not only exposure, but ruin. Herbert Nash had to be considered. He had had two hundred pounds of the money; what he had done with it he alone knew. Then he had swallowed the tale of her aunt’s legacy; she was perfectly well aware that if it had not been for that supposititious two thousand pounds she would never have been his promised wife. Was she to tell him now that she had lied? What explanation was she to offer him if she did? Would he not be entitled to regard her as some unspeakable thing? She did not doubt that his love would turn to scorn; that he would cast her from him with loathing and disgust.

No; anything rather than that; for she loved him.

On the other hand, if it was true that Nora had been left a pauper? and she had robbed her of her all! Would that fact not be shouted at her from out of the flaming sky for ever and for aye? would not the face of God be turned from her through all eternity? And how often, and how fervently, she had prayed that God might guide and bless her. She dared not think of the punishment which must inevitably crown so great a sin. She racked her brain to find some way out of the peril which threatened her on every hand; if only she could light on some plausible compromise. And at last she thought — she hoped — that she had discovered something which would relieve the situation at the point of its greatest strain. Three thousand one hundred and twenty-seven pounds she had — found; she had told Mr. Nash that her aunt had left two thousand. Her idea had been that she would have a good, round sum in hand, unknown to him, which, in case of need, would be of service in a tight place. What was to prevent her, should the tale of Nora’s impoverishment turn out to be correct, disclosing the existence of that balance of over a thousand pounds; her fertile brain would easily invent some reasonable explanation; though that tale of the legacy would not do for Nora, who knew too much of her family affairs. Then she might insist on Nora accepting it as — what should she call it? a gift? a loan? It did not matter what she called it so long as Nora took the money; and she would have to take it. In that case Nora would regard her as her benefactor, instead of — what she was.

It is wonderful with what ointments we try to salve our consciences. At intervals Elaine was almost pleased with herself as she thought of how, if the worst came to the worst, she was going to present Nora with more than a thousand pounds. Yet that afternoon, in that pleasant room, in which she and her friend had spent so many happy hours, she was as one who knew not peace.

Nor did it seem to be peace with Mr. Nash. If one might judge from his physiognomy he did not appear to be at all inclined to congratulate himself on the position which it seemed likely he would occupy, of administrator of the dead man’s estate. Such a position would mean something for him, if it meant nothing for anybody else; in such a case a lawyer always esteems himself worthy of his hire; and he sees that he gets it. Yet he looked as if he would have preferred to have been almost anywhere else rather than where he was.

The same remark applied to Dr. Banyard; though even a superficial observer might have guessed that the two men were troubled because of different things. A keen judge of human nature might have perceived that the doctor was troubled because of Nora; Herbert Nash because of himself.

The order of the proceedings was singular; it required pressure to induce Nora to sit down.

“I would much rather stand,” she said. “I don’t know what you have to say to me; but I hope that, whatever it is, it won’t take long; I feel as if I can’t sit; I would much sooner listen standing if you don’t mind.”

But the doctor did mind; he would not have it; he made her sit. Then nothing would satisfy her but that Elaine should sit by her; which was agony to Miss Harding, who was in the condition which is known as being all over pins and needles; it would have been a relief to have been able to scream.

“Now, Nash,” inquired the doctor, when the two young women, looking, in their several ways, pictures of misery, were seated on adjacent chairs, “where are those papers? Let’s get to business; and be as brief and as clear as you can.”

Nash, with what was almost a hang-dog air, took some papers out of a black leather bag. Untying the tape which bound them together he began. His tale was neither very brief nor very clear; though his meaning was plain enough when it was ended. The dead man had left everything to his daughter; but he had nothing to leave; that was what it came to. There was less than a hundred pounds at the bank; and there was Cloverlea and the contents of the house. On the debit side there were debts amounting, so far as could be ascertained, to several thousand pounds; claims had come in from wholly unexpected quarters for large sums. If they had to be paid at once that would involve a forced sale of Cloverlea, and that would probably mean that very little would be left for Nora.

The faces of the two girls, as this state of affairs was being unfolded, were studies. On Miss Harding’s face there came, by degrees, an expression of actual agony, as if her lover was playing the part of a torturer, whose every word was a fresh turn of the rack, or of the thumbscrew. Nora’s face, on the other hand, as she began to perceive the point at which Mr. Nash was aiming, suggested anger rather than pain; the same suggestion was in her voice, as she addressed a question to him, so soon as he showed signs of having finished.

“Do you wish me to understand that my father has left no money?”

Mr. Nash looked down, as if unwilling to meet her eyes.

“Neither Dr. Banyard nor I have been able to find anything which points to money, I am sorry to say.”

“You needn’t be sorry.” She turned to Dr. Banyard; with, as she did so, something in her manner which was hardly flattering to Mr. Nash. “If my father has left no money on what have we been living? Does Mr. Nash mean that my father spent all his money before he died? because, if he does, I tell him, quite plainly, that I don’t believe it.”

The doctor got up. It was a peculiarity of his that, while he was always anxious that others should sit still, he never could do so himself when he was moved. Thrusting his hands into his trousers pockets he began to fidget about the room.

“That’s the point,” he exclaimed. “It’s a pity, my dear Miss Lindsay, that your father didn’t take you more into his confidence.”

“He was entitled to do as he pleased.”

“Precisely! and he did as he pleased! and this is the result! that you know nothing; that we know nothing; and, apparently, that we can find out nothing. We have been in communication with his London club; they tell us that he was an occasional attendant; that, so far as they know, this was his only address; that sometimes, but not often, letters came for him; but there are none awaiting him at present; they can give us no further information, and we have not the dimmest notion who can. Let me add a sort of postscript to what Mr. Nash has told you, which will shed another sidelight on the position. It is now about five years since your father bought Cloverlea. Ever since he bought it he has paid three thousand pounds into the local bank four times each year, always in notes and gold, which, as you are possibly aware, is not a form in which such payments are usually made. His next payment, if he intended to follow his usual rule, was due last week, to be exact, last Friday; for four years in succession he has paid in three thousand pounds, in notes and gold, on the first Friday in April. He was taken ill, as you know, on Thursday; if he had intended to make his usual payment on the following day the money would have been in his possession; we should have found it; we have found nothing.”

Although no one seemed to notice it, Miss Harding looked as if she were trembling on the verge of a serious attack of illness. Her face was white and drawn, her eyes were half closed, her mouth was tightly shut, her hand was pressed against her side, as if compelled to that position by sudden pain. The doctor, oblivious of the fact that it looked as if his services would presently be required, went remorselessly on.

“The only possible alternative is that the money was stolen, and that after he was taken ill; you know what likelihood there is of that. But in order to leave no room for doubt we have questioned every one connected with the household; I am bound to say that we have discovered nothing in the least suspicious.”

“Of course not; I wish I had known what you were doing, I would have stopped it. The idea of supposing that any one here would rob me; there is not a creature about the place I would not trust with my life.”

This was Nora; her words were like poisoned darts to at least one of her hearers. The doctor continued.

“Just so; but allow me to point out, Miss Lindsay, the inference which may be drawn from what we have been able to learn of your father’s methods. He has paid twelve thousand pounds a year into the local bank, invariably in notes and gold, never a cheque among the lot; does not this suggest that he wished to conceal, even from his bankers, the source from which the money came?”

“I don’t see why you say that.”

“If their ledgers contained the record of his having paid in even so much as a single cheque we might have been able to trace the history of that cheque, and in so doing might have lighted upon something which would have served as the key to the whole puzzle; if, that is, we could discover some one who ever paid him anything we might find out why he paid, and so might chance upon a clue which in the end might show us where his income came from. As it is we have nothing to go upon; and I can’t help thinking that he meant his bankers should have nothing to go upon; whether he intended that you should be in the same position is another question. The consequence is, as matters stand, I am bound to say so, my dear Miss Nora, it is no use blinking the truth — —”

“Please tell me what you believe to be the truth; pray don’t what you call blink it.”

“It is a perfectly fair deduction to draw that he had come to the end of his resources, whatever they may have been; quite conceivably the immediate cause of his illness was the consciousness that it was so; I am free to confess that, in this connection, the absence of the three thousand pounds, his usual quarterly payment into the bank, and, indeed, of any cash, is significant. I can only hope, Miss Nora, that you know something which will place the matter in quite a different aspect.”

When the doctor ceased there was silence. Mr. Nash, fidgeting with his papers, seemed disposed to let his eyes rest anywhere rather than on the faces of his companions. Miss Harding, judging from her appearance, continually hovered on the verge of collapse; that no one noticed her condition showed how the others were preoccupied. Of the four Nora still bore herself as the one who was most at ease. She sat up straight; well back on her chair; her hands lying idle on her lap; a look upon her face which suggested an assurance which nothing they might say to her could touch; when she spoke she held her head a little back, with, in her wide-open eyes, what was almost the glint of a smile.

“I don’t know what you call knowledge. I can only say that I am sure that you have not yet got to the root of the matter; that there is still something to be explained; because I am convinced that my father has left behind him a great deal of money.”

“It is more than probable you are right; nothing will surprise me more than to learn that he hasn’t; all that is wanted is a clue. Tell us on what you found your conviction.”

“It is not altogether easy, but I’ll try.” The faintest touch of colour tinged her cheeks. “You know I am engaged to be married. My father, in congratulating me, said that the fact that Mr. Spencer had no money wouldn’t matter, because I should have enough for both. I am sure he would not have said that had it not been true; I know my father.”

“In other words, he practically told you that, after he was gone, he would leave you well provided for.”

“That was what it amounted to, yes.”

“He said nothing about the quarter from which the provision was to come?”

“He said nothing except what I have told you; but, for me, that is enough.”

“No doubt, Miss Nora, but what we want is something which will tell us where the money which he spoke of is to be found.”

“It will be found.”

“Where? how? when? These questions must be answered.”

“They will be answered, in God’s good time.”

The doctor gave an impatient gesture.

“I wish to say nothing in the least impious; but if it is to be in good time the answer must come now; before Cloverlea is sold, and you are homeless.”

“Cloverlea — sold?” The notion seemed to startle her. “Who talks of selling Cloverlea?”

“My dear young lady, here’s a creditor for over four thousand pounds, who writes to say that if his claim is not settled at once proceedings will immediately be taken against your father’s estate — —”

“Four thousand pounds! To whom did my father owe four thousand pounds?”

“That’s the worst of it; it’s a money-lender.”

“A money-lender?”

“The fellow holds your father’s paper — promissory notes — to the amount of nearly four thousand five hundred pounds, which is now overdue; and he says he has other paper, which will mature shortly, to the extent of another five thousand pounds. And he is not the only one; claims have been raining in from similar gentry. It actually appears that your father owed them at least thirty thousand pounds.”

“I don’t believe it.”

The doctor shrugged his shoulders.

“I found it hard to credit; but — there are the bills, accepted by your father; what do you suggest? that they are forgeries?”

“At present I suggest nothing; what can I suggest? But I do not believe that my father ever borrowed money from a usurer.”

“I am afraid that this is not a matter with which we can deal as a question of belief; do you propose to contest these claims? If so, notice must be given at once; you must clearly understand what that would mean; you would have to prove that the signatures upon these bills, which purport to be your father’s, are forgeries; I don’t know in which event the consequences would be more serious, if you proved it or if you failed to prove it.”

“How do the people who hold these bills pretend they got them?”

“Guldenheim, who is the chief holder, is, in his way, a perfectly respectable man, and enormously rich. I called on him yesterday to put that question. He looked me up and down; and then observed that if payment was not made this week he should commence proceedings, when he would supply the Court with all the necessary information; then he asked his clerk to show me to the door. I am afraid there was something in the manner in which I asked the question which he resented, and perhaps was entitled to resent.”

“What will be the result if he does take proceedings?”

“Probably in a short time you’ll have the sheriff’s officers in the house, and, perhaps before you’ve had time to turn round, you’ll be left without a roof to cover you. Whatever happens we must avoid that.”

“How are we going to avoid it? How are we going to find money with which to pay these men?”

“My proposal is that the creditors should be called together all of them; we will explain to them exactly how matters stand; and then I think, for their own sakes, they will join with us in making the best of what your father has left.”

“As you say that Cloverlea is all that my father has left I presume that means that, in any case, Cloverlea will have to be sold, that we, my home and I, are at the mercy of a gang of usurers.”

“I am afraid I don’t see what else is to be done.”

“Thank you; that is all I wish to know.” She stood up, very erect; on her face there was still no sign of bitterness, only a quiet calmness, which was in strange contrast with the conspicuous lack of ease which marked the bearing of the others. “Do not suppose,” she said, in a voice which was very soft and gentle, “that I am not grateful to you both for all that you have done for me. I had thought it possible, Mr. Nash, that the share you were taking in straightening out my small affairs might be of permanent use to you; I hoped you would allow me to retain you as my lawyer; but it seems that’s not to be, that I’m not likely to want a lawyer very long. I’m sorry for both our sakes. For the trouble you have taken, doctor, no words of mine can thank you; because you — you’re my very dear friend, and I fear you’ll insist on making my sorrows your own, and — and that mustn’t be.” She stopped, as if, for the moment, she was unable to continue; and then added, “I’ll think over all that you have said.”

Without another word she left the room. The trio neither moved nor spoke some seconds after she had gone. Then Elaine Harding started to her feet with what sounded like a sob of passion.

“It’s cruel!” she cried. “Cruel! I don’t believe it’s so bad as you make it out to be, I won’t believe it! If Mr. Lindsay were still alive you wouldn’t accuse him of the dreadful things you now pretend he’s done, you wouldn’t dare to do it!”

She rushed away in what seemed an agony of tears. The doctor stared at the door through which she had vanished; then he turned and stared at Nash; then he laughed queerly.

“Well! who’d have thought she’d such a temper! I like her better for it, the little whirlwind! She might as well have accused us of conspiracy to defraud Miss Lindsay; what do you think of that?”

“Women,” observed Mr. Nash, with downcast eyes, and a wry smile, “are capable of anything.”


CHAPTER VIII

A PHILANTHROPIST

Nora went to her bedroom. It was a pleasant room; as it was then it was practically her own creation; it represented her ideal of what her sleeping chamber ought to be. She had even invested it with an air of romance, as girls, when they are at the most romantic period of their lives, sometimes will do. There are girls who regard their bedrooms as if they were parts of themselves. Nora was one of them; she regarded her bedroom as if it were part of herself.

As she entered it that afternoon, it seemed to her that there was something strange about it, as if something had come into the atmosphere which was not present when she was in it last. It disturbed her, until she understood that the change was in her; that she had already unconsciously realized that this room, which had meant to her so many things, which she supposed would be hers for ever, might, probably, soon be hers no longer. With that feeling in her mind the room could never again be to her what it had been before; she felt almost as if she were a stranger in it then. Seating herself at her writing-table, she took the Bible which lay on the little shelf in front, and read in it, trying her hardest to concentrate her attention on its pages; but it was not easy, even the sacred words came to her through a mist. But when she closed the book, and went and knelt beside the bed, pillowing her face on the coverlet, as she had done again and again, times without number; alike in her infrequent moments of sorrow — she knew then what pigmy things those sorrows had been! and in her abounding hours of joy; — it was almost with a sense of terror that it was borne in upon her what great happiness she in truth had known — there came to her, as she continued to kneel, that peace which she so earnestly desired; so that she arose from prayer refreshed, and with that courage in her heart which refreshment brings. Placing herself on the armchair which stood by the open window, resting her arms on the sill, looking at the green world, perhaps without seeing how green and beautiful it was, so far as she could, she thought it all out.

And the more she thought the more clearly she apprehended that life for her — life as she hitherto had understood it — was at an end already, before it had scarcely begun, if the things which she had heard were true. She must depart from Cloverlea, and all that it stood for, and go out into a world, of which she knew nothing, to earn her own bread; she wondered, with an odd little smile, how she was going to set about it; if the picture was as black as it had just been painted. But was it? In her heart of hearts she doubted. Although she had been in such slight communion with her father; although his attitude towards her had been, in many respects, so unfatherlike; she believed that she had understood him, and that they had had much more in common than he had chosen to let it appear; — it would require a great deal to convince her that she was wrong.

She was fortified in her belief by a curious idea which, almost in spite of herself, obsessed her more and more; that she understood him better now that he was dead than she had done when he was living; that she was closer to him now than she had been then; that she saw more clearly into his very heart, and knew what manner of man he really was; and she knew that he was not the kind of man he must have been if the things which she had heard were true. He was incapable of falsehood; in small things, as in large, the soul of honour; he had not lied when he had told her that there would be enough for Robert as well as for her. Even then she had gathered more from what he said than his actual words; and she had understood that he had meant that she should gather more. She believed that he had wished her to know that in the future she would be a rich woman, and that his brief speech had been intended to convey that meaning; she was persuaded that he would not have meant it if it had not been true.

Yet, how was she to reconcile these things with the facts as they appeared at present? What explanation would make them harmonize? She did not know; she admitted to herself that she did not know; still she was convinced that, when everything was known, her father’s truth would be established.

While Nora thought and thought; in the pretty bedchamber which had been assigned to her as an honoured guest, Elaine Harding was wrestling with troubles of her own, and her troubles were worse than Nora’s. In her dressing-case, under a false bottom, were nearly three thousand pounds which did not belong to her; the dressing-case itself had been a gift from Nora, who had shown her the false bottom with glee, pointing out what a safe hiding-place it would be for any special treasures she might desire to keep from prying eyes. Almost the first use she had made of it had been to conceal the huge sum of which she had robbed the giver.

How she hated herself for what she had done! how gladly she would have restored the money to its place upon the dead man’s table! She understood now what it had been doing there; doubtless it was the amount which it was his custom to pay into the bank each quarter, which it had been his intention to deliver on the morrow. God had intervened on the one hand, the devil on the other; she had played the devil’s game; — fool! idiot! wretch that she had been! She realized quite clearly that that money would never bring any good to her; that it would lie like some obscene incubus on her whole life; even if she bought a husband with the proceeds of her stealing, how could she expect that such a marriage would be blest? The dressing-case itself had become a sort of monomania; not only did she keep it locked, but she hid it in her trunk and kept that locked; even then she was continually haunted by fears that some one was taking liberties with her property, as she had done with that of others. Suppose, by some mischance, the secret of that false bottom was discovered, what would happen then? She did not dare to think. What a fool she had been to tell Herbert Nash that tale about the legacy. It was not only a gratuitous, it was a foolish lie; she had seen that for herself almost as soon as it was told. He had only to make the most superficial inquiries, the falsehood would be discovered. She felt like biting her tongue out every time she thought of it. Her only excuse was that she had done it on the spur of the moment, without thinking; yielding to a temptation which was stronger than her. If only she did not love him! with so strange and violent a love that she had been willing to do what she had done rather than that he should not love her, rather than that she should not win him for her own! If, now, he were to find her out — what she had done — for his sake, what would he think of her then? But he should not find out; she would take care that he did not find out; rather than he should find out she would continue as she had begun, at whatever cost to herself, and to others.

Therefore it seemed to her disordered, tortured, twisted brain, that there was only one thing to be done, to make amends, to wipe off some of the blackness from her sin. She had told him that her aunt had left two thousand pounds. Well, he should have it. He had already had two hundred; there would be fifteen hundred for a share in Mr. Dawson’s practice; the rest would be required to furnish a house, so that they might be married at once — on that point she was resolved, that there should be no delay about their being married; after what had happened she would be in constant agony till she had become his wife, and, so far, safe. He could not put his wife from him, even if he did find out. She was inclined to make it a condition that he should marry her before she gave him another farthing; in that way she would make sure of him. Even then, after the whole of the two thousand had been expended, more than a thousand pounds would still remain. It looked as if a thousand pounds would be a fortune to Nora Lindsay; a windfall from the skies; manna from heaven, which would at least preserve her from starvation. Nora should have the superfluous thousand; she would insist on it. It was true that such a sum would be most useful to a young couple, just married; but what did that matter, in face of Nora’s pressing need? It was only too probable that they would be occasionally pinched; Herbert had explained that his income from a share of Mr. Dawson’s practice would not, at the beginning, be large; there were eventualities for which they ought to be prepared; but such considerations were as nothing when one thought of Nora. She must be considered before anything else; she who had been such a faithful, such a generous friend; the whole of that thousand pounds should be hers.

By the time that Miss Harding had finally decided that this should be so she had nearly worked herself into a consciousness of virtue. When you looked facts in the face, from one point of view, it was generous to give away such a sum as that, especially when you remembered how much she stood in need of it herself; beyond a doubt that was how it would appear to Nora. Nora would appreciate her beneficence; would realize that this was the result of being kind to her humble friend in the days of her prosperity; the knowledge that the bread which she had cast upon the waters had returned to her after many days ought to make her — well, it ought to make her more contented with the measure which had been meted out to her; Elaine felt that it ought.

What Miss Harding had to do next was to invent some plausible explanation of how the money had come into her hands, and she was aware that that was not easy. So hard, indeed, was it to find that explanation that, in her despair, she nearly decided, after all, to relinquish her philanthropic scheme. But she would not do that — she could not do it; she had said that Nora should have the money, and she should. The misfortune was that Nora knew so much about her; it would be impossible to produce an aunt for her; Nora would refuse to swallow that aunt. Being intimately acquainted with the family history, she was pretty well aware that all the members of the Harding family would not be able to produce a thousand pounds between them. And then — there were other things. Only a short time ago Nora had “obliged” her, as Elaine phrased it, with the “loan” of a ten-pound note; if Miss Harding had had a thousand pounds laid by she would hardly have wanted those ten sovereigns.

So elusive did that explanation seem, so persistently did it refuse to come at her bidding, that Elaine brushed back her pretty hair with her pretty hands with what she intended to be a frenzied gesture, which was certainly not unbecoming, and at that moment she formed a resolution. She would go to Nora there and then, straight off, and approach the subject gently, trusting to the inspiration of the moment to provide her with the lie which would sound like truth, which it was so necessary that she should find to aid her in her beneficent purpose. No one knew better than she did how quickly her wits could come to her assistance at a pinch; with characteristic courage she took it for granted that they would not fail her when she was alone with Nora, and heart was speaking unto heart. In so doing she overlooked one factor — the unexpected. Experience had taught her that when she was hard pressed her wits could be relied upon, but hitherto she had always found herself in situations for which she was more or less prepared. The immediate future had something in store for her which was wholly unexpected.


CHAPTER IX

THE BUTLER

Elaine’s room was at some distance from Nora’s; they were in different wings. Miss Harding, whose habits were, in some respects, peculiar, always preferred that her room should not be too close to her friend’s; though Nora herself would have liked to have had her nearer. To reach Miss Lindsay Elaine had to traverse a lengthy passage, which was divided in the centre by a square opening, which was used sometimes as a lounge. As Miss Harding moved along some one came out of this recess, and addressed her. It was Morgan, the butler.

Mr. Morgan was tall and fair — very fair. His face and eyebrows, and eyelashes, and hair were all of the same colour; it had rather an odd effect, which some people thought unpleasant. Many persons have an uncomfortable habit of never looking you in the face; he had what some felt was a nearly equally uncomfortable habit of never looking away from your face; he regarded any one with whom he might be talking with a fixed, impassive stare, which never faltered; there was a quality in his light greyish-blue eyes which, under such circumstances, was occasionally disconcerting. Miss Harding, who, in her way, was shrewd enough, had never known what to make of him; more than once, during her visits to Cloverlea, she had had a vague feeling that his demeanour towards her was not quite all that it ought to have been; the feeling came to her with unpleasant force as he stood before her then. Yet nothing could have been more decorous than his bearing; while he spoke with the softly modulated voice with which a well-trained servant ought to speak.

“I beg your pardon, Miss Harding, but can I speak to you for a moment?”

She said him neither yea nor nay, but put to him a question in return.

“What is it, Morgan?”

“It’s about these.”

He was extending towards her, on his open palm, what she perceived were three sovereigns. Whose they were, whence they came, what they meant, she had not a notion; but all at once she was conscious, not only of a curious fluttering of the heart, but of a desire to get away from him as quickly as she could.

“I can’t stop now; if you have anything you wish to say you must say it later; I’m going to Miss Lindsay, she’s waiting for me; and — I’m not feeling very well.”

Why she added that last remark she did not know; a second after she wished it had been left unuttered — he fastened on it with such singular eagerness.

“You’re not looking well — I’ve noticed it.”

She was just about to hurry on, but there was something about the way in which he spoke which induced her to pause; something impertinent, which stung her, so that she regarded him with angry eyes, and replied to him with scorn.

“It’s very good of you.”

“I’ve noticed that you’ve not been looking well — ever since last Thursday.”

This time he spoke with a significance which startled her, though she did not understand.

“Why since last Thursday?”

“I’ll tell you. I was in the study when you were. After you had gone I found these three sovereigns. One was lying on the floor, and the other two were lodged on the shelves of the bookcase. And ever since then I’ve noticed that you’ve not been looking well.”

A great horror was stealing over her, which she tried to get the better of, but failed. He regarded her with that impassive stare of his, which compelled her eyes to be fixed on his, whether they would or they would not.

“I — I don’t know what you — what you mean.”

It was strange how her voice trembled; his was steady enough, like the voice of doom.

“I’ll explain. You remember last Thursday, the day on which the master was taken ill? I don’t think you’re ever likely to forget it. It occurred to me, after dinner, that the lamp had been left lighted, and the window open; so I went to put out the one and shut the other. When I got into the room, rather to my surprise, I found that the lamp was out, though the window was still open. As I stood there, in the darkness, I heard some one outside, coming along the terrace; presently you appeared at the open window. The moon was shining through the window, and you stood right in the moonshine, so that I saw you as plainly as if it had been daylight. But in the room it was darker; I expect that, coming in out of the moonlight, it seemed darker to you than it did to me. You didn’t know I was there; I suppose that, being in a bit of a hurry, and with your thoughts all fixed on one thing, you took it for granted that the room was empty. It was rather funny — that’s how it struck me at the time, and that’s how it’s struck me more than once; but perhaps that’s because I’ve got a very keen eye for anything humorous.

“You went right across the room towards the oak bookcase which stands on the other side of the door, passing so close to me that I felt the wind of your skirts against my trousers as you passed, and I guessed that you knew what you were after before you came there, though I never guessed for a moment what it was. The bookcase was in the shadow, and mine not being cat’s eyes, I couldn’t see all that you were doing; but I could hear; and there are times when the sense of hearing conveys a good deal of information. I heard you takedown some of the books, then a rustling, then the chink of money. By that time you may be sure that I was all ears, and eyes — mine had almost become cat’s eyes before you’d finished. I saw that you had something white in your hand, which I guessed was your pocket-handkerchief; and I partly saw, and partly heard, that you were shovelling coins on it which you were taking from one of the bookcase shelves. Either there were too many coins for such a small handkerchief — those handkerchiefs of yours are pretty, but they’re small; I like one which is about the size of a towel — or else you were a little clumsy; you’re not, as a rule, I know; I’ve often been struck by the natty way you have of doing things; but perhaps being in such a hurry made you a trifle nervous. Anyhow, as you’re aware, you dropped some of the coins which you were putting into the handkerchief; I heard them fall, and so did you. You stooped to pick them up. I expected every second that you’d strike a match, or get a light somehow; in which case you’d have seen me, and it might have been funnier still. But you didn’t. You felt, and felt, and felt; I take it that you thought you’d felt everywhere, and that as you could feel no more of the coins, that you’d picked up all you’d dropped. Presently, whether satisfied or not upon that point, you went out the way that you’d come in.”

Mr. Morgan paused, and Miss Harding tried to breathe. It seemed to her that she was choking; that she was bound about as if with bands of iron. If there was anything peculiar in her appearance the butler made no comment; he went on in his easy, softly modulated tones.

“I heard you return along the terrace; I waited till I could hear no more of you; then I shut the window, and drew the curtains; then I lit the lamp, and with its aid I subjected the room to a careful examination, and in less than five seconds I found a sovereign on the floor by the bookcase, and then two more on the shelves. Here they are.”

He again extended his hand, with the three shining discs on the open palm. She started back from them, gasping, as if they were dangerous things, of which she stood in physical terror.

“I’ve marked each coin — see? I want you to notice them carefully, so that you may recognize them, if you see them again.” He held up one of the coins between his finger and thumb. “Of course when I found these I knew what had happened; understood it all — better even than you did. I knew some of the governor’s little ways, which perhaps you didn’t; a man in my position has to keep a sharp look-out; it’s part of his duty — to himself. I knew all about the governor’s habit of paying into his banking account three thousand pounds every quarter, in notes and gold, which Dr. Banyard has been telling you young ladies about, as if it was news; I’d seen the money on his table, that afternoon when I was helping to carry him away, the next day being his usual one for paying in, I knew what it was there for. He was a man of regular habits, was my late governor; though some of them were queer ones. There wasn’t any of it left, except these three sovereigns which, in the dark, had escaped your notice. Because why? — because you’d taken the lot. I consider that a remarkable thing for any one to do, especially for a real young lady. Never before, in my experience, have I known the friend of the house take instant advantage of the host’s sudden illness to play a game like that. Remarkable, I call it; most remarkable.”

Each time that Mr. Morgan paused the girl before him gasped, as if the mere cessation of his speech removed from her some sense of constriction, which prevented the free play of her lungs.

“Don’t suppose,” he continued, with what he possibly intended to be affability, “that I am saying this to you in any unfriendly spirit; because I’m not — nothing of the kind. I’ve always felt that there was in you the makings of something remarkable, though I must admit that you’ve gone beyond my expectations. I’ve always liked you, Miss Harding; in fact, I’ve nearly more than liked you. I want you to understand that you’ve made of me what you might call an unintentional confidant; so why should there be any barriers between us? Socially there are none to speak of. Your father’s a poor country parson, mine was a schoolmaster; there isn’t much to choose between them; if I was asked I should say that I don’t think much of either. Pecuniarily the advantage is all on my side, as I happen to know; and that in spite of the three thousand pounds you have of somebody else’s. Very comfortable I could make a wife, if I had one; she’d be quite the lady. I’ve no complaint to make about your manner towards me in public; I humbly venture to hope that after this intimation of my friendly feeling towards you, you’ll be even affable when we’re alone together — if ever we are. It’s all up with everything here; from what I happen to know, I shouldn’t be surprised if the house, and all that’s in it, was sold for what it will fetch in a surprisingly short space of time. Then we shall all be parted. Miss Lindsay will go her way — though I don’t know what way that’ll be; you’ll go yours, and I shall go mine. This will be my last taste of service. When you meet me again afterwards you’ll find me a perfect gentleman, whom you won’t be a bit ashamed to introduce to your friends; and I assure you I’ll do my best to earn their respect and esteem. I won’t detain you any longer, Miss Harding — you’ll understand that I had to speak to you; and that, situated as I am, I had to take the first chance that offered. Now you can go to Miss Lindsay with a mind at ease. If an opportunity offers you might inform her what a feeling of true sympathy there is for her in the servants’ hall. It’s very hard for a young lady, who has been brought up in the lap of luxury, to be all at once left with hardly clothes enough to cover her, because, between ourselves, that’s what’s going to happen to her; and down-stairs we earnestly trust, if I may use the language of metaphor, that her back will be broadened for the burden. There’s many a young girl like her who has to earn her bread in ways I shouldn’t like to mention; let’s hope she won’t come to any of those. You might mention, if you have the chance, that we all of us wish her the very best of luck.”

With a slight inclination of his head, which might almost have been mistaken for a nod, Mr. Morgan went past her towards the staircase. She remained where he had left her, as if her feet were glued to the carpet. Her inclination would have been to return to her own bedroom; there she would at least be alone, to try to think; but the butler was between it and her. As she glanced in the direction of her room, looking over his shoulder he glanced towards her, and she ran towards Nora’s room.

Without knocking she opened the door and entered; but so soon as she had crossed the threshold she stood motionless, as if all her limbs were locked together. Nora, seated on an arm-chair, was leaning on the sill of the open window, trying, in her own fashion, to find light in the darkness which threatened to encompass her round about; when she turned it seemed, from the expression which was on her face, as if she had found it. Certainly a stranger, observing the two girls, would have said that it was Elaine Harding who stood most in need of consolation; and so Nora seemed herself to think. That divine instinct which, in some people, wakes to life in the presence of suffering, was quick to perceive that here was trouble which was greater than hers. She held out her arms, crying — 

“You poor child!”

It was enough; Elaine needed no further invitation. With eager, tremulous steps, and a cry which was half gasp, half sob, she went fluttering across the room, sinking in a heap at Nora’s feet, pillowing her head upon her lap, crying as if the violence of her grief would tear her asunder. Smoothing her hair with her soft hands, stooping down and kissing her tenderly, using towards her all manner of endearments, Nora strove her utmost to assuage the passion of her woe, in seeming forgetfulness of how much she herself was in need of comfort. But Elaine was not to be consoled.


CHAPTER X

THE EARL AND THE COUNTESS

Events moved quickly; as, at certain crises of our lives, they have a knack of doing. During twenty years very little had really happened to Nora; in a few crowded, bewildering days for her the whole world was turned upside down. On the Friday — the day after the funeral — Nora told Dr. Banyard that she was inclined to be of his opinion, that the creditors had better be called together, and matters left in their hands. She did not tell him that her faith in her father remained unshaken. It was made clear to her that this was a question of hours, possibly even of minutes, if something was not done to appease the creditors at once then the worst would befall; it was no use delivering herself of pious expressions of faith when action was required. So she authorized the doctor to do his best for her, and left everything to his discretion.

Throughout that day she was puzzled by the singularity of Miss Harding’s behaviour; she had cares enough of her own to occupy her mind, yet she could not help but notice that there was something very strange the matter with Elaine. The young lady’s outburst of the evening before had not been explained. All day long she was in a state of nervous tremor which was almost hysterical; such conduct was unusual in Elaine, who had been wont to laugh at the idea both of nerves and of hysterics. Nora did not know what to make of her. So far as she could gather, from the cryptic utterances which the girl now and then let fall, she was troubled about three things. First, because of the poverty which apparently was in store for Nora; then because of the various amounts, which together did not amount to a very large sum, and most of which, to tell the truth, the creditor had herself forgotten, in which she was indebted to Nora; and, in the third part, because of a nebulous scheme she had for endowing Nora with unnamed, but seemingly immense supplies of ready money. It was this scheme which, apparently, was worrying her more than anything else; though what it really was, was beyond Nora’s comprehension. Elaine talked — vaguely, it is true, but passionately, none the less — of being in possession of funds which Nora knew perfectly well she never had had, and probably never would have; and about which she waxed quite warm when Nora smilingly asked if she was quite sure she was not dreaming.

“You’re not to laugh!” she cried. “You’re not to laugh! You are to have it! you shall have it!”

“I shall have what?”

“The money I’m telling you about!”

“But what money are you telling me about? Elaine, you don’t seriously wish me to believe that you have money. Only this week you were crying because of what you said you owed me; though I say you owe me nothing, since all that has been between us has been for love’s sake. And only last week you told me that your pockets were empty, and you didn’t know where you were going to get something to put in them; don’t you remember?”

“But I may know where money is!”

“Yes, and so may I; there’s money in the bank, but it’s neither yours nor mine; and I’m sure — don’t you know I’m sure? you must be a goose if you don’t — that you’ve no more idea how, honestly, it’s to be wooed and won than I have; so what’s the use of our pretending?”

To the speaker’s surprise Miss Harding glared at her for some moments in silence; then, as if in sudden rage, she flung herself out of the room without a word; sounds were audible as if she were sobbing as she went.

“What,” inquired Nora of herself, not by any means for the first time that day, “can be the matter with Elaine?”

On the Saturday the storm broke on her from a quarter for which, at the moment, she was unprepared. Word had been brought that the Earl and Countess of Mountdennis were in the drawing-room, waiting to see her. Her first impulse was to send an excuse; the mere announcement of their presence made her conscious of a sinking heart; but it was not her way to excuse herself because she feared unpleasantness; second thoughts prevailed. She recognized that, from their point of view, they were entitled to see her, even in these first days of her bereavement. She needed none to tell her that the purport of their presence was not likely to be an agreeable one; that they probably had not come upon an errand of love; she had too shrewd a notion of their characters. Under the circumstances the last thing she might expect from them was sympathy; she was aware that they had a standard of their own; and that according to that the more a person stood in need of sympathy the less likely they were to vouchsafe it. Still they were Robert’s parents; it was for her to consider him rather than herself; so, for the first time since her father was taken ill she ventured into the drawing-room.

The frigidity of the reception which they accorded her was ominous; she knew at once that so far from having deserved their sympathy she had incurred their displeasure. The last time they had met they had both of them taken her, not only metaphorically, but literally, to their bosoms; showering oh her tokens of affection which erred, if anything, on the side of redundance. Now the lady permitted her to touch a fish-like hand, taking care not to allow her to approach too near; while the gentleman merely bowed. It was he who spoke first, as if he were addressing some one whose behaviour had both pained and shocked him.

“We only learnt this morning, actually by the merest accident, that your father was not only dead, but buried.”

“Not only dead but buried!”

This was the Countess. It was a standing joke that, if they were both engaged in the same conversation, when he did not echo her she echoed him. If they ever differed it must have been in private; in public their agreement was so complete as sometimes to approach almost to the verge of the exasperating.

“We were not even aware that your father was unwell; we had received positively no information on the subject whatever.”

“Positively none whatever!”

“It seems to me — to us — a most extraordinary thing that you should not have apprised us of the condition of your father’s health; that you should have given us no intimation of any kind; that you should have kept us in utter ignorance.”

“In utter ignorance!”

“May I ask, may we ask, Miss Lindsay, why you have not treated us with at least some approximation to that consideration which our position obviously demanded?”

“Our position obviously demanded!”

“To begin with, it was all very sudden; and then I didn’t know where you were.

“But you might have made inquiries, anybody would have told you; almost, one might say, the first person you met in the street. We are not the kind of people who hide ourselves in holes.”

“No, not in holes!”

“The moment we learnt what had occurred — learnt, as I have observed, by the sheerest accident, — we rushed back to Holtye, that very moment; though to do so involved us in the most serious inconvenience; but we had no option.”

“We had no option.”

“Because, not only were we informed, by accident, that your father was dead and buried, but we were also told, at the same time, what struck us as being so surprising as to be almost incredible, that he had not left behind him even so much as a sixpence.”

“Not even so much as a sixpence!”

“You will remember, Miss Lindsay — that is, I take it for granted that information was given to you to that effect, that before sanctioning my — our — son Robert’s engagement to you I made a special point of calling upon your father, who then and there informed, I may say, assured, me that, on the occasion of your marriage, he would present you with a house and furniture, and settle on you five thousand pounds a year. On the strength of that positive and definite assurance I — we — gave our consent, which, without it, we never should have dreamt of doing. We have our duty to perform, not only to our son, but to ourselves, and I may say, to our family, of which we are the representatives; I therefore offer no excuse for taking advantage of the first opportunity which arises to ask if your father has left his affairs in a condition which will enable you to carry out that assurance. On behalf of the Countess of Mountdennis, and of myself, I beg you, Miss Lindsay, in answering that question, to be perfectly plain and perfectly candid.”

“Perfectly plain and perfectly candid!”

The Earl, very tall, very straight, very thin, waved his hard felt hat in one hand, and his gold-knobbed malacca cane in the other, in a manner which was hardly so impressive as he perhaps intended; the Countess, her gloved hands clasped in front of her, wagged not only her head, but her whole body, as if to punctuate, and notify her approval, of his remarks as they fell from him. Nora was silent. At the back of her mind had been the consciousness that, sooner or later, this question would have to be confronted; but she had not anticipated that it would be addressed to her so suddenly, so brusquely, with such a stand-and-deliver air. When she began to speak her lips were tremulous; and, though she might not have been aware of it, her eyes were moist; the feeling was strong upon her how different it all was from what she had expected.

“I — I’m sorry to say that, so far as we have been able to ascertain, the state of my father’s affairs is not — not altogether satisfactory.”

It was the Countess who took up the running then; the Earl who played the part of echo; but as her volubility was much greater than his she did not give him so many opportunities to shine as he had given her.

“Not altogether satisfactory! my good young woman, what do you mean? I suppose all ideas of a house and furniture and five thousand a year must be given up, though your father led us to expect that there would be much more than that after he was dead; but the Earl has asked you a plain question and what we want is a plain answer; how much has he left you? If you can’t give us the exact sum let’s have it approximately, in pounds, shillings and pence.”

“I’m afraid that I’m not yet in a position which enables me to do that.”

“Not in a position? what do you mean, you’re not in a position? are you in a position to say that he has left you anything, except debts?”

“I’m certain that when he said he had that money he had it; I believe he was a rich man when he died. Only he was very reserved; and, in consequence, we have not been able to find where the money is.”

“Stuff and nonsense! you’d have found the money if there’d been any to find; it’s only when there is none that none’s found! Have you any sort of solid foundation for thinking that he did leave money?”

“He gave me to understand that I should be left well off; and I can’t believe he would have done so if it had not been true.”

“Some people can’t believe anything; I know a woman who can’t believe that her husband committed murder, though he was found guilty on the clearest possible evidence, confessed his guilt, and was hung ten years ago. Husbands and wives can’t exist on the incomes they believe they have; tradesmen want coin of the realm. I’m informed that by the time everything’s sold, and everything will have to be sold, and the debts paid, there’ll be nothing left for you; I want you to tell me, plainly, please, if that’s true.”

At last the Earl had his chance.

“Yes, plainly, please, if that’s true!”

“I am afraid that, as matters stand at present, it does seem as if it were likely to be true.”

The Countess, putting up her lorgnettes, surveyed her fixedly, and severely.

“You must allow me to remark, Miss Lindsay, that you have a way of fencing with a plain question which, under the circumstances, seems peculiar, and which compels me to wonder if it can be possible that you knowingly obtained my son’s consent to marry you under false pretences.”

At this Nora did fire up.

“How dare you say such a thing! I did not obtain his consent, he obtained mine.”

“We know very well what that means. I have not arrived at my time of life without understanding what are the wiles with which a young woman of no position lures a handsome young fellow of good family; I have not the slightest doubt that my son would never have asked you to be his wife had you not made it quite clear to him that you wished him to.”

Nora stood up; one could see that the colour kept coming and going in her cheeks; that she was trembling; that she seemed to be panting for breath.

“I — I think you’d better go.”

The Countess went calmly on; the girl’s agitation seemed to make the elder woman calmer, and more corrosive.

“I am going when it suits me; I assure you I have no wish to stay a moment longer in this abode of misrepresentation than I am compelled to. But before I go I wish to appeal to your sense of decency, if you have any sense of decency — —”

“How — how dare you! how dare you speak to me like this!”

“I say, if you have any sense of decency, to release him from the most unfortunate position in which your father’s misrepresentations, and your own peculiar behaviour, have entangled him.”

“Has — has he sent you here?”

“If you persist in putting such a question I shall understand that you have no sense of decency; surely any young woman with a spark of honour in her composition, must perceive that in such a situation the man would not be likely to send — that the initiative must come from her, not from him.”

“I simply wish to learn if Mr. Robert Spencer knows that you have come to me upon this errand.”

“He does not know; which gives you an opportunity to free him gracefully before the true state of affairs does come to his knowledge.”

“If he wishes to be what you call ‘free,’ do you suppose that for one moment I would stand in his way?”

“It is not so much a question of what he wishes, as of what you wish. If you wish, though ever so slightly, to hold him to his bargain, I dare say he’ll be held, even to the extent of making you his wife; though he will regret it ever afterwards, and will probably live to curse the day on which you first placed yourself in his path. Young men have married undesirable women, who were in no way fitted to be their wives, and who were thinking only of themselves, before to-day, and will again; I have seen examples of it in my own family, to my great sorrow. I intend, if I can, to save my son Robert from such a fate, whatever you may say or do; the purport of my presence here is merely to learn if you are, or are not, possessed of a shred of principle.”

“I cannot conceive why you talk to me like this; what makes you think yourself entitled to take up such an attitude towards me; what I have done which causes you to address me in such a strain.”

“That’s high-faluting, it’s talk of that sort which makes me suspect that you must be even worse than I supposed. Your father held you out to the world as a young woman who was rich already, and who would be still richer later on, and you tacitly endorsed his positive statements; then he dies just in time to save himself from being made a fraudulent bankrupt, leaving you worse than a pauper, and you have the assurance to pretend to wonder why I and the Earl regard you — I will be as civil as I can — askance. Talk sense, Miss Lindsay; don’t presume on our simplicity any longer. You are perfectly well aware that, had we been aware of the truth from the first, we should never have countenanced you in any way whatever. Your father’s lies, with which you went out of your way to associate yourself — I know! — deceived us; and they deceived my son; there’s the truth for you, if you never heard it before.”

Nora looked as if she could have said many things; but she only asked a question.

“What, precisely, is it that you wish me to do?”

“I wish you to do something to, at least in part, undo the mischief which you have done already, to atone for the evil of which you have been the cause; I wish you to show by your demeanour your consciousness of the miserably false position in which you have been placed by others, or in which you have placed yourself, it doesn’t matter which. In other, and plainer words, I wish you to hand me my son’s letters and presents, and to sit down at once and write a letter, which I will hand him, in which you express your appreciation of the fact that he asked you to become his wife under an entire misapprehension, and that now, since circumstances have turned out so wholly different to what they were represented to be, your own self-respect forbids you to allow any association to continue between you; and that, in short, all is over between you, in every possible sense of the phrase. I want you to put that down, as plainly, and as finally, as it can be put, in black and white, because, Miss Lindsay, I wish to save my son Robert, at the earliest possible, from the danger in which he stands, and to do it while he is still absent.”

“But, my dear mother,” exclaimed the voice of some new-comer, “your son Robert is not still absent, he is here.”

Looking round the trio saw that the Honourable Robert Spencer was standing at the open window.


CHAPTER XI

ROBERT

Robert Spencer was not only, as his mother put it, a handsome young fellow; he had more than good looks, he had that air of distinction which goes with character. No one with even a slight knowledge of physiognomy could see him once without perceiving that he was physically, mentally, and probably morally, a strong man, and, what was almost as much, a likable man. As he stood framed in the open window, with the glory of that almost uncannily glorious April sun lighting up the frame, each of those who saw him was conscious of an impulse which, had it been yielded to, would have resulted in a scene of tenderness. He was dear to his parents, and he knew it; they themselves scarcely knew how dear, and that also he suspected. He was dear, with a different sort of dearness, to the girl who moved towards him, as if impelled by a power against which she was helpless; only to start back, shrinking timidly, with frightened, longing eyes, and cheeks on which the crimson faded to pallor. Yet, though he was dear to all of them, there was not one of the three who would not rather he had not appeared upon the scene just then. His mother, with characteristic courage, gave expression to her feeling on the spot.

“Robert! my boy! we don’t want you. Where have you come from? and what are you doing here?”

He smiled, and his was such a pleasant smile it did one good to see it.

“Why, mother, I’m sorry to hear that you don’t want me. I’ve rushed from the station to tell Nora, what I’ve not a doubt she knows already, that I hope she’ll find in me some one who’ll take the place, at least in part, of him whom she has lost.”

When he advanced into the room his mother placed herself in his path.

“Robert, my dear boy, you ought not to be here. Go back to Holtye, and when I return I will explain to your perfect satisfaction why I say it.”

“Ought not to be here! — where Nora is! My dear mother! Nora, why do — why don’t — Nora, what’s the matter?”

He made a sudden forward movement, but once more his mother was too quick for him; again she interposed; if he did not wish to knock her over he had to stand still.

“Robert, I must beg you to do as I desire, and return at once to Holtye.”

“My dear mother, I must beg you to stand aside, and let me speak to Nora.”

The old woman turned to the girl.

“Miss Lindsay, you perceive how my son treats me; have you nothing which you wish to say?”

“Of course,” replied the son in question, “Nora has something which she wishes to say — I’m sure I don’t know why you call her Miss Lindsay; she’s not likely to say it when addressed like that. I’ll make a suggestion, mother; you go back to Holtye, with the dad, and I’ll talk to Nora when you’re gone, and I’ll tell you some of the things she says to me when I return to Holtye.”

The old lady stuck to her guns.

“Miss Lindsay, is there nothing that you wish to say?”

“Yes, Mr. Spencer, there is something which I wish to say — your mother is right; you ought not to be here.” With a great effort she had brought herself to the sticking-point. She was one of those women who have in them an infinite capacity for suffering, yet who remain unbeaten though they suffer. If she once saw what she believed to be her duty straight in front of her, though her flesh might quail, her soul would not falter; she would do her duty as certainly as any of that great host who have died for duty, smiling as they died. The Countess had not put things pleasantly, but it seemed to Nora that she had put them correctly; she ought not to marry the man she loved, for his own sake; and because she loved him with something of that love which passes understanding, she would not marry him — to his own hurt. She proceeded to make this as clear to him as she could. “There has been a misunderstanding between us from the first; I don’t know that the fault has been altogether mine, but there has been. It is necessary that we should understand each other now. When I consented to become your wife it was under a misapprehension; I did not know it then; I know it now. Now that I do know it, it is quite clear to me that it is impossible that I should be your wife, and I never will be. Therefore, since what your mother says is obviously correct, and you ought not to be here, I would join with her in asking you to go.”

Robert Spencer stared as if he found it difficult to credit that this formal, cold, somewhat pedantic young woman was the girl whom he had found all love and tenderness; indeed he refused to credit it.

“Nora, you’re — not well.”

He said this with such a comical twist, and such a sunny smile, that she all but succumbed, she loved him for it so; she was all of a quiver, her heart seemed melting. It was possibly because she perceived the girl’s sad plight that the sharp-eyed old woman took another hand in the game.

“Robert, is it necessary that Miss Lindsay and I should retire? I should not have thought that you would have required two women to ask you to go, before you went. I repeat that you shall have all explanations — from Miss Lindsay and from me — when I see you at Holtye.”

But Robert still smiled, and he shook the handsome, clever head, which the Countess ought to have known was too clever to be hoodwinked quite so easily.

“It won’t do, mother; I’m sorry to seem to run counter to your wishes; but it’s clear to my mind that it is I who am entitled to ask you to leave me alone with Nora; it pains me to observe your seeming reluctance to do what you know you ought to do. Dad, you’ll understand; won’t you take my mother away?”

The Earl, thus appealed to, cleared his throat, and then observed — 

“Robert, you’re a fool; leave this business to your mother; you come and talk to me.”

He moved towards the window, as though inviting his son to accompany him into the grounds, and to have that talk out there and then; but Robert stood still.

“Thank you, dad; it’s very good of you, and I’ll have all the talk with you you can possibly desire — after I have had a talk with Nora.”

All at once the girl solved the question in her own fashion; she spoke tremulously, yet in haste.

“I — I think that if Mr. Spencer won’t go, then — then it is better that I should.”

And she did go, towards the door, and through it like a flash, before the person principally concerned had a chance to stop her.

“Nora!” he cried, the instant she had gone, and he went rushing towards the door through which she had vanished; but again his mother, showing an agility which, in a person of her years, was remarkable, stood in his way.

“Robert, I insist upon your conducting yourself like a gentleman! If you will not show me the respect which is due to your mother, you at least shall not behave in a stranger’s house in a way which is unbecoming to my son.”

He looked at the old woman, who had planted herself in front of him, upright and stiff as a post, and he drew back; this time his smile was grave.

“Mother, I trust that you are not forgetting that there is a respect which a mother owes to her son. Why do you object to my having any conversation with my affianced wife?”

“Don’t you know that her father is dead?”

“Certainly I know it; just dead, and just buried; it is on that account that I feel so strongly that my place is with her.”

“Don’t talk nonsense!”

“Mother, when you were alone in the world, didn’t you feel that my father’s place was with you?”

“Robert, your brothers have behaved like fools, but I hope you won’t; you are all the hope I have left; it will break my heart if you do. This girl’s father has turned out to be an impostor!”

“An impostor? Mother, in saying what you have to say to me will you please remember you are speaking of the woman who is to be my wife, and your daughter, and so choose language which does not convey more than you intend?”

“Don’t presume to lecture me! that is going too far. I say he has turned out to be an impostor — and he has!”

“In what sense?”

“He told your father he was going to give his girl a house and furniture and five thousand a year, besides leaving her a rich woman when he died; and now he hasn’t left enough to pay his debts; if that isn’t being an impostor I don’t know what is!”

“A good deal of water has gone over the mill since he said that; he may have had money then, and yet have lost every penny of it since.”

“Then he ought to have told you.”

“Why?”

“Why! you know perfectly well why. I believe it is your wish to irritate me, when I’m very far from well, as your father here will tell you. That man knew that you were not in a position to marry a poor woman, and that we should never have given our consent if it had not been for this distinct assurance that his daughter would be amply provided for.”

“Well?”

“Well! it’s not well; there’s nothing well about it! You shan’t speak to me like this — I won’t have it! Robert, I want you to promise that all shall be at an end between Miss Lindsay and you; she herself sees the matter in the proper light — —”

“Does that mean that you have been talking: to her?”

“Certainly I have been talking to her; and I will say this, that she did not take long to see where her duty lay.”

“Is it possible that she took it for granted that I should behave like a blackguard — at my mother’s bidding?”

“Robert, how dare you!”

“It is not I, mother, who dare; I dare not. I asked Miss Lindsay to be my wife when her father was alive, and a rich man and all was well with her. If, now that all is not well with her, I attempt to repudiate the solemn engagements into which I then entered — —”

“Fiddle-de-dee! solemn engagements indeed! You entered into no solemn engagements, and I’ll take care you don’t. Robert, you are the only creature I have left to love.”

“I don’t see how that can be, since you have eight other children and a husband.”

“My boy, my boy, don’t you be so cruel as to pretend that you don’t understand! You’re my youngest born, the child of my old age, my baby — you’re dear to me in a special sense, as you know very well. If you marry this girl, who is not only penniless, but who is in honour bound to pay her father’s debts, and who’ll drag you down into the gutter, because your aunt will never give you another penny when she knows the facts, on the day of your marriage I’ll commit suicide.”

“Mother!”

“I will, so now you’re warned; and she shall know why I do it. I’ll not live to be mocked by all my children; I’ve had nine of them, as you say, and if not one of them will try to please his mother — then God help us mothers.”

The young man turned to the Earl.

“Do you associate yourself, sir, with my mother in this matter?”

“Certainly I do — most distinctly I do; with what she says respecting this young woman most emphatically I do; I can’t conceive of a rational creature doing anything else. As matters have turned out the girl’s impossible — absolutely out of the question. If you can’t see it, Robert, you’re a fool.”

“Thank you, sir.” The young man regarded his plain-speaking sire with a wry little smile. “I think it probable that when you have thought things over, sir, you will modify your views; but while you hold them so warmly, plainly it is desirable that I should restrict myself to a bare announcement of the fact that they are not mine.”

He moved towards the window; his mother called out to him.

“Robert, where are you going? You will return with us. We came in the landau; there is plenty of room. I beg you will give us your company; indeed, if it is not sufficient for a mother to beg of her son, then I insist upon your doing so.”

“Pardon me, mother, but I am not going to Holtye; I have taken a room at the ‘Unicorn.’”

“The ‘Unicorn!’ Robert! Harold, will you be so good as to ask him what he means?”

The Earl did as he was bid.

“Robert, what do you mean by saying that you have taken a room at the ‘Unicorn’? — an inn! — a mere tavern! at the gate of your father’s house!”

“The ‘Unicorn’ can hardly be said to be at the gate of Holtye, since it is at a distance of a good five miles.”

“Stuff, sir! Five miles or fifty, what does it matter? Holtye is your home, and you will be so good as to come home; we’ve been expecting you; we’ve been looking forward to your return; I trust that the day is far distant on which you will cease to regard Holtye as your home.”

“Unless he wishes to break his mother’s heart.”

The interpolation was the lady’s.

“So no nonsense, sir; get into the carriage and we’ll drive you home.”

“You are very kind; permit me, sir, to finish. It is plain that my mother and you have made up your minds that Miss Lindsay shall not become my wife; you will probably leave no stone unturned which will keep us apart. I appreciate your motives, and though I think them unworthy, I know you think they’re for my good; but I have made up my mind that she shall be my wife, and I will stop at nothing which will bring about that desirable consummation. Under these conditions obviously the more we are together the more friction there will be; and therefore, equally obviously, it is desirable that, for the present at least, I should not come to Holtye. But I promise you this, that when she’s my wife I’ll come — and I’ll bring her with me.”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind; if you ever do marry her you’ll never set foot inside the door again.”

This, of course, was the Countess; her son laughed.

“You hear my mother, sir! Isn’t that conclusive?”

He passed through the window and out of sight, the Earl and the Countess staring at the place where he had been. The Earl was the first to speak.

“Jemima, what on earth was the use of saying a thing like that? Don’t you know him better than to threaten?”

“What am I to say? what am I to do? Who’d have children! — they’re the cause of suffering and sorrow to their mothers from their cradles to their graves! I wish I’d never had one!”

“My dear Jemima, I dare say, also, you wish you had two heads, but you haven’t. For my part, I don’t know that I regret the line he’s taken up.”

“Harold! Do you wish to see him ruined?”

“Not at all; quite the other way; that’s exactly it. In cases of this sort, when the man throws over the woman there’s a certain amount of odium attached to his conduct — I realize that as clearly as he does; but when she throws him over that’s another thing. Robert’s pig-headed — —”

“Like his father!”

“And his mother! he’s no worse on that account, Jemima, not in the sense in which I use the word. You’ll not move him, but you will the girl; there’s your objective. In her way, unless I’m mistaken, she’s as pig-headed as he is. He may use all the eloquence he has at his command, but, after what you said to her, and the way in which you put things, I doubt if she’ll marry him though he pleads till he is dumb — they are a pair of Quixotes; when it comes to rank, downright Quixotry, she’ll beat him on his own ground.”

And the lady considered her lord’s words.

“I shouldn’t be surprised,” she admitted, “if you are right.”

“I know I’m right,” he said. “I haven’t come to my time of life without being a student of human nature.”


CHAPTER XII

IN THE WOOD

On the Sunday morning Nora went to church alone. Miss Harding, who did not appear at breakfast, sent word that she had a headache and hoped that Nora would excuse her; which Nora was glad to do; she preferred to go alone.

For the first time for some days the sky was overcast; the sun was hidden, as if the clerk of the weather desired to show that he was in sympathy with the girl’s feelings. Certainly the girl’s mood was not a sunny one. The church was distant from the house about a mile. The way to it was through the grounds; along a footpath through the wood, across Farmer Snelling’s thirty-acre field, into the copse on the other side, where the first daffodils were always found; when you were out of the copse almost in front of you was the Rectory Lane; a hundred yards along the lane, turn sharply to the left, there was the lych-gate under which, aforetime, more parish coffins rested than men had count of. As she went the familiar way, amid the many evidences of the hasting spring, the spirit of the morning seemed to enter into her, so that, as she passed into the church, and knelt where she had knelt so many times in happier days, the peace of God came into her soul and she knew, with an abiding sense of comfort, that indeed all things are in His hands.

She never forgot that morning’s service; the last at which she was privileged to be a worshipper in what she had thought would always be, in a special sense, her own church; the memory was with her, as a sweet savour, in the still darker days which were to come. It was Palm Sunday, for Easter was late that year; the hour of the Church’s mourning was close at hand; the appointed service for the day seemed to be peculiarly suited to her own case; before it was at an end her thoughts ceased to be centred on herself; her head, and her heart, were both abased before a sorrow that was greater than hers.

When she came out, at the close of service, she was surrounded by people, villagers and others, for there was not a creature in the parish, good or bad, high or low, with whom she was not on terms of intimacy; unconsciously she illustrated the doctrine that — 

“He prayeth best who loveth best

All things, both great and small;

For the dear God who loveth us,

He made and loveth all.”

They had all a word of sympathy to offer, crude words some of them were, but she knew that all of them were well meant, and that was something; what was hidden from her, and from them, was knowledge of the fact that to most of those who clustered round her, and who waylaid her as she went, the words which were uttered were words of farewell; that before another Sunday came round she was to be parted from them as by a great sea. At the church porch, in the Rectory Lane, in the copse across Farmer Snelling’s field, she found some one who had at least a word to say; sometimes it was an ancient, sometimes a toddling child. She had gained the stile which one had to climb to get into the wood before she was able to feel that the last of the interviewers was done with; she did not guess that on the other side of that stile lurked the most irrepressible of them all.

Although there was a right of way through the wood it was one which was seldom used, except by the household at Cloverlea; and how often they went that way was shown by the untrodden moss which almost hid the track. And yet it was a pleasant wood, and an inviting path; it had only to be followed a very little way, there were delicious nooks and dells. Most of the trees were old, and many of them were stately; yet they were excellent company, if one chanced to be alone. As Nora had found, many a time. She loved that wood; it was to her as a dear friend; so often had she come to it to dream, waking dreams, and to be alone in it, with her joys. The season, that year, was early. The chestnuts — there were not many in the wood, only about a dozen, but they were all fine trees — were already nearly in full leaf; the elms were showing green; there was promise of green upon the beeches; only the oaks were still bare; in all the wood, somewhere, was the gleam and glow and glory of that lustrous, delicate, fleeting green which is spring’s greatest marvel. And though the sun still was hidden, she felt how beautiful it was, and how good to be in it there alone; until she came upon a man who was leaning against a tree, the finest chestnut in the wood, the splendour of whose leafing branches formed a canopy above him.

The man was Robert Spencer; the tree was just round a bend in the path, so that she was almost up against him before she had the faintest notion that any one was there. To judge from her demeanour the sight of him alarmed her; she drew back with a half-stifled cry, staring at him as if he were some dangerous thing. He, on his side, was all smiles, as if he was very conscious that she was the pleasantest thing he had seen that day. He held out both hands, with his cap in one.

“Nora! at last! I was afraid you were never coming!”

There was no mistake about the joyous ring which was in his voice. On her part she seemed not to know what to say, or do, or make of him, as if his presence there was a possibility of which she had never dreamed.

“Mr. Spencer, you — you ought not to be here; I — I must beg of you to let me pass.”

“Why, my dear Nora, of course I’ll let you pass; do you suppose I want to block the way? But why do you call me Mr. Spencer? and why do you keep out of kissing distance? Do you know how long it is since I had a kiss? and how often of late I’ve pictured the delicious moment in which I was to have another? Nora!”

The colours chased each other across her cheeks in rainbow hues; she strove her utmost to look dignified; but, to his thinking, she only looked more delightful; her very severity he thought became her.

“Mr. Spencer, you — you have no right to talk to me like this. You have had my letter — —”

“Your letter? what letter?”

“The one I sent you yesterday; it ought to have been delivered this morning.”

“It wasn’t; I’ve had no letter of yours which you sent me yesterday; where did you send it? to what address?”

“I addressed it to you at Holtye.”

“Then that’s why I’ve not had it; possibly I never shall have it. You rushed off in such a flurry, before I could speak a word to you, that I had no chance to tell you that I wasn’t staying at Holtye.”

“Not staying at Holtye? then where are you staying?”

“At the ‘Unicorn,’ I’ve taken a room there; it’s only another illustration of the truth of what I’ve so often told you, the more haste the worse speed. I can see now that you’d go tearing off if I’d let you; but I won’t. I want to explain.”

“I — I’d rather you explained through the post.”

“Then I wouldn’t; and I’m not going to. When people wish to understand each other in matters of real importance I hold that they’d better do so face to face; I’ve no faith in pen and ink; microbes breed in ink-bottles, which breed all sorts of misconceptions. Now I can see that you’re rushing at your fences again. You’re taking it for granted that I wish to speak to you on one subject, when I principally wish to speak to you about your father. I want to tell you something about him which you ought to know.”

“What is it?”

Her voice was faint, as if she felt that unfair engines of war were being used against her.

“Your father hoped that we should marry; he knew that I loved you, and would always love you; and he thought you loved me, and would always love me; and therefore — —”

“What were you going to tell me about my father?”

She perceived that he was trenching on dangerous ground, and tried to get him off it; he came off with much agility.

“I met him on the morning on which I was starting for Cairo — —”

“You never told me.”

“I had an idea that he didn’t wish me to mention that I’d met him, so I didn’t. We lunched together; he gave me a most excellent lunch — —”

“I’m glad he gave you an excellent lunch.”

“There, Nora! that’s much more like you! thank you! It was an excellent lunch; it was after lunch he said he hoped that we should marry, because, as I have already observed, he knew that — —”

“Yes; we’ll take that for granted; please go on.”

“I’m going on as fast as ever I can; but it’ll only be another case of more haste worse speed if you won’t let me tell my tale my own way, because, if I don’t, I’m nearly sure to leave out essential details. Among other things he remarked that, one day, you’d be a rich young woman.”

“You’re sure he said that?”

“Quite; your father could express himself clearly enough if he chose; and he expressed himself clearly then.”

“But — I don’t understand.”

“Wait a bit; I’m going to make you understand, if you’ll have a little patience. Later, I cannot say that he said so clearly, but he intimated, that he obtained his income from some business with which he was connected, and which represented to him a large sum of money.”

“Business! I didn’t know that he had anything to do with any business.”

“Mind, he didn’t state definitely that he had; and I asked no questions, but that was what he hinted. Then he said something which, in the light of recent events, appears to me to have been rather remarkable. He observed that life was always uncertain; that one could never tell the hour when one would die, and that, therefore, since I was going to be the husband of his only child, he would like to place in my hands directions as to what he would desire to have done, in case death took him unawares; or before he completed certain arrangements which he then had in view.”

“What a strange thing for him to say!”

“You see how necessary it was that I should see you face to face, and how difficult it would have been to put this on to paper? Nora, I love you!”

“Are you — are you really telling me what my father said?”

“I’m going to tell you everything he said, if you’ll give me time enough; only don’t suppose for a moment that you’re going to keep me from saying that I love you; especially as it was because he knew I loved you, and believed that you loved me, that he told me what he did.”

“I — I wish you’d go on.”

“After I’d been a few days in Cairo there came a package in which there was a note from him; a brief and characteristic note, to this effect. ‘Dear Robert,’ you see he called me Robert.” He paused, as if to challenge her. “Nora, I wish you’d call me Robert; it’s a stupid, ugly, vulgar, clumsy name, but you don’t know how I long to hear it on your lips.”

“I — I don’t know that it’s any of the things you say it is; I — I don’t know that there’s anything particularly the matter with the name.”

“That’s very sweet of you.”

“But I don’t think it’s either fair or kind of you to try to take advantage of me like this!”

“Take advantage of you! is your sense of justice so warped that you can say a thing like that! In what sense am I supposed to be trying to take advantage of you, Nora?”

“You’re pretending to tell me about my father, and — and you keep trying to tell me about other things instead.”

“The only tie which bound me to your father, the only reason he had for placing his confidence in me, was his knowledge of my love for you.”

“Very well; if you like we’ll take that for granted — —”

“I don’t like.”

“Tell me what was in the note!”

“‘Dear Robert, referring to our conversation of’ such and such a date; at this moment I can’t give it you exactly — —”

“It doesn’t matter.”

“‘You will find in envelope enclosed herewith the instructions of which I spoke. It is understood that it is only to be opened in the event of my demise; and that, should I for any reason whatever desire its return, you will at once hand it me intact. In acknowledging kindly state that you understand. — Faithfully yours, DONALD LINDSAY.’ That was the note. With it was a sealed envelope, inscribed, ‘To ROBERT SPENCER. Not to be opened until after my death. — DONALD LINDSAY.’”

“And have you opened it?”

“That’s the gist and point of the whole affair — I haven’t it.”

“I don’t understand; I thought you said — —”

“I did say. What’s that?”

Mr. Spencer’s question referred to a sound like the rustling of bushes.

“It’s only a rabbit, or a hare.”

“It must be a large specimen of either animal, and an awkward one, to make a noise like that.”

“What were you going to say?”

“I placed the sealed envelope in my suit-case, together with my other most valuable possessions; which, with the exception of some of your dear letters, were worth about twopence; at the moment I’d nowhere else to put it. When I left, the suitcase was placed, with my other luggage, on the train, and, I presumed, transferred from the train to the boat; yet, when I went down to my cabin, after the boat was fairly off, the suit-case wasn’t there.”

“What had become of it?”

“That’s the problem which I have still to solve, and which I’m going to solve. Either it was left behind at my aunt’s, which she denies, or it was left on the train, which the railway company denies, or it was taken by mistake to somebody else’s cabin, which every one denies, or it was stolen, of which I haven’t the faintest proof. Anyhow, it was, and, at present, it isn’t; as yet that’s as far as I’ve got.”

“Then my father’s letter to you is lost.”

“But it’s not going to continue lost; I have lost things before, but I’m not going to lose the only thing I ever had worth losing; I’ve a ridiculous sort of fatalistic feeling that, as matters have chanced, if I lose that letter — really, and truly, and finally lose it — I may lose you; you don’t suppose I’m going to sit down quietly and endure that loss with equanimity? You don’t know me, my lady, if you do. What is that? Don’t tell me that that’s either a rabbit or a hare.”

“Perhaps it’s a fox.”

“Foxes don’t set the whole countryside in a clatter when they start moving; they’re of much too retiring a nature. It’s some one making off through the bushes, that’s who it is. Hi! you there, who are you?”

There was no reply to his call.

“Perhaps it was some one who came upon us unexpectedly, and — and didn’t wish to disturb us.”

“Perhaps so; we’re obliged to his taste for self-effacement if it is.”

“I suppose you’ve no idea what was in the envelope.”

“I’ve been putting two and two together, and I’ve formed a hypothesis which I’m convinced can’t be very far out. Your father was not a man to say the thing which is not.”

“I’m sure of it.”

“I also; he did not say you would be a rich woman without cause. The hypothesis I’ve deduced is this. Your father was a gentleman of the old school; he didn’t like commerce; he didn’t wish people to think that he had anything to do with commerce; yet all the while he was drawing his income from a business with which he had probably been associated more or less unwillingly. At the time I saw him he was making arrangements to dispose of it; whether or not they were completed I cannot say; that envelope contains the clue. When he spoke of the suddenness of death he was possibly aware that he had a congenital predisposition towards the end which was actually his; and that envelope contained the secret — which he was even perilously anxious to preserve in life — of what was the source of his income, and of the fortune which he had built up for you.”

“All this, of course, is surmise.”

“You know it’s more than surmise; you know that you’re a rich woman, as you stand there.”

“I know, from the only facts which as yet are established, that, at present, I’m a pauper.”

“Well, we’re both of us paupers; all the better.”

“I don’t agree.”

“You’re taking your cue from my mother.”

“I should prove myself very foolish if I need take such a cue from any one.”

“There’s a wisdom of the foolish which is sometimes wonderful. If you were to marry me tomorrow — —”

“As if I should!”

“You’d make my fortune!”

“When, as you’ve told me again and again, you live on charity; and directly you married me that charity would stop?”

“I know a way by which I could earn two or three hundred a year right off; before long I’d be earning thousands; I’m not incapable, I only need a spur; to work for the woman I love! I ask for nothing better. If I marry a woman with money the probability is that I should never earn a penny.”

“No, but you’d earn a name for yourself instead; one can earn something better than money.”

“May be.”

“And she’d be proud of you.”

“Even supposing that you’re not buttering me up — —”

“As if I would!”

“As if you would! as if you haven’t done it over and over again! I know! I say, even granting I’m a swan of the very finest plumage — —”

“Mr. Spencer!”

“Miss Lindsay; since you will interrupt me; and will descend to surnames; though, Nora, you’re a darling.”

“It’s no use our indulging in abstract discussions. I’ve no doubt you’ll be able to clothe charming sentiments in the very best language. I know how clever you are.”

“Thanks very much.”

“But what’s the use, since my mind’s made up that I won’t marry you while I’m a pauper?”

“Acting on my mother’s instructions.”

“If you like to put it that way; though I wouldn’t even if your mother hadn’t interposed; if I’d thought I was going to be a pauper I’d never have said I would.”

“Although you love me?”

“Because I love you.”

“Nora! You’re going to make a mess of things.”

“I’m going to try not to make a mess of things.”

“You’re starting the wrong way.”

“Listen. I don’t think you’ve behaved well about that envelope my father sent you.”

“Do you imagine that I think I have? do I look it? How my countenance belies me!”

“There appear to have been some letters of mine in that suit-case; I didn’t think you’d have left my letters lying about.”

“Nora!”

“You seem to have left the suit-case lying about, so I suppose you left my letters too.”

“Of all the — of all the —— ! Well, I deserve it.”

“I think you do. When you find that envelope you can come and show me what is in it; until then — good-bye.”

“Do you mean that?”

“I hope that I am like my father in not saying what I don’t mean; I do mean it.”

“I’ll find that envelope!”

“And I hope you’ll find my letters.”

“I’ll find them too.”

“I hope there was nothing in them very — very amusing; it isn’t nice to feel that strangers are reading one’s — one’s private letters.”

“You rub it in.”

“That’s not my intention; would you like to feel that people you know nothing about were reading some of the letters you wrote to me?’

“I know what you mean; I’ll find the letters and the envelope, and the suit-case; and if any one has opened that suit-case I’ll — I’ll make them smart.”

“Good-bye.”

Already she was moving off; he exclaimed— “Like that! Nora! won’t you even give me your hand?”

She stopped, and turned; with something on her face which, in his eyes, made her very beautiful.

“If you’ll promise only to take my hand.”

“I promise; I’ll take only what you’re willing to give.” They stood, for some seconds, hand in hand, eyes looking into eyes, as if they found it difficult to speak. Then he said, “Don’t suppose I don’t think you’re right; I know you’re doing this for me, and I know you’re always right. This good-bye is only the prelude to a time of waiting, and hope, and work. First of all I’ll find that envelope, then if there’s nothing in it to show that you’re a millionaire, I’m going to work and be a millionaire — I’ll win you in my own way. I’m not afraid of waiting; you’ll not marry any one but me.”

“I don’t think I shall.”

“I don’t think you will either.”

“There’s something I’d like to ask, if you won’t misunderstand.”

“I’ll not misunderstand.”

“I’d like to kiss you before I go, only — I don’t want you to kiss me.”

“Nora!”

She moved closer to him, and, while he stood still, she touched her lips to his, a butterfly kiss, then, turning, went quickly down the path. He stood and watched her as she went.


CHAPTER XIII

LOVERS’ TIFFS

Nora had not long been gone to church before Miss Harding became sufficiently cured of her headache to permit of her quitting her own apartment. Perhaps she was of opinion that fresh air would do it good; and, notoriously, fresh air is good for headaches; certainly she looked very far from well. She donned her smartest hat, and one of her prettiest frocks, relinquishing, for the nonce, the black dress she had been wearing for her lately departed host. She attired herself with the greatest care, giving minute attention to those small details which mean so much; possibly she was under the impression that costume might have something to do with a cure — yet all her care could not conceal the fact that she was looking ill. When she saw how white she was, and the black marks under the eyes — and actually wrinkles in the corners, and how thin and worn and pinched her face seemed to have suddenly become, she could have cried, only she was painfully conscious that tears had already had too large a share in bringing her to the state in which she was. If she could she would have “assisted nature,” only she had nothing with which to do it. Nora’s opinions on the subject of “aids to beauty” were strong; Elaine had frequently declared that hers were even stronger. That was the worst of being in the position of “humble friend”; one had sometimes to pretend that one thought what one really did not think, or so it seemed to her. If she had only had a little “something,” in a jar, or in a tube, or a stick, or anything — but she would not have dared to run the risk of allowing Nora to find such a thing in her possession. Moreover, until then she had never wanted it. Still, if she had been left alone — that was how she put it — she might have had it by her. Now that she really wanted something, she had absolutely not a thing — obviously the fault of that was Nora’s.

The consequence was that when at last she sallied out into the grounds she was conscious that she was not looking her best, in spite of her hat and frock — she knew that there was nothing amiss with them; and that morning it was so very desirable that she should look even better than her best, because she was going to meet Mr. Herbert Nash, and was particularly anxious to twist him round her finger. Every one knows that, where a man’s concerned, the better one looks the easier that operation is apt to be found. Miss Harding made one slight error; she ought to have remembered that when one is not looking one’s best matters are not improved by being in a bad temper. Good temper may almost act as an “aid to beauty,” bad temper certainly won’t; and, unfortunately, Miss Harding was so conscious of her defects that her temper suffered.

Nor was it mended by the fact that the gentleman kept her waiting. Perhaps that headache of hers had had something to do with the accident that she had an appointment to keep. She had asked Mr. Nash to let her see him somewhere on Sunday morning, where they could be alone, and he had told her he would be by the fish-pond at such and such an hour. She herself was a little late at the trysting-place; her toilette had taken longer than she had intended; still she was first. She waited — she had no watch, but it seemed that she waited hours, yet he did not come. By the time he did appear her mood was hardly lover-like; nor, it seemed, was his. He came strolling leisurely through the trees, his hands in his jacket pockets, a cane under his arm, a big cigar in his mouth, his hat at a rakish angle — quite at his ease; there was something in his appearance which would hardly have induced the average client to select him as his legal adviser. Elaine always had a more or less vague feeling that this was so; the feeling was stronger than usual as she watched him coming; yet the man had for her such an intense physical fascination that she deliberately refused to let her eyes see what they would have perceived plainly enough if she had only let them. More or less, it was possibly because she realized that that Sunday morning he did not look quite so desirable an example of his sex as he might have done that her greeting was hardly saccharine.

“You’ve taken your time in coming.”

He planted himself in front of her, without removing his hands from his pockets, his cane from under his arm, his cigar from his mouth, or his hat from his head.

“Well, what’s the hurry? I had to see a man.”

“You knew I was waiting; you might have let him wait.”

“I might; but I didn’t. Hello! what’s wrong?”

He was looking her up and down in a way which made her tingle.

“What do you mean — what’s wrong?”

“You look — no offence intended — but you look as if you’d been up all night — a hot night too.”

“I have a headache, and waiting for you hasn’t made it any better.”

“A headache? My mother used to have headaches, and, my word! when she had them didn’t she use to make it warm for us. I used to say — —”

He stopped, and laughed.

“What did you use to say?”

“I used to say — again no offence intended — that I’d never marry a woman who had headaches.”

“I’m not subject to headaches — don’t suppose it; I scarcely ever have them; in fact, I don’t ever remember having had one before; only — I’ve been worried.”

“Have you? that’s bad. Don’t do it; be like me — don’t let yourself be worried by anything.” He took out his cigar and surveyed the ash. “I read somewhere the other day that it’s worry makes people grow old before their time; I don’t believe much I read, but I do believe that. No matter what goes wrong, don’t worry, it will come right; that’s my theory of life.”

“It’s very easy to talk, it’s harder to do. You don’t seem very pleased to see me now that you have come.”

“Don’t I? I am; I’m as pleased as Punch.”

“You don’t show it.”

“How do you expect me to show it? By taking you in my arms and kissing you out here in broad daylight, with you don’t know what eyes enjoying the fun? If you’ll come over the stile into the wood you shall have all the kissing you want — before lunch.”

“I shall do nothing of the kind, and I expect you to do nothing of the kind, as you very well know; only — —” She suddenly changed the subject. “Did you see Mr. Dawson yesterday, and arrange about the partnership?”

“I saw him, but I can’t say I did much more than see him. He didn’t seem to be so enthusiastic about the idea of having me for a partner as I expected, and — I can’t say I’m very enthusiastic.”

“What do you mean? The other day you said it was just the thing you would like to be.”

“Yes, in a sense — in default of something better; but I don’t want to be premature; since the other day something has occurred to me which may turn out to be better than a partnership with the venerable Mr. Dawson — who, between ourselves, is as supercilious an old beast as I ever want to meet — a good deal better.”

“What is it, Herbert?”

She was observing him with — in her eyes, and on her face — an eagerness, a something strained, of which he seemed unconscious, and of which, no doubt, she was unconscious also.

“Excuse me, but that’s exactly what I can’t tell you — not at the present moment. It’s still, as you may say, in the embryo — in the making; but it’s there.”

He touched his forehead with his finger, as if to denote that the something in question had a safe location in his brain.

“Can’t — can’t you give me some idea of what it is?”

“It depends on what you call an idea. I’ll tell you this much; I’m meditating a coup — a great coup; if I bring it off it’ll mean a really big thing; how big I can’t tell you, not just now — I don’t know myself; but something altogether beyond anything a partnership with old Dawson would mean.

“Herbert, I hope it’s nothing risky.”

She had run such a risk herself she wanted him to run none; she had had enough of risks, for ever.

“That depends again on what you mean by risky. I’m not sure that I shall go in for it; I haven’t quite finished turning it over in my mind; I don’t altogether see my way; but if, by the time I have finished turning it over in my mind, I do see my way, why, there you are; I’m a starter. Of course there’s always the risk of my not bringing it off, though you may bet I’ll do my best” — he said this with a very curious smile; a smile which, for some reason, seemed to bring a sense of chill to her heart. “But I shall be no worse off if I don’t — there’s no risk in that sense. Then will be the time to join myself in partnership with dear old Dawson.”

She drew a long breath. The position was becoming complicated. She had not dreamed that he would have formed a scheme of his own, which she was to be kept out of, or she would not have gone, the second time, through the study window.

“Will — will any money be wanted for what you’re thinking of?”

“No; not, at least, from you; of course, money will be wanted, but — it will come from some one else, if it comes at all; that’s the idea; plenty of it too.”

Again that curious smile came on his face; that, this time, it positively frightened her, showed what a state her nerves were in.

“Herbert, of what are you thinking?”

“I’m thinking — of a real big thing.”

As she watched him some instinct warned her not to push her curiosity too far; yet there were certain things she must know.

“How long — will it take you to make up your mind?”

“That’s something else I can’t tell you; I never may make it up. You see, I’m only mentioning this so that you can understand why I’m not anxious to press old Dawson, just yet awhile. There’s nothing to be lost by waiting; I’m in no hurry.”

“How about our marriage?”

“What do you mean — how about our marriage?”

She would have liked to have told him just what she did mean — that she had invented her aunt’s legacy simply because she wanted to be married at once. But she could not do that; she had to get to the point some other way.

“You said if you had enough money to buy a partnership in Mr. Dawson’s business we might be married at once; that’s why I told you about my aunt’s legacy.”

“That’s all right; the legacy’ll keep; what’s the harm?”

“The harm is — it’s not nice of you to make me say so, though — you ought to be — you ought to be flattered.”

“I am flattered.”

“You’re not! I don’t believe you care for me one bit, or — or you’d know I want to be married.”

“So you shall be.”

“When?”

“Oh, when I’ve had time enough to find out where I’m standing; say in a month or two.”

“Herbert, you should never have had that two hundred pounds if you hadn’t promised me that we should be married at once.”

“What do you call at once?”

“Next week.”

“Next week! why, that’s Easter!”

“Well, why shouldn’t we be married at Easter?”

“Good gracious! Where do you propose to set up housekeeping? in my rooms?”

“Not necessarily in your rooms; but in some rooms — nice rooms, for the present; they needn’t be just about here. I’ve money enough to go on with — plenty of money; and you might think over what you’ve been talking about, and come to a decision, while — while we’re on our honeymoon.”

Again he took the cigar out of his mouth, and again he regarded the ash; it was white, and long, and firm; it seemed it was a good cigar; and while he was still regarding the ash, he observed — 

“Young woman, there’s more in you than meets the eye. There’s something in what you say; I admit there’s a good deal in what you say. I’ll give it my serious attention.”

“Your serious attention! Won’t you understand? Any day I may have to leave this place.”

“That’s true enough, unless you propose to remain on the premises while the catalogue s being drawn up, and the lots are being ticketed.”

“Herbert! What do you mean?”

“Nothing to speak of; only I happen to know that the principal creditors don’t mean to wait for their money a moment longer than they can help. Either the estate will have to be administered in bankruptcy, or Miss Nora Lindsay will have to agree to the whole thing being sold — lock, stock and barrel, for what it will fetch.”

“When?”

“As a matter of fact, they want to come into the place and start the catalogue to-morrow.”

“But what will become of Nora?”

“Quite so.”

“Where will she go?”

“Where will she?”

“Couldn’t she — couldn’t she come and live with us?”

“What’s that?”

“Couldn’t she — live with us?”

“Who’s us?”

“With you and me — just for a time — when we’re married?”

Mr. Nash looked the lady straight in the face, significantly; his tone was as significant as his look.

“My dear, I don’t think you care for Miss Nora Lindsay one snap of your fingers, and I’m sure I don’t.”

“You’ve no right to say that.”

“I fancy that you’ve a sort of notion that you ought to behave prettily to her because she’s let you come and liven her up when she hadn’t a soul in the place to speak to. So far as I can see, she’s at least as much under an obligation as you are. She’d have been deadly dull without you; she’d have had to pay a companion, and pay her well, if it hadn’t been for your society. You got nothing for your services; seems to me she owes you. Don’t talk about her living with us! I wouldn’t live under the same roof as Miss Nora Lindsay, not for a million a year. I don’t like her — never did — never could; she’s not the kind of girl I care about. What does it matter to me what becomes of her? Do you think she’d trouble if I came to eternal grief? Very much so! I fancy I see her at it! No, if you’re going to take up with Miss Nora Lindsay you’ve done with me. There never has been any love lost between us, and now if I had my way I’d never see her or speak to her again. So if your sentiments are different I’ll hand you back the two hundred pounds you so kindly threw into my face just now, and we’ll cry quits. I’m not going to start by letting the girl who’s going to be my wife mix herself up with people who are objectionable to me.”

The expression which was on the girl’s face, as she looked at him, was pitiful; had he been aware of the emotions which seemed to be tearing at her in a dozen different places at once, even he might have been moved to pity. Had his words been lashes they could hardly have hurt her more. She stood trembling, hardly able to speak.

“I — I’d no idea you — you felt like this — about — Nora.”

“Hadn’t you? Well, you know now; and as perhaps you’d like to have a little time to get the idea well into your head, I’ll say good-day.”

“Herbert, you — you mustn’t go.”

“Mustn’t go? Why mustn’t I go?”

“How about our marriage?”

“How about our marriage? — when just now you were talking about her coming to live with us.”

“I — I — was only — suggesting.”

“Then let me tell you that the suggestion’s made me feel sick. I don’t want any words — I hate them; and as I’m not going to be bustled, when I know that I ought not to allow myself to be bustled, as I remarked, I’ll return you the money which you threw into my face just now.”

“I — I didn’t mean to throw it in your face.”

“Then what did you mean? You as good as said that I’d been up for sale, and that you’d bought me; but as I didn’t understand that I was being bought, I’ll hand you back the purchase price, then perhaps I shall be able to call my soul my own.”

“I — I — Herbert, don’t — don’t let’s quarrel. I — I — you don’t know how I love you.”

“Very well, then, and I love you; so that’s all right.”

“Are you sure you love me? If I were only sure!”

“You may be dead sure; at the same time you must allow me to speak a few plain words. There’s something the matter with you, and there has been for some little time; I don’t know what it is — it may be a headache, as you say, but if it is it’s the kind of headache which, if I were you, I should take something for. You’ve changed altogether during the last few days; the little girl I used to know wouldn’t have tried to bully me into marrying her at a moment’s notice, when I told her that I thought it would be better, for both our sakes, that we should wait a little. I promise you that as soon as I see my way I’ll come and ask you to name the day, and I hope you’ll name an early one. But, in the meantime, where’s the hurry? So far as I know you’ll get no harm by waiting; it isn’t as though I was asking you to wait long — a month or two at most; and it isn’t as though you were hard up; you’ve got the cash, not I. As for leaving the place, I should say the sooner you leave it the better; you’ve got a home to go to — what’s wrong with your home? You can write to me, I can come and see you; or, if I can’t manage to come, after a bit you might step over to see me; you might find quarters with a mutual friend — why not? My present advice to you is to take a dose of medicine, that is medicine, and lie down, and sleep it off; then when you’re feeling more like yourself you’ll see that I’m quite right; and then you might let me know, and we can have another little talk together. In the meantime, as I observed before, I’ll say good-day. By the bye, if you do want that money back again, you’ve only got to let me have a line, and you shall have it.”


CHAPTER XIV

THE PARTING OF THE WAYS

Mr. Nash strolled leisurely off, lighting another cigar as he went. Elaine could have done nothing to stop him, had her entire future depended on her making the effort. Indeed she only dimly realized that he was going; something seemed to be pressing on her brain, and numbing it; until all at once the pressure lightened, and, with a start, she perceived that he had gone. For a second or two she stood staring about her on all sides, as if, just roused out of sleep, she was wondering where she was. When she understood that he had left her, and had passed out of sight, and that she was alone, oblivious of her smart hat and pretty frock, she sank down on to the grass, just where she was, and hid her face in her hands.

She stayed like that some time; she herself did not know how long; then, uncovering her face, again she looked about her; and, possibly recognizing that nothing was to be gained by behaving like that, she scrambled to her feet, shaking herself, touching herself here and there, where she thought that her costume might stand in need of a touch, then she started to return to the house.

She had just got on to the path which wound among the trees when she encountered the person she would have most wished to avoid — the butler, Morgan. Elaine had never before seen him attired in anything but what might be described as his official garments; such was her mental confusion that, at her first sight, in his well-cut, neat grey suit, she hardly knew him; it had to be admitted that in it he looked more like a gentleman is supposed to look than Mr. Nash had done. He carried himself with less swagger than Herbert Nash; what was still more marked, he uncovered when he saw Miss Harding, showing all those signs of outward respect which a gentleman is supposed to show in the presence of a lady, but which Mr. Nash had entirely ignored; yet Miss Harding shrank back from Mr. Morgan as if he had been some noxious thing. Nothing could have been more deferential than the air with which he addressed her.

“With your permission, Miss Harding, I should like to speak to you.”

She looked as if she was afraid that he would whip her.

“Not — not now; I’m afraid I shall be late for lunch; I — I don’t want to keep Miss Lindsay waiting.”

“We don’t lunch on Sunday; you forget, Miss Harding; we take early dinner; I assure you you shan’t be late; they can’t begin without me, and I’m always punctual. Pray don’t be distressed.”

“I — I can’t stop now; I — I’m not feeling very well.”

“You’re not looking very well, I’m sorry to say; as Mr. Nash informed you.”

She started.

“Mr. —— What do you mean?”

“You were so engrossed with each other that you had no eyes for anything but yourselves; or you would certainly have noticed me. I was so close that I actually heard everything you said.”

“Are you always spying?”

“Candidly, I very often am. I regard it as my duty to keep at least one eye on everything that’s going on; that’s a high ideal, but I do my best to live up to it. When I had that little conversation with you with reference to the three thousand pounds you found, I endeavoured to assure you that you might rely implicitly on my discretion; but, at the same time, I did not bargain that you would throw the money away on such a man as Herbert Nash.”

“Morgan! you — you forget yourself.”

“Not at all, Miss Harding, not at all. When first I saw you together my feeling was one of resentment; but, when I heard what was said, my resentment grew less; for one reason, because I perceived that I might be able to work with Mr. Nash, as well as with you.”

“You might work with Mr. Nash? What do you mean?”

“Is it not obvious? As you are doubtless aware, Mr. Nash is a young man of many possibilities.”

“Possibilities?”

“You will remember that I told you that I saw possibilities in you, which have become facts. In the same sense I see possibilities in Herbert Nash, so that I may be able to work with him. We shall be a united trio.”

“Do you — do you dare to hint — —”

“Yes? do I dare to hint? pray finish.”

“Let me pass! I’ll have nothing to say to you! Get out of my way!”

“Still one moment, Miss Harding, if you please. I heard you ask Mr. Nash to marry you, which was rather ‘coming on,’ to use a kitchen phrase, wasn’t it? Luckily he declined; the anxiety was plainly all on your side; or I should have objected.”

“You would have objected! Do you suppose I should ask your permission?”

“If you didn’t, and I did object, on your wedding-day I’d have you arrested at the church door; and if your husband was Herbert Nash that would be the last you’d see of him. When you came out of jail he’d slam the door in your face, unless I mistake the man, and he’d stick up a notice in his front garden, ‘No convicted felons need apply.’ It’s not my wish to be disagreeable, Miss Harding, quite the other way; but I’ve a feeling that you don’t want to treat me fairly; and in matters of this sort both sides expect fair treatment, it’s only natural. I can tell you, at this moment, exactly what I propose, as Herbert Nash put it; I want time to find out where I’m standing; as you must see for yourself, everything’s at sixes and sevens. But I can tell you what I don’t propose; that you should hand over that three thousand pounds to a man who doesn’t deserve it. You catch what I mean? I fancy you will if you think it over.” He glanced at his watch. “Now I am afraid that I must go; if you go straight home you’ll have plenty of time to tittivate; and I do trust, Miss Harding, that, at dinner, you’ll be once more the charming, lively, high-spirited young lady I’ve always loved to rest my eyes upon.”

When the gong sounded for dinner Miss Lindsay was informed, by the butler, that although Miss Harding had been out, and had returned, she had sent down word that her headache was still so bad that she wanted nothing to eat, and preferred to remain in her own room. Whereupon Nora went up-stairs to make inquiries on her own account. She found the young lady’s door was locked. Having tapped twice without eliciting a response, the third time she knocked more peremptorily, exclaiming — 

“Elaine! please let me in! it’s Nora.”

A shrill voice cried out within.

“I can’t let you in! I won’t! I only want people to let me alone.”

Wondering, Nora let her alone, and went down to a solitary dinner; while Elaine lay face downward on the bed, wildly asking herself if suicide was not the best way out of it.

That night there came to Nora still another variation of the dream which she had dreamed before. Throughout the day she had been conscious of a sense of curious depression; as if she was realizing, for the first time, how wholly alone in the world she was, and was likely to remain. She had said good-bye to the man she loved; Mr. Spencer’s story of the envelope which her father had sent him was an odd one; but the envelope was lost. She resented with a bitterness of which she had not imagined herself capable the fact that he had lost it; she had not put her bitterness into words, she had not wished to reproach him; it was contrary to her nature to reproach any one; but it had seemed to her the hardest blow which fate had dealt her yet, and that it should have come from him! If the envelope were found it was possible that it might contain the key to the mystery of Donald Lindsay’s money; so that it would be shown that she was, after all, pecuniarily, in the fortunate position her father had led her to suppose she would be. But, to begin with, it had to be found. It seemed that its loser had already been making strenuous efforts to recover it, without success; if it was to be retrieved surely it was most likely to be the case when the scent was hot. What reason was there to suppose that the search which had failed when the conditions were more favourable was likely to have a more satisfactory result now that everything was against it? Even if the envelope was regained there was still the — should she say probability, or possibility? — that its contents might lead to nothing after all. Disappointments had crowded on her so fast lately that it would only be in the natural order of things if she was to be visited by yet another.

Almost worse than all the rest; suppose the envelope was recovered, and it was found that she was indeed an heiress, still to her the world would never again be what it was; in her heart of hearts she knew it; it was that knowledge which, that Sunday, weighed on her so heavily. During the last few days disillusions had come to her from every quarter. Whatever the future might have in store for her the attitude taken up by the Earl and Countess of Mountdennis was one which she never could forget. That her position as an heiress had heightened her charms in their eyes she had known; but she had supposed that they had cared for her a little for herself. That bubble was blown. Common decency, it seemed to her, would have bade them extend to her at least some show of sympathy. Plainly such an idea had not occurred to them. All they had done was to revile her for having lost everything she valued most, father, home, all; as if the fault was hers, and she had been engaged in a conspiracy to bring about her own destruction; they had made it so hideously clear that, from the first, and all along, they had only thought of her as a representative of so many pounds, shillings and pence; not a creature of flesh and blood, who was one day to stand to them in the place of a daughter, to be loved and cherished by their son. Though to-morrow millions were to come tumbling into her lap her lovers’ parents could never now be what she had once hoped they would become; with their own hands they had rent into nothing the veil of illusion through which she had seen them.

That Robert was not as they were she admitted, gladly admitted. Yet he was their son; if she became his wife she would be in duty bound to regard his parents, in a sense, as hers; how could she pretend filial attachment and respect for such persons as they had shown themselves to be? Hers was the young girl’s high ideal of marriage; husband and wife ought to be one; they ought to have a common community of interest; what was dear to the one should be dear to the other; how would that ideal work out if she were to marry Robert Spencer? Obviously, it would not work at all; he would be on one side; his parents — not improbably all his relatives and friends — would be on the other side, against her. It would begin in dissension, and end — where? Even the discovery that she was rich would make but little difference; she was not going to buy a husband from his father and mother, well knowing that all they wanted for the light of their countenance was their price, and that they would only consent to receive her into the family circle if she came plastered with gold. Rather than become a wife upon those terms she would remain a spinster all her life. She knew her weakness; if she came within reach of Robert her love — his love — might prove greater than her strength; that morning it had been all that she could do to keep herself out of his arms. Next time — and she was pretty sure that if Robert was in the neighbourhood there would be a next time before very long — she might succumb, and regret it ever afterwards. Better that she should leave Cloverlea than run such a risk.

The probability that she would have to go — whether she wanted to go or not — had been continually in her mind since she had heard Dr. Banyard’s statement of her affairs; and with it there had been a hazy sort of notion that, when the moment of parting came, she might find temporary refuge in Elaine Harding’s home in the west country, as a guest in her father’s vicarage. Elaine had asked her often; it was true that the invitations had been coupled with intimations that the vicarage was but a humble one, and would seem but a poor place to the heiress of Cloverlea. But now circumstances had changed; to Nora any place seemed desirable where she would be welcome; especially her dear friend’s home, however modest it might be. Although she would not confess it even to herself she had vaguely expected that Elaine would have spoken to her on the subject before now; Elaine had always been so full of protestations of what she would do — of what she would love to do — for Nora, if opportunity ever offered, in return for all that Nora had done for her. But now that opportunity did offer, and Elaine was well aware of the plight which Nora was shortly likely to be in, not a hint had she dropped of a disposition to be of service to her in any way whatever. More, it seemed to Nora that Elaine was avoiding her as if misfortune had made of her a pariah. It was true that she excused herself by alleging illness; and Nora was not prepared to say that her illness was diplomatic. But during all the time they had known each other Elaine had always enjoyed excellent health; so far as Nora knew — and they had been intimate for years — she had not endured an ache or pain until the moment arrived when it seemed likely that she might be able to render some slight services to the friend who had done so much for her.

It was not strange that Nora took it for granted that she need expect nothing from the dearest friend she had in the world; and that that feeling did not tend to lighten the load of depression which, that Sunday, weighed on her so heavily.

In the evening she took stock of such possessions as, in any case, she might be entitled to call her own. She had it strongly in her mind that she and Elaine might soon be parted; just how close the hour of parting was she could not tell, but she felt that, whenever it came, it would be as well that it should find her ready. There had been, she knew, a meeting of the creditors yesterday; exactly what course they had decided to pursue she had not learnt; and, again, that troubled her; she felt that either Dr. Banyard or Mr. Nash might have let her have some sort of intimation. But, anyhow, from what she had gathered it seemed likely that before long there would be strangers at Cloverlea; when they came she must go, practically on the instant. Even if their coming was postponed it appeared to her that she must go. It cost money to keep up Cloverlea; since the little money which her father had left belonged to the creditors, when she came to consider the matter calmly, it seemed to her that she had no real right to remain another hour. Her continued stay in that huge house involved the expenditure of money to which it had not yet been shown that she had any claim; even if money enough had been discovered to keep it going for another week, which she doubted.

No; it seemed to her, from whatever point of view she regarded the position, that the hour was close at hand for the parting of the ways; and that it behoved her to be ready for it when it came.


CHAPTER XV

‘SO EARLY IN THE MORNING’

So she took stock of such things as, whatever befell, she felt that she would have a right to take away with her from Cloverlea; it seemed to her that, since God had opened her eyes to her actual situation, He would forgive her for undertaking, on the Sabbath evening, what He had shown her was a work of necessity. A pathetic business that stocktaking was, and a queer one, and not a very heavy one either.

She began with the money. She concluded that such cash as her father had given her for her own separate and private use she might still call her own, and use as her own. Had she been dealing with a sum of any magnitude she would have hesitated; for this young woman was a Don Quixote in petticoats, and would rather starve than eat food which she even fancied belonged to others; but she was not dealing with a sum of any magnitude. Her father had always made her a generous allowance, of which she had always made a generous use; regarding herself as, in a sense, her father’s almoner, she used far the larger part of it in works of charity. Since she left school it had been his custom to give her, four times a year, a sum of one hundred and twenty-five pounds, always in gold. It had been one of his peculiarities that he had never given her either cheques or bank-notes, but always sovereigns. One of the quarterly sums had always been handed to her during the first week in April; she had been expecting it when her father had been taken ill. As a matter of fact, it was her hundred and twenty-five sovereigns, plus two more, which had formed that little heap of gold which was on the study table when Elaine Harding first adventured through the window. So, as that little heap had never found its way to her, all she actually possessed was what was left from last quarter — and the first three months of the year always were such expensive months. During the winter there was apt to be so much want and suffering; sometimes she found it hard to make both ends meet, even though she spent scarcely anything on herself at all. However, that winter quarter there had been something over; that something represented her entire fortune, nearly nine pounds; to be exact, eight pounds fourteen and eightpence. Even the most clamorous creditor might have suffered her to go out to face the world with that. Especially as beyond that Nora had very little of a portable nature which she considered she would be justified in regarding as her own, except her clothes.

Among the other things to which he had objected Donald Lindsay included jewellery. He wore none himself; had he had his way he would have called no man an acquaintance who did. He disliked to see jewellery even on a woman. On an elderly woman he esteemed it bad enough; like the cynic he was, he held that the average elderly woman very properly felt that she was only worth the net value of what she had on her. On a girl, to his thinking, it was impossible; if ever he encountered, under his own roof, young women who were, as they fancied, ornamented by products of the jeweller’s art, he was apt to make such plain-spoken comments that Nora always endeavoured to warn her girl acquaintances to put aside their ornaments while, at any rate, her father was about. Nora herself had only had four pieces of jewellery in her life. One was a plain gold watch, which her father had given her when she was at school, which she then wore attached to a plain black ribbon; another was a gold locket, in which was her father’s portrait, which she had worn on the same black ribbon. The other two articles had been presents from Robert Spencer — her engagement ring, and another locket, in which was his portrait. These she had returned to him on the previous day, together with his letters. So that all the jewellery she now had was the gold watch and the locket with the portrait of her father. These, she decided, came in the same category as the eight pounds fourteen and eightpence; she was entitled to regard them as her very own.

Her wardrobe presented difficulties. She had heaps of pretty dresses; quantities of all sorts of pretty clothes; the puzzle was, what to take and what to leave. She knew, from experience, that if her garments were turned into cash they would not fetch a great deal, however much they might previously have cost, or however little they might have been worn; so that if she took all her clothes she was aware that she would not be depriving her creditors of an appreciable sum of money. It was the difficulty of selection which troubled her. Obviously elaborate and costly evening dresses consorted ill with a fortune of eight pounds fourteen and eightpence, which represented both capital and income; in that sense the daintier and prettier they were, the more undesirable they were. Yet — she loved her pretty frocks; only a woman could understand how hard it seemed to her to have to part from them. With them were entwined so many associations; she wore this one on that never-to-be-forgotten night when Robert first asked her to be his wife; that when he slipped the engagement ring upon her finger; how pretty she had thought it! how she had kissed it when she was alone! She blushed at the memory.

After all, those were sentimental considerations which reached back to the life with which she had done for ever. It was quite another sort of life which was in front of her; she must be equipped for that. Three Or four plain, substantial dresses would be sufficient; the rest — those triumphs of the dressmaker’s art — she was not likely to require garments of that sort again, ever. So she packed the few clothes she thought she would require into a trunk, together with her Bible, her writing-case, and a few odds and ends; looking round the room, she decided that all her other things, which she had so treasured, must remain behind. She undressed, feeling as if she was undressing in a room peopled with ghosts, all of them memories of the many-sided Nora of the days which were gone; then, all radiant in her white attire, she knelt in prayer; supposing, as she poured forth all the dear, secret things which were in her heart, that she was a woman; but God, who heard her, knew that she was a child; and, as she prayed, He breathed peace into her soul; so that hardly, at last, was she between the sheets when she fell fast asleep.

And in her sleep she dreamed the dream which she had dreamed before; of her father, stealing timidly into her room, filled with a great longing to tell her something, which he would have given much that she should know, yet speechless. And to him the knowledge that he was dumb was agony, and to her; so that she put her arms about him, and whispered in his ear words which were meant to assist him in the efforts he was making to say what he so yearned to tell her. But struggle as he might, speech would not come; until, all at once, in the exceeding bitterness of his grief he made her understand that, because he had been still so long, and so had sinned, God would not let him speak now; He would not forgive him for the opportunities he had wasted. Mingling her anguish with his, she held him closer, crying — 

“God will forgive you, father! God will forgive you!” and, with her own crying, she woke herself up, to find herself in the darkness, alone, and the sound of her own voice in her ears.

As before, the delusion of her father’s presence was so real that, at first, she could not believe it was delusion. She put out her hands to feel for him; when they found nothing, she whispered — 

“Father!”

When none answered she got out of bed, and crossed the room, and stood at the open door, listening for the sound of his retreating footsteps; she had heard them so plainly when he entered. When she remembered that he was dead, and that it must have been a dream, she began to tremble all over; she did not dare to ask herself if this dream had been sent to her of God; she was afraid.

Throughout the remainder of the night she lay awake. Day had scarcely dawned when she rose and dressed. Recollections of the awe which had obsessed her spirit were with her still. She was conscious of an uncomfortable feeling that something unusual was about to happen. So soon as she was dressed she left her own room and went to the bedroom which had been her father’s. As she crossed its threshold she had an odd sensation of having come again into his presence. Impelled by she knew not what motive of curiosity, she examined methodically all that the room contained, opening drawers and wardrobes, going through their contents. It seemed to her that they were emptier than they used to be. Her father had accumulated clothes until every store-place he had was filled to over-flowing; she had told him not long ago that if he would keep on getting more, without ridding himself of some of those he had, he would require another room to put them in. She knew he had got rid of nothing, yet drawers and cupboards in bedroom and dressing-room were nearly empty. Certainly more than three-quarters of them were gone; what were left were scarcely more than odds and ends. And not only clothes; as she looked about her she began to miss all sorts of things. Both rooms had been nearly stripped of all her father’s personal belongings. By whom had they been taken? who had given the necessary authority?

From the bedroom she passed through the still silent house to the rooms below, and presently to her father’s study. Here again was some subtle suggestion of its late owner. He seemed to be standing by her as she touched this and that, moving from one familiar object to another. Nor had she been there very long before she perceived that here also things were missing; and, in this case, they were things which mattered. A pair of bronzes had gone from the mantel, for which her father had paid a large sum, and which he valued highly; some ivory antiques, fine specimens of the carver’s art, which he had brought with him from China, had also vanished; a Satsuma vase, two costly examples of powder blue, even prints and pictures from the walls, all kinds of curiosities, the possession of which would gladden a collector’s heart, had disappeared. Of course their absence was capable of a natural and legitimate interpretation; they might have been put out of sight for safer keeping. Still — they were there on Saturday; she was sure she had noticed them when she came in a moment for some ink; why should they have been removed during the course of yesterday?

While she stood looking about her, feeling a little bewildered, the door was opened suddenly, and Morgan, the butler, came hastily in. He stared at her as if she was not at all the person he had expected to see; indeed, he said as much.

“I beg your pardon, Miss Lindsay, I thought—” He left his sentence unfinished, and began another. “I heard some one moving about below, and knowing that the household was still upstairs, I thought it might be some one who had no business here, so hurried down to see who it was.”

He made as if to withdraw, but Nora stopped him.

“Morgan, who has been interfering with my father’s things?”

“I beg your pardon; I don’t quite follow.”

“Where’s the Satsuma vase? and the powder blues? and the bronzes? and all sorts of things?”

“Have they been removed?”

“You can see for yourself that they’ve been removed; who has taken them? where are they?”

Morgan glanced round the room with, in his air, as it seemed to Nora, almost a suggestion of amusement.

“They do seem to have been removed, don’t they? As you say, all sorts of things.”

“Didn’t you know they had been removed?”

“Perhaps Mr. Nash has had it done; or Dr. Banyard.”

“Why should they? Besides, neither of them has been here since Saturday; and the things were here then, because I saw them.”

“Ah, if you saw them that doesn’t look as if they could have had it done, does it? But — may I ask, Miss Lindsay, how it matters?”

“How it matters, Morgan — the things are worth a great deal of money.”

“Isn’t that all the more reason why they shouldn’t be allowed to fall into the hands of — I don’t wish to cause you pain, Miss Lindsay — of those who are coming?”

“What do you mean?”

“Don’t you know? Then, in that case, Miss Lindsay, I will have inquiries made, and will inform you, at the earliest possible moment, of the result.”

He slipped out of the room so rapidly that she had not a chance to question him further, leaving her more bewildered than he had found her. What did he mean? what could he mean? She did not like to suspect him of impertinence, or even something worse; yet — what had he implied? That it would be just as well that these most valuable possessions of her father should be kept out of the hand — of those who were coming? She did not doubt that the state of affairs was known to the household; could he have been referring to the creditors? was he suggesting that they should be defrauded of what might go some distance towards settling their claims, and that she should connive at such a fraud? If he had not meant that, what had he meant? Her impulse was to call him back, and insist upon an explanation there and then.

But she reflected that, whatever his meaning might have been, she had made herself quite plain; his manner had shown it. His error, perhaps, had been one of over-zeal for her service; though that was not a fault of which she had supposed Morgan would have been likely to be guilty. Still, that was how it might have been. If so, now he understood — that that was not the sort of zeal which she desired. If — as, in spite of his evasions, she thought was possible, he knew where the missing articles were to be found — she gave him an opportunity to restore them, in his own fashion, to their former places, no doubt, when she returned again to the study, she would find them where they had always been. With some vague notion of giving him such an opportunity, there and then, she opened the French window which led into the grounds — through which Elaine Harding had made that entry she was never to forget, which had changed the whole face of the world for her, as well as for others — and, hatless, passed out into the morning air.

Although she did not know it, she was setting out on what was to be her last walk through the familiar places she had known so long, and loved so well.


CHAPTER XVI

GULDENHEIM

It was hardly the morning she would have chosen for such a jaunt. A change was impending in the weather. Fickle April seemed to be of opinion that the world thereabouts had already had too fair a taste of summer, and that the time had come for quite a different sort of thing. Heavy banks of cloud scudded across the sky, blown by a cold north-easterly wind, which at times almost amounted to a gale. But Nora was heedless of the weather; her mood was in tune with the wind, wild and vagrant. The chilly breezes blew her hair this way and that, she cared nothing. Now and then a splash of rain was dashed on her uncovered head; she paid no heed. She walked rapidly, delighting in the sensation of striding swiftly through the open air, careless of all else. How far she walked, or how long, she did not know; she kept no count; one could walk some distance without quitting the grounds of Cloverlea; but even she awoke to the fact, at last, that she had better seek shelter, or else go home. The rain threatened to fall in earnest; without hat or jacket, or protection of any sort, she would soon be soaked to the skin.

She stood up under the shelter of a tree; as much to enable her to take her bearings as for anything else; and had just realized that the road ran on the other side of the hedge which was close at hand, when a trap came bowling along it, whose driver, seeing her peeping out from behind her tree, brought his horse to a sudden standstill. It was Dr. Banyard.

“Why, Miss Nora,” he exclaimed, “you’re early abroad. And have you joined the anti-hat brigade that you venture so far afield without one on, and in such weather? I’ll give you a lift, I’ll get you home now before the rain; and if I don’t Sam and I between us will find something which will keep you dry. There’s a gate a little further on; if you hurry I’ll be there to meet you.”

She shook her head; and stood closer to the tree.

“You’re very good; but I’d sooner walk if you don’t mind.”

“Walk! but it’s going to pour! and you haven’t even so much as an umbrella!”

“It’s not going to be so much, only a shower; I can see blue sky there.”

The doctor looked in the direction to which she pointed, and, seeing the peeping blue, perceived that, probably, after all, it was only going to be an April whimper.

“You’re a refractory young person; if you catch a cold don’t look for sympathy from me; and, I say, I want to speak to you. In fact, I’ve been wanting to speak to you since Saturday; but of course the parish chooses the wrong moment to get itself ill, I haven’t had a moment to call on you. I’ve been up practically all night, and when I do get home I expect I’ll be dragged out again directly; I know them! But you will have heard from Nash.”

“I have heard-nothing from Mr. Nash since I saw you last.”

“No? How’s that? I told him to communicate with you in case I couldn’t, and he said he would.”

Again she shook her head. Leaning over the side of the trap he eyed her with his shrewd grey eyes.

“In that case, here, Sam, take the reins, and drive a little way down the road; I’ll call you when I want you; I have something which I wish to say to Miss Lindsay, in the rain.” As a matter of fact when he alighted, and the trap had gone on, the shower had already nearly died away; she stood close up to the hedge on one side and he on the other. “I am sorry to be the first bearer of the bad news, I had hoped Nash would have broken the ice. I was present on Saturday at the meeting of Guldenheim and his friends.” He did not tell her at what inconvenience he had been present, and of how, in consequence, all his work had got into confusion. “I said all we had arranged that I should say; but I am sorry to have to inform you that the only terms on which they would consent not to throw your father’s estate into bankruptcy were that everything should be realized at once.”

She smiled, a rather wintry smile, but still it was a smile.

“Thank you; it is very kind of you to take so much trouble; but would you mind telling me exactly what that means.”

“I’m afraid it means that Guldenheim and his friends, or their representative, may arrive at Cloverlea to-day. They seem to be hot against your father with a heat I confess I don’t understand, and declare they won’t wait a moment longer for their money than they can help.”

“They need not; I am quite ready to go.”

Her pale face grew perhaps a little paler, and her lips were closed a little tighter; but the girl still smiled. He seemed to be more moved than she was.

“If you take my advice, my dear young lady, you’ll at once get together as much as you possibly can, and have the things removed from the premises before they come; you can have them sent over to us if you like. Anyhow you’re entitled to personal belongings; and in a case like yours the law takes a liberal view of what that term covers.”

“I think I’ve packed up everything already, practically.”

“I hope you’ve treated the situation broadly, and have not been unduly generous to persons who you may be quite sure will show no generosity to you.” She nodded; she did not care to tell him, in so many words, that what she chose to regard as her personal belongings were all contained in one small trunk. “And of course you’ll come over to us till you have had time to look round; things may turn out much better than at present they promise; you never can tell. The wife is taking it for granted that you’re coming, you can take that from me; but, if you think it’s necessary, so soon as I get home she’ll come and fetch you.”

Perhaps it was because that was the first offer of real assistance she had received that her voice was tremulous.

“Thank you; you — you know I thank you and Mrs. Banyard; but — I can’t come, I’ve made other arrangements.”

He eyed her suspiciously; his tone was brusque.

“What arrangements have you made?”

“Just for a while they’re private.”

“Are you going to be married? It would be the best thing you could possibly do, to get married out of hand; I hear your young man’s back again, and I’ve no doubt he’s willing; Robert Spencer’s not a fool.”

Her voice sank nearly to a whisper.

“I’m not going to be married.”

“Then what are you going to do?”

“If you don’t mind, doctor, I prefer to keep my own counsel for a while.”

He broke into alliterative violence.

“You’re contemplating some feebly foolish female knight-errantry. I know you! But it won’t be allowed; directly I get home I’ll send my wife to talk to you; she’ll do it better than I can. Your best friends are here; it’s they who have your best interests at heart; and you’re going to consider their feelings whether you like it or not; you’re not going to be allowed to ride over them roughshod, young lady. Sam, bring that pony.” He discharged a parting shaft at her as he climbed into the trap. “You understand, my wife will come and talk to you as soon as she gets her hat on; or whatever it is she does put on when she goes out visiting. And I hope you’ll have the grace to listen to what she says.”

Nora re-entered the house through the open study-window. As she passed through the room she saw that the butler had taken her hint; the missing articles had been replaced. As she was sitting at her lonely early breakfast — for it seemed that Elaine Harding had not yet sufficiently recovered to put in an appearance at so matutinal a meal — she commented on the fact to Morgan.

“I am glad to see that the study is again as it always has been. I wish everything, throughout the house, to remain exactly as it was when my father was alive; nothing is to be touched. Let the servants understand that this is my wish.”

Morgan slightly inclined his head, as if to express both perfect comprehension and his readiness to carry out her directions. Then, when, feeling that she preferred to be alone, she told him that he need not wait, he returned straight to the study, gathered together the articles which he had only recently replaced, and walked off with them to a hiding-place of which he flattered himself he alone knew the secret.

“She’s had her way,” he told himself, as he was stowing them in what he hoped was a place of safety. “Always let a woman have her way, if you can, especially if she’s young and good to look at; now it’s my turn. She’s not likely to go back to the study for a bit; it’s worth chancing, anyhow, these things mean quite a heap of money; from what I hear others are likely to get here before she does, and they can look after themselves. At a time like we’re going to have every one has to look after himself. If the things are missed, why they can be produced, and everything explained; if they’re not missed, and I don’t see how they’re going to be, if there’s a little management, there’s no reason why I shouldn’t have them, instead of that pack of thieves. I have got some artistic taste; it’s born in me; I doubt if they’ve got any.”

He grinned, as he wrapped the Satsuma vase carefully in a large white silk handkerchief.

Having finished breakfast Nora went up to her own sitting-room; but had not been there very long before a servant first knocked shakily, then entered hastily.

“If you please, miss, there’s a lot of men downstairs; they didn’t ask for you, and I don’t know what they want, but they’ve got such a free and easy way about them that I thought I’d better let you know that they were there; Morgan let them in; they came in a wagonette.”

Nora went down without a word. In the hall there was quite a little crowd of men; ten or twelve of them there seemed; among them some sufficiently rough-looking customers. None of them had troubled to remove their hats; but at sight of Nora one of them, a big fat man, beautifully dressed, with a red face, a large nose, and curly shining black hair, removing his hat, advanced to meet her.

“Are you Miss Lindsay?”

He spoke with a curious nasal utterance.

“I am.”

“I’m Guldenheim, you know all about me; and these are my friends, who are in the same boat with me, you’ve heard about them; and these are our chaps. I suppose you know we’ve agreed not to make a fuss on condition that you give us possession of everything, to cut up between us so that we can get a bit of our own back again, what there is of it to cut up.”

“I do know.”

“Well, we’ve come into possession.” As he looked at the girl and saw, dimly, what manner of girl she was, he seemed to think that he owed her some sort of apology, which he offered in a fashion of his own. “I dare say it seems hard to you, our coming in like this, but you must know that your father had our money, and my friends’ money, and we can’t afford to lose it, it isn’t to be expected that we should; you must understand that.”

“I quite understand,” said Nora.

“Then that’s all right,” said Mr. Guldenheim.

About that time some one was rapping at Miss Harding’s bedroom door, on the other side of which Miss Harding was completing her toilette.

“Who’s there?” she asked.

“It’s me, Morgan; here, come closer to the door, I want to speak to you.”

She went so close to the door that even a whisper of his would have been audible.

“What is it?”

“The bailiffs are in down-stairs, the whole show’s burst up. You’d better pack up — you know what, as soon as you can; and everything else you’ve got as well; and anything you see lying about worth packing; at a time like this anything’s any one’s. Only get a move on you; they may be up here directly, there’s a lot of them, and there’s no telling how they’re going to do things, those sort of people can make themselves very nasty if they like; you don’t want to have them superintending your packing; don’t you let them in, if you can help it, till you’ve got your boxes locked. I thought I’d just give you a tip, so that you might look lively.”

Miss Harding acted on Mr. Morgan’s “tip,” beginning, so soon as he had gone, to pack everything she had got, and doing it with feverish haste; but had not proceeded far when something came rattling against the window-panes, something which sounded as if it were a handful of gravel. She drew aside the curtain and looked out. Mr. Nash was below, he waved his hand; apparently it was he who had saluted the window. Hurriedly throwing a dressing-jacket over her bare shoulders, she raised the sash sufficiently to enable her to put her head out, apparently oblivious of the fact that her black hair was streaming loose; she had been engaged in “doing” it when Morgan had knocked at the door.

“Herbert! Did you throw those stones at my window? What do you want?”

The reply from below was hardly an answer to her question.

“I say! Now you are worth looking at! Now you’re what I call something like a picture!”

Her cheeks were flushed with excitement; there was a light in her eyes; the streaming locks certainly were not unbecoming; nor did the blush with which she received his words detract from the general effect.

“Herbert, you naughty boy, you don’t mean to say you nearly broke my window simply to make me put my head out, and I’m in this state!”

“Well, not exactly; though it would have been worth breaking a window for. I chucked that gravel up at your window because I’ve something to say to you which has got to be said now, if it’s to be said at all; only don’t shout.”

“Am I shouting?”

“I thought I’d just give you the hint in case you felt as if you’d like to. Somehow, do you know, the more I look at you the more I seem to want to; if I could only get at you.”

“It’s lucky you can’t; what do you want to say? Do you know I’m freezing?”

“You remember what we were talking about yesterday?”

“Am I likely to have forgotten?”

“I’ve been thinking things over, and I’ve come to the conclusion that if you’re game I am.”

“Game? game for what? what do you mean?”

Mr. Nash glanced round, as if to ascertain if any one was in sight, then dropped his voice.

“To marry.”

“Herbert!”

Her heart seemed to leap into her mouth, as if the word, coming from his lips, touched a spring and made it bound.

“You said you’d like the marriage to be at once; what do you say to our being married to-morrow?”

“Herbert!”

At the moment she could only trust herself to repeat his name, she was in such a curious state of tremblement.

“Do you know that Guldenheim and his crowd are in the house?”

“I’ve just heard.”

“A nice lot they are; you can’t stop in the house with them; you’ll have to clear.”

“I told you I should.”

“You’d better pack everything you’ve got and I’ll send a trap for you; they may object to your taking anything out of the stable; it’s quite possible that they’ve laid hands on the lot. Anyhow I’ll send something for you; how long’ll you be?”

“Half-an-hour.”

“Not more?”

“I can’t tell you to the exact moment how long I’ll be; don’t be absurd. You send the trap in half-an-hour, and I’ll be as quick as ever I can. Where’s it going to take me?”

“To the station; I’ll meet you there.”

“Why at the station?”

“You poor little thing! we’re going off together; it’s going to be a regular elopement.”

“Herbert! How are we going to get married?”

“How soon can you get some of your aunt’s money?”

“I’ve got enough by me to go on with.”

“How much do you call enough?”

“Oh, about ninety pounds.”

“You sly little thing! Who’d have thought you were stuffed with money like this? It’s not so long ago since I pointed out a big hole in your glove, and you said you had to wear old gloves, because you couldn’t afford to buy yourself a pair of new ones.”

“I dare say; that was a hint to you.”

“Was it? then it was thrown away, because if I possessed the price of a pair of gloves it was as much as I did have; though in the sweet by and by I’m going to be a millionaire.”

“You haven’t said how we’re going to get married.”

“I’m going to get the licence the other end, and we’re going to be married to-morrow.”

“Are you sure we can get married to-morrow?”

“Of course I’m sure.”

“In church?”

“In church; in St. Paul’s Cathedral if you like; though to arrange that might take a little longer.”

“I don’t want to be married in St. Paul’s Cathedral; I want to be married quietly.”

“That’s what I want; so there we are agreed; hooray!” This cry of jubilation was uttered in a sepulchral whisper. “Now you quite understand? Trap’s coming in half-an-hour; you’re to be ready; you’re going to meet me at the station; we’re going to elope; we’re going together to get the licence; and to-morrow we’re going to be married together; is that perfectly clear?”

“Don’t be silly! Are you glad?”

“What for?”

“That we’re going to be married; you know!”

“Of course I’m glad; how do you want me to show it? would you like me to stand on my head and dance?”

“No; I only want to know you’re glad.”

“You wait; you shall have all the knowledge you feel you stand in need of.”

“Herbert!”


CHAPTER XVII

NORA GOES

When Elaine brought back her head into the room, the window was closed, Mr. Nash had vanished; the young lady was in such a state of palpitation, that for some seconds she was incapable of continuing the operation of packing, conscious though she was of how time was pressing. Half-an-hour is not long. She was not yet fully dressed; it seemed that now she was to dress to meet her lover, to elope with him; if she had known that before she would have arrayed herself in some quite different garments. There was no time to change now; it was out of the question. Really, there was not time even to finish packing properly; her things would have to be squashed in anyhow; if she could get them in at all she would have to be content. There was one comfort, she would buy herself an entirely new outfit when she had once got clear away. Herbert need not think — no one need think — that she was going to do without a trousseau; she was not. She was going to have a proper trousseau; a complete trousseau. Only it seemed that in her case the various articles would have to be purchased after marriage instead of before; but she would have them.

While such thoughts chased themselves through her excited little head, she returned to the process of packing with still greater zeal than before. Cherished garments received unceremonious treatment; if they could have felt they would have wondered why their mistress was using them as she had never done before. Rolled up anyhow; squeezed in anywhere; no regard paid to frills or dainty trimmings; plainly Elaine’s one and only desire was to get her things in somewhere, somehow. Yet as if it was not enough to have to pack against time, she was not allowed to pack in peace; she was doomed to interruption. Just as the first box seemed full as it could hold, and she was wondering if her weight would be enough to induce the hasp to meet the lock, there came a tapping at the bedroom door. The sound was to her an occasion of irritation; her voice suggested it.

“Now who’s that?”

“It is I.”

It was a voice she knew — at that moment it seemed to her — too well. So entirely was this young woman a creature of mood that there was only room in her for one mood at a time, and while that possessed her she forgot everything else; before she heard that voice she had forgotten Nora. And it was Nora who stood on the other side of the door. Elaine’s selfish little soul shook with fear when the sound of the voice without recalled her friend’s existence to her recollection.

“What am I to do?” was the question which instantly sprang up within her. She could scarcely put her off with an excuse now. Nora was probably at her wit’s end; all the seas of trouble had been opened on her unprotected head. If ever there was a moment in which she was in need of friendly service it was this; unless some one held out to her a helping hand she might sink in the deep waters, never to rise again. In the box which she had just been packing was the money which Elaine had “found” on the study table; that huge sum which, of course, was Nora’s. Here was a chance to show that, after all, she was not altogether the worthless wretch she had seemed to be. Should she?

No, she told herself, Herbert would not like it; then there was Morgan, and the trousseau, and the honeymoon; if she kept all the money she might have the kind of honeymoon of which she had so often dreamed; and — there were other things. All the uses she might have for the money crowded into her brain, treading on each other’s heels. She dropped the lid and ran to the door.

“I’m awfully sorry, Nora, to keep you waiting, but — —” She stopped, to stare. “Why, you’ve got your hat on; where are you going?”

Nora was dressed for travelling. It was Elaine’s cue to be surprised at everything; she meant to be so surprised that the mere force of her surprise should drive all other things clean out of her. Nora came into the room.

“I see you are packing.”

For a second Elaine was slightly embarrassed, but she quickly got over that.

“Yes, I’ve had a letter from papa this morning.”

“A letter from your father?”

The calm eyes looked Elaine straight in the face. The girl turned away; the glib tongue began to reel off lies.

“Just now — I should think I ought to have had it yesterday; I don’t know why I only had it to-day. He wants me to come home; of course he feels I’m frightfully in the way; and then it seems Polly has the scarlet fever, and Jennie looks as if she were sickening for it, and there are the other children, and papa has no one to help him — he can’t afford a nurse; so you see I must go; the poor man writes as if he were half distracted.”

“Of course you must go; and, perhaps, in a way it’s as well you must, though I’m so sorry to hear about Polly and Jennie; but I’m afraid that in any case I should have had to ask you to go.”

“Nora! Am I so much in the way as that?”

“It is not only you who are in the way; we both of us are, both you and me. Mr. Guldenheim and his friends have come, and, in consequence, I also am leaving Cloverlea.”

“Nora! What do you mean?”

Nothing could have been more eloquent than the amazement on Elaine’s face.

“You knew that they were going to sell everything to pay what it appears were my father’s debts; well, it’s come a little sooner than I expected, that’s all.”

“But where will you go? What will you do?”

“Something; don’t fear. ‘God’s in His heaven, all’s well with the world.’ I don’t doubt there’s a place in it somewhere for me.”

“Oh, Nora, if I could only take you home with me! But it’s such a poor place, and so small; and now it’s like a hospital, with all the children ill of that dreadful fever, and papa writing that he’s nearly penniless; what do you think yourself?”

It was rather a neat way of passing on the responsibility.

“I think it’s out of the question. With that poor father of yours already nearly borne down beneath his troubles, do you think I’d add to them? What I’m wondering is if you’ve enough money to take you home.”

“Papa hasn’t sent me any — I’m afraid he’s none to send; but I’ve been reckoning — I’ve just enough, with a squeeze; but then I’m used to squeezing. Nora, I do hope you’ve plenty of money.”

“I’ve enough to go on with. Can I help you with your packing?”

“The idea! As if I’d let you, you poor dear!”

“Then, Elaine, if you won’t mind very much — —”

Nora stopped, as if at a loss to find words with which to clothe her thoughts. Miss Harding was gushing.

“I shan’t mind anything, my darling. What is it?”

“It — it’s only, if you won’t think me very unkind, that I’d — I’d like to catch a train which starts almost at once.”

She was thinking, perhaps, of Dr. Banyard’s promise to send his wife to talk to her, and desired to avoid that talking. Miss Harding leapt at the hint.

“And you want to get away immediately? And do you think I’d wish to stop you from doing anything you want to do? — you sweet! Good-bye, Nora, my darling! God bless you! I hope everything will turn out all right yet; I feel sure it will; it’s bound to. And mind you write!”

“I will — when I am settled.”

“And what address will find you?”

“I’ll let you know that also, when I’m settled.”

So they parted, with fond embraces, many kisses, words of endearment, tears in their eyes. Nora’s heart was very full, and Elaine felt hers ought to be. So soon as Nora had left the room Elaine banged her foot against the floor; clapped her hands together with such violence that she actually stung her tender palms, and cried — 

“What a little beast I am! what a little beast!”

Then, instantly, she resumed her packing, remembering that the trap was coming in less than half-an-hour, but not with quite so much zest as before. There was a vague consciousness in her somewhere that her conduct had not been — and still was not — altogether without reproach.

When Nora got down-stairs she found the hall door open, a dog-cart without, a footman keeping guard over the single trunk which he had brought from her room, and Morgan, as it were, keeping watch and ward over him; otherwise the hall was deserted. Nora recognized the fact with something like a pang. She knew then that she had hoped that at least some of the servants would have been gathered together to wish her God-speed; then she told herself, with the quick philosophy which was eminently hers, that it did not matter after all.

Morgan greeted her with a question.

“Is there any more luggage?”

“No; none.”

“What directions are there as to what is to be done with the contents of your own rooms — your two rooms, bedroom and boudoir? Perhaps I may be allowed to remark, Miss Lindsay, that I believe you’ve a right to whatever is in your own rooms; no one’s a right to touch anything that’s in them except you.”

“Thank you, Morgan; there are no directions. By the bye, if you like I will write you two or three lines, before I go, which you will be able to use as a reference when you are applying for another situation. I don’t wish you to suffer by what has happened.”

“Thank you, Miss Lindsay, you are very good; but I don’t propose to seek another situation. I am giving up service. I trust, Miss Lindsay, that in the future everything will turn out as you would like it to.”

“Thank you, Morgan, I hope it will. Say goodbye to the others for me, and say I wish them all well.”

The butler inclined his head with his most deferential air. The trunk had been lifted into its place at the back of the cart, the footman had ascended to the driver’s seat, and Nora was climbing up to his side, when a seedy-looking man came shambling along the drive, apparently in a state of some excitement.

“Here, what’s all this!” he cried. “This won’t do, you know.”

“What won’t do?” inquired the footman.

“What you’re doing of — that won’t do. I’m in charge of the stable, and that horse and cart have been took out of it; can’t have that; nothing’s to be took off the premises without the governor’s express permission.”

“Isn’t it? We’ll see about that; and so will you see if you don’t watch out.”

The footman evinced an inclination to use his whip with some degree of freedom. Nora laid a restraining hand upon his arm. She addressed the seedy-looking man.

“The dog-cart is only going to drive me to the station; it will be returned to the stable, uninjured, probably in less than half-an-hour. You need fear nothing.”

There she was mistaken; the man was in imminent peril of being run over. The footman flicked the mare on the shoulder, she gave a startled bound, then went dashing down the drive; if the fellow had not sprung nimbly aside both the mare and the cart might have gone right over him.

And that was how Nora left Cloverlea.

While the vehicle was still in sight Mr. Morgan addressed a few outspoken remarks to the seedy-looking man on his own account.

“You’re a fool, my lad, that’s what you are; you don’t know when you’re well off. You and your governor have no more right to be where you are than you have to be in the moon. That young lady’s been badly advised. If she’d had your governor, and his friends, thrown out of the house, and dragged down the drive, and deposited in the high road — your governor, for one, wouldn’t have wanted much dragging; he knows enough to get in out of the rain — he’d have taken to his heels as fast as ever he could, to save himself from something worse. As for your laying your hand upon her horse, and her cart — because they are hers, and hers only — if she’d had you locked up you’d have got six months, and serve you right. I call you a low down thief, because that’s exactly what you are; and I call your governor a low down thief, because that’s exactly what he is; and if I have an opportunity so I’ll tell him. Taking rascally advantage of a fatherless girl. Poor young lady! it goes to my heart to see the way she’s being put upon.”

Mr. Morgan ascended the steps with an air of virtuous indignation which caused the other to stare at him open-mouthed, as if an assault from that quarter was the last thing he had expected.

Before many minutes had passed a trap drew up before the hall door, from which Mrs. Banyard alighted. She was received by Morgan; her air was a trifle imperious; she had come, as her husband had promised she should come, to talk to Nora.

“Where is Miss Lindsay? I wish to see her; take me to her at once.”

The butler was affable, but unsatisfactory.

“I am afraid I cannot do that.”

“What do you mean? Why can’t you? Has she given instructions that she doesn’t wish to see me?”

“Miss Lindsay has gone.”

“Gone! Gone where?”

“I apprehend that Miss Lindsay has left Cloverlea for ever.”

“You apprehend! Man, you’re dreaming! How long is it since she has been gone?”

She glanced towards the trap, as if she meditated jumping into it, and starting in instant pursuit; but if she entertained such an idea Morgan’s answer put an end to it.

“Possibly an hour, possibly not quite so much; I cannot say exactly when she started.”

He must have been aware that she had not been gone ten minutes; possibly he wished to spare his late mistress the indignity of being chased — even by a friend.

“Where do you say she’s gone?”

“The directions were to drive her to the station.”

“To the station? Then what address has she left?”

“None with me.”

“She must have left an address with some one.”

“Not with any member of the household.”

“But where are her letters to be forwarded?”

“That I cannot say.”

“Man! why did you let her go?” Probably this time the expression of surprise which was on Morgan’s face was genuine. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Oh-h-h!”

She clenched her fists, and, so to speak, she ground her teeth; she looked as if she would have liked to have beaten the butler; only just then another dog-cart drew up, from which the Hon. Robert Spencer descended. He hailed the butler.

“Morgan, I want to speak to Miss Lindsay; where is she? I’ll show myself in.” Then he saw the doctor’s wife. “Oh, Mrs. Banyard, how are you? But I needn’t ask, you’re looking so well.” He returned to the butler. “Morgan, where is Miss Lindsay?”

“Miss Lindsay, sir, has gone.”

Mr. Spencer did what Mrs. Banyard had done — he echoed the butler.

“Gone! Gone where?”

Mrs. Banyard took it on herself to explain.

“The headstrong girl has gone to the station, and probably to London, and as she’s left no address she’s gone goodness only knows where. But I know — I understand perfectly well. She’s got some Quixotic notion into her head, and because she’s got it she’s bent on suffering martyrdom, and she will too, if somebody doesn’t stop her; though who for, or what for, nobody knows.”

Mr. Spencer laughed, as if he thought the doctor’s wife was joking; but he seemed to do it with an effort.

“If she’s gone we’ll find her, wherever she’s gone; don’t let your imagination paint any very frightful pictures, Mrs. Banyard. I’ll undertake to find her, and save her from the martyrdom at which you hint — well, I’ll be on the safe side, and say within four-and-twenty hours.”

But he was undertaking more than he was able to perform.


CHAPTER XVIII

MISS GIBB

Nora’s knowledge of London was as slight as the average young lady’s, who has lived mostly in the country, is apt to be; yet, when she left Cloverlea, she went straight to London, with eight pounds, four and twopence in her pocket, intending to live upon that sum until she had discovered some means of earning more. There was some method in her madness. She had been reading a story lately about a young woman who had struggled to make a living in town, and she had had rooms in Newington Butts. Nora had gathered that, while Newington Butts was not an abode of fashion, nor a particularly salubrious neighbourhood, it was within reasonable distance of places where young women could earn money; and, above all, that thereabouts lodgings were both plentiful and cheap.

The train deposited Nora at Paddington. Had she known her way about she would have left her trunk in the cloak-room, and crossed London by one of half-a-dozen different routes, for a few coppers; when she had found lodgings the box would have been delivered at her address for a few more coppers. What she did do was to charter a four-wheeler. It is some distance from Paddington to Newington Butts; to Nora, an unaccustomed traveller, already tired with her journey, hungry and thirsty, the way seemed interminable. She began to wonder if the driver quite knew where he was going; he seemed to go on and on and never get there. At last, a little desperate, she put her head out of the window and asked him — 

“Are you sure this is the right way?”

The cab stopped. The driver screwed himself round in his seat, and he observed, in the tone of one who is offended — 

“You said Newington Butts, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

Hers was the voice of deprecation.

“Very well then; I’m driving you to Newington Butts. If you think you know the way better than I do you can come outside and I’ll get inside. I’ve been driving this cab two and twenty years, and if there’s any one who knows the way to Newington Butts better than I do, I should like to know who it is.”

She drew her head back and subsided on the seat, doubting no longer. She felt that a man who had been a cabman for two and twenty years ought to know the way to Newington Butts better than she did. The cab went on. There was another period of seemingly interminable jolting; it seemed likely that the springs had been on that cab as long as the driver had. Once more the vehicle stopped. This time the driver asked a question.

“What address?”

As Nora put her head out again hers was the tone of anxiety.

“Is this Newington Butts?”

“It used to be when I was here last, but perhaps it’s been and gone and turned itself into something else since; you might ask a policeman if you think it has been up to any game of the kind. There’s one standing over there; I’ll call him if you like; he might know.”

“Thank you; I — I don’t think I’ll trouble you. The fact is I want lodgings; do you know of any round here?”

“Lodgings? I shouldn’t have thought there was any round here to suit you.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry; why not?”

“There’s about two hundred thousand, I dare say, so perhaps one of them might suit. Anyhow, I’ll show you a few samples. Only, mind you, I’m not engaged by the hour, nor yet by the week.”

When next the cab stopped the main thoroughfare had been left behind, and they were in a street of private houses.

“Here you are; here’s a street pretty nearly full of them; all you’ve got to do is pick and choose.”

Nora, getting out, perceived that in many of the windows there were cards announcing that there were rooms to let. She began her search. At some houses they asked too much; at others they did not take ladies; and there were rooms in which she would not have lived rent-free; perhaps she tried a dozen without success. The cabman, who had followed her from house to house, did not appear to be so disheartened by this result as she did.

“That’s nothing,” he declared, as she regarded him with doubtful eyes. “Sometimes people go dodging about after rooms the whole day long, and then don’t find what they want. There’s more round the corner; try them.”

Nora went round the corner, the cab moving at a walking pace beside her. The first door at which she knocked was opened by a girl, a small girl, who looked about twelve; but she wore her hair in a knob at the back of her head, and there was something in her manner which seemed intended to inform the world at large that she was to be regarded as a grown woman.

“What rooms have you to let?” asked Nora.

The girl looked at her with sharp, shrewd eyes; her reply was almost aggressive.

“We don’t care for ladies, not in the ordinary way we don’t.”

Nora had been told this before. Though she had not understood why a woman should be objected to merely because she was a woman, she had meekly withdrawn. But there was that about this child — who bore herself as if she were so old — which induced her to persevere.

“I am sorry to hear that. If you were to make an exception in my case I would try not to make myself more objectionable than I could help.”

The girl remained unsoftened.

“That may be; but you never can tell. Some give more trouble than they’re worth, and some aren’t worth anything; this is a respectable house. Still there’s no harm in letting you see what we have got.”

On the upper floor were a small sitting-room in front and a still smaller bedroom behind; barely, poorly furnished, with many obvious makeshifts, but scrupulously clean.

“What rent are you asking?”

“Ten shillings a week, and not a penny less; it ought to be fourteen.”

“I’m afraid I can’t pay fourteen shillings a week just yet, but I think I can manage ten; I like the rooms because they seem so clean.”

“They are clean; no one can say they’re not clean; I defy ’em to.”

“Can I see the landlady?”

“My mother’s the landlady; she’s not very well just now; I can make all arrangements.”

“Then in that case don’t you think that if I were to take the rooms for a week on trial, at the end of that time we might find out if we were likely to suit each other?”

“We might; there’s no knowing. When would you want them?”

“At once; my luggage is at the door.”

“Then mind you make the cabman bring it up before you pay him; I know them cabmen.”

But the cabman would not be made; he pleaded inability to leave his horse. An individual had appeared who offered to carry up the box for threepence; so Nora let him. After the cabman had been paid there remained of her capital less than eight pounds. When they were again up-stairs she said to the girl — 

“What’s your name? I’m Miss Lindsay.”

“I’m Miss Gibb.”

Nora smiled; the child said it as if she wished the fact to be properly appreciated.

“I meant, what is your Christian name?”

“Angelina; though I’m generally known as Angel, you see it’s shorter; though I don’t pretend that there’s anything of the angel about me, because there isn’t.”

“I fancy I’m tired, my head aches; do you think you could let me have some tea?”

“Course I could; are you going to do for yourself, or are we going to do for you?”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Are we going to do your marketing, or are you going to do it for yourself? If you take my advice you’ll do it for yourself; it’ll save you trouble in the end, and then there won’t be no bother about the bills. The last lodger we had in these rooms he never could be got to see that he’d had what he had had, there was always a rumpus. Quarter of a pound of tea a week he used to have, yet he never could understand how ever it got into his bill. I’ll let you have a cup of tea, and some bread and butter, and perhaps an egg; then afterwards I dare say you might like to go out and lay in a few stores for yourself.” The girl turned as she was leaving the room to supply the new-comer with a piece of information. “Number 1, Swan Street, Stoke Newington, S.E., that’s the address you’re now in, in case you might be wanting to tell your friends.”

In Swan Street Nora continued to reside, while the days went by, though she never told her friends. From Cloverlea, and the position of a great heiress, with all the world at her feet to pick and choose from, to Swan Street and less than eight pounds between her and beggary, was a change indeed. Used only to a scale of expenditure in which cost was never counted she was incapable of making the best of such resources as she had. Miss Gibb took her to task, on more than one occasion, for what that young woman regarded as her extravagance.

“Don’t want it again? What’s the matter with the bread? Why, there’s the better part of half a loaf here.”

“Yes, but I had it the day before yesterday.”

Nora spoke with something like an air of timidity, as she stood rather in awe of Miss Gibb when that young person showed a disposition to expand herself on questions of domestic economy.

“Day before yesterday? Let’s hope you’ll never be wanting bread. I’ve known the time when I’d have been glad to have the week before last’s. Then look at those two rashers of bacon you told me to take away yesterday, what was the matter with them?”

“They weren’t — quite nice.”

“Not nice?”

“I didn’t think they were — quite fresh.”

“Not fresh? I know I cooked them for my dinner and there didn’t seem to be anything wrong about them to me. Then there was that lump of cheese which you said was all rind, it made me and Eustace a handsome supper. Of course I know it’s none of my business, and of course any one can see you’re a lady from the clothes you send to the wash; but if there’s one thing I can’t stand it’s waste; perhaps that’s because I’ve known what want is.”

Nora had been in the house more than a week without seeing or hearing anything of her landlady, or of any managing person except Miss Gibb. She made constant inquiries, but each time it seemed that Mrs. Gibb was “not very well just now,” though what ailed her Miss Gibb did not explain. One afternoon, as she was removing the tea-things, Nora was struck by the look of unusual weariness which was on the preternaturally old young face; something in the look determined her to make an effort to solve the mystery of the invisible and inaudible landlady.

“Angel, whenever I ask you how your mother is you always say she’s not very well just now; but the only person I’ve seen or heard moving about the house is you. I’m beginning to wonder if your mother is a creature of your imagination.” Angel said nothing; she continued to scrape the crumbs off the tablecloth with the blunt edge of a knife. “Are you alone in the house?”

“Course I’m not; how about my brother, Eustace? You’ve seen and heard him, haven’t you?”

Eustace, it appeared, was only slightly his sister’s senior, and almost as old; though Nora felt that no one could really be as old as Angel seemed; she admitted that she had seen Eustace.

“Very well then; he don’t go till after nine and he’s back most days before six, so how can I be alone in the house?”

“I know about Eustace; as you say, I’ve seen him. But I was thinking of your mother. Where is she; or have you reasons why you would rather not tell me?”

“What do you mean by have I reasons?”

The light of battle came into the child’s eyes; it was extraordinary how soon it did come there.

“I was wondering if, for any reason, you would prefer to keep your own counsel.”

“We don’t all of us care to turn ourselves inside out; seems to me you don’t for one.”

The accusation was so true that Nora was routed.

“I beg your pardon, Angel; I didn’t mean to seem to pry.”

“No harm done that I know of; bones aren’t broke by questions.” She folded the tablecloth. As she placed it in its drawer, and her back was turned to Nora, she said, as with an effort, “Mother’s paralyzed.”

“Paralyzed? Oh, Angel, I’m so sorry; where is she?”

Miss Gibb faced round, again all battle.

“Where is she? This is her own house, isn’t it? In whose house do you suppose she’d be if she wasn’t in her own? I can’t think what you mean by keeping on asking where is she?”

Nora was properly meek.

“You see, I only asked because I never hear her moving about; I never hear any one but you, and Eustace.”

“Mean I make a clatter?”

“Angel! you know I don’t. You are nearly, as quiet as a mouse; but your mother is so very quiet. I hope the paralysis is only slight.”

“That’s the trouble, it isn’t. It’s been coming on for years; during the last three years it’s been downright bad; and during the last twelve months she’s hardly been able to move so much as a finger.”

Nora reflected; how old could the child have been when the mother was taken “downright bad”?

“Can she do nothing for herself?”

“Can’t even feed herself.”

“But how does she manage?”

“What do you mean, how does she manage?”

“Who does everything for her?”

“I never heard such questions as you do ask! Who do you suppose does everything for her? Isn’t there me? and isn’t there Eustace? Me and Eustace always have done everything for her; she wouldn’t have anybody else do anything for her not if it were ever so.”

“Has she any income of her own?”

“I wish she had; that would be heaven below.”

“But on what do you live?”

“Don’t we let lodgings? What do you think we let ’em for? We live on our lodgings, that’s what we live on; leastways mother and me; Eustace keeps himself, and a bit over now that Mr. Hooper’s started giving him his old clothes. I only hope he’ll keep on giving him them. The way Eustace wears out his clothes is something frightful; it always has been Eustace’s weakness, wearing out his clothes.”

Later Nora did a sum in arithmetic. Miss Gibb had previously told her that, including rent, rates, and taxes the house cost more than forty pounds a year. Nora paid ten shillings a week; Mr. Carter, on the floor below, paid twelve and six; which meant twenty-two and sixpence a week, or fifty-eight pounds ten shillings a year; so that when rent, rates, and taxes had been paid under eighteen pounds per annum were left for the support of the Gibb family, or less than seven shillings a week. And this when times were flourishing! The rooms Nora had had been vacant more than a month before she came; small wonder Miss Gibb — as she would have put it — had “chanced” a lady.

More than another week elapsed before Nora was permitted to see her landlady. She found her in the front room in the basement, which was used by Miss Gibb as well as herself to live and sleep in. There, also, were performed most of the necessary cooking operations.

“Mother,” explained Miss Gibb, “always does feel the cold; we can’t have a fire going both in the kitchen and in here, so that’s how it is. Besides, mother likes to see what’s going on, don’t you, mother?”

Mother said she did; for she could talk, and that was the only thing she still could do; it seemed to Nora that even the faculty of speech was threatened. Mrs. Gibb spoke very quietly and very slowly, and sometimes she paused, even in the middle of a word; as she listened Nora wondered how long it would be before that pause remained unbroken. Her landlady lay on a chair bedstead. Miss Gibb and her brother, between them, had contrived a method, of which every one was proud, by means of an arrangement of sloping boards, to raise her head and shoulders, when she desired to be raised. Nora was not surprised to find that, in common with the rest of the house, she was spotlessly neat and clean; but she was conscious of something akin to a feeling of surprise when she observed the expression which was on her face; and the more attentively she observed the more the feeling grew. Although she seemed so old — the cares of this world had pressed heavily on her — still, in a sense, she seemed younger than her daughter; for on her face was a look of peace, as on the face of those who are conscious that they also serve although they only stand and wait.

“I have nothing of which to complain,” she told her lodger; “only — it’s hard on Angelina.” Nora noticed that she always referred to her daughter by her full Christian name. Angelina remonstrated.

“Now, mother, don’t you be silly; if you are going to say things like that I shall have to send Miss Lindsay away.”

The mother looked at her daughter with a look in her eyes which, when she saw it, brought the tears into Nora’s; there was in it an eloquence which she wondered if, with all her wisdom, Angelina comprehended. If she had only been able to take the burden of the mother off the daughter’s shoulders, how gladly she would have done it. But the days when she was able to bear the burdens of others were gone; it seemed not unlikely that she would be crushed out of existence by her own.


CHAPTER XIX

A YOUNG LADY IN SEARCH OF A LIVING

The more Nora sought for means to earn her own livelihood, the more they seemed to evade her. In her time she had heard a good deal about how difficult it sometimes is to earn one’s own living, but she never realized what that meant until she started to earn hers. To begin with, she had only the very vaguest notions of how to set about it. She could not serve in a shop; at least she did not feel as if she could; she was conscious that she was not qualified to be a governess; she had no leaning towards domestic service, though she would have preferred that to serving in a shop; she had no woman’s trade at her fingers’ ends, so that she was unfit for a workroom. What remained? It seemed to her very little, except some sort of clerkship; she had heard that thousands of women were employed as clerks; or if she could get a post as secretary. That was the objective she had in her mind when she left Cloverlea, a secretaryship; for that she believed herself to have two necessary qualifications — she wrote a very clear hand, and she had some knowledge of typewriting. She had once started a typewriting class in the village; she had taken lessons herself. She had bought a machine and practised on that, until she gave it away to one of the pupils, who wished to take advantage of the information she had acquired to earn something for herself. That was nearly a year ago; she had not practised since; but she did not doubt that if she came within reach of a machine it would all come back to her; and she had attained to a state of considerable proficiency.

So she bought the daily papers and answered all the advertisements for secretaryships which they contained. There were not as many as she would have wished; some days there were none; and the only answers she received were from agents, who offered to place her name upon their books, in consideration of a fee, which she did not see her way to give them. The way those eight pounds were slipping through her fingers was marvellous; when three weeks had gone she had scarcely thirty shillings left, between her and destitution. Of course, she had been extravagant — monstrously extravagant, as Miss Gibb occasionally told her; but when you have been accustomed all your life to an establishment kept up at the rate of some twelve thousand pounds a year, to say nothing of having five hundred a year for pocket money, it is not easy, all at once, to learn the secret of how to make a shilling do the work of eighteenpence; that is a secret which takes a great deal of learning; by many temperaments it can never be learnt at all.

She had been a month in Swan Street; had paid three weeks’ bills; the fourth lay in front of her. It was such a modest bill — Miss Gibb’s bills were curiosities; yet when it was paid she would not have six shillings left in the world. It frightened her to think of it; the effort to think seemed to set her head in a whirl; her heart was thumping against her ribs; it made her dizzy. What was she to do? where was she to go? She could not stay in Swan Street; she had not enough to pay next week’s rent, to say nothing of food. Yet, what was the alternative? With less than six shillings in the world what could she do?

In a sense, since her coming to Newington Butts she had kept herself to herself. She had this much in common with her father, she could not wear her heart upon her sleeve. She had kept her own counsel; told no one of the straits she was in, of the efforts she was making to find a way to earn her daily bread. But it was plain even to her, as she regarded her few shillings, that the time had come when she must take counsel of some one. If she had to go out into the highways and byways, with her scanty capital, she must learn of some one what highways and byways there were for her to go out into; of herself she knew nothing. As she cast about in her mind for some way out of her trouble, it seemed to her that the only person to whom she could unbosom herself was Miss Gibb.

She rang the bell, paid her bill, and as she watched Angelina, with her tongue out and her head on one side, making magnificent efforts to affix her signature to the receipt, she prepared herself for the ordeal. When the receipt was signed, and Angelina was about to go, Nora stopped her.

“If you have nothing particular to do just now, and you don’t mind, there is something which I should like to say to you.”

“I don’t know that there’s anything you might call particular that I’ve got to do, but there’s always something.”

Which was true enough; from the first thing in the morning to the last thing at night, Miss Gibb was always doing something; and sometimes also, Nora suspected, in the silent watches of the night. Nora hesitated; she found the subject a difficult one to broach.

“I’m in rather an uncomfortable position; I — I’m afraid I shall have to leave you.”

“Why? Aren’t we giving satisfaction?”

“If I give you as much satisfaction as you give me there’d be no trouble on that score.”

“Oh, you give us satisfaction all right enough; although, of course, any one can see you’re several cuts above our place.”

“You are likely to be several cuts above me; I am having to leave you because I have not money enough left to pay you next week’s rent.”

“Not enough money left? How much have you?”

“Five and eightpence halfpenny, to be precise.” Miss Gibb changed countenance. “Five and eightpence halfpenny! That’s not much.”

“No one can appreciate the fact better than I do.”

“But however come you to have so little?”

“I hadn’t much when I came, and I suppose I’ve been extravagant.”

“You have been that.”

“You see,” — despite herself Nora sighed— “I haven’t been used to economy.”

“Any one could see that with half-an-eye; I shouldn’t be surprised to learn that you’re one of those who’ve been used to spend as much as five pounds a week.”

“I’m afraid I am.

“Then of course there’s excuses. We can’t get out of ways like that with a hop, skip and a jump; it’s not to be expected. But haven’t you got any friends who’d help you?”

“I haven’t a friend to whom I can apply for help.”

“I should have thought you were the kind who’d have had lots of friends. Have you fell out with them?”

“I thought my father was a rich man; but when he died — it was only a very little while ago — it appeared that he wasn’t; so I have to make my own way in the world, and that is how I came to Swan Street.”

“I know them fathers; I had one of my own, and he wasn’t of any account; though I will say this, I always liked him.”

“I have been trying to find something by means of which I could earn enough money to keep me. I hoped to have found it before now, but I haven’t, and that’s the trouble.”

“What sort of work have you been looking for?”

“I’ve been endeavouring to get a post as secretary, among other things, and I’ve answered no end of advertisements, but nothing has come of one of them.”

“Secretary? what’s that? The notices that the water’ll be cut off if it’s not paid for, they’re signed by a secretary; I always took him to be some kind of a bailiff.”

Nora endeavoured to explain, but her explanation was not very lucid, and Miss Gibb was not extremely impressed.

“Is that the only kind of work you want?” she asked; “a secretary?”

“Indeed it isn’t; I should be glad to do anything.”

“Some people, when they say they’d be glad to do anything, mean nothing, which is about all they’re good for; I know. How would you like to go out charing?”

“Charing? Well, I may be glad to have an opportunity of doing that.”

“Yes, no doubt; I fancy I see you at it! you charing! My word! Strikes me you’re the kind who’ll find it difficult to get work of any sort.”

“You’re not very reassuring.”

“Facts is facts.”

“That’s true enough; and it’s no use blinking them. I fear you’re right; I shall find it hard; anyhow while I’m looking for work it’s clear that I can’t continue to be your lodger. That’s what I wanted to explain.”

“And pray why not?”

“Isn’t it pretty obvious? With five and eightpence halfpenny, and no prospect of more, how am I to pay you next week’s rent?”

“I did think you’d have talked better sense than that.”

“Angel!”

“If there’s one thing I cannot stand it is to hear people talk right-down silly; I never could stand it, and I never shall. I wouldn’t take this week’s bill if it wasn’t that we were so short; but if that there poor-rate isn’t paid next week we shall have the brokers in, so paid it must be; them there poor-rates is demons; they’ll turn me grey yet before I’ve done. But as for your next week’s rent — we’ll talk about that when it’s due.”

“Are you proposing that I should run up debts with you, which I may never be able to pay? Do you call that sense?”

“As it happens that’s not what I’m proposing; though if I were as sure of most things as I am of that you’ll pay me first chance you get, it might be better for me; but you can hardly say you’ve got no money when you’ve got plenty of things you can get money on.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Look at your clothes — lovely some of them are; you can get money on them.”

“Get money on my clothes? How?”

“Why, bless me, aren’t there pawnbrokers? What do you think they’re for? Taken to the proper place, by the proper person, you’d get a lot of money on those things of yours; I know. I always say that so long as you’ve something to pawn it’s like having money at the bank.”

It was to Nora as though Miss Gibb’s words had opened out to her a new world, of which she had not dreamed. In none of the country towns within miles of Cloverlea was there a pawnshop; to her knowledge she had never seen one; there were plenty within an easy stroll of Swan Street; she had passed and re-passed them, but her attention had not been called to what they were; they had escaped her notice. In her mind the word pawnshop stood for almost the lowest word in the scale of degradation; it was the drunkard’s last hope; the friend of the felon; the resource of those to whom there was no resource left; that gate into the unthinkable which was associated only with despair. And that it should be suggested to her that she should enter a pawnbroker’s den — she had heard it spoken of as a “den” — to “raise” money on the clothes she had worn yesterday, and had hoped to wear again to-morrow — in her blackest hours she had not anticipated such a fate for herself as that. The proposal actually appalled her; filled her with a fear of she knew not what; shamed her; hurled her from a pedestal into a morass. She stammered as she replied, conscious of the crass banality of what she was saying — 

“I — I don’t think I — I should like to pawn any — any of my things if — if I could help it.”

Miss Gibb’s scorn was monumental, as if she resented something which the other implied, though it had been left unuttered.

“And who do you think does like to pawn their things if they can help it? Do you suppose people pawn their boots because they’ve got their pockets full of money? I am surprised to hear you talk, I really am; should have thought at your time of life you’d have known better. Wouldn’t you rather pawn your clothes than starve?”

“If you — if you put it in that crude way, I suppose I would.”

Nora smiled; a horrible libel on what a smile ought to be. There was no pretence of a smile about Miss Gibb; there never was; she was always like a combatant, who, armed at all points, is ever ready for the fray.

“Very well, then; you say you’ve got no money, and I say how do you make that out when you have got things that you can pawn? If you like to go hungry rather than put away a lace petticoat — which you can get out again, mind you, whenever you’ve a chance — all I can say is I don’t; I’ve known what it is to be hungry, I have.”

“But I fear that I — I shouldn’t know how to set about pawning a lace petticoat even if I wanted to save myself from going hungry.”

“Who said you would? Who said anything about your setting about it? Not me; I do hope I have more sense than that. Why, you’d be worse than a baby at the game; it needs some knowing. I’ll do all in that way that’s wanted; if I don’t know pretty well all about pawning that there is to know I ought to, I’ve been pawning pretty nearly ever since I could walk. What’s more, I’ve pawned pretty nearly every blessed thing that there is to pawn, down to a towel-horse and a kitchen fender. Mother and Eustace and me would have been a case for a coroner’s inquest long ago if I hadn’t; and I will say this for them there pawnbrokers, that, considering the class they’ve got to do with, and that they have got to make a living, they’ve got as much of the milk of human kindness in them as most. You’re going to stop here, that’s what you’re going to do, and mother and Eustace and me will put our heads together to see about finding you some work to do, though I don’t know about that there secretary. Only for goodness’ sake don’t you lose heart; no one ever gained anything by doing that. I’ve seen as much of the world as most, and I know from my own experience that when things are tightest is just the moment when help comes. Mother says it comes from heaven; but I don’t know, it may or it may not; but it comes from somewhere, and that often from where you least expected it. When next week’s bill comes due, if nothing’s turned up, you give me something, and I’ll take it round to Mr. Thompson — he’s about as good as any — and I’ll get as much on it as ever I can, and you’ll be able to pay all right; you see, I’m not concealing from you that we’ve got to live as well as you, and them poor-rates there’s no shirking. But don’t you fear; mother and Eustace and me will have found you something to do between us long before you’ve spent all the money you’ve got in the bank; but whatever you do do, don’t you go losing heart.”

So the child taught the woman, who was learning rapidly that age is not measured by the years one has lived; Miss Gibb was a century older than she was, though she was only just in her teens. Two visits were paid to Mr. Thompson, each time with a petticoat. Nora lived on the proceeds of those two petticoats for nearly another month, during which all the members of the establishment were putting their heads together in endeavours to find her something to do. The heart-sickness it meant for her; the consciousness of wasted effort; the sense of shame; the realization of her own futility; she had aged more during the time she had been in Swan Street than in all the preceding years. She had long ceased to confine herself to attempts to find a post as secretary, or as clerk. She tramped half over London in her desire to answer, in person, advertisements of all sorts and kinds, always in vain. Any one but a sheer ignoramus — Miss Gibb’s ignorance outside her own sphere of action was colossal — would have told her at a glance that her efforts were foredoomed to failure. And why? The idea of such a one as she was occupying some of the situations for which she applied was in itself an absurdity; her appearance, her bearing, her manners, her dress, all were against her; perhaps her dress handicapped her worst of all. She did not know it; she thought her frocks were as simple as they could be; and so they were, in the sense of the great costumier, with the simplicity which is the hall-mark of the dressmaker’s art. There was not one of them which had not cost her ten or fifteen guineas. The would-be employer saw this at once, and decided that the applicant was unsuited, which she was; so Nora was sent sorrowing away.

So with Nora the world went from bad to worse; until, as if to justify Miss Gibb’s prophetic instinct, when things seemed really at their “tightest,” help came to her from a quarter — as Angelina had foretold — from which she had least expected it.


CHAPTER XX

KING SOLOMON

John Hooper, Esquire, barrister-at-law, of Fountain Court, Inner Temple, was the employer of Mr. Eustace Gibb, who was the brother of Miss Gibb. It is not easy to define the relation which Mr. Gibb occupied with regard to Mr. Hooper. Mr. Hooper, although, presumably, learned in the law, had never held a brief in his life, and, to be frank, did not particularly want one; only his uncle worried. He had a small income of his own, and great expectations from his uncle; as his expenditure always exceeded his income, he regarded it as of the first importance that he should continue to stand in what he called his uncle’s “good books,” since he looked to that gentleman for sufficient financial assistance to enable him to what he termed “rub along.” To please his uncle, who appeared to think he ought, very shortly, to be sitting on the woolsack, since he could get no briefs of his own he worked on those of other people; in other words he devilled for a gentleman who was always promising to do more work than, as he knew very well, he could do, and who, therefore, allowed Mr. Hooper, among others, to do some of the work which he was paid to do, but for which he paid Mr. Hooper nothing; there was not so much of this as Mr. Hooper chose to allow his uncle to imagine; still, from his point of view, there was emphatically enough.

What position Mr. Gibb filled in his chambers he himself occasionally wondered. To those whom he wished to impress with his legal standing he spoke of him as his clerk; to those whom it was impossible to impress, and they were many, as his office boy; while in his own circle of intimates, which was of rather a peculiar kind, he generally referred to him as King Solomon. Mr. Gibb generally referred to himself as Mr. Hooper’s right-hand man.

“I’m his right hand man, that’s what I am,” he was wont to tell any one who showed interest in the subject; whereat the listener whistled, or did worse, and wondered, if he stopped at that. His duties appeared chiefly to consist in sitting, if Mr. Hooper was in his chambers, in a sort of lobby, which opened on to the staircase, which he called his office, and where he did nothing; or if Mr. Hooper was not in his chambers, he went out, as far out as he thought was discreet, and did nothing there. Sometimes when, as was not infrequently the case, both employer and employed had nothing to do, Mr. Hooper would summon Mr. Gibb into his inner room, and would talk to him — and Mr. Gibb would talk to him. It was the words of wisdom which Mr. Gibb would casually let drop in the course of these conversations which induced Mr. Hooper to allude to him, in the privacy of his own circle, as King Solomon; the barrister declared that it was worth his while to pay Mr. Gibb ten shillings a week, which he with difficulty did, merely on account of the benefit which he derived from hearing him talk.

It was during one of these conversations that Mr. Gibb touched on a subject which was foremost both in his heart and head. He had taken a strenuous part in the family endeavours to find for Miss Lindsay some employment by means of which she could at least provide herself with the wherewithal to keep herself alive. He had entered on the search with sanguine zest. Apart from any feeling which he might himself entertain for the lady he felt that his reputation was at stake. He had pledged himself to find for her at least half-a-dozen ways of earning a living in a ridiculously short space of time; and as yet he had not found her one; and she herself still searched. He was aware of the visits to Mr. Thompson; they troubled him nearly as much as they troubled Nora; he felt almost as if he was himself responsible for their continuation. He knew that any day another might have to be paid; the knowledge made him desperate. He had had, for some time, a vague intention of speaking to his employer on the matter; but he was aware that Mr. Hooper did not always take him seriously, and he was curiously unwilling to have Miss Lindsay made the subject of that gentleman’s chaff. Yet the thought of that further impending visit pressed heavily on his mind; so that presently the barrister perceived that in his air there was something singular.

“You’re not up to your usual mark, Mr. Gibb; those pearls of wisdom which I love to cherish as they drop from your lips don’t seem dropping; stock run out?”

Mr. Gibb looked up at the ceiling, then down to Mr. Hooper.

“The fact is, sir, I’ve got something on my mind.”

“Is it possible? My good Mr. Gibb, do I ever allow anything to stop on my mind? Get it off!”

“It’s easy to talk, sir, but I don’t seem as though I can.”

“Perhaps it would do your mind good to tell me what’s on it; I have known that prescription work a cure. Give your mind its head, Mr. Gibb, let her go.”

Mr. Gibb hesitated; he was trying to find fitting words in which to express what he had to say.

“It’s like this, sir; I know somebody who very much wants to find the means of earning a living.”

“Not an uncommon character, Mr. Gibb. I suppose there are the usual requirements, large salary wanted, and very little work.”

“Not at all, sir, not in this case. The person to whom I’m alluding would be only too glad to do any amount of work, for very little wages.”

“That is unusual; I fear an effort has been made to impose upon your innocence. Who’s the gentleman?”

“It’s not a gentleman, sir, it’s a lady.”

“A lady? I say, Mr. Gibb! warnings out all along that coast; if at this period of your existence you get yourself mixed up with a lady, especially one who is on the look out for means of earning a living, your whole career may be blighted. She may look upon you as her living, and then where are you?”

“No fear of that, sir; this is a lady born and bred; she’s as high as the heavens above me.”

“Is she? Then she’s tallish. Old?”

“No, sir; in her early prime.”

“Meaning?”

“I couldn’t say exactly, sir; I should say somewhere about twenty. You could tell better than me.

“What on earth do you mean?”

“If you saw her.”

“If I saw her! Look here, Mr. Gibb, have you got anything at the back of your head?” Mr. Gibb sighed. “Is she hideous?”

“No, sir; she’s the most beautiful young lady ever I set eyes on; and I’ve seen a few.”

“You have, Mr. Gibb, I admit it; still as I don’t know what your type of beauty really is your remark conveys little to me.”

“It would convey more, sir, if you were to see her. You wouldn’t want to see her twice to know that she’s the most beautiful young lady ever you set eyes on. I feel sure of it. I wish you would see her, sir.”

“May I ask, Mr. Gibb, what it is you’re driving at? Why should I see her?”

“So that you might understand.”

“Understand what?”

“How it is.”

“How what is? I’ll trouble you, Mr. Gibb, to be a trifle more explicit. Where’s this lady of birth and breeding, who’s as high as the heavens above you, to be found?”

“She’s lodging at my mother’s. Yes, sir, I don’t wonder you look surprised; I know it’s no place for a lady, especially one like her; and that’s the trouble, she is a lady; I know a lady when I see one as well as I know a gentleman.”

“You must forgive me, Mr. Gibb, but I’m wondering if you do; it’s not every one who can tell a lady by the look of her.”

“Perhaps not, sir; but you can. If you saw her you’d soon tell. She’d have found something long ago she could have turned her hand to if she’d been one of your common sort; but that’s the mischief, she’s a lady; and I happen to know that she’s in a very bad way. She lost her father and her mother, and she doesn’t seem to have a friend in the world; if she doesn’t find something soon by which she can earn a little money I don’t know what will become of her. I wish you would see her, sir.”

“What good do you suppose will be gained by my seeing her? What sort of work does she want?”

“She has been trying for a secretaryship; but she’s tried, and tried, and nothing’s come of it; and now she’d be only too glad to do anything by which she could earn money. You see, sir, you know all kinds of people, and I thought that if you saw her, so that you might know what she’s like, and how it is with her, you might think of some one who could give her work; I know you wouldn’t regret it if you did.”

“Mr. Gibb, you’re a — you’re a person of a Mephistophelian habit! Mind you, I’ve no more chance of putting anything in the way of your lady born and bred, who’s as high as the heavens above you, than the man in the moon; but I’ve got plenty of time on my hands; I’m always ready to see any one; and I’ve no objection to see her.”

“Thank you, sir. Will you see her to-morrow morning?”

“Look here, Mr. Gibb, are you trying to bustle me?”

“Well,’ sir, you see she’s pawning her things — —”

“Pawning her things! and you say she’s a lady.”

“Yes, sir, she is pawning her things, and she is a lady; and it’s because I’ve reason to know that she may have to pawn something else either to-day or to-morrow that I’ve mentioned her to you at all; because when she’s pawned all she’s got what will she do?”

“Do you want me to lend her some money? or to give her some?”

Mr. Gibb smiled.

“When you’ve seen her, sir, you won’t need to ask me that. Then you’ll see her to-morrow morning?”

“Now don’t you go putting any false hopes in her head, you’ll only be doing her a disservice if you do; nothing will come of my seeing her, I’m only doing it to oblige you; let that be clearly understood.”

“Yes, sir; thank you very much.”

When Mr. Gibb got home he rushed straight up to Miss Lindsay, who was commencing the nondescript apology for a meal which served her as tea and supper.

“Miss Lindsay, I believe I’ve found you something which may lead to something.”

“Oh, Eustace! have you? what is it?”

“It’s my chief.” Mr. Gibb never would refer to him as “governor,” as other clerks did; he thought it vulgar. “It’s Mr. Hooper!”

“Mr. Hooper?”

“I happened to mention to him to-day that you were looking out for a secretaryship, and he said would you call round and see him to-morrow morning.”

“Oh, Eustace! how shall I ever thank you? Is it for himself he wants a secretary?”

“That I can’t say; but if you’ll take my advice you’ll call and see him.”

“Of course I’ll call and see him; I’m — I’m all trembling! as if I wouldn’t call and see him! Do you think I’ve any chance?”

“That also I can’t say; but if you’ll allow me to give you what I should describe as a hint — —”

“Please do! What is it? You are so clever!”

“If I were you I should put on your prettiest frock, and your prettiest hat, and the prettiest everything you’ve got.”

“Eustace! Why?”

Mr. Gibb put his hand up to his mouth, and coughed discreetly.

“Fact is, Mr. Hooper’s more of an eye for female beauty than he thinks, and if you come to him looking as I’ve seen you look, you’ll knock him.”

“Knock him?”

Mr. Gibb was apologetic.

“It’s not often that I do use words of that kind, but, asking your pardon, this time I mean it.”

“But — I don’t understand what you do mean. You can’t mean that Mr. Hooper would engage me as his secretary merely because I happened to be wearing my prettiest frock?”

“I don’t say anything of the kind; not at all. I don’t know that he wants a secretary; I only know he told me to ask you to call. You want to make a good impression when you do call, don’t you?”

“Of course I do.”

“Exactly; of course you do! What I say is don’t leave anything undone which will help you to make a good impression; and that’s all I do say.”

When Mr. Gibb went Nora was left blushing, trembling, excited, and slightly bewildered; she continued her meal without having any clear idea of what it was that she was eating.

“That’s a queer boy,” she said to herself, more than once.

Mr. Gibb was a queer boy; which was why his “chief” occasionally alluded to him as King Solomon.


CHAPTER XXI

NORA FINDS SOMETHING TO DO

Mr. Hooper had not long arrived at his chambers, on the following morning; he was lounging in his chair, his hat still on the back of his head, his pipe between his lips, studying, in the newspaper which he held out in front of him, reports of cricket, golf, and similar legal matters, when the door was opened and Mr. Gibb came in.

“Lady to see you, sir.”

Mr. Hooper started.

“Lady? What lady?”

“Lady you made an appointment with yesterday, sir.”

“Lady I made an appointment with yesterday?” Mr. Hooper seemed to be making an effort to collect his wits, which Mr. Gibb’s announcement had scattered. “You young scoundrel! I’d forgotten — —”

Fortunately he had got no further; because, even as he was speaking, the lady entered; whereupon Mr. Gibb vanished with a degree of haste which was almost suspicious. Mr. Hooper dropped his newspaper, removed his hat with one hand, his pipe with the other, and sprang to his feet, to stare; forgetful altogether, for the moment, of his manners, so completely was he taken by surprise. What he had expected to see he could not have said; what he actually did see, standing

“in his room,

Making it rich and like a lily in bloom,”

was the most beautiful girl he ever had seen. She was tall and most divinely fair, perfectly dressed, in a long, trailing black gown, which became her slender form, and a big black hat, which threw into strong relief what seemed to him to be the almost ethereal beauty of her face; and she held herself daintily erect, like the great lady he could have sworn she was. The fact that the bowl of his pipe was burning his hand recalled him to his senses.

“I — I beg your pardon; I’m afraid I’ve been smoking; if you’ll allow me I’ll open the windows.”

He opened them; the three windows the room contained.

“You are Mr. Hooper?”

Her voice was just the kind of voice it was fitting should be hers, soft, clear, sweet; it was to him like the sound of music which he loved; and, when he heard it, off went his wits again.

“Yes, that — that is my name; yes — exactly — I — I am Mr. Hooper — yes.”

“I am Nora Lindsay.”

Nora! That was one of his pet names; as she pronounced it it seemed to him to be the sweetest name a woman could have; like everything about her, it became her so.

“May I — may I offer you a seat, Miss Lindsay? I — I am very glad to see you.”

She sat down, with what seemed to him almost awful calmness; but she was all tremblement within, a maze of conflicting emotions, for already it was clear to her that this was quite a singular young man; only she was able to exhibit more outward self-control than he was. When she saw that he showed no immediate disposition to touch on the subject on which she had come, but seemed to be able to do nothing but fidget, she began on the theme herself.

“Eustace tells me that he mentioned to you that I am looking for a post as secretary.”

“Eustace? Oh, you mean King Solomon — that is, young Gibb. Young Gibb’s a curious boy.”

“Curious? I think he’s delightful.”

“Delightful? Yes, so — so he is; a — a most valuable acquisition for a man like me.”

“Do you yourself require a secretary, Mr. Hooper.

“Do I — require a secretary — myself? I — I — the fact is — —” A wild idea was germinating in the erratic young gentleman’s brain. “What are your qualifications, Miss Lindsay?”

“I can work a typewriter.”

“Can you? That’s splendid.”

“At least I could about twelve months ago, and I dare say I could again, after a little practice.”

“Of course you could; not a doubt of it. And — and can you write shorthand?”

“No, I can’t write shorthand; is that indispensable?”

“No, not — not indispensable.”

“I can speak and write French, and I know some German.”

“Those — those are decidedly advantages.”

“And I write a very clear hand; I don’t think any one would have any difficulty in reading what I write; I will show you a specimen if you like.”

“There’s — there’s not the slightest necessity; not the least; I feel sure you write a clear hand. And — when are you disengaged?”

“At once; I should like to begin as soon as I possibly could; I am very anxious to begin.” Something which she fancied she saw on his face seemed to trouble her. “Isn’t the secretary wanted at once?”

“Well, the fact is, it’s this way — —”

“I could come for a week on trial, so that you might see if I suited.”

The idea of this divine creature coming to his chambers, day after day, for a whole week, made his brain whirl round.

“I’m sure you’d suit; I — I’ve not the slightest doubt about that.”

“You can’t be quite sure; but I’d try to please you.”

“I — I — I — —” He was about to remark that there was not the slightest necessity for her to try, since she could not help but please him, whether she tried or not, when a sudden fear came to him that his remark might be misconstrued; so he pulled himself up in time. “The remark I was about to make is, since — since I desire to be quite plain, in order that we may not commence with — with a misunderstanding; what it is I wish to point out is that the post may be of a purely temporary nature.”

“That doesn’t matter; it would be something; and that’s better than nothing. How long would it be likely to last?”

“That’s — that’s not easy to determine; the fact is it’s really a jobbing secretary that’s wanted.”

“What is a jobbing secretary?”

“One who works by the job.”

“By the job?”

“Let me explain. Say there’s a job — that is, a piece of work — wants doing; when that’s done there may be an interregnum before more’s required.”

“I see. And — will the secretary be paid by the job?”

“Paid by the job?”

“Or — by the week — or how?”

“That — that reminds me.” It seemed to Nora that Mr. Hooper drew in a long breath, as if he desired to lay in a stock in case of emergency. “What honorarium were you thinking of asking, Miss Lindsay?”

“I was thinking of asking two guineas a week.” She fancied his jaw fell; so she hedged, quickly. “But, of course, if that’s too much — —”

“Not at all; not in the least; practically it’s less than I expected.” Although he had not the faintest notion where the money was to come from, if it had to come from him, he was thinking that if she proposed to keep herself on two guineas a week it would be some time — slight though his knowledge of such matters was, before she would be able to buy another dress like the one which she had on. “Well, Miss Lindsay, we’ll leave it like this; I will think it over and let you know my decision.”

“Couldn’t you decide now? I’ve found that when people say they’ll let me know their decision they mean no. Please — please give me a trial; do let me try. If — if you’ll give me a chance I’ll — I’ll do my very best, so that you — you shan’t regret it.”

Unless he was mistaken, something very much like tears stood in her eyes; they affected him in a way nothing ever had done before; he would have liked to have knocked his head against the wall.

“My dear Miss Lindsay, you altogether misunderstand me — entirely misunderstand me; I shall be delighted to offer you the post — delighted.”

“Mr. Hooper! Do you mean it? Really?”

It was worth two guineas a week to see the look which came into her face.

“Certainly I mean it.”

“But — what did you mean when you said you’d let me know your decision?”

“I meant my decision with — with reference to — to when your duties are to commence.”

“Oh! Will it be very long before you want me?”

“Emphatically no. As to wanting you, I — I want you immediately. Shall we say — —”

“To-morrow? If you could let me begin tomorrow!”

“Undoubtedly you can begin to-morrow.”

“At what time?”

“Shall we put it — at eleven? or would you prefer to make it twelve?”

“Twelve! But Eustace comes at ten.”

“Yes, Eustace comes at ten; but I don’t want to put you to any inconvenience.”

“You don’t want to put me to any inconvenience!” She got up from her chair with something in her way of doing it which frightened him. “But I don’t want you to study my convenience; in the future it will be my duty to study yours; please understand that, before all else, I wish to do my duty. I want to do a man’s work and to earn a man’s wage — to deserve a man’s wage. Of course I know I shan’t deserve it at first; but I’m going to try hard, and if you’ll only give me a chance, and treat me as if I were a man, I think you’ll admit that I do deserve it before very long. I know that being a woman is against me — —”

“Really, Miss Lindsay, I can’t admit that.”

“But I know it is — I learnt that long ago; and only when I have succeeded in making you forget that I am a woman shall I know that I am beginning to earn my wage — as a man. Then I am to come to-morrow with Eustace, at ten.”

“With Eustace? Oh yes; quite so — that is — certainly; that will suit me very well.”

She went out of the room without another word; he stood staring at the door through which she had passed.

“This is uncommonly awkward; ought I to have opened the door for her or not? It wouldn’t have been treating her like a man, and she might have resented it. She has a way of speaking, to say nothing of looking, which takes the stiffening right out of me. I’d have given anything to have dared to ask her to lunch; but — if I had dared, anything might have happened. One thing’s certain, I’ve been and gone and done it. I’ve given myself two problems to solve; one thing is, what am I to find for her to do? — for even a jobbing secretary must do something, especially when she’s full of enthusiasm to the bursting-point. And the other is, how I am going to find the cash to pay her for doing it; I’ll be hanged if I know which of the problems is likely to prove the most insoluble.”

When Nora reached the office Mr. Gibb assailed her with questions; her answers seeming to amaze him in an ascending scale.

“Well, what did he say to you?”

“He’s engaged me.”

“Engaged you? What for?”

“As jobbing secretary.”

“As what?”

“As jobbing secretary.”

“Who to?”

“Why, to himself, of course.”

“He’s engaged you as jobbing secretary to himself? What are you going to do?”

“How can I tell? I suppose he has something very important which he wants me to do.”

“Has he? Oh! When are you going to start on it?”

“To-morrow!”

“To-morrow? What’s he going to pay you?”

“Two guineas a week; isn’t it splendid?” The announcement seemed to startle Mr. Gibb out of the faculty of asking further questions. She went on. “And I have to thank you for it! Only think! if it hadn’t been for you such luck never would have come my way; you dear, dear boy! I should like to kiss you for it; and I will!” And she did, quite heartily too, though she had to stoop to do it. “And out of my first two guineas I’ll buy you something; what shall it be?”

“Nothing you could buy could ever equal what you’ve given me.”

“What I’ve given you? what have I given you?”

“A kiss; I never shall forget you kissed me as long as I live.”

“Eustace, you are — you are a queer boy!”

She went out, all blushes. When she had gone Mr. Gibb did what his employer had done; he stared at the door through which she had passed.

“Well, I call this of the nature of a startler; she must have knocked him. His jobbing secretary! What’s he going to find for her to do, when there’s nothing for him to do? or, for the matter of that, for me either. And two guineas a week! When the other day he sent me out to change his last fiver, and told me he’d have to make it do till quarter day, and there’s still three weeks to that. Looks to me as if he’d rather overdone it.”

The door of Mr. Hooper’s room was opened; his voice was heard.

“Mr. Gibb, come in here!” Mr. Gibb went in there.


CHAPTER XXII

MASTER AND MAN

When Mr. Gibb entered he found Mr. Hooper in a state of agitation; there was nothing very amazing in that, as he had found him in that condition on previous occasions; but it seemed to Mr. Gibb that, in his agitation then, there was a quality which was new. Mr. Hooper assailed him the moment he was past the door.

“Now, Mr. Gibb, you have been and gone and done it.”

“Done what, sir?”

“I think it’s extremely possible that you’ve laid yourself open to an indictment for conspiracy.”

“Have I, sir?”

“You brought Miss Lindsay here?”

“Excuse me, sir, but if you’ll remember you told me to ask her to come.”

“You put me up to it.”

“I merely happened to mention that she was looking for something to do, and so she is.”

“No she isn’t.”

“Isn’t she, sir?”

“No, she’s found it! And that’s where I’m in a position to prove conspiracy. Mr. Gibb, do you mean to tell me that Miss Lindsay has been pawning her things?”

“I hope you won’t let it go any further, sir.”

“Do you think I’m —— What do you think I am?”

“I haven’t thought, sir; only it happened to come to my knowledge, and it seemed to me to be a sad thing for her to have to do.”

“All I can say is that she hasn’t pawned all her things.”

“No, sir, but she soon would have done.”

“Have you any idea of how much that dress cost which she had on? to say nothing of the hat!”

“Not exactly, sir, I haven’t; but my sister told me that some of her things must have cost a good bit of money.”

“That dress cost every penny of five-and-twenty or thirty pounds, and I dare say the hat cost another tenner; and she’s been walking about in those kind of things her whole life long, I’m sure of it.”

“I told you, sir, she was a lady born and bred.”

“Mr. Gibb, you see advertisements for a lady, as barmaid; when I think of that I don’t want to think of Miss Lindsay as a lady; she’s on a different plane; she’s of heaven, not of earth.”

“I told you, sir, she was high as the heavens above me.”

“So she is; you were right there; although the construction of your sentence is faulty, Mr. Gibb. She’s a divinity among women; a poem among girls; the ideal which a man sets up for himself of what a woman may be when God chooses.”

“Is she, sir?”

“Look at her! how she walks, how she moves, how she bears herself! And what a voice! had Orpheus had it he’d have needed no warbling string to aid him to draw ‘iron tears down Pluto’s cheek!’ Then what beauty’s in her face; but there’s in it what not one beautiful woman in a thousand has, there’s a soul! Mr. Gibb, I’ve only seen Miss Lindsay about twenty minutes, but I regard her as ‘a perfect woman, nobly planned’; and I may add ‘she was a phantom of delight, when first she gleamed upon my sight,’ therefore I say you were guilty of conspiracy in luring me on to ask her to come here; because what has the result been?”

“What has it, sir?”

“The result has been that I’ve made an idiot of myself; a complete and perfect ass.”

“Have you, sir?”

“I don’t like your tone, Mr. Gibb, it exacerbates. It is in itself enough to prove your guilt. Had you not been engaged in a conspiracy you would have been surprised beyond measure at the wholly unforeseen result. But, as it is, I put it to you, Mr. Gibb; are you surprised?”

“Well, sir, in a way I can’t say I am, not exactly.”

“There you are! there you are! Do you know, Mr. Gibb, that I’ve given Miss Lindsay to understand that I’ve retained her services as a member of my staff?”

“She told me you’d engaged her, sir.”

“Oh, she did, did she? What did she tell you I’d engaged her as?”

“As jobbing secretary, sir.”

“And pray what is a jobbing secretary?”

“That’s what I was wondering.”

“She asked me what a jobbing secretary was; and I explained as clearly as I could under the circumstances, and considering that I don’t know myself. When you reflect on the fact that I have engaged her to be something which I never heard of before you will have grasped the initial difficulty of my position; which is complicated by the further fact that she is, what she certainly is, a divinity among women. If she’d come, say, about twelve and leave before one; or if she’d spend a few hours daily in intellectual conversation with me in here; or if she’d come out with me to enjoy the air, say on the top of an omnibus; or even if she’d go out with you, for a little pedestrian exercise, from two to six; the situation might be lightened. But she’ll do none of these things; she’s as good as said so. She told me, with a delicious seriousness which took all idea of resistance clean out of me, that she meant to do a man’s work for a man’s wage. Now, Mr. Gibb, in this office I don’t see how it’s going to be done.”

“I’m sure I don’t.”

“I don’t do a man’s work.”

“No, sir, you don’t.”

“You do still less.”

On this point Mr. Gibb was discreetly silent; he seemed to be turning something over in his mind, of which he presently gave Mr. Hooper the benefit.

“I think, sir, I’ve got an idea of something you might give Miss Lindsay to do.”

“Let’s have it; you know, Mr. Gibb, any pearls of wisdom which you may drop are always welcome.”

“You remember, sir, when I first came you gave me some papers which you said I might copy when I’d nothing else to do.”

“I have some dim recollection of something of the kind. Well, have they been copied?”

“No, sir, they haven’t.”

“How long have you had them?”

“Oh, rather more than two years.”

“Then it’s time they were copied. What papers are they?”

“I never could make out, and I don’t think you could either; they’re counsels’ opinions, or judges’ rulings, or something like that. I know when I asked you what they were you told me not to ask any questions; so I knew you didn’t know.”

“Mr. Gibb, you have a way of your own of arriving at conclusions. I think I recall those papers; they were here when I came into possession; they’d been stuffed up the chimney to keep out the draught or something.”

“I was thinking, sir, if you could think of nothing else, that you might get Miss Lindsay to copy them.”

“There’s — there’s something in the idea. Could we pass them off as genuine?”

“As how, sir?”

“Are they of an appearance, and character, which would enable us to induce Miss Lindsay to believe that they really are papers of importance?”

“I should think so, sir; I know it took me ever so long before I found them out.”

“Ah; then it might take her a week. By that time we may have hit upon something else. Where are those papers?”

“They’re in my desk.”

“Then get them out of your desk. Have them cleaned, tidied, made presentable; Miss Lindsay shall commence on them as soon as she arrives. And I tell you something else I’ll do. Miss Lindsay tells me she can work a typewriter.”

“Can she?”

“I’ll get her one. I think I should prefer to have good, clear typewritten copies of those papers, Mr. Gibb; they’ll be so much more accessible for reference. I — I suppose a typewriter can be hired.”

“Oh yes, sir; I believe from about half-a-crown a week.”

“That doesn’t seem to be a prohibitive figure; I’ll hire one; I’ll go out this afternoon to see about it. You see, Mr. Gibb, how one thing leads to another. I propose to increase my staff; the mere proposition adds materially to my own labours. I know no more about typewriters than I do about sewing-machines; of which I know nothing; so I foresee that my afternoon will be fully occupied. By the way, Mr. Gibb, a further point; you have found an idea which has been of assistance in one direction, perhaps you might find a second which would be of some service to me in another.”

“What is it, sir?”

“As you put it to me, I take it that you will allow it to go no further; but, between ourselves, I have undertaken to pay Miss Lindsay, as jobbing secretary, since she proposes to do a man’s work for a man’s wage, an honorarium of two guineas a week.”

“So she told me, sir.”

“So she told you, did she? Oh! Then I suppose she expects to get it.”

“I expect she does, sir.”

“Then in that case I think that, perhaps, I had better make it perfectly clear to you how, precisely, the land lies.” From a drawer which he unlocked in his writing-table Mr. Hooper took three sovereigns and some silver; he displayed the coins to the best advantage on the table. “This choice, but small, collection of bullion has to last me, Mr. Gibb, to quarter day. There are still three clear weeks. I have to pay you thirty shillings; being three weeks’ wages at ten shillings a week; out of the balance I have to pay Miss Lindsay six guineas, and keep myself; besides having to meet certain small liabilities which must be met. I should be glad, Mr. Gibb, if you would give me some idea of how it is to be done.”

“I think, sir, if I were you, I should let me explain to Miss Lindsay.”

“Explain what, Mr. Gibb?”

“What kind of gentleman you are.”

“And pray, in your opinion, what kind of gentleman am I?”

“Well, considering how you’ve gone and done it with Miss Lindsay I shouldn’t think you’d want much explaining, sir.”

“That’s true, Mr. Gibb, most true. Still, I’m curious to hear what you’d tell her.”

“I wouldn’t give you away, sir.”

“Wouldn’t you? Oh! What would you do?”

“I should simply tell her, sir, that you’d been thinking things over, and that you’d come to the conclusion that two guineas a week was too much to pay her at the start; and that you thought — should I say fifteen shillings ought to be enough at the beginning, sir?”

“Fifteen shillings! And I promised her two guineas!”

“Yes, sir, you promised her.”

“What kind of a person do you suppose she’d think I am?”

“I don’t see how it matters, sir.”

“You don’t see how it matters!”

“Well, sir, you can’t pay her two guineas a week, no matter what she thinks of you; and you might manage to pay her fifteen shillings — somehow. I expect you’d find she’d sooner have fifteen shillings in cash than two guineas in promises.”

“Mr. Gibb, you appear to have a high opinion of me.”

“I have, sir; I couldn’t have a higher.”

“Couldn’t you? you young scoundrel! Pray when did I make a promise to you which I didn’t keep, to the letter?”

“When I came, sir, you gave me six shillings a week, now you give me ten; but there’s a difference between ten shillings and two guineas.”

“Yes, Mr. Gibb, and there’s a difference between you and Miss Lindsay.”

“Don’t I know it, sir? There’s all the difference in the world.”

“As you say, there’s all the difference in the world. Miss Lindsay is a divinity among women.”

“That’s exactly my opinion, sir; and has been from the first.”

“It has been your opinion, has it, Mr. Gibb? Then allow me to inform you that when I enter into an undertaking with — with a divinity among women, to do a certain thing, I do that thing. I have undertaken to pay Miss Lindsay two guineas a week; I will pay her two guineas a week. The money shall be found; I will find it. Be so good, Mr. Gibb, as to look up those papers you spoke about, and see that they are in a presentable condition, so that Miss Lindsay can begin on them directly she arrives.”


CHAPTER XXIII

A JOBBING SECRETARY

The next morning Nora did not start for Fountain Court with Mr. Gibb; he positively forbade her, explaining that he had certain duties to perform immediately on his arrival which he preferred, and which Mr. Hooper preferred, that he should perform before anybody else appeared upon the scene; so he started at half-past nine, and she followed thirty minutes later. When she reached Fountain Court the door was promptly opened by Mr. Gibb, who called her attention to a curtained recess, with the remark — 

“Please hang your hat and coat up there.”

Behind the curtain she found three pegs and a looking-glass; which articles, if she had not been too nervous to observe closely, might have struck her as being even suspiciously new. She had no coat on, but she had a hat, which she hung upon one of the pegs, with a breathless feeling, as if the simple action, in that strange place, stood to her as an emblem of the passage she was about to take from the old world to the new; as she hung up her hat, with Mr. Gibb’s stony gaze fixed on her coldly from behind, it almost seemed to her that with it she hung up her freedom, and passed into servitude. Nor was this feeling lessened by the unaccustomed, and unnatural, rigidity of Mr. Gibb’s bearing; she being unaware of the fact that Mr. Hooper had informed the young gentleman, not ten minutes before she came, that if he did not treat her with the profound and distant respect with which a divinity ought to be treated, the consequences would be serious for him. While she was still touching her hair with her fingers, as a girl must do when she has just taken her hat off, he inquired, with what he felt to be cutting coldness — 

“Have you quite finished?”

“Yes, Eustace, I — I think I have — quite, thank you.”

“Then Mr. Hooper is waiting to see you; kindly step this way.”

She stepped that way, Mr. Gibb moving as stiffly as if he had a poker down his back. She found Mr. Hooper seated at a table which was littered with a number of papers and documents which were of a most portentous looking nature, over one of which he was bending with an air of earnest preoccupation which, it is to be feared, had been put on about thirty seconds before she had entered the room, and would be taken off in less than thirty seconds after she had left it.

“Miss Lindsay has come, sir.” As Mr. Gibb made this announcement Mr. Hooper looked up with a start, which was very well done, as if nothing could have surprised him more; he rose, a little doubtfully, as if the professional cares of this world were almost more than he could bear.

“Miss Lindsay? Yes, yes, quite so; Miss Lindsay, of course. I hope, Miss Lindsay, I see you well.”

“Quite well, thank you.”

She ignored the hand which he extended, possibly in a moment of absence of mind, in a manner which seemed to him to be marked; he trusted Mr. Gibb had not noticed it before he left the room. He continued to be as professional in his manner as he knew how.

“Miss Lindsay — eh — might I — eh — ask you to take a seat?”

“Thank you, sir, I prefer to stand.”

Really this young woman was trying; she was reversing the positions; it was she who was keeping him at a distance, not he her; there was something in the way in which she said “sir” which made him wince; however, he was still professional.

“Quite so, Miss Lindsay, quite so — whichever you prefer. Now, Miss Lindsay, here are some papers of a — of an abstract nature; privacy with regard to them is of the first importance; serious consequences might result were their character to become known outside these chambers.” The jobbing secretary inclined her head; he thought she did it very gracefully. “Now, what I require are copies of these papers; you understand, copies — perfectly clean copies. How long do you think it will take you to let me have them?”

“There seem to be a good many.”

“There are — oh, there are; quite a number; only they are not all of the same character. Now, for instance, how long will it take you to let me have a perfectly clean copy of that?”

He held out what looked like a musty document, consisting of several foolscap pages, covered with close writing on both sides of each page. She turned it nervously over.

“Is it — is it to be typed?”

“Certainly; oh yes, emphatically.”

“What — what machine have you?” He mentioned the maker’s name; fortunately it was on one of the same maker’s machines she had learnt. “I told you that I had not used a machine recently; I fear, therefore, that I may be rather awkward at first, so that I can hardly tell how long it will take me to let you have a perfectly clean copy of this. There — there appears to be a good deal of it.”

“There does — oh yes, I admit it, there does — and of course I shouldn’t want an absolutely clean copy.” She looked at him; there was something in her look which caused him to look away, with some appearance of confusion; he realized that he had made a mistake. “By that I — I should wish you to understand that — that I shouldn’t require you to destroy the entire document merely — merely because of one slight error.”

She spoke with what seemed to him to be magisterial severity; he felt that there was more than a touch of that severity in her demeanour.

“You said that you wanted perfectly clean copies, and you shall have perfectly clean copies; I quite understand that only perfectly clean copies will be of the slightest use. I hope you do not think that I wish you to put up with indifferent work. I merely wished to point out that I am afraid that I may be a little clumsy at first.”

She turned to go.

“The — the typewriter’s in the next room.”

“I saw it as I came in.”

“Pray — pray allow me to open the door for you.” But she would not.

“If you don’t mind, sir” — the stress upon that “sir”!— “I would rather open it for myself; and I do hope that you won’t allow a difference in sex to alter the relations which ought to exist between employer and employed. You wouldn’t open the door for Eustace Gibb; I would like you to regard me in the same light as you do him.”

No, he certainly would not open the door for Eustace Gibb, but the idea of regarding her in the same light as Mr. Gibb was preposterous; the trouble was that he could only see her through a golden haze. The typewriter was in the next room to Mr. Hooper’s, with beyond it the lobby which Mr. Gibb termed his office; the room was known to Mr. Gibb as the waiting-room, though no one had ever been known to wait in it. It was furnished with an old wooden table, and three older wooden chairs, and nothing else. On the table was the typewriter, and a plentiful supply of paper. After about an hour’s interval, Mr. Hooper, who felt as if he were a prisoner in his own rooms, began to find himself in a state of fidgetiness which was beyond endurance. It was ridiculous to suppose that he did not dare to venture into the presence of his own jobbing secretary, yet — he did not dare. What was worse, he found himself incapable of smoking in the room next to her, and that in spite of her expressed desire that he should treat her as he treated Mr. Gibb. When the tension had reached a point at which he could stand it no longer, snatching up his hat, he burst into the room with an air of haste, seeming, when he was in it, to realize her presence there with a touch of surprise.

“Miss Lindsay! — oh yes, yes, quite so. And — and how are we getting on?”

The moment he had asked he saw that he had made another mistake. This time there was something on her face which moved him in a manner which really did surprise him. She looked as if she had at least been near to tears, and still was not far off.

“I — I’m not getting on at all well,” she said.

“I’ve not the slightest doubt, Miss Lindsay, that you are getting on much better than you imagine.”

“I — I suppose I ought to know how I am getting on.”

“But your — yours is such a strenuously high standard.”

“I — I’ve spoilt I don’t know how many sheets of paper.”

“What does it matter how many sheets of paper you spoil? The more you spoil the better I’ll be pleased.”

“Will you? Then all I can say is that if I — I spoil many more I shall know that I’m not fit for the situation which you’ve been so kind as to offer me, and — I shall go.”

“Really you must not talk like that.” He picked up one of the ominously numerous sheets of paper which lay at her side, all of which had plainly had at any rate some slight acquaintance with the machine. “Now this is not at all bad.”

“There are three errors in the first line.”

“Are there? So many as that?”

“And five in the second.”

“Indeed! you don’t say so!”

“And the third line’s wrong altogether.”

“That only shows that with a little practice you’ll regain all your old facility.”

“I’m not sure that I ever had any facility; I can see that now; I’m afraid I only used to play at typing.”

“Then in that case you shall copy them by hand; I’m disposed to think that perhaps good clear writing is best after all.”

“Copy them by hand?” Suddenly a look came on her face which actually frightened him; his words had evidently been to her an occasion of serious offence. “I applied for your situation, Mr. Hooper, in the belief that I could work a typewriter; you gave it me on that understanding. If, now, it turns out that I cannot work a typewriter it would look as if I had applied for your situation under false pretences; do you suppose that I will continue to hold it knowing that to be the case, and that you are paying me for something which it turns out I cannot do? Either you shall have perfectly clean typewritten copies, Mr. Hooper, or I must resign; I will not go through the farce of pretending to occupy a position for which I have been proved to be unfit.”

He could have answered her many things, but he answered her nothing; he was afraid. Instead, he shuffled out of the room, excusing himself.

“I’ve a most pressing appointment, Miss Lindsay.” He was longing for a pipe; the appointment was to smoke, all by himself, in the Temple Gardens. “When I return I’ve no doubt you’ll have advanced beyond your expectations. Rome wasn’t built in a day; you must persevere, persevere!” In the office Mr. Hooper, placing his hand on King Solomon’s shoulder, whispered in his ear, as if anxious not to be overheard, “Mr. Gibb, I am inclined to the opinion that having a divinity on the premises is not all lavender.”

To which Mr. Gibb replied, with a sigh, as if he himself was vaguely conscious of a feeling of being “cribbed, cabined and confined” — 

“No, sir; that’s what I was thinking.”

For two days Nora continued to wrestle with the typewriter, and on the third something happened which ultimately resulted in another upheaval of the world for her. She had found the “document” which she had to copy — it was one of those which Mr. Hooper had discovered stuffed up the chimney — not easy to decipher, which perhaps was not surprising; she was puzzling over a part of it which seemed even worse than usual when the office door was opened, and a masculine person came striding in who had not even troubled to remove his hat. At sight, however, of the girl poring over that refractory passage, with her pretty brows all creased, off came his hat; but no sooner was he uncovered than, with something in his bearing which almost suggested that he was unconscious of what he was doing, he stood and stared. The girl glanced up and looked at him. For some seconds there was silence; then, seeming to come to himself with a start, he ejaculated — .

“I beg your pardon; I — I’d no idea!”

He did not stay to explain what he had no idea of, but passed into Mr. Hooper’s room beyond. As he entered Mr. Hooper rose from his chair; then stared in his turn, as if this was not at all the kind of person he had expected to see.

“Frank!” he exclaimed. “What on earth has brought you here?”

The gentleman addressed as Frank replied to the question with a statement which was sufficiently startling.

“Jack, I’ve seen a ghost!”

Mr. Hooper, as was not unnatural, stared still more.

“You’ve seen what?”

“Of course I don’t mean that I’ve seen an actual ghost, but I feel as if I had.”

“What’s given you such a very curious feeling at this hour of the morning? And what’s brought you here, anyhow?”

The gentleman addressed seemed genuinely disturbed.

“I’ll tell you, what’s brought me if you’ll give me time; I’m in a frightful mess, that’s what’s brought me; but before I tell you anything, you tell me who — who’s that girl in the next room?”

Mr. Hooper’s bearing betrayed annoyance, which was perhaps caused by the singularity of the other’s demeanour.

“The lady in the next room, whom you speak of as ‘that girl,’ is — —”

There was a tapping; the door was opened; the girl in question entered, the “document” over which she had been puzzling in her hand. She crossed to Mr. Hooper.

“I beg your pardon if I am interrupting you, but there is something here which I cannot make out; I thought that perhaps you would not mind telling me what it is before you become really engaged.”

Mr. Hooper took the paper which she held out to him, with a glance towards the gentleman who had just now entered, in which there was a hint of mischief.

“Will you allow me to present to you my cousin, Mr. Frank Clifford? Frank, this is Miss Lindsay.”

“Lindsay!” Mr. Clifford was staring more than ever. “Lindsay! Not — not — I beg your pardon, but — would you mind telling me if you are related to Mr. Donald Lindsay of Cloverlea?”

“I am his daughter.”

“His — daughter? Thank you; thank you.”

He sank on to a chair as one who had been dealt a crushing blow. Nora’s bearing was frigid; the stranger’s unexpected question had touched in her a chord of memory which hurt her more than she would have cared to say. She returned to Mr. Hooper.

“Can you tell me what that sentence is? One or two of the words seem quite illegible.”

He explained, to the best of his ability, which was not much greater than hers. When she had gone back to her own apartment, Mr. Hooper said to his visitor, with what was possibly meant to be an air of politeness — 

“May I venture to inquire if that is how you generally behave when you’re introduced to a lady, Frank? because if it is I shall know better than to attempt to introduce you to another.”

Mr. Clifford’s reply was remarkable.

“I told you that when I first saw her I felt as if I had seen a ghost; now I know my instinct was right; I have seen a ghost. If you knew — what I know, and had had to go through what I’ve had to go through, and still have to go through, you would understand how meeting Donald Lindsay’s daughter like this makes it seem to me as if the hand of God had been stretched out of the skies.”


CHAPTER XXIV

MR. MORGAN’S EXPERIENCES OF THE UNEXPECTED

It was a shock to Mr. Morgan when he learnt that Miss Harding had quitted Cloverlea without a word to him. At first he could not believe that she had gone; that she could have gone without his knowledge. When belief was forced on him his language was unbecoming. While he was engaged in little matters of a sort which demanded privacy, and which had to do with the safe storage of certain articles which he had brought himself to believe were his own property, a wagonette arrived at the front door, which, the driver explained to the footman who appeared, had come to fetch Miss Harding. The footman, with the aid of a colleague, had borne the young lady’s belongings down the stairs; for which she liberally recompensed them with a sovereign apiece; and she and her possessions were safely away before Mr. Morgan had a notion she was going. Mr. Morgan abused the footmen for not having said a word to him; which abuse they, having no longer the fear of him before their eyes, returned in kind. The butler had to console himself as best he could.

“Given me the slip, have you, Miss Harding?” That was what he said to himself. “Very well, my dear, we’ll see; I’m not so easily got rid of as you may perhaps suppose. You’re a pretty darling, upon my Sam you are!”

As soon as circumstances permitted — at Cloverlea there were a great many things which he thought it desirable that he should do that day — he went out on a little voyage of discovery. He learnt at the local station that Miss Harding had not taken a ticket for her home in the west country; she had not taken a ticket for herself at all, Mr. Nash had taken one for her, and another for himself; they had gone up to London in the same compartment, and both had luggage. This news added to Mr. Morgan’s pleasure.

“Dear me, has she? And I meant her to be Mrs. Morgan, and so she would have been if I’d put on the screw when I’d the chance. As my wife she might have come to something; but as his wife — I’ll show her, and I’ll show him. If she thinks she’s going to hand over to him, by way of a dowry, that nice little lot of money, and leave me out; if that really is her expectation she’ll be treated to another illustration of the vanity of human wishes. That sweet young wife will have an interrupted honeymoon.”

Mr. Morgan called at an inn which it was his habit to honour with his custom in quest of something to soothe his ruffled feelings. There he met a friend, George Wickham, the Holtye head groom. Mr. Wickham had a grievance, in which respect, if he had only known it, he resembled Mr. Morgan. It seemed that he was the bearer of letters which had been addressed to the Hon. Robert Spencer at Holtye, which he was carrying to that gentleman’s actual present address, the Unicorn Hotel, Baltash. It was supposed to be Mr. Wickham’s “night out”; he wanted to spend his hours of freedom in one direction while Baltash lay in another.

“Might as well have sent ’em by post, or by one of the other chaps; but no, nothing would please the old woman” — by “old woman” it is to be feared that he meant the Countess of Mountdennis— “but that I should go. I had half a mind to tell her I’d an appointment.”

Mr. Morgan was sympathetic; he explained that he was going to Baltash, and even carried his sympathy so far as to offer to take the letters for him. The groom hesitated; then decided to take advantage of his friend’s good-nature.

“There’s thirteen letters,” he pointed out, “five post-cards, four newspapers, eighteen circulars, and these parcels, about enough to fill a carrier’s cart.”

Mr. Morgan laughed.

“I shall make nothing of that little lot,” he said. “And I’ll charge nothing for carriage.”

On the way to Baltash he leaned against a gate to light a cigar; it was one of his peculiarities to smoke nothing but cigars; he held that a pipe was low. When the cigar was lighted he remained a moment to glance at the letters he was carrying. He noticed that one of them was from the London offices of a steamship company; the name of the company was printed on the envelope. While Miss Lindsay had been talking to Mr. Spencer in the copse on the preceding Sunday morning Mr. Morgan had been quite close at hand; the lady had supposed that the noise he made among the undergrowth was caused by a hare or a rabbit; had Mr. Spencer proceeded to investigate the cause of the noise the butler would have been discovered in a somewhat ignominious position. As it was Mr. Morgan, remaining undetected, heard a good deal that was said; among the things he heard Mr. Spencer’s story of the letter which Donald Lindsay had sent to him at Cairo, which was only to be opened after the writer’s death, which Mr. Spencer had put in his suit-case, and which suit-case Mr. Spencer had lost, containing not only Mr. Lindsay’s letters, but also some more intimate epistles from that gentleman’s daughter.

Mr. Morgan remembered the story very well; he had a knack of remembering nearly everything he heard, and he managed to hear a good deal. He was struck by the fact that the letter which he held in his hand was from the steamship company by one of whose boats Mr. Spencer had travelled on his homeward journey; it might contain news of the missing suit-case. On the other hand, emphatically, it might not. Still! It is notorious how carelessly some envelopes are fastened. Here was a case in point; the gummed flap only adhered in one place, and there so slightly that Mr. Morgan had only to slip the blade of a penknife underneath and — it came open. It was as he had guessed. The steamship company wrote to say that the missing suit-case had turned up. It had strayed among the voluminous luggage of an American family, where it remained unnoticed until the luggage had been divided up among the members of the family; the explanation seemed rather lame, but it appeared it was the only one that steamship company had to offer. Now the suit-case was at Mr. Spencer’s disposition, and the company would be glad to hear what he wished them to do with it.

As Mr. Morgan enjoyed his cigar, and leaned against the gate, and looked up at the glories of the evening sky, he indulged in some philosophical reflections.

“It’s an extraordinary world; extraordinary. To think that George Wickham’s burning desire to see that red-headed girl of his at Addlecombe should have thrown a thing like this right into my hands. It’s quite possible that that suit-case may turn out to be worth more to me than that nice little sum of money with which Miss Elaine Harding erroneously supposes she’s going to set her husband up in life. Beyond a shadow of doubt things are managed in a mysterious way.”

Mr. Morgan faithfully delivered those letters at the Unicorn Hotel at Baltash, with the exception of one letter; and on the morrow he treated himself to a trip up to town. He took a bedroom at a quiet hotel in the neighbourhood of the Strand, and he sent a messenger boy to the steamship company’s office with an envelope. In the envelope was the Hon. Robert Spencer’s visiting card; on the back of which was written — 

“Your letter duly received; please give suit-case to bearer.”

Some one at the office gave it to the bearer; who took it to the hotel, where it was sent up to Mr. Spencer’s room; it happened that Mr. Morgan had registered as Robert Spencer. Mr. Morgan opened it with difficulty; none of his keys fitted the lock, which was of a curious make; but he did open it; he was an ingenious man. And when he had opened the suit-case he found that the letter, for whose sake he had taken so much trouble, was not in it. It was a painful shock; he was loth to believe that a man of the Hon. Robert Spencer’s character could have played him such a trick; to say nothing of the deceit which, in that case, he must have practised on Miss Lindsay. He turned the contents of the case over and over, subjecting each article to a close examination. No, there was nothing there which in any way resembled the letter which he had heard Mr. Spencer describe. What was almost worse, as showing the lover’s utter unreliability, there were none of Miss Lindsay’s letters either. Mr. Morgan had distinctly heard Mr. Spencer tell Miss Lindsay that in his missing suitcase were not only her father’s unopened letter, but also some letters of hers. What confidence could be placed in the man who, at such a sacred moment, made such a gross mis-statement to the woman whom he professed to love? It was dreadful; Mr. Morgan was pained beyond measure. In the future he would never be able to believe anything he overheard; even though his ear was glued to the keyhole. He was a dispirited man.

He did not return at once to Cloverlea. As a matter of fact he had brought with him to town a number of packages of various shapes and sizes. He had some trouble in removing them from Cloverlea; but he had removed them, having dared Mr. Guldenheim and his friends and minions to do anything to try to stop him. He devoted a few days to the bestowal of these trophies in a safe place. When he did return to Cloverlea he put up at the village inn, whence he kept an eye on the doings of the neighbourhood. Having succeeded in screwing out of Mr. Guldenheim more than was due to him for wages, and in lieu of notice, he attended the sale with melancholy feelings, going so far as to purchase some lots for which he felt a sentimental interest, and which he had reasons for knowing were going for much less than they were worth.

It was only after the sale that he ascertained what he thought was likely to be Miss Harding’s present address. He had made regular, and persistent, inquiries at Mr. Nash’s office; but nothing had been heard of that promising solicitor by his staff, which consisted of a weedy youth of seventeen summers, with whom Mr. Morgan was on terms of the closest intimacy; until there came one morning a curtly worded request to forward any letters which might be awaiting him to Mr. Nash at an address which he gave. Mr. Morgan saw that address; a couple of days after he called there.

The address was at that charming south-coast seaside resort, Littlehampton, 27, Ocean Villas. Ocean Villas proved to be some quite picturesque cottages fronting both the common and the sea; 27 was, perhaps, the most picturesque of them all. The front door was open in the confiding way one finds at seaside resorts, and which saves the trouble of having to open it; Mr. Morgan, entering, rapped on the floor with his stick. A diminutive maid instantly appeared who, without waiting for him to state his business, instantly broke into breathless speech.

“If you’ve come after the rooms, sir, if you please Mrs. Lorrimer’s not in, but if you’ll wait half-a-minute I’ll fetch her.”

Mr. Morgan explained that he had not come after the rooms; he asked if Mrs. Nash was in.

“Mrs. Nash is out, sir, along with Mr. Nash; I did hear them say they were going to Arundel.”

“I’ll wait till they return; which are their apartments?”

“This is their sitting-room, sir.”

She opened the door of what, for a lodging-house, was quite a pleasant room. Mr. Morgan entered; the maid went; the moment he was alone Mr. Morgan did what he always did do when he found himself alone in a strange apartment, he treated everything it contained to a rigorous inspection, and was still engaged in doing so when the diminutive maid reappeared.

“If you please, sir, I’m going out to do some errands, and if there’s anything you want would you mind letting me know before I go; though I really shan’t hardly be five minutes before I’m back again.”

On the visitor assuring her that he was not likely to require her services during the next five minutes she departed to do those errands; scarcely was her back turned than Mr. Morgan started on what might have been a tour of curiosity through the house. He got no further, however, than the room behind the sitting-room, which proved to be a bedroom; unmistakably the sleeping apartment of Mr. and Mrs. Nash. Against the window stood a large trunk, a lady’s; Mr. Morgan tried it; it was locked. He surmised as he eyed it.

“What’s the betting that in there isn’t that nice little sum of money? I wonder if she’s told her loving husband that she’s got it, and where it is; if she has I wonder how much he’s left her. It might be worth my while to look and see; but I think I can manage to get all I want without what would look to the ignorant eye like dabbling in felony. What’s that?” “That” was something which lay on the floor just underneath the bed; something which resembled a letter-case. He picked it up. “I rather fancy that this is the property of my friend Nash. Looks as if it had fallen out of his pocket while he was putting on his coat, and that he hadn’t noticed it had fallen; extraordinary how careless some people are about things of that kind. It is a letter-case; let’s hope there’s nothing in it which he would not like to meet the public eye. What have we here? Papers which, apparently, are of value only to the owner. What’s in this?” In one of the compartments of the case was a single paper. Mr. Morgan took it out, unfolded it, read it, not once only, but twice, and again a third time. The contents of the paper seemed to puzzle him; he stared at it hard, rubbing his forehead as he did so, as if he hoped by the mere force of vision to get at its meaning. Then he smiled, as if suddenly a light had dawned on him. “So that’s it, is it? To think of his leaving a thing like this lying about on the floor! What a foolish man! I never had a high opinion of Herbert Nash; but that he should leave a thing like this for any one to find, and borrow; dear, dear! I never should have thought it. Let’s replace these papers which are of no value to any one but the owner. And the case we’ll put upon the mantelpiece; so that he’ll see it directly he returns, when he’ll understand the risk he’s run.” The letter-case which he had picked up from the floor he put on the mantelpiece, in plain sight; but the paper which he had taken from it he slipped into a case of his own; and that case he placed in his own pocket. When the diminutive maid returned with a basket full of parcels, she found him lounging on the doorstep. His manner to her was affable; as it nearly always was to every one. “You’ve been rather more than five minutes, haven’t you?”

“Yes, sir, I’m afraid I have; but they kept me at the grocer’s.”

“Did they? Ah! I don’t think I shall wait for my friends to return.” He grinned as he said “friends.” “Tell them that Mr. Morgan called; Mr. Stephen Morgan, of Cloverlea. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir; Mr. Stephen Morgan, of Cloverlea.”

“Exactly. And you can also tell them that I shall call again; I can’t say quite when, but I certainly shall call again before they leave Littlehampton. You understand that also?”

“Yes, sir; you’ll call again; you can’t say quite when, but certainly before they leave Littlehampton.”

“That’s it; you have it just right. Mind you give them the messages as I gave them you; and here’s a shilling for your trouble.”

He presented her with a shilling; and left the maid all smiles.


CHAPTER XXV

ON THEIR HONEYMOON

Mr. and Mrs. Nash had been spending the afternoon in Arundel Park. When they returned to their rooms at Littlehampton they were met by the diminutive maid with a message.

“If you please, Mr. Stephen Morgan of Cloverlea called.”

“Mr. —— who?” asked Mr. Nash. Mrs. Nash changed colour. The maid repeated the visitor’s name. “She must mean Morgan the butler; what does he mean by coming here?”

“I — I can’t think.”

She was conscious of that sudden sickness which she had experienced once before; all at once the room seemed to be whirling round and round. The maid went on.

“He said he’d call again; he couldn’t say quite when, but he’d certainly call again before you left Littlehampton.”

“Like his impudence! What on earth can the fellow mean? By the way, Louisa, have you seen a letter-case of mine lying about?”

“No, sir, that I haven’t.”

Mr. Nash went into the next room, hurriedly. So soon as he was through the door he saw the letter-case upon the mantelpiece, where Mr. Morgan had left it. The sight of it seemed to surprise him.

“Who put it there? I’ll swear I didn’t. Louisa, have you been in here since I went out?”

“No, sir; not once.”

“Has Mrs. Lorrimer?”

“I don’t think so, sir; she’s been out; she only come in just before you did.”

He was searching the letter-case, turning it literally inside out. Suddenly he went to the door.

“Louisa, come here!” Louisa came. He spoke to her in lowered tones, as if he did not wish what he said to be heard in the next room, where his wife still was. “Who was in when Mr. Morgan came?”

“If you please, sir, I was; Mrs. Lorrimer, she was out.”

“Where you in all the time that he was here?”

“No, sir; I had to go out and do some errands.”

“And was he alone in the house while you were gone?”

“Yes, sir; he was outside the front door when I came back; it was then he gave me the message about his calling again.”

So surprising a look came on Mr. Nash’s face that the girl shrunk back, almost as if she had been afraid that he would strike her. He went back into the bedroom, shutting the door with a bang. He stood glaring about him, as if beside himself with rage. Then, with an effort, he steadied himself. Again he turned the letter-case inside out, going carefully through the papers it contained. Then he searched the room so methodically that even a pin could hardly have escaped his notice, moving every article it contained, his wife’s trunks, his own boxes, even turning down the bedclothes and looking under the pillows, going down on his knees to peer under the bed. When all his hunting came to nothing he leaned his elbows on the mantelpiece and shut his eyes, as if suffering physical pain.

In the next room his wife was fighting a fight of her own. So soon as he left her she dropped on to a chair, as if her legs refused her support. A curious change had come over her face, and her lips were twitching; she looked furtively about her, as if she was afraid of she knew not what. When she heard the bedroom door banged, and she knew that her husband had dismissed the maid, she called, “Louisa,” softly; so softly that one wondered if she wished to be heard.

But Louisa did hear, appearing with a startled visage in the doorway.

“Who — who did Mr. Morgan ask for?”

The question was put so softly that it was nearly whispered; the speaker’s tongue and lips seemed parched.

“Please, ma’am, he asked for you.”

“For me? What — what did he say?”

“Please, ma’am, he said ‘Is Mrs. Nash in?’”

“Mrs. Nash? You’re sure he said Mrs. Nash?”

“Yes, ma’am, quite sure.”

“And when you told him I wasn’t in, did he ask for Mr. Nash?”

“No, ma’am; he said he’d wait.”

“How — how long did he wait?”

“Maybe twenty minutes, maybe half-an-hour; please, ma’am, I couldn’t say exactly.”

“And did he seem angry?”

“No, ma’am; quite pleasant. He gave me a shilling as he was going.”

“A shilling! Oh! Now tell me, exactly, what was the message he left.”

“If you please, ma’am, he told me to tell you exactly what he said, so I took particular notice.” She repeated word for word what Mr. Morgan had said; Mrs. Nash listening with singular intentness, as if her attention was fixed not so much on the actual words as on what was behind them. When the girl had finished she sat still, as if pondering. Louisa roused her. “If you please, ma’am, can I lay for supper?”

Mrs. Nash rose with a little jump.

“Supper! of course; how silly I am! I was quite forgetting about supper. Certainly, Louisa, you can lay for supper; I — I think I’m quite ready for it.” When she went into the bedroom her husband was still standing with his elbows on the mantelpiece and his face to the wall. As she entered he looked round with a start; the pair stood looking at each other as if each was taken aback by something which was on the other’s face. She spoke first, in a voice which seemed to tremble. “Herbert, what — what’s the matter?”

“The matter?” He laughed, a forced laugh. “Nothing’s the matter; why do you ask what’s the matter?”

“You’re — you’re looking so strange.”

“That’s your imagination, my dear. What is the matter is that I’ve got a touch of headache — one of my mother’s headaches; you remember what I’ve told you about the headaches she used to have. I fancy the sun was stronger than I thought.”

“I didn’t notice it; you said nothing about it.”

“No; I didn’t notice it at the time. I expect that what I want is my supper; it’ll be better after I’ve had something to eat.”

“Have you found your letter-case?”

“Oh yes, yes; I’ve found my letter-case; I must have dropped it out of my pocket as I was putting on my coat — very stupid of me; but I’ve found it all right. Anyhow there wasn’t anything in it of very great consequence, so it wouldn’t have mattered much if I hadn’t.”

It was a curious meal, that supper of theirs. It was as if ghosts sat with them at the table; phantoms of horror; one by his side, and one at hers, whose presence each hoped was hidden from the other. Conversation languished, and they were in general so talkative; the efforts they made to disguise their incapacity for speech were pathetic. Their appetites were as poor as their talking powers, and that although each had professed to be ready to make an excellent meal. He ate little, and what he did eat was with an obvious effort; she ate still less, each mouthful seemed to choke her. When the make-believe repast was at an end Mr. Nash got up.

“I’m afraid my headache isn’t much better; I think I’ll go for a turn on the front; the night air may do it good.”

She also rose.

“It won’t take me a minute to put on my hat; I’ll come with you.”

He was not so pleased at her suggestion as he might have been.

“I think, if you don’t mind, I’ll go alone; I don’t feel as if I were in a mood for company.”

She seemed hurt.

“Oh, Herbert, don’t leave me behind! I won’t keep you waiting; I’ll come without my hat.”

But he still professed unwillingness for her society, speaking almost roughly.

“Don’t I tell you I’d sooner go alone? Can’t you take a hint?”

It was the first time he had spoken to her like that since they had been married, which was not so very long ago. Had he struck her he could not have hurt her more. When he had gone, without another word, or a kiss, or a sign of tenderness, she sat staring at the nearly untouched meal, and shivered, although the night was warm. What had happened to Herbert, to have produced such a change in his manner? Could Morgan have left a note for him, or a message for his own private ear; or dropped a hint; or communicated with him without her knowledge? As Louisa cleared away the supper things she cross-examined her. The girl told all that she had to tell again; Elaine could find nothing in her story which would account for the singularity of her husband’s demeanour; but on one point she fastened, when the maid told her that she had left the visitor in the house alone.

With Mr. Morgan in sole possession of the premises, Elaine saw instant possibilities. What might he not have been doing while Louisa was out? He might — he certainly might have intruded himself in her bedroom; if he had gone so far he might have gone much farther. At the thought of what he might have done she felt inclined to shake Louisa for giving him the chance of doing it; instead, however, of assaulting the maid she hurried off to learn, if she could, what he had done.

Apparently nothing. So far as she could perceive everything in the bedroom remained untouched, just as she had left it. She opened her trunk, and took out her dressing-case, to make sure; she kept her dressing-case in her locked trunk for greater security. Herbert laughed at her for her caution, but she did not mind; she knew its secret, he did not. After all it was perhaps as well he had left her behind; she never had a chance of peeping at her hidden hoard while he was there. Morgan had not touched that; that was safe enough. She examined it with feverish fingers, fearful every moment of her husband’s return. The tale of the money was correct; nothing was missing there.

When she had done counting she hesitated, and thought, a big bundle of notes in her hand. She slipped some of them into the bosom of her dress — notes for a hundred pounds. Now that Morgan had thrust himself again upon the scene they might be wanted; anything might happen; she might not be able to get at her store at a moment’s notice, with Herbert always hovering round. She was just as anxious to keep the secret of her hiding-place from her husband as from Morgan, or from any one.

She had not long returned the dressing-case to the trunk, and locked the trunk, and placed the notes representing a hundred pounds in a more convenient spot than her bodice, when her husband returned. As he came bustling into the bedroom she perceived at once that his mood had changed. He put his hands on her shoulders and kissed her, rather boisterously; his breath told her he had been drinking.

“Hello, old girl! that headache’s better; the stroll has done it good.”

She wondered if it was the stroll or the refreshment he had taken; she had already discovered that stimulants made of him another man; even after one bottle of ale he was not the same man he had been before. Her cue was to ignore the part which alcohol might have played in affecting a cure.

“I am so glad you’re better, dear; I know what it is to have a headache; I believe I’ve got one. Please mayn’t I go out on to the common now?”

He laughed at her, lifting her off her feet.

“I’ll carry you,” he said.

And he did; out of the house, across the road, not putting her down till he had borne her on to the grass; then, running the risk of what eyes there might be about to see, she gave him a kiss to pay for porterage. Presently they were, outwardly, on proper honeymooning terms again, each making a gallant, and not wholly unsuccessful, effort to shut out from actual vision the ghosts which kept step at their sides. When they had retired to rest Herbert Nash said to his wife — 

“Do you know, I think I have had about enough of Littlehampton; what do you say?”

“I say what you say; only the question is, wherever shall we go to? and when?”

“There are heaps of places we can go to; and as for when, we can leave this to-morrow. I’ll think it over.”

He thought it over; all through the night he lay thinking, with wide-open eyes, and so did she. But they did not leave on the morrow, nor the next day. And on the morning of the third day there came a letter addressed to “Mr. and Mrs. Herbert Nash,” which Mr. Nash, being first at the breakfast table, opened. It ran — 

 

“Dear Friends,

“Mrs. Lorrimer’s servant will have told you that I called to see you, and also that I propose to call again. Apart from the pleasure which I anticipate from meeting you once more, I have something of the utmost importance which I wish to say to both of you. As I believe you have no pressing engagements, I confidently hope that you will not leave Littlehampton till I have had an opportunity of saying it. I will let you have a wire, advising you of my coming, and shall be glad if you will leave word at the house where, at any moment, you are to be found, as I should not like to miss you a second time.

“Adding my congratulations to the numerous expressions of goodwill which, I do not doubt, you have already received on the auspicious occasion of your marriage, believe me to be,

“Yours most sincerely,

“Stephen Morgan.”

 

Mr. Nash was reading this epistle a second time when his wife came in.

“What have you got there?” she asked.

He looked up with a frown, seeming to hesitate about what to say, then answered — 

“It’s from that fellow Morgan; the most insolent, presumptuous scrawl. What he’s driving at I can’t imagine; the fellow must be stark, staring mad.”

If Mr. Nash had been in an observant mood he might have noticed that the smile which had been on his wife’s face gave way to quite a different expression, and that she shivered, as she always did do when Mr. Morgan’s name was mentioned.

“What does he say? Let me look at his letter.”

He was folding it up, as with the intention of consigning it to his pocket unseen by his wife; at her point-blank request he seemed to hesitate, then tossed it to her across the table.

“If you can explain what the fellow means by sending a letter like that I can’t; it’s beyond me altogether.” As she read he commented. “Fancy calling us ‘Dear friends.’”

“What an extraordinary thing for him to do.”

“A butler!”

“It’s quite inexplicable.”

“What on earth has he to say to us which is of the least importance?”

“That’s it; what can he have?”

“He practically orders us not to leave the place till it pleases him to come.”

“It does — it does amount to that, doesn’t it?”

“Fancy his telling us to let them know in the house where, at any moment, we’re to be found, as if the one thing to be considered was his sovereign pleasure!”

“That is really remarkable.”

“Remarkable! I should say so; remarkable is a mild way of putting it. I’ve half-a-mind to pack directly after breakfast and leave the place this morning; the idea of his attempting to dictate to us! As I say, the only explanation I can think of is that the fellow’s stark, staring mad.”

“That — that must be it.”

Mr. Nash continued to comment on Mr. Morgan’s insolent epistle while he trifled with his breakfast; but it was noticeable that he only trifled. If he had had an appetite it had vanished; it seemed as if the man’s impertinence must have affected him more than he would have cared to own. It was the same with his wife, she had no appetite either. Indeed, when one came to think of it, neither of them had eaten much since they had first heard of Mr. Morgan’s call. The fact had even been noticed by the landlady.

“I can’t think what’s the matter with them all at once,” she declared to her diminutive maid, Louisa. “They used to eat heartily enough; as you know, I remarked on it to you.”

“Yes, Mrs. Lorrimer, that you did.”

“But these last couple of days they’ve scarcely touched a thing. There’s been nothing the matter with the food, and I’m sure there’s been nothing the matter with the cooking; it must be them that’s wrong.”

When breakfast was finished — such a breakfast as it was; even the soles went out practically as they came in — Mrs. Nash went to put on her hat preparatory to going out with her husband on to the front, as she usually did on fine mornings; he with a newspaper, and she with a book. That morning the process was a lengthy one; she seemed preoccupied, as if her mind was so full that there was no room in it for her hat. She moved restlessly about the room, as if her thoughts kept her in motion. All at once it seemed that she arrived at a sudden resolution.

“I know what I’ll do; I’ll get Herbert to go; we will go, before he comes; we’ll go to-day. I’ll talk to Herbert directly we get outside. I believe he wants to go as much as I do; though I — I don’t know why. And this time we won’t stay in England; we’ll go abroad, as far away as ever we can; somewhere where that wretch can’t get at us; and — and we’ll leave no address behind.”

While the lady so resolved the gentleman — unconscious of her resolution — waited for her on the doorstep. As he waited he saw, advancing towards the house on a bicycle, a telegraph boy. Some instinct induced him to leave that doorstep and move to meet him.

“Got a telegram for me — Nash?”

“Nash? Yes, sir.” The boy jumped off; he produced the familiar yellow envelope. “Herbert Nash.”

“That’s for me; that’s all right. Wait while I see if there’s an answer.” He tore the envelope open; this was the message it contained: “Coming by the train due 12.28. You had better meet me at the station alone. — STEPHEN MORGAN.” “There is no answer,” Mr. Nash informed the boy.

The boy got on his machine and rode away. Mr. Nash read that telegram again, then stuffed it into his jacket pocket, swearing beneath his breath. He looked quite ugly when he swore. He glanced at his watch, as if to make sure about the time, then returned to his place upon the doorstep. He said nothing about the telegram to his wife.


CHAPTER XXVI

AN OFFER OF FRIENDSHIP

Mr. Nash was at the station when the 12.28 came in, and alone; it might have been by some sort of coincidence that he happened to be there just then, but Mr. Morgan seemed to take it for granted that he had come to meet him, an inference which Mr. Nash apparently resented. Mr. Morgan came up to him smiling in the most friendly fashion, and with hand held out.

“My dear Nash, how are you?”

There was no smile on Mr. Nash’s face, and he ignored the proffered hand.

“Thank you, Mr. Morgan, I am well.”

“And my good friend, your dear wife? blooming, eh?”

“I’m not aware that Mrs. Nash ever was a friend of yours.”

“No! my dear fellow! when we were so often under the same roof together.”

“Do the servants of a house always regard their master’s friends as their own?”

“My dear Nash, if you hadn’t said that I should have said it was meant to be nasty. I was in the service of the head of the house, and your wife was a sort of attendant of the daughter’s.

“Do you dare to say that my wife was ever Miss Lindsay’s attendant?”

“Unpaid attendant, my boy, unpaid; sort of hanger-on — poor companion. I received a regular income; she got an occasional frock; some article of clothing; now and then a few pounds; as it were, the crumbs which fell from Miss Lindsay’s table. Of course, pecuniarily mine was much the better position of the two; but I always have been one to overlook a mere financial difference, and I hope I always shall be.”

“Look here, Morgan, if you’re come down with the express intention of being insolent, I’ll wring your neck, here, in the station.”

Mr. Nash looked as if he were capable of at least trying to perform that operation on Mr. Morgan there and then, but Mr. Morgan only smiled.

“My dear Nash! the idea! Nothing can be further from my wish than to be insolent to you; as I’ll show you before I’ve done. Where can we go where we can be quiet, and have a little chat together? And afterwards if you’ll take me to 37, Ocean Villas, and offer me a little lunch, and give me an opportunity of renewing my acquaintance with your charming wife, I think you’ll find that we are on better terms than you seem to suppose. Where are you going?”

Mr. Nash was striding out of the station.

“To the golf-links; you say you want to go somewhere where we can be quiet; you’ll have the quietude you want there.”

“Thank you; I don’t think we need go quite so far as the golf-links, really; nor is that exactly the sort of solitude I was thinking of. You come with me; I’ll be conductor.” He opened the door of a fly which was by the kerb, and stood with the handle in his hand. “Step in.”

The two men looked at each other, as if each was measuring the other’s strength. Then Mr. Nash said — 

“Where do you think you’re going?”

Mr. Morgan spoke to the driver.

“Take us to the east end of the promenade, right to the extreme end.” Then he turned to Nash. “We shall have all the quietude we want there. After you.”

Nash hesitated, then entered the fly; Morgan followed; the fly drove off. As it rumbled along Mr. Morgan beguiled the way by spirited attempts at conversation; but he had all the talking to himself; not once did his companion open his lips. Mr. Nash sat with unbending back, stiff neck, grim face, looking straight in front of him; Mr. Morgan might not have been in the same vehicle for all the notice he took of him. Under the circumstances his unruffled affability did the latter gentleman credit. The vehicle set them down not only at the extreme end of the promenade, but beyond it. When the fly had gone Mr. Morgan called his companion’s attention to their surroundings.

“You see! where could we have more privacy, even on the golf-links? Not a creature within many yards of us. We can sit on the beam of this groyne — could it be at a more convenient height? — and talk at our leisure.”

Again Mr. Nash seemed to be measuring the other with his eye; his bearing did not point to his being at all in the conversational frame of mind which Mr. Morgan’s words suggested; indeed he said as much.

“Now, my man, if you have anything to say, out with it; I’ve not the dimmest notion what it is you think you’ve got to say; to be quite frank, your whole conduct looks to me like infernal insolence; but, whatever it is, make it short; and take my advice, and be careful how you say it.”

“My dear Nash, I assure you that no one could be more careful than I shall be.”

“And don’t you call me your dear Nash! you swollen-headed butler! I don’t propose to allow a servant to treat me as an equal, nor do I propose to consort with him.”

“Don’t you? Now that shows how different we are. I don’t mind with whom I consort; I’m even willing to consort with a thief.”

“What — what the devil do you mean?”

Mr. Nash’s eyes blazed; but they blazed out of a face which, consciously to himself or not, had suddenly grown pale. Mr. Morgan smiled as affably as ever; he offered Mr. Nash his cigar-case.

“Try one of my cigars; I think you’ll find them something rather exceptional.”

“Confound your cigars! I don’t want your cigars! What do you mean by what you said just now?”

“You know what I mean as well as I do. There are moments when it’s so unpleasant to have to dot one’s i’s; surely this is one. Then isn’t it rather childish to pretend that you don’t know what I mean when you do?”

“Are you going to tell me what you mean?”

“Certainly, if you insist; but is it wise?”

“Morgan, am I to knock you down?”

“You can try if you like; I dare say I can put up as good a fight as you can.”

Again they seemed to gauge each other, eye to eye; Nash as if half beside himself with rage, Morgan all smiles.

“Will you tell me what you mean?”

Morgan looked away from the other’s face, up into the air. He blew a ring of smoke from the cigar which he had lighted, following it with his eyes. Nothing could have been pleasanter than his manner, or more affable than his smile; he spoke as one who meditated.

“I happen to know that you borrowed certain sums of money from the late Mr. Donald Lindsay, for which you gave him notes of hand, amounting altogether to a little over a hundred pounds; a flea-bite to him, but a deal to you. When you were going through Mr. Lindsay’s papers, on behalf of his daughter, you came upon those notes of hand; you put them into your pocket; you concealed their existence; in plainer words, you stole them.”

“It’s — it’s an infernal lie!”

“My dear Nash, I saw you do it.”

“You saw me!”

“I did. If you like I can describe to you, in detail, how you found them, and where, and how you looked to an unprejudiced observer, and precisely what you did when you had found them; but is it necessary?”

“Why — why don’t I knock you down?”

“Because you have more sense. Pray don’t indulge in heroics for my benefit, I beg of you; I know! I know! I also saw you steal another paper.”

“What other paper?”

“That’s what I said to myself; what can that other paper be? I confess that I was gravelled; and I continued gravelled until I called on you the other day at Ocean Villas, and found it in your letter-case.”

“You — you scoundrel!”

“That’s a hard word, from one who is both a scoundrel and a thief. Don’t let us bandy epithets. Here is the paper — gently! I should have said, here is a copy of the paper. You and I know how desirable it is that so important a document should be in safe keeping. I have arranged that if I don’t turn up at a certain place, at a certain time, the actual letter — you know it is a letter — will be posted to Dr. Banyard, together with a history of how it came into my possession, and particulars of those notes of hand you stole; so let us hope, for your sake, that no accident will happen to me. I will read you the copy I made of the letter; you will possibly have forgotten the precise wording, and the precise wording is of such importance — 

 

‘Dear Sir,

‘Referring to the acceptances of yours which we hold, and which fall due on the 7th inst., they reached us, in the ordinary course, through a client with whom we have done business before; who informed us that they came to him from Mr. Frank Clifford, of Marlborough Buildings, Farringdon Road, E.C., who, we presume, discounted them for you. We do not know that we are called upon to furnish you with this information, and, as your inquiry is an unusual one, we shall be glad to know why you make it.

‘Your obedient servants,

‘Guldenheim and Co.’

 

Now that, my dear Nash, is the letter which you found; I don’t know if your memory will enable you to recognize the accuracy of the copy.” Mr. Nash was silent, presenting a curious picture of indecision; of the man who lets “I dare not” wait upon “I would.” Mr. Morgan went affably on, diplomatically ignoring the singularity of the other’s attitude. “To the superficial eye there is nothing in that letter; it is a mere routine business communication; in fact, however, as matters were, you could scarcely have found anything more important. I take it that you recognized this, or you would hardly have appropriated it; but I fancy that you only recognized it dimly. Your whole after-behaviour seems to point to it.” Mr. Morgan glanced round at the moment, in time to catch the ghost of a smile, which seemed to flicker across Mr. Nash’s face; Mr. Morgan’s comment on that flickering smile was characteristic. “Perhaps not so dimly as I supposed; the springs of human action do lie so deep. Perhaps, after all, it has occurred to you, as it has to me, that that letter killed Donald Lindsay. You remember where you found it? Lindsay’s was a pedestal writing-table; it was on the floor, under one of the pedestals, with one corner of the paper just showing. I think that was the last letter Donald Lindsay ever read. He had read it again and again before, and was re-reading it; but that re-reading was just the one too many. The strain of that cumulative shock was greater than he could bear; something snapped; he fell forward; the letter slipped from his fingers, under one of the pedestals, where it might have remained but for your sharp eyes.” Mr. Morgan held the paper out in front of him with the air of one who is explaining something which he desires to make quite plain. “Now what is there in this letter which could have produced so extraordinary an effect upon a person possessed of so much self-restraint as Donald Lindsay undoubtedly was? What does the letter itself tell us? It tells us that Messrs. Guldenheim, as is the custom, I have reason to know, of a certain type of usurer, had written to advise him that certain acceptances of his, which matured at a certain date, had come into their hands. I’ll bet sixpence that Lindsay was a man who never in his life put his name on a piece of paper which was likely, in the ordinary course, as they put it, to fall into the hands of carrion like the Guldenheims; that first communication of theirs must in itself have been a shock to him. But he was a cautious man; he liked to move gently; whether he already had suspicions I cannot say; evidently he wrote a non-committal letter, asking them from whom they had obtained acceptances of his. This was their reply; they informed him that originally the acceptances came from Mr. Frank Clifford, of Marlborough Buildings, Farringdon Road, and that information killed him. Is that how it occurred to you?”

“Never mind what occurred to me.”

“Quite so, I won’t; I’ll content myself with telling you what occurred to me. I’ve only known what was in this letter a couple of days, and, with its aid, I have already learned that, when he died, Donald Lindsay was, probably, one of the richest men in England. Have you learned that?”

“I — I had my doubts.”

“But you hadn’t verified them? I see. Other matters interfered; for instance, your marriage. Now, my dear Nash, pray understand that I congratulate you, from the bottom of my heart, on what is, in all respects, an auspicious event; but you must forgive my saying that you were one of the last persons I should have associated with a love match. Now I happen to know that neither Miss Harding nor you had money, or prospects. Indeed, I’ve been wondering how you managed between you to pay the marriage fees, to say nothing of the expenses of your honeymoon. Did a good fairy drop down from the skies?”

“It strikes me, Morgan, that you are constitutionally incapable of seeing how infernally insolent you are.”

“Am I? Perhaps; you should be a better judge of insolence than I. And believe me that I quite understand that a man is entitled to keep his own counsel; I don’t wish to pry into your secrets; only I was wondering if you had a secret. However, to return to business. Do you know that this letter means a fortune for you, and incidentally, perhaps, also one for me; but certainly a fortune for you. All we have to do is to pull together; treat each other as friends, not enemies; although I say it, you’ll find my friendship well worth having, from every point of view. Don’t let the accident of my having once been a butler stand in the way; that’s nonsense. Let me tell you that the butler at Cloverlea had a better position, in every respect, than the average clerk in a government office; as for your banks, and such dustbins — pah! he was better off than many a solicitor; though I know that’s a delicate subject. But don’t let’s cut each other’s throats for the sake of a merely imaginary social distinction; let’s be friends, and I’ll undertake to make your fortune. That’s the proposition I’ve come down to Littlehampton to make.”


CHAPTER XXVII

A ROYAL ROAD TO FORTUNE

Mr. Nash considered. The expression which had been on his face a few minutes ago had nearly vanished. The ex-butler had expressed himself in terms which the solicitor felt might justify him in modifying the attitude he had been disposed to take up. That Morgan had been, and still was, presumptuous went without saying; at the same time, as matters were turning out, it seemed that there were things which might be said on the other side; at least so it appeared to Herbert Nash. On the whole, he was inclined to concede as much. He took a few steps, to and fro, beside the groyne; then planting himself directly in front of Morgan, he told him his mind, rather in sorrow, perhaps, than in anger; indeed his bearing altogether was very different from what it had been.

“I tell you what it is, Morgan, your conduct, from first to last, has been bad.”

Mr. Morgan smiled at him, affably.

“Has it? That’s good, coming from you.”

“That’s where you’ve got the wrong end of the stick; whatever I’ve done I’ve done nothing to you.”

“No; and therefore you think that I’ve no right to put a finger in the pie you’ve found.”

“You’d no right to force yourself into my place, and run the rule over my things.”

“That was luck, Nash, pure luck. I didn’t call intending to run the rule over your things; is it likely? But if you will carry papers in your letter-case, you shouldn’t leave your letter-case lying about.”

“Idiot that I was! I found what I’d done soon after I’d started, but I was fool enough not to come back for it.”

“You weren’t an idiot; not at all; it was the best thing that could have happened for both of us — that I should find it.”

“I’m afraid I can’t agree. To begin with, see how awkward you’ve made it for me with my wife.”

“Have I?”

“She can’t understand what I have done which gives you any title to call yourself my friend — you!”

“Can’t she?”

“And how am I going to explain? I may only be — as you suggest — a poor brute of a country solicitor; but you forget that she’s a lady.”

“Not for one moment. Mrs. Nash is a perfect lady; none knows that better than I do. But, if I help you to make your fortune; if we become partners in, say, a mercantile speculation; if I show you how to pour gold, and all the pretty things gold can buy, into her lap, will she require any better explanation? I think not. My dear fellow, you exaggerate the difficulties she will make; believe me.

“You talk very largely, but how are you going to do these things? I had the letter, and I didn’t see my way.”

“You didn’t? Then that shows how fortunate it was that you communicated the contents of the letter to me; because I do. Tell me — now be frank; I’ll be perfectly frank with you; it’s to our common interest to be frank with each other — how far did you go?”

“I looked up Mr. Frank Clifford.”

“And found?”

“That Marlborough Buildings is the head office of Peter Piper’s Popular Pills; of which business Clifford’s the managing director.”

“And what else?”

“That’s as far as I got; I meant to go on after — after — —”

“After the honeymoon? I see; I’ve got a great deal further than that, a great deal. I take it you’re aware that Peter Piper’s Popular Pills is one of the medicines of the hour; the profits are stupendous; sometimes amounting to a hundred thousand pounds in a year, possibly more.”

“I dare say; that doesn’t want much finding out, everybody knows it; but what’s it to do with us?”

“A good deal.”

“How?”

“We’re going to have a share of the business, and of the profits, and probably of former profits also.”

“Are we indeed? How are we going to manage it?”

“Do you know who the proprietor was?”

Again the two men eyed each other; this time as if Nash was trying to read in Morgan’s eyes the answer to his question.

“He was Donald Lindsay of Cloverlea.”

“You don’t mean it?”

“I do.”

“Are you sure?”

“Perfectly. He called himself Joseph Oldfield; he was a bachelor; he was a reserved man, standoffish, of secretive habits. He had a flat in Bloomsbury Square, I’ve seen it, where he was supposed to spend most of his time in thinking out new advertising dodges; the present position of Peter Piper’s Popular Pills is principally owing to clever advertising. The proprietor was his own advertising agent, he was a master of the art. He called himself, as I’ve said, Joseph Oldfield in town, and in the country he was Donald Lindsay of Cloverlea.”

“The old fox!”

“I don’t think you can exactly call him that; there was nothing in the opprobrious sense foxy about him. He was one of those men who live double lives, owing, one might say, to the pressure of circumstances; there are more of them about than is supposed. He bought the pill business when it was at a very low ebb; he hadn’t very much money himself, at that time, and I dare say he got it for a song. Mrs. Lindsay was just dead; his girl was with her nurses, or at school; for business purposes he called himself Oldfield; it isn’t every man who cares to have it known that he’s associated with a patent medicine; in England it’s quite a common custom for a man to carry on a business under an alias, under half-a-dozen aliases sometimes. As time went on I take it that his secretive habit grew stronger; he became less and less disposed to have it known that Donald Lindsay had anything to do with pills, which do rather stink in people’s nostrils; and so he drifted into the double life. That’s the word, drifted.”

“You seem to have got up his history.”

“I have a way of finding out things; people have noticed it before. Now take Mr. Frank Clifford; I can tell you something about him. He’s a young man, a protégé of Oldfield’s — we’ll call him Oldfield. Oldfield had faith in him, he’d have trusted him with his immortal soul. That’s how it was that it was such a shock to him to learn that he had been taking liberties with his name.”

“But had he?”

“Had he what?”

“Been taking liberties with Lindsay’s name?”

“He forged those bills which Guldenheim and his friends got hold of.”

“That’s what I guessed; but guessing’s one thing, proof’s another.”

“Of course it is; I’ve the proof. I have some of the bills; I got hold of them rather neatly, though, as a matter of abstract right, I’ve as much title to them as anybody else. When you show Mr. Clifford one of them he won’t deny he forged it.”

“Yes; when I show it.”

“Exactly. I said when you show it to him; and you’re going to show it, if necessary, that’s part of the scheme; though it mayn’t be necessary, since it’s quite possible he’ll capitulate at once. My dear chap, at the present moment, to all intent’s and purposes, Mr. Frank Clifford is the sole proprietor of one of the finest businesses in the world, and one of the largest fortunes in England, while the actual owner is starving in town.”

“It’s hard upon Miss Lindsay.”

“It’s the fortune of war. A little starving won’t do her any harm; and I dare say she won’t starve long. I never liked the girl.”

“Nor I.”

“Then there you are; why worry? She’s too superior for me, too good; knocking about in the gutter may bring her down to your level, and mine; I’ve known it pan out that way where a young woman’s concerned. I don’t like any one to be too good, it makes me conscious of my own deficiencies; you see, I’m candid. However, she’s a factor with whom we may, or may not, deal later. At present we’ve to concentrate our attention on Clifford; think of the possibilities for him, and for us. No one knows of the connection between Oldfield and Lindsay; no one even knows that he’s dead. Clifford already has powers to draw cheques in the name of the firm, within certain limits; a man capable of committing forgery will soon be able to make those limits wider; there’s no reason why he shouldn’t appropriate to his own use every penny that comes in; as things stand nobody’ll be able to call him to account for it; there’s no reason why he should not lay hands on the whole of the old gentleman’s investments; and they’re — you may take it from me that they’re magnificent. We’re the only persons on this side of the grave who can stop him, and there’s no reason why we should, if he gives us a proper share; in other words, if he takes us in as partners.”

“It’s playing with fire.”

“Not a bit of it; it’s playing with nothing that’s in the least dangerous, if it’s managed as I propose to manage it. You think it over. And now you take me in to lunch, and let me have the pleasure of meeting that charming wife of yours again; I’m starving! And if by the time we’ve done lunch you haven’t formulated a scheme of your own I’ll tell you what mine is, and then you’ll see that without the slightest danger to either of us, without the shadow of a shade of danger — there’s no reason why we shouldn’t, within a very short space of time, be worth a quarter of a million apiece.”

“A quarter of a million!”

“At least; we’re going to deal with big figures, my boy. It’ll pay Clifford, pay him handsomely, to split it up into three parts; and let me tell you that a third ought to come out at a good deal more than a quarter of a million.”

Herbert Nash hesitated — for his credit’s sake let it be written that he did hesitate — but he took Mr. Morgan home with him to lunch. And when his wife saw the visitor coming she would have been almost glad if the earth could have opened to swallow her up; it was as if she beheld avenging fate advancing towards her in the shape of a policeman. Her husband was late; it was long after their usual hour for lunch; he had left no word as to where he had gone; half beside herself with anxiety, she would have liked to send the town crier round in search of him; she had been along the pavement to the corner of this street and the corner of that, to and fro across the common for a glimpse of him along the front; these manœuvres she had repeated again and again, and, standing on the doorstep, was frantically debating within herself as to what could have become of him, as to what she should do, when she saw him coming with Morgan at his side. Then, if she could, she would have run away, but she could not, her feet were as if they had been shod with iron weights, she could not lift them; she could not move; when they came to her she was a white-faced, shivering, terror-stricken little wretch; a poor ghost of the sunny-faced, light-hearted Elaine Harding of such a little while ago.

Mr. Nash offered a pretty lame explanation of his appearance with the man of whose presumption in claiming his acquaintance he had spoken with such scorn in the morning.

“This is Mr. Morgan; he is going to have some lunch with us; we have business to transact together. You remember Mr. Morgan, Elaine?”

As if she ever could forget him! How she would have prayed for the power to forget him if she had dared to hope that such prayers were answered. She hardly heard her husband’s words; her white face was turned towards Morgan, as the convicted criminal has eyes only for the judge who is to pronounce his doom. Yet nothing could have been less judge-like than Mr. Morgan’s bearing; nothing more affably respectful than the manner of his greeting. He stood before her with uncovered head, without even presuming to offer his hand.

“This is indeed an honour to be permitted to meet you again. May I venture to hope that you will allow me to offer my congratulations on the fortunate event which has occurred since I saw you last?”

She had to moisten her parched lips with her tongue before she could speak at all. Then — 

“Thank you,” was all she said to him; and to her husband, “I — I was wondering what had become of you.”

Nash replied — 

“Mr. Morgan had something which he wished to say to me.” He led the way into the house; his wife and Morgan followed. He paused at the sitting-room door. “Take Mr. Morgan in there,” he said to her. “I will join you in a minute.”

Dumbly she obeyed; not realizing that he wanted what she did, a few minutes’ solitude to enable him to pull himself together. He meant to have them, she had to do without; so that when she was in the room, and the ex-butler, coming after her, closed the door behind him he had her wholly at his mercy. She was still limp and helpless, having had no chance to recover from the shock and horror of encountering him again; a fact of which he, instantly perceiving, took prompt advantage. As he pulled the door to behind him a subtle change took place in his manner; he still smiled, but neither respectfully nor affably. He addressed the cowering woman in front of him as if she were some base creature.

“A pretty trick you played me, slipping away like that and leaving no address! Sneaking off with the man you’d paid to marry you, when, if it hadn’t been for me, you’d have been in jail; and you call yourself a lady! and I’d treated you as one! Never again, my beauty, never again need you expect me to treat you like a lady, because you’ve shown me what you are. Now you listen to me! You’ll give me five hundred pounds before I leave, or to-night you’ll sleep in Littlehampton jail; and when your husband’s told what kind of a character he’s been diddled into marrying by way of a start he’ll throw you out into the road. Now then! that five hundred pounds!”

He held out his hand, as if he expected her to give him the money there and then. She presented a pitiable spectacle; being scarcely able to stammer.

“I — I — I can’t — can’t give it you now.”

“No lies! I’m off them! How much have you got in the house?”

“I — I — I might — —” Her voice failed her; there was a hiatus in her sentence. “A hundred pounds.”

“Then you’ll give me a hundred pounds within half-an-hour after lunch, and you’ll send another four hundred to an address I’ll give you within four-and-twenty hours, or I promise you that, in less than an hour after, the man you’ve bought shall kick you out of this house into a policeman’s arms.”

Before he could speak again, or she either, the door opened to admit the diminutive maid; how she managed to open the door, as she apparently had done, was a mystery, since she was carrying a tray which was nearly as big as herself. And Mr. Nash presently appearing, the three sat down to lunch.


CHAPTER XXVIII

TO BE — OR NOT TO BE — POSTPONED

Daisy Ross was annoyed, almost indignant, and with reason. As she said to Mr. Clifford — 

“It’s really too ridiculous! One’s wedding day is an occasion of some importance, even to a man.” Mr. Clifford admitted that it was. “While to a woman it involves a frightful strain.” Mr. Clifford again agreed. “Very well, then; a little consideration surely should be shown; Mr. Oldfield’s conduct is absurd.”

“He certainly is placing me in a very awkward position.”

“I should think he was; considering that the bridesmaids’ dresses are practically finished, and that two of them have to go away on the day after the one we fixed, how are we going to postpone the wedding?”

“I’m sure I don’t know; but what am I to do? His conduct’s most mysterious.”

“My dear Frank, his conduct’s not only mysterious, it’s monstrous; and I don’t care what you say. He knows you are going to be married.”

“Of course he does; he’s known about it all along.”

“He knows when you are going to be married.”

“Certainly, I asked him to be present; he gave me to understand that probably he would be.”

“Then probably he will be.”

“But suppose I see or hear nothing of him in the meanwhile?”

“He is a most exasperating man. How long is it since you have heard anything of him?”

“About two months; rather over than under.”

“Something must have happened to him.”

“You know his ways; I’ve told you about them often enough. When he leaves the office, unless he volunteers the information, I never know when I shall see him again, and unless I’ve some pressing reason for wanting to know I never ask; I’ve more sense. He dislikes being questioned about anything, and he’s always shown what I’ve felt is really a morbid objection to being questioned about his movements; it’s only quite recently that I’ve known his private address. It isn’t as if this sort of thing hadn’t happened before; it has, again and again. One evening, about a couple of years ago, he left the office quite late, after being in regular daily attendance, early and late, for some weeks; I expected he would come on the following day in the ordinary course, but I never saw or heard anything of him for close upon four months; then one morning he walked in, and, without offering a word of explanation, took up the thread of affairs just where he had left it, and, what’s more, showed quite a good knowledge of what had been going on during his absence.”

“But what a state things would have got into if it hadn’t been for you.”

“Quite so; that’s just the point, he trusts me. In the ordinary course of business I have complete control of everything. If anything unusual turns up, which is of importance, I hold it over for reference to him; but in the general way I run the entire show; which, after all, isn’t saying so very much, because, when all is said and done, he’s a first-rate man of business and a splendid organizer, so that it’s quite easy for me to do. And you know, Daisy, he treats me very generously, and always has done; I’ve practically a share in the concern, which is a free gift from him.”

“I suppose you’re worth what he gives you.”

“All the same, I never put in a penny — I never had one to put; and there are hundreds, I dare say thousands, of men who could do all I do, and who’d be only too glad to do it, for a tenth part of what he gives me.”

“If I were you, I shouldn’t tell him so.”

“He knows, my dear, he knows. He’s the same with everybody about the place; it’s a principle of his to treat everybody generously who does honest work for him; he wouldn’t be happy if he thought that a man wasn’t getting a fair share of the fruits of his own labours. In spite of his little eccentricities he’s a magnificent fellow, and I couldn’t do anything to annoy or disappoint him — not — well, I wouldn’t do it.”

Miss Ross sighed.

“You hadn’t arranged to be married during that four months’ absence of his.”

“I certainly hadn’t.”

“Suppose the wedding-day had been fixed for two months after he had gone, and he had known it, would you have postponed it indefinitely, till he condescended to turn up again?”

“I don’t know what I should have done, I really don’t; but I tell you what we might do — that is, if you wouldn’t mind very much.”

“Oh, never mind what I mind; my wishes aren’t of the slightest consequence; I shall begin to wish that I wasn’t going to be married!”

“Daisy! don’t say that, even in jest. It’s as hard upon me as it is upon you.”

“Honestly, Frank, I don’t see it. To a man, having his wedding-day postponed, and that indefinitely, is, of course, rather a nuisance; but to a woman, it’s — it’s quite a different thing.”

“But I’m not going to suggest that it shall be postponed.”

“Then what are you going to suggest? What have you been suggesting for the last — I don’t know how long?”

“That’s because the idea never occurred to me until just now; I don’t know why; I suppose it’s because I’m stupid.”

“Now what idea have you got into your head?”

“I think I see a way out of the difficulty; that is, if you’ll agree.”

“Agree to what?”

“The great thing for us is to be married, isn’t it?”

“I don’t know that I’m prepared to admit it till I know what you’re leading up to.”

“Very well, then, as one of the parties I’ll admit it; the one thing for which I’m living is to be married to you; when I am married I’ll be happy.”

“Thank you; that’s very nice of you; but I’m not going to admit anything till I know what it is you’ve got at the back of your head.”

“We’re going to be married on Thursday — that is, this day week.”

“We were to have been married on Thursday; I know my wedding dress is coming home on Wednesday.”

“And after the wedding we’re to start for a three months’ tour on the continent, something like a honeymoon.”

“We were to have started for a three months’ tour.”

“That’s what I arranged with Mr. Oldfield. I said to him, ‘Mr. Oldfield, after my marriage — at which I trust you’ll be present — I hope to go abroad with my wife for a month, if I can be spared from the office.’ He said to me, ‘Clifford, why not make it three months?’ I stared; he went on: ‘A man isn’t married often!’”

“Frank!”

“That’s what he said; and it’s true. ‘Therefore there’s no reason why he shouldn’t make the most of it when he is; you take your wife abroad for three months, I’ll see you’re spared from the office.’ And that’s how it was arranged.”

“Yes, and then he goes and disappears, and I’m not to be married at all, and that’s how it’s disarranged.”

“Not a bit of it; the wedding needn’t be postponed; the more I think of it the less reason do I see why it should.”

“Frank! Then what ever have you been talking to me about ever since I don’t know when!”

“Mr. Oldfield’s continued absence needn’t prevent my sparing a day to get away from the office to be married.”

“Needn’t it! I’m sure it’s very nice of you to talk about sparing a whole day for a trifling thing like that.”

“In any case, all that need suffer is the three months’ tour. If Mr. Oldfield hasn’t turned up by Thursday, after we’re married we’ll go for a weekend honeymoon. I’ll return to the office on Monday. The house is ready, all it needs is its mistress; you’ll be installed a little sooner than you thought, and when Mr. Oldfield does appear we’ll go for our three months’ tour.”

Miss Ross sat looking at him with rather a complicated expression on her pretty face, as if she did not quite know what to make of his proposition.

“Frank, why didn’t you think of it before? instead of worrying me, and making my hair come out by handfuls, by keeping on saying that if Mr. Oldfield didn’t return in time, you couldn’t possibly desert Peter Piper’s Popular Pills, and that therefore the wedding would have to be postponed till you didn’t know when.”

“I don’t know; but I didn’t. I fancy, sweetheart, that it’s because I was so looking forward to that scamper through Europe. It’s so long since I had a real holiday — and such a holiday — with you! If you only knew how often I have dreamed of it!”

“And do you think I haven’t dreamed of it too?” They were sitting very close together; she looked at him with almost comic wistfulness as she added, “A week-end honeymoon will be rather a comedown, won’t it?”

“Compared to that elaborate tour, which we have so carefully planned, in which we were to go to so many delightful places, and do so many delicious things, rather! But it won’t spoil by being kept; we’ll have it; and in the meanwhile a week-end will be better than nothing.”

“Frank, I’ll tell you something. Rather than that the wedding should be put off I’d go straight home with you to our home, from the church doors; or I’d return with you to the office, and sit on a stool, till your day’s work was done.”

“Sweetheart!”

There was an interval, during which more was done than said. Then she observed — 

“Now let me clearly understand; even if Mr. Oldfield returns on Wednesday we go for our tour.”

“Even if he puts in an appearance in the church.”

“Well, let’s hope he won’t put it off till quite so late as that; because, though perhaps you mayn’t be aware of it, there is such a thing as packing; one doesn’t pack for a week-end just as one packs for three months on the Continent. But, in any case, the wedding is not to be postponed.”

“It is not to be postponed. Let me put it like this. You talk it over with your father — —”

“Frank! don’t be absurd! I fancy I see myself talking it over with papa. Why, do you know what he says? He says he can’t see why a girl need make such a fuss about such a little thing as being married; he wonders why she can’t go in a ‘bus to the nearest registrar’s, and then go, in a spirit of meek thankfulness, to her new home in another ‘bus, and start darning the old socks which her husband has been storing up against her coming.”

“Well, there’s something in it.”

“Is there? At any rate, I’m not going to talk it over with papa; he wouldn’t talk it over with me if I wanted him to.”

“Then talk it over with your mother, and — and the rest of the family.”

“It is a matter for my decision, not for theirs.”

“Precisely; only there’s no harm in observing certain forms. And I’ll make another effort to see if I can find out something which will point to Oldfield’s whereabouts. I’ll go round to his flat in Bloomsbury Mansions; they sometimes do hear something of him there; then I’ll try every other place I can think of — there aren’t many places, but there are some — then I’ll come round to-morrow and tell you the result of my efforts, and you’ll tell me the result of the family consultation.”

“I can tell you that before you go; the wedding is not to be postponed.”

“Of course the wedding is not to be postponed; but still there are things you’ll like to talk over with them — they’ll expect it; and then they can talk them over with me — you know the sort of thing. And anyhow I hope you don’t object to my coming again to-morrow, if only to be told once more that the wedding is not to be postponed.”

“Of course I don’t object to your coming again to-morrow; you’ll hear of it if you don’t.”

“But in case I should be prevented, don’t you think you’d better give me an extra kiss or two?”

“Frank! I’m always kissing you.”

“Not always; sometimes I’m kissing you.”

“You’ll soon grow tired.”

“Shall I? Be careful what you say! you’ll be punished if you say it.”

“I hope you never will grow tired.”

“Sweetheart, you mustn’t even say it in jest!”

The rest was that sort of talk which we have most of us talked once; those of us who haven’t are to be pitied; it is a kind of talk which is well worth talking. Then Mr. Clifford went on to Bloomsbury Mansions, which was Joseph Oldfield’s London address; indeed, so far as his manager knew, it was the proprietor of Peter Piper’s Popular Pills’ only address. As usual he found the porter in the entrance hall; of him he made inquiry.

“Well, Coles, any news of Mr. Oldfield?”

In the porter’s manner, as he replied, there was a significance which Mr. Clifford did not understand.

“I can’t say that there’s any news of Mr. Oldfield exactly; but there’s something going on.”

“Going on? What do you mean?”

“In his flat.”

“In his flat! What’s going on in his flat?”

“That’s more than I can tell you, sir; but there’s some one in there; in fact, there’s two people in there. One of them says he’s Mr. Oldfield’s solicitor; I don’t know who the other is, but he may be another solicitor for all I can tell; he looks as if he might be something in that line.”

Frank Clifford opened his eyes.

“His solicitor? What solicitor? What’s his name?”

“Seemed to me he was shy about giving his name; but when I made it clear that he wasn’t going up unless he did, he said his name was Nash — Herbert Nash. He’s quite a young chap — younger than the other, though he’s not old.”

“Nash? Herbert Nash? I never heard Mr. Oldfield speak of a solicitor named Nash; but of course he may have a dozen solicitors of whom I know nothing. How did they get in? Did you let them in?”

“Not me; they brought Mr. Oldfield’s own key; Mr. Nash had it.”

“That looks as if they’d at least heard from Mr. Oldfield quite recently, which is more than I have. It’s lucky I happened to come just now. Take me up, Coles; I should like to see Mr. Nash.”

The porter said, as they were stepping into the lift — 

“I hope, sir, there’s nothing wrong with Mr. Oldfield — that he’s not ill, or anything like that; but it looks odd his solicitor coming instead of him, and that without giving any notice.”

“It doesn’t necessarily follow, Coles, that there’s anything wrong with him on that account; most probably Mr. Oldfield is abroad, and has sent his solicitor instructions, in order to carry out which Mr. Nash has to visit his flat.”

The lift stopped; the porter pointed to a door.

“I hope you’re right, sir; I should be sorry to hear that anything had happened to Mr. Oldfield; to my thinking he’s the pleasantest gentleman we’ve got in the Mansions, and I don’t care who hears me say so. That’s his flat, sir. You’ll find them in there now. Shall I ring, sir?”

“No; I’ll ring.”

Mr. Clifford rang.


CHAPTER XXIX

IN JOSEPH OLDFIELD’S FLAT

The idea was Morgan’s.

“We’re going to call at Bloomsbury Mansions to begin with; that’s to be the first move in our plan of campaign.” Herbert Nash looking a note of interrogation, Mr. Morgan condescended to explain. “How many times am I to tell you that Bloomsbury Mansions was where Mr. Joseph Oldfield lived when he was in town? When he was there he was Peter Piper’s Popular Pills; when he wasn’t there if you’d talked to him about pills I dare say he wouldn’t have known what you meant.”

“But why should we go to Bloomsbury Mansions?”

“Doesn’t your own common-sense tell you, my dear Nash, that the more a man knows about the game he’s going to play the better chance he has of winning? Certainly it does, because you’re one of the cleverest men I know. Very well then; if you and I can manage to be alone together in that flat for, say, half-an-hour, there’s very little about Joseph Oldfield which, at the end of that time, we shan’t know. Unless I’m mistaken, that’s where the key to the situation is; it must be somewhere, and I tell you it’s there. That’s where all his business papers are, which you and Baynard couldn’t find at Cloverlea; his books, his accounts, the lists of his securities; perhaps some of the securities themselves; and, what’s more, the whole financial history of those immortal pills. We shall be able to find out what exactly Mr. Frank Clifford’s position is, and how we shall best be able to get at him. I’m no gamester; I object to gambling on principle; yet I’m willing to bet a trifle that after I’ve been there half-an-hour I’ll be in a position — with the aid of what I know already — to squash Mr. Frank Clifford between my finger and thumb; and between us, my boy, we’ll have Peter Piper’s Popular Pills, and the pile they represent, lying at our feet.”

“I tell you again, Morgan, what I’ve told you before, that I think you pitch your anticipations too high; there are all sorts of difficulties in the way which you don’t seem to appreciate. Anyhow how do you intend to get into this flat? do you propose to commit burglary?”

“Am I a criminal? a felon? I’ve been an honest man all my life, and I mean to die an honest man. No, my dear Nash, we’re going in through the front door, in broad daylight, before the eyes of the whole staff of the Mansions, if the whole staff chooses to look on, and, as about flats they’re mostly a prying lot, they may do; we’re going to let ourselves in with Mr. Joseph Oldfield’s own private and particular latch-key, and a very private and particular latch-key it is. I lay — betting again! you see, Nash, how a bad habit, once indulged in, grows on one — that, knowing what kind of people they are about flats, he had both lock and key specially made for him; and here that key is.”

He held out a small and curious-looking key, of the Bramah type. Mr. Nash eyed it dubiously, as if it were something which he would rather leave alone.

“How do you know it is the key? and where did you get it from?”

“Question No. 2 first, as to where I got it. When the late Donald Lindsay was seized with that most unfortunate stroke I assisted in undressing him; afterwards I folded up his clothes and put them away, and, in the ordinary course of my duty, I examined the pockets. In a small and ingeniously placed pocket inside his waistcoat — which the commonplace searcher would have overlooked — I found this key, secreted. That set me thinking. You will observe that on the tiny ring to which it is attached there is a number. When I learnt certain facts I caused inquiries to be made of a firm which I happen to know manufactures keys like this, asking how long it would take them to make Mr. Joseph Oldfield a duplicate key to his fiat in Bloomsbury Mansions, quoting this number. They replied to the effect that they could let him have another key in four-and-twenty hours; so that’s how I know that this is the key to the flat in Bloomsbury Mansions.”

“You’ve a roundabout way of your own of finding out things.”

“Roundabout ways are sometimes the shortest, and the safest. Now, my dear Nash, you and I are going together to Bloomsbury Mansions; you will be the bearer of the key; you will show the key to the porter who we shall probably find there; you will tell him that you are Mr. Oldfield’s solicitor — which you are; let us keep to the strict and literal truth; he will say ‘Walk in!’ and, when we have walked in, I think that the rest you can leave to me.”

Herbert Nash did not like Mr. Morgan’s little plan; he disliked it very much, and said so with considerable force of language, which the gentleman to whom it was addressed did not at all resent. He simply smiled, and persuaded Mr. Nash; having means of persuasion at his command which that person seemed most unwillingly to feel that he was not in a position to resist; the result being that, as we have heard, the pair did gain access to the flat in Bloomsbury Mansions; the porter, as Mr. Morgan had prophesied, looking on as they went in. When they had entered they found themselves in a fair-sized hall.

“I wonder,” said Nash, as if struck by the silence of the place, “how he managed for servants.”

“The flat people provided service, I expect; they cater, and do everything for tenants if they’re wanted to.”

“Do you mean to say that he lived here all alone?”

“Generally, I fancy; though when the humour took him he may have kept up any sort of an establishment for all I know; I’ll be able to tell you more on that head when I’ve been over the place. Now let me see. From what I know of the arrangements of flats I should say that that room over there was his own particular apartment.” He moved to the door to which he referred. “Locked; however, there’s the key in the lock, and it turns quite easily.” He threw it open. “Right I am! Nash, this is Joseph Oldfield’s Ali Baba’s treasure-cave; perhaps presently you’ll be fingering some of his precious things. But before we start at that let’s see what’s behind these other doors; I always like to know the lay of the land before I commence actual operations.” Mr. Morgan began opening door after door, glancing at what was behind each, then shutting it again; Herbert Nash stood in the hall and watched. “Looks like a drawing-room; what did he want with a drawing-room, a lone-lorn bachelor? Seem to be some nice things in it too. A bedroom, furnished up to the knocker. My word! that bed cost money; he lay well. Bathroom; spared nothing even over his bath. Dining-room; nothing cheap about that either; he spent money upon this place; I suppose he walked straight out of the bath to his food. Another bedroom; everything in the palest pink; that’s meant for a woman’s occupation I’ll swear. I wonder who it was meant for? Looks as if it had never been lived in. What are those over the way? Domestic offices, I take it; kitchen; yes, and the rest of it, I know; we’ll pay attention to you perhaps a trifle later. Now we’ll return to Ali Baba’s treasure-cave. Come along, Nash.”

Mr. Nash followed him into the room; he entered with what seemed dragging footsteps, glancing round, when he was in, with a shame-faced air.

“Morgan,” he protested, “I don’t like this; I don’t care what you say, I don’t like it; if we’re not committing burglary, we’re doing something which is not far off.”

“Don’t talk nonsense; you a lawyer! and talking about burglary! stuff! If you imagine, Mr. Nash, that I’m the sort of person who would commit burglary you’re mistaken. Haven’t you got all your explanations pat? You’ve as much right to be here as any man on this side the grave. Very nice room I call this; very nice; well adapted for a gentleman’s occupation. The late Oldfield had a pretty taste in bric-a-brac; like Mr. Donald Lindsay, he’d a good eye for a promising investment. I’m a bit of an authority on the subject myself, so I know. There’s a pair of powder blue vases over there — both Oldfield and Lindsay seem to have had a liking for powder blue — which wouldn’t be out of the way at a thousand. And unless I’m mistaken that cabinet in the corner is a genuine Boule; Oldfield wasn’t likely to have anything imitation about his place; if it is I should like to have the coin it’s worth in my pocket; perhaps we shall have it in both our pockets before very long, eh, Nash? What do you think? My dear boy, the contents of this room, the mere trimmings, so to speak, are worth a small fortune in themselves, you can take it from me; I was quite right in calling it Ali Baba’s treasure-cave.”

“Morgan, look at this!”

“Look at what? Hello! what’s that?”

Nash was pointing to a large framed photograph, which stood upon a centre table.

“It’s Miss Lindsay; it’s his daughter.”

“So it is; and a fine photograph too; and a good likeness.”

“She — she was with him even when he was here.”

There was an odd catch in his voice; Mr. Morgan was as unmoved as ever.

“You mean her effigy was.”

“And — and look at that portrait over the mantel.”

“Rather a fine bit of painting; quite decent; good colour; clever drawing; face seems alive.”

“Can’t you see who it is? It’s his wife.”

“Never saw the lady; but I shouldn’t be surprised; there’s no mistaking the likeness to the girl. So while he was living a double life he was living it with his wife and child; queer thing human nature.”

“Morgan, I feel as if those women were looking at us.”

“Looking at us? What do you mean?”

“I — I’m sure they can see us; look how they’re staring!”

“Staring! Nash! Stop that! One would think you’d been drinking; or perhaps it’s a nip of something you want; there ought to be a decanter somewhere about.”

“I want nothing; it would make no difference.”

“Then let’s get to business. I’ve a theory; you listen, and tell me what you think of it. From what we know of the late Oldfield I rather infer that when he left the flat he left the keys of all these drawers, and cupboards, and things, behind him; that’s the kind of thing he would do; and I know that they weren’t at Cloverlea; I’m guessing that they’re somewhere about the place at this moment. Now what’s your idea of the kind of hiding-place he’d choose?”

“I don’t know; and I don’t care.”

“What do you mean by you don’t care? You seem to be in a nice mood, my lad.”

“I’ll not touch a thing here; nothing!”

“Won’t you? Then don’t! Who asked you? I’ll do all the touching that’s wanted; only — mind! if you shirk now you’ll pay for it when the time for sharing comes.”

“I’m not quite the scoundrel you take it for granted that I am.”

“No, you’re another and a worse kind, you’re a white-livered cur. You do the sneak game, when you think it’s safe, for pennies; but when it comes to the man’s game, for something worth having, you whine. I can see that I shall have to talk to you as I haven’t done yet before you really do begin to find out where you are; but I haven’t time to do it now. Where’s he likely to have put those keys? Anyhow we ought to be able to get at his writing-table drawers without them; I shouldn’t say that there was anything very special about their locks.” He took something out of his pocket which he inserted in the keyhole of the top drawer. “It only wants a little — a little management. I thought so; that’s done it; drawer No. 1.” He drew the top drawer open, and instantly pushed it back again. “What’s that?”

There was the sound of an electric bell.

“It’s — it’s somebody ringing.”

“I know it’s somebody ringing; I’m not deaf, am I? I don’t need you to tell me that it’s somebody ringing; but who’s ringing? Who knows that we’re here?”

“Perhaps it’s the porter; or somebody connected with the Mansions.”

The two men stood staring at each other; Nash white-faced. The bell was heard again.

“You go and see who’s there; if it’s the porter, or any one of that sort, you bluff him off. And mind, if you make a mess of things through funk, it’ll be you who’ll pay.”

“I’m not afraid, Mr. Morgan; at least, not in the sense you mean.”

Herbert Nash went to the front door; Morgan remained in the room, listening. Without was a young man; behind him was the porter.

“I beg your pardon,” said the young man; “but the porter tells me that Mr. Oldfield’s solicitor, Mr. Nash, is here; are you Mr. Nash?”

“I am.”

“Allow me to introduce myself. My name is Clifford — Frank Clifford; I am Mr. Oldfield’s manager — at Marlborough Buildings; possibly he has mentioned my name to you.”

A voice came from within — Morgan’s.

“Certainly he has mentioned your name to us, Mr. Clifford; we know it very well, and all about you. Step in, you’re the very man we want to see. Nash, let Mr. Clifford in.”

After what seemed to be a moment’s hesitation Mr. Nash drew the door wider open, so as to permit of Clifford’s entering. When he was in the door was shut.


CHAPTER XXX

WHEN THIEVES FALL OUT

“Come in here, Mr. Clifford; it’s a very fortunate chance your dropping in on us like this; you couldn’t have arranged it better if you’d tried. I’ve no doubt Mr. Nash is glad to see you, and I’m quite sure I am.”

As Clifford followed Morgan into the sitting-room he eyed him a little askance.

“To whom have I the pleasure of speaking?”

“I’m Mr. Oldfield’s most intimate friend; I know more about his affairs than any man living.”

“May I ask your name?”

“Morgan; Stephen Morgan.”

“Are you also a solicitor?”

“Not yet, exactly; I think I may describe myself as Mr. Oldfield’s confidential agent. Come in, Nash; don’t stop out there; then we can have the door closed — it’ll be snugger.”

Mr. Nash had stayed in the hall, as if unwilling to associate himself with Morgan’s reception of the new-comer; indeed from his bearing one might almost have suspected him of an inclination to march out of the flat, and leave Morgan to deal with Mr. Clifford; possibly he was deterred by the prosaic accident that his hat was in the sitting-room. When Morgan bade him go in he went in, and Morgan closed the door behind him. Clifford looked from one to the other, as if there was something in the attitude of the two men which he could not make out.

“May I ask what you gentlemen are doing here?”

“You may ask; but, so far as I can see, it’s no business of yours.”

“Quite so; still — at the same time — —”

“Yes, Mr. Clifford; at the same time?”

“I wondered.”

“There’s no harm in your wondering, Mr. Clifford; none at all.”

Mr. Clifford turned to Nash, as if he preferred his appearance to Morgan’s.

“Can you tell me, Mr. Nash, where Mr. Oldfield is? or how I can place myself in communication with him? As you are possibly aware, he has not been at the office now for some time, and his continued absence — and I may add, silence, because I have heard nothing from him — is occasioning much inconvenience.”

“To whom?”

This was Morgan. Clifford seemed to hesitate, then replied— “To me.”

“To you? Mr. Oldfield hasn’t been in the habit of studying your convenience, has he, Mr. Clifford?”

The new-comer flushed, as if he felt that the other’s words were meant unpleasantly. When he answered he looked the speaker straight in the face.

“Mr. Oldfield has been in the habit of studying not only my convenience, but every one’s convenience, Mr. Morgan; if you suppose the contrary, I know him better than you do. And, just now, the circumstances are peculiar. I am to be married next week, and I can hardly carry out in their entirety the arrangements I have made unless I know what Mr. Oldfield’s movements are likely to be.”

“I see; you are to be married next week?”

“Mr. Oldfield knows that I am to be married next week.”

“Does he? What’s the lady’s name?”

“Mr. Oldfield also knows the lady’s name; I told him.”

“Did you? Then I fancy he’s forgotten.”

“I never knew Mr. Oldfield forget anything that was of importance to any one in whom he was interested; so I take leave to doubt your fancy, Mr. Morgan.”

Mr. Morgan looked at the speaker, for some moments, in rather a peculiar way; then he thrust his hands deeper into his trousers pockets, leaned back his head, and laughed. Clifford flushed again.

“What is the jest, Mr. Morgan?”

“Jest? Clifford, you’re a funny one! you’re all the jest I want.”

“Sir!”

“I give you my word, my dear fellow—” Morgan advanced, with the apparent intention of laying his hand upon the other’s shoulder; Clifford retreated; Morgan stared. “What’s the matter? Why do you draw back?”

Clifford’s manner was courteously frigid.

“You will be able to say anything you wish to say to me from where you are.”

“Oh yes, I’m quite able to say to you all I wish from where I am; or from anywhere. Don’t you think, Mr. Clifford, you’re cutting it a trifle fine?”

“I don’t understand.”

“No? Surely you’re not dull. I beg you to believe I’m not. Haven’t I told you I’m Mr. Oldfield’s confidential agent?”

“You have, sir; though what especial interest that fact should have for me I still fail to understand; and yet I believe that I am not dull beyond the average man. Mr. Nash, while Mr. Morgan is endeavouring to find words with which to convey his meaning to my comprehension, may I again ask you how I can place myself in immediate communication with Mr. Oldfield?”

Before Nash could answer, Morgan made a hasty movement towards the speaker, crying — 

“You miserable hypocrite! trying to play the innocent with us! asking how you can place yourself in communication with Mr. Oldfield, when you know he’s dead!”

“Dead! Mr. Oldfield dead, Mr. Morgan!”

“Stop that game of pretending, or I shan’t be able to keep my hands off you! Not only is Mr. Oldfield dead, and you know it, but you killed him!”

“Killed him! I! Mr. Nash, is your friend sane?”

“Did ever rogue play the hypocrite so brazenly? and actually I’ve one of the weapons with which he killed him on me! and here it is. You killed him, Mr. Clifford, with that.”

Morgan held out a slip of blue paper on which there was some writing.

“With that? And what is that? It looks to me rather a singular weapon with which to commit murder.”

“Does it? you sneering villain! When Brown does all in his power to make of Smith an honest man, and Smith turns out to be a blackguard and a thief, do you think that isn’t a blow to Brown? It was that kind of blow killed Joseph Oldfield; it was the shock of learning that you were a forger.”

“Learning that I was a forger! Mr. Morgan, you — you said just now that you found it difficult to keep your hands off me; now I’m finding it difficult to keep mine off you. What justification have you for the statement you have just made, that I am a forger?”

“Isn’t that justification enough?”

Again Morgan held out the slip of paper.

“I repeat the question I put to you just now — what is that?”

“It’s news to you that it’s one of the bills you forged?”

“One? Do you charge me with forging others?”

“I don’t know what you got for them, Mr. Clifford, but you forged bills to the face value of over forty thousand pounds. Are incidents of the kind of such frequent occurrence in your career that it is necessary to recall this one to your recollection?”

“And do you seriously accuse me of forging bills for more than forty thousand pounds? Was ever anything heard like it?”

“Often; there have been plenty of scoundrels before you, if you find that any consolation.”

“Don’t imagine that because I endeavour to retain my self-control in the midst of this — this sudden nightmare that I am incapable of showing resentment; if that is what you imagine, you are wrong, Mr. Morgan. What grounds have you for asserting that I forged that bill, or any bill?”

“Mr. Clifford, drop the mask; the time for bluff has gone; try to be candid. You see, Mr. Nash and I know all about it.”

“Do you? It so happens that I don’t. I ask you again, what grounds have you for asserting that I’ve committed forgery? Don’t be vague; be specific.”

“I happen to know the man to whom you gave the bills.”

“Do you? What’s his name?”

“Sir Henry Trevor.”

“Sir Henry Trevor? Harry Trevor? Do you venture to affirm that Harry Trevor says he got forged bills from me, or any bills?”

“He took them to the discounters; when they asked where he got them from, he said they came from you. What he got for them, or what share you had of the plunder, I can’t say; at present I’d rather not know; these are details which may come out at the Old Bailey.”

Up to then Frank Clifford had kept his countenance to a wonderful degree; but when Mr. Morgan spoke of the Old Bailey his lips flickered, as they might have done had he been suddenly attacked by St. Vitus’ Dance; the movement passed, he was calm again.

“Will you let me look at that bill you’re holding? I’ll not touch it; I merely want to look.”

“I’ll take care you don t touch it. You can look at an old friend.

“What is the signature it bears?”

“Don’t know? I’ll tell you. Donald Lindsay, of Cloverlea.”

“Donald Lindsay, of Cloverlea? And who is Donald Lindsay, of Cloverlea?”

“Really, Mr. Clifford, when you didn’t become an actor what the stage lost! and now-a-days there are so few actors who are to the manner born. It’s the very gist of your offending, you sly scamp, that you made such use of the knowledge you had surreptitiously obtained that Joseph Oldfield, of Peter Piper’s Popular Pills, was Donald Lindsay, of Cloverlea.”

Clifford stared, as if the other had been speaking in a foreign language.

“What’s that? Would you mind saying that again?”

“I’ll not say it again; I’ll not pipe to your dancing, you brazen vagabond!”

“Are you hinting that Joseph Oldfield is, or was, I don’t know which it ought to be, a pseudonym? that he had, or has, another name?”

“Is that the trick you’re trying to play? You wish it to be believed that you didn’t know there was such a person as Donald Lindsay; that he and Joseph Oldfield were one and the same; and that in putting the name upon a bill stamp you did it innocently, in ignorance that was childlike and bland. The idea is ingenious; as, I fancy, Mr. Clifford, most of your ideas are; but you won’t find a judge or jury quite so simple.”

Ignoring Mr. Morgan, Frank Clifford, to the unprejudiced observer, seemed to be engaged in reflections of his own; to which he presently gave shape in disconnected words.

“Donald Lindsay? I seem to have heard the name.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“Donald Lindsay? Why — it can’t be!”

“That conscience is pricking you at last? No, it can’t be that.”

“Harry Trevor wouldn’t — couldn’t — he couldn’t do a thing like that; and yet — —”

“And yet? So it’s Harry Trevor now; as usual, everybody’s guilty except the man who did it.”

“Mr. Morgan, I’m willing to believe that you don’t realize what a confused nightmare I seem all at once to be moving in, and that that explains your attitude. If you did realize how wholly you have taken me by surprise — —”

“I do realize that; I quite think that you’re altogether the most surprised man I’ve lately met. I don’t know what you did expect when you rang that bell, but I don’t suppose that you expected this.”

“I did not; though you speak in one sense, and I in another. With reference to what you say about those bills, a horrible — I can only call it fear, has come into my mind, of which I scarcely dare to think, lest I should be guilty of heinous injustice; and before I speak of it — —”

“You would like to have time to think it over?”

“I should.”

“Then you shall have it; that’s what I’m coming to. You will be at the office to-morrow morning at eleven o’clock.”

“I will.”

“You had better.”

“You need not tell me that.”

“Needn’t I? I think I need. Mr. Nash and I are administering Mr. Oldfield’s estate.”

“Are you an executor?”

“I am; the only executor. I do not know that I ought to say so, but you will understand that I am not committing myself, and that I speak without prejudice; but, at present, it is our wish — Mr. Nash’s and mine — not to prosecute.”

“Prosecute!”

“Prosecute. Do you wish me to believe that you were unaware that forgers are occasionally prosecuted? Our first consideration is, and must be, the business; we fear that it may do the business no good to have the manager sent to penal servitude for forgery. These bills have been taken up, in the first place under a misapprehension, at a very heavy cost; we will tell you all about that to-morrow; you will have to make that loss good.”

“I shall!”

“You will; do you imagine that you are to escape scathless? You are a truly remarkable person. But, as I have said, we will discuss that in the morning. I only trust that no further irregularities may be brought to light.”

“Mr. Morgan!”

“Please drop that tone; it makes me sick; nothing is so nauseous as a futile hypocrite. My advice to you is, think things over, carefully, seriously; in the morning make a clean breast of everything; the more candid we find you the better it will be. Now, as Mr. Nash and I have much to attend to, I must ask you to leave us.”

“That I am willing to do; but so far you have done all the talking; but, before I go, there are some remarks which I wish to make.”

“We wish to hear nothing now — nothing; think first, Mr. Clifford, think.”

“It is not necessary to think before making simple statements dealing with plain facts, and you will have to listen, willingly or not; I have had to listen, now it is your turn. What I have to say is this; that I did not know Mr. Oldfield was dead; that I did not know that he had any name but Oldfield; that I had no knowledge of his connection with Donald Lindsay, of Cloverlea; that this is the first time I have been made aware that there ever was such a person as Donald Lindsay; that I never before saw the bill of exchange which you showed me just now.”

“I have proof to the contrary.”

“That’s impossible. That there may be a mystery about that bill, and about the others of which you have spoken, I admit; between this and to-morrow I may be able to institute inquiries which will throw light on it; but I assure you, Mr. Morgan, I am as incapable of forgery as you are. If Mr. Oldfield really did believe that I was capable of such conduct he was a much worse judge of character than I believed he was. Now, Mr. Morgan, I will go.”

“With a lie upon your lips.”

“No, sir, not with a lie upon my lips. You will either give your authorities for the statements you have made, or, in the morning, you will apologize. You will find that you will have to make many apologies, Mr. Morgan. I notice, Mr. Nash, that you have not associated yourself with the charges Mr. Morgan has made, nor with the language he has used; when I lay the facts before you in the morning, as I hope to be in a position to do, you will have no cause to regret your attitude.”

With that Mr. Clifford marched out of the room, and through the front door. When he had gone Mr. Morgan leaned against a corner of a table, with his hands in his trousers pockets, and whistled; then he looked at Mr. Nash, and smiled.

“Got a face, hasn’t he? He can bluff. We may find him rather a harder nut to crack than I imagined; it’s just possible that we may have to change our plan of operations; the line he has taken up is a little unexpected. What do you think?”

“I don’t think, Mr. Morgan; I know.”

Mr. Morgan purposely ignored the peculiarity of the other’s tone.

“What do you know, my dear Nash?”

“I know one thing; that if you do go to Mr. Clifford’s office in the morning you will go alone.”

“Shall I? How’s that? Got a previous engagement?”

“Here, and now, you and I part company; you go your way, I go mine; under no circumstances will I associate myself with you again.”

“Steady, Nash, steady; do you know where talk like that will lead you?”

“It will lead to honesty.”

“It will lead you to jail, and pretty soon.”

“Will it? I’ll take the risk. It is not necessary for you to remind me that on a certain occasion I behaved like a blackguard, and perhaps worse; I have only regretted it once, and that’s been ever since.”

“Regrets, in a case like yours, are useless; they simply mean that you regret that you’re found out. Of course you do.”

“You’ll find that my regrets mean more than that. I’ve behaved badly since; I’ve acted like a coward in allowing you to use your guilty knowledge.”

“Guilty knowledge?”

“Yes, your guilty knowledge, as you’ll discover if you’re not careful; I’ve let you use it as a lever to drive me into further misdoing. You’ve threatened me with the consequences of my misconduct; I’ve been afraid to face them. That’s over now; I’m going to face them, if only as the lesser of two evils.”

“Tell me, Nash, what’s started you in this conversational strain?”

“What’s brought me to the sticking-point is your conduct to Mr. Clifford. He’s an innocent man; of that I’m absolutely certain; every insult you flung at him stung me; it shamed me to feel that I was your associate. I’ll be your associate no longer. I’ll have no part or parcel in your attempts to entangle Mr. Clifford as you’ve entangled me. I believe they’ll fail; but if they do or don’t, I’ll have no share in them. Henceforward you and I are strangers; I’m going; if you stay, you stay alone.”

“Going, are you? Oh no, you’re not!”

Morgan moved between Nash and the door. The two men confronted each other; there was something on Herbert Nash’s face which made of him a new man.

“Mr. Morgan” — even in his voice there was a new tone— “more than once my fingers have itched to take you by the throat, and choke the life half out of you. If you are wise, you will not attempt to detain me, or I may find the temptation too strong.”

Possibly Mr. Morgan was conscious that there was something unusual about Herbert Nash; his manner continued to be so conciliatory.

“Come, my dear fellow, don’t let us fall out about nothing at all. I’m quite ready to listen to anything you have to say; only, before you take a step there’s no retracing, do listen to reason.”

“No, thank you; I’ve heard too much of what you call reason already; I’ll hear no more. Stand out of my way.”

“Nash, Nash, don’t be hasty! If you’ll only let me speak a dozen words, you’ll view the situation in quite a different light.”

“Shall I? Then I’ll not let you speak them. I see the situation now in the only light I mean to see it. Stand out of my way.”

Nash, moving forward, gripped Morgan by the shoulders; either the assault was unexpected, or he used great force. Swinging Morgan round, he sent him reeling backwards half across the room; until, coming into unlooked-for contact with a chair, he fell heavily on to the floor. Before he could recover Nash had gone from the room, and was out of the flat. Picking himself up, although he seemed a trifle dazed, Morgan went rushing after him. When he reached the landing he heard Nash’s voice come up the well of the staircase, from the floor below.

“Porter, the man Morgan, whom I have left in Mr. Oldfield’s flat, has no right whatever to be there.”

“Hasn’t he, sir? How’s that? He seems to have done something to upset Mr. Clifford.”

“When he comes down, if you find that he has anything on him belonging to the flat — papers, letters, anything — they have been stolen. If you allow him to leave the building with them on him, possibly you will be held responsible.”

“Shall I? He shan’t leave here with anything on him that doesn’t belong to him, I promise you; there are two or three people about the place who’ll see to that.”

Mr. Morgan waited to hear no more. He slunk back into the flat and shut the door.


CHAPTER XXXI

HUSBAND AND WIFE

When Herbert Nash quitted Bloomsbury Mansions he went straight back to Littlehampton, by the last train of the day to reach that primitive place. When he arrived at Ocean Villas it was past ten o’clock. His wife had gone to bed; or, at least, she had retired to her bedroom. As a matter of fact, she felt as if she never wanted to go to bed again; unless going to bed was synonymous with eternal sleep. If only she could go to sleep and never wake! She was of opinion that she was the most miserable woman; many women think themselves that with less cause than she had. She was half-undressed, and, crouching on the floor, rested her head against the bed. In her hands was a telegram, which she had read again, and again, and again, until it seemed to have branded itself upon her throbbing brain so that she could not get it out of her sight even for a second. It had come to her earlier in the day, and, as telegrams are apt to be, was curt.

 

“Send another five hundred immediately. No excuses will be accepted.

“Morgan.”

 

Only a day or two ago she had given him a hundred pounds; then sent him another four hundred, and here already he was demanding five hundred more. The inference was plain; he would persist in his demands until he had wrung from her all that she had found on Donald Lindsay’s table. Though he stripped her of every penny she would still be at his mercy; what would he demand from her then? Whatever it might be, how would she dare refuse him then, if she dare not refuse him now?

In a sense, indeed, she had refused him, as it was. He had bade her send the cash “immediately.” That she had not done; she had purposely not sent it by the night’s post; and now was racked by fears of the measures he might take to show her his resentment. Suppose he told her husband, as he had threatened to do? If he did! if he did! Had she not better hide in the sea before Herbert came back again?

His opportunities for telling were so numerous; he and Herbert were away together at that moment. That was another of her burdens. What was the meaning of this sudden, ill-omened connection which had sprung up between them? Why, all at once, had her husband become the inseparable companion of the man who had been wont to stand behind her chair? He had resented, so hotly, the fellow’s presumption in even venturing to write to him; yet now they might be bosom friends; he even expected her to receive him as an equal. What did it mean?

Nothing kindles the imagination like a coward conscience. All sorts of hideous surmises had tormented her. A dozen explanations had occurred to her; every fresh one more unsavoury than the last. She could see that her husband had changed; in himself, as well as to her. He was not the same man; he was always brooding, irritable, depressed. Of late, not only had he not spoken to her a tender word, he had only addressed her when compelled, and then with scant civility. What did such conduct on his part portend? All kinds of doubts afflicted her; yet among them one was foremost. Was it not possible that Morgan had poisoned her husband’s mind against her? He, perhaps, had not told him everything, she did not believe he had; but, with diabolical ingenuity, he might have hinted just enough to make Herbert afraid of hearing more. In that case her husband might be working Morgan’s will under the delusion that, by so doing, he was protecting her; and all the while the man was wresting from her all that she had risked so much to gain — for Herbert’s sake.

As, on the floor in the bedroom there, she wrestled with wild beasts of her own creation, on a sudden she heard the front door open, and a familiar step come into the house. It was her husband. She sprang to her feet, not with joy, but with terror. Why had he come back? He had told her that he would not return that night; perhaps not on the morrow. Why had he returned — when he had said that he would not return — without notice, at that hour of the night? for it seemed to her that she had been in her bedroom hours.

She heard him go into the sitting-room; finding it in darkness, no one there, he came towards where she was. As she heard him take the half-dozen steps which divided the two rooms, she stood by the bedstead, trembling from head to foot; it might have been her executioner, not her husband, who was coming. A wild, frenzied impulse came to her to turn the key in the lock, and so gain time; but before she could do it he had opened the door, and was standing in the room.

It did not need such a rarefied vision as hers was then to perceive that with him all was not well. She seemed to see him in a blaze of lightning, phantom-haunted, as she was. It was borne in on her that he saw her as the hideous thing she saw herself to be, and that that was why he stood there, white and terrible. If she could she would have dropped to the floor, and crawled to him, and hung about his knees, and cried for mercy; but she could not; she had to stand there, straight and rigid, waiting for him to speak. When he spoke his voice sounded strange in her ears, as indeed, though she was not aware of it, it did in his own.

“I see you guess why I am here!”

“Guess? How — how can I guess?”

“Has Morgan told you nothing?”

“Morgan? What — what could Morgan tell me?”

“Hasn’t he told you that I’m a blackguard and a thief?”

The words were so wholly different from any she had expected him to utter that, in the stress of her agitation, they conveyed no meaning to her mind; she stared at him like one bereft of her senses, as, in fact, for the moment she was. He misconstrued her look entirely.

“Elaine,” he cried, “don’t look at me like that, don’t! If you only knew what I have suffered, what I’ve gone through, you’d pity me, you wouldn’t look at me as if I was something wholly outside the pale. I know you’ve guessed that there was something wrong ever since that — that brute came; you knew I wouldn’t breathe the same air with him if I could help it; but it mayn’t be, Elaine, it mayn’t be so bad as you suppose. I don’t ask you to forgive me; I don’t even ask you to continue to regard me as your husband; I know I’ve forfeited all claims I may have had on you. All I ask of you is to believe that, at last, I’m going to try to be a man. I’ve come to tell you that, and to tell you that chiefly. I’m not going to stay; you need not fear that I’ll contaminate the house which shelters you; but before I go I think I ought to tell you just what I’ve done, and what the temptation was; not to excuse myself, but so that, whatever happens, you, at least, may know the truth. I felt that I could not let the night pass without telling you the truth, if only because I have kept it from you so long, and in the morning it may be too late; I may not have the chance of telling it to you, face to face, again.”

The longer he spoke, the more her bewilderment grew.

“I — I — don’t understand,” she stammered.

He made her understand, telling his tale as straightforwardly, as clearly, as it could be told; as it might have been told even by an impartial witness; the man that was in him was coming to the front at last.

“You see,” he said, “I was at Morgan’s mercy, or he thought I was; and, for a time, I thought so too; I was such a coward! And before long I should have been wholly at his mercy, had not the sight of that man, Clifford, roused me to a consciousness of what a coward I really was; then I knew that the only way to be free was to tell the truth, and let Morgan do what he likes. I’ve come to tell you the truth, first of all; and to-morrow I’m going to tell Frank Clifford the truth; and when I’ve found Miss Lindsay, I’ll tell her the truth. If I have to suffer for it, I’ll suffer; but at any rate I’ve escaped from Morgan. What a weight would have been off my mind if I’d escaped from him before!”

As she began to grasp the drift of what it was that he was telling her, she had sunk on to the edge of the bed, and, with distended eyes and gaping mouth, sat staring at him as if at some thing of horror. He mistook the meaning of her attitude.

“I don’t wonder you look at me as if I were some repulsive object; I couldn’t be more repulsive to you than I am to myself; I understand what you feel, what you think; I know I deserve it. I know you never would have married me if you had known me to be the thing I am; I have wronged you more than any one. I can’t undo the bonds which bind us, that is not in my power, and I’m afraid the law will not help you. But this I can do, and I will; I’ll take myself out of your life as completely as I can. Your aunt left you enough to live on; I think you had better sink it in an annuity; you’ll be safer that way; and when I can I’ll contribute what I can. I don’t wish to be released from any of my obligations; on the contrary, I wish to fulfil them both in the letter and the spirit, and I will. So soon as I am earning money you shall have your proper share; but in any case it will be a comfort to me to feel that, in any case, you are provided for. And, in time, when I’ve done something towards regaining my self-respect, and — and you send for me, I’ll come to you again, if only for just long enough to show that I am still alive. But you’re rid of me till then. Good-bye.”

He moved towards the door, as if the whole thing was at an end; as if husband and wife could be sundered quite so easily. She stopped him as he was going.

“Herbert!” She spoke in the queerest whisper, as if something had gone wrong with her vocal chords, the effect of which was to leave her partially strangled. She held out the telegram she had still in her hand. “Look at that.”

He took it reluctantly, as if he feared it was a weapon which she aimed at him. Glancing at it, he read it aloud.

 

“‘Send another five hundred immediately. No excuses will be accepted.

‘Morgan.’

 

What — what does this mean?”

“It means that I’m worse than you; much worse than you.”

“Elaine!” She tried to speak, but could not; her voice was strangled in her throat; it was not nice to watch her struggles to regain the use of it. He moved towards her, startled. “Elaine! what’s the matter?”

“I’m — I’m — I’m going to tell you, only I — I —— Give me — something — to drink — there’s some water — in the bottle.” She pointed to the washstand. He brought her some water; but she could not drink it. She could not hold the glass in her own hand; she could not swallow when he raised it to her lips. He put the glass down on the floor. Her condition frightened him. Although he had just been speaking of leaving her for an indefinite period, now he knelt beside her on the floor, and, putting his arms about her, held her close, soothing her as best he could. It was while he held her that she told him; she confessed in her agony; the words being wrung from her as if they had been gouts of blood. He continued to hold her all the time. When, in his turn, he began to understand her story, he was man enough to realize that it was only his support which gave her the strength she needed; that but for his encircling arms, and the consciousness that they were his arms, she would collapse. As, by degrees, her meaning was borne in on his understanding, the fashion of his countenance was changed, and he kept his face averted, but he never moved. When, in disconnected sentences, the root of the matter had been told, she did what he had not done; she began, in a manner, to excuse herself. “It was — because you said that you wanted money, and — that we couldn’t be married without it, that I went back and took the money — which was on the table. And Morgan saw me.”

“Morgan saw you!”

It was the first time he had spoken; there was a curious contrast between his voice and hers.

“He was in the room all the time — but in the darkness — I never knew it.”

“So Morgan has held us in the hollow of his hand; both of us!”

“I gave him five hundred pounds the other day, and now he’s telegraphed for more.”

“Poor Elaine! It seems, after all, that we’re a well-matched pair, both thieves and cowards.”

“Herbert!”

She spoke as if she shrieked.

“My dear, do let us look facts in the face now that we are trying to make ourselves known to each other.”

“I — shouldn’t have taken the money — if I hadn’t thought — Nora was rich — and it would make no difference.”

“I’m afraid that the question of Miss Lindsay’s wealth or poverty could make no difference to the thing you did.”

“I know that — now.”

“When it seemed that Miss Lindsay was a pauper did you give her back any of the money you had taken under a misconception?”

“I meant to — but I never did — I meant to give her a thousand pounds.”

“It’s a pity you didn’t; it might have caused the residue to appear a little less dingy. We’re a pair of beauties! God help us both; we need His help!”

“I — haven’t dared to ask for it.”

But she did dare that night; they both of them dared. Already, since they had been married, they had had some strange days and nights; but that was the strangest night of their strange honeymoon.


CHAPTER XXXII

A FORGOTTEN COAT

Lady Jane Carruthers was one of those elderly ladies who are never quite well, yet seldom actually ill. She was a great believer in what she called “air.”

“If you breathe the right air you’re all right; and if you breathe the wrong air you’re all wrong, and there’s the whole science of medicine in a nutshell; believe me, my dear, because I know; mine’s the teaching of actual experience. So long as I’m well in a place I stay there; I know the air’s right; but so soon as I begin to feel a little out of sorts I know the air has ceased to be right, I go away at once; the consequence is that there are very few people who move about as much as I do.”

It chanced that, in one of her pursuits after the right air, Lady Jane went to Littlehampton; and, being there, with nothing to do except breathe the right air, by way of doing something she sent for her nephew, the Hon. Robert Spencer. She dispatched to him this telegram — 

“Come down to me this afternoon. I wish to speak to you.”

When he received the telegram the Honourable Robert pulled a face; he happened to have a good deal to do. His impulse was to wire back — 

“Can’t come. Speak on.”

However, he felt that the result of such a message might be disastrous; so, instead of sending it, he obeyed his aunt’s commands, and went down to Littlehampton.

On his arrival, in response to his inquiries, Lady Jane informed him that the local air was still on its trial; she was not yet quite sure if it was, or was not, all right. It was true that she had had a touch of indigestion; but she was not certain if that had anything to do with the lobster salad she had had for luncheon three days running, or with some peculiarity in the neighbouring atmosphere. It was true that too much ozone was a disturbing influence; on the other hand she admitted that yesterday she had eaten rather more of the salad than she had meant to eat. Certainly the local lobsters were delicious; she had determined so much; but, for the present, the question of the quality of the local air was in suspense. The nephew knew his aunt. He was aware that if he asked her if there actually was anything which she wished to speak to him about she would look at him with chilly gaze, and inquire if she had not been speaking to him on matters of the most serious import already. Was he a Christian? Was he void of all human feeling? Did he take no interest in her health? Then what did he mean? As he did not wish to be asked what he meant in a tone of voice he had heard before, he listened to her ladyship doubting, now the lobsters, now the air, with the best grace in the world; for the Honourable Robert Spencer really was an excellent fellow. And, in course of time, his virtue was rewarded.

After dinner — at which there was no fish at all, as if it had been he who had suffered from the lobsters — she assumed a portentous air, and requested him to bring a dispatch-box, which stood on a side table, and place it in front of her; which he did.

“Robert,” she began, “I regret to have to tell you that you are one of the most careless persons I have ever encountered.” He admitted it; inwardly wondering of what act of carelessness he had been guilty this time, and what the dispatch-box had to do with it anyhow. Her ladyship went on. “When you were staying with me in Cairo, after you left me, you lost a suit-case; or, at least, you said you lost a suit-case.”

“My dear aunt, I not only said, I actually did lose a suit-case; and a most important loss it was; for all I can tell it may have transformed the whole course of my life; and — and somebody else’s life as well. By some stroke of good fortune you haven’t come across it, have you?”

“No, Robert, I have not; nor do I imagine that anybody ever will, in this world.” Whether she thought it likely that somebody would in another world was not quite clear. “I do not know if you are aware that, apart from your suit-case, you lost something else when you were staying with me at Cairo. I imagine, from your manner, that you have not discovered your loss even yet.”

“It’s very possible; I seem to have such a genius for losing things that sometimes I don’t know what I do lose.”

“I am grieved to hear you say so; it amazes me. It only shows how incapable a man is of looking after his own belongings; as I have always maintained. I never lost anything in my life, except a pair of house-shoes, which I left at Horsham House, and which have never been returned to me to this hour.”

“I hope it was nothing very important I left.”

“It depends upon what you call important. There are different standards in such matters; though you appear to have none. I should call it important; but then my wardrobe is limited. You left a coat and waistcoat.”

“Well, I rather fancy that my wardrobe is more limited than yours; but — I don’t recall that coat and waistcoat.”

“I am not surprised; after what you have just said, nothing would surprise me. Baker brought them to me after you had gone; an admirable servant, Baker. Were I to repeat to her what you have admitted she would credit it with difficulty; she knows my ways. In the inside pocket of the coat were some papers.”

“Papers? Aunt! What papers?”

Lady Jane unlocked the dispatch-box; took from it a small packet; and, placing her glasses on her nose, proceeded to read what was written on half-a-sheet of note-paper.

“This is an inventory of what was contained in the pockets of your two garments. Unlike you, fortunately, or I don’t know where I should be, I am a creature of method; I do everything by rule. I drew up this list after Baker had searched the garments in my presence. In the waistcoat were three pockets; which contained, one penknife; two toothpicks — which I threw away; one pencil, or, rather, part of a pencil; three wax matches, loose, which were most dangerous, and which I had destroyed; a cigar-cutter, or, rather, what I presume is a cigar-cutter, Baker didn’t know what it was; four visiting-cards, three of them your own, and the fourth somebody else’s, and all of them shockingly untidy; and the return half of a ticket from Brighton to London, which was then more than three months old. In the coat were five pockets; it has always been a mystery to me what men want with so many pockets; judging from what was in yours I am inclined to think that they use them merely as receptacles for rubbish. Some of the things which were in yours I had thrown away; the following are what I have kept. One pocket-handkerchief; one pair of gloves; one tobacco-pouch; one pipe, a horrid, smelling thing which I had boiled in soapy water, but which still smells; one matchbox — empty. I suppose it was meant to contain the matches which were loose in your waistcoat; a cigar-case; a golf ball; while in the inside pocket were the papers of which I have told you.”

“I don’t suppose they’re anything very serious, after what you’ve just been reading.”

“Don’t you? Then you must have your own ideas of what is serious; if I had thought they were of no interest I shouldn’t have troubled you to come to Littlehampton.”

“But, my dear aunt, what are they? You — you do keep a man on tenter-hooks.”

“I don’t know why you say that. I am going to tell you what they are; but, as you are of opinion that they are not serious, I should have imagined that you were in no hurry. There are letters written to you by Miss Lindsay; there are nine of them; some men would have thought them serious.”

As he took the packet which she held out to him his countenance changed in a manner which was almost comically sudden.

“Letters written by —— Why, they’re Nora’s! But — I thought — —”

“Never mind what you thought, Robert; you see what they are. As this envelope is sealed, and is inscribed that it is not to be opened till after the writer’s death, some persons might have thought that that was of interest also.”

He regarded the envelope she offered as if he found it difficult to believe that his eyes were not playing him a trick. “Aunt, it’s — it’s the envelope which Donald Lindsay sent me, and —— But I don’t understand; it’s incredible! Aunt, why didn’t you let me know this before?”

“Why should I? It was in a coat of which you thought so little that you didn’t even know you’d lost it; the natural inference was that you were hardly likely to leave anything of the least importance in the pocket of a coat which you valued at nothing.”

“But — I thought I put it in my suit-case — I’ve chased the case half round the world. Aunt, what have you done?”

“What have I done? You mean, what have you done? If anything has been done I trust it is something from which you will learn a lesson. I said to myself, if these are of the least consequence, he will ask for them; since he has been guilty of such culpable carelessness I’ll wait till he does ask. But I waited, and I waited, and you never asked, you never once alluded to them. What could I conclude? At last they slipped my memory, as sometimes trifles will do; I came upon them, by mere accident, as I was looking through this dispatch-box last night; so I sent for you that I might give them to you in person, though, naturally, I had long ago come to the conclusion that they were not of the slightest importance.”

He drew a long breath.

“Well, this is the most extraordinary thing that ever has happened to me!”

“If that is the case I can only hope that it will teach you not to leave papers in the pockets of a coat which you fling down anywhere, anyhow, and instantly forget.”

“I — I hope it will teach me something of the kind. As this envelope may contain a communication of much consequence, may I ask you to excuse me while I go to examine it at once?

“Why is it necessary that you should leave me? Why can’t you examine it here? You know what an interest I take in all that concerns you. Sit down; open your envelope; see what’s inside; you need fear no interruption from me.”

“Then — if you don’t mind — I will.” Inside the envelope were two sheets of large letter paper, closely covered, on all eight sides, with Donald Lindsay’s fine handwriting. Robert Spencer had not read far before he broke into exclamation. “What the — I beg your pardon, aunt — I didn’t quite — but this is most extraordinary.” As he read on, more than once he punctuated his reading with interjectional remarks; evidently what he read occasioned him profound surprise. When he had finished he looked about him as if he was not quite sure where he was. When he perceived Lady Jane he started from his chair in evident perturbation; as good as her word, she had not interrupted him by so much as a movement, and now sat eyeing him grimly. He turned to her with a laugh which did not sound very natural. “Well, aunt, we’ve done it, you and I, between us!”

“Pray attribute nothing to me; I decline to accept any responsibility for your criminal carelessness.”

“I can only say that while Nora Lindsay has been treated like a fraudulent pauper, turned out of house and home, sent out into the world to earn her bread, she may be starving for all I know; I’ve left no stone unturned, but I’ve been able to find no trace of her; all the time the letter has been lying in your desk which shows that she is one of the richest women in England, and I verily believe that her father owed no man anything.”

“If that is so, Robert, then I don’t envy you your feelings when you reflect that Miss Lindsay’s sufferings are solely and entirely the result of your own misconduct.”

“If you had only let me know you had the letter!”

“Are you attempting to fasten blame on me? For your monstrous and incredible negligence in doing nothing, and less than nothing, to safeguard a document which you now assert is of such importance!”

“Well, what’s done’s done! And Nora has had her home taken from her, and the things she cared for scattered to the four winds; it’s been one of the greatest steals on record! and she’s been shamed in the face of all the world, and she may be eating out her heart in some last refuge of the destitute, and all the while —— It’s a pretty story, on my word!”

“It all comes from your mother and father taking it for granted that the girl was a beggar; I nearly had a serious quarrel with your mother because I told her I shouldn’t be surprised if, after all, she was mistaken; but your mother’s like her son.”

“Thank you, aunt; my mother only took for granted what others took for granted. I’ve heard you say some severe things about Miss Lindsay.”

“I’ve simply said that you’re not in a position to marry a penniless girl; and you’re not.”

“If I could only have found her I’d have made her marry me, though she hadn’t a shoe to her foot, nor a penny in her pocket; I’d not have let her go until she did. Thank God, she knew it, and that’s why she’s hidden herself. Poor Nora! Will she — will she ever forgive any of us! It’s a tragedy I’ve never heard the like of; and all through some one’s blundering. But, as I’ve said, talk’s no healer. I can’t go to-night, there’s no train; but I shall go up to town in the morning to investigate some of the statements which are contained in this letter; and now, if you don’t mind, aunt, I must get out of doors; I must have what you’re so fond of — air.”

He wanted something more than air; he wanted a vent for the feelings which filled his breast, as it seemed to him, to bursting point. He tore up and down the front; he had it to himself at that hour, so that the unusual pace at which he strode along did not attract inconvenient attention. The promenade at Littlehampton is not a very long one, but he walked ever so many miles before he had done with it. It was easy enough to blame Lady Jane; he felt strongly that that lady had not behaved so well as she might have done; keeping a letter from him while the weeks stretched out into months seemed to him to be a course of action for which there was no excuse; but, all the same, he was perfectly well aware that the fault was originally his. The parable of the grain of mustard-seed came into his mind as he thought of the Upas-tree of disaster which had sprung from a beginning which was apparently so insignificant; he thought he had put the letter in his suit-case and he had left it in one of his pockets instead; because of that slight misadventure ruin had come to Nora; such ruin! His aunt had punished him severely. He could not recall the coat even then; the only explanation of which he could think was that he had supposed he had packed the coat itself in his suitcase. If Lady Jane had but dropped so much as a hint! He did not know how much cause he had to rejoice because the letter was not where he had believed it to be; if Mr. Morgan had only found it when he reclaimed the suit-case it might have provided him with the means of keeping Nora Lindsay out of her own for an indefinite length of time; the tragedy might have become a tragedy indeed.

In the morning, when Mr. Spencer reached the station, on the platform were two familiar figures. He advanced to greet them.

“Why, Mr. Nash, and Miss Harding! this is an unexpected pleasure; I didn’t expect to find such pleasant memories of Cloverlea at Littlehampton.”

“Miss Harding,” exclaimed the gentleman, “is now my wife; she is Mrs. Nash. We” — he hesitated, and then went on— “we are just finishing our honeymoon.”

Mr. Spencer’s face expressed astonishment which was hardly flattering to either of the parties concerned.

“You — don’t say so; then — that’s another unexpected pleasure. Mrs. Nash, you must allow me to offer you my congratulations.”

He was about to go with some of the banal remarks which are made on such occasions when he was struck by the look which was on the young wife’s face, and by the singularity of her attitude. She seemed to be in mortal terror. Shrinking back, cowering, she clung to her husband’s arm, as if she was afraid that Spencer would have struck her. Nor did Herbert Nash wear the expression of beatitude which is supposed to be proper to a bridegroom who is returning from his honeymoon. It was apparently with an effort that he said to Robert Spencer — 

“If you are going up by this train, Mr. Spencer, will you allow my wife and me to travel with you? If — if we can get a compartment to ourselves we have something to tell you, touching Miss Lindsay’s affairs, which — which I think we ought to tell you.”

The separate compartment was found; and, as a consequence, between Littlehampton and London, Robert Spencer read human nature, as it were, by flashes of lightning. Both husband and wife laid bare their breasts to him; and what they left unsaid he saw between the lines. It was a journey neither of the trio ever forgot. By the time the train entered the terminus his soul shuddered at the thought of the mountain of wrong which had been laid upon the woman he loved; who, after all, was the merest girl. Yet, acutely though he felt for her, he felt also for the miserable pair who were in front of him; already they had probably suffered even more than Nora; and the worst of their sufferings were still to come.

The three got into a four-wheeled cab and drove to Memorial Buildings. Mr. Clifford was out. Then, the clerk who received them asked if they were Messrs. Morgan and Nash.

“This is Mr. Nash,” explained the Honourable Robert, “but my name’s Spencer. Has Mr. Morgan been here?”

No, he had not. Mr. Clifford had been at the office till eleven o’clock; and had then left word that if Messrs. Nash and Morgan called in his absence they were to be informed that he had gone to Mr. Hooper, of Fountain Court, Temple, where they would find him if they liked to follow.


CHAPTER XXXIII

THE AUTOGRAPH ALBUM

Mr. Hooper, leaning back in his chair, surveyed his cousin as if he were some strange animal.

“Although your conduct strikes me as — shall I say? — abnormal, I don’t wish to insinuate anything disagreeable, my dear Frank; still, if you are sane I wish you’d prove it.”

Mr. Clifford passed his handkerchief across his brow, as if he found the temperature trying.

“It’s all very well to laugh — if you’re supposed to be laughing — but, if you were in my position, you’d find it no laughing matter. I’m to be married next week.”

“That is a prospect calculated to turn the strongest brain; granted!”

“Look here, Jack, I’ll throw something at you if you talk like that; I’ve come for sense, not idiocy. Under the circumstances Mr. Oldfield’s continued absence — and silence — was pretty bad to bear; and now to be told he’s dead — —”

“Dead? you don’t mean to say that Oldfield’s dead!”

“So I was informed last night by two men, one named Nash, and the other Morgan. Nash introduced himself as Oldfield’s solicitor, and Morgan said he was his sole executor. A more unclubable man than Morgan I never met; he’s not even a good imitation of a gentleman; how Oldfield came to appoint him as his sole executor is beyond my comprehension.”

“What can you expect from a pill-man? I should take anything as a matter of course from the proprietor of Peter Piper’s Popular Pills.”

“They’re a sound, wholesome medicine.”

“Of course; we won’t flog a dead donkey. And when did Oldfield die? and what of? did you know that he was ill?”

“I hadn’t the ghost of a notion. And the best — or rather the worst — of it is that Messrs. Nash and Morgan seem to take it for granted that I knew all about it; especially the man Morgan.”

“Why should he do that? And what’s the harm if he does?”

Clifford was drumming on the table with his finger-tips, nervously; as a rule he was one of the coolest and most collected of men; now his embarrassment was obvious.

“That’s one of the charms of the position; showing that one man may know another for a long time, and yet know nothing at all about him. According to the two gentlemen Joseph Oldfield lived a double life, and his name wasn’t Oldfield at all.”

“There you are again, the pill-man! It at least looks as if he had the saving grace of being ashamed to have it known that he was connected with his own pills.”

“I admit it does make it look as if he were ashamed, though I don’t see why he should have been; since, as I say, they are a sound and wholesome medicine.”

“No doubt; the elixir of life; cure all ills; see advertisements.”

“There is no reason why a man should be more ashamed of being associated with an honest medicine than with the profession of the law, which is not all honesty.”

“True, O king! Still, however, let’s pass on. If his name wasn’t Oldfield, what was it?”

“Can’t you guess?”

“Can’t I — would you mind saying that again; only let me warn you that if you’ve come here to ask riddles there’ll be ructions.”

“Don’t be an ass, if you can help it! I saw the girl who’s in the next room in his room, yesterday.”

“You saw her? I don’t believe it.”

“At least I saw her likeness; it was on his writing-table. She seemed to be looking at me during the whole of a very unpleasant scene; it was odd how the feeling that she was looking at me affected me; the excellence of the likeness is proved by the fact that I recognized her as the original the moment I saw her.”

“Then do you mean — —”

“I mean that, according to Messrs. Nash and Morgan, Oldfield’s real name was Lindsay, Donald Lindsay, of Cloverlea. What’s Miss Lindsay doing here?”

It was Mr. Hooper’s turn to look surprised. As was his custom, when at all moved, getting up from his chair, he began to wander about the room.

“Why — she’s typing, very badly, some absolutely worthless rubbish, for the magnificent payment of two guineas a week, which I can’t afford to pay her.”

“That sounds involved. Do you mean that she acts as your typewriter?”

“No, sir; she’s my jobbing secretary; though I don’t know what that is; nor does she. And in that position she’s earning two guineas a week; which is more than I am.”

“What’s the idea?”

“The idea is that she’s a lady; and that she wanted to earn her daily bread, desperately badly. Mind, you’re not to breathe a word of this to her, or she’ll go away at once, and probably never forgive me into the bargain.”

“It strikes me that you’ve been entertaining an angel unawares. She says she’s the daughter of Donald Lindsay, of Cloverlea.”

“What she says goes. That girl wouldn’t tell a lie — well, she wouldn’t.”

“Then in that case she must be worth piles of money. I don’t understand why she’s here; unless —— Is it possible that she doesn’t know of the connection between Lindsay and Oldfield?”

“Frank, there’s a mystery about that girl; I’ve suspected it all along; now suspicion’s growing to certainty. Let’s ask her to come in, and we’ll put her in the box. I’d give — more than I am ever likely to have, to be to her a bearer of good tidings.”

“Jack! Is it like that?”

“You idiot! I’ve only known her about two minutes; besides, she’d never look at the likes of me; I feel it in the marrow of my bones. But that’s no reason why, if you have good news for her, she shouldn’t know them.”

“One moment! The point on which I’ve come to consult you I haven’t yet reached; and a very nasty one it is; all the same, my dear Jack, we must leave Miss Lindsay till we’ve discussed it. I’m accused of having committed forgery.”

“Frank! you’re jesting!”

“It would be a grim jest if I were; but I’m not. Yesterday Mr. Morgan charged me, point-blank, with having forged — and uttered — bills, for over forty thousand pounds; more, he seemed amazed because I did not at once confess my guilt and throw myself upon his mercy.”

“The man’s a lunatic!”

“Mr. Nash did not directly associate himself with Mr. Morgan’s charges; on the other hand, he did not dissociate himself. His attitude puzzled me. I fancy that he had no doubt about my guilt until he met me, and that, afterwards, his judgment was in suspense.”

“But what foundation had either of these men for such a monstrous accusation?”

“That’s the difficulty; Morgan professes to believe he has a sound one.”

“Whose name are you supposed to have forged?”

“Donald Lindsay’s.”

“But you never heard it till yesterday.”

“That is so; but Morgan called me a liar, right out, when I said so; and appearances may be against me. Jack, I’m in an awkward position.”

“I don’t see why; you can bring Mr. Morgan to book, and there’s an end of him.”

“There’s more in it than you suppose; it’s not so simple. Let me explain; or at least try to. You’ve heard me speak of a man named Trevor, Harry Trevor?”

“I know! Sir Henry Trevor! He’s a blackguard!”

“I’m afraid he’s not all that he might be, but that has only begun to dawn upon me lately. At one time he and I were intimate. When I was last in Paris I met him one day on the Boulevard. Although, somehow, we’d drifted apart; our paths in life lay in different directions; still I was very glad to see him, and we chummed up at once. He was living in Paris; had an apartment on the Champs Elysée, at the top there, near the Arch. He knew everybody; took me about; I had a royal time. One night I dined with him in his rooms, he and I alone together. Now I’m reluctant to make a direct charge, because I’ve no proof to offer, but I wondered then, and I’ve wondered still more since, if he hadn’t done something to his wine.”

“How — done something?”

“You know I’m an abstemious man, I don’t care for wine; as a rule I drink nothing at meals, not even water. But on an occasion like that it was different. I had one glass of champagne, one of those small tumblers; when the servant began to fill it up I stopped him; not that there was anything wrong with the champagne, I feel sure there wasn’t. After dinner, with our fruit, we had some port; I wanted neither the port nor the fruit, but Trevor insisted. The servant had left the room; he himself took a bottle out of a cupboard; he laid it in a cradle; he drew the cork; you know the fuss some men make about drawing a cork of what they allege is a remarkable bottle of wine. He made all that fuss, he insisted upon my sampling it; of course after all the business he had gone through, I had no option; he poured me out a glassful. Now I believe that wine was not all he pretended.”

“What makes you think it?”

“As soon as I tasted it I didn’t like it, I told him so. He said I should change my opinion by the time I’d finished the glass; so — merely to get rid of it — I finished the glass in a hurry, and I liked it less than ever.”

“How did it affect you?”

“It upset me; I was conscious that I was not in a condition in which I should care to do business.”

“Did you say anything?”

“I told him that I thought the wine had a very funny taste; but he only laughed and said it was evident that I was no judge of port.”

“You only had one glass?”

“One only; nothing short of physical force would have induced me to touch another drop.”

“Then what did you do?”

“We went into the other room, his sitting-room. He took out an autograph album, it seemed that he collected autographs; though that was the first I’d heard of it. He began to talk about imitating people’s handwriting, how good some were at it. Now it’s a fact that I’ve always had an unfortunate facility for imitating handwriting.”

“It is, as you say, an unfortunate facility; one not overmuch to be desired.”

“When I was at school I used to imitate the masters’ writing, the other fellows’ writing, anybody’s writing; it used to give me a sort of importance in the eyes of the other boys, and I’m afraid I sometimes used my gift in ways which weren’t altogether to my credit; you haven’t forgotten what boys are. Trevor was at school with me, so he knew all about it. As he turned over page after page of his album, he kept saying that I couldn’t imitate this writing, and I couldn’t imitate that; I hadn’t tried my hand since I had left school; I didn’t know if he was right or wrong, and I didn’t care. Finally he came to a signature which, so far as I remember, was on a scrap of paper which might have been torn off the bottom of a letter; the name itself was recalled to my memory with unpleasant vividness yesterday — it was Donald Lindsay.”

“Frank!”

“We are fearfully and wonderfully made. It had gone clean out of my mind till Mr. Morgan showed it to me yesterday on a bill of exchange; then it came back with a rush of recollection which frightened me. Wasn’t that an extraordinary thing?”

“Go on; I don’t see yet what you are coming to.”

“Trevor made a special point of this signature. He sat down and imitated it himself, and then challenged me to do better. His imitation was a bad one; and — I did better.”

“What did you write on?”

“I have a vague impression that it was on a blank sheet of paper; but I was in such a state of muddle that I couldn’t positively affirm. Had I been myself I should have changed the conversation before, but I was in such a condition that I could only sit and listen, with but a dim appreciation of his meaning.”

“But you do remember copying Donald Lindsay’s signature on what you believe was a blank sheet of paper?”

“Unfortunately I do; the name meant nothing to me; I had never heard of such a person; I acted on Trevor’s persistent suggestion practically like a man might do who was in a mesmeric trance. When I had finished, Trevor, taking it up, declared it wasn’t a bit like, and, if I couldn’t do better than that, he’d beaten me. So I tried again.”

“You mean that you copied Donald Lindsay’s signature a second time?”

“I did.”

“On the same sheet of paper?”

“I couldn’t positively say, but it wouldn’t surprise me to be told that it was on a fresh sheet. I’ve a hazy notion that I copied it a third and fourth time; Trevor each time declaring that it was not a bit like. By that time my brain was torpid, all I could do was move my fingers; presently I could no longer move those. I lost consciousness. The next thing I can recollect is waking up in bed at my hotel feeling very ill. I rang for the waiter. When he appeared he told me, with a grin, that I had been brought to the hotel in a cab; that I had had to be carried out, borne up-stairs, undressed, and put to bed; the inference being that I was drunk. But I knew better. There happened to be staying in the hotel a doctor who practises at Karlsbad, with whom I had some acquaintance, Dr. Adler, a man of cosmopolitan reputation. I sent for him, and when he came he at once pronounced that I had been poisoned.”

“Poisoned? Actually poisoned?”

“Actually poisoned. Adler saved my life; I believe that without him I should have died. It was three days before I could get out of bed; and then I was so weak that I had to be helped across the room.”

“What did you do?”

“I sent a note to Trevor, by hand. The messenger returned with it, saying Trevor had left Paris the day after I had dined with him, and his apartment was shut up.”

“And then?”

“I returned to London. I had already overstayed my time; I was wanted at the office; I resumed my duties, and forgot all about it; or, at least, I tried to. What could I do? The conclusion to which I came was that there had been something wrong with the wine. I had known Trevor the greater part of his life; I had never known him to be guilty of a disreputable action; I could conceive of no motive which might induce him to play tricks with an old friend, at his own table; I resolved that, when occasion offered, I would tell him the tragic tale of how his port had affected me; until yesterday I supposed that it was by sheer accident that so far an opportunity had not arisen, and that I had heard and seen nothing of Trevor from that day to this; and there you are!”

“That’s not all the story.”

“So far as I’ve actual knowledge it is; the rest is mere surmise, based on what Mr. Morgan told me yesterday. He says that bills for over forty thousand pounds, purporting to be signed by Donald Lindsay, have been discounted by Trevor, who asserted that he had them from me. If that’s true it looks as if those pieces of paper on which I copied Lindsay’s signature were bill stamps.”

“Have you no recollection of them whatever?”

“None. If that is so then the possibility is that Trevor knew of the connection between Lindsay and Oldfield; and that that is why he hocussed me — Oldfield’s managing man — into copying Lindsay’s name; which points to a plot, on Trevor’s part, of the most iniquitous kind.”

“Where is Sir Henry Trevor now?”

“That I don’t know. After leaving Morgan last night I hunted for him everywhere; wired to Paris, searched all over London. Nothing has been heard of him at any of his old haunts for at any rate the last three or four months; he seems to have vanished.”

“Who discounted the bills?”

“That, also, I can’t tell you; we shall probably hear all about that from Mr. Morgan. What I want to learn is, legally, in what position do I stand?”

“It’s not easy to say. To begin with they’ll have to prove that the bills were forged.”

“And then?”

“Then they’ll have to produce Trevor. A man who is capable of behaving as he has done is quite likely to be willing to swear that he received the bills in their completed state from you.”

“Which means?”

“Your word against his; to clear yourself you’ll have to convict him, which mayn’t be easy, or agreeable for you.”

“Sounds cheerful; especially as I’m to be married next week!”

“There’s one hope for you.”

“Only one? Let’s have it.”

“The fact that Miss Lindsay is in the next room. If she has anything to do with it she’ll even forgive you for allowing yourself to get mixed up with such a scamp as Trevor; I know more about him than it seems you do. That girl could forgive anybody anything, she’s a saint in embryo. I suggest that we invite her to come in here, and that we then put to her some leading questions.”


CHAPTER XXXIV

UNTO THE LIGHT

When Nora entered she looked from one man to the other, as if she wondered by which of them her presence was desired. She declined the chair which Mr. Hooper offered. On his persisting in his request to her to be seated she observed, with the naïve mixture of humility and pride which became her so well, that she would rather not sit, as she was engaged in copying a passage which was more than usually involved, and to which she would like to return as soon as she could. Mr. Hooper, at her back, directed a glance at Mr. Clifford, of which, had she intercepted it, she would probably have required a prompt explanation.

“I think, Miss Lindsay,” he said, “that it is possible that you will do no more copying for me, and that the passage of which you speak may remain unfinished.”

She turned quickly round to him, alarm on her face.

“Mr. Hooper! Why do you say that? What have I done?”

“Everything you have done, Miss Lindsay, you have done excellently; if you will permit me to ask you a few questions, you will understand why I say it. Please sit down.”

“Thank you; I much prefer to stand.”

“You, of course, are at liberty to please yourself; but, in that case, Mr. Clifford and I must also continue to stand, and that may be inconvenient.” Thereupon she subsided on to the chair which he had placed for her, glancing as she did so at the two men in front of her as if she suspected them of having conspired together to compel her to seat herself against her will. Mr. Hooper assumed an air which was almost judicial. “I beg you to believe, Miss Lindsay, that in putting to you the questions I am about to put I am actuated only by considerations of your own interests. If they seem at all impertinent, I assure you that it is in appearance only; as, if you will answer them frankly, you will immediately perceive. To begin with, how many children had your father beside yourself?”

It is possible that she looked as surprised as she felt; she could hardly have felt more surprised than she looked. She hesitated; then briefly answered — 

“None.”

“Then — pardon me if I pain you — were you not on good terms with your father when he died?”

Her eyes opened wider; it seemed that her amazement grew.

“Of course I was; what do you mean? If you had ever known my father you wouldn’t have dreamt of asking such a — such a silly question; I don’t wish to be rude, but you wouldn’t. My father never said an angry word to me in the whole of his life.”

“But, in that case, to whom did he leave his money?”

“To me.”

“To you?”

“He left everything he had in the world to me absolutely; I don’t know quite what it means, but I know that’s what they said, absolutely.”

“Then now it’s my turn not to understand you. Your father was an immensely wealthy man. If you are his heiress, how is it I have the honour, and happiness, of seeing you here, in receipt of a modest weekly salary?”

“Every one thought papa was rich; I did; I understood him to tell me himself that he was; but it seemed, after all, that he wasn’t. Indeed, as soon as he was dead, some man said he owed him a great deal of money, for bills.”

“Bills!”

The interruption came from Clifford.

“I don’t know what kind of bills they were; but I know they were bills of some kind, because I was told so; then they came and sold everything to get money to pay the bills, and I was left with nothing.”

The two men eyed each other as if the significance of what the girl said surpassed their comprehension. Mr. Clifford continued his interposition.

“Miss Lindsay, Mr. Hooper has told you my name; it is Clifford — Frank Clifford. I believe I knew your father for many years, and am indebted to him for many kindnesses. Did he never mention my name to you?”

“Clifford? No, I don’t remember his ever having done so.”

“I saw your portrait in his rooms yesterday, and when I saw you this morning I recognized you at once.”

“His rooms? What rooms?”

“His rooms in town.”

“I didn’t know he had any; we couldn’t find out that he had an address in town.”

“You couldn’t find out that he had an address in town? I don’t understand; there is something very strange here. Do you know a Mr. Nash?”

“Herbert Nash? He acted as my solicitor after my father was dead.”

“Your solicitor, or your father’s?”

“Mine. He went through my father’s papers with a friend, and it was he who discovered that he had left no money.”

“This is stranger and stranger. How many executors did your father appoint?”

“Executors?”

“How many executors did your father appoint in his will?”

“I never heard that he appointed any.”

“Then did you ever hear of a Mr. Morgan?”

“Morgan? Stephen Morgan? Stephen Morgan was our butler at Cloverlea.”

Mr. Clifford gave what seemed like a gasp of astonishment.

“Your butler! Miss Lindsay, would you mind describing your butler?” She did it so minutely that he identified his visitor of yesterday beyond a doubt. “I have had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Morgan, Miss Lindsay; but he did not introduce himself as your father’s butler. Would it be asking too much to ask you to describe your father?”

“I can do better than that. He never would be photographed by a professional, but I managed to snap him two or three times with my own camera; I have a print of the very last snapshot I took of him here. It’s not much as a photograph, but it’s not a bad likeness.” She took an old-fashioned gold locket from the bosom of her dress, and, opening it, held it out for Mr. Clifford to see. On one side was the portrait of her father; on the other was the portrait of some one else. “That,” she explained, rather lamely, “is a portrait of — of some one I used to know.”

“This,” declared Mr. Clifford, looking at the likeness on the other side, “is the portrait of the man I have known for many years as Joseph Oldfield.”

“As who? That’s my father!”

“Do you not know he had a business in town?”

“I did not know he had a business anywhere.”

“He had; he carried on that business under a pseudonym; I have always known him as Joseph Oldfield; for the first time yesterday I heard the name of Donald Lindsay. It seems to have been his wish that his commercial and his private lives should be wholly distinct, overlapping at no point; he appears to have succeeded in carrying out that wish almost too well.”

“How — how extraordinary; and yet I’m not surprised. That is what he has been trying to tell me all the time.”

“All what time?”

There was something in her tone and manner which struck the two men as curious; a sort of exaltation.

“He has been coming to me, night after night, in my dreams, always in such trouble; always trying so hard to tell me something; but he never could. Now I know what it was. If he comes again he’ll understand that I know, and his trouble will have gone. You mustn’t laugh at me; in my dreams his coming has been so real.” Judging from their faces neither of her hearers was inclined for laughter. She turned to Mr. Clifford. “What was my father’s business?”

“He was the proprietor of Peter Piper’s Popular Pills, of which you have probably heard.”

“Why” — her face was illumined by a smile— “he always had a stock of them in the house; it was a standing joke. He used to give a box to nearly every one who came, declaring that they were a simple, safe medicine for what he called ‘common complaints.’”

Mr. Clifford bestowed on Mr. Hooper what might be described as a glare of triumph.

“So they are, Miss Lindsay; it is only ignorant people who doubt it. No one was in a better position to know than your father was, and he was their sole proprietor. If he left you all his property, then I am fortunate in being the first to tell you that, of my own knowledge, you are the owner of at least a million.”

“A million! Mr. Clifford! Then — then — —”

She had the locket still open, and was looking at the likeness which she had described as the portrait of some one she used to know; as she looked her sentence came to a premature end, and her face was dyed with blushes. Mr. Clifford went on, a little heatedly.

“You have been badly used, Miss Lindsay; monstrously used; and by those who should have made it their first aim to use you well.”

Her radiant face contrasted oddly with his warmth.

“What does it matter? It has done me no harm. All the while I’ve felt that God was leading me through the darkness unto the light; and that’s what He has done. So see how much I have to thank Him for.”

The door was opened by Mr. Gibb.

“Two gentlemen and a lady to see Mr. Frank Clifford.”

Without waiting for further announcement the visitors came in; in front Robert Spencer; behind him Herbert Nash, with Elaine at his side. When the lovers saw each other, each stood gazing as if fearful that the other was some entrancing vision which might resolve itself into air and vanish. Both cried, as if it was the most delightful and wonderful thing in the world that it should be so — 

“You!”

They advanced, and only just in the nick of time remembered that there were others there; they could not have got closer and kept out of each other’s arms. Mr. Spencer spoke as if in an ecstasy.

“You queen of dear women, I’ve ransacked all the stray corners of the world for you! Where have you been hiding?”

“Why,” she replied, “I’ve been trying to earn my living.”

“My Lady Quixote! all the while you’ve been a millionaire!”

“So Mr. Clifford has just told me. I haven’t had time to realize it yet; but I think I’m glad.”

“You only think?”

“I’m sure.” She added — they were so close! — these words, which reached his ear only, “For your sake!” As she whispered her face crimsoned. Before he could answer she had moved forward. “Elaine!” When she advanced the other shrank back. “Why, Elaine, what’s the matter?”

Mr. Spencer spoke.

“Miss Harding is now Mrs. Nash. If you will go with her into the next room I think you will find that she has something which she wishes to say to you.”

So Nora went with Elaine into the adjoining chamber. The four men, left to themselves, began, with each other’s aid, to piece together, into a comprehensible whole, the scattered parts of Donald Lindsay’s strange history. While in the little room, where she had had such struggles with the typewriter, in the hour of her happiness, Nora had to listen to a tale of sin; and even while she listened, her one thought was how to comfort the sinner, to lead her, through the darkness, unto the light.


CHAPTER XXXV

BREAD UPON THE WATERS

Although so recently returned to the House of Commons, Robert Spencer has already made his mark; discerning judges on both sides of the House prophesy that ere long he will become a power in the State. If he does he will owe his success in no slight measure to his wife. Few things help a man more than a happy marriage; about the happiness of his marriage there can be no question. His wife is one of the loveliest women in London; one of the most charming, in the best sense of the word. All decent folk are proud to know she is their friend; the other sort know she is not their enemy. She has help and sympathy for all.

Peter Piper’s Popular Pills still belong to Nora. Mr. Clifford not only continues to manage them; he has a share in the fruits of their prosperity. He was married on the appointed day, to Miss Ross’s relief. Nora and Mr. Spencer were both present at the wedding, and Mr. Hooper was the groom’s best man. The honeymoon tour was carried out on the lines originally planned. Nothing was done in the business of the forged bills. When matters were explained to Nora she insisted that nothing should be done. Probably hers was the part of wisdom; it is difficult to see how good would have resulted. Sir Henry Trevor still continues vanished; but it seems not unlikely that he is flourishing somewhere on the other side of the world. Occasionally remittances are received, sometimes for considerable sums, posted from different towns on the American continent, in envelopes which contain, beside the remittances, nothing but a half-sheet of paper, on which is always the same line, “Towards the discharge of a debt due to Donald Lindsay’s estate.” The inference is that these amounts come from Sir Henry Trevor, who has chosen this method of salving an obligation of which he alone knows the precise history.

Mr. and Mrs. Herbert Nash are in Canada, where they have not done badly. Nash is an honest and hard-working man; if anything, a trifle hard and stern. His wife is a good mistress of his home. She is the mother of three children. It is her continual prayer that they may not be led into temptation, but delivered from evil.

Stephen Morgan died in a London hospital on the day before Frank Clifford was married. He was knocked down by a motor omnibus. When he was taken to the hospital he was already unconscious, and already dying. On his return to consciousness, he was plainly near the end. With what seemed to be almost his last breath he begged that they would send for Mr. Clifford. Before, however, Mr. Clifford reached the hospital, he was dead. His ill deeds died with him.

Mr. and Mrs. Spencer have a house in the country, but not at Cloverlea. Nora had no desire to renew associations which had suffered so severe an interruption. The lodge at the gate of the new house is in the occupation of Mrs. Gibb and Miss Gibb — Angel Gibb. Miss Gibb is engaged to the second gardener. A question has lately arisen as to whether, on the occasion of their approaching marriage, he shall go and live with his wife and her mother, or whether his wife and her mother shall come and live with him. The point has been referred by both parties to Mrs. Spencer, who finds it rather a difficult one to decide.

Mr. Gibb is still with Mr. Hooper. He reports that business is looking up. It is a fact that of late several briefs have found their way into Mr. Hooper’s hands. It is whispered that he is indebted for them to influence in certain quarters. However that may be, it is beyond doubt that he has handled them as well as could possibly be desired.

THE END


THE COWARD BEHIND THE CURTAIN
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CHAPTER I

DOROTHY SETS OFF WITH HER GUARDIAN

The girls were in the convent garden, when word came that Dorothy Gilbert was wanted. Dorothy was walking with Frances Vernon. Ever since she could remember her world had been that garden, with its shaded walks and its high walls; never before had a visitor come to her. The moment she was told that someone desired her presence she turned to Frances, exclaiming:

“It is he!”

With characteristic impetuosity Frances threw her arms about her, remarking as she did so:

“Just as we were speaking of him!”

As if there were anything strange in that. The strangeness would have been if he had come when they had not been speaking of him; for, of late, they had spoken of little else. Elsie Farquhar, who had brought the message, pressed it home.

“You had better be quick, Dorothy. Sister Celestine said you were to hurry.”

So Dorothy hurried, her tall slender figure held very straight, her pretty head a little in the air, in her eyes a gleaming light. She believed herself to be passing from a world she knew into one of which she had dreamed. But she was mistaken; she was going into a world of which she had not dreamed. Sister Celestine met her at the door.

“It is Mr Emmett?” she inquired.

“Yes,” replied the Sister, “it is Mr Emmett.”

Something in her tone; on her face; in her glance; struck quick-witted Dorothy.

“What is the matter? Why do you look at me like that? What is he like?”

“Who am I that I should be able to tell you what he is like, when I have seen him for scarcely five minutes?”

The Sister smiled, it seemed to Dorothy, not with that brightness which she knew so well. The young lady’s mental processes were rapid. She divined, on the instant, that Sister Celestine was disappointed with Mr Emmett. As she went with the Sister from the garden to the guest-room she wondered why. Would she be disappointed also? — after all her talks with Frances? — her communings with herself? She had fashioned the unknown Mr Emmett in so many shapes that she could not have told which of them she expected to see; certainly it was not the person she actually saw. Her knowledge of men had practically been restricted to the personages in the storybooks which found their way into the convent precincts. These had to undergo a severe examination before being admitted, as one bad character was enough to damn them; and, as the conventual standard of masculine morals was peculiar, even if the individuals who figured in the tales were not drawn from imagination they certainly were not taken from life. One requirement all the men in the books had to satisfy: they all had to be gentlemen, or what the convent censor took to be gentlemen. Dorothy Gilbert might have had more or less vague doubts, but it never had been brought clearly home to her that a man could be anything but a gentleman till she entered that guest-room and was introduced to Mr Emmett. When she saw him, any illusions she may have had upon that point were shattered at once and for ever.

A big, burly man was sitting on the edge of the table. One foot rested on the floor, the other dangled in the air. He did not move when she entered; he merely looked round at her and stared. His great bald head had a narrow fringe of sandy hair which was just turning grey. He wore a huge sandy moustache, whose hue was more than matched by his head and face. A large, angry-looking spot was on the left of his big nose, a smaller one was on his right cheek near the ear. His eyes were so bloodshot that it was not easy to tell what colour they really were; they reminded her of the eyes of a wicked giant who had played a prominent, and disreputable, part in a fairy tale she had once read. Indeed, the whole man recalled that giant; she had an uncomfortable feeling that he might, at any moment, set about the — to him — agreeable business of devouring her. Sister Celestine performed the ceremony of introduction.

“This, Mr Emmett, is Dorothy Gilbert.”

Still he kept his seat on the edge of the table, and his hands in the pockets of the huge overcoat which he wore, although the weather was so warm. Only he stared at Dorothy a little harder.

“No! You don’t say! Well I’m damned!”

There was that in his voice, his words, and his manner which affected Dorothy almost as if he had struck her. Sister Celestine was shocked nearly into speechlessness.

“Sir!” was all she could say.

“Beg pardon, I’m sure, forgetting where I was; I suppose you ladies don’t do much of that sort of thing in here.” He addressed himself to Dorothy, with what apparently was meant to be jocosity. “So you’re Bully Gilbert’s girl? I shouldn’t have thought it; it only shows that you never can tell. I don’t know where you get your looks from — not from him. Why, you really are —— Do you know who I am?”

“Sister Celestine says you are Mr Emmett.”

“Georgie Emmett, your father’s best friend — in fact, his only friend, because he was not the kind of person who gathers them round. When, some nine months ago, he departed this life, he left it owing me a hatful of money; and I’m damned — beg pardon, I’m blessed if he hadn’t the cheek and impudence, by way of wiping off his owings, to appoint me your one and only guardian; as if you were a little bit of something which could be turned into cash. I’d have come and looked at you before if I’d known you were so well worth looking at; but who would have guessed that your father would have had a girl with a face like yours. However, here I am at last; and I daresay you won’t be sorry to say good-bye to this queer old shanty, and to come with me to have a peep at what the world looks like outside. I rather think there aren’t many men who can show you more of it than I can. Anyhow, I’ve come to take you along; so run upstairs and put your hat and jacket on, and your things in your box. My car’s outside, a 60 F.I.A.T. — if there’s anything on earth can move it’s her: but that’s no reason why she should be kept waiting, so if you can manage to do your packing inside ten minutes I’ll be obliged.”

Sister Celestine and Dorothy looked at each other, as if both were at a loss for words; as, indeed, they were. It seemed incredible that Dorothy should be expected to quit, at a moment’s notice, the place which had sheltered her her whole life long; to go, with this uncouth stranger, she knew not where. The Sister asked where he proposed so take her; his reply could scarcely have been vaguer. “Oh, for a bit of a run round; just now I’m rather at a loose end; my future movements depend upon circs.”

To the Sister’s orderly mind the prospect seemed uncomfortably nebulous; yet there seemed nothing to do but to let the girl go. The man was her lawful guardian. In his method of paying the convent dues the late Mr Gilbert had been erratic. Quite a considerable sum had been owing when he died. During the intervening months that sum had become still larger. Taking out a fat pocket-book, Mr Emmett paid all demands with bank-notes: in that respect nothing could have been more satisfactory. The convent, which could ill afford to lose the money, had become anxious; the sight of those bank-notes removed a burden from the Sister’s mind and Dorothy was sent upstairs, to put her hat and jacket on, and her things into her box. The process was not a lengthy one. She still had the small wooden box which she had brought to the convent as a tiny child. But her stock of clothes had not grown much larger; those which would not go into the box were wrapped in a sheet of brown paper. As, theoretically, Frances Vernon assisted in the business of packing, she plied Dorothy with questions. The answers she received were very short; gradually Frances became conscious that some subtle change had taken place in her friend during the last few minutes.

“What is he like?” she demanded; as Dorothy had done of Sister Celestine. In her answer Dorothy paraphrased the Sister.

“How can I tell you, when I have been acquainted with him only ten minutes?”

Frances leaped to conclusions as she herself had done.

“I know what that means — it means that he’s horrid. Is he very horrid?”

“I didn’t say he was horrid.”

“No, but you didn’t say he wasn’t. You might at least tell me what he looks like. Dolly, do!”

And Dolly did. She painted Mr Emmett exactly as he had appeared to her. She had a pretty knack of description; by the time the portrait was finished Miss Vernon was gazing with wide-open eyes.

“Why,” she cried, “he must be perfectly hideous!”

“He is not,” admitted Dorothy, “what some people would call good-looking.”

“Fancy going you don’t know where with such a man as that! — you who have always said that in a man you must have beauty of mind, and soul, and form!”

Dorothy bent over the frock she was folding.

“We have been taught that a plain casket may contain a priceless jewel.”

She might have been taught it; yet she doubted if Mr Emmett was a casket of that kind. Before long she was sure that he was not. Her box, whose appearance produced uncomplimentary remarks from her guardian, was fastened on the top of the car; presently she had quitted the convent, with all her worldly possessions. Mr Emmett was his own driver. She sat beside him, on the front seat, while the chauffeur sat behind. She would have preferred to have had it the other way round, but it was settled for her without her having a voice in the matter. A big coat was slipped over her shoulders; she was on the seat; a rug was wrapped round her knees; they were off; before she clearly realised what had happened; certainly before she had said all the adieux she would have liked to say. It was all like some strange dream; whose strangeness was accentuated by the subsequent flight of the throbbing monster through the air.

What was the name of the town at which they stayed that first night she never knew. She had not curiosity enough to ask; no one volunteered the information. After dinner, which was to her a wholly unaccustomed feast, at which she ate scarcely anything, in spite of Mr Emmett’s well-meant gibes and jeers, she stole up to bed as soon as she could; to a big bed; in a big room, in the old inn, there she lay, a lonely, forlorn maiden; thinking, puzzling, doubting, wishing, with all her heart, that she was back again in the safe shelter of the convent. She wished it often during the days and weeks which followed. She was a young girl, and, like a young girl, all agog to stand on tiptoe, if needs be, and open the windows which would enable her to look into the house of life. Under normal circumstances, that motor cruise might have been to her one long delight; but the circumstances were abnormal; so that for long afterwards a motor car stood for her as a sort of synonym for a nightmare.

Everything was spoilt by Mr Emmett’s presence. From the first moment he had impressed her disagreeably; that impression grew with each hour that she spent in his near neighbourhood. The trouble was that it was so hard to get away from him. He would have her sit beside him on that front seat; ignoring utterly her reiterated requests to be allowed to sit behind. During the first days they motored continually; stopping in the daytime only to eat and drink — principally, so it seemed to Dorothy, where Mr Emmett was concerned, for the latter. The quantity he drank amazed and frightened her; always, when night fell, he had drunk too much. During the day the liquor he consumed had an unhappy effect upon his driving. He was quick enough to perceive that he had not inspired the girl with sentiments of affection; and this he resented. But, instead of setting himself to get the better of any distaste she might have for him, he seemed to take a malicious pleasure in paying her out for entertaining a feeling of the kind. Discovering that she felt a not unnatural girlish timidity in her new position as passenger on a motor car, he went out of his way to increase instead of lessen it, so that, before long, her timidity became actual terror. Nearly always he took the car along at what appeared to her to be a dangerous speed; as the day advanced, and the drinks multiplied, the speed grew more. At first she remonstrated, feebly enough; but he only laughed, and pressed the car still faster. Afterwards she sat silent; but she could not prevent her cheeks from turning white, or her mouth from shutting tighter. When he saw these signs he delighted in taking risks which made her heart stand still. One afternoon he knocked down a child in a village street on the other side of Blois. At first, in her agony, she thought it was killed; but it appeared that only its arm was broken. When the people came flocking round he gave the parents two thousand francs in bank-notes; one could not but feel that they would have been willing to have their own arms broken on those terms. He was lavish enough with his money. They spent that night in Tours. The next day he offered her a wad of notes, and suggested that she should go into the town and provide herself with a sufficient wardrobe. She had not realised till lately how scanty it really was; continual travelling made drains on her resources which she found it hard to meet. But he offered her cash in a way which jarred on her every nerve; she would not buy herself clothes with money which came from him. When she made this clear to him he called her an adjectived fool; and broke into a torrent of language from which she fled in terror.

At Lyons he tried to kiss her; whereat she burst into a frenzy of rage which surprised herself, and startled him. It was in the hall of the hotel after dinner, just as she was going up to bed; always, so soon as dinner was over, she went straight to her room. Billson, the chauffeur, happened to enter at the moment, to get orders for the morrow. Emmett, turning, saw him grinning at his discomfiture.

“By —— !” he cried, eager to vent his fury on someone. “If you don’t take care I’ll kill you!”

But Billson never flinched; and he continued to grin. He was a shortish, youngish man, with a white, clean-shaven face, and black hair, which he wore parted in the middle. He seemed to have a gift for silence; Dorothy had hardly heard him speak a dozen times. She had a feeling that, for some cause, his master stood in awe of him. Although he went on grinning, Mr Emmett made no attempt to carry out his threat — at least, while she was flying up the stairs.

They spent some days at Aix-les-Bains. There he made to her his first proposal of marriage; he was in his cups at the time. To say that she refused him is to say little. When she gained the sanctum of her own apartment she was in an agony of shame and distress. Her dilemma was not a pleasant one. It seemed to her that it was just as impossible to remain in this man’s company as it was to escape from it. She was penniless, friendless. How was she to get away from him? To whom was she to turn? Her ignorance was pitiable. For all she knew, his position as her guardian gave him powers over her against which it was vain to struggle. If she ran away from him, she thought it very probable that he could compel her to return; in which case her last plight would be worse than her first. Besides, with no money in her pocket, where could she run? Despite her horror of the man, to her, in her childlike ignorance, it seemed as if he had gripped her to him with bonds of steel.


CHAPTER II

THE CURTAIN

When they landed in England it was to her as if she had been for years with Mr Emmett, and Billson, and the car; though, in reality, they had only been associated for a very few weeks. She felt as if, during those interminable weeks, the best of her life had gone from her, and already she had grown old, before she was eighteen. She had forgotten how to smile; at night she could not sleep; her head was always aching; her nerves were in such a state of tension that she was beginning to be afraid of the sound of her own voice; the world had become to her a prison from which there was no way out. She had not been to England since she was a small child; returning to it was like coming a strange country. She would have forgotten her own tongue had not so many of the girls in the convent been English. They went up to town on the inevitable motor; on the way she kept looking about her with eyes which, in spite of herself, would grow dim. She had often dreamed of the journey she would make, one day, to London; she had never dreamed that it would be like this. They put up that night in a huge railway station hotel. On the morrow, for once, they parted company with the motor; Mr Emmett took her with him to a midland town by rail. Some race meeting was on; Dorothy had a hazy notion that her guardian had something to do with horses and with racing: it was a subject of which she had heard him speaking more than once. Some horsey acquaintances travelled with him in the same compartment; they played bridge all the way, to Dorothy’s relief; she was glad that they should do anything which would keep them from speaking to her.

Mr Emmett took apartments at the principal hotel. There, in the private sitting-room, after a tête-à-tête dinner, he proposed to her again. He was more sober than he sometimes was at that hour; perhaps, on that account, he expressed himself with a clearness which she found appalling. In various fashions he had asked her again and again to marry him since that first time at Aix-les-Bains. She had begun to understand that not only was he a man who would not take No for an answer, but also that he was not likely to stick at anything which would enable him to gain an end he had in view. If she had had any doubts upon that latter point they were dissipated then. He did not so much ask her to be his wife, as tell her that she would have to be his wife; informing her, with complete candour, that if she was not an utter fool she would grasp that fact without any further fuss and nonsense. He added that, when she was his wife, he would give her a good time — an A1 time. There wasn’t a better-natured fellow going, if you rubbed him the right way, nor a more generous one — he would give his wife all she wanted, and more, if she was only nice to him — that was all he wanted her to be — nice to him. He had sacks full of money — ask anyone who knew George Emmett if he was a poor man. Why, he thought nothing of lending anyone twenty or thirty thousand pounds, if the security was decent — that was all he asked, decent security; and, he went on with a grin, a chance of making cent. per cent. He might tell her, in confidence, that he had his fingers round the throats of more people than anyone had an idea of — all sorts of people, some of them the highest in the land. He never talked; even when he was drunk he kept his tongue off delicate subjects; but if he were to talk he could mention names, male and female, which would make her sit up straight. There was scarcely a man or woman who had anything to do with horses who did not sometimes find himself, or herself, in a tight corner about settling day. Those were the times they came to him. The number of services he had rendered of that kind — well, they’d fill a book. Everybody knew Georgie Emmett was a friend in need when a bad settlement had to be faced. He winked, and Dorothy shuddered.

Knocking off the ash from his cigar he filled himself another glass of champagne. If she had only had the courage she would have sprung from her chair and rushed from the room; but just then all her courage seemed to have deserted her. This man seemed to have for her the fascination which a snake is said to have for the victim it proposes to swallow. The worst of it was that, despite herself, his influence over her seemed to be momentarily increasing, as if he were weaving a spell which, as it proceeded, placed her more and more at his mercy.

It was not, he went on, as if her father was anything, or anyone. He was not one to say a word to a child against her father, but she had only to think of how he had treated her to know what sort he was. What kind of a parent had he been to her? How often had he written to her? How many times had he been to see her? What had he ever given her? What had he ever done for her? He dare bet that the bills he had paid for her keep in the convent had been paid with other people’s money. There was no disguising the fact that Bully Gilbert was a regular rip — and there it was. Not only had she not got a penny of her own, but she had no right to the clothes she stood up in — and pretty things they were to call clothes. Let her say the word, and she should have the run of the Rue de la Paix; then she’d know what clothes were. Why, as things stood, there wasn’t a chambermaid in that hotel who wasn’t in a better position than she was ever likely to be, if she was left to herself. And yet here he was, ready and willing to marry her. He’d get a special licence tomorrow; or, if she liked, he’d have the banns put up in church — any church she chose to name; though, for his part, he never could see what was the pull in going to church to be married. She might take a long day’s walk without meeting one woman who wouldn’t snatch at the chance of getting him; women of birth, and with money in their pockets too. What he saw in her, hanged if he knew himself; but he did see something. The first moment he set eyes on her he’d made up his mind he’d marry her — that’s why he took her away from that adjectived convent — and marry her he would. So what was the use of talking? Men and women were curious creatures. The sooner she said Yes the more comfortable it would be for everyone. So she wasn’t to be silly, but was to come and kiss him, and sit on his knee, and he’d put a prettier ring on her finger than she had ever dreamed of seeing there. Here it was — what did she think of it?

From a small leather case he took a ring which was set with diamonds; holding it out, moving it so that as the lights fell on it from different angles the stones sparkled and gleamed; luring her with it as an angler tries to lure a fish with the bait which hides the hooks. She sat, her slender body pressed against the back of her chair, gripping the sides of it with both hands, looking at him with staring, hopeless eyes. All the strength seemed to have gone from her, as if this man had drawn it all out of her, as out of a well, and left her dry. His vitality was crushing hers; in the fight to hold her own she was beaten; she knew it, and the knowledge was agony. She felt that presently he would only have to hold up his finger, and what he bade her do, that she would have to do. He continued to twiddle the diamond ring between his great fingers; dilating on its various beauties; dwelling on all that it would mean when it was in its place upon her hand; and each moment she expected that he would order her to go to him, and let him brand her with it as with a stigma which might never be effaced. What would happen if such an order were given she could not, dared not, think. While she still awaited it there came a tapping at the door; a waiter entered.

“A gentleman, sir, to see you.”

Mr Emmett turned towards him angrily.

“A gentleman? What gentleman? I’m not going to see anyone to-night — whoever it is, tell him to go to the devil.”

The waiter held out to him an envelope which was on a silver tray.

“Gentleman told me to give you that, sir.”

Tearing the envelope open Mr Emmett read what was on a half-sheet of paper which was within; then he crumpled it up, and swore.

“Confound him! What’s the hurry? Why won’t the morning do? Tell him I’m coming down to him.”

The waiter went. Mr Emmett looked again at Dorothy, still sitting as if she were glued to the back of her chair; replacing the ring in its leather case, he made as if to return it to his waistcoat pocket; then, suddenly changing his mind, he called out: “Come here!” She did not move; but clung tighter to her seat. He laughed, as if amused by her obvious fear of him. “You little idiot! Of what are you afraid? There’ll come a time when you’ll not need any calling; and you’ll come uninvited, and perhaps when I don’t want you. I know you women; you’re like badly trained dogs. When you’re whistled to heel you’ll not come; but when you’re not whistled you keep messing about a man till he feels like giving you a dose of prussic acid. Very well, don’t come; I’ll come to you.” He went to her, at the other end of the table. “Give me your hand!” He took it, her left; she offering no resistance, but looking up at him with a great terror in her eyes. On the third finger he slipped the ring. “There! — that’s in token that you’re mine; you’re as much my property now as if we’d been together to church; and don’t you forget it. There’s a fool downstairs who wants to see me; and, as he is a fool, he shall; but I’m not going to let him keep me; I shall probably be back inside ten minutes, and mind I find you here when I do come back. None of your games — going to bed, or any of that rot; if you do I’ll fetch you down again. There are all sorts of things I want to talk to you about, before you think of bed; I want you to show that you can be nice to me; and that you can treat me as a girl ought to treat the man who’s going to be her husband — especially a husband who’s going to give her the best time a girl ever did have. So you understand? — I’m to find you here when I return.” He moved a step or two away; then halted. “I ought to have a kiss — a man ought to have a kiss from his girl, when he gives her the ring; but that sort of thing won’t spoil with keeping — there’ll be interest to collect — I’ll take a couple when I come back.”

He went. She sat staring at the door through which he had passed, his last horrid threat ringing in her ears. He would take a couple when he came back; and she was to stay there till he came to take them, with that dreadful ring scarring the flesh on her finger. She felt sure that it was being scarred; it certainly burned. Yet she did not dare to take it off; although he was gone she was still afraid of him. A curious paralysis seemed to have attacked her limbs. She remained motionless for some seconds after he had left her, her hand stretched out, staring at his ring. When she moved it was with an effort; when she gained her feet she had to hold on to the back of the chair, to aid her to stand.

What was she to do? She tried to think; as she had tried so often of late; her brain, like her muscles, played her false; clear thought was beyond her. One thing she realised — that she must not be there when he came back; in spite — because — of what he had said. Yet how was she to avoid being there? He had told her that if she went to bed he would fetch her back again; and she believed him. Once, at a hotel in France, he had made a great clatter at her room door; and was only prevented by practically the entire staff of the establishment from breaking it down. Somehow she felt that that night nothing would keep him from having her out of her room again, if she disobeyed his command, and fled to it. But, if she did not, what was she to do, where was she to go, so that she might not be there when he came back? Again and again, in France, had she meditated flight; only the conviction that the result would be fiasco had restrained her. Was she more likely to succeed, here, in England? Even through her mental haze a feeling was borne in upon her that in that direction lay her only hope. If she could only put a descent distance between herself and him she might escape him altogether. The point was, could she? An idea occurred to her — the railway. The first time in her life, so far as she remembered, she had, that day, been in a train. She had, of course, read about trains; she had even seen them; the probability was that she had been brought in one to the convent. But, in those days, she was a toddling child; she had certainly not been in one since. Mr Emmett had brought her in one from London. Then why should she not go alone in one, if not back to London, then at least to some place, a long way off, where she would be beyond his reach.

No sooner had the notion occurred to her than she started to put it into practice; and was already moving towards the door when a second reflection held her back. Mr Emmett had bought a ticket, with money. She was not so ignorant as not to be aware that railways were not public highways; that one could not travel in a train without a ticket; which had to be paid for, in advance with cash. She had seen Mr Emmett pay for two tickets — one for her, and one for himself. They would not let her get into a train without a ticket; how was she to pay for it? She was confronted, as before, in the midst of her wild desire to flee, by her eternal lack of pence — that insuperable barrier. She had had no regular pocket-money at the convent like the other girls; their parents either sent them cash direct, or made arrangements with the Sisters. Occasionally, on saints’ days, she was given a sou to put into the box; but, as a rule, she was without even that humble coin. Never having known what it was to have money she did not miss it; there were no temptations to spend; her modest wants were supplied. It was only when she set out through the world with her guardian that it began to dawn upon her what an important part money played in the affairs of men, and women. She had no idea how much cash would be required to purchase a ticket; she took it for granted that the more she paid the farther the ticket would take her; the mischief was that she had no money at all — not even a paltry sou.

How was she to get money? From where? She looked about her. Dessert was still upon the table; there were knives and forks; other articles which were possibly of silver; but they were not coin of the realm; though she had a vague idea that they might be turned into it. How the transformation might be effected was a problem which was beyond her altogether. She had sense enough to know that it would be no use proffering a handful of silver ware in exchange for a ticket.

In that moment of her desperation, if she had only known where money was to be had, she would have made free with it, if the thing were possible, even without the owner’s sanction, oblivious of any consequences which her action might entail; being persuaded that no worse fate could befall her than that that man should find her still in the room when he came back. Spurred by this conviction she was about to rush forth and seek for money, she knew not where nor how; already her fingers were near the handle, when she heard footsteps approaching on the other side. He was coming back. In the frenzy of her terror it was all she could do to keep herself from screaming. She glanced behind her, as a mouse might do which is caught in a trap, and knows that its doom is approaching. There was a recessed window on one side of the room. She had watched the waiter draw the heavy curtains across the recess as he lit the lights. She went flying towards it; gained it; had just slipped behind the curtain as the door of the room was opened.


CHAPTER III

THE COWARD

The curtains were so thick, and were drawn so close, that in the recess it was nearly pitch dark. Only in one place did the lights of the room shine through. That was where the stuff had worn so thin that only a few threads remained. But for some seconds Dorothy was unconscious both of the darkness and the light; she was conscious of nothing. She scarcely dared to breathe; she did not dare to move; though she trembled so that she had to lean against the side of the recess to keep herself from collapsing in a heap upon the floor. Each moment she expected that the curtains would be drawn aside and her hiding-place discovered. She felt sure that Mr Emmett’s sharp eyes must have seen them moving as he entered the room. As the moments passed and the curtains remained untouched, she began to wonder. Was he playing with her? Knowing well where she was, had he seated himself at the table; proposing to sit there drinking, till she was tired of pretending to hide, or till it pleased him to drag her out? She was sufficiently acquainted with his disposition to be aware that that kind of sport amused him. If he thought that she was shivering behind those curtains, he would let her go on shivering, ever more and more, until it suited him to play some sudden trick which might cause her to tumble in a nerveless heap on the floor. If he could succeed in bringing her to that pitch, his sense of humour would be tickled; he would enjoy the joke.

Thinking that might be the meaning of his non-interference she had half made up her mind to reveal herself, and so spoil his sport, when, on a sudden, she became conscious that a voice was speaking — a strange voice, which was not Mr Emmett’s. Then Mr Emmett spoke. Then the voice again. What did it mean? She listened. It is a sufficient commentary upon her mental and physical condition to state that until that instant she had heard nothing. Yet, so soon as she began to listen, it became obvious that the speakers must have been talking together for, at anyrate, some little time; and that in tones which, to say the least, were audible.

Dorothy presumed that, after all, Mr Emmett had not noticed the quivering curtains, and had taken her disappearance for granted. If he had made a remark on it, it had been a passing one; clearly she was not the subject of the conversation which he was carrying on with the stranger. What they were talking about she did not know, but it became each second plainer that it was a matter on which they were both of them very much in earnest. If they were not actually quarrelling they were very near to it. The language which was being used on both sides was warm; the stranger was addressing Mr Emmett in terms which were the reverse of complimentary, and which Mr Emmett was vigorously resenting. His resentment seemed to add flame to the stranger’s anger.

All at once there came something into his tone which struck the unseen listener’s ear. She had become conscious of the ray of light which penetrated her hiding-place. Moving gingerly, so as to avoid coming into contact with the hangings, she approached her face to the worn place in the curtains. It was worn so bare that the few threads which remained formed scarcely any obstruction to the view; she could see through quite easily. The scene on the other side was clearly revealed; she saw the two actors in it as well as if the curtain had not been there. The stranger was a young man, possibly a year or two on the shady side of forty. He was tall, and held himself straighter than some tall men are apt to do. His chest was broad; he held his shoulders well back; about the whole man there was a suggestion of strength. His head was square, and was poised easily upon a rounded throat. He had an odd, clever-looking face, a fine, open brow. His eyes, which were rather small, were wide apart. His mouth was large, but his lips were thin, and shut so closely that when, in silence, he looked at Mr Emmett, only a slender red line was visible to show that a mouth was there. His black hair, parted on one side, was a little in disorder, some of it straggled over his forehead. Disorder, indeed, was the dominant note of the man. As she watched him the girl had a feeling that he was too much moved by some inward excitement to be over-particular about the small niceties of his attire. His tie was a little crooked; his jacket had a lopsided air.

Ordinarily the expression of his queer-looking face was probably a pleasant one; there was that about it which hinted that, in a general way, the man’s outlook on to life was that of a humorist. But there was little pleasant about it then, or humorous either. It was not likely that his complexion ever was his strongest feature — at that moment it had a peculiar pallor which was singularly unattractive. Like many dark men, evidently nature had meant him to have a strong beard. His cheeks and chin and upper lip were shaven, but apparently that day they had not known the razor. In consequence they were of a bluish tint, which was in ghastly harmony with the almost unnatural colour of his skin. The appearance of the man fascinated the girl who was peeping at him from behind the curtain, as if he realised some picture which, in some occult fashion, had unwittingly been present in her mind, of a man in a rage. His pose; his attitude; his disordered attire; something which looked out of his eyes; the obvious mental agitation which caused his countenance to wear that singular hue; the gleam of scarlet which was all that marked his tightly closed mouth; the ominous fashion in which, while standing perfectly still, he never took his glance from off the man in front of him — although she might not have been able to put the thing into words, everything about him spoke to the sensitive imagination of the girl of one who, for a very little, would throw everything aside in the fullness of his desire to gratify the lust of his rage.

The man in front of him was angry too; but with him anger took a different form: his was rather bad temper than genuine passion. It had about it a suggestion of bluster, of effort; as if he would have liked to be more angry than he actually was. Beyond doubt he was sufficiently annoyed with the stranger; so annoyed that he was quite willing to do him a mischief; to knock him down, for instance; even to throw him from the room. Yet, disposed as he evidently was to be as disagreeable as he could be, his rage altogether lacked that quality of intensity, of white heat, which marked the other; the something which caused the girl, when she appreciated, though only vaguely, the scene which was being enacted before her, to feel that it would be well that, at the earliest possible moment, she should make her presence known, for Mr Emmett’s protection.

There, in those last four words, was the barrier which held her back. Had it been borne in upon her, in even the faintest degree, that, for the stranger’s sake, it would be well that she should step out from behind that screen, she might have done it on the instant. But for Mr Emmett — no! In some odd way the stranger’s rage communicated itself to her. The terror with which her guardian had imbued her began to change into resentment. As she observed the stranger his fury fired hers. As surely as she believed herself to have a just cause for anger, so surely was she persuaded of the justice of the stranger’s anger also. She was convinced that Emmett was in the wrong. That she arrived at this conclusion from very inadequate premises was nothing; from what she had seen of Mr Emmett she was prepared to assert, offhand, without knowing anything of the facts, that in nine disputes out of ten he was in the wrong — that this was one of those nine she did not for an instant doubt.

What they were talking about she did not understand. When she began really to listen there was nothing in their conversation to give her a definite clue; they had reached that stage when, like two dogs, they were disposed to do little but bark at each other. The stranger informed Mr Emmett, after a brief pause, as if for reflection, that he was a thief. Mr Emmett paused, in his turn; then assailed the stranger with a flood of vituperation which was characteristic of the man — there was such a redundance of offensive suggestions. Dorothy felt as if each one of them had been aimed at her; with each her choler rose; just, as she was sure, the stranger’s rose also. An uncanny desire came to the tips of her fingers to grip the speaker by the throat and choke an apology out of him. She would have liked to see the stranger do it; with all her might she longed to inspire him with her feeling. Presently she realised that he had it on his own account, without any urging from her. When Emmett had finished he remained still, motionless; never once removing his eyes from the other’s inflamed features. Then he said, more quietly than he had spoken before — there was something in his lowered tone which pleased the girl behind the curtain — 

“Would you mind repeating those observations? — or, if that is not convenient, the substance of them?”

Dorothy heard the threat which the words conveyed more clearly than if he had yelled it out. It is possible, since he was not dull-witted, that Mr Emmett heard it too. If such was the case then it seemed that, at least, he was no coward; for, with complete sincerity, he treated the other with contempt which was even more galling than his words. Thrusting his hands into his trouser pockets; holding his great head a little on one side; looking at the other as if he were something altogether beneath his notice; laughing that brutal laugh of his, which had hurt the girl more than speech could do; he began at him again. He poured forth on him a stream of abusive epithets, with a lavish copiousness which showed how truly great was the wealth of his resources; he surpassed himself. There was not a vice which he did not attribute both to him and to his progenitors; if the tenth of what he said was true then this man was a wretch indeed. When he had finished, at least for the moment, he laughed — a second time. The laugh did what his insults had failed to do — it moved the other to action. He remained quiescent before the opprobrious torrent; but that laughter surpassed the limit of his endurance. Still with his eyes fixed on the other’s face he reached out towards the champagne bottle which stood beside him on the table. Mr Emmett, perceiving his intention, made haste to intercept it. He too moved towards the table.

“No, you don’t!” he cried. But already the other’s fingers were round the bottle’s neck. “By —— , you’ll be sorry if you try that, you —— !”

While he still was vomiting adjectives the bottle swung into the air; Dorothy saw that as it was turned upside down some of its contents went down the stranger’s sleeve. Mr Emmett tried to stop it, and did, with his head. As he endeavoured to grab the other’s arm, the stranger, swerving, brought the heavy bottle down upon his unprotected head with murderous force. The head and the bottle were smashed together; even then Dorothy was struck by the difference there was between the two sounds, the breaking of the bottle, and the breaking of the head. Mr Emmett and the bottle vanished together, with something of the effect of a conjuring trick. Mr Emmett disappeared behind the table; all that was left of the bottle was an inch or two of splintered glass, which the stranger still gripped. The result appeared to surprise him. He looked down at the floor on the side of the table which was hidden from Dorothy, and continued to look, as if he saw something there which was beyond his comprehension. Then he looked at the splinter of glass, which was all that was left of the bottle; approaching it to his face, as if to enable him to see it better. As he looked at it he smiled; and he said, as if he were speaking to himself, though his words were distinctly audible to Dorothy:

“My word! if it hadn’t smashed!” His glance returned to the floor. He spoke again. “Emmett!” None replied. Something in the silence seemed to tickle him, because he both smiled and spoke again. “It seems it held out long enough.” He observed the broken splinter with what appeared to be amused curiosity. After seeming to hesitate what to do with it he placed it carefully on the table, splintered end upwards. Then again he spoke. “Emmett!” When there was still no answer he bent over what he saw lying on the floor. Presently he kneeled. Dorothy could not see what he was doing with his hands; she did not need to see; she knew. When he rose it was with difficulty; his arms were about Mr Emmett; he raised him with them. As Mr Emmett did nothing to raise himself, since he was such a heavy man, the stranger had not an easy task. When he had regained his own feet he was holding his burden closer to him than could have been quite convenient. It was with curious sensations that the unseen witness observed how limp her guardian was; his head waggled with the stranger’s every movement, as if the muscles of the neck refused to hold it up. Staggering forward, the stranger deposited Mr Emmett on the chair on which he had been seated at dinner. The effect was singular. It was an old wooden arm-chair, with a capacious seat, and a high back. Mr Emmett could not be induced to sit up straight. The stranger made one or two well-meaning efforts; but the results were not so satisfactory as his labours deserved. Mr Emmett would persist in assuming a lop-sided attitude: his chin on his chest, his body in a variety of curves, his arms hanging anyhow. Realising that it was futile to try to induce him to take up a more dignified position, apparently the stranger decided to let him stop as he was. He drew back a little, as if the better to observe the effect. The spectacle he offered seemed to move him to reflection, and reflection to speech. He said, out loud: “If ever there was a scoundrel — —” and then stopped, leaving the sentence unfinished; possibly recalling the old school tag, which recommends us to say objectionable things of our friends only while they are living. A cloth cap, a cane, and a pair of gloves were lying on a side table. Turning away, taking up these three articles, the stranger moved briskly towards the door, and out of the room, never once looking back at what was on the chair.

And Dorothy was left alone with her guardian.


CHAPTER IV

THE MAN IN THE CHAIR

It was only then that the full meaning of what had taken place began to dawn upon Dorothy. It was only when the door had been opened and shut, and the stranger was gone, that she commenced to realise what kind of a drama this was which had been enacted before her eyes; that it was not a comedy, but a tragedy; in which the most tragic part was probably still to come. It was odd how silent it was when the stranger had gone. Unconsciously she had found comfort in his neighbourhood, his presence. When that was withdrawn, only the unspeakable remained.

Not the least terrible part of it was that, so soon as it became clear to her that she really was alone, she could not take her eyes off the figure in the chair. She would have given more than she had ever had if Mr Emmett would only have moved; if only he would make some effort to alter what must be a position of such obvious discomfort. Though she had come to regard him almost as if he were the bad ogre of some fairy tale, at that moment she would rather he should do anything than keep so still; she was more afraid of him dead than alive; especially as each instant the feeling oppressed her more and more that he was dead because of her. Actually — practically — it was she who had killed him. If she had only made her presence known; if she had only moved; if she had only uttered a sound — the thing would not have been done which had been done; of that she was assured. That, morally, she was an accomplice in this man’s killing, she knew, if no one else did. From the moment in which she had discovered the stranger in the room, and had begun to watch, and to listen, she had seen the coming event casting its shadow before; she knew that now, as she had known it then. Some instinct had told her that the fury which possessed the stranger was of the sort which, to use a phrase, makes a man “see red”; that because of him Mr Emmett was in danger — although Mr Emmett himself had not suspected it, she knew. She had seen it in the stranger’s face, in his manner; she had felt it in the air.

Not only had she had, in a sense, the prophetic vision, she had rejoiced to have it. She herself had had such a loathing for the man, had stood in such terror of him, that when that queer instinct began to tell her that it was quite within the range of possibility that the stranger might act as executioner the blood began to run pleasurably faster through her veins. Expectation became desire; she waited eagerly for him to strike the blow; knowing, before it came, that it was coming. Was that not to be his accomplice? Her hope had been that he would do what she felt he was about to do; although she might have stayed him with the movement of a finger she had given no sign. It was useless for her to tell herself that she had not expected that he would actually kill him: perhaps the stranger himself had not meant actually to kill him. She had foreseen that he would probably assail him with violence; and had been willing that he should use what violence he chose. A little more — a little less — what did it matter? Only in the event of the stranger getting the worst of it would she have interposed; she would not have cared how much worsted Mr Emmett might have been. The proof that he had been worsted was there before her, in the chair. The result being, so far as she herself was concerned, that, as has been said, she was more afraid of him dead than alive.

How long, after she was left alone with her guardian, she remained motionless behind that curtain, she never knew. Before, while the drama was being acted, she would not have revealed herself on any account, lest she should balk the principal player; now her capacity to do so seemed to have left her. It was so still in the room that she dared not disturb the silence. She kept her eyes fastened to that bare place, looking at what she could not help but look; motionless, scarcely breathing; as if some form of paralysis had riveted her in that one position. But, by degrees, in spite of the horror which held her, there did come to her some dim appreciation of the fact that she could not stay there all night; for ever. She would have to leave her hiding-place some time, and show herself to the figure in the chair. The necessity was a terrible one; but it was a necessity; therefore, the sooner she came out from behind that curtain the sooner the ordeal would be over; only let her be sure to go as softly as she could; so that, making no noise, none might hear her. With this idea of moving quietly she lifted her hand to part the curtains, and had just insinuated her fingers between them when the door was opened, and her hand fell back.

Her first impression was, as she saw the door swinging back upon its hinges, that it was probably the stranger, who had come back to do she knew not what. But the person who actually entered was the waiter. His appearance made her conscious of a sense of shock; she began to shiver all over; though the strange thing was, not that he should come in when he did, but that he should not have come before.

This was not one of your foreign waiters; plainly he was English to the core — an elderly man, with grey hair, slight side-whiskers, a stoop, and that air of deprecation which comes to some waiters, possibly because they spend so much of their time in considering the wishes of others without reference to their own. A decorous person; possibly one of the institutions of the house. His professional attire was in better condition than it is apt to be; there was a suggestion about him of unusual cleanliness, even his hands seemed decently kept; the napkin which he carried over his arm was spotless. Apparently he had taken it for granted that, since the meal must have been long since over, the diners had departed, and that therefore it was not necessary to knock. He paused at the door for a moment to look about him. Mr Emmett was hidden by the broad high back of the chair on which he was sitting. After his momentary hesitation, seeing no one, the waiter moved forward with the peculiar gait which comes to waiters after performing, for many years, balancing feats with plates and dishes. He had not only reached the table, he had begun to gather together the dessert plates, before he saw Mr Emmett — in his surprise he nearly dropped a plate.

“I beg your pardon, sir, for not noticing you before, but I’d no idea — —” He stopped short, as if struck by the singularity of the gentleman’s attitude. “I hope, sir, that nothing’s happened — —” Again he stopped, perceiving that something indeed had happened. His bearing changed, his voice dropped. “I do believe — —” Leaving his sentences unfinished appeared, with him, to amount to a habit; he stopped again. Raising his left hand, with his fingers he rubbed his bristly chin, delivering himself of a complete sentence at last: “Well, I never did!” To an outsider the words might not have conveyed much meaning; they seemed to convey enough meaning to him. Then came the half of a query. “Whatever is — —”

He got no further; seeming to be in a state of such perturbation that, for the time, he had lost his wits. He stood staring at the man in the chair as an anxious rabbit might look at a fox which it is not sure is dead. Suddenly he seemed to make up his mind what was the best thing for him to do. He went hustling towards the door; when he reached it he checked himself as if seized with an idea. What the idea was was made plain when he took the key out of the lock, opened the door, and, as Dorothy could hear, locked it again on the outside. And again she was left alone with her guardian.

This time her sensations were worse than before: she was being punished for her share in what had been done. She became awake to the fact that with that door locked — and egress, therefore, rendered impossible — her position had become a most unpleasant one. No doubt the waiter, declining, wisely enough, to accept more responsibility than he could help, had gone to tell the news to someone. Soon that someone would come back with the waiter; the news would be passed on, sooner or later, to the police. The girl had, of course, no actual knowledge of the procedure in such cases; she knew more about French methods than English, but she had sufficient intelligence to be aware that, ultimately, the police would appear upon the scene. If she was unable to escape before they came, as, if each time someone went out of the room, the door was locked, would be the case — and the police found her there behind the curtain — what would happen to her then? What conclusions would they draw?

The terror of such a prospect moved her to action — or, at least, to attempted action. Was there no other way of getting out of the room except by the door? She turned to the window which was behind her. Drawing aside the blind she found that it was set with small panes of coloured glass. She was quick-witted enough to guess that that was probably because it looked out upon a stable or a yard, or something equally agreeable; and therefore a good view was a thing not to be desired. If that were the case then to attempt to escape that way would be to court discovery. Besides, she remembered that the room was on the first floor, that the approach from the hall was up a flight of several stairs; whatever might be on the other side of that window, it was not likely that it would be easy to reach the ground. Was there no other way out of the room? She thrust the curtains aside to look — and heard the key being put into the lock of the door.

She was back again behind the curtain when the door reopened, and the waiter reappeared, with, at his heels, somebody who was evidently a personage. A short, cobby man, middle-aged, wearing a gloire de Dijon rose in the buttonhole of his frock-coat, about him a general air of being well groomed. The waiter moved quickly towards the table, the other following close behind him. When they reached the chair the waiter said nothing; it was unnecessary; the other saw. What he saw seemed to impress him with a sense of having been subjected to a personal affront. He asked pettishly:

“What’s the meaning of this?” Receiving no answer — the waiter was again stroking his bristly chin with the fingers of his left hand, with about him still that suggestion of the anxious rabbit — he addressed himself to the figure in the chair. “Mr Emmett! Sir!” No notice being taken he repeated his former futile inquiry: “What the deuce does this mean?” Then he added, as if the notion had all at once occurred to him: “He’s dead!”

“I’m afraid he is, sir.”

The personage went on from discovery to discovery.

“He couldn’t have done it himself — look at his head — he couldn’t have smashed it like that — someone must have done it for him.”

“Looks as if that were the case, sir.”

“Then who can have done it? — in my hotel; with the house full of people; in a private sitting-room; seated at his own dinner-table! What have you been doing?”

“Several things; there have been a great many things, sir, to do, with the house so busy. I’ve seen and heard nothing of what was taking place in this room since I came to say there was a gentleman wished to see him.”

“A gentleman? What gentleman?”

“That I couldn’t say, sir. A message and a note were brought to me; which I brought in to Mr Emmett; and he went out to see the gentleman.”

“Went out, did he? He didn’t bring the gentleman in here?”

“Not so far as I am aware, sir. They ought to be able to tell you better about that downstairs.”

The personage was looking about him.

“What’s all this broken glass? — and what’s that?”

He was pointing to the splintered neck of the bottle which the stranger had left on the table.

“Seems, sir, as if a bottle had been broken.”

“A champagne bottle — perhaps — —” The personage looked at the waiter; the waiter looked at him. Possibly it was because of what each saw in the other’s eyes that the speaker left his sentence unfinished. He broke into petulant anger. “Nice thing this is to happen in my house right at the beginning of the race week, about the only time in the year when one does have a chance of making a little money — goodness only knows what mischief it may do me when it gets known. Who’s that at the door? Shut it at once! You can’t come in here!”

It seemed that someone could come in, because someone did — a woman. She was what is sometimes described as a fine woman, still in the prime of life; big and well covered, she would probably have turned the scale at sixteen stone. She wore a black silk dress, which had a generous train; her ample bust glittered with chains and gewgaws. Unmistakably this was the hostess, the personage’s wife. She stood in the doorway.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

“First of all, Mrs Elsey, be so good as to shut that door. Then, when you’ve done that, if you’ll take the trouble to walk as far as this, you will see what is the matter for yourself.”

Shutting the door, she walked to the table — and saw.

“Why, whatever! Good gracious! Who’s done it?”

“Seems as if someone had — by the looks of him.”

“Bob! — what a sight he is! Goodness knows he never was much in the way of looks, but who’d have thought he ever could have looked like that? Don’t you know who did it?”

“I’d make it hot for him if I did — doing a thing like this in my house, in my busiest season!”

“There’s plenty who might have done it — plenty. No one ever had much love for him — and small blame to them. Why I only heard, with my own ears, a man say to him this afternoon: ‘By God, Emmett, for two pins, I’d have your life’ — sounded as if he meant it too.”

“Perhaps someone gave him the two pins.”

This was the waiter. Whether the remark was meant to be humorous, or merely a suggestion, was not clear. No one heeded him. The personage went on:

“What man was that? Be careful what you say, Mrs Elsey.”

“No need for you to tell me to be careful; I can be that without your telling me — as careful as anyone. What I say I heard I did hear — I’m ready to swear to it anywhere, though who the man was I don’t know; he was a stranger to me — but I should know him again among a hundred. He was a smallish man, with a sharp, clean-shaven face, and a brown suit, and a white billycock, which he wore a little on one side — he’d something to do with horses, of that I’m sure. But he’s not the only one who had a grudge against George Emmett. Who, who had anything to do with him, hadn’t? Why, if it comes to that, we’d no cause to love him.”

“Now, Mrs Elsey, none of that sort of talk, if you please; that’s a sort of talk I won’t have. It doesn’t follow that because a man has a grudge against another man he wants to kill him.”

“Doesn’t it? It depends on the man. But whatever did he do it with? I never saw such a sight as he has made of him!”

“Seems as if he did it with a bottle — a champagne bottle.”

“He must have hit him a crack, to make a sight of him like that — why, his head’s all smashed to pulp.”

“You can hit a man a crack with a champagne bottle, if you mean business, and know how to. But this sort of thing won’t do — the first thing we’ve got to do is to send for the doctor and the police; and, till they’ve been, nothing’s to be touched; let them find things just as we did, then they’ll be able to draw their own conclusions, and blame no one. So out you go, Mrs Elsey, and you too, Timmins, and I’ll lock the door, and keep it locked, and, Timmins, you hang about and see that no one comes near; and, if you want to keep your place, mind you don’t say so much as a syllable to anyone about what’s in here, till I give you leave.”

It was not such an easy business as, possibly, the personage would have wished, to induce his wife to leave the room: she evinced an uncomfortable curiosity in the details of the scene of which the man in the chair was such a gruesome centre; had she been left alone, she might have pushed her curiosity beyond desirable limits. As it was, her husband had to put his arm through hers, and positively lead her from the room, she remonstrating as she went. So soon as she was out the door was slammed, and the key turned on the other side. And once more, for the third time, Dorothy Gilbert was left alone with her guardian, from whom there seemed to be as little chance as ever of escaping. It was by some ironical stroke of fate that he appeared to guard her better dead than living.


CHAPTER V

DOROTHY IS LEFT ALONE WITH HER
GUARDIAN FOR THE NIGHT

 

With the passing minutes the girl’s plight took a different shape. When she had first rushed behind that curtain it had been with a childish desire to hide; to avoid the man who had threatened her with kisses; and perhaps worse — for her maiden soul had warned her that he was one who, if opportunity offered, would not stop at a little. In sheer childish terror she had fled to the first refuge she could think of; as if it were a refuge; as if, after an instant’s search, he was not sure to discover her hiding-place, and have her out. The advent of the stranger if, in a way, it had saved her, had also complicated the situation; it was not, then, so much discovery she had to fear, as something it was not good to think of. Indeed, the situation was reversed; because, had she then taken the initiative and discovered herself, not only would she have been saved; but also Mr Emmett, and the stranger. Too late she was beginning to realise that all three were destroyed: the two living, and the one dead. Practically, in killing Mr Emmett, the stranger had killed himself, and her. It might turn out that he had done it actually. And in his action she was aware that she had been an aider and abettor. So in remaining hidden she had thrown away her own salvation.

The position now, however, wore a different aspect. Her mental faculties were more on the alert than they had been; as it seemed to her, they kept coming and going; so that now she saw clearly, and now not at all. So far as they enabled her to judge, now, again, her only hope of immunity rested on her continuing undiscovered. If they found her all sorts of dreadful consequences would immediately result. For one thing they would quite probably accuse her of having had at least a hand in her guardian’s death, if she were not the actual assassin; not unnaturally taking it for granted that her persistent concealment could only have a criminal meaning. She could only disprove the charge, if it could be disproved, by shifting the onus of guilt on to the vanished stranger’s shoulders. Already — though, as yet, the thing might not be acknowledged to herself — in her heart she had arrived at a final resolution that under no conceivable circumstances would she bear witness against him. Happen what might; where, in this matter, he was concerned she would be dumb. Although she had not formulated it in so many words, she felt that, in what had been done, they had been partners, even friends; that, though unwittingly, it had been done for her. Therefore, if to prove her innocence, it should become necessary to prove his guilt, her doom was sealed. In that case, so soon as they drew aside the curtain, and found her behind it, her fate was sealed.

It amazed her to think that she had not been discovered already. She herself was so conscious of her imminent proximity to what had taken place; was so well aware of how slender a protection that screen of hanging drapery really was; that it bewildered her that she should have played, with complete impunity, for so long the part of a spy — and more. But the continuance of such impunity could not be counted on. When the police came — and, possibly, they were already on the threshold — the room would be searched for evidence. Then, in a moment, her hiding-place would be revealed. She could not wait for that; she must get away out of the room, before they came. But how? — since the door was locked.

Parting the curtains, she stepped out from between them, looking about her eagerly for a key to the riddle. The wildest notions came into her head. There was a sideboard at one end of the room, with a cupboard beneath. It might not occur to them to look inside that cupboard; might there not be room in it for her? A moment’s consideration made her doubt it. She might be able to squeeze herself into a small space; but, compress herself as she might, she doubted if there would be room for her inside that cupboard; even if it was empty, which was by no means sure. Then there was the fireplace; but, though it was old-fashioned, it was not a large one; she was pretty certain that she would not be able to force herself up the chimney. But though she crammed herself into the cupboard, or rammed herself up the flue, she would still be little better off. That was not at all the sort of thing she wanted. She would still be in the room: what she wanted was to get out of the room. Plainly there were only two ways out of it — the door, and the window. Since the door was locked, only the window remained.

Drawing back into the recess she turned towards the window; it would have to be that way, since there was no other — though she threw herself out of it. Getting inside the blind she tried to raise the sash; it was immovable; obviously, it was fastened. She knew nothing of English windows; this was the first she had seen, but she presumed that it was meant to open. She searched for the fastening, above, below, on either side; so far as she could learn, there was none; apparently this window was a fraud — it was not meant to open. Examining it more closely she saw that there was nothing on either side to show that it was intended to be moved up and down; the paint was unbroken; the thing was a fixture.

The discovery startled her; was it an English custom to have no practicable window in a room? Nothing which would admit fresh air? If that were so, then, since the door was secured against her, beyond the slightest shadow of a doubt, she was caught like a rat in a trap, and only God could help her. She noticed that what looked like two wooden handles were hung on the ends of cords on either side of this dummy window, near the top of the sash. Did they mean anything? If they did, what was it? She gripped the two on the right, and pulled; then the two on the left, and pulled at them; nothing happened. Then she perceived that one handle on either side was of dark, and the other of light, wood; perhaps that might mean something. She took hold of the lighter handle on either side, and was about to tug, when she heard the key turned in the lock. Instantly the handles slipped from between her fingers; but before she could get from behind the blind she heard the door open, and footsteps come into the room.

This time she was indeed at a disadvantage. To all intents and purposes she was pinned between the blind and the window; she dared not move, since the slightest movement caused the stiffened blind to make an ominous rustling; if she tried to get away from under it she would be certain to make a noise which would ensure discovery. The only thing she could do was to stay where she was, and to refrain, if the thing were possible, from moving even so much as a muscle. She could see nothing. At first, in the shock of being taken unawares, her limbs trembled so; her brain was in such a tumult; there was such a singing in her ears, that she could not even hear. It was only by degrees that the sounds resolved themselves into distinct voices; and she became conscious of what was being said.

The personage, who was the landlord, and whose name was Elsey, had entered the room; and his wife, who declined to be kept out; and a fair-haired, spectacled young man, who was a doctor; and a policeman, who chanced to be the nearest at hand. The procession of four moved towards the table. The landlord spoke; his manner suggested a sense both of importance and of resentment.

“Here, Dr Nichols, and officer, is Mr Emmett, as you can see for yourselves. You see him exactly as he was found by Timmins, one of my waiters; Timmins is outside the door, and can give testimony to that effect, if required. He has not been touched; and nothing has been touched; each thing is just as it was when discovered, as Timmins can testify; and as, for that matter, I can testify; because I know it to be a fact. As regards this unfortunate man the question now is, is life extinct?”

He spoke as a showman might have done, who wished to call attention to the special features of his show. The doctor was bending over the figure in the chair.

“How long is it since he was found in this condition?”

“It might be ten minutes; it might be a quarter of an hour; it might be more. Timmins is outside, and will corroborate me, if required. At the earliest possible moment I sent for you, you happening to be the medical gentleman who lived nearest.”

“I should say that there can be little doubt but that, as you put it, life’s extinct; but it’s not easy to examine him properly in this chair.” He looked round the room, his glance passing over the curtained recess — if he had only known of the girl who shivered within it! “That couch wouldn’t be convenient either: it’s not long enough. Couldn’t you have a mattress, or something, placed upon that table? We might lay him on it, or, for the matter of that, we might manage without.”

“Certainly you can have a mattress. I wish to do everything for Mr Emmett, who is an old customer of mine, which possibly can be done, though nothing can be more serious than the inconvenience, to say nothing of the positive loss, which he is likely to occasion me. Timmins!” The waiter came just inside the door, rubbing his chin. “Fetch me a mattress — at once!”

“Yes, sir; where from, sir?”

“Anywhere! Don’t be a fool, sir, and stand gaping there; do as you’re told!”

His wife interposed.

“It’s you who’s the fool, Mr Elsey! Where do you suppose Timmins is going to get a mattress from? Who do you suppose is going to give it him? — without my sanction! Come with me, Timmins; I’ll see that a mattress is got.”

When she reappeared the waiter was carrying one doubled up on his shoulder. A space had been cleared on the table, on which the mattress was placed. Then the landlord, the waiter, the doctor, and the policeman lifted Mr Emmett between them; the united four seemed to find him no easier burden than the stranger, singlehanded, had done. While the doctor was still conducting his gruesome examination someone else came into the room, an inspector of police. Him the landlord greeted with bustling cordiality.

“Most dreadful thing has happened, Mr Tinney; so unfortunate for me that it should have occurred in my house, at this, my busiest season; one of my oldest customers too, Mr Emmett; I daresay you know him.”

“George Emmett? Oh yes, I know him; who doesn’t? How did it happen?”

“That’s what we don’t know — what nobody seems to know — that’s the mystery; the whole affair is most mysterious, and — and lamentable. To put it at its lowest, with every desire to put self on one side, one can’t help feeling that someone has been guilty of a very unfriendly act to me. In my business one never knows how this sort of thing may be taken, especially by one’s best customers. At this moment every bedroom’s full; yet directly this becomes known I may have my house empty on my hands, my race week spoilt!”

“What’s the cause of death?” The inspector put this question to the doctor.

“A blow with some blunt instrument, which must have been delivered with tremendous force. Some of the frontal cranium bones seem to be broken in two or three places. Of course my examination has at present only been superficial, but that appears to be the case.”

The landlord proffered an addition of his own:

“It looks as if the blow had been delivered with a champagne bottle.” He held up the broken neck. “We found this on the table, and the remaining pieces are here upon the floor.”

The inspector again addressed the doctor.

“Could it have been done with a champagne bottle?”

The doctor settled his spectacles on his nose. Being a young man, a sense of responsibility seemed to weigh upon him. His reply was guarded:

“It might. Of course you understand that I am not prepared to give a definite opinion, but, to some extent, my present impression is, that it might have been.”

The inspector turned to the landlord.

“Don’t you know who was in the room with him?”

“That’s the point — we don’t; that’s to say, not so that we can speak with certainty. You see, this is a private sitting-room, and occupants of private sitting-rooms have visitors of whom we know nothing. We can’t keep an eye upon them as if they were public rooms — it stands to reason. But one of my waiters, named Timmins — this is Timmins — informs me that he brought a message and a note to Mr Emmett, who was enjoying his wine after dinner, to the effect that a gentleman wished to see him; and that he went out to see the gentleman; but whether the gentleman returned with him Timmins cannot say.”

The inspector addressed the waiter.

“When you brought that message was he alone?”

“Yes, sir, he was alone; except for the young lady.”

The landlord exclaimed.

“Young lady! — What young lady?”

“Why, sir, the young lady he dined with; he and she dined together.”

“This is the first time you’ve mentioned a young lady.”

“Well, sir, he and the young lady had dinner together — dinner was ordered for two. I thought you knew that.”

“I knew nothing about it — this is the first I’ve heard about it; this is the first time I’ve heard about any young lady. Did you know about it?” This last question was put to his wife. “I knew a lady came with him; he took two bedrooms, one for himself and one for her; his was No. 238, hers was No. 49, on the floor above. He wanted her next to him, they tell me in the office; but the rooms on either side of his were engaged.”

“What was the lady’s name?”

“That I don’t know; I find he entered himself in the book as ‘George Emmett and Lady.’ When I asked Miss Wilson, who was there when he came, why she let him do it, she said that she asked him what was the lady’s name; and he said it was all right and didn’t matter.”

“Did you see her?”

“No; I can’t say that I did. I’m told she’s quite young. She seems to have brought precious little luggage. There’s only a small battered old tin box in her room.”

“I can only say that this is the first mention I’ve heard of any young lady; I’d no idea that anyone came with him. I can’t understand, Timmins, why you didn’t speak of her before.”

“Well, sir, I thought you knew.”

“Don’t I tell you I didn’t know? What do you mean by persisting in thinking I knew? I understood you to say that when you brought the message he was alone.”

“So he was, sir — except for the young lady.”

“Except for the young lady! What the devil do you mean by ‘except for the young lady’? He wasn’t alone if she was there — was he?”

The inspector interposed.

“That’s all right, Mr Elsey; you leave this to me — this is more in my line than yours.” He tackled the waiter, whose expression, as they worried him, became more and more rabbitlike. “You say that Mr Emmett and this young lady dined together?”

“Yes, sir, they did — I waited on them.”

“Did she strike you as being young? How old would you have set her down as?”

“Well, sir, not more than seventeen or eighteen, at the outside — though perhaps she might have been a little more or less — it’s not easy to tell a young lady’s age.”

“Did she strike you as being a lady? You know what I mean.”

“Yes, sir, I do. Well, sir, I daresay — I should say, sir, she was quite a lady; most certainly a lady; though plainly dressed; in fact, for a lady, almost shabby.”

“Did she and Mr Emmett appear to be upon good terms?”

“Well, sir, I couldn’t exactly say that they did.”

“What do you mean by that? On what sort of terms were they? Explain yourself, man.”

“Well, sir — for one thing she never uttered so much as a single word while I was in the room, neither to me nor to Mr Emmett; not even so much as yes or no when I handed her a dish. And she scarcely ate anything; and she never drank anything neither. Mr Emmett told me to fill her glass with champagne; but I don’t believe she ever so much as put her lips to it — in fact, when I came in and found him there was her glass just as it was when I filled it. Mr Emmett, he did all the talking. From the way in which she sat right back in her chair — that’s the chair in which she sat, sir — and never spoke or moved, it seemed as if she were frightened half out of her life of him.”

“Why should she be frightened? Did you hear him say anything to frighten her?”

“No, sir, nothing I could swear to; but he kept speaking to her in a chaffing sort of way, which I could see she didn’t like.”

“Did she seem to be angry? — in a bad temper?”

“No, sir, not so much that as afraid of him.”

“When he went out to see this gentleman, did he leave her behind?”

“Yes, sir, he did, on that chair; and I couldn’t help noticing how queer she looked — so white that I couldn’t help wondering if she was feeling ill.”

“Was she here when you found him?”

“No, sir; the room was empty.”

“Did anyone see her go out of the room? — did you?”

“No, sir; I haven’t seen her since I saw her sitting in that chair.”

“Then where is she now? Where is she, Mr Elsey?”

“I’ve no more idea than you have, Mr Tinney. As I’ve already tried to explain, till a moment or two ago I hadn’t the faintest notion that there was a lady in the case.”

“Mrs Elsey, where is this interesting young lady?”

Dorothy, behind the blind and the curtain, could scarcely refrain from shrieking: “Here!”

Mrs Elsey shook her head.

“That’s more than I can tell you, Mr Tinney. Beyond knowing that a young lady came with Mr Emmett, I don’t know anything. What Timmins has been telling you is all news to me.”

“Someone must know where she is, if she’s in the house. I don’t want to make any statement, but it seems to me that she’s a most important witness, and the sooner she’s produced the better. If, as Mr Timmins hints, she was feeling ill, she may have retired to her room. Perhaps, Mrs Elsey, you won’t mind making inquiries. If she isn’t in her room, wherever she is, she must be found, so don’t let there be any mistake about it. I must have an interview with this very interesting young lady before we are either of us very much older — you understand?”

“No, Mr Tinney, I can’t say I do understand; not as you put it. I will have inquiries made; in fact, I’ll make them myself; but as for finding her, wherever she is, that’s another question altogether, and one for which I decline to be held responsible. Things are coming to a pretty pass if I’m to be held responsible for the comings and goings of anyone who chooses to take a room in my house.”

The lady sailed out of the room, with her head in the air. The inspector looked at her husband.

“I’m afraid I’ve trodden on Mrs Elsey’s toes.”

“She’s very sensitive, Mrs Elsey is — very sensitive. I’m far from saying that you mean anything; but, as you must see for yourself, she has enough to bear already, without having more put upon her.”

“I’m putting nothing on her. I simply say that that young woman must be found, and, if your good lady can’t find her, someone else will have to, because found she’s got to be — and pretty soon.”

“Quite so, Mr Tinney, quite so; no one denies it for a single instant. I only wish that I had known of her existence sooner; much trouble might have been saved.”

How that was, was not quite clear. The inspector made no comment. He turned to the waiter.

“Now, Mr Timmins, about this gentleman whom you say Mr Emmett went out to see. Did you know him? Was he a stranger? What did he look like?”

“That, sir, is more than I can tell you, seeing that I never saw him. The message and the note were both brought to me by one of the coffee-room waiters, of the name of Dowling — he may be able to tell you more than I can.”

“Then fetch Mr Dowling here.”

The landlord interposed.

“Excuse me! — one moment, Mr Tinney! At present no one knows what has occurred except ourselves; and, if it is possible, I should like as few persons as possible to know, till the morning.”

“I don’t see how you’re going to prevent people knowing; you can’t cover a murder with a napkin.”

“Exactly; still, at the same time, if you wouldn’t mind interviewing Dowling in my room, instead of here, I shall be only too glad to place it at your service; and to ensure you all possible privacy.”

“Very well; there need be no difficulty about that. Have you finished, Dr Nichols?”

“I think I may say that, for the present, I have. Of course, a further examination will be necessary; but I think, under the circumstances, that that may be postponed till the morning; when, perhaps, I may be able to have the assistance of one of my colleagues.”

“Have the assistance of whoever you like. Have his pockets been touched, Mr Elsey?”

“Certainly not, Mr Tinney: nothing has been touched — nothing; at least, not by anyone in my employ. I took care of that.”

“Then I’ll go through them, in your presence. It’s just as well to have witnesses in cases of this sort.” Mr Tinney “went through” the pockets of the man on the table; subjecting him to a process to which he would probably have strongly objected had it been in his power to object. A heterogeneous collection they produced.

“I’ll put these things in my handkerchief, Mr Elsey; and, if you don’t mind, I’ll draw up a list of them, in your presence, in your room downstairs. In these cases you can’t be too particular; and, as it’s quite within the bounds of possibility that circumstances might arise in which someone may wish to hold you responsible for the property which he had in his possession when he came to your hotel, it’s only right and proper that you should know exactly what I have got of his in my keeping. Now there’s one other thing, before we go downstairs; about this room. If the corpse is to be left here — and I think it’ll just be as well that it should be — then I must lock the door, and take the key. Have you a pass-key?”

“I believe I have one, somewhere.”

“Then you must let me have it; you must let me have any keys which fit that lock. And you must give me your undertaking that no one, neither you nor Mrs Elsey, nor anyone, shall come into this room until I unlock it in the morning. If you won’t, or can’t, give me such an undertaking, then I shall have to leave one of my men outside there all night, to keep an eye on the door, to see that no one does come in.”

“I will certainly give you such an undertaking — certainly I will! I promise you that no one shall come near the room; no one! You need have no fears upon that score.”

“Then that’s all right. Now, I think, we can go downstairs; and I’ll hear what Mr Dowling has to say, about that mysterious gentleman, who, maybe, wasn’t so very mysterious after all. And perhaps Mrs Elsey may have some news for us of that very interesting young lady; though it doesn’t seem as if she’s found her, or we should have heard. I’m not giving away any official secret when I say that I shouldn’t be surprised if that young lady turns out to be the key of the situation, and on that account it’s just possible that she may not be so easy to find as we should like her to be. But found she’ll have to be; and found she will be; if our good hostess can’t do it, then I will. I always was reckoned pretty good at hide-and-seek; I generally knew as well as another whether I was hot or cold. Now, gentlemen, if you please.”

The party passed to the door. The inspector switched off the lights; drew the door to after him; locked it, and drew out the key; and Dorothy was left alone, in the darkness, to spend the night with her guardian.


CHAPTER VI

HOW DOROTHY MADE HER EXIT

In the darkness — that was the worst. When she realised that they indeed had gone, and that she was alone, she came out from behind the blind, parted the curtains, and found that the room was all dark. That was the worst. She could see so much better in the darkness, for though she might not be able to use the eye of sense she was at the mercy of the more vivid eye of the imagination — at its mercy. It made her see what she never would, what she never could, have seen in the light. Within sixty seconds of her having been left alone in the darkness she had already begun to have a vision of horrors. Yet she dared not switch on the electric lights; although she knew how to — there were none in the convent, but she had learnt all about them since — she did not dare. The inspector had spoken of leaving one of his men outside to keep an eye on the door; if he had not done so it was only because the landlord had promised that he would make it his especial charge; which meant that he would see that a watch was kept on it. Therefore, if she switched on the light, it would be seen at once; you could always tell from the outside if there was a light inside a room. If it was seen, they would know that she was there. Beyond a doubt that woman had not found her; probably the hue-and-cry was already out. Quite possibly it might dawn upon them ere long, that, since no one had seen her go out, she might have been in the room all the while and no one had had the sense to look. The danger of their repairing the omission, and coming back to look, was quite great enough, without the added danger of a light being seen inside the room.

And yet, to be left alone with her guardian lying on the table — that was much worse than seeing him huddled upon the chair. What might he not be doing, lying stretched out on the table at which she herself had such a little while ago been seated? Was he turning round to look at her? Turning what was left him of his head? It was so still. How loudly she breathed. She could hear her own respirations. Could he hear them too? She caught at the curtains with tightened fingers. Was that not someone trying to speak in a whisper?

All at once there was a sound. Someone was in the room. She felt herself trembling from head to foot; she clung to the curtains as for dear life. It was only after some consideration that she understood that the visitor was probably a mouse. She had been used to mice at the convent. There they had scampered about all over the place; sometimes about the room in which she had slept. The convent was old; the hotel was old; evidently the small marauders had taken up their quarters in the one building as they had done in the other.

The new-comer was joined by others. She had an impression that, after a while, numbers of mice were in the room. If they were conscious of her presence they ignored it. Certainly they cared nothing for the dead. She wondered if they were attracted by the smell of the champagne which had been spilt upon the floor when the stranger broke the bottle. Suddenly there were sounds quite close to her feet; she felt as if something ran over one of them; as if a fresh detachment were coming out of some crevice in the wood panelling of the recess in which she was standing. Was she to be shut up all night — alone with the dead, while the mice held festival? Was she to remain there, upright? Or should she seek rest on the floor? On the floor the mice might run to and fro across her body. She did not mind that so much as the thought that her guardian might be peering down at her from his place upon the table. There was a couch on her left; should she take refuge on that? To what purpose? Even suppose she slept, when they came in the morning would she rather that they should find her on it asleep or waking? If they were to find her at all, then it would be better, on all accounts, that she should turn on the lights at once, ring the bell, and bid them do with her what they would. Besides, she would be afraid to go to sleep with that in the room. The whole place was full of it. Each time her glance strayed, on this side or that, seeking, in the darkness, for she knew not what, with, as it were, an irresistible jerk, her head was brought right round again, so that she had to look towards where she knew the table was, with its burden. She could not remain standing through the night; she dare not lie upon the floor; she dare not take refuge on the couch; she was unwilling to venture out from the sheltering curtains into the room; for all she could tell he might have got off the table, and be waiting for her just on the other side of them.

As she realised, more and more clearly, the disagreeable nature of her position, her thoughts recurred to the window, to the handles which hung on either side of the lower sash. It seemed incredible that a window, even a silly English window, should be made not to open at all, either at the top or bottom. After an interval of she knew not how long, she summoned up resolution enough to make another effort. Moving very softly, being anxious to be heard by no one, most of all by what was on the table, turning towards the window, she felt for the handles, and, finding them, began to pull, It was impossible to discriminate between the colours: she could only learn from experiment if she had the right ones. Apparently, to commence with, she had not: pull as she might, nothing happened. When, however, after one or two fumbling changes she tugged again something yielded: the handles came down towards her with a run. She did not doubt that she had succeeded in opening the upper portion of the window, at least in part. Not only was the movement so unexpected as to occasion her a sensation of shock, it was accompanied by a noise which made the sensation greater still. Either she had not tugged just as she should have done, or else the sash, or something which actuated it, stood much in need of oiling: it moved with a creaking sound which seemed to Dorothy to be one of the most frightful sounds she had ever heard. In her agitation she did not improve matters. So completely was she taken unawares that she loosed the handles as if they had been hot coals; swinging back they hit the window and the woodwork a series of raps as with a pair of hammers. To the girl’s excited imagination it seemed very much as if pandemonium had all at once broken loose. That such a tumult could have remained unheard seemed to her incredible. If it had not actually called attention to the experiments she was trying on the window, beyond a doubt it had roused suspicion; which was already sufficiently on the alert, owing to the significant fact — with which, probably, the entire establishment had been made acquainted before now — that the mysterious young lady who had accompanied Mr Emmett had disappeared. She clearly realised how general a theme of conversation her inexplicable evanishment had probably become. How the men were asking the maids if they had seen anything of her; and how the maids were replying by putting the same question to the men. If anyone had heard the clatter she had caused — and someone must have heard it — he or she would promptly report the fact; inquiries into its origin would at once be set on foot; before many minutes had passed it would be traced to its source.

The girl crouched against the side of the recess, every nerve on edge, quivering with apprehension, expecting each moment to hear the key being inserted in the lock of the door, the click of the turning lock, the opening of the door, the steps of those who had decided, at last, to leave no nook or cranny of the room unvisited in which she might, by any possibility, be hidden. But as the minutes went, and no one came, her immediate fears grew less. Perhaps, after all, she had been unheard. In which case it might be wise, and safe, to endeavour to find out what had really been the fruit of all her tugging.

Drawing aside the blind, she looked up. The window was open, but the blind prevented her seeing how much. It was in the way; it would be difficult, in any event, to take advantage of the open window while it was there. With anxious fingers she began to draw it up. It rose more smoothly than she had feared. It was only when it was half way up that it struck her that if anyone’s eyes were on the window they could hardly fail to see the mounting blind. The tardy appreciating of the fact occasioned her another touch of panic. Pausing, she had a mind to let it stay where it was; then, with sudden recklessness, drew it right to the top, holding her breath, when it was up, fearful of the result. She still seemed to have attracted no one’s attention. It seemed to be a clear night, she could see the stars in the sky. By their light she saw that she had drawn the top sash down some nine or ten inches, so that it was plain that at least part of the window was meant to open. She had only to draw it down as far as she could; it might mean for her a way of escape. Again she gripped the handles — it was easy now to grip the right ones; in the dim light she could see that they hung down below the others; again she tugged; again the sash came down, with that horrid creaking noise. In desperate recognition of the truth that hers was a case in which she might as well be hung for a sheep as a lamb she went on tugging, in spite of the persistent creaking, till she could tug no more. Apparently she had opened the window to its widest extent.

When she ceased to tug she strained her ears to listen. This time she heard a sound which seemed to make her feel that all which had gone before had been as nothing. It came from within the room. At first she had not the vaguest notion what it was; what it meant. Yet, the instant it reached her ear, she was oppressed as by the consciousness of something strange. It came, and went, so quickly that it left her in terrified doubt as to whether it had not been born of her imagination.

Then after an interval, which seemed to her of grimly portentous length, it came again — the sound. There was no mistake that that was real. Equally certain was it that it came from the other side of the curtains, from the room which was empty, save for the mice and the man stretched out upon the table. No mouse, no gathering of mice, could have produced that sound; and the man on the table was dead. Was it possible that anyone could have come into the room without her knowledge? Surely she must have heard the opening of the door if it had been opened. She had noticed that the key turned in the lock with a grating noise, as if either the lock or the key were rusty. She was convinced that if the door had been opened she must have heard it; there was no other way into the room, yet she had heard that sound.

It came a third time. Was it not someone breathing, or trying to breathe? It sounded like it. As if someone were gasping, struggling for breath, as if some too heavy sleeper were making a stertorous effort to wake out of slumber. If no one had come into the room — and how could anyone have come without her knowing it — who could it be? There was another point: such a noise could hardly come from a person who was in a normal condition. It had gone again; all was still, though she listened with all her ears, with every sense she had. Just as she was wondering if it had gone for good, hoping that it had, it came again — louder, more obvious, more terrible, than before. For there was a terrible quality in the noise itself, quite apart from the circumstances under which it was audible. A sensitive soul, hearing it in broad daylight, anywhere, would have shuddered; it had about it such a suggestion of physical discomfort: as though someone, spellbound in unwholesome sleep, strove to regain consciousness, in order to escape from some agonising nightmare, and strove in vain. Had Dorothy had any experience of modern medicine she would have recognised its likeness to the noise some surgical patients make as they gradually come back to life from the stupefying effects of some powerful anæsthetic.

What Dorothy did realise was that, after all, her guardian might not be so dead as everyone had supposed. How that might be she did not understand; she did not try to understand. The appreciation of the fact was enough for her; indeed, it was too much, though her appreciation was imperfect. She did not wish to make sure if her guardian really had still in him the spark of life, however dim the spark might be; she desired nothing less. It did not occur to her to think that the spark might be indeed so dim that only instant, expert aid could succeed in fanning it back to flame. She did not stay to consider that if the man was not entirely dead; that if prompt attention might bring him back to a hold on life, however precarious that hold might be; then it was her business, and her duty, to use every available means to procure for him that assistance with the least possible delay; and that if she neglected, wittingly, to do so and, in consequence, he met that fate which, but for her, he might, at least temporarily, have been snatched from, then the actual responsibility for his death lay at her door, as something for which, one day, she might be called to account. Believing that he was struggling back to life, her one wish was to escape before he succeeded; it was his success she feared, not his failure. Failing to recognise the fact that, if he did succeed, the burden of blood-guiltiness would be lifted from the stranger’s shoulders, and from hers; all she cared for was that he should not find her there.

Panic made her callous. Plainly his struggles increased; each second he fought harder and harder for his life. It never occurred to her that if she did escape he would probably be left alone till the morning, when the odds were that assistance would came too late. She gave no heed to the thought of the strong man contending, in the pitch-black room, helplessly, with death, with help, willing help, so close at hand; that was a picture which was to occur to her later. By standing on tiptoe she could just get hold of the top of the open window. Pulling herself up; getting her feet on to the sill; leaning out of the open upper half, she tried to see what was beyond. It was not easy to decide. The light was puzzling. Although the stars were visible overhead they were not sufficiently bright to enable her to make out, with certainty, what was below. She seemed to be looking down into some sort of yard, in which dark objects were dimly visible. She supposed it was probably the stable yard; what the dark objects were she could not determine. There were no lights; no one appeared to be moving about; they could hardly be vehicles which, at that hour, had been left out in the open. She seemed to be higher than she expected. Although the ground was invisible it seemed to be very far below. How she was to reach it from the window she had not a notion; her heart failed at the thought of trying to do so. The only way would be to scramble, somehow, over the top sash; then to descend, also somehow, to the sill without; then to lower herself, for the third time, somehow, till she hung from the sill by her hands; and drop, she did not know how far through space, nor did she know into, or on to, what. The prospect was not an alluring one.

At the convent there had been a girl, a refractory young lady, who, finding herself ill at ease in her surroundings, essayed to elude them by way of a window which looked out, over the wall, on to the road. That it was unnecessary to take such an unusual route, since she had only to give utterance to her desire to leave to find herself outside as quickly as she could wish, was nothing to her. She was a young lady of a romantic turn of mind. Possibly she wished to make an impression, not only on her schoolfellows and the Sisters, but also on her parents. She knotted together the sheets which she took from her bed; it was presumed that she tied one end to a bar which ran across the window, and, squeezing past it, began to descend by means of the sheets to which she clung. If she did tie one end of the sheet to the bar, then, apparently, it was not tied very securely; because, seemingly, before she got very far, it came unfastened, with the result that she descended with a degree of rapidity which exceeded her expectations. She struck her head, it seemed, with great force against the wall; so that by the time she reached the ground, on which they found her, some twelve feet below, she was, in all human probability, already dead.

That young lady’s tragic fate was the one event which marked the fifteen years Dorothy had spent in the convent. Now, as she leaned out of the open upper half of the window, peering down at the impenetrable darkness which masked whatever might be below, the story came back to her with a vividness which was most unwelcome. Dorothy’s plight was worse than hers. She had made elaborate preparations for what she well knew was in front of her; yet she had come to utter dire grief. How much more likely, Dorothy felt, was disaster to overtake her, if she plunged, practically blindfold, through unknown depths into unknown perils? She turned giddy at the thought of trying to climb on to the top of that open sash. Almost involuntarily she drew her head back into the room. Better, almost, anything rather than that she should risk being dashed to pieces by flinging herself blindly into space. She would give up her mad attempt.

Moved by this new impulse to observe discretion, she had begun to lower herself on to the floor of the room, when, again, there came that sound — louder, more insistent, as if someone were bursting his lungs in the violence of his gasps for breath. Then there was a crash, which shook the room, as someone, something, fell from the table on to the floor. All was still. In that ominous silence, the girl, seized with a sudden frenzy of panic, was on to the top of the sash probably before she clearly realised what it was that she was doing; over on the other side; standing on the sill; from which she began to lower herself with a swiftness and an agility of which she would scarcely have been capable had the conditions been normal. For some seconds she clung with her small hands to the rough edge of the sill. She was conscious that she had brought her leg into unpleasant contact with the wall, and inflicted on herself various contusions. Even in that eleventh hour, as she hung between earth and heaven, conviction came to her of the madness of what she was doing. Had it been possible she would have drawn herself back into the room even then, but it was not possible. From where she was there was no way back. Her slender arms were incapable of raising even her slight body. Such muscles as she had became relaxed; she seemed to be dragging her arms out of their sockets; her hands were slipping. Though she gripped the sill till she felt the rough stone cutting her fingers she could get no hold. The question as to whether she would risk death by dropping into space was no longer one for her decision; with all the unwillingness in the world to let herself go, she could not keep from falling. She made an effort to stay where she was for yet another breathing space; so that, at least, she might collect her thoughts before she went, perhaps, into eternity. The effort had the contrary effect to that which she intended. Instead of delaying it, it hastened the end. Her hands could grip the sill no longer. Her finger-tips were on the very edge. In another instant they would be over, and then —— Of what might happen then she dared not think.

That instant came. The slip came quickly at the last; the sill seemed suddenly to be jerked away. She tried to catch at something, and could not. She closed her eyes; convulsively rather than of intention; as if she would shut out the sight of what was about to happen; she held her breath, and fell. As she fell strange noises were in her ears, which seemed to come from the room from which, at last, she had escaped.


CHAPTER VII

THE CARAVAN

How long she had been there she did not know. She looked about her, wondering where she was; how she had come there. She was in the open air; above her were the stars in the sky. She seemed to be lying on some rubbish; but something hard was underneath. How her head ached; it made her feel so stupid. Putting up her hand to soothe it, she found that it hurt her almost as much as her head. Staring at it, in the dim light she could just make out that it was covered with something wet. All at once she remembered, hazily; and sat up straighter. She had dropped from the window — it must be somewhere above her; she could not see it from where she was. This rough surface which she touched when she put out her poor, hurt hand must be the outer wall of the hotel.

One thing was plain: she was not dead; and so it behoved her not to stay where she was a moment longer than she could help; she had not dropped from the window to spend the night on the ground immediately beneath. She raised herself to her feet; the process occasioning her more pain than she had expected. It was all she could do to stand. One ankle showed a disposition to double up; her left leg smarted so that the pain of it brought the tears into her eyes. Indeed, there were smarts and aches all over her; her arms seemed limp and her hands nerveless; her whole body felt hurt, and bruised, and shaken. Her first impulse, when she learnt the plight she was in, was to sink back on to the ground, from which she had with such difficulty raised herself, and cry. But, even in the half-dazed condition in which she was, she recognised that such a mode of procedure would be worse than futile. Since she had risked so much to get so far she might at least try to get a little farther. Now, in all probability, only a little courage was needed to enable her to get at least clear away from that immediate neighbourhood.

Which way should she go? She looked about her. The light, if dim, was sufficient to enable her to make out something of her surroundings. Seemingly the place in which she was had nothing to do with the hotel. It was apparently a yard which was associated with the adjoining house. What kind of house it was she could not see; she could see windows, but behind them no lights were visible; the whole place seemed to be in darkness. There were buildings on three sides of the yard. She could just see what seemed to be a door which led into the house; it was hardly likely to be of much use to her — she would be little better off in the adjoining house than in the hotel which she had just now quitted. She looked for another door; and saw that there was one in the wall which bounded the yard on the fourth side. She moved towards it, stumbling over unseen obstacles as she went. Reaching it, she raised the latch; the door was open. Passing through she found herself in a narrow alley, which ran between two walls. Since, to her, direction mattered nothing, she turned to the left; then, when she had gone some little distance, to the left again; and presently came to what was apparently the principal street of the town. Conscious of the singularity of her appearance: dressed, as she was, for indoors; hatless; with her attire in disorder; being unwilling to attract notice, she peered anxiously about her alley. At that hour of the night even the town’s chief thoroughfare was nearly deserted. Gaining courage from the fact, passing into it, she pressed forward with hurrying footsteps, leaving the hotel more and more behind her as she went.

Occasionally she met both pedestrians and vehicles; but no one seemed to take any special heed of her. Either they were too occupied with their own affairs; or else they saw nothing about her to rouse their interest. On and on she went; always along the same broad street; the farther she went the fewer people she encountered. At last it seemed to her that she had gone some distance without meeting a soul. Looking round she perceived that she seemed to have left the town behind; the high street seemed to have become a country road. Here and there by the roadside were detached villas and houses; but the long unbroken line of buildings had come to an end. Pressing on she found that the villas and the houses were becoming fewer and farther between; she was in the open country. On a sudden even the fertile country, with its fields and trees and hedges, seemed to have gone; the road seemed to be passing over an illimitable expanse of open heath.

She was so tired; so stiff; and in such pain. Her ankle hurt her so that she could hardly put her foot to the ground. The leg which she had grazed against the wall, as she had lowered herself from the sill, smarted almost beyond endurance. Her bruised body ached all over; her head ached worse than her body. As she paused to take her bearings all these things forced themselves on her at once. She became conscious that, however great the need, she could not go on much farther without a rest. Where was she to rest? Out here the world seemed brighter; the stars brighter. Certainly the air was clearer. She could see on all sides of her, by the light of the stars, ever so far; little enough there seemed to see. Here and there, the way she had come, were the outlines of houses; but in front, and on either hand, was nothing but the open moor; broken by what probably were clumps of furze and bushes. Should she lie down by the side of one of those clumps, to rest? The turf ought to be dry; there was promise of fair weather; she would be better there than alone in a room with Mr Emmett, be he alive or dead. The thing to be desired was to get at some distance from the road, so that she might escape observation from passers-by. She began to pick her way, as best she could, across the grass. Her objective was a patch of brushwood which, so far as she was able to judge, was at a distance of perhaps a couple of hundred yards; far enough from the road to ensure her privacy. Gaining the edge of the patch, she began to thread her way among the bushes; determined, if she could, to reach the centre, so that they might stand up round about her, and so serve as an effective screen. She had just decided that she had got as far in among them as she need, and was about to allow herself the luxury of sinking down upon the turf, when there was a rustling sound, and, looking up, a man seemed to rise out of the solid earth, within a few feet of where she was standing.

Which of the twain was more surprised there was nothing to show; the man was the first to speak; which he did in a voice which at least hinted at cultivation:

“Who are you?”

The girl, taken wholly unawares, replied, in faltering tones, as a child might have done:

“I’m — I’m Dorothy.”

“Oh, you are Dorothy; that’s good hearing. And pray, Dorothy, from where did you happen to have sprung?”

She echoed his word.

“Sprung?”

“Yes; literally and correctly, sprung; for since a minute ago there was no one within a mile, one only can conclude that you have sprung clean out of mother earth. If you haven’t, how do you come to be there? — from where have you come?”

“I’ve come — from the road.”

“From the road. That’s very illuminating. Did you come to this particular spot because you knew that I was here?”

“Knew — that you were here!”

Her manner seemed to strike him. There was an interval before he spoke again.

“I think, if you don’t mind, I’ll come and have a better look at you.”

He came striding towards her through the bushes. Her impulse was to turn and flee. But, partly because she was no longer capable of flight, partly because there was something in his tone which spoke pleasantly to her ear, she stayed quite still, without making an effort to move. He advanced until he was within a yard of her; then he stopped. She had watched him coming with sensations which she would have found it hard to define; when he stopped she trembled. In silence he stood and looked at her; while she, on her side, looked at him. She realised, with a distinct sense of relief, that there seemed to be nothing to offend her in his appearance. So far as she could judge, in that uncertain light, he was not old, nor very young. He had a small beard and moustache. His head, like her own, was uncovered. He seemed to be decently attired — though he wore no waistcoat, and his shirt was open at the neck. In his left hand he had a pipe, which, as he continued to inspect her, he placed in his mouth. She could see the smoke issuing from between his lips.

When he spoke, the question which he put to her was as unconventional as their meeting:

“How old are you?”

Without hesitation she replied:

“I’m nearly eighteen.”

“Nearly eighteen? That’s a great age. Aren’t you a lady?”

“I — I don’t know.”

“Don’t you? Then you’re wise. Very few women do know if they are or are not ladies; they only think they know; and how often they think wrong. However, as a matter of simple fact, I think we may take it for granted that, for present purposes, you approach as near to the accepted definition of what a lady is as needs be; and, therefore, I should very much like to know why, at this hour of the night, you’re here.”

“I came to rest.”

“You came to rest? — where?”

“Here.”

“What do you mean by here?”

“Here, among the bushes, where — where they won’t be able to see me from the road. I didn’t know that you were here. If I am in your way I’ll — I’ll go.”

“It isn’t that you’re in my way that’s the trouble. The difficulty which presents itself to my mind is, why do you want to rest among the bushes?”

“Because I’m tired.”

“That’s a good reason, so far as it goes; and you both look and sound as if you were tired; but why the bushes, when you might be safe and snug at home in bed? Where is your home?”

“I have no home.”

“Is that true?”

“Quite true. I never have had a home.”

He seemed to be considering her words.

“There’s a quibble about that statement somewhere. Girls like you don’t attain to the ripe age of nearly eighteen years without ever having had a home; you’re not a product of a vagabond life. However, I’ll feign to believe you, if I don’t; since, just now, the point seems to be that you do propose to spend at least this one night with no canopy above you but the sky. Is that so?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“Then you’re dull; my meaning’s not opaque. Am I to understand that you seriously propose to spend the night out in the open?”

“I am tired; I want to rest; I must rest somewhere; I — I can’t keep walking all night.”

“No; you certainly can’t; and, since that is the case, you had better come with me.”

He turned, as if to go. She drew back.

“Where to?”

He noted the gesture.

“Not far; only a few steps. Are you afraid of me?”

“No; I don’t think I am.”

“Be sure, please. Doesn’t your instinct tell you that there’s nothing about me which you need fear? It’s hard on me if it doesn’t, since my one prayer is that no one who is helpless, hopeless, and in trouble shall ever be afraid of me. So please be sure that you are not afraid; and come.” He moved off; this time she followed; though still a little doubtfully. He led her, between the bushes, to where the ground began to fall away; pausing on the crest of the slope, he pointed to a caravan which was immediately in front, at the bottom of a little hollow, which was just deep enough to hide it from view till one was right upon it. “You say that you’ve no home; that’s mine — pro tem. — for this summer time, which flies all too quickly. And, while it’s summer, it’s a home fit for a lord; a king need want no better; and, for this night, it’s yours.” He stopped; then, seeing that she looked at him askance, went on: “By that I mean that if, instead of spending the night in the open, resting beneath the bushes, you will accept the hospitality of my caravan, and take up your quarters in it till the morning, I shall be honoured, flattered, and obliged.”

She was staring at him with wide-open eyes.

“Do you mean that you wish me to sleep in there?”

She pointed to the structure down below.

“If you will so far honour me — if you will be so very good.”

“But — where are you to sleep? — if that’s your home?”

“I’ll show you.” She went beside him down the slope till they came to where some things were lying on the ground. “That’s my bed; my sleeping-place. There’s a waterproof sheet stretched out upon the grass, pegged down at each of the four corners. On it are all the wraps I need for covering. On a night like this I’d sooner lie under those” — he pointed upward to the stars— “than under a painted ceiling. So, since my house is empty, it’ll be glad to have a tenant. You’ll find in it all the bed and bedding you require. I’ll be out here, sleeping, like a watchdog, at your door. You’ve only to bolt and bar it, and you’ll be as safe from molestation as you could be in any hotel that ever yet was built.” He ascended the two or three steps which mounted to the door of the caravan, and went inside. “If you’ll wait till I’ve lighted the lamp I’ll show you what excellent accommodation my establishment has to offer.” Presently she found herself standing with him in the queerest room she had seen. Tired though she was, she could not help noticing its spotless cleanliness; and, in spite of its small size, how dexterously its contents were arranged, so that not only was nothing in the way, but there were conveniences of many kinds which one would not expect to find in such cramped quarters. On a sort of shelf on one side a bed was made. “That’s your couch for to-night. I always get it ready for immediate occupation when the shades of evening fall. In this dear English climate prophecy is vain; one never knows what may happen between sunset and sunrise. You go to bed under a cloudless sky, to wake, an hour later, because you are being pelted by the rain. Since my education has not yet gone far enough to enable me to enjoy sleeping in the rain, under those circumstances I pick up my bed, and beat a hasty retreat in here. And as one generally wants to get to sleep again with the least possible delay, I make a point of having this in readiness, so that I may tumble in upon the instant. See; here’s a bolt, and here’s a bar; push them home, when I am gone, and you’ll be as safe as if you were in the Tower of London.”

When he had gone she acted on his advice. Apparently he was listening without; because, when the door was made fast, he called to her.

“Good-night! — sleep well! — may the angels touch your eyelids if you dream!”

She bade him good-night, in her turn; though hers was spoken scarcely above a whisper. Her desire was to look about her; to take some stock of her new and strange surroundings; but her weariness was greater than her desire. Half unconsciously she sank down on the bed upon the shelf, just as she was. As she touched it, she sighed; and was asleep.

She was roused by the sound of knocking. She was vaguely aware that someone was making a noise for some little time before she succeeded in waking sufficiently to make quite sure. Lifting her head she perceived that though the lamp still burned its light was quite superfluous, since the sun was streaming in through the narrow window which ran along one side of the caravan. There was no mistake about that noise. Rat-tat-tat! Someone was keeping up a sustained and vigorous rapping against the door.

“Who’s there?” she asked.

“No one in particular; only me. I was beginning to wonder if you were going to sleep the clock right round. You must forgive me for disturbing you; I wouldn’t have done it only I’ve a sort of feeling that it’s nearly breakfast-time; especially as, in a general way, I’ve had my breakfast, washed up, and put away the things, a couple of hours ago. The trouble is that all the cooking utensils of which my establishment boasts are inside with you; so, if you’re awake wide enough, if, at your convenience, you could manage to come outside, I could come in, and start upon that morning meal.” For some seconds, in her drowsy state, she could not conceive who it could be who was talking. When she remembered, although she was alone, she put her hands up to her face to hide her blushes. In that convent of hers maidens were taught to be maidenly; it burst upon her, with some force, that there was that about her situation which was scarcely conventual. The voice without went on: “There’s a can of water just outside the door; if you put two fingers out you’ll be able to get it in. If you’ll open the cupboard above your head you’ll find a looking-glass — which you’ll be able to hang on any one of a dozen different hooks — a basin, and, I believe, all the essentials necessary for an elementary toilet.”

Getting off the bed, she was conscious, although she still ached, of feeling distinctly rested; and that though she had slept with all her clothes on. Unbarring the door she drew in the can of water; saying, as she did so:

“I am so sorry to have kept you waiting; but I — I did sleep so soundly. I won’t be a moment longer than I can help.”

Nor was it long before she threw the door wide open, and came out on to the ledge at the top of the little flight of steps. He was lying on the turf, with a pipe in his mouth, a newspaper in his hands. She was conscious, as she came out into the open, of the glory of the morning. He seemed to be conscious only of her. Jumping up he saluted her with his hand.

“Why,” he exclaimed, “you’re a living advertisement of the excellence of my domestic arrangements; you look as fresh as a new pin. If you had been able to indulge in the luxury of a marble bath, and a barber, you could look no fresher. Good-morning — I need not ask you how you’ve slept — and here’s the sun in a cloudless sky to greet you.”

She came down the steps, all blushes; smiling as she had not done since she left the convent. The process of preparing breakfast began. She was conscious that she ought to intrude no longer on this stranger’s hospitality. But, in the first place, her shyness kept her from giving expression to that consciousness; and, in the second, something told her that, say what she might, he would not let her go till she had shared with him his morning meal. So, making a virtue of what really was necessity, she held her peace upon the subject of her going; and helped him with his preparations for the meal.

Girl-like, she found those preparations most amusing; she had not been so entertained for many a day. There were eggs and bacon to be fried; the kettle to be boiled; bread and butter to be cut; the table to be laid. Acting on instructions, this latter she made her special business. The table was the ground. On it she spread a tablecloth; on the white cloth were placed the necessary cups and saucers, plates and spoons, knives and forks. The cooking was done on an oil-stove inside the caravan.

“Read the advertisements,” exclaimed the stranger, “and an oil-stove can do anything that the most unreasonable camper-out can possibly require — up to cooking a dinner for any number, anywhere, in a torrent of rain and a storm of wind. As a matter of plain fact it won’t really cook out-of-doors at all; that’s the one advantage of a house on wheels: you can keep it under cover, though it smells the place out. Humour an oil-stove; coddle it; and it may cook something, sometimes, which a hardy stomach may be able to digest. Subject it to any one of the ten million conditions it dislikes, fight as you will, it will beat you out of sight; and, in spite of all your struggles, you’ll go hungry in the end. I know! I’ve tried every sort that’s made; each is worse than the other. Now where’s that dish? I’ve a constitutional objection to eating my food out of a frying-pan, if it can possibly be avoided; so if you’ll be so good as to take the dish out of the oven, where it’s supposed to be getting hot, I’ll turn these eggs and this bacon out upon it, and we’ll start on them while we still have strength enough to do it.”

Presently the girl and the man were seated on opposite sides of that impromptu table.


CHAPTER VIII

MR FRAZER GOES SHOPPING

The morning was bright and clear; the air was sweet and buoyant; the food was good, the man and the girl were hungry, they both made an excellent meal. And, while they ate and drank, and, between whiles, talked, each, more or less furtively, took stock of the other. Dorothy found that the hazy impression she had formed of the stranger overnight was not in the least bit like him. He was younger than she had thought. She was not much of a judge of men’s years; since her experience of them was so extremely limited, it was hardly likely that she would be. In the darkness she had set him down as somewhere in the forties; now, in the bright sunshine, which ages some of us, she supposed him to be somewhere in the early thirties. There was about him an appearance of vigour — the vigour which goes with youth — for which she was unprepared. Then, too, he was so much better-looking than she had taken him to be — perhaps in thinking so she was influenced by the accident that she was dark and he was fair. His eyes were very blue, and very bright; the skin of his face and neck, though slightly tanned, was delicate as any girl’s; his hair and beard were flaxen. He was taller, too, than she had imagined — when he stood up she saw that he must be at least six feet; his shoulders were so broad, he held himself so straight, there was about him such a glow of health and strength, that it did her good to look at him. And his attire suited him well; or she thought it did — certainly there could scarcely have been less of it. He wore no cap or coat or waistcoat; his canvas shirt was open at the neck; his grey flannel trousers had as belt a handkerchief of scarlet silk; he was shod with stout brown shoes. It was a costume suited to fine weather out-of-doors; and, free and easy as it was, both it and the wearer pleased the lady’s undoubtedly inexperienced eyes.

What impression she made on him it was not easy to determine; not impossibly the morning light had brought a surprise also to him. One felt, not only that she puzzled him, but that the puzzle continually grew. In his speech he owned as much. When the dish and the plates were empty he regarded her with a whimsical smile.

“It’s good to eat when you’re hungry.”

“Yes,” she agreed; “it is.”

“Do you know that it’s past eleven o’clock; and that when I’m abroad in this house of mine I make it a rule to have all signs of breakfast cleared away before the clock strikes eight.”

She began to stammer.

“I beg your pardon; I am so sorry; it’s all my fault; but I — I did sleep so late. Now I — I won’t hinder you any longer; I’ll go.” She stood up. “I — don’t quite know where; I — I don’t know this part of the country very well — I am very much obliged for all you’ve done for me; you — you’ve been very kind. I have no money; but when I have I’ll — I’ll pay you for what you’ve done, if you’ll let me know to what address to send.”

“I think you’re very stupid.”

She crimsoned.

“Good-bye.”

“I also think that you’re ill-mannered.”

She had turned to go; but there was something in the quiet finality of his tone which caused her to turn to him again.

“Why?”

“I think you’re the first because you speak of paying for what, you ought to know, I’m only too glad to give; as if I were the sort of person to accept money from a lady who has been my guest!”

“I beg your pardon; I — I’m so stupid.”

“I said you were. I think that you’re the second because, no sooner are you through your own meal than you rush off, before your host has finished.”

“I thought you had; I did not mean to be ill-mannered; I thought you wanted me to go.”

“You are mistaken. It is another rule of mine — and this is a rule which I don’t propose to break — when I am done with the actual eating and drinking, to smoke a pipe; I regard that pipe as an integral part of my breakfast. I don’t know why you should wish to deprive me of it.”

“I don’t; I didn’t know you wanted another; I saw you smoking one just now, before we began.”

“That was because breakfast was unwontedly delayed; also that is no reason why now I shouldn’t have another. When I am enjoying my breakfast pipe I like, when opportunity offers, to have a chat. You spoke of payment. I suggest that your payment takes the form of sitting down and talking to me till I have smoked my pipe right out. Have you any particular objection?”

“I don’t mind staying, if you want me to, till you — you’ve done your pipe.”

“Thank you; then will you have the goodness to resume your seat while I load up? One can’t talk to a person who will persist in standing.”

She sank down again upon the turf. As he crammed the tobacco into the bowl of his briar she regarded the tablecloth with doubtful eyes.

“Can I — can I clear away the things, and wash up for you?”

“No, you can’t; all you can do is sit still, and talk. Let me begin by introducing myself; my name is Frazer — Eric Frazer. You were so kind as to tell me last night that yours was Dorothy. As it is unusual for a man to address a woman by her Christian name after such a short acquaintance as ours hath been, may I ask you to tell me what your surname is, so that we can start fair?”

She hesitated; then told him a falsehood; she herself could not have said why.

“My name is Greenwood.”

Somehow, the instant she had spoken, she felt he doubted. He looked at her, over the lighted match which he was holding to the bowl of his pipe; and, though she did not try to meet his glance, she knew that in it there was something sceptical.

“Greenwood? — your name is Greenwood? Dorothy Greenwood — Miss Greenwood. Thank you; I am flattered by the confidence in me which your telling me your name implies.” Having completed the operation of lighting his pipe, folding his arms across his chest, he observed her with a steady attention which made her feel curiously uncomfortable. She began to wish that, ill-mannered or not, she had gone when she said she would. Nor were matters improved when he began to ask her questions; which he did in a cool, level voice which, for some cause, jarred upon her nerves. “You were so good as to inform me, also last night, when I inquired how it was that I was so fortunate as to be favoured with your society, that you came from the road. Now the road runs both ways; which one did you come from?”

Summoning her courage she looked at him with what she meant to be defiance.

“I would rather not tell you, if you don’t mind.”

“That’s better; much better.” What he meant she did not know; yet she felt that it was something which she would rather he did not mean. He went on: “Do I understand that, not knowing this country very well, you are journeying you don’t know where — without money, without luggage, without even a hat on your head?”

Again she tried to defy him.

“I can’t help your asking questions; but I’m not forced to answer them if I’d rather not; and I would rather not.”

His manner, if anything, was blander than ever; her attitude did not seem to wound his sensibilities one bit.

“Quite right; you are perfectly right; if you don’t want to answer, don’t; never be coerced into answering a question which you don’t want to answer. Impertinent curiosity is not to be encouraged. There is so much interest taken in our goings and our comings, merely because some people deem them peculiar, that the liberty of the subject threatens to become seriously abridged. I know what I am speaking of; I have suffered from that kind of thing myself. By the way, this morning, while you were still fast asleep in bed I — went shopping.”

He laid a stress on the last two words which caused her to prick up her ears; she herself did not know why.

“Shopping? Where?”

She looked about her, as if she expected to find a shop, or shops, in sight. He shook his head.

“No, not here; there are no shops upon the heath that I am aware of; and I know it pretty well. I ought to. Where I went shopping was to a town called Newcaster. Have you ever heard of it?” Newcaster was the town from which she had fled the night before. So soon as he spoke of it a dreadful feeling began to come over her that she knew what was the point which he was approaching. She tried to shake the feeling off; but it would not be shaken. With beating pulses she sat and watched him drawing closer and closer. “Newcaster,” he explained, speaking with what seemed to her to be hideous deliberation, “is a town not far from here; an old town; a racing town; it is to horse racing that, in all human probability, it owes its continued flourishing condition — for it continues to flourish. One of its numerous meetings is taking place now; there is to be racing on this heath to-day. You hear that humming and buzzing sound which comes and goes, so that now it fills all the air, and now seems completely to die away.” She had heard it, and had vaguely wondered what it was. “If you were to go to the top of that bank you would understand — it is the noise made by the people who are going to the races; on foot, in motor cars, in vehicles of all sorts and kinds, and by the people who are already there. The race-course is over yonder, about two miles from where we are. A great crowd will be there to-day; and, though it’s early, probably thousands are there already. It’s all open country between it and us; and, on a day like this, with what breeze there is blowing from it towards us, sound travels. You’ll know when a race begins by the noise the people make; and when it ends, by the comparative silence which follows.” He paused to puff at his pipe. As he did so the humming and buzzing sound of which he had spoken grew distinctly louder. He pointed upwards with the stem of his pipe. “You hear?”

“Yes,” she said; “I hear.”

He stayed still a little longer, as if to listen.

“It dies away; perhaps the wind has changed a point or two; these light breezes seldom blow from exactly the same quarter many minutes together.” He returned to the subject from which he had diverged. “In Newcaster I made one or two small purchases — even my larder must be occasionally restocked, especially when I’ve a guest whom I desire to honour — and, having made them, I paid a call — at a hotel.” Again he paused; then added: “A hotel called ‘The Bolton Arms’ — perhaps, if you have any knowledge of Newcaster, you may be acquainted with ‘The Bolton Arms.’” She was; that was the name of the hotel to which her guardian had taken her yesterday; in which so much had happened. A sort of paralysis seemed to be settling about her heart, so that she could scarcely breathe, or move. She wished that he would get on faster; come quicker to the point to which some instinct told her he was coming. His drawling speech was bad enough, but each time he paused it was as if he had given a tug at the hook which he had got in her throat. “It’s a hotel which I know very well, ‘The Bolton Arms’ — very well indeed, considering. The landlord is a man named Elsey; of him also I have some personal knowledge, and of his wife. Not a bad fellow, in his way, is Elsey, though of late years he has grown so much that, metaphorically, he has to take a larger size in boots, and in hats. His wife has also grown. It’s odd how people do grow when, as they suppose, they become people of importance. When I last saw John Elsey I should have said that his consciousness of his own dignity had put him on a perch which it would not be easy to get him off. Yet when I saw him this morning he was off it with a vengeance. I have seldom seen a man mentally, morally, physically, in a more lamentable state than he was. Poor Elsey!” Once more there was one of those pauses which so distressed her. He seemed to be in an introspective mood; as if he were contemplating a picture which was present to his mind’s eye. Yet — the feeling was growing in her, that, all the while, he watched her as a cat might watch a mouse. She avoided his glance; keeping her eyes fixed on the sugar-basin which was on the tablecloth in front. In some indefinable way, though with all her faculties she hung upon his words, she noticed how the flies were making free with the sugar; she soon began to count them as they came and went. And, all the while, she was trying to brace herself, so that she might maintain an unruffled front when the blow fell, which she knew was coming. If only her heart would not play such fantastic tricks, and he would get on faster! His drawl seemed to be getting more pronounced. “On such a day as this one finds it hard to credit that in the world there’s tragedy. In the winter it is different; winter is itself a tragedy. But, when nature’s radiant, and the sun’s in a cloudless heaven, surely all’s right with the world, and comedy’s the only fare. When I reached ‘The Bolton Arms Hotel,’ in Newcaster, the world was even more — riant — it’s a word which the French use, for which I can’t hit on an exact translation. Do you know French?” She nodded. “Then you’ll know what I mean — than it is now; for, to my thinking, there’s nothing like the first sweetness of a summer morning. Then, again, there are persons whom one does not find it easy to associate with tragedy; God seems to have intended them to strut through life as unconscious comedians; and the unconscious comedian’s the finest of all. Elsey’s such a one. Have you, by any chance ever seen the man?” She was silent; he went on. “Although I daresay that the possession on which he most prides himself is his dignity, in reality he’s the most undignified of men. Surely there’s no tragedy where there’s no dignity. Tragedy’s austere; Elsey never could be that. Yet, last night, there was a tragedy at ‘The Bolton Arms’; and it seems that Elsey played a leading part in it. And the strangest thing was that, as he told me all there was to tell, the inherent comicality of the man made him the most tragic figure imaginable. Here’s the story as it was told to me by Elsey; with addenda by other hands.” She had known, all along, that it was coming. With clenched fists, and tightly closed lips, she waited for him to tell her what she knew so much better than he did. In the tale as he had it, however, she found that there were variants which to her were strange. “Among the guests at ‘The Bolton Arms’ was a man named Emmett, of whom I know a thing or two. Last evening, after dinner, he was found in his chair, seated at the table, dead. Someone had killed him. It seems that his head had been smashed in with a champagne bottle, the broken fragments of which were found upon the floor. The irony of it! — because, of all the things in this world there were few which George Emmett loved better than champagne. They laid him on the table, at which he had just done himself so well; and, a doctor having certified that he was dead, they left him there, alone, in the room in which he had dined and died.” She knew, although she did not look at him, that he had taken the pipe out of his mouth, to press the tobacco closer; and she felt his eyes upon her face. She wondered what was coming next. It proved to be hardly what she had expected. Nothing could have been more casual than his tone and manner. To her, the very indifference with which he spoke seemed to heighten the effect of what he said. “There was the dead man on the table in the room. Some time after they had left him there there came a crash from within the room which, according to my informant, shook the house. That might have been an exaggeration, about shaking the house; because ‘The Bolton Arms’ is a substantial, solidly built, old-time structure, which, I should say, is not easily shaken. At anyrate there came a noise from within that room which was so loud, and so curious, that all the people in the hotel seem to have heard it, and most of them went rushing off to learn what it was. Elsey was among the first. When he got to the door he was confronted by an unexpected difficulty; he, the landlord, couldn’t get into the room. The inspector of police had taken away, not only the ordinary key, but the pass-key also; to make sure that, in his absence, no one should get in. So the only thing, if they wanted to get in, was to send for the inspector, and the key. They sent for him. While he was coming they hung about outside the room. They must have been an odd sight — Elsey, his wife, his guests, and his servants, as they stood there listening. It seems that, considering there was nothing in the room but a corpse, some amazing sounds issued from it. Elsey says he never heard anything like them; they were indescribable. He knocked, he even says he hammered, at the door again and again, demanding to be told who was inside; and what whoever it was was doing; and similar cognate questions; but both his hammerings and his questions went unanswered; and apparently unheeded. The noises had ceased before the inspector came; he pooh-poohed the notion that there ever had been any. But he stopped pooh-poohing when he entered the room. They had left the dead man stretched out on his back on the table; they found him on his face on the floor, with his knees drawn up beneath him. The natural presumption would have been, since he was dead, that somebody must have pushed him off the table on to the floor; but when the doctor came he knocked that theory on the head. He declared that, in the first place, he had not been really dead; that when they left him alone he had returned to some sort of consciousness; that, probably, in his struggles to attract attention he had tumbled from the table on to the floor; to a man in his condition a serious matter; and that fall had finished him; for this time he certainly was dead. Isn’t that an odd story?” Although he paused, as if for her to answer, she said nothing; she was waiting for what was yet to come. And, presently, it came; as she knew it would do.

“The tale has a postscript; and, as they say is sometimes the case with a lady’s, it seems to me to be the most pregnant part of it. When they got into the room, and found the dead man lying on his face upon the floor, they also found that the blind before the only window was drawn right up, and the window itself was open at its widest, which seems a trifle; but then trifles are often of such importance. The man who waited on George Emmett at dinner declared that the blind was down and the window shut before dinner began; and more, much more, Elsey, his wife, and the inspector, are all three convinced that the blind was down, and the window shut, when they left the dead man alone in the room. Had the window been open it would have attracted their attention; because the wind was on that side of the house, and, apart from the draught, they could not help noticing the curtains being blown about — as they were being blown about when they found it open then. But if the window had been closed then, it must have been opened since, in which case the question arises — by whom. And here comes what seems to me to be the queerest part of this really queer story. Doesn’t it strike you as being a rather curious tale?” Again he paused, as if for her to answer, but still she held her peace — she still waited. It was like the game the cat plays with the mouse; he was coming nearer and nearer, presently he would pounce. The problem she had to consider — though it was still unshaped — was, could she elude him when he did? It seemed to her that his eyes observed her more and more keenly as he continued. “George Emmett had a lady with him when he arrived at ‘The Bolton Arms Hotel’ — an elderly lady; well advanced in years, stout and unwieldy; with grey hair and a false front; the sort of person one who knew the man would expect to find in his society.” She winced at this description, she felt that he was speaking with malice prepense. “In spite of her grey hairs she seems to have been a mysterious sort of person. She dined with him; she was in the room with him when the waiter last saw him alive, but when, some little while after, he came in and found him dead, she had vanished: and she has remained vanished ever since. It hasn’t been for want of looking for her. They looked for her, not only in her own bedroom, but in everybody else’s bedroom also; it seems that they looked in every room in the house; in every nook and cranny of it to boot: nowhere was a trace or her to be seen. They were puzzled; but that open window with the blind drawn up set them thinking; when they found on a splinter of wood, at the top of the window, a small piece of material, which looked as if it had been torn out of a woman’s dress, they thought still harder; and came to a conclusion which was hardly flattering to themselves. It had not occurred to them to look for her in the room itself; nor what an excellent hiding-place was a recess and a curtained window. While they hunted for her upstairs and down, high and low, all the time she was in the room itself — the room in which George Emmett was done to death; she had never left it. She was there when the waiter discovered him, as he supposed, dead on his seat, she was still there when they left him, as they thought, dead on the table. Whether she was there when he came back to life; and, if so, what took place between them, she only knows. She had gone when they returned and found the dead man on the floor; she had opened the window, and made her exit through it; and, in going, had, unknowingly, left behind that pattern of her frock which may prove to be a very awkward piece of evidence against her, when, one day, she’s found. She possibly supposes that she’s done rather a smart thing in getting away, as she thinks, scot-free. But has she? She’s covered herself, in consequence, with more than a suspicion of murder. They’re reasoning this way. They say that it was she who used that champagne bottle to so much purpose; and that was why she hid, like a coward, behind the curtains, when the waiter came into the room; and why she stayed hidden; and when the coast, as she thought, was clear, dropped, at the peril of her life, from the window. And because they’re accounting, in that way, for her singular behaviour, all Newcaster is hot-foot after her; and, so I’m told, they’re having placards printed, describing her, and offering a reward for her apprehension.” He knocked the ashes out of his pipe with his boot; blew down the stem to make sure that it was clear; then went on. “There’s one item I may add to make the tale complete. They’ve not only her description, they’ve her name. It appears that, for some reason, George Emmett did not enter her name in the register when he entered his own; but when it dawned on them that she was missing they opened the box in which her clothes were, and found that all, or nearly all of them, were marked— ‘D. Gilbert.’ ‘D’ might stand for Dorothy, mightn’t it? — which is by way of being a coincidence, but, of course, Gilbert has no affinity with Greenwood. Miss Gilbert seems to be rather a remarkable old lady; isn’t that how she strikes you?”


CHAPTER IX

WHAT THE GIRL TOLD THE MAN

The question remained so long unanswered that one was disposed to wonder if the girl had heard it; and this time Mr Frazer persisted in waiting for the reply which did not come. He showed no inclination to press her. Picking up his pouch from the turf, he began, leisurely, to refill his pipe; and, for the first time since he had begun his story, he withdrew his glance from Dorothy; using his eyes to observe the tobacco as he pressed it home. She sat motionless; her hands in front of her; her gaze fixed on the sugar, which the flies still harried; a slight slip of a girl, with black hair, drawn tightly back from her temples, and twisted in a knot behind. That was how they had taught her to do it when, in the convent, she had put it up; she knew no other way, and had no notion of the wonders which an artist in hairdressing could perform with her luxuriant tresses. Although her face was so white and thin that one doubted if she had had enough to eat, it was good to look at. When she raised the long lashes which veiled her eyes, one seemed to see right through the violet orbs which were beneath into her very soul. But the man on the other side of the tablecloth had known many varieties of women’s eyes; he was aware how apt they are to look one thing and mean another; he had little faith in that imponderable essence, the feminine soul; he merely thought what curious eyes the girl had got; quite out of the common. And as, with practised fingers, he packed his pipe, he waited, patiently, for her to speak.

At last she did speak; and, when she did, her words were not an answer to his question.

“You know she’s not an old lady.”

The attribution of such knowledge seemed to surprise him; he seemed, for a moment, to be in doubt as to what, exactly, her words referred. Then when he understood he smiled.

“Is that so?”

He continued to fill his pipe; and she to look at the sugar. Then she asked:

“What are you going to do:”

“I am going to light a match.”

He did so as he spoke, holding the flickering flame to the bowl of his pipe.

“You know that’s not what I mean.”

“Do I?” The tobacco was becoming ignited; he sent a puff of smoke into the air. “What do you mean?”

She looked round at him.

“I am Dorothy Gilbert.”

“Of course you are.”

Nothing could have been more matter-of-fact than the air with which he said it. She spoke with a catching of her breath; as if she resented his coolness.

“Did you — know it?”

“Of course I did.”

“Did you — know it all along?”

“Certainly — that is, let me be exact; it’s as well to be exact — now and then. When I heard that story at ‘The Bolton Arms’ I would have bet that you were; when you came out of my house, and I saw you standing on the ledge, I was sure that you were. They have your description so pat, over at Newcaster, that it was impossible not to recognise you.”

“Then — then why did you give me my breakfast?”

“Why shouldn’t I? You were my guest.”

“When — when you knew that I was Dorothy Gilbert!”

“Well? What follows? Even so you were my guest.”

“When — when you believed I’d done that thing?”

“I didn’t say that I did believe it; you jump at conclusions.”

“Do you believe it?”

“I am not sure that I do.”

“You are not sure!” She twisted herself round towards him, heat in her voice, fire in her eyes. “You are not sure! How dare you — how dare you say — —” She stopped; as if suddenly conscious that her warmth was uncalled for; continuing, with downcast eyes, in a different tone: “What do you mean, when you say, you are not sure?”

“I mean that I don’t believe you did do it. Still, in order that we may have all things shipshape and aboveboard, I confess that I should like to have your assurance that you didn’t.” She was silent. “Won’t you give it?”

“I’m not sure that I can.”

“Can? — or will?”

“I — I’m not sure if I did do it, or if I didn’t.”

She put her hands up before her face; he could see her shivering. He eyed her with what seemed to be growing curiosity.

“What was George Emmett to you?”

“Nothing! Nothing! I hated him!”

“That would seem to suggest that he might have been something to you once; or — you would hardly hate him.”

“I don’t know what you mean; he never was anything to me — never — except my guardian; at least, he said he was my guardian; and I suppose he was; but from the first moment I saw him I hated him.”

“Isn’t that, under the circumstances, rather a dangerous admission to make?”

“Why?”

“Mayn’t some people think that your feeling towards him may have furnished a motive for — what happened?”

“Do you mean that some people may think that because I hated him I killed him? I hadn’t the courage; I shouldn’t have dared, I’m such a coward; it’s because I’m such a coward that I’m here — it’s all my cowardice!”

She sat with clenched fists staring in front of her; there was something in her expression which suggested to her companion that she was not quite such a coward as she asserted. When he spoke again it was as if a note of sympathy had, unawares, crept into his voice.

“You observed, Miss Gilbert, that George Emmett was your guardian, which seems to point to your having lost at least one of your parents. Is it your mother?”

“I never knew my mother — never; so far as I know, I never even saw her. I suppose I must have had a mother, but I don’t know who she was, or anything at all about her.”

“And your father?”

“I believe I was three years old when I saw him last, and now Mr Emmett says he is dead.”

“Mr Emmett says? I presume you have some proof of the fact beyond Mr Emmett’s bare word.”

“I daresay the Sisters have.”

“What Sisters?”

“At the convent.”

“At the convent? Were you in a convent?”

“Of course; I was at the Convent of the Sacré Cœur at Vannes — Vannes is in Brittany, if you know where that is.”

“I do happen to know where that is; indeed, I happen to have some knowledge of Vannes. Were there any other girls there besides you?”

“Lots and lots, at different times.”

“Could you give me the names of any of them?”

“Why, if I were to think, I could give you a list as long as that.” She stretched out her arms. “I was there for more than fourteen years.”

“I don’t think I’ll trouble you for quite so long a list as that, but could you give me the name of, say, one, who’s been there within the last twelve months?”

“Rather! — for one thing, there was my special friend, Frances Vernon.”

“Did you know Frances Vernon?”

“I should think I did, and —— Do you know Frances Vernon?”

“It’s odd, but I do chance to know something about Miss Frances Vernon.”

“She was there when Mr Emmett took me away.”

“Was she? Then, in that case, I rather fancy she’s left since.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised. She said she shouldn’t stop a moment longer after I had gone than she could help.”

“I fancy she has a knack of getting her own way — at times.”

“Isn’t she lovely?”

“That’s scarcely the word I should have applied to her. I should have said she was a handful.”

“If that’s all you can say then you don’t know much about her. I say she’s lovely, because I know all about her, and I know she’s lovely. But — what did you say your name was?”

“Frazer; Eric Frazer.” Presently she shook her head. “What,” he inquired, “are you doing that for?”

“I don’t remember it; nor one in the least like, and I should have done if she had mentioned it.”

“If who had mentioned what?”

“You see, Frances and I were tremendous friends; we had no secrets from each other. She used to tell me about everyone she knew; hes and shes; their names, you know, and all about them. And she used to make a list of their names, on a sheet of paper; so that she might be able to check them, and find out if anyone had been left out; and I don’t believe she ever so much as even breathed your name, Eric Frazer; or I feel sure I should remember.”

“Such an omission on Miss Vernon’s part was unkind; it shows how little I was in her thoughts. I gather from what you say, Miss Gilbert, that you have a large number of friends.”

“I!” The girl’s eyes were suddenly opened wide. “Why, I haven’t a friend in the whole world, except Frances, whom I may never see again; and, perhaps, Sister Celestine; who, I daresay, never wants to see me again — at the convent they found it so hard to get money from father. I don’t believe they’d have let Mr Emmett take me away if it hadn’t been that he paid all that father owed. Whatever made you think I’d lots of friends?”

“Then, if you haven’t, you might give me a trial. It seems to me that, at this particular moment, a friend’s an article you’re rather in want of.”

“I am; but — when you think what you do — I couldn’t!”

“Miss Gilbert, if you could see my thoughts, I doubt if you’d object to them; only, I’m older than you are, and I just feel that, if you’re not careful, you’re likely to be in a tighter place than you have any notion of; and, being so much older, if you were to tell me just what happened last night at ‘The Bolton Arms,’ I might be of some slight use in getting you out of it. That’s all there is at the back of my mind, as regards you. So, if you can bring yourself to make of me a confidant, I’ll respect your confidence, and whatever kind of trouble it is you’re in I’ll be all the service to you I can.”

She looked at him, carefully; as if considering what kind of person he really was; and then she told him, everything there was to tell. She did not seem to find it easy to start; but, when she once had started, she poured out all that was in her heart, as a child might have done. As he listened, strange though her story was, he knew she was telling the truth. The pathos of it, of which she herself seemed to be so oddly unconscious, touched him more than he would have cared to own. And, manlike, because that was so, his outward manner put on an additional shade of gruffness. Suddenly she startled him by putting a leading question.

“Now do you think that I killed him, or that I didn’t?”

He tried to fence.

“That’s not altogether an easy question to answer.”

“Oh yes, it is; it’s perfectly simple and perfectly easy; either I did or I didn’t: there can only be one answer.”

“Pardon me, but, from what I can gather, it’s a point on which you yourself seem to have some doubts.”

“I know I have. Of course I know I never actually touched him; but — perhaps I might have prevented him being touched; and — when he began to make those noises I might have got him help; and so — I don’t quite know how it is. What I want to know is what you think; if you have the slightest atom of a doubt you had better take me over to Newcaster, and hand me over to a policeman.”

“In any case I certainly sha’n’t do that.”

“Then I’ll give myself up. I — I daresay that I — I sha’n’t be so very much afraid when I — I’ve quite made up my mind I ought to.”

“You’ll do nothing of the kind, if I can help it.”

“If you can help it? — why, would you try to stop me?”

“I shouldn’t only try. Let me disabuse your mind on one point; putting casuistry on one side, you’re no more to blame for what took place than I am.”

“Are you sure?”

“Perfectly sure.”

“It’s very sudden.”

“What’s sudden?”

“Your being so sure. You weren’t sure just now; you were anything but sure. I wonder if, for some cause, you want me to believe that I am better than you believe I am.”

“Nothing of the kind. However, I don’t want to discuss the matter with you. I am going immediately to tell you what I do propose to do. But, before I get to that, there is one question which I should like to put to you, in order that we may know exactly where we are. You saw the man who made use of that champagne bottle? You had a distinct view of him?”

“I saw him as distinctly as I see you.”

“You would know him again?”

“Anywhere; always.”

“Did you ever see him before?”

“Never.”

“Of that you are certain?”

“Quite.”

“Did he remind you of anyone you had seen before? Think!”

“I am thinking; but — I can think of no one. Why are you asking me these questions? Do you — do you know him? And — are you thinking of giving him up to the police? If you are — if you are, nothing will make me say that I ever saw him before — nothing! — nothing! He sha’n’t come to harm because of me!”

“My dear child — —”

“I’m not a child — and anyhow I’m not yours! — nor am I dear! Are you — are you daring to think of playing the traitor? — of taking advantage of what I’ve told you to — to get him punished? Are you?”

“I am doing nothing of the kind — how you do jump to conclusions! I don’t know the man from Adam. Why do you credit me with such sinister intentions?”

“Why did you ask me those questions — like that?”

“I’ve half a mind to tell you; then perhaps we shall begin to understand each other.”

“Perhaps it is just as well that we shouldn’t understand each other; but you will please to tell me.”

“Miss Gilbert, you’re a young lady with a temper.”

“If you wish to speak to me like that — —”

She half rose from the ground; he checked her.

“I don’t — pray stay where you are! What times you and Frances Vernon must have had together!”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Nothing — I suppose you must have had a good time with her in the convent, if she was such a friend of yours.”

“Are you going to tell me why you asked those questions?”

“I am; then I think you will be sorry you have taken up such a tone towards me. I asked those questions because the person whom you saw strike George Emmett informed the waiter that his name was Gilbert.”

“Gilbert! — Mr Frazer! But — I heard the waiter tell Mr Emmett that the gentleman wouldn’t give his name.”

“What seems to have occurred is this. Someone came to one of the coffee-room waiters and told him that he wished to see Mr George Emmett. The waiter asked him his name; he said ‘Gilbert’; then immediately added: ‘Never mind my name; you need mention no name; give him this.’ He scribbled a line or two on a sheet of paper, in pencil; put the sheet into an envelope, which he fastened, and gave to the waiter. So it came about that the waiter who delivered the note supposed the stranger to have given no name; while the original waiter is prepared to swear that, in the first instance, he said his name was Gilbert — which is why I asked if you had seen him, or anyone at all like him, before.”

“But I haven’t — ever! Who can he be? I haven’t any relatives.”

“Your acquaintance with your family history seems to be so nebulous that I scarcely see how you can say that of your own knowledge. Do you remember what your father looked like?”

“Only very dimly.”

“Try your hand at a description.”

“I seem to remember him as very tall, and dark, and — —” She stopped; the fashion of her countenance was changed, as if by a sudden access of fear; then, as if because she realised how closely he was watching her, she broke into what seemed to be a fit of pettish temper. “But what does it matter what he looked like? What does it matter? My father is dead.”

“According to George Emmett.”

Something in his tone caused her to look swiftly round at him.

“What do you mean by ‘according to George Emmett’? Don’t you believe that my father is dead?”

“I merely mean that I had sufficient acquaintance with Mr George Emmett to be disinclined to accept any statement of fact on his mere ipse dixit. It is possible — if you like, it is probable — that he gave the Sisters at the convent proof of his assertion; but I rather fancy that their ideas of proof would be their own. You certainly seem to have had nothing in the shape of proof. The fact that he paid money on your account makes his tale — well, we’ll say, peculiar; that he should have done this if, as he told you, your father died owing him money, makes it — well, very nearly incredible. It doesn’t sound at all like what is generally known of George Emmett’s character. If he had come and dunned you, or done worse, because your father died in his debt, there I should have recognised the man; but that, having lost money by your father, he should be willing also to lose money by you — George Emmett must have had very odd reasons of his own for doing that. You can’t remember what the stranger said to Emmett? — what they were disputing about?”

“I can’t; I may do later, but I can’t now. My brain was so stupefied, I was in such a state of cowardice, that I heard — without hearing; certainly without understanding.”

“You can’t recall even a single phrase?”

“No, I can’t; I tell you I can’t! Why will you persist in asking?”

“Please don’t suppose, Miss Gilbert, that I wish to worry you; to cause you pain; nothing can be farther from my wish; but I do want you to appreciate the situation; to put you on your guard. If by any diabolical mischance this stranger who gave your name should turn out to be some more or less distant relative of your own it’s as well that you should be prepared for such an eventuality. Circumstanced as you are, and may be, the one thing you don’t want is to be taken unawares.” Twisting himself round, he drew towards himself a large brown paper parcel which had been reposing on the turf at his back. “Now to business. You have no money?” She shook her head. “Not any?”

“I haven’t a penny.”

“And — forgive me if I seem intrusive; but, if you will bear with me, you will see that mine is not a merely impertinent intention — your wardrobe is limited?”

“I have no other clothes except those I have on.

“And — forgive me again — those are not fresh from the dressmaker?”

“Indeed they are not. I have had this dress —— At the convent I had one dress a year; this is my last year’s frock.”

“What has become of your hat? Don’t you generally wear one?”

“Oh yes, I wear one, but I left the one hat I had behind at the hotel.”

“I told you that I went into Newcaster to do some shopping; and among other things I bought the contents of this parcel. If you’ll take it to the room in which you spent the night I think it possible that you’ll find it contains some articles which may be of use to you. While you’re trying them on to see if they’re any sort of a fit I’ll be putting things to rights; and harnessing that horse of mine, who’s very much mistaken if he thinks that he’s in for a whole day’s holiday.”

She stared at him in amaze.

“Why should you buy things for me?”

“Why shouldn’t I? You are Frances Vernon’s friend; and she’s a young lady whom I happen to know rather a deal about.”

“But that’s no reason why you should buy things for me! — you know it’s no reason! — you know it’s not!”

“Pray don’t imagine that I’m offering to give you these things; I’ve expressed myself ill if I’ve conveyed that impression. An exact account of their cost will be rendered to you, for which I shall receive payment in due course.”

“From whom will you receive payment? — from me? How can you imagine that I shall be able to pay you; when, as I tell you, I haven’t a penny; and don’t suppose I ever shall have one.”

“As a man, Miss Gilbert, you must allow me to understand commercial matters better than you do — as a business man I know I shall be paid, in full; so please make your mind easy on that score. When you have changed your clothes — and I think that, considering all things, the sooner you do change them the better — and I have stuck my steed between the shafts, I will drive you, at the rate of about four miles an hour, to a railway station; then, with your permission, acting as your personal conductor, I will take you, with the help of a train, to Mrs Vernon’s house. Mrs Vernon is Frances Vernon’s mother; and is by way of being some sort of a kind of a relation of my own. She will be delighted to give you house room, until inquiries have been made into the truth of Mr Emmett’s statements, as to your father being dead and his having left no money — I feel sure he did leave money, or Emmett would never have paid that bill at the convent; to say nothing of his having expressed a wish to marry you — and in short, till your affairs are placed upon a regular footing.”

“Which may be never. Why should Mrs Vernon give me what you call house room?”

“You are full of whys. I tell you that she will be delighted — for your sake; for her own sake; for Frances’ sake; and, perhaps, a little for mine.”

“For your sake! — it’s perfectly ridiculous to suppose that you can care either one way or the other.”

“Quite so; it’s very good of you to say so.”

“Mr Frazer, are you deceiving me? Are you sure that you know Frances Vernon — and her mother?”

“Extraordinary though it may seem, facts are facts; and I not only know Frances Vernon and her mother, but also her father and her brother.”

“That’s Jim.”

“Yes, that’s Jim; I perceive that you are acquainted with the young scoundrel’s name.”

“He’s not a young scoundrel. Frances told me he was a darling. She showed me his photograph; I could see for myself that he’s very good-looking.”

“You said Frances was lovely; I am therefore not surprised to hear that you think her brother’s good-looking. My word! However, on a question of taste there is no disputing.” He stood up; the brown paper parcel in his hands. “Shall I place this inside that private apartment of yours? And will you be so good as to make your toilet with all possible expedition? I should like to start from here well inside thirty minutes — if you could manage to be ready?”

“I’m very sorry to intrude; or to interfere with what seems to be a very nice little arrangement; but it isn’t only a question of what the young lady can manage — what price me?”

This question came from a figure which all at once rose from a clump of furze which was at the back of Mr Frazer.


CHAPTER X

WHAT THE CARAVAN LEFT BEHIND

Swinging round in the direction from which the voice came, Mr Frazer stood still to stare. The girl, rising to her feet, stared also; with her pale cheeks a little paler, and her eyes wide open.

The speaker was one of those shambling, half-grown youths who are generally found attached to gipsy caravans, as hangers-on. That he had gipsy blood in his veins, his hair and eyes and skin suggested; but that he was as much Cockney as gipsy his tongue betrayed. With a ragged cloth cap on the back of his head; the remains of a black-and-white checked woollen scarf about his sinewy neck; a faded old red flannel shirt plainly visible under an unbuttoned sleeved waistcoat; his fingers thrust into the band of his trousers: he grinned first at the man, and then at the woman, in evident enjoyment of their something more than surprise. He showed no inclination to break the silence which followed his wholly unexpected, and undesired, appearance on the scene; from his point of view the joke was apparently too good a one to spoil. It was Mr Frazer who spoke next.

“Who are you? — and what business have you to be here?”

The stranger’s grin grew more pronounced, so that he showed a set of perfect white teeth; which again suggested the gipsy.

“I’m General Lord Kitchener, that’s who I am — don’t you know me from the photographs? And as to what business I have to be here, I always thought that Newcaster Heath was common grazing ground, and that people could go about all over it just exactly as they please.”

“What have you been doing behind those bushes?”

“What have I been doing? — that’s it, what have I?”

“Have you been listening?”

The stranger looked his questioner straight in the face, with a grin in his eyes and on his lips; then he winked. The action was more significant than any words could have been; it moved the man to sudden anger.

“You young hound!”

“Steady on! I’m no more a hound than you. No names; if it comes to that perhaps I’m as good at chucking names about as you are — Mr Frazer.”

“You know my name?”

“I heard you tell her what it was; and very nice it was of you to tell her.”

There was an insinuation in the grin with which the words were accompanied which stung the man again.

“My lad, I’ve a mind to break your neck.”

“Have you? Then you take my tip, and keep your mind to yourself. I’ve some friends not far from here, and if you try to come any of your games with me I’ll give them a call, and they’ll be here in double quick time; then you’ll find that breaking necks is a game that more than one can play at.”

Mr Frazer regarded the speaker as if he were considering whether or not to take him at his word, and let him give his friends a call. Then he turned to the girl, his tone as easy and courteous as ever:

“I think I’ll put this parcel inside there, and then, while you’re changing, I can have a talk with this young gentleman.”

The girl seemed uncomfortable, undecided.

“What does he want?”

It was the younger man who replied:

“That’s it, miss — what does he want? I wouldn’t mind having what he thinks he’s going to get; you can take that from me.”

Mr Frazer ignored the other’s words. Going to the caravan with the parcel in his hand he placed it just inside the door. Then he turned to the girl again, beckoning to her with his hand.

“If you please! You remember what I said about half-an-hour? I shall be so glad if you can make it convenient to be ready.”

She hesitated; looking sideways at the stranger. Then she moved to Mr Frazer, who was by the steps which led into the caravan.

“Why won’t you tell me what he wants?”

“Because I don’t know — but I soon shall; and all the sooner if you’ll leave us alone together.”

The young man called out from among the gorse:

“He thinks he’s going to bounce me as soon as your back’s turned, miss — oh, he’s a deep ‘un!”

Mr Frazer, still ignoring him, said to the girl:

“Please will you try to be ready inside those thirty minutes?”

“Will you be ready?”

“I think I shall — I don’t think you’ll find I’ll keep you waiting.” She looked into his blue eyes, as if she were trying to decipher what was in them; then, glancing half affrightedly over her shoulder, she went up the steps into the caravan. She paused on the ledge to give a flying look at Mr Frazer, and another at the lad among the bushes, then passed inside, drawing the door to behind her. Mr Frazer said: “I think that, if I were you, I should bolt the door, and close the window.”

The lad called out:

“That won’t keep the cops out, miss, don’t you think it!” Mr Frazer waited, as if to ascertain that his hint had been acted on. Then he crossed the little hollow, towards the bushes on the slope among which the lad was standing. “Don’t you come too close,” observed the lad.

“I don’t intend to; I only wish to come close enough to enable you to hear what I have to say without making it necessary for me to raise my voice.”

He ascended the slope until he was within a few feet of the other.

“That’s near enough; none of your games.”

“There’s a bush between us; that is something. Now, sir, what is it you want?”

“What do I want? Why, I want five and twenty pounds, that’s what I want.”

“What for?”

“You know what for.”

“Since, from your appearance, you never had so much money in your life, I suppose, in a general way, I do know what for. But do you expect me to give you five and twenty pounds?”

“That’s for you to say. If you don’t I can get it from someone else — that all.”

“From whom?”

“From the police over at Newcaster.”

“Indeed; why should they give you five and twenty pounds?”

“Oh, come off of it! — what do you think you’re playing at? You know very well why they’ll give me five and twenty pound, and if you don’t I’ll tell you — I’m not afraid.”

“Why?”

“Why! — for putting them on to Miss Dorothy Gilbert, what’s wanted for that little job last night at ‘The Bolton Arms.’ Now do you understand?”

“I hope I don’t.”

“Then you needn’t hope; because you do. I speak plainly enough, Mr Frazer.”

“From your post of vantage, behind these bushes, did you hear all that was said?”

“I did; every blessed word; and I’m not going to forget one either, so don’t you make any blooming error.”

“Then, in that case, you are aware that this lady is guiltless.”

“If she didn’t, her father did, or one of her lot — you told her yourself his name was Gilbert — so what’s the odds? She can explain all about that to them when they’ve got her, and I hope she’ll like the job. Anyhow, it’s no business of mine, all that; it’s the pieces I’m after. I lay they offer more than twenty-five, and I’m going to have it. All the same, I’ll take twenty-five from you, if I lose by it. You give me five and twenty pounds, where I’m standing now, and I’ll keep my mouth shut — I don’t wish no harm to no one; I can’t say nothing fairer.”

“Till when will you keep it shut?”

“Why, till — —”

The youth seemed to hesitate; Mr Frazer finished his sentence for him.

“Till the money’s spent: or till you get within hail of a policeman.”

“Now, governor, you didn’t ought to talk to me like that; you really oughtn’t — I’m not that kind at all — I give you my word I’m not. When I say I’ll do a thing, I do it; I’m not like some of them. You can trust me — straight, you can.” Apparently he was endeavouring to train his countenance to wear an expression which would inspire confidence. All at once he seemed to see something in the steadfast gaze with which the other was regarding him which filled him with uncomfortable qualms. “Now then, stow it — I’ll call!”

Shaping his lips to whistle, he moved back. But before he could utter a sound, or get out of reach, or make an effort to defend himself, Mr Frazer had sprung at him over the intervening bush. With one hand he gripped his throat, with the other his arm; with a sudden, curious twisting movement he spun him round, and flung him face downwards, with a force which seemed amazing. Where the lad fell he lay, motionless. Mr Frazer looked down at him.

“One doesn’t always spend money in acquiring the art of ju-jitsu for nothing, after all. I always had a feeling that that fall might come in useful one day; and it has. For the present, you young blackguard, I can trust you; but the point is, for how long. I sent him down with a little more vigour than was perhaps absolutely necessary; there wasn’t time to be particular; so it’ll probably be a good twenty minutes before he comes back to consciousness; but I’m afraid that’s not quite long enough. Better make sure.” He took the woollen scarf off the young man’s neck. “There’s not very much strength about it; but I think it’ll serve.” He drew the young man’s arms behind his back, and with his own scarf he tied his hands together, being careful about the sort of knot he used. Taking off the belt with which the lad held up his trousers, placing his ankles close together, he passed it round, then drew it as tight as he could, with the buckle behind. Turning him over on to his back, tearing off a handful of grass, he crammed it between the young man’s jaws. Then he regarded the result of his labour with what seemed to be a smile of satisfaction. “When he does come to I don’t think he’ll be able to make much noise; he certainly won’t be able to make enough to attract the attention of those friends of whom he spoke; and I doubt if he’ll be able to move much either. By the time a friend does come and find him we ought to have reached a port of comparative safety; and if it’s some time before a friend does come, it’ll serve him right — and that’ll pay him anyhow; it’s more money than he ever had in his life.” He took a piece of crinkly paper out of his own hip pocket which he placed in the inside pocket of the young man’s jacket. “Still, lest a friend should come too soon, we’ll place him a little more under the shade of the bushes; which will also serve to protect him from the heat of the sun.” Lifting the unconscious lad, he placed him right among the gorse, in such a position that, as he put it, not only was he sheltered from the glow and glare of the sun, but also from the observation of any stray passer-by; indeed, so long as he kept still it would be necessary for such a one to look for him in exactly the proper place before he would become aware that he was there. “He remains quiet; with luck he may continue quiet for quite a considerable number of minutes. When he finds out what has happened to him, and where he is, he’ll find it difficult to make much noise, for a time. He’ll have to chew, and swallow, a good deal of that green stuff before he’ll be able to make much use of his lungs. Before then we ought to be — some distance from this.” Leaving the lad under the gorse, moving to where they had had their morning meal, gathering together the breakfast things, Mr Frazer deposited them, together with the bundle which contained what had served him as a bed, on one side of the broad ledge which was outside the caravan door. In a few more minutes he had the horse harnessed between the shafts, and was ready to start. He rapped at the door.

“Are you all right in there? Don’t worry if you’ve not quite finished; only look out for yourself, because we’re starting.”

A question came from within:

“What’s become of that man?”

“Man! — boy, you mean. I soon disposed of him. Are those things a decent fit?”

The girl’s voice seemed tremulous:

“They’re — they’re not at all a bad fit, thank you. What did that boy want?”

“What I gave him.”

“What did you give him?”

“Just enough to keep him quiet. Don’t you bother about that boy. How’s that hat do?”

Again the tremor in the voice.

“I — I haven’t put it on yet; but it’s a very nice one; it must have cost a great deal of money; I don’t know how I shall ever pay you back again.”

“I’ll see that I’m paid; you’ll be surprised when you know how little it did cost — I’m an expert in the art of shopping. You’ll notice there’s a window at the end inside there, which looks out over the horse’s head. When you’ve quite finished, if you open it you’ll find me sitting on the shelf immediately beneath, ready to be entertained by any remark which you may deign to address to me — for making the miles seem less there’s nothing like a little intellectual conversation.”

He had taken his place on the shelf to which he had referred, and had gathered the reins in his hand, when he was hailed by a woman who appeared on the crest of the slope behind him.

“I say, mister! — one moment, if you please!”

He looked round.

“Two, madam, if you desire it.”

“Have you seen a young chap anywhere about here?”

“I believe I did see one, some time ago.”

“Did you notice what he looked like?”

“I fancy he had on a red shirt.”

“That him — he’s my husband, he is — I thought he came this way, he said he wouldn’t be gone more than five minutes, but he’s been gone a good deal more than an hour — I can’t make out what he’s up to, because he knows we’re in a hurry. Did you notice which way he was going?”

“I rather think he was going over there.”

He motioned with his whip towards the horizon on his right.

“Was he? That’s very nice of him, I don’t think, as he knows very well I’m over here. I should like to know what he’s thinking of. If you come across him, mister, I wish you’d ask him if he’s Ben Hitchings; and if he says he is you tell him that I’ve had about enough of waiting, and that I’ve gone on to the course, and if he wants me he’d better come and look for me there — see?”

“Yes, madam, I think I see; and if I do come across Mr Hitchings I’ll make a point of giving him your message.”

Mr Frazer gave a jerk to the reins; the horse moved; the caravan was off.


CHAPTER XI

DANGER AHEAD

They had got on to the road, and the hollow was already left some little distance behind, when the window over the driver’s seat was opened, and Dorothy asked a question.

“Which way did he really go — that young man in the red shirt?”

“Frankly, between ourselves, I don’t believe he went very far from the spot at which he introduced himself to us — the young scamp!”

“He can’t be so very young if he has a wife.”

“Gentlemen in his class of life marry while they’re in their teens; and the ladies, some of them, apparently as soon as they’re out of their cradles. How’s that hat?”

“Thank you, it’s — it’s very nice. It’s odd, if he didn’t go far from where we were, that she shouldn’t have seen him.”

“Perhaps the young gentleman is lying low. I say. This establishment of mine doesn’t need much driving. I can do all the driving that’s required standing up; and if I were to stand up I could see inside that window, and be able to judge for myself what that hat really does look like. Do you think I might?”

“You — you can stand up if you like; only — take care of the horse.

“The horse will take care of us — never fear; she’s a remarkable animal, this mare of mine.” His face appeared on one side of the window, and the girl’s on the other. “I say. I had a sort of feeling that that hat would suit you, but I never guessed it would suit you quite so well as that.”

“Do you — do you think it does suit me — really?”

“If you were to ransack all Newcaster I doubt if you’d find another which, artistically, would be such a success.”

“I am glad you like it; it was very good of you to buy it.” There was a pause; then she added: “Would you mind sitting down again, so that I might see the country — it seems to be rather pretty.”

He glanced at her out of the corners of his eyes, whimsically.

“It is rather pleasant hereabouts — am I so much in your way? Can’t you see the country with me here?”

Her answer was decisive:

“Not so well as I should if you were sitting down.”

So he sat down, where he could not see her: and the caravan went on.

Although for a vehicle of its sort it was of light construction, it still was cumbrous. The rate of progression was not fast; evidently the mare had her own idea of how fast it ought to be. Perhaps it was because she was such a sleek and well-fed animal that she objected to being pressed. One could not but feel that, when she hauled that house on wheels, with Mr Frazer at the reins, she was used to going as she pleased; that it was she who set the pace, not the driver and that the pace she preferred was a walking pace, of about five miles an hour. When she discovered, as she presently did, that, on that occasion, she was desired to go a little faster, she evinced her resentment in a fashion which was unmistakable. Occasionally Mr Frazer induced her to break into what was really a bad imitation of a trot; at the end of perhaps a hundred yards she would relapse into a walk, with an air which suggested that she had been forced to gallop a mile; and as it was plain that, where she was concerned, her driver could not bring himself to use strong measures and equally plain that the creature knew it, before they had gone very far the vehicle was being drawn along the highroad at a rate which suited the mare, if it suited no one else.

They had been moving a good hour, and had covered perhaps six or seven miles, when a man, who was again of the gipsy class, came trotting towards them, sitting on a bare-backed beast, which, although it might have been exhibited as a living skeleton, could have given the well-fed mare many points in the matter of speed. He glanced keenly at the caravan; as soon as he had passed on one side he stopped, turned his horse, and came back on the other, until he found himself abreast with Mr Frazer. Stooping over he addressed him in a husky undertone.

“I say, governor, are you going to Timberham?”

“It is possible that I may get there, in time.”

“Is your name Frazer?”

“Right; what’s yours?”

“Never mind what mine is. If you take my advice you’ll give Timberham as wide a berth as ever you can.”

“Why?”

The husky undertone became still huskier:

“The cops are looking out for you. Don’t ask me how I know — ask no questions and you’ll hear no lies — but I do know. I don’t know what they want you for — I don’t want to know — but they’ve got the office to look out for a yellow van, with black stripes and red wheels, driven by a party named Frazer, who’s got a girl with him; I expect that’s her looking out of the window.”

Mr Frazer glanced over his shoulder. For some time conversation with his passenger had languished. He had told her where he kept his little store of books, and she had withdrawn into the van, nominally to read one; but that she was doing more thinking than reading was a fact which she would not have cared to deny. Now, attracted by the appearance of the stranger, she had drawn close to the open casement. Stopping the van, Mr Frazer descended to the ground. He spoke to the man on the bareribbed horse.

“Would you mind coming on one side for a moment?” They moved to where the grass fringed the road, and where, if they spoke in lowered tones, they were out of earshot of the girl at the window. “Are you sure of what you say?”

The two men looked each other in the face. Frazer saw that this man was a wild-looking fellow, whose experience of the police and their methods was probably of a practical kind. So far as he could judge he seemed to be sufficiently in earnest.

“Dead sure. I tell you they’re looking out for you for all they’re worth. I shouldn’t be surprised but what they’re looking out for you over the whole countryside. I know ’em?” He both sounded and looked as if he did. “Just this side the town, about a couple of miles from where we are, there’s one of ’em coming along the road; I dare lay he’s coming to meet you.”

“That’s kind of him.”

“I don’t say he is, mind; I’m only telling you to look out.”

“Thank you; I’m obliged by your doing so.”

He slipped a coin into the other’s long, thin, brown hand. The man looked at it.

“Here, what’s this? It ain’t this I’m after; I told you the cops was on the watch same as I’d tell anyone, no matter what they’d done. However, if you have got this half-sovereign to give away, I don’t mind taking it; and I thank you. It may make all the difference to me. Sorry I can’t stop to lend you a hand, in case one’s wanted; but, the fact is, some of them wouldn’t mind seeing me as well as you, and, as I’m not the only one that’s in it, time’s precious.”

What might have been meant for a smile passed over the man’s saturnine visage. Mr Frazer stood watching him, as he urged his bony steed along the road. It seemed as if Ben Hitchings, having come back to sense, had found a friend sooner than was quite desirable; or perhaps his wife had found him, and this was his revenge. He wondered how the lad had managed to set the machinery of the law in action so quickly. Moving towards the van he was met with the question he had expected.

“What did that man want?” asked Dorothy.

She had her head half out of the window. Stooping, he passed his hand up and down the mare’s leg. Then, lifting her foot, he asked a question of his own:

“Would you mind getting out and walking a little?”

“Why don’t you tell me what that man wanted?”

“What! that fellow who’s gone down the road? He brought me a message.”

“What message? From whom? I heard what he said.”

“Then, if you heard, you won’t need me to tell you.”

“I only heard part — you know I only heard part. Tell me what he said! Tell me at once!”

Mr Frazer was passing the fingers of his left hand through his hair. He seemed to be in a quandary, which caused him to be oblivious of the young lady’s peremptory tone.

“I don’t fancy it’s anything serious; but — I don’t think I ought to make her go much farther, with that great thing at her back. Poor old girl!”

He patted the mare on the shoulder, as if in sympathy. She looked round at him, as if she wondered what he meant. An inquiry came from the window:

“Is there anything the matter with the horse?”

“I’m not sure that there is — I’m not sure, that’s the point. I don’t take any risks, with an old friend. — she and I have been friends too long. That’s why I asked you if you’d mind walking a little way.”

“Of course I wouldn’t — you know I wouldn’t.”

“Then in that case I think I’ll take her into the field, and leave her there.”

He was leading the mare through a gate in a hedge, which opened into a field on the right.

“Whose field is it?” asked the face at the window.

“No doubt it belongs to someone who wouldn’t wish to cause a horse needless suffering.”

“But is it suffering? It seems to me to walk all right, and to be all right.”

“Now it does — now! She’s not one to make a fuss about a trifle. Besides, it may be spasmodic.”

“What may be spasmodic?”

“I am not a veterinary surgeon, so I can hardly pose as an authority on the ailments of horses; I can only hope for the best.” He was fastening a nosebag round the creature’s neck. “I don’t want her to eat a stranger’s grass, however soft a heart he may have for a suffering beast. If that door’s still bolted, would you mind unbolting it? I’m coming round to the back.” When he did get round the door was open, and the girl was standing on the ledge, in her new attire. He exclaimed at sight of her: “Why, that frock might have been built for you; you look as if you had been melted into it.”

Her pallor had gone; she was rosy red.

“It does fit rather well.”

“And that hat’s a stunner; no one who saw you last night would know you now. If you wouldn’t mind coming down, I’ll come up; I want to do a little changing.”

When she had descended he climbed into the van; he drew the door to in his turn; she heard him bolt it. She moved to the horse at the other end. The sagacious quadruped seemed as if she did not quite know what to make of the situation. The presence of the nosebag seemed to puzzle her. She had recently eaten her fill of grass; there was grass again all round her; nice, luscious grass — then why the nosebag? She really did not seem to feel as if she needed it, amid all that grass. She regarded the girl as if, while wondering who she was, she desired to convey to her her feelings on the subject.

When Mr Frazer reappeared, for a second Dorothy scarcely knew him — the metamorphosis he had wrought in his appearance in such a short space of time was so complete. He had on a pair of buttoned boots; coat and trousers of dark blue serge; a white waistcoat; a stiff white collar; a neat green necktie; a dark green soft felt hat; and, to crown all, he had shaved off his beard. His chin was as innocent of hair as a baby’s; his moustache was his only hirsute adornment. She stared at him in amazement.

“Why, whatever have you been doing?”

He smiled.

“I’ve only been cleaning up. Please don’t glare at me like that. Am I such an ogre?”

“No, you’re not an ogre; at least, you don’t look as if you were; only — it’s difficult to believe that the person who went in is the one who’s come out.”

“That’s the idea. Now, if you’re ready, hadn’t we better start?”

“Are you really going to leave the horse and van in here?”

He was locking the door of the van; the windows were already shut.

“Why not? They’ll be all right; trust me to take care of that.”

“I don’t believe there’s anything the matter with the horse; it seems perfectly all right, and I believe you know it. You’re doing this because of what that man said — that man on the horse. What did he say? I insist on your telling me! I — I wish you wouldn’t be so mysterious! What became of that young man in the red shirt? I believe you knew where he was all the while, though you pretended to his wife that you didn’t. You may mean to be kind, but it isn’t kind to treat me as if I were a doll, and tell me nothing. It is I who am chiefly concerned, not you.”

The girl spoke warmly, but the man seemed to be unaware of the fact. Having finished locking the door, he was contemplating the vehicle with an air of careful consideration.

“I think that everything’s shipshape — it’s hardly likely that thieves will break in and steal; especially as I’ve left nothing worth stealing; if the owner of the field turns up all he can do is to run the whole thing into what serves as the local pound, and that’ll do no harm to anyone.” He turned to Dorothy. “Now, if you are ready, I’ll answer all your questions as we go along. Hollo! what’s that?” He listened. “Sounds as if it were a car.” He went hurrying to the gate. “It is — with only the chauffeur on board — I wonder — —” He did not finish his sentence out loud, but he moved into the middle of the road. As the car came closer he held up his hand; it stopped. He said to the driver, who was obviously the mechanic: “Would you like to earn a couple of five-pound notes?”

The man grinned.

“I shouldn’t have any particular objection.”

“Drive me and this young lady over to Ashington, and you shall have a couple.”

“Ashington’s fifteen miles from here — I’ve just set my governor down at the races — I have to fetch him again in a couple of hours.”

“What’s fifteen miles to a good car? — or thirty? Without pressing you ought to be there and back with nearly an hour to spare. Here are the fivers; you might as well earn them as do nothing.”

The man, who had pushed his goggles up on to his forehead, was regarding the pieces of paper with greedy eyes.

“That’s true — and there’s nothing special I’ve got to do.”

Mr Frazer advanced the notes closer to the man.

“Is it a deal? It won’t hurt the car.”

“No; it won’t hurt the car.”

“Then put the pair into your pocket; why not?”

“All right; I’m on.”

The man subjected the notes to an attentive scrutiny. Apparently he knew a good note when he saw one, because, lifting up his poncho, he put them into his jacket pocket with an air of satisfaction.

“There’s a good deal of dust about,” observed Mr Frazer, in that casual way of his. “Have you anything in the way of a cloak which the lady might slip on while you’re pushing through it? — and a pair of goggles, which will keep it out of her eyes?”

“There’s the missus’ dust cloak in the back there — she might put that on, and there are some goggles in here.”

He unbuttoned a leather flap.

“Make it two pairs, if it runs to it — I could do with some as well.” He was shrouding the girl in a long, tan-coloured garment, with a hood to it. She drew the hood well over her hat, and, under his directions, buttoned it under her chin. There was a mutinous glint in her eyes; one felt that she would have dearly liked to express strong disapproval of the whole proceeding; but, somehow, the matter-of-fact, take-it-for-granted air with which he bore himself, seemed to have on her a mesmeric influence which kept her dumb. Having inducted her into the back seat of the car, and arranged a rug about her knees, he handed her some goggles. When they were in their place her identity was concealed beyond all likelihood of recognition. He used a second pair, which the driver produced from the leather flap, for himself, slipped on a sort of oilskin coat, and a cloth cap — both of which articles, it seemed, belonged to the “governor” — and, seating himself beside the chauffeur, said: “Now, let her whiz!”

And they were off, at a pace which was in striking contrast to that at which they had so recently been moving; that they were not, however, going at anything like the rate at which the car could travel was suggested by a remark which the chauffeur presently made:

“It’s all very well for you to say whiz, and if I were to let her whiz she’d startle you; she’s a 60, she is, and it’s all I can do to keep her slow enough; but the police aren’t fond of motor cars round these parts. Nice I should look if they were to trap me with you on board! The governor wouldn’t say anything — he can’t say anything — oh no! That would be about the end of me.”

“Are the police hereabouts an active lot?”

“Active? I should think so! I seem to have seen more of them about to-day than I’ve ever seen. I thought it was the racing; but a chap I was talking to back there said there was something special up; he didn’t quite know what it was, but he did know there was something. Like ferrets, the police are round here; I’d be sorry for anyone that they were after — they’d have him.”


CHAPTER XII

HEADLINES

They were entering the outskirts of a country town. The easy-going vehicles which characterise country towns occasionally took up more than their fair share of the road. The chauffeur reduced speed.

“This is Timberham; slow as you can’s the best game here — never know when you may run up against a peeler; seems to me they’ve nothing else to do except pounce on you if you’re moving above a crawl; some of them would like to make out that you’re doing twenty miles when you’re hardly doing two.” Suddenly the chauffeur spoke in a half whisper. “What did I tell you?” They had come along a narrow, winding street, where discreet driving was certainly a matter of necessity; it had suddenly widened out into a broad, open space, from which streets branched off in all directions. In the centre a constable was standing with a superior officer. At sight of the car the latter raised an authorative hand. “Now, what’s he want?” growled the mechanic, under his breath. “Drat them fellers!”

The officer approached.

“You leave him to me,” said Mr Frazer. “I’ll talk to him. What is it, officer?”

“Sorry to stop you, sir, but have you passed a caravan on the road? — a primrose-coloured van, with black stripes, and red wheels — something rather unusual in the way of vans; you could hardly help noticing it.”

“I’m afraid I haven’t been paying much attention. Whereabouts would it be?”

“Somewhere between here and Newcaster Heath. Which way did you come?”

“We’ve come from the Heath. Why do you ask?”

“Well — we’re rather anxious to get news of that caravan.”

“Why? — been stolen? — or anything of that sort?”

“No, it’s not been stolen — no, nothing of that sort; only — there’s someone with it with whom we should very much like to have a little conversation.”

There was a significant twinkle in the speaker’s eyes. Mr Frazer smiled, as if with perfect comprehension.

“In that case I hope it won’t be long before your wish is gratified. There’ll be plenty of people on that road to-day — I don’t suppose I need tell you that it’s race day — if it’s anywhere about you ought to have news of it soon.”

“As I said, if anyone does see that caravan they can hardly help noticing it. Thank you, sir; sorry to have kept you waiting.”

Stepping on one side the officer saluted; the car went on.

Until the town was left behind the chauffeur said nothing; but when they began to bowl along the open road beyond he smiled, with much meaning.

“I saw that van he was asking about in the field which you came out of.”

“Did you? That shows that you’ve the faculty of observation — odd how many people are without it.”

“And as it was in the same field in which you were you must have seen it too; in fact, you couldn’t help it.”

“I never said I hadn’t.”

The chauffeur considered this statement.

“No, I suppose you didn’t, if it comes to that — very artful the way you put him off. He thought you said you hadn’t seen it.”

“Some of those policemen do think at times.”

When he had duly pondered this cryptic saying the chauffeur chuckled.

“I can see that you’re a deep one.”

“I am not sure that I quite deserve that compliment. What are we doing now? Thirty? At this rate we ought to be in Ashington in under half-an-hour.”

“We’re doing all of thirty — we ought to be in Ashington in less than twenty minutes. That peeler was looking for you.”

“Short-sighted mortal — surely I was near enough for him to see me.”

“What have you been doing? I hope it’s nothing — you know; I don’t want to be mixed up with anything fishy.”

“I assure you there’s nothing fishy about me. It is not only you gentlemen who drive motor cars who have differences with the police; lesser folk have them also — especially when there’s a lady in the case, and a stony-hearted guardian.”

“A lady is it? Ah! — I might have thought of that — now I see what the caravan was for — and she sitting behind there all the time saying nothing. Well, you’re a couple of cool ones. But when there’s a lady about you never know what’s about. Not long ago one of my governor’s daughters ran off with a young chap what was a riding master. Wasn’t there a rumpus! Every policeman in the county was looking out for them — but they were married before they got them — and she only turned seventeen; sandy hair she had.”

“It’s a dangerous age, seventeen.”

“Where a woman’s concerned all ages are dangerous.”

“That’s true. I perceive that you also are a deep one.”

“When you’ve got to drive a motor car, and keep her properly tuned up, you’ve got to be about all there. By the way, would you mind giving me ten sovereigns instead of those two fivers?”

The change of subject was rather sudden; Mr Frazer glanced round, as if a trifle startled.

“With pleasure — if I have them. But what’s wrong with the notes?”

“There’s nothing wrong with them — as notes; I know that well enough, only — their numbers might be known, and, if they’re traced, it wouldn’t suit me to be asked how they came to be in my possession — not by a long chalk.”

“I catch your meaning — you’re a far-sighted man. However, I give you my word that the numbers of those notes are not known, in the sense you mean — thanking you very much for the insinuation.”

“I daresay; still — I’d rather have the sovereigns. I sha’n’t forget how artful you were in putting that peeler off the scent. Whereabouts in Ashington do you want me to put you down?”

“I don’t care, so long as it is in Ashington. Aren’t we nearly there?”

“That’s Ashington, round the bend — that square tower’s the town hall. It’s new, the town hall is; they think more of it than I do — I call it a common-looking building.”

“If you’ll slow down I’ll see if I can find the ten sovereigns you would rather have.” He took several gold coins from a pocket in his trousers. “I’ve got them — here they are. If you’ll give me those two notes, I sha’n’t mind their being found in my possession. Now if you’ll take us, say, a quarter of a mile farther, and then set us down, I’ll be obliged.”

“I’ll set you down by the town hall — I know the chap who built it — he’s a sort of cousin of my old mother’s. It’s the biggest job he’s ever had, and he thinks no end of it. I tell him opinions differ — it does make him so wild.”

When they had alighted in front of the edifice in question, and had divested themselves of their wraps, the car drove off — possibly to fetch the “governor” from the races. The girl turned on her companion with flashing eyes.

“Why did you tell that policeman such a lie?” Nothing could have been better done than Mr Frazer’s air of deprecation.

“Did I tell him a lie? I was not aware of it.”

“You as good as told him a lie; you prevaricated — you meant to deceive him, and you did. If I hadn’t been such a contemptible coward I should have jumped up and told him the truth — that it was me he was looking for. I believe that every policeman is looking for me everywhere — I feel sure they are. Every fresh lie you tell to screen me makes me feel more ashamed — especially as I know they’re certain to find me in the end. There’s a policeman over there; I’ll go and tell him who I am — now! — and then at least you need tell no more falsehoods for me.”

Fortunately, Mr Frazer seemed to think, as he looked about him, there was no one within earshot to notice her wild words and manner, and the constable to whom she referred was some little distance off, on the other side of the way, with his back towards them. He laid his hand upon her arm, speaking with that matter-of-fact coolness which the girl seemed to find herself powerless to resist.

“I shouldn’t do that, just now, especially as a train will soon be starting which I am rather anxious to catch. Let’s get into this cab, and see if we can’t catch it.”

Feeling as if she were doing none of these things of her own volition — which, indeed, was the case — the girl suffered him to hand her into it. Presently she found herself entering a railway station at his side; then, a little later, seated alone with him in a first-class compartment — a passenger in a train for the second time in her life. The rate at which it moved; the noise it made; the occasional oscillation; the strangeness of it all — served to increase her mental confusion. She caught herself wondering, with what seemed to be some remote lobe of her brain, if her mind ever would be clear again. He held out towards her a cigar which he had taken from a case.

“May I smoke?” She said yes; and he did, talking as he smoked, in that clear, gentle, musical voice, which made itself audible above the roar of the train, affecting her as nothing had ever done before.

“This is an express, which runs through to town without a stop; we are lucky to have caught it. You look tired.”

“I am; I don’t know why: I have done nothing; but I feel as if I shall never again be anything but tired.”

“You wait — till you’re not tired.” He was silent; examining his cigar, which did not seem to be lighted quite to his satisfaction. She thought, hazily, how handsome he looked; handsomer in what seemed, to her, to be his smart attire, even than he had looked in his shirt sleeves on the heath. He went on, speaking rather as if he were soliloquising than addressing himself to her: “Queer world! Yesterday you were non-existent; yet to-day your life has become so intertwined with mine that I feel sure that we must have been associated in some prior state of existence.”

“That’s absurd! My horrid troubles have nothing to do with you — nothing! To you I am only a stranger — a disreputable stranger too.”

“You’re a foolish child.”

“I may be foolish, but I am not a child — and I wish you wouldn’t persist in treating me as if I were a child! I believe you have been doing all the things you have been doing — and ever so many of them you ought not to have done — simply and solely because you think I’m a child. Do get that idea out of your head, I beg of you; I’m quite old enough to be able to take care of myself — and if I’m not able I ought to be. Please, when we reach London, leave me, when we get out of the train, and I’ll go to the first policeman I see, and tell him everything there is to tell — I feel sure that if you keep going on as you have been I shall get you into trouble as well as myself, and — and I’d rather anything than that. Why should you suffer because of me?”

“When we reach town I’m going to take you to the Vernons’ — Frances’ father and mother.”

“Why should you do that? Why should you try to thrust me on people who know nothing about me, and who wouldn’t wish to have anything to do with me if they did? Why should they take me in?”

“All those whys in one sentence! I never knew such a child for whys. Your fondness for asking questions shows you are a child.”

“You won’t tell me anything unless I do; I have to keep on asking you questions — and even then you don’t answer them — I don’t know why, but you won’t — it’s not kind of you!”

“The Vernons have a house on the river, not far from Hampton Court; it’s a decentish place; you’ll find yourself comfortable there.”

“Shall I — that’s all you know! In a stranger’s house! — where I know I’ve no right to be, and feel I’m not wanted! — with that nightmare haunting me! — afraid to look a policeman in the face! — comfortable! Thank you; you don’t understand!”

“Have you any sense at all?”

“You think I haven’t; or you wouldn’t treat me as you are doing — but I’m not an utter idiot.”

“Then prove it, by acting on my advice. Forget all that it is better to forget; all unpleasant things are best forgotten; and, at your age, forgetting is so easy. Leave the conduct of things in more experienced hands; meaning mine. I’m pretty idle; I expect to find, in the process of putting your affairs in order, congenial amusement. A little bird whispers in my ear that I sha’n’t find it nearly such a difficult job as you imagine. You don’t seem to have had a very good time up to now; you shall have a better in the days which are coming; you’ll find that your worries will vanish, and it will be roses, roses, all the way.”

“Why should you do all this for me? — if it can be done; which I doubt.”

He sighed.

“Mild remonstrance is plainly useless; you’ll have to keep on whying! Did Frances Vernon know that George Emmett took you away from the convent?”

“Of course she did — besides, I told her all about it. She was there when he came — she saw us start.”

“Then, in that case, I shall tell Mrs Vernon that Mr Emmett is not so well as he might be, which is a fact, and that, since, therefore, he is not able to take so much care of you as is desirable, which is, again, the fact, I have assumed the charge of you, pro tem. You understand? It may not be necessary for you to say anything — I will endeavour to make it unnecessary — but if you must, you must support my story.”

“Your lie, you mean — another!”

“I hardly think that ugly word is called for. What I shall say will be the truth.”

“Part of it, you mean. If you were to tell them the whole truth, those people wouldn’t let me inside their door — that’s what I understand. And yet you say that, knowing that, I shall be comfortable.”

“Permit me to observe, since you persist in assailing me, that you speak with that merciless severity which marks the ignorant child, or the green girl who flatters herself that she is just ceasing to be a child. I am as good a judge of what is improper as most people of my acquaintance; if I thought that you were an improper person to introduce into Mrs Vernon’s household you would not be introduced by me. I feel, strongly, that you are an inexperienced child; that you have had many things against you; that you are at a period in your career in which you need, above all else, an experienced hand, to keep you from coming to eternal grief. I am going to play the part of the experienced hand, for quixotic reasons, if you choose. Don Quixote didn’t have such a bad time of it, first and last; he was a gentleman. If I were to tell Mrs Vernon what you would perhaps call all that occurred last night at ‘The Bolton Arms’ I should still be telling her what, from your childish point of view, would be a lie; because you don’t know all the truth, nor I either; there’s much about the affair which needs a great deal of explanation, and I’m going to see that it is explained. In the meanwhile, if there is anything about your connection with the business which you have concealed, and which is not to your credit, now’s the time to get it off your mind.”

Her manner was much meeker.

“There isn’t; I’ve told you all there is to tell, at least, I — I’ve told you all I can think of.”

“Very good; having weighed what you have told me, holding you innocent, I am going to stand surety for your innocence to Mrs Vernon. Now, do you understand the position I am taking up?”

“But why — —”

“No more whys, please; I’ve had enough of them. Don’t you, out of the fulness of your ignorance, presume to set yourself up to judge me, because I, out of the fulness of my knowledge, do or say certain things, which may be beyond your limited comprehension, but which I know to be right — in other words, don’t set yourself up to be a censorious little prig — I had almost rather you had broken Emmett’s head. I am going to do nothing for you that I ought not to do, but I am going to do for you everything I can. You hear?”

“Yes; I hear.”

“Then don’t you play me false.”

“Play you false? As if — —”

“You’ll be playing me false if you don’t endorse what I tell Mrs Vernon, and if you’re not as comfortable in her house as everybody about it will unite in trying to make you. Here are some picture papers for you to look at.”

He handed her half-a-dozen, while he unfolded, for his own perusal, a journal of the day. If his intention was to close the discussion he had taken a drastic means of doing it. Ominous headlines stared at him from the open sheet: “Extraordinary Occurrence at Newcaster. — Murder of Mr George Emmett. — Mysterious Disappearance of a Young Lady. — Reward Offered for Dorothy Gilbert.” As he read, reflections passed through his mind. “Vernon has often boasted to me that he never reads the police news, or any of his family either. This is a local rag; perhaps they won’t make such a fuss of the thing in town. Anyhow, let’s hope that on this occasion he’s as good as his word, or I shall have to tell a longer story than I intended.”


CHAPTER XIII

THE VERNONS — PARTICULARLY FRANCES

Dorothy had never seen a prospect which pleased her better. There was grass beneath her feet — the exquisite grass which one seems to find only on an English lawn — thick and soft and springy, of such a restful green. There was croquet on one side; two tennis courts were beyond; with a well-shorn piece of grass, with big numbers on it, whose use she did not understand, which was really a clock for putting at golf; flowers were in beds and borders, on banks, and everywhere; there were great trees and smaller ones, shrubs and clustered bushes; behind was the long, low, old house, with its rose and creeper covered walls; in front was the river, sparkling, laughing in the sunshine, already alive with a greater variety of small pleasure craft than she had ever heard of. She had read of such places in English books at the convent; but she had scarcely even hoped ever to see one. Yet, here she was, transported, as if by the touch of a magician’s wand, into what seemed to her to be a more perfect paradise than any of those she had read of, which she had been told she might regard, at least for some little time to come, almost as if it were her own home. After fourteen years spent within one set of walls, where nothing ever happened, events had crowded on her, all at once, so quickly; she had been so passed, as it were, from hand to hand; so hurried from scene to scene, that it was not strange if this final transformation almost seemed to her as if it were part and parcel of some long-continued dream, and that as she stood there, inhaling the pleasant air, the smell of the flowers, the sunshine, the indescribable aroma of the whole delightful scene, she was conscious, amid all the charm and sweetness, of a sense of shivering fear, lest this, the only pleasant phase of that drawn-out dream, should pass, as the rest of it had done, and its terror should return.

It was in an effort to escape this haunting fear that she moved quickly down to the river’s brink. There was a sloping bank at the foot of the lawn; the stream ran just beneath; the grass growing almost down to the water’s edge — there was nothing whatever to prevent your stepping from the bank into the river if you felt disposed. She stood on the slope to take in new aspects of what seemed to her to be the ever-changing scene. How nice some of the boats looked — and how pretty were some of their occupants — and what pretty clothes they wore! Dorothy was wearing the frock and the hat which Mr Frazer had brought with him in the parcel from Newcaster; yesterday they had seemed to her to be in the height of fashion — and compared to the garments which she discarded for them they were. Now she felt how out of harmony they were with her surroundings. The frock was of dark blue serge, the hat of dark grey felt; both good in their way — she did not doubt that they had cost more money than any two garments of hers had ever done before. But then the men in the boats were all in white flannels, and the girls and women in gossamer fabrics of the airiest kind, with hats which were radiant visions. They were in accord with the spirit of the scene. The longer Dorothy stood to watch the stronger her conviction grew that she was not. As far as appearance went she was nothing but a blot on the landscape. Ashamed though she was of such a feeling it was there, and would not away. She knew, none better, how indebted she was to the generosity of a stranger for being able to look as well as she did. She called herself a little pig for wishing that her clothes went better with that fairylike garden, those radiant skies, the silver stream; were more in the vein of poetry which marked the costume of the girl in the boat with the two men, an old and a young one, which was crossing from the opposite bank towards the lawn on which she stood. She was a study in the palest of pale blues; Dorothy thought what a charming bit of colour she made, in the smart boat; in which the two oarsmen, of such contrasting ages, were evidently so much at home. What a good-looking pair they were, in their different styles! The fact became plainer as the boat drew near; the one with the silvery hair and moustache, the other with the light brown curls, and smooth cheeks on which was the glow of youth and health.

It had just dawned on Dorothy that the boat was being steered, by the vision in blue, towards the spot on which she was standing; when, on a sudden, the young lady in question, rising in her seat, began to exclaim aloud, in a state of unmistakable agitation:

“Why, if it isn’t Dorothy Gilbert! Dorothy Gilbert, where have you come from?”

The white-haired gentleman seemed to find in the steerswoman’s conduct cause of complaint.

“If,” he observed, in quite audible tones, “you do want to have us over, would you mind letting us have a little notice of what to expect?”

The expression of this seemingly reasonable wish the young lady treated with scorn.

“Don’t be silly, dad! What does it matter? Especially when there’s Dorothy Gilbert actually standing on our lawn! Dorothy Gilbert, where have you tumbled from?”

“Excuse me, sir, if we’ve taken much paint off your boat; but if you’ll kindly have it put right, and will send the bill to my daughter, who’s at present suffering from one of her periodical attacks, I’ve no doubt she’ll be glad to see it settled — she’s supposed to be steering us, and this is the way she does it.”

“Dad! — how can you?” The young lady had all at once discovered, to her confusion, that these remarks were addressed to two young men who were in a skiff with which their own craft had nearly come into collision. “If you or Jim will row I’ll take you in.” Presently the boat was brought along to some steps which Dorothy had not previously noticed, but which she now saw led to the lawn. The young man stepped ashore, with the painter in his hand; and was followed by the young lady, who sprang up the steps, two at a time, and rushed to where Dorothy was standing, exclaiming as she went: “Dorothy! Dorothy! my darling child, have you tumbled from the skies?”

And, almost before she knew it, Dorothy found herself in the arms, and submitting to the caresses, of the vision in blue.

“Why,” she said, when at last she had a chance to speak, “do you know, I didn’t know you; you look so different.”

“Different from what?”

“Different — from what you looked at the convent.”

“The convent? My dear! — I should hope I do! How we all looked at that silly old convent! But, tell me, how do I look? — really? — that miserable Jim just said I looked a perfect fright.”

“I was just thinking how lovely that girl in the boat did look; and — she turned out to be you.”

“My dear, you’re an angel! I always was fond of you, but if you keep on saying darling things to me like that —— ! What’s become of your guardian? Where is Mr Emmett?”

“I—” Dorothy was about to say, “I left him behind in Newcaster”; but she changed the form of her sentence to— “I haven’t brought him with me.”

“Brought him with you! I should think you hadn’t! The idea of bringing him! The great thing is, you’ve brought yourself. Honestly, I’d sooner see you than that the Fates should buy a motor car; and if you knew how set I am on that — you mayn’t believe it, but we only go driving about behind frumpy old horses — you’d understand how glad I am — especially to-day. My dear, to-day’s our regatta, and our garden-party — it’s our day of days! You couldn’t have dropped on us at a better time; you little schemer, I believe you planned it! Father, if you will kindly come here I will present you to my friend, Miss Dorothy Gilbert, of whom, in my moments of emotion, you have heard me speak. Dorothy, this is my father; a more desirable parent you could not ask for; though I regret to say that he treats his daughter with a lack of respect which I fear is one of the signs of the day. Fathers did not treat their daughters like that when I was young.”

“No, Miss Gilbert, nor when I was young either; in those days daughters stood in awe of their fathers — but we’ve changed all that. I trust you know my daughter sufficiently well to be aware that she has her moments of sanity.”

“Dad! — you shouldn’t speak like that! — the child will misunderstand you. Fortunately Dorothy does know me. James! — Jim! — when you’ve finished trying to tie that boat up might I ask you to step this way? Dorothy, this is Mr James Harold Arbuthnot Vernon, better known as Jim — he is my brother; which is the only complimentary thing I can say of him. Jim, I believe you can be almost nice if you try very hard — do try your very hardest to be nice to Miss Gilbert.”

“Miss Gilbert, I assure you I can be very nice to you, as this little object puts it, without trying in the least; in fact, I don’t believe I could be anything else.”

“Jim! Dorothy, did you ever hear anything like him? Please try to bear with him, for a time, for my sake.”

The father of the pair managed to get in a word.

“I trust, Miss Gilbert, that this is not a flying visit you are paying us, but that you have come to stay some time.”

Dorothy’s was a stammering answer.

“I — I hardly know; my — my movements are uncertain.”

Miss Vernon echoed her last word.

“Uncertain! — but, my dear child, what I’m dying to know is what favouring wind of providence it was which blew you here. When did you come?”

“Last night.”

“Last night! — at what ever time?”

“It was very late.”

“It must have been. You see that houseboat by the paddock there? — that’s ours; sometimes some of us sleep in it, and sometimes none of us do — last night we three did — but we never started till quite late, and you weren’t here then. Why ever didn’t you let me know that you were coming? I’d never have gone to that silly old houseboat if I had.”

“I didn’t know that I was coming till — till I’d almost come.”

“My dear child! — what do you mean? You must have made up your mind in a hurry, or — did your guardian make it up for you? Did Mr Emmett bring you?”

“No; I came with Mr Frazer.”

“Mr who? — Frazer? — and who’s Mr Frazer?”

“He says he knows you — and your mother seems to know him very well.”

“Says he knows me! — and mother knows him very well? — what Frazer can it be? I know no Mr Frazer.”

Her brother offered a suggestion.

“Perhaps he’s one of Billy Frazer’s lot — Miss Gilbert, do you know Billy Frazer? He’s up at Magdalen; stroked their boats in the torpids; Bones they call him because — well, because he’s bony. Perhaps your man’s a relative of his.”

“I don’t know; I don’t know any of his relations — his name is Eric.”

Miss Vernon turned to her father.

“Dad, who is Mr Eric Frazer?”

“I daresay, if you put Miss Gilbert on the witness-stand, and bombard her long enough, you may get from her the information you require; though in my time it was not supposed to be the thing to cross-examine one’s guest the moment one met her — however, we have also changed all that. I am going into the house to speak to your mother. I am very glad to see you, Miss Gilbert; I don’t care how you came, or with whom; I am only sorry that I was not here to welcome you. I trust now you have come you’ll keep on staying.”

The old gentleman moved towards the house; with a figure as erect as if nothing had ever happened to bow his head or bend his back. His daughter looked after him with smiling eyes; then turned to the visitor with a question which took the girl rather aback.

“Well, Dorothy, what do you think of my father?”

“Frances! — what a thing to ask me! — when I’ve seen him for scarcely five minutes!”

“Well? — isn’t that long enough to enable you to form an opinion? I’ve summed up most people inside two seconds.”

“Yes — all wrong. Frances, you are an idiot; I never did know anyone talk quite such drivel as you do.”

“Thank you, James; I am obliged to you. Would you mind going away to play? I have something which I wish to say to my friend, Miss Gilbert, which I would rather not have overheard by boys. And please remember how easily a bad impression is formed — don’t let Miss Gilbert find out your true character in the first two minutes.”

“All right, ducky; don’t you worry. I give you my word I’ve no wish to listen to the sort of stuff I know you are fond of talking. Miss Gilbert, you have my sympathy.”

The young gentleman strolled off, his hands in his pockets, whistling a popular air. Miss Vernon regarded his back with the same smiling eyes with which she had followed her father; and put almost the same question to her friend.

“Dorothy, what do you think of Jim?”

“Frances! — how can you? — when you know very well that I think nothing.”

“You are quite right, my dear; I am glad you show such penetration. All the same, you can’t deny that he is good-looking.”

“Is he? I didn’t notice.”

“You didn’t notice! Child! — you’re not in the convent now.”

“No; sometimes I wish I were.”

“That’s a flattering thing to say! — considering where you are! — and that I am here!”

“Frances! I didn’t mean that! You don’t understand.”

“You are wrong; I do. I’ve a feeling that there’s something mysterious about you, about your presence here; and, Dorothy Gilbert, if there’s anything I do love, it’s mystery. I suppose it’s too much to hope that it’s one of those frightful mysteries, of which one only speaks with bated breath — that sort of blood-curdler never crosses my path. But, whatever it may be, I foresee a perfectly delightful time ahead, while I am engaged in wriggling out from you the secret. However insinuating I may be, baffle my curiosity; and for goodness sake don’t let it burst on me too soon. Let it dawn on me by degrees; in instalments, my dear; and let me have a shock with each instalment; each one greater than the last; so that the full comprehension of the mystery comes with a culminating shock which turns my hair almost grey — almost, my pet, not quite, if you please. I’ve heard that grey hair suits some girls; but I don’t believe I’m one of them. By the way of beginning my insinuating, let me remark that you have changed since I saw you.”

“So have you — and you must have changed more than I have, because I didn’t know you, and you did know me.”

“That’s true. Now, Dorothy, no flummery, and no fibs — in what respect do you consider I have altered?”

“Well — for one thing you seem to be so much more of a woman.”

“Do I? Isn’t that natural?”

“I don’t know; it isn’t so very long since I saw you last.”

“A great many things may happen in a very short time.”

“That’s true.”

Dorothy sighed; but Miss Vernon was smiling. Then she said, with an air which would be grave, but was not:

“There are women and women. I have heard people say that when one becomes a woman one should show a consciousness of the responsibilities of womanhood. I hope I don’t show too much of that kind of thing.”

“I don’t think you ever will do that.”

“Sha’n’t I? You never can tell. A man I danced with last week — he was quite old, over thirty — said that it bursts upon you all at once, what it means to be a woman. I don’t know what he knows about it, as he’s only a man; but I’ve noticed that some men, when they’re old, do seem to know a good deal about women — or they pretend to. What do you think of this dress?”

“It’s a perfect dream!”

“Really?”

“I never saw anything so lovely.”

“I fancy it is rather — too-too; and I believe that’s what Jim thinks; that’s why he keeps calling me a perfect fright. Oh, those brothers! they have such ways of paying a compliment. What do you think of the hat?”

Again Dorothy sighed; but this time it was a sigh of admiration.

“Frances, it’s simply sweet!”

“Notice the hair?”

“Rather; and I believe it’s the hair which is more responsible for the change which I see in you than anything else. Of course the clothes have something to do with it — you didn’t wear frocks and hats like that in the convent.”

“My dear! what are you talking about? Fancy the sensation I’d have made! Can’t you see the Mother’s face?”

“No; and I’d rather not, thank you. But it’s the hair which has changed you more than the clothes. I can’t think how it’s done. I wonder — —”

Dorothy stopped; the other finished the sentence for her.

“If I will do yours for you? Come into the house, and then I’ll show you. I’ve discovered I’ve quite a genius for dressing hair. I’ll make a perfect picture of you — you won’t know yourself when I’ve finished. Which room have you got? You don’t know? You think that’s the window? That’s the pink room — we call it the pink room because once upon a time its decorations were pink; and we still call it the pink room, though now they’re what I call a symphony in chaste French-grey. Talk about this frock! You wait till you see me this afternoon! I say, you were lucky to drop on us on our day of days! There’ll be tons of people here; and, among them, one or two nice ones. Honestly, did you know what day it was?”

“Of course I didn’t; and, if you don’t mind, I’d — I’d just as soon stay in the house while all those people are here. I — I don’t feel in a mood for that kind of thing.”

“What kind of thing? Stuff! You don’t know what you’re talking about; shyness is what’s the matter with you; and that’s a complaint of which little convent-bred girls have got to be cured. Wait till I’ve tried my hand upon your hair! Come along, I’ll start on it at once. Why,” she had taken Dorothy’s hand in her own, “I say! — whatever’s this? — a ring! — on her engagement finger! — diamonds! — and such a beauty! Dorothy, what is the matter with the child? She’s staring at her own finger as if she were staring at a ghost!”

Dorothy was staring at Mr Emmett’s ring, which gleamed at her on the third finger of her left hand. Until that moment she had been unconscious of its presence — a fact which was a sufficient commentary on her mental state during the last several hours. She could not think how it had got there; to her it was something worse than a ghost; it brought back to her, on the instant, all that she would have been so willing to forget.


CHAPTER XIV

STRATHMOIRA

Mr Vernon found Mrs Vernon in the morning-room, engaged with what seemed to be household accounts. As is apt to be the case when people have been married to each other for more years than they sometimes care to remember, morning greetings were with them a minus quantity. He began without any preface:

“Everything all right for this afternoon?”

She looked up from a bill.

“Yes, I think so; as far as I know.” She looked back at the bill. “I am confident Barnes has made a mistake, he is always doing it.” She looked up again, turning half round in her chair. “But, Harold, have you seen her?”

“You mean Miss Gilbert? I have; and — I’m rather prepossessed with her. I confess that Frances’ ecstasies made me a trifle nervous; but so far as appearance and manner go she strikes me as being distinctly good style, as girls run nowadays. But she — or someone — might have let us know that she was coming, considering, so far as we’re concerned, that she’s a perfect stranger. She seems to have dropped from the clouds; she doesn’t seem as if she were the kind of girl who’d do it. Who’s the Mr Frazer she speaks of?”

“Mr Frazer?”

“She says she came with Mr Frazer — Eric Frazer?”

“Eric Frazer? She must mean Strathmoira.”

“Strathmoira?”

“Of course, his name is Frazer — Eric Frazer.”

“But, why should she speak of the Earl of Strathmoira as Mr Frazer?”

“My dear Harold, it’s no use putting questions to me, because I keep putting questions to myself, and I get no answers. Directly I begin to think I feel I am getting out of my depth, so I try not to think. I console myself with the reflection that I always have known that Strathmoira’s stark, staring mad.”

“But, do you mean to say that Strathmoira brought Miss Gilbert to this house without letting us have the least hint that he was coming, at goodness knows what hour of the night?”

“You may well say goodness only knows. You had been gone what seemed to me hours, and I was just getting into bed, when I heard a vehicle coming up the drive. I called to Parkes not to open the door till he had asked who it was through the window; but I suppose I must have spoken louder than I meant, and of course the windows in my room were wide open; and, as you know, it’s right over the hall door, which for the moment I’d forgotten; anyhow, a voice answered from without: ‘It’s all right, Adela, don’t you let me be the cause of Parkes straining his vocal chords; it isn’t burglars, it’s yours to command.’ When I realised that the voice was Strathmoira’s you might have knocked me down with a feather.”

“I daresay. Why, how long is it since we’ve seen or heard anything of the fellow?”

“As you put it, goodness only knows. I replied to him through the window: ‘I’m alone in the house, I don’t know if you’re aware what time it is; I’m just going to bed — couldn’t you come round in the morning?’”

“He answered: ‘No, I couldn’t; I’ve got Miss Gilbert here, Frances’ friend, so perhaps you won’t mind hurrying down to let us in!’”

“Pretty cool, upon my word.”

“Cool! When Parkes had opened the door, and I went down, looking I don’t know how, he was as much at his ease as if he’d dropped in to pay an afternoon call; and there was a tall slip of a girl, with black hair, big grey eyes, and a white face, whom I took to at once.”

“So did I, when I saw her just now.”

“He introduced her; and said she had come to make a long stay; and asked if I’d mind her going to bed at once, as she’d had a very tiring day, and was tired out. She looked it, to me she seemed unnaturally pale. As she stood there, without speaking a word, I felt quite sorry for the child. So I took her upstairs and lent her Frances’ things to go to bed with — she hadn’t even so much as an extra pocket-handkerchief of her own.”

“I thought you said she’d come to stay.”

“So he said — but she hadn’t so much as a handbag in the way of luggage.”

“I suppose it’s coming — or has it come?”

“It is not coming; nor has it come. If you’ll allow me I’ll try to make you understand as much as I understand — which is very little. The whole thing seems to me to be mysterious; however, by this time I ought to know Strathmoira. When I came downstairs again he told me a story of which I did not find it easy to make head or tail. It seems that Miss Gilbert has a guardian, in whose charge she appears to have been.”

“You remember Frances said she’d left the convent with her guardian; and that was why she didn’t want to stop.”

“I do remember. It seems that the guardian is not in a state of health to take proper care of his ward, though what ails him I couldn’t make out; so Strathmoira brought her to me.”

“Of course we are very glad to see her; but — what has Strathmoira got to do with Miss Gilbert? And why as a matter of course has he brought her to you? — without giving you any notice, in that unceremonious fashion? Hasn’t she any friends of her own?”

“My dear Harold, you are sufficiently acquainted with Strathmoira to be aware that you can rain questions at him, and that, without refusing to answer one, he can evade them all, and do it in such a way that you are not sure if he knows that you ever put them. I asked him everything I could think of in the short time he stayed; but all that he told me amounted to this — that he hopes I’ll treat Miss Gilbert as a daughter.”

“Upon my word! — and she a stranger!”

“He also hoped that I’ll see her properly fitted up with clothes from top to toe!”

“With whose money?”

“With his — or hers — I don’t know whose; I only know that he gave me a hundred pounds in notes, and here they are. When he wondered if that would be enough to start with, I said it depended on the circumstances of the girl, and I asked if she had any means; and he replied: ‘Ample! ample!’ twice over; and he added that no expense was to be spared in fitting her up with all that a girl of her age ought to have. Now you know how Frances told us she was neglected by her people, and continually left without a penny of pocket-money; and how that man who took her away informed her that her father had died and left her penniless; and how sorry I was for her; and, because I was so sorry, I gave Frances permission to ask her to spend the summer with us — and Frances couldn’t, because she didn’t know her address. I believe I am not a person to judge hastily and harshly; but I cannot reconcile those facts with Strathmoira’s statement that her means are ample.”

“You’ve got the money; you needn’t spend all of it; what’s it matter?”

“Harold, it does matter. I should like to know whose money it is; and if more is coming when it’s spent.”

“Strathmoira will give you all the explanations you want before very long; you’re sure to hear from him — what’s his address?”

“Harold, I haven’t a notion — I asked, but he didn’t say. When he’d gone I found that he’d left me with a general impression that I might hear from him — I didn’t know when.”

“Well, that’s something. Anyhow, here’s the girl; we know of nothing against her even if she did make an informal entry; she’s Frances’ friend; the child will be delighted to have her; you felt drawn to her.”

“I did, and I do; what I’ve seen of her I like, there’s something about the girl which appeals to me.”

“Very well, then — as I’m prepossessed we sha’n’t do much harm if we give her house-room for her own sake. As for Strathmoira — although he is stark mad, he’s an excellent fellow, and long-headed, in his way. Whatever the connection may be between this girl and him I’m quite sure that there’s nothing discreditable about it to either side.”

“Harold, I never for an instant thought there was. I quite agree with you in thinking that Strathmoira’s one fault is that he’s stark mad.”

“Then all we have to do, for the present, is to make the girl comfortable and happy. Did I understand you to say that she has nothing with her but the clothes she is wearing?”

“She hasn’t another rag — not so much as a toothbrush.

“In which case you’ll have to expend a part of that hundred in buying her a toothbrush — and other odds and ends.”

“That’s exactly what I’m going to do. I’ve drawn up a list of some of the things she must have; I’ve ordered the landau, and I’m going to drive the two girls over to Ringtown as soon as I have my hat on. Here are the girls.” As she spoke, the two girls appeared at the open French window. She spoke to her daughter. “Good morning, Frances; you see your fairy godmother has sent you a present — the visitor you so much wanted.”

“Isn’t it lovely? I’ve just been telling her that I’d sooner see her than that father should buy a motor car — and you know what that means. But I don’t understand — she says she’s brought no luggage.”

“That’s all right; I’m going to drive the pair of you over to Ringtown, and there I’m going to buy Dorothy what she wants. The other day I saw some pretty model gowns at Wingham’s; if only one of them fits her it might do for this afternoon. What do you say, Dorothy?”

The girl, who had been standing by the window, came a little farther into the room; she spoke with painful hesitation.

“Mrs Vernon, I — I have no money.”

“My dear child, I have some money of yours.”

“Of mine? — money of mine?” The girl looked as if she did not understand, then flushed — as if with sudden comprehension. “Did he — give it you?”

“By ‘he’ do you mean the Earl of Strathmoira?”

Mrs Vernon smiled; but the girl looked as if she understood less than ever.

“The Earl of Strathmoira? — no; I mean Mr Frazer.”

Miss Vernon broke in:

“Mother, what Mr Frazer does she mean? She says she came with Mr Eric Frazer. Who is Eric Frazer?”

“Mr Frazer is Dorothy’s quaint way of speaking of the Earl of Strathmoira.”

Miss Vernon stared at her mother, then at her friend; a look of puzzlement was on her pretty face.

“Dorothy, do you know Strathmoira?”

Dorothy’s look of bewilderment more than matched her own.

“Strathmoira? — no; is it a place or a thing?”

“Dorothy, are you joking?”

“Joking? — Frances! — what makes you think I’m joking? — I haven’t the faintest notion what you mean.”

Miss Vernon turned to her mother.

“Mother, what is this mystery? — because it seems to me that there is a mystery somewhere. I hope that you and Dorothy understand each other better than I do either of you.”

“My dear Frances, I’m bound to say that I don’t understand; especially if, as she says, she isn’t joking. Dorothy, do you seriously wish to tell us that you don’t know that the gentleman who brought you to this house last night was the Earl of Strathmoira?”

The girl’s eyes opened wider and wider; no one who saw the look almost of fear which came on her face could think that she was jesting.

“He — he told me that his name was Frazer — Eric Frazer.”

“And so his family name is Frazer, and his Christian name Eric; but his style and title is the Earl of Strathmoira; by that style and title he is generally known; indeed I, who have known him all his life, and am his cousin once removed, was not aware that he was ever known as anything else. How long have you known him, my dear? — and who introduced him to you as Mr Frazer?”

The girl shrank back. Inchoate thoughts were pressing on her harassed mind. She remembered what he had said about her endorsing his story; but what story had he told? Was it true that he was who these people said he was? If so, then — perhaps she had betrayed him already; with a word she might betray him further. She recalled his words about playing him false. If she did, what would he think — after all he had done for her? How they all three were looking at her! She wished she could think what to say without — without committing any one. But — she could not think.

While she was still struggling within herself for the words which would not come, Frances went flitting towards her across the room; drawn to her by the anguish which was in her eyes, and on her face.

“Dorothy! my darling! what is the matter? Don’t look like that! Mother didn’t mean to hurt you! You poor thing, how you’re trembling! Mother, tell her that you didn’t mean anything!”

In her turn the elder woman, crossing the room, came and stood by the still speechless girl, into whose eyes, for some cause which she could not fathom, there had come a pain which was too great for tears. Her voice was very soft and gentle.

“I assure you, my dear Dorothy, that nothing was further from my wish than a desire to pry into what, after all, is no business of mine. If my cousin is Mr Frazer to you then he is Mr Frazer. He’s one of the most eccentric creatures breathing; but he is also one of the best. I’m sure, from the way in which he spoke to me of you last night, that he regards you with the utmost respect and reverence. He commended you to me as a very precious charge. He told me that you had never known your own mother; and he asked me to try to be a mother to you.” The speaker paused to smile, whimsically. “You know, Dorothy, I don’t think that one can be quite like one’s mother if one isn’t one’s mother, but, if you’ll let me, I’d like to play the part, as well as a substitute can.”

Mr Vernon’s interposition prevented a reply from Dorothy, if she was capable of one. Perhaps he saw that she was not; and his words were dictated by a masculine desire to cut short what was very like a scene.

“Now, Adela, if you’re going to put your hat on, you’d better put it on — I heard the carriage come ten minutes ago. And, you girls, if you’re not ready, perhaps you will be ready inside a brace of shakes. Frances, do you hear?”

The young lady took the hint.

“All right, dad; we’ll both of us be ready in ever so much less than a brace of shakes!”

Slipping her arm through Dorothy’s she led her from the room. When the two girls had gone husband and wife looked at each other. The man was the first to speak.

“It’s odd that she shouldn’t know him as the Earl of Strathmoira — it strikes me that my gentleman’s a queerer fish even than I thought.”

His wife eyed him for a moment, as if quizzically; then she turned aside, ostensibly to collect the papers on which she had been engaged.

“Harold, have you ever heard of blindfold chess?”

Under the circumstances it seemed a curious question — so it seemed to strike him.

“Adela, what on earth do you mean?”

“It occurs to me that we are about to act as pawns in a game of chess without even knowing who are the players.”

Her husband stared at her, as if with a total lack of comprehension. When he spoke his tone was irascible.

“Adela, there seem to be puzzles enough in the air without your making them worse. Perhaps you’ll be so good as to tell me what you may happen to mean.”

“I am not so sure that I know myself; only, as I looked at that girl’s face, I had the queerest feeling.”

“Of what kind?”

“I’m not fanciful — am I?”

“I can’t say you are — as a rule.”

“Which makes it all the queerer.”

“I wish you’d be more explicit. To hear you take on this tone of mystery — you know how I hate mysteries — makes me conscious of a feeling which it would be mild to describe as queer. It didn’t strike me that there was anything remarkable about the girl’s looks, except that she looked pale and worried. You don’t know what she may have had to go through lately.”

“No, I don’t; and — I don’t think I’d care to.”

“Adela! Now you’re at it again! Will you go and put your hat on? I don’t know if you’re aware that the time’s going; I suppose you don’t want to keep that carriage waiting all day.” Mrs Vernon went out of the room without another word. At the door she turned and favoured him with a look which he instinctively resented. He gave vent to his feelings as soon as she had gone. “Now what did she mean by looking at me like that? There’s something about the best of women which is — trying. She’s got some notion into her head about that girl; and — I wonder what it is? When I do get within reach of Strathmoira I’ll speak a few plain words to him. The idea of his treating me, in my own house, as if I were a pawn — Adela’s too absurd! — I should like to see him try it!”

On Mr Vernon’s face there was a smile which, if the Earl of Strathmoira had been there, he might have been excused if he regarded as a challenge.


CHAPTER XV

DOROTHY GILBERT OF NEWCASTER

Mrs Vernon was standing looking out on to the lawn, pinning some flowers in her blouse. Her daughter, coming on her from behind, laid her hands upon her shoulders, and then her cheek against her mother’s. The mother, continuing to arrange her flowers, suffered the soft cheek to remain against her own, for some seconds, in silence.

“Well, are we ready? The people will be coming directly — we told them four. Some of Jim’s friends appear to have come early, judging from the group of what seem to be boys he has with him at the end of the lawn.”

“So I see. Jim’s friends have hours of their own — they don’t care what time people put on cards. Mother, I’m worried about Dorothy.”

“Doesn’t the dress fit?”

“Perfectly! — and the hat; and the hairdressing is a complete success. She looks lovely, as I told her she would do — she’s certain to cut me out.”

“I don’t think you’re afraid of that.”

Frances sighed.

“I’m not — if only for the simple reason that she won’t even try.”

“Doesn’t she want to come down?”

“It’s so provoking; she’s not a bit like my Dorothy — at least, in a way she isn’t. I can’t think what’s the matter with her. She seems to be a bundle of nerves. I hardly dare open my mouth for fear of saying something which will make her jump.”

“She does seem to be more sensitive than, from your description of her, I expected; I’ve noticed it myself.”

“My darling mumkins, she’s not the same girl. Something’s wrong with her — I can’t think what — and I daren’t ask.”

“She doesn’t seem to be an easy person to ask questions of.”

“She used to be; we used to tell each other every single thing; we used to delight in answering each other’s questions; but now —— I believe she’s bewitched, I really do!”

“What do you mean by she’s bewitched?”

“Why, she’s — she’s so strange; she gives me the feeling that only her body’s here, while she is somewhere else; it — it really is uncanny. She never speaks unless you speak to her, and when you speak to her she doesn’t listen. You can see she tries to listen; then, when you’re in the middle of a sentence, you find that she’s paying not the slightest attention to you, and that she’s staring at something in such a way that you turn, with a start, to see whatever it can be; and you have quite an uncomfortable feeling when you discover that, whatever it is she’s looking at, it’s something which you can’t see.”

“Did you say she doesn’t want to come down?”

“I didn’t say so; but she doesn’t. She makes me really cross; it is so annoying! There she is, looking a perfect picture: she has only to show herself to take the people by storm. I had no idea she was so pretty! And she says she would rather stay indoors, after all the trouble I have taken with her, because she doesn’t feel like seeing anyone.”

“My dear Frances, she is your guest; it is her feelings you must consult, not yours.”

“Of course! All the same, if we were at the convent I should pick her up and plank her down right in the very middle of the lawn; I shouldn’t care for her tantrums; she’d get the fresh air if she got nothing else. As it is, I don’t mean to let her have all her own way, if I can help it.”

“I don’t doubt that, or it wouldn’t be you.”

“Well, mother, I believe that, at the bottom, it’s just shyness; she’s ridiculously afraid of meeting strangers; after the first plunge she’d be cured. So, after a while, I’m going up to see how she is, and to ask if she wouldn’t like to come down; and I’m going to keep on asking if she wouldn’t like to come down till she comes; then you’ll see if she’ll be any the worse for coming.”

On this programme Miss Vernon acted. But the people, when they did begin to appear, arrived so fast, by land and water, and occupied her so completely, that it was some time before she was able to pay a first visit to her friend; and then, so far as inducing her to put in an appearance on the lawn was concerned, it was paid in vain. A second and a third time she tried; and it was only on the fourth occasion she prevailed; then the girl yielded less to her importunity than to her assurance that many of the people had already gone, and the rest were presently going. The consciousness of the false position she was in weighed on Dorothy so heavily that again and again that afternoon she had wished, with all her heart, that she had never allowed the individual she had known as Eric Frazer to inflict her on these good people. If she had held out against him, as she ought to have done, he never could have brought her there. But she had not understood; it seemed to her that he had taken advantage of her ignorance.

The worst of it was she did not understand yet; exactly how false her position was still she did not know. For instance, was he really the Earl of Strathmoira? Her simplicity, on such points, was pristine. To her, an earl was a person so far above her that he was, practically, a being of a superior world. If he was such an effulgent creature why had he passed himself off to her as a common man? — a plain mister? Why had he condescended to notice her at all? — to give her shelter? — to feign interest in her sordid story? — it could only have been feigned. Why had he lied and played the trickster to save such an one as she from the fate which he, so superior a being, must have known that she deserved? His whole attitude in the matter was incomprehensible to her; it added to that confusion of her mental faculties which had been great enough before.

It would have been something if she had been able to ask questions; to glean information from those who knew him so much better than she did — if she could have gained some insight into the kind of man he actually was. But she dare not ask a question. One thing she did see clearly — too clearly — and that was the impression she had made upon the Vernons by what had struck them as her amazing statement that she had only known him as Mr Eric Frazer. Another word or two and, for all she could tell, she would have done what he had warned her not to do — she would have played him false. That he had played her false, in a sense, seemed true; but then, what he had done he had done for her; it behoved her to be careful that what she did was done for him.

So it came about that, for his sake, she was tongue-tied. Wholly in the dark as to his actual identity, as to the real part which he was playing; not knowing, even, what was the story he had told on her account, she had to walk warily lest, by some chance expression, she should do him a disservice. This was one of those girls who, when forced by circumstances into situations of the most extreme discomfort, are indifferent for themselves, and anxious only for others. She had taken that diamond ring off her engagement finger; but there was a tingling feeling where it had been, as if it still were there; and that tingling caused her, now and then, as it were, against her will, to glance at it; and, as she glanced, all that the ring stood for to her came back to her — she saw it all. She saw the room in ‘The Bolton Arms,’ in the light, and in the dark; and, in the dark, what was on the table. She saw herself, the coward behind the curtain, with quivering flesh, as that grisly something glowered at her through the silence of the darkened room. She heard — the awful sound — in the pitch blackness; and she fled headlong through the window, like a thing possessed, and dropped through the unknown depths below — she had only to shut her eyes to feel herself dropping. She saw people looking for her — everywhere she saw them looking; and when she saw what was in their eyes — that was the worst of it all — she was as one frozen with fear. Yet, could she have had her way, she would have gone straight off and given herself up to those who sought her, to let them do with her as they would — because she was afraid of what would come, of her not doing so, to others — to him whom she had known as Eric Frazer; to the good people of this house. That would be the worst drop of bitterness, in her bitter cup, if hurt came to others because of her. She had a feeling that, at that moment, the owner of the caravan, whatever his name might be, was plunging deeper and deeper into the mire, in a frantic, hopeless effort to get her clear of it. If he were to get in so deep that there would be no getting out of it again, for him, so that they were both of them engulfed in it, for ever? And these Vernons — what right had she to bring her sordid story into their pleasant lives? Would they not suffer when it became known that they had harboured, though unwittingly, one on whose head was set the price of blood? What would be their judgment on her when they knew?

These were the thoughts which racked her as, in the pink room, she sat, burning with shame, in the pretty frock, and hat, which Mrs Vernon had bought her with money which she had supposed to be Dorothy’s, but which Dorothy herself knew was Mr Frazer’s. Yesterday he himself had bought her clothes across the counter; to-day he had done it by deputy — yet she had not dared to tell his deputy the truth, lest she should play him false. Looked at from any point of view, could anything be more hideously false than her position? And without, in the sunshine, on the grass, amid the flowers, were crowds of happy people, with light hearts, clear consciences, who could look the whole world in the face, knowing they had done no wrong; and Frances — the friend whom she was using so ill — wanted to take her — a leper — into that unsuspecting throng. And in the end she yielded, and went — because that seemed to her to be the lesser evil. Frances made it so clear that if she did not go she should think that Dorothy no longer looked upon her as a friend. Rather than she should think that; since many of the people had gone, and the rest were about to go; with a sigh, whose meaning Frances wholly misunderstood, against her better judgment, she suffered herself to be persuaded to show herself outside.

“All I want you to do,” Frances had reiterated, over and over again, “is just to show yourself — if you love me, dear. No harm can possibly come of that.”

Which was all she knew. Dorothy was to learn that, in suffering herself to be persuaded — because she loved, she had played the coward again — more harm was to come of her just showing herself than she might ever be able to undo.

Before quitting the pink room, Frances looked her over, as if she had been a picture, and, as an artist might have done, gave her here and there a finishing touch; expressing herself as only half satisfied with the ultimate result.

“I’ve half-a-mind, do you know, young woman, to put a touch of colour on your cheeks — a dab on each of them; because, though I won’t deny that pallor suits you, and even makes you fascinatingly interesting, I don’t want folks to think that you’ve met with a tragic fate beneath this roof; or I shall have them nudging each other in the side; and wondering to what cruel treatment you’ve been subjected; and eyeing me askance, as if I must be the wretch. Don’t you think you might manage to wear, when you notice that people are looking at you, what I have seen described, in print, as the ghost of a smile? It will anyhow let them know that you’ve as much as the ghost of a smile left in you.”

It was with curious sensations that Dorothy found herself, in what she felt were borrowed plumes, moving, on Frances’ arm, amid a gaily attired crowd of persons, not one of whom seemed to have a care in the world. If, as Frances had said, many had already gone, then the lawns must have been inconveniently thronged, for certainly enough people for comfort still remained; and if, as Frances had also said, those who stayed, proposed, immediately, to depart, then they managed to mask their intentions with considerable skill. It seemed to Dorothy that not only had many of them no present intention of leaving, but that they intended to stop where they were as long as they possibly could.

As the two girls passed together, arm-in-arm, across the lawns, they were the subjects of general attention. As Frances had prophesied, Dorothy made a sensation. People asked each other who she was, giving to their inquiries different forms: one wondering who the “curious-looking,” and another who the “striking-looking,” girl might be. A lady who was standing by Mrs Vernon gave her question a shape which was still more flattering to its object.

“My dear!” she exclaimed, “who is that lovely girl with Frances?”

“What lovely girl?” Up to that moment Mrs Vernon had been unaware that her pertinacious daughter had, at last, succeeded in her avowed design; and when, on turning, she beheld proof of the fact, she smiled. She replied to the question with another. “Do you think she’s lovely?”

“Don’t you? My dear! she’s such good style!”

“Yes, she is good style; and, now, she does look lovely.”

“Why do you say ‘now’ — in that tone?” Mrs Vernon was thinking what a difference the frock made, and the artist’s hand in the treatment of the hair, and suffered the words to go unheeded. The speaker pressed her former query: “Who is she?”

“She’s a school friend of my daughter’s.” The girls came towards them. Mrs Vernon spoke to Dorothy. “I am glad to see that this insistent child of mine has managed to persuade you to come among us. In such weather as this it seems almost wicked to stay indoors, even if one’s head is bad. I think that here, also, is someone who is glad to see you.”

She referred, smilingly, to the lady who was standing by her — who said:

“One always does like to see decent-looking people; but I especially like to see pretty girls at such times as these, if only because they fit in with the sunshine, and the flowers, and the decorations. I was asking Mrs Vernon who you were, but she hasn’t told me.”

The hostess went through the ceremony of introduction — with mock formality.

“Mrs Purchas, permit me to have the honour to present to you — Miss Gilbert.”

Falling into Mrs Vernon’s vein Mrs Purchas favoured Dorothy with an exaggerated curtsey.

“Delighted to have the pleasure, Miss Gilbert. No connection, I presume, of Miss Dorothy Gilbert, of Newcaster — are you?”

Dorothy had flushed a little at the compliment which Mrs Purchas had paid her; she even showed some faint sign of being amused at her laughing pretence of treating her as if she were a person of importance; but when she asked her that last question all signs of amusement faded. Was she connected with Dorothy Gilbert of Newcaster? No doubt the question was asked in jest; though, as a jest, it was scarcely in the very best taste. It struck Dorothy dumb. It was such a bolt out of the blue, so unexpected, that, for the first moment, she did not clearly realise what was meant; but, when she did, any humour which the thing might have had was lost on her. In that first moment of shock she could not have spoken to save her life. And, when the first force of the blow — for it was as if she had been struck a blow — had begun to pass, and the significance of the lightly uttered words commenced to dawn on her, she would have liked to be able to sink into the ground, if only to escape the woman’s eyes.

That the singularity of her bearing had impressed those about her was plain. Mrs Vernon and her daughter had already grown accustomed, in a measure, to the strange effect chance words were apt to have upon their guest; so that they were not so altogether taken by surprise as was the unintentional cause of the girl’s visible emotion. Her amazement was not mirrored in Mrs Purchas’ face; it was in her bungling attempt to offer an apology for having done she knew not what.

“I — I’m sure, my dear, I — I beg your pardon.” The girl looked so very queer that the lady burst out in sudden alarm: “My dear! — what have I done?”

Frances came to the rescue.

“It’s all right, Mrs Purchas — Miss Gilbert is not very well; it’s my fault for making her come out.”

She drew the girl away, intending to lead her back to the house, which she inwardly realised that she had been foolish to induce her to leave. Dorothy certainly was exasperatingly trying. But there was worse to follow — they were waylaid on the road; this time by Mr Jim Vernon, who escorted a masculine acquaintance, the tale of whose years was eloquently suggested by a question which he had addressed to Jim:

“I say, Jim, who’s that ripping-looking girl who’s with your sister?”

And Jim had responded:

“She’s a topper, my boy — a fair topper. But, as I’m in a generous mood, if you’ll come along with me I’ll do the needful.” So they went along together, and they came to Miss Vernon and her friend; and Jim immediately observed, in that free-and-easy way which is popular with latter-day youth: “Awfully glad to see you, Miss Gilbert — frightful blow when I was told you weren’t showing. Mr Denman — Miss Gilbert.”

Mr Denman acknowledged the introduction with the remark:

“Gilbert! — that name’s rather in the air just now. Ever been to Newcaster, Miss Gilbert?”

Jim asked:

“Why Newcaster?”

“Why, old chap, haven’t you seen the papers? I expect Miss Gilbert has — there’s a lot in them about the doings of Dorothy Gilbert at Newcaster — is there a Dorothy in your family, Miss Gilbert?”

It seemed that Mr Denman was a humorist of Mrs Purchas’ type — only more so; with the bump of obtuseness unduly developed. Had he fired a revolver at the girl he could hardly have produced a greater effect; coming after the question which she had just had aimed at her every word he uttered seemed to hit her on a tender spot. Frances could feel her trembling. She flared up in the astonished young gentleman’s face.

“Boys, nowadays, are the stupidest and rudest creatures — or else Jim has some most unfortunate specimens of them among his acquaintance.”

Before either Mr Denman or her brother could get out a word in excuse or self-defence she was bearing Dorothy Gilbert off as fast as she could induce her to move. In her heart she was fearful lest Dorothy should collapse, or do something undesirable in the way of making a scene upon the lawn; she was only too painfully conscious of how incapable the girl seemed to be to keep herself from shivering; but Dorothy still had sufficient control over herself to be able to reach the house without making of herself a public exhibition. Frances accompanied her up to her room; but at the door the girl said, speaking with an effort which it was painful to witness:

“Leave me — please do — do leave me!”

Frances left her; going downstairs with a fixed determination in her mind.

“Now where’s to-day’s paper? I don’t care — it isn’t often that I do look at a newspaper; there’s so seldom anything in a newspaper to interest me that it’s not generally necessary for dad to forbid me to look at one; but I am going to see what there is in to-day’s paper about Dorothy Gilbert of Newcaster.”


CHAPTER XVI

THE SPREADING OF THE NEWS

There are still young women who do not read newspapers; and of these Frances Vernon was one. Her father and mother belonged to that lessening section of society to whom the crudities of the modern press do not appeal. Mr Vernon held that even to the pure some things are impure; and that it was not necessary that everyone should become acquainted with all the vice and sin that is in the world. He admitted that this point of view was perhaps old-fashioned; but he was an old-fashioned man and — it was his. He did not like to read the records of the police and the divorce courts; he hoped those who were near and dear to him would not like them either. So not only did he not encourage his children, and especially his daughter, to read the daily papers; but, also, he took care that such journals as he admitted to his house were not those which made a feature of topics of the kind. So it came about that the only journal of that day’s issue which Miss Vernon could discover was The Times.

The Times is an excellent paper; it does not make a feature of “dreadful tragedies”; but, unless one is acquainted with its methods, it is not a paper in which one can put one’s finger on any particular item of news after an instant’s search — even with the aid of the index. So far as Miss Vernon was concerned, it never occurred to her to glance at the “Contents of this Day’s Paper”; and, possibly, she would have been little benefited if she had. She turned over page after page, advertisements and all, and went up and down column after column, without seeing anything about Dorothy Gilbert of Newcaster; as a result, she jumped at some very hasty, and very unfair, conclusions on the subject of the value of The Times.

“Silly old paper! I’ve heard lots of people say there never is anything in it — and there isn’t!”

However, so anxious was she to find what she sought, that she travelled up and down the columns a second time; and, before she had got to the end, was forced to admit that there did seem to be something in The Times; even though there might be nothing which would throw light on the subject she had at heart.

“I wonder what paper he saw it in?” The reference was to the youth, Denman. “He said ‘papers’; and as Mrs Purchas saw it too, whatever it was, I suppose it was in more than one; but there doesn’t seem to be anything about it here. Silly old paper! I wonder what Mrs Purchas meant by talking about Dorothy Gilbert of Newcaster — and why Dorothy looked as if she were going to have a fit when she did.” Thus wondering, holding the paper in front of her, her eye was caught by something which she had not observed before— “Racing at Newcaster.” “Why, of course, that’s where the races are. I thought I’d heard the name before; — how stupid I am! But what can Dorothy have had to do — —”

She stopped, her eye caught by something else — a name in a sentence.

“Few men were better known on Newcaster Heath than George Emmett. His tragic fate, on the eve of the meeting at which he had been such a prominent figure for so many years, was the theme of general conversation.” Then the writer proceeded to give some facts about George Emmett. Miss Vernon took them in with her eye without at all appreciating their meaning. One fact she did grasp — that the man seemed dead.

“George Emmett? — I am sure her guardian’s name was Emmett; but Strathmoira told mother that he’d brought her here because her guardian wasn’t very well; but this Emmett’s dead, according to the paper — it talks about his ‘tragic fate’ — I wonder in what way his fate was tragic. It can’t be the same man; why did Mrs Purchas associate Dorothy with Newcaster?”

Miss Vernon’s glance passed down the racing columns, to be arrested by a paragraph at the foot.

“The historic inn, ‘The Bolton Arms,’ at Newcaster,” it began, “was on Monday night the scene of an occurrence which will probably hold a prominent place in the future annals of the house.” Then it proceeded to give, in brief outline, and in the baldest possible language, the story with which we already are familiar. It said that suspicion pointed at the lady by whom Mr Emmett had been accompanied; that her mysterious disappearance was certainly difficult to reconcile with entire innocence; concluding with the pregnant sentence— “The police are offering a reward for Dorothy Gilbert’s apprehension.” It was on those words that Frances Vernon’s eyes fastened. She read the paragraph again and again, reading into it a deeper meaning with each perusal; each time, the part of it which held her, whether she would or would not, was the sentence at the end.

When at last she lowered the paper, such understanding as had come to her had brought bewilderment; although she had the printed words nearly by heart, they were beyond her comprehension. Mr Emmett had been murdered, and Dorothy — her Dorothy! — was suspected of having killed him; was that what it meant? It was impossible — out of the question — absurd. Yet — there were those last words— “The police are offering a reward for Dorothy Gilbert’s apprehension.” Was that what Mrs Purchas had meant by her reference to Dorothy Gilbert of Newcaster? Was it why Dorothy had behaved so strangely?

As she put to herself these questions, which she dared not answer, it seemed to Frances Vernon that the world had changed all at once; as if, as a child would have put it, something had gone wrong with the works, so that it had suddenly got jarred, and was no longer just as it was a few moments ago. For the first time in her short life she was brought into contact with the tragedy of crime; so that, as it seemed, she had to inhale its atmosphere into her lungs. It is a result of such a training as she had received that, when crime did come to have a personal application, the revelation of the existence of the thing, from the knowledge of which she had been carefully screened, stunned as it never would have done had she been brought up with her eyes wide open. Murder? All she knew of murder she had learnt from the commandments. Her guardian? Dorothy? She could have screamed aloud because of the agony which came to her with the thought that there could be any association between Dorothy’s guardian, and Dorothy, and murder.

She stayed there, in a sort of stupor, longer than she knew; and was only roused from it by her mother’s coming into the room through the open French window.

“Frances! Where have you been? Do you know that all the people have gone? If Dorothy has been keeping you, you ought not to have let her; you ought to have been there to say good-bye.” She perceived that there was something unusual in her daughter’s attitude. “Frances! What is the matter with you? Why are you staring at me like that? What is that you have in your hand? The Times! Do you mean to say that you have been reading the newspaper and forgetting what you owe to your friends? What will your father say? Frances, speak to me! What is the matter with the girl?”

Frances did speak; or, rather, she tried to speak; seeming to find as much difficulty in producing articulate sounds as Dorothy Gilbert had done a little time before.

“Mother, look — look at the paper!”

She held it out stiffly, as some lay figure might have done. Not unnaturally her mother observed her with surprise.

“Frances, I insist upon your telling me what is the matter with you; why should I look at the paper? You know very well that your father doesn’t like you to read newspapers.”

Frances said her four words over again:

“Look at the paper!”

“Why do you wish me to do so? What am I to look at?” She took the paper from her daughter’s outstretched hand. Frances pointed to a part of it. Mrs Vernon began to read aloud: “‘The historic inn, “The Bolton Arms,” at Newcaster, was on Monday night — —’ What stuff is this?”

“Go on!”

Mrs Vernon did read on; but to herself. Presently there broke from her what seemed to be an involuntary exclamation; then another; then she lowered the paper, with a face which was almost as white as her daughter’s.

“Frances! It’s — it’s not true!” The girl said nothing; she went on: “Emmett? Wasn’t that the name of Dorothy’s guardian? Frances! You — you don’t think that — that this — means Dorothy?”

“How can I tell? You heard what Mrs Purchas said about Dorothy Gilbert of Newcaster?”

“Did she — do you think — she referred to this? If she did, then — others may have known.”

“I believe they did — I believe Mr Denman knew — Jim’s friend.”

“That boy! Do — do you think — Strathmoira knew?” The girl said nothing. Mother and daughter were still staring at each other, in silence, when Mr Vernon entered by the same route as his wife had come. Mrs Vernon turned towards him. “Harold, read this in The Times; tell me what it means.”

Mr Vernon put on his glasses with an air of deliberation for which his wife, in her new state of nervous tension, could almost have shaken him. By the time he had got the glasses to his liking he had lost the place.

“What is it I’m to read? Is it anything remarkable? Show me where it is.” She showed him again. “Races? What have I to do with races? Oh, there! — I see!” He read the paragraph conscientiously through; then looked over the top of the paper at his womenfolk. “Well? It’s a commonplace and disagreeable story; what special interest is it supposed to have for me? You know I don’t care to read about such things. What is there about this that you should thrust it on my attention?”

His mental processes never were of the quickest. On occasions his family had a feeling that his wits needed oiling; they seemed to be moving slower than ever just then. His wife exclaimed:

“Don’t you see the names?”

“Names? Emmett? — Emmett? I seem to have heard the name before; now in what connection have I heard it?”

“It’s the name of Dorothy’s guardian. Harold, read that paragraph again, and then say if nothing about it strikes you as being of interest to you.”

Mr Vernon did as he was told. On a second reading it dawned on him what his wife alluded to — dawned on him with a sense of shock.

“God bless my soul! You — you don’t mean to say that you for one moment imagine that anything about this painful story refers to Miss Gilbert? — to our Miss Gilbert? — to Frances’ Miss Gilbert?”

Before his wife could answer, there came rushing into the room, with that unceremonious haste with which some young men will rush into rooms, his son — excitement writ large all over him; and a paper — which was not The Times — in his hand.

“I say, mater! — and dad! — this is a jolly pretty state of things! Have you heard about it? — everybody else has! — it seems we’re the only people who haven’t! I don’t know what Strathmoira’s thinking about! I call it pretty thick!”

Agitation made his meaning less clear than he appeared to think.

“James,” observed his father, “if you will cease bounding about the room as if you were possessed; and will not bawl; and will be a little less idiomatic, it is possible that your mother and I will get some idea of what it is you are talking about.”

“But, dad, Dorothy Gilbert — Miss Gilbert’s wanted for murder!”

His meaning was clear enough then.

“Jim!”

His name came from his mother and sister in practically the same instant.

“It’s no good you two looking at me like that! there’s no getting away from the truth! — look at this!” He pointed to a staring headline which ran across two columns of the paper which he held in front of them: “Where Is Dorothy Gilbert?” “That’s a nice thing for me to find glaring at me when I buy an evening paper to look at the cricket! I never felt anything like what I felt when I saw that! Yes, where is she? I can tell you this, there’s scarcely a person who was here this afternoon who doesn’t know! I expect it’s all over the place by now! — at any moment you may have half-a-dozen policemen coming up the drive!”

“Jim, if — if you don’t take care what you are saying I’ll never speak to you again.”

“Now, Frances, it’s no use your putting on frills! — you simply don’t know what you’re talking about. Here’s her description — read it for yourself; no one can read it and possibly mistake her. You told me yourself her guardian’s name was Emmett; well, he was murdered the night before last — murdered, mind! — read about it yourself! the story’s a curdler! — and they say she did it! — I don’t say she did it — —”

“You’d better not!”

“But they do; and they’ll lock her up for it as sure as we are standing here! Anyway you look at it. We’ve nothing to thank Strathmoira for for getting us mixed up with a thing like this. My hat! I’d like to talk to him!”

“You talk to him! You don’t know what you are talking about now! You’ve not the slightest right to take it for granted that — that my Dorothy has anything to do with the person in the papers.”

“Don’t talk stuff and nonsense! — it’s you who’re talking through your hat! — the whole thing’s as plain as a pikestaff; do you suppose I don’t wish it wasn’t? — that I want us to be dragged into a mess of this sort? Oh yes, it’s just the sort of thing I would like! Why, it tells you here how Strathmoira came across her; and how it is that she only knew him as Eric Frazer. He’s been cruising about in that van of his — you know, mater, that rotten old caravan of his?”

“It’s a rotten old caravan, is it, now? You were anxious enough to ‘cruise about’ with him in it!”

“I daresay! — never again! — no thank you! When she — or someone — had done for that poor beggar, Emmett, she bolted; she came on him in his van on Newcaster Heath; he gave her shelter for the night.”

“Why shouldn’t he? He’s the most chivalrous of men!”

“All right; who said he wasn’t? He seems to have been more chivalrous still next day, when he seems to have nearly killed a chap on his own account.”

“My son, you let your tongue run away with you!”

“My dear mater, here it is in black and white! The chap, who seems to be something in the gipsy line, and rejoices in the name of Benjamin Hitchings, overheard her — that’s Miss Gilbert — telling him the whole jolly tale — giving herself completely away in fact. Strathmoira — whom the paper calls Frazer — caught him listening, and seems to have as nearly as possible broken his neck for him — you know what a dab he is at those ju-jitsu tricks; I expect he played one of those pretty little capers off on Mr Hitchings. Anyhow, the police are after him as well as her; warrants are out for both of them. No wonder he preferred the middle of the night to dump her at our front door; goodness knows I don’t set up to be a prophet, but I should like to know what the betting is that it’s a good long time before we see or hear anything more of the Earl of Strathmoira.”

“James, are you forgetting that the Earl of Strathmoira is a relative of mine and of your own?”

“That’s what makes it too utterly too-too! — and Miss Gilbert is Frances’ particular friend! Oh, we’re quite in the thick of it!”

“Will you let me see the paper which you say contains that dreadful story?”

“Here it is, mater; you’ll find it cheerful reading; there’s a lot more to it than I’ve told you. There’s one thing I haven’t told you, and that is that unless we’re uncommonly careful before very long there’ll be warrants out for us.”

“James, are you insane?”

“For aiding and abetting, which is what harbouring amounts to! People have been sent to penal servitude for covering a murderer.”

A modest tapping was heard; the room door was opened; Parkes, the butler, entering, closed it softly behind him; there was perturbation on his face and in his bearing.

“Excuse me, sir; excuse me, madam; but there’s a dreadful kettle of fish in the servants’ hall. I felt I had to come to you. Taylor brought in an evening paper to look at the cricket; and in it there’s all about the Newcaster murder; and the servants will have it that, from the description in the paper, Miss Gilbert upstairs is the young woman who did it; and I must say myself that the description is surprisingly like. I am very sorry, sir, and madam, and Miss Frances, but they are going on so, and there’s even some talk of some of them not staying in the house. According to the paper there’s a reward of a hundred pounds offered for her capture; and West, who’s talking of getting married, says that if she had the hundred pounds she might get married at once, and that she doesn’t see, if anyone is to have it, why it shouldn’t be her; and, sir, and madam, and Miss Frances, I don’t know what will happen if something isn’t done to stop her.”


CHAPTER XVII

A FRIEND’S ADVICE

One of those sudden changes had taken place in the weather to which we in England are so accustomed. With the day the glory had departed. Evening was ushered in by leaden skies. Dorothy became conscious how, all at once, shadows seemed to have gathered. She had no means of telling what the time was; she had never possessed a watch, and in the pink room there was no clock. The regatta seemed over; the garden had emptied; the hum of people’s voices, of laughter, which had floated in to her through the open window, had ceased; silence reigned. To her excited fancy there was something ominous in the sudden stillness, the growing darkness. What was going on downstairs? It was odd that they should have left her so long alone — with the ghosts which would press on her even in the sunshine, but which pressed still closer with the advent of the night. Why had she seen nothing, heard nothing, of Frances? The people had gone. Was she forgotten? — or what? It was very hard to sit there waiting, watching, listening. Why did not something happen? She was so unnerved that, of her own volition, she seemed incapable of doing anything. When she was a very small child, whenever there was trouble in the air, if opportunity offered, she would undress herself and get into bed, as if bed were sanctuary. She would have liked to insinuate herself between the sheets then, though it was scarcely night, but she was afraid; and she had a feeling that, for her, the days when bed was sanctuary had gone. Why did not someone come, if it was only to tap at the door and ask how she was?

Someone did tap. The sound was so unexpected that it started her trembling. It was such a curious tap; not at all the firm, pronounced tap Frances might have given, but faint, furtive; almost as if the tapper were anxious not to be heard. Indeed, in the silence which followed, Dorothy was not sure that it was a tap — until it came again, no louder, as if someone touched the panel of the door lightly, with the tip of a single finger. Dorothy vouchsafed no invitation to enter. She did not ask who was there. She felt sure it was not Frances, nor a message from her; it was not the sort of tap which would be given by a bearer of good tidings.

The tap was not repeated. Instead, after an interval, the door was opened, softly, slowly, with about its movement the same furtive something which had characterised the tapping; a few inches, then a pause; a few more inches, another pause; there was an appreciable space of time before it was opened wide enough to permit of a person entering. Then there slipped, rather than came, into the room, a young woman, a servant, of about Dorothy’s own age; in appearance her antipodes — short, squat, with a square head and face, high cheek-bones, skin the colour of old port when held up to a strong light. Closing the door as stealthily as she had opened it she tiptoed towards the centre of the room. Twisted half round on her seat, Dorothy had sat and watched her in silence; now, as she approached, she rose from her chair.

“What do you want? Who are you?”

The girl answered, speaking in a husky whisper, as if she feared that the walls had ears:

“Never mind who I am; don’t ask me to tell you my name; then, if anyone asks you, you can’t tell them — see? You don’t want to get me into trouble, do you? Of course you don’t.” She put a stubby red finger, in which the dirt was engrained, to her lips, with an air of the utmost mystery. “I am a friend, that’s who I am; and, placed as you are, that’s all you want to know about me, and as a friend I’ve come to give you a word of advice, which is — bolt!”

“I don’t know what you mean! Why — why have you come to me like this? Who has sent you?”

“No one hasn’t sent me — not much! Only they’ve found out all about you in the kitchen; and West, she’s the parlourmaid, she’s after that hundred pounds.”

“Which hundred pounds? What — what do you mean?”

“Mean to say you don’t know they’ve offered a hundred pounds for you?”

“Who — has offered a hundred pounds?”

“Why, over at Newcaster — I suppose it’s them police — it generally is the police what offers rewards, isn’t it? Mean to say you didn’t know there was a reward out for you?”

Dorothy shrank back. A sound came from her lips which might have been “No.”

“Why, it’s in all the papers; I expect there’s thousands looking out for it by now. That’s what West says: someone’s sure to get it, so it might as well be her. So she went to put her hat on; meaning to start off to them police; and if she didn’t leave the key outside her room — so I gave it a turn, and here it is.” She produced a door-key from a pocket in her skirt. “And there she is, locked in. Won’t she be in a tear when she finds out!” The girl grinned, as if enjoying the mental picture she called up of the parlourmaid’s rage when she discovered she was prisoned. “They won’t be so eager to let her out, neither; there’s none of them loves her. So if you’re sharp you ought to get clear off before she’s even started after that reward.”

Dorothy made no attempt to deny the terrible imputation which the speaker’s words conveyed. The thing was so continually present to her own mind that the idea did not occur to her of even pretending not to understand. The question she put tacitly admitted the truth of the whole tale of horror at which the other only remotely hinted.

“Do — do the others know?”

“You mean — the family? I should think by now they do; I know Mr Parkes started off to tell ’em.”

“Perhaps — perhaps that’s — why no one’s been near me.

“I daresay. I shouldn’t be surprised if I was the only friend you’d got in the house, truly! The truth is — though, mind you, there’s no one in the place so much as guesses at it — the truth is, I have had trouble in my own family, so that gives me a sort of fellow-feeling — I know from bitter experience what them police are; no one sha’n’t get into trouble if I can help it, I don’t care who it is; so, if you take my advice, off you go as far as ever you can; because it’s no use waiting till them police come before you start — not much it’s not!”

“Why — why should I go?”

“Why? Well, if you don’t know, I don’t! — why!”

“Mrs Vernon herself may have sent for the police.”

“Of course she may; I expect a hundred pounds is a hundred pounds to her as well as to anybody else.”

“Then, if you think so, why shouldn’t I let them come and find me here? I’m tired of — of running away — of hiding!”

“Don’t be so silly. It makes me feel as if I’d got the rope round my own neck to hear you talk. You don’t know what hanging is — I do! My — a relative of mine was hanged, he was; and my mother, she’s told me, often and often, that the last three months she was carrying me she used to wake every night feeling that the rope was round her neck, and she used to have to get it off quick for fear it choked her. It happened just before I came — see? And before I was born she used to wonder if I should feel it because she did — and I have; ever since I was a small kid I have; and I shall again to-night. I lay I shall; I shall be as nearly hanged to-night as I can be without being quite. And that’s why I say to you, don’t be silly — you don’t know what it feels like to be hanged.” The speaker paused; she would have laid her hand on the other’s arm, only Dorothy shrank back, shivering. She noted the action, commenting on it in a fashion of her own. “You needn’t be afraid of me, miss; you needn’t really. There’s no harm about me; not a morsel. I couldn’t help what happened, it was before my time; and I can’t help feeling like that — can I?” She waited, as if for an answer; when none came she went on: “What I was going to say is — I’m told that Miss Frances is a friend of yours!”

“We — we were at school together.”

“Were you now? Well, don’t you think that by waiting for the police to take you here you’ll be doing her a good turn, or her mother, or her father, nor yet none of them. You did ’em a bad enough turn by coming here at all; you don’t want to make it worse, as you would do if the police was to take you in this house. It’ll be all about it in the papers — how you was staying here, and how they was friends of yours, and no end; and gentlefolks don’t like to have it known that they’re friends of such as you; it gives the place a bad name; I shouldn’t be surprised if nobody never came near it again — see?”

Dorothy did see. The idea had been in her head from the first; the speaker expressed it in a form which added to its force.

“You’re quite right; that’s what I’ve felt all along; I’ll go at once.”

She moved towards the door, as if with the intention of putting her words into instant execution. The girl caught her by the arm, this time before Dorothy had a chance to prevent her.

“Where are you going? What do you think you’re doing?”

“I am going to leave the house. Please — please let go of my arm.”

The girl only tightened her grip, until the pressure hurt.

“What, down the stairs and through the front door — is that the way you’re going? Why, you might as well stay where you are as do that.”

“Which other way can I go? Please — please release my arm; you’re hurting me.”

The girl paid no heed to her request.

“Why, if you was to go down the stairs someone would be sure to see you, and as likely as not they’d stop you; it isn’t many as would throw away a hundred pounds like I’m a-doing. And if they was to let you go out of the house it would be almost the same; if them police was to ask them if they’d seen you they’d be bound to say they had. Cause why? They might get into trouble themselves if they was to say they hadn’t; it’s not easy to deal with them police in a job like this; you don’t know the risk I’m running in acting as your friend. What you want is not to do the family a worse turn than you’ve done ’em already; so what you’ve got to do is to get off the place without their knowing anything about it, nor anyone else neither; because, of course, I don’t count. Very well, then; the stairs is no good for that, nor yet the front door; the only way’s the window.” Dorothy thought of the window in that private sitting-room in “The Bolton Arms.” She shut her eyes, and shivered. The girl mistook the cause of the other’s evident disturbance. “Don’t you be afraid, there’s no call for you to go shivering; why, I felt you right up my arm. It’s no distance from this window to the ground; why, it’s nothing of a drop, to say nothing of there being a flower bed, what’s pretty nearly as soft as a feather bed, for you to drop upon. If you haven’t noticed come here and I’ll show you.”

She made as if she proposed to drag Dorothy to the window, nolens volens, for she still retained her grasp on her arm. But Dorothy stood fast.

“Will you please to take your hand away? I don’t like you to hold me. I’ve already told you that you hurt.” The girl looked at her a moment, then withdrew her hand. Dorothy held out her arm. “Look at the marks you have made.”

Although in the room it was nearly dark there was light enough to enable them to see the imprints of the other’s fingers on Dorothy’s white arm.

“Sorry, miss, I’m sure. You must mark easy.”

“You are stronger than you think.”

“I am strong; I know I am stronger than some; still, I never should have thought that I was hurting you. I was only going to show you that the window’s no distance from the ground.”

“I’m not afraid of dropping from the window; I am not such a coward as that. Only what am I to do, and where am I to go, when I am down?”

“That’s what I’m a-going to tell you. You see if you was to bend down, and keep as close to the hedge as you can, as likely as not you’ll get to the water without anyone seeing you; though, of course, that frock you’ve got on does show up — —”

“I can change it; I’d rather.”

“No, there ain’t no time for you to do that — you’ve wasted too much time already. You do as I tell you and you won’t be seen, not in this light, especially as I expect they’re all on the lookout for the police on the other side of the house. When you come to the river bend down again, and go along the bank till you come to where the boat’s tied up to the steps. You get into the boat and row yourself across to the other side. The other side of the river’s in another county. The police what belongs to this county they can’t touch you in another county; so if you can get there you’re safe as far as they’re concerned; and the family here — Miss Frances and that, you know — they can’t be made out to have anything to do with you if you are took in another county — see?”

Dorothy did see; or she thought she did — possibly her grasp of the situation was as clear as the other’s exposition. Rejecting the other’s offer of assistance she climbed, unaided, on to the sill; and, without the slightest hesitation, dropped on to the bed of flowers which was immediately below. The girl above, as if to assure herself that no harm was done, waited for her to stand up straight; then, as, in accordance with her directions, Dorothy, bent nearly double, began to move quickly along in the shadow of the hedge, towards the river, she withdrew her head; and, as stealthily as she had entered, she passed from the room.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE MAN WHO DID IT

It was darker than it was wont to be at that season of the year. Black, heavy clouds hung low in the heavens. The air was motionless, hot, oppressive. One needed no keen perception to tell that a storm was brewing. As Dorothy gained the river bank, in the distance was the loud muttering of thunder. She stopped to look about her, still keeping well in the shadow of the hedge. Apparently her flight had been unnoticed. It struck her that, if she had liked, she might have gone long ago, and been far away, ere this, without anyone being one penny the wiser; and so have lessened the chance of “the family” being associated with her ill-fame. As she looked back it seemed to her that the house was badly lighted. There was light in one room on the ground floor; with that exception the whole house was in darkness. Surely it was not the Vernon custom to keep the whole house unlighted when the night came on. There were lights in the windows of houses on the other side of the stream, and there were lights on the river. Tinted lights picked out the outlines of houseboats, making them orgies of colour. Dorothy, who had never seen anything of the sort before, stared at them in amaze, wondering what they were. Small craft, moving here and there, carried Chinese lanterns, slung on cords, which swayed mysteriously in the silent air. In the distance were many lights. The regatta was to be followed by what dwellers by the river call a Venetian Fête: there was to be a procession of illuminated boats, which already was forming afar off. If they wished to keep their procession dry they would be wise to start it soon.

By degrees, as her eyes grew accustomed to the gloom, Dorothy became aware that the river seemed to be alive with boats of all sorts and kinds. She had expected to find it deserted; she was surprised to find that it seemed to be more crowded even than it had been in the daytime. Remembering the servant’s recommendation to stoop, so that her figure might not be too clearly visible against the skyline, she made the best of her way to the steps, up which Frances had hurried, out of the boat, when she first saw her on the lawn. For one to whom the place was not familiar, in that light they were not easy to find. She stumbled on them more by chance than anything else. She began, cautiously, to descend them. She could not make out how many there were; and had gone down six when, feeling for the seventh, she touched the surface of the water with the sole of her shoe. Starting back just in time to save herself from stepping into the stream, she sat down, unintentionally, and with more force than was quite pleasant, on one of the steps at her back. The unexpected nearness of the water startled her; she did not know what she had escaped. Had she completed that step she might have gone head foremost into the river. She tried to make out where the boat was of which the servant girl had spoken, and presently could see it dimly. It seemed to be a long way off, how was she to get at it? Wholly unacquainted with riverine methods it did not occur to her to look for the cord by which it was tied, and so draw it towards her. Which was perhaps well; for, though she had never been in a small boat in her life, how she was going to navigate one in the darkness, all alone, was a problem she did not stay to contemplate.

As she still sat on the step of which she had so unwillingly made a seat, dubious, fearful, the whole dark world was lit up by a vivid flash of lightning; and in what seemed to her to be its sudden, unearthly glow she saw, right in front of her, the face of the man who had killed George Emmett; saw it for one astounding moment, with more than normal plainness. Then, as suddenly as it came, it went, blotted out by the returning darkness. Whether she had seen a vision, or been the victim of an optical delusion, she had not a notion. For a moment or two all was still. Then a voice came to her through the blackness.

“Can you tell me whereabouts I shall find Mr Vernon’s house?”

It was the voice of the man. As she heard it every muscle in Dorothy’s body seemed to be attacked by a sort of tetanus. Whatever doubt she might have had about the face, as to whether or not it was an optical delusion, she had none whatever about the voice. She had heard it too recently — under circumstances of too much import — not to be sure of its identity when she heard it again. In it was a tone which had not been in it when she heard it in that sitting-room in “The Bolton Arms”; none the less was she sure that it was the same voice.

She could not have answered the question if she had tried; she did not try. She sat silent, rigid, waiting for the voice to come again. Presently it came.

“You must forgive me if I startled you, but that flash of lightning revealed you so clearly that I was asking myself if you could have been sent by Providence to help me in a difficulty I am in. I am trying to make out which is the garden of Mr Vernon’s house. The directions I received were most explicit; but, in this light, for a stranger, even the most explicit directions are hard to follow. Can you tell me if I have nearly hit it?”

As she listened, Dorothy began to realise that the speaker was in a boat which was within a foot or two of where she was sitting. The boat showed an inclination to move with the stream; he backed it with a gentle movement of his scull. His face was turned towards her; but she only saw it very vaguely. He seemed to be waiting for her to reply; when she continued silent he spoke again.

“Do I make myself clear? It is Mr Vernon’s house I am looking for — the Weir House, I believe it is called.”

With an effort she managed to speak, her voice sounding strange even to herself.

“Why — why do you want Mr Vernon’s house?”

There was a sound which might have been a chuckle; as if the man was tickled, either by the girl’s caution or by her curiosity.

“Well, if you must know, I want to pay a call.”

“You!”

“Yes, me; why not? Why do you say ‘You’ with such an accent?”

Although she knew what this man had done she was not afraid of him at all; even alone with him here in the darkness she was never for an instant conscious of the least alarm. That sensation which had held her rigid had had nothing in common with fear. And, although she could hardly help being surprised at his unexpected sudden neighbourhood, surprise soon passed; her dominant feeling was one of wonder as to what he could want at Mr Vernon’s house. Regardless of the hint conveyed by his rejoinder she questioned him again.

“Are — are you a friend of Mr Vernon’s?”

“May I ask why you inquire? Unless, indeed, this is the garden of Mr Vernon’s house, and you are a friend of his.” A thought seemed to strike him. “What an ass I am! Perhaps you’re Miss Vernon. In which case, Miss Vernon, pray pardon my stupidity, and let me assure you that, though I am not a friend of Mr Vernon’s, nor even an acquaintance, I am given to understand that there is someone in his house whom I am rather anxious to see; and, perhaps, if you are Miss Vernon, you could help me.”

“Who is it you wish to see?”

She had neither admitted nor denied that she was the person he had suggested; but he seemed to have taken it for granted that her avoidance of the point was tantamount to an admission.

“The person I wish to see is a lady, a young one, Miss Gilbert — Miss Dorothy Gilbert.” The listener’s heart stood still; she was overwhelmed by that curious feeling of vertigo to which she seemed to have grown subject of late. Probably the man in the boat misinterpreted her silence; he went on to explain himself further. “I have just been informed, Miss Vernon, that Miss Dorothy Gilbert is a friend of yours, and that, at present, she is a guest of yours; I hope my information is correct.”

The girl on the steps found her voice again; at anyrate, in part.

“Do — do you know Miss Gilbert?”

“It may sound odd, considering, but I don’t; any more than I know Miss Vernon. But I hope to find an open sesame to her acquaintance in the fact that I did know her father intimately; to all intents and purposes he and I were lifelong friends.”

“My father! — you knew my father!”

The girl on the steps stood up. The full strength of her voice had all at once come back. She spoke in tones which might have been audible on the other side of the river. The man in the boat seemed to be as startled by her words, and by her instant change of manner, as she had been by the discovery of his identity. There was a sudden splashing, as if, in his surprise, he had let the blades of his oars drop into the water; then an exclamation, as he woke to the fact that the boat had drifted from its original place. Presently he brought it back.

“Your father? — did you say your father? Then, in that case, I suppose you are Dorothy Gilbert — Harry Gilbert’s daughter.”

“I am.”

“Are you sure. Why did you give me to understand that you were Miss Vernon?”

“I wanted to find out who it was you wanted to see; it was you who said I was Miss Vernon; I didn’t. Did you say you knew my father?”

“Rather; no man knew him better. Then if you are Dorothy Gilbert, perhaps it’s just as well that I’ve come upon you in this queer fashion; if you don’t mind, I’ll step ashore. I suppose this is Mr Vernon’s garden?” She told him that it was. “I can’t quite make out what kind of landing this is, but if you’ll catch hold of the painter, so as to make sure of the boat, I’ll do the rest.” She did not know what the painter was, but she took the cord which he held out, and kept it till she was able to transfer it to him when he also was standing on the steps by her side.

“The accommodation seems limited down here; suppose we get up higher.”

She ascended the steps; he followed; the cord was long enough to permit of his retaining it in his grasp even when he stood on the lawn. The moment they had reached the lawn she fired at him a question.

“What is your name?”’

“Arnecliffe — Leonard Arnecliffe.”

“Then why did you say it was Gilbert?”

“Gilbert? — I said my name was Gilbert? — What on earth do you mean?”

“To the waiter at ‘The Bolton Arms.’”

“To the waiter — what the devil do you know about what I said to the waiter at ‘The Bolton Arms’?” She was still; not this time because she could not have spoken, but because words surged up to her lips which she had the greatest difficulty in keeping back. Whether he misconstrued her silence as egregiously this time was not clear. His words, when he spoke again, were odd ones. “I’ve been looking for you all over Europe, and now that I’ve found you I’m hanged if I know how to begin what I’ve got to say.” She looked up at him, as he towered above her in the gloom; she not only knew what she wished to say, but how she wished to say it, only she was afraid. “Miss Gilbert, your father and I were friends in quite an exceptional sense.”

“Wasn’t he like you?”

“In appearance? No; except that we both of us were tallish, and that once he was dark, like me; but when he died his hair was as white as snow. His was a strange story — did you know it?”

“How could I? I scarcely remember having seen him; he never wrote me a letter in his life; I don’t think I ever saw my mother; I know nothing about either my father or my mother.”

“So I gathered. I’ve been looking for you in order to tell you all about both; only — luck, and a certain gentleman, has been against me.”

“How did you know that I was here?”

“By one of those greatest flukes in the world, which are the commonplaces of existence. I was at a friend’s house on the other side of the river when two youngsters came in who said that they had seen a Dorothy Gilbert this afternoon at Mrs Vernon’s garden-party; so, on the off-chance of your being my Dorothy Gilbert, I came. I take it that there is no doubt that you are my Dorothy Gilbert.”

“I am Dorothy Gilbert of Newcaster.”

She uttered the words in a tone of defiance which seemed to startle him. For a moment he was still. When he spoke again his voice was lower.

“That’s what I don’t understand.”

“What don’t you understand?”

“The stories which the papers tell about you.”

“I don’t know what they may be, but I think it’s very possible that I should understand them if you were to tell me what they are.”

“But you had no hand in — in what took place at Newcaster.”

“Oh yes, I had.”

“Miss Gilbert! It’s impossible!”

“I saw you do it.”

“You saw me — —” The man stopped; as if unwilling to complete the sentence; then asked: “What do you mean — by you saw me?”

“I saw — what you did to him.”

“Miss Gilbert!”

“It was because — I saw you do it that I ran away; I didn’t want them to make me tell them what I’d seen.”

“Good God! what — what an extraordinary thing!”

“Yes, you may well call it an extraordinary thing. Dorothy Gilbert, you’re my prisoner; I arrest you for murdering George Emmett. And you, my lad, I don’t know what your name is, but I arrest you too. You’re both of you my prisoners; and, if you take my advice, you won’t make any fuss, but you’ll just come quietly; and to make sure you’ll put these on — there’s a bracelet for each of you.”

The speaker was a policeman, in unmistakable policeman’s clothes. So engrossed had they been in their own affairs that to them it was as if he had sprung out of the ground; but the explanation of his appearance on the scene was sufficiently simple. West, the parlourmaid, having succeeded in releasing herself from the trap in which Dorothy’s quick-witted sympathiser had temporarily secured her, had rushed off to the police station the moment she was free; more set than ever on effecting her purpose because of the trick of which she had been made the victim. Not only had she given information at the station-house itself; but on her homeward way she had encountered the individual to whom she was engaged to be married, and who was himself a constable. The hope of hastening her wedding-day by earning the hundred pounds which was offered as a reward was the motive which had caused her to act as informant; but in what seemed to her to be the fortunate meeting with the object of her affections, she saw an opportunity of enabling him to bring about his own advancement by managing so that he should effect the arrest in person. Explaining her purpose, she induced him to accompany her. As she was leading him to the servants’ entrance she saw what she jumped to the conclusion was the dim outline of Dorothy’s figure at the end of the lawn. On the instant she started him on the chase. Doing as Dorothy had done, keeping under the shadow of the hedge, taking advantage of their preoccupation, he was on them before either of the pair had suspected his propinquity; and, with a grin, was holding out a pair of handcuffs.

“Now, my lad, your right hand, and, Miss Dorothy Gilbert, your left — sorry to inconvenience you, but business is business.”

The speaker, however, was taking too much for granted in supposing that, having surprised his prey, the rest would be perfectly easy; and the way in which he learnt his error probably took him at least as much by surprise as he had taken them. It took but an instant for Dorothy’s companion to grasp the situation; and even less for him to decide upon a course of action. As the unsuspecting constable was suggesting, with a grin, that they should hold out their hands to permit of his handcuffing them together, the man took him by the shoulder, whirled him round, and sent him spinning down the steep bank, on the verge of which he had been standing, into the river. Ere the noise of the splash which he had made as he entered the water had died away someone came running towards them across the lawn. It was Frances Vernon. She called out as she came:

“Dorothy! Dorothy! some policemen are at the front door! Oh, Dorothy!”

Nor was Miss Vernon alone. Behind her came another figure, also feminine. It was the indignant and law-respecting West; who, as was immediately made evident, had seen the treatment which had been accorded her lover with feelings which were not too deep for words.

“And there’s been a policeman here! — and he’s took her prisoner! — and he was the first to do it! — she’s his prisoner, that’s what she is! — only that great brute shoved him into the river. I saw him do it! — and there he’s drowning now for all he cares!— ‘Gustus! ‘Gustus! You great coward, why don’t you jump in and pull him out! — he was only doing his duty! — do you want to have him drowned before your eyes? ‘Gustus! Is that you, ‘Gustus?”

Descending the bank with all possible care, the agitated West got as near to the water’s edge as she dared, peering into the murky stream for some signs of the being she loved. There were sounds on the lawn behind them. The man laid his hand on Dorothy’s shoulder.

“Down the steps! — into the boat! I don’t mean to let them take us like this; there’s something which I must say to you first — quick!” How she had got there she scarcely knew; but all at once the girl found herself seated in a small boat, which wobbled portentously as the man followed her into it. “Steady!” she heard him say. Whether he was speaking to himself, to her, or to the boat, she was not sure. “Don’t move; keep perfectly still; we shall be all right. Damn the sculls! Where the devil is that rowlock? I’ve got it!” The boat moved forward; then stopped, with a jar. It seemed they had run into another boat — the presence of which moved her companion to wrath. “Hollo! — who are you? — what the deuce are you doing there? Get out of the way, if you don’t want me to run you down!”

A voice replied — a voice which Dorothy knew well:

“Gently! gently! Listen to me! Hug the shore for about two hundred yards and you’ll find a cut; go down it and, made fast to the opposite bank, under the trees, you’ll find a houseboat. It belongs to old Vernon; it’s empty now; go aboard; for the present you’ll be safer there than anywhere, I’ll see to that; I’ll put them off the scent. I’ll come as soon as ever I can; wait for me there till I come. Off you go!”

And off they went, just as burly figures began to appear on the edge of the lawn. As they moved, almost noiselessly, through the water, the man asked Dorothy:

“Who was that spoke to us, and talked about a cut, and a houseboat? I couldn’t get a proper sight of him. Did you know him?”

“I think,” said Dorothy — as if she were not sure— “that it was Mr Frazer.”

As if she had not recognised his voice with just as much certainty as she had done her companion’s!


CHAPTER XIX

AN INTERLUDE

With sensations which she would not have found it easy to describe, Miss Frances Vernon felt a great hand grip her by the shoulder with a degree of roughness to which she was unaccustomed, and heard a coarse voice exclaim:

“I arrest you! You’re my prisoner?” The speaker seemed to be a little short of breath; she realised that he had been running towards her across the lawn; but shortness of breath did not prevent his tightening his grip upon her shoulder until it was all she could do to keep herself from crying out with pain. But she managed to keep still. It dawned on her that she had been mistaken for Dorothy; and that the longer the mistake continued the better start the girl would have. Her captor was joined by someone else — evidently his superior officer. “I’ve got her, sir — here she is.”

The new-comer seemed also to be having some trouble with his breathing apparatus; words came from him in gasps.

“What’s — your name — young woman?”

Frances hesitated; then, turning, as far as her captor would permit her to do, she looked at as much of her questioner’s face as she could see in the darkness.

“What business is it of yours what my name is? How dare you ask me such a question?”

But the officer was not to be put off like that.

“It’s no use your trying that tone with me. I’ve a right to ask you that question, and I do ask it. Are you Dorothy Gilbert? If you decline to answer I shall conclude that you are, and you’re a prisoner.”

“You may conclude what you like. While this coward keeps on hurting me, as he is doing now, I’ll answer no questions; if he removes his hand from my shoulder I may, but while he continues torturing me I certainly won’t.”

“Are you hurting her, Jenkins?”

“No, sir; I’ve just got hold of her tight enough to keep her from getting away.”

“Let go of her shoulder! Take her by the arm. Now, young woman, no nonsense. Are you Dorothy Gilbert?”

A voice came from the bank below them; the agitated West had suddenly woke to some consciousness of what was going on behind her.

“Dorothy Gilbert! Who’s Dorothy Gilbert? That’s not her!’ You great stupids, that’s not her! That’s not her!”

West appeared at the top of the steps — if anything, more agitated than ever.

“Who are you?” asked the officer.

“Is that you, Sergeant Batters? Mr Batters, you know very well who I am — I’m Eliza West, that’s who I am. It was me who came to the station and told you where Dorothy Gilbert was, and that hundred pounds reward is mine. I’ve fairly earned it, I have; I call everyone to witness! If you chaps hadn’t been such slowcoaches you’d have her safe enough: it’s hardly a minute since she went off with another chap. My ‘Gustus — his name’s Carter, and his number 294 — he took her prisoner, she’s his lawful prisoner, that’s what she is; only the chap she’s gone off with he chucked my ‘Gustus into the river, and there he is at this moment, drowned for all I know.”

West’s strident voice rose almost to a wail; but no sooner had she ceased than another voice was heard, coming again from the bank below them.

“Easy, Eliza, easy! — it’s not so bad as that! I’ve got as much water inside me as I care to swallow, and my uniform’s about done for; but that’s about the worst. Let alone that I can swim, he didn’t throw me in so deep; if it hadn’t been for the weeds I’d have been ashore before this, only I couldn’t speak a word because of the water that had got in my throat.” A hatless figure came up the bank, whose owner seemed conscious that, in his then condition, in that light, he might be unrecognisable. “It’s me, sergeant — Carter, two, nine, four. I have to report that I arrested the girl, Dorothy Gilbert — —”

“That you did, ‘Gustus, I saw you do it; and that hundred pounds is mine — fairly earned!”

“Now, Eliza, I’m talking; you mind your own business, and leave that hundred pounds alone. I also arrested the chap who was with her; only, just as I was going to put the handcuffs on the pair of them, he chucked me into the river and that’s how it is, sergeant.”

Still a third voice joined in the conference; in spite of its easy suavity it was obviously one which was used to command.

“Policemen here? What is the meaning of this?”

The speaker came up the steps, on to the lawn.

“Is this the man,” inquired Mr Batters of Mr Carter, “whom you arrested and who assaulted you?”

Mr Carter shook his head.

“No, sergeant, that’s not the man; nothing like him.”

The new-comer approached.

“Are you a sergeant of police? As Mr Vernon is a relative of mine, I should like to know what you, and your men, are doing on his grounds. I am the Earl of Strathmoira.”

“Beg pardon, my lord, but I’ve come here to arrest the young woman who’s wanted for the Newcaster murder, of which perhaps your lordship may have heard.”

“Gracious! Are you looking for a person of that description on Mr Vernon’s premises?”

“Fact is, my lord, I’m given to understand that she’s a friend of the people here, and that she was here hardly two minutes ago. This man says he arrested her, together with a person who appears to have been in collusion with her; whereupon her accomplice threw this man into the river, and got off with her in a boat. If your lordship came by the river they may have passed you; you may have noticed them.”

“My good sir, do you suppose that, on a night like this, when a big storm is evidently very close at hand, and one’s sole aim is to reach shelter before it comes, that one has nothing better to do than notice strangers who may happen to pass you on the river? There’s a flash for you! Why, if it’s not my cousin, Miss Vernon. My dear Frances, I was wondering who you were when that flash of lightning kindly showed me; it has grown so dark that I doubt if I ever should have known you without its aid. Pray tell me what these persons are doing here.”

Advancing to Frances, he took her hand in his, with a warmth of greeting which she seemed scarcely inclined to reciprocate. She seemed to find his presence not only unexpected, but something else as well; as if in his calm, easy bearing, and soft, plausible speech, she saw something which half-puzzled, half-frightened her. As, as if tongue-tied, she stood before him as he continued to hold her hand, the woman West said, speaking in tones which suggested that she was possessed by an inward excitement which rendered her almost inarticulate:

“‘Gustus — sergeant — he’s diddling you — sure as you’re standing there, he’s diddling you! Pretending that he don’t know anything about Dorothy Gilbert, or what you’re here for! Why, he’s her special friend! — it was he who brought her here last night. I saw him with her — with my own eyes I saw him! And I tell you something else about him, sergeant: although it’s true enough that he’s the Earl of Strathmoira, all the same for that his private name is Eric Frazer, and he’s wanted as well as her. There’s a warrant out against him — I see it in the paper — for half killing that young gipsy on Newcaster Heath, who wanted to give her away to you chaps; and it’s through him that she got clean off, and it was he who brought her straight from Newcaster here. So you take him prisoner, sergeant, before he does a bolt like she’s done; but, whether you do or whether you don’t, I call everyone to witness that I’ve given you the information, and that hundred pounds is fairly mine — yes, and it’s fairly mine twice over! — twice over it’s mine!”

By the time she had finished, the woman had raised her voice to a hysteric screech. Plainly the sergeant did not know what to make of her.

“What is the woman talking about? Carter, you seem to understand her better than I do; what’s she mean?”

Mr Carter addressed the lady who loved him.

“If you take my tip, Eliza, you won’t let us hear so much about the hundred pounds; it’s all you can talk about.”

“Well! — what else have I got to talk about? If it hadn’t been for the hundred pounds, do you think I’d have said a word? — not me! And now, because you policemen are such blockheads, it looks as likely as not that I’m going to be done out of it after all; first you let the girl go, and now you won’t take the man who’s hand and glove with her; all the lot of you will let him fool you if he likes! — a pack of idiots you policemen are! — you’re all the same!”

There was a diversion from the constable who had put his hand on Frances Vernon’s shoulder.

“Excuse me, sergeant, but I think I know what she means; I saw about it in the paper, what she says; it’s right enough that there is a warrant out for Eric Frazer, according to the paper.”

“But I can’t act on a mere statement which you say you saw in a paper, which may or may not be true. In the absence of official instructions I can’t accept responsibility for what a newspaper says.”

The Earl of Strathmoira applauded this explanation of the speaker’s point of view.

“Precisely, sergeant; I am glad to find that there is one sensible person present. This woman, who, I fancy, is one of Mr Vernon’s servants, is probably not quite right in her head; she is certainly not worthy either of your attention or mine. Come, Frances, this unpleasant scene has upset you; never mind! Let’s go up to the house; possibly they’ll be able to tell us there what all this pother is about.”

West laid her hand on Mr Carter’s arm.

“‘Gustus, don’t you let him fool you; don’t you let him go — don’t you let him! If Mr Batters won’t arrest him, you arrest him on your own; you’ll be blamed if you don’t! You know I’m no fool — what I tell you’s gospel truth; he’s wanted as much as she is — take him on your own.”

The faithful Carter hesitated. Drawing the woman close to him, he looked her steadily in the face; apparently on the strength of what he saw there he made the plunge, moving towards the object of the discussion with the simple statement:

“You’re my prisoner, my lord.”

The earl eyed him; then laughed.

“Your prisoner, my good man — are you joking?”

“No, my lord, I am not joking, I must ask you to consider yourself under arrest.”

“On what charge?”

The woman cried out:

“I charge him, if it comes to that! I charge him with aiding and abetting Dorothy Gilbert to escape, and also with being her accomplice — if you take him to the station, ‘Gustus, you’ll find that you’ve done right.”

The earl turned to Mr Batters.

“Sergeant, will you be so good as to recommend this man to be careful what he say and does, before he has cause for serious regret.”

Instead, however, of doing as he was requested, the sergeant threw in his lot with his subordinate.

“I am sorry, my lord, to subject you to any inconvenience; but I am afraid I must ask you to accompany us to the station till this matter has been cleared up.”

“Accompany you to the station! But suppose I decline?”

“I regret, my lord, that I cannot allow you to decline. This matter is more serious than you appear to think. I myself say nothing either one way or the other; but I notice that you have not attempted to deny the statements which have been made against you; and I have no option but to request you to come with me to the station to permit of their being properly gone into.”

The earl addressed Mr Carter.

“My man! take care! Let me strongly advise you not to presume to touch me!”

The sergeant interposed.

“If your lordship will give me your word that you will accompany us quietly to the station I, on my side, will undertake that you shall be subjected to no personal indignity; only in so grave a matter we can’t take any risks; you must give me your word, my lord. Do you do so?”

“Does he! No, he doesn’t. Look out, ‘Gustus — he’s going to give you the slip.”

This was West, in whom the instinct of the huntress seemed to be preternaturally keen. The sergeant exclaimed:

“None of that, my lord! Hold him, Carter!” But the sergeant’s warning came too late — to hold his prisoner was more that Carter could do, since, before the warning came, he was already out of his sight. A second time that evening he was to be disappointed of his prey. West was right; his lordship gave him the slip. Running down the bank, he had leapt into the water before they could stop him — indeed, so far were they from stopping him it was all the sergeant and Mr Carter could do to keep themselves from — quite unintentionally — going after him.


CHAPTER XX

THE HOUSEBOAT

The boat hugged the shore as closely as Eric Frazer had advised; being propelled with a skill, and swiftness, considering the difficulties with which he had to contend, which at least showed that the person who had stated that his name was Arnecliffe was engaged in a task with which he was familiar. Presently its progress become slower; the sculler was endeavouring, as best he could, to make out his surroundings.

“Curious how deceptive this light — if you can call it light — is; and the lightning makes it worse. Have you any knowledge of this country?”

“None; I saw it for the first time this morning.”

“There seems to be an opening here, which might be a cut, or backwater — I believe it is. We’ll try it. Look out! The trees hang over the water, and the branches are low. What is that over there? It’s a houseboat; I wonder if it’s the one to which your mysterious friend referred. It’s dark enough. Do you know what the name of Vernon’s houseboat is?” Dorothy knew nothing, and said so. “Anyhow we’ll pay a call. If it’s the wrong one we can only apologise.” He brought the skiff alongside the sombre craft, which seemed to soar above them into the darkness. The girl landed first. “Try that door,” he said. “That’s it — right in front of you.”

She turned the handle.

“It’s open,” she announced.

“Good! Gross carelessness on somebody’s part, to leave a houseboat’s front door unlocked, but good for us.” Tying up the skiff, he landed also. “Wait a minute: let me go in first, in case there’s anyone inside.” He passed through the door which she had opened. “Hollo! Anyone here?” None answered. “Seems empty; I think you may come in without running much risk of intruding on somebody’s privacy.” She went in after him. “I’ll strike a match, so that we can see what sort of place it is we’re in.” He held the flickering flame above his head. “Seems to be a decent sort of apartment — living-room, I presume. If this is his property it strikes me that Mr Vernon is a gentleman who is possessed both of taste and money.”

The match went out.

“Hollo! this won’t do; we must have some light upon the subject. I can’t say to you what I want to say unless I see your face — not comfortably, I can’t; and I should like you to see mine as I’m saying it.”

“I should like to see it too.”

“Should you? Then you shall; there’s a hanging lamp in the centre here; we’ll see each other by its light. Now we’ll pull down the blinds — capital blinds these are; well fitting. If there should be any suspicious characters about, they won’t see us through these blinds; they’re pretty nearly as good as shutters. Now, Miss Gilbert, with your very kind permission, I should like to see what you look like.” By the lamp’s glow the man and the girl surveyed each other; she standing very straight, and he stooping a little forward. He smiled; the smile giving his mouth an odd effect of being twisted. “You’re like your father.”

“Am I? Am I like my mother?”

“No; I don’t think you are; not as I remember her.”

“Did you know her well?”

“Very; once. But your resemblance to your father’s weird. It isn’t only features; it’s the altogether — the way you have of looking at me — they might be your father’s eyes; the way you have of holding yourself — just a little stiffly; the way your head’s poised on your neck — as if it wouldn’t bend; why, you’ve even got your father’s hands — I noticed it as you pulled down the blind. You’re his feminine replica.”

“I’m glad of that.”

“If he could only have heard you say that, before it was too late, what a difference it would have made! What — what a curious chap he was. If he could only come and see you now, he would see himself in you; he could not help it; and any lingering doubts he had would have gone for ever.”

“Why do you say that? What doubts had he?”

He hesitated; as if he searched for words; then again came that wry smile of his.

“Miss Gilbert, it’s not a pretty story I have to tell you; and it may sound uglier than it might be made because, circumstanced as we are, I am hardly in a position to pick and choose my phrases. Time is short; I must get to the end of my tale by the shortest way. I don’t know who your mysterious friend who sent us here may be; but if, as he said he was, he is coming here, he may come soon. And since, when he does come, circumstances may arise which will render it difficult for me to communicate with you on confidential matters, it would be well if what I have to say to you were said quickly. So, if my story sounds even less pleasant than it need do, will you forgive me — since time presses?”

“Of course I will forgive you — you know I will.”

“Thank you; I believe I do know it. I wondered what sort of person I should find you; but now, I think that, if the Fates had been more propitious, I might have been your friend, as I was your father’s.” She said nothing, but her lips quivered; something flashed from her eyes to his. “Won’t you sit down? Compress it as I may, my story will take some minutes; as I said, it’s not a very pretty one; and — you look tired.”

“I would rather stand; I couldn’t sit still; I find it so hard to sit still. Tell me about my mother.”

“Your mother? I’m afraid I haven’t much to tell you about your mother; my story is chiefly about your father. You see, there’s disappointment number one. I take it that your knowledge of this funny world is not a very wide one; I fancy you don’t see much of it in a convent; so what I’m going to tell you may sound very strange — to you; but it isn’t: it’s quite commonplace. It’s a story which will be told over and over again, with variations — and even the variations are not new — until the crack of doom. Your mother and father were very much in love with each other, before they were married, and when they married; but soon after they were married they quarrelled. Not long before you were born they separated, never to meet again.”

“Poor mother!”

“Yes; you may well say it — Fortune used her ill. She died in giving you birth.”

“Mother!” This time there was no prefix; the superlative was expressed without it. Then she added: “What father must have felt!”

Again the wry smile.

“No doubt, when he heard of your mother’s death, he felt many things; but if among them were any feelings of sorrow he kept them hid. He wouldn’t go to you mother’s funeral; he refused to see you.”

“What a wicked man he must have been; I am sorry I am like him.”

“There’s the tragedy; because, you see, he doubted if you were his child.” The girl said nothing; but there came into her face an eloquence which was beyond any form of words. The sight of it seemed to occasion him pain; he went hurrying on: “You were brought up by nurses. So far as I know the only time you ever saw him was when he took you to that Brittany convent, where he left you till the other day.”

“And you say he was my father?”

“There again’s the tragedy: he was. Your mother wasn’t the wisest of women — few people are altogether wise — but she was not the kind of person he, in his haste, thought she was; in that sense, she was a true wife to him. In very truth, and very deed, if ever a child was her father’s child, you are his. I never doubted it; not once; and now it is as if the finger of God had written the truth all over you. If he had only seen you, he would have seen God’s finger — have known what a foolish man he’d been.”

“But why did he never come to see me — or write to me — once?”

“He was, as I have said, a curious man; and having made up his mind finally, though on the most imperfect premises; he would have died rather than unmake it; indeed, he did die. But although, as I have told you, when your mother died he made no pretence at sorrow, her death, the whole tragedy of his marriage, changed the whole aspect of the world for him: he was never the same man again; his whole life was spoiled. He did many foolish things, and very few wise ones — he did nearly all the foolish things a man could do. He lost money; he made it; he lost it again. There were times when he had scarcely a shilling; there were others when he had thousands of pounds. Did he ever send you money?”

“Never; not so much as a franc. I believe that often he didn’t pay my bills at the convent; I think that sometimes the Sisters were afraid that he never would pay.”

“Those, I apprehend, were the times when he was without a shilling. As years went on, I have a theory that he began to be haunted — haunted by thoughts of what might have been. I believe that he grew to love your mother more and more.”

“Love her! When he had treated her like that! What did he understand by love?”

“This is a curious world, and men contain, in themselves, the most singular contradictions. I doubt if he had ever ceased to love her, even when he was most bitter against her; more, I believe that it was because he loved her so much that he was so bitter. Can’t you understand how that might be?”

“I think — I think I can.”

“It was for love of her he died.”

“How — how can that be?”

“It was so. He was an old man before his time. Each year his constitution failed more and more. During one of his periodic attacks of bad health, when his strength was at its lowest ebb, he came upon some papers, of whose very existence, by one of those diabolical mischances which Fortune loves to deal us, he had been ignorant, through all those years. They were some letters of your mother’s; and they proved, even to him, what an injustice he had done her. The shock killed him. They found him dead, with her letters in his hand. Had he cared nothing for her he would have been little moved by the discovery of her written words; but his heart had been breaking for years; the revelation of how unjust he had been to her broke it altogether. That is why I say that, for love of her, he died.”

“Poor father!”

“Yes; you may well say that also; it was ‘poor father’ as well as ‘poor mother’ — life’s little ironies! His history was one of the strangest with which I have been personally acquainted. Not the least strange part of it is the fact that, not long before he died, he would persist in embarking in what seemed to me to be some wild-cat speculations, which, by an astounding series of accidents, turned out amazingly well; with the result that, though he had been a needy man for years, at the moment of his death he was actually rich. His will was found written on one side of a sheet of notepaper. It was dated only a few weeks before the end; so that he must have drawn it up as soon as he learnt that a turn of Fortune’s wheel had brought him wealth. By it he left every farthing he possessed to you, absolutely, to do with it what you choose. So that — you’re an heiress.”

The girl’s glance had never once left his face; it was as if she had been trying to read on it more than his words conveyed. Now she stared at him with amazement in her eyes.

“But — I don’t understand. When Mr Emmett came to the convent he said that my father had not left a penny; that he had died owing him a large sum of money, and that it was only out of charity he paid what the Sisters were owed.”

Once more his lips were twisted by that wry smile.

“Mr Emmett? Oh yes, I’m coming to Mr Emmett now; and — there’s the rub.”


CHAPTER XXI

WHY HE KILLED HIM

Something in the speaker’s face, in his voice, his air, prompted the girl to make a suggestion.

“You are tired. Won’t you act on the advice which you gave me. Won’t you sit down and rest?”

He shook his head.

“I admit I’m tired; I’ve been tired for quite a while, yet, I can manage to keep on, and, like you, I doubt if I’d be rested by trying to sit still. How the storm has come up; we were lucky to get here in time. I’m afraid it’s spoilt the procession of boats; they were forming just as I was starting in search of you. What with the noise the rain makes clattering on the roof — I hope there’s nothing on it to spoil; and the wind among the trees, and the rending thunder-claps, I shall soon have to speak louder if I want you to hear me.”

“You need not. I shall hear every word you say, even though the noise grows greater.”

Throughout they had been standing by the table, which occupied the centre of the cabin, almost within a foot of each other. Her girlish figure erect, and, as he put it, a little stiff; her hands at her sides, her head erect upon her pretty neck, her eyes fixed on his face. He, with his broad shoulders, and a trick of stooping which detracted from his unusual height; his right hand resting on the table, his left used now and then to point his words; his queer face, with its suggestion of whimsical humour blended with what she now saw was a look of pain. The man had appealed to her when, from behind the sheltering draperies, she had seen him first; now he appealed to her still more. Although he was so much the elder, she had an odd feeling that she would like to comfort him. At the moment he appeared to be unconscious of her gaze, but held his head a little on one side, as if he were listening for something, in the hurly-burly of the storm. Then, with a gesture which suggested weariness more than ever, he turned and looked her again in the face, drawing himself, with what seemed to be an effort, a little straighter.

“George Emmett? Oh yes, I was coming to George Emmett.” He did not seem to be in any hurry to go on with him; she waiting in silence with what seemed understanding of his mood. When he went on it was more slowly than before; as if his thoughts were hardly in sympathy with his words; as if, indeed, he were deliberately trying to find words which only gave imperfect expression to his thoughts. “George Emmett was not a person whom one would care to offer as a fair example of humanity. It’s easy to say that we should speak no ill of the dead; but it’s not easy to speak well of George Emmett; and I have to speak of him. His lines ran more or less parallel with mine for a good many years; and I never knew him forget himself sufficiently to do anything of which he had any cause to be proud. Miss Gilbert, he was not a nice man.”

“I know he wasn’t.”

“Then you did know him?”

“Of course I knew him; you know I did.”

“Do I? I’m not sure what I know on that point; later, I may come to you for information. At least, it seems, you knew him well enough to be aware that he was not, in all respects, a nice man.”

“Indeed! He was like a nightmare to me from the first moment I saw him. As I grew to know him better I don’t know if I hated or feared him more.”

“You seem to have reproduced your mother’s feelings towards George Emmett.”

“Did my mother know him?”

“To her sorrow. He chose to think himself in love with her — he did choose, now and then, to think himself in love.” Dorothy recalled the fashion of his wooing her; and shuddered. “Because she preferred your father — who, compared to him, was as Hyperion to a satyr — he chose to consider himself aggrieved; and when George Emmett had a grievance he invested it, and drew the interest, and waited for a time when he could realise at a thumping profit. He was a bad friend; but a worse enemy. When your mother declined his advances he promised her that he would make her smart for it; she herself told me of his promise. He kept his word. He spoilt her life, and your father’s also.”

“But how? You told me just now it was because they quarrelled.”

“He was the provocative influence. When your father was a young man he owed George Emmett money; nearly everyone who came in contact with Emmett did owe him money; even your mother. He used his influence with your father to breed in his mind suspicion of your mother; which would not have been an easy thing to do had not your mother, in her hatred of the man, actually gone out of her way to help him. It was a case of two simpletons and a blackguard — they were like putty in his hands. It’s a long and a tangled tale; but the end was as I’ve told you. Emmett’s grievance against your mother didn’t die with her. It lived on. For years, financially, your father was always more or less in his toils; and Emmett never lost an opportunity of fostering in him the feeling of resentment at what he supposed was your mother’s treachery; it was as if someone had been continually dropping an irritant on an open sore; the result was a festering horror. At last, even your father realised that the thing had become past bearing. He did what, if he had been another man, he might have done years before: he strained every nerve — such nerves as he had left — to rid himself of the incubus. And he succeeded. And though, when all was done, he was practically a beggar, his freedom was cheap even at the price which he had paid. The odd thing was that, scarcely was he beggared, when Fortune, in one of her most fantastic moods, tossed wealth into his hands — so that he was a rich man when he died. I was abroad at the time of his death; but, as soon as I heard the news, I hurried home. I found his will; I found his fortune; I found that he had left the whole conduct of affairs in my hands; and, also, for the first time I learned your address. I had never known it before; he was the only person who had known it. I believe it was the only secret he ever kept; and, for keeping it, I find it hard to forgive him even now. Had I only been acquainted with your whereabouts I should have communicated with you, both at regular and irregular intervals. I should have asked you to regard me as a deputy father.”

“I could not have done that, ever.”

“No; I suppose you couldn’t.” But he meant one thing; and, in her heart, she meant another. He went on: “So soon as I did know your address I tore off by the very next boat and train to see you. I can give you no idea of what were my feelings of amazement when the good ladies at the convent told me that you had gone.”

“But didn’t you know that I had gone?”

“Didn’t I know that you had gone! Did I know that the heavens had fallen! I have had some curious moments in my life; but I verily believe that the one in which I learnt that you had left the convent with Mr George Emmett was the most singular of them all.”

“But had he no right to take me away?”

“Right! That — that — we must not speak ill of the dead, so I will say — that gentleman!”

“But he said he was my guardian.”

“So those ladies told me. If the dead have any knowledge of what takes place in this world, I wonder what your father’s feelings were when he became informed of his assumption of that — delicate office; I should think he nearly jumped out of his grave. Especially as he must have been conscious that the fault was again his own. Emmett was within easy distance of the place at which your father died. He got there before I did; and he gained access to your father’s papers. Fortunately he was interrupted before, as was supposed, he had an opportunity to work any material mischief; but not, apparently, before he had obtained at least two pieces of information. I have no doubt that he found out how much money your father had left; obviously, also, your address; and on that information he promptly acted. He never lacked audacity; but when he carried you off in that fashion his courage must surely have been at its highest.” For the first time the speaker showed signs of restlessness; beginning to move about the cabin as if constrained to find relief for his feelings in motion of some sort. “The most astounding part of it was, that he had duped those innocent females with a completeness which was bewildering; no one had the dimmest notion where he had gone, with you; he had left no tracks behind him. A man with an unknown motor car, who knows the highways and byways of Europe better than some people know their back gardens, is not always an easy object to trace. I got wind of him again and again; but I believe some occult sense warned him of my pursuit; more than once it was as if he had slipped through my fingers; till at last I could get no news of him at all. It was as if he had vanished into space. So far I had chased him singlehanded; feeling that this was an account which I should like to settle with him singlehanded; but, in the end, I retired, beaten; resolved to employ those resources of civilisation which, hitherto, I had slighted; and, on the very day on which I had finally so resolved, I found him.” The man was working himself into a state of excitement which was communicating itself to his listener; as was plain from the strained eagerness with which she was hanging on his every word. “You remember Billson?”

“Oh yes, I remember Billson; I shall not easily forget him.”

“I also remembered Billson — luckily. I had been visiting a friend when I saw, outside a tavern door, a motor car, with a chauffeur standing by it whom I seemed to recognise. For a second I hesitated; then I had it; it was Billson, Emmett’s chauffeur. At the same instant he recognised me and, scrambling into the car, would have been off if I hadn’t stopped him. The fellow had been drinking.”

“It seemed to me that he always had.”

“Like his master.”

“The master used to get more horribly drunk than the man.”

“Pleasant society for you to be alone in.”

“It wasn’t — nice.”

The word came from her with a little gasp; which, as he noticed it, seemed to increase Arnecliffe’s restlessness.

“I couldn’t get anything out of him at first. It was only when I made it quite clear that if he didn’t tell me what I wanted to know I should hand him over to the nearest policeman that he began to tell me things, for some of which I could have twisted his neck off his shoulders, then and there, only I refrained. Finally, he informed me that his master’s address, for at least that night, was ‘The Bolton Arms Hotel,’ Newcaster. As to whether or not you were in his company he professed ignorance, and, possibly, he did not know. Within half-an-hour I was being borne as fast as an express could carry me to Newcaster. It was latish in the evening when I got there. When I reached ‘The Bolton Arms’ they told me Mr Emmett was dining. I said to the waiter that my name was Gilbert. I hardly know why; I had a sort of hazy idea that he would come rushing down to see what Gilbert it could possibly be. Then I called the waiter back, and, scribbling ‘A messenger from Harry Gilbert’ on a scrap of paper, sent him up with that instead. When Emmett came down he was inclined to bluster, but the house was crowded. Many of those who were there I fancy knew him, either by sight or reputation. He was quick enough at appreciating the odds on any given event; he saw that here was a case in which bluster wouldn’t pay. He took me upstairs to his private sitting-room; we found it empty. I had a notion that finding it empty was a surprise to him. The dinner-table was laid for two; I had a strong feeling that he had expected to find whoever it was he had been dining with still at table; that the discovery of his, or her, absence came upon him with something of a shock. I asked him with whom he had been dining. He said with his wife. ‘Your wife!’ I cried. He laughed, and said that he was perhaps a little in front of events in speaking of her as his wife; but that she ought to be his wife; and that, if she behaved herself, before long she should be. She came of a bad stock, he added, and his treatment of her entirely depended on her own behaviour. Knowing that he had been tearing about Europe with you; thinking of what Billson had told me; his suggestiveness, his words, his tone, his manner, these things were pretty hard to bear. Oh, I’ll go into a court of justice, and admit that I’d have liked to have taken him by the throat and have choked the life out of him then and there. I asked him where you were. He looked me up and down, evidently inquiring of himself how much I knew, and then said that you were in safe-keeping hundreds of miles from Newcaster.”

“But I was there, in the room!”

Mr Arnecliffe stared.

“There, in the room? But how could that have been possible?”

She explained. He stared still more.

“Did he know?”

“I couldn’t say; it was not easy to tell what he knew. I wondered then, and I’ve wondered since.”

“Then you heard all that was said?”

“I heard, without understanding. You’ve no idea what a state of mind I was in; I was more than half out of my wits. I don’t remember a single word either of you said; you might have been talking in a foreign tongue. I didn’t seem to hear your words then. You see, I didn’t know who you were; I didn’t even know who he was, except that he said he was my guardian; that I seemed wholly at his mercy; and that I was in mortal terror of him. All that you have said about my father, and mother, and everything is strange to me. In that room at ‘The Bolton Arms’ I was the most ignorant, helpless, friendless, miserable creature in the world!”

“What had taken place between you?”

“He wanted me to marry him; he had wanted to before. He said I should have to marry him, and it seemed to me I should, and I would rather have died.”

“You saw what took place, if you didn’t hear?”

“Oh yes, I saw; and — and — —”

“That was the worst?”

“No, no; that is not what I was going to say; nor was that what I felt. I didn’t know who you were; I didn’t know what your quarrelling with him was about; yet, I felt that you were my friend.”

“By what instinct?”

“I can hardly tell you; I suppose it was an instinct of self-preservation. You see, I was half paralysed with fear; all my remaining senses were bound up in the desire to escape from him — that was the only thing for which I cared — to escape.”

“Then you did not hear what was the actual provocation?”

“No; I think I heard you say he was a thief; but I am not sure; even that may have been only in imagination.”

“I did say he was a thief. He was trying to steal your money; he had stolen you; he had stolen many things in his time; he was a thief many times over. But I said more than that.” He paused; again his mouth was twisted by that whimsical smile. “All these things which I am saying to you I should not say — at least, in such a shape — were it not that, placed as I am, I must take the fullest advantage of the only opportunity which is ever likely to offer. You and I are meeting for the first time and the last; we shall never see each other again.”

“Why?”

Again the pause, and the smile.

“In courts of justice, out of England, sentimental reasons sometimes prevail; but, in England, no. The stronger the motive, the greater the crime. As when you and I bid each other, presently, good-bye I shall entrust myself to the safe-keeping of our excellent police, it is not unlikely that, in the book which contains my story, the last page is practically finished, and that the colophon is all that remains to be added.” She was still; but not with the stillness which signifies acquiescence. He went on: “I say this in order that you may understand why it is that I think it desirable that you should be placed in possession of certain facts which you ought to know; even though I may have to do it with what seems brutal brusqueness. That, also, is why I’m anxious to take advantage of the only chance which I am ever likely to have to assure you that I did not do what I did without what seemed to me then, and seems to me still, to be sufficient provocation. He made a certain definite, hideous statement regarding your mother, and regarding you; and when I warned him to be careful, and withdraw it, he said that, so far from withdrawing it, he would proclaim it publicly wherever he went; and because, knowing the man, I believed that he would do so I killed him.”

“I should not have blamed you if you had done so; I think I would have done it myself if I had dared; but — you didn’t kill him.”


CHAPTER XXII

THE TELEGRAM

Mr Arnecliffe regarded the girl, in silence, for a second or two, as if puzzled; when he did speak it seemed, from the question he put, that he had not grasped her meaning.

“Then, from your post of vantage, you did not see all that occurred?”

“I saw you hit him.”

“And with that blow I killed him. If, by your words, you mean that this was a case in which killing was no murder — that’s another story. Should I be asked, in the dock, if my intent were homicidal, I doubt if, even with the rope dangling in front of me, I should be able to say that it was not. With a clear conscience I could not confidently assert that the design to kill him did not come into my heart the moment Billson told me that he was at ‘The Bolton Arms Hotel.’”

“All the same, you did not kill him.”

“You say that, having seen me? I am not afraid to bear the consequences of what I did; I am even not ashamed of what I did. I will certainly not seek salvation by attempting to conceal plain facts.”

“But you have your facts all wrong. You know only half the story; I know it all. I doubt if I’m not as much responsible for his death as you are.”

“Child, you’re dreaming. How can that be, since, when I found him he was alive, and when I left him he was dead?”

“In the first place, I believe I knew, all along, that you were going to kill him; I had, in a way I can’t describe, a premonition of what was going to happen.”

“So, even from behind your curtain, you perceived, from the first, my homicidal intention — which makes it bad for me.”

“But still worse for me; because I might have saved him had I chose; but I didn’t choose. My one feeling was that you were going to help me to escape; and — I was glad.”

“Is that what you meant when you said that part of the responsibility was yours, you fantastic child?”

“No; I will tell you what I meant, if you will listen — and you will see that I’m not fantastic.”

She told him what had happened after he left the sitting-room, having propped George Emmett up in his chair. Of how the supposed dead man had been laid on the table; of how, when she was left alone with him in the darkness, she had heard sounds which unmistakably showed that he was coming back to life; and of how, in his struggles, he had fallen from the table on to the floor. He heard her with growing amazement; interrupting her now and then with exclamations. When she had finished he was silent; as if he were turning over what she had said in his mind; then, looking her very straight in the face, he asked her, with that queer smile of his:

“Are you quite sure that imagination played no part in this strange story; and that you’ve not told it me in the hope that it might do me a service?”

As she answered him her manner was disdainful.

“In other words, you are asking if I have not deliberately told you what I know to be false. It is no use your pretending that is not what you asked; because, as you’re very well aware, that’s what your question comes to. It so happens that there’s a sequel to what you call my strange story which may perhaps convince even you. That person in the boat who just now advised us to take refuge here was the one who took me from Newcaster to Mrs Vernon’s house. It was he who gave me shelter when at last I escaped from ‘The Bolton Arms.’”

“Then in that case he’s a man I should very much like to know. What is his name?”

“He told me, Eric Frazer; but it seems that, really and truly, he’s the Earl of Strathmoira.”

She spoke as if she felt that such a style and title only ought to be uttered in tones of reverential awe — but it was not with any show of reverence that he heard it.

“Strathmoira? I know something of the man. He’s an eccentric.”

“Pray what do you mean by that?”

This sterner manner suggested something very like indignation; as if she resented what she suspected might be an imputation. He laughed at her.

“I assure you that I mean nothing to his disadvantage; only that he’s a person who has ideas of his own, and who puts them into practice.”

“Well, and why shouldn’t he? If the ideas are not bad ones?”

“Why shouldn’t he — indeed! If more of us followed his example we might be both happier and wiser. But — what’s that sequel you were speaking of?”

She eyed him as if she were still in doubt as to whether or not he hinted depreciation of the absent Mr Frazer.

“I’m coming to it, if you’ll have a second’s patience. Yesterday morning, early, he went into Newcaster, and there he learnt not only that Mr Emmett had fallen from the table to the floor — in fact, and not in my imagination only — but also that it was the fall which had actually killed him, and not your blow at all.”

“How came Strathmoira to discuss the subject with you?”

“He knew all; and I told him everything.”

“Wasn’t that rather a risky thing to do?”

“I didn’t tell him anything till he had found out for himself all that I had to tell. Besides, are you hinting that he might have betrayed me? You say you know something of him; you can’t know much! So far from betraying me he nearly got himself into the most frightful trouble through trying to keep me what he thought safe. I don’t know what he wouldn’t have done rather than let any what he would have called harm come to me. It frightens me when I think of it now.”

“Lucky man!”

“I don’t know why you say that. It seems to me that he was very unlucky ever to have come across me — I bring ill-luck to everyone! It is I who am lucky altogether beyond anything I deserve. However, I didn’t mean to discuss Mr Frazer — I mean the Earl of Strathmoira — it seems such an extraordinary thing that an actual earl should have done all that he did for me.”

“It does!”

“Yes, it does! I don’t know what you mean, but it is an extraordinary thing! You can laugh at me.”

“But I wasn’t!”

“You were very nearly — however, I don’t care. I was about to say that the point is that you can see for yourself that, since it was the fall from the table which was the cause of Mr Emmett’s death, it’s quite plain that, as I said, you didn’t kill him.”

“Miss Gilbert, you would make an excellent lawyer.”

“You are laughing at me again. Pray why now?”

“I assure you that I am not doing so in any opprobrious sense. Only, while I quite see your point, it seems to me that it’s one rather for lawyers than for a plain man.”

“Why? It is a plain statement of a plain fact!”

“Still, the fact remains — doesn’t it? — that if it had not been for the blow I struck him he would not have died?”

“It doesn’t follow; if they hadn’t put him on the table he might have been alive now.”

“Who might have been alive now? Excuse me if I startle you; but you were so interested in each other’s conversation that, in the din of this orchestral display with which the elements are favouring us, my modest knocking went unnoticed. I knocked even twice; then, as I was a little damp, I thought it possible that you might forgive me if I came in out of the wet.”

The speaker was the soi-disant Eric Frazer, whose tapping, in the heat of their discussion, had gone unnoticed. Not alone was he, as he put it, a little damp; he was obviously soaking wet. His clothes stuck to him as if they were glued to his skin; looking the more remarkable because, originally, they had been very nice clothes indeed — the cherished productions of a fashionable tailor. His hair and moustache were plastered to his head and face. Water trickled from him in rivulets on to the pretty carpet which covered the cabin floor. At sight of the spectacle which he presented Dorothy gave a cry of dismay.

“Oh, what has happened?”

The new-comer looked at her with that twinkle in his eyes which she had already found it so difficult to meet. In spite of the singularity of his appearance, his manner was as imperturbable as ever.

“My dear Miss Gilbert, the greatest joke. I have always wondered what it would feel like to swim in your best Sunday-go-to-meeting clothes, and now I’ve had such a chance of finding out. Only you can take it from me that, in the water, patent-leather buttoned boots are a mistake. I had to take mine off. And as I’m not quite sure where I left them, I must beg you to forgive me if, for the moment, my feet are only concealed from your sight by socks. May I ask you to do me the honour of making me known to this gentleman, and this gentleman to me.”

Dorothy looked as if she did not know what to make of him; one had a notion that she had not once known what to make of him, since the moment of their first meeting.

“But you — you look as if you had been nearly drowned.”

“Not at all; merely moistened. Between ourselves, I am not sure whether, on a night like this, it is drier in the river, or out of it. What did you say was this gentleman’s name?”

“This is Mr Arnecliffe.”

“And I am the Earl of Strathmoira. May I take it, Mr Arnecliffe, that you are an old friend of Miss Gilbert’s?”

“I am an old friend of her father’s; and I should have hoped, if time had permitted, to have become also a friend of his daughter’s; but — time doesn’t permit.”

“Doesn’t it? Is that so? Why doesn’t time permit?”

Dorothy burst out, with sudden warmth: “I wish you wouldn’t talk like that! I wish you wouldn’t!”

Strathmoira glanced from one to the other. “If Miss Gilbert wishes you wouldn’t talk like that, why do you, Mr Arnecliffe? And what might be the meaning of your cryptic observation, anyhow?”

“Referring to what I see the papers speak of as ‘the Newcaster tragedy’; Miss Gilbert informs me that you are already acquainted with part of the story; her part. If I supplement it with my part, you will find that my observation at once ceases to by cryptic.”

Strathmoira regarded the speaker as if he were endeavouring to find out what kind of man he was; then he shook his head.

“A cryptogram is so often spoilt by the solution; it ceases to be mysterious directly you know what it means; and it generally means so little. With your sanction, Miss Gilbert, I think I will hang my coat over the back of a chair; I fancy it may dry more quickly off me than on. I imagine, Mr Arnecliffe, that your supplement merely amounts to the fact that you’re the bottle man.”

“Practically; so you will perceive for yourself in what sense time, for me, is limited.”

“I’m dull, Mr Arnecliffe, dull. I don’t see.”

“Then I will try to make myself more explicit. As I propose, presently, to hand myself over to the custody of the police, I am not likely to be able to do much more in the way of making friends.”

Dorothy made as if to speak; but the earl stopped her.

“Pardon me, Miss Gilbert, but — may I conduct what promises to be this pleasant little discussion with Mr Arnecliffe? Why, sir, do you show this predilection for the society of the police? And as I am rather disposed to put myself, at the earliest possible moment, into some of the garments which I am hopeful Mr Vernon, or his son, keeps somewhere on the premises, will you be so good as to make your answer brief, and to the point?”

“You know what is the charge against me; why should I run away? — why shouldn’t I face it?”

“You take something for granted; because, it so happens, that I don’t know there is a charge against you. I know that there is a charge against Miss Gilbert; and also another, rather a droll one, against me.”

“Against you!” cried the girl. “What is the charge against you?”

His lordship waved his hand airily.

“My dear Miss Gilbert, the police, on occasion, are such humorists, it is not a matter of the slightest consequence. Rest easy in your mind; I am in danger neither of penal servitude nor of execution. What I wish to explain is, I am not aware that Mr Arnecliffe has been explicitly mentioned in the matter at all; therefore, as I have already remarked, it appears to me that he takes a good deal for granted.”

“Doesn’t what you have yourself said more than justify the course I propose to pursue?”

“How? Pray how? Do, sir, explain!”

“You admit that a charge of complicity is being made against Miss Gilbert, of which she is entirely innocent.”

“I am not entirely innocent! I am not!”

“‘Ssh, Miss Gilbert, ‘ssh! please permit the gentleman to continue; and we’ll take the lady’s innocence for granted, sir.”

“But that’s just what you sha’n’t do — that’s just what I won’t have — I know that I’m not innocent!”

“Very good; since the young lady apparently prefers it, we will take her guilt for granted, Mr Arnecliffe. I don’t suppose that a little trifle of that sort will seriously affect the line of reasoning you were about to follow. Pray, Miss Gilbert, suffer the gentleman to make his meaning clear — I do so want to get into a suit of somebody else’s clothes. Now, Mr Arnecliffe, you were saying?”

“If I go to the nearest policeman, and say, as I intend to do, I am the man who murdered George Emmett, so far as Miss Gilbert is concerned, the matter will be at an end.”

“Your reason is based upon more than one fallacy, really. Consider — a warrant has been issued for Miss Gilbert’s arrest — good! or, if you prefer it, bad. Do you suppose the police won’t execute that warrant, if they get a chance, merely because you say she’s innocent? They’ll keep her under lock and key until there is some more substantial proof of her innocence than your bare word; if it can be avoided you surely don’t wish to subject her to the inconvenience of spending even a few hours in jail. There is another point. From what I can gather she is the only material witness of your guilt; yet she assured me that, though they put her in the witness-box, she wouldn’t give evidence against you.”

“I wouldn’t — I’d die first!”

“You hear? There’s a refractory position to take up! From what I have seen of the young lady I shouldn’t be surprised if she kept her word, to the extent of defying judge and jury — conceive the pains and penalties which your inconsiderate action would bring down on her devoted head.”

“What do you suggest? You know that she has already been arrested once, and that she only escaped — —”

“Through your dropping the unfortunate policeman into the river — I know.”

“He is hardly likely to let the matter rest where it is in consequence.”

“Poor man! he was so wet! I’ve a sort of idea that I’m beginning to get dry.”

“The probability is that the whole countryside is looking out for her at this moment; if she manages to evade pursuit to-night the odds are that she will be taken again in the morning. Do you suggest that I shall stand by, and suffer her to be taken, and keep silent?”

“Mr Arnecliffe, I have not yet touched on the point which tells most against the course of action you are proposing to pursue. You say you are going to tell the first policeman you are so fortunate as to encounter that you’re the man who murdered George Emmett. Let me tell you, sir, that in making that statement you will be incurring a very grave responsibility; since it is by no means certain that you did murder George Emmett.”

“That’s what I said! That’s what I told him! That’s what I was trying to explain to him when you came in!”

“Am I to understand that you hesitated to give Miss Gilbert’s statement the weight it deserved?”

Arnecliffe laughed.

“You surely don’t propose to associate yourself with Miss Gilbert in splitting hairs!”

“Splitting hairs, sir? No! That is a process in which I propose to associate myself with no one. If you will have the goodness to permit me to finish what I have to say it will shortly become quite clear that nothing is farther from my mind than any species of equivocation. You will probably have heard that that genius of a local doctor was prepared to certify that the man was dead when he wasn’t.”

“Of course he heard; I told him — I suppose that’s what he calls my hair-splitting.”

“Then, Miss Gilbert, in that case he is a singular person; unless we can put it down to mere ignorance of the meaning of his own language — because, sir, the man was not dead. On the contrary, he was so much alive that he contrived, shortly afterwards, to throw himself off a table on to the floor. There, face downwards, on the floor they found him; whereupon, it seems, a second local genius decided that he had been killed by the fall — in spite of which pronouncement, let me assure you, quite between ourselves, that it is by no means sure that he is dead even yet.”

“Mr Frazer! I mean — —”

What the girl did mean she did not herself seem to be certain. Arnecliffe eyed the speaker as if he were searching for outward and visible signs that he was indulging in some recondite jest; then asked:

“Are you serious?”

“When I was in Newcaster yesterday morning I made all possible inquiries; I was in Newcaster again to-day, and inquired still further. I honestly believe, without being, I think, unduly conceited, that I have nearly as much medical knowledge as the local sawbones. I put two and two together. I returned to town; then, this afternoon, I saw the man who, so far as I know, is the greatest surgeon living. I told him the whole story, as I knew it; and, also, as I suspected it. Without pledging himself in any way, he agreed with me in thinking that it was at least possible that the last diagnosis was as defective as the first — he has gone down to Newcaster to find out. I meant to say nothing till I had heard from him, one way or the other; but my hand has been forced. He has promised to let me have a telegram, directed to Mr Vernon’s house, so soon as he himself is certain. It may come at any moment; it may have come already. I would suggest to you, Mr Arnecliffe, that you do nothing, except sit tight, until we know what the contents of that promised telegram are. It was with that idea in my mind that I sent you here; and, before starting to join you, I managed to convey a hint that, if a telegram did arrive for me, it was to be brought to me here, with the least possible delay.” As he finished speaking the door was opened — to admit Jim Vernon. “Why,” exclaimed Strathmoira, “I shouldn’t be surprised if this is the bearer of tidings. Jim, you’re kindly welcome to the family houseboat; especially as I’m hopeful that, somewhere on board, you’ve some sort of a suit which you can lend me.”

The new-comer stared at the speaker in undisguised amazement.

“My hat, what a sight you are! Why ever have you been trying to drown yourself, rigged out like that?”

“My dear Jim, suit first; questions afterwards. What is that I see in your hand?”

“You’ve been and let us in for no end of a jolly nice thing — they’re in a pretty state of fluster round at our place — the police seem to have taken the whole house into custody — I’d no end of a job to get away, I can tell you that. I left the mater in hysterics on the couch; the pater waltzing about like a tiger in a fit; and Frances using language hot enough to singe your hair — you can bet your life there’s no place like home to-night!”

“I think I asked you what that is you’re holding in your hand.”

“This? So far as I know it’s a telegram; but as it’s addressed to you I haven’t opened the envelope to inquire, so you can look for yourself.”

Jim handed the yellow envelope to Strathmoira, who promptly tore it open, glanced at its contents, then held the slip of pink paper above his head, with the somewhat singular exclamation, which suggested — if it suggested nothing else — that, at last, even his imperturbability was moved:

“What ho, she bumps!”

“Hollo!” observed Jim. “Does she? What’s up now?”

“Nothing’s up, my dear Jim, nothing whatever.” He turned to Arnecliffe and the girl. “This is the telegram which, as I told you, I expected to receive from that famous surgeon. It’s brief, and to the point. This is what he says; and it’s all he says: ‘The dead man is still alive.” As you will notice, he seems to be a man who economises words.”


CHAPTER XXIII

THE SURGEON AND THE LAWYER

A room in a house not a hundred miles from Newcaster. In it Mr and Mrs Vernon, looking as if they were somewhat in doubt as to what they were doing there; their son, Jim, who was manifestly enjoying himself much more than he had any notion of; their daughter Frances, who, obviously, had no doubt whatever that this was an occasion on which she was a young lady of importance. Also present, Dorothy Gilbert — very white, very anxious, and much prettier than she suspected. Miss Gilbert was Miss Vernon’s especial and particular charge — it was that fact which made her conscious that she was a person of importance. She kept quite close to her, as if desirous of giving her the comfort and assurance of her near neighbourhood; sometimes holding her hand, sometimes with her arm about her waist — and in that position a pleasanter picture than those two girls presented it would not be easy to imagine. There also was the Earl of Strathmoira, in a dark grey suit, which became him; and with that calm air of positively graceful assurance, which became him even better. And Mr Leonard Arnecliffe was there, offering such a complete contrast to the handsome earl — carelessly dressed; with about him such an appearance of having been buffeted by life’s tempests; and with, on his queer face, that humorous, tender something which made it almost beautiful.

These are the persons of our drama, with whom we already are familiar; but there were still two other persons in that room, whose acquaintance we have yet to make. One was Sir Derwent Dewsnap, whose surgical fame, one hardly need remark, was world-wide. Few men have performed more operations than Derwent Dewsnap; few have done more cutting and carving on the outside and inside of the human frame — and, as a cynic once observed, he looked it. But, while his knowledge and experience of general surgery was great, his skill in dealing with the human cranium, and especially that part we call the brain, it has been stated, was almost superhuman. Nowadays every great surgeon is a specialist, and Dewsnap’s speciality was brain. Not, of course, in a mental sense; he was not a mental pathologist at all; but in operations on the brain he was facile princeps.

He was shortly going to perform one of the most delicate operations on the cranium which even he had ever undertaken; and these persons were gathered together to receive from him an expression of opinion as to his probabilities of success.

The other person to whom we have yet to be introduced was Plashett — Alexander Plashett; a name which has only to be mentioned in order to conjure up a vision of one of the greatest criminologists who ever made a practical study of the law. What Plashett did not know about crime and criminals was not worth knowing. He had caused so many scoundrels to reap the just reward of their ill-doings, and so many more to get off scot free, that it was actually whispered, where those things are whispered, that on whichever side Plashett was the gentlemen of the jury were. Of course that was not a whisper which was to be taken precisely at the foot of the letter; but it undoubtedly was a fact that counsel would rather be briefed by Plashett than against him.

He was there in that room to represent the interests of certain persons who might find themselves in a very uncomfortable position indeed if there was an unfortunate termination to the operation on which Sir Derwent was so shortly to be engaged. Thus, while no one cared a button for the person on whom the operation was about to be performed, everybody hoped that he would come well out of it — which seeming paradox is explained by the fact that the person in question was Mr George Emmett; and that if he died in Sir Derwent Dewsnap’s hands one of the individuals in that room would quite possibly be hanged for him. Therefore, when the Earl of Strathmoira put a question to the great surgeon his reply was anxiously awaited.

“So it seems, Sir Derwent, that, to perpetrate what sounds like a bull, the odds are even?”

Sir Derwent was a precisian even in words, as he immediately made plain.

“Odds, my lord, are never even; nor does a wise surgeon express a positive opinion as to the result of even the simplest operation: so many considerations enter into the matter of which a layman has no idea. As regards the case of Mr Emmett, I have only to mention that the operation which I am about to attempt has, so far as I am aware, never hitherto been performed to show how worse than futile, and also, how unprofessional, it would be for me to pose as a prophet.”

“Hear, hear! Exactly.”

This encouragement came from Mr Plashett, to whom the word “unprofessional” apparently appealed. Thus supported, Sir Derwent went on, with that pedagogic air for which he was renowned:

“I should not wish, on such an occasion, and before such an audience, to enter into those details which could only be properly touched on in an operating theatre; but I may remind you that the subject has already been twice given over as dead, and I can assure you that that is not so strange as to the lay mind it may seem. The conditions were all compatible with death: the motionless pulse and heart; the absence of any movement of the lungs, of any signs of respiration. But it so happens that, in the course of my wide experience, once, and only once, I encountered a similar case, and the knowledge I obtained then I was able to apply now. It was the case of a man who, falling from a fourth-floor window on to the pavement below, fractured the cranial bones almost precisely as Mr Emmett’s had been fractured.” There were those among his auditors who were disposed to feel that, in spite of what he had said, he was entering into details which were a trifle too technical. But Sir Derwent, having warmed to the subject, went heedlessly on: “In that case also the patient was pronounced to be dead, and he was actually placed in his coffin before it was learned that he wasn’t. To put it shortly and popularly, pressure on the medulla oblongata, caused by contact of a minute fraction of bone with one of the cranial arteries, had produced that extraordinary simulation of death. Had that state of things been discovered in time an operation might have been possible; but it wasn’t. The coffin was placed in the hearse, and the hearse was on the road to the cemetery, when one of the undertaker’s men, who was walking beside it, heard a sound proceeding from within, which so startled him that the hearse was driven straight back to the house, and the coffin opened, when it was found that its occupant had turned right over on his side, and had killed himself in doing so. There was no mistake about his being dead that time; and it was only dissection which showed what the cause of death had been, and how he might possibly have been saved. So you see how nearly on all fours the two cases are: Emmett pronounced dead, and, as was supposed, really killing himself by a fall off a table. Found, after all, to be alive, I am now about to attempt the operation which might have been attempted in what I will call Case No. 1. Under such circumstances I can hardly be expected to offer a confident prognostication either on its success or failure. I will, however, go so far as to say that, if it fails, Mr Emmett will hardly be any worse off than he is already; while, if it succeeds, he may be restored not only to life, but to long life, and almost, in a degree, to his primal vigour. Beyond that purposely vague statement I must beg you, my lord, not to press me to go.”

No one did press him. It was possibly felt that he had said quite enough, without pressure; and that, if they were not heedful of their ways, he might pile horror on to horror. The earl transferred his attention to the lawyer.

“And if Sir Derwent meets with the success which we all anticipate, knowing his superlative skill, how will the matter stand then, Mr Plashett? That is, should George Emmett be restored to the health which he doesn’t deserve, what action will the police be able to take against anyone with whom he may have had, say, a little difference of opinion?”

“I should say none. With Emmett dead, or nearly dead, then the police, representing the Crown, are compelled to act. But with Emmett alive and kicking, then the onus lies with him; it is only on his initiative that action can be taken, since it is only on his sworn statement that it can be alleged that an offence has been committed. If a man has his head broken, say, for argument’s sake, with a bottle, he may have reasons of his own for not wishing to say anything at all about it; and there is no power vested in the police to make him say anything if he doesn’t want to. Emmett dead is to be feared; but alive, not at all — that is, if I apprehend the statements which have been made to me correctly. I know something of the gentleman, and I am quite sure — I am not often sure of anything, but I am quite sure of what I am about to say — I repeat that I am quite sure that he will not be disposed to go into the witness-box and complain to a magistrate, or to a judge, that his head was broken under the circumstances under which it was broken; since, if he were so foolish, the verdict would undoubtedly be — And serve you right!”


CHAPTER XXIV

TIDINGS

There was a garden to that house. Jim Vernon and Dorothy Gilbert were walking side by side down one of the paths. Sir Derwent Dewsnap had gone over to Newcaster, to perform that operation; and Mr Plashett had gone with him, in order that he might be close at hand, and ready for any eventuality. It was an hour which seemed big with fate to Dorothy; and the youth would whistle. She bore with the sound till it could be borne no longer. Had he been an observant youth he would have seen what she was suffering; but observation of that kind was not his strongest point. So at last she was constrained to drop him a hint.

“I should be so much obliged if you wouldn’t make that noise.”

“Noise? What noise?”

“I suppose you call it whistling.”

“Suppose I call it whistling? It is whistling, isn’t it?”

“Then, if it is, please don’t. If you only knew how I keep thinking of what that man is doing.”

“What man?”

“Sir Derwent Dewsnap.”

“Isn’t he a freak? My hat, I shouldn’t care to have him cut chunks off me; it gave me the creeps only to hear him chatter.”

“If his hand were to slip; if anything were to happen; if he were to make the least mistake; life would be all over for me; and I’m only just beginning to understand what it means.”

“Tuppence!”

She looked at him in righteous indignation.

“Pray what do you mean by saying that?”

“That’s about the value of the remark you made; if it’s worth as much. It won’t make one farthing’s worth of difference to you if Dewsnap cuts him into six good-sized pieces. Why should it?”

“You don’t understand.”

“That’s where you’re wrong — you don’t understand; I do. The only person it might affect is Arnecliffe — and I wouldn’t mind getting three months myself if I had a chance of doing what he did.”

“I am sorry to hear you talk like this.”

“You’re not — really? Why, robbing a bank is nothing compared to what Emmett did. He stole a nice, clean, simple little girl; all because of her money — and, all because of her money, he tried to jockey her into marrying him — and all he got for it was a crack on the head with a bottle. If he chooses to croak in consequence that’s his fault, nobody else’s. Don’t you see that yourself?”

“I certainly do not see what you pretend to.”

“I say, are you liverish?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“Then, take my tip, and don’t feign a vice if you haven’t got it. Strikes me that you take yourself, and every other jolly thing, too seriously. You mayn’t guess it, but I’m betting that in about five years’ time you’ll be looking back at this episode as if it were a regular rare old spree. People do have so few real adventures nowadays. Look at me! I haven’t had one in the whole of my life — and you’ve had one already! — a tip-topper, too! It’s an asset — mind you, it’s an asset; something you can put in the bank and draw upon. Why, I consider that little tiddley-bit, when you were behind the curtain, and saw the whole jolly show, was worth no end.”

“It only proves that you haven’t the least idea what you’re talking about.”

“That remark only proves that you don’t know where you are. Why, you’re only — I don’t know what your age is.”

“Never mind my age.”

“Well, there can’t be much of it to mind. I believe Frances is older than you, and she’s only a kid.”

“Mr Vernon — —”

“You needn’t call me Mr Vernon; you can call me Jim.”

“Thank you; I prefer to call you Mr Vernon.”

“Very well, Miss Gilbert. I was about to observe, when you interrupted me, that, already, at your age, you’re set up with a stock of A1 stories which will last you the rest of your life; you’ll only be able to appreciate what that means when you arrive at years of discretion. When you’ve married — if you ever do marry; and a girl with your money is pretty nearly sure to find someone who’ll have her — you’ll be able to tell your grandchildren — —”

“My grandchildren!”

“Or someone else’s, it makes no odds — you’ll be able to tell them tale after tale, and they’ll love you for it; children always love grandmothers who tell them stories; and yours needn’t be lies either, because they’re such first-class ones in themselves that they’ll need no embroidering. What an advantage that will be in your declining years you’ve no conception, or you’d be more truly grateful for what has lately happened to you than at present you are.”

“I think you’re the most ridiculous person I ever met; and the rudest. Are all boys like you?”

“Boys? Well! You’re younger that I am.”

“I shouldn’t have thought it possible that anyone could be that.”

“My dear Miss Gilbert, in knowledge of the world, compared to you, I’m a grandfather. You ought to treat me with respect.”

“Ought I? Do the other boys with whom you associate?”

“Miss Gilbert, you misunderstand the situation. I am at the university; and so are most of the men of my acquaintance.”

“Is that so? I didn’t know they took them so young.”

He looked at her as if he could have said a great deal; but he said nothing — he drew a long breath instead. Presently he began again to whistle. She bore it in silence for a second or two; then she asked innocently:

“Do all the other boys you know make a noise like that, and call it whistling?”

He looked at her again, but he attempted no reply; he continued to whistle. Presently Frances came towards them, down one of the side paths. Dorothy waited for her; Jim strolled on, whistling as he went. When she came to Dorothy, Frances glanced at his back, as he went whistling on.

“Has Jim been entertaining you?”

“Very much — more even than he meant.”

“Isn’t he droll?”

“Extremely — I never thought anyone could have been so droll.”

Frances surveyed her friend with doubt in her eye.

“Have you and he been having a discussion?”

“I don’t know that it can be called a discussion; he’s so droll. Frances, are all boys like Jim?”

Frances looked round as if she were afraid of eavesdroppers; then said, in lowered tones, as if she were delivering herself of an announcement of the most mysterious and amazing significance:

“Dorothy, I’m beginning to think that they are.”

“How odd! and at the convent we used to think that they were such heroes.”

“I’m inclined to think that they assume more heroic proportions when they’re at a distance.”

“But when do they cease to be boys?”

“I’m commencing to wonder. None of Jim’s friends are as old as that.”

“Your cousin’s not a boy.”

Frances glanced at Dorothy; but Dorothy happened at that moment to be looking in an entirely different direction, so their glances didn’t meet.

“You mean Strathmoira? No, he’s a dear.”

“What do you mean by ‘he’s a dear’?”

“Well — hasn’t he been a dear to you?”

“If you mean that he’s been kind, no one could have been kinder. What would have happened to me if it hadn’t been for him I dare not think. I don’t know how I ever shall repay him.”

“Oh, you’ll find it easy, with all that money. Fancy your being a millionairess after all!”

“I’m not a millionairess.”

“You’ve got heaps and heaps of money — because Mr Arnecliffe as good as told me so; and as he really and truly is your guardian he ought to know.”

“I suppose your cousin’s very rich.”

“Lord Strathmoira, my dear, is my mother’s cousin; not mine. He’s not poor; but then earls, my dear, are not like common people. You need such a deal of money if you want to play the part properly, if you are an earl; and I shouldn’t be a bit surprised if he could do with more. Is Mr Arnecliffe rich?”

“I haven’t a notion.”

“There’s been a story in his life.”

“How do you know?”

“I can see it in his face.”

“Oh! How can you see it in his face?”

“Dorothy?”

“Yes.”

“How are you going to repay him?”

“He doesn’t want repaying.”

“Doesn’t he?”

“He’s not that kind.”

“Isn’t he? He seems to have done a good deal for your family.”

“Oh yes; a good deal.”

“I wonder how old he is. He must be pretty old if he was your mother’s friend. His hair is turning grey.”

“He doesn’t seem old to me. I like hair — that shade.”

There was silence for some seconds; then Frances said:

“Do you know, Dorothy, I’ve come to the conclusion that you’re going to be a beautiful woman.”

“Frances! How can you be so absurd? Please don’t be silly!”

“And do you know, at the convent I never even guessed you were going to be pretty. It never dawned on me till that morning when I saw you standing on our lawn. Then I said to myself: ‘I do believe that girl’s going to be beautiful’; and now I’m sure of it.”

“If I’m going to be — I notice you use the future tense — pray what are you now?”

“Oh, I’m pretty; I know exactly what I am; I’ve no delusions. I once heard mother say to an aunt of mine — she didn’t know I heard, but I did— ‘Frances is the sort of girl to make a good man happy’ — and that’s exactly what I am: prettiness of my kind runs in the family; Jim’s a pretty boy. But you — yours is going to be the kind of beauty men rave about; and I don’t call it fair.”

“I never imagined you could be so ridiculous. What don’t you call fair?”

“That a girl should have both beauty and gold. One or the other, but not both. Think of the quantities of quite respectable girls who have neither. Why, I myself know heaps — plain and penniless. Dorothy, it’s tragic for a girl to be like that; you mayn’t know it, but it is. Fortune ought to share out her gifts with a more equal hand: she shouldn’t give one person so much more than her proper share.”

“I’m not in a mood for jesting. Your brother said I was a simple girl.”

“He did! How dare he! That Jim!”

“But I assure you I’m not quite simple enough to credit the kind of stuff you’re talking. I didn’t know you thought I was a positive imbecile.”

“Very well. Would you like me to ask Strathmoira what he thinks of your appearance?”

“Frances! How dare you! Do you mean to say that it was because he thought —— I won’t say it.”

“You needn’t. And I don’t mean to say that it was because he saw you were going to be beautiful that he showed himself a friend in need, in the first instance. He’s the sort of person who would help a lame dog over a stile, no matter how ugly it was. But, having helped you over, he, so to speak, walked across the field with you because — well, because he did think so; and I haven’t the slightest doubt that he would be willing to walk round this garden now because he thinks so more than ever. I’ve heard mother say that Strathmoira is a connoisseur where a woman’s concerned. If you’d had freckles and a red nose he’d never have bought you a hat to shade them. My dear Dorothy, it’s not the slightest use your being annoyed with me because you’re going to be lovely. It’s not my fault. For all I’ve had to do with it you might have been a quite ordinary-looking girl. Still, one is bound to admit that, from the merely ornamental point of view, a lovely girl is more interesting than the other sort; and I’ve a vague suspicion that some men are of that opinion to quite an appreciable extent. I believe you’re like your mother.”

“Frances! What makes you think so? Mr Arnecliffe says I’m like my father.”

“Yes, I daresay; possibly you are. A child may resemble both its parents. Anyhow, I believe you’re like your mother.”

“But what makes you think it?”

“Well, for one thing I can see it in Mr Arnecliffe’s eyes.”

“Frances! What a provoking person you are! How can you possibly see a thing like that in — in anybody’s eyes?”

“Perhaps you can’t; I can.”

“How can you?”

“I’ve a theory, which amounts to conviction, that Mr Arnecliffe regarded your mother as if she were a goddess, and that he adored her; so, when you happen to be within his line of vision, I can see from the look which comes in his eyes that he thinks you’re like her.

“Frances!”

It seemed that that was all Miss Gilbert could say. She stood still; her cheeks crimsoned; for some cause she seemed to have all at once grown tremulous. Miss Vernon went glibly on, as if she saw nothing unusual in her friend’s demeanour:

“Of course I may be wrong; I’m not always right; but as I understand, from one or two observations which Mr Arnecliffe has let drop, that your mother was something quite superior to look at, I thought you might care to know that I believe you’re like her. You might ask Mr Arnecliffe; I daresay he’d tell you if you did. Here is Mr Arnecliffe; you’ll have a chance of asking him at once. And Strathmoira! I shouldn’t be surprised if a message has come from Newcaster.”

The Earl of Strathmoira and Mr Arnecliffe were walking together down the centre path which led from the house. The two girls stood still to await their coming. The crimson had gone from Dorothy’s cheeks as suddenly as it had come — embarrassment had given place to anxiety.

“If — if it’s bad news!” she said.

“If I were in your position I don’t know what I should call bad news.”

“Frances! I — I wish you wouldn’t talk like that!”

“But I don’t. If he’s dead it’ll be no loss, the world will be well rid of such a creature; and if he’s not dead, it’s just as well that he should keep on living, in order that he may be punished as he deserves.”

There was no mistaking, from Lord Strathmoira’s manner as he came up, what was the nature of the tidings which he brought.

“Dewsnap’s done it!” he exclaimed. “He’s snatched that unhallowed scoundrel from the grave. The operation’s been successful beyond his most sanguine expectations. Five minutes after it was over the patient turned round, and, looking at him, was heard to mutter: ‘Who the devil are you?’ — which sounds as if George Emmett were himself again. Dewsnap says that there’s no reason, if the most elementary precautions are taken, why, so far as that tap on the head is concerned, George Emmett shouldn’t live for ever. So the tragedy’s a comedy after all.” He was looking at Dorothy, but her glances were all for Arnecliffe; who, on his part, seemed to have eyes for nothing and no one but her. When they began to move she fell in, as of course, at Arnecliffe’s side; presently, when they came to a bypath, they turned into it together; while Miss Vernon and Strathmoira went straight on. When they had gone a little way his lordship smiled, as if in the enjoyment of some private jest, and he said: “I congratulate you, Frances, on the taste you have shown in choosing your friend; she is one of whose friendship anyone, under any circumstances, might be proud.”

Miss Vernon’s tone, as she replied, was demure:

“Thank you very much.”

After an interval he continued:

“You’re not to tell your mother, and you’re not to tell her or anyone; I daresay you’ll laugh, but I don’t mind telling you that I’d ideas about her myself. They came to me when I saw her standing bareheaded in the morning sunshine, outside my caravan door — from nowhere, there and then. But this fellow’s put them out of joint. It seems to me that theirs is a case of Kismet.”

They had gone several more steps when she put to him a question which seemed to have very little to do with what he had just been saying:

“You are a good man — aren’t you?”

“I don’t know why you ask; have you any particular reason for supposing that I am worse than the crowd?”

“No; none at all. Only — I was wondering if it wasn’t possible that you might find another girl who could be — trusted to make a good man happy.”
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CHAPTER I

The Card on the Floor

Tickell turned his cards.

“A straight.” The men all bent over to look. “King high — there you are, nine, ten, knave, queen, king; a mixed lot, but they’ll take some beating.”

Something on Beaton’s face seemed to suggest that the other’s hand was unexpectedly strong. He smiled — not easily.

“You’re right, they will; and I’m afraid — —” He turned his hand half over, then, letting the five cards fall uppermost on the table, sat and stared at him, as if startled. It was Major Reith who announced the value of the hand.

“A full and ace high — he’s got you, Jack; a bumper, Sydney.”

He pushed the salver which served as a pool over towards Beaton. Obviously it contained a great deal of money; there were both notes and gold, and cheques and half-sheets of paper.

“What will you take for it, Sydney?” asked George Pierce.

Anthony Dodwell interposed.

“One moment, before Beaton takes either the pool or — anything else. Perhaps he won’t mind saying what is the card that he dropped on the floor.”

They all looked at him — Beaton with a sudden startled turn of the head.

“What do you mean?” he asked.

Dodwell met his eager gaze with a calmness which, in its way, was almost ominous.

“I’m afraid that question is quite unnecessary; I fancy you know quite well what I mean. Will you pick up the card you dropped, or shall I?”

“I dropped no card.” He drew his chair a little away from the table so as to enable him to see the floor. “I didn’t know it, but there does seem to be one down there.”

“Unless some good fairy removed it since you dropped it, there was bound to be. Draycott, would you mind picking up that card?”

Noel Draycott, stooping, picking up the card, showed it to the assembled players, in whose demeanour, for some as yet unspoken reason, there seemed to have come a sudden change.

“It’s only the nine of spades.”

“Exactly, which was possibly the reason why Beaton dropped it; with the nine of spades he could hardly have made a full.”

Beaton rose to his feet, his face flushed, his tones raised.

“Dodwell, are you — are you insinuating — —” The other cut him short.

“I’m insinuating nothing. You are the dealer; there’s a pack close to your hand; you gave yourself three cards; I saw you glance at them, then drop one on to the floor, and take another off the top of the pack — in the hope, I presume, that it was a better one. It clearly was; the card you dropped was the nine of spades; the hand you have shown there consists of three aces and a pair of knaves; I can’t say which was the card you took from the top of the pack, but it was one of them, and it certainly gave you the full.”

There was silence, that curious silence which suggests discomfort, which presages a storm. It is not often that an accusation of foul play is made at a card-table around which are seated English gentlemen. These men were officers in one of His Majesty’s regiments of Guards; they were having what they called “a little flutter at poker” after the mess dinner — it had gone farther perhaps than some of them had intended. Considerable sums had been staked, and won and lost. Sydney Beaton in particular had punted heavily. For the most part he had lost — all his ready cash and more. For some time he had been betting with I.O.U.’s scribbled on odd scraps of paper. There had just been a jackpot. Five men had come in, dropping out one after the other until only Beaton and Tickell had been left. Tickell’s last raise had been a hundred pounds; Beaton had covered the bet with an I.O.U. for £100 to see him; the hand he had exposed was, of course, the better one; there was a large sum of money in the pool, much the largest which it had as yet contained; if it was his, then it would probably more than set him on his feet again. It was the fact that there seemed to be an “if” which caused those present to stare at each other and at him as if all at once tongue-tied.

Beaton had gone red, then white; and now one felt that something must have happened to the muscles of his face, its expression seemed to have become so set and rigid. Major Reith, who was the oldest man present, broke the silence.

“Dodwell, please be careful what you say. Come, Sydney, tell him he is mistaken.”

What Beaton said was gasped rather than spoken.

“It’s a lie!”

Dodwell’s manner continued unruffled. He turned to Draycott.

“Noel, I fancy I caught your eye. Am I wrong in supposing that you also saw what happened?”

“I’m afraid I did.”

“You saw Beaton drop one of the three cards he gave himself, and take another off the top of the pack?”

“I’m afraid I did.”

As Draycott repeated his former words, Beaton, still on his feet, swinging round, struck him with such violence that the man and the chair on which he was seated both went together to the floor. The thing was so unexpected that it had been done before anyone could interpose. Frank Clifford, who was on the other side of him, caught at Beaton’s arm.

“Sydney! That won’t do!”

Beaton, instead of heeding his words, was endeavouring to thrust the table away in order to get at Dodwell, who was on the other side. The others were able to prevent his doing that.

“If I get at him,” he gasped, “I’ll kill him.”

But they did not allow him to get at his accuser, for they held him back; and they were five or six to one. Major Reith spoke.

“Don’t make bad worse, Beaton, please; this is not a matter with which you can deal on quite those lines. Do we understand you to deny what Dodwell and Draycott say?”

The fact was, Beaton had not only had his share of wine at the table, he had been drinking since, liqueur after liqueur. Trifles of that kind, when in sufficient numbers, do not tend to cool a young man’s already heated brain. For longer than they supposed Sydney had not been his real self; many and various were the causes which had been tending to make him lose his balance. Then, in that supreme moment, when he needed to keep his head more than ever in his life, he lost his balance altogether and played the fool.

“Do you think,” he shouted, “that I’ll condescend to deny such a charge coming from a beast like Draycott and a cur like Dodwell? I tell you what I will do, I’ll take them on both together and fight them to a standstill, and choke their infernal lies back into their throats. Major Harold Reith, if I do get hold of you, I’ll tear your lying tongue out by the roots.”

He tried to get at the major, but of course they would not let him. For a few minutes there was a discreditable scene; Beaton behaved like a lunatic. Those who tried to keep him from attacking Major Reith he fought tooth and nail. Between them he was borne to the ground, then, as if he had been some wild beast, they had to drag him out of the room, and fling the door to in his face.

When, later, inquiries were made as to his whereabouts, he was not to be found. His room was empty. He had apparently paid a hurried visit to it. His mess uniform was on the floor. Apparently he had torn it off him and attired himself in something else. What he had done afterwards there was little to show. The sentry on duty, when closely questioned, said that Captain Beaton, in civilian dress, had passed him, reeling like a drunken man, and vanished into the night. The sentry was the last man connected with his regiment who saw him. Not a line came from him; nothing was heard; the place which had known him knew him no more. He had gone, a pariah, out into the world. He had been one of the best-liked men in the regiment; there were many who missed him; but there was one whose heart was nearly broken.


CHAPTER II

While the Groom Waited

Two days before that fatal night Sydney Beaton had gone down to see his brother, Sir George Beaton, head of the family, and practically its sole representative, in his old home at Adisham, in the County of Wilts. The visit had been of the nature of a forlorn hope. Sydney wanted help, pecuniary help, as he had done more than once before. He was in a very tight place. He had piled folly on to folly, and just lately he had surmounted the pile with the biggest of the lot. If he could not get money quickly matters would go very ill with him. Money-lenders and all those sort of people were not to be persuaded; he owed them already more than they ever expected to get. Nor did he know of any friend or acquaintance who would be likely to do what he required; his credit was bad even among them. He did not think he would be able to get the money from his brother; George had told him on a previous occasion that he would never let him have another farthing; there was evidence that he meant to keep his word. Still, Sydney had to try lest worse befell.

But he failed, badly. There was something very like a quarrel. Sydney confessed, after a fashion. He warned George that if he did not get the money he wanted the family name might suffer. George, in reply, said right out what he thought of him; he made it quite clear that his opinion of his brother could hardly have been a worse one. He refused to let him have even so much as a five-pound note.

“Sydney,” he said with brutal frankness, “nothing can save you — certainly my money can’t; I mean, nothing can save you from yourself. I mayn’t be the steadiest mover; I’m not holding myself up as an example — —”

“There you show your wisdom.”

“But you — you’re the limit. In the sense in which they use the word in the stable, you’re a rogue. You’re worse than an unbroken, bad-tempered colt; you’re not safe either to ride or drive. You’re absolutely certain to come a cropper, and probably a bad one. I give you my word that I have no intention, if I can help it, of letting you bring me down with you. You know, I’m not a rich man; I want all the money I’ve got for my own use — —”

“That I will admit.”

“If you had your way you’d make a bankrupt of me in another couple of years. But you’re not going to have your own way; not another sovereign do you get out of me. That’s my last word.”

The younger brother seemed to be moistening his lips before answering; there was a strained look in his eyes.

“You understand that if you won’t help me I’m in a hole?”

“I understand that clearly. I also understand that if I won’t, what you call, ‘help’ you, you’ll drag me in with you. In fact, what you’re after is sheer blackmail. If there had been a witness of our conversation, I could give you into custody for attempting to obtain money by means of threats, and you’d be convicted. If the family name is to be dragged in the mud by you, then I shall want all the money I have to get it out again. Hadn’t you better go? I don’t propose to offer you a bed for the night, and if you waste much more time the last train will need some catching.”

Sydney did go, after some very unbrotherly words had been exchanged; but he did not catch the last train. The last train from that part of the world left early; another interview which immediately followed the one with his brother delayed him till it was dawn. As he was leaving the house in which he was born, Ling, the butler, handed him a note, remarking, as if imparting a confidence:

“From Miss Forster, Mr. Sydney. It reached me just after you came, but I thought I had better not bring it in to you while you were with Sir George.”

Without a word he tore the envelope open. Within was a sheet of paper on which were half a dozen lines.

 

“Dear Sydney, — Why did you not let me know you were coming? How dare you not to? If I had not seen you driving from the station I might never have known. I shall be at the old place this evening at seven o’clock; mind you come. I don’t know that I need give a special reason why you are to come; I take it for granted that you will jump at the chance, but there is a special reason all the same. — Vi.

“Mind — I said seven! Just you make it seven.”

 

Sydney looked at his watch; it was a quarter to seven. The last train left for London soon after eight. The station was nearly eight miles off; the dog-cart in which he had come was waiting at the door; he had not much time to spare if the train was not to go without him. He arrived at a sudden resolution — all his resolutions were arrived at suddenly, or he would have been a happier man. He spoke to the groom in the cart.

“Go down the village and wait for me at ‘The Grapes.’ I’ll be with you as soon as I can.”

He strode off. The groom touched his hat. He winked at Ling, who had appeared on the doorstep. The butler resented the familiarity.

“I don’t want anything of that sort from you, Sam Evans; you mind your own business and leave others to mind theirs. You do as Mr. Sydney tells you, and wait for him at ‘The Grapes.’”

“I’ll wait for him right enough, but I wouldn’t mind having a trifle on it that I keep on waiting till it’s too late for him to catch his train.”

Sam Evans grinned; he kept on grinning as he drove off, although the butler had done his best to keep him in his place. But the groom was right; the dog-cart waited outside the village inn till it was too late for Sydney Beaton to catch the last up train.

Autumn was come. The nights were drawing in. It was dusk. Sydney Beaton pursued his way through gathering shadows, through trees whose foliage had assumed the russet hues of autumn. There had been rain earlier in the day; a northerly breeze had blown it away, the same breeze was bringing the leaves down in showers about him as he walked. He went perhaps a good half-mile, taking a familiar short cut across his brother’s property on to the neighbouring estate of Nuthurst. He came to a ring of trees which ran round a little knoll, on the top of which was what looked to be an old-fashioned summer-house. His footsteps must have been audible as they tramped through the dry leaves; that his approach had been heard was made plain by the fact that a feminine figure came out of the building and down the rising ground to meet him as he came. What sort of greeting he would have offered seemed doubtful; something in his bearing suggested that it would have been a less ardent one than that which he received. Moving quickly towards him, without any hesitation the lady placed her two hands upon his shoulders and kissed him again and again.

“Sydney, you are a wretch! Why didn’t you let me know that you were coming?”

“I scarcely knew myself until I was in the train.”

“You might have sent me a telegram before the train started.”

“I’m only here for half an hour; I shall have to hurry off to catch the last train back to town.”

Something in his words or manner seemed to strike her. She drew a little away from him in order to see him better.

“Sydney, what’s wrong?”

He smiled, not gaily. To her keen eyes his bearing seemed to lack that touch of boyish carelessness with which she was familiar.

“What isn’t wrong? Isn’t everything always wrong with me? Aren’t I one of those unlucky creatures with whom nothing ever does go right?”

“Have you quarrelled with George again?”

“He’s told me he couldn’t give me a bed for the night, which doesn’t seem to point to our being on the best of terms.”

There was a momentary pause before she spoke again; and then it was with quizzically uplifted eyebrows.

“More money, Sydney?”

He was silent. His hands in his jacket pockets, his feet a little apart, he stood and looked at her, something on his handsome face which seemed to have obscured its sunshine. When he spoke it was with what, coming from him, was very unusual bitterness.

“Vi, what’s the use of this? I didn’t want to let you know that I was coming; I didn’t mean to let you know that I had come, because — what’s the use of it?”

“What’s the use of my loving you, do you mean? Well, for one thing, I thought that you loved me.

“An unlucky beggar who is always in a mess, and only scrambles out of one hole to get into another — what does his love matter to anyone?”

“I cannot tell you how much it matters to me. And, Sydney, doesn’t my love matter to you?”

“Vi! you mustn’t tempt me.”

“How do you mean, tempt you?”

“If you only knew how I longed to take you in my arms, and keep you there. But what’s the good of longing?”

“You can take me in your arms — and keep me there — for about ten seconds.”

“Yes, I know; I know that you’re a darling, the sweetest girl in the world, but what right have I to do it? What prospect have I of ever making you my wife? All debts, and nothing to pay them. What would your uncle say if he came upon us now? Wouldn’t he warn me off the premises, as my brother has done? You know, my dear, you’re not for such as I am. I don’t want to say anything unkind, but don’t you see, can’t you see, that the only thing left for me to do is to withdraw and leave the field open for a better man?”

“Sydney, this time you must have come a cropper.”

There was that in the girl’s tone which, in spite of himself, brought a real smile to the young man’s lips.

“I have. You’re right. One which is going to make an end of me.”

The girl shook her head gaily.

“Oh, no, it won’t. I know you better. You’ve been coming croppers ever since I have known you, and that’s all my life, some of them awful croppers; there must have been quite twenty from which you were never going to rise again. But you’ve managed, and you’ll manage again. Only, really, I do wish you’d get out of the habit, if only for a while.”

“Vi, you don’t understand, this time you really don’t. I’m done. I went to my brother as a last resource — you may be pretty sure it was a last resource — for the money which was the only thing that could save me. I am quite serious. He told me he would not give me so much as a sovereign; he even refused me a night’s lodging. That means, as I tell you, that I’m done. I don’t know quite what will happen to me, but something not pretty. When you and I meet again it is quite possible it will not be as equals; I shall be in a class of which you do not take social cognisance.”

Again the young lady shook her head; if again it was with an attempt at gaiety, there was something which looked very much like tears in her eyes.

“What a cropper you must have come; it makes my blood run cold to hear you talking. Have you been robbing a bank?”

“I might as well have done. I’m likely to be in as awkward a position as if I had.”

The girl looked at him steadily; his eyes met hers. Each might have been looking into the other’s soul.

“Sydney, do you still love me?”

“Wouldn’t it be better for you if I were to tell you straight out that I don’t? Think, wouldn’t it?”

“No, it wouldn’t; it would be much worse. It would be a cowardly thing to say, and also, I happen to know, an untrue one. I know that you do still love me. I only asked you for the sake of hearing your answer. You do.”

“It has become a habit.”

“And habits are not things which are easily rooted up.”

“So it would seem.”

“I don’t flatter myself that your love for me is such an important a factor in your life as I should like it to be, or you would keep clear of croppers. I don’t think you are capable of very strong and enduring emotions where a woman is concerned; nowadays men aren’t. But, in your own fashion, you love me all the same, and you’ll keep on loving me. I know you. And it’s a fashion with which I should be very well content if — —”

“Yes, if; that’s it — if! So what’s the use?”

“You’re frightfully selfish.”

“Is that a new discovery? You’ve told me so — how many times? And now, when for the first time in my life I’m really generous, you say it again.”

“But you’re not generous; you’re only considering yourself. You’re more selfish than ever. You love me in your fashion, but you must remember that I love you in mine. I don’t see myself how I’m going to marry you just yet awhile.”

“Just yet awhile!”

“Yes, I said just yet awhile. But then, are you thinking of marrying someone else?”

“I shall never marry any other woman if I don’t marry you. I’m not that kind of man.”

“Precisely. I believe you. Nor am I that kind of girl. As I say, I may not be able to marry you just yet awhile, nor may I ever be able to marry you at all, but — it’s you or no one. Sydney, whatever becomes of you, you will always be the only man in the world for me. You may come badly to grief; you may do things I would much rather you didn’t do; you may make me suffer more than the average man makes the woman who loves him suffer; but I’d rather anything than lose you. Whatever may become of you, whatever you do, wherever you may be, be sure of one thing, always — that I love you. I’ll make open confession. Sydney, I’d marry you to-morrow if you wished me. I don’t think you’re likely to, nor do I think that it would be good for either of us if you did, but — there’s the truth. And that confession stands for always. In whatever plight you may find yourself, penniless and in rags — I’m only talking to suit your mood, you know — you have merely to say so that I can hear you, ‘Come, let’s marry,’ and I’ll be your wife, your glad and loving wife. Here’s my hand on it, and my lips to boot if you’d like them, as soon as the thing may be.”


CHAPTER III

“Stop, Thief!”

Since his brother had refused him hospitality; since Violet Forster had spoken such sweet words to him by the summer-house; since he had been thrown by his brother officers out of the room which he had regarded almost as his own — these things, to Sydney Beaton, seemed how many years ago? It was as though the Sydney Beaton that had been belonged to one world and the Sydney Beaton that was to another. And indeed that was the case. He had in truth passed from one world to another; out of a world in which it was all joy, into another in which it was all misery. But, instead of being divided by years from one another, it was only by days. It seemed incredible that so much could have happened to him in so short a time; but in cases such as his it is the incredible which happens. Scarcely more than four weeks ago, twenty-eight days, and already he was brought to this. During the last few days he had been practically penniless; now he was literally without a farthing, or the prospect of getting one, and it was November in London, one of those damp, cold, foggy, uncharitable Novembers which Londoners know well. Never since the night when he had been thrown out of the room could he be said to have had all his wits about him, to have been, in any real sense, himself. It was as though a cloud had settled on his brain and dulled it; which was, perhaps, an explanation why from that last moment of his crowning degradation he had behaved like an utter fool. He had left the barracks with, as his whole fortune, the suit of clothes which he was wearing, his watch and chain, his studs and links, and about three pounds in money. All the rest of his cash, which had been little enough, was in that last pool. His account at the bank was overdrawn; no one owed him anything; and, placed as he was, there was not a soul to whom he could turn. His first idea, if he could be said to have had a really clear one, was to get out of England — it generally is the first idea of men placed as he was; they are to be met all over the English-speaking colonies. In his case it was impossible. He had heard vaguely of a man working his passage, but he had no idea how it was done. When he found his way down to the docks, and began to have some glimmering of an idea of the state of things that obtained there, it was borne in upon him that he had as much chance of working his passage to any place worth going to as he had of getting to the moon. For him there was only London, the seamy side of it.

His money lasted about a week. Then he pawned his watch and chain for £10, and had fooled that away before he knew it. He got five more for his links and studs, and that went. There was nothing left but the clothes he stood up in. They were already in a state in which he had never dreamt that clothes of his could ever be. It is unnecessary to enter into details, but his full wardrobe was in what, a very short time ago, would have been to him an unthinkable condition. He had to get money somehow, or — he could not think or what. He had contemplated suicide during the first few days; vague thoughts in that direction still passed through his mind; but — he still lived. If he was to keep on living, food was necessary. The less chance he had of getting food the more he seemed to crave for it, with a craving which became sheer agony.

That November night hunger seemed to be driving him mad. He had lived during the last week on two or three shillings, but he himself could scarcely have said how. He had come to look upon a common lodging-house as a desirable haven, of a Rowton House as positive luxury; he had slept two nights running in a Salvation Army shelter, and had been thankful for that. The last three nights he had slept — if he could be said to have slept at all — out of doors, under the November sky, in mist and mire, cold and gloom. To-night he found himself in Hyde Park. No man knows of what he is capable until his whole being cries out for food, and gets none. When a man who has been nurtured as Sydney Beaton had finds himself on the verge of starvation, his plight is much worse than that of the man who has fared hardly all his days. His powers of resistance are less, in more senses than one. Let so much be urged in excuse of Sydney Beaton, because that night he went to Hyde Park with some idea of asking for alms. Darkness, he thought, might shelter him; in some sort hide his shame. He would not be able to see clearly whom he accosted; what was much more, they would not be able to see him. But almost at the outset he had a shock which drove all notion of playing the beggar from him.

He was on the path on the Knightsbridge side of the Ring, under cover of a tree. A fine rain was falling; it was the only shelter to be had. Two men same swinging along the path. Something in their gait told him even in the darkness, while they were still at some distance, that they were well-to-do. He made up his mind that he would try to get out of them at least the price of a loaf of bread; the mere thought of a hot crusty loaf fresh from the oven made his brain reel. If he could only get the wherewithal to purchase one from the men who were coming towards him! Nearer they came, and nearer; they were almost on him. He was just coming out from under the tree when one of them spoke and the other laughed. He shrank back against the friendly trunk trembling, shivering. He knew who the two men were; in the other world which he had left behind they had been his brother officers: one was Anthony Dodwell, who had accused him of foul play, the other was Noel Draycott, who had supported the accusation! And he had been about to ask them for the price of a loaf of bread! If he had!

They went on. Dodwell’s voice came back to him again, and Draycott’s laughter. His heart was thumping so against his side that it seemed to be shaking him to pieces. He felt sure they had not seen him. He had noticed particularly that they never turned their heads; they were too anxious to press on to look his way — but if they had! It was some time after they were out of both sight and hearing that he recovered himself sufficiently to venture out into the open. Then, like a frightened cur, he slunk across the roadway towards the remoter portions of the park on the other side.

What a night that was, almost the worst of all the nights that he had had. Something, he knew not what, kept him in the park. When the hour for closing approached, he was cowering under a clump of bushes not far from the Serpentine. No one saw him. A policeman tramped along the path, but did not trouble himself to search for stragglers either on his right or left, seemingly taking it for granted that on such a night even the most miserable wretch would not choose such quarters.

Towards morning the weather improved. When the tardy light came back into the sky, Beaton ventured to show himself — a rain-sodden, half-frozen, shivering, weary, hopeless, starving wretch; his hunger seemed to be tearing at his vitals like some wild animal. A keeper eyed him suspiciously.

“What are you doing here? Where have you been all night? Have you been in the park?”

“In the park! Why, man, I spent last night at Claridge’s Hotel, where I’ve just had breakfast. You haven’t got a crust of bread about you, have you, something which you were going to give to the ducks?”

“No, I haven’t. You had better take yourself outside of here. You’re up to no good, I’m sure.”

The keeper passed on, leaving Beaton to obey him or not as he chose. Sydney, aware that the park was now open to the public, did not choose. The morning grew brighter; positively the sun began to appear in the sky, a faint, uncertain sun in a watery sky. Riders began to come upon the scene, for the most part masculine; those victims of too much work, or perhaps too good living, who for various reasons are unable to take exercise in any other form, and are ordered by their doctors to take a regular morning ride in the park, no matter what the season of the year or the weather. Possibly because the morning, for November, was a fine one, the equestrians became quite numerous. Sydney stood up against the rail to watch them. There had been times, not so very long ago, when he had taken his morning canter in the park. As he watched the riders come and go, it seemed incredible — now. In spite of his physical distress it still tickled him to notice how badly some of them rode; the “Liver Brigade” always had been famous for its bad riding. But what did it matter how they rode? The world went very well with them; they had slept on spring mattresses, between linen sheets, had come from luxurious homes, were returning to an excellent meal, which they probably lacked appetite to enjoy; while he —— ! He was rapidly approaching that state of mind in which the anarchist throws bombs; if he had had one handy he might have thrown it at one of those well-fed looking persons there and then. If he were to stop one of them and ask him for the price of a loaf of bread? Was it not probable that, instead of giving him what he asked, he would summon the police? He knew them, ignorant, stupid, selfish to the backbone, thinking that no one could be hungry because they themselves were too well fed. The pangs of hunger seemed suddenly to grow more intense; he would have to get food somewhere, somehow, soon.

Two pedestrians came down the path, an old and a young man. They hailed a passing rider. He stopped; they drew close up to the rails as he came towards them. They were within three feet of Sydney Beaton. He could hear distinctly what was said. The elder man drew out a sovereign purse, and from it two gold coins. He said to the equestrian:

“You were right, Buxton, and I’m the loser. Here are your ill-gotten gains.”

He held out the coins towards the man on the horse. Always a creature of impulse, Sydney Beaton gave way to the worst impulse he had ever had yet; in other words, he all at once went stark, staring mad. The old gentleman’s umbrella was under his arm, in his left hand were the two coins, in his right the sovereign purse, still open. A heavy gold chain stretched from pocket to pocket across his waistcoat unguarded. Probably there was a handsome gold watch at the other end of it. No thought of anything of the kind had been in Beaton’s mind one instant; the next he stepped forward and, snatching at the unguarded chain, had it in his possession before he himself clearly realised what he was doing. The act was so audacious, so instantaneous, so unexpected, so astounding, that for three or four seconds even the victim did not appreciate what had happened. Then he shouted, so that he might have been heard outside the park:

“The scoundrel’s taken my watch and chain!”

Then his companion became alive to what had occurred, and the man on the horse to whom he had been about to give the coins, and presently everyone within sight and earshot. It is conceivable, and even probable, that Beaton did not understand what he was doing till he had done it; it was only when he saw the watch and chain in his own hand that understanding really came. He knew he was a thief; and the first instinct of a thief was born within him, the instinct of self-preservation. In a moment all his energies were centred in an attempt to escape. He rushed across the path, vaulted over the railing, tore across the grass as fast as his feet could carry him, with the chase at his heels. The old gentleman could not do much in the way of chasing, but seemingly his companion could, and there, were others who joined him who plainly were still capable of running after such a quarry. Swift-footed though he knew himself to be, before he had taken many steps Sydney knew that he would owe not a little to fortune if he escaped scot free. His impulse was to hurl from him the incriminating watch and chain, but that was an impulse to which he did not yield. It would do him no good; everyone would see him throw it, just as everyone had seen him take it. The watch would certainly be damaged, perhaps ruined; there would be nothing gained by treating it in such brutal fashion. So he crammed it into his jacket pocket, and set himself to move yet faster. The victim’s companion was uncomfortably close behind him.

It was plain that he would have to reckon with more pursuers than one. People were coming towards him from all sides, even from the front. A crowd was gathering, all bent on capturing him. He saw a keeper hurrying down the path which bounded the stretch of grass which he was crossing, possibly the keeper who had already accosted him. A constable was advancing from the other side. If he shook off the amateur thief-catchers, he would have to reckon with them. The pair would probably be more than a match for him, but he would not be taken if he could help it. That would be indeed the end.

As he neared the opposite railing three or four persons were already there to meet him, others were rapidly approaching, including the keeper and the constable. He swerved to one side, ran rapidly along the railing, vaulted over it a dozen yards lower down, alighting within a few feet of the constable. That official halted, seeming to take it for granted that the criminal had delivered himself into his hands. He was premature. Nothing was farther from his intention. Sydney charged right at him, as he had learnt to do in his old days of Rugby football. The policeman, taken unawares, went over like a ninepin; he made a vain grab at the other’s legs as he fell. Sydney sped triumphantly on.

But, although he had sent the policeman sprawling, he knew that he had almost shot his bolt; the next fence would bring him down. His breath was failing him; the world seemed spinning round; a few more steps and he would be able to go no farther; they would have him; all would be ended.

At the very moment when already his pace was getting slower something happened which, if he had had his wits sufficiently about him and time enough to use them, would have seemed to him very like a miracle. He was coming into the road which leads through the park from the Corner to the Marble Arch. He had still sense enough to see that a motorcar was coming along the road, slowing as it came. It came to a standstill just as it was abreast of him. The sole occupant of the body of the car was a woman, who all at once opened the door, stood up, and beckoned to him. He did not pause to think what the gesture might mean, who this fair owner of a motor-car might be who had fallen from the skies. There was not time, nor had he wit enough; his senses were fast leaving him. He was so conscious that this was so that he made a last desperate effort, scrambled pantingly over the railing, got somehow to the side of the car. When he had got there, unless the woman inside had given him a helping hand, he would have been hard put to it to enter.

The moment he was in the door was slammed, the car was off. For Sydney that was the end of the chapter. He just managed to drop back on to the seat, but almost before he reached it his few remaining senses fled; he was as unconscious of what was happening as if he had not been there.


CHAPTER IV

The Good Samaritan

The thing was successful because so unexpected. The car was started, quickened its pace, and was out of the park before, probably, any of Beaton’s pursuers understood what was being done. It was a triumph of impudence. The car had joined the other traffic, and was running along Piccadilly, without anyone lifting so much as a finger in an attempt to stop it. It turned up Bond Street, crossed Oxford Street, and began to thread its way among the maze of streets which constitute Marylebone.

The unexpected passenger continued unconscious throughout the entire run. The night and morning had completed the havoc wrought by the last few weeks; the works had run down at last. On his seat sat the chauffeur, a youngish man, clad in immaculate livery; he had apparently paid not the slightest heed to the incident of picking up in such strange fashion so singular a passenger. Although he had received no instructions as to the route he was to take, he drove steadily on without the slightest hesitation, as if carrying out a prearranged programme. By Sydney’s side sat the woman who had opened the door, beckoned to him, and assisted him to enter. In spite of its being an open car, she was scarcely dressed in what is generally known as a motoring costume, but was rather attired as a lady might be who is taking the air in the park, or paying a morning call. It was not easy, from her appearance, to determine her age. Where a woman is concerned it seldom is, but she was certainly not old; she might have been anywhere between twenty-five and thirty-five. Nor was she ill-looking. At times, as she glanced at the man beside her, her face was lit by a smile which made it even more than pretty, then the smile went, and was succeeded by an expression which had in it something hard and cruel and even sinister; but even then, after some uncomfortable fashion, it was a handsome face, though scarcely one which one would have chosen for a friend. Her immobility was striking. Although she had been guilty of such a quixotic action as to rescue a man, a vagabond, who obviously was flying from the police, so soon as she was in the car her interest in him had seemed to cease. One might have supposed that this was a sentimental person, whose emotional nature was prone to lead her into what she supposed to be acts of kindness which afterwards she would have reason to regret, but there was nothing suggestive either of sentiment or emotion as she sat by Beaton. He presented such a pitiable spectacle, huddled there in the corner of the car, limp and lifeless, that the average woman would surely have shown some sign either of interest or sympathy. Not only did she do nothing to relieve his position, which was a more than sufficiently uneasy one, but she made no effort, even by speaking to him, to win him back to consciousness.

She regarded him almost continually, but rather as if he were a lay figure than a living man. One wondered if she proposed to use him as a model for a picture; she seemed to be studying him with so curious an air. She was observing him closely enough; one felt that nothing about him escaped her scrutiny — that she noted the well-cut clothes as well as the state that they were in; the hand which dangled helplessly by his side, that it was not that of a man who had done much manual labour; the face, which, unshaven and unwashed though it was, was not only a handsome one, but also the face of a man of breeding. Possibly she was putting these things together, and from them drawing her own conclusions.

Whatever her conclusions were, she kept them to herself. Clearly, instead of being the prey of her own emotions, this was a woman who kept her own feelings in the background; whose face was a mask; who was mistress of herself; who, to judge from her bearing, was as cool and calm and calculating as if she had been thrice her years. Which made this thing she had done seem all the stranger.

The car drew up in a short street of dull, old-fashioned houses, with stuccoed fronts, tall, narrow, dingy. The moment it stopped, before the lady had the chance to alight from the car, the door of the house flew open, and a tall, clean-shaven man appeared on the doorstep who might have been a servant. Crossing the pavement, he opened the door of the car; the lady got out. As she moved towards the house she made one remark, which seemed an odd one:

“I’ve got him.”

That was all she said. Moving easily — one noticed as she did so what a charming figure she had — she passed into the hall. The chauffeur sat still; he did not so much as glance round at the man who had come out of the house. That individual shared the general calmness of demeanour. He exhibited no surprise at what the lady had said or at the sight of the figure which was huddled in the car. He said nothing. Leaning forward, he put his arms under Beaton and raised him as if he were a child, carried him into the house, up a flight of stairs, into a room at the back, and laying him on a couch which it contained, looked down at him with an air of detached curiosity without showing any sign of having turned a hair. Beaton had grown lighter of late, but he had nearly six feet of bone and muscle, and still weighed something. The man must have been possessed of unusual strength, as well as knack; it is something of a feat to lift a big and unconscious person out of a vehicle and carry him up a steep flight of stairs as if he were a baby.

Presently the woman entered. The man was still standing by the couch, with a watch and chain and sovereign purse held in his hand. He was examining the watch. He nodded towards it as the woman appeared.

“What does this mean?”

He spoke quietly in a not unmusical voice; his accent was that of an educated person; his tone, though respectful, was that of one who addresses an equal, not that of a servant who speaks to his mistress.

“What’s what?” She glanced at what he was holding. “It looks as if it were a watch and the usual appendages. Where were they?”

“In his jacket pocket. There’s a name on the watch — Charles Carter — and a crest, and there are a couple of sovereigns in the purse.”

“So that’s why they wanted him.”

“Who’s they?”

“I was coming through the park when I saw that something interesting was taking place on one side of me: one man was trying to get away from a number of others. When I saw the way he bowled over a policeman I said to myself, ‘That’s the gentleman I want,’ and here he is.”

“I presume that watch and chain and sovereign purse explain the interest the crowd was taking in him. I imagine that they are articles that have only very recently come into his possession. He’s a gentleman.”

“I felt sure he was from the way he handled that policeman.”

“There’s his name on the jacket.” He picked up the garment in question, of which he had relieved the still unconscious Sydney, and which was hanging over the back of a chair. “Here it is on the tab. The jacket was made in Savile Row, and here’s his name: Sydney Beaton.”

“It might, of course, have been made for someone else and come into his possession; he alone knows how.”

“No; it was made for him, it fits too well. His name is Sydney Beaton, and he’s a swell who’s down on his luck.”

“That’s the kind of person we want, isn’t it?”

For the first time the man’s and woman’s eyes met. In hers there was a gleam as of laughter. In his there was no expression at all. His was one of those square faces whose blue cheeks and chin show how strong the beard would be which is not allowed to grow. He glanced from the woman to the unconscious figure on the couch before he spoke.

“Perhaps. When will he be wanted?”

“By to-morrow morning. I ought to write at once to say that he is coming; it will be safer.”

“Safer!” The man’s thin lips were parted by what was rather a sneer than a grin, as if the word she had used had borne an odd significance. He continued to survey the unconscious Sydney, as a surgeon might survey a body which he is about to dissect. “He’ll have to be ready.”

“There’s time; and no one can do that sort of thing better than you.”

Again the lips parted in that curious substitute for a smile, as if the woman’s words had conveyed a compliment.

“Oh, yes, there’s time; and, as you say, I dare say I’ll be able to make a decent job of him.”

When the woman left him it was to remove her hat and coat. Then she went into a good-sized apartment, in which there was a blazing fire. In a corner was a bookshelf filled with books; she took one down, it was Burke’s “Landed Gentry.” She took a case out of some receptacle in her bodice, and lit a cigarette. Settling herself in a big arm-chair before the fire, she put her feet upon a second chair, and set to studying Burke. She found what she wanted among the B’s.

“There it is: ‘Beaton, Sir George, seventh baronet,’ and all the rest of it. ‘Seat, Adisham, Wilts; unmarried; next heir, his brother, Sydney, D.S.O., the Guards, captain, twenty-eight years old.’ If that coat was built for him it looks as if that ought to be our man.”

She closed the book and let it fall upon the floor. She inhaled the smoke of her cigarette, staring with a contemplative air at the flaming fire.

“I wonder what’s his record? One can, of course, find out, but there will be hardly time before he’s wanted. An heir to a baronetcy, a captain in the Guards, and a D.S.O. hardly comes to snatching watches and chains without good and sufficient reasons. And yet, in spite of the state he’s in, he hardly looks it, and by this time I ought to be a judge of that kind of thing. He must have had some queer experiences, that young gentleman. I wonder if any of them have been queerer than the one he’ll have to-morrow. And what’ll become of him afterwards? It seems a pity, but so many things are pitiful which have to be.”

As she indulged in the expression of that almost philosophical opinion she expelled the smoke of her cigarette from between her pretty lips, and she smiled. Then she sat up straighter in her chair, and threw her scarcely half-consumed cigarette into the fire.

“And there are those who pretend that this is a very good world that we live in!”


CHAPTER V

Dreaming

“Will you have all the apollinaris, Sir Jocelyn?”

Sydney Beaton looked up. He was vaguely conscious of having been roused from slumber by someone, possibly by the person who was standing by his side. He was still very far from being wide awake; his eyes, limbs, body, all were heavy. He had not a notion where he was. There was a real bed, in striking contrast to the makeshifts he had known of late; there were soft sheets, a soft pillow, and there were hangings. It was not really a large room, but, compared to the kind of accommodation with which he had recently been made familiar, it was palatial. There seemed to be some decent furniture, and a carpet on the floor. It was not well lighted; there was only one not over large window, on the other side of which was the November fog. What had happened to him? Where could he be? He put his wondering into words.

“Where am I? Who are you?”

The man at his bedside did not answer. He was holding in one hand a tray on which was a glass; in the other was a bottle, out of which he was pouring something into the glass. He repeated in another form his first inquiry:

“Will that be enough apollinaris, Sir Jocelyn?”

“I’m not Sir Jocelyn, if you’re talking to me. What’s in that glass?”

“A good pick-me-up. I think you will find it just about right, Sir Jocelyn.” Sydney took the glass which the man advanced. Whatever its contents, they were pleasant to swallow.

“That’s good, uncommon good. My word!” He had another drink. “I haven’t tasted anything as good as that since” — he hesitated— “since I don’t know when.”

“I thought you’d find it refreshing, Sir Jocelyn?”

“Why do you call me Sir Jocelyn? Who are you? Where am I? How did I come to be here?” The question was again ignored.

“Her ladyship wished me to say that if you felt equal to it, Sir Jocelyn, she would be glad if you would join her at breakfast.”

“Her ladyship! Who’s her ladyship? Didn’t you hear me ask you where I am?”

Perhaps it was because the man was busy with certain articles of the gentleman’s wardrobe that he did not hear what was said.

“I thought you might like to wear this suit to-day.” He was placing three garments over the back of a chair, which Sydney felt, hazily, were certainly not his. “Everything is quite ready, Sir Jocelyn.”

Why did the fellow persist in calling him by a name which was not his? What had happened to him? What did it all mean? What was the matter with his head that he felt so incapable of collecting his thoughts? He had never felt so stupid before. Before he clearly understood what was occurring, the bed-clothes were being removed from the bed, and he was being assisted on to the floor as if he were a child or a sick man; indeed, as his feet touched the ground he felt as if, literally, he was a sick man. The room swam round him; his legs refused him support; had not the other had his arm half round him he would have collapsed on to the carpet.

“What,” he asked, with a sudden thickness of voice, “what is the matter?”

Had he been clearly conscious of anything he could scarcely have helped but notice the keen scrutiny with which his attendant was observing him. His manner almost suggested a medical man; it was so suave, yet he treated Sydney as if he were an irresponsible patient.

“You’ve not been quite well, Sir Jocelyn. You’ve had rather a bad night. I think you’d better have another pick-me-up.”

Sydney was placed in an easy chair. Presently he found himself drinking the contents of another tumbler. How good it was. And it did him good; it seemed to relieve some of the heaviness which weighed down his limbs and to render the confusion in his head less obvious, but it was very far from restoring him to himself. The other dressed him, slipping on garment after garment with a curious deftness, for Sydney seemed incapable of giving him any help at all. Beaton was dressed actually before he knew it in garments which he realised were not his, but which somehow seemed to fit him. How he had come to be in them he could not have told; yet so skilful was his valet that in a surprisingly short time his costume was completed, even to his collar and his tie, yet he had not once moved out of the arm-chair in which he had originally been placed.

The other took a final survey of his handiwork, standing a little back to enable him to do so. He gave audible expression to his candid opinion; he was plainly aware that the other was not in a condition to resent anything he might either say or do.

“You look very well indeed, Sir Jocelyn, quite remarkably well, considering. You want one more pick-me-up, made a trifle strong, then I think we’ll take you downstairs, and breakfast with her ladyship may be trusted to do the rest.”

For the third time Sydney Beaton emptied the contents of a tumbler which was insinuated into his hand. Possibly because it was more potent it had a more visible effect upon him than either of the other two. The other watched the effect the liquid made on him with about his thin lips that not quite agreeable something that was half a sneer and half a grin.

“Now, Sir Jocelyn, how are we feeling? Do you think you could manage to stand up?”

Sydney proved it by standing up there and then, but there was an unsteadiness about the fashion with which he managed to keep his feet which the other could scarcely fail to notice.

“I’m all right,” he said; “pounds better; sound as a roach; if this — —” He held out the glass with a hand that was shaky. “What was the stuff you gave me? It’s first rate, a regular corpse reviver.”

“It is rather effective, under certain conditions, in its way.” The man’s tone, in spite of its suavity, could hardly have been drier. “Now, Sir Jocelyn, I think you’ll find that her ladyship awaits you.”

“Her ladyship? Why will you keep calling me Sir Jocelyn? That’s not my name. And who’s her ladyship?”

Once more the questions were ignored. The other placed his fingers lightly on Sydney’s arm, and Sydney found himself moving towards the door. But whether he was moving of his own volition or in obedience to the other’s behest he would not have found it easy to say. The man opened the door, led him through it, walked beside him down the stairs — always with his fingers on his arm. At the foot of the stairs he paused:

“Now, Sir Jocelyn, how are you feeling?”

For the moment Sydney really could not say; he was feeling very queer indeed, incapable of expressing himself in articulate words. Had it not been that the other’s arm was again half round him he might have found it difficult to retain his perpendicular.

“Another taste, Sir Jocelyn?”

It seemed that the man had brought the glass with him down the stairs refilled. Sydney had it between his fingers without his quite knowing how it came there. He took another taste; it had on him the same effect as before, seeming to steady his limbs and to clear his brain. Before the effect could pass away the man had led him to a door, had opened it, and was ushering him into the room beyond. Someone advanced to him, a woman, whom even in his hazy state he was aware was good to look at.

“I am so glad to see you; you can’t think how anxious I have been. I hope you’re feeling better, quite yourself again?”

Sydney knew not what to say. The woman’s voice was a pleasant one, and was grateful to his ears; her face was lit by such a delicious smile, it was grateful to his eyes. He had a feeling that this must be some old and very dear friend. Yet he could not place her, he had not the dimmest notion who she was; his memory must be playing him a trick. It was part of the general haziness through which he was looking out upon the world. But she did not seem to wait for an answer or to be hurt by his silence.

“Come,” she said, “breakfast has been waiting quite a while. Will you have the seat by the fire, or will it be too much for you?”

“I’ll sit wherever you please.”

He managed to get out that much. She laughed, as if he had been guilty of a joke. She had quite a musical laugh.

“Then you shall sit by the fire, and I will do the honours. For once in a way I’ll wait on you. I don’t think you’ll be required.” The last words were addressed to the man who was still standing in the open doorway. They exchanged glances, of which Sydney was oblivious. The man made a significant gesture with the empty tumbler which he was holding in his hand, then touched his finger to his forehead. “I quite understand,” said the lady. “But I tell you again that I don’t think you’ll be required. If I want you I will ring. In the meantime you may go.”

The man went. Outside the door he paused; an odd look came on his face; he knit his brows; he glanced about him quickly, back and front; then he drew himself up straight and grinned.

“It’s a ticklish game she’s got to play, but there’s few can play a ticklish game better than she can.”


CHAPTER VI

His Wife

To Sydney it was all as if it were part of a dream. He had not dreamed — he did not know since when. This was like one of the dreams he used to have when he was a boy; a delightful dream. The sense of comfort which filled the room, the charmingly laid breakfast table, glorious with pretty china and shining plate; the charming woman who, with the most natural air, was treating him as one who not only had an assured footing, but who was both near and dear. Whether in this matter it was he who dreamed or she, he could not make sure. He wondered if he had been ill. He had such a strange feeling that he very easily might have been; he might have been ill for quite a long time; all sorts of things might have happened, and he might have forgotten all about them. It was the more possible since he could remember nothing; all he could remember was that he had awakened and found the man at his bedside with a tray on which was a tumbler. Before that, beyond that, his mind was a hazy blank.

But there seemed nothing hazy about his hostess, if she was his hostess; he supposed she was. If she was not his hostess, then who was she? She was ministering to his creature comforts in a manner which made the dream seem still more delightful, and such a very real one, too.

Through the haze which served him as a mind there seemed to gleam something which troubled him. The breakfast was excellent, the coffee, the food, everything. Was that not, in part, because at some remote period he had gone without breakfast, without — anything? He was frantically hungry. There was a fragrance about the hot rolls which recalled something. Was there not a time when he had wanted a hot roll very badly, or something like it? The effort of recollection caused him to stop eating, a fact on which the lady commented.

“Of what are you thinking? You looked as if your thoughts were miles away. Won’t you have a little more bacon?”

He had a little more. There was an exquisite flavour about that bacon which made it seem fit food for a god. He ate and ate, while she sat by, putting more food upon his plate as soon as it was empty or replacing one plate with another. At last he ceased. How much he had eaten he had no notion; he could eat no more.

“Now,” she said, “you must have a cigar and a liqueur.”

It did not occur to him to ask if it was usual to follow such a breakfast as he had had with a liqueur; he was too full of physical content to care. He watched her as she brought a box of cigars to the table, choose one, cut it, put it between his lips, and, striking a match, held it up to him. The first puff at that cigar was ecstasy, so great as to be almost painful. What was the flood of recollections which it brought back? How long ago was it since he had tasted such a cigar as that — a cigar at all? What dreadful things had happened to him since? She had poured something out of a bottle into a glass. She had spoken of a liqueur; but it was not a liqueur glass which she held out to him and from which he sipped.

It was curious how willing he seemed to be to have everything done for him; to eat and drink what was given to him; to have no taste of his own; to behave almost as if he were a puppet, moving when she pulled the string. And it seemed to amuse her to observe that it was so. One felt that she was curious to learn how far in this direction she might go, to what extent she could pull the strings and he would move. She put almost the same question to him as the man had put to him upstairs:

“Now, how are you feeling?”

“I’m feeling — well, I can’t tell you how I’m feeling. I’m feeling just right. But do you know — I hope you’ll forgive my saying so — but do you know, it’s a fact that I can’t make things out at all.”

“What sort of things?”

“Why — everything; all sorts of things.”

“Explain just what you mean.”

“I’ll try; but somehow, you know, it doesn’t seem easy.” He took the cigar from between his lips and had another sip from the glass which was not a liqueur glass. Something in his manner seemed to be tickling her more and more; each moment the smile on her face seemed to be growing more pronounced; it was, apparently, only with an effort that she could keep herself from bursting into a roar of laughter. He was looking her straight in the face with something in his eyes which seemed to cause her profound amusement. “Have I been ill, or — or queer, or something? I don’t quite know how it is, but I feel so — rummy, if you’ll excuse the word, that I feel as if I had had something.”

It was some seconds before she answered. She sat with her elbows on the table looking at him with twinkling eyes.

“Well, you have had something; indeed, I should say that you had something now.”

“That’s how I feel. You know” — he put his hands up to his forehead— “it seems as if there was something wrong with the works. I can’t think nor understand. As for remembering — I can’t remember anything at all.”

“I should imagine that that might be awkward.”

“It is; you’ve no idea. For instance — you laugh — but I can’t make out where I am, or how I got here, or — and that’s the worst of it, it does seem so ridiculous — but I can’t remember who you are.”

“I’m your wife.”

She said it with a face all laughter. That the statement took him aback was evident. He started and stared as if he could not make out if she were in jest or earnest.

“My — what?”

“Your wife.”

“I suppose you’re joking?”

“Not at all; I’ve seldom felt less like it. Being a wife is a very serious thing. Aren’t you conscious of your weighty responsibilities as a husband?”

“I know you’re joking.” A strange something came on to his face which might have been a smile, but, if it was, it was a pathetic one. She smiled back at him. Into her smile there came, upon an instant, a something which was hardly genial.

“But I’m not joking. You are Sir Jocelyn Kingstone, and I am Lady Kingstone, your lawful wife.”

“Now, I do know that you are pulling my leg, in spite of the something wrong up here.” He touched his forehead with his finger. “I do know that my name is not Kingstone, and I’m just as sure that I’m not married — no such luck.”

“Can’t you regard yourself as married for, say, a few hours, perhaps even less? Can’t you act as if you were?”

“What do you mean?”

“Nothing much. But, you see, I’ve done you a favour — I don’t want to mention it, but I have — and couldn’t you do me one in return?”

“I feel you’ve done me a favour — I’ve a sort of consciousness of it in my bones — but for the life of me I can’t straighten things out.”

He presented an odd picture as he sat there endeavouring to get his wits into working order; he seemed to be gradually collapsing under the strain. Instead of being touched by his obviously piteous plight, it seemed to add to her amusement.

“Don’t let’s go into details; don’t try, it will only worry you. I have done you a service, and that’s enough. Now I want you to do me one, and as you’re a gentleman, and all that sort of thing, I don’t think I shall need to ask you twice; you’ll do it the first time of asking.”

“What is it you want me to do? I’ll do what I can, but there’s precious little I can do; I’m so — well, you can see for yourself how it is with me.”

“I’ve told you already what it is I want you to do. I want you to consent to regard yourself as my husband for — probably only a very few minutes.”

“But I don’t understand. I don’t see what good you’re going to get from my pretending to be your husband. A very poor sort of a husband I should make.”

“You’ll only be my husband pro forma — I think that’s the proper term. You see, I’m in a position in which I’ve got to have a husband, just for a very few minutes; it doesn’t matter what sort, so long as he’s fairly presentable, and you know you’re quite nice looking.”

If he heard the compliment, it went unnoticed.

“It may be my muddled head, but I still don’t see what you’re driving at.”

“It’s like this — I’ll try to make it plain: There’s a large sum of money which is due to me, but I can’t get it without my husband’s assistance. He’s got to come with me to the banker’s, and sign papers, and things like that.”

“Sign papers, and things like that?”

“That’s all.”

“That’s all?” Again he echoed her words, as if, by dint of doing so, he was trying to get at their meaning. “But, signing papers, and things like that, isn’t that rather a deal? What sort of papers would he have to sign?”

“Oh, nothing very dreadful.” The smile with which she regarded him was a bewitching one. “You’re not drinking your liqueur.” She took up the glass and put it into his hand. He sipped at it with that docility with which he seemed to do all things. “You’d merely have to sign your name.”

“Yes; but to what?”

“I really can scarcely tell you. I’m not a lawyer or a banker. I don’t know what the forms are on such occasions, but I guess — mind you, it’s only a guess — that you’ll have to say you are my husband, and sign for the money after you’ve got it.”

“Wouldn’t that be forgery?”

“Forgery? How?” The smile did not fade, but a gleam came into her eyes which hinted that the question had taken her a trifle aback; it is conceivable that she had not supposed that he was sufficiently clear-headed for it to occur to him. “What an extraordinary thing to say! My dear man, it would be done with my authority, at my wish, and in my presence.”

“Yes; but where is your husband?”

“At this moment he is not easily accessible, or I shouldn’t want to worry you. I’d no idea that you’d have made such a fuss.”

She made a little grimace, which became her very well. There was nothing to show that he observed it. He seemed to be struggling to follow out the line of thought which had come into his head.

“Is the money to be paid to your husband or to you?”

“Nominally to him, but really to me.”

“Does he know about it?”

“How do you mean, does he know?” All at once she rose, and came and stood in front of him. “Young man, you’re not to ask curious questions. This is a very private matter; there’s a lot about it which I don’t wish to explain, and which I don’t think you’re quite in a state to understand if I did. I’ll tell you exactly what it is I want you to do. I want you to drive with me in, say, half an hour to the banker’s. There I shall take you into a private room, and I shall tell them that you are my husband, Sir Jocelyn Kingstone; that you have not been very well, and cannot stand much worry, so that they’re to get matters through as quickly as they can. If you like, you need not speak at all; you can leave all the talking to me, and, I may add, all the responsibility, too. Then, I imagine, they may ask you to sign a paper of some sort — I don’t quite know what, but it won’t be very much — then they’ll hand you the money, and you’ll sign for it, and then we’ll come away. You see that the whole thing won’t last more than five or, at the outside, ten minutes. We’ll drive back here together, and in return for the service you’ve done me I’ll do anything you like — mind, anything you like — for you. You’ll find in me the best friend you ever had.”

She knelt beside him on the floor, cajoling him, whispering things which he barely understood, but which were pleasant to hear. Somehow the feeling of physical well-being seemed to dull his senses still more. The dream became more dream-like; the woman’s hands softly smoothed his hair; her lips were close to his; her eyes bewitched him; her words charmed his ears. She refilled the big sherry glass, and, even unwittingly, he sipped the insidious liqueur. In short, she played the fool with him, which, after all, was easy. At the best, after what he had lately gone through, he was little more than the husk of a man; but they had taken care that he should not be at his best. Her male accomplice had, as they put it, “readied” him. It was true that they had fed and washed and clothed him, but it was also true that they had dosed and drugged him. Being helpless in their hands, they had played tricks with him of which he had no notion and against which he had no defence.

After awhile the woman went out of the room. Without, suspiciously close to the door, was the man. They exchanged a few hurried sentences. She asked: “Is the brougham outside?”

“It’s been there ever since I brought him down.”

“I’m going to put on my hat. Give me his; I’ll put it on for him. He’s in a state in which he’s more in my line than in yours.”

The man grinned. He rubbed his chin as if considering.

“How long shall you be?”

“I ought to be back inside an hour. I shall come straight back.”

She began to ascend the stairs, the man watching her as she went.

“I’ll take care that you come straight back. You may have a card up your sleeve which you mean to play; but I have another, which will perhaps surprise you.”

These words were not spoken aloud; they were said to himself. He looked as if he meant them, and as if they had a significance — an ominous significance — which was a little secret of his own.


CHAPTER VII

Among Thieves

She sat very close to him as they went through the streets in the brougham. She had persuaded him to have still another taste of the liqueur before they started; the world seemed more dream-like than ever. When the vehicle drew up, she helped him out into the street. The air of the misty November morning seemed to add to the fog which was in his brain. Nothing could have been more gracious or graceful than her solicitude for his seeming incapacity to take proper care of himself; no wife could have taken more tender care of a delicate husband. He did not know what place this was at which they stopped, and she did not tell him. When presently he found himself seated in an arm-chair, he had only the vaguest idea of how he had got there, and no knowledge whatever of the room in which he was. There was a gentleman who occupied a seat behind a table who he had a dim feeling was observing him with considerable curiosity. Something was said to him which he did not catch, possibly because his hearing was unusually dull. The woman at his side repeated it.

“My dear Jocelyn, this gentleman is asking if you are my husband, if you are Sir Jocelyn Kingstone.”

Sydney said something. He did not know what he said; he never did know; but it seemed to be regarded as an efficient answer. Shortly something else was said to him, which the woman again repeated. He had a misty notion that she was doing a good deal of talking; that notion became clearer in the days that were to come. She put her hand lightly on his arm.

“Come, Jocelyn.” She led him nearer to the table, placing him on a chair which was drawn close up to it. “This is what you are to sign. They have given me the money; here it is.”

She held up what, although he did not realise it, was a bundle of bank-notes.

“Is it all right?”

He did not know why he asked the question, but he asked it. It was the first thing he had said consciously since he was in the room. He had had an odd feeling that she wished him to ask the question. She smiled.

“Quite all right. I will count it if you like, but I assure you it’s right. Would you rather I counted it, or would you like to count it yourself?”

“No; it doesn’t matter, so long as it’s right.”

He was conscious that a piece of paper was on the table in front of him, and that he had a pen between his fingers, though he was not sure how either of them had got there. She pointed to the paper with her finger.

“Sign here. Just put your name — Jocelyn Kingstone. My dear boy, how your hand does shake!”

He was aware that it shook, but he was not aware of the glance that the lady exchanged with the gentleman who was on the other side of the table, to whom, when he had made an end of writing, she handed the sheet of paper.

“What a scrawl! Jocelyn, your writing’s getting worse and worse.” Then, to the elderly gentleman: “I’m afraid my husband’s signature is not a very easy one to read.”

The elderly gentleman surveyed the performance through a pair of gold-rimmed pince-nez smilingly.

“It isn’t very legible, is it? Your signature is not very legible, Sir Jocelyn; it would take an expert to decipher it. Would you mind, Lady Kingstone, witnessing the fact that it is your husband’s signature?”

“Do I mind? Of course I don’t.” She laughed as if she appreciated the joke of the suggestion. “There— ‘Witness, Helena Kingstone,’ — I think you will be able to read that.”

“That certainly is legible enough. You write a good bold hand, Lady Kingstone, the sort of hand I like a woman to write.”

When the pair had left the room the elderly gentleman said to a younger one who was seated at a table to one side:

“That’s a sad case, a very sad case indeed. That is quite a charming woman, and not bad-looking; while he — he’s the sort of person who, in a better ordered state of society, would be consigned to a lethal chamber at the earliest possible moment. Upon my word, I often wonder what makes a woman marry such a man. Fancy, at this time of day, drunk.”

The younger man seemed to consider before he spoke.

“It struck me that he was something else as well as drunk. He didn’t carry himself like an ordinary drunken man. He seemed to be under the influence of some drug. She says that he’s been ill; he looks it. I wonder if they’ve been drugging him to bring him up to concert pitch.”

The elder man shook his head. He seemed to be weighing the other’s words.

“It’s a sad case, a very sad case, whichever way you look at it. Poor woman! She may have had her own motives when she promised to love, honour, and obey him, but it’s a long row she has set herself to plough.”

When the pair in question were back in the brougham, and the horse’s head was turned the other way, they had not gone very far before a distinct change took place in the lady’s manner. She was no longer solicitous; she no longer sat close to her companion’s side; indeed, she seemed disposed to give him as wide a berth as possible, to ignore him as completely as the exigencies of the situation permitted, and she never spoke a word. She was, possibly, too engrossed with the singularity of her proceedings to pay any attention to him. On her lap was a pile of bank-notes which she was dividing into separate parcels; these parcels she was bestowing in distinctly surprising portions of her attire. She slipped one parcel in the top of one stocking, a second into the top of the other; she took off her shoes, and placed a wad of notes in each; she turned up the sleeves of her coat — into the lining about the wrists, in which an aperture seemed to have been purposely cut, she inserted quite a number. Loosening her bodice, she slipped several into the band at the top of her skirt. With the residue she performed quite a surprising feat of legerdemain. She produced a small bag which was made of what looked like oil-skin, into which she crammed the notes; raising it to the back of her neck, she gave her shoulders a sort of hunch, it slipped down the back of her dress; one could see from the movements she made that she was trying to get it to settle in its proper place. Then, for the first time, she turned towards Beaton.

Some of her performances had been hardly of the kind which the average woman would care to essay in front of an entire stranger. She had been as indifferent to her companion’s presence as if he had been a mechanical figure; and, indeed, when she looked at him, one perceived that he might just as well have been. He seemed to be as devoid of intelligence, as incapable of taking active interest in what was going on about him; it was probable that he had been quite oblivious of what she had been doing. But this time the spectacle he presented, instead of amusing her, seemed to fill her with quite different feelings. She addressed him all at once as if he had been a dog, her voice hard, cold, strident, even a trifle vulgar:

“Hullo — over there!” He remained still, clearly not realising that he was being spoken to. She went on in the same tone: “Now then, wake up! Haven’t you been ill quite long enough? Try another sort of game. Do you hear me speak to you?” Apparently he did not. “Don’t you, or won’t you? Are you drunk? Now then, this won’t do. I’m very much obliged to you, but I’ve had quite enough of it.”

Leaning towards him, taking him by the shoulder, she began to shake him with considerable vigour, considering he was a man, and a big one, and she was a woman. The effect was, in its way — a grim way, ludicrous. His hat first tilted forward over his nose, then dropped on to the floor; his head fell forward over his chest. It seemed as if, if she kept on shaking him, he would come to pieces. Perceiving this, she stopped, eyeing him more closely, but still with no show of amusement, rather with contempt and annoyance.

“What’s the matter with you? Are you ill, or is it the liqueurs and — the other things? Anyhow, I’ve had enough of it; I’m not going to have you ill in here. The time has come when we must part. Do you hear? Wake up!”

He did seem to wake up, in a kind of a fashion. He raised his head with an effort, looking at her with lack-lustre eyes.

“What is it?”

“What is it? It’s the key of the street, the same key you had before.”

A thought seemed all at once to occur to her. Stooping, she took off her right shoe, from it the wad of notes; selecting one, she replaced the others and the shoe.

“When I first made your acquaintance you had nothing, and rather less. Now, you’ve had a good night’s rest, a bath, and other luxuries; you’ve had good food and drink; you are rigged out in decent clothes from head to foot; you’ve not done badly; but here’s something else, as a sort of tit-bit.”

She held out the note. He not only paid no heed to it, but seemingly he had no idea of what it was, or of what she was talking. This time she did seem to be amused; she laughed right out, as if his grotesque helplessness tickled her.

“Here, you’re a pretty sort; I’ll put it in your waistcoat pocket for you. Mind you, it’s a ten-pound note — do you hear, it’s a ten-pound note — for goodness sake do look as if you were trying to understand — and it’s in your waistcoat pocket; I’ve put it there; take care, and don’t you lose it; you’ll want it before you’re very much older.”

She slipped the note into his waistcoat pocket without his showing the slightest sign of interest in what she was doing; he seemed to be mumbling something, for his lips were moving, but it was impossible to make out what he said.

“Now then, my funny friend, you’d better pull yourself together; we’re going to part — try to look as if you were sober, if you aren’t.”

She tapped at the window; the carriage stopped; she opened the door and descended.

“This way, please.” Taking him by the arm she drew him towards her, he yielding with the old, uncomfortable docility. Somehow he joined her on the pavement. “You’ve left your hat behind you, you can’t go about London without a hat.” Picking it up from the floor of the carriage, she placed it on his head. “That’s not straight; there, that’s better. What a helpless child it is! Sorry I can’t stop, but I’ve another engagement; pleased to have met you; glad to have been able to do you a good turn.”

She was re-entering the carriage with a smile again upon her face, when the man who had acted as Beaton’s valet came round from the back and stood beside her; at sight of him her smile vanished. He raised his hat to Beaton.

“I also am pleased to have met you.” He turned to the woman. “I think, if you don’t mind, or even if you do, that we’ll keep that engagement together. After you into the carriage.”

Evidently she found the sight of him by no means gratifying.

“What’s the meaning of this? What are you doing here? I thought it was agreed that you should wait for me till I came back.”

“I had a sort of idea that I might keep on waiting; it even struck me as just possible that you might never come back at all. After you into the carriage.”

She hesitated; looked as if she would like to refuse; then, with a laugh, which was hardly a happy one, she did as he suggested. He followed her; the door was shut; the carriage drove off. Sydney Beaton was left standing on the pavement; oblivious of what was taking place, of where he was; as incapable, just then, of taking care of himself as any inmate of an asylum. He remained standing where they had left him, swaying to and fro. The fog had thickened; a drizzling rain had begun to fall. It was not easy to make out where he was, but he was at the corner of a street, in what seemed to be an old-world square, which in that moment was as deserted as if all the houses round about it had been empty and it was miles away from anywhere.

But presently his solitude was broken; two men came round the corner, doubtful-looking men, shabby-genteel looking men, in some queer way the sort of men one would expect to find prowling about in such a place at such a time. At sight of Beaton they paused; they exchanged glances; one nudged the other. Then one spoke to him, with what he possibly meant to be an ingratiating smile.

“Nasty day, captain; looks as if we were going to have a real London particular.” When Sydney seemed to be unconscious even of his presence his tone became a little insolent. “Waiting for anybody, guv’nor — or are you just a-taking of the air?”

The other spoke, with a glance at his companion which had in it something which was evil:

“Can’t you see that the gentleman’s taking of the air? What he wants is someone to take it with him; what do you say to our offering the gentleman our society?”

Sydney remained speechless, motionless, save that he continued swaying to and fro. They again exchanged glances. The first man said, with ostentatious impudence:

“I say, old cock, can you tell us how many beans make five?” Sydney was still silent. The first man went on. “Here, Gus, you take one of the gentleman’s arms and I’ll take the other: what he wants is a little bright, cheerful society, and he’ll get it if we take him along with us.”

Each of this most unpromising-looking pair took one of Sydney’s arms; and without his attempting to remonstrate, or to offer the faintest show of resistence, they led him away.


CHAPTER VIII

The Sandwich-man

A bitingly cold afternoon towards the end of January. Six sandwich-men trudged along the Strand, urged by the cutting wind to more rapid movement than is general with their class. On the board of the last man which was slung over his back were the words, “Look at the man in front.” On the board which was at the back of the man in front, to which your attention was directed, was “for Warmth And Sunshine Try Cox’s Bitters.” The legend was repeated all along the six. It almost seemed as if it must be a joke, of a grim order, to compel such unfortunate wretches to stare for hour after hour at such advice, on such a day. One had only to glance at them to see how much they stood in need of both warmth and sunshine; yet the chance seemed extremely slight that they would have an opportunity of trying Cox’s bitters.

Some of the passers-by, who were in better plight than the six in the gutter, seemed to be struck by the fact that a jest might be intended, and where there were two of them together, they commented on it to each other.

“Poor beggars!” said one of the passers-by to the acquaintance at his side. “It’s pretty rough on them to make them carry about a thing like that, when they’re pretty nearly at death’s door for want of the very things which, according to their own showing, are so easy to get.”

The words were heard by someone who happened at that moment to be passing them — a woman. Possibly, as is easy in London, the sight is such a common one, she had been unconscious that the sandwich-men were there. When she heard the words she glanced at them to see to what they might apply. As she did so she started and stopped, as if she had seen something which had amazed her. The sandwich-men passed on, none of them had noticed her; they were probably too far gone in misery to notice anything, each kept his unseeing eyes fixed on his fellow’s back.

The woman stood still, seemed to hesitate, went on, then turned and looked after the retreating sandwich-men. She seemed to be asking herself if it would be possible to catch them up, they were already at a distance from her of perhaps fifty yards. Then, as if arriving at a sudden determination, she moved quickly after them. Yet, although she walked so quickly, it was some little time before she caught them up, so that she had an opportunity to consider whatever it was that was passing through her mind. At last she was abreast of them again; was passing them; she scanned the last man, the fifth, the fourth, and, with much particularity, the third. Behind the others was probably all of life that was worth having, if it had been worth having to them; it seemed scarcely likely that the scanty, broken fragments of what remained of it could be worth anything to them. Theirs would probably be a continual tramp through the gutter, or its equivalent, to the grave.

But with the third man in the line it was different. He was young. In spite of the grotesqueness of his attire — he was clad in ill-assorted, ragged and tattered oddments of somebody else’s clothing — there was something in his bearing which suggested that he was still a man. These others were but torsos. And although the hair beneath his greasy cap stood in crying need of both a barber and a brush, and there was an untrimmed, unsightly growth upon his cheeks and chin, a shrewd observer might have ventured on a small wager that if his hair had been cut and trimmed and he had been shaved and washed, he would not be altogether ugly.

One thing was noticeable, that though the woman stared at him he took no heed at all of her — he did not take his eyes off the man in front of him; and that although the woman kept step beside him in a manner which the others began to mark. All at once, as if moved by an overmastering impulse, she stretched out her umbrella and touched him on the shoulder.

“Hullo!”

That was all she said, but it was enough; he turned his head. At the sight of the eyes which glanced at her out of that dreadful face she started again, not without excuse. This was the face of one of those men of whom society has good reason to go in terror. Desperation was in every line of it; something like madness was in the eyes. This was the face of a man who had suffered much, and who, if opportunity offered, would stick at nothing to get even with those who had made him suffer.

He looked at the woman with, at first, no sign of recognition in his glance. Then, a muscle moved; something came into his eyes which had not been there before; all at once the fashion of his countenance was changed. He stopped, bringing those behind him to sudden confusion. He turned, the better to look at her; beyond doubt this was a woman of nerve, or she would have shrunk from that which was on his face. One felt that if, in that first wild moment, he had not been impeded by the boards which bound him, he would have laid violent hands upon her, and she would have fared ill.

But the boards did bind him. With them there he could do nothing but stand and stare. She met his gaze unflinchingly. Not only did she show no sign of concern at the threat which was in it, something in the expression of her own face suggested that it occasioned her positive pleasure. Certainly she could not have been more completely at her ease.

“Take those things off and come with me.”

The man glared at her as if he wondered if his senses were playing him a trick.

“Come with you?”

It was an interrogation conveying, it would seem, a world of meaning. She smiled; at sight of the smile the gleam in his eyes grew more pronounced, his face more threatening. But she was in no way troubled.

“You heard what I said; you’re not in the state in which you were when I saw you last; but in case you didn’t quite hear I’ll repeat it. I said, ‘Take those things off and come with me.’ And be quick about it, please, if you don’t want to have a crowd collect and mob us; you see they’re gathering already.”

There was a momentary, very obvious, hesitation, then he did what she requested — he took the things off, meaning the boards which were suspended from his shoulders. When he had them off he put a question:

“What shall I do with them — shall I bring them with me?”

From the purse she took out of her handbag she chose a coin, speaking to the man behind him:

“There are five of you, there’s half a sovereign; that’s two shillings apiece. Take these articles back to their owner, and explain that the gentleman who was in charge of them has been called away.”

She hailed a taxicab; at her suggestion he got in first, she followed, and the cab drove off towards a destination the driver alone had heard. The five remaining sandwich-men followed it with a chorus of thanks; one of them exclaimed, “Good luck, old pal! I wish I was in your place.” He was a very old man, quite probably in the seventies, small in stature, nearly bent double as if shrivelled by the cold. For some cause his words, uttered in shrill, quavering tones, seemed to amuse the bystanders. A crowd had gathered, a heterogeneous crowd which so quickly does gather in a London thoroughfare; the five remaining sandwich-men were explaining to the people, as best they could, what had happened. In the taxicab nothing was said; the passengers were a queerly assorted pair, offering even a more striking contrast than when, on that first occasion, they had been alone together in the motor in the park. Then it was she who looked at him; now it was he who looked at her.

She sat in her own corner of the cab, her glance kept straight in front of her, so that she never looked his way. He, on the other hand, never took his eyes off her; it was perhaps as well she did not see them, they were unfriendly. His grimy hands were clenched in front of him; to judge from his expression they might, in fancy, have been clenched about her throat; no one watching him could have doubted that he was capable of such an action; this was rather a savage animal than a civilised man.

The cab crossed Brompton Road into a street on the other side, and after one or two turnings drew up in front of a small house which formed one of a terrace of old-fashioned villas. The woman paid the cab, opened the door with a latch-key, ushered the man into a room of fair size, comfortably furnished, a bright fire made it seem a veritable haven of refuge after the inclemency of the weather without. For the first time she spoke.

“Come to the fire and warm yourself; I should think you must be cold.”

He echoed her last word with a very different accent.

“Cold!” He said it again in a tone of voice which was indescribable; in the word as he uttered it there was a whole dictionary of meaning. “Cold!”

“Have a drink?”

She was moving towards the sideboard on which there were bottles and glasses.

“The last time I saw you I had a drink at your expense, though I’m always paying for it.”

“The world doesn’t seem to have been using you very well since I met you last.”

His speech was not a reply to hers.

“At least you have courage.”

“Women of my sort have to; experience gives it to them. Without courage where should we be?”

“I wonder where you are sometimes even with it. Do you know that you’ve scarcely ever been out of my thoughts more than an hour or two at a time since we parted?”

“That’s very nice of you.”

“You think so. I’ve told myself over and over again that when I did get within reach of you — that’s just the trouble, I’ve never quite been able to make up my mind what I’d do to you. I’ve told myself I’d kill you; in some of my happiest moments, in imagination, I’ve been wringing your neck; it was a delicious sensation.”

“For you?”

“For me.”

“Very well, then, give yourself that delicious sensation in real earnest — wring it. Here I am, quite close, ready to make things easy; I promise that I’ll do nothing to keep you from wringing it to your heart’s content.” She had gone right up to him. He drew himself up straight, with a look upon his face as if he were about to take her at her word; but he stood still. Observing his indecision, she laughed. “How long do you propose to keep me waiting? Are you going to wring it now, or — it might be rather a nuisance in such a matter to have one’s moment chosen for one — would you rather wait?”

“I’ll wait.”

“Good; then while you’re waiting won’t you come closer to the fire and have a drink? That’s whisky and soda.”

She held out to him a tumbler.

“Don’t you give me that.”

“Why not? It’s warming.”

“Last time you gave me something which was — warming.”

“I see.” She laughed. “You’re thinking this is the same as that. I understand; or — are you very hungry?”

“Don’t you ask me questions; I’ll take neither food nor drink from you. I’ll pay my debt and then — —”

He left his sentence unfinished. If his bearing was more than a little melodramatic, hers was easiness itself.

“Before we go any farther — and we are going farther, so you needn’t glare at me — we’ll clear that up about what you call your debt. You think you owe me one?”

“Think! I’ve been in hell because of you; I’m in it still. Now I’ve a chance I’m going to make it my business to give you a taste of it too.”

“There’s nothing so silly as using extravagant language. I found that out long ago; and I’m a woman, and women are supposed to be inclined that way, and you’re a man.”

“You’re a woman? A woman!”

“Yes, I’m a woman, a woman, a woman, and all the vitriolic bitterness you can get into your tone won’t alter that. Now just you keep still and let me talk. You’ve your own point of view — of course, you would have, being a man — and I’ve mine; before you start paying that debt which weighs so heavily on your chest, you’ll listen to what it is. I’ll be as brief as I can, and while I’m talking I’ll lay the table; I’m acting as my own maid just now. I may remark that you and I are quite alone in the house, so that if you do feel like wringing my neck you need fear no personal interference. I’m going to put some food upon the table, because I’m going to eat something, if you aren’t.”

Out of a drawer in the sideboard she took a tablecloth.

“Now about that debt you were speaking of; but before I talk of it, I’d better go and see what there is in the pantry that really is worth eating. Wouldn’t you like to come and help me? There will be a tray to carry.”

She had laid the table, and now stood at the open doorway looking at him with a smile on her face. Plainly he was in more than two minds as to what to do; this woman was, so far, proving more than a match for him. His tone was surly.

“I’m not coming with you.”

“Aren’t you? Very well, don’t; stop there. I may as well go upstairs and take off my hat and coat and make myself look decent, even if I am to have my neck wrung directly afterwards. And then I’ll go and forage in the pantry. Until we meet again.”

With a saucy little nod she paused out of the room and shut the door.

A student in pantomime would have been interested by the man’s proceedings when he found himself thus left alone, he was so evidently at a loss. He stared, or rather glared, at the door through which the woman had vanished; he seemed to be in doubt as to whether to go through it and out of the house. Then his eyes moved round the room, and stayed; as if it were all in such delightful contrast to what he had been used to that he had to stay. He made a half-step towards the fire, then drew back, with clenched hands and knitted brows; he would not warm himself beside this woman’s fire. Then he saw the tumbler on the table, which she had left on the snowy tablecloth invitingly beneath his nose; his hand moved towards that — it was harder to keep that back, but he did. He saw, for the first time, the mirror above the mantel; as if unwillingly he went to it; the action was significant, a mirror had not been a necessary adjunct to his toilet for a considerable time.

He stared at the face that looked back at him as if it were that of a stranger, as if he found it difficult to realise that it could by any possibility be his, as if it were incredible that the man who had been could be the man who was now. He took the greasy cap off his head, as if the mirror had made him conscious that it was there. No woman could have shown keener interest in a tale told by the mirror; so absorbed was he by his own image that apparently he could not tear himself away. He became aware that the fire was just beneath; he stretched out his hands to the grateful blaze, then, remembered, glanced round him shamefacedly, moved away towards the window. How cheerless it was without, how cheery it was within. He twisted his cap as if he would have torn it; his jaw was hard set; his eyes looked this way and that. He moved from the window, this time towards the door, as if he were trying to bring himself to the sticking point, to retreat in time. He was nearly there when the door reopened and the woman appeared.

“Now then, you really must come and help me carry this tray; it’s perfectly absurd to suppose that I can do everything while you do nothing. My maid is out; I only keep one, and it’s her day out. You needn’t eat anything; the fates forbid that I should press my food on you or my anything. But surely you can help me to get something to eat myself. Do you hear?”

“Yes, I hear.”

“And you’re not coming?”

“No, I’m not coming.”

“You won’t help me to carry the tray?”

“I won’t.”

“Then thank you very much. You know, you used to be a gentleman.”

She passed out of the room with her head in the air. He let her go, waiting, grimly, for her return, the greasy cap between his hands. Presently she was back, bearing a well-filled tray.

“Won’t you sit down? I should think even my chairs would not do you any serious injury; but, of course, stand if you prefer it; I suppose you can wring my neck better standing. I’m going to have some tea, the kettle’s boiling, and I feel like tea. I suppose it’s no use suggesting tea to you, but I’ve brought a second cup, which you can throw at me if you care to use it for nothing else. It might amuse you to throw things at me before you wring my neck, including the teapot and the tray.”

She was laying the table while she spoke. He kept his eyes turned from her, which was perhaps the reason why she imparted to him information which he declined to observe for himself.

“That’s a tongue; nothing of your tinned or glass things, but a Portland and Mason; and that’s a ham, a small Westphalian boned ham; I like Westphalian ham, even if you don’t; and that was a chicken at lunch, and it’s very nearly a chicken now, and there’s honey, and marmalade, and jam, and cakes, and bread, and lots of things which some people wouldn’t turn their noses up at, whatever others may do. I don’t know that I’m fond of a meat tea, or high tea, or whatever you call it, as a rule; though after all we do have sandwiches, all sorts of sandwiches, with tea; everybody does, so it doesn’t make such a very great difference. Anyhow, I’m going to eat meat — all sorts of meat — with my tea this afternoon, and you can watch me. There are two plates, and two knives, and two forks, and two of everything for two people, and two chairs; if you should know of anyone who will do me the honour to take tea with me, I’ll be very glad of — his society. I’m going to begin.”

She had placed a chair at one side of the table in which she sat, making as if to pour out tea; then suddenly sprang up, turning to the man who still stood twisting his cap between his fingers.

“Do you think you’re playing the noble pudding-headed hero in a Drury Lane drama? Haven’t you got sense enough to get in out of the rain? Do you suppose I don’t know you’re starving? How long ago is it since you had a square meal?”

“Didn’t I tell you not to ask me questions?”

“You didn’t tell me! It will need a very different person from you to tell me things of that kind in my own house.”

“Then I’ll leave your house.”

“No, you don’t!” She interposed herself between him and the door. “I say no, you don’t; and you can glare at me for all you are worth. I’ve been glared at by much more dangerous persons than you, and I still live on. You wouldn’t lay a finger on me if I’d treated you twenty times as badly as I have done; you may think you would, but you wouldn’t; you may tell yourself that you will when you’re all alone, but you won’t, and you couldn’t; you’re that kind of man. The devil may get into you, but he won’t get into you enough to induce you, when it comes to the pinch, to lay violent hands upon a woman. You say you are going to leave my house, and I say you’re not. I say I won’t let you; there’s a direct challenge. You won’t touch me, but I shan’t hesitate to touch you. I am that kind. You understand, you are not to leave my house without my permission; and in order that we may know exactly where we are I’m going to lock the door and put the key in my pocket.”

“You shan’t do that.”

“Shan’t I? Well, we’ll see.” All at once her tone changed to one of the most singular appeal. “Man, do you know that I’ve been starving, and not so very long ago? Why, for years of my life I as good as starved; but there have been times when I’ve gone without food for days together, and known what it is to feel as you are feeling now.” She laid her finger-tips softly on his ragged coat-sleeve. “You’re a much stronger man than I supposed, but please don’t be a fool; do sit down and have some tea with me, and afterwards you can wring my neck; you’ll want lots of strength to do it properly.”


CHAPTER IX

The Drapery

He was persuaded, he knew not how; he never meant to be. The something which was in him, the craving for food which was life, was on her side; he did have tea with her, a gargantuan tea. He ate of everything there was to eat, while she showed that the necessity that she should have something to eat of which she had spoken was a fiction, by trifling with odds and ends, while she watched that his plate was kept well supplied, and kept on talking. She was even autobiographical.

“Compared with what I have gone through, with my course of training in life’s hard school, what you’ve endured is nothing, and you see that outwardly I’m none the worse for it. I used to think that there wasn’t such a thing in the world as laughter for me, that it was just as improbable that I should have a good time as that I should jump over the moon. Yet, I’ve learnt to laugh at times, nearly all the time; and as for a good time, I’ve acquired the knack even of getting that. It will be the same with you, and more.”

“I doubt it.”

“Of course, all green hands do; they take life too seriously.”

“Do they? When you left me I don’t remember; when I remembered anything again I was in the workhouse infirmary. I’d been found senseless and practically stripped in an alley off the Gray’s Inn Road. I’d been in the infirmary more than a week before I came to my senses, after a fashion; then they wanted me to account for myself. I couldn’t, or I wouldn’t, they were not sure which, so they put me out again into the street. I’m not certain, but I fancy that they gave me the choice of that or of being an able-bodied pauper. It was snowing on the day they turned me out; you should have seen the clothes I was wearing, and the boots!”

“I know the Christian charity of the parish and of the workhouse master!”

“It’s rather more than two months ago, and since then I’ve never had a square meal nor a comfortable night’s lodging. You know what kind of weather we’ve been having, an old-fashioned winter, the best skating we’ve had for years. I don’t know how I’ve lived through it, but I have. And there are thousands who’ve been no better off than I have, men, women, and children; I’ve herded with them. What a world! And for what I’ve suffered I have to thank you.”

“That’s not true.”

“That’s a lie. I’m eating your food — I can’t help eating it, I’ve got to that — but don’t you fancy that I’m under any obligation to you because of it. I owe everything I’ve had to bear to you, and I’ll pay you for it. I’ve told myself that I would over and over again, and I will.”

“You talk nonsense; would you rather I had let you go to gaol?”

“What do you mean?”

“Have you forgotten that when I first had the honour of meeting you I saved you from the police? I came on the scene in the very nick of time. In another minute they’d have laid you by the heels and marched you to the station.”

He laid down his knife and fork.

“So I was right.”

“About what?”

“It’s all been a haze; something must have happened to me, something must have cracked in here.” He laid his hand on his head. “I don’t seem to remember anything beyond a certain point. I don’t remember how it was I came to meet you. I know you took me to your house, and dosed and drugged me, and dyed my hair and painted my face, and that while I was still more than half stupefied by your drugs you made a catspaw of me to enable you to bring off some swindle — what it was I’ve never understood — and that then you left me in the street, as if I were carrion that you were throwing to the dogs; but how I first came to get into your house I have never been able to make out.”

“I have upstairs the watch, chain and purse of which you relieved an old gentleman in Hyde Park, just before I came upon the scene. There’s his name inside the watch. I only have to communicate with the owner — I know all about him — and you’ll be sentenced to a long term of imprisonment, during which you’ll suffer much worse things than anything you’ve had to bear because of me.”

“Is that true, that I did what you say?”

“Perfectly, honestly; do you mean to say that you can’t remember?”

“Now that you speak of it I do seem to recall something; it’s coming back.”

“I should think that it probably was; it will all of it come back if you give it time. I know all about you. I know your name, your record, the whole dirty story; you were as deep in the gutter when I first met you as you are now, and perhaps deeper — certainly you had no more chance of getting out of it; men with your record never do, I know.”

“What’s my name?”

“Do you mean to tell me that you don’t know?”

“Not — not clearly; sometimes I nearly know, it’s on the tip of my tongue, I can see it written, somewhere; but the writing is not plain — I can’t quite make it out.”

“What do you call yourself?”

“They call me ‘Balmy.”’

“Who’s they?”

“Oh, some of them; some of the swine with whom I herd. I didn’t know what ‘balmy’ meant before they told me; it seems that it means a man who’s not right in his head — not quite mad, but very nearly. I don’t think I’m mad, or even nearly, but, looking back, I can’t get beyond a certain point — beyond you. What did you do to me that caused it? Can’t you undo it?”

“Personally, I did nothing. There was somebody else there besides me; can’t you remember him?”

“I do seem to remember someone; wasn’t it a man?” She nodded. “I do seem to remember a man, a black-faced man. I suppose he was your tool, and what he did to me was done by your orders.”

“He certainly was not my tool. You say they tell you that you’re not in your right mind; you were not when I first met you. I should say that you were practically starving and had been living the life of a London gutter man; that bolt from the police finished you; we had to do something to get life back into you. You certainly had your senses no more about you than you say you had in the workhouse infirmary. I declare to you that when I left you you were in a much better condition than when I met you. You had your senses more about you; you had been well fed, I believe the food I gave you saved your life; you were well dressed, you had money in your pocket. I don’t see how I can fairly be held responsible for what happened to you afterwards; if you were in your right mind now, you’d see I can’t.”

“I don’t know how much of what you’re telling me is true. What do you want with me now? Why have you brought me here, do you want to use me as a catspaw again?”

“Let me tell you my story, and then you’ll begin to understand. Do you mind if I have a cigarette? I can always talk better when I am smoking. And won’t you have a cigar?”

“I had a cigar when I saw you last.”

“You remember that? Have another now that we meet again. You’ll find that there’s nothing the matter with those cigars, they’re good tobacco.”

She placed a box of cigars in front of him. He glared at them as if he would rather they had not been there, but the craving that was in him got the upper hand again. He took and lighted one, puffing at it while she talked.

“My father was a country schoolmaster; I don’t remember my mother, but my father died when I was, I suppose, about fourteen. My only relative, an uncle, found me a situation in a draper’s shop, where I got no pay because I was so young, but where they worked me from the first thing in the morning till the last thing at night, and gave me in return my food and lodging — such lodging and such food. When I had been there three years they turned me out because I objected to the attentions of the master’s son. I knew my uncle wouldn’t have me; I’d known that all along. I should have been without a penny, absolutely, if it hadn’t been for one of the assistants who lent me a sovereign. With that I came to town — I had ever an adventurous spirit. I went to a big shop, a famous shop; they took me on at once. A sale was coming on, they were in want of extra hands; with people of that sort they didn’t want references; the assistants there never had a chance of being dishonest, they were too well looked after. They wanted no character when you came, and they gave you none when you left; you were liable to be discharged at a moment’s notice, without any cause being given, and assistants were being discharged like that continually, and they gave you no character though you had been there ten years; they never do give characters, it’s a rule of the house. I was there rather more than two years. I was in the mantles when I left. One afternoon just as I was going down for tea, they called me into the office, gave me my wages, and told me I could go; trade was slack, the season was over; they gave me no reason, but that was the only one I could guess that they had for sacking me.”

She stopped to knock the ash off her cigarette, smiling to herself as she did so.

“I got another berth after — well, after experiences something like those which you have lately had; I was looking a nice sort of drab by the time I got it. It was in a shop which did a cutting trade, a low-class shop, an open-to-all-hours-of-the-night sort of shop, in a low-class neighbourhood in which people did not start buying till an hour when the shops ought to be closed. What a life I had there! You talk about what you’ve been doing, and you’re a man.”

Her thoughts seemed to be harking back, but she still smiled.

“I’ve seen columns of gush in the papers about the woes of shop assistants; if the British public only knew — if every woman had to serve a term as assistant in some of the shops I could tell them of, things would be altered pretty quick.”

She leaned towards him over the table.

“You say you’d like to wring my neck; if you only knew the number of people there were in that shop to whom I would have given almost anything for the chance of wringing theirs — I almost did wring one woman’s, who was, ironically, called a housekeeper, and who was an unspeakable thing! You talk of the swine with whom you’ve herded; you’ve never had to associate with the likes of her, and be under her thumb — and that’s why I left.”

Restlessness seemed all at once to seize her. She rose from her seat and stood in front of the fire.

“I did some more starving, and — that sort of thing, then I got another berth, no better than the other. They said my accounts were wrong — they couldn’t prove it, and I don’t believe they were, but they sent me packing that very day. You’ve no notion for how little, for nothing at all, a draper’s assistant, who may have given months and years good service, is thrown into the ditch, no reason vouchsafed, no remedy obtainable, no character to be had.”

She swept out her hands, as if she were brushing from her a flood of memories.

“Oh, I had all sorts of experiences; I was in the place you mentioned for years, although I’m not an old woman now; you see, I got there first when I was so very young; that does make a difference. Oh, I saw the drapery in all its phases; to this hour I can’t enter a draper’s shop without feeling a chill at the bottom of my spinal column; my skin goes all goose-fleshy; I think of what drapers’ shops once meant to me. But there came a time when I had done with them — I’ll take care that it’s for ever; that was when I reached the very lowest circle in the pit. How many circles were there in Dante’s hell? I’m convinced I reached the bottom one.”


CHAPTER X

The Woman Tempted Me

“I’d been out of a berth for practically a year; not all the time — I’d been taken on for a few days here, for a week of two there, as odd hand when the rush of the sales was on; but for a year I had had no regular work. How I lived I can’t tell you; you know, I had to live, and — well, you talk of the things you’ve endured, you have no conception how much worse that sort of thing is for a woman than for a man. At last I came down to selling flowers — yes I that was a nice profession, wasn’t it?”

She put her hands up to her brow, pressing back her hair; she presented a sufficiently dainty picture then, with her well-fitting gown and her look of perfect health.

“One evening — I’d had a bad day — I was hawking in the Strand, just where I met you when I saw you with those boards upon your back. How it all came back to me! My flowers had not been in very good condition in the morning, they had not grown fresher as the day went on. I offered them to a man who came sauntering along; he stopped to look at them, he soon spotted the state that they were in. ‘Why,’ he said, ‘these things are only fit for throwing away.’ Then he looked at me. ‘Bertha!’ he exclaimed, ‘surely it must be you?’”

She laughed. Turning, she stood looking down into the fire, tapping her toe against the curb.

“If I’d only had a peep at him in time I should have let him pass; I shouldn’t have tried to make of him a customer, but I hadn’t. I had just seen that he was well dressed and looked as though he had money, and, in the dim light, that was all.”

She paused for so considerable a space of time that one wondered if she proposed to carry the story any farther. When she did go on it was in an altered tone of voice; she spoke very quietly, very coldly, as if she wished to make a mere statement of facts.

“In one of the shops in which I had had the honour of being an assistant he had acted as shopwalker. We had been on quite decent terms, which was not the case with most of the gentlemen of his sort that I had come across. Rather than that he should have seen me, in my rags, hawking faded flowers in the streets, I would — I would have done anything. When I tried to get away from him he wouldn’t hear of it. He called a cab, put me in it, and took me home with him, to his wife; they had quite a nice little house Peckham way. I recognised her as one of the girls who had been at the opposite counter to mine. It was not strange that he had married her; what was queer was that they should be living in such a house, unless one of them had come into a fortune.”

Again she paused, staring at the fire as if she were seeking words among the burning coals. Then, turning, she faced the man who was still seated at the table. He had scarcely moved since she had begun her story, as if he found in it a fascination that was not upon the surface, as if he were looking forward, with eager interest, to what he felt was coming.

“Nobody could have been kinder to me than those two people. They gave food, and drink, and clothing, and shelter, and, something more, they gave me the secret of the philosopher’s stone; told me how it was that, though no one had left them a fortune, they came to be living there.”

Holding her shapely hands in front of her she kept pressing the tips of the fingers together, and then withdrawing them.

“A piece of silk was missing at the shop. She was charged with stealing it. She assured me that she had not stolen it, that she did not know who had, that she knew nothing at all about it; they had not the slightest real evidence that she was the guilty party, but they sacked her all the same. And because the shop-walker sided with her, they chose to assume that he was at least in part responsible for its disappearance, and they sacked him too. So they married. That’s a funny sort of love story, isn’t it?”

The man spoke, for the first time since she had begun her story.

“It’s as good as others I’ve heard.”

“No doubt, love stories are the funniest things. For what would you marry?”

She was looking at him with laughing eyes.

“I shall never marry.”

“Sure? Nothing’s ever a certainty in that sort of thing. It was only after they were married that they thought of ways and means. They had about twenty pounds between them; they tried and tried, but neither could get a berth; so they decided to throw up the drapery — probably because it had thrown them up — and try another trade. They had given honesty a trial; they decided to try the other, and see if it couldn’t be made to pay. It paid uncommonly well; the house in which they were living, the way in which it was furnished, the style in which they did things, was proof enough of that. They told me all about it, quite frankly; then they suggested that I should join them in their new profession. The occasions were not infrequent on which they wanted a partner of my sex, who had her wits about her, and upon whom they could absolutely rely. I did not need much persuasion; like them, I had had enough of honesty; and — here I am — flourishing like a green bay tree.”

“Do you mean that you’re a thief?”

“A professional thief, exactly; just as you’re a gutter-snipe — a much less creditable, and a very much less profitable profession than mine.”

She spoke in the airiest of tones, as if the thing that she admitted was a trifle of no account. When she saw that he kept silent she went on.

“I’m about to suggest that you come into the business as a partner of mine.”

“What prompts you to suggest it — affection?”

“Not altogether — no.” Her eyes were dancing. “What prompts a woman to do anything? She seldom knows, really and truly; I don’t believe there ever was a woman who was able to give all the reasons which moved her to do anything. I’ve had you in my mind ever since I saw you last. I did not do you anything like the ill turn you seem to imagine; I vow and declare to you that when we parted you were, if anything, better off than when we met. But sometimes — oh, sometimes — I think that I must be the very queerest woman that ever was; but then I know better, because all women are queer, and, when she’s in the mood, every woman can be the very queerest that ever was.”

Quitting the fire, perching herself upon the side of the table, with one foot upon a chair, she began to light another cigarette.

“Sometimes I’ve felt very bad about you; I didn’t like to think of what might have become of you after we had parted. Then when I began to learn certain little facts about your personal history, I was conscious of feeling a sympathy for you which you might have found amusing. I told myself that if ever chance did throw us across each other’s path again, I would, if I could, if you stood in need of it, do you a real good turn. When I saw you just now, in that dreary procession of six, and realised that it was you, I knew that my opportunity had come. So now I hope you understand.”

“Only very dimly. I am still not so clear-headed as I might be. I want to have things made very plain.”

“I will try to make them as plain as you can possibly want them. First of all, I want a partner; do you want to know why?”

“If it wouldn’t be troubling you too much.”

“I’m not altogether without associates, though I do miss my two first friends.”

“What became of them?”

“They brought off a big coup, got bags full of money, went off with it to America, where they started a business of their own, in which I believe they are now doing very well.”

“Why didn’t they take you with them? Didn’t you get your share?”

“Rather, and a first-class time I had with it; one of the times of my life; and I may mention, between ourselves, that, of late years, I’ve had some good ones. I may tell you about some of them one fine day.”

She seemed to be laughing to herself, as if the recollection tickled her. He sat stark, stiff and silent, his strange hollow eyes fixed on her face. She enjoyed her cigarette in silence for some seconds before she went on.

“And as for why they didn’t take me with them, one reason is that I wouldn’t have gone. Why should I? I should have been in their way, and they most certainly would have been in mine. We parted on the very best of terms; we correspond; one of these days I’m going to pay them a long visit. But, from a purely professional point of view, I’ve never been able to fill their place, especially his. You’ve very nearly finished that cigar. Won’t you have another?”

“No, thank you; I’m not at the end of this; I’m enjoying it — slowly.”

She watched the rings of her cigarette smoke ascending to the ceiling.

“You see, in my profession, there are so very few gentlemen; and of all the professions in the world, it’s the one in which gentlemen are most needed, the one in which they’re sure to get the best reward for their labours. There are one or two things in my mind, big things, things involving quite possibly thousands of pounds, which I can’t work alone, in which I need the co-operation of a man whose birth and breeding, whose knowledge of the manners and customs of good society are beyond question. Now, you’re the very sort of person I want; Eton and the Guards; from my point of view there couldn’t be a finer qualification.”

“How do you come to know anything about me?”

“Your name — Sydney Beaton — was on the tab of that very well-worn coat which you had on when first I met you. I know all about Sydney Beaton; shall I tell you what I do know?”

“You needn’t.”

“I thought you said that you’d forgotten such a lot; that your mind, beyond a certain point, was a blank?”

She was eyeing him with a malicious twinkle in her laughing eyes; he was grimly silent, meeting her look with what seemed to be a strange defiance.

“I’d rather not remember — now.”

“I see; it’s like that, is it? I don’t blame you. I’ve no wish to touch your sore places, though never so lightly; I’ve plenty of my own which I’d just as soon people kept their fingers off; I’m not pachydermatous quite. But there’s one thing which I should like to ask, if you will let me, and it’s this: Have you any expectation of getting back to where you were?”

“None.”

“I don’t wish to push the knife in, but — do you think there’s any probability of your regaining the position you once held? I repeat the question in another form because, as you said, I want to be plain; this time I want you and me to be colleagues, not what we were before, to run no risk of a misunderstanding.”

“Not only is there no probability, there is no possibility.”

“Not even a thousand to one chance?”

“Nor a million to one. That side of me is dead; there can be no resurrection. There is no person of the name you mentioned any longer; some of my new friends call me ‘Balmy’; I call myself James Langham.”

“Then, Mr. Langham, let me put it to you as a sound business proposition, that you’ve everything to gain, and nothing to lose, by becoming my partner in certain delicate matters which I have in my mind’s eye.”

“You’re proposing that I should become a thief?”

“Well, ‘a rose by any other name would smell as sweet.’”

What might have been meant for a smile distorted his attenuated visage.

“The sort of thing that I’ve gone through turns the whole world topsy-turvy; the ladies and gentlemen with whom I have associated think nothing of stealing; they’ve robbed me times without number of the worthless trifles of which I could be plundered, and — I had to bear it. I’ve said to myself over and over again when I’ve been mad with misery, that I would rob a bank if I dared.”

“Yes, and if you had the chance. You would not see your way, for instance, to enter, say, the London County and Westminster Bank attired as you are, with the intention of coming out of it a wealthier man.”

“You’re quite right, I shouldn’t.”

“What I’m offering you is the opportunity to do that sort of thing with perfect impunity; I’m not doing it out of philanthropic motives; at least I’m not a humbug. I’ll give you the means to replenish your wardrobe, which needs it, and to live in comfort for a reasonable time, on the understanding that you’ll consider seriously certain propositions that I shall make you, and, if you see your way, that you’ll give me your assistance in carrying them out, on sharing terms. Is it a deal?”

For the first time he moved, withdrawing himself from the table and standing up; he was so thin, there was something about him which was so little human, that the ill-assorted, filthy rags of which his attire consisted seemed to be hanging on a scarecrow.

“You feel that you can trust me?”

“I am sure of it.”

“Knowing my record?”

“Records like yours don’t count in my eye. There’s nothing in your record which hints that you ever played false to a woman. I know that you won’t play false to me.”

“You expect me to tell you that I know you’ll never play false to me?”

“Not a bit of it; I know what you’ve got in your head quite well. I don’t ask you to trust me one inch farther than you can see. But at the beginning, at any rate, the confidence will be all on the other side. I’m willing to make an investment for which my only security is faith in you. When you know what these little schemes are of which I have spoken as being in my head, you’ll see that it isn’t trust I’m asking for; that what I propose is merely a matter of plain and open dealing, in which no question of trust or mistrust can arise on either side. Once more, is it a deal? Are you going back to carrying sandwich-boards in the Strand at a shilling a day in weather like this; with the certainty of there being certain intervals in which you’ll be even without a sandwich-board; or are you willing to get something out of the world in return for what it’s done for you; to throw black care to the dogs, and laugh with me? Which do you choose — the sty and the swine, cold, hunger and misery; or as good a time as ever a gentleman had? England was made by freebooters; I’m suggesting that you should be a freebooter up to date. As things are, a man can choose no other life which gives much promise of adventure.”

There was silence; although she waited for him to speak, the silence remained unbroken. Presently he turned, and looked through the window at the snow which had begun to fall fast, and was being driven here and there by the shrieking wind; then he turned again, and looked at her and at the fire. He still said nothing; but he shivered; and she said:

“I see that you have chosen.”


CHAPTER XI

In the Wood

“I Don’t think I need tell you that this is a very severe blow to me; it almost knocks me out, but not quite; there’s some fight still left in me. There’s one thing which I should take it as a very great favour if you would tell me; have you said — what you have done, because — there’s someone else? I know I’ve no right to ask such a question, but — I can’t help it.”

Major Harold Reith looked as if he could not; a more woe-begone looking gentleman of six-feet-two one could hardly expect to find. The most absurd part of it was that he had been so very nearly confident. The lady had been so kind — so very much kinder, perhaps, than he supposed, but for that she had her reasons. Then her uncle, old Geoffrey Hovenden, had been not only on his side but so delightfuly sanguine. When the major expressed a doubt as to what the lady’s sentiments might be, Mr. Hovenden had pooh-poohed it.

“Don’t talk like a schoolboy, Reith; you know better than that; you admit that the girl likes you — you can’t expect to be told how much till you give her a chance.”

Now he had given her a chance, and if he had not been told how much, she had at least endeavoured to make it clear that it was not as much as he wanted. Her answer to the question he had asked put an end to the little remaining hope he had left.

The proposal had been made in the wood. He had gone for a stroll with her with the intention of finding an opportunity to ask her to be his wife; being conceivably quite aware of his intentions, she had given him one. It was the commencement of April. Spring promised to be early that year. The wood was carpeted with primroses. She had been picking them as they walked, and was arranging her nosegay as she talked.

“Of course, on the face of it, no one has a right to ask a girl such a question; she might be consumed by a secret passion which was not reciprocated, which she knew never would be, and yet which she was aware would render it impossible that she should ever listen to another; by another I mean, for instance, you.”

“Is yours a case of a secret passion?” She had dropped some of her primroses; he stooped to pick them up for her; a great bunch of them she had, almost as large as her two hands would hold.

“Thanks; no, I can’t say that mine is; yet all the same — I’ve a fellow-feeling for you.”

“That’s very good of you; but in what sense have you what you call a fellow-feeling, and to what extent does it go?”

“It goes all the way. There go some of these primroses again; they are such droppy things.”

“If you really mean what you say then I am a very happy man.”

“You may be or you mayn’t; happiness is often largely a question of temperament. For example, I ought to be a very unhappy girl, but I’m not; somehow unhappiness doesn’t seem to come easy to me.”

“You are very fortunate; what cause have you for unhappiness? I should have thought that there were few people who had less. Has it anything to do with the imagination?”

“There’s only one thing I want in this world, and it looks as if I were as little likely to get it as if it were the moon; you may call that imagination, but it’s a fact.”

“And what may that one thing be?”

“You were just now saying some pretty things about there being only one thing you wanted, and that was the girl you loved, meaning me. I am in the same delightfully romantic situation; there’s only one thing I want, and that’s the man I love.”

A slight change took place in his face, as if a cloud had obscured the sun. He looked at her in silence; it would have been hard to say which was the prettier — she or the flowers. It was seen when he spoke that the change had extended to his voice.

“So there is someone?”

“Oh dear, yes; there always has been, and there always will be.”

“Your uncle gave me to understand that the field was clear.”

“My uncle Geoffrey Hovenden is — I’m sorry to have to say it of a relation of mine — a Machiavellian old gentleman. No one is better acquainted with my piteous plight than he is; but because he wants you, and wants me to want you, he says nothing about it. Do you mean to say you don’t know who it is?”

“Do you suppose that if I had even guessed that there was another I should have said what I have done?”

“There’s no telling; his own brother knew all about it, but that didn’t stop him.”

“Who is the lucky man?”

“Lucky! Pray do let us keep clear of the language of exaggeration, but I doubt if there is a more unlucky creature on the face of God’s earth.”

“You pique my curiosity; standing with you as he does I can hardly conceive of him as unlucky. Do I know him?”

“You did, if you don’t now.”

“You speak in riddles, at which I was never any good.”

“Sydney Beaton.”

He seemed to start away from her. This time not only his face, but his whole bearing, the entire man, seemed to change.

“Miss Forster, are you in earnest?”

His tone, his manner seemed all at once to have grown cold; he could hardly have held his figure more stiffly erect.

“And pray why shouldn’t I be in earnest?”

“You place me in a difficult position; what answer am I to give to that?”

“I know very well what you mean. No one knows better than I do that Sydney is not all wisdom, but do you suppose a woman loves a man because he is wise? Go to!”

“I presume that there are qualities that a woman requires in a man.”

“What are they?”

“Surely she looks for at least some of the primitive virtues, say, common honesty, some sense of decency, and that kind of thing.”

“Well?” She paused as if for him to speak, but he was still. “Now how am I going to tie these flowers together? I ought to have brought a reel of cotton; as I haven’t, you’ll have to find me a nice long piece of grass. Yes, I think that will do. Now, I’ll hold the flowers if you’ll pass it round — so.”

While together they secured the primroses she went on. The exigencies of the situation required that they should be very close together; her nearness so affected him that he found it difficult to comment upon her words as frankly as he might otherwise have done, which was a fact of which she was possibly aware.

“I know very well all about his having been supposed to have cheated at cards; but I also know him much too well to believe for a single instant that he ever did it; he couldn’t, not Sydney Beaton.”

“Then — forgive my saying so — why did he run away?”

“Oh, I’ll forgive you anything; I want you to say just what is in your mind; that’s what I brought you here for. You brought me here to propose; and I brought you because I wanted you to tell me things which I could never find out from anybody else; you’ve done what you wanted, so now it’s my turn.”

“It’s beginning to occur to me that your uncle is not the only Machiavellian member of your family.”

“No? Perhaps not. I wish you’d pull that tighter — what big, strong fingers you have got! Most of my information has been derived from what I call tainted sources — from his brother, for instance. George Beaton wants me to believe that his brother is an unutterable creature. He has told me tales about him which have had quite a different effect to that which he intended; it sometimes is like that when a man tells a girl tales about another man. It seems to me that between you Sydney has been very badly used indeed. His brother’s behaviour has been inconceivably bad, and so I took the liberty to tell him. And I’m afraid you don’t come out with flying colours.”

“What have I done? I am not conscious of having even mentioned his name to you.”

“All those men against one; though I’ll do you the justice to admit that I think it’s quite possible that you are ashamed of yourself.”

“I’m afraid I don’t quite follow.” Again his bearing had stiffened.

“If you don’t take care, all these primroses will fall, and then where shall we be? That’s better — tied at last. Thank you, Major Reith. George Beaton told me all about the affair — how all you men set upon one, and actually — according to Sir George — threw him out of the room. I can’t think whatever men can be made of, that you should still be walking about with your heads in the air.”

“It’s a subject, Miss Forster, which I’m afraid I can hardly discuss with you; there are subjects which men do not discuss with women.”

“Is that so, Major Reith? And pray is that meant for a snub? That shows the kind of treatment which I might expect to receive if I consented to become your wife; because I’ll have you know that this is a subject that I mean a good many men to discuss with this woman, and, to begin with, you’re going to be one of them. What do you think I brought you into the wood for? Didn’t I tell you? Now you’re in the witness box; if you don’t answer all the questions which are put to you I’ll have you committed for contempt of court. Sydney Beaton is alleged to have cheated at cards; what is the exact act of which he is said to have been guilty?”

“He substituted one card for another.”

“Did you see him do it?”

“No, but he was seen by others. The original accusation was made by Anthony Dodwell — you know Dodwell?”

“I know of him, Major Reith, and, thank you, that is quite enough. Was Mr. Dodwell the only eyewitness?”

“Draycott saw him also. Do you know Draycott?”

“Mr. Noel Draycott? Oh, yes, I do know Mr. Noel Draycott. I daresay Mr. Noel Draycott means well; I wish to speak ill of no one, but I’ve heard him make some surprising statements, and I’m afraid I shouldn’t believe anything Mr. Noel Draycott said merely because he said it. Was he seen to do this thing by anyone else?”

“He was not actually seen.”

“What do you mean by that, Major Reith? Either he was, or he was not, seen; surely in such a juxtaposition the word ‘actually’ is out of place. Explain yourself; don’t convey to my mind the impression that you also are prejudiced.”

“I assure you that, so far as I am concerned, it is all the other way. I should be only too glad to believe him innocent, but — Miss Forster, it’s a tall order.”

“Tell me exactly why; has he ever been suspected of such practices before?”

“Never. God forbid! To some extent I am inclined to excuse him as it is; he had been drinking too much. I think that had as much to do with it as anything.”

“My dear Major Reith, that is not an excuse, but an aggravation. I have seen it written somewhere that when a man is drunk his real character is seen, because he is no longer able to hide it. If what you suggest is correct, then — Sydney Beaton must be past praying for. But it is incorrect. I am convinced that Sydney Beaton, drunk or sober, is a man of honour; else I could not love him as I do.”

“But what has become of him? Do you know?”

“I do not, but I’m going to find out; so now you see why I ought to be unhappy. All these months I’ve been wondering where he was — waiting, longing, hoping to hear. Every post I thought would bring me news; every time that there was a telegram my heart beat a little faster. I made inquiries in my own way, but I’ve found nothing. All I know is that one night his brother officers attacked him — about twelve men to one. I have the charity to suppose that they were in a condition in which they did not know what they were doing. Sydney was always apt to do things first and think afterwards. I don’t wonder that such treatment caused him to lose his head; I should have wondered if it hadn’t. I can understand why he hasn’t communicated with me; I know my Quixote. But now that all these months have gone, and there’s still no news, I’m getting anxious.”

“I don’t wonder. Has absolutely nothing been heard of him, by anyone, by his brother?”

“Sir George Beaton would be the last to hear, if Sydney could help it. You can be trusted to keep a secret?”

“Where you are concerned I certainly can.”

“I have been a bone of contention between those two brothers since ever. George, being the head of the family, is of opinion that he has the first claim on me; as I think otherwise, he shows what seems to me to be the most unfraternal eagerness to think the very worst of Sydney. And that seems to be the case with everyone. You all, when you come to look into the matter, seem to have discreditable reasons of your own for pretending to think ill of him.”

“Am I included among that ‘all’?”

“No, it happens that you’re not, and that’s why I’m talking to you now. I’m going to look for Sydney; I’m going to leave no stone unturned to find out where he is. I’m getting tired of waiting; and, while I’m looking, I’m going to find out the truth of what took place on that disgraceful night. You’re going to tell me all you know; I’m sure that will be the truth as far as it goes, but I’m afraid it won’t go far enough. I shall have to go to other sources to get at all I want, and that is what I am presently going to do.”

“How do you propose to set about it?”

“I have a friend — a very, very dear friend. You know Lady Cantyre?”

“Who doesn’t? Saving your presence, is there anyone better worth knowing?”

“Saving nothing, there isn’t; and she’s my very, very dear friend. She knows the pickle I’m in and she’s going to help me; this is between ourselves, mind. I want to get at Mr. Noel Draycott under circumstances in which he will find it hard to get away. She has asked him down to Avonham, and I shall be there to meet him; before we part I shall find out a great deal more about what Mr. Noel Draycott really did see, as well as about other things, than he in the least anticipates.”

“I can quite believe it; when a man like Draycott is concerned, I should imagine that you could turn him inside out like an old glove.”

“I don’t know about the old glove, but I do mean to do something like turn him inside out, and the process is going to begin next week. Sydney has been too long under a cloud which was none of his making; I am going to bring him out from under it into the sun. I am going to do it single-handed; and it’s because I am so sure that I shall do it that I cannot be unhappy. Major Reith, I talk like a braggart of doing it all single-handed; but all the same I am conscious that occasion may arrive when I shall require some assistance; if I do, will you give it?”

“I will give you, very gladly, all the assistance which, in such a position, a man may give to a woman.”

“Then — that’s all right. Thank you, Major Reith.”

In her left hand she had the bunch of primroses, which she held close to her face; her right she held out to him.


CHAPTER XII

“What Does it Mean?”

The night of the Easter Ball — the event of the year at Avonham.

The Countess of Cantyre, on her way to the scene of action, looked in on Miss Violet Forster. That young lady, apparently already fully equipped, seated in an arm-chair, was studying what seemed to be a small memorandum book. She looked up as the Countess entered. Her ladyship came well into the centre of the room, drew herself to her full height, which was less than she would have liked it to be, and slowly revolved in a complete circle, by way of exhibiting her plumes for the lady’s inspection. When she had made an end, she prompted the criticism which did not come.

“Well?”

“Excellent.”

“You think I shall do?”

“Margaret, you’re a dream of delight.”

“You really think so? You like the dress? I was afraid there was a little too much on the bodice.”

“There is nothing anywhere which could be altered in the slightest degree for the better; the gown and the wearer are perfectly matched: they are both lovely.”

Her ladyship dropped a curtsy.

“Thank you, that’s just what I wanted you to say. Now you stand up, and I’ll give you my candid opinion.”

“Very much obliged, but I’m not sure that I want it; I’m not the Countess of Cantyre. Who cares what I look like?”

“You little humbug! It’s only your conceit; it’s simply that you take it for granted that you always look your best, which couldn’t be improved.” Her ladyship was arranging the drapery of her skirt as she glanced in the mirror. “What have you got out of Noel Draycott?”

“Nothing, as yet. I haven’t tried; but I shall. I mean to drop a bomb at his feet at the moment he least expects it.”

“If it’s to be to-night, don’t let it go off with too loud a bang. I don’t know if I told you that the whole regiment has decided to come. They telegraphed this afternoon that they would all be able to get off, as I understand, to a man. You’ll have a chance of dropping a bombshell at the feet of every one of them.”

“I should like to. Every time I look at Mr. Noel Draycott I feel — I can’t tell you what I feel.”

“Any news of the absentee?”

“None; but I’m beginning to dream of him again.”

“You’d better be careful what you have for dinner; eat nothing for at least three hours before you go to bed.”

“Last night I dreamt that he was starving; and to save himself from starving he was doing something so awful that it woke me up, and I lay wide awake, trembling with terror.”

“You poor child! You may congratulate yourself that it was a dream. Are you coming? I must be off.”

“I’ll follow in a minute or two; don’t you wait for me.”

Left alone, the girl tried to resume her study of the small volume she was holding; but the effort seemed in vain. Her eyes refused to be fixed upon the page; they stared into vacancy at something which was not there. She rose; placing the little book in a leather case which stood upon the dressing-table, she pressed down the lid, which shut with a spring.

“It’s very odd, but I seem to feel that something is going to happen to-night; I wonder what it is?”

There was a tapping at the door; a maid came in. She advanced towards the girl with something held out in her hand.

“Excuse me, Miss Forster, but is this yours?”

It was a locket, attached to a slender gold chain. The girl looked round quickly; she made as if to open the box she had just now shut. Then she said:

“I don’t think it can be mine, but it resembles one I have; please let me look at it.”

She took the locket and examined it closely. As she did so her face changed, as if something had startled her. She looked at the maid, with in her eyes what might almost have been a look of fear. Then, turning her back, as if to hide the agitation which she could not help but feel, she touched a spring; the locket came open. At the sight of what was within she broke into a sudden exclamation; she swung right round again. There was no doubt that something had startled her now; the blood had come into her cheeks, her eyes were wide open, she trembled.

“Where did you get this?” she cried.

“If you please, miss, I found it on the floor outside your room. I was coming along and I saw it lying there, and it was so close to your door that I thought you might have dropped it.”

“When was this? When did you see it there?”

“A moment ago, miss; as soon as I had picked it up, I knocked at your door.”

“But it’s inconceivable, incredible! It certainly wasn’t there just now when Lady Cantyre went out.”

“That I can’t say, miss; I didn’t see her ladyship.”

“But if it had been there she would have seen it.” The girl moved a step closer. “Who are you?”

The maid seemed as if she did not know what to make of Miss Forster’s manner, which was peculiar; so peculiar that it might almost have been described as threatening.

“Me, miss? I’m Simmons.”

Miss Forster was silent, not, it would seem, because she had nothing to say, but because she had so much that she didn’t know how to say it. All at once she moved towards the door of the room.

“Come here; now show me, please, exactly where you found this locket, the very spot.”

Opening the door, she allowed the maid to precede her into the passage. As if, as was only natural, disconcerted by the young lady’s manner, the maid did what was required. She pointed to the floor.

“I can’t, of course, miss, say which was the exact spot — nobody could; but I should say, as near as possible, it was just there.”

“Then Lady Cantyre must have seen it as she went out; if she had she would have brought it to me; she would have done something.”

“As to that, miss, I cannot speak.”

“You say that your name is Simmons?”

“Yes, miss, Jane Simmons.”

“Have you been here long?”

“No, miss; I’m one of the new servants who came in just before Easter when the family returned from town.”

“What made you think that the locket had anything to do with me?”

“I didn’t, miss. I didn’t think anything at all about it; there was the locket and there was your door. I thought that someone who was the other side of the door might have something to do with the locket. I didn’t know that you were in your room, miss; I thought that you might have dropped it going out.”

“There’s something about this that I don’t understand; but, for the present, that will do. I may have some questions to put to you later, Jane Simmons. You can go; when I’ve spoken to Lady Cantyre, you will probably hear from me again.”

Violet Forster, back in her room, stared at the locket as if it were some strange, terrible mystery; which to her, in a sense, it was.

“My locket; the one I gave him; the double of the one he gave me.”

Unlocking the leather case which stood upon the dressing-table — from what was perhaps intended to be a secret receptacle at the bottom, she took a locket which was attached to a slender gold chain, comparing it with the one the maid had brought.

“It’s my locket — there are my initials — my portrait inside; they are a pair — only I’m in one and he’s in the other. He told me that mine should never leave him; that if it wasn’t about his neck, it would always be somewhere about his person; how came it to be there, where that woman said it was? Is this the something which I felt was going to happen? What does it mean? Is it a message? From whom? — from him? I feel — I feel — Sydney, where are you?”

She swung suddenly round, gazing round the brightly lighted room with startled, staring eyes, as if she did not know for what she was looking. Then she caught sight of something which was lying on the floor almost at her feet.

“What’s that?” She picked it up. “Where did that come from? Surely it was not there just now; what — what does it all mean?”

It was an envelope which she had picked up from the carpet; she was holding it gingerly between her finger and thumb as if it were some dangerous thing.

“What’s written on it? ‘Sydney Beaton’s card’ — what! There’s something inside it.” Tearing it open, she took out what it contained. “It’s a playing-card, the ace of clubs. What does it mean?”


CHAPTER XIII

The Alcove

The ball was a great success, it was generally admitted. Miss Forster could have danced each number on the programme with half a dozen different partners if she had chosen. She danced with Mr. Noel Draycott; when it came to sitting out, he found her manner a little disconcerting. He was of the fatuous type of young man, a better dancer than conversationalist. He had a sort of cut-and-dried routine on such occasions, saying the same things, as much as possible, to each of his partners in turn. New ideas would not come to him quickly, especially when he was talking to women; if they would not keep to the subject which he felt was appropriate to the occasion, he preferred not to talk at all.

Miss Forster treated him in that respect quite badly. When he tried to make one of his orthodox remarks, which were meant to be compliments, she ignored him utterly. She not only said things which worried him — to him it always was a labour to find an answer to a remark that was unexpected — she asked him questions which puzzled him still more, questions which he felt that she had no right to ask; particularly of a man in the middle of a dance.

When he had quitted her, before seeking his next partner, he unburdened himself to his friend, Anthony Dodwell.

“She’s a top-hole dancer, Miss Forster, and as pretty as paint, but when it comes to asking a man if he likes liars I draw the line.”

“Did she ask you if you liked liars?”

“She asked me much worse things than that. She was just asking me, when I hooked it, what I thought was the most shameful way in which a man could treat a friend. If I hadn’t hooked it, I don’t know what she wouldn’t have asked me next; she’s taken the stiffening out of my collar, talking to a man like that, between a two-step and a waltz.”

When his friend had left him, Dodwell advanced to the lady of whom they had been speaking.

“May I have the pleasure of a dance, Miss Forster?”

She had her hand on the arm of the partner who was about to bear her off; looking Captain Dodwell up and down in a fashion which, to say the least, was marked, she said, in a tone of voice which was clearly audible to those around:

“In any case, Captain Dodwell, you would have been too late.” She looked him straight in the face, then she turned to her partner. “Will you please take me away?”

It was not strange that, as the pair moved off, Anthony Dodwell did not look happy; if she had flicked a whip in his face her intention could hardly have been plainer. He was conscious that while there were smiles on some of the faces about him, and while some observed him with curious eyes, there were others who kept their eyes carefully averted. On the whole, he carried the thing off uncommonly well. He strolled away, and presently was dancing with a lady whose charms were not so obvious as they possibly once had been. While he danced he was saying things to himself which would have surprised his partner if she could have heard them.

“What the devil did the little cat mean by that? What have I ever done to her? I swear I’ve done nothing. I expect that the tale is being told all round the room at this moment; people will be taking it for granted that I’ve behaved to her like — God alone knows what. I’ll have an explanation from her before the night’s out — and an apology. I should like to force her down upon her knees before everybody who heard her, the little — —”

He left the sentence unfinished, even though he was only speaking to himself; as if he could not find words which would give adequate expression to his feelings. His partner asked him a question, he answered it; but even while he was speaking, as he steered her round the room, he was thinking of Violet Forster.

A little later Miss Forster was dancing with another of his brother officers, Mr. John Tickell, better known as Jackie. Mr. Tickell was not only still a subaltern, he was a junior subaltern; it was his habit to mention the fact, with an air of grievance, to persons of the feminine sex, after a very brief acquaintance, if they showed signs of being sympathetic. As he was quite a nice boy, and not bad-looking, as he would himself have expressed it, when he “struck” a girl, nine times out of ten, he found her as sympathetic as he could possibly have desired. He had made Miss Forster’s acquaintance for the first time that night; had booked a dance with her with the brightest hopes, which were destined to be blighted. There was no mistake about her dancing, their steps went perfectly together; it was in other directions that disappointment came. He led her, when the music ceased, to a spot on which he had had his mind’s eye all along. In the passage outside the ballroom there was an alcove, quite a small one; it was screened by a palm in a wooden tub, a sensible-sized palm, with plenty of leaves, which really did do service as a screen. Behind this palm there were chairs, two chairs; no more. Any two persons who sat on them would be in the midst of the crowd; there was a perpetual procession up and down the corridor; and yet as much alone as the most sensitive young man who was in need of sympathy could possibly desire. Mr. Tickell made straight for that alcove, rather hurrying the lady.

“I know a first-rate place for sitting out, if only someone isn’t there before us.”

No one was; they placed themselves in the two chairs. Mr. Tickell gave a little sigh of satisfaction; the young woman beside him was distinctly a find — as he would himself have phrased it, “a ripping dancer, awfully well turned out, and a dazzler to look at.” He had no doubt that he was in for an extremely good time, and therein showed that the prophetic eye was certainly not his, because he had been there only a very few minutes before he began very ardently to wish that that alcove had been occupied by a dozen, or even twenty, people, instead of being left invitingly open for him.

“Are you fond of dancing?”

He also had his methods of commencing such conversations; this was one of his stereotyped openings; he liked to lead up to the sympathetic point by routes with which he was acquainted.

“Don’t I dance as if I were — is that what you mean?”

This was not at all the sort of answer he had expected; from his point of view, it was not playing the game. While he was still floundering about for a suitable answer, she put a question to him on her own account.

“What are you fond of?”

He would have liked to say that he was fond of her. He had had partners to whom he would have said it without the slightest hesitation; but somehow he felt that this was a partner with whom the remark might not have the success it deserved; and before he spoke she again went on.

“Are you fond of gambling?”

“Gambling?” He stared at her with startled eyes, it seemed to him to be such a singular question to have hurled at him.

“I mean, for instance, are you fond of poker?” Again she went on before he could speak, taking an answer for granted in a fashion which he found a trifle disconcerting. “But, of course, I know you are; I have heard of some of your performances at poker.”

He really did not like her tone at all; there was something in it which made him conscious of a vague discomfort. What could the girl be driving at?

“Particularly I’ve heard of one.”

She said it while she was glancing at him over the top of her fan, which she was opening and shutting.

“Which one?”

“Weren’t you playing some months ago when one of your brother officers was accused of cheating?”

Small wonder if his eyes seemed to grow rounder, the bad taste of such a remark! To say nothing of its unexpectedness.

“Really, I don’t know to what you refer.”

“Oh yes, you do. You know perfectly well; if you don’t, I’ll explain.”

“Thank you very much, but if you don’t mind, I’ll take you back to the ballroom; there’s someone whom I’ve just thought I ought to be behaving nicely to.”

“You’ll behave as nicely as you can to me before you try your practised hand on anybody else. You’ve presence of mind, Mr. Tickell, but it won’t do. You sit still until I let you go.”

Except by violence, he could hardly have got away; he saw now why she had expressly directed him to take the farther chair. He could scarcely get out of the alcove without passing her; he did not see how he could do it if she did not choose to let him.

“At the game of poker to which I wish to call your attention, right at the close, you were betting against Mr. Sydney Beaton.”

“If you don’t mind, I’d much rather not talk about it; I don’t know how you came to know anything about it, but you’ll understand that it’s rather a painful subject to me. What do you think of the floor — first-rate, isn’t it?”

If he hoped to get her to confine her conversation to what he regarded as proper topics, his hope was doomed to disappointment, as she at once made plain.

“There was a good bit of money in the pool, at the point on which I wish to refresh your memory — over a thousand pounds, I’ve been given to understand, at the moment when Mr. Beaton covered your raise — you had a straight, king high; Mr. Beaton had a full, three aces and a pair of knaves, a much better hand than yours, and yet, I’m told, you claimed the pool.”

“Then you’ve been misinformed. Excuse me, Miss Forster, I don’t know what all this has to do with you.”

“It has a very great deal to do with me. You claimed the pool — —”

“I did not claim the pool; really, Miss Forster, I don’t think this is the sort of thing to talk about at a dance.”

“You took the pool, you conveyed its contents to your pockets.”

“It was adjudged to be mine. But with all possible apologies, Miss Forster, I must decline to discuss the subject with you, especially at such a moment as this. May I take you back to the ballroom?”

He stood up, his face a little flushed; if he thought that she would be overawed by his air of determination, he was mistaken. She also stood up, in such a way that without an actual tussle it would have been impossible for him to escape — that well-screened alcove had its drawbacks.

“You will not leave me, Mr. Tickell, till you have given me certain explanations which I am about to require from you. Sit down.”

Nothing could have been more dictatorial than her manner, or more uncalled for; his visage sufficiently expressed the amazement he felt.

“Miss Forster!”

“You have done me a very serious injury, Mr. Tickell, a wrong which no man with any pretensions to decency would do any woman; if you decline to sit down, if you try to leave this place, there’ll be a scandal, because I shall follow you into the ballroom, and wring an explanation from you there. I am not friendless; I will take care that you don’t leave this house till I have it.”

The young gentleman sat down, with every appearance of the most extreme discomfiture. His words came from stammering lips.

“I — I — I never heard such a thing in my life; I — I’ve done you a wrong? Why, Miss Forster, I never met you before. Of course, I’ve heard of you, everybody has; as — as to doing you a wrong, I’d no more think of doing you a wrong than — than —— Whatever makes you think I have?”

She resumed her seat beside him with an air that was much more commanding than he had ever seen worn by his colonel.

“Be so good as to answer the question which I put to you just now, Mr. Tickell: why did you convey to your own pockets the contents of the pool which properly belonged to Mr. Beaton, since he had won it?”

“I do not know why you are talking to me like this, Miss Forster — I give you my word I don’t — but if you know so much you must know the chaps said he cheated.”

“What chaps?”

“All the chaps.”

“Do you mean to tell me, Mr. Tickell, on your honour, that all the men who were present in the room accused Mr. Beaton of cheating?”

“That’s what it amounts to, but, of course, it began with Dodwell.”

“I am perfectly aware that Captain Dodwell made a certain statement for which Mr. Beaton was only kept from knocking him down by the rest of you — brave men! What I want to know is if you were all in the conspiracy. Did you yourself see, with your own eyes, Mr. Beaton cheat?”

“I can’t say that I did.”

“You were watching him the whole time?”

“I suppose I was.”

“Did you see anything in the least suspicious about anything he did?”

“I’m bound to say I didn’t, at least, not to notice it.”

“Had you any suspicions of him?”

“Not the faintest shadow of one, we were chums; I would as soon have suspected myself.”

“So, except for what Captain Dodwell said, which was, after a fashion, corroborated by Mr. Noel Draycott, you had no reason to suppose that Mr. Beaton had been guilty of the slightest irregularity?”

“I suppose I hadn’t, if you look at it like that.”

“You would unhesitatingly have handed the pool to Mr. Beaton, without even the slightest feeling of having been ill-used?”

“Of course I would; he had won it; his hand was better than mine.”

“He denied having done what Captain Dodwell stated?”

“Rather; as you said, he wanted to knock him down; he was as mad as a hatter.”

“Would you have behaved with perfect calmness in the face of Captain Dodwell’s hideous accusation?”

“I don’t expect I should, especially as we were all of us pretty warm to begin with.”

“Would you want to knock a man down who said that kind of thing of you?”

“You bet, I should want to kill him.”

“Because Mr. Beaton felt exactly as you would have done, his brother officers, chivalrous creatures, threw him out of the room — you assisted them?”

“Upon my word, I hardly know what I did do, it was a regular rough-and-tumble; Beaton fought like ten wild cats. I daresay I did bear a hand.”

“Oh, you dare say? I congratulate you, Mr. Tickell, on the courageous assistance you lent your brother officers; was it twelve or twenty against one? They could scarcely have done without you. Cowards! And having assisted your friends in getting rid of the rightful claimant, you had no scruple in placing Mr. Beaton’s money in your pocket, and, I presume, paying with it some of the more pressing debts which I understand you owed?”

The young gentleman winced, the lady’s thrust had gone home.

“That’s all I want from you, Mr. Tickell; I am obliged to you for the confession you have made. I advise you to consider your position, and to ask yourself, when you are dancing with your next partner, if a person who has behaved as you have done is entitled to show his face in such a house as this. Mr. Beaton cheated no one; he is incapable of such conduct as yours; you cheated him, having first joined yourself with some twelve or twenty of your friends to get him out of the way. Think over what I have said to you, Mr. Tickell, instead of whispering soft nothings to your partners, and remember that I shall be watching. Now you may go.”


CHAPTER XIV

“Who is Simmons?”

Miss Forster was strolling by herself along the corridor; she had declined to permit Mr. Tickell to accompany her, and the youth had seemed glad enough to get away. She examined her programme; she had it in her mind to cut the next dance, not from one of the reasons which usually prompt that nefarious course of action, but because she had a strong feeling that for a few minutes she would like to be alone. She passed into the conservatory through a door which was at the end of the corridor. The music for the next dance had already commenced; the sitters-out, to whom the conservatory is a haven much to be desired, had gone. She moved to a couch which was flanked on either side by towering ferns. She had just sat down and was congratulating herself upon the prospect of remaining, for at least a brief period, undisturbed, when a voice addressed her.

“I am fortunate, Miss Forster, in finding you alone.”

The speaker was Captain Anthony Dodwell. She said nothing, but, rising, made as if to go away. He treated her as she had just treated Mr. Tickell; he interposed himself so as to render it difficult for her to pass.

“Pardon me, Miss Forster, but, as you are aware, there is an explanation which you owe me, and which you will be so good as to let me have before you go.”

“Stand aside, sir.”

“A short time ago you more than suggested that I was not the kind of person with whom you cared to dance — with whom, indeed, any decent woman would care to dance. You did this publicly, in such a way that your treatment of me is, at this moment, a common topic of conversation in the ballroom. What explanation have you to give?”

“None; you are not the kind of person with whom any decent woman would care to dance, or talk. Are you going to stand on one side, or am I to call for assistance?”

“What grounds have you for what you just now said — what have I ever done to you that you should say it?”

“Captain Dodwell — it seems incredible, but I believe you still do hold that rank in the King’s service — you are a liar, a coward, and, I believe, a thief. That you are not, in any sense, an honest man, is certain; to what extent your dishonesty goes, you know better than I do, though I hope to make the thing quite clear before very long. Do you really imagine that an explanation is required as to why a decent woman is unwilling to dance, to talk, or to be associated in any way whatever, with a person of that kind?”

“You are taking advantage of your being a woman, Miss Forster; can you give me the name of any man who will be willing to be associated with you in what you just now said?”

“On an infamous occasion, Captain Dodwell, you found one man, Mr. Noel Draycott, who, for reasons of his own, was so base as to be willing to be associated with a foul lie which you uttered; but before very long I confidently hope that every man who was then present will be associated with me against you. Will you let me pass, or would you prefer that I should repeat what I have just now said in the presence of the dancers who are now leaving the ballroom?”

He let her pass. The music had ceased, couples were streaming in; among the first was Lady Cantyre on the arm of her attendant cavalier. At sight of the girl she started.

“Haven’t you been dancing?” She glanced towards Dodwell, whose attitude scarcely suggested riotous enjoyment. As her eye caught Violet’s she seemed to have a glimmer of understanding. She turned to her partner. “That was a perfect dance she’s missed, wasn’t it?” Then, to Violet, “And, by the way, I think I heard a certain gentleman inquiring for you — with an air!”

Miss Forster danced through the rest of the programme — no other of her partners had occasion to complain of her in any way whatever. Her demeanour could not have been more orthodox; she behaved just as a young woman ought to who is having a first-rate time at a delightful ball. During the dances and in that more critical period between them, she was all that her partners could possibly have desired; lucky men! No one, to look at her, or to listen to her, would have guessed that anything had happened to crumple a single rose leaf, to mar in the least degree her night’s enjoyment.

Only when dancing with one partner was a word said which was not, perhaps, altogether in keeping with the spirit of the hour. The partner was Major Reith, and, in the beginning, the words came from him. That scene in the woods, far from weakening, had rather strengthened their friendship. He was years older than she; what had passed between them on that occasion seemed to have produced in him the attitude, say, of an uncle, who was on the best terms with his niece. He said the word, after the dance was over, when they had settled themselves on chairs which were in full view of the whole assembly; there was evidently no thought of the privacy of the alcove for them.

“What’s this I hear you’ve been saying to Anthony Dodwell and to Jackie Tickell?”

“How can I tell what you hear behind my back?”

“Exactly; how can you? And you can’t guess either?”

“Did I ever pretend to be any good at guessing?”

“It seems that you said something to Dodwell, when he asked you for a dance, which has set people’s tongues wagging; you alone know what you said to Jackie, but he’s going about with a face as black as his shoes.”

“My dear Major Reith, I understand that you are sleeping here to-night. If you ask me in the morning for information, I will give you all I can; but, while I may remark that I have said to both the persons you name only a little of what I propose to say, I would rather not tell you what I have said now. This is a ball; I want that to be the only fact in my mind for the remainder of the night.”

“One more question and it shall. Have you heard anything of Beaton?”

“I haven’t; but I may have. Something has happened that I don’t understand, which puzzles me; but ask me about that also in the morning. As Mr. Tickell said when he wished to change the conversation, isn’t it a capital floor?”

The major took the hint, which was more than she had done. The rest of the conversation was more in harmony with the moment; that is, they talked of nothing in which either took the slightest real interest.

The ball had come to the end to which all balls come at last, and Miss Forster, having retired to her room, had gone through, with her maid’s assistance, the preliminary stages of unrobing, when, Lady Cantyre entering, she informed the maid that her services would no longer be required — and the friends were left alone. The countess, who was attired in a mysterious garment of sky-blue silk, which became her, if the thing were possible, even more than the dress which she had worn at the ball, had placed herself in an arm-chair, and was toasting her toes at the fire.

“Violet, I’m told that you’ve been going it.”

“Haven’t we all been going it?”

“Yes, but not quite, I hope, on the same lines as you. You practically, it seems, treated Captain Dodwell to a whipping in the middle of the ballroom. That is not exactly the sort of treatment that one expects one guest to mete out to another.”

“Margaret, I am more than ever convinced that Sydney Beaton has been the victim of a conspiracy. Something which was on Captain Dodwell’s face during the brief interview I had with him, which he forced on me, made me absolutely certain that, for some purpose of his own, which I intend to get at the bottom of very soon, he was guilty of a deliberate falsehood on that horrible night; that he’s a liar and a coward, as I had the pleasure of telling him.”

“Oh, you did. No wonder that I had a feeling that he looked as if he had not altogether enjoyed the night. That was not a pretty thing for you to say. Vi, take care; be very sure of what you do. Things, from your point of view, are pretty bad already, you don’t want to make them worse.”

“I’m not going to make them worse — I couldn’t. Margaret, something has happened to Sydney — something dreadful; something which I don’t understand. Look at this. Do you know anything about it?”

She handed the countess something which she had taken out of the leather case upon the table.

“Isn’t it your locket, the one he gave you, with his picture? Why do you ask if I know anything about it?”

“It’s the one I gave him. You remember that you came to see me before you went downstairs; when you went out, did you see anything lying on the floor just outside my room?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Why?”

“Did you see that locket?”

“I certainly didn’t; why am I being cross-examined?”

“Do you know anything about a maid in your employ named Simmons?”

“I don’t; is there such an one?”

“Almost directly after you had gone a maid, who said that her name was Simmons, came into the room with that locket in her hand, and said that she’d picked it up off the floor just outside my room. Margaret, how could that locket have got there?”

“I don’t believe it was there when I went out; I remember, quite well, looking up and down to see who was about. I could hardly have helped seeing it if it was there. But what’s the mystery?”

“When we became engaged, we gave each other a locket; here’s the one he gave me, that’s the one I gave him; he said that it should never leave him. The last time I saw him — you know, I told you all about it — I showed him my locket, where it was; he put his finger inside his collar, he hooked up that chain, and on it was that locket; he declared it had never left him since he had had it, and that it never should. I am quite sure that he took it away with him that night; how came it to be on the floor outside my door?”

“It does seem odd.”

“I should say it’s as certain as anything could be, that that locket has been with him all the time he’s been away. As you know, I’ve had no communication with him of any sort or kind, in spite of all my efforts; I’ve not had the faintest clue to his whereabouts. Isn’t it an extraordinary thing that that locket — from which he was inseparable — should be picked up on the floor just outside my room by a complete stranger, especially as it couldn’t have been there before she came on the scene, or you’d have noticed it?”

“Simmons? I don’t remember the name; and I rather pride myself on the fact that I do know the names of all the maids. Perhaps she came with one of the other women.”

“No, she told me that she had been here only a few days, and that she came with some other new servants last week from town. Margaret, I’ve a feeling that that woman brought the locket with her; that she’d never found it as she pretended, that she knows more about it than she chose to say — the feeling was strong on me as she stood there with her smiling face. This locket came into her possession in some queer way. I saw it on her face, although she kept on smiling. If I hadn’t been going down to the dance, I’d have had it out of her.”

“Had what out of her?”

“The truth! If you only knew how I feel that everything — everyone — is against us; against me, and against Sydney; if you only knew what I’ve had to bear at home, from uncle, and other ways — from myself. Sydney is in some desperate plight; I’m as convinced of it as if he himself had told me. If I could only get at him to help him! But I can’t! I can’t! I don’t know where he is! And now that woman brings me his locket, from which I’m perfectly certain he would not allow himself to be parted unless he were at his last gasp — unless something worse than death stared him in the face. I do believe he’d stick to it — yes, Margaret, I mean it. I know Sydney, as no one else does, as no one else can; he has his faults — no one need tell me that, but I know he loves me, and that, having said what he did say about that locket, he’d stand to his word while the breath was in his body, unless — mind! — unless some awful thing has befallen him, and that’s what I’m afraid of. You may laugh, but there’s something here” — the girl pressed her hands to her side— “which tells me — if you only knew how afraid I am — oh, Margaret, if you only knew!”

The girl sank on to her knees at the countess’s side, she hid her face on her ladyship’s silken lap — and she cried.


CHAPTER XV

‘Twixt the Dark and Daylight

The night had gone, the morning was well advanced, the day would soon break, the countess had long since gone, and still Miss Forster had not gone to bed. There was something which kept her from placing herself between the sheets; and now that at last she was beginning to have thoughts in that direction, something occurred which banished sleep still farther from her eyes.

She was just about to remove her dressing-gown, and really make herself ready for bed, when the silence of the night was broken by a sound.

“What was that? Wasn’t it in my passage?”

She stood in an attitude of listening.

“There it is again. Isn’t it just outside my door? I wonder if there’s anyone there at this hour of the morning? I believe there is.”

Altering her intention, she suffered her dressing-gown to remain where it was. Rapidly crossing the room, she stood close up to the door and listened.

“There is someone. Who can it be, at this hour of the morning? Whoever it is, is running away.”

She suddenly opened the door and looked out. There was no one there. She went into the passage. Although the lights were out, she was still able to make out dimly that a figure, but whether of a man or a woman she could not be sure, was moving rapidly along the passage, to vanish round the corner.

“I wonder who that was?”

She hesitated, returned into her room, and shut the door.

“It might have been anyone. It certainly might not be any business of mine; people can move about the house at any hour they please without consulting me. What was that? It sounded as if someone was calling. There it is again. And there is someone running past my door again. I’m going to see what this means.”

Reopening the door, she returned into the passage.

“There’s someone running down the stairs as if in a very great hurry. What’s that? That’s a queer noise. Someone calling again; someone calling for help. There’s something queer going on downstairs. Someone is quarrelling. I’m going to find out what it is. I don’t care if it is no business of mine; people shouldn’t make a noise like that at this time of night. It’s everybody’s business when they do.”

She went a few steps down the darkened passage. When she got out of range of the electric light shining through her open door, it was not easy to find her way; she had to touch the wall with her outstretched fingers and feel it.

“I ought to have brought some matches, or something; the place is as dark as pitch. Shall I go back and fetch them? Whatever was that? There’s a light downstairs; someone is still up. That’s a man’s voice. I seem to know it. Whose can it be? I know it quite well. And that’s another man’s voice. They’re quarrelling. I believe they’re fighting. What are they doing? They’re making noise enough. Surely, I’m not the only person in the place who hears them — a noise like that; it sounds as if they were fighting like two mad dogs.”

She had reached what she realised to be the head of the great staircase. A faint light streamed in through the stained-glass window. She hesitated; she might have been frightened by the noise that was going on below. A strange sound was coming through the darkness, as if furniture was being upset in all directions by persons who were chasing each other round the room; then — surely they were blows. Then a voice exclaimed, in a tone which suggested that the speaker, stricken with sudden, dreadful fear, was fighting for his life. The words which, in his agony, he uttered were destined to keep ringing in her ears:

“Beaton! My God!”

The sound of a blow, heavier than any of the others; the noise of a heavy body falling to the ground, and bringing articles of furniture down crashing with it. Silence, except for the light footsteps of the girl who was flying down the staircase as if for life. Beaton! — that was what he had said. Someone had called upon her lover’s name in that terrible voice. What did it mean? She was rushing down to see. As she neared the bottom she caught her heel in her dressing-gown; striving to disentangle it in her haste, in the darkness she missed her footing, stumbled, went bungling to the foot of the staircase. Luckily, she had only a short distance to fall, but it was far enough; the thing was so unlooked for. She had fallen clumsily, heavily; the shock had nearly stunned her. For some moments she lay in doubt as to what really had befallen her; then, rising, not without difficulty, to her feet, she found that she was trembling, that her whole frame seemed to ache, that her right ankle pained her so that she could scarcely stand on it.

But it was no time to consider her bruises, what had happened to her; there was something else for her to do. She listened, but all was still; there was no sound of voices, of struggling, of falling furniture, or blows — no sound of anything. The silence, after what she had heard, in itself was ominous. Something terrible had happened.

She went limping across the hall, wincing each time her right foot touched the ground. All sorts of unseen things were in her way. The hall was used as a sitting-room; the household had its tea there. It was crowded with all kinds of impedimenta; it was not easy, by mere instinct, to find her way among them. She did not know until she had come in sometimes painful contact with them that the things were there. Presently she tripped, with her bad foot, over what doubtless was a footstool; she would have gone headlong to the ground had not an arm-chair saved her. It was an arm-chair; she was in doubt as to what it was at first, but when she perched herself upon its friendly arm she knew. She had been unable to keep back a cry of pain; the jerk to her twisted ankle had sent a shock all over her, as if red-hot needles were being driven into her limbs.

How it hurt her as she sat there; it really was excruciating agony. The foot was dangling in the air. How much worse it would be when, putting it back upon the ground, she would have to use it to stand and walk upon. She essayed a little experiment: putting it gingerly down, resting her weight upon it as lightly as she could. She flattered herself on her capacity to bear pain, but that was too much even for her. A sound, which was half wail, half sob, came from between her lips.

She had a feeling as, back again upon the arm of the chair, with an effort she held her breath, that someone had heard the cry which came from her lips. She peered about her; it was impossible to make things out, to see what was there and what wasn’t. She might have been surrounded by a dozen people without her eyes even hinting that a soul was there. There was something which did her better service than her eyes — perhaps it was her ears — some subtle sense which she would have been unable to define. She felt sure that she had been overheard by — she did not know by whom or by what — by someone, something. It might have been a man, or a woman, or an animal — a dog. It could scarcely have been the latter; it is not the canine habit to preserve such silence when the sense of hearing is assailed. It was something human. She was not alone; someone else was with her in the hall.

She adopted the simplest way of finding out. She asked:

“Who’s there?”

No answer. She had a feeling that her question had put the unseen person on his — or her — guard; that someone had withdrawn farther from her, and was awaiting a chance to effect a safe retreat. She was persuaded that there had been a just audible movement, that someone had been quite close to her, and had drawn away. While she waited, with straining ears and bated breath, uncertain whether to speak again or what to do — her foot was causing her such pain that walking was beyond her strength — there came what was undoubtedly a sound of an unmistakable kind. Someone had come hastening into the hall from the direction of the suite of rooms which was on the other side, someone who was pressed for time. Although he moved with a curious noiselessness, as if his feet had been shod with velvet, she felt sure that it was a man. She doubted if he was able to see any better than she could; the fashion of his progress suggested it. He seemed to be making for the side of the hall on which she was, and to be following her example by coming into contact with most of the objects which he met upon his way. She heard him mutter something beneath his breath which might have been an oath. She was sure it was a man. Plainly he was as blind as a bat; he was floundering closer and closer; he was nearly on her, came into actual contact with the chair on which she was perched. That was too much. She had to speak.

“Who are you? Take care — oh!”

This last was a cry of pain wrung from her much against her will. The chair on which she was resting had received a sudden push; she was precipitated forward, on to the bad foot. The result was anguish; her feelings escaped her in spite of herself. Whoever had done it was evidently as much taken by surprise as she was. There was a muttered, distinctly masculine ejaculation. Then, as she continued to wail — there can be few things more painful than a twisted ankle, and the pain of that was really unendurable — all at once a light was shining in her face. Her unintentional assailant was carrying a dark lantern; turning the shutter, he flashed it on her. For a second or two the effect it had on her was to make her blinder still; then the hand of the person who was holding it swerved, a pencil of light passed across his face so that she caught a glimpse of it — only one glimpse, but that was enough.

“Sydney!” she cried. “My darling! Thank God, it’s you.”

In the first wild rapture of the recognition she forgot everything — her foot, the singularity of the fact that her lover should be there at all; all she thought of was to reach him. Even while she was speaking she moved quickly towards him. That same instant the light was darkened, her foot gave way beneath her. As she sank to the floor she was conscious that the bearer of the lantern, instead of sharing her rapture, of coming to her assistance, of rushing to take her in his arms, was retreating with so much expedition that things were being overturned in all directions in his haste to get away. She had been aware that, as he started back instead of forward, something had fallen from his hand on to the seat of the chair on whose arm she had been resting. He had not stopped to retrieve it, whatever it was. Her hand came into contact with it as she tried to raise herself. It was a leather bag of some sort, so much she learnt from the sense of touch. She found the handle, tried to lift it; it was oddly heavy.

As she was still trying to lift it she became conscious that someone else was coming down the stairs. Her heart was heavy as lead within her. She was filled with a great fear; the presence of that bag had frightened her more than anything else. A cushion was on the ground beside her; she picked it up, using it to cover the bag to the best of her ability so that its presence on the chair need not be at once detected.

The person who had descended the stairs had paused at the bottom. A match was struck. If she had only brought a box of matches with her, how much might have been avoided! The holder of the match moved forward towards an electric switch; immediately a light was shining down at her. A voice addressed her:

“Miss Forster! What on earth are you doing here?”

She looked up at the kindly, friendly face which was bending over her.

“Major Reith!”

Then something came to her. All at once the world was whirling round; for the first time in her life she had fainted.


CHAPTER XVI

The Lacquered Club

There was a sort of self-consciousness in her brain, even though she swooned; something which told her that this was the moment in all her life in which it was most necessary that she should keep her wits about her — and here she was losing them. They were willing to slip still farther away; with comfort she could have remained, to all intents and purposes, unconscious for quite a considerable length of time; but she would not. So it came about that her faintness endured but for a moment.

Major Reith’s ideas as to what to do with a young lady who had fainted were vague. His impulse was to return upstairs and alarm the household; but before he could put his impulse into practice the lady relieved him of his difficulties by sitting up and returning to life.

“Oh, Major Reith, I’ve hurt my foot.”

He thought that he had never seen her looking prettier. He probably never had; that dressing-gown became her.

“I’m very sorry.” His tone was gravity itself. “Is it very bad? Let me help you to get up.”

He helped her; would have placed her on the chair on which was the cushion and, underneath, the bag, but she managed to make him understand that she preferred another. He was all sympathy.

“Can I do anything for it, or would you rather that I let the people know?”

“Thank you, I would rather that you didn’t. It is painful for the moment, but I shall manage; it’s the first twinge. Did you hear a strange noise upstairs?”

“I did, and wondered what it was; it was that which brought me down.”

It was on the tip of his tongue to ask what had brought her down, but he refrained. Where she was concerned he was a man of quick perception. He was already conscious that there was something in the situation which he did not understand, which, possibly, she would rather that he did not understand.

“What did you hear?”

“I thought I heard someone in the hall just now, but I suppose it was you.”

“I expect it was. I heard something, and I came down to see what it was, tripped on the stairs, and I’ve been behaving like a goose ever since.”

“As I came round the corner from my room I saw a light flashing down in the hall. Was that you?”

“A light? What light?” She went on without giving him a chance to answer the questions she asked: “Did you hear a sound as if someone was quarrelling?”

“That’s what roused me. First of all, I heard someone running up and down my passage — —”

“So did I.”

“I looked out to see what was up, thinking that someone might be ill; then I heard a din as if a free fight was taking place downstairs.”

“Did you hear anyone call out?”

“I heard voices.”

“More than one?”

“I should certainly say that there was more than one. I couldn’t hear what they said, but it seemed to me that two men were slanging each other at the top of their voices for all they were worth. Then I heard something which brought me down.”

“What was it? I don’t know; it’s no good your looking at me as if you thought I did. I’ve been able to get no farther than where you see me now. Like you, I heard what seemed to me to be two men quarrelling, so I came down hoping to prevent mischief being done.”

“It was very plucky of you to come down all alone. And you don’t know what’s happened?”

“No more than you. I’m not very well up in the geography of the house, but I thought that the argument was taking place in one of the rooms on the other side; but before I could get down it had stopped. It was the sudden stopping I did not like.”

“Nor I, to be frank. Shall I help you upstairs, or will you stay here while I go and see? We may both of us be false alarmists; let’s hope we are.”

She seemed to be considering.

“I think you had better leave me where I am, only — mind you’re not long. It’s very silly of me, but I don’t feel as if I’d care to be left alone too long.”

She watched his tall figure, shrouded in a long grey dressing-gown which covered his pyjamas, across the hall. Directly he was out of sight she rose from her chair; leaning on the back of it, standing on one foot, she looked eagerly about the hall. The one electric light illumined the spot on which she stood; it scarcely penetrated the shadows beyond. She hesitated whether to switch on other lights, to make sure that no hidden eyes were watching, but it was only with difficulty that she could move; there was not time, the major might be back at any moment. She took the bag from underneath the cushion; considering it was only a small, brown, brief bag, it was curiously heavy. All the time she had been talking to Major Reith she had been wondering what would be the nearest convenient place in which to hide it, if opportunity offered. Against the wall, within a few feet of where she was standing, was an old oak chest, which was sometimes used as a seat, which was covered with a piece of dark blue velvet, embroidered almost as if it had been an altar cloth. Lady Cantyre had told her that it was half-full of things, but she herself did not know what they were; no one ever looked inside. If the lid was open, there might be room for the bag; it would be the very place.

She managed to get as far as the chest, hopping, for the most part, on one foot. The lid was open. She raised it. Pressing back the velvet cover, she saw that there was room. She thrust in the bag, lowered the lid, and returned to where the major had left her. She would have liked to sink into the chair, only to relieve her foot; something stopped her. She might have been guilty of some crime, her bearing was so strange. She pressed her hand to her side, as if to calm the beating of her heart. She endeavoured to peer into all the shadowy places in the great hall; there were so many places in which, in that light, a spy might be hidden. Suppose she had been seen?

Why was the major so long? She had expressly requested him to be quick; it seemed to her to be a frightful time since he had gone. What could be keeping him? She would have liked to call to him, but she did not dare. Something must be keeping him which perhaps she ought to know. She was suddenly afraid of what the major might have learnt. She would go and see what it was. She hobbled across the hall, ignoring the pain which each movement gave her, bent on being stayed by nothing. She passed into the room through whose door the major had vanished. It was brightly lit. He had switched on the lights, but he was not there. She listened. All was so still. He might be in the room beyond.

She had walked thirty miles with much greater ease than she traversed those less than thirty feet. More than once she had to stop. It needed all her self-control to keep from crying out; she was conscious that beads of perspiration were on her brow, induced either by the effort or the pain. When she came to the door leading to the other room she had to lean against it on one foot, the agony of putting the other to the ground had become so great. She turned the handle and, somehow, went through.

That room was also lighted, the electrics serving to show that it was in a state of singular confusion. The fine old furniture was all anyhow; chairs, tables, ornaments were overturned; scarcely anything seemed in its place. But she had found the major. He was on his knees about the centre of the room, leaning over something which was recumbent on the floor, something by which he was so engrossed that, plainly, her entrance had gone unnoticed. His unconsciousness of her presence affected her unpleasantly.

When he continued to ignore her, her heart stood still. She stole closer towards him, again resolute to disregard her suffering foot. She came to a point at which she could see what he was looking at — and she saw.

On the floor, in the centre of a sort of circle formed by ill-used articles of furniture, a man was lying — very quietly. It was Mr. Noel Draycott.

“Is he dead?”

Although she asked the question in a whisper, it seemed to be more audible than if she had shouted it. Major Reith looked up at her, showing no signs of being startled or of being taken unawares. His eyes met hers steadily.

“I’m afraid he is.”

He could hardly have spoken in more even tones, yet one knew that it was not because he was unmoved. There was silence. Her glance was wandering round the room. What she saw was eloquent; its condition so plainly showed what a scene of violence it had witnessed. She pressed her hand again to her side. She tried to speak, but the words would not come. He saw something of what she was enduring.

“You can do nothing. You are in pain. Let me take you to your room.”

She shook her head. Then words came; she spoke as if her throat had all at once grown dry and husky.

“How did it happen?”

“He was killed with this.”

He picked up from the floor what looked like a lacquered Oriental club; there was something gleaming on the end of it.

“Could it have been that I heard?”

“Who can say?”

“Was he like that when you came in?”

“He was lying a little more over on his face; I turned him over to see if there were any signs of life left in him.”

“You are sure — that no one else — was in the room?”

For some reason there was a perceptible interval before he answered; they looked at each other, as if each were reading something which was in the other’s eyes; then his glance dropped, and he said:

“There was no one else in the room when I came in.”

Somehow she felt that his words conveyed much more than was on the surface; neither spoke; it was as if each were occupied with thoughts which would not be denied.

All at once the stillness was broken in a manner which was sufficiently startling; what sounded like the report of a firearm rang through the silent room. The major sprang to his feet. Her face was turned in the direction from which the sound had come.

“What was that?” she asked.

“That was a revolver — someone fired a revolver.”

“Where?”

“I should say in the next room; it was certainly very close.”

He started to move towards the adjoining apartment. She stopped him. “Where are you going?” He turned to her.

“I’m going to see who fired that shot.”

“Let me come with you; don’t leave me here — with him. If you let me lean upon your arm, I can get along quite well.”

He stood eyeing her, as if in doubt what was the right thing for him to do. His tone was stern, perhaps unconsciously so.

“You know you ought not to be here; this is no place for you — you ought to be in bed.”

“I know, but what’s the use of talking like that? You’re not going to leave me here — alone? You shall take me with you. Give me your arm; I don’t believe I can move without it, or I would; give me your arm.”

He did as she asked, crossing the open space in which Mr. Noel Draycott lay to do it. Not only did he give her his arm, he put it round her, so that she was supported rather by his shoulder. Together they made what haste they could.

This was a suite of rooms opening one into the other; they passed into the next. It was in darkness.

“I fancy the switches are against the wall by the door here.”

The surmise was correct, he switched the light on. When he had done so, they were conscious of two things; one was an open window, the other was the smell of powder.

“It was in here that the shot was fired.”

“But by whom? The room is empty; who fired it? And why?”

“Whoever fired it may have gone through the open window. Sit down on that chair; I must look into this.”

He withdrew the support of his arm, but she did not sit down on the chair, she leaned on the back of it; perhaps she feared that if she sat she would not be able to rise unaided. He advanced towards the open window, then gave an exclamation, stooping as he did so.

“Here, at least, is the revolver.” He held up the weapon for her to see, and examined it. “One of the chambers has been discharged, that was the shot we heard; the others are still loaded.”

He seemed to be about to say something else, but all at once, stopping, he stood at attention. It was she who spoke.

“You heard?”

“Wasn’t that someone moving?”

“It was someone in the next room — there’s someone in there now — listen!”

“Good gracious!”

There unmistakably was someone — a woman’s scream rang out. There still seemed to be another room beyond, or, at any rate, there was another door. The major dashed towards it; this time he was through before the girl had a chance of stopping him.

She was left alone — to listen. And, clinging to the chair, she stood on one foot, and she listened. She never forgot those few moments. There was the dead man behind her; some strange thing had happened where she was; what was taking place in front? Her helplessness rendered her position so much worse than it need have been. She tried to move, but she had done too much of that already; the moment she put her injured foot to the floor a shock went all over her which made her shut her eyes, and the room swam round. She could not even get to a bell to summon assistance if it were needed; all she could do was to stand — and wait.

She was aware that she was in that state of mind and body in which it was quite possible that her imagination might play her tricks. Was it her imagination which made her fancy that such strange things were going on about her; which made her think, as she glanced towards it, that a face had been looking through the open window, which had been quickly withdrawn as she turned her head? The sounds she heard — were none of them real? The footsteps outside the window; the mutterings — surely they were mutterings — was that not someone speaking in whispers? She felt sure that they were footsteps, that someone was speaking. The horror of it — but she was too incapable of movement to make sure.

And then, in the room behind her, where he lay, with the lacquered club beside him, amid the broken furniture — was this another trick her imagination played her? Were those not real movements which she heard; was it only that she fancied that voices were speaking? Again she felt convinced that it was not imagination only; there was something going on which it behoved her to see — in the room behind her, outside the window — she knew not where besides. What was Major Reith doing? Had he not found the woman who had screamed? He pretended to be her friend, to care for her — did he not understand what she must be enduring, in that room, helpless, alone?

If he was much longer, she would have to scream, as that woman had screamed. Flesh and blood has its limits; she had really reached them. She would either have to scream, or go mad — or something would happen to her; she had never felt like that before, never.

In the nick of time, when it seemed to her that something would have to go, that she must break down, Major Reith returned.

“I am very sorry to have kept you waiting so long, but I can’t help thinking that someone has been playing tricks with me.”

“Haven’t you found her — the woman who screamed?”

It sounded so strangely in her ears that she did not know her own voice.

“I found no one. I believe my attention has been diverted with some ulterior purpose. Have you heard nothing?”

“What haven’t I heard? I believe there has been someone in the next room.”

“We will soon see about that — come. I’m going to take you into that room on the road to bed; and I shall have to rouse the house, but first I shall see you safe to your own chamber.”

Only with the greatest difficulty, even with his support, could she return to the adjoining apartment. The instant the door was opened they made a discovery.

“You see,” she cried, “it wasn’t only imagination, someone has been here — the lights are out.”

What she said was correct; the room, which they had left lighted, was in pitch darkness. There appeared to be switches by every door, and it took Reith but an instant to have the room as radiant as before. Both their glances travelled in the same direction. This time it was the major who exclaimed:

“Good God! Draycott’s gone!”


CHAPTER XVII

Sleepers Awakened

It was a fact: the dead man’s body had disappeared, in so brief a space of time that Major Reith and Miss Forster did not find it easy to credit the evidence of their own senses. They had been out of the room — how long? At the most, three or four minutes. They had gone into the next room, been there not more than a minute when the woman was heard screaming. Although circumstances had made the time during which Miss Forster had been left alone seem infinite, actually it was probably only a minute or two. During those fleeting minutes what had — what could have happened? Had the dead man come back to life and taken himself away?

There was nothing to show that anything had happened. There was the club, the furniture, apparently in exactly the same confusion in which they had left it; only a dark red stain, that was still wet and shiny, marked the place on the floor where something had been lying. And that stain was eloquent; the man from whom so much blood had come must have been in a parlous condition, certainly in no state to pick himself up and walk unassisted from the room. For he would probably have been bleeding still; his progress would quite possibly have been marked upon the carpet. Which way could he have gone? There were two windows and three doors — all of them were shut. Reith looked to see if there were signs of him on the other side of the doors. There was nothing.

It was while he was standing at the door looking out into the passage that there was, for the first time, anything to show that the happenings downstairs had been heard above. A gentleman in a dressing-gown came along with a candle in his hand, followed by another, in the same attire, without a candle. The one in front was the Earl of Cantyre; the other was Sir Gerrard Ackroyd. The earl broke into exclamation at the sight of the major.

“Hullo, Reith! Have the beggars woke you, too?” When he saw the girl, on his good-humoured face there came a comical expression. “What! Violet Forster! What on earth’s the matter?” He was looking round the room. “Who has been knocking the furniture about like this?” He turned to Ackroyd: “That must have been the noise you heard.”

“I told you it sounded as if somebody was throwing the furniture about. Somebody’s been having a lark all over the house.”

“Lark, you call it? If someone has been having a lark, I call it jolly bad form at this hour of the morning.” His lordship’s tone was one of grievance. “What’s the meaning of all this? I suppose the beggars disturbed you, too — nice thing! Wasn’t there a pistol-shot, and someone screaming, and I don’t know what besides? Lark, indeed!”

“I wish,” said the major, “that I could think that it was only what Ackroyd calls a lark. I’m afraid there’s been something very like murder done.”

“Murder! Reith — you’re joking.”

“Does this room look as if I were joking? You see this great patch upon the floor, still wet, and what’s upon this club? When Miss Forster and I came into this room Noel Draycott was lying here — dead.”

“Dead? Draycott — I say! How did that come about? What have you done with him?”

“What someone has done with him is what Miss Forster and I were trying to ascertain when you came along. He was here perhaps not five minutes ago, and now — where is he?”

“Where’s who?”

“Hullo! Now here is the whole jolly crowd! I knew how it would be. Why do all you people want to come downstairs? You were just as well off in your beds, and a lot more comfortable.”

The earl’s words were prompted by the fact that through the door by which he had entered were coming a stream of people, his own wife in the van. It was she who had put that question. Behind her were all sorts and conditions of people, some of them in surprising costumes. There were ladies, old and young; some of them were guests, some servants. They had one thing in common: that they were all in a state of considerable excitement. There was the same miscellaneous collection of men. The guests, for the most part, seemed disposed to treat the affair as a jest. The male servants were more serious; it might be that under no circumstances could they see a jest in anything which involved their being roused from well-earned slumber.

It was the countess who was the first to reply to the earl:

“My good Rupert, did you imagine that, after your rushing out of the room like that, I was going to stop in bed to be murdered? What has been going on? What a state this room is in! And, my dear Violet, what is the matter with you? You look as if you’d seen, not one ghost, but several!” When the lady saw that there really was something the matter with the girl, her flippant tones became suddenly earnest. “Violet, are you ill?”

“I twisted my foot coming down the stairs, and — it is pretty bad.”

“You poor child! It’s plain you can’t stand; and you oughtn’t to. We’ll have you carried upstairs. There’s a carrying chair in the hall. But” — her ladyship’s glance was wandering round— “whatever has been going on in here? Is that —— What’s that on the floor?”

Major Reith spoke:

“If you’ll forgive me, Countess, I don’t think, at any rate, that you ladies ought to come in here.”

“And, pray, why not, Major Reith; what has happened?”

The major signalled with his eyes to the earl; the countess caught him in the act.

“It’s no good your trying to tell the earl that I’m to be got rid of. I insist, Major Reith, upon your telling me what that mark on the carpet means.”

“I’m afraid, Lady Cantyre, that there’s been foul play.”

The major was plainly embarrassed.

“At Avonham? In my house? Foul play? What do you mean?”

The major’s embarrassment did not grow less, which she seemed to resent.

“What is it you are trying to find words to hide? Violet, you at least are my friend. What is it that Major Reith does not wish me to know? Tell me, in two words, what has happened.”

“Mr. Noel Draycott has been murdered.”

There burst a chorus of exclamation from all the assembled people. One or two of the more sensitive feminine spirits shrieked. One elderly lady pressed boldly to the front, heedless of the fact that the state of deshabille that she was in disclosed an amazing absence of hair on her head:

“I don’t know about anybody having been murdered, but I know that I’ve been robbed.”

The hostess turned to her.

“Duchess!”

“Every bit of jewellery I brought with me has been stolen.”

A feminine voice exclaimed:

“What! the Ditchling diamonds?”

“You saw that I was wearing them to-night at the ball? Well, they’re gone — stolen — every one!”

“But — are you sure?” The hostess was regarding the hairless lady with a look of very genuine concern.

“I was fast asleep when something woke me. I couldn’t think what it was. I always sleep with the lights out. I could see nothing, but I had a feeling that there was somebody in the room. There’s an electric light over my bed; I tried to turn it on, but it wouldn’t come. I suppose the noise I had made had been noticed. I heard someone moving quickly across the floor. I sat up in bed. ‘Who’s there?’ I asked. The only answer was that the door was opened. I got out of bed — I’m not so young as I was, and I’m not built for rapid movement; getting out of bed takes me some time. By the time I was well planted on my feet I knew quite well that whoever had been in my room was gone. I turned on the light at the door. As I expected, the room was empty, the door was shut; and, also what I expected, my jewel-case was lying empty on the floor. I thought I had heard something fall, and that was it. Everything was taken out of it; from what I saw, not so much as a ring had been left. I was just going to ring the bell, though whether any good would come of it I doubted — I have rung an electric bell in the middle of the night for an hour at a time, and no one has paid the slightest attention — but just as I was going to do it someone went rushing past my door, and, of course, I opened it to see if it was the thief, and a gun went off somewhere downstairs, and all the other bedroom doors seemed to open at once, everyone came out of them, and there was a pretty to-do, and then they went downstairs, and I came with them. I don’t know what it’s all about; all I do know is that every bit of jewellery I had has been stolen.”

The duchess’s somewhat incoherent narrative was greeted by a chorus of feminine voices:

“I’ve been robbed, too!”

“So have I!”

“Everything I had has been taken!”

“I’ve been stripped of every single thing!”

It would seem as if all the guests at Avonham had suffered from a series of mishaps. The host thrust in his word:

“By George! Do you know, Margaret, I shouldn’t wonder if you had been robbed.”

“Rupert!”

“That’s what woke me — the feeling that someone was in the room, or, rather, had just gone out of it. I had an idea the door had just been shut. I had it so strongly that I got up and went out into the passage to see if there was anyone about. Then I heard a fine how-d’ye-do going on downstairs, and I went back into the room and switched on the light, and you woke up.”

“Of course. Do you think I’m one of the Seven Sleepers? You’d have woke the dead. I asked what was the matter, and, instead of answering, you kept cramming yourself into your dressing-gown, and I could hardly credit my senses when, without a word, you rushed out of the room, and left me all alone.”

“I’ll bet a penny that somebody had been in the room, and that it wasn’t fancy my thinking that someone had just shut the door. Where were your jewels?”

“They were in the case on the table.”

“I’ll lay a trifle that they’re not there now. It looks very much as if the place had been plundered on a wholesale scale. What’s that you said about Noel Draycott?”

This inquiry was addressed to the major, who explained to the best of his ability. The earl continued:

“I heard what seemed a jolly row going on downstairs — that’s what brought me. But — could it have been Draycott? What could he have been having a row about, and with whom?”

A suggestion came from Sir Gerrard Ackroyd.

“He might have heard the thief, chased him, and have brought him to bay, and in the row which followed he might have got the worst of it. That sort of chap doesn’t stick at trifles.”

“But this is the most extraordinary thing of which I have ever heard: that anyone should have had the audacity to go into the bedrooms, one after the other. In each case it looks as if he knew just where the jewels were kept; and look at the risks he ran! Then he comes downstairs, and meets Draycott. Could Draycott have fired that shot?”

Again the question was addressed to the major.

“It could not have been. It was after we had found him lying dead that the shot was fired, and it was while we had gone to see who fired the shot that the body vanished.”

“His body? You talk as if you were sure that he was dead, but was he?”

“I’ve had some experience of dead men. I ought to know one when I see him. I had an opportunity of examining him before Miss Forster came in. I should have been prepared to assert positively that he was dead, and I’m prepared to do so still. I do not believe that in such a matter I could have been so mistaken.”

“But, my dear man, if he was lying dead upon the floor, he could not have picked himself up and walked away, could he?”

“Presumably not.”

“Presumably! Did you ever hear of a dead man that did? Very well, then. And you say there wasn’t time for anyone to come in and carry him off; and, mind you, it would have taken a good many minutes. Someone would have seen them, wouldn’t they? The whole house was up and about by then. Two people can’t walk about carrying a corpse without being noticed; and, even granting it, they must have planked him down somewhere. The only question is, where?”

“I should say that the thing to do is to go up to Mr. Noel Draycott’s room, and see if he is in it — alive or dead.”

This practical suggestion, which came from Sir Gerrard Ackroyd, was acted on then and there. Noel Draycott’s room was empty. More, it seemed that it had never been occupied; at least, since he had dressed for the ball. There was a tweed suit, which he had exchanged for dress, lying just as it was extremely likely he had placed it. It was the same with all his other garments. There was nothing whatever unusual about the appearance of the room, nothing to show that anybody had entered it since its occupant had gone down to dance at the ball.


CHAPTER XVIII

In Bed

“Violet!” The Countess of Cantyre came dashing into Miss Forster’s bedroom — the word “dashing” fairly describes her method of entry. “I have been robbed.”

Miss Forster was in bed, though very far from asleep, or even inclined to slumber. She had been borne upstairs in the carrying chair, her foot had been bathed and bandaged by sympathetic hands, and she had been placed between the sheets. She was given stern injunctions that she was on no account to move; the doctor would be sent for at the earliest reasonable hour, and until his arrival she was not to move. But when her ladyship made that announcement, she sat up immediately.

“Margaret, you don’t mean it?”

“Don’t tell me that I don’t mean it when I know that I do. I went straight to my room when I left you — —”

“That’s only ten minutes ago.”

“The first thing I saw when I entered my room was my jewel-case lying on the floor. I had clean forgotten all about what Rupert had said till I saw it; really, I am not sure that I quite believe the stories that those other women have been telling; but when I saw it — there, of all places — of course, I dashed at it and — Violet, it was open, and it was empty; practically all the Avonham jewels have been walked off with.”

Her ladyship, flouncing down on to a chair, presented quite a charming picture of feminine agitation.

“So Rupert is right?”

“Of course he is — that’s the worst of it. He seldom is right, but when he is, it is nearly always when it would have been much better if he wasn’t. While we were fast asleep in our beds, some dreadful creature must have had the incredible impudence to come into our room, and, under our very noses, walk off with everything. He has taken, from my room alone, nearly a quarter of a million’s worth of jewels.”

“Margaret!”

“Oh, it’s all very well to say ‘Margaret,’ but I know he has. And the most maddening part of it is that to a certain extent it’s my fault — as I shall be told before I’m very much older. I would have all the jewels out of the bank; between ourselves, I knew the duchess was going to wear her diamonds, and I had heard tales of what other people were going to wear. I’ve got diamonds as well as other people, and if I didn’t wear them I meant to let them know it.”

“You hadn’t them on to-night.”

“My dear, was it likely? I left that sort of thing to other people. But I meant to have my case down in the morning, and let those other people see what was in it. Talk about the Ditchling diamonds! You’ve never seen the Avonham diamonds, not the whole lot of them together, but they are — well, now they aren’t, because they’re stolen. And shan’t I hear of it! Cantyre was quite unpleasant when I told him about having them all down here; in fact, he doesn’t know that I did have them, and that’s another thing. Oh, won’t there be things said! I know I shall have to take to my bed for a month; it’s only when I take to my bed that Cantyre thinks he’s gone too far.”

The excitable lady bounced up out of her chair and was trotting about the room — she was so very short that her longest steps could hardly be described as strides. Suddenly she stood still, and she turned to her friend.

“Violet — honour bright! What do you know about all this?”

Possibly it was because the assault was so unexpected that such a very singular look came on the young lady’s face.

“Margaret! Whatever do you mean?”

“Oh, don’t let’s humbug each other any more, my dear! I was watching you downstairs, and I’ve been watching you all the while since, and I’m absolutely certain that before the duchess said a word about her having been robbed you knew she had been. Now, what do you know? I don’t want to be horrid, and I’m not going to be, but you and I have been friends ever since we were tiny mites. You see what an awful hole I’m in. Not only have I been robbed myself, but practically all my guests — I do think if you can do anything to help me, you ought to. Now, don’t trouble yourself to go in for denying; I know you through and through, just as you know me, but I’m perfectly convinced that you have some inkling into the meaning of what has taken place to-night — haven’t you? On your honour. I know that your honour is as dear to you as to a man, and that what you say upon your honour that’s the truth. You are silent.”

And, indeed, the young lady was. Her excited hostess’s sudden appeal seemed to have taken her singularly aback. The countess was quick to draw her own conclusions.

“My dear — you’ve answered me; I can see it on your face, in your eyes, as I’ve seen it all along — you do know something. Now, what do you know? I’ve helped you in more than one tight place, now you help me — a clean breast, my dear.”

Thus assailed, the young lady made an obvious effort to evade the direct issue which the other was presenting, as if she were aiming a pistol at her head.

“Really, Margaret, to listen to you, one would think that I had stolen the jewels myself. Are you suggesting that I’m a thief? If so, pray don’t beat about the bush; do be candid.”

“No, Vi, you don’t. I know how difficult it is to get from you a plain answer to a plain question, if you choose, but I’m going to get one now. It’s not necessary for me to say that I don’t think you stole the jewels yourself, but I do think that you’ve some sort of knowledge as to who did.”

“Margaret!”

“It’s no use your saying ‘Margaret’ — out with it.”

“Out with what?”

“Vi, shall I have to shake you in spite of your bad foot? Have you any suspicion as to who stole my jewels? Answer me now — yes or no — on your honour.”

“I shan’t answer you.”

“Thank you, you have answered me.”

“I’ve not answered you, and I’m not going to. Margaret, will you please go away?”

The young lady laid herself down in bed, drew the clothes up over her shoulders, and turned her face from her friend. The countess observed her proceedings with something in her eyes, the meaning of which it was not easy to understand.

“Yes, my dear, I will go away, but that will make no difference to you — you’ll feel as if I were at your bedside all the time; it will be worse for you than if I were. But I don’t at all mind giving you an opportunity to think things over. You’ve told me something of what I want to know, and I rather fancy that when I see you again, you will tell me all the rest. Good-night, Vi; pleasant dreams; I hope that your foot won’t keep you from sleeping. Shall I turn out these lights? You won’t be able to sleep amidst all this illumination, and you’ve got that one over your bed.”

The girl said nothing, but the lights went out; the one above her was not on, so that when the visitor had departed the room was in darkness.

Something kept Miss Forster from sleeping, and it was not her foot; it was her thoughts. The countess had prophesied truly: her going made no difference; she might as well have stayed, for all the peace she had left behind. What, the girl asked herself, as she lay there wrestling with the thoughts which banished sleep — what had she said; what had she admitted; what would she be made to admit when the countess could get at her again, before she was allowed to quit Avonham? What was more to the point — what had she to admit; what did she know?

That was where the iron entered into her soul, so that she hid her face on the pillow, and would have sobbed, only the tears refused to come. What did she not know? And, from what she knew, what did she not surmise? The leather bag in the old oak chest — what was in it? Did she not know as well as if the contents had been spread out in front of her? And it had been in Sydney’s hand!

It was Sydney. She had tried to tell herself that it was not; that she had made a mistake; that there was a doubt about it; she could not be sure — how could she be sure when she had only seen him for an instant in a light which, after all, was no light at all? It was absurd to suppose that anyone could be certain, under such conditions, of another person’s personality. Yet she was certain; she was sure.

It was Sydney; and it was he who was the thief. It was at this point that she dug her nails into the palms of her hands, and would have liked to tear her own heart out, and to have died.

It was Sydney who was the thief; it was his footstep she had heard hurrying past her room. By what odd chance had he not visited her? He had visited so many of the others. Could he have known which rooms it would be worth his while to visit, and which to leave alone?

Had he come to her — if he had! — with the leather bag in his hand, he would have found her still up. What a meeting that would have been!

It was not easy for her to reflect, but it was borne in upon her presently that this act of which he had been guilty was one of astounding daring. She had not gone to bed; others might have still been up; it was extraordinary that he had only gone to the rooms in which the people were asleep. How had he known — that they were asleep? The problem set her thinking.

She recalled the feeling she had had that she had not been the only person in the hall. If that was the case, who could that other person have been? It was not Sydney; she had distinctly heard him, as she believed, rushing from one of the rooms beyond. What had he been doing in there, and what was the explanation of the voice which, in its anguish, she had heard addressing him by name? Could it be he who had been quarrelling with Noel Draycott?

She did not dare to try to find an answer to that question; it had come upon her unawares — she did not dare to put it to herself again. She was a young woman of strong will — with all her might she put it from her. As it were, she passed her mind into another channel — she thought of the bag.

Two things occurred to her; the one was the almost uncanny feeling that she had had that she was being observed as she hid it in the chest; the other was a sudden hideous terror that if the bag was found, there might be something about it, in it, which would associate it with — its owner. This fear became all at once such a terrible, mastering obsession that it possessed her whole being; all else was banished from her tortured brain but that one thing — the bag. Suppose — suppose — something happened to the bag?

She would not risk it, she could not. The only chance she might have of getting it into her own keeping, where it would be safe, was — now. In the morning, in an hour or two, it would be too late. Servants would be about, then members of the household; she would never dare to go to that chest for the bag while a single soul was about. That would be impossible; that might be — to bring ruin to Sydney. She could not take the risk — she would not; the only thing to be done was that she should go and get it now.

She got out of bed to get it. She did not switch on the light. A grey gleam was coming through the sides of her blinds; the morning was come; there would be light enough for her to see. Her foot hurt, but it was not so painful as it had been; she could move on it, enough to serve her purpose. She got into her dressing-gown and she went to the door of her room.


CHAPTER XIX

The Two Women

Curiously quiet the house seemed to be as, in the cold, grey light, Violet Forster made the best of her way along the passage. At the head of the great staircase she paused; now it was possible to see; she wondered which was the stair on which, in the darkness, she had caught her heel in her draperies and stumbled. Her ankle was better, yet, in spite of the caution with which she descended, it gave her a twinge at every tread. How comfortless, how even ghostly the great hall seemed, as the first glimmer of the day came shimmeringly through the painted windows!

At the foot of the stairs she stopped — to listen. A curious quality which was in the air seemed to affect her nerves, which were already sufficiently highly strung; she was affected by the feeling which she had had in the darkness that there was someone in the hall already. She went out into it to look about her; there was no one to be seen, certainly nothing to be heard; she told herself that it was utter nonsense to suppose that anybody was watching her. It was not yet broad day, but there was light enough to render it difficult for anyone to keep from being seen, unless someone was cowering down behind one of the tall chairs, or hiding behind a hanging. She had a mind to search behind each piece of furniture, behind each curtain; she might have done it, too, had it not been that her foot rendered movement very far from easy. Ordinarily she would have peered into every nook and cranny in a dozen seconds; it might take her minutes as things were.

Realising that her doubts meant waste of time, she moved towards the chest under its velvet cover. She lifted the cover, had it nearly off, was about to raise the lid when — was that a sound? With one hand upon the velvet, the other on the chest, she stood and listened; this time her fancy was not playing her tricks, it was a sound. Someone was coming down the stairs, quickly, yet quietly — who could it be? On the instant she let the cover fall back into its place; with a rapidity of which a moment before she had not thought she could have been capable, she slipped behind a long curtain which hung against the wall, suspended to a rod, which could be moved at will so as to form a sort of cosy corner; but quick though her movements had been, they had not been at all too fast. No sooner was she behind the curtain than she became conscious that someone had come down into the hall, and had done as she had done — stopped to take a good look round. Then the footsteps began again; they seemed to be moving directly towards where she was; they were — she was sure they were each instant coming closer. She held her breath; what did it mean? Could she have been observed? Even if she had been, it seemed impossible that her retreat behind the curtain could have been noticed. And yet — the footsteps were making straight for where she was. Her impulse was to come out before she was discovered; she was about to do it, when the footsteps again were still.

A thought all at once occurred to her which diverted her mind into very different channels; was it possible that the new-comer’s errand was the same as hers had been, with the old chest as an objective? That would mean that someone had been in the hall when Major Reith had switched on the single light; that her suspicions had been well founded, that there had been some interested watcher who had seen what she had put in the chest.

In that case the person who was within a foot or two of her, on the other side of the curtain, was probably the interested watcher. Whoever it was must be standing very close to the chest; was possibly, at that very moment, raising the velvet cover; would in a second or two have lifted the lid, and taken out the bag. What was she to do? It was a very knotty problem which so suddenly confronted Miss Forster in her hiding-place.

One thing seemed clear — that it was in the highest degree essential that she should know who it was with whom she had to deal. As matters stood the position was too one-sided. If her proceedings with the bag had been witnessed, then she had been recognised; but while her identity was known to someone, she had not the dimmest notion who that someone was. Since, in a sense, she was at someone’s mercy, it was surely of the first importance that she should know whose. It might be — in an instant half a dozen different names flashed through her mind; any one of half a dozen persons might hold her — should it be written reputation? — in the hollow of a hand. The thought was unbearable. She must know with whom she had to deal; she would.

This presentation of the problem to her mind occupied a scarcely appreciable space of time; thoughts move quickly. To her it seemed longer than it was, for while she considered the position, what was being done on the other side of the curtain?

She heard something; when she had begun to raise the lid, she had been conscious that it creaked, though ever so slightly; that was a creaking she heard, which meant —— 

She did not stop to tell herself what it meant; there was an end of thinking; she decided before she knew it. Brushing the curtain aside, she stepped from behind it.

Whom she had expected to see she could not have said; she had told herself that it might be any one of half a dozen; yet when she saw who was there she knew it was the one she had expected.

A woman was bending over the chest; she had the velvet cover raised, and the lid an inch or two; she had come on the scene at what had been delicate moment for Violet Forster, and that young lady had returned the compliment in kind. She retained her presence of mind in a very creditable manner. One felt as one looked at her that she might be used to being found in delicate positions. She said nothing, but she never moved — she kept just still, and she looked Miss Forster in the face with eyes which betrayed no hint of nervousness. Even the scornful something which was in Miss Forster’s tone when she did speak, did not seem to cause her the least discomfort.

“I thought it was you.”

“Did you really?”

The thing was said so demurely that it was hard to tell from the tone alone if the intention was to be impertinent.

“What are you doing there?”

“I was just going to see what it was that I saw you put in this chest last night.”

“So you did see? I thought that also — I begin to understand.”

There was something in the girl’s tone which the other seemed to resent.

“I confess I don’t; but I hope to presently. Pray, miss, what do you begin to understand?”

“You were in league with him last night; you were — his confederate.”

“His confederate, Miss Forster! What do you mean? With whom was I in league?”

“Oh, you do it very well; I’ve no doubt that this is the sort of thing in which practice has made you perfect. Now I understand how you came to be in possession of my locket.”

The woman seemed to have a trick of repeating the girl’s words.

“How I came to be in possession of your locket? I don’t understand, Miss Forster, what you are talking about; will you please to make yourself plainer? I never did like insinuations.”

“Was he concealed in the house last night, or did you let him in? But you must have seen him earlier in the day, or you could hardly have had the locket when you did.”

It was a second or two before the other answered; when she did, it was in a tone which hinted resentment at Miss Forster’s manner.

“I don’t understand you, Miss Forster, but I should like you to understand me clearly. I was awakened early this morning by hearing someone running along the passage outside my room. Thinking someone might be ill, I got up to see if I could be of any use; I just caught sight of the skirt of a woman, who seemed to be running for all she was worth. And I heard a queer noise coming from downstairs; I waited, thinking it would stop, but as it continued, and kept getting queerer, I thought I would go down and see what was the matter. I came down in the hall here, and it was pitch dark; there wasn’t a sound, and I was more than half afraid, and told myself I was a fool for coming. Then I heard someone coming down the staircase as if he didn’t want to be heard. I said to myself that what was going on was probably no business of mine, and I tried to get away; but before I had a chance, someone came down into the hall, passing me so close that her skirts touched me as she passed.”

Miss Forster interposed.

“I had a feeling all the while that there was someone there, but my ankle was so painful that all I could think of was finding something to lean upon.”

“Of course I didn’t know who it was — —”

“I suppose not.”

“How could I? The feel of the skirts told me it was a woman, and I fancied from the way she moved, that she must have hurt herself; but I couldn’t see, and though I don’t mind owning that I wondered what was up, I didn’t want to be caught in what looked like prying, though no idea of doing anything of the kind had entered my head, and my one wish was to get quietly away. Then something did happen which took my breath away.”

“What was that? I should imagine you are not the kind of person whose breath is easily taken away.”

“I heard someone, who, I had no doubt, was a man from the noise he made, come rushing along, though I couldn’t think from where. I heard him go rushing towards the someone who had just passed me, and I heard him speak to her.”

“That’s a lie, not a word was spoken.”

“Then if that’s so, I must have dreamt it, and it’s one of the funniest dreams I ever had; because I thought I heard him say, ‘Here it is, take it. Look out — there’s someone coming!’ In my dream I heard him say it as plainly as I hear myself speaking now.”

“Each word you utter makes me understand you more clearly.”

“That’s what I want you to do, miss; to understand me. Then off this whoever it was went tearing, and along came somebody else, who turned on one of the lights, and I saw it was a tall, middle-aged gentleman, with a moustache. I got down behind a chair, so that I couldn’t hear quite all that you said to each other; then he went off, and you took something which was under a cushion on the seat of the chair by which you were. I could see that it was a leather bag, and I said to myself, ‘That’s what that other party gave her,’ who I’d heard speaking in my dream. You put the bag in the chest by which I am standing, and when you went after that tall gentleman, I wondered what it was; but, as I’ve said, it wasn’t any business of mine, and I didn’t like to take the liberty of looking.”

“I appreciate the feelings by which you were actuated.”

“But when, as I did later, I heard about all that lot of jewellery which had been stolen from the different ladies’ rooms, that set me thinking. Miss Forster, would you mind my seeing what is in the bag which you put inside this chest, which you came downstairs to give the man I never saw a chance of passing on to you? Do you mind?”

The woman stood with her hand resting on the chest as if she waited for the girl’s permission to raise the lid.

“I perceive,” said Miss Forster, “now, for the first time, what a dangerous woman you really are. Do you actually suppose me to be so simple as to be taken in by your acting?”

“Explain yourself, Miss Forster, as plainly as I’ve explained myself to you. If you’ll excuse my saying so, I’m only a servant, but I’ve got my character to lose — there’s something in your tone that I don’t like.”

“What was your last situation, Jane Simmons?”

“Never you mind what was my last situation, but I was in it for seven years, and a seven years’ character is good enough for anyone.”

“You expect me to believe that also?”

“I don’t care what you believe. May I see what’s in the bag that you put inside this chest?”

“Am I also expected to believe that you don’t know from whom that bag came?”

“I know it was a man, but who he was I know no more than a babe unborn. Am I to see what’s in it, or would you like me to ring the bell and let others have a look?”

“Can’t you realise what a foolish game you’re playing? You’re seeming to suggest that I was associated with what I have no doubt was an act of wholesale robbery; I know that you were.”

“You know that I was what?”

“You call yourself Jane Simmons, but I don’t suppose that that’s your name; you probably assumed it when you entered this house.”

“Well, I never did.”

“You talk about being seven years in one situation. I doubt if you ever did any honest work in your life. I believe you to be a thief, and the associate of thieves; I have no doubt that what took place last night was carefully planned by you and your confederates; and you have the assurance to stand there and pretend that you think that I was associated with it, in any way whatever.”

“Oh, that’s it, is it? Now you have spoken plain, now I do understand what you are driving at. Miss Forster, I will rouse the household, and I’m going to tell them what I saw you do; and you’ll be able to explain, if you’re as innocent as you’re trying to make out, why you hid that there bag inside this chest, and who it was that gave it to you; then we’ll see.”

“We shall. My record is known to every person in this house; I’ll have careful inquiries made into yours — you will be able to give details about that situation in which you stayed for seven years; how you will come out of such an inquiry, you know better than I. You foolish woman! To think that sheer impudence will enable you to win at such a game of bluff; don’t you know perfectly well that the attempt to fasten your guilt on me will make matters much worse for you?”

For some seconds there was silence; the woman by the chest seemed to be summing Miss Forster up. She did not change countenance, the smile did not fade from her eyes; yet, somehow, something seemed to have fallen from her; she seemed to have ceased to play the part of servant, and to have become a different creature altogether. When she spoke again it was very quietly, coldly, as if she were measuring the meaning of each word before she allowed it to pass her lips.

“Suppose, Miss Forster, that I do not alarm the household, what then?”

“I am afraid that I don’t quite grasp your meaning.”

“Oh, I’ll make it plain enough; you and I had better be plain with each other — it will be good for both of us. There’s a leather bag inside this chest; what’s going to become of it?”

“It depends on what it contains.”

“Oh, you know what it contains; there’s jewels in that bag worth fortunes.”

“And you ask me what is to become of it; you have that courage?”

“I even have courage to ask it again; if I don’t alarm the household, what is to become of that bag?”

“Its contents will be returned to their various owners.”

“By whom?”

“By me.”

“Oh, I see; and where do I come in?”

“I rather fancy that will be a point for the consideration of the police.”

“Oh, that’s what you fancy, is it? Now again we are beginning to understand each other. Does that mean that you’re going to give me away? If it does, let me beg you to be careful; you’ll be giving yourself away much more than you’ll be giving me; just think.”

“Are you now suggesting that I have been in collusion with you?”

The woman smiled as if the question had been a funny one; the girl could not but see that the smile became her, and that she was not ill-looking.

“Hardly; I can assure you that you are not the sort of person I should choose as a partner if I wanted one; but I was serious when I said to you ‘Just think.’ For instance, you saw the person who came rushing into the hall last night, and unwillingly left in your charge that leather bag; you have to think of that. You recognised him, didn’t you?”

“Who told you so?”

“He did.”

The girl started; for the first time something which the other had said had gone home.

“When did he tell you?”

“I didn’t time it, but I should say about a minute afterwards.”

“Then you saw him again?”

The woman raised her eyebrows, as if with a faint surprise.

“Of course I did. I went straight to where he was; I knew where to find him. The first thing he said to me was, ‘Vi Forster saw me.’”

“He said that to you?”

“His very words. I said to him, ‘You don’t mean that she recognised you?’ ‘She did,’ he said. ‘Then,’ I said, ‘we’re in the soup.’ ‘She’s got the bag,’ he groaned; I could see that that was what worried him more than the recognition. Then something happened which turned his attention in another direction. You know as well as I do that the man who came into the hall with the bag, which he dropped on to the seat of that chair in his surprise at the sight of you, was Sydney Beaton.”


CHAPTER XX

The Leather Bag

The girl had known it, but there was something brutal in the way the woman said it which affected her almost as if she had thrown something in her face; she shrank back — shivered. The woman seemed to be enjoying her obvious discomfiture; she smiled, as if the joke had grown still funnier.

“You see, that’s what made me say that you had better think. Suppose you do give me away; after all, I’m not the person whom you saw in possession of the bag, and you did see someone. That someone was a gentleman friend, whose name, I am sure, you don’t want to have shouted from the house-tops. Now do you?”

The girl seemed to be reflecting; her cheeks had grown whiter, trouble had come into her eyes; her bearing was in striking contrast to that of the woman in front of her, who could not have seemed to be more completely at her ease.

“How long have you known him?”

“Oh, some time. We’ve been in one or two little matters together, out of which we have done very well.”

“You mean that this is not the first time, that he has done this sort of thing?”

“Gracious, no; he has been in the business quite a time; but I’m not going to give him away, never fear.”

She laughed right out, while the girl winced.

“Where is he to be found?”

“I beg your pardon.”

“I asked where is he to be found?”

“And you may ask; do you suppose I’d tell you? What, for you to give him away? He’d get — well, he’d get penal servitude for this alone; and then there’s that Captain Draycott, or whatever is the name, to whom he owed one.”

Again Miss Forster shivered; she glanced about her, as if fearful that the other’s words had been overheard.

“What do you mean — about — Captain Draycott?”

“Why, of course you know it was he who did it; you don’t want me to tell you that. You know what cause he had; it was he who put him in the cart at that little game of cards.”

One could see that Violet Forster made an effort at self-control; but the hideous picture conjured up by the other’s careless words was too much for her. She put her hands up to her face; she sank on to a chair, so helpless before the stress of emotion which seemed to be raging within that she sat swaying to and fro. The woman, still smiling, stood and watched; then she said, her voice seeming to be broken by laughter:

“Why, I never thought that you’d take on like this, if you really are taking on, and it isn’t put on for my special benefit; it can’t be any news to you, you must have known. You saw the man lying dead there; you knew the cause he’d given — the person whose name we won’t mention — to out him. What’s all the fuss about? This sort of thing won’t improve your looks, you know.”

If the woman paused expecting Miss Forster to speak, she paused in vain; the agony which seemed to be tearing at the very sources of her being had bereft her of the powers of speech. The spectacle she presented, instead of moving the other to sympathy, seemed to divert her thoughts into channels of bitterness. The smile passed from her face; her tone became hard.

“What has Sydney Beaton to do with you that you should take on like this about him? Let me tell you something about him, which may be a piece of genuine news. If anyone ought to take on about him, it is I, since I’m his wife.”

There was silence; then the girl did begin to regain some vestiges of self-control. She ceased to sway to and fro; the dry sobs which seemed to be rending her bosom grew less insistent; she withdrew her hands from her eyes, she looked the speaker steadily in the face.

“That I do not believe.”

The words were uttered with an air of quiet conviction which the other resented.

“What don’t you believe?”

“I do not believe that you are Sydney Beaton’s wife; your statement that you are makes me doubt all that you have said. I am sure that you are not his wife; I believe him to be incapable of marrying such a creature as you. He may have sunk low, but I do not think that he could ever fall quite so low as that. The fact that you have told me that one great lie makes it obvious that you have probably told me others; I doubt that he is the kind of person you make him out to be.”

“Oh, you doubt it, do you? Very well. Then rouse the household; they’ll soon be getting up without your doing anything to rouse them; hand over the bag and tell your story — give me into custody if you like. Unless you perjure yourself, and I don’t think you’ll do that, you haven’t one shred of evidence against me, as you’re perfectly aware. All the evidence you have is against my husband; you could send him to penal servitude. I daresay you could hang him if you set your heart on it; but — I really don’t see what good that will do you. By the time the whole story is told, you’ll be in almost as bad a mess as he will be, and you know it.”

“You steal to get money; I’ll give you an opportunity of getting money without stealing. I want to be placed in immediate communication with — the person you know; for what sum of money will you tell me where he is to be found?”

“How much will I take to sell him, that’s what you mean!”

“I mean nothing of the kind — and you know it well enough. I simply wish to have an interview with him.”

“What good do you expect to get from that?”

“That’s my affair.”

“Oh, is it? You seem to be forgetting that he is my husband.”

“I’m not. No harm will come to him, or to you, even if he occupies the position towards you which you say he does.”

“Tell me plainly just what it is you want me to do.”

“Give me an opportunity of having an interview with him in the next twenty-four hours, or at the earliest possible moment, and I will give you any sum, in reason, you like to ask.”

“You’re a fool — you must excuse me speaking plainly, but you are. Even supposing your intentions are all that you pretend they are, can’t you see for yourself what harm you’d be doing him? You don’t know much about the ways and dodges of the police, that’s pretty plain. Now — well, now, you know nothing — to speak of; and particularly you don’t know where he is, if anyone was to ask you, and mind you, it’s quite possible that someone will before very long. But if you were to see him, and were to get out of him anything of what I’m dead sure you would try to get, then the situation would be changed altogether. As things are, no one can do anything to you, even if you do hold your tongue, because you don’t know anything, whatever you may — well, we’ll say suspect. But have you ever heard of an accessory after the fact? If you got anything out of him of what you’d try to get, that’s what you’d be, an accessory after the fact, if you didn’t give him away straight off; and with the best will in the world you wouldn’t find it so easy not to do that as you suppose. No, take my word for it, Miss Forster, this is a case, if you don’t know it, in which your ignorance is his bliss, and, for both your sakes, it would be folly for you to be wise.”

“All of which means —— ?”

“It means that you’ll get no information out of me concerning a certain person who happens to be my husband, if you were to give me all the money you have. Now we’ll drop the subject, if you please; time is passing. You don’t want to have all Avonham interrupting our tête-à-tête. What’s going to happen to this bag? It’s his bag. As you pretend to have some sort of feeling about him, and I know he is an old friend of yours, why don’t you go back upstairs to bed, and keep from interfering in what, after all, is no concern of yours? I give you my personal assurance that there isn’t so much as a ha’p’orth of anything in that bag that belongs to you. For his sake what you don’t want is a fuss; he’ll never forget the debt he owes you if you keep from making one; you may be the death of him if you do; let me give you my arm to help you up the stairs.”

“Let me invert the proposition — you go upstairs, and leave me here.”

“And take the bag with me?”

“Empty.”

“What will you do with what’s inside?”

“The entire contents will be returned to the Countess of Cantyre.”

“And if the Countess of Cantyre asks questions?”

“What is that that someone says about the Countess of Cantyre asking questions?”

The inquiry came from the staircase just above them. Before either of them could move, or speak, a small figure came running into the hall. It was the Countess of Cantyre herself.

“Violet!” she exclaimed, “what on earth are you doing here? And — who are you?” The last inquiry was addressed to the woman; but, without waiting for an answer, her ladyship continued: “Do you know, Violet, I couldn’t sleep; I haven’t had one single wink of sleep, and at last I couldn’t stay in bed any longer, I had to come to you. I had a feeling that you mightn’t be getting much sleep either; but I didn’t expect to find your bed empty, especially considering the state that your foot was in when I saw you last. I prowled about to see what had become of you, and then I heard voices down here, and perhaps now, Violet, you will tell me what this new and most extraordinary behaviour of yours may mean, and who is this woman?”

“This woman,” Miss Forster replied, “is the person who calls herself Jane Simmons.”

“And pray what may Jane Simmons be doing here, at this hour of the morning, with you?”

“If you please, my lady,” replied Jane Simmons, “I heard Miss Forster in the hall, and knowing that she had hurt her foot, I came down to see if I could be of any use to her.”

Nothing could have been more becoming to a person of her station than her manner of saying this. Her ladyship eyed her askance.

“Is that so? Well, Violet, has she been of any use to you?”

“None whatever.”

“Then, Jane Simmons, I should think that you could go.”

The woman went, swiftly, noiselessly, with downcast eyes, across the hall, towards the service stairs. When she was out of sight, she turned towards the direction in which they were; she did not look pleased, and she said, quite loudly enough to have been audible to anyone who might have been standing near:

“I’ve as good as half a mind to get him hanged, to spite the two of you.”

The countess, in the hall, regarded her friend; it was now much lighter, so that it was easy to see how white and worn the girl was looking. It is possible that the consciousness of the pallid face beside her softened the asperity which the lady had meant to mark her tone. She just spoke two words, in the form of a question.

“Well, Vi?”

Miss Forster’s reply was still briefer; she merely echoed the other’s first word. “Well?”

Her ladyship waited; the girl continued still.

“Is that all you have to say to me?”

Miss Forster sighed, the long-drawn sigh of the sick at heart. Her tone was in tune with the sigh.

“Margaret, if I were to start telling you all there is to tell — and I am so tired. I feel as if I hadn’t slept for years, and as if I should never sleep again.”

Her ladyship’s tone was practical.

“That’s all very well, my dear; I can see you’re not feeling yourself, but don’t you think you ought to tell me something?”

“I’ll do better than tell you, since actions speak louder than words.”

Miss Forster raised the blue velvet cover, and she opened the chest, this time without interruption; from within she took a brown leather bag and held it out to the countess, who observed it with doubtful eyes.

“What bag is that?”

“Take it and see.”

The countess took it, a little gingerly, as if she feared that unpleasant consequences might come from touching it.

“Vi, what are you playing at? Whose is this bag, and how did it get into that chest, and why have you given it to me, and what is in the thing?”

“I cannot tell you quite, as I’ve only seen the outside of the bag, and that for a moment only, but I can guess what it contains.”

“Then it’s not yours?”

The girl shook her head.

“Then why have you given it to me?”

“I fancy, if you look inside, its contents will supply the answer.”

“But whose bag is it?”

“That I cannot tell you.”

“But what right have you to give me permission to look into a bag that certainly doesn’t belong to you?”

“Don’t be silly, Margaret; I fancy its contents will explain why you should not stand on foolish points of etiquette; open it.”

The countess did as she was bid — then broke into exclamation.

“Why, Vi, whatever is all this?”

“That’s what I want to know.”

“It looks as if it were a diamond necklace.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if there were more than one.”

“Vi, it’s stuffed with them!”

“I thought so; I fancy, when you come to make inquiries, that you will find all those precious things whose loss your guests are bemoaning.”

“Was it Jane Simmons who took them?”

“That is a subject on which I would rather you asked me no questions; I cannot answer them.”

“But, my dear child, what reason have you for screening her?” Miss Forster merely shook her head. “But in the face of this you can’t expect to be allowed to take up an attitude of silence. What explanation am I to give?”

“Give any explanation you choose; you’ll find that the people will be too glad to have their things restored to bother you with questions.”

“That’s all you know; each one of those women will insist on knowing how I was able to restore them, and if I can’t give a satisfactory answer they’ll begin to think unpleasant things of me. I must tell them something — what am I to tell them? Am I to tell them that I found them in a leather bag which you handed over as if it were a cup of tea? If I do, then for the history of the bag they’ll refer to you.”

“Then they’ll not get it. I’m very sorry, Margaret, but if you knew how I feel you’d let me off, at least for a while; talk to me later on. Mayn’t I go upstairs, and try to get a little sleep? I believe that if I could I’d be better able to talk to you than I am now.”

Shutting her eyes, the girl pressed her fingers against the lids as if they ached with weariness. The countess did show some signs of sympathy.

“My poor dear Violet, do get between the sheets, and get all the sleep you can; sleep the clock round, if you like. Is your foot still bad? Shall I come up and help you into bed?”

“No, thank you, Margaret; my foot isn’t all that I could wish it to be, but I think I can manage. If you only knew how much I want to be alone!”

There was a pathetic something in the girl’s voice which touched the other’s heart; there was such a ring of sincerity in the expression of her desire to be alone.

She suffered the girl to go, so conscious of her wish to escape the scrutiny of even friendly eyes that she did not turn to look at her. When the pit-pat of her slippered feet had died away, her ladyship said to herself, with rueful visage:

“That girl’s in a mood for anything; I’m not sure that I was wise to let her go alone; but how could I thrust myself upon her craving for solitude? I only hope she’ll do nothing worse than she’s done already. Now, who’s that? Is she coming back again, or is it Jane Simmons? Those steps belong to neither — that’s Rupert; he’s found out that I’m missing, and he’s coming dashing after me.”

The lady’s surmise proved to be correct; someone was “dashing” after her, two or three stairs at a time — a gentleman who, rushing out into the hall, looked about him; then, espying her, exclaimed:

“Margaret! You little wretch! If you only knew what a fright you gave me. What the dickens made you get out of bed, out of the room, at this time of the morning and slip down here?”

“Business.”

“Business! What in thunder do you mean by business?”

The gentleman approached close to the lady’s side; she was looking up at him with the demurest smile.

“Rupert, I’ve had a dream.”

“You’ve had a what? What’s that you’re holding?”

“That’s the dream.”

“The dream? What are you talking about — it’s a bag.”

“Precisely, it is a bag, and the bag’s the dream.”

She observed him with a look in her big, wide open eyes which made them seem almost as if they were a child’s.

“Are you dreaming still, or am I?”

She replied to his question with another.

“Rupert, do you always believe every word I say?”

“Well” — he made a sound as if he might have been clearing his throat— “that depends.”

“At least you must believe every word I am going to tell you now; you hear, Rupert, you must. You know what those people said last night about the things they had lost?”

“Am I likely to have forgotten? Am I ever likely to forget?”

“Rupert — now this is the part which you have to believe — I dreamt that all those things were in a leather bag which was in this chest.”

“Great Cæsar’s ghost!”

“The dream was so real that, when I woke, I had to come downstairs to see if it was true — and it was.”

“You don’t mean it!”

“There is the chest; in it was this bag; and in the bag I do believe are all the jewels which were lost — including my own. Isn’t that — wonderful?”

“It’s more than wonderful, young woman, it’s — —”

She put her small hand up to his lips and stopped him, commenting on his sentence as if it had been finished.

“I quite agree with you, Rupert, it is delightful; nothing more fortunate could possibly have happened.”


CHAPTER XXI

An Envelope

What the various ladies who had spent the night at Avonham thought when their presence was desired in Lady Cantyre’s boudoir, and they found spread out upon a table an amazing assemblage of triumphs of the jeweller’s art, and the countess told them that story about the dream and the bag, was not quite clear. Because, in telling her tale, the countess made it plain, not only that criticism was not invited, but also that questions would be resented, and, more, not answered.

When each lady was requested to choose her own property there ensued an animated scene. It was a regrettable fact that discussion actually arose as to who was the owner of certain trinkets. There were three diamond brooches; three ladies had lost a diamond brooch; the question arose as to which of those brooches belonged to each of them; before it was solved some very undesirable things had been said, and worse had been hinted. Nor was that the only instance of the kind; there were a couple of diamond pendants over which two ladies nearly came to blows. As one of them was unmistakably much the better of the two, it is difficult to evade the conclusion that one of them must have been a conscious liar, and, it is to be feared, even more than that.

The countess, when her guests would let her, was content to look on and smile; only when she could not help it did she essay the part of peacemaker. Although the choosing of each one’s property ought to have been the simplest thing in the world, it would seem, when the task of selection was done, as if no one lady was on the best of terms with any other; a fact on which it is inconceivable that the countess had calculated as likely to prevent any undesirable discussion of her story of the dream.

“They can talk as much as they like about it afterwards,” the countess had said to her husband, “but they won’t have a chance of talking to me; because you and I are going for a yachting cruise which will occupy us all the spring and summer.”

“What! Aren’t you going to spend the season in town?”

“I am not.”

“But you’ve had the house done up, and — no end!”

“Rupert, my health will not permit it. You are going to wire to your captain man to have the yacht ready to-morrow. I am going to see Sir James Jeffreys, and he is going to order me on board at once, because I must have sea air, and Violet Forster is coming with us.”

“Is she — is that because that ankle of hers must have sea air too?”

“Surely you must be aware that there is nothing so restful to an injured ankle as the sort of life one leads on board a yacht. Please send your wire, or shall I?”

This conversation took place before the lady and gentleman had yet quitted their own apartment; he was dressed, and she had dismissed her maid. When she said that about the wire he began to snap his thumb-nail against his teeth, which was a trick he had when he was worried.

“Aren’t you forgetting one thing? It’s all very well for you to have a dream about that blessed bag, but I can’t have a dream about that fellow Draycott. I can’t start off yachting while that’s in the wind.”

The lady was standing, with her hands behind her back, looking down with a contemplative air at the toe of her tiny shoe as it peeped from under the hem of her dress.

“I don’t see why not. Our Easter ball has not been, in all respects, the success I had hoped it would be, and usually is; but I don’t see what is to be gained by your hanging about while somebody is looking into that very unpleasant affair. Indeed, it seems in itself to be a sufficient reason why you should go yachting.”

The gentleman was still worriedly clicking his thumb-nail.

“It’s all very well for you to talk, but things are not going to be so easy for me as they’ve been for you. I tell you I can’t dream about a bag; I don’t at all suppose that I shall be able to get away with anything like decency — not what you would call get away — for, at any rate, some days to come.”

“Very well, then Violet and I will go alone; we will chaperone each other; and you will join us when you can. I presume you don’t suggest that it is necessary that I should stay?”

His lordship pulled a rueful face.

“It certainly isn’t necessary, because I don’t suppose you’ll be able to do anything, but — —” He gave a little groan. “Well, I expect you’re right, and after all perhaps you’d better go, and, of course, if you like, take Vi with you; she’ll be a companion. I shouldn’t wonder — I’ve a feeling in my bones that there will be a fuss made about Noel Draycott; and if there is, you’d certainly better be out of it. Upon my word, I wish we’d never had this ball; I’ve a kind of a sort of a feeling that the Easter ball at Avonham is going to bulk rather largely in the public eye; I see myself figuring in the public prints, and I certainly don’t want to have you there. I’ll wire to Slocock right away.”

Captain Slocock was the officer in command of the Earl of Cantyre’s well-known steam yacht Sea Bird.

The prophet was justified, there was a fuss; nothing had yet been heard of Mr. Draycott. It became a moot point whether something ought not to have been done in the matter, even in the dead of the night; it might, more than one person in the establishment became presently aware, become a very awkward subject for unpleasant future comment.

His lordship’s point of view was easy to grasp; there really had been nothing to show that anything serious had happened.

Scandal was the thing most to be avoided; if the police had been called in, there would have had to be a scandal, and nothing might have suited Noel Draycott less. There might, his lordship put it, have been a discussion between Noel Draycott and, say, someone else, of a strictly personal kind, in which Draycott might have got the worst of it. It was a most regrettable incident, that such a thing should have occurred at Avonham, on the night of the Easter ball. Mr. Draycott owed an apology to his hosts and their guests; he would be called to a severe account at the very first possible moment.

Of course, Major Reith had been under a misapprehension. In the first shock of his surprise at finding the man in such a dreadful condition on the floor, he jumped to the not unnatural conclusion that he was dead, which, though natural, was absurd. Who had ever heard of a dead man picking himself up and taking himself off? Which was what Noel Draycott had done.

Where he had taken himself to was another story. He was not at the barracks, as they had learned on the telephone, but then it was hardly likely that he would be there. In that discussion with someone else, he had been pretty badly knocked about; the major’s story made that clear. He would doubtless be ashamed of himself; there was probably something not nice at the back of it all. He would probably have preferred to take his broken head somewhere where there was a chance of his wounds being healed without their ever coming to the knowledge of his brother officers. What had to be ascertained was the hiding-place in which he had taken shelter.

And here something a trifle awkward cropped up; it seemed possible that he had never been either at Avonham or in that part of the country before. Then, in his state, at that hour of the night, for what quarter could he have set out, and how?

The presumption was that he had got out of the window, and shut it after him, which was in itself to presume a good deal; but as it seemed impossible that he could have gone wandering about the house — they had searched it from cellar to basement, to make sure that he was not hidden in it somewhere — he could have gone no other way. But after he had got out of the window, what then? In his then state, in the darkness, in a strange place, for what goal could he have been aiming?

The obvious answer seemed to be, none. He could not have had any cut-and-dried scheme formulated in his brain. The probability was that he had gone wandering, aimlessly, on. Then, in that case, he could scarcely have gone far; not beyond the park which extended for vast spaces about the house; he would never have found the way, even if he had been able to go the distance.

The conclusion therefore was that Noel Draycott must be somewhere within the precincts of the park, so search parties were sent off in all directions to look for him. There were quite a number of houses in the park; inquiries were made at each of these without result. One small fact did leak out, if it could be called a fact. At one of the keepers’ cottages, a small child, a girl of eleven or twelve, declared that she had been awakened in the night by the noise made by a motor-car. If the child’s tale was true, then it must have been after half-past three in the morning, probably after four. Her father had been kept up by the ball at the house; he had had something to do with expediting the departing guests. It was half-past three when he went home; the child was then awake, had spoken to him. She said that after her father had left her she fell asleep, and was disturbed by the motor-car; the cars and carriages, she said, had been waking her up all through the night. No one could trace that motorcar, whose it was. At that hour what could it have been doing there? The last vehicle had borne away the latest guests long before then. No one seemed to have observed the hour, but it was probably about that time that Major Reith had found Noel Draycott lying on the floor — to lose him directly afterwards. Had the belated motor-car, which that small girl asserted she had heard, anything to do with the loss?

It was not an easy question to answer.

The problem which the Earl of Cantyre, and in a lesser degree, his friend, had to solve, was, what was to be done? Should they wait for news of Noel Draycott, emanating probably from himself, or should communication be made with the police? The latter all the parties seemed to be most unwilling to do. It meant publicity. The news that the police had been summoned to Avonham would be flashed all over England inside an hour. It was just the spicy sort of tale the public would like. “Strange Occurrence in a Nobleman’s Mansion”: the earl could see that sort of headline staring at him from the principal news-page of a dozen different journals. “The Avonham Mystery” — that was the kind of title which some inspired journalist would fit to a commonplace, vulgar, sordid incident.

No, thank you. His lordship decided that he would not risk that sort of thing until compelled by circumstances. He would have inquiries set on foot, in a quiet way, in every possible direction; if nothing came of them it would be time to speak to the police.

One small, yet curious occurrence did, however, induce in him a momentary qualm of doubt as to whether it was really the wisest course which he was pursuing.

They had been talking in the hall — the amount of talk which was got through at Avonham that morning was beyond credibility. The earl was just marching off to his own particular sanctum, wishing with all his heart that the people would go, and that there might be peace, when he saw in the hand of a bronze figure which stood on a pedestal — an envelope. It was so placed that he could not help but notice it; as he came along it caught him full in the eye. He had passed that figure only a minute or two before; the envelope had not been there then, or he would certainly have seen it. He took it from the fingers of the outstretched hand. It was inscribed, in Roman letters which had been formed with a soft pen, “To the Earl of Cantyre.”

He glanced around; no one was in sight who seemed likely to have put it there. It struck him, even in that moment of irritation, as a little odd. He tore it open. Within was a sheet of his own notepaper. On it, again in Roman letters, formed with the same soft pen, was written:

 

“Who stole the Ditchling diamonds?

“Sydney Beaton.

“Who killed Noel Draycott?

“Sydney Beaton.

“If in doubt apply for information to Violet Forster.”

 

His lordship had but time to get a cursory glance at these singular questions and answers, when his wife, coming along with the Duchess of Ditchling beside her, snatched the piece of paper from his hand; it was done with a laugh, but it was none the less a snatch.

“My dear boy,” she cried, “what have you got there which makes you pull such faces?”

She glanced at the paper she had captured — and her countenance was changed. Something was flashed to each other by the married couple’s two pairs of eyes. Then the countess crushed the sheet of paper in her hand, and, without a word to her husband, went on with the duchess.


CHAPTER XXII

The Countess and Violet

Miss Forster’s bedroom door was gently opened, and the Countess of Cantyre went softly in. She closed the door as gently as she had opened it, and, remaining motionless, looked inquiringly about her. All was still. The curtains had not yet been drawn. In the apartment, despite its size, was the stuffy smell which comes to a bedroom when the windows have not been opened through the night. Her ladyship, crossing the room, drew the curtains and threw the windows wide open. It was a lovely day; the clean, fresh air came pouring in. The room looked on to the park, over a waving expanse of green which stretched as far as the eye could reach. She stood for a moment to enjoy the glory of the morning.

“That’s better,” she said out loud. Then she turned to the bed.

Miss Forster’s form was dimly outlined beneath the clothes. She had not moved when her visitor entered, or even when the windows were thrown open. She was either sleeping very soundly or she refused to allow herself to notice what was going on.

The countess, going to the side of the bed towards which her face was turned, stood waiting for her to show some signs of life. Presently there was a slight movement beneath the clothes, and a faint voice inquired:

“Who’s that?”

“You know very well who it is.”

“Margaret, is that you?”

“You know very well it’s me. Who but me would take the liberty of coming into your room, drawing the curtains and opening the windows and letting in the air? If you only knew what an atmosphere you’ve been living in! Do you always sleep with your windows closed?”

The only answer was a sound which might have meant anything, followed by a movement beneath the clothes.

“How’s the foot?”

“It seems better.” The words were whispered rather than spoken.

“How are you?”

“I’m all right.”

“You don’t sound as if you were all right. What’s become of your voice? And, if you are all right, what are you doing in bed at this hour of the day?”

“I was just going to get up.”

“Were you? That’s good news. There were no immediate signs of it that I could see. Vi, you and I are going yachting.”

“Going what?”

“Yachting. I said yachting. Do you want me to shout? We are leaving here to-day; we are starting on the Sea Bird to-morrow for wherever Captain Slocock likes to take us; you and I alone together.”

“Are we?”

“Yes, we are. Is that the dying-duck-in-a-thunderstorm sort of fashion in which you take my surprising piece of information? Move some of those bedclothes and let me see your face, or, if you won’t, I will.”

Her ladyship did. It was a white, wan face which looked out at her from between the sheets, so white and so wan that her ladyship was quite startled.

“Vi, what do you mean by telling me you’re all right? You look like a ghost.”

“I wish I were.”

“What does the child mean! Whatever for?”

“If I were a ghost I should be dead.”

“I see, that’s it; and a good, sound, healthy idea, especially for a young woman who is scarcely more than a child.”

Her ladyship, drawing forward a big arm-chair, placed herself, not on the seat, but on the back; her feet she placed on the seat. She was such a small person that if she had occupied the position which people usually do upon a chair, Violet, on her high spring mattress, would have been above the level of her head, and she, for the purpose she had in view, at a disadvantage. Balanced on the top of the back of the chair, she was at least on a level with the girl in the bed.

“Vi, I am going to talk to you. I wish I’d been made a foot longer; then I shouldn’t be forced to take positions on furniture which people were never meant to take. You’re going to tell me all about it. You and I have had our share of troubles in our time, and we’ve always made a clean breast of them to each other. Now start confessing to me.”

“It’s easy for you to talk.”

“Of course it is; and it will be easy for you when you’ve once got going.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Oh, yes, I do. Sydney Beaton was here last night.”

“Margaret! How do you know?” The girl threw the bedclothes off for herself, starting up from her pillow. “Has that wretch told you?”

Her ladyship regarded the girl attentively; then shook her dainty head.

“No one has told me anything. I just guessed, though perhaps you’ve told me as much as you very well could.”

“I told you? What do you mean?”

“My dear Vi, consider. Could your conduct have been more suggestive? Don’t I know you? Aren’t I aware that you’re the coolest, calmest, most levelheaded of young women? Do you suppose that you acted up to that character last night? My dear Vi, something was wrong with you, so wrong that it had turned the girl I knew into one I didn’t. What could it be? We know all about each other that there is to know, so that I knew that there was only one thing which could have on you such a dire effect. How did you know that leather bag was in that chest? Mind you, I’m not asking a question; I’m not trying to force your confidence; I’m only putting it to you if it isn’t obvious that there was only one conclusion I could draw?”

The girl was sitting up in bed, white-faced, wild-eyed.

“Then, now you know why I wished that I was a ghost.”

Again her ladyship observed her closely, her head a little on one side.

“Aren’t you — doesn’t it occur to you as being just barely possible that you’re a goose?”

“Why am I a goose?”

“May I speak?”

“I can’t stop you. You’ve evidently come here for that express purpose.”

“I know you will misunderstand me, and fly at me, and scratch me, and do all sorts of pretty things.”

Her ladyship sighed; her tone breathed resignation.

“You needn’t be afraid.”

“I’m not; only — Vi, if you only knew how sorry I am for you.”

“I don’t want your sorrow.”

“Vi, I am afraid that your Sydney Beaton is a bad lot.”

“Don’t you dare to say it — you!”

“You can’t believe that he isn’t.”

“I can, and I do.”

“Was he Jane Simmons’s catspaw, or was Jane Simmons his? I presume they were confederates. Only that could explain the little talk you had with her.”

The girl clenched her fists; she drew a great breath.

“Margaret, I want to tell you just how it is with me.”

“Tell on.”

“I’d give — I’d jump at the chance of marrying him to-morrow.”

“I’ll do you the justice to say that I don’t believe you. Even if you’re a lunatic, you can’t be absolutely raving.”

“Let me explain.”

“With pleasure. Your remark will need all the explanation you can lay your hands on.”

“Do you know what it is — to love a man?”

“I’m rather fond of mine.”

“Fond!” Nothing could have exceeded the scorn which the girl’s manner was meant to convey. “Do you know what it is for your love for a man to have become so part and parcel of your being that life means nothing without him?”

“I’m glad to say I don’t.”

“Then, I do. So that, you see, is where we differ.”

“Poor Vi!”

“Don’t talk nonsense, Margaret; there’s no poverty in such a state as mine. I’m far richer than you, because I have the only thing which life has to offer worth having. Don’t speak; let me continue. You’ve read the fairy tale in which the heroine gets the gift of sight — it’s an allegory. She meets one person in whose nature there is nothing hidden from her; she can see into his very heart. Now start laughing: I can see into Sydney Beaton’s very heart.”

“My dear, I’m very far from laughing. You’re not the only girl who has thought she had that gift where a particular man was concerned. What would the police have said if they had caught the gentleman you name in the very act? You know, they don’t consider motives, or peer into hearts; they only deal with facts.”

“You don’t understand.”

“Well, make me.”

“Aren’t I trying to? But you will keep interrupting. Sydney has never been exactly wise — —”

“So you’ve told me.”

The girl took no heed of the interruption; she only glared.

“But I will answer for his standard of honour, and honesty, as I would for my own.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“That’s because you don’t know him, as I do. They lied when they said he cheated. I spoke to some of them last night. Mr. Tickell, who was playing against him, admitted that he knew nothing about it, that he saw no wrong in anything that Sydney did, nothing in the least suspicious in his behaviour. Captain Draycott as good as owned that, in supporting Anthony Dodwell’s accusation, he might have been in error; I could see for myself that that consciousness was weighing on his mind. Major Reith tells me that it was all done in the hurry and whirl of a few mad moments. They talked it over after Sydney had gone; they were all agreed that they would have liked to have him back, to have questioned him when he was cooler and they also. I haven’t seen Colonel Sandys, who, you know, was in command of the regiment. I haven’t had a chance. He’s been abroad ever since. But I’ve been given to understand that, although he wasn’t present, he expressed himself on the matter in terms which were unflattering to all concerned; and I’ve a suspicion that his feeling on the subject had something to do with his retiring. Anthony Dodwell has not become more popular since; I believe, that if the mess was polled, they’d exchange him for Sydney to-morrow.”

“Not after last night, my dear.”

“I’m coming to that. Until now I’ve not felt that it became me to interfere. I felt that Sydney might resent my interfering; that he would prefer to take the matter up in his own way, at his own time. But after last night I see how mistaken I may have been. Margaret, if you were a man of honour, consider what your feelings would be if those whom you had esteemed your friends treated you as those men did Sydney.”

“It’s not easy for me to put myself into such a position; but if I had been in his place, and been innocent, I think I should have recognised the danger of my position, have kept calm, and have had the matter thrashed right out.”

“My dear Margaret, you don’t seem to realise that all these men were half beside themselves. I can quite fancy what men can be in such a moment. Sydney wanted to fly at Dodwell’s throat. I’m sure that I can’t blame him; I should have wanted to do the same, wouldn’t you?”

“Well, that depends. I can’t say that the little I have known of Captain Dodwell has moved me to affection. But, that apart, how do you explain last night?”

“Don’t I tell you that I’m coming to that? Margaret, have patience. Sydney left the barracks that night with, it is nearly certain, very little money, and half mad with rage and shame and grief. Then the curtain falls; we know nothing of what happened to him afterwards. But, in the light of last night, can’t you imagine?”

“That’s the pity of it — I can.”

“Yes; but from one point of view only. Can’t you conceive of there being another? Can’t you imagine what he may have suffered in what, to him, was a new and hideous world — hopeless, helpless, friendless, penniless, alone? I can’t think of any way in which Sydney could have earned a farthing, circumstanced as he was. When his money was gone, which probably lasted only a very little time, he perhaps went hungry. Oh, you don’t believe that men do go hungry! My dear, since Sydney went, I’ve seen crowds of men, in London streets and parks and public places, who, I am convinced, go hungry nearly all the time. Margaret — again I give you permission to laugh — as I’ve been lying here between the sheets I’ve seen Sydney starving in rags. I’m sure it has been like that. When a man of his position gets down to that, what is there for him to do?”

“That sort of thing would be pretty rough on him, I grant. But, you know, Vi, you’re taking a very great deal for granted.”

“I’ve admitted that Sydney was never the wisest or the strongest of men. It is quite possible that in those depths he met those who were even more desperate than himself, who pointed out to him a way of at least getting something to eat. There’s something about that woman Simmons which convinces me that she has known something of the sort of thing of which I speak.”

“Do you mean that she has known what it is to starve?”

“I shouldn’t wonder. There was something about her when she came into this room last night which struck me. When I was talking to her this morning in the hall I saw what it was; it kept peeping out. Margaret, that woman has stood at despair’s very gate; she has never forgotten it, and never will. It’s taken from her something which you and I have, but which she will never have again; she is not a woman in the sense we are. Although she may not know it, she is as some wild creature which has its back against the wall, and which fights, straining every nerve and every faculty it has, against what must prevail.”

The countess was regarding her with her eyes wide open.

“I always have credited you with imagination, but I certainly never guessed that it amounted to this. I must take a look at Simmons myself, and see what my imagination does for me. I don’t want to be beaten in a game of that kind.”

“I told you you could laugh, and so you can. If I had had my wits about me, I should have stopped Sydney last night; I should have stuck to him tight; I should have made him understand that, whether he would or wouldn’t, I would stay by his side, lest worse befell him. I am going to do that now; I am going to leave no stone unturned to find him. When I have found him I’ll not lose sight of him again. He has not been very wise; but the world has used him ill. I will stand by his side against the world.”

“My dear, you talk as I’ve always fancied young women talk in plays I’ve never seen, the sort of plays which I have been given to understand were popular at the Adelphi once upon a time. It may be very beautiful, but it’s frightfully silly. Suppose it gets generally known — and these things do get out — that the gentleman in question committed what was really an act of burglary last night, do you imagine that even the most catholic-minded people will want to cultivate his acquaintance, even with you at his side? And, Vi, you know there may be worse than burglary.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Hasn’t it occurred to you as just possible that he may have had something to do with what happened to Captain Draycott, who, by the way, is still nowhere to be found? Rupert tries to pretend that he thinks everything is all right, but I can see that he is oppressed by a feeling that he is lying at the bottom of the lake.”

“I’m not going to talk to you, Margaret; I can see that it’s no use. I’m sure that if Sydney had anything to do with Captain Draycott, that gentleman brought it on himself.”

“My dear girl! But will the police think that?”

“Margaret, I’m going to get up. It’s no use our continuing the discussion. We not only look out of two different pairs of eyes; we look on two entirely different worlds. In yours it’s roses, roses all the way; in mine it’s thorns, thorns, thorns. Are you going, or must I dress while you’re here?”

The girl, slipping out of the bed, stood before her in her night attire.

“My dear, you often have, but I’ll go if you’d rather. Shall I send your maid?”

“Send no one. I’ll dress myself; I will do all things for myself in future. And, while you’re here, I’ll say good-bye. While I’ve been lying there I’ve been planning what to do to find Sydney. We’re not to see much of each other while I’m doing that, and when I’ve found him we’re likely to see still less. As you put it, he and I are not the sort of persons with whom you and your friends might care to claim acquaintance.”

“Then you won’t come yachting?”

“Thank you, I will not.”

“Vi, don’t be a pig! I’m on your side.”

“I doubt it, nor, under the circumstances, do I see how you could be.”

“But I am, you idiot! I’ve something of the sort of feeling for you which it seems you have for him, and though I’ve no doubt whatever that you’re more foolish than a goose — because a goose is quite a wise bird — all the same, I’m going to stick as close to you as you talk of sticking to him. So perhaps, before I quit this room, you’ll promise that you won’t leave the house till you’ve had another talk with me.”

“What will be the use of that?”

“Never mind; you promise.”

“Oh, I’ll promise; but I shall leave the house this morning all the same.”

“You can, and my prayers will go with you; but you’re not going in your present frame of mind towards me — that I tell you straight. You’ve had no breakfast, and it’s lunch time. When you’re dressed, suppose you come to my room and have something with me; I’ll see that we’re alone.”

“If you like, I’ll come, but it will be on the understanding that you will not even try to persuade me not to do what I am going to do.”

“I won’t try to persuade or dissuade you — only you come.”

When the countess was again in the pretty sitting-room which she called her very own she took a sheet of paper from between the buttons of her blouse: it was the sheet of paper which had been contained in the envelope which had been presented to the earl by the bronze figure on the pedestal. The little lady read it carefully through; then she struck a match, and lit it at the corner, holding it in her fingers while it flamed, and she asked herself:

“I wonder who wrote it — could it have been Jane Simmons?”

When the paper had been utterly consumed, dropping the ash on to the floor, she pressed it into the carpet with her shoe, so that none of it remained. Then she rang the bell. To the man who answered it she said:

“There’s a maid in the house named Simmons — Jane Simmons. Tell them to send her to me here at once.”

Some minutes elapsed, during which the countess, taking her ease on a couch covered with pink satin, opened, one after the other, a number of envelopes which were in a tray upon a table. For the most part just glancing at their enclosures, she dropped them from her on to the floor, and was still engaged in doing this when the man returned.

“It appears, my lady, that Simmons has left the house.”

“Indeed?” The countess just glanced up from still another enclosure she was dropping to put the question; no one would have supposed she was interested in the least.

“Yes, my lady. She was missed some time ago. Mrs. Ellis sent to her room, and it was found she was gone. It seems that one of the gardeners saw her walking towards the lake with a bag in her hand.”

“Is that so? Tell them to serve lunch in my room — lunch for two — in, say, half an hour.”

The man went. The lady continued to treat her correspondence with the same scant courtesy.

“So she has gone. I thought it would be found that she had gone. She was seen walking towards the lake, with a bag. I wonder why the lake, and what was in the bag. Poor Vi!”


CHAPTER XXIII

The Latest Story

Days became weeks, and the mystery of what had become of Noel Draycott was a mystery still. It had got into the papers; to the disgust of the Earl of Cantyre, it had become, in a sense, the topic of the hour. “Where is Noel Draycott?” was the question, set in staring capitals, which faced newspaper readers day after day. The usual things were said about the incapacity of Scotland Yard; and people were assured by the morning and evening Press that the whole affair was but another illustration of how ineffective our detective service really is.

The official methods of dealing with his house and grounds were bad enough, but when it came to the amateur detective, his lordship drew the line. It was a subject on which he expressed himself very freely.

“Think the professional is no good, do they? I can’t say that I’m struck with him myself. But compared to these male and female creatures who are aping him —— ! There’s a woman who has taken on the job of what she calls ‘solving’ the mystery for the Daily Screecher; they tell me they’ve had the greatest difficulty in keeping her out of the servants’ hall, to say nothing of the butler’s pantry; and the other day they found her under the dining-room table just as they were starting to lay the dinner. I’ve given instructions that all such persons are to be warned gently off the premises, and kept off. Of course, if any of them should stray by any unhappy accident into the lake, it will be a misfortune. Privacy is getting a thing of the past. From the tone some of these fellows take, you’d think it was their house, their grounds — not mine.”

Miss Forster had gone her own way — her uncle and many of her friends put it, her own bad way. She had gone straight from Avonham to Nuthurst, her uncle’s house, which had been her home for so many years. In an interview she had insisted on having with him a very few minutes after her arrival, she had given her uncle one of the surprises of his life.

“You wish me to marry Sir George Beaton?” she had informed him.

“I’m not particular about your marrying George Beaton,” the distracted old man declared. “There are hundreds and thousands of men in the world besides. What’s the matter with Harold Reith? I thought you liked him.”

“I like him too much to marry him.”

“Of course, there’s that point of view. I said to him: ‘If the girl does marry you, you’ll want to drown her and yourself inside six weeks.’ Well, that didn’t seem to cheer him.”

Miss Forster looked at the old gentleman with doubtful glance, as if she suspected him of malign intention.

“Such a remark on your part was quite unnecessary. Major Reith is not likely to find himself in such a situation. I am going to marry Sydney Beaton.”

Had she actually dropped a live bomb at his feet, Mr. Hovenden could not have seemed more disturbed.

“That pestilent young scoundrel! Was there ever anything like a woman for sheer impossibility?”

“It is because I am conscious of what your sentiments are on the subject that I am going to leave Nuthurst.”

“You’re going to do — what?”

“I have an income of my own — —”

“Five hundred a year.”

“It’s more than five hundred a year.”

“How much more?”

“I’m going to take a small furnished flat in London, and I’m going to live in it. For that my income will be more than ample.”

“Is the girl raving? What’s the matter with my house — or with me? If it comes to that, can’t I take a flat for you?”

She crossed the room, and she kissed him. Educated in the school of experience, he did not show himself so grateful as he might have done.

“What does that mean?”

“It means, my dear uncle, that it can’t be done.”

“What can’t be done?”

“I’d better be candid with you.”

“I’d sooner you weren’t. Candour with you means saying something disagreeable.”

“Circumstances have arisen which make me think that things are in a very bad way with Sydney.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised.”

“You would be surprised if you knew how bad they are.”

“Oh, no, I shouldn’t. A young scamp like that must expect to feed on the husks which the swine have rejected. I know. Rogues sometimes do get punished even in this world.”

“Does it not occur to you how impossible it is that I should remain in your house while you speak like that of my future husband?”

“Your future husband?”

“My future husband.” She said it with an air of calmness which irritated the old gentleman more than any show of heat would have done.

“Violet, if ever you marry that young blackguard — —”

“Stop, uncle, before you say something which I may find it hard to forgive.” She spoke as if she wished him to understand that the discussion was closed; that all she had to do was to make an announcement. “I am leaving Nuthurst this afternoon; I am going up to town by the three-twenty-three. I have told Cleaver to send my things on after me and what things to send. I shan’t want her. You may dismiss her or keep her on, as you please. I dare say she may be found useful in the house.”

“Dismiss Cleaver! At a moment’s notice! I catch myself at it. And she has waited upon you hand and foot since you wore your first pair of long stockings!”

As Geoffrey Hovenden growled the words out he surveyed her as a clean-bred old mastiff might an impertinent young lap-dog. She went calmly on, holding out to him a sheet of paper:

“My address in town will be 2A Cobden Mansions, York Place. I’ve written it on this piece of paper in case you should forget it. It is quite respectable; you need be under no apprehension. All the occupants of Cobden Mansions are women, who have to supply satisfactory references before they are accepted as tenants. Good-bye.”

Ignoring the hand which she advanced, he glared at her as if he would like to treat her to a good shaking.

“Are you in earnest?”

“I am. I know, uncle, how much I have to thank you for; please don’t think I’m ungrateful because I am leaving Nuthurst. If I had married any of those hundred thousand gentlemen you just spoke of, I should have had to leave your house for his, so it comes to the same thing, because I hope that my husband will soon have a home for me. I don’t suppose we shall see much of each other in future — —”

“Don’t talk balderdash! I’m disappointed in you, Violet, disappointed.”

“I’m sorry, uncle; but I shan’t cease to love you, and I hope you won’t cease to love me.”

“Why should I? Though your whole conduct shows you don’t care a snap of your fingers for me. I don’t believe you’re really quite right in your head; I’ve half a mind to have you certified as a lunatic.”

“You might find that harder than you suppose. But don’t let us talk about that. You’ll think better of me when I’ve gone. If you won’t shake hands, once more good-bye. Remember, 2A Cobden Mansions. I shall be always glad to have a visit from you.”

She was gone from the room, and very shortly afterwards from the house. His inclination was to stop her by strong measures, but second thoughts prevailed. He chose what he flattered himself was the wisdom of the serpent.

“If I let her think that it is a matter of complete indifference to me whether she goes or stays, she’ll soon be back again. When a woman thinks that you don’t care if she does make a fool of herself, she’ll soon give up trying. I never thought that the girl would be such an imbecile.”

When, a few days later, Sir George Beaton called, and placed him in possession of certain information, he formed a still lower estimate of his niece’s mental capacity. The young man burst in on the old one just as he had finished his usual daily interview with his steward.

“Hovenden,” he began, without any preliminary greeting, “what’s this idea about Violet having left Nuthurst and gone to live in town?”

The old gentleman looked up from a bundle of papers which the steward had left behind.

“I don’t know what you hear, but she’s gone.” His glance returned to the papers. “So far as I can understand, she’s gone to look for your brother Sydney.”

Sir George displayed signs of acute perturbation.

“Good heavens! Do you know what’s the latest tale they’re telling?”

“How should I? How long is it since I saw you? The worst tales about your brother I’ve always heard from you.”

“Is that meant for —— What do you mean by that?”

“It’s the truth, any way. Ever since Sydney was a small boy you’ve been telling tales to his discredit.”

“Have I? I’m going to cap them with another: he’s been committing burglary — that’s his latest performance.”

“Tell that to the marines. You know, George, you overdo it where Sydney is concerned; you make of him ‘an ‘orrible tale’; the colours with which you paint him are invariably sanguinary.”

Sir George Beaton punctuated his words by striking his hand on the table at which the old gentleman was sitting.

“On the night of the Easter ball at Avonham all the women’s jewellery was taken from their rooms — by Sydney.”

“Who told you that?”

“Never mind who told me; it’s a fact. It’s the topic among the people we know.”

“He did it for a lark; he has a peculiar sense of humour.”

“That’s how you look at it; you may well call it peculiar. There’s something else which is being said of him, still more peculiar.”

“He has committed murder?”

“That’s what’s being said.”

“George, do you know you’re talking of your own brother?”

“Don’t I know it? You’ve seen in the papers about this Noel Draycott who is missing; he’s one of the men who accused him that night at poker. They say that after Sydney had made off with the women’s jewels he came across Draycott, there was a row, and he killed him. And this is the man Violet has gone to London to look for! She’s not the only person who is doing it. And I’ll say this — I hope that neither she nor anyone else will find him. I don’t want to have my name entered in the Newgate Calendar, nor to see my brother finish at the gallows.”

“Is it possible, do you think, that Violet can know of this — of these charges which are alleged against him?”

“I’m told it’s because she knows that she’s gone to town. She’s got some cranky notion in her head that this is a case in which, for love’s sake, the world would be well lost. To associate love with a man like that!”


CHAPTER XXIV

2A Cobden Mansions

It was hard to see what Violet Forster had gained by her change of residence, even from her own point of view; she felt that herself. She was conscious that Cobden Mansions was not Nuthurst, and that her particular corner in that tall, ugly, red brick building left a deal to be desired. And so far as she could see, she had done no good by coming; she had learnt absolutely nothing of Sydney Beaton’s whereabouts; she could not have learnt less had she chosen to stray in the woods at Nuthurst instead of the highways and by-ways of London.

She had never got over the difficulty which had beset her at the first, that she had not been able to decide which was the best way to carry on her search. She had always the one dreadful fact to remember, that she was not the only person who wanted to get within touch of Sydney. If she was not careful she might do him the worst possible turn, by placing him in the hands of his enemies. That, in the sense in which she used the word, he was an innocent man she had no doubt whatever; but whether that sense was one which would commend itself to the authorities was the problem which caused her many a sleepless night, which took the roses out of her cheeks, the light from her eyes, the spring from her steps; which had transformed the blooming, light-hearted, high-spirited maiden into a nervous, shrinking, white-faced woman. She who had never known what it was to have an hour’s illness, had suddenly become the victim of headaches which would not go. Such headaches! It seemed as if some terrible weight were pressing on her brain, making it difficult even for her to open her eyes. Major Reith caught her one day while she was in the grip of one of the very worst of them. Coming unannounced into her little sitting-room, he found her lying face downwards on the couch. Starting up, turning towards him her pallid face, they regarded each other with mutual discomfiture.

He spoke first: “I beg your pardon, but — I did knock.”

Assuming a more orthodox position, she conjured up — it seemed with difficulty — a faint, wan smile.

“I’m not surprised. It’s I who should apologise; this absurd head of mine makes me feel so stupid that anyone might knock half a dozen times without my knowing it.”

Her appearance startled him; to him she seemed genuinely ill; the change which had taken place in her hurt him more than he would have cared to say. He was so unwilling that she should see the concern on his face that he turned his face from her under the pretence of putting his hat upon a chair.

“Have you seen a doctor?”

“What’s the use? Medicine won’t cure me, at least the sort of stuff a doctor would prescribe.”

“Suppose you get really bowled over, what then?” She did not answer; she shut her eyes and sat still. “Do you know you are beginning to strike me as an extremely obstinate person?”

“Are you only just beginning to find that out?”

“You’ll be a case for the hospital before very long, and then what good will you have done, for yourself, for anyone?”

“That’s a question which I put to myself — so often. Please don’t bully me. You never have seen me cry, have you? But I shall cry if you do; and I feel that if I once start I shall never stop. Have you any news? That’s the medicine I want, and a doctor who will give it me.”

“I’m more than half disposed to telegraph to someone who’d pack you off to the sea; you’ll brood yourself ill.”

“The sea won’t do me any good; I’ve told you the only medicine which will. Have you any?”

“News? Of a sort. The regiment is all at sixes and sevens; in the whole of its history there’s never been such a state of things before.”

“What’s wrong now with your precious regiment?”

“Everything. There’s a bad spirit abroad in the mess; there’s continual friction, the fellows are all at loggerheads, there’s something that jars.”

“So there ought to be, amongst such a set of individuals as constitute your mess.”

“I’ve something to tell which you may regard as some of that medicine you are looking for.”

“Have you? That’s good; what is it?”

“It depends upon the point of view whether it’s good or whether it’s bad; from one point of view it’s uncommonly bad.”

“I hope that’s not mine.”

“I dare say it won’t be. You know that throughout I’ve declined to express a positive opinion about that poker business of Beaton’s.”

“I do; and I’ve hated you for it.”

“I’m beginning to think that there may be something in your point of view after all.”

“Really? That is condescension; and what has brought it about — you’re beginning to think?”

“I know what you think, and I know why; you must forgive me if my thoughts are on a different plane. You consider one man only, there’s nothing that matters except him; to me there’s a very great deal. I’m a soldier; to me the service is first and last; my regiment is all in all.”

“Do you think I don’t know that?”

“That affair of Beaton’s was bad enough in all conscience; it’s a tale which will be told of the regiment for many a day; but if it’s going to be reopened I don’t know what will become of us — I honestly do not.”

“You don’t believe that justice should be done even if the heavens fall?”

“I’m not sure that it is not better that one man should suffer, even though unjustly, rather than that a great and glorious tradition should be dragged in the mud and made a mock of.”

“Your sentiments do you infinite discredit; I wonder, since you hold them, that I ever let you speak to me.”

“Yes — well, I do hold them, and I’m going to continue to speak to you whether you let me or not.”

“You haven’t got your medicine.”

“Young Tickell has made an announcement to the mess which is likely to cause trouble. He laid a cheque on the table for the amount which was in the pool that night, and he said that, as circumstances had arisen which caused him to doubt, he felt that he would like the money to be held in trust till the point was finally decided.”

“Bravo, Jackie! Conscience moves in a mysterious way; that really is medicine.”

“Yes, I thought you’d think so; it doesn’t occur to you to think what the young gentleman’s action means for the rest of us.”

“I’m hopeful that it will cause your consciences to move in a mysterious way; I’ve always insisted that the age of miracles is still with us.”

“Tickell as good as said that he doubted that Dodwell and Draycott had said the thing which was not, and if we had not all of us behaved infamously.”

“You prefer the French point of view of the chose jugée; isn’t that the phrase with which they decline to let injustice be set right?”

“The thing’s done — that was bad enough; but if it’s all going to be reopened it may be made infinitely worse; Tickell’s action practically laid an unpleasant imputation upon every one of us.”

“I shall write to Mr. Tickell and tell him how glad I am to find that there is in him the making of an honest man.”

“What did you say to him that night at the Avonham ball?” Although the major paused for an answer, none came. “I believe that what you said, whatever it was, was the direct cause of his present action. Now what did you say?”

The lady rose from the couch, with a smile which, this time, was childlike and bland.

“I say that your medicine has already done me some good, and I think that the fresh air of the heavens may do me more. Regent’s Park is within easy distance. Would you favour me with your society if I were moved to stroll in it? I will go and put my hat on.” She turned again just as she was leaving the room. “By the way, who is the correspondent who has favoured this morning’s Daily Screecher with that mysterious communication; do you think it was manufactured in the office? I fancy that mysterious communications sometimes are.”

“You credit me with a knowledge of journalistic methods which I don’t possess.”

“You saw it?” He nodded. “What do you think of it?”

“I would rather not think of it at all.”

“That seems to be your attitude in all such matters; you’re like the ostrich who thinks that he hides himself and escapes from an unpleasant predicament by hiding his head in the sand. You see, I’ve got to think.”

“Then, if I were you, I shouldn’t.”

“The Daily Screecher says that a correspondent has favoured them with an account of certain extraordinary occurrences which took place at Avonham on the night of the Easter ball. If the statement is true, and it seems to bear on it the hall-mark of truth, then it throws a very lurid light on the continued mysterious disappearance of Captain Noel Draycott. It goes on to say that searching and exhaustive inquiries are being made into the statement, the result of which will be published in an early issue. In the meantime it assures its readers that sensational, and even astounding, developments may shortly be expected. I suppose you are capable of telling me if you think that that communication was manufactured in the office?”

The major showed a disposition to fidget, on which the lady commented.

“It’s no use your shuffling your feet, or looking down at your boots, or fingering your tie; everything is quite all right. Will you please tell me what you think?”

“It’s difficult to say.”

“That means that you think there is a bona fide correspondent and that the communication is genuine.”

“I’ll put it this way — it’s a wonder to me that something hasn’t peeped out already. You and I know that the facts that the papers have got are not the real ones; there are — how many persons? — goodness only knows! — who are in a position to supply them with something which is a great deal nearer the truth — the whole truth, that is.”

“And you think that one of those persons has?”

“Who knows? So far what struck me most about the matter is, that in spite of the boasted argus eyes of the newspapers, how easy it is to keep things from them. Even the approximate truth of what took place at Avonham would make — if they knew it — the fortunes of half a dozen journalists; and in America they would have got it, long ago; it’s possible that here they’re going to get it now.”

The girl’s smile had again become wan and faint.

“You’re a comfortable counsellor; that paragraph in the Screecher gave me my headache; your medicine did it good; but now it’s as bad again as ever. I don’t think that I care to stroll in the park — even with you.”

“Whether you care or not you are coming. Go and put on your hat; or am I to carry you off without it?”

The girl hesitated; then, without a word, quitted the room. She was absent some minutes; a hat is not put on in a second. When she returned there was something about her eyes which filled the major with uncomfortable suspicions. In silence she led the way downstairs, and he followed.

It did not promise to be a very agreeable stroll, although the weather was fine. He seemed to find it hard to make conversation; she certainly declined to help him. They were into the park before a dozen sentences had been exchanged. Then, when they had walked quite a little distance without a word being spoken, all at once, as if moved by a sudden impulse, she made an effort to relieve the situation.

“If we walk on much longer, mumchance, like two dumb statues, people will think one of two things; either that we are married — I’ve been given to understand that husbands and wives never speak to each other when they take their walks abroad — or else that we have quarrelled.”

He bore himself as if he had a poker down his back, and his eyes were fixed straight in front of him as he replied:

“I’ve not the least objection to their thinking the first.”

“I dare say; but I have. Will you please talk to me about the weather.”

Before he had a chance to air his eloquence upon that well-worn subject, something happened which rendered it unnecessary for him to say anything at all. A taxicab had gone rushing past, and as it passed, its occupant, a lady, put out her head to look at them. The cab had not gone another fifty yards before she stopped it. As they approached she was standing on the footpath with the obvious intention of accosting them. Her tone as she did so was enthusiastic.

“Miss Forster! This is a pleasure.”

Judging from the expression on the young lady’s face she was more than doubtful if it was a pleasure which was common to them both.

“Jane Simmons!” she exclaimed.

The other shook her by no means ill-looking head, and she laughed.

“Not Simmons; my name is Spurrier, Julia Spurrier. Most fortunate my meeting you like this, Miss Forster; I have for some time been most anxious to have a talk with you. Is there anywhere where I can say a few words to you in private? I believe you will regard what I have to say as of the first importance — to you, Miss Forster. I know what I am saying.”


CHAPTER XXV

Julia Spurrier

Miss Spurrier was very well dressed; as regards appearance she was really smarter than Miss Forster. All her extremely nice clothes looked as if they had come from the hands of artists, and her hat was a dream. She stood with one well-gloved hand resting on a long-handled parasol — it was a sunny afternoon; with one champagne-coloured shoe she seemed to be describing figures on the ground; her head was held a little back at an angle which became her. It was not easy to recognise in this elegant personage Jane Simmons in her cap and apron. Major Reith, who, with old-fashioned courtesy, stood with his hat in his hand, seemed as if he did not know what to make of her; while possibly the singularity of Miss Forster’s bearing was owing to the fact that she was divided between anger and amazement, with possibly a touch of fear lurking in the corner of her heart. She seemed to be in doubt as to whether it would be better and wiser to enter into conversation with this disreputable person, or to pass contemptuously on. When, at last, she did speak, it was with the plain intention of giving the other to understand that she was to keep what Miss Forster considered her place.

“Have you anything to say to me? Can’t you say it here?”

“In the presence of Major Reith?” The lady swung her parasol in that gentleman’s direction, and she beamed at him. “Oh, I know you, Major — you’re not the only officer in your regiment with whom I have the pleasure of being acquainted. With one of them I’ve been on quite intimate terms; ask Miss Forster. It’s about him I wish to speak to her.”

The major, noting his companion’s distress, made a somewhat blundering attempt to come to her rescue.

“If I’m in the way, Miss Forster, pray command me; shall I walk on, or would you prefer that I should stay?”

Miss Forster still seemed to be in doubt; her words were scarcely friendly.

“Major Reith, I’ve only seen this person once in my life — she was a servant at Avonham on the night of the Easter ball — or she pretended to be. Her conduct on that occasion was of a kind which makes it amazing that she should have the assurance to address me now.”

Miss Spurrier showed no signs of being hurt by the speaker’s candour; she only laughed.

“It’s hardly fair, Major Reith, for Miss Forster to put it like that. You will, of course, recollect the robbery of the ladies’ jewels — actually from their bedrooms, when they were fast asleep. You remember how all the jewels were found again, in a leather bag? It was rather a funny story.” She turned to the girl. “Miss Forster, shall I tell him all about it? I’m convinced that it would tickle him.”

A flush had come over Violet Forster’s face, her cheeks were as scarlet as they had just been white. Not only her lips, her whole frame seemed trembling from head to foot.

Miss Spurrier observed her with malicious amusement — she remained all smiles.

“Why, Miss Forster, how red you have all at once become, and only a moment ago I was thinking how pale you were. Doesn’t a touch of colour become her, Major Reith?”

The major looked extremely uncomfortable, as if he did not know what to make of the position. Miss Forster relieved him of his perplexity.

“I think,” she said to him, “that I will hear what this person has to say. She can come with me in this cab to my rooms; and may I ask you to accompany us? I have reasons for wishing you to do so. Get in.”

She ordered Miss Spurrier to enter the cab very much as she might have done if she had still been Jane Simmons. Miss Spurrier laughingly complied.

“What funny ways you have, Miss Forster! If you would let me tell Major Reith that story, he’d think they were funnier still.”

Miss Forster, following her into the cab, chose to sit with her back to the driver; the major, entering last, was placed in the seat of honour by Miss Spurrier’s side. When the cab reached Cobden Mansions, and the passengers had alighted, Miss Forster said to the major, as she opened the door of a room which was just inside the hall:

“This is meant to be used as a reception room for visitors to tenants of the flats who do not wish to see them in their own apartments. I am going to take this person with me upstairs; will you wait here till she has gone, or till I send for you?”

The major expressed his perfect willingness to await the lady’s pleasure; the two women ascended in the lift to Miss Forster’s flat on one of the upper floors. So soon as they were in, Miss Forster’s manner entirely changed. All signs of confusion or distress vanished; she assumed what was almost an air of truculence. Closing the door, she pointed to a seat.

“Sit down.” The visitor obeyed. “Now, Jane Simmons, or whatever you call yourself, you say you’ve been looking for me; I don’t know what truth there may be in that, but I do know that I’ve been looking for you; and now that I’ve found you, we’re not going to part until we’ve come to an understanding.”

“That’s what I want, Miss Forster — an understanding.”

“In the first place, before you leave this room, you’re going to tell me where Sydney Beaton is now.”

The visitor raised her grey-suede-covered hands with what was possibly meant to be a gesture of lady-like amazement.

“How odd! How extremely singular! What a coincidence!”

“What’s a coincidence — and odd — and singular?”

Nothing could have been grimmer than the tone in which Miss Forster put her question. She had taken up an attitude before the empty fireplace which was almost masculine, and again there was something which was almost masculine in the curt, unceremonious fashion of her speech; nothing could have been in more striking contrast than the other’s airs and graces of a fine lady.

“That you should have said such a thing as that to me about dear old Sydney.”

Miss Forster bit her lip.

“Have the goodness not to speak of Mr. Beaton in my presence by his Christian name.”

“My dear Miss Forster, why not? When he and I have been such friends; I’ve always called him Sydney.”

“Whether that is or is not a lie I am not in a position to say; you’ll speak of him as Mr. Beaton to me. Where is Mr. Beaton?”

“That’s what I said was so odd, so singular, such a coincidence. That you should put such a question to me, when one of the chief reasons why I was so anxious to have a talk was because I wished to put exactly the same question to you — where is Mr. Beaton?”

“Do you mean to say that you don’t know?”

“I’ve no more idea than the dead.”

“You did know.”

“Up to a certain point of course I knew.”

“Where was he living when — I saw you last?”

The visitor looked at her before she answered, with a smile which grew more and more pronounced; there was a singular quality in the woman’s smile. In repose her face was good to look at; her smile invested it with a charm, a tenderness, a something daintily malicious, which made it almost irresistible. Miss Forster admitted to herself that she would be easy for any man to fall in love with, and, when she chose, there was a winning something in her voice; she had one of those flexible voices which are capable of expressing so many, and such fine, shades of meaning.

“Where was he living when you saw me last? Well, that’s rather a question. I needn’t tell you that a good many people would like to know. But as I have every reason to believe that you really are his friend, and have no sympathy with those objectionable creatures, the police, I don’t mind telling you. He had rooms at Notting Hill — 78 Caversham Street. Mine were close to Brompton Road, and when he wasn’t in my rooms I was in his.”

Miss Forster was making a note on a sheet of paper.

“78 Caversham Street, Notting Hill. You say that was his address at the time of the Easter ball at Avonham?”

“Exactly, and after what occurred at Avonham I expected that he would return to that address; and I don’t mind telling you that when I left I went straight there, to find that he hadn’t returned. I was a little surprised, but, of course — in the profession in which he was then engaged, accidents do happen — there’s no shutting our eyes to that, is there? There might have been all sorts of reasons why his return had been delayed; but when day after day went by, and still nothing was seen or heard of him, I did begin to wonder.”

The lady, pausing, looking down, began to draw figures on the carpet with the end of her parasol, smiling to herself as if in enjoyment of some private joke.

“Most regular in his habits, was Mr. Beaton — you see, I adopt the Mr. in deference to you; I’m always so anxious not to wound people’s feelings, especially yours. Everything in his rooms was in perfect order, the rent had been paid up, and the landlady, who was a most innocent creature, and quite attached to her lodger, whom she believed to be something in the commercial way, was not in the least concerned — but I was. You see, I knew. As time went on, and there were still no signs of him, I became positively anxious; I was almost as attached to him as his landlady.”

Again — it is necessary to dwell upon the fact, to such an extent was it her most outstanding characteristic — her face was irradiated by her wonderful smile. She continued, with her eyes still cast down.

“I was really concerned; then it occurred to me that probably my distress was wasted, the explanation might be quite simple; seeing you that night had brought his thoughts back to the old channels, and — you knew where he was instead of me. I began to take it for granted that he had exchanged 78 Caversham Street for an address which would be more convenient for you, and less for me — isn’t that the case?”

Miss Forster’s manner, as she replied, was still ungenial.

“In dealing with persons such as you, one is confronted with the difficulty that one can never tell when you are telling the truth and when you are lying; I am quite sure that you can lie like truth. What I do gather is that you wish me to believe that you have seen and heard nothing of Mr. Beaton since that night; but though your tale sounds plausible, there is no reason why it should be true.”

“It doesn’t matter to me one pin’s head whether you do or don’t believe. Will you please answer me one question? Have you seen or heard anything of him?”

“I have not.”

“I do believe you, and I’m very sorry to hear it.” Nothing could have been sweeter than the smile with which Miss Spurrier said it, or nicer than her bearing. “I’m afraid, Miss Forster, that there’s something wrong. If you do or don’t believe it, I have heard nothing of Mr. Beaton, and if you haven’t, then I don’t like the look of things at all. Do you see” — the lady hesitated; looking down, she still described figures with the end of her parasol— “there’s that business of Captain Draycott. It is, unfortunately, possible that Mr. Beaton may have had his reasons for not wishing to let me know his whereabouts, or you either. In matters of that kind it may be better — for the person who did it to keep himself to himself; it’s safer for him, and for all concerned, because, of course, if one doesn’t know, one can’t tell.”

The lady glanced at a gold watch set in a jewelled bangle.

“How the time does go — I must be off; I’m keeping Major Reith waiting. One moment — excuse me, Miss Forster, if I am interrupting you when you were about to speak — but please don’t let us talk about that business of Captain Draycott; it’s so much better not to.”

“I don’t agree with you; what do you know about it?”

“Suppose I know everything — what good will it do you, or him? You’re not fool enough to suppose that I did it. Captain Draycott was an utter stranger to me; I had no grudge against him; you know how it was — with Mr. Beaton. You don’t want to put the noose about his neck, do you? And you can’t want me to do so. I’ve had one friend hung, and I certainly don’t want to have another — it’s a nasty business, I can assure you.”

“I can’t believe that, for what happened to Captain Draycott, Mr. Beaton was in any way to blame.”

“Miss Forster, you really must forgive me if I say that now I don’t believe you. I tell you again that I don’t wish to talk about it, and it’s better on all accounts that we shouldn’t; but do you suppose that I can’t see that your heart’s as heavy as lead, and that you’ve worn yourself nearly to a shadow, because you’ve been worrying about what you pretend you don’t believe? If you were to go down on your bended knees, and swear that you were quite certain that he had nothing to do with it, still I shouldn’t believe you; your face, everything about you gives you away; I know better. Let me tell you something, and this is the last word you’ll get on the subject from me. I don’t know” — the lady suddenly lowered her voice— “who killed him, and I don’t want, and I don’t mean to know, but I have my doubts — so now you’ve got it.”


CHAPTER XXVI

Happiness!

Miss Forster was silent. That her visitor’s words had affected her disagreeably her behaviour showed. Showing Miss Spurrier her back, facing the mantelshelf, she pretended to be interested by the trifles which were on it, but to an observant eye few things can be more eloquent than a person’s back; the twitching of her shoulders was in itself more than sufficiently eloquent. Even her speech betrayed her; it faltered.

“Do you think — that he’s left England?”

“It’s on the cards. It all depends on whether he’s had the chance. If he has, let’s hope he’ll be able to cover his tracks. I suppose nobody does know anything.”

“How can I tell?”

“Exactly, how can you? It’s queer that nothing has been found — of the body.” The girl said nothing, but again Miss Spurrier noticed the twitching shoulders. “There’s one thing, nothing can be done till it is found; and as it looks as if it is in a sure place, he ought to have something like a start before trouble begins.”

The girl still continued silent. The visitor, holding out her gorgeous parasol, began to fasten the elastic band.

“Miss Forster, I am going away. I don’t mean only from this room, but out of the country; I’m leaving England.”

“Are you?” The girl’s tone could scarcely have been more void of interest, but the other still kept her eyes upon her back.

“I’m going to be married.”

“Indeed.”

“I am going to be married to an old friend with whom I have been associated in some rather successful — matters; so, as we’ve got quite a nice little capital together, we’ve decided to turn over a new leaf. We’re going to America, to a town in one of the middle States, where we have, both of us, reason to believe that there’s an opening for an enterprising couple. We are going to start in the dry goods — a store. It’s a trade in which we may both of us be able to show even the Americans a thing or two. We hope, by strict attention to business, to do well.”

The visitor paused, but the girl said nothing; she still kept her face turned away.

“Of course, my prospects and intentions don’t interest you, but now that I’m going to put the old things behind me and begin a new life, and leave England for ever — for we both of us intend at the earliest possible moment to become American citizens; you do get such a pull on the other side if you are a citizen — since you and I are alone together for probably the last time in our lives, there are one or two things which I should like to tell you about Mr. Beaton. That’s one of the reasons why I wanted to see you. Wouldn’t you like to hear them?”

“It depends on what they are. I should advise you to be careful what you say of him.”

“Oh, I’ll be careful. To begin with, Mr. Beaton is a gentleman, as I dare say you know.”

“What do you suppose?”

“Now, my experience of what is called a gentleman in England is, that so long as he has got plenty of money to spend, and everything’s made smooth for him, he may be quite a decent sort; but he’s the most helpless creature on God’s earth when his pockets are empty and he has to trust to himself to fill them. So long as he has friends to give him a lift he may manage somehow, but when his only friend is himself he’s scrambling for crusts in the gutter almost before he himself knows it. To one who has had to earn his bread all his life by the sweat of his brow it’s nothing less than amazing how soon he gets there. Mr. Sydney Beaton was in the gutter, and worse than the gutter, when I first met him.”

At last Miss Forster did turn, and looked the speaker in the face.

“Where did you first meet him?”

Miss Spurrier was settling her beautiful hat upon her well-groomed head.

“It’s not a pretty story — not very much to his credit or mine. You don’t know how little of a hero a man can be when his stomach’s empty and he has nothing to put into it, especially when he’s a gentleman.”

Apparently the visitor got her hat all right. She rested both hands on the handle of her parasol and she smiled.

“I want to slur over the disagreeable places in my story, Miss Forster — I always do like to avoid as much as possible what is unpleasant — and I don’t want to keep you any longer than I can help. I want to get to what I’m after by the shortest possible way. You know what my profession is?”

“I can form a shrewd guess.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised; circumstances have helped you. But the world in general, Miss Forster, treats me as in every respect your equal. I was on my beam ends when I adopted it. I dare say you don’t know what it is to be on your beam ends.”

“I am thankful to say that is a condition of which I have no personal knowledge.”

“You have cause to be thankful. Well, I have, and so has Sydney Beaton. If it hadn’t been for me he’d have been dead long ago, with cold, misery and hunger.”

“Is that true?”

“If you doubt it, you can. Say you don’t believe me. Well — don’t. I taught him one way of keeping himself alive and of putting money in his pocket, and he managed to do both. But it was a way he never liked; there were times when, I believe, that after all he would have rather starved.”

“So I should imagine.”

“Oh, you can imagine a great deal, I shouldn’t wonder, but do you think you’ve imagination enough to enable you to put yourself in the place of the woman who was peddling matches at the corner of the street as we came along, with odd boots on — such boots! — and no stockings, and probably little more on than a skirt which it would make you uncomfortable to think of touching even with your finger-tips? You say you never could be in the position of such a woman — but he was.”

One could see that, in spite of herself, Miss Forster shivered.

“Is that absolutely a fact?”

“The second time I met him he was carrying a sandwich-board in the Strand — now it’s out — in that cold weather we had last January; and he hadn’t three-penn’orth of clothing on him — three-pennyworth! Why, a rag-man would have wanted to be paid for carrying away what he had on. He was perished with the cold; he was nothing but skin and bone; misery and hunger had made him half-witted. In that weather he had slept out of doors every night — in the streets. He hadn’t had six-pennyworth of food in a week. You stand there, well-fed, well-housed, well-clothed, and you think yourself a paragon of all the virtues, entitled to look down on such as I am, on what he became. You’ve not yourself to thank for being what you are. If you were to be stripped naked, and put into the woman’s rags who was peddling matches, and had to live her life, for only a month, what kind of a fine lady, with pretty sentiments, do you think you’d be by then?”

Miss Spurrier had become suddenly so much in earnest that there was no doubt about her having succeeded in interesting Violet Forster at last. A light seemed to have come into her face, and a glow into her eyes.

“Do you really mean — that he was a sandwichman — in the Strand, one of those men who carry boards upon their backs?”

The visitor laughed as if she regretted the warmth to which she had given way; but there was something in her laughter which did not ring altogether true.

“Oh, I didn’t mean to give myself away — or him either. I don’t suppose he’s very proud of his little experiences, so if you ever meet him again don’t let him know that I told you; I shouldn’t like him to think that I’d given him away on a thing like that — especially to you, because I happen to know that there’s nothing in the world for which he cares except your good opinion, and that makes it so funny.”

“How do you know he cares for my good opinion?”

“As if I didn’t know! Why, he bought a portrait of yours in a picture paper; he cut it out, he made a little case for it — a sort of little silk bag stiffened with cardboard — he bought the silk himself, shaped it, put every stitch in it with his own needle and thread; he carried it about with him inside his shirt; I believe he said his prayers to it.”

The girl had all at once grown scarlet; what was almost like a flame seemed blazing in her eyes.

“If — if he so wanted my portrait, how did you come to be possessed of that locket with my likeness in it?”

“That’s one of the things of which I am ashamed; and, as I’m going to turn over a new leaf and become a respectable married woman, it’s one which I want to make a clean breast of — to you. That locket was stolen from him when he was trying to get some sleep on one of the steps of the tunnel under Hungerford Bridge by two men who knew he had got it on him. One of them sold it to — an acquaintance of mine; he showed it to me, I recognised you from the picture he had cut out of the paper, and I bought it.”

“Why didn’t you give it back to Mr. Beaton? You knew that it was his.”

“Well, that’s one of the peculiarities of human nature. I didn’t. I couldn’t tell you why; at least, it would take me a very long time to do it; human nature is such a mass of complications and contradictions. I gave it to you instead.”

“As if that were the same thing!”

“As if I didn’t know that it wasn’t. Haven’t I admitted that that is something for which you are entitled to throw bricks at my head, or articles of furniture, or anything that comes handy?”

As the girl showed no inclination to throw anything, but stood there with that light still flaming in her eyes and her cheeks all glowing, Miss Spurrier went on, with something in her bearing more than a trifle malicious.

“Well, now that I’ve told you everything that I came to tell you, and all you want to know, I’m going.”

She made a movement towards the door. The girl found her tongue.

“But you haven’t told me anything; at least, I don’t understand what it is you have told me.”

“I’ve told you the one thing you want to know: that the one thing he values in the world is your good opinion; that still, although he’s been very near to the gate of hell, he loves you. Good day.”

“You swear that you don’t know where he is?”

“I’ve no more idea of where he is, or where he has been, since that night at Avonham than you; and, as things are turning out, I would much rather continue in complete ignorance of his whereabouts until that business of Captain Draycott has blown over, which is a consummation devoutly to be hoped for. Is there any other question you would like to ask me?”

She stood by the door, presenting a sufficiently appetising picture of a pretty woman, fitly and gaily apparelled to take her walks abroad on a sunny day. Something which she perhaps saw in her face moved the girl to what, coming from her, was an unexpected confession.

“I’m not sure that I haven’t been doing you an injustice.”

The woman laughed.

“I shouldn’t wonder. I’ve been doing the same to you. We are all of us continually doing each other an injustice; that sort of thing depends a good deal on the mood you’re in and on whether the world is going well with us. I hope that, for both of us, in the future it will go very well indeed. Good-bye.”

The woman was gone and the door was closed, and almost before she knew it the girl was left alone. Some few minutes later there came a tapping at the door; it was opened, and Major Reith came in. He found Violet Forster sitting on the floor beside the couch, her face pillowed on a cushion. When she raised it he saw that she was crying. The sight moved him to sympathy and anger.

“Miss Forster!” he exclaimed. “What has that abominable woman been saying — or doing?”

Her answer filled him with amazement.

“I’m not sure,” she said, “that she is an abominable woman, and — I’m not sure that I’m not the happiest girl in the world.”

It seemed such an astounding thing for her to say that he appeared to be in doubt as to whether he ought to credit the evidence of his own ears. But there was such a light upon her face, which was no longer white, and such a smile was shining from behind the tears that, almost incredible though he deemed it, he was forced to the conclusion that he must have heard aright, especially when, rising to her feet, she came close to him and laughed in his face.

“Yes,” she told him, “you may stare; but at least I am not sure that I am not much happier than I deserve. And now I’ll wash my face and dry my eyes, and I’ll put my hat on straight; I know it’s all lop-sided — you’ve no idea how easy it is for a woman’s hat to get lop-sided — and then you can take me for that stroll in the park.”


CHAPTER XXVII

A Game of Billiards

The officers’ mess of the Guards — the billiard-room. Dinner was over, coffee was being drunk while the diners played a game of snooker pool, that is, some of them. There had been something in the atmosphere during the meal which was hardly genial. It is essential that all the members of a regimental mess should be as a band of brothers, as it were, a big and perfectly happy family. Unless they are on the best of terms with each other, that easy atmosphere is absent, and things become impossible; there must not be even a suspicion of a rift in the lute, if that complete harmony is to reign without which the position becomes unbearable.

In the officers’ mess of a British regiment, as a rule, the conditions which make for comfort are not to seek; in that famous regiment, in the whole history of its mess, they never had been to seek until quite recently. Now something had crept in which jarred. First there had been the deplorable business of Sydney Beaton. They were just beginning to recover from that when there came the peculiar conduct of Jackie Tickell, his own version of which we have heard Major Reith tell Miss Forster. Mr. Tickel’s action had had an even more deplorable effect upon the morals of the mess than the major had cared to admit. This had been to a large extent owing to the position taken up by Anthony Dodwell. He had declared that what Mr. Tickell had done was a slur upon himself, and had gone so far as to demand that the whole affair should be referred to a court of honour.

Than that sort of thing nothing could have been more foreign to the regimental traditions. It had always been regarded as a matter of course that among the officers of the Guards there should be no differences of opinion; if there were, they were certainly not to make themselves heard in public. The regiment never had been concerned in any such inquiry as that which Dodwell suggested. If his suggestion was acted upon, all sorts of unpleasant consequences would follow. Not only would the whole disreputable business have to be made officially public, but outsiders would have to be called in to adjudicate in what after all was a family quarrel; which, in effect, would mean that other regiments would sit in judgment on the Guards. In the eyes of authority, than that a more inconceivable state of affairs there could scarcely be.

What was to be done to restore the harmony that had heretofore reigned it was not easy to see; a single jarring note is so apt to keep on ringing in the ears. Sydney Beaton had gone — where, no one, not even his nearest and dearest, seemed to know. He had been one of the most popular persons in the regiment, not only with his brother officers, but with the rank and file; his own company adored him. Not only was the one hideous scandal still fresh in men’s memories, but now still worse stories were being whispered about it.

It was difficult to say how they had first gained currency. Someone must have been the first to whisper something, but who that someone was no one seemed to know. Two stories had gone right through the regiment; one, that Sydney Beaton had turned professional thief; the other, that he had murdered Noel Draycott.

Why Mr. Tickell had chosen the moment when these stories filled all the air to take up the position he had done, his friends and acquaintances were quite at a loss to determine. The thing was over and done with; Beaton had admitted his guilt by running away; what on earth possessed Tickell, they demanded, that he should want to start muddying the water all over again? If he had had any doubts on the matter, he might have kept them to himself; it was too late to declare them in public now; he ought to have done it ages ago; the thing was all settled and done with. Then there was the absence of Draycott. If Draycott had been about, and he had said what he had said, Mr. Tickell would soon have been disposed of; Draycott would have agreed with Dodwell, there would have been two to one, Tickell would have been compelled to bow to the weight of evidence. As things were, the case against Beaton rested on one man’s word only — Anthony Dodwell’s. Tickell had not directly impugned it; but he had done almost as bad. He had stood up to Dodwell in a quite unexpected fashion. Jackie Tickell was an easy-going, good-natured youngster, who in general preferred to do anything rather than come to an open rupture with anyone; yet he had stood up to Dodwell; and all the regiment knew that there was no more unpleasant man to quarrel with. He had said to him in the hearing of them all:

“You know, Dodwell, I’m not saying for a moment that you didn’t see what you thought you saw.”

Dodwell interposed.

“It’s not a question of what I thought I saw; I should not have made an accusation of that sort had I not been certain. Just as you see me strike this match” — he struck one to illustrate his words— “as certainly I saw Beaton cheat.”

“I’m not denying that in the least, but, you see, I didn’t.”

“What has that to do with the matter? If I tell you that I did strike this match, are you to be at liberty to doubt it merely because you didn’t happen to see me do it?”

“The things ain’t the same; you can’t compare them. Because you’re satisfied that you saw Sydney Beaton cheat, it doesn’t follow that I am; and until I am I’m not going to keep the money which was his if he played fair.”

“You seem to be altogether forgetting,” put in Frank Clifford, “that Dodwell wasn’t the only person who saw. What about Draycott? And look at the way in which Beaton did a bunk!”

“I’m not so sure, if I’d been treated as we treated him, that I shouldn’t have acted as Beaton did; we had all of us had as much as was good for us to drink — and that’s where it was. As for Draycott, I had a chat or two with him, and it isn’t so clear to me as it might be, that he wasn’t rather sorry that he spoke.”

Anthony Dodwell had looked very black, and he then and there publicly announced that if that was the way in which Tickell chose to look at it, he would insist on having the whole business referred to arbitrators, who would act as members of a court of honour.

So far Dodwell had not gone any farther; that is, he had not brought the matter before his official superiors in a form which would render it impossible for them to continue to ignore it. It is possible that he had been given the hint not to, and that words had been spoken both to him and to Mr. Tickell which had been meant to be not only words of healing, but also of warning.

That night, at the mess dinner, Dodwell had seemed to be in a curious frame of mind; nor, when they were in the billiard-room, did his mood seem to have sweetened. He had what is apt to be a very unpopular possession — a biting tongue; under the guise of a smiling exterior he could, when he liked, set a whole room by the ears. Jackie Tickell not only never said willingly a thing which could wound either the present or the absent, but there were not infrequent occasions when it was only with difficulty that he said anything at all; his tongue was certainly not the readiest part of him, a fact of which Dodwell, apparently relying on his notorious good temper, had more than once taken advantage. Dodwell played all games well; the different varieties of billiards he played almost as well as a professional. Tickell played very few games well; at billiards he was a notorious duffer; why he ever played snooker — which, for a poor performer, in good company, at anything like points, is apt to be an expensive amusement — he alone could tell. What amusement he derived from it was a mystery; at the end of a game he was almost invariably the one player who had to pay all the others. Yet there never was a game of snooker from which he was willingly left out.

That evening he was, if possible, playing worse than usual, missing easy shots, leaving certainties for the man who followed — who happened to be Dodwell. Thanks partly to his own skill, and almost as much to Jackie’s generosity, Anthony Dodwell was piling up a huge score, and nearly every time he put a ball down he returned sarcastic thanks to Jackie. As a bad player of snooker pool not only loses himself, but is the cause of loss to others, Jackie’s misdemeanours gratified no one but Dodwell.

“Really, Jackie,” declared Cyril Harding, when on one occasion he had managed to leave a white ball over one pocket and, in some mysterious fashion, the black over another, “you might be doing it on purpose. I wonder how many that is you’ve given Dodwell?”

“I do seem to be making rather a mess of it tonight,” admitted Jackie.

“I sometimes wonder,” persisted Payne, “if it ever occurs to you that you are not the only person who has to pay. If there’s anything to which I personally object, it is to seeing Dodwell get that assistance that he does not stand in need of; as if he couldn’t put the lot of us in the cart without help from anyone.”

Dodwell, putting down both the white and the black, proceeded to make a break, for which he professed himself grateful to Jackie at the end.

“Thank you, Tickell; these gifts which you persist in making me are really rather overwhelming. Every time I come to the table I find that you have left me everything you possibly can; I hope the victims of your unnatural generosity will not think that we are in collusion. Do you know, I myself am almost moved to wonder if you are doing it on purpose?”

Mr. Tickell looked unhappy, but he said nothing; his tongue, as was its wont, seemed to be tied in a knot. He moved away from Dodwell’s neighbourhood; but the other’s sarcasm followed him.

“I’m in rather a difficult position; if I don’t take advantage of your leaves they’ll think that I’m not trying; and if I do, since they are so regular, they’ll wonder.”

As the victim continued silent, and something in the bearing of the others more than hinted that in their opinion he was going too far, some contrary spirit seemed to push Dodwell farther still.

“At bridge, I’ve heard it maintained that a bad player ought to pay his partner’s losses; if that was the rule at snooker, Tickell, it would be awkward for you; you might have to break in on that little pot of money of which we have heard so much, and which you so chivalrously refused to put into your pocket because, as I understand the matter, some friend of yours put Noel Draycott away.”

At this Major Reith, who was the senior officer present, interposed.

“Dodwell, you have no right to say that sort of thing.”

“In your opinion? Thank you for its expression.”

Jackie Tickell came towards the speaker.

“I didn’t quite catch what you said, Dodwell — at least, I hope I didn’t. Did I understand you to say that a friend of mine had put Noel Draycott away?”

“It would at least appear — I won’t say at a convenient moment for you — that someone has — would you prefer that I should use another form of words, and say — murdered Noel Draycott?”

“Who says that someone has murdered Noel Draycott?”

The words did not come from one of the previous speakers; they were uttered by someone who had just come into the room; in a voice which was startlingly familiar to all those who heard it. With one accord each man in the room turned round to stare in the direction from which the words had come. Just standing inside the doorway was the man who had first been spoken of as having been put out of the way, and then as having been murdered — Noel Draycott.


CHAPTER XXVIII

An Irregular Visitor

It was probably some moments before the occupants of the billiard-room realised what had happened; it was certainly some little time before they even dimly perceived what the advent of the new-comer must mean.

It was George Payne’s turn to play; he was just about to make his stroke when the door had opened. Leaning over the table, his cue in position, he stared at the man who had just come in at the door. The other players, each with his cue in his hand, stared too.

Noel Draycott was something to stare at. He seemed to have grown thinner since they had seen him last; he looked as if he had been ill. There was a recently healed scar on his forehead, another right across his left cheek. His hair had been cut very close to his head, a strip of plaster came from the back to the front. The fact was unmistakable that he must have been pretty considerably in the wars. He had on a dinner-jacket. In his right hand was an ebony cane with a crook handle, on which he seemed to lean as if in need of its support.

He stood looking round the room as if searching for individual faces. His eyes rested first on one and then on another with a glance as of pleased recognition. When they reached Dodwell they rested on him rather longer than on any of the others, with, this time, something in them which was hardly pleasure.

It was he who broke the silence which had followed his appearance with a question:

“Playing snooker? Don’t let me interrupt you. Go on playing. You look as though you had got an easy one. How’s the family — all all right?”

As he came farther into the room they broke into speech; they came crowding round him.

“Noel, old man!” exclaimed Clifford, “is this a little game which you’ve been playing? To spring a surprise on us like this when we were all thinking —— Why, on my word, I was very nearly on the point of going into mourning. I’d sooner see you — I don’t know that there is anything I’d rather see.”

A hearty chorus of welcome greeted him from all sides.

“Draycott,” declared Major Reith, “you may laugh at me, but as I look at you I hardly know whether I am standing on my head or my heels. Do you know that when last I saw you I would have been willing to swear before a jury of medical men that you were dead? My dear, dear man, if you only knew how glad I am to see you — what a weight you are lifting off my mind. You’re sure you’re not a ghost?”

Draycott’s smile was a little pale and wan, as if the major’s suggestion was hardly as much of a joke as he would have liked it to be.

“I’ve always understood that ghosts are unsubstantial things. If you’ll have a prod at me with your cue, you’ll find that I’m solid enough; only go easy — I’m not yet as firm on my pins as I mean to be soon.”

“But, my dear fellow, where on earth have you been hiding all this time? Do you know that all the papers are full of what they call the mysterious disappearance of Captain Draycott? All sorts of theories have been started, but none of them has ever come to anything. People were beginning to wonder if you had been snatched up by a flying machine, and carried above the clouds; and now you drop in in this unexpected fashion as if we’d only seen you half an hour ago! Do you realise the fact that you’ll have to give a realistic account of what you’ve been up to, and why you’ve been keeping the readers of the halfpenny papers all gaping with wonder?”

“As it happens, I do recognise that some sort of explanation is required; and it is to give it, after a fashion, that I’ve come. Captain Dodwell, may I trouble you not to leave the room?”

Anthony Dodwell had not been among those who had crowded round to bid the new-comer welcome. His demeanour had been singular. The major had spoken of Draycott as a possible ghost. Captain Dodwell was regarding him not only as if he were an actual ghost, but almost, as it seemed, with the unreasonable terror with which people are supposed to regard spectral visitants in tales and legends. At the sound of Draycott’s voice he had started as if someone had struck him a heavy blow; when, turning, he saw him standing in the flesh, he gazed at him as if he were the most horrible sight he had ever seen. So far from showing any inclination to join the others in their cries of welcome, he had drawn himself farther and farther away from the object of so much attention, until, having at last reached the neighbourhood of the door, he seemed inclined to take himself through it.

It was this disposition which Noel Draycott’s words were intended to check. Their immediate result was to divert general attention to Captain Dodwell. To judge from the look which came upon the different men’s faces, the peculiarity of his bearing seemed to occasion them almost as much surprise as Draycott’s original unexpected appearance. There was no cooler person in the regiment than Anthony Dodwell. In a community in which sangfroid had been raised to the dignity of a fetish, his calmness had become a byword. That you could never take Anthony Dodwell by surprise; that under no conceivable conditions would he ever turn a hair; that he would continue wholly at his ease under all sorts of unpromising conditions; that he would meet difficulty, danger, death, with a smile — these were axioms among those who knew him.

How far removed from fact these judgments of his friends were, it needed at that moment only one glance at Anthony Dodwell to show. Something, stirring him to the very sources of his being, had upset his equilibrium so entirely that it almost seemed to them as if they looked upon a stranger. When Draycott uttered his quietly spoken request that he would not leave the room, he stood for a second motionless; then, as he glanced at the speaker over his shoulder, they could see that his face had been transfigured by some violent emotion which was beyond their comprehension. It was with an effort which was obvious to all of them that at last he managed to speak.

“Why shouldn’t I leave the room?”

It was an instant or two before Draycott, looking steadily at him, answered question with question.

“Do you require me to tell you?”

There was something in the quietly uttered words which made Dodwell wince as if they had pricked him. He seemed in doubt how to treat the challenge which they conveyed; that they did convey a challenge was plain; his reply, when it came, was both sullen and undignified.

“If I want to go I shall go, and you shan’t stop me.”

Draycott’s rejoinder was so curt as to be contemptuous.

“You know better than that.”

“Why should I know better? I have taught you one lesson already. Shall I teach you another? I’ll be hanged if I’ll stay in a room in which you are.”

“Dodwell!”

The sharp utterance of his name conveyed both a command and a threat, as the other seemed to perceive. He had made a half-movement towards the door, and had already stretched out his hand to open it — the tone in which Draycott pronounced his name seemed all at once to check him.

“Are you speaking to me,” he demanded with what was almost a snarl, “or to a dog? Hang your impudence! Do you suppose I’m going to allow you to dictate to me whether I am to go or stay?”

Ignoring the speaker, Noel Draycott turned to the others.

“Will you men be so good as to see that Captain Dodwell doesn’t leave the room until I’ve given the explanation which I am going to give? I am not very fit at present; in fact, it’s against the doctor’s orders that I’m here at all; but, as matters were going, I felt I had to come. If I were fit, I shouldn’t trouble you; I should make it my own particular business to see that Captain Dodwell didn’t leave the room until I’d finished; as it is, I’m afraid I must.”

Clifford voiced the general feeling by the question which he put.

“Why do you want to go, Dodwell — what’s up?”

Anthony Dodwell made an unsuccessful effort to treat the speaker with the air of insolence which they knew so well.

“Really, Mr. Clifford, I have yet to learn that I am to be called to account for my goings and comings by you.”

“All the same, there’s no reason why you shouldn’t answer my question. Here’s Noel come back out of the grave, as it were. It’s pretty plain that he’s been in the wars, and you know well enough what a pother there’s been; especially when he asks you, why can’t you stop and hear whatever he has to say?”

“Because I’d sooner go. If that doesn’t appear to be a sufficient reason, I’m sorry.”

“One moment, Captain Dodwell, if you please.”

The interpolation came from Major Reith. Dodwell already had the door partly open.

“Well, major, what can I do for you — with your one moment?”

“To begin with, you can shut that door.”

Striding forward with unexpected rapidity, the major, wresting the door from his grasp, shut it sharply.

“Reith! Do you imagine that I am going to take my orders, in such a manner, from you?”

“Only the other day you were throwing out some very uncomfortable hints about Draycott here; I’m not going to recur to them now, but you know very well what they were, but here is Draycott to answer for himself. In view of those hints which you threw out, I’m going to make it my business to see that you stay and hear what his answer is.”

Confronted by the major, Anthony Dodwell drew himself up; there had been something hang-dog in his attitude just now. “By force?” he asked.

“Yes, if necessary, by force. You were one of those who resorted to force on an occasion which it is not necessary for me to recall to your memory, and in this very room. I may tell you that there is something in your attitude which makes me wonder if, in this business, you have not been guilty of conduct which is not altogether to your credit. If I am wrong, the fault is yours; I can conceive of no creditable reason why it should be necessary to resort to force to compel you to listen, in the very remarkable circumstances, to what Noel Draycott has to say.”

“I may tell you, Dodwell, that I quite agree with Reith.”

This remark came from Payne; it was more than echoed by Jackie Tickell. Mr. Tickell went bursting towards the pair at the door, still with his cue in his hand; he trailed it after him as if unconscious that he still had it.

“Considering how you’ve been throwing out hints about my taking advantage of Draycott’s absence to doubt if Syd Beaton cheated as you say he did, it seems jolly rummy now Draycott has turned up to give me the dressing-down which only half an hour ago you seemed to think I needed, that instead of calling on him to do it, you want to what looks like take to your heels and run.”

Dodwell looked at him very much as a bad-tempered big dog is apt to regard a courageous little one.

“If you’re not very careful I shall whip you, Jackie Tickell; I don’t intend to stand more than a certain amount of impertinence, even from an ass.”

Instead of showing signs of trepidation, the little man seemed to grow more heated.

“We’ll see what you will or won’t do when we’ve heard what Draycott has to say. Until he has said it, you’ll do nothing; you won’t even run away. Draycott, do you remember that poker business? I’ve been thinking a lot about it since; I’d have had a jaw with you about it if you’d been here — —”

Noel Draycott cut him short.

“That’s all right, Tickell, you can have all the jaw with me you like a little later on, if you want to talk to me at all after what I am going to say; but in the meanwhile, if you don’t mind, I’d rather get off my chest what’s on it, in my own way.”

Major Reith was standing with his back to the door. In front of him on one side was Anthony Dodwell, on the other Jackie Tickell.

“Hullo!” he suddenly exclaimed, “there’s someone outside who wants to come in; who’s there?”

The door had been opened by someone without sufficiently far to come into contact with his broad back, which acted as an effectual buffer.

As he moved it was open wide enough to admit one of the orderlies of the evening, Private Henry Barnes.

“Well, Barnes,” inquired the major, “what is it you want?”

“If you please, sir — a lady.”

Holding the door open at its widest the orderly ushered in — Miss Forster.


CHAPTER XXIX

The Visitor Remains

Had the billiard-table taken to itself wings and commenced to waltz about the room, those present could scarcely have been more amazed. That a lady could be introduced in that haphazard, unlooked-for, bewildering fashion by one of their own servants, who knew the written and unwritten rules as well as anyone living — it was a crime almost equivalent to high treason. It was all done before they had really time to recover their breath — the lady was in, the orderly had gone, the door was closed; there they were, gaping at her, and she was looking at them. They seemed to have lost their presence of mind, to say nothing of their manners.

Presently her attention became centred on Noel Draycott.

“You!”

The monosyllable seemed to burst from her in the fullness of her surprise. Plainly he was as much of a ghost to her as he had been to his colleagues of the mess. Major Reith stammeringly took upon himself the task of endeavouring to make it clear to her that the position was unusual.

“Miss Forster, I — I’m afraid it’s rather contrary to regimental custom to receive ladies in this apartment. Some mistake has been made. Let me take you to where you will feel more at home.”

A surprising interruption came from Noel Draycott.

“No mistake has been made. It is by my instructions that Miss Forster has been shown in here. She has a right to be present at what I am about to say; you will see that, Reith, yourself, before I have finished.”

It was said with an air of authority which caused the others to look at him askance. Miss Forster turned to Major Reith, holding out something in her hand.

“I received,” she said, “this card.” She read out what was written on it: “‘If Miss Forster will present herself at the main entrance to the officers’ mess to-night about ten o’clock, and will hand this card to the orderly whom she will find in attendance, she will learn the whole truth about Sydney Beaton.’”

“May I look at that card?” inquired the major. She gave it to him. “This is the most extraordinary thing to receive. May I ask how it reached you?”

“I found it awaiting me on my return home this afternoon. I was told that a man had brought it who said that there was no answer.”

Captain Draycott carried the lady’s explanation several stages farther.

“That card came from me; I wrote it. I gave Barnes directions to show Miss Forster in here directly she arrived. As Miss Forster is at least as much interested in Sydney Beaton as any of us, and has heard one story, I consider that the least we can do is to give her the first opportunity which offers to become acquainted with the truth.”

The major still seemed uncomfortably conscious of the irregularity of the position.

“Really I hardly know what to say; but if it is the general wish that this lady shall remain — —”

Mr. Tickell took upon himself to answer before the sentence was concluded.

“Of course it’s the general wish; we are only too glad to have Miss Forster among us. Miss Forster, won’t you have a chair?”

The lady declined; she said she would rather stand. One person declared himself to be in disagreement with Mr. Tickell — Anthony Dodwell.

“Without intending the least discourtesy, I cannot admit that Draycott is entitled to introduce his lady friends where no ladies are allowed, even if the intruder is Miss Forster.”

“Then in that case you are one against all the rest of us, so you don’t count. Now, Noel, what is it all about? Cut it as short as you can, old man, and then, as Reith puts it, if Miss Forster will allow us, we will take her somewhere where she will feel more at home.”

Thus urged, Mr. Draycott prefaced his story with a few outspoken, candid words; every eye was fixed upon him, and all was still.

“The story which I am about to tell you is not very much to my credit, nor to that of others; I don’t propose to try to excuse myself in any way whatever; I’ll just say my say straight out.”

He paused for a second as if to get his words into proper sequence.

“I can tell you the first part in half a dozen sentences; in fact, in one: That night when Sydney Beaton was accused of cheating, he never did cheat, and we behaved as we did to an innocent man.”

Mr. Tickell broke out the moment the words were uttered.

“If I haven’t felt it in my bones; the very next morning in bed I began to feel it; I’ve not been easy in my mind ever since. Now, Dodwell, what do you say to that?”

“I say that, for reasons of his own, Draycott says the thing which is not; you all heard what he said that night.”

“What I said then was a lie; one for which I deserve all that I am likely to get. I behaved all through like a blackguard — that’s what I want to tell you.”

“You may put it either way you like,” sneered Anthony Dodwell; “it is plain to the meanest intelligence that you behaved like a blackguard whichever way you put it. Either you were lying then, or you’re lying now; from neither predicament do you come out nicely.”

Draycott ignored the other’s words.

“Dodwell owed Beaton a grudge, and I owed Dodwell money, or at least, he said I did.”

“You’re a pretty bounder — I said you did!”

“He said I did. As a matter of fact, I don’t believe that I owed him a farthing; but he made out that I owed him a lot, more than I could pay without going to the Jews, which I had promised my father I never would do. I didn’t want to have a row, or a scandal; I’ve seen since what a fool I was, but it seemed to me then that he had got me under his thumb. He had, as I said, a grudge against Beaton; that was about some money which he said Beaton owed him and which Beaton wouldn’t pay.”

“If I had posted Mr. Beaton, as I ought to have done, that would have brought him to his senses, and then Mr. Draycott wouldn’t have been standing there, stuffed with the lies he’s going to tell.”

Still Draycott continued to ignore the other’s words; he went on with his story as if Dodwell was not persistently interrupting.

“Dodwell said to me that if I would help him to get even with Beaton, he would say no more about the money which he made out I owed him, and as I was tired of his perpetual dunning, I was cad enough to listen.”

“You were a cad first, last, and altogether, Mr. Draycott.”

“Then that night we played poker, and Dodwell said that he had seen Beaton cheating; then he looked at me, and he winked; I knew what he meant, and I said that I had too — but I hadn’t.”

There arose an outcry from those who heard him; all the men began speaking at once. Major Reith called them to order.

“Gently, gentlemen, gently; let us know where we are standing.”

“You are standing,” cried Anthony Dodwell, “in the presence of an infamous animal whom only the fact that Miss Forster is here, prevents me from characterising as he deserves. I don’t wish to assert that he took care that the lady was here before he began what he calls his story; but when the lady has gone he will receive from me the treatment from which her presence saves him.”

“If you will take my advice,” the excited gentleman was told by Major Reith, “you will let Draycott tell his story without comment or interruption; when he has finished you will be able, if you think it necessary, to tell yours; but you will not improve your case by doing your best to keep him from stating his. Draycott, do we understand you to say that you did not see Sydney Beaton cheat?”

“I did not.”

“You did not see him exchange one card for another?”

“I did not.”

“You did not see him do anything irregular, or indulge in malpractices of any kind?”

“Absolutely no; nor do I believe that he did. I did not believe it then; I believe it still less now. I believe he played as straight a game as anyone else, and Dodwell knew it.”

Three or four men interposed to prevent Anthony Dodwell venting his wrath upon the speaker then and there.

“I’ll break every bone there is in your body,” he declared, “before I’ve done with you, you libellous hound.”

Suffering his threat to go unheeded, Draycott looked him steadily in the face. Clifford, the biggest and most powerful man in the regiment, addressed himself to the infuriated Dodwell.

“Let me tell you something frankly. I’ve had doubts about you from the first; and I’ve not been the only doubter. I for one have regretted the part I played that night; I only hope that one day I shall be able to forget it. I’m not saying a word for Draycott, he’s given himself away with every word he’s said; but he’d better do that than continue to play the cur to Beaton in the way he owns he has done. Your case, Dodwell, is safer in our hands than in your own. After what has happened we’ll sift his story to the bottom before we pronounce judgment on it either way; I’m afraid the time has gone by when his mere ‘Yes’ or ‘No’ would be accepted. But if you want to force us to the conclusion that you are the kind of person he says you are, you can’t do better than continue your present behaviour. If you weren’t afraid of what he has to say, you’d let him say it; that, to us, if not to you, is as plain as the nose upon your face. Draycott, I’m going to take the liberty of asking you one or two questions. Do you seriously wish us to understand that merely because Dodwell winked at you, you charged Beaton with being a cheat when you knew he wasn’t?”

“That’s what it comes to.”

“Then it comes to a very ugly thing.”

“That I realise. Dodwell said to me that if I helped him to get even with Beaton he’d say no more about that money. I took the wink to mean that that was the moment in which he wanted me to help him — and I did. The next day he gave me a quittance for the whole amount; I had not misunderstood him.”

“Do you mean to tell us that the next day you talked Beaton over between you, and that each of you admitted to the other that he had lied?”

“The next morning Dodwell came to my room and told me that after all he had found out that he was wrong in supposing that I owed him money, and he gave me a sort of friendly note admitting it in so many words.”

“So you got your price?”

“I did.”

“Then what was said about the night before?”

“Very little — in words; but he knew I hadn’t seen Beaton cheat, and I knew he hadn’t.”

“How did you know he hadn’t?”

“Because Beaton hadn’t cheated; I’d been watching him all the time, he was seated next to me, and I was sure of it.”

“Dodwell charged him with substituting one card for another. There was a card upon the floor; Dodwell said he had dropped it and taken the other in its place.”

“The card upon the floor was mine.”

“Do you mean that you had dropped it intentionally?”

“I didn’t know I had dropped it till it was picked up. I recognised it as mine when I saw it — it was a nine of spades. I had two pairs in my hand — nine high; the nine of spades was one of them.”

“And you, knowing the nine of spades was yours, had allowed us to think that Beaton had dropped it from his hand to take another, and a better one, in its place; in fact, one which gave him a full. You allowed us to think that?”

“I did.”

“You admit that you never for a moment supposed that Beaton had cheated, having sufficient reasons for knowing otherwise; but it’s possible that Dodwell may have thought he did.”

“He never thought it.”

“What grounds have you for saying that? Now, Dodwell, don’t you interfere; you shall have your turn presently, when you’ll have every opportunity of making Draycott out even blacker than he has painted himself. Consider, Draycott, before you speak; it’s a very queer story you’re asking us to swallow, much queerer than your first. What grounds have you for saying that Dodwell never thought, even at the moment of making his accusation, that Beaton had cheated?”

“He told me so.”

“Weren’t you surprised at his making to you such a remarkable admission?”

Draycott paused before he answered.

“I was inclined to think at first that he might have made a mistake, though I couldn’t see how he had done it; but before very long I knew he hadn’t. That nine of spades was on the floor. I didn’t know I’d dropped it, but as I threw down my hand he saw me brush it off the table with my elbow. He knew that it never had anything to do with Beaton.”

“When did he make you these frank confessions?”

“That belongs to the part of the story that I haven’t come to yet.”

“Oh, there is a part of the story that you haven’t come to? What part’s that? You seem to have been bottling up a good deal inside yourself, Draycott.”

“It’s the story of what took place on the night of the Easter ball at Avonham.”


CHAPTER XXX

The Story of what Happened after the Easter Ball

So far the only sounds heard in the billiard-room had been the questions and the answers. The listeners had been so still; particularly had this seemed to be the case with Violet Forster. She gripped with her gloved hand the back of the chair as if from the very intensity of the grip she derived moral support. She stood very straight, with her lips tightly pressed together, and with a strained look on her white face, as if with her every faculty she was bent on following the words, without missing a syllable or an accent, and, if possible, reading any hidden meaning which might lie behind them. Her immobility was so continuous as to be almost unnatural.

But when Mr. Draycott made that reference to what had happened on the occasion of the Easter ball at Avonham her whole being seemed to undergo a sudden transformation. Her hands fell to her side; a faint flush came into her cheeks; her lips parted; she moved a little forward with an air of odd expectancy, as if she longed, and feared, to hear what was coming.

Before Draycott was allowed to continue there was an interposition from Anthony Dodwell, addressed directly to him.

“Let me warn you, Draycott, that for every lie you’re going to utter — and I can see from the look of you that you’re going to tell nothing else but lies — I’ll call you to an account; and don’t flatter yourself that, however your friends may try to cover you, you’ll escape me.”

As he answered, Draycott looked Anthony Dodwell very straight in the face.

“I shall never be afraid of you again — never! Don’t you suppose it!”

“Don’t you be so sure. You were afraid of me once; and, when you and I are again alone together, you’ll be just as much afraid of me as you ever were. Gentlemen of your habits of body are only courageous when they know themselves to be in a position in which they are sure of being protected by their friends.”

“I don’t think I ever was afraid of you, Dodwell; but you were a mystery to me, I didn’t understand you, and I was a fool. But now I do understand you; if you were holding a revolver to my throat I shouldn’t be afraid of the kind of man you are. I know you.”

Draycott turned to the girl.

“You remember, Miss Forster, that on the night of the Easter ball you said something to me about that poker business?”

“I remember quite well.”

“I’d been ashamed of myself a long time before that; but what you said to me made my shame greater than I could bear. All along I had had a feeling that if Beaton had gone under because of what had happened, of what I had said, then I was directly responsible for his undoing; although he had never done me a bad turn — I had done that to him. I understood that nothing had been heard of him, that he had disappeared. He might have committed suicide; I was haunted by a feeling that he had. If so, his blood was on my head.”

“From whom have you been learning all this fine language, Draycott?”

The question came from Dodwell; it went unanswered.

“I told myself, over and over again, that I would make a clean breast of it, that I would let everybody know that Beaton was a man of honour, and that I was not. But I had not found it easy, when it came to the point; in the first place, there was Dodwell; and then there was my — I suppose it was cowardice.”

“In anything in which you were concerned one can always count on your playing the coward.”

“But that night, after what you had said to me, I made up my mind that I could stand it no longer. I looked up Dodwell and I told him so. He laughed, as he always did; then when he saw I was in earnest — —”

“I saw you were drunk.”

“When he saw I was in earnest, he said that if I would turn up after the dance he would talk things over with me then.”

“I warn you once more — look after that tongue of yours.”

“I should advise you, Dodwell,” struck in Clifford, “to begin by looking after your own. You keep on talking about Draycott’s cowardice, while all the time you seem to be in mortal terror of what he is going to say.”

Noel Draycott continued as if he had not been interrupted.

“When the others went upstairs I stayed behind.”

“But where were you?”

The question, eagerly asked, came from Violet Forster.

“At first I was in the conservatory.”

“But weren’t the lights out?”

“They had been; I turned some of them on again. Dodwell came to me. We started quarrelling right away.”

“You were quarrelling drunk.” This was Dodwell.

“I told him that I meant to tell you, Miss Forster, the whole truth about that poker business in the morning; I knew you were interested in Beaton, and that you had a right to be the first to hear. Afterwards, I informed him, I should make it known in the regiment. When he saw that I meant what I said, he threatened me.”

“You miserable animal — threatened you!”

“When, in spite of his threats, I made it clear that nothing would keep me from doing what I said, he got worse. He would not let me leave him. I didn’t want to have a row with him; I knew there would be more than enough scandal anyhow; I was in a house in which I was a stranger. As you know, the whole lot of us were asked to the dance, and I had no acquaintance with either my host or hostess; but it was only after a sort of rough and tumble that I managed to slip away.”

He paused, as if to enable himself to recall quite clearly what had occurred. Dodwell, seizing a billiard cue which rested against a chair, glared at him as if he would have liked to continue the quarrel where it had left off.

“He followed me; I don’t know the geography of the house, but I know that we came to what seemed to be a sort of drawing-room in which there was a lot of gilded chairs and furniture.”

“I know,” said Miss Forster. She glanced at Major Reith. “You remember?”

“Perfectly — am I ever likely to forget?”

Draycott went on.

“In the scrimmage we had we knocked the things all over the place. We made such an awful din that I kept on wondering how it was that nobody heard us.”

“Someone did hear you — I did. And Major Reith heard you also.”

This again was Miss Forster.

“He wouldn’t let me leave the room until I’d promised that I wouldn’t say a word about what I said I would, and I wouldn’t promise. I was no match for him; he’s a bigger and a stronger man than I am; he hammered me a good deal, and I told him what I thought of him. There was a sort of a club lying on a table; he sent me flying against the table, the table went over, and I with it; the club fell on to the floor. I told him again what I thought of him as I was going over. I suppose that made him madder than ever. He picked up the club, and he struck at me with it. I put up my left arm to ward off the blow, and he broke it — just there.”

Mr. Draycott held up his left arm, touching it between the wrist and the elbow.

“I heard the bone snap. I was trying to get up from the floor when he hit me a second time; that time I think it must have got me on the head — down I went again, for good. Yet I was conscious that he kept on hitting me as I lay motionless. What is still queerer — I can’t explain it, but I had an extraordinary feeling that Sydney Beaton had come into the room, that he saw Dodwell raining blows down on me, that he said something, that Dodwell gave a yell at the sight of him, and ran away. That’s all I can remember of what took place at Avonham.”

“It seems to be a pretty good deal.” This was Clifford. He turned to Dodwell. “What do you think?”

“It’s a farrago of lies.”

“Somehow, Dodwell, you don’t look as if it were a farrago of lies. I don’t want to prejudice the minds of the judge and jury before whom you will possibly be brought, but if I were betting I should be inclined to lay odds — against you. Do you deny that you did meet Draycott in the conservatory after the rest of us had gone to bed?”

“What right have you to ask me questions?”

“I see; that’s the tone you take! What right has anyone to ask you questions? As I expected — you deny that you quarrelled with Draycott?”

“What have my private affairs to do with you?”

“Your private affairs? It has come to that! You call attempted murder your private affair? Do you deny that you did strike Draycott as he says?”

“I deny everything.”

“I see — a general denial. You know, Dodwell, you should have started denying at the first. When you tacitly admit that you did meet Draycott, and that you did quarrel with him, you have already reached the point at which a general denial only tells against you. What I don’t understand, Draycott, is, where have you been since that night? I don’t know if you are aware that the British public has been taking a most lively interest in your private affairs, and that all sorts of more or less interested persons have been searching for you high and low. It’s a good time ago, you know, since the Easter ball. The puzzle is, in what unfindable place have you been hidden all this while?”

“I’ve been with Beaton.”

“You’ve been — where? Pardon me, Miss Forster, you were going to speak.”

“I — I was only going to ask him what he meant by — by saying that he has been with Mr. Beaton.”

“It is not altogether easy to explain; you will get a fuller explanation from someone else; I can only tell you what I know. The last thing I remembered at Avonham was, as I have told you, that Dodwell was beating me about the head with a club as I lay on the floor.”

“You delightful person, Mr. Dodwell.” The interruption came from Frank Clifford. “Mixed up with it was the feeling that Beaton was in the room. Then, I suppose, I lost consciousness. When I came to myself again I couldn’t make out what had happened, or where I was. Then by degrees I began to understand that I was in bed, in a strange room, and that Beaton was leaning over me. ‘Why, Syd!’ I said — it wasn’t a very brilliant remark to make, but I remember that I did make it. What he said I don’t know, I fancy I must have slipped back into unconsciousness again. To make a long story short, when I did come really to myself again, I found that I was in Beaton’s rooms.”

“But how on earth did you get there?” demanded Major Reith. “When I last saw you I could have sworn that you were lying dead on the floor of that room at Avonham. Directly my back was turned, did you get up and walk to Beaton’s rooms?”

“That’s a part of the story with which I’m not very well posted. It wasn’t only imagination when, while Dodwell was clubbing me, I felt that Beaton had come into the room; he had, and Dodwell had seen him — and he saw what Dodwell was doing to me. He will be able to bear witness to that part of my story, as Dodwell is probably aware.”

Suddenly, it seemed, that Mr. Dodwell had decided to take up a new position as regarded the last part of Noel Draycott’s story.

“I don’t deny that I did strike him, I never have denied it, but what I did was only done in self-defence.”

“While a man was lying on the floor you struck him, with a club, in self-defence?”

“He had been threatening me, and telling all sorts of lies, and I was half beside myself with rage, and I meant to give him the thrashing he deserved, and if I went a little too far it was because I had been drinking, as he had, and was mad with fury, and didn’t know what I was doing — and there you are.”

“And all this time the world has been wondering what became of Draycott, and you never so much as hinted that you knew.”

“I didn’t know; I was just as much in the dark as anyone — I wondered.”

“You thought you had killed him?”

Dodwell was silent; Clifford went on. “You thought you had killed him, and that was why you never said a word.”

“I knew I hadn’t killed him.”

“How did you know?”

“If I had he’d have been where I left him; he wouldn’t have got up and walked away.”

“It didn’t occur to you that what you had done to him that night had anything to do with his disappearance?”

“I don’t know what you mean.”

“You didn’t think it advisable, or necessary, to come forward and throw some sort of light on what seemed an insoluble mystery by telling your story of what took place that night?”

“I wished to avoid a scandal.”

“What a thoughtful man you are, Mr. Dodwell! It did not occur to you, I suppose, that if you did tell your story you’d be in the hands of the police immediately after — that had nothing to do with your silence?”

Anthony Dodwell was silent. Clifford, who seemed to be taking on himself the office of examiner-in-chief, put a question to Draycott:

“How came Beaton to be at Avonham that night? Was he an invited guest?”

“That I cannot tell you; I only know it was lucky for me that he was there.”

“You say he saw Dodwell clubbing you, and that when Dodwell saw him he ran away. Why didn’t Beaton, knowing that crime had been committed — because you must have been in a pretty bad state, or Reith wouldn’t have thought you dead —— ?”

“I believe I was; I believe that for ever so long nobody thought I should live; indeed, it’s only by a miracle that I’m alive now, and owing to Beaton’s care of me.”

“Then, as I was saying, knowing that a crime had been committed, why ever didn’t Beaton rouse the house?”

“That again I cannot tell you. I fancy that, as Dodwell put it, he also wished to avoid causing a scandal.”

“From, however, I presume, a different motive; he couldn’t have been afraid of the police. Then are we to understand that you have remained in Beaton’s quarters all this time?”

“Exactly; he did everything for me; I owe everything to him — life, all.”

“And what does he owe to you?”

“That’s just it; what doesn’t he owe to me? It’s the consciousness of what he owes that’s driven me here to-night; which made me feel that I must take the first chance that offered to clear him in the eyes of all you fellows — and that I must do it, too, in the presence of Miss Forster. That’s why I arranged that she should be here; and now you fellows will see why I wanted her to stay. Only recently I recovered consciousness — what you could call consciousness — and since then I’ve been hanging between life and death; I know I couldn’t lift a finger. I fancy that Dodwell must have hit me on some peculiar spot, because I believe the doctor fellows never thought I should regain my reason; I must have been a handful to Syd Beaton. I had done him the worst turn possible, and he knew what I’d done, but he treated me as if I’d been the best and truest friend that ever was. I’m convinced that if it hadn’t been for him I shouldn’t be here talking to you now. A better, a finer, a nobler fellow than he never lived — and that’s what I want you fellows to know. You may do what you like to me; I deserve any punishment; but you ought to beg Sydney Beaton’s pardon — and you’ve got to do it, too.”

“Have we? You rush your fences. And, pray, where is Mr. Beaton, if, as you say, we have to beg his pardon?”

“I believe that, by now, he ought to be outside.”


CHAPTER XXXI

Asking Forgiveness

“Outside!”

The word came from Violet Forster as if it were an echo. Turning, she made a wavering and, as it seemed, almost involuntary movement towards the door; then, as if suddenly remembering, shrank back and went all red. If there were any there who smiled, it was with sympathy; as if they saw how, even against her will, the girl’s heart was being drawn towards the man who was on the other side of the door.

It was Major Reith who spoke, and it seemed with unnecessary sternness.

“Do you mean that Sydney Beaton is in the building? How do you know it?”

The reply was simple.

“He promised me that he would come.”

“Promised you? When?”

“He came with me as far as the barracks. I’m afraid I’m not yet very good at getting about alone, but I shall be all right soon; he knew what I was coming for, and he promised me he would wait, and that, if he heard nothing, in about half an hour he would come in.”

The girl asked an eager question.

“Was he in a taxicab? There was one waiting as I came in, by the pavement a little way down — I passed it. It was open; there was a man sitting inside whom I had the strangest feeling that I knew, although it was dark and I could not see; perhaps it was Sydney.”

“I shouldn’t wonder. He said he’d wait in the cab; but he ought to be here by now.”

Facing round, Frank Clifford, as it were, addressed the meeting:

“Gentlemen, shall I go out and see if Sydney Beaton is still waiting in the cab?” There was an instant chorus of affirmatives. He turned to Violet. “Miss Forster, with your permission I will go and ask Mr. Beaton to do us the favour to come in here.”

“I — I shall be very glad to see him.”

“So shall we.” He opened the door, but he was not yet through it when he broke into exclamations. “Why, Beaton, you’re a sight worth seeing. I cannot tell you how glad I am to see you. We have only just heard from Draycott that you were outside; I’m acting as a deputation to ask you to come in. Gentlemen, Captain Beaton.”

Sydney Beaton appeared in the doorway of the room from which, when he was last in it, he had been thrown out. There was a great difference between that man and this; so great that all those who were there, who had known the man that was so well, looked at him and wondered, and were ashamed. The few months which had elapsed since they had seen him last might have been years, so much was he changed; it needed the evidence of their own eyes to assure them that in so short a space of time a man could have so aged. The Sydney Beaton they had known was young, debonair, careless, incapable of looking seriously upon either life or death. This man was serious above and before all else; the burden of life weighed heavily on him; he was hollow-eyed; great lines seamed both his cheeks and forehead; his hair was grey; he had become an old man.

Their surprise at his appearance hushed them into silence. Beaton, as if not knowing what to make of their speechlessness, seemed disposed to draw back. But Draycott reassured him.

“It’s all right, old man, I’ve told them; they know all about it; I think the sight of you has rather bowled them over.”

Then they did speak, and the first was Jackie Tickell.

“Beaton, of course you can knock me down and jump on me if you like; I shan’t say a word if you do, but it’s an absolute fact that I never really doubted you; I knew you were a white man, although I did treat you like a pig. You know that pool — there was a pot of money in that pool — I haven’t touched a farthing of it from that day to this, although there have been times when I’ve badly wanted it, but I knew all along that it was yours. I handed it over to the keeping of the mess — they’ll tell you all about it; we’ve got it all right. And I say, you chaps, here’s an idea. What do you say to giving Beaton a feed, a real tip-topper, and, at it, presenting him with the pool, as a — you know — not as a testimonial, but you know what I do mean?”

They laughed at Tickell as they crowded round Beaton. Major Reith spoke.

“Beaton, I have done you a serious injustice; how serious I did not realise until now — that I see you. I am more — more ashamed than I can tell you; to ask your pardon is to do nothing. Can you ever forgive me? I shall never be able to forgive myself; my punishment will be as great as yours.”

Then Beaton spoke.

“Reith, I hope not; you don’t know what my punishment has been.”

“Looking at you, I can guess.”

“I suppose you can; I believe it’s printed pretty plain.”

There came a chorus from the others — all asking for pardon.

“We didn’t understand each other, that was what it was,” said Beaton. “You never could have done what you did if we had. Yet I’m not sure that the lesson I’ve been taught wasn’t worth learning even at the price I paid. I’m not the man you knew. I can see by the look that’s on your faces that you’ve found that out for yourselves. I shall never be that man again; but don’t take to yourselves any blame for that. I wouldn’t, if I could.”

“Will you also forgive me, Beaton? I admit that I, too, may have been mistaken.”

This was Anthony Dodwell; there was something in the eyes which looked at him out of their hollow caverns which seemed to make him shrivel up.

“In your case it’s not a question of forgiveness. You see, Dodwell, I know you. Since I was last in this room I’ve been in some strange company; I’ve met one or two men like you, and I haven’t liked them. I know how you treated me; I saw how you treated Draycott that night at Avonham; you would treat me, and Draycott, exactly the same again tomorrow — if you had the chance. You can’t like the man whom you know is that kind of person; you avoid him, if you can; you are on your guard against him, if you can’t. If you are even superficially sorry for what you did to me you will take care that I never see or hear of you again. I am afraid that’s as far as I’m prepared to go.”

“And that’s quite far enough. Now, Dodwell, you have our unanimous permission to do what you were so anxious to do at first — go.”

Frank Clifford held the door wide open, with a significance it was impossible for the other to misunderstand. Anthony Dodwell showed how plainly he did understand by marching through it without a word.

Miss Forster had drawn back as Beaton entered the room, so that she had been behind him, where she had stayed. Now she came forward and touched him on the arm.

“Sydney!”

He was silent; he did not even pronounce her name; he took the hand which she offered, and bowed his head before her. Frank Clifford said:

“Miss Forster, I trust that I am neither presumptuous nor impertinent in suggesting that I think it possible that you are not over-anxious to stay with us much longer; if that is the case — I don’t know how to put it, but — if you’d like to take Beaton with you, you can.”


CHAPTER XXXII

In the Taxicab

They were alone together in the taxicab, the one which had been waiting. Draycott had been left behind. There had been a brief discussion as to the address to which the man was to be told to drive.

“Where are we going?” she had asked him.

“You are perfectly well aware,” he had told her in the grave tones which had seemed to have become habitual, “that I’m not a fit person for you to consort with. Let us say to each other all that there is to be said here; it shouldn’t take very long, there is so little to be said; then let us part company — for ever.”

“That is your opinion, is it? It’s very nice of you to express it. Where are you living?”

“In a road near Clapham Junction — Lavender Sweep; a name which suggests possibilities — which don’t go any farther than the name. It’s a street of little houses.”

“What is your number?”

“A hundred and ninety-seven.”

She spoke to the cabman.

“Drive us to 197 Lavender Sweep, Clapham Junction.” Then to Beaton: “Will you open the door for me?”

She entered. He spoke to her still standing on the pavement.

“You know you ought not to go there; it’s not the sort of place to which you’re accustomed.”

“Then the sooner I become accustomed the better. Will you please get in?”

He got in; the cab started; as it has been written, they were alone in the cab together. Their conversation, especially at the beginning, was of a distinctly singular sort; as a matter of fact, she was enjoying herself immensely. It was many a day since she had even supposed it possible that she could enjoy herself so much.

“You don’t seem to be particularly glad to see me.”

“What right have I to be glad?”

“That’s it — what right have you? That’s a particularly sensible inquiry, which makes it the more awkward — for me — that I should be rather glad to see you. I imagine that these things are an affair of temperament.”

“You are laughing at me.”

“I don’t know what else to do, since you certainly aren’t laughing at me. You might be an owl for gravity. You sit screwed up there in your corner as if you were afraid you might be infected with something if you came within a quarter of a mile of me.”

“Put it the other way. I don’t wish to carry infection to you.”

“Don’t you? How nice! What sort of infection do you think you’d carry? I’d like, if I did ask you to come nearer, to know the risk I’d run.”

“You know the kind of creature I am.”

“The ignorance is on your side; you don’t know the kind of creature I am. Do you know this is the very first time you and I have been alone together in a taxicab?” He was silent. A sound came from her which might have been a laugh. “You’re full of conversation.”

“I am so oppressed by the hideous consciousness of being in a false position.”

“Are you? We’ll talk about all that kind of thing when we get to 197 Lavender Sweep.”

“You don’t know what kind of place it is I live in.”

“I soon shall.”

“What would your uncle say if he knew you were coming alone with me to my wretched rooms?”

“My uncle and I are two; he lives at Nuthurst, and I live in town. I also have what you call wretched rooms — of my own. I would have asked the man to drive us there, only I thought I would prefer to go to yours, and I should; and I’m going. Is anything very terrible about your wretched rooms?”

“A person of my sort ought to be glad to live anywhere; especially after some of the places in which I have resided.”

“I know all about it.”

“What do you mean?”

“Oh, I’ve been told; but would you mind leaving all that sort of thing until we get to your — wretched rooms? Let us, while we are in the cab, be frivolous; couldn’t you be frivolous?”

“I’ve forgotten how to be.”

“I believe you smiled.”

“If I did it was the sort of smile with which you meet the dentist when he’s going to play tricks with your teeth.”

“It’s some time since I was frivolous; it’s rather hard that now, after all this time, I’m in a mood to frivol, you won’t. Couldn’t you try? For instance, you seem to have forgotten that I possess a name; couldn’t you start by calling me Violet? I suppose it would be too much to expect you to get as far, at the start, as Vi?” There was silence. “Well, are you trying?”

“I’m trying not to.”

“Thank you very much; does it require much effort?”

“All my strength.”

“Have you got much?”

“Very little.”

“Indeed? Then, if you’re going to use it in that direction, I hope you’ve none at all. It’s rather fine weather for the time of the year, isn’t it? Is that the sort of remark you would like me to make? Will it need all your strength to enable you to answer that?”

“I wish you’d let me stop the cab and get out.”

“I shall do nothing of the sort. How dare you suggest it? I suppose you think you’re going to keep on behaving to me like this. My dear Sydney — you see, I call you by your Christian name, and it doesn’t need much trying — my darling Sydney, my well-beloved Sydney — I’m going to be Mary Janeish — do you think I don’t know what is going on inside you? You’d give — shall I say twopence? — to put out your hand and touch mine which is lying there upon the seat. You can see it, although you’re not looking and you pretend you can’t. Sydney, won’t you touch it — just once?”

“I won’t.”

“Thank you; that is frank, and so sweet of you. You think you are as hard — oh, harder than that; and I believe that you have got much harder than you used to be, but when I’ve really made up my mind you shall, you’ll melt and become — oh, yes, much softer than that. How far is Lavender Sweep? I don’t seem to find it easy to get much out of you in this silly cab; perhaps I may have better fortune when we get to your wretched rooms. Is it much farther?”

“Let’s say all that there is to be said now. I wanted to say it before we got into the cab; it will only make it worse for both of us if we wait till we get to my rooms. You shan’t go there. I won’t have you.”

“Won’t you? How are you going to stop me?”

“By giving myself up to the next policeman we meet, if there is no other way; he’d think himself in luck to get me.”

“Sydney!”

“It’s the truth, and you know it. What’s the good of either of us pretending that you don’t?”

“Will you please say nothing else until we reach your rooms? I won’t, and I’d rather you didn’t either. I’m going with you to your rooms, and nothing you can say or do will stop me. Now will you please be silent till we get to 97 Lavender Sweep? I think that, while we’re in this cab, I prefer your silence to your conversation.”

She had her way; not a word was spoken on either side until the cab drew up in front of one of a long terrace of houses.


CHAPTER XXXIII

“Vi!”

Miss Forster looked about the room into which he had ushered her, the first room on the right when you had come through the front door. It was the usual ground-floor front apartment of the £45 a year suburban “modern residence,” a fair size, as a habitation for a “single gentleman,” with a sufficiency of light, and air, and space.

“If this is one of your ‘wretched rooms,’ I don’t think it’s very wretched, don’t you know; it compares not at all unfavourably with my best parlour.”

Standing before the empty fireplace, he was observing her with singular intentness, brows knit, head bowed between his shoulders.

“You understand where the money to pay for this palatial apartment has come from; how it has been — earned? You saw me engaged in the practice of my profession that night at Avonham.”

“Did I? Dear me! How terrible! Why should I mind?”

“You ought to mind; you do mind; at least it is certain that you would mind if you understood.”

“It is because I do understand that I don’t mind; unfortunately the understanding is all on one side; you do seem to be so slow in grasping the true inwardness of things. I want you to answer me one or two questions — will you?”

She had placed herself in an old arm-chair, and was looking up at him with the tip of a first finger touching either cheek. Her pallor had given way to a faint pink flush, which kept coming and going. Her whole face was lighted with laughter, as if challenging the persistent gravity which was on his.

“I will answer any questions you like to put, to the best of my ability.”

“That’s right, that’s the proper tone in which to speak; as if you were faced by the rack and the thumb-screw, and similar pretty things. To begin with — I will make a statement; I was at Avonham that night.”

“As if I didn’t know it.”

“I was wondering if you might have forgotten it.” This was said with a little air of malice. “I saw poor Mr. Draycott lying on the floor, and I, as well as Major Reith, thought that he was dead. I’ve been asking myself how, during the very few minutes I was out of the room, you managed to take him away.”

“You remember that I ran up against you in the hall?”

“Am I likely to forget? You did surprise me.”

“And you surprised me; I hadn’t a notion that you were in the house, or I shouldn’t have been there.”

“You might have stayed to say good-night, or ask me how I was; I had hurt my foot most frightfully. You didn’t show the slightest sympathy.”

“How was I to know?”

“That’s just it. If you’d only said how-do-you-do, you’d have known. In your hurry you even left your bag behind you.”

One could see the man wince; the woman’s pause was perhaps to enable him to recover himself.

“Did you see what was in it?”

“The countess did — as probably Jane Simmons told you.”

“That woman!”

“That woman! She came to see me the other day.”

“What?”

“We had rather an interesting conversation. She’s going to be married.”

“Going to be married? To — —”

He left the sentence unfinished, and the name unspoken; she smiled and nodded, as if she understood.

“I shouldn’t be surprised; it’s as likely to be him as anybody else. She’s going to turn over a new leaf.”

“Is she?”

“She’s going to America with her husband.”

“Are you sure of that?”

“I think she must have got married the very next day, and started the day after, because only the other morning a little box came through the post, postmarked Pittsburg, and in it was a piece of wedding cake, with a card on which was written, ‘With the compliments of Julia Spurrier and her husband.’”

“Who was Julia Spurrier?”

“She was Jane Simmons; I dare say she had one or two other names besides, within your knowledge.”

“She had. You understood what kind of person she was?”

“Perfectly; she made me understand.”

“And I dare say she told you one or two things about me.”

“She did — one or two; but we’re coming to that presently. I want you first to explain to me how you got Mr. Draycott out of the house that night.”

“I was rushing off to get something to wrap him in when I met you. I heard you and Reith go into that room, and I heard you both go out — I was outside the window. Directly you left it, I opened the window, picked up Draycott, carried him out, closed the window again — and it was done.”

“I see — you call that done. But how did you manage to get him away from the neighbourhood of the house?”

“There was a motor-car a little way along the path, about as silent a one as there is made; I put him in that and off I went.”

“Nothing could be simpler, could it? But why did you trouble to take him at all? What affair was he of yours? It wasn’t as though he had treated you very nicely.”

“Don’t you see that it was the chance of my life?”

“The chance of your life? Good gracious! How?”

“That poker business — they said I cheated; it was a lie — an infernal lie.”

“They’ve admitted it themselves to-night.”

“They hadn’t admitted it then, and I never thought I should have a chance of making them do it, until I saw that dear man Dodwell doing his best to murder Draycott as he lay there on the floor. Well, then, it was a wild-cat idea, but it was an idea. I thought that if I could get hold of Draycott, and he wasn’t quite dead, and I could bring him back to life, he might feel some — some sort of gratitude. It was Draycott who supported Dodwell; I don’t think they would ever have believed him if it hadn’t been for Draycott. I fancy there wasn’t a man in the regiment who hadn’t a sort of feeling that Dodwell was a liar; it was Draycott’s endorsement of his lie that did it.”

She could see, when he paused, how the muscles of his face were working, and how his fingers twitched as he clenched and unclenched his hands.

“When I started to think afterwards, when hell was all about me, at first it was all a blur, I couldn’t think how it could have happened — all of it; it was so — so impossible that they could have thought such a thing of me. Then, by degrees, I began to put trifles together, and to get some sort of a vague idea how — how it had all come about.”

He pressed his hands to his temples; she fancied it must have become a trick with him; he had done it once or twice before, even when they were in the cab.

“I’d had a row with Dodwell about some money which he said I owed him; as you know, I owed pretty nearly everybody money, but I was quite sure I didn’t owe him any. The way in which he made out that I did, did credit to something besides his financial genius. I had a suspicion that Draycott had had a row with him of the same kind. He had told me that he would be even with me for the position which I had taken up; and I began to see, afterwards, when I — I was looking for crusts in the gutter, that that lie he had told was his way of getting even, and I began to wonder if Draycott had backed it because Dodwell had got him under his thumb.”

He gave a great sigh, which was the most eloquent thing he had done yet; there was something about the matter-of-fact way in which he did it which showed that, at any rate, that was an habitual trick of his. The abomination of desolation which, it suggested, was in his very soul, moved the girl with a sudden pain which seemed to go right through her.

“When, as I’ve said, I saw Dodwell hammering Draycott, the wild-cat idea came to me that, if I did Draycott a good turn, he might be disposed to do me another; Dodwell would have killed him if it hadn’t been for me, so he did owe me something, if he was to owe me nothing more. If he would only own to me, between ourselves, that he hadn’t seen me do what he said he had, that would be some satisfaction. I didn’t like to feel that there was any possibility that he really believed that I was — that kind of thing; if he would admit to me, in private, that he had spoken in haste, that he might have been in error, I should have been a happier man. The reality surpassed all my expectations.”

A wintry smile passed over his face; he stood up straighter; but he continued to speak in the halftones of the man from whose life all the salt has gone.

“Draycott turned out a perfect trump. We had a pretty tough time — the landlady here, who’s a dear, good old soul, the doctor, and I between us — in pulling him through; Dodwell had used him cruelly, he will carry some of the scars with him to the grave — but it was a labour of love. I hadn’t been so happy for I don’t know how long; I had never thought I should be so happy again, as I was as I sat by Draycott’s bedside, sometimes all night and sometimes all day, watching him, slowly, come back to life again. You see, it was the first thing I had done of which I hadn’t cause to be ashamed for ever so long. Directly he was safe he told me the whole story, which I expect you heard to-night. He’s behaved like a trump.”

“I suppose it doesn’t strike you that, in any degree, or in any sense, you’ve behaved like a trump?”

“I had a motive for what I did. Draycott’s father is a big bug over in New South Wales. They’ve been telegraphing to each other, he and his father, spending no end of money on wires. It seems that the old man heard that he was missing and got flurried; but they’ve made that all right by telegram. Draycott’s going back to his father; he is the only son, his father has big interests, and wants him, and he hasn’t made a very good thing of soldiering; so Draycott’s going back. And, what is much more — to me — I’m going with him.”

“Sydney! Really?”

“Very really — thanks to Draycott. I couldn’t stay in England — now; and I wouldn’t. I’ve made such a mess of things that I shouldn’t be able to breathe if I stayed. I want to put the old things behind me, and to get into a new world, and a new life.”

There was silence; he seemed to be straining his eyes with the effort to see the new life for which he longed.

“And that means?”

“That means that the man you knew is dead.”

“Is he? I wonder! Sydney?” He did not speak, but he looked at her. “Have you ever thought of me during all you’ve gone through?”

“Before I answer your question, as I will do presently, let me say what I’ve got to say. I’m a criminal.”

The girl rose quickly from her seat.

“And let me tell you that I won’t let you say it — I will not. You answer my question, and then we’ll say something to each other. Answer me — did you ever think of me when, as you put it yourself, you were picking crusts out of the gutter?”

“It’s not a fair question.”

“Why?”

“Because you’ll draw deductions from my answer which you must not draw.”

“What is your answer? We’ll talk about deductions afterwards. Answer me — did you ever think of me when you were picking crusts out of the gutter?”

The man closed his eyes and turned his face away. She pressed her question home.

“Answer me!”

“There was a time when I was so hungry, and so cold, and so deep down in hell, that I tried to stop thinking of you — and I couldn’t.”

“They stole the locket from you which I gave you.”

“They did — the devils! Who told you?”

“You cut my picture out of one of the papers, and you made a case for it with a piece of silk with your own hands, and you carried it next your bosom.”

“It’s there now. Who told you all these things?”

“And if you go to New South Wales you’ll take that picture with you?”

“I did mean to.”

“And why shouldn’t you take me with it? Oh, you needn’t if you don’t want; but unless you take a whole ship to yourself you can’t prevent my travelling by the same boat, which I shall do, with or without your leave. You say you’re going with Noel Draycott. I’ll soon find out from Mr. Draycott the ship he’s going by, if I can’t get the information from you, and, as I don’t suppose that my money will be refused by the people who own that ship, we’ll make a party of three. Of course, you needn’t speak to me while we’re on the voyage, but I dare say Mr. Draycott will, when he’s a moment to spare. And I hope so to find favour in Mr. Draycott’s eyes that he will be able to persuade his father to invite me to pay him a little visit — so we’ll all three of us be together there.”

“You don’t understand what it is you’re proposing.”

“Do credit me with some perception, please; I do understand, quite well. What you don’t understand is that if you go to New South Wales, and leave me here, I shall die — yes, Sydney, I shall die.”

“Violet!”

“That’s the first time you’ve called me by my Christian name — you wretch! And now you haven’t made it Vi. Hasn’t a man any imagination? A girl can project herself into his mind, even when he’s miles and miles away, and she doesn’t even know where he is; is he absolutely incapable of projecting himself into hers? I know you’ve been thinking about me — thinking, thinking, thinking! And it’s been bread and meat and life to me, and morning, noon, and night, all the long weary time, I’ve been thinking, thinking of you, and you pretend that you don’t know it. You know it perfectly well! Don’t you know it?”

She went and stood close up to him.

“What would all the world think of me if I took you at your word? What would you yourself think in the time to come?”

“Isn’t every drop of blood in your body burning with the desire to take me in your arms?”

“If I did — afterwards — what then? When I had the consciousness that with my shame I had sullied you?”

“Can’t you feel, as I stand here close to you, that I’m all on fire with the longing that you should kiss me as the man kisses the woman who loves him? Do that first — do it first, I tell you! Then, when you’ve kissed some of the craving out of me — if you only knew how I longed for you to kiss me, you wouldn’t keep your lips from the refreshment for which, I believe, they’re dying. Kiss me!”

The limit of his powers of resistance had been reached; he did what, from the first, with the whole force of his being, he had longed to do; he took her in his arms.

“Vi!”

“Vi! That’s better; say it again, my dear — just like that; say it again, and again, and again! Now, wasn’t that worth while?”

She drew herself a little away from him, so that, standing face to face, they held each other’s hands.

“Wasn’t that worth waiting for?” Her voice dropped to a whisper; she looked at him with eyes which seemed to make him tremble. “Are you going to New South Wales without me?”

The street door was heard to open; someone came along the passage.

“Is that someone coming to your room?”

“I think it’s Draycott.”

“Is it? That’s all right. You needn’t take your hands away. Sydney! of course he knows.”

The door opened, to admit Noel Draycott. He paused when he saw them.

“I beg your pardon, I had no idea — —”

“Oh, yes, you had, you had every idea; so you can come right straight in — because you understand. Mr. Draycott, I am coming with you to New South Wales.”

“Are you? I’m delighted to hear it; I thought you would.”

She turned to Beaton.

“There, Sydney, you see? He thought I would.”


CHAPTER XXXIV

Some Letters and a Telegram

Mrs. Sydney Beaton sat reading a letter. By her, in a bassinette, was a baby; every now and then, half unconsciously, she would move the bassinette to and fro, as if to make sure that the baby should go on sleeping. At a little distance two children were playing, a boy and a girl; sometimes the boy called the girl Violet, and she called him Sydney. It was a glorious day; the clear champagne-like air of New South Wales in spring time.

Mrs. Beaton was at home, and a lovely home it seemed to be; a pretty picture of happiness and health its mistress would have made. Though, plainly, she was troubled by the letter. Although it had only arrived that morning, she knew its contents almost by heart, yet she read it again; when she had read it she let it lie upon her knee, while, with something wistful in her glance, she seemed to be looking at some picture which the eye of her imagination conjured up before her. Then, with the faintest little sigh, she took up other letters that were lying on her lap, and glanced through them. Then she reverted to that picture of her imagination; and she sighed again, and this time it was obviously a sigh.

As if conscience-stricken, as if guilty of at least some impropriety, she rose abruptly from her seat, and, with a startled air, looked round her, the letters bundled together in her hand. All at once firm footsteps came hurrying towards her. Turning, a tall, upright, sinewy, wiry man, without an ounce of superfluous flesh about him, his face and neck and hands bronzed by the sun, greeted her with hands outstretched.

“Sydney!” she cried, “you’re earlier than I expected. I was coming over to meet you.”

“Yes, I came by the earlier train. Hullo, you people!”

The boy and the girl had come rushing to him with boisterous glee. He picked them up, one on either arm; they were full of questions which had to be answered, and news which required his instant attention. It was some minutes before husband and wife were alone together.

“What made you come by the earlier train without letting me know? I can see there was something.”

Her quick eyes were skilled in reading the signs of the weather on her husband’s face; she could see that on it there was something like a cloud, though no larger than a man’s hand.

“Yes,” he said, “you are right, there was; I’ve had a telegram from home. I’ve been turning it over in my mind as I came along.”

“That’s rather odd, because this morning I had quite a packet of English letters. Just look at them. From whom is your telegram?”

“From Carr and Phillips, the Aversham lawyers. George is dead.”

“Your brother — dead! Sydney! When did he die?”

“The telegram says — here it is— ‘Your brother, Sir George Beaton, died suddenly this morning. Letter follows.’ That’s all, except their name; it’s rather a facer. I haven’t seen George for — —”

He paused, as if searching in his mind for an exact date.

“It’s more than seven years since we left England.”

“Yes, nearly eight years. You remember, we were talking about it only the other day. More than once lately I’ve had a feeling that I should like to see him again; and now he’s gone. He wasn’t exactly the most affectionate of brothers, though I dare say he would have said the same of me; but he was all I had; the last Beaton of them all.”

“What will become of Adisham?”

“It’s mine, since he never married; that’s another facer; the old house is mine, and it will be our Sydney’s when I’m gone. The whole property, such as it is, goes to the next male heir; under the old entail women don’t count. No feminine thing has ever had Adisham, or ever will.”

“It seems as if this were going to be a day of coincidences, one of those days on which if it rains it pours. You’ve had news — and such news, and I’ve had letters — such letters, from home. There’s one from Nuthurst.”

“From your uncle?”

“Yes, from uncle. It’s the sweetest letter. I can see him sitting down to write it, at his big table in the justice room, with his eyes, as it were, across the sea, trying with all his might not to put a word on paper which could hurt.”

“He wants you to go home?”

“He doesn’t say so. In every word he has written I can read what is in his mind; he feels that there are reasons which might make it difficult for me to go, and he doesn’t want to hurt me by asking me to do what I mightn’t be able to; he thinks it might hurt me to have to refuse. But, Sydney, all through his letter, although he doesn’t know it, he’s telling me that he is a very old man, and he’s crying out for me to come — before he goes.”

“Does he speak of me?”

“Does he! He speaks more of you than of me, and he’s full of the children. His body is in England, but his spirit is with us in New South Wales. If he weren’t such an old man, and so little of a traveller, I’m sure he would come to us; he would have come long ago.”

“I wonder what it would feel like to go back to England on a visit?”

“I wonder? I hardly dare to.”

“Vi! Is it so bad with you as that?”

“Oh, Sydney, if you only knew how I’d love to go — with you and with the children. Why, the children never have seen England.”

“That’s certainly a fact.”

He was regarding her with something quizzical in his eyes.

“Just think of it! Though they pray for the dear homeland every night in their prayers, and for the friends who are at home.”

“Are there any friends at home? Do you think any of them would speak to us — to me?”

“Why, Sydney, what a goose you are! They’d be tumbling over each other to get a chance.”

“Would they? I shouldn’t want them to do that, if only from the point of view of dignity, to say nothing of their getting hurt.”

“Just think of the letters I’m always having, and which you get; just look at this heap! There’s another from Major Reith; he says that if we won’t go to him, the next long leave he gets he’ll come here.”

“We might bring him back with us.”

“And there’s one from Margaret, Countess of Cantyre; she’s longing to make your acquaintance.”

“Is she?” His tone was more than a trifle dry.

“You know she is! Only in her last letter she said she never would believe you were a real creature till she’d met you in the flesh; she has heard all sorts of tales about you; you’ve been the hero of all kinds of wonderful stories, but she’s never seen you once. She has the impertinence to say in this very letter that she is still convinced that you’re only a person out of a novel, a mere fiction; and that, though I pretend that you’re my husband, she never will believe it till you tell her so, in person, to her face. What do you think of that?”

“Vi, I think I’ll wire to Carr and Phillips.”

“Haven’t you sent an answer to their telegram?”

“No, that’s it; that’s one reason why I came by the earlier train; I wanted to see you first, to know what answer I was to send.”

“I see.”

In her voice, although she spoke so quietly, there was a tremor, a catching of her breath, a suspicion of eagerness; all these things in those two little words, which probably did not go unnoticed.

“It’s a matter on which I wished to consult you before I did anything; so much may hinge on the reply I send. The question is, what steamer could we catch?”

“Sydney!” His name burst from her rather than was uttered; her whole face was lighted up.

“When could you be ready?”

“Why — when could I be ready? Why — Sydney, I haven’t thought; what a question to spring on one; as though — as though one could decide upon a thing like that, without a moment’s notice.”

“I have been talking to Draycott, and he says that if we were to go by the next boat — —”

“The next boat!”

She seemed to be springing out of her shoes.

“And were to stay in England, say, a year — —”

“Stay in England — say, a year!”

“Everything would go on all right here, and he’d look after things. The question is, could you and the children be ready for the next boat?”

“When does it go?”

“In ten days. I don’t want to hustle you; if you want time for consideration — why, take it.”

“Of course I don’t want time for consideration, you absurd creature; of course we can be ready.”

“You think so?”

“I don’t think, I’m sure — silly!”

“I don’t want to have you worried or hustled — —”

“Sydney, if you don’t take care —— !”

“Then, before it comes to threats, I may as well send a wire to them to let them know we’re coming, and to the steamship people to secure our berths. I happen to know that there’s a nice suite vacant, just the very thing we want; and, as regards the telegrams, I may mention that I’ve both forms in my pocket — already written out.”

“Sydney — you — darling wretch!”

THE END
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CHAPTER I

THE INCLINING OF A TWIG

When Rodney Elmore was eleven years old, placards appeared on the walls announcing that a circus was coming to Uffham. Rodney asked his mother if he might go to it. Mrs. Elmore, for what appeared to her to be sufficient reasons, said “No.” Three days before the circus was to come he went with his mother to Mrs. Bray’s house, a little way out of Uffham, to tea. The two ladies having feminine mysteries to discuss, he was told to go into the garden to play. As he went he passed a little room, the door of which was open. Peeping in, as curious children will, something on a corner of the mantelpiece caught his eye. Going closer to see what it was, he discovered that there were two half-crowns, one on the top of the other. The desire to go to the circus, which had never left him, gathered sudden force. Here were the means of going. Whipping the two coins into the pocket of his knickerbockers, he ran from the room and into the garden.

During the remainder of the afternoon the half-crowns were a burden to him. Not because he was weighed down by a sense of guilt; but because he feared that their absence would be discovered; that they would be taken from him; that he would be left poor indeed. He kept down at the far end of the garden, considering if it would not be wiser to conceal them in some spot from which he would be able to retrieve them at the proper time. But Mrs. Bray’s was at, what to him was, a great distance from his own home; he might not be able to get there again before the eventful day. When the maid came to fetch him in the coins were still in his pocket; they were still there when he left the house with his mother.

On the eventful day his mother had to go to London. Before she went she told Rodney that she had given the servant money to take him to the circus. This was rather a blow to the boy, since he found himself possessed of money which, for its intended purpose, was useless. He had hidden the half-crowns up the chimney in his bedroom. Aware that it might not be easy to explain how he came to be the owner of so much cash, there they remained for quite a time. So far as he knew, nothing was said by Mrs. Bray about the money which had gone; certainly no suspicion attached to him.

Later he went to a public school. During the third term he went with the school bicycle club for a spin. The master in charge had a spill. As he fell some coins dropped out of his pocket. Rodney, who was the only one behind him, saw a yellow coin roll into a rut at the side of the road. Alighting, he pressed his foot on it, so that it was covered with earth. Then, calling to the others, who, unconscious of what had happened, were pedalling away in front, he gave first aid to the injured. The master had fallen heavily on his side. He had sprained something which made it difficult for him to move. A vehicle was fetched, which bore him back to school, recovery having first been made of the coins which had been dropped. It was only later he discovered that a sovereign was missing. The following day a search-party went out to look for it, of which Rodney Elmore was a member. They found nothing. As they were starting back Rodney perceived that his saddle had worked loose. He stayed behind to tighten it. When he spurted after the others the sovereign was in his pocket. Mr. Griffiths was reputed to be poor. It was Elmore who suggested that a subscription should be started to reimburse him for his loss. When Mr. Griffiths heard of the suggestion — while he laughingly declined to avail himself of the boy’s generosity — he took Elmore’s hand in a friendly grip. Then he asked the lad if he would oblige him by going on an errand to the village. While he was on the errand Rodney changed the sovereign, which he would have found it difficult to do in the school.

At the end of the summer term in his last year Elmore was invited by a schoolboy friend named Austin to spend part of the holidays with him in a wherry on the Broads. Mrs. Elmore told him that she would pay his fare and give him, besides, a small specified sum which she said would be sufficient for necessary expenses. Her ideas on that latter point were not those of her son. Rodney’s notions on such subjects were always liberal. Good at books and games, he was one of the most popular boys in the school. Among other things, he was captain of cricket. At the last match of the season he played even unusually well, carrying his bat through the innings with nearly two hundred runs to his credit, having given one of the finest displays of hard hitting and good placing the school had ever seen. He was the hero of the day; owing to his efforts his side had won. Flushed with victory, with the plaudits of his admirers still ringing in his ears, he strolled along a corridor, cricket-bag in hand. He passed a room, the door of which was open. A room with an open door was apt to have a fatal fascination for Rodney Elmore; if opportunity offered, he could seldom refrain from peeping in. He peeped in then. On a table was a canvas bag, tied with a string. He recognised it as the bag which contained the tuck-shop takings. Since the tuck-shop had had a busy day, the probability was that the bag held quite a considerable sum. He had been wondering where the money was coming from to enable him to cut a becoming figure during his visit to Austin. Stepping quickly into the room, he emptied the canvas bag into his cricket-bag; then, going out again as quickly as he had entered, he continued his progress.

He was on his way to one of the masters, named Rumsey, who edited the school magazine, his object being to hand him a corrected proof of certain matter which was to appear in the forthcoming issue. He took the proof out of his cricket-bag, which he opened in the master’s presence. Having stayed to have a chat, he returned with Mr. Rumsey along the corridor. As they went they saw one of the school pages come hurriedly out of the room in which, as Rodney was aware, there was an empty canvas bag. Mr. Rumsey commented on the speed at which the youth was travelling.

“Isn’t that young Wheeler? He seems in a hurry. I wish he would always move as fast.”

“Perhaps he’s tearing off on an errand for Mr. Taylor.”

As he said this Rodney carelessly swung his cricket-bag, being well aware that the coins within were so mixed up with his sweater, pads, gloves, and other accessories that they were not likely to make their presence audible. At the end of the corridor they encountered Mr. Taylor himself. Mark Taylor was fourth form master and manager of the tuck-shop. Nodding, he went quickly on. Mr. Rumsey was going one way, Rodney the other. They lingered at the corner to exchange a few parting words. Suddenly Mr. Taylor’s voice came towards them down the corridor.

“Rumsey! Elmore! Who’s been in my room?”

“Been in your room?” echoed Mr. Rumsey. “How should I know?” Then added, as if it were the result of a second thought: “We just saw Wheeler come out.”

“Wheeler?” In his turn, Mr. Taylor played the part of echo. “He just came rushing past me; I wondered what his haste meant. You saw him come out of my room? Then —— But he can’t have done a thing like that!”

“Like what? Anything wrong?”

“There seems to be something very much wrong. Do you mind coming here?”

Retracing their steps, Mr. Rumsey and Elmore joined the agitated Mr. Taylor in his room. He made clear to them the cause of his agitation.

“You see this bag? It contained to-day’s tuck-shop takings — more than ten pounds. I left it, with the money tied up in it, on the table here while I went to Perrin to fetch a memorandum I’d forgotten. Now that I’ve returned, I find the bag lying on my table empty and the money apparently gone. That’s what’s wrong, and the question is, who has been in my room since I left it?”

“As I told you, Elmore and I just saw Wheeler making his exit rather as if he were pressed for time.”

“And I myself just met him scurrying along, and wondered what the haste was about; he’s not, as a general rule, the fastest of the pages. The boy has a bad record; there was that story about Burge minor and his journey money, and there have been other tales. If he was in my room — —”

“Perhaps he was sent on an errand to you.”

“I doubt it, from the way he was running when I met him. And, so far from stopping when he saw me, if anything, he went faster than ever. It looks very much as if — —”

He stopped, leaving the sentence ominously unfinished.

“Master Wheeler may be a young rip, but surely he wouldn’t do a thing like that.”

This was Rodney, who notoriously never spoke ill of anyone. Mr. Taylor touched on his well-known propensity.

“That’s all very well, Elmore; but you’d try to find an excuse for a man who snatched the coat off your back. This is a very serious matter; ten pounds are ten pounds. The best thing is for you to bring Wheeler here, and we’ll have it out with him at once.”

Rodney started off to fetch the page. It was some little time before he returned. When he did he was without his cricket-bag, and gripped the obviously unwilling page tightly by the shoulder. That the lad’s mind was very far from being at ease Mr. Taylor’s questions quickly made plain.

“Wheeler, Mr. Rumsey and Mr. Elmore just saw you coming out of my room. What were you doing here?”

Wheeler, looking everywhere but at his questioner, hesitated; then stammered out a lame reply.

“I — I was looking for you, sir.”

“For me? What did you want with me? Why did you not say you wanted me when you met me just now?”

Wheeler could not explain; he was tongue-tied. Mr. Taylor went on:

“When I went I left this bag on the table full of money. As you were the only person who entered the room during my absence, I want you to tell me how the bag came to be empty when I returned?”

“The bag was empty when I came in here,” blurted out Wheeler. “I particularly noticed.”

To that tale he stuck — that the bag was empty when he entered the room. His was a lame story. It seemed clear that he had gone into the room with intentions which were not all that they might have been — possibly meaning to pilfer from the bag, which he knew was there. The discovery that the bag was empty had come upon him with a shock; he had fled. As was not altogether unnatural, his story was not believed. The two masters accused him point-blank of having emptied the bag himself. A formal charge of theft would have been made against him had it not been for his tender years, also partly because of the resultant scandal, perhaps still more because not a farthing of the money was ever traced to his possession, or, indeed, to anyone else’s. What had become of it was never made clear. Wheeler, however, was dismissed from his employment with a stain upon his character which he would find it hard to erase.

Rodney Elmore had an excellent time upon the Broads, towards which the tuck-shop takings, in a measure, contributed. The Austins, who were well-to-do people, had a first-rate wherry; on it was a lively party. There were two girls — Stella Austin, Tom Austin’s sister, and a friend of hers, Mary Carmichael. Elmore, who was nearly nineteen, had already had more than one passage with persons of the opposite sex. He had a curious facility in gaining the good graces of feminine creatures of all kinds and all ages. When he went he left Stella Austin under the impression that he cared for her very much indeed; while, although conscious that Tom Austin, believing himself to be in love with Mary Carmichael, regarded her as his own property, he was aware that the young lady liked him — Rodney Elmore — in a sense of which his friend had not the vaguest notion. Altogether his visit to the Austins was an entire success; he had won for himself a niche in everyone’s esteem before they parted.

When he was twenty Rodney Elmore entered an uncle’s office in St. Paul’s Churchyard. Soon after he was twenty-one his mother died. On her deathbed she showed an anxiety for his future which, under other circumstances, he would have found almost amusing. “Rodney,” she implored him, “my son, my dear, dear boy, promise me that you will keep honest; that, under no pressure of circumstances, you will stray one hair’s breadth from the path of honesty.”

This, in substance, though in varying forms, was the petition which she made to him again and again, in tones which, as the days, and even the hours, went by, grew fainter and fainter. He did his best to give her the assurance she required, smilingly at first, more seriously when he perceived how much she was in earnest.

“Mother, darling,” he told her, “I promise that I’ll keep as straight as a man can keep. I’ll never do anything for which you could be ashamed of me. Have you ever been ashamed of me?”

“No, dear, never. You’ve always been the best, cleverest, truest, most affectionate son a woman could have. Never once have you given me a moment’s anxiety. God keep you as you have always been — above all, God keep you honest.”

“Mother,” he said in earnest tones, which had nearly sunk to a whisper, “God helping me, and He will help me, I swear to you that I will never do a dishonest thing, never! Nor a thing that is in the region of dishonesty. Don’t you believe me, darling?”

“Of course, dear, I believe you — I do! I do!”

It was with some such words on her lips that she died; yet, even as she uttered them, he had a feeling that there was a look in her eyes which suggested both fear and doubt. In the midst of his heart-broken grief the fact that there should have been such a look struck him as good.


CHAPTER II

HIS UNCLE AND HIS COUSIN

Mrs. Elmore’s income died with her. She had sunk her money in an annuity because, as she had explained to Rodney, that enabled her to give him a much better education than she could have done had they been constrained to live on the interest produced by her slender capital. But her son was not left penniless. She had bought him an annuity, to commence when he was twenty-one, of thirty shillings a week, to be paid weekly, and had tied it up in such a way that he could neither forestall it nor use it as a security on which to borrow money. As clerk to his uncle he received one hundred pounds a year. Feeling that he could no longer reside in Uffham, he sold the house, which was his mother’s freehold, and its contents, the sale producing quite a comfortable sum. So, on the whole, he was not so badly off as some young men.

On the contra side he had expensive tastes, practically in every direction. Among other things, he had a partiality for feminine society, mostly of the reputable sort; but a young man is apt to find the society of even a nice girl an expensive luxury. For instance, Mary Carmichael had a voice. Her fond parents, who lived in the country, suffered her to live in town while she was taking singing lessons. Tom Austin, although still an undergraduate at Oxford, made no secret of his feelings for the maiden, a fact which did not prevent Mary going out now and then with Rodney Elmore to dinner at a restaurant, and, afterwards, to a theatre, as, nowadays, young men and maidens do. On these occasions Rodney paid, and where the evening’s entertainment of a modern maiden is concerned a five-pound note does not go far. Then, although Miss Carmichael might not have been aware of it, there were others. Among them Stella Austin, who had reasons of her own for believing that Mr. Elmore would give the world to make her his wife, being only kept from avowing his feelings by the fact that he was, to all intents and purposes, a pauper. Since she was the possessor of three or four hundred a year of her own, with the prospect of much more, she tried more than once to hint that, since she would not mind setting up housekeeping on quite a small income, there was no reason why they should wait an indefinite period, till Rodney was a millionaire. But Rodney’s delicacy was superfine. While he commended her attitude with an ardour which made the blood grow hot in her veins, he explained that he was one of those men who would not ask a girl to marry him unless he was in a position to keep her in the style a husband should, adding that that time was not so distant as some people might think. In another twelve months he hoped — well, he hoped! As at such moments she was apt to be very close to him, Stella hoped too. The young gentleman was living at the rate of at least five or six hundred a year on an income of a hundred and eighty. He did not bother himself by keeping books, but he quite realised that his expenditure bore no relation to his actual income. Of course, he owed money; but he did not like owing money. It was against his principles. He never borrowed if he could help it, and he objected to being at the mercy of a tradesman. He preferred to get the money somehow, and pay; and, somehow, he got it. Very curious methods that “somehow” sometimes covered. He was fond of cards; liked to play for all sorts of stakes; and, on the whole, he won. His skill in one so young was singular; sometimes, when opportunity offered, it was shown in directions at which one prefers only to hint. His favourite games were bridge, piquet, poker, and baccarat, four games at which a skilful player can do strange things, especially when playing with unsuspicious young men who have looked upon the wine when it was red.

Rodney’s dexterity with his fingers was almost uncanny. He could do wonderful card tricks, though he never did them in public, but only for his own private amusement. When reading “Oliver Twist,” he had been tickled by the scene in which Fagin teaches his youthful pupils how to pick a pocket. He had made experiments of his own in the same direction upon parties who were not in the least aware of the experiments he was making. His success amused him hugely, while the subjects of his experiments never had the dimmest notion as to how or where their valuables had gone. In very many ways Rodney Elmore obtained sufficient money to enable him to keep his credit at a surprisingly high standard. Everyone spoke well of him; he was a general favourite. Nor was it strange; he looked a likeable fellow — indeed, ninety-nine people out of a hundred liked him at first sight. Over six feet in height, slightly built, he did not look so strong as he was in reality. Straight as an arrow, head held well up, there was something almost feminine in the lightness with which he seemed to move. Many girls and women had told him to his face that he was the best dancer they had ever had for partner. Indeed, in a sense, he flattered his partners, having a knack of making a girl who danced badly think she danced well. He had light brown hair, which seemed as if it had been dusted with golden sand; grey eyes, which, with the pleasantest expression, looked you right in the face; an Englishman’s clear skin; mobile lips, which parted on the slightest pretext in a sunny smile; just enough moustache to shade his upper lip. Altogether as agreeable looking a young gentleman as one might hope to meet. And his manners bore out the promise of his appearance. Always cool, easy, self-possessed, ready to perform little services for women, the aged, the infirm, in a fashion which, so far as our present-day young men are concerned, is a little out of date. With the pleasantest voice and trick of speech, no chatterer, it seemed impossible for him to say a disagreeable or an unkind thing either to or of anyone. It was a standing joke among his intimates that, when scandal-mongering was in the air, Elmore would spoil the fun by pointing out the good qualities of those attacked and refusing to see anything else but them. He had ever an excuse to offer for the most notorious sinner. It was not wonderful that everybody liked him. On his part, he seemed incapable of disliking anyone. He might rob his friend of all that he had, but he would not regard him as less his friend on that account. To this rule, so far as he knew, there was only one exception, and as time went on this exception surprised him more and more. There was only one person who he felt sure disliked him, and why he disliked him was beyond his comprehension. This person was the uncle in whose office he was a clerk — Graham Patterson. Mr. Patterson was Mrs. Elmore’s brother. Rodney quite understood that his uncle had not offered him the position he held, but had only received him at his mother’s particular request. There had been that in his uncle’s manner which had struck him as peculiar from the first, as if he were prejudiced against him before they met, regarding him with suspicion and dislike. As, for some reason which he would have liked to have had explained, he had never seen his uncle till he entered his office, his relative’s attitude struck him as distinctly odd; but, in his light-hearted way, he told himself that he would gain his uncle’s esteem before they had been acquainted long. However, they had been acquainted now nearly three years, and he was conscious that his uncle esteemed him as little as ever. He wondered why.

Mr. Patterson’s appearance was against him; he was big and bloated. A City merchant of the old school, he was addicted to the pleasures of the table and fond — for one of his habit of body unduly fond — of what he called a “glass of wine.” He liked half a pint of port with his luncheon and a pint for his dinner, he being just the kind of person who never ought to have touched port at all. Nor, when his health permitted, was his daily allowance of stimulants by any means confined to his pint and a half of port. The result was that he suffered both in mind and body. The “governor’s temper” was a byword in the office. When, to use his own phrase, he was “a little below par” he would fly into such fits of passion about the merest trivialities that those about him used to regard his “paddies” as part of the daily routine; so soon as he was out of his “paddy” he had forgotten all about it.

Although his methods were a little old-fashioned, he was still an excellent man of business. The staple of his trade was silk, but latterly he had added other lines. In these days of shoddy the quality of his goods was above suspicion; he did a remunerative trade in everything he touched. In the trade no man’s commercial integrity stood higher than Graham Patterson’s; whoever dealt with him could be sure that everything would be all right. His books showed every year a comfortable turnover at fair rates of profit. There were those in his employ who were of opinion that if only a younger and more pushing man could have a voice in the management of affairs, the business might rapidly become one of the finest in the city of London.

Rodney Elmore had not been long in his uncle’s office before this opinion became emphatically his. He was conscious of commercial abilities of the most unusual kind, and was convinced that if he could only get a chance he would double both the turnover and the profits in so short a space of time that his uncle could not fail to be gratified. Since he was the nephew of his uncle, and, indeed, his only male relative, he did not see why he should not have a chance. When he first went to St. Paul’s Churchyard he had hopes, but these hopes had grown dimmer. His perceptions on such matters were keen; few persons, no matter what their age, could see farther into a brick wall than he. He felt certain that his uncle only kept him at all because Mrs. Elmore had wrung from him a promise that he should have a place, of sorts, in his office. So far from having an eye to his nephew’s advancement, it seemed to Rodney that his uncle even went out of his way to let him have as little as possible to do with the conduct of his business. It was true that he had a room for his separate use, and, though it was but a tiny one, on this foundation, at the beginning, he built much. But before long he understood that what he had reared were castles in the air. It seemed to Rodney before long that it must have been Mr. Patterson’s intention to keep him apart from the others in order that he might know nothing of what was going on. His own work was of the simplest clerical kind; occasionally he was sent on an errand of no importance. He seemed free to come when he liked, and leave when he chose; nobody appeared to care what he did, or left undone. For these onerous labours he had been paid the first year eighty pounds, the second a hundred, then a hundred and twenty; now, after three years, he wondered what was going to happen next. Obviously an office boy could do what he had to do for five shillings a week. Under the circumstances, the fact that he had acquired such an insight into the ins and outs, the pros and cons, of his uncle’s business transactions spoke volumes for his keenness and acumen. He often smiled to himself as he pictured the expression which would come on his uncle’s rubicund countenance if he guessed what an intimate knowledge his office boy had of his affairs. Rodney was perfectly aware that the expression would not be one of pleasure; that his knowledge would not be regarded as the fruit of promising zeal, but as something which could only be adequately described by a flood of uncomplimentary adjectives. What was at the back of Graham Patterson’s mind the young man, with all his shrewdness, had still no notion. He was one of the few men he had met who puzzled him. But of this much he was clear — that, while for his sister’s sake Mr. Patterson was willing that his nephew should have a seat in his office, the less active interest the young man took in the duties he was, presumably, paid to perform the better pleased his employer would be. Elmore was of a hopeful disposition, willing to persevere if he saw even a remote chance of ultimate gain. But so convinced was he that his uncle, if he could help it, would never, on his own initiative, advance him to a position of trust that, before this, he would have cast about for a chance of improving his prospects — had it not been for a young lady.

He had already been more than two years in his uncle’s employment, and was meditating leaving it at a very early date, when one afternoon, Mr. Patterson being out, he heard an unknown feminine voice speaking in the outer office, and unexpectedly the door of his own den was opened, and someone entered — a girl. Slipping the papers he was assiduously studying into his desk with lightning-like rapidity, he rose to greet her.

“Are you Rodney Elmore?” He smilingly owned that he was. “Then you’re my cousin. How are you?”

His cousin? He did not know that he had such a relative in the world. She held out her hand. Almost before he knew it he had it in his; whether willingly or not, she left it in his quite an appreciable space of time. He admitted his ignorance.

“I didn’t know I had such a delightful thing as a cousin.”

“Isn’t that queer? I didn’t till the other day. I’m Gladys Patterson; your uncle’s my father.”

For once in his life Rodney was taken by surprise. His researches into his uncle’s affairs had been confined to their commercial side. He knew practically nothing of his private life. He had never heard it spoken of, and had asked no questions. He had a vague idea that his uncle was a bachelor. He knew that he lived in rooms, and — accidentally — had learnt that he had relations with certain ladies of a kind which one does not associate with a family man. That he had ever had a wife and, still less, a daughter he had never guessed. Even in the midst of his surprise he reproached himself for his stupidity that such an important point should have escaped him! As he regarded the girl in front of him he perceived that she was her father’s child.

She was about his height, he being short and fat. One day, if appearances were not misleading, she also would be plump. Already she had something of her father’s rubicund countenance; her cheeks were red, even a trifle blotchy. She had dark hair and eyes, both her mouth and nose were a little too big. Yet he did not find her disagreeable to look at. On the contrary, there was something about her which appealed to him, just as he was conscious that there was something about him which appealed to her. Where a girl was concerned it was strange how some subtle instinct told him these things. He was moved to audacity.

“If you’re my cousin, oughtn’t I to kiss you?”

Her eyes lit up. Her lips parted, showing her beautiful teeth; if they were a little large, they were very white and even.

“As I’ve had no experience of cousins, how can I say?”

“I shouldn’t like you to feel that I’m beginning by evading what, for aught either of us can tell, might be my duty.”

Stooping, he kissed her on the mouth. Though it was little more than a butterfly’s kiss, her lips seemed to meet his with a gentle pressure which he found agreeable.

“You are a cousin!” she exclaimed.

“I’m glad you are,” he replied.

“Didn’t you really know you had a cousin?” He shook his head. “Nor I; isn’t it queer? I only found it out the other day by the merest accident; in some respects dad is the most secretive person. I’ve been abroad for the last five years. How old do you think I am?”

There was a frankness, a friendliness about this cousin which amused him. In that sense she could not have been more unlike her sire.

“Twenty-two.”

“I’m twenty-five — isn’t it awful? How old are you?”

“I regret to say that I am only twenty-three. I’m afraid you’ll regard me as only a kid.”

“Shall I? I don’t think I shall. You don’t look as if you were ‘only a kid.’ I’ve been what papa calls ‘finishing my education.’ Fancy! at my time of life! If my mother had been living I shouldn’t have stood it; but, as you know, she died when I was only a tiny tot; and I knew dad — so I lay, comparatively, low. I’ve been living here and there and everywhere with the queerest duennas, though they really have been dears; and now and then I have had a good time, though I’ve had some frightfully dull ones. But at last I have struck. You know we’ve got a house in Russell Square?” Again he shook his head. “What do you know?”

“So far as you are concerned — nothing. I know that I’m clerk to my uncle, and that’s all.”

“Well, we have got a house in Russell Square. It’s been shut up all these years — papa’s been living in rooms. But I’ve made him refurbish it, and he’s made it really nice — when he does undertake to do a thing he does it well — and I’m installed in it as mistress. Of course, I know Russell Square’s out of the way, but they are good houses, and, if I can only manage dad, I’m going to have a real good time.”

“Did he tell you about me?”

“Not he. Don’t I tell you that I only discovered your existence by the merest accident? Do you remember a boy named Henderson who was at school with you?”

“Alfred Henderson — very well; we moved together from form to form.”

“I know his sister Cissie; we were at school together, years ago, and she knows you. She told me the other day that you were in your uncle’s office in St. Paul’s Churchyard, and that his name was Graham Patterson, and was he any relation of mine. I nearly had a fit. When dad came home I bombarded him with questions —— What have you done to offend him?”

“Nothing of which I’m conscious. Ever since I’ve been in the office I’ve been aware that he dislikes me, though I assure you that I’ve done my best to please him and give him no cause of complaint.”

“Well, he does not like you, and that’s a fact. He as good as forbade me to make your acquaintance; but, as he wouldn’t give any reasons, I decided to find out for myself what sort of person you were, and — then be guided by circumstances. The truth is, I’ve had enough of obeying dad, and that’s another fact. If I’m not careful I shall end my days in a convent, and the conventual life has not the slightest attraction for me. I’ve got a will of my own, and when a girl is twenty-five it’s about time that she should let such a very unreasonable parent as mine seems to be know it. I’m sure Cissie Henderson is a girl who knows what she is talking about, and as she said all sorts of nice things about you, and nothing else but nice things, I made up my mind that, since I had a cousin, I’d find out for myself what kind of cousin my cousin was. There is dad. Now you see how I manage him.”

A heavy step and a loud voice were heard without; then the door was thrown back upon its hinges.

“Gladys! What does this mean?”

“I’ve come to see my cousin, dad, as I told you I should do.”

“Come into my room.”

“Directly, dad. I want Rodney to come and dine with us to-night.”

Her father perceptibly winced at his daughter’s use of the Christian name.

“To-night? Impossible! I’m engaged.”

“Are you? Then in that case he can come and keep me company while you are out. We ought to have heaps of things to say to each other. Do you mind?”

The question was put to Elmore. Mr. Patterson glared.

“Gladys, I want you to come with me to the theatre to-night.”

“My dear dad, this is the first time I’ve heard of it — and, if you don’t mind, I’d much rather not. One can go to the theatre any night, but one can’t discover that one has a cousin, and meet him for the first time, every day. I’d much rather Rodney would come to dine. Won’t you?”

Again the question was put to Elmore.

“I’d be very glad to come — with Mr. Patterson’s permission.”

“You hear, dad? He’ll come, with your permission. Nothing would please you more than that he should come, would it?”

The father looked into the daughter’s eyes, seeming to see something in them which kept him from uttering words which were at the tip of his tongue. He spoke gruffly.

“Perhaps he has an engagement.”

“Have you?”

“Not any.”

“And if you had, you’d throw it over to dine with us, wouldn’t you?”

“I certainly would.”

“You see, papa, what a compliment he pays you. Come, since it seems that he doesn’t regard my invitation as sufficient, will you please ask him to dine with us to-night?”

Again the father eyed his daughter. The observant youth, as he glanced from one to the other, was struck by the unmistakable evidence that this young woman was her father’s child. He did not doubt that she had more than a touch of the paternal temper. He saw that Mr. Patterson, fearful of an exhibition of it then and there, as the lesser of two evils, yielded, not gracefully.

“He can come if he likes.”

“Thank you, papa. You haven’t a very pretty way — has he? — but as my invitation couldn’t possibly be warmer, I’m sure you’ll regard dad’s endorsement as more than sufficient. So you will come?”

“I shall be only too delighted.”

“Now, then, Gladys, come to my room. I want to speak to you.”

“Coming, dad. Remember, Rodney, our address is 90, Russell Square, and we dine at eight; but if you come any time after half-past seven you’ll find me ready. You can’t think how dad and I will look forward to your coming.”


CHAPTER III

RODNEY ELMORE THE FIRST

That was a curious dinner party. Elmore quite expected that when he had rid himself of his daughter his uncle would come and tell him that he was not to regard the invitation as having been seriously intended, and that he was not to present himself in Russell Square. But nothing of the sort occurred. He saw and heard no more of Mr. Patterson until he quitted the office, and just before a quarter to eight he entered the drawing-room at No. 90. Miss Patterson, who was its sole occupant, rose as he entered.

“It’s very good of you,” she said, while she continued to allow her hand to remain in his, “to take the hint, and come early. Dad never shows till dinner’s served, so that I shall have a chance of finding out before he comes what is the meaning of the extraordinary attitude he is taking up towards you. He simply poses as the father who has got to be obeyed, and as that sort of thing appears to be ridiculous, as I ventured to tell him, I expect you to tell me all about it.”

He told her all he had to tell, which was very little, in such fashion that inside fifteen minutes they were on terms almost of intimacy. He was one of those men who have a natural attraction for contrasting types of women; emphatically for that type of which Gladys Patterson was an example. The master of the house did not enter till dinner was served, and by the time they were seated at table Elmore was already aware that his cousin offered a pleasant and promising field for such experiments as he might choose to devise.

Conversation was almost entirely confined to the two younger members of the party, the initiative being taken by Gladys, Elmore acting as a sort of chorus. The meal was of the solid, plentiful, well-cooked order, which one felt would appeal to the host. Beyond replying shortly to an occasional inquiry addressed to him by his daughter, Mr. Patterson’s whole attention was given to his food, and wine. When dessert was on the table his daughter asked him:

“Going out to-night, dad — as usual?”

“No,” he responded briefly, “I’m not.”

The young woman looked at her cousin with a twinkle in her eyes.

“Dad follows the good old-fashioned custom of sitting over his wine. He thinks that a glass of port gives a proper finish to a meal. If you don’t think so you can come into the drawing-room with me.”

“He’ll stay here,” observed the sire succinctly.

But the damsel was equal to the occasion.

“Very well, dad; then I’ll stay too. And since this table really is too big for three, I think, Rodney, it would be more comfy if I were to bring my chair closer to yours. Are you fond of the theatre?”

Having brought her chair to within a foot of Elmore’s she entered with him into an animated discussion on the subject of favourite plays and players, while the host, practically speechless, sat at the head of his board drinking more port than was good for him. Elmore, who could be abstemious enough when he liked, had followed his cousin’s lead, and drank nothing but mineral water. At last the young lady used his self-denial as a pivot to gain her own ends.

“Really, dad, as Rodney won’t join you in drinking, it’s absurd our stopping here, especially as I want some music, so please, sir, will you come with me at once into the drawing-room?”

Before the slow-witted host, whose brains had not been rendered more active by his libations, had awoke to the meaning of his daughter’s proposition, she had borne the guest with her from the room. They were alone together in the drawing-room for more than half an hour. If the music of which Gladys had spoken was not much in evidence, their acquaintance moved at a rate which was only possible in the case of a young man who was willing — nay, eager — to take advantage of the peculiarities of a young woman’s temperament. So that when his uncle did appear, with eyes a little dulled and feet a little unsteady, Rodney was quite ready to make his adieux and his cousin to excuse him. The acquaintance, thus commenced, not only continued, but advanced by leaps and bounds. Mr. Patterson’s habits being those of a bachelor of a not too strait-laced kind rather than those of a family man, he did not find his daughter’s society so congenial and satisfying as he might have done. Being desirous of doing as he liked, he left her with more freedom than he himself was perhaps aware of. She would even have not been without justification had she chosen to regard herself as neglected. But for what seemed to her to be sufficient reasons, she was content that her parent should amuse himself as he liked, though his doing so resulted in his practically overlooking her altogether.

Rodney Elmore never went again to the house in Russell Square as his uncle’s guest, but he went there more than once as his daughter’s, and that sometimes at hours and under circumstances which were, to say the least, unconventional. More frequently their meetings were not in the neighbourhood of Bloomsbury. Mr. Patterson had a fondness for week-ending, without informing his daughter with whom he spent his time or where. It was not strange if, during such absences, his daughter did her best to avoid being too much alone. More than one such Sunday she and Rodney spent together from quite an early hour to quite a late one. Before long they were on terms which certainly could not have been more intimate had they been an engaged couple. But they were not, on that point they supposed that they understood each other thoroughly. Gladys had less than two hundred a year of her own, left her by her mother; and Rodney was pretty sure that if she married him her means would not be materially increased for many a day to come — if ever. He was by no means sure that he cared for her enough to marry her if all he got with her in marriage was her person; no one could be clearer than he was that she would not make the sort of wife who would be likely to be in any way whatever of assistance to a struggling husband. Her attitude was almost equally practical. That she liked him much more than he liked her was sure; there was hardly anything he could ask of her which she would not be willing to give. She believed in him much more than he believed in her; in her eyes he was nearly a hero. But, not being quite blind, she realised that, as things were, marriage for them was out of the question. She knew her father, and was aware that while up to a certain point she could do with him as she liked, if on a matter of capital importance he bade her not to do such and such a thing, and she did it, he would cut her as completely out of his life as if she had not been in it, and never miss her. She was conscious that she was as unfitted for love in a cottage as Elmore was; was, perhaps, even dimly alive to the fact that in such a position her plight would be worse than his was. So that their association was based on that quite up-to-date article of faith which sets forth that though a young man and a young woman can never be husband and wife, they may still be “pals.”

Elmore’s position in the office was not improved by the incident of his having been a guest in Russell Square. Though his uncle never spoke to him upon the subject — nor, indeed, if he could help it, on any other — his nephew’s acute perception realised that he had not grown to like him any more. As time went on a doubt began to grow up within him as to whether his uncle had not some inkling of the relations which existed between him and his daughter. That his doubt was well founded he was ultimately to learn. One morning, soon after his uncle’s arrival, a request came to him to go to him at once in his room. When he went in he was struck, not by any means for the first time, by certain points about his uncle’s appearance. He felt convinced that his relative’s was not, from the insurance point of view, a good life. Rodney Elmore knew little of medicine, yet he hazarded a private opinion that Graham Patterson was a promising subject for an apoplectic stroke — the kind of man who, at any moment of undue stress, might have cerebral trouble from which he might not find it easy to recover. He caught himself wondering whether if, by any mischance, his uncle became the victim of such a catastrophe, it might not be worth his while to marry his cousin, if, indeed, that would not be the lady’s own point of view. Were Graham Patterson to have such a stroke, it was at least within the range of possibility that he might never again be in a condition to manage his own affairs; in which case who would be so likely to be appointed administrator as the husband of his only child?

While such gruesome imaginings occupied his mind, the subject of them continued to regard him with a stolid silence which at last struck him as singular.

“I was told, sir, that you wished to speak to me.”

He said this with the little air of pleasant deference of which he was such a master and which became him so well. His uncle still said nothing, but continued to glare at him with his bloodshot eyes as if he were some strange object in an exhibition. He really looked so odd that Rodney began to wonder if that stroke was already in the air. He tried again to move him to speech.

“I trust, sir, that nothing disagreeable has happened.”

Yet some seconds passed before his uncle did speak. When he did it was with a hard sort of ferocity which his listener felt accorded well with the singularity of his appearance.

“You took my daughter to the Palace Theatre last night.”

Rodney wondered from whom he had learned the fact, being convinced that it was not from his daughter. However, since he could scarcely ask, he tried another line, one which he was conscious went close to the verge of insolence.

“I hope, sir, that the Palace is not a theatre to which you object. Just now it has one of the best entertainments in London.”

Only in a very narrow sense could his uncle’s response be regarded as a reply to his words.

“You’re an infernal young scoundrel!”

Rodney did not attempt to feign resentment he did not feel. His quickly-moving wits told him that he was at last brought face to face with a position which he had for some time foreseen, and that for him the best attitude would probably be one of modest humility — at least, to begin with.

“I don’t think, sir, you are entitled to use such language to me on such slight grounds.”

“Don’t you? You — you — beauty!”

Obviously Mr. Patterson had substituted a different word for the one he had intended to use. Taking a slip of paper out of the drawer of the writing-table at which he was seated, he held it out towards Rodney.

“You see that?”

“I do, sir.”

“You know what it is?”

“It appears to be a cheque.”

“You know what cheque it is.”

“If you will allow me to examine it more closely I shall perhaps be able to say.”

“You can examine it as closely as you please so long as it is in my hands. I wouldn’t trust it in your hands for a good deal.”

“Why do you say that?”

“You impudent young blackguard!”

“And that, sir?”

“I say it, you brazen young hypocrite, because that cheque happens to be a forgery, and you are the man who forged it.”

“Sir! I know that you are used to allow yourself a large license in the way of language, but this time, although you are my uncle, you go too far.”

“I intend to go much farther before I’ve done — and don’t you throw the fact that I’m your uncle in my face, the most decent men have blackguards for relatives. This cheque was originally made out for eight pounds. I told you to ask young Metcalf to get cash for it. Between this room and Metcalf’s desk you altered it to eighty pounds. It was easily done — especially by an expert like you. He brought you eighty pounds; you gave me eight, and kept seventy-two. You were aware that Metcalf was leaving the office that day to join his brother in Canada; you calculated that probably before the thing was discovered he would be on the high seas, and that, therefore, since everyone knew how much he was in want of cash, I should lay the guilt at his door — you dirty cur! But I didn’t, never for one instant; the instant I saw the cheque I recognised your hand.”

“You recognised my hand? What do you mean by that, sir?”

Mr. Patterson took something else out of his writing-table drawer, which, this time, he handed to his nephew.

“Look at that.”

It was a portrait — the photograph of a man in the early prime of life.

“Don’t you think it might be yours?”

Rodney felt that, allowing for the changes made by a few superimposed years, the resemblance to himself was striking, so striking that it was startling. The eyes looked at him out of the portrait with an expression which he recognised as so like his own that it bewildered him.

“That’s the portrait of your father. You don’t remember him?”

“Not at all.”

“I knew him all his life. You are so like what he was at your age that more than once when I have looked at you I have had an uncomfortable feeling that he had come back again to haunt me. Never was son more like his father, in all things.”

Rodney winced, scarcely knowing why. His uncle went on.

“Your mother never spoke to you of him?”

“Never.”

“She had what she supposed to be sufficient reasons for her reticence; she wished to hide from you, if possible, the knowledge of what manner of man your father was, thinking that the knowledge of the heritage of shame which he had left behind might drive you to walk in his footsteps. I was of a different opinion. I held that if you had in you any of the makings of a decent man, the knowledge of the sort of man your father was would serve you as a warning to keep off the path he’d followed. However, you were your mother’s child, not mine, thank God; she had her way, though I warned her that the time would probably come when I should have to tell you the story she would rather have bitten off her tongue than tell.”

Mr. Patterson paused, keeping his eyes fixed on the young man in front of him. There was a quality in his gaze which made Rodney conscious of a sense of discomfort to which he had been hitherto a stranger.

“You are so like your father that you even have his Christian name. Rodney Elmore the first was one of those creatures who sometimes come into the world, who could not run straight if they tried — and they never try. He was one of Nature’s thieves; a born scamp; a lifelong blackguard. Your mother was my only sister; the only relative I had. I did not understand him so well before she married him as I did afterwards, but I understood him well enough to have kept her from marrying him if I could. But he was one of those hounds who, if they cannot get what they want by fair means, will not hesitate to get it by foul; he even won his wife by foul means, taking advantage of her girlish innocence so that she had to become his wife to save her good name. She lived for six years with him in hell. Then he was detected in a series of frauds which would probably have resulted in his being sent to penal servitude for life. Rather than face the music, he committed suicide.”

Again Mr. Patterson paused, and his nephew, on his side, kept still. It seemed to him that his uncle’s voice was the voice of doom; he was aware of a sensation of actual physical pain as he listened, as if sentence had not only been pronounced, but punishment also begun. He had wondered vaguely more than once what manner of man his father was, and, since she had volunteered no information, had put questions on the subject to his mother. But she had staved them off in a fashion which suggested — since even in the days of his boyhood his mental processes were sufficiently acute — that there was not much to be told about him which redounded to his credit. So, as years brought wisdom, his curiosity became less and less; a feeling grew up in his bosom that perhaps the less he knew about his father the better it might be. Never, however, had his most pessimistic imaginings come near the reality as portrayed by his uncle. He, the son of a lifelong rogue, who had only escaped the penalty of his misdeeds by self-destruction! He began to apprehend the meaning of the attitude his uncle had taken up towards him. His uncle did his best to assist him to a clearer comprehension.

“I never would have anything to do with you. I had suffered too much from your father to be willing by any overt act to acknowledge your existence, especially as a relative of mine. I resented your existence. I am not more superstitious than the average man, but I had a strong conviction that with you it would be a case of like father like son. The paternal qualities were too strong, too ingrained, too much the very essence of his being not to be transmitted. When your mother came and begged me to take you into my office I asked her point-blank if you were not your father’s son. She denied it. I believed then that she lied; now I know it. I have no doubt that she had detected you over and over again in acts which recalled your father.”

Rodney wondered if that really was the case. She had never hinted anything of the sort to him. He understood now why, with her dying breath, she had entreated him to be honest. Did she realise at the very portals of death what a broken reed his promise was? He shivered at the thought.

“So soon as you came into this office I knew that I had been right, and that you were every inch your father’s son. You are clever; don’t suppose that I don’t appreciate the fact. I am not so clever, which fact you have taken rather too much for granted. You have overlooked one quality I have, and that is — a nose for a thief. I owe to it a good deal of such success as I have had — in a sense, I can smell a thief so soon as he comes near me. Of course, in your case I had your father’s record to help me; but I think that, without it, I should have scented you, your odour was so pungent. You had not been in the place a month before you began to play your little tricks. I do not flatter myself that I found you out in all of them, but I did in a good many. I said nothing, but I made a note of each, and have the complete record in a certain volume which will possibly be produced one day in a court of assize. Then there came the incident of the cheque — the eight pounds which you turned into eighty. When I saw that cheque I realised that immunity had given you courage, and that you were beginning to fly at higher game. I am, as I believe you and other gentlemen in the office are aware, a regular old fogey, a dray-horse sort of man. I never, if I can help it, arrive at a hasty decision. I put that cheque aside and waited; you see, although you live to the age of Methuselah, a thing like this is always up against you — you can never get away from it. I was in no hurry.” Again Mr. Patterson paused. Leaning back in his chair, he smiled. Rodney told himself that he resembled an ogre who was enjoying, in anticipation, the meal he proposed to make of him.

“After all, my lad, although you are so clever, you’re a fool — indeed, your cleverness is folly. If you had to be dishonest, hadn’t you sense enough to gratify your instincts on less dangerous lines? You have made a serious mistake in underrating me; perhaps that’s because your experience of men is small. I’ve been watching you; you’ve been living in a fool’s paradise — your conscience has never pinched you because you have never feared discovery. Yet, if you had troubled yourself to think, you must have known that, sooner or later, discovery was bound to come, and that, when it did, I had you. You were a fool, my lad, a fool.”

The speaker’s smile grew more pronounced. To his nephew’s thinking it became more and more like an ogre’s grin. But when he went on it not only vanished, but its place was taken by something which was unpleasantly like a snarl.

“Then my daughter came on the scene. There, again, you were at fault, because it so happens that I understand my daughter almost as well as you do. She may think herself romantic, but she isn’t — there’s no more romance about her than there is about me. She’s a healthy, vigorous female animal, with her father’s blood in her veins, and her father’s fondness for the good things of this life of all sorts and kinds. She’s seen little of men, especially young men, and I quite appreciate the fact that you’re just the sort of young man at whose head she would fling herself — with a little delicate encouragement from you. But she won’t, don’t you make any mistake, my lad. I haven’t forgotten how your father won your mother; and I promise you you shan’t win my daughter in the same way. On the day on which I suspected you of any such intention you’d be branded as a gaol bird, and for the whole remainder of your life you’d be passing in and out of prison gates. I’m asking for no promise, being aware that you’re one of Nature’s liars, I know that not the least reliance is to be placed on any word you utter, but I’m giving you a promise. You can make any excuse to her you like — I’m sure you’re a whale at excuses; if you ever speak to her again, even to tell her that you’re not to speak; if you ever write to her; if you ever hold any communication with her whatever, you’ll pass into the hands of the police, and I’ll tell her your story and your father’s. My girl has another thing in common with her father — she’s honest, she hates a rogue. And if she knew that you were a common kennel thief, as your father was before you, she’d have no more truck with you if you were twenty times her husband, and I don’t believe she’d move a finger to save you from penal servitude. I’m not going to turn you away; you’re going to continue to occupy your present position in my office, so that I can keep my eye on you, so don’t you try to turn tail and run. Now we understand each other. I have my morning letters to attend to, but I thought I’d better have this little explanation with you first. Now you can go; take my advice — if you can — steal no more. If you keep along the same path you’ll find at the end what your father found, he was no more anxious to find it than you are — suicide.”


CHAPTER IV

THE THREE GIRLS AND THE THREE
TELEGRAMS

His uncle’s words were in Rodney’s ears for days afterwards. Was it conceivable that he, to whom life was so sweet a thing, could under any circumstances seek refuge in a suicide’s grave? It was horrid that his father should have been that sort of man; it was hard on him. His mother ought to have told him; at least he would have been on his guard. No wonder his uncle had been prejudiced against him; had his mother not been so unkindly silent, he might — well, he might have framed his conduct, so far as his uncle was concerned, on different lines. How could he have guessed that his uncle was observing him with almost unnatural keenness; while, all the time, he supposed him to be purblind? It was a most unfortunate position for a young fellow to be placed in; a word from his mother would have been of such assistance. He was always reluctant to blame anyone; yet he could not but feel that his parents had not used him well; with that moral colour-blindness, which was one of his most striking characteristics, he was already beginning to lump them together, though he knew perfectly well, of his own knowledge, that, in all things, his mother had been the soul of honour. He was most awkwardly placed as regards his cousin; he had engagements with her which he was aware she would resent his breaking; and her father had even forbidden him to explain. Not that he could think of any explanation which would meet the case from her point of view; she was apt to be quick-tempered where he was concerned, and he was most anxious to keep in with her; one never knew what might happen. He had been cramming up the subject of apoplexy, both from books, and from the lips of medical acquaintances; and he felt sure, from certain little things he had noticed, that it was quite possible that his uncle might have a stroke at any second; and, of course, if he did, the situation would be entirely altered. But, at the same time, that could not be counted on; and, in the meanwhile, there was Gladys both to consider and conciliate. Still, he managed; his dexterity in such matters was remarkable. He contrived that a communication should reach his cousin to the effect that her father had forbidden him to meet her, on pain of instant dismissal, and that, to save her from the paternal anger, he had promised that he would not even write to her. He counselled her, however, to be patient, expressing his conviction that this state of things was not likely to continue, and that before long they would be more than compensated for the brief period during which they would be separated one from the other.

Then he went to his uncle in his room at the office, and telling him, what was quite true, that Gladys had written asking for an explanation of his sudden cessation of their intimacy, requested him, for everybody’s sake, since he had ordered him not to write to her, to inform her himself of the prohibition he had laid upon his nephew. This, grimly enough, Mr. Patterson undertook to do, and doubtless did. And for more than a fortnight Rodney Elmore had quite a dull time. Then a sequence of events came crowding on him so rapidly that within a period of some eight-and-forty hours the whole course of his life was changed.

The sequence began on a certain Saturday morning. Before he was yet out of his bedroom he was informed that Mr. Austin had called; and, indeed, the words were hardly spoken before Tom showed himself in. Rodney was unfeignedly glad to see him. He had always liked Tom, who was the antipodes of himself; a red-headed, freckle-faced, simple-minded youth, who was not likely to set the Thames on fire, and who, in fact, had no desires in that direction. He had “cut” college for a few days, but had to hurry back by an early train; which explained the matutinal hour he had chosen for a call. He brought news that Stella was in town, staying with some people over Kensington way; and suggested, as he rather thought that Stella found it dullish, that he should look her up, if possible that very afternoon, and take her somewhere. Rodney declared that he would be only too glad to have the chance; he would get away early from the office, and go straight to her, and would let her have a wire at once to let her know that he was coming.

Then, when they adjourned to breakfast, a meal at which the visitor expressed his readiness to assist, Tom volunteered the information that he had been down to see Mary Carmichael, who was staying with an aunt at Hove. She was quite well, was Mary, and, if anything, prettier than ever; and he rather thought that, at last, he had fixed things up with her. As he said this he flushed a red which was not at all the same shade as his hair.

“You know,” he observed, “how she’s always refused to take me seriously, and what a job I’ve had to get her to do it, and how she’s always ragged me, pretending that I was too young to know my own mind, and all that sort of rot. Well, this time I rather fancy that I’ve convinced her that I do know my own mind; and, what’s more, I fancy that I’ve found out what’s in hers too. You know, she’s always stuck out that she’d have nothing to say to me about — you know what, till I’d taken my degree. Of course, I ought to have taken the beastly thing ages ago; there’s no need for anyone to tell me that; but this time I am going to do the trick — you see. Everyone will tell you that I’ve been working like blazes, and even my tutor has hopes. Mary as good as told me last night that if I once got the thing the banns could go up inside three months — honestly, she did. Of course, she was only laughing; you know how she does laugh at a fellow; but I believe she meant it, all the same. I say, this ham of yours is top hole; I’ll have another whack.”

While Tom helped himself to the other “whack,” his friend said with a sigh:

“You’re a lucky beggar to be able to think of marriage at your time of life.”

“Don’t I know it? For that I’ve got the pater to thank; he’s been making more piles. All he really wants is that I should settle down; nothing would please him better than to see me married; he’d be almost as glad as I should to have Mary as a member of the family. Isn’t it queer that while I’ve liked Mary all her life I’ve liked her more and more as time went on, until — well, if I do get her I shall have got all I want.”

“Then, with all my heart, I hope you get her.”

“I’ve decided hopes, old man — decided. I say, you know, Stella’s not a bad sort, although I am her brother.”

“Do you think that I don’t know it?”

“You’re the best pal I have in the world, and — I don’t think she objects to you.”

“Tom, dear old chap, don’t say another word — please. I’m never going to ask a girl to marry me until I’m in a position to keep her as my wife should be kept.”

“That’s sound enough in a general way; but as regards this particular case it’s all tuppence. Stella has money, and the pater, if properly worked, would supply more; I happen to know that he’s quite willing she should marry anyone she likes, so long as it’s a decent chap — and he knows you’re that. Why, if it comes to that, he could slip you, as easy as winking, into a much better berth than the one you have at your uncle’s.”

“Tom, I know you’re the best chum a man ever had, and one day I’m going to prove it. I haven’t your happy knack of baring my heart, even to myself; I’m a more secretive kind of brute; but, like you, I have my dreams, and before very long I hope to have good news for you. But now, please, don’t say anything more about it.”

And Tom said nothing; he changed the subject to Oxford gossip, chattering away light-heartedly while Rodney glanced at the letters which the morning post had brought. Among them was one in a bold, slashing hand, which he knew well.

 

“90, Russell Square.

“Friday.

“Dear Old Boy, — The dad’s gone off weekending without notice, and I never found out what he was going to do till it was too late to get at you, or I would have got; so here am I in this great mausoleum of a house all on my lonesome. To-morrow, early, I’ve an engagement with Cissie Henderson, but in the evening — and no nonsense, sir! — you’ll have to dine me in some quiet place, where there are no prying eyes; and afterwards you can amuse me as you like. No excuse will be accepted; I want to spend to-morrow evening in your society, and I’m going to — and the dad can go hang! So mind you send me a wire directly you get this to let me know where I’m to meet you — at seven, sir! — and don’t let there be any mistake about it. Until we do meet,

“Yours, G.”

 

As he read this characteristic note of an up-to-date young woman a chord was touched somewhere in Rodney’s being which made him conscious of a pleasant little thrill. Even while Austin chattered he was telling himself that he also would let the lady’s “dad go hang,” and that she should spend the evening in his society, be the consequences what they might.

When the visitor departed it was understood that Rodney would send a wire on his way to the office to let Stella know at what time she might expect him. Scarcely had Austin left the house than there came a telegram for Elmore. He opened it, supposing it to be from the impatient lady in Russell Square; but he was wrong. The message ran:

 

“Do come down to-morrow and cheer me up. Aunt is going out. I shall be alone. I have had Tom as companion for three whole days, so am in need of a tonic. Wire train. Be sure and come.

“Mary.”

 

Mary? For a moment he wondered who Mary was. Then he saw that the message had been handed in at a Brighton post-office, and he understood. Mary? Mary was Mary Carmichael. At the thought of her his eyes sparkled and his spirits rose. After a fashion Mary Carmichael was the feminine creature in all the world that he liked best. Not only was she pretty, and dainty, and bright, and smart and clever, but just as Gladys Patterson appealed to him in one direction so Mary Carmichael did in another. Her telegram suggested what that direction was; in a way they were birds of a feather. Tom Austin had been her life-long admirer, slave, her avowed wooer; quite probably one day she would become his wife; yet she was not averse to being “cheered up” by his bosom friend, after confessing, by telegram, that she had been bored by three days of his society. Rodney chuckled at the thought of it; the thing seemed to him to be so amusing. Just now Tom had been telling him, with boyish candour, in single-hearted confidence in his integrity, that he had come away from Brighton under the impression that he was shortly to be made the happiest of men; and here was the girl who was to make him happy so anxious for an antidote to his society, begging him to do what Tom clearly had not done — cheer her up — and adding, as a peculiar inducement, that she would be alone. Poor old Tom! what a fool he was — and what a little minx was pretty Miss Mary!

On his way to the office Rodney sent three telegrams. One to Stella Austin, at Kensington, to say that he would be with her as near to two o’clock as possible, and that he hoped she would come out with him; one to Gladys Patterson, in Russell Square, asking her to meet him at a restaurant in Jermyn Street at seven sharp; one to Mary Carmichael, at Hove, informing her that he would arrive in Brighton to-morrow morning by the train due at noon. It was a female clerk to whom he handed these three messages; when she had scanned them she glanced up at him, as he felt, with a species of curiosity; he had a suspicion that she smiled.


CHAPTER V

STELLA

On the whole, Rodney Elmore spent a pleasant afternoon with Stella Austin. He took her to the Zoological Gardens, which was a place she liked. Beyond doubt she enjoyed herself immensely. She was very fond of animals, even of the most savage kind. In the wild-beast house, confronting the lions and the tigers, with Rodney at her side, she wondered, with a little shudder, what would happen if the creatures all got out. Drawing her arm in his, he pressed it closely; she liked that, too.

From his point of view, the pleasure with which she greeted him on his arrival at the house in Kensington was almost pathetic. He reproached her gently for not having told him she was coming to town. She replied that it had only been decided at the last moment, and that she was just going to write to him when Tom, appearing on the scene, offered to take the news in person. The way in which she took it for granted that he was as glad to see her as she was to see him appealed to his sympathy so strongly that he was nearly moved to take her in his arms and kiss her there and then. But he refrained. He never had kissed Stella, even in the old days. He had always had a feeling that a kiss would mean so much more to her than it did to him; indeed, that was one of her faults in his eyes, that everything meant so much more to her than it did to him. Often he would have liked to kiss her; having brought matters to a point at which a kiss was the next thing which might have been expected, he felt sure that she had expected it. But he kept himself sufficiently in hand to stop on the very edge, having it in his mind that it might be as well for him to be able, some day, if need be, to assert with truth that he had never gone beyond it. Ordinarily he would have had no scruples on such a point. Oddly enough, in a sense, he was afraid of Stella, recognising in her an essential purity with which he himself had nothing in common. Her standard of life was so infinitely above his own that he was always conscious of a sense of strain after being some time in her company; it came from his attempting to sustain himself in the rarefied atmosphere in which she moved with ease. He would have been willing to hold her in his arms; he would have loved to; but he would not have liked to know that she was his superior in all essentials; and he would have to know. Sooner or later she might discover what kind of creature he was; but, though he believed that in such a plight she would keep her own counsel, none the less he would resent the discovery she had made.

Then, again, his taste in women was fastidious; he was not sure that she filled all his requirements. She was pleasant enough to look at; had pretty eyes, a fresh complexion, a tender smile — sometimes when she smiled he loved her so that it was all he could do to keep from committing himself utterly. But she was short and broad for her height; to his thinking her figure lacked dignity. He had the modern young man’s notion that if you look at the mother you will see what the daughter is going to be. Mrs. Austin was plump and matronly; he feared that before long Stella would be the same. He did not care for matronly women; he liked them tall and slim. Then he was particular about the way in which a woman dressed; he liked those whom he favoured with his society, as he put it, to do him credit. He had felt, only too often, that Stella was almost dowdy; she was never really smart. Her clothes were good of their kind, but they suggested the provinces; or she had not the knack of showing them off to advantage. He liked a girl’s foot to be cased in what he called a pretty stocking, and a smart shoe with a Louis heel; Stella wore serviceable shoes with low heels, and the plainest of stockings. With these things in his mind he had ventured, once, to hint that he would like to have the dressing of her. She had been silent for some seconds, and had then replied, scarcely above a whisper, and with downcast eyes:

“Perhaps one day you will.”

He was perfectly conscious that that “one day” was the day of which she was always dreaming. He was not sure that he was so willing it should come as she was. But that afternoon he was not disposed to be critical. He was really glad to see her. It was some time since they had met; he was nearly surprised to find what a jolly girl she was; her smile was unusually tender. As they quitted the monkey-house she spoke of Tom and Mary.

“Did Tom tell you that he has nearly brought that hard-hearted Mary of his to the promising point?”

“He did seem to be sanguine.”

“Poor old Tom! I believe if she’d promise quite he’d pass straight off; it’s anxiety which causes him to be ploughed. I’ve written to Mary telling her just what I think, and informing her that she’s to keep him no longer suspended between heaven and earth, but that she’s to marry him at once. Mamma wants it, papa wants it, I want it, Tom wants it — everybody wants it. She’s the dearest girl in the world; but she’s a goose.”

“Because she hesitates?”

“Why should she? Tom will make her the best husband in the world — you know he will.”

“Perhaps every girl doesn’t want ‘the best husband in the world.’”

“Are you trying to say something clever? If she has a husband, of course she does. Do look at those two in front; I’ve been watching them. She keeps putting out her hand to feel for his, or he puts out his to feel for hers. Do you think they’re newly married?”

class=“normal”“Is that how you mean to behave when you’re newly married?”

“It depends.”

“On what?”

“Oh, it depends.”

“You said that before. On what does it depend?”

Suddenly a glimpse he caught of the smile which lighted up her face started him off at a tangent — without waiting for her answer.

“It seems ages since I saw you last; it’s awfully nice to see you again — especially as you’re looking prettier than ever.”

“Do you like this frock that I’ve got on? You ought to, I had it made specially for you — you are so critical about my clothes.”

“Oughtn’t a man to be critical about the girl he — he cares for?”

“Do you care for me?”

“You know I do.”

“How much?”

“More than I — dare tell you.”

“Rodney.”

“Stella.”

“I hope one day, before very long, you’ll find courage enough.”

The challenge was a direct one. In such matters he was such a creature of impulse that it set his pulses galloping. They had reached a spot where they had for sole society some queer-looking birds who peered at them through the wires which confined them to their runs.

“Stella, you mustn’t tempt me. If you only knew what I’d give to be able to take you in my arms.”

“Rodney, it isn’t fair of you to talk like that. You say that sort of thing, and make me feel as if the world were whirling round and round, and then you go no farther.”

“You know why I go no farther.”

“I don’t! I don’t!”

As she turned and looked at him he saw how her cheeks were flushed; that tears were in her pretty eyes; how her lips were twisted as by physical pain. He really was so fond of her that the sight of her suffering moved him almost beyond endurance. Careless of spectators who might come at any moment to look at the birds, he took both her hands in his.

“Stella!”

He paused; he was conscious how pregnant with meaning the pause was to her, how she waited for his words. He let them come.

“Stella, will you be my wife?”

“You know I will! How long have you known it, sir? How long have you been aware that you had only to ask to have? I go all over shame when I think of it. I don’t — I really don’t — think you’ve used me quite fairly, sir. Because, you know, you oughtn’t to keep on telling a girl that you care for her, and — then say nothing more. I’ve even sometimes wondered if you were playing with me — I have! Were you?”

“Never. How could you think it?”

“I had to think something, hadn’t I? And — what could I think? Then you do really and truly care for me?”

“With the whole force of my being.” She drew a long breath, as if it were a sigh of pleasure.

“And you really and truly want me to be your wife?”

“As Tom said of Mary — if I get you I get all that I want in the world.”

“Then, why didn’t you try to get me before?”

“Stella, every man has his own standard. You have money; perhaps one day you’ll have more; I have no money; perhaps I never may have. Under those circumstances, though I worshipped the ground you stood on, I had, and have, no right to ask you to be my wife. I have held out against the temptation to do so over and over again, but — I could hold out no longer. You must forgive me.”

“For what? For having what you call ‘held out’? I am not sure that I do. You can’t have wanted me so very, very much, or you wouldn’t have held out so long. That’s what I feel.”

“Stella, if you only knew!”

“And if you only knew!”

“The days I’ve thought of you, and the nights I’ve dreamed!”

“And do you suppose that I can’t think — and dream?”

“Sometimes, after I’ve left you with the words unuttered, and thought of what I should feel if I had you in my arms, it was pretty hard to bear.”

“Rodney! — I wonder if anyone is coming? After all your holding out, you have — chosen a funny place.”

Heedless of anyone coming, he put his arm about her waist and drew her quickly to the comparative shelter of a fairly grown tree.

When Rodney Elmore had started out with Stella Austin nothing had been farther from his mind than any intention of asking her to be his wife. He was amazed to find, now that the thing was done, how pleasant it had been. The whole episode had been delightful — so delightful that he was loth to bring it to a close. The rubicon being passed, another Stella was revealed. The simple question he had put to her might have been some magic formula, so great a change had it wrought in the maiden. He had never credited her with the capacity to be so delicious; for she was delicious in a dozen unsuspected ways. He had been fond of her before he asked her to be his wife; in less than half an hour! afterwards he was in love with her. The new Stella had bewitched him; to such a degree that he would have been willing to stay with her in the Zoological Gardens for an indefinite period of time, had he not had a previous engagement. It was with a feeling of distinct disgust that he realised that he would have to tear himself away. Nor was the parting rendered easier by the lady’s attitude. She could not be brought to see that any engagement was of such importance that, on that day of all days, he was forced to leave her so summarily. Nor would he have left her, could he have helped it. He assured her, with perfect truth, that he would have only been too happy to spend the evening with her at the house of her friends in Kensington, had he dared, but he did not dare. She asked him why, being now entitled to ask such questions. He did not tell her that it was because he was conscious that it might be almost more dangerous to disappoint his cousin than to rob her father. He fabricated instead an ingenious lie, which convinced her against her will.

Then there arose the question of the morrow. Being Sunday, of course he would be able to spend the whole of it with her. There, again, a previous engagement blocked the way. He explained that, never having anticipated the delightful footing on which he stood with her, he had made the engagement long ago. Would she have him break his word? It depended, she said, to whom his word was pledged; she did think that he might spend that first Sunday with her. Then he spun a yarn about an old friend of his mother who had begged him again and again to visit her, to whom he had promised to go at last. He knew that she had made all sorts of preparations for his reception; now, if he were to throw her over she would feel, with justice, that he had treated her very badly. He could not bear that she should feel that. She was his mother’s dearest friend. Her name was Staples. She lived in a little village the other side of Dorking. Stella supposed that, anyhow, he would not have to stay there late. As to that, he could not say. The Sunday trains to Dorking were very awkward. But this he promised, at the earliest moment at which with decency he could get away, he would; and if the hour of his return to town were not frightfully late he would rush over to Kensington, if it were only for half a dozen words. But of this she might be quite certain; he would spend the whole of Monday evening with her if she would let him; he would come straight to her from the office.

So, finally, on that understanding, they parted; that he would come to her on Sunday, if only for a minute or two, and that, anyhow, he would revel in her dear society for so much of Monday as was left after his office work was done. But, for him, between that and Monday, the world was to be turned upside down.


CHAPTER VI

GLADYS

Hurry as he might, it was nearly half-past seven before Rodney Elmore reached that restaurant in Jermyn Street at which he was due at seven. The fault was Stella’s. Had she not spun out the parting to such an unconscionable length, he would have been able to be there in time. But he could not explain this to Gladys Patterson, who had never heard of the girl. She rose, as he came in, from a seat in the vestibule, with a face which mirrored the anxiety she had felt.

“Whatever is the matter? I thought that something had happened, and you weren’t coming.”

“My dearest child, I’ve been the victim of a series of accidents; I was beginning to wonder myself if I should ever get here.”

Then he told another lie — invented on the spur of the moment. He had not troubled to prepare one on the way; he was not sure of the mood in which he might find her; one story might suit one mood another another. With him, to lie was as easy as to breathe; he himself was often hardly conscious he was lying, he lied so like truth.

“So you see, I’ve been half off my head, and in a deuce of a stew. Perhaps you’ll tell me what you’d have done in my position. But, thank goodness, I’m here at last. The worst of it is, I haven’t ordered dinner, or reserved a table; we shall have to take pot-luck; let’s hope that the table d’hôte is worth eating.” It so chanced that there was a table, and that the menu of the set dinner read quite well. Presently they were fronting each other at a little table in a corner of the room, each in the best possible frame of mind. She had forgotten the strain of waiting in her delight that he had come, while he was charmed to find her in so good a temper. Indeed, he seemed to be in the very highest spirits, and when he was that no one could be better company. Then the food was good; that was a point on which they both were excellent judges. On the occasion of that first dinner in Russell Square each had played on the other a pleasant comedy; to make a good impression on the strange cousin, who might have views on such matters, Gladys had drunk nothing but water, and, for some similar reason, Rodney had done the same. It was only when, later, they were on more intimate terms, that they learned that neither was a teetotaller. It was rather funny. As a matter of fact, so far as the pleasures of the table were concerned, Gladys was in very truth her father’s child; not only could she appreciate good food well cooked, but she was by way of being a connoisseur of certain wines; and in such respects Rodney was an excellent second.

Before the dinner was half way through she was looking at him with something in her eyes which spoke to a similar something which was in his. He had forgotten the episode of the afternoon as if it had never been. This was the sort of girl he loved to have in front of him on the other side of a table — one who would eat what he ate, drink what he drank, do as he did; to whom he could say whatever he pleased. They joked on the subject of the absent Mr. Patterson.

“I wonder,” she said, “what would happen if he walked in here at this very moment.”

Rodney also wondered, for a second, in silence.

“For one thing, he’d spoil our evening, because he’d start you straight away off home.”

“Would he? I should take some starting. I never am particularly afraid of him, and I’m not in the least when I’ve had two glasses of Montebello — rattling good bottle, this is. Thank you; that’s the third. What beats me is why you’re afraid of him. You don’t strike me as being a person who’s afraid of much. What would it matter if he did give you the key of the street, so far as his office is concerned? You’d easily find a better one. There’s a mystery somewhere. Don’t imagine, my dear old man, that I don’t know so much. Why has he such an objection to you? And why are you so much in awe of him? Now’s your time — out with it. Make a clean breast of it — between this glass and the next.”

class=“normal”“I can’t tell you why he objects to me, but I can assure you that I don’t stand in awe of him.”

“Rubbish! If you don’t, why have you kept away from me in the way you have done? — you exasperating boy! I console myself with the reflection that if I’m losing your society you’re losing mine; because I’ll bet a trifle that you’re just as fond of seeing me every other day or so as I am of seeing you.”

“You’re right there. If I saw you all day and every day I shouldn’t mind.”

“I’m not so sure of that; there’s a limit. It might be all right for a time; but, my hat! wouldn’t you get bored after a month of nothing else but my society!”

“What price you — after a month of nothing else but me?”

She seemed to reflect before she answered.

“You see, it’s like this; if you and I were alone together for a month, or longer — —”

“I’d be willing to make it longer.”

“Would you?”

She looked at him with shining eyes.

“Rodney, you’re a dear. If we were to be alone together for so long as that, we should have to alter the pace. I fancy that where a man and a woman are concerned it’s the pace that kills.”

“What do you mean by that, oh, wise one?”

“If you had one pound of chocs to eat you might gobble them down as fast as you please, and no harm would be done.”

“You’ve tried it?”

“Perhaps! But if you had a ton you would have to go, oh so carefully, or you would be so sick. But we meet so seldom that when we do we want to gobble; I know that, so far as I am concerned, I want to get as much of you as I possibly can during the short time we are together.”

“Same here — only more so.”

They smiled at each other across the little table. Then, glancing down, she transferred her attention to what was on her plate.

“But, of course, if we weren’t to part for a month — or more — it would be different.”

“True, oh, queen! And suppose we were to marry!”

“I don’t think I’d mind.”

“I’m pretty nearly sure I shouldn’t.”

“That’s very sweet of you to say so. Only — there’s dad!”

“There’s very much dad!”

“He can forbid my seeing you, and that kind of thing, if he pleases; and if he finds out that I’ve been disobedient he’ll make himself extremely disagreeable. Still, I fancy I could manage him. But if I were to marry you against his wishes, I don’t believe I’d ever get another penny from him, living or dead; and as you have no immediate promise of becoming a millionaire, that would be awkward for both of us.”

“It would. All the same, don’t you think it would be comfy if we were secretly engaged — in the event of anything happening to him?”

class=“normal”“What’s going to happen?”

“Anything — living the sort of life he does.”

“Are you hinting that there’s anything the matter with his health?”

“My dear girl, you’ve only to use your eyes to be aware that a doctor would tell him that he’s the kind of man who ought to swear off everything. And does he?”

“You make me feel all shivery. You talk as if you expected him to die right off.”

“We’ve all had sentence of capital punishment pronounced against us, and, though we don’t know when it will be put into execution, in such a case as his it’s possible to guess that it mayn’t be very long postponed.”

“Rodney! I don’t like to hear you talk like that. He’s fond of asking me questions about you; I hate telling lies; if we were engaged, and he were in one of his cross-examining moods, I might find myself in a fix.”

He played with his knife while a waiter was bringing another course.

“Consider something else. Let me put a hypothetical case. Suppose a girl were to make a dead set at me, I might like to be able to tell her that I’m engaged already.”

“Who’s the girl?”

“The girl, like the case, is hypothetical; but I can conceive of circumstances in which I should like to feel that we were engaged.”

class=“normal”“You’ve changed your mind. A short time ago you were all the other way.”

“I’ve been considering matters. Say, for example, that your father puts his foot down, and that we don’t see each other again for an indefinite period. Do you not think that then I should not like to feel that we were engaged?”

“You can feel that we’re engaged all you want to, without our setting it down in black and white. Aren’t you as sure of me as if I were your wife already? Don’t you know that if circumstances permitted I would become your wife? Do you wish me to understand that I’m not as sure of you?”

“Gladys, you’re a goose. So far as I’m concerned, I’m inclined to the opinion that I’d like you to be my wife to-night.”

“It’s you who are the goose. As if we didn’t understand each other far too well to render it necessary to have things placed on a ceremonious footing. We can do without formulas.”


CHAPTER VII

MARY

On the Sunday Rodney Elmore kept his engagement with the third young woman, with the punctiliousness on which, in such matters, he prided himself. He went down to Brighton on the Pullman, Limited, and was met at the station by Mary Carmichael. He exclaimed, at sight of her:

“You angel! — to come and meet me!”

“I’m not quite sure that I did come to meet you, in the strict sense. I’d nothing to do; I’ve always a feeling that the queerest lot of people come by this train, the oddest sort of week-enders — didn’t you notice how the platform reeked of perfume? — so that its arrival’s generally worth seeing. Besides, between ourselves, I’d a kind of notion that Tom might come by it. If he had I should have ignored you utterly, and should have explained that something within told me he was coming, and that was why I was here. Wouldn’t he have been enraptured?”

As he listened — and, in his observant way, took in the details of her appearance — Rodney was conscious, not for the first time, of how beneficent Providence had been in making girls in such variety. Stella, emblematic of the domestic virtues; Gladys, for physical pleasure; Mary, suggestive of the arch in the sky, which, though a man may walk for many days, he shall never find the end of. To his thinking she was as many-tinted as a rainbow; as beautiful, as elusive. He doubted if the average man were her husband whether he would have any but the dimmest comprehension of her at the finish; she had a knack of surprising even him. He had known her a good long time, yet he admitted to himself that in many respects she was still wholly beyond his comprehension, and he prided himself, not without reason, on his gift for understanding persons of the opposite sex.

They went down towards the Hove lawns in a fly, and were still in Queen’s Road when she said:

“So you’ve done it at last.”

He turned towards her as if a trifle startled.

“Done what?”

“Asked Stella to be your wife.”

“How on earth do you know that?”

“My simple-minded babe, aren’t I the very dearest friend Stella has in the world? And didn’t she, directly you left her yesterday afternoon, send me a telegram conveying the news? Do you think she would keep it a moment longer than she could help from me, especially as she is perfectly well aware that I’ve been on tip-toe for it for goodness alone knows how long? And aren’t I expecting a letter of at least half a dozen pages to-morrow morning to tell me all about it? I wired my congratulations to her at once, and I almost wired them to you; then I thought I’d keep them till you came this morning. My congratulations, Rodney, dear.”

He was more taken aback than he would have cared to own. What an idiot he had been! Had he had his senses about him he would have given Stella to understand that the new relationship between them must be kept private till it suited him to make it public. That she should have telegraphed to Mary the moment he had left her! Could anything be more awkward? If to Mary, why not to others? To her mother, her father, her brother, her cousins, and her aunts; and she had crowds of dearest friends. Possibly by now the news was known to fifty people; they would spread it over the face of the land. Had he foreseen such a state of things he would have torn his tongue out rather than have said what he did in Regent’s Park. Imbecile that he was; he had forgotten altogether that that was just the tale a girl of a sort loves to tell. Had he had his wits about him he might have known that she would be all eagerness to proclaim her happiness to her friends. To have had a private understanding with Stella might have been fun. He might have lied to her; played the traitor; done as he pleased — it would not have mattered if her heart was broken so long as she suffered in silence. But the affair assumed quite a different complexion if her confounded relations were to have their parts in it. He would have to endure all kinds of talkee-talkee from her mother. That oaf Tom might want to thrust his blundering foot into what was no concern of his. Worst of all, there was her father. Rodney was quite certain that he would want to regularise the position at once; that he himself would be helpless in his hands. Mr. Austin would require a clear statement of his intentions; having got it, he would see that it was adhered to. Being opposed to long engagements, he would want to fix the wedding day — and he would fix it. Rodney was uncomfortably conscious that he had made such a conspicuous ass of himself that, being delivered into her father’s strong hands, almost before he knew it he might find himself the husband of Stella Austin.

He shuddered at the thought — a fact which was observed by the young lady at his side.

“Whatever is the matter? You shook the fly! You haven’t thanked me for my congratulations, nor do you seem so elated as I expected. You know I’m not sure that it was quite nice of you to propose to another girl on the very day before the one on which you knew you were coming down to me. For all you could tell, I was expecting you to propose to me.”

“If I’d only thought there was the slightest chance, wouldn’t I have loved to.”

“I suppose for the sake of practice.”

“Well — there are girls with whom one would like to practise love-making.”

“That’s a nice thing to say, and you an engaged man of less than four-and-twenty hours’ standing. There’s a taximeter — stop him! Pay the driver of this silly old cab and let’s get into the taxi.”

The transfer was effected, the driver of the “silly old cab” expressing himself on the subject with some frankness. When they were in the taxi the lady set forth the idea which had been in her mind.

“I don’t want to go on to the horrid lawns and see the stupid people in their ugly dresses; I can’t take you to aunt’s house, because, as you know, she’s away, and I don’t want the servants to talk; I don’t want to lunch at either of the hotels, because I hate them all; I do want to go where we can be all by ourselves, so I suggest the Devil’s Dyke. This taxi will romp up; it’s the most vulgar place I know, so we go where we please and do as we choose — everybody does up there.”

So it was the Devil’s Dyke. The taxi did “romp up.” They had lunch at the hotel, and afterwards went out on to the downs, Rodney carrying a rug which he had borrowed from the hotel over his arm. They had not to go far over the slopes before they had left the few people who were up there behind, and were as much alone as if they had the world to themselves. Rodney spread the rug on the grass at the bottom of one of those little hollows shaped like cups which are to be found thereabouts by those who seek. On it they reclined; the gentleman lit a cigar, the lady a cigarette. They were as much at home with each other as either could desire. Their conversation was frankness itself.

“When I feel like liking it,” observed the lady, “this is just the sort of thing I do like. You’re engaged, and I’m engaged, so we ought to be nice to each other. Do you mind my kissing you?”

“Not a bit.”

She leaned over and kissed him on the lips, he removing his cigar to enable her to do it. Then she blew her cigarette smoke in his face and laughed. He said nothing; he was thinking that there was a good deal to be said for being on such terms with three nice girls. After all, there might be something in the Mohammedan’s idea of paradise. She was silent for a moment; then inquired:

“Why did you ask Stella after all? Because you knew she’d like you to?”

He considered his reply.

“No; not altogether. Of course, at the beginning I never meant to, then all of a sudden I felt as if I had to. I had a sort of feeling that it would be such fun.”

“And was it fun?”

“Distinctly; I wouldn’t mind going through it all over again.”

“Wouldn’t you? Now you’ll have to marry her.”

“Shall I?”

“Don’t you want to marry her?”

“I do not.”

“That’s unfortunate, because you certainly will have to.”

“We’ll see.”

“Stella’ll see — or, rather, her family will. If it were any other but the Austin family I should have said that a person of your eel-like slipperiness — —”

“Thank you.”

“Might have wriggled away; but if you wriggle away it will be out of the frying-pan into the fire. For ever so long the family has been expecting you to ask Stella to marry you; you’ve fostered the expectation, and now that you have asked her, if you try to sneak out of your engagement, Mr. Austin will make things so uncomfortable that you’ll find it easier to make Stella Mrs. E.”

“And do you want to marry Tom?”

“I do not. All the same, I expect I shall.”

“Why? If you don’t want to?”

Miss Carmichael sent a cloud of smoke up into the air.

“A girl’s position is so different from a man’s. I must marry someone, and, so far as I can see, it may as well be Tom.”

“Why must you marry someone?”

“Don’t be absurd! Can you conceive me as a spinster? Rather than be an old maid I’d — marry you; I can’t say anything stronger.”

“You’ve a friendly way of paying compliments.”

“My dear young fellow; as a — chum, when I’m in the mood, you’re ripping, simply ripping; but as a husband — good Lord, deliver us! If Stella understood you only a quarter as well as I do she’d be only too glad to let you go the very first moment you showed the faintest inclination to bolt.”

class=“normal”“And, pray, what sort of wife do you think you’ll make?”

Again a pause, while more cigarette smoke went into the air.

“Depends on the man.”

“I presume to what extent you can fool him.”

“I can imagine a man to whom I would be all that a wife could be, the whole happiness of his whole life.”

“I can’t.”

“That’s because you don’t understand me as well as I do you.”

“What sort of wife do you think that you’ll make Tom?”

“Oh, he’ll be content.”

“Poor devil!”

“I’m not so sure; it’s a good thing to be content. Each time I put my arms about his neck he’ll forgive me everything.”

“So far as I gather, the difference between me as a husband and you as a wife consists in this: that while I’m going to be found out, you’re not. I don’t see why you should be so sure of the immunity you refuse to me.”

“I admit that in this world one never can be sure of anything. I quite credit you with as much capacity to throw dust in a woman’s eyes as I have to throw dust in a man’s. Still, there is a difference between us of which I’m conscious, though just now I’m too lazy to attempt an exact definition. I really can’t see why you object to Stella; she’ll make you a good wife.”

“Hang your good wives!”

“My child! Do you want a bad one? You should have no difficulty in being suited.”

“Is a sinner likely to be happy if mated to a saint?”

“Would he be happier if mated to another sinner? In that case you might do well to marry me — which I doubt.”

“I don’t. I’m disposed to think that ours would be an ideal union.”

“I wonder.”

“Neither would expect the other to be perfect; each would allow the other a wider range of liberty for purely selfish reasons.”

“I say, wouldn’t it be rather a joke if you were to throw over Stella and I were to throw over Tom and we were to marry each other?”

“I’d do it like a shot if it weren’t for one drawback — that we both of us are penniless.”

“That is a nuisance, since we are both of us so fond of what money stands for. If you had five thousand a year perhaps I might marry you after all.”

“I’m sure you would.”

“Pray why are you sure? You’ve a conceit!”

“I am sure.”

“If — I say if — I were to marry you, would you give me a good time?”

“The very best — a time after your own heart.”

“Would you? Lots of frocks?”

“All the frocks your soul desired.”

“Everything I wanted?”

“That’s a tall order. I’m only human.”

“That certainly is true. I shouldn’t be surprised if you were more generous even than Tom.”

“I don’t call that sort of thing generosity. A man gives things to a woman he cares for because he has a lively sense of favours to come.”

“That’s candid. You’ve given me one or two trifles already. Has that been with a lively sense of favours to come?”

“Perhaps.”

“You wretch! Would you care for me a little?”

“I care for you more than a little now, as you are perfectly well aware.”

She turned and whispered something in his ear. He smiled, but kept silent. Presently she said aloud:

“It would be rather a joke if we were to marry. Now that the idea’s got into my head I can’t get it out again. It makes little thrills go all over me — dear little thrills. I hope that if ever you do marry me it will be before I have had to resort to any of women’s aids to beauty. I should like you to have me just as I am, while I am really at my best and while I can still bear the most searching investigation. My complexion’s my own; I use no powder, rouge, or pencil. I haven’t a false tooth in my head or even a stopped one. I’ve only a weeny pad on the top of my head, which is rendered absolutely necessary by the present style of hairdressing — everything about me’s true.”

“Outside.”

“Sir! I dare say we shouldn’t make such a very bad pair. Would you — like to marry me?”

“Given an assured position, I would marry you.”

“Well, then, I’ll tell you what we might do. You might marry Stella, and — dispose of her with some nice painless thing like chloral; and I might marry Tom, and — delicately dispose of him. Then we should both of us have an assured position, and — we could marry.”

“There’s more in the idea than meets the eye.”

She threw the fag-end of her cigarette away from her and laughed.

“You’re simply ripping!” she exclaimed.


CHAPTER VIII

BY THE 9.10; THE FIRST PART OF THE JOURNEY

Rodney Elmore returned by the 9.10 to town. He had meant to travel by the Pullman, but as he entered the station the train was drawing clear of the platform. Being informed that another express was starting in ten minutes, he had to be content with that. Beyond doubt the Pullman had been crowded; as he found himself the sole occupant of a first-class carriage, he was inclined to think that he had not lost by the exchange. He was in a mood for privacy. Events had followed each other so quickly; he had so many things to consider that he was glad of an opportunity for a little solitary self-communion. He was not pleased, therefore, when, just as the signal had been given to start, someone came rushing along the platform, the door was thrown open by an officious guard, and a passenger was hoisted into his compartment while the train was already in motion; nor was his pleasure enhanced by the discovery that the intruder was his uncle, Graham Patterson. In such disorder had Mr. Patterson been thrown that it was some seconds before he even realised that he had a companion. Uncovering, he wiped first his brow, then the lining of his hat. He panted so for breath that his critical nephew said to himself that if he had run a little further, or even a little faster, he might have panted in vain; he had never seen a man in such difficulty with his breathing apparatus. His face was purple, his eyes seemed to be bulging out of their sockets.

The train had passed Preston Park station before Mr. Patterson had sufficiently recovered himself to become alive to the fact that he was not alone. But that he still did not recognise his companion his words showed.

“I’m not exactly — of the build — to — run after trains.”

The moment he spoke Rodney became aware that Mr. Patterson had been drinking. Not enough, perhaps, to affect his speech — the hyphenated form of the remark he had just made was owing to the trouble he still had to breathe — but sufficient to place him at the point which divides the drunk from the sober. Elmore was still; possibly because he was unwilling to spoil what he felt was the grim humour of the situation. His silence apparently struck the other as odd. Presently Mr. Patterson glanced round as if to learn what manner of person this was who offered no comment on his observation. Then he perceived who his companion was.

The discovery seemed to fill him with amazement which approached to stupefaction. His jaw dropped, his eyes bulged still farther out of his head, his face assumed a darker shade of purple; he looked like a man who was on the verge of a fit. His nephew felt that he had never seen him present so unprepossessing a spectacle. His surprise was so great that an appreciable space of time passed before he could find words to give it expression. Then they were of a lurid kind.

“By gad! — it’s you! Well, I’m damned!”

“I’m sorry, sir, to hear it.”

The retort was so obvious that it had slipped from Rodney’s lips almost before he was aware. Its effect on Mr. Patterson was so great that for some moments his nephew was convinced that that apoplectic fit which he had so often seen threatening was hideously close. Mr. Patterson himself seemed conscious of the risk he ran. He made a perceptible effort to regain self-control — a painful one it evidently was. He put his finger to his collar as if to loosen it; one could see that his hand shook, his lips trembled, beads of sweat stood on his brow. Probably more than a minute had passed before he felt himself in a condition to speak again. Still his voice was a little hoarse, his utterance not quite clear.

“My lad, if I could have got at you this morning I should have killed you.”

“Should you, indeed, sir. Pray why?”

The young man had been observing his senior’s plight with a sense, not only of amusement, but of positive relish. He was conscious that a spirit of malice had entered into him. He was prepared to return insolence with insolence. This bloated relative of his should this time not find him disposed to cringe.

Still with his finger to his neck, as if he would have liked to loosen his collar, Mr. Patterson went on, yet a little huskily:

“Luckily I didn’t get at you, because I’ll do worse than kill you, now.”

“I thank you for your kind intentions, sir. You have not yet told me what I have done to deserve them.”

“You’ve been getting at that girl of mine again.”

“You use unpleasant phrases, sir. I’m afraid you have been drinking.”

“You young swine! In spite of what I told you, last night you took her out with you again to dinner.”

“Premising that I don’t see why you should so resent my showing little courtesies to members of your family, may I ask on what grounds your statement is based?”

“You young word-twister! You’ve your father’s tongue. Do you deny it?”

“That I’ve my father’s tongue?”

“That you took my girl to dinner?”

“It’s for you to prove; not for me to disprove.”

“A man came to me on the front this morning and said that he saw my daughter dining last night in Jermyn Street with a young man. He described the fellow; from his description I knew that it was you. If I could have got at you then and there I’d have broken my stick across your back! I’d have — I’d have —— Are you going to tell a lie, and say it wasn’t you?”

“It was.”

“It was?”

“It was. Why not? We had a most agreeable evening, much more agreeable, perhaps, than you have any notion of. Possibly, if you ask Gladys, she herself will tell you so.”

“You — you —— !”

“Steady — go slow! If you don’t take care you’ll have a fit — you know you have been drinking.”

Possibly because he had given way to such a sudden access of rage, Mr. Patterson again went through all his former disagreeable physical experiences, while his nephew smiled. He sat inarticulate and gasping, incapable alike of speech or movement. When, after a prolonged interval, the faculty of speech returned, his voice had grown huskier than ever; he spoke slowly, with a pause between each word.

“All right, my lad — laugh, but you won’t laugh last. You’re not going to put me in the cart, as your swindler of a father did; I’m going to put you there. I warned you what would be the result of your attempting to have any more traffic with my girl, so you’ve yourself to thank for whatever happens.”

He stopped, as if he found a difficulty in saying much at once. When he continued, while his tones were a little clearer, they were more bitter. “Directly I get home I’m going to tell my girl what kind of man you are, and what kind of man your delectable father was. When she knows, I’ll wager you a trifle that she never willingly speaks to you again; she’ll despise herself for ever having spoken to you at all; she’ll treat you in the future as if you had never been. She has her faults, but she resembles her father on one point — she has no use for a thief, and especially for a thief who is the son of a thief.”

Another pause; this time, apparently, not so much for the sake of gaining breath as to enable his words to have their full effect on the smiling young man at the other end of the carriage. If he looked for some sign of their having touched him on a sensitive spot, he found none; the young man continued to smile. Possibly because he suspected that it might be the other’s intention to irritate, he kept himself the more in hand. Leaning back in his seat, laying his parti-coloured silk handkerchief across his knee, for the first time he wore an appearance of ease, and he also began to smile.

“However, since I’m a cautious man, and you never can be certain what trick a blackguard will play upon a girl, I’ll make assurance doubly sure; I’ll take steps which will render it impossible for you to play a trick on my girl. The first thing to-morrow morning I’ll take out a warrant for your arrest as a forger and a thief, and I’ll give instructions to have it executed at once; so, you see, I’m better than my word, as I generally am. I warned you that if you dared to force yourself upon my girl again I’d have you gaoled, and I will. But I didn’t undertake to give you a chance to show the police a clean pair of heels; yet I’m giving you one. If, between this and to-morrow morning — say, at ten — you can make yourself scarce, you can. But you’ll have to be spry, because I give you my word that if the police do let the scent go cold it won’t be for want of my urging them after you. You may run to earth if you like, but they’ll dig you out. Don’t you flatter yourself on your dodging powers; they’ll get the handcuffs on your wrists.”

Picking up his handkerchief with his finger-tips, Mr. Patterson let it fall again across his knee, smiling broadly as if in the enjoyment of a joke.

“And don’t you flatter yourself that you’ll come under the First Offenders Act — you won’t, I’ll take care of that. I’ve a list locked up in a drawer at the office the details of which, when they are produced in court, will surprise you. No jury will recommend you to mercy after hearing that, and no judge will listen to them if they do. You’ll be sentenced to a long term of imprisonment as sure as you are sitting there. You’ll be branded as a felon for the rest of your life. I’ll teach you, you thief, to try to associate as an equal with that girl of mine.”

Again he picked up his handkerchief; on this occasion to wipe his lips. But this time he did not return it to his knee; he continued to hold it in his hand — indeed, he waved it affably towards Elmore.

“I owed your father one — such a one! But he never gave me a chance of paying him. Now I owe you one — also such a one — and I’ll pay you both together — by gad, I will! Oh, you may keep on smiling, you brassbound blackguard; I hope you’ll find the reality as amusing as you seem to find the prospect. When you feel a policeman’s hand upon your shoulder and handcuffs on your wrists, then you’ll stop smiling. Make no mistake; for you there’s only one way of escape, and that’s your father’s — suicide.”

Stopping, Mr. Patterson thrust his handkerchief into the outer breast-pocket of his coat in such a fashion that the hem protruded. There was silence, broken only by the rushing noise made by the train. All at once Rodney Elmore, rising, moved along the carriage and placed himself on the seat immediately in front of his uncle.


CHAPTER IX

THE SECOND

Mr. Patterson glared at his nephew as if he had been guilty of a gross liberty in placing himself where he had done — indeed, he said as much.

“Go back to your own end of the carriage at once, you young scoundrel. How dare you come so close to me? Isn’t it sufficient contamination to have to breathe the air of the same compartment, without being polluted by your immediate neighbourhood?”

Rodney was not at all abashed, nor did he show any sign of an intention to return whence he came. On the contrary, leaning a little forward, he smiled at his uncle blandly.

“Softly, sir, softly! If you allow yourself to become excited you may do yourself a mischief — excitement is the worst possible thing for you.”

“None of your insolence, you young hound; don’t you think I’ll allow you to be insolent to me! Are you going back to the other end of the carriage?”

“No, sir; I am not.”

“Then — —”

Mr. Patterson made as if to move, then checked himself. Rodney asked:

“What were you going to do?”

“If you don’t go back to the other end of the carriage at once I’ll pull the communication cord and stop the train.”

“And then?”

“I’ll give you into custody before the whole trainful of passengers.”

“Into whose custody?”

“The guard will take charge of you till we get to a station; he won’t let you go till he has seen you safe in the hands of a policeman. You won’t have a chance of running; you’ll sleep in gaol tonight. Are you going back to your own seat?”

“I propose to remain where I am.”

“Then I’ll stop the train!”

He made as if to do as he said, but Rodney, rising first, laid his hand upon his shoulder to such effect that he found himself unable to move. Indignation brought back the purple to Mr. Patterson’s face.

“You dare to touch me? You infernal young villain — take away your hand!”

“I don’t intend to allow you to touch the communication cord.”

“You don’t intend! We’ll see about that.”

They did see, on the instant. The black knob of the alarm bell was over the centre seat in front of Mr. Patterson. Putting out his strength, evading Rodney’s grip, he gained his feet. Elmore took him by the shoulders with both his hands. There was a scuffle — sharp, but brief. For a moment it looked as if the elder man might be a match for the younger, but for a moment only. On a sudden Mr. Patterson collapsed on to his seat as if the stiffening had gone all out of him and left him but a mass of boneless pulp. He could only gasp out words.

“You shall smart for this!”

“If you’re not very careful, sir, you’ll smart first — my dear uncle.”

“Don’t you call me your dear uncle.”

“My dear uncle.”

“Damn you, you — —”

A flood of vituperation poured from the elder man’s lips, which, when he had finished, left him an even darker shade of purple. Rodney never ceased to smile. So soon as the flood had stopped he repeated the endearing form of address.

“My dear uncle” — Mr. Patterson was panting, for the moment he was speechless— “turn and turn about’s fair play, and fair play’s a jewel. You’ve had your say, now I’m going to have mine — you’ll find mine as interesting as I found yours. To begin with, I’m going to ask you one or two questions.”

“I’ll answer no questions of yours.”

“Oh, yes, you will, when you find what they are. In the first place, am I to understand that you are really serious — weigh your words, my dear uncle! — in saying that you’d tell Gladys — what you said you’d tell her?”

“So soon as I get home I’ll tell her everything — everything — about you, and your rascally father, too.”

“Will you?”

“I will — as sure as you are living!”

“So surely as that? And are you prepared to take your oath that you’ll take out that warrant you were speaking of, or — was that intended for a jest?”

“Oath! I’ll take no oath to you — you Nature’s gaol-bird! But of this I assure you, you’ll sleep in a prison cell to-night, and many and many another night to come.”

Mr. Patterson, dragging the silk handkerchief from his breast pocket, used it to wipe away the perspiration which again bedewed his brow.

“Shall I?”

“You will.”

“Oh, no, I won’t; nor will you tell Gladys those unkind things about me and my father.”

“Who the devil’s going to stop me?”

“I’m the devil who’s going to stop you.”

Rodney was leaning a little forward. His uncle stopped in the process of wiping his brow to stare at him, as if there were something in his manner which struck him as peculiar. About the young gentleman’s lips was the same easy, unconcerned smile which had been there all the time; there was a smile also in his eyes — it was, apparently, this latter which gave him the odd expression which had struck his uncle. Mr. Patterson glanced about him as if in search of something he would have liked to find. Rodney sat perfectly still. As he put a query to him his uncle’s pursy lips showed a tendency to twitch.

“How are you going to stop me?”

“Can’t you guess how I am going to stop you?”

“I can do nothing of the kind. You can’t stop me, or anyone. I am going to do my duty to my daughter and to society, and nothing can stop me.”

“You know better than that. From something which has just come upon your face I can see that already you know better.”

Mr. Patterson gave what he doubtless meant to be a spring towards the alarm bell opposite; but, for reasons which were beyond his control, his movements were slower than they should have been — the younger man was much too quick for him. Gripping him again by both his shoulders, exerting greater strength than on the first occasion, he forced him back upon his seat with a degree of violence which seemed to drive the sense half out of him. As Rodney, remaining on his feet, stood towering above him, one perceived more clearly that his was the build of the athlete, and how great were the probabilities, if they came to grips, that the big man would be helpless in his hands. He addressed his uncle as an elder person might have spoken to a mutinous child.

“My dearest uncle — you really must permit me to lay stress upon your avuncular relationship on what will probably be my last chance of doing so — you are not going to pull the alarm bell, you are not going to stop the train. You have no more chance of doing either than you have of flying to the moon, so get that into your drink-sodden brain. Nor are you going to libel me to Gladys, nor commit me to the mercy of a ruthless police. Presently you will see that as clearly as I do now.”

Rodney resumed his seat, still keeping his glance fixed on his uncle, in whose demeanour a change seemed to have taken place which was both mental and physical. Possibly his nephew had used more violence than he supposed. The vigour had gone all out of him; inert, he stared at Rodney with bloodshot eyes, as if drink had taken sudden effect and bemused his brain. The young man’s smile became more pronounced, as if he found the singularity of the other’s appearance amusing. The tone of his voice, when he spoke, was genial and pleasant.

“My dear uncle, if you, the only relative I have in the world, had treated me, when first I entered your office, as you might have been expected to do, I might have become an affectionate and worthy nephew.”

“Not you. You started robbing me before you’d been in the place a week.”

“Is that so? So soon as that? Perhaps you have never known what it is to be in want of ready cash.”

“When I was eighteen I was keeping myself on fifty pounds a year, for which I was working anything up to sixteen hours a day.”

“Indeed! It might have been better if that period of your life had lasted longer. You wouldn’t have been in the rotten condition you are.”

“What’s the matter with my condition? I never had a day’s illness in my life.”

“My dear uncle, if you weren’t in a rotten condition you’d have rung that alarm bell before this, wouldn’t you? But, although it’s only within a foot or two, you’ll never ring it — never, because you are rotten.”

Mr. Patterson glanced towards the black knob. Rodney shook his head.

“It’s no good, uncle. You won’t be able to get at it — you know that. What an illustration you are of the desirability of keeping oneself fit! It seems that from the first you kept a sharper eye on me than I suspected.”

“I’m not the fool you took me for.”

“Aren’t you? That remains to be seen. Do you think that it was the part of wisdom to threaten me as you have been doing when you and I were alone together in a compartment of a railway train which doesn’t stop, at least, till it gets to Croydon?”

“I’ve not been threatening you; I wouldn’t condescend. I’ve only been telling you what you may expect.”

“That’s all; and by doing so you’ve made the issue a simple one. If you reach town alive, to all intents I shall be dead; whereas, if you reach town dead, I — shall be on velvet, because you see, my dear uncle, I’m Gladys’ lover; and she loves me, if possible, even more than I do her. I’ve proofs of it. Since she is your only child, when you are dead everything you have will be hers, which is tantamount to saying that it will be mine, which is just what I should like. So you will at once perceive how — from every point of view — very much to my advantage it would be that you should be dead.”

“You young hell-hound! Unfortunately for you, I’m not dead, and I’m not likely to die.”

“Oh, yes, you are, very likely — unfortunately for you. You told me that my father only found one way to escape trouble — suicide. You hinted in your most affectionate manner that some time, in my turn, I might only find one way. Your kindly hint made such an impression on me that I actually made preparations, so that I might never be at a loss if ever that time should come. Those preparations are contained in this dainty little box.”

Rodney took from his waistcoat pocket what might have passed as a silver needle-case or receptacle for pins. He held it out in front of his uncle, who was as much moved by the sight of it as if it had been some object of horror.

“You — you’re not going to make away with yourself before my eyes? You — you don’t suppose I’ll let you do it?”

“How would you propose to stop me?”

Again Mr. Patterson mopped his brow with his silk handkerchief of many colours. He presented a pitiable spectacle. His lips twitched, his hand trembled, and his whole huge frame seemed to shiver like a mass of jelly. His voice was broken and husky, he stammered in his speech.

“Elmore, you — you’re quite right; I’m — I’m not very well. I — I’ve had a great deal to put up with lately, and it’s unhinged me. Give me that infernal thing you’ve got there — I don’t know what is in it, or if you’re playing a trick with me, but — you give it me.”

“I’m going to — shortly.”

The young man’s airy self-possession was in almost painful contrast to the elder’s agitation. He glanced at his watch, holding the slender, round case between the finger and thumb of his other hand.

“Nearly half-past nine. What was that station we passed? Was it Hayward’s Heath? I fancy we do stop at Croydon, so that there’s not much time to spare. I’m going to act on your suggestion, uncle — with a difference. I am not going to commit suicide, but you are!”

“I am? — you young fool! — what do you mean?”

“In fact, you practically have committed suicide already.”

“The man’s mad.”

“Possibly — but not on this particular point. When you told me in such very coarse language what I might expect, you practically committed suicide, as — I’m about to prove. You remember the case of the eminent financier who, within five minutes of being sentenced to a long term of penal servitude, was in a room which was immediately outside the court in which he had received his sentence, from which he was instantly to be haled to gaol, under the very noses of his warders slipped something between his lips and — escaped. You will probably remember the case better than I do, since at the time I was only a boy; yet I have studied it to such purpose that within this pretty little box are — shall we call them tabloids? — which are in all essentials identical with the one he swallowed. They kill as by a flash of lightning. Whoever has one of these within his reach no man shall stay him from — escaping. You are going to swallow one of these tabloids, uncle — this one.” Unscrewing the top of his silver box, Rodney removed the cap, and took from it what looked like a small peppermint lozenge, holding it up between his finger and thumb.

“You see, uncle — this one; as it were, death reduced to its lowest possible denomination.”

At that moment Rodney seemed to be exercising over his uncle some of the fabulous qualities attributed to the serpent. Beyond doubt Mr. Patterson recognised with sufficient vividness that this young man in front of him was much more dangerous than he had supposed; that he had underrated his capacity for evil; that he might as well have shut himself in with a tiger as with his sister’s son. But the recognition came too late. The very force of it had the effect of destroying his few remaining powers of volition. In face of the deadly purpose with which he perceived that his nephew was filled, he was as one paralysed. He could only grow purpler and purpler, and splutter.

“Don’t — don’t you play any of your infernal tricks on me, you — you villain! Curse it, why can’t I get at that bell!” He made as if to rise, but, seemingly, was as incapable of movement as if he had been glued to his seat. As if conscious that his peril was imminent, he raised his voice to a raucous scream.

“Don’t — don’t you dare to lay your hands on me! Don’t — don’t you dare to touch me! Help!”

As the uncle opened his mouth to cry for aid the nephew caught him by the throat and slipped between his lips the tiny white lozenge which he had taken from the silver box. Then he struck up his jaw with a click and held it shut, so that he could not put it out again. Forcing back his head, he gripped him tight. His uncle was seized with a convulsion which seemed to Rodney as if it must have shaken the carriage. Almost at the same instant it was as if all vitality had gone clean out of him. The nephew was gripping a limp corpse.


CHAPTER X

IN THE CARRIAGE — ALONE

Graham Patterson, in the agony of that last convulsion, had nearly slipped off the seat, so that, with a very little, he would be on the floor. His nephew, who hitherto had not for a moment lost his presence of mind, and who kept it then, was at a loss. Would such an attitude be recognised as proper for a suicide? Would, that is, a doctor — any doctor — be prepared to assert that a man who had killed himself with potassium cyanide might, under the circumstances, quite conceivably die in such an attitude, or assume it after death? To Rodney’s supernaturally keen vision there were trifles about his uncle’s appearance which scarcely marked this as inevitably a case of suicide. The collar was a little crumpled; the tie a little disarranged; he even fancied that there were prints of his fingers on the skin of the throat. He was conscious that he had gripped him with great force — perhaps a little clumsily; he certainly ought to have avoided contact with the collar and the tie, but no doubt the prints would wear off. Indeed, as he bent closer he was not sure that they did not exist only in his imagination; the light was not good; he could not be certain. With dexterous fingers he smoothed the collar, he rearranged the tie — so deftly that he felt convinced that no one would notice that anything had been wrong with him. He raised the body a little, so that it was in what seemed to him to be a more natural position, on the edge of the seat; he felt that it would look better. He was surprised to find how heavy his uncle was — it required quite an effort on his part to lift him.

He turned the contents of the silver box on to his hand. There were seven tiny lozenges. He returned three to the box, and laid it on the seat; the other four he placed beside it. Taking an envelope out of an inner pocket of his jacket, he tore off a corner. In it he placed the four tabloids, carefully folded it, and put it in his waistcoat pocket. Then he balanced the cap of the box on the arm of the seat beside his uncle; the box itself he placed between the fingers of his uncle’s left hand, with — in it — the other three tabloids. So tightly were the fingers clenched that Rodney had to use force to open them sufficiently to enable him to insert the box. Then, seating himself opposite, he looked his uncle carefully over with an artist’s eye for detail. In his present attitude, with that open box with its tell-tale contents held tightly between his stiffened fingers, it seemed to Rodney that a coroner would be bound to instruct his jury that suicide was the only possible explanation of Graham Patterson’s death. Having satisfied himself on which point, he withdrew to the opposite end of the carriage, being, in spite of himself, conscious of a feeling that the dead man’s too immediate neighbourhood was not a thing to be desired.

Seated in his original place, he took out his white cambric handkerchief, and with it delicately wiped his fingers, having an uncomfortable notion that something disagreeable had adhered to them which it would be better to remove. Then he set himself to consider the position. A great smoker of cigarettes, absent-mindedly and as a matter of course he took out his case, and was about to light one when it occurred to him that it might be a dangerous thing to do. It was not a smoking carriage; if, when the discovery was made, it smelt strongly of smoke — and nothing lingers like a cigarette — it might be shown that his uncle had not been smoking, and the question might arise — who had? He returned the case to his pocket. As he did so the train rushed past a signal-box. He remembered reading of the strange things which signalmen see in trains as they rushed past them. When his uncle was found, exhaustive inquiries would be set on foot. Quite conceivably some signalman had seen them struggling, or something which had piqued his curiosity as it had caught his eye. His uncle would be found alone. The signalman’s story might suggest that at one period of the journey someone had been in the carriage with him. What had become of that someone? The mere question might start a hue and cry. Rodney recalled, with quite a little sense of shock, that his uncle had been partly pushed into the carriage by an official on the Brighton platform. Graham Patterson was a noticeable-looking person; he must have presented a striking spectacle as he had come hurrying along the platform. When discovery came about, the official would recollect the incident and recognise him beyond a doubt.

Had he noticed that somebody was already in the carriage when he was thrusting the fat man in? Rodney was compelled to admit that the probabilities were that he had. So far as he himself was concerned, Rodney recalled the whole sequence of events. How he had rushed up to the ticket inspector just as the Pullman was moving; how the man, slamming the gate in his face, had informed him that another train was due to start in ten minutes. The young gentleman had a suspicion that the fellow had looked him up and down as he was explaining. There were others about who might also have looked him up and down. Rodney had an uneasy feeling that, in his way, he was perhaps as noticeable a figure as his uncle — so tall, so upright, so well groomed, so handsome, with something about his appearance which almost amounted to an air of distinction. He had walked a few paces to another platform, as directed; the man at the gate, in his turn, had looked him up and down as he clipped his ticket; he had strolled leisurely along the platform, which he had had almost entirely to himself; when he reached a carriage which he thought would suit him, he stood for a second or two at the open door — as he remembered, right in front of the official who, later, had helped his uncle in. He sat up very straight as that little fact came back to him. He remembered very well eyeing the man, whom, certainly, he would know again anywhere. No doubt the man had eyed him, and had his likeness in his mind’s eye. The fellow had seen him enter the compartment and shut the door; a few minutes later he had opened the door again to admit his uncle, well knowing that he was already within. The accident might prove very awkward for the nephew later on; no one could have appreciated the possibilities of the position more clearly than he did.

As he pondered the matter he was inclined to think that he had made a mistake in doing what he had done. Such a fuss is made about a thing of that sort that, in any event, one runs a risk. Had he had more time to appreciate exactly what would be the nature of the risk in his own case he might have — hesitated. If he had he would have been deposed from his cousin’s good graces, and — to adopt her sire’s rather melodramatic language — have been “branded as a felon,” so that he would not have been much better off. Looking at it philosophically the result of what he had done was this: that whereas, if he had let his uncle have his own way, ruin was certain, as things were he had at least a fighting chance of postponing the evil day — perhaps to an indefinite period. More; in the meanwhile he could have a rattling good time. And he would have it. He smiled as he made himself that promise.

All the same, though he smiled, he realised that if he proposed to have a good time he must not continue to take his ease where he was — with his uncle on the seat at the other end. If he seriously wished the world to take it for granted that Graham Patterson had committed suicide, he must not be found in the same compartment. That was sure. He had been told by someone, or had read somewhere, that every express train, though assumed to be “non-stopping,” stopped at least once, because a signal was against it, or at least slowed down sufficiently to enable an agile passenger, with safety, to alight. So far that train had neither stopped nor slowed. His watch told him that it was about twenty to ten — ten minutes ago his uncle had been alive. It seemed longer ago than that. He had a fair knowledge of the line by daylight; it was different at night. Objects — even stations — were difficult to distinguish. He peered through the open window without thrusting out his head. They seemed to be running through open country, possibly on the top of the ballast. He could make out lights, though they were few and far between; they seemed to be passing a number of trees, with a big building beyond. They crashed through a station — it was Earlswood; they had just passed Earlswood Asylum. Immediately they would be on the new part of the line, which avoids the South-Eastern station at Redhill. There was no station between this and Purley. He might leave the train anywhere with comparative safety if it would only slow a little. To attempt to alight while it was moving at that rate through the darkness would be equivalent to committing suicide. At the best he could not hope to avoid serious injury. He must wait — till it slowed.

The whistle on the engine sounded; the train began to slow. Instantly he was leaning forward, his fingers on the handle, which was inside the door. The train slowed still more; it entered a tunnel, slowing all the while; in the heart of the tunnel it stopped — dead. The gods were on his side. Yet not for an instant did he lose his presence of mind. The signal was against them — that was why they had stopped. Was it on the left or the right? On the signal side the guard would possibly have his head out of the carriage with an eye for it; possibly some of the passengers might be observing it also. It would be fatal to get out on that side; his door would be seen opening; he might be seen to alight; he would be jumping out of the frying-pan into the fire; all sorts of consequences might accrue. He looked out of his own window; there was no signal in front or behind. Then it was on the other side, on the left, against the wall of the tunnel. He looked on to the six-foot way. He could see the whole length of the train; not a sign of a head at any of the windows. He had already turned the handle, opening the door just wide enough he stepped on to the footboard, closed the door, and dropped on to the permanent way. He had left his uncle to continue his journey alone. Lest his upstanding figure might be visible to someone, he crouched as close as he could to the ground. The train began to move very slowly. The door of the compartment next to that which he had just left was opened, a figure came on to the footboard, closed the door, sprang on to the ballast while the train was already in motion. For a moment Rodney was the victim of a gruesome delusion; to him it was as if the door of his own compartment had been opened; as if Graham Patterson had alighted at his side. He pressed the tips of his fingers into his palms to keep himself from exclaiming.


CHAPTER XI

THE STRANGER

The train went slowly rumbling by; who looked out of the windows Rodney neither knew nor cared. He was conscious of the guard’s van passing, then the train had gone. He could see the tail lights moving quicker and quicker through the darkness. He himself continued motionless. He had realised by now that it was not his uncle who had alighted; that it was the door of the next compartment which had been opened. He could not believe that his own movements had been observed. He doubted if they could have been seen by a person who had not actually got his head out at the moment — even by his next door neighbour. He was certain that no head had been out. The thing had been a coincidence — a strange one, but nothing more. Someone also had reasons for wishing to quit the train in an unusual manner; someone who was unaware that he was out already. The chances were that he had not been noticed; that, if he kept quite still, he would not be noticed. The stranger would blunder along without ever becoming cognisant of his near neighbourhood; whichever way the stranger went, he would go the other.

Now that the train had left, it was very still in the tunnel; the air was close, full of smoke, which was bad both for the throat and the eyes. Something had dropped once or twice on Rodney’s shoulder. He had heard that it was sometimes damp in tunnels; possibly it was moisture dropping from the brickwork overhead. He would have liked to move so as to avoid it, but was reluctant to make a sound — till the stranger had moved. He wondered what the stranger was doing; silence continued for what seemed to him to be a preternatural length of time. Possibly, less fortunate than himself, the stranger had been hurt in alighting, which explained the stillness. If that were so, his own position might be difficult. If he moved first the stranger might claim his help, might make a fuss if he refused it — such a fuss that the fact that he had left the train would be discovered.

Still not a sound. Momentarily the situation was becoming more delicate. He could not remain crouched down like that for ever, with big drops of something falling on to his shoulder. What should he do? The question was answered for him.

“Caught you!”

The words were whispered close to his ear. He stood straight up suddenly, startled half out of his wits. His impulse was to fly — anywhere, anyhow. Then that wonderful presence of mind of his, which never left him long, came back; he realised that haste on his part might involve disaster. He stood bolt upright, quite still, with fists clenched, prepared for anything.

Something came; fingers were laid upon his coat-sleeve. He showed no sign of resenting their coming, their touch was so soft that it hardly suggested danger. A voice came to him through the darkness, the one which had so startled him by whispering in his ear.

“That was a capital idea of yours — capital.”

To Rodney’s acute sense of hearing there seemed to be a curious quality in the voice; he was not sure if it belonged to a man or a woman. It came again.

“Have you ever been in a tunnel before? I haven’t.”

The last two words were spoken with a snigger which was certainly a man’s, though he still felt that the voice itself might be either masculine or feminine. He had a fastidious taste in voices; apart from the circumstances under which he heard it, that one affected him unpleasantly. It continued, and his distaste grew.

“Do you know that our getting out here in the tunnel has proved something which I have always held as an article of faith; that I have cat’s eyes — positively? Isn’t it droll? I can see you — not plainly, but sufficiently well. Now I dare say you can’t see me at all!”

Rodney could not; he did not believe that the stranger could see him. Darkness was about them like a wall.

“Come!”

He felt the fingers which had rested on his sleeve slipped under his arm.

“I will guide you; let me turn you round. We will go this way, towards the signal. You see? — it is set at danger. Some people would say that we are in rather a dangerous position.”

Again that unpleasantly sounding snigger.

“I hope you’re not feeling nervous; you needn’t. That signal is not far off, and when we reach it we are out in the open. I know exactly where we are; this is Redhill tunnel. Not only can I see in the dark, dimly, but still see, but I also have, in a curious degree, the bump of locality. With me it amounts almost to an additional sense. I always know where I am, even when I am in a strange place; in a place in which I have been before I have an incredible perception of my surroundings. For three years I lived quite close to this — in Earlswood Asylum, as a patient.”

Earlswood Asylum! Then the creature was a lunatic. That explained the singularity of his voice, of his manner, his proceedings. An idea came into Rodney’s head. The creature was small; he felt, as he moved beside him with his hand under his arm, that he probably did not reach to his shoulder. It would be easy to leave him in the tunnel. Who cares what happens to a lunatic?

“I shouldn’t if I were you; it wouldn’t pay.”

The words were so apposite that, despite himself, Rodney started. He had not spoken. Could the creature read what was passing through his brain?

“There are times when I can read people’s thoughts just as plainly as if they had spoken them out loud, even when I can’t see their faces — really! Isn’t it odd? Oh, I am quite gifted. My argument always has been that, in a general way, a lunatic is merely abnormal, nothing more. At intervals a cloud settles on my brain; I can see, I can feel it coming; then, for an indefinite period, I am on the lap of the gods. When it passes my senses are more acute than other people’s — abnormally acute, I know it as a fact. Now you see, as I told you, we are out in the open — look! the stars are shining. Look back at the tunnel; isn’t it a horror of blackness? Like the horror I know. If we scramble up that bank we shall probably find a gap in the hedge at the top; platelayers often do leave a gap in a hedge close to the wall of a tunnel that they may descend to the line. As I told you, here’s our gap; now, over the fence, and the rest is easy sailing.”

It seemed to Rodney that since he had quitted the train something must have happened to him mentally; it was as if, all at once, he were playing a part in a dream. In silence, without offering the least remonstrance, he had suffered the stranger to pilot him out of the tunnel, up the steep bank beyond — to dominate him wholly. Now, except that they seemed to be standing in an open space of considerable size, he had not the dimmest notion of their whereabouts; but to the stranger it all seemed plain.

“That big building on our right’s an orphanage — St. Anne’s; I believe we’re on their ground. If we keep straight on to our left we shall come to the high road, from which it is only a few minutes to Redhill station, whence we shall continue our journey to town. Quite an interesting episode this has been, has it not? I am indebted to you for much entertainment. I have seldom had so much enjoyment in a train, Mr. Elmore.”

The creature knew his name! How? Who was he? What did it mean? Again he was conscious of an impulse to take him by the throat and — resolve the question in his own fashion. How came the creature to know his name? Although he had uttered no articulate sound, he had his answer.

“The explanation is simple, explanations often are. I heard your uncle address you by your name in a most audible tone of voice just towards the close. Most people have no idea how thin the partition really is which divides one compartment from another. Do you know I have heard that in some instances it is made of papier-mâché — fancy! You can always hear if a conversation is taking place in an adjoining compartment — it is surprising how much you can hear if you try, especially if your hearing is as good as mine is — that’s another of my gifts. I had my ear glued to the partition most of the time. Of course, I could not hear everything — and I should very much have liked to see, but I gathered enough to enable me to form a general idea, particularly when you began to use violence towards your uncle and to hurl him back into his seat — it amounted to hurling. You see, I was his side. And, of course, when you both raised your voices I could hear a very great deal. I was not in the least surprised at the silence which followed. I understood — oh, I understood! At least, I think I understood. It was perfectly plain that only one person was left in the compartment who counted, and, of course, I knew that was you. I said to myself: ‘Now, I wonder how long he’ll stay there all alone? He’s sure to take advantage of the first opportunity of getting out if the train stops or slows, and if he gets out I’ll get out too.’ Wasn’t it lucky that it stopped in a tunnel, and that, therefore, we were both of us able to get out without being observed? Quite a stroke of fortune! Here we are, right on the high road, with the station a little more than a stone’s throw in front of us.”

Rodney listened to what the stranger had to say as, side by side, they tramped across the uneven ground with feelings which he would not have found it easy to clothe with words. Beyond all doubt this was a lunatic; but of what an uncomfortable kind! He had been wiser to have acted on his first impulse and to have left him in the tunnel. Now it was too late; it would not be the same thing to — leave him there. Yet, if he continued in his company, how should he muzzle him? With what would he make him dumb? By what means could he keep him from blurting out the whole story to the first person they might meet? Once more, though he had uttered not a syllable, there came an answer.

“You run no risk of my blabbing, I am not that kind of person — at least, while the cloud is yet afar off. Afterwards, believe me, no one pays any heed to what I say. I play the part of audience only. I am not, like you, one of Nature’s criminals; but I am indifferent, which is about the same. What A does to B is A’s business and B’s, not mine; that I always shall maintain. Here we are at the station. It’s been altered since my time; they’ve given it a new front. When is the next train to town?”

He put the question quite naturally to a porter who was standing about.

“Ten-forty; nearly half an hour to wait — that is if she is punctual, which she’s not always of a Sunday night.”

The stranger addressed himself to Elmore.

“That, perhaps, is fortunate, since that will enable me to offer you a little refreshment, of which I dare say both of us stand in need.”

Rodney, always speechless, walked beside the stranger to the refreshment bar. Now he could see him plainly. A notion which had been fluttering at the back of his head took flight; there was no suggestion of a detective police official about him. He was shorter even than he had imagined, probably scarcely over five feet high; a mean-looking, ill-shapen fellow, with one shoulder higher than the other, which gave him an appearance of being one-sided. Badly dressed in an ill-fitting suit of rusty dark-grey tweed, clumsily shod, tie disarranged, doubtful collar, old tweed hat shaped like a billycock, about him the air of one who was not over fond of soap and water. Probably between fifty and sixty, a round, hairless, wizened face, all wrinkles, flat, snub nose, curiously small mouth — Rodney wondered if the peculiarity of his voice was owing to its coming through so small an aperture; queer, big, oval, ugly eyes — small pupils floating in a sea of yellow. The young gentleman was conscious of what an ill-assorted couple they must appear. He would have liked very much to put a termination to the association then and there, but — he could not, it was too late.

The stranger on his part seemed sublimely unaware of there being anything odd in their companionship. He gave his order to the young lady on the other side of the counter.

“One brandy, two Scotch whiskies, and a small soda divided.”

The young lady looked as if she was not quite sure that she had caught what he said.

“I beg your pardon.”

“I said one brandy, two Scotch whiskies, and a small soda divided. You’ve quite right, there are only two of us; I take brandy and whisky together — I’m a lunatic.”

Two young men at the other end, with whom the young lady had been talking, looked at each other and smiled. The young lady also smiled, under the apparent impression that, somewhere, there was a joke.

“It is rather unusual, isn’t it?”

“Not at all — with lunatics.”

It was not easy for standers-by to decide whether or not he was in earnest. Rodney was in doubt; indeed, the man’s words and manner started him wondering to what extent, in all he had been saying, the fellow had been “pulling his leg.”

The young lady passed three glasses to their side of the counter. The stranger, taking two, emptied one into the other. He held it up towards Rodney.

“Your very good health, and the next time we meet may you afford me as much entertainment.”

Swallowing the contents of the glass at a single gulp, he replaced it on the counter.

“The same again, miss; one brandy, one Scotch whisky; lunatics don’t take long over a drop like that.”

She looked at him doubtfully for a moment; then gave him what he ordered, saying, as she passed him the glasses:

“Two shillings, please.”

As again he emptied one into the other he nodded to Rodney.

“Pay her; I’ve no money — lunatics never have.”

Rodney drank what was in his glass, placed a florin on the counter, and left the place without a word. Hardly had he reached the door when he found the little man again at his side. He commenced pacing up and down the dimly lit platform; the little man paced also, two of his short steps being the equivalent of one of Rodney’s strides. He asked himself if he could do nothing to shake the fellow off; with his usual singular intuition the other replied to his unspoken thought.

“Not nice, being in the company of one who knows as much as I do? Perhaps not; yet I don’t see why. I’m incapable of giving evidence; if I weren’t I wouldn’t say a word to spoil the fun; I am as good as a dead man. You’ll have a dead man for constant companion — why not me?”

Again he gave vent to the snigger which so jarred on the young man’s nerves. When the train entered the station they were still pacing to and fro; Rodney not having yet uttered a single word. The little man followed him into the empty first-class compartment which he had selected, saying as he drew the door to behind him:

“Isn’t it confiding of me to trust myself alone in a carriage with you — after what has happened? But I am not in the least afraid. I am sure you won’t care to repeat your experiment to-night. And I shall find it so amusing to sit and watch you, and see what is passing through your mind; because, do you know, it will all be just as plain to me as if you said everything aloud.”

While crediting the stranger with unusual perceptive powers, Rodney doubted if in his assertion he did not go too far. If he had the dimmest insight into the tangled network of thought with which the young man’s brain was filled, then he was a marvel indeed. Elmore, leaning back in his seat, remained perfectly still, with his face towards the window, to all outward seeming as oblivious of the other’s presence and occasional remarks as if he were not there. When they reached Croydon a person approached the carriage window whom the stranger plainly recognised; a pleasant-faced, brown-skinned and brown-haired young man with a slight moustache, with something in his bearing and expression which suggested reserve. Coming into the carriage, he said to the stranger, as he sat beside him, half smilingly, half chidingly:

“So it is you, is it? I hope you’ve enjoyed your little trip.”

The stranger seemed to regard his coming with an air of not altogether pleased surprise.

“You’re a most extraordinary man.”

The other replied:

“One has to be a little that way if one is responsible for you.”

The new-comer’s good-humoured curtness seemed to disturb the stranger’s equilibrium.

“Responsible for me, indeed! Upon my word, you are the most extraordinary man.”

In his own fashion the stranger introduced the new-comer to Rodney.

“This is Dr. Emmett, my medical attendant. I left him behind me in Brighton because I am sick and tired of his society; yet here he is at Croydon before I am. How he does these things I do not understand. He’s a most extraordinary man.”

Then, also after his own fashion, he made Rodney known to the new-comer.

“Emmett, this is a valued friend of mine, whom I have met for the first time to-night. I know all about him, except his voice; and, do you know, he’s never spoken once.”

Rodney, observing the new-comer, perceived, from something which was in the glance he gave him in exchange for his, that the position had altered. Rising, he moved out of the carriage, still without a word. The stranger made as if to follow him, but the doctor put out a detaining hand. The train started just as Rodney, having gained the platform, was closing the door. The last he saw of the interior of the compartment was that the stranger seemed to be warmly expostulating with his medical attendant. At Redhill Rodney had got into the front part of the train — which was for London Bridge — because he felt that between the City and Notting Hill he might have an opportunity of shaking the stranger off. Now, as the London Bridge coaches glided out of the station, he passed to the Victoria half of the train, which awaited an engine, lower down the platform. The doctor’s fortuitous arrival on the scene had saved him, at least temporarily, from what might have been a serious predicament.


CHAPTER XII

MARKING TIME

Rodney Elmore’s rooms were within a short distance of Paddington Station. As his cab drew up at the house he saw that another hansom was already at the door. Since it was past midnight, its presence was suggestive; it betokened a visitor. The house being a small one, there was only one other lodger besides himself, and he occupied a modest “bed-sitting-room” on the upper floor. His instinct told him that the visitor was for himself. At that hour on Sunday night the fact was portentous. Opening the door with his latch-key, as he stepped inside a girl came hastening towards him from a room at the back, noiselessly, as if she did not wish to be overheard, rather a pretty girl, with fluffy, fair hair. She spoke in a whisper:

“There’s someone to see you — a lady. She would wait, although I told her I didn’t know when you would be in.”

“What’s her name?”

“She said Miss Patterson.”

He understood — he had been making certain mental calculations as he came along. No doubt his uncle would have his name and address upon him; his identity would be discovered so soon as they searched the body. There had been time to carry the news to Russell Square; this was the result. Nodding to the fluffy-haired girl, he passed quickly into his sitting-room, which was on the left, in the front of the house. Gladys was standing by the table. As she came towards him he knew by the look which was on her face that his guess had been right — that already she knew at least part of the story.

“Where have you been?” she exclaimed. “I thought you were never coming.”

Taking both her hands in his, he drew her to him.

“My dear child! how could I guess that you were here? What does it mean?”

She looked at him with a curious sombre something in her big dark eyes, which reminded him of a child who is about to cry. Her lips trembled.

“Rodney, dad’s dead.”

His tone was eager, gentle, sympathetic; instinct with surprise.

“Dead! You — you don’t mean it!”

“In the train.”

“In the train! What train?” She told her tale, he listening with interest, anxiety, tenderness, which were sufficiently real.

“I was just going to bed.”

“Dear, you’re shivering. You’d better sit down.”

“I’d rather stand — close to you.”

He put his arms about her and held her tight. He kissed her. “Sweetheart,” he whispered. He could feel her trembling; tears were beginning to shine in her eyes.

“I was in my bedroom, and — and — I was thinking about you” — about the corners of her lips was the queerest little smile— “when there was a ringing at the front door. I thought it was dad, who had forgotten his key; but they came and told me that there was a gentleman downstairs who wished to see me very particularly about my father, and that it was most important. So I slipped on a dressing-jacket and went down to him. It was someone from the railway company. They had found dad in the carriage of a train which had come from Brighton. He was dead — now he was at Victoria Station — he had committed suicide.”

“Suicide!”

Rodney started; it could not have been better done if his surprise had been genuine.

“It’s — it’s incredible!”

“I can only tell you what the man told me. He said of course there would have to be an inquiry, but all the indications pointed at that. He had poisoned himself; in his hand they had found a box in which were some more of the things with which he had done it.”

“I can only say that to me it seems — it does seem impossible. I should have said he was the last person to do anything like that.”

“You never can tell what sort of person will do a thing like that. I once knew a girl who went straight up after dinner to her bedroom and — did it; no one ever knew why. I went with the man to Victoria, and — saw dad; I’ve come right on from there. I felt that I couldn’t go home till I had seen you. I believe I should have stayed here all night if you hadn’t come.”

“You poor little thing! — sweetheart mine! — you only woman in the world!”

“You — you will be good to me, Rodney?”

“Never was man better to a woman than I will try to be to you.”

“Suppose — suppose dad did it because he was ruined?”

“My dear girl, as you are aware, I was not in your father’s confidence — still, I am pretty nearly certain that, commercially, it will be found that he was all right. Yet, should it turn out that he was even worse than penniless, it will not make a mite of difference in my love for you.”

“You are sure?”

“Absolutely. Aren’t you?”

“I do believe you care for me a little, or — I shouldn’t be here.”

“A little! You — you bad girl; you dearest, sweetest of darlings! Between ourselves, if it does turn out that you’re no richer than I am, I shan’t be sorry. He never did want you to have anything to do with me. I might have won him over if he had lived; you know, I believe he was commencing to like me a little better. I’m not sure that I wouldn’t sooner have you without his money; I should feel as if I were playing the game.”

“It will be horrid if he has left nothing; it will perhaps mean a scandal, and things are bad enough as they are.”

“I see what you have in your mind, but I assure you you need not have the slightest fear. I’ll stake my own integrity that in all matters of business your father had the highest sense of honour. I’ll be willing to write myself down a rogue if it can be shown that he ever deviated in any particular from the highest standard of commercial rectitude.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“I am right, on that point you may rest assured.”

“You know, Rodney, you’re all I have in the world — now.”

The use of the adverb, in that connection, tickled him. The idea that, so far as she was concerned, her father ever had been much of a personal asset was distinctly funny. However, he allowed no hint of how her words struck him to peep out; never a more ardent lover, a more present help in the time of a girl’s trouble. He escorted her to what bade henceforward to be her lonely home in the cab which still waited at the door. When he returned to Paddington it was very late. As he moved to his bedroom up the darkened staircase a door opened on the landing. The fluffy-haired girl looked out. She was in a state of considerable déshabillé.

“You are late,” she whispered. “I thought you never were coming back.”

“You goose.”

He put his arms about her and kissed her with the calmest proprietary air.

“To think that you should be still awake.”

“You knew I should sit up; you knew mother wasn’t coming back to-night, and you said you’d be in early.”

She spoke with an air of grievance. He smiled.

“It’s been a case of man proposes. I have had many things to contend with — all sorts of worries. Now, as I want breakfast early, I’m going to bed, and, I hope, to sleep, if you aren’t.”

“You don’t care for me a bit.”

He kissed her again.

She waited on him at breakfast, which, as he had forewarned her, he had unusually early. She was his landlady’s daughter; her name was Mabel Joyce. Among his letters was one from Stella Austin. He opened it as she placed before him his bacon and eggs; as he glanced at Stella’s opening lines Miss Joyce talked.

“So you went to Brighton yesterday — by the Pullman, too.”

He looked up at her as if surprised.

“Did I? Who told you that?”

“Didn’t you?”

class=“normal”“You say I did. Pray, from what quarter did you get your information?”

“Oh, there are plenty of quarters from which I can get information — when I like. And your uncle was in Brighton. It doesn’t look as if he had a very pleasant day there, as he committed suicide in the train on the way back to town. I dare say you had a pleasanter day than he did.”

“I presume you got that information either from this morning’s paper or else from listening last night outside the door.”

“As it happens, I haven’t seen a paper, and, as for listening, if you don’t know I wouldn’t do a thing like that it’s no use my saying so.”

“Then who was your informant?”

“That’s my business. There is a little bird which sometimes whispers in my ear. Did you come back in the Pullman?”

He replied to her question with another.

“What’s the matter with you, Mabel?”

“What should be? Nothing’s the matter; I was only thinking that if you did, your uncle must have been in the train just behind you. If you’d have known what he was doing you’d have felt funny. Still, if you did come by the Pullman, considering that it’s due at Victoria at ten, and yesterday was quite punctual, since you had promised to be in early, and knew that I was all alone in the house, I think you might have been back before midnight.”

He eyed the girl. She was pretty, in a pink-and-white sort of way; fonder of him than was good for her. He had never seen her in this shrewish mood before.

“My dear Mabel, if I could have got back earlier I would have done so; but I couldn’t. I was the sufferer, not you.”

“I dare say! I suppose that Miss Patterson was your cousin. Are you going to marry her?”

“Really! you jump about! How do you suppose a fellow in my position can tell whom he’s going to marry — on twopence a year?”

“I dare say she’s got money, especially now. Since directly she heard of her father’s death she came tearing round to you, at that time of night, it looks as if you ought to marry her if you don’t!”

Miss Joyce flounced out of the room. For some moments he sat considering her words. Who told her that he went to Brighton, on the Pullman? Was it a lucky guess? Hardly; probably someone had seen him. People’s eyes were everywhere. He would have to be careful what tale he told. It was odd how gingerly one had to walk when one was in a delicate position; there were so many unseen strings over which one might stumble.

As he ate his breakfast he read Stella’s letter. It was a girl’s first letter to her lover; which is apt to be a wonderful production, as in this case. He had not supposed that a letter from Stella could have stirred him as that one did. It suggested the perfect love which casteth out fear. She bared her simple heart to him in perfect trust and confidence, showing in every line that, to her, he was both hero and king, that man of men, — her husband that was to be. Tears actually stood in his eyes as he realised the pathos of it all; how sweet to hold such innocence in his arms. He was not sure that he had not been over-hasty in concluding that here was no wife for him. The picture which, as he read on, quite unwittingly she presented to his mind’s eye, of the two wandering hand in hand down the vale of years, to the goal of venerable old age at the end, moved him to the depths. It was sweet to be so trusted; he would have loved to have her with him at the breakfast-table then. It was so dear a letter that he kissed it as he folded it, and slipped it into the inside pocket of his coat.

Then he set himself to thinking. Part of the point of Stella’s letter lay in the fact that she expected him to go to her that night, and wished him to know all the things she set down in black and white, so that they might be able to talk about them when he came. The misfortune was that he was not going. He would have liked to go — truly. He felt that after what had happened lately an evening spent with Stella would be delicious. So strongly did he feel this that he cast about in his mind for some means of ensuring himself even a few fleeting minutes in her society; but could hit on none. Accident might befriend him, but he doubted if Gladys would give accident much chance. He had promised that he would go from the office straight to her; it might go ill with him if he did not. Once with her, she was not likely to let him go again till it was too late to think of Stella. How appease the maiden for her disappointment? He could think of nothing but laying stress on the dreadful thing which had happened to his uncle, and putting all the blame on that. He had never mentioned his cousin to Stella, or to Mary, or to anyone, being of those who, if they can help it, do not like their first finger to know what their thumb is doing. Stella did not know he had a feminine relative; it might be inconvenient to acquaint her with the fact just now; quite possibly her soft heart might move her to go and offer the orphaned Gladys consolation. He smiled as the droll side of such a possibility tickled his sense of humour. Possibly the time might come when the two young women would have to know of each other’s existence, but — perhaps it might be as well to put it off for awhile.

He scribbled a hasty note to Stella, speaking of the rapture her letter had given him, and dwelling, in lurid hues, on the tragedy of his uncle’s end; then suddenly remembered that, from her point of view, he ought not to have heard of it. What a number of trifles one did have to think of. He had not seen a paper; he did not propose to tell her of his trip to Brighton; she had heard nothing of Gladys; she might ask some awkward questions as to how he came to know about it so early in the day. He tore the note up and made a bonfire of the pieces. Then he scribbled another, in which he only spoke of his rapture and of the ecstatic longing with which he looked forward to seeing her after his office work was done, and of how the intervening seconds would go by like leaden hours — he felt that a poetic touch of that sort was the least that was required. Then, when he reached the office, he might wire her the dreadful tidings in an agitated telegram, and, later, in a still more agitated telegram, inform her that one awful consequence of the upheaval which had followed the hideous tragedy was that he would be unable to come to her to-night. The tale would be much more effective told like that. Whatever her feelings were, he did not see how a loophole would be left to her to lay blame on him.


CHAPTER XIII

SPREADING HIS WINGS

A disagreeable surprise awaited him when he reached St. Paul’s Churchyard. Taking it for granted that everything would now belong to Gladys, he was prepared to act as her representative and sole relative, and, if needs be, carry things off with a high hand — above and beyond all else, he was desirous of gaining access to certain documents whose existence constituted a peril to him. To that end he arrived before his usual time, being conscious that this was an occasion on which it might be an advantage to be first on the field. To his disgust he found that at least two persons were in front of him, and that they were both in what had been his uncle’s private room. One was Mr. Andrews, the managing man, the other was a square-jawed individual, whose blue cheeks pointed to a life-long struggle with a refractory beard. He was seated, as one in authority, in his uncle’s own chair behind his uncle’s own table. They were busily conversing as Rodney came unannounced into the room, but paused to stare at him.

“This,” explained Mr. Andrews to the man in the chair, “is Mr. Rodney Elmore — the nephew I was telling you about.”

There was a lack of deference in the speaker’s tone which the young gentleman resented, and had resented in silence more than once in the days which were past; but the time for silence was gone. He had been making up his mind on that point on his way to the City. Recognising, from the bearing of the two men in front of him, that a new and, as yet, unknown factor bade fair to figure on the scene, with characteristic readiness he arrived at an instant resolution. Ignoring Andrews, he addressed himself to the man in the chair.

“May I ask, sir, who you are?”

The stranger’s penetrating eyes were set deep in his head; he fixed them on the young gentleman’s face with a steady stare of evident surprise. Rodney returned him stare for stare.

“You may ask, young gentleman, and, though I seriously doubt if you are entitled to ask, I don’t mind telling you. My name is Wilkes — Stephen Wilkes; I am your late uncle’s legal adviser, and am here to safeguard the interests he has left behind.”

“Then, Mr. Wilkes, be so good as to get out of that chair.”

Mr. Andrews looked at the speaker in shocked amazement.

“Mr. Elmore! You forget yourself! How dare you speak like that to a gentleman in Mr. Wilkes’s position.”

For answer, Rodney turned to the managing man, addressing him as curtly and peremptorily as if he had been some menial servant.

“Andrews, leave the room!”

The other’s eyes opened still wider; probably he had never been so spoken to before, even by his late master in his most irascible moods. He drew up his spare and rather bowed figure with what he perhaps meant to be a touch of dignity.

“Mr. Elmore, the consequences will be very serious if you talk to me like that.”

“The consequences will be very serious if you don’t obey my orders.”

“Your orders?”

“My orders. Are you going to leave the room, or am I to put you out?”

“Steady, young gentleman, steady. I have been your uncle’s legal adviser for perhaps more years than you have been in the world, and am, therefore, intimately acquainted with his wishes. I am here to see those wishes carried out. I understand that you occupied a very humble position in this office, and, though accident made you his relative, you were not in possession of your uncle’s confidence. Your position is in no way altered by his death, and you have no right to issue what you call orders here — emphatically not to Mr. Andrews. If there is any question as to who is to leave the room, it is certainly not Mr. Andrews who must go, but you.”

“Mr. Wilkes, I do not propose to bandy words, and when I have once pointed out that you entirely misapprehend the situation on that subject I have done. All that Mr. Patterson had is now his daughter’s, including this business and all that it implies. I am here as Miss Patterson’s representative.”

“Indeed! By whom appointed?”

“By Miss Patterson. I may inform you that Miss Patterson will shortly be my wife.”

“Is that so? This is news. Since when has that arrangement been made?”

“Your words imply a sneer and an impertinence. That being so, I decline to enter into any further details with you beyond a bare statement of the fact.”

“Are you not taking too much for granted in asserting that everything is left to Miss Patterson?”

“I have not a doubt of it; with the exception, possibly, of some small legacies. He left a will?”

“He did.”

“Is it in your possession?”

“It is.”

“Then I must ask you to produce it at once.”

“Produce it? To whom?”

“To me. Miss Patterson has instructed me to request you to hand it over at once to my keeping.”

“Then, if that is so, I am afraid that, for the moment, I have no choice but to ignore the young lady’s request. I will see Miss Patterson.”

“Miss Patterson will decline to see you.”

“She will decline to see me? On what grounds?”

“It is not necessary that she should state any grounds. Any communication you wish to have with Miss Patterson must be through me or her solicitor. Do I understand that you finally refuse to do as she requests, and hand me her father’s will?”

“If you were not a very young man, Mr. Elmore, I should say that you were a foolish one; but possibly youth is your extenuation. The will will be produced at the proper time, in the proper place, to the proper person; it will certainly not be handed to you.”

“Then Miss Patterson’s solicitor will at once take steps which will compel its instant production.”

“Miss Patterson’s solicitor? You really are a remarkable young man! I am Miss Patterson’s solicitor. It was her father’s wish that I should continue to act for her, as I acted for him.”

“You will do nothing of the kind. If Mr. Patterson has left any legal powers to that effect, his daughter will resort to every process of law to effect your removal; your refusal to withdraw will not redound to your credit. You say you have been his legal adviser for more years than I am old. Mr. Patterson was a bad husband and a bad father. He utterly neglected his daughter; he did nothing to show that he had any of a parent’s natural feelings; although she respected his every wish and he had no complaint to make of her, he was wholly indifferent to both her welfare and her happiness; he saw as little of her and did as little for her as he could. In many respects he was to her both a reproach and a shame, the sole object of his existence being his own gross physical enjoyment. Without being, perhaps, what is called an habitual drunkard, he habitually drank too much, and was frequently intoxicated in her presence. He was an evil-liver — with his relations with notorious women you are probably better acquainted than I am; she, unfortunately, has good reason to know that they were of a discreditable kind. To crown an ill-spent career he has taken his own life, under circumstances which can hardly fail to be the cause of scandal, which may leave a brand on her for the remainder of her life, though she is still only a girl. You apparently pride yourself on having been confidential adviser to such a man through a great number of years. Is it strange, therefore, that she would rather that somebody else should advise her? Think it over; you will yourself perceive that it is not strange; I am sure that will be the feeling of a court of law. Now, Mr. Wilkes, I must again ask you to get out of that chair.”

“And if I refuse?”

Rodney moved to the other side of the table, took Mr. Wilkes — who was not a big man — by either elbow, lifted him as if he were a child, and deposited himself on the chair in his place. The solicitor, who had made not the slightest show of resistance, stood ruefully rubbing his arms.

“I believe you have put both my elbows out of joint, you young ruffian.”

Rodney was placidity itself.

“Have you never heard of Jiu-jitsu, Mr. Wilkes? You know even better than I do that you are a trespasser on these premises, and that a trespasser is a person towards whom one is entitled to use all necessary force.”

Taking a bunch of keys out of his jacket pocket, he inserted one in the lock of the drawer which was in front of him. Mr. Wilkes surveyed the proceeding with obvious surprise.

“What keys are those?”

“These are my uncle’s keys. They were handed to me by Miss Patterson, with instructions to go through her father’s private papers and documents, and so ensure their not being tampered with by persons who certainly have not her interest at heart.”

“If you take my earnest advice, young gentleman, you will not touch anything which is in those drawers. If you are not careful you will go too far.”

“I will not take your advice, Mr. Wilkes — whether earnest or otherwise. I observe, Andrews, that you are still there. There are one or two remarks which I wish to make to Mr. Wilkes in private. Once more, are you going to leave this room?”

The managing man looked at the lawyer as if for advice and help in the moment of his hesitation.

“Perhaps,” said Mr. Wilkes, replying to his unspoken question, “you had better go. You will commit yourself to nothing by going.”

“Whereas,” observed Elmore, with his smiling glance fixed on the managing man, “you will commit yourself to a good deal by not going, because I shall not only put you out of this door, but into the street. So far as this office is concerned, that will be the end of you. I will take steps which will ensure your never entering it again.”

After another brief moment of hesitation, with a glance of what was very like reproach towards the lawyer, Andrews quitted the room, with the air of one who was both bewildered and hurt. So soon as he had gone Mr. Wilkes observed:

“Mr. Elmore, you are taking a very great deal upon yourself; you certainly have the courage of youth, but be warned by me, don’t take too much. If it is shown that your uncle’s depositions are not what you are taking it for granted they are, your position will be rendered more difficult by the attitude you are now taking up.”

“I care nothing for any warning which comes from you, Mr. Wilkes. Why did my uncle commit suicide?”

“What do you mean by asking me such a question? Do you imagine that if I knew I should tell you?”

“Does that mean that you know?”

“It means nothing of the sort; but it does mean that if I had any such secret knowledge, the only person to whom I should breathe a word of it would be his daughter.”

“That you certainly would not do. Miss Patterson’s heartfelt prayer is that she may never know. That he had some shameful reason is plain; if it can be kept from her it shall be; if it reaches her through you, you will deserve to be whipped.”

“Mr. Elmore, I knew your father.”

“That’s more, Mr. Wilkes, than I ever did.”

“His end was like your uncle’s.”

“So I learned from my uncle before — he ended. And it is because the shame of what he did seems to rest on me, in the mouths of such as you, that I am resolved to shield my cousin — if I can. I imagine that, in a strictly scientific sense, you are, in part, responsible for my uncle’s fate.”

“How do you arrive at that — somewhat startling conclusion?”

“You aided and abetted him in what he did.”

“Indeed! As how?”

“I happen to know that you were more than once his companion when he was in the society of certain notorious women, with whose character you were undoubtedly as well acquainted as he was.”

“And if I was — what then?”

“If, on more than one occasion, A is in the company of B when B is in the act of committing a crime, what is the inference we draw as regards A?”

“You really are a remarkable young man!”

“More. On more than one occasion you have borrowed money from Mr. Patterson.”

“We have had business relations for many years.”

“Did he ever borrow money from you?”

“No; because he did not do the class of business I did.”

“Exactly. At this moment you are his debtor in a considerable sum.”

“I don’t know from whom you get your information, but if it is from your uncle you must be perfectly well aware that the whole matter is on a proper footing, and that there can be no reasonable doubt as to my fulfilling my engagements both in the letter and the spirit.”

“Still, you have been in the habit of borrowing money from your client, sometimes, I believe, to save yourself from a difficult position. Possibly his will contains a clause relieving you of your indebtedness; possibly, also, a court of law will see its way to relieve Miss Patterson from any obligation to accept your services. I will not detain you any longer, Mr. Wilkes. Good morning. Please don’t gossip with the employés as you go out.”

Mr. Wilkes looked as if he would have said a good deal; but Mr. Elmore had already begun to write a letter — there was an air of complete indifference about him which apparently brought him to the conclusion that it might perhaps be as well to say nothing. He took his hat off the table and went out in silence. Presently Rodney, ringing the bell, said to the lad who answered: “Take that letter to the address which is on the envelope at once, and bring me an answer; also tell Mr. Andrews that I wish to speak to him.”

Shortly the managing man appeared in the doorway. One felt that he had hesitated whether or not to come, and that he was oppressed by something like a sense of shame at the thought of having yielded. The young gentleman, leaning back, regarded him with the pleasant little smile which, so far, had not left him — it was odd of what a number of subtle inflections his manner was capable without once disturbing the smile.

“Sit down, Andrews; take this chair.”

The other did as he was told, sitting on the extreme edge, leaning slightly forward, his long legs crooked in front of him, his hands resting on his knees.

“How old are you, Andrews?”

Instead of replying to the question, the managing man started off on a line of his own.

“Mr. Elmore, you must excuse my remarking that, so far as I am concerned, I don’t understand the position at all.”

“You will, Andrews, shortly. I always have felt that your mental processes were perhaps a trifle slow.”

“I have been in this office, boy and man, practically my whole life long; I’m older than your uncle was, and I was here before he came. He was with Harding and Fletcher before he took this business over, and, so to speak, he took me with it. It was a solid business then, and it’s a solid business still — indeed, it’s even better than it was. I’m almost — if not quite — as well known in the City as he was; he would have been the first to tell you that with the continued success I have had something to do. He was, in some ways, a difficult man to deal with; but no man had a better head for business — if he gave his confidence, you might be sure it was deserved, and he had entire confidence in me.”

“Hear, hear! Go on; I like to hear you.”

“When he said a thing he meant it. It’s always been a joke among those who knew him that Graham Patterson’s word was as good as a bank-note. He has told me more than once that when he was gone — —”

“He anticipated going?”

“Not more than other men; only, he was methodical and liked to have everything in order, and, if he could help it, leave nothing to chance. He has told me, as I have said, more than once, that when he was gone — since he only had a daughter — he had arranged that the whole management of the business should be in my hands, and that he had left me a small share in it. He said, frankly, some time ago that he would give me a share in it then and there; if it weren’t that he was the kind of man who never would get on with a partner; and that was the case — often he was difficult. I am sure, from what he told me, that it will be found that he has left the management of the business in my hands, as well as a share. What I don’t understand, therefore, is on what grounds you are taking up the position you appear to be doing. I am far from wishing to have any unpleasantness with you, Mr. Elmore, but I do not understand.”

“I represent Miss Patterson.”

“But I represent the business — which was her father’s, not hers.”

“But it’s hers now, you yourself admit that you only expect to be left a small share.”

“But I’m left the management.”

“That’s — I am far from wishing to have any unpleasantness with you, Mr. Andrews, but — you must know that that’s all tuppence.”

“Pray, Mr. Elmore, what do you mean by that? A will’s a will; its terms are not to be lightly set aside.”

“You have not told me how old you are, Mr. Andrews, but you have told me that you are my uncle’s senior.”

“So far as head for business goes, I am as young as ever I was.”

“I will not contradict you. I am inclined to think that you are as you were — thirty, forty years ago — that is, in a commercial sense, a thousand years behind the times.”

“You have no right to say that. What do you know about business — a young man like you?”

“I am a man of business, Mr. Andrews.”

“I was not aware of it until this moment.”

“You will be more clearly aware of it before long. I was prepared to marry my cousin had she been penniless, as only the other day — if she married me — she bade fair to be. In that event I would have made her fortune, and my own, as sure as you are sitting there. As events have turned out, so far from being penniless, she is, shall we say, the three-fourths proprietor of a flourishing business, with, probably, all the capital at her command which is needed for its development. Under such circumstances, why should I not devote my energies to the aggrandisement of her business? If I do, do you suppose for one instant — will or no will — that the management of affairs will be in your hands? That you will lead, and I shall follow? Absurd, Andrews; the business has reached a stage at which it can branch out advantageously in a dozen different directions.”

“I believe there’s something in what you say — if it’s in the hands of the right man.”

“I am the right man! In the case of equipment of the modern man of business, if he has a head upon his shoulders, youth is his strongest card — it assures his being abreast of the procession. I know what can be done with this business, and it shall be done; I’ll do it. In ten years it shall rank among the greatest of its kind in the City of London — in the world; if you live till then you’ll own it.”

“I’m a bachelor. I’ve saved enough to keep me in comfort. The business has been to me both wife and child, I could not love it better if it were my own. If I were sure that it would grow and flourish, always on a solid basis, I shouldn’t care so much about myself; but it would break my heart, if, for any cause whatever, it were to go to pieces.”

“It won’t; you’ll see. We’ll talk about it again when the exact conditions of my uncle’s will are known. Whatever they turn out to be, I shouldn’t be surprised if you and I get on better together than at this moment you may suppose — you’ll find that I like to get on with everyone. By the way, there is one disagreeable matter which, if we are to arrive at a perfect understanding, I ought to speak to you about. Are you aware that during the last few years various small acts of dishonesty have taken place in this office?”

“Mr. Elmore! I never heard of it.”

“My uncle knew; he was speaking to me on the subject only a day or two ago. I fancy he even knew who the culprit was. He told me that there were proofs of what he more than hinted at locked up in one of his drawers. It was because of what he said that I was so anxious to go through his papers before anyone else could get at them.”

“I hope, Mr. Elmore, you are not imputing dishonesty to me?”

“To you, my good Andrews! Do you think I don’t know an honest man when I see one? In that respect I am like my uncle. I am as sure as I am sure of anything that you are as honest a man as I am — rest quite easy on that score. I only wished to point out that while you supposed yourself to be keeping a sharp eye on everything, and that nothing which took place in the office escaped your notice, these irregularities were taking place beneath your very nose. However, on that subject also I may have to speak to you again later. Still another point. The inquest on my uncle is to be held to-day at Victoria Station. As you will readily understand, Miss Patterson is not in a condition to appear at such an inquiry, if her presence can be dispensed with; we are advised it can. She wishes me to ask you if you will appear at the inquiry, and give such formal evidence as may be required. I don’t know what questions will be asked you. Frankly, can you throw any light on any cause which may have induced his rash act? I take it he had no financial reason?”

“Absolutely none, of that I’m convinced. He had all the money he wanted, and there was nothing wrong with the business. It’s a mystery to me.”

“I fancy it will remain a mystery. Why some men and women make away with themselves is a mystery which only they themselves could have solved.”

“I don’t understand why you and he didn’t get on better together.”

“Nor I; to me it was a great disappointment. As you have said, he was difficult. He may have felt that my ideas on business matters were different from his, and didn’t like it.”

“Perhaps if he had lived it would have been different.”

“We shall never know what, in that case, might have happened. May I take it that, in the matter of the inquest, you will do as Miss Patterson asks?”

“I will — certainly.”

“Thank you. You increase the debt which she is conscious she owes you as her father’s right-hand man, and which, whatever the terms of his will may be, she will never forget.”

The lad entered to whom he had entrusted the letter.

“Mr. Parmiter has come back with me, sir; he’s outside.”

“Good; show him in. I think, Mr. Andrews, that, as the inquest is timed for noon, you had better be starting.”

The old man went out, and a young one came into the room — a young man, with a student’s face and fair hair. Although his cheeks were pale, his appearance was not unprepossessing. Elmore greeted him with outstretched hands. “Clarence, old man, it’s very good of you to come right away like this. I hope it’s not seriously inconvenienced you.”

“Not a bit. Between ourselves, I was sitting in the office twiddling my thumbs and wondering what I should do now I’d finished reading the paper.”

“I’ll give you something to do. Sit down. You’ve heard what’s happened to my uncle?”

“I remember your telling me you were with an uncle, but I don’t know how many uncles you have nor to which of them you’re referring.”

“I have, or, rather, had, only one uncle, and last night he committed suicide in the Brighton train.”

“Great Scott! Whatever for?”

“That’s it. I’ll tell you in as few words as possible what the position is. He’s left a daughter, an only child, who is now an orphan, to whom I’m engaged to be married. To her he was not — well, all that a father might have been; he drank, and he womanised.”

“Did he? Nice man!”

“That’s precisely what he was not — a nice man. She knew very little about his private affairs, though quite as much as she wanted. He may have killed himself because he was financially wrong, though, personally, I doubt it, or for any one of a score of reasons. You’ll guess the state of mind she’s in.”

“Naturally; in a case like that it’s those who are left who suffer most.”

“Of course. She’s anxious, before all else, to know where she stands — that is, to know the worst. His affairs were in the hands of a solicitor named Wilkes.”

“I know him — Stephen Wilkes; he’s an able man.”

“Maybe. But she doesn’t want him for her solicitor all the same for that, for reasons on which, later, I may enlarge. She’s asked me if I knew anyone who would act for her. I suggested you.”

“Thank you, Rodney. You always were a fellow who’d do a chap a good turn if you would.”

“Nonsense! Do you think that I don’t know you — even in the old schooldays? You’re as clever a man as you’d be likely to meet in a long day’s journey, and as dependable. You mayn’t have the largest practice in London to-day, but you will have. What’s more, I’d trust you with my bottom dollar, which is more than you can say of the general run of solicitors nowadays. I told her so.”

“I’ll try my best to prove worthy of your commendation.”

“I’ve no fear of that, not the least. You may consider Miss Patterson your client, and me; and we may both of us turn out to be quite good clients before we’ve done. I’ve asked you to come here in order to give you your first instructions.”

“I’m all ears.”

“Mr. Wilkes is in possession of my uncle’s will; he himself says so. Miss Patterson wanted him to hand it over to me to pass on to her, but he declined. Can’t you persuade him, acting on Miss Patterson’s behalf, to produce the will at the earliest possible moment — say this afternoon at four, in her house in Russell Square — and make known its contents then and there? She’ll not sleep till she knows the worst.”

“I can try what my persuasive powers will do. Presumably he knows its contents?”

“Presumably, since it is even probable that he drew it up.”

“By it he may be appointed to some office of trust.”

“Exactly. That’s one of the things she wants to know; because, if he is, she’ll leave no stone unturned to get him out of it. His relations with her father were such that she’ll not be induced to have relations of any kind with him.”

“I see; that’s how it is. Persons may be interested whose presence he may think desirable at the reading and who are not accessible at such short notice.”

“There’s nothing in that, Clarence. Candidly, some woman may be interested; it’s only surmise on my part, but it’s possible, and her presence would neither be essential nor advisable. There’s the feeling that whatever her father may have done, Wilkes will not be considering her interests only — that’s why she wants you. Get him to attend this afternoon in Russell Square with the will; that’ll prove to her that I knew what I was about in suggesting you.”

“I’ll do my utmost, but you clearly understand that I can’t force the man. There’s an etiquette in such matters; he’ll be perfectly in order if he stands on it.”

“Do your best, Clarence — that’s all I ask, and, if possible, let me know how it’s going to be inside an hour. I want to keep Miss Patterson posted in what is taking place. If you only knew what a state of mind she’s in!”

When Mr. Parmiter had gone, Rodney, having given instructions that, if it could be avoided, he was not to be disturbed, subjected the contents of the drawers in his uncle’s writing-table to a thorough examination. He came across some interesting items. There was a small leather-bound memorandum-book, which was locked. He opened it with a key which was on his uncle’s private bunch. In a flap attached to the cover were some cheques which had been duly presented and paid and some other papers. A glance at the contents of the book showed that they principally related to him, after a fashion which occasioned him surprise, blended with amusement. He had no idea that in his uncle the detective instinct had been so strongly developed. He tore the cheques and other papers into tiny bits, made a bonfire of them on an iron shovel, and ground the ashes into powder. The book itself he slipped into his jacket pocket. In one of the drawers was a canvas bag, containing quite a number of gold coins, while in a letter-case were several bank-notes. He put the bag into another of his pockets, just as it was, and transferred the notes to a letter-case of his own. He chanced just then to be hard pressed for ready cash, as, indeed, was his every-day condition. Should certain eventualities arise, the possession of that money might prove to be of the very first importance. In still another drawer he found an envelope which was endorsed, in his uncle’s handwriting, “Draft of my Will.” He studied the sheet of ruled foolscap which he took out of it with every appearance of absorbed interest. It was not a very lengthy document. When he had read it he laid it on the table, drew a long breath, and smiled.

“That’s all right! It mayn’t be all that Gladys would have liked it to be, but it might have been so much worse; it will serve. A good deal may depend on the exact wording; but, anyhow, between us we ought to be able to shape a will like that so that it shall mean, in the not very far-off future, that I shall be a millionaire — unless I’m a greater fool than I suppose. I’d like to wager a trifle that in me there’s the stuff that goes to the making of a modern millionaire, and if the will as it stands is on those lines, it ought to give me at least an outside chance of proving it. Here’s to you, Uncle P., and, if people can see from the other side, how happy the knowledge that your daughter and your business are in such capable hands should make you.” A lad came in with an envelope.

“A messenger boy has just brought this, sir.”

The note within ran:

 

“Dear Rodney, — I have carried out your first instructions to the letter, so I have begun well. Mr. Wilkes will be in Russell Square this afternoon at four with the will. Unless I hear from you to the contrary, I shall be there at half-past three — to be introduced to Miss Patterson, to receive any further instructions, and to be at hand in case I am wanted generally. You might let me have a message by bearer. — Yours sincerely,

“Clarence Parmiter.”


CHAPTER XIV

BUSINESS FIRST, PLEASURE AFTERWARDS

That afternoon there were five persons in the drawing-room of the house in Russell Square. Miss Patterson, who was already attired in garments of orthodox hue, in which Rodney felt that she did not look her best. It is your fair, slender women who appear to advantage in black — she was too big and dark. There was Rodney, who was also in mourning, which did become him; but, then, anything became him. He was one of your tall, graceful, well-set-up, debonair, handsome young fellows whom any tailor might find it worth his while to dress at reduced prices for the sake of the advertisement. The other three men also were in black: Mr. Wilkes’s dark blue cheeks almost matching his attire; Mr. Parmiter’s light hair and pale face standing out in marked relief; Mr. Andrews’s general air of colourlessness causing his sombre attire to make him seem older than it need have done. The proceedings were short — unexpectedly short — and to the point. Mr. Wilkes had met Miss Patterson before, and while her almost sullen manner suggested no fondness for him, his brusqueness hinted at no particular attachment for her. The keen-eyed Rodney, observing their demeanour, told himself that the lawyer had been too much the father’s friend to care overmuch for the child, which was, perhaps, as well, since it might make things easier.

The inquest was already over. Mr. Wilkes had been present, and had taken with him a physician whom he was aware that Graham Patterson had consulted. He testified that Mr. Patterson was suffering from a malady which would certainly have grown more painful as time went on, and was probably incurable. This statement, since it supplied the motive, caused the inquiry to assume briefer limits than it might have done; the obvious inference was that the knowledge of his parlous state had prompted Graham Patterson to take his fate into his own hands. Nothing could have been clearer to such men of the world as the coroner and his jury. All else that was said and done was mere formality. The doctor who had conducted the autopsy, Mr. Andrews, a police officer connected with the railway company, the guard of the train — all these gave formal evidence. The latter said that he had seen the deceased man come running down the platform at Brighton station just as the train was about to start; that he had noticed him getting into a carriage; that he recognised him when, at East Croydon, his attention had been called to him by the ticket collector, who, going to collect his ticket, found him sitting up in the corner of the carriage, dead. In view of the physician’s evidence, the whole affair was so transparently simple that no one thought of asking if anyone was in the compartment when he entered it at Brighton station. One of the jury did inquire if the train stopped between Brighton and East Croydon. When he was informed that it did not, it was generally felt that there was nothing more to be said. The hackneyed verdict was recorded as a matter of course — suicide while temporarily insane.

The whole affair struck Rodney, when he learnt all the particulars from Andrews, as distinctly droll. He realised that he owed Mr. Wilkes a debt of gratitude of which that gentleman had no notion. The physician had been an unknown quantity; Rodney, who, through devious channels, had heard of a good many things, had never heard of him. Had not the lawyer brought him on to the scene the situation might easily have become very much more difficult — for him. He would not be so hard on Stephen Wilkes as he had meant to be, but in his treatment of him would recognise that, as Parmiter had put it, he was an able man.

The will was the usual wordy, legal document. Stripped of its verbiage it was plain enough. It began with the legacies. A sufficient sum was to be set apart to buy an annuity of one hundred pounds a year for Agnes Sybil Armstrong, of an address at Hove. She was also to have five hundred pounds in cash and the furniture of the house in which she was residing.

Gladys, who had been warned by Rodney that she might expect something of the kind, pursed her lips together and looked at her cousin. Sitting with expectant eyes fixed on her, he had been waiting for her look, and greeted it with a reassuring smile.

Various legacies were left to servants in Russell Square, to clerks in St. Paul’s Churchyard, and to certain trade charities. Five thousand pounds was left to Stephen Wilkes, in recognition of a life-long friendship and of valued services — the lawyer’s voice was a trifle hesitant as he read this clause. One thousand pounds in cash and a tenth share in the business were left to Robert Fraser Andrews; and, since the testator’s only child was a daughter, he directed that the said Andrews should be appointed manager of his business, under the conditions which followed.

The whole residue of his estate, real and personal, he left to his daughter, Gladys, unreservedly. At this point the cousins again exchanged glances. Andrews was to manage the business for five years; at the end of that period, or in the event of his death, Gladys might appoint his successor, or dispose of the business, whichever she chose. No radical change in the conduct of the business was to be made without consulting her, and she was to have the right of veto. She was to have access to the accounts at all times, with right of comment.

The testator went on to say that Stephen Wilkes had acted as his legal adviser for many years, and to express a strong wish that he would continue in that capacity for his daughter. He hoped that she would consult him freely, both in the conduct of the business and in her affairs generally, and act on his advice. He appointed Robert Fraser Andrews and Stephen Wilkes his executors.

So soon as he had finished the reading of the will Mr. Wilkes observed:

“In order to avoid misunderstanding, I wish to state that, since I have reason to believe that my services would not be welcome — and, indeed, learn that another solicitor has already been retained, whom I see present — I wish to withdraw at the earliest possible moment from all connection with Mr. Patterson’s estate and affairs, and also that I renounce administration. I will not act as executor.”

When the lawyer stopped, Mr. Andrews had his say:

“I’m very much in the same position as Mr. Wilkes. If Miss Patterson would rather I did not act as manager, I have not the slightest wish to press my claim. I’m given to understand, Miss Patterson, that Mr. Elmore here is likely to become your husband. From a conversation I had with him this morning, I — I’m inclined to think that I am older than I supposed, and that it would be to your advantage and to the advantage of the business that the management of affairs should be in his hands. Also, if you wish it, so as not to be a clog on you in any way, I will not act as executor.”

Rodney answered for his cousin:

“You must act as executor, Mr. Andrews; Miss Patterson will very unwillingly release you from that duty. The other point she will discuss with you later; you will find that she is as anxious to consider your wishes as you are to consider hers. I may remark to you, Mr. Wilkes, as well as to Mr. Andrews, that Miss Patterson is grateful for the delicate thought which prompts your proposed action, and she will endeavour in all she does to show that she appreciates at its full value all that you have done for her father, and, by consequence, for her. I think, gentlemen, that, at present, that is all.”

The meeting was dissolved. The three gentlemen dismissed. The cousins were left together. Kneeling before the armchair on which Miss Patterson was seated, Rodney drew her towards him and kissed her with a sort of mock solemnity.

“My congratulations, lady! if I may venture to kiss one who is now a person of property and importance. I hope you won’t mind, but I almost wish, for my sake, that you hadn’t quite so much money.”

She put out her hand and softly stroked his hair.

“That’s nonsense. How much money have I got?”

“Roughly, I suppose that the business brings in four or five thousand a year, and you’ve forty or fifty thousand pounds in what represents cash. You’re a rich woman.”

“Then, if you do marry me, you’ll be a rich man.”

“There’s one thing — put the business at its highwater mark, say that in its best year it brings in five thousand pounds — in ten years it shall bring in fifty thousand.”

“Rodney, don’t be too speculative. We’ve enough to get along with; let’s be sure of having a good time with what there is.”

“My dear lady, I’m no speculator — not such a fool; but I don’t want to see a gold-mine producing only copper. You’ve twice the head your father had, and keener, because younger, eyes. Shortly I shall hope to lay my ideas before you; when you have assimilated them, you will be able to judge for yourself whether or not they’re speculative. You’ll see, what even old Andrews already sees, that you’re the possessor of a gold-mine — a veritable gold-mine — which hitherto has been worked as if it were merely a copper-mine. When you begin to work it as a gold-mine, in less than ten years it will be bringing you in fifty thousand pounds a year; I shouldn’t be surprised if it brings you twice as much — honestly.”

“A hundred thousand pounds a year, Rodney!”

“Wait — you’ll see! This is the age of miracles, which, when you look into them, have the simplest natural causes. Seriously, Gladys, there’s no reason why, properly handled, the business of which you are now the sole proprietress — because you can easily get rid of Andrews — should not make you rich beyond the dreams of avarice. Wilkes has been quick in taking the hint, hasn’t he?”

“I don’t like him — I never did. I think I shall like Mr. Parmiter much better.”

“I’m sure you will. He’s an awfully good sort and as clever as they make them — and straight! He’ll make your interests his own.”

There was a momentary pause. The gentleman was still kneeling in front of the armchair, and the lady was still stroking his hair. There was a look on her face which was half comical and half something else as she changed the topic.

“Rodney, who’s Agnes Sybil Armstrong?”

“I don’t know, and don’t you ask. Let her have her hundred a year, and go hang!”

“Does every man have an Agnes Sybil Armstrong?”

“Emphatically no; only — I was going to say only men like your father, but perhaps you wouldn’t like it.”

“I wonder — will you ever have one?”

“Gladys! Lady, if a man loves one woman, that’s all the feminine kind he’ll ever want, especially — if she’s a woman like you. Doesn’t your instinct tell you that when you’re my wife, I’ll — be satisfied, in every sense?”

“I hope so. If you weren’t, I — I shouldn’t like it.”

“I should say not. May I hope that there is some possibility of your being my wife?”

“I have some ideas in that direction now, though on Saturday I thought I never should. How prophetic you were? You almost foretold what has happened — almost as if you saw it coming. Did you know that he was ill?”

“I had a shrewd suspicion; but you don’t suppose I foresaw what actually did happen?”

“I dare say that yours was not the prophetic vision quite to that extent. I wonder why he didn’t like you?”

“I’m nearly sure that with him it was a case of Dr. Fell — the reason why he couldn’t tell. When you came on the scene he hated me because you didn’t.”

“Didn’t you do anything to ruffle him — to rub him the wrong way?”

“Never — consciously. I’ve a notion — it’s only a notion, but my notions are apt to be pretty near the mark — that he had some idea of marrying you to Mr. Stephen Wilkes.”

“Rodney! Good gracious! What a notion!”

“As I remarked, it’s only a notion; but I can put two and two together, and something in the gentleman’s manner this morning put the crown on my suspicions.”

“I’d rather have died.”

“Or married me? Well — do! How soon could you make it convenient?”

“How soon would you like it to be?”

“This is Monday. Say Thursday — next?”

“Rodney! How can you?”

“Then make it Friday — if you’ve no prejudice against the day.”

“I’ll never be married on a Friday.”

“Then postpone it to that far-off date, Saturday, or even Monday. I don’t know if you want a smart wedding; if you do, what indefinite postponement may the conventions require?”

“I don’t want a smart wedding.”

“That sounds hopeful. You’re all I want; I don’t know if I’m all you want.”

“Well; you are one thing.”

“Am I? Thanks — you have a nice way. I tell you what, I’ll get a special licence — hang the expense — and we’ll be married on Monday.”

“I won’t be married in black, and I will have one bridesmaid; I’ll have Cissie Henderson. She’s my particular friend; she likes you; she’s been on our side all through; and she’ll strain a point — when I’ve put it to her as I shall, she’ll have to. As a matter of fact, I believe she’ll love to.”

“And Clarence Parmiter shall be my best man, and old Andrews shall give you away.”

“I don’t know about old Andrews.”

“Then old Andrews shan’t! So long as I get you I don’t care who gives you away; if it comes to that, we’ll make it worth the verger’s while. Then we’ll go off for a whole month, and have a rare old spree.”

“That sounds inviting.”

“And while we’re away Andrews and Parmiter between them shall get things ship-shape; and when we come back, under her majesty’s directions I shall put my shoulder to the wheel and start making her the richest woman in the world — and the happiest.”

“The conceit of him! Mind you do make me happy. Will you?”

“Don’t you think I shall?”

“If I hadn’t hopes in that direction you — wouldn’t be where you are.”

“Where shall we go to?”

“Wherever you like.”

“Then — —”

He leaned forward and whispered in her ear. She put her arms about his neck and drew him to her.


CHAPTER XV

MABEL JOYCE

When Rodney Elmore got back to his rooms it was somewhat late. Some letters were on the table in his sitting-room, and a telegram from Stella Austin. One of those voluminous telegrams which women send when they are in no mood to consider that each unnecessary word means another halfpenny. It was, indeed, a little letter, in which she expressed both sympathy and disappointment. She was so sorry to hear the bad news about his uncle, and assured him — with apparent disregard of the fact that the message might possibly pass through several persons’ hands — that he had much better come to her if he was able, since she would console him as nobody else could.

“I shall be terribly disappointed if you do not come,” it went on, “so please do come. There are heaps of things I wish to say to you — simply heaps. So mind, Rodney, dear, you are to come some time this evening, and you are to let nothing keep you away from your own Stella.”

It was a love-letter which this young lady had flashed across the wires at a halfpenny a word, evidently caring nothing if strangers learned what was in her heart so long as he did. He was still considering it when Miss Joyce came into the room with a decanter and a glass upon a tray.

“Miss Austin’s been to see you,” she observed. “I suppose that telegram’s from her.”

“Did she tell you it was from her?”

“She came in and looked about her at pretty nearly everything, and saw it lying on the table, and said she’d sent you a telegram, and supposed that was it. I thought she was going to walk off with it, but she didn’t. I expected she’d want to stop till you came in, as Miss Patterson did last night, but I told her I knew you’d an important engagement in the City, and knew you wouldn’t be in till very late; so she went.”

“Thank you; I’m glad she didn’t stay.”

“I thought you would be. She asked me if I was the servant. I don’t think she liked the look of me.”

There was something in his attitude which suggested that he was expecting her to leave the room, and would have liked her to. When she showed no sign of going he commented on her last remark.

“That was rather bad taste on her part.”

“Wasn’t it?”

Having done with the telegram, he began to examine the letters. She watched him with an expression in her pale blue eyes which, if he had been conscious of it, might have startled him. It was plain from his manner that he intended to offer her no encouragement either to continue the conversation or to remain in the room. After a perceptible interval, she said, with an abruptness which was a little significant:

“I was at the inquest.”

He glanced up.

“You were where? At the inquest? Oh! What was the attraction? And how did you get in?”

“I believe the public are admitted to inquests. They’re supposed to be public inquiries, aren’t they? Also, I had a friend at court; and, anyhow, I wasn’t the only person there. I suppose Miss Patterson is a rich woman now.”

“She’ll have money.”

“Are you going to marry her?”

“Why do you ask?”

“Or are you going to marry Miss Austin?”

“Pray why do you ask that?”

“When Miss Patterson was here last night I thought there was an air about her as if she considered you her property; when Miss Austin was here this evening I thought the same thing of her. Odd, wasn’t it?”

“The only thing odd about it, my dear Mabel, is that you should have such a vivid imagination. Both these ladies are old friends of mine.”

“Old friends, are they? In what sense? In the sense that I’m an old friend?”

“No one could be nicer than you have been.”

“I see. Have they been nice to you like that?”

“My dear Mabel, in what quarter sits the wind? Where’s Mrs. Joyce?”

“Mother’s out; she’s going to stay at aunt’s till to-morrow. You and I are alone together.”

“Good business! Come and give me a kiss.”

“No, don’t touch me; I won’t have it.”

“There is something queer about the wind! What’s wrong? Is there anything wrong?”

“I’m trying to tell you. It’s not easy, but I’m going to tell you if you’ll give me a chance.”

“You’ve some bee in your bonnet. Let me get it out.”

“You give me a chance, I say! I tried to tell you last night, but I couldn’t. But I’m going to tell you now; I’ve got to!”

“Have you? Couldn’t you tell me a little closer, instead of standing all that distance off?”

“I wouldn’t come nearer for — for anything.”

“Mabel! After all these years!”

“Yes, after all these years! How long have you been here?”

“I never had a memory for dates.”

“More than four years you have been here.”

“So long as that? And it hasn’t seemed a day too long.”

“I was a kid in short skirts when you first came.”

“And a very pretty kid you were. Almost as pretty even then as you are now.”

“Rodney, have you ever cared for me a little bit?”

“Have I ever cared? Haven’t I shown it?”

“Shown it? You call that showing it? My word!”

“What is the matter with the girl? I’ve never seen you like this before.”

“Suppose — something was going to happen?”

“Well, isn’t something always going to happen? What especially awful thing are you afraid is going to happen?”

“Suppose — something was going to happen — to me — because of you? Suppose — I was going — —”

Her voice died away, her eyes fell.

“You don’t mean that — —”

“I do.”

“Good God! It’s — it’s impossible!”

“Why is it impossible? It’s true.”

“But, my — my dear girl, it can’t be.”

“Why can’t it be? It is.”

“But — you’re not sure. How can you be sure? You know, my dear Mabel, how you do fancy things. I’ll bet ten to one that you’re mistaken.”

“Do you suppose that I haven’t tried to make myself think that I’m mistaken? I wouldn’t believe it. But it’s no use pretending any longer; it’s sure. What are you going to do?”

“What am I going to do? That’s — that’s a nice brick to aim at a fellow without the slightest warning.”

“I’m sorry; I can’t help it; I must know. What are you going to do?”

“My dear girl, you know that you’ve no more actual knowledge on such a subject than I have. I hope — and I think it’s very possible — that you are wrong. Let’s, first of all, make sure.”

“Very well — we’ll make sure. And when we’ve made sure what are you going to do — if it is sure?”

“We’ll discuss that when we’ve made sure. Give me a chance to think; you’ve had one. It seems that you’ve guessed, goodness knows how long. Give me a chance to get my thoughts into order.”

“I can’t wait; I must know now. What are you going to do — if it is sure?”

“I’ll do everything that a man can do — you know that perfectly well. You’ve knocked the sense all out of me! Do give me a chance to think! Don’t look at me with that stand-and-deliver air! Come here, old lady, and let me kiss those pretty eyes of yours; I can’t bear to have them look like that.”

“Don’t touch me — don’t dare! You say you’ll do everything a man can do. Does that mean you’ll marry me?”

“Marry you! Mabel!”

“Don’t you mean that you will marry me?”

“My dear girl, it’s — it’s impossible!”

“Why is it impossible? Are you married already?”

“Good Lord, no!”

“Then why can’t you marry me?”

“As if you didn’t know!”

“What do I know?”

“As if there weren’t a thousand reasons! As if you weren’t almost as well posted in my financial position as I am myself! As if you didn’t know how hard I’ve found it to pay my way — that, in fact, I haven’t paid it! If I were to marry you, financially there’d be an end of me; and in every other way! Not only should I be worse than penniless, but there’d be absolutely no prospect of my ever being anything else.”

“I shouldn’t be worse off as your wife than I am now.”

“Oh, wouldn’t you? You would; don’t you make any error! I’ve never said a word to you about marriage.”

“That’s true, nor should I have said it to you if it hadn’t been for this.”

“There you are — that’s frank. There’s been no deception on either side. After all that there’s been between us don’t let’s have any unpleasantness, for both our sakes. I’m as sorry for the position to which we’ve managed to bring things as you can be; you must know I am. At present I’m stony, but shortly I hope to have the command of plenty of money.”

“Are you going to get it from Miss Patterson or Miss Austin?”

“What does it matter where it comes from?”

“So far as I’m concerned it matters a good deal.”

“It’ll be my own money.”
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“If I do marry you I’ll have no money?”

“Are you going to get it with your wife? Which wife?”

“I can understand how you’re feeling, so I’ll try not to mind your being bitter, though it isn’t like you one scrap. I can only implore you to trust me, to leave it all to me; I’ll arrange everything. If you’re right in what you fear you’ll find a place ready for you when the time comes, in which you’ll be comfortable, in which you’ll have everything you want, and when it’s over, if you like you can come home again, and no one will be one whit the wiser, and you won’t be an atom the worse. It’s done every day.”

“Is it? And the child — what about the child?”

“The child? If it is my child — —”

“If? if? if? What do you mean by ‘if’? You’d better be careful, Rodney, what you are saying. What do you mean by ‘if’?”

“My dear girl, it was only a way of speaking.”

“Then don’t you speak that way. ‘If’ it is your child! When you knew me I was innocent, and I’m innocent now except for you. Don’t you dare to say if! You know it is your child!”

“My dear girl, of course I know it’s my child. You won’t let a fellow finish what he is going to say. I was only going to say that the child shall want for nothing; it shall have everything a child can have. So shall you; you’ll be much better off than if you were my wife.”

“If the child is born, and I am not your wife, I’ll kill myself — and it. Or, rather, if I’m not going to be your wife, I’ll kill myself before it’s born, as sure as you are alive.”

“Mabel, don’t talk like that — don’t! I can’t bear it. If you only knew how it hurts!”

“Hurts! As if anything hurts you! Nothing could hurt you, nothing; you’re not built that way. Do you suppose that I don’t know what kind of man you are — that you’re an all-round bad lot?”

“To say a thing like that, after pretending to care for me!”

“Pretending! There wasn’t much pretence about my caring; I proved it. You wouldn’t let me rest until I did. Not only did I care for you, but I do care for you; and I shall continue to care for you as long as I live. No other man can ever be to me what you have been.”

“That’s more like the Mabel I know.”

“But don’t imagine that I’m under any delusion about you; you’ll know better by the time I’ve done. You’re the kind of man who’s not to be trusted with a girl. You make love to every woman you meet — what you call love! You’re entangled with no end of women. I know! I don’t know how many think you’re going to marry them, but I shouldn’t be surprised if Miss Patterson and Miss Austin both think you are. If I were to go and tell them, do you think they’d marry you? Not they; they’re not that sort.”

“But you won’t tell them. You’re not that sort either. I, perhaps, know you better than you know yourself.”

“It’s this way. Even you mayn’t know who you’re going to marry, but I do. You’re going to marry me.”

“I wish I were. I’ll admit so much. But — we can’t always do what we wish, my dear.”

“You can, and do; that’s what makes you dangerous — at first to others, in the end to yourself. Rodney, I don’t want to say something which will change the whole face of the world for both of us, but I’ll have to if you make me. Don’t you make me! Say you’ll marry me.”

“My dear child — —”

“Don’t talk like that to me; don’t you do it! You’re duller than I thought, or long before this you’d have seen what I was driving at. Now, you listen to me; I’ll tell you. To-day I was at the inquest.”

“That fact, I assure you, in spite of my dullness, I have appreciated already. What I still fail to understand is what the attraction was.”

“Attraction! You call it an attraction! You wait. I’ve always thought that an inquest was to find out the truth, not to hide it up. The idea of that one seemed to be to conceal, not to reveal. The coroner was an old idiot, as blind as a bat. He’d got a notion into his head, and as there wasn’t room for more than one at a time — why, there it was! I went there knowing nothing, guessing nothing, suspecting nothing. The inquest hadn’t hardly begun before I saw everything, knew everything, understood everything. But the coroner, the jury, and the witnesses — they knew less at the end than the beginning.”

“Your words suggest that nature erred in making you a pretty girl, and therefore incompetent to be a coroner.”

“According to the guard of the train, your uncle was found sitting up in a corner of the carriage, with a box in his hand, in which were some of the things with which he is supposed to have poisoned himself. The box was handed round for the coroner and jury to look at. Directly I saw it I knew it.”

If Elmore changed countenance it was only very slightly, and the change went as quickly as it came; yet one felt that for an instant it had been there.

“Is that so? What sort of box was it? It must have been something rather out of the common run of boxes for you to have recognised it at what, I take it, was some little distance.”

“I was close enough, close enough to take it in my hand if I had wanted; and it was all that I could do to keep my hand from off it. And it was very much what you call out of the common run of boxes. It was a silver box, Chinese, with Chinese engraving on it, about an inch and a half long, round, and a little thicker than a fountain pen.”

“You seem to have observed it pretty closely.”

“It was not the first time I’d seen it. The first time I saw it it was on your dressing-table.”

Again, if Elmore’s expression altered, it was only as if a flickering something had come and gone in his eyes.

“You may have seen a box like it on my dressing-table. You certainly never saw the one you saw this morning.”

“The box was on your dressing-table. I picked it up and asked you what it was. You said you believed it was a Chinese sweetmeat box. I said that if it was it did not hold many sweets. You laughed and said it was very old, and that you believed it came from Pekin, and that some of the carvings on it were Chinese characters, but you didn’t know what they meant. I opened it. Inside it were some of the white things which were in it when they handed it round this morning. I asked you if they were sweets. You said that those who wanted a long, long sleep would find them sweet enough; and you took the box from me as you said it. I thought there was something queer about you and the box, and when you put it down for a moment I picked it up again, and, with some scissors which were on the table, scratched some marks on the bottom — I myself hardly know why. But when I saw that box this morning it was all I could do to keep from asking the coroner if they were on the bottom. I could describe them perfectly; I should know them again. I can see them now.”

“What a vivid imagination you have, and what powers of observation! Even granting that, by some odd coincidence, that box was my box, what’s the inference you draw from it, when the simple explanation is that it was a present to my uncle from his affectionate nephew?”

“I daresay it was a present, but not in the sense you mean. You went to Brighton yesterday by the Pullman, but you didn’t come back by it.”

“Pray, who is your informant, and what’s the relevancy to your previous remarks?”

“George Dale, who has the bed-sitting-room upstairs, and who cares for me in a different way to what you do, because he wants me to be his wife.”

“Then why the — something don’t you oblige him? Isn’t he respectable?”

“Oh, he’s respectable.”

“Then could there be a sounder proposition? A man who loves you, who would be all that a husband ought to be! I tell you what, on the day you marry him an unknown benefactor will settle on you a thousand pounds — something like a fortune.”

“You can talk to me like that, knowing what you know! After what you’ve done to me you want to pass me on to someone else. That finishes it! Now you listen. George Dale’s a booking clerk at Victoria Station. He recognised you, though you didn’t him.”

“Quite possibly, if he was on the other side of the peep-hole, and seeing that I’ve only seen him two or three times in my life.”

“He gave you your ticket for the Pullman. All the seats are numbered; he made a note of your number. Your ticket wasn’t among those which were given up by the passengers who came back by the Pullman, but it was among those which were collected from the train which reached Victoria at 11.30. The guard saw you get into the train at Redhill Station. You got into a first-class compartment with a little man. You two were the only first-class passengers who got in at Redhill, so he took particular notice. You were in the London Bridge part of the train. At East Croydon someone else got into your compartment. You got out and went back to the Victoria part. The guard, shutting your carriage door, took particular notice of you again.”

“Your friend the guard appears to be as quick to observe as he is to impart the fruits of his observation.”

“He wasn’t my friend, only Mr. Dale introduced me to him, and he was kind enough to answer a question or two. Mr. Dale also introduced me to the guard of the train in which your uncle was. I asked him if it stopped anywhere. He thought a bit, and then said that it did once, for about a minute, in Redhill tunnel, because the signal was against it. I haven’t made inquiries yet, but I shouldn’t be surprised if someone saw you get into your uncle’s train at Brighton. As that train stopped in Redhill tunnel, it’s not hard to understand how, or why, you got into another train a little later at Redhill Station.”

“You surprise me, Mabel. I hadn’t a ghost of an idea that you had such a genius for ferreting.”

“It’s easy enough. If that coroner hadn’t had a notion in his head when he started, he might have got at the facts as easily as I have.”

“And, from what you call the facts, what is the inference you draw? What dreadful charge against me have you been formulating in your mind?”

“Rodney, a wife can’t give evidence against her husband in a charge of murder.”

“I believe I have heard as much. And then?”

“I’m the only creature in the world who has any suspicion. If you marry me you’re safe.”

“You, pretending to love me, can marry the sort of man you believe I am?”

“It is because I do love you that I am willing to marry you, knowing you to be the kind of man you are.

“Your standard of morality is not a high one.”

“It’s what you’ve made it.”

“Mabel, while you have got parts of your story right, the inferences you draw from it are all wrong; but I’m not going to attempt any denials.”

“I shouldn’t; lies won’t help you — not with me.”

“So you also think that I’m a liar?”

“I’m sure of it; you’re a born liar. Sometimes I don’t believe you know yourself if you are speaking the truth.”

“One thing I’ve learnt this evening — that you’re a born actress. I am speaking the absolute truth when I assure you that I never for one second dreamt that you had the opinion of me you seem to have.”

“I never really began to understand you myself till last night. Just before you came in Mr. Dale had gone to bed. He told me, as he went upstairs, that your uncle had been found dead in the Brighton train, and that you had gone to Brighton in the Pullman; and he wondered, laughing, if it was you who had killed him. Then Miss Patterson came with her air of owning you, and you came and went out with her again as with one whom you were going to make your wife, and something happened inside my head and I began to understand. All night I scarcely slept for thinking, and in the morning, somehow, I knew; and all day I have been learning much more, until now I know you — for the man you are.”

“My dear Mabel, one thing I do see plainly, that you’re not very well, that your nerves are out of order, and play you tricks. Let’s both turn in. I, for one, am tired, and I’m sure that a good night’s rest will do you good; and to-morrow we’ll continue our talk where it left off.”

“Rodney, you’ll give me at once a written promise of marriage, or I’ll communicate with Inspector Harlow, and in the morning you’ll be charged with murder.”

“Do you wish me to suppose that you are speaking seriously?”

“We’ll be married at a registrar’s — it doesn’t matter where, so long as we are married, and at a registrar’s it’s quickest. You can get a licence for £2 3s. 6d.; I’ll get it, I’ve enough money for that, and then the day after you can be married. If I get the licence to-morrow we can be married on Thursday — and we will.”

“We can be married on Thursday, can we, you and I? This sounds like comic opera, and, as the song says, ‘When we are married, what shall we do?’”

“You can do as you please. I shall have my marriage lines, and that’s all I care about.”

“So you propose to haul me to the registrar, and chain me to you, and souse me in the gutter, and ruin my career, and render life not worth living, not because you’ve any special ambition for yourself, nor even because you crave for the sweets of my society, but in order that you may have somewhere locked up in a drawer what you call your marriage lines. This seems to me like using a steam hammer to crack a nut.”

“I’ve got a sheet of paper; you sit down and write what I tell you.”

She laid on the table a sheet of paper which she had taken out of her blouse. As he looked at it he laughed.

“Stamped — a sixpenny stamp, as I’m a sinner! Do you know, my dear, that this is a bill form which you’ve got here, good for any amount up to fifty pounds. Wherever did you get the thing? And what use do you suppose it is to you? What a practical-minded child it is! And I never guessed it till now! Tis a wonderful world that we live in!”

“You get a pen and write.”

He took a fountain pen and a blotting pad from a table at the side, and spread out on the latter the crumpled bill stamp.

“Here we are. Now for the writing. ‘Three months after date I promise to pay.’ Is that the sort of thing I’m to write?”

“You write what I tell you.”

“Tell on; I’m waiting.”

“Write: ‘I, Rodney Elmore, promise to marry on Thursday next Mabel Joyce, who is about to bear a child of which I am the father.’ Have you got that? Why aren’t you writing?”

“Before I start I want to see the finish; that is, I want to know all that I am to write.”

“Except your signature and the date, that is all.”

“Rather a considerable all, eh? What use do you suppose this will be to you when you’ve got it?”

“That’s my business.”

“What do you propose to do with it?”

“Nothing. If you marry me I’ll give it you before we leave the registrar’s.”

“And if I don’t?”

“You’ll be in gaol.”

“I see; that’s it. If I don’t write I’m in the cart, and if I do write and don’t marry I’m also in the cart.”

“I’m fighting for my life.”

“And I lose mine either way.”

“How do you make that out? Who’s there to be afraid of except me?”

“If I do marry you I might as well be dead, and if I don’t you’ll do your best to bring my death about.”

She was silent. They eyed each other, she standing at one side of the table, he sitting at the other. In the white-faced woman, with the rigid features and close-set lips, who looked at him with such unfaltering gaze, he scarcely recognised the pretty, dainty, blue-eyed girl whom it seemed only yesterday he had wooed and won. He was sufficiently a physiognomist and student of character to be aware that this woman meant every word she said. As this knowledge was borne more clearly in on him a curious something came into his own eyes — the something which had been there last night in the train. He spoke very softly.

“Mabel?”

Her voice fell as his had done.

“Well?”

“We are alone together in the house, you and I.”

“We are; as you were alone with your uncle in the railway carriage.”

“Why shouldn’t I serve you as you persist in hinting that I served him? What reason is there?”

“None.”

“Then — why shouldn’t I?”

“You can.”

“I can — what?”

“Kill me.”

“Knowing me, as you pretended to know me, you’re not afraid?”

“I shall never be afraid of you.”

“You seem to flatter me all at once.”

“I don’t care what you do to me. I’d rather you killed me than not marry me — much.”

“You wouldn’t be so easy to explain. You’d want a lot of explaining if they found you dead.”

When he stopped she was still looking at him with eyes which never flinched. He went on:

“You wouldn’t be difficult to manage.”

“I shouldn’t resist. If you broke my head to pieces with the poker I wouldn’t make a sound.”

“The poker? Not such a fool! He would be sanguine who hoped to explain a poker.”

He had been sitting back in his chair; now, leaning forward, he rested his arms on the table.

“Suppose I had another of those things which were in the silver box. If I gave it to you would you take it?”

“No.”

Her face had become all at once so pale that her very lips seemed white.

“I should have to go through the form of making you.”

“You would have to do to me what you did to your uncle.”

“And if I did, what then? — what then?”

If he expected an answer it did not come. She stood confronting him, so immobile that she scarcely seemed to breathe. The smile was on his face which had seemed the night before to give it such unpleasant significance, as if unholy thoughts were chasing each other through his mind.

“I’ll be frank with you.”

If he expected her to speak he was again disappointed.

“If I could explain you — I’d do it, but I don’t see how I could. How can I? Suggest an explanation.”

“You won’t kill me; you dare not. You only killed your uncle because you thought you wouldn’t be found out.”

“You think that was the only reason? You don’t think that I had a choice of evils, and that I merely chose what seemed to be the lesser?”

“I wonder why you killed him?”

“In your case you wouldn’t wonder?”

“Was it because of Miss Patterson?”

“As how?”

“Because you’ve treated her as you’ve treated me, and her father found out. If I thought — if I thought —— Take that paper and write on it what I told you — now! now! now!”

“And if I don’t?”

“If you don’t kill me — and you won’t, you’re afraid — I’ll have you hanged!”

“So with you also it is a choice of evils.”

“Write what I told you — write it — —”

She had raised her voice nearly to a scream. All at once she was still, leaving her sentence unfinished. There were sounds without of a key being put in a lock, of a door being opened, of steps in the passage. She spoke in a whisper, hurriedly, eagerly, and the fashion of her countenance was changed:

“That’s Mr. Dale come back from the station. If you don’t write what I told you now, I’ll call him in — I will!”

He also spoke in a whisper, and in some subtle fashion his countenance was also changed:

“Mabel, don’t — don’t be hard on me.”

“Then write, write what I told you; write it now. If I do call him in it’ll be too late. Write!”

He drew the bill stamp towards him and picked up the fountain pen. His air was more than a trifle sullen.

“What am I to write?”

“You know perfectly well. Write: ‘I, Rodney Elmore, promise to marry on Thursday next Mabel Joyce, who is about to bear a child of which I am the father.’ Write that. Now sign it, put your name at the bottom, and the date. I’ll blot it.”

Drawing the pad to her she blotted what Elmore had written; then, after a glance at what was on it, began to return it to her blouse, while the young gentleman sat and watched.

“I’m going to put this into an envelope with a note I’m going to write, and give it to Mr. Dale, and tell him to keep it for me till I ask for it; and if I don’t ask for it he’ll know why.”

“So, in writing that, I have not only put myself in your power, but also in Mr. Dale’s.”

“I tell you that if you do marry me on Thursday I’ll give it you again before we leave the registrar’s; but if for any cause you don’t, even if you put me out of the way, Mr. Dale will see that you are made to smart.”

A voice was heard calling to her without:

“Miss Joyce.”

She replied to it.

“All right, Mr. Dale. You’ll find your supper all ready for you in the parlour; I’m coming now.”

She went, the bill form inside her blouse. Mr. Elmore was left to his own reflections. He remained just as she had left him, leaning forward, his arms upon the table, looking with unblinking eyes straight in front of him, as if he hoped to find in space an answer to a problem which was difficult to solve.


CHAPTER XVI

THOMAS AUSTIN, SENIOR

Miss Joyce came into Mr. Elmore’s bedroom the next morning before he was out of it. As a matter of fact, he was arranging his tie before the looking-glass with that nice care which is becoming to a young gentleman of looks.

“There’s a gentleman come to see you — a Mr. Austin. I should say from the look of him that he’s the father of the Miss Austin who was here last evening.”

“The thing is possible.”

“I don’t know what he’s come about.”

“It’s conceivable that you soon will know if you keep your ear close enough to my sitting-room door. Mr. Austin has rather a hearty way of speaking.”

“Don’t you talk to me like that! You know I’ve never played the spy on you yet, and you know I never will. But don’t you make any mistake about last night. Mr. Dale’s got that paper you wrote and my letter in a sealed envelope, and if you don’t turn up on Thursday you’ll be sorry.”

“Thank you so much for the information. Now, let me clearly understand. If, as you put it, I do turn up on Thursday, what is going to happen — after the ceremony?”

“All I want is my marriage lines. I’m coming straight back home; you can do as you like.”

“If I like can I go through a similar ceremony with Miss Jones or Miss Brown?”

“If I thought you were going to be up to any game of that sort I’d — I’d — —”

“Yes — you’d what?”

“I’d go and talk to your Mr. Austin to begin with. Don’t you get any ideas of that kind in your head; don’t you try it on.”

“I’ve no intention of, as you again put it, ‘trying it on,’ not I. I only wondered. Then, at least, you won’t insist on the position being made instantly public?”

“I don’t care if it’s made public or not. All I want is my marriage lines — when the time comes.”

“And you quite understand that, whatever the relations may be, from the legal point of view, in which we stand to each other, you’ll get no money out of me, for the sufficient reason that I shall have none to give you.”

“I don’t want your money. I don’t want anything from you except that one thing; and — and — mind you do turn up!”

“I’ve been thinking things over in the silent watches of the night, and I’ve quite decided that I will turn up.”

“Mind you do!”

“I will, I will; be assured I will. Now I believe I’m ready. I was thinking of troubling you to tell Mr. Austin that I’ll be with him in a second, but I’ll save you that trouble.”

“Mind — —”

Standing by the door she was beginning a sentence. He cut her short.

“All right, my dear; I’ll mind. Would you mind getting out of the way?”

She moved aside to let him pass. He went down the stairs to his sitting-room below, quickly, lightly, humming a tune as he went, as if he had not a care in the world; and with a face which was all sunshine he entered his visitor’s presence.

“My dear Rodney, this is an unconventional hour at which to pay a call, but I didn’t think that in my case you’d mind about conventions, and I thought that, as I didn’t get a chance of speaking to you last night, I’d have a few words with you before you started for the City. I suspect that I needn’t tell you that I was glad to hear the news from Stella.”

The speaker was a short, sturdily-built, fresh-coloured man, probably somewhere in the fifties, whose neatly trimmed beard was a shade whiter than his hair. A pair of bright eyes looked out from behind gold-rimmed spectacles; about his whole appearance there was a suggestion of health, vigour, and clean living. He took both the young man’s hands in his, looking up at him as at one whom he both esteemed and liked.

“You’re on the tall side. Stella always did like six-footers. I shouldn’t wonder if that’s the main reason why she’s contracted a fondness for you.”

Rodney laughed.

“It’s very good of you, sir, to look me up in this unceremonious way. You must join me at breakfast.”

“On this occasion I’ve been an earlier bird than you — I’ve breakfasted — but I will join you in a cup of coffee.”

Rodney rang the bell. Miss Joyce entered with the breakfast on a tray. As she was placing the various articles on the table the two men scarcely spoke. The young man was examining the outsides of three or four letters which the morning post had brought; the elder, who had taken up his position before the fireplace, was for the most part observing Miss Joyce. When she had gone he said:

“That’s not a bad-looking young woman. Who is she?”

“She’s the landlady’s daughter.”

“Don’t they keep a servant?”

“I fancy they do at intervals, someone who does the rougher work; but I’m out all day, and I never see her. So far as I’m concerned, either the mother or the daughter does the waiting.”

“Are you the only lodger?”

“Oh, no; there’s another man upstairs, who’s by way of being a booking clerk or something. I rather fancy he has an eye in her direction.”

“Is that so? Then perhaps that’s what worries her. I never saw a young girl with a whiter face, or one with such an odd look in her eyes. It quite troubled me.”

“How are you, sir? Though I don’t think I need ask.”

“No, you needn’t. As always, I’m in the enjoyment of vulgar health; nothing ever seems to ail me, though in saying so perhaps I ought to touch wood. When I heard from Stella yesterday morning I made up my mind that I would come up to town at once and say what I had to say by word of mouth, instead of putting it on paper. I arrived in the afternoon, hoping to see you in the evening; but I didn’t. I can tell you that Stella was very badly disappointed. I think she was unreasonable; but girls are! You’ll have to make your peace to-day. I daresay you won’t find it very difficult. This is very bad news about your uncle. I see the inquest is in the morning’s paper.”

“Is it, sir? As yet I haven’t seen a paper.”

“From what I can gather he was suffering from some form of malignant disease, and, it seems, in a fit of despair, took his own life. Poor fellow! It’s easy to judge such cases, but I often feel that God, who is love, understands and pardons. I hope I’m saying nothing that I ought not to say. Mrs. Austin will have it that I oughtn’t to talk like that, but that’s how I do feel. Will his death make any difference to you?”

“Do you mean has he left me anything? No, sir; not a penny.”

“What becomes of the business?”

“According to the will it’s to be carried on by the managing man for the benefit of those mentioned in the will.”

“Of whom you’re not one?”

“No, sir, I am not.”

“Then that makes what I have to say all the easier. I am glad to hear that you’re going to be Stella’s husband; Mrs. Austin is glad to hear it; I’m sure Tom will be glad to hear it — in fact, we’re all of us glad to hear it.”

“It’s very kind of you to say so, sir, considering what an ineligible son-in-law I am. Here is a letter from Tom this morning. Shall I open it and see what he says?”

“You needn’t. I’ve no doubt it conveys his congratulations in his own vernacular. I know Tom and his letters. There are some things about the governance of this world which I don’t understand, which shows I am not omniscient. Experience teaches me that when a man has a son and a good business the son will have none of it, and can with difficulty be brought to believe that the business offers a good opening for him; whereas if a man has a son and no business, the son is apt to look upon it almost as a grievance that his father has no business in which to give him an opening. Instances of the kind are so common that I’ve nearly come to look upon them as illustrations of a general rule. Now, here am I, and there is Tom, and there’s the business, producing, even in these competitive days, quite a comfortable number of thousands a year. Tom’s a born optimist. The only time Eve seen him at all pessimistic is when I’ve suggested that those thousands might as well find their way into his pockets; then he’s pessimism gone mad. He’d sooner raise sheep in Australia, or ranch in Manitoba, or do some other ridiculous thing. In fact, he once told me — in such matters he’s frankness itself — that he’d rather sweep a crossing than be what he called imprisoned for life in the warehouse at Leicester. I’ll do him this justice — that I believe his instincts are right, because I’ve never seen anything about him to lead me to suppose that in him are the makings of a business man. That’s a pretty quandary for a man to be in who has a good business and an only son. Now, Rodney, I’ve always liked you. It’s true that I’ve sometimes felt that a decent-looking young fellow occasionally finds it difficult to steer clear of quicksands which are represented by nice-looking persons of the opposite sex; but I’ve never had any tangible or serious charge to bring against you, and I’ve no doubt that when you’re married there’ll be only one woman in the world to you, and she will be your wife.”

As the speaker paused, apparently with the intention of giving the other an opening, Rodney said with a smile:

“I’m at least glad, sir, that you’ve no tangible or serious charge to bring against me.”

“Well, no, I haven’t. At the same time — however, we’ll let bygones be bygones. I daresay I’d an eye for more than one pretty girl before I’d a Mrs. Austin. I do know you’re clever, with great charm of manner. I sometimes wonder if your manners are not almost too charming; but then, I come of a stocky school — no one’s ever accused an Austin of having a charming manner, and I quite realise that, as things are, in business personal charm’s a valuable asset; and I’ve been frequently struck by the fact that you’re the possessor of a singularly quick perception. I think you have what is in reality an instinct, but what is called on the Stock Exchange a ‘nose.’ Again, a thing which in a business man is well worth having.”

“You seem to have been observing me with unexpectedly flattering attention, sir.”

“Oh, I’ve had an eye on you for quite a while. I want you, when you are Stella’s husband, to come into my business. If you turn out as I hope and expect, I’ll make you a partner. I’ve been imprisoned in the warehouse all my life, so, as I would like to see more of the world, soon as you’re ready to take my place I should like you to take it. How would that meet your views?”

“Nothing could please me better, sir. I don’t know where I shall find words with which to thank you even for the suggestion.”

class=“normal”“I want no thanks; I want deeds. I’m hopeful that the arrangement will turn out to our mutual advantage. Now, Rodney, tell me candidly do you love my girl?”

“Let me put question for question. Do you think I’m the kind of man who would ask her to be my wife if I didn’t?”

“Then why didn’t you ask her before?”

“Mr. Austin, you’re not quite fair to me.”

“How am I unfair?”

“I’ve loved Stella ever — ever since we were boy and girl together. I’ve tried to break myself of loving her, but I haven’t succeeded. I’ve never been able to dream of anyone but her as wife. You were a rich man; I was not only penniless, but without prospects. Over and over again I’ve been on the point of telling her what I felt, but I’ve checked myself. It hasn’t been easy, but I’ve done it. I meant to wait till I’d some shadow of a right to ask her to be my wife, but last Saturday, when I saw her dear face, I — I couldn’t hold myself in any longer, and that’s the truth.”

“I’m glad you couldn’t. While I’m quite aware that your sentiments do you honour, all the same I rather wish that you’d shown a little more of the perception with which I’ve credited you. Rodney, is there any reason why the marriage should be postponed?”

“Mr. Austin, I haven’t at the moment five pounds in the world to call my own. That’s the only reason, so far as I’m concerned; but some fathers would think it a quite sufficient one.”

Mr. Austin’s eyes twinkled behind his glasses as he settled his spectacles on his nose.

“I suppose they would, if you look at it in that way. You don’t paint your position too attractively.”

“It couldn’t be worse than it is.”

“You’re not in debt?”

“Oh, I’m not in debt; I don’t know who’d give me credit if I wanted it. I’ve just enough to live on, as it were, from hand to mouth; but, with all the goodwill in the world and all the management, I don’t see how it’s going to be enough for two.”

“I see. You put the position with some clearness. As you say, some fathers would think it a sufficient reason for postponement, but I’m not one of them. As you perhaps know, Stella has some means of her own.”

“Isn’t that one of the reasons why I — I kept quiet for so long?”

“And on her marriage I shall settle a further sum on her, besides making other arrangements. For instance, I shall, as I have said, be glad to receive you in my business, giving you at the commencement a salary which will enable you to contribute towards some of the expenses of a wife, with the prospect of a partnership in the early future. Now, do you see any reason why there should be any postponement so far as you’re concerned?”

“I shall be only too delighted to marry Stella next week.”

“Next week is a little early perhaps; but what do you say to next month?”

“If I’m Stella’s husband next month I shall be the happiest man in the world.”

He looked and sounded as if he meant it.

“You understand that in matters of this sort it is the lady who has the final word, but you have my authority to tell Stella that if she can see her way to stand with you at the altar in a month or earlier, she will make her mother and father happy, to say nothing of you. Now suppose you come and spend the day with us?”

“My dear sir! I must go to the City.”

“Meaning to your late uncle’s office? Why? Can’t you scribble a note as soon as you’ve finished breakfast, and make an end of that?”

“It’s impossible; I must go to-day.”

“Very well. Go to-day, and say you’re not coming to-morrow, or ever again. Say good-bye.”

“I’m afraid that that wouldn’t be playing the game. I ought to go, at any rate, till the end of the week.”

“Very well. Perhaps you’re right in not wishing to leave them in the lurch, if the departure of such a junior clerk as I understand you are would be leaving them in the lurch. Then on Saturday you’ll come down with me to Leicester, and on Monday I’ll introduce you to the warehouse. It will be just as well that you should have a look round before you’re actually installed.”

Here was Mr. Austin mapping out everything for him, as he had foreseen long ago would be the case if he ever committed himself to Stella; treating him as a puppet who would be content to dance when he pulled the strings. He had no doubt that Mrs. Austin would be ready to play the same motherly part in the management of his domestic affairs. He smiled as he thought of it. His would-be father-in-law went on:

“I’m going to write to Mrs. Austin and wire to Tom; I want to arrange a little dinner for to-morrow in honour of a certain auspicious event. Stella tells me she wants you all to herself to-night, and I’m not to interfere. I don’t know what she wants you for, I’m sure, but I’ve promised not to interfere. She’ll pull a face when she sees you’ve not returned with me, so you come early; after disappointing her twice — on Sunday and last night — she’ll think that you can’t come too early.”

“I’ll leave the office as early as I can — trust me for that! — rush back here, dress, and come right on.”

“Dress! You needn’t dress! They’re homely folk at Kensington, and Stella will excuse you; she won’t want you to waste, in dressing, valuable time which might be spent with her. You come straight on from the office in your toil-stained garments. She’ll want to know what time. Shall I say five? I dare say, at a pinch, you can manage to be in Kensington by five.”

Rodney considered. If he did go straight on from the office he would at least escape the risk of another heated discussion with Miss Joyce — that would be something.

“Very well, sir; if Stella will forgive me coming as I am, as you say, all toil-stained, I’ll try my best to be with her as near as possible to five.”


CHAPTER XVII

THE ACTING HEAD OF THE FIRM

Mr. Austin and Rodney left the house together, and so disappointed Miss Joyce, who was waiting to have one or two last words with Mr. Elmore. Having parted from Mr. Austin, Rodney paid a few calls on his way to St. Paul’s Churchyard.

To begin with, he went into a jeweller’s shop, and bought a ring set with pearls and diamonds — a simple, inexpensive trifle, which cost six pounds. It was designed for Stella’s finger, and was to be her engagement ring.

“It won’t do,” he said to himself, “for it to cost too much, for one of her inquiring family will want to know where I got the money from. She’ll value it none the less because ‘I can no more, though poor the offering be.’”

Then he looked in at the offices of the White Star Steamship Company, and paid a deposit on a berth which he booked on a steamer which was to sail from Liverpool to New York on the following Thursday, booking it in the name of John Griffiths; then into the offices of the Royal Mail Steam Packet Company, where he booked a berth for the following Friday, from Southampton to Buenos Ayres, in the name of Charles Dickinson; then to the Cunard offices, where he booked for Saturday to New York, in the name of Adolphus Ridgway. Afterwards he visited the Bishop’s Registry, in Doctors’ Commons, and there, having made certain affidavits, received, in exchange for two sovereigns, a strip of paper which authorised him to marry Gladys Patterson, spinster, at any church in the London diocese. Thus prepared, as one might suppose, for more than one emergency, he paid still another call before proceeding to St. Paul’s Churchyard — on Clarence Parmiter, solicitor. From him he wanted to know what forms it would be necessary to go through to enable Miss Patterson to draw on her late father’s banking account. Mr. Parmiter explained that to do this it would be necessary, first of all, to prove Mr. Patterson’s will — and it was not usual to do that, at any rate, till after the testator was buried. When, Mr. Parmiter asked, was the funeral to take place. In spite of himself, his visitor smiled; so fast had events come crowding on him that the fact that the dead man would have to be put into his grave had entirely escaped his notice — so far as he was aware, no arrangements for the funeral had been made of any sort or kind. Mr. Parmiter looked as if he felt that the smile with which this announcement was made was a little out of place. He said that probably Rodney would find that the matter had been arranged by one of the executors, or by Miss Patterson herself. If cash was wanted in the interim; if Miss Patterson and Mr. Andrews, as executor, would attend with him at a bank with which Mr. Patterson had an account, he did not doubt that arrangements might be made which would provide the lady with such advances as she required; and, of course, if she chose, she might instruct the bank to honour any cheques which he — Rodney Elmore — might draw, acting on her behalf.

Mr. Elmore left his friend’s chambers with a feeling strong upon him that the business of getting his uncle’s money out of the bank was not going to be as simple as he had hoped it would be. Clarence Parmiter even told him that the bank would not now honour any cheque which Graham Patterson might have drawn while still alive. This he did feel was unreasonable; it rendered even forgery futile. If he could wait he did not doubt that matters would be perfectly all right; but — could he wait? If only certain difficulties could be smoothed away, and he was given time, he did not doubt that he would be able to load himself with money; but could they be smoothed away, even for a week? Danger threatened from so many quarters; he really had been such an utter fool. If he had only realised what a fool, he would have taken precious good care to walk more warily; he would have been a wiser and a better man. But wisdom after the event was easy; what he needed was to be ready at a moment’s notice for whatever came. He had planned escape in three different directions on three following days — if he could only get away with enough money to count! There was that nest-egg which he had found in his uncle’s drawer, but what was that to a man in his plight? What he wanted was ten, or even, say, five thousand pounds. With five thousand pounds he might do very well on the other side of the world.

As, strolling leisurely along, he considered the matter in all its bearings calmly, it appeared to him that nothing worth calling money could be got at least until the morrow. In the morning he would meet his cousin at the bank, with Parmiter and Andrews; the arrangements would be made of which Parmiter had spoken; then, immediately after, he would be free to lay hands on as much ready cash as the arrangements permitted. He had no doubt that everything would be all right until to-morrow — he would so manage that it should be; all the same, he would have liked to have had a good supply of coin at his command, in case. However, it was no use grizzling at what might not be. He smiled as he arrived at this conclusion; he was still smiling when he reached the office. He marched, as a matter of course, to the room which had been his uncle’s own particular sanctum, and this time no one even as much as hinted nay. Indeed, he was presently followed by Andrews, who informed him, with a countenance of decent solemnity, that he had made arrangements, which he hoped would meet with his and Miss Patterson’s approval, for the interment of Mr. Patterson’s remains in the family vault at Kensal Green, the interment to take place upon the morrow — Wednesday. Tickled by certain thoughts of his own, Rodney smiled as he listened; but this time, as his face was bent over the table, it is possible that the smile went unnoticed. He expressed himself as greatly obliged by what Andrews had done, and was certain that his feelings would be shared by Miss Patterson. Indeed, he was convinced that Miss Patterson would be willing to leave everything in his charge, since she would feel assured that everything he did would be right and proper and for the best. Mr. Andrews put his hand up to his mouth and coughed — the cough of one who was sensible that he deserved the compliment which was paid him.

He wanted to know if Mr. Elmore did not think it would be well to close the office for the whole of to-morrow, so as to give the staff an opportunity of at least attending at the graveside. They had all been remembered in the will, and would like to show the last tokens of respect for their dead master. Rodney, to whom the notion of marking such an occasion as a sort of holiday was novel, informed Andrews that the idea was excellent, and that he was at liberty to act in the matter as he thought was right. Andrews then wanted to know if Miss Patterson would be present, or if he — Rodney Elmore — would represent her as chief mourner. The suggestion moved Rodney in a way he would not have cared to admit. He had had no intention of attending his uncle’s funeral at all — and as chief mourner! He to represent his cousin in such a capacity! That would be indeed to mock the dead. He was conscious of a feeling which surprised himself; he had not supposed he was so sensitive.

“I think,” he told Andrews, “we must leave these points till later. I will consult with Miss Patterson and — observe her wishes. There is another matter,” he went on. “Access to Mr. Patterson’s banking account is not so easy as I imagined. My acquaintance with the procedure in these cases is nil; I don’t know what yours amounts to.”

“I know no more than you; this is the first time I find myself in such a position. Two payments of some importance are to be made this week; I was wondering how they would be met. Of course, if representations are made, time will be given.”

“But, all the same, you would rather the payments were made? Exactly my feelings, Andrews; I want everything to be done in due order. I am going to arrange for Miss Patterson to meet you and Mr. Parmiter at the bank to-morrow morning, when I am advised that it will be possible to make arrangements which will enable us to meet all liabilities as they fall due. By the way, I believe that the trading account pass-book is in your charge; you might let me look at it.”

Rodney examined the book when it was brought to him with great attention. He was already posted in certain figures which had to deal with his uncle’s private account. Customers were brought in to him; some who had called in the ordinary course of business, others who had come to offer condolences, and so on. Their being brought straight to him showed a frank acceptance on Andrews’ part of the fact that he was to be acting head of the firm; none the less, therefore, he was careful that Andrews was present at each of the interviews, referring certain matters to him with a little air of deference which won, as it was intended to win, the managing man’s heart. The customers were favourably impressed, agreeing, as they went out, that Graham Patterson’s mantle had descended on to capable shoulders.

“I shouldn’t wonder,” declared Mr. Brailson North as he shook hands with Mr. Andrews at the outer door, “if he turns out to be every bit as good a man as his uncle.”

This, coming from a member of one of the largest firms in the City, was praise indeed. The managing man’s eyes glistened. Anything which suggested a compliment to the business, so wrapped up in it was his whole existence, was a compliment to him. Since yesterday his ideas on the subject of Mr. Elmore had changed.

“Mr. North,” he addressed the visitor in a confidential whisper, “Mr. Patterson was a good man, an excellent man of business in his way, sound and discreet; but between you, me, and this doorpost, I shouldn’t wonder if the young one was better, with all his uncle’s soundness and discretion, together with something that his uncle hadn’t got. He’s surprised me! You mark my words, I shouldn’t be surprised if the house of Graham Patterson — there’s going to be no alteration in the title — takes its place among the greatest City houses — mind you, in the front rank.”

Mr. North laughed.

“There’s no reason why your prophecy shouldn’t come true. This is the day of the young man. Your young man has evidently got a head on his shoulders; he’s a good foundation to build on. If he has grit, steadiness, caution, and knows just what sort of structure he would raise on it, there’s no reason that I know of why he shouldn’t build anything he likes. I agree with you in thinking that it is possible that the house of Graham Patterson is destined to be, in all respects, one of the finest in the City of London.”

While these things were being said in his praise Rodney Elmore was writing to Miss Patterson. He enclosed for her inspection the marriage licence he had bought, asked in what church she would like the ceremony to take place on Monday, and added that he hoped to be able to make all final detailed arrangements with her to-morrow after the funeral. He told her of the difficulty which had arisen about getting money, asked her to meet him at the bank in the morning at 11.30; hoped that afterwards they might lunch together, pointing out that he never had lunched with her yet. Since after to-morrow he looked forward to being able to spend most of his time with her till Monday, and then for ever and a day — and that wouldn’t seem a day too long! — he said that he felt that it would be better to devote the evening to doing certain little things of his own, which, sooner or later, would have to be done. By doing them he would clear the decks for action, so that, when the time for action came, he would be able to devote the whole of his time and, indeed, the whole of his life to her. All of which meant that he would not be able to tell her, except on paper, that he loved her till they met at the bank to-morrow morning.

Before actually slipping it into the envelope, together with this edifying epistle, he read the marriage licence carefully through. The perusal started him on what, for him, was an unwonted train of thought. Already, while still in the first flush of youth, he had spoilt his life, brought it to final wreck and ruin. What an extremely silly thing to have done! It was characteristic of this young gentleman that he never could bring himself to look at anything through serious eyes — even death. Whatever his first impulse might be, his second was to smile. Life, with all that appertained thereto, was such a funny thing. Here was he, with a career on either hand, each of which would lead at least to fortune; yet he might have neither. That did seem droll. Each was represented by a woman; personally he would have preferred that which was represented by Gladys, if only because he had no doubt that ere long he would be master not only of the business but of her. He was not so sure of Stella. In her he suspected an obstinate streak which he feared might be congenital. He had always felt that the Austins were, as the head of the house had put it, “stocky.” He would find them more inclined to manage than to be managed. One thing he did know of himself: that he never could be managed. He might not put up an open fight — open fighting was not precisely in his line — but, if a sustained attempt were made to manage him, he would slip away — somehow, that was sure. Therefore, if only for the sake of peace and quietude, it would be better to avoid the risk. All the same, there was something about Stella which did appeal to him. With a sudden smile, slipping the licence and the letter into the envelope, he closed the flap.

Then, with pen in hand, as he was about to write the address, he started again to think. It was women — girls — who had brought him to his present pass, that was how he put it to himself. What Mabel Joyce said was perfectly true: he could not be alone with a girl without making love to her. It was a physical impossibility; he did not know why, but it was. The mischief was that his instinct had not warned him they were dangerous, hence his horrid situation. Indeed, it was hard that they should be dangerous; they were so pleasant to make love to. There were men who cared nothing for women, who went through life without making love — real love! — to a single one. How they managed he could not think. To him life under such conditions would not be worth living. He was a Sybarite. Life meant to him its good things; were there better things than women? He doubted it. He thought little of men; he had a very high opinion of women; he doubted if he had ever met one in whom there was not something to be desired.

Take Mabel Joyce. She was showing him a side of her character whose existence he had not suspected. Yet he understood her, quite believed her when she said that she was fighting for her life. No one could have been sweeter to him than she had been; then she was such a pretty little thing, from the tips of her little pink toes to the top of her fluffy little head. It could hardly be set down to her as a fault if she was sweet no longer. Let him be just! Then there was Gladys, a girl of quite a different type; but that was the charm about women, there were so many types. He was persuaded that they would have the best possible time together, if the fates could only manage to be kind. He would make her a model husband, he really would; he rather wondered what it would feel like to be a husband, but he did not doubt that it would be all right. A little cramped, perhaps; but he would study her, and her interests, in every possible way. She should never regret the father she had lost, who was precious little loss after all. He would be better to her than a father; he should rather think so! Then there was Mary Carmichael; but at the thought of Mary Carmichael his pulses began to dance — that any man should be ass enough to care nothing for women when there was Mary Carmichael! Also, let him not forget little Stella — why, what an idiot he was; she was waiting for him now! He glanced at his watch. Great Scott! how the time had flown! And that poor child was longingly waiting for him to put his arms about her and stifle her with kisses. That he should be brute enough to let her wait!

He addressed the envelope, rang the bell, bade the lad who answered take it at once to Russell Square, took his hat off its peg, and, after a few hurried words to Andrews as he went out, started off for Kensington.


CHAPTER XVIII

THE PERFECT LOVER

Stella, opening the door for him herself, was at him like a small wild thing.

“I thought you were never coming!”

“Why, it’s not yet half-past five.”

“Half-past five! when I expected papa to bring you with him, and he said you’d be here by five! Come in here; I’ll talk to you!”

She took from him his hat and stick and gloves, and placed them on a table in the hall; then she led him by the sleeve of his coat into a room on the left, and shut the door, and drew a long breath.

“Oh — h — h! So you’ve come at last, my lord! Let me look at you, to make sure that it is you. Oh, Rodney, why have you been so long in coming?”

She put her arms about his neck and drew him down to her and kissed him. He said, softly:

“I do believe you have grown shorter.”

“You wretch! To let a thing like that be your first word to me!”

“It’s such a long way down, though it’s well worth stooping for.”

He kissed her again, tenderly, on her pretty lips — he was an expert in the art of kissing. Because he did it so well, she, not knowing that such skill came of practice, had him kiss her again and again and again, till the breath had half gone out of her body and she was all rapturous palpitation.

“If you only knew what ages it seems since I saw you!”

“Stella, what do you think it has seemed to me? If you only knew what I have gone through!”

“Poor boy! I suppose you have had to bear a good deal.”

“You have no notion what I’ve had to bear.”

That was true enough, or she would not have been as close to him as she was.

“It was bad enough when you didn’t come on Sunday. I suppose you didn’t get back from that Mrs. What’s-her-name, your mother’s friend, in time?”

“My dear, I had a chapter of accidents, and nearly missed the last train; I’ll tell you all about it some day, and you’ll laugh. I didn’t feel like laughing then, I can tell you that.”

“And I didn’t feel like laughing, and I can tell you that. In fact, I — I cried.”

“Stella!”

“I did; it seemed so awful. That was the longest Sunday I ever knew; and then when the evening came I kept expecting you every moment; I kept rushing out of the front door to look for you. Every footstep in the street I thought was yours, and every vehicle the hansom which was bringing you; when it kept getting later and later, and still you didn’t come, I — I fancied all sorts of things, and I simply had to cry.”

“My darling, I would infinitely rather have been with you than where I was.”

That again was true enough; part of the time he had been in the tunnel — a gruesome time.

“What time was it when you did get back?”

“Frightfully late; but — Stella, you won’t tell anyone if I tell you something? Promise!”

“Of course I promise. What — what is it?”

“You can laugh if you like; I don’t mind your laughing a little bit; but I don’t want them to laugh.”

“Why should they laugh?”

“I did come to see you — after I came back.”

“Rodney!”

“At least, I came as far as the outside of the house. I dismissed the cab at the corner; then I walked — or rather sneaked — along the pavement; if a bobby had seen me he’d have been all suspicion — till I reached the house. It was all in darkness; there wasn’t a glimmer of light anywhere.”

“What time was it?”

“About one, perhaps later.”

“Rodney, I’d been in my room hours and hours; but I wasn’t asleep; I was crying in bed.”

“Stella! You were crying! Great Scott! if — if I’d only known it, I’d — I’d have done something.”

“What would you have done?”

“I’d — I’d have done something if — if I’d had to break a window!”

“But what good would your breaking a window have done me?”

“Anyhow, it would have been a beginning; but, you see, I didn’t even know which your room was — whether you were at the front or the back.”

“I’m on the second floor in the front; my window’s over the hall door.”

“I kept staring at it all the time; I had a sort of feeling — I swear I had a sort of feeling! If I’d only been sure I’d have whistled.”

“Whistled! At one in the morning! What would have been the good of that?”

“Suppose, say, I’d whistled ‘The Devout Lover’ — or what I should have meant for ‘The Devout Lover’ — you’d have heard.”

“I probably should have heard; Miss Claughton would probably have heard also.”

“Oh, hang Miss Claughton!”

“Rodney! Miss Claughton’s a dear — and your hostess!”

“Miss Claughton may be an absolute angel for all I know — you know what I mean — so long as you heard I shouldn’t have cared who heard. Then you’d have wondered who was kicking up that awful row.”

“Do you think I should?”

“Certain! I can’t whistle for nuts. Then you’d have got out of bed, crossed the room with your dear little bare feet — —”

“Rodney!”

“And lifted the corner of the blind.”

“I might.”

“When you’d seen me hanging on to the railings for all I was worth, trying to get my breath and whistle at the same time; you’d have stopped crying, whatever else you did.”

“Rodney, how absurd you are! Fancy your hanging on to the railings for all you were worth! What did you really do?”

“Oh, I hung about and hung about, and then I slunk off home. Wasn’t it silly to come and see you at that time of night? I knew you’d laugh!”

“If I’d known you were there I shouldn’t have cried. The idea, you darling! But, Rodney, why didn’t you manage to get a peep at me the whole of yesterday?”

“Do you think I didn’t try? — but I couldn’t; it was a day of horrors! Just as I was wondering if I couldn’t manage to get at least a kiss by making out that Kensington was on the way to the City, the news came of what my uncle had done. That was a facer, for a man to get news like that just as he was finishing his breakfast.”

“But I thought you didn’t get the news till you reached the City? You sent your first telegram from there.”

“I got the news before, but I didn’t understand; I didn’t want to understand, I didn’t dare to understand. Then I had to go to the inquest.”

“Did you? It doesn’t say anything in the paper about you being there.”

“Of course not; my evidence wasn’t wanted after all, but we all of us had to be there. It was awful!”

“You poor, poor boy! Afterwards why didn’t you come straight to me?”

“I couldn’t; I had to rush off to the City.”

“But why?”

“Everything was in the most frightful confusion; no one knew why he had done it.”

“But there was the verdict!”

“The verdict? My uncle was not a man to kill himself for a shadow; there might be a better reason. Say nothing to your father; I wish to impute nothing against my uncle’s credit; but at one time it seemed just possible that he had done it, because he knew he was ruined, to save himself from shame, dishonour. We had to find out, to be certain, to make sure; we went all through the books; we went through everything; we were at it till the small hours of the morning.”

“My dear! Did they tell you I had called?”

“Did they not! When I heard it I wished that I could have flown to you on a flying machine; but it was impossible.”

“But papa tells me that you talk about going to the office every day this week.”

“Stella, let me put a case. Suppose Mr. Austin were my uncle, and he had done what my uncle did, and everything were at sixes and sevens, and all the help was wanted that could be got, what would you think of me if I were to cut and run — it would amount to that! — even for the sake of the best and sweetest and prettiest and dearest girl in the world — meaning you?”

“That’s all very well, Rodney; but I asked papa if he thought you really had to go — if you ought to go; and he said that so far as he could make out there wasn’t the least necessity why you should ever set foot in the office again.”

“Your father said that?”

“And I believe he’s been making inquiries.”

“Has he? When I see your father I shall have to tell him that this is a matter in which I am afraid I shall have to use my own judgment.”

“At least you can get one day off to take me out — say to-morrow.”

“To-morrow! It’s my uncle’s funeral.”

“Well? There’s no reason why you should go to it, if it is. Who expects you to go?”

For a moment it seemed as if the question had left the ready-tongued young gentleman nonplussed; but it was only for a moment.

“My dear Stella, isn’t it sufficient answer to say that my uncle was the only relative I have in the world?”

“My dear Rodney, I don’t wish to comment on your sudden sensitiveness where your uncle is concerned. I never dreamt that you felt for him what you seem to feel; but I suppose your connection with him will cease when he is buried?”

“In a sense, certainly.”

“In all senses?”

“My dear Stella, I have already told you.”

“To whom has he left his business?”

“Until the contents of the will are known who can say — positively?”

“Has he left it to you?”

“That I am quite sure he hasn’t.”

“Has he left you anything?”

“There again, till the will is read, who can be sure?”

“When is the will to be read?”

“To-morrow, after the funeral.”

“Where?”

“At his house in Russell Square.”

“Are you invited to be present?”

“‘Invited’ is scarcely the correct word; instructions have been issued that the whole staff is to attend. That rather looks as if he may have left something, possibly some trifle, to everyone who was actually in his employ at the time of his death.”

“I see. That explains why you want to be present at the funeral. And afterwards, when the will has been read, will you — dine with us? Papa wants me to dine, I think, at the Savoy, to what he calls ‘celebrate’ our engagement.”

“You may be sure I’ll come if I can.”

“‘If’! It’s again ‘if.’ Is it to be all ‘ifs ‘?”

“My dearest Stella, what do you mean?”

“It doesn’t matter. Shall we go to the drawing-room? I think we shall find that the Miss Claughtons and papa are waiting for us there.”

The young lady turned as if to leave the room. He caught her by the arm.

“Stella, is it possible, is it conceivable, that you can imagine that what has happened is in the least degree, in any sense my fault? Can you suppose that I would not ten thousand times rather spend every hour of every day with you than do what I have done, what I may still have to do? — that my heart, my thoughts, are not with you every instant I have to spend in that confounded City?”

“Rodney, I am very anxious to believe that there are sufficient reasons which compel you to spend all the time you seem to spend in the City; but you don’t manage to make it very clear what they are.”

“Stella! Stella! How can you talk like that? What shall I say? What can I do?”

“You can promise to dine with us to-morrow night.”

“I gladly promise it — gladly.”

“There’s no ‘if’ about the promise?”

“No ‘if’! If you only knew how I shall look forward to coming, what pleasure I shall give myself in coming! My dear, if you only knew how I am looking forward to dining with you all the days of all the year!”

“And, Rodney, papa understand that you are coming into his business; is that what you understand?”

“Rather! You bet it is, if he’ll have me. Do you think I’d throw away a chance like that?”

“Nothing that may be in your uncle’s will will make any difference?”

“You goose! What do you suppose will be there? The probability is that there will be nothing of the slightest interest to me — at the most some trivial legacy — a hundred, fifty, five-and-twenty pounds! But let me tell you this, that in the present state of my exchequer even the latter sum will be a godsend. You don’t know what it is to be in a chronic state of impecuniosity — a little millionaire like you!”

“I, a millionaire!”

“You don’t appreciate the situation; you really don’t. Entirely between us, I wonder that I ever had the courage — the cheek! — to tell you how much I love you; how dear to me is the ground under your small feet; how I long to have you in my arms — you, with the Bank of England at your back; and I! But — Cæsar’s ghost! — what am I dreaming about? The sight of you, the touch of you, the sound of you, has so — so got into the very bones of me that I’d clean forgotten. Why — Stella! — what’s this?”

He took a small, round, leather-covered box out of his waistcoat pocket.

“My dear Rodney — how should I know what it is?”

As she looked at the outside of the box her eyes began to sparkle — as if she did not know!

“There! Why, it’s a ring!”

“What a pet.”

“Give me your hand!”

“That’s not the proper hand.”

“Isn’t it? Which is the proper hand?”

“Rodney! How ignorant you are!”

“My dear, have I had your experience?”

“My experience! — silly! I thought everybody knew on which hand the engagement finger was — there! — that is the finger!”

She held out to him a finger which, if it was small, was slim and daintily fashioned. He bent and kissed it.

“Dear digit! — salutation! Now, you unclothed midget, I’ll clothe you with this ring.”

“Oh, Rodney, what — what a darling!”

She pressed it to her lips.

“Does it fit?”

“As if it were made for me.”

“Isn’t that wonderful, when I only guessed?”

“Thank you — thank you, Rodney.”

“It’s only a poor little ring — a love token, to mark you as my own — that’s all. But one day I’ll give you the finest ring that money can buy, and you can put it in the place of this.”

“As if I ever would — or could! Rodney, this is the most beautiful ring I have ever seen — ever, ever, ever! And it always will be the most beautiful ring in the world — to me. No other will ever take its place.”

Her voice fell as she moved a little closer to him.

“I shall hope to be still wearing it when I am lying in my grave.”

“Dear love!”

He took her in his arms and kissed her again, as it were, solemnly. He was practised in all varieties of the art. And they were silent.


CHAPTER XIX

THE FEW WORDS AT THE END OF THE EVENING

There were five of them at dinner — the lovers, the lady’s father, her two hostesses — the Misses Claughton. These were cousins of her mother. Miss Claughton was tall and straight and prim; Miss Nancy Claughton, the younger sister, was stout and tender. Both ladies were disposed to make a fuss of Rodney, to invest him with a sort of halo, as if, in asking Stella to be his wife, he had done something which marked him out as an unusual young man. Mr. Austin’s inclination was towards jocosity. Rodney had long since decided that a sense of humour was not that gentleman’s strongest point. Dry he could be, he had rather an effective trick of it; but funny — no. His persistent efforts to be funny did not improve the flavour of what, from the young gentleman’s point of view, was a sufficiently homely repast. The soup was doubtful, one could not be sure if it was meant to be clear or thick; the cod was boiled to rags — and, anyhow, he hated cod; the mutton was overdone; the sweets were suited to the nursery. Under the circumstances it was perhaps as well that, between Mr. Austin’s jokes, the question chiefly discussed was where they should dine on the morrow. It was some consolation, Rodney felt, that there was a prospect of a decent meal after the passage of another four-and-twenty hours. The gentlemen did not remain at table when the feast was done; Mr. Austin was a teetotaller, and Rodney, when he had tasted Miss Claughton’s claret, wished he was; so there was no temptation to linger over the wine. In the drawing-room they had “music.” Stella played and sang. Rodney, whose taste in music was as fastidious as in other things, would have been content had she done neither. She had not got a bad little voice; from the point of view of those who liked little voices of the kind; but he had always been of opinion that it was worth more to the professors of singing than to anybody else. Still, she sang straight at him, and for him only; so it was not so bad. Presently Mr. Austin vanished, and the Misses Claughton followed. So he put his arm about Stella’s waist, and that was better. She was even more disposed to be made love to after dinner than before, and somehow she seemed prettier and sweeter and more desirable to him. Under such conditions he was the kind of young man who was bound to shine.

After a while — quite an agreeable while — he led the conversation on to the subject which Mr. Austin had broached in the morning. The lady lent a complacent ear.

“Stella, I have a very serious question which I wish to put to you.”

“What is it? If you can be serious.”

“You will find I can when you have heard my question; I pray you incline your little pink ears unto my question. Will you marry me?”

“Perhaps, some day — silly!”

“When is ‘some day’?”

“When would you like it to be?”

“This day; to-night.”

“Rodney, you — you really mustn’t talk like that.”

“Why mustn’t I?”

“You only proposed last Saturday.”

“Well. Allow a week for that fact to get fixed firmly in your mind, another for preparation, why shouldn’t ‘some day’ be Saturday week?”

“Don’t be ridiculous.”

“It’s you who are ridiculous. If you keep me waiting long I shall kiss you all away.”

“Am I the only girl you’ve ever kissed?”

“Yes.”

“That’s a fib; I saw you kiss Mary.”

“Gracious! When?”

“Have you been so much in the habit of kissing Mary that you need ask when?”

“If by Mary you mean Miss Carmichael, I don’t remember to have ever kissed her once.”

“Well, I remember. And let me tell you something, sir: there have been times when — I’ve been jealous of Mary.”

“Good gracious me! what an extraordinary child! Miss Carmichael’s sole recommendation to me has been that she’s your friend; besides, hasn’t Tom an eye on her?”

“Oh, Tom! Tom never would see anything — like that; but I see. Honestly, don’t you think Mary’s very pretty?”

“She’s not bad, in a way; but she’s not to be compared with you.”

“That she certainly isn’t; you don’t imagine that you can make me believe that I’m — a tenth part as pretty as Mary? Do you take me for a perfect goose?”

“Stella, do you remember what you said before dinner about the ring. You said — I don’t know if you meant it.”

“I meant every word I said, Rodney.”

“Well, sweetheart, you said it was the most beautiful ring you had ever seen. Just as you said that, and meant it, I say and mean that you are the most beautiful girl I have ever seen; and, to me, you will be the most beautiful girl, as long as I live.”

“Do you really mean that? Really?”

“By the time we’re — Darby and Joan, you’ll know I mean it. Now, young woman, I’m as one who speaks with authority. I’m authorised to inform you that if you will stand with me at the altar inside a month you will make your mother happy and your father happy, to say nothing of me. So which day next month is it to be? Shall I put it at the first?”

“Who told you to say that?”

“Your own father, this morning as ever was.”

“Was — was the idea yours or his?”

“My very dearest — small one — —”

“I’m not so small as all that! You’re not to call me small!”

“Well, all-that-my-heart-desireth, which you are, I will tell you with such precision as is in me. I said to him: ‘I want her! I do want her! Oh, I want her badly! But, if I have to earn her, I’ll have to wait for her, I dare not think how long.’ Then he said to me — exactly what I’ve told you; and my heart sang. Do you doubt? Ask him! To me the point is: shall we say the first?”

“Rodney, do try to be sensible! You’re a man, and you can’t understand.”

“Is that so? So long as you do.”

“To a girl her wedding day is the day of her life.”

“Some girls manage to have several wedding days, so I suppose they have two or three days in their lives.”

“There will be only one wedding day in my life. Whatever happens I want that to be, in every sense, a wonderful day; I want mine to be a pretty wedding.”

“With you as bride that’s assured.”

“A really pretty wedding can’t be arranged at a moment’s notice; it takes time.”

“Half an hour — or three-quarters?”

“Don’t be so silly! Mamma’s coming up to town to-morrow. I’ll consult her; then I shall have some idea how long a time it will take.”

“You mean how short a time! Do mean how short a time!”

“Well, how short a time. Rodney, how many bridesmaids would you like me to have?”

“Bridesmaids? My dear! What are bridesmaids to me, so long as I’ve the bride? All — all — all I’m going to be married to is the bride!”

“You are — a perfect — —”

“Yes? A perfect — what?”

“Oh, I don’t know! Rodney?”

She hid her face upon his shoulder.

“I always wondered what there was in a kiss to make a fuss about. Now — I know.”

When he left it had been practically settled that the wedding should take place on the earliest possible day of the ensuing month.

He walked home, by way of Kensington High Street and the Park. And as he walked he mused, and more than once his musings moved him to something very much like laughter, out there in the solitude and the dark. Was ever man before in such a complication — promised at three weddings as bridegroom? As he tried to puzzle out how it all had come about it struck him as quite inconceivably comical. If he told the story to the ladies themselves they could scarcely fail to see how funny it was — at least, he hoped they would. The position would be simple enough if, as is still the custom in some of the more civilised countries of the world, a man could have wives galore. But if it came to choosing, why, there would be the rub. Mabel had her points; who knew it better than he? While as for Stella, he had never dreamed she was so charming. With her kisses still on his lips, her soft voice still in his ears, her pretty eyes still looking into his, how could he help but love her! Dear little Stella! A week all alone with her, even a fortnight — he would like to have the chance of it. Perhaps, after a fortnight, a little relaxation might be desirable, a sort of change of air. But why look so far ahead? Then there was Mary — but he dare not think of Mary Carmichael, even then. If he had ten thousand a year, and freedom, he would choose Mary Carmichael before all the girls he had ever met. But that was out of the question; he had better put her out of his mind. Things were already sufficiently complicated without adding her. On the whole, the circumstances being what they were, considering the position with the judicial calmness which was becoming, he plumped for Gladys; and — the business in St. Paul’s Churchyard. Gladys Patterson should be his wife; yes, she should be his wife, on all accounts; on all! — if — if it was not necessary to take a voyage to foreign parts.

In that room on the second floor of the house in Kensington, Stella Austin, in her nightdress, her pretty hair hanging in two long plaits down her back, was on her knees beside her bed, seeming such a child. She was thanking God for all His goodness to her — she always began her prayers by thanking God. She thanked Him for many things, but chiefly, and beyond all else, for having given her so thoughtful, so tender, so true a lover. God knew how happy He had made her, and how full her heart was of gratitude to Him. And she prayed that God would make her worthy of the lover He had given. She knew how, in so many ways, he was above her, above anything she might ever hope to be; she prayed God that He would give her strength and grace, so that she might be at least a little more deserving. She had been unkind to-night, and — and wickedly jealous; she knew she had. Please God make her kinder and less selfish! And, when the time came, please God, make her a good wife, a good wife!

At this point articulate utterance ceased, her face fell forward on the coverlet because her eyes were streaming with tears. It was to her such a solemn and beautiful thought that she would before very long be Rodney Elmore’s wife that she trembled with the very rapture of it, so that she could no longer even go on with her prayers.

* * * * *

When Mr. Elmore reached his lodgings, with the exception of the light in his sitting-room, the house was in darkness. But if that signified that the household had retired to rest, it did not follow that everyone was asleep, as he was presently to learn. He had only been in his room a couple of minutes when the door opened noiselessly — to admit Miss Joyce. Coming right in, she stood with her back to the door, which she closed behind her. She was in a state of undress which did not become her ill. As he eyed her Rodney compared her, mentally, with Stella; not to her disadvantage. She really was a good-looking girl; only — he did not like the look which was on her white face and in her eyes. He felt sure someone would notice it, and questions would be asked.

She spoke in so faint a whisper that what she said was only just audible; his voice was lowered in sympathy with hers.

“Mother’s come back.”

“Has she? That’s good hearing. I hope she had a good time at your aunt’s.”

“I’ve got the licence.”

“The —— ? Oh, have you? That also is good hearing.”

“It cost me two pounds four and six.”

“Did it? I hope you consider it to be worth the money.”

“I’ve fixed it for Thursday at noon.”

“Noon? Isn’t that — rather an unfashionable hour?”

“Mind you’re there! You’ve promised! I’ve got your promise.”

“Am I likely to forget — the circumstances under which you got my promise?”

“If you’re not there you’ll be sorry.”

“Honestly, Mabel, I think we shall both of us be sorry.”

“You will! There’s — there’s another thing; I — I want to warn you.”

“Warn me? Haven’t you done that once or twice already?”

“I — I want to warn you against Mr. Dale.”

“Against Mr. Dale? Why?”

“I believe he suspects.”

“Suspects? What? About you and me?”

“About — your uncle.”

“What does he suspect about my uncle?”

“He’s been finding out things. Ssh! there’s someone moving. Perhaps it’s mother; she mustn’t find me here, like this.”

She flitted from the room as noiselessly as she had entered, shutting the door without its making a sound. He stood and listened. Perhaps it was her conscience which had made her fancy noises — all seemed still. If she had ascended to her room on the landing, a ghost could not have moved more silently.


CHAPTER XX

THE FIRST LINE OF AN OLD SONG

Rodney Elmore had the unusual attribute of seeming at his best in the morning, as if calm, unruffled sleep, having removed the cobwebs from his brain, returned him rested and buoyant to a world in which there were no shadows. When, on the Wednesday morning, he came downstairs with light steps and dancing eyes, he found among the letters on the breakfast table one which was addressed in a familiar hand. He gave it pride of place.

 

“My Dear R., — I don’t know what possesses me, but I feel that I simply must write and tell you that I wish you were within kissing distance. Isn’t that a ridiculous feeling to have, especially where you’re concerned? Do you think that I don’t know? I have been conscious of the most extraordinary sensations since Sunday. I made a mistake in asking you to come and console me. You did it so effectually that — well, I would like you to continue the treatment. There’s a dreadful thing to say! Aren’t I a wretch? Poor dear Tom! I know he has all the good qualities I haven’t, and that he’ll make me the best husband in the world, but as for his consoling me — oh, dear! oh, dear! oh, dear! I don’t like the idea at all! I’m nearly sure that, after all, the best husband in the world is not the one I’m looking for. What makes me feel so all over pins and needles when I’m with Tom, and so comfy when I’m with you? Isn’t it odd? Have you any feeling of the kind where I’m concerned? I know you’ll say so, but have you? You’d say anything to anyone, but, all the same, I’ve a feeling somewhere that, if I chose, I could have you on a little bit of string. I daren’t ask you to come here again, I simply daren’t; but, if you do come, mind you give me proper warning. What would you say if I ran up to town? Should I see Stella at the corner of every street? Sweet Stella! Aren’t I a cat? I suppose you couldn’t rob a bank or something? If you and I were starting off to-morrow together, ever so far, for ever so long — I dare not think of it, and that’s the honest truth. Aren’t I insane? No one but you would ever guess it. — M.

“Mind you tear this up the very moment you have read it, and you’re to forget that you ever did read it!

“By the way, by which train did you go up on Sunday? You weren’t sure that you could catch the Pullman, and, if you did miss it, did you go by the 9.10? In that case you must have been in the same train as your uncle. When I saw about it in the paper it gave me quite a shock. Fancy if he was in the next carriage to yours? I suppose the dear man hasn’t left you a millionaire? If he only had! You would — wouldn’t you?

“Tear it up!”

 

He had just finished reading this somewhat interjectional epistle when Miss Joyce came in, the bearer of his morning meal. He greeted her as if he were really pleased to see her.

“The top of the morning to you, Baby! How moves the world your way? Do you feel like dancing on your pink toes?”

When he called her Baby, the pet name he had for her, she glanced up at him, almost as if she were startled.

“Did you understand what I said to you last night?”

“Perfectly; I’ve been thinking it all over, and I’ve come to a decision. I think you’re quite right in what you wish me to do. As this isn’t Leap Year, let me regularise the position. Mabel, I would like you to be my wife. Will you take me for your husband?”

“You say that because you know you can’t help yourself.”

“You are mistaken. If I didn’t want to be your husband, nothing you or anyone could say or do could make me, rest assured of that. I won’t pretend that, if things had turned out differently, I — should have suggested it; but, as they are, please, Mabel, let me do the proposing — say you will be my wife.”

“I’m going to be your wife; to-morrow, Thursday, at noon, and don’t you make any mistake. There’s the address of the registrar’s office at which you’re going to be married, and mind you’re there to time.”

“Baby — you are only a baby, after all — don’t talk like that; don’t let’s enter the matrimonial state as if we wished to cut each other’s throats; let’s start afresh on the old terms. I hope that when we’re being married you won’t have those white cheeks and unhappy eyes, or the registrar will think that I’m frightening you into being my bride, and you know that will be wrong.”

“Rodney, do you care for me a little bit?”

“My dear Mabel, I care for you in an altogether different fashion from that which you suppose, as I hope to be able to prove to you before very long. Come, let’s be friends.”

“Don’t touch me — don’t! Mother’s waiting for me. She wants me for something; she told me not to be long. I — I want to speak to you before I go. I — I want to warn you against Mr. Dale.”

“You said something to that effect last night. Is Mr. Dale so dangerous?”

“He’s jealous of you.”

“Well, does that constitute him dangerous?”

“He always has been throwing out nasty hints about you.”

“To whom? Surely not to you? You wouldn’t listen to what you yourself call nasty hints about me coming from a man like Dale?”

“It wasn’t so much that I listened as that he was always at it whenever he came near me. I couldn’t stop him. I suppose that my asking him about your going to Brighton on Sunday, and my going to the inquest, and such-like, made him — made him — —”

“Yes? Made him what?”

“Started him thinking. Anyhow, he’s — he’s been finding out things, and — I don’t know that he hasn’t found out. You take care of him!”

“My dear Mabel, in what sense am I to take care of him? I’m inclined to think that I should rather like to have a talk with your friend Mr. Dale.”

“You’ll do no good by that.”

“Shan’t I? We’ll see. Where is he to be found — in the booking office at Victoria Station?”

“One week he goes early and comes back about six; the next he has his dinner first and doesn’t come back till after one — this is his late week. He hasn’t had his breakfast yet; he’s still up in his room.”

“Is that so? I’m afraid I can’t stop to talk to him just now, but I certainly will take the first chance which offers.”

“Don’t you say anything to him to make him nasty!”

A feminine voice was heard calling the young lady’s name. “There’s mother calling. She’ll give me a talking to! Mind, to-morrow at noon; and there’s the address upon that piece of paper.”

“My dear Mabel, I’m making arrangements which will permit of my placing the whole of to-morrow at your service. I promise that you shall have something like a wedding day.”

When the lady had gone the gentleman poured himself out a cup of coffee with the air of one who was in the enjoyment of an excellent joke. He propped Miss Carmichael’s letter up against the coffee-pot and read it through again. The second reading seemed to add to his sense of enjoyment.

“Rob a bank? Quite as heinous crimes have been committed for the sake of a woman. I’ve always had a kind of fancy that you’re the type of girl for whom it would be worth one’s while to do such things. If I were to ask you to start upon that little trip at which you hint, I wonder what you’d say — if you knew. Hullo! what’s this?”

He was staring at a sheet of paper which he had taken out of one of the three or four envelopes which were lying on the table. On it were a couple of typewritten lines:

 

“If you take a friend’s advice you will get clean away while you have still a chance.”

 

He regarded the words as if in doubt as to whether they were intended to convey to him an esoteric meaning.

“No signature, no address, no date; the first anonymous communication I ever have been favoured with. Postmark on the envelope, Kew, dispatched from there last night at eight o’clock, which doesn’t convey much intelligence to me. So far as I’m aware I have no acquaintance who resides at Kew; and I suppose an anonymous correspondent, if he had his head screwed on, is scarcely likely to reside in the district from which he sends his letter. It’s very good of a friend to make a friendly suggestion, but quite what he means I do not know; nor have I the very dimmest notion who the friend may be. Come in!”

Someone had tapped at the door. In response to his invitation a young man entered of about his own age; not tall, but sturdily built, with close-cut black hair, small dark eyes, and a somewhat voluminous moustache. There was that in his manner which hinted that he was in a state of some excitement; that, indeed, he was an excitable young man. He came right up to the table, with a billycock hat in one hand and a bamboo cane in the other. He looked at Elmore with what were scarcely friendly eyes. When he spoke it was in what evidently were lowered tones and with a curious, staccato utterance, as if he wished to throw his words into the other’s face.

“You’ll have to excuse my coming in like this, but I’m going out, and I want to speak to you before I do go.”

“That’s very good of you. I believe you are Mr. Dale.”

“My name is Dale — George Dale, as you very well know.”

“Pray sit down, Mr. Dale. I don’t remember to have had the pleasure of being introduced to you before.”

“Thanking you all the same, I won’t sit down, and as to being introduced to you, I never have been. It’s only for your sake I’m speaking to you now. I want to ask you a question to begin with.”

“Ask it, Mr. Dale.”

“What are your intentions as regards Miss Joyce?”

“Really, Mr. Dale, I don’t know if you are joking in putting such a question. If you aren’t I certainly don’t know what you mean.”

Rodney smiled at his visitor pleasantly; but the smile, instead of affording Mr. Dale gratification, not only caused his scowl to deepen, but induced him to use language of unexpected vigour.

“You’re a liar! That’s what you are — a liar! You’re a liar, because you know quite well what I mean. I’m not afraid of you. You’re a bigger man than I am, but I can use the gloves. You wouldn’t knock me out so easy as you think. I’d mark you first! But I haven’t come here to fight you.”

“That, at least, is gratifying intelligence, Mr. Dale.”

“Oh, you can sneer — you’re one of the sneering sort; but sneers won’t do you any good. You take my tip and get as far away from this as you can — out of England, if you can! — between now and this time to-morrow!”

Rodney regarded his visitor with an air of placid amusement, which certainly did not seem to have a soothing effect.

“Mr. Dale, am I indebted to you for this?”

He held out the sheet of paper on which were the two typewritten lines. Mr. Dale eyed it askance.

“What’s that? Where did you get it from?”

“It came by this morning’s post — from you?”

“That I’ll swear it never did; what’s more, I don’t know who it does come from. That looks as if there were more than one in it. I’ll commit myself to nothing. I’ve got myself to think of as well as you; but, although this didn’t come from me, and I don’t know anything at all about it, you do what it says here — get clean away while you have still a chance.”

Without another word, or giving Rodney a chance to utter one, Mr. Dale bolted from, rather than left, the room; within ten seconds of his going the slamming of the front door announced that he had left the house. For some seconds Elmore sat still; then, getting up from his chair, began to fill a pipe with tobacco. Miss Joyce put her head into the room, noiselessly, unexpectedly, as she seemed to have a trick of doing.

“Was that Mr. Dale? I thought it might be you. Has he been in here?”

“He has. You come in and take away the breakfast things; I’ve had all I want to eat.”

Coming in, she began to do as he had said, talking, as she put the things together, in a half whisper which recalled Mr. Dale’s staccato undertones. It seemed to be a house of whispers.

“What did he say to you?”

“He came to offer me a tip.”

“A tip?”

“He said that if I took his tip I shouldn’t stand upon the order of my going, but go at once, and go as far as possible between now and to-morrow.”

She put both hands to her left side, as if unconscious that she had a plate in one and a teaspoon in the other.

“Rodney! Then — then — what are you going to do?”

“Nothing.”

“But if he tells?”

“Tells what?”

“He said to me last night that if anyone knows that — that someone has killed a person, and doesn’t at once inform the police, that’s being an accessory after the fact.”

“Well? He was merely acquainting you with what I take is a legal truism.”

“Then he said that, whatever I might choose to do, he did not mean to be an accessory, either before the fact or after. Then he looked at me in such a way — I knew what he meant — and he went right off to bed without saying another word.”

“What had you been talking about?”

“About — your uncle.”

“Had he introduced the subject or had you?”

“He had; he would keep talking about it. Rodney, he knows, and — he’s going to tell.”

“Then, in that case, it looks as if you will gain little by becoming my wife, and that I shall gain nothing.”

“Rodney, I want you to get out of your head what I said the other night. I don’t want to force you to marry me, and I never did.”

“Then you’ve rather an unfortunate way of expressing yourself, don’t you think so, my dear Mabel?”

“I — I didn’t know how else to do what I wanted to do. It’s quite true that if I’m not going to be your wife I’ll kill myself; but that doesn’t matter — I’d just as soon die as live. But I do want to save you, and the only way I can do it is for you to marry me.”

“That may keep you from playing the tell-tale, but how is it going to affect Mr. Dale?”

“He won’t tell if I’m your wife.”

“Won’t he? Why? I should have thought, if your story’s correct, that he’d have told all the more, that disappointment would have inflamed him to madness.”

Rodney, as he said this, struck a match to light his pipe, and laughed. Nothing could have seemed less like laughter than the girl’s white face and haunted eyes.

“He’d tell to keep me from being your wife, but if I were your wife he’d never tell. I know him; he’d suffer anything rather than do anything which would give me pain or bring me to shame; if I were your wife he’d never tell. You’re a gentleman, Rodney, and I’m not a lady, and I don’t suppose I ever shall be; I’m just a girl who has let you do what you like with her, and you’re cleverer than I am — much, much cleverer; but, in this, do be advised by me — do, dear, do! There is something here, something which makes me sure that the only way out of it, for you, is for you to make me your wife. I know you don’t want to do it, that you never meant to do it, and I can quite understand why; but you’d better have me for your wife than — than that; don’t you see, dear, that you had? I shan’t be able to tell, and George Dale won’t, and no one else knows, and instead of trying to find out more he’ll keep others from finding out anything; he’ll be on your side instead of against you, for my sake. Rodney, I implore you — for your own sake, dear, your own sake! — to do as you promised, and marry me.”

She pleaded to be allowed to save his life as if she were pleading for her own life. He turned to shake the ash from his pipe into the fender, and so remained, for some moments, with his back to her; while her eyes looked as if they were crying out to him. When he turned to her again he was pressing the tobacco down into his pipe before restoring it to his lips, smiling as he looked at her.

“My dear Mabel, I’m not certain that I follow your reasoning, but do make your mind easy; I’ve promised to marry you to-morrow, and I will — on the stroke of noon — to the tick, for my sake as well as for yours. And, though the fates don’t seem over propitious at the moment, I dare say we shall be quite as happy as the average married folk — at least, I’ll marry you.”

“You mean it?”

“I do — unreservedly; please understand that once more, and once for all. You shall have something like a wedding day.”

“I wish — I wish it were to-day; I’m afraid — of what may happen — before to-morrow.”

“Of whatever you may be afraid, I’m afraid that it couldn’t be to-day. It’s my uncle’s funeral to-day.”

“Rodney! You — you’re not going!”

“I am; as chief mourner.”

“Rodney, you — you can’t do a thing like that! You — you mustn’t!”

As she spoke an elderly woman came into the room, of a somewhat portly presence — the lady’s mother. Seemingly she was in a mood to be garrulous.

“What mustn’t he do? Excuse me, Mr. Elmore, for coming in like this, but really, Mabel, I don’t know what you are thinking about. I’m sure Mr. Elmore wants to go to his business, and here’s all the work at a standstill — —”

“All right, mother; Mr. Elmore doesn’t want to hear you grumbling at me, I know.”

Without waiting for her mother to continue her observations, Miss Joyce bustled out of the room with the breakfast tray in her hands. Left alone with him, the landlady addressed her lodger.

“What’s the matter with the girl I can’t think; I never saw anything like the change that’s come over her the last few days; she looks more fit for a hospital than anything else — and her temper! She never says anything to me; I suppose you don’t know what’s wrong?”

“Mrs. Joyce, I’m not your daughter’s confidant; she certainly says nothing to me in the sense you mean. Why do you take it for granted that anything’s wrong?”

“Because I’ve got two eyes in my head, that’s why. She’s not the same girl she was; that something’s wrong I’m certain sure; but she snaps my nose off directly I open my mouth. I know she thinks a lot of you. I wondered if she’d said anything to you.”

“Absolutely nothing.”

“Then I can’t understand the girl, and that’s flat!”

With that somewhat cryptic utterance Mrs. Joyce went out of the room as impetuously as she had entered. Rodney stood looking at the door for a moment or two, as if in doubt whether she would return. He tore the sheet of paper on which were the two typewritten lines into tiny scraps and dropped them into the fireplace. Re-reading Miss Carmichael’s epistle, he obeyed her injunctions, a little tardily, perhaps, and sent the fragments after the others, repeating to himself as he did so a line from an old song:

“Of all the girls that are so sweet!”

Then he took an oblong piece of paper out of a letter-case and studied it.

“‘Steamship Cedric. — John Griffiths, passenger to New York, cabin forty-five, berth A.’ I wonder if it will be occupied, or if the money’s wasted. That’s for to-morrow, or is it to be Buenos Ayres on Friday, or New York on Saturday?”

He shrugged his shoulders.

“Who knows if it is to be either?”

He had left the house and was descending the steps when a telegraph boy approached, with a yellow envelope in his hand.

“Who’s it for?” he asked.

“Rodney Elmore, sir.”

“I am Rodney Elmore. Wait and see if there’s an answer.”

The telegram which the envelope contained was a lengthy one; it covered the whole of the pink slip of paper. He read it through once, then again. As he read it the second time he whistled, very softly, as if unconsciously, the opening bars of “Sally in Our Alley.”

“There is an answer. Give me a form.”

He spread the form the boy gave him out upon his letter-case, then he seemed to consider what to say; then read the telegram he had received a third time, as if in search of light and leading. Arriving at a sudden decision, he wrote on the form the name and address of the person to whom the message was to be sent, and then one word, “Right.” He added nothing which would show who the sender was; evidently he took it for granted that it would be recognised that the message came from him. As he watched the lad mount his bicycle and pedal away, he said to himself, always with that characteristic air of his, as of one who appreciates a capital jest:

“That settles it! Now the plot does begin to thicken.”


CHAPTER XXI

THE DEAD MAN’S LETTER

The final understanding had been that those who were to go to the bank, in order that arrangements might be made which would give them immediate access to the funds of the late Graham Patterson, were to meet at the office in St. Paul’s Churchyard. On the way to the City Rodney paid two or three calls. When he entered the office the outer rooms were empty; there was a notice on the outer door to the effect that business was suspended on account of Mr. Patterson’s funeral. Mr. Andrews came out of what had been the late proprietor’s own sanctum to greet him.

“Mr. Wilkes is here, Mr. Elmore, and particularly wishes to see you.”

Rodney said nothing, but his look suggested that he resented something which he noticed in the other’s manner, as well as the fact that he had come out of that particular room. Passing on in silence to the private office, he found Mr. Wilkes seated, not in his uncle’s own chair, as he had been on Monday, but in one close to it. He did not rise as the young man entered, but contented himself with nodding slightly. Rodney, scenting something antagonistic in the other’s presence there as well as in his attitude, did not even nod. He marched straight to the chair behind the writing-table, which he chose now to regard as his own, and which was within a yard of that on which the other was seated, and, remaining standing himself, looked down on the lawyer.

“To what am I indebted, Mr. Wilkes, for your presence to-day? Did you not notice the intimation on the door, informing all and sundry that these offices are closed? If it is a business matter on which you have called, I must ask you to postpone it, at any rate until to-morrow.”

Instead of showing any disposition to take himself off, as the other so plainly suggested, the dark-visaged lawyer, leaning back in his chair, looked up at the young man with something in his glance which was not exactly complimentary.

“I have come, Mr. Elmore, a good deal against my own wish, in consequence of a communication which I have received from Mr. Patterson.”

“From — what do you mean, from Mr. Patterson?”

“A letter came to my office yesterday evening, after I had left, which was placed in my hands this morning. Before proceeding to take other steps, I thought it might perhaps save unpleasantness, and be fairer to you, if, in the first instance, I acquainted you with its substance.”

“From whom is the letter?”

“From your late uncle, Graham Patterson.”

“You say it reached you last night? I don’t understand.”

“Nor I, as yet, quite; I can only form a hypothesis. It seems that the letter was written at Brighton some time on Sunday. Clearly, from the postmark, it was posted at Brighton on Sunday. It ought to have reached me, of course, on Monday, but the presumption is that, owing to some vagary of the Post Office, it went astray, so that it has been more than two days on the road, instead of only a few hours. Under the circumstances that seems rather a curious accident. Here is the letter. I warn you that you will not find it a pleasant one.”

“Is it absolutely necessary, then, that I should know its contents? My relations with Mr. Patterson were not of a kind to lead me to expect any pleasantness from him, either on paper or off it.”

“The position is this. It is my duty to place this letter before — someone else, when very serious consequences may ensue; but, by taking a certain course, you may relieve me of the duty.”

“In that case, let me know what is in the letter.”

“I had better read it to you, so that you may understand that the language is the writer’s, not mine.”

Mr. Wilkes withdrew a letter from an envelope which he took from his pocket; the envelope he held out to Rodney.

“You see? The address is in your uncle’s hand; it was post-marked at Brighton on Sunday evening, so there can be no doubt about the date on which it was dispatched.”

The lawyer proceeded to read the letter out loud, with a dryness which seemed to give it peculiar point.

 

“‘Dear Stephen’ [my Christian name, I may remind you, is Stephen],— ‘I want you to draw up a codicil to my will, and to have it ready for my signature to-morrow — Monday afternoon.

“‘It is to be to the effect that if my daughter marries my nephew, Rodney Elmore, then all that portion of my will which refers to her is to be null and void — she is not to have a penny. All that would have been hers is to be divided equally among the following charities.’ [Then follows a list of them; there are eight. Then the letter goes on]: ‘I hope that’s clear enough. Between ourselves, Master Elmore is an all-round scoundrel; I swear to you that I’m convinced that no rascality would be too steep for him. He is a liar of the very first water, a thief, and a forger; so much I can prove. I would sooner have my girl dead than his wife; the damned young blackguard is after her for all he knows. But I am going to clear him out in charge of a constable when I get back to the office; I doubt if he has got tight enough hold of my girl to induce her to marry a convict — it will be a clear case of penal servitude for him.

“‘I know you will think I am writing strongly, but that is because I feel strongly. When I tell you the whole story you will admit that I am justified.

“‘Mind you have that codicil ready, on the lines I have given; I will call in on my way back from the office and sign. I know you do not touch criminal business as a rule, but you will have to make an exception in my case. I want you to instruct counsel in the matter of Master Elmore, for reasons which I will make clear to you when we meet. Sincerely yours,

“‘Graham Patterson.’”

 

When the lawyer had done reading he lowered the letter and glanced up at the young man, who still stood towering above him. If he expected to find on his face any signs of confusion, still less of guilt or shame, his expectation was not realised. There was a look rather on Rodney’s countenance of scorn, of confidence in himself, of contempt for whoever might speak ill of him, which became him very well. His remarks, when they came, possibly scarcely breathed the spirit the solicitor had looked for.

“Have you read that letter to Mr. Andrews?”

“I have not.”

“Have you made him acquainted with its contents?”

“I have dropped no hint to him of its existence.”

“I have no pretensions to knowledge of the law of libel, but it is pretty clear that no action can be brought against the man who wrote that letter. With you the case is different. It was written, I presume, in confidence to you. If you bring it to the notice of anybody else you make yourself responsible for the statements it contains — you publish them. If you call my honour in question by publishing such a farrago of lies about me I will first of all thrash you, as they have it, to within an inch of your life, and then, if needs be, I will spend my last penny in calling you to account in a court of law. You shall not shelter yourself behind a dead man.”

“You use strong language, Mr. Elmore.”

“Could I use stronger language than that letter?”

“I understand that you deny the statements it contains?”

“Do I understand that you associate yourself with your correspondent so far as to require a denial?”

“You misapprehend the situation; whether wilfully or not I don’t know. I have no personal concern in this matter at all; eliminate that idea from your mind. Graham Patterson was my client living; in a sense he is still my client dead. I have no option but to continue to do my duty to him without fear or favour.”

“I presume in return for a certain fee, Mr. Wilkes?”

“You forget yourself, sir.”

“In this room, Mr. Wilkes, eliminate from your mind all legal fictions. Don’t, for your own sake, drive the fact that you are acting as my uncle’s bravo too far home. In the face of that letter I begin to understand why he committed suicide. He was either drunk or mad when he wrote it. When sobriety or sanity returned, realising the situation in which he had placed himself, rather than face the consequences of what he had done, he took his own life. Don’t you show yourself to be in possession of the dastard’s courage which he lacked.”

“You take up an extraordinary position, Mr. Elmore.”

“What is the position you take up?”

“Here is a letter from a man to his lawyer, in which he gives him instructions to make certain alterations in his will, stating reasons why he wishes those alterations to be made. It is signed, dated; its authenticity can be readily established. I am not sure that it has not a certain testamentary value.”

“Are you suggesting that that letter in any way affects my uncle’s will?”

“I am not prepared to give a definite opinion; but this I will say, that if its existence were to come to the knowledge of the societies herein mentioned, they would be justified in taking counsel’s opinion, and quite possibly he would advise their taking further action.”

“You are, of course, at liberty to take any steps with regard to that tissue of libels you please, especially as I have made it, I think, perfectly clear to you that you will do so at your own proper peril.”

“Evidently your uncle was averse to your marrying his daughter. Am I to take it that you admit so much?”

“Oh, I admit so much; he always was averse to that.”

“Then, in that case, you will at once resolve the difficulty by withdrawing all pretensions to Miss Patterson’s hand.”

“Damn your impudence, sir.”

“Is that your answer?”

“It is; with this addition — that I hope, and intend, to marry Miss Patterson at the earliest possible moment.”

“Then, in that case, you leave me no option but to place this letter before Miss Patterson.”

“Is that meant for a threat?”

Andrews appeared in the doorway to announce that Mr. Parmiter was in the outer office.

“Show Mr. Parmiter in at once for a few minutes, Andrews, if you please.”

As the young solicitor came in Rodney advanced to greet him.

“Hallo, Parmiter! you come in the very nick of time — you see Mr. Wilkes has favoured me with his company again. Mr. Wilkes, read to Mr. Parmiter the letter you just now read to me.”

“I shall certainly do nothing of the kind. With all possible respect to Mr. Parmiter, this is a matter in which he has no locus standi, and in which I cannot recognise him at all.”

“Why not? He is my solicitor; he advises me. When you have made known to him the contents of that letter, don’t you think it possible that he may give me the advice which, apparently, you would like him to give?”

While he was still speaking the door opened to admit Miss Patterson. He moved to her with both hands held out.

“Now, here is someone whom, I presume, you will recognise — the very person. Gladys, here is Mr. Wilkes. He has something which he very much wishes to say to you.”

Returning the letter to its envelope, Mr. Wilkes rose from his chair.

“My hands are not going to be forced by you, Mr. Elmore, don’t you suppose it. In making any communication to Miss Patterson which I may have to make, I shall prefer to choose my own time and place.”

“That’s it, is it? I quite appreciate the reasons which actuate you, Mr. Wilkes, in wishing to make what you call your communication to Miss Patterson behind my back; and I think that Miss Patterson will appreciate them equally well. Mr. Wilkes has in his hand what he claims to be a letter from your father. If you take my advice you will insist on his showing it to you at once.”

Miss Patterson was quick to act on the hint which her lover gave her. She moved close up to the lawyer.

“Mr. Wilkes, be so good as to let me see the letter to which my cousin refers.”

“With pleasure, Miss Patterson, at — if you will allow me to say so — some more convenient season; the sooner the better. For instance, may I have a few minutes’ private conversation with you this afternoon? The matter on which I wish to speak to you is for your ear only.”

“You have spoken of it to my cousin?”

“Oh, yes; he has spoken of it to me.”

“Then, why can you not speak of it to me in his presence?”

“I will write to you on the subject, Miss Patterson, and will endeavour to make my reasons clear.”

He made as if to move towards the door. She placed herself in front of him.

“One moment, Mr. Wilkes. Any letter from you will be handed to Mr. Elmore, unopened. I will have no private communication with you, nor, if I can help it, will I have any communication with you of any sort or kind.”

“I regret to hear you say so, Miss Patterson, and can only deplore the attitude of mind which prompts you to arrive at what I cannot but feel is a most unfortunate decision.”

“You are impertinent, Mr. Wilkes.”

The lawyer, with his dark eyes fixed on the lady’s face, raised the hand in which was the envelope which contained the letter with the intention of slipping it into an inner pocket of his coat. Her quick glance recognised the handwriting of the address.

“It’s from dad!” she cried. “It’s a letter from dad!”

She had snatched the letter from between the lawyer’s fingers before he had the faintest inkling of what she was about to do.

“Miss Patterson,” he exclaimed, “give me back that letter.”

She retreated, as he showed a disposition to advance. Mr. Elmore interposed himself between the lawyer and the lady.

“Steady, Mr. Wilkes, steady. You told me that it would be your duty to place that letter in Miss Patterson’s hands. It is in her hands. What objection have you to offer?”

Whatever protest the lawyer might have been inclined to make he apparently came to the conclusion that, at the moment, it would be futile to make any. He withdrew himself from Elmore’s immediate neighbourhood, and observed the lady, as she read the letter. She read it without comment to the end. Then she asked:

“When did you get this letter?”

“It reached my office last night, and me this morning; but, as you see, it was written on Sunday, and would appear to have been delayed in the post.”

She turned to Rodney.

“Have you read this letter?”

“It has been read aloud to me, which comes to the same thing.”

“You know — what he says at the end?”

“I do; Mr. Wilkes took special care of that.”

“Is it true?”

“It is absolutely false. There is not one word of truth in it. It comes to me as a complete surprise. Never by so much as a word did your father lead me to suppose that he had such thoughts of me. I cannot conceive what can have been the condition of his mind when he wrote in such a strain. But that letter enables me to begin to understand that something must have happened to him mentally, and that when he committed suicide he actually was insane.”

Miss Patterson tore the letter in half from top to bottom. The lawyer broke into exclamation.

“Miss Patterson! What are you doing? You must not do that! Not only is it not your letter, but it is a document of the gravest legal importance.”

Paying him no heed whatever, the girl continued in silence the destruction of the letter, going about the business in the most thorough-going manner, reducing it to the tiniest atoms. When she had finished with the letter itself, she proceeded to dispose of the envelope, Mr. Wilkes expostulating hotly all the time, but kept from active interference by the insistent fashion with which Mr. Elmore prevented him from getting near the lady. Compelled at last to own that it was useless to attempt to stay her, he called upon his colleague to take notice of the outrage to which the letter was subjected, to say nothing of himself.

“Mr. Parmiter, you are witness of what is being done. This young lady, with the connivance and, indeed, assistance of this young man, is destroying a document of the first importance, which is not only in no sense her own property, but which was obtained from me by what is tantamount to an act of robbery, accompanied, in a legal sense, by violence. Of these facts you will be called upon, in due course, to give evidence.”

Mr. Parmiter was still, but the lady spoke.

“Are you not forgetting that Mr. Parmiter is my solicitor, and that a solicitor cannot give evidence against his own client? I am sorry to have to seem to teach you law, Mr. Wilkes. Rodney, have you a match? If so, will you please burn these?”

She held out the fragments of the letter. Mr. Wilkes made a final attempt at salvage.

“Miss Patterson, I implore you to give me those scraps of paper. It may still not be too late to piece them together, and so save you from consequences of whose gravity you have no notion.”

Once more the young gentleman interposed.

“Steady, Mr. Wilkes, steady!”

“Remove your hand from my shoulder, sir! You are only making your position every moment more and more serious!”

Again the lady spoke.

“To use a phrase of which you seem to be rather fond, Mr. Wilkes, in a legal sense, I believe this is my room. I must ask you to leave it at once.”

“Not before you have given me those scraps of paper, Miss Patterson!”

“If you won’t go, I shall reluctantly have to ask Mr. Elmore to put you out, and, in doing so, to use no more violence than is necessary.”

“I entreat you, Miss Patterson, to accept sound advice, and to do something which may permit of my repairing the mischief you have caused. Give me those scraps of paper.”

“Rodney, will you please put Mr. Wilkes out? But please don’t hurt him!”

The young man put the lawyer out, doing him no actual bodily hurt. He conducted him through the outer office to the landing, then addressed the astonished Andrews.

“Andrews, this is Mr. Stephen Wilkes; I believe you know him. Give instructions that, under no pretext, is he to be admitted to these offices again. I shall look to you to see that those instructions are carried out. Good-day, sir.”

Shutting the door in the lawyer’s face, he audibly turned the key on the inner side.

“Now, Andrews, would you mind coming into the other room?”

Miss Patterson greeted her cousin with the request she had already made. She still had the fragments of the letter between her fingers.

“How about that match, Rodney? Please burn these.”

He made a little bonfire of them on the hearth, while she went on:

“I don’t suppose you will be very eager now to attend my father’s funeral in the capacity of mourner.”

“I am not. I would much rather not go at all, if you will pardon the abstention.”

“I would much rather you did not go either — so, Andrews, that is settled. Also, be so good as to understand that I should prefer that the funeral should not start from Russell Square.”

Mr. Patterson’s body had been removed from the station to the undertaker’s, where it at present reposed in a handsome example of the undertaker’s art. The idea had been to bring it in a hearse to Russell Square, whence the funeral cortège was to start. It was this arrangement which Miss Patterson wished to have altered. The managing man silently acquiesced; there was still time to give instructions that all that was left of his late employer was to be taken straight from the undertaker’s to the cemetery.


CHAPTER XXII

PHILIP WALTER AUGUSTUS PARKER

The four of them went together to the bank, which was within a minute’s walk. There, the necessary forms being quickly gone through, a sum of two thousand pounds was credited to Miss Patterson, power being given to Rodney Elmore to draw on her account for such sums as were needed for the proper conduct of the business, it being tacitly understood that he would draw only such sums as were needed for the business. That matter being settled, they separated; Mr. Andrews and Mr. Parmiter going their own ways, Miss Patterson and Mr. Elmore departing together in a cab to lunch. The cab had not gone very far before the young gentleman made a discovery.

“I’ve left my letter-case on the table in the bank?”

“Your letter-case? Did you? What a nuisance; I never noticed it. Are you sure it was on the table?”

“Quite; I remember distinctly; it was under a blotting-pad. What an idiot I am! I’m frightfully sorry, but I’m afraid I shall have to go back and get it.”

“Of course, we will go back.”

The cab returned to the bank. The lady remained inside; the gentleman passed through the great swing doors — through first one pair, then a second — it was impossible to see from the street what was taking place beyond. Once in the bank, the young gentleman said nothing about his letter-case — it had apparently passed from his memory altogether; but he presented at the counter a cheque for a thousand pounds, with his own signature attached. He took it in tens and fives, and a hundred pounds in gold. If the paying clerk thought it was rather an odd way of taking so large a sum, he made no comment. He came back through the swing doors with a letter-case held in his hand.

“I’ve got it,” he explained.

He emphatically had, though she understood one thing and he meant another. When they had gone some little distance in the direction of lunch she observed:

“I wish I were not in mourning. I’ve half a mind to go back and change.”

He observed her critically — he was holding one of her hands under cover of the apron.

“My dear Gladys, I can’t admit that you do look your best in mourning.”

“Do you think that I don’t know that?”

“But you look charming, all the same.”

“No, I don’t; I look a perfect fright.”

“I doubt if you could look a fright even if you tried; I’m certain you don’t look one now. In fact, the more I look at you the harder I find it to keep from kissing you.”

“I dare say! You’d better not.”

“That’s a truth of which I’m unpleasantly aware. Still, if you did look like anything distantly resembling a fright, I shouldn’t have that feeling so strong upon me, should I?”

“You’re not to talk like that in a hansom!”

“I’m merely explaining. I suggest that if you do feel like changing, you should lunch first, and change afterwards.”

“You’re coming back with me to Russell Square?”

“Rather!”

“I won’t wear mourning — people may say and think what they choose — I declare I won’t. Did you ever see anything like that letter?”

“It was by way of being a curiosity.”

“But, Rodney, he said you were — he said you were all sorts of things! What did he mean?”

“Your father was one of those not uncommon men who always use much stronger language than the occasion requires — it was a habit of his. For instance, when, in spite of his very positive commands, I showed an inclination to continue your acquaintance, he as good as told me I was a murderer — he said that it was his positive conviction that for the sake of a five-pound note I’d murder you.”

“Did he really?”

“He did. And I dare say that when you showed no desire to cut me dead, he said one or two nice things to you.”

“Oh, he did — several. He made out that I was everything that was bad.”

“There you are — that’s the kind of man he was.”

“But didn’t he say something about a policeman — and giving you in charge?”

“I am sure that he would have given me in charge to twenty policemen if he could, and that nothing would have pleased him better than to have had me sent to penal servitude for life.”

“What I can’t make out is — why did he dislike you so?”

“My dear, I’m afraid the explanation is simple — too simple. I don’t want to hurt your feelings, but I’ve a notion — a very strong one — that he didn’t like you. He regarded you as a nuisance; you know how he kept you in the background as long as he could; you interfered with the sort of life he liked to live; you were in his way.”

“He certainly never at any period of his life or mine, showed himself over-anxious for my company.”

“When you did become installed in town, he had formed his own plans for your future. What precisely was the arrangement between them I don’t pretend to know; but I dare say I shall find out before long — it won’t need much to induce Wilkes to give himself away; but I am persuaded that it was his intention that you should become Mrs. Stephen Wilkes.”

“But what makes you think so? It seems to me so monstrous. Fancy me as Mrs. Stephen Wilkes!”

“Thank you, I’d rather not. It’s only a case of intuition, I admit, but I’m convinced I’m right, and one day I may be able to give you chapter and verse. He was not over-fond of me to begin with, but when you appeared on the scene, and he saw that his best laid plans bade fair to gang agley, he suddenly began to develop a feeling towards me which ended as it has done. It’s not a pretty one, but there’s my explanation. But, sweetheart, that page is ended; let’s turn it over and never look back at it; and all the rest of the volume — let’s try our best to make it happy reading.”

They ate a fair lunch, considering, and enjoyed it, and afterwards returned together in a taximeter cab to Russell Square, feeling more tenderly disposed to each other, and at peace with all the world. When Miss Patterson had ate and drunk well she was apt to discover a turn for languorous sentiment which appealed to Mr. Elmore very forcibly indeed. Since, therefore, it was probably their intention to spend an amorous afternoon, the shock was all the greater when, on their arrival at No. 90, they were greeted in the hall by a tall upstanding, broad-shouldered, soldierly-looking man in whom Gladys recognised the officer of police who had brought her the news of her father’s tragic fate.

“Inspector Harlow,” she exclaimed. “What — what are you doing here?”

It was perhaps only natural that, drawing away from the policeman towards her lover, she should slip her hands through his arm as if she looked to him for protection from some suddenly threatening danger. Rodney pressed his arm closer to his side, as if to assure her she would find shelter there; though, as she uttered the visitor’s name, he glanced towards him with a look which, as it were, with difficulty became an odd little smile. The visitor’s manner, when he spoke, suggested mystery.

“Can I say half a dozen words with you, Miss Patterson, in private?”

She led the way to the first room to which they came, which chanced to be the dining-room, she entering first, then Rodney, the inspector last. When he was in he shut the door and stood up against it.

“I said, Miss Patterson, in private.”

The inspector had an eye on Rodney.

“We are in private; you can say anything you wish to say before this gentleman. This is Mr. Elmore, to whom I am shortly to be married.”

“Mr. Elmore?”

As the officer echoed the name the two men’s glances met. In the inspector’s eyes there was an expression of eager curiosity, as if he were taken by surprise; Rodney’s quick perceptions told him that while his name, and probably more than his name, was known to the other, for some cause he was the last person he had expected to see; the man was studying him with an interest which he did not attempt to conceal. The young man, on his side, was regarding the inspector as if he found him amusing.

“Well, inspector, when you have quite finished staring at Mr. Elmore, perhaps you will tell me what it is you have to say.”

The girl’s candid allusion to the peculiarity which it seemed she had noticed in his manner had the effect of bringing the officer back to a consciousness of what he was doing.

“Was I staring? I beg Mr. Elmore’s pardon — and yours, Miss Patterson. I was only thinking that, under the circumstances, it is a fortunate accident that Mr. Elmore should be present.”

“You have omitted to state what are the circumstances to which you allude.”

“I will proceed to supply that omission at once, Miss Patterson. You will probably think that they are strange ones; and, indeed, they are; but you will, of course, understand that I am only here in pursuance of my duty. I have come in consequence of a letter which I received this morning. I will read it to you.”

He took an envelope from a fat pocket-book.

“It bears no address, and is not dated; but the envelope shows that it was posted last night at Beckenham.

 

“‘To Inspector Harlow.

“‘Sir, — Mr. Graham Patterson did not commit suicide; he was murdered.

“‘If you can make it convenient to be at Mr. Graham Patterson’s late residence, No. 90, Russell Square, to-morrow, Wednesday, afternoon at 3.30, I will be there also, and will point out to you the murderer.

“‘Your obedient servant,

“‘Philip Walter Augustus Parker.’”

 

Silence followed when the inspector ceased to read. The officer was engaged in folding the letter and returning it to its envelope; Gladys looked as if she were too startled to give ready utterance to her feelings in words. Rodney was possibly trying to associate someone of whom he had heard with the name of Parker — and failing. His memory did not often play him tricks; he was pretty sure that no one of that name was known to him. The inspector was the first to speak.

“You will, of course, perceive, Miss Patterson, that the probabilities are that this letter is a hoax; the signature, Philip Walter Augustus Parker, in itself suggests a hoax. Then there is the absence of an address. And, of course, we have the verdict of the coroner’s jury, and the evidence on which it was found. I am quite prepared to learn that I have come to Russell Square, and troubled you with my presence, for nothing. But at the same time, in my position, I did not feel justified in not coming, on the very off-chance of making the acquaintance of Philip Walter Augustus Parker. It is now on the stroke of half-past three; we will give him a few minutes’ grace, after which — if, as I expect will be the case, there are still no signs of him — I’ll take myself off, with apologies, Miss Patterson. But should he by any strange chance put in an appearance, I would ask you to have him at once shown in here.”

Hardly had the inspector done speaking than there was the sound of an electric bell and a rat-tat-tat at the front door. The trio in the dining-room could scarcely have seemed more startled had they been suddenly confronted by a ghost. The inspector’s voice sank to a whisper.

“If the name’s Parker, would you mind asking the servant — in here?”

A gesture supplied the words he had omitted in his sentence. He held the door open so that Gladys could speak to the maid who was coming along the hall. She did so, also in lowered tones.

“If that’s a person of the name of Parker show him at once in here.”

She withdrew; the inspector shut the door; there was a pause; no one spoke; each of the three stood and listened. They could hear the front door opened and steps coming along the hall. Then the dining-room door was opened by a maid, who announced:

“Mr. Parker.”

There entered the little man who had followed the example set by Rodney of getting out of the train in Redhill Tunnel.


CHAPTER XXIII

NECESSARY CREDENTIALS

The moment he appeared Rodney knew that he had been expecting him; that somewhere at the back of his mind there had been a feeling that it was he who was coming. His impulse was to take him by the throat and crush the life out of him before he had a chance of saying a word; which was the impulse of a badly frightened man. But he seldom lost his presence of mind for long; and, on that occasion, he had it again almost as soon as it had gone; indeed, within the same second he was smiling at himself for having allowed himself to be disposed towards such crass folly.

So far as Rodney was able to judge the little man was clad just as he had been on Sunday evening — in the same shabby tweed suit, the old unbrushed boots, with the same suggestion about him that he might easily have been improved by a more intimate acquaintance with soap and water. He had his hat in one hand, and with the other he rubbed his scrubby chin. No one could have seemed more at his ease. Without offering any sort of greeting he immediately proceeded to address the inspector, while the maid was still closing the door, in that thin, unmusical, penetrating voice which Rodney had so much disliked.

“So you are there, Harlow, are you? I wondered if you’d have sense enough to come.”

He rounded off his sentence with the snigger which had so jarred on the young man’s sensitive nerves, and which affected Gladys so unpleasantly that, with what seemed to be a start of repulsion, she moved closer to her lover’s side. The stranger noted the movement, and commented on it — again with the uncomfortable snigger.

“That’s right; get as close as you can; he’ll keep you safe; anyone will be safe who gets close enough to him. You’re Miss Patterson; I could tell you anywhere by your likeness to your father. You’re not the kind of girl I care about, any more than he was the kind of man. Who’s the youngster? Now, there is someone worth looking at; why, he’s as handsome as paint, and of quite unusual force of character for so young a man. Miss Patterson, the girl who gets him for a lover will have a lover of a kind of which she has no notion. He’s a most remarkable young man.”

With a view, perhaps, of checking the stranger’s volubility, the inspector administered what was possibly meant for a rebuke.

“If you would confine yourself to the business which has brought you here, sir, it would be as well. Are you Mr. Parker?”

“I am; Philip Walter Augustus Parker — a lot of name for a man of my size.”

“You sent me a letter last night from Beckenham?”

“I did.”

“Stating that Mr. Graham Patterson did not commit suicide.”

“Exactly.”

“But was murdered?”

“He was.”

“You went on to say that if I were here this afternoon you would point out to me the murderer.”

“I will.”

“Point him out.”

“I am.”

“I thought so.”

“I knew you did. I saw on your intelligent visage that you knew what was coming. You have some experience of cranks who accuse themselves of crimes of which they are innocent; you take it for granted that I am one of them, which shows what a dunce you are. I am a lunatic. That’s right, Harlow, smile again. I knew that would tickle you. A policeman’s sense of humour is his own.”

“It is necessary, Mr. Parker, that I should warn you that anything you say will be taken down and used against you.”

“Quite right, Harlow; take it down; but as for using it against me, that’s absurd. The law does not punish lunatics; whatever they may do it holds them guiltless. I’m an example of the inadequacy of the law to protect the public from what I may describe as the lunatic at large. It is not sufficiently recognised that there is an order of dementia which may at any time develop into homicidal mania, and that, therefore, a lunatic, unless he is kept in safe keeping, may kill, with impunity, whom he pleases — as I have done. I have killed Graham Patterson; yet no one may venture to kill me. My life is more sacred than that of a sane man in the eyes of the law.”

The inspector looked at the girl significantly.

“I think, Miss Patterson, that I had better deal with Mr. Parker alone.”

“And, Miss Patterson, I think not. What I am about to say will be found of interest not only by you, but also by — that extraordinary young man. Harlow, your duty is to take down what I am about to say in writing; don’t exceed it. Shut the door. Miss Patterson will stay where she is.”

The inspector looked at the lady, as if for instructions. As she gave no sign, beyond drawing a little closer to her lover, he shut the door, which he had opened a few inches. Mr. Parker beamed at him with a grotesque little air of triumph.

“There, Harlow — you see! Now attend to me. Suppose, before I go any further, we all sit down; my tale may take some minutes; I don’t want anyone to get tired of standing. You won’t? Very good — then stand. There are plenty of chairs, and very comfortable some of them seem; but, of course, I don’t propose to force you to occupy them if you would rather not. Now — attention! To begin at the beginning.”

Again he indulged in the uncomfortable sort of laughter which, more than anything else, revealed the disorder of the creature’s mind.

“On Sunday evening I bolted from my keeper, one Metcalf, in whose charge I have been for six or seven months, and of whom I was tired to extinction — an unclubable fellow who never talks unless he has something to say. I left Brighton station on the 9.10 train. Until the train started I was the sole occupant of a first-class carriage, at which I was not displeased. I had some idea of committing suicide myself. Life, I assure you, has little to offer me. I am just sane enough to know that I never shall be saner. There’s a wall — a wall which I shall never climb, and which shuts me out — from I don’t know what. If I were left alone — I so seldom am; they won’t leave me alone! — here would be an excellent opportunity to consider the best way out of it. You may fancy, then, what my feelings were when, just as the train was starting, another passenger entered — bundled in by an extremely officious porter. He would never have caught the train if it hadn’t been for the porter — in which case he would have been still alive — so that one may say, logically, the porter killed him. The fellow certainly ought to be punished.”

He waved his hat with a gesture which was possibly intended to represent the execution of the porter in question.

“The man who had entered my compartment, Miss Patterson, was your father — in every respect a most objectionable person, combining in himself nearly everything that I most object to — bloated, overfed, nearly drunk, horrible to contemplate. He sat there perspiring, puffing, panting, gasping for breath; I half expected he would have a fit. But, instead of having a fit, before the train had gone very far he was asleep, fast asleep. Could any conduct have been more disgusting? — drunken sleep! With a man of my stamp at the other end of the carriage, could anything have been more insulting? And he snored — such snores! I declare to you he made more noise than the train did; if that extraordinary young man had been in the next compartment he’d have heard him. And his jaw dropped open — it was that gave me the idea. Who is it says that trifles light as air lead to I don’t know what? It was that trifle which led to my killing your father, Miss Patterson.”

Again the cackling giggle, which made the girl try to draw still nearer to her lover, as if the thing were possible.

“Some time before I had come into possession of quite a quantity of potassium cyanide; I won’t say how — I had. The artfulness of lunatics is proverbial, and I’m as artful as any of them; on that point I refer you to Metcalf, as well as to others who have had me in their charge, both in asylums and out of them — they’ll tell you! It was in the form of tabloids, looking just like sweeties, in a nice little silver box; enough to kill a street. I had meant to use it to kill myself, but at the sight of that dreadful man, with his bulging mouth, I thought — why not use it to kill him? Pop one into his mouth, and the trick was done! I moved inch by inch and foot by foot along the seat towards his end of the carriage; he still snored on, paying no attention of any sort to me; he was a horrid, vulgar man. At last I was right in front of him; I might have been ten miles away for all he knew. How he snored, and how his jaws did gape! I had the silver box in one hand and a tabloid between the finger and thumb of the other, and I leaned forward and popped it into his open mouth.”

Mr. Parker illustrated his words by his gestures, with the air of one who was telling an amusing tale.

“Oh, what a change came over him! You should have seen it! He snored the tabloid right down his throat, and he gave a great gasp and was dead. He had not even waked; I am sure that he never knew I was on the seat in front of him, or that I was in the carriage at all. There was his huge carcase bolt upright in front of me, and I knew that he would never snore any more. It made me feel quite odd; it was all so sudden and so funny. I daresay it would have made that extraordinary young man feel odd, eh?”

He looked up at Rodney with a leer which made his mean, wrinkled face all at once seem bestial. But he never faltered in his story, which he told with a sniggering relish which lent it a quality of horror which no display of dramatic, conscience-stricken intensity could possibly have done.

“My idea had been to tell the porters all about it the first time the train stopped; it would have been funny to see the fuss they’d have made; I shouldn’t have cared. But it so happened that the signal was against us, and the train stopped in the middle of Redhill tunnel.”

The inspector allowed no hint to escape him of what he knew or did not know. He kept his eyes fastened on the little man, as if his wish were not so much to follow his actual words, but to see something which might be behind them.

“When it stopped I had another idea, quite as brilliant as the first. Why should I go through the nuisance of a trial for murder? With a little management, if this objectionable person were found in a carriage by himself, it might be taken for granted that he had committed suicide, which would be too funny. So I put the silver box open in his fingers, slipped out of the carriage into the tunnel — in the darkness no one saw me — waited for the train to go, then walked after it, out of the tunnel, up the banks, across the fields to Redhill Station; had a drink or two, which I was in want of; went on by the 10.40, until at Croydon I was joined by Metcalf, who had got there first. For the rest of the tale refer to him.”

Continuing, Mr. Parker seemed to address his remarks particularly to Rodney:

“You never would have thought that it could be so easy to kill a man, and have it brought in as suicide, would you? When I read the report of the inquest in the papers, I was amazed to find how easy it really was. Then it occurred to me that as, of course, he had been murdered — I knew that — why shouldn’t I communicate with the police, after all? No harm would come to me; lunatics are protected by the law. It would be different if he had been murdered by — you; you would quite certainly be hung. I shall go to Broadmoor. I have rather a fancy for Broadmoor. I am told that they are all of them lunatics there; I should like to see. At any rate, they have all of them done something; no lunatic I’ve met ever did anything worth doing. They must be interesting people. But certain credentials are necessary for Broadmoor, and now I think I’ve earned them. If the part I’ve played in this little affair of Graham Patterson doesn’t qualify me for Broadmoor, then I should very much like to know what would. Eh, young man, eh?”


CHAPTER XXIV

LOVERS PARTING

Inspector Harlow having gone, with Mr. Parker as close companion, the lovers being again alone together, it was pretty plain that they were conscious that, since entering the house, the situation had materially changed. Rodney, try how he might, could not erase from his mind, so quickly as he wished, the impression that he had been assisting at some hideous nightmare. He had supposed, at the sight of the little man, that his accuser had come into the room. His nerves were strained in the expectation that every moment the charge would be made. Even as the instants passed, and he began to see the drift of the tale which the man was telling, inventing it as he went on, he had a feeling that he was only playing with him as a cat does with a mouse, and that, just when it seemed least likely, he would right-about-face and, perhaps with that diabolical snigger of his, place the onus of the guilt on him. Now that the fellow had actually gone, a self-accused prisoner in the inspector’s charge, the feeling that he was still taking part in some fantastic drama seemed stronger than ever.

Gladys, on her side, when at last she broke the curious silence, which prevailed longer than either of them supposed after they had been left together, quickly showed that she was obsessed by a mood in which he did not know her, in which, as it were, she had slipped out of his reach.

“Rodney, do you think that what that man said is true?”

“He seemed to give chapter and verse for most of it.”

“But if it’s true — dad didn’t take his own life!”

“If it’s true.”

“But don’t you see what a difference that makes?”

“Of course it makes a difference; but in what sense do you mean?”

“In every sense — every sense! Do you think — that while he’s being buried — I should be here — if I had known that he was murdered? He was my father.”

“In any case he was that.”

“Not in any case, not in any case! I may have got him all wrong! I may have misjudged! I may — I don’t know what I mayn’t have done. There’s the letter!”

“What letter?”

“To Mr. Wilkes. You said, when he wrote it, he was mad, and that taking his own life proved it. I thought so. But, if he didn’t take his own life, what then?” Rodney made an effort to regain his self-possession, and partially succeeded.

“My dear Gladys, the whole business is a bad one, whichever way you look at it. We are to be married on Monday.”

“Monday? Married — to you?”

The knowledge of women on which he was apt to pride himself ought to have warned him that this was not the same girl as the one with whom he had come back from lunch in the cab. But at the moment he was not yet quite himself; his perception was at fault. He made a mistake.

“My dear Gladys, you are perfectly well aware that the arrangement, as it stands at present, is that we are to be married on Monday. I was merely about to suggest that, as it would seem that this whole unfortunate affair is likely to prove too much, we should be married to-morrow instead, and then we shall be able to get out of this unpleasant atmosphere at the earliest possible moment.”

“Stop! stop!”

She shouted at rather than spoke to him.

“Perhaps I shall not be married to you at all.”

He stared at her in genuine amazement.

“Gladys! What are you talking about? What do you mean?”

“I don’t know what I mean; I almost hope I never may know.”

“My dear child; that wretched man.”

“Have you ever seen him before?”

“Seen whom?”

“You know quite well. That — wretched man.”

“So far as I’m aware, never in my life. What makes you ask such a question?”

“Are you sure? Do you swear it?”

“How can a man swear to a thing like that? But I do swear that, to the best of my knowledge and belief, I have never seen him before.”

“Then how came it that he knew you so well?”

“Knew me so well? Gladys! What are you dreaming about? Why, he never even addressed me by name.”

“No, I noticed that; but he addressed you all the same. Most of what he said was especially addressed to you, as if he knew that you would understand.”

“What are you driving at?”

“What’s more, he saw that I was afraid of you.”

“Afraid? You? Why, you could hardly have snuggled closer.”

“That was because I was afraid to let you know how afraid of you I was.”

“Gladys! Has that creature turned your brain?”

“I — I don’t know. Oh, if I could only say a few words to dad — if I only could!”

“What would they be?”

“I would — ask him — how — he died.”

“You have two stories offered for your choice. Are you content with neither?”

“Rodney, if my father were standing here now, and his spirit may be, would you tell me, in his presence, that you don’t know why he disliked you?”

“Are you going into that all over again? To what end?”

“What does that man know of you? What does he know?”

“How can I tell what a half-witted man knows of me, or thinks he knows? Certainly he knows nothing to my discredit.”

“Rodney — don’t.”

“Don’t what?”

“You know! You do know! I can see in your eyes you know! Please go!”

“Sweetheart!”

“Don’t — speak to me — like that — now. Go!”

“You surely are not in earnest. You cannot wish me to leave you before this extraordinary misunderstanding which has so inexplicably sprung up is cleared away. Tell me what is in your mind — frankly, all! I quite understand how this wretched man, Parker, may have turned your thoughts into unexpected currents and filled you with miserable doubts. I assure you he has upset me more than I care to tell you.”

“I know that he upset you! I felt you were upset when I was so close to you. I can see it now.”

If for the moment he was disconcerted — and the lady’s manner was disconcerting — he slurred it over with creditable skill.

“Come, Gladys; let’s try to get back to where we were — to perfect understanding. Tell me your doubts, no matter how insoluble they may seem to you. I promise you I’ll solve them.”

“I’m sure you will; I feel you could solve anything, but I am afraid of your solution.”

Before he had an inkling of her intention she had passed rapidly across the floor and from the room.

“Gladys!” he exclaimed.

But it was too late; she had gone. He stood staring at the door through which she had vanished, irresolute. Should he follow her, possibly to her bedroom, and entreat her for a hearing? For once in his life he had been taken wholly unawares; he had not suspected that this Gladys was in the Gladys he had known. Often a man lives to a ripe old age, ignorant how many women are contained in the one woman he knows best. Then, as if unwittingly, his fingers strayed to the pocket in which were the proceeds of the cheque he had cashed while Gladys, without in the cab, had supposed him to have gone into the bank for his letter-case. Apparently the touch decided him; often a little thing brought him to an instant decision. Without making any further effort to gain the lady’s ear, he buttoned his coat across his chest, took his hat and stick from off the table, and quietly left the house.


CHAPTER XXV

STELLA’S BETROTHAL FEAST

That evening Rodney Elmore was at a dinner given at a famous restaurant in honour of his engagement to Stella Austin, quite a different sort of meal from that at which he had assisted at the Misses Claughton’s house in Kensington. If in his manner there was an unusual touch of nervousness, it was not unbecoming; the bride that was to be was not entirely herself. He met her as, with her father and mother, she entered the hall. She said to him, as he fell in by her side:

“I did hope, Rodney, that you would have come to fetch me.”

“My dear, it’s only by the skin of my teeth that I’ve got here myself! Do you think that I wouldn’t have come if I could?”

She said nothing in reply, but as she passed towards the ladies’ cloak-room there was a look on her face which almost suggested tears. Her mother’s manner, as she greeted him, was not too genial:

“So you are here? Well, I suppose that’s something!”

Mr. Austin, as he deposited his hat and coat with the attendant, seemed very much in the same key.

“We should have been here some minutes ago, only Stella would have it you were coming to fetch her; we should have been waiting for you still if she had had her way. How was it you didn’t come? She’s quite disappointed; rather a pity that the evening should have begun with a misunderstanding of that sort.”

Rodney drew the gentleman aside.

“I take it, Mr. Austin, that you haven’t heard the news?”

“To what news do you refer?”

“It is now stated that my uncle did not commit suicide, but was murdered.”

“But I thought the coroner’s jury had returned a verdict of suicide.”

“That is so; but this afternoon a man named Parker gave himself up to the police, on his own confession, as having murdered my uncle. You will understand that I — I have had rather a trying day.”

“On his confession? Is the man a lunatic?”

“That’s just it; he is, yet it seems only too likely that — he did what he says he did.”

“But how came he to make his confession in your presence? Do you know the man?”

“Not I; he’s an entire stranger to me; but I’ll tell you all about it later. I don’t want you to say anything to the ladies or anyone; I only mention it to you because I want you to understand how it is that I am not in such — such good fettle as I might be for an occasion of this kind; and also because I want you, if needs be, to help me with Stella.”

“My dear boy, of course I will. It is only natural that, at a time like this, a girl should think that there’s nothing of much consequence except her own affairs; but I’ll stand by you, never fear. I rather wish that the whole thing had been postponed, but Stella wouldn’t hear of it. There’s Tom not at all himself; he wanted Mary Carmichael to come, and Stella wanted her to come, in fact, we all wanted her to come, but she hasn’t. I’ve been told nothing, but I can see there’s some trouble there. Altogether the evening doesn’t look as if it were going to be quite such a merry one as I had hoped it would have been; however, we must make the best of it. Cheer up, lad; put your troubles behind you for this night only.”

That was a prescription which at any rate the prescriber’s son did not seem at all disposed to follow, as Rodney quickly learnt when Tom appeared a little tardily. Tom’s naturally good-humoured face wore an expression of unwonted gloom, and there was that in his air and general bearing which accorded ill with a time of feasting and making merry.

“You know, old chap, I oughtn’t to be here, I really didn’t. I shall queer the whole show. Unless I drink too much, and put my spirits up that way, I shall give everyone the hump; and when I start on that lay I’m apt to get my spirits up a bit too much, so I don’t know that that will have a good effect either.”

Rodney laughed as he put his hand on the speaker’s shoulder.

“Why, Tom, what’s wrong?”

“I don’t know what’s wrong, but something’s wrong. I do know that. When the governor told me about this kick-up to-night, I wrote to Mary and told her all about it, and asked her to come up, and so on, and said I’d run down to Brighton this morning to bring her up, and told her the train I’d come by, and asked her to meet me at the station. She didn’t meet me at the station — that was shock number one; and then when I got to the house, if you please, the servant didn’t want to let me in — she wanted to make me believe that Mary was out. I wasn’t taking that; I would go in, and I saw her old aunt — she’s an old dear, she is. After a while, and she’d told no end of them, she owned up that Mary was in all the time she’d been telling them. She was up in her bedroom, and had given word that if I called she wouldn’t see me. You might have bowled me over with an old cork.”

“The lady wasn’t well.”

“Her health was all right; the old girl owned as much. She said Mary was perfectly well, but beyond that she wouldn’t say anything; and she made out that she couldn’t; and she wouldn’t send a message up, or a note, or anything. She said that she knew her niece well enough to be sure that that would be no use. But when she saw that I was set, she said that if I chose I might go up and try my luck. So, if you please, up I went, and rapped at her bedroom door.”

“Summoned her to surrender, quite in the good old style; and she did?”

“Not much she didn’t. I spoke to her through the bedroom door, I called out to her, I as nearly as possible howled; I daresay I rapped as many as twenty times — I know I made my knuckles sore But she took not the slightest notice, not a sound came from the other side; she might have been stone deaf or dead. In fact, I wanted to tell her that I felt sure that something dreadful had happened, and that if she wouldn’t speak I should have to break down the door to see what was wrong. But the old girl wouldn’t have it. She said that she had had enough of that folly, and when I talked about camping out on the door-mat she marched me off downstairs, feeling all mops and brooms, and all over the place. Then it came out that when I was at the front door she had told the old girl that she wouldn’t see me, and nothing would make her see me, and had rushed up to her bedroom and locked herself in. So I came back from Brighton all alone, and the wonder is I didn’t start to drink and keep on at it; only I had a sort of feeling that if I began by being squiffy when I got here things wouldn’t be so very much brighter; besides, there’s always time to start that sort of thing if you are set on it.”

“My dear old chap, you’ve done something to upset the lady’s apple-cart; you’ll have a letter telling you all about it in the morning.”

“I hope so, but I doubt it; I might have known I was feeling too much bucked up. You know she never said exactly yes; she sort of let me take it for granted, and perhaps I took it a little too much for granted; I feel that perhaps that’s how it is. But if she’s off with me, I’m done — clean. She could make a man of me, even the kind of article the governor thinks a man; but no one else could. If she won’t have me, I shall emigrate, that’s what I shall do; I shall go to one of those cheery spots where you get knocked out by blackwater fever, or sleeping sickness, or something nice of that sort, three months after you’ve landed.”

Notice being given that dinner was ready, Rodney led Stella into the private room in which it was to be served cheerfully enough, bestowing on her admiring glances and whispering what he meant to be sweet things into her pretty ear as they went.

“My hat! that’s a duck of a frock you’re arrayed in; you do look scrumptious.”

“I’m glad you think so.”

The maid’s manner was a trifle prim; she plainly wished him to understand that she was still a little out with him. He smiled at her.

“I don’t know what you’re laughing at.”

“Would you rather I cried?”

“I’m afraid poor Tom feels like crying. Isn’t it strange Mary not coming, and sending no message, or anything — nothing to explain? Have you heard how she treated Tom?”

They had reached the dinner-table, and were settling themselves in their places.

“Stella, be so good as to understand, once for all, that there’s only one subject to-night, and that’s you. All other subjects are tabooed. Are you quite comfortable? Don’t put your chair too far off; so that, if you feel like it, you can put your baby foot out towards mine and with your wee slipper crush my favourite corn.”

“Rodney, I’m glad you are going to talk to me at last, though I don’t suppose you have thought of me once all day.”

“Shall I tell you what I’ve been looking for ever since I came?”

“I expect for somewhere to smoke.”

“I’ve been looking for — say, a curtained nook, where I can have you alone for about five minutes, and have a few of those kisses of which I have been dreaming this livelong day.”

“If you had come and fetched me you might have had one kiss — in the cab.”

“I’ll have one kiss when I take you back — one!”

“Oh, you are going to take me back?”

“I am; and I’m going to eat you on the way; then you’ll understand what you escaped by my not fetching you.”

“You’re not to talk like that; people will hear you.”

“Let ’em. Fancy if you’d arrived here with that lovely frock all crumpled — two in a cab! People would have wondered what you had been doing.”

“Rodney, if you will talk like that I shall crush your favourite corn.”

“Crush it!”

“Please pass me the salt.”

Whether, while he passed her the salt, she did crush it, there was nothing to show.

The feast passed off better than, at one time, it had promised to do. There were about twenty people present. Mr. Austin had whipped up, at a moment’s notice, various relations, and also certain persons who were intimately connected with the firm of which he was head; he desired to introduce to them not only his future son-in-law, but also the probable partner in his business. Most of these people were very willing to be entertained, simple souls, easily pleased, and the dinner was a good one. Even Tom, who found himself next to a girl with mischievous eyes and a saucy tongue, was inclined to shed some of his melancholy before the menu was half-way through.

“I never did meet a girl who says such things as you do,” he told her, with a frankness which was perhaps meant for laudation. “You are quite too altogether.”

“You see,” she said, with her eyes fixed demurely on her plate, “it doesn’t matter what one does say to some people, does it?”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Of course some people don’t count, do they?”

“By that I suppose you mean that I’m a — —”

She did not wait for him to finish.

“Oh, not at all.”

She looked at him with innocence in her glance, which was too perfect to be real.

“How many times have you been ploughed?”

“Who’s been telling you tales about me?”

“I was only thinking that it doesn’t matter if one hasn’t brains so long as one has looks, and you have got those, haven’t you?”

Tom’s face, as the minx said this, in a voice which was just loud enough to reach his ears, would have made a good photographic study. Beyond a doubt he was in a fair way to lose some of his sadness, at least for the time.

When the cloth had been removed the giver of the feast, getting on to his feet, made the usual half jovial, half sentimental references to the occasion which had brought them together; and, in wishing the young couple well, made special allusion to the fact that he was not only welcoming a son, but also a colleague. The toast he ended by proposing could not have been better received. Then, while the young maiden sat blushing, the young man stood up, and, in a brief yet deft little speech, told how happy they all had made him, how the hopes which he had cherished for years had at last been realised, how dear those hopes had been to him, how unworthy he was of all the good gifts which had descended on him. But of this they might be sure, that if he had health and strength — and at present he was very well and pretty strong, thanking them very much — he would do his very best in the years to come to prove that he could at least appreciate those things which Providence had bestowed on him. The young man sat down on quite a pathetic note, and the girl by his side pressed his hand and looked as if this were indeed one of those moments of which she had dreamed.

Then there were other speeches and all sorts of kind things were said, which, at such times, one takes it for granted should be said. The young man was made much of, and the maiden, if possible, even more. And when the feast was really ended, and all the good wishes had been wished again and again, and there came the time of parting, even Mr. Austin was obliged to confess to himself that everything could scarcely have gone off better. His wife was radiant, some of the shadows had gone from Tom’s face; apparently the young lady with the mischievous eyes had in some subtle way, the secret of which she only possessed, acted the part of the sun in dispelling the clouds; Stella could not by any possibility have looked happier or Rodney prouder. Tom, it is believed, saw the young lady with the mischievous eyes home in one cab, and it is certain that Rodney was with Stella in another. What took place during that journey in the cab between the restaurant and Kensington it is not perhaps easy to determine precisely, but beyond a doubt Rodney had that one kiss which had been spoken of, and probably others; for when the house in Kensington was reached, and the young lady ran up the steps to the front door, she was in a state of the most delightful agitation. And in the house there was the final parting, which occupied a considerable time, for they had to say to each other the things which they had already said more than once, and which Rodney at least could say so well and to which the girl so loved to listen.

“I think that, after all, to-night has made up for to-day. Do you know, Rodney,” and she looked up into his face with something shining in her pretty eyes, “that to-day I have had the most curious fancies? I was actually frightened; I don’t know at what, but I do know that somehow it was because of you. Wasn’t it silly?”

“I am not sure that it’s ever silly for you to be frightened because of me; I’m in the most delicious terror all day, and sometimes all night, because of you; but you are a goose.”

Then he held her perhaps a little closer, and whispered:

“It has been something of a night, hasn’t it? For the first time in my life I feel as if I were a person of some importance. You couldn’t have your betrothal feast again to-morrow, could you?”

She smiled.

“I doubt it; but we might have a silver betrothal feast as well as a silver wedding. Hasn’t that sort of thing ever been done?”

He laughed at the conceit, and when the parting really did come she was looking forward as through a dim mist, towards that silver time at which he had hinted; and when she went upstairs she prayed that after five-and-twenty years of married life she might be as happy as she was then. And all night she slept sweetly, dreaming the happiest dreams of all that took place during the passage of the years, through which she walked with the husband whom she loved so dearly, ever heart in heart and hand in hand. That night was to her a halcyon time.


CHAPTER XXVI

GOOD NIGHT

When Rodney Elmore went home, as his cab drew up in front of his lodgings a man came quickly across the road and stood so that he was between him and the entrance to the house.

“Mr. Rodney Elmore?”

Rodney looked him up and down. It was not a very good light just there, but it was clear enough for him to recognise the man who had greeted him. For the first time in his life a feeling that was something very like dizziness went all over him, so that he all but reeled; but that self-control which so seldom quitted him except for the briefest instant was back before it had actually gone. He did not reel, but stood quite still, and, with a smile upon his face, looked the man fairly and squarely in the eyes.

“That is my name — I am Rodney Elmore; but you, sir — pray, who are you?”

“My name is Edward Giles. But I don’t think that that can mean much to you, Mr. Elmore.”

“I am very pleased to meet you, Mr. Giles, but, as you say, your name does convey absolutely nothing to me. What is it that I can have the pleasure of doing for you at this latish hour?”

The man was silent for a moment. Then a curious smile flitted across his face as he came a half-step nearer.

“Think, Mr. Elmore. I shouldn’t be surprised if you had rather a good memory. Don’t you remember me?”

“Not the least in the world, Mr. Giles.”

“It isn’t so very long ago since you saw me.”

“Indeed! I presume it was on rather a special occasion, Mr. Giles, since you appear to be rather anxious to recall it to my recollection.”

“It was rather a special occasion for you, Mr. Elmore; and a still more special occasion — for Mr. Patterson.”

“My uncle?”

“Yes, Mr. Elmore, your uncle. Don’t you remember last Sunday evening at Brighton station?”

Rodney hesitated.

“Why do you ask?”

“You do remember, Mr. Elmore, and so do I. I can see you still, coming sauntering down the platform smoking a cigarette and looking into the first-class carriages to see which of them would suit you best. You chose one, and then stood for a moment or two at the door, looking up and down the platform, to see, as it were, if there was anything which caught your eye. Then you got into the carriage, and took the seat at the farther end, facing the engine. You thought you were going to journey up all alone, but just as the train was starting a stout, elderly gentleman came bustling along. Yours was the only carriage door that was open, and I helped him in. I shut the door, and you went out of the station together. Don’t you remember that? Look at me carefully. Don’t you remember that I was the party who helped your uncle into your carriage? Just look at me and think.”

Again Rodney hesitated, and seemed to think. Then he said, in a tone the indifference of which was perhaps a trifle studied:

“Really, Mr. Giles, I don’t quite know what it is you expect me to say.”

The man gave a little laugh.

“Anyhow, Mr. Elmore, you’ve said it.”

Without an attempt at a farewell greeting, he walked quickly back across the street, to where, as Rodney had been aware, another person had been waiting.

The pair walked briskly off together side by side, and Rodney went up the steps into the house. He knew that, as he had expected, the presence of that platform inspector was going to prove awkward for him; more awkward than he cared to think. But he did think, as he turned into his sitting-room; and still stood thinking as the door was gently opened and Mabel Joyce came in. Her agitation was almost unpleasantly evident. One could see that her hands were trembling, that her lips were twitching, and that, indeed, it was all she could do to keep her whole body from shaking. She came quickly towards the table, and leaned upon the edge; plainly it was a very real assistance in aiding her to stand. And her voice was as tremulous as her person.

“Did — did you see him?”

“My dear Mabel, did I see whom?”

She seemed to clutch the table still more tightly.

“Rodney, don’t! It’s no good. Do you think I don’t know? What’s the good of pretending with me, when you know — I know? What cock-and-bull story is this about some man, some fool, some lunatic, who says — he did it? Do you think that I don’t know, that Mr. Dale doesn’t know, that they all don’t know? Rodney,” and her voice trembled so that it was with pain she spoke at all, “there’ll — there’ll — be a warrant — out — in the morning. Oh, my God! my God!”

And the girl threw herself forward on the table, crying and trembling as if on the verge of a convulsion.

“What on earth, Mabel, is the use of spoiling your pretty face like this? I am a little worried to-night, and that’s the truth. If there’s anything you want to say to me, old girl, say it, and have done with it.”

He sighed. She raised herself from the table, and looked across at him.

“Rodney, it won’t be any use our marrying.” There was a big sob. “That won’t save you — now. God knows what will.”

“It’s really very good of you to worry about the sort of man that I have been to you; take my tip, my dear, don’t worry. I’ll win through.”

“But how? How? You don’t understand! This — this fool, whoever he is, who pretends he did it, has only made them all the keener. They — they mean to have you now.”

“They? And who are they?”

“There’s Dale, and Giles, and Harlow, and — and don’t ask me who besides. They’re all wild because — because you tricked them; because they made such idiots of themselves at the inquest.”

Rodney raised his arms above his head, and stretched himself, and yawned, as if he were a little weary.

“They were a trifle premature; coroner, and jury, an eminent specialist, and Harlow, and all — the whole jolly lot of them. I don’t wonder they feel a trifle wild. But why with me?”

“You know, Rodney — you know! You know! Oh, don’t — don’t pretend!”

“On my word of honour — if it’s any use employing that pretty figure of speech with you — I am not pretending. I’ve still another trick in the bag; that’s all. And that’s what you don’t give me credit for, my dear.”

“What — what trick’s that? You’ve too many tricks — you’re all tricks! It’s — Rodney, it’s — it’s too late for tricks!”

“But not for this pretty trick of mine. Mabel, it’s such a pretty one! But now you listen to me for a moment. Pull yourself together. Stand up; let me see your face.”

She did as he bade her, and stood, leaning on the table with both her hands, looking at him with eyes from which the tears were streaming.

“Mabel, you asked me to marry you. I said I would, and I will.”

“But — what’s the use of it now? You don’t understand.”

“Oh, yes, I do; I don’t know if I can get you to believe me, but I do understand much better than you suppose; and, indeed, I rather fancy even better than you do. Anyhow, the supposition is that we’re to be bride and bridegroom, dear, to-morrow; let’s for goodness’ sake be friends to-night. Let’s try to say, at any rate, one or two pleasant things, as, not so very long ago, we used to do. What’s going to come of it all you seem doubtful, and I can hardly pretend that I’m quite sure. I don’t suppose, Mabel, that you ever read Dante, or, perhaps, even heard of him. But, in a tolerably well-known poem by Dante, there is this story. He goes down, with a party named Virgil, into one of the lowest depths of hell, and there he meets a poor devil who seems to be having an uncommonly bad time. They ask him what he has done that he should suffer so, and he answers something to this effect. He has it that his creed was a very simple one. He believed, and he acted on his belief, that one moment of perfect bliss was worth an eternity of hell, He had that perfect moment, the lucky bargee! And now for ever he’s in hell. Yet, do you know, he isn’t sorry; he thinks that moment was worth the price he paid. That’s a moral story, and I don’t pretend that I’ve got it quite right; but that’s what it comes to; and, upon my word, I’m sometimes half disposed to think that that man’s creed is mine. I guess it would be rather too much to ask you to make it yours; but — this you’ll grant — we have had our moments of bliss, which was nearly perfect. Now, haven’t we?”

“I — I don’t know why you’re talking to me like this. I — I know we have. Oh, Rodney, how — how I wish we hadn’t!”

“Well, I don’t — and I rather fancy I’m in a worse fix than you. But, as I live, when I think of the fun we’ve had, I don’t care — that.” And he snapped his fingers. “They can do as they please, but they can’t take from me my memories; and if I’m face to face with hell — I’ll carry them there.”

He held out his hands to her with a little gesture of appeal. “Lady, talking will do no good, so let’s say pretty things. Sweetheart, I’ll be shot if I won’t call you sweetheart, look you never so sourly at me!”

“Oh, Rodney, I — I don’t want to look sourly at you! Sourly! Oh, my dear, if you only knew!”

“I do know, and that’s just it. I want you to know. Sweetheart, good night!”

He still held out his hands to her. As she looked at him, with straining eyes, she seemed to waver.

“Rodney!”

“Good night. Come here and say it — or shall we meet half-way?”

He moved towards her round the table, and she, as if she could not help it, moved towards him. And they said good night.


CHAPTER XXVII

THE GENTLEMAN’S DEPARTURE AND THE LADY’S EXPLANATIONS

IN the morning early Mabel Joyce knocked at the door of Mr. Elmore’s bedroom with a jug of shaving water in her hand; knocked softly, as if she did not wish to rouse the sleeper too abruptly from his rest. When no answer came she clung to the handle of the door, as a tremor seemed to pass all over her; then, presently, knocked again. Still no reply. She bent her head towards the panel, listening intently. Then, suddenly, decisively, rapped three times and waited. Still no reply. With a quick movement she turned the handle and passed into the room; and, when in, closed the door rapidly behind her, standing with her back against it, in an attitude of one who was afraid. She looked towards the bed. It was empty; the sleeper had awaked himself from slumber, had risen, and had gone. Putting the jug beside her on the floor, she passed quickly towards the bed; leaning over it, she stared at something which caught her eye upon the pillow. On the white slip was a dark red stain. She put out her hand, clutched it with her finger, withdrew her finger, and looked at it. Part of the redness had passed from the pillow to the tip of her finger. All at once she dropped on to her knees beside the empty bed, and, bowing her head upon the coverlet, stayed motionless. Then rose again to her feet, looking round her. Her glance caught something on the dressing-table — an envelope. Moving towards it, she snatched it up. It was addressed, simply, “Mrs. Joyce.” Although it seemed scarcely likely that such an address was intended for her, she ripped open the flap, and took out the sheet of paper it contained.

 

“Dear Mrs. Joyce, — I’m off, to another world — the world beyond the grave. I’m more of a coward than I thought; and yet I don’t know that it’s quite that. I have tried to cut my throat in bed — your bed; but my hand bungled. I have made rather a mess — and then I stopped. It seemed rather a pity to spoil your bedclothes, and I did not like to feel the razor. I am going to do it another way — outside your house, in a place I know of, where I hope no one will ever find me. I want no coroner to sit upon my body, and I want no jury to make me the subject of their silly verdicts.

“I have heaps of reasons — I dare say you’ll hear enough about them before long. I’d rather you heard of them than other people heard of them, when I am not here. It is because I am so anxious that the hearing should take place behind my back that I am going. I don’t quite know what I owe you, but I believe I’m a little in arrears. You’ll find ten pounds on the table; it should more than pay you, and even make up for the week’s notice which I have not given. All my possessions that I leave behind — and there are quite a number of decent suits of clothes — are yours. Do as you like with them. If you sell them, and get the price you ought to get, you should not do badly.

“Tell everybody what I have told you, and, if you like, show them this letter. You have not been a bad landlady; I don’t suppose I shall be better suited where I am going; nor have I been a bad lodger; if you get a better you’ll be in luck.

“Say good-bye to Mabel. There is a portrait of a kind in the locket which you will find near this envelope. I think I should like her to have it, as one to whom I am indebted for many favours. — Your one-time lodger,

“Rodney Elmore.

“Do you think I shall find it lonely where I am going? I wonder!”

 

The girl, having read this letter to the end, caught up an old-fashioned locket; doubtless the one referred to. Opening it, there looked out at her the young man’s face — a miniature, not ill-done. She pressed it to her lips, not once, nor twice, but again and again and again. Then, shutting it, slipped it inside her blouse. She gave another rapid glance about the room, moved hither and thither as if to make sure that there was nothing left which might tell more than need be told; then, passing hastily from the room, went not downstairs to her mother but upstairs to the lodger overhead. At his door she also knocked. Response was instant.

“Who’s there? Come in!”

She went in. Mr. Dale was sitting up in bed She stayed close to the door.

“He’s gone!” she said.

Mr. Dale, although he seemed but recently roused from sleep, seemed to grasp her meaning in a moment.

“Gone where?”

“He’s left this.”

She tossed the letter she had been reading so dexterously that it fell just before him on the bed. He caught it up and read.

“What’s it mean?” he asked. She seemed to consider for a moment.

“You know as well as I do.”

“I suppose I do — when you come to think of it. He’s a beauty — a shining star!” He stared at the letter. “What does he mean?”

“At any rate, he means one thing — he’s gone.” Mr. Dale leaned back, looking at the girl as if he were endeavouring to find something on her face which should give him a hint what to say next. When he spoke again it was slowly, as if he measured his words; yet bitterly, as if behind them was a meaning which scarcely jumped to the eye.

“Look here, Mabel, this isn’t going to be an easy thing to do. I’m going to have all my work cut out if it’s to be managed. You know what I mean by managed. And, as I’m alive, I don’t want to do it for nothing — and I don’t mean to.”

“What do you mean?”

“If the tale’s not to be told — you know what tale — it must be on terms. I won’t ask what this chap’s been to you, because I believe I know. He’s been — a blackguard; that’s what he’s been to you; and, on my word I believe you women like a man who’s a blackguard. But I don’t want to talk about that now.”

“I shouldn’t, especially as I expect mother will be calling me before you’ve done.”

The shade of sarcasm in the girl’s tone made the man regard her with knitted brows.

“Never you mind about your mother; I know all about her. For once in your life you’ll just listen to me. Mr. Rodney Elmore has gone, vanished from the scene — he’s dead; here’s this letter to prove it to anyone who doubts it.” The speaker grinned. “I’m not dead; I’m alive — very much alive; and I want you to take a particular note of that.”

“Do you think I don’t know that you’re alive?”

Mr. Dale’s tone grew suddenly fierce.

“I haven’t got Mr. Rodney Elmore’s pretty tone, nor his pretty manners, nor his pretty words; but I do care for you.” He laughed. “Care for you! Why, I’d eat the dirt you walk on; and you’ve made me do it more than once. Mabel, if I keep my mouth shut, and get others to keep theirs shut, will you stop treating me as if I were dirt, and treat me as if I were a man?”

“I’ll treat you as you like; I’ll do whatever you like; I’ll be your slave, if — if you do that.”

She stood close up against the door, with both hands pressed against her breast, and her words seemed to come from her in gasps. As he saw that in very truth she suffered, his whole bearing underwent a sudden change. He all at once grew tender.

“Mabel, I’ll make no bargain; I’ll do it — for your sake; and — I’ll trust to you for my reward.”

With odd suddenness she turned right round, so that her back was towards him, and her face pressed against the panel of the door. Her pain seemed to hurt him.

“For God’s sake don’t — don’t do that! I’d rather — do what he’s only pretended to do than give you pain. Cheer up — just try hard to cheer up, if it’s only just enough to help you to know what ought to be done next.”

The suggestion affected her in a fashion which perhaps took him a little aback. She turned again as suddenly as she had done before, this time towards him. Her eyes blazed; the words came swiftly from her lips.

“Do you think that I don’t know what I’m going to do next? Do you think it hasn’t been in my mind all night? Why, I’ve got it all cut, and planned, and dried. Leave that to me; all I want is for you to see” — her voice fell— “the tale’s not told.”

“It sha’n’t be if I can help it; and I think I can.”

The words still came swiftly from her.

“Say nothing to mother, say nothing to anyone; leave me to do all the telling — you know nothing; that’s all you’ve got to know. You understand?”

His voice as he replied was grim.

“Oh, yes, I understand.”

“Then, for the present, it’s good-bye.”

She opened the door. He checked her.

“I shall see you to-night when I come in.”

“You shall; if — if nothing’s been told.”

She went from the room to her own on the landing below, put on her hat, her coat, and her gloves, and went quickly down the stairs. Seldom was a pretty girl ready more quickly for the street. She already had the front door open when her mother called to her.

“Mabel, what to goodness is the matter with you? Where are you going?”

The girl seemed for a moment to be in doubt whether or not to let her mother’s question go unheeded; then decided to vouchsafe her at least some scraps of information.

“Mother, I believe Mr. Elmore’s gone.”

“Gone? Mr. Elmore? What’s the girl talking about?”

“His bedroom’s empty, and there’s ten pounds on the dressing-table, and I’m going straight off to the City to see.”

“To the City!”

The astonishment of the lady’s voice was justified; she came quickly along the passage as if to learn what might be the significance of the mystery which she felt was in the air. But her daughter did not wait for her approach; she was through the door, had shut it with a bang, before her mother had realised what it was she meant to do.

Miss Joyce did not go to the City; she went instead to No. 90, Russell Square. There she inquired for Miss Patterson. She was told the lady was at breakfast.

“Tell her — tell her that I’m Miss Joyce, and that I must see her — at once.”

She was in the hall, and looked so strange as she leaned against the wall, with her white face and frightened eyes, that the maid looked at her as if she could not make her out at all.

“Miss Joyce, did you say the name was?”

“Yes — Joyce — Mabel Joyce; tell Miss Patterson that Miss Joyce must see her at once.”

The maid went into a room upon the right — the dining-room — presently reappeared, with Miss Patterson behind her. Gladys came out into the hall.

“Miss Joyce! You wish to see me? On what business?”

“Somewhere — somewhere where we’ll be private.”

Gladys observed her with curious eyes; then she held open the dining-room door.

“I’m at breakfast; but, if you don’t mind, you’d better come in here.”

Mabel went in, Gladys followed. The stranger, now that they were alone, presented such a woebegone picture that, in spite of herself, Gladys was moved.

“You don’t seem well — are you ill? Hadn’t you better sit down? — here’s a chair.”

She pushed the chair towards her visitor, but Mabel would none of it.

“No, it doesn’t matter, I’d — I’d rather stand. My mother was Mr. Elmore’s — landlady.”

“Joyce? Oh, yes, of course, I thought I knew the name; I remember.” Perhaps unconsciously to herself, Gladys’s tone hardened; she drew herself a little straighter, she even moved a little away. In spite of her obvious trouble, Mabel noticed.

“You needn’t be afraid of me — I shan’t bite.”

“I was not afraid that you would bite. What is it you wish with me, Miss Joyce?”

“That.”

She stretched out towards the other a letter. Gladys eyed it askance, almost, one might have thought from her demeanour, that she feared that it might bite.

“What’s that?”

“If you take it — you’ll see. You’re right this time in being afraid; you’ve cause to be more afraid of that than of me. But it’s written by somebody you know well, and — you’d better read it.”

Still doubtfully, as if she really were in awe of what the sheet of paper might portend, she took it gingerly from the other’s fingers. Then she read it. And as she read, a curious change came over, not only her countenance, but her whole bearing. When she had reached the end her hands dropped to her side, she stared at the girl in front of her as she might have done at a visitant from another sphere.

“What — does this letter mean?”

For answer, Mabel took another piece of paper from that woman’s universal pocket — her blouse. She held it out to Gladys, and, even more cautiously than before, Gladys took it with unwilling fingers. This time, as she read it, it was with an obvious lack of comprehension.

“What on earth is this?”

“Can’t you see? Isn’t it plain enough? It’s a marriage licence — now can you see?”

Gladys seemed to make an effort to achieve steadiness, not with entire success. As if to hide her partial failure, she went down the room to the seat which she had been occupying at the other end of the table. Resting her hand on the top of the chair, raising the paper again, she re-read it. Her back was towards Mabel, her face could not have been more eloquent, one saw a spasm pass right across it. She was still; there was a perceptible interval; she turned towards her visitor. Her face seemed to have aged; one saw that as she grew older she would not grow better-looking.

“I see that this purports to be a licence of marriage — I don’t know much about these things, but I take it that the marriage was to be before a registrar — between Rodney Elmore, who, I presume, is my cousin — —”

“He’s your cousin right enough.”

“And — Mabel Joyce. Are you the Mabel Joyce referred to?”

“I am; we were to have been married to-day — at noon sharp; the registrar — he’ll be waiting for us, but he’ll have to wait. Mr. Rodney Elmore, that’s your cousin and my husband that was to be, he’s bolted.”

“Bolted? I see. Is that what this letter means?”

“That’s just exactly what it means.”

“It doesn’t mean that — he’s — he’s killed himself?”

“Not much it doesn’t; I know the gentleman. It simply means that, for reasons of his own — I’m one of them and I daresay you’re another — he’s cut and run.”

Gladys’s tone could scarcely have been more frigid or her bearing more outwardly calm; unfortunately both the frigidity and the calmness were a little overdone.

“I see. I’m much obliged to you for bringing me — this very interesting piece of news. I believe this is yours. I scarcely think I need detain you longer.”

She returned to Mabel both the licence and the letter. Enclosing them one in the other, the girl passed from the room out of the house. Gladys stood staring at the door through which she had left, exactly, if she could only have known it, as Rodney had stared when she had vanished the afternoon before. Then she clenched her fists and shook them in the air.

“To think that I should ever have been such a fool! That I should ever have let him — soil me with his touch! Dad was right; what a fool he must have thought me! If I’d only listened, what might not — have been saved!”

Shortly afterwards she entered the office at St. Paul’s Churchyard. Andrews advanced to greet her.

“Mr. Elmore has not yet arrived.”

“I know he hasn’t; I wish to speak to you.”

She led the way towards her father’s private room; as he followed Andrews seemed to recognise something in her carriage which recalled his master. There could be no doubt that this was his daughter. When they were in the room and the door was closed, Miss Patterson seated herself in her father’s chair. She looked the managing man in the face, with something in her glance which again recalled her sire. “Andrews, I suppose you can observe a confidence?”

Andrews smiled; he rubbed his hands together; one felt that he could not make out the lady’s mood, still less achieve a satisfactory guess at what was in the air.

“I hope so, Miss Patterson, I’m sure. Your father reposed many and many a confidence in me, and I never betrayed one of them — I’m not likely now to betray yours.”

“Right, Andrews, I believe you. I believe my father knew the kind of man who may be trusted; he trusted you, and I will. Shake hands.” She offered him her hand. As if doubtful whether or not he was taking a liberty, he took it in his. They gravely shook hands.

“It’s very good of you, Miss Patterson, I’m sure, to say so; but what you do say is true — your father trusted me, and so can you.”

She eyed him for some seconds as if debating in her mind what to say to him and just how to say it. Then it came from her, as it were, all of a sudden.

“Andrews, I told you that my cousin, Rodney Elmore, and I were engaged to be married. I was mistaken — we are not. Stop! I don’t want you to ask any questions; that’s the confidence I’m reposing in you, I want you to ask none, I simply tell you we’re not. Another thing. You told me when I came in just now that Mr. Elmore had not come yet. Andrews, he never will come again — to this office.”

“Indeed, miss! Is that so, miss?”

The girl smiled — gravely.

“There, again, Andrews — my confidence! You are to ask no questions. Neither you nor I will see Mr. Elmore again — ever. Still one other thing. You remember what my father said in his will about leaving the conduct of his business in your hands? I echo my father’s words; I want you to manage it for me on my father’s lines.”

The old man was evidently confused. He stood staring at the girl and rubbing his hands, as if he found himself in a quandary from which he sought a way out.

“I’m sure, Miss Patterson, that I’m very gratified by the confidence you place in me, and I want to do my best to ask no questions, but — but there’s one remark I ought to make.” He bent over the table as if he wished the remark in question to reach her ear alone. “I don’t know, Miss Patterson, if you are aware that yesterday morning Mr. Elmore drew a thousand pounds from the bank.”

“Yesterday morning? When did he do that? Not when we were there?”

“It appears that he returned directly after we had left, and cashed a cheque for a thousand pounds across the counter, took it in tens and fives and gold — rather a funny way of taking a cheque like that.”

The girl said nothing; just possible she thought the more — it is still more possible that hers was disagreeable thinking. It came back to her; she understood; the letter-case which had been left behind; her sitting in the cab while he had gone into the bank to fetch it. Letter-case? So the letter-case was a cheque for a thousand pounds; and while she’d been sitting in the cab he had been putting her money into his pocket. What a pretty fellow this cousin was, this lover of — how many ages ago? Could she ever have cared, to say nothing of loved, a thing like this? This girl had a sense of humour which was her own; at the thought of it she smiled — indeed, suddenly she leaned back in her chair and laughed outright.

“Cashed a cheque for a thousand pounds, did he? Well, Andrews, dad left him nothing in his will — I wonder why. How funny! Then there’s still another thing to tell you, Andrews. Let them understand at the bank, as quickly as you can, that they’re not to cash any more of Mr. Elmore’s cheques which are drawn on my account. Now, Andrews, will you be so very good as to send someone to Mr. Wilkes, and give him my most respectful compliments, and say, if he can possibly spare a moment, I should like very much indeed to see him here at once.”

When Miss Joyce got home she found, waiting in the sitting-room which had so recently been Rodney’s, Mr. Austin. The gentleman regarded her as she came in with an air of grave disapprobation.

“You are, I believe, the landlady’s daughter.”

Mabel nodded.

“I have just had a few words with your mother, who appears to be an extraordinary woman, and who has told me an extraordinary tale.”

“My mother’s not in the habit of telling extraordinary tales to anyone.”

“Then, what does she mean by — by talking stuff and nonsense about Mr. Elmore’s having gone, and — and I don’t know what besides?”

Miss Joyce drew a long breath, and seemed to nerve herself for an effort. She had had a good deal to bear that morning, and to retain even a vestige of self-command needed all her efforts.

“Mr. Austin, Mr. Elmore has gone, and he’s left a letter behind him in which he pretends that he has committed suicide; but he hasn’t, I know better. But here’s the letter; you might like to look at it.”

He read the letter with which we are already familiar; and it had a very similar effect on him to that which it had had on others, only in his case he read it over and over again, as if to make sure that its meaning had not escaped him, yet that its meaning had escaped him his words made plain.

“You — you may understand this letter, young woman, but I certainly do not. What — what does this most extraordinary, and, as it seems to me, inconsequent, letter mean?”

“I’ll tell you just as shortly as I can exactly what it means. And, perhaps, when I have told you you won’t ask any more questions than you can conveniently help, because — I’ve had just about as much to bear as I can manage. Rodney Elmore — I’m not going to call him Mr. Elmore, I’ve as much right to call him Rodney as anybody in this world; he’s got himself into a mess, and I’m one of them. Why, he promised to marry me to-day at twelve o’clock.”

“He — promised! Young woman!”

“Here’s the licence to prove it; but — I suppose he daren’t face it; so he’s gone, and he’s done me, and I’m not the only one he’s done. Has he done your daughter?”

“Your question, put in such a form, I entirely decline to answer.”

“You needn’t; I know. And, mind you, I don’t believe he’s gone alone either, wherever it is he has gone to. What’s the name of that girl down at Brighton that he was so thick with, and your son’s sweetheart?”

Mr. Austin started as if something had stung him. He stared at the girl with growing apprehension.

“You can’t mean —— ?”

“Yes, I can. Wasn’t her first name Mary? I have heard the other — it’s a queer one — and I forget it. But you ask your son, if he cares for the girl, to make inquiries, and if she’s missing, and he wants her new address, to find out Rodney Elmore’s, and — he’ll find hers.”


CHAPTER XXVIII

A CONSPIRACY OF SILENCE

There are few worse half-hours in life than that in which a man finds that the one person whom he has liked, and respected, and trusted, and believed in before all others, is a scamp, a liar, and a cur. As Mr. Austin sat cowering in the corner of his cab it was to him almost as if he had been these things, instead of Rodney Elmore. He ascended the steps of the Kensington house a little stiffly, a little bowed, a little shorn of his full height; he bore himself, indeed, as if he were ashamed; it was with a sense of shame that he spoke to his son, who was apparently just about to go out as he went in.

“Tom, I want to speak to you.”

The lad looked at his father with a look of surprise.

“Why, pater; what’s wrong?”

The father closed the door of the room into which he had preceded his son. There was something shifty in his bearing; he seemed unwilling to meet the youngster’s glances.

“Tom, what was that you were saying about — about Mary Carmichael?”

The lad smiled, ruefully enough; there was an awkwardness about his manner. He turned away, as if on his side he had no wish to meet his father’s eyes.

“All I can make out is that she has gone. It seems that while that old aunt of hers was out yesterday afternoon — she vanished. She just left a note behind her to say that she was going, and that they weren’t to bother, because she wasn’t coming back; but they’d hear from her some day — she couldn’t say just when.”

“Tom, she’s gone with Rodney Elmore.”

The lad swung round as on a pivot.

“Pater! What do you mean?”

The father told the story as he knew it, the lad listening — first as one in a dream, and then as one in a rage. Then, with a gasp as of astonishment, he blurted out:

“But what about Stella?”

“Yes; what about Stella? Stella’s here, and — why, where’s Rodney? I thought, father, he’d come with you.”

Miss Austin had come running into the room eagerly, happily, laughingly, taking it for granted that her lover was within. As she looked from her father to her brother, and noted the oddity of their manner, her eyes grew wider open.

“Father, where — where is Rodney?”

Then the father told the tale to her; it was the hardest task he had ever had to perform. The girl first scorned him, then laughed, then doubted, and then, in a fit of what was very like fury, announced her intention of going in search of Rodney, whom she declared she believed to be cruelly aspersed, and learning the truth from his own lips. It was with difficulty she was stayed. When she, at last, was brought to understand, she was already another Stella to the one her father had known. She was not to be comforted. And when her mother came, and heard the story, too, she put her arm about her daughter’s waist and led her to her room, and there remained alone with her an hour or more. When she came out she also was another woman; and her daughter was in her room, alone.

And that, to all intents and purposes, so far as it is known, is the end of the story, though the real end is not yet. Such stories take a long time ending. Sometimes they are continued in the generation which comes after, and never end. Mr. Philip Walter Augustus Parker was tried for the murder of Graham Patterson, and, apparently to his complete satisfaction, was found guilty. The law plays such pranks oftener than is commonly supposed. The story he told was so well put together, all the joints fitted so well. As the judge instructed the jury they really had no option; on the evidence there was only one possible verdict; and that was returned. Mr. Parker earned his credentials; he was sent, as he desired, on a lengthy visit to Broadmoor. The whole story might have fallen to pieces and his visit to Broadmoor indefinitely postponed had the platform inspector at Brighton station — Edward Giles — given his evidence in another way. A few questions would have changed the whole face of affairs, but they were not asked. He told that it was he who had helped Graham Patterson into the carriage, and also that there already was someone in it when the dead man entered. At that point the questions which were put to him went awry. He was asked if the prisoner was that other person; he replied that he did not recognise him, but as, when the witness had entered the box, Mr. Parker had greeted him with that unpleasant little chuckle of his, and had proclaimed that he recognised him, even before he opened his mouth, as the porter, as he put it, who had been of assistance to Mr. Patterson, for the judge, as for the jury, that was sufficient. Giles himself was evidently taken aback, and while he declared that he did not recognise the prisoner, he admitted that if Parker had not been the man in the carriage, he could not understand how he recognised him. So Mr. Parker had his wish.

Mr. Andrews is still the managing man, as well as a partner, of the firm of Graham Patterson, which continues to thrive on the same sound old lines. And Gladys Patterson is the wife of Stephen Wilkes — that strikes even her, when she thinks of it, as queer. How it came about, she has told her husband more than once, she does not understand; she wonders sometimes, so she tells him, if her father could ever have had it in his mind that that was the match he would have chosen. She is thinking of Rodney’s words. Her husband laughs, and assures her that to the best of his knowledge and belief her father never dreamt of anything of the kind. Whereat she thinks all the more of Rodney’s words, having a dim suspicion hidden in her somewhere that it was because of what he said that this strange thing had happened, and, in what she feels is in quite an uncanny way, that it was he who brought it all about.

Mabel Joyce is Mrs. George Dale, fairly happy, as the average wife’s standard of happiness goes, and Dale is happy too; but there is about him a suggestion of solicitous anxiety, as if he would be glad to be as certain of her satisfaction with the way that things have turned out, as of his own.

Stella is still unmarried, and likely to remain so. She is not quite the ordinary type of girl. When she gave her heart to Rodney Elmore, it was given for ever; although she would probably be the last person in the world to admit it, he has it still. As, she declares, she will never marry save where her heart is, her prospects of remaining Stella Austin are stronger than either her father or her mother care to own. Tom is married; was married within six months of his heart being finally broken — to the girl with the mischievous eyes. And he is happy as a man may be; and he is a man, even up to his father’s standard of manhood. He is practically the head of his father’s firm, and a sufficiently effective and energetic head he makes. He declares that it is his wife who has done it, and that she has been and still is and ever will be the only woman in the world to him. He forgets; men — and women — sometimes do.

Nothing definite has ever been heard of Rodney Elmore; but among those who knew him in his youth there is a profound conviction that he still lives. One day, a month or so after his marriage, there came a postcard to Tom Austin from one of the northern States of America, with just these words on the back:

 

“Congratulations — good wishes — am delighted!

“M.”

 

He was the only person who ever saw the card. He tore it up and burnt it. About him for nearly a week afterwards there was, at odd moments, an unusually reflective air. His wife asked him what he was thinking about.

“Why,” he told her, “what should I think about but you.”

He was thinking, wondering, how close to “M.” was Rodney Elmore — his boyhood’s friend! — as one result of what was very like a conspiracy of silence.
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The Purse which was Found

I.

The first applicant arrived just as I was sitting down to breakfast. I went out to him in the hall at once. He was tall, thin, and distinctly seedy.

“I have called with reference to the advertisement of the purse which was found.” I bowed. He seemed to hesitate. “I have lost a purse.” He looked as if he had — long years ago. “I have reason to believe that it is my purse which you have found. I shall be happy to hand you the cost of your advertisement on your returning me my property.”

“When did you lose it?”

My question seemed to escape his notice.

“I am a clergyman in the Orders of the Church of England, and the inscrutable laws of the Divine Benevolence have placed me in a position which makes such a loss a matter of cardinal importance.”

“Where did you lose it?”

“In town, sir — in town.”

“In what part of town?”

“In the west, sir — in the west.”

“Do you mean in the western postal district?”

“My topographical knowledge of this great city is scarcely sufficient to enable me to enter into such minutiæ.” He assumed an air of candour which ill became him. “I will be frank with you. I do not know where I lost it. The shock of the loss was so great as to make of my mind a tabula rasa. I have an appointment at some distance from here in less than half an hour. Might I ask you to give me my property without any unnecessary delay?”

“With pleasure, on your describing it.”

“Unfortunately there again you have me at a disadvantage. The purse was my daughter’s, lent to me only for the day. I have not preserved a sufficiently clear mental picture to enable me to furnish you with an adequate description.”

“But your daughter can?”

“Precisely, if she were in town. But she is not in town. And it is of paramount importance that I should at once regain possession of the property. If you will allow me to look at it I shall be able to tell at a glance if it is mine.”

“I am afraid that I must request you to describe the purse lost before I show you the one I found.”

He drew himself up.

“I trust, sir, that your words are not intended to convey a reflection?”

“Not at all. Only, as I have not breakfasted, and you have an appointment to keep, it might be as well if you were at once to communicate with your daughter, and request her to favour you with the necessary description.”

“Excuse me, sir, but you mistake your man. I am a gentleman, sir, like you — a university man, sir. I came here to regain possession of my property; you are in possession of that property; until you return it to me I do not intend to quit this house.” As he had suddenly raised his voice, and evinced symptoms of raising it higher, I opened the front door by way of a hint. On the doorstep stood one of the unemployed, the remnant of a woollen muffler twisted round his neck.

“Beg pardon, guv’nor, I’ve come for my purse.”

“What purse?”

“You know very well what purse — the purse what’s advertised. You hand it over to me, and I’m game to pay all costs. It’s mine. I lost it.”

“Describe the one you had the misfortune to lose.”

“It was a leather purse.”

“Then that is not the purse I found.”

“Shammy leather, I mean.”

“Nor is it shammy leather.”

“Covered with sealskin outside.”

“Nor is it covered with sealskin outside.”

“Just you take and let me have a look at it. I’ll soon tell you if it’s mine.”

“Before the purse is shown to any claimant he must satisfactorily describe it.”

“Very well; that’s all about it. If it ain’t mine, it ain’t mine. You needn’t be nasty.”

“I have no intention of being nasty.”

“Then don’t be. Because a pore feller loses his purse he don’t need to be trampled on. You can be pore but honest.”

With the utterance of this trite and, possibly, admirable observation the man strolled off, with his hands in his pockets. My clerical friend, who had lingered in the hall, endeavoured to take me by the button-hole. He addressed me in a confidential whisper.

“Pardon me, sir, but circumstances over which I have no control have temporarily crippled my resources. Since, from motives which I understand, and which I honour, sir, you prefer to continue to be the custodian of my family property, might I with confidence ask you to oblige me with a small loan till I am able to place myself in communication with my daughter?”

“You might not.”

“I fear that I am already late for my appointment. The only way to reach it in time will be to take a cab. May I, at least, ask you to enable me to pay the fare?”

“You may not.”

He sighed.

“I believe you said you had not breakfasted? Neither, sir, have I. You will hardly believe it, but it is a positive fact that I, a clergyman, a master of arts of my university, have not tasted food for more than four-and-twenty hours. If, sir, you will suffer me, a humble stranger, to join you at your morning meal — —”

“Good-day, sir.”

He sighed again. Then, putting his hand up to his mouth, he asked, in a sepulchral whisper:

“Will you lend me sixpence?”

“I won’t — not one farthing.”

Then he went, shaking his head as he passed down the steps, as if the burden of this world pressed on him more weightily than ever. He was still descending the steps when a cab dashed up, from the interior of which an elderly gentleman flourished an umbrella.

II.

“Hi! Is this 25, Bangley Gardens, where they advertise that a purse was found?”

I admitted that it was.

“Was it found in Regent Street on Wednesday afternoon — silver monogram ‘E. L. T.’ — containing between nine and ten pounds in silver and gold?”

I said that it was not.

“Sorry to have troubled you. Throgmorton Street, driver. Push along.”

I was closing the door when I was hailed by a woman, who remained standing at the foot of the steps. She was a young woman, evidently of the artisan class. She wore an air of depression, and carried a baby in her arms.

“Was the purse which was found mine, sir?”

“What was yours like?”

“I lost it in the Mile End Road on Saturday night, sir. My husband’s wages was in it — twenty-four and sixpence. He see the advertisement in the paper, and sent me round to see. Leather it was — leastways, imitation — red, and the clasp was broken.”

“I am sorry to say that your description bears no kind of resemblance to the one which is in my possession.”

She looked at me for a moment, scrutinizingly, as if desirous of learning if what I said was credible; then, without another word, moved off.

I had succeeded in closing the door just as there came another rap upon the knocker. I reopened it, to find myself confronted by another of the unemployed.

“I ask your pardon, guv’nor, but seeing an advertisement about a purse as was found, I thought I’d just come round to see if it might happen to be mine. Mine wasn’t a leather purse, nor yet it wasn’t a shammy leather, nor yet it wasn’t one of them sealskin kind of things.”

As soon as he said that I suspected that this was a friend of the other unemployed, from whom he had recently gathered certain data.

“Mine was more one of them sort of bag kind.”

“What bag kind?”

“Well — —” He fixed me with his gaze. If he had been acquainted with the fact that images are photographed upon our eyes, I might have suspected him of an intent to decipher the image of the purse in mine. “Was this here purse you found tied round the top?”

“Was yours?”

He read the answer in my eyes.

“No, I can’t say as how mine was; but I thought as how this here one you found might have been — some purses are, you know.”

Unless I erred he was endeavouring to consider what sort of purse that purse might be, his knowledge of the varieties of that article being limited. He taxed my patience.

“If you have lost a purse, my man, be so good as to describe it without delay. I can’t stop here all the morning.”

“Well, as I was a-saying, it was one of them sort of bag kind.”

“Then it’s not the one I found.”

Without more ado I slammed the door in his face. I went in to breakfast. As I was sitting down there came a single knock. Saunders turned to leave the room to answer it.

“One moment, Saunders. I don’t know if I mentioned to you that, the day before yesterday, I found a purse?”

“No, sir.”

“Well, I did, and I’m beginning to wish that I hadn’t. I’ve inserted an advertisement in to-day’s papers to the effect that the owner may have it on applying to me. I’ve had five applicants within five minutes — three of them rank impostors. I’m rather inclined to think that the person who has just knocked is one of them come back again. I doubt if he ever had a purse in his life — he certainly never had the one I’ve found. Tell him if he doesn’t take himself away at once I’ll send for the police.”

Saunders vanished. There was the sound of voices — one of them belonging to Saunders, the other, undoubtedly, to that member of the unemployed. He seemed to be shouting at Saunders, and Saunders, in a dignified way, seemed to be shouting back at him. Presently there was a lull. Saunders reappeared.

“Well, has the fellow gone?”

“No, sir. And he says he isn’t going.”

“Did you give him to understand that I should send for the police?”

“He says he should like to see you send for the police. He says that the police will soon show you if you can rob a poor man of his purse. He’s a most impudent fellow. As for the purse which you found being his, sir, I don’t believe he knows what a purse is. He’s a regular vagabond!”

“I quite agree with you, Saunders — quite! That is my opinion of the man precisely.”

“There are five other persons who wish to see you. Three of them have cards, and two of them haven’t.”

He held out three cards on a waiter, taking my breath away.

“Five, Saunders! Where are these people?”

“In the hall, sir.”

“I won’t see anyone till I’ve had my breakfast. I’m not going to have all my habits disarranged simply because I happen to have found a purse. I ought to have stated that no applications were to be made till after twelve; I never dreamt that people would have come at this time of day. Show the people with the cards into the drawing-room, and leave the others in the hall. And, Saunders, it would be a little obvious, perhaps, to remove the hats and umbrellas from before their very faces, but keep a sharp eye on them!”

I glanced at the trio of visiting-cards, as, once more, I made an attempt to continue my meal. “Mrs. Chillingby-Harkworth, Pagoda Mansions, S.W.,” “Colonel Fitzakarley Beering,” “George Parkins.” The idea of a number of entire strangers being turned loose in my drawing-room was one I did not relish. I felt I ought to have stated that applications in writing would alone have been attended to.

I had imagined that, by not taking my find to the police-station, I should be saving myself trouble. I perceived that my imagination had been at fault. I had had no notion that such a number of people had lost their purses. A constant fusillade was being kept up on the knocker. I might have been giving a fashionable assembly, and requested the guests to arrive in time for breakfast. All at once there was a violent ringing at the drawing-room bell.

In came Saunders with a stack of cards on a tray and some telegrams.

“Well, Saunders, many people here?”

“More than twenty inside the house, and I don’t know how many there are outside — I know the pavement’s getting blocked. The drawing-room is full, and the hall is crammed. Queer ones some of them are; they don’t look to me as if they were the sort to lose their purses. And now the lady whose card I brought up to you has rung the bell, and says that she insists on seeing you at once.”

“Show her up, and, when I ring, show her down again. Then send them up one after the other. I’ll get rid of them as fast as I can. And, Saunders, if ever you find a purse lose it again directly, and don’t breathe a word of it to anyone!”

III.

In came a lady, looking every inch a Mrs. Chillingby-Harkworth — tall, portly, middle-aged, richly dressed. As she eyed me through a pair of long-handled spy-glasses her volubility was amazing.

“May I inquire your name, sir?”

“Burley is my name, madam.”

“Then, Mr. Burley, I have to inform you I was never treated with so much indignity before. I come here in answer to an advertisement, at great personal inconvenience to myself, and I am shown into a room with a number of most extraordinary characters; and one person, who, I am sure, was the worse for drink, asks me the most impertinent questions, and when I appeal for protection to another individual, he tells me that he has enough to do in attending to his own business without interfering with other people’s, and I have positively to ring the bell twice before I can receive any proper attention.”

“I am sorry that you should have suffered any unpleasantness in my house. May I ask if you have lost a purse?”

“I can’t say I have — at least, not for years. I only lost one purse in my life, and that was when I was quite a child — I’ve always taken too much care of my things to lose them. But the friend of a niece of mine, who was staying with me a week or two ago, took her little boy to the Zoological Gardens, and she lost her purse. She hadn’t the faintest notion where or how, and when I saw the advertisement I thought I would call and see if it was hers.”

“May I ask you to describe the purse which your friend lost?”

“My good sir, I can’t do anything of the kind. I only saw it for a moment in her hand as she was going out. You mustn’t ask me to perform impossibilities.”

“Perhaps your friend could describe it.”

“Of course she could, if she were here, but she isn’t; she’s at the other end of the country. I’ve come to look at the purse which you have found, don’t I tell you, and wasted a whole morning in doing so. I daresay I shall be able to form a pretty shrewd idea as to whether it is hers, as those who know me best will tell you. My sense of observation has always been exceedingly keen.”

I shook my head.

“I am afraid that that is what I cannot do. According to your own statement you have not lost a purse. I am unable to produce the one which I have found until I am furnished with a satisfactory description by the actual loser.”

She stared.

“Good gracious, my good man, you don’t mean to say that after bringing me here, and after what I have gone through, you refuse to show me the purse which you have actually advertised?”

I rang the bell.

“Possibly your friend will place herself in communication with me. Saunders, show this lady out.”

I fancy she was so taken aback by my manner that for the moment she was speechless. Anyhow, she went, and regained the use of her tongue when she got outside. I heard her rating Saunders soundly as she went downstairs. A young man came next, with something about him which smacked of a provincial town.

“My name’s Parkins. You’ve got a pretty crowd downstairs. I didn’t expect this sort of thing, or I wouldn’t have come. A lot of Johnnies seem to be on the prowl for a purse. Was the one you found plain leather, with a single pocket, and three fivers inside?”

“Not the least like it.”

“Oh! The fact is, I’m up in town for an holiday, and the night before last I went on the razzle, and some Johnny boned my purse, and I thought you might have got it.”

I do not know what he meant, or if he intended to insult me — he seemed to be a simple sort of youth — but he was gone before I had a chance of asking him. He was followed by an elderly gentleman, whom I had reason to suppose, before I had got rid of him, was either a seasoned liar, or more or less insane. He seated himself — uninvited by me — crossed his legs, and nursed his silk hat and umbrella.

“I suppose it is a purse you’ve found?”

“Of course it is. Have you lost one?”

“It isn’t a Gladstone bag?”

“A Gladstone bag?” I was a little dazed by my efforts to grasp the man’s meaning, and the question was such an absurd one.

“I take it that if it had been a Gladstone bag I should have mentioned it in my advertisement. I am still able to distinguish between the one and the other.”

“Nor a silk umbrella with a silver mount and a crest on top, like this?”

He held out the one he had been holding.

I stiffened my back, suspecting him of a humorous intention.

“My time is valuable, as, having just come from downstairs, you must be aware. May I ask if I am indebted for the pleasure of your presence here to the fact of your having lost a purse?”

“A purse? On my soul and honour, sir, in my time I’ve lost hundreds — hundreds! Positively hundreds!”

I believe I gasped — he spoke with an airy indifference as if that kind of thing were commonplace.

“As I was saying to some of those fellows downstairs, if there’s a man in England who has lost more things than I have, I should like to meet him. It’s a genius I have; as sure as I get a thing I lose it. And the more it costs, the more it’s lost. As for purses, they’re my strongest point. I suppose I lost more than a score last year, and already more than a dozen this. Only last week my wife bought a steel chain with a steel purse at the end of it. She chained it round me. If you will believe me, sir, the very next day I went to a Turkish bath and left it there — never set eyes upon it since. I take it it isn’t that purse you’ve found?”

“It is not.”

“Nor a large square trunk, iron-bound, weighing about two tons, which I left on the Boulogne Quay a fortnight last Thursday?”

“It is not that, either. Pardon me if I appear to interrupt you, but, since you seem to have been unfortunate on so large a scale, I fear I must ask you to go home and have a list printed of the purses which you have lost at different times, and send it to me at your leisure. I shall then be able to perceive if it is one of them which I have found. But I beg you will not include in it any ironbound trunks. Good-day.”

I rang the bell; the man sat still.

“It isn’t only trunks and purses which I lose — I lose everything. The day before yesterday I went into the City to buy groceries; filled two great parcels four feet square; had them put with me into the cab so that I might keep them well in sight; got out on the road to have a drink; when I had had it got into the wrong cab; never discovered the mistake till I reached my own doorstep. Those groceries haven’t yet come to hand — —”

“These anecdotes — —”

“Excuse me, I’ll tell you another thing I’ve lost. Six months ago I lost my wife. Took her for a run on the Continent; on the way home dined at a restaurant on the Boulevards; went out to buy a cigar; forgot all about my wife; left her eating an ice; came over by the night boat; never noticed she was missing till I was between the sheets in bed.” He paused, as if to meditate. “She wasn’t a dead loss; turned up afterwards, as I’ve reason to remember.”

Whether the man was or was not mad, or whether he was merely amusing himself at my expense, is more than I can say. We had the greatest difficulty in getting rid of him. By the time I had interviewed another dozen applicants I came to the conclusion that, if I had to go through much more of that kind of thing, my brain would turn. One red-headed man came into the room with a huge portfolio under his arm. Before I could stop him he had unfolded it before my astonished eyes.

“I have here one of the finest works ever issued from the press. It is a universal gazetteer and general encyclopædia of information, and contains 22,000 more references than any other work of the kind which has been previously produced. It is most superbly illustrated, in the most lavish manner, by the greatest artists, two or more full-page illustrations to each part, besides innumerable smaller illustrations, splendid maps, and magnificent coloured pictures, which are quite worthy of being framed. It is issued in monthly parts price sevenpence, and with the first part is presented a free gift — —”

It was all I could do to prevent myself kicking him downstairs. He was not by any means the only offender in this direction. One young woman, after beating about the bush in a manner which, although I was becoming familiar with it, was none the less maddening, explained that she had come to solicit contributions towards providing a day in the country for some ragamuffins at the other end of the town.

IV.

The worst of it was that, though I scampered through the applicants as fast as ever they would let me, the number of them, instead of diminishing, increased. The clamour of their voices filled the house. Saunders and the maids were becoming alarmed — for the matter of that so was I. The people swarmed into the house like flies. The downstair rooms were full, the hall was blocked, the stairway choked, a continually increasing crowd was on the pavement. Everyone wanted to see me at once. Judging from the noise quarrels were frequent. I had heard of the astonishing number of the applications which are received for an advertised vacant clerkship; judging from results I might have advertised not for one clerk, but for half a dozen.

“I think,” suggested Saunders, pale, though heated, “that we had better send for the police.”

I had just disposed of a man who, after explaining that he had lost a purse something like twelve months ago, had assured the crowd, from the top of the stairs, that I was a colourable imitation of a thief, because I had declined to show him the one which I had found a couple of days before. He had been followed by an acidulated-looking female, who, I felt certain, was a tough morsel, and who was eyeing me, as Saunders spoke, as if I had been a convict at the least.

“Why? Are the people misbehaving?”

Saunders’s face was more eloquent than his words.

“I don’t believe there’ll be much furniture left in the drawing-room if something isn’t done. Cook’s locked herself in the kitchen, and some of the people have gone downstairs — a pretty sort they are! If they aren’t in the plate cupboard, they’re in the pantry.”

This was pleasant hearing. Before I could speak the acidulated lady — proving that my diagnosis of her character had not been unfounded — answered for me.

“And serve you quite right too! I believe that the whole affair’s a swindle. You ought to be made to suffer. I don’t believe you’ve found a purse at all.”

“My dear madam, I assure you that I have!”

“Then why don’t you let any of the poor creatures who have lost their purses have so much as a sight of it? If you have found a purse, why don’t you show it to them like an honest man?” I sighed — the logic of people who had lost their purses was wonderful. “As for me, I’m not going through the farce of describing the purse I lost, because I know very well you haven’t got it; but I’ll tell you this — I’ve come all the way from Hackney, and I’ve wasted a day, and I don’t mean to leave this house till you’ve paid me my expenses. I’ll teach you to play tricks with innocent people! And” — she suddenly raised her voice— “if other people take my advice they will insist upon having their expenses paid them too!”

Before Saunders or I could interpose she had thrown the door wide open, and was addressing her, by now, excited audience, as if to the manner born.

“My good people, I am Sarah Eliza Warren, of Greenbush Villa, Hackney, and, like yourselves, I have been brought to this house by what seems to me to amount to false pretences. I don’t believe that a purse has been found at all. If you take my advice you will do as I am doing — you will insist on being compensated for your loss of time, and for your out-of-pocket expenditure!”

I plainly perceived that further argument was useless. The idea of compensating that motley gathering for effecting a burglarious entry on to my premises was one which was too terrible to contemplate.

I threw up the window.

“Police! police!” I shouted.

A solitary policeman was in sight. Considering that the street in front of my house was rendered practically impassable by the concourse of people and of vehicles, the wonder was that the whole force had not been on the spot an hour ago. His attention had been attracted by the crowd; he was hastening towards it. Some fifty to sixty persons endeavoured to explain the situation as he advanced. He waved them majestically from him as only a policeman can. As he came near the house I shouted to him:

“I’m the owner of this house! I require your assistance, constable! I want you to turn these people out!”

The effect of my words was spoilt by the opening of the drawing-room window, which was immediately under the one at which I was. Half a dozen men and women thrust their heads out. They simultaneously addressed the constable. Under the circumstances he did the best thing he could have done — he blew his whistle.

V.

There ensued a scene of considerable excitement. Never tell me again that policemen do not come when they are wanted. As soon as that whistle was blown blue-coated officials began to appear in all directions. A policeman running is a sight to be seen — so the general public with leisure on its hands seemed to think, because each came attended by a tail of stragglers. What the neighbours thought of the proceedings Heaven only knows. People stood on the doorsteps, heads were thrust out of every window. Bangley Gardens had never before experienced such an occasion in the whole course of its history.

The behaviour of the persons who had lost their purses — or wished me to believe that they had — was disgraceful. Judging from the sounds they were wandering over the house wherever their fancy led them. A scuffle seemed to be taking place on the stairs, another in the hall, and there was plainly contention in the drawing-room. Mysterious noises in the basement. Eight or nine excitable people had forced their way into my room, and, headed by “Sarah Eliza Warren,” were addressing me in a fashion which, to say the least of it, was lacking in decorum. Meantime the original policeman was standing with his hands in his belt, waiting for the support of his colleagues before taking any steps whatever to save my property from being looted.

“Constable!” I screamed, “I am the owner of this house, and I shall hold you responsible for any damage that is done to my property. Come inside, I tell you, and turn these people out.”

He apparently paid no heed to me whatever; I was not the only one who was screaming; The people at the drawing-room window were behaving as if they had just broken loose from Bedlam. From what I afterwards ascertained it seems as if some of them imagined that they were in for a colourable imitation of the original affair of the Black Hole of Calcutta.

Suddenly I became conscious that the proceedings in my immediate neighbourhood had positively increased in liveliness. Turning, I perceived that Saunders was engaged in what looked very like a bout of fisticuffs with still another member of the unemployed; he had detected him in the act of pocketing a silver statuette. Regardless of who was standing in the way I rushed to his assistance. I struck out at somebody — somebody struck out at me. What immediately followed must have borne a strong family resemblance to the “divarsion” which marked the occasion of that immortal “Irish christenin’.”

“What’s the meaning of all this? Who’s the owner of this house?”

Never was anything more welcome than the sight of the stalwart, blue-coated figure of the representative of law and order standing in the doorway. I tremble to think of what would have happened if his arrival had been delayed much longer.

“I am — what’s left of him.”

“Then, if you’re the owner of the house, what are all these people doing in it?”

“Perhaps you will be so good as to ask them; they have certainly not been invited by me.”

A voice was raised in explanation — the voice of “Sarah Eliza Warren.”

“We ‘ve been made the victims of a scandalous hoax, policeman, and if there’s a law in the land this person ought to be made to suffer. He’s lured people by false pretences from all parts of the country, and I, for one, don’t mean to leave this house till he has compensated me for the loss and suffering he has caused me.”

“More don’t I,” chimed in, of all persons, that felonious member of the unemployed.

“Officer, I give that man in charge for theft; my man has just caught him in the act of appropriating my property.”

The man began to bluster.

“What are you talking about? Who do you think you are? You rob a poor bloke like me of a whole day’s work, and then won’t give me so much as a ha’penny piece to make up for it! A nice sort you are to talk of robbery!”

The constable raised his hand in the orthodox official manner, which is intended to soothe.

“Now, then! now, then!” He addressed me. “Is what these persons say true — have you been hoaxing them?”

“Most distinctly not; as, if you will be so good as to rid my house of their presence, I shall have much pleasure in promptly proving to you.”

The sergeant — he was a sergeant — made short work of the clearance, even managing, by dint of an assurance that he would listen to all she had to say afterwards, to dislodge “Sarah Eliza Warren.” Then he turned to me.

“Now, perhaps, you will tell me what this means. If you’re the householder, as you say, you yourself ought to turn anyone out of your own house you want to turn out, as a policeman has no right to come into a private house unless an actual charge is to be preferred. I don’t know what you’ve been doing, but you seem to be responsible for something very like a riot.”

I felt that it was hard, after what I had undergone, to be addressed in such a strain by a man in his position.

“When you have heard the explanation which I am about to give you, you will yourself perceive how far you are justified in adopting towards me such a tone.” I paused. I seated myself — the support of a chair having become an absolute necessity. “The day before yesterday, as I was turning from Knightsbridge into Sloane Street, I saw a purse lying on the pavement. I picked it up. I inquired of several people standing about, or who were passing by, if they had dropped it. No one had. I brought it home, and yesterday I sent an advertisement to the papers. Here it is, in one of them.”

I pointed it out to him in a newspaper of the day.

 

“Found, A Purse. — Owner may have it by giving description and paying the cost of this advertisement. — Apply to 25, Bangley Gardens, S.W.”

 

“It’s too vague,” objected the constable.

“I purposely made it as vague as I could, thinking that if I left all the details to be filled in I should render it certain that it could only be claimed by the actual owner, and, to make sure it should be claimed by him, I had it inserted in all the morning papers.”

The constable smiled the smile of superiority.

“If you had let me know what you had done I’d have sent my men down in time to protect you. A vague advertisement like that appearing in all the papers is bound to attract the attention of half the riffraff of London, who are always ready for a little game of trying it on, not to speak of the hundreds, perhaps thousands, who are losing their purses every day.”

“I have discovered that fact — a day after the affair.”

“You ought to have taken it at once to a police-station. Everyone ought to take the things they find. It would save them a lot of bother.”

“That, also, I perceive too late. I was under a different impression at first. I know better now. Perhaps you will allow me to repair my error and confide it to your keeping at this, the eleventh hour. Then I shall have pleasure in referring all further applicants to you.”

As he placed the purse in the inside pocket of his tunic the sergeant grinned.

“Don’t think you’ll get rid of them by giving it to me now, because you won’t. Look at the street. There’s a pretty sight for you.”

It was a pretty sight — of a kind. The usually deserted Bangley Gardens was filled with a clamorous crowd. It distinctly comprised all sorts and conditions of men — and women. Two or three policemen, standing at the foot of my steps, were doing their best to keep the people back. It seemed incredible that all this bother could be about a purse. If ever I found another I would know the reason why.

“I shall have to leave some of my men to keep the people circulating, and to save you from annoyance. I shouldn’t be surprised if you have them worrying you for several days to come. If you take my advice you’ll put an advertisement in to-morrow’s papers, to say that you have handed the purse to us.”

I did put an advertisement in the next day’s papers, though it was not couched in the terms which he suggested. For the joke was that scarcely had the sergeant turned his back when I took up, half absent-mindedly, a telegram from the heap which was constantly arriving, and found it contained this message — a tolerably voluminous one:

 

“To 25, Bangley Gardens.

“Referring to advertisement of purse found in to-day’s Times, Lady Hester Hammersmith, of Hammersmith House, Grosvenor Square, on Thursday afternoon, between three and four, dropped, probably outside Cane and Wilson’s, green silk network purse, secured by two gold rings — emerald in one, sapphire in the other. At one end of the purse were four ten and one five-pound notes; at the other, about nine pounds in gold and silver. As Lady Hester Hammersmith values the purse apart from its intrinsic value, and is greatly troubled at its loss, if this is the purse found, please wire at once. Reply paid.”

 

I rushed to the door.

“Saunders, where is the boy who brought this message? Run after that sergeant of police and bring him back again — this is the purse I found.”

It was. And so it came about that the second advertisement which I inserted was not worded as the sergeant had suggested, but was to the effect that no further applications need be made to anyone, because the purse which was found had been restored to its rightful owner.


For One Night Only

“Once I were a waiter. Never again. It was like this here — 

“At that time I was fresh from the country — ah! I was fresh — and I was in a situation along with old Bob Perkins, what kep’ a greengrocer’s shop in the ‘Ampstead Road. One day Mr. Perkins says to me:

“‘Brocklebank,’ he says, ‘would you like to do a little job of waiting?’ I knew as he went out acting as waiter at private parties and such like, so I says:

“‘I don’t mind,’ I says; ‘not that I knows anything about it, if that don’t make no odds.

“‘Lor’, no! that don’t make no odds,’ he says. ‘It’s only the cloak-room you’ll have to look after, and you’ll get ‘alf-a-crown and your grub for doin’ it.’

“‘Cloak-room?’ I says. ‘What’s that?’ ‘Why,’ he says, ‘where the gents puts their ‘ats and coats and umbrellas.’ ‘I’m on,’ I says. ‘I shouldn’t be surprised if I was able to keep a heye upon a humbrella; I should think that was about my style.’ But I were wrong, as I’m a-goin’ to tell yer.

“In the evening I went up with Mr. Perkins to a house in the Camden Road. I had on a old dress suit of Perkins’s, which wasn’t no sort of fit, seeing as how he was fifty-two in the waist and I was twenty-five. Mrs. Perkins, she’d what she called ‘caught the trousers up’ in the back, and she said as no one would see me it would be all right, which I hoped it would be. It didn’t feel all right, I tell you that.

“When me and Mr. Perkins got up to the house they put me straight away into a little band-box of a cupboard sort of place, where there was some shelves and some ‘ooks and some pieces of paper, with numbers on — the same number on two pieces of paper — and a box of pins. The servant girl as shows me in says — a saucy piece of goods she was!— ‘There you are! and I hope you’re more ‘andy than you looks, because if you mixes of the things there’ll be excitement.’ Mr. Perkins, he’d told me what I’d have to do as we was coming along, so I wipes my ‘ot ‘and upon his breeches, and I ‘opes for the best.

“Presently the people begins a-coming to the party. A young gent, he comes up to me, and he ‘ands me his overcoat, and a billycock ‘at, and a silk scarf, and a umbrella, and a pair of india-rubber shoes, and I was floored at once; because Mr. Perkins had told me that I was to pin one number to whatever a gent gave me, and I was to give him the same number, so that he might know it by that number when he came again. So when this young gent gave me all that lot of articles I began pinning one number to his ‘at — it was a ‘ard ‘at and not easy to drive a pin in — and another to his overcoat, and another to his umbrella, and another to his shoes, and another to his scarf — as I’d understood Mr. Perkins to tell me. But this here young gent, he wouldn’t have it. He wanted me to pin one number to the lot of them; and as I was a-arguing with him, and tryin’ to understand how he made out as I could do that, seeing as how the pins was little ones, and the numbers not large ones neither, a lot of other gents came up, and this here young gent he got quite red in the face, and he snatched a number out of my hand and he walked off, and he left me staring.

“Well I got on pretty well, considerin’, so long as the people didn’t come too fast. But I tell you, if you’re not used to pins, they’re more difficult to manage than you might think. You never know where you’re driving of them. I know that, what with the ‘eat and the ‘aste, some being all of a flurry, I drove more of them into my ‘ands than I quite liked. And I soon saw that that there box of pins wouldn’t never last me long, seein’ as how I bent three out of every two, so as I couldn’t use ’em — not to speak of others I dropped and couldn’t stop to find.

“But, as I was a-sayin’, I got on somehow, and I daresay I should have got on, somehow, to the end, if it hadn’t been that I was fresh from the country. Of course, I didn’t know what gentlefolk wear, and one ‘at was like another ‘at to me — and that was where I was deceived. One gent fair took me aback. He came in with a ‘igh top-’at on his ‘ead, and when he took it off he put one end against his chest and he gave it a sort of a shove, and he squashed it as flat as my ‘and. I tell you, I stared. I thought he’d been having a drop to drink, and had busted his brand new ‘at for a sort of a joke. But he seemed to be sober enough, so far as I could see, and he didn’t seem to mind what he’d done to his ‘at, not a little bit. Presently another gent came alone, and he done the same to his top-’at. Then another, and another — in fact, a whole crowd of them. And there was me, a-perspiring like one o’clock, with Perkins’s breeches a-coming undone where his old woman had caught ’em up at the back, a-standing in the middle of a lot of squashed ‘igh ‘ats, what was lying all over the place. So I began to see that there was more in the nature of a ‘igh ‘at than I’d supposed.

“Bless you! there wasn’t nearly room for all the things that these gents kept a-handing me, and unless I took to standin’ on ’em, I didn’t see what I was to do. So when there came a sort of a lull like I looks round to see how I could make a bit of room. ‘Alf them gents hadn’t squashed in their ‘igh ‘ats, like the other gents ‘ad done, and I sees at once as how they were takin’ up more than their fair share of space. So I makes up my mind to squash ’em for ’em, and I sets about a-doin’ it. I takes up a ‘igh ‘at what a old gent had just a-give me — a beautiful shiny one it was — and I sets it against my stomach and I starts a-’eavin’. I’d no idea it’d be so ‘ard. Them other gents had seemed to squash theirs easy, but this ‘ere one took some shovin’. And, when it did go, it went all lop-sided like. I had to sit on it before it’d lie down flat.

“I had my ‘and full, I tell you, squashin’ all them ‘igh ‘ats. There was forty of ’em, if there was one. Fair ‘ard work I found it. I supposed there was some knack about the thing as I ‘adn’t yet caught. And when I’d finished the lot I took a squint at ’em. If you’ll believe me, a shiver went up and down my back. Somehow I didn’t like the way as they was lookin’. There was a crumpled sort of look about ’em which didn’t seem like as it ought to be. I was a-perspirin’ all over. Perkins’s breeches had come undone behind, and was ‘anging about me anyhow; my collar had come unpinned at the back of my shirt; the bow that Mrs. Perkins had give me for a necktie had worked loose in front. A lot of them articles hadn’t got no numbers on, and most of them as had I felt certain as I’d given to the wrong parties; and, altogether, I began to wish as how I hadn’t come.

“Presently the old gent as had given me the ‘igh ‘at as I had started squashin’ came up to the door. He was a tall old gent, very fierce-lookin’, with a long white moustache — a regular toff. As he’d been the last to come, and it seemed as how he was goin’ to be the first to go, it looked as if he had soon had enough of the party. ‘Give me my ‘at,’ he says.

“I knew which was his ‘at, though it ‘adn’t got no number. I had good reason to. So I routed it out from under a ‘eap of others. He looks at it, and then he looks at me.

“‘That’s not my ‘at,’ he says.

“‘Excuse me, sir,’ I says, ‘it is your ‘at — leastways, it’s the one as you gave to me.’

“He looks at the ‘at again, and then again he looks at me, and all of a sudden he went quite red in the face.

“‘Mine was a new ‘at!’

“‘Yes, sir,’ I says; ‘so I thought, sir, when you gave it me. It didn’t look as though it ‘adn’t never been worn. If you try this ‘at on, sir, you will find, sir, as it’s yours.’

“Then he takes the ‘at out of my ‘and, lookin’ at me once more, searchin’ like, and he turns it round and round, and he squints inside of it.

“‘As I’m alive,’ he says, ‘I do believe it’s mine!’

“I says,’ I’m sure, sir, as how it is. I noticed it most particular.’

“‘But, good ‘evins!’ he says, ‘whatever ‘ave you been a-doing to it?’

“‘I’ve only been a-squashin’ of it, sir,’ I says.

“‘Only been a-squashin’ of it!’ he says, and he gives a kind of gasp. ‘Are you drunk, man?’

“‘No, sir,’ I says, ‘and that I’m not. I haven’t had so much as ‘alf a pint since I’ve been inside this ‘ouse!’ Which I ‘adn’t, and my throat was gettin’ regular parched.

“He did flare out!

“‘Then if you’re not drunk, man,’ he says, ‘what the devil do you mean by tellin’ me that you’ve only been a-squashin’ of a brand new ‘at?’ He gives another squint inside of it. ‘‘Ang me if it doesn’t look as if he’d been a-sitting down upon the thing!’

“‘I had to,’ I says, ‘to make it stay down flat.’

“I thought he would have had a fit.

“‘My God!’ he says,’ what sort of a place is it that I’ve got into?’ Then he uses language what I’d always been taught was most unbecomin’ to anyone what called ‘imself a gentleman. ‘You damned scoundrel, you!’ he says. ‘If you was my servant I’d have you sent to gaol for this! I might have expected that something would come of ever entering such a dog-’ole of a ‘ouse! Take the ‘at, you ‘ound, and be damned to you!’

“And if he didn’t throw his own ‘at into my face with such violence as not only to break the skin right off my nose, where it ‘appened to ‘it me, but as to make me feel for the moment as if I had gone silly. When I come to myself, as it were, if he hadn’t gone right into the street, for all I knew, and left his ‘at behind him. As I was thinkin’ what I ought to do — for I ain’t accustomed to havin’ ‘igh ‘ats chucked in my face as if they were brickbats, not even at a party — three other gents came ‘astening up — young ones, they was.

“‘‘Ats, waiter!’ they says. ‘We’re in a ‘urry’ — which I could see they was.

“‘What is your numbers, gentlemen?’ I says.

“‘You never give us none,’ says they.

“‘In that case, gentlemen,’ I says, ‘I shall have to ask you for to be so good as to choose your own ‘ats.’

“So I takes up in both my ‘ands a ‘eap of squashed ‘igh ‘ats and I ‘olds ’em out to ’em. You should have seen their faces! First they looks at me, and then they looks at each other. Then one of them gives a sort of grin.

“‘Ain’t you made some sort of mistake?’ he says.

“‘As ‘ow?’ I says.

“‘Ours was ‘igh ‘ats,’ he says.

“‘Well, and ain’t these ‘igh ‘ats?’ I says.

“Then again they looks at me, and again they looks at each other; and another one, he speaks — a short, puffy young fellow he was, with curly ‘air.

“‘They looks to me as if they was low ‘ats,’ he says; ‘uncommon low — I never saw none look lower.’

“All three laughs. What at was more than I could say. I didn’t know what to make of ’em. There was they a-starin’ at me, and there was I a-starin’ at them, with both my arms ‘eaped up with them there ‘ats. Then the third one, he has a go — a stylish-lookin’ chap. He was very ‘an’some, like you sees in the barbers’ shops.

“‘Waiter,’ he says, ‘are you a-’avin’ a game with us?’

“‘A game, sir?’ I says. ‘Beggin’ your pardon, sir, I’m not ‘avin’ no game with no one. Do I look as if I was?’

“Which I didn’t feel it, I can tell you that.

“‘Well,’ he says, ‘I asks you for my ‘at, and you offers me my choice of them leavings from a rag-and-bone shop; so, if you ain’t a-’avin’ a game with me, I don’t know what you are a-’avin’.’

“‘Come, waiter!’ says the one as had spoken first; ‘didn’t we tell you as ‘ow we was in a ‘urry? Let us ‘ave our ‘ats. Don’t keep on playing the fool with us!’

“‘You must excuse me, gentlemen,’ I says, speaking a trifle warmish — because, as you’ll understand, I was beginning to feel a little badgered like; ‘if anyone’s a-playin’ the fool it seems to me — asking of your leave — as it’s you as is playin’ the fool with me!’

“‘Us as is playin’ the fool with you?’ they says, all together, as it might be.

“‘Eggsactly,’ I says. ‘That is what I says,’ I says, ‘and that is what I means,’ I says. ‘First, you asks me for to give you your ‘ats; and then, when I offers you some ‘ats for you to take what is your own, you starts a-larfin’. If, as you says, you’re in a ‘urry, perhaps you’ll step inside and cast your eyes around, and point out which is your ‘ats. You can take which ones you please for all I care; I’m sure you’re very welcome.’

“With that they stepped in. When they was in, and I was in, there wasn’t much room left for anything but breathin’, and ‘ardly room enough for that.

“‘Where is the ‘igh ‘ats?’ says the stylish-lookin’ feller.

“‘Where is your eyes?’ I says. ‘Ain’t they all over the place? Why, you’re a-steppin’ on one now!’

“You should have seen the ‘op he gave!

“‘These ‘ats,’ he says, ‘from what I can see of ’em — which isn’t much — looks to me as if they had all been squashed.’

“‘Of course they has!’ I says. ‘‘Ow do you suppose I was a-goin’ to find room for them if they wasn’t? This ain’t the Halbit ‘All, and yet it ain’t the Crystal Pallis!’

“Then they looks at each other again; and, from the way in which they done it, I felt as ‘ow there was something which wasn’t altogether what it ought to be. So I goes on — 

“‘If them ‘ats hasn’t been squashed eggsactly as they ought to have been squashed, that ain’t my fault,’ I says. ‘You ought to have squashed them for yourselves, as the other gents done. I don’t know nothing about the squashin’ of ‘igh ‘ats, and I never laid myself out as knowin’ nothing. I just put them against my chest and I gives ’em a shove, and then I sits on ’em to make ’em lay down flat. That’s all I done!’

“While I was speakin’ I could see them there young gents’ mouths was gettin’ wider and wider open, and when I stopped they burst out larfin’ fit to split. What there was to larf at was more than I could see. All I knew was, that I wished I ‘adn’t never come. They staggered out into the ‘all, and the curly-’eaded one, he cries out:

“‘Oh, Sheepshanks, do come ‘ere!’ Then a cove comes up, as I found out afterwards was the bloke as was a-givin’ the party. ‘Oh, Sheepshanks!’ says this young feller; ‘if he ain’t squashed them just eggsactly as they ought to have been squashed, don’t you blame him. He never laid himself out as knowin’ nothing about the squashin’ of ‘igh ‘ats, but he’s done his best — he’s sat down upon them to make them lie down flat! Oh, Lord! Someone put a piece of ice down my back, afore I die!’

“This ‘ere curly-’eaded young feller kep’ on larfin’ so I thought he would have bust. Mr. Sheepshanks, he comes up to me, lookin’ a bit pinky. ‘What’s the matter? What’s the meanin’ of this?’ he says.

“‘Oh!’ says the curly-’eaded young feller, still a-bustin’ of ‘isself a-larfin’; ‘nothing! That waiter of yours has only been a-squashin’ the ‘igh ‘ats — every man-jack of ’em. For goodness sake ask him about them — don’t ask me! My gracious! why don’t someone bring that piece of ice?’

“Mr. Sheepshanks, he came into the little band-box of a room, looking pinkier and pinkier. He looks at some ‘ats which I was a-’oldin’ in my ‘ands.

“‘What have you been a-doin’ to those ‘ats?’ he says.

“‘I’ve only been a-squashin’ ’em,’ I says; ‘that’s all!’

“‘You’ve only been a-squashin’ ’em?’ he says — and he gives a kind of gasp, like as if he was taken short of breath upon a sudden. And he looks about the room.

“‘What ‘ats are these?’ he says.

“‘They is the ‘ats,’ I says, ‘what was given to me by the gents as is at the party.’

“He gives another sort of gasp, and there came something into his face what I didn’t altogether like the look of.

“‘Who’s been a-destroyin’ of ’em?’ he says.

“‘No one ain’t been a-destroyin’ of ’em,’ I says. ‘I’ve only been a-sittin’ on ’em to make ’em lie down flat.’

“‘Oh!’ he says, short and sharp like. ‘Is that all you have been a-doin’? And what sort of a drunken idiot may you be, pray?’

“‘I’m not drunk,’ I says, ‘seein’ as ‘ow I haven’t even seen the sight of liquor since I’ve been inside this blessed ‘ouse. And, as for idiot, I ain’t so much of a idiot, perhaps, as you are’; for I didn’t care who he was, nor yet what he was. I’d had about enough of being bully-ragged.

“‘May I venture to ask who brought you here?’ he says.

“‘No one brought me ‘ere,’ I says, ‘seein’ as ‘ow I came along of Mr. Perkins, to oblige him; and now I wish I hadn’t, and so I tell you straight.’

“‘I also,’ he says,’ am inclined to wish you hadn’t.’

“Very hard and stern he was. I didn’t like the look of him, nor yet the sound of him. ‘Send Perkins to me,’ he says. Presently Mr. Perkins, he comes ‘urryin’ up.

“‘Perkins,’ says Mr. Sheepshanks, ‘what scoundrel is this you have brought into my ‘ouse?’

“‘It’s only a young man from the country, sir,’ says Perkins, ‘as I brought with me to ‘elp in the cloak-room. I do ‘ope he has been doin’ of nothing wrong?’

“And he gives me a glare out of his eye, like as if I had been doin’ anything to him.

“‘I don’t know if you’re a-thinkin’,’ says this ‘ere Mr. Sheepshanks, a-puffin’ and a-pantin’, as it seemed to me, with rage, ‘that I asked my friends to my ‘ouse to have their ‘ats destroyed; because your young man, as you says is from the country — and I ‘opes to goodness as ‘ow he’ll soon go back to it! — has done for every one of ’em.’

“‘I denies it!’ I says. ‘I tells you again, as I tells you afore, that I’ve only been a-squashin’ of ’em and a-sittin’ on ’em to make ’em lie down flat!’

“When I says that, the way Mr. Perkins goes on at me was what I never had expected. He abused me scandalous. He took me by the neck, and he ‘ustled me into the ‘all. And there was all the people what was at the party a-crowdin’ on the stairs. If you’ll believe me, before I ‘ardly knew what ‘ad ‘appened, I found myself a-standin’...!’

“Yes, that were the first time ever I acted as a waiter — likewise, it was the very last.

“When I goes round to put the ‘orse ready for market, his missus, she meets me at the door. She gives me the money that was due to me, and she says as ‘ow she didn’t think as ‘ow I had better stay for to have a talk with Perkins, because as ‘ow he might be violent. So I didn’t. And I’ve never set eyes on him from that day to this.

“It was some time before I quite understood what it was had made the gents what was at that there party so excited. One day, comin’ along a street near the Strand, I sees in a shop window a ‘igh ‘at what was a-shuttin’ of itself up and a-openin’ of itself out without, so far as I could see, no one a-doin’ nothing to it. Some sort of machinery, I expect as ‘ow it was. So I stops and I takes a look at it. There was a boy a-lookin’ at it too. So I says to him — 

“‘What kind of a ‘at do you call that?’ I says.

“‘It’s a hopera ‘at, ain’t it?’ he says. ‘Who do you think as you’re a-gettin’ at?’

“I wasn’t a-gettin’ at no one, and it was like that there boy’s impudence to suppose as ‘ow I was.

“‘Oh! a hopera ‘at, is it?’ I says. ‘You don’t ‘appen to know if that’s the same as a ‘igh ‘at, do you?’

“‘A ‘igh ‘at!’ he says. ‘Go on! Ax your grandmother! P’r’aps your mother ‘ardly knows you’re out! Go and prig the parish pump and pop it with a peeler!’

“And that there boy, he ‘ooks it. And it was well for him he did. If I had a-got my ‘ands on him he’d have known it. But, from the way in which that ‘at was a-goin’ on in that there window, and from what that there boy says, I took it that there was two kinds of ‘igh ‘ats — the hopera kind and the other kind. And, in supposin’ that the other kind could be squashed in, like the hopera kind, was just where I had made my error.”


Returning a Verdict

It was in the country, at the last Quarter Sessions, a case of theft. James Bailey, in the employ of Samuel Nichols, a fishmonger, was charged with stealing certain trusses of hay and bushels of corn. The jury had retired to consider their verdict.

“Of course,” observed the foreman, who had seated himself at the head of the table, “we’ve only come out here as a matter of form. There’s no doubt that the young scamp did it.”

William Baker, leaning towards him, shading his hand with his mouth, whispered, with the evident intention of addressing him in strictest confidence, “I say guilty!”

Some of the jurymen were standing about the room talking to one another audibly on subjects which had not the slightest connection with the case they were supposed to be considering.

“What I want,” said Slater, the butcher of Offley, to old George Parkes of Wormald’s Farm, “is a calf — a nice one — just about prime.”

With his heavy hand old Parkes nursed his stubbly chin.

“Ah!” he reflected. “I haven’t got nothing, not just now, I haven’t. Might have in about a month.”

Slater shook his head. “Must have it Friday.”

“Ah!” Mr. Parkes paused. “I haven’t got nothing.” Paused again. “I might have, though.”

A. B. Timmins, secretary of the local branch of the Primrose League, was calling across the room to Mr. Hisgard, a well-known amateur vocalist, with a view of retaining his services for an approaching “smoker.” The foreman looked about him. He raised his voice, rapped on the table.

“Gentlemen, please — business!” Somebody laughed, as if the foreman had been guilty of a joke — so he improved on it. “Business first, pleasure afterwards.” The laugher held his peace — the joke fell flat. The jury seated themselves — not with any air of over-anxious haste. The foreman continued — he was one of the most flourishing auctioneers in that division of the county — and now spoke with that half persuasive, half authoritative manner with which many of them were familiar in the rostrum. “We must remember, gentlemen, that the court is waiting. So, with your permission, we will come to the point at once. Those who are of opinion that the prisoner is guilty will please hold up their hands.” Seven hands went up. “Those who are of the contrary opinion.” One hand was raised — Jacob Longsett’s. Mr. Grice, the foreman, eyed the three gentlemen who had made no sign on either occasion. He addressed himself to one of them, “Well, Mr. Tyler, which is it to be?”

“The fact is, Mr. Grice,” said Mr. Tyler, “that I’ve had a bad earache — it was the draught which must have given it me. I think I didn’t quite catch all that was being said now and again; but I’m willing to say what the other gentlemen do!”

“You mean that you’ll vote with the majority?”

“That’s just what I do mean, Mr. Grice.”

“I ain’t going to say nothing,” declared George Parkes, who had also refrained from expressing an opinion. “I don’t know no good about young Bailey, nor yet about Sam Nichols neither. Sam Nichols, he’s owed me nigh on four pound these three years and more.”

“I don’t think,” observed the foreman, “that we ought to allow personal considerations to enter into the case. It’s our duty to speak to the evidence, and to that only.”

“I don’t care nothing about no evidence. The one’s as big a thief as t’other.”

Old George clenched his toothless jaws and blinked.

“What’ll he get if we bring him in guilty?” asked Mr. Plummer, the third abstainer.

The foreman shook his head. “That oughtn’t to influence our decision.”

Mr. Plummer differed, and said so.

“It’ll influence mine. James Bailey is not yet eighteen. To send him to prison will do him more harm than good. If his case is to come under the First Offenders Act, we shall know where we are.”

“We might make a recommendation to that effect,” suggested Captain Rudd.

“Excuse me,” interposed Mr. Moss, “but I doubt if I could agree to our doing that. I’m afraid that Master Bailey deserves some punishment. This is not the first time he has done this sort of thing. He was dismissed from his last two places for dishonesty.”

Again the foreman shook his head.

“That didn’t come out in the evidence. You know, gentlemen, what we have to do is to dismiss from our minds any knowledge of the parties which we may have outside the case, and confine our attention to the sworn testimony.”

Mr. Moss smiled, declining to be pooh-poohed.

“That’s all very well in theory, Mr. Grice, but in practice it won’t do. Nichols, with his fish-cart, has done a daily round in this country of some twenty miles or so for the last twelve or fourteen years. I doubt if there is a person in this room who has not some knowledge of him. As for Bailey, his mother lives within a hundred yards of my house; I have known him ever since he was born. I am acquainted, too, with his last two employers, and with the circumstances under which he left them.”

“I know nothing of either of the parties,” said Captain Rudd.

“You are a new-comer. I doubt, as I say, if any other person present can say the same.”

If any other person could, he didn’t. There was a pause — broken by the foreman.

“Let us understand our position. Eight of us say guilty — Mr. Tyler goes with the majority; two of us have not yet made up our minds; and Mr. Longsett is the only one who says not guilty. May I inquire, Mr. Longsett, on what grounds you favour an acquittal?”

“You’ve no right to ask me anything of the kind. This is not the first jury I’ve served on. Although you’re foreman, you’re only like the rest of us. What you’ve got to do is to ask me if I say guilty or not guilty. I say not guilty.

“I believe, Mr. Longsett,” insinuated Mr. Moss, “that Bailey is a relation of yours?”

“That’s no business of yours.”

“Then are we to understand, Mr. Longsett” — the foreman spoke with almost ominous suavity— “that you have arrived at a point at which you are impervious to argument?”

“I say not guilty.”

“Even though it may be demonstrated beyond a shadow of a doubt that the prisoner is guilty?”

“It’s no good talking to me, Mr. Grice. I say not guilty.”

The foreman, stretching out his hands in front of him, looked round the table with an air which was eloquent with deprecation. Old Parkes banged his fist upon the board.

“And I say guilty, and I hope they’ll give him seven years — the thieving varmint!”

“Arrived at a state of sudden conviction — eh, George?”

This was Mr. Timmins, who was middle-aged and jaunty.

“Some people are easily convinced,” growled Mr. Longsett.

“You’re not one of that sort, are you, Jacob?”

This again was Mr. Timmins.

“You won’t convince me.”

Nor, judging from the expression of Jacob’s visage, did there seem to be much probability of their being able to do anything of the kind. There was another interval of silence — broken this time by Captain Rudd.

“Then because this gentleman chooses to differ from us, without condescending to give us his reason for so doing, are we to stultify ourselves, and is justice to be baulked? Is that the situation, Mr. Foreman?”

“Excuse me, Captain Rudd, but Mr. Longsett is not alone. I also say not guilty. The observation of Mr. Parkes, expressing a hope that the prisoner will get seven years, shows to me that a spirit of malignancy is in the air, and to that spirit I am unable to subscribe.”

The speaker was Mr. Plummer. The others looked at him. The foreman spoke.

“Pardon me, Mr. Plummer, but why do you say not guilty?”

“Because I decline to be a participator in the condemnation of this mere youth to a ruthless term of penal servitude.”

“But, my dear sir, he won’t get penal servitude — Mr. Parkes was only joking. He’ll get, at the outside, three months.”

“That would be too much. It would be sufficient punishment for one of his years — my views on the subject of juvenile delinquency I have never disguised — that he should be requested to come up for judgment when called upon.”

“But, my dear sir, if the magistrates leave us a free hand to do our duty, why can’t we leave them a free hand to do theirs? The issue we have to decide upon is a very simple one; the responsibility of acting on that decision will be theirs.”

Mr. Plummer settled his spectacles on his nose and was silent. Captain Rudd addressed him.

“I suppose you will not deny, sir, that all the evidence goes to prove the prisoner’s guilt?”

“There are degrees in guilt.”

“Possibly — but you admit that there is guilt, even though it may only be in the positive degree?”

Again Mr. Plummer was still. Mr. Slater called to Mr. Longsett across the table:

“You’re a sportsman, Jacob, and I’m a sportsman. I tell you what I’ll do. I’ll toss you, guilty or not guilty. I can’t stop messing about here all day — I’ve got my beasts to dress.”

Mr. Longsett was obviously tempted; the offer appealed to the most susceptible part of him. Still, he shook his head.

“No,” he grunted, as if the necessity of announcing such a refusal pained him. “I shan’t.”

Mr. Plummer was scandalised.

“Such a proposal is disgraceful — it ought not to be allowed to be made. Making of justice a mockery!”

Mr. Slater declined to be snubbed — at least by Mr. Plummer.

“Seems to me as if you don’t quite know where you are. First you want to preach to the magistrates, then you want to preach to the jury; perhaps you think you’re at the corner of High Street?”

There were those who smiled. The reference was to Mr. Plummer’s fondness for open-air expositions of “the Word.” Mr. Grice drummed with his fingers on the table.

“Come, gentlemen, come! we’re wasting time. As business men we ought to know its value. Now, Mr. Longsett, I’ve too much faith in your integrity not to know that you’re open to conviction. Tell us, where do you think the evidence for the prosecution is not sufficiently strong?” Mr. Longsett did not justify the foreman’s faith by answering. “Be frank, on what point are you not satisfied?”

After more than momentary hesitation Mr. Longsett replied, without, however, raising his eyes.

“It’s no use talking to me, Mr. Grice, so that’s all about it. I say not guilty!”

Mr. Moss explained.

“The plain fact is, Mr. Foreman, Mr. Longsett is a relation of the prisoner; he ought not to have been on this jury at all.”

This time Mr. Longsett did raise his eyes — and his voice too.

“I’ve as much right to be on the jury as you have — perhaps more. Who do you think you are? I pay my way — and I pay my servants too! They don’t have to county-court me before they can get their wages. Only the other day I was on a jury when they were county-courting you. So it isn’t the first jury I’ve been on, you see.”

Mr. Moss did not seem pleased. The allusion was to a difference which that gentleman had had with one of his servants, and which had been settled in the county court. Again the foreman drummed upon the board.

“Order, gentlemen, order!”

Mr. Timmins turned to Mr. Hisgard. He winked.

“Have a game at crib, Bob? I knew Jacob would be here, so I came provided!”

He produced a cribbage-board. Once more the foreman interposed.

“Keep to the business we have in hand, please, gentlemen.”

“Oh, they can have their game, I don’t mind. Perhaps I came as well provided as anyone else.”

As he replied Jacob took from his pocket a brown paper parcel of considerable dimensions. Tom Elliott, who was sitting by him, instantly snatching it, passed it on to Mr. Hisgard.

“Have a sandwich, Mr. Hisgard?”

“No, thank you. But perhaps Mr. Timmins will?”

He passed the packet to Mr. Timmins. That gentleman made a feint of opening it. Mr. Longsett, rising from his chair, reached for his property across the table.

“None of that; give it back to me.” Mr. Timmins tossed the packet to the other end of the table.

“Now, Timmins, what do you mean by that? Do you want me to wipe you across the head?”

Mr. Timmins addressed Mr. Grice. “Now, Mr. Foreman, won’t you offer the jury a sandwich each? It is about our dinner-time.”

Mr. Grice eyed the packet in front of him as if he were more than half disposed to act on the suggestion.

“I really don’t think, Mr. Longsett, that you ought to eat sandwiches out of a pure spirit of contradiction.”

“Never mind what you think; you give me back my property, or I’ll give the whole lot of you in custody.” The parcel was restored to him. He brandished it aloft. “There you are, you see, a lot of grown men go and steal another man’s property, and you treat it as a joke. A mere lad goes and looks at a truss of mouldy hay, and you want to ruin him for life. And you call that justice! You ain’t going to get me to take a hand in no such justice, so I tell you straight!”

“It went a little farther than ‘looks,’ didn’t it, Mr. Longsett? ‘Looks’ won’t carry even mouldy hay three miles across country.”

“And ‘looks’ won’t carry my property from where I’m sitting down to where you are! If Jim Bailey’s a thief, so’s Tom Elliott — there’s no getting over that. Why ain’t we sitting on him instead of on that there young ‘un?”

“See here, Jacob.” Mr. Timmins stretched out towards him his open palm. “Here’s a sporting offer for you: if you’ll bring Jim Bailey in guilty, I’ll bring in Tom Elliott!”

“I won’t bring in neither; the one’s no more a thief than the other.”

“Nice for you, Tom, eh?”

“Oh, I don’t mind. I know Jacob. It’s not the first time a member of your family’s been in trouble, is it, Jacob?”

“By —— ! if you say that again I’ll knock the life right out of you!”

The foreman rapped upon the table.

“Order, gentlemen, order! Keep to the business in hand, if you please.”

Mr. Longsett confronted him, towering over Elliott, with clenched fists and flashing eyes.

“Keep him in order then — don’t keep on at me! You make him keep a civil tongue in his head, or I will.” He glared round the board. “I don’t care for the whole damned lot of you. I’m as good as any one of you — perhaps better! I’m here to do my duty according to my conscience and conviction, and I’m going to do it, and I say not guilty, and if we stop here till Christmas you won’t make me say no different!”

This announcement was followed by an interval of silence; then Captain Rudd attempted to voice the sense of the meeting.

“In that case, Mr. Foreman, we may as well intimate to the court that we are unable to agree.”

“What’ll be the consequence of that?”

“The prisoner’ll have to stand another trial, when, should none of his relations happen to be upon the jury, there will be no hesitation about bringing in a verdict of guilty — in which case the young scamp will get his deserts.”

Stretching his body across the table, Jacob shook his clenched fist in the speaker’s face.

“Look here, Captain Rudd, you may be a captain, but you’re no blooming gentleman, or you wouldn’t talk like that. Captain or no captain, the next time you say anything about Jim Bailey being a relation of mine I’ll crack you in the mouth!” Straightening himself, Jacob shook his fist at the eleven. “And I say the same to every one of you. It’s no affair of yours what Jim Bailey is to me — so just you mind it.”

The captain curled, at the same time, his lip and his moustache, his bearing conveying the scorn which he doubtless felt.

“If you suppose, sir, that I shall allow you to play the common bully with impunity, you are mistaken. You forget yourself, my man!”

“Oh, no! I don’t forget myself — it’s you who forgot yourself. And as for playing the common bully, it’s you began it. You’re trying to bully me when you taunt me with Jim Bailey being my relation; you think if you keep it on long enough you’ll frighten me into acting against my sense of duty.”

The foreman intervened sharply: “Order! Mr. Longsett, your language is improper and irregular; if you are not careful I shall have to report it to the court.”

“It’s no more improper and irregular than theirs is. We’re here to say guilty or not guilty, not to pry into each other’s private affairs. If they don’t make no personal remarks, I shan’t.”

“Listen to reason, Mr. Longsett. Do I understand, Mr. Plummer, that you will acquiesce in a verdict of guilty if we prefer a recommendation to the court that the case shall be treated under the First Offenders Act?”

“You are at liberty to so understand, Mr. Grice.”

“And you, Mr. Longsett? If we are unable to agree the prisoner will have to go back to prison, and, on his again standing his trial, I have no hesitation in saying that he will be found guilty, when he will be likely to receive much less lenient treatment than now, when we are ready and willing to recommend him to mercy.”

“We’re going to agree.”

“That’s good hearing. You agree to a verdict of guilty, coupled with a recommendation to mercy?”

“I don’t do nothing of the kind.”

“Then what do you agree to?”

“I agree to a verdict of not guilty — that’s what I agree to.”

“Then, in that case, we’re likely to disagree. You can hardly expect eleven men to go against the weight of evidence for the sake of agreeing with you.”

“There’s no hurry that I knows on. We’ll wait a bit. I have heard of juries being locked up for eight-and-forty hours. I daresay before that time some of you’ll have changed your minds. Seems to me that there’s three or four already that can change their minds as easy as winking.” He began, with a certain amount of ostentation, to untie the string which bound his brown paper parcel. “I’m getting peckish. If you don’t mind, Mr. Foreman, we’ll talk things over while I’m eating.”

The unfolding of the paper revealed the fact that it contained a comfortable number of succulent-looking sandwiches. The eleven eyed them — and their owner — sourly. Carefully taking the top one of the heap between his finger and his thumb Mr. Longsett took a bite at it. Seldom has the process of attacking a sandwich had a more attentive audience.

“I say, Jacob,” observed Mr. Timmins, “aren’t you going to give me one?”

“What, give you the food from between my own lips! Not if I know it. We may be here till this time to-morrow. I’ve got to think of myself, Mr. Timmins.”

“I’m not going to stop here till this time to-morrow, Jacob Longsett!”

As he spoke old Parkes banged his fist upon the table.

“All right, George Parkes, nobody asked you to, so far as I know. Seems to me you’re uncommon keen to send the lad to gaol.”

“I don’t wish the lad no harm.”

“Seems to me as how you do.”

“I say I don’t!”

Mr. Parkes punctuated each of his remarks with a bang upon the board.

“Then why don’t you do what you’ve sworn to do, and bring him in not guilty along of me?”

“I don’t care what I brings him in. It don’t make no odds to me. It ain’t none of my affair. I’ve got my own business to ‘tend to, and when a man’s got to my years he don’t care to meddle in no one else’s. I’m willing to bring him in not guilty along of you, Jacob Longsett.”

“That’s more like it. If there was more like you and me, George Parkes, we’d soon be outside of this.”

Captain Rudd, who had listened to this short dialogue without evincing any signs of approbation, once more endeavoured to urge the foreman to action.

“Don’t you think, Mr. Foreman, that the time has arrived for you to communicate the fact of our disagreement to the court?”

Mr. Longsett made haste to differ.

“Excuse me, Mr. Foreman, but, if Captain Rudd will allow me, I don’t think it has. We haven’t been here hardly any time. There’s no hurry, so long as we’re doing our duty. I daresay we’ll all agree yet before we’ve finished. All we want is a little patience.”

“And something to eat,” said Mr. Timmins.

“Then do you mean to say,” exclaimed Mr. Longsett, as he commenced upon another sandwich, “that you’d send a young lad to gaol, and blast his good name for ever, just because you’re hungry?”

“May I be permitted to make a remark?” The inquiry came from Mr. Tyler. He was holding his handkerchief to his ear; his general expression was one of suffering. “Considering how little of the evidence I really heard I don’t wish it to be supposed that I have any objection to a verdict of not guilty. And I may add that not only is my earache driving me nearly mad, but my health, as a whole, as some of you know, is bad, and I am easily exhausted. Had I supposed that any of this sort of thing would have taken place I should have procured a medical certificate excusing me. I appeal to gentlemen to arrive as rapidly as possible at a decision, which will enable me to obtain measures of relief.”

“Hear, hear!” Mr. Longsett rapped with his knuckles on the table.

“I’d never have come,” declared old Parkes, “if I’d a known I was going to be kep’ all day without my dinner. When a man gets to my years he wants his victuals regular. I didn’t have hardly no breakfast, and I ain’t had nothing since.”

“I tell you what it is,” cried Slater; “I want my dinner, and I’ve got my business to attend to — this is the busiest day of the week for me. So far as I can see it doesn’t make much difference how we bring it in. You say that if you bring him in guilty you’re going to get him off: then why shouldn’t you bring him in not guilty right away? If you bring him in guilty I can’t help thinking that he ought to be punished — he won’t care nothing for your bringing him in guilty if he isn’t; while, if you bring him in not guilty, he’ll thank his stars for the narrow squeak he’ll think he’s had, and it’ll be a lesson to him as long as he lives.”

“There is,” allowed Mr. Plummer, “a good deal in what Mr. Slater says.”

“There is one thing against it,” murmured Mr. Moss. His voice was rather squeaky, and, as if conscious of the fact, he generally produced it as softly as he could.

“What’s that?”

“The evidence. We are supposed to be influenced by the evidence, and by that only.”

“It struck me that the evidence was all one-sided.”

“Precisely — on the side of the prosecution. Since the case was practically undefended the presumption is that the prisoner had no defence to offer.”

“But, as practical men,” persisted Mr. Plummer, “does it not occur to you that there is a good deal in what Mr. Slater says? If we find the lad not guilty we shall teach him a lesson, and, at the same time, not be placing on his character an ineffaceable slur. We might, for instance, state in open court, through the mouth of our worthy foreman, that we are willing to give the prisoner the benefit of the doubt.”

“But there is no doubt. Let us do justice though the heavens fall. Have you yourself any doubt that James Bailey stole Samuel Nichols’s corn and hay?”

“Ah, dear sir, there is only One who can say. He has no doubt. We are not omniscient.”

“That sort of talk may be all very well in a pulpit, Mr. Plummer. It is out of place in a court of law when we are dealing with ascertained facts.”

Mr. Plummer raised his hands and shook his head, as if he was sorry for Mr. Moss.

“Let us show mercy, that we may be shown it,” he all but whispered.

“In other words,” struck in Captain Rudd, “we are to do evil in order that good may come — even to the extent of prostituting truth.”

“I am afraid, in our present situation, these things are not arguable. Some of us, thank Heaven, see things through eyes of our own.”

“Precisely, and it is because they don’t appear to be arguable that I once more suggest to the foreman that the court be informed that we are unable to agree.”

“And I again take leave to differ. Why now, there’s” — Mr. Longsett pointed with his finger— “one — two — three — four — five of us as says not guilty. We’re agreeing more and more every minute. I dare bet any money we’ll all be like one family before we get outside this room. If the foreman ain’t got no particular objection I’ll have a moistener. I never could eat dry.” Taking a black bottle out of an inner pocket in his overcoat he applied it to his lips. Such of the eleven as were not keenly observant ostentatiously turned their eyes another way. He took a long and hearty pull, then he smacked his lips. “Good stuff that; I always like a drop when I’ve been eating — helps digestion.”

“This is more than human nature can stand,” groaned Mr. Timmins. “Mr. Foreman, I move that the magistrates be informed that we are unable to agree, and I request that you put that motion without further delay.”

“I second that motion,” said Captain Rudd.

“And I say no!”

Jacob flourished his bottle. Mr. Timmins’s visage, as he confronted Mr. Longsett, became slightly inflamed.

“We don’t care what you say. Do you think we’re going to sit here, watching you guzzling, as long as ever you please? If you want to give a proper verdict you give one which is according to the evidence — we’re not going to let you play the fool with us, Jacob, my boy.”

Extending the open palm of his left hand, Mr. Longsett marked time on it with the bottle which he was holding in his right.

“Excuse me, Mr. Foreman, but perhaps I know a bit of law as well as the rest of you, and I say that the law is this, that before a jury can tell the court anything it’s got to agree upon what it’s going to tell. And what I mean by that is this, that before any one of us — I don’t care if it’s the foreman, or who it is! — can tell the court that we disagree we’ve got to agree to disagree — and I don’t agree!”

Mr. Moss put a question to the foreman.

“Is that really the case?”

The foreman smiled a wintry smile — and temporised.

“I shouldn’t positively like to say.”

“But I do say positively. You can ask the magistrates, if you like, and see if I’m not right. Why, if you go into court now and say that we disagree I shall say we don’t! I shall say that if we only have a little more time we shall agree yet; all we want’s a chance of talking it over.”

The foreman, pressing his fingers together, addressed Mr. Longsett with an air that was acid.

“Then, according to you, if one member of a jury chooses to make himself objectionable his colleagues are at his mercy?”

Jacob rose from his seat in such a flame of passion that it almost seemed he was going to hurl his bottle at the foreman’s head.

“Don’t you call me objectionable, Mr. Grice! I won’t have it! I’m no more objectionable than you are! I’ve got as much right to an opinion as you, and because my opinion don’t happen to be the same as yours you’ve no right to call me names. If we all start calling each other names a nice state of things that’ll be. A pretty notion of a foreman’s duties you seem to have!”

Mr. Grice, who was not pugilistic, turned a trifle pale; he did not seem happy. Captain Rudd, tilting his chair backwards, and thrusting his hands into his trouser pockets, looked up at the ceiling.

“This is the sort of thing which brings the jury system into contempt.”

“What’s that, Captain Rudd?” Mr. Longsett, who was still upon his feet, chose his words with much deliberation, emphasising them with shakings of his fist. “You mean you’re the sort, I suppose? You’re quite right, you are. You’ve been in the army, you see, and you think we’re soldiers, to come to heel whenever you tell us, and that’s where you’re mistaken, Captain Rudd. We’re free Englishmen, and we don’t choose to have you come the officer over us — and that’s how you make the thing contemptible by trying.”

There was silence. His colleagues seemed to be arriving at the conclusion that Jacob was a difficult man to differ with.

“It strikes me,” said Mr. Timmins, when the silence was becoming painful, “that if the law is really such that we’ve got to stop here till our good Jacob takes it into his generous head to let us go, you and I, Mr. Hisgard, might have that little game of crib I was speaking of; it may help us forget where we are, and that we’re not going to have any dinner till it’s past supper time.”

“Just you wait a minute. Perhaps,” replied Mr. Hisgard, “I may be allowed to say a word.” No one appeared to have any objection. “What I wish to remark is this. With all deference, I think Mr. Slater spoke as a practical man. I don’t see that there’s much difference between saying guilty and at the same time asking the magistrate to award no punishment, and, as Mr. Slater puts it, bringing it in not guilty right away.”

Mr. Timmins, who had been shuffling a pack of cards, replaced them on the table.

“All right. Let’s have it that way and make an end of it. Suppose we all say not guilty and caution him not to do it again — what’s the odds?”

“So far as I’m concerned,” observed Tom Elliott, “I’m willing to bring him in not guilty. It’s my belief he’s been led into it all along, and I know perhaps as much about it as anyone. There’s a good deal about the affair what’s been kept quiet by both sides. Perhaps I might have said a word for one.”

Mr. Moss interrogated the foreman with uplifted eyebrows.

“Do you think it does make any difference?”

The foreman shrugged his shoulders. He was still. Captain Rudd spoke for him.

“It makes the difference between right and wrong — that’s all.”

Mr. Plummer leaned his elbows on the table; his spectacled countenance wore its most benevolent smile.

“Hearken to me, dear sir. We are all Christian men — —”

“Not necessarily at this moment; at this moment we are jurymen — only jurymen.”

Mr. Plummer sighed, as if in sorrow. He turned to the others, as if desiring their forgiveness for the captain.

“This gentleman — I trust he will pardon me for saying so — puts a curb upon his natural generosity. His is what we may, perhaps, term the military mind — precise, and, if we may say so, just a little — the merest atom — hard. For my part I think, Mr. Foreman, we might, as Christian men, conscientiously return a negative finding, intimating at the same time that, owing to the prisoner’s tender years, we are not unwilling to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

The captain dissented.

“What sort of mind do you call yours, sir? Were we to return such a verdict, we should make of ourselves the laughing-stock of England.”

The foreman shook his head.

“I hardly think England will interest itself in our proceedings to that extent. Similar verdicts in similar cases are, I imagine, more common than you may suppose. I am not advocating such a course, but I believe it would be logically possible for us to inform the magistrates that, while some of us entertain strong opinions on the subject of the prisoner’s guilt, being desirous to arrive at a state of agreement, and also bearing in mind the youth of the accused, we are willing to acquiesce in a verdict of acquittal.”

“I agree to that,” cried Mr. Longsett. “That’s fair enough. Now, is it all settled?”

“I’m not.”

The speaker was the captain. All eyes were turned on him.

The foreman spoke.

“Don’t you think, captain, you — might swallow a gnat?”

“I don’t wish to set myself up as a superior person, but, under the circumstances, I’m afraid I can’t.”

“Quite so. Now we know where we are.” Mr. Longsett composed himself in his chair; planting his hands against his sides he stuck out his elbows; he screwed up his mouth. “It just shows you how one man can play skittles with eleven others.”

The captain was silently contemptuous.

“I really doubt if it matters.” It was Mr. Moss who said it; he whispered an addition into the captain’s ear: “If the young scamp isn’t hung to-day he’ll be hung to-morrow.”

The captain ignored the whisper; his reply was uttered with sufficient clearness.

“Perhaps, sir, your sense of duty is not a high one.”

The eleven eyed each other, and the table, and vacancy; a spirit of depression seemed to be settling down upon them all. Old Parkes, with elongated visage, addressed a melancholy inquiry to no one in particular. “What’s us sitting here for?”

Jacob responded— “That’s what I should like to know, George. Perhaps it’s because a gentleman’s made up his mind to ruin a poor young lad for life.”

The captain took up the gauntlet.

“I presume it is useless for me to point out to you that your statement is as incorrect as it is unjustified. I have heard a good deal about the absurdities of the jury system. I may tell you, sir, that you have presented me with an object-lesson which will last me the rest of my life. It occurs to me as just possible that the sooner the system is reformed the better.”

“Ah! I daresay it would. Then gentlemen like you would be able to grind poor lads under your feet whenever it suited you. Oh, dear, no! You think yourself somebody, don’t you, captain?”

Captain Rudd looked as if he would if he could; in his eyes there gleamed something very like a foreshadowing of assault and battery. The foreman made a little movement with his hands, which, possibly, was intended to be a counsel of peace. Anyhow, the captain allowed the last word to be Jacob’s. Mr. Tyler, his handkerchief still pressed to his ear, appealed to the captain in a tone of voice which was almost tearful.

“As man to man, sir, let me beseech you to take pity on the dreadful situation we are in.”

“To what situation do you allude, sir?”

“I am alluding, sir, to the dreadful pain which I am enduring in my left ear; you can have no conception of its severity. Besides which I have a sadly weakly constitution generally — as is well known to more than one gentleman who is now present. I have suffered for the last twenty years from chronic lumbago, together with a functional derangement of the liver, which, directly any irregularity occurs in my hours or habits, invariably reduces me to a state of collapse. I assure you that if this enforced confinement and prolonged abstention from my natural food endures much longer, in my present state of health the consequences may be highly serious.”

“I don’t follow your reasoning, sir. Because you are physically unfitted to serve upon a jury, and culpably omitted to inform the court of the fact, you wish me not to do my duty, you having already failed to do yours?”

“I wish you,” sighed Mr. Tyler, “to be humane.”

“This is the first jury ever I was on,” groaned Mr. Parkes, shaking his ancient head as if it had been hung on wires, “and I’ll take care that it’s the last. Such things didn’t ought to be — not when a man’s got to my years, they didn’t. Who’s young Jim Bailey, I’d like to know, that we should go losing our dinners acause of him? Hit him over the head and ha’ done with it — that’s what I say.”

“You must excuse me, Captain Rudd,” said Mr. Timmins, “but why can’t you strain a point as well as the rest of us? Why shouldn’t we, as a body of practical men, take a merciful view of the position and give the boy another chance? He is only a boy after all.”

“We are not automata though we are jurymen, and surely we may, without shame, allow ourselves to be actuated by the dictates of our common humanity.”

Thus Mr. Plummer. Mr. Slater agreed with him in a fashion of his own.

“Let the boy go and have done with it — I daresay we can trust Jacob to give him a good sound towelling.”

“He’s had that already.”

There was a grimness in Mr. Longsett’s tone which caused more than one of his hearers to smile.

“I’ll be bound his mother’s crying her eyes out for him at home.”

This was Tom Elliott. Mr. Plummer joined his hands as if in supplication.

“Poor woman!” he murmured.

“It comes hard upon the mothers,” said Mr. Hisgard.

“And Jim Bailey’s mother is as honest and hard-working a woman as ever lived — that I know as a fact. And she’s seen a lot of trouble!”

As he made this announcement Mr. Timmins shuffled his pack of cards, as if the action relieved his mind. For some moments everyone was still. Suddenly Mr. Tyler, who had been looking a picture of misery, broke into audible lamentations.

“Oh dear! oh dear! I’m very ill! Won’t anyone take pity on a man in agony?”

So intense was his sympathy with his own affairs that the tears trickled down his cheeks. Mr. Timmins endeavoured to encourage him.

“Come, Mr. Tyler, come! Bear up! It’ll soon be over now!”

“If anything serious comes of the cruel suffering which is being inflicted on me I shall look to you gentlemen for compensation. I’m a poor man; it’s always a hard struggle, with my poor health, to make two ends meet. I can’t afford to pay doctors’ bills which have been incurred by the actions of others!”

“That’s pleasant hearing — what do you think, Mr. Hisgard? — if we’ve got to contribute to this gentleman’s doctors’ bills! Come, Mr. Tyler, don’t talk like that, or soon we shall all of us be ill. I know I shall!”

There was a further pause. Then Mr. Moss delivered himself.

“I’m bound to admit that what Mr. Timmins has said of the prisoner’s mother I know to be correct of my own knowledge. Mrs. Bailey has been a widow for many years; she has brought up a large family with the labour of her own hands; she has had many difficulties to contend with, and is deserving of considerable sympathy. There is that to be said. Come, Captain Rudd, for once in a way let us be illogical. If you will agree to a verdict of not guilty I will.”

Captain Rudd, his head thrown back, continued for some moments to silently regard the ceiling. The others watched him, exhibiting, in various degrees, unmistakable anxiety. Finally, with his eyes still turned ceilingwards, he capitulated.

“All right. Let it be as you say. Rather than the gentleman in front of me should perish on his chair, and other gentlemen should suffer any longer from the absence of their ‘natural food,’ I am willing to be joined with the rest, and, with you, to place myself under the dominion of Mr. Jacob Longsett’s thumb.”

“Hear, hear! Bravo!” There were observations expressive of satisfaction from different quarters; but Mr. Longsett, in particular, was enthusiastic in his approbation.

“Your words does you honour, captain!”

“You think so? — I’m sorry we differ.”

The foreman rapped upon the table.

“Order, gentlemen, please. Then may I take it that, at present, we are finally agreed upon a verdict of not guilty?”

“Coupled,” corrected Mr. Moss, “with an intimation to the effect that, considering the prisoner’s age, we have been willing to give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“Precisely. Does any other gentleman wish to make an observation? Apparently not. Then may I also take it that we are ready to return into court?”

Acclamations in the affirmative rose from all sides. The foreman rang the hand-bell which was in front of him. The usher appeared.

* * * * *

So the prisoner was acquitted, no one in the court having the faintest notion why.


The Chancellor’s Ward

I.

One really ought to write, She married him, not He married her.

“The simple question is, my dear Tommy, are you going to take me or leave me?”

This was in Hyde Park. They were seated on one of those seats which are in front of the police-station. Neither of them ought to have been there, which, of course, was one of the reasons why they were. Mr. Stanham turned his eye-glass full upon Miss Cullen. Perhaps he thought that that was sufficient answer. Anyhow, she went on:

“In other words, are you going to marry me, or are you not?”

“I am; gad, I should rather hope so. I say, don’t be too hard upon a fellow, Frank.”

“Call me Fanny, don’t call me Frank! Don’t you know that my name is Frances, sir, which has absolutely no connection with Frank?”

“That’s all right, old man.”

That is what Mr. Stanham murmured. Extraordinary how some men do talk to women nowadays, even to the women whom they love!

“Then, if you do intend to marry me, Mr. Thomas Stanham, you’ll be so good as to do so on Thursday morning next, before noon.”

Mr. Stanham began to scratch the gravel with his stick.

“And get seven years’ penal.”

“Stuff! They don’t give you penal servitude for marrying wards in Chancery. It’s contempt of court.”

“Yes, I know. Have to wash out your cell at Holloway, and stand at ‘attention,’ with your hat off, while the governor cuts you dead.”

“Then perhaps you will be so good as to tell me what it is that you do propose to do. Do you imagine that you are the sort of person the Court of Chancery will ever allow to marry me?”

“Haven’t so much imagination, my dear Frank.”

“Call me Fanny, not Frank! You are not to call me Frank. Then do you suppose that I’m the sort of girl who’s willing to wait, and not to marry her sweetheart, until she’s twenty-five? because if you suppose anything of that kind we must be perfect strangers.”

“It’s very good of you, I’m sure.”

“Oh, I daresay. You don’t love me that much.” Miss Cullen flicked her parasol. “Because a horrid old uncle chooses to say that I’m to be a ward of the court until I’m five-and-twenty am I to be a spinster all my life? If you love me the least little bit you’d invite the Lord Chancellor to come and see you marry me in the middle of Hyde Park, even if, directly the deed was done, he had your head cut off on Tower Hill.”

“Thanks, dear boy.”

Of course he married her. On the morning of the specified Thursday she went out for a stroll, and he went out for a stroll, and they met at the registrar’s, and, as she put it, the deed was done.

And, when the deed was done, she went home to lunch, and he went, not home to lunch, but to a private place, where he could swear. Now here they were, both of them, at Tuttenham. They encountered each other on the doorstep. She said, “How do you do, Mr. Stanham?” And he said, “How do you do, Miss Cullen?”

“Nice way in which to have to greet your own wife,” he told himself, having reached the comparatively safe solitude of his own apartment.

Then the Duke got him into his own particular smoking-room. The Duke was in an arm-chair. Mr. Stanham stood before the fireplace with his hands in his pockets. The talk wandered from Dan to Beersheba. Then, a good deal à propos des bottes, the Duke dropped what he evidently intended to be taken as a hint.

“If you take my advice, young man, you’ll keep clear of Frances Cullen. She’s here.”

Mr. Stanham winced.

“Is she? Yes, I know. I met her on the steps.”

“Did you!”

The Duke eyed him. He, not improbably, had observed the wince.

“Warnings are issued all along that coast. Steer clear.”

“What do you think they’d do to a man if he were to marry her?” “Do to him! Tommy! I hope you’re not meditating such a crime. She’s not an ordinary ward of the court, any more than she’s an ordinary millionaire.”

“So I suppose.”

“You had a little run with her in town. Everybody had their eyes on you, as you’re aware. And when the Duchess told me she was coming I’d half a mind to write and put you off — fact! This is not a house in which even tacit encouragement can be offered to a dalliance with crime. Not” — the Duke puffed at his pipe— “not that she’s half a bad sort of girl. She’s clever. Very pretty. And she’s got a way about her which plays havoc with a man.”

“Much obliged to you, I’m sure.”

“What do you mean?”

“For saying a good word for my wife.”

“Your wife?”

“Mrs. Thomas Stanham — née Cullen.”

“Tommy! You don’t mean it!”

“You can bet your pile I do, and then safely go one better. I’ve got a copy of the marriage certificate in my pocket, and I rather fancy that she’s got the original document in hers.”

“You — young blackguard!”

“Sort of cousin of yours, ain’t I, Datchet? It’s all in the family, you know, blackguard and all.”

“How did you do it? — And when? — And who knows?”

“Only you and me, and the lady. That’s what’s weighing on my mind. What’s the good of having a wife if she ain’t your wife — or, at any rate, if you daren’t say that she’s your wife, for the life of you?”

The Duke suddenly rose from his seat. He seemed to be in a state of actual agitation.

“Tommy, do you know that the Chancellor is coming here?”

“Who?”

“The Lord Chancellor. The carriage went to meet him an hour ago. I expect him every moment.”

Mr. Stanham looked a trifle blank.

“I didn’t know the ministry was formed.”

“It’s formed, but it’s not announced; Triggs is to be the Chancellor.”

“And what sort of gentleman may Triggs be when he’s at home?”

“Sir Tristram? Well!” The Duke was walking up and down the room. He appeared to be reflecting. “He’s rather a queer card, Triggs is. He’s been a bit of a wildish character in his time — and they do say that his time’s not long gone. He has a temper of his own — a nasty one.” Pausing, the Duke fixedly regarded Mr. Stanham. “I should say that when Triggs learns what you have done he will clap you into gaol, and keep you there, at any rate until Miss Cullen ceases to be a ward of the court.”

Mr. Stanham’s countenance wore a look of dire consternation.

“No! She’s to be a ward until she’s twenty-five, and she’s not yet twenty-two.”

“Then, in that case, I should say that, at the very least, you are in for three good years of prison. My advice to you is — —”

The Duke’s advice remained unuttered. Just at that moment the door was opened. A servant ushered in a new-comer.

“Sir Tristram Triggs.”

The Duke, striding forward, held out both his hands. “Sir Tristram! And how long is it to be Sir Tristram?”

The other shrugged his shoulders.

“For a few hours, more or less, I suppose. I don’t know much about this kind of thing. I daresay I shall know more about it when I’ve done.”

“When you’ve done? May that not be for many and many a year! Allow me to introduce to you a friend of mine — Mr. Thomas Stanham.”

Sir Tristram turned. For the first time he appeared to notice Mr. Stanham.

Physically the new great man was short, and inclined to ponderosity. The entire absence of hair upon his face served to accentuate its peculiar characteristics. It was a square face — and, in particular, the jaw was square. His big eyes looked from under a penthouse formed by his overhanging brows. As one looked at him one instinctively felt that this was a man whom it would be safer to have as a friend than an enemy. As he turned a faint smile seemed to be struggling into existence about the corners of his great mouth. But directly his glance alighted upon Mr. Stanham that smile vanished into the ewigkeit. He looked at him very much as a bull-terrier might look at a rat. And he said, in a tone of voice which seemed fraught with curious significance — 

“I have had the pleasure of meeting this gentleman before.”

On his part Mr. Stanham regarded Sir Tristram with a supercilious air which, perhaps unconsciously to himself, was only too frequently seen upon his face — as if Sir Tristram were an inferior thing.

“I’d no idea that your name was Triggs.”

The Duke, standing behind Sir Tristram, clenched his fists, and glared at Mr. Stanham as if he would like to have knocked him down.

It happened, shortly afterwards, that Miss Cullen left her bedroom to come downstairs. As she went along the corridor she met a gentleman who was being conducted by a servant, probably to his own apartment. The gentleman was Sir Tristram Triggs. When Sir Tristram saw Miss Cullen, and Miss Cullen saw Sir Tristram, they both of them stopped short. The great man’s complexion was, normally, of a ruddy hue. At sight of the lady he turned the colour of a beetroot, boiled. She drew herself up to the full capacity of her inches. And she uttered a single monosyllable.

“You!”

That was all she said — then went sweeping on.

“That horrid man! — He here! — To think of it! — If I’d only known that he was coming I do believe, in spite of Tommy, that I’d have stayed away.”

At the foot of the stairs Miss Cullen encountered Mr. Stanham. That gentleman had, as he was wont to have, his hands in his pockets. Also, as he was not wont to have, he had a face as long as his arm.

“I say, Frank, old man, isn’t there somewhere where I can have a word or two with you on the strict Q.T.?”

“Certainly — the library. There’s never a soul in there.”

One would not like to libel Tuttenham so far as to say, with Miss Cullen, that the only tenants the library ever had were the books. But, on that occasion, it did chance that the pair had the whole place to themselves. Mr. Stanham perched himself on a corner of the table, still with his hands in his pockets.

“There’s going to be a pretty kettle of fish, dear boy.”

That was what the gentleman observed.

“My dear child, what do you mean? What is the matter?”

“The Lord Chancellor’s here.”

“No! — How do you know?”

“Datchet just introduced me to him.”

“Oh, Tommy, I say, what fun!”

With a little laugh the lady clapped her hands. She appeared to be gifted with a keener eye for comedy than Mr. Stanham.

“I don’t know what you call fun. It happens that the new Lord Chancellor is a man who, I have good reason to believe, would give a tidy trifle for a chance of getting his knife into me.”

“Whatever for?”

“I’ll tell you the story. Last year, when I was at Canterstone for the shooting, I was placed next to a man whom I had never seen in my life, and whom I never wanted to see in my life again. What Charlie asked him for beats me. I believe, if he knew one end of a gun from the other, it was as much as he did know. I doubt if there ever was his ditto as a shot. I wiped his eye over and over again. I kept on doing it. I couldn’t help it — I had to. He never hit a bird. But he didn’t like it any the more for that. We had something like a row before the day was over. I fancy that I said something about a barber’s clerk. Anyhow, I know I walked off there and then.”

“You nice, agreeable child! It’s my opinion that all you men are the same when you are shooting — missing links. And, pray, what has this pleasant little sidelight on the sweetness of your disposition got to do with the new Lord Chancellor?”

“Only this — the new Lord Chancellor’s the man I called a barber’s clerk.”

“Tommy! How horrible!”

“It does seem pretty lively. You should have seen how he looked at me when Datchet just now introduced us. Unless I am mistaken in the gentleman, when this little affair of ours leaks out, and I’m brought up in front of him and he sees who I am, he’ll straightway consign me to the deepest dungeon, and keep me there, at any rate as long as he’s Lord Chancellor. It’s only a cheerful little prophecy of mine. But you mark my words, and see.”

“My poor dear boy! Whatever shall we do?”

“There’s one thing I should like to do, and chance it; I should like to kick Sir Tristram Triggs!”

“Kick who? Sir Tristram Triggs! Tommy! Why would you like to kick Sir Tristram Triggs?”

“That’s the beggar’s name.”

“The beggar’s name? Can it be that Sir Tristram Triggs is the new Lord Chancellor?” She threw out her arms with a gesture of burlesque melodrama. “Tommy! Kiss me! Quick. Before I faint!”

“I never saw a chap like you for kissing.”

“That’s a pretty thing to say! Although we may be married, sir, we have not yet been upon our honeymoon.”

“I’ll kiss you, if you like.”

“Thank you kindly, gentle sir!” She favoured him with a sweeping curtsey. “Tommy, even you have no idea of the ramifications and complications of our peculiar situation.” Mr. Stanham had removed his hands from his pockets. They occupied a more agreeable position round the lady’s waist. “See if I don’t snatch you from the lion’s jaws.”

“Does that mean that you will help me to escape from Holloway?”

“It means that you will never get as far as Holloway!”

“Am I to die upon the road then?”

“Don’t talk like that, don’t! You don’t know what a wife you’ve got! You don’t know how she loves you, worthless creature that you are! Tommy, do say that you love me, just a little bit! There, you needn’t squeeze me quite so tight. I can’t explain to you all about it. I will some day! There’s going to be a duel, perhaps to the death! between the Lord Chancellor and yours to command; and if that august personage, in the figure anyhow, of Sir Tristram Triggs, is not worsted and overthrown, I will give you leave, sir, to say that you do not admire my taste in dress. Tommy, don’t.”

II.

After dinner Miss Cullen, strolling about the great glasshouse, all alone, came upon Sir Tristram, also all alone. Although not, probably, more than half an inch taller than the gentleman, she looked, — yes, down at him, as if, comparatively, he were but an insect at her feet.

“Well, Sir Tristram, what amends do you propose to make to me?”

“Miss Cullen?”

“Sir?”

She gazed at him; and this famous lawyer, who had been more than a match for the olla podrida of the law courts, and the champions of the political ring, quailed before a young girl’s eyes.

“I fear, Miss Cullen, that I fail to apprehend your meaning.”

“Is it possible that you are an habitual desecrater of that law which you have sworn to uphold, and that, therefore, the details of your crimes are apt to escape your memory? More than three months have elapsed since you committed your crime. So far as I know you have not sought as yet to take advantage of any occasion to offer me atonement.”

Sir Tristram faced round to her with something of the bulldog look which had come upon his face when he had found himself in front of Mr. Stanham.

“May I inquire, Miss Cullen, why you go out of your way to use language of such extravagant exaggeration? It would be gross absurdity, amounting almost to prostitution of language, to call the offence of which I was guilty, if it was an offence, a crime.”

“Perhaps it is because you are a lawyer that you are unaware that not so very long ago a man was sentenced to six months’ imprisonment for exactly the same thing.”

Sir Tristram fidgeted. He seemed not to have complete control over his tongue.

“Miss Cullen, I trust that I may never be found lacking in respect to a lady. If I have been so unfortunate as to have offended you I proffer you my most sincere apologies, and I humbly entreat for your forgiveness.”

Miss Cullen remained, obviously, wholly unmoved.

“When a criminal expresses his contrition, is he held, by so doing, to have sufficiently purged himself of his offence?”

“What is it that you require of me?”

“I am told that you are to be the new Lord Chancellor. I am a ward in chancery.”

“I learn the fact with the greatest pleasure.”

“Do you? Then your pleasure bears a strong resemblance to my pain. I am to remain a ward till I am twenty-five.”

“Indeed?”

Sir Tristram began to rub his hands.

“Yes, indeed! I had an objectionable uncle who was so foolish as to suppose that I could not be a better judge of my own life’s happiness than — a number of elderly gentlemen.”

“Hem!” Sir Tristram coughed.

“If I was willing to overlook your offence” — Sir Tristram smiled— “I should require a quid pro quo.”

“And what, my dear Miss Cullen, would be the nature of the quid pro quo?”

“I should want you to consent to my marrying.”

“To consent to your marrying? — Ah! — I see! — If the matter is laid before me in due and proper form — it is possible that you have a certain individual in your mind’s eye whom you are willing to make the happiest of men — and I was satisfied that he was a fit and a proper, person, and every care was taken to safeguard your interests — then, my dear Miss Cullen, nothing would give me greater pleasure than to give my consent to your being happily launched on what, I fear, is too often the troubled sea of marriage.”

“That’s not the sort of thing I want at all.”

“No? Then what is the sort of thing you want, may I inquire?”

The young lady tapped her foot against the floor. For the first time she seemed to be not entirely at her ease.

“The fact is, I’m married already.”

“Married — already? With the consent of the court?”

“Bother the court!”

“Young lady! Are you aware who it is to whom you are speaking?”

“I am perfectly aware. I am speaking to the person who kissed me against my will.”

“Miss Cullen! I’m the Chancellor!”

“That for the Chancellor!”

She actually snapped her fingers in his face. He seemed to be speechless; though, perhaps, he only seemed so. When he did speak it was as if he were suffering positive pain.

“I find myself unable to believe that you are capable of realising the position in which I stand, the position in which you stand too. Personal misusage I might endure. But, in this matter, I am impersonal. Take care! I represent in my poor person the majesty of English law.”

He turned as if to go. If he supposed that he had crushed her he was very much mistaken.

“Is that your last word, Sir Tristram?”

“Miss Cullen, it is my last.”

“Then, now, be so good as to listen to my last word. The Duke of Datchet is a magistrate. I will go straight to him and demand from him a warrant for your arrest.”

“A warrant for my arrest? Girl!”

“I presume that it is because I am a girl that you are enough of a man first to assault and then to bully me.”

Taking out his handkerchief Sir Tristram applied it to his brow.

“Am I mad, or you? Are you utterly impervious to any sort of reason?”

“Not more than you are. I have yet to learn that, because you are Lord Chancellor, you cannot be made to answer for your crimes, exactly like any other criminal. Forgive my husband, forgive me, whose only crime has been that we love each other, and who have not offended in the sight either of heaven or of earth, and I will forgive you, who have offended in the sight of both. Decline to do so, and, unless there is one law for the great and another for the small, in which case the world shall hear of it, I promise that you shall learn, from personal experience, what it means to go to gaol.”

Sir Tristram looked about him as if he wondered why the earth did not open to swallow her. He seemed to gasp for breath.

“Miss Cullen, I beg that you will not suppose that under any possible circumstances I could listen, even for a single instant, to what, to me, are your hideous insinuations. But one possible solution I do see to the painful situation in which you stand. If the person whom you have illicitly and improperly married — —”

“Not improperly married, — how dare you!”

“In the eyes of the court, Miss Cullen, certainly, in the eyes of the court. Hear me out. If this person should prove to be a fit and a proper person, of good character, of due position, and so forth, then, taking all the circumstances into consideration, I might be moved to leniency. What is the person’s name?”

“He is of the highest lineage.”

“So far, so good.”

“He is a gentleman of the noblest character.”

“Still better.”

“He would be showing honour to any lady in the land if he made her his wife.”

“Hem! Precisely! I asked you for his name.”

“Thomas Stanham.”

“Thomas Stanham!” Sir Tristram’s countenance went as black as a thundercloud. “Thomas Stanham!” He turned to her with a look of fury on his face, which took even Miss Cullen by surprise. “That vagabond!”

“How dare you speak so of my husband, sir?”

“Your husband? Girl, you are a fool. You, the owner of prospective millions, have thrown them, even before they are in your actual possession, into the lap of that pitiful adventurer. You ask me to show him leniency? I will be lenient to you at least. I will protect you from him in spite of yourself.”

He spoke with a degree of dramatic intensity which threw a lurid light upon the cause of his success in life. Miss Cullen was silenced after all. She stood and watched him as he strode away, with a degree of dignity in his bearing which seemed to have suddenly made him taller.

“Tommy must have wiped his eye!”

That was what she said to herself when she was alone.

“Well, old man, have you had it out with Triggs?”

Turning, Miss Cullen found that Mr. Stanham had approached from behind. He stood in the doorway — as usual, with his hands in his pockets.

“Yes, young man, I’ve had it out with Triggs.”

Miss Cullen had a little flush on her cheeks and an added light in her eyes, which superfluities, it might be said, unjustifiably heightened her attractions.

“Softened his adamantine breast?”

“Well, hardly. Not what you might call quite. In fact, I should say that, if he remains in his present frame of mind, he will send you, for a certainty, to something much worse than penal servitude for life.”

“Is that so? Very kind of you, I’m sure. I knew you’d make a mess of it, my love.”

“Wait till the play is over. There’s always a muddle in the middle. The third act has not begun.”

III.

“Triggs, this is the deuce of a nice state of things!”

The latest ornament of the woolsack was seated in the privacy of his own apartment prior to retiring to rest. But the cares of his position had followed him there. He was working his way through a mass of papers when his host appeared at the door.

“To what state of things does your Grace refer?”

The Duke looked round as if to make sure that they had the room to themselves. He seemed to be in a state of considerable agitation; indeed, the abruptness of his entry had in itself suggested agitation.

“Of — of course you know that I — I’m a magistrate.”

“Certainly I know it.”

Something in the other’s tone seemed to have a soothing influence upon the Duke, possibly because it roused the spirit of mischief that was in him. He sat in an arm-chair. Crossing his arms upon his chest, stretching out his long legs in front of him, he regarded the toes of his evening shoes.

“Triggs, I have had an application made to me for a warrant for your arrest.”

The Chancellor went a peony hue, as we have seen him do before.

“Your Grace is joking.”

“I wish I were. I found it anything but a joke, and I am afraid that you are not likely to find it one either.”

Sir Tristram removed his glasses. He held them in his hand. His face became hard and stern.

“May I ask your Grace to be more explicit?”

The Duke turned. Placing one elbow upon the arm of his chair, he looked at Sir Tristram as he leaned his chin upon his hand.

“Triggs, Miss Cullen has applied to me to issue a warrant against you for assault.”

“Surely such an application was irregular?”

“I am not so sure of that — I am not so sure. Anyhow, I told her that it was. The only result of which, so far as I can judge, will be that she will make the application, in more regular form, either to me or to someone else to-morrow. But that is not the point. Triggs, did you do it?”

“Is it necessary that your Grace should ask me?”

“You didn’t kiss her?”

Sir Tristram took out his handkerchief. He actually gasped for breath. It is to be feared that at that moment the representative of English law almost told a lie. However, it was only almost; not quite. He merely temporised.

“The whole affair is a pure absurdity.”

“How do you mean? Is the charge unfounded?”

Sir Tristram drew his handkerchief across his brow.

“Supposing I did kiss her?”

“Supposing! Triggs? Good heavens! I remember your leading for a woman who brought exactly such a charge against a man. I remember how clearly you pointed out how, under certain circumstances, such an action might be, and was, an offence against good morals. Didn’t Pickum give the man six months?”

The lawyer’s resemblance to a bulldog became more and more pronounced. He all but showed his teeth. “I don’t know, Duke, if you are enjoying a little amusement at my expense.”

The Duke sprang to his feet. His bearing evinced an accession of dignity which, in its melodramatic suddenness, almost approached to farce.

“It is not my habit, Sir Tristram, to regard my magisterial duties as offering much scope for amusement. Situated as I am — as you are — as we all are — our party! — in the eyes of the nation, it seems to me that this matter may easily become one of paramount importance. Of such importance that I have come to you as a friend to-night to ask you, if there is a chance of Miss Cullen’s charge becoming so much as whispered abroad, to seriously consider if it would not be advisable for you to place your resignation in the hands of the Prime Minister before your appointment to the Chancellorship is publicly announced.”

Sir Tristram’s jaw dropped open. His resemblance to a bulldog perceptibly decreased.

“Duke!”

“I am not certain, in coming to-night, that I have not allowed my friendship for you to carry me too far. Still, I have come.”

“Your Grace is more than sufficiently severe. If you will allow me to exactly explain my position in this matter I shall have no difficulty in making that evident. I fear that Miss Cullen is a dangerous young woman.”

The Duke shrugged his shoulders.

“You, of all men, ought to know that, under certain circumstances, women are dangerous — and even girls.”

“Precisely. That is so. But I think that after I have made my explanation you will allow that Miss Cullen is an even unusually dangerous example of a dangerous sex.” He paused — perhaps for reflection. When he continued it was with a hang-dog air. “Some short time since I did myself the honour of asking Miss Cullen to become my wife. I fear that — eh — circumstances induced me to take her answer too much for granted. So much so, indeed, that — eh — while I was waiting for her answer I — eh — I — eh — kissed her. I do not wish to lay stress upon the accident that the kiss was but the merest shadow of a kiss. But such, in fact, it was.”

“In plain language, Triggs, you kissed her against her will.”

“I had no idea that it was against her will, or I should certainly not have done it. Her behaviour after — eh — my action filled me with the most profound amazement. She jumped up. She addressed me in language which I can only describe as more pointed than elegant. And — eh — she walked away, leaving me, I do assure your Grace, dumbfounded.”

“Well?”

The Duke’s back was turned to Sir Tristram, possibly because there was something on his Grace’s face which bore an amazing resemblance to a smile.

“Well, I heard nothing more of the matter. Indeed, I have heard and seen nothing of the lady till I met her here to-day. This evening she has alluded to the matter in a manner and in terms which filled me with even more profound amazement than her behaviour on the — eh — original occasion.”

“But, man, didn’t you apologise?”

“I apologised in terms of almost abject humility. But that did not content her. I will be frank with your Grace. She made me a proposition which — —”

The Duke waved his hands. He cut Sir Tristram short.

“I have heard too much already. Triggs, I have allowed my friendship for you to play havoc with my discretion; let me hear no more. My advice to you is compromise, compromise, at almost any cost. You don’t want to have your career ruined by a girl, and for the mere shadow of a kiss. To consider nothing else, think of the laughter there would be. As you say, the young woman can be dangerous, and, if nothing happens to change her purpose, you may take my word for it that she means to be.”

Before Sir Tristram could reply the Duke was gone. The newly-appointed representative of the majesty of English law was left alone with his papers and his reflections. These latter did not seem to be pleasant ones. Words escaped his lips which we should not care to print — we fear they referred to that undutiful ward of his lordship’s court. Inwardly, and, for the matter of that, outwardly, he cursed her with bell, book, and candle; certainly never was heard a more terrible curse. And so thoroughly did he enter into the spirit of the thing that he was still engaged in cursing her when the door opened, and in front of him was Miss Cullen with the handle in her hand.

She looked charming, and by that we mean even more charming than usual. She had changed her dress for a peignoir, or a dressing-gown, or something of the kind. Beyond question Sir Tristram had no notion what the thing was called. It suited her to perfection — few men had a better eye for that sort of thing in a woman than he had. There is no fathoming feminine duplicity, but no one ever looked more surprised than did that young woman then. She had thrown the door wide open and rushed into the room, and half closed it again behind her before she appeared to recognise in whose presence and where she really was.

“I — I thought — isn’t this Mary Waller’s room? Oh — h!”

As struck with panic she turned as if to flee. But Sir Tristram, who was gifted, before all else, with presence of mind, interposed. He rose from his chair.

“Miss Cullen, may I beg you for one moment?”

“Sir! Sir Tristram Triggs!” Miss Cullen’s air of dignity was perfect, and so bewitching. “I had something which I wished to say to Lady Mary Waller. There has been some misunderstanding as to which was her room. I must ask you to accept an apology.”

“Unlike you, Miss Cullen, I always accept an apology.”

“Indeed! Then my experience in that respect has, I presume, been the exception which proves the rule.”

“May I ask when you apologised to me — and for what?”

“This evening,” — the lady looked down; her voice dropped; thrusting the toe of her little shoe from under the hem of her skirt, she tapped it against the floor— “for becoming a wife.”

The grim man behind the table regarded her intently. Although he knew that the minx was worsting him with his own weapons, she appealed to, at any rate, one side of him so strongly that he was unable to prevent the corners of his mouth from wrinkling themselves into a smile.

“May I ask, Mrs. Stanham — —”

“Sir Tristram!” She threw out her arms towards him with a pretty little gesture. “You have set my heart all beating! You have brought the tears right to my eyes! You are the first person who has called me by my married name.”

He moved his hand with a little air of deprecation — as if the thing were nothing.

“May I ask, Mrs. Stanham, if Mr. Thomas Stanham is related to the Duke of Datchet?”

“Related? — Of course he is! — He’s his favourite cousin.”

“His favourite cousin?” We doubt if she was justified in her use of the adjective, but the simple truth is, she was a dangerous young woman. “I see. The plot unfolds. May I ask, further, if this little comedy was rehearsed in advance?”

“And in my turn may I ask, Sir Tristram, what it is you mean?”

They looked at each other, eye to eye. They understood each other pretty well by the time Sir Tristram’s glance dropped down again to the papers on his table. His tone became, as it were, judicial.

“Well, Mrs. Stanham, I have been considering the matter of which you spoke to me this evening, and, having regard to the whole bearing of the case, to the social position of Mr. Thomas Stanham, and so forth, speaking, of course, ex parte and without prejudice, I may say that, as at present advised, if proper settlements are made, the marriage might be one which would not meet with the active disapprobation of the court.”

Sir Tristram raised his eyes. The lady shook her head — very decidedly.

“That won’t do.”

“Won’t do? What do you mean?”

“What I say. I’m not going to have Tommy bothered about settlements. I’m settlement enough for Tommy. What you have to do is to sit down and to simply write this: ‘My dear Mrs. Stanham, — Speaking as Lord Chancellor, it gives me much pleasure in assuring you, as a ward of the court, that your marriage with Mr. Thomas Stanham meets with my entire and unreserved approval. — Yours faithfully, Tristram Triggs!’” Sir Tristram glowered — he might! But she was undismayed. “You will have to do it, sooner or later — you’re a very clever man, and you know you will! — so why not do it at once?”

He did it at once. Actually! Possibly because the whole affair appealed keenly to his sense of humour — one never knows! She read the paper, folded it, and then she said — with such a pout! and with such malice in her eyes! — 

“Now you may kiss me again, if you like.”

“I am obliged to you, but the costs in the suit have already been too heavy.”

“Then I’ll kiss you!”

And she did — with some want of precision, just over the right eye. Then she fled to the door. When she was half-way through it she turned, and waved towards him the hand which held the paper.

“You are my guardian, you know.”


A Honeymoon Trip

MRS. GODWIN WRITES TO HER MOTHER

“You know, dear mamma, I was against a compartment being reserved. One might as well advertise the fact that one is starting on one’s honeymoon. But I was not prepared to find the train so full as it was. Our carriage was crowded, and not with nice people. They played cards the whole way down, and, when one is just beginning one’s married life, it was not agreeable to have to listen to some of the language which was used. Conrad was quite fidgety. You know he is most particular. But it was no use speaking. One of the men asked him if he would take a hand. When he observed that he objected to cards being played in a railway carriage, the person replied that he looked as though he did. And then the others smiled. This quite upset him. And, as we were nearing Harwich, he began to feel in his pockets in a way which, I must say, was annoying. I had refrained from speaking to him as much as possible, being unwilling to let the others have a chance of guessing at the situation we were in; but when he stood up and began to turn his pockets inside out, and altogether to upset the other passengers, I did ask him what it was that he was looking for.

“‘I can’t find the tickets.’

“You know how easily he becomes embarrassed, and how the blood flies to his head. You remember that Geraldine said she thought he must be apoplectic.

“‘You put them in your pocket-book.’

“‘But that is gone too.’

“‘You will find it when you get on board.’

“All the people were staring at him, he was making such a fuss.

“‘I should like to find it before I get on board.’

“‘Perhaps,’ suggested an old gentleman, who was sitting in the opposite corner, ‘it’s in your overcoat.’ Conrad took his coat from the rack and looked to see. It was not there. ‘Feel in your pockets again,’ suggested the old gentleman.

“Conrad felt. He did not find the pocketbook, but he found something else instead. He produced it with an exclamation. It was the first time I ever heard him swear.

“‘Good heavens! It’s the key of the safe!’

“His manner was so ludicrous, everybody laughed.

“‘My dear Conrad, do sit down!’

“He sat down and stared at me like a man in a dream.

“‘But you don’t understand. It’s the key of the safe. I forgot that I was going to be married, and I brought it away.’

“I do not think that I was ever so much annoyed in my life. After all the pains I had taken to conceal the fact that we were honeymooning, and then for him to blurt it out like that! The other passengers simply roared.

“‘This is a nice way of beginning one’s honeymoon. I shall have to return to town at once.’

“Of course they laughed again. I was really too annoyed to speak. I sat and tried to look as though I liked it. When he had finished laughing the man who sat next to him stooped and picked up something from the floor of the carriage.

“‘Anybody lost a pocket-book?’ he asked.

“Of course it was Conrad’s.

“‘I — I expect I dropped it,’ he explained. Then he turned to me. ‘I am afraid we shall have to return to town at once.’

“‘Don’t be silly. We shall do nothing of the kind. I suppose there is a telegraph office at Harwich.’

“Before he had time to answer the train began to slow. I took the management of affairs into my own hands.

“‘If you will go and send your telegram I will go on board. But pray don’t be long.’

“But he was long. It appears, from what I have since learnt, that the London train was behind its time, and it was a question of missing the tide in the Scheldt. Anyhow, there was a great deal of hurry and scurry, and, as I was wondering what had become of Conrad, someone shouted, ‘All on board!’ In my agitation I lost my presence of mind. And at that moment I saw Conrad running along the quay in the direction of the boat for Rotterdam. I suppose that, owing to his shortsightedness, and his haste, and the darkness, he mistook one boat for the other. I was tongue-tied in my bewilderment. Before I recovered myself we were moving down the river, and the quay was out of sight. You may imagine my sensations, without tickets, almost without money, a bride without a bridegroom! I asked for the captain. I was told that he was navigating the ship, but I could see him later on. I saw him later on. He came when we had reached the open sea. As he advanced I thought I knew his figure. I felt as though my legs were giving way beneath me — it was Mr. Pearson! The recognition was mutual.

“‘Jennie!’ he cried. ‘Miss Nash!’ He looked as though he were dumbfounded. ‘This is an unexpected pleasure!’

“‘I — I wish to see the captain.’

“‘I am the captain. You wish to see me? Come this way!’

“He led the way into his cabin. I followed, speechless. Events were crowding on me, for which I was wholly unprepared.

“‘Mrs. Nash is with you?’

“‘No, not — my mother. I — I am with my husband.’

“‘Your husband!’ He gave a start of surprise. ‘Oh, indeed, your husband.’

“You know what a big man he is, and his huge beard? I declare that, as he stood and glared at me, I felt positively frightened.

“‘That is to say, he was with me, but he has been left behind.’

“‘Left behind? Might I ask you to explain?’

“‘He went to send a telegram and he mistook the boat, and I’m afraid he’s gone to Rotterdam.’

“‘To Rotterdam? And you are bound for Antwerp? Ha, ha, ha!’

“He actually laughed, which was a brutal thing to do.

“‘And the worst of it is that he has my ticket.’

“‘That would be the worst part of it — to you.’

“I knew very well what he meant, though I took care not to let him suspect that I knew it. I did not know what else to do, so I took out my handkerchief and began to cry.

“‘Madame la Baronne will excuse me, but I have still some little matters to which I must attend. Doubtless Madame la Baronne will have ceased to weep by the time that I return.’

“He left the cabin. I distinctly heard him bolt the door on the other side. My first impulse was to fasten it upon my side too. But I refrained. He had entirely upset me — what little there was of me left to upset — by addressing me as Madame la Baronne! He evidently took it for granted that I had married the Belgian. I do not suppose that Geraldine will pay the slightest heed to anything I say, but I would earnestly advise her to be exceedingly careful in avoiding complications with men. I know that, as I sat there waiting for Mr. Pearson’s return, I wished with all my heart that I had never met any man until I met Conrad — some of them never will understand.

“When he came back I had calmed myself to the best of my ability. There was a tolerable glass in the cabin. I took advantage of it to put myself a little to rights. He entered while I was engaged in doing so. He came in so quietly that the first intimation I had of his presence was seeing his face beside mine in the glass. It gave me quite a shock.

“‘Mr. Pearson!’

“I turned. He bowed.

“‘Always the same!’ he said.

“‘I was just looking to see if there was any of me left.’

“‘Let me beg of you to take a seat.’

“I sat down. He went to a desk which was at one side of the cabin and sat down too, his back to me. His manners did not strike me as particularly polite. Unlocking the desk, he took something out of it. I tried to make a little conversation.

“‘I had no idea, Mr. Pearson, that you had become a captain.’

“He bowed, but said nothing. I tried again:

“‘If it is not giving you too much trouble, Mr. Pearson — I am tired, you know — might I ask you to show me to a berth?”

“This time he condescended to face me.

“‘Our encounter is of so unexpected a nature that I am sure you will excuse me if for a few minutes I detain you. I can scarcely hope to have so excellent an opportunity again.’

“‘I can only say that I am tired.’

“‘There are a few matters here in which you cannot fail to take an interest.’

“He turned to the things which he had placed upon his desk.

“‘Here is a revolver.’

“He took one in his hand and held it out to me. You know, dear mamma, I am not nervous as a rule, but when he did that a creepy, crawly feeling went all over me.

“‘I purchased it to shoot the Baron. It is perhaps as well that he is left behind. I might have used it yet.’

“There was something in his eyes I did not like. In an ordinary case I should have said his language was absurd. But my position was peculiar.

“‘You are under a misapprehension, Mr. Pearson. The Baron d’Ardigny is not my husband.’

“‘Not your husband!’

“He sprang up with a shout. The revolver clattered to the floor. If it was loaded it was a miracle that it did not go off. ‘Not D’Ardigny! Is it possible that you duped him too?’

“‘I am at your mercy, Mr. Pearson, and you are, of course, free to use towards me any language which, as a gentleman, may be consistent with your code of honour.’

“‘My code of honour! Such words from you! You ruined me — is that not so? You tempted me to desert my ship. When I did so all that you had to say was that the whole affair had been a little joke of yours. They court-martialled me. I was broken. Surely you cannot expect my honour to be more than yours?’

“You know, dear mamma, when I had that scrape with Charlie Pearson I never meant any harm — you know I never did. When he was goose enough to suppose I was in earnest, and actually left his ship to come to me, you remember how annoyed I was? But really, when, on board his own boat, he talked to me in that style I was without a word.

“‘May I — it seems absurd when I remember that I used, with your consent, to hold you to my bosom and press your lips to mine! — but may I ask your name?’

“‘I am Mrs. Godwin.’

“‘So, since the Baron’s little affair and mine there has been another. What a quantity of bad language I have wasted on D’Ardigny! Do you know, Mrs. Godwin, when I look at you and think of all that is past, I wonder how I could ever have been such a fool?’

“I tried to smile.

“‘You must own that you were a little foolish.’

“‘Oh, I was! Undoubtedly I was! Ever to have believed in you!’

“‘May I ask if you intend to continue to insult me till we get to Antwerp?’

“‘I scarcely know what I intend as yet. I belong to the prehistoric race of man. When I see a woman who deserves to be drowned, I want to drown her.’

“‘Holding the position which you do on board, to drown me would be the easiest thing in the world.’

“He merely shrugged his shoulders — and laughed.

“‘Do you know what this is?’ He took up a piece of paper from his desk. ‘This is a lock of your hair. Has Godwin, I wonder, got a lock as well? Possibly, like the pieces of the true cross, it is to be found all over the world. This is a flower which you wore in your bosom at the Yacht Club ball. Before you gave it me you kissed it, so I kissed it too — ah, many a time! You have no conception of what a prize I thought it was. Now I am quite aware that there was not a man in the room who might not have had a similar one for the asking. Do you see this? This was once your shoe. You would scarcely believe that I bribed your maid to give it to me. I flattered myself that on our wedding night I would surprise you with a request to put it on the foot I loved. I suppose I may not presume to put it on to-night?’

“‘I imagine, Mr. Pearson, that you are forgetting that I am married.’

“‘That doesn’t make any difference, does it? I should not have thought it would — to you.’

“You know, dear mamma, that I have the sweetest temper in the world. I never felt inclined to box anybody’s ears before, except Geraldine’s, and she is sometimes too provoking! but I did feel inclined to box his then. However, I told myself that if he forgot he was a gentleman I would not forget I was a lady.

“‘Possibly, Mr. Pearson, it will cause you to keep your remarks somewhat within bounds when I tell you that this is my wedding night.’

“‘Your — wedding night!’

“‘Yes, my wedding night. I was married to-day.’

“As I thought of it, and of how different was the reality to the anticipation, the tears gushed to my eyes. Some men would have been touched by such a spectacle, but he was not. He began to pace about the cabin, running his fingers through his beard. All at once he began to laugh so violently that I thought he would never stop.

“‘This is the best joke I ever heard,’ he gasped in the middle of his mirth. ‘Do you mean to say that you are starting on your honeymoon?’

“‘Yes, I do.’

“‘Poor devil of a Godwin! Then there is every prospect of your spending it with me. Never in my wildest dreams did I look forward to such happiness as this. Is there nothing I can offer you in the shape of consolation?’

“‘The only consolation you can offer me is to show me to my berth. I am miserable; you know I am! I should have thought that no man, to whatever depths he may have sunk, would have taken advantage of a woman in my situation.’

“By this time my tears were flowing quite profusely. But they made no impression upon him. He recommenced pacing round and round the cabin. He was large, and it was small. His tramp, tramp, tramping, and the general callousness of his demeanour, agitated me to such an extent that I almost feared that I should become hysterical. Just as I began to think that I could not hold out any longer he went to the door and shouted ‘Spooner!’

“I supposed he was shouting for the steward. I congratulated myself that after all he had been touched, and that I was to be shown to a berth at last. I was beginning to dry my tears when a hairy object appeared in the doorway. He was so broad in proportion to his height that I at first thought he was deformed.

“‘Come in, Spooner.’ The man came in. A more unlikely-looking Spooner I never saw. Really, he reminded me of nothing so much as Quasimodo. His face was all covered with hair; even his great hands were hairy. He had a pair of big black eyes, which, added to his other attractions, made him look the perfect picture of ferocity. ‘This is my first officer.’ Even in my grief I smiled. What could be expected of a crew which had such officers? ‘You recollect, Spooner, my telling you about that old sweetheart of mine who broke me?’

“‘I do.’

“You know how basses seem to produce their voices from their boots. Mr. Spooner’s voice seemed to come from much lower than his boots.

“‘You remember my telling you what a jade she was?’

“‘I do.’

“‘Well, here she is.’

“Mr. Spooner stared at me, as well he might do. For my part I was dumb. Charlie Pearson always had a graceful way of introducing a lady.

“‘You remember my telling you about that Baron she jilted me for?’

“‘I do.’

“‘And how I used to carry a revolver about with me in my breeches pocket so that it might be handy to get a shot at him?’ Mr. Spooner nodded his head. ‘I used to say that if she married I’d make her a widow within a week. Well, she is married. But it’s not to the Baron. It seems that she sent him to the deuce after me. She’s married a man named Godwin. I suppose she thinks she can use her husbands like her sweethearts, so she has given him the slip and left him ashore. Think she’s got tired of him, eh? Well, she must be pretty smart at tiring — she only married him to-day. She’s starting on her honeymoon. This is her wedding night, and she’s left the man ashore.’

“Mr. Spooner listened to this without even so much as blinking an eye. He stood staring at me like a great stolid bear.

“‘Spooner, I’ve laid awake of nights wondering when she and I would meet again. I’ve gone half mad racking my brains, thinking what vengeance I would take. I’ve asked myself over and over again what I’d do to her if ever I got her in my power. Now I’ve got her. And I ask you what you would do if you were I?’

“‘I’d forgive her.’

“‘Forgive her!’

“Mr. Pearson drew a long breath. He looked at Mr. Spooner and then he looked at me.

“‘That’s a wrinkle. Hang me, I will forgive her! I’ll treat her with contempt and let her go. What shall I do with these gimcracks? I’ve kept them as though they were the richest treasures from Ali Baba’s cave. Here’s a lock of her hair, here’s a rose from her bosom, here’s a shoe from her foot, here’s a bundle of her letters. You know what’s in them, because I’ve read them to you many a time.’

“These were pleasant things for me to hear.

“‘Spooner, what shall I do with these?’

“‘Burn ’em.’

“‘So I will. Here’s the lot. Give ’em to the cook, and tell him to use them in the morning to light his galley fire.’

“He thrust the various articles into Mr. Spooner’s hands. You may imagine my sensations.

“Then he turned to me.

“‘Now, madam, if you wish it, I will show you to your cabin.’

“I was quite unable to speak. I had never supposed it was possible that I could have been so cowed by two mere men. The truth is, that I was in such a passion that I really was beside myself. I would have given anything to have been a man to have been able to knock him down. He showed me to the cabin, and without a word he left me at the door. When I was inside I clenched my fists and stamped my foot and screamed.

“‘My dear child, aren’t you well?’

“I looked up. There was an old woman, sitting up in her berth, and looking at me through her spectacles.

“‘Stewardess,’ she cried. Then to me, ‘I wish you’d go and find my husband. My name is Maunders-Griffin. Oh, I am so ill! And tell him that those anti-sea-sick lozenges have not had the least effect. I’ve eaten them all, and I want some more. Oh!’

“The reaction was so sudden, so extreme, that I was seized with a fit of laughter. It was impossible for me to control myself. I daresay the old woman thought that I was mad. It so exhausted me that I had to drop into a chair to save myself from falling.

“The stewardess advanced.

“‘Would madam like a berth?’

“‘A berth! No. I — I will go on deck.’

“The atmosphere of the cabin was unbearable; you know what a cabin is at night when it is full of women who are ill. I felt that if I stayed there long I should be ill myself. Besides, under the best conditions, I felt that in the excited state of my brain it would be impossible for me to sleep, so I went on deck.

“It was a glorious night. There was a full moon and cloudless sky. But a stiff breeze was blowing, and one soon became conscious that it bore with it a strong solution of salt spray.

“I paced up and down, trying to calm myself sufficiently to enable me to realise my situation. I suppose that never was a woman more unfortunate. What a wedding night! — that night which is supposed to be the most sacred of a woman’s life. To whom was I to turn for advice, with such a captain and such a chief officer? Dear mamma, I am not ashamed to confess that I cried, really and truly cried. I sat down by the side of the ship and quite gave in.

“While I was still crying someone came behind and touched me on the shoulder.

“‘If you are not well, don’t you think you had better go downstairs?’

“I looked round. An old gentleman was standing behind me. He actually thought that I was sick. I was indignant.

“‘Thank you. I am quite well.’

“‘I — I beg your pardon. I — I thought you were affected by the motion of the sea.’

“‘I am obliged to you. I am never ill on board ship. Never.’

“I think my manner rather startled him. He took off his hat and moved away. You know how I object to people who think they have a right to interfere because they happen to be old — and, generally, silly. It is such stuff. The consciousness that I had crushed him made me feel distinctly better. I sat up and looked at the sea. But as I watched the gleaming waters the old thoughts came back, and, before I knew it, again my eyes filled with tears. It was foolish, but I could not help it. I do not often cry, but I did cry then.

“I daresay I had been making rather a goose of myself — I had been crying a good long time, when again someone touched me on the shoulder. It was once more that absurd old man.

“‘If you will take my advice, my dear, you will go downstairs. I am an old man, and take the liberty of addressing you.’

“Fancy calling me ‘my dear,’ as though I were a child! I stood up and faced him.

“‘My good sir, will you leave me alone?’

“He looked at me as though he were trying to find an excuse to begin a conversation. I daresay he would have liked me to make a confidant of him.

“‘I am afraid you are in trouble. I don’t like to see a young lady crying alone on deck all night, especially such a young lady as you.’

“I looked at him — you know how I can look if I like — and I walked away. I walked up and down the deck, and each time I passed him I looked him full in the face — such a look! He crossed to the other side. The scent of battle was in my nostrils. I crossed too. Then he went downstairs instead of me.

“Dear mamma, I stayed on deck all night. I saw the night gradually brighten. I saw the sun rise. I saw the birth of day. And, dear mamma, you have no idea how cold it was. You remember how cold it was when we saw the sun rise on the Righi? I declare I felt it quite as cold that morning on the boat. It was bitter. I was chilled to the bone. I went downstairs and routed out the steward, and made him get me a cup of coffee. I never enjoyed anything so much. And the state I was in when I looked at the glass! I went to the ladies’ cabin and put myself to rights. And there I stayed. It was not nice. But I felt that it would be still less nice to have to return to the deck and meet a crowd of men and encounter Mr. Pearson. I had quite made up my mind what I would do. I resolved that when I reached Antwerp I would first of all wire to you, then go straight to Brussels, and return by the shorter route to England. I would do it if I only had enough money to take me the whole of the way third class. If Conrad wanted me he would find me where he found me first of all — at home. My home, not his.

“I was aware, from the motion of the ship, that we had entered the Scheldt. For some time we proceeded up the river. Then, all at once, we stopped. I supposed the stoppage to be for the purpose of taking up a pilot. After a delay the boat went on again. I was thinking about all sorts of things, and was telling myself that, perhaps, after all, I had not been so good a girl as I might have been, and that sometimes I had been to blame in those little flirtations which had chequered my career — and I wonder who would not have been sentimental in such a plight as mine — when someone came to the cabin door and said:

“‘Is there anyone here of the name of Godwin?’

“I sprang up, my heart in my mouth.

“‘I am Mrs. Godwin!’

“‘Would you mind coming up on deck?’

“Without a moment’s hesitation I followed the man upstairs. I imagined that, in some mysterious way, a message had reached me from Conrad, or that perhaps he had come himself — though, unless he possessed the seven-leagued boots, how he was to spring from the Rotterdam boat to the Scheldt I never paused to reflect.

“I was in quite a tremor when I got on deck. I noticed that all the passengers were gathered together in a crowd, and that in their midst were three or four foreigners in some kind of uniform.

“One, in particular, was resplendent. On him my eyes fell. And as they did so — dear mamma, I did not disgrace you by positively fainting, but a cold chill went down my back and penetrated to the marrow of my bones. It was the Baron! Hector d’Ardigny! At his side stood Mr. Pearson. Even at that trying moment I was struck by the ludicrous contrast the one presented to the other — the Baron four feet six, Mr. Pearson six feet four. Geraldine will remember how it used to tickle me in days gone by. It tickled me then.

“As I was becoming conscious that I was the centre of attraction Mr. Pearson motioned towards me with his hand.

“‘This is Mrs. Godwin.’

“I do not think that the Baron had hitherto noticed me. He noticed me then! It strikes me that up to that moment he had been engaged in glancing at Mr. Pearson. To say that at sight of me the colour of his countenance was that of a boiled beetroot is to use a trite and coarse comparison. But I do not know to what else I could compare it, unless it be to a lobster newly boiled.

“‘Jennie!’ he gasped. ‘Miss Nash!’

“‘This,’ repeated Mr. Pearson, ‘is Mrs. Godwin.’

“The Baron glared at Mr. Pearson. Then he glared at me. Then he sprang at Mr. Pearson.

“‘Villain!’ he cried. ‘This is a trick you play on me!’

“Before the eyes of all the passengers he slapped the captain’s face. Of course, it would have been quite easy for Mr. Pearson to have picked him up and dropped him into the water. I fancy public expectation took it for granted that the Baron would be summarily disposed of in some such fashion. If so, public expectation was wrong. Mr. Pearson did nothing of the kind. He stood quite still. He looked at the Baron. He took out his handkerchief and wiped his cheek. Then he looked at his handkerchief. Then he turned to me.

“‘Be so good as to come this way.’

“Docile as a child I went that way. Mr. Pearson came after me, leading, unless I am mistaken, the Baron by his epaulette. We all three entered the captain’s cabin — that apartment in which I had already spent such an agreeable twenty minutes. Mr. Pearson addressed the Baron in language which was eminently adapted to tickle the ears of a lady.

“‘I’ve half a mind, you little brute, to choke the life right out of you. But I’ll give you another chance for your skin. The fun’s too good to lose. You said you wanted someone of the name of Godwin, and here is someone.’

“The Baron took off his képi. He wiped his brow. The dear little man was damp with perspiration.

“‘It is someone of the name of Conrad Godwin that I want.’

“‘I am Mrs. Conrad Godwin,’ I observed.

“I supposed that, in some mysterious way, he had become possessed of a message either for Conrad or for me. I was not prepared for his behaviour. He dropped into a seat with an exclamation which sounded very like an execration.

“‘You see, my dear Baron,’ said Mr. Pearson, ‘our dear Jennie has married — and she hasn’t married you. She hasn’t showed herself possessed of many virtues, but she has had sense enough for that. I took it for granted that you were something in the hairdressing line, from the moment I first set eyes on you.’

“The Baron paid no attention to Mr. Pearson — it was as well he didn’t.

“He sat, huddled up on a chair, looking at me with gaping eyes.

“‘But it is impossible that you are Mrs. Conrad Godwin!’

“‘I fail to see the impossibility, for, in fact, I am. If you have a message for me, may I ask you to deliver it?’

“‘Message! I have no message! I have instructions to arrest you.’

“I was startled then.

“‘To arrest me!’

“‘A telegram has come to detain anyone arriving by this boat of the name of Conrad Godwin. I am the chief of the police’ — the Baron d’Ardigny, with his large property in the Ardennes, had sunk to a policeman— ‘and I am afraid that, with your husband, Mr. Conrad Godwin, you must be my prisoner.’

“‘My husband, as I cannot help suspecting that you are possibly aware, does not happen to be on board.’

“‘Your husband is not on board? You are travelling alone?’

“‘Owing’ — dear mamma, I did almost break down then,— ‘owing to an unfortunate accident, my husband lost the boat. But, Baron, you must be under some delusion. Surely you are not having a jest at my expense?’

“‘It is no jest! It is the truth! I am an officer.’ He slapped his chest: you know the way he had when he said anything particularly absurd. ‘My duty is my duty! Before that all other things must fade. If, as you say, you are Mrs. Conrad Godwin; if your husband is on board, or no matter where he is, I must proceed to your arrest.’

“‘Mr. Pearson, you will not suffer this?’

“‘Mrs. Godwin, I am helpless. We are in Belgium, and in Belgium we must do as the Belgians do.’

“‘But the thing is monstrous! You will surely insist on this person’s exhibiting the authority on which he pretends to act?’

“Mr. Pearson shrugged his shoulders. He turned to the Baron with a smile — and once he said he loved me! Man’s falseness is incredible.

“‘Baron, have you got the warrant in your pocket?’

“‘No warrant is required. I will show madame my instructions when we reach the bureau. We are in Belgium, not in England. I would advise madame, as a friend, not to give me any trouble.’

“He arrested me! Yes, dear mamma, I spent my wedding night crying, alone, on the deck of a steamer, and at the break of day I was taken into custody. Arrested by one old lover in the presence of another. It was in this way I commenced my married life.

“I sat in the cabin on one chair, and the Baron sat on another chair in front of me, on guard! I will do him the justice to allow that he seemed quite as much at a loss as I was.

“When we reached the quay I got into an open fly; the Baron sat on the seat beside me, two policemen sat on the seat in front of me, and two more policemen kept the driver in countenance upon the box. In this way we drove through the streets of Antwerp. We arrived at the bureau. I was shown into what seemed to be a kind of office; the Baron followed me, closed the door behind him; we were alone. Directly we were alone he threw his képi on the floor. I thought the man was mad.

“‘Jennie!’ he cried. ‘Mees Nash! What is the meaning of all this? Unfold this mystery.’

“‘It is you who must do that. It is I who require an explanation from you.’

“‘You have not married Monsieur Pearson?’

“‘Baron d’Ardigny!’

“‘How came you then to be with him on his ship?’

“‘You might as well ask how I came to be the passenger of a train of which a man named Brown was guard.’

“‘Oh, if you only knew what I have suffered. Your image is where it always was.’ He slapped his hand against his right side, where, probably, he supposed his heart to be. ‘You have treated me — ah, how you have treated me! But no matter. The past is past. It is for the future that we live. Tell me, what is it you have done?”

“‘It occurs to me that I have done one thing, lost my senses.’

“‘I am your friend; do not be afraid. No matter for the past. I say it is for the future that we live. Is it murder?’

“‘Murder!’

“‘We will say then it is not murder. Thank goodness, it is not that! But there are other things besides. Is it forgery?’

“‘Forgery!’

“‘Is it something you have stolen? Perhaps a little money, or some jewellery, or something of value from your friends.’

“‘Baron d’Ardigny, during your acquaintance with me did I strike you as being of the material of which thieves are made?’

“‘Ah, who shall say! No man can tell! There was one woman I loved before I was in love with you. She did not use me so bad as you; she was an angel! She was what you call shoplifter. One day I went to see her; she was not there. I did not see her for a long time. I thought that she was dead. One day I was in a prison; she was among the prisoners. When she saw me she laughed; she put out her tongue and winked her eye. The anguish is still here.’

“‘Putting aside the question of what I have done, or left undone, perhaps you will tell me of what it is I am accused?’

“‘How should I know?’

“‘If you don’t know, I don’t know who should.’

“‘It is they who are coming who shall know.’

“‘And pray who is coming?’ A thought occurred to me. ‘Is it Conrad?’

“‘Conrad! Who is Conrad? Ah! I forgot there was a Conrad.’ His manner changed. Crossing his arms upon his chest he glared at me, as the bad characters sometimes glare at the Adelphi. ‘Miserable! You wish to play again with me the fool!’

“Dear mamma, if you can imagine the Baron d’Ardigny as being madder than he used to be — do!

“‘Baron d’Ardigny, there are one or two questions which I should like you to answer. First of all, am I to regard myself as a prisoner?’

“‘Did you not use to tell me that you would be for ever mine?’

“‘Never, Baron, never! — You have not favoured me with an answer to my question.’

“‘Was there not a moment when I was your star of love?’

“‘Not a moment, Baron. — You have not answered me. Am I, or am I not, to regard myself as a prisoner?’

“‘You are a prisoner! It is as a prisoner you are here! It is as a prisoner you must treat me!’

“‘I should be delighted to treat you as a prisoner. Unfortunately it appears that it is as a prisoner you are treating me.’

“‘Your crimes, I do not doubt, they are as black as ink! A woman who can be as false as you — to such a woman nothing is impossible.’

“‘Baron d’Ardigny, I do not know how this sort of thing is done in Belgium, but in England when they lock a person up they tell him what they lock him up for. With you, has a policeman the power of taking a person to the stationhouse for the sole purpose and pleasure of calling them names?’

“‘Mees Nash — —’

“‘I have already informed you that I am Mrs. Godwin.’

“‘So you are Mrs. Godwin! You insist! Well! At last we have arrived! Meez-sers Godwin, I tell you this. Mark carefully; I meet your husband once — for a moment. A second time — for ever — upon the field of honour.’

“I do not know if abroad policemen always speak to their prisoners as the Baron spoke to me. The inhabitants of those countries must enjoy themselves if they do. For my part, although my situation was sufficiently critical, it was all I could do to refrain from laughter. If you could only have seen how funny he looked! I do not know if he mistook my silence for admiration, but on a sudden his madness assumed a dreadful phase. He threw himself into an attitude — ask Geraldine if she has forgotten his attitudes — and apostrophised me thus: ‘When I look upon that lovely face, upon those eyes of perfect blue, upon that hair of gold, upon that figure exquisite, I say to myself, “Hector, Hector d’Ardigny! you who has not been without his fortunate experience, is it possible that you cannot win the love of a creature so divine?” I answer to myself, “It is impossible.”’

“I hesitated for a moment what, under the circumstances, I had better do. I saw plainly that it was no use to talk to the man. I arrived at a sudden resolution. I decided that I would try — as they say in the cookery-books — another way. As he stood with his eyes and hands raised towards the ceiling I went and I took him by the thing inside the collar of his coat — stock, I think they call it — and I shook him. I do not think he ever had a better shaking in his life. I kept at it till the thing inside the collar of his coat came loose in my hand. Then — you know he is such a little man — I lifted him off his feet and seated him on the edge of the table. The rest was silence. He looked at me, and I, for my part, looked at him.

“‘Now,’ I said, when I began to feel a little cooler, ‘perhaps you will tell me what I am here for?’

“‘Apparently,’ he gasped — the little man was breathless— ‘to murder me.’

“‘My good man, you shouldn’t provoke me.’

“In a sort of unconscious soliloquy I heard him murmur:

“‘Mon Dieu! Ces Anglaises!’ Then with a visible shudder, ‘Si elle etait ma femme!’

“‘Baron d’Ardigny, if you do not wish me to shake you again you will tell me what I am here for.’

“‘Inquire of Philippe.’

“‘I will not inquire of Philippe — whoever Philippe may happen to be. I inquire of you. And I intend you to answer my inquiry. I suppose that I am here for something.”

“‘For a great deal, it seems.’ His hand stole towards his neck. ‘Bonne chance! Elle a cassé mon col.’

“‘Answer me.’

“Dear mamma, I shook him up a little.

“‘I will answer you! Par exemple! Quel hercule!’

“‘Then do so.’

“‘If you will permit me to stand upon my feet I will answer you at once.’

“‘Answer me where you are.’

“But, mademoiselle, I am an officer. It is impossible that an officer can sit upon a table.’

“‘Answer — me — at — once!’ Dear mamma, I shook him again.

“‘Ah, sacré nom! C’est embêtant! Will you destroy my clothing? Look into that drawer.’

“I pulled out the drawer. The first thing I saw was a telegram. I took it up.

“‘Is this it?’

“‘That is it! You have said! Now, perhaps, you will permit me to descend.’

“‘I think, Baron, that you had better stay for a moment where you are.’

“I opened the telegram.

“‘Detain Conrad Godwin coming by boat from Harwich.’

“‘I fancy, M. le Baron, someone has been hoaxing you.’

“‘Hoaxing me! What you mean?’

“‘It strikes me that if I make public the usage to which you have subjected me, you are a ruined man.’

“‘Une jolie femme! Elle marche! And if I make public the treatment which you have accorded to the chief of the police, how is that for you — eh?’

“‘Very good. We will leave it so. I will communicate with our ambassador, our ambassador will communicate with your Government, your Government will communicate with you.’

“‘Mees Nash, I do not understand.’

“‘Baron d’Ardigny, if you call me “Mees Nash” again I shall box your ears. I was married yesterday, and, as I have already told you, I am Mrs. Conrad Godwin.’

“Dear mamma, I think I should have boxed them. He was so provoking. But while we were staring at one another — the little man looked thunderstruck! — the door of the room opened and — Conrad entered.

“‘Jennie!’ he cried.

“I had intended, when we did meet again, to assume towards him a dignified deportment, and to treat him with the just resentment which his conduct merited. But before I knew it I found that I was in his arms.

“I believe he kissed me — before the Baron. And I am afraid that we both of us behaved in rather a foolish way. Which is the more strange because, you know, dear mamma, I am a stickler for decorum.

“‘Conrad, I thought that you had left your wife for ever?’

“‘Jennie, I reached Rotterdam at 9.0 and I left by the train at 9.15, viâ Zevenbergen, for Antwerp. When I reached Antwerp they told me you were arrested.’

“‘I have been arrested. This is the chief of police, who arrested me. Baron d’Ardigny, this is my husband, Mr. Conrad Godwin.’

“I suspect that the Baron, from his perch upon the table, had been edified by our proceedings.

“When I said this he sprang to the ground.

“‘So! — this is Conrad Godwin! Sir, I will pull your nose.’

“Conrad was puzzled.

“‘I beg your pardon?’

“‘Sir, I tell you are canaille, cochon — pig! You understand?’

“Conrad turned to me.

“‘Is he mad?’

“‘Mad!’ The Baron went mad at the bare suggestion. ‘Mr. Conrad Godwin, I treat you as a gentleman. As a gentleman I tell you I will cut your throat.’

“I think he would have ‘gone’ for Conrad. But just then the door opened again, and a strange gentleman came in.

“‘Godwin!’ he cried.

“‘Haynes!’

“‘You have the key of the safe.’

“‘I know it. I wired you that I had.’

“‘Wired me! When?’

“‘I wired you last night from Harwich.’

“‘The deuce you have! And I have been chasing you through Ostend and Brussels! A nice muddle you have made of it. All the locksmiths and burglars in London have been retained to effect an entrance to the safe. I thought I would be even with you, so I sent them a wire to detain you.’

“‘They have not detained me, but they have my wife. They have arrested her.’

“‘Mrs. Godwin! — I beg ten thousand pardons!’

“He was most apologetic — really nice, mamma!” ...

 

“P.S. — Dear mamma, the Baron lunched with us at the Hotel St. Antoine. There were four of us. I did not ask Mr. Pearson. I thought that perhaps he would not come. The Baron was charming!”


The Burglar’s Blunder

“That’s done the trick! Now for the swag!”

As Mr. Bennett made this observation to himself he slipped the window up and stepped into the room. He stood for a moment listening. Within, all was still; without, not a sound disturbed the silence of the night.

“I think it’s all serene.”

It is probable that Mr. Bennett smiled. He was engaged in the exercise of his profession, and it consoled him to perceive that, on this occasion, the stars seemed to be fighting on his side. He drew down the window softly and replaced the blind. It was a principle of his never to leave anything which might give a hint to the outside public of what was going on within. The room, with the blind down, was intensely dark. He put his hand into his pocket and drew out a little shaded lantern. Cautiously removing the shutter about half an inch a pencil of light gleamed across the room. He was apparently content with this illumination. By its aid he carefully examined floor, walls, and ceiling.

“Early English. I thought so.”

This remark referred to the upholstering of the room, which was in the Early English style. Stooping down he drew a pair of list slippers over his indiarubber shoes. With swift, cat-like steps he strode across the floor and left the room. He was evidently familiar with his ground. The burglar’s profession, to be profitably practised, entails no inconsiderable labour. It is quite an error to suppose that the burglar has only to stroll along the street and break into the first house which catches his eye. Not at all. Such a course is altogether unprofessional. Persons who do that kind of thing get what they deserve— “stir,” and plenty of it. A really professional man, an artist — such, for example, as Mr. Bennett — works on entirely different lines. He had had this little job in his mind’s eye for the last three months. Acacia Villa presented an almost ideal illustration of the promising crib to crack. Did he rush at it on that account? Quite the other way. He prepared his ground. He discovered, what all the world — in that neighbourhood — knew already, that it was occupied by a single lady and a solitary maid. That fact alone would have induced some men to make a dash at it before unscrupulous competitors had had an opportunity to take the bread out of their mouths. But Mr. Bennett was made of other stuff.

It was situated in a lonely suburb, and in a lonely portion of the lonely suburb. It stood in its own grounds. There was not a dog about the place. There was not a shutter to a window. There was no basement to the house — you had only to step from the ground to the window-sill, and from the window-sill into the house. These facts would have been so many extra inducements to the average burglar to “put up” the place at once.

But Mr. Bennett looked at the matter from a different standpoint. He did not ask if he could crack the crib — he had never yet encountered one which had mastered him — but whether the crib was really worth the cracking. The very defencelessness of the place was against it — in his eyes, at any rate — at first. People who have anything very well worth stealing do not, as a rule, leave it at the mercy of the first individual who passes by — though there are exceptions to the rule. Mr. Bennett discovered that there was one, and the discovery revealed the artist in the man.

The occupant of Acacia Villa was a Miss Cecilia Jones. Mr. Bennett had never seen Miss Cecilia Jones. Nobody — or hardly anybody — ever had. There appeared to be a mystery about Miss Cecilia Jones. But Mr. Bennett had seen the maid, and not only seen her, but promised to marry her as well. This was a promise which he never made to any woman unless actually compelled: the present had been a case of actual compulsion.

The maid’s name was Hannah — Miss Hannah Welsh. She was not young, and she was not good-looking. Mr. Bennett was partial to both youth and beauty. It went against the grain to court Miss Welsh. But he found that courtship was an absolutely indispensable preliminary. After he had encircled her waist a few times with his arm, and tasted the nectar of her lips — also a few times — Miss Welsh began gradually to unbend. But the process was very gradual. She was the most reticent of maids. He had not only to present her with several presents — the proceeds of the exercise of his profession — he had not only to promise to marry her, he had not only to name the day, but he had even to buy — or steal: the words were synonymous with him — the wedding-ring, before all the tale was told. When he had actually tried the ring on Miss Welsh’s finger — to see if it would fit — then, and only then, he heard all there was to hear.

Miss Jones was queer — not mad exactly, but peculiar. She had quarrelled with all her relatives. She was rich. She was full of crotchets. She distrusted all the world, particularly bankers. To such a length had she carried her want of confidence that she had realised all her fortune, turned it into specie, and kept it in the house. It was at this point that Miss Welsh’s conversation became interesting to Mr. Bennett.

“Keeps it in the house, does she? In notes, I suppose?”

“Then you suppose wrong. She won’t have nothing to do with notes — trust her. It’s all in gold and diamonds.”

“Diamonds! How do you know they’re diamonds?”

Miss Welsh glanced at him out of the corner of her eyes. The conversation was carried on in the back garden at Acacia Villa, which was extensive and secluded. The time was evening, that season which is popularly supposed to be conducive to sentimental intercourse.

“Perhaps I know as much about diamonds as here and there a few.”

Her tone was peculiar, almost suggestive. For an instant Mr. Bennett meditated making a clean breast of it, and asking Miss Welsh to come in on sharing terms. But he had an incurable objection to collaboration. Besides, in this case sharing terms would probably mean that he would have to go through the form, at any rate, of making her his wife.

“Where does she keep them? In a safe, I hope.”

He did not hope so, though he said he did. At the very best, a safe, to a professional man, means the wasting of valuable time.

“She keeps them in her bedroom, in the chest of drawers, in a red leather box, in the little top drawer on the left-hand side.”

Mr. Bennett felt a glow steal all over him. He began to conceive quite a respect for Miss Cecilia Jones.

“And the gold — where does she keep that?”

“In tin boxes. There are ten of them. There are a thousand sovereigns in each. There are five boxes on each side of the chest of drawers.” Mr. Bennett possessed considerable presence of mind, but he almost lost it then. Ten thousand pounds in sovereigns! He would never regret the affection he had lavished on Miss Welsh — never, to his dying day. Would it be a bad speculation to marry her? But no; the thought was rash. He would reward her, but in quite a different way. He made a rapid calculation. Ten thousand sovereigns would weigh, roughly, about 130 pounds avoirdupois. He might turn them into a sack — fancy, a sackful of money! But 130 pounds was no light weight to carry far. He must have a vehicle at hand. What a convenience a “pal” would be! But he had worked single-handed so far, and he would work single-handed to the end.

When he had ascertained his facts he acted on them at once, thus revealing the artist again. Spare no pains in making sure that the crib is worth the cracking, then crack it at once. On the night following this conversation the crib was cracked: he had arranged for the marriage to take place on the next day but one — or Miss Welsh thought he had — so that if he wished to avoid a scandal he really had no time to lose. We have seen him enter the house. Now we understand how it was he knew his ground.

He paused for an instant outside the drawing-room door: it was through the drawing-room window he had effected an entrance. All was still. He moved up the staircase two steps at a time. There was not a stair that creaked. At the top he paused again. From information received, to adopt a phrase popular in an antagonistic profession, he was aware that Miss Jones slept in the front bedroom.

“There’s three bedrooms on the first floor. When you gets to the top of the stairs you turns to the left, and if you goes straight on you walks right into Miss Jones’s room.”

Mr. Bennett turned to the left. He went straight on. Outside Miss Jones’s door he paused again. The critical moment had arrived. He felt that all his properties were in order — a bottle and a sponge in his right-hand pocket, a revolver in his left, a stout canvas bag fastened round his body beneath his coat. The lantern was shut. He opened it sufficiently to enable him to see what sort of handle there was on the door. Having satisfied himself on that point he closed it again.

Then he proceeded to effect an entrance into Miss Jones’s bedroom.

He took the handle firmly in his hand. It turned without the slightest sound. The door yielded at once.

“Not locked,” said Mr. Bennett beneath his breath. “What a stroke of luck!”

Noiselessly the door moved on its hinges. He opened it just wide enough to enable him to slip inside. When he was in he released the handle. Instantly the door moved back and closed itself without a sound.

“Got a spring upon the door,” Mr. Bennett told himself — always beneath his breath. “Uncommonly well oiled they must keep it too.”

The room was pitchy dark. He listened acutely. All was still as the grave. He strained his ears to catch Miss Jones’s breathing.

“A light sleeper!”

A very light sleeper. Strain his ears as he might he could not catch the slightest sound. Mr. Bennett hesitated. As an artist he was averse to violence. In cases of necessity he was quite equal to the occasion, but in cases where it was not necessary he preferred the gentler way. And where a woman was in question, under hardly any provocation would he wish to cut her throat. He had chloroform in his pocket. If Miss Jones was disagreeable he could make his peace with that. But if she left him unmolested should he stupefy her still? He decided that while she continued to sleep she should be allowed to sleep, only it would be well for her not to wake up too soon.

He moved across the room. Instinctively, even in the thick darkness, he knew the position of the chest of drawers. He reached it. He quickly discovered the little top drawer on the left-hand side.

In a remarkably short space of time he had it open. Then he began to search for the red leather box. He gleamed the lantern into the drawer so that its light might assist his search.

While he was still engaged in the work of discovery, suddenly the room was all ablaze with light.

“Thank you. I thought it was you.”

A voice, quite a musical voice, spoke these words behind his back. Mr. Bennett was, not unnaturally, amazed. The sudden blaze of light dazzled his eyes. He turned to see who the speaker was.

“Don’t move, or I fire. You will find I am a first-rate shot.”

He stared. Indeed, he had cause to stare. A young lady — a distinctly pretty young lady — was sitting up in bed holding a revolver in her hand, which she was pointing straight at him.

“This room is lighted by electricity. I have only to press a button, it all goes out.” And, in fact, it all went out; again the room was dark as pitch. “Another, it is alight again.” As it was — and that with the rapidity of a flash of lightning.

Mr. Bennett stood motionless. For the first time in his professional career he was at a loss, not only as to what he ought to say, but as to what he ought to do. The young lady was so pretty. She had long, fair hair, which ranged loose upon her shoulders; a pair of great big eyes, which had a very curious effect on Mr. Bennett as they looked at him; a sweet mouth; through her rosy lips gleamed little pearl-like teeth; and a very pretty — and equally determined — nose and chin. She had on the orthodox nightdress, which, in her case, was a gorgeous piece of feminine millinery, laced all down the front with the daintiest pink bows. Mr. Bennett had never seen such a picture in his life.

“I am Miss Cecilia Jones. You are Mr. Bennett, I presume — George Bennett— ‘My George,’ as Hannah says. Hannah is a hypnotic subject. When I am experimenting on her the poor dear creature tells me everything, you know. I wonder if I could hypnotise you.”

Mr. Bennett did not know what she meant. He was only conscious of the most singular sensation he had ever experienced. To assist his understanding, possibly, Miss Jones gave a practical demonstration of her meaning. With her disengaged hand she made some slight movements in the air, keeping her eyes fixed on Mr. Bennett all the while. Mr. Bennett in vain struggled to escape her gaze. Suddenly he was conscious that, as it were, something had gone from him — his resolution — his freedom of will — he knew not what.

Miss Jones put down her hand.

“I think that you will do. How do you feel?”

“Very queer.”

Mr. Bennett’s utterance was peculiar. He spoke as a man might speak who is under the influence of a drug, or as one who dreams — unconsciously, without intention, as it were.

“Oh, they always do feel like that at first. Are you considered a good burglar as a rule?”

“As a rule.”

Mr. Bennett hesitatingly put up his hand and drew it across his brow. It was the hand which held the lantern. When the lantern touched his skin he found that it was hot. He let it fall from his hand with a clatter to the floor. Miss Jones eyed him keenly all the time.

“I see you are not quite subjective yet, but I think that you will do. And of course I can always complete the influence if I will. It only illustrates what I have continually said — that it is not necessarily the lowest mental organisations that traffic in crime. I should say that yours was above rather than below the average. Have you yourself any ideas upon that point?”

As he answered Mr. Bennett faintly sighed.

“None!”

Miss Jones smiled, and as she smiled he smiled too, though there was this feature about Mr. Bennett’s smile — there was not in it any sense of mirth. Miss Jones seemed to notice this, for she smiled still more. Immediately Mr. Bennett’s smile expanded into a hideous grin. Then she burst into laughter. Mr. Bennett laughed out too.

“After all, you are more subjective than I thought you were. I don’t think I ever had a subject laugh quite so sympathetically before.”

As Miss Jones said this — which she did when she had done laughing — she turned and adjusted the pillows so as to form a support to her back. Against this she reclined at ease. She placed the revolver on the bolster at her side. From a receptacle in the nature of a tidy, which was fastened to the wall above her head, she drew a small leather case. From this she took a cigarette and a match. With the most charming air imaginable she proceeded to light the cigarette and smoke.

Mr. Bennett watched all her movements, feeling that he must be playing a part in a dream. It was a perceptible relief when she removed her eyes from his face, though they were such pretty eyes. Yet, although she was not looking at him, he felt that she saw him all the time — he had a hideous impression that she even saw what was passing in his mind.

“I wouldn’t think about my revolver. You won’t be able to fire it, you know.”

He had been thinking about his revolver: a faint notion had been growing up in his mind that he would like to have just one shot at her. Miss Jones made this remark in the most tranquil tone of voice, as she was engaged in extinguishing the match with which she had lighted her cigarette.

“And I wouldn’t worry about that chloroform — it is chloroform, isn’t it? — in the right-hand pocket of your coat.”

As she said this Miss Jones threw the extinguished match from her on to the bedroom floor. A great cloud of horror was settling down on Mr. Bennett’s brain. Was this fair creature a thing of earth at all? Was she a witch or a fairy queen? Mr. Bennett was a tolerably well-educated man, and he had read of fairy queens. He gave a sudden start. Miss Jones had lighted the cigarette to her satisfaction, and had fixed her eyes upon his face again.

“I suppose you were hardly prepared for this sort of thing?”

“Hardly.”

The word came from Mr. Bennett’s stammering lips.

“When you heard about the defencelessness of Acacia Villa, and about Miss Jones — who was peculiar — and that sort of thing, you doubtless took it for granted that it was to be all plain sailing?”

“Something of the kind.”

Not the least odd part of the affair was that Mr. Bennett found himself answering Miss Jones without the least intention of doing anything of the sort.

“Those diamonds you were looking for are at the bottom of the drawer — at the back. Just get them out and bring them here. In a red leather case — you know.”

Mechanically Mr. Bennett did as he was told. When his back was turned to the lady, and he ceased to be compelled to meet her eyes, quite a spasm of relief went over him. A faint desire was again born within his breast to assert his manhood. The lady’s quiet voice immediately interposed.

“I wouldn’t worry myself with such thoughts if I were you. You are quite subjective.”

He was subjective, though still Mr. Bennett had not the faintest notion what she meant. He found the red leather box. He brought it to her on the bed. He came so close to her that she puffed the smoke between her rosy lips up into his face.

“It is not locked. It opens with a spring, like this.”

She stretched out her hand. As she did so she grazed slightly one of his. He trembled at her touch. She pressed some hidden spring in the box and the lid flew open. It was full of diamonds, which gleamed and sparkled like liquid light.

“Not bad stones, are they? There’s a hundred thousand pounds’ worth at the least. There are the tin boxes, you see. Five on either side the chest of drawers.” Mr. Bennett followed the direction of Miss Jones’s hand — he saw them plainly enough. “A hundred thousand pounds’ worth of diamonds in your hand, ten thousand pounds in front of you — not bad plunder for a single night’s work. And only a young woman to reckon with — it is not twelve months since I turned twenty-one. Yet I don’t think you will get much out of this little job — do you?”

The tears actually stood in Mr. Bennett’s eyes.

“I don’t think I shall,” he moaned.

“And yet there is no magic about it — not the least. It is simply an illustration of the latest phase in scientific development.” Miss Jones leaned back against the pillows, enjoying her cigarette with the etherealised satisfaction of the true lover of the weed. With her left hand — what a little white and dainty hand it was! — she toyed with her long, fair hair. “At an extremely early age I discovered that I could exercise at will remarkable powers over my fellow-creatures. I lost no opportunity to develop those powers. At twenty-one I became my own mistress. I realised my fortune — as Hannah told you — and retired to Acacia Villa. You understand I had ideas of my own. I was peculiar, if you choose to have it so. I continued to develop my powers. I experimented upon Hannah. Now I am experimenting upon you. I am enjoying this experiment very much indeed. I hope you are enjoying it a quarter as much as I am — are you?” Some slightly inarticulate remark dropped from Mr. Bennett, which was apparently to the effect that he was not.

“I am sorry to hear that. Perhaps you will enjoy it more a little later on. Now, what shall I do with you? I know.”

Miss Jones pressed a little ivory button, which was one of a row set in a frame of wood against the wall.

“That rings an electric bell in Hannah’s room. I often ring her down in the middle of the night to be experimented on. She comes directly. Here she is, you see.”

There was a slight tapping against the bedroom door.

“Come in!” exclaimed Miss Jones.

The door opened and Miss Welsh came in. She was not exactly in full dress. Mr. Bennett, who through it all was conscious in a horrid, nightmare sort of way, thought that he had never seen anyone look so extremely unprepossessing as Miss Welsh looked in disarray. The instant she was inside the room Miss Jones raised her hand. Miss Welsh stood still. Miss Jones turned to Mr. Bennett.

“I have her entirely under control. Some of the results I have obtained with her are really quite remarkable. But you shall see for yourself and judge.” The young lady addressed Miss Welsh.

“Well, Hannah, here is Mr. Bennett, you see.”

It was evident that Miss Welsh did see. She seemed struggling to give expression to her feelings in speech. Miss Jones went calmly on — 

“He is here on business — he is committing burglary, in fact. You were right in supposing that was his profession. The mistake you made was in imagining that he would have shared the spoil with you. I think, Mr. Bennett, I am right in saying that you would not have given Hannah much?”

“Not a sou.”

“Probably you did not even intend to marry her?”

“I would have seen her hung first.”

Mr. Bennett made this plain statement with quite curious ferocity. Miss Welsh rubbed her eyes with the sleeve of what we will suppose, for courtesy’s sake, was her nightdress.

“That makes nine of ’em,” she said.

“That makes nine of them, as Hannah says. Hannah, Mr. Bennett, is a woman of experience. She has had nine promises of marriage, but not one of them came off. But I don’t think, Hannah, that you ever had a promise from a burglar before?”

“Never before.”

“Then, at least, that is a new experience, and a new experience is so precious. Is there any remark you would like to make, Hannah, appropriate to the occasion?”

For a moment it did not appear as though there were. Then it seemed that there at least was one.

“I should like to scratch his eyes out,” observed the damsel — ætat forty-five or so.

Miss Cecilia smiled. Mr. Bennett immediately smiled too. But there was this difference — that while the lady’s smile was a thing of beauty, the gentleman’s was a peculiar ghastly grin.

Miss Jones remarked Mr. Bennett’s facial contortions with an appearance of considerable interest.

“I never had them smile quite so sympathetically before. In that respect, Mr. Bennett, you are unique. Charmed to have met you, I am sure.” The young lady knocked the ash off her cigarette with her dainty finger and turned her attention to Miss Welsh. “I don’t think, Hannah, that we will have any scratching out of eyes.”

When she had thus delivered herself Miss Jones reclined in silence for some moments on her pillows, discharging the smoke of her cigarette through her delicate pink nostrils. When she spoke again it was to the gentleman she addressed herself.

“Mr. Bennett, would you mind closing that box of diamonds and replacing them in the drawer?”

Mr. Bennett shut the box with a little snap and carried it across the room. There was something odd about his demeanour as he did this — an appearance as though he were not engaged in the sort of labour which physics pain. Miss Welsh, standing as though rooted to the ground, followed him with her eyes. The expression of her countenance was one of undisguised amazement. Her face was eloquent with a yearning to relieve herself with words. When Mr. Bennett put the box back where he had found it and shut the drawer she gave a kind of gasp. From Mr. Bennett there came a distinctly audible groan. “Turn round, Mr. Bennett, and look at me.” Mr. Bennett did as he was bidden. He was not altogether a bad-looking young man — his chief fault, from the physiognomist’s point of view, lay in the steely tint of his clear blue eyes. Miss Jones’s great big orbs seemed to rest upon him with a certain degree of pleasure. “I need scarcely point out to you that the burglary is a failure. The principal cause of failure is that you are too subjective. You have quite one of the most subjective organisations I have yet encountered. The ideal criminal must keep himself abreast with the advance of science. In failing to do so, Mr. Bennett, you have been guilty of a blunder which, in your case, is certainly worse than crime. You are a dreadful example of the burglar’s blunder. I might label you, preserve you in your hypnotic state, and use you as an illustration of a lecture I am now preparing. But I have other views, and it is not impossible I may encounter you again. Go to my writing-table. You will find a sheet of foolscap paper. Write what I dictate.”

Mr. Bennett went to the writing-table. He found the sheet of foolscap paper. “Write, in good, bold characters: — 

“I am George Bennett,
The Burglar.
For further particulars apply at Acacia Villa.”

Mr. Bennett wrote as she dictated, displaying the above legend in a striking round hand right across the sheet of paper. Miss Jones addressed Miss Welsh:

“Hannah, in my workbasket you will find a needle and some good stout thread. Get it out.” Miss Welsh got it out. “Mr. Bennett, take off that sack which you have wound round your body beneath your coat.” Mr. Bennett took it off. “Button up your coat again.” Mr. Bennett buttoned it up. “Hannah, take that sheet of foolscap paper, on which Mr. Bennett has written at my dictation, and sew it firmly to the front of his buttoned-up coat.”

Miss Welsh took the sheet of foolscap paper. She approached Mr. Bennett, holding it in her hand. Mr. Bennett’s hands dropped to his sides. He regarded her with a look which was the reverse of amiable. She eyed him with what were doubtless intended to be soft, pleading glances. When she reached him she placed her hand timidly against his chest. Mr. Bennett looked particularly glum. She raised the other hand which held the sheet of foolscap paper and spread it out upon his breast. It was legible at quite a considerable distance:

“I am George Bennett,
The Burglar.
For further particulars apply at Acacia Villa.”

It was hardly the sort of inscription a chivalrous spirit would wish to have displayed upon his breast by the object of his heart’s desire, or even by the woman he had promised to marry in the course of the following morning. Miss Welsh, who seemed to feel the truth of this, looked at him with sad, beseeching eyes. But Mr. Bennett’s glumness perceptibly increased. Then Miss Welsh proceeded to sew the inscription on. It must be owned that it was a conscientious piece of sewing. She first tacked it round the edges, then she sewed it up and down and across, from corner to corner, with a hundred careful stitches, in such a way that he would have had to tear it to fragments, piecemeal, in order to get it off. It would have been quite impossible to unbutton his coat while he had that inscription on. The process seemed to make Miss Welsh extremely sad. It made Mr. Bennett sadder still. When she had finished her conscientious piece of work she crossed her hands meekly in front of her and looked up at him with a rapturous gaze. Mr. Bennett did not seem to feel rapturous at all.

“Now, Hannah, take the sack which Mr. Bennett wore beneath his coat and hold it open for him, and enable him to step inside.”

The sack was lying on the floor. Miss Welsh, with a half-uttered sigh, picked it up, and held the mouth wide open. Mr. Bennett scowled first at the lady, then at the bag. He raised his left foot gingerly, and placed it in the opening. Miss Welsh assisted him in thrusting his leg well home. Then there was a pause.

“Perhaps, Mr. Bennett, you had better put you arms round Hannah’s neck,” observed Miss Jones.

She was engaged in lighting a second cigarette at the ashes of the first.

Mr. Bennett put his arms about Miss Welsh’s neck and thrust his other leg into the sack.

“Draw it up about his waist,” remarked Miss Jones. By now the second cigarette was well alight.

Miss Welsh drew it up about his waist. It was a good-sized sack, so that, although a man of at least the average height, being drawn up it reached his loins.

“Mr. Bennett, hold the sack in that position with both your hands.” Mr. Bennett held the sack in that position with both his hands. “Hannah, in the bottom of the hanging cupboard you will find some cord. Get it out.”

In a mechanically melancholy way Miss Welsh did as she was told. The cord, being produced, took the shape of a coil of rope, about the thickness of one’s middle finger.

“Make two holes in the front of the sack and pass the cord through them.” With the same sad air Miss Welsh acted on Miss Jones’s fresh instructions. She made two holes in the front of the sack and passed the two ends of the cord through them.

“Now pass the cord over his shoulders, make two holes in the back of the sack, pass the cord through them, then draw it tight.”

Again Miss Welsh obeyed, dolefully, yet conscientiously withal. The result was that when the rope was tightened — and Miss Welsh, in the most conscientious manner, drew it as tight as she possibly could — Mr. Bennett’s lower portions were imprisoned in the sack in a manner which was hardly dignified. He might have been about to engage in a sack-race, only he did not appear to be in a sack-racing frame of mind. Miss Welsh seemed to feel that she was hardly treating him in the way in which one would wish to treat one’s best young man. It was evident that Mr. Bennett had not the slightest doubt but that he was being used very badly indeed.

“Take the bottle and sponge, which you will find in his right-hand pocket, and the revolver, which you will find in his left, and place them on the bed.” Miss Welsh did as her mistress told her. “Now tie him up with the cord so as to render him incapable of moving a limb. There are thirty-two yards of it. With that quantity, and the exercise of a little skill, you should be able to make him tolerably secure.”

As Miss Jones said this it almost seemed that Miss Welsh started. Mr. Bennett certainly did. Miss Welsh looked at him with such piteous eyes; Mr. Bennett favoured her with an unmistakable scowl — a scowl, indeed, of singular malignity. Then she proceeded to tie him up. In doing so she showed considerable skill and conscientiousness to boot. She first passed the rope two or three times right round him, so as to pinion his arms to his sides. Then, putting her foot up against his side, so as to enable her to use it as a lever, she hauled the rope as tight as she could. She did not seem to enjoy the hauling part of it — nor did Mr. Bennett, for the matter of that. She was a woman of undeniable strength; it was a wonder that she did not cut in two the man she had promised to marry. When the rope was at its utmost tension she made a most dexterous knot. He would have been tolerably secure had she done no more. But she did a great deal more; in that conscientious way she had she ran the rope about his legs, hauling it fast with the same ingenuity of method — with such energy, in fact, that she hauled him off his legs, and both he and she fell flat upon the floor.

“Pick yourself up, Hannah; and you had better continue to tie Mr. Bennett where he lies — you will find it more convenient, perhaps.”

Miss Welsh acted on Miss Jones’s hint. But, however it may have added to her convenience, so far as Mr. Bennett was concerned it made the matter worse. She performed her task in such a very conscientious way; she rolled him over and over, she knelt on him — to give her leverage in hauling she even stood on him — she stood him on his feet and on his head. It certainly was not a favourable example of the way in which a young woman should use her best young man.

“Now, Hannah, you can stand Mr. Bennett on his feet,” remarked Miss Jones, when she saw that Miss Welsh had completed her task. “If Mr. Bennett is unable to stand you had better prop him up with his back against the wall.”

Miss Welsh propped Mr. Bennett up with his back against the wall: he would have certainly been unable to stand alone. Miss Jones addressed herself to him:

“You see, Mr. Bennett, how entirely I have Hannah under my control. She is beautifully subjective. As I pointed out to you before, I assure you I have obtained some really remarkable results with Hannah. I hope that you have enjoyed all that you have seen — have you?”

Mr. Bennett feebly shook his head. He did not seem to have sufficient energy left to enable him to say he hadn’t. He was too much tied up. Miss Jones went on — 

“Before we part — and we are about to part, for the present, at least — I should like to address to you a few appropriate remarks. Burglary, I need not point out to you, Mr. Bennett, is criminal, and not only criminal, but cowardly. You select, as a rule, the night. You choose, preferentially, a house in which the inhabitants are helpless. You steal upon them unawares, prepared, if necessary, to take their lives at the moment when they are least able to defend them. You yourself are a coward of the most despicable sort, or you would never have come, in the dead of the night, certainly to rob, and perhaps to kill, an unprotected woman. I cannot describe to you the satisfaction which I feel when I consider that this is a case of the biter bit. When I think how conscious you yourself must be of how completely the tables have been turned, I assure you that I am ready to dance about the room with joy. I trust, Mr. Bennett, that you will perceive and allow that these few remarks point a moral and adorn a tale. What I am now about to do with you is this. You brought that chloroform to stupefy me. On the contrary, with it Hannah shall stupefy you. When you are stupefied she will open the window, she will drag you to it, and she will drop you out. There is only a drop of about twelve feet. There is a flower-bed beneath. I hope you will not fall hard. You will damage the flowers, I am afraid; but, under the circumstances, I will excuse you that. You will lie there through the night. In the morning I will take care that a policeman finds you there. He will see the inscription written by yourself, and sewn on your breast by Hannah. He will see that you are George Bennett, the burglar, and he will act on the hint contained in the last line — he will make further inquiries at Acacia Villa. I assure you I will answer them. I will prosecute you with the utmost rigour of the law. You have doubtless, in the course of your career, been guilty of multitudinous crimes. I think I know a means of bringing every one of them home to you. You will be sentenced to a long term of penal servitude. For a considerable time to come I shall know where to find you should I desire to subject you to further experiment.”

As Miss Jones made these observations, which she did in the sweetest and most musical of voices, she continued to enjoy her cigarette. A fairer picture of feminine indulgence in the nicotian weed, it is not improbable, was never seen. But neither Mr. Bennett nor Miss Welsh seemed to appreciate the opportunity they had of observing the fair picture under circumstances of such exceptional advantage — the gentleman even less than the lady. After a short pause the beautiful young smoker gave a few instructions to Miss Welsh:

“Hannah, take that bottle of chloroform and that sponge. Empty the contents of the bottle on to the sponge; then press the sponge against Mr. Bennett’s mouth and nose, and hold it there.”

As Miss Jones said this an expression of great agony struggled through the stupor which was the prevailing characteristic of Mr. Bennett’s face. It seemed as though he struggled to speak. But his tongue was mute. Miss Welsh, too, seemed unutterably sad. At the same time she did as her mistress bade. She drew the cork out of the bottle and emptied the contents on to the sponge. As she did so Mr. Bennett’s eyes passed from Miss Welsh to Miss Jones, and from Miss Jones to Miss Welsh, with something of that look of dumb agony which it is so painful to see at times upon the face of a dog. Miss Welsh emptied the bottle to its latest drop. She advanced towards Mr. Bennett, labelled, tied, and propped up against the wall. He made a perceptible effort to give expression to his agony in speech. But Miss Welsh gave him no time. She clapped the sponge upon his mouth and nose, pressing his head with all her force against the wall. He shivered, gave a sort of sigh, and fell, lying where he had fallen. Under Miss Welsh’s forcible manipulation the anæsthetic had quickly done its work.

“Open the window wide!” Miss Welsh opened the window wide. “Pick Mr. Bennett up!” Miss Welsh picked him up. “Carry him to the window!” She carried him to the window. It was a curious spectacle to see her bearing all that was near and dear to her to his ignominious doom. “Throw him out!” She threw him out. There was a momentary silence. Then came the sound of a thud. Mr. Bennett had fallen on the flower-bed beneath. “Shut the window down!” Miss Welsh shut the window down. “Go to the door, turn round, and look at me!” Miss Welsh did as she was bidden. She shuddered when her eyes encountered her mistress’s glorious orbs.

The young smoker, raising her exquisitely-shaped hand, made a slight movement with it in the air.

“Leave the room and go to bed!” she said. Miss Welsh left the room and disappeared.

When she was left alone Miss Cecilia Jones carefully extinguished her cigarette, putting the unconsumed fragment in a little ash-tray which was fastened to the wall above her head. She replaced the pillows in their former position; under one of them she placed her revolver, on it she placed her head. Touching one of the ivory buttons, which she could easily do from where she lay, instantly the room was dark. In the darkness, having made herself comfortable between the sheets, she set herself to woo sweet sleep.


Ninepence!

I had gone in to get a glass of ale — into the four-ale bar. The place was pretty full. Scarcely had I begun to absorb my liquid when a gentleman of the nondescript sort, having a remnant of a red handkerchief tied about his neck, favoured me with this inquiry:

“If a party what you knew nothink at all about, and never seed afore in all your dyes, was to ask you to lend ‘im ninepence, would you lend it ‘im?”

As I thought it possible that the party in question might be himself, I lost no time whatever in replying, “Certainly not.”

He turned to a friend with sandy hair and a suit of clothes which, unless he had decreased to half his size since first he had them, must originally have been somebody else’s.

“That is what I says. Isn’t that what I says? I says I wouldn’t. No more I wouldn’t.”

The friend tilted his cap over his eyes, and he dug the knuckles of his right hand into the back of his head. I have not the faintest notion why. And he held forth thus:

“It was like this here. I was in the bar, yer know, along with some other parties, yer know, as it might be me and you in ‘ere, when ‘e comes in.”

“Who come in?”

“Why this ‘ere bloke. He says to me, ‘If this ain’t a pretty start, what is?’ I says, ‘What’s up now?’ He says, ‘Just cast your eyes round me.’ And he lifts up the tails of ‘is coat— ‘e ‘ad a tail-coat on, leastways it ‘ad been a tail-coat once — and ‘e says, ‘Them’s trousers.’ I says, ‘They don’t look it.’ ‘E says, ‘They don’t. And that’s ‘ow I’ll lose a fortune.’ I says, ‘‘Ow do you make that out?’ ‘E says, ‘I’ll tell yer, seeing as ‘ow you’re a friend.’”

“Was ‘e a friend of yourn? I thought yer said yer’d never seed ‘im afore?”

“More I ‘adn’t. ‘E draws the back of ‘is ‘and acrost ‘is mug, and ‘e says, ‘I suppose you couldn’t spare a sup?’ Well, I let ‘im ‘ave a drop, and ‘e pretty nearly drained me. ‘I’ll tell you all about it,’ ‘e says. ‘It’s like this — like this ‘ere. I’m a hartist, that’s what I am — a profeshunal — yes. And I’ve got a hingagement to-night at one of the fust music-’alls in London — the very fust. I’m going to do my hextra speshul turn. It’ll be worth to me every farden of ‘arf-a-quid — yes. And now it’s orf.’ I says, ‘‘Ow do yer make that out?’ ‘E pulls up the tails of ‘is coat, ‘‘Cause of them. Speaking, as it might be, as one hartist to another hartist, as a hartist, ‘ow would you like to go on to do a hextra speshul turn in one of the fust music-’alls in London in them for trousers? And, mind you, mine’s a drawin’-room entertainment, and no lies — that’s what mine is. Yes, straight.’ ‘Well,’ I says, ‘I shouldn’t.’ ‘E says, ‘Of course you wouldn’t; you couldn’t. Why, they’d ‘oot at yer. Yes. So I’ve got to chuck it.’ I says, ‘That’s ‘ard.’ ‘E says,’ It is ‘ard; it’s bitter ‘ard — cruel ‘ard.’ ‘E leans agin the counter, and he takes ‘old, casual like, of a pewter what belonged to a chap as was be’ind ‘im, and ‘e lifts it to ‘is lips, as if ‘e didn’t know what ‘e was a-doing of. But the chap as the pewter belonged to, ‘e grabs ‘old of it, and ‘e says, ‘Excuse me, who’s a-payin’?’ And this bloke says, seemin’ quite took aback-like, ‘I beg your pardon, sir. It was a haccident.’ And the chap, ‘e says, ‘We’ll call it a haccident,’ and he drains the pewter right off, so as to make sure. And this ‘ere bloke what I’m a-telling you of, he wipes his mouth agin, and he looks at me. But I wasn’t a-taking any. So ‘e says, ‘And what makes it all the ‘arder is what I’m going to tell yer — you bein’ a friend o’ mine.’”

“I thought you says ‘e wasn’t a friend o’ yourn.”

“More ‘e wasn’t. ‘Ow could he be? Don’t I tell yer I never saw ‘im afore?”

“Well, ‘e ‘ad got a nerve, ‘e ‘ad. Some of ’em does ‘ave.”

“It was only ‘is kid, you know. ‘E says, ‘I’ve got one of the finest pair of trousers there is in all England — straight, I have. ‘Well,’ I says, ‘if I was you I’d put ’em on.’ ‘E says, ‘They’re spouted. I was just a-going to get ’em out when I come in ‘ere.’ ‘Why don’t you ‘urry,’ I says, ‘and get ’em out?’ ‘I can’t.’ ‘Why can’t you?’ ‘Sold the ticket.’ ‘What for?’ ‘Tuppence.’ ‘Can’t yer buy it agin?’ ‘‘Aven’t got the tuppence.’ ‘I can’t make you out,’ I says. ‘Fust yer say you’re going to get your trousers out o’ pawn, then yer say you’ve sold the ticket, then yer say you haven’t got the tuppence to buy it back agin. Where do you think you’re going to get the tuppence from?’ ‘E says, ‘That’s what I want to know. Where am I?’ I says, ‘‘Ow much is there on the trousers?’ ‘E says, ‘Sevenpence.’ ‘What,’ I says, ‘sevenpence on the finest pair of trousers there is in all England! They must be odd ‘uns.’ ‘I might ‘ave ‘ad an ‘eap o’ money,’ ‘e says, ‘an ‘eap, but I didn’t want it. That’s where it was.’ ‘Was you in funds when you pawned your trousers?’ ‘Of course I was.’ I says, ‘I don’t see no of course about it.’ ‘E says, ‘Where else was I to put ’em?’

“I says,’ Wasn’t there your legs? Was yer legs in pawn?’ ‘E says, ‘That’s different. I wasn’t speakin’ about that.’ I says,’ Well, then, I am.’ ‘E leans back agin the counter, and ‘e looks up at the ceiling, and ‘e says, ‘Ninepence between me and fortune. Every farden of ‘arfa-quid. Perhaps several ‘arf-a-quids. If any lady or gentleman’— ‘e spoke like a reading book— ‘was to advance me the loan of ninepence for to enable me to clothe my legs with a pair of trousers as was suited to one of the fust music-’alls in London, and as would do credit to any hartist on the boards, I shall not cease for to remember the haction while the breath remains within my body. That is hall I ‘ave to say. I say no more.’ But ‘e’d said enough. You should ‘ave ‘eard ‘im — done yer good. Of course, that ‘ushed the patter. No one wasn’t going to say nothing after that. Not ‘ardly. Presently one woman says, ‘I’ll give a penny if anyone else will.’ This ‘ere bloke took off ‘is ‘at. ‘Madam, I thank you; as a hartist I thank you.’ Then a lady what was with this other lady says, ‘Susan, if you’ll give a penny, I’ll give a penny too.’ Then this ‘ere bloke’s ‘at come off again. Then there was a whip round. But it hung fire a bit. Nobody didn’t quite ketch on. So this ‘ere other lady, she says, ‘It seems ‘ard that a man can’t earn ‘is daily bread ‘cause he ain’t got no trousers to earn it in, don’t it, Susan?’ And Susan says, ‘It do seem hard.’ And this ‘ere bloke, ‘e says, ‘It’s cruel ‘ard.’ Then one chap says, ‘I’ll give a pennyworth.’ And another chap give a pennyworth. And presently there was the ninepence.”

“Did you give a pennyworth?”

“Not me.”

“Why didn’t yer?”

“‘Cause I hadn’t got it.”

“Would yer if yer ‘ad?”

“Not me.”

“Why wouldn’t yer?”

“‘Cause ‘e was only a kiddin’.”

“‘Ow d’ye know ‘e was only a kiddin’?”

“Anyone could tell ‘e was.”

“Them other parties couldn’t tell ‘e was.”

“That’s their look out.”

“‘Ere’s a bloke what’s going to earn ‘arfa-quid — —”

“‘E warn’t going to earn no ‘arf-a-quid no more than you are.”

“If I wanted yer to lend me ninepence, would yer lend it me?”

“No.”

“Why wouldn’t yer?”

“‘Cause I ‘aven’t got it.”

“You never don’t seem to ‘ave nothink.”

“I ‘ave as much as you, perhaps, once in a while.”

“I’ve just stood yer ‘arf a pint.”

“And I’ve stood you ‘arf a pint more than once, and more than twice.”

“I don’t say you ‘aven’t.” The original speaker turned to me. “If a friend was to ask you to lend ‘im ninepence, wouldn’t you lend it ‘im?

“That would depend on whether I had it.”

“You, being a gentleman, of course you would have it.”

I had finished my ale. I sidled towards the door.

“I fear that does not necessarily follow.”

The man advanced.

“Look ‘ere, if I was to ask you to lend me ninepence — —”

“Excuse me. I’m afraid I must be off.”

And I was off.

I have a moral conviction that if I had stayed much longer that man would have tried to wriggle ninepence out of me.


A Battlefield Up-to-Date

I said to Nowell at the time that I didn’t altogether like the notion. He seemed astonished.

“I thought you stipulated for something both novel and surprising?”

“Yes,” I admitted, “I did. But I do not want the roof blown off. I don’t want either the novelty or the surprise to go so far as that. This is an evening party, Nowell. The persons present will be friends of mine.”

Nowell was sarcastic — almost rude. He appeared to be of opinion that “A Battlefield Up-to-Date, with Realistic Illustrations and Experiments,” was just the theme for a drawing-room lecture.

“Steingard,” he observed, “is an enthusiast — a man in a million. Think of the kudos it will bring you to have the ideas of a man like that first given to the world upon your premises — your party’ll be immortal. Steingard’s theories will revolutionise the art of warfare — they’ll amaze you.”

Steingard was the individual who was going to lecture. I never saw him before that fatal night — and I’ve never seen him since. He had better let me catch him.

I did not mention to my wife what was to be the lecturer’s theme until the actual morning of the appointed day — I had had my qualms all through. She at once remarked that the party would have to be postponed — or the lecture. She was not going to have cannons let off in her drawing-room — nor dynamite either. Was I insane? or was I merely a senseless idiot? Did I not know that the mere explosion of a pistol at the theatre brought her to the verge of hysterics? Did I or did anyone else suppose that machine-guns discharging two thousand shots a minute could be fired with impunity at her guests? Was that my notion of an evening party? If so, perhaps I had better let the people know before they came.

I assured her that there would not be any machine-guns nor dynamite — nor, indeed, anything of the kind. Nowell had given me his word of honour that there would be no explosives of any sort. What there would be I did not know, but I had obtained a distinct guarantee that there would be nothing to “go off.” Still, I went to Nowell to tell him I thought that perhaps after all the lecture had better be put off. Only as he turned out to be out of town, and I didn’t know Steingard’s address, I felt that all I could do would be to hope for the best.

If I had had the faintest shadow of a notion of what that best would be!

As soon as the guests began to arrive I perceived that the little programme I had arranged to open the evening with was not altogether relished.

“Well, Mr. Parker,” asked Mrs. Griffin, as I met her at the door, “what are you going to give us this time to amuse us till the dancing begins? Your ideas are always so original. Last year you gave us that beautiful little play.”

“And this year I am going to give you something novel and surprising. The distinguished scientist, Steingard, will give you a vivid impressionistic picture of a battle up-to-date, as it will exist under conditions created by himself.”

“Oh!” She looked a trifle blank. “And where is he going to give it us — in here?”

She glanced round the room, as if she felt that, for an exhibition of that particular kind, space was a little restricted. I admitted to myself that the apartment was getting filled. My wife’s mother became quite excited directly she heard what was about to take place.

“My goodness gracious, Henry,” she exclaimed, “whatever do you mean? You know I am so sensitive that I cannot bear the slightest allusion to war and bloodshed. I shall insist on remaining in Louisa’s bedroom till all is over.”

And she did insist — showing herself to be wiser than she supposed. As I gradually became conscious that others would have insisted had they not feared the appearance of rudeness, I felt that Nowell had been an ass in supposing that such a subject would fitly usher in a little dance, and that I had been another in not snubbing him upon the spot. So, as Steingard was behind his time, I decided that when he did come I would ask him to stop and join the party and have a bit of supper, and just casually as it were put off the lecture to some future occasion.

But I was not prepared for the kind of man Steingard proved himself to be.

Directly he arrived I ran out into the street and found him getting out of a four-wheeled cab, the top of which was covered with large wooden cases.

“You are Mr. Steingard? Delighted to meet you. You are a little late; so, as we’re just beginning dancing, I think we’ll have the lecture some time next week. But of course you’ll stop and join the — eh — festive throng?”

“Your name is Barker?”

I explained that my name was Parker. He spoke with a strong foreign accent, and in a tone of voice which I instinctively disliked. He was about six and a half feet high, and had a moustache which stood out three inches on either side of his face; not at all the sort of looking person with whom one would care to quarrel.

“I have not come to be made a fool of,” he remarked. “I have come to give a lecture, and that lecture I will give!”

And he gave it. It is all very well to say that when I saw what sort of man he was I ought not to have let him into the house. But he was invited, and I have the instincts of a gentleman. So they hauled four great wooden cases up the stairs. It took six strong men to do it; they broke the banisters and knocked pieces out of the wall as they went. When the cases were opened they proved to be full of bottles of all sorts, shapes, sizes, and colours.

“Reminds you of the old Polytechnic. Do you remember the Leyden jars they used to have?”

When George Foster said that in a sort of whisper I thought of Edison’s ideas of the dreadful part which electricity might be made to play in modern warfare. I did not require any illustrations of electrocution in my house, so I asked the lecturer a question.

“I suppose it has nothing to do with electricity?”

“Electricity? It is not electricity which kills men like flies, do not believe it. It is what I have in here.”

He waved his hand towards his bottles. His manner was not reassuring.

“And of course there’s nothing explosive?”

“Explosive? What have I to do with explosives? — ask of yourself. It is not dynamite, it is not melinite, it is not cordite which destroys millions. It is noding of the kind. The Great Death is in these bottles.”

He said this in a way which made me quite uncomfortable — it was most unsuited to an evening party. Every moment I liked the fellow less and less, towards his bottles I felt an absolute aversion. I own that my impulse would have been to have sneaked out into the street and strolled round the square till the lecture was finished. But as I occupied the position of host I was in duty bound to see it through. And I did. Shall I ever forget it? Anything more monstrous than Nowell’s idea of what was a fitting prelude to a little party I never yet encountered.

The lecturer commenced. He was as grave as a judge. It gave you the creeps to hear him. There was nothing humorous about him; he was a dreadful man. His accent was peculiar.

“In modern warfare de battle is not to de soldier, it is to de ghemist. I will prove it to you very easily. I have here dree bottles. They are little bottles” — they were, quite small— “yet I have only to take de stoppers out and you will know it as certainly as if I had exploded dree dynamite bombs.”

I am sure the people paled, it was enough to make them.

“De first bottle will make you cough, de second will affect your eyesight, and de dird bottle will make you ill. I will soon show to you dat I am not lying. From de first bottle I will now take de stopper.”

He did, before anyone could stop him; in fact, before I, for one, had any idea of what it was that he was driving at. Directly he did so the atmosphere of the room became impregnated with an acrid odour which had a most irritating effect on the tonsils of the throat. Whether the man was a maniac or not, to this hour I have not certainly decided; but there he stood, the stopper in his hand, the atmosphere growing worse and worse, my guests staring at him with scared faces, every second increasing their sense of discomfort. One person began to cough, then another, then another, until presently everyone was coughing as I doubt if they had ever coughed before. It was a horrid spectacle. As for me — my throat is uncomfortably sensitive — I expected every moment I should choke.

“Did I not say,” observed the scoundrel Steingard, “dat de first bottle would make you cough? I will now replace de stopper.”

He replaced it. By degrees that peculiar acrid quality in the air became less prominent. People began to recover — just in time. It is my belief that if they had continued to cough much longer something serious would have happened. As it was several of them were too exhausted to be able to give expression to their feelings in audible speech.

“I will now remove de stopper from de second bottle.”

Had I been able to do so I should have prevented him, even at the risk of a scene — I am sure I should, I don’t care who denies it. But the truth is I was so shaken that it was all I could do to stand, and before I was sufficiently recovered to allow of my interference the miscreant had worked his wicked will. He had unstoppered bottle No. 2, and for the former acrid odour there was substituted a pungent something which affected one like an unusual kind of smelling-salts. One’s eyes not only began to water, they continued to water. They watered more and more. The tears trickled down our noses. We had to use our pocket-handkerchiefs to mop them up with. The more we mopped the more they flowed. It was ludicrous. We were literally blinded by our tears. Nothing could have been more out of place in a jovial gathering. For my part my lachrymal ducts were acted on to such an extraordinary extent that I could see nothing. I endured the acme of discomfort.

“Did I not say,” remarked the experimental Steingard — he spoke as if he were uttering the merest commonplace!— “dat de second bottle would affect de eyesight? Did I choose, de mere continuation of de stopper out of de bottle in de end would make you blind. But for our purpose to-night it is not necessary to go so far as dat. We will now pass on to de dird bottle.”

“Pardon me, sir — excuse me for one moment!” The interruption came from General Wheeler, and evinced considerable presence of mind. Steingard paused with his hand upon the stopper. The General went on. “Did I understand you to say that the effect of unstoppering that other bottle will be to make us ill?”

“Yes, my friend, dat is so. I am now about to show it to you.”

“You needn’t, it is unnecessary. I’m ill already. So ill, indeed, that I shall send for a physician the instant I reach home. And I’m going home at once. If this is a party it’s the first I’ve ever been to, and I’ll take my oath it shall be the last. Now, Mrs. Wheeler! Now, Augusta! Philippa! Mary! Matilda! Lucy! you girls! George! Frederic! Ferdinand! you boys, put your things on and come away with me at once. We’re not going to stop here to be slaughtered by way of illustrating a murderous lecture on warfare up-to-date.”

And the General began to collect his numerous progeny with what was, undoubtedly, a considerable show of heat. That he should have been moved to such behaviour in my house was most distressing. My wife regards the Wheelers as being among the most distinguished of her acquaintance — though an uglier lot of girls I never saw. But the General was not the only person who felt himself outraged — I wish he had been.

“Oh! — oh! — oh! Take me out of this dreadful house before I faint!”

That’s what my wife’s aunt, Mrs. Merridew, said before the whole assemblage — and from that particular aunt my wife has always had the most sanguine expectations. Of course, when she went on like that, my wife began at me — there are occasions on which Louisa has no sense of propriety, nor of justice either.

“This is Mr. Parker’s idea of a little surprise! You can always rely on Mr. Parker doing anything to please his friends! When Mr. Parker’s in sight you never need look far for a fool!”

That was the sort of remark she kept making — out loud; it was most annoying. I endeavoured to calm her, and the General, and Mrs. Merridew, and others — for I was pained to see that a general feeling of unrest was making itself unpleasantly obvious. While I was striving, as it were, to spread oil upon the troubled waters, the voice of the miscreant Steingard was heard to observe:

“I will now remove de stopper from de dird bottle. If de ladies and gentlemen will keep deir seats dey will be de better able to abbreciate de success of dis exberiment.”

In a moment the room was filled with a perfume — I use the word advisedly! — of a kind which no pen could adequately describe. Never did I come across anything of the sort before — it was astounding. Most of the people had been standing up; there and then they most of them sat down again — they had to. I noticed the General drop back on to his chair with a kind of gasp. Folks looked at each other with startled faces; they looked at me; they looked at the lecturer — that bottle fiend; they looked about them dumbly, as if in search of something — speech was impossible while that bottle remained unstoppered. Their countenances were transfigured — it is really no exaggeration to say that they turned most of the colours of the rainbow. Some crammed their handkerchiefs into their mouths; some pinched their nostrils between their fingers; some clapped their hands to the pits of their stomachs. Nothing they could do was the slightest protection against the mephitic vapours which issued from that unstoppered bottle. It was a moving spectacle to see those people all bent double — especially if you regarded it from the point of view of the host, and remembered that you had invited them to an evening party.

At last — it seemed a long at last to me, but I suppose, after all, it could only have been a second or two — at last those against the door began to shuffle through it — when they were once through they never stopped till they had rushed downstairs and were out into the street. Others followed, a tottering crew, so that by degrees the room was emptied, and finally — a happy finally! — my guests, my wife, and I stood, a shivering crowd, on the windblown pavement.

At this point the demon Steingard came out on the landing and shouted to us, so that we heard him in the street.

“Did I not say de dird bottle would make you ill? Very well den — is it not true? Has it not routed you — like a flock of sheep? Just so would it rout an army. Not all de armies of all de nations would stand against dat bottle when it was unstobbered. Now, ladies and gentlemen, if you will return I will bass on to a fresh branch of my subject — or, rather, I will commence my subject brober, and I will show you dings combared to which that bottle is as noding — noding at all. You shall see if I am lying.”

That frightful threat finished it; settled the affair out of hand; concluded it at once. Nothing thereafter could have persuaded my guests to stand upon the order of their going. They went at once — before the party had had a chance of starting. It was worse than a catastrophe — it was a cataclysm. I can only trust that such a disaster is unparalleled in the history of festive gatherings. I had not the heart to attempt to stay their going. I was too demoralised, both physically and mentally. The impression made upon me by that third bottle was an enduring one.

When I returned into the house the creature who was the cause of all the trouble was still standing on the landing. He appeared unconscious of the deeds which he had done.

“I am waiting. Do not de ladies and gentlemen return?”

“Mr. Steingard,” I said, with as much firmness as at that moment I had it in my power to display, “come downstairs and bring your bottles with you.”

He seemed at a loss to understand my meaning.

“My friend, what do you mean? My lecture is hardly begun — my lecture brober not at all.”

“Begun!” I screamed. “Begun! — It’s finished! — So’s the party!”

He actually betrayed symptoms of irritation.

“Noding of de kind — what you know of it? I have still sixty-seven bottles with which I wish to try my little experiments.”

That was enough for me. Still sixty-seven bottles! And, for all I knew, or for anything I could do to prevent him, he might unstopper them, not only one by one, but all together, and at any moment. Half a dozen policemen were outside — they had gathered together under the apparent impression that in my establishment a riotous assemblage was taking place. I called three or four of them into the house. I pointed to Mr. Steingard on the landing.

“Put that man outside — with his bottles!”

A painful and, I may add, an expensive scene ensued. But at last there was an end of Steingard, and of the party.

The next day I called on Nowell. He had returned to town.

“Nowell,” I asked, more in sorrow than in anger, “what induced you to suppose that ‘A Battlefield Up-to-Date, with Realistic Illustrations and Experiments,’ would be a suitable subject for an evening party?”

He put his feet on the table and his hands in his pockets, and he rattled his coppers — and he smiled.

“Well, you see, my dear Parker, I wasn’t invited. I am aware that it was an oversight — the purest oversight. But, of course, if I had been invited I should not have recommended Steingard’s lecture.”

I was aware he had not been invited — perfectly aware. There had been no oversight about it. The man is not a member of our social circle. We had never meant to invite him. But to think that merely on that account he should have played us such a trick!

It just shows what an amount of malevolence is hidden away in the depths of human nature.

At the present moment I am scarcely on speaking terms with a single one of my old friends. They all seem to think that I did it on purpose.


Mr. Harland’s Pupils

I.

Mr. Harland’s first pupil from America made his appearance at Mulberry House School under rather peculiar circumstances. Mr. Harland received one morning this tersely-worded note: — 

 

“219, Twentieth Street, New York.

 

“Sir, — I have the honour to inform you that I am shipping my son, John F. Ernest, to your academy. He will arrive per s.s. Germanic. I have decided to educate him in England. Please acknowledge enclosed bank draft, value two hundred and fifty dollars ($250), in payment of six months’ fees. Any sum in excess, to the amount of one hundred dollars ($100), will be paid, on demand, by my agents, Messrs. Rödenheim, of London.

“Yours faithfully,

“J. Bindon.

“P.S. — John F. Ernest to stay the holidays.”

 

Mr. Harland received this communication by the morning post, and on the afternoon of the same day there appeared at Mulberry House the John F. Ernest thus alluded to. He was a slender, fair-haired boy, about twelve or thirteen years of age. He was self-possessed enough for thirty. He had come quite alone, he explained to the schoolmaster and the schoolmaster’s wife. Apparently he, a tender child just in his teens, thought no more of travelling from America to England than the lady thought of travelling from her own village to the next. It is generally understood that at least the elementary education to be obtained in the United States is not to be despised. When asked why his father had sent him to England to get what he would have got equally well at home:

“I rather guess,” replied John F. Ernest, “that my pa, he was raised at Duddenham.”

Mulberry House School was situated on the outskirts of the delightful village of Duddenham. Mr. and Mrs. Harland glanced at one another. It almost seemed that it was as they feared. A J. Bindon, otherwise “Jolly Jack,” had been known at Duddenham, not wisely, nor in any way pleasantly, but far too well. Although he had removed himself, for the good of Duddenham, some fourteen or fifteen years before, his memory — which had a strong savour — lingered still. However, Mr. and Mrs. Harland allowed no hint to escape them that that J. Bindon might be in any way connected with the father of John F. Ernest.

The term passed away. During the holidays the Harlands went to enjoy the ozone-laden breezes at Bielsham-by-the-Sea. While they were staying there Mr. Harland received a second letter from America, a communication which was, in some respects, a colourable imitation of the first.

 

“219, Twentieth Street, New York.

“Sir, — I have the honour to inform you that I am shipping my son, John F. Stanley, to your academy. He will arrive per s.s. Aurania. I have decided to educate him in England. Please acknowledge enclosed bank draft for two hundred and fifty dollars ($250) in payment of six months’ fees. Any sum in excess, to the amount of one hundred dollars ($100), will be paid, on demand, by my agents, Messrs. Rödenheim, of London.

“Yours faithfully,

“J. Bindon.

 

“P.S. — You will also receive, per same ship, my son, John R. Stephen. Enclosed find second draft ($250). For balance, apply Messrs. Rödenheim.”

 

“Mr. Bindon,” observed Mr. Harland when he had finished reading this epistle, “appears to be rather a curious man.”

“What is the matter?” inquired his wife. “Is he going to withdraw that son of his?”

“Not exactly. He has ‘shipped’ — the word is his own — two more. The second, who is ‘shipped’ in a postscript, is, apparently, a sort of afterthought.”

When the lady and gentleman returned to Mulberry House the new-comers had arrived. The three Masters Bindon were interviewed together. One thing about them was noticeable — that they were all about the same age.

“How old are you?” asked the lady, addressing one of the strangers.

“Twelve.”

“And you?”

“I’m twelve.”

“Then,” said the lady, “I suppose you are twins.”

They did not look as though they were twins. One was big, and black, and bony; the other was short, and fat, and red. Still, as they both were twelve, and they were brothers — 

“Twins?” said the red-haired lad. “I’m no twin. He’s not my brother.” He turned upon the two other Masters Bindon with scorn in his eyes. “They’re neither of them my brothers. I disown them.”

“John R. Stephen,” remarked John F. Ernest, slipping his hand into that of the black-haired Master Bindon, “is my brother. John F. Stanley has disowned us from the first.”

“Yes,” said Rufus, “and I’ll disown you to the last.”

“You wait,” observed the black-haired Master Bindon, whose claim to fraternity was thus denied, “till we get outside. I’ll rub you down with a rail.”

“I hope,” said Mrs. Harland, when the Masters Bindon had withdrawn, “I do hope, Andrew, that there is nothing wrong.”

“Pooh!” replied her husband. But when he was alone he rubbed his chin and murmured sotto voce, “It strikes me that there’s not much difference between J. Bindon and ‘Jolly Jack.’”

He thought that there might be even less than he had imagined when one day, before the term was half-way through, he received a cablegram from New York:

 

“Son coming Batavia, Forgot to write. Draw Rödenheim. Bindon.”

The son came. He proved to be John G. William. He, too, had just turned twelve. He did not seem pleased to see his brothers. Nor, to tell the truth, did they appear overjoyed at sight of him. He was a lad with a round bullet-shaped head, and was extraordinarily broad across the shoulders. He had not been twenty-four hours in the house before he had fought and thrashed the three other Masters Bindon. It was not surprising, when it was seen how he had damaged them, that his relatives, knowing his tastes and his capacity, had not welcomed him with open arms.

At tea Mrs. Harland, who had observant eyes, noticed that John F. Ernest was minus one of his front teeth. She inquired how he had lost it.

“John G. William, ma’am, has knocked it out.”

“John G. William! Do you mean your brother who arrived to-day?”

John F. Ernest explained that he did.

Mrs. Harland, looking down the table, observed another Master Bindon whose eye looked queer. “How, my boy, did you manage to get that black eye?”

“John G. William,” replied the black-haired — and black-eyed — youth.

“John G. William!” The lady, still allowing her glances to wander, lighted on a third Master Bindon, whose face was so dreadfully disfigured that it really made recognition difficult. “Good gracious!” she exclaimed. “What has happened to the child?”

This Master Bindon was the red-haired youth. He looked at the lady as well as the damaged state of his “optics” would permit. He uttered the ubiquitous name, “John G. William.” Then he added, “He’s been fighting us. And, d —— n him! he always is.”

John G. William volunteered a statement on his own account.

“I told father I should lick ’em. He said he shouldn’t be surprised but what they wanted it, and so I might.”

It seemed curious for a father to give his son permission to “lick” his brothers, whom he was travelling 4000 miles to meet. Such conduct on the part of a father was scarcely in accordance with the traditions of Mulberry House. But the behaviour of the Masters Bindon one towards the other, not only now and then but as an invariable rule, was in itself a curiosity.

“Those Bindons,” Mr. Harland told himself, some short time after the arrival of the latest comer, “are certainly the most remarkable boys I ever remember to have met, especially John G. William.”

But Mr. Harland had not become acquainted with all the peculiarities of the Bindon family yet.

One morning, perhaps six weeks after the advent of John G. William, Mr. Harland, coming in to breakfast, noticed, seated at table with his pupils, a boy who was to him a stranger. On that occasion Mr. Harland happened to be a couple of minutes late. The meal had been begun before he entered the room. As he came in, seated at the other side of the table, facing him, placidly eating his bread and butter, was this boy. He was a very thin boy, with high projecting cheek-bones and light hair, cut very close. He wore a pair of spectacles, or rather, they would have been a pair if one of the glasses had not happened to be broken. Altogether there was something about him which suggested that he had quite recently been engaged in a discussion of an animated character.

“Hollo!” cried Mr. Harland. “Who are you?”

“I am John P. Arthur Bindon.”

His accent was nasal, undoubtedly the product of the land of the stars and stripes.

“Who?” repeated Mr. Harland, seeming a little puzzled.

“John P. Arthur Bindon.” The boy took off his spectacles. “John G. William’s broken one of my glasses. He’s been licking me.”

Mr. Harland looked about him, plainly at a loss. Mr. Moore, the usher, took his glance as containing an inquiry.

“I found him with the rest of the pupils in the playground.”

“Oh,” repeated Mr. Harland, “you found him with the rest of the pupils in the playground.”

“I rather reckoned to find the others here,” drawled the short-sighted youth, as, very carefully, he replaced the broken spectacles upon his nose. “We didn’t agree. I guess they’re on the road.”

“Is this” — Mr. Harland addressed his question to one of the other Masters Bindon— “is this your brother?”

“I disown him,” answered Rufus, on whom the principal’s glance happened to fall. “I disown ’em all.”

“He is my brother,” struck in the shrill piping treble of John F. Ernest, “though he is the meanest-minded boy that ever put on shoes.”

“I am not ashamed to admit,” remarked John P. Arthur, still adjusting his broken spectacles, “that I appreciate the value of money. I have walked from Liverpool to save the charges.”

“You have walked from Liverpool?”

“I understand it is a distance in the neighbourhood of one hundred and fifty miles. I have worn out a pair of boots. Still, I reckon I have saved better than half a dollar, net.”

Mr. Harland took John P. Arthur up into his study. There the young gentleman explained.

“There was another row, so father decided to ship off three more of us. I rather think he must have forgotten to write, owing to the pressure of his business.”

“Does your father keep an orphanage?”

John P. Arthur stared. “I never heard of it.”

“Did you say he had shipped off three more of you? May I ask, then, where are the other two?”

“I left them at Liverpool. We didn’t agree. I should calculate they’re gone upon the burst. We each had twenty-five dollars and our fares.” John P. Arthur slapped the inner pocket of his coat. “I’ve still got my twenty-five, besides half a dollar saved out of my fare.”

“May I ask the names of your two missing brothers?”

“One is John A. Francis, and the other — I forget the other’s name.”

It was Mr. Harland’s turn to stare.

“You forget your brother’s name?”

“There are such a lot of them that one gets mixed.”

“I quite concede that there do appear to be a lot of them, and that one may get mixed, but still — your brother’s name! May I ask the ages of the young gentlemen whom you presume have gone upon the burst? About your own?”

“I should say John A. Francis is younger than me. I fought him three times as we were crossing. I licked each time. He must be younger.”

“And the young gentleman whose name you don’t happen to remember?”

“He’s older. He bangs me easy. Just picks me up and knocks me down. I reckon John G. William will find him pretty tough.”

While Mr. Harland had been talking to John P. Arthur he had been paying no attention to his letters. When he turned to them he found that among them there were two which threw some light upon the proceedings of the missing Masters Bindon. Here is the first:

 

“The Barracks, Liverpool.

“Sir, — At our Holiness Meeting on Tuesday — Alleluia! — there came in a new recruit. He gave his name as Thompson Symes, and said that he was seventeen. He now says that his name is John A. Francis Bindon, and that his age is twelve. He originally stated that he was a pickpocket, and had been nine times in jail. He now says that he has never been in jail, but that he has been sent by his father in America to be a pupil in your school. We shall be obliged if you will inform us if you know anything of a boy named John A. Francis Bindon. We fear that his present statement is as false as the others he has made. Alleluia! — G. Smith, Major.”

 

Here is the second:

 

“Office Of The Society For The Reclamation Of Juvenile Beggars,

“Liverpool.

“Sir, — A boy who was charged this afternoon at the Liverpool Police Court with the offence of begging tells a somewhat remarkable story. He has been remanded to the workhouse for a week to enable us to inquire into the truth of what he says.

“He is four feet seven inches in height, dark hair, pale face, and he has a deep scar upon his left cheek. Speaks with a decided American accent.

“He states that his name is John B. David Bindon, that he left New York on board the steamship Ocean Star, in company with his two brothers. The names of these two brothers he declares that he forgets, alleging that he has so many brothers that he cannot remember all their names. He says that they were coming from New York to be pupils in your school. On board ship they disagreed, and at Liverpool they parted. He does not know what became of his two brothers. He says that he himself had twenty-five dollars in his pockets in American currency. Part of this he spent upon confectionery and sweets, until he made some acquaintances in the street, who took him to what appears to have been a disreputable house. There they robbed him, not only of his money, but also of his clothes. They kept him, so he states, locked up for three days, only releasing him on his promising to appeal for alms, and on his undertaking to bring back the proceeds of his appeal. No sooner, according to his statement, did he commence to beg than he was given into custody.

“If you know anything, whether for good or ill, of a boy named John B. David Bindon, I should be obliged by your communicating at once with me at these offices. I have had much experience in these cases, and I think myself that the boy’s story, strange though it seems, contains at least some portion of truth. Awaiting your early favour,

“I am, Sir, your obedient servant,

“Edward Everest, Secretary.”

 

When Mr. Harland showed these letters to his wife, and told her John P. Arthur’s story, the lady was, not unnaturally, surprised.

“Andrew, I am sure there is something wrong about those Bindons! There will be a scandal if you don’t take care! I never heard of such a thing! Don’t tell me that any man can have seven sons, all of an age! It’s incredible on the face of the thing!”

Mr. Harland communicated with Mr. Smith and Mr. Everest. The two missing Masters Bindon appeared at Duddenham. They were given into the charge of the guard at Liverpool; the schoolmaster himself met them at the village station.

“Them boys,” observed the guard, as he handed over his charges to the principal of Mulberry House, “them boys is nice ones.”

Ten minutes after their appearance in the playground John G. William was having it out with John B. David.

“Andrew,” called Mrs. Harland from an upper room, “those Bindons are fighting again.”

“I see they are.”

As a matter of fact the uproar had attracted her husband to his study window.

“They are an interesting family.”

He stood at the window for a second or two observing the fray.

“I fancy that in John B. David John G. William has met his match. It is perhaps as well that he should.”

He was aware, from previous experience, that if he interfered in one of the family discussions it would only be renewed at the earliest opportunity. As he was wondering whether it would not be as well to let them fight it out and have done with it, at any rate for the time, a servant entered the room with a letter in her hand. The principal opened it. It was a cablegram:

 

“Forgot to advise last shipment. Three. Draw Rödenheim. — Bindon.”

 

“‘What sort of a family can that be,” inquired the schoolmaster of himself, “which is so large that the father overlooks such a trifling detail as the sending of three of his sons, all of tender years, unescorted, across the Atlantic Ocean? And when, a month after their departure, the incident does occur to his mind, he contents himself with sending nine words — and nine such words — in a telegram. I think I will go up in person to Messrs. Rödenheim, and make a few inquiries.”

He made them, but he received little information in return. Messrs. Rödenheim received him with courtesy. They informed him that, up to a certain amount, they were instructed to honour his calls; that Mr. Bindon was a client of theirs, financially, of the highest standing. But as to his family affairs: they were simply bankers, and as such Mr. Harland could not suppose that they concerned themselves with the family affairs of their customers.

“One thing seems pretty clear,” said Mr. Harland to his wife, when he returned to Mulberry House. “There appears, in the case of the prolific parent of the Bindons, to be plenty of money, and that is more than can be said in the case of the parents of all my boys. I don’t see myself, Maria, why I should object to there being seven, or even seventy brothers in a family, especially if the father of the seventy is a good paymaster, and all the seventy come to me.”

“Of course there’s that to be said.”

“There’s very much that to be said. The terms in my prospectus are thirty guineas per annum for boys of twelve, a reduction to be made for brothers. I have to make a reduction sometimes when there are no brothers. In this case there are actually seven brothers, and, instead of being called upon to make a reduction — some fathers would want you to take the seven as though they were four! — I receive one hundred pounds a year with each, besides extras.”

Mr. Harland smiled as he thought of the sum which he had drawn that day from Messrs. Rödenheim.

“No doubt that’s nice enough.”

“I don’t know if you’re aware that I receive more from those seven Bindons than from all the rest of my pupils put together. Under those circumstances I don’t see how it concerns me if their father has a peculiar habit of shipping his offspring as though they were barrels of pork, and then forgetting to ‘advise’ me, as he calls it, of his ‘shipments’!”

“But will it last?”

“Will what last? The Bindons? Are you afraid that John G. William will knock the rest of the family all to pieces? I don’t think there is much fear of that now that John B. David has appeared upon the scene. It strikes me from what I have heard and seen that he will perform upon John G. William. I noticed at tea that John G. William’s countenance seemed to be a little the worse for wear.”

“But suppose tales got about, and the parents of the other boys objected to the presence of the Bindons — they certainly are the most remarkable children, for brothers too, I ever saw — and the other boys were taken away, and then the Bindons went, the school would have lost its character.”

Mr. Harland reflected for a moment.

“I think I’ll take the risk, Maria. So far as I am myself concerned I only hope that Mr. Bindon may ‘ship’ another seven.”

The wish was father to the thought. Mr. Bindon shipped them. Not a fortnight after that discussion Mr. Harland had this letter:

 

“219, Twentieth Street, New York.

“Sir, — I am shipping, per s.s. City of Thay, an assorted lot of five sons. My final selection not being yet made I am unable to advise you as to their names. For fees please draw, on their arrival, on Messrs. Rödenheim.

“Yours faithfully,

“J. Bindon.

“P.S. — Probably the lot may consist of seven.”

 

“Maria,” said Mr. Harland, when he handed this epistle to his wife, “Mr. Bindon is a truly remarkable man.”

The lady read the letter.

“Andrew, what does he mean? ‘An assorted lot of five sons. Probably the lot may consist of seven.’ I take my stand, Andrew, and I insist upon an explanation. I will not have this man shooting his children — or what he calls his children — into my house as though they were coals. Seven sons all of an age were hard to swallow, but at fourteen I draw the line.”

“You’re not a philosopher, Maria. At the rate of a hundred pounds a head I shouldn’t draw the line at forty.”

“Andrew, don’t talk to me like that. Who is this man? And what is the mystery connected with his children? Did I tell you that the other morning I asked John P. Arthur how many brothers he had, and he said that he didn’t know, there were always such a lot of fresh ones turning up?”

Mr. Harland rubbed his chin.

“I don’t know, Maria, what difference it makes to us whether the boys we receive as pupils are the sons of Brown or Jones. It is not as though we went in for anything special in the way of birth and family. It isn’t even as though we confined ourselves to the sons of so-called gentlemen. Mine is a middle-class school. In these days of competition with the Board Schools one cannot choose one’s pupils. I always welcome the sons of tradesmen, and I am quite sure I shall be always glad to receive any number of pupils at a hundred pounds a head, no matter who they are.”

Probably, on reflection, Mrs. Harland fell into her husband’s views. At dinner the principal of Mulberry House School made an announcement which, while it was of an interesting, was, at the same time, of a curious kind. It was when the pudding had been served.

“Boys, you will be glad to hear that I expect to receive, either to-day or to-morrow, five new pupils, and probably seven, but of the seven I am not quite sure. This piece of news should be specially interesting to the Masters Bindon, since the new pupils are their brothers.” The headmaster’s words were received with silence — possibly the silence of surprise. “I don’t think that there is any other school in Europe which can claim to have had under its roof, at one and the same time, twelve brothers, and perhaps fourteen.”

Up spake Rufus — John F. Stanley:

“I disown ’em,” he observed; “I disown ’em all.”

Mr. Harland smiled.

“But it does not follow because you disown them — which I am sorry to hear, because perhaps one of these days they may turn the tables and disown you — that therefore they are not your brothers.”

“But they’re not my brothers, not one of all the lot of them. I’m the only son.”

“Yes,” said Mr. Harland with gentle sarcasm, as his eyes, wandering round the table, rested on the other six; “I should say you were the only son.”

Two days passed. There were still no signs of the latest “shipment.” On previous occasions the Masters Bindon had appeared at Mulberry House within a few hours of the receipt of the “advice.”

“I hope,” suggested the principal to his wife when, on the evening of the second day, there was still no news, “that this is not another case of ‘going on the burst.’”

On the afternoon of the following day Mrs. Harland was working in her own apartment, when the servant came rushing in. There was in the maid’s bearing a suggestion of suppressed excitement.

“If you please, ma’am, there are a lot of little girls downstairs.”

“A lot of little girls! What do they want?”

“If you please, ma’am, I don’t know. I think they’re foreigners. They say they’ve come to school.”

The servant giggled. Mrs. Harland rose.

“Come to school! There must be some mistake. Where are they?”

“They’re in the hall. And if you please, ma’am, there are three flies full of luggage.”

Mrs. Harland went downstairs. A crowd of small girls were grouped together in the hall, varying in ages perhaps from six to fourteen.

The lady addressed herself to the largest.

“What is it you want?”

“We’ve come to school.”

Mrs. Harland smiled.

“But this is a school for young gentlemen. No doubt you are looking for Miss Simpson’s, Burlington House Academy. The flyman ought to have known.”

“He said Mulberry House. He wrote it down.”

The young lady held a piece of paper. She handed it to Mrs. Harland. On it were some words, inscribed in a handwriting which was becoming almost too familiar. At sight of it the lady felt an inward qualm.

“What is your name?”

“Clara Mary Dixon.”

Unconsciously the lady gave a sigh of relief. It was not the name which she had dreaded.

“I’m sure there’s some mistake.”

“There’s no mistake.” Suddenly the young lady put her handkerchief up to her eyes. Immediately all the other young ladies followed suit. “You’re trying to play it off on us. He wrote it down himself, he did. We never thought he was going to ship us off to Europe just ‘cause he’d married ma.”

The young ladies’ voices’ were raised in lamentation. The servants stood giggling by. The flymen grinned upon the doorstep. Mrs. Harland deemed it inadvisable to continue the interview in public.

“Come this way.” She led the way into the drawing-room. The weeping maidens followed. “Pray don’t cry. The mistake, however it may have arisen, will soon be cleared up. Now tell me, where do you come from?”

“New — York — City!”

Mrs. Harland, when she received that answer, was conscious of another inward qualm.

“Who sent you to England?”

“Mr. — Bindon.”

The lady sat down on a chair. She stared in speechless silence at the new arrivals. Then, rising, she rang the bell. The servant appeared.

“Tell your master I wish to speak to him in the drawing-room.”

Scarcely had the housemaid turned her back than there came a loud ringing at the front-door bell. Another servant entered — the cook — in her hand a cablegram. Mrs. Harland was conscious that the envelope was addressed to Mr. Harland. As a rule enclosures addressed to him she held inviolate, but on this occasion she broke the rule. She tore the envelope open with a hand which slightly trembled. With her eyes she devoured the words which were written on the sheet of paper it had contained:

 

“Girls shipped by mistake. Boys following. — Bindon.”

 

Those were the words which had been flashed across the seas. She read them over and over again. It seemed as though she could not grasp their meaning. She still held the telegram extended in her hand when her husband entered the room. That gentleman paused upon the threshold. Retaining the handle of the door in his hand, he appeared to be making an effort to comprehend the meaning of the scene within.

“What is it you want, Maria?”

“I — I want nothing.” The lady put her hand to her brow with a gesture which was almost tragic. “This is Mr. Bindon’s latest shipment.”

She stretched out her hands towards the strangers in a manner which really was dramatic. The girls had dried their eyes to enable them, perhaps, to study Mr. Harland to better advantage. They stood in a row, the tallest at one end and the shortest at the other. The line of height descended in an agreeably graduated scale. Mr. Harland stared at the girls. Then he stared at his wife. “I don’t understand,” he said.

“Read that!”

The lady thrust the cablegram into his hand. He read it. He read it once, he read it twice, he read it even thrice. Then crumpling it up he thrust both hands into his trouser pockets and he whistled.

“This is a pleasant state of things,” he said.

“Is that all you have to say?” inquired his wife.

“Well, my dear, I may have a little more to say if you will give me a little time to reflect upon the situation. It is a situation which requires reflection.” He stared at the row of girls in front of him. He reflected. “This is a truly pleasant state of things. Your father, young ladies — —”

“He is not our father,” interposed the tallest of the row, Clara Mary.

“Not your father? Mr. Bindon is not your father?” Mr. Harland referred to the crumpled cablegram. “I am afraid that again I do not understand.”

“We’re the Miss Dixons. Ma’s a widow. Mr. Bindon shipped us off to Europe the very day he married her. We never knew that we were going till just before we started, and I don’t believe Ma knew it either.”

Again the handkerchiefs were raised in a simultaneous row to tearful eyes.

“J. Bindon,” murmured Mr. Harland, “must be Jolly Jack. You will be pleased to learn, young ladies,” he added in a louder key, “that you have been shipped to Europe by mistake. I don’t at this moment understand altogether how the mistake arose. There are eight of you — I perceive that there are eight — and one would think that a mistake to that extent would be one which it would be rather difficult to make. Still, you will be gratified to learn, it has been made. Mr. Bindon has telegraphed to tell me so. We expected a shipment to consist of an assorted lot of sons, possibly five — possibly seven. I am informed in the telegram that that shipment is following. But whether we are to return at once the shipment which consists of you, or whether, so to speak, we are to give it warehouse room, there are no instructions yet to hand.”

The row of girls stared at Mr. Harland, dry-eyed and open-mouthed.

He spoke in a tongue which was strange to them.

“Andrew,” cried his wife, “I am ashamed of you! How can you talk like that!”

Mr. Harland continued, almost as if he were speaking to himself. “It occurs to me that I have read somewhere, it was perhaps in some old book, that in American schools they run — I believe the term is a correct one — the boys and girls together. I hope Mr. Bindon is not under the impression that such a system obtains in Duddenham.”

“Andrew, it is shocking! Upon my word, I feel inclined to cry.”

“Do not cry, Maria; do not cry. Suppose, instead of crying, you come with me to the study, and let me say a word to you alone.”

“Andrew,” cried the lady, as she closed the study door, “I really am ashamed of you. How can you say such things — a man in your position?”

“A man in my position, Maria, is justified in saying anything, even damn. It is because my tongue inclines to adjectives, strong and pithy adjectives, that I endeavour to let off the steam in another way.”

“What are you going to do with those poor girls?”

“What are you going to do, Maria? Girls are more in your line than mine.”

“I believe he’s done it on purpose, that Bindon man. I don’t believe it’s possible to make such a mistake; shipping girls in mistake for boys, indeed!”

“Not in the case of an ordinary family, Maria. But it is not an ordinary family, Mr. Bindon’s.” There was a pause. The lady walked excitedly up and down the room. The gentleman sat back in an arm-chair, his hands in his trouser pockets, his legs stretched out in front of him. “You will have to provide them with bed and with board, Maria, till we have turned the matter over in our minds, or till we have heard further from Mr. Bindon.”

They had to.

They provided the young ladies with bed and board.

“As,” remarked Mr. Harland, when the days went by, and there still came no further instructions from America, “these young ladies bid fair to remain with us an indefinite length of time, I think, in order to do something which will entitle me to the proper fees, I will lay on something in the shape of a daily governess. They shall receive their education in the parlour. If Mr. Bindon could only see his way to making a few more errors in the ‘shipment’ line I might, on my part, see my way to running a school for young ladies in connection with my establishment for boys.”

The eight Misses Dixon arrived on a Tuesday. Nothing — that is, nothing unusual — happened during the whole of the ensuing week. But on the Wednesday week, eight days after their arrival, an incident, slightly out of the common way, did vary the monotony. A fly drove up to Mulberry House, and in it, on the back seat, sat a solitary boy. Mr. Harland happened to be leaving the house just as the fly drove up. He eyed the boy, the boy eyed him. The flyman touched his hat.

“If you please, sir, seems as how this here boy’s for you. Leastways, it says so on his ticket.” Turning round on his box the driver addressed his fare. “This here’s the schoolmaster, and this here’s Mulberry House.”

The boy opened his mouth. Sounds issued forth. But they were sounds without form, and void. He appeared, judging from the grimaces he was making, to be suffering from an attack of facial convulsion. The flyman descended from his box.

“Seems, sir, as how this here boy’s got a stutter. It is a stutter too. I never see nothing like it. They’ve been and stuck a lot of tickets all over him, so that people might know where he was going to. He’d never have made them understand.”

When the boy came out of the fly Mr. Harland perceived that what the coachman said was correct. A square, white card was sewed on his coat, another on his waistcoat, and a third in a most prominent situation on his breeches. The writing on this latter, by dint of constant friction, had become so worn as to be unintelligible. On the other two was written, in a bold round hand, so that he that ran might read:

“Frank J. Samuel Bindon,
Mulberry House School, Duddenham, England.
Note. — This Boy Stutters.”

 

“I suppose,” said Mr. Harland, as he eyed the youth, “that you are one of the assorted lot.”

The boy opened his mouth.

“B-b-b-b-b-b-b-b-b-b-b—”

“I wouldn’t speak to him much if I was you, sir,” said the flyman. “Every time he opens his mouth I expect to see him have a fit. I’ve seen some stutters, but I never see one which came within a hundred mile of his.”

“I think,” said Mr. Harland, when he introduced Frank J. Samuel Bindon to his wife, “that I begin to understand what Mr. Bindon meant when he wrote that he was shipping an assorted lot of sons. In his family he appears to have samples of every kind.”

“Hollo!” cried John F. Ernest, as Frank J. Samuel put in an appearance in the playground, “here’s Stammering Sam!”

“Maria,” said Mr. Harland, about an hour later, to his wife, “Stammering Sam can fight. He has polished off John G. William. He is taking on John B. David for a change. What an interesting family those Bindons are.”

On the Friday the fly which had conveyed Stammering Sam again drove up to the doors of Mulberry House. The same flyman was on the box.

“Sarah,” he observed to the servant who opened the door, “I’ve been bringing you a queer lot of young gentlemen of late. Wednesday I brought you up one with a stutter, now I’ve brought you one what’s only got one leg, and another what’s only got one arm. You’ll soon be able to keep a museum of living curiosities.”

As he was speaking the flyman stood at the door of his fly, his back turned to his fares. Suddenly the servant gave an exclamation.

“Look out, Mr. Stubbs,” she cried.

The flyman moved aside, just in time to avoid the full force of a blow, which although it missed his head, at which it was aimed, and only shaved his shoulder, made him roar with pain. A boy, one of the fares, was standing up in the fly, grasping, with both his hands, a curious weapon of offence — a wooden leg.

“You young murdering villain!” shouted the flyman, clapping his hand to his injured shoulder. “I’ve half a mind to break every bone in your body.”

“I would if I were you,” retorted the lad “Try it on. You’ve been saucing me all the way. I may only have one leg, but yours wouldn’t be the first head which I’ve splintered with a wooden one. Then you’d be a living curiosity, I guess.”

This young gentleman entered Mulberry House hopping upon one leg. The wooden limb he carried in his hands. After him followed a second young gentleman, who, since one of his sleeves was pinned up to his coat, was apparently possessed of but a single arm.

“There’s a armless young gentleman in the drawing-room,” announced Sarah to her master, “and another what’s got his leg tucked under his arm.”

The announcement did not appear to take the principal of Mulberry House by surprise.

“Further samples of the assorted lot,” he murmured.

He was right. The strangers were two more examples of the fecundity and the versatility of Mr. Bindon. The young gentleman with “his leg tucked under his arm” declared his name to be Oscar J. Oswald Bindon. The young gentleman with only one arm under which a leg could possibly be “tucked” was another John T. Jasper Bindon.

“I understood from your father,” said Mr. Harland, “that this lot would consist of five, or possibly seven. May I ask if there are any more of you to follow? This dropping in unexpectedly, by ones and twos, Mrs. Harland and I find a little inconvenient.”

“There’s two more coming. But we wouldn’t have anything to do with them because they stutter.”

This repudiation comes from Oscar J. Oswald. As he spoke he was fastening on his wooden leg.

Two or three hours afterwards the fly — the same fly — drove up again to Mulberry House. The same flyman was on the box.

“Sarah,” he whispered from behind his hand, probably taught prudence by experience, “here’s two more stutters.”

II.

Mrs. Harland was superintending the putting out of the “clean things.” It was Saturday. On Sundays, at Mulberry House, all the pupils “changed.”

“If you please, ma’am, there’s a person in the drawing-room who says she’s Mrs. Bindon.”

“Mrs. Bindon!” Mrs. Harland was lifting a pile of clean linen. It fell from her hands. Day-shirts and night-shirts were scattered on the floor. The lady eyed the maid standing in the doorway as though she were some creature of strange and fearful import. “Whom did she ask to see?”

“She asked to see the schoolmaster.”

“The schoolmaster?”

Mrs. Harland pursed her lips.

“Yes, ma’am. She didn’t mention any name. And master’s out.”

The lady, to the best of her ability, supplied her husband’s place. She interviewed the visitor. As she laid her hand on the handle of the drawing-room door her attentive ear detected a curious sound within.

“I do believe the woman’s crying.”

She turned the handle. She entered the room. A woman was seated on the extreme edge of a chair. She was indulging in a series of audible sniffs. In the palm of her hand, compressed into a knot which had something of the consistency of a cricket ball, was her handkerchief. This she bobbed first at one eye, then at the other. When Mrs. Harland appeared she rose to her feet. The lady stared at her as if she were a spectre.

“Jane Cooper!” she exclaimed.

“Yes, ma’am.”

The woman dropped a curtsey.

“You brazen hussey! How dare you come into my house!”

“If you please, ma’am, I’m come after that boy of mine.”

She was a nervous, shrinking, little woman. She had fair hair and a washed-out complexion. Her pale blue eyes were blurred with weeping. She looked as though she had been crying for years. She wore a black silk dress, which was of primitive make, and the seams of which were slightly rusty. Her hands, which were gloveless, were large and red. Her shapeless bonnet had strayed on to the side of her head. Altogether she looked draggled and woebegone.

“You’ve come after that boy of yours! What do you mean?”

“My Neddy, ma’am.”

Mrs. Harland gave an indignant twitch to her skimpy skirts. She moved across the room in the direction of the bell. The woman, perceiving her intention, gave an appealing cry.

“Don’t be hard upon me. I’ve come all the way from America to see my Neddy, ma’am.”

Mrs. Harland hesitated, her hand upon the bell-rope. This woman, when a child, had been her own pupil in the Sunday-school. Later she had been her servant. While in her service she had “gone wrong.” The same day on which she had been turned adrift she had disappeared from Duddenham. Her former mistress had heard nothing of her from that hour unto the present one.

“Jane Cooper, my servant told me that you gave your name as Mrs. Bindon. Are you Mrs. Bindon? Is that true?”

“It’s gospel truth.”

“Then” — Mrs. Harland released her hold of the bell-rope— “it was Jolly Jack.”

“That it was.”

Mrs. Harland moved a step nearer to the woman.

“Do you mean to tell me that all those boys are yours?”

“No, ma’am, only Neddy. His father had him called Edward J. Phillip, but he’s always been Neddy to me. The rest are Mr. Bindon’s.”

“The rest are Mr. Bindon’s! Jane! what do you mean?”

There was a ring, a good loud ring, at the front door bell. The woman clasped her hands.

“There’s the rest of them,” she cried. “Oh, don’t let them come in here.”

“The rest of them?”

“The other Mrs. Bindons.”

Mrs. Harland clutched at the back of a chair.

“The other Mrs. Bindons?”

“They’re always going on at me, and making fun of me, and pinching me. Oh! don’t let them come in here.”

The little woman’s distress appeared to be genuine. She wrung her hands. Her tears fell unheeded to the floor. Mrs. Harland gazed at her both open-mouthed and open-eyed. Before she had recovered her presence of mind sufficiently to enable her to understand the cause of her visitor’s emotion the door opened, and there entered unannounced — a magnificent woman! She was very tall, and very stately, and very fat. She weighed seventeen stone if she weighed an ounce. Her costume was very different to that of the dowdy Jane. She was attired from head to foot in red. She had on a red stuff dress with a train. A scarlet mantle accentuated with its splendours the upper portion of her person. She wore a red hat, adorned with a red feather. And her face — as far as hue was concerned, her face matched her attire. She surveyed Mrs. Harland through a pair of pince-nez. “Mrs. Harland! So it is! How delightful! I should have known you anywhere — you haven’t altered hardly a bit.”

The lady, her hand stretched out, advanced in the most condescending fashion. Mrs. Harland shrank away.

“Louisa Brown!” she cried.

“Louisa Brown — that was; Mrs. Bindon — that is! Let me give you my card. I had some printed just before I came away.”

After some fumbling the lady produced from her pocket a gorgeous mother-of-pearl card-case. Out of it she took a piece of pasteboard, resplendent in all the colours of the rainbow, about four inches square. This she offered Mrs. Harland. That lady declined it with a gesture.

“Won’t you have it? Well, I’ll put it on the mantelpiece; it’ll be just the same. Dear old-fashioned mantelpieces! We don’t have them out our way — we’re in advance, you know — but I remember them so well.”

The lady suited the action to the word. She placed the piece of cardboard on the mantelpiece in the most conspicuous place, on top of the clock. Apparently unconscious that in Mrs. Harland’s demeanour there was anything peculiar, she carefully selected the largest armchair the room contained. In it she placed her ample person. As she arranged her skirts she remarked:

“I’ve come all this way to see them boys of mine. The dear lads! How are they? I hope you haven’t made them too English. A little English I don’t mind, being English as it were myself; but too much English I can’t abide.”

“You — impudent — creature!”

The lady put up her pince-nez.

“My stars! Here’s goings on! May I ask if that remark was addressed to me?”

“I never heard of such impudence in my life.”

“Nor me. But some people have manners of their own. Is that the way in which to treat a lady who comes to visit you — standing there and staring?”

“A lady!” Mrs. Harland gasped. “Do you think I don’t remember you?”

Mrs. Harland’s form absolutely swelled as she glared at the big woman seated in the easy-chair.

“You, Louisa Brown, whose name is to this day a byword in the village, to dare to come into my drawing-room — and in those clothes!”

The big woman was not taken at all aback.

“What is the matter with my clothes?” she asked.

“You, whom your own father turned into the streets, to dare to place yourself upon an equality with me!”

The big woman turned with an affable smile to the little one, who stood trembling and sniffing in the centre of the room.

“Queer old-fashioned folk they are this side. Now, to my thinking, one lady oughtn’t to remind another lady of things she wishes to be forgotten.”

The little woman bobbed her knotted handkerchief into her eyes.

“Oh, Louisa, how can you now!”

Mrs. Harland raised her arm, semaphore fashion.

“Leave the room!” she said.

The big woman settled herself more comfortably in the easy-chair.

“Not me. Not unless I take my sons along with me. You have received their father’s money, which is mine; if you receive my money you’ll receive me too — we go together.”

“I have received your money — yours! Who are you?”

“There’s my card.” The big woman waved her hand in the direction of the mantelshelf. “I’ve another in my pocket, and I’ve told you who I am besides; but, to oblige you, I don’t mind telling you who I am again. I’m Mrs. Bindon.”

Mrs. Harland turned upon the little woman. There was frenzy in her air.

“Then who are you?”

Said the little woman, between her sniffs:

“I am Mrs. Bindon too.”

“You are Mrs. Bindon too! Is the man a bigamist?”

The big woman smiled.

“There is no bigamy in Utah.”

“Utah!” Mrs. Harland staggered back. “Utah!” She looked wildly round the room. “Isn’t Utah where the Mormons are?”

The big woman, taking out a large white handkerchief, proceeded, at one and the same time, to fan herself, and to diffuse a strong odour of patchouli.

“Utah is, upon earth, the abiding place of the saints,” she said.

Mrs. Harland echoed her words.

“The abiding place of the saints.”

A vehicle was approaching the house. It could be seen through the window.

“I think,” observed the big woman, as she raised her pince-nez, “that here are some of the other Mrs. Bindons.”

Rising from her seat she opened the drawing-room door.

“Come in, my dears,” she said, addressing some person or persons without; “I am here, and Mrs. Jane.”

As she held the door wide open a procession began to enter the room — a procession of women. They were of all styles and shapes and sizes. There were fat and there were thin. They were attired in all the colours of the rainbow. Mrs. Harland, who began to think that her senses must be leaving her, distinctly counted seven. The seven, with the two already arrived, made nine — nine Mrs. Bindons. How the seven had journeyed in a single fly is one of the mysteries which are not yet unfolded. The big woman acted as mistress of the ceremonies.

“Sit down, my dears, there are seats for you all. I am sure you will excuse a little crowding.”

“Where’s the teacher?” asked a short, thick-set woman, who had seated herself with her legs apart, and her hands set squarely on her knees.

“That is more than I can tell you. But here’s his wife.”

The big woman waved her handkerchief and an odour of patchouli towards Mrs. Harland.

“Oh, you’re the schoolmarm?” The thickset woman eyed Mrs. Harland as though she were taking her mental measurement “Where’s them boys of mine?”

“These,” explained the big woman, in the condescending way which seemed to be a peculiarity of hers, “are some of the other Mrs. Bindons. I have not,” she added, “been treated quite with the civility I should like, and have a right to expect, but on this side they’re so old-fashioned.”

“None of your old fashions for me, and none of your new ones neither. Give me the ways I’m used to. Where’s them boys of mine?”

The thick-set woman stared at Mrs. Harland in a manner which suggested combat. The lady pressed her hand to her side. She felt at a loss for breath. Mechanically she crossed the room and rang the bell. The servant appeared.

“Tell the Masters Bindon that they are wanted in the drawing-room.”

The servant gazed in amazement at the assembled congregation. The order had to be repeated before her faculties returned.

“Is that the hired gal?” inquired the thick-set woman directly the housemaid’s back was turned.

“Servant, they call them here,” explained the big woman in her patronising way.

The thick-set woman snorted. She glared at the big woman as though she were not grateful for the explanation. Silence prevailed. The nine ladies stared at Mrs. Harland. They seemed to be mentally appraising her. She herself appeared to be stricken with a sort of mental paralysis, as though the invasion had stricken her dumb.

At last — it seemed a very long at last — the door reopened, and there appeared the red-haired Master Bindon — John F. Stanley. His appearance was followed by another interval of silence. The ladies stared at him. He stared at the ladies. No enthusiasm was shown on either side. The thick-set woman broke the silence.

“So it’s you?”

“It’s me.” He edged away. “Don’t you hit me!” he exclaimed.

“Aren’t you ashamed of yourself?”

“What for?”

“Here you are in England, and your mother’s looking for you in Canada. I guess your father’s got you mixed.”

“I shouldn’t wonder,” struck in a thin, acidulated-looking woman, “if Mr. Bindon’s took you for my George, and sent my George to Canada. I never knew such a head for children as that man has got. Is my George here?”

“No,” said Rufus. He grinned.

“Then,” exclaimed the acidulated-looking woman, “I’m clean done.”

The nervous little woman came forward. She laid her hand on Rufus’s arm. “My Neddy’s here! I’m sure my Neddy’s here!”

Although she said that she was sure, her tone was by no means one of certainty. Her voice trembled — the little woman trembled too.

“He’s not,” said Rufus. He grinned again.

“He’s not!” The little woman started back. “Not here! Mr. Bindon told me himself that he’d sent my Neddy to school at the old place at Duddenham. He wouldn’t let me come all this way for nothing. And I’ve spent all my money on my fare.”

The rest of the Masters Bindon began to enter the room. They came in a long unbroken line. The little woman looked, with eager eyes, for the face she sought. The line ceased. She turned to Mrs. Harland.

“That’s not all?” she cried.

“I think it is,” said Mrs. Harland, with a sort of gasp.

“Neddy! Neddy!”

Crying, the little woman sank on her knees upon the floor.

There was a goodly company of the Masters Bindon. There were some among them the sight of whom gladdened their mothers’ hearts.

“So it is you?” observed the thick-set woman to John G. William. “You’ve not gone to Canada — no such luck! Where’s your brother?” The wooden-legged hero, Oscar J. Oswald, stumped in sight. “When I get you home I’ll give you a good sound hiding, the pair of you. Didn’t I tell you to write to me each week? You haven’t so much as sent me a line to say if you was living or dead. When I get you home I’ll make you wish that you was dead.”

The big woman — Louisa Brown, that was — had three young gentlemen standing in a line in front of her. They were the three “stutters.”

“Now, boys, I hope you’ve got cured of your stammerings. You can’t kiss me, you’ll mess my things. Do you hear what I say? I do hope you’ve got cured of your stammering.”

“B-b-b-b-b-b-b-b-b-b-b-b—”

There arose a chaos of sounds. The three young gentlemen opened their mouths. Judging from their contortions they appeared to be suffering agonies.

“For goodness gracious stop that noise!” The fond mother clapped her hands to her ears. “I declare I feel inclined to knock your heads together. Why, your stammer’s worse than before. I must say” — she glanced towards Mrs. Harland— “I must say that you’ve been shamefully neglected.”

III.

As Mr. Harland returned along the lane which led towards home he saw, standing in the middle of the road in front of him, a couple of ladies, who, judging from their manœuvres, appeared to be spying out the land. As he came up one of them hailed him. A tall, angular lady, who wore spectacles and low shoes and skirts which did not reach to her ankles, and who spoke in a loud, shrill, rasping voice, which might have been audible on the other side the meadow.

“Say, stranger, can you hitch us on to Mulberry House Academy, where they lams young byes?”

“I know Mulberry House School. I’m the headmaster, Mr. Harland.”

The lady turned to her companion.

“Bashemath, I guess we’re solid.” She returned to the gentleman. “You’re the man we’re after; we’re Mrs. Bindon.”

“You — I presume you mean that you are Mrs. Bindon?”

“Me and her are Mrs. Bindon.”

“I — I suppose there’s some joke intended. Or, perhaps, this lady is your daughter?”

“Sakes alive! Between Bashemath and me there are not twelve months.”

“No, Deborah,” said the other lady, “nor yet eleven.”

“And as for joking, stranger, I’d have you know that I’m no jokist. Bashemath and me have had to walk up from the depôt. The driver said his carriage wouldn’t hold no more than seven. We didn’t see the use of a carriage just for Bashemath and me, being both of a saving mind.”

“You will be glad to hear,” remarked Mr. Harland, as he led the way to Mulberry House, a lady on either side of him, “that your sons all enjoy good health.”

“Lord save the man!” cried the lady with the glasses, “you don’t suppose all them byes is mine. I’ve one of ’em, and he’s enough — the limb! I’ve seven daughters, but they’re Samuel Newton’s, who is dead. The rest of them byes are Mr. Bindon’s.”

“Are there” — Mr. Harland slightly coughed— “are there several Mr. Bindons?”

The lady pulled up short. She turned and faced the gentleman.

“Stranger, are you just sarsing?”

“Madam! Only by inadvertence could a word escape my lips which would in any way cause annoyance to a lady.”

When they reached Mulberry House a couple of flys were standing at the front door.

“I guess,” observed the angular lady, “there’s more of them come up than seven.”

As Mr. Harland and his companions ascended the steps two gentlemen came rushing down them. They were the drivers of the flys. Unless circumstances belied them they had been whiling away the interval of waiting by listening at the drawing-room door. In the hall were the cook, housemaid, and the small girl who acted as general help. Their presence in that particular spot required explanation. Their countenances, when they perceived their master, showed that it did.

“What is the meaning of this?” inquired Mr. Harland. “Where’s your mistress?”

“If you please, sir, she’s in the drawing-room.”

“Is she engaged?”

“There are — —” The girl choked back a giggle. “There are some ladies with her.”

“I guess,” remarked the angular lady, “they’re some of the other Mrs. Bindons.”

Three distinct and undeniable titters came from the servants.

“Sarah,” said Mr. Harland, sternly checking the disconcerted damsel as she was about to seek refuge with her colleagues in flight, “show these ladies into the drawing-room, and tell your mistress that I wish to speak to her in the study.”

“What — what on earth, Maria, is the meaning of this?” demanded Mr. Harland, as his wife made her appearance in his sanctum.

The lady dropped into a chair.

“Thank goodness, Andrew, you have come home. I don’t know what I should have done if I had been left alone with them much longer.”

“Who are these women?”

“They’re the Mrs. Bindons.”

“The Mrs. Bindons! How many of them are there?”

“There were nine. The two you brought make eleven.”

“Eleven! Eleven Mrs. Bindons! Maria!”

“Andrew!”

“Is — is the man a Mormon?”

“Yes, he — he’s a Mormon.”

“Maria! You don’t mean that?”

“I do. You remember Jane Cooper?”

“The slut that you sent packing?”

“She’s here. She’s one of the Mrs. Bindons. And Louisa Brown, she’s another.”

“Not the Louisa Brown?”

“And there are two or three more whose faces I know quite well, but I can’t think who they are.”

Mr. Harland drew a long breath. He whistled.

“I knew J. Bindon must be Jolly Jack.”

“But, Andrew, what can we do? There’s all those boys in there, and some of them have found their mothers and some of them haven’t. And there’s Jane Cooper come all this way to see her son, and it appears he’s been sent by mistake to Canada. And there’s Louisa Brown been knocking those three poor stammering creatures’ heads together, and she says that you’ve been neglecting them shamefully because you haven’t cured their stutter. And there’s a woman been thrashing John G. William with her umbrella. And they’re all going on at one another, and at their children, and at me. Oh, Andrew, they’ve made me feel quite ill. That Mr. Bindon must be an awful man!”

“He appears to be, in his way, a character. A character, so far as Duddenham is concerned, almost of an original kind.”

“Oh, Andrew, don’t talk like that — don’t. Think of it. Eleven wives! And I don’t know how many more there are at home. To hear those women speak you would think that there were hundreds, and not one of them seems in the least ashamed. There are some of them in Canada looking for their children — for all I know eleven more are coming here. Andrew!” The lady rose. She laid her hand, with a solemn gesture, upon her husband’s arm. “I will not have those women and their children in my house. I will not have a Bindon, now that I know all, under my roof, not for a hundred thousand pounds.”

Mr. Harland rubbed his chin.

“I think that I had better go and see these ladies, Maria, or they may feel that they are being slighted.”

“No half measures! You will turn them out of my house, the mothers and their children, stick and stone, never to return — or else I leave it.”

“You’re quite right, Maria. I think, if I were you, I’d go upstairs and wash my face and brush my hair. You seem to be excited.”

“You’d be excited if you’d gone through what I have.”

“Now,” said Mr. Harland to himself when his wife had gone, “to interview that very compound noun — the wife of Mr. Bindon.” He went out into the passage. “They appear to be employing the shining hour. Unless I am mistaken that is John G. William’s howl, and that is John B. David’s. The ladies are either thrashing the young gentlemen upon their own account, or else they are setting them on, in what is possibly Salt Lake City style, to thrash each other.” Then arose a hubbub of women’s voices. “What a peaceful household Jolly Jack’s must be.” He stood and listened. The din grew greater. “They’re at it. Are they scratching each other’s eyes out, or are they merely giving their lungs free play? Perhaps on the whole I had better go and see.”

He had hardly taken two steps in the direction of the drawing-room when someone twitched his coat-sleeve from behind.

“Mr. ‘arland! Mr. ‘arland!”

There came the twitch at his sleeve again. Someone addressed him in a very muffled voice, which in force scarcely amounted to a whisper, from the rear. Mr. Harland wheeled round.

“Who’s that?” he cried.

“Ssh!” Close behind him, so close that Mr. Harland by his sudden movement almost knocked him down, stood a man. He had his finger pressed against his lips. “Ssh! I came round by the back; I knew that they was in the front.”

He spoke in a low and tremulous whisper. Beads of perspiration stood on his face. Agitation was on every line. Mr. Harland stared at him, astonished. He had approached from behind so noiselessly that the schoolmaster had been taken unawares.

“May I ask, sir, who you are?”

“I’ll tell you in ‘arf a minute. Just step this way.”

The stranger, taking Mr. Harland by the arm, led him in the direction of the study which he had just now quitted. Mr. Harland allowed himself to be led. At the study door the stranger paused. He jerked his thumb in the direction of the drawing-room. His voice dropped to a whisper: “How many of ’em are there?”

“How many are there, sir, of what?”

Mr. Harland put the counter-question in his ordinary tones. This seemed to disconcert the stranger. “Never mind. Just step inside.”

With a hurried movement he drew Mr. Harland within the study.

“You don’t mind my just turning the key?”

“If you mean do I object to your locking the door, I do very strongly. What are you doing? What do you mean, sir, by your impertinence?”

The stranger had not only locked the door, he had withdrawn the key from the lock.

“Softly! softly! I don’t mean no ‘arm. I only want to be a little private. Don’t you know me, Mr. ‘arland?”

“Know you?” The schoolmaster looked the stranger up and down. He was a man of medium height, of a fleshy habit. His face, which was fat and broad, and pasty hued, suggested a curious mixture of shrewdness and of folly. His eyes were small and bright. He wore carefully-trimmed mutton-chop whiskers, adjuncts which lent him an air of flashy imbecility. When he removed his glossy silk hat, which he did to enable him to mop his brow with his pink silk pocket-handkerchief, it was seen that he was almost bald, and that what little hair he had was straw-coloured, parted in the middle, and curled close to his head. He was dressed from head to foot in shiny black broadcloth. His hands were large and fat, and the fingers were loaded with rings. A thick gold chain passed from pocket to pocket of his waistcoat, and in his light-blue necktie was an enormous diamond pin.

“Know you?” repeated Mr. Harland, continuing his examination of the man. “I’ve seen you somewhere before, and yet” — then came a sudden burst of recollection. “Why, you’re Jolly Jack!” The stranger simpered. He carefully wiped the lining of his hat.

“Ah, Mr. ‘arland, I used to be. But that’s a many years ago. There’s not much jollity about me now. I’m just J. Bindon.”

“Oh, you’re just J. Bindon. The Mr. Bindon, I presume, with whose correspondence I’ve been honoured?”

“That’s the chap.”

“And whose ‘shipments’ from time to time have come to hand?”

“Ah, them shipments!”

“As you say, Mr. Bindon, ‘Ah, them shipments.’ I don’t know if you are aware, Mr. Bindon, that your wife is in my drawing-room?”

“Ssh!” Mr. Bindon put his ringer to his lips. He approached Mr. Harland with a mysterious air, “Might I ask you not to speak so loud, Mr. ‘arland, and not to pronounce my name. If you must call me something, I’d sooner you was to call me Jack.”

“Is your name, Mr. Bindon, not one of which you have reason to be proud?”

“Don’t you, Mr. ‘arland, don’t you now.” He put a question from behind the cover of his hand. “How many of ’em are there?”

“How many are there — of Mrs. Bindon?”

The husband and the father sighed.

“If you like to put it that way.”

“I understand that in my drawing-room at present there are eleven.”

Mr. Bindon placed his silk hat on a chair.

He began again to mop his brow. “That’s all, is it? Then there’s some more of ’em about. I suppose you couldn’t tell me which of ’em is there?”

“I’m afraid not. I have not myself been introduced to the whole of Mrs. Bindon — only to two of her. And in the case of that two I have not been honoured with a formal introduction. But if you like I will ring the bell, and the servant shall make inquiries.”

“Not for worlds, Mr. ‘arland, not for worlds! I wouldn’t ave ’em know that I was ‘ere not for a thousand dollars. Mr. ‘arland, you look upon a man who’s in a remarkable situation.”

“I can easily believe, Mr. Bindon, that I look upon a man who, upon more than one occasion, has been in a remarkable situation.”

“It’s easy to laugh, Mr. ‘arland, but circumstances is stronger than us. Do you remember when I left Duddenham?”

“For the benefit of your health, was it not?”

“Just — just so. For the benefit of my ‘ealth. By the way, I suppose I ain’t running no risk in coming back?”

“You should be a better judge than I.”

“Some — someone had been knocking a gamekeeper on the ‘ead, but I’ll swear it wasn’t me. I was very much misjudged in them days, Mr. ‘arland. ‘Owsomever, I suppose all that is forgotten years ago, and when I left Duddenham, Mr. ‘arland, I went to America, and then I found myself in the City of the Saints.”

“The City of the Saints?”

“In Salt Lake City, Mr. ‘arland. I got on in my modest way; I certainly got on. But I soon saw that there was one way of getting on which was better than any other.”

“And that was?”

“Marrying. Not as you understand it over here, marrying one young woman and getting done with it; but marrying in the wholesale line. In them days no man came to much in Salt Lake City who ‘adn’t got at least a dozen wives. I always ‘ad ‘ad an eye for a female. I’d got no objection to a dozen, nor yet a score. So I looked about to see ‘ow I could get ’em.”

Mr. Bindon coughed modestly behind his handkerchief. He took a chair. He continued to tell his tale with the aid of his fingers.

“First of all I looked at ‘ome. There was Jane Cooper; I knew she was in a little trouble; I asked ‘er to come. There was Louisa Brown; she was in a little trouble too, so I asked ‘er. Then there was Susan Baxter over at Basingthorpe. I always ‘ad been sweet on Susan; I asked ‘er too. There was one or two other gals about the countryside for whom I’d ‘ad a liking, so I asked ’em all.”

“Do you mean to tell me, Mr. Bindon, that all these young women came to you, each knowing that the other one was coming?”

“Well — not exactly. They didn’t know that they all was coming till they all was there.”

“And then?”

“Well, there was little differences just at first. But they settled down; they settled down. They ‘ad a way in Salt Lake City, in them days, of getting the women to settle down. Well, Mr. ‘arland, I got on! I got on! I got wives and children, and then more wives and more children. Some of the wives was widdies, and they brought children of their own. So we grew and multiplied, and all went well — till persecution came.”

“Persecution?”

“You know, Mr. ‘arland, we always ‘ad ‘ad enemies — the Saints! They was against the Peculiar Institootion.”

“Wholesale marrying?”

Mr. Bindon only sighed.

“By degrees things got warm for us, especially for me. I was a prominent member of the Church, and they went for me special because they said I had so many wives.”

“May I ask, Mr. Bindon, how many wives you had?”

“That’s more than I can say, Mr. ‘arland, more than I can say. It’s a little complicated. There’s some you’re married to, and some you’re sealed to, and some you’re on the point of being sealed to, and there you are. When I first went out, marrying was the surest way of getting on. But, by degrees, marrying didn’t pay. There was a talk of bigamy. There was threats of bringing me before the Gentile courts.”

Mr. Bindon paused. He drew his silk handkerchief two or three times across his brow. Again he sighed.

“Ah, Mr. ‘arland, there ‘adn’t never been in my ‘ousehold that perfect peace there ought to have been. There was complications. It’s a long story, and it’s no use going into it now, but there they was. I kep’ ’em under — with great care, I kep’ ’em under until persecution came. Then keep ’em under I could not, try ‘ow I might. There was, Mr. ‘arland, I tell you plainly, there was ructions. I’ve been struck, Mr. ‘arland, struck! by my own wives. They knocked me down one day, some on ’em, and stamped on me. It ain’t all beer and skittles, married life, especially when you don’t know ‘ow many wives you ‘as, and most of ’em ‘as tempers.”

Again Mr. Bindon paused to wipe his brow. It needed it. As he continued to unfold his narrative he was in a constant state of perspiration.

“What with Gentile persecution, and what with family ructions, I got desprit. Them byes and gals was at the bottom of the shindies, so I made up my mind to ship ’em off, and I ships ’em.”

“Without their mothers’ knowledge?”

“There was bound to be little deceptions, Mr. ‘arland, there was bound to be — or I couldn’t ‘ave lived. I daresay I should have managed” — Mr. Bindon sighed— “if it ‘adn’t been for another little marriage what I made.”

“Another!”

“It was this way, Mr. ‘arland. My partner, he died, J. B. G. Dixon. He left three wives. These ‘ere three wives, they wanted to withdraw his capital. I couldn’t stand that, anyhow. So I married ’em, just to give ’em satisfaction. Three more or less didn’t seem to make no odds. So I took ’em for a little wedding trip. My managing clerk— ‘e was a regular villain — I knows it now, but I didn’t then. ‘E ‘ad a eye on Dixon’s wives ‘imself, ‘e ‘ad. So when I married ’em ‘e thought ‘e’d take it out of me. That very day I married ’em I was going to ship off an assorted lot of sons to your academy. That there villain of a clerk ‘e pretended ‘e’d misunderstood my instructions. ‘E went and shipped off them eight gals of J. B. G. Dixon’s, instead of my assorted lot of sons. My crikey! when them wives of Dixon’s found it out, wasn’t there a shindy! They made out it was a regular plot of mine to rob ’em of their gals. I couldn’t stand it, I tell you straight. So I’ve come over ‘ere to fetch ’em back again — nothing else would suit them women but that I should. If you’ll ‘and ’em over, Mr. ‘arland, I’ll pay you what is doo, and I’ll take ’em away with me round by the back if you don’t mind.”

“About the ladies in the drawing-room, Mr. Bindon?”

“There’s been a little family difference, Mr. ‘arland. When they ‘eard that I’d taken on with Dixon’s wives they didn’t seem to like it, some of ’em. They’d found out where their byes ‘ad gone to, or they thought they ‘ad, so they came over ‘ere to look for ’em — mind you, without saying a word to their ‘usband, which was me. They came by one steamer, I came by another, and if they was to know that I was ‘ere they’d want to take my life, some of ’em — I give you my word they would.”

“Give me the key of the door.”

“Mr. ‘arland.”

“I wish to give instructions for the Misses Dixon to be sent to the study.”

“That’s all? No games! It’s serious, you know.”

“Don’t be absurd, sir. Give me the key.”

“Mr. ‘arland!”

Mr. Bindon yielded the key. His demeanour betokened agitation. He stood trembling as Mr. Harland unlocked the door. When the schoolmaster threw it open he gave a positive start. Mr. Harland stepped into the passage.

“Sarah!” He called for the housemaid in a tone of voice which must have been audible at some considerable distance.

“Not so loud, Mr. ‘arland! You don’t know what ears them women’s got.”

Mr. Harland rather raised his voice than otherwise. “Tell your mistress that Mr. Bindon’s here. You understand — Mr. Bindon.”

“Mr. ‘arland!”

“And send the Misses Dixon into the study.”

“You’ve done it, Mr. ‘arland!”

“Done what, sir?”

“They’ve ‘eard you — I’ll bet my boots they ‘ave.”

Mr. Harland turned again and shouted, “Tell your mistress at once that Mr. Bindon’s here!”

“They’re coming!”

“How dare you, sir, try to shut the door in my face!”

“They’re coming, Mr. ‘arland! They’ll murder me! You’ve spilt the cart!”

Mr. Bindon’s agitation was extreme. There was a rush of feet along the passage, a sound of many skirts. A whirlwind of excited women dashed through the study door.

“Where’s Mr. Bindon?” cried Louisa Brown — that was.

“I see him! He’s underneath the table!”

“Fetch him out!” exclaimed the thick-set woman. They fetched him.

IV.

The procession left Mulberry House in the following order: the first fly contained all that was left of Mr. Bindon. The seats were occupied by four ladies — excited ladies. Mr. Bindon — all, we repeat, that was left of him — stood up between the four. He had not much standing room.

Around the first fly circled a crowd of boys. The crowd consisted of twelve — twelve sons! They hurrahed and shouted, they jumped and ran. Their proceedings gave to the procession an air of triumph. Eight young ladies walked beside the fly, the driver of which had received instructions not to proceed above a walking pace. These young ladies wept.

The second fly contained seven ladies, five inside and two upon the box. The language of these ladies was both fluent and fervid. They beguiled the tedium of the way by making personal remarks which must have been distinctly audible to at least one person in the fly in front. This person was kept in a perpendicular position by the points of four umbrellas.

“I hope,” observed Mrs. Harland, when the procession had started, “that they won’t murder him.”

“I don’t think you need be afraid of that, my love. They will merely escort him back, in the bosom of his family, to the City of the Saints.”

Mr. Harland examined a cheque, which was written in a trembling hand, and the ink on which was scarcely dry. And the procession passed from sight.


A Burglar Alarm

I must confess that the idea appealed to Leila more strongly than it did to me. I do not deny that it struck me as original. But it does not follow that because an idea is original it is of much practical value. Leila thought that it was just the thing which was wanted to calm her condition of nervous disquietude. So, of course, I said nothing.

At that time we were living at The Larches, and had only just discovered what a striking difference there is in a house, which is nine miles away from anywhere, in the summer and in the winter. In the summer the place was a perfect paradise. The house was embowered in trees. Within a stone’s-throw was a little stream, which murmured as it meandered, singing, as it were, songs of Arcady. But as the nights grew longer, and the mornings further off, it was even painful to observe what a different aspect The Larches began to wear. The winds howled through the leafless corpses of the trees like souls in agony. The stream rose till it flooded all the neighbourhood. During the long evenings the feeling of solitude was really most depressing. As Leila justly remarked, if anything happened in the dead of the night, and we were in need of assistance, where should we be? The nearest doctor was thirteen miles off. A policeman seven. The only servants we could induce to stay with us were an old woman, who was so old that she had to choose between us and the workhouse, and a young girl who had come to us out of the workhouse, and who was undoubtedly meditating returning whence she came. She said that it was livelier at the workhouse than at The Larches. Of that, personally, I have not the slightest doubt.

One day in November I was reading a paper. We did get a paper, now and then, though I trust that not many people have realised what it means to drive, in English November weather, in an open basket-carriage, perhaps eighteen miles to get one. In this paper a paragraph caught my eye, which was headed, “A Burglar Alarm.” I read it. The idea of the thing was this. You were to cover the hall, and the stairs, and the banisters, and any other place where anybody was likely to tread, with open newspapers. Then, if a burglar came into the house in the middle of the night, he would step on the newspapers, and you would hear them rustle, and would know that he was there. The idea rather struck me. I mentioned it to Leila. Indeed, I read the paragraph to her there and then. She was quite ecstatic.

“We’ll try it to-night,” she said.

I did not see the exact sequitur. Nor why we should lay traps for burglars because paragraphs appeared in papers. I told her so.

“If a burglar did break in, where should we be?” she asked.

That was her favourite form of inquiry. I really could not tell her, though I strongly suspected that I, for one, should be in bed. Nor did I see how, in that respect, the situation would be altered, although the house was covered with newspapers, both within and without.

“My dear Frederic, how dense you are! Don’t you understand that we should at least know that the man was there, and that would be some relief at any rate.”

I was not so sure of this myself, although I did not care to interrupt her flow of eloquence to tell her so.

“I’ll hunt up all the newspapers I can find, and, to-night, we’ll cover the stairs.”

We did. Leila is of a sanguine temperament. When she has made up her mind on a subject I generally acquiesce. I acquiesced then.

Shortly before nine, which hour, as a rule, was our bedtime at The Larches, except on those occasions when we retired earlier, we commenced our operations.

We endeavoured to enlist the servants’ sympathy and assistance; but Mrs. Perkins evidently regarded the whole affair as savouring of lunacy, and Eliza did nothing else but giggle. So Leila and I had, practically, to do it all. I think that we made a very fair job of it, on the whole. We laid between a dozen and twenty newspapers down in the hall. We covered the stairs.

By the way, it was only after we had covered the stairs that we discovered that it would be difficult, not to say impossible, for anyone to ascend them without disarranging all that we had done; so as we ourselves, and Mrs. Perkins and Eliza were all below, the stairs had to be done over again. The servants went up first. We followed. And, as we followed, we covered the treads with the papers as we went. We even hung newspapers over the banisters, so that if a burglar, alarmed at the noise which he found he made by stepping on the stairs, caught hold of the banisters, he would not find that there was safety there.

I rather fancy that the preparations which we had made for an enemy who might or might not come acted on our own nervous systems.

Anyhow, hardly had we got into our bedroom and locked the door, than there came a noise as if all the newspapers we had just laid down were being stepped upon at once. And not only stepped but jumped on. Leila was immediately in an almost painful state of agitation. I, of course, was not so much affected. Still, I own that, even to me, the thing seemed curious.

“Did you lock the door?” she gasped.

“Certainly. Didn’t you see me lock it?”

“Don’t let him come in!”

“Don’t let who come in, my dear?”

Leila did not say. She stood listening, trembling like a leaf. All was still.

“Frederic, who can it be?”

“I think, my dear, that perhaps I had better go and inquire.”

Scarcely had I spoken than there came the noise again. This time it was louder than before, and more prolonged. Leila threw her arms about my neck. She was almost in hysterics.

“Frederic, it’s a burglar!”

I did not see very well how it could be. If it was, then the fellow must have been secreted in the house. He must have watched us to our bedrooms, and then have instantaneously taken advantage of the fact of our backs being turned to indulge in acrobatic performances which were scarcely in accordance with received burglarious traditions.

“Nonsense, my dear, it is nothing of the kind.”

As a matter of fact, it was not. It was the cat. Or rather, to be quite accurate, the kitten. Our cat, whose name, although the animal was of the feminine persuasion, was Simon, had recently had an addition to her family. In fact, five additions. Four of them, within a very short time of their birth, had passed from life — and into a pail of water. One of them remained alive. I really cannot say why. I imagine that a white eye had something to do with the matter. The small creature was like a lump of soot, except about the region of one eye. There it was as white as the driven, or the undriven — I don’t know which it is, but I know it is one or the other — snow. Leila had announced that the creature was to be named Macgregor. I can only repeat that, again, I cannot say why. Leila has a somewhat peculiar habit of naming, or, perhaps, it would be more correct to write, misnaming, the animals which come into her possession. She called the pony we had at The Larches the Duke of Liverpool. She said she did so because there was not a Duke of Liverpool. That seemed to me an insufficient reason why the title should have been conferred upon a spavined, ill-groomed little brute, with a nasty temper, and only three sound legs to move, or, as was more frequently the case, to stand upon.

It seems that Macgregor had mistaken us. He seems to have supposed that Leila and I had occupied the better part of an hour, and taken the stiffening out of our backs, in order to provide him with a novel form of amusement, by means of which he might while away, to his own satisfaction, the witching hours of the stilly night. It appears, too, that Simon, his masculinely-named female parent, had shared in his delusion. At any rate, when Leila was beginning to think that all the burglars in England were dancing breakdowns on those newspapers, and I went out to see what really was the matter, with a revolver which was not loaded, and which never had been loaded, in one hand, and a hairbrush in the other, I found Macgregor dashing up and down the stairs in a perfect ecstasy of enjoyment, while his wretched parent, forgetting the respect which she owed to herself, and the example which she owed to him, was rushing and raging after him. I threw the revolver at Simon and the hairbrush at Macgregor.

Of course Macgregor had to be captured. Also Simon, his mother. It was absurd to suppose that we had covered the house from the top to the bottom with newspapers in order that these two animals might render life not worth the living. But Macgregor was not easy to catch. Leila and I had to hunt him single-handed; though, perhaps, double-handed would have been the better expression. We endeavoured to summon the servants to our assistance. But Mrs. Perkins, who was more than a little deaf when wide awake, was stone deaf when fast asleep. We never entertained any hopes of being able to make her hear. Our idea was to rouse Eliza, then to induce Eliza to prod Mrs. Perkins with her elbow in the side, and so to establish a chain of communication.

However, directly we began to rap at the bedroom door, Eliza seemed to be developing strong symptoms of hysterics, apparently under the impression that we were burglars. So, since the girl was always more or less of an idiot, and we thought it would, perhaps, not be worth our while to send her into fits, we resolved, as has been said, to hunt Macgregor single-handed.

A kitten is a lively animal. One has an object-lesson on this interesting fact in natural history, when, with the aid of a single candle, two persons endeavour to catch a kitten in a large, rambling, old-fashioned house in the darkness of the night. We almost had Macgregor several times. Never quite. We followed him all over the house with untiring and, one might almost write, increasing zeal. Up the stairs and down the stairs. Then up again, then down again. I doubt if, in his short life, Macgregor had ever enjoyed himself so much before. For my part I vowed that never again should a lusus naturæ, in the shape of a white eye, keep a kitten out of a pail.

Finally, in the back kitchen, while making a frenzied dash at him, I missed Macgregor, and knocked the candle over. In endeavouring to save it I cannoned into Leila. I had not previously been aware that she was in my near neighbourhood. With such force did I strike her that I sent her flying backwards, until, reaching the floor, she found a resting-place amidst the pots and the pans. She fell with such a clatter, and with such a din, that, in the darkness, my blood ran cold. And, having fallen, she began to scream in a manner which deprived me of the little self-possession I had left.

“Is that you, Leila?” I inquired.

I felt morally persuaded that it was. I did not see who else it could be. Still, I imagined that I might as well make sure. She did not tell me in so many words. But the voice which screamed was the voice of Leila.

“Are you hurt?” I asked.

Again she did not answer. She only screamed. I was in darkness. I had not saved the candle. I could not see her. I could not feel, because every time I moved I seemed to hit her with another saucepan. I had no matches. I knew of none nearer than the bedroom. I had to leave Leila screaming there. I had to find my way out of that back kitchen, stumbling, as it seemed to me, over all the contents of an ironmonger’s shop, and almost knocking out my brains against the partly-opened door. I had to grope my way along the newspaper-covered passages, across the newspaper-covered hall, up the newspaper-covered stairs. I had to hang on to the newspaper-covered banisters.

If ever there was a burglar alarm I sounded it. I heard Macgregor and Simon, his mother, indulging in their little playful pranks, above and below me, and everywhere at once. But the servants did not seem to hear anything. No, nothing. I had no means of knowing if Eliza had frightened herself into a fit, and if Mrs. Perkins was dead. As I entered the bedroom I swept a jug and basin off the wash-hand-stand. It sounded as if I had broken the contents of a china shop. But no one seemed to notice it — not even Simon and Macgregor. Such was my state of agitation, and such the confusion of my mind, that I floundered into the middle cupboard of the wardrobe, which, in some mysterious manner, must have opened of its own accord. I had dragged all Leila’s dresses off the hooks and half smothered myself beneath them before I discovered where I was. But I found the matches. Oh, yes, I found them after all.

I also found Leila. She was sitting up on the kitchen floor, in the midst of the pots and pans, in a frame of mind which, by me, was unexpected. She seemed to be under the impression that my conduct had been base, not to say heartless. She appeared to be under the, to me, extraordinary delusion that I had scrambled in the darkness up the newspaper-covered stairs, and fallen over everything which I could fall over, because I hated her. She wept. It was all I myself could do to refrain from tears.

However, we managed to secure Macgregor and his mother in the drawing-room, in which apartment we felt morally persuaded that they would break everything that was worth the breaking. Then Leila insisted upon me rearranging the ingenious little trap which we had laid to catch a burglar.

“What,” she remarked, as she wiped away a final tear, “was the use of doing a thing at all if we didn’t do it properly?”

There was wisdom in her unanswerable inquiry, though I could not but feel thankful as I reflected that there were no more cats in the house who could mistake our intentions, and, under an entire misapprehension, turn them topsy-turvy once again.

Leila seemed to think that it was all owing to me that the newspapers had become disarranged. I do not know what could have put such an idea into her head. But it was obviously because she thought so that she insisted upon my doing all the work, while she stood three stairs above me and issued her instructions.

I am of a plethoric habit, and by the time I had done all the stooping which Leila thought was indispensable if the burglar alarm was to be all that a burglar alarm ought to be, I was, I am convinced, within a measurable distance of apoplexy. Indeed, I hinted to Leila that burglars might take up their permanent residence at The Larches before I should ever again be persuaded to make such arrangements for their reception. As for that paragraph in the paper, the stuff which some of the papers do contain is really monstrous. If I ever do encounter the editor of that particular journal in private life, I care not where nor when, I shall have to be bound over by the magistrates in at least two sureties, I know I shall.

When Leila, on entering the bedroom, stepped on the handle of the broken jug and perceived the rest of the remains, and that there was about half an inch of water on the floor, I must say that I found her behaviour not a little trying. I had not informed her of the accident which, when I was searching for the matches, I had had, because, such was my state of agitation, it had slipped my mind — though, I know, she doubts it to this hour.

I was aware that she was bound to discover what had happened, therefore why should I have attempted to conceal it? Under the circumstances it is a mere absurdity to imagine that I could have proposed to myself to do anything of the kind; nor was it necessary for her to inform me, especially in the way in which she did inform me, that that toilet set had been one of her wedding presents. If a wedding present is to be regarded as a fetish in a family, and made a sort of little god of, then all I can say is that I wish she had had fewer wedding presents even than she did have.

I regret to have to write that Leila did not hesitate to suggest that I had broken that toilet set on purpose. According to her it was all part of my heartlessness and the hatred which I bore her. That I had almost killed myself while hunting for the matches was nothing to her. Nor did she pause to consider how I could have done it on purpose, when, such was the Egyptian nature of the darkness, I did not even know that the toilet set was there. We mopped the water up with the towels. Then Leila knelt down and pieced the fragments of the toilet set together as best she could, and continued to address me as if I had been guilty, at the very least, of treason felony. When she discovered that during my unfortunate search for those mislaid and miserable matches I had also accidentally and quite unintentionally visited the wardrobe, I thought that she would have thrown something at me, even though she would have had to use as missiles pieces of the broken ware.

It appeared that in dragging Leila’s dresses off the hooks I had had what one is bound to confess was the singular ill-fortune to tear holes in most, if not in all of them. Insignificant holes they were for the most part. Really hardly worth the mentioning, though you would not have thought they were hardly worth the mentioning if you had heard Leila. True, I had made rather a lengthy incision in the back of her best silk, and ripped the waistband off her tailor-made; but the rest of the garments were scarcely, that is to say, from my point of view, not appreciably damaged. And when you consider that in my agitation I had struggled as for my life in that death-trap of a wardrobe, surely an allowance might have been made. Leila, however, made absolutely none.

That was not upon the whole a restful night. Neither Leila nor I wooed sweet sleep in that equable, at-peace-with-all-the-world frame of mind in which she should be wooed. It was some time before I ventured into bed at all. When at last I insinuated myself between the sheets Leila’s observations followed me. Indeed, if I may be allowed to say so, they more than followed me. I had to coax her with all the power of coaxing that was in me before she could be induced to even think of slumber. Seating herself upon a chair, she announced her unalterable determination to spend the night there rather than consent to share her couch with the being who had torn her dresses. I perceived quite plainly that that burglar alarm was not going to prove an economical contrivance. The little mishaps which I had had were likely to prove a more serious matter than any injury which mere burglars might have caused. But no matter. Leila protests that upon that fateful night I promised, as some slight solatium to her injured feelings, not to speak of her damaged vestments, to present her with six new dresses. This sounds to me almost incredible. I scarcely think that under any circumstances I can have gone so far as that. And when she adds, as she does add, that I gave her my solemn assurance that she should be allowed to select and to purchase at my expense any toilet set which she might see, and which might take her fancy when she next went up with me to town, I can only declare that if I did give such an undertaking it was only because I had firmly and finally resolved, in my own mind, that while such a prospect stared me in the face she never should go up with me to town again. But, as I have said already, no matter. I daresay that I did promise something. Now, I do not care what I promised. Whatever it was, the promise was extracted from me under pressure. I never meant to keep it. That I earnestly affirm.

When finally, having for all I know promised to present her with the contents of half the shops in Regent Street and of all the shops in Piccadilly, I had succeeded in persuading her to come to bed, the excitement she had undergone told upon her slight and fragile frame, and ere long my Leila was asleep. I, too, slept at her side. Nor during the remaining silent watches of the night did aught disturb our rest.

We were roused by someone knocking at our bedroom door. I awoke with the immediate consciousness that we had overslept ourselves. As a matter of fact we had, by about two hours.

“Frederic!” exclaimed Leila, in that nervous way of hers which is apt to convey to those who do not know her the impression that the last trump has sounded. “There’s someone at the door!”

“Who’s there?” I asked.

The voice which answered was the voice of Eliza.

“If you please, sir, there’s been robbers in the house!”

“Robbers! Don’t talk such nonsense!”

“If you please, sir, it ain’t nonsense. Mrs. Perkins says there have!”

And what Mrs. Perkins said was true. There had been robbers in the house; or, at any rate, a robber; a midnight felon; a rifler of the homes of honest men. He had made his entry by way of the back kitchen window. He had had his supper in the front kitchen. A hearty meal it must have been. There were the remains of the feast still on the board. He seemed to have eaten all that there was worth eating. He had drunk all that there was worth drinking. He had certainly taken away with him on his departure all that there was worth taking. He had stripped the house of all its valuables. True, they were not many; but they were our all. And they were gone.

I imagine that few burglaries have been better carried through. He was a conscientious and observant workman of his kind. The ruthless villain! I hope one day to lay hands upon him somewhere. The county constabulary, I am certain, never will.

As for the burglar alarm — the burglar alarm was arranged in a neat heap in a corner of the hall. It had not fulfilled the purpose it had been intended to fulfil. Like Macgregor and Simon, his mother, the burglar had misunderstood the intentions which had actuated our bosoms, Leila’s and mine, when we had placed it there. He cannot have read the paragraph we had noticed in the paper.

I suspect that that burglar must have been, in his way — his own way — a humorist. He had seen those newspapers apparently; and, if you reflect, it was not strange: he had wondered what they meant by being there. Possibly he had supposed that they had been placed there to save the oilcloth and the carpets from being stepped upon. Anyhow, being certain that at any rate his boots were clean, and that he stepped lightly, he picked up the newspapers carefully one by one, folded them neatly into four, and placed them, as I have said, in a little heap in a corner of the hall.


A Lesson in Sculling

MISS WHITBY WRITES TO HER MOTHER

“My Dearest Mamma, — I have had the most delightful time you can possibly think of. Everybody and everything has been so nice! And Jack has been teaching me sculling. And — oh, what do you think? — he drowned me! Yes — completely! Only, of course, it was all my fault. And he pulled me out of the water by the hair of my head — or something; I don’t know what, or how. Wasn’t it noble of him? I never enjoyed anything so much in all my life!

“But I will tell you all about it. I know you must feel anxious. Only don’t think I’m dead, because I’m not. I haven’t even caught a cold. All owing to Charlie. He says I wasn’t in the water long enough; that’s what he says. I assure you I was in the water quite long enough for me!

“You know, ever since we’ve been down here we’ve been on the river every day, Charlie and I. His mother — Mrs. Mason, you know — doesn’t care for the water; she says it’s damp. But I think that’s because she knows that two are company, and is tender-hearted — like you, my dearest Momkins! Besides, she likes fussing about and paying visits, and she is so good — I hope that I shall be as good as she is one of these fine days! But you can never tell!

“Of course it was very nice being pulled about. Only Charlie was so aggravating! He wouldn’t do in the least bit what you told him. I would say to him before we started:

“‘Charlie, do take me for a long row — now, promise me!’ And he would say:

“‘Certainly. Fourteen miles out and fifteen in.”

“‘Don’t be silly! I wish you would — I do so like to be pulled.’

“He would be standing on the bank with his back to the water, and with me just in front of him. He would stretch out his arm.

“‘Tip us your flipper!’ He meant, ‘Give me your hand.’ When he chooses Charlie can be slangy. ‘I’ll pull you into the river.’

“It was not the slightest use my talking. I would sigh, and get into the boat and hope for the best. But I never got it. No!

“As soon as we had gone three or four hundred yards Charlie would pull towards a little island, which is just beyond the bend in the river — I don’t know who put it there; I know that I often wished that it was further — and row right round it into a sort of little creek which was on the other side, which was just large enough to hold the boat, and where no one could see us because of the trees. So far as privacy was concerned we might as well have been in the heart of a virgin forest. And there Charlie would stop, and do nothing else but talk; though I’m bound to confess that he chose interesting subjects of conversation as a rule, because generally, when he wasn’t talking of himself, he was talking of me. And it is such a help to conversation when one is well acquainted with the topic under discussion. But he did so annoy me, because he would never do what I told him. I wanted him to row me to Oxford, or somewhere. But he said it was so hot — I didn’t feel hot! — and Oxford was twenty miles away, and more. That was nonsense, because quite little electric launches go there and back in a day. At least, I am nearly sure they do.

“But what irritated me more than anything else was because he kept on asking me why, if I was so fond of rowing, with the thermometer four hundred degrees above bursting point — I don’t believe it was anything like so hot as that, but that is what he said — I didn’t row myself. He knew I couldn’t. But I made up my mind that I would learn, and, what is more, I would teach myself: I would show him what I could do.

“So one morning I got up, all alone, quite early, without breathing a single word to anyone. I don’t know how early it was, but I know it was early, because, when I let myself through the dining-room window — French window — into the garden, there was not a creature in sight. The garden runs right down to the river. The boat is kept tied to the bank. I pulled it close and got into it — and directly I got into it it wobbled.

“Dearest mamma, even at that last moment — or at that first moment, whichever it was — I almost wished I hadn’t come. Suppose I should upset! I do believe I should have gone straight back again to bed, only I couldn’t. The boat had drifted to the end of the string and was ever so far from the land, and how to get it back again I didn’t know. So I sat still, and scarcely dared to breathe. But it did seem so silly to sit still like that. If anybody saw me what should I say? I had a pair of nail-scissors in my pocket, and with them I cut the string. They were a very small pair, and the string was thick and it was wet. It took me a long time to cut it. But I succeeded at last. I was adrift on the waters!

“Dearest mamma, have you ever felt what it is like to be adrift, all alone by yourself, in a dinghy? — you know what that is, I am sure. I think that is how it is spelt. I hope you never have, for your own sake. It is awful! I could have screamed, only I dared not, for fear of upsetting the boat. I had never thought of the oars until I was adrift. And when I did think of them my heart went into my mouth — between ourselves, I believe it was there already. They were generally taken out of the boat at night. But, fortunately, Charlie had been too lazy the evening before and had left them in. And there they were, staring me in the face. I took hold of one very gently, but directly I began to lift it the boat began again to wobble. I tried to think I didn’t care. I clenched my teeth and I kept on lifting the oar, and at last I got it straight up in the air — like a scaffold-pole. I had had no idea it was so heavy. It was all I could do to hold it; in fact, I couldn’t hold it. To my horror it slipped out of my grasp and fell into the stream with a splash. It drenched me with water from head to foot. And there it was, floating about by itself, ever so far away.

“I quite abandoned hope. I gave myself up for lost. I tried to collect my presence of mind and to think of the Royal Humane Society’s directions for drowning — which are printed on the board in Hyde Park, you know. Judged by the light of after events, losing that oar was the most fortunate thing which could have happened to me. If I had not lost it I should have drowned myself. My body might have been lying at the bottom of the river even now. But I did not know that at the time. And after I had abandoned hope it was all I could do to keep from crying.

“Suddenly someone called to me from the bank. It was Charlie. He was not very well dressed; he had his towel over his arm; he was going for his morning bathe. But I don’t think I ever had loved him so much as when I heard his voice and saw him standing there — no, not even in that glad moment when first he told me that he loved me and asked me to be his wife.

“‘Oh, Charlie!’ I cried. ‘I’m drowning!’

“‘That’s all right!’ It sounded unfeeling, but I knew what he meant. ‘I’ll swim out to you.’

“He leaped head foremost into the river as if it had been nothing at all, and swam out to me as if he had been a dog. He swam first of all to the oar, and then he swam to the boat.

“‘Sit still!’ he said.

“But it was not the slightest use my sitting still when he himself nearly pulled the boat right over. Almost before I knew it he was sitting on the seat in front of me, sopping wet and laughing.

“‘What’s the meaning of this?’ he asked.

“‘I’m learning to row.’

“‘You looked as if you were learning to row! Well, have you learnt?’

“‘Charlie, you’re not to laugh at me! It isn’t right. Some girls have people to teach them rowing — people who care for them, that is. But I haven’t, so of course I have to teach myself. And I have to get up in the small hours of the morning to do it too.’ I sighed — or I chose to let him think I did— ‘I might have been drowned.’

“‘That’s true — you might.’ He looked at me hard, and I believe there was a twinkle in his eyes. But as I looked right past him, far across the water, and he saw that I was serious, I think that it went no further. ‘Look here, Miss Whitby — —’

“‘You’re not to call me Miss Whitby, Charlie!’

“‘Very well, I won’t. Look here, young person — —’

“‘And you’re not to call me young person either. I’m not a young person.’

“‘Then look here, old chap — —’

“‘Charlie Mason, if you call me old chap I’ll get out of the boat this instant!’

“‘That’s right. Do.’ He pretended to wait for me to get out. I was not so absurd. He went on: ‘I don’t know if you’re aware that it’s easier to learn rowing with one scull than with two?’

“‘How was I to know that? No one ever told me. Nobody takes sufficient interest in me to tell me anything.’

“‘If you had betrayed the slightest sign of desiring the information I would have taken sufficient interest in you to tell you that. I came out here to have a dip. I have had half of it. During the interval, before I have the other half, I shall have pleasure in imparting to you that instruction for which your soul professes to yearn.’ I had said nothing about my soul, or about yearning either; I am not so profane. He pointed to the seat behind me. ‘Get on to that seat and sit in the middle.’

“‘You must take the boat to shore first. You know how strongly I object to changing places while the boat is in the middle of the river; it does make it wobble so.’

“‘Is the teacher to obey or to be obeyed? Execute my commands!’

“I ‘executed his commands,’ and the boat did not turn over. Charlie moved on to the seat which I had occupied. He showed me his back.

“‘Do as I do.’

“I did as he did, or I tried to. He put one of the oars in its place in the water without the slightest difficulty. I did not find it by any means so easy.

“‘May I ask, before we proceed any further, if it is your intention to knock me overboard?’ He said that simply because I happened to hit him with my oar as I was lifting it. The thing would not go right. I daresay that I did knock him two or three times, but there was really no necessity why he should make a fuss, as he did do. ‘Is your scull having a row with you, or are you having a row with it? What is the matter?’

“Thank you, nothing is the matter.”

“I scorned to complain.

“‘I’m glad to learn it; I hate to hear of people falling out. Now, are you all right?’

“‘I am perfectly right.’

“He glanced round to inspect me.

“‘Yes, you look perfectly right. You’ve got your scull the wrong way round.’ I turned the thing. ‘Now you’ve got it upside down.’

“‘What do you mean? You don’t mean to tell me that the other end ought to be in the water?’

“‘No, I don’t mean to tell you quite that, but I do mean to tell you that you ought to hold it so that the hollow part of the blade looks in front of you. It’s an elementary fact, but it is a fact.’ I turned the thing again. ‘Suppose you put three or four feet more of it out of the boat. As you’re holding it at present a good part of your scull seems to run to handle.’ I pushed some more of the thing through the place they call the rowlock. ‘I didn’t tell you to put the whole of it out of the boat; it’s just as well to keep something to catch hold of, if only for the look of the thing. If you observe, there’s a strip of leather round the scull. That strip of leather marks the point where the scull is supposed to rest in the rowlock. That’s better. Your hands are wrong; shift them. Hold your scull as I am holding mine.’

“It was all very well of him to talk like that, but it was most unfair, besides being ridiculous. His hands are, at least, twice as large as mine; he could get right hold of his oar, while I could scarcely get hold of mine at all. But I declined to argue.

“‘Now, when I say “pull,” pull. And it’s about time that somebody did begin to pull, or very shortly we shall be aground. Now, pull!’

“For some reason, I don’t know what, the boat began to turn right round. Charlie immediately stopped rowing. I had never begun. Of course, at once Charlie tried to be funny.

“‘I see the progress of this boat is going to be conducted on the tee-to-tum principle. May I ask why you didn’t pull?’

“‘Because I couldn’t.’

“‘Why couldn’t you?’

“‘Because I couldn’t get my oar out of the water.’

“‘So I should imagine. There appears to be six feet more of it in the water than there ought to be. This is not intended to be a lesson in punting. In punting one desires to feel the bed of the river; you and I do not want to get quite so deep.’

“‘I wish you wouldn’t laugh at me.’

“‘My dear May, nothing can be further from my thoughts. How could I dare? Let us try again. Before making our second effort I should, perhaps, tell you that it is advisable to put your scull in just deep enough to cover the blade, and then to pull it steadily out again. There’s no hurry. Take your time; there’s no fear of our going ashore just yet. At present we look more like crossing the river. Now, are you ready. When I say the word — pull!’

“Again the boat began to turn.

“‘Charlie, I cannot get my oar out of the water. I’m not as strong as a horse.’

“He looked at me and laughed. I could have laughed, only I was afraid of crying; it was so vexing to feel one was so stupid.

“‘When I was a small boy and I first started to row I couldn’t get my oar out of the water, except when I didn’t want to, and then it came out too easily. See, May, I’ll keep the boat straight, and you have one or two shots at paddling.’

“I had what he called ‘one or two shots at paddling,’ that is, I just dipped my oar into the water and pulled. I began to feel that I was getting the hang of the thing — Charlie’s own words. I saw that it was going to be much harder than I had ever imagined, but I did not mind that, because, as I say, I did feel that I was getting on.

“‘Now,’ said Charlie, ‘I’ll paddle.’

“Directly he began to paddle the boat began to turn.

“‘What makes the boat go round?’

“‘It’s because you don’t pull strong enough. If two persons don’t pull equally — that is, together, and with equal strength — the boat is bound to turn.’

“When he said that I made up my mind that I would pull stronger; the boat should not go round. So I shut my eyes and clenched my teeth and I pulled with all my might, and before I knew what had happened, I was in the water!

“Charlie says that I caught a crab. He says, in my haste and my excitement — I didn’t know I was excited, but I suppose I must have been — I did not put the oar into the water at all; I pulled with all my might at the vacant air. I know that I fell backwards off my seat, and that I made a wild grab at anything and everything, and that the boat went over.

“I never shall forget it. The water got into my ears and eyes and nose and mouth, and I thought that I never should stop going down. Then, all of a sudden, I found myself on the surface again, with the sky above me and Charlie’s arm about my waist.

“Keep still,” he said.

I did keep still; he says I did keep still. He says himself that I behaved like a regular trump. I do declare to you, mamma, that I never felt the least bit uneasy directly I felt Charlie’s arm round my waist. Wasn’t it strange?

“‘You won’t let me drown, Charlie, will you?’

“That was all I said.

“‘Not if I know it. It’s all right, May; we’re going shares in the other half of my dip, that’s all. I’ll take you ashore as easy as winking.’

“I don’t know exactly what it was I said, but I believe that I said some absurd thing about that, if I was drowned, he would know that I loved him. But I do know that he kissed me, then and there, while he was holding me up for dear life, in the middle of the river.

“I never fainted till we got ashore, and then I only just dropped off. Charlie carried me right off to my bedroom, and there was a fine to-do. But I wasn’t going to stop in bed — not I. I just changed my clothes and went straight downstairs to breakfast, and, after breakfast, I went for another row. And I went for another after lunch, and I got on first rate. Charlie declares that, with practice, I shall make as good an oarswoman as you would care to see; and, after we are married, he’s going to teach me swimming — so he says.

“But we’re not married yet.”


Outside!

Stacey-Lumpton wanted to go in a cab. I said that a ‘bus was good enough for me. He looked me up and down as if I were some inferior kind of animal.

“I’ll pay for the cab.”

That settled it. I told him that I could not think of allowing such a thing. He brushed a speck of dust off the silk facings of his frockcoat. Then, with his pocket-handkerchief, he brushed the top of one of the fingers of his lemon-coloured kid gloves — where it had touched his coat.

“But I’ve never travelled in an omnibus.”

“In that case it’ll be a new sensation, and a new sensation’s everything! Read the daily paper — it’s the salt of life.”

“But all sorts of extraordinary people travel in an omnibus!”

“I should rather think they do. Why, the very last time I was on one the Archbishop of Canterbury sat on the seat in front of me, the Duke of Devonshire was on my right, a person high in favour at Marlborough House was just behind, while there was no one below the rank of a baronet in sight.”

He looked at me, as he fumbled for his eyeglass, as if he thought I might be getting at him. Before he could make up his mind a “Walham Green” came lumbering towards us. Stopping it, I hustled Stacey-Lumpton into the road before he in the least understood what was happening.

“Now then, look alive! Here’s the very ‘bus we want! Jump up!”

I assisted him on to the step. He made as if to go inside. I twisted him towards the stairs. He remonstrated.

“My dear fellow, I really must beg of you to allow me to get inside this omnibus.”

“Nonsense. You’ll be crushed to death, besides being suffocated alive. There’s plenty of room outside. Up you toddle.”

I don’t know about toddling, but urged, no doubt, to an appreciable degree by the pressure which I exercised from behind, he did begin to mount the stairs gingerly one by one. I followed him. When he was near the top I sang out to the conductor.

“All right!” The conductor stamped his foot. The ‘bus started. Then, to Stacey-Lumpton, “Hold tight!”

He held tight just in time. He seemed surprised. “Good gracious! I almost tumbled! The omnibus has started! Tell him to stop at once, I’m falling!”

“Not you. The police won’t allow them to stop more than a certain time. They’re bound to keep on moving. Shove along.”

“This is most dangerous. I’m not used to this kind of thing. And the roof seems full.”

“There are two empty seats in front there, just behind the driver — move on.”

He moved on after a fashion of his own. He seemed to find the task of preserving his equilibrium, and at the same time of steering his way between the two rows of occupied garden seats, a little difficult. He struck one man upon the head. He seized a lady by her bonnet. He all but thrust the point of his umbrella into another person’s eye. He grabbed an old gentleman by the collar of his coat. This method of proceeding tended to make him popular.

“Driver!” exclaimed the old gentleman whom Stacey-Lumpton had grabbed, slightly mistaking the situation, “This person is drunk. He ought not to be allowed in such a condition on an omnibus.”

Stacey-Lumpton was too confused to remonstrate. He went floundering on. Presently he kicked against a box which a gentleman of the coster class had placed beside himself on the roof. In trying to recover himself he brought his hand down pretty heavily on its owner’s hat. Said owner lost no time in calling his attention to the thing which he had done.

“Where do you think you’re a-coming to? I shouldn’t be surprised but what you thought this ‘bus was made for you. You do that again and I’ll send you travelling, and don’t you seem to forget it neither.”

Stacey-Lumpton had reached a vacant seat at last. I sat beside him. Immediately behind us was the coster. He had taken off his hat and was lovingly examining it. It was an ancient billycock, which had been in somebody’s family for several generations. A friend accompanied him.

“If I was you, Jimmy,” observed his friend, “I should make that cove pay for your ‘at.”

“Make ‘im pay for it? He ain’t got no money. Do ‘e look as though ‘e ‘ad?”

“Well, I should make ‘im give yer ‘is ‘at for yourn. He’s bashed your ‘at in, ain’t ‘e?”

Jimmy acted on the hint. Leaning forward, he thrust his reminiscence of a head-covering under Stacey-Lumpton’s nose.

“I say, I don’t know if you know that you’ve bashed my ‘at in, guv’nor?”

Stacey-Lumpton raised his fingers to his nostrils.

“Take it away, sir — horribly smelling thing.”

“Wot are you calling a ‘orribly smelling thing? Wot would you say if I was to bash your ‘at in?”

“I should bash it in if I was you, Jimmy.”

“So I will if ‘e don’t look out, and so I tell ‘im.”

The gentleman whose coat had been grabbed still seemed unappeased, and still seemed labouring under a misapprehension.

“Persons who are in an intoxicated condition ought not to be allowed on public conveyances.” I turned to Stacey-Lumpton.

“I don’t know if you are aware that you almost pulled that gentleman’s coat off his back?”

The old gentleman’s observations, although addressed to no one in particular, had been audible to all. Twisting himself round in his seat, Stacey-Lumpton proceeded to explain.

“I hope, sir, I didn’t hurt you.”

The coster chose to take this remark as being addressed to him.

“But you ‘urt my ‘at! I give fourpence for that ‘at not three months ago. ‘Ow d’yer suppose I’m going to keep myself in ‘ats?”

“If I have been so unfortunate as to damage your hat, sir, I shall be happy to present you with the sum of fourpence with which to provide yourself with another.”

Jimmy’s friend highly approved of this suggestion. He immediately proceeded to embellish it with an addition of his own.

“That’s right. You give ‘im fourpence and you give me fourpence. That’s what I call be’aving like a gentleman.”

Stacey-Lumpton failed quite to follow the line of reasoning.

“Why should I give you fourpence?”

“Why? Because I asks for it. I suppose you can ‘ear me. You bashes in my friend’s ‘at, and I’m ‘is friend, and we shares and shares alike. As you treats ‘im you treats me. Ain’t that right, Jimmy?” Jimmy said it was.

“Quite right, ‘Enery — it’s quite right. If the gentleman is a gentleman ‘e’ll give us fourpence apiece — both the two of us. ‘E looks a gentleman, don’t ‘e? ‘Is ‘at wasn’t never bought for fourpence — no, nor for three fourpences neither.”

A feminine voice was heard in the rear. It was the lady Stacey-Lumpton had seized by the bonnet; she seemed to have been nursing a grievance.

“And what about me? I suppose it doesn’t matter anything at all about me. Oh dear no! I have had my bonnet tore almost off my head, and my hair too, but, of course, I am nobody. If a drunken wretch was to handle some wives some husbands would want to know the reason why. But if I was to be thrown right off the omnibust, and trampled under foot, my husband would sit still and never say a word — oh dear no!”

The husband in question appeared to be a stout individual who, seated by the lady’s side, leaned his chin on the handle of an umbrella. He seemed to consider that the remark was, at least, partially addressed to him.

“It was only an accident, Eliza.”

“Oh, of course, it was only an accident. Whenever anyone insults me it always is an accident. Some husbands wouldn’t say it was an accident, but I have to look after myself, I have.” She immediately proceeded to do it. Raising her voice she addressed herself to Stacey-Lumpton. “Young man, I don’t know if you happen to be aware that you’ve scrunched my new bonnet out of shape, and drove a hairpin through my head. Is that the way you always get on omnibuses?”

Stacey-Lumpton was all apologies.

“I beg ten thousand pardons, madam, but the fact is I am not accustomed to travelling on an omnibus, and I’m afraid — —”

“Fares, please.” The conductor came along cutting the apologies short. “Your fare if you please, sir.”

“What is the fare?”

“Arf a crown.”

This was Jimmy’s friend.

“Where are you going?”

This was the conductor. I explained.

“We want a pennyworth.” I turned to Stacey-Lumpton. “I have no coppers. Have you got twopence?”

He produced a sovereign purse.

“Have you change for a sovereign?”

This to the conductor, and the conductor was contemptuous.

“Change for a sovereign! I haven’t got change for no sovereign, unless you like to take it all in coppers.”

“Take change for a sovereign in coppers? What do you suppose I should do with a sovereign’s worth of coppers?”

“I don’t know nothing at all about it. I’ve got to do with ’em, haven’t I? Twopence, please!”

Jimmy’s friend interposed.

“You ‘and me over the sovering. I’ll change it. I got sevenpence-’apenny,”

Jimmy chorussed.

“And I dessay I could make it up to a bob, and then we’ll take our two ‘ats out of it, and then we’ll give yer wot’s left next time we sees yer — eh, ‘Enery?”

The driver, turning his head, nodded to his colleague.

“That’s all right, Tom. You give the gentlemen their tickets. I’ll see you get your twopence. The gentlemen can owe it me.” He gave his whip an artistic twirl. “I’ve known myself what it’s like to have a sovereign and no change to be had — ah, and more than a sovereign, though you mightn’t think it to see me here.”

Not feeling inclined to be indebted to an omnibus driver for the loan of twopence, I suddenly discovered that I had two coppers. The conductor retired. There was an interval of silence — spent, I imagine, by Stacey-Lumpton in endeavouring to smooth his ruffled plumage. Presently Jimmy’s friend began again:

“I say, Jimmy, how about our fourpences?”

“That’s what I say. Guv’nor, ‘ow about our fourpences? I ain’t seen no fourpence.”

I tendered Stacey-Lumpton a word of advice.

“If you are wise you will give them nothing.”

“I don’t intend to.”

“Oh, you don’t, don’t you? Well, that’s ‘andsome! Now, supposing I bash in your ‘at?” All at once he made a fresh discovery. “If ‘e ain’t smashed the blooming box!” He picked up from beside him the box which Stacey-Lumpton had kicked against. “Smashed it right in — straight, ‘e ‘as! Well, there’s a thing to do!” He thrust the box in question between Stacey-Lumpton and myself. “Look ‘ere there’s bloaters in that box.” We did not need his word to make us conscious of that fact. The perfume was enough. Stacey-Lumpton recognised that this was so with, on his face, an expression of speechless horror. “You’ve busted in the box and spiled the lot of ’em. Who’s going to buy bruised bloaters, I’d like to know? I don’t mind my ‘at so much, but when it comes to bloaters — they’re my living.”

An interposition from the lady whose bonnet had been “scrunched.”

“Parties like him think no more of taking the bread out of the mouths of the struggling poor than if they was insecks!”

Her husband seemed to think the remark slightly uncalled for.

“That’s you, Eliza, all over. You must put your spoke in everybody’s wheel. You can’t keep quiet, can you?”

“It’s as well some of us are like that. Some of us would keep quiet till we was dead. I’m not that sort, I thank goodness.”

A gentleman on the seat on the other side of the driver, leaning towards me, proffered a suggestion — his accent was distinctly nasal.

“If I vas your vriend I vould gif him a gopper or two to keep him quiet.”

At last Stacey-Lumpton found his voice.

“Take that horrible thing away, man.”

“‘Orrible thing! Wot are you calling a ‘orrible thing? Everythink’s a ‘orrible thing accordink to you. Don’t you come trying no toffs over me, my funny bloke, or you’ll soon know.”

Thereupon something happened which I had not expected, and which, I am pretty sure, Jimmy had not expected either. Stacey-Lumpton took that box of bloaters in his kid-gloved hands, and in another moment it was lying in the road. He had thrown it overboard. What immediately ensued may be described as larks. I had not anticipated anything of that kind when I had suggested that we should ride outside. Jimmy “went for” Stacey-Lumpton with a full-mouthed imprecation.

“He’s took my bloaters ... his eyes!!!”

The driver pulled up. “Now then! now then! what’s all this? Might I just inquire? Some of you’ll get hurt, you know.”

Stacey-Lumpton rose from his seat. He turned. He lifted Jimmy off his feet. Jimmy was one of those half-grown coster lads who in London may be regarded as common objects of the sea-shore. His opponent was twice his size and he was an athlete, although he was a “toff.” Lowering Jimmy, in spite of his frantic struggles, over the side of the omnibus, he dropped him on to the street. ‘Enery, who also evinced symptoms of violence, went by the same route after his friend. Stacey-Lumpton tossed a sovereign after them.

“Provide yourselves with another box of bloaters and a new hat out of that, my men.”

But Jimmy was not to be appeased. His honour had been wounded in its most tender place. Tossing his injured billycock into the mud, he began to tear his coat off his back.

“Come down! Meet me like a man!”

The driver played the part of peacemaker.

“Don’t be silly, my lad! The gentleman could swallow you! Pick up your sovereign. You’ll never see as much money in your life again.” He started his horses. “Good-bye, my little dears. If I was you I’d have a bloater each for tea.”

When, having arrived at the end of his first ‘bus drive, Stacey-Lumpton found himself on solid ground again, he delivered himself of a sententious observation:

“I fancy that some of the passengers on that omnibus were beneath the rank of a baronet.”

I agreed with him. I thought it possible that they were.

Not that I think much of a baronet either.
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A PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPERIMENT

THE conversation had been of murders and of suicides. It had almost seemed as if each speaker had felt constrained to cap the preceding speaker’s tale of horror. As the talk went on, Mr. Howitt had drawn farther and farther into a corner of the room, as if the subject were little to his liking. Now that all the speakers but one had quitted the smoking-room, he came forward from his corner, in the hope, possibly, that with this last remaining individual, who, like himself, had been a silent listener, he might find himself in more congenial society.

“Dreadful stuff those fellows have been talking!” Mr. Howitt was thin and he was tall. He seemed shorter than he really was, owing to what might be described as a persistent cringe rather than a stoop. He had a deferential, almost frightened air. His pallid face was lighted by a smile which one felt might, in a moment, change into a stare of terror. He rubbed his hands together softly, as if suffering from a chronic attack of nerves; he kept giving furtive glances round the room.

In reply to Mr. Howitt’s observation the stranger nodded his head. There was something in the gesture, and indeed in the man’s whole appearance, which caused Mr. Howitt to regard him more attentively. The stranger’s size was monstrous. By him on the table was a curious-looking box, about eighteen inches square, painted in hideously alternating stripes of blue and green and yellow; and although it was spring, and the smoking-room was warm, he wore his overcoat and a soft felt hat. So far as one could judge from his appearance, seated, he was at least six feet in height. As to girth, his dimensions were bewildering. One could only guess wildly at his weight. To add to the peculiarity of his appearance, he wore a huge black beard, which not only hung over his chest, but grew so high up his cheeks as almost to conceal his eyes.

Mr. Howitt took the chair which was in front of the stranger. His eyes were never for a moment still, resting, as they passed, upon the bearded giant in front of him, then flashing quickly hither and thither about the room.

“Do you stay in Jersey long?”

“No.”

The reply was monosyllabic, but, though it was heard so briefly, at the sound of the stranger’s voice Mr. Howitt half rose, grasped the arm of his chair, and gasped. The stranger seemed surprised.

“What’s the matter?”

Mr. Howitt dropped back on to his seat. He took out his handkerchief to wipe his forehead. His smile, which had changed into a stare of terror on its reappearance, assumed a sickly hue.

“Nothing. Only a curious similarity.”

“Similarity? What do you mean?”

Whatever Mr. Howitt might mean, every time the stranger opened his mouth it seemed to give him another shock. It was a moment or two before he regained sufficient control over himself to enable him to answer.

“Your voice reminds me of one which I used to hear. It’s a mere fugitive resemblance.”

“Whose voice does mine remind you of?”

“A friend’s.” — 

“What was his name?”

“His name was — Cookson.”

Mr. Howitt spoke with a perceptible stammer.

“Cookson? I see.”

There was silence. For some cause, Mr. Howitt seemed on a sudden to have gone all limp. He sat in a sort of heap on his chair. He smoothed his hands together, as if with unconscious volition. His sickly smile had degenerated into a fatuous grin. His shifty eyes kept recurring to the stranger’s face in front of him. It was the stranger who was the next to speak.

“Did you hear what those men were talking about?”

“Yes.”

“They were talking of murders.”

“Yes.”

“I heard rather a curious story of a murder as I came down to Weymouth in the train.”

“It’s a sort of talk I do not care for.”

“No. Perhaps not; but this was rather a singular tale. It was about a murder which took place the other day at Exeter.”

Mr. Howitt started.

“At Exeter?”

“Yes; at Exeter.”

The stranger stood up. As he did so, one realised how grotesquely unwieldy was his bulk. It seemed to be as much as he could do to move. The three pockets in the front of his overcoat were protected by buttoned flaps. He undid the buttons. As he did so the flaps began to move. Something peeped out. Then hideous things began to creep from his pockets — efts, newts, lizards, various crawling creatures. Mr. Howitt’s eyes ceased to stray. They were fastened on the crawling creatures. The hideous things wriggled and writhed in all directions over the stranger. The huge man gave himself a shake. They all fell from him to the floor. They lay for a second as if stupefied by the fall. Then they began to move to all four quarters of the room. Mr. Howitt drew his legs under his chair.

“Pretty creatures, aren’t they?” said the stranger. “I like to carry them about with me wherever I go. Don’t let them touch you. Some of them are nasty if they bite.”

Mr. Howitt tucked his long legs still further under his chair. He regarded the creatures which were wriggling on the floor with a degree of aversion which was painful to witness. The stranger went on.

“About this murder at Exeter, which I was speaking of. It was a case of two solicitors who occupied offices together on Fore Street Hill.”

Mr. Howitt glanced up at the stranger, then back again at the writhing newts. He rather gasped than spoke.

“Fore Street Hill?”

“Yes — they were partners. The name of one of them was Rolt — Andrew Rolt By the way, I like to know with whom I am talking. May I inquire what your name is?”

This time Mr. Howitt was staring at the stranger with wide-open eyes, momentarily forgetful even of the creatures which were actually crawling beneath his chair. He stammered and he stuttered.

“My name’s — Howitt. You’ll see it in the hotel register.”

“Howitt? — I see — I’m glad I have met you, Mr. Howitt. It seems that this man, Andrew Rolt, murdered his partner, a man named Douglas Colston.”

Mr. Howitt was altogether oblivious of the things upon the floor. He clutched at the arms of his chair. His voice was shrill.

“Murdered! How do they know he murdered him?”

“It seems they have some shrewd ideas upon the point, from this.”

The stranger took from an inner pocket of his overcoat what proved, when he had unfolded it, to be a double-crown poster. He held it up in front of Mr. Howitt. It was headed in large letters, “MURDER! £100 REWARD.”

“You see, they are offering £100 reward for the apprehension of this man, Andrew Rolt. That looks as if someone had suspicions. Here is his description: Tall, thin, stoops; has sandy hair, thin on top, parted in the middle; restless grey eyes; wide mouth, bad teeth, thin lips; white face; speaks in a low, soft voice; has a nervous trick of rubbing his hands together.” The stranger ceased reading from the placard to look at Mr. Howitt. “Are you aware, sir, that this description is very much like you?”

Mr. Howitt’s eyes were riveted on the placard. They had followed the stranger as he read. His manner was feverishly strained.

“It’s not. Nothing of the sort. It’s your imagination. It’s not in the least like me.”

“Pardon me, but the more I look at you the more clearly I perceive how strong is the resemblance. It is you to the life. As a detective” — he paused, Mr. Howitt held his breath—” I mean supposing I were a detective, which I am not” — he paused again, Mr. Howitt gave a gasp of relief— “I should feel almost justified in arresting you and claiming the reward. You are so made in the likeness of Andrew Rolt.”

“I’m not. I deny it! It’s a lie!”

Mr. Howitt stood up. His voice rose to a shriek. A fit of trembling came over him. It constrained him to sit down again. The stranger seemed amused.

“My dear sir! I entreat you to be calm. I was not suggesting for one moment that you had any actual connection with the miscreant Rolt. The resemblance must be accidental. Did you not tell me your name was Howitt?”

“Yes; that’s my name, Howitt — William Howitt.”

“Any relation to the poet?”

“Poet?” Mr. Howitt seemed mystified; then, to make a dash at it, “Yes; my great-uncle.”

“I congratulate you, Mr. Howitt, on your relationship. I have always been a great admirer of your great-uncle’s works. Perhaps I had better put this poster away. It may be useful for future reference.” The stranger, folding up the placard, replaced it in his pocket. With a quick movement of his fingers he did something which detached what had seemed to be the inner lining of his overcoat from the coat itself — splitting the garment, as it were, and making it into two. As he did so, there fell from all sides of him another horde of crawling creatures. They dropped like lumps of jelly on to the floor, and remained for some seconds, a wriggling mass. Then, like their forerunners, they began to make incursions towards all the points of the compass. Mr. Howitt, already in a condition of considerable agitation, stared at these ungainly forms in a state of mind which seemed to approach to stupefaction.

“More of my pretty things, you perceive. I’m very fond of reptiles. I always have been. Don’t allow any of them to touch you. They might do you an injury. Reptiles sometimes do.” He turned a little away from Mr. Howitt. “I heard some particulars of this affair at Exeter. It seems that these two men, Rolt and Colston, were not only partners in the profession of the law, they were also partners in the profession of swindling. Thorough paced rogues, both of them. Unfortunately, there is not a doubt of it. But it appears that the man Rolt was not only false to the world at large, he was false even to his partner. Don’t you think, Mr. Howitt, that it is odd that a man should be false to his partner?”

The inquiry was unheeded. Mr. Howitt was gazing at the crawling creatures which seemed to be clustering about his chair.

“Ring the bell!” he gasped. “Ring the bell! Have them taken away!”

“Have what taken away? My pretty playthings? My dear sir, to touch them would be dangerous. If you are very careful not to move from your seat, I think I may guarantee that you will be safe. You did not notice my question. Don’t you think it odd that a man should be false to his partner?”

“Eh? — Oh! — Yes; very.”

The stranger eyed the other intently. There was something in Mr. Howitt’s demeanour which, to say the least of it, was singular.

“I thought you would think it was odd. It appears that one night the two men agreed that they would divide spoils. They proceeded to do so then and there. Colston, wholly unsuspicious of evil, was seated at a table, making up a partnership account Rolt, stealing up behind him, stupefied him with chloroform.”

“It wasn’t chloroform.”

“Not chloroform? May I ask how you know?”

“I — I guessed it.”

“For a stranger, rather a curious subject on which to hazard a guess, don’t you think so? However, allowing your guess, we will say it was not chloroform. Whatever it was it stupefied Colston. Rolt, when he perceived Colston was senseless, produced a knife — like this.”

The stranger flourished in the air a big steel blade, which was shaped like a hunting-knife. As he did so, throwing his overcoat from him on to the floor, he turned right round towards Mr. Howitt. Mr. Howitt stared at him voiceless. It was not so much at the sufficiently ugly weapon he was holding in his hand at which he stared, as at the man himself. The stranger, indeed, presented an extraordinary spectacle. The upper portion of his body was enveloped in some sort of oilskin — such as sailors wear in dirty weather. The oilskin was inflated to such an extent that the upper half of him resembled nothing so much as a huge ill-shaped bladder. That it was inflated was evident, with something, too, that was conspicuously alive. The oilskin writhed and twisted, surged and heaved, in a fashion that was anything but pleasant to behold.

“You look at me! See here!”

The stranger dashed the knife he held into his own breast, or he seemed to. He cut the oilskin open from top to bottom. And there gushed forth, not his heart’s blood, but an amazing mass of hissing, struggling, twisting serpents. They fell, all sorts and sizes, in a confused, furious, frenzied heap, upon the floor. In a moment the room seemed to be alive with snakes. They dashed hither and thither, in and out, round and round, in search either of refuge or revenge. And, as the snakes came on, the efts, the newts, the lizards, and the other creeping things, in their desire to escape them, crawled up the curtains, and the doors, and the walls.

Mr. Howitt gave utterance to a sort of strangled exclamation. He retained sufficient presence of mind to spring upon the seat of his chair, and to sit upon the back of it. The stranger remained standing, apparently wholly unmoved, in the midst of the seeming pandemonium of creepy things.

“Do you not like snakes, Mr. Howitt? I do! They appeal to me strongly. This is part of my collection. I rather pride myself on the ingenuity of the contrivance which enables me to carry my pets about with me wherever I may go. At the same time you are wise in removing your feet from the floor. Not all of them are poisonous. Possibly the more poisonous ones may not be able to reach you where you are. You see this knife?” The stranger extended it towards Mr. Howitt.

“This is the knife with which, when he had stupefied him, Andrew Rolt slashed Douglas Colston about the head and face and throat like this!”

The removal of his overcoat, and, still more, the vomiting forth of the nest of serpents, had decreased the stranger’s bulk by more than one-half. — 

Disembarrassing himself of the remnants of his oilskins, he removed his soft felt hat, and, tearing off his huge black beard, stood revealed as a tall, upstanding, muscularly-built man, whose head and face and neck were almost entirely concealed by strips of plaster, which crossed and recrossed each other in all possible and impossible directions.

There was silence. The two men stared at each other. With a gasp Mr. Howitt found his voice.

“Douglas!”

“Andrew!”

“I thought you were dead.”

“I am risen from the grave.”

“I am glad you are not dead.”

“Why?”

Mr. Howitt paused as if to moisten his parched lips. “I never meant to kill you.”

“In that case, Andrew, your meaning was unfortunate. I do mean to kill you — now.”

“Don’t kill me, Douglas.”

“A reason, Andrew?”

“If you knew what I have suffered since I thought I had killed you, you would not wish to take upon yourself the burden which I have had to bear.”

“My nerves, Andrew, are stronger than yours. What would crush you to the ground would not weigh on me at all. Surely you knew that before.” Mr. Howitt fidgeted on the back of his chair. “It was not that you did not mean to kill me. You lacked the courage. You gashed me like some frenzied cur. Then, afraid of your own handiwork, you ran to save your skin. You dared not wait to see if what you had meant to do was done. Why, Andrew, as soon as the effects of your drug had gone, I sat up. I heard you running down the stairs, I saw your knife lying at my side, all stained with my own blood — see, Andrew, the stains are on it still! I even picked up this scrap of paper which had fallen from your pocket on to the floor.”

He held out a piece of paper towards Mr. Howitt. “It is the advertisement of an hotel — Hotel de la Couronne d’Or, St Hélier’s, Jersey. I said to myself, I wonder if that is where Andrew is gone. I will go and see. And if I find him I will kill him. I have found you, and behold, your heart has so melted within you that already you feel something of the pangs of death.” Mr. Howitt did seem to be more dead than alive. His face was bloodless. He was shivering as if with cold.

“These melodramatic and, indeed, slightly absurd details” — the stranger waved his hand towards the efts, and newts, and snakes, and lizards— “were planned for your especial benefit I was aware what a horror you had of creeping things. I take it, it is constitutional. I knew I had but to spring on you half a bushel or so of reptiles, and all the little courage you ever had would vanish. As it has done.” The stranger stopped. He looked, with evident enjoyment of his misery, at the miserable creature squatted on the back of the chair in front of him. Mr. Howitt tried to speak. Two or three times he opened his mouth, but there came forth no sound. At last he said, in curiously husky tones — 

“Douglas?”

“Andrew?”

“If you do it they are sure to have you. It is not easy to get away from Jersey.”

“How kind of you, Andrew, and how thoughtful! But you might have spared yourself your thought I have arranged all that. There is a cattle-boat leaves for St Malo in half an hour on the tide. You will be dead in less than half an hour — so I go in that.”

Again there were movements of Mr. Howitt’s lips. But no words were audible. The stranger continued.

“The question which I have had to ask myself has been, how shall I kill you? I might kill you with the knife with which you endeavoured to kill me.” As he spoke, he tested the keenness of the blade with his fingers. “With it I might slit your throat from ear to ear, or I might use it in half a hundred different ways. Or I might shoot you like a dog.” Producing a revolver, he pointed it at Mr. Howitt’s head. “Sit quite still, Andrew, or I may be tempted to flatten your nose with a bullet. You know I can shoot straight. Or I might avail myself of this.”

Still keeping the revolver pointed at Mr. Howitt’s head, he took from his waistcoat pocket a small syringe.

“This, Andrew, is a hypodermic syringe. I have but to take firm hold of you, thrust the point into one of the blood-vessels of your neck, and inject the contents; you will at once endure exquisite tortures which, after two or three minutes, which will seem to you like centuries, will result in death. But I have resolved to do myself, and you, this service, with neither of the three.” — 

Again the stranger stopped. This time Mr. Howitt made no attempt to speak. He was not a pleasant object to contemplate. As the other had said, to judge from his appearance he already seemed to be suffering some of the pangs of death. All the manhood had gone from him. Only the shell of what was meant to be a man remained. The exhibition of his pitiful cowardice afforded his whilom partner unqualified pleasure.

“Have you ever heard of an author named De Quincey? He wrote on murder, considered as a fine art. It is as a fine art I have had to consider it. In that connection I have had to consider three things: I. That you must be killed. 2. That you must be killed in such a manner that you shall suffer the greatest possible amount of pain. 3 — and not the least essential — That you must be killed in such a manner that under no circumstances can I be found guilty of having caused your death. I have given these three points my careful consideration, and I think that I have been able to find something which will satisfy all the requirements. That something is in this box.”

The stranger went to the box which was on the table — the square box which had, as ornamentation, the hideously alternating stripes of blue and green and yellow. He rapped on it with his knuckles. As he did so, from within it there came a peculiar sound like a sullen murmur.

“You hear? It is death calling to you from the box. It awaits its prey. It bids you come.”

He struck the box a little bit harder. There proceeded from it, as if responsive to his touch, what seemed to be a series of sharp and angry screeches.

“Again! It loses patience. It grows angry. It bids you hasten. Ah!”

He brought his hand down heavily upon the top of the box. Immediately the room was filled with a discord of sounds, cries, yelpings, screams, snarls, the tumult dying away in what seemed to be an intermittent, sullen roaring. The noise served to rouse the snakes, and efts, and lizards to renewed activity. The room seemed again to be alive with them. As he listened, Mr. Howitt became livid. He was, apparently, becoming imbecile with terror.

His aforetime partner, turning to him, pointed to the box with outstretched hand.

“What a row it makes! What a rage it’s in! Your death screams out to you, with a ravening longing — the most awful death that a man can die. Andrew — to die! And such a death as this!”

Again he struck the box. Again there came from it that dreadful discord. “Stand up!”

Mr. Howitt looked at him, as a drivelling idiot might look at a keeper whom he fears. It seemed as if he made an effort to frame his lips for the utterance of speech. But he had lost the control of his muscles. With every fibre of his being he seemed to make a dumb appeal for mercy to the man in front of him. The appeal was made in vain. The command was repeated.

“Get off your chair, and stand upon the floor.” Like some trembling automaton Mr. Howitt did as he was told. He stood there like some lunatic deaf mute. It seemed as if he could not move, save at the bidding of his master. That master was careful not to loosen, by so much as a hair’s-breadth, the hold. He had of him.

“I now proceed to put into execution the most exquisite part of my whole scheme. Were I to unfasten the box and let death loose upon you, some time or other it might come out — these things do come out at times — and it might then appear that the deed had, after all, been mine. I would avoid such risks. So you shall be your own slayer, Andrew.

You shall yourself unloose the box, and you shall yourself give death its freedom, so that it may work on you its will. The most awful death that a man can die! Come to me, here!”

And the man went to him, moving with a curious, stiff gait, such as one might expect from an automaton. The creatures writhing on the floor went unheeded, even though he trod on them.

“Stand still in front of the box.” The man stood still. “Kneel down.”

The man did hesitate. There did seem to come to him some consciousness that he should himself be the originator of his own volition. There did come on to his distorted visage an agony of supplication which it was terrible to witness.

The only result was an emphasised renewal of the command.

“Kneel down upon the floor.”

And the man knelt down. His face was within a few inches of the painted box. As he knelt the stranger struck the box once more with the knuckles of his hand. And again there came from it that strange tumult of discordant sounds.

“Quick, Andrew, quick, quick! Press your finger on the spring! Unfasten the box!”

The man did as he was bid. And, in an instant, like a conjurer’s trick, the box fell all to pieces, and there sprang from it, right into Mr. Howitt’s face, with a dreadful noise, some dreadful thing which enfolded his head in its hideous embraces.

There was a silence.

Then the stranger laughed. He called softly — 

“Andrew!” All was still. “Andrew!” Again there was none that answered. The laughter was renewed.

“I do believe he’s dead. I had always supposed that the stories about being able to frighten a man to death were all apocryphal. But that a man could be frightened to death by a thing like this — a toy!”

He touched the creature which concealed Mr. Howitt’s head and face. As he said, it was a toy. A development of the old-fashioned jack-in-the-box. A dreadful development, and a dreadful toy. Made in the image of some creature of the squid class, painted in livid hues, provided with a dozen long, quivering tentacles, each actuated by a spring of its own. It was these tentacles which had enfolded Mr. Howitt’s head in their embraces.

As the stranger put them from him, Mr. Howitt’s head fell, face foremost, on to the table. His partner, lifting it up, gazed down at him.

Had the creature actually been what it was intended to represent it could not have worked more summary execution. The look which was on the dead man’s face as his partner turned it upwards was terrible to see.


THE PHOTOGRAPHS


CHAPTER I.

THE governor glanced up as Mr. Dodsworth entered.

“Anything the matter, Mr. Dodsworth?”

“Rather a curious thing in connection with the photograph of the man George Solly. If you could spare me a moment I should like to show it you.”

Mr. Dodsworth produced a pocket-book. From the pocket-book he took a photograph. It was the photograph of a man who was attired in prison costume. He was seated on a chair, and he held in front of him a slate on which was written in large letters, “George Solly.” Mr. Dodsworth handed this photograph to the governor.

“Well, Mr. Dodsworth, what is there peculiar about this?”

“There is something about it which is very peculiar indeed, sir, to my eye. If you will look at the photograph closely, you will see that there is something behind the man.”

Mr. Paley brought the photograph nearer to his spectacled eyes.

“I see — a sort of shadow. Well?”

“You will notice that that shadow looks very much like a veiled figure — as though a veiled figure was standing at the back of the man Solly.”

“Exactly! It does bear some resemblance to a veiled figure. What then?”

“This, sir: that no one was standing behind Solly. No one, and nothing.”

“I don’t quite see what you are aiming at, Mr. Dodsworth.”

“I am aiming at obtaining your permission to take another negative of the man.”

“Another negative! Why? Isn’t this a sufficiently good likeness?”

“The likeness is not exactly a bad one, though it is not a very good one, either. But will you allow me to explain, sir? The day on which I took that plate was, for photographic purposes, a very fair day. Solly sat, where the men generally do sit, about fourteen or fifteen feet from the wall. There was nothing between the wall and him. I ought to have had nothing on the plate but Solly. What I want to know is, how came that veiled figure there?”

“Veiled figure! You call the shadow a veiled figure? Don’t you think that the resemblance is somewhat fanciful?”

“No, sir, I don’t. The focus is not quite right, so that it comes out a little dim; but I have not the slightest doubt that a veiled figure has been introduced into my plate, as standing behind George Solly’s chair. I should very much like to take the man again.”

“In fact, you are a little curious, eh? I am not sure that I should be justified in allowing you to make experiments at prisoners’ expense. I don’t know why they want this man Solly’s likeness at Scotland Yard. It is his first offence, he is a good-conduct man, and I don’t know that I am entitled to allow you to put him to unnecessary inconvenience.”

“But, to put it on no other grounds, the likeness might be very easily improved.”

Dr. Livermore had just come in from his rounds. He stretched out his hand to the governor.

“Let me look at it,” he said.

Mr. Paley handed him the photograph. The doctor examined it “Do you mean to tell me, Mr. Dodsworth, that there was nothing behind the man when you exposed this plate?”

“I do. Ask Mr. Murray; he was present at the time.”

Chief Warder Murray, standing by, corroborated Mr. Dodsworth’s word.

“Then what have you done to the plate since you exposed it? You know, Mr. Dodsworth, this looks to me very much like one of those so-called spirit photographs — you know what I mean — printed from two exposures, and that kind of thing.”

“I know what you mean. But I assure you, doctor, that that is a print from an ordinary development of the plate which I exposed in Mr. Murray’s presence. It seems to me to be rather a curious thing. How did that veiled figure get upon that plate?”

“Quite so! If what you say is correct, it is a curious thing. Mr. Paley, I think you might allow Mr. Dodsworth to make another trial. No harm will be done.”

The governor gave his permission. Some days afterwards Mr. Dodsworth came into the office just as Mr. Paley had concluded his matutinal interviews with such of the prisoners as were “reported,” and such others as desired “to see the governor.” Dr. Livermore had also just entered the office to sign the report after making his rounds.

“Well, Mr. Dodsworth,” inquired the governor, “and what is the result this time?”

“Before showing you the result, sir, I should like to ask a question or two.” Mr. Dodsworth turned to Chief Warder Murray, who had been present, in his official capacity, during the governor’s recent interviewing. “You were present, Mr. Murray, when I photographed the man George Solly?”

“I was.”

“And you also, Slater?” Mr. Dodsworth turned to Warder Slater, who had entered with him. Warder Slater allowed that he was.

“Mr. Murray, where was Solly sitting when I photographed him?”

“He was sitting where the men always do sit — perhaps twenty feet from the wall.”

“Was there anything behind him — I mean, any person, or any object of any kind?”

“There was nothing.”

“Could there have been anything behind him without your having been aware of the fact?”

“Certainly not. It was a sunny day, half-past two in the afternoon, and I myself stood within a dozen feet of Solly, to the left of him.”

“Slater, is what Mr. Murray says correct?” Warder Slater allowed that it was. Mr. Dodsworth turned to the governor. “I have asked these questions in your presence, Mr. Paley, because the results of my second attempt at photographing the man. Solly have been so curious. I availed myself to the full of your permission. I made up my mind that there should be no doubt about the thing this time. So I exposed three separate plates. This is the result of the first exposure, Mr. Paley.”

Mr. Dodsworth handed the governor a photograph. “I don’t understand you, Mr. Dodsworth. Is this a photograph of Solly? Who is the woman standing at the back of his chair?”

“Just so — that is what I should like to know. Who is the woman standing at the back of his chair?”

Mr. Paley glanced up in surprise. “What do you mean, Mr. Dodsworth?”

“I mean, sir, what I say — that I should like to know who the woman is who is standing at the back of his chair. Did you see a woman standing at the back of his chair, Mr. Murray?”

“There was no woman.”

“Mr. Murray says that there was no woman; the camera seems to suggest that there was.”

“Let me look at the thing.”

The doctor took the photograph out of the governor’s hand. It was the photograph of a man, in prison dress, who was sitting holding out a slate in front of him, on which was written, in characters which were only too legible, his name, “George Solly.” Behind the chair on which he was sitting stood a woman. Her pose was curiously natural — not at all the rather-death-than-move pose which is dear to the average photographer. She rested one hand lightly on the man’s shoulder, and she was stooping a little forward as if she was curious to see what was written upon the slate which he was holding. Her features were not quite clear, and the whole photograph, so far as she was concerned, was rather dim — but there could be no possible doubt of the fact that she was there.

“Dodsworth,” said the doctor, “do you mean to tell me that you have not been trying some little novelty of your own in the way of spirit photographs?”

“Upon my honour, doctor, no. I looked at that negative directly I got home, and when I saw that woman standing there, well — I declare to you that I felt queer. I have brought that negative here, and the other two negatives. Anybody who knows anything about photography will be able to see at a glance that they have not been tampered with since their original exposure. The print which the doctor has is the result of the first, and this, Mr. Paley, is the result of the second exposure.”

Mr. Dodsworth handed Mr. Paley a second photograph. It was a repetition of the first, only, in this case, instead of standing at the back of the man’s chair, the woman was kneeling on the ground at his side, and was stretching out her hand and arm in such a manner that they screened the words which were written on the slate.

“You see,” commented Mr. Dodsworth, “she has concealed the prisoner’s name.”

“Do you mean to tell me seriously, Mr. Dodsworth, that you wish me to take this as a bona fide portrait of the man Solly?”

“Here is Mr. Murray, and here is Mr. Slater: they were present at the time — ask them! I took the negatives straight home; they are now lying before you on the table. What you are holding in your hand was printed, in the usual manner and in the ordinary course, from the second plate which I exposed.”

“Then do you wish me to infer that about the matter there is something supernatural, Mr. Dodsworth?”

Mr. Dodsworth shrugged his shoulders.

“It is not for me to draw inferences. I am a photographer. It is my duty to lay before you the results of the camera. That is a print from the third exposure, Mr. Paley.”

Mr. Dodsworth laid the third photograph before the governor.

“Really, Mr. Dodsworth, this is too much! Do you expect me to take this as a portrait of the man George Solly? Why, there’s nothing of the man to be seen!”

“Quite so — the woman has stepped in front of him, and conceals him wholly.”

“Do you wish me to infer that the man is behind the woman then? They will require the magnifying glasses which Sam Weller alluded to, if that portrait is to be of much service to them at Scotland Yard.”

“I repeat, Mr. Paley, that I wish you to infer nothing. That is the portrait of a woman, which was not taken under ordinary conditions, because, when it was taken, there was no woman there. No woman, that is, who was visible to my eyes, or to Mr. Murray’s or to Mr. Slater’s, and it was broad daylight. We saw George Solly, and George Solly only; but it seems that the camera saw something else, and I believe it is a well-authenticated fact that the camera cannot lie.”

“That does not look like an ordinary photograph, Mr. Dodsworth.”

“It is an extraordinary photograph, Mr. Paley.”

“It looks so dim.”

“Perhaps it is because the woman was only dimly visible to the exquisitely sensitised plate that she was invisible to our less sensitive eyes.”

“You are, in fact, suggesting a ghost story, Mr. Dodsworth.”

“I am suggesting a possible explanation, Mr. Paley.”

“And I will suggest another.” The doctor was holding the photograph in his hand. He was eyeing it askance. “I suggest that I bring my camera to bear. Let me try my hand at photographing this remarkable Mr. Solly. Have I your permission, Mr. Paley?”

The governor leaned back in his chair. He drummed with his finger-ends upon the table. His manner became official.

“I don’t know, doctor, that we are entitled to make experiments upon this man.”

“We are entitled to endeavour to get a good portrait of him if we can, without adjuncts. I suppose that you hardly intend to send either of these negatives up to Scotland Yard. You will have inquiries made into the matter if you do. I don’t wish to suggest anything in the least unkind, but I am inclined to think that, although a mere amateur, I shall be able to obtain more satisfactory results than Mr. Dodsworth, the professional. Perhaps when I try the spooks will be sleeping.”

“So far as I am concerned I very earnestly hope that the governor will allow you to make the experiment, doctor.”

The governor delivered his decision.

“The circumstances are peculiar. Ordinarily, doctor, I should feel myself bound to decline to accede to your request. The prisoners are not here for us to experiment upon. But — I have received instructions from headquarters to forward to Scotland Yard a negative of the man George Solly. None of Mr. Dodsworth’s negatives are suited to the required purpose. It becomes, therefore, my duty to procure one more suitable. It is in the hope that you will be able to provide me with a more suitable negative that, Dr. Livermore, I accede to your request.”


CHAPTER II.

“Well, I’ve done it!”

There were in the office when Dr. Livermore made this remark — the governor, Mr. Dodsworth, the chief warder, and the doctor.

“You were all of you present when I made my little trial, so as to the conditions under which that trial was made I presume that we are all agreed. What I photographed was the man George Solly. There was no one else there to photograph. Upon that point there can be no doubt whatever — is that not so, Mr. Paley?”

“Certainly, no one else was there — that is, within the range of your camera.”

“Just so; I mean within the range of my camera, so that there can be no reason why the results should not have been satisfactory.”

“No reason with which I am acquainted — none whatever. Are the results not satisfactory?”

“Wait one moment and you shall judge for yourself. As you are aware, I went one better than Mr. Dodsworth — I exposed four plates. As each plate was exposed I sealed it up in your presence, without even glancing at it myself. Directly I reached home I forwarded the sealed plates to a firm in town to be developed. I mentioned to no one that I intended to do so. I have mentioned the fact of having done so to no one since. I simply instructed that firm to develop the plates in the ordinary way, to print six impressions from each, and to return both prints and plates to me. The results have only reached me this morning. Here they are. There cannot be the slightest doubt that these are my plates, that they have not in any way been tampered with, that they have simply been developed by ordinary processes, and that these prints are merely reproductions from the plates. Yet, when I saw these prints, I did what I think you will do — I stared. Mr. Paley, here is the result of the first exposure.”

The doctor handed Mr. Paley a photograph. The governor directly he saw it gave utterance to an exclamation.

“Doctor! You are dreaming.”

“I assure you I am not Mr. Dodsworth, allow me to hand you a print from the first exposure. Mr. Murray, allow me to hand you one. Mr. Dodsworth, you perceive that the laugh is now upon your side.”

The photograph which the doctor had handed round was not the photograph of a man at all, but of a woman. She was costumed in ordinary feminine attire. She wore no covering on her head. She was seated squarely on the chair on which prisoners were wont to sit when enjoying the luxury of having their likenesses taken at their country’s expense. She was looking straight at the camera. And in the eyes there was a certain defiance, and upon her face a look of stern, resolute determination, which is not in general to be noted upon the countenances of those triumphs of the photographer’s art with which we adorn our albums.

“Honestly, doctor,” inquired the governor, “aren’t you having a little joke at our expense? Or perhaps you have made a slight mistake in giving us one print for another. Are you aware that the portrait you have given us is not the portrait of a man at all, but of a woman?”

“I am aware of it, and of a woman who, to my eye, has the light of a great purpose in her face. There can be no doubt that that woman was sitting in George Solly’s chair.”

“And where is George Solly then?”

“That I cannot tell you. But, as Mr. Dodsworth remarked the other day — and I shall have to make my apologies to Mr. Dodsworth — it is a well-authenticated fact that the camera cannot lie. On this occasion it has seen something which was concealed from our less sensitive vision.”

Mr. Paley laid down the photograph with that acid yet courteous smile for which the governor was famous.

“And where is the result of the second exposure? Is the woman still sitting in George Solly’s seat!”

“No, she has left it, and this time, as you see, we have at least George Solly’s face. Here is the result of the second exposure.”

The doctor handed round another photograph. In this the man Solly was seated in the usual attitude, holding out the slate, and the woman was kneeling before him. Her profile was towards the camera, and she had just rubbed out the name upon the slate. At any rate, the slate was blank.

“Isn’t that a remarkable photograph?” asked the doctor. “I mean a remarkable photograph from any and every point of view? Just look at the expression on the woman’s face, and at the suggestion of complete unconsciousness on the face of the man. She looks as though she could, and would, do anything. He seems to be wholly innocent, even of the knowledge of her presence there.”

“This photograph is, in some respects, not unlike one of Mr. Dodsworth’s.”

“Which makes the thing the more remarkable. But I want you particularly to observe that the slate which Solly holds is blank. Now, I ask all of you, whether at any moment during the time I was exposing the plates that slate was blank.”

“Certainly not,” declared Chief Warder Murray.

The others, by their silence, acquiesced in Mr. Murray’s declaration.

“If I could trust my eyes, during the whole time I was exposing the plates, the words ‘George Solly’ were there, ostentatiously there, upon that slate. You see that in that print the slate is blank. Now look at this — this is the result of the third exposure!”

In the fresh photograph which the doctor produced a curious change had taken place. The blank upon the slate was occupied; a name was written on it from corner to corner. It seemed that it had just been written by the woman, because the handwriting was feminine; and with her face towards the camera, still kneeling on the ground before the man George Solly, she pointed at it with a sort of defiant rage, as though she gloried in the fact of having written it, and dared them to deny the suggestion it conveyed.

“Now, what do you think of that?” cried Dr.

Livermore. “You will remember that these exposures followed each other at intervals of perhaps a couple of minutes. Just now the slate was blank, now the blank is filled. The name ‘George Solly’ remained upon the slate throughout the several exposures, so far as we could see. But ‘George Solly ‘ is not the name with which the woman, during the couple of minutes which intervened between the two exposures, has filled the blank.”

Mr. Paley was peering through his spectacles at the name which, in the photograph, appeared upon the slate.

“It is certainly not ‘ George Solly.’ It looks like ‘ Evan’—’ Evan—’”

“It’s ‘Evan Bradell.’ The thing’s as clear as day.”

“Evan Bradell — so it is. Really, doctor, this is, in its way, remarkable.”

“But I venture to say that the most remarkable part is still to follow. We had, first of all, the woman sitting on the chair, on which, if we can trust the evidence of our senses throughout, no one but George Solly sat. Then we had the woman, having rubbed out the name upon the slate, George Solly now upon the chair. Then we had the woman, having substituted the one name for the other, George Solly still upon the chair. And now, in this fourth exposure, you will see that not only has the woman gone, but George Solly has vanished too, and in George Solly’s chair is seated — another man! Here it is, look for yourselves.”

It was as the doctor said. In the fourth photograph the woman had disappeared. There was the familiar chair, but the individual who was seated on it bore not the least resemblance to Solly. To begin with, this individual, with the exception of the hat — he was hatless — was clad in commonplace civilian costume, decorous frock-coat, and the rest of it. But it was not only a question of difference of clothing; he was altogether a bigger and an older man than Solly. And he dandled on his knee, with an air of curious discomfiture, the slate on which was inscribed, in a clear, feminine hand, the name “Evan Bradell.”

While his hearers continued to examine the result of the fourth exposure the doctor delivered himself of a few observations.

“While I do not wish to suggest that we are in the presence of a manifestation from the supernatural, I do insist that we are, at any rate so far, in the presence of a mystery. I doubt if any photographer ever before discovered that, while he supposed himself to having been photographing Mr. Brown, he had, in reality, been photographing Miss Smith. I want you to note one or two points which strike me about the affair, and which may lead to a possible solution. First of all, there is the presence of the woman. In Mr. Dodsworth’s original plate it requires no strong effort of the imagination to suppose that the veiled figure at the back of the chair is that of a woman. In Mr. Dodsworth’s subsequent three plates the woman is certain. In my first three plates she is, if possible, more certain still. And just observe that Mr. Dodsworth’s woman and my woman are identical; she has changed her dress, but the woman is the same. Possibly, Mr. Paley, you will be able to offer us an explanation of how it is that Mr. Dodsworth and I should both of us have been photographing a woman whom neither of us have ever seen.”

Mr. Paley leaned back in his chair. He looked up at the ceiling. He pressed the tips of his fingers together. And he preserved that silence which is golden.

“It is to be noted that the attitude of the woman is, throughout, one of protection to the man and defiance to us — of defiance, that is, to the manipulator of the camera. She first of all, in Mr. Dodsworth’s plate, tries to hide the name upon the slate. Then she actually, with her own person, conceals the man. In my first plate she confronts me boldly, as if to give me to understand that it is with her I have to reckon. Then she rubs out the name upon the slate, she writes another in its place. And, having substituted one name for the other, she seems, by a mere effort of will, to have effected an exchange of men: George Solly is gone, Evan Bradell occupies his place. She appears as Solly’s guardian angel, resolute, at all hazards, to prove that she is on his side; and she seems to be making frantic efforts to express her unwavering faith in Solly’s innocence, even going so far as to point out the man on whose shoulders the guilt should properly be laid.”

The doctor paused, and the governor spoke.

“With regard to Dr. Livermore’s fanciful explanation of the somewhat peculiar circumstances connected with these photographs — and the doctor will excuse me if I say that I did not think that he was capable of such flights of imagination—”

“Laugh away, Mr. Paley! ‘He laughs longest who laughs last.’”

“Quite so, doctor, quite so! With regard to your guardian angel theory, about a woman watching over Solly, and so on, I may mention that a letter has been received in the prison, addressed to the man Solly, which comes from a woman — from a woman who is, apparently, his wife. Whoever she is, she is, if one may judge from the evidence of the letter itself, certainly a remarkable woman. And I am bound to allow that, in view of recent events, and of what we have heard from Doctor Livermore, this letter is, in a sense, a coincidence. In pursuance of the powers which are invested in me to make such use of convicted prisoners’ letters as may appear to me to be justified by circumstances, I will read to you this letter which has been sent to the prison, addressed to Solly.”

The governor read aloud the following letter. It sounded strange in his cool, clear, slightly acid tones. One fancied that it had been written in a different spirit to that in which it was read.

“‘My own, Dear, Noble Husband, 

“‘ God bless you, sweetheart! I hope you realise, my dear, that I am with you in Canterstone Jail. Not only in spirit, but actually, and in fact. I am with you in the morning when the bell rings, and you rise from your plank bed. I am with you on the treadwheel, love, and I am proud to keep step at your side. And I am with you when, in the evening, you lie down again upon your plank. I lie down on the plank beside you, and I creep into your arms as I used to do when I had you at home, and as I will do when, soon, I have you home again, my love. Do not think that I speak figuratively. I have been with you all the time that you have been in jail; I have been ever at your side, I have seen all that you have done, although I do not think, sweetheart, that you have been conscious of my presence. I have kissed you many times upon the lips, although I do not think that you have felt my kisses there. But, now that you know that I am with you, always and ever, and that I often kiss you, watch for me, dear husband. Something, I am sure, will reveal to you my presence, and you will feel my kisses.

“‘ But do not think, because I am ever with you in the jail, that I am not outside as well — because indeed I am. There has come to me, during this our time of sorrow, I know not from whence or how, a dual personality. I am with you there; I shall be with you, sweetheart, when you read this letter; watch for me. I shall be leaning over your shoulder as your eyes light upon these words — and I am here, watching and working to establish the truth. And the truth is coming out I know whose is the guilt. It is his whom we both of us suspected from the first. And soon it shall be proved: by his own conscience and by me. So the time is drawing very near when your innocence shall be made known to all the world — I would not say so if I was not sure.

“‘God bless you, sweetheart; and God permit me to continue with you in your cell. It will not be for long. And God has been so good to us in spite of sorrows, that I have a full assurance that. He will not withhold from us this further boon.

“‘My own, dear, noble husband, I am the happiest and the proudest woman in the world, because I am able to write myself—’ YOUR WIFE.’”

“Queer letter!” observed Mr. Murray, when the governor had finished reading.

“I should say, off-hand,” remarked Mr. Dodsworth, “that that woman must be wrong in the head.”

The doctor smoothed his shaven chin with his open palm before he spoke. “I am not so sure of that. But of one thing I am sure. I am sure I know who is the original of the woman in the photographs.”

The governor glanced up from the letter which he still held in his hand.

“Who is it?”

“The woman who wrote that letter — George Solly’s wife.”

The governor appeared to consider the matter for a moment “That is a point that can be very easily decided. Murray, go and fetch George Solly here.”

The chief warder departed. When, in the course of a few minutes, he returned with the object of his quest, it was seen that George Solly was a young man, of perhaps six-or seven-and-twenty years of age. The prison costume which he wore was not a thing of beauty, but its ugliness was not sufficient to conceal the fact that he was a man of gentle breeding, and not only of gentle breeding, but of modest bearing. He was fair, with clear brown eyes, and well-shaped mouth and chin, not by any means the criminal type of man, and he was a man of quiet fortitude. Despite that ghastly uniform, there was about the man a certain dignity.

Directly he had taken up the regulation stand-at-attention attitude in front of the governor’s table, Mr. Paley held out to him a photograph.

“ — Solly, whose portrait is that?”

As soon as Solly’s glance fell upon the portrait, which he took from Mr. Paley, his eyes moistened and his lips twitched.

“Has she sent it to me? May I have it, sir?”

“Whose portrait is it, Solly?”

But the man appeared unconscious of the governor’s inquiry. He continued to gaze steadfastly upon the portrait And he said, as if he had forgotten that anyone was present beside the portrait and himself, in a tone of voice whose tenderness, to a toneless pen, is indescribable — 

“How came she to be sitting on that chair? And what a strange look she has upon her face! My darling!”

In the presence of those iron-bound officials he kissed the face which was imaged in the photograph.

“I don’t think you can have heard my question, Solly. Whose portrait is that?”

“Whose? My wife’s. Are you not aware of that? Has it not come from her for me?”

“No.” The governor held out his hand. “Give it to me.” Solly shrank back a little. He seemed to hold the portrait with an intenser grasp. Then he gave it back to Mr. Paley. “That portrait is the property of the prison. I merely wished to know if you recognised the subject. Here is another portrait, Solly. Can you tell me who is the original of this?”

Solly stared, as though he could not quite make out the purport of the proceedings. He held out his hand, rather doubtfully, for the fresh photograph which the governor passed to him by way of the chief warder. But when his glance fell upon the photograph he started and he stared, and he stared and he started, as though he could not believe the evidence of his own eyes.

“It — it can’t be! At last! oh, my God, at last!”

The man’s emotion was intense. But the governor paid no heed to that whatever. He repeated his inquiry in his cool, clear, acid voice.

“Are you acquainted with the original of that photograph?”

“Am I? Aren’t I? Oh, Mr. Paley, have they found it out — have they discovered it was he? Am I to have my freedom? Is it known at last that I was innocent?”

“Be so good as to answer my question, Solly. Are you acquainted with the original of that photograph?”

“Certainly I am. Here is his name, written on the slate. It is Evan Bradell. From the first I suspected him. I even suspected that it was his deliberate intention to lay the onus of his guilt on me! God knows why; I never did him harm. Is he in custody upon another charge? Or how comes it, if he is in custody for the crime of which they found me guilty — guilty! me! — that I have heard nothing of it, and that I am not set free?”

The man’s tones were hot and eager. The governor’s, as ever, were cool, and clear, and acid.

“Solly, give me back that photograph. That also is the property of the prison. As in the case of the other, I merely wished to know if you were acquainted with the original. I would advise you, Solly, not to buoy yourself up with any hopes that the verdict which has been pronounced against you will be revised, or that the term of imprisonment which was allotted you will be diminished. I have heard nothing which would lead me to suppose anything of the kind. Indeed, I have heard nothing about your case, either one way or the other, since you were tried. I merely sent for you here to put to you certain formal questions — that is all.”

As the words were uttered in the governor’s judicial, monotonous tones the man shrank back as though he had received a blow.

“There is another matter, Solly, which I wish to mention to you. A letter has been received in the prison addressed to you. It infringes one of the prison rules, which requires that every communication intended for a prisoner should be signed in full, with Christian and proper names. Moreover, the letter is couched in language which I cannot, in some respects, call proper, nor calculated to increase your peace of mind while you are here. However, I am informed that your conduct has, so far, been satisfactory, and I am therefore disposed to waive these matters upon this occasion. But you must distinctly understand that, upon another occasion, I shall not do so. Mr. Murray, see that this man has, in the dinner-hour, the letter which has been addressed to him.”

And the governor handed the chief warder George Solly’s letter.


CHAPTER III.

They sent up a report to the Commissioners. It was rather a compound document. It was drawn up by the governor, the doctor, and Mr. Dodsworth in concert, with here and there a word or two from Mr. Murray, while in a sort of postscript Warder Slater was brought in. It narrated at some length, and with a considerable amount of circumlocution — in accordance with official traditions — the story of the photographs. The negatives went with the report They were submitted to the impartial judgment of the Commissioners, to take or leave just as they pleased.

Mr. Paley was particularly anxious that in the report there should not only be no suggestion of the supernatural, but that there should be a distinct disclaimer of any suggestion of the kind. On this point there was a slight difference of opinion. The doctor insisted that the things which had occurred could not have occurred without the interposition of something out of the natural. He wished to insert, in his portion of the report, a gentle hint to the effect that they might have hit — which hit would tend to the advancement of photographic science — upon a novel force. Mr. Dodsworth had, or declared that he had, no theories either one way or the other. He would have liked the report to have contained nothing but a bald statement of facts. While Mr. Murray — however, no one paid the slightest attention on this point to Mr. Murray, because, while he had the smallest possible belief in human nature, he had the strongest belief in ghosts. As for Warder Slater — what was Warder Slater’s state of mind upon the matter may be better judged from a report which he made to the governor, upon his own account, a couple of days after “the” report had been sent.

The “reports” on that particular morning numbered only one: that one was Warder Slater, and the man “reported” was George Solly. Warder and prisoner took up their positions before the cord which was drawn across the room, and on the other side of which sat the governor at his table. The warder, if small in height, was large in girth — a prodigy of stoutness. The prisoner was tall and slender. As regards physical proportions, they presented a pleasing contrast The officer seemed, for some cause or other, to be not altogether at his ease. The governor opened the inquiry.

“Well, Slater, what is it?”

“Man talking in his night-cell, sir.”

“To himself? Or to whom?”

The officer fidgeted — with Batavian grace.

“It’s my belief, sir, he had someone in his nightcell along with him.”

“Someone with him in his night-cell?”

“Yes, sir; and it’s my belief it was a woman.”

“A woman?”

The governor looked at the culprit — probably becoming for the first time fully conscious that that culprit was George Solly. Just then Dr. Livermore entered the office at the back. He stood and listened. The officer explained.

“I was on night-duty last night, sir, and I was going my rounds about half-past one, when, as I entered Ward C, I heard sounds of someone talking. I found that someone was talking inside of 13 C.”

George Solly’s prison number was 13 C, the number being that of the cell he occupied.

“I listened outside of 13 C, and I heard two voices.”

“Two voices?”

“Yes, sir, two voices — and one of them a woman’s.”

“A woman’s?”

“Yes, sir, a woman’s — I heard it most distinct. I could hear what they were saying. They were regularly carrying on. I heard Solly say, ‘My own true love!’ I heard the woman say, ‘Sweetheart! ‘ and a lot more like that”

As if suspecting the presence, somewhere, of a smile, Warder Slater all at once became emphatic.

“I’m willing to take my Bible oath I heard it!”

The governor regarded the slightly excited officer through his spectacles with that calm, passionless, official look which he was famous for. He turned to the culprit “Solly, what have you to say?”

Solly’s reply was somewhat unexpected “What Mr. Slater says is true.”

“You were talking in your night-cell to a woman?”

“I was. I was talking to my wife.”

“Don’t trifle, my man, with me. I suppose you mean that you were engaged in some little ventriloquial performance?”

Solly hesitated. It was noticed when he spoke that in his manner there was a certain exultation — a suggestion of suppressed excitement “You will remember that, some days ago, I received a letter from my wife. In that letter she told me that she was always with me in the jail, and that I was to watch for her.” Solly paused. The governor made a slight gesture as of interruption; but then seemed to change his mind, and the man continued. “I did watch. It seemed to me that sometimes I felt her touch, that I heard the rustle of her garments, that I even heard her voice. But the consciousness of these things was such a faint one that I supposed, my attention being so acutely strained, that I had allowed myself to be deceived by my imagination. Until last night.” Solly paused again. This time the governor made no attempt at interruption. “Last night I could not sleep. I lay, dreaming, wide awake. I was wondering where my wife was, and what she was doing, and whether she was thinking of me, as I was thinking then of her, when — I felt a touch upon my lips, and found that my wife was in my arms. I don’t think that I was startled, because I had half expected that she would come to me in some such way as that. But I was very glad. We sat together on the side of the bed, and she talked to me and I to her — as Mr. Slater says, we carried on — until Mr. Slater entered.”

“Yes,” said Warder Slater, “when I had had enough of listening, and wondering whoever could be carrying on with Solly, I opened the door soft like, so that I might catch ’em at it, whoever it was, and I saw Solly sitting on the side of the bed, and someone — I couldn’t quite make out who, because I don’t mind owning that I felt a bit flurried, because how anybody, let alone a woman, could have got in to Solly was more than I could understand — but I saw it was a woman was sitting by his side, and she had her arms about his neck, and he had his arms about her waist.”

“Well?”

The monosyllable came from the governor. Warder Slater had paused.

“Well, sir, I just caught a glimpse of her, and she was gone — gone like a thing of air, before I had a chance to open my mouth. I don’t mind owning that I didn’t quite like it, at that time of night, and all; but I says to Solly, ‘ Who’s that you had in here along with you?’ And he says, ‘It was my wife.’

‘I shall report you,’ I says, and I went outside.”

“Did you hear any more talking?”

“No, sir, I did not, although I stopped outside some time and listened. And I came back half a dozen times, and each time I listened, but I never heard a sound.” — 

The prisoner took up the tale.

“She came back once and kissed me, and whispered just one word. And after that I fell asleep, and slept until the morning.”

The governor leant back in his chair. He seemed to be considering. He regarded the prisoner intently, the prisoner meeting his glance with perfect self-possession. At last he said — 

“That will do. Take the man away.” And Warder Slater and the prisoner departed.

As they went out Dr. Livermore came forward. The governor turned to him.

“Is that you, doctor? Have you heard that edifying little story? What do you think of it? Murray, you can go.”

On that hint the chief warder also went. The governor and the doctor were alone. When they were alone the two officials dropped to a perceptible degree their official manner.

“Frankly, Paley, I don’t know what to think.”

“You don’t mean to say that you believe in the genuineness of that story as it was told to us?”

“I repeat, I don’t know what to think. You see, there are not only those photographs and the woman’s letter, but there is something else besides. Paley, I’ve been breaking the rules.”

“How?”

“I’ve been carrying a detective camera about with me, and I’ve been taking a snap-shot at that man Solly whenever I got the chance.”

“You have, have you? It’s just as well you didn’t tell me, or I should have been down on you, my friend. Well, and what was the idea?”

“Never mind what the idea was, I’ll tell you what the result is. The result is nineteen photographs, and in each of them, with the exception of two, there’s the woman.”

“You don’t mean it!”

“I do mean it. Those photographs are my own property. I’ve half a mind to lay them before the Society for Psychical Research. I flatter myself that they would constitute as neat a case for inquiry as that august society has yet encountered.”

“Livermore! None of that! There’ll be trouble if you do!”

“I’m only jesting. I’m not likely to give myself away. But I mean to keep those photographs; I mean to write their history, and I mean to leave them to my — heirs, and a ghost story to the ages. Seriously, Paley! It’s nonsense to suppose that I could have photographed a woman — seventeen times — if she hadn’t been there to photograph. She must have been visible to the camera if she was invisible to me. And from being visible to the camera, to being visible, and even audible and tangible, to Solly, and even Slater, it’s but one step further. And that’s why I say, referring to the story which Solly and Slater have just now told, that I don’t know what to think; and candidly, I tell you again, I don’t.”

“I tell you what I mean to do; I mean to have that man transferred.”

“That’s one way out of it, certainly — transfer the solution of the ghost story on to someone else’s shoulders. Have you heard anything about the report — our report I mean?”

“Yes. This morning. Hardinge’s coming down to-morrow.” — 

“Hardinge! Nice sort of man to whom to entrust a case like that! Might as well expect an elephant to dance lightly upon egg-shell china! Blundering bull!”

Major Hardinge, the gentleman thus disrespectfully alluded to, was no less a personage than one of the inspectors of Her Majesty’s prisons. As such he was a personage who, as is well known, ought to have been regarded by all properly constituted official minds with awe and respect — to speak of nothing else. On the morrow he appeared. Having scampered round the prison in his usual twenty-mile-an-hour fashion, he attacked the subject in hand in that tumultuous, hearty way he had.

“Paley, what’s all this stuff and nonsense about those photographs? I’m surprised at you; ‘pon my word, I am.”

“May I inquire, Major Hardinge, why?”

The governor was the official to the finger-tips again.

“Send up a cock-and-bull story like that to headquarters! What do you think that we’re likely to make out of it? A ghost story! There can’t be the slightest doubt in the world, Paley, that somebody’s been playing tricks with you — that’s the general opinion at the office.”

“May I ask, Major Hardinge, if I am supposed to be the person who has been playing tricks on Mr. Paley?”

The inquiry came from Dr. Livermore.

“I’m not here to inquire who is, or who isn’t. In fact, I’m not here to make any inquiry at all — the case, upon the face of it, is too trivial for inquiry. We’ve decided to squash it. But since I am here I may as well see this man — eh — what’s his name? Solly! — just so! It appears that there are some peculiar circumstances in the case of this man — eh? — Solly. I shouldn’t be surprised if you’ve got the wrong man here after all.”

“The wrong man, major! How do you mean?”

“Those wise heads at the Quarter Sessions have made a mistake — one more example of the immaculate perfection of the system of trial by jury. Mind, I don’t say that this is so. I say that it seems possible that it is so. The circumstances, as they exist at present — and which are not to be disclosed to the man Solly” — the major glared, first at the governor, then at the doctor; these three were closeted together—” are as follows. The other day a man walked into the Yard and gave himself up for embezzlement — the day before yesterday it was. When they began to inquire into the matter, it turned out that the thing of which he accused himself had taken place down here — at Bedingfield, over the way there — and was the very thing for which the man Solly had been tried, found guilty, and sentenced to two years’ hard labour.”

“What is the name of the man who gave himself up?”

The major scratched his head.

“A nasty name. I know it struck me directly I heard it as being a nasty name. The sort of name you’d rather be hung than have. Let me see — I’ve got it here.” The major took out a bulky pocket-book, and out of the pocket-book a paper. “Here it is — Evan Bradell — that’s the fellow’s name. I’ve known men commit suicide for less things than having to own to a name like that.”

The doctor took something from his pocket. It was a photograph.

“Do you see the name which is written upon the slate which that man holds?”

“Eh?”

“Do you see, major, the name which is on that slate?”

The major took up the photograph. He peered closely at it “Evan — Evan Bradell, isn’t it? Is this the man?”

“That, major, you should know better than I. You may have seen him, I haven’t. But that appears to be his name — of which fact I was unaware until you mentioned it. If that is a likeness of the man Bradell, I think, major, that even you will allow that the thing is curious, because that happens to be a print from one of the negatives which we sent to the Commissioners, and which was taken from the man George Solly.”

The major glared.

“You’re at that cock-and-bull story again; in this age of enlightenment, and you a medical man, sir, I’m surprised at you, I really am! I don’t want to discuss the matter; the Office is willing to consider the incident as closed, and I may say that I’m instructed not to discuss the matter. A pretty thing it would be if it got about in the papers!— ‘Ghost at Canterstone Jail!’ Upon my word! There’d be a scandal! I shouldn’t be surprised if the Commissioners felt themselves impelled to institute changes; changes, sir! To — to — to return to this man Solly, and the man, eh, what’s his name? Bradell! It — it appears that this man Bradell tells a cock-and-bull story—”

“Another cock-and-bull story, major?”

“Yes, sir, another cock-and-bull story; there are always plenty of them in the air, as you will learn for yourself when you reach my age. As I was saying when I was interrupted, it appears that this man Bradell tells a cock-and-bull story about being haunted, and even persecuted by this man Solly’s wife, in dreams, and that sort of rubbish, until she has driven him to remorse, and that kind of thing. In fact, there seems every probability that the man will be found to be a lunatic.”

“I should like to bet two to one he isn’t.”

The major glowered at the doctor as though he could scarcely believe his ears.

“Bet, sir! bet, sir! Do I understand you to say that you offer to bet, sir? You appear to have extraordinary notions of the proper method of conducting an official inquiry, sir! In spite of your sporting offer, sir, perhaps you will allow me to repeat — although I have no desire to bet, sir — that I have a strong reason to believe that the man will be found to be a lunatic; and I base that statement to a great extent upon the grounds that, in my opinion, every man who tells a cock-and-bull story, and persists in it in spite of common sense, is, upon the face of it, a lunatic.”

The doctor, deeming discretion to be the better part of valour, contented himself with bowing. So the major was free to air himself in another direction.

“But although, as I say, it is my opinion that the man will be found to be a lunatic, and the whole affair fall through, still, as I am here, I may as well see this man Solly, and put to him a question or two.”

Solly was seen by the major. The major asked him if his name was Solly, what his age was, if he was married, if he had any children, what he had been charged with, where he had been charged, and such-like questions, and finally he asked him if he had any complaint to make of the treatment he had received in the jail. Solly replied that he had none.

Then the major drew himself up in a manner which seemed intended to impress the beholders with the fact of what a very remarkable man he was. He threw his frock-coat open, and he thrust his thumbs into the armholes of his waistcoat.

“There is another question which I wish to ask you, Solly. Have you ever been photographed?”

“Do you mean in prison?”

“No — I am aware that you have been photographed in prison.” The major glinted at the doctor out of the corner of his eyes. “I mean outside — before you came to prison?”

“Certainly — several times.”

“You will understand, Solly, that you are in no way bound to answer the questions which I am putting to you now. I am only asking them for my own private satisfaction. But have you any objection to tell me whether any difficulty has been experienced in taking your photograph?”

“Difficulty? In what way?”

“In any way. Have the photographs which have been taken of you been satisfactory?”

Solly smiled, a little faintly.

“Perfectly; indeed, I have understood that I am rather a good subject than otherwise. May I ask why you inquire?”

“I ask because the photographs which have been taken of you in the prison have not been satisfactory. That will do; you can take the man away. I am glad that he has no complaint to make.”

When Solly had departed the major turned to the doctor.

“I believe, Dr. Livermore, that you are an amateur photographer; of course, the fact of your being a medical man explains that you are.”

“I am. But my being an amateur has nothing to do with these particular photographs. I have no hesitation in saying that, regarded merely as photographs, they are first-rate.”

“In your opinion, doubtless.” The major’s tone was dry. He rose. “I mean nothing offensive to Dr. Livermore, but the Commissioners object to experiments being made in Her Majesty’s prisons. In future you will please, Paley, not to allow them. The treatment to which that man Solly has been subjected can scarcely be justified. Who is the man Dodsworth, who is responsible for some of the photographs? Have you employed him before?”

“Mr. Dodsworth is a highly respectable photographer in the town. He has been frequently employed in the prison, and has always given satisfaction.”

“Don’t employ him again. Employ somebody else next time. If you can’t find anyone the Commissioners will send you a man from town. I’m going, Paley. I think that’s all I have to say.”

And Major Hardinge shook the dust of Canterstone Jail from off his feet. That night in Canterstone Jail something rather curious occurred. It was very late. Not only had the prisoners retired — they retired at eight, as they should have done in the days when they were young! — but the warders had retired too — they retired at ten — and even the governor, who, of course, retired when he pleased, but who observed virtuous hours as a rule, had sought his pillows with the rest. It was the rule at Canterstone, when the prisoners withdrew to their plank couches, for the day-warders to withdraw from the actual precincts of the jail; they occupied a row of cottages on the other side of the wall. The night-warders came on duty. In list slippers they promenaded, with more or less frequency, the wards, in the silent watches of the night. At the absolutely sepulchral hour of two a m., on the occasion which has been referred to, a figure might have been observed stealing along the path which ran outside one of the wards in the direction of the governor’s house. The figure was not that of an escaped felon — not at all. The figure was the figure of a warder. He appeared to be in considerable haste, for he had not stayed to remove the list slippers from his feet, and he moved along as fast as he possibly could — he was great in girth — with his lantern in his hand. The governor’s house was in the very centre of the prison. When this warder reached it he rang the bell; and he not only rang it, but he gave it a mighty tug. The bell, like a surgeon’s, was a night bell. It was hung in the apartment which was occupied, not only by Mr. Paley, but by Mrs. Paley too. So that when the bell was tugged like that the lady could scarcely fail to hear it, if the gentleman deemed it wiser to sleep on. Warder Slater — for the warder was Warder Slater — had no necessity to give a second tug. In a remarkably short space of time a window was opened overhead and a head came out The head was the governor’s. “Who’s there?”

“Warder Slater, sir.”

“What’s the matter?”

“There’s a ghost in Ward C, sir.”

“A ghost?”

“Yes, sir — there’s that woman in Solly’s cell again, sir.”

It is no slight thing for the warder of a prison to rouse the governor in the middle of the night, or what is the same thing, at so early an hour as two a m. It is well understood that there are occasions on which the governor must be roused. But the Commissioners have not distinctly stated whether the occasion of the presence of a ghost is one of them. Perhaps the omission has occurred because a ghost is so rare a visitor — even in a prison, which sees strange visitors — that the thing seemed scarcely worth providing against. Whatever may have been the governor’s private opinion on the matter, he contented himself with saying, before he closed the window — 

“Wait! — I’m coming!”

And he did come, slipping into some of his clothes with a degree of despatch which would have done credit to the schoolboy who delays his rising from bed until he hears the breakfast bell.

“Some more nonsense, Slater?”

That was the governor’s drily-uttered observation as he joined the warder.

“Well, sir, you will see for yourself, sir, when we get there!”

Governor and warder started off together towards Ward C. As they moved over the pebbly path the warder, whose state of mind did not seem to be a state of perfect ease, endeavoured to explain.

“I’ve been in that ward a dozen times to-night, sir. I thought more than once that I heard the sound of someone whispering, but I wasn’t quite sure until I went in just now, sir. Directly I went in this last time I knew that there was something up. I stood outside of Number Thirteen’s door, and sure enough I heard that woman talking to Solly, and carrying on with him, just as she was the other night, sir. I didn’t hardly know what to do, sir, because, I says to myself, if I report the man the governor won’t believe me. Then I makes up my mind to come and tell you, sir, so that you could come and see for yourself. I don’t know if we shall find her there now, sir: she may have gone. But that she was there a couple of minutes ago, when I came to fetch you, I’ll take my Bible oath!”

“That’ll do. We shall see if she’s there when we get there.”

The governor’s tone was not reassuring — but then it seldom was. His official tone was not reassuring. Warder Slater heartily hoped that she would be there. He began to be conscious that it was quite within the range of possibility that the governor might be disposed to make an example of a warder who routed him out of bed in the middle of the night to see a ghost which was neither to be seen nor heard.

They entered the prison, which was itself a ghostly place to enter. They went in by the round-house, and there it was not so bad; but when they began to mount the cold, worn, stone steps which wound up between the massive whitewashed walls, the darkness rendered still more visible by the lantern in the warder’s hand, one began to realise that, after all, there might be “visions about.”

Canterstone Jail was an old-fashioned jail, built in the good old-fashioned days when stone walls, six feet thick, were considered a sine quâ non in jails. In the broad noonday glare the wards in which the night-cells were dimly lighted. Entering them at two a in one received an object-lesson in “Egyptian darkness.” One had but to stretch out one’s arms to more than span the flagstoned passage. And when one realised that on one side there was a six-foot wall, and on the other — surrounded, it is true, by other six-foot walls, but none the further off for that — lay the representatives of every shade of crime, one did not need to have an abnormal imagination to begin to comprehend that it is not always the part of wisdom to laugh at the tales which are told of churchyards yawning, and of the graves which yield their dead.

At Canterstone there were, in each ward, four floors: the ground floor, the first floor, the second floor, and the third floor. Solly’s sleeping-place was on the third floor, that farthest from the ground and nearest to the sky. The governor and Warder Slater entered the ward at one end, Solly’s cell being at the other. Directly they reached the landing the warder laid his hand on Mr. Paley’s arm. “Do you hear, sir? She’s with him still!”

There was a note of exultation in the officer’s voice which seemed, all things considered, to be a little out of place. The governor made no reply. He stood and listened. The general stillness rendered any sound there might be still more audible. That there was a sound there could be no doubt. The governor listened, so as to be quite clear in his own mind as to what the sound was. It was the sound of voices. Unless his sense of hearing played him false the speakers were two.

“Which is Solly’s cell?”

The governor put the question in a whisper. In a whisper the officer replied — 

“Number thirteen — right the other end, sir. That’s where they’re talking — he and the woman. Come along with me, sir, and we shall catch them at it.”

The governor checked the impulsive Slater.

“Darken your lantern. You have your keys? When we reach the door keep perfectly still until I give you the order. Then unlock the door and throw the light of your lantern into Solly’s cell.”

Warder Slater darkened his lantern. In the pitchy blackness the governor and the warder stole along the corridor. They were guided by the sense of sound. Guided by that sense, they paused at the spot where the talking seemed to be most audible.

“Is this the cell?”

The governor’s voice seemed scarcely to penetrate the darkness. The warder’s “Yes” was but an echo. The silence was profound, except on the other side the door on the outer side of which they two were standing.

There was someone talking in the cell. The speakers seemed to be two. An attentive ear could catch the words which were being spoken.

“I could not rest unless you knew, and so I came to tell you, so that there might be an end to your suspense, and that you might not need to wait until the morning for the news.”

The speaker was a woman — of a surety, the speaker was a woman!

“My darling!” This time the speaker unmistakably was Solly.

Then there ensued what Warder Slater had described as “carryings-on.” The governor’s sensations must have been of a somewhat speckled variety as he played the part of eavesdropper to proceedings such as those, because there could be not the slightest possible shadow of doubt that within that cell there were “carryings-on.” There came to them who listened the sound of a woman’s voice, uttering, in tones so tender they fell like sweet music on the ear, “loves,” and “sweethearts,” and “my own, own darlings!” and such-like vanities. And to her replied a man, in tones as tender if not as musical, who did his best to give the woman a fair exchange for her conversational sweetmeats of affection. But when it came to kissing, audible, in its prolonged ecstasy, on the outer side of that thick oaken door, the governor seemed to think that it was time that something should be done.

“Now!” he whispered.

And, almost simultaneously, the key was turned in the well-oiled lock. The door was thrown wide open, and Warder Slater’s lantern gleamed into the cell. Then there was silence, both in the cell and out of it; and the governor stood within the open doorway, with the warder just in front of him, a little to one side, so as not to obstruct the governor’s view, and the lantern in his hand. And both of these officials stared — stared hard! For in front of them stood Solly in considerable undress, and at his side — 

It is probably owing to the governor’s proverbial official caution that he could never be induced to say what was at Solly’s side — to say positively, that is. It seemed to him it was a woman. Not such a woman as we meet in daily life, but, as it were, the shadow of a woman. It seemed to the governor that she was attired in robe de nuit Solly held her by the hand. The governor thought he saw so much, but before he had a chance of seeing more she fled, or vanished into air. His eyes never ceased to gaze at Solly’s side, and there was nothing there.

When there could be no doubt that the tangible presence of the something which had been standing there had gone, the governor’s voice rang out sharp and clear — 

“Solly, who was that you were talking to?”

“It was my wife.”

“Your wife?” The governor stared. There was a peculiar ring in his voice, which probably no prisoner had ever heard in it before. “I will have you punished in the morning.”

The prisoner smiled. In his voice there was also a ring, but it was a ring of a different kind.

“No, Mr. Paley, you will not, because in the morning I shall be free.” Solly paused, as if to give the governor an opportunity of speaking; but the opportunity was not taken. So he went on, “My wife has come to bring me good news.” He turned; he held out his arms as if to take someone within them, but they could see no one there to take. And he said, “Good-bye until the morning, wife!” He advanced his face as if to kiss someone, and there was the sound of a kiss, but they could see no one who could have kissed him. Then he turned again to Mr. Paley, crying, in a voice which was half tears, half laughter, “It’s all come out at last! Bradell’s confessed! The Home Secretary has procured a free pardon! You will have it in the morning. My wife has been to tell me so.”

It is certain that the governor could not have had much sleep that night. Warder Slater roused him at two a m.; and if, when he returned to bed again, he was inclined to slumber, he had not much opportunity for the indulgence of his inclination. At an unusually early hour he was roused again. A special messenger had arrived from town, bringing with him a communication from the Home Secretary for the governor of Canterstone Jail. The communication took the form of that bitter wrong of which the system of English jurisprudence still is guilty. The Home Secretary informed the governor of Canterstone Jail that Her Majesty the Queen had been graciously pleased to grant a free pardon to the prisoner George Solly for what he had never done.


A PACK OF CARDS




PART I.

“YOU see these? They belong to Francis Farmer; Colonel Farmer he called himself; the Colonel he was known as among his pals. Did you ever hear of him?”

I could not say that I ever had.

“He was a card himself, the Colonel was. An American. He had had something to do with the army, once upon a time, I fancy; but he had had more to do with the police. He was one of the greatest swindlers of modem times — an artist the Colonel was.”

“And these are some of the implements of his profession?”

I was paying a visit to the Rogues’ Museum at Scotland Yard, that queer establishment in which they preserve mementoes of criminals who, at various periods, have, in some way or other, had dealings with the police. The constable who was acting as my cicerone was holding in his hand a pack of cards. I took them into mine. They were a pack of what are commonly called “squeezers.” They had rounded corners, and in the corner of each card was a statement of its value. Such a pack, indeed, as is generally used by properly constituted persons for the game of poker. There was nothing about the cards in any way remarkable, so far as I could see, except that on their backs was painted a large, bluish-red rose, as it seemed to me, by hand. But according to the constable they had a history.

“The Colonel won thousands with those cards.”

“By the exercise of his skill?”

“It’s as you choose to call it. They’re hand-painted” (I thought they were), “and excellently painted too. If you look at them closely you’ll see that the rose is not placed in exactly the same position on the back of each of them. There’s just a shade of difference.”

I did look at them closely. It was as the constable said. But it needed good eyes to observe the fact, the difference in position was so slight “He used to travel up and down the line to Brighton.”

“That’s odd. I’m going down to Brighton myself by the 2.30 this afternoon. I live there.” — 

“Ah! He was well known upon that road. They used to think he was a big pot in the City who liked his hand at cards. City gentlemen often have a game as they come up to town. It’s a regular thing. It was a well-known pack, the Colonel’s. He won his fare, and a bit over, many a time.”

“And where is this enterprising person now?”

“He’s dead, that’s where he is. Francis Farmer was sentenced for the term of his natural life for attempted murder. Perhaps you remember the case. It was on the Brighton line. They spotted him at last — he was a little too fond of winning, the Colonel was. He drew a revolver and put a bullet into the man who spotted him. For that he was sent to Portland. He tried to escape, and when they nabbed him he committed suicide in his cell.”

“Then there is quite a curious interest connected with this pack of cards?”

“You may say so. There are some very queer tales told about them — very queer. They say they’re haunted. I don’t know much about that sort of thing myself, but some of our chaps do say that wherever those cards are the Colonel isn’t very far away.” I smiled. The constable seemed a little huffed. “I only know that I shouldn’t care to carry them about with me myself.”

As we were going out a gentleman entered. The constable seemed to know him, for he allowed him to pass without challenge. I went to Simpson’s to lunch. I was thinking, as I ate, about what I had seen, memorials of hideous murders, a unique collection of burglars’ tools, coiners’ moulds, forgers’ presses, ingenious implements for every sort of swindling — a perfect arsenal of crime! I am free to confess that that pack of cards was present to my mind. What a relic for a man to possess — a haunted pack of swindler’s cards! I ought to have looked at them more closely: perhaps some of the victim’s blood was on the back of one of them. De gustibus non disputandum. Some men would give a good round sum for such a curio!

After luncheon I strolled along the Embankment to Victoria. I caught the 2.30 to Brighton. As I was standing at the door of the carriage two other persons entered in front of me brushing past me as they went. When I had taken my seat a third person entered just as the train was starting. I was seated with my back to the engine, at the end which was farthest from the platform. The new-corner sat facing the engine at the other end of the carriage. He was a tall, slight, military-looking individual, with a slight moustache, and, as I could see under the brim of his top-hat, crisp, curly black hair. The two persons who had entered previously were seated in front of me at my end of the carriage.

I had some papers with me, but felt disinclined to read. I had had a heavy lunch, and the result was to make me drowsy. I fancy that I was all but dropping off, when someone spoke to me.

“Haven’t we met before?”

I glanced up. The man speaking was the man in front of me, who sat nearest to the door. When I eyed him closely I remembered him. He had sat next to me at a dinner which had been given, a few days previously, to Lord Labington, whose political exertions, as everyone is aware who is of the right way of thinking, have saved the country! An amusing neighbour I had found him. He had struck me as a fellow of lively wit and of infinite jest I was glad to meet him again. I told him so.

“Awfully slow this kind of thing.” I suppose he meant going down by rail to Brighton. He did! “This train is a dreadful slow-coach; takes no end of a time.”

“It’s a pity,” I said, thinking of the Colonel’s exploits upon that very line, “that we haven’t such a thing as a pack of cards!”

While I was speaking I thrust my right hand into the pocket of the light summer overcoat which I was wearing. It lighted upon something whose presence in my pocket I had not been conscious of before. There were several articles, in fact Supposing that I had put some things there and forgotten all about them, I drew one of them out to see what it could be. It was a playing-card. I drew more of them out. They were more playing-cards. There was an entire pack. And — could I be dreaming? — it was the pack of cards which had belonged to “Colonel” Francis Farmer!

It was entirely out of the question to suppose that I was mistaken. I had seen them too recently, observed them too attentively, and bore them too well in mind for that. They were altogether unmistakable, with the hand-painted red roses on their backs. But how came they in my pocket? To describe my feelings when I realised that they really were that “haunted” pack is altogether beyond my power. I remembered returning them to a constable; I remembered his replacing them in a glass case; I remembered his turning the key in the lock; and yet — 

I suppose that there was something in the expression of my countenance which to an onlooker was comical, for I was all at once conscious of the sound of laughter.

“Hallo!” exclaimed my opposite neighbour. “Why — you do appear to have a pack of cards!”

“I — I do appear to have a pack of cards; but — but how I have them is more than I can say.”

“You didn’t steal them, I suppose?”

“Not — not consciously.”

My opposite neighbour and his friend began to laugh again. The man at the other end of the carriage sat quietly cold. How I knew I cannot say, but I did know that his eyes were fixed upon me all the time.

“Never mind how you got them, you have got them; that is the point. Supposing we have a hand at Nap. What do you say, Armitage?” He turned to his friend. Then to me: “I don’t know if you’re aware of it — I don’t think we got so far as exchanging cards the other night — but my name’s Burchell.”

“And my name’s Ranken.”

“Very well, Mr. Ranken, supposing after this general naming of names we set to work. Hand me over the cards.”

He stretched out his hand. I hesitated before I gave him these. To put it gently, they were not mine. And — should I tell him their history or should I not? He did not give me time for reflection.

“Come along! Are you afraid I’m going to steal them?”

He took them out of my grasp. I was so bewildered by the discovery of their presence that I had really not recovered sufficient presence of mind to say him either yea or nay.

“What points? Suppose we say pounds?”

Pounds! I started. Pound points at Nap! Not if I knew it Pennies were more in my line. I was pleased to observe that his friend, Mr. Armitage, did not second his suggestion.

“Don’t you think pound points are a trifle stiff?”

“Well, make it half-sovereigns then, and a pound in the pool.”

“I don’t mind half-sovereigns.”

But I did most emphatically. Why, with a pound in the pool, I might lose fifty pounds and more before I reached the other end. I have played penny Nap, and risen poorer by half a sovereign. I had been up to draw my dividends; I wondered what Mrs. Ranken would say if I returned to her minus fifty pounds!

“I — I’m no player. I — I couldn’t think of playing for half-sovereigns.”

“Make it dollars then. We must have something on the game.”

Something on the game! If we had five-shilling points we should have a good deal more than I cared to have upon the game. But without waiting for my refusal Mr. Burchell commenced to deal the cards — the “Colonel’s” cards!

I never had such luck before. It really was surprising. From the very first I won. Not spasmodically, but persistently — hand after hand, with a regularity which, in its way, was quite phenomenal.

“It’s a pity,” said Mr. Burchell, when I had made Nap for the third time within a quarter of an hour, “that we didn’t make it pounds. I don’t think anything could stand against your cards.”

“I have had some decent hands,” I agreed. “It’s rather odd too, because generally I do no good at Nap.”

“No? I should imagine, by the way in which you’re going it, that you’re like that third player in Punch, who held thirteen trumps at whist”

I laughed. Curiously enough, my luck continued. It was quite a record in its way. I never lost; I always had three trumps.

“Do you know,” observed Mr. Armitage, when I again took Nap, “that I’m nearly thirty sovereigns to the bad? I think it’s quite as well we didn’t make it pounds.”

“I’m about that much nearer the workhouse since I left Victoria,” chimed in his friend.

I was amazed.

“You don’t mean that I’ve won sixty pounds?”

“It looks uncommonly like it.”

It was incredible. And yet my luck continued. I went three tricks that round, and made them. Then another three, then four, and then another Nap. Reckon that up, and you’ll find that, with the points and the dealer’s ten shilling contribution to the pool, I had made thirteen pounds in considerably less than half that number of minutes.

“You will excuse my asking you,” said Mr. Burchell, as he was settling for the Nap, “if that pack of cards is bewitched?”

“I think it possible,” I answered, half in jest and half in earnest “There is a curious history attached to them, at any rate.”

“There will be another curious history attached to them if this goes on much longer.”

It did go on. In the very next hand I signalled four, and made them. My antagonists began to look blank; no wonder!

“We ought to send this to the Field. It ought to have a niche among curious games,” said Mr. Armitage.

Mr. Burchell shuffled, Mr. Armitage cut, and I dealt the hand. Burchell went three, Armitage four, and I went Nap! I had ace, king, queen, and four of clubs, and king of diamonds. Not a bad Nap hand when three are playing.

“What, Nap again!” cried Burchell. “Great Scott!”

“Never mind,” said Mr. Armitage, “I’m prepared for anything.”

I was about to lead the ace of clubs when the stranger, who was seated at the other end of the carriage, left his end and advanced towards ours.

“Excuse me, gentlemen!” — he addressed himself to my antagonists— “you are being robbed. This gentleman is too clever a player for you. I should say that he was a professional swindler!”

“What the dickens do you mean?” asked Mr. Armitage. “And who are you?”

“I’m an old traveller. I’ve seen this kind of thing before. But I’ve never seen quite such beautiful simplicity as yours. I do believe you’d let him get Napoleon in continuous succession, right from here to Brighton, and still think it all serene — just a little accident worth sending to the Field?

There was silence. Armitage and Burchell both looked at me. I felt that suspicion was in their glances. As for myself, I was so startled by the enormity of the charge that I momentarily was stricken dumb. I could not realise that the fellow was actually accusing me of theft.

“Do you — do you mean to suggest,” I gasped, when I had sufficient breath to gasp, “that I — I’ve been cheating?”

“That is what I do mean. You have hit it on the head. It is inconvenient for you, no doubt But I’m going to make it more inconvenient still. I’m going to prove it before the sitting’s ended.”

“You — you infernal scoundrel!”

I sprang up, as if to strike the fellow to the ground. But he remained entirely unmoved. His calmness, or assurance, rather reacted on me, and I refrained.

“Suppose we leave the adjectives till a little later on? Then, it is just possible that each man will have a few of his own to scatter round.”

He turned to my antagonists.

“It’s funny, gentlemen, very — but directly I saw those cards I thought I’d seen that pack before. I have a good eye for a card. The more I saw of them the more I felt that we had met before. And now I’ll swear we have. A pack of cards very like that pack once belonged to a very famous personage; more famous, perhaps, than worthy. His name was Francis Farmer.”

My surprise at hearing this name from the stranger’s lips must have betrayed itself in my countenance. He immediately turned to me.

“I fancy that is a name which this gentleman has heard before. Is that not so?”

“I — I have heard it before,” I stammered.

“I thought you had. Yes, gentlemen, there is the own brother to this pack of cards at this moment in the museum at Scotland Yard. Perhaps this gentleman’s knowledge of the profession which he adorns so well will enable him to corroborate that fact.”

“This — this is the pack.”

“Do tell! That’s candid, now. What, the Colonel’s own! It’s beautiful: for, gentlemen, Francis Farmer was a swindler, a card-sharper, a thief. He had all the talents. Permit me, sir, to exploit his favourite pack of cards.”

The stranger took the cards which Mr. Armitage was holding in his hand.

“If you observe the beautiful rose which adorns their rears, you will observe that there is a slight variation in its position on the back of every card.”

“I don’t deny it for a moment.”

I regained my presence of mind when I perceived that the fellow was not a mere impudent vagabond who wished to make himself objectionable, but that, in appearance, he really had something on which to base his assumptions.

“That is very good of you; more especially as we have eyes of our own which would enable us to perceive it for ourselves even if you didn’t.”

“If you will allow me. I will explain how I became possessed of this pack of cards, which I believe really were the property of the infamous individual of whom this gentleman speaks. You will remember that I was surprised when I found them in my pocket?”

I addressed myself to Armitage.

“I remember that you appeared to be.”

I did not like his tone at all.

“I not only appeared to be, I was. But before I explain, I suppose, Mr. Burchell, that you do not require an explanation. The place in which I met you is sufficient proof of the absurdity of what this person alleges.”

“How so? I sat next to you at a public dinner. Anyone could go who chose to buy a ticket. It does not require a great effort of the imagination to suppose it possible that one might light upon a doubtful character at such a function.”

I liked Mr. Burchell’s tone even less than his friend’s.

“You scarcely state the case correctly. It was not by any means open to anyone to buy a ticket. However, I will pass on to my explanation.”

“We are waiting,” murmured the stranger.

“I was this morning at Scotland Yard.”

“And they let you out again? I always said the English police were fools.”

“Where I saw this pack of cards.”

“And pinched it? Under the constable’s nose. The man’s a genius.”

“No, sir; I did not as you phrase it pinch it, under the constable’s nose.”

“Did he give it you?”

“No, sir, he didn’t give it me.”

“Did he sell it you?”

“He did not.”

“How, then, does it come here?”

The stranger, thrusting his hands into his pockets, tilted his hat over his eyes.

“That, unfortunately, is exactly what I am myself unable to understand.”

“Hark at that! And that is what you call your explanation? Well, sir, you are the most promising disciple of the late Francis Farmer’s I have had the pleasure of meeting. You have what made him the man he was — his impudence.”

“I pay no attention at this moment to this person’s insinuations. After what has passed I insist on returning the moneys I have won.”

“That would be advisable. It will save us trouble afterwards.”

“Please to understand that I shall remain with you in this carriage until we reach Brighton. I shall then require you to accompany me to my residence. There I shall place before you ample proof that this person is an impudent traducer, and a barefaced liar.”

“Softly at that. Let us wait for the adjectives still a little longer. There are one or two little points which you have forgotten in the excellent and copious explanation with which you have seen fit to favour us. Perhaps you will allow me to glance at the cards which you are holding in your hand?”

I gave him them.

“Here we have the ace, king, queen, four of clubs, and king of diamonds. A nice little hand. Perhaps you will be so kind as to tell me how many cards there are in the remainder of that pack?”

Mr. Armitage, being thus appealed to, took up the pack of cards which was lying on the seat at my side, and having added his own hand and Mr. Burchell’s, proceeded to count them. He announced the result “There are forty-two cards here.”

“And five I hold make forty-seven. It is perhaps my ignorance, but I have always supposed that fifty-two constitute a pack of cards. Perhaps you will be able to tell us what has become of the other five?”

The inquiry was addressed to me.

“How should I know?”

“You have not got them, by the merest chance, in either of your pockets.”

“If you are not careful you will go too far!”

“That would be a pity. I should think that, for you, I’ve gone far enough already. Perhaps it would not be too much trouble to feel, say, in the left-hand pocket of that elegant summer overcoat which you have on.”

“You impudent—”

I stopped short. Thrusting my hand into my left pocket, to my unutterable amazement, it lighted upon what unmistakably were cards. I drew them out. The stranger snatched them from me. He held them up in the air.

“Hey, presto — the missing five! I thought there might have been an accident. Now let us see what cards they are. Ace, king, queen, and four of hearts, the ace of clubs — another pretty little hand! Perhaps, gentlemen, you commence to see how it is done?”

“I think I do,” said Mr. Armitage.

“I am sure I do,” said Mr. Burchell.

“If — if you think that I put those cards in my pocket,” I began to stammer. Mr. Burchell interrupted me — 

“Pray do not trouble to offer any wholly unnecessary explanations. Perhaps you will be so good as to return the money which you have won.”

He laid a wholly unmistakable accent upon “won.”

“It is I who insist on that, sir, not you.”

“Pray do not let us quarrel as to phrases,” said Mr. Burchell with a smile — a smile for which I could have strangled him. I counted out the moneys. Just as I had completed the act of restitution — restitution! To think that an honest man should have had to endure such humiliation! — the train drew up at Red Hill Junction — it was scarcely more than three-quarters of an hour since we left Victoria. Mr. Burchell rose.

“I wish you good-day, Mr. Ranken.”

“A wish in which I join.” And Mr. Armitage rose too.

“You are not going?” I cried.

“But indeed we are.”

“Then I say that you shall do nothing of the kind. Do you think that I am going to allow you to place on me such a stigma without offering me an opportunity to prove my innocence?”

“If you dare to touch me, Mr. Ranken” — in my excitement I had grasped Mr. Burchell by the arm—” I shall summon an officer. As I am unwilling to appear as your accuser in a police-court, if you take my advice, you will let me go.”


PART II.

A police-court! In my amazement at being threatened with a policeman I let them go. I sank back upon the seat, feeling as though I had been stunned. The train started. I still sat there. My faculties were so disorganised as to render me unable to realise my situation. To have had contemptuous compassion dealt out to me as though I were a swindler and a thief!

It was only when Red Hill had been left behind that I became conscious of the fact that I had not been left alone in the carriage. My accuser remained. He himself drew my attention to his presence.

“Well, how do you feel?”

I looked up. He had placed himself on the opposite seat, right in front of me. I glared at him. He smiled. Had I obeyed the impulse of the moment I should have caught him by the throat and crushed the life right out of him. But I restrained my indignation.

“You — you villain!” He laughed — a curious, mirthless laugh. It was like adding fuel to the flame. “Do you know what you have done? You have endeavoured to put a brand of shame upon a man who never, consciously, was guilty of a dishonourable action in his life.”

“Well, and how do you feel?”

“Feel! God forgive me, but I feel as though I should like to kill you.”

He put up his hand and stroked his beardless chin.

“Yes, that is how I used to feel at first.”

“What do you mean?”

He leaned forward and looked me keenly in the face.

“Do you not know me?”

I paused before I answered. So far as my recollection went his face was strange to me. Still, my memory might err.

“Is it possible that we have met before? Can I have given you any, even the slightest, cause to do this thing?”

“You are right in your inference. I did it all. It was I who put the cards in your pocket.”

“You — you devil!”

This time my indignation did get the better of me. I sprang forward to seize him by the throat, but, with a dexterous movement, he eluded me. Missing my aim, I fell on my knees on the floor. Rising to his feet he looked down at me, and smiled. “Do you not know me now?”

“Know you? No!”

“I am Francis Farmer.’

“Francis Farmer!”

“I am the guardian of the cards. Did not the constable tell you that where they were. I was always close at hand?”

“But — Farmer’s dead!”

“That is so. He’s dead.”

Scrambling to my feet I caught hold, for support, of the railing which was intended for light luggage. What did he mean? Was the fellow, after all, some wandering lunatic who should not have been suffered to be at large? He was standing at the other end of the carriage regarding me with his curiously mirthless smile. He did not look a lunatic; on the contrary, he appeared to be a person of even unusual intelligence. He was very tall. He was dressed from head to foot in black, after the undertaker fashion, which is so common in the United States. His cheeks were colourless, his eyes almost unnaturally bright. With those two exceptions there was nothing about him which was in any way uncommon, and even pale cheeks and flashing eyes are not phenomenal.

“Still, I am Francis Farmer.”

His voice was not at all. American; it was soft and gentle. Stooping, he picked up the pack of cards. He began, as it were, to fondle them with his hands.

“My cards! My own old cards! The tools which have so often won for me both bread and cheese! Is it strange that I should regard them almost as my own children, sir? That I should be careful where they are — to be always close at hand? I fashioned them with my own fingers. And so fine was the art I used that skilled eyes have beheld them many and many a time, yet never perceived a flaw.”

“Do I understand you to say deliberately that you are Francis Farmer?”

“Indeed I am.”

“Then at the next station at which we stop I will give information to the police. So notorious a rogue cannot be allowed to be at large.”

“But Francis Farmer’s dead.”

“He was supposed to be. You are not the first rogue who has feigned to be dead.”

“But, in truth, he’s dead. They sat upon his corpse. They brought it in that he’d been guilty of felo-de-se. And, since no one came to claim his body, they buried him at Portland, among his brother rogues; and there he lies, within hearing of the sea. Permit me to show you the place where the rope was about his neck, and where he thrust the knife into his breast.”

Tearing his waistcoat open he advanced towards me, as if to show me the hall-marks of the suicide. I waved him back again.

“Do not think to fool me with such tricks!”

He paused, and eyed me — always with his curious smile.

“You are a shrewd man. I perceived it when I saw you at Scotland Yard.”

“You saw me at Scotland Yard!”

“Where else? I was with you in the Museum, when you were seeing all the sights. And when the constable took out the cards — my cards! — I perceived that you were a man after my own heart. So when the superstitious fellow — you remember, he was a little superstitious, was he not? — put them back into their place, I took the liberty to borrow them — why not? They were my own, the works of my own hand! — and I went with you down the stairs.”

“You went with me down the stairs!”

“And along the Strand, to Simpson’s. I sat beside you as you lunched — you did not see me. It was not strange. Permit me but one word — you are too fond of beef! It was a meat which, in my hungriest days, I never loved. When you had lunched, I slipped my arm through yours—”

“You slipped your arm through mine!”

“But indeed I did, and at the same moment I slipped my cards into the pocket of your overcoat. For I liked you, although for your beef I had a constitutional disrelish.”

I had a constitutional disrelish for the style of conversation which he appeared to favour. As I listened to him talking in that cold-blooded way, of what, to say the least of it, were absolute impossibilities, I began to be conscious of a fit of shivering, as though I had plunged, unawares, into a bath of ice-cold water.

“You — you don’t expect me to believe these fairy tales?”

“I went with you to the station; then, when the train was starting, I thought it time I should appear. So I appeared. I resolved that you should win, say, sixty pounds, and then — I would expose you.”

“Expose me! Good heavens! man or demon — why?”

“Because I hoped to find in you a worthy successor to my fame.”

I stared at him aghast. What could he mean?

“Do you — do you mean that you hoped to find in me the making of a thief?”

“Such words are hard. I hoped to find in you an artist, my dear sir.”

“You consummate scoundrel! Man or demon, I shall be very much tempted, in half a minute, to throw you through the carriage window,”

“Try it.” The fellow stood upright, his arms to his sides. There was no appearance of bravado in his tone. He seemed completely at his ease. “Touch me! Grasp me, if you can!”

I took up his challenge on the instant. But scarcely had I advanced a step than I was seized with a sickening faintness, so that I was compelled to take refuge on the seat. He stood and watched me for a moment. Then he came and touched me. His touch was real enough, but I shrank from it with a sense of loathing which I am powerless to put into words.

“See, I am quite real.” Strangely enough it was then that, for the first time, I doubted it “It is only when I wish it that I am a thing of air.” Bending over, he fixed his bright eyes upon my face. His glance had on me that paralysing effect which is popularly supposed to be an attitude of certain members of the serpent tribe. “Let me teach you the secret of my cards.”

He held the pack in front of me — I knew he held it although for the life of me I could not have removed my eyes from off his face. So we remained in silence for some moments. Then he went on, his tone seeming to steal like some stupefying poison into my veins.

“This is a great day for me. It is a day I have looked forward to ever since I — died. It was not an heroic death — to stab oneself with a common warder’s common knife, to hang oneself with a prison sheet from the bar of a broken window. One would not choose a death like that. And yet, if die one must, what matters it how one dies? And time has its revenges! All things come to those who wait — at last! at last! After many days I’ve found a friend.”

I tried to breathe. I could not. Something seemed to choke me. I was overcome by a great weight of horror and disgust. It seemed to stifle me.

“Do you know where we are sitting, you and I? This carriage is an old familiar friend. It was here I shot John Osborn.”

“What!”

The sense of loathing, even the sense of fear, with which I heard him make, so callously, this hideous confession, gave me strength to snap the spell with which he had seemed to bind me to the seat I sprang from him with a cry. He was not in the least disturbed.

“Yes, it was in this very carriage. Some strange fate has led us hither. See, he was seated there.” He pointed to the corner of the carriage which was behind my back. Turning, I glanced over my shoulder with an irrepressible shudder. “I almost think I see him now. Ah, John Osborn, where’s your ghost? Would it not be a strange encounter were we ghosts to meet? He was seated there. I was seated just in front of him, behind you on the other side. There were four other men with us in the carriage. I think I see them. Would that all we ghosts were met again, so that we might react the scene before your eyes! I had won — ah! what a sum I’d won. John Osborn’s temper was a little warped. He had said a nasty thing or two. He did not like to lose. I made an awkward pass with an ace of clubs. He caught me by the wrist, crying, ‘Got you, you thief!’ I looked round the carriage. I saw that the others were on his side. They all had lost, you see. I replied, ‘Release my wrist’

‘Not,’ he said, ‘till you show me that card!” Take it!’ I cried, and flung it in his face. I have not so sweet a temper as you, my friend. As I flung the card into his face, with my other hand I drew a revolver, which it was my custom to carry, so that any little difficulties which might arise might be settled without any unnecessary delay. I fired at John Osborn. Someone struck up my wrist I missed. I fired again. That time the shot went home. It burst his eye. I flattered myself that it had entered into what he called his brain. He gave just one gasp, and dropped. I fancy that I hear him gasping now. It seemed as though the passage of his throat was choked with blood. There was a fight. They all went for me. I emptied my revolver. And then — then I was done.”

He paused and smiled. I was cowering at the other end of the carriage — close to the spot on which, according to his account, this hideous tragedy had happened. And the chief actor was standing there in front of me, bringing back the scene, so that it all seemed to be happening before my very eyes. A wild desire flashed across my mind that an accident would happen, that the train would go off the line, so that in some way I might escape this man.

“See here.” He was holding the pack of cards. He advanced towards me with them in his hand. I would have opened the door of the carriage and got out upon the footboard, if I had dared to turn.

“As I fired a few drops spurted from John Osborn’s eye and fell upon a card. See, here they stand as a record unto this day.”

He held out to me a card with this horrid memorial upon its back. I tried to close my eyes, but the lids rebelled. I was compelled to look.

“I have often wondered where that first bullet went with which I missed. I was seated there. My wrist was struck up — so! I never heard that it was found. It was not produced against me at the trial. It must have gone in this direction. Let us see.”

He began at a particular place to prod the cushioned back of the seat with the fingers of his right hand. I watched, as a man might be supposed to watch with his mental eye, the horrors of a nightmare. At last he gave an exclamation. “Oh! What have we here?”

Actually, with his finger-nails, he commenced to pick a hole in the cushion. What an officer of the railway company would have thought of the proceedings is more than I can say. I could but look on. With diabolical dexterity he tore a hole in the cushion, and into this hole he inserted his finger and thumb. With these he groped about inside. When he withdrew them he held them up.

“You see, my friend, that it is found. The missing bullet! It is a little shapeless, but I know it well.” He pressed it to his lips. He advanced to me. “The first shot which I fired at John Osborn. Take it and keep it, my friend, in memory of me.”

It was a nice keepsake to offer to a friend. Conceive a notorious murderer returning to these shades and offering you as a token of his regard and continuing esteem the hatchet, say, with which the deed was done.

“No,” I gasped; “not I.”

“Let me entreat you, my dear friend.”

He pressed it on me, as though it were a gift of priceless worth.

“I won’t.”

“Consider the interest which attaches to this thing. It is not much to look at, but a little lump of shapeless lead, but consider the scene on which it figured. Oh, my friend, it might have burst John Osborn’s eye — I almost think it grazed his head.”

The train was slackening. Thank the powers! I thrust my arm through the window of the carriage, intending to grasp the handle of the door. Was I to have this reeking relic forced on me by a ghost! He misunderstood my meaning.

“Is it suicide you seek?”

“It — it’s escape from you!”

“Then let us go together.”

“How are we to go together, if I am to get away from you?”

“Ah, my friend, but that you cannot do.”

“Cannot! I at least can try.”

“Remove your grasp from the handle of that door, or I swear that I will not leave you, never for an instant, night or day, till you, like me, are dead.”

He did not raise his tones, but his eyes were strangely light. Thank heaven, the train was slackening fast. In a few moments we should reach a station. Then — then we should see! He read my thoughts.

“You think to escape me when we reach the station. Bah, my friend, I shall disappear, but to return again!”

Still — we should see!

The train stopped. The platform was on the opposite side. I made a movement towards the other door. He stood in the way. Unmistakably then he was flesh and blood enough. I could not pass unless I forced him to one side. In my rage I grappled him. For an instant a struggle would have undoubtedly ensued, but in the very nick of time the opposite door was opened. Other passengers came in.

“Thank God!” I cried. “Someone has come at last.”

I turned to see who the new-comers were. They were Messrs. Burchell and Armitage. In my surprise I lost my presence of mind again. The stranger stood like a figure of Mephistopheles, and smiled at me. He addressed himself to my late antagonists.

“Well, gentlemen, have you decided to make it a case for the police? I think, if you will take the advice of an unprejudiced onlooker, you would be wise if you did.”

This insolence was more than I could stand.

“Gentlemen,” I cried, “this — this demon has confessed to me that it was he who did it all.”

I looked at Mr. Burchell and his friend. They met my troubled glances with what seemed, in my confusion, to be a meaningless stare. The stranger still continued to regard me with his careless smile.

“I am afraid,” he murmured, “that you’re an old, old hand.”

What was I to say? How was I to refute his calumnies?

“Gentlemen, you will understand what sort of character this person is when I tell you that he informs me he’s a ghost.”

“A ghost!”

The exclamation came from Burchell, I was sure.

“Yes, a ghost. He tells me that he is Francis Farmer.”

“Not Francis Farmer.” The stranger touched me on the arm.

“You said that you were Francis Farmer.”

“But Francis Farmer’s ghost. The difference is essential. You will do me the favour to admit that I stated that I was Francis Farmer’s ghost I was prepared to show you where the rope was passed about my throat and the exact spot where the knife was thrust into my breast.”

Was he in jest? His manner was all the time so calm that it was difficult to tell if he was in jest or earnest.

“If you’re not a ghost then you’re a raving lunatic.”

“If I’m not a ghost.”

He stood close in front of me, wagging his forefinger in my face. There was silence. For my part, I knew neither what to do nor say. At last, taking out my handkerchief, with it I wiped the perspiration from my brow.

“I think I’m going mad.”

As I uttered these words in a tone which, I do not doubt, sufficiently suggested the confusion which was paralysing my mental faculties, there came a sound very like a titter from the other end of the carriage.

I turned. Mr. Armitage was laughing. At first it seemed that he was endeavouring to restrain his mirth, but, as I continued to stare, it gathered force until it became a veritable roar. His example was contagious. Suddenly Mr. Burchell burst into peals of merriment. And directly he began the Mephistophelian stranger, bending double, sank back upon the seat and indulged in laughter to such an immoderate extent that I really thought that there was imminent danger that he would crack his sides. As I gazed at this amazing spectacle I daresay that, from one point of view, which was not mine, the expression of my face was comical enough. Was I going off my head? Or had fate destined me to journey down to Brighton in the society of lunatics?

“Oh, man!” gasped Mr. Burchell between his bursts of laughter, “don’t look like that, or I shall die!”

I endeavoured, doubtless quite ineffectually, to assume an imposing attitude.

“Perhaps, gentlemen, when you have quite finished, you will condescend to favour me with an explanation of this extraordinary scene.”

“If I’m not a ghost!” screamed the Mephistophelian stranger.

And off they all went again.

“There may be something comical in the present situation, and perhaps it is owing to some constitutional defect that I altogether fail to see it — but I don’t!”

“Oh, man!” Mr. Burchell gasped again, “don’t talk like that or you will kill me.” All at once he rose and clapped me on the shoulder. “Why, don’t you see it’s all a joke?”

“A joke!”

I stared at him. Could he be joking?

“Yes, a practical joke, my boy.”

“A practical joke!” I fancy that I was the colour of a boiled beetroot “Perhaps, Mr. Burchell, you will explain what you mean by a practical joke.”

“Why, we three were outside the door when the bobby was showing you the things at the Yard, and we heard him pitch the yam about Francis Farmer and his cards, and how they were haunted, and all the rest of it, so we thought we’d have a game with you.”

“A game with me? Still I fail to understand.”

“I’m a clerk at the Yard, you know.”

“Excuse me, but I do not know that you’re a clerk at the Yard.”

“Well, I am — in the Criminal Investigation Department. Of course they know me, and directly you went out I walked in as bold as brass and collared the cards.” I remembered that someone had gone in as we came out “I arranged that Bateman — this is Bateman” — he jerked his thumb towards the Mephistophelian stranger; that individual raised his hat, possibly to acknowledge the introduction—” should shadow you. He was to play the ghost. We had heard you tell the bobby that you were going down to Brighton by the 2.30 from Victoria, so we agreed that we would all go down together — this happening to be an afternoon on which the exigencies of the public service were not too pressing. We found you at the station, standing outside the carriage door. As I brushed past you on one side I slipped forty-seven cards into one pocket of your overcoat, and as Armitage brushed past you on the other side he slipped five cards into the other. I am a bit of a conjurer, and Armitage is a dab at all that kind of thing; so between us we manipulated the cards so that you were forced to win. And you won! — sixty pounds! — until the exposure came off in style. I say, old man, how did the ghost go off?” The venerable Mr. Burchell turned to Mr. Bateman. For my part, not for the first time on that occasion, I felt too bewildered to speak. The modest Mr. Bateman smoothed his chin.

“I am afraid that for details of the ghost I must refer you to Mr. Ranken. But I may mention that I discovered that this was the actual carriage in which the tragedy took place, and that there was a memorial of the victim’s fate on the back of one of the cards. I also alighted on the identical bullet which almost did the deed. What the railway company will say about the damage to their cushion is more than I can guess. It may turn out to be a couple of pounds.”

“Mr. Burchell,” I spluttered — I was reduced to such a condition that spluttering was all I was fit for—” I have only one thing to say to you, since your idea of what constitutes a joke seems to be so radically different to mine, and that is to remind you that you have been guilty of this extraordinary behaviour towards an entire stranger.”

“Not an entire stranger!”

“Yes, sir, an entire stranger!”

“But henceforth one whom I hope to be allowed to call a friend.”

He had the assurance to offer me, with an insinuating smile, his hand. I put my hands behind my back.

“There is one other point, Mr. Burchell. I won from you and your friend nearly sixty pounds. I returned it to you on an imputation being made of cheating. I presume that imputation is now withdrawn!”

“Of course. It was only a joke.”

“In that case I must request you to repay me the amount I won!”

The fellow looked a little blank.

“Isn’t it rather a curious case?”

“It is exactly on that account that I insist on your refunding what you obtained from me by means of what looks very like a subterfuge. I intend to present the amount, as a memorial of what you very rightly call a curious case, to the Home for Lost Dogs.”

 

“A joke may be made a little expensive,” murmured Mr. Burchell, as he counted out the coin.

“And the laugh, after all, be on the other side,” said Mr. Armitage.

“The laugh,” I answered, as I received my winnings, “is with the curs.”


THE VIOLIN

I.

I AM unable to say exactly why I bought it I suspect that the purchase had a certain connection with the price. Three-and-sixpence for a “Fullsized violin, splendid instrument; rich tone; in perfect condition; best bow” did not strike me as extravagant. In fact, it tickled me. The shop looked liked a marine-store dealer’s. There were old books, old boots, old bottles and jampots, cheek by jowl with that “fine violin.” Had it — that “splendid instrument”! — been the last resource of a street musician, I wondered.

The proprietor of the shop appeared to be a lady. She was very dirty and very fat I asked to see the fiddle. Taking it from the window, without a word she placed it in my hands. I am not a judge of violins. I should not know an Amati if I saw one. As to Straduarius, Ernest told me the other day that violins — posthumous violins — of his manufacture are being turned out by the dozen, cheap, at a little town in Germany. I know very little more about Straduarius than that. But Ernest does; he is a musician. And I thought it would amuse him if 

I made him a present of a “fine violin” and “best bow,” which together cost me three-and-sixpence.

“How much for the case?”

The fiddle had been reclining on the lid of an ordinary baize-lined wooden case.

“Shilling,” said the lady.

It did not occur to me that this was dear. The lady, however, seemed to suppose that my temporary silence conveyed a hint that it was. Because, presently, she observed — 

“I won’t charge you anything for the case.”

“You will let me have the violin, the bow, and the case for three-and-sixpence?”

“Yes,” said the lady.

I struck the bargain. As I bore away the prize it crossed my mind that there was something perhaps a little remarkable about that violin. A suspicion, say, of a receiver and a thief. One must purchase violins, bows, and cases at a very low price to be enabled to sell them at a profit for three-and-sixpence. My morality may have been lax, but I told myself that that was the lady’s affair, not mine.

Ernest came to dinner that night.

“I have been buying you a present,” I remarked as he came in.

He looked at me and laughed. I don’t know if he imagined that my words contained a joke.

“A present? What sort of present?”

“A violin.”

He glanced at the case upon the table.

“A violin! I say, uncle, I hope you haven’t—”

“Been making a fool of yourself,” he was on the point of saying, but he wisely stopped in time.

“Just look at that violin, and tell me what you think of it.”

He opened the case. He glanced at the violin as it lay within; then he took it out. He handled it reverently. I have noticed that a genuine musician always does handle a fiddle — even a common fiddle — with a sort of reverence. He turned it over and over; he rapped its back softly with his knuckles; he peeped into its belly; he smelt it; he tucked it under his chin; then, putting it down, he fixed his eyes on me, with a light in them as of a smile.

“It’s odd, but, do you know, I seem to have seen this violin somewhere before.”

“Where have you seen it?”

“I fancy you know better than I. You have a little secret, uncle; come, what is it?”

“Is it a good violin?”

He drew the bow across it, tightening the strings. Then he played a little exercise and a snatch of some quaint melody. Then he lowered it and looked at it with glistening eyes.

“It is a good violin.”

“How much is it worth?”

“It depends upon the man who buys it, and upon the length of his purse. I hope you did not give a fancy price.”

“Is it dear at three-and-sixpence?”

“Three-and-sixpence? You are joking.”

“That is what I gave for it — fiddle, bow, case, and all.”

He was turning it over and over.

“Where did you get it?”

“In a dirty shop, in a dirty street, off Lisson Grove.”

“I feel sure I have seen it before.”

“Do you recognise it by any mark?”

“I recognise it by every mark, and” — he touched it with the bow— “I recognise it by its voice.”

The idea struck me as fanciful. In an orchestra of violins, all playing the same music, if one among them could be recognised by its voice, it seems to me that that violin would not be popular. But he is fanciful, is Ernest. We went down to dinner. During the meal he told me about a young man in whom he was much interested. The name of this young man was Philip Coursault, and he, too, was a musician. According to Ernest, he was a strange and wild young man. Poor and proud. Impracticable, too. He relied upon his art for bread. And his art had failed him. Nor was it strange, from all that Ernest said. He had composed oratorios, and grand operas, and elaborate symphonies — all the heavy artillery of music. Ernest declared that genius had inspired them all — that unmistakable genius which rings clear and true. But an unknown young man cannot go into the market with a grand opera in his hand, and have it produced and paid for on the spot, especially when that young man is a crotchety young man, who has ideas of his own as to the way in which he wishes his work produced.

So Mr. Coursault found. Pupils he scorned. Ernest, for instance, had found him one or two. But his treatment of them was so extraordinary, that, as a matter of course, he lost them. He was never punctual. He kept them waiting hours. Sometimes he never came at all. And when he did appear he spent his breath, and exhausted a considerable vocabulary, in reviling them for their musical incompetence and crass-headed ignorance. Young lady pupils, too, and in the presence of their mothers! Mrs. Jones told him that he need not call again, which was not strange of Mrs. Jones, who did not pay to have the pleasure of hearing her daughter rated as being lower than the beasts that grovel.

As I have said, my nephew was telling me about that friend of his as we were eating our dinner. My dining-room is under the drawing-room, and in the drawing-room we had left that three-and-sixpenny fiddle. While the fish was being removed we distinctly heard, above our heads, the sound of a violin. It was Ernest who heard it first.

“You have a musician in the house.”

“A musician? What do you mean?”

For the change of themes was sudden. He was in the very middle of the story of his friend.

“Someone in the drawing-room is favouring us with a solo on the violin.”

I listened. It was as he said. The sound was unmistakable. Someone was fiddling while we dined. “Which of your maids is a mistress of harmony?”

“I was not aware that I had such a paragon. It is the first I have heard of it” Just then Rouse came in with the entrée. “Rouse, who is in the drawing-room?”

The question appeared to surprise him.

“I am not aware, sir, that anyone is.”

“There is someone. Go up, and see who it is.” Rouse went. Almost immediately the sound of playing ceased.

“Rouse has stopped the concert.”

The man returned.

“Well, who was it?”

“No one, sir, is in the drawing-room.”

“No one is, or no one was?”

“No one was, sir.”

He smiled. I glanced at Ernest, and Ernest glanced at me. He seemed to be a trifle incredulous.

“Then who was that playing the violin?”

“I fancy, sir, that it must have been someone in the street.”

If it was someone in the street then my ears had played me a curious trick. I thought it possible that Rouse was screening one of the maids. I chose to let it pass. I recurred to the subject of our conversation.

“Well, and about your friend?”

“He has disappeared.”

“Disappeared?”

“Into thin air, like that performer on the violin.” There was a suggestive twitching about the corners of Ernest’s lips. I am afraid he thought that Rouse had been guilty of what may be politely termed a subterfuge. “More than a week ago he left his lodgings, with his violin-case in his hand, and he has not been heard of since. Ha! there is the performer back again.”

There was. This time it sounded as though someone upstairs was tuning the violin.

“Rouse, who is upstairs?”

The man stood listening.

“I will go and see, sir. There was certainly no one there just now.”

As before, the sound ceased almost directly he had left the room.

“Rouse has stopped the concert for the second time. Just as the fair musician was tuning up too!”

Ernest seemed to take it for granted that it was a maid. When Rouse reappeared in the room his bearing was a trifle disturbed.

“There was no one upstairs, sir. It must have been in the street.”

I kicked at this.

“Come, Rouse, that won’t do. Did it sound to you as though it were in the street?”

“It didn’t, sir. But it must have been. There’s no one upstairs, and the maids are all below. Besides, sir, there’s no one in the house as plays the fiddle.”

Ernest interposed. A smile was twinkling in his eyes.

“Where was the violin?”

“There’s a violin-case upon the table, sir. I don’t know if a violin is in it. The case is closed.”

“I left it closed.”

Ernest’s tone was dry. I could see he had his doubts as to the man’s veracity. Rouse has been in my service nearly thirty years, and I do not remember having once detected him in a lie. If he was screening anyone, I would have it out with him when my visitor had gone. I did not intend to humiliate a tried and faithful servant in the presence of my young gentleman. I returned to the erratic Mr. Coursault.

“I suppose when your friend disappeared he left a little bill behind.”

“You little know Coursault! He had the most astonishing notions about money matters. Some time ago, when I knew he was in a tight place, I ventured to offer him a loan. I never ventured to repeat the offer.”

“That sort of thing sounds very well, my boy, among boys! But did he leave a little bill?”

“Not a ghost of one. He paid up his week’s lodging the very day he left. His landlady says that she believes he expended his last penny in doing so. She says, too, that she believes that he has been starving himself for weeks. I myself have noticed that he has become worn almost to a shadow. But, with such a man as that, what could you do? The more he needed help the farther he would shrink from it. In his uttermost extremity he would owe nothing, even to his dearest friend.”

“Do you know his haunts?”

“I ought to — none better! But he has been seen nowhere, and by no one. As is the case with our friend upstairs, he has vanished into air.”

I did not like the allusion myself. As for Rouse I saw he winced.

“Did this remarkable friend of yours burden himself with any portion of his baggage?”

“He took nothing but his violin.”

“Was that his instrument?”

“All instruments were his. But it was his first love, and his last! He used to say of his violin that to him it was mother, father, wife, and friend.”

As I was hesitating whether to smile at the folly of these young men Ernest half rose from his seat He pointed upwards with his hand.

“Back again!”

As he put it the sound of the violin was back again.

“Listen! Don’t trouble yourself. Rouse, to go upstairs and stop the concert, but stand a bit and listen. Let us hear of what metal the performer’s made.”

We listened the while Ernest held up his hand, as if commanding silence.

“Is that in the street?”

It did not sound as though it were. Ernest moved a little from the table.

“Come! let us go upstairs and surprise this fair musician. Possibly this is the case of a light which hitherto has shone unseen.”

He went to the door. He opened it softly, so as to make no noise. With the handle in his hand he stood and listened.

“Hark! Let us hear what it is she, or he, is playing.”

We all were silent, listening to the music, which came floating through the open door.

“Uncle!” Ernest turned to me. A startled look was on his face.— “Surely — surely I know that air!”

It was strange to me. Quaint and sweet and mournful, like the refrain of an old-world song. I would I were a musician. I would write it here.

“It is a thing of Coursault’s!”

Suddenly Ernest threw the door wide open. He went into the hall.

I went with him, amused at his eagerness. We stood at the foot of the stairs and listened.

“Do you mean that it is a composition of the friend of whom you have been telling me?”

“I do. I’ll swear to it! I’ve heard him playing it!”

“Then, possibly, he has attained to greater fame than he imagines.”

“But it’s unpublished. Uncle, Coursault is upstairs!”

He grasped my arm with a degree of force which was a little disconcerting.

“Nonsense! Your friend would scarcely carry his eccentricity so far as to enter, uninvited and unannounced, the house of a perfect stranger — that is, unless he is burglariously inclined.”

“I know his touch. Do you think that anyone but a master could play like that?”

It was fine playing. Very soft and delicate, but instinct with a strength, and a force, and a passion, which was perceptible even at our post of disadvantage at the foot of the stairs. A street musician would scarcely play like that — and a parlour-maid!

 

“It is one of his freaks. He has heard that I was here, and thought he would surprise me. The presence of the violin upon the table was a temptation beyond his strength — it is the man all over! Uncle, let’s turn the tables — we’ll surprise him!”

He began gingerly to ascend the stairs. I followed a step or two behind. About half-way up he stopped.

“I call that playing!”

So did I. As we mounted higher the sound was clearer. The voice of the violin was sweeter than any human voice I ever heard. Unwilling as I was to be disturbed at dinner — the food spoiling on the table! — I could not but acknowledge that, as Ernest said, it was the hand of a master which held that bow. A moment, listening, we paused; then again ascended. Sweeter and sweeter grew the music, until, just as we reached the uppermost stair, all at once it ceased.

“He has heard us! But, never mind, he can’t escape us.”

Ernest rushed forward. He threw the door wide open. He entered the room.

“Coursault! Philip! Hallo! Why — there’s no one there!”

There did not seem to be. I followed pretty close upon my enthusiastic nephew’s heels. The room was empty.

“He’s in hiding. Come, you rogue, where are you? We know you’re here, Philip. Do you think I don’t know your touch, and that queer song of yours? Come out, you beggar! Why, wherever can he be?”

Yes, where? My drawing-room contains no screen, no cupboard. Not an article of furniture behind which even a child could hide. Ernest, in his impetuous way, scoured round the room. It was empty. I confess that I was puzzled. We both of us stared round and round the room as though staring would resolve the mystery. Rouse was standing in the doorway. He, apparently, had taken French leave, and followed us upstairs. He spoke. — 

“There wasn’t no one in the room when I came up just now. It was the same with me. I heard the fiddling most distinct as I was coming up the stairs; when I reached the landing it stopped. I made sure that whoever it was had heard me, and I should find him in the room; but when I opened the door there wasn’t no one there. You see, sir, although it didn’t sound as though it was, it must have been in the street”

“In the street, you idiot! Do you think I’m deaf?

I mildly interposed — 

“But, my dear fellow, there is the violin in its case upon the table. It doesn’t look to me as if the case had even been opened.”

Ernest made a dash at it. He opened the lid. He took out the fiddle. As he did so he gave a start which was quite dramatic He stared at it as though he had never seen such a thing as a fiddle before.

“It’s Coursault’s violin!”

His exclamation startled me. Coursault’s violin! It reminded me of Mr. Box’s remark to Mr. Cox, “Have you a strawberry mark on your left arm?”

“No.”

“Then you are — you are my long-lost brother.” The recognition was too opportune.

“Come, Ernest! Ernest! don’t strain the thing too far. You recognise it, I presume, by the catgut and the bridge.”

Ernest paid no heed to my admittedly feeble attempt at chaff. I am no great hand at badinage. He continued to hold the fiddle in front of him with both his hands, glaring at it as if it were a ghost “It’s Coursault’s violin. I thought I knew it when I saw it first I know it now. It’s Philip’s!”

“How do you know it’s Philip’s?”

He did not directly answer me. Placing the fiddle very carefully upon the table, he stood for a moment in apparent agitation. — 

“Uncle, there is some mystery. Don’t laugh at me!” I daresay I was smiling. “Something has happened to Coursault.”

“From the character you have given the man the thing is very possible, and still there may be no mystery.”

“Some time ago Coursault wrote the words of a little song, which he set to music. The thing was in commemoration of certain pleasant days which he and I had spent together. I am nearly certain that no one ever heard of its existence except we two. He called it ‘Where the Willows cast their Shade.’ It is that which we have just heard played.”

“‘Where the Willows cast their Shade’ — rather a curious title for a song; but, even in titles, curiosities seem to be the mode. Are you sure it was the same?”

“Am I sure! It was the quaintest thing — like all he wrote, even the merest trifles, peculiarly characteristic. Is it not strange that I should hear Coursault’s song, whose very existence was known only to him and to me, played on Coursault’s violin?”

I stared.

“Do you mean to say that the man has been in this room, and at our approach, to use your own phrase, vanished into air?”

Ernest became pretematurally grave; he is the funniest lad.

“Uncle, strange things have happened.”

“They have. As witness my being disturbed in the middle of my dinner. How on earth do you know that that three-and-sixpenny affair is Coursault’s violin?”

“That is easily solved. We will go to the shop at which you bought it, and ascertain from whom they got it.”

We went, there and then, with the dinner not half-eaten. Rouse must have had doubts about my sanity. I have declared, not once, but a hundred times, that not for the Queen of England would I be disturbed at dinner. Yet, before we had even eaten the entrée, that young man — whom I had invited to dinner — dragged me from my own house on a dirty night, and put me into a hansom, and drove me through the slums of London in search of a rag-shop. As the vehicle rattled over the stones I reflected upon what could be brought about by the expenditure of such a sum as three-and-sixpence — the rule of a lifetime shattered at a blow! The cabman could not find the street I did not know its name; how I originally chanced on it is more than I can say. I am not in the habit of wandering in the purlieus of Lisson Grove. We went poking out of one hole and into another. I should think we must have penetrated at least half a dozen when, just as I really believe the cabman was on the point of insulting us, we lighted, not only on the street, but on the shop as well.

The lady was in — the same lady. A little dirtier, perhaps, but still the same. My nephew conducted the negotiations.

“We have called about a violin which this gentleman purchased here this afternoon.”

The lady stared at us with a watery, a gin-and-watery, eye.

“Could you tell me from whom you got it?”

The lady’s response was oracular.

“Perhaps I could, and perhaps I couldn’t.”

“The fact is that I have reason to believe that it belonged to a friend of mine, whose whereabouts I am very anxious to discover.”

“That don’t make no odds to me.”

“But it makes considerable odds to me. Such odds that I am willing to give half a sovereign if you will tell me from whom you got it. If, for instance, he was a stranger to you, could you describe his appearance?”

“Well, I could, and that’s sacred truth. Good reason I have to remember him.”

“Indeed?”

Ernest’s tone was sympathetic. “‘Cause I gave more for that there fiddle than what I sold it for.”

“I should think that you are hardly in the habit of doing that, are you?”

Perhaps this time there was the suspicion of a sarcastic intonation.

“I ain’t I shouldn’t make much of a living if I was, should I? I don’t mind saying it now I’ve sold the thing, but that there fiddle ain’t all there.”

“Do you mean that part of it is missing?”

“No, I don’t. I don’t believe in ghostesses, nor none of them there rubbishes, but if there ain’t a ghost about that there fiddle, I never heard of one.” I glanced at Ernest; Ernest glanced at me. The lady continued.

“It’s got a trick of playing tunes all by itself, when there ain’t no one there to play ’em.”

“No one there to play them! Of course, you’re joking.”

“I ain’t joking. I ain’t a joking sort” (To do her justice, I am bound to own that she didn’t look as though she were.) “The very first night it played a tune, and it’s played the same tune every blessed night since it’s been in the shop.”

“The same tune — always the same? Would you know it if you heard it?”

“I ought to. I’ve heard it often enough, Lord knows; and I ain’t over and above anxious to hear it again.”

“Is this it?”

Ernest whistled a little air. It was the same which we had heard being played as we were ascending the stairs. Quite an uncomfortable change took place in the lady’s bearing. Hardly had Ernest whistled a couple of notes than, with a sort of groan, she shrank back against the wall.

“That’s it! Stop it! It gives me creeps and crawlers!”

“Now, tell me, from what sort of person did you purchase the violin?”

“A little chap, about up to your shoulder — the queerest-looking little chap ever I see. He had long black hair, and big eyes — ah, as big as bull’s-eye lanterns! — and that there wild, they made him look stark mad. He was that there thin — anybody could see he hadn’t had a square meal for a month of Sundays. He says, ‘What’ll you give me for my fiddle?’ I wondered if it was a swap that he was after. ‘Do you mean how much money?’ I says. ‘ Yes,’ he says; ‘ how much money?” I’ll give you five bob,’ I says. ‘Five bob! — for my fiddle!’ He gives a kind of laugh, though it wasn’t the sort of laugh what did you good to hear, not by no manner of means. ‘I’ll take it,’ he says. So, after all, she hadn’t given so much more for the thing than she had sold it for. “I was took back. Course I see it was worth more than five bob. But it wasn’t my business to tell him so— ‘ardly! I hands him the pieces. ‘Let me play a last tune upon my fiddle,’ he says. He picks it up, and he plays that same tune which you’ve just now whistled. He could play, he could! Then he kisses the fiddle and he goes away.”

The lady paused; we stood silent “I puts the fiddle on that shelf just where you’re standing. That night I woke up sudden. I couldn’t make out what it was had woke me. Then I heard a noise. First I thought it was cats. But it wasn’t no cats; it was someone fiddling, right in the shop! ‘Well,’ I says, ‘blame their impudence, if someone ain’t busted in.’ So I comes downstairs without my shoes and stockings on, and I stands outside the door what leads into the shop, and I listens. If it wasn’t the same tune the little chap had played! ‘If this ain’t good,’ I says to myself. ‘Blow me if he ain’t come back after his fiddle! I’ll fiddle him!’ I has the lamp in my hand, and I opens the door sudden, and I goes in.”

The lady paused.

“You may believe me or you mayn’t, but there wasn’t no one there — ne’er a one. I couldn’t make it out, I tell you that. As I was going forward I all but steps upon the fiddle and the bow what’s a lying on the floor. ‘ Now then,’ I says; ‘ where’s the party as put you there?’ Believe me, or believe me not, there wasn’t a creature in the place. It ain’t a large shop, you see, and I routs in every corner. I looks at the window and the door. The shutters was up, and the door was locked and bolted just as I left it I thought it queer; but I thought it queerer when the same thing comes the next night, and the next, and the next. It preys upon my mind so, not being used to nor yet partial to ghostesses and such-like rubbishes, that I says to myself, I’ll get rid of the thing, even if I does it at a loss.”

As we were going away I said to Ernest — 

“Rather a curious story that of the lady’s.”

Ernest was sitting back in the cab. He seemed to be lost in reflection.

“Very.” There was a momentary silence. “I told you it was Coursaut’s violin. That was Philip, the queer little man with the long black hair and the great big eyes. I used to half fear sometimes that in those big eyes genius was struggling with insanity; he was at times so strange. ‘Starved for a month of Sundays’ — Philip! What a wrench to have parted with his violin — how bitterly he must have been amused by her offer of five shillings. He played his last tune and kissed it — Philip!”

We dismissed the cabman at the corner of the square. The night had become fine. We walked together towards my house. We were distant from it, perhaps, twenty yards, when Ernest, pausing, laid his hand upon my arm.

“Listen!” There is little traffic in the square at night. All was still “He is playing!”

For a second or two I did not grasp my nephew’s meaning. But, as I strained my ears to catch the slightest sound, I understood it better, for I caught the sound of a fiddle. It was very faint, so faint as to be scarcely audible. But it was unmistakable.

“Come,” said Ernest; “let us go nearer.”

We approached the house. In front of it we paused. Beyond doubt the music came from within, and from an upper room; the same quaint melody which we had heard before, played by a master’s hand.

“I wonder why he always plays that tune?”

I was unable to supply the information. Frankly, I was becoming a little bewildered. With the lady at the rag-shop, I had no faith in “ghostesses and such-like rubbishes,” but the thing was getting curious.

I opened the front door with my latchkey. An unusual spectacle greeted us as we entered the hall. All the maids were grouped together in a little crowd, guarded, as it were, by the stalwart Rouse. There was no necessity to ask the cause — it was the music in the drawing-room. Rouse, however, seemed to think that an explanation was required.

“It’s not my fault, sir; I couldn’t get them to stop in the kitchen. They seem to think that there’s a spirit, sir, upstairs. The playing has been going on for half an hour and more.”

“Don’t let me have any nonsense. I’m ashamed of you. Are you afraid of a fiddle?”

The cook ventured on a meek remonstrance.

“It isn’t the fiddle, sir; it’s the fiddler.”

I drove them down; Rouse, in his sheepishness, almost treading on the women’s petticoats. Then I turned to Ernest “I, like the lady we have just been interviewing, am not partial to ghosts. With your permission, this time I will lead the way upstairs.”

I led the way, Ernest following closely after. The music continued — always the same quaint air. It was pretty; but the player must have found that the absence of variety became a trifle monotonous. On this occasion, even when we reached the landing, there was no cessation. The fiddler still fiddled.

“Apparently we have managed to remain unheard. Now for your eccentric friend.”

With a quick movement I opened the drawing-room door. Ernest and I entered almost side by side. For an instant, after our entrance, the playing continued. I saw that the violin was raised, I saw that the bow was being drawn across the strings. But who held the violin, and who handled the bow, there was no evidence — visual evidence — to prove. If we could trust our eyes, the room was empty. All at once, before we could say a word, or offer any sort of interposition, the playing ceased. The violin and the bow were placed upon the table — not dropped, but laid carefully down. And all was still.

II.

The next day there was a small party on the river. The party consisted of three: an old gentleman — a complacent old gentleman, who carried his complacence so far as to allow himself to be cast for the rôle of “gooseberry”; a young gentleman, his nephew; and, not to put too fine a point on it, a young lady. This young lady’s name was Minnie — Minnie West There is reason to suspect that she was the cause of the party.

We started — it is probably unnecessary to observe that I was the complacent old gentleman — from Hurley, and we paddled up the stream — that is to say, Ernest paddled, the young lady steered, and I looked on. We kept it up some time, this paddling; but at last Ernest drew the boat into the shore. We landed — a hamper and ourselves. We lunched under the shade of the trees.

While we lunched Ernest persisted — persisted is the word — in conversing on a subject which was scarcely appropriate either to the occasion or the scene — the subject of his lost friend and his phantom violin. One does not wish to dwell on morbid subjects when one is lunching by the crystal waters; but Ernest, apparently, did not see it; and, oddly enough, what he did not see, it seemed that Miss West could not see either. When we had finished, and done justice to the fare, the young gentleman asked a question.

“Do you know why I have brought you here?”

Really the question did not need an answer. The reply was evident. The spot was charming. Sufficient shade above, mossy verdure underneath, and all around us, except upon the river side, tall bracken, which completely obscured us from the vulgar gaze. Ernest supplied an answer of his own.

“Do you remember that air which we heard played upon the violin? Do you remember that I told you it was a song of Coursault’s, which he called, ‘Where the Willows cast their Shade ‘? I told you, too, that it was written to commemorate some pleasant days which we had spent together. Those pleasant days were spent upon the river, and the pleasantest of all those pleasant days were spent where we are now.”

“Ernest!”

As she called upon the young man’s name the lady gave a little shudder. It must be allowed that his manner was distinctly sombre.

“It was a favourite place with him. He used to rave about it in that raving way of his. He used to say that here he would like to die and be buried. He came here often when he was alone, and it was here he wrote that song. You see it is here that the willows cast their shade.”

He raised his hand with a gesture which was distinctly gruesome. Looking up I noticed, for the first time, that the trees above us were willow trees.

“I wonder why it is that the violin always plays that song?”

And there came an echo from the young lady — 

“I wonder!”

As she echoed the young gentleman’s interrogation she leaned back against the tree — a willow tree — and put her hand behind her to pluck the bracken. She had to stretch out some distance to do this. Suddenly she withdrew her hand with a half-stifled exclamation.

“What’s the matter?” inquired the younger gentleman.

He wore quite an appearance of concern, being still in that stage in which a tight shoe upon the lady’s foot would give him corns. Most transitory stage — too sweet to last!

“I — I thought I touched something.”

She looked startled. She put her hand behind her rather more gingerly than she had done before. Instantly she sprang to her feet in a state of most unmistakable dismay.

“Ernest, there is someone there! I touched his hand.”

“She stood, trembling all over, a pretty picture of distress — in tan shoes and a white piqué gown.

“What do you mean?” cried Ernest “You are dreaming,” murmured I.

We rose together. But he was the quicker. Going behind the willow tree, he parted the bracken with his hands.

“There is, by George! What are you doing there, sir? Are you drunk? Why—” He stooped down. “Good God! He’s dead!”

Suddenly, with a loud cry, he fell upon his knees.

“It’s Coursault!”...

It was. Lying dead among the bracken— “Where the Willows cast their Shade.”

We thought at first that he had been the victim of foul play. But subsequent medical examination showed that he had died of aneurism of the heart, brought on by want of nourishment — in other words, starvation — and physical exhaustion. He was nothing else but skin and bone, and it appeared that he had walked from London — it almost seemed without taking rest or food upon his way, for the identical five shillings were found in his pockets for which he had sold his violin.

The supposition was that when he had sold his violin, and played on it his last tune, he had started, possibly in some spirit of half-madness, for the identical spot which that tune commemorated, and had reached it but to die.

On the previous evening, after that final solo with which we had been favoured by the unseen musician I had placed the violin and the bow in the case, and the case upon the topmost bookshelf in my library. When I came home from that river party an accident had happened. The case had fallen from the bookshelf to the floor. In falling, the lid had opened — the violin had tumbled out. The result was that the instrument, which must have struck with surprising force against some piece of furniture, had been shivered into splinters. These we collected, and with the bow, which was also broken, we placed in Philip Coursault’s coffin. The dead man and his fiddle were lowered together into the gave.


THE TIPSTER

AN IMPOSSIBLE STORY

I.

“I’VE done it again! This is really rum!”

Mr. Gill tilted his hat towards the back of his head. Philip Major had come upon him in the Strand, standing in the middle of the pavement, staring at the fifth edition of the Evening Glimmer.

“That’s what it is — rum! I can’t help thinking, you know, that there must be something wrong.”

“What’s the matter?”

“Well,” Mr. Gill put his hand up to his mouth: he coughed. “I’ve placed the first three horses for the Chichester Handicap. Here they are, large as life.” Mr. Gill pointed to a paragraph in the paper. “Mary Anne, 1; The Duke, 2; and Coriolanus, 3; just as I sent ’em to my clients!”

Mr. Major laughed.

“That’s all right I thought that you professed to send three winners, for seven-and-sixpence, isn’t it?”

“But you don’t understand. Yesterday I done the same. I placed the first three in the Billingsgate Stakes; sent ’em to every one of my correspondents, I did, upon my Dick! Why, Mr. Major, I’ve been a tipster — ah, I don’t know how many years — and as for placing the first three, even at a donkey race, why, I haven’t come within a million mile of ’em.” Mr. Gill glanced round. There was something curious in his glance. “But it isn’t only horses. There’s something up with me all round. Why—”

He caught Mr. Major by the arm. They were by the pit entrance to the Lyceum Theatre. A hansom went rushing by.

“There’s an old gentleman with a white hat crossing Wellington Street — that cab will knock him down!”

The cab whirled round the corner. An instant after there was a sudden tumult — someone had been run over. Mr. Major stared at Mr. Gill.

“I say, Gill!”

“I’ve been like that for the last day or two, but this afternoon I’m worse than ever. I keep seeing things.”

“Excuse me, sir.” Mr. Gill stopped and addressed a passer-by. “Your wife’s just going to slip down the steps which lead to the nursery landing; and as she’s in a delicate situation, if I was you I’d hurry home.”

The passenger, a dignified-looking gentleman about forty years of age, appeared to be, not unnaturally, surprised at being addressed in such a manner by a perfect stranger.

“Who are you?”

“My name’s Gill, sir — Thompson Gill. As your wife’s going to be prematurely overtaken, all owing to a piece of soap which that there careless gal of yours has left upon the stairs, I thought you’d like me to mention it.”

“Gill,” observed Mr. Major, as they crossed the road towards Waterloo Bridge, “you’re drunk.”

“Not me. I haven’t had so much as a drop this day. It’s something wrong with the works, that’s what it is. I keep seeing visions, or something. If I’d been a drinker I should say I’d got ’em. But it isn’t that, I know.”

“Perhaps you’re going to be a prophet after all — not three winners for seven-and-six, but the bona fide article.”

“That’s what I’m afraid of,” sighed Mr. Gill.

When they reached the centre of the bridge Mr. Major drew Mr. Gill aside into one of the embrasures.

“Come, Gill, I’ll give you a chance to exercise your prophetic gifts. Am I going to sell that picture of mine which the President and Fellows have done me the honour to sky in their exhibition at Burlington House?”

Mr. Major asked the question lightly — but there was a suspicion of earnestness beneath the lightness. Mr. Gill paused before replying. His eyes looked out over the stream.

“Yes, you are.”

“Oh, I am, am I? When?”

“Next week.”

“So soon as that, my Gill! Come, we’re getting on. And who will be the purchaser?”

“A gal.”

“A gal!” Mr. Major started. “I presume by that you mean a young lady?”

“A dark gal, with big black eyes, and black hair curling all over her head. She’ll go up to the picture and she’ll say, ‘So this is it, is it? They’ve hung it as well as it deserves. So this is the man who presumes to teach me painting? He can draw, but he will never paint — never.’ Then she will look at the picture again, and she’ll say, ‘What a fool I am!’ Then shell go to a table, and she’ll ask how much the picture is. And the man will say, ‘Fifty pounds!’ And shell say to herself, ‘That’s more than the frame is worth.’ Then she’ll take out a sort of pocket-book, and shell hand over five ten-pound notes. And the man’ll say, ‘What name?’ And she’ll say ‘Briggs.’”

At this point Mr. Major started again — this time most perceptibly.

“What name?”

“She’ll say ‘Briggs.’”

“It’s a lie!” — 

“It’s not a lie. She’ll say ‘Briggs.’ And to herself she’ll say, ‘I’m not going to flatter him by letting him know I’ve bought it. He’s fool enough already.’”

Mr. Gill paused. Mr. Major stared at him. The little man had spoken with a quiet intensity which, in its way, was most effective. All the time he had kept his eyes fixed upon the stream.

“Anything more, Mr. Gill?”

“About the picture?”

“About the picture. Can you tell me, for instance, whether the name of the lady who is destined to become, in so flattering a way, my patron, really is Briggs?”

“Wait a moment. When she goes away she’ll tell the cab-driver to drive to Campden Hill Gardens.” Again Mr. Major started. “When she gets home she’ll have a letter addressed to” — Mr. Gill hesitated—” to Miss Davidson.”

“Oh! To Miss Davidson.”

Mr. Major’s voice was a trifle husky.

‘The handwriting on the envelope will be very fine and small. The postmark will be Oban.”

Mr. Major caught Mr. Gill by the shoulder.

“Gill! — stop! That will do! Come, let’s get home. Gill, I should say that you were going off your nut.”

“I don’t know about going off my nut exactly, but there’s something wrong with the works, I do believe.”

“You don’t suppose that I believe a syllable of all that nonsense you’ve been talking?”

“It’s gospel truth, every word of it.”

When they had gone a few steps further Mr. Gill stopped short “Mr. Major, there’s a man coming along the road, in a brown check coat, who’s going to pay you half a sovereign which he owes you.”

As a matter of fact, when they had proceeded about a hundred yards along the Waterloo Road they were approached by a man in a brown check coat, which was decidedly the worse for wear, who, at sight of them, pulled up.

“Hollo, Major! The very man I wanted to see.

I think that makes us straight.”

He thrust his hand into his waistcoat pocket. In the outstretched palm which he held out to Mr. Major was — half a sovereign! That gentleman stared at the man, and at the coin, in undisguised amazement “Hollo, Aldridge!”

“Rather unexpected, isn’t it? I thought it would be — borrowed money back from me! Don’t apologise, old chap! I’ve had a stroke of luck — so there you are!”

Mr. Major continued to stare at the coin after the man had gone.

“I say, Gill, this is very queer.”

“That’s what bothers me. It is uncommon queer.”

II.

It was the Tuesday morning afterwards. Mr. Major was at the house in Campden Hill Gardens in the capacity of painting-master. Towards the close of the lesson he asked his pupil a question.

“Have you been to the Academy yet?”

Miss Davidson was in the enjoyment of her own fortune. It may therefore be taken for granted that she was of age. But she was more than that; she was in touch with those teachings of the age which tells us that a young woman can do without a chaperon. Her painting lessons were, as a rule, sacred to herself and her master — which, perhaps, enabled her to better concentrate her mind upon her searchings after art “Not yet I suppose I ought to have gone, but I really seem to have so much else to do.”

Mr. Major said nothing. Perhaps he felt that even the most earnest searcher after art might be excused from attending that Academy. Anyhow, that afternoon he himself was there. It was not his first visit by any means. He could have pointed out blindfold where all the most notorious pictures were. The position of one especial canvas he knew particularly well. It was in a far corner of the room, in a bad light, just above the line — exactly the position in which an indifferent work by an unknown man would be most likely to escape the casual visitor’s eye. Mr. Major felt this very strongly as he approached that corner. The rooms were crowded — though not, on that occasion, overcrowded — but just there there was not a soul. Apparently his picture was not attracting the least attention — nothing is more unsatisfactory to a struggling artist than to be aware of that. He advanced towards the slighted work of art with an uncomfortable feeling about the pit of his stomach. Suddenly he started. He hurried forward. The frame was starred!

“By Jove!” he exclaimed out loud. “Gill was right; it’s sold.”

In his surprise he was unconscious of the fact that he was staring at the frame as though he were paralysed by the merits of the painting. But others saw him. More people came to stare. Then he enjoyed that rarest of all rare pleasures — the pleasure which the gentleman enjoyed in Lord Lytton’s novel, The Disowned — the pleasure of hearing his work criticised with perfect frankness.

A gentleman made an observation to a lady who was evidently his wife. “Don’t care for that kind of thing,” he said.

“I think it’s silly,” she replied.

They moved on. A gentleman — obviously a country gentleman — stared at the picture for, perhaps, two seconds.

“What’s it all about?” he inquired of a friend.

“Don’t ask me. Some stuff or other.”

And they moved on. Then two parsons commented, as they went by. One of them was a dictatorial sort of person. He pointed out the picture with his umbrella.

“ — If I wanted an example to point the remark that I was just making, there is one. I say that art in England must be at a low ebb indeed when they’re obliged to admit that sort of thing.”

“ — The colouring’s not bad,” ventured his companion, who did not appear to be quite so critical “Colouring! Pooh! Properly speaking, there is no colouring — that is, if you mean colour.”

“ — Shows some idea of drawing.”

“Drawing! After that, my good fellow, we’d better go and look at something else — say a Punch and Judy.”

“Mr. Major.”

As the two parsons were moving off — possibly in search of that Punch and Judy — the lucky artist, who seemed to have so hit the popular fancy, heard himself addressed by name. Turning, there was Miss Davidson. Mr. Major was momentarily confounded.

“Where is your picture, Mr. Major?”

“Here is my daub.”

“Daub?” The pupil seemed surprised. The master’s manner was certainly ferocious. “Why do you call it a daub?”

“I only call it what other people call it, and some fool or other has bought it!”

“Mr. Major!” Miss Davidson drew herself back with distinct frigidity. Her naturally pale face, if possible, grew paler. Mr. Major immediately perceived how grossly he had blundered.

“Forgive me, Miss Davidson. I mean that some good friend, with whom charity is esteemed a virtue, has been generous to me.”

“But why should you suppose anything of the kind? Why should you suppose that a person would buy a picture he did not like, and for more than it is worth?”

“Why, Miss Davidson, ah, why?” He stood leaning on the hand-rail, his eyes on her. Her eyes she kept upon the catalogue. “It sounds ridiculous; but do you know that I am acquainted with a person who thinks himself a prophet, and he told me that this week someone would buy my picture.”

“He need not be a prophet to have told you that” Lifting her eyes she looked him full in the face. “Hadn’t we better be moving? Someone else may wish to look at the picture as well as we.” She smiled as she said this. He flushed. “But what made you say so bitterly just now that your picture was a daub?”

“I had been the unintentional listener of the public verdict. Besides he flung back his head with a petulant gesture—” do I not know myself that it is a daub! Do I not know what I meant it to be, and what it is! Do I not know how far it falls short of what I dreamed!”

She was silent for a moment Then she asked a question.

“I have more than once wanted to ask you, ‘Do you think there is nothing worth living for but art?’”

“Indeed, I don’t.”

“I thought you didn’t.”

There was a dryness in her tone which stung him, especially after the glance with which his words had been pointed. He spoke coldly.

“There is only one thing better.”

“Frankly, I am not quite sure what is my own mind upon the matter. There is so much talked about that sort of thing. But really I doubt if there is anything better worth living for than art.”

“For a man there is a woman.”

“You mean, I suppose, that for a man there are women.”

“Miss Davidson! Don’t say that.” He put his hand upon her arm. His face was eager and flushed. “That, if you like, is the cant of the day. There is only one woman for a man.”

She laughed.

“Suppose I put the converse, and say that for a woman there are men.”

“Miss Davidson! That is not true!”

She laughed again, this time a little nervously.

“Don’t let us stand in the middle of the room. Pray let us keep moving on.”

Just then some acquaintances came up — acquaintances of hers, but not of his. He left her with them.

He wandered off into the sculpture gallery, which, so far as the general and appreciative public were concerned, he found, as usual, a howling wilderness.

“I wonder what I could do to win her love?”

This was the question which that young man addressed to himself among those lonely statues.

“I wonder if it could be won? By me? If it is won already?”

As this last thought occurred to him he actually trembled, which showed that, as a young man, he was something out of the common.

“One thing is necessary, that I should not come to her a pauper. I don’t want the tale of the Lord of Burleigh told in just one more new edition. I wonder if I could do something to make money?” Mr. Philip Major had the first-floor apartments in a house in Stamford Street. Mr. Thompson Gill had the ground-floor rooms. Thus chance, or necessity, had made the tipster and the artist acquainted. That night Mr. Major entered Mr. Gill’s sitting-room, an uninvited guest “Well, Gill, old man, been doing anything more in the prophetic line?”

Mr. Gill, his hands in his trouser-pockets, was seated, staring into vacancy.

“Mr. Major” — he got up; with a mysterious air he approached his visitor—” I do believe there’s something wrong.”—”

“How wrong? Has the prophetic tap run dry?”

“I tell you straight, I wish it had run dry. It’s quite upsetting me, that’s what it’s doing. What do you think of the Exmouth Stakes?”

“What about the Exmouth Stakes?”

“I placed the first three horses; that’s what’s about it, and I sent ’em to all my correspondents — I’m making all their fortunes. I am, straight. Why, you know, I’m a tipster; that’s what I am, and I ain’t ashamed to own it. But though I’ve been a tipster, I don’t know how many years, I mention it to you in confidence that I don’t know no more about horses than you do — perhaps not so much. The way I do in general’s this. I take the list of probable starters, and I send one horse to one cove, and the second horse to another cove, and so on right through the whole boiling. So somehow, you see, I’m bound to strike the winner, and I don’t forget to mention it! But of late I’ve been upsetting all my regular arrangements. Only the other day I sat down to sort out the bag of tricks as usual, but, if you’ll believe me, I couldn’t do it Do you think; I could send every man a different animal? Not me! I sent the same animal to all the lot of ’em; and the queerest part of it is, the beggar won!

“When I see that in the evening paper, I tell you I did feel funny. When, the next day, I began dealing them round again, I couldn’t do it no more than before. I sent the first three horses to every half-a-crown subscriber, and they romped in just exactly as I’d placed ’em. That was on Friday, in the Billingsgate Stakes; on Saturday, when I saw you in the Strand, I’d just done the same in the Chichester Handicap. Yesterday was Monday, and there wasn’t no racing; but to-day in the Exmouth Stakes I’ve placed the first three horses in the exact order that they came past the post. What do you think of that for a record? Wouldn’t you say that there was something wrong with the works?”

“It does you great credit, Gill.”

“It isn’t so much the horses, I shouldn’t mind if it was only them, but it’s everything. I can’t think of what has happened, but everything that’s going to happen I can see quite well.”

“Are you in earnest?”

“Try me and see! If there’s anything you want to know about what’s going to happen in the middle of next week, apply here for information. It’s awful — I’m getting a regular freak of nature.”

“Do you know, if what you say is correct, you could easily make your fortune — and mine?”

“I suppose I could.”

“If, for instance, you were to act on your own tips.”

“Just so.”

“Then why don’t you?”

“I’ll tell you one reason why I don’t — because I can see what’s coming.”

“But if you can, that’s exactly the reason why you should.”

“There’s one thing coming to-morrow, and that’s an end of me.”

“What do you mean?”

“By this time to-morrow I’ll be dead.”

“You’re carrying it too far, my friend.”

“I am carrying it too far — I feel I am! I know I am! That’s where it is! I don’t only see the things I want to see, but I see the things I don’t want to see; and I see that by this time to-morrow I’ll be dead — ah, dead, sitting in that chair.”

Mr. Gill pointed to the chair from which he had lately risen. Mr. Major eyed him. There certainly was something curious about the little man, although he spoke with a matter-of-fact straightforwardness which deprived his words of half their singularity.

“Don’t be an ass, Gill! Perhaps you can tell me what, by this time to-morrow night, will have happened to me?”

“You! You’ll have made your fortune.”

Mr. Major laughed at this.

“Thanks awfully. Perhaps you can assist me with a tip or two?”

“That’s just what I’m going to do. I’m going to give you all to-morrow’s winners. You’ll go down. You’ll take every farthing you can beg, borrow, or steal. You’ll put the whole pile on the first race at starting prices. You’ll put the whole pile on again, with all your winnings, on the second race; and you’ll do the same on every race; and at the end of the day you’ll have won — ah, what a pot!”

“Yes, what a pot! But suppose, in this going the whole hog system of yours, once, only once, I should happen to lose? Where shall I be then?”

“You won’t lose; you will win. Take a piece of paper and write down the names of the winners.”

Smilingly, perching himself on the edge of the table, Mr. Major took an envelope out of his pocket. He prepared to write upon the back of it “Now then, my Gill.”

Mr. Gill took a newspaper from the table. For a moment he studied it attentively.

“It’s a long programme to-morrow. There are seven events upon the card. The first is at half-past one; mind you’re there. The Blenheim Plate — Ladybird will win that; write it down.” Mr. Major wrote it down, still smiling. “The Windsor Stakes — King Bruce. The Maiden Plate — Sweet Violet. The Churchill Handicap — Devil’s Own. The Visitors’ Plate — Estrella. The Hunt Cup — Ballet Girl.” Mr. Gill folded up the newspaper. “Got ’em all down? No mistakes, you know. That’s six races — that’ll be enough for you; you’ll have made your pot by then — and what a pot it will be!” Mr. Major, as he echoed the other’s words, still smiled.

“Yes, what a pot it will be!”

III.

“Yes, what a pot it will be!”

The words were still ringing in Mr. Major’s ears when, on the morrow, he went down by train to that suburban racecourse. He had not carried out Mr. Gill’s advice to the bitter end; he had not stolen, but he had begged and borrowed. He had applied for help in as many quarters as he could manage in the limited time at his disposal. He had told some tall tales to get it too. He had pledged his credit to the straining-point He had in his pockets a sum of money which for him was fabulous. If he lost it he would be without a farthing in the world, almost without the hope of one.

He was quite aware that he was mad, that was the joke of it. No one knew better than he that for a man who knew nothing of horses to go punting on the turf was an act of simple insanity. Nor did he suppose that the position was improved by the fact that he was about to back the fancies of an avowed humbug who, he himself believed, was at least half imbecile. Yet he never hesitated for a moment to carry out what he knew to be the folly in his brain.

The train was crowded — by that fragrant crowd which travels to a London racecourse, even in the specials. The conversation was horsey. Tips were freely offered. Mr. Major heard the chances of the animals whose names he had written on the back of an old envelope canvassed by persons who were without doubt much better judges of a horse than he. He paid not the slightest heed. All through the din of conversation Mr. Gill’s words were ringing in his ears—” What a pot it will be!”

And wherever he looked he saw, as in a waking dream, a woman’s face. This young man was simply mad. The most amazing nonsense was whirling in his head. Win a fortune — he’d win her. The two ideas were surging though his head in a sort of chime. He loved the woman — with a sort of honest pride he told himself how earnestly he loved her. He’d make his pile, and tell of his love. And to make his pile he had begged, and borrowed — and lied — all on the strength of an old fool’s yarning.

“Would you like a tip, sir? — for the first race, sir? I’ll give you a certainty, sir, for a shilling. I’d put it on myself if I had it, sir — so help me, I would.”

This was the greeting which he received as he alighted from the train from an individual who evidently thought that he was green.

When he reached the course he made straight for the ring, and for a “leviathan penciller,” whom, strangely enough, he knew by sight as well as by name. No welsher for him.

“What price Ladybird for the Blenheim Plate?” He had never made a bet in his life before, but he had a sort of dim idea that when you did bet that was the way to set about it “Lay you three to one.”

“Put me on four hundred pounds.”

Over a hundred pounds of that four hundred were his own savings, for he was beginning to keep his head above water in the artistic world; but how he got the rest of it — it was a sorry tale.

“Lay you seven to two, sir,” interposed a lay-you-the-odds gentleman close by.

“I’ll lay you seven to two,” observed the leviathan calmly. “What name, sir? Mr. Blades, give the gentleman his ticket.”

The four hundred pounds were handed over. Mr. Major received in exchange a slip of pasteboard. Someone spoke to him as he turned away, this time not a betting man; someone who had apparently been looking on.

“Jacobs has done you over that bet of yours. He has given you nothing like the proper odds. Anyone, including himself, would have given you five to one.” Mr. Major said nothing, not even to thank the speaker for the information. He took up a position to view the race. It was a fine day. Although it was probable that a crowd would come, it had not come yet. He had no difficulty in finding a favourable point of vantage from which to view the race on which he had staked more than all the money he had in the world. To show what sort of sportsman this young man was one need only mention that he had not even purchased a card. He did not know which was Ladybird, he was not acquainted with the colours she carried, he did not know who her owner was, nor her jockey — as a plain statement of fact he did not know if she was running in the race at all. He saw the start, he saw the animals rush by, he did not see but he knew that the race was over. He heard the roar of voices. He turned to a man beside him—” What’s won?”

“Some” — flowery— “outsider.” He turned to a friend: “What is it, Jim?”

“I don’t know.” There was a short pause. “There’s the number. Ladybird! Who the some-thinged something’s Ladybird?”

Mr. Major went down to Mr. Jacobs in the ring. That dignitary greeted him with a nod.

“You were in the know, Mr. Major. Mr. Blades, give Mr. Major eighteen hundred pounds. Would you like to do anything on the next race, Mr. Major?”

Mr. Major counted over his eighteen hundred pounds. Taking out an old envelope from the inner pocket of his coat, he quietly referred to something which was written on the back of it.

“Gent’s got it all written down, Jake,” observed a ribald — and a rival — penciller.

Mr. Jacobs paid no heed to him.

“What price King Bruce for the Windsor Stakes?” inquired Mr. Major.

“Lay you ten to three, mister,” yelled one gentleman.

“Lay you eleven to three,” bawled another.

Indeed, there was quite a chorus of offers. Mr. Major was indifferent to all of them.

“What price will you give me, Jacobs?”

“King Bruce?” The leviathan regarded Mr. Major with a curious glance. “Well, Mr. Major, I’ll give you eleven to three.”

“Put me on eighteen hundred pounds.”

There was a slight pause of astonishment “Who is he?” Mr. Major heard someone behind him ask.

“Another Juggins!”

The response was at least as audible as the inquiry had been. There was a laugh. Even Mr. Jacobs seemed amused.

“Eighteen hundred pounds, eleven to three, King Bruce, Mr. Major. Give Mr. Major his ticket, Mr. Blades.”

“Look out, Jacobs,” shouted a voice, “the young gent means having you.”

There was another laugh at this. Mr. Major, serenely indifferent, walked away with Mr. Jacobs’ ticket in his pocket “Kyard, sir! Krect kyard, sir.”

Someone thrust something beneath his nose. Then, for the first time, Mr. Major became conscious that he was without that convenience — especially for a novice — a programme of the day. He purchased a card. He found that for the Windsor Stakes there were five runners. King Bruce’s colours were light blue. He picked them out when the horses were making ready for starting. As the animals tore past it seemed to him that the one with the light blue jockey on his back was bringing up the rear. It continued in the rear during the few moments in which the proceedings were in sight. Suddenly there arose a tumult of many voices.

“By — ! He’s won!”

The race was over. A man at his side, who had been following it through a pair of glasses, lowered them with a full-mouthed execration.

“Who’s won?”

“King Bruce!”

Mr. Major was conscious of a little fluttering in the region of his chest, as though a pulse had all at once been set vibrating. The people were rushing off in all directions. For a moment he stood still. He studied an old envelope which he took from his pocket. Then he started for the ring. Mr. Jacobs received him effusively.

“You are in luck, Mr. Major. You must have had some private information. I shall hardly like to bet with you. How much is it, Mr. Major? Mind you let me down easy.” The artist handed in his “brief.”

“What do you make it, Mr. Blades? Eight thousand four hundred. Is that it, Mr. Major? Why, I shouldn’t have so much money in the world if it hadn’t been that some other gentlemen have been paying me. I tell you something in confidence. You’re the only gentleman I know who was on King Bruce. What are you going to do on the next race, Mr. Major? Back another winner?”

“What price Sweet Violet for the Maiden Plate?”

Mr. Jacobs paused. He sucked the point of his pencil. The usual chorus broke out on either side of him: “I’ll lay you two to one, sir.”

Mr. Jacobs spoke. “Well, Mr. Major, it’s my business to lay against horses at the market odds. I’ll give you seven to three, though I’m not quite sure that I am doing the proper thing, you know. How much? The lot?”

Mr. Major held out to him the handful of banknotes which he had just received.

“I don’t know, Mr. Major, if you think I’ve brought the Bank of England out with me, because I haven’t; so if I run a little short — and you do seem as though you were going to bleed me — perhaps you wouldn’t mind taking my cheque; you’ll find it good enough.”

“I shall be delighted.”

The bet was made. Sweet Violet won easily was the general verdict; though as to that Mr. Major knew nothing. He saw the number go up upon the telegraph, and that was all he knew about it. He received back his eight thousand four hundred pounds, and an open cheque to boot. The figures upon that cheque seemed to dance before his eyes. But as he handed over that cheque Mr. Jacob’s mood seemed to be by no means effusive.

“That’s enough for me, Mr. Major, for to-day. I’m going to take to backing horses for a change.”

Whether Mr. Jacobs meant what he said or not, at any rate, he declined to have anything more to do with Mr. Major.

“You’re too clever for me!” he declared.

The artist had to seek a market elsewhere. Not that it took him long to find one — offers to deal rained on him from every side.

“Deal with me — I’m George Foote, Mr. Major.”

Mr. Major knew the name — through the sporting prints—” I’ll cash Mr. Jacobs’ cheque; though, mind you, I shouldn’t be surprised if it was a stumer! This is the shop for cheques. What’s your fancy, Mr. Major?”

“What price Devil’s Own for the Churchill Handicap?”

“I’ll give you seven to four, and I’ll go you for Mr. Jacobs’ cheque.”

“Why,” shouted a voice in the crowd, “just now you were giving six to one.”

“Very well, Mr. Major, you deal with that gentleman over there. He’ll lay you six to one — in pennies. Seven to four’s my price.”

“I want to go for more than the cheque.”

“The cheque’s big enough for me. What’s the size of it? Nineteen thousand six hundred — yes, that’s quite big enough for me.”

Another penciller addressed himself to Mr. Major.

“How much more do you want to do?”

“Eight thousand five hundred.”

“I’ll do it at George Foote’s price. You know me, I daresay, Tom Grainger, of Nottingham — Grainger with an’i.’”

Directly the artist had made his bet Devil’s Own seemed to be in general demand.

“Mr. Major! You here!”

As Mr. Major was thrusting Mr. Grainger’s ticket into his pocket someone addressed him from behind. Turning, there was Miss Davidson. His heart seemed suddenly to cease to beat.

“You!” was all that he could gasp.

She laughed.

“I did not know that you were a racing man. Allow me to introduce you to Sir Gerald Mason.” Mr. Major was conscious that a resplendent middle-aged gentleman was acting as the lady’s escort “Are you alone?”

Mr. Major explained, stammeringly, that he was. Half unconsciously, he fell in by the lady’s side. The three threaded their way among the crowd. They reached a drag.

“I daresay we can find a place for you, if it’s only standing room.”

Presently Mr. Major found himself, with other ladies and gentlemen, on top of a four-in-hand.

“Well, have you won?” inquired Miss Davidson, who seemed to have taken him under her wing.

“Yes.” There was a choking in the artist’s throat “Nearly thirty thousand pounds.”

“What!”

The artist found himself greeted with a general stare.

“Nearly thirty thousand pounds.”

“To-day?”

“Yes, all of it to-day.”

Sir Gerald Mason seemed to be particularly struck.

“That’s a tidy little trifle,” he observed.

Another gentleman came clambering on to the roof.

“I can’t make it out. There’s something up. Just now they were laying anything against Devil’s Own. Now they want three to one on.”

“I expect,” said Mr. Major, “it’s because of me.”

“Because of you?” The new-corner stared.

“Oh!”

“I’ve just been backing him for nearly thirty thousand pounds!”

“The deuce you have!”

“He’s sure to win.”

“Is he, indeed? May I ask how you know it?”

“A person with whom I am acquainted gave me yesterday the names of all to-day’s winners. Devil’s Own is one of them. I have them here.” Mr. Major took out an old, soiled envelope. There was something written in pencil on the back of it. He held it out in front of him. There was a universal smile. The artist was aware of it. “I came out this morning with four hundred pounds. I have backed three of the horses whose names are on this envelope. I have already won nearly thirty thousand pounds. I have placed it all upon Devil’s Own. Devil’s Own will win. All the horses whose names are on this envelope will win. I am sure of it.”

In his voice there was a ring of enthusiastic conviction. His eyes met Miss Davidson’s. She smiled at him. “I hope they will, for your sake.”

“Thank you. I knew you would.”

He held out his hand to her. She gave him hers, blushing as she did so. The other people on the drag glanced at one another. When Miss Davidson withdrew her hand she turned to the course.

“We shall soon know if your prediction is true; they are starting.”

They were starting, though they did not start just then. Racehorses are not to be induced to start by clockwork. But, at last, the flag was dropped. The runners came flying down the course.

“George!” exclaimed Sir Gerald Mason. “It’s a procession!”

A horse had run off with the lead. He not only kept it, but increased it as he went. The race was finished.

“A walk over for Devil’s Own,” remarked the gentleman who last had clambered on to the coach. He turned to Mr. Major, “I should like, sir, to know your friend.”

“How much have you won, Mr. Major?”

The inquiry came from Miss Davidson. Mr. Major glanced at his couple of pasteboards.

“I have eight thousand four hundred on with one man, and nineteen thousand six hundred with another; that’s twenty-eight thousand pounds, at seven to four that’s forty-nine thousand pounds.”

Someone so far forgot good manners as to whistle; it was the gentleman who had clambered on to the coach. Mr. Major’s glance sought Miss Davidson’s. Her eyes were gleaming.

“All won? I congratulate you.”

“Really?”

“With all my heart.”

His cheeks were flushed. His eyes were gleaming too. Words seemed trembling on his tongue. Before he could utter them he was assailed with a question.

“What’s going to win the next?”

It came in half a dozen voices. He glanced at the back of the envelope.

“Estrella will win the Visitors’ Plate.”

“Estrella! She’ll never stay the course; and she’s nowhere in the betting.”

“As for being nowhere in the betting, all the better for small punters like myself,” remarked the elderly Sir Gerald.

He descended to the ground; the others seemed to be all talking together. Mr. Major and Miss Davidson for the moment were unnoticed.

“What are you going to do? You’re not going to do any more betting?”

“I am. I am going to put every penny upon Estrella.”

“Oh, Mr. Major!”

“Miss Davidson, I know that I shall win.”

“You seem very confident. But you know you cannot always have good fortune. And you are playing for high stakes, you must remember.”

“I am, for the highest possible. I am playing for the greatest prize in the world.”

His earnestness seemed to abash her.

“Whatever it is I hope you will win it.”

“You mean it?”

She turned away.

“Of course I do.”

He hesitated. He seemed about to speak. Then, with a sudden impulse, he too descended to the ground.

“Put on five pounds for me,” she said to him as he went down. “I’ll back your luck.”

He looked up at her, his face peony red. But he was speechless. His entry into the ring was greeted with something like applause: already he was famous. In his mastering excitement he did not notice it “Hollo! Mr. Major,” cried Mr. Grainger of Nottingham, “don’t you think you’re knocking ’em? Are you going for the gloves? Do you want to break the lot of us? We’ve all got wives and children, and we don’t want to see ’em in the workhouse. What’s the next article, Mr. Major?”

“What price Estrella for the Visitors’ Plate?”

For a moment it seemed that there was no price. Then Mr. Grainger made a bid.

“I’ll do you at evens, but not for a million, you know.”

“I won’t do you at any price,” said Mr. Foote, who seemed unhappy. “I say with Mr. Jacobs — Mr. Major’s too clever for me.”

Sir Gerald Mason was standing by the artist’s side.

“Evens!” he exclaimed. “Why, Estrella’s quoted at forty to one.”

“Oh, that was before Mr. Major was on. Mr. Major’s hand-in-glove with the Old Gentleman — he’s got the key of the stable.”

Mr. Jacobs interposed.

“Look here, mister, I don’t know who you are, but you’ve got twenty-eight thousand pounds of my money. Go you double or quits; evens against Estrella.”

“I’ll come in with you, Jacobs,” cried an enterprising gentleman, whose name was Johnson — that well-known patron of “the fancy.”

“I’ll do you the same price in any sum you choose, Mr. Major — a million if you like — I think I’m good for it!”

Mr. Major had to be content with the terms.

“I haven’t done very well for you, Miss Davidson,” he explained when he returned to the drag. “I’ve only got evens.”

“It’s a robbery,” declared the elderly Sir Gerald; “rank robbery!”

“Rather too barefaced robbery for me.” Thus Mr. Wilmot, which was the name of the gentleman who had clambered last on to the drag. “I don’t think this time your friend has done you a good turn, Mr. Major. From her form Estrella hasn’t the ghost of a chance. Personally, I should say the odds against her were more than forty to one.”

“By Jove!” exclaimed a ruddy-faced young gentleman, with a “pane of glass” in his eye, “I hope she will win! I’ve a monkey on her!”

“Not to mention my five pounds,” laughed Miss Davidson.

“Your money is quite safe. Estrella will win — I know it.”

“Excuse me, Mr. Major,” said Mr. Wilmot, “but your tone would almost suggest that you had been getting at somebody or something on a very extensive scale. You seem cock-sure.”

“I am cock-sure.”

“They’re off!”

They were. Mr. Wilmot’s glasses followed the race.

“A capital start Bedgown’s leading — Canute second. Hollo! The Squire’s coming. Estrella’s nowhere. The Squire’s in front! What’s that slipped through — Patience? Patience is coming! Come on, Patience; The Squire is racing her! Where’s your Estrella, Mr. Major? She don’t seem to be in this race. Patience is ahead! Bravo, Patience! By George, Canutes coming! He’s in front! He’s running away from ’em! Just look how he’s going! It’s all over — Canute for a million! — Hollo! how about your Estrella, Mr.

Major? — What’s that — what’s that in blue and pink? It’s — it’s Estrella! Dashed if she isn’t coming on; hang me if she isn’t! My eyes, how she’s travelling! If there’s time, she’ll overhaul the leader! She has! She’s collared him! She’s racing him! She’s passed him! Gosh! she’s won!”

“I’ve won over a hundred and fifty thousand pounds.” With one accord they turned to Mr. Major. He seemed in a sort of ecstasy. He repeated the words, “I’ve won over a hundred and fifty thousand pounds. I knew Estrella’d win.”

Mr. Wilmot looked a little white.

“It’s uncommonly queer,” he said.

“It is queer; I know it’s queer. But I knew she’d win.

Miss Davidson spoke.

“I congratulate you, Mr. Major, with all my heart I never knew anyone who won a hundred and fifty thousand pounds before — and in a single day!”

“I shall win more before I’ve finished.”

“You are surely not going to tempt Fortune again?”

“No — not fortune! The man who gave me the names of the horses which I have here was inspired. It was given to him to see behind the veil. I half suspected it at the time. I see it clearly now. It is not Fortune I am tempting; I am betting upon certainties. I know that every horse he gave me is sure to win!”

The people looked at one another. They were apparently in doubt as to whether this young gentleman was altogether sane. “What has this very remarkable friend of yours given you for the Cup?”

“Ballet Girl.”

“That sounds more promising. Ballet Girl’s my own fancy, and the favourite. But, if you take my advice, Mr. Major, you’ll keep out of the ring. Let me deal for you. If they know you’re dealing it’ll knock the market all to pieces; you’ll get no price at all.”

What does it matter what price I get? What does it matter if I have to give ten to one if I know the horse will win?”

Mr. Wilmot shrugged his shoulders.

“Of course, if you know, there’s nothing further to be said.”

Mr. Major found the ring in a panic. His entry was greeted with a roar of voices.

“Mr. Major, you’ve about broke me,” yelled Mr. Jacobs. Then came a volley of adjectives. “I can’t make things out at all. Upon my soul, I don’t know that I didn’t ought to appeal to the stewards.”

Someone shouted in the crowd — 

“Pay up, Jake, and look pleasant!”

“I’ll pay up,” said Mr. Jacobs; “but as for looking pleasant—”

There came more adjectives.

“What are you going to do in the Hunt Cup, Mr. Major?”

The inquiry came from neither Mr. Jacobs nor Mr. Grainger.

“What price Ballet Girl?”

It was odd, after the previous tumult, to notice the silence with which Mr. Major’s words were greeted — the completer silence still which followed them. No one made a price.

“You’re surely not afraid of one man? What, all the lot of you?”

“Dash me!” roared Mr. Jacobs. “No man shall say that I’m afraid of him — not if I have to go into the workhouse to-morrow. I’ll tell you what I’ll do, Mr. Major. I’ll give you the chance to make the biggest bet that was ever made in England. You’ve got over a hundred and fifty thousand pounds there, and by — ! most of it’s mine. If you like to put the lot of it on Ballet Girl, at five to one on, I’ll take you.”

“Five to one on?” shouted the crowd.

“Five to one on!” vociferated Mr. Jacobs. “And that’s an offer which I doubt if any other man upon this course will make you.”

It was not a tempting offer, but Mr. Major took it “You’re a very foolish man, sir,” said Mr. Wilmot, who was standing at his elbow.

“Why? I know the horse will win.”

“You may know, but I don’t, and you’ve spoilt the market for other men.”

The start was a long time coming. While they waited for it there was considerable excitement on the top of the drag.

“Mr. Major,” said Miss Davidson, “I do hope that mysterious friend of yours is right again. It will be a dreadful thing if Ballet Girl should fail us. We are all of us on her to a man.”

“And at such a price!” growled Mr. Wilmot “Upon my word, I am ashamed of myself when I think that I ever allowed myself to be induced to back any horse at such a figure.”

Mr. Major was standing by Miss Davidson. His eyes, which rested on her, were eloquent with many things. Always good-looking, just then he was even curiously handsome.

“Ballet Girl will win; I am sure of it. Then — then I shall never bet again.”

“Never?”

“Never. I don’t think I ever bet before. I never shall again.”

“Your luck has been fabulous — really quite incredible. If I had been you I should have been content with what I’d won. To risk it all seems — seems dreadful.”

“Why? You would be prepared to bet that two and two make four a thousand times in succession.”

“But that is different.”

“Not at all. Just as certainly as you know that two and two make four, I know that Ballet Girl will win. I shall have made my fortune. I shall have only one thing left to win. Only one!”

Someone said they were getting ready to start. All eyes were turned towards the course. Mr. Wilmot’s glasses again came into play.

“Isn’t that Tragedy Queen who won’t stand still? Up go her heels! Now there’s Chappie joining her!”

Mr. Major, under cover of the gathering excitement, half whispered to Miss Davidson — 

“I shall have only one thing left to win.”

“I hope you will win it, whatever it is.” She faced him. “Mr. Major, I do hope Ballet Girl will win.”

“I know she will.”

“They’re off!”

They were. Mr. Wilmot favoured them with a running commentary.

“A good start! What’s that in the black and white hoops in front? Hollo! Chappie’s making the pace. Tragedy Queen seems to be funking it, or is young Blades holding her in? Ballet Girl seems to be running third. White will get himself shut in if he doesn’t look out Hollo! Chappie’s ahead! Mark Antony’s challenging him! They’re making a ding-dong thing of it, by George! Ballet Girl’s creeping up; so’s Tragedy Queen. What is that in the black and white hoops? Isn’t it Bar One? It is Bar One! Ballet Girl is coming on. By gad, she is! Hark at the people shouting. Our five to one chance looks rosy, Mr. Major. She’s collared Chappie! Tragedy Queen is sticking to her. It strikes me it’s going to be a race between the pair of them. Bar One’s third. Isn’t Ballet Girl just flying? Bravo! Why, there must be two lengths between her and Tragedy Queen! Hark at the people! I say, Mr. Major, the devil must be in that friend of yours; Ballet Girl’s half a dozen lengths in front! She’s having a lark with them! She’s — why! — what is that? She’s down! down! My God! Why don’t White pick her up? There’s something wrong! Tragedy Queen’s passed her! So’s Bar One! Bar One’s gaining! Bar One’s in front! — ! — !” Mr. Wilmot must have forgotten the presence of ladies. And in that hot moment it. Is not impossible that his forgetfulness was overlooked. “Bar One’s won!” He turned on Mr. Major. “Bar One has won!”

There was a hubbub of many voices, a wild rush of people on to the course, where Ballet Girl lay motionless. Her last race was run. The flush had faded from Mr. Major’s cheeks, the light from his eyes.

“I have lost! — lost! — lost it all!” He turned to Miss Davidson. You — you won’t let it make any difference?”

“Make any difference?”

“I did it all for you. I — I did not like to come to you with empty hands.”

“Mr. Major! What do you mean?”

“Although I loved you so, I did not like to think that you were rich and I was poor. If I had won I should have given it all to you — it would have been for you that it was won.”

The lady turned away. It almost seemed that this remarkable young gentleman was making a declaration of affection, in public, on the roof of a drag, right before the eyes — the ears! — of a number of amazed and bewildered strangers.

“You — you won’t let it make any difference because — because I have lost.”

The lady favoured him with a front view. Her cheeks were a flaming red; but, in spite of it, she was the more self-possessed of the two.

“I think, Mr. Major, that excitement has turned your brain. It is rather a singular place in which to volunteer such a statement, but I don’t know if you are aware that I am engaged to be married to Mr. Philip Cumberland?”

“Engaged? To Mr. Cumberland?” It was piteous to see the young man’s face. “But he’s in Oban.”

“I don’t know how you know he is in Oban. Nor do I see why his being in Oban should make any difference to the fact of our engagement.”

“But — why did you buy my picture?”

“My good sir, I have never bought any picture of yours.”

“Gill said it was you.”

“You seem to be favoured with some curious friends. I have not the honour of Mr. Gill’s acquaintance. Had I purchased your picture, I do not see how the purchase would have warranted your peculiar behaviour. As a matter of fact, I have done nothing of the kind.”

Mr. Wilmot slipped his arm through Mr. Major’s.

“Come, my friend, I think you and I had better take a stroll together. You seem to have let us in for a very nice thing!”

IV.

“Gill!” Mr. Major knocked at the door again. “Gill!” There was still no answer. He turned the handle. The door was open. Mr. Major entered. The lamp was still unlighted, but he could see that Mr. Gill was seated at the table. “Gill!” Mr. Gill continued silent Mr. Major went and touched him on the shoulder. “Gill!”

He started back. Mr. Gill was dead!

“Starvation — that’s what it is.”

Thus spoke the landlady, hastily summoned to the presence of the newly dead.

“Starvation!”

The young man turned his ghastly face to the woman’s.

“Starvation. He’s been slowly starving this ever so long. I don’t believe he’s tasted a morsel of meat these last two weeks. He owed me seven weeks’ rent But he was such an old lodger I didn’t like to be hard on him. Now, I suppose, I shall lose it all.”

“But I thought he had so many clients?”

“Not one. He used to have when first I knew him, but they turned him up — long ago! I don’t believe he ever named a winner in his life. I know more than once he put me on a wrong one. Of late things have been preying on his mind. It’s my belief that for nearly a week now he’s been quite cracked.”

Mr. Major wondered.


THE FIFTEENTH MAN

THE STORY OF A RUGBY MATCH

IT was not until we were actually in the field, and were about to begin to play, that I learnt that the Brixham men had come one short It seemed that one of their men had been playing in a match the week before — in a hard frost if you please! and, getting pitched on to his head, had broken his skull nearly into two clean halves. That is the worst of playing in a frost; you are nearly sure to come to grief. Not to ordinary grief, either, but a regular cracker. It was hard lines on the Brixham team. Some men always are getting themselves smashed to pieces just as a big match is due! The man’s name was Joyce, Frank Joyce. He played halfback for Brixham, and for the county too — so you may be sure Lance didn’t care to lose him. Still, they couldn’t go and drag the man out of the hospital with a hole in his head big enough to put your fist into. They had tried to get a man to take his place, but at the last moment the substitute had failed to show.

“if we can’t beat them — fifteen to their fourteen! — I think we’d better go in for challenging gir’ schools. Last year they beat us, but this year, as we’ve one man to the good, perhaps we might manage to pull it off.”

That’s how Mason talked to us, as if we wanted them to win! Although they were only fourteen men, they could play. I don’t think I ever saw a team who were stronger in their forwards. Lance, their captain, kicked off; Mason, our chief, returned. Then one of their men, getting the leather, tried a run. We downed him, a scrimmage was formed, then, before we knew it, they were rushing the ball across the field. When it did show, I was on it like a flash. I passed to Mason. But he was collared almost before he had a chance to start. There was another turn at scrimmaging, and lively work it was, especially for us who had the pleasure of looking on. So, when again I got a sight of it, I didn’t lose much time. I had it up, and I was off. I didn’t pass; I tried a run upon my own account I thought that I was clear away. I had passed the forwards; I thought that I had passed the field, when, suddenly, someone sprang at me, out of the fog — it was a little thick, you know — caught me round the waist, lifted me off my feet, and dropped me on my back. That spoilt it! Before I had a chance of passing they were all on top of me. And again the ball was in the scrimmage.

When I returned to my place behind I looked to see who it was had collared me. The fellow, I told myself, was one of their half-backs. Yet, when I looked at their halves, I couldn’t make up my mind which of them it was.

Try how we could — although we had the best of the play — we couldn’t get across their line. Although I say it, we all put in some first-rate work. We never played better in our lives. We all had run after run, the passing was as accurate as if it had been mechanical, and yet we could not do the trick. Time after time, just as we were almost in, one of their men put a stop to our little game, and spoilt us. The funny part of the business was that, either owing to the fog, or to our stupidity, we could not make up our minds which of their men it was.

At last I spotted him. Mason had been held nearly on their goal line. They were playing their usual game of driving us back in the scrimmage, when the ball broke through. I took it I passed to Mason. I thought he was behind, when — he was collared and thrown.

“Joyce!” I cried. “Why, I thought that you weren’t playing.”

“What are you talking about?” asked one of their men. “Joyce isn’t playing.”

I stared.

“Not playing! Why, it was he who collared Mason.”

“Stuff!”

I did not think the man was particularly civil. It was certainly an odd mistake which I had made. I was just behind Mason when he was collared, and I saw the face of the man who collared him. I could have sworn it was Frank Joyce!

“Who was that who clowned you just now?” I asked of Mason, directly I had the chance.

“Their half-back.”

Their half-back! Their halves were Tom Wilson and Granger. How could I have mistaken either of them for Joyce?

A little later Giffard was puzzled.

“One of their fellows plays a thundering good game, but, do you know, I can’t make out which one of them it is.”

“Do you mean the fellow who keeps collaring.”

“That’s the man!”

The curious part of it was that I never saw the man except when he was collaring.

“The next time,” said Giffard, when, for about the sixth time, he had been on the point of scoring, “if I don’t get in, I’ll know the reason why. I’ll kill that man.”

It was all very well to talk about our killing him. It looked very much more like his killing us. Mason passed the word that if there was anything like a chance we were to drop. The chance came immediately afterwards. They muffed somehow in trying to pass. Blaine got the leather. He started to run.

“Drop,” yelled Mason.

In that fog, and from where Blaine was, dropping a goal was out of the question. He tried the next best thing — he tried to drop into touch. But the attempt was a failure. The kick was a bad one — the ball was as heavy as lead, so that there was not much kick in it — and as it was coming down one of their men, appearing right on the spot, caught it, dropped a drop which was a drop, sent the ball right over our heads, and as near as a toucher over the bar.

Just then the whistle sounded.

“Do you know,” declared Ingall, as we were crossing over, “I believe they’re playing fifteen men.”

Mason scoffed.

“Do you think, without giving us notice, they would play fifteen when they told us they were only playing fourteen?”

“Hanged if I don’t count them!” persisted Ingall.

He did, and we all did. We faced round and reckoned them up. There were only fourteen, unless one was slinking out of sight somewhere in the dim recesses of the fog, which seemed scarcely probable. Still Ingall seemed dissatisfied.

“They’re playing four three-quarters,” whispered Giffard, when the game restarted.

So they were — Wheeler, Pendleton, Marshall, and another. Who the fourth man was I couldn’t make out. He was a big, strapping fellow, I could see that; but the play was so fast that more than that I couldn’t see.

“Who is the fourth man?”

“Don’t know; can’t see his face. It’s so confoundedly foggy!”

It was foggy; but still, of course, it was not foggy enough to render a man’s features indistinguishable at the distance of only a few feet. All the same, somehow or other he managed to keep his face concealed from us. While Giffard and I had been whispering they had been packing in. The ball broke out our side. I had it I tried to run. Instantly I saw that fourth three-quarter rush at me. As he came I saw his face. I was so amazed that I stopped dead. Putting his arms about me he held me as in a vice.

“Joyce!” I cried.

Before the word was out of my mouth half a dozen of their men had hold of the ball.

“Held! held!” they screamed.

“Down!” I gasped.

And it was down, with two or three of their men on top of me. They were packing the scrimmage before I had time to get fairly on my feet again.

“That was Joyce who collared me!” I exclaimed.

“Pack in! pack in!” shouted Mason from behind.

And they did pack in with a vengeance. Giffard had the ball. They were down on him; it was hammer and tongs. But through it all we stuck to the leather. They downed us, but not before we had passed it to a friend. Out of it came Giffard, sailing along as though he had not been swallowing mud in pailfuls. I thought he was clear — but no! He stopped short, and dropped the ball! — dropped it, as he stood there, from his two hands as though he were a baby! They asked no questions. They had it up; they were off with it, as though they meant to carry it home. They carried it, too, all the way — almost! It was in disagreeable propinquity to our goal by the time that it was held.

“Now then, Brixham, you’ve got it!”

That was what they cried.

“Steyning! Steyning! All together!”

That was what we answered. But though we did work all together, it was as much as we could manage.

“Where’s Giffard?” bellowed Mason.

My impression was that he had remained like a sign-post rooted to the ground. I had seen him standing motionless after he had dropped the ball, and even as the Brixham men rushed past him. But just then he put in an appearance.

“I protest!” he cried.

“What about?” asked Mason.

“What do they mean by pretending they’re not playing Frank Joyce when all the time they are?”

“Oh, confound Frank Joyce! Play up, do. You’ve done your best to give them the game already. Steady, Steyning, steady. Left, there, left Centre, steady!”

We were steady. We were more than steady. Steadiness alone would not have saved us. We all played forward. At last somehow, we got the ball back into something like the middle of the field. Giffard kept whispering to me all the time, even in the hottest of the rush.

“What lies, pretending that they’re not playing Joyce!” Here he had a discussion with the ball, mostly on his knees. “Humbug about his being in the hospital!”

We had another chance. Out of the turmoil, Mason was flying off with a lead. It was the first clear start he had that day. When he has got that it is catch him who catch can! As he pelted off the fog, which kept coming and going, all at once grew thicker. He had passed all their men. Of ours, I was the nearest to him. It looked all the world to a china orange that we were going to score at last, when, to my disgust, he reeled, seemed to give a sort of spring, and then fell right over on to his back! I did not understand how he had managed to do it, but I supposed that he had slipped in the mud. Before I could get within passing distance the Brixham men were on us, and the ball was down.

“I thought you’d done it that time.”

I said this to him as the scrimmage was being formed. He did not answer. He stood looking about him in a hazy sort of way, as though the further proceedings had no interest for him.

“What’s the matter? Are you hurt?”

He turned to me.

“Where is he?” he asked.

“Where’s who?”

I couldn’t make him out. There was quite a curious look upon his face.

“Joyce!”

Somehow, as he said this, I felt a trifle queer. It was his face, or his tone, or something. “Didn’t you see him throw me?”

I didn’t know what he meant. But before I could say so we had another little rough and tumble — one go up and the other go down. A hubbub arose. There was Ingall shouting.

“I protest! I don’t think this sort of thing’s fair play.”

“What sort of thing?”

“You said you weren’t playing Joyce.”

“Said we weren’t! We aren’t.”

“Why, he just took the ball out of my hands! Joyce, where are you?”

“Yes, where is he?”

Then they laughed. Mason intervened.

“Excuse me, Lance; we’ve no objection to your playing Joyce, but why do you say you aren’t?”

“I don’t think you’re well. I tell you that Frank Joyce is at this moment lying in Brixham hospital.”

“He just now collared me.”

I confess that when Mason said that I was a trifle staggered. I had distinctly seen that he had slipped and fallen. No one had been within a dozen yards of him at the time. Those Brixham men told him so — not too civilly.

“Do you fellows mean to say,” he roared, “that Frank Joyce didn’t just now pick me up and throw me?”

I struck in.

“I mean to say so. You slipped and fell. My dear fellow, no one was near you at the time.”

He sprang round at me.

“Well, that beats anything!”

“At the same time,” I added, “it’s all nonsense to talk about Joyce being in Brixham hospital, because, since half-time at any rate, he’s been playing three-quarter.”

“Of course he has,” cried Ingall. “Didn’t I see him?”

“And didn’t he collar me?” asked Giffard.

The Brixham men were silent. We looked at them, and they at us.

“You fellows are dreaming,” said Lance. “It strikes me that you don’t know Joyce when you see him.”

“That’s good,” I cried, “considering that he and I were five years at school together.”

“Suppose you point him out then?”

“Joyce!” I shouted. “You aren’t ashamed to show your face, I hope?”

“Joyce!” they replied, in mockery. “You aren’t bashful, Joyce?”

He was not there. Or we couldn’t find him, at any rate. We scrutinised each member of the team; it was really absurd to suppose that I could mistake any of them for Joyce. There was not the slightest likeness.

Dryall appealed to the referee.

“Are you sure nobody’s sneaked off the field?”

“Stuff!” he said. “I’ve been following the game all the time, and know every man who’s playing, and Joyce hasn’t been upon the ground.”

“As for his playing three-quarter, Pendleton, Marshall, and I have been playing three-quarter all the afternoon, and I don’t think that either of us is very much like Joyce.”

This was Tom Wilson.

“You’ve been playing four three-quarters since we crossed over.”

“Bosh!” said Wilson.

That was good, as though I hadn’t seen the four with my own eyes.

“Play!” sang out the referee. “Don’t waste any more time.”

We were at it again. We might be mystified. There was something about the whole affair which was certainly mysterious to me. But we did not intend to be beaten.

“They’re only playing three three-quarters now,” said Giffard.

So they were. That was plain enough. I wondered if the fourth man had joined the forwards. But why should they conceal the fact that they had been playing four?

One of their men tried a drop. Mason caught it, ran, was collared, passed — wide to the left — and I was off. The whole crowd was in the centre of the field. I put on the steam. Lance came at me. I dodged, he missed. Pendleton was bearing down upon me from the right I outpaced him. I got a lead. Only Rivers, their back, was between the Brixham goal and me. He slipped just as he made his effort I was past. It was only a dozen yards to the goal. Nothing would stop me now. I was telling myself that the only thing left was the shouting, when, right in front of me, stood — Joyce! Where he came from I have not the least idea. Out of nothing, it seemed to me. He stood there, cool as a cucumber, waiting — as it appeared — until I came within his reach. His sudden appearance baulked me. I stumbled. The ball slipped from beneath my arm. I saw him smile. Forgetting all about the ball, I made a dash at him. The instant I did so he was gone!

I felt a trifle mixed. I heard behind me the roar of voices. I knew that I had lost my chance. But, at the moment, that was not the trouble. Where had Joyce come from? Where had he gone?

“Now then, Steyning! All together, and you’ll do it!”

I heard Mason’s voice ring out above the hubbub.

“Brixham, Brixham!” shouted Lance. “Play up!”

“Joyce or no Joyce,” I told myself, “hang me if I won’t do it yet!”

I got on side. Blaine had hold of the leather. They were on him like a cartload of bricks. He passed to Giffard.

“Don’t run back!” I screamed.

They drove him back. He passed to me. They were on the ball as soon as I was. They sent me spinning. Somebody got hold of it. Just as he was off I made a grab at his leg. He went down on his face. The ball broke loose. I got on to my feet. They were indulging in what looked to me very much like hacking. We sent the leather through, and Lance was off! Their fellows backed him up in style. They kept us off until he had a start. He bore off to the right. Already he had shaken off our forwards. I saw Mason charge him. I saw that he sent Mason flying. I made for him. I caught him round the waist. He passed to Pendleton. Pendleton was downed. He lost the ball. Back it came to me, and I was off!

I was away before most of them knew what had become of the leather. Again there was only Rivers between the goal and me. He soon was out of the reckoning. The mud beat him. As he was making for me down he came upon his hands and knees. I had been running wide till then. When he came to grief I centred. Should I take the leather in, or drop?

“Drop!” shouted a voice behind.

That settled me. I was within easy range of the goal. I ought to manage the kick. I dropped — at least, I tried to. It was only a try, because, just as I had my toe against the ball, and was in the very act of kicking, Joyce stood right in front of me!

He stood so close that, so to speak, he stood right on the ball. It fell dead, it didn’t travel an inch. As I made my fruitless effort, and was still poised upon one leg, placing his hand against my chest, he pushed me over backwards. As I fell I saw him smile — just as I had seen him smile when he had baulked me just before.

I didn’t feel like smiling. I felt still less like smiling when, as I yet lay sprawling, Rivers, pouncing on the ball, dropped it back into the centre of the field. He was still standing by me when I regained my feet. He volunteered an observation.

“Lucky for us you muffed that kick.”

“Where’s Joyce?” I asked.

“Where’s who?”

“Joyce.”

He stared at me.

“I don’t know what you’re driving at I think you fellows must have got Joyce on the brain.”

He returned to his place in the field. I returned to mine. I had an affectionate greeting from Giffard.

“That’s the second chance you’ve thrown away. Whatever made you muff that kick?”

“Giffard,” I asked, “do you think I’m going mad?”

“I should think you’ve gone.”

I could not — it seems ridiculous, but I could not ask if he had seen Joyce. It was so evident that he had not. And yet, if I had seen him, he must have seen him too. As he suggested — I must have gone mad!

The play was getting pretty rough, the ground was getting pretty heavy. We had churned it into a regular quagmire. Sometimes we went above the ankle in liquid mud. As for the state that we were in!

One of theirs had the ball. Half a dozen of ours had hold of him.

“Held! held!” they yelled.

“It’s not held,” he gasped.

They had him down, and sat on him. Then he owned that it was held.

“Let it through,” cried Mason, when the leather was in scrimmage.

Before our forwards had a chance they rushed it through. We picked it up; we carried it back. They rushed it through again. The tide of battle swayed, now to this side, now to that. Still we gained. Two or three short runs bore the ball within punting distance of their goal. We more than retained the advantage. Yard by yard we drove them back. It was a match against time. We looked like winning if there was only time enough. At last it seemed as though matters had approached something very like a settlement Pendleton had the ball. Our men were on to him. To avoid being held he punted. But he was charged before he really had a chance. The punt was muddled. It was a catch for Mason. He made his mark — within twenty yards of their goal! There is no better drop-kick in England than Alec Mason. If from a free kick at that distance he couldn’t top their bar, we might as well go home to bed.

Mason took his time. He judged the distance with his eye. Then, paying no attention to the Brixham forward, who had stood up to his mark, he dropped a good six feet on his own side of it.

There was an instant’s silence. Then they raised a yell; for as the ball left Mason’s foot one of their men sprang at him, and, leaping upwards, caught the ball in the air. It was wonderfully done! Quick as lightning, before we had recovered from our surprise, he had dropped the ball back into the centre of the field.

“Now then, Brixham,” bellowed Lance.

And they came rushing on. They came on too! We were so disconcerted by Mason’s total failure that they got the drop on us. They reached the leather before our back had time to return. It was all we could do to get upon the scene of action quickly enough to prevent their having the scrimmage all to themselves. Mason’s collapse had put life into them as much as, for the moment, it had taken it out of us. They carried the ball through the scrimmage as though our forwards were not there.

“Now then, Steyning, you’re not going to let them beat us!”

As Mason held his peace I took his place as fugleman.

But we could not stand against them — we could not — in scrimmage or out of it. All at once they seemed to be possessed. In an instant their back play improved a hundred per cent. One of their men, in particular, played like Old Nick himself. In the excitement — and they were an exciting sixty seconds — I could not make out which one of them it was; but he made things lively. He as good as played us single-handed; he was always on the ball; he seemed to lend their forwards irresistible impetus when it was in the scrimmage. And when it was out of it, wasn’t he just upon the spot. He was ubiquitous — here, there, and everywhere. And at last he was off. Exactly how it happened is more than I can say, but I saw that he had the ball. I saw him dash away with it I made for him. He brushed me aside as though I were a fly. I was about to start in hot pursuit when someone caught me by the arm. I turned — in a trifle of a rage. There was Mason at my side.

“Never mind that fellow. Listen to me.” These were funny words to come from the captain of one’s team at the very crisis of the game. I both listened and looked. Something in the expression of his face quite startled me. “Do you know who it was who spoilt my kick? It was either Joyce or — Joyce’s ghost.”

Before I was able to ask him what it was he meant there arose a hullaballoo of shouting. I turned, just in time to see the fellow, who had run away with the leather, drop it, as sweetly as you please, just over our goal. They had won! And at that moment the whistle sounded — they had done it just on time!

The man who had done the trick turned round and faced us. He was wearing a worsted cap, such as brewers wear. Taking it off, he waved it over his head. As he did so there was not a man upon the field who did not see him clearly, who did not know who he was. He was Frank Joyce! He stood there for a moment before us all, and then was gone.

“Lance,” shouted the referee, “here’s a telegram for you.”

Lance was standing close to Mason and to me. A telegraph boy came pelting up. Lance took the yellow envelope which the boy held out to him. He opened it “Why! what!” Through the mud upon his face he went white, up to the roots of his hair. He turned to us with startled eyes. “Joyce died in Brixham Hospital nearly an hour ago. The hospital people have telegraphed to say so.”


THE ASSASSIN


CHAPTER I.

KENNARD passed the paper to Nash.

“Read that,” he said Nash did as he was told; he read the advertisement to which Kennard was pointing with his finger. We give that advertisement, rendered from the original French into English: —— 

“An individual wishes to be rid of the insupportable burden of existence. For particular reasons this individual wishes to leave behind a certain sum of money. In exchange, therefore, for a suitable amount the advertiser will undertake to perform any deed which shall inevitably result in death. — Address, Tired, 30 his, Rue de Pekin.”

“Candid almost to a fault,” was Willie Nash’s comment “Gerbert, what do you think of this?”

Having read it, M. Gerbert shrugged his shoulders. “Well, what of it? It is nothing.”

“You think it is nothing.”

“It is either a hoax — in which case it is plainly nothing, or it is true — and what is it then? How many people are there, do you suppose, who are tired of their lives — look at me, for instance, look at me!

You laugh!” As a matter of fact, they had exchanged glances — but the thing had not amounted to a laugh. “Very good! You English are of a different race to us French. The things which, with your coarseness, but prick you, with our delicacy cut us to the heart. My God, yes! But that has nothing to do with the advertisement.” M. Gerbert waved the paper in the air. “Here is a man who announces that he is tired of his life — that is but a commonplace. He announces that he will dispose of that of which he is tired in exchange for a certain sum. There, I grant you, is a touch of the original. So many people dispose of their lives in exchange for nothing at all! But, my friends, think of the number of persons who are willing to risk, and who do risk their lives for twopence-halfpenny — who will march to certain death for a five-franc piece. This creature “ — M. Gerbert rapped his knuckle against the paper—” is possibly some bravo of a fellow who says to himself, ‘ I will have one good hour, and then, after that — what matters all the rest!’ That is so!”

“Won’t your police have something to say to such an advertisement?”

“Ah, M. Nash, our police! With our police it is altogether a matter of the digestion! Good fortune!”

M. Gerbert rose. He drained his absinthe to the dregs. With a wave of the hand he walked away. Mr. Kennard drew the paper towards him.

“I’ve a mind to see this through.” Willie Nash looked at him askance. “The advertisement, I mean — and the advertiser too.”

“Are you thinking of setting him to perform a deed which shall inevitably result in death?”

“It depends upon what he calls a suitable amount I am not a rich man. I can’t afford to be unduly extravagant — even for an occasional luxury.”

“Hugh!”

“William! I have something in my mind’s eye which I should be willing to pay any man a fair price for doing. When he had done it I don’t think he’d want to do anything more. You bet.”

“Your humour sometimes lies so deep that, on this occasion, you must excuse me if I ask if you are joking.”

Mr. Kennard did not directly reply. He studied the advertisement again.

“I think, by way of a preliminary, that I should like to make this gentleman’s acquaintance.”

“Seriously?” — 

“So seriously that I propose to write to him at once, making an appointment for to-morrow. If you are at my place to-morrow morning at eleven you will be able to see if he keeps it.”

“If you take my advice you won’t be such a fool.”

“No? Are you afraid of blackmailing — or what? Go to! No one wants you. Stop away.”

“I’ll come; but you’ll find he won’t. As Gerbert suggested, I expect the thing’s a hoax.”

“Yes? Probably in exchange for my letter I shall receive some valuable information about a novelty in soap.”


CHAPTER II.

“Didn’t I say he wouldn’t come?” — 

“It is just upon eleven. Give even an assassin a minute’s grace.”

“Seriously, Hugh, if the fellow does come, I would strongly recommend you to be extremely careful what you say to him. You know the French have their own point of view; it’s a very different point of view from ours. If you don’t look out you may be in a mess before you know it. Your joke may turn out too much like earnest.”

“As I told you, it will depend, in a measure, upon what he calls a suitable amount I can’t afford to pay too much, even for murder.”

“Hugh!” There was a knock at the door. “Who’s that?”

“It’s the assassin. Enter.”

The door opened. There entered — a woman. They stared. They might not have been able to say what it was that they had expected, but they had not expected this. The woman was slightly built, of medium height. She was dressed in black. She wore a veil which was so thick that it obscured her features. But one guessed, from her carriage, that she was young. The two men stood up. She remained in the doorway with the handle of the open door still in her hand.

“Monsieur Hugh Kennard?”

Certainly, the voice was a young woman’s. She spoke softly and with a little tremor, as if she caught her breath. Mr. Kennard bent his head. “I am Monsieur Kennard.”

“And — this gentleman?” The woman motioned with her hand towards Willie Nash.

“This gentleman is my friend; my very good friend.”

The woman seemed to hesitate. The two men said nothing. They gave her not the least encouragement. At last, apparently arriving at a resolution, coming right into the room, she shut the door.

“This, Monsieur Kennard, is your letter.” She held out a letter which Mr. Kennard recognised as the one which he had written. “You said eleven. To me, the hour was a little awkward. But — I am come.”

“To whom have I the pleasure of speaking?” asked Mr. Kennard, after a pause, during which he had looked at his friend, and his friend had looked at him.

“To an individual.”

Stepping forward Willie Nash advanced a chair. “Permit me to offer mademoiselle a seat” He laid a stress upon the mademoiselle. She did not seem to notice it “Thank you. I had rather stand.”

There was silence. She stood, seemingly at her ease, her hands at her side, eyeing Mr. Kennard through the thick folds of her veil.

“Mademoiselle” — he followed Mr. Nash’s lead—” must forgive my observing that her description of herself as ‘an individual’ is a little vague.”

“Monsieur understands sufficiently what that description conveys. I am the individual to whom life has become an insupportable burden.”

“It is impossible!”

“How impossible?”

“It is impossible that to mademoiselle life can already have become an insupportable burden.”

So far the woman’s intonation had been curiously sweet, with something in it which suggested the voice of a child. Now it perceptibly changed. It became, as it were, a little caustic.

“Will monsieur have the goodness to confine himself to the matter which is in hand? I am here at monsieur’s particular request. What is it monsieur would wish that I should do?”

“I cannot conceive that mademoiselle is in earnest” She showed signs of impatience. “How shall I convince monsieur? Does he desire from me an oath? I am ready. If, in exchange for a particular amount, monsieur will tell me what is the task he requires from me, which shall inevitably result in death, by my actions I will quickly prove that I am in earnest, at least, so far as that.”

“But surely mademoiselle must perceive that she has me at a disadvantage. She knows me by name, by sight, she would even know my private affairs, yet she will not even suffer me to see her face.”

“I am but an instrument. What does it matter what an instrument looks like, so long as that which it does is done efficiently?”

“Suppose, on the other hand, that, so soon as I have shared with mademoiselle my confidences, she goes from here to the police.”

The woman hesitated. “What is the amount which monsieur is prepared to offer in exchange for the task which he requires?”

“What is the sum which mademoiselle has in her mind?”

“Ten thousand francs.”

She drew herself upright, throwing back her head with a little defiant gesture, as if the sum she named had been a superb one. The two men started. They stared at each other. Willy Nash distinctly smiled.

“Ten thousand francs!” cried Mr. Kennard. “Is it possible that mademoiselle is willing to give her life in exchange for ten thousand francs?”

“It’s not my life I give. My life is nothing — to me, or to anyone. I ask ten thousand francs in exchange for the deed which you would set me to do. In other words, I desire that my death may be worth something, though my life is of no account. What is it that monsieur requires?”

“Suppose I were to require you to kill M. le President?”

For the first time she showed signs of emotion. She started — so unmistakably, that she had to lean for support on the back of the chair which Willie Nash had offered her.

“Kill M. le President! That — that would not be very pleasant.”

“Does mademoiselle suppose that a deed, the doing of which would inevitably result in death, would be surrounded, as a matter of course, with all the elements of pleasantness?”

“Monsieur laughs at me. I desire that monsieur will not laugh. I am ready. If monsieur will give me his word that he will pay ten thousand francs in a certain quarter so soon as he learns that M. le President is — no more, I will do what he requires.”

When he spoke again Mr. Kennard’s tone was even unwontedly dry.

“Am I to take it that mademoiselle is in earnest?”

She hesitated. Then with both her hands she raised her veil.

“If monsieur will look at me he will see I am in earnest.”

What the two men did see was that she was scarcely out of her girlhood — surely not out of her teens. She was fairer than the average French woman. Her face was broad across the cheekbones; lower down it narrowed almost to a point at the chin; her eyes were big and serious — the eyes of a child; her pretty, tempting, grave little mouth was well matched with her eyes. As she said, one had but to look at her to see that she was in earnest — with the earnestness of a child.

“Monsieur” — in her voice there came now and then a throb which was in odd consonance with the pathos of her whole appearance—” I entreat you to believe that I am in earnest; I entreat you to believe that to me life is less than nothing, that all that is left me is to die. But I would have you to understand that I am so placed that, in dying, I would wish my death to be worth more than my life to — to those who may be left behind.”

Tears were in her eyes. Mr. Kennard dashed across the room to her.

“For goodness’ sake, child, don’t cry. Come, sit down and tell me all about it.”

“Monsieur, do not touch me!”

“Touch you! Why, I’m old enough to be your father, child!”

“Monsieur, I desire you not to touch me!”

She withdrew her hand from the pocket of her dress; in it she was holding a revolver. Mr. Kennard stared at her, his whole face a vivid note of exclamation... “You — little firebrand!”

“I was aware that in my situation I was liable to be insulted. I can assure monsieur that I am prepared. May I again ask monsieur to confine himself to the business which is in hand.”

“What do you call the business which is in hand? Do you suppose” — with sudden ferocity Mr. Kennard thrust his hands into his trousers pockets—” Is it possible that you suppose that I was seriously offering you ten thousand francs to kill the President?”

The contrast between the man’s amazement and the girl’s seriousness was, in its way, ludicrous.

“What, then, is the deed which you would have me do?”

“Deed I would have you do!” With both hands Mr. Kennard rumpled his hair. He turned to Willie Nash. “Nash, did you hear her? She asks me what is the deed I would have her do, as if I were the villain at the Vic and she my ruthless minion.” Although Mr. Kennard spoke to his friend in English, something in his manner seemed all at once to give the girl a glimpse at the sort of man he really was. With understanding the tears came again into her eyes.

“I perceive you have been having a jest with me. I wish you, monsieur, a good-day.”

Before they could stop her she had gone. Willie Nash stared at the door which she had pulled to behind her....

“Stark mad,” he said.

Mr. Kennard looked from the door towards him — his face was still one vivid note of exclamation.

“There’s a method in her madness. If you were to offer her ten thousand francs I believe she’d think as little of shooting me as if I were a spadger!”

Nash shrugged his shoulders; he took out his cigarette case.

“I told you that the French had their point of view and we had ours.”

“Did you, indeed! William Nash, if you only had been someone else, what a clever man you might have been!” Mr. Kennard began pacing up and down, tousling his hair as he walked, first with one hand, then with the other. “The minx! — the chit! — with a voice and a face that you’d think she was an understudy for an angel, and yet to be burning with a desire to kill herself, and anybody else you like to mention — why? What for? My boy, for less than a monkey!”

Mr. Nash was lighting a cigarette.

“It is only,” he observed, “after you have lived some time in France among the French that you begin to realise how much abroad you are.” Mr. Kennard stood still to glare at him.

“Sententious jackdaw!” He recommenced his walking to and fro. “I say, William, how would you like to marry her?” There was the sound of someone at the door. “Hullo, is this her back again?” When the door opened, however, it was M. Gerbert who came in. Mr. Kennard went and laid his hands upon his shoulders. “Gerbert, I’ve been having an interview with the assassin.

Mr. Kennard was six foot four and M. Gerbert was about four foot six. The difference in their size was not only a question of height Mr. Kennard was clumsily made, big and brawny. M. Gerbert’s build was almost feminine. His hands and feet were as small as a woman’s. He had long red hair, the ends of which strayed from under the brim of his big slouch hat — the size of the hat emphasised the diminutive proportions of its wearer. His face was white and eager, a typical French face of a certain class, all vivacity and nerves. Just now there was a look on it of painful tension, of something strained, as if a fever burned within. But then, M. Gerbert was apparently, in general, such a mere bundle of nerves that one drifted in the habit of taking it for granted that all his moods were evanescent. He looked up at the Englishman towering above him.

“I do not follow you.”

“I say that I’ve been having an interview with the assassin, with the individual, you remember, who advertised that life had become an insupportable burden.”

“Ah!” M. Gerbert slipped Mr. Kennard’s hands from off his shoulders. “You wrote to him?”

“I wrote to him.”

“Did he turn out to be the ordinary type of bravo, or merely an invertebrate animal with suicidal tendencies?”

“I don’t quite know what you call the ordinary type of bravo.”

“It is plain enough. I am myself an illustration. It is a fact that I am myself contemplating inserting a similar advertisement upon my own account.”

“You find life an insupportable burden?”

“As for that, these many years! After one’s childhood, one always wishes to make an end of it.”

Mr. Kennard turned to Willie Nash to stare. Taking his cigarette from between his lips Mr. Nash addressed M. Gerbert, laughing as he spoke.

“So your glimpse of Paradise has vanished?”

“You mean Célestine — my wife? Bah! That is finished.”

“It was merely an entr’acte then?”

“No, it was not an entr’acte. It was a complete tragedy of the little, sordid sort, which, at present, is the fashion.”

Mr. Nash had resumed his cigarette. Mr. Kennard had poised himself against a corner of the table.

“Gerbert, the other day you were raving about your wife as if she were something higher than the angels. Do you mean to tell me, sir, that that’s all over?”

“My ravings? Ah, no!” M. Gerbert had continued to wear his hat. Now, taking it off, crushing it up with his right hand, he held it out in front of him. “I shall always have my ravings, though my wife has gone.”

“Gone? What the devil do you mean?”

M. Gerbert shrugged his shoulders.

“What does it matter? Perhaps she has begun to love another, or, without loving another, she has simply grown tired of me, or she finds my poverty more than she can bear.”

“I suppose, young man, you have been clearing the matrimonial atmosphere, and this is the serio-comic fashion in which it pleases you to look at it.” M. Gerbert placed himself in Mr. Kennard’s largest armchair.

“What sort was this fellow who found it necessary to advertise the fact that he found his life an insupportable burden?”

“The fellow was a woman.”

“I might have guessed it. The curses have come home to roost. She has, doubtless, made life an insupportable burden to so many men that now it is her own turn.”

“Keep it up, Gerbert, you’ll be a cynic yet before you’re done.”

“This woman, was she old or young?”

“A girl, sir, a mere child, not out of her teens — eh, Nash? A little slip of a thing you could blow away with a breath. With the face of a saint, sir, or an angel, eyes which were the eyes of innocence, if ever yet I saw them. And yet, by George, sir, she offered for ten thousand francs to kill the President — kill him, sir! And she spoke as calmly as if she were telling you her size in gloves. Upon my soul, I believe she’d do it too!”

“Ten thousand francs — was that the sum she asked?”

“Ten thousand francs, sir. I might have understood it if she had asked ten million, but for a pittance such as that!”

“I perceive. You have yourself your price then.

It is strange this woman’s price is mine. Guarantee me ten thousand francs, and I will myself kill the President with my own hands.”

Mr. Kennard looked at M. Gerbert for some moments in silence. Then, going to the mantelpiece, he began to fill his pipe from a tobacco-jar which stood upon a bracket “Gerbert,” he said, “you promised to introduce me to Madame Gerbert. When are you going to keep your promise?”

“It is too late.”

“Don’t talk nonsense.” The big man had filled his pipe. As he lighted it he puffed out clouds of smoke. “Gerbert, if you’ve nothing particularly on, ask me to spend this evening with you; and if you’ve no special objection to the fellow — such as most people seem to have — I’ll bring Nash.”

While M. Gerbert seemed hesitating Mr. Nash spoke.

“My dear Gerbert, Kennard is not only an Englishman, but, I assure you, he’s an unusual specimen, even for an Englishman. I’ll kick him if you like.”

M. Gerbert raised himself out of the depths of Mr. Kennard’s easy-chair.

“I see no reason why you should not come — I see no reason. M. Kennard — M. Nash — I hope to see you in my little apartment this evening about eight. For my wife, I cannot promise; I see very little of her myself. I cannot undertake that you will see anything of her at all. But, for me — to me you will be very welcome.” He moved to the door. “Until this evening, my friends, about eight.”

For some minutes after the Frenchman had gone neither of the Englishmen said anything. Mr. Kennard, his head thrown back, his pipe between his teeth, puffed clouds of smoke towards the ceiling. He was the first to speak.

“Not a very genial invitation — eh, William?”

“My dear Hugh, what it is to be heavy-footed. Did you happen to observe that the fellow was half beside himself with trouble?”

“I did. Because you are as blind as a bat it doesn’t follow that we all are.” Pause; more smoke. “Should you say that the trouble is with his wife, or with his money?”

“My experience teaches me that when a man has trouble with his money he also, as a matter of course, has trouble with his wife.”


CHAPTER III.

M. and Mdme. Gerbert lived, it seemed, au cinquième. Mr. Kennard and Mr. Nash were conscious that, as they mounted higher, they seemed to be leaving even cleanliness behind them. The last staircase was in a state of almost dangerous dilapidation. The plaster was coming in great patches off the wall. Mr. Kennard hesitated before he knocked at the unpromising-looking door.

“If I had had any idea that things were so bad as this with him,” he murmured, “hang me if I would have suggested coming. What a brute he must suppose I am.”

Mr. Nash was, as he was too apt to be, sententious.

“You must never infer how a Frenchman lives, or where, from his appearance at his café.”

They knocked three times, and still there was no answer. Mr. Kennard was about to propose a retreat when M. Gerbert himself opened the door.

“Enter, gentlemen!” They entered somewhat solemnly. When they were in M. Gerbert stood with his back to the door. “You see, gentlemen, this is my little apartment I told you it was a little apartment, did I not?” He had done so, but not how little, nor how bare it was of furniture. The room was a mere cock-loft. It was lighted by a tin lamp which stood upon an old wooden table. This table, a bed in a corner, and a chair or two was practically all the furniture the place contained. It was not only the abode of poverty, it seemed to be the abode of actual destitution. Still standing with his back to the door, M. Gerbert took an obviously wry-mouthed pleasure in openly avowing the fact “I heard you knock, gentlemen, three times. Why did I not open? Because I was ashamed. I have had the pleasure of your acquaintance now two years. You have known me as a gentleman, as one of yourselves. You may well believe that I felt it difficult when the moment came to prove to you that, after all, I was only a beggar and lived in a loft.”

“My dear Gerbert!” stammered Mr. Kennard.

His friend was readier. “My very dear fellow, you don’t suppose that you are the only man who has known what it is to be hard up. Why, I myself have slept in a doss-house, and I’ve been glad to have the fourpence to do it with.”

“I understand you; I thank you, M. Nash. I am now worse off than you were, as they say in the fairy tales, once upon a time.”

“My dear Gerbert,” blundered Mr. Kennard, “if you had only hinted — if you had only told me—”

He got no further. M. Gerbert continued — after a fashion of his own.

“If I had only told you what? You see I still have clothes — I have a decent coat — it is true I find my shoes begin to want a little careful touching — and I do not care to allow my shirt to become too prominent — but so long as I could bear myself with decency, what was there then I should have told you? You must forgive my saying that I should have told you nothing now, if you had not, in a measure, forced me to confession. But I seem to be lacking in hospitality. I have often been to your apartments. It is the first time you have come to mine. I beg of you to make yourselves entirely at your ease.”

Mr. Kennard was already tousling his hair, as was his habit when disturbed.

“And — and Madame Gerbert?”

“My wife is gone.”

“Gone, Gerbert! what do you mean?”

“She went from me this morning — that is what I mean.”

“But have you no notion where she’s gone to?”

“How should I have a notion? She was free to go where she chose — as free as air.”

“Oughtn’t you to make inquiries?”

“To serve what purpose? I know little, it is true, but what I know is more than enough. I know that she has become tired of me — of my poverty, of this.” He stretched out his arms on either side of him. “She is but a young girl; a young girl soon becomes tired, it is only natural. But I am too much of an egotist I weary you with trivialities. You must excuse me if I do not offer you to eat or to drink. I beg of you not to require from me too particular reasons for my seeming inhospitality.”

Mr. Nash was seated as much at his ease as if he had been paying the most commonplace of calls. He watched M. Gerbert as though he found him unusually interesting, if only as a study. Mr. Kennard wandered about the room. Every now and then he ran his hand through his hair. He paused before a little shelf which was fixed against the wall. The only thing upon it was a photograph. He took this in his hand, and, half absent-mindedly, began to look at it. Suddenly his wits seemed to cease woolgathering. His eyes flashed. The expression on his face betokened keen attention. He took the photograph to the table, bending over so that the lamp might show him more plainly what it was that he was looking at.

“Who’s this?” He was staring as if he experienced a difficulty in crediting the evidence of his own senses. “Why — it’s the assassin!”

M. Gerbert had momentarily turned away. At the sound of Mr. Kennard’s voice he turned again.

“I beg your pardon?”

“It’s the individual who found life an insupportable burden.”

M. Gerbert went to the table. He saw what Mr. Kennard was holding.

“That is the portrait of Célestine — of my wife.”

“Your wife! Your wife!” Mr. Kennard’s voice rose almost to a roar. “This is the girl who came to me this morning, and who, in exchange for ten thousand francs, offered to kill the President.”

M. Gerbert’s eyes visibly dilated. He caught at the edge of the table as if to help him to stand. “Are you sure?”

“Sure!” Taking his host by the shoulder, as he shouted each new insult, Mr. Kennard shook him as if he had been some naughty child. “You little mountebank! You tailor’s dummy! You shell of a man!” In his excitement Mr. Kennard actually lifted his host right off his feet, and held him up before him in the air. “With your attitudinising, and the rest of your folly, you’ve driven that little girl, who loves you as only a woman can love a fool, to try to gain for you a wretched ten thousand francs in exchange, you little ass, for her own life.”

Mr. Nash came and laid his hand upon his impulsive friend’s arm.

“Steady, Hugh!”

Thus recalled to himself, and to the conventions of civilised society, Mr. Kennard replaced his host upon his feet upon the floor. M. Gerbert seemed so taken aback by the treatment he had received as to be able, for the moment, to do nothing but pant and gape. In the sudden silence a pass key was heard being inserted in the door without. It was opened. A woman came in; it was the woman who, that morning, had visited Mr. Kennard.

“Alphonse!” she exclaimed. “What is it?” She caught sight of Mr. Kennard, and knew him.

“Monsieur Hugh Kennard! Mon Dieu!”

She crouched back against the wall, as if she would shrink right through it if she could. One could see that she was trembling in every limb. Her veil was up, so that one perceived that even the muscles of her face were trembling. In the uncertain light she looked more childish even than she had done in the morning. Mr. Kennard moved forward.

“My child!” he said.

“No, no!” She put up her hands as if to ward him from her. “Alphonse! Alphonse! Do not let him touch me!”

It was pitiful to see her. It almost seemed as if it was these three men against this one little girl. In the face of her too obvious aversion Mr. Kennard all at once was tongue-tied. As usual, Mr. Nash was more self-possessed than his friend. He touched his host gently on the arm.

“Gerbert, may I beg from you the honour of an introduction to madame?”

M. Gerbert appeared to be struggling with a waking dream. As his faculties returned, with a slight gesture, he, as it were, brushed Mr. Nash aside.

“Permit me.” He advanced till he stood quite close to the woman cowering against the wall. He looked at her for a moment in silence. “Ah — it is you.” He turned to Mr. Kennard. “I believe, Mr. Kennard, that you are a larger man than I. On the other hand, and at the same time, it is true I am a beggar.”

The big man was evidently in a state of mental confusion. He had eyes only for the girl quivering against the wall.

“My dear Gerbert, upon my soul, I beg your pardon. Won’t — won’t you introduce me to Madame Gerbert?” — 

“To Madame Gerbert?” Clasping his hands behind his back, M. Gerbert fell into a pose which, if we are to believe the painters, was a favourite one of the first Napoleon’s. “It appears that you already are acquainted with Madame Gerbert.”

“The acquaintance is of an informal kind.”

“So I should imagine.” The red-haired little man addressed himself to his girl wife. His words seemed to make her quiver as if they had been so many lashes from a whip. “So it is you. I thought that you had gone.”

“Alphonse!” was all she said.

“I imagined when, this morning, you left me, that you observed that you never would set eyes on me again.”

“Alphonse!”

“You told me a few things, but was it because you forgot that you omitted to tell me that, so soon as you were outside my door, you were going to pay a visit to a strange man?”

“Alphonse!”

The woman put up her hands to cover her face. Mr. Kennard grasped his friend’s arm with, perhaps, unconscious vigour.

“I shall murder this little brute in a minute,” he murmured.

As he whispered a response Mr. Nash disengaged his arm from his friend’s too vigorous grasp.

“Did I not tell you that the French have their own point of view, and that we have ours.”

M. Gerbert had continued to gaze in silence at his wife. As if moved with the courage of desperation, taking her hands from before her face, she ventured to make an attempt to offer some sort of plea in self-defence.

“Alphonse, I did it for you.”

“For me?” M. Gerbert tapped his hand against his breast “It was for me that you paid a visit to a strange man?”

“It was a little plot which I had formed to gain for you the ten thousand francs of which, you know, you are in need. I had thought to gain them for you in exchange for my life — so that my death might be worth something to you, though my life had been worth nothing at all. And, Alphonse — husband! I have only returned to tell you that I think I have gained for you the sum which you require.”

“The sum which I require — my wife, at what price?”

The strangest smile flitted across the girl’s face as she held out her hands and answered — 

“What does it matter?”

“To you — nothing at all. To me — everything. I have my good name — I! I have my honour!” M. Gerbert crossed his arms upon his chest “Already, because of you, my honour has been dragged in the dust. Your English friend has used me as if I were a thing of the gutter, here, in my own apartment.”

Mr. Kennard interposed.

“I do assure you, my dear Gerbert, that it was a misunderstanding.”

“A misunderstanding?”

Four foot six glowered up at six foot four. Before the pigmy the giant seemed to cower.

“It is a misunderstanding, M. Kennard, which can only be explained with your life or with mine.”

“Alphonse! — my husband!”

The girl advanced. The man shrank back.

“Madame Gerbert, have the goodness not to defile me with your touch. To the other things which you have brought me it but remained to add dishonour. That, also, you have brought me, last of all. Since, therefore, you have lied to me, and have returned to crush me, unto eternity, with the last offering of your shame — which, unfortunately, because it is yours, a thousand times more is mine! — for me it but remains to go!”

M. Gerbert made a movement towards the door. Mr. Kennard caught him by the shoulder.

“Gerbert, don’t be a fool!”

In an instant M. Gerbert was like a wild-cat in a frenzy. Leaping up at Mr. Kennard, he attacked him, literally, tooth and nail. He poured forth language which was not only unparliamentary, but also unprintable. The big man, in his turn, was so taken by surprise that he made not the slightest attempt even at defence. The first paroxysm of his fury exhausted, the little man stamped on the floor and shrieked with rage.

“If I had but a pistol!” he screamed.

His wife, who was standing a yard or two away from him, took something from the pocket of her dress.

“I have a revolver,” she said.

She proved it by discovering that she had such a weapon in her hand. It was probably the same one with which, in the morning, she had kept Mr. Kennard at a distance.

Mr. Nash called out to his friend — 

“Keep tight hold of him, Hugh, don’t let him get near it for your life!”

Madame Gerbert turned to him with that air of simple seriousness which was so like the exaggerated seriousness of a little child.

“It is not for my husband. It is for me!”

Before they had a suspicion of her purpose she placed the barrel of the revolver against her brow and fired. It was done so quickly that, although Mr. Kennard rushed forward, while the words were still, as it were, upon her lips, he was only in time to put his arm about her body as it was falling — dead.


THE DIAMONDS


CHAPTER I. THE ONE DIAMOND

HAROLD BROOKE had a watchmaker’s glass fitted in his eye. Through it he was intently regarding something which he held in his hand.

“One of the two finest diamonds which ever came out of Africa gone wrong! I wonder what Fungst will say?”

He moved to the window. Under the stronger light he renewed his examination of the crystal through the little microscopic lens.

“It’ll be an affair of perhaps half an hour. I’ve known it happen in less. Tyrrel shall have it” He laughed. “Hard on Tyrrel, but harder still on me. He and I will share the loss. I wonder what Fungst will say? According to him, we had captured two of the finest diamonds Africa had ever yet produced. They were to make our fortunes. Well, Tyrrel shall have a chance of making his. I wonder how far his knowledge of this sort of thing may go?”

A few minutes afterwards a hansom dashed up in front of a quaint little shop in the neighbourhood of St. John’s Square, Clerkenwell. Mr. Brooke sprang out and entered the shop. A young man was its only occupant “Tyrrel, I’ve brought you the diamond.” The young man behind the counter gave a perceptible start “I’ve changed my mind. You shall have it cheap.”

“Cheap?”

“Dirt cheap. You shall have it for a thousand pounds.”

“A thousand pounds?”

“Yes, a thousand pounds. But it must be money down. I leave England to-night. There are reasons which compel me. I don’t know when I may return. Is it a bargain? Here is the stone.”

Mr. Tyrrel took it with a hand which trembled. He gave just one glance at it. His eyes gleamed.

“Will a cheque do?”

“An open cheque.”

Mr. Tyrrel wrote an open cheque for a thousand pounds. He handed it to Mr. Brooke. With a mere “Thanks!” that gentleman passed from the shop, sprang into the hansom, and was driven away. Mr. Tyrrel stared after him amazed.

“I wonder what’s up now?”

He picked up his purchase from where he had placed it on the counter. His hand still trembled. He went from the shop into an inner room.

“Mary, I’ve bought the diamond.”

A note of exultation was in his voice. A young woman was leaving the room, a pile of linen in her arms. At the sound of her husband’s voice she turned.

“Mr. Brooke’s diamond?”

“Mr. Brooke’s! What do you think I gave for it? A thousand pounds.”

“A thousand pounds!”

“I think that Brooke’s gone mad. He might have got ten times the sum from almost anyone. He says that he has had a sudden call abroad, and wants the cash. It’s his affair, not mine. Anyhow, I’ve bought the diamond. I gave him what he asked for it. Here it is.”

Mrs. Tyrrel laid her pile of linen on the table. She took the stone which her husband held out to her. She selected a watchmaker’s glass from among several which were on the mantel-shelf. Fitting it into her eye, she examined the stone under the light of the window.

“What a beauty!” She drew it closer to her eye. “What a beautiful stone!” She turned it over and over in her hand. “What is this speck of light right in the very heart of it?”

“What speck of light?”

Mr. Tyrrel selected a glass on his own account. In his turn he examined the stone. Hardly had he fitted the glass in its place when he gave an exclamation. He went nearer to the window.

“Give me a higher power!”

She chose another glass from those upon the shelf. She noticed that her husband’s face had all at once turned pale. “What is the matter?”

He made no immediate answer. But no sooner had he begun to examine his purchase with the lens of higher power than he staggered back against the wall. He took the glass out of his eye. He looked round the room like a man who had received a sudden shock. All his animation of a moment before had disappeared.

“He’s — he’s ruined me! The thief! I understand it now. Why he wanted the cash, his haste, and the call abroad. What a fool I was! I had seen the stone so often, I thought I knew it so well, that I never thought of looking at it I snapped him — I thought he’d change his mind — and he’s snapped me.”

His wife advanced to him.

“James, what is wrong? Isn’t it the stone you thought it was?”

He laid his hand lightly on her arm.

“Hush! There’s someone in the shop. See who it is.”

She peeped through the curtain which screened the door.

“It’s Mr. Hart.”

“What does he want?” With his handkerchief Mr. Tyrrel mopped his brow. “I’ll — I’ll go and see.”

In the shop there was a tall, portly gentleman. His overcoat, which was unbuttoned, was lined and trimmed with fur. About him there was an odour of wealth.

“How do, Tyrrel, how do? Mrs. Hart’s going to be presented at the first Drawing-room — sheriff’s wife, and that sort of thing, you know — and I want to give her something neat in diamonds. Thought I’d give you a turn — get them in the rough. Knew your father. He and I have had many a deal together. Got anything good just now?”

Mr. Tyrrel looked round and round the shop. He glanced behind him at the door which led into the inner room. He drew a long breath. “I — I happen to have one of the finest stones in England, Mr. Hart.”

“Daresay! There are a good many of the finest stones in England about just now. And you want one of the finest prices in England for it too?”

“You are yourself something of a judge of diamonds.”

“I am — something.”

“Here is the stone. Examine it for yourself.”

Mr. Tyrrel handed the stone to Mr. Hart. As he did so it was to be noticed that his hand still trembled. He mopped his brow as his visitor turned the stone over and over in his hands. His lips seemed parched. Mr. Hart took the stone to the door.

“Got a glass?” he asked.

Mr. Tyrrel hunted out a spy-glass. He seemed to have some difficulty in finding one. Mr. Hart fitted it into his eye.

“Not a very strong glass, this one of yours; I’ve seen stronger. But it’s good enough to enable me to see that this is something like a diamond. What’s the figure?”

Mr. Tyrrel moistened his lips. “Two thousand pounds.”

“Too much!”

“It’s dirt cheap, Mr. Hart I’ve seen worse stones than that sold for ten thousand pounds. But I happen to be very much in want of ready cash.”

“I don’t deny that the stone’s a good one. But it’s in the rough, and it may cut up rough. And two thousand pounds is more than I care to pay for an ornament for a drawing-room, even though that drawing-room be Her Majesty’s. But I’ll tell you what I’ll do, as I knew your father, I’ll give you a cheque for fifteen hundred down upon the nail.”

Again Mr. Tyrrel moistened his lips.

“I’ll accept it.”

A cheque changed hands almost as expeditiously as the one for a smaller amount had changed hands only a few minutes before. Mr. Hart departed with his purchase.

“I think I’ve scored that trick. If this diamond isn’t worth fifteen hundred pounds and a bit more, why, then I’m wrong.”

Mr. Hart then and there took a cab to the Bond Street headquarters of those famous jewellers, Messrs. Ruby and Golden. He was shown into the senior partner’s private room.

“I want you to set this stone for me.”

Mr. Ruby took very gingerly between his finger and his thumb the piece of crystal which Mr. Hart was holding out to him on the palm of his outstretched hand.

“A diamond, I see, and uncut Rather a fine specimen.” Mr. Ruby’s eyes glistened. “May I ask in confidence from whom you obtained it?”

“From a friend in the trade.”

Mr. Hart kept his eyes fixed upon the jeweller’s face. His tone was dry.

“You don’t happen to know, I suppose, if he has any more like this to dispose of?”

“Can’t say that I do. What’s it worth?”

“You see, Mr. Hart, the value of a diamond depends upon so many things. To us it depends in a measure on whether we have a customer who at the moment requires just such a stone.”

“And you have such a customer? I see. Well, I bought it for my wife. I want you to cut it and mount it as a pin for the hair.”

Mr. Ruby hesitated. He turned the jewel over and over in his hand.

“We are old friends, Mr. Hart May I ask how much you gave for this?”

“Two thousand pounds.”

It was true that Mr. Tyrrel had asked two thousand. Mr. Hart had probably forgotten that he had beaten him down to fifteen hundred.

“Two thousand pounds? You are a man of business, Mr. Hart I daresay you have no objection to making a little profit even out of a diamond. I will be frank with you. We happen to have a valuable customer who is particularly in want of just such a stone as this. It is on that account that I venture, even in Mr. Golden’s absence, to offer you for your two-thousand-pound purchase three thousand pounds; a clear profit of a thousand pounds.”

“A thousand pounds!” Mr. Hart stroked his chin. “My dear sir, I’m not reduced to selling my wife’s diamonds.”

“Has Mrs. Hart yet seen the stone?”

“Not yet she hasn’t I bought it not half an hour ago.”

“Then the thing is simplified I will carry my offer farther. I will give you three thousand pounds for the stone, and will allow you to select, in addition, any articles from our stock to the cash value of a thousand pounds.”

The corners of Mr. Hart’s lips twitched. He smiled. “It’s a deal.”

It was. Mr. Hart left the Bond Street establishment with a cheque for three thousand pounds in his pocket, and in a red morocco case a set of very pretty diamond ornaments for a lady’s hair. The stone which he had purchased from Mr. Tyrrel he left behind.

“Mr. Hart thinks himself a shrewd man,” Mr. Ruby told himself when that gentleman had gone, “but he is not quite so shrewd as he thinks. This is the very stone the Duke is looking for. Unless I am mistaken, he will give us for it rather more than four thousand pounds.”

About an hour after Mr. Golden entered Mr. Ruby’s room. The senior partner rubbed his hands as the junior entered.

“I have been indulging in a little deal while you have been out — a little deal in diamonds.”

The junior partner glanced sharply at the senior. In appearance Mr. Ruby was very different from Mr. Golden. Mr. Ruby was large and florid. Mr. Golden was slight and dark, with keen, bright eyes.

“I have lighted on the very stone we have been trying to find for the Duke, and I have bought it on the nail out and out.”

“The deuce you have! What did you give for it?”

“Three thousand in cash and a thousand in stock.”

“Let me look at it.”

Mr. Golden held out his hand. Mr. Ruby produced the stone from the inner recesses of a large safe in a corner of the room. Mr. Golden took it to the window. He examined it minutely for some moments with his naked eye. Then, taking a spyglass from his waistcoat pocket, he examined it through that. Scarcely had he placed the glass in its place than he sprang round at Mr. Ruby.

“Ruby!” Strong words seemed trembling on his lips. If that were so, he exercised an effort of self-control. “You’ve been done!”

“Mr. Golden!”

“How many times have I asked you not to buy diamonds in my absence!”

Mr. Ruby’s face was pasty-hued. “But — but it’s one of the finest diamonds I’ve ever seen.”

Mr. Golden’s glance was expressive of the most supreme contempt. “Look at it through that, and tell me if you see nothing.”

Mr. Ruby looked at the diamond through his partner’s spy-glass. “I — I can only see that it is a very beautiful stone.”

“Can’t you see, right in the centre, what looks like a speck of light?”

“Now that I look into it closely, there certainly does seem to be something of the kind. But it is so slight that, even with this strong glass, it is scarcely noticeable.”

“And yet, sooner or later, it will shiver that stone to splinters.”

“Mr. Golden!”

“I have seen it before, and I know what it is. It is a sort of disease to which African diamonds are peculiarly liable, especially the finest stones. I wish to goodness, Ruby, that you would leave these things to me. That speck of light is a crack in the grain of the stone. It will increase in size, ramifying in all directions, until, at a certain point, the stone will shiver — blow up, in fact. The thing may happen in ten minutes. It may not happen for months. It will happen some time or other, to a certainty. Any man who really knows something of diamonds will tell you that.”

Mr. Ruby had sunk back in his seat. He seemed ill at ease. “But — but can’t we sell it to the Duke? It’s the very stone he wants.”

Mr. Golden smiled. “We can sell it to the Duke if it lasts long enough. The attempt to cut it may bring about the smash. I’ve known it happen before to-day.”

“Well try, at any rate — we’ll try! You may be wrong, Golden; I really think you may be.”

“I may be.” Mr. Golden’s tone was grim.

“I’ll have it put into hand at once. It’s a glorious stone. One of the finest stones I’ve ever seen. It would be a bargain to anyone at — at ten thousand pounds.”


CHAPTER II. THE OTHER.

“Hollo, Fungst!”

“Brooke!”

Unannounced Mr. Brooke had entered the room. He had taken Mr. Fungst unawares. Mr. Fungst stared at him amazed. He was a paunchy little man, with black, curly, well-greased hair, which he parted in the middle. Uninvited, his visitor took a chair.

“I’ve only just reached Paris. Left London this afternoon, and came straight on here.”

“This is — this is funny. This is very funny indeed.” Mr. Fungst said “dis” instead of “this,” and “vunny” instead of “funny.”

“Is — is it anything you have come to see about?”

“Only you, my Fungst — only you.”

The two friends looked at each other. Mr. Brooke’s lips were parted by a smile. There was a curious look in Mr. Fungst’s eyes. He seemed rather ill at ease.

“That is very funny. Do you know, I was putting a few things together to come over to London tonight to have a little talk with you.”

“What was to be the purport of the talk, my Fungst?”

“It was only about a little thing. It was just a word I wished to say to you about” — Mr. Fungst glanced at the floor, then up again— “about the diamond.”

“The diamond?” Mr. Brooke’s smile grew more pronounced.

“Just a little talk.

“It’s sold.”

“Sold? What! The diamond?”

A singular change took place in Mr. Fungst’s appearance. His jaw dropped. His eyes seemed to increase in size. His paunchy frame seemed to quiver under emotion.”

“I found a customer this morning.”

“What did you get for it? — Twenty — thirty thousand pounds?”

Mr. Brooke laughed outright. “Not quite so much as that.”

“Not so much? What did you get for it?”

“A thousand down.”

“A — thousand — down! A — thousand — pounds! Mein Gott!” Mr. Fungst’s face was a picture. He seemed divided between tears and rage. “Oh, Harold Brooke, what a fool you are!”

“Not such a fool as I look, my Fungst. The stone was a wrong un.”

“A wrong un! What you call a wrong un?”

“It was afflicted with the shivers. Cracked, my boy. It is more than probable that by now it is splintered into dust.”

“Oh, good ‘evins! Harold Brooke, what a fool you are!” Mr. Fungst raised his two fat hands above his well-oiled head, as if he were appealing to the skies. “It is more than a week ago since I saw in my own stone, in the very heart of it, a spot like a little speck of light.”

“It was only this morning that I observed the same phenomenon in mine. I knew from painful experience what it meant.”

“You knew what it meant? You thought you knew what it meant. As a matter of fact, you knew nothing at all about it, any more than me. When I see this little spot, I say to myself, ‘ It is all over. You are done for. Bang goes your little pile.’ I have seen stones begin like that, and pulverise within a quarter of an hour — twenty minutes. It is a mystery which no man understands, not even the man who thinks he knows the most I was fit to tear my hair. I rushed off in a cab, determined to sell the stone at any price if I could only be in time. You know how they used to do that sort of thing at Kimberley. As I was in the cab I kept looking at my stone through my spy-glass to see how it was getting on. My heart was fit to break. All of a sudden I see something which I had never seen before. The little spot of white light had turned into a little spot of colour. It was as though a little spot of blood had got into the very centre of the stone. I say to myself, ‘It is certain that if I try to sell the stone just as it is I shall get nothing for it — scarcely anything at all. About this affair there is something which I do not understand.’ There is no man living who understands all the inns and outs of diamonds — no chemist, no scientist, I care not who it is. There are mysteries about diamonds which never yet have been explained. I have known some of them within the range of my own experience. So I say to myself, ‘There is a mystery in this. If I sell the diamond now, a loss is certain; if I see the mystery through, the loss is problematical. I will see the mystery through.’ I came back home again. I put the diamond away. I did not look at it for two whole days.

“When, after two whole days, I came to open the little box in which I had placed the diamond, I scarcely dared to open the lid. I felt that, as you say, my heart was in my boots. I felt as though my heart was made of jelly, and that it was melting all away.” Mr. Fungst paused. He raised his fat forefinger. He pointed it at Mr. Brooke. “I say to myself, ‘Have courage.’ Then I take a little nip of brandy. That give me strength. Then I have a smoke. Then I raise the lid.” Mr. Fungst raised himself on tiptoe. He seemed to increase in size. “My friend, there was the diamond. But what a diamond! It was a rose brilliant. But such a rose brilliant as the world has never seen!

Mr. Brooke laughed a little awkwardly. “I say, Fungst, aren’t you piling it on?”

“Am I piling it on? You shall see for yourself if I am piling it on.” — Mr. Fungst took a little leather bag out of an inner pocket of his coat. He handed it to Mr. Brooke. “Open it, and see if I am piling it on.”

Mr. Brooke untied the cord which bound the neck of the bag. Within nestled a diamond — a rose brilliant, but of such a hue! “Red as a rose was” not exactly “she,” but “it” Mr. Brooke feasted his eyes upon its beauties. The stone was still uncut. Its greatest beauties were therefore still unrevealed. But even in its rough state it was a masterpiece of light and colour.

“What a stone!”

Mr. Fungst stood in front of his friend. He rubbed his hands together. He sprang from foot to foot “Do I pile it on?”

“But, I say, Fungst, this seems to me very like a miracle. I can scarcely credit that such a stone as this was only the other day a pure white diamond with something which looked very like a crack in it.”

“I tell you there are mysteries in diamonds which no man understands — not any one.”

“What are you going to do with it?”

“That is just the point on which I wished to speak to you. You know J. F. Flinders, the American millionaire? Billionaire he must be, rather, because they say his income is nearly a million yearly. He is in Paris. His daughter is going to be married.

He is looking for a wedding present for her; something a little out of the common. I went to him. I show him this. I tell him I think I know where there is another like it. He offered me for the pair — for the pair, you understand—” Mr. Fungst leaned over. He whispered in his friend’s ear.

“You don’t mean it?”

“To a centime that is what he offered.”

Mr. Brooke whistled. “And I sold it for a thousand pounds!”

“To whom did you sell it?”

“To a man named Tyrrel.”

Mr. Brooke had risen from his seat. He began to walk about the room.

“Tyrrel of Clerkenwell?”

“The same.”

“Then, after all, to-night I must go to London. It is for me to buy it back again.”

“For you?” Mr. Brooke faced round. “It strikes me, Fungst, that it’s for me to buy it back again.”

“Very good, my friend. But it is possible that Mr. Tyrrel may know more about diamonds than you. He will want more than his thousand pounds.” Mr. Brooke bit his lip. “He knows me. He will give me credit.”

“As to that we shall see.”

Mr. Fungst began to cram some things into a Gladstone bag. Mr. Brooke watched him for some moments. Then he went and touched him on the shoulder.

“Look here, Fungst, what are you driving at? What do you think you’re going to do?”

Mr. Fungst turned to his friend all frankness. “All I wish is that we should have the pair — just you and I.”

Mr. Brooke retained his grasp upon his friend’s shoulder, nor did he remove his inquisitorial glance from his friend’s frank features. “Yes, just you” — with the fingers of his disengaged hand Mr. Brooke tapped himself on the chest—” and I.”


CHAPTER III. THE TWO.

“My friend, could you tell me just one thing?”

Ivor Dacre glanced down at the speaker. He was a little rotund fellow. He spoke with a strong foreign accent. On his features there was the impress of the German Jew, and not by any means of the highest type of German Jew. He looked oddly out of place in the midst of that gorgeous assemblage, built rather for the purlieus of Hounds-ditch than for the Marquis of Clonkilty’s ballroom. Mr. Dacre could scarcely believe that the profusely-perspiring little man addressed himself to him, but Mr. Fungst removed all misapprehension on that score by twitching Mr. Dacre by the lapel of his coat.

He repeated his inquiry.

“My friend, could you tell me just one thing?”

“If it is in my power.”

“Could you tell me which is the Duchess of Datchet.”

‘The Duchess of Datchet?”

Ivor Dacre smiled outright. The idea of there being any possible association between that oily Houndsditch Hebrew and the latest and brightest queen of the London season — the bride of but a month or two — struck him as too ludicrous. Mr. Dacre was possessed of that rare attribute, a sense of humour. A wicked idea entered his head.

“Are you a friend of her Grace’s?”

“I am not a friend exactly, but there is a little business which I wish to do with her.”

A little business! In the Marquis of Clonkilty’s ballroom! With the Queen of Hearts!

Mr. Dacre’s eyes wandered round the room. They passed from dancer to dancer. At last they rested upon one. As they did so he raised his hand to his moustache, possibly to conceal the smile which he could not restrain.

“You see that lady over there?”

“There are so many ladies. Upon my soul, I never see so many ladies.”

“The lady in the dark green dress with the nose-glasses.”

“The old girl with the moustache?”

“Precisely — the old girl with the moustache.” Mr. Dacre’s smile almost expanded into a grin. “That is the Duchess of Datchet.”

Without a word of thanks Mr. Fungst strode off. He ploughed his way through the dancers without paying the slightest regard to the evolutions they were attempting to perform. Mr. Dacre watched him go with a degree of delight which seemed on the point of producing an inward convulsion. All at once Mr. Fungst pulled up right in front of a couple — they both were young — who seemed in blissful enjoyment of the waltz.

“She hasn’t got it on, so help me!”

“Sir!”

The young gentleman whose path he had impeded addressed him with a degree of scorn which was intended to be crushing. Mr. Fungst was not at all abashed.

“I wasn’t speaking to you, my friend.” Then, to himself, still audibly, “Mein Gott! If she has lost it!”

Striding forward, he caught a lady by the arm. She had on a dark green dress. She wore a pair of nose-glasses. More than the suggestion of a moustache adorned her upper lip. She was beginning to be stricken in years. But that did not prevent her waltzing, with apparent enjoyment, with a gentleman who seemed at least ten years her junior. She and her partner were still moving to the rhythm of the music when Mr. Fungst caught her by the arm.

“Excuse me, my name is Fungst, Jacob Fungst. There is a little word I wish to speak to you just now.”

The lady stopped, startled. She turned. When her glance fell on Mr. Fungst — it had to fall some distance — she drew herself up and shuddered as though she had come into sudden contact with an iceberg.

“Who is this person?”

“Fungst,” explained the owner of that name. “There is just a little thing about which I wish to speak to you two words outside.”

The lady addressed her cavalier, “Will you please take me away? This person is a stranger to me.”

He took her away. As Mr. Fungst continued to stare after the retreating pair someone touched him on the shoulder. It was a young gentleman who wore a single eyeglass. It is not impossible that he had been commissioned by Mr. Ivor Dacre, who is the soul of mischief.

“Don’t you think you’re rather blocking the way? What is it you want?”

“I wish to say just two words to the Duchess of Datchet.”

“That is not the Duchess of Datchet.” The young gentleman drew him aside. “That is the Duchess of Datchet.”

As he spoke the music ceased. The dance was ended. The gentlemen began to lead the ladies to their seats. In front of Mr. Fungst there passed a woman who was tall and most divinely fair. Her hair was of the colour of the rich red gold. Where its glorious mass was thickest there gleamed a diamond. It was the diamond and not the woman which caught the eye of Mr. Fungst.

“Mein Gott!” — he uttered what seemed to be his favourite imprecation—” it’s changed!”

Something seemed to startle him so greatly that he actually allowed the lady to pass, and unmolested. She leaned on the arm of a gentleman who was not only much taller than herself, but, in his way, as handsome. There was probably no handsomer couple in the room. And yet the lady seemed ill at ease, although the gentleman was smiling at her all the time.

“That was the Duchess of Datchet,” observed Mr. Fungst’s new acquaintance, who had been observing him with unconcealed amusement Mr. Fungst awoke as though from a stupor. Again there came that adjuration, “Mein Gott! — she’s gone!”

She was. And before Mr. Fungst caught sight of her again the Duchess of Datchet’s carriage had been called, and her Grace was in it, driving from the ball.

The Duchess had the carriage to herself. A gentleman had escorted her to the door. As he closed it he murmured just one word — 

“Remember!”

She, leaning forward, had replied, “Do you think I can forget?”

As the vehicle passed swiftly through the night, if one might judge from the expression on her countenance, it did not seem as though she could. Once she put up her small gloved hands and veiled her face — veiled it though there was no one there to see. She took a little card from the bosom of her dress. It was the programme of the ball. It was a white card. The back was blank, or, rather, it would have been if it had not been for certain pencil marks. The pencil marks were figures. On the back of the programme was a little sum in compound addition. It was cast up. The total was stated. The sight of that total seemed to cause her Grace discomfort. “If I could only lay my hand upon the money!”

The carriage reached home. As the Duchess entered the hall a servant advanced to meet her. He addressed the lady in a confidential whisper.

“A gentleman wishes to see your Grace. He has been waiting more than an hour.”

The Duchess shivered. She drew her cloak closer round her. Possibly she felt the air a trifle cold. “Has the Duke returned?”

“Not yet, your Grace.”

“Show the gentleman into my sitting-room.”

She did not ask the visitor’s name. But when she was alone in her own apartment she veiled her face with her hands again. Only for a moment. When the door opened all traces of agitation had disappeared. There entered a young and comely man who, although he was dressed in rough-and-ready morning costume, looked as though he were a man of breeding. At sight of him the Duchess started. It almost seemed as if he were not at all the sort of person she had expected to see. She waited for the visitor to speak. This the visitor appeared to experience some little difficulty in doing.

“I must crave your Grace’s forgiveness for my intrusion at this unseasonable hour, but circumstances of a peculiar nature—”

He paused. In his turn he started. His eyes were fixed upon the Duchess’s head — upon the glory of her hair. He gave an exclamation of surprise.

“It’s changed! Fungst was right!”

“Sir!”

The Duchess drew back. She appeared to find the stranger’s demeanour slightly singular — as well she might He continued staring at her as though he could not take his eyes away. He was, all at once, possessed with a strange excitement “Your Grace must forgive me if the offer I am about to make to you seems strange, as it cannot help but seem. If you knew all I am sure you would forgive me. I will give you ten thousand pounds for the diamond in your hair!”

“You will give me ten thousand pounds — for the diamond — in my hair?”

Half mechanically the lady raised her hand to her head. Her fingers lighted on the jewel which gleamed among her tresses. As they did so, and some faint comprehension of the stranger’s meaning dawned upon her mind, her face became a crimson-red.

“My husband’s present! Are you a madman, sir; or do you purposely insult me?”

“That diamond was mine. On its possession I had founded all my hopes of fortune. It was taken from me by means of a trick.” Perhaps Mr. Brooke thought he spoke the truth. One can but hope he did. “I received for it not a twentieth part of the sum I offer you.” Again he slightly erred. “But rather than it should be lost to me for ever, poor as I am, I will give you — I will give you — twelve thousand pounds.”

“Twelve thousand pounds!” Her Grace’s hand was lifted to her corsage. Possibly it brushed against the ball programme, with the compound addition sum upon its back, which lay within. “You will give me twelve thousand pounds?” She drew a deep breath. “But — but it’s absurd! Who are you, sir, that you forget who I am?”

“What does it matter who I am? I am Harold Brooke. I am the modern equivalent of the soldier of fortune, and you have my fortune — my fortune — in your hair! Twelve did I say I’d give? For my fortune back again I’ll give you fifteen thousand pounds!”

“Fifteen thousand pounds!” Her Grace’s hands veiled her Grace’s face again. “Am I going mad? Fifteen thousand pounds!” She sat down. Her agitation seemed extraordinary. She was positively trembling. “It is not to be thought of.”

“I will give you twenty!”

“Twenty — twenty thousand pounds!”

There was silence. Mr. Brooke leaned forward, looking down at her. She looked up at him. With her right hand she grasped the upper portion of her corsage. This time there was no mistake about it — between her fingers she pressed that programme of the ball. Her face became cold and set. She became all at once a little older. The character of her beauty seemed to change. It was stern and hard.

“Your behaviour is that of a madman. I am scarcely less mad than you, or I should not continue to listen. How am I to know that you are not, as you very probably are, trifling with me all the time?”

“Promise me that the diamond shall be mine if I bring you the money in the morning.”

“Twenty thousand pounds?”

“Twenty thousand pounds!”

“Twenty? I will give you thirty!”

The voice said “dirty.” Mr. Brooke sprang round. Her Grace stood up. A little man, almost as broad as he was tall, was standing at the open door. Entering, he closed the door behind him.

“Fungst!”

“So, Brooke,” he said, “you thought to do me. But I am not done so easily, my friend.”

“How did you get here?”

“That is my secret. There are more ways than one of getting into the Duke of Datchet’s house, my friend.”

The two men stood staring at each other. Mr. Brooke with clenched fists and a flush upon his face. Mr. Fungst with his crush-hat under his arm, his hands in his overcoat pockets, and an ungenial smile upon his lips. As for the Duchess, she stood staring at them both. The march of events seemed to have deprived her of a little of her breath. When she did speak she addressed herself to Mr. Fungst.

“May I ask, sir, what is the meaning of this intrusion, and who you are?”

“I am Jacob Fungst, that’s who I am. If it was not for me he would not have had the stone at all. And when he make a fool of himself and sell it — if it was not for me he would not have known what it was that he had sold. Now, when I have found a market for the stone, he tries to do me, his friend, his very good friend indeed, out of the market I have found. That is why, when he say twenty thousand, I say thirty; and not in the morning, but cash down.”

“Fungst, I advise you to be careful.”

“I will be careful. Be easy in your mind, I will be careful. It is a thing of which I am very fond — carefulness.”

Mr. Brooke touched his friend lightly on the shoulder. “I only seek my share of the spoil.”

“Your share? Very good. Get what share you please. It is the same to me. It is your behind-the-door ways I do not like.” Mr. Fungst turned to the Duchess. He stretched out his hand. “I have been running after that diamond all through the town — yes, night and day — from the pillar to the post. I trace it home to you. I learn that it was presented to you this morning to wear to-night at the Marquis of Clonkilty’s ball. At the Marquis of Clonkilty’s ball I see it in your hair.”

Her Grace’s bewilderment seemed to be increasing. “The Marquis of Clonkilty’s ball! You?”

“Yes, me. I go to the door of the house. I ask for you. There was a crowd of people. They do not seem to understand. They say, ‘What name?’? I say, ‘Fungst.’ They show me up the stairs. I find myself in the middle of the ball. I say to myself, ‘This is funny. Since I am here, well, I will look for the stone.’ I look for the stone. I see it in your hair. The sight so surprises me, I lose my head. When I find it, I find you gone. I come after you. I come here. It takes me some time and a little diplomacy” — Mr. Fungst patted his waistcoat pocket— “to get into the house. It was more trouble, a great deal more trouble, than to get into the Marquis of Clonkilty’s ball. But when I do get in I offer you for the diamond, money down, thirty thousand pounds.”

Again Mr. Brooke touched his friend upon the shoulder.

“Fungst, you will have to reckon with me.”

“I will reckon with you, never fear. I will tell the lady why I offer for the diamond thirty thousand pounds. It is a great price, a very great price, to offer for one diamond. It is because I have the other stone just like it, and I wish to make a pair. I will show the other stone to the lady. She will see I tell the truth.” Mr. Fungst began groping in the inner pocket of his coat. He produced a little leather bag. “It is in this bag.” He was holding the bag between the fingers of his right hand. Suddenly a curious expression began to creep over his features. “It is very funny.” He hesitated. “It is in this bag.” He began to untie the cord which bound the neck of the bag. In the midst of the operation he paused. He felt the contents of the bag with the fingers of either hand. “It is — it is very funny.” His face assumed a curious leaden hue. “It is in this bag.”

Mr. Brooke advanced.

“What’s the matter, Fungst?”

“It — it is nothing. It — it is very funny. The stone is in this bag.” He continued to untie the cord. It was all untied. With peculiar circumspection he opened the neck of the bag. He peeped within. He continued to peep within, as if to explore its depths were a work of time. He staggered backwards.

“Mein Gott! It’s gone! I’m robbed!”

“Robbed!” cried Mr. Brooke. He took the bag out of Mr. Fungst’s unresisting hand. There was a strange expression on his face; there was a curious glitter in his eyes. As he peeped into the bag he laughed, not pleasantly. “Not robbed, my Fungst — not robbed. The diamond’s here.” He turned the bag upside down upon the table. There came out a little mass of tiny sparkling crystals. They formed upon the table a small heap of glittering dust. Mr. Brooke pointed to it with his hand.

“There’s your rose brilliant, Fungst.”

Mr. Fungst came forward. He leaned over the table. He stared at the gleaming atoms.

“Mein Gott! It’s gone off bang!”

“As you say, my Fungst, it has gone off bang. Who was right, my Fungst? Personally, I never knew a diamond which, when attacked by the shivers, sooner or later did not go off bang. I am inclined to wager that even the Duchess of Datchet’s beautiful rose brilliant will go off bang.”

Her Grace stared. She had been a mystified spectator of the little scene which had been enacted before her eyes. Indeed, the whole proceedings were mysterious to her.

“Rose brilliant? What do you mean?”

‘ The rose brilliant in your Grace’s hair.”

“There is no rose brilliant in my hair. There is only the diamond which my husband gave me.”

“Did not his Grace present you with a rose brilliant?”

“A rose brilliant? No! He gave me a white diamond.”

“Then the transformation has happened since.”

“Transformation? What do you mean?”

She took the jewel out of her hair. As her glance fell upon it the fashion of her countenance changed. She scarcely seemed to believe the evidence of her own eyes.

“This — this is not my diamond.”

Mr. Brooke’s laughing eyes were divided between her Grace and her Grace’s jewel. “I think it is.”

“But — mine was white, and — this is red.”

Mr. Fungst’s glance was fixed upon the jewel, gloating on its beauties. “So mine was white. Then it went red. Now it has gone off bang! Oh, the lovely stone!”

Mr. Brooke laughed softly. “I am afraid that your Grace must permit me to withdraw my offer of twenty thousand pounds, or even of ten. The diamond, beautiful though it is, belongs to a rather more speculative class of goods than I quite care to dabble in.”

The Duchess still held the jewel in her hand. She had never for a moment removed her glance from it. It seemed to exercise upon her gaze a sort of fascination.

“It’s alive!”

“Alive?”

Mr. Brooke came nearer. Mr. Fungst craned forward. They were a curious trio. The Duchess’s tones were low and eager.

“Something seems to be moving within.”

“So there does.” In Mr. Brooke’s voice there was a sound as of laughter.

“It’s changing colour.” Mr. Fungst spoke almost with a gasp.

“For ever! Look out!” Mr. Brooke spoke just in time. There was a little crack. The diamond had disappeared. Three pairs of eyes were still bent upon her Grace’s hand. But it was empty — the diamond had gone.

“It’s gone off bang!”

“What do you mean?” exclaimed the Duchess. “What has happened?”

“When your servants sweep the room in the morning your Grace should give them instructions to be careful. A diamond which was your husband’s present, and for which your Grace was offered thirty thousand pounds, lies in dust upon the floor.”

With his hand Mr. Fungst scraped the perspiration from his brow. “Mein Gott! It’s gone off bang!” he said.


A DOUBLE-MINDED GENTLEMAN


CHAPTER I.

“NICE people those Groomes.”

Dawson had driven me over to the station, and was staying to see me off. I made this remark to him as we were standing on the platform waiting for the train.

“They are.” He paused to give a vigorous puff or two at his pipe. “Nice people of the good old sort Old Groome’s a trump. He’s not — well, he’s not fin de siècle, you know, and all that humbug; for it is humbug, most of it. He puts on no side. He makes no pretension to be what he isn’t. I don’t say that he’s either literary, musical, or artistic, although most people seem bound to at any rate pretend to be either one or the other nowadays. He’s not a swell in any sense, and, what’s more, he knows he isn’t; but he’s a homely, honest, hearty, hospitable English country gentleman, that’s what old Groome is, sir. And when you come to think of it, I don’t believe you’ll find that a man can be anything much better.”

As the train bore me onwards, in my own mind I heartily endorsed those words of Dawson’s. Old Groome — as Phil Dawson rather irreverently called him — had done not a little to make my stay with Phil, in his bachelor quarters, the pleasantest visit I had ever paid anywhere to anyone. It is, perhaps, immaterial to mention that a Miss Groome — Miss Nora Groome, the second daughter — had had something to do with so desirable a consummation. But it was at least a comfort to know that she had so satisfactory a father. No, not in any sense a genius. A little stolid. A little heavy in hand, perhaps. Even curiously simple on a certain side of him; yet, for all that, as Phil had said, a homely, honest, hearty, hospitable country gentleman. And so extremely friendly, too, to a forlorn young bachelor, who still — and very much still — had his way to make, and all the world in front of him to make it in.

Then, all the rest of the way to town, I thought of Nora.

Four or five nights after my return to my own quarters I dropped into a conversazione at the Apollo. The place was crowded. A conversazione at the Apollo Club means music. You generally hear somebody new who is worth hearing or who wishes the world to think that he or she is worth hearing. That night, however, there was not anyone particularly striking. The whole affair to me seemed dull. Perhaps that was to some extent because Gwendolen Martini — as she calls herself — fastened herself on to me like a burr, and, mentally, I was instituting unfavourable comparisons between her and someone else who was not there — which was, no doubt, unfair to Miss Martini, who is both a clever and a pretty girl. But then so many girls are pretty and clever nowadays — and nothing more.

At last I found myself in next-door neighbourhood to Stephen Bensberg. Bensberg is an extraordinary man — one of the new kind of scientific doctors, with theories, and his eyes fixed, so to speak, on the next century but one. Among other things he is a musician, a fair performer on more than one instrument, and a keen critic — one of those critics who, in a composition or an artist, are always, as it were, looking for something which others cannot see.

“Anything worth staying for?” I inquired, when I saw that he was at my elbow.

“There is. A man named Goad.”

“Goad! Who’s he?”

“That I have not yet made up my mind about.”

Something struck me in his tone.

“What do you mean?”

“I have not yet made up my mind if he is a genius or — something else.” He stopped, as if hesitating. “But he is at least worth staying for. As a pianist he is, I fancy, original.”

“Is he a new importation from the Fatherland?”

Bensberg smiled.

“No, he is English, although it was I who discovered him. He occupies rooms over those of a friend of mine. One day I was with my friend. I heard someone playing overhead. I took the liberty to listen. I took the further liberty to intrude upon his privacy, and to introduce myself to the performer. It was Goad. Here he is. You will be able to judge for yourself if he is worth staying for.”

“Hollo!” I cried. “There is a friend of mine. What on earth is he doing here?”

Out of the centre of the parting crowd there appeared in front of us Nora’s father. He appeared to be alone. I cast as searching a glance as possible towards the part of the room from which he had come. But, so far as I could perceive, no other familiar face was with him. I should as soon have expected to see old Groome, “all by himself,” at the Apollo Club as, say, at a Fleet Street bar.

I felt that Bensberg’s eyes were on me — as if my surprise had communicated itself to him.

“You know him then?”

“Know him? Know whom?”

“Goad. That is Goad.”

“Goad!”

Bensberg was pointing to old Groome. I supposed that he was poking fun at me; but, to my unutterable amazement, old Groome was calmly ascending the dais at the end of the room. And not only ascending the dais, but, advancing to the piano, he seated himself at the keyboard. It is no figure of speech to say that I was dumbfounded. Old Groome a pianist! Of a calibre to make his appearance before the hypercritical cognoscenti of the Apollo Club! It was old Groome, there could be no doubt of that. And yet, in his simple-mindedness, I had heard him declare, with my own ears, that he did not know one note of music from another. And I had cordially believed him — he was just that sort of man.

A hush came over the chattering throng, and old Groome began to play. We have all of us read in fiction — and out of it, for a matter of that — hysterically exaggerated accounts of wonderful musical performances. That word “wonderful” was the only word which could be properly applied to old Groome’s performance then. Music? Well, it was a music — of a kind, though it was certainly the queerest music I had ever heard. The piece he played was not by any recognised composer; it was not even in the style of any recognised composer. To tell the truth, I am not sure that, in a musical sense, it was not nonsense; but, played as he played it then, it affected me in a way in which I would rather that music, or anything else, did not affect me. It made me lose my mental balance. As he played old Groome grew more and more excited, and in some strange fashion he managed to convey his own excitement to his audience. His was not the stereotyped excitement of the ordinary great pianist — of the type we know so well. That is generally confined — very much confined — to the performer at the instrument. This was communicated to the folk in front. It affected me. I fancy it affected Bensberg. And when old Groome ceased playing there ensued that silence which is more eloquent than applause, and it was only after a moment or two that a din began which was simply deafening.

Bensberg turned to me amidst the tumult “What do you think of it?”

“I don’t know what to think.”

“Did I not tell you?”

Charging into the crowd, I reached the daïs just as old Groome was coming down the steps. I held out my hand to him.

“Mr. Groome!” I cried.

He looked at me — but that was all. Not the slightest glimmer of recognition flitted across his countenance. “Sir?” he said.

“Surely, Mr. Groome, you have not forgotten me already?”

He paid not the slightest attention to my outstretched hand. He looked straight past me.

“Ah, Bensberg,” he observed in the most placid tones imaginable — the placid tones I had learned to know so well — it seemed that Bensberg had followed at my heels—” what did you think of it? That was a dream I had last night — a nightmare.”

“So I should imagine.”

Bensberg’s tones were dry. He looked from Groome to me — and from me to Groome. In my bewilderment I made a further claim for recognition from Nora’s father, “Mr. Groome, what have I done that you should have so soon forgotten me?”

“Forgotten you?” He looked at me quietly, yet intently, as if I were a perfect stranger. But it was old Groome. It was impossible — out of the stories — that there could be in existence two men so much alike, though when I observed him closely I perceived that in his eyes there was a new light and fire — I had almost written a new intelligence. “I am not in the habits sir, of forgetting anyone. Groome is not my name. I am Isaac Goad.”

Bensberg interposed. He laid his hand upon my arm.

“I fancied, just now, that you might be mistaken in your recognition of Mr. Goad. Goad, let me introduce to you my friend, who is also a musician — Mr. Attree.”

Old Groome — or Mr. Goad — favoured me with an old-fashioned little bow. It was old Groome to the life.

“I shall be honoured by the pleasure of your acquaintance, Mr. Attree.”

Then he took my hand.

Bensberg and I went home with him to his rooms to supper. He insisted on our going — just in old Groome’s hospitable way — and as, for some reason, Bensberg would not go without me, I went with him.

Throughout the remainder of that night I was in a sort of waking nightmare. If I could credit the evidence of my own senses I was in the presence of Mr. Groome. If I could credit Mr. Groome himself, I was in the presence of Mr. Goad. He played to us. I never heard such playing before. I hope never to hear the like of it again. It had such an effect upon me that, when we said “good-night,” I felt as if I had maddened myself by heavy drinking.

“Well,” asked Bensberg, as we walked away, repeating the inquiry which he had put to me at the Apollo, “what do you think of him?”

I took off my hat, so that my brow might be bared to the cool night breezes.

“Think of him! Bensberg, I am beginning to think that I am going mad.”

He peered into my face as he moved beside me.

“Odd that you should have mistaken him for someone else.”

“You would not think it odd if you knew the person for whom I did mistake him. Two pins are not so like each other.”

“Curious. Goad is not a common type. Strange that you should know his double.”

On the following Saturday I ran down again to Dawson. Directly we were clear of the station I began on the subject which had been puzzling my brain.

“Do you know, Phil, the other night at the Apollo I saw a man who was the very image of Mr. Groome. Never saw such a resemblance in my life. The man was so like him that I doubt if any man living could have told which was which if they were both of them together.”

“The Apollo! Do you mean the Apollo Club? What should old Groome be doing there?”

“That’s the queer part of it. The man was playing.”

“Playing! Do you mean performing?”

“Very much performing. He played a pianoforte solo. I never heard such playing, and I believe I’ve heard every pianist that ever was.”

“You had better tell old Groome. It will tickle him, the idea of his playing a pianoforte solo at the Apollo Club.”

I did tell him. We dined at the Groomes’. Dawson drove me straight there from the station. When Mr. Groome came out into the hall to greet us I protest that a sort of shock travelled all down my spinal column. I still had the figure of Isaac Goad clearly before me in my mind’s eye. I still had, as it were, the concourse of sounds for which he had been responsible ringing in my ears. I still seemed to see him as he had stood in front of me, declining to accord me recognition. And when Mr. Groome advanced, holding out his hand in welcome, the likeness between the pianist and my host was so strangely startling that, in an impulse of momentary mental aberration, I exclaimed — 

“Mr. Goad!”

Mr. Groome stared — as Mr. Goad had done, with just the same curious characteristic little smile about his lips.

“Attree! What’s the matter?”

It was only when he spoke that I became conscious of the blunder I had made. The blood surged through my veins. I blushed like a schoolboy. I have seldom felt so stupid.

“Really, Mr. Groome, I beg your pardon, but, do you know, I — I was mistaking you for a ghost.”

“A solid sort of ghost, I fancy. Does that feel like a ghost?” His strong, hearty grasp did not feel like a ghost’s. “How are you? You will only just have time to dress before dinner.”

I did only just have time. Directly I appeared in the drawing-room a move was made for the diningroom. The soup had been removed when Ethel Groome — Miss Groome — said, addressing me from the other side of the table — 

“Mr. Attree, what is this Mr. Dawson tells me about your having seen someone just like papa in town?”

I do not know what Nora thought of my behaviour. All the time I had been eating my soup I could not keep myself from glancing at my host at the head of the table. It was not very many hours since I had supped with Mr. Goad. Every mouthful which Mr. Groome took reminded me more strongly of my meal with Mr. Goad. The one man reproduced, to a nicety, the other’s minutest peculiarities. Miss Groome’s words caused me to cease making almost unconscious mental comparisons. I fancy that I actually started.

“Most extraordinary thing, Miss Groome, it really was! Mr. Groome, were you ever at the Apollo Club?”

“Not that I am aware of. Where is it? My club’s the Carlton. I haven’t been in another club in London, I daresay, for twenty years. The Apollo Club? What sort of club is that? I don’t think I ever heard of it.”

“Do you know a man named Goad?”

“Goad! Goad! What a name!” Mr. Groome looked at me and smiled — Mr. Goad’s smile. “I have no recollection of the fact Why? Has an individual of that name claimed the pleasure of my acquaintance?”

“No, only — it was the queerest thing — at a concert at the Apollo the other night there was a man named Goad — Isaac Goad. If you saw him, I doubt if you would know which was he and which was you.”

“Was he so like papa?” asked Nora.

“Like! If you had his portrait ——  — But there is his portrait.”

I pointed to a portrait in oils of Mr. Groome which hung over the fireplace. They stared at it and then at me. Nora laughed, “Are you joking, Mr. Attree? Do you mean that that is Mr. Goad, or that it is only like him? You know we think that it’s a very good likeness of papa.”

“It is an excellent likeness of Mr. Groome, but I assure you that it’s an equally excellent likeness of Mr. Goad. Since I saw him I have been in a sort of waking dream. But let me tell you the story. I was, as I said, at the Apollo Club the other night In the crowd I saw Mr. Groome — I could have sworn it was Mr. Groome. To my amazement he walked on to the platform, and, sitting down to the piano, began to play. You never heard such playing. It was more like a madman’s than anything else. When he had finished I rushed forward, taking it for granted that it was Mr. Groome.”

Mr. Groome interposed.

“Taking it for granted that I was a madman, I see. Much obliged for the compliment.”

“I don’t mean that, Mr. Groome, but let me go on. To my amazement, when I addressed him, he stared at me for all the world as you are staring at me now, Mr. Groome. I thought that I might, unconsciously, have done something to offend you. I was beginning, blunderingly, to ask what it was, when you — 

I mean he — stopped me by saying that his name was not Groome, but Goad — Isaac Goad. He said this in a tone of voice — you know there is something about a man’s voice which is characteristic of the man, you seldom hear two voices which are alike — but he said this in a tone of voice which was so exactly like yours that, upon my word, I did not know what to think. While I was making an exhibition of myself a friend of mine came up who introduced me to Mr. Goad. Mr. Goad insisted on my friend and myself going home with him to supper. All the time that we were having supper, in every gesture, every movement, every little action, every intonation of his voice, he so reminded me of Mr. Groome that — well, the Corsican Brothers, and Lesurques and Dubose in The Lyons Mail are not in it, as regards resembling each other, compared to the resemblance, Mr. Groome, which Mr. Isaac Goad has to you.”

I daresay I told my story with a little excitement of manner. I think it possible that I did. I fancy that it created an impression, and that not altogether of an agreeable kind. At least, I gathered as much from the way in which Mrs. Groome spoke to me.

“Yours is a strange story, Mr. Attree. As you are possibly aware, Mr. Groome has no male relatives living, and we in the county are apt to think, not only that the Groome features have been handed down from generation to generation, but that they are, in a way, unique.”

“Just so; I can easily believe it, Mrs. Groome. I certainly saw no one in the least like Mr. Groome till I had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Groome, and until I had the pleasure of meeting Mr. Goad, but that only makes the likeness between them the more remarkable.”

“Is this Mr. Isaac Goad a married man?”

Mr. Groome asked the question, as it seemed to me, a little dryly, “Not so far as I know. He occupies bachelor’s chambers.”

“When was this concert at the Apollo Club?”

“Let me see — it was last Wednesday night.”

“How odd!” exclaimed Miss Nora. “Papa did stop in town on Wednesday night.”

“In what consists the oddity?” inquired her father. “I believe that I do, occasionally, spend a night in town. But does it therefore follow that I should play the piano, like a madman, at the Apollo Club? Though I can easily believe that if I did play the piano at the Apollo Club, or, indeed, anywhere else, that I should play it like a madman. I assure you that I can give you a circumstantial and satisfactory account of every hour I spent in town, Miss Nora.”

“You pique my curiosity, Mr. Attree,” said Mrs. Groome. “I should like to see this Mr. Isaac Goad, though possibly, and I think probably, the resemblance would not strike me so forcibly as it appears to have struck you.”

The lady’s words gave me an idea.

“Mrs. Groome, your wish can easily be gratified. Mr. Goad, I believe, plays again next week, and I shall be only too happy to get you as many tickets as you desire.”

My suggestion was seized with avidity, though possibly with greater avidity by the daughters than by the parents. A party was made up then and there. Dawson could not go. The assizes were coming on, and he had had the pleasure of being summoned to serve on the grand jury. But Mr and Mrs. Groome and the two girls were all to go. I was to meet them in town. We were to dine together, and afterwards I was to escort them to the Apollo Club.


CHAPTER II.

When, on the appointed day, I appeared at the hotel in time for dinner, I found the ladies awaiting my arrival. But there were no signs of Mr. Groome. I inquired into the cause of his absence.

“Has Mr. Groome not come up to town with you?”

“Oh, yes,” explained Miss Groome; “but he has an engagement which will, perhaps, detain him and prevent him dining here. If it does, he will go on straight to the club. He will be sure to be in good time to hear and see this wonderful Mr. Goad. Really, Mr. Attree, we have been talking and thinking of nothing else since we saw you. I suppose that if papa asks for you they will let him in?”

I assured her that they would. In fact, when we reached the Apollo — for Mr. Groome did not turn up for dinner — I gave instructions that he should be shown into the concert-room directly he arrived. We were early, so that we were able to find comfortable seats before the rush began. Seeing Bensberg on the other side of the room, I signalled to him. When he came I introduced him to the Groomes. Taking my hint, and a vacant chair, he made himself agreeable.

The people were flocking in, but, although I kept a keen look out, still there were no signs of Mr. Groome. There were signs of their being about to commence proceedings. Mrs. Groome began to fidget “I cannot think what can be keeping Mr. Groome. He seemed to think it possible that he would not be back in time for dinner, but he said that, even if he were detained, he would be sure to be here in good time. I know that he has been looking forward to to-night, and he will be so disappointed if he should miss anything.”

I said that I would go and see if, owing to some misunderstanding, he was wandering about downstairs. I went and saw. But, apparently, there was nothing to be seen. I inquired in the hall, but nothing had been heard of Mr. Groome. I went through all the rooms. Nowhere were there any signs of him. When I got back into the concert-room the first item on the programme had been just completed.

“ How very odd!” said Mrs. Groome, when I explained to her that my seeking had been vain. “As a rule Mr. Groome is so particular in keeping an appointment. Almost finically particular now and then.”

He might be now and then. But item followed item, and there was still no Mr. Groome. I had Mrs. Groome on my right, Nora on my left, and Bensberg sat on the other side of Nora.

“Ah!” all at once I heard him say, “there is Goad. I suppose we are to have him next.”

At the same moment Nora began to fidget in her seat.

“Here’s papa. Mamma, here’s papa.”

“Where, my love?” Mrs. Groome looked through her glasses in the direction in which Nora was glancing.

“There, mamma. Just on the platform. Mr. Attree, don’t you see him? I think he has just come through that little door at the side.”

“I see him. Whatever can have made him so late? And what can he be doing over there? Somebody must have shown him through the wrong door. Nora, can’t you signal to him, so as to let him know where we are?”

Without waiting for Nora to reply Mrs. Groome stood up, and began to wave her fan in that rather aggressive manner which is peculiar to some persons when they desire to attract the attention of some other person across a theatre or a crowded room. Bensberg volunteered his services.

“If you will show me which is Mr. Groome I shall be happy to let him know your whereabouts.”

“Oh, thank you,” said Nora. “That is papa. Why —— —”

For some cause or other, in the middle of her sentence Miss Nora stopped dead.

“Good gracious!” exclaimed her mother. “What is he doing? How silly he is! Why, he’s actually going on to the platform! Papa!”

“The gentleman ascending the platform is Mr. Goad.”

“Mr. — who?”

“Mr. Goad, who, I believe, is now going to favour us with a pianoforte solo.”

“Nonsense!” snapped Mrs. Groome with scant politeness, the more especially since, so far as she was concerned, Bensberg was only the acquaintance of a minute. “It’s papa! Papa!”

I, for my part, had maintained strict silence. I had seen the person, who now had gained the platform, come into the room. My first impulse had been to exclaim that here was Mr. Groome at last A moment’s reflection, however, showed me that the individual had come through the door which led from the artists’ room, and that — well, that the situation might be more complicated than I, in my first impulse, had imagined. But I was certainly unprepared for Mrs. Groome’s behaviour. The newcomer, whoever he was, as I said, had gained the platform. His appearance there, considering the place, was greeted with quite a tumult of applause. Acknowledging this with the most perfunctory of nods, without loss of time, with the most modest and most unpretentious air imaginable, he seated himself at the keyboard of the instrument. The applause died away. In silence the audience waited for the performance to commence. All but Mrs. Groome, who not only continued standing up, but who continued speaking too.

“Papa! Papa!” she said, in a voice which was not only audible to every person present, but which created an unmistakable sensation. I verily believe that the individual on the platform was the only individual in the place who did not turn and stare at her. She addressed herself to her daughters: “My dears, what can be the matter with papa? He must be mad! Papa!”

Perceiving that a buzz of curiosity was beginning to travel round the room, and that people might be jumping to conclusions, which Mrs. Groome might not impossibly consider derogatory to her character, I endeavoured to explain. I spoke in a tone of voice which was intended to reach the lady’s ear alone.

“Did I not tell you that the resemblance was very striking? That is Mr. Goad who is on the platform, Mrs. Groome.”

The lady’s tone could not have been intended to reach my ear alone; it was even unnecessarily loud.

“Mr. Goad! Mr. Attree, how can you say such a thing? Do you suppose that I don’t know my own husband — the husband of nearly thirty years?”

Nora interposed. It was quite time, too.

“Mamma, do sit down. Perhaps there is some mistake; after all, it may not be papa.”

Mrs. Groome sat down, I really believe unconsciously.

“May not be papa! Do you mean to tell me that you don’t know your own father, girl? The man’s a lunatic; he will disgrace us all. He does not know one note of music from another.”

The sounds which proceeded from the platform struck the lady dumb. I noticed one or two of the committee looking in our direction, and almost began to fear that there would be a scandal. So far as appearances went, however, the individual on the platform continued to pay not the slightest attention to the lady’s curious behaviour. At any rate, in the middle of her very audible remarks he commenced to play. The change which took place in the lady’s countenance was really funny. As she was in the very act of speaking her mouth was open. Open it remained, with the words which were on the very tip of her tongue still unspoken. It continued open for a minute or more; she seemed to be under a spell. Then, drawing a long, gasping sort of breath, she shut her mouth. She looked about her as if she were struggling with a dream. I was conscious that Nora, on my left, was actually trembling. Bensberg I suspected of something very like a covert grin. I saw that the cheeks of the usually cool and self-possessed Mrs. Groome were a fiery red. Unless I was mistaken, tears were in her eyes. I was conscious that the position was distinctly an uncomfortable one, the discomfort of which was not lessened by the nature of the performance to which we were listening. Again, Mr. Goad favoured us with an extraordinary olla-podrida of sounds. That he was, in one sense, a master of his instrument there could be no doubt whatever. The piece he played struck me as being an actual improvisation. Transcribed in black and white, I should not have been surprised to find it something very much like nonsense; but, played as he played it then, it had an effect upon my already agitated nervous system, which, so far as I was personally concerned, I found peculiarly disconcerting. I almost began to feel, as Mrs. Groome seemed to be feeling, that these things were chancing in a dream. The effect was heightened, if I can make myself plain, by the fact that while the performance suggested frenzied excitement, the performer himself seemed to be in a state of imperturbable calm. I found it quite a relief when he finished. Mrs. Groome seemed to find it an even greater relief than I did. As the applause subsided she turned and addressed me in a manner which took away the larger portion of the little breath which Mr. Goad had left me master of.

“Mr. Attree, what is the meaning of this?”

I could not tell her. Bensberg came to my rescue with, it struck me, something of malice.

“Since Mr. Goad so curiously resembles Mr. Groome, possibly, madam, you will suffer me to introduce to you your husband’s double?”

Mrs. Groome looked at Bensberg in a manner which suggested that, after all, one touch of nature does make the whole world kin, and that well-bred ladies can behave like ill-bred ones now and then.

“My husband’s double? My good sir, do you suppose that I don’t know my own husband? Come, girls, let us go to him.”

Mrs. Groome dashed into the crowd, and we dashed after her, the Misses Groome and Bensberg and I. I should have liked to check the impetuous lady, but I felt that, in her present excited state, she was beyond my checking. She, metaphorically, collared the pianist as he stood in the centre of a little group at the foot of the platform.

“Papa!” she exclaimed, brushing the people aside as though they were so many flies. “What can you be thinking of? My dear Everard, pray come away with us at once. The girls and I have been suffering agonies; I did not think you could have been so inconsiderate, really. That you should ever have concealed from me your knowledge of the instrument was bad enough, but that you should ever have dreamed of a public performance! My dear Everard, I must beg of you to come at once.”

The excited lady poured forth her grievances with a volubility of which, I am persuaded, she would have been incapable — at least, in public — if she had not been excited; the pianist regarding her all the time with a degree of calmness which, under the circumstances, was not without a touch of humour.

“I apprehend, madam, that you are under some misapprehension.”

There was a certain quaintness about the speech which was old Groome all over. So the lady seemed to think.

“Everard! — Papa!” she almost screamed. “What do you mean?”

Just then the pianist caught sight of Bensberg. He held out his hand to him. Bensberg endeavoured to explain.

“It seems, Mr. Goad, that your double is walking the earth. Allow me to have the honour of introducing you to Mrs. Groome. It appears that you so closely resemble Mr. Groome that Mrs. Groome finds it difficult to persuade herself that Mr. Groome and you are two, and not one.”

“The lady is mistaken. I have not the honour of knowing Mr. Groome.”

This the pianist said with Mr. Groome’s old-fashioned, courtly little bow.

“Not the honour!” gasped the lady. She was reduced to gasping. “Not the honour!”

Miss Groome had enough presence of mind left to interpose. It was time. The proceedings, so far as the rest of the programme was concerned, were at a standstill.

“Mamma, dear, let us go.” Slipping her arm through her mother’s, she drew her away. “Perhaps there is some strange mistake, and, after all, it is not papa.”

“Not papa!” expostulated Mrs. Groome. “Do you mean to tell me that you don’t know your own father, girl! Why, he is wearing your father’s clothes! On his finger is the ring which I gave him on his wedding-day; in his shirt-front are the studs which were my last birthday present.”

I saw the ladies into their hired brougham, but I let them drive away alone. I felt that they might desire to say things which they might prefer to say en famille. Still, I managed under cover to assure Miss Nora Groome that I would look in at their hotel in the morning.

When I returned to the music-room I found that Bensberg had engaged Mr. Goad to sup with him. When he asked me to make a third I readily said yes. It was a queer supper party — at least, to me it seemed queer. I perceived that even Bensberg seemed to think that there was something odd about the situation, though he never openly hinted at anything of the kind to me. But I knew him, and I noted how he never allowed his eyes to wander long from Mr. Goad, appearing unwilling to lose count even of his slightest movement. For my part, I almost felt as if I were in the presence of something supernatural. The more closely I observed Mr. Goad the more amazing became his resemblance to Mr. Groome. It seemed incredible that even the two Dromios could have been so alike; and in the face of Mrs. Groome’s behaviour, what was a man to think?

Of the three of us, Mr. Goad was certainly most at his ease. I felt persuaded that Bensberg’s appearance of ease was as much assumed as mine was.

But about Mr. Goad’s imperturbability there could be no sort of doubt whatever. That was nature itself, and it reminded me so bewilderingly of old Groome. The scene at the club seemed to have made no impression on him. Our allusions to the subject, if they had any effect upon him at all, had the effect of boring him. He appeared to think that there was nothing in any way out of the common in an old married woman, who had never been parted for any length of time from the partner of her joys and sorrows, and who had only left him an hour or two, under such circumstances mistaking, and insisting on mistaking, a perfect stranger for her husband of thirty years.

After supper Goad and I went away together. It was a fine night, and, as his way lay not very apart from mine, I bore him company. As we strolled through the quiet streets he struck me as being one of the most infrequent conversationalists I had had the pleasure of meeting. It seemed difficult to get a word out of him edgeways. At last I assailed him on the subject of his art. Then he did say something.

“I suppose, Mr. Goad, that of music you have been a lifelong student?”

“No. I have never studied it at all. Music came to me, so far as I can remember, in a second. Of the science of music I know nothing. I cannot read a note of music on a printed page. What I play I play because I have to play it. It comes to me I know not whence nor how. When I must play I play. I never play unless I must.”

While I pondered, somewhat taken aback at his curious confession, doubtful if he was in earnest or if he was the latest illustration of the charlatan, he suddenly stood still. Wondering why he stopped, I turned to look at him. Something in his face and in his bearing had on me the effect of an unexpected cold douche — it gave me quite a start He was staring about him in a confused, bewildered way — just as a man who had suddenly been roused from sleep. All at once he said, as if speaking to himself—” I must have overslept myself.” He turned to me, seemingly with a start of surprise. “Attree! — what the deuce are you doing here?”

“Mr. Goad!” I exclaimed.

“Goad!” He seemed to be making an effort at recollection. “Oh, of course! That’s the fellow who’s so like me, and who plays the piano like a madman. Come along, we shall be late — Mrs. Groome and the girls will give it to us if we are.”

“Mr. Goad!” I repeated, feeling as if it were I who must have been roused from slumber.

Before I could say another word someone grasped my arm. It was Bensberg. He had had his suspicions of what was going to happen, so, unperceived, had followed us.

“My dear Attree,” he said, “will you do me the pleasure of introducing me to your friend, of whom you have spoken to me so often — Mr. Groome — I believe that it is Mr. Groome?”

“My name is Groome,” said he. For the moment for the life of me I could not have said if it was Mr. Groome or Mr. Goad.

“And my name is Bensberg — Dr. Conrad Bensberg.

I am better acquainted with you, Mr. Groome, than you with me.” He paused, eyeing the other intently, and then added, “Under the peculiar circumstances I think, as a medical man, that I had better at once be frank with you. Mr. Groome, you have had a singular hallucination.”

“Hallucination!” murmured Mr. ——  — I will write it Groome. He did not seem to know what to make of things. Which was not strange. I did not know what to make of them either.

“Hallucination. You have just awoke from a state of cerebral unconsciousness. You have unwittingly and innocently acted the part of a double-minded gentleman. As you are possibly aware, Mr. Groome, the brain has two lobes — that is, divisions. These lobes sometimes, without their possessor knowing anything at all about it, work separately. While one works the other, so to speak, sleeps, and vice versâ. This is how the two lobes of your brain have treated you. Ordinarily you are — as you are — the gentleman whose acquaintance I have the honour of making, Mr. Groome. But while one lobe has been sleeping, the other lobe has insisted upon your being that very talented musician whose acquaintance I have also had the honour of making — Mr. Isaac Goad.”


THE ROBBERY ON THE “STORMY PETREL”

I.

THE case of the robbery on board the Stormy Petrel was notable for one thing if for no other — in it the Hon. Augustus Champnell received fees from three separate and, indeed, antagonistic individuals.

The Hon. Augustus had finished reading the morning papers, and was wondering — for business was slack — what the day might bring forth, when there came a tapping at the door, and there immediately entered two servants in livery, bearing between them an iron box, which they placed on a chair. One of them spoke — as if he had been an automaton.

“The Marquis of Bewlay’s compliments to Mr. Champnell, and will Mr. Champnell drown the box in a cistern full of water, till the Marquis arrives.”

Mr. Champnell stared.

“And when will the Marquis arrive?”

The Marquis arrived almost as soon as the servants had gone. That ancient peer came hobbling into the room, leaning on two sticks, and as soon as he saw the box on the chair he seemed more than half disposed to back out again.

“Didn’t the rascals tell you to drown the box in a cistern of water?”

“The rascals did. But the Marquis of Bewlay will permit me to observe that I always require a sufficient explanation before I act on instructions which I receive from strangers.”

With Mr. Champnell’s assistance the Marquis took refuge in a chair.

“What’s your fee?”

“My lowest fee is one hundred guineas.”

“Too much.”

“In the case of the Marquis of Bewlay my lowest fee will be one hundred and fifty guineas.”

The Marquis glanced up at him — and leered.

“You shall have it for your impudence — the Champnells always were an impudent lot. Find out who sent what is in that box, and you shall have your hundred and fifty. Here’s the key, look inside — only mind, gently does it.”

Unlocking the iron box with the key the Marquis gave him, Mr. Champnell found that it contained other smaller wooden boxes, which were divided from each other by layers of cotton wool. Removing the covers of these wooden boxes he perceived that each contained what seemed to be some sort of oil can.

“Thirteen of them, aren’t they?” On counting them Mr. Champnell discovered that the number was correct. “Lucky number, and pretty playthings, every one of them. All infernal machines, or I’m a hatter. They’ve come raining in on me by every post — if you look at them you’ll see that there is a different postmark on every one of them.”

“Are you certain that they are infernal machines?”

“I’ll lay you ten to one in anything you like to name that they are, and leave you to prove the contrary — that’s the extent of my certainty, Mr. Champnell. Only if you take my advice you’ll keep them immersed in water until the thing has been shown to demonstration, either one way or the other. I have no desire to be blown to pieces, if you have.”

“Have you no sort of idea where they come from?”

“Once upon a time I was fool enough to enrol myself as a member of a certain secret society. I have broken since then pretty nearly every one of its rules, which I swore to observe, and I think it quite on the cards that these things may have come from some of the society’s agents. I’ll tell you what I’ll do; instead of a hundred and fifty guineas, I’ll give you two hundred, if you prove, beyond a shadow of doubt, that they don’t I’ve come to you instead of going to the police, because I want the thing kept private, but at the same time I am particularly anxious to know if at last the beggars are beginning to try to do what they have threatened to do, times without number.”

The Marquis’s story was a long one, and not a little involved; some of Mr. Champnell’s questions he declined, point blank, to answer. When he had gone, Mr. Champnell still found himself in possession of very slight data to enable him to prosecute his researches. He summed the data up in his mind, telling himself, finally, that they really amounted to nothing at all, and had almost resolved to write to the Marquis and decline the conduct of the case unless he furnished him with fuller information on certain points on which he had refused to give any information at all, when the servant came to announce that Mr. Golden, of the firm of Messrs. Ruby and Golden, was at the door and desirous of an interview.

A minute later Mr. Champnell found himself face to face with the junior partner of the famous firm of jewellers — a shrewd, sharp-looking man, who wasted no time in coming to the point.

“I have been made the victim, Mr. Champnell, of an atrocious outrage, and I come to you first, because the matter is one which requires delicate handling, and second, because the author of the outrage is a member of your own order. I may add that if you succeed in this matter we may be able to place a good deal of business in your hands — business of a kind which requires the intervention of a diplomatist rather than of a policeman.”

The Hon. Augustus bowed.

“You are acquainted with Lord Hardaway?” Another bow from Mr. Champnell. “His lordship has been a customer of ours for some time, and is so largely in our debt that some months ago we felt bound to intimate that we could not allow him to add to the already large figure of his account “We have recently received information, through side channels, that his lordship was paying his addresses to Miss Bonnyer-Lees, the sole child and heiress of the eminent soap-boiler. And, ten days ago, we received a letter from his lordship himself, which was to the effect that he was about to start for a cruise in his yacht, the Stormy Petrel; that Miss Bonnyer-Lees was to accompany him, with other friends; that he had hopes of making Miss Bonnyer-Lees his wife; and he desired us to send him, at once, for his inspection and the lady’s, a selection of the finest things we had in stock; in fact, he gave us to understand that matters had reached a stage in which he was anxious to make the lady a handsome present. His lordship went on to add that if he married Miss Bonnyer-Lees our account should receive an immediate settlement; while, on the other hand, if he did not marry her, it was quite possible that we should have to whistle — the word was his lordship’s own.”

“Where was Lord Hardaway when he wrote this letter?”

“Staying at Miss Bonnyer-Lees’ own residence in Kent. But the day after we received a telegram from him stating that they had decided to commence the cruise sooner than they had originally intended; that the day following they would be off Deal, on board the yacht, and that the goods were to be sent on board to be examined. The telegram also contained what seemed to me, under the circumstances, to be a somewhat brutal intimation to the effect that if we did not telegraph a reply to say that the goods would be sent off at once the order would be placed elsewhere.”

“Did you send the goods?”

“My impulse was to telegraph a refusal. In several little matters Lord Hardaway had not used us altogether well, and it seemed to me that in this matter he was not using us altogether well either; there was no necessity, for instance, for him to threaten us with the loss of his custom. My partner, however, Mr. Ruby, would not hear of a refusal. He was naturally unwilling to lose the business which would be associated with what would, probably, be one of the weddings of the season. On one point I did stand firm. As I feared that, if he was the bearer of the goods, Mr. Ruby would quite probably allow himself to be wheedled out of them, without receiving any satisfactory promise of payment, I resolved to take the goods myself. Which I did do.”

Mr. Golden paused. At this point of his narrative, which he had reached, a certain uneasiness seemed to possess him.

“It was about midday when I reached Deal. It was both blowing and raining, and what I should have called a regular gale was on. A sailor with the words ‘ Stormy Petrel ‘ on his cap came to me at the station, and, when I told him who I was, informed me that we must go off to the yacht at once, because his lordship had resolved to weigh anchor if I did not arrive by that train. I had never been to Deal in my life before, and I had some — idea — that the yacht might — be anchored to the pier. — But — when I got down to the beach I found that there — was no pier, and the sailor, pointing to what — was — merely a speck on the horizon, said, “There’s the Stormy Petrel.” When he said that, and I saw that the yacht was heaven knows how far from land, if I had not felt that the fellow was covertly grinning at me, and that I should never have heard the last of it from Ruby, I should have come straight back to town, which would have been a wiser thing than what I actually did do. I entrusted myself in a cranky boat to the mercy of the, literally, foaming billows.”

Again Mr. Golden paused. It might have been imagination, but it seemed to the Hon. Augustus that, at the mere recollection of that experience of the horrors of the ocean, Mr. Golden became a little yellow.

“I am not ashamed, Mr. Champnell, to own that I am no sailor. I have felt qualms upon the Thames. What I suffered in that cockle-shell of a boat, tossed hither and thither amidst that seething mass of waters — I don’t know if it was blowing or raining hardest — I will not now attempt to describe. When I reached the Stormy Petrel I was more dead than alive. Lord Hardaway received me on deck; he was, evidently, suffering no inconvenience from the weather. ‘ Hollo, Golden,’ he said, ‘you’re looking queer.’ ‘If, my lord,’ I answered, ‘I am looking as queer as I feel I must be looking very queer indeed. I had no idea before I left town that such a storm was raging.” Storm!’ he said, ‘ you don’t call this a storm. It’s only a capful of wind! Come below and have a peg?’ I went downstairs and I had some brandy; then I must have had another attack of illness, because the next thing I can remember is Lord Hardaway clapping me on the shoulder and exclaiming, ‘ I say, Golden, where are those jewels of yours?’”

Once more there was a break in Mr. Golden’s narrative — he seemed to be oppressed by the weight of his recollections.

“It will give you, Mr. Champnell, an adequate idea of my physical condition when I tell you that, until that moment, I had forgotten that I had the jewels on me, and when I add that I had taken with me from town jewels to the gross value of nearly £20,000 you will understand what that statement means. They were contained in a locked leather case, which was attached to a steel belt which was locked about my waist. The keys both of the belt and of the case were in a secret pocket of my waistcoat — see here.”

Unbuttoning his waistcoat, Mr. Golden disclosed a tiny pocket, which was ingeniously contrived in the lining.

“When his lordship spoke I put my hand to my waist and found that the belt and case had gone, and not only so, my waistcoat was unbuttoned and the keys had vanished.

“‘My lord,’ I cried, as I staggered to my feet, ‘ I’ve been robbed.’

“‘By Jove,’ he exclaimed, ‘if I didn’t think so. Come along, Golden, the thief has just gone overboard with the spoil — if you don’t look alive he’ll get clear away.’ You will understand, Mr. Champnell, that I was disorganised both in mind and body — really incapable, in fact, of collecting my thoughts.

I allowed his lordship to drag me up above. It seemed to me when I got into the open air that the storm was raging worse than ever; and taking me to the side of the deck, he pointed out a solitary individual who was rowing away from the ship in a little boat. ‘There’s the thief! I thought there was something suspicious about the way in which he came sneaking up from below. Before we knew what he was up to he had dropped into his boat and was off. If you look alive, Golden, you’ll catch him yet, red-handed.’ The boat in which I had come from shore was still alongside, and, before I had a chance to collect my scattered senses, his lordship had not only bundled me into it, but the boat itself was pushed off from the yacht.

“We chased that boat which contained the solitary rower, as it appeared to me, for hours. I will not dilate on what I still continued to suffer, but through all my agony I urged the rowers in pursuit. As soon as we were within hailing distance I shouted to the fellow, ‘Stop!’ Directly I did so, standing up in his boat, he dropped something into the sea. I distinctly saw that he dropped something, but what he was too far off for me to see. When we reached him he declared that he had merely thrown overboard some rubbish, but why he had chosen that singularly inopportune moment he did not condescend to explain. We took him in tow, he seeming not at all unwilling, and at last we reached the land. How thankful I was to do so no one but myself can have the faintest conception.

“Hardly had I set foot on terra firma than I became convinced that I had been duped from first to last. The fellow we had chased turned out to be an honest, simple fisherman, who had been employed to take a telegram from the post office to the yacht, and who protested that he had never left his boat and that he knew nothing of my belt or case. I believed, and I believe him. I have no doubt whatever that Lord Hardaway was himself the thief. I would have instituted a prosecution directly I returned to town only Ruby would not hear of it Mr. Ruby is always fearful of anything in the shape of a scandal. A week has passed. We have heard nothing of his lordship or of the jewels. That, at present, is how the matter stands.”

“What is it you wish me to do?”

“To see that the jewels are returned to us.”

“And in default?”

“We must either have the jewels or a guarantee of payment — a sufficient guarantee! — or we prosecute. Here is a list of the jewels that are missing, with the several values attached.” Mr. Golden handed the Hon. Augustus a sheet of paper. “You perceive that it is a matter which requires delicate handling.”

“Quite so. Where is Lord Hardaway now?”

“No one seems to have the least idea. As you are aware, the weather has been very boisterous during the last few days, and, for all anyone seems to know, he and the Stormy Petrel may be at the bottom of the sea together. Altogether, for us, it is a pleasant state of things!”

“Was Miss Bonnyer-Lees on board?”

“She was not. It appears only too probable that the whole business was a deliberately planned conspiracy. As I told you at the beginning, Mr. Champnell, I have been made the victim of an atrocious outrage.”

II.

When, Mr. Golden having departed, the Hon. Augustus was left alone he laughed. The story of the jeweller’s sufferings appealed to his sense of humour. He studied the list of the missing jewels.

“There appears to be some pretty baubles among them, and they appear to be marked at pretty prices. If Hardaway has got clean away with the spoil they ought to provide him with a pleasant little nest egg with which to start afresh.”

He turned to the mantelpiece to get a light for his pipe. Just as he struck a match his ears were saluted by a curious sound which proceeded from behind his back.

“What’s that?”

With the lighted match in his hand he turned to listen. The sound continued — it seemed to increase in volume. It was as if some rusty clockwork mechanism had suddenly been set in motion.

“It seems to come from the interior of the Marquis of Bewlay’s precious iron case.” The case in question still remained where it had originally been placed, upon a chair. Mr. Champnell went to it and raised the lid. “By George! it does! It strikes me that it comes from inside one of these pretty wooden boxes — from inside this one, unless I am mistaken.”

He removed the cover from the box in question — the noise did seem to come from inside it. No sooner had he done so than there was a sound as if a damp squib had been exploded, a quantity of what seemed like water was dashed into his face, and there drifted through the room a most unpleasant smoke. The Hon. Augustus was amazed.

“It occurs to me that the Marquis was right, and that these ingenious contrivances are infernal machines. Unless I err, one of them has justified its existence by exploding. Considering that there are twelve more of them, I seem to be in a truly comfortable situation. It is a pity Bewlay did not keep them in his possession a little longer, and allow them to explode on his own premises instead of on mine. What is this stuff on my face?” His head and face were covered with moisture. He allowed a drop to trickle into his mouth. “It tastes like seawater. What is the meaning of this thing? I’ll have a look at myself in the glass.”

As he was moving towards a mirror something caught his eye which was lying on the floor.

“What the something’s that?”

He might well ask — what seemed to be a circlet of scintillating light was lying almost at his feet He picked it up, staring at it, when he had it in his hand, with growing bewilderment.

“A bracelet! — of diamonds! — As I am a sinner! — How on earth did it get here?” An idea flashed into his brain. “Can it be — it can’t be — I do believe it is one of Golden’s.”

He examined with eager eyes the list of the missing jewels.

“It is! — Here’s the thing itself!— ‘A bracelet of twenty-four diamonds, in a plain gold setting, with pearl fastenings. When closed the fastening is heartshaped. Five pearls in fastening.’ It is Golden’s. Hollo, another of the Marquis’s infernal machines seems to be evincing an inclination to go off.”

The words were hardly out of his mouth when it did go off; indeed, the whole thirteen had gone off within ten minutes. They had evidently been ingeniously contrived to go off, as rapidly as possible, one after the other, so, as the schoolboys have it, to “keep the pot a-boiling.” The room was full of suffocating smoke, Mr. Champnell was drenched with what seemed like sea-water, and he was in the possession of the whole of the missing jewels — they had been vomited forth by the infernal machines.

“Although this looks as if it were a fairy tale,” he told himself, “I fancy it has a very simple explanation.”

As, some half-hour after, he was driving down Bond Street in a cab, his attention was attracted to an individual who was advancing along the Piccadilly pavement.

“The man himself! So whatever may have become of the Stormy Petrel, milord himself is above water.”

Stopping the cab, springing out of it, hastening towards the individual in question, Mr. Champnell accosted him — a tall, willowy man, with a dark, oval face, and big, wild, black eyes.

“I am glad to see, Hardaway, that you’re not drowned, in spite of the boisterous weather which has recently prevailed in the Channel. You have probably been kept alive in order to be arrested on a warrant emanating from Scotland Yard.”

“Champnell, you don’t mean it?”

“Don’t I? When a man steals jewels to the value of twenty thousand pounds, puts them, with about two gallons of sea-water, into thirteen infernal machines; sends those infernal machines to the address of the Marquis of Bewlay; and they are brought to me, and explode, and nearly blow me up, and the whole place besides, it is generally supposed that that man has done something which necessitates the issue of a warrant.”

“My dear fellow! — it was only a joke.”

“For less pointed jokes men have been sent to penal servitude.”

Lord Hardaway slipped his arm through Mr. Champnell’s.

“I was so devilish wild, and Golden was so devilish sick, that I couldn’t help but spoof him. As for Bewlay, I owe him one for a dozen different things; I was bound to be even with him some time. There was nothing in the tins but water and Golden’s jewels.”

“Then it doesn’t occur to you that you have been guilty of felony, and also of what a hanging judge might construe as an attempt to murder?”

“I say, Champnell, spare my blushes! I hear, dear boy, you’ve turned detective; you might do me a good turn, and all in the way of business. The fact is, I’m engaged to be married — the Bonnyer-Lees.” Lord Hardaway winked. “It will set me on my legs.”

“I thought that Miss Bonnyer-Lees was not on board the Stormy Petrel.”

“She wasn’t. That’s what made me so devilish wild. She was to have gone, but when it began to blow she hoisted the white feather. I felt that I must have it out of somebody, so I had it out of Golden. But I saw her yesterday, and I made it all right, we’re going to be married at once. I’m going to run straight — I swear I am! But if this tale got wind, it might spoil everything. I tell you what, old man, if, in the way of business, you’ll make things square with Ruby and Golden, and with old Bewlay, I’ll give you any sum in reason you like to name, say a couple of hundred guineas, cash down.”

“A couple of hundred guineas, you say?” Mr. Champnell smiled; what at the moment was not quite plain. “You don’t seem conscious that it is a rather curious proposition which you are making me, especially as I happen to be already retained upon the other side, but I’ll do the best for you I can.”

When the Hon. Augustus reached Messrs. Ruby and Golden’s establishment in Bond Street he was received by both the partners in a private room.

“Do I understand, gentlemen, if I return to you the missing jewels, exactly as they left Mr. Golden’s hands, that, as they say in the advertisements, no questions will be asked?” Both partners were profuse in their protestations that he might so understand. “Then, in that case, gentlemen, here they are.” He placed a leather case before them on the table. The partners stared. “If you will be so good as to examine them, at once, in my presence, you will perceive that they are intact. You quite understand, that no questions are to be asked of anyone, and, in particular, nothing is to be said to Lord Hardaway. I may mention, by the way, that Lord Hardaway is to be married, almost immediately, to Miss Bonnyer-Lees.”

Mr. Ruby rubbed his hands and smiled.

“We are delighted to hear it, Mr. Champnell — delighted! You may rely on us not to breathe a word to Lord Hardaway; we quite understand that it was only a little joke of his. His lordship is so full of humour.”

Mr. Golden’s tone — he was examining the jewels as he spoke — was not quite so effusive.

“If you had been in my place, and had suffered what I suffered, you might not have seen the joke quite so clearly, Ruby. There is such a thing as being almost too full of humour.”

Mr. Champnell went straight from Bond Street to the Marquis of Bewlay’s. He found the Marquis in his smoking-room.

“You may make your mind easy on the subject of those infernal machines. Here they are.” Mr. Champnell took thirteen empty tins from a bag which he was carrying. “They have all gone off, but as they were all filled with water it would seem as if somebody had been planning a practical joke at your expense. That sort of infernal machine hardly savours of a secret society.”

“It certainly does not, and though you mayn’t think it, Mr. Champnell, it’s worth all of two hundred guineas to me to know it.”

“I am very glad indeed to hear it.”

And so the Hon. Augustus told himself again, when, having returned to his own quarters, he had propped up his feet against the mantel-shelf and was lighting a cigar.

“I don’t think that’s a bad morning’s stroke of business — five hundred guineas for doing nothing at all.”


THE HOUSEBOAT


CHAPTER I.

“I AM sure of it!”

Inglis laid down his knife and fork. He stared round and round the small apartment in a manner which was distinctly strange. My wife caught him up. She laid down her knife and fork.

“You’re sure of what?”

Inglis seemed disturbed. He appeared unwilling to give a direct answer. “Perhaps, after all, it’s only a coincidence.”

But Violet insisted. “What is a coincidence?”

Inglis addressed himself to me.

“The fact is, Millen, directly I came on board I thought I had seen this boat before.”

“But I thought you said that you had never heard of the Water Lily?

“Nor have I. The truth is that when I knew it, it wasn’t the Water Lily “I don’t understand.”

“They must have changed the name. Unless I am very much mistaken this — this used to be the Sylph!’

“The Sylph?”

“You don’t mean to say that you have never heard of the Sylph?”

Inglis asked this question in a tone of voice which was peculiar.

“My dear fellow, I’m not a riverain authority. I am not acquainted with every houseboat between Richmond and Oxford. It was only at your special recommendation that I took the Water Lily.”

“Excuse me, Millen, I advised a houseboat I didn’t specify the Water Lily.”

“But,” asked my wife, “what was the matter with the Sylph that she should so mysteriously have become the Water Lily?”

Inglis fenced with this question in a manner which seemed to suggest a state of mental confusion.

“Of course, Millen, I know that that sort of thing would not have the slightest influence on you. It is only people of a very different sort who would allow it to have any effect on them. Then, after all, I may be wrong. And, in any case, I don’t see that it matters.”

“Mr. Inglis, are you suggesting that the Sylph was haunted?”

“Haunted!” Inglis started. “I never dropped a hint about its being haunted. So far as I remember I never heard a word of anything of the kind.” Violet placed her knife and fork together on her plate. She folded her hands upon her lap.

“Mr. Inglis, there is a mystery. Will you this mystery unfold?”

“Didn’t you really ever hear about the Sylph — two years ago?”

“Two years ago we were out of England.”

“So you were. Perhaps that explains it. You understand, this mayn’t be the Sylph. I may be wrong — though I don’t think I am.” Inglis glanced uncomfortably at the chair on which he was sitting. “Why, I believe this is the very chair on which I sat! I remember noticing what a queer shape it was.”

It was rather an odd-shaped chair. For that matter, all the things on board were odd.

“Then have you been on board this boat before?”

“Yes.” Inglis positively shuddered. “I was, once; if it is the Sylph, that is.” He thrust his hands into his trouser pockets. He leaned back in his chair. A curious look came into his face. “It is the Sylph, I’ll swear to it. It all comes back to me. What an extraordinary coincidence! One might almost think there was something supernatural in the thing.”

His manner fairly roused me.

“I wish you would stop speaking in riddles, and tell us what you are driving at.”

He became preternaturally solemn.

“Millen, I’m afraid I have made rather an ass of myself; I ought to have held my tongue. But the coincidence is such a strange one that it took me unawares, and since I have said so much I suppose I may as well say more. After dinner I will tell you all there is to tell. I don’t think it’s a story which Mrs. Millen would like to listen to.”

Violet’s face was a study.

“I don’t understand you, Mr. Inglis, because you are quite well aware it is a principle of mine that what is good for a husband to hear is good for a wife. Come, don’t be silly. Let us hear what the fuss is about. I daresay it’s about nothing after all.”

“You think so? Well, Mrs. Millen, you shall hear.” He carefully wiped his moustache. He began: “Two years ago there was a houseboat on the river called the Sylph, It belonged to a man named Hambro. He lent it to a lady and a gentleman. She was rather a pretty woman, with a lot of fluffy, golden hair. He was a quiet unassuming-looking man, who looked as though he had something to do with horses. I made their acquaintance on the river. One evening he asked me on board to dine. I sat, as I believe, on this very chair, at this very table. Three days afterwards they disappeared.”

“Well?” I asked. Inglis had paused.

“So far as I know, he has never been seen or heard of since.”

“And the lady?”

“Some of us were getting up a picnic. We wanted them to come with us. We couldn’t quite make out their sudden disappearance. So, two days after we had missed them, I and another man tried to rout them out I looked through the window. I saw something lying on the floor. ‘Jarvis,’ I whispered, ‘I believe that Mrs. Bush is lying on the floor dead drunk.’ ‘She can’t have been drunk two days,’ he said. He came to my side. ‘Why, she’s in her nightdress. This is very queer. Inglis, I wonder if the door is locked.’ It wasn’t. We opened it and went inside.”

Inglis emptied his glass of wine.

“The woman we had known as Mrs. Bush lay in her nightdress, dead upon the floor. She had been stabbed to the heart. She was lying just about where Mrs. Millen is sitting now.”

“Mr. Inglis!” Violet rose suddenly.

“There is reason to believe that, from one point of view, the woman was no better than she ought to have been. That is the story.”

“But” — I confess it was not at all the story I had expected it was going to be; I did not altogether like it—” who killed her?”

“That is the question. There was no direct evidence to show. No weapon was discovered. The man we had known as Bush had vanished, as it seemed, off the face of the earth. He had not left so much as a pocket-handkerchief behind him. Everything both of his and hers had gone. It turned out that nobody knew anything at all about him. They had no servant. What meals they had on board were sent in from the hotel. Hambro had advertised the Sylph. Bush had replied to the advertisement. He had paid the rent in advance, and Hambro had asked no questions.”

“And what became of the Sylph?”

“She also vanished. She had become a little too notorious. One doesn’t fancy living on board a houseboat on which a murder has been committed; one is at too close quarters. I suppose Hambro sold her for what he could get, and the purchaser painted her, and rechristened her the Water Lily.”

“But are you sure this is the Sylph?”

“As sure as that I am sitting here. It is impossible that I could be mistaken. I still seem to see that woman lying dead just about where Mrs. Millen is standing now.”

“Mr. Inglis!”

Violet was standing up. She moved away — towards me. Inglis left soon afterwards. He did not seem to care to stop. He had scarcely eaten any dinner. In fact, that was the case with all of us. Mason had exerted herself to prepare a decent meal in her cramped little kitchen, and we had been so ungrateful as not even to reach the end of her bill of fare. When Inglis had gone she appeared in her bonnet and cloak. We supposed that, very naturally, she had taken umbrage.

“If you please, ma’am, I’m going.”

“Mason! What do you mean?”

“I couldn’t think of stopping in no place in which murder was committed, least of all a houseboat. Not to mention that last night I heard ghosts, if ever anyone heard them yet.”

“Mason! Don’t be absurd. I thought you had more sense.”

“All I can say is, ma’am, that last night as I lay awake, listening to the splashing of the water, all at once I heard in here the sound of quarrelling. I couldn’t make it out I thought that you and the master was having words. Yet it didn’t sound like your voices. Besides, you went on awful. Still, I didn’t like to say nothing, because it might have been, and it wasn’t my place to say that I had heard. But now I know that it was ghosts.”

She went. She was not to be persuaded to stay any more than Inglis. She did not even stay to clear the table. I have seldom seen a woman in a greater hurry. As for wages, there was not a hint of them. Staid, elderly, self-possessed female though she was, she seemed to be in a perfect panic of fear. Nothing would satisfy her but that she should, with the greatest possible expedition, shake from her feet the dust of the Water Lily. When we were quit of her I looked at Violet and Violet looked at me. I laughed. I will not go so far as to say that I laughed genially; still, I laughed.

“We seem to be in for a pleasant river holiday.”

“Eric, let us get outside.”

We went on deck. The sun had already set. There was no moon, but there was a cloudless sky. The air was languorous and heavy. Boats were stealing over the waters. Someone in the distance was playing a banjo accompaniment while a clear girlish voice was singing “The Garden of Sleep.” The other houseboats were radiant with Chinese lanterns. The Water Lily alone was still in shadow. We drew our deck-chairs close together. Violet’s hand stole into mine.

“Eric, do you know that last night I, too, heard voices?”

“You!” I laughed again. “Violet!”

“I couldn’t make it out at all. I was just going to wake you when they were still.”

“You were dreaming, child. Inglis’s story — confound him and his story! — has recalled your dream to mind. I hope you don’t wish to follow Mason’s example, and make a bolt of it I have paid pretty stiffly for the honour of being the Water Lily tenant for a month, not to mention the fact of disarranging all our plans.”

Violet paused before she answered.

“No; I don’t think I want, as you say, to make a bolt of it. Indeed,” she nestled closer to my side, “it is rather the other way. I should like to see it through. I have sometimes thought that I should like to be with someone I can trust in a situation such as this. Perhaps we may be able to fathom the mystery — who knows?”

This tickled me. “I thought you had done with romance.”

“With one sort of romance I hope I shall never have done.” She pressed my hand. She looked up archly into my face. I knew it, although we were in shadow. “With another sort of romance I may be only just beginning. I have never yet had dealings with a ghost.”


CHAPTER II.

At first I could not make out what it was that had roused me. Then I felt Violet’s hand steal into mine. Her voice whispered in my ear, “Eric!” I turned over towards her on the pillow. “Be still. They’re here.” I did as she bade me. I was still. I heard no sound but the lazy rippling of the river.

“Who’s here?” I asked, when, as I deemed, I had been silent long enough.

“S-sh!” I felt her finger pressed against my lips. I was still again. The silence was broken in rather a peculiar manner.

“I don’t think you quite understand me.”

The words were spoken in a man’s voice, as it seemed to me, close behind my back. I was so startled by the unexpected presence of a third person that I made as if to spring up in bed. My wife caught me by the arm. Before I could remonstrate or shake off her grasp a woman’s laughter rang through the little cabin. It was too metallic to be agreeable. And a woman’s voice replied — 

“I understand you well enough, don’t you make any error!”

There was a momentary pause.

“You don’t understand me, fool!”

The first four words were spoken with a deliberation which meant volumes, while the final epithet came with a sudden malignant ferocity which took me aback. The speaker, whoever he might be, meant mischief. I sprang up and out of bed.

“What are you doing here?” I cried.

I addressed the inquiry apparently to the vacant air. The moonlight flooded the little cabin. It showed clearly enough that it was empty. My wife sat up in bed.

“Now,” she observed, “you’ve done it.”

“Done what? Who was that speaking?”

“The voices.”

“The voices! What voices? I’ll voice them! Where the dickens have they gone?”

I moved towards the cabin door, with the intention of pursuing my inquiries further. Violet’s voice arrested me.

“It is no use your going to look for them. They will not be found by searching. The speakers were Mr and Mrs. Bush.”

“Mr and Mrs. Bush?”

“Violet’s voice dropped to an awful whisper. “The murderer and his victim.”

I stared at her in the moonlight Inglis’s pleasant little story had momentarily escaped my memory. Suddenly roused from a dreamless slumber, I had not yet had time to recall such trivialities. Now it all came back in a flash.

“Violet,” I exclaimed, “have you gone mad?”

“They are the voices which I heard last night. They are the voices which Mason heard. Now you have heard them. If you had kept still the mystery might have been unravelled. The crime might have been re-acted before our eyes, or at least within sound of our ears.”

I sat down upon the ingenious piece of furniture which did duty as a bed. I seemed to have struck upon a novel phase in my wife’s character. It was not altogether a pleasing novelty. She spoke with a degree of judicial calmness which, under all the circumstances, I did not altogether relish.

“Violet, I wish you wouldn’t talk like that. It makes my blood run cold.”

“Why should it? My dear Eric, I have heard you yourself say that in the presence of the seemingly mysterious our attitude should be one of passionless criticism. A mysterious crime has been committed in this very chamber.” I shivered. “Surely it is our duty to avail ourselves of any opportunities which may offer, and which may enable us to probe it to the bottom.”

I made no answer. I examined the doors. They were locked and bolted. There was no sign that anyone had tampered with the fastenings. I returned to bed. As I was arranging myself between the sheets Violet whispered in my ear. “Perhaps if we are perfectly quiet they may come back again.”

I am not a man given to adjectives; but I felt adjectival then. I was about to explain, in language which would not have been wanting in force, that I had no desire that they should come back again, when — 

“You had better give it to me.”

The words were spoken in a woman’s voice, as it seemed, within twelve inches of my back. The voice was not that of a lady. I should have said without hesitation, had I heard the voice under any other circumstances, that the speaker had been born within the sound of Bow Bells.

“Had I?”

It was a man’s voice which put the question. There was something about the tone in which the speaker put it which reminded one of the line in the people’s ballad, “It ain’t exactly what ‘e sez, it’s the nasty way ‘e sez it.” The question was put in a very “nasty way” indeed.

“Yes, my boy, you had.”

“ — Indeed?”

“Yes, you may say ‘indeed,’ but if you don’t I tell you what I’ll do — I’ll spoil you.”

“And what, my dear Gertie, am I to understand by the mystic threat of spoiling me?”

“I’ll go straight to your wife, and I’ll tell her everything.”

“Oh, you will, will you?”

There was a movement of a chair. The male speaker was getting up.

“Yes, I will.”

There was a slight pause. One could fancy that the speakers were facing each other. One could picture the look of impudent defiance upon the woman’s countenance, the suggestion of coming storm upon that of the man. It was the man’s voice which broke the silence.

“It is odd, Gertrude, that you should have chosen this evening to threaten me, because I myself had chosen this evening, I won’t say to threaten, but to make a communication to you.”

“Give me a match.” The request came from the woman.

“With pleasure. I will give you anything, my dear Gertrude, within reason.” There was another pause. In the silence I seemed to hear my wife holding her breath — as I certainly was holding mine. All at once there came a sound of scratching, a flash of light. It came so unexpectedly, and such was the extreme tension of my nerves, that, with a stifled exclamation, I half rose in bed. My wife pressed her hand against my lips. She held me down. She spoke in so attenuated a whisper that it was only because all my senses were so keenly on the alert that I heard her.

“You goose! He’s only striking a match.”

He might have been, but who? She took things for granted. I wanted to know. The light continued flickering to and fro, as a match does flicker.

I would have given much to know who held it, or even what was its position in the room. As luck had it, my face was turned the other way. My wife seemed to understand what was passing in my mind.

“There’s no one there,” she whispered.

No one, I presumed, but the match. I took it for granted that was there. Though I did not venture to inquire, I felt that I might not have such perfect control over my voice as my wife appeared to have.

While the light continued to flicker there came stealing into my nostrils — I sniffed, the thing was unmistakable! — the odour of tobacco. The woman was lighting a cigarette. I knew it was the woman because presently there came this request from the man, “After you with the light, my dear.”

I presume that the match was passed. Immediately the smell of tobacco redoubled. The man had lit a cigarette as well. I confess that I resented — silently, but still strongly — the idea of two strangers, whether ghosts or anybody else, smoking, uninvited, in my cabin.

The match went out. The cigarettes were lit. The man continued speaking.

“The communication, my dear Gertrude, which I intended to make to you was this. The time has come for us to part.”

He paused, possibly for an answer. None came.

“I need not enlarge on the reasons which necessitate our parting. They exist.”

Pause again. Then the woman.

“What are you going to give me?”

“One of the reasons which necessitate our parting — a very strong reason, as you, I am sure, will be the first to admit — is that I have nothing left to give you.”

“So you say.”

“Precisely. So I say and so I mean.”

“Do you mean that you are going to give me nothing?”

“I mean, my dear Gertrude, that I have nothing to give you. You have left me nothing.”

“Bah!”

The sound which issued from the lady’s lips was expressive of the most complete contempt “Look here, my boy, you give me a hundred sovereigns or I’ll spoil you.”

Pause again. Probably the gentleman was thinking over the lady’s observation.

“What benefit do you think you will do yourself by what you call ‘ spoiling’ me?”

“Never mind about that: I’ll do it. You think I don’t know all about you, but I do. Perhaps I’m not so soft as you think. Your wife’s got some money if you haven’t. Suppose you go back and ask her for some. You’ve treated me badly enough. I don’t see why you shouldn’t go and treat her the same. She wouldn’t make things warm for you if she knew a few things I could tell her — not at all! You give me a hundred sovereigns or, I tell you straight, I’ll go right to your house and I’ll tell her all.”

“Oh, no, you won’t.”

“Won’t I? I say I will!”

“Oh, no, you won’t.”

“I say I will! I’ve warned you, that’s all. I’m not going to stop here, talking stuff to you. I’m going to bed. You can go and hang yourself for all I care.”

There was a sound, an indubitable sound — the sound of a pair of shoes being thrown upon the floor. There were other sounds, equally capable of explanation: sounds which suggested — I wish the printer would put it in small type — that the lady was undressing. Undressing, too, with scant regard to ceremony. Garments were thrown off and tossed higgledy-piggledy here and there. They appeared to be thrown, with sublime indifference, upon table, chairs, and floor. I even felt something alight upon the bed. Some feminine garment, perhaps, which, although it fell by no means heavily, made me conscious, as it fell, of the most curious sensation I had in all my life — till then — experienced. It seemed that the lady, while she unrobed, continued smoking. From her next words it appeared that the gentleman, also smoking, stood and stared at her.

“Don’t stand staring at me like a gawk. I’m going to turn in.”

“And I’m going to turn out. Not, as you suggested, to hang myself, but to finish this cigarette upon the roof. Perhaps, when I return, you will be in a more equable frame of mind.”

“Don’t you flatter yourself. What I say I mean. A hundred sovereigns, or I tell your wife.”

He laughed very softly, as though he was determined not to be annoyed. Then we heard his footsteps as he crossed the floor. The door opened, then closed. We heard him ascend the steps. Then, with curious distinctness, his measured tramp, tramp, as he moved to and fro upon the roof. In the cabin for a moment there was silence. Then the woman said, with a curious faltering in her voice — 

“I’ll do it I don’t care what he says.” There was a choking in her throat. “He don’t care for me a bit.”

Suddenly she flung herself upon her knees beside the bed. She pillowed her head and arms upon the coverlet I lay near the outer edge of the bed, which was a small one, by the way. As I lay I felt the pressure of her limbs. My sensations, as I did, I am unable to describe. After a momentary interval there came the sound of sobbing. I could feel the woman quivering with the strength of her emotion. Violet and I were speechless. I do not think that, for the instant, we could have spoken even had we tried. The woman’s presence was so evident, her grief so real. As she wept disjointed words came from her.

“I’ve given everything for him! If he only cared for me! If he only did.”

All at once, with a rapid movement, she sprang up. The removal of the pressure was altogether unmistakable. I was conscious of her resting her hands upon the coverlet to assist her to her feet. I felt the little jerk; then the withdrawal of the hands. She choked back her sobs when she had gained her feet. Her tone was changed.

“What a fool I am to make a fuss. He don’t care for me — not that” We heard her snap her fingers in the air. “He never did. Us women are always fools — we’re all the same. I’ll go to bed.” Violet clutched my arm. She whispered, in that attenuated fashion she seemed to have caught the trick of — 

“She’s getting into bed. We must get out.”

It certainly was a fact, someone was getting into bed. The bed-clothes were moved; not our bedclothes, but some phantom coverings. We heard them rustle, we were conscious of a current of air across our faces as someone caught them open. And then! — then someone stepped upon the bed “Let’s get out!” gasped Violet 


CHAPTER III.

She moved away from me. She squeezed herself against the side of the cabin. She withdrew her limbs from between the sheets. As for me, the person who had stepped upon the bed had actually stepped upon me, and that without seeming at all conscious of my presence. Someone sat down plump upon the sheet beside me. That was enough. I took advantage of my lying on the edge of the bed to slip out upon the floor. I might possess an unsuspected capacity for undergoing strange experiences, but I drew the line at sleeping with a ghost.

The moonlight streamed across the room. As I stood, in something very like a state of nature on the floor, I could clearly see Violet cowering on the further side of the bed. I could distinguish all her features. But when I looked upon the bed itself — there was nothing there. The moon’s rays fell upon the pillow. They revealed its snowy whiteness. There seemed nothing else it could reveal. It was untenanted. And yet, if one looked closely at it, it seemed to be indented, just as it might have been indented had a human head been lying there. But about one thing there could be no mistake whatever — my ears did not play me false, I heard it too distinctly — the sound made by a person who settles himself between the sheets, and then the measured respiration of one who composes himself to slumber.

I remained there silent. On her hands and knees Violet crept towards the foot of the bed. When she had gained the floor she stole on tiptoe to my side.

“I did not dare to step across her.” I felt her, as she nestled to me, give me a little shiver. “I could not do it. Can you see her?”

“What a fool I am!” As Violet asked her question there came this observation from the person in the bed — whom, by the way, I could not see. There was a long-drawn sigh. “What fools all we women are! What fools!”

There was a sincerity of bitterness about the tone, which, coming as it did from an unseen speaker — one so near and yet so far — had on one a most uncomfortable effect. Violet pressed closer to my side. The woman in the bed turned over. Overhead there still continued the measured tramp, tramping of the man. We were conscious, in some subtle way, that the woman lay listening to the footsteps. They spoke more audibly to her ears even than to ours.

“Ollie! Ollie!” she repeated the name softly to herself, with a degree of tenderness which was in startling contrast to her previous bitterness.

“I wish you would come to bed.”

She was silent. There was only the sound of her gentle breathing. Her bitter mood had been but transient. She was falling asleep with words of tenderness upon her lips. Above, the footsteps ceased. All was still. There was not even the murmur of the waters. The wife and I, side by side, stood looking down upon what seemed an empty bed.

“She is asleep,” said Violet. It seemed to me she was: although I could not see her, it seemed to me she was. I could hear her breathing as softly as a child. Violet continued whispering — 

“How strange! Eric, what can it mean?”

I muttered a reply — 

“A problem for the Psychical Research Society.”

“It seems just like a dream.”

“I wish it were a dream.”

“S-sh! There is someone coming down the stairs.” There was — at least, if we could trust our ears, there was. Apparently the man above had had enough of solitude. We heard him move across the roof, then pause just by the steps, then descend them one by one. It seemed to us that in this step there was something stealthy, that he was endeavouring not to arouse attention, to make as little noise as possible. Half-way down he paused; at the foot he paused again.

“He’s listening outside the door.” It almost seemed that he was. We stood and listened too. “Let’s get away from the bed.”

My wife drew me with her. At the opposite end of the cabin was a sort of little alcove, which was screened by a curtain, and behind which were hung one or two of our garments which we were not actually using. Violet drew me within the shadow of this alcove. I say drew me because, offering no resistance, I allowed myself to be completely passive in her hands. The alcove was not large enough to hold us. Still the curtain acted as a partial screen.

The silence endured for some moments. Then we heard without a hand softly turning the handle of the door. While I was wondering whether, after all, I was not the victim of an attack of indigestion, or whether I was about to witness an attempt at effecting a burglarious entry into a houseboat, a strange thing happened, the strangest thing that had happened yet.

As I have already mentioned, the moon’s rays flooded the cabin. This was owing to the fact that a long narrow casement, which ran round the walls near the roof of the cabin, had been left open for the sake of admitting air and ventilation; but, save for the moonbeams, the cabin was unlighted. When, however, we heard the handle being softly turned, a singular change occurred. It was like the transformation scene in a theatre. The whole place, all at once, was brilliantly illuminated. The moonbeams disappeared. Instead, a large swinging lamp was hanging from the centre of the cabin. So strong was the light which it shed around that our eyes were dazzled. It was not our lamp; we used small hand-lamps, which stood upon the table. By its glare we saw that the whole cabin was changed. For an instant we failed to clearly realise in what the change consisted. Then we understood it was a question of decoration. The contents of the cabin, for the most part, were the same, though they looked newer, and the positions of the various articles were altered; but the panels of the cabin of the Water Lily were painted blue and white. The panels of this cabin were coloured chocolate and gold.

“Eric, it’s the Sylph!”

The suggestion conveyed by my wife’s whispered words, even as she spoke, occurred to me. I understood where, for Inglis, had lain the difficulty of recognition. The two cabins were the same, and yet were not. It was just as though someone had endeavoured, without spending much cash, to render one as much as possible unlike the other.

In this cabin there were many things which were not ours. In fact, so far as I can see, there was nothing which was ours. Strange articles of costume were scattered about; the table was covered with a curious litter; and on the ingenious article of furniture which did duty as a bed, and which stood where our bed stood, and which, indeed, seemed to be our bed, there was someone sleeping.

As my startled eyes travelled round this amazing transformation scene, at last they reached the door. There they stayed. Mechanically I shrank back nearer to the wall. I felt my wife tighten her grasp upon my hand.

The door was open some few inches. Through the aperture thus formed there peered a man. He seemed to be listening. It was so still that one could hear the gentle breathing of the woman sleeping in the bed. Apparently satisfied, he opened the door sufficiently wide to admit of his entering the cabin. My impression was that he could not fail to perceive us, yet to all appearances he remained entirely unconscious of our neighbourhood. He was a man certainly under five feet six in height. He was slight in build, very dark, with face clean shaven; his face was long and narrow. In dress and bearing he seemed a gentleman, yet there was that about him which immediately reminded me of what Inglis had said of the man Bush— “he looked as though he had something to do with horses.”

He stood for some seconds in an attitude of listening, so close to me that I had only to stretch out my hand to take him by the throat I did not do it I don’t know what restrained me; I think, more than anything, it was the feeling that these things which were passing before me must be passing in a dream. His face was turned away. He looked intently towards the sleeping woman.

After he had had enough of listening he moved towards the bed. His step was soft and cat-like; it was absolutely noiseless. Glancing down, I perceived that he was without boots or shoes. He was in his stockinged feet I had distinctly heard the tramp, tramping of a pair of shoes upon the cabin roof. I had heard them descend the steps. Possibly he had paused outside the door to take them off.

When he reached the bed he stood looking down upon the sleeper. He stooped over her, as if the better to catch her breathing. He whispered softly — 

“Gerty!”

He paused for a moment, as if for an answer. None came. Standing up, he put his hand, as it seemed to me, into the bosom of his flannel shirt. He took out a leather sheath. From the sheath he drew a knife. It was a long, slender, glittering blade. Quite twelve inches in length, at no part was it broader than my little finger. With the empty sheath in his left hand, the knife behind his back in his right, he again leaned over the sleeper. Again he softly whispered, “Gerty!”

Again there was no answer. Again he stood upright, turning his back towards the bed, so that he looked towards us. His face was not an ugly one, though the expression was somewhat saturnine. On it, at the instant, there was a peculiar look, such a look as I could fancy upon the face of a jockey who, toward the close of a great race, settles himself in the saddle with the determination to “finish” well. The naked blade he placed upon the table, the empty sheath beside it. Then he moved towards us. My first thought was that now, at last, we were discovered; but something in the expression of his features told me that this was not so. He approached us with an indifference which was amazing. He passed so close to us that we were conscious of the slight disturbance of the air caused by his passage. There was a Gladstone bag on a chair within two feet of us. Picking it up, he bore it to the table. Opening it out, he commenced to pack it. All manner of things he placed within it, both masculine and feminine belongings, even the garments which the sleeper had taken off, and which lay scattered on the chair and on the floor, even her shoes and stockings! When the bag was filled he took a long brown ulster, which was thrown over the back of a chair. He stuffed the pockets with odds and ends. When he had completed his operations the cabin was stripped of everything except the actual furniture. He satisfied himself that this was so by overhauling every nook and corner, in the process passing and repassing Violet and me with a perfect unconcern which was more and more amazing. Being apparently at last clear in his mind upon that point, he put on the ulster and a dark cloth cap, and began to fasten the Gladstone bag.

While he was doing so, his back being turned to the bed, without the slightest warning, the woman in the bed sat up. The man’s movements had been noiseless. He had made no sound which could have roused her. Possibly some sudden intuition had come to her in her sleep. However that might be, she all at once was wide awake. She stared round the apartment with wondering eyes. Her glance fell on the man, dressed as for a journey.

“Where are you going?”

The words fell from her lips as unawares. Then some sudden conception of his purpose seemed to have flown to her brain. She sprang out of bed with a bound.

“You shan’t go,” she screamed.

She rushed to him. He put his hand on the table. He turned to her. Something flashed in the lamplight. It was the knife. As she came he plunged it into her side right to the hilt. For an instant he held her spitted on the blade. He put his hand to her throat. He thrust her from him. With the other hand he extricated the blade. He let her fall upon the floor. She had uttered a sort of sigh as the weapon was being driven home. Beyond that she had not made a sound.

All was still. He remained for some seconds looking down at her as she lay. Then he turned away. We saw his face. It was, if possible, paler than before. A smile distorted his lips. He stood for a moment as if listening. Then he glanced round the cabin, as if to make sure that he was unobserved.

His black eyes travelled over our startled features, in evident unconsciousness that we were there. Then he glanced at the blade in his hand. As he did so he perceptibly shuddered. The glittering steel was obscured with blood. As he perceived that this was so he gasped. He seemed to realise for the first time what it was that he had done. Taking an envelope from an inner pocket of his ulster he began to wipe the blood from off the blade. While doing so his wandering glance fell upon the woman lying on the floor. Some new aspect of the recumbent figure seemed to strike him with a sudden horror. He staggered backwards. I thought he would have fallen. He caught at the wall to help him stand — caught at the wall with the hand which held the blade. At that part of the cabin the wall was doubly panelled half-way to the roof. Between the outer and the inner panel there was evidently a cavity, because, when in his sudden alarm he clutched at the wall, the blade slipped from his relaxing grasp and fell between the panels. Such was his state of panic that he did not appear to perceive what had happened. And at that moment a cry rang out upon the river — possibly it was someone hailing the keeper of the lock—” Ahoy!”

The sound seemed to fill him with unreasoning terror. He rushed to the table. He closed the Gladstone with a hurried snap; he caught it up; he turned to flee. As he did so I stepped out of the alcove. I advanced right in front of him. I cannot say whether he saw me, or whether he didn’t. But he seemed to see me. He started back. A look of the most awful terror came on his countenance. And “at that same instant the whole scene vanished. I was standing in the cabin of the Water Lily. The moon was stealing through the little narrow casement Violet was creeping to my side. She stole into my arms. I held her to me.

“Eric,” she moaned.

For myself, I am not ashamed to own that, temporarily, I had lost the use of my tongue. When, in a measure, the faculty of speech returned to me — 

“Was it a dream?” I whispered. “It was a vision.”

“A vision?” I shuddered. “Look!”

As I spoke she turned to look. There, in the moonbeams, we saw a woman in her nightdress, lying on the cabin floor. We saw that she had golden hair. It seemed to us that she was dead. We saw her but a moment — she was gone! It must have been imagination; we know that these things are not, but it belonged to that order of imagination which is stranger than reality.

My wife looked up at me.

“Eric, it is a vision which has been sent to us in order that we may expose in the light of day a crime which was hidden in the night.”

I said nothing. I felt for a box of matches on the table. I lit a lamp. I looked round and round the cabin, holding the lamp above my head the better to assist my search. It was with a feeling of the most absurd relief that I perceived that everything was unchanged, that, so far as I could see, there was no one there but my wife and I.

“I think, Violet, if you don’t mind, I’ll have some whisky.”

She offered no objection. She stood and watched me as I poured the stuff into a glass. I am bound to admit that the spirit did me good.

“And what,” I asked, “do you make of the performance we have just now witnessed?” She was still. I took another drink. There can be no doubt that, under certain circumstances, whisky is a fluid which is not to be despised. “Have we both suddenly become insane, or do you attribute it to the cucumber we ate at lunch?”

“How strange that Mr. Inglis should have told us the story only this afternoon.”

“I wish Mr. Inglis had kept the story to himself entirely.”

“They were the voices which I heard last night. They were the voices Mason heard. It was all predestined. I understand it now.”

“I wish that I could say the same.”

“I see it all!”

She pressed her hands against her brow. Her eyes flashed fire.

“I see why it was sent to us, what it is we have to do. Eric, we have to find the knife.”

I began to fear, from her frenzied manner, that her brain must in reality be softening.

“What knife?”

“The knife which he dropped between the panels. The boat has only been repainted. We know that in all essentials the Sylph and the Water Lily are one and the same. Mr. Inglis said that the weapon which did the deed was never found. No adequate search was ever made. It is waiting for us where he dropped it.”

“My dear Violet, don’t you think you had better have a little whisky? It will calm you.”

“Have you a hammer and a chisel?”

“What do you want them for?”

“It was here that he was standing; it was here that he dropped the knife.” She had taken up her position against the wall at the foot of the bed. Frankly, I did not like her manner at all. It was certainly where, in the latter portion of that nightmare, the fellow had been standing. “I will wrench this panel away.” She rapped against a particular panel with her knuckles. “Behind it we shall find the knife.”

“My dear Violet, this houseboat isn’t mine. We cannot destroy another man’s property in that wanton fashion. He will hardly accept as an adequate excuse the fact that at the time we were suffering from a severe attack of indigestion.”

“This will do.”

She took a large carving-knife out of the knife-basket which was on the shelf close by her. She thrust the blade between the panel and the woodwork. It could scarcely have been securely fastened. In a surprisingly short space of time she had forced it loose. Then, grasping it with both her hands, she hauled the panel bodily away.

“Eric, it is there!”

Something was there, resting on a little ledge which had checked its fall on to the floor beneath — something which was covered with paint, and dust, and cobwebs, and Violet all at once grew timid.

“You take it; I dare not touch the thing.”

“It is very curious; something is there, and, by George, it is a knife!”

It was a knife — the knife which we had seen in the vision, the dream, the nightmare, call it what you will — the something which had seemed so real. There was no mistaking it, tarnished though it was — the long, slender blade which we had seen the man draw from the leather sheath. Stuck to it by what was afterwards shown to be coagulated blood was an envelope — the envelope which we had seen the fellow take from his pocket to wipe off the crimson stain. It had adhered to the blade. When the knife fell the envelope fell too.

“At least,” I murmured as I stared at this grim relic, “this is a singular coincidence.”

The blood upon the blade had dried. It required but little to cause the envelope to fall away. As a matter of fact, while I was still holding the weapon in my hand it fell to the floor, I picked it up. It was addressed in a woman’s hand, “Francis Joynes, Esq., Fairleigh, Streatham.”

I at once recognised the name as that of a well-known owner of racehorses and so-called “gentleman rider.”

* * * * *

Not the least singular part of all that singular story was that the letter inside that envelope, which was afterwards opened and read by the proper authorities, was from Mr. Joynes’s wife. It was a loving, tender letter, from a wife who was an invalid abroad to a husband whom she supposed was thinking of her at home.

Mr. Joynes was never arrested, and that for this sufficient reason: that when the agents of the law arrived at his residence Mr. Joynes was dead. He had committed suicide on the very night on which we saw that — call it vision — on board the Water Lily. I viewed the corpse against my will. I was not called in evidence. Had I been, I was prepared to swear, as was my wife, that Mr. Joynes was the man whom I had seen in a dream that night. It was shown at the inquest that he had suffered of late from horrid dreams — that he had scarcely dared j to sleep. I wonder if, in that last and most awful of his dreams, he had seen my face — seen it as I his?

It was afterwards shown, from inquiries which were made, that Mr. Joynes and “Mr. Bush,” tenant of the Sylph, were, beyond all doubt, one and the same person. On the singular circumstances which caused that discovery to be made I offer no comment. 


THE DUKE

A FICTION OF THE FUTURE

I.

MRS. PAYNTER buttonholed a porter.

“Can you tell me in which carriage the Earl of Datchet is travelling?”

“Who, mum?”

“The Earl of Datchet; or can you point him out tome?”

“No, mum, I can’t. I don’t know no such gentleman. By your leave, mum!”

Without her leave the porter went off with his load of luggage. The lady turned to her daughter.

“How very uncivil the servants are upon this line!” The young lady said nothing. She simply regarded her mother with an expression of placid scorn. “I wonder if this guard can tell me.” A guard came hurrying along the platform. The lady laid hands of violence on him. “Guard, can you tell me which is the Earl of Datchet?”

“The Earl of Datchet, madam? Is he travelling by this train?”

“I saw in Fashion that the Earl of Datchet intended to travel by this morning’s tidal train to Paris. Isn’t this the tidal train?”

“This is the tidal train, but I don’t know anything about the Earl of Datchet. Are you going by this train, madam?”

“Of course I am. But, guard” — the lady’s hand stole towards her purse— “I particularly wished to travel in the same compartment as his lordship.”

“I am afraid, madam, that I really don’t know anything about his lordship, and if you’re going you’d better get in — they’re starting.” The guard opened a carriage door. “Is this your luggage?” He signalled to a porter. “Look alive, attend to this luggage.”

“My dear mother,” observed Miss Paynter, when the heap of wraps had been bundled in, “are you coming?”

“It’s most annoying—” began the lady.

The guard cut her short “Now, madam, if you please!”

Almost before Mrs. Paynter knew it she was settling herself in the corner of the carriage opposite her daughter. Before she had settled herself the train was off, and before the train was fairly under way she was favouring Miss Paynter with some remarks of a personal nature.

“Really, Edith, you are the most trying person I ever encountered. You know perfectly well that if I hadn’t seen it in the paper I should never have dreamt of crossing to-day, and especially by this particular train, and yet you won’t give me the slightest help or assistance of any kind. And now my whole labour’s thrown away, and my whole purpose spoiled!”

“My dear mother, what does it matter?”

The young lady not only spoke with her lips, but also with her eyes. With her organs of vision she drew her mother’s attention to the fact that they were not alone in the carriage. The elder lady grasped her daughter’s meaning. But as she glanced at the stranger at the other end, she scarcely took that advantage of the hint which she was intended to take.

“And now, although you know how much I like to have a carriage to myself, and how much I object to travelling with strangers, you have allowed that insolent man — and I am thankful to think that he lost the five shillings which I quite intended to give him — to put us just where it pleased him. It’s just like you!”

To this observation Miss Paynter answered nothing. She looked at her mother, and out of the corners of her eyes she peeped at the stranger. As she peeped she smiled; it was but the faintest shadow of a smile, but it was certainly a smile. The stranger was a solid-looking young man, short and broad. He had rather a vacuous expression of countenance. His cheeks, which were innocent of whiskers, were fat and red. Altogether he did not seem to be the sort of person who was likely to be hurt by a trifle, which, under the circumstances, was perhaps as well. None the less, he appeared curiously disconcerted by a remark which Mrs. Paynter all at once addressed to him.

“Excuse me, sir, but are you acquainted with the Earl of Datchet?”

“Beg pardon.”

The young gentleman had his feet on the seat in front of him, his hat tilted over his eyes, and his hands in his trousers pockets, and was probably anathematising himself for not having gone at once into a smoking carriage instead of endeavouring to secure a whole compartment to himself for the solitary enjoyment, in defiance of the company’s by-laws, of “a fragrant weed.” But on Mrs. Paynter’s addressing to him her inquiry his feet went off the cushions, his hat from over his eyes, and his hands from out of his pockets with a celerity which was comical.

“I merely inquired if you were acquainted, by sight, with the person of the Earl of Datchet.”

When this question was put to him the stranger’s demeanour was really singular. He half rose from his seat, and stared.

“Well, I’m blowed! That’s good.”

“Sir!”

Mrs. Paynter regarded him through her glasses with supercilious surprise. The stranger transferred his glance from the mother to the daughter; as it fell upon the daughter he started again.

“Beg pardon. I didn’t notice. Did you ask me if I knew Datchet?”

Miss Paynter smiled; she seemed tickled by the stranger’s manner.

“It was not I; it was my mother.”

Mrs. Paynter did not smile.

“Pray, Edith, do not let us trouble this person further. I merely made a commonplace inquiry. I perceive that I made a mistake.”

If the lady’s manner was meant to be crushing — and it seemed that it was — the stranger remained uncrushed. He only stared the more.

“How?”

Mrs. Paynter leaned back in her corner.

“My dear Edith, do not let us trouble this person further.”

“But I do know Datchet.”

Up went the lady’s glasses again. But if she meant to stare the stranger out of countenance, she simply scored another failure.

“When you say ‘ Datchet,’ are you referring to the Earl of Datchet?”

“Dicky Datchet; yes, that’s him.”

‘“Dicky Datchet’! Really, you appear to be upon intimate terms with his lordship. Do you happen to be aware if his lordship is travelling by this train?”

“I’ll bet a guinea he isn’t.”

“Indeed! I understood, upon good authority, that he intended to do so.”

“Not he. Dicky’s at Boulogne.”

“At Boulogne, is he? You seem to have a close acquaintance with his lordship’s movements. May I ask if you are a friend of his?”

Mrs. Paynter was quite incapable of anything more cutting in the way of sarcastic suggestion than her manner conveyed; but, in spite of it, the stranger seemed beautifully unconscious that there was any intention of the kind.

“Well, it depends on what you call a friend.”

“It depends, as you say, very much indeed upon what you call a friend.”

“Of course, we were kids together.”

Kids’ together!”

“Youngsters, don’t you know. I’m the Duke of Staines.”

“The — You are the—”

For the life of her, Mrs. Paynter could have got no further. The stranger supplied the rest of the sentence.

“The Duke of Staines.” He turned to Miss Paynter. “Are you going to Boulogne?”

“We were thinking of going to Paris.”

“Oh!” His countenance fell. “I wish you were going to Boulogne.”

“Why?”

“Well, I’m going to Boulogne.”

Miss Paynter smiled outright at this; she had more presence of mind than her mother. “The inference conveyed is very flattering.”

“Is it? I don’t know.”

He stared at her stolidly. Mrs. Paynter found her breath again.

“Did I understand you to say — Really, I had no idea — you must excuse me. Did I understand you to say that you were — the Duke of Staines?”

“That’s me.”

Mrs. Paynter regarded him askance. She could not make up her mind if he was or was not making fun of her. She was not a wise woman. She had never before come into personal contact with any member of the British aristocracy. Could such an extremely vulgar individual as this one appeared to be really be a duke? She endeavoured, to the best of her small ability, to make sure of her ground.

“You don’t happen to have a card about you?”

“I always carry a pack when I’m going anywhere, but — I don’t care to play.”

“You don’t care to what?”

“To play — unless you feel uncommonly keen.” Miss Paynter laughed.

“You misunderstand my mother. She is not asking you for a pack of cards — she doesn’t, as a rule, play cards in a train — but for a visiting-card.”

“Oh! I see. Exchange pasteboards and that sort of thing. Daresay I’ve got one somewhere.”

From a pocket-book which seemed to contain a very miscellaneous collection he produced, after long searching, a visiting-card. It was a good deal soiled and the corners were dog’s-eared. He commented on its defects as he handed it to Mrs. Paynter.

“There’s a few figures on the back, but perhaps you’ll excuse ’em. Fact is, I never seem to want a card. I’ve never got one, anyway.”

Mrs. Paynter could not have taken that disreputable square of pasteboard with a more dainty grace had it been the most delicate and costly thing in the world. When she saw that great name imprinted on its front — it was just legible, no more — she swelled, positively and visibly increased in stature. With infinite condescension from her silver card-case she took a card, stiff as buckram, and even dazzlingly white.

“Allow me to have the honour to present your Grace with my card.”

“His Grace” looked at the card.

“Paynter? Any relation to Billy Paynter?”

“What Paynter is that?”

“Putney slogger — bantam weight — fighting man, you know.”

Mrs. Paynter drew herself up still more.

“My father was rector of Bodgington, in Essex. He married a Miss Abbeyfield, my dear mother, and she was a grand-niece of the late Lord Gawler. My father was related, on his mother’s side, to Admiral Piper—’ Percussion’ Piper he was called, as of course you know, because he was so explosive; and on his father’s side, as I have often heard him say—”

The lady was well launched. “His Grace,” however, remorselessly cut her short “Oh!” he said. He turned to the young lady. “Miss — Miss Paynter?”

“I certainly am my mother’s daughter.”

Mrs. Paynter did not seem to be at all offended at having been recently interrupted. She came sailing gaily in.

“Edith — always Edith to her friends.”

“Awfully jolly name, Edith; awfully jolly.”

Edith drew herself a little closer into her corner.

“It is very good of you to say so.”

If Miss Paynter’s manner, all at once, was a little glacial, Mrs. Paynter’s continued to be beautifully beaming.

“I cannot tell you how delighted I am at so unexpectedly encountering your Grace, and under such agreeable circumstances. It is such an honour, and such a pleasure. And you are going to Boulogne? Does your Grace purpose staying long at Boulogne?”

“Don’t know. Awful bore, the whole thing. Fact is, I’m going to keep an eye on the old woman.”

His Grace winked — distinctly; but the lady was puzzled.

“On whom?”

“My wife.”

He winked again. The lady was taken aback; but she recovered.

“Of course. I ought not to have forgotten that your Grace is married. So absurd of me. How is the dear Duchess?”

“Eh? Who? Oh, Polly! She’s going it, I hear.”

“Polly is — the dear Duchess?”

“Was Polly Perkins, the Pearl of the Peris, you know; used to be all the go at the halls. Her great song, you know, was ‘He tallowed his nose with a candle.’ Ever hear it? She could sing it! She sings it sometimes now, but she’s got so jolly uppish that sometimes she will and sometimes she won’t” Mrs. Paynter looked slightly startled, as well she might be. The Duke of Staines was a young gentleman who was well calculated to startle her. Elderly ladies, respectable elderly ladies, read about such things in the papers, and delight in them. But as they never actually encounter the principal actors in the “scandals,” they have not a favourable opportunity of judging what sort of characters those principal actors must really be. To Mrs. Paynter the Duke of Staines was the Duke of Staines — with an accent on “the.” That a “Polly,” whose “great song” was “He tallowed his nose with a candle,” could be the Duchess of Staines — she couldn’t realise the thing at all. However, she was a lady whose mental processes, under certain conditions, and in a certain sense, travelled quickly.

“And is the dear Duchess” — she was still “the dear Duchess”— “at Boulogne?”

“Yes — hang it! And Dicky Datchet’s with her, too.”

“Dicky Datchet! Do you mean the Earl of Datchet?”

“That’s him.”

“Dear me! How sad! I never thought that the Earl of Datchet was that kind of man.”

“What kind of man?”

“I always thought that the Earl of Datchet was a nobleman of the strictest propriety — as one of our first nobility ought to be, for the sake of the public example. It is expected of him.”

“What, Dicky Datchet! Well, I’m blowed; that’s good!” His Grace stared at the lady as though she were some strange animal. “I’ll punch his head for him if he don’t take care. I can fight if I can’t do anything else. I’m not going to have him messing about with my wife, and I’ll let him know it.”

His Grace was most affable, and quite confidential. He told them the most amazing stories about himself and the Duchess and the Earl of Datchet, and other persons of similar rank and refinement, connected with the “halls” and otherwise. He was a most astonishing young man. He shocked Miss Paynter into speechlessness. Mrs. Paynter would not for worlds have owned that she was shocked.

When they were on the boat she made to her daughter this — under the circumstances — singular remark: “Edith, it is quite evident that his Grace is greatly struck with you.”

“That wretched little cad! Mother, how could you let him go on talking? If I had been a man I should have knocked him down.”

“There is no doubt that he is a character, as a Duke of Staines can well afford to be. Edith, when I heard that the Earl of Datchet was going to travel by that train I made up my mind that we would travel with him. I have more belief in the power of such beauty as yours than even you have. You have money, good birth; one never knows what may happen. Instead of an earl, chance has thrown a duke into your way. Edith, if you ever become the Duchess of Staines, my wildest dreams, at which you have so often laughed, will be more than realised.”

“Aren’t you forgetting that there happens to be a Duchess?”

“She is a person of the worst character, my dear. I remember the story now quite well — a most disreputable story. She entrapped him. This Earl of Datchet, who is plainly also a person of the loosest morals — I am deeply thankful that he wasn’t in the train! — is evidently philandering about with her.

Under such circumstances, of course—” The lady pursed her lips.

“Mother, for shame!”

“Edith, don’t be a fool!”

“And you compare such a person as the Duke of Staines with Douglas?”

“Edith, haven’t I forbidden you to mention that man’s name?”

“Douglas is at least a gentleman.”

“He is a penniless adventurer. Hush! here comes his Grace.”

The Duke came. He addressed Miss Paynter.

“Have a liquor?”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Have a liquor — just a moistener? Gin and seltzer’s not bad swill if you’ve got a knack of getting a little bit turned over, though I should think on a day like this anyone could look a basin in the face. What do you think?”

The young lady did not know what to think. This duke was such an extraordinary duke. The great middle class is aware that there are members of the British aristocracy who are deficient in brains, manners, morals, and even education. But, as a matter of fact, even in these democratic days individuals of that class seldom come into actual contact even with a baron, and when, by some wondrous accident, they stumble on a duke, they expect that duke to be a duke. If to all outward seeming he appears to be a cross between a billiard marker and a stable hand, they are apt to be surprised.

When they reached Boulogne, his Grace of Staines was so good as to offer the ladies the honour of his escort to their hotel. As, however, they were leaving the boat together someone stopped the peer.

“Hollo, Teddy! What are you doing here?” The speaker was a gorgeously attired gentleman, who wore, as decorations, a single eyeglass and a pair of spotless “lavender kids.” He was accompanied by a little lady, who was remarkable for an enormous quantity of golden hair, and a pair of large blue eyes which would have been filled with the light of innocence if their effect had not been marred by a superabundance of “complexion.” His Grace of Staines surveyed this pair with a glance which was not a glance of affection.

“So it’s you, is it? I ain’t been long in finding you.”

“You might have been a bit longer, Teddy, if you’d dropped us a line to let us know that you were coming.”

“ — your eyes!” The pillar of the British Constitution used language which was not exactly ducal. “You’d better mind your p’s and q’s, my lad, or I’ll give you what for, and no mistake.” The lady interposed. She took the eyeglassed gentleman by the arm.

“Come away, Dick, and for gracious sake don’t let’s have a row out here.” The Duke seemed struck by the lady’s words.

“Come away with him, is it? That’s good. You’ll come with me, my girl, or by—”

Mrs. Paynter and her daughter drove away before the conversation became too personal. They did without his Grace’s escort, that great nobleman appearing to be “spoiling” for a fight upon the quay, all the passengers and all the loungers looking on.

“Mamma,” observed Miss Paynter, as the vehicle began to rattle over the Boulogne cobbles, “I am not going to stay here. I am going straight to Paris.”

“Nonsense!” The elder lady was slightly flushed. “Don’t be absurd!” It was difficult to argue the question then and there.

“At any rate, mamma, you will please to understand that nothing will induce me to have any intercourse with that wretched man.”

The mother said nothing — prudently.

“I don’t believe that he is the Duke of Staines.”

“As to that, nothing will be easier than to make inquiries. He would not be able to carry on that fraud long. Besides, I remember now quite well hearing that the present duke was an eccentric character.”

“An eccentric character! You call that animal an eccentric character! Why, my dear mother, the man’s a blackguard — an utter blackguard, neither more nor less.”

The words were strong, but the mother deemed it wiser to let them go unchecked, lest, peradventure, they should be followed by even stronger.

Some hours later Mrs. Paynter paid a visit to Miss Paynter in the young lady’s own apartment at the hotel “Edith, there can be no doubt that he is the Duke of Staines.”

“It would make no difference to me if he were ten thousand times the Duke of Staines.”

“Don’t talk nonsense, my love! The Duke of Staines is the Duke of Staines!”

“If that is the Duke of Staines, he certainly is — with a vengeance.”

“His income is nearer three than two hundred thousand pounds; and when he came of age he received nearly two millions in ready money.”

“Mamma!” The magnitude of the figures seemed momentarily to impress the maiden. “But you may be quite sure that the ready money is long since spent, and the income mortgaged up to the hilt.”

“You are entirely mistaken. Major Bagshawe, who is staying at the hotel, knows all about him. There can be no doubt that the Duke’s manners are — peculiar.”

“Peculiar!”

“Well, aren’t they peculiar? But it seems that his tastes are low rather than expensive. Major Bagshawe says that, financially, his position is even better now than when he came into his estate.”

“Mamma, what are you driving at?”

“My dear, it is common talk that if he chose to apply for a divorce to-morrow, he would have ample grounds to go upon. If he married again — and he, of course, would marry” — Mrs. Paynter paused—” the Duchess of Staines would occupy, if she chose, one of the proudest positions in England — a position which even royalty would be glad to fill. She would have everything which the heart of a woman could desire. She would have the world at her feet.”

II.

“You’re awfully down upon a fellow. I ain’t used to it, you know.”

“No?”

It was after dinner. Miss Paynter and the Duke of Staines were alone together on the verandah of the Hôtel des Bains. The Duke was smoking. He puffed at his cigar. He wore an air of injury.

“No, I ain’t, and so I tell you straight.”

“I am sorry.”

“Yes, a blooming lot of that, I make no doubt.”

“Might I ask where you acquired that conversational style of which you are so fond? It isn’t only that you are habitually addicted to the use of slang; it is such peculiar slang. It always reminds me of — shall I say a ‘busman?”

The Duke puffed in silence for a moment.

“Do you know that I’ve never stood from any girl in England the half, nor yet the quarter, of what I’ve stood from you?”

“And do you know that I have never had to endure from any man in England, not to speak of any gentleman, one thousandth part of what I have had to endure from you. Singular, isn’t it? And you’re a duke!”

“Well, I’m blow’d! You are a oner!”

“Am I, indeed? What is a oner?”

“Look here; what is it you want? I’ll give you anything you like. I’ve got something in my pocket now.”

From some mysterious inner pocket he took a flat leather case. He opened it. It contained a necklace of diamonds.

“What do you think of that? Shiners, ain’t they? I gave five thousand pounds for that little lot.”

She took the case into her hands. Her countenance betrayed no symptoms of surprise.

“Did you? I have seen necklaces which seemed to me to be quite as good as this, which cost much less. I am afraid they overcharged you.”

“Not they! I may be a fool about some things — I don’t need you to tell me that! — but I’m all there when there’s any money on. I’m not one to give one-and-twenty shillings for what’s only worth a pound — not much, I ain’t. Well, ain’t you going to say even thank you?”

Closing the case, the lady returned it to the gentleman.

“Thank you — for the sight.”

“What do you mean? It’s for you; I got it on purpose for you — it’s a little present.”

“My dear young man — although you are a duke — pray don’t be absurd. Do you see that light out at sea? I think it must be a steamer. I’ve been watching it for some seconds.”

“What’s the good of humbugging? Damn the steamer! You know very well I’m gone on you — fair gone! You know very well that the more you play off the more you drive me on. But I ain’t going to stand it any longer, so I tell you straight.” She was quiet for some seconds. Then she said, very quietly, still looking across the sea — 

“What do you mean?”

“You know very well what I mean. You know I love you.”

“You — love me?” Then she turned to him. A smile played about her lips. “And the Duchess?”

“Oh, the Duchess! what has it to do with her?”

“Your ideas are original. Good-bye.”

She turned right round. Passing through the open window, she entered the sitting-room. He followed her.

“Don’t put me off like that — don’t. Upon my word, I don’t believe you know who I am — I’m the Duke of Staines.”

When he followed her she turned again and smiled. “It’s easy enough for you to laugh, but for all that I don’t believe that you know what it means to be the Duke of Staines.”

“Although you are, doesn’t it strike you that it is just within the range of possibility that you are insulting me?”

“That’s all nonsense! It isn’t as though I was some low cad.”

“I see. You think that makes a difference?”

“Of course it does. Edith—”

He was interrupted by a tapping at the door. A waiter entered. He had a letter on a salver. Miss Paynter took it. It was an English letter, addressed to her in a masculine hand, and marked “Immediate.” As her glance fell upon the handwriting she flushed.

“Edith,” resumed the Duke, when the waiter had disappeared. The lady cut him short “You continue to insult me!” The lady’s manner all at once had changed. All traces of a smile had disappeared. Her eyes flashed fire. “Be so good as to let me pass, and this time do not follow me!”

“What is the good of all this humbug? What is your little game?”

“Let me pass!”

She moved forward. He put his arm about her waist. But only for an instant. Almost as soon as he had put it there he took it away again. The young lady swept past him through the window and out on to the verandah.

Possibly one of the reasons which had induced his Grace of Staines to so speedily remove his too intrusive arm was the fact that Mrs. Paynter had entered the room. The lady came in very quietly. Miss Paynter’s back had been turned to the door, so that, although the mother’s entrance had been sufficiently obvious to the gentleman, it had been unnoticed by her daughter. When the younger lady had gone the elder lady and the Duke remained face to face.

The ball of conversation was opened by the lady.

“Is it possible that your Grace was offering insult to my child?”

His Grace had his hands in his trousers pockets. He seemed huffed, and jerked his elbow towards the leather case which lay upon the table.

“I don’t know what you call insult. I was offering her that.”

“And pray what may that be?”

“It’s a present I got for her. I didn’t mean it for an insult. It cost me a cool five thousand, I do know that.”

“Five thousand? Pounds? Your Grace!” The lady took the case into her hands. She opened it “Diamonds! And you have given them to Edith! What prodigal generosity!”

“I don’t know about given ’em, because she wouldn’t take ’em.”

“She wouldn’t take them?”

“Jiggered if she would! She treated them as though they were bits of glass, and I was a barber’s clerk.”

The lady reflected.

“Possibly she misconstrued the motives which actuated you in offering her so costly a gift.”

“I don’t see how she could, because I told her I offered it because I loved her.”

“Because you — loved her! Your Grace! I presume you mean in a platonic sense.”

Outside the window was Miss Paynter. When she first left the room she had passed to the end of the verandah, the precious letter, marked “Immediate,” held tightly in her hand. She opened it, and read it in the dim light out there. It was short, and pithy, and sweet: — 

“MY DARLING, — I have been offered a berth worth eight hundred a year — such a stroke of luck! It isn’t much, but there’ll be more to follow; and it’s enough for a start I vote we make a match of it at once — you said you would. I’m coming over by Friday’s boat; mind you meet it at the quay. — DOUGLAS.”

That was all the letter.

“Friday’s boat? That’s to-morrow. Douglas!”

There was a great tenderness in her voice as she emphasised the name. With the letter pressed against her bosom she strolled back along the balcony. The sound of voices reached her. She had approached the open window of her mother’s private sitting-room. The Duke was speaking.

“I don’t know about platonic sense; I ain’t good at that kind of thing. I know I’m fair gone on her.”

There was a pause. Then her mother spoke.

“I can only hope that I misunderstand your Grace.”

“I don’t know why you should. I tell you I love the girl.”

“Your Grace! And the Duchess?”

“Oh, blow the Duchess! If it comes to that, I’ll marry the girl.”

“Does your Grace, then, propose to commit bigamy?”

“Bigamy? Not me! I’ll get a divorce.”

Another pause. Miss Paynter, without, could fancy her mother’s smile of bland maternal love.

“Of course, if you were free, that would be another matter. And, if a little bird tells the truth, you should have no difficulty in obtaining your freedom.”

“Then a little bird just lies! Polly’s as deep as they make ’em; she’s not to be caught with chaff; she knows what it means to be Duchess of Staines — trust her! She don’t mean to get lost for nothing! Carry on to any amount she will; but just so far, and not a small bit farther. I’ve had detectives on her track for the last six months, watching her night and day, but they tell me it’s no good up to now.”

Still another pause. The young lady without could hear the Duke pacing up and down the room. “But I’ll corner her at last; see if I don’t. Then I’ll marry Edith — if she’ll have me. Upon my word, I ain’t so sure that she will — I never saw such a oner. She treats me as though I was a dirty bagman. I’ll give her anything — anything! I’ll make her the greatest lady in England! I’ll settle on her twenty thousand pounds a year! Twenty thousand! I’ll settle on her anything she likes!”

While the distinguished nobleman within gave free rein to his chivalrous sentiments, the young lady without pressed the precious letter closer to her bosom. Her mother spoke — softly, almost purringly.

“You see, your Grace places me in rather a difficult position. Having declared your affection for my daughter, it is necessary that I should protect her by every means in my power. Would your Grace object to giving me some sort of memorandum which would embody, in some form, the sentiments which you have just now uttered, and which do you so much honour?”

“I mean business, I tell you straight. Come along to my room, and I’ll give you a written promise of marriage right off the reel, hanged if I won’t!”

Mrs. Paynter “went along” with him. Miss Paynter heard the door shut after them. As she heard it she knew that she stood within measurable distance of being one of the greatest women in England — a woman who, if she chose, might rule society. She knew, too, that, physically and intellectually, she was just the woman to play the part of social queen — that she would be a ruler who would have no rivals. She knew that she had but to stretch out her hand for all the gifts of all the gods to fall into her open palm; yet she only pressed that letter closer to her breast. Several sitting-rooms opened out on to that verandah. The French windows of the room adjoining were thrown right back. As she stood there, thinking of all that grand future to which she possessed the “open sesame,” she was conscious that into that adjoining room had come two persons, a man and a woman.

The man spoke. “Is everything ready?”

The woman answered, “Everything.”

“The train leaves at ten minutes to two. We can catch the five minutes to nine in Paris, and we shall be in Nice by a few minutes past six on Saturday afternoon.”

“Dicky, you will be true to me?”

“Isn’t it rather late in the day to ask me such a question? Don’t you know I will?”

“But swear you will!”

“I swear it for the hundredth time!”

“You will marry me afterwards?”

“I will, upon my honour.”

The woman’s voice was low and earnest, even painfully in earnest. The man’s tone was light and flippant. The woman drew a long deep breath. Miss Paynter heard her, as she stood without, pressing the letter closer and closer to her breast “When I think of how I nearly jumped out of my skin for joy when I became the Duchess of Staines, it seems impossible that after all it should have come to this.”

“Exchange is no robbery — you’re going to be a countess for a change. Don’t you think it sounds well enough — Countess of Datchet?”

“It’s all very well for you to laugh, but you don’t know what it means to me. You think what he thought. Because I was a music-hall singer — a seriocomic — the Pearl of the Peris — he thought that I was anybody’s money. But I wasn’t, and so he found — and so you’ll find! Dicky, if you don’t marry me directly you can, I’ll murder you — I swear I will!”

“There’s not time enough for tragedy, Polly. Put it off until we’re in the train.”

“Do you think those — those brutes will follow us?”

“If you mean the detectives, I take it for granted that one, if not two of them, will be our fellow-travellers to the sunny South. They will enjoy the trip at Teddy’s expense.”

There was silence. The woman was pacing to and fro. When she spoke again it was in tones of the intensest bitterness.

“If I were to tell you what I’ve stood from that man, you wouldn’t wonder at what I’m doing now. He’s treated me worse than a dog from the moment he married me, and I was such a fool that I thought that if I was once the Duchess of Staines everything would be all right. He made no settlement on me. As for money, I haven’t had it. He told me that if I sent any of my bills to him he’d thrash me within an inch of my life. And he’d do it too, especially if he had been drinking. He’s never introduced me to a respectable woman. He had detectives to watch me—”

“I know, Polly. I’ve heard some of it before, and I’ll hear the rest when we’re in the train.”

“Look here, Dick Datchet, I’ve been an honest woman up till now, and although I’m going to run away with you, I mean to be an honest woman still. You put it down in black and white, that you promise to marry me the very first moment you can.”

“What would be the good of that? Such a promise wouldn’t be valid. I can’t promise to marry a woman who’s married already. Besides, don’t you love me enough to trust me? Come here, Polly.” Although she could not actually see that it was so, Miss Paynter knew that the Earl of Datchet had taken the Duchess of Staines into his arms.

“Don’t you love me?”

“Yes.” There was the sound of a kiss. “You know that I do.”

“Then you may trust me to see you through it all.” The woman drew another long deep breath, but she said nothing.

“Hadn’t you better go and get ready?”

“No,” said Miss Paynter, as she passed through the window. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”

The Earl of Datchet was leaning against the table.

The Duchess’s waist was encircled by his arm. They stared at the intruder in not unjustifiable surprise. Miss Paynter addressed herself to the Duchess.

“I wouldn’t go and get ready if I were you.”

“What do you mean?” the Duchess replied.

“Why, my dear child, because in real knowledge of this wicked world I believe you’re nothing but a child; you’re only biting off your nose to spite your face. You’re jumping out of the frying-pan into the fire. This gentleman has not the slightest real intention of marriage — have you?”

This frankly-put inquiry seemed somewhat to startle the Earl.

“Really, I — I have not the pleasure.”

“Of knowing me? But I know you very well, both by sight and reputation. I assure you, my dear Duchess, that you would be a very foolish woman to trust yourself in the least degree to him.”

The Earl of Datchet roused himself to the best of his ability.

“May I ask, Miss Paynter — I believe you are Miss Paynter — what business this is of yours?”

“It is the business of every honest woman — to use the Duchess’s very proper phrase — to save other honest women from being ruined and tricked by gentlemen; don’t you think it is?” There were voices without “Here is the Duke — just when he is wanted.” That distinguished nobleman appeared outside the window. Mrs. Paynter was with him. “Your Grace, prepare to be shocked — to receive a crushing blow. You have been deceived — betrayed — by a friend. Your own friend proposed to elope with your wife by the train which leaves at ten minutes to two for Paris, only I appeared upon the scene in the very nick of time.”

The Duke lumbered into the room.

“What the devil—” he began, then he stopped.

He glared at the Earl. The Earl beamed at him.

“Edith,” said Mrs. Paynter, going to her daughter, who had her arm about the Duchess, “what is the meaning of your peculiar behaviour?”

“Come into the other room! Come, Duchess, into the other room.”

When they were in the other room, Mrs. Paynter repeated her inquiry.

“Now, Edith, perhaps you will explain.”

“I don’t know that there is anything to explain, unless — Duchess, what do you think? I’m going to be married.”

The mother gasped.

“You are going to be married, Edith! When?”

“Perhaps next week.”

“To — to whom?”

“To Douglas!”
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THE LOST DUCHESS.




CHAPTER I. THE DUCHESS IS LOST.

“Has the Duchess returned?”

Knowles came further into the room. He had a letter on a salver. When the Duke had taken it, Knowles still lingered. The Duke glanced at him.

“Is an answer required?”

“No, your Grace.” Still Knowles lingered. “Something a little singular has happened. The carriage has returned without the Duchess, and the men say that they thought her Grace was in it.”

“What do you mean?”

“I hardly understand myself, your Grace. Perhaps you would like to see Barnes.”

Barnes was the coachman.

“Send him up.” When Knowles had gone, and he was alone, his Grace showed signs of being slightly annoyed. He looked at his watch. “I told her she’d better be in by four. She says that she’s not feeling well, and yet one would think that she was not aware of the fatigue entailed in having the Prince to dinner, and a mob of people to follow. I particularly wished her to lie down for a couple of hours.”

Knowles ushered in not only Barnes, the coachman, but Moysey, the footman, too. Both these persons seemed to be ill at ease. The Duke glanced at them sharply. In his voice there was a suggestion of impatience.

“What is the matter?”

Barnes explained as best he could.

“If you please, your Grace, we waited for the Duchess outside Cane and Wilson’s, the drapers. The Duchess came out, got into the carriage, and Moysey shut the door, and her Grace said, ‘Home!’ and yet when we got home she wasn’t there.”

“She wasn’t where?”

“Her Grace wasn’t in the carriage, your Grace.”

“What on earth do you mean?”

“Her Grace did get into the carriage; you shut the door, didn’t you?”

Barnes turned to Moysey. Moysey brought his hand up to his brow in a sort of military salute — he had been a soldier in the regiment in which, once upon a time, the Duke had been a subaltern:

“She did. The Duchess came out of the shop. She seemed rather in a hurry, I thought. She got into the carriage, and she said, ‘Home, Moysey!’ I shut the door, and Barnes drove straight home. We never stopped anywhere, and we never noticed nothing happen on the way; and yet when we got home the carriage was empty.”

The Duke stared.

“Do you mean to tell me that the Duchess got out of the carriage while you were driving full pelt through the streets without saying anything to you, and without you noticing it?”

“The carriage was empty when we got home, your Grace.”

“Was either of the doors open?”

“No, your Grace.”

“You fellows have been up to some infernal mischief. You have made a mess of it. You never picked up the Duchess, and you’re trying to palm this tale off on to me to save yourselves.”

Barnes was moved to adjuration:

“I’ll take my Bible oath, your Grace, that the Duchess got into the carriage outside Cane and Wilson’s.”

Moysey seconded his colleague:

“I will swear to that, your Grace. She got into the carriage, and I shut the door, and she said, ‘Home, Moysey!’”

The Duke looked as if he did not know what to make of the story and its tellers.

“What carriage did you have?”

“Her Grace’s brougham, your Grace.”

Knowles interposed:

“The brougham was ordered because I understood that the Duchess was not feeling very well, and there’s rather a high wind, your Grace.”

The Duke snapped at him:

“What has that to do with it? Are you suggesting that the Duchess was more likely to jump out of a brougham while it was dashing through the streets than out of any other kind of vehicle?”

The Duke’s glance fell on the letter which Knowles had brought him when he first had entered. He had placed it on his writing-table. Now he took it up. It was addressed:

 

“To His Grace

“The Duke of Datchet.

“Private!

“Very Pressing!!!”

 

The name was written in a fine, clear, almost feminine hand. The words in the left-hand corner of the envelope were written in a different hand. They were large and bold; almost as though they had been painted with the end of the penholder instead of being written with the pen. The envelope itself was of an unusual size, and bulged out as though it contained something else besides a letter.

The Duke tore the envelope open. As he did so something fell out of it on to the writing-table. It looked as though it was a lock of a woman’s hair. As he glanced at it the Duke seemed to be a trifle startled. The Duke read the letter:

“Your Grace will be so good as to bring five hundred pounds (£500) in gold to the Piccadilly end of the Burlington Arcade within an hour of the receipt of this. The Duchess of Datchet has been kidnapped. An imitation duchess got into the carriage, which was waiting outside Cane and Wilson’s and she alighted on the road. Unless your Grace does as you are requested the Duchess of Datchet’s left-hand little finger will be at once cut off, and sent home in time to receive the Prince to dinner. Other portions of her Grace will follow. A lock of her Grace’s hair is enclosed with this as an earnest of our good intentions.

“Before 5.30 p.m. your Grace is requested to be at the Piccadilly end of the Burlington Arcade with five hundred pounds (£500) in gold. You will there be accosted by an individual in a white top-hat, and with a gardenia in his button-hole. You will be entirely at liberty to give him into custody, or to have him followed by the police. In which case the Duchess’s left arm, cut off at the shoulder, will be sent home for dinner — not to mention other extremely possible contingencies. But you are advised to give the individual in question the five hundred pounds in gold, because in that case the Duchess herself will be home in time to receive the Prince to dinner, and with one of the best stories with which to entertain your distinguished guests they ever heard.

“Remember! not later than 5.30, unless you wish to receive her Grace’s little finger.”

The Duke stared at this amazing epistle when he had read it as though he had found it difficult to believe the evidence of his eyes. He was not a demonstrative person as a rule, but this little communication astonished even him. He read it again. Then his hands dropped to his sides and he swore.

He took up the lock of hair which had fallen out of the envelope. Was it possible that it could be his wife’s, the Duchess? Was it possible that a Duchess of Datchet could be kidnapped, in broad daylight, in the heart of London, and be sent home, as it were, in pieces? Had sacrilegious hands already been playing pranks with that great lady’s hair? Certainly, that hair was so like her hair that the mere resemblance made his Grace’s blood run cold. He turned on Messrs. Barnes and Moysey as though he would have liked to rend them:

“You scoundrels!”

He moved forward as though the intention had entered his ducal heart to knock his servants down. But, if that were so, he did not act quite up to his intention. Instead, he stretched out his arm, pointing at them as if he were an accusing spirit:

“Will you swear that it was the Duchess who got into the carriage outside Cane and Wilson’s?”

Barnes began to stammer:

“I — I’ll swear, your Grace, that I — I thought — —”

The Duke stormed an interruption:

“I don’t ask what you thought. I ask you, will you swear it was?”

The Duke’s anger was more than Barnes could face. He was silent. Moysey showed a larger courage:

“Could have sworn that it was at the time, your Grace. But now it seems to me that it’s a rummy go.”

“A rummy go!” The peculiarity of the phrase did not seem to strike the Duke just then — at least, he echoed it as if it didn’t. “You call it a rummy go! Do you know that I am told in this letter that the woman who had entered the carriage was not the Duchess? What you were thinking about, or what case you will be able to make out for yourselves, you know better than I; but I can tell you this — that in an hour you will leave my service, and you may esteem yourselves fortunate if, to-night, you are not both of you sleeping in gaol. Knowles! take these men to a room, and lock them in it, and set some one to see that they don’t get out of it, and come back at once. You understand, at once — to me!”

Knowles did not give Messrs. Barnes and Moysey a chance to offer a remonstrance, even if they had been disposed to do so. He escorted them out of the room with a dexterity and a celerity which did him credit, and in a remarkably short space of time he returned to the ducal presence. He was the Duke’s own servant — his own particular man. He was a little older than the Duke, and he had been his servant almost ever since the Duke had been old enough to have a servant of his very own. Probably James Knowles knew more than any living creature of the Duke’s “secret history” — as they call it in the chroniques scandaleuses — of his little peculiarities, of his strong points, and his weak ones. And, in the possession of this knowledge, he had borne himself in a manner which had caused the Duke to come to look upon him as a man in whom he might have confidence — that confidence which a penitent has in a confessor — to look upon him as a trusted and a trustworthy friend.

When Knowles reappeared the Duke handed him the curious epistle with which he had been favoured.

“Read that, and tell me what you think of it.”

Knowles read it. His countenance was even more of a mask than the Duke’s. He evinced no sign of astonishment.

“I am inclined, your Grace, to think that it’s a hoax.”

“A hoax! I don’t know what you call a hoax! That is not a hoax!” The Duke held out the lock of hair which had fallen from the envelope. “I have compared it with the hair in my locket, and it is the Duchess’s hair.”

“May I look at it?”

The Duke handed it to Knowles. Knowles examined it closely.

“It resembles her Grace’s hair.”

“Resembles! It is her hair.”

Knowles still continued to reflect. He offered a suggestion.

“Shall I send for the police?”

“The police! What’s the good of sending for the police? If what that letter says is true, by the time I have succeeded in making a thick-skulled constable understand what has happened the Duchess will be — will be mutilated!”

The Duke turned away as if the thought were frightful — as, indeed, it was.

“Is that all you can suggest?”

“Unless your Grace proposes taking the five hundred pounds.”

One might almost have suspected that the words were spoken in irony. But before he could answer another servant entered, who also brought a letter for the Duke. When his Grace’s glance fell on it he uttered an exclamation. The writing on the envelope was the same writing that had been on the envelope which had contained the very singular communication — like it in all respects down to the broomstick-end thickness of the “Private!” and “Very pressing!!!” in the corner.

“Who brought this?” stormed the Duke.

The servant appeared to be a little startled by the violence of his Grace’s manner.

“A lady — or, at least, your Grace, she seemed to be a lady.”

“Where is she?”

“She came in a hansom, your Grace. She gave me that letter, and said, ‘Give that to the Duke of Datchet at once — without a moment’s delay!’ Then she got into the hansom again, and drove away.”

“Why didn’t you stop her?”

“Your Grace!”

The man seemed surprised, as though the idea of stopping chance visitors to the ducal mansion vi et armis had not, until that moment, entered into his philosophy. The Duke continued to regard the man as if he could say a good deal, if he chose. Then he pointed to the door. His lips said nothing, but his gesture much. The servant vanished.

“Another hoax!” the Duke said, grimly, as he tore the envelope open.

This time the envelope contained a sheet of paper, and in the sheet of paper another envelope. The Duke unfolded the sheet of paper. On it some words were written. These:

“The Duchess appears so particularly anxious to drop you a line, that one really hasn’t the heart to refuse her. Her Grace’s communication — written amidst blinding tears! — you will find enclosed with this.”

“Knowles,” said the Duke, in a voice which actually trembled, “Knowles, hoax or no hoax, I will be even with the gentleman who wrote that.”

Handing the sheet of paper to Mr. Knowles, his Grace turned his attention to the envelope which had been enclosed. It was a small square envelope, of the finest quality, and it reeked with perfume. The Duke’s countenance assumed an added frown — he had no fondness for envelopes which were scented. In the centre of the envelope were the words “To the Duke of Datchet,” written in the big, bold, sprawling hand which he knew so well.

“Mabel’s writing,” he said to himself, as, with shaking fingers, he tore the envelope open.

The sheet of paper which he took out was almost as stiff as cardboard. It, too, emitted what his Grace deemed the nauseous odours of the perfumer’s shop.

On it was written this letter:

“My dear Hereward, — For Heaven’s sake do what these people require! I don’t know what has happened or where I am, but I am nearly distracted! They have already cut off some of my hair, and they tell me that, if you don’t let them have five hundred pounds in gold by half-past five, they will cut off my little finger too. I would sooner die than lose my little finger — and — I don’t know what else besides.

“By the token which I send you, and which has never, until now, been off my breast, I conjure you to help me. — MABEL.

“Hereward — help me!”

When he read that letter the Duke turned white — very white, as white as the paper on which it was written. He passed the epistle on to Knowles.

“I suppose that also is a hoax?”

He spoke in a tone of voice which was unpleasantly cold — a coldness which Mr. Knowles was aware, from not inconsiderable experience, betokened that the Duke was white-hot within.

Mr. Knowles’s demeanour, however, betrayed no sign that he was aware of anything of the kind, he being conscious that there is a certain sort of knowledge which is apt, at times, to be dangerous to its possessor. He read the letter from beginning to end.

“This certainly does resemble her Grace’s writing.”

“You think it does resemble it, do you? You think that there is a certain faint and distant similarity?” The Duke asked these questions quietly — too quietly. Then, all at once, he thundered — which Mr. Knowles was quite prepared for— “Why, you idiot, don’t you know it is her writing?”

Mr. Knowles gave way another point. He was, constitutionally, too much of a diplomatist to concede more than a point at a time.

“So far as appearances go, I am bound to admit that I think it possible that it is her Grace’s writing.”

Then the Duke let fly at him — at this perfectly innocent man. But, of course, Mr. Knowles was long since inured.

“Perhaps you would like me to send for an expert in writing? Or perhaps you would prefer that I should send for half-a-dozen? And by the time that they had sent in their reports, and you had reported on their reports, and they had reported on your report of their reports, and some one or other of you had made up his mind, the Duchess would be dead. Yes, sir, and you’d have murdered her!”

His Grace hurled this frightful accusation at Mr. Knowles, as if Mr. Knowles had been a criminal standing in the dock.

While the Duke had been collecting and discharging his nice derangement of epithets his fingers had been examining the interior of the envelope which had held the letter which purported to be written by his wife. When his fingers reappeared he was holding something between his first finger and his thumb. He glanced at this himself. Then he held it out towards Mr. Knowles.

Again his voice was trembling.

“If this letter is not from the Duchess, how came that to be in the envelope?”

Mr. Knowles endeavoured to see what the Duke was holding. It was so minute an object that it was a little difficult to make out exactly what it was, and the Duke appeared to be unwilling to let it go.

So his Grace explained:

“That is the half of a sixpence which I gave to the Duchess when I asked her to be my wife. You see it is pierced. I pierced that hole in it myself. As the Duchess says in this letter, and as I have reason to know, she has worn this broken sixpence from that hour to this. If this letter is not hers, how came this token in the envelope? How came any one to know, even, that she carried it?”

Mr. Knowles was silent. He still yielded to his constitutional disrelish to commit himself. At last he asked:

“What is it that your Grace proposes to do?”

The Duke spoke with a bitterness which almost suggested a personal animosity towards the inoffensive Mr. Knowles.

“I propose, with your permission, to release the Duchess from the custody of my estimable correspondent. I propose — always with your permission — to comply with his modest request, and to take him his five hundred pounds in gold.” He paused, then continued in a tone which, coming from him, meant volumes: “Afterwards, I propose to cry quits with the concoctor of this pretty little hoax, even if it costs me every penny I possess. He shall pay more for that five hundred pounds than he supposes.”


CHAPTER II. SOUGHT.

The Duke of Datchet, coming out of the bank, lingered for a moment on the steps. In one hand he carried a canvas bag, which seemed well weighted. On his countenance there was an expression which to a casual observer might have suggested that his Grace was not completely at his ease. That casual observer happened to come strolling by. It took the form of Ivor Dacre.

Mr. Dacre looked the Duke of Datchet up and down in that languid way he has. He perceived the canvas bag. Then he remarked, possibly intending to be facetious:

“Been robbing the bank? Shall I call a cart?”

Nobody minds what Ivor Dacre says. Besides, he is the Duke’s own cousin. Perhaps a little removed; still, there it is. So the Duke smiled a sickly smile, as if Mr. Dacre’s delicate wit had given him a passing touch of indigestion.

Mr. Dacre noticed that the Duke looked sallow, so he gave his pretty sense of humour another airing:

“Kitchen boiler burst? When I saw the Duchess just now I wondered if it had.”

His Grace distinctly started. He almost dropped the canvas bag.

“You saw the Duchess just now, Ivor! When?”

The Duke was evidently moved. Mr. Dacre was stirred to languid curiosity.

“I can’t say I clocked it. Perhaps half an hour ago; perhaps a little more.”

“Half an hour ago! Are you sure? Where did you see her?”

Mr. Dacre wondered. The Duchess of Datchet could scarcely have been eloping in broad daylight. Moreover, she had not yet been married a year. Every one knew that she and the Duke were still as fond of each other as if they were not man and wife. So, although the Duke, for some cause or other, was evidently in an odd state of agitation, Mr. Dacre saw no reason why he should not make a clean breast of all he knew.

“She was going like blazes in a hansom cab.”

“In a hansom cab? Where?”

“Down Waterloo Place.”

“Was she alone?”

Mr. Dacre reflected. He glanced at the Duke out of the corners of his eyes. His languid utterance became a positive drawl:

“I rather fancy she wasn’t.”

“Who was with her?”

“My dear fellow, if you were to offer me the bank I couldn’t tell you.”

“Was it a man?”

Mr. Dacre’s drawl became still more pronounced:

“I rather fancy that it was.”

Mr. Dacre expected something. The Duke was so excited. But he by no means expected what actually came:

“Ivor, she’s been kidnapped!”

Mr. Dacre did what he had never been known to do before within the memory of man — he dropped his eye-glass.

“Datchet!”

“She has! Some scoundrel has decoyed her away, and trapped her. He’s already sent me a lock of her hair, and he tells me that if I don’t let him have five hundred pounds in gold by half-past five he’ll let me have her little finger.”

Mr. Dacre did not know what to make of his Grace at all. He was a sober man — it couldn’t be that! Mr. Dacre felt really concerned.

“I’ll call a cab, old man, and you’d better let me see you home.”

Mr. Dacre half raised his stick to hail a passing hansom. The Duke caught him by the arm.

“You ass! What do you mean? I am telling you the simple truth. My wife’s been kidnapped.”

Mr. Dacre’s countenance was a thing to be seen — and remembered.

“Oh! I hadn’t heard that there was much of that sort of thing about just now. They talk of poodles being kidnapped, but as for duchesses —— You’d really better let me call that cab.”

“Ivor, do you want me to kick you? Don’t you see that to me it’s a question of life and death? I’ve been in there to get the money.” His Grace motioned towards the bank. “I’m going to take it to the scoundrel who has my darling at his mercy. Let me but have her hand in mine again, and he shall continue to pay for every sovereign with tears of blood until he dies.”

“Look here, Datchet, I don’t know if you’re having a joke with me, or if you’re not well — —”

The Duke stepped impatiently into the roadway.

“Ivor, you’re a fool! Can’t you tell jest from earnest, health from disease? I’m off! Are you coming with me? It would be as well that I should have a witness.”

“Where are you off to?”

“To the other end of the Arcade.”

“Who is the gentleman you expect to have the pleasure of meeting there?”

“How should I know?” The Duke took a letter from his pocket — it was the letter which had just arrived. “The fellow is to wear a white top-hat, and a gardenia in his button hole.”

“What is it you have there?”

“It’s the letter which brought the news — look for yourself and see; but, for God’s sake make haste!” His Grace glanced at his watch. “It’s already twenty after five.”

“And do you mean to say that on the strength of a letter such as this you are going to hand over five hundred pounds to — —”

The Duke cut Mr. Dacre short:

“What are five hundred pounds to me? Besides, you don’t know all. There is another letter. And I have heard from Mabel. But I will tell you all about it later. If you are coming, come!”

Folding up the letter, Mr. Dacre returned it to the Duke.

“As you say, what are five hundred pounds to you? It’s as well they are not as much to you as they are to me, or I’m afraid — —”

“Hang it, Ivor, do prose afterwards!”

The Duke hurried across the road. Mr. Dacre hastened after him. As they entered the Arcade they passed a constable. Mr. Dacre touched his companion’s arm.

“Don’t you think we’d better ask our friend in blue to walk behind us? His neighbourhood might be handy.”

“Nonsense!” The Duke stopped short. “Ivor, this is my affair, not yours. If you are not content to play the part of silent witness, be so good as to leave me.”

“My dear Datchet, I’m entirely at your service. I can be every whit as insane as you, I do assure you.”

Side by side they moved rapidly down the Burlington Arcade. The Duke was obviously in a state of the extremest nervous tension. Mr. Dacre was equally obviously in a state of the most supreme enjoyment. People stared as they rushed past. The Duke saw nothing. Mr. Dacre saw everything, and smiled.

When they reached the Piccadilly end of the Arcade the Duke pulled up. He looked about him. Mr. Dacre also looked about him.

“I see nothing of your white-hatted and gardenia-button-holed friend,” said Ivor.

The Duke referred to his watch:

“It’s not yet half-past five. I’m up to time.”

Mr. Dacre held his stick in front of him and leaned on it. He indulged himself with a beatific smile:

“It strikes me, my dear Datchet, that you’ve been the victim of one of the finest things in hoaxes — —”

“I hope I haven’t kept you waiting.”

The voice which interrupted Mr. Dacre came from the rear. While they were looking in front of them some one approached from behind, apparently coming out of the shop which was at their backs.

The speaker looked a gentleman. He sounded like one, too. Costume, appearance, manner were beyond reproach — even beyond the criticism of two such keen critics as were these. The glorious attire of a London dandy was surmounted with a beautiful white top-hat. In his button-hole was a magnificent gardenia.

In age the stranger was scarcely more than a boy, and a sunny-faced, handsome boy at that. His cheeks were hairless, his eyes were blue. His smile was not only innocent, it was bland. Never was there a more conspicuous illustration of that repose which stamps the caste of Vere de Vere.

The Duke looked at him, and glowered. Mr. Dacre looked at him, and smiled.

“Who are you?” asked the Duke.

“Ah — that is the question!” The newcomer’s refined and musical voice breathed the very soul of affability. “I am an individual who is so unfortunate as to be in want of five hundred pounds.”

“Are you the scoundrel who sent me that infamous letter?”

That charming stranger never turned a hair!

“I am the scoundrel mentioned in that infamous letter who wants to accost you at the Piccadilly end of the Burlington Arcade before half-past five — as witness my white hat and my gardenia.”

“Where’s my wife?”

The stranger gently swung his stick in front of him with his two hands. He regarded the Duke as a merry-hearted son might regard his father. The thing was beautiful!

“Her Grace will be home almost as soon as you are — when you have given me the money which I perceive you have all ready for me in that scarcely elegant-looking canvas bag.” He shrugged his shoulders quite gracefully. “Unfortunately, in these matters one has no choice — one is forced to ask for gold.”

“And suppose, instead of giving you what is in this canvas bag, I take you by the throat and choke the life right out of you?”

“Or suppose,” amended Mr. Dacre, “that you do better, and commend this gentleman to the tender mercies of the first policeman we encounter.”

The stranger turned to Mr. Dacre. He condescended to become conscious of his presence.

“Is this gentleman your Grace’s friend? Ah — Mr. Dacre, I perceive! I have the honour of knowing Mr. Dacre, although, possibly, I am unknown to him.”

“You were — until this moment.”

With an airy little laugh the stranger returned to the Duke. He brushed an invisible speck of dust off the sleeve of his coat.

“As has been intimated in that infamous letter, his Grace is at perfect liberty to give me into custody — why not? Only” — he said it with his boyish smile— “if a particular communication is not received from me in certain quarters within a certain time, the Duchess of Datchet’s beautiful white arm will be hacked off at the shoulder.”

“You hound!”

The Duke would have taken the stranger by the throat, and have done his best to choke the life right out of him then and there, if Mr. Dacre had not intervened.

“Steady, old man!” Mr. Dacre turned to the stranger: “You appear to be a pretty sort of a scoundrel.”

The stranger gave his shoulders that almost imperceptible shrug:

“Oh, my dear Dacre, I am in want of money! I believe that you sometimes are in want of money, too.”

Everybody knows that nobody knows where Ivor Dacre gets his money from, so the illusion must have tickled him immensely.

“You’re a cool hand,” he said.

“Some men are born that way.”

“So I should imagine. Men like you must be born, not made.”

“Precisely — as you say!” The stranger turned, with his graceful smile, to the Duke: “But are we not wasting precious time? I can assure your Grace that, in this particular matter, moments are of value.”

Mr. Dacre interposed before the Duke could answer:

“If you take my strongly urged advice, Datchet, you will summon this constable who is now coming down the Arcade, and hand over this gentleman to his keeping. I do not think that you need fear that the Duchess will lose her arm, or even her little finger. Scoundrels of this one’s kidney are most amenable to reason when they have handcuffs on their wrists.”

The Duke plainly hesitated. He would — and he would not. The stranger, as he eyed him, seemed much amused.

“My dear Duke, by all means act on Mr. Dacre’s valuable suggestion. As I said before, why not? It would at least be interesting to see if the Duchess does or does not lose her arm — almost as interesting to you as to Mr. Dacre. Those blackmailing, kidnapping scoundrels do use such empty menaces. Besides, you would have the pleasure of seeing me locked up. My imprisonment for life would recompense you even for the loss of her Grace’s arm. And five hundred pounds is such a sum to have to pay — merely for a wife! Why not, therefore, act on Mr. Dacre’s suggestion? Here comes the constable.” The constable referred to was advancing towards them — he was not a dozen yards away. “Let me beckon to him — I will with pleasure.” He took out his watch — a gold chronograph repeater. “There are scarcely ten minutes left during which it will be possible for me to send the communication which I spoke of, so that it may arrive in time. As it will then be too late, and the instruments are already prepared for the little operation which her Grace is eagerly anticipating, it would, perhaps, be as well, after all, that you should give me into charge. You would have saved your five hundred pounds, and you would, at any rate, have something in exchange for her Grace’s mutilated limb. Ah, here is the constable! Officer!”

The stranger spoke with such a pleasant little air of easy geniality that it was impossible to tell if he were in jest or earnest. This fact impressed the Duke much more than if he had gone in for a liberal indulgence of the — under the circumstances — orthodox melodramatic scowling. And, indeed, in the face of his own common sense, it impressed Mr. Ivor Dacre too.

This well-bred, well-groomed youth was just the being to realise — aux bouts des ongles — a modern type of the devil, the type which depicts him as a perfect gentleman, who keeps smiling all the time.

The constable whom this audacious rogue had signalled approached the little group. He addressed the stranger:

“Do you want me, sir?”

“No, I do not want you. I think it is the Duke of Datchet.”

The constable, who knew the Duke very well by sight, saluted him as he turned to receive instructions.

The Duke looked white, even savage. There was not a pleasant look in his eyes and about his lips. He appeared to be endeavouring to put a great restraint upon himself. There was a momentary silence. Mr. Dacre made a movement as if to interpose. The Duke caught him by the arm.

He spoke: “No, constable, I do not want you. This person is mistaken.”

The constable looked as if he could not quite make out how such a mistake could have arisen, hesitated, then, with another salute, he moved away.

The stranger was still holding his watch in his hand.

“Only eight minutes,” he said.

The Duke seemed to experience some difficulty in giving utterance to what he had to say.

“If I give you this five hundred pounds, you — you — —”

As the Duke paused, as if at a loss for language which was strong enough to convey his meaning, the stranger laughed.

“Let us take the adjectives for granted. Besides, it is only boys who call each other names — men do things. If you give me the five hundred sovereigns, which you have in that bag, at once — in five minutes it will be too late — I will promise — I will not swear; if you do not credit my simple promise, you will not believe my solemn affirmation — I will promise that, possibly within an hour, certainly within an hour and a half, the Duchess of Datchet shall return to you absolutely uninjured — except, of course, as you are already aware, with regard to a few of the hairs of her head. I will promise this on the understanding that you do not yourself attempt to see where I go, and that you will allow no one else to do so.” This with a glance at Ivor Dacre. “I shall know at once if I am followed. If you entertain any such intentions, you had better, on all accounts, remain in possession of your five hundred pounds.”

The Duke eyed him very grimly:

“I entertain no such intentions — until the Duchess returns.”

Again the stranger indulged in that musical little laugh of his:

“Ah, until the Duchess returns! Of course, then the bargain’s at an end. When you are once more in the enjoyment of her Grace’s society, you will be at liberty to set all the dogs in Europe at my heels. I assure you I fully expect that you will do so — why not?” The Duke raised the canvas bag. “My dear Duke, ten thousand thanks! You shall see her Grace at Datchet House, ‘pon my honour. Probably within the hour.”

“Well,” commented Ivor Dacre, when the stranger had vanished, with the bag, into Piccadilly, and as the Duke and himself moved towards Burlington Gardens, “if a gentleman is to be robbed, it is as well that he should have another gentleman to rob him.”


CHAPTER III. AND FOUND.

Mr. Dacre eyed his companion covertly as they progressed. His Grace of Datchet appeared to have some fresh cause for uneasiness. All at once he gave it utterance, in a tone of voice which was extremely sombre:

“Ivor, do you think that scoundrel will dare to play me false?”

“I think,” murmured Mr. Dacre, “that he has dared to play you pretty false already.”

“I don’t mean that. But I mean how am I to know, now that he has his money, that he will still not keep Mabel in his clutches?”

There came an echo from Mr. Dacre:

“Just so — how are you to know?”

“I believe that something of this sort has been done in the United States.”

“I thought that there they were content to kidnap them after they were dead. I was not aware that they had, as yet, got quite so far as the living.”

“I believe that I have heard of something just like this.”

“Possibly; they are giants over there.”

“And in that case the scoundrels, when their demands were met, refused to keep to the letter of their bargain, and asked for more.”

The Duke stood still. He clenched his fists, and swore:

“Ivor, if that —— villain doesn’t keep his word, and Mabel isn’t home within the hour, by —— I shall go mad!”

“My dear Datchet” — Mr. Dacre loved strong language as little as he loved a scene— “let us trust to time and, a little, to your white-hatted and gardenia-button-holed friend’s word of honour. You should have thought of possible eventualities before you showed your confidence — really. Suppose, instead of going mad, we first of all go home?”

A hansom stood waiting for a fare at the end of the Arcade. Mr. Dacre had handed the Duke into it before his Grace had quite realised that the vehicle was there.

“Tell the fellow to drive faster.” That was what the Duke said when the cab had started.

“My dear Datchet, the man’s already driving his geegee off its legs. If a bobby catches sight of him he’ll take his number.”

A moment later, a murmur from the Duke:

“I don’t know if you’re aware that the Prince is coming to dinner?”

“I am perfectly aware of it.”

“You take it uncommonly coolly. How easy it is to bear our brother’s burdens! Ivor, if Mabel doesn’t turn up I shall feel like murder.”

“I sympathise with you, Datchet, with all my heart, though, I may observe, parenthetically, that I very far from realise the situation even yet. Take my advice. If the Duchess does not show quite so soon as we both of us desire, don’t make a scene; just let me see what I can do.”

Judging from the expression of his countenance, the Duke was conscious of no overwhelming desire to witness an exhibition of Mr. Dacre’s prowess.

When the cab reached Datchet House his Grace dashed up the steps three at a time. The door flew open.

“Has the Duchess returned?”

“Hereward!”

A voice floated downwards from above. Some one came running down the stairs. It was her Grace of Datchet.

“Mabel!”

She actually rushed into the Duke’s extended arms. And he kissed her, and she kissed him — before the servants.

“So you’re not quite dead?” she cried.

“I am almost,” he said.

She drew herself a little away from him.

“Hereward, were you seriously hurt?”

“Do you suppose that I could have been otherwise than seriously hurt?”

“My darling! Was it a Pickford’s van?”

The Duke stared:

“A Pickford’s van? I don’t understand. But come in here. Come along, Ivor. Mabel, you don’t see Ivor.”

“How do you do, Mr. Dacre?”

Then the trio withdrew into a little ante-room; it was really time. Even then the pair conducted themselves as if Mr. Dacre had been nothing and no one. The Duke took the lady’s two hands in his. He eyed her fondly.

“So you are uninjured, with the exception of that lock of hair. Where did the villain take it from?”

The lady looked a little puzzled:

“What lock of hair?”

From an envelope which he took from his pocket the Duke produced a shining tress. It was the lock of hair which had arrived in the first communication. “I will have it framed.”

“You will have what framed?” The Duchess glanced at what the Duke was so tenderly caressing, almost, as it seemed, a little dubiously, “Whatever is it you have there?”

“It is the lock of hair which that scoundrel sent me.” Something in the lady’s face caused him to ask a question: “Didn’t he tell you he had sent it me?”

“Hereward!”

“Did the brute tell you that he meant to cut off your little finger?”

A very curious look came into the lady’s face. She glanced at the Duke as if she, all at once, were half afraid of him. She cast at Mr. Dacre what really seemed to be a look of enquiry. Her voice was tremulously anxious:

“Hereward, did — did the accident affect you mentally?”

“How could it not have affected me mentally? Do you think that my mental organization is of steel?”

“But you look so well?”

“Of course I look well, now that I have you back again. Tell me, darling, did that hound actually threaten you with cutting off your arm? If he did, I shall feel half inclined to kill him yet.”

The Duchess seemed positively to shrink from her better-half’s near neighbourhood:

“Hereward, was it a Pickford’s van?”

The Duke seemed puzzled. Well he might be:

“Was what a Pickford’s van?”

The lady turned to Mr. Dacre. In her voice there was a ring of anguish:

“Mr. Dacre, tell me, was it a Pickford’s van?”

Ivor could only imitate his relative’s repetition of her inquiry:

“I don’t quite catch you — was what a Pickford’s van?”

The Duchess clasped her hands in front of her: “What is it you are keeping from me? What is it you are trying to hide? I implore you to tell me the worst, whatever it may be! Do not keep me any longer in suspense; you do not know what I already have endured. Mr. Dacre, is my husband mad?”

One need scarcely observe that the lady’s amazing appeal to Mr. Dacre as to her husband’s sanity was received with something like surprise. As the Duke continued to stare at her, a dreadful fear began to loom upon his brain:

“My darling, your brain is unhinged!”

He advanced to take her two hands again in his; but, to his unmistakable distress, she shrank away from him:

“Hereward — don’t touch me. How is it that I missed you? Why did you not wait until I came?”

“Wait until you came?”

The Duke’s bewilderment increased.

“Surely, if your injuries turned out, after all, to be slight, that was all the more reason why you should have waited, after sending for me like that.”

“I sent for you — I?” The Duke’s tone was grave. “My darling, perhaps you had better come upstairs.”

“Not until we have had an explanation. You must have known that I should come. Why did you not wait for me after you had sent me that?”

The Duchess held out something to the Duke. He took it. It was a card — his own visiting-card. Something was written on the back of it. He read aloud what was written:

“‘Mabel, come to me at once with bearer. They tell me that they cannot take me home.’ It looks like my own writing.”

“Looks like it! It is your writing.”

“It looks like it — and written with a shaky pen.”

“My dear child, one’s hand would shake at such a moment as that.”

“Mabel, where did you get this?”

“It was brought to me in Cane and Wilson’s.”

“Who brought it?”

“Who brought it? Why, the man you sent.”

“The man I sent?” A light burst upon the Duke’s brain. He fell back a pace. “It’s the decoy!”

Her Grace echoed the words:

“The decoy?”

“The scoundrel! To set a trap with such a bait! My poor, innocent darling, did you think it came from me? Tell me, Mabel, where did he cut off your hair?”

“Cut off my hair?”

Her Grace put her hand up to her head as if to make sure that her hair was there.

“Where did he take you to?”

“He took me to Draper’s Buildings.”

“Draper’s Buildings?”

“I have never been in the City before, but he told me it was Draper’s Buildings. Isn’t that near the Stock Exchange?”

“Near the Stock Exchange?”

It seemed rather a curious place to which to take a kidnapped victim. The man’s audacity!

“He told me that you were coming out of the Stock Exchange when a van knocked you over. He said that he thought it was a Pickford’s van — was it a Pickford’s van?”

“No, it was not a Pickford’s van. Mabel, were you in Draper’s Buildings when you wrote that letter?”

“Wrote what letter?”

“Have you forgotten it already? I do not believe that there is a word in it which will not be branded on my brain until I die.”

“Hereward! What do you mean?”

“Surely you cannot have written me such a letter as that, and then have forgotten it already?”

He handed her the letter which had arrived in the second communication. She glanced at it, askance. Then she took it with a little gasp.

“Hereward, if you don’t mind, I think I’ll take a chair.” She took a chair. “Whatever — whatever’s this?” As she read the letter the varying expressions which passed across her face were, in themselves, a study in psychology. “Is it possible that you can imagine that, under any conceivable circumstances, I could have written such a letter as this?”

“Mabel!”

She rose to her feet, with emphasis:

“Hereward, don’t say that you thought this came from me!”

“Not come from you?” He remembered Knowles’s diplomatic reception of the epistle on its first appearance. “I suppose that you will say next that this is not a lock of your hair?”

“My dear child, what bee have you got in your bonnet? This a lock of my hair! Why, it’s not in the least like my hair!”

Which was certainly inaccurate. As far as color was concerned it was an almost perfect match. The Duke turned to Mr. Dacre.

“Ivor, I’ve had to go through a good deal this afternoon. If I have to go through much more, something will crack!” He touched his forehead. “I think it’s my turn to take a chair.” He also took a chair. Not the one which the Duchess had vacated, but one which faced it. He stretched out his legs in front of him; he thrust his hands into his trousers-pockets; he said, in a tone which was not only gloomy but absolutely gruesome:

“Might I ask, Mabel, if you have been kidnapped?”

“Kidnapped?”

“The word I used was ‘kidnapped.’ But I will spell it if you like. Or I will get a dictionary, that you may see its meaning.”

The Duchess looked as if she was beginning to be not quite sure if she was awake or sleeping. She turned to Ivor:

“Mr. Dacre, has the accident affected Hereward’s brain?”

The Duke took the words out of his cousin’s mouth:

“On that point, my dear, let me ease your mind. I don’t know if you are under the impression that I should be the same shape after a Pickford’s van had run over me as I was before; but, in any case, I have not been run over by a Pickford’s van. So far as I am concerned there has been no accident. Dismiss that delusion from your mind.”

“Oh!”

“You appear surprised. One might even think that you were sorry. But may I now ask what you did when you arrived at Draper’s Buildings?”

“Did! I looked for you!”

“Indeed! And when you had looked in vain, what was the next item in your programme?”

The lady shrank still further from him:

“Hereward, have you been having a jest at my expense? Can you have been so cruel?” Tears stood in her eyes.

Rising, the Duke laid his hand upon her arm:

“Mabel, tell me — what did you do when you had looked for me in vain?”

“I looked for you upstairs and downstairs, and everywhere. It was quite a large place, it took me ever such a time. I thought that I should go distracted. Nobody seemed to know anything about you, or even that there had been an accident at all — it was all offices. I couldn’t make it out in the least, and the people didn’t seem to be able to make me out either. So when I couldn’t find you anywhere I came straight home again.”

The Duke was silent for a moment. Then, with funereal gravity, he turned to Mr. Dacre. He put to him this question:

“Ivor, what are you laughing at?”

Mr. Dacre drew his hand across his mouth with rather a suspicious gesture:

“My dear fellow, only a smile!”

The Duchess looked from one to the other:

“What have you two been doing? What is the joke?”

With an air of preternatural solemnity the Duke took two letters from the breast-pocket of his coat.

“Mabel, you have already seen your letter. You have already seen the lock of your hair. Just look at this — and that.”

He gave her the two very singular communications which had arrived in such a mysterious manner, and so quickly one after the other. She read them with wide-open eyes.

“Hereward! Wherever did these come from?”

The Duke was standing with his legs apart, and his hands in his trousers-pockets. “I would give — I would give another five hundred pounds to know. Shall I tell you, madam, what I have been doing? I have been presenting five hundred golden sovereigns to a perfect stranger, with a top-hat, and a gardenia in his button-hole.”

“Whatever for?”

“If you have perused those documents which you have in your hand, you will have some faint idea. Ivor, when its your funeral I’ll smile. Mabel, Duchess of Dachet, it is beginning to dawn upon the vacuum which represents my brain that I’ve been the victim of one of the prettiest things in practical jokes that ever yet was planned. When that fellow brought you that card at Cane and Wilson’s — which, I need scarcely tell you, never came from me — some one walked out of the front entrance who was so exactly like you that both Barnes and Moysey took her for you. Moysey showed her into the carriage, and Barnes drove her home. But when the carriage reached home it was empty. Your double had got out upon the road.”

The Duchess uttered a sound which was half a gasp, half sigh:

“Hereward!”

“Barnes and Moysey, with beautiful and childlike innocence, when they found that they had brought the thing home empty, came straightway and told me that you had jumped out of the brougham while it had been driving full pelt through the streets. While I was digesting that piece of information there came the first epistle, with the lock of your hair. Before I had time to digest that there came the second epistle, with yours inside, and, as a guarantee of the authenticity of your appeal, the same envelope held this.”

The Duke handed the Duchess the half of the broken sixpence. She stared at it with the most unequivocal astonishment.

“Why, it looks just like my sixpence.” She put her hand to her breast, feeling something that was there. “But it isn’t! What wickedness!”

“It is wickedness, isn’t it? Anyhow, that seemed good enough for me; so I posted off the five hundred pounds to save your arm — not to dwell upon your little finger.”

“It seems incredible!”

“Its sounds incredible; but unfathomable is the folly of man, especially of a man who loves his wife.” The Duke crossed to Mr. Dacre. “I don’t want, Ivor, to suggest anything in the way of bribery and corruption, but if you could keep this matter to yourself, and not mention it to your friends, our white-hatted and gardenia-button-holed acquaintance is welcome to his five hundred pounds, and —— Mabel, what on earth are you laughing at?”

The Duchess appeared, all at once, to be seized with inextinguishable laughter.

“Hereward,” she cried, “just think how that man must be laughing at you!”

And the Duke of Datchet thought of it.


THE STRANGE OCCURRENCES IN CANTERSTONE JAIL.


CHAPTER I. MR. MANKELL DECLARES HIS INTENTION OF ACTING ON MAGISTERIAL ADVICE.

Oliver Mankell was sentenced to three months’ hard labour. The charge was that he had obtained money by means of false pretences. Not large sums, but shillings, half-crowns, and so on. He had given out that he was a wizard, and that he was able and willing — for a consideration — to predict the events of the future — tell fortunes, in fact. The case created a large amount of local interest, for some curious stories were told about the man in the town. Mankell was a tall, slight, wiry-looking fellow in the prime of life, with coal-black hair and olive complexion — apparently of Romany extraction. His bearing was self-possessed, courteous even, yet with something in his air which might have led one to suppose that he saw — what others did not — the humour of the thing. At one point his grave, almost saturnine visage distinctly relaxed into a smile. It was when Colonel Gregory, the chairman of the day, was passing sentence. After committing him for three months’ hard labour, the Colonel added — 

“During your sojourn within the walls of a prison you will have an opportunity of retrieving your reputation. You say you are a magician. During your stay in jail I would strongly advise you to prove it. You lay claim to magic powers. Exercise them. I need scarcely point out to you how excellent a chance you will have of creating a sensation.”

The people laughed. When the great Panjandrum is even dimly suspected of an intention to be funny, the people always do. But on this occasion even the prisoner smiled — rather an exceptional thing, for as a rule it is the prisoner who sees the joke the least of all.

Later in the day the prisoner was conveyed to the county jail. This necessitated a journey by rail, with a change upon the way. At the station where they changed there was a delay of twenty minutes. This the prisoner and the constable in charge of him improved by adjourning to a public house hard by. Here they had a glass — indeed they had two — and when they reached Canterstone, the town on whose outskirts stood the jail, they had one — or perhaps it was two — more. It must have been two, for when they reached the jail, instead of the constable conveying the prisoner, it was the prisoner who conveyed the constable — upon his shoulder. The warder who answered the knock seemed surprised at what he saw.

“What do you want?”

“Three months’ hard labour.”

The warder stared. The shades of night had fallen, and the lamp above the prison-door did not seem to cast sufficient light upon the subject to satisfy the janitor.

“Come inside,” he said.

Mankell entered, the constable upon his shoulder. Having entered, he carefully placed the constable in a sitting posture on the stones, with his back against the wall. The policeman’s helmet had tipped over his eyes — he scarcely presented an imposing picture of the majesty and might of the law. The warder shook him by the shoulder. “Here, come — wake up. You’re a pretty sort,” he said. The constable’s reply, although slightly inarticulate, was yet sufficiently distinct.

“Not another drop!” he murmured.

“No, I shouldn’t think so,” said the warder. “You’ve had a pailful, it seems to me, already.”

The man seemed a little puzzled. He turned and looked at Mankell.

“What do you want here?”

“Three months’ hard labour.”

The man looked down and saw that the new-comer had gyves upon his wrists. He went to a door at one side, and summoned another warder. The two returned together. This second official took in the situation at a glance.

“Have you come from —— ?” naming the town from which they in fact had come. Mankell inclined his head. This second official turned his attention to the prostrate constable. “Look in his pockets.”

The janitor acted on the suggestion. The order for committal was produced.

“Are you Oliver Mankell?”

Again Mankell inclined his head. With the order in his hand, the official marched him through the side-door by which he had himself appeared. Soon Oliver Mankell was the inmate of a cell. He spent that night in the reception-cells at the gate. In the morning he had a bath, was inducted into prison clothing, and examined by the doctor. He was then taken up to the main building of the prison, and introduced to the governor. The governor was a quiet, gentlemanly man, with a straggling black beard and spectacles — the official to the tips of his fingers. As Mankell happened to be the only fresh arrival, the governor favoured him with a little speech.

“You’ve placed yourself in an uncomfortable position, Mankell. I hope you’ll obey the rules while you’re here.”

“I intend to act upon the advice tendered me by the magistrate who passed sentence.”

The governor looked up. Not only was the voice a musical voice, but the words were not the sort of words generally chosen by the average prisoner.

“What advice was that?”

“He said that I claimed to be a magician. He strongly advised me to prove it during my stay in jail. I intend to act upon the advice he tendered.”

The governor looked Mankell steadily in the face. The speaker’s bearing conveyed no suggestion of insolent intention. The governor looked down again.

“I advise you to be careful what you do. You may make your position more uncomfortable than it is already. Take the man away.”

They took the man away. They introduced him to the wheel. On the treadmill he passed the remainder of the morning. At noon morning tasks were over, and the prisoners were marched into their day-cells to enjoy the meal which, in prison parlance, was called dinner. In accordance with the ordinary routine, the chaplain made his appearance in the round-house to interview those prisoners who had just come in, and those whose sentences would be completed on the morrow. When Mankell had been asked at the gate what his religion was, he had made no answer; so the warder, quite used to ignorance on the part of new arrivals as to all religions, had entered him as a member of the Church of England. As a member of the Church of England he was taken out to interview the chaplain.

The chaplain was a little fussy gentleman, considerably past middle age. Long experience of prisons and prisoners had bred in him a perhaps unconscious habit of regarding criminals as naughty boys — urchins who required a judicious combination of cakes and castigation.

“Well, my lad, I’m sorry to see a man of your appearance here.” This was a remark the chaplain made to a good many of his new friends. It was intended to give them the impression that at least the chaplain perceived that they were something out of the ordinary run. Then he dropped his voice to a judicious whisper. “What’s it for?”

“For telling the truth.”

This reply seemed a little to surprise the chaplain. He settled his spectacles upon his nose.

“For telling the truth!” An idea seemed all at once to strike the chaplain. “Do you mean that you pleaded guilty?” The man was silent. The chaplain referred to a paper he held in his hand. “Eh, I see that here it is written ‘false pretences.’ Was it a stumer?”

We have seen it mentioned somewhere that “stumer” is slang for a worthless cheque. It was a way with the chaplain to let his charges see that he was at least acquainted with their phraseology. But on this occasion there was no response. The officer in charge of Mankell, who possibly wanted his dinner, put in his oar.

“Telling fortunes, sir.”

“Telling fortunes! Oh! Dear me! How sad! You see what telling fortunes brings you to? There will be no difficulty in telling your fortune if you don’t take care. I will see you to-morrow morning after chapel.”

The chaplain turned away. But his prediction proved to be as false as Mankell’s were stated to have been. He did not see him the next morning after chapel, and that for the sufficient reason that on the following morning there was no chapel. And the reasons why there was no chapel were very curious indeed — unprecedented, in fact.

Canterstone Jail was an old-fashioned prison. In it each prisoner had two cells, one for the day and one for the night. The day-cells were on the ground-floor, those for the night were overhead. At six a.m. a bell was rung, and the warders unlocked the night-cells for the occupants to go down to those beneath. That was the rule. That particular morning was an exception to the rule. The bell was rung as usual, and the warders started to unlock, but there the adherence to custom ceased, for the doors of the cells refused to be unlocked.

The night-cells were hermetically sealed by oaken doors of massive thickness, bolted and barred in accordance with the former idea that the security of prisoners should depend rather upon bolts and bars than upon the vigilance of the officers in charge. Each door was let into a twenty-four inch brick-wall, and secured by two ponderous bolts and an enormous lock of the most complicated workmanship. These locks were kept constantly oiled. When the gigantic key was inserted, it turned as easily as the key of a watch — that was the rule. When, therefore, on inserting his key into the lock of the first cell, Warder Slater found that it wouldn’t turn at all, he was rather taken aback. “Who’s been having a game with this lock?” he asked.

Warder Puffin, who was stationed at the head of the stairs to see that the prisoners passed down in order, at the proper distance from each other, replied to him.

“Anything the matter with the lock? Try the next.”

Warder Slater did try the next, but he found that as refractory as the first had been.

“Perhaps you’ve got the wrong key?” suggested Warder Puffin.

“Got the wrong key!” cried Warder Slater. “Do you think I don’t know my own keys when I see them?”

The oddest part of it was that all the locks were the same. Not only in Ward A, but in Wards B, C, D, E, and F — in all the wards, in fact. When this became known, a certain sensation was created, and that on both sides of the unlocked doors. The prisoners were soon conscious that their guardians were unable to release them, and they made a noise. Nothing is so precious to the average prisoner as a grievance; here was a grievance with a vengeance.

The chief warder was a man named Murray. He was short and stout, with a red face, and short, stubbly white hair — his very appearance suggested apoplexy. That suggestion was emphasised when he lost his temper — capable officer though he was, that was more than once in a while. He was in the wheel-shed, awaiting the arrival of the prisoners preparatory to being told off to their various tasks, when, instead of the prisoners, Warder Slater appeared. If Murray was stout, Slater was stouter. He was about five feet eight, and weighed at least 250 pounds. He was wont to amaze those who saw him for the first time — and wondered — by assuring them that he had a brother who was still stouter — compared to whom he was a skeleton, in fact. But he was stout enough. He and the chief warder made a striking pair.

“There’s something the matter with the locks of the night-cells, sir. We can’t undo the doors.”

“Can’t undo the doors!” Mr. Murray turned the colour of a boiled beetroot. “What do you mean?”

“It’s very queer, sir, but all over the place it’s the same. We can’t get none of the doors unlocked.”

Mr. Murray started off at a good round pace, Slater following hard at his heels. The chief warder tried his hand himself. He tried every lock in the prison; not one of them vouchsafed to budge. Not one, that is, with a single exception. The exception was in Ward B, No. 27. Mr. Murray had tried all the other doors in the ward, beginning with No. 1 — tried them all in vain. But when he came to No. 27, the lock turned with the customary ease, and the door was open. Within it was Oliver Mankell, standing decorously at attention, waiting to be let out. Mr. Murray stared at him.

“Hum! there’s nothing the matter with this lock, at any rate. You’d better go down.”

Oliver Mankell went downstairs — he was the only man in Canterstone jail who did.

“Well, this is a pretty go!” exclaimed Mr. Murray, when he had completed his round. Two or three other warders had accompanied him. He turned on these. “Someone will smart for this — you see if they don’t. Keep those men still.”

The din was deafening. The prisoners, secure of a grievance, were practising step-dances in their heavy shoes on the stone floors: they made the narrow vaulted corridors ring.

“Silence those men!” shouted Mr. Jarvis, the second warder, who was tall and thin as the chief was short and stout. He might as well have shouted to the wind. Those in the cells just close at hand observed the better part of valour, but those a little distance off paid not the slightest heed. If they were locked in, the officers were locked out.

“I must go and see the governor.” Mr. Murray pursed up his lips. “Keep those men still, or I’ll know the reason why.”

He strode off, leaving his subordinates to obey his orders — if they could, or if they couldn’t.

Mr. Paley’s house was in the centre of the jail. Paley, by the way, was the governor’s name. The governor, when Mr. Murray arrived, was still in bed. He came down to the chief warder in rather primitive disarray.

“Anything the matter, Murray?”

“Yes, sir; there’s something very much the matter, indeed.”

“What is it?”

“We can’t get any of the doors of the night-cells open.”

“You can’t get — what?”

“There seems to be something the matter with the locks.”

“The locks? All of them? Absurd!”

“Well, there they are, and there’s the men inside of them, and we can’t get ’em out — at least I’ve tried my hand, and I know I can’t.”

“I’ll come with you at once, and see what you mean.”

Mr. Paley was as good as his word. He started off just as he was. As they were going, the chief warder made another remark.

“By the way, there is one cell we managed to get open — I opened it myself.”

“I thought you said there was none?”

“There’s that one — it’s that man Mankell.”

“Mankell? Who is he?”

“He came in yesterday. It’s that magician.”

When they reached the cells, it was easy to perceive that something was wrong. The warders hung about in twos and threes; the noise was deafening; the prisoners were keeping holiday.

“Get me the keys and let me see what I can do. It is impossible that all the locks can have been tampered with.”

They presented Mr. Paley with the keys. In his turn he tried every lock in the jail This was not a work of a minute or two. The prison contained some three hundred night-cells. To visit them all necessitated not only a good deal of running up and down stairs, but a good deal of actual walking; for they were not only in different floors and in different blocks, but the prison itself was divided into two entirely separate divisions — north and south — and to pass from one division to the other entailed a walk of at least a hundred yards. By the time he had completed the round of the locks, Mr. Paley had had about enough of it. It was not surprising that he felt a little bewildered — not one of the locks had shown any more readiness to yield to him than to the others.

In passing from one ward to the other, he had passed the row of day-cells in which was situated B 27. Here they found Oliver Mankell sitting in silent state awaiting the call to work. The governor pulled up at the sight of him.

“Well, Mankell, so there was nothing the matter with the lock of your door?”

Mankell simply inclined his head.

“I suppose you know nothing about the locks of the other doors?”

Again the inclination of the head. The man seemed to be habitually chary of speech.

“What’s the matter with you? Are you dumb? Can’t you speak when you’re spoken to?”

This time Mankell extended the palms of his hands with a gesture which might mean anything or nothing. The governor passed on. The round finished, he held a consultation with the chief warder.

“Have you any suspicions?”

“It’s queer.” Mr. Murray stroked his bristly chin.

“It’s very queer that that man Mankell’s should be the only cell in the prison left untampered with.”

“Very queer, indeed.”

“What are we to do? We can’t leave the men locked up all day. It’s breakfast-time already. I suppose the cooks haven’t gone down to the cookhouse?”

“They’re locked up with the rest. Barnes has been up to know what he’s to do.”

Barnes was the prison cook. The cooks referred to were six good-behaviour men who were told off to assist him in his duties.

“If the food were cooked, I don’t see how we should give it to the men.”

“That’s the question.” Mr. Murray pondered.

“We might pass it through the gas-holes.”

“We should have to break the glass to do it. You wouldn’t find it easy. It’s plate-glass, an inch in thickness, and built into the solid wall.”

There was a pause for consideration.

“Well, this is a pretty start. I’ve never come across anything like it in all my days before.”

Mr. Paley passed his hand through his hair. He had never come across anything like it either.

“I shall have to telegraph to the commissioners. I can’t do anything without their sanction.”

The following telegram was sent:

“Cannot get prisoners out of night-cells. Something the matter with locks. Cannot give them any food. The matter is very urgent. What shall I do?”

The following answer was received:

“Inspector coming down.”

The inspector came down — Major William Hardinge. A tall, portly gentleman, with a very decided manner. When he saw the governor he came to the point at once.

“What’s all this stuff?”

“We can’t get the prisoners out of the night-cells.”

“Why?”

“There’s something the matter with the locks.”

“Have you given them any food?”

“We have not been able to.”

“When were they locked up?”

“Yesterday evening at six o’clock.”

“This is a very extraordinary state of things.”

“It is, or I shouldn’t have asked for instructions.”

“It’s now three o’clock in the afternoon. They’ve been without food for twenty-one hours. You’ve no right to keep them without food all that time.”

“We are helpless. The construction of the night-cells does not permit of our introducing food into the interior when the doors are closed.”

“Have they been quiet?”

“They’ve been as quiet as under the circumstance was to be expected.”

As they were crossing towards the north division the governor spoke again:

“We’ve been able to get one man out.”

“One! — out of the lot! How did you get him?”

“Oddly enough, the lock of his cell was the only one in the prison which had not been tampered with.”

“Hum! I should like to see that man.”

“His name’s Mankell. He only came in yesterday. He’s been pretending to magic powers — telling fortunes, and that kind of thing.”

“Only came in yesterday? He’s begun early. Perhaps we shall have to tell him what his fortune’s likely to be.”

When they reached the wards the keys were handed to the inspector, who in his turn tried his hand. A couple of locksmiths had been fetched up from the town. When the Major had tried two or three of the locks it was enough for him. He turned to the makers of locks.

“What’s the matter with these locks?”

“Well, that’s exactly what we can’t make out. The keys go in all right, but they won’t turn. Seems as though somebody had been having a lark with them.”

“Can’t you pick them?”

“They’re not easy locks to pick, but we’ll have a try!”

“Have a try!”

They had a try, but they tried in vain. As it happened, the cell on which they commenced operations was occupied by a gentleman who had had a considerable experience in picking locks — experience which had ended in placing him on the other side that door. He derided the locksmiths through the door.

“Well, you are a couple of keen ones! What, can’t pick the lock! Why, there ain’t a lock in England I couldn’t pick with a bent ‘airpin. I only wish you was this side, starving like I am, and I was where you are, it wouldn’t be a lock that would keep me from giving you food.”

This was not the sort of language Major Hardinge was accustomed to hear from the average prisoner, but the Major probably felt that on this occasion the candid proficient in the art of picking locks had a certain excuse. He addressed the baffled workmen.

“If you can’t pick the lock, what can you do? The question is, what is the shortest way of getting inside that cell?”

“Get a watch-saw,” cried the gentleman on the other side the door.

“And when you’ve got your watch-saw?” inquired the Major.

“Saw the whole lock right clean away. Lor’ bless me! I only wish I was where you are, I’d show you a thing or two. It’s as easy as winking. Here’s all us chaps a-starving, all for want of a little hexperience!”

“A saw’ll be no good,” declared one of the locksmiths. “Neither a watch-saw nor any other kind of saw. How are you going to saw through those iron stanchions? You’ll have to burst the door in, that’s what it’ll have to be.”

“You won’t find it an easy thing to do.” This was from the governor.

“Why don’t you take and blow the whole place up?” shouted a gentleman, also on the other side of the door, two or three cells off.

Long before this all the occupants of the corridor had been lending a very attentive ear to what was going on. The suggestion was received with roars of laughter. The Major, however, preferred to act upon the workmen’s advice. A sledge hammer was sent for.

While they were awaiting its arrival something rather curious happened — curious, that is, viewed in the light of what had gone before. Warder Slater formed one of the party. More for the sake of something to do than anything else, he put his key into the lock of the cell which was just in front of him. Giving it a gentle twist, to his amazement it turned with the greatest ease, and the door was open.

“Here’s a go!” he exclaimed. “Blest if this door ain’t come open.”

There was a yell of jubilation all along the corridor. The prisoners seemed to be amused. The official party kept silence. Possibly their feelings were too deep for words.

“Since we’ve got this one open,” said Warder Slater, “suppose we try another?”

He tried another, the next; the same result followed — the door was opened with the greatest of ease.

“What’s the meaning of this?” spluttered the Major. “Who’s been playing this tomfoolery? I don’t believe there’s anything the matter with a lock in the place.”

There did not seem to be, just then. For when the officers tried again they found no difficulty in unlocking the doors, and setting the prisoners free.


CHAPTER II.. THE CHAPLAIN AS AN AUTHORITY ON WITCHCRAFT.

Major Hardinge remained in the jail that night. He stayed in the governor’s house as Mr. Paley’s guest. He expressed himself very strongly about the events of the day.

“I’ll see the thing through if it takes me a week. The whole affair is incredible to me. It strikes me, Paley, that they’ve been making a fool of you.”

The governor combed his hair with his fingers. His official manner had temporarily gone. He seemed depressed.

“I assure you the doors were locked.”

“Of course the doors were locked, and they used the wrong keys to open them! It was a got-up thing.”

“Not by the officers.”

“By whom then? I don’t see how the prisoners could have lent a hand.”

“I know the officers, and I will answer for them, every man. As for the wrong keys being used, I know the keys as well as any one. I tried them, and not a lock would yield to me.”

“But they did yield. What explanation have you to give of that?”

“I wish I could explain.” And again the governor combed his hair.

“I’ll have an explanation to-morrow! — you see if I don’t!” But the Major never did.

On the morrow, punctually at 6 a.m., an imposing procession started to unlock. There were the inspector, governor, chief warder, second warder, and the warder who carried the keys.

“I don’t think we shall have much difficulty in getting the men out of their cells this time,” remarked the Major. They did not. “Good — good God!” he spluttered, when they reached the corridor; “what — what on earth’s the meaning of this?” He had predicted rightly. They would have no difficulty in getting the men out of their cells: they were out already — men, and bedding, and planks, and all. There was a man fast asleep in bed in front of each cell-door.

“I thought I had given instructions that a special watch was to be kept all night,” the Major roared.

“So there has been,” answered the chief warder, whose head and face and neck were purple. “Warder Slater here has only just gone off duty. Now then, Slater, what’s the meaning of this?”

“I don’t know,” protested Slater, whose mountain of flesh seemed quivering like jelly. “It’s not a minute ago since I went to get my keys, and they was all inside their cells when I went down.”

“Who let them out, then?”

The Major glared at him, incredulity in every line of his countenance.

“I don’t know. I’ll swear it wasn’t me!”

“I suppose they let themselves out, then. You men!”

Although this short dialogue had been conducted by no means sotto-voce, the noise did not seem to have had the slightest effect in rousing the prisoners out of slumber. Even when the Major called to them they gave no sign.

“You men!” he shouted again; “it’s no good shamming Abraham with me!” He stooped to shake the man who was lying on the plank at his feet. “Good — good God! The — the — man’s not dead?”

“Dead!” cried the governor, kneeling by the Major’s side upon the stones.

The sleeper was very still. He was a man of some forty years of age, with nut-brown tangled hair and beard. If not a short-sentence man he was still in the early stages of his term — for he lay on the bare boards of the plank with the rug, blanket, and sheet wrapped closely round him, so that they might take, as far as possible, the place of the coir mattress, which was not there. The bed was not a bed of comfort, yet his sleep was sound — strangely sound. If he breathed at all, it was so lightly as to be inaudible. On his face was that dazed, strained expression which we sometimes see on the faces of those who, without a moment’s warning, have been suddenly visited by death.

“I don’t think he’s dead,” the governor said. “He seems to be in some sort of trance. What’s the man’s name?”

“‘Itchcock. He’s one of the ‘oppickers. He’s got a month.”

It was Warder Slater who gave the information. The governor took the man by the shoulder, and tried to rouse him out of sleep.

“Hitchcock! Hitchcock! Come, wake up, my man! It’s all right; he’s coming to — he’s waking up.”

He did wake up, and that so suddenly as to take the party by surprise. He sprang upright on the plank, nothing on but an attenuated prison shirt, and glared at the officials with looks of unmistakable surprise.

“Holloa! What’s up! What’s the meaning of this?”

Major Hardinge replied, suspicion peeping from his eyes:

“That is what we want to know, and what we intend to know — what does it mean? Why aren’t you in your cell?”

The man seemed for the first time to perceive where he was.

“Strike me lucky, if I ain’t outside! Somebody must have took me out when I was asleep.” Then, realising in whose presence he was— “I beg your pardon, sir, but someone’s took me out.”

“The one who took you out took all the others too.”

The Major gave a side glance at Warder Slater. That intelligent officer seemed to be suffering agonies. The prisoner glanced along the corridor. “If all the blessed lot of ’em ain’t out too!”

They were not only all out, but they were all in the same curiously trance-like sleep. Each man had to be separately roused, and each woke with the same startling, sudden bound. No one seemed more surprised to find themselves where they were than the men themselves. And this was not the case in one ward only but in all the wards in the prison. No wonder the officials felt bewildered by the time they had gone the round.

“There’s one thing certain,” remarked Warder Slater to Warder Puffin, wiping the perspiration from his — Warder Slater’s — brow, “if I let them out in one ward, I couldn’t ‘ardly let them out in all. Not to mention that I don’t see how a man of my build’s going to carry eight-and-forty men, bed, bedding, and all, out bodily, and that without disturbing one of them from sleep.”

As the official party was returning through B ward, inspecting the men, who were standing at attention in their day-cells, the officer in charge advanced to the governor.

“One man missing, sir! No. 27, sir! Mankell, sir!”

The chief warder started. If possible, he turned a shade more purple even than before.

“Fetch me the key of the night-cells,” he said.

It was brought. They went upstairs — the Major, the governor, the chief and second warders. Sure enough they found the missing man, standing at attention in his night-cell, waiting to be let out — the only man in the prison whom they had found in his place. The chief warder unlocked him. In silence they followed him as he went downstairs.

When the Major and Mr. Paley found themselves alone, both of them seemed a little bewildered.

“Well, Major, what do you think of it now?”

“It’s a got-up thing! I’ll stake my life, it’s a got-up thing!”

“What do you mean — a got-up thing?”

“Some of the officers know more about it than they have chosen to say — that man Slater, for instance. But I’ll have the thing sifted to the bottom before I go. I never heard of anything more audacious in the whole of my career.”

The governor smiled, but he made no comment on the Major’s observation. It was arranged that an inquiry should be held after chapel. During chapel a fresh subject was added to the list of those which already called for prompt inquiry.

Probably there is no more delicate and difficult position than that of a prison chaplain. If any man doubt this, let him step into a prison chaplain’s shoes and see. He must have two faces, and each face must look in an exactly opposite way. The one towards authority — he is an official, an upholder of the law; the other towards the defiers of authority — he is the criminal’s best friend. It requires the wisest of men to do his duty, so as to please both sides; and he must please both sides — or fail. As has already been hinted, Mr. Hewett, the Chaplain of Canterstone Jail, was not the wisest of men. He was in the uncomfortable — but not uncommon — position of being disliked by both the rival houses. He meant well, but he was not an apt interpreter of his own meaning. He blundered, sometimes on the prisoners’ toes, and sometimes on the toes of the officials. Before the service began, the governor thought of giving him a hint, not — in the course of it — to touch on the events of the last two days. But previous hints of the same kind had not by any means been well received, and he refrained. Exactly what he feared would happen, happened. Both the inspector and the governor were present at the service. Possibly the chaplain supposed this to be an excellent opportunity of showing the sort of man he was — one full of zeal. At any rate, before the service was over, before pronouncing the benediction, he came down to the altar-rail, in the way they knew so well. The governor, outwardly unruffled, inwardly groaned.

“I have something to say to you.”

When he said this, those who knew him knew exactly what was coming; or they thought they did, for, for once in a way, they were grievously wrong. When the chaplain had got so far he paused. It was his habit to indulge in these eloquent pauses, but it was not his habit to behave as he immediately did. While they were waiting for him to go on, almost forecasting the words he would use, a spasm seemed to go all over him, and he clutched the rail and spoke. And what he said was this — 

“Bust the screws and blast ’em!”

The words were shouted rather than spoken. In the very act of utterance he clung on to the rail as though he needed its support to enable him to stand. The chapel was intensely still. The men stared at him as though unable to believe their eyes and ears. The chaplain was noted for his little eccentricities, but it was the first time they had taken such a shape as this.

“That’s not what I meant to say.” The words came out with a gasp. Mr. Hewett put his hand up to his brow. “That’s not what I meant to say.”

He gave a frightened glance around. Suddenly his gaze became fixed, and he looked intently at some object right in front of him. His eyes assumed a dull and fish-like stare. He hung on to the rail, his surpliced figure trembling as with palsy. Words fell from his lips with feverish volubility.

“What’s the good of a screw, I’d like to know? Did you ever know one what was worth his salt? I never did. Look at that beast, Slater, great fat brute, what’d get a man three days’ bread-and-water as soon as look at him. A little bread and water’d do him good. Look at old Murray — call a man like that chief warder. I wonder what a chief fat-head’s like? As for the governor — as for the governor — as — for — the — governor — —”

The chapel was in confusion. The officers rose in their seats. Mr. Paley stood up in his pew, looking whiter than he was wont to do. It seemed as though the chaplain was struggling with an unseen antagonist. He writhed and twisted, contending, as it were, with something — or some one — which appeared to be in front of him. His sentence remained unfinished. All at once he collapsed, and, sinking into a heap, lay upon the steps of the altar — still.

“Take the men out,” said the governor’s quiet voice.

The men were taken out. The schoolmaster was already at the chaplain’s side. With him were two or three of the prisoners who sang in the choir. The governor and the inspector came and looked down at the senseless man.

“Seems to be in a sort of fit,” the schoolmaster said.

“Let some one go and see if the doctor has arrived. Ask him to come up here at once.” With that the governor left the chapel, the inspector going with him. “It’s no good our staying. He’ll be all right. I — I don’t feel quite well.”

Major Hardinge looked at him shrewdly out of the corner of his eyes. “Does he drink?”

“Not that I am aware of. I have never heard of it before. I should say certainly not.”

“Is he mad?”

“No-o — he has his peculiarities — but he certainly is not mad.”

“Is he subject to fits?”

“I have not known of his having one before.”

When they reached the office the Major began to pace about.

“That chaplain of yours must be stark mad.”

“If so, it is a very sudden attack.”

“Did you hear what he said?”

“Very well indeed.”

“Never heard such a thing in my life! Is he in the habit of using such language?”

“Hardly. Perhaps we had better leave it till we hear what the doctor says. Possibly there is some simple explanation. I am afraid the chaplain is unwell.”

“If he isn’t unwell, I don’t know what he is. Upon my word, Paley, I can’t congratulate you upon the figure Canterstone Jail has cut during the last few days. I don’t know what sort of report I shall have to make.”

The governor winced. When, a few minutes afterwards, the doctor entered, he began upon the subject at once.

“How is the chaplain, doctor?”

Dr. Livermore gave a curious glance about him. Then he shook hands with the inspector. Then he sat down. Taking off his hat, he wiped his brow.

“Well? Anything wrong?”

“The chaplain says he is bewitched.”

The governor looked at the inspector, and the inspector looked at him.

“Bewitched?” said Mr. Paley.

“I told you the man was mad,” the inspector muttered.

“Hush!” the doctor whispered. “Here he comes.”

Even as he spoke the chaplain entered, leaning on the chief warder’s arm. He advanced to the table at which the governor sat, looking Mr. Paley steadily in the face.

“Mr. Paley, I have to report to you that I have been bewitched.”

“I am sorry to hear that, Mr. Hewett.” He could not resist a smile. “Though I am afraid I do not understand exactly what you mean.”

“It is no laughing matter.” The chaplain’s tone was cool and collected — more impressive than it was used to be. “The man whose name I believe is Oliver Mankell has bewitched me. He was the second man in the third row on my right-hand side in chapel. I could make out that his number was B 27. He cast on me a spell.”

There was silence. Even the inspector felt that it was a delicate matter to accuse the chaplain outright of lunacy. An interruption came from an unexpected quarter — from the chief warder.

“It’s my belief that man Mankell’s been up to his games about those cells.”

The interruption was the more remarkable, because there was generally war — not always passive — between the chief warder and the chaplain. Every one looked at Mr. Murray.

“What is this I hear about the cells?” asked Dr. Livermore.

The governor answered:

“Yesterday the men were all locked in their night-cells. This morning they were all locked out — that is, we found them all seemingly fast asleep, each man in front of his cell-door.”

“They were all locked in except one man, and that man was Mankell — and he was the only man who was not locked out.” Thus the chief warder.

“And do you suggest,” said the doctor, “that he had a finger in the pie?”

“It’s my belief he did it all. Directly I set eyes upon the man I knew there was something about him I couldn’t quite make out. He did it all! Have you heard, sir, how he came to the gate?”

Mr. Murray was, in general, a reticent man. It was not his way to express decided opinions in the presence of authorities, or indeed of any one else. Mr. Paley, who knew his man, eyed him with curiosity.

“What was there odd about that?”

“Why, instead of the constable bringing him, it was him who brought the constable. When they opened the gate there was him with the policeman over his shoulder.”

In spite of Mr. Murray’s evident earnestness, there were some of his hearers who were unable to repress a smile.

“Do you mean that the constable was drunk?”

“That’s the queer part of it. It was John Mitchell. I’ve known him for two-and-twenty years. I never knew him have a glass too much before. I saw him soon afterwards — he was all right then. He said he had only had three half-pints. He was quite himself till he got near the gate, when all of a sudden he went queer all over.”

“Possibly the ale was drugged,” suggested the doctor.

“I don’t know nothing about that, but I do know that the same hand that played that trick was the same hand that played the tricks with the cells.”

“Consider a moment what you are saying, Murray. How are three hundred locks to be tampered with in the middle of the night by a man who is himself a prisoner? One moment — But even that is nothing compared to the feat of carrying three hundred men fast asleep in bed — bed and all — through three hundred closed doors, under the very noses of the officers on guard — think of doing all that singlehanded!”

“It was witchcraft.”

When the chief warder said this, Major Hardinge exploded.

“Witchcraft! The idea of the chief warder of an English prison talking about witchcraft at this time of day! It’s quite time you were superannuated, sir.”

“The man, Mankell, certainly bewitched me.”

“Bewitched you!” As the Major faced the chaplain he seemed to find it difficult to restrain his feelings. “May I ask what sort of idea you mean to convey by saying he bewitched you?”

“I will explain so far as I am able.” The chaplain paused to collect his thoughts. All eyes were fixed upon him. “I intended to say something to the men touching the events of yesterday and this morning. As I came down to the altar-rail I was conscious of a curious sensation — as though I was being fascinated by a terrible gaze which was burning into my brain. I managed to pronounce the first few words. Involuntarily looking round, I met the eyes of the man Mankell. The instant I did so I was conscious that something had passed from him to me, something that made my tongue utter the words you heard. Struggling with all my might, I momentarily regained the exercise of my own will. It was only for a moment, for in an instant he had mastered me again. Although I continued to struggle, my tongue uttered the words he bade it utter, until I suppose my efforts to repel his dominion brought on a kind of fit. That he laid on me a spell I am assured.”

There was a pause when the chaplain ceased. That he had made what he supposed to be a plain and simple statement of facts was evident. But then the facts were remarkable ones. It was the doctor who broke the silence.

“Suppose we have the man in here, so that we can put him through his facings?”

The governor stroked his beard

“What are you going to say to him? You can hardly charge him with witchcraft. He is here because he has been pretending to magic powers.”

The doctor started.

“No! Is that so? Then I fancy we have the case in a nutshell. The man is what old-fashioned people used to call a mesmerist — hypnotism they call it nowadays, and all sorts of things.”

“But mesmerism won’t explain the cells!”

“I’m not so sure of that — at any rate, it would explain the policeman who was suddenly taken queer. Let’s have the man in here.”

“The whole thing is balderdash,” said the Major with solemnity. “I am surprised, as a man of sane and healthy mind, to hear such stuff talked in an English prison of to-day.”

“At least there will be no harm in our interviewing Mr. Mankell. Murray, see that they send him here.” The chief warder departed to do the governor’s bidding. Mr. Paley turned to the chaplain. “According to you, Mr. Hewett, we are subjecting ourselves to some personal risk by bringing him here. Is that so?”

“You may smile, Mr. Paley, but you may find it no laughing matter after all. There are more things in heaven and earth than are dreamt of in man’s philosophy.”

“You don’t mean to say,” burst out the Major, “that you, a man of education, a clergyman, chaplain of an English prison, believe in witchcraft?”

“It is not a question of belief — it is a question of fact. That the man cast on me a spell, I am well assured. Take care that he does not do the same to you.”

The governor smiled. The doctor laughed. The enormity of the suggestion kept the Major tongue-tied till Mankell appeared.


CHAPTER III. THE SINGULAR BEHAVIOUR OF THE PRISON OFFICIALS.

Although Mankell was ushered in by the chief warder, he was in actual charge of Warder Slater. The apartment into which he was shown was not that in which prisoners ordinarily interviewed the governor. There a cord, stretched from wall to wall, divided the room nearly in half. On one side stood the prisoner, with the officer in charge of him; on the other sat the governor. Here there was no cord. The room — which was a small one — contained a single table. At one end sat Mr. Paley, on his right sat Major Hardinge, the chaplain stood at his left, and just behind the Major sat Dr. Livermore. Mankell was told to stand at the end which faced the governor. A momentary pause followed his entrance — all four pairs of eyes were examining his countenance. He for his part bore himself quite easily, his eyes being fixed upon the governor, and about the corners of his lips hovered what was certainly more than the suspicion of a smile.

“I have sent for you,” Mr. Paley began, “because I wish to ask you a question. You understand that I make no charge against you, but — do you know who has been tampering with the locks of the cells?”

The smile was unmistakable now. It lighted up his saturnine visage, suggesting that here was a man who had an eye — possibly almost too keen an eye — for the ridiculous. But he gave no answer.

“Do you hear my question, Mankell? Do you know who has been tampering with the locks of the cells?”

Mankell extended his hands with a little graceful gesture which smacked of more southern climes.

“How shall I tell you?”

“Tell the truth, sir, and don’t treat us to any of your high faluting.”

This remark came from the Major — not in too amiable a tone of voice.

“But in this land it would seem that truth is a thing that wise men shun. It is for telling the truth that I am here.”

“We don’t want any of your insolence, my man! Answer the governor’s question if you don’t want to be severely punished. Do you know who has been playing hanky-panky with the cells?”

“Spirits of the air.”

As he said this Mankell inclined his head and looked at the Major with laughter in his eyes.

“Spirits of the air! What the devil do you mean by spirits of the air?”

“Ah! what do I mean? To tell you that,” laying a stress upon the pronoun, “would take a year.”

“The fellow’s an insolent scoundrel,” spluttered the Major.

“Come, Mankell, that won’t do,” struck in Mr. Paley. “Do I understand you to say that you do know something about the matter?”

“Know!” The man drew himself up, laying the index finger of his right hand upon the table with a curiously impressive air. “What is there that I do not know?”

“I see. You still pretend, then, to the possession of magic powers?”

“Pretend!” Mankell laughed. He stretched out his hands in front of him with what seemed to be his favourite gesture, and laughed — in the face of the authorities.

“Suppose you give us an example of your powers?”

The suggestion came from the doctor. The Major exploded.

“Don’t talk stuff and nonsense! Give the man three days’ bread and water. That is what he wants.”

“You do not believe in magic, then?” Mankell turned to the Major with his laughing eyes.

“What’s it matter to you what I believe? You may take my word for it that I don’t believe in impudent mountebanks like you.”

The only reply Mankell gave was to raise his hand — if that might be called a reply — in the way we sometimes do when we call for silence, and there was silence in the room. All eyes were fixed upon the prisoner. He looked each in turn steadily in the face. Then, still serenely smiling, he gently murmured, “If you please.”

There still was silence, but only for a moment. It was broken by Warder Slater. That usually decorous officer tilted his cap to the back of his head, and thrust his hands into his breeches pockets — hardly the regulation attitude in the presence of superiors.

“I should blooming well like to know what this means! ‘Ere have I been in this ‘ere jail eleven years, and I’ve never been accused before of letting men out of their night-cells, let alone their beds and bedding, and I don’t like it, so I tell you straight.”

The chief warder turned with automatic suddenness towards the unexpectedly and unusually plain-spoken officer.

“Slater, you’re a fool!”

“I’m not the only one in the place! There’s more fools here besides me, and some of them bigger ones as well!”

While these compliments were being exchanged, the higher officials sat mutely looking on. When the chief warder seemed at a loss for an answer, the chaplain volunteered a remark. He addressed himself to Warder Slater.

“It’s my opinion that the governor’s a bigger fool than you are, and that the inspector’s a still bigger fool than he is.”

“And it’s my belief, Mr. Hewett,” observed the doctor, “that you’re the biggest fool of all.”

“It would serve him right,” remarked the governor, quietly, “if somebody were to knock him down.”

“Knock him down! I should think it would — and kick him too!”

As he said this the Major glared at the chaplain with threatening eyes.

There was silence again, broken by Warder Slater taking off his cap and then his tunic, which he folded up carefully and placed upon the floor, and turning his shirt-sleeves up above his elbows, revealing as he did so a pair of really gigantic arms.

“If any man says I let them men out of the cells, I’m ready to fight that man, either for a gallon of beer or nothing. I don’t care if it’s the inspector, or who it is.”

“I suspect,” declared the chaplain, “that the inspector’s too great a coward to take you on, but if he does I’m willing to back Slater for half-a-crown. I am even prepared to second him.”

Putting his hands under his coat-tails, the chaplain looked up at the ceiling with a resolute air.

“If you do fight Slater, Hardinge, I should certainly commence by giving the chaplain a punch in the eye.”

So saying, the governor leaned back in his chair, and began drumming on the table with the tips of his fingers. The doctor rose from his seat. He gave the inspector a hearty slap on the back.

“Give him beans!” he cried. “You ought to be able to knock an over-fed animal like Slater into the middle of next week before he’s counted five.”

“I’ve no quarrel with Slater,” the inspector growled, “and I’ve no intention of fighting him; but as the chaplain seems to be so anxious for a row, I’ll fight him with the greatest pleasure.”

“If there’s goin’ to be any fighting,” interposed the chief warder, “don’t you think I’d better get a couple of sponges and a pail of water?”

“I don’t know about the sponges,” said the governor; “I don’t fancy you will find any just at hand. But you might get a pail of water, I think.”

The chief warder left the room.

“I’m not a fighting man,” the chaplain announced; “and in any case, I should decline to soil my hands by touching such an ill-mannered ruffian as Major Hardinge.”

“I say,” exclaimed the doctor, “Hardinge, you’re not going to stand that?”

The Major sprang from his seat, tore off his coat, and flung it on to the ground with considerably less care than Warder Slater had done. He strode up to the chaplain.

“Beg my pardon, or take a licking!”

The Major clenched his fists. He assumed an attitude which, if not exactly reminiscent of the pets of the fancy, was at least intended to be pugilistic. The chaplain did not flinch.

“You dare to lay a finger on me, you bullying blackguard.”

The Major did dare. He struck out, if not with considerable science, at any rate with considerable execution. The chaplain went down like a log. At that moment the chief warder entered the room. He had a pail of water in his hand. For some reason, which was not altogether plain, he threw its contents upon the chaplain as he lay upon the floor.

While these — considering the persons engaged — somewhat irregular proceedings had been taking place, Mankell remained motionless, his hand upraised — still with that smile upon his face. Now he lowered his hand.

“Thank you very much,” he said.

There was silence again — a tolerably prolonged silence. While it lasted, a change seemed to be passing over the chief actors in the scene. They seemed to be awaking, with more or less rapidity, to the fact that a certain incongruity characterised their actions and their language. There stood Warder Slater, apparently surprised and overwhelmed at the discovery that his hat and coat were off, and his shirtsleeves tucked up above his elbows. The chief warder, with the empty pail in his hand, presented a really ludicrous picture of amazement. He seemed quite unable to realise the fact that he had thrown the contents over the chaplain. The inspector’s surprise appeared to be no less on finding that, in his pugilistic ardour, he had torn off his coat and knocked the chaplain down. The doctor, supporting him in the rear, seemed to be taken a little aback. The governor, smoothing his hair with his hand, seemed to be in a hopeless mist. It was the chaplain, who rose from the floor with his handkerchief to his nose, who brought it home to them that the scene which had just transpired had not been the grotesque imaginings of some waking dream.

“I call you to witness that Major Hardinge has struck me to the ground, and the chief warder has thrown on me a pail of water. What conduct may be expected from ignorant criminals when such is the behaviour of those who are in charge of them, must be left for others to judge.”

They looked at one another. Their feelings were momentarily too deep for words.

“I think,” suggested the governor, with quavering intonation, “I think — that this man — had better — be taken away.”

Warder Slater picked up his hat and coat, and left the room, Mankell walking quietly beside him. Mr. Murray followed after, seeming particularly anxious to conceal the presence of the pail. Mr. Hewett, still stanching the blood which flowed from his nose, fixed his eyes on the inspector.

“Major Hardinge, if, twenty-four hours after this, you are still an Inspector of Prisons, all England shall ring with your shame. Behind bureaucracy — above it — is the English press.” The chaplain moved towards the door. On the threshold he paused. “As for the chief warder, I shall commence by indicting him for assault.” He took another step, and paused again. “Nor shall I forget that the governor aided and abetted the inspector, and that the doctor egged him on.”

Then the chaplain disappeared. His disappearance was followed by what might be described as an abject silence. The governor eyed his colleagues furtively. At last he stammered out a question.

“Well, Major, what do you think of this?”

The Major sank into a chair, expressing his thoughts by a gasp. Mr. Paley turned his attention to the doctor.

“What do you say, doctor?”

“I say? — I say nothing.”

“I suppose,” murmured the Major, in what seemed to be the ghost of his natural voice, “that I did knock him down?”

The doctor seemed to have something to say on that point, at any rate.

“Knock him down! — I should think you did! Like a log of wood!”

The Major glanced at the governor. Mr. Paley shook his head. The Major groaned. The governor began to be a little agitated.

“Something must be done. It is out of the question that such a scandal should be allowed to go out into the world. I do not hesitate to say that if the chaplain sends in to the commissioners the report which he threatens to send, the situation will be to the last degree unpleasant for all of us.”

“The point is,” observed the doctor— “are we, collectively and individually, subject to periodical attacks of temporary insanity?”

“Speaking for myself, I should say certainly not.”

Dr. Livermore turned on the governor.

“Then perhaps you will suggest a hypothesis which will reasonably account for what has just occurred.” The governor was silent. “Unless you are prepared to seek for a cause in the regions of phenomena.”

“Supposing,” murmured the Major, “there is such a thing as witchcraft after all?”

“We should have the Psychical Research Society down on us, if we had nobody else, if we appended our names to a confession of faith.” The doctor thrust his thumbs into his waistcoat arm-holes. “And I should lose every patient I have.”

There was a tapping at the door. In response to the governor’s invitation, the chief warder entered. In general there was in Mr. Murray’s bearing a not distant suggestion of an inflated bantam-cock or pouter-pigeon. It was curious to observe how anything in the shape of inflation was absent now. He touched his hat to the governor — his honest, rubicund, somewhat pugnacious face, eloquent of the weight that was on his mind.

“Excuse me, sir. I said he was a witch.”

“Your saying that he was a witch — or wizard,” remarked the governor, dryly, “will not, I fear, be sufficient excuse, in the eyes of the commissioners, for your throwing a pail of water over the chaplain.”

“But a man’s not answerable for what he does when he’s bewitched,” persisted the chief warder, with characteristic sturdiness.

“It is exactly that reflection which has constrained me to return.”

They looked up. There was the chaplain standing in the doorway — still with his handkerchief to his nose.

“Mr. Murray, you threw a pail of water over me. If you assert that you did it under the influence of witchcraft, I, who have myself been under a spell, am willing to excuse you.”

“Mr. Hewett, sir, you yourself know I was bewitched.”

“I do; as I believe it of myself. Murray, give me your hand.” The chaplain and the chief warder solemnly shook hands. “There is an end of the matter as it concerns us two. Major Hardinge, do I understand you to assert that you too were under the influence of witchcraft?”

This was rather a delicate inquiry to address to the Major. Apparently the Major seemed to find it so.

“I don’t know about witchcraft,” he growled; “but I am prepared to take my oath in any court in England that I had no more intention of striking you than I had of striking the moon.”

“That is sufficient, Major Hardinge. I forgive you from my heart. Perhaps you too will take my hand.”

The Major took it — rather awkwardly — much more awkwardly than the chief warder had done. When the chaplain relinquished it, he turned aside, and picking up his coat, began to put it on — scarcely with that air of dignity which is proper to a prison inspector.

“I presume,” continued Mr. Hewett, “that we all allow that what has occurred has been owing to the malign influence of the man Oliver Mankell?”

There was silence. Apparently they did not all allow it even yet: it was a pill to swallow.

“Hypnotism,” muttered the doctor, half aside.

“Hypnotism! I believe that the word simply expresses some sort of mesmeric power — hardly a sufficient explanation in the present case.”

“I would suggest, Major Hardinge,” interposed the governor, “all theorising aside, that the man be transferred to another prison at the earliest possible moment.”

“He shall be transferred to-morrow,” affirmed the Major. “If there is anything in Mr. Hewett’s suggestion, the fellow shall have a chance to prove it — in some other jail. Oh, good Lord! Don’t! He’s killing me! Help — p!”

“Hardinge!” exclaimed the doctor; “what’s the matter now?”

There seemed to be something the matter. The Major had been delivering himself in his most pompously official manner. Suddenly he put his hands to the pit of his stomach, and began to cry out as if in an ecstacy of pain, his official manner altogether gone.

“He’ll murder me! I know he will!”

“Murder you? Who?”

“Mankell.”

“Oddly enough, I too was conscious of a very curious sensation.”

As he said this, the governor wiped the cold dew of perspiration from his brow. He seemed unnaturally white. As he adjusted his spectacles, there was an odd, tremulous appearance about his eyes.

“It was because you spoke of transferring him to some other jail.” The chaplain’s tone was solemn. “He dislikes the idea of being trifled with.”

The Major resented the suggestion.

“Trifled with? He seems uncommonly fond of trifling with other people. Confound the man! Oh — h!”

The Major sprang from the floor with an exclamation which amounted to a positive yell. They looked each other in the face. Each man seemed a little paler than his wont.

“Something must be done,” the governor gasped.

The chaplain made a proposition.

“I propose that we summon him into our presence, and inquire of him what he wishes us to do.”

The proposition was not received with acclamation. They probably felt that a certain amount of complication might be expected to ensue if such inquiries began to be addressed to prisoners.

“I think I’ll go my rounds,” observed the doctor. “This matter scarcely concerns me. I wish you gentlemen well out of it.”

He reached out his hand to take his hat, which he had placed upon a chair. As he did so, the hat disappeared, and a small brown terrier dog appeared in its place. The dog barked viciously at the outstretched hand. The doctor started back just in time to escape its teeth. The dog disappeared — there was the hat again. The appearance was but momentary, but it was none the less suggestive on that account. The doctor seemed particularly affected.

“We must have all been drinking, if we are taking to seeing things,” he cried.

“I think,” suggested the chaplain, almost in a whisper, “that we had better inquire what it is he wishes us to do.” There was silence. “We — we have all clear consciences. There — there is no reason why we should be afraid.”

“We’re — we’re not afraid,” gasped the governor. “I — I don’t think you are entitled to infer such a thing.”

The Major stammeringly supported him.

“Of — of course we — we’re not afraid. The — the idea is preposterously absurd.”

“Still,” said the doctor, “a man doesn’t care to have hanky-panky tricks played with his top hat.”

There was a pause — of considerable duration. It was again broken by the chaplain.

“Don’t you think, Mr. Paley, that we had better send for this man?” Apparently Mr. Paley did.

“Murray,” he said, “go and see that he is sent here.”

Mr. Murray went, not too willingly — still he went.


CHAPTER IV. THE CIRCUMSTANCES UNDER WHICH THE OFFICIALS OF CANTERSTONE JAIL PRESENTED MR. MANKELL WITH A TESTIMONIAL.

Oliver Mankell was again in the charge of Warder Slater. Warder Slater looked very queer indeed — he actually seemed to have lost in bulk. The same phenomenon was observable in the chief warder, who followed close upon the prisoner’s heels. Mankell seemed, as ever, completely at his ease. There was again a suspicion of a smile in his eyes and about the corners of his lips. His bearing was in striking contrast to that of the officials. His self-possession in the presence of their evident uneasiness gave him the appearance, in a sense, of being a giant among pigmies; yet the Major, at least, was in every way a bigger man than he was. There was silence as he entered, a continuation of that silence which had prevailed until he came. The governor fumbled with a paper-knife which was in front of him. The inspector, leaning forward in his chair, seemed engrossed by his boots. The doctor kept glancing, perhaps unconsciously, at his hat. The chaplain, though conspicuously uneasy, seemed to have his wits about him most. It was he who, temporarily usurping the governor’s functions, addressed the prisoner.

“Your name is Oliver Mankell?” The prisoner merely smiled. “You are sentenced to three months’ hard labour?” The prisoner smiled again. “For — for pretending to tell fortunes?” The smile became more pronounced. The chaplain cleared his throat. “Oliver Mankell, I am a clergyman. I know that there are such things as good and evil. I know that, for causes which are hidden from me, the Almighty may permit evil to take visible shape and walk abroad upon the earth; but I also know that, though evil may destroy my body, it cannot destroy my soul.”

The chaplain pulled up. His words and manner, though evidently sincere, were not particularly impressive. While they evidently had the effect of increasing his colleagues’ uneasiness, they only had the effect of enlarging the prisoner’s smile. When he was about to continue, the governor interposed.

“I think, Mr. Hewett, if you will permit me. Mankell, I am not a clergyman.” The prisoner’s smile almost degenerated into a grin. “I have sent for you, for the second time this morning, to ask you frankly if you have any reason to complain of your treatment here?” The prisoner stretched out his hands with his familiar gesture. “Have you any complaint to make? Is there anything, within the range of the prison rules, you would wish me to do for you?” Again the hands went out. “Then tell me, quite candidly, what is the cause of your behaviour?”

When the governor ceased, the prisoner seemed to be considering what answer he should make. Then, inclining his head with that almost saturnine grace, if one may coin a phrase, which seemed to accompany every movement he made:

“Sir, what have I done?” he asked.

“Eh — eh — we — we won’t dwell upon that. The question is, What did you do it for?”

“It is perhaps within your recollection, sir, that I have my reputation to redeem, my character to reinstate.”

“Your character? What do you mean?”

“In the first interview with which you favoured me, I ventured to observe that it would be my endeavour, during my sojourn within these walls, to act upon the advice the magistrate tendered me.”

“What” — the governor rather faltered— “what advice was that?”

“He said I claimed to be a magician. He advised me, for my character’s sake, to prove it during my sojourn here.”

“I see. And — and you’re trying to prove it — for your character’s sake?”

“For my character’s sake! I am but beginning, you perceive.”

“Oh, you’re but beginning! You call this but beginning, do you? May I ask if you have any intention of going on?”

“Oh, sir, I have still nearly the whole three months in front of me! Until my term expires I shall go on, with gathering strength, unto the end.”

As he said this Mankell drew himself up in such a way that it almost seemed as though some inches were added to his stature.

“You will, will you? Well, you seem to be a pleasant kind of man!” The criticism seemed to have been extracted from the governor almost against his will. He looked round upon his colleagues with what could only be described as a ghastly grin. “Have you any objection, Mankell, to being transferred to another prison?”

“Sir!” the prisoner’s voice rang out, and his hearers started — perceptibly. Perhaps that was because their nerves were already so disorganised. “It is here I was sent, it is here I must remain — until the end.”

The governor took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow.

“I am bound to tell you, Mankell, judging from the experiences of the last two days, if this sort of thing is to continue — with gathering strength! — the end will not be long.”

The prisoner seemed lost in reflection. The officials seemed lost in reflection too; but their reflections were probably of a different kind.

“There is one suggestion I might offer.”

“Let’s have it by all means. We have reached a point at which we shall be glad to receive any suggestion — from you.”

“You might give me a testimonial.”

“Give you what?”

“You might give me a testimonial.”

The governor looked at the prisoner, then at his friends.

“A testimonial! Might we indeed! What sort of testimonial do you allude to?”

“You might testify that I had regained my reputation, redeemed my character — that I had proved to your entire satisfaction that I was the magician I claimed to be.”

The governor leaned back in his seat.

“Your suggestion has at least the force of novelty. I should like to search the registers of remarkable cases, to know if such an application has ever been made to the governor of an English jail before. What do you say, Hardinge?”

The Major shuffled in his chair.

“I — I think I must return to town.”

The prisoner smiled. The Major winced.

“That — that fellow’s pinned me to my chair,” he gasped. He appeared to be making futile efforts to rise from his seat.

“You cannot return to town. Dismiss the idea from your mind.”

The Major only groaned. He took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow. The governor looked up from the paper-knife with which he was again trifling.

“Am I to understand that the testimonial is to take the shape of a voluntary offering?”

“Oh, sir! Of what value is a testimonial which is not voluntary?”

“Quite so. How do you suggest it should be worded?”

“May I ask you for paper, pens, and ink?”

The prisoner bent over the table and wrote on the paper which was handed him. What he had written he passed to the governor. Mr. Paley found inscribed, in a beautifully fair round hand, as clear as copperplate, the following “testimonial”: — 

“The undersigned persons present their compliments to Colonel Gregory. Oliver Mankell, sentenced by Colonel Gregory to three months’ hard labour, has been in Canterstone Jail two days. That short space of time has, however, convinced them that Colonel Gregory acted wrongly in distrusting his magic powers, and so casting a stain upon his character. This is to testify that he has proved, to the entire satisfaction of the undersigned inspector of prisons and officials of Canterstone Jail, that he is a magician of quite the highest class.”

“The signatures of all those present should be placed at the bottom,” observed the prisoner, as the governor was reading the “testimonial.”

Apparently at a loss for words with which to comment upon the paper he had read, the governor handed it to the inspector. The Major shrank from taking it.

“I — I’d rather not,” he mumbled.

“I think you had better read it,” said the governor. Thus urged, the Major did read it.

“Good Lord!” he gasped, and passed it to the doctor.

The doctor silently, having read it, passed it to the chaplain.

“I will read it aloud,” said Mr. Hewett. He did so — for the benefit, probably, of Slater and Mr. Murray.

“Supposing we were to sign that document, what would you propose to do with it?” inquired the governor.

“I should convey it to Colonel Gregory.”

“Indeed! In that case he would have as high an opinion of our characters as of yours. And yourself — what sort of action might we expect from you?”

“I should go.”

The governor’s jaw dropped.

“Go? Oh, would you!”

“My character regained, for what have I to stop?”

“Exactly. What have you? There’s that point of view, no doubt. Well, Mankell, we will think the matter over.”

The prisoner dropped his hands to his sides, looking the governor steadily in the face.

“Sir, I conceive that answer to convey a negative. The proposition thus refused will not be made again. It only remains for me to continue earnestly my endeavours to retrieve my character — until the three months are at an end.”

The chaplain was holding the testimonial loosely between his finger and thumb. Stretching out his arm, Mankell pointed at it with his hand. It was immediately in flames. The chaplain releasing it, it was consumed to ashes before it reached the floor. Returning to face the governor gain, the prisoner laid his right hand, palm downwards, on the table: “Spirits of the air, in whose presence I now stand, I ask you if I am not justified in whatever I may do?”

His voice was very musical. His upturned eyes seemed to pierce through the ceiling to what there was beyond. The room grew darker. There was a rumbling in the air. The ground began to shake. The chaplain, who was caressing the hand which had been scorched by the flames, burst out with what was for him a passionate appeal:

“Mr. Mankell, you are over hasty. I was about to explain that I should esteem it quite an honour to sign your testimonial.”

“So should I — upon my soul, I should!” declared the Major.

“There’s nothing I wouldn’t do to oblige you, Mr. Mankell,” stammered the chief warder.

“Same ‘ere!” cried Warder Slater.

“You really are too rapid in arriving at conclusions, Mr. Mankell,” remarked the governor. “I do beg you will not suppose there was any negative intention.”

The darkness, the rumbling, and the shaking ceased as suddenly as they began. The prisoner smiled.

“Perhaps I was too hasty,” he confessed. “It is an error which can easily be rectified.”

He raised his hand. A piece of paper fluttered from the ceiling. It fell upon the table. It was the testimonial.

“Your signature, Major Hardinge, should head the list.”

“I — I — I’d rather somebody else signed first.”

“That would never do: it is for you to lead the van. You are free to leave your seat.”

The Major left his seat, apparently not rejoicing in his freedom. He wrote “William Hardinge” in great sprawling characters.

“Add ‘Inspector of Prisons.’”

The Major added “Inspector of Prisons,” with a very rueful countenance.

“Mr. Paley, it is your turn.”

Mr. Paley took his turn, with a really tolerable imitation of being both ready and willing. Acting on the hint which had been given the Major, he added “Governor” of his own accord.

“Now, doctor, it is you.”

The doctor thrust his hands into his trousers’ pockets. “I’ll sign, if you’ll tell me how it is done.”

“Tell you how it is done? How what is done?”

“How you do that hanky-panky, of course.”

“Hanky-panky!” The prisoner drew himself straight up. “Is it possible that you suspect me of hanky-panky? Yes, sir, I will show you how it’s done. If you wish it, you shall be torn asunder where you stand.”

“Thank you, — you needn’t trouble. I’ll sign.”

He signed. The chaplain shook his head and sighed.

“I always placed a literal interpretation on the twenty-eighth chapter of the first book of Samuel. It is singular how my faith is justified!”

The chief warder placed his spectacles upon his nose, where they seemed uneasy, and made quite a business of signing. And such was Warder Slater’s agitation, that he could scarcely sign at all. But at last the “testimonial” was complete. The prisoner smiled as he carefully folded it in two.

“I will convey it to Colonel Gregory,” he said. “It is a gratification to me to have been able to retrieve my character in so short a space of time.”

They watched him — a little spellbound, perhaps; and as they watched him, even before their eyes — behold, he was gone!


TWINS!


CHAPTER I. THE FIRST LADY.

“Mrs. And Miss Danvers.”

Mr. Herbert Buxton, standing at the office window of the hotel, glancing at the visitors’ book on the desk at his right, saw the names among the latest arrivals. They caught his eye. “Pontresina” was stated to be the place from which they had lately come.

“It is the Danvers, for a fiver — Cecil’s Danvers.”

Strolling from the office window, he took a letter — a frayed letter — from his pocket-book. It was post-marked “Pontresina.” The signature was “Cecil Buxton” — it was from his brother.

“Dear Hubert,” it ran, “you really must get something to do! Your request for what you call an advance is absurd. So far from advancing you anything I shall have to cut short the allowance I have been making you. I have met here a Mrs. and Miss Danvers. I have asked Miss Danvers to do me the honour to marry me. She has consented. When that event comes to pass — which will be very shortly — your allowance will recede to a vanishing point. That you will get something to do is, therefore, the advice of your affectionate brother, Cecil Buxton.”

“It would be an odd coincidence,” reflected Hubert, “if that Miss Danvers is this Miss Danvers.”

An idea occurred to his fertile — too fertile — brain. As the first glimmerings of the idea burst on him, Hubert smiled.

In giving birth to Cecil and Hubert Buxton, Nature had been indulging in one of her freaks. They were twins — born within a few seconds of each other. Cecil came first. Hubert came, with all possible expedition, immediately after. Babies are proverbially alike. These babies were so much alike that, when they were undressed, no one ever pretended to be able to tell one from the other. The resemblance outlived babyhood. As the years went on, Cecil was always being taken for Hubert, Hubert for Cecil. The unfortunate part of the business was that the resemblance was merely superficial. Inside, they were altogether different. Cecil was solid and steady, while Hubert — well, at that particular moment he was quartered at that fashionable Bournemouth hotel, without money in his pocket with which to pay his hotel bill, and with nobody within reach from whom he could borrow a five-pound note.

“If,” he told himself, “this Danvers is that Danvers, I might make something out of that fatal likeness after all.”

It would not be, by any means, the first time he had made something out of the “fatal likeness,” but on that, in this place, we need not dwell. He strolled along the corridor, the open letter in his hand, biting his nails and thinking over things as he went. As he approached the glass door which led into the grounds, it opened to admit a lady. At sight of him she stopped.

“Cecil!” she exclaimed.

Hubert looked at her. She was a magnificent woman, planned altogether on a magnificent scale, with a profusion of red-gold hair, and a pair of the biggest and brightest eyes Hubert, with all his wide experience, ever remembered to have seen.

“It is the Danvers!” he inwardly decided. “What a ‘oner’!”

But he was equal to the occasion. He generally was — more than equal. He held out his hand to her with a little sudden burst.

“You!” he cried.

The lady, however, did not immediately respond to his advances. On the contrary, she put her hands behind her back.

“This is an unexpected pleasure. I didn’t expect to see you here. I thought you were in Paris.”

As a matter of fact according to the most recent advices, Cecil was in Paris. But, of course, Hubert had nothing to do with that.

“I only arrived last night. You — you don’t seem glad to see me?”

“It is rather I who should ask the question. Are you glad to see me?”

There was a dryness in her tone which grated on Hubert’s ears.

“This is a case in which diplomacy is required. I wonder what there’s been between them.” Aloud he remarked, “Can you not forget and forgive?”

“Cecil, do you mean it?” She glanced behind her as if in sudden agitation. “I cannot stop now. Meet me in the garden after dinner.”

She was gone before he even had a ghost of a chance of feeling his way.


CHAPTER II. THE SECOND LADY.

“Cecil! Where are you? Here?”

Hubert, who had been leaning against the wall, came out into the moonlight. The lady stood on the top of the steps. The moon shone full upon her. It lit up the glory of her red-gold hair. She was clad in full evening dress. Her little opera cloak, which had slipped off her shoulders, revealed, rather than concealed, her magnificent proportions. Hubert, eying her critically from below, told himself that she was certainly a “oner!”

“I am afraid I am late. I hope you haven’t been waiting long.”

“Nothing to speak of. Just time enough to enjoy a cigar — and to dream of you.”

“Cecil! For shame! Is it damp? I have only my thin shoes on.”

She held one out in evidence. Hubert liked the look of it.

“It is as dry as tinder; just the night for lovers.”

“I really think it is.” She came down the steps. “How glorious!” Laying her hand upon his arm, she looked into his eyes with her big ones. “As you say, it is just the night for lovers.”

They began to stroll. She spoke — 

“It seems strange, after all that has passed between us, that you and I should be walking here together.”

“It does seem strange.” It certainly did.

“After all the hard things you have thought and said of me.” There was a pause. She looked down, speaking softly. “Call me by my pet name.”

He slightly started. But he was not the sort of man to remain long at a loss. As he turned to her and answered, in his voice there was a ring of passionate intensity.

“Tell me by what name to call you!”

“Call me Angel.”

“Angel! My angel of love! My angel of all good things!”

“Cecil!”

Their lips met in a kiss. As they did so, he told himself that if she was Cecil’s idea of an angel, she wasn’t his. But she was certainly a “oner.” He wondered if she had been christened “Angel” Danvers. What a weapon with which to chastise a wife!

“Cecil, let us understand each other. You are not trifling with me again?”

“Need you ask?” This time he was fairly startled. “I am afraid that after all which has passed between us, I need — —”

“You do mean to make me your wife?”

“Make you my wife? Good heavens! What do you suppose I mean?”

“Then you do not believe I cheated?”

“Cheated!”

“Then you do not believe that man? You don’t believe the lies they said of me?”

“Never for one single instant.”

His outspoken denial seemed to take her aback.

“Then, if you didn’t believe it, why — but never mind! Cecil, it would be useless to pretend to you that I have been the best of women, but I swear that I will be a good wife to you until I die.”

“My own,” he murmured. To himself he said, “There seems to have been a good deal more romance about this little affair of Cecil’s than I supposed.”

Her manner changed.

“Let us talk of something else! Let us talk of you. Tell me of yourself, my love!”

“Well,” said Hubert, the ever-ready, “for the moment I am in rather an awkward predicament.”

“What is it?”

“The fact is” — he looked her straight in the face, and never turned a hair— “my remittances seem to have all gone wrong. I am landed here with empty pockets.”

She laughed. “Let me be your banker, will you?”

“With pleasure.”

“I’m quite rich, for me. I’ve got a heap of money in my purse, if I can only find it.” She found it, after long seeking. “How much would you like — twenty pounds?”

“Thank you.”

“Should I make it thirty?”

“If you could make it thirty.”

Some bank-notes changed hands. He thrust them into his waistcoat-pocket, telling himself that that was something on account at any rate.

“Now, your remittances must make haste and come. Thirty pounds is nothing to you; it is a deal to me. Now I am destitute.”

She held out her purse for him to see. It still contained a couple of bank-notes and some gold.

“I suppose you couldn’t manage to spare the rest?” he said.

“You greedy thing! I can scarcely believe you are the Cecil Buxton I used to know — he would never have condescended to borrow thirty pounds from me. Do you know, it isn’t only that you are nicer, but, somehow, even your manner and your voice seem different.”

“Do you think so?” They were standing under the shadow of a tree. He leaned back against the tree. “By the way, I have been remiss. I ought to have inquired after your mother.”

“My mother?” She started.

“I see your names are bracketed in the visitors’ book together.”

“Our names bracketed in the visitors book together! You are dreaming!”

“I saw them there — Mrs. and Miss Danvers.”

“Mrs. and Miss Danvers! Cecil! what do you mean?”

It was his turn to stare. Her manner had all at once become quite singular.

“What do you mean? Isn’t your mother with you?”

“Cecil, are you making fun of me?”

Hubert felt that, in some way, he was putting his foot in it — though he did not quite see how.

“Nothing is further from my thoughts than to make fun of you. But when I saw Mrs. Danvers’ name in the visitors’ book — —”

“Whose name?”

“When I saw Mrs. and Miss Danvers there as large as life — —”

The lady moved a step away from him. All at once she became, as it were, a different woman entirely.

“I see that you are the same man after all. The same Mr. Cecil Buxton. The same cold, calculating, sneering cynic. Only you happen to have broken out in another place. I presume you have been having a little amusement at my expense on a novel plan of your own. But this time, my friend, you have gone too far. You have asked me, in so many words, to be your wife — I dare you to deny it! You have borrowed money — I dare you to deny that too! I am not so unprotected as you may possibly imagine. I took the precaution to wire this morning for a friend. You will marry me, or we shall see!”

The lady swept him a splendid curtsey, and — walked off. He was so taken aback by the sudden change in her deportment that he made not the slightest attempt to arrest her progress. He stared after her, in the moonlight, open-eyed and open-mouthed.

“Well —— ! I’ve done something, though I don’t know what. And I’ve done it somehow, though I don’t know how. Cecil ought to be grateful to me for ridding him of her. They’d never have been happy together, I’ll stake my life on it. Hallo! Who’s this? More adventures!”

There was a rustling behind him. He turned. Someone came out of the shadow of the tree. It was a young girl. She was clad in a plain black silk dinner dress. A shawl was thrown over her shoulders. He could see that she had brown hair and pleasant features. She addressed to him a question which surprised him.

“Who is that woman?” she asked.

She pointed after the rapidly retreating “Angel” with a gesture which was almost tragic. He raised his hat.

“I beg your pardon? I don’t think I have the pleasure — —”

She paid no attention to his words.

“Who is that woman?” she repeated.

“Which woman?”

“That woman?”

“Really I — I think there’s some mistake — —”

To his amazement she burst into a passion of tears. “Cecil, don’t speak to me like that — don’t! don’t! don’t!”

Hubert stared. The young lady dropped her hands from before her face. She looked at him with streaming eyes.

“Who is that woman? Tell me! I’ve been longing for your coming, thinking of all that I should say to you, wishing that the minutes were but seconds — and you’ve been here all the time! You must have come hours before you told me that your train was due. What is the meaning of it all?”

“That is precisely what I should like to know.”

“I came out here that I might be alone before our meeting. I heard the sound of voices, and I thought that one of them was yours — I could not believe it. I listened. I heard you talking to that woman. I saw her kiss you. Oh, Cecil! Cecil! my heart is broken!”

She tottered forward, all but falling into Hubert’s arms. He tried to soothe her. Sotto voce he told himself that Cecil had more romance in his nature than he had given him credit for. His complications in the feminine line appeared to be worthy of the farces at the Palais Royal. In the midst of her emotion, the young lady in his arms continued to address him.

“Why — did you — tell me — you were coming — by one train — when — all the time — you must have meant — to come by another. I — have your letter here — —”

From the bosom of her dress she drew an envelope. Hubert made a dash at it.

“My letter? Permit me for an instant!”

With scant ceremony he took it from her hand. He glanced at the address — recognising Cecil’s well-known writing.

“Miss — Miss Danvers! Are you — are you — Miss Danvers?”

The girl shrank from him. Her tears were dried. Her face grew white. “Cecil!” she exclaimed.

“Forgive me if my question seems a curious one, but — are you Miss Danvers?”

The girl shrank away still more. Her face grew whiter. She spoke so faintly her words were scarcely audible.

“Cecil! Give me back my letter, if you please!”

He handed her back her envelope. “Miss Danvers, I entreat you — —”

But the look of scorn which was on her face brought even Hubert to a standstill. As he hesitated, she “fixed him with her eyes.” He had seldom felt so uncomfortable as he did just then. He seemed to feel himself growing smaller simply because of the scorn which was in her glance.

“Good evening, Mister Buxton.”

She slightly inclined her head — and was gone. Hubert stared after her dumfounded. When he did recover the faculty of speech he hardly knew what use to make of it.

“Well — I’ve done it! If she’s Miss Danvers — who is ‘Angel?’ Cecil will thank me for the treat which I’m preparing for him. I knew this fatal likeness would dog me to the grave. Why was I born a twin?”

He strolled slowly toward the building. As he entered the hall a lady was coming along the corridor. At sight of him she quickened her pace. She advanced to him with outstretched hands. She was a lady of perhaps forty years of age.

“Cecil!” she cried.

But Hubert was not to be caught with salt. He had had enough, for the present, of Cecil and — of Cecil’s feminine friends. Ignoring her outstretched hands, he slightly raised his hat.

“Pardon me, you have the advantage of me, Madame.”

The lady seemed bewildered. She stared at him as if she could not believe her eyes and ears. The door through which Hubert had just entered from the grounds was re-opened at his back. A figure glided past him. It was the young girl from whom he had just parted — in not too cordial a manner. She went straight to the lady, slipping her arm through hers.

“Mamma, Mr. Buxton has declined to acknowledge my acquaintance as he declined to acknowledge yours. I think I can give you a sufficient reason for his doing so, if you will come with me, dear mother.”

“Hetty!” murmured the elder woman, still plainly at a loss.

“Come!” said the girl. They went, leaving Hubert to stare.

“Well — I’ve gone one better! That’s Mrs. Danvers, I presume. So I’ve contrived to insult the mother and the daughter too. Cecil will shower blessings on my head. Who can that Angel be?”

As he was about to follow the ladies along the corridor, someone touched him on the arm. Turning, he saw that a stranger in a black frock coat stood at his side.

“What were you saying to those ladies?” this person asked.

“What the deuce is that to do with you? And who the devil are you?”

“It has this to do with me, that I am the manager of this hotel, and that it is sufficiently obvious that your presence is objectionable to those ladies. Moreover, under existing circumstances, it is objectionable to me. It is a rule of this hotel that accounts are paid weekly. You have been here more than three weeks, and your first week’s bill is yet unpaid. You have made sundry promises, but you have not kept them. I don’t wish to have any unpleasantness with you, sir, but I regret that I am unable to accommodate you with a bed, in this hotel, to-night.”

Hubert felt a trifle wild. He was capable of that feeling now and then. As they were advancing in one direction, two gentlemen, a tall and a short one, were advancing towards them in the other. They were coming to close quarters. Hubert was conscious that the manager’s outspoken observations could not be altogether inaudible to the approaching strangers. So he rode as high a horse as he conveniently could.

“As for your bill, I will see it hanged first. As for your insolence, I will report it to your employers. As for myself, I shall only be too glad to go at once.”

One of the approaching strangers — the tall one — suddenly standing still, placed himself in front of Hubert in such a way as to bar his progress. With the finger tips of his right hand he tapped him lightly on the chest.

“Not just at once, dear Buxton, not just at once. Not before you have said a few words to me.”

“And to me,” said the short man, who stood beside his taller companion. Hubert looked from one to the other.

“And pray who may you be?” he inquired.

“You do not know me?” asked the big stranger.

“Nor me?” echoed the little one.

“But it does not matter. Perhaps you have a bad memory, my dear Buxton.”

The big man’s manner was affable. He turned to the manager. “You must excuse us for one moment, we have just a word to say to our friend Buxton. Here is our little private sitting-room most convenient — just a word.”

Before Hubert had altogether realised the situation, the big man had thrust his arm through his, and drawn him into a sitting-room which opened off the corridor from the left. When they were in, the big man locked the door — he not only locked the door, but in an ostentatious manner he pocketed the key.


CHAPTER III. THE UNFORTUNATE RESULT OF BEING A TWIN.

“So, Mr. Buxton, you don’t know me?”

“Nor me?”

The larger stranger stood against the door. The lesser one, who appeared to be acting as echo, leaned against a table. He began, with a slightly overacted air of carelessness, to roll a cigarette. There was something about this little man which Hubert did not like at all. He was a short, wiry individual, with long, straight black hair, hollow, sallow, shaven cheeks, high projecting cheek-bones, and a pair of small black eyes, which he had a trick of screwing up until only the pupils could be seen. His personal attractions were not enhanced by a huge mole which occupied a conspicuous place in the middle of his left cheek. But if he liked the appearance of the small man little, it was not because he liked the appearance of the tall man more. This was a great hulking fellow, with sandy whiskers and moustache, and a manner which, in spite of its greasy insinuation, Hubert felt was distinctly threatening.

“Is it really possible, Mr. Buxton, that I have had the misfortune to escape your memory?”

“And me?”

Hubert glanced from one to the other. That the little man was a foreigner, probably an Italian, he made up his mind at once. As to the nationality of the big man he was not so sure. He had had dealings with some strange people in his time, both at home and abroad. But he could not recollect encountering either of these gentlemen before.

“I do not remember having ever seen either of you.”

“Oh, you do not remember?” The big man came a step nearer. “You do not remember that pleasant evening in that little room at Nice?”

“You do not remember slapping my face?” quickly exclaimed the little man, suddenly slapping his own right cheek with startling vigour.

“You do not remember accusing me of cheating you at cards?”

“You do not remember placing an insult on me! on me! on me?”

All at once, abandoning the process of manufacturing his cigarette, the little man came and placed himself in even uncomfortable proximity to Hubert’s person. “My friend, my cheek is burning to this very hour.”

Hubert did not like the look of things at all. He was sure he had never seen these men before.

“I understand the position exactly. You are doing what people constantly are doing — you are mistaking me for my brother.”

“Mistaking you for your brother? I am mistaking you for your brother?”

“And me!” cried the little man, again saluting his own cheek smartly. “You liar!”

The big man’s manner was insulting. Hubert felt he must resent it.

“How dare you — —”

But the sentiment died down into his boots as the big man came at him with a sudden ferocity which seemed to cause the beating of his heart to cease.

“How dare I! You dare to speak a word to me. Liar! I will kill you where you stand.”

“As for me,” remarked the short man, affably, “I have this, and this.” From one recess in his clothing he took a revolver. From another, a long, glittering, and business-like, if elegant, knife.

“All these years I have not been able to make up my mind if I will shoot you like a dog, or stick you like a pig — which you are.”

“Gentlemen,” explained Hubert, with surprising mildness, “I assure you you are under a misapprehension. The likeness between my brother and myself is so striking that our most intimate friends mistake one for the other.”

“For whom, then, did my sister mistake you this morning and to-night?”

A light flashed upon Hubert’s brain. “You mean Angel?”

“You call her Angel! He calls her Angel!”

“I hear,” observed the little man.

“If you will allow me to explain!”

The big man made a gesture of refusal. But the little man caught him by the arm. “Let the liar speak,” he said.

The big man, acting on his friend’s advice, let the — that is, he let Hubert speak. Availing himself of the courteously offered permission, Hubert did his best to make things clear.

“I am not — as I would have told you before if you would have let me — I am not Cecil, but Hubert Buxton.” The big man made another gesture. Again the little man restrained him. “We are twins. All our lives it has been difficult to tell one from the other. Of recent years, I understand, the resemblance between us has grown even greater. But the likeness is only skin deep. Cecil is the elder by, I believe, about thirty seconds. He is a rich man, and I am a poor man — bitterly poor.”

The big man spoke. “And you dare to tell me that you have been making love to my sister under a false name? Very good, I have killed a man for less. But I will not kill you — not yet —— Is your handwriting as much like your brother’s as you are?”

“My fist is like Cecil’s.”

“So! Sit down.” Hubert sat down. “Take that pen.” He took the pen. He dipped it in the ink. “Write, ‘I promise to marry — —’”

“What’s the good of my promising to marry anyone? Don’t I tell you that I’m without a sou with which to bless myself?”

“Write, my friend, what I dictate. ‘I promise to marry — —’” Hubert wrote it—”’Marian Philipson Peters — —’”

“And who the —— something is Marian Philipson Peters?”

“Marian Philipson Peters — Mrs. Philipson Peters, is my sister.”

It seemed to be a tolerably prosaic paraphrase of “Angel.” Hubert, if the expression of his features could be trusted, appeared to think so.

“And what possible advantage does your sister propose to derive from my promising, either in black and white or in any other way, to marry her? Does the lady propose to pay my debts, or to provide me with an income?”

“Attend to me, my friend — write what I dictate.” The big man laid his hand on Hubert’s shoulder with an amount of pressure which might mean much — or more! Hubert looked up. The pressure increased. “Write it.”

The little man was standing on the other side of the unwilling scribe. He had his revolver in one hand, his knife in the other. “Write it!” he said.

Up went Hubert’s shoulders — he wrote it. The big man continued his dictation.

“‘Within three months after date.’”

“What on earth — —”

“Write— ‘Within three months after date.’”

“Oh, I’ll write anything. I’ll promise to marry her within three minutes — to oblige you.”

The big man examined what Hubert had written.

“Very like! — very like indeed. So like Cecil Buxton’s handwriting that I plainly perceive, my friend, that you are the prince of all the liars. Now sign it.” He arrested Hubert’s hand. “Sign it— ‘Cecil Buxton.’”

Hubert glanced up. He dropped his pen. “Now I see!”

“Pick up that pen.”

“With pleasure.” He picked it up.

“Sign it— ‘Cecil Buxton.”’

The big man spoke in a tone of voice which could not, truthfully, be described as friendly.

“In other words — commit forgery.”

The tall man turned to the short one.

“Eugene, who is to use your revolver? Is it you or I? I swear to you that if this scoundrel, this contemptible villain, does not make all the reparation to my sister that is in his miserable power, I will blow his brains out as he is sitting here.”

The short man smiled — not pleasantly.

“Leave to me, my friend, that sacred duty — the sacred duty of being executioner. I have long had a little grudge of my own against Mr. Cecil Buxton. I have one of those little insults to wipe out which can only be wiped out by — blood. I have not doubted all the time that this is Mr. Cecil Buxton. I doubt it still less now that I have seen him write.”

“I swear to you — —”

The big man cut Hubert uncivilly short. He repeated his command. “Sign it— ‘Cecil Buxton.’”

Hubert looked from one face to the other. He was conscious — painfully conscious! — that his was not a pleasant situation. He saw murder on the short man’s face. He did not like the look of his revolver. He held it far too carelessly. That he was the sort of man who would entertain no kind of conscientious scruple against shooting him, to use his own words, like a dog, he felt quite certain.

“Let me say one word?” he pleaded.

The big man refused him even that grace. “Not one!”

While Hubert hesitated, the pen between his fingers, there came a rapping at the door.


CHAPTER IV. THE ARRIVAL OF THE OTHER TWIN.

The cause of that rapping at the door was this.

Cecil Buxton arrived by the train by which he had informed Miss Danvers, by letter, that he would arrive. Hastily seeing his luggage on to a cab, he drove off to the hotel. In the hall he encountered a porter.

The porter greeted him in rather a singular manner, scarcely as hotel porters are wont to greet arriving guests.

“What! Back again!” Cecil stared, as, under the circumstances, any man would stare. “This won’t do, you know. I know all about it — you’ve been chucked. My orders is, not let you into the place again.”

“My good man,” said Cecil, fully believing that what he said was true, “you’re drunk.”

Just then a lady came down the staircase. He recognised her — recognised her well. He rushed towards her.

“Hetty!” he cried.

The lady gave a start, but not the sort of start he had reason, and good reason, to expect. She turned, she looked at him — with scornful eyes. She drew back, seeming to remove her very gown from any risk of personal contact.

“I half expected to see you at the station. Hetty, what — what’s the matter?”

The lady said nothing, but she looked at him — and she walked away, her head held very high in the air.

“Now you’ve got to come out of this!” The porter who had followed him across the hall laid his hand upon his shoulder. Cecil swung round. And he not only swung round, but he swung the porter off, and that with a degree of vigour which possibly took that official by surprise.

“Remove your hand!” he cried.

There was a moment’s pause, and during that moment’s pause another lady came down the stairs. The bewildered Cecil rushed to her.

“Mrs. Danvers, has everybody gone mad? What is the matter with Hetty?” There was no mistake about it this time. The lady was so desirous that none of her garments should come into contact with Cecil that, the better to draw them away from him, she clutched her skirts with both her hands. She spoke — 

“How dare you, sir, address yourself to me?” She turned to the porter with an air of command. “Desire this person to stand out of my way.”

And she swept off, Cecil staring at her like a man in a dream.

“Well, sir?” Cecil turned. A decently-attired, and even gentlemanly, individual was standing at his side. “Have you returned to pay your bill?”

Cecil looked him up and down. In his appearance he noted no signs of insanity, nor of intoxication either.

“Are you the manager of this establishment?”

“You know very well that I am. Pray don’t let’s have any nonsense.”

“Allow me to give you my card.” Cecil handed him his “pasteboard.” “I left Paris last night. I have been travelling all day. I arrived five minutes ago in your hotel. What is the meaning of the treatment which has been accorded me?”

The manager regarded him with a smile which scarcely came within the definition of a “courteous smile.”

“You are certainly a character.”

“Explain yourself.”

“Surely not much explanation is required. It is only a few minutes ago since I informed you that your presence in this establishment could no longer be permitted, and now you favour me with this amazing story.”

Cecil started forward. A new light came into his eyes.

“Has anyone been staying here resembling me?”

“So much resembling you that we shall be obliged if you will pay his bill, which lies, unpaid, on the cashier’s desk.”

Cecil gave an exclamation — not of pleasure.

“By Jove! It’s Hubert! I see it all! He has been up to some of his infernal tricks with Hetty and her mother! If he has!” He turned upon the manager, “Where is he?”

The manager hesitated.

“Where is who? You are standing here. When I last saw you, you were entering a private sitting-room with two gentlemen who happened to have a particular desire for your society.”

“Where is this sitting-room?”

“I will show you if you really don’t know.” The manager led the way — still smiling. Cecil went after him. As they moved along a corridor, into which the manager turned, they came upon a lady who was standing outside one of the sitting-rooms, and who, not to put too fine a point on it, seemed listening at the door. Her back was turned towards them as they advanced. It was only when they were quite close to her that she seemed to become conscious of their approach. When she arrived at such a state of consciousness she sprang up — she had been stooping a good deal forward before — and sprang round. She was in evening dress. A fine, tall, generously proportioned woman, with big bright eyes, and red-gold hair, she was Hubert’s “oner”— “Angel.” As her glance fell upon Cecil she gave a start — a most melodramatic start — so melodramatic a start that she bumped herself, quite unintentionally, but with considerable force, against the wall.

“You!” she exclaimed.

Cecil, on his part, appeared to recognise the lady.

“You!” he said — without any appearance of undue deference in his manner.

His arrival on the scene seemed to have thrown the lady into a state of really curious agitation. She stood with her back against the wall, staring at him as if he were a ghost. She positively trembled.

“How — how did you get out?” she asked — speaking in a sort of gasp.

“I was never in.” Cecil turned to the manager. “It’s a little complicated, but I think that I begin to understand the situation.” He turned to the lady. He pointed to the sitting-room, outside which she was standing. “Who is in there?”

Angel did not answer. Leaning forward, she rapped with her knuckles against the panel of the door.


CHAPTER V. THE TWINS CONFRONT EACH OTHER.

When there came that rapping at the door, Hubert started back.

“Who’s that?” he cried.

The big man still retained his grasp on Hubert’s shoulder. He tightened it.

“Never mind who it is. Sign that paper.”

There was a voice without. “Open the door!”

Hubert slipped from the man’s grasp. He sprang to his feet. He threw the pen from him on to the floor. “It’s Cecil!”

The two men looked at him. He looked at them. Again there was the voice without. “Open the door!”

“It’s Cecil! It’s my brother! Now you will see if I lied.”

In Hubert’s manner there was positively something approaching an air of triumph. The associates exchanged glances. The big man addressed himself again to Hubert.

“Look here, my friend, you will sign that paper.”

He moved a step forward. Hubert grasped the back of a chair.

“You touch me! By George! I’ll smash you!”

The big man hesitated. Hubert seemed to have gained a sudden access of energy. He continued to address his companions in a strain which was distinctly not pacific. “You couple of cowardly curs! You get me into a room, you lock the door, you come at me, the pair of you, with a revolver and a knife, when you know that I haven’t got so much as a toothpick in my pocket! Why, you miserable brutes, I’ll smash you both!”

Hubert brandished the chair about his head. The big man still hesitated. The shorter gentleman addressed this inquiry to his friend, “Shall I shoot him? Shall I put six shots into his carcass — shall I?”

Hubert did not wait to hear the other’s answer. He turned to the door. “Cecil! Cecil! break down the door. The brutes will murder me! Break down the door!”

These words, uttered with the full force of Hubert’s lungs, seemed to create, as was not unnatural, some sensation without. Several voices were heard speaking together. There was a loud knocking at the door. Someone said, evidently not Cecil, “Open the door immediately! I am the manager of the hotel! Open at once!”

The associates looked at each other. The clamour without seemed to mean business. Hubert had slipped from their control. If they were not careful their friendly little interview might be disagreeably interrupted. The shorter man shrugged his shoulders right up to his ears.

“What is the use? You had better open the door. What is the use of playing a losing game too far?” Then, to Hubert, “With you, my friend, I will settle some other time.”

“And I,” chimed in the big man, playing the part of echo for once.

“I don’t care that,” Hubert snapped his fingers in the air, “for either, or both of you, you curs!”

The comrades still hesitated — they probably resented the alteration in the young gentleman’s demeanour. But the clamour at the door continued. The big man, doubtless perceiving that the position was becoming desperate, took the key out of his pocket. He unlocked the door. As he did so, his companion’s weapons disappeared into the hidden recess of his apparel. The moment the door was opened Hubert advanced.

“Cecil! so it is you. Now, gentlemen, you will be able to see if I lied. These gentlemen, Cecil, are friends of yours, not of mine. I have never seen them before to-night. You appear to have offended them. They have been endeavouring to visit your offence on me. I cannot congratulate you on your acquaintance. That little scoundrel there, who appears to be an Italian bravo, has a knife in one pocket, and a revolver in the other. He would have murdered me if you had delayed your appearance on the scene.”

“Bah!” Again the little man’s shoulders went up to his ears. “It was but a little game.”

“And was this a little game?”

Hubert snatched up the paper, the unsigned promise of marriage, from the table on which it was lying; he held it out in front of him. The big man, in his turn, snatched it from his grasp. He tore it into minute shreds. While Hubert still was staring, a lady advanced. It was Angel.

“So, all the time you were amusing yourself at my expense. You are a charming person. Where are my thirty pounds?”

Hubert was not at all embarrassed. He twirled his moustache.

“Cecil, this lady appears to be a friend of yours. Where are her thirty pounds?”

Cecil stepped up to him. “What confounded tricks have you been up to?”

Hubert’s air of injured innocence was, in its way, superb.

“Cecil, this is too much; too much! In mistake for you I have been insulted, all but murdered, and all” — he turned to the assembled company— “and all, upon my word of honour, because I was so unfortunate as to have been born a twin.”


A VISION OF THE NIGHT.


CHAPTER I. ASLEEP.

“Charlie, do you believe in dreams?”

It was in the great hall of the Pouhon spring at Spa. The band was playing. The motley crowd which gathers in the season at Spa to drink, or not to drink, the waters, were talking, smoking, drinking coffee, something stronger, looking at the papers, or listening to the music. Among the crowd were Gerald Lovell and his friend Charles Warren. At the particular moment in which Mr. Lovell put his question, Mr. Warren was puffing rings of cigarette smoke into the air.

“Ask me,” he said, with distinct irreverence, “another.”

“A queer thing happened to me last night.”

“If you have any malicious intention of inflicting on me a dream, young man, there’ll be a row. I have an aunt who dreams. She’s a dreaming sort. She’s always dreaming. And she tells her dreams — such dreams! Ye Goths! At the mere mention of the word ‘dreams’ the nightmare figure of my aunt rises to my mind’s eye. So beware.”

“But I’m not sure that this was a dream. Anyhow, just listen.”

“If I must!” said Mr. Warren. And he sighed.

“I dreamt that a woman kissed me!”

“If I could only dream such a thing. Some men have all the luck.”

“The queer thing was, that it was so real. I dreamt that a woman came into my room. She came to my bedside. She stood looking down upon me as I slept. Suddenly she stooped and kissed me. That same instant I awoke. I felt her kiss still tingling on my lips. I could have sworn that someone had just kissed me. I sat up in bed and called out to know if anyone was there. I got up and lit the gas and searched the room. There was nothing and no one.”

“It was a dream!”

“If it was, it was the most vivid dream I remember to have heard of; certainly the most vivid dream I ever dreamt. I saw the woman so distinctly, and her face, as she stooped over me, with laughter in her eyes. To begin with, it was the most beautiful face I ever saw, and hers were the most beautiful eyes. The whole thing had impressed me so intensely that I took my sketch-book and made a drawing of her then and there. I have my sketch-book in my pocket — here is the drawing.”

Mr. Lovell handed his open sketch-book to his friend. It was open at a page on which was a drawing of a woman’s face. When Mr. Warren’s eyes fell on this drawing, he sat up in his chair with a show of sudden interest.

“Gerald! I say! You’ll excuse my saying so, but I didn’t think you were capable of anything so good as this. Do you know that this is the best drawing of yours I have ever seen, young man?”

“I believe it is.”

“It looks to me — I don’t want to flatter you; goodness knows you’ve conceit enough already! — but it looks to me as though it were a genuine bit of inspiration.”

“Joking apart, it seems to me almost as if it were an inspiration.”

“I wish an inspiration of the same kind would come to me. I’d be considerably grateful — even for a nightmare. Do you know what I should do with this? I should use it for a picture.”

“I thought of doing something of the kind myself.”

“Just a study of a woman’s face. And you might call it — the title would be apposite— ‘A Vision of the Night!’”

“A good idea. I will.”

And Mr. Lovell did. When he returned to his Chelsea studio, he chose a moderate-sized canvas, and he began to paint on it a woman’s face — just a woman’s face, and nothing more. She was looking a little downwards, as a woman might look who was about to stoop to kiss someone lying asleep in bed — say a sleeping child — and she glanced from the canvas with laughing eyes. Mr. Warren came in to look at it several times while it was progressing. When it was finished, he regarded it for some moments in silent contemplation.

“I call that,” he declared, sententiously, with what he supposed, perhaps erroneously, to be a Yankee twang, “a gen-u-ine work of art. I do. The thing. Young man, if you forward that, with your compliments, or without ’em, to the President, Fellows, and Associates of the Royal Academy, I’ll bet you five to one it’s hung!”

His prediction was verified — it was hung. It was the first of Mr. Lovell’s pictures which ever had been hung — which made the fact none the less gratifying to Mr. Lovell. It was hung very well, too, considering. And it attracted quite a considerable amount of attention in its way. It was sold on the opening day. That fact was not displeasing to Mr. Lovell.

One morning, about the middle of June, a card was brought in to Mr. Lovell, while he was working in his studio. On it was inscribed a name — Vicomte d’Humières. The card was immediately followed by its owner, a tall, slightly built gentleman; unmistakably a foreigner. He saluted Mr. Lovell with a bow which was undoubtedly Parisian.

“Mr. Gerald Lovell?”

The accent was French, but, for a Frenchman, the English was fair.

“I am Gerald Lovell.”

“Ah! That is good! You are a gentleman, Mr. Lovell, whom I particularly wish to see.” The stranger had been carrying his stick in one hand and his hat in the other. These he now deposited upon one chair; himself he placed upon a second — uninvited. He crossed his legs. He folded his black gloved hands in front of him. “I believe, Mr. Lovell, that we are not strangers — you and I.”

Mr. Lovell glanced at the card which he still was holding.

“You are the Vicomte d’Humières?”

“I am.”

“I am afraid — it is unpardonable remissness on my part; but I am afraid that, if I have ever had the pleasure of meeting you before, it is a pleasure which has escaped my memory.”

“It is not that we have ever met before — no, it is not that. It is my name to which you are not a stranger.”

Mr. Lovell glanced again at the card. “Your name? I am afraid, Vicomte, that I do not remember having ever heard your name before.”

“Ah! Is that so?” The stranger regarded his polished boots. He spoke as if he were addressing himself to them. “Is it possible that she can have given another name? No, it is not possible. She is capable of many things. I do not believe she is capable of that.” He looked up again at Mr. Lovell. “My business with you, Mr. Lovell, is of rather a peculiar kind. You will think, perhaps, that mine is rather a singular errand. I have come to ask you to acquaint me with the residence of my wife.”

“With the — did you say, with the — residence of your wife?”

“That is what I said. I have come to ask you to acquaint me with the residence of my wife.” The artist stared.

“But, so far as I am aware, I do not know your wife.”

“That is absurd. I do not say, Mr. Lovell, that you are conscious of the absurdity. But still — it is absurd — I was not aware that you were acquainted with my wife until I learned the fact, this morning, at your Academy.”

“At our Academy?”

“Precisely. Upon the walls of your Academy of Painting, Mr. Lovell.”

Mr. Lovell began to wonder if his visitor was not an amiable French lunatic.

“Is that not rather a singular place in which to learn such a fact?”

“It is a singular place. It is a very singular place, indeed. But that has nothing to do with the matter. It is as I say. You have a picture, Mr. Lovell, at the Academy?”

“I have.”

“It is a portrait.”

“Pardon me, it is not a portrait.”

“Pardon me, Mr. Lovell, in my turn; it is a portrait. As a portrait, it is a perfect portrait. It is a portrait of my wife.”

“Of your wife! You are dreaming!”

“You flatter me, Mr. Lovell. Is it that you suppose I am an imbecile? Are not the features of a wife familiar to a husband? Very good. I am the husband of my wife. Your picture, Mr. Lovell, is a portrait of my wife.”

“I cannot but think you have mistaken some other picture for mine. Mine is a simple study of a woman’s face. It is called ‘A Vision of the Night.’”

“Precisely. And ‘A Vision of the Night’ — is my wife.”

“It is impossible!”

“Do I understand you to say, Mr. Lovell, of a thing which I say is so — that it is impossible?”

The Vicomte rose. His voice had a very significant intonation. Mr. Lovell resented it.

“I do not know, Vicomte, that I am called upon to explain to you. But, in face of your remarkable statement, I will volunteer an explanation. I saw the face, which I have painted, in a dream.”

“Indeed; is that so? What sort of dream was it in which you saw my wife’s face, Mr. Lovell?”

The young man flushed. The stranger’s tone was distinctly offensive.

“It was in a dream which I dreamt last August, at Spa.”

“Ah! This is curious. At what hotel were you stopping last August at Spa?”

“At the Hôtel de Flandre — though I don’t know why you ask.”

“So! We approach a point at last. Last August, my wife and I, we were at Spa. We stayed, my wife and I, at the Hôtel de Flandre. It was at the Hôtel de Flandre my wife left me. I have never seen her since. Perhaps, Mr. Gerald Lovell, you will be so good as to inform me what sort of dream it was in which you saw my wife’s face, at the Hôtel de Flandre, last August, at Spa?”

Mr. Lovell hesitated. He perceived that caution was advisable. He felt that if he entered into minute particulars of his dream, there might be a misunderstanding with the Vicomte. So he temporized — or he endeavoured to.

“I have already told you that I saw the face in my picture in a dream. It is the simple fact — that I have no other explanation to offer.”

“Is that so?”

“That is so.”

“Very good, so far, Mr. Gerald Lovell. I thought it possible that you might have some explanation of this kind to offer. I was at the Academy with a friend. When I perceived my wife’s portrait on the walls, and that it was painted by a Mr. Gerald Lovell, I said to my friend: ‘I will go to this Mr. Lovell, and I will ask him, among other things, who authorized him to exhibit my wife’s portrait in the absence of her husband, in a place of public resort, as if it were an advertisement.’ My friend proposed to accompany me. But I said: ‘No. I will go, first of all, alone. I will see what sort of explanation Mr. Gerald Lovell has to offer. If it is not a satisfactory explanation, then we will go together, you and I.’ I go to seek my friend, Mr. Lovell. He is not very far away. Shortly we will return. Then I will request, of your courtesy, an explanation of that very curious dream in which you saw my wife’s face at the Hôtel de Flandre. Mr. Lovell, I wish you, until then, good day.”

The Vicomte withdrew, with the same extremely courteous salutation with which he had entered. The artist, left alone, looked at his visitor’s card, which he still retained in his hand, with a very puzzled expression of countenance.

“If the Vicomte d’Humières returns, it strikes me there’ll be a little interesting conversation.”

He laid down the card. He resumed the work which had been interrupted. But the work hung fire. A painter paints, not only with his hand, but with his brain. Mr. Lovell’s brain was, just then, preoccupied.

“It was a dream. And yet, as I told Warren at the time, it certainly was the most vivid dream I ever dreamt.” Deserting his canvas he began to move about the room. “Supposing it wasn’t a dream, and the woman was a creature of flesh and blood! Then she must have come into my room, and kissed me while I slept. I’ll swear that someone kissed me. By Jove! the Vicomte won’t like to be told a tale like that! As he says, a man ought to know his own wife’s face when he sees it, even in a portrait. And if the picture is a portrait of his wife, then it was his wife who came into my room — and kissed me. But whatever made her do a thing like that? There’s no knowing what things some women will do. I rather fancy that I ought to have made a few inquiries before I took it for granted that it was nothing but a dream. They would have been able to tell me at the hotel if the original of my dream had been staying there. As it is, unless I mind my P’s and Q’s, I rather fancy there’ll be a row.”

“Pardon! — may I enter?”

Mr. Lovell was standing with his back to the door. The inquiry, therefore, was addressed to him from behind. The voice in which it was uttered was feminine, and the accent foreign. The artist turned — and stared. For there, peeping through the partly open door, was the woman of his dream! There could not be the slightest doubt about it. Although the head was covered with the latest thing in Parisian hats, there was no mistaking, when one once had seen it — as he had seen it — that lovely face, those laughing eyes. He stared — and gaped. The lady seemed to take his silence to imply consent. She advanced into the room.

“You are Mr. Gerald Lovell?”

As she came into the room, he perceived that she was not only most divinely fair, but most divinely tall. Her figure, clad in the most recent coquetries of Paris, was the most exquisite thing in figures he had lately seen. So completely had she taken his faculties of astonishment by storm, that he could only stammer a response.

“You are the painter of my portrait?” For the life of him, he knew not what to say. “But, if you are Mr. Gerald Lovell, it is certain that you are. Besides, I see it in your face. There is genius in your eyes. Mr. Lovell, how am I to thank you for the honour you have done me?” Moving to him, she held out to him her hand. He gave her his. She retained it — or, rather, part of it — in her small palm. “If I am ever destined to attain to immortality, it is to your brush it will be owing. Monsieur, permit me to salute the master!”

Before he had an inkling of her intention, she raised his hand and touched it with her lips. He withdrew it quickly.

“Madame!”

She exhibited no signs of discomposure.

“I was at your Academy, with a friend — not half an hour ago. I beheld miles of mediocrity. Suddenly I saw — my face! my own face! glancing at me from the walls! Ah, quel plaisir! But my face — how many times more lovely! How many times more beautiful! My face — depicted by the hand of a great artist! by the brush of a poet, and a genius! — Monsieur, you have placed on me ten thousand obligations.”

She gave him the most sweeping curtsey with which he ever had been favoured — and in her eyes was laughter all the time. He was recovering his presence of mind. He felt that it was time to put a stop to the lady’s flow of flowery language. He was about to do so — when a question she put to him again sent half his senses flying.

“There is one thing which I wished to ask you, Monsieur. When and where did I sit to you for my portrait? I do not remember to have had the pleasure and the honour of meeting you before.” The lady’s laughing eyes were fixed intently on his face. “And yet, as I look at you, a sort of shadowy recollection comes to me of a previous encounter; it is very strange! Monsieur, where was it we encountered — you and I?”

“Madame!”

Seeing how evidently he was at a loss for words, she put out her hand to him as if to give him courage.

“Do not be afraid. Tell me — where was it that you saw me?”

“I saw you in a dream.”

“A dream? Monsieur! To hear you speak — it is like a poem. Monsieur, where did you dream this dream in which you dreamt of me?”

“It was last year, at Spa.”

“At Spa — that horrible place?”

“I did not find it a horrible place.”

“No? Was it that dream which you dreamt of me which robbed it of its horror?” He did not speak. He allowed her to infer a compliment, but he did not proffer one. “But Monsieur, I was only at Spa one afternoon and a single night.”

“It was that night I dreamed of you.”

“You dreamed? How? Tell me about this dream.”

“I dreamed that you came into my room while I was asleep in bed, and kissed me!”

She continued to look at him intently a moment longer, as if she did not realize the full meaning of his words. Then — let us do her justice! — the blood rushed to her face, her cheeks flamed fiery red. With her hands she veiled her eyes. She gave a little cry.

“Ah, mon Dieu! It was you — I remember. Quelle horreur!”

There was silence. Before she removed her hands from her eyes she turned away. She stood with her back towards him, trifling with a brush which he had placed upon the table. She spoke scarcely above a whisper.

“Monsieur, I thought you were asleep.”

“I was asleep. I saw you in a dream.”

“Then did — did I wake you?”

“You must have done. I woke — you must forgive my saying so — with a kiss tingling on my lips.” The lady put her hands up to her eyes again. “The dream had been so vivid I could not understand it. I got up to see if anyone was in the room.”

“If you had caught me!”

“There was no one. But so acutely had your face impressed itself on my imagination that I took my sketch-book, and made a drawing of it then and there. In the morning I showed this drawing to a friend. He advised me to use it for a picture I did. That picture is ‘A Vision of the Night’!”

“It is the most extraordinary thing, Monsieur; you will suppose I am a very peculiar person. It is but a lame explanation I have to offer. Of that I am but too conscious. But such as it is, I entreat that you will suffer me to give it you. Monsieur, I am married” — Mr. Lovell bowed. He did not mention that he was aware of that already— “to the most capricious husband in the world — to a husband whom I love, but whom I cannot respect.” Mr. Lovell thought that that was good — from her. “He is a man who is extremely difficile, Monsieur. I do not think you have a word which expresses what I would say in English. He is extremely jealous; he is enraged that his wife should use the eyes which are in her head! The very day on which we arrived at Spa we had a dreadful quarrel. I will not speak of the treatment to which I was subjected; it is enough to say that he locked the door so that I should not leave the room — he wished to make of me a prisoner. Monsieur, directly he was gone, I perceived that there were two doors to the room — the one which he had locked, and another, which I tried I found that it was open. Monsieur, when a prisoner desires to escape, he escapes by any road which offers. I was a prisoner; I desired to escape; I made use of the only road which I could find. I entered the door; I found myself in a room in which there was — how shall I say it? — in which there was a man asleep. Monsieur, it was you!”

It must be owned that at this point the lady certainly did look down.

“I was, that night, in a wicked mood. I glanced at you; I perceived that you were but a boy” — Mr. Lovell flushed: he did not consider himself a boy— “but a handsome boy.” She peeped at him with malicious laughter in her eyes. “I regarded myself as your mother, or your sister, or your guardian angel. Monsieur will perceive how much I am the elder.” Again, a glance of laughing malice from those bewitching eyes. “I am afraid it is too true that I approached the sleeping lips.” There was silence. Then, so softly that her listener was only able to catch the words: “I pray that Monsieur will forgive me.”

“There is nothing for which Madame needs forgiveness.”

“Monsieur but says so to give me pleasure. But one thing Monsieur must permit me to observe: If every woman were to be rewarded, as I have been, for what I did, half the women in France would commit — a similar little indiscretion.” Mr. Lovell was silent; he did not know exactly what to say. “Monsieur will permit me to regard him, from this day forward, as my friend? Mr. Gerald Lovell, permit me to introduce to you — the Vicomtesse d’Humières!”

The lady favoured him with another sweeping curtsey.

“I have already the pleasure of being acquainted with Madame’s name.”

“From whom did you learn it? From the people at the hotel?”

“I but learned it a few minutes before Madame herself came here.”

“So! From whom?”

“I learnt it from the Vicomte d’Humières.”

“The Vicomte d’Humières! My husband! Are you acquainted with him, then?”

“I can scarcely claim to be acquainted with the Vicomte. It seems, Madame, that this has been a morning of coincidences. It would appear that just before Madame perceived my little picture at the Academy, the Vicomte d’Humières perceived it too.”

“Truly! But how magnificent!”

The lady clasped her hands in a little ecstacy.

“The Vicomte d’Humières did not seem to consider it magnificent. He took a distinctly contrary view.”

“But that is certain!”

“He requested me to furnish him with your address. When I informed him that I was not acquainted with Madame, he desired to know who had authorized me to send your portrait to a public exhibition. I observed that I was not aware that it was the portrait of Madame, since the face in the picture was but the study of a face which I had seen in a dream.”

“In a dream! You did not tell him — the little history?”

“I entered into no particulars.”

“I entreat you, Monsieur, not to tell him the little history. There will be a scandal; he is so quick to misconceive.”

“I will endeavour to observe Madame’s wishes.”

“It is like a little romance, is it not, Monsieur? Perhaps I should explain myself a little further. That night” — she emphasized the that— “I left my husband. In effect, he had become unbearable. I have seen and heard nothing of him since. But I am beginning to become conscious of a desire to meet with him again. I know not why! I suppose, when one loves one’s husband truly, one wishes to meet him — once a year. I do not wish our reconciliation to be inaugurated by a quarrel — no, I entreat you, Monsieur, not recount to him that little history.”

“I should inform Madame that I expect the Vicomte d’Humières to return.”

“Return? Where? Here? When?”

“Very shortly — with a friend. In fact, unless I am mistaken, he comes already.”

The lady listened.

“It is Philippe’s voice! Mon Dieu! He must not find me here.”

“But, Madame — —”

“Ah, the screen! It is like a farce at the Palais Royal — is it not a fact? I will be your model, Monsieur, behind the screen!”

“Madame!”

Before he could interpose to prevent her, the lady vanished behind the screen. The door of the studio opened, and the Vicomte d’Humières entered, accompanied by his friend.


CHAPTER II. AND AWAKE.

The Vicomte’s friend was a gentleman of a figure which is not uncommon in France, even to-day. His attitude suggested a ramrod, he breathed powder and shot; and he bristled — what shall we say? — with bayonets. The last person in the world with whom a modern Briton should have a serious difference of opinion. The ideas of that sort of person upon matters which involve a difference of opinion are in such contrast to ours. The Vicomte performed the ceremony of introduction.

“Mr. Gerald Lovell, permit me to introduce to your courteous consideration my friend, M. Victor Berigny!”

M. Berigny bowed, ceremoniously. Mr. Lovell only nodded — his thoughts were behind the screen. The Vicomte turned to his friend.

“Victor, I have explained to you that I have already had the pleasure of an interview with Mr. Gerald Lovell.” M. Berigny bowed. “I have also explained to you that I have desired him to inform me by whose authority he exhibits a portrait of my wife in a public exhibition. To that he has replied that his picture, ‘A Vision of the Night,’ is not a portrait of my wife. I request you, Victor, to state, in Mr. Gerald Lovell’s presence, whether that picture, in your opinion, is or is not a portrait of my wife.”

“Certainly, it is a portrait.”

M. Berigny’s accent was more marked than the Vicomte’s, but still he did speak English.

“I thank you, Victor. It remains for me to once more request, in your presence, Mr. Gerald Lovell to explain how it was that he happened to dream of the face of my wife last August, in the Hôtel de Flandre, at Spa. Mr. Gerald Lovell, I have the honour to await your explanation.”

The Vicomte, his arms crossed upon his chest, his left foot a little protruding, his head thrown back, awaited the explanation.

Mr. Lovell’s thoughts ran screenwards.

“What the deuce shall I do if he discovers her behind the screen?”

“Monsieur, I am waiting.”

“If he does discover her — there’ll be a row.”

“I still am waiting, Mr. Gerald Lovell.”

With each repetition of the statement the Vicomte’s tone became more acidulated. The artist arrived at a sudden resolution.

“Then I am afraid, Vicomte, that you will have to wait.”

The Vicomte looked at the artist with an evident inclination to add a cubit to his own stature.

“Is it possible that I understand your meaning, Mr. Gerald Lovell?”

“My language is sufficiently simple.”

“In France, Mr. Gerald Lovell, an artist is supposed to be a gentleman.”

“And so in England, Vicomte. And therefore, when an artist is interrupted at his work by another gentleman, he feels himself at liberty to beg that other gentleman — to excuse him.”

Mr. Lovell waved his hand, affably, in the direction of the door. The Vicomte’s countenance assumed a peculiar pallor.

“You are a curious person, Mr. Gerald Lovell.”

His friend interposed.

“Philippe, you had better leave the matter to me.”

M. Berigny approached the painter — with a ramrod down his back.

“I have the honour, Monsieur, to request from you the name of a friend.”

“Of a friend? What for?”

“Ah, Monsieur — to arrange the preliminaries!”

“What preliminaries?”

“Is it that Monsieur amuses himself?”

“Is it possible that you suppose that I am going to fight a duel?”

“Monsieur intends, then, to offer an explanation to my friend?”

“M. Berigny, I do not wish to say to you anything uncourteous, or anything unworthy an English gentleman; but I do beg you to believe that, because you choose to be an idiot, and your friend chooses to be an idiot, it does not follow that I choose to be an idiot, too.”

“Monsieur!”

“One other observation. I have not seen much of you, M. Beringy, but that little has not disposed me to see more. May I therefore ask you — to leave my studio?”

“Monsieur!”

“Or — must I turn you out?”

“Turn me out!”

The Vicomte had been listening to this little dialogue. He now turned towards his friend.

“Ah, my friend, it is as he says! He will turn you out, neck and crop, as the English say. He will throw you down the stairs, he will heave half a brick at your head, to help you on your way. Then, when you require satisfaction, he will refer you to a magistrate. You will summon him — it will be in the papers — he will be fined half-a-crown! That is how they manage these affairs in England. It is true!”

“But — among gentlemen!”

“Ah, mon ami, voila! In England, nowadays, there are no gentlemen!”

Mr. Lovell moved a step towards M. Berigny.

“I have asked you, as a gentleman, to leave my studio.”

“Monsieur, you are a coward!”

The painter’s eyes gleamed. But he kept his temper pretty well, considering.

“You appear to have been taught singularly ill manners in your native country, sir. I will endeavour to teach you better manners here. Are you going? Or must I eject you?”

“Polison!”

That was M. Berigny’s answer. There was just a momentary hesitation. Then, grasping M. Berigny firmly by the shoulders, Mr. Lovell began to move him, more rapidly than gently, in the direction of the door. The Vicomte came forward, with the evident intention of interposing. There would probably have been a slightly undignified scramble had not a diversion been created by the opening of the door, and the entrance of Mr. Warren. That gentleman glanced from one person to another.

“I beg your pardon,” he observed. “I hope I don’t intrude!”

Mr. Lovell laughed, a little forcedly. His complexion was distinctly ruddy.

“Not at all! I wish you had come in sooner. The most ridiculous thing has happened.”

“Indeed! I have an eye for the ridiculous.”

“You know that picture of mine, ‘A Vision of the Night’?”

“I’ve heard of it.”

“This gentleman says that it’s a portrait of his wife.”

Mr. Lovell pointed to the Vicomte d’Humières.

“No? Then, in that case, this gentleman’s wife came into your bedroom in the middle of the night, and — kissed you, wasn’t it?”

Mr. Warren spoke in the innocence of his heart, but, at that moment, Mr. Lovell could have struck his boyhood’s friend. There was a listener behind the screen. The young gentleman’s cheeks grew crimson, as the lady’s had done a few minutes before. He was conscious, too, that the Vicomte’s unfriendly eyes were fixed upon his face.

“So! That is it! You — you — —” The Vicomte moved a step forward, then checked himself. “Tell me, where is my wife at this instant?”

Mr. Lovell could have told him, but he refrained.

“I decline to give you any information of any kind whatever.”

“You decline?” The Vicomte raised his hand. He would have struck the artist. Mr. Warren interposed to avert the blow.

“He declines for the very simple reason that he has never seen your wife; isn’t that so, Gerald?”

Mr. Lovell hesitated. He scarcely saw his way to a denial while the lady was behind the screen.

“You see! He does not even dare to lie!”

“Don’t talk nonsense, sir! Gerald, why don’t you tell the man that you have never seen the woman in your life?”

“I repeat that I decline to give this person any information of any kind whatever.”

“You decline?”

The Vicomte uttered the words in a kind of strangled screech. His patience was exhausted. He seemed to think that he was being subjected to treatment which was more than flesh and blood could bear. He rushed at Mr. Lovell. Mr. Lovell, probably forgetting himself on the impulse of the moment — or he would have been more careful — swung the Vicomte round against the screen. It tottered, reeled, and, raising a cloud of dust, it fell with a bang to the floor!

It was a leaf out of Sheridan.

For an instant the several members of that little party did not distinctly realize what it was that had happened. Then they saw. There was a pause — a curious pause. Their attitudes betrayed a charming diversity of emotions. The Vicomte, his coat a little disarranged, owing to the somewhat rough handling which he had just received, stood and glared. M. Berigny, more ramroddy than ever, stared. Mr. Warren gasped. Mr. Lovell’s quickened breathing, crimsoned cheeks, and flashing eyes seemed to suggest that his breast was a tumult of conflicting feelings. The lady, whose presence had been so unexpectedly revealed, stood behind the fallen screen, with the most charming air of innocence in the world, and she smiled.

It was she who broke the silence. She held out her hand to the Vicomte.

“Bon jour, Philippe!”

“Ah-h-h!” The Vicomte drew himself away with a sort of shuddering exclamation. “Antoinette! It is you! It cannot be!”

“My dear Philippe — why not?”

“Why not?”

“Why not? She asks why not!” The Vicomte held out his hands, as though he appealed to the eternal verities. “Traîtresse! Once more is woman false and man betrayed!”

The Vicomte’s gesture was worthy of the tragic stage — in France. The lady still held out her hand, and still she smiled.

“My dear Philippe — try comedy!”

“Comedy? Ah, yes, I will try comedy — the comedy of r-r-revenge!” The Vicomte distinctly rolled his r’s. He turned to Mr. Lovell. “I will kill you, even though for killing you, by the law of England, I am hanged. Victor, where is my hat?”

The Vicomte put this question to his friend with a peculiar coldness. M. Berigny shrugged his shoulders.

“How should I know? It is not a question of a hat.”

“As you say, it is not a question of a hat. It is a question” — the Vicomte moved towards Mr. Lovell— “of that!”

He raised his hand with the intention of striking the artist on the cheek. Mr. Lovell never flinched; but the lady, rushing forward, caught her husband by the wrist. She looked at him, still with laughter in her eyes.

“Try not to be insane.”

The Vicomte glared at her with a glare which, at least, was characteristic.

“Why do I not kill her — why?”

The lady only smiled.

“They say that a woman is devoid of humour. How is it then sometimes with a man? You, Philippe, are always thinking of the Porte St. Martin — I, of the Bouffes Parisiens.”

The Vicomte turned to his friend.

“Victor, why do I not kill this woman?”

M. Berigny only shrugged his shoulders. Possibly because he was not ready with a more adequate reply. The lady turned to the artist.

“Monsieur, I offer you ten thousand apologies, which my husband will one day offer you himself, as becomes a gentleman of France.”

The Vicomte repeated his inquiry:

“Victor, why do I not kill this woman?”

Only a shrug in reply. The lady went on:

“You have immortalized my poor face, Monsieur; my husband insults you in return.”

The Vicomte folded his arms across his chest.

“It is certain, Victor, that she still lives!”

“One night, Monsieur, my husband locked me in my room. He designed to make of me a prisoner. Why? Ah, do not ask me why? When he had left me, I escaped, not by the door which he had locked, but by a door he had not noticed. This door led into an apartment in which there was a stranger sleeping. I was but an instant in that apartment — but the instant in which it was necessary to pass through. The sleeper never spoke to me; he never saw me with his waking eyes. But, even in his sleep, my poor, frightened face so flashed upon his brain that, even in his waking hours, it haunted him so that he made of it a picture — a picture of that Vision of the Night!”

The Vicomte approached closer to his friend. He addressed him in a sort of confidential, but still distinctly audible, aside:

“Victor, is it possible that this is true?”

“I beg, my friend, that of me you will ask nothing.”

“Monsieur, this morning I was at your Academy. I saw my own countenance looking at me from the walls. For the first time I learned that my poor, frightened woman’s face had appeared to a sleeping stranger in a Vision of the Night. Oh, Monsieur, Monsieur!”

The lady covered her face with her hands. It would, perhaps, be rash to say that she cried; but, at least, she seemed to cry, and if it was only seeming, she did it very well.

“Victor,” again inquired the Vicomte of his friend, “is it possible that this is true?”

M. Berigny wagged his finger in the Vicomte’s face.

“D’Humières, it now becomes a question of hats.” The Vicomte laid his hand on his companion’s arm.

“One instant, Victor — still one instant more.”

The lady, uncovering her eyes — which actually were sparkling with tears — continued to address the artist.

“Monsieur, I will not speak to you of my love for my husband — my Philippe! I will not speak to you of how we have been parted for a year — a whole, long year — mon Dieu, Monsieur, mon Dieu! I will not speak to you of how, every instant of that long, long year I have thought of him, of how I have yearned for him, of how I have longed for one touch of his hand, one word from his lips, one glance from his eyes. No, Monsieur, I will not speak to you of all these things. And for this reason: That, with me all things are finished. I go, never to return again. My face — you have made immortal; the rest of me — will perish. For the woman whose heart is broken there remains but one place — the grave. It is to that place I go!”

The lady had become as tragic as her husband — even more so, in her way. She moved across the room with the air of a tragedy queen — Parisian. The Vicomte was visibly affected. He fastened a convulsive clutch upon M. Berigny’s arm.

“Victor, tell me, what shall I do? Advise me, oh, my friend! This is a critical moment in my life! It is impossible that I should let her go. Antoinette!”

The Vicomte advanced, just in time, between the lady and the door.

“Monsieur, I entreat of you this last boon, to let me go. You have insulted me in the presence of a stranger; for me, therefore, nothing else remains. You have inquired if you should kill me. No, Philippe, you need not kill me; it is myself I will kill!”

“Antoinette!”

“I am no longer Antoinette; I am the woman whose happiness you have destroyed. It is only when I am dead that you will learn what is written on my heart for you.”

“Antoinette,” the strong man’s voice faltered, “Antoinette, am I never, then, to be forgiven?”

There was a momentary pause. Then the lady held out both her hands. “Philippe!”

“My heart! my soul! thou treasure of my life! thou star of my existence! Is it possible that a cloud should have interposed itself between thy path and mine?”

He took her in his arms. He pressed her to his breast. M. Berigny turned away. From his attitude it almost seemed as if the soldier — the man of ramrods and of bayonets! — wiped away a tear.

“Philippe! Take care, or you will derange my hat!”

“Antoinette! My beautiful, my own!”

“Philippe, do you not think you should apologize — take care, my friend, or you certainly will derange my hat! — to the stranger who has made immortal the face of the woman who loved you better than her life — my friend, take care! — who has made her appear on canvas so much more beautiful than she is in life?”

“No, Antoinette, that I will not have. It is impossible. Beauty such as yours in not to be rendered by a painter’s brush!”

“If that be so, all the more reason why we should be grateful to Mr. Lovell for endeavouring the impossible.”

The lady peeped at Mr. Lovell with the quaintest malice in her eyes.

“Certainly, Antoinette, there is something in what you say. And, after all, it is a charming painting. I said, Victor, when I saw it, there can be no doubt, as a painting, it is charming — did I not say so?” M. Berigny inclined his head. With his handkerchief the Vicomte smoothed his moustache. He advanced towards Mr. Lovell: “Monsieur, a Frenchman — a true Frenchman — seldom errs. On those rare occasions on which he errs he is always willing, under proper conditions, to confess his error. Monsieur, I perceive that I have done you an injustice. For the injustice which I have done you — I desire to apologize.”

Mr. Lovell smiled. He held out his hand.

“My dear fellow! There’s nothing for which you need apologize.”

The Vicomte grasped the artist’s hand in both of his.

“My dear friend!” he cried.

“Philippe,” whispered the lady into her husband’s ear, “do you not think that you would like Mr. Lovell and his friend to favour us with their company at luncheon?”

The Vicomte seemed to think he would. They lunched together — all the five! Why not?


THE WAY OF A MAID WITH A MAN.

(Miss Whitby writes to her Mother.)

My Dearest Mamma, — You will be surprised, and I hope you will be pleased to hear that I am engaged to be married! You are not to smile — it would be cruel — this, really, is serious. Charlie is all that a husband should be — you are not to laugh at that — you know exactly what I mean. I am nearly twenty, and, this time, I feel that my happiness really is at stake. I may not be able to keep my looks for long — some girls lose them when they are quite young — and something seems to tell me that I ought to begin to look life seriously in the face, and become responsible. I almost wish that I had taken to district visiting, like Emma Mortimer — it might have balanced me. Poor Emma! what a pity she is so plain.

Will you mind hinting to Tom Wilson that I think he might be happy with Nora Cathcart? It is true that I made him promise that he would never speak to her again, but all that is over. I hope you will not think me fickle, dear mamma. I enclose the ring Tom gave me. Will you please give it to him? And point out to him that I am now persuaded that boy and girl attachments never come to anything serious.

By the way, do not forget to tell them to send two pairs of evening shoes. Those which I have are quite worn out. Let both pairs be perfectly plain bronze. Charlie thinks that they make my feet look almost ethereal. Is he not absurd? But I hope that you will not think so, when you come to know him, for he loves your child. You might also ask them to send me a dozen pairs of stockings — nice ones. All mine seem to be in holes. You know I like them as long as you can get them.

I have been here nearly a month, and I have been almost engaged to three different men. How time does seem to fly! Lily says I am a heartless little flirt. I think that perhaps I was, until he came. He has been here just a week, and I seem to have known him years.

Lily seems to be under the impression that I was engaged to Captain Pentland. She is wrong. Captain Pentland has some very noble qualities. He is destined to make some true woman profoundly happy. Of that I have no doubt whatever. But I am not that woman. No, dear mamma, I feel that now. Besides, he wears an eyeglass. As you are aware, I have always had an insuperable objection to an eyeglass. It seems to savour of affectation. And affectation I cannot stand. And then he lisps. As I told you, when I wrote you last, when I sprained my ankle on Highdown Hill, he carried me in his arms for over a mile. Of course, I was grateful. And, between you and me, dear mamma, he held me so very closely to him, that, afterwards I felt as if I ought to marry him. I have explained everything to Charlie. He quite agrees with me that it is absurd for Captain Pentland to think himself ill-used.

While I think of it, when you are in town will you tell them to send me a box of assorted chocolates? You know the kind I like. There is nothing of that sort to be had here, and I do so long for some.

Charlie is Lily’s cousin. Do you think that cousins ought to kiss each other? I wish I could get the opinion of someone on whose judgment I could implicitly rely. At any rate, even supposing that they ought I am quite sure that there should be limits. Before long I am afraid that I shall have to give Charlie a hint that I do not think, under the circumstances, that he ought to kiss Lily quite as much as he does me. She may be his cousin, but she is young, and she is pretty. And cousins are not sisters. It is nonsense for people to pretend they are.

The odd part of it is that if Charlie had not been so fond of kissing Lily I might not be going to marry him now. I knew that he was coming. And I was sitting alone in the drawing-room, in a half-light, with my back to the door, when suddenly someone, putting his arm round my waist, lifting me off my feet, twisted me right round, and began kissing me on my eyes and lips and everywhere.

I thought it was Captain Pentland. Though I was astonished at such behaviour even from him — because it was only that morning we quarrelled. You may judge of my astonishment when I was again able to look out of my own eyes, to find myself being held, as if I were a baby, or a doll, in the arms of a perfect giant of a man, whom I had never seen before. You may imagine how shocked I felt, because, as you know well, my views on such subjects — which I owe to your dear teaching — are, if anything, too severe. I will do him the justice to admit that he seemed to be almost as much shocked as I was.

“I beg your pardon,” he said, “ten thousand times. I thought that you were Lily.”

He put me down very much as you handle your Chelsea cups, mamma — softly and delicately, as if he had been afraid of chipping pieces off me.

“I suppose you’re Charlie?”

I spoke more lightly and more cheerfully than I felt. He seemed so ashamed of himself, and so confused, that I pitied him. You know, dear mamma, that when people know, and feel, that they have done wrong, I always pity them. I cannot help it. It is my nature. All flesh is weak. I myself am prone to err. When Lily did appear, we were talking quite as if we knew each other. And that is how it began. It is odd how these sort of things sometimes do begin. As you are aware, I speak as one who has had experience. I shall always believe that it was only the breaking of a shoelace which first brought Norman Eliot and me together.

But those chapters in my life are closed. In the days which are past I may have seemed to hesitate, to occasionally have changed my mind. But now my life is linked to Charlie’s by bonds which never shall be broken. I feel as if I were already married. The gravity of existence is commencing to weigh upon my mind. A woman when she is nearly twenty is no longer young.

While I remember it, when you send the chocolates don’t send any walnuts. I am sick of them. Variously flavoured creams are what I really like. And let two pairs of the stockings be light blue, with bronze stripes high up the leg.

I cannot truly say that Lily is behaving to me quite nicely in my relations with Charlie. I do not wish to wrong her, even in my thoughts — she is the very dearest friend I have! — but, sometimes, I cannot help thinking that she had an eye on Charlie for herself. Because when the other morning I was telling her how strongly I disapproved of cousins marrying, if she had not been Lily — whose single-hearted affection I have every faith in — I should have said that she was positively rude. Charlie only proposed to me last night, yet, although she must have seen what was coming, in the afternoon she was actually talking to me of Norman Eliot — as if I had been to blame! Mr. Eliot and I never really were engaged — some people jump to conclusions without proper justification. And am I compelled to answer a person’s letters if, for reasons of my own — quite private reasons — I do not choose to?

She came to my bedroom last night, just as I was going to bed. I told her what Charlie had said, and what I had said. Of course I expected her to congratulate me — as, in circumstances such as mine, a girl’s best friend ought to do. She heard me to an end, and she looked at me, and said:

“So you’ve done it again.”

“I don’t know about again, dear Lily,” I replied. “But it would seem as if I had done it at last. I am feeling so happy that it almost makes me afraid.”

“Some girls would feel afraid if they had reason to be conscious of the fact that they had engaged themselves to marry three men at once.”

I could not help but notice that a jarring something was in her tone. But I paid no heed to it.

My thoughts were elsewhere.

“How wrong it is,” I murmured, “for people to scoff at love. They cannot know what love is — as I do.”

“Perhaps not. I should think that what you don’t know about love, May, isn’t worth knowing.” I sighed.

“I fancy, Lily dear, that I have heard stories about you.”

“I daresay; but I never snapped up your favourite cousin from under your nose. Possibly you will not mind telling me if you do mean to marry one of them, and, if so, which.”

“Lily! How can you ask me such a question? Have I not just been telling you that there is only one man in the world for me, henceforth and for ever, and that his name is Charlie?”

“Exactly. Only last week you told me precisely the same story, and his name was Jim, while about a fortnight ago, it was Norman.”

My dearest mamma, you see I am making a clean breast of everything to you. I own, quite candidly, that since I have been here I have not behaved precisely as I might have done, and, indeed, ought to have done. I do not know how it is, I meant to be good; I am sure that nothing could have been better than my resolutions. I had no idea that they could have been so easily broken. It only shows, after all, how fragile we are. I felt that, strange and sad though it seems, Lily was not wholly unjust. I got up from my chair, and I knelt at her feet, and I pillowed my head in her lap and I cried:

“Oh, Lily, I’ve been so wicked! You can’t think how sorry I am, now that it’s too late. I wish you’d help me, and tell me what I ought to do.”

“I’m a bit of a dab at a cry myself,” she said. “So, if you take my advice, to begin with, you’ll literally dry up.”

Was it not unkind? And was it not vulgar? But I sometimes think that Lily’s heart is like the nether millstone — so hard, you know. She went on:

“If you do mean business with Charlie, and you do want my advice, you’ll just tell him everything you have been doing, and leave the solution of the situation to him.”

I made up my mind there and then that that was exactly what I would do. I resolved that I would have no secrets from my husband — particularly as he would be sure to be told them by unfriendly lips if he did not learn them from mine. Besides, in such matters, a man is so much more generous, and so much more sympathetic than a woman — especially the man. Nor does he value you any the less because he finds that someone else happens to value you a little too.

So, directly Lily had gone I let my hair down, and I put on my light blue dressing-jacket and a touch of powder, and I waited. Presently I heard steps coming along the passage. I opened the door. Sure enough it was Charlie, just going to bed. At sight of me he started. I was conscious that I was, perhaps, acting with some imprudence. But I could not help it. My entire happiness was at stake. You know, dear mamma, that I do look nice in that pretty dressing-jacket, with my hair, not at all untidy, but simply let down. You yourself have told me that, in every sense of the word, I look so young. He held out his hands to me — under a misapprehension. I shrank back.

“Mr. Mason,” I began very softly, with, in my voice, a sort of sob, “I could not rest until I had told you all that has passed between us to-night must be considered as unsaid.”

He started as if I had struck him. I could see that his face went white.

“Miss Whitby! May! What do you mean?” He seemed to gasp for breath. “After all, it is only natural that you should not love a great hulking idiot such as I am.”

“You are mistaken. You are not a great hulking idiot. And I do love you. I shall never love anyone but you. It is you who will not love me when you have heard all I have to say.”

“What nonsense are you talking?”

Again he held out his arms to me. And again I shrank away.

“It is not nonsense. I wish it were. So far is it from being nonsense that I felt that I could not be at peace until my conscience was unburdened.” I paused. I felt the crucial moment was arriving. My voice sank lower. “Someone else was staying here before you came.”

“Yes, I know; Lily told me — a man named Pentland.”

“Oh, Lily told you so much, did she? Did Lily also tell you that the man named Pentland had bad taste enough to fancy that he had fallen in love with me?”

“Bad taste, you call it. I know nothing about the man, but there, evidently, can be no sort of doubt about his perfect taste.”

“But, Charlie — I mean, Mr. Mason.”

“You don’t — you mean Charlie.”

Dear mamma, once more I sighed. I perceived that it would have to be. Some men are so dictatorial.

“The worst of it is that he worried and worried me so — I was staying in the same house, and couldn’t get away from him, you see — that he made me almost think I cared for him. But now you have come, and made me see what a mistake it was.”

“My little love.”

For the third time he held out his arms to me. And, this time, he took me in them. I could not find it in my heart to resist him any longer; it might be the last time he would ever hold me there. I continued my remarks with my head not very far away from his waistcoat. He smoothed my hair, very softly, with his great right hand.

“Unfortunately, I am not at all sure that Captain Pentland does not think that, in a sort of way, I am engaged to him. Oh, Charlie, whatever shall I do?”

“Tell him the truth. Say that you’re sorry for him, poor chap, but even the best regulated girls will make mistakes. I’m the mistake you’ve made.”

I was silent. Then I whispered:

“Will you forgive me?”

“It strikes me that it is I who ought to ask you to forgive me — for not having been the first to come upon the scene.”

This was throwing a new light upon the subject. It had not occurred to me to look at it from that point of view before. But I had not come to the end of my confessions. Dear mamma, how careful we women ought to be! It is these crises in our lives which make us feel what short-sighted mortals we actually are.

“Before Captain Pentland came” — I was pulling at one of the buttons on his waistcoat as I spoke, and I realised what a big heart Charlie’s must be, if it was at all in proportion to his chest— “another friend of Lily’s was stopping in the house.”

“Ye-es.”

I could not help but be conscious of a certain hesitation in his pronunciation of the word.

“His name was Eliot.”

“Well?”

There had been a moment’s silence before he spoke. And, when he had spoken, there ensued a portentous pause. I hid my face still more from his examining gaze. My voice seemed almost to die away.

“He, also, professed to bestow on me the gift of his affection.”

“The devil he did!”

Yes, mamma, that was precisely what he said. It made me shiver. But he was sorry as soon as the words had passed his lips.

“Forgive me! I didn’t mean it! After all, it is only to be expected that every man who sees you will fall in love with you at sight.”

I wondered if he would talk to me like that in years to come. Do husbands of ten years’ standing say such things unto their wives? Oh, how ashamed of myself I felt as I thought of what I still had to admit! Dear mamma, I will try hard never again to do what my conscience tells me is not right. If only we would always listen to the still small voice which seeks to guide us!

“Charlie, you have no notion how foolish I have been! Until you came I had no proper conception of the actualities of existence. Mr. Eliot caused me to confuse the issues just as Captain Pentland did.”

He held me out a little way in front of him, trying to look into my face. I was careful not to let him see too much of it. I hung down my head with what, I do hope, mamma, was proper penitence.

“Let me know, clearly, where we are, little girl. Am I to understand you to say that both these men asked you to marry them?”

“I am afraid, Charlie, that you are to understand something of the kind.”

“And that you gave both of them encouragement?”

I looked up at him — such a look, mamma! My eyes were swimming in tears. I knew he would not tell me to “dry up.” My heart seemed to be rising to my lips.

“Not real encouragement. I never gave anyone real encouragement, Charlie, till I knew you. Even in your case I fear I ought to have been more reticent. But you cannot have the least idea of what a wide world of love you seem to have opened out to me. Won’t you forgive me for encouraging you?”

Dear mamma, he collapsed. Of what took place during the moments which immediately followed. I can give you no definite description. I know I began to think that the end of the world had come. When he had quite finished, he said:

“Look here, young lady, what is past is past. We will make no further allusions to what took place before the war. But, in the future, perhaps you will kindly manage not, as you put it, to confuse the issues, but will continue to confine yourself to encouraging me.”

Was it not noble of him? And so sweet! I am persuaded that his character is one of singular beauty.

Dear mamma, the passages which ensued were too sacred even for your dear eyes. When he left me I felt certain it was to dream of him. I know that, all night long, I dreamt of him. And, on my knees, beside my bed, I registered a vow that, in the time to come, I will be as good as I possibly can.

Do not forget the shoes, and the stockings, and the chocolates! And do give Tom his ring! I am registering this letter, so you are sure to get it safe.

I will bring, or send, Charlie to you, on approval, whenever you please.

I am, my dearest mamma,

Your ever loving daughter,

May.


AUNT JANE’S JALAP.


CHAPTER I. BEFORE TAKING.

“There’s a fortune in it!”

“For the bottlemakers.”

“If for them, then what for us? We shan’t want more bottles than we can sell. Besides, we can make our own bottles if it comes to that. Cost of bottle, contents, cork, label, and all, one penny. Selling price, eightpence. Sale, at a moderate estimate, one million bottles a year. How does that figure for a profit?”

“It figures nicely. But give me facts. How long do you suppose it will take us to reach that sale?”

“No time. The name will sell it! ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap!’ There isn’t an old woman in England who, seeing those words staring her in the face, won’t press a longing hand to her inside.”

“Outside, I presume, you mean. But no matter.”

Hughes placed the bottle on the table. He looked at it with loving eyes. Then he shook his head.

“There’s only one thing we want.”

“Customers?”

“Testimonials! There’s something in it. I know there is.”

“Not much, perhaps, but still something.”

“That bottle, sir, contains a remedy for all known diseases, and all unknown ones, for all that I can tell. In fact, I have a suspicion that it is to the unknown diseases that it will come as the greatest blessing. Patent medicines generally do. Those mysterious maladies which, up to the advent of ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap,’ have baffled all the resources of medical science. Give me a day or two and I will prove it. I will bring you testimonials which will make your hair stand up on end, and—” He paused, looking me fixedly in the face— “all genuine.”

That evening I had a small dinner-party. It was rather an occasion. The suggestion, I am bound to admit, had come from Margaret.

“My dear George, it’s the easiest thing in the world, and you could do it nicely! Why don’t you ask us to dinner? Aunt and I, and old Pybus to round it off.” Square it off, I suspect she meant, because, of course, that would make four with me. But I didn’t correct her. “And then you and I could look over the house together — after dinner.”

So I asked them. And they came. Old Pybus said he would be delighted. I don’t care for Pybus myself, but Mrs. Chalmers does, and this was an occasion on which her taste had to be consulted rather than mine. And during dinner I began on “Aunt Jane’s Jalap.”

“Well, it’s all settled with Hughes.”

I addressed myself to Margaret.

“What about?”

“‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap.’”

Mrs. Chalmers put down her spoon. This was while the soup was on.

“‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap!’ Whatever’s that?”

“The new patent medicine — the coming boom. You must know that my friend Francis Hughes has a wonderful old nurse, and this wonderful old nurse has the most wonderful medicine, which she used to administer to all her charges. Hughes has obtained the receipt from her.”

“How much did he give her for it? Half-a-crown?”

I crushed Pybus.

“That is a private matter, but rather more than half-a-crown.”

As a plain statement of fact he hadn’t given her anything as yet. But, of course, we should both of us see that she made a good thing of it when the sale got up.

“I need scarcely observe what fortunes have been made in patent medicines.”

“And lost in them, my boy.”

This was just like Pybus — but I let it pass.

“Millions, literally millions, have been made, and, I may safely say, that none of them can compare with ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap.’”

“Have you tried the stuff upon yourself?”

“No, Pybus, I have not. I am ready at any time to try it upon you. Well, Hughes has supplied the medicine, and I am going to supply part of the capital.”

“What part?”

“That is another private matter, Pybus. Sufficient, I trust, to bring the matter before the public eye.”

“Don’t you think the name is rather a funny one?— ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap!’”

This was hard, coming from Margaret.

“My dear Margaret, the name is half the battle. Hughes thinks it’s a splendid one.”

“But don’t you think it makes one think of indigestion?”

“That’s exactly what it’s meant to do.”

“Before, or afterwards?”

This, of course, was Pybus.

“Let those laugh who win. Wait till you see the name blazoned on every dead wall. Then you’ll welcome ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap’ as a friend.”

That dinner, I confess, was a little patent mediciney. More than once I rather wished that I had kept the subject out of it. Pybus told some pleasant and characteristic anecdotes about injurious effects of patent medicines. How he had known whole families killed by taking them. How more than half the infant mortality of Great Britain was owing to their unrestricted sale. How the habit of taking patent medicines was worse than the habit of dram drinking, and the why, and the wherefore, and so on. I could not, at my own table, take the man by the scruff of the neck and drop him from the first floor window. But I know that Margaret didn’t like it — and I didn’t either. Mrs. Chalmers seemed undecided. She herself swears by some noxious compound, which is absurdly named “Daddy’s Delight,” and which I know, by the mere smell of it, is nothing else but poison.

“Have you any of the stuff in the house?” she asked.

“I have a bottle of ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap,’ which is not stuff, my dear Mrs. Chalmers, but a most invaluable medicine. Hughes brought it this afternoon as a sample.”

“Trot it out,” said Pybus.

Pybus is fifty-five, if he is a day, but he uses the slang of a schoolboy. I was not going to act on such a hint as that, but when Mrs. Chalmers expressed a wish to look at it I fetched the bottle. It was a small black bottle, such as is used for “samples” of wines, about quarter-bottle size. I held it in my hand.

“This, ladies and gentlemen, is ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap.’ It is a name which I trust will soon be familiar in your mouths as household words. This, however, is its first appearance on the scene, and I propose, to mark the importance of the occasion, that we drink to its success. I propose, ladies and gentlemen, that we drink to ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap’ in ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap.’ Brooks, bring four claret glasses.”

I drew the cork.

“George, you don’t mean that we’re to drink the stuff?”

“I do, my dear Margaret, why not? The dose is a wine-glassful, to be taken immediately after meals. Mrs. Chalmers, allow me to offer you a glass of ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap.’”

She sniffed at it.

“It has a very disagreeable smell.”

That was good. I protest that I have smelt “Daddy’s Delight” when I was passing the house, and took it — till I knew better — for drains.

“Margaret, a glass of ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap.’”

“But, George, I assure you that I never do take medicine.”

“Some people’s wine is no better than medicine. We drink that, and pretend we like it. Why not jalap?”

This was Pybus! As he had just before been making insinuations about my wine, the allusion was pointed. But the man’s proverbial.

“No heeltraps— ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap’ — with the honours!”

We all stood up. I drained my glass. I immediately wished I hadn’t. The others drained their glasses. I saw they wished they hadn’t too. I do not think I ever tasted anything quite so nasty. I wished I had sampled it before. As it was, it took me by surprise, so much by surprise that my first impulse was to fly for shelter. It was like — well, the taste was really so exceedingly disagreeable that comparison fails me.

“It is a case of kill or cure,” observed Pybus, with the most extraordinary expression of countenance I ever saw. “The man who takes much of that stuff will be killed if he isn’t cured. Death for me, rather than ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap’ — if it is jalap.”

“It is rather pungent,” I owned.

“I don’t know about pungent,” continued Pybus, who certainly seemed to be suffering; “but with ice pudding it’s a failure.”

“Never,” declared Mrs. Chalmers, who was leaning back in her chair, and had her handkerchief in her hand, “never did I taste anything like it! Never! and after dinner, too!”

Margaret’s feelings seemed for the moment to be too strong for speech. I perceived the thing had been a failure. Still, I endeavoured to pass it off, which was difficult, for I myself felt really ill.

“Ah! it is to the after effects we must look forward.”

“It is the after effects I’m thinking of,” said Pybus.

That was almost more than I could bear; it was the after effects I was thinking of as well.

“Come, let’s adjourn and have a little music.”

“Have we finished the bottle of jalap?” inquired Pybus.

“I really must apologise; I confess I had no idea what a peculiar taste it had; it certainly is peculiar.” Mrs. Chalmers put her handkerchief up to her eyes.

“And after dinner, too!”

We accompanied the ladies to the drawing-room, as well as we could. Pybus went with Mrs. Chalmers, I took Margaret. As we went I whispered in her ear:

“Now, you and I can look over the house together.”

“I am afraid, George, you must excuse me. I — I couldn’t walk about just yet. Do take me to a chair!”

We had planned that we would examine the house together from attic to basement; indeed, the whole affair had been got up for that express purpose. Everything was in apple-pie order and ready for inspection. The servants were on the tiptoe of expectation. As we went, Margaret was to make suggestions for alterations which would fit the house for its mistress. And opportunities might arise for a little confidential intercourse. But, of course, I could not drag the girl about the place against her will. Love works wonders. But there are circumstances which prove too strong.

The atmosphere of the drawing-room was depressing. It was no use my talking to Margaret, because she wouldn’t talk to me. And general conversation seemed out of the question. So I tried another line.

“Pybus, give us a song.” (Pybus thinks he can sing. He may have been able to — once.) “Here’s ‘Drink to me only.’ That’s a favourite of yours.” (You should hear him sing it.) “Margaret will play the accompaniment.”

“Lucas,” he said, “Do you think, by any chance, that dose of jalap was too strong? I ask the question because I remember, when I was a boy, hearing of a family being poisoned by an overdose of jalap. In their case they took it by mistake. Though, judging from the taste of your jalap, I can’t see how that could be. Still, if there is likely to be any danger it is as well that we should be prepared for it.”

“Margaret,” murmured Mrs. Chalmers, “let’s go home.”

“Why, aunt? It will pass off in time.”

In time! At that moment I heartily wished that Hughes had been at Jericho before he induced me to dabble in his patent medicines. I always did hate them, even as a child.

“It is quite impossible,” continued Pybus, “that the sensations which I am now experiencing are the ordinary and natural outcome of a dose of jalap.”

“Margaret,” groaned Mrs. Chalmers, “I insist upon your coming home.”

“Aunt, what is the use of going home?”

“You haven’t got a book in the house, Lucas, treating of poisons?”

“I wish you wouldn’t talk like that, Pybus. It really is unfair. I quite perceive that I made a mistake in administering the dose after dinner; in fact, I am myself inclined to believe that I misunderstood Hughes, and that the dose ought to be administered before a meal.”

“Good God!”

“Pybus!”

“I can’t help it. I really cannot help it, sir. The idea of a reasonable person voluntarily swallowing such a concoction as that before his dinner is enough to make any man profane!”

“I don’t think, Mr. Lucas,” murmured Mrs. Chalmers, “that you have the least idea how ill I feel.”

“My dear Mrs. Chalmers, if — if there is anything I can do for you.” “Yes,” said Pybus, “another bottle.”


CHAPTER II. AFTER TAKING.

Just then Brooks came in.

“Mr. Hughes, sir, wishes to speak to you.”

“Excuse me one moment — I’ll be back directly.”

I found Hughes waiting for me in my snuggery.

“Sorry to interrupt you, old man, but I just called in to prevent accidents.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know that bottle I brought you this afternoon. I thought it was ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap,’ but it isn’t. I found it out directly I got home. You see, I keep all sorts of bottles in my cupboard — regular chemist’s shop! — and I caught hold of the wrong one by mistake.”

“Not ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap!’”

“No, it’s laudanum.”

“Laudanum? Hughes!”

“The fact is — Lucas! — What’s the matter? — You don’t mean to say you have been drinking some?”

“Is — is it poison?”

“Poison! — Why, it’s pure laudanum!”

“Would — would a wineglassful do any harm?”

“A wineglassful! Lucas, old man, don’t say you’ve drank a wineglassful!”

“We all have.”

“All have!”

“Margaret, and Mrs. Chalmers, and Pybus.

“Great powers!”

“We — we thought it was ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap,’ and we drank to its success.”

“Are they dead?”

“Dead! Hughes!”

“How long ago is it since they took it?”

“Not long. After dinner.”

“But — a wineglassful! Are they conscious?”

“They were when I just now left them. But they weren’t feeling well. I — I’m not either. We couldn’t understand it. This — this explains it. Hughes, you — you’ve murdered us!”

“Never mind, old man. Keep your head; I’ll pull you through. Trust all to me. The great thing in a case like this is to keep your head. Don’t sit down; keep yourself in constant circulation! Just one second! Brooks! Brooks! Run, Brooks, to the nearest doctor, and then to half-a-dozen others, and tell them there’s a case of laudanum poisoning, and they’re to come at once.”

“Laudanum poisoning, sir! What, in the house?”

“Yes, in the house. Don’t stand there like a pig in a fit. It’s a question of life or death!”

“One moment, sir, while I get my hat.”

“Go without your hat. Here; take mine. Now, run for your life. Remember, if anything happens through you, you will be held responsible in the eyes of the law. Come along, Lucas, let’s go in to them. Keep yourself awake, old man; jump about. Don’t say a word to them about what has happened. Don’t let them even suspect from your manner that anything is wrong. The great thing is to keep them in entire ignorance. And keep cool — keep cool.”

He gave a jerk at my arm which almost pulled me forward on my face.

“I say, Hughes, don’t!”

“But I must, old man, I must. I must keep you alive, at any cost. Oh, Lucas, old man, if anything should happen —— But I won’t talk like that, or I shall make a fool of myself. Come along, old man, and mind what I say. Keep cool.”

We went along — that is to say, he took me by the arm and dragged me towards the drawing-room. My emotions I am unable to describe. I always think that when a man is able to describe his emotions he hasn’t had any worth describing. But through it all I had a dim perception that, in spite of his repeated adjurations, Hughes himself kept anything but cool. Outside the drawing-room door I brought the procession to a standstill. I gripped his arm.

“Hughes, do you think that she will die?”

“Who?”

“Margaret.”

“Nonsense! Don’t I tell you no one’s going to die? For goodness’ sake don’t talk like that. Don’t I keep telling you to keep cool?”

He did. But it was scarcely with an air of coolness that he threw the door wide open, and with so much force that it seemed as if he were trying to wrench it from its hinges. I fancy our entry made a slight sensation. It was strange if it didn’t. They were certainly not unconscious — yet! Even amidst my own agitation it was with quite a sensation of relief that I perceived so much. Mrs. Chalmers was reclining on the couch, with her head thrown back, and a look about her which I did not like. Margaret was on a settee, seeming as though the proceedings had lost all interest for her. Pybus sat in an arm chair, his hands crossed upon his stomach.

“Good evening,” said Hughes. I could see he did not like the look of things. “I — I’ve just dropped in.”

Pybus rose.

“I’m just dropping out. Good evening, Lucas. I have to thank you for a very pleasant evening. I’ll send you the doctor’s bill when I get it.”

Hughes looked at me, then at Pybus.

“You’re not going, Mr. Pybus?”

“Do you wish me to be ill here?”

“But I was looking forward to a song, or a dance, or something.”

“Dance! I feel like dancing; and singing, too. I’ve been the victim of an outrage, Mr. Hughes. I’ve been introduced to ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap.’”

“I’ve heard of it. Lucas ought not to have given it you.”

“And after dinner!”

This was a murmur from the couch.

“That was wrong — quite wrong. The dose should have been administered before the meal.”

“In that case,” I observed, a little nettled, “we should all of us been dead by now.”

Pybus glanced at me sharply.

“Dead! What do you mean?”

Hughes turned on me in a rage.

“Yes. What do you mean?”

I felt I had made a mistake.

“I — I mean nothing. Only — only I think Hughes was as much to blame as I was.”

Hughes took Pybus away. They went to Mrs. Chalmers. So far as I could judge, the lady was rapidly sinking into a lethargic condition. I remained standing where I was. I began gradually to realise my situation — the approaching tragedy in which, by fate or circumstance, I was cast as an actor. A strange leaden feeling seemed to be stealing over me, but, in spite of it, I began to understand that at any moment the drawing-room, this drawing-room, my drawing-room, might be strewed with corpses. I knew nothing of the effects of laudanum poisoning, but Hughes seemed to be surprised that we were not all of us dead already. Here was Margaret, the woman I loved best in all the world, upon my right. There was her aunt, for whom, I own, my love was less, upon the couch. There was old Pybus. That old man’s blood was also on my hands.

What would they call me? A suicide? The irony! In the full flush of health and strength, with fortune, all the world before me, and a wife. A wife whom I loved with a great fulness of love which was quite old-fashioned. I had wrought this hecatomb. I felt impelled to scream aloud. To warn my victims of the frightful fate which was stealing fast upon them, and of which they were still unconscious.

Someone touched me on the arm. I turned. It was Margaret!

“George, what is the matter?”

“Margaret!”

My voice trembled. There was a choking in my throat. I wished to take her in my arms before them all. It might be a last embrace.

“George, tell me, what is wrong?”

I made an effort to pull myself together.

“Oh! there’s nothing wrong. I — I’m only a bit upset.”

She put her arm through mine. She led me across the room. I required leading. She drew me into an alcove, which was formed by a window bay.

“Now, George, tell me what is wrong. I know there is something wrong. Tell me what it is.”

I was at a loss for words. I trifled with her.

“Margaret! What do you mean?”

“George, was” — her voice sank to a whisper— “was there anything wrong about that stuff you gave us?”

What could I say to her?

“It — it was a mistake drinking it after dinner.”

“Is that all? Was it the right stuff, George?”

“It — it was the stuff Hughes gave me.”

“You are trifling with me? I know that there is something wrong. I can see it in your manner and in Mr. Hughes’s. See how strangely Mr. Hughes is behaving now.”

I peeped round the corner. Hughes was behaving strangely. He was frantically urging Mrs. Chalmers to stand up and dance, though anyone looking less like dancing than she did I never saw. He was evidently forgetting his own axiom — keep cool. A curious qualm came over me. Almost without knowing it I leaned for support against the wall.

“George! What is the matter? You are ill.”

Margaret’s eager face looked into mine.

“It will be all right in a minute.”

“It won’t! I know it won’t! Tell me what it is. There was something the matter with that stuff you gave us. I knew it directly I had swallowed it. Do you think I am a coward? Do you think I am afraid? But it is only fair that you should tell me. If you won’t tell me, George, I will go to Mr. Hughes and insist upon his telling me.”

“Don’t, Margaret. The doctor will be here directly.”

“The doctor?” She drew herself straight up. A strange look came into her eyes.

She spoke almost in a whisper. “What is the doctor coming for?”

“Hughes thought that he had better come.”

“Is it so bad as that? George, what was that stuff you gave us?”

“I have not said that it was anything. The — the dose was too strong.”

“Was it poison?”

“Margaret!”

I took her two hands in mine. She came into my arms. I held her to my breast.

“Was it poison? If you love me half as much as I love you you will tell me, George.”

“Margaret!”

“What poison was it?”

“Laudanum!”

She drew herself away from me. She looked at me with her great wide open eyes. Then her eyes were closed. Before I had the least suspicion of what was going to happen she had fallen to the ground. I knelt beside her.

“Margaret!” I cried. I cried to her in vain. I was seized with a great horror. “She is dead!” I exclaimed.

Hughes came running forward. I almost sprang at him.

“You have killed her!”

“Don’t be an idiot, Lucas! She can’t be dead!”

“She is dead. And it is your work. For the matter of that, all our blood is upon your head. But we shall not die alone. You shall come, too, my friend.”

“If you don’t take your hands away, Lucas, I shall have to do you a mischief.”

“Mr. Lucas! Mr. Hughes! Have you both of you gone mad? Are you aware that there are ladies present?”

The interference came from Pybus. He dragged us asunder. He showed more presence of mind, and more coolness, too, than I had credited him with. He was a great deal calmer than either Lucas or I.

“What is the meaning of this extraordinary behaviour? And what is the matter with Miss Hammond?”

“He has killed her.”

“Who has killed her?”

“That scamp; with his infernal negligence.”

“I don’t in the least understand you. And I think that instead of wrangling here your attentions were better bestowed upon Miss Hammond.”

I threw myself at her side. I was like a man distraught in the whirlwind of conflicting emotions which came sweeping over me.

“My darling! Oh, my darling! I shall soon be with you. Already the poison is stealing through my veins. May my end be as rapid as was yours. Why doesn’t the doctor come? I don’t believe that you have sent for him. Go and fetch him.”

Again I sprang at Hughes. And again Pybus interposed.

“Mr. Lucas, may I ask for an explanation of your singular conduct? Has Miss Hammond fainted?”

“Fainted! He has poisoned her!”

“Poisoned her!”

“Yes, and you and me and all of us! We all, like her, are doomed to die.”

“Mr. Lucas!”

“Lucas, you’re — you’re mad, you know.”

This was Hughes. But a piercing scream came from the couch.

“I knew that I was poisoned!”

Mrs. Chalmers might know that she was poisoned, but that was no reason why, on the strength of her knowledge, she should develope violent hysterics, which she immediately did. I had never seen so much of the man in Pybus as he showed just then. He gave one look at Mrs. Chalmers, and then he turned to Hughes.

“Mr. Hughes, will you be so good as to tell me if there is any meaning in Mr. Lucas’s words?”

Hughes was ghastly white.

“The great point is to bring Miss Hammond back to life again. While we are talking here she may be dying at our feet. I appeal to your manhood, Mr. Pybus, to help me bring her back to consciousness.”

Hughes knelt down by Margaret. Pybus turned to me.

“What does he mean?” he said.

I did not answer. I knelt down by Hughes. He had my darling’s hand in his. I saw that he was putting great restraint upon himself. Beads of perspiration were on his brow.

“She is not dead,” he stammered. “She is in a faint or something. At any cost we must bring her back to consciousness. Be a man, Lucas, and help me. Her life should be even more precious to you than to me.”

“Don’t talk like that, Hughes. Don’t you see that I am nearly mad already? What can I do?”

“Help me to raise her.”

Between us we raised her to a perpendicular position.

“Mr. Pybus, can I trouble you to order some brandy? Stay, she is coming back to life again!”

She was. She sighed. She opened her eyes, as if she were waking out of sleep. She turned to me.

“George!”

“My darling!”

I caught her in my arms. I held her to my breast. What mattered it if there were others there? We were standing by an open grave!

“I do so love you, George!”

She was dreaming. She thought we were alone.

“Margaret!”

I kissed her. Something caused her to look round. There was old Pybus standing at her side. She drew herself away from me. She blushed a rosy red; then her glance travelled round the room. She pressed her hands against her bosom. A startled look came into her eyes.

“Then — it wasn’t all a dream.”

Hughes slipped his arm through hers.

“Miss Hammond, I must insist upon your taking exercise. Take a sharp turn or two round the room with me. Lucas, I wish you’d sit down and play us a dance. Or, better still, let me sit down and play, and you and Miss Hammond take a few turns together. Mr. Pybus, you must dance with Mrs. Chalmers. A flyaway gallop, or a rattling polka. They’re better than valses.”

There was a remarkable expression upon old Pybus’s enamelled countenance. So far as that goes, I expect there was on mine — but, as to that, no matter.

“Might I ask, once more, for an explanation of these very singular proceedings?”

“I warn you, Mr. Pybus, that if you do not dance with Mrs. Chalmers, you must be responsible for the consequences, both as they regard yourself and the lady.”

Pybus’s eyes wandered from Hughes to Mrs. Chalmers. The lady was making noise enough for ten. She did not strike the imagination as being a promising partner for a dance. So Pybus seemed to think. Hughes struck up, “You should see me dance the polka,” playing it at the rate of about sixty miles an hour. Margaret looked at me.

“Are you and I to dance? Why dance?”

I shook my head.

“Hughes,” I said, “I can’t.”

“You must, man, you must! Are you mad?”

“I can’t.”

I couldn’t. A numbness seemed to be settling on my brain. My legs refused to support me. I sank into a chair. Margaret hesitated for just one second. I could see her trembling. Then she sat on the ground close to my feet. She leaned her arm upon my knee. Her face was turned towards mine.

“Nor can I. If we must die, George, let us die together; but not dancing.”

“What on earth,” inquired Pybus, “is all this talk of dying, Mr. Hughes? I insist upon an answer, sir.”

In a sort of fury Hughes leaped from the music-stool.

“And I insist, Mr. Pybus, upon your dancing with Mrs. Chalmers. I warn you that if you don’t you will be morally guilty, not only of murder, but of suicide.” He turned to me. “As for you — are you a man? Do you think that it is your life only which is hanging in the balance? I tell you that the only hope for Miss Hammond is to keep her circulating. Do that, and I will answer for it with my own life, that all will yet be well.”

“Come, while I can, let me keep you circulating, Maggie!”

It was not often that I called my “rare, pale Margaret” Maggie. But, at that master moment of our lives, I felt that the endearing name was best. She rose, my darling. I put my arm about her waist.

“George, whatever you think it best.”

“That’s better,” said Hughes.

“Now let me see you go it. Give her fits, my boy.”

Again he dashed into Mr. Grossmith’s popular air. I never heard it played at such a rate before. Possibly with a view of raising our spirits, he shouted out the chorus in a tone of voice which must have been audible quite two streets away. It was deafening!

You should see me dance the polka,
You should see me cover the ground;
You should see my coat-tails flying — 

My coat-tails were anything but flying. We made no attempt at keeping time with Hughes. Under the most favourable circumstances the thing would have been impossible. We moved, Margaret and I, as if we were treading a funeral measure. My legs were going at the knees. I felt her frail frame quivering in my arms.

“Now, then, Pybus,” shouted Hughes, “off you go with Mrs. Chalmers. Don’t ask her; make her. Pull her off the couch and jump her about!”

Pybus appeared to be endeavouring to persuade Mrs. Chalmers to join him in the mazy dance. The lady had suddenly become still, which, for some reasons, the chief one being the noise which Hughes was making, was perhaps as well.

“How can I pull her off the couch,” answered Pybus, “when she’s in a fit, or dead, or something?”

Up jumped Hughes.

“Keep going, you two! Don’t stop for a single instant. Lucas, everything depends upon your keeping Miss Hammond circulating.”

“I can’t,” I said.

“Nor can I,” said Margaret.

The utterances were almost simultaneous. Simultaneously we sank into an ottoman.

“Mrs. Chalmers! Mrs. Chalmers!” shouted Hughes, “Pybus, help me to lift her off the couch. Now, then, you two, what have you stopped for?”

He turned to Margaret and me. Something in our faces or in our attitudes appeared to frighten him. He ran to the door yelling in a manner which absolutely frightened me.

“Brooks! Brooks! Oh, my God, why doesn’t the doctor come?”


CHAPTER III. DOCTORS TO THE RESCUE!

Just as he reached the door it was opened. A very tall, and very stout, old gentleman entered. He had a black bag in his hand. But he did not seem to be the least in a hurry.

“Good evening. I trust there is nothing serious the matter.”

I suppose that in the agitated state of his nervous system, the stranger’s sudden appearance took Hughes by surprise. He stared at him as though he were a ghost.

“Are — are you the doctor?”

“I am the doctor — Dr. Goldsmith.”

I had already recognised him as the doctor who lived at the corner of the square. Although I had not the pleasure of his personal acquaintance, I had more than once wondered why he did not try Banting. Leaving off sugar, and butter, and milk, and trying a piece of lemon in your tea, is an excellent method of reducing the flesh. He looked round the room, and bowed — a little vaguely. Then he said, addressing Hughes, whom he apparently took to be the master of the house, “Where is the patient?”

“They’re — they’re all patients.”

This answer seemed to cause the doctor to experience a slight sense of mystification. He placed a pair of gold glasses upon the bridge of his nose. He cast another glance around the room.

“All patients?”

Pybus came forward. Pybus knows everyone.

“How are you, Dr. Goldsmith?”

“How are you, Mr. Pybus? Charmed to see you.”

“Whether I am charmed to see you remains to be seen. May I ask — and don’t think it’s an impertinent question — what you have come for?”

“Come for? I — —” The doctor threw a glance of interrogation towards Hughes. “I — someone came to my house and said that I was wanted for a case of — —”

Old Pybus laid his hand upon the doctor’s arm.

“Case of what?”

“A case of laudanum poisoning.”

“Laudanum poisoning!”

“I understood that it was a — —” The doctor ceased. Pybus’s face had assumed a very singular hue. “I — I hope that I have said nothing — —”

“No, you have said nothing. Laudanum poisoning?” He turned to Hughes. “So that is it.” And then to me. “So that was ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap.’ It’s — it’s rather hard — that a man of my years — should — die of — jalap.”

Pybus took a seat. The doctor stared at him.

“Mr. Pybus, I hope that nothing is the matter.”

“Nothing, only — I’m the man — that’s poisoned.”

“You!”

“Me, Sam Pybus. I’ve been dining with a man, who asked me to meet — his girl — and smooth the tabby — and he gives me — jalap, which is another name for laudanum.”

The doctor seemed bewildered.

“I am afraid I don’t understand.”

Hughes endeavoured to explain. He was suffering as much as either of us. The words fell from his stammering lips.

“What Mr. Pybus says is correct. There’s been a mistake.”

“Yes,” said Pybus, “there’s been a mistake.”

“My friend, Lucas, thought he was giving his guests ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap,’ and instead of that he was giving them — I am afraid, through my carelessness — pure laudanum.”

“Oh, it was through your carelessness, was it?” Pybus assumed towards Hughes a little air of ferocity. But it soon disappeared. “But what does it matter if I must die?”

“Pure laudanum!” said the doctor. “Of what strength?”

“The highest possible.”

“In what quantity?”

“Enough to kill a dozen men. A bottleful.”

“A bottleful of laudanum!”

The words were uttered by a newcomer — a little man who came running in as if he ran a race. It was Dunn, another doctor, who had recently started practice round the corner. In appearance he was a complete contrast to Goldsmith. He was a little, wiry, hungry-looking man, who seemed as though he never could keep still. He hurried past Pybus, patting him on the shoulder as he went. Had Pybus been more himself he would have resented the insult to the death.

“Come, my dear sir, keep yourself alive. That’s the great secret; let us keep our spirits up!” he paused in front of Margaret. “Now, my dear young lady, don’t we feel quite well? Just a little out of sorts. Come, wake up!”

He actually caught Margaret by the shoulder and shook her. I don’t know what Margaret’s feelings were, but if I myself had not been quite so prostrate, I fancy that I should have let him know that he presumed. Then he turned and shook me.

“Come, my dear sir, wake up, wake up, wake up! We must keep ourselves awake.” He wheeled round; he marched to the couch. When he saw Mrs. Chalmers lying on it, still in a dead faint — so far as I know no one had moved a finger to bring her round — he shook his head.

“Serious; I am afraid it’s very, very serious. But we will do our best; always do our best. Let all the servants in the house be summoned, and let assistance be given to carry the poor dear sufferers up to their beds.”

The little man took command of everything. The servants were summoned and they came trooping in. Several other doctors came in also. There is no necessity to specify their number. Brooks liberally carried out the instructions Hughes had given him. He fetched as many as he could. There were not one or two, but several. I have their bills.


CHAPTER IV. THE MISTAKE EXPLAINED.

I will not dwell upon the dreadful details of that night. There are scenes, not necessarily pathetic scenes, on which a curtain should be drawn. Through it all I never once lost consciousness. I wish I had. One need but allude to the stomach pump to draw up visions from the vasty deep. Over such agonies let a veil be drawn. This is not an episode of vivisection. And, afterwards, when — when a too eager medical man, thinking the process had not gone far enough — he meant well; it was his zeal; may he be forgiven — tried emetics, mustard and water, and other preparations from the medical pharmacop[oe]ia — do not let us touch upon these subjects. Never, when the sea was at its wildest, among passengers entirely unused to the mysteries of navigation, was ever seen the like. I still live, and I was through it all. It is wonderful what a vigorous constitution will endure.

Mrs. Chalmers was put into my bedroom. There was nothing particular of mine lying about, but I would rather they had put her somewhere else. Margaret had the best guest-room, Pybus the second best, and I was put into an apartment which had not been occupied for years. It was done in the confusion, I suppose. Looking back, I am surprised they did not overlook me altogether. I wish they had. And all through the night the issue was hanging in the balance. Hamlet’s question was waiting for an answer. “To be, or not to be?” What their sufferings were — Margaret’s, her aunt’s, and Pybus’s — I can imagine when I let memory hark back to my own. But none of them succumbed. And in the morning I, for one, was able to leave my room; in fact, I insisted on doing so. Had I remained any longer in that dreadful chamber I should certainly have died. Pale and ghastly, with my dressing-gown wrapped round my trembling limbs, I descended to my snuggery. I felt that I was but the wreck of what once I was. Hughes was there — the sight of me seemed to give him pain — well it might! — and Dr. Dunn, and Dr. Goldsmith, and a Dr. Casey. He was a tall, thin man, with a serious manner. I always think of Dr. Casey when I think of Mr. Stiggins. Dunn seemed in quite a cheerful frame of mind.

“Well, that’s over. With a little care, Mr. Lucas, you’ll forget all about it in a week.”

Never! But I did not tell him so. And he went on:

“And this all comes of what I venture to call a trifling indiscretion. You think it’s jalap, and it’s laudanum.”

“Laudanum is not a thing to trifle with,” said Dr. Casey.

“It certainly isn’t a thing to drink in pailfuls.”

As he said this, Dr. Goldsmith rattled his keys and coppers.

“Nor is it to be recommended as a liqueur with dessert — eh, Mr. Lucas?” Dunn rubbed his hands, and grinned at me.

“The poor lady,” said Dr. Casey, “whom I treated found it a very serious matter.”

This was Mrs. Chalmers.

“The sweet young thing,” said Goldsmith, “for whom I did my best, did not seem to think that the occasion was altogether a festive one,” and this was how he spoke of her.

“I dare say, Mr. Lucas,” sniggered Dunn, “that you have spent far more agreeable nights.”

Dunn was the fiend who had pushed his zeal too far. And now he laughed at me!

“Dr. Lambert,” observed Dr. Casey, “who treated the other gentleman, assured me that his patient asked him to put him out of his misery rather than push his treatment further.”

That was Pybus. I could easily believe it. Death was preferable to Dunn’s emetics.

“Now, where is the bottle which contained the cause of all the mischief?”

The fatal bottle had been brought into my snuggery for safety. It was handed to Dunn. He sniffed at it.

“Hum!” He sniffed again. “Hum!” He seemed surprised. “Rather — rather an odd smell for laudanum. Smell that!”

He handed it to Goldsmith.

“Very” — sniff!— “odd” — sniff!— “indeed” — sniff. “You are sure it is the bottle?”

There was not the slightest doubt about its being the bottle. It was passed to Casey. He had a smell.

“This isn’t laudanum,” he declared.

“Not laudanum!” Back it went to Dunn.

“It doesn’t smell like laudanum.”

“It isn’t laudanum,” said Goldsmith.

“Not a trace of it,” said Casey.

NOT laudanum! I looked at Hughes. He looked at me. Then he staggered towards that fatal bottle.

“Let me — let me smell it.”

They let him. An extraordinary change came over his countenance as he applied it to his nose. He staggered against the wall.

“Good — good heavens!”

What was it? Had he mistaken the poison? Was it strychnine, arsenic, prussic acid? Would the treatment have to be gone through all over again? For me, death rather than that.

“I see it all,” cried Hughes, “I see the mistake I made. After all, it was not the bottle I supposed. I remember now that I placed that upon the shelf above.”

“What is it?” I screamed.

“It’s — it’s what I thought it was.”

“What you thought it was?”

“It’s ‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap.’”

“‘Aunt Jane’s Jalap!’”

The words came from the three medical gentlemen in a sort of chorus. As for me, in spite of my piteous condition, I felt inclined to tear my hair — and Hughes’s!

“I see, quite clearly, how the mistake arose. It was in this way. There were two sample bottles of the mixture, only in one of them the quantities were wrong. I placed it where I generally keep my laudanum — so that I shouldn’t mistake it. And when I found it missing, of course I thought it was the laudanum which had gone.”

“Was it — was it poison?”

“Not a bit of it, dear boy! The finest medicine in the world! Only in that particular bottle there was a little too much jalap, and, taking it on the top of such a dinner as you’d been eating, it a little upset you — that was all.”

That was all?

I thought of how those doctors had spent the night in practising on us their dreadful arts, of their bills, and —— that was all.


WILLYUM.

I had been seated in the next chair to hers for at least two minutes. I felt that it was time to introduce myself.

“It’s a fine evening.”

She turned, she looked me up and down, then she looked straight in front of her again.

“I don’t know you.”

But I was not to be crushed; there was something about the shape of her that which suggested sociability.

“That is my misfortune, rather than my fault.”

“I don’t know nothing at all about that. I do not speak to strangers as a rule. Sometimes there’s never no knowing who they are.”

I felt that I was getting on — so I went on.

“What do you think of the band?”

“It’s not loud enough for me. I like a band as I can hear.”

One suspected there might be occasions on which one could almost like a band which one could not hear, but I did not say so. That broke the ice, and the conversation drifting on to personal topics she explained to me that she had a young man, who, so to speak, was “resting,” owing to what she called a “difference” which she had had with him. It struck me that the tale, as she told it, contained elements of tragedy.

“Bakers,” she observed, “is what I like. I have a sister who likes butchers. To me there’s always the smell of the meat about a butcher. But it’s as you’re made. The worst of bakers is, they’re such a thirsty lot.”

“Possibly,” I suggested, “that is in a measure owing to the nature of their occupation.”

“That may be, but still there is a limit, and when a man is always drinking, I think it’s time for him to stop.”

I thought so too, but she went on:

“My young man, his name is Willyum Evans, is a baker, and him and me have been walking out together four years come next month. So I said to him, ‘Willyum, it’s my day out, Tuesday. I shall expect you to take me somewhere.’ So he said, ‘I will.’ So I said, ‘Hyde Park Corner, half-past ten.’ I was there as the clock was striking, and a fine scuffle I had to get there too; and, if you’ll believe me, he kept me waiting two hours and three-quarters by the clock what’s over the gatekeeper’s lodge — which is longer than any gentleman ought to keep a lady waiting, I don’t care who he is. So when he did come, I was a bit huffy.

“So I said, ‘Well, Willyum, I hope I’ve put you to no hurry, and it’s a pity you should have troubled yourself to come at this time of day, seeing as how I’m just off home.’ So he said, and he wiped his lips, and I could see he had had a moistener, if not more, ‘It’s like this — I accidentally had an appointment, which was of the nature of business, and which I couldn’t help; and that’s how it is I’m a little behind!’ ‘I see,’ I said, ‘and it had something to do with pint pots, I have no doubt.’ So he sat down on a seat, which was wet, owing to there being a drizzle on, and as it seemed silly for me to stand whilst he was sitting, I sat down likewise.

“So there we sat, neither of us saying nothing, till I began to feel a little damp, because I had my thin things on, and it was beginning to come down heavy. So I said, ‘Well, Willyum, have you forgotten it’s my day out? I thought you was going to take me somewhere.’ He said, ‘So I am.’ So I said, ‘Where are you going to take me to? It’s getting on, and I’m likewise getting wet’ — which I was. So he said, ‘What do you say to Battersea Park?’ So I said, ‘I say nothing. And the idea, Willyum, of your talking about taking me to Battersea Park, when, as you very well know, it is raining cats and dogs, is not what I expected’-because, as he could very well see, I only had a parasol, which was red, and the rain was coming through, and the colour coming out. But he didn’t care for the rain no more than nothing; because, as I tell you, he being a baker, to him it was a kind of a change.

“You must know that Willyum is that near about money that I never saw nothing like him; not that it’s a bad thing in a man, though it may be carried too far and I must say I do think Willyum do carry it too far. He has never given me nothing which he didn’t want me to pay for, not even half a pint of beer. So I was not surprised when he said, ‘The fact is Matilda’ — which is me— ‘I haven’t got no money.’ ‘Well,’ I said, ‘that’s a nice thing, to promise to take me out, and then to have no money.’ So he said, ‘If you was to pay the expenses for both the two of us, it might make things more pleasant.’ So I said, ‘No, I thank you,’ because I had been had that way before, and more than once. So I got up, and I said, ‘Well, Willyum, I will now wish you a good day; because I have been here since half-past ten, and it is now past two, and my clothes is sticking to me, and I don’t care to stop no longer.’ So he said, ‘Now, Matilda, don’t you get disagreeable’ — which I was beginning to feel it, and so I own. ‘We are both of us having a day out,’ he said, ‘and don’t let no bad tempers spoil our pleasure. I may have some money somewhere, unbeknown to myself, so I will look and see; though I must say I do think it hard that all the expenses should be borne by me!’

“So he begins feeling in his pockets, and, presently, he gives a kind of a start, and he brings out half-a-crown. ‘There,’ he said, ‘is half-a-crown; and if you put five shillings to it, it will make it seven and six!’ ‘No!’ I said, ‘I shall put no five shillings of mine to no half-crown of yours, and so the least said the soonest mended. And, if you don’t mind, I will go and get myself something to eat, being hungry, and having, I am thankful to say, money of my own with which to pay for it.’ Then he gives another kind of start, and he says, ‘There! If I didn’t make a pasty for you, last night, with my own hands, and I’ve been sitting on it all the time,’ which he had, and anything like the mess he’d made of it you never saw. He held it out to me. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I thank you. I am particular about my vittles, and I never eat no scraps, and, still less, things what have been sat down upon.’ ‘Well,’ he said, ‘it’s a pity it should be wasted, I’ll eat it myself.’ Which he did, and me standing in the rain there looking on. That did put my back up. ‘Mr. Evans,’ I said, short and sharp, ‘I wish you a good day. I am going.’ So I goes. And he comes running after me, picking at the bits of pasty what was stuck to the paper; I must say this for Willyum, that it takes a deal to get his temper up. So I pulls up. ‘Now, let us understand each other. Willyum, if you please, are you going to pay for something for me to eat, or are you not?’ He gives himself a kind of a shake, so as to get his courage up, and he says, ‘You shall have anything you like to eat, at my expense, Matilda, so long as the cost does not exceed’ — then he hesitated— ‘ninepence.’ Then he gave himself another kind of shake, which I took as a sign that his courage was running down, ‘for both the two of us.’

“That made me fairly wild it really did. To think that he had promised to take me somewhere, and that I had been more than three hours there in the rain, and got wet through, and my things all spoiled — which it was a new dress I had on, what I had got special for the occasion, and it had only come home from the dressmaker’s the day before — and the colour was coming out of my parasol — which was likewise new — and my hair all coming out of curl, and me feeling as limp as a rag, and starving hungry, and that he should want to put me off with fourpence-halfpenny worth of food, drawn from him as if it were his eye-tooth — it did make me feel really wild.

“I never said a word to him, but I walks right out of the park. He comes running after me, and he catches hold of my arm and he says, ‘Now, Matilda, what did I say just now about letting no bad tempers spoil our pleasure?’ I said, ‘I don’t know what your idea of pleasure is, but it isn’t mine, and as I don’t want to have no more to do with you, Mr. Evans, perhaps you will be so kind as to let me go.’ But he holds on to me all the tighter, and he says, ‘I tell you what, Matilda, a idea has just come into my head ‘My brother, as you have heard me talk about, lives close by here, we will go and dine with him. He being a married man, and with a comfortable home, he will be glad to see us.’

“Well, I didn’t know what to do, not liking to have no quarrel with him in the street, so off we starts for his brother’s. He took me to a mews what led out of Park Lane, and, as we was turning the corner, he said, ‘There’s only this one thing about my brother, him and me has had a little difference of opinion, and he is not of a forgiving disposition.’ So I said, ‘Now, Willyum, what do you mean by that?’ So he said, ‘No. 32, on the other side, is where he lives, and if you was to go on and knock at the door, and ask for Mrs. Henry Evans, what is my brother’s wife, so to speak, it might smooth the way.’ So I said, ‘I do not understand you. Just now you was saying as how your brother would be glad to see us. Are you now insinuating otherwise?’ He catches a glimpse of my eye, and he sees the kind of mood I was in, and he plucks up, and he walks on, and he says, ‘We will hope for the best. Do not let us spoil our day’s pleasure by no disagreeable observations. There is never no knowing what might happen.’ All of a sudden he cries out, ‘There is my brother! Now, Matilda, don’t you let him start hitting me.’ And he jumps behind me, so as to get into the shadow, as it were. So I says, ‘Willyum, whatever is the matter now? Your conduct do seem to me to be of the most extraordinary character.’

“And there was a great big giant of a man on the other side of the road, washing a carriage, with a bucket of water and I don’t know what, and as I moves on one side he catches sight of Willyum, and anything like the way in which he started swearing you never heard. ‘Hollo’ he says, ‘there’s that putty-faced brother of mine. I’ve been looking for you for some time. Here’s something for you, Willyum.’ And before I had no idea of what he was going to do, he catches up the bucket of water and he throws it over Willyum, and some of it went over me. Oh, dear me, you never saw nothing like the mess that I was in! And he grabs hold of Willyum by the collar, and he says, ‘Hang me if I don’t wipe down the street with you!’ And he shouts out, ‘‘Enrietta, here’s Brother Willyum. Haven’t you got anything for him? You bet your life he’s come for something.’ And a window opens over the way, and a woman puts her head out, and she empties something out of a pail over Willyum, and again some of it went over me. Oh dear! oh dear! And that giant of a man he set about Willyum something cruel; and all the mews was in a uproar, and I hurried away as hard as ever I could, I was that frightened, and I got into a cab, just as I was — and you should have seen how the cabman stared, and drove right away to a sister of mine what lives at Camberwell, and I nearly cried my eyes out, and I’ve never spoken to Willyum nor set eyes on him since then, which it’s a fortnight the day after to-morrow, and if you had been in my place, and had been treated as I was, would you have let things go on as usual, just as if there hadn’t been no difference?”

No, I said, I should not. I should have insisted on their going on in quite a different kind of way.

And so I told her.


HIS FIRST EXPERIMENT.


CHAPTER I. THE LADY.

Last winter George Pownceby spent some weeks at the Empire Hotel. One morning he was coming along the corridor leading from the smoking-room when he met Mrs. Pratt. The lady stopped.

“What is that you have in your hand?” she asked.

Mr. Pownceby had in his hand a slim pamphlet, in a green paper cover. He held it up.

“I’ve got it!”

“No?”

“Yes!”

“Oh, I say!”

These remarks are not given here as examples of English conversation, but with a view of presenting the reader with an accurate report of what was spoken. There was a pause. Then the lady said, with great solemnity: — 

“You don’t mean to say that it has actually come?”

“I do!” Mr. Pownceby held out the slim pamphlet at arm’s length in front of him. He pointed at it with the index-finger of his other hand: “‘How to Hypnotise. A Practical Treatise. Hints to Amateurs. With full instructions for marvellous experiments. Price 7d. post free, eight stamps.’”

“Oh, Mr. Pownceby, I am so sorry.”

“Sorry, Mrs. Pratt! Why, it was, at your instigation I plunged to the extent of those eight stamps.”

“But you don’t understand; my husband’s coming; I have to meet him at the station at 12.32.” Mr. Pownceby stroked his moustache; there was not much, but he was fond of stroking what there was of it. Mrs. Pratt’s husband had been rather a joke. People who winter in hotels are, as a rule, quite prepared to be epigrammatic at the expense of a pretty married woman whose husband is not in evidence. And Mrs. Pratt’s husband had not been in evidence — as yet.

“I don’t quite follow you.” Mr. Pownceby spoke with a little malice. “Whence your sorrow? Because your husband is coming by the 12.32?”

“Don’t you see, I want to be the first to be experimented on. I’ve been waiting for that book two days, and now it just comes when I can’t stay. Don’t’ you think there’s time? Come into my sitting-room.”

They went into her sitting-room. When they were there, the lady again assailed the gentleman with the inquiry:

“Don’t you think there’s time?”

“It depends. I think you’re going too fast. To commence with, I’ve been looking through the thing in the smoking-room, and I believe it’s a swindle.”

“A swindle! Oh, don’t say that.”

“It’s nothing but a hash of old mesmeric tricks I’ve seen performed at country fairs.”

“But doesn’t it tell you how to do them?”

“It pretends to. It gives some ridiculous directions — but I don’t believe they can be done that way.”

“Try! — do! — on me!”

Mr. Pownceby laughed. Mrs. Pratt amused him; and not for the first time either.

“To begin with, we have to sit face to face and stare at each other for ten minutes or a quarter of an hour.”

“Come along! Let’s begin.”

The lady brought forward a couple of chairs and they sat down on them, face to face; and very close together. Opening the pamphlet, Mr. Pownceby searched for further instructions.

“You’re not staring at me,” remarked the lady.

“Half a minute; I’m looking for what comes next.”

“What does it say? Read it aloud.”

“After I’ve stared at you long enough —— It doesn’t sound civil, does it?”

“Never mind the civility; go on!”

“‘After I’ve stared at you long enough, you begin to feel queer. Then’” — Mr. Pownceby read from the pamphlet, “‘Place the thumb of your left hand on the subject’s forehead’ — you’re the subject— ‘just above the nose, and level with the eyebrows.’” Mrs. Pratt placed her pretty little hand above her pretty little nose to point out the exact spot denoted. Mr. Pownceby read on. “‘This is the locality of the Phrenological Organ of Individuality.’”

“Is it?” said Mrs. Pratt in an awe-struck whisper. The reader continued:

“‘Rest the ends of your fingers on the top of the subject’s head. At the same time take hold of the left hand with your right hand, applying the inside part of your thumb to the middle of the palm of the hand.’ I’m punctuating this,” interpolated Mr. Pownceby, “as I go on. The man who printed it seems to have had a fount of type containing no other stops but commas. ‘The object of this is for the operator to get in contact with two very important nerves that pass in the palm of the hand which are called Ulnar and Median nerves’ — I don’t know if that’s true, or what it means, but it says so here— ‘with your left hand, still keeping the thumb on the forehead between the eyes, and the fingers resting on the subject’s head, which must be inclined slightly back. Say, “Look into my eyes.” After gazing in his eyes intently for a few seconds, say in a loud, clear, firm tone of voice, “Close your eyes quite tight.” Let him remain a few seconds like this,’ — and the trick is done. There’s a lot more nonsense to follow, but when you’ve remained for a few seconds like that you’re supposed to be mesmerised, or hypnotised, or whatever they call the thing.”

“Really! It sounds quite simple.”

“It does — simple folly.”

“Hush! You shouldn’t speak like that. Perhaps, if you don’t believe, you mayn’t succeed.”

“It says something to that effect in these precious pages.”

“Then try to believe. Let us begin.”

They began. The lady was preternaturally solemn, but the gentleman was tortured by a desire to smile. He felt that the lady might resent his laughter. Under these circumstances the ten minutes’ stare was trying. Mrs. Pratt had sweet blue eyes, which were large and round — the sort of eyes which the average man would not object to stare at for ten minutes or even longer. As the appointed space of time drew to a conclusion even Mr. Pownceby became reconciled to his lot. He placed his left thumb on the lady’s forehead above her nose.

“Is that level with my eyebrows?” she inquired. He reproved her.

“I don’t think you ought to speak. You destroy the connection.”

Mrs. Pratt was dumb. Mr. Pownceby proceeded in accordance with the directions contained in the pamphlet. He rested the tips of his fingers on the top of the lady’s head. He took hold of her left hand with his right. He applied the “inside part” of his thumb to the centre of her palm. He said to her:

“Look into my eyes.”

She looked into his eyes, her head inclined a little backwards. This part of the proceedings was, so far as the gentleman was concerned, on the whole agreeable. He gazed fixedly into her pretty eyes. Then he added, in a “loud, clear, firm tone of voice”:

“Close your eyes quite tight.”

She closed her eyes. There was a pause for a few seconds. Remembering the instructions contained in the pamphlet, he proceeded another step:

“You cannot open your eyes,” he said. “Your eyes are fast, quite fast.”

The pamphlet had it, “Should the subject be very sensitive he will be unable to open them.” Apparently the subject, though in this case feminine, was very sensitive. At least Mrs. Pratt kept her eyes shut fast. Mr. Pownceby was a little startled. He removed his touch from her brow and released her hand.

“Mrs. Pratt, are you hypnotised already?” Mrs. Pratt was silent. “Mrs. Pratt, you don’t mean you’re really hypnotised?” Still silence. He leant forward and stared at the lady, not in the same way he had done before, but quite as fixedly. “By Jove! I believe she is!” He got up from the chair. He glanced at the pamphlet. He wanted to know how to reverse the process — how to bring the lady to again.

“This is a pretty state of things! The thing is not such a swindle as I thought it was. But it’s all nonsense. She can’t be magnetised, or mesmerised, or hypnotised, or whatever it is. If she is, the thing’s as easy as winking. If I’d only known it I’d have been mesmerising people since the days of childhood. Mrs. Pratt!”

But Mrs. Pratt was silent. If she was not “hypnotised,” then she was in some condition which was equally curious. She sat back in her chair, with her face turned up to the ceiling, in a state of the most complete quiescence. Something in her appearance struck Mr. Pownceby as even unpleasantly odd. He recommenced searching down the page of the green covered pamphlet for the reversal process. It was beautifully simple.

“In order to release him,” the pamphlet said — throughout the writer had taken it for granted that the “subject” would be masculine— “blow a sharp, cold wind from your mouth on his eyes, and say with authority, ‘Now you can open them.’ Repeat if necessary. It is important to recollect that a cold wind blown from the operator destroys the effect and demagnetises.”

One could not but suspect that some subjects might not like this. But its simplicity was charming. If that was all that was necessary, then, so far as Mr. Pownceby was concerned, the whole science of hypnotism was already mastered.

He approached Mrs. Pratt. He bent over her, devoutly hoping that no one might enter the room as he was engaged in doing so. Quite a shock went through him as he advanced his face towards hers, the expression of her countenance was so very much like death. He blew a “cold wind” on her eyes — those pretty blue eyes, whose cerulean hue he had veiled.

“Now you can open them.”

The words were spoken with as much “authority” as he could muster in the then agitated state of his mind; but Mrs. Pratt did not open them. The pamphlet said, “Repeat if necessary.” Mr. Pownceby repeated. He blew, and he blew. He blew the “cold wind” all out of him, so that the beads of perspiration stood upon his brow, but still the “subject” gave no signs.

“Mrs. Pratt! Mrs. Pratt! I say, Mrs. Pratt, for heaven’s sake do look at me!”

All signs of “authority” had gone from him now. But wind and voice alike were ineffectual. Apparently it was easier to hypnotise than to do the other thing. In his trouble Mr. Pownceby told himself that the writer of that pamphlet was — well, untrustworthy. Or else something had gone wrong in the working. But what could it be? He looked at his watch.

“Half-past twelve! I shall have her husband here directly. I imagine that he will make some observations if he finds his wife like this.”

Such a contingency was only to be expected. When a man, after long absence from his wife, returns to find a stranger experimenting on her, and she in a “hypnotic” condition, from which the stranger cannot release her, his first feelings towards that stranger are not, in civilised countries, invariably friendly. Mr. Pownceby, when he had blown the “cold wind” all out of him, arrived at a resolution.

“I will tell Doris. I must get her to help me. It is quite certain that, whatever happens, I mustn’t let that man come and find me alone with his wife.”

It was only the dread of such a catastrophe that brought him to the “sticking-point” of his resolution. Miss Haseltine — christened Doris — was Mr. Pownceby’s betrothed. She also was wintering in the hotel with her mamma. Mr. Pownceby was aware, even painfully aware, that the young lady’s feelings towards Mrs. Pratt were not of the warmest possible kind. He was equally conscious that her impression was that his feelings were, if anything, too warm. He would rather anything had happened, almost, than that he should have been reduced to the necessity of acquainting Miss Haseltine with the situation he was in. But it was certainly impossible for him to allow the returning husband to come in and find him there, alone with his wife, and she apparently in a chronic hypnotic condition.

So he went in search of the young lady. Of course he found her where he would have least wished to find her — in the drawing-room with the ladies. He had to call her out, and at first she wouldn’t come.

But as it would have been impossible for him to tell his tale in the presence of a dozen sharp-eared and sharp-tongued women, he protested that there was something of the utmost importance which he must say to her alone. “Well, what is it?” she asked, directly he had got her outside the door. He perceived that she was not in one of her sentimental moods. Perhaps something in his manner had roused her suspicions.

“Mrs. Pratt has fainted.”

“Indeed? What has that to do with me? Let her faint. She looks to me as though she were the sort of person who could faint at pleasure.”

“Doris, for goodness’ sake hear me out; I want your help. It’s through me she’s fainted.”

“Pray what do you mean?”

“It’s — it’s this confounded thing.” Mr. Pownceby held out the slim, green-covered pamphlet. “You know I told you I’d written for that pamphlet, ‘How to Hypnotise.’ Well, the thing came this morning; here it is! I’ve been experimenting on her, and I’ve not only hypnotised her, but, by George, I can’t get her round again.”

“A pretty state of things, upon my word.”

“Don’t pitch into me now, Doris, don’t. There she is in her sitting-room in a fit or something; I don’t know what’s the matter with her; and her husband’s coming this morning.”

“He is coming at last, is he?”

“I expect him every moment; he’s due at 12.32.”

“She seems to have told you all about it.”

“She told me so much, at any rate. I know I’ve been an ass, I can see that now, but lend me a hand first, and let me have it afterwards. I was obliged to come to you. I couldn’t let him find me alone with her in such a state as that. Come and see what you can do for her, there’s a darling, do! After all, it’s for me, you know, not her.”

Miss Haseltine yielded so far as to advance with him along the corridor. There was a fresh arrival when they reached the hall — a gentleman. He was speaking to the young lady, who acted as book-keeper, through the office window.

“My name is Pratt — Gilead J. Pratt. I believe my wife is staying here.”

Mr. Pownceby clutched Miss Haseltine’s arm.

“It’s he!” he whispered.

“There is a Mrs. Pratt staying here,” replied the book-keeper. “Her sitting-room is No. 13.”

The new arrival was about to be ushered into No. 13, when Mr. Pownceby interposed. He hurried across the hall and touched him on the shoulder. “Excuse me, may I speak to you? My name is Pownceby.”

The new arrival turned and faced him. As he did so Mr. Pownceby perceived, a little dimly perhaps, what sort of a man he was. He was of medium height, slightly built, about forty years of age, very dark, with a clean-shaven face and a pair of keen black eyes, which looked at Mr. Pownceby as though they meant to pierce him.

“Delighted to hear you speak, or any man, even if his name’s not Pownceby.”

Directly the words were spoken Mr. Pownceby became conscious that the new arrival was an American.

“I believe you are Mr. Pratt — Mrs. Pratt’s husband.”

“I am — worse luck.”

“Eh — she intended to meet you at 12.32.”

“She did, did she? That’s her all through. As she used to be. She never did get farther than intentions. It is about two years since I saw her, and I don’t see her now. Have you a message to deliver? Does she desire that I should go away for another two years? If so, I’m willing.”

As this was said out loud, without the slightest attempt at concealment, so that every word was audible, not only to Mr. Pownceby, to whom the remarks were addressed, but also to Miss Haseltine, and the book-keeper, and the porter, and the boots, and the waiter, and the chambermaid, and any other straggler who might happen to be within fifty yards or so, it would seem that in her husband Mrs. Pratt possessed a man of character. But Mr. Pownceby was not fond of such publicity.

“Can I say a word to you alone?”

“No, sir, you cannot. If you have a message from my wife, say it. If not, lead on to No. 13.”

“The fact is, Mr. Pratt, eh — Mrs. Pratt is not — eh — quite well.”

“Is that so? I’m glad to hear it. It’s a comfort to know that only sickness would keep her from her husband; though it wouldn’t need much of that to keep her from a chance of seeing me.”

“The fact is, I wish, Mr. Pratt, you would let me speak to you alone.”

“No, sir, I will not. If she’s dead, don’t spare my feelings. If she has left me for a better man, don’t spare my feelings either.”

“The fact is, she’s in a hypnotic state.”

“In a what state?”

“A hypnotic state.”

“What state’s that?”

“‘Hypnotic’ ‘s a new word — it’s been brought in lately — it means ‘mesmeric.’”

Mr. Pratt paused before replying. He looked Mr. Pownceby up and down.

“Look here, Mr. —— I think you mentioned Pownceby; I don’t know who you are, but you seem a friendly kind of man. Take my advice and get something off your chest. I see you’ve got it on.”

Mr. Pownceby smiled, rather faintly. He did not lack presence of mind, as a rule, though just then the situation was as much as he could manage. He made a dash at it.

“I wish you would give me half a minute alone; but, since you will not, I must try to tell my story where we are. You see this book?” Mr. Pownceby held up the fatal treatise. “It contains instructions for the performance of mesmeric experiments. Mrs. Pratt insisted on my performing one of them on her. I succeeded in producing the mesmeric state, but I — I couldn’t get her out of it.”

There was a curious twinkle in Mr. Pratt’s eyes.

“I don’t catch on,” he said.

“I say that I hypnotised her — that is, produced the mesmeric state, but that I — I couldn’t get her out of it.”

“Well?”

“She’s in it now.”

“In what?”

“The mesmeric state.”

“Does she seem to like it?”

“That is more than I can say. I had just induced Miss Haseltine to come to my assistance when we were so fortunate as to encounter you.”

“Then I am to understand that when she ought to have been at the depôt looking out for me, she was engaged in looking out for the mesmeric state along with you; is that so?”

“I’m afraid it is.”

“Where is she?”

“In her sitting-room, No. 13.”

“Lead on to No. 13.”

The procession started. The waiter went first, Mr. Pratt next, and after him Miss Haseltine and Mr. Pownceby. Miss Haseltine’s demeanour was severe. Either her severity or something else seemed to weigh upon her lover, who did not appear to be altogether at his ease. They reached No. 13. The waiter knocked. There was no reply. He knocked again; still no reply. Mr. Pratt turned towards Mr. Pownceby.

“I guess she’s still in that state of yours. I think we’ll all go in.” He turned the handle of the door and entered. “I guess she’s quitted.”

The room was empty.


CHAPTER II. AND THE GENTLEMAN.

It was undoubtedly the case, unless they were to suppose that she had hidden under the sofa, or behind the curtains. Mr. Pownceby looked about him, conscious of a slight feeling of bewilderment. There were the two chairs, exactly as he left them, but the one which Mrs. Pratt had occupied was vacant.

“It’s very odd,” he murmured.

“How?”

“She was certainly unconscious when I left her.”

“Perhaps the knowledge that she was failing in her duty as a wife came to her in that mesmeric state; came to her so strongly that she started off to the depôt, just then and there, to look for me. If she’s at the depôt now, in the state you say she was, I guess she’ll soon be popular.”

“Don’t you think I’d better go and look for her?”

“I do not. If she’s gone, she’s gone, and if she comes back again she comes, but I’m not the man to put my friends out for a trifle. My friend, if you will allow me to call you so, give me your hand.” Before Mr. Pownceby was quite aware of it, Mr. Pratt had possession of his hand. “I thank you. You have placed me under an obligation to you this day. But it may be that I shall cry you evens yet. Let’s liquor. Perhaps the young lady will pool in?” Miss Haseltine, however, making some inaudible remark having reference to her mamma, vanished out of sight. Mr. Pratt was not at all abashed. He addressed the waiters. “Champagne — a large bottle — and a bucket of ice.”

Mr. Pownceby protested.

“You are very kind, but I don’t drink at this hour of the day, and only so — —”

Mr. Pratt cut him short.

“Fetch the drink.” The waiter fled. “If, after performing those pleasing experiments on the wife, you refuse to drink with the husband, I shall take it quite unkindly.”

“But don’t you think some inquiries ought to be made for Mrs. Pratt?”

“I do not. What I do think is that I ought to cultivate your friendship now that I have the chance. A man who knows the wife so well should know something of the husband too.”

The drink came. Mr. Pratt saw two bumpers filled. Mr. Pownceby, who was an abstemious man, had a difficulty in escaping being compelled to drain his draught.

“Bring another bottle when I ring,” said Mr. Pratt as the waiter left the room.

The two gentlemen were left alone. Mr. Pownceby still did not feel quite easy in his mind. Champagne generally disagreed with him at any time, always in the morning. He had some glimmerings of an idea that, if he refused to drink, Mr. Pratt would seek in his refusal an occasion to quarrel. He had heard and read of some curious customs in the States; how, for instance, to refuse, under certain circumstances, to drink with a citizen of the Great Republic was to place on him an insult which could only be wiped out by blood — blood in which six-shooters played a part. He half suspected that Mr. Pratt was a citizen like that. Certainly he was unlike any American he had seen. His indifference to his wife’s fate was almost brutal. Mr. Pownceby felt this, but he also felt that it was impossible for him to insist on making inquiries if the husband declined to sanction them. Nor was his uneasiness lessened by Mr. Pratt’s appearance of entire ease. That gentleman leaned back in his chair — the one his wife had occupied — his summer coat unbuttoned, his hat tilted on to the back of his head.

“So you hypnotised my wife?” Mr. Pownceby smiled faintly; the subject was beginning to be unpleasant. “Hypnotise me.”

Mr. Pownceby started.

“I suppose you’re joking?”

“Why? My wife had an inquiring mind, why shouldn’t I have too? Perhaps you prefer trying those sort of experiments on wives rather than on their husbands.”

Mr. Pownceby was not quite sure if this remark was intended disagreeably. It made him wince.

“Perhaps you think I have been trying these experiments all my life. Until this pamphlet was brought by this morning’s post I knew no more about hypnotism than you do. My first experiment was tried, at her own urgent request, upon your wife.”

“I take after her; I’m fond of experiments too. That book must be a treasure. Oblige me with a glance at it.”

Mr. Pownceby handed it to him. Mr. Pratt began reading at the end.

“There’s a nice little bit as a finish.” Mr. Pratt read it aloud: “‘In conclusion, I would earnestly ask all my readers to remember that this valuable science should not be abused, especially in the case of females, and that, in all cases when making experiments, they should have friends or other persons present.’ That’s sound advice. Did you notice it?”

“I — I think it caught my eye!”

Mr. Pownceby seemed a little fidgety. Mr. Pratt turned to the beginning.

“I see it mentions that the subject is to stare at the operator, and the operator is to stare at the subject, for about ten minutes or a quarter of an hour. Did you work the thing like that?”

“I followed, to the best of my ability, the instructions contained in the pamphlet.”

“Did you stare at my wife?”

“It sounds uncivil, but I’m afraid I did.”

“For ten minutes or a quarter of an hour?”

“About that.”

“And did my wife stare at you?”

Mr. Pownceby laughed. He was conscious that Mr. Pratt’s line of examination was tending to place him in a false position.

“I perceive you’ve marked this work with your pencil where it says, ‘Place the thumb of your left hand on the subject’s forehead, just above the nose, and level with the eyebrows.’ Did you place the thumb of your left hand on my wife’s forehead just above the nose, level with the eyebrows?”

“Really, Mr. Pratt, I can only say that, with the view of making a little experiment, I followed, to the best of my ability, the instructions generally.”

“You seem to have seen the thing well through. It says that you’ve next to rest the ends of your fingers on the top of the subject’s head. Did you rest the ends of your fingers on the top of my wife’s head?”

“You may take it for granted that I did whatever the book directs.”

“May I? That’s kind. You increase my sense of obligation. Then you’re to say to the subject, ‘Look into my eyes.’ Did you ask my wife to look into your eyes?”

“I did — certainly.”

“Certainly. Of course. You’re thorough — like the book. The man who put this book together had seen it done before. Then you’re to say, ‘Close your eyes quite tight.’ Did you tell my wife to close her eyes quite tight?”

“I did. It was at that point that she went off into the hypnotic state.”

“Was it now? This is really interesting. And what did you do next?”

“I tried to bring her to.”

“Now, hark at that! And after all the trouble you had taken to send her off. And did she come?”

“I am sorry to say, as I have already explained to you, that my efforts were not attended with success.”

“That was mean of her — real mean. And I suppose that, when you were performing these little experiments of yours upon my wife, this room was filled with a large assemblage?”

“We were alone together. I wish, now, it had been otherwise.”

“Why?”

“After the questions you have already put to me, that needs no answer.”

“Think not? Well, let me fill up your glass for you, Mr. Pownceby.”

“I am obliged to you, but must beg you to excuse me.”

“Is that so? You don’t show yourself so friendly towards me as towards my wife. Perhaps, Mr. Pownceby, you’re not aware that for the last two years I’ve been trotting round the world picking up the pieces to throw into her lap. She’s English, and I’m American. She’s not at all times fond of me, and we sometimes differ; but I love her, in my way. So you may think that when the first thing I hear, when I come to catch a sight of her after a two years’ parting, is this little tale of yours, I find it a pleasing tale entirely. I find it that, I do assure you. Now, the only thing I should like you to do would be to play those little tricks on me which you played upon my wife. I should like to be hypnotised, uncommonly.”

“If I were to attempt to do so I don’t think that I should succeed. But, in any case, after my experience of this morning, it will be a long time before I make any more experiments on any one.”

“Is that so? Think it over, Mr. Pownceby, while I lock this door and slip the key into my pocket.”

Mr. Pratt locked the door and “slipped,” as he called it, the key into his pocket.

“Mr. Pratt, I insist upon your unlocking that door.”

“Mr. Pownceby, I was raised out West, and I was raised fighting, and I learnt to smell a fight when it was coming, and there’s as big a fight now coming as ever I yet smelt.”

“Why do you use this language, sir, to me?”

“It’s my ignorance, may be. But in those parts where I was raised, when one man played upon another man’s wife the tricks you’ve played on mine, it generally ended up in fighting. You bet it’s going to end in fighting now.” Mr. Pownceby made a movement towards the bell. Mr. Pratt sprang in front of him. “You can ring the bell, sir, afterwards; but first you’ll listen to me. They’ll have to break the door down to get into this room, and that’ll be a scandal; and while they’re breaking it down I’ll be whipping you. You’d better, take it fighting. I’ve got a shooter.” Putting his hand to his pistol-pocket, Mr. Pratt flashed the barrel of a revolver in Mr. Pownceby’s face. “But I know your English notions, and I don’t want to use it in a little affair like this. Let’s strip to the waist, and clear the furniture out of the middle of the room, and have a little prize-fight all to ourselves.”

“Do you take me for a madman, Mr. Pratt? If you don’t immediately unlock the door I shall summon assistance, and if you use any violence towards me, I shall give you into the charge of the police.”

“Is that your line? That’s mine!”

Dropping the hand which held the revolver, Mr. Pratt delivered with his left. Delivered so neatly, in the centre of Mr. Pownceby’s forehead, that that gentleman was hurled backwards on to the floor.

“If you like you can take it lying down, and you can summon assistance while you are taking it; but you’ll take it somehow — that you bet.”

Mr. Pownceby, lying on the floor, looked up at Mr. Pratt standing over him.

“Let me get up.” He got up. The blow had cut the skin, and the blood was trickling through. With his handkerchief he staunched the flow. “In America, Mr. Pratt, they may think the sort of thing that you propose heroic. In England they consider a row of any sort ridiculous.”

“Consider! It isn’t what they consider I’m thinking of, it’s how you’re going to take it.”

Mr. Pownceby fixed his glance on Mr. Pratt’s keen black eyes. He smiled.

“Take it? I’ll take it fighting, like the converter of Colonel Quagg!”

“I thought you would. I smelt it coming on.”

As he spoke Mr. Pratt placed his revolver on the mantelshelf. Mr. Pownceby was still smiling.

“Do you propose to settle it now?”

“I do. I propose to settle it before you leave this room.”

“In that case don’t you think we’d better pull the blind down, or people walking on the terrace will be able to see the fun? If we are going to make asses of ourselves, we may as well do it, as far as possible, in private.”

Mr. Pratt pulled the blind down. The sun was shining outside. The room was still quite light.

“I guess,” said Mr. Pratt, “we had better clear the furniture out of the middle of the room.”

Mr. Pownceby assisted him in doing so, what little there was to clear. The bottle of champagne and the two glasses they placed with the revolver on the mantelshelf. They then proceeded to strip. As they were doing so Mr. Pownceby asked a question.

“How shall we manage about time?”

“We will call time when we feel we want it. You understand, this is not only a fight; it’s a whipping. I’m whipping you.”

Mr. Pownceby smiled as he answered: “I understand exactly.”

When they were in position there was not much, so far as appearance went, for a lover of the “fancy” to choose between the two. Now that they were peeled, both seemed thoroughly fit — as fit almost as though they had been trained. Mr. Pownceby was fair, Mr. Pratt was dark; that was about the only difference. Both would have turned the scale at something near eleven stone, and both measured something under five foot eight. Nor did it take long to show that both could use their hands. There was none of that waiting for each other which so often tries the patience of the spectators round a ring. Mr. Pratt came at once to business; with, perhaps, rather too much self-confidence. He was apparently under the impression that it was going to be a case of whipping his opponent from the first; which was the reason, doubtless, that Mr. Pownceby succeeded in returning the compliment which had been paid himself, and landing Mr. Pratt upon his back. That gentleman seemed surprised.

“I say,” he asked, lying where he had fallen, “what’s this?”

Mr. Pownceby replied politely: “I hope I haven’t hurt you?”

“You haven’t hurt me — much. You’ve surprised me — more. I reckon we’ll continue.”

The proceedings recommenced. But this time Mr. Pratt had changed his tactics. Instead of coming up with the apparent intention of wiping his opponent off the face of the earth with a single blow, he played his game more cautiously. He fenced; but, becoming tired of this, and feeling possibly that the whipping was not proceeding fast enough, he led off with his right, and followed on with his left, and Mr. Pownceby countered and returned — returned with such effect that for half a minute Mr. Pratt was dancing about while Mr. Pownceby was performing on him much in the fashion which the regimental drummer beats to quarters on his drum.

“Time!” he cried.

The round was over. A pause ensued, during which his feelings were plainly too deep for words.

“Have you ever had a whipping before?” he asked.

Mr. Pownceby smiled; it was evident that his smile was a smile of enjoyment at last.

“One or two,” he said.

“Like this?”

“Not exactly. In England we don’t, as a rule, indulge in this form of amusement in the private sitting-room of an hotel.”

“Don’t you? Well, it’s as well. I smelt that a big fight was coming, and it’s come. I’m going to enjoy myself entirely. You’ve closed up one of my eyes, I should say, from the feel of it, for ever. You’ve broken the bridge of my nose; what there’ll be to pay for the blood upon the carpet — there’s a quart gone from me already — is more than I quite care to think. Before I’ve finished whipping you I reckon I’ll be slain.”

“Come, Mr. Pratt, don’t you think this foolish business had better cease? If you require an apology I am willing to tender one in any form you like. What passed between your wife and myself was simply in the nature of a little scientific experiment.”

“It’ll be in the nature of a little scientific experiment what’s going to pass between us too. I’m fond of experiments as well as you. Time!”

Mr. Pratt fell into position. He struck at Mr. Pownceby. Mr. Pownceby laughed as he warded off the blow.

“Come, Mr. Pratt, why will you persist in this absurdity?”

“I’m going to whip you, sir.”

“In that case you really must excuse me for putting on the steam. If a waiter or someone were to come and find me engaged like this, I should never hear the last of it as long as I lived. Here goes!”

It went. He had been warding off Mr. Pratt’s blows while he was speaking. When he ceased the battle really joined. Mr. Pratt’s guards were nowhere. In spite of all that he could do to save himself, his antagonist proceeded to administer severe punishment in thoroughly workmanlike style. The blows rang out upon his head and body. Mr. Pownceby wound up with one under the chin which lifted him off his feet and laid him on his back. He lay where he fell. The blow had knocked him senseless. Mr. Pownceby proceeded to revive him with the remains of the champagne.

“This,” he murmured, opening his eyes and looking up, “is nice.”

Mr. Pownceby propped him up upon a chair.

“You compelled me to rush the thing; but I hope I haven’t hurt you much.”

“Well,” said Mr. Pratt, “you haven’t killed me — quite. I never enjoyed whipping a man so much before. Say, stranger, is this the first little fight you’ve had?”

“I’ve sparred for the amateur championship, and won it twice. I’m going in for it again next week.”

“You might have mentioned that before the game began.”

“If the inherent absurdity of your proposal could not deter you, I doubt if any information I might have imparted would have been of much avail.”

“There’s something in that. Time!”

Mr. Pratt rose from his chair. He stood on his feet — rather doubtfully.

“What do you mean?” asked Mr. Pownceby.

“I’m going on whipping you.”

“Look here, Mr. Pratt, each time you stand up I shall simply knock you down again. Of course you can go on with that sort of thing as long as you like.”

“That is so; I can. And that’s a sort of thing of which one doesn’t care to get more than enough.”

Mr. Pratt rested his hand on the back of a chair. It seemed as though, without some support of that kind, he could not stand. Mr. Pownceby advanced to him.

“Mr. Pratt, give me your hand.”

Mr. Pratt gave it to him, it would seem, mechanically. The two men stood looking at each other in silence — the one almost without a scratch, the other a battered ruin. While they were so engaged the latch of the French window was opened from without, the blind was thrust aside, and a lady entered. It was Mrs. Pratt. When she saw what met her eyes she stared, which, as a breach of good manners, was, under the circumstances, excusable.

“Mr. Pownceby! Gilead! What have you been doing?”

“I’ve been whipping him,” said Mr. Pratt. “I must be off my ordinary, for I never whipped a man that way before.”

Mr. Pownceby slipped on his jacket. He helped Mr. Pratt to put on his.

“It’s my fault, Mrs. Pratt. When I told your husband of our little experiment and that I found myself unable to release you from the hypnotic state which I had induced he thought I must have done you a serious injury, and that he naturally resented.”

Mrs. Pratt looked at Mr. Pownceby. There was a twinkle of intelligence in her sweet blue eyes.

“I see. Miss Haseltine is looking for you. You’ll find her in the drawing-room.”

“Thank you,” said Mr. Pownceby. “I — I’ll go and look for her.”

As he sneaked out of the room, with his shirt and waistcoat under his arm, devoutly hoping that no one might encounter him on his journey to his own apartment, he heard Mrs. Pratt make this remark to her husband — the first after two years absence:

“So, Gilead, you’ve been at it again.”

He heard Mr. Pratt reply:

“I have. I was raised fighting, and I reckon that fighting I shall die. If I have to whip that Pownceby again it is a certainty I shall.”


AN OLD-FASHIONED CHRISTMAS.


CHAPTER I. THE PROMISE.

“An old-fashioned Christmas. — A lively family will accept a gentleman as paying guest to join them in spending an old-fashioned Christmas in the heart of the country.”

That was the advertisement. It had its points. I was not sure what, in this case, an old-fashioned Christmas might happen to mean. I imagine there were several kinds of “old-fashioned” Christmases; but it could hardly be worse than a chop in my chambers, or — horror of horrors! — at the club; or my cousin Lucy’s notion of what she calls the “festive season.” Festive? Yes! She and her husband, who suffers from melancholia, and all the other complaints which flesh is heir to, and I, dragging through what I call a patent-medicine dinner, and talking of everybody who is dead and gone, or else going, and of nothing else.

So I wrote to the advertiser. The reply was written in a sprawling feminine hand. It was a little vague. It appeared that the terms would be five guineas; but there was no mention of the length of time which that fee would cover. I might arrive, it seemed, on Christmas Eve, but there was no hint as to when I was to go, if ever. The whole thing was a trifle odd. There was nothing said about the sort of accommodation which would be provided, nothing about the kind of establishment which was maintained, or the table which was kept. No references were offered or asked for. It was merely stated that “we’re a very lively family, and that if you’re lively yourself you’ll get on uncommonly well.” The letter was signed “Madge Wilson.”

Now it is a remarkable thing that I have always had an extraordinary predilection for the name Madge. I do not know why. I have never known a Madge. And yet, from my boyhood upward, I have desired to meet one. Here was an opportunity offered. She was apparently the careworn mother of a “lively family.” Under such circumstances she was hardly likely to be “lively” herself, but her name was Madge, and it was the accident of her Christian name which decided me to go.

I had no illusions. No doubt the five guineas were badly wanted; even a “lively family” would be hardly likely to advertise for a perfect stranger to spend Christmas with them if they were not. I did not expect a princely entertainment. Still I felt that it could hardly be worse than a chop or cousin Lucy; the subjects of her conversation I never cared about when they were alive, and I certainly do not want to talk about them now they are dead. As for the “pills” and “drops” with which her husband doses himself between the courses, it makes me ill even to think of them.

On Christmas Eve the weather was abominable. All night it had been blowing and raining. In the morning it began to freeze. By the time the streets were like so many skating rinks it commenced to snow. And it kept on snowing; that turned out to be quite a record in the way of snow-storms. Hardly the sort of weather to start for an unknown destination “in the heart of the country.” But, at the last moment, I did not like to back out. I said I would go, and I meant to go.

I had been idiot enough to load myself with a lot of Christmas presents, without the faintest notion why. I had not given a Christmas present for years — there had been no one to give them to. Lucy cannot bear such trifling, and her husband’s only notion of a present at any time was a gallon jar of somebody’s Stomach Stirrer. I am no dealer in poisons.

I knew nothing of the people I was going to. The youngest member of the family might be twenty, or the oldest ten. No doubt the things I had bought would be laughed at, probably I should never venture to offer them. Still, if you have not tried your hand at that kind of thing for ever so long, the mere act of purchasing is a pleasure. That is a fact.

I had never enjoyed “shopping” so much since I was a boy. I felt quite lively myself as I mingled with the Christmas crowd, looking for things which might not turn out to be absolutely preposterous. I even bought something for Madge — I mean Mrs. Wilson. Of course, I knew that I had no right to do anything of the kind, and was aware that the chances were a hundred to one against my ever presuming to hint at its existence. I was actually ass enough to buy something for her husband — two things, indeed; alternatives, as it were — a box of cigars, if he turned out to be a smoker, and a case of whiskey if he didn’t. I hoped to goodness that he would not prove to be a hypochondriac, like Lucy’s husband. I would not give him pills. What the “lively family” would think of a perfect stranger arriving burdened with rubbish, as if he had known them all their lives, I did not dare to think. No doubt they would set him down as a lunatic right away.

It was a horrible journey. The trains were late, and, of course, overcrowded; there was enough luggage in our compartment to have filled it, and still there was one more passenger than there ought to have been; an ill-conditioned old fellow who wanted my hat-box put into the van because it happened to tumble off the rack on to his head. I pointed out to him that the rack was specially constructed for light luggage, that a hat-box was light luggage, and that if the train jolted, he ought to blame the company, not me. He was impervious to reason. His wrangling and jangling so upset me, that I went past the station at which I ought to have changed. Then I had to wait three-quarters of an hour for a train to take me back again, only to find that I had missed the one I intended to catch. So I had to cool my heels for two hours and a half in a wretched cowshed amidst a bitter, whirling snowstorm. It is some satisfaction for me to be able to reflect that I made it warm for the officials, however cold I might have been myself.

When the train did start, some forty minutes after scheduled time, it jolted along in a laborious fashion at the rate of about six miles an hour, stopping at every roadside hovel. I counted seven in a distance, I am convinced, of less than twenty miles. When at last I reached Crofton, my journey’s end, it turned out that the station staff consisted of a half-witted individual, who was stationmaster, porter, and clerk combined, and a hulking lad who did whatever else there was to do. No one had come to meet me, the village was “about half a mile,” and Hangar Dene, the house for which my steps were bent, “about four miles by the road” — how far it was across ploughed fields my informant did not mention.

There was a trap at the “Boy and Blunderbuss,” but that required fetching. Finally the hulking lad was dispatched. It took him some time, considering the distance was only “about half a mile.” When the trap did appear it looked to me uncommonly like an open spring cart. In it I was deposited, with my luggage. The snow was still descending in whirling clouds. Never shall I forget the drive, in that miserable cart, through the storm and those pitch black country lanes. We had been jogging along some time before the driver opened his mouth.

“Be you going to stop with they Wilsons?”

“I am.”

“Ah!”

There was something in the tone of his “Ah!” which whetted my curiosity, near the end of my tether though I was.

“Why do you ask?”

“It be about time as someone were to stay with them as were a bit capable like.”

I did not know what he meant. I did not ask. I was beyond it. I was chilled to the bone, wet, tired, hungry. I had long been wishing that an old-fashioned Christmas had been completely extinct before I had thought of adventuring in quest of one. Better cousin Lucy’s notion of the “festive season.”

We passed through a gate, which I had to get down to open, along some sort of avenue. Suddenly the cart pulled up.

“Here we be.”

That might be so. It was a pity he did not add where “here” was. There was a great shadow, which possibly did duty for a house, but, if so, there was not a light in any of the windows, and there was nothing visible in the shape of a door. The whereabouts of this, however, the driver presently made clear.

“There be the door in front of you; you go up three steps, if you can find ’em. There’s a knocker, if none of ’em haven’t twisted it off. If they have, there’s a bell on your right, if it isn’t broken.”

There appeared to be no knocker, though whether it had been “twisted” off was more than I could say. But there was a bell, which creaked with rust, though it was not broken. I heard it tinkle in the distance. No answer; though I allowed a more than decent interval.

“Better ring again,” suggested the driver. “Hard. Maybe they’re up to some of their games, and wants rousing.”

Was there a chuckle in the fellow’s voice? I rang again, and again with all the force I could. The bell reverberated through what seemed like an empty house.

“Is there no one in the place?”

“They’re there right enough. Where’s another thing. Maybe on the roof; or in the cellar. If they know you’re coming perhaps they hear and don’t choose to answer. Better ring again.”

I sounded another peal. Presently feet were heard advancing along the passage — several pairs it seemed — and a light gleamed through the window over the door. A voice inquired: “Who’s there?”

“Mr. Christopher, from London.”

The information was greeted with what sounded uncommonly like a chorus of laughter. There was a rush of retreating feet, an expostulating voice, then darkness again, and silence.

“Who lives here? Are the people mad?”

“Well — thereabouts.”

Once more I suspected the driver of a chuckle. My temper was rising. I had not come all that way, and subjected myself to so much discomfort, to be played tricks with. I tolled the bell again. After a few seconds’ interval the pit-pat of what was obviously one pair of feet came towards the door. Again a light gleamed through the pane. A key was turned, a chain unfastened, bolts withdrawn; it seemed as if some one had to drag a chair forward before one of these latter could be reached. After a vast amount of unfastening, the door was opened, and on the threshold there stood a girl, with a lighted candle in her hand. The storm rushed in; she put up her hand to shield the light from danger.

“Can I see Mrs. Wilson? I’m expected. I’m Mr. Christopher, from London.”

“Oh!”

That was all she said. I looked at her; she at me. The driver’s voice came from the background.

“I drove him over from the station, Miss. There be a lot of luggage. He do say he’s come to stay with you.”

“Is that you, Tidy? I’m afraid I can offer you nothing to drink. We’ve lost the key of the cellar, and there’s nothing out, except water, and I don’t think you’d care for that.”

“I can’t say rightly as how I should, Miss. Next time will do. Be it all right?”

The girl continued to regard me.

“Perhaps you had better come inside.”

“I think I had.”

I went inside; it was time.

“Have you any luggage?” I admitted that I had. “Perhaps it had better be brought in.”

“Perhaps it had.”

“Do you think that you could manage, Tidy?”

“The mare, she’ll stand still enough. I should think I could, miss.”


CHAPTER II. AND THE PERFORMANCE.

By degrees my belongings were borne into the hall, hidden under an envelope of snow. The girl seemed surprised at their number. The driver was paid, the cart disappeared, the door was shut; the girl and I were alone together.

“We didn’t expect that you would come.”

“Not expect me? But it was all arranged; I wrote to say that I would come. Did you not receive my letter?”

“We thought that you were joking.”

“Joking! Why should you imagine that?”

“We were joking.”

“You were? Then I am to gather that I have been made the subject of a practical joke, and that I am an intruder here?”

“Well, it’s quite true that we did not think you were in earnest. You see, it’s this way, we’re alone.”

“Alone? Who are ‘we’?”

“Well, it will take a good while to explain, and you look tired and cold.”

“I am both.”

“Perhaps you’re hungry?”

“I am.”

“I don’t know what you can have to eat, unless it’s to-morrow’s dinner.”

“To-morrow’s dinner!” I stared. “Can I see Mrs. Wilson?”

“Mrs. Wilson? That’s mamma. She’s dead.”

“I beg your pardon. Can I see your father?”

“Oh, father’s been dead for years.”

“Then to whom have I the pleasure of speaking?”

“I’m Madge. I’m mother now.”

“You are — mother now?”

“The trouble will be about where you are to sleep — unless it’s with the boys. The rooms are all anyhow, and I’m sure I don’t know where the beds are.”

“I suppose there are servants in the house?”

She shook her head.

“No. The boys thought that they were nuisances so we got rid of them. The last went yesterday. She wouldn’t do any work, so we thought she’d better go.”

“Under those circumstances I think it probable that you were right. Then am I to understand that there are children?”

“Rather!”

As she spoke there came a burst of laughter from the other end of the passage. I spun round. No one was in sight. She explained.

“They’re waiting round the corner. Perhaps we’d better have them here. You people, you’d better come and let me introduce you to Mr. Christopher.”

A procession began to appear from round the corner of boys and girls. In front was a girl of about sixteen. She advanced with outstretched hand and an air of self-possession which took me at a disadvantage.

“I’m Bessie. I’m sorry we kept you waiting at the door, but the fact is that we thought it was Eliza’s brother who had come to insult us again.”

“Pray, don’t mention it. I am glad that it was not Eliza’s brother.”

“So am I. He is a dreadful man.”

I shook hands with the rest of them. There were six more, four boys and two girls. They formed a considerable congregation as they stood eyeing me with inquiring glances. Madge was the first to speak.

“I wondered all along if he would take it as a joke or not, and you see he hasn’t. I thought all the time that it was a risky thing to do.”

“I like that! You keep your thoughts to yourself then. It was you proposed it. You said you’d been reading about something of the kind in a story, and you voted for our advertising ourselves for a lark.”

The speaker was the biggest boy, a good-looking youngster, with sallow cheeks and shrewd black eyes.

“But, Rupert, I never meant it to go so far as this.”

“How far did you mean it to go then? It was your idea all through. You sent in the advertisement, you wrote the letters, and now he’s here. If you didn’t mean it, why didn’t you stop his coming?”

“Rupert!”

The girls cheeks were crimson. Bessie interposed.

“The thing is that as he is here it’s no good worrying about whose fault it is. We shall simply have to make the best of it.” Then, to me, “I suppose you really have come to stay?”

“I confess that I had some notion of the kind — to spend an old-fashioned Christmas.”

At this there was laughter, chiefly from the boys. Rupert exclaimed:

“A nice sort of old-fashioned Christmas you’ll find it will be. You’ll be sorry you came before it’s through.”

“I am not so sure of that.”

There appeared to be something in my tone which caused a touch of silence to descend upon the group. They regarded each other doubtfully, as if in my words a reproof was implied. Bessie was again the spokeswoman.

“Of course, now that you have come, we mean to be nice to you, that is as nice as we can. Because the thing is that we are not in a condition to receive visitors. Do we look as if we were?”

To be frank, they did not. Even Madge was a little unkempt, while the boys were in what I believe is the average state of the average boy.

“And,” murmured Madge, “where is Mr. Christopher to sleep?”

“What is he to eat?” inquired Bessie. She glanced at my packages. “I suppose you have brought nothing with you?”

“I’m afraid I haven’t. I had hoped to have found something ready for me on my arrival.”

Again they peeped at each other, as if ashamed. Madge repeated her former suggestion.

“There’s to-morrow’s dinner.”

“Oh, hang it!” exclaimed Rupert. “It’s not so bad as that. There’s a ham.”

“Uncooked.”

“You can cut a steak off, or whatever you call it, and have it broiled.”

A meal was got ready, in the preparation of which every member of the family took a hand. And a room was found for me, in which was a blazing fire and traces of recent feminine occupation. I suspected that Madge had yielded her own apartment as a shelter for the stranger. By the time I had washed and changed my clothes, the impromptu dinner, or supper, or whatever it was, was ready.

A curious repast it proved to be; composed of oddly contrasted dishes, cooked — and sometimes uncooked — in original fashion. But hunger, that piquant sauce, gave it a relish of its own. At first no one seemed disposed to join me. By degrees, however, one after another found a knife and fork, until all the eight were seated with me round the board, eating, some of them, as if for dear life.

“The fact is,” explained Rupert, “we’re a rum lot. We hardly ever sit down together. We don’t have regular meals, but whenever anyone feels peckish, he goes and gets what there is, and cooks it and eats it on his own.”

“It’s not quite so bad as that,” protested Madge, “though it’s pretty bad.”

It did seem pretty bad, from the conventional point of view. From their conversation, which was candour itself, I gleaned details which threw light upon the peculiar position of affairs. It seemed that their father had been dead some seven years. Their mother, who had been always delicate, had allowed them to run nearly wild. Since she died, some ten months back, they appeared to have run quite wild. The house, with some six hundred acres of land, was theirs, and an income, as to whose exact amount no one seemed quite clear.

“It’s about eight hundred a year,” said Rupert.

“I don’t think it’s quite so much,” doubted Madge.

“I’m sure it’s more,” declared Bessie. “I believe we’re being robbed.”

I thought it extremely probable. They must have had peculiar parents. Their father had left everything absolutely to their mother, and the mother, in her turn, everything in trust to Madge, to be shared equally among them all. Madge was an odd trustee. In her hands the household had become a republic, in which every one did exactly as he or she pleased. The result was chaos. No one wanted to go to school, so no one went. The servants, finding themselves provided with eight masters and mistresses, followed their example, and did as they liked. Consequently, after sundry battles royal — lively episodes some of them had evidently been — one after the other had been got rid of, until, now, not one remained. Plainly the house must be going to rack and ruin.

“But have you no relations?” I inquired.

Rupert answered.

“We’ve got some cousins, or uncles, or something of the kind in Australia, where, so far as I’m concerned, I hope they’ll stop.”

When I was in my room, which I feared was Madge’s, I told myself that it was a queer establishment on which I had lighted. Yet I could not honestly affirm that I was sorry I had come. I had lived such an uneventful and such a solitary life, and had so often longed for someone in whom to take an interest — who would not talk medicine chest! — that to be plunged, all at once, into the centre of this troop of boys and girls was an accident which, if only because of its novelty, I found amusing. And then it was so odd that I should have come across a Madge at last!

In the morning I was roused by noises, the cause of which, at first, I could not understand. By degrees the explanation dawned on me; the family was putting the house to rights. A somewhat noisy process it seemed. Someone was singing, someone else was shouting, and two or three others were engaged in a heated argument. In such loud tones was it conducted that the gist of the matter travelled up to me.

“How do you think I’m going to get this fire to burn if you beastly kids keep messing it about? It’s no good banging at it with the poker till it’s alight.”

The voice was unmistakably Rupert’s. There was the sound of a scuffle, cries of indignation, then a girlish voice pouring oil upon the troubled waters. Presently there was a rattle and clatter, as if someone had fallen from the top of the house to the bottom. I rushed to my bedroom door.

“What on earth has happened?”

A small boy was outside — Peter. He explained,

“Oh, it’s only the broom and dustpan gone tobogganing down the stairs. It’s Bessie’s fault; she shouldn’t leave them on the landing.”

Bessie, appearing from a room opposite, disclaimed responsibility.

“I told you to look out where you were going, but you never do. I’d only put them down for a second, while I went in to empty a jug of water on to Jack, who won’t get out of bed, and there are all the boots for him to clean.”

Injured tones came through the open portal.

“You wait, that’s all! I’ll soak your bed tonight — I’ll drown it. I don’t want to clean your dirty boots, I’m not a shoe-black.”

The breakfast was a failure. To begin with, it was inordinately late. It seemed that a bath was not obtainable. I had been promised some hot water, but as I waited and waited and none arrived, I proceeded to break the ice in my jug — it was a bitterly cold morning, nice “old-fashioned” weather — and to wash in the half-frozen contents. As I am not accustomed to perform my ablutions in partially dissolved ice, I fear that the process did not improve my temper.

It was past eleven when I got down, feeling not exactly in a “Christmassy” frame of mind. Everything, and everyone, seemed at sixes and sevens. It was after noon when breakfast appeared. The principal dish consisted of eggs and bacon; but as the bacon was fried to cinders, and the eggs all broken, it was not so popular as it might have been, Madge was moved to melancholy.

“Something will have to be done! We can’t go on like this! We must have someone in to help us!”

Bessie was sarcastic.

“You might give Eliza another trial. She told you, if you didn’t like the way she burned the bacon, to burn it yourself, and as you’ve followed her advice, she might be able to give you other useful hints on similar lines.”

Rupert indulged himself in the same vein.

“Then there’s Eliza’s brother. He threatened to knock your blooming head off for saying Eliza was dishonest, just because she collared everything she laid her hands on; he might turn out a useful sort of creature to have about the place.”

“It’s all very well for you to laugh, but it’s beyond a jest. I don’t know how we’re going to cook the dinner.”

“Can I be of any assistance?” I inquired. “First of all, what is there to cook?”

It seemed that there were a good many things to cook. A turkey, a goose, beef, plum pudding, mince pies, custard, sardines — it seemed that Molly, the third girl, as she phrased it, could “live on sardines,” and esteemed no dinner a decent dinner at which they did not appear — together with a list of etceteras half as long as my arm.

“One thing is clear; you can’t cook all those things to-day.”

“We can’t cook anything.”

This was Rupert. He was tilting his chair back, and had his face turned towards the ceiling.

“Why not?”

“Because there’s no coal.”

“No coal?”

“There’s about half a scuttle full of dust. If you can make it burn you’ll be clever.”

What Rupert said was correct. Madge confessed, with crimson cheeks, that she had meant, over and over again, to order some coal, but had continually forgotten it, until finally Christmas Day had found them with an empty cellar. There was plenty of wood, but it was not so dry as it might have been, and anyhow, the grate was not constructed to burn wood.

“You might try smoked beef,” suggested Rupert. “When that wood goes at all it smokes like one o’clock. If you hung the beef up over it, it would be smoked enough for anyone by the time that it was done.”

I began to rub my chin. Considering the breakfast we had had, from my point of view the situation commenced, for the first time, to look really grave, I wondered if it would not be possible to take the whole eight somewhere where something really eatable could be got. But, when I broached the subject, I learned that the thing could not be done. The nearest hostelry was the “Boy and Blunderbuss,” and it was certain that nothing eatable could be had there, even if accommodation could be found for us at all. Nothing in the shape of a possible house of public entertainment was to be found closer than the market town, eight miles off; it was unlikely that even there a Christmas dinner for nine could be provided at a moment’s notice. Evidently the only thing to do was to make the best of things.

When the meeting broke up Madge came and said a few words to me alone.

“I really think you had better not stay.”

“Does that mean that you had rather I went?”

“No; not exactly that.”

“Then nearly that?”

“No; not a bit that. Only you must see for yourself how awfully uncomfortable you’ll be here, and what a horrid house this is.”

“My dear Madge” — everybody called her Madge, so I did— “even if I wanted to go, which I don’t — and I would remind you that you contracted to give me an old-fashioned Christmas — I don’t see where there is that I could go.”

“Of course, there’s that. I don’t see, either. So I suppose you’ll have to stay. But I hope you won’t think that I meant you to come to a place like this — really, you know.”

“I’m sorry; I had hoped you had.”

“That’s not what I mean. I mean that if I had thought that you were coming, I would have seen that things were different.”

“How different? I assure you that things as they are have a charm of their own.”

“That’s what you say. You don’t suppose that I’m so silly as not to know you’re laughing at me? But as I was the whole cause of your coming, I hope you won’t hate the others because of me.”

She marched off, brushing back, with an impatient gesture, some rebellious locks which had strayed upon her forehead.

That Christmas dinner was a success — positively. Of a kind — let that be clearly understood. I am not inferring that it was a success from the point of view of a “chef de cuisine.” Not at all; how could it be? Quite the other way. By dint of ransacking all the rooms, and emptying all the scuttles, we collected a certain amount of coal, with which, after adding a fair proportion of wood, we managed. Not brilliantly, but after a fashion. I can only say, personally, I had not enjoyed myself so much for years. I really felt as if I were young again; I am not sure that I am not younger than I thought I was. I must look the matter up. And, after all, even if one be, say forty, one need not be absolutely an ancient. Madge herself said that I had been like a right hand to her; she did not know what she would have done without me.

Looking back, I cannot but think that if we had attempted to prepare fewer dishes, something might have been properly cooked. It was a mistake to stuff the turkey with sage and onions; but as Bessie did not discover that she had been manipulating the wrong bird until the process of stuffing had been completed, it was felt that it might be just as well to let it rest. Unfortunately, it turned out that some thyme, parsley, mint, and other things had got mixed with the sage, which gave the creature quite a peculiar flavour; but as it came to table nearly raw, and as tough as hickory, it really did not matter.

My experience of that day teaches me that it is not easy to roast a large goose on a small oil stove. The dropping fat caused the flame to give out a strong smelling and most unpleasant smoke. Rupert, who had charge of the operation, affirmed that it would be all right in the end. But, by the time the thing was served, it was as black as my hat. Rupert said that it was merely brown; but the brown was of a sooty hue, and it reeked of paraffin. We had to have it deposited in the ashbin. I daresay that the beef would not have been bad if someone had occasionally turned it, and if the fire would have burned clear. As it was, it was charred on one side and raw on the other, and smoked all over. The way in which the odour and taste of smoke permeated everything was amazing. The plum-pudding, came to the table in the form of soup, and the mince pies were nauseous. Something had got into the crust, or mincemeat, or something, which there, at any rate, was out of place.

Luckily we came upon a tin of corned beef in a cupboard, and with the aid of some bread and cheese, and other odds and ends, we made a sort of picnic. Incredible though it may seem, I enjoyed it. If there was anywhere a merrier party than we were, I should like to know where it was to be found. It must have been a merry one. When I produced the presents, in which a happy inspiration had urged me to invest, “the enthusiasm reached a climax” — I believe that is the proper form of words which I ought to use. As I watched the pleasure of those youngsters, I felt as if I were myself a boy again.

* * * * *

That was my first introduction to “a lively family.” They came up to the description they had given of themselves. I speak from knowledge, for they have been my acquaintances now some time. More than acquaintances, friends; the dearest friends I have. At their request, I took their affairs in hand, Madge informally passing her trusteeship on to me. Things are very different with them now. The house is spick and span. There is an excellent staff of servants. Hangar Dene is as comfortable a home as there is in England. I have spent many a happy Christmas under its hospitable roof since then.

The boys are out in the world, after passing with honour through school and college. The girls are going out into the world also. Bessie is actually married. Madge is married too. She is Mrs. Christopher. That is the part of it all which I find is hardest to understand — to have told myself my whole life long that the name of my ideal woman would be Madge, and to have won that woman for my own at last! That is greater fortune than falls to the lot of most men. I thought that I was beyond that kind of thing; that I was too old. But Madge seemed to think that I was young enough. And she thinks so still.

And now there is a little Madge, who is big enough to play havoc with the sheets of paper on which I have been scribbling, to whom, one day, this tale will have to be told.


BY DEPUTY.

A REMINISCENCE OF TRAVEL.


CHAPTER I. DESPOILED.

“It would seem, Greenall, as if you couldn’t even shoot.”

“It would seem like it, wouldn’t it.”

As I sauntered back to the hotel I was conscious of a slight feeling of exacerbation. As if I had been “got at,” “had.” No man likes to feel that he is a laughing-stock. I felt that I had been made a laughing-stock just then; that, indeed, the process of manufacture had been going on ever since I showed my face in Ahmednugger. The men I had met were nice enough — in their way. Indeed, they were almost too nice — also in their way. They appeared to have so little to do, in the way of actual work, that they had made it the business of their lives to perfect themselves in what are usually regarded, say, as accomplishments. I was, and am, a plain civilian. I have worked for, and earned, my little pile, such as it is, and until I set out upon that pleasure tour in the East, it had never occurred to me that a man could be regarded as an uneducated idiot if he could not, say, run into double figures every time he took up his cue at billiards. A suspicion that a man might be so regarded had been dawning upon me ever since I arrived in India; but until I came to Ahmednugger I had never quite realised how shockingly my education had been neglected on exactly those points on which it ought to have been most carefully attended to. The men of Ahmednugger were the most sporting individuals I had ever yet encountered. Possibly I have not moved much among the congregations of the sporting men, but I certainly have seen something of men of business. These men of Ahmednugger were not only the keenest sportsmen I had encountered, they were the keenest men of business, too. And talk of the rigour of a competitive examination! They formed themselves into an examining board, which very soon took the “stiffening” out of me. They insisted on putting me through my paces before I had been a week in the place. They examined me in every game of cards which has been invented — and found me wanting in them all. They examined me as a rider, as a driver, as a shootist, as a cueist, in fact, in a range of subjects which I will not even venture to enumerate. They refused me one solitary “pass.” They “plucked” me in them all. It did not add to my sense of satisfaction, that I found my ignorance expensive.

The joke of the thing was, that before I came to India I had rather fancied myself as an amateur sportsman. I flattered myself that I had a decent seat in a saddle, whether across country or on the flat. I thought that I made a tolerable fourth at whist; that I had some notion, at any rate, of English billiards, and of a hazard off the red. I certainly was under the impression that I could see with tolerable accuracy along the barrel of a gun. But these vain delusions were scattered, at once and for ever, by the men of Ahmednugger. My all-round, purblind, insensate ignorance had been so convincingly displayed, that, as I have said, I was the laughing-stock of all the place.

My latest performance in the exhibition line had been in a match with young Tebb, the youngest and the latest joined of the subalterns. Young Tebb had lured me on to skittles. Mr. Tebb — who would have been more correctly designated as “Master” Tebb — was an awkward hobbledehoy, who, at any other place than Ahmednugger, I should have looked down upon with the most supreme contempt. When he challenged me to see who could smash most glass balls with a rifle bullet, he or I, I rashly took his challenge up. I flattered myself that, at last, I had a “soft thing” on. I had, myself, been found a “soft thing” so many times, that I looked forward to a little change. I had no notion (it was rather late at night when the challenge was thrown down, and taken up) how difficult it really was to hit a glass ball with a rifle bullet. I had never fired at a glass ball, nor had I ever seen anyone else do so. But I conceived, that at any rate, young Tebb would find at least as much difficulty in the thing as I should.

We were each to fire at fifty glass balls, which were to be sent up into the air out of a trap. We were, of course, to fire at them while they were in the air. Out of my fifty I smashed one. Out of his fifty young Tebb smashed forty-nine. It was the most mirth-provoking exhibition that was ever seen. Of course, the young scoundrel had been doing nothing else but fire at glass balls his whole life long. It was when I handed over the two hundred rupees which I had staked and lost, that Mr. Tebb made his remark to the effect that “I couldn’t even shoot.”

When I returned to the hotel, a man was standing in the doorway. He addressed me as I came up the steps.

“It strikes me that you and I might shake hands, sir.”

I asked him what he meant.

“I’ve made myself one kind of ass, and you’ve made yourself another kind. We’d be a pair of beauties.”

I did not like being addressed in this manner, especially by a stranger, and especially by a stranger like this stranger. He was a short, undersized man, with a vacuous expression of countenance. His attire suggested seediness. Perceiving that I did not appreciate his manner, he explained.

“No offence intended, sir. But I just now saw you playing pantaloon to that youngster’s clown, and I thought that he made the end of the poker rather hot. As for me, I’m an ass all over. My name’s Johns. I came to this place to shear the sheep. There’s been some shearing, but it’s the sheep that’s done it. They’ve about sheared me. I happened to have a trifle of money, so I came to these parts to see if I could do a bit of bookmaking. I’ve done a bit. The gentlemen in these parts have also done a bit. They’ve got hold of pretty well every blessed mag I had.”

I did not encourage Mr. Johns; quite the contrary. I had heard of him before. The regimental races had recently been held; a bookmaker had appeared upon the scene — Mr. Johns. Nearly every man in the place had had bets with him, and to nearly every man in the place he had lost his money. With a vengeance had the Philistine been spoiled.


CHAPTER II. THE GAME.

Later in the day on which I had shot off that match with Mr. Tebb I encountered Mr. Johns again. I was in the billiard-room of what was called “the club.” As regards membership, it was very free-and-easy “club” indeed. A local celebrity was taking the floor. The room was tolerably full. On one of the side seats was Mr. Johns.

The local celebrity was a Mr. Colson. Mr. Colson was stud groom to the Rajah of Ahmednugger. He was also, and at the same time, one of the most obnoxious persons I have, in the course of my career, had the pleasure of meeting. There never was such a loud-voiced braggart. It set one’s nerves on edge to hear him. To listen to him, there was nothing he could not do. The misfortune was, that some of the things which he said he could do, he could do, and do well. I had found that out to my cost, soon after my arrival in Ahmednugger. And, in consequence, he had sat on me heavily ever since. He was a horrible man.

That evening Mr. Colson was holding forth in his usual style, on the subject of billiards. I should mention that, at the period of which I am writing, Mr. John Roberts, the famous player, was on a tour in India.

“I saw John Roberts at Calcutta,” observed Mr. Colson, “and he saw me. He also saw me play. When he saw me play, he said he doubted if he could give me fifteen in a hundred. I told him that I should like to see him do it. But he wouldn’t take it on.”

“Is that so?” asked Mr. Johns.

“That is so. I should like to see him give me ten in a hundred, either John Roberts or any man now living.”

“I should like to have a game with you, Mr. Colson.”

“You would?” Mr. Colson looked at Mr. Johns. He looked him up and down. Mr. Colson was large and florid. Mr. Johns was small and underfed. Mr. Colson was, at least, expensively attired. About Mr. John’s costume there was certainly no suspicion of expense. “I don’t mind having you a hundred up, my lad. How many shall I give you?”

“I am no player, Mr. Colson, but I’d like to play you even, if only for the sake of saying that I’d had the cheek to do it.”

“You shall have that pleasure. And how much would you like to have on — if only for the sake of saying that you had the cheek to have it on?”

And Mr. Colson winked at the company in general.

“Well, Mr. Colson, you and the other gentlemen have won all my money; but, I daresay, I might manage ten rupees.”

“Put ’em up, my lad. Here’s my ten. We’ll play for the twenty.”

They played for the twenty. And, to my satisfaction, and I believe to the satisfaction of most of the others who were in the room, it was Mr. Johns who won. I am bound to say that it seemed to me to be rather a fluky win. Mr. Colson, whose disgust was amusing, had no doubt whatever about the fluke.

“Never saw anything like it, never! The balls never broke for me, not once! As for you; why, you did nothing else but fluke.”

“Do you think so? I’ll play you again double or quits, and I’ll give ten in the hundred, Mr. Colson.”

Mr. Colson seemed amazed. In fact, I have no doubt he was amazed.

“I like your modesty! You’ll give me ten! Here’s my twenty. I’ll take you on.”

Mr. Colson took him on. And, by way of fair exchange, Mr. Johns took him off. That is to say, he took off the stakes and the game. He did it rather neatly: just running in as Mr. Colson looked like winning. Mr. Colson was adjectival.

“Never saw anything like it — never, in all my born days! Never saw anything like my somethinged, somethinged, somethinged luck! And as for your fluking — why, it just beats anything.”

“Think so? I’ll play you again, Mr. Colson, and again double or quits; and this time I’ll give you twenty in a hundred.”

“You’ll give me — you’ll give me — twenty in a hundred? You will? Come on! That’ll be forty rupees a side — here’s mine! Macbee, put me on twenty, and we’ll see what I can do.”

We did see what he could do. We also saw that Mr. Johns seemed able to do a little better. Once more he won the game. I am sure that we were all enjoying ourselves very much — much more than we had had any reason to anticipate. As for Mr. Colson, he went purple. He showered on Mr. Johns a volley of that sort of language which I had found pretty fashionable at Ahmednugger. Mr. Johns listened to him in silence, while he pocketed the spoils. Then he had his say.

“You say I fluke? Why, my dear sir, you’ve no idea what a fluke is. You’ve no idea of any sort about billiards. You can no more play billiards than you can play the gentleman — you can’t! You’re the sort of person whom it is just as well, once in a way, to expose. You’re a humbug, Mr. Colson, you’re a humbug. As for John Roberts doubting if he could give you fifteen in a hundred — why, he could give you ninety-nine in a hundred, and beat you single-handed. I tell you what I will do, Mr. Colson. I will play you five hundred up, for five hundred rupees a side. I will give you four hundred start, and I will lay two to one against you with any gentleman who cares to back you. I don’t think that’s an unfair offer, Mr. Colson.”

It struck me as, at any rate, a rash offer. Mr. Colson was not such a tyro as Mr. Johns made out. He had made mincemeat of me — I do know that. Yet the offer did not seem to be made in any spirit of braggadocio. I fancy that the quiet, matter-of-fact manner in which it was made impressed Mr. Colson more than he altogether cared to own. My impression it that, if he had had his own way, he would have changed the subject. But the odds offered him were such, and the challenge was made in such a public manner, that he probably felt that, if he wished to preserve a rag of reputation, now or never was the time to show the stuff that he was made of. Anyhow, the offer was accepted, and the terms of the match were definitely arranged before the parties left the room.


CHAPTER III. THE COALITION.

As I was retiring to rest, some one tapped at my bed-room door. In response to my invitation to enter, Mr. Johns came in. Without any preamble, he plunged at once into the purport of his presence in my chamber at that hour of the night, or, rather, morning.

“I have come, Mr. Greenall, to ask you to lend me five hundred rupees.”

I turned. I looked at him. He met my glance without showing any signs of discomposure.

“You have come to — what?”

He repeated his remark — quite as though it were a matter of course.

“To ask if you will lend me five hundred rupees.”

“I don’t know if you are in earnest, Mr. Johns. If you are, I would remark, first, that I am not a money lender; and, second, that you are a complete stranger to me.”

“I want the money to stake in my match with Mr. Colson.”

“Indeed. Is that so? Then that is an added reason why I should decline to lend it to you. In my opinion, Mr. Johns, your chances of success in that match are, to say the least of it, remote.”

“Look here, Mr. Greenall, I’m the last man in the world to wish to make myself offensive, but if we can understand each other I think that you and I might do each other a good turn. I know all about how you’ve been treated by the fellows here. I know how they’ve all been taking pop shots at you. From what I hear they’ve made you look like the biggest all-round muff that ever left his mammy. I daresay it’s cost you something, too.”

I did not altogether appreciate this gentleman’s free-and-easy style of conversation. But to a certain extent I, so to speak, dissembled.

“I do not know what warrant you have, Mr. Johns, for your remarks; and, in any case, I fail to see what business it is of yours.”

“It’s this way; if you like, you can be even with all the lot of them — and more than even.”

“How? By lending you five hundred rupees, and letting you have, as you put it, a pop-shot at me with the rest of them. Thank you, Mr. Johns. By the way, I fancy I have heard of some person or persons taking pop-shots at you. I think I did hear that you came here to make a fortune. Did you make it, Mr. Johns?”

“No, I didn’t — hang ’em! I’m like you, I owe them one. And I mean to pay them, with compound interest. And, if you like to say the word, I’ll pay them that little lot you owe them too. Look here, Mr. Greenall, I don’t mind owning that a keener lot of gentlemen than the gentlemen here I don’t think I ever had to do with. I won’t say they robbed me, but they certainly cut me up into very nice little pieces, and they handed me round. I’ve seldom seen any thing of the kind which was better done. But never mind — my turn’s coming! I’m not fond of bragging — quite the other way. If it wasn’t that I was in a hole, I wouldn’t say a word. But it is the simple truth that, at all the things at which these fellows think they’re dabsters, I’m as far ahead of them as they’re ahead of you, — no offence intended. You can take my word for it that I know what I’m talking about. It doesn’t follow because, just once in a way, they happened to muck up my book, that I’m a flat. As for being able to give Colson four hundred out of five hundred at billiards, — if I choose, and I shall choose, he’s simply bound to lose. I don’t mean to say that I’m a John Roberts, because I’m not. But I do know how to play, and that in a sense which Colson hasn’t even begun to understand. I’ve heard that Mr. Colson hasn’t behaved over well to you. I thought that you’d like to see him taken down a peg or two.”

I should. I should have liked to have seen more than one of them taken down a peg or two, though I said nothing of that to Mr. Johns.

“How came you to match yourself, Mr. Johns, when you were aware that you were not in possession of the required stakes?”

“I took it for granted that I should get the stakes from you.”

Mr. Johns was frank, at any rate.

“From me? What claim did you suppose yourself to have on me?”

“No claim; but you see, sir, they’ve had me, and they’ve had you. They’ve had both of us, in fact, pretty smartly. And I thought that you might like to be even with some of them, by deputy.”

By deputy. If it was workable, that was not a bad idea. I felt that I should like to be even with some of them, beginning, say, with Mr. Colson — how that man had squelched me beneath his elephantine foot! the brute! — even, as it were, by deputy.

“What guarantee have I that you will not lose my money, as you already have lost your own?”

“If we get up early, we shall have the billiard room all to ourselves. If you like, I will give you some idea of what I can do upon a billiard table.”

We did get up early. We did have the billiard room all to ourselves. And Mr. Johns did give me some idea of what he could do upon a billiard table. For one thing, he got “on the spot,” and he stopped there. He continued to put the red down, without once missing, until the marker appeared. When the marker did appear, we thought that perhaps the proceedings had better cease. If I can trust my memory, before the proceedings ceased, Mr. Johns had put the red down something like two hundred times in succession. I thought that was good enough, even for Mr. Colson. I agreed to advance the necessary number of rupees.

The match came off. It was a beautiful match. The room was crowded to overflowing. Mr. Johns had managed to back himself to a very fair amount. Even I, in my small way, had managed to back him too. But there was not so much readiness shown to support the local champion as I had expected. They were keen, were the men of Ahmednugger. I fancy that already they had begun to smell a rat. And not only so; they were always willing to “make a bet.” But on that particular occasion they were almost equally willing to see Mr. Colson come to grief. I think that, in those parts, Mr. Colson was not so popular as he deserved to be. I verily believe that there were some who objected to him almost as much as I did.

Poor Mr. Colson! He was painfully nervous. His nervousness prevented his showing even his usual form. He had made fifteen, when Mr. Johns, getting on the spot, stayed there. He ran out without once putting down his cue. Nothing like it had ever been seen before in Ahmednugger. When the marker notified the fact that Mr. Johns had completed his fifth hundred, Mr. Colson was, for a moment, speechless. He seemed unable to realize that the thing was so.

“It’s a — something swindle!”

“I beg your pardon, Mr. Colson — it’s a what?”

Mr. Colson’s tone was loud and threatening. Mr. Johns’ tone was quiet, and almost indifferent. Yet Mr. Colson did not seem to altogether like it. He began to bluster. “You did not tell me that you were a professional.”

“No; I did not tell you that I was a professional.”

“You didn’t play the other night as you have played to-day. It looks to me uncommonly like a put-up thing.”

“It looks to you like a put-up thing, does it, Mr. Colson. Well, I’ll give you a chance of showing your professional side. I believe you can drive?”

“Drive!” Mr. Colson looked at the little man as if he would like to eat him. “I’m the finest whip in India.”

“Indeed! Is that so? Well, I’ll drive you either four, or eight, in hand, for a thousand rupees a side, although you are the finest whip in India.”

Mr. Colson snapped at his offer, before it was fairly out of his mouth, and I felt that Mr. Johns was going a little too far. It was one thing to match him at billiards, another thing to match him at driving. There Mr. Colson was on his native heath. When I was alone with Mr. Johns I told him so.

“I don’t know if you are aware, Mr. Johns, that Mr. Colson really is a first-rate whip. I am informed that it was his magnificent driving which first attracted the Rajah’s attention.”

Mr. Johns did not exhibit much appearance of concern.

“I guess I’ll fix him, anyhow. I haven’t driven a stage over some of the worst country in the western states of America for nothing. I’ll back myself to drive a coach-and-four along a wall just wide enough to hold the wheels — and I’ll take you as a passenger, if you like to come.”

“Thank you, Mr. Johns, my tastes do not incline that way.”

“Don’t you worry, Mr. Greenall. I mean to take on the whole lot of ’em, one after the other, and show ’em a thing or two all round. These gentlemen here fancy they know a little, but we’ll be more than even with them before we’ve done.”

The driving match came off. I do not know how they manage similar affairs in England. I have sometimes wondered. But I am under the impression that they are not managed on the lines on which they managed that driving match in Ahmednugger.

The way in which they managed it there was this. Mr. Colson was to drive upon the Monday, Mr. Johns upon the Wednesday. Each was to drive the same team — eight-in-hand. The horses, by-the-way, came out of the Rajah’s stables. The course was to be up and down the streets of Ahmednugger, and then for a certain distance outside the city. The judges occupied the front of the coach. I had a seat among the insignificant people at the back. On the whole, I was content to sit behind. The proceedings, in the streets of Ahmednugger, were distinctly exciting — almost too exciting, I felt, for me. Those streets were very narrow, and they were blocked with traffic, be it understood. Mr. Colson and Mr. Johns, each with his eight horses, and a coach load of passengers, went down those streets at full speed, as if they had been fifty yards wide, and as if there had not been a soul in sight. What damages were done, and what was the list of the killed and wounded, I have never been informed. I never quite realized what it meant to belong to a subject race, till then. It appeared to me that, in the eyes of my companions, a native had, as a matter of course, no rights at all. We drove over whole streets full of them, in style. My heart was in my mouth most of the time. We dashed round impossible corners, shaking native tenements to their foundations. But we kept ourselves alive somehow. The peaceful pedestrians were slain. I am no judge of coachmanship — of such coachmanship as that, at any rate. Those who were judges, without a dissentient voice, awarded the palm to Mr. Johns and, in consequence it was said, Mr. Colson entered himself as a candidate for delirium tremens. He was a dreadful man.

It seemed as if Mr. Johns was prepared to match himself against the men of Ahmednugger at exactly those things at which each man fancied he was strongest. That is what he did do. He challenged any one to meet him at driving, or at billiards. And, when his challenge — for what seemed to me to be sufficient reasons — met with no response, he challenged any one to ride him. That challenge was taken up. But he beat all takers. He had a way with a horse which seemed little else than magical. A horse would jump six feet for him, when, apparently, it would not jump six inches for any other man in Ahmednugger. I don’t know how it was, but so it was. I know nothing of Mr. Johns, beyond what I am writing. I never heard his story, nor how it was that a man of genius — he was a man of genius — came to find himself a broken-down small bookmaker in that little town “up country.” Perhaps he was another exemplification of the fact that only mediocrity succeeds.

I know that I was more than even with the men of Ahmednugger — by deputy. The band played to them, as it had played to me. He made them face the music, and there was not one of them who did not leave his scalp upon the ground. My belt was adorned with trophies — by deputy. When Mr. Johns had beaten the men of Ahmednugger — as they had beaten me — at riding, and at driving, and at billiards, he took them on at shooting. And, so to speak, he shot their heads off. He showed them that, in the presence of this man, they were as nothing, and less than nothing. He even challenged Mr. Tebb to smash glass balls. He fixed the point from which they were to fire at an abnormal distance, and, if I remember rightly, he beat Mr. Tebb by about a score. After he had annihilated that presumptuous young vagabond, Mr. Johns informed me that shooting at glass balls really was not shooting. I was quite prepared to admit it. He said that it was only a trick. When you had once mastered the trick, it was impossible to miss. Perhaps. I have never fired at glass balls since then, so I have no reason to suppose that I have mastered the trick. When I do again fire at glass balls I am inclined to think that I shall not experience the slightest difficulty in missing every one of them.


CHAPTER IV. EVENS.

When Mr. Johns had beaten the men of Ahmednugger at almost everything at which they could be beaten, he began to amuse himself by taking a hand in various little games at cards. It was remarked that, to say the least of it, his luck was wonderful. There was scarcely a man in Ahmednugger who had not been compelled by Mr. Johns to take a lower seat; to take a lower seat, too, just where he felt that his claim was strongest to take the highest one. Naturally, here and there, a man resented it. An even stronger spirit of resentment was evinced when the men of Ahmednugger found that their money was going in search of their vanished reputations. There were some disagreeable little scenes. Then there was a royal row; it was at the club. Mr. Johns had been carrying everything in front of him. Things were said; then other things were said Then Mr. Johns laid down his cards; he faced the company.

“Gentlemen, I wish to inform you that you are, individually and collectively, a set of curs.”

There were sounds which suggested neither the ways of pleasantness nor the paths of peace.

“Softly. Postpone the fighting for one minute. I would remind you that, when Mr. Greenall appeared in Ahmednugger, you all, with one accord, took shots at him. You used him as if he had been a variety of old Aunt Sally. When I made my appearance, you put your heads together, and you bested me. You see, we were strangers, and you took us in. Neither Mr. Greenall nor I quite liked this sort of thing, so we put our heads together, and, in our turn, we’ve bested you. We’ve used you as old Aunt Sallies. We’ve made you all sit up. We’ve made you all sing small. Even at games of mingled chance and skill, I’ve beaten you. Instead of taking your punishment like men, you begin to whimper. Therefore, gentlemen, I repeat that you are, individually and collectively, a set of curs.”

Colonel Smith interposed so soon as Mr. Johns ceased speaking. I fancy that the Colonel had only just entered the room.

“Mr. Johns, you very much forget yourself.”

“On the contrary, Colonel, I am remembering myself. It is the gentlemen you have the honour to command, who forget themselves. Should there be any one present who resents the words which I have used, I shall be happy to meet that person, either with the gloves, or without them, or with any weapon he may choose — for the honour of Ahmednugger.”

There was silence — grim silence. Probably there was more than one there who would have liked to have ground Mr. Johns between the upper and the nether millstones. But, after all, they were gentlemen — in their way. Bean stood up, the adjutant of the —— th. He was a big fellow, head and shoulders taller than the audacious little challenger. He went round to where Mr. Johns was sitting.

“Mr. Johns, you will either apologise for the words which you have just now used, or take a thrashing.”

“I will take a thrashing,” said Mr. Johns.

He took it. What is more, he took it there and then. The meeting was immediately adjourned; and in the moonlight, the little argument came off. The proceedings were a trifle irregular; perhaps over here we should deem them so. I am not prepared to say that any dignitaries were actually present. Still there was a goodly gathering. The two men “peeled.” In a very short space of time the little man had knocked the big man senseless. This is not a fairy tale. It is a simple record of a sober matter-of-fact. It almost seems as if Mr. Johns was a lineal descendant of the Admirable Crichton. Looking back, I really fancy that he must have been.

When Mr. Bean’s satisfaction had been signified in what, I believe, is the usual manner, Mr. Johns addressed the lookers-on:

“Is there any other gentleman present who would like to thrash me — for the honour of Ahmednugger?”

Someone came out of the shadow — someone who, in those parts, was a very great man indeed.

“Mr. Johns, you will be so good as to leave Ahmednugger within four-and-twenty-hours.”

Mr. Johns looked the great man up and down. He seemed to be in no way awed, even though he stood there in the moonlight without his shirt.

“I am at a loss, sir, to understand by what authority you address yourself to me in such a manner. I am in no way answerable for my movements to you. I have not broken the law. I have not even broken the peace. As it happens, I do intend to leave Ahmednugger, and in less than four-and-twenty hours. Not in deference to your orders, but simply because I have had enough of Ahmednugger, having taught your compatriots hereabouts what, it strikes me, was a much-needed lesson — the next time they encounter strangers, except in the scriptural sense — not to take them in.”

The next day Mr. Johns did leave Ahmednugger. And I went too. He went his way, I went mine. I have neither seen nor heard of him since. But, as I continued on my journeyings, I felt that after all I had been even, and more than even, with the men of Ahmednugger — by deputy.


MR. WHITING AND MARY ANN.

I did not mean to kiss her; it was a pure accident. Her face was close to mine, or my face was close to hers, and then her lips came into contact with my lips, or my lips came into contact with her lips — I don’t know which it was — and then at that moment her mother came into the room, and she said, “Mr. Whiting, may I ask what is the meaning of this?” I said it meant nothing — nothing! Absolutely nothing! Only I found it difficult to explain, and when I did explain she would not understand. Her manner was not at all the sort of thing I care for. The result is that I am engaged to Mary Ann Snelling without being conscious of having entertained any intention of the kind.

Not that I have a word to say against Mary Ann, except that I never knew a girl with quite so many relations. To begin with she had six brothers and five sisters, and she is the eldest of the batch, and there’s not one of the brothers whom I feel drawn to. Her father is a most remarkable person, to say the least.

After they had arranged between them that I was engaged to Mary Ann (I was really not allowed to have a voice in the matter) her father remarked, with a pointed air, which I cannot but think, under the circumstances, was unusual, that he thought it was about time that I did come to the scratch, and that if I had kept on dilly-dallying much longer he would have had a word to say to me of a kind. I do not know what he meant, and would rather not attempt to imagine. But it is quite plain to me that all the arrangements for my wedding are going to be made by the Snellings.

I do not know when it is going to be, but it will be either next week or the week after, certainly at the earliest possible moment, and I shouldn’t be at all surprised to learn that all Mary Ann’s “things” had been already bought, and perhaps some of them marked.

We are to live in a house which belongs to a cousin of Mr. Snelling; it is to be furnished by a brother of Mrs. Snelling, the house linen is to be supplied by the father of the young man to whom Jane Matilda is engaged, and the ironmongery by the uncle to whom George Frederic is apprenticed. All, apparently, that is left for me to do, is to pay for everything. It is most delightful. It might just as well be some one else’s wedding, so unimportant is the part which I am set to play in it.

And it is all the result of an accident. I deny that for the last six months I have been using Mr. Snelling’s home as if it were a boarding-house. Nothing of the kind. The mere suggestion is absurd. It is true that I have dropped in to dinner now and then, or to spend the evening, or for an afternoon call, or for an hour or two in the morning; but that has been simply and solely because the Snelling family have evinced so marked a desire for my society. The alteration which has taken place in their demeanour since my accident with Mary Ann is, therefore, all the more amazing. For instance, look at their behaviour in the matter of the ring.

The accident in question occurred upon the Sunday evening. I had been with Mary Ann to church, and had seen her home, and had had a little supper, and it was after supper that it happened. I did not go and purchase the engagement ring the first thing on the Monday morning, I own it. Certainly not. Nor did I take any steps in that direction during the whole of that week. I was not pressed for time.

Besides, I was turning things over in my mind. But that was no reason why, the Monday week following, four of her brothers should have called on me on their way to the office, when I was scarcely out of bed, and actually breakfasting, and assailed me in the way in which they did.

There was William Henry, John Frank, Ferdinand Augustus, and Stephen Arthur. Each of them twice my size and all of them frightfully ignorant and wholly regardless of the sensitive little points of those with whom they came in contact. There is no circumlocution about them. They go straight at what they want; and were scarcely inside my door before they blurted out the purport of their coming. It was Frederick Augustus; if the thing is possible he is, if anything, more direct even than the rest of his family.

“Look here, Whiting, how about Mary Ann’s ring? The girl is fretting, but you don’t seem to notice it. And as you don’t appear to know what is the proper thing to do in a case of this kind, and don’t understand that the ring ought to be bought straight away, we’ve bought it for you.”

I gasped — positively gasped.

“Am I to understand that you’ve purchased my engagement ring?”

“That’s it; on your account. From a cousin of ours who’s in that line.”

I never saw people like the Snellings for possessing relatives in all sorts of “lines.” No matter what you want, or do not want, and never will want, they are sure to have some relative who has dealt in it, his or her whole life long.

They produced the ring, and told me what I had to pay for it. A handsome price it was. I was persuaded that somebody besides that cousin got a profit out of Mary Ann’s engagement ring. But I handed over the amount. I did not want any unpleasantness; and I am quite sure there would have been unpleasantness had I demurred.

Later in the day I took it with me when I went to call on Mary Ann. She appeared to be surprised almost into speechlessness when I presented it to her. Her head dropped on my shoulder, and she kissed me under the chin, observing, “You dear old Sam.” The moments when I am alone with Mary Ann are alleviations for those more frequent moments when I am not alone with Mary Ann. Still I noticed that the ring fitted her perfectly, and I could not but wonder if she had tried it on before.

At the same time I am beginning to be comforted by a suspicion that Mary Ann is on my side; on my side, that is, as against the rest of her family. There has been a difference of opinion as to where we are to spend our honeymoon. It is from her action in that matter that my suspicion springs.

The Snellings have an aunt who lives in an out-of-the-way hole at the other end of nowhere. The woman’s name is Brady. There she owns a cottage, or it may be a pigstye for all I know. When she heard of my engagement with Mary Ann, she wrote and suggested that we should spend our honeymoon in her cottage, or pigstye, and that I should pay her rent for it. The matter was talked about at dinner. Mary Ann was silent for some time; then she quietly remarked:

“Don’t trouble yourselves to discuss Aunt Brady’s proposal. I shall do nothing of the kind.”

This observation was followed by perfect silence. The members of the family looked at one another. But, after a very considerable pause, her mother said, with quite unusual mildness, “Very well, my dear. Then, it’s settled.”

After dinner I took advantage of an opportunity which offered to thank Mary Ann for her action in the matter, because, of course, I had no wish to spend my honeymoon in a place of which I knew nothing, to oblige an aunt of whom I knew still less. Mary Ann beamed at me, and she said, “You dear old man!” Presently she continued:

“Do you know that in marrying me you are doing the best thing for yourself that you ever did in all your life?”

I endeavoured to explain to her that I felt sure of it; but I fear that my explanation was a little stumbling. But she went on with the most perfect fluency. There were no signs of faltering about her flow of language.

“You want someone who can look after you; and you could not, by any chance, have chosen a person who will look after you better than I shall.”

Such an assurance was most satisfactory. We had a long confidential chat on matters of business. I found that as a woman of business she was beyond all my expectations.

I told her exactly what my income was; and the source from which it came, and all about it. She drew up a plan on which we were to lay it out. It was an admirable plan. I had never had one, but I saw clearly that in that way the money would go twice as far.

It turned out that she had a little money of her own; about a hundred and thirty pounds a year. And, of course, I had my expectations, and she had hers. It was plain that together we should manage most comfortably. Delightfully, in fact. On the subject of wedding presents, too, her ideas were the most lucid I ever yet encountered. It was wonderful to listen to her — really wonderful.

“I shall make papa give me five hundred pounds, at least. ‘A bird in the hand is worth two in a bush’ — and it will be something to have by us.”

I quite agreed with her remarks about the bird in the hand; and it certainly will be something to have by us.

“I know what mamma can afford to give, and I will see she gives it. And I will see that there is no shirking about the boys — or about the girls either. I will take care that my relations do their duty. I have drawn up a list of all the people who ought to give us a present, and I shall tell them what they ought to give — it won’t be my fault if I don’t get it. Of course there are some people with whom you can’t be perfectly plain, but I shall be as plain as I can; there’s a way and a manner of doing that kind of thing. I have no intention of being presented with an endless collection of duplicates, or a lot of useless rubbish which I don’t know what to do with. If you take my advice you will follow in my footsteps.”

I endeavoured to. At least I drew up a list of people who ought to meet the occasion, and I tried in more than one instance to drop a hint of what, as I felt, they ought to meet it with.

But I am bound to admit that so far my success has been as nothing compared with hers. Hers has been prodigious. It is certain that we have a large collection of really valuable property about the house — the wedding presents to Mary Ann. She has a knack of getting people to do what she wishes and to give her what she wants, which is a little short of miraculous.

A singular feature about the situation is that people are actually beginning to pity me — to sympathise with me for being about to marry Mary Ann. I notice that they are generally persons who have already tendered their offerings. The fact of having given Mary Ann a wedding present seems to fill them with a feeling of rancorous acidity which, to me, is inexplicable. My belief is that they have been induced to spend at least twice as much as they intended, and that they resent it. Such is the selfishness of human nature. But why, on that account, they should pity me, I altogether fail to understand.

“We have all been giving Mary Ann presents, and I suppose you, Mr. Whiting, have been giving her something too.” That was what Mrs. Macpherson said to me only the other day. I have given Mary Ann two or three trifles, and I said so. “And what,” inquired Mrs. Macpherson, “has Mary Ann given you?”

“Her love.”

Someone sniggered. I cannot pretend to explain why, except on the supposition that romance is dead; at least in that circle of society in which the Snellings move. But that is not the only society the world contains.

As a matter of fact, Mary Ann has given me a pair of slippers, worked by her own hands. It is true that they are a trifle large for me, and that I shall never be able to keep them on my feet except when I am sitting still. But Mary Ann does not seem to think that that matters, so why should I? Her youngest sister, Clara Louisa, has quite gratuitously informed me that she has had them by her for some considerable time, and that, not to put too fine a point on it, they were originally designed for another individual altogether — a Mr. Pilbeam. But even supposing that what Clara Louisa says is true — of which I have no evidence — I have, surely, cause to congratulate myself on standing literally in Mr. Pilbeam’s shoes, even if they are a little spacious.

On the whole I do not know that I regret that accident I had with Mary Ann. It is true that there are times when I am a little disposed to wish that she were not quite so good a manager; now and then every man likes to call his soul his own. On the other hand, she is well qualified to protect me from the rest of the family. She will keep them at bay. Because it is beginning to dawn on me that, singlehanded, she is more than a match for them all. Which is just as well. If she had been like me they would have rent us limb from limb. As it is, unless I am mistaken, some of the rending will be on our side. And they know it!

P.S. — The cards are out for the wedding. It is to take place on Tuesday fortnight. We are going for our honeymoon to Italy and the South of France. A second cousin of Mary Ann’s is in the Cook’s Tours line. He has given us free passes all the way to the end of our journey, and all the way back again; and coupons for free board and lodging at the hotel. It’s a wedding present. So that, as Mary Ann says, our honeymoon need cost us practically nothing. Besides which we can always sell the coupons and railway passes which we don’t use.

Nothing could be more delightful.


A SUBSTITUTE.

THE STORY OF MY LAST CRICKET-MATCH.




CHAPTER I. I AM APPOINTED CAPTAIN.

I have some idea of cricket — not much, perhaps, but I certainly have some. I was not in the ‘Varsity team, nor near it; but I played in the Freshman’s match, and provided myself with spectacles. I was nearly in the school team once. That was when I carried my bat for forty-five. I must own that my performance was a surprise to everyone — and to myself among the rest. But as I never repeated it — or anything like it — they left me, very wisely, out of the eleven.

Thus it will be seen that, from a cricketing point of view, I did not, even in my best days, come up to first-rate form; and my best days were, reckoning from last summer, quite fifteen years ago. During those fifteen years I do not remember once handling a bat, far less hitting at a cricket-ball with one; and yet, in this state of unpreparedness, I had the presumption last summer to captain a team, and to lead them on — well, not to victory but to disgrace. It’s a fact. The match was Storwell v. Latchmere. Storwell was my team; and as I do not think a more remarkable match was ever known in the whole annals of cricketing history, I here venture to report it.

When they first asked me to play I thought they were mad. Storwell-on-Sea is a village on the south coast — I beg pardon; I believe it is called by the inhabitants a town. It is a pretty place, and not unknown — in the locality. It has a season and all that kind of thing, and it was during the season I was there. And one day a deputation of the inhabitants called on me at my lodgings to ask if I would lead the local cricket club to, say, victory. As I have said, my first impression was that they were mad; either that, or else that they were “playing it off” on the unprotected stranger.

I hinted so much to the deputation. The deputation smiled. The chief spokesman was the local barber; his name was Sapsworth. He explained that Mr. Wingrave had sent them there. Wingrave was the vicar; we were “up” together, and he must have known quite well whereabouts my cricketing form came in. I decided to crush the deputation before the thing went farther.

“To show you the sort of man you propose should captain you, I need only mention that it is more than fifteen years since I had a bat in my hand.”

But the admission did not crush them: quite the other way. It opened the floodgates of their eloquence.

“That’s nothing,” Mr. Sapsworth cried. “There’s Hedges here; we’ve had to put him in; he don’t even know the rules of the game, and he’s just turned sixty-one.”

I glanced at Mr. Hedges, thus frankly referred to. He was a smiling, red-faced, bald-headed old gentleman, who, if not considerable in height, was great in girth. He would certainly have turned the scale at sixteen stone. I felt that, to cricketers who intended to play Mr. Hedges, any objections which I might urge would appear quite trivial.

“When is the match to be?” I asked.

“To-morrow,” was the startling reply.

I was speechless. That I, after fifteen years’ total abstention, should be asked to captain a team the members of which were entire strangers to me, and of whose individual styles of play I had not the faintest notion, in a match against an unknown foe, at four-and-twenty hours’ notice, was a little hard to credit. It was altogether too preposterous. I told them so. But they could not be brought to see it.

The end of it was that I agreed to play. No man knows to what a depth of folly he can sink until he tries.


CHAPTER II. MR. BENYON BOWLS.

The match was to be played on Mr. Stubbs’s field. Mr. Stubbs was a local butcher. Mr. Sapsworth had kindly promised to come and escort me to the scene of action. He arrived at half-past nine, just as I was opening my morning’s letters. On the way he gave me a chart of the country. It appeared that in batting we were not strong, in fielding we were weak, and that our bowling was more than shaky.

“But we shall pull through,” Mr. Sapsworth added; “especially now,” and he glanced at me.

“I hope you are under no delusion as to my powers, Mr. Sapsworth. I never was a first-rate cricketer, and, as I have already told you, it is more than fifteen years since I handled a bat.”

“If you’ll excuse my saying so, sir, I’ve generally noticed that them who doesn’t say much does a deal.”

That was one way of looking at it, no doubt; but if I did a deal, I could only say that it would be a pleasant surprise to me.

“And our opponents — what sort of a team are they?”

Mr. Sapsworth turned up his nose — not metaphorically, but as a matter of fact.

“If we’re bad,” he said, “they’re wuss. There’s only one thing I’ve ever seen those Latchmere blokes much good at, and that is cheating. You’ll have to keep a sharp eye on them, or they’ll have all our chaps out when they ain’t; and they won’t go out themselves, not even when you’ve bowled their three stumps down all of a row.”

“Surely,” I suggested, “those sort of questions are for the umpires to decide.”

“Umpires!” Up went Mr. Sapworth’s nose again. “They bring their own umpire, and he’s got his own ideas of umpiring, he has. But we’ve got our own umpire as well as them.”

I said nothing; but Mr. Sapsworth’s words conveyed to my mind pleasant impressions of the strict rigour of the game.

When we arrived there was a goodly gathering already assembled in Mr. Stubbs’s field. A tent was erected; in and about it was a nondescript collection of men and boys; some forty or fifty others, availing themselves of the opportunity afforded them for a little practice, were actually disporting themselves on the pitch on which we were presently to play. I consoled myself with the reflection that the worse the ground was the more my bowling would tell.

Mr. Sapworth introduced me to the crowd en masse. Several persons touched their caps to me; others nodded their heads; some grinned.

“Good-morning, gentlemen. We’re going to have a fine day for our match. Our team all here?”

Mr. Sapworth took upon himself to answer; he had been searching about him with his eyes.

“They’re here all right. I suppose those Latchmere chaps ain’t come yet?”

They had not come, and they did not come for an hour or more. I employed the interval in becoming acquainted with the individual members, arranging the order of going in, and their positions in the field; matters in appearance simple enough, but more difficult in practice. But at last the preliminaries were settled somehow, and the Latchmere men appeared upon the ground.

Their captain, coming up, was introduced to me. I was informed afterwards that he was a blacksmith. I thought he was by the way in which he grasped my hand. His opening speech was a little surprising.

“We ain’t going to play you if you’ve got eleven men, you know.”

I inquired into his meaning.

“We’ve only got ten,” he said. “And one of them’s Soft Sawney, and another’s Sprouts.”

I do not know if those were the correct names of the gentlemen referred to, or only fancy ones by which they were known to their friends; but he laid his hand on two of his followers and hauled them to the front. One was a long, weedy youth, who, one saw at a glance, was more than half an imbecile; and the other was a portly old gentleman of fifty-five or six, with a corporation like a barrel.

Mr. Sapsworth intervened.

“What’s that?” he cried. “We’ve got Hedges!”

He brought Mr. Hedges forward. I could not but feel that, to say the least of it, Mr. Hedges balanced Mr. Sprouts. If Mr. Hedges could run more than a dozen yards without pausing to take breath, I was almost ready to express my willingness to eat my hat.

“But we’ve only got ten men,” persisted Mr. Barker. “You’ll only have to have ten. If you think we’re going to play against your eleven we won’t play you at all, so that’s all about it.”

There was a prospect of unpleasantness even before the match began. It seemed that one of us would have to retire, in satisfaction of Mr. Barker’s rather unjustifiable demand. I was about to retire myself — for I instinctively felt that, as a captain, I was no match for Mr. Barker — when a rather curious incident occurred.

On a sudden a newcomer appeared upon the scene. I say on a sudden, for no one had noticed his approach, and yet, all at once, there he was, standing between the Latchmere captain and myself. To me at any rate his presence was so unexpected, and, indeed, so startling, that I stared. He seemed to have come out of space. He was a big, burly fellow, with smooth cheeks, round face, bullet-shaped head, and sleepy-looking black eyes.

“Let me play for you?” he said.

For a moment Mr. Barker stared at the stranger in surprise, in common with the rest of us. Then he jumped at the offer.

“Let you! rather!” He thrust out his hand and caught the stranger’s palm in his. But no sooner had he got it firmly gripped than he dropped it with an exclamation: “Why, what’s the matter with you? Ain’t you well? Your hand’s as cold as a frozen corpse.”

I went a little aside with Mr. Sapsworth.

“Who is he?” I asked.

“I don’t know, and yet I seem somehow to have seen his face before. But let them have him. He doesn’t look as though he were up to much.”

He did not. Anyone looking less like a cricketer I have seldom seen. His costume was ridiculous. He had on a pair of large check trousers — a check of the kind which the Oxford tailor explained to the undergraduate was a leetle too large to be seen to advantage on a single pair of understandings. He had on a huge top hat, of a size and shape which would have made the fortune of a “lion comique.” A red woollen muffler was wound several times round his neck, and his capacious person was enveloped in an enormous overcoat, the like of which I had never seen before. The day promised to remind us of the torrid zone, yet Mr. Barker had cried out that the stranger’s hand felt cold.

In the toss for innings victory fell to us. So we went in. I led the van. My associate was a youth named Fenning. He was a mere lad, and looked too much of a lout to be much of a cricketer. Mr. Barker led the bowling. I soon saw that if he had any strength it was not as a bowler. If I kept my head, I told myself, and he carried away my bails, it would be owing to the ground; for a rougher piece of turf, I suppose, few wickets have been pitched upon. But I was far too nervous to take liberties even with Mr. Barker. And, indeed, when the first over was finished, and I found myself still in, I drew a long breath of self-congratulation.

The other bowler was, in his own line, as meritorious a specimen as his captain. So, on the whole, things were going better than I had expected. I had scored eleven, six off Mr. Barker, and the rest off his friend. Even Fenning had hit up two — literally hit up. I was really beginning to think that I was getting set, which, in my palmiest days had only happened once — thrice happy day! — when something took place which showed me, not for the first time, the advisability of never counting your chickens till the eggs are hatched.

Mr. Barker was just about to commence an over. He actually had the ball in his hand, when the substitute — the stranger who had volunteered to fill the place of the eleventh man — came marching right across the field. Mr. Barker saw him coming, and called out to him to stay where he was. But, wholly unheeding, the substitute strode on. He reached Mr. Barker, and, without saying a word, so far as I could perceive, he coolly held out his hand for the ball. I fully expected that the Latchmere captain would remonstrate, and not only remonstrate, but remonstrate strongly; but, to my surprise, he instantly surrendered the ball, and slunk rather than walked to the place which the stranger had just quitted. So the substitute was left to bowl.

Without doubt he was an eccentric character. Up to that moment he had been fielding in his woollen muffler, his overcoat, and, last but not least, his wonderful top hat. These, however, he now doffed, and laid in a heap upon the ground. Their disappearance revealed the fact that he wore a tight-fitting jacket which was the same wonderful pattern in checks as his trousers. From the look of him, I certainly never supposed that he could bowl. My surprise was, therefore, all the greater when I discovered that he could. His action was peculiar. He went right up to the wicket, and stood quite still, delivering the ball with a curious flourish of the wrist. Its pace was amazing. It pitched a good two feet to the off, and broke right in — perhaps aided by the ground, though he certainly had found a spot. I was so astounded by the pace — which reminded me of the old stories told of Lillywhite; you could hear it “humming” in the air — that I never even moved my bat. It was that which saved me. As it was the bat was all but driven out of my hand. I told myself that on the arrival of a second edition I should have to go. Yet I did manage to stop the next four balls — how, I have not the faintest notion; but the sixth — for it seemed that, in those parts, they bowled six to the over — took my middle stump, breaking it clean off at the top.

As I entered the tent the scorer cried out — 

“What name?”

“Tom Benyon,” replied the bowler.

Mr. Hedges, who was seated at the scorer’s side, brought down his fist upon the trestle-table with a bang.

“I knew it was! I knowed him all along!” Mr. Hedges was in a state of odd excitement. “That chap who bowled you ain’t a man, sir — he’s a ghost.”

“He manages to put a good deal of pace on the ball for a ghost,” I answered.

“And so he ought to. Did you hear what name he said? He said Tom Benyon! There wasn’t a better cricketer in all these parts than Tom Benyon used to be. He played up in Lunnon more than once, I know, and got well paid for playing too. But he always was a queer sort, was Tom. I knew him well. I saw him buried. And if it is him, and not his ghost, he ain’t grown a day older these twenty years, he ain’t.”

I laughed. I supposed the old gentleman was jesting. But not a bit of it. When our second man had gone to the wicket Mr. Sapsworth drew me aside.

“I don’t like the look of this,” he said.

“Nor I,” I answered, supposing he referred to Mr. Benyon’s bowling. “He’ll bring down our stumps like ninepins.”

“It isn’t that. It — it’s the man,” he said.

“Do you mean the ghost?” I asked jokingly.

“It’s easy to laugh. But — —” Mr. Sapsworth paused. I could see he was ashamed of himself, yet had his suspicions none the less. “I thought I had seen him before, and I had. It is Tom Benyon.”

“He says he is Tom Benyon, and I suppose he should know best.”

“Yes.” Mr. Sapsworth fidgeted. “But Tom Benyon’s been dead these twenty years.”

“Dead!” I cried, and laughed. “He showed himself too much alive for me, at any rate.”

“When I was a youngster,” continued Mr. Sapsworth, “Tom Benyon used to come into my father’s shop to be shaved. He was always on the drink. One morning I was all alone, minding the shop for father, when he came in, mad drunk. I never shall forget that morning, never. He made me sit in the shaving-chair, and set about to shave me. He soaped me all over — face and hair and all. I was that there frightened I couldn’t make a sound. I never shall forget how I sat and watched him, with the soap all in my eyes, as he put an edge upon the razor. Then he set about shaving off my hair. He had got off about half of it, and I was streaming with blood, when who should come in but my father. If he hadn’t Tom Benyon would have made an end of me.”

He paused. I perceived that the mere recollection of his little adventure affected him unpleasantly.

“There was something queer about his death. Some people said it was drink had done for him, some of ’em said he had done for himself. Anyhow, the whole country-side was at his funeral. I was there. I remember it as plainly as though it was yesterday.”

While I was looking at Mr. Sapsworth, and pondering his words, there came the sound of laughter from the middle of the ground. It was not a loud laugh, but it was a distinctly disagreeable one. I looked round. Mr. Benyon was laughing at Mr. Fenning’s discomfiture. He had served him as he had served me — he had taken his middle stump right out of the ground. I turned to Mr. Sapsworth.

“You follow.”

“Me!” Mr. Sapsworth turned several shades whiter. “Me!” He looked about him with a frightened air. “Mr. Trentham, I — I can’t,” he said.

“Nonsense, Sapsworth! You don’t mean to say that you are going to allow yourself to be frightened by any nonsense about a ghost, and in broad daylight too!”

The little man did not look by any means reassured by my tone of derision. He seemed more inclined to take to his heels than to take his place at the wickets. It is not impossible that he might have done so had he not been addressed from a different quarter.

“Bob Sapsworth!” It was Mr. Benyon calling to the little barber right across the field. “Come and be shaved!”

I own that I myself was startled. The words were apposite, to say the least of it. We had just been speaking of Mr. Sapsworth’s experience of the shaver’s art as practised by Mr. Benyon’s hands, and here was Mr. Benyon’s namesake inviting him, if not to be cut, at least to come again. On Mr. Sapsworth the effect of the invitation was surprising. He had on his pads, his bat was in his hand. Without a word he shuffled towards the stumps. If ever I saw a man go to the wickets in a state of “mortal funk,” I saw him then.

I myself moved towards the scoring-tent. The state of things within it at once impressed me as peculiar. It had been filled, a little time ago, with jovial faces. Now, the owners of those faces might have been attendants at a funeral. And many a man has had a livelier following to the grave than I saw assembled then.

Fenning came shambling into the tent. I spoke to him.

“Mr. Benyon’s bowling was too much for you, eh, Fenning?”

Unless I am mistaken, Mr. Fenning wiped a tear out of his eye. He certainly put up his hand and rubbed the optic with his knuckles.

“I never seed such bowling! ‘Tain’t fair!” he said.

“What is there unfair about it, Fenning?”

“It comes so sharp. I never seed the ball afore there was my wickets down.”

I smiled. Not so the company. They regarded Mr. Fenning’s words with different eyes. Mr. Hedges gave expression to the general opinion.

“You ain’t never seen such bowling afore, and you won’t never see such bowling again. ‘Cause why? ‘Cause it’s a ghost that’s bowling, not a man!”

Mr. Fenning looked about him with open eyes, and with open mouth as well. “A ghost!” he mumbled.

“A ghost!” said Mr. Hedges.

I expostulated.

“Come, Mr. Hedges, you frighten the lad. I am surprised, too, that a man of your age and experience and wisdom should talk nonsense about ghosts.”

Mr. Hedges looked up at me a little sharply.

“If he ain’t a ghost, what’s become of the things that he’s took off?”

I asked him what he meant. He pointed across the ground.

“He took off his hat and his coat and his scarf, and he laid ’em on the grass. He ain’t touched ’em, and no one ain’t took ’em, yet they’re gone! We saw ’em go. If he ain’t a ghost, what’s become of the things that he’s took off?”

Mr. Hedges grew a little excited. I looked in the direction in which the old gentleman was pointing. The garments he referred to had apparently vanished, but, of course, their disappearance was susceptible of a most natural explanation. I should have maintained this proposition with more confidence had it not been for something which immediately occurred.

Mr. Benyon was preparing to deliver his first ball to Mr. Sapsworth, and as I eyed him I noted the extremely unworkmanlike attitude in which Mr. Sapsworth awaited the delivery. Preparatory to delivering the ball Mr. Benyon divested himself of his remarkable coat, which matched his trousers, and in so doing disclosed a waistcoat which matched his coat. Neatly folding up the garment, he laid it beside him on the ground. No sooner did it touch the ground than it disappeared. I am unable to say how, but it did, and that before the eyes of all the lookers-on. This singular behaviour on the part of that curious garment took me by surprise.

After that I was prepared to excuse a certain amount of nervousness on the part of Mr. Sapsworth. To Mr. Benyon Mr. Sapsworth’s nervousness seemed to afford positive pleasure. He cried, in a tone which was perhaps meant to be jovial:

“Now, Bob Sapsworth, prepare to be shaved!”

The ball went from his hand like lightning. Mr. Sapsworth yelled. Mr. Benyon sent down his second ball — whack! not against the bat, but, I should say, as nearly as possible against the same portion of Mr. Sapsworth’s frame which it had struck before. Any cricketer might have been demoralised after receiving two such blows, but he would at least have tried to get out of the way of the ball instead of in it. Mr. Sapsworth placed his person exactly where the ball might be expected to come, and, for once in a way, expectation was realised — it did come. The third, fourth, and fifth balls found an exactly similar billet, and the sixth not only knocked his bat out of his trembling hands, but all three of his stumps clean out of the ground.

“I said I’d shave you, Bobby!” shouted Mr. Benyon, as the victim went limping from the place of execution.

“Next man in,” I said.

“I ain’t going in,” courteously rejoined the player whose turn it was to follow. I was about to ask him why, when I was saved the trouble by Mr. Benyon.

“Jack Hawthorn!” Oddly enough, the man’s name was Hawthorn, though how Mr. Benyon came to know that he was next man in is more than I can say. Mr. Hawthorn was a huge fellow quite six feet high; but at the sound of Mr. Benyon’s voice he rose, docile as a child. “I’m waiting for you.”

Without pads Mr. Hawthorn went striding across the turf, content to use the bat which Mr. Sapsworth had left lying on the ground. That hero came limping into the tent.

“It’s a ghost,” he said.

I could not but feel that the fellow was something of a cur. To this feeling I gave expression.

“Ghost or no ghost, rather than let him pound me all over the body with the ball, I would have made one try to hit at it. And you told me that you were an all-round player.”

No doubt the man must have been suffering considerable pain, but I was too much annoyed at his cowardice to feel for him. Besides, the whole thing was so preposterous.

Undoubtedly, as a trundler Mr. Benyon was superb. I have no hesitation in saying that I do not remember to have seen finer bowling than his on any ground in England. He combined two things which, so far as I am aware, are not to be found together in any living player — pace and break. But it was not his bowling, fine as it was, which promised to work our ruin, so much as the absurd belief entertained by the members of the team that he — check trousers and all — was a ghost. An idea came into my head. I resolved that I would ask him, point-blank, in the face of all the people, if he was a ghost. If his answers did not satisfy the doubters nothing would.

The opportunity occurred just as he was about to begin his following over. Moving from the tent, I advanced towards the wickets.

“Excuse me, Mr. Benyon, but before you commence to bowl might I speak to you a word?”

He turned and looked at me. As he did so I was conscious that, in the most emphatic sense of the word, his appearance was peculiar. He looked as though he were a corpse, and an unhealthy corpse to boot — the sort of corpse that no man would spend a night with willingly. And this unpleasant appearance was accentuated by his ridiculous attire. Fancy a dead man, of a bloated habit of body, taking his walks abroad in a suit of checks — each check twelve inches square! I was so uncomfortably conscious that Mr. Benyon did not look a clubbable kind of man that I faltered in my speech.

“You will excuse me, Mr. Benyon, if the question I am about to put to you appears to you even worse than absurd, but the members of my team have some ridiculous notion in their heads that you are a certain Tom Benyon who died twenty years ago, and who now lies buried in the churchyard. I am sure, therefore, you will forgive my asking, are you a ghost?”

Mr. Benyon eyed me, and I eyed him — not willingly, but because, for some reason or other, I could not help it. At last he answered, speaking in a sort of shout,

“I am.”

Of course such an answer was absurd — ridiculously absurd. As I sit here writing no man could be more conscious of its absurdity than I am. But then it was not that I was so conscious of as of a cold shiver going all down my back, and of a sort of feeling as though Providence had sent me out into the world knock-kneed. I struggled against a strong inclination to sit down upon the turf and stop there. But being at the same time dimly aware that I was making an unexampled fool of myself, I made a frantic effort to regain the use of my tongue.

“Oh, you — you are a ghost! I — I thought so. Tha — thanks.”

How I got back to the tent I have not the faintest notion. But I do know that after that exhibition of the sort of stuff that I was made of, disaster followed hard upon disaster.

The first wicket — my own — had fallen for thirteen runs. The second, and the third, had seen the score unaltered. Hawthorn was the fourth man in. He was so fortunate as to appear upon the scene just as I put my fatal question — it was to give him a chance I put it. The answer settled him — that is, if there was anything left to settle. I am not able to state exactly what became of him, but I have a clear impression that he was out at the end of the over. Moreover, of this I am well assured, that nine wickets fell without an addition being made to the score. I suppose that is, in its way, a record.

Whether Mr. Benyon owed the inhabitants of his native place a grudge the evidence before me does not enable one to decide; but, if he did, he certainly paid it in full that day. Although he bowled at the wickets he hit the players first. Nor was this, so far as appearances went, in any way his fault; they seemed to have a singular knack of getting just in the way of the ball. The order of the innings was this: the ball hit each man five times, and the wickets once. At the end of each of Mr. Benyon’s overs a batsman returned to the tent a sadder and a lamer man.

One case in particular was hard. It was the case of Mr. Hedges. He was the last man in; when his turn came, with the score still at thirteen runs, he stuck to his seat like glue.

“Won’t somebody go in for me?” he asked, as he saw his doom approaching. “I ain’t no cricketer,” he added, a little later on. “Now am I?” He asked the question of his friends, but his friends were still. He addressed himself to Mr. Sapsworth. “Bob Sapsworth, you asked me to play, now didn’t you? You says to me, ‘If you play, William Hedges,’ you says, ‘I shouldn’t be surprised but what the gent as we’re going to ask to captain us stands you a free lunch,’ you says, ‘not to speak of drinks,’ you says.” I pricked up my ears at this, but held my tongue. “But you says nothing about being bowled at by a ghost, now did you now; I ask you, Bob Sapsworth, did you now?”

Mr. Sapsworth was silent. The old gentleman went on:

“I shan’t go in,” he announced. That was when the ninth batsman had received Mr. Benyon’s first ball — upon his person. “Nothing shan’t make me go in to be bowled at by a ghost.” This second announcement followed the delivery of the second ball upon the batsman’s person. “I ain’t no cricketer, and I don’t know nothing about the rules of the game, and I ain’t going to stand up to be chucked at by a ghost,” and Mr. Hedges struck his fist upon the board. There came a yell from the wickets; Mr. Hedges gripped his seat tightly with his hands. “I won’t go in!” he cried. Another ball, another yell. Mr. Hedges repeated his determination over and over again, as if in its reiteration he sought for strength to keep it. “I won’t! I won’t! I won’t!”

The last ball of the over, and the ninth of our hopes had fallen. A pause ensued. The batsman came limping towards the tent. Mr. Hedges’ time was come; he clutched at the seat with the frenzy of despair.

“Bill Hedges!” sang out Mr. Benyon; but Mr. Hedges gave no sign. “Bill Hedges!” Still no reply. “Bill Hedges, have I got to come and fetch you?”

At that awful threat the old gentleman did rise. His ample form went waddling across the ground.

“I — I’m a-coming, Tom. I — I ain’t no cricketer, Tom. Do — don’t you be too hard on me. If you must hit me, let it be behind.”

“Where’s your bat?”

The inquiry came from Mr. Benyon. Mr. Hedges had arrived at the wicket without that batsman’s requisite. He scratched his head.

“My bat? I — I don’t want no bat. I — I ain’t no cricketer. You can hit me quite as well without it, Tom.”

“Go and get your bat!”

Mr. Hedges went and got it. When he had it it was evident that he had but rudimentary notions of its uses. He held it gingerly, round side foremost, as though he were afraid that if he grasped it tightly it would burn him.

“Bill Hedges, do you remember those drinks you paid for me the Saturday week before I died?”

“No, Tom; I can’t say rightly as how I do.”

“You did. It was at the ‘Crown and Anchor.’ I had no money. I said if you’d stand Sam I’d pay you back again; but I never did. I’ll pay you now.”

Mr. Benyon paid him, five times over. The old gentleman bore it like a lamb. Whack — whack — whack — whack — whack! and the fall of his wicket at the end. As he returned towards the tent he wiped his wrinkled brow.

“I always said I wasn’t no cricketer, and I ain’t,” he said.


CHAPTER III. AND BATS.

Our innings was over — for thirteen runs. We sat there, moping in a crowd, I among the rest, when Mr. Benyon, bustling up, reminded me of my duties as a captain.

“Now then, turn out. Send your men into the field. We can’t stop here all day. I’m first man in; soon I’ll have to go, and I haven’t had a smack at a cricket-ball these twenty years!”

We looked at each other. One part of his address gave us a certain gratification — that part in which he stated that he soon would have to go. We turned out. I suppose a more unpromising set of fieldsmen never yet took their places in the field. The Latchmere men went slouching towards the tent; some of them, I noticed, instead of going in stole towards the rear. These, I suspect, stole off the ground; I never set eyes on them again.

“Mr. Trentham, I — I can’t bowl,” whispered Mr. Sapsworth to me as we moved across the turf.

He and I had agreed that we should start the bowling. I confess that I felt no more inclined to act up to the letter of our agreement than he did. But Mr. Benyon intervened.

“Now, Bob Sapsworth, you take the bowling one end, and let your captain take the other. Captain, you take first over.”

I obeyed without a murmur. It might have been quite a usual thing to see in a match a member of one team ordering about the captain of the other. I do not think that our field was arranged on scientific principles; I may certainly claim that I had nothing to do with its arrangement. There is a suspicion floating through my mind that at one or two points — two, or more — men were placed unusually close together. For instance, at deep mid-off — very deep mid-off — Mr. Hawthorn and Mr. Hedges were not only doing their best to trample on each other’s toes, but each was seeking for a place of security behind the other’s back.

Mr. Barker shared with Mr. Benyon the honour of being first man in. The Latchmere captain, as a captain, had become quite as much a figurehead as I had. His bearing was indicative of extreme depression. I think he had learned that to take, off-hand, the first substitute who offered, was, now and then, unwise.

To enable him to bat with more advantage, Mr. Benyon had removed his waistcoat, which matched his trousers and his coat. What he had done with it I cannot say; possibly it had vanished, with his other garments, into air. Now he had on a bright red flannel shirt — his tastes in costume seemed a trifle lurid — the sleeves of which were turned up above the elbows. His pose was almost as peculiar as his costume. He stood bolt upright, his legs together, his feet drawn heel to heel; not at all in the fashion of a modern cricketer, who seeks to guard his wickets with his legs. His bat he held straight down in front of him, the blade swinging gently in the air.

I am afraid I wasted more time in preparing to deliver my first ball than I need have done; but if Mr. Benyon had not had a smack with a bat for twenty years it was a good fifteen since I had bowled a ball. After such a lapse of time one requires to pull oneself together before exhibiting one’s powers to a cricketer of Mr. Benyon’s calibre. He, however, did not seem to recognise the necessity which I myself felt that I was under.

“Hurry up, sir! Don’t I tell you that soon I’ll have to go?”

I hurried up. I gave him an overhand full pitch which would have made a decent catch for point, if point had been close in, which he wasn’t. However, in any case Mr. Benyon would have saved him the trouble. He hit the ball a crack the like of which I had never seen before. He drove it over the hedge, and over the trees, and up to the skies, and out of sight.

“I don’t think that’s a bad little smack to start with,” he observed. “I like your kind of bowling, mister. I suppose that’s a boundary.” He called to the scorer — if there was one, which I doubt— “Put down Tom Benyon six!” He turned again to me. “It’s no good wasting time looking for that ball. I’ve another in my pocket you can have.”

He put his hand into his trousers’ pocket. Those remarkable garments fitted him like eel-skins. I had certainly never supposed that he could by any possibility have such a thing as a cricket-ball in one of the pockets. But it appeared that he had. He drew one out and threw it up to me.

My second ball was a colourable imitation of my first, only this time it was wide to leg. To long-leg Mr. Benyon sent it flying.

“Put down Tom Benyon another six!” he cried. “I do like your bowling, mister. I’ve got another ball which you can have.”

He produced a second ball from the same pocket from which the first had come. I could scarcely believe my eyes. But I was discovering, with Horatio, that there were more things in heaven and earth than had been contained in my philosophy. Since Mr. Benyon professed such affection for the style of bowling which I favoured, I sent him down another sample. This time it was fairly straight — by which I mean that it would not have pitched more than a yard from the wickets if Mr. Benyon had allowed it to pitch, which he didn’t. He treated it as he had done the first — he drove it, with terrific force, right above my head.

“Never mind about the ball,” he said. “I’ve got another in my pocket.”

He had — the third. And in the same pocket from which the other two had come.

My fourth ball he treated to a swipe to square-leg. He seemed to have a partiality for swiping. Quite unnecessarily he allowed that this was so.

“I do like a ball which I can get a smack at,” he remarked as he produced a fourth ball from the same pocket of his tightly-fitting trousers which had contained the other three. “A swipe does warm me so. Your kind of bowling, mister, ‘s just the thing.”

It was kind of him to say so; though, to my thinking, his remark did not convey a compliment. When he sent my fifth ball out of sight I wished that his love for swiping had been less, or my bowling of another kind. The sixth, however, which he also produced from the same wondrous store contained in his breeches pocket, he contented himself with what he called “snicking.”

“That’s what I call a pretty snick,” he said.

The “snick” in question was a tremendous drive to deep mid-off. It was stopped, quite involuntarily, by Mr. Hawthorn and Mr. Hedges. So far as I could see, it stunned the pair of them. Neither of them made the slightest attempt to return the ball.

“Run it out!” cried Mr. Benyon. He and Mr. Barker began to run. They ran four, and then they ran two more, and still the ball was not thrown in. Mr. Benyon urged the fielders on. “Hurry up, Bill Hedges!”

Mr. Hedges did not hurry up; he never could have hurried up, even if his manner of “fielding” the ball had not wholly deprived him of his wind. But the ball was at last thrown in — when the pair had run eleven. Forty-one runs off his first over was a result calculated to take the conceit out of the average bowler. And Mr. Benyon’s last performance, his “snick,” had placed him at the other wicket, prepared to receive Mr. Sapsworth’s bowling — when it came.

“Now, Bob Sapsworth, I’ll have a smack at you!” he said.

He had. I felt for Mr. Sapsworth. But since I had suffered it was only fair that he should suffer too. Crack — smack — whack went the balls out of sight in all directions. And for each ball that disappeared Mr. Benyon produced another from his breeches pocket. I felt that these things must be happening to me in a dream. I was rapidly approaching the condition in which Alice must have been in Wonderland — prepared for anything.

Time went on. Mr. Sapsworth and I bowled over after over. Mr. Benyon was making a record in tall scoring. No performance of “W. G.’s” ever came within many miles of it. And the balls he lost! And the balls which he produced! And the diabolical ingenuity with which he managed, at the close of every over, to change his end! If Mr. Barker did no hitting, he did some running. He never had a chance to make a stroke, but his partner took care to make him run an incredibly large odd number as a wind up to every over. Mr. Benyon did not seem to be distressed by the exertion in the least; Mr. Barker emphatically did.

Mr. Benyon had buoyed us up by his statement that he would soon have to go. His ideas of soon were different from ours. I suppose, at the outside, our innings had lasted half an hour. How long we bowled to Mr. Benyon is more than I can say. I know that I bowled until I felt that I should either have to stop or drop. By degrees one fact began to be impressed upon me. It was this — that the number of spectators was growing smaller by degrees and beautifully less. Originally there had been quite a crowd assembled. In course of time this had dwindled to half a dozen stragglers. A little later on even these had gone. And not only spectators but cricketers had disappeared. If my eyes did not deceive me, there was not a member of the Latchmere team left on the ground. They had had enough of Mr. Benyon — or his ghost.

What was more, some of our own team took courage, and leg-bail. I caught one of them — the lad Fenning — in the act of scrambling through the hedge. But I had not the heart to stop him. I only wished that I had been so fortunate as to have led the van.

The thing grew serious. So far as I could see, Mr. Hawthorn, Mr. Hedges, Mr. Sapsworth, and I were the only members of the Storwell team left on the ground. And the reflection involuntarily crossed my mind — what fools we were to stay! The amount of running about we had to do! And the way in which Mr. Benyon urged us on! The perspiration was running off from us in streams — I had never had such a “sweater” before!

“I do like your kind of bowling, mister,” Mr. Benyon would constantly remark.

If I had had an equal admiration for his kind of batting we should have been quits, but I had not; at least not then.

A little later, looking round the field, I found that Mr. Hawthorn had disappeared, and that Mr. Hedges, stuck in a hedge, was struggling gallantly to reach safety on the other side. It was the last ball of Mr. Sapsworth’s over. Mr. Benyon ran thirteen for a hit to leg. He made Mr. Barker run them too — it was the proverbial last straw. As Mr. Barker was running the thirteenth run, instead of going to his wicket he dropped his bat — the bat which he had never had a chance to utilise — and bolted off the field as though Satan was behind him. Mr. Benyon called out to him, but Mr. Barker neither stopped nor stayed. It seemed that the match was going to resolve itself into a game of single wicket.

To make things better, when I came up to bowl I perceived that Mr. Sapsworth’s power of endurance had reached its tether. The position he had taken up in the field had not much promise of usefulness. He first stood close up to the hedge, then he stood in the middle of the hedge, then — I doubt if he stood upon the other side. But at least he had vanished from my ken. And I was left alone to bowl to Mr. Benyon. That over!

“I do like your kind of bowling, mister,” he observed when, as usual, he sent my first ball out of sight. “Never mind about the ball. I’ve got one in my pocket you can have.”

He had. He produced it — always from the same pocket. It was about the second thousand.

“It does warm me so to swipe.” This he said when he had sent my second ball on a journey to find its brother. Then a ball or two later on, “I call that a tidy smack.” The “smack” in question had driven the ball, for anything I know to the contrary, a distance of some five miles or so.

The next ball I fielded. It was the first piece of fielding I had done that day, and that was unintentional. It laid me on the ground. It was some moments before I recovered myself sufficiently to enable me to look round. When I did so no one was in sight. I was alone in the field. The opposite wicket was deserted. The bat lay on the ground. And Mr. Benyon had gone!

THE END
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Aunt’s Excursion

“Thomas,” observed my aunt, as she entered the room, “I have taken you by surprise.”

She had. Hamlet could scarcely have been more surprised at the appearance of the ghost of his father. I had supposed that she was in the wilds of Cornwall. She glanced at the table at which I had been seated.

“What are you doing? — having your breakfast?”

I perceived, from the way in which she used her glasses, and the marked manner in which she paused, that she considered the hour an uncanonical one for such a meal. I retained some fragments of my presence of mind.

“The fact is, my dear aunt, that I was at work a little late last night, and this morning I find myself with a trifling headache.”

“Then a holiday will do you good.”

I agreed with her. I never knew an occasion on which I felt that it would not.

“I shall be only too happy to avail myself of the opportunity afforded by your unexpected presence to relax for a time, the strain of my curriculum of studies. May I hope, my dear aunt, that you propose to stay with me at least a month?”

“I return to-night.”

“To-night! When did you come?”

“This morning.”

“From Cornwall?”

“From Lostwithiel. An excursion left Lostwithiel shortly after midnight, and returns again at midnight to-day, thus giving fourteen hours in London for ten shillings. I resolved to take advantage of the occasion, and to give some of my poorer neighbours, who had never even been as far as Plymouth in their lives, a glimpse of some of the sights of the Great City. Here they are — I filled a compartment with them. There are nine.”

There were nine — and they were about the most miscellaneous-looking nine I ever saw. I had wondered what they meant by coming with my aunt into my sitting-room. Now, if anything, I wondered rather more. She proceeded to introduce them individually — not by any means by name only.

“This is John Eva. He is eighty-two and slightly deaf. Good gracious, man! don’t stand there shuffling, with your back against the wall: sit down somewhere, do. This is Mrs. Penna, sixty-seven, and a little lame. I believe you’re eating peppermints again. I told you, Mrs. Penna, that I can’t stand the odour, and I can’t. This is her grandson, Stephen Treen, aged nine. He cried in the train.”

My aunt shook her finger at Stephen Treen, in an admonitory fashion, which bade fair, from the look of him, to cause an immediate renewal of his sorrows.

“This is Matthew Holman, a converted drunkard who has been the worst character in the parish. But we are hoping better things of him now.” Matthew Holman grinned, as if he were not certain that the hope was mutual, “This is Jane, and this is Ellen, two maids of mine. They are good girls, in their way, but stupid. You will have to keep your eye on them, or they will lose themselves the first chance they get.” I was not amazed, as I glanced in their direction, to perceive that Jane and Ellen blushed.

“This,” went on my aunt, and into her voice there came a sort of awful dignity, “is Daniel Dyer, I believe that he kissed Ellen in a tunnel.”

“Please ma’am,” cried Ellen, and her manner bore the hall-mark of truth, “it wasn’t me, that I’m sure.”

“Then it was Jane — which does not alter the case in the least.” In saying this, it seemed to me that, from Ellen’s point of view, my aunt was illogical. “I am not certain that I ought to have brought him with us; but, since I have, we must make the best of it. I only hope that he will not kiss young women when he is in the streets with me.”

I also hoped, in the privacy of my own breast, that he would not kiss young women while he was in the streets with me — at least, when it remained broad day.

“This,” continued my aunt, leaving Daniel Dyer buried in the depths of confusion, and Jane on the verge of tears, “is Sammy Trevenna, the parish idiot. I brought him, trusting that the visit would tend to sharpen his wits, and at the same time, teach him the difference between right and wrong. You will have, also, to keep an eye upon Sammy. I regret to say that he is addicted to picking and stealing. Sammy, where is the address card which I gave you?”

Sammy — who looked his character, every inch of it! — was a lanky, shambling youth, apparently eighteen or nineteen years old. He fumbled in his pockets.

“I’ve lost it,” he sniggered.

“I thought so. That is the third you have lost since we started. Here is another. I will pin it to your coat; then when you are lost, someone will be able to understand who you are. Last, but not least, Thomas, this is Mr. Poltifen. Although this is his first visit to London, he has read a great deal about the Great Metropolis. He has brought a few books with him, from which he proposes to read selections, at various points in our peregrinations, bearing upon the sights we are seeing, in order that instruction may be blended with our entertainment.”

Mr. Poltifen was a short, thick-set individual, with that in his appearance which was suggestive of pugnacity, an iron-grey, scrubby beard, and a pair of spectacles — probably something superior in the cobbling line. He had about a dozen books fastened together in a leather strap, among them being — as, before the day was finished, I had good reason to be aware — a “History of London,” in seven volumes.

“Mr. Poltifen,” observed my aunt, waving her hand towards the gentleman referred to, “represents, in our party, the quality of intelligent interest.”

Mr. Poltifen settled his glasses on his nose and glared at me as if he dared me to deny it. Nothing could have been further from my mind.

“Sammy,” exclaimed my aunt, “sit still. How many times have I to request you not to shuffle?”

Sammy was rubbing his knees together in a fashion the like of which I had never seen before. When he was addressed, he drew the back of his hand across his mouth, and he sniggered. I felt that he was the sort of youth anyone would have been glad to show round town.

My aunt took a sheet of paper from her hand-bag.

“This is the outline programme we have drawn up. We have, of course, the whole day in front of us, and I have jotted down the names of some of the more prominent places of interest which we wish to see.” She began to read: “The Tower Bridge, the Tower of London, Woolwich Arsenal, the National Gallery, British Museum, South Kensington Museum, the Natural History Museum, the Zoological Gardens, Kew Gardens, Greenwich Hospital, Westminster Abbey, the Albert Memorial, the Houses of Parliament, the Monument, the Marble Arch, the Bank of England, the Thames Embankment, Billingsgate Fish Market, Covent Garden Market, the Meat Market, some of the birthplaces of famous persons, some of the scenes mentioned in Charles Dickens’s novels — during the winter we had a lecture in the schoolroom on Charles Dickens’s London; it aroused great interest — and the Courts of Justice. And we should like to finish up at the Crystal Palace. We should like to hear any suggestions you would care to make which would tend to alteration or improvement — only, I may observe, that we are desirous of reaching the Crystal Palace as early in the day as possible, as it is there we propose to have our midday meal.” I had always been aware that my aunt’s practical knowledge of London was but slight, but I had never realised how slight until that moment. “Our provisions we have brought with us. Each person has a meat pasty, a potato pasty, a jam pasty, and an apple pasty, so that all we shall require will be water.”

This explained the small brown-paper parcel which each member of the party was dangling by a string.

“And you propose to consume this — little provision at the Crystal Palace, after visiting these other places?” My aunt inclined her head. I took the sheet of paper from which she had been reading. “May I ask how you propose to get from place to place?”

“Well, Thomas, that is the point. I have made myself responsible for the entire charge, so I would wish to keep down expenses. We should like to walk as much as possible.”

“If you walk from Woolwich Arsenal to the Zoological Gardens, and from the Zoological Gardens to Kew Gardens, you will walk as far as possible — and rather more.”

Something in my tone seemed to cause a shadow to come over my aunt’s face.

“How far is it?”

“About fourteen or fifteen miles. I have never walked it myself, you understand, so the estimate is a rough one.”

I felt that this was not an occasion on which it was necessary to be over-particular as to a yard or so.

“So much as that? I had no idea it was so far. Of course, walking is out of the question. How would a van do?”

“A what?”

“A van. One of those vans in which, I understand, children go for treats. How much would they charge, now, for one which would hold the whole of us?”

“I haven’t the faintest notion, aunt. Would you propose to go in a van to all these places?” I motioned towards the sheet of paper. She nodded. “I have never, you understand, done this sort of thing in a van, but I imagine that the kind of vehicle you suggest, with one pair of horses, to do the entire round would take about three weeks.”

“Three weeks? Thomas!”

“I don’t pretend to literal accuracy, but I don’t believe that I’m far wrong. No means of locomotion with which I am acquainted will enable you to do it in a day, of that I’m certain. I’ve been in London since my childhood, but I’ve never yet had time to see one-half the things you’ve got down upon this sheet of paper.”

“Is it possible?”

“It’s not only possible, it’s fact. You country folk have no notion of London’s vastness.”

“Stupendous!”

“It is stupendous. Now, when would you like to reach the Crystal Palace?”

“Well, not later than four. By then we shall be hungry.”

I surveyed the nine.

“It strikes me that some of you look hungry now. Aren’t you hungry?”

I spoke to Sammy. His face was eloquent.

“I be famished.”

I do not attempt to reproduce the dialect: I am no dialectician. I merely reproduce the sense; that is enough for me. The lady whom my aunt had spoken of as “Mrs. Penna, sixty-seven, and a little lame,” agreed with Sammy.

“So be I. I be fit to drop, I be.”

On this subject there was a general consensus of opinion — they all seemed fit to drop. I was not surprised. My aunt was surprised instead.

“You each of you had a treacle pasty in the train!”

“What be a treacle pasty?”

I was disposed to echo Mrs. Penna’s query, “What be a treacle pasty?” My aunt struck me as really cutting the thing a little too fine.

“You finish your pasties now — when we get to the Palace I’ll see that you have something to take their place. That shall be my part of the treat.”

My aunt’s manner was distinctly severe, especially considering that it was a party of pleasure.

“Before we started it was arranged exactly what provisions would have to be sufficient. I do not wish to encroach upon your generosity, Thomas — nothing of the kind.”

“Never mind, aunt, that’ll be all right. You tuck into your pasties.”

They tucked into their pasties with a will. Aunt had some breakfast with me — poor soul! she stood in need of it — and we discussed the arrangements for the day.

“Of course, my dear aunt, this programme of yours is out of the question, altogether. We’ll just do a round on a ‘bus, and then it’ll be time to start for the Palace.”

“But, Thomas, they will be so disappointed — and, considering how much it will cost me, we shall seem to be getting so little for the money.”

“My dear aunt, you will have had enough by the time you get back, I promise you.”

My promise was more than fulfilled — they had had good measure, pressed down and running over.

The first part of our programme took the form, as I had suggested, of a ride on a ‘bus. Our advent in the Strand — my rooms are in the Adelphi — created a sensation. I fancy the general impression was that we were a party of lunatics, whom I was personally conducting. That my aunt was one of them I do not think that anyone doubted. The way in which she worried and scurried and fussed and flurried was sufficient to convey that idea.

It is not every ‘bus which has room for eleven passengers. We could not line up on the curbstone, it would have been to impede the traffic. And as my aunt would not hear of a division of forces, as we sauntered along the pavement we enjoyed ourselves immensely. The “parish idiot” would insist on hanging on to the front of every shop-window, necessitating his being dragged away by the collar of his jacket. Jane and Ellen glued themselves together arm in arm, sniggering at anything and everything — especially when Daniel Dyer digged them in the ribs from behind. Mrs. Penna, proving herself to be a good deal more than a little lame, had to be hauled along by my aunt on one side, and by Mr. Holman, the “converted drunkard,” on the other. That Mr. Holman did not enjoy his position I felt convinced from the way in which, every now and then, he jerked the poor old soul completely off her feet. With her other hand my aunt gripped Master Treen by the hand, he keeping his mouth as wide open as he possibly could; his little trick of continually looking behind him resulting in collisions with most of the persons, and lamp-posts, he chanced to encounter. The deaf Mr. Eva brought up the rear with Mr. Poltifen and his strapful of books that gentleman favouring him with totally erroneous scraps of information, which he was, fortunately, quite unable to hear.

We had reached Newcastle Street before we found a ‘bus which contained the requisite amount of accommodation. Then, when I hailed one which was nearly empty, the party boarded it. Somewhat to my surprise, scarcely anyone wished to go outside. Mrs. Penna, of course, had to be lifted into the interior, where Jane and Ellen joined her — I fancy that they fought shy of the ladder-like staircase — followed by Daniel Dyer, in spite of my aunt’s protestations. She herself went next, dragging with her Master Treen, who wanted to go outside, but was not allowed, and, in consequence, was moved to tears. Messrs. Eva, Poltifen, Holman and I were the only persons who made the ascent; and the conductor having indulged in some sarcastic comments on things in general and my aunt’s protégés in particular, which nearly drove me to commit assault and battery, the ‘bus was started.

We had not gone far before I had reason to doubt the genuineness of Mr. Holman’s conversion. Drawing the back of his hand across his lips, he remarked to Mr. Eva — 

“It do seem as if this were going to be a thirsty job. ‘Tain’t my notion of a holiday — —”

I repeat that I make no attempt to imitate the dialect. Perceiving himself addressed, Mr. Eva put his hand up to his ear.

“Beg pardon — what were that you said?”

“I say that I be perishing for something to drink. I be faint for want of it. What’s a day’s pleasure if you don’t never have a chance to moisten your lips?”

Although this was said in a tone of voice which caused the foot-passengers to stand and stare, the driver to start round in his seat, as if he had been struck, and the conductor to come up to inquire if anything were wrong, it failed to penetrate Mr. Eva’s tympanum.

“What be that?” the old gentleman observed.

“It do seem as if I were more deaf than usual.”

I touched Mr. Holman on the shoulder.

“All right — leave him alone. I’ll see that you have what you want when we get down; only don’t try to make him understand while we’re on this ‘bus.”

“Thank you kindly, sir. There’s no denying that a taste of rum would do me good. John Eva, he be terrible hard of hearing — terrible; and the old girl she ain’t a notion of what’s fit for a man.”

How much the insides saw of London I cannot say. I doubt if any one on the roof saw much. In my anxiety to alight on one with room I had not troubled about the destination of the ‘bus. As, however, it proved to be bound for London Bridge, I had an opportunity to point out St. Paul’s Cathedral, the Bank of England, and similar places. I cannot say that my hearers seemed much struck by the privileges they were enjoying. When the vehicle drew up in the station-yard, Mr. Holman pointed with his thumb — 

“There be a public over there.”

I admitted that there was.

“Here’s a shilling for you — mind you’re quickly back. Perhaps Mr. Poltifen would like to come with you.”

Mr. Poltifen declined.

“I am a teetotaller. I have never touched alcohol in any form.”

I felt that Mr. Poltifen regarded both myself and my proceedings with austere displeasure. When all had alighted, my aunt, proceeding to number the party, discovered that one was missing; also, who it was.

“Where is Matthew Holman?”

“He’s — he’s gone across the road to — to see the time.”

“To see the time! There’s a clock up over the station there. What do you mean?”

“The fact is, my dear aunt, that feeling thirsty he has gone to get something to drink.”

“To drink! But he signed the pledge on Monday!”

“Then, in that case, he’s broken it on Wednesday. Come, let’s get inside the station; we can’t stop here; people will wonder who we are.”

“Thomas, we will wait here for Matthew Holman. I am responsible for that man.”

“Certainly, my dear aunt; but if we remain on the precise spot on which we are at present planted, we shall be prosecuted for obstruction. If you will go into the station, I will bring him to you there.”

“Where are you going to take us now?”

“To the Crystal Palace.”

“But — we have seen nothing of London.”

“You’ll see more of it when we get to the Palace. It’s a wonderful place, full of the most stupendous sights; their due examination will more than occupy all the time you have to spare.”

Having hustled them into the station, I went in search of Mr. Holman. “The converted drunkard” was really enjoying himself for the first time. He had already disposed of four threepennyworths of rum, and was draining the last as I came in.

“Now, sir, if you was so good as to loan me another shilling, I shouldn’t wonder if I was to have a nice day, after all.”

“I dare say. We’ll talk about that later on. If you don’t want to be lost in London, you’ll come with me at once.”

I scrambled them all into a train; I do not know how. It was a case of cram. Selecting an open carriage, I divided the party among the different compartments. My aunt objected; but it had to be. By the time that they were all in, my brow was damp with perspiration. I looked around. Some of our fellow-passengers wore ribbons, about eighteen inches wide, and other mysterious things; already, at that hour of the day, they were lively. The crowd was not what I expected.

“Is there anything on at the Palace?” I inquired of my neighbour. He laughed, in a manner which was suggestive.

“Anything on? What ho! Where are you come from? Why, it’s the Foresters’ Day. It’s plain that you’re not one of us. More shame to you, sonny! Here’s a chance for you to join.”

Foresters’ Day! I gasped. I saw trouble ahead. I began to think that I had made a mistake in tearing off to the Crystal Palace in search of solitude. I had expected a desert, in which my aunt’s friends would have plenty of room to knock their heads against anything they pleased. But Foresters’ Day! Was it eighty or a hundred thousand people who were wont to assemble on that occasion? I remembered to have seen the figures somewhere. The ladies and gentlemen about us wore an air of such conviviality that one wondered to what heights they would attain as the day wore on.

We had a delightful journey. It occupied between two and three hours — or so it seemed to me. When we were not hanging on to platforms we were being shunted, or giving the engine a rest, or something of the kind. I know we were stopping most of the time. But the Foresters, male and female, kept things moving, if the train stood still. They sang songs, comic and sentimental; played on various musical instruments, principally concertinas; whistled; paid each other compliments; and so on. Jane and Ellen were in the next compartment to mine — as usual, glued together; how those two girls managed to keep stuck to each other was a marvel. Next to them was the persevering Daniel Dyer. In front was a red-faced gentleman, with a bright blue tie and an eighteen-inch-wide green ribbon. He addressed himself to Mr. Dyer.

“Two nice young ladies you’ve got there, sir.”

Judging from what he looked like at the back, I should say that Mr. Dyer grinned. Obviously Jane and Ellen tittered: they put their heads together in charming confusion. The red-faced gentleman continued — 

“One more than your share, haven’t you, sir? You couldn’t spare one of them for another gentleman? meaning me.”

“You might have Jane,” replied the affable Mr. Dyer.

“And which might happen to be Jane?”

Mr. Dyer supplied the information. The red-faced gentleman raised his hat. “Pleased to make your acquaintance, miss; hope we shall be better friends before the day is over.”

My aunt, in the compartment behind, rose in her wrath.

“Daniel Dyer! Jane! How dare you behave in such a manner!”

The red-faced gentleman twisted himself round in his seat.

“Beg pardon, miss — was you speaking to me? If you’re alone, I dare say there’s another gentleman present who’ll be willing to oblige. Every young lady ought to have a gent to herself on a day like this. Do me the favour of putting this to your lips; you’ll find it’s the right stuff.”

Taking out a flat bottle, wiping it upon the sleeve of his coat, he offered it to my aunt. She succumbed.

When I found myself a struggling unit in the struggling mass on the Crystal Palace platform, my aunt caught me by the arm.

“Thomas, where have you brought us to?”

“This is the Crystal Palace, aunt.”

“The Crystal Palace! It’s pandemonium! Where are the members of our party?”

That was the question. My aunt collared such of them as she could lay her hands on. Matthew Holman was missing. Personally, I was not sorry. He had been “putting his lips” to more than one friendly bottle in the compartment behind mine, and was on a fair way to having a “nice day” on lines of his own. I was quite willing that he should have it by himself. But my aunt was not. She was for going at once for the police and commissioning them to hunt for and produce him then and there.

“I’m responsible for the man,” she kept repeating. “I have his ticket.”

“Very well, aunt — that’s all right. You’ll find him, or he’ll find you; don’t you trouble.”

But she did trouble. She kept on troubling. And her cause for troubling grew more and more as the day went on. Before we were in the main building — it’s a journey from the low level station through endless passages, and up countless stairs, placed at the most inconvenient intervals — Mrs. Penna was hors de combat. As no seat was handy she insisted on sitting down upon the floor. Passers-by made the most disagreeable comments, but she either could not or would not move. My aunt seemed half beside herself. She said to me most unfairly,

“You ought not to have brought us here on a day like this. It is evident that there are some most dissipated creatures here. I have a horror of a crowd — and with all the members of our party on my hands — and such a crowd!”

“How was I to know? I had not the faintest notion that anything particular was on till we were in the train.”

“But you ought to have known. You live in London.”

“It is true that I live in London. But I do not, on that account, keep an eye on what is going on at the Palace. I have something else to occupy my time. Besides, there is an easy remedy — let us leave the place at once. We might find fewer people in the Tower of London — I was never there, so I can’t say — or on the top of the Monument.”

“Without Matthew Holman?”

“Personally, I should say ‘Yes.’ He, at any rate, is in congenial company.”

“Thomas!”

I wish I could reproduce the tone in which my aunt uttered my name! it would cause the edges of the sheet of paper on which I am writing to curl.

Another source of annoyance was the manner in which the red-faced gentleman persisted in sticking to us, like a limpet — as if he were a member of the party. Jane and Ellen kept themselves glued together. On Ellen’s right was Daniel Dyer, and on Jane’s left was the red-faced gentleman. This was a condition of affairs of which my aunt strongly disapproved. She remonstrated with the stranger, but without the least effect. I tried my hand on him, and failed. He was the best-tempered and thickest-skinned individual I ever remember to have met.

“It’s this way,” I explained — he needed a deal of explanation. “This lady has brought these people for a little pleasure excursion to town, for the day only; and, as these young ladies are in her sole charge, she feels herself responsible for them. So would you just mind leaving us?”

It seemed that he did mind; though he showed no signs of having his feelings hurt by the suggestion, as some persons might have done.

“Don’t you worry, governor; I’ll help her look after ’em. I’ve looked after a few people in my time, so the young lady can trust me — can’t you, miss?”

Jane giggled. My impression is that my aunt felt like shaking her. But just then I made a discovery.

“Hallo! Where’s the youngster?”

My aunt twirled herself round.

“Stephen! Goodness! where has that boy gone to?”

Jane looked through the glass which ran all along one side of the corridor.

“Why, miss, there’s Stephen Treen over in that crowd there.”

“Go and fetch him back this instant.”

I believe that my aunt spoke without thinking. It did seem to me that Jane showed an almost criminal eagerness to obey her. Off she flew into the grounds, through the great door which was wide open close at hand, with Ellen still glued to her arm, and Daniel Dyer at her heels, and the red-faced gentleman after him. Almost in a moment they became melted, as it were, into the crowd and were lost to view. My aunt peered after them through her glasses.

“I can’t see Stephen Treen — can you?”

“No, aunt, I can’t. I doubt if Jane could, either.”

“Thomas! What do you mean? She said she did.”

“Ah! there are people who’ll say anything. I think you’ll find that, for a time, at any rate, you’ve got three more members of the party off your hands.”

“Thomas! How can you talk like that? After bringing us to this dreadful place! Go after those benighted girls at once, and bring them back, and that wretched Daniel Dyer, and that miserable child, and Matthew Holman, too.”

It struck me, from her manner, that my aunt was hovering on the verge of hysterics. When I was endeavouring to explain how it was that I did not see my way to start off, then and there, in a sort of general hunt, an official, sauntering up, took a bird’s-eye view of Mrs. Penna.

“Hallo, old lady what’s the matter with you? Aren’t you well?”

“No, I be not well — I be dying. Take me home and let me die upon my bed.”

“So bad as that, is it? What’s the trouble?”

“I’ve been up all night and all day, and little to eat and naught to drink, and I be lame.”

“Lame, are you?” The official turned to my aunt. “You know you didn’t ought to bring a lame old lady into a crowd like this.”

“I didn’t bring her. My nephew brought us all.”

“Then the sooner, I should say, your nephew takes you all away again, the better.”

The official took himself off. Mr. Poltifen made a remark. His tone was a trifle sour.

“I cannot say that I think we are spending a profitable and pleasurable day in London. I understood that the object which we had in view was to make researches into Dickens’s London, or I should not have brought my books.”

The “parish idiot” began to moan.

“I be that hungry — I be! I be!”

“Here,” I cried: “here’s half-a-crown for you. Go to that refreshment-stall and cram yourself with penny buns to bursting point.”

Off started Sammy Trevenna; he had sense enough to catch my meaning. My aunt called after him.

“Sammy! You mustn’t leave us. Wait until we come.”

But Sammy declined. When, hurrying after him, catching him by the shoulder, she sought to detain him, he positively showed signs of fight.

Oh! it was a delightful day! Enjoyable from start to finish. Somehow I got Mrs. Penna, with my aunt and the remnant, into the main building and planted them on chairs, and provided them with buns and similar dainties, and instructed them not, on any pretext, to budge from where they were until I returned with the truants, of whom, straightway, I went in search. I do not mind admitting that I commenced by paying a visit to a refreshment-bar upon my own account — I needed something to support me. Nor, having comforted the inner man, did I press forward on my quest with undue haste. Exactly as I expected, I found Jane and Ellen in a sheltered alcove in the grounds, with Daniel Dyer on one side, the red-faced gentleman on the other, and Master Stephen Treen nowhere to be seen. The red-faced gentleman’s friendship with Jane had advanced so rapidly that when I suggested her prompt return to my aunt, he considered himself entitled to object with such vehemence that he actually took his coat off and invited me to fight. But I was not to be browbeaten by him; and, having made it clear that if he attempted to follow I should call the police, I marched off in triumph with my prizes, only to discover that the young women had tongues of their own, with examples of whose capacity they favoured me as we proceeded. I believe that if I had been my aunt, I should, then and there, have boxed their ears.

My aunt received us with a countenance of such gloom that I immediately perceived that something frightful must have occurred.

“Thomas!” she exclaimed, “I have been robbed!”

“Robbed? My dear aunt! Of what — your umbrella?”

“Of everything!”

“Of everything? I hope it’s not so bad as that.”

“It is. I have been robbed of purse, money, tickets, everything, down to my pocket-handkerchief and bunch of keys.”

It was the fact — she had. Her pocket, containing all she possessed — out of Cornwall — had been cut out of her dress and carried clean away. It was a very neat piece of work, as the police agreed when we laid the case before them. They observed that, of course, they would do their best, but they did not think there was much likelihood of any of the stolen property being regained; adding that, in a crowd like that, people ought to look after their pockets, which was cold comfort for my aunt, and rounded the day off nicely.

Ticketless, moneyless, returning to Cornwall that night was out of the question. I put “the party” up. My aunt had my bed, Mrs. Penna was accommodated in the same room, the others somewhere and somehow. I camped out. In the morning, the telegraph being put in motion, funds were forthcoming, and “the party” started on its homeward way. The railway authorities would listen to nothing about lost excursion tickets. My aunt had to pay full fare — twenty-one and twopence halfpenny — for each. I can still see her face as she paid.

Two days afterwards Master Stephen Treen and Mr. Matthew Holman were reported found by the police, Mr. Holman showing marked signs of a distinct relapse from grace. My aunt had to pay for their being sent home. The next day she received, through the post, in an unpaid envelope, the lost excursion tickets. No comment accompanied them. Her visiting-card was in the purse; evidently the thief, having no use for old excursion tickets, had availed himself of it to send them back to her. She has them to this day, and never looks at them without a qualm. That was her first excursion; she tells me that never, under any circumstances, will she try another.


The Irregularity of the Juryman


CHAPTER I. THE JURYMAN IS STARTLED

His first feeling was one of annoyance. All-round annoyance. Comprehensive disgust. He did not want to be a juryman. He flattered himself that he had something better to do with his time. Half-a-dozen matters required his attention. Instead of which, here he was obtruding himself into matters in which he did not take the faintest interest. Actually dragged into interference with other people’s most intimate affairs. And in that stuffy court. And it had been a principle of his life never to concern himself with what was no business of his. Talk about the system of trial by jury being a bulwark of the Constitution! At that moment he had no opinion of the Constitution; or its bulwarks either.

Then there were his colleagues. He had never been associated with eleven persons with whom he felt himself to be less in sympathy. The fellow they had chosen to be foreman he felt convinced was a cheesemonger. He looked it. The others looked, if anything, worse. Not, he acknowledged, that there was anything inherently wrong in being a cheesemonger. Still, one did not want to sit cheek by jowl with persons of that sort for an indefinite length of time. And there were cases — particularly in the Probate Court — which lasted days; even weeks. If he were in for one of those! The perspiration nearly stood on his brow at the horror of the thought.

What was the case about? What was that inarticulate person saying? Philip Poland knew nothing about courts — and did not want to — but he took it for granted that the gentleman in a wig and gown, with his hands folded over his portly stomach, was counsel for one side or the other — though he had not the slightest notion which. He had no idea how they managed things in places of this sort. As he eyed him he felt that he was against him anyhow. If he were paid to speak, why did not the man speak up?

By degrees, for sheer want of something else, Mr. Roland found that he was listening. After all, the man was audible. He seemed capable, also, of making his meaning understood. So it was about a will, was it? He might have taken that for granted. He always had had the impression that the Probate Court was the place for wills. It seemed that somebody had left a will; and this will was in favour of the portly gentleman’s client; and was as sound, as equitable, as admirable a legal instrument as ever yet was executed; and how, therefore, anyone could have anything to say against it surprised the portly gentleman to such a degree that he had to stop to wipe his forehead with a red silk pocket-handkerchief.

The day was warm. Mr. Roland was not fond of listening to speeches. And this one was — well, weighty. And about something for which he did not care two pins. His attention wandered. It strayed perilously near the verge of a dose. In fact, it must have strayed right over the verge. Because the next thing he understood was that one of his colleagues was digging his elbow into his side, and proffering the information that they were going lunch. He felt a little bewildered. He could not think how it had happened. It was not his habit to go to sleep in the morning. As he trooped after his fellows he was visited by a hazy impression that that wretched jury system was at the bottom of it all.

They were shown into an ill-ventilated room. Someone asked him what he would have to eat. He told them to bring him what they had. They brought some hot boiled beef and carrots. The sight of it nearly made him ill. His was a dainty appetite. Hot boiled beef on such a day, in such a place, after such a morning, was almost the final straw. He could not touch it.

His companion attacked his plate with every appearance of relish. He made a hearty meal. Possibly he had kept awake. He commented on the fashion in which Mr. Roland had done his duty to his Queen and country.

“Shouldn’t think you were able to pronounce much of an opinion on the case so far as it has gone, eh?”

“My good sir, the judge will instruct us as to our duty. If we follow his instructions we shan’t go wrong.”

“You think, then, that we are only so many automata, and that the judge has but to pull the strings.”

Mr. Roland looked about him, contempt in his eye.

“It would be fortunate, perhaps, if we were automata.”

“Then I can only say that we take diametrically opposite views of our office. I maintain that it is our duty to listen to the evidence, to weigh it carefully, and to record our honest convictions in the face of all the judges whoever sat upon the Bench.”

Mr. Roland was silent. He was not disposed to enter into an academical discussion with an individual who evidently had a certain command of language. Others, however, showed themselves to be not so averse. The luncheon interval was enlivened by some observations on the jury system which lawyers — had any been present — would have found instructive. There were no actual quarrels. But some of the arguments were of the nature of repartees. Possibly it was owing to the beef and carrots.

They re-entered the court. The case recommenced. Mr. Roland had a headache. He was cross. His disposition was to return a verdict against everything and everyone, as his neighbour had put it, “in the face of all the judges who ever sat upon the Bench.” But this time he did pay some attention to what was going on.

It appeared, in spite of the necessity which the portly gentleman had been under to use his red silk pocket-handkerchief, that there were objections to the will he represented. It was not easy at that stage to pick up the lost threads, but from what Mr. Roland could gather it seemed it was asserted that a later will had been made, which was still in existence. Evidence was given by persons who had been present at the execution of that will; by the actual witnesses to the testator’s signature; by the lawyer who had drawn the will. And then — !

Then there stepped into the witness-box a person whose appearance entirely changed Mr. Roland’s attitude towards the proceedings; so that, in the twinkling of an eye, he passed from bored indifference to the keenest and liveliest interest. It was a young woman. She gave her name as Delia Angel. Her address as Barkston Gardens, South Kensington. At sight of her things began to hum inside Mr. Roland’s brain. Where had he seen her before? It all came back in a flash. How could he have forgotten her, even for a moment, when from that day to this she had been continually present to his mind’s eye?

It was the girl of the train. She had travelled with him from Nice to Dijon in the same carriage, which most of the way they had had to themselves. What a journey it was! And what a girl! During those fast-fleeting hours — on that occasion they had fled fast — they had discussed all subjects from Alpha to Omega. He had approached closer to terms of friendship with a woman than he had ever done in the whole course of his life before — or since. He was so taken aback by the encounter, so wrapped in recollections of those pleasant hours, that for a time he neglected to listen to what she was saying. When he did begin to listen he pricked up his ears still higher.

It was in her favour the latest will had been made — at least, partly. She had just returned from laying the testator in the cemetery in Nice when he met her in the train — actually! He recalled her deep mourning. The impression she had given him was that she had lately lost a friend. She was even carrying the will in question with her at the time. Then she began to make a series of statements which brought Mr. Roland’s heart up into his mouth.

“Tell us,” suggested counsel, “what happened in the train.”

She paused as if to collect her thoughts. Then told a little story which interested at least one of her hearers more than anything he had ever listened to.

“I had originally intended to stop in Paris. On the way, however, I decided not to do so but to go straight through.”

Mr. Roland remembered he had told her he was going, and wondered; but he resolved to postpone his wonder till she had finished.

“When we were nearing Dijon I made up my mind to send a telegram to the concierge asking her to address all letters to me in town. When we reached the station I got out of the train to do so. In the compartment in which I had travelled was a gentleman. I asked him to keep an eye on my bag till I returned. He said he would. On the platform I met some friends. I stopped to talk to them. The time must have gone quicker than I supposed, because when I reached the telegraph office I found I had only a minute or two to spare. I scribbled the telegram. As I turned I slipped and fell — I take it because of the haste I was in. As I fell my head struck upon something; because the next thing I realized was that I was lying on a couch in a strange room, feeling very queer indeed. I did ask, I believe what had become of the train. They told me it was gone. I understand that during the remainder of the day, and through the night, I continued more or less unconscious. When next day I came back to myself it was too late. I found my luggage awaiting me at Paris. But of the bag, or of the gentleman with whom I left it in charge, I have heard nothing since. I have advertised, tried every means my solicitor advised; but up to the present without result.”

“And the will” observed counsel, “was in that bag?”

“It was.”

Mr. Roland had listened to the lady’s narrative with increasing amazement. He remembered her getting out at Dijon; that she had left a bag behind. That she had formally intrusted it to his charge he did not remember. He recalled the anxiety with which he watched for her return; his keen disappointment when he still saw nothing of her as the train steamed out of the station. So great was his chagrin that it almost amounted to dismay. He had had such a good time; had taken it for granted that it would continue for at least a few more hours, and perhaps — perhaps all sorts of things. Now, without notice, on the instant, she had gone out of his life as she had come into it. He had seen her talking to her friends. Possibly she had joined herself to them. Well, if she was that sort of person, let her go!

As for the bag, it had escaped his recollection that there was such a thing. And possibly would have continued to do so had it not persisted in staring at him mutely from the opposite seat. So she had left it behind? Serve her right. It was only a rubbishing hand-bag. Pretty old, too. It seemed that feather-headed young women could not be even depended upon to look after their own rubbish. She would come rushing up to the carriage window at one of the stations. Or he would see her at Paris. Then she could have the thing. But he did not see her. To be frank, as they neared Paris, half obliviously he crammed it with his travelling cap into his kit-bag, and to continue on the line of candour — ignored its existence till he found it there in town.

And in it was the will! The document on which so much hinged — especially for her! The bone of contention which all this pother was about. Among all that she said this was the statement which took him most aback. Because, without the slightest desire to impugn in any detail the lady’s veracity, he had the best of reasons for knowing that she had — well — made a mistake.

If he had not good reason to know it, who had? He clearly called to mind the sensation, almost of horror, with which he had recognised that the thing was in his kit-bag. Half-a-dozen courses which he ought to have pursued occurred to him — too late. He ought to have handed it over to the guard of the train; to the station-master; to the lost property office. In short, he ought to have done anything except bring it with him in his bag to town. But since he had brought it, the best thing to do seemed to be to ascertain if it contained anything which would be a clue to its owner.

It was a small affair, perhaps eight inches long. Of stamped brown leather. Well worn. Original cost possibly six or seven shillings. Opened by pressing a spring lock. Contents: Four small keys on a piece of ribbon; two pocket-handkerchiefs, each with an embroidered D in the corner; the remains of a packet of chocolate; half a cedar lead-pencil; a pair of shoe-laces. And that was all. He had turned that bag upside down upon his bed, and was prepared to go into the witness-box and swear that there was nothing else left inside. At least he was almost prepared to swear. For since here was Miss Delia Angel — how well the name fitted the owner! — positively affirming that among its contents was the document on which for all he knew all her worldly wealth depended, what was he to think?

The bag had continued in his possession until a week or two ago. Then one afternoon his sister, Mrs. Tranmer, had come to his rooms, and having purchased a packet of hairpins, or something of the kind, had wanted something to put them in. Seeing the bag in the corner of one of his shelves, in spite of his protestations she had snatched it up, and insisted on annexing it to help her carry home her ridiculous purchase. Its contents — as described above — he retained. But the bag! Surely Agatha was not such an idiot, such a dishonest creature, as to allow property which was not hers to pass for a moment out of her hands.

During the remainder of Miss Angel’s evidence — so far as it went that day — one juryman, both mentally and physically, was in a state of dire distress. What was he to do? He was torn in a dozen different ways. Would it be etiquette for a person in his position to spring to his feet and volunteer to tell his story? He would probably astonish the Court. But — what would the Court say to him? Who had ever heard of a witness in the jury-box? He could not but suspect that, at the very least, such a situation would be in the highest degree irregular. And, in any case, what could he do? Give the lady the lie? It will have been perceived that his notions of the responsibilities of a juryman were his own, and it is quite within the range of possibility that he had already made up his mind which way his verdict should go; whether the will was in the bag or not — and “in the face of all the judges who ever sat upon the Bench.”

The bag! the bag! Where was it? If, for once in a way, Agatha had shown herself to be possessed of a grain of the common sense with which he had never credited her!

At the conclusion of Miss Angel’s examination in chief the portly gentleman asked to be allowed to postpone his cross-examination to the morning. On which, by way of showing its entire acquiescence, the Court at once adjourned.

And off pelted one of the jurymen in search of the bag.


CHAPTER II. MRS. TRANMER IS STARTLED

Mrs. Tranmer was just going up to dress for dinner when in burst her brother. Mr. Roland was, as a rule, one of the least excitable of men. His obvious agitation therefore surprised her the more. Her feelings took a characteristic form of expression — to her, an attentive eye to the proprieties of costume was the whole duty of a Christian.

“Philip! — what have you done to your tie?”

Mr. Roland mechanically put up his hand towards the article referred to; returning question for question.

“Agatha, where’s that bag?”

“Bag? My good man, you’re making your tie crookeder!”

“Bother the tie!” Mrs. Tranmer started: Philip was so seldom interjectional. “Do you hear me ask where that bag is?”

“My dear brother, before you knock me down, will you permit me to suggest that your tie is still in a shocking condition?”

He gave her one look — such a look! Then he went to the looking-glass and arranged his tie. Then he turned to her.

“Will that do?”

“It is better.”

“Now, will you give me that bag — at once?”

“Bag? What bag?”

“You know very well what bag I mean — the one you took from my room.”

“The one I took from your room?”

“I told you not to take it. I warned you it wasn’t mine. I informed you that I was its involuntary custodian. And yet, in spite of all I could say — of all I could urge, with a woman’s lax sense of the difference between meum and tuum, you insisted on removing it from my custody. The sole reparation you can make is to return it at once — upon the instant.”

She observed him with growing amazement — as well she might. She subsided into an armchair.

“May I ask you to inform me from what you’re suffering now?”

He was a little disposed towards valetudinarianism, and was apt to imagine himself visited by divers diseases. He winced.

“Agatha, the only thing from which I am suffering at this moment is — is — —”

“Yes; is what?”

“A feeling of irritation at my own weakness in allowing myself to be persuaded by you to act in opposition to my better judgment.”

“Dear me! You must be ill. That you are ill is shown by the fact that your tie is crooked again. Don’t consider my feelings, and pray present yourself in my drawing-room in any condition you choose. But perhaps you will be so good as to let me know if there is any sense in the stuff you have been talking about a bag.”

“Agatha, you remember that bag you took from my room?”

“That old brown leather thing?”

“It was made of brown leather — a week or two ago?”

“A week or two? Why, it was months ago.”

“My dear Agatha, I do assure you — —”

“Please don’t let us argue. I tell you it was months ago.”

“I told you not to take it — —”

“You told me not to take it? Why, you pressed it on me. I didn’t care to be seen with such a rubbishing old thing; but you took it off your shelf and said it would do very well. So, to avoid argument, as I generally do, I let you have your way.”

“I — I don’t want to be rude, but a — a more outrageous series of statements I never heard. I told you distinctly that it wasn’t mine.”

“You did nothing of the sort. Of course I took it for granted that such a disreputable article, which evidently belonged to a woman, was not your property. But as I had no wish to pry into your private affairs I was careful not to inquire how such a curiosity found its way upon your shelves.”

“Agatha, your — your insinuations — —”

“I insinuate nothing. I only want to know what this fuss is about. As I wish to dress for dinner, perhaps you’ll tell me in a couple of words.”

“Agatha, where’s that bag?”

“How should I know?”

“Haven’t you got it?”

“Got it? Do you suppose I have a museum in which I preserve rubbish of the kind?”

“But — what have you done with it?”

“You might as well ask me what I’ve done with last year’s gloves.”

“Agatha — think! More hinges upon this than you have any conception. What did you do with that bag?”

“Since you are so insistent — and I must say, Philip, that your conduct is most peculiar — I will think, or I’ll try to. I believe I gave the bag to Jane. Or else to Mrs. Pettigrew’s little girl. Or to my needle-woman — to carry home some embroidery she was mending for me; I am most particular about embroidery, especially when its good. Or to the curate’s wife, for a jumble sale. Or I might have given it to someone else. Or I might have lost it. Or done something else with it.”

“Did you look inside?”

“Of course I did. I must have done. Though I don’t remember doing anything of the kind.”

“Was there anything in it?”

“Do you mean when you gave it me? If there was I never saw it. Am I going to be accused of felony?”

“Agatha, I believe you have ruined me.”

“Ruined you! Philip, what nonsense are you talking? I insist upon your telling me what you mean. What has that wretched old bag, which would have certainly been dear at twopence, to do with either you or me?”

“I will endeavour to explain. I believe that I stood towards that bag in what the law regards as a fiduciary relation. I was responsible for its safety. Its loss will fall on me.”

“The loss of a twopenny-halfpenny bag?”

“It is not a question of the bag, but of its contents.”

“What were its contents?”

“It contained a will.”

“A will? — a real will? Do you mean to say that you gave me that bag without breathing a word about there being a will inside?”

“I didn’t know myself until to-day.”

By degrees the tale was told. Mrs. Tranmer’s amazement grew and grew. She seemed to have forgotten all about its being time to dress for dinner.

“And you are a juryman?”

“I am.”

“And you actually have the bag on which the whole case turns?”

“I wish I had.”

“But was the will inside?”

“I never saw it.”

“Nor I. It was quite an ordinary bag, and if it had been we must have seen it. A will isn’t written on a scrappy piece of paper which could have been overlooked. Philip, the will wasn’t in the bag. That young woman’s an impostor.”

“I don’t believe it for a moment — not for a single instant. I am convinced that she supposes herself to be speaking the absolute truth. Even granting that she is mistaken, in what position do I stand? I cannot go and say, ‘I have lost your bag, but it doesn’t matter, for the will was not inside.’ Would she not be entitled to reply, ‘Return me the bag in the condition in which I intrusted it to your keeping, and I will show that you are wrong’? It will not be enough for me to repeat that I have not the bag; my sister threw it into her dust-hole.”

“Philip!”

“May she not retort, ‘Then, for all the misfortunes which the loss of the bag brings on me, you are responsible’? The letter of the law might acquit me. My conscience never would. Agatha, I fear you have done me a serious injury.”

“Don’t talk like that! Under the circumstances you had no right to give me the bag at all.”

“You are wrong; I did not give it you. On the contrary, I implored you not to take it. But you insisted.”

“Philip, how can you say such a wicked thing? I remember exactly what happened. I had been buying some veils. I was saying to you how I hated carrying parcels, even small ones — —”

“Agatha, don’t let us enter into this matter now. You may be called upon to make your statement in another place. I can only hope that our statements will not clash.”

For the first time Mrs. Tranmer showed symptoms of genuine anxiety.

“You don’t mean to say that I’m to be dragged into a court of law because of that twopenny-halfpenny bag?”

“I think it possible. What else can you expect?

“I must tell this unfortunate young lady how the matter stands. I apprehend that I shall have to repeat my statement in open court, and that you will be called upon to supplement it. I also take it that no stone will be left unturned to induce you to give a clear and satisfactory account of what became of the bag after it passed into your hands.”

“My goodness! And I know no more what became of it than anything.”

“I must go to Miss Angel at once.”

“Philip!”

“I must. Consider my position. I cannot enter the court as a juryman again without explaining to someone how I am placed. The irregularity would transgress all limits. I must communicate with Miss Angel immediately; she will communicate with her advisers, who will no doubt communicate with you.”

“My goodness!” repeated Mrs. Tranmer to herself after he had gone. Still she did not proceed upstairs to dress.


CHAPTER III. THE PLAINTIFF IS STARTLED

Miss Angel was dressed for dinner. She was in the drawing-room with other guests of the hotel, waiting for the gong to sound, when she was informed that a gentleman wished to see her. On the heels of the information entered the gentleman himself. It seemed that Mr. Roland had only eyes for her. As if oblivious of others he moved rapidly forward. She regarded him askance. He, perceiving her want of recognition, introduce himself in a fashion of his own.

“Miss Angel, I’m the man who travelled with you from Nice to Dijon.”

At once her face lighted up. Her eyes became as if they were illumined.

“Of course! To think that we should have met again! At last!”

To judge from certain comments which were made by those around one could not but suspect that Miss Angel’s story was a theme of general interest. As a matter of fact, they were being entertained by her account of the day’s proceedings at the very moment of Mr. Roland’s entry. People in these small “residential” hotels are sometimes so extremely friendly. Altogether unexpectedly Mr. Roland found himself an object of interest to quite a number of total strangers. He was not the sort of man to shine in such a position, particularly as it was only too plain that Miss Angel misunderstood the situation.

“Mr. Roland, you are like a messenger from Heaven. I have prayed for you to come, so you must be one. And at this time of all times — just when you are most wanted! Really your advent must be miraculous.”

“Ye-es.” The gentleman glanced around. “Might I speak to you for a moment in private?”

She regarded him a little quizzically.

“Everybody here knows my whole strange history; my hopes and fears; all about me. You needn’t be afraid to add another chapter to the tale, especially since you have arrived at so opportune a moment.”

“Precisely.” His tone was expressive of something more than doubt. “Still, if you don’t mind, I think I would rather say a few words to you alone.”

The bystanders commenced to withdraw with some little show of awkwardness, as if, since the whole business had so far been public, they rather resented the element of secrecy. The gong sounding, Miss Angel was moved to proffer a suggestion.

“Come dine with me. We can talk when we are eating.”

He shrank back with what was almost a gesture of horror.

“Excuse me — you are very kind — I really couldn’t. If you prefer it, I will wait here until you have dined.”

“Do you imagine that I could wait to hear what you have to say till after dinner? You don’t know me if you do. The people are going. We shall have the room all to ourselves. My dinner can wait.”

The people went. They did have the room to themselves. She began to overwhelm him with her thanks, which, conscience-striken, he endeavoured to parry.

“I cannot tell you how grateful I am to you for coming in this spontaneous fashion — at this moment, too, of my utmost need.”

“Just so.”

“If you only knew how I have searched for you high and low, and now, after all, you appear in the very nick of time.”

“Exactly.”

“It would almost seem as if you had chosen the dramatic moment; for this is the time of all times when your presence on the scene was most desired.”

“It’s very good of you to say so; — but if you will allow me to interrupt you — I am afraid I am not entitled to your thanks. The fact is, I — I haven’t the bag.”

“You haven’t the bag?”

Although he did not dare to look at her he was conscious that the fashion of her countenance had changed. At the knowledge a chill seemed to penetrate to the very marrow in his bones.

“I — I fear I haven’t.”

“You had it — I left it in your charge!”

“Unfortunately, that is the most unfortunate part of the whole affair.”

“What do you mean?”

He explained. For the second time that night he told his tale. It had not rolled easily off his tongue at the first time of telling. He found the repetition a task of exquisite difficulty. In the presence of that young lady it seemed so poor a story. Especially in the mood in which she was. She continually interrupted him with question and comment — always of the most awkward kind. By the time he had made an end of telling he felt as if most of the vitality had gone out of him. She was silent for some seconds — dreadful seconds; Then she drew a long breath, and she said: — 

“So I am to understand, am I, that your sister has lost the bag — my bag?”

“I fear that it would seem so, for the present.”

“For the present? What do you mean by for the present? Are you suggesting that she will be able to find it during the next few hours? Because after that it will be too late.”

“I — I should hardly like to go so far as that, knowing my sister.”

“Knowing your sister? I see. Of course I am perfectly aware that I had no right to intrust the bag to your charge even for a single instant: to you, an entire stranger; though I had no notion that you were the kind of stranger you seem to be. Nor had I any right to slip, and fall, and become unconscious and so allow that train to leave me behind. Still — it does seems a little hard. Don’t you think it does?”

“I can only hope that the loss was not of such serious importance as you would seem to infer.”

“It depends on what you call serious. It probably means the difference between affluence and beggary. That’s all.”

“On one point you must allow me to make an observation. The will was not in the bag.”

“The will was not in the bag!”

There was a quality in the lady’s voice which made Mr. Roland quail. He hastened to proceed.

“I have here all which it contained.”

He produced a neat packet, in which were discovered four keys, two handkerchiefs, scraps of what might be chocolate, a piece of pencil, a pair of brown shoe-laces. She regarded the various objects with unsympathetic eyes.

“It also contained the will.”

“I can only assure you that I saw nothing of it; nor my sister either. Surely a thing of that kind could hardly have escaped our observation.”

“In that bag, Mr. Roland, is a secret pocket; intended to hold — secure from observation — banknotes, letters, or private papers. The will was there. Did you or your sister, in the course of your investigations, light upon the secret of that pocket?”

Something of the sort he had feared. He rubbed his hands together, almost as if he were wringing them.

“Miss Angel, I can only hint at my sense of shame; at my consciousness of my own deficiencies; and can only reiterate my sincere hope that the consequences of your loss may still be less serious than you suppose.”

“I imagine that nothing worse than my ruin will result.”

“I will do my best to guard against that.”

“You! — what can you do — now?”

“I am at least a juryman.”

“A juryman?”

“I am one of the jury which is trying the case.”

“You!” Her eyes opened wider. “Of course! I thought I had seen you somewhere before today! That’s where it was! How stupid I am! Is it possible?” Exactly what she meant by her disjointed remarks was not clear. He did not suspect her of an intention to flatter. “And you propose to influence your colleagues to give a decision in my favour?”

“You may smile, but since unanimity is necessary I can, at any rate, make sure that it is not given against you.”

“I see. Your idea is original. And perhaps a little daring. But before we repose our trust on such an eventuality I should like to do something. First of all, I should like to interview your sister.”

“If you please.”

“I do please. I think it possible that when I explain to her how the matter is with me her memory may be moved to the recollection of what she did with my poor bag. Do you think I could see her if I went to her at once?”

“Quite probably.”

“Then you and I will go together. If you will wait for me to put a hat on, in two minutes I will return to you here.”


CHAPTER IV. TWO CABMEN ARE STARTLED

Hats are uncertain quantities. Sometimes they represent ten minutes, sometimes twenty, sometimes sixty. It is hardly likely that any woman ever “put a hat on” in two. Miss Angel was quick. Still, before she reappeared Mr. Roland had arrived at something which resembled a mental resolution. He hurled it at her as soon as she was through the doorway.

“Miss Angel, before we start upon our errand I should like to make myself clear to you at least upon one point. I am aware that I am responsible for the destruction of your hopes — morally and actually. I should like you therefore to understand that, should the case go against you, you will find me personally prepared to make good your loss so far as in my power lies. I should, of course, regard it as my simple duty.”

She smiled at him, really nicely.

“You are Quixotic, Mr. Roland. Though it is very good of you all the same. But before we talk about such things I should like to see your sister, if you don’t mind.”

At this hint he moved to the door. As they went towards the hall he said: — 

“I hope you are building no high hopes upon your interview with my sister. I know my sister, you understand; and though she is the best woman in the world, I fear that she attached so little importance to the bag that she has allowed its fate to escape her memory altogether.”

“One does allow unimportant matters to escape one’s memory, doesn’t one?”

Her words were ambiguous. He wondered what she meant. It was she who started the conversation when they were in the cab.

“Would it be very improper to ask what you think of the case so far as it has gone?”

He was sensible that it would be most improper. But, then, there had been so much impropriety about his proceedings already that perhaps he felt that a little more or less did not matter. He answered as if he had followed the proceedings with unflagging attention.

“I think your case is very strong.”

“Really? Without the bag?”

It was a simple fact that he had but the vaguest notion of what had been stated upon the other side. Had he been called upon to give even a faint outline of what the case for the opposition really was he would have been unable to do so. But so trivial an accident did not prevent his expressing a confident opinion.

“Certainly; as it stands.”

“But won’t it look odd if I am unable to produce the will?”

Mr. Roland pondered; or pretended to.

“No doubt the introduction of the will would bring the matter to an immediate conclusion. But, as it is, your own statement is so clear that it seems to me to be incontrovertible.”

“Truly? And do your colleagues think so also?”

He knew no more what his “colleagues” thought than the man in the moon. But that was of no consequence.

“I think you may take it for granted that they are not all idiots. I believe, indeed, that it is generally admitted that in most juries there is a preponderance of common sense.”

She sighed, a little wistfully, as if the prospect presented by his words was not so alluring as she would have desired. She kept her eyes fixed on his face — a fact of which he was conscious.

“Oh, I wish I could find the will!”

While he was still echoing her wish with all his heart a strange thing happened.

The cabman turned a corner. It was dark. He did not think it necessary to slacken his pace. Nor, perhaps, to keep a keen look-out for what was advancing in an opposite direction. Tactics which a brother Jehu carefully followed. Another hansom was coming round that corner too. Both drivers, perceiving that their zeal was excessive, endeavoured to avoid disaster by dragging their steeds back upon their haunches. Too late! On the instant they were in collision. In that brief, exciting moment Mr. Roland saw that the sole occupant of the other hansom was a lady. He knew her. She knew him.

“It’s Agatha!” he cried.

“Philip!” came in answer.

Before either had a chance to utter another word hansoms, riders, and drivers were on the ground. Fortunately the horses kept their heads, being possibly accustomed to little diversions of the kind. They merely continued still, as if waiting to see what would happen next. In consequence he was able to scramble out himself, and to assist Miss Angel in following him.

“Are you hurt?” he asked.

“I don’t think so; not a bit.”

“Excuse me, but my sister’s in the other cab.”

“Your sister!”

He did not wait to hear. He was off like a flash. From the ruins of the other vehicle — which seemed to have suffered most in the contact — he gradually extricated the dishevelled Mrs. Tranmer. She seemed to be in a sad state. He led her to a chemist’s shop, which luckily stood open close at hand, accompanied by Miss Angel and a larger proportion of the crowd than the proprietor appeared disposed to welcome. He repeated the inquiry he had addressed to Miss Angel.

“Are you hurt?”

This time the response was different.

“Of course I’m hurt. I’m shaken all to pieces; every bone in my body’s broken; there’s not a scrap of life left in me. Do you suppose I’m the sort of creature who can be thrown about like a shuttlecock and not be hurt?”

Something, however, in her tone suggested that her troubles might after all be superficial.

“If you will calm yourself, Agatha, perhaps you may find that your injuries are not so serious as you imagine.”

“They couldn’t be, or I should be dead. The worst of it is that this all comes of my flying across London to take that twopenny-halfpenny bag to that ridiculous young woman of yours.”

He started.

“The bag! Agatha! have you found it?”

“Of course I’ve found it. How do you suppose I could be tearing along with it in my hands if I hadn’t?” The volubility of her utterance pointed to a rapid return to convalescence. “It seems that I gave it to Jane, or she says that I did, though I have no recollection of doing anything of the kind. As she had already plenty of better bags of her own, probably most of them mine, she didn’t want it, so she gave it to her sister-in-law. Directly I heard that, I dragged her into a cab and tore off to the woman’s house. The woman was out, and, of course, she’d taken the bag with her to do some shopping. I packed off her husband and half-a-dozen children to scour the neighbourhood for her in different directions, and I thought I should have a fit while I waited. The moment she appeared I snatched the bag from her hand, flung myself back into the cab — and now the cab has flung me out into the road, and heaven only knows if I shall ever be the same woman I was before I started.”

“And the bag! Where is it?” She looked about her with bewildered eyes.

“The bag? I haven’t the faintest notion. I must have left it in the cab.”

Mr. Roland rushed out into the street. He gained the vehicle in which Mrs. Tranmer had travelled. It seemed that one of the shafts had been wrenched right off, but they had raised it to what was as nearly an upright position as circumstances permitted.

“Where’s the hand-bag which was in that cab?”

“Hand-bag?” returned the driver. “I ain’t seen no hand-bag. So far I ain’t hardly seen the bloomin’ cab.”

A voice was heard at Mr. Roland’s elbows.

“This here bloke picked up a bag — I see him do it.”

Mr. Roland’s grip fastened on the shoulder of the “bloke” alluded to, an undersized youth apparently not yet in his teens. The young gentleman resented the attention.

“‘Old ‘ard, guv’nor! I picked up the bag, that’s all right; I was just a-wondering who it might belong to.”

“It belongs to the lady who was riding in the cab. Kindly hand it over.”

It was “handed over”; borne back into the chemist’s shop; proffered to Miss Angel.

“I believe that this is the missing bag, apparently not much the worse for its various adventures.”

“It is the bag.” She opened it. Apparently it was empty. But on her manipulating an unseen fastening an inner pocket was disclosed. From it she took a folded paper. “And here is the will!”


CHAPTER V. THE COURT IS STARTLED

They dined together — it was still not too late to dine — in a private room at the Piccadilly Restaurant. Mrs. Tranmer found that she was, indeed, not irreparably damaged; and by the time she could be induced to look over the fact that she was not what she called “dressed” she began to enjoy herself uncommonly well. Delia Angel was in the highest spirits, which, on the whole, was not surprising. The recovery of the bag and the will had transformed the world into a rose-coloured Paradise. The evening was one continuous delight. As for Philip Roland — his mood was akin to Miss Angel’s. Everything which had begun badly was ending well. He was the host. The meal did credit to his choice — and to the cook. The wine was worthy of the toasts they drank. There was one toast which was not formally proposed, and of which, even in his heart he did not dream, but whose presence was answerable for not a little of the rapture which crowned the feast— “The Birth of Romance.” His life had been tolerably commonplace and grey. For the first time that night Romance had entered into it. It was just possible that, maintaining the place it had gained, it would continue to the end. So might it be; for sure, the Spirit is the best of company.

After dinner the three journeyed together to Miss Angel’s solicitor. He lived in town, not far away from where they were, and though the hour was uncanonical it was not so very late. And though he was amazed at being required to do business at such a season, the tale they had to tell amazed him more. Nor was he indisposed to commend them for coming straight away to him with it at once.

He heard them to an end. Then he looked at the bag; then at the will. Then once more at the bag; then at the will again. Then he smoothed his chin.

“It seems to me — speaking without prejudice — that this ends the matter. In the face of this the other side is left without a leg to stand upon. With this in your hand” — he was tapping the will with his finger-tip— “I cannot but think, Miss Angel, that you must carry all before you.”

“So I should imagine.”

He contemplated Mr. Roland.

“So you, sir, are one of the jury. As at present advised, I cannot see how, in the course of action which you have pursued, blame can in any way be attached to you. But, at the same time, I am bound to observe that in the course of a somewhat lengthy experience I cannot recall a single instance of a juryman — an actual juryman — playing such a part as you have done. In fact, not to put too fine a point on it, the position you have taken up is — in a really superlative degree — irregular.”

Such, also, seemed to be the opinion of counsel before whom, at a matutinal hour, he laid the facts of the case. When, in view of those facts, counsel on both sides conferred before the case was opened, the general feeling plainly pointed in the same direction. And, on its being stated in open court that, in face of the discovery of the vanished will, all opposition to Miss Delia Angel would, with permission, be at once withdrawn, it was incidentally mentioned how the discovery had been brought about. All eyes, turning to the jury-box, fastened on Philip Roland, whose agitated countenance pointed the allusion. The part which he had played having been made sufficiently plain, the judge himself joined in the general stare. His lordship went so far as to remark that while he was pleased to accede to the application which had been made to him to consider the case at an end, being of opinion that the matter had been brought to a very proper termination, still he could not conceal from himself that, so far as he could gather from what had been said, the conduct of one of the jurymen, even allowing some latitude — here his lordship’s eyes seemed to twinkle — was marked by a considerable amount of irregularity.


Mitwaterstraand

THE STORY OF A SHOCK


CHAPTER I. THE DISEASE

On the night before their daughter’s Wedding Mr. and Mrs. Staunton gave a ball. As the festivities were drawing to a close, Mr. Staunton button-holed the bridegroom of the morrow.

“By the way, Burgoyne, there’s one thing with reference to Minnie I wish to speak to you about. I — I’m not sure I oughtn’t to have spoken to you before.”

In the ball-room they were playing a waltz. Mr. Burgoyne’s heart was with the dancers.

“About Minnie? What about Minnie? Don’t you think that the little I don’t know about her already, I shall find out soon enough upon my own account?”

“This is something — this is something that you ought to be told.”

Mr. Staunton hesitated, and the opportunity was lost. The next morning Mr. Burgoyne was married.

During their honeymoon the newly-married pair spent a night at Mont St. Michel. In the course of that night an unpleasant incident took place. There was a bright moon, and the occupants of the bedrooms gathered on the balconies of the Maison Blanche to enjoy its radiance. The room next to theirs was tenanted by two sisters, Brooklyn girls. The costumes of these young ladies, although in that somewhat remote corner of the world, would have made an impression on the Boulevards, and still more emphatically in the Park. The married one — a Mrs. Homer Joy — wore some striking jewellery, in particular a diamond brooch, redolent of Tiffany, which would have attracted notice on a Shah night at the opera. Mr. Burgoyne had noticed this brooch earlier in the day, and had told himself that we must have returned to the days of King Alfred — with several points in our favour — if a woman could journey round the world with that advertisement in diamond work flashing in the sun.

Someone proposed a midnight stroll about the rock. They strolled. In the morning there was a terrible to-do. The advertisement in diamond work had disappeared! — stolen! — giving satisfactory proof that in those parts, at any rate, the days of King Alfred were now no more.

Mrs. Joy stated that, previous to starting for the midnight ramble about the Mount, she had placed it on her dressing-table, apparently despising the precaution of placing it even in an ordinary box. She was not even sure that she had closed her bedroom door, so it had, of course, struck the eye of the first person who strolled that way, and, in all probability, that person had, in the American sense, “struck it.” Mont St. Michel was still in a little tumult of excitement when Mr. and Mrs. Burgoyne journeyed on their way.

Oddly enough, this discordant note, once struck, was struck again — kept on striking, in fact. At almost every place where the honeymooners stopped for an appreciable length of time there something was lost. It seemed fatality. At Morlaix, a set of quaint, old, hammered silver-spoons, which had accompanied their coffee, vanished — not, according to the indignant innkeeper, into thin air, but into somebody’s pockets. It was most annoying. At Brest, Quimper Vannes, Nantes, and afterwards through Touraine and up the Loire, it was the same tale, the loss of something of appreciable value — somebody else’s property, not their’s — accompanied their visitation. The coincidence was singular. However they did seem to have shaken off the long arm of coincidence at last. There had been no sort of unpleasantness at either of the last two or three places at which they had stopped, and when they reached Paris at last, they were so contented with all the world, that each seemed to have forgotten everything in the existence of the other.

They stayed at the Grand Hotel — for privacy few places can compete with a large hotel — and directly they stayed the annoyances began again. It was indeed most singular. On the very morning after their arrival a notice was posted in the salle de lecture that the night before a lady had lost her fan — something historical in fans, and quite unique. She had been seated outside the reading-room — the Burgoynes must have been arriving at that very moment — preparatory to going to the opera. She laid this wonderful fan on a chair beside her, it was only for an instant, yet when she turned it was gone. The administration charitably suggested — in their notice — that someone of their lady guests had mistaken it for her own.

That same evening a really remarkable tale was whispered about the place. A certain lady and gentleman — not our pair, but another — happened to be honeymooning in the hotel. Monsieur had left Madame asleep in bed. When she got up and began to dress, she discovered that the larger and more valuable portion of the jewellery which had been given her as wedding presents, and which she, perhaps foolishly, had brought abroad, had gone — apparently vanished into air. The curious part of the tale was this. She had dreamed that she saw a woman — unmistakably a lady — trying on this identical jewellery before the looking-glass. Query, was it a dream? Or had she, lying in bed, in a half somnolent condition, been the unconscious witness of an actual occurrence?

“Upon my word,” declared Mr. Burgoyne to his wife, “If the thing weren’t actually impossible, I should be inclined to believe that we were the victims of some elaborate practical joke; that people were in a conspiracy to make us believe that ill luck dogged our steps!”

Mrs. Burgoyne smiled. She was putting on her bonnet before the glass. They were preparing to sally out for a quiet dinner on the boulevard.

“You silly Charlie! What queer ideas you get in your head. What does it matter to us if foolish people lose their things? We have not a mission to make folks wiser, or, what amounts to the same thing, to compel them to keep valuable things in secure places.”

The lady, who had finished her performance at the glass, came and put her hands upon her lord’s two shoulders,

“My dear child, don’t look so black? I shall be much better prepared to discuss that, or any subject, when — we have dined.”

The lady made a little moue and kissed him on the lips. Then they went downstairs. But when they had got so far upon their road, the gentleman discovered that he had brought no money in his pockets. Leaving his wife in the salle de lecture, he returned to his bedroom to supply the omission.

The desk in which he kept his loose cash was at that moment standing on the chest of drawers. On the top of it was a bag of his wife’s — a bag on which she set much store. In it she kept her more particular belongings, and such care did she take of it that he never remembered to have seen it left out of her locked-up trunk before. Now, taking hold of it in his haste, he was rather surprised to find that it was unlocked — it was not only unlocked, but it flew wide open, and in flying open some of the contents fell upon the floor. He stooped to pick them up again.

The first thing he picked up was a silver spoon, the next was an ivory chessman, the next was a fan, and the next — was a diamond brooch.

He stared at these things in a sort of dream, and at the last especially. He had seen the thing before. But where?

Good God! it came upon him in a flash! It was the advertisement in diamond work which had been the property of Mrs. Homer Joy!

He was seized with a sort of momentary paralysis, continuing to stare at the brooch as though he had lost the power of volition. It was with an effort that he obtained sufficient mastery over himself to be able to turn his attention to the other articles he held. He knew two of them. The spoon was one of the spoons which had been lost at Morlaix; the chessman was one of a very curious set of chessmen which had disappeared at Vannes. From the notice which had been posted in the salle de lecture he had no difficulty in recognising the fan which had vanished from the chair.

It was some moments before he realised what the presence of those things must mean, and when he did realize it a metamorphosis had taken place — the Charles Burgoyne standing there was not the Charles Burgoyne who had entered the room. Without any outward display of emotion, in a cold, mechanical way he placed the articles he held upon one side, and turned the contents of the bag out upon the drawers.

They presented a curious variety at any rate. As he gazed at them he experienced that singular phenomenon — the inability to credit the evidence of his own eyes. There were the rest of the chessmen, the rest of the spoons, nick-nacks, a quaint, old silver cream-jug, jewellery — bracelets, rings, ear-rings, necklaces, pins, lockets, brooches, half the contents of a jeweller’s shop. As he stood staring at this very miscellaneous collection, the door opened, and his wife came in.

She smiled as she entered.

“Charlie, have they taken your money too? Are you aware, sir, how hungry I am?”

He did not turn when he heard her voice. He continued motionless, looking at the contents of the bag. She advanced towards him and saw what he was looking at. Then he turned and they were face to face.

He never knew what was the fashion of his countenance. He could not have analysed his feelings to save his life. But, as he looked at her, his wife of yesterday, the woman whom he loved, she seemed to shrivel up before his eyes, and sank upon the floor. There was silence. Then she made a little gesture towards him with her two hands. She fell forward, hiding her face on the ground at his feet, prisoning his legs with her arms.

“How came these things into your bag?”

He did not know his own voice, it was so dry and harsh. She made no answer.

“Did you steal them?”

Still silence. He felt a sort of rage rising within him.

“There are one or two questions you must answer. I am sorry to have to put them; it is not my fault. You had better get up from the floor.”

She never moved. For his life he could not have touched her.

“I suppose — .” He was choked, and paused. “I suppose that woman’s jewels are some of these?”

No answer. Recognising the hopelessness of putting questions to her now, he gathered the various articles together and put them back into the bag.

“I’m afraid you will have to dine alone.”

That was all he said to her. With the bag in his hand he left the room, leaving her in a heap upon the floor. He sneaked rather than walked out of the hotel. Supposing they caught him red-handed, with that thing in his hand? He only began to breathe freely when he was out in the street.

Possibly no man in Paris spent the night of that twentieth of June more curiously than Mr. Burgoyne. When he returned it was four o’clock in the morning, and broad day. He was worn-out, haggard, the spectre of a man. In the bedroom he found his wife just as he had left her, in a heap upon the floor, but fast asleep. She had removed none of her clothes, not even her bonnet or her gloves. She had been crying — apparently had cried herself to sleep. As he stood looking down at her he realised how he loved her — the woman, the creature of flesh and blood, apart entirely from her moral qualities. He placed the bag within his trunk and locked it up. Then, kneeling beside his wife, he stooped and kissed her as she slept. The kiss aroused her. She woke as wakes a child, and, putting her arms about his neck, she kissed him back again. Not a word was spoken. Then she got up. He helped her to undress, and put her into a bed as though she were a child. Then he undressed himself, and joined her. And they fell fast asleep locked in each other’s arms.

That night they returned to London. The bag went with them. On the morning after their arrival, Mr. Burgoyne took a cab into the city, the fatal bag beside him on the seat. He drove straight to Mr. Staunton’s office. When he entered, unannounced, his father-in-law started as though he were a ghost.

“Burgoyne! What brings you here? I hope there’s nothing wrong?”

Mr. Burgoyne did not reply at once. He placed the bag — Minnie’s bag — upon the table. He kept his eyes fixed upon his father-in-law’s countenance.

“Burgoyne! Why do you look at me like that?”

“I have something here I wish to show you.” That was Mr. Burgoyne’s greeting. He opened the bag, and turned its contents out upon the table. “Not a bad haul from Breton peasants, — eh?”

Mr. Staunton stared at the heap of things thus suddenly disclosed.

“Burgoyne,” he stammered, “what’s the meaning of this?”

“Are you quite sure you don’t know what it means?”

Looking up, Mr. Staunton caught the other’s eyes. He seemed to read something there which carried dreadful significance to his brain. His glance fell and he covered his face with his hands. At last he found his voice.

“Minnie?”

The word was gasped rather than spoken. Mr. Burgoyne’s reply was equally brief.

“Minnie!”

“Good God!”

There was silence for perhaps a minute. Then Mr. Burgoyne locked the door of the room and stood before the empty fire-place.

“It is by the merest chance that I am not at this moment booked for the travaux forces. Some of those jewels were stolen from a woman’s dressing case at the Grand Hotel, with the woman herself in bed and more than half awake at the time. She talked about having every guest in the place searched by the police. If she had done so, you would have heard from us as soon as the rules of the prison allowed us to communicate.”

Mr. Burgoyne paused. Mr. Staunton kept his eyes fixed upon the table.

“That’s what I wanted to tell you the night before the wedding, only you wouldn’t stop. She’s a kleptomaniac.”

Mr. Burgoyne smiled, not gaily.

“Do you mean she’s a habitual thief?”

“It’s a disease.”

“I’ve no doubt it’s a disease. But perhaps you’ll be so kind as to accurately define what in the present case you understand by disease.”

“When she was a toddling child she took things, and secreted them — it’s a literal fact. When she got into short frocks she continued to capture everything that caught her eye. When she exchanged them for long ones it was the same. It was not because she wanted the things, because she never attempted to use them when she had them. She just put them somewhere — as a magpie might — and forget their existence. You had only to find out where they were and take them away again, and she was never one whit the wiser. In that direction she’s irresponsible — it’s a disease in fact.”

“If it is, as you say, a disease, have you ever had it medically treated?”

“She has been under medical treatment her whole life long. I suppose we have consulted half the specialists in England. Our own man, Muir, has given the case his continual attention. He has kept a regular journal, and can give you more light upon the subject than I can. You have no conception what a life-long torture it has been to me.”

“I have a very clear conception indeed. But don’t you think you might have enlightened me upon the matter before?”

Rising from his seat, Mr. Staunton began to pace the room

“I do! I think so very strongly indeed. But — but — I was over persuaded. As you know, I tried at the very last moment; even then I failed. Besides, it was suggested to me that marriage might be the turning point, and that the woman might be different from the girl. Don’t misunderstand me! She is not a bad girl; she is a good girl in the best possible sense, a girl in a million! No better daughter ever lived; you won’t find a better wife if you search the whole world through; There is just this one point. Some people are somnambulists; in a sense she is a somnambulist too. I tell you I might put this watch upon the table” — Mr. Staunton produced his watch from his waistcoat pocket— “and she would take it from right underneath my nose, and never know what it was that she had done. I confess I can’t explain it, but so it is!”

“I think,” remarked Mr. Burgoyne, with a certain dryness, “that I had better see this doctor fellow — Muir.”

“See him — by all means, see him. There is one point, Burgoyne. I realised from the first that if we kept you in the dark about this thing, and it forced itself upon you afterwards, you would be quite justified in feeling aggrieved.”

“You realised that, did you? You did get so far?”

“And therefore I say this, that, although my child has only been your wife these few short days, although she loves you as truly as woman ever loved a man — and what strength of love she has I know — still, if you are minded to put her from you, I will not only not endeavour to change your purpose, but I will never ask you for a penny for her support — she shall be to you as though she had never lived.”

Mr. Burgoyne looked his father-in-law in the face.

“No man shall part me from my wife, nor anything — but death.” Mr. Burgoyne turned a little aside. “I believe I love her better because of this. God knows I loved her well enough before.”

“I can understand that easily. Because of this she is dearer to us, too.”

There was silence. Moving to the table, Mr. Burgoyne began to replace the things in the bag.

“I will go and see this man Muir.”

Dr. Muir was at home. His appearance impressed Mr. Burgoyne favourably, and Mr. Burgoyne had a keen eye for the charlatan in medicine.

“Dr. Muir, I have come from Mr. Staunton. My name is Burgoyne. You are probably aware that I have married Mr. Staunton’s daughter, Minnie. It is about my wife I wish to consult you.” Dr. Muir simply nodded. “During our honeymoon in Brittany she has stolen all these things.”

Mr. Burgoyne opened the bag sufficiently to disclose its contents. Dr. Muir scarcely glanced at them. He kept his eyes fixed on Mr. Burgoyne’s face. There was a pause before he spoke.

“You were not informed of her — peculiarity?”

“I was not. I don’t understand it now. It is because I wish to understand it that I have come to you.”

“I don’t understand it either.”

“But I am told that you have always given the matter your attention.”

“That is so, but I don’t understand it any the more for that. I am not a specialist.”

“Do you mean that she is mad?”

“I don’t say that I mean anything at all; very shortly you will be quite as capable of judging of the case as I am. I’ve no doubt that if you wished to place her in an asylum, you would have no difficulty in doing so. So much I don’t hesitate to say.”

“Thank you. I have no intention of doing anything of the kind. Can you not suggest a cure?”

“I can suggest ten thousand, but they would all be experiments. In fact, I have tried several of them already, and the experiments have failed. For instance, I thought marriage might effect a cure. It is perhaps yet too early to judge, but it would appear that, so far, the thing has been a failure. Frankly, Mr. Burgoyne, I don’t think you will find a man in Europe who, in this particular case, can give you help. You must trust to time. I have always thought myself that a shock might do it, though what sort of shock it will have to be is more than I can tell you. I thought the marriage shock might serve. Possibly the birth shock might prove of some avail. But we cannot experiment in shocks, you know. You must trust to time.”

On that basis — trust in time — Mr. Burgoyne arranged his household. The bag with its contents was handed to his solicitor. The stolen property was restored to its several owners. It cost Mr. Burgoyne a pretty penny before the restoration was complete. A certain Mrs. Deal formed part of his establishment. She acted as companion and keeper to Mr. Burgoyne’s wife. They never knew whether that lady realised what Mrs. Deal’s presence really meant. And, in spite of their utmost vigilance, things were taken — from shops, from people’s houses, from guests under her own roof. It was Mrs. Deal’s business to discover where these things were, and to see that they were instantly restored. Her life was spent in a continual game of hide and seek.

It was a strange life they lived in that Brompton house, and yet — odd though it may sound — it was a happy one. He loved her, she loved him — there is a good deal in just that simple fact. There was one good thing — and that in spite of Dr. Muir’s suggestion that a birth shock might effect a cure — there were no children.


CHAPTER II. THE CURE

They had been married five years. There came an invitation from one Arthur Watson, a friend of Mr. Burgoyne’s boyhood. After long separation they had encountered each other by accident, and Mr. Watson had insisted upon Mr. Burgoyne’s bringing his wife to spend the “week-end” with him in that Mecca of a certain section of modern Londoners — up the river. So the married couple went to see the single man.

After dinner conversation rather languished. But their host stirred it up again.

“I have something here to show you.” Producing a leather case from the inner pocket of his coat, he addressed a question to Mr. Burgoyne “Do much in mines?”

“How do you mean?”

“Because, if you do, here’s a tip for you, and tips are things in which I don’t deal as a rule — buy Mitwaterstraand. There is a boom coming along, and the foreshadowings of the boom are in this case. Mrs. Burgoyne, shut your eyes and you shall see.”

Mrs. Burgoyne did not shut her eyes, but Mr. Watson opened the case, and she saw! More than a score of cut diamonds of the purest water, and of unusual size — lumps of light! With them, side by side, were about the same number of uncut stones, in curious contrast to their more radiant brethren.

“You see those?” He took out about a dozen of the cut stones, and held them loosely in his hand. “Are you a judge of diamonds? Well, I am. Hitherto there have been one or two defects about African diamonds — they cut badly, and the colour’s wrong. But we have changed all that. I stake my reputation that you will find no finer diamonds than those in the world. Here is the stone in the rough. Here is exactly, the same thing after it has been cut; judge for yourself, my boy! And those come from the district of Mitwaterstraand, Griqualand West. Take my tip, Burgoyne, and look out for Mitwaterstraand.”

Mr. Burgoyne did take his tip, and looked out for Mitwaterstraand, though not in the sense he meant. He looked out for Mitwaterstraand all night, lying in bed with his eyes wide open, his thoughts fixed on his wife. Suppose they were stolen, those shining bits of crystal?

In the morning he was up while she still slept. He dressed himself and went downstairs. He felt that he must have just one whiff of tobacco, and then return — to watch. A little doze in which he had caught himself had frightened him. Suppose he fell into slumber as profound as hers, what might not happen in his dreams?

Early as was the hour, he was not the first downstairs. As he entered the room in which the diamonds had been exhibited, he found Mr. Watson standing at the table.

“Hullo, Watson! At this hour of the morning who’d have thought of seeing you?”

“I — I’ve had a shock.” There was a perceptible tremor in Mr. Watson’s voice, as though even yet he had not recovered from the shock of which he spoke.

“A shock? What kind of a shock?”

“When I woke this morning I found that I had left the case with the diamonds in downstairs. I can’t think how I came to do it.”

“It was a careless thing.” Mr. Burgoyne’s tones were even stern. He shuddered as he thought of the risk which had been run.

“It was. When I found that it was missing, I was out of bed like a flash. I put my things on anyhow, and when I found it was all right” — he at that moment was holding the case in his hands— “I felt like singing a Te Deum.” He did not look like singing a Te Deum, by any means. “Let’s have a look at you, my beauties.” He pressed a spring and the case flew open. “My God!”

“What’s the matter?”

“They’re gone!”

“Gone!”

They were, sure enough. The case was empty. The shock was too much for Mr. Burgoyne.

“She’s taken them after all,” he gasped.

“Who?”

“My wife!”

“Your wife! — Burgoyne! — What do you mean?”

“Watson, my wife has stolen them.”

“Burgoyne!”

The empty case fell to the ground with a crash. It almost seemed as though Mr. Watson would have fallen after it. He seemed even more distressed than his friend. His face was clammy, his hands were trembling.

“Burgoyne, what — whatever do you mean?”

“My wife’s a kleptomaniac, that’s what I mean.”

“A kleptomaniac! You — you don’t mean that she has taken the stones?”

“I do. Sounds like a joke doesn’t it?”

“A joke! I don’t know what you call a joke! It’ll be no joke for me. There’s to be a meeting, and those stones will have to be produced for experts to examine. If they are not forthcoming, I shall have to explain what has become of them, and those are not the men to listen to any talk of kleptomania. And it isn’t the money they will want, it’s the stones. At this crisis those stones are worth a hundred thousand pounds to us, and more! It’ll be your ruin, and mine, if they are not found.”

“They will be found. It is only a little game she plays. She hides, we seek and find. I think I may undertake to produce them for you in half-an-hour.”

“I hope you will,” said Mr. Watson, still with clammy face and trembling hands. “My God, I hope you will.”

Mr. Burgoyne went upstairs. His wife was still asleep; and a prettier picture than she presented when asleep it would be hard to find. He put his hand upon her shoulder.

“Minnie!” No reply. “Minnie!” Still she slept.

When she did awake it was in the most natural and charming way conceivable. She stretched out her arms to her husband leaning over her.

“Charlie! Whatever is the time?”

“Where are those stones?”

“What?” With the back of her hands she began to rub her eyes. “Where are what?”

“Where are those stones?”

“I don’t know what—” yawn— “you mean.”

“Minnie! — Don’t trifle with me! — Where have you put those diamonds?”

“Charlie! Whatever do you mean?”

Her eyes were wide open now. She lay looking at him in innocent surprise.

“What a consummate actress you are!”

The words came from his lips almost unawares. They seemed to startle her. “Charlie!”

He — loving her with all his heart — was unable to meet her glance, and began moving uneasily about the room, talking as he moved.

“Come, Minnie, tell me where they are?”

“Where what are?”

“The diamonds!”

“The diamonds! What diamonds? Whatever do you mean?”

“You know what I mean very well. I mean the Mitwaterstraand diamonds which Watson showed us last night, and which you have taken from the case.”

“Which I have taken from the case!” She rose from the bed, and stood on the floor in her night-dress, the embodiment of surprise. “If you will leave the room I shall be able to dress.”

“Minnie! Do you really think I am a fool? I can make every allowance — God knows I have done so often enough before — but you must tell me where those stones are before I leave this room.”

“Do you mean to suggest that I — I have stolen them?”

“Call it what you please! I am only asking you to tell me where you have put them. That is all.”

“On what evidence do you suspect me of this monstrous crime?”

“Evidence? What do I need with evidence? Minnie, for God’s sake, don’t let us argue. You know that you are dearer to me than life, but this time — even at the sacrifice of life! — I cannot save you from the consequence of your own act.”

“The consequence of my own act. What do you mean?”

“I mean this, that unless those diamonds are immediately forthcoming, this night you will sleep in jail.”

“In jail! I sleep in jail! Is this some hideous dream?”

“Oh, my darling, for both our sakes tell me where the diamonds are.”

“Charlie, I know no more where they are than the man in the moon.”

“Then God help us, for we are lost!”

He ransacked every article of furniture the room contained. Tore open the mattresses, ripped up the boards, looked up the chimney. But there were no diamonds. And that night she slept in jail. Mr. Watson started off to tell his story to the meeting as best he might. Mr. and Mrs. Burgoyne remained behind, searching for the missing stones. About one o’clock, Mr. Watson still being absent, a telegram was received at the local police station containing instructions to detain Mrs. Burgoyne on a charge of felony, “warrant coming down by train.” Mr. Watson had evidently told his story to an unsympathetic audience. Mrs. Burgoyne was arrested and taken off to the local lock-up — all idea of bail being peremptorily pooh-poohed. Mr. Burgoyne tore up to town in a state of semi-madness. When Mr. Staunton heard the story, his affliction was at least, equal to his son-in-law’s. Dr. Muir was telegraphed for, and a hurried conference was held in the office of a famous criminal lawyer. That gentleman told them plainly that at present nothing could be done.

“Even suppose the diamonds are immediately forthcoming, the case will have to go before a magistrate. You don’t suppose the police will allow you to compound a felony. That is what it amounts to, you know.”

As for the medical point of view, it must be urged, of course; but the lawyer made no secret of his belief that if the medical point of view was all they had to depend on, the case would, of a certainty, be sent to trial.

“But it seems to me that at present there is not a tittle of evidence. Your wife, Mr. Burgoyne, has been arrested, I won’t say upon your information, but on the strength of words which you allowed to escape your lips. But they can’t put you in the box; you could prove nothing if they did. When the case comes on they’ll ask for a remand. Probably they’ll get it, one remand at any rate. I shall offer bail, which they’ll accept. When the case comes on again, unless they have something to go on, which they haven’t now, it will be dismissed. Mrs. Burgoyne will leave the court without a stain upon her character. We shan’t even have to hint at kleptomania, or klepto anything.”

More than once that night Mr. Burgoyne meditated suicide. All was over. She — his beloved! — through his folly — slept in jail. And if, by the skin of her teeth, she escaped this time, how would it be the next? She was guilty now — they might prove it then! And when he thought of the numerous precautions he had hedged her round with heretofore, it seemed marvellous that she had gone scot free so long. And suppose she had been taken at the outset of her career — in the affair of the jewels at the Grand Hotel — what would have availed any plea he might have urged before a French tribunal? He shuddered as he thought of it.

He never attempted to go to bed. He paced to and fro in his study like a caged wild animal. If he might only have shared her cell! The study was on the ground floor. It opened on to the garden. Between two and three in the morning he thought he heard a tapping at the pane. With a trembling hand he unlatched the window. A man stood without.

“Watson!”

As the name broke from him Mr. Watson staggered, rather than walked, into the room.

“I — I saw the light outside. I thought I had better knock at the window than disturb the house.”

He sank into a chair, putting his arms upon the table, pillowing his face upon his hands. There was silence. Mr. Burgoyne, in his surprise, was momentarily struck dumb. At last, finding his voice, and eyeing his friend, he said — 

“This is a bad job for both of us.”

Mr. Watson looked up. Mr. Burgoyne, in spite of his own burden which he had to bear, was startled by something which he saw written on his face.

“As you say, it is a bad job for both of us.” Mr. Watson rose as he was speaking. “But it is worst for me. Why did you tell me all that stuff about your wife?”

“God knows I am not in the mood to talk of anything, but rather than that, talk of what you please.”

“Why the devil did you put that thought into my head?”

“What thought? I do not understand. I don’t think you understand much either.”

“Why did you tell me she had taken the stones? Why, you damned fool, I had them in my pocket all the time.”

Mr. Watson took his hand out of his pocket. It was full of what seemed little crystals. He dashed these down upon the table with such force that they were scattered all over the room. They were some of the Mitwaterstraand diamonds.

“Watson! Good God! What do you mean?”

“I was the thief! Not she!”

“You — hound!”

“Don’t look as though you’d like to murder me! I tell you I feel like murdering you! I am a ruined man. The thought came into my head that if I could get off with those Mitwaterstraand diamonds, I should have something with which to start afresh. Like an idiot, I took them from the case last night, meaning to hatch some cock-and-bull story about having forgotten to bring the case upstairs, and their having been stolen from it in the night. But on reflection I perceived how extremely thin the tale would be. I went downstairs to put them back again. I was in the very act of doing it when you came in. I showed you the empty box. You immediately cried out that your wife had stolen them. It was a temptation straight from hell! I was too astounded at first to understand your meaning. When I did, I let you remain in possession of your belief. Now, Burgoyne, don’t you be a fool.”

But Mr. Burgoyne was a fool. He fell on to the floor in a fit; this last straw was one too many. When he recovered, Mr. Watson was gone, but the diamonds were there, piled in a neat little heap upon the table. He had been guilty of a really curious lapse into the paths of honesty, for, as he truly said, he was a ruined man. It was one of those resonant smashes which are the sensation of an hour.

Mrs. Burgoyne was released — without a stain upon her character. She never stole again! She had been guilty so many times, and never been accused of crime, — and the first time she was innocent they said she was a thief! Dr. Muir said the shock had done it, — he had said that a shock would do it, all along.


Exchange is Robbery


CHAPTER I. 

“Impossible!”

“Really, Mr. Ruby, I wish you wouldn’t say a thing was impossible when I say that it is actually a fact.”

Mr. Ruby looked at the Countess of Grinstead, and the Countess of Grinstead looked at him.

“But, Countess, if you will just consider for one moment. You are actually accusing us of selling to you diamonds which we know to be false.”

“Whether you knew them to be false or not is more than I can say. All I know is that I bought a set of diamond ornaments from you, for which you charged me eight hundred pounds, and which Mr. Ahrens says are not worth eight hundred pence.”

“Mr. Ahrens must be dreaming.”

“Oh no, he’s not. I don’t believe that Mr. Ahrens ever dreams.”

Mr. Golden, who was standing observantly by, addressed an inquiry to the excited lady. “Where are the diamonds now?”

“The diamonds, as you call them, and which I don’t believe are diamonds, since Mr. Ahrens says they’re not, and I’m sure he ought to know, are in this case.”

The Countess of Grinstead produced from her muff one of those flat leather cases in which jewellers love to enshrine their wares.

Mr. Golden held out his hand for it.

“Permit me for one moment, Countess.”

The Countess handed him the case. Mr. Golden opened it. Mr. Ruby, leaning back in his chair, watched his partner examine the contents. The Countess watched him too. Mr. Golden took out one glittering ornament after another. Through a little microscope he peered into its inmost depths. He turned it over and over, and peered and peered, as though he would read its very heart. When he had concluded his examination he turned to the lady.

“How came you to submit these ornaments to Mr. Ahrens?”

“I don’t mind telling you. Not in the least! I happened to want some money. I didn’t care to ask the Earl for it. I thought of those things — you had charged me £800 for them, so I thought that he would let me have £200 upon them as a loan. When he told me that they were nothing but rubbish I thought I should have had a fit.”

“Where have they been in the interval between your purchasing them from us and your taking them to Mr. Ahrens?”

“Where have they been? Where do you suppose they’ve been? They have been in my jewel case, of course.”

Mr. Golden replaced the ornaments in their satin beds. He closed the case.

“Every inquiry shall be made into the matter, Countess, you may rest assured of that. We cannot afford to lose our money, any more than you can afford to lose your diamonds.”

Directly the lady’s back was turned Mr. Ruby put a question to his partner. “Well, are they false?”

“They are. It is a good imitation, one of the best imitations I remember to have seen. Still it is an imitation.”

“Do you — do you think she did it?”

“That is more than I can say. Still, when a lady buys diamonds on Saturday, upon credit, and takes them to a pawnbroker on Tuesday, to raise money on them, one may be excused for having one’s suspicions.”

While the partners were still discussing the matter, the door was opened by an assistant. “Mr. Gray wishes to see Mr. Ruby.”

Before Mr. Ruby had an opportunity of saying whether or not he wished to see Mr. Gray, rather unceremoniously Mr. Gray himself came in.

“I should think I do want to see Mr. Ruby, and while I’m about it, I may as well see Mr. Golden too.” Mr. Gray turned to the assistant, who still was standing at the open door. “You can go.”

The assistant looked at Mr. Ruby for instructions. “Yes Thompson, you can go.”

When Thompson was gone, and the door was closed, Mr. Gray, who wore his hat slightly on the side of his head, turned and faced the partners. He was a very young man, and was dressed in the extreme of fashion. Taking from his coat tail pocket the familiar leather case, he flung it on to the table with a bang. “I don’t know what you call that, but I tell you what I call it. I call it a damned swindle.”

Mr. Ruby was shocked.

“Mr. Gray! May I ask of what you are complaining?”

“Complaining! I’m complaining of your selling me a thing for two thousand pounds which is not worth two thousand pence!”

“Indeed? Have we been guilty of such conduct as that?” Mr. Golden picked up the case which Mr. Gray had flung down upon the table. “Is this the diamond necklace which we had the pleasure of selling you the other day?”

Mr. Golden opened the case. He took out the necklace which it contained. He examined it as minutely as he had examined the Countess of Grinstead’s ornaments. “This is — very remarkable.”

“Remarkable! I should think it is remarkable! I bought that necklace for a lady. As some ladies have a way of doing, she had it valued. When she found that the thing was trumpery, she, of course, jumped to the conclusion that I’d been having her — trying to gain kudos for giving her something worth having at the cheapest possible rate. A pretty state of things, upon my word!”

“This appears to be a lady of acute commercial instincts, Mr. Gray.”

“Never mind about that! If you deny that that is the necklace which you sold to me I will prove that it is — in the police court. I am quite prepared for it. Men who are capable of selling a necklace of glass beads as a necklace of diamonds are capable of denying that they ever sold the thing at all.”

“Mr. Gray, there is no necessity to use such language to us. If a wrong has been done we are ready and willing to repair it.”

“Then repair it!”

It took some time to get rid of Mr. Gray. He had a great deal to say, and a very strong and idiomatic way of saying it. Altogether it was a bad quarter of an hour for Messrs. Ruby and Golden. When, at last, they did get rid of him, Mr. Ruby turned to his partner.

“Golden, it’s not possible that the stones in that necklace are false. Those are the stones which we got from Fungst — you remember?”

“I remember very well indeed. They were the stones which we got from Fungst. They are not now. The gems which are at present in this necklace are paste, covered with a thin veneer of real stones. It is an old trick, but I never saw it better done. The workmanship, both in Mr. Gray’s necklace and in the Countess of Grinstead’s ornaments, is, in its way, perfection.”

While Mr. Ruby was still staring at his partner, the door opened and again Mr. Thompson entered. “The Duchess of Datchet.”

“Let’s hope,” muttered Mr. Golden, “that she’s not come to charge us with selling any more paste diamonds.”

But the Duchess had come to do nothing of the kind. She had come on a much more agreeable errand, from Messrs. Ruby and Golden’s point of view — she had come to buy. As it was Mr. Ruby’s special rôle to act as salesman to the great — the very great — ladies who patronised that famed establishment, Mr. Golden left his partner to perform his duties.

Mr. Ruby found the Duchess, on that occasion, difficult to please. She wanted something in diamonds, to present to Lady Edith Linglithgow on the occasion of her approaching marriage. As Lady Edith is the Duke’s first cousin, as all the world knows, almost, as it were, his sister, the Duchess wanted something very good indeed. Nothing which Messrs. Ruby and Golden had seemed to be quite good enough, except one or two things which were, perhaps, too good. The Duchess promised to return with the Duke himself to-morrow, or, perhaps, the day after. With that promise Mr. Ruby was forced to be content.

The instant the difficult very great lady had vanished, Mr. Golden came into the room. He placed upon the table some leather cases.

“Ruby what do you think of those?”

“Why, they’re from stock, aren’t they?” Mr. Ruby took up some of the cases which Mr. Golden had put down. There was quite a heap of them. They contained rings, bracelets, necklaces, odds and ends in diamond work. “Anything the matter with them, Golden?”

“There’s this the matter with them — that they’re all paste.”

“Golden!”

“I’ve been glancing through the stock. I haven’t got far, but I’ve come upon those already. Somebody appears to be having a little joke at our expense. It strikes me, Ruby, that we’re about to be the victims of one of the greatest jewel robberies upon record.”

“Golden!”

“Have you been showing this to the Duchess?”

Mr. Golden picked up a necklace of diamonds from a case which lay open on the table, whose charms Mr. Ruby had been recently exhibiting to that difficult great lady. “Ruby! — Good Heavens!”

“Wha-what’s the matter?”

“They’re paste!”

Mr. Golden was staring at the necklace as though it were some hideous thing.

“Paste! — G-G-Golden!” Mr. Ruby positively trembled. “That’s Kesteeven’s necklace which he brought in this morning to see if we could find a customer for it.”

“I’m quite aware that this was Kesteeven’s necklace. Now it would be dear at a ten-pound note.”

“A ten-pound note! He wants ten thousand guineas! It’s not more than an hour since he brought it — no one can have touched it.”

“Ruby, don’t talk nonsense! I saw Kesteeven’s necklace when he brought it, I see this thing now. This is not Kesteeven’s necklace — it has been changed!”

“Golden!”

“To whom have you shown this necklace?”

“To the Duchess of Datchet.”

“To whom else?”

“To no one.”

“Who has been in this room?”

“You know who has been in the room as well as I do.”

“Then — she did it.”

“She? — Who?”

“The Duchess!”

“Golden! you are mad!”

“I shall be mad pretty soon. We shall be ruined! I’ve not the slightest doubt but that you’ve been selling people paste for diamonds for goodness knows how long.”

“Golden!”

“You’ll have to come with me to Datchet House. I’ll see the Duke — I’ll have it out with him at once.” Mr. Golden threw open the door. “Thompson, Mr. Ruby and I are going out. See that nobody comes near this room until we return.”

To make sure that nobody did come near that room Mr. Golden turned the key in the lock, and pocketed the key.


CHAPTER II. 

When Messrs. Ruby and Golden arrived at Datchet House they found the Duke at home. He received them in his own apartment. On their entrance he was standing behind a writing table.

“Well, gentlemen, to what am I indebted for the honour of this visit?”

Mr. Golden took on himself the office of spokesman.

“We have called, your Grace, upon a very delicate matter.” The Duke inclined his head — he also took a seat. “The Duchess of Datchet has favoured us this morning with a visit.”

“The Duchess!”

“The Duchess.”

Mr. Golden paused. He was conscious that this was a delicate matter. “When her Grace quitted our establishment she accidentally” — Mr. Golden emphasised the adverb; he even repeated it— “accidentally left behind some of her property in exchange for ours.”

“Mr. Golden!” The Duke stared. “I don’t understand you.”

Mr. Golden then and there resolved to make the thing quite plain.

“I will be frank with your Grace. When the Duchess left our establishment this morning she took with her some twenty thousand pounds worth of diamonds — it may be more, we have only been able to give a cursory glance at the state of things — and left behind her paste imitations of those diamonds instead.”

The Duke stood up. He trembled — probably with anger.

“Mr. Golden, am I — am I to understand that you are mad?”

“The case, your Grace, is as I stated. Is not the case as I state it, Mr. Ruby?”

Mr. Ruby took out his handkerchief to relieve his brow. His habit of showing excessive deference to the feelings and the whims of very great people was almost more than he could master.

“I — I’m afraid, Mr. Golden, that it is. Your — your Grace will understand that — that we should never have ventured to — to come here had we not been most — most unfortunately compelled.”

“Pray make no apology, Mr. Ruby. Allow me to have a clear understanding with you, gentlemen. Do I understand that you charge the Duchess of Datchet — the Duchess of Datchet!” — the Duke echoed his own words, as though he were himself unable to believe in the enormity of such a thing— “with stealing jewels from your shop?”

“If your Grace will allow me to make a distinction without a difference — we charge no one with anything. If your Grace will give us your permission to credit the jewels to your account, there is an end of the matter.”

“What is the value of the articles which you say have gone?”

“On that point we are not ourselves, as yet, accurately informed. I may as well state at once — it is better to be frank, your Grace — that this sort of thing appears to have been going on for some time. It is only an hour or so since we began to have even a suspicion of the extent of our losses.”

“Then, in effect, you charge the Duchess of Datchet with robbing you wholesale?”

Mr. Golden paused. He felt that to such a question as this it would be advisable that he should frame his answer in a particular manner.

“Your Grace will understand that different persons have different ways of purchasing. Lady A. has her way. Lady B. has her way, and the Duchess of Datchet has hers.”

“Are you suggesting that the Duchess of Datchet is a kleptomaniac?”

Mr. Golden was silent.

“Do you think that that is a comfortable suggestion to make to a husband, Mr. Golden?” Just then someone tapped at the door. “Who’s there?”

A voice — a feminine voice — enquired without, “Can I come in?”

Before the Duke could deny the right of entry, the door opened and a woman entered. A tall woman, and a young and a lovely one. When she perceived Messrs. Ruby and Golden she cast an enquiring look in the direction of the Duke. “Are you engaged?”

The Duke was eyeing her with a somewhat curious expression of countenance. “I believe you know these gentlemen?”

“Do I? I ought to know them perhaps, but I’m afraid I don’t.”

Mr. Ruby was all affability and bows, and smiles and rubbings of hands.

“I have not had the honour of seeing the lady upon a previous occasion.”

The Duke of Datchet stared. “You have not had the honour? Then what — what the dickens do you mean? This is the Duchess!”

“The Duchess!” cried Messrs. Ruby and Golden.

“Certainly — the Duchess of Datchet.”

Messrs. Ruby and Golden looked blue. They looked more than blue — they looked several colours of the rainbow all at once. They stared as though they could not believe the evidence of their eyes and ears. The Duke turned to the Duchess. He opened the door for her.

“Duchess, will you excuse me for a moment? I have something which I particularly wish to say to these gentlemen.”

The Duchess disappeared. When she had gone the Duke not only closed the door behind her, but he stood with his back against the door which he had closed. His manner, all at once, was scarcely genial.

“Now, what shall I do with you, gentlemen? You come to my house and charge the Duchess of Datchet with having been a constant visitor at your shop for the purpose of robbing you, and it turns out that you have actually never seen the Duchess of Datchet in your lives until this moment.”

“But,” gasped Mr. Ruby, “that — that is not the lady who came to our establishment, and — and called herself the Duchess of Datchet.”

“Well, sir, and what has that to do with me? Am I responsible for the proceedings of every sharper who comes to your shop and chooses to call herself the Duchess of Datchet? I should advise you, in future, before advancing reckless charges, to make some enquiries into the bona fides of your customers, Mr. Ruby. Now, gentlemen, you may go.”

The Duke held the door wide open, invitingly. Mr. Golden caught his partner by the sleeve, as though he feared that he would, with undue celerity, accept the invitation.

“Hardly, your Grace, there is still something which we wish to say to you.” The Duke of Datchet shut the door again.

“Then say it. Only say it, if possible, in such a manner as not to compel me to — kick you, Mr. Golden.”

“Your Grace will believe that in anything I have said, or in anything which I am to say, nothing is further from my wish than to cause your Grace annoyance. But, on the other hand, surely your Grace is too old, and too good a customer of our house, to wish to see us ruined.”

“I had rather, Mr. Golden, see you ruined ten thousand times over than that you should ruin my wife’s fair fame.”

Mr. Golden hesitated; he seemed to perceive that the Duke’s retort was not irrelevant. He turned to Mr. Ruby.

“Mr. Ruby, will you be so good as to explain what reasons we had for believing that this person was what she called herself — the Duchess of Datchet? Because your Grace must understand that we did not entertain that belief without having at least some grounds to go upon.”

Mr. Ruby, thus appealed to, began to fidget. He did not seem to relish the office which his partner had imposed upon him. The tale which he told was rather lame — still, he told it.

“Your Grace will understand that I — I am acquainted, at least by sight, with most of the members of the British aristocracy, and — and, indeed, of other aristocracies. But it so happened that, at the period of your Grace’s recent marriage, I happened to be abroad, and — and, not only so, but — but the lady your Grace married was — was a lady — from — from the country.”

“I am perfectly aware, Mr. Ruby, whom I married.”

“Quite so, your Grace, quite so. Only — only I was endeavouring to explain how it was that I — I did not happen to be acquainted with her Grace’s personal appearance. So that when a carriage and pair drove up to our establishment with your Grace’s crest upon the panel — —”

“My crest upon the panel!”

“Your Grace’s crest upon the panel” — as Mr. Ruby continued, the Duke of Datchet bit his lip— “and a lady stepped out of it and said, ‘I am the Duchess of Datchet; my husband tells me that he is an old customer of yours,’ I was only too glad to see her Grace, because, as your Grace is aware, we have the honour of having your Grace as an old customer of ours. ‘My husband has given me this cheque to spend with you.’ When she said that she took a cheque out of her purse, one of your Grace’s own cheques drawn upon Messrs. Coutts, ‘Pay Messrs. Ruby and Golden, or order, one thousand pounds,’ with your Grace’s signature attached. I have seen too many of your Grace’s cheques not to know them well. She purchased goods to the value of a thousand pounds, and she gave us your Grace’s cheque to pay for them.”

“She gave you that cheque, did she?”

Mr. Golden interposed, “We presented the cheque, and it was duly honoured. On the face of such proof as that, what could we suppose?”

The Duke was moving about the room — it seemed, a little restlessly.

“It didn’t necessarily follow, because a woman paid for her purchases with a cheque of mine that that woman was the Duchess of Datchet.”

“I think, under the peculiar circumstances of the case, that it did. At least, the presumption was strong upon that side. May I ask to whom your Grace’s cheque was given?”

“You may ask, but I don’t see why I should tell you. It was honoured, and that is sufficient.”

“I don’t think it is sufficient, and I don’t think that your Grace will think so either, if you consider for a moment. If it had not been for the strong presumptive evidence of your Grace’s cheque, we should not have been robbed of many thousand pounds.”

The Duke of Datchet paced restlessly to and fro. Messrs. Ruby and Golden watched him. At last he moved towards his writing table. He sat down on the chair behind it. He stretched out his legs in front of him. He thrust his hands into his trousers pockets.

“I’ll make a clean breast of it. You fellows can keep a still tongue in your heads — keep a still tongue about what I am going to tell you.” His hearers bowed. They were coming to the point — at last. “Eh” — in spite of his announced intention of making a clean breast of it, his Grace rather stumbled in his speech. “Before I was married I — I had some acquaintance with — with a certain lady. When I married, that acquaintance ceased. On the last occasion on which I saw her she informed me that she was indebted to you in the sum of a thousand pounds for jewellery. I gave her a cheque to discharge her liability to you, and to make sure that she did discharge the liability, I made the cheque payable to you, which, I now perceive, was perhaps not the wisest thing I could have done. But, at the same time, I wish you clearly to comprehend that I have every reason to believe that the lady referred to is, to put it mildly, a most unlikely person to — to rob any one.”

“We must request you to furnish us with that lady’s name and address. And I would advise your Grace to accompany us in an immediate visit to that lady.”

“That is your advice is it, Mr. Golden? I am not sure that I appreciate it quite so much as it may possibly deserve.”

“Otherwise, as you will yourself perceive, we shall be compelled to put the matter at once in the hands of the police, and, your Grace, there will be a scandal.”

The Duke of Datchet reflected. He looked at Mr. Golden, he looked at Mr. Ruby, he looked at the ceiling, he looked at the floor, he looked at his boots — then he looked back again at Mr. Golden. At last he rose. He shook himself a little — as if to shake his clothes into their proper places. He seemed to have threshed the pros and cons of the matter well out, mentally, and to have finally decided.

“As I do not want a scandal, I think I will take your excellent advice, Mr. Golden — which I now really do appreciate at its proper value — and accompany you upon that little visit. Shall we go at once?”

“At once — if your Grace pleases.”


CHAPTER III. 

The Duke of Datchet’s brougham, containing the Duke of Datchet himself upon one seat, and Messrs. Ruby and Golden cheek by jowl upon the other, drew up in front of a charming villa in the most charming part of charming St. John’s Wood. The Duke’s ring — for the Duke himself did ring, and there was no knocker — was answered by a most unimpeachable-looking man-servant in livery. The man-servant was not only unimpeachable-looking — which every servant ought to look — but good-looking, too, which, in a servant, is not regarded as quite so indispensable. He was, indeed, so good-looking as to be quite a “beauty man.” So young, too! A mere youth!

When this man-servant opened the door, and saw to whom he had opened it, he started. And not only did he start, but Messrs. Ruby and Golden started too, particularly Mr. Golden. The Duke of Datchet, if he observed this little by-play, did not condescend to notice it.

“Is Mrs. Mansfield in?”

“I believe so. I will enquire. What name?”

“Never mind the name, and I will make my own enquiries. You needn’t announce me, I know the way.”

The Duke of Datchet seemed to know the way very well indeed. He led the way up the staircase; Messrs. Ruby and Golden followed. The man-servant remained at the foot of the stairs, as if doubtful whether or not he ought to follow. When they had reached the landing, and the man-servant, still remaining below, was out of sight, Mr. Golden turned to Mr. Ruby.

“Where on earth have I seen that man before?”

“I was just addressing to myself the same enquiry,” said Mr. Ruby.

The Duke paused. He turned to the partners.

“What’s that? The servant? Have you seen the man before? The plot is thickening. I am afraid ‘the Duchess’ is getting warm.”

Apparently the Duke knew his way so well that he did not think it necessary to announce himself at the door of the room to which he led the partners. He simply turned the handle and went in, Messrs. Ruby and Golden close upon his heels. The room which he had entered was a pretty room, and contained a pretty occupant. A lady, young and fair, rose from a couch which was at the opposite side of the apartment, and, as was most justifiable under the circumstances, stared: “Hereward!”

“Mrs. Mansfield!”

“Whatever brings you here?”

“My dear Mrs. Mansfield, I have come to ask you what you think of Mr. Kesteeven’s necklace.”

“Hereward, what do you mean?”

The Duke’s manner changed from jest to earnest.

“Rather, Gertrude, what do you mean? What have I done that deserved such a return from you? What have I done to you that you should have endeavoured to drag my wife’s name in the mire?”

The lady stared. “I have no more idea what you are talking about than the man in the moon!”

“You dare to tell me so, in the presence of these men?”

“In the presence of what men?”

“In the presence of your victims — of Mr. Ruby and of Mr. Golden?”

Mr. Golden advanced a step or two.

“Excuse me, your Grace — this is not the lady.”

“Eh?”

“This is not the lady.”

“Not what lady?”

“This is not the lady who called herself the Duchess of Datchet.”

“What the dickens do you mean? Really, Mr. Ruby and Mr. Golden, you seem to be leading me a pretty fine wild goose chase — a pretty fine wild goose chase! I know it will end in kicking — someone. You told me that the person to whom I had given that cheque was the person who had bestowed on you her patronage. This is the person to whom I gave that cheque.”

“This is not the person who gave that cheque to us.”

“Then — then who the devil did?”

“That, your Grace, is the point — will this lady allow me to ask her one or two questions?”

“Fire away — ask fifty!”

The lady thus referred to interposed, “This gentleman may ask fifty or five hundred questions, but unless you tell me what all this is about I very much doubt if I shall answer one.”

“Let me manage it, Mr. Golden. Mrs. Mansfield, may I enquire what you did with that cheque for a thousand which I gave you? You jade! To tell me that Ruby and Golden were dunning you out of your life, when you never owed them a stiver! Tell me what you did with that cheque!”

The Duke seemed at last to have said something which had reached the lady’s understanding. She changed colour. She pressed her lips together. She looked at him with defiance in her eyes. A considerable pause ensued before she spoke.

“I don’t know why I should tell you. What does it matter to you what I did with it — you gave it me.”

“It does matter to me. As it happens, it matters also to you. If you will take my friendly advice, you will tell me what you did with that cheque.”

The look of defiance about the lady’s lips and in her eyes increased.

“I don’t mind telling you. Why should I? It was my own. I gave it to Alfred.”

The Duke emitted an ejaculation — which smacked of profanity.

“To Alfred? And, pray, who may Alfred be?”

The lady’s crest rose higher. “Alfred is — is the man to whom I am engaged to be married.”

The Duke of Datchet whistled. “And you got a cheque out of me for a thousand pounds to make a present of it to your intended? That beats everything; and pray to whom did Alfred give it?”

“He gave it to no one. He paid it into the bank. He told me so himself.”

“Then I’m afraid that Alfred lied. Where is Alfred?”

“He’s — he’s here.”

“Here? In this room? Where? Under the couch, or behind the screen?”

“I mean that he’s in this house. He’s downstairs.”

“I won’t ask how long he’s been downstairs, but would it be too much to ask you to request Alfred to walk upstairs.”

The lady burst into a sudden tempest of tears.

“I know you’ll only laugh at me — I know you well enough to expect you to do that — but — I — I know I’ve not been a good woman, and — and I do love him — although — he’s only — a — servant!”

“A servant! Gertrude! Was that the man who opened the door?”

Mr. Golden gave vent to an exclamation which positively amounted to a shout. “By Jove! — I’ve got it! — I knew I’d seen the face before — I couldn’t make out where — it was the man who opened the door. Your Grace, might I ask you to have that man who opened the door to us at once brought here?”

“Ring the bell, Mr. Golden.”

The lady interposed. “You shan’t — I won’t have it! What do you want with him?”

“We wish to ask him one or two questions. If Alfred is an honest man it will be better for him that he should have an opportunity of answering them. If he is not an honest man, it will be better for you that you should know it.”

Apparently this reasoning prevailed. Mr. Golden rang the bell; but his ring was not by any means immediately attended to. He rang a second and a third time, but still no answer came.

“It strikes me,” suggested the Duke, “that we had better start on a voyage of discovery, and search for Alfred in the regions down below.”

Before the Duke’s suggestion could be acted on the door was opened — not by Alfred; not by a man at all, but by a maid.

“Send Alfred here.”

“I can’t find him anywhere. I think he must have gone.”

“Gone!” gasped Mrs. Mansfield. “Where?”

“I don’t know, ma’am. I’ve been up to his room to look for him, and it is all anyhow, and there’s no one there. If you please, ma’am, I found this on the mat outside the door.”

The maid held out an envelope. The Duke of Datchet took it from her hand. He glanced at its superscription.

“‘Messrs. Ruby and Golden.’ Gentlemen, this is for you.”

He transferred it to Mr. Golden. It was a long blue envelope. The maid had picked it up from the mat which was outside the door of that very room in which they were standing. Mr. Golden opened it. It contained an oblong card of considerable size, on which were printed three photographs, in a sort of series. The first photograph was that of a young man — a beautiful young man — unmistakably “Alfred.” The second was that of “Alfred” with his hair arranged in a fashion which was peculiarly feminine. The third was that of “Alfred” with a bonnet and a veil on, and a very nice-looking young woman he made. At the bottom of the card was written, in a fine, delicate, lady’s hand-writing, “With the Duchess of Datchet’s compliments.”

“I knew,” gasped Mrs. Mansfield, in the midst of her sorrow, “that he was very good at dressing up as a woman, but I never thought he would do this!”

 

The Duke of Datchet paid for the diamonds.


The Haunted Chair


CHAPTER I. 

“Well, that’s the most staggering thing I’ve ever known!”

As Mr. Philpotts entered the smoking-room, these were the words — with additions — which fell upon his, not unnaturally, startled ears. Since Mr. Bloxham was the only person in the room, it seemed only too probable that the extraordinary language had been uttered by him — and, indeed, his demeanour went far to confirm the probability. He was standing in front of his chair, staring about him in a manner which suggested considerable mental perturbation, apparently unconscious of the fact that his cigar had dropped either from his lips or his fingers and was smoking merrily away on the brand-new carpet which the committee had just laid down. He turned to Mr. Philpotts in a state of what seemed really curious agitation.

“I say, Philpotts, did you see him?”

Mr. Philpotts looked at him in silence for a moment, before he drily said, “I heard you.”

But Mr. Bloxham was in no mood to be put off in this manner. He seemed, for some cause, to have lost the air of serene indifference for which he was famed — he was in a state of excitement, which, for him, was quite phenomenal.

“No nonsense, Philpotts — did you see him?”

“See whom?” Mr. Philpotts was selecting a paper from a side table. “I see your cigar is burning a hole in the carpet.”

“Confound my cigar!” Mr. Bloxham stamped on it with an angry tread. “Did Geoff Fleming pass you as you came in?”

Mr. Philpotts looked round with an air of evident surprise.

“Geoff Fleming! — Why, surely he’s in Ceylon by now.”

“Not a bit of it. A minute ago he was in that chair talking to me.”

“Bloxham!” Mr. Philpotts’ air of surprise became distinctly more pronounced, a fact which Mr. Bloxham apparently resented.

“What are you looking at me like that for pray? I tell you I was glancing through the Field, when I felt someone touch me on the shoulder. I looked round — there was Fleming standing just behind me. ‘Geoff.’ I cried, ‘I thought you were on the other side of the world — what are you doing here?’ ‘I’ve come to have a peep at you,’ he said. He drew a chair up close to mine — this chair — and sat in it. I turned round to reach for a match on the table, it scarcely took me a second, but when I looked his way again hanged if he weren’t gone.”

Mr. Philpotts continued his selection of a paper — in a manner which was rather marked.

“Which way did he go?”

“Didn’t you meet him as you came in?”

“I did not — I met no one. What’s the matter now?”

The question was inspired by the fact that a fresh volley of expletives came from Mr. Bloxham’s lips. That gentleman was standing with his hands thrust deep into his trouser pockets, his legs wide open, and his eyes and mouth almost as wide open as his legs.

“Hang me,” he exclaimed, when, as it appeared, he had temporarily come to the end of his stock of adjectives, “if I don’t believe he’s boned my purse.”

“Boned your purse!” Mr. Philpotts laid a not altogether flattering emphasis upon the “boned!” “Bloxham! What do you mean?”

Mr. Bloxham did not immediately explain. He dropped into the chair behind him. His hands were still in his trouser pockets, his legs were stretched out in front of him, and on his face there was not only an expression of amazement, but also of the most unequivocal bewilderment. He was staring at the vacant air as if he were trying his hardest to read some riddle.

“This is a queer start, upon my word, Philpotts,” he spoke in what, for him, were tones of unwonted earnestness. “When I was reaching for the matches on the table, what made me turn round so suddenly was because I thought I felt someone tugging at my purse — it was in the pocket next to Fleming. As I told you, when I did turn round Fleming was gone — and, by Jove, it looks as though my purse went with him.”

“Have you lost your purse? — is that what you mean?”

“I’ll swear that it was in my pocket five minutes ago, and that it’s not there now; that’s what I mean.”

Mr. Philpotts looked at Mr. Bloxham as if, although he was too polite to say so, he could not make him out at all. He resumed his selection of a paper.

“One is liable to make mistakes about one’s purse; perhaps you’ll find it when you get home.”

Mr. Bloxham sat in silence for some moments. Then, rising, he shook himself as a dog does when he quits the water.

“I say, Philpotts, don’t ladle out this yarn of mine to the other fellows, there’s a good chap. As you say, one is apt to get into a muddle about one’s purse, and I dare say I shall come across it when I get home. And perhaps I’m not very well this afternoon; I am feeling out of sorts, and that’s a fact. I think I’ll just toddle home and take a seidlitz, or a pill, or something. Ta ta!”

When Mr. Philpotts was left alone he smiled to himself, that superior smile which we are apt to smile when conscious that a man has been making a conspicuous ass of himself on lines which may be his, but which, we thank Providence, are emphatically not ours. With not one, but half a dozen papers in his hand, he seated himself in the chair which Mr. Bloxham had recently relinquished. Retaining a single paper, he placed the rest on the small round table on his left — the table on which wore the matches for which Mr. Bloxham declared he had reached. Taking out his case, he selected a cigar almost with the same care which he had shewn in selecting his literature, smiling to himself all the time that superior smile. Lighting the cigar he had chosen with a match from the table, he settled himself at his ease to read.

Scarcely had he done so than he was conscious of a hand laid gently on his shoulder from behind.

“What! back again?”

“Hullo, Phil!”

He had taken it for granted, without troubling to look round, that Mr. Bloxham had returned, and that it was he who touched him on the shoulder. But the voice which replied to him, so far from being Mr. Bloxham’s was one the mere sound of which caused him not only to lose his bearing of indifference but to spring from his seat with the agility almost of a jack-in-the-box. When he saw who it was had touched him on the shoulder, he stared.

“Fleming! Then Bloxham was right, after all. May I ask what brings you here?”

The man at whom he was looking was tall and well-built, in age about five and thirty. There were black cavities beneath his eyes; the man’s whole face was redolent, to a trained perception, of something which was, at least, slightly unsavoury. He was dressed from head to foot in white duck — a somewhat singular costume for Pall Mall, even on a summer afternoon.

Before Mr. Philpotts’ gaze, his own eyes sank. Murmuring something which was almost inaudible, he moved to the chair next to the one which Mr. Philpotts had been occupying, the chair of which Mr. Bloxham had spoken.

As he seated himself, Mr. Philpotts eyed him in a fashion which was certainly not too friendly.

“What did you mean by disappearing just now in that extraordinary manner, frightening Bloxham half out of his wits? Where did you get to?”

The new comer was stroking his heavy moustache with a hand which, for a man of his size and build, was unusually small and white. He spoke in a lazy, almost inaudible, drawl.

“I just popped outside.”

“Just popped outside! I must have been coming in just when you went out. I saw nothing of you; you’ve put Bloxham into a pretty state of mind.”

Re-seating himself, Mr. Philpotts turned to put the paper he was holding on to the little table. “I don’t want to make myself a brute, but it strikes me that your presence here at all requires explanation. When several fellows club together to give another fellow a fresh start on the other side of the world — —”

Mr. Philpotts stopped short. Having settled the paper on the table to his perfect satisfaction, he turned round again towards the man he was addressing — and as he did so he ceased to address him, and that for the sufficiently simple reason that he was not there to address — the man had gone! The chair at Mr. Philpotts’ side was empty; without a sign or a sound its occupant had vanished, it would almost seem, into space.


CHAPTER II. 

Under the really remarkable circumstances of the case, Mr. Philpotts preserved his composure to a singular degree. He looked round the room; there was no one there. He again fixedly regarded the chair at his side; there could be no doubt that it was empty. To make quite sure, he passed his hand two or three times over the seat; it met with not the slightest opposition. Where could the man have got to? Mr. Philpotts had not, consciously, heard the slightest sound; there had not been time for him to have reached the door. Mr. Philpotts knocked the ash off his cigar. He stood up. He paced leisurely two or three times up and down the room.

“If Bloxham is ill, I am not. I was never better in my life. And the man who tells me that I have been the victim of an optical delusion is talking of what he knows nothing. I am prepared to swear that it was Geoffrey Fleming who touched me on the shoulder; that he spoke to me; and that he seated himself upon that chair. Where he came from, or where he has gone to, are other questions entirely.” He critically examined his finger nails.

“If those Psychical Research people have an address in town, I think I’ll have a talk with them. I suppose it’s three or four minutes since the man vanished. What’s the time now? Whatever has become of my watch?”

He might well ask — it had gone, both watch and chain — vanished, with Mr. Fleming, into air. Mr. Philpotts stared at his waistcoat, too astonished for speech. Then he gave a little gasp.

“This comes of playing Didymus! The brute has stolen it! I must apologise to Bloxham. As he himself said, this is a queer start, upon my honour! Now, if you like, I do feel a little out of sorts; this sort of thing is enough to make one. Before I go, I think I’ll have a drop of brandy.”

As he was hesitating, the smoking-room door opened to admit Frank Osborne. Mr. Osborne nodded to Mr. Philpotts as he crossed the room.

“You’re not looking quite yourself, Philpotts.”

Mr. Philpotts seemed to regard the observation almost in the light of an impertinence.

“Am I not? I was not aware that there was anything in my appearance to call for remark.” Smiling, Mr. Osborne seated himself in the chair which the other had not long ago vacated. Mr. Philpotts regarded him attentively. “You’re not looking quite yourself, either.”

The smile vanished from Mr. Osborne’s face.

“I’m not feeling myself! — I’m not! I’m worried about Geoff Fleming.”

Mr. Philpotts slightly started.

“About Geoff Fleming? — what about Fleming?’

“I’m afraid — well, Phil, the truth is that I’m afraid that Geoff’s a hopeless case.”

Mr. Philpotts was once more busying himself with the papers which were on the side table.

“What do you mean?”

“As you know, he and I have been very thick in our time, and when he came a cropper it was I who suggested that we who were at school with him might have a whip round among ourselves to get the old chap a fresh start elsewhere. You all of you behaved like bricks, and when I told him what you had done, poor Geoff was quite knocked over. He promised voluntarily that he would never touch a card again, or make another bet, until he had paid you fellows off with thumping interest. Well, he doesn’t seem to have kept his promise long.”

“How do you know he hasn’t?”

“I’ve heard from Deecie.”

“From Deecie? — where’s Fleming?”

“In Ceylon — they’d both got there before Deecie’s letter left.”

“In Ceylon!” exclaimed Mr. Philpotts excitedly, staring hard at Mr. Osborne. “You are sure he isn’t back in town?”

In his turn, Mr. Osborne was staring at Mr. Philpotts.

“Not unless he came back by the same boat which brought Deecie’s letter. What made you ask?”

“I only wondered.”

Mr. Philpotts turned again to the paper. The other went on.

“It seems that a lot of Australian sporting men were on the boat on which they went out. Fleming got in with them. They played — he played too. Deecie remonstrated — but he says that it only seemed to make bad worse. At first Geoff won — you know the usual sort of thing; he wound up by losing all he had, and about four hundred pounds beside. He had the cheek to ask Deecie for the money.” Mr. Osborne paused. Mr. Philpotts uttered a sound which might have been indicative of contempt — or anything. “Deecie says that when the winners found out that he couldn’t pay, there was a regular row. Geoff swore, in that wild way of his, that if he couldn’t pay them before he died, he would rise from the dead to get the money.”

Mr. Philpotts looked round with a show of added interest.

“What was that he said?”

“Oh, it was only his wild way of speaking — you know that way of his. If they don’t get their money before he dies, and I fancy that it’s rather more than even betting that they won’t, I don’t think that there’s much chance of his rising from his grave to get it for them. He’ll break that promise, as he has broken so many more. Poor Geoff! It seems that we might as well have kept our money in our pockets; it doesn’t seem to have done him much good. His prospects don’t look very rosy — without money, and with a bad name to start with.”

“As I fancy you have more than once suspected, Frank, I never have had a high opinion of Mr. Geoffrey Fleming. I am not in the least surprised at what you tell me, any more than I was surprised when he came his cropper. I have always felt that, at a pinch, he would do anything to save his own skin.” Mr. Osborne said nothing, but he shook his head. “Did you see anything of Bloxham when you came in?”

“I saw him going along the street in a cab.”

“I want to speak to him! I think I’ll just go and see if I can find him in his rooms.”


CHAPTER III. 

Mr. Frank Osborne scarcely seemed to be enjoying his own society when Mr. Philpotts had left him. As all the world knows, he is a man of sentiment — of the true sort, not the false. He has had one great passion in his life — Geoffrey Fleming. They began when they were at Chilchester together, when he was big, and Fleming still little. He did his work for him, fought for him, took his scrapes upon himself, believed in him, almost worshipped him. The thing continued when Fleming joined him at the University. Perhaps the fact that they both were orphans had something to do with it; neither of them had kith nor kin. The odd part of the business was that Osborne was not only a clear-sighted, he was a hard-headed man. It could not have been long before it dawned upon him that the man with whom he fraternised was a naturally bad egg. Fleming was continually coming to grief; he would have come to eternal grief at the very commencement of his career if it had not been for Osborne at his back. He went through his own money; he went through as much of his friend’s as his friend would let him. Then came the final smash. There were features about the thing which made it clear, even to Frank Osborne, that in England, at least, for some years to come, Geoffrey Fleming had run his course right out. He strained all his already strained resources in his efforts to extricate the man from the mire. When he found that he himself was insufficient, going to his old schoolfellows, he begged them, for his sake — if not for Fleming’s — to join hands with him in giving the scapegrace still another start. As a result, interest was made for him in a Ceylon plantation, and Mr. Fleming with, under the circumstances, well-lined pockets, was despatched over the seas to turn over a new leaf in a sunnier clime.

How he had vowed that he would turn over a new leaf, actually with tears upon his knees! And this was how he had done it; before he had reached his journey’s end, he had gambled away the money which was not his, and was in debt besides. Frank Osborne must have been fashioned something like the dog which loves its master the more, the more he ill-treats it. His heart went out in pity to the scamp across the seas. He had no delusions; he had long been conscious that the man was hopeless. And yet he knew very well that if he could have had his way he would have gone at once to comfort him. Poor Geoff! What an all-round mess he seemed to have made of things — and he had had the ball at his feet when he started — poor, dear old Geoff! With his knuckles Mr. Osborne wiped a suspicious moisture from his eyes. Geoff was all right — if he had only been able to prevent money from slipping from between his fingers, had been gifted with a sense of meum et tuum — not a nicer fellow in the world!

Mr. Osborne sat trying to persuade himself into the belief that the man was an injured paragon though he knew very well that he was an irredeemable scamp. He endeavoured to see only his good qualities, which was a task of exceeding difficulty — they were hidden in such a cloud of blackness. At least, whatever might be said against Geoff — and Mr. Osborne admitted to himself that there might be something — it was certain that Geoff loved him almost as much as he loved Geoff. Mr. Osborne declared to himself — putting pressure on himself to prevent his making a single mental reservation — that Geoff Fleming, in spite of all his faults, was the only person in the wide, wide world who did love him. And he was a stranger in a strange land, and in trouble again — poor dear old Geoff! Once more Mr. Osborne’s knuckles went up to wipe that suspicious moisture from his eyes.

While he was engaged in doing this, a hand was laid gently on his shoulder from behind. It was, perhaps, because he was unwilling to be detected in such an act that, at the touch, he rose from his seat with a start — which became so to speak, a start of petrified amazement when he perceived who it was who had touched him. It was the man of whom he had been thinking, the friend of his boyhood — Geoffrey Fleming.

“Geoff!” he gasped. “Dear old Geoff!” He paused, seemingly in doubt whether to laugh or cry. “I thought you were in Ceylon!”

Mr. Fleming did exactly what he had done when he came so unexpectedly on Mr. Philpotts — he moved to the chair at Mr. Osborne’s side. His manner was in contrast to his friend’s — it was emphatically not emotional.

“I’ve just dropped in,” he drawled.

“My dear old boy!” Mr. Osborne, as he surveyed his friend, seemed to become more and more torn by conflicting emotions. “Of course I’m very glad to see you Geoff, but how did you get in here? I thought that they had taken your name off the books of the club.” He was perfectly aware that Mr. Fleming’s name had been taken off the books of the club, and in a manner the reverse of complimentary. Mr. Fleming offered no remark. He sat looking down at the carpet stroking his moustache. Mr. Osborne went stammeringly on — 

“As I say, Geoff — and as, of course you know, — I am very glad to see you, anywhere; but — we don’t want any unpleasantness, do we? If some of the fellows came in and found you here, they might make themselves nasty. Come round to my rooms; we shall be a lot more comfortable there, old man.”

Mr. Fleming raised his eyes. He looked his friend full in the face. As he met his glance, Mr. Osborne was conscious of a curious sort of shiver. It was not only because the man’s glance was, to say the least, less friendly than it might have been — it was because of something else, something which Mr. Osborne could scarcely have defined.

“I want some money.”

Mr. Osborne smiled, rather fatuously.

“Ah, Geoff, the same old tale! Deecie has told me all about it. I won’t reproach you; you know, if I had some, you should have it; but I’m not sure that it isn’t just as well for both ourselves that I haven’t, Geoff.”

“You have some money in your pocket now.”

Mr. Osborne’s amazement grew apace — his friend’s manner was so very strange.

“What a nose you always have for money; however did you find that out? But it isn’t mine. You know Jim Baker left me guardian to that boy of his, and I’ve been drawing the youngster’s dividends — it’s only seventy pounds, Geoff.”

Mr. Fleming stretched out his hand — his reply was brief and to the point.

“Give it to me!”

“Give it to you! — Geoff! — young Baker’s money!”

Mr. Fleming reiterated his demand.

“Give it to me!”

His manner was not only distinctly threatening, it had a peculiar effect upon his friend. Although Mr. Osborne had never before shewn fear of any living man, and had, in that respect, proved his superiority over Fleming many a time, there was something at that moment in the speaker’s voice, or words, or bearing, or in all three together, which set him shivering, as if with fear, from head to foot.

“Geoff! — you are mad! I’ll see what I can find for you, but I can’t give you young Baker’s dividends.”

Mr. Osborne was not quite clear as to exactly what it was that happened. He only knew that the friend of his boyhood — the man for whom he had done so much — the only person in the world who loved him — rose and took him by the throat, and, forcing him backwards, began to rifle the pocket which contained the seventy pounds. He was so taken by surprise, so overwhelmed by a feeling of utter horror, against which he was unable even to struggle, that it was only when he felt the money being actually withdrawn from his pocket that he made an attempt at self-defence. Then, when he made a frantic clutch at his assailant’s felonious arm, all he succeeded in grasping was the empty air. The pressure was removed from his throat. He was able to look about him. Mr. Fleming was gone. He thrust a trembling hand into his pocket — the seventy pounds had vanished too.

“Geoff! Geoff!” he cried, the tears streaming from his eyes. “Don’t play tricks with me! Give me back young Baker’s dividends!”

When no one answered and there seemed no one to hear, he began to searching round and round the room with his eyes, as if he suspected Mr. Fleming of concealing himself behind some article of furniture.

“Geoff! Geoff!” he continued crying. “Dear old boy! — give me back young Baker’s dividends!”

“Hullo!” exclaimed a voice — which certainly was not Mr. Fleming’s. Mr. Osborne turned. Colonel Lanyon was standing with the handle of the open door in his hand. “Frank, are you rehearsing for a five-act tragedy?”

Mr. Osborne replied to the Colonel’s question with another.

“Lanyon, did Geoffrey Fleming pass you as you came in?”

“Geoffrey Fleming!” The Colonel wheeled round on his heels like a teetotum. He glanced behind him. “What the deuce do you mean, Frank? If I catch that thief under the roof which covers me, I’ll make a case for the police of him.”

Then Mr. Osborne remembered what, in his agitation, he had momentarily forgotten, that Geoffrey Fleming had had no bitterer, more out-spoken, and, it may be added, more well-merited an opponent than Colonel Lanyon in the Climax Club. The Colonel advanced towards Mr. Osborne.

“Do you know that that’s the blackguard’s chair you’re standing by?”

“His chair!”

Mr. Osborne was leaning with one hand on the chair on which Mr. Fleming had, not long ago, been sitting.

“That’s what he used to call it himself, — with his usual impudence. He used to sit in it whenever he took a hand. The men would give it up to him — you know how you gave everything up to him, all the lot of you. If he couldn’t get it he’d turn nasty — wouldn’t play. It seems that he had the cheek to cut his initials on the chair — I only heard of it the other day, or there’d have been a clearance of him long ago. Look here — what do you think of that for a piece of rowdiness?”

The Colonel turned the chair upside down. Sure enough in the woodwork underneath the seat were the letters, cut in good-sized characters— “G. F.”

“You know that rubbishing way in which he used to talk. When men questioned his exclusive right to the chair, I’ve heard him say he’d prove his right by coming and sitting in it after he was dead and buried — he swore he’d haunt the chair. Idiot! — What is the matter with you Frank? You look as if you’d been in a rough and tumble — your necktie’s all anyhow.”

“I think I must have dropped asleep, and dreamed — yes, I fancy I’ve been dreaming.”

Mr. Osborne staggered, rather than walked, to the door, keeping one hand in the inside pocket of his coat. The Colonel followed him with his eyes.

“Frank’s ageing fast,” was his mental comment as Mr. Osborne disappeared. “He’ll be an old man yet before I am.”

He seated himself in Geoffrey Fleming’s chair.

It was, perhaps, ten minutes afterwards that Edward Jackson went into the smoking room— “Scientific” Jackson, as they call him, because of the sort of catch phrase he is always using— “Give me science!” He had scarcely been in the room a minute before he came rushing to the door shouting — 

“Help, help!”

Men came hurrying from all parts of the building. Mr. Griffin came from the billiard-room, where he is always to be found. He had a cue in one hand, and a piece of chalk in the other. He was the first to address the vociferous gentleman standing at the smoking-room door.

“Jackson! — What’s the matter?”

Mr. Jackson was in such a condition of fluster and excitement that it was a little difficult to make out, from his own statement, what was the matter.

“Lanyon’s dead! Have any of you seen Geoff Fleming? Stop him if you do — he’s stolen my pocket-book!” He began mopping his brow with his bandanna handkerchief, “God bless my soul! an awful thing! — I’ve been robbed — and old Lanyon’s dead!”

One thing was quickly made clear — as they saw for themselves when they went crowding into the smoking-room — Lanyon was dead. He was kneeling in front of Geoffrey Fleming’s chair, clutching at either side of it with a tenacity which suggested some sort of convulsion. His head was thrown back, his eyes were still staring wide open, his face was distorted by a something which was half fear, half horror — as if, as those who saw him afterwards agreed, he had seen sudden, certain death approaching him, in a form which even he, a seasoned soldier, had found too horrible for contemplation.

Mr. Jackson’s story, in one sense, was plain enough, though it was odd enough in another. He told it to an audience which evinced unmistakable interest in every word uttered.

“I often come in for a smoke about this time, because generally the place is empty, so that you get it all to yourself.”

He cast a somewhat aggressive look upon his hearers — a look which could hardly be said to convey a flattering suggestion.

“When I first came in I thought that the room was empty. It was only when I was half-way across that something caused me to look round. I saw that someone was kneeling on the floor. I looked to see who it was. It was Lanyon. ‘Lanyon!’ I cried. ‘Whatever are you doing there?’ He didn’t answer. Wondering what was up with him and why he didn’t speak, I went closer to where he was. When I got there I didn’t like the look of him at all. I thought he was in some sort of a fit. I was hesitating whether to pick him up, or at once to summon assistance, when—”

Mr. Jackson paused. He looked about him with an obvious shiver.

“By George! when I think of it now, it makes me go quite creepy. Cathcart, would you mind ringing for another drop of brandy?”

The brandy was rung for. Mr. Jackson went on.

“All of a sudden, as I was stooping over Lanyon, someone touched me on the shoulder. You know, there hadn’t been a sound — I hadn’t heard the door open, not a thing which could suggest that anyone was approaching. Finding Lanyon like that had make me go quite queer, and when I felt that touch on my shoulder it so startled me that I fairly screeched. I jumped up to see who it was, And when I saw” — Mr. Jackson’s bandanna came into play— “who it was, I thought my eyes would have started out of my head. It was Geoff Fleming.”

“Who?” came in chorus from his auditors.

“It was Geoffrey Fleming. ‘Good God! — Fleming!’ I cried. ‘Where did you come from? I never heard you. Anyhow, you’re just in the nick of time. Lanyon’s come to grief — lend me a hand with him.’ I bent down, to take hold of one side of poor old Lanyon, meaning Fleming to take hold of the other. Before I had a chance of touching Lanyon, Fleming, catching me by the shoulder, whirled me round — I had had no idea the fellow was so strong, he gripped me like a vice. I was just going to ask what the dickens he meant by handling me like that, when, before I could say Jack Robinson, or even had time to get my mouth open, Fleming, darting his hand into my coat pocket, snatched my pocket-book clean out of it.”

He stopped, apparently to gasp for breath. “And, pray, what were you doing while Mr. Fleming behaved in this exceedingly peculiar way — even for Mr. Fleming?” inquired Mr. Cathcart.

“Doing!” Mr. Jackson was indignant. “Don’t I tell you I was doing nothing? There was no time to do anything — it all happened in a flash. I had just come from my bankers — there were a hundred and thirty pounds in that pocket-book. When I realised that the fellow had taken it, I made a grab at him. And” — again Mr. Jackson looked furtively about him, and once more the bandanna came into active play— “directly I did so, I don’t know where he went to, but it seemed to me that he vanished into air — he was gone, like a flash of lightning. I told myself I was mad — stark mad! but when I felt for my pocketbook, and found that that was also gone, I ran yelling to the door.”


CHAPTER IV. 

It was, as the old-time novelists used to phrase it, about three weeks after the events transpired which we have recorded in the previous chapter. Evening — after dinner. There was a goodly company assembled in the smoking room at the Climax Club. Conversation was general. They were talking of some of the curious circumstances which had attended the death of Colonel Lanyon. The medical evidence at the inquest had gone to shew that the Colonel had died of one of the numerous, and, indeed, almost innumerable, varieties of heart disease. The finding had been in accordance with the medical evidence. It seemed to be felt, by some of the speakers, that such a finding scarcely met the case.

“It’s all very well,” observed Mr. Cathcart, who seemed disposed to side with the coroner’s jury, “for you fellows to talk, but in such a case, you must bring in some sort of verdict — and what other verdict could they bring? There was not a trace of any mark of violence to be found upon the man.

“It’s my belief that he saw Fleming, and that Fleming frightened him to death.”

It was Mr. Jackson who said this. Mr. Cathcart smiled a rather provoking smile.

“So far as I observed, you did not drop any hint of your belief when you were before the coroner.”

“No, because I didn’t want to be treated as a laughing-stock by a lot of idiots.”

“Quite so; I can understand your natural objection to that, but still I don’t see your line of argument. I should not have cared to question Lanyon’s courage to Lanyon’s face while he was living. Why should you suppose that such a man as Geoffrey Fleming was capable of such a thing as, as you put it, actually frightening him to death? I should say it was rather the other way about. I have seen Fleming turn green, with what looked very much like funk, at the sight of Lanyon.”

Mr. Jackson for some moments smoked in silence.

“If you had seen Geoffrey Fleming under the circumstances in which I did, you would understand better what it is I mean.”

“But, my dear Jackson, if you will forgive my saying so, it seems to me that you don’t shew to great advantage in your own story. Have you communicated the fact of your having been robbed to the police?”

“I have.”

“And have you furnished them with the numbers of the notes which were taken?”

“I have.”

“Then, in that case, I shouldn’t be surprised if Mr. Fleming were brought to book any hour of any day. You’ll find he has been lying close in London all the time — he soon had enough of Ceylon.”

A new comer joined the group of talkers — Frank Osborne. They noticed, as he seated himself, how much he seemed to have aged of late and how particularly shabby he seemed just then. The first remark which he made took them all aback.

“Geoff Fleming’s dead.”

“Dead!” cried Mr. Philpotts, who was sitting next to Mr. Osborne.

“Yes — dead. I’ve heard from Deecie. He died three weeks ago.”

“Three weeks ago!”

“On the day on which Lanyon died.”

Mr. Cathcart turned to Mr. Jackson, with a smile.

“Then that knocks on the head your theory about his having frightened Lanyon to death; and how about your interview with him — eh Jackson?”

Mr. Jackson did not answer. He suddenly went white. An intervention came from an unexpected quarter — from Mr. Philpotts.

“It seems to me that you are rather taking things for granted, Cathcart. I take leave to inform you that I saw Geoffrey Fleming, perhaps less than half-an-hour before Jackson did.”

Mr. Cathcart stared.

“You saw him! — Philpotts!”

Then Mr. Bloxham arose and spoke.

“Yes, and I saw him, too — didn’t I, Philpott’s?”

Any tendency on the part of the auditors to smile was checked by the tone of exceeding bitterness in which Frank Osborne was also moved to testify.

“And I — I saw him, too! — Geoff! — dear old boy!”

“Deecie says that there were two strange things about Geoff’s death. He was struck by a fit of apoplexy. He was dead within the hour. Soon after he died, the servant came running to say that the bed was empty on which the body had been lying. Deecie went to see. He says that, when he got into the room, Geoff was back again upon the bed, but it was plain enough that he had moved. His clothes and hair were in disorder, his fists were clenched, and there was a look upon his face which had not been there at the moment of his death, and which, Deecie says, seemed a look partly of rage and partly of triumph.

“I have been calculating the difference between Cingalese and Greenwich time. It must have been between three and four o’clock when the servant went running to say that Geoff’s body was not upon the bed — it was about that time that Lanyon died.”

He paused — and then continued — 

“The other strange thing that happened was this. Deecie says that the day after Geoff died a telegram came for him, which, of course, he opened. It was an Australian wire, and purported to come from the Melbourne sporting man of whom I told you.” He turned to Mr. Philpotts. “It ran, ‘Remittance to hand. It comes in rather a miscellaneous form. Thanks all the same.’ Deecie can only suppose that Geoff had managed, in some way, to procure the four hundred pounds which he had lost and couldn’t pay, and had also managed, in some way, to send it on to Melbourne.”

There was silence when Frank Osborne ceased to speak — silence which was broken in a somewhat startling fashion.

“Who’s that touched me?” suddenly exclaimed Mr. Cathcart, springing from his seat.

They stared.

“Touched you!” said someone. “No one’s within half a mile of you. You’re dreaming, my dear fellow.”

Considering the provocation was so slight, Mr. Cathcart seemed strangely moved.

“Don’t tell me that I’m dreaming — someone touched me on the shoulder! — What’s that?”

“That” was the sound of laughter proceeding from the, apparently, vacant seat. As if inspired by a common impulse, the listeners simultaneously moved back.

“That’s Fleming’s chair,” said Mr. Philpotts, beneath his breath.


Nelly


CHAPTER I. 

“Why!” Mr. Gibbs paused. He gave a little gasp. He bent still closer. Then the words came with a rush: “It’s Nelly!”

He glanced at the catalogue. “No. 259— ‘Stitch! Stitch! Stitch!’ — Philip Bodenham.” It was a small canvas, representing the interior of an ill-furnished apartment in which a woman sat, on a rickety chair, at a rickety table, sewing. The picture was an illustration of “The Song of the Shirt.”

Mr. Gibbs gazed at the woman’s face depicted on the canvas, with gaping eyes.

“It’s Nelly!” he repeated. There was a catch in his voice. “Nelly!”

He tore himself away as if he were loth to leave the woman who sat there sewing. He went to the price list which the Academicians keep in the lobby. He turned the leaves. The picture was unsold. The artist had appraised it at a modest figure. Mr. Gibbs bought it there and then. Then he turned to his catalogue to discover the artist’s address. Mr. Bodenham lived in Manresa Road, Chelsea.

Not many minutes after a cab drove up to the Manresa Studios. Mr. Gibbs knocked at a door on the panels of which was inscribed Mr. Bodenham’s name.

“Come in!” cried a voice.

Mr. Gibbs entered. An artist stood at his easel.

“Mr. Bodenham?”

“I am Mr. Bodenham.”

“I am Mr. Gibbs. I have just purchased your picture at the Academy, ‘Stitch! Stitch! Stitch!’” Mr. Bodenham bowed. “I — I wish to make a — a few inquiries about — about the picture.”

Mr. Gibbs was as nervous as a schoolboy. He stammered and he blushed. The artist seemed to be amused. He smiled.

“You wish to make a few inquiries about the picture — yes?”

“About the — about the subject of the picture. That is, about — about the model.”

Mr. Gibbs became a peony red. The artist’s smile grew more pronounced.

“About the model?”

“Yes, about the model. Where does she live?”

Although the day was comparatively cool, Mr. Gibbs was so hot that it became necessary for him to take out his handkerchief to wipe his brow. Mr. Bodenham was a sunny-faced young man. He looked at his visitor with laughter in his eyes.

“You are aware, Mr. Gibbs, that yours is rather an unusual question. I have not the pleasure of your acquaintance, and we artists are not in the habit of giving information about our models to perfect strangers. It would not do. Moreover, how do you know that I painted from a model? The faces in pictures are sometimes creations of the artist’s imagination. Perhaps oftener than the public think.”

“I know the model in ‘Stitch! Stitch! Stitch!’”

“You know her? Then why do you come to me for information?”

“I should have said that I knew her years ago.”

Mr. Gibbs looked round the room a little doubtfully. Then he laid his hand on the back of a chair, as if for the support, moral and physical, which it afforded him. He looked at the artist with his big, grave eyes.

“As I say, Mr. Bodenham, I knew her years ago — and I loved her.”

There was a catch in his voice. The artist seemed to be growing more and more amused. Mr. Gibbs went on:

“I was a younger man then. She was but a girl. We both of us were poor. We loved each other dearly. We agreed that I should go abroad and make my fortune. When I had made it, I was to come back to her.”

The big man paused. His listener was surprised to find how much his visitor’s curious earnestness impressed him. “I had hard times of it at first. Now and then I heard from her. At last her letters ceased. About the time her letters ceased, my prospects bettered. Now I’m doing pretty well. So I’ve come to take her back with me to the other side. Mr. Bodenham, I’ve looked for her everywhere. As they say, high and low. I’ve been to her old home, and to mine — I’ve been just everywhere. But no one seems to know anything about her. She has just clean gone, vanished out of sight. I was thinking that I should have to go back, after all, without her, when I saw your picture in the Academy, and I knew the girl you had painted was Nelly. So I bought your picture — her picture. And now I want you to tell me where she lives.”

There was a momentary silence when the big man finished.

“Yours is a very romantic story, Mr. Gibbs. Since you have done me the honour to make of me your confidant, I shall have pleasure in giving you the address of the original of my little picture — the address, that is, at which I last heard of her. I have reason to believe that her address is not infrequently changed. When I last heard of her, she was — what shall I say? — hard up.”

“Hard up, was she? Was she very hard up, Mr. Bodenham?”

“I’m afraid, Mr. Gibbs, that she was as hard up as she could be — and live.”

Mr. Gibbs cleared his throat:

“Thank you. Will you give me her address, Mr. Bodenham?”

Mr. Bodenham wrote something on a slip of paper.

“There it is. It is a street behind Chelsea Hospital — about as unsavoury a neighbourhood as you will easily find.”

Mr. Gibbs found that the artist’s words were justified by facts — it was an unsavoury neighbourhood into which the cabman found his way. No. 20 was the number which Mr. Bodenham had given him. The door of No. 20 stood wide open. Mr. Gibbs knocked with his stick. A dirty woman appeared from a room on the left.

“Does Miss Brock live here?”

“Never heard tell of no such name. Unless it’s the young woman what lives at the top of the ‘ouse — third floor back. Perhaps it’s her you want. Is it a model that you’re after? Because, that’s what she is — leastways I’ve heard ’em saying so. Top o’ the stairs, first door to your left.”

Mr. Gibbs started to ascend.

“Take care of them stairs,” cried the woman after him. “They wants knowing.”

Mr. Gibbs found that what the woman said was true — they did want knowing. Better light, too would have been an assistant to a better knowledge. He had to strike a match to enable him to ascertain if he had reached the top. A squalid top it was — it smelt! By the light of the flickering match he perceived that there was a door upon his left. He knocked. A voice cried to him, for the second time that day:

“Come in!”

But this voice was a woman’s. At the sound of it, the heart in the man’s great chest beat, in a sledge-hammer fashion, against his ribs. His hand trembled as he turned the handle, and when he had opened the door, and stood within the room, his heart, which had been beating so tumultuously a moment before, stood still.

The room, which was nothing but a bare attic with raftered ceiling, was imperfectly lighted by a small skylight — a skylight which seemed as though it had not been cleaned for ages, so obscured was the glass by the accumulations of the years. By the light of this skylight Mr. Gibbs could see that a woman was standing in the centre of the room.

“Nelly!” he cried.

The woman shrank back with, as it were, a gesture of repulsion. Mr. Gibbs moved forward. “Nelly! Don’t you know me? I am Tom.”

“Tom?”

The woman’s voice was but an echo.

“Tom! Yes, my own, own darling, I am Tom.”

Mr. Gibbs advanced. He held out his arms. He was just in time to catch the woman, or she would have fallen to the floor.


CHAPTER II. 

“Nelly, don’t you know me?” The woman was coming to.

“Haven’t you a light?” The woman faintly shook her head.

“See, I have your portrait where you placed it; it has never left me all the time. But when I saw your picture I did not need your portrait to tell me it was you.”

“When you saw my picture?”

“Your portrait in Mr. Bodenham’s picture at Academy ‘Stitch! Stitch! Stitch!’”

“Mr. Bodenham’s — I see.”

The woman’s tone was curiously cold.

“Nelly, you don’t seem to be very glad to see me.”

“Have you got any money?”

“Any money, Nelly?”

“I am hungry.”

“Hungry!”

The woman’s words seemed to come to him with the force of revelation.

“Hungry!” She turned her head away. “Oh, my God, Nelly.” His voice trembled. “Wa-wait here, I — I sha’n’t be a moment. I’ve a cab at the door.”

He was back almost as soon as he went. He brought with him half the contents of a shop — among other things, a packet of candles. These he lighted, standing them, on their own ends, here and there about the room. The woman ate shyly, as if, in spite of her confession of hunger, she had little taste for food. She was fingering the faded photograph of a girl which Mr. Gibbs had taken from his pocket-book.

“Is this my portrait?”

“Nelly! Don’t you remember it?”

“How long is it since it was taken?”

“Why, it’s more than seven years, isn’t it?”

“Do you think I’ve altered much?”

Mr. Gibbs went to her. He studied her by the light of the candles.

“Well, you might be plumper, and you might look happier, perhaps, but all that we’ll quickly alter. For the rest, thank God, you’re my old Nelly.” He took her in his arms. As he did so she drew a long, deep breath. Holding her at arms-length, he studied her again. “Nelly, I’m afraid you haven’t been having the best of times.”

She broke from him with sudden passion.

“Don’t speak of it! Don’t speak of it! The life I’ve lived — —” She paused. All at once her voice became curiously hard. “But through it all I’ve been good. I swear it. No one knows what the temptation is, to a woman who has lived the life I have, to go wrong. But I never went. Tom” — she laid her hand upon Mr. Gibb’s arm as, with marked awkwardness, his name issued from her lips— “say that you believe that I’ve been good.”

His only answer was to take her in his arms again, and to kiss her.

Mr. Gibbs provided his new-found lost love with money. With that money she renewed her wardrobe. He found her other lodgings in a more savoury neighbourhood at Putney. In those lodgings he once more courted her.

He told himself during those courtship days, that, after all, the years had changed her. She was a little hard. He did not remember the Nelly of the old time as being hard. But, then, what had happened during the years which had come between! Father and mother both had died. She had been thrown out into the world without a friend, without a penny! His letters had gone astray. In those early days he had been continually wandering hither and thither. Her letters had strayed as well as his. Struggling for existence, when she saw that no letters reached her, she told herself either that he too had died, or that he had forgotten her. Her heart hardened. It was with her a bitter striving for daily bread. She had tried everything. Teaching, domestic service, chorus singing, needlework, acting as an artist’s model — she had failed in everything alike. At the best she had only been able to keep body and soul together. It had come to the worst at last. On the morning on which he found her, she had been two days without food. She had decided that, that night, if things did not mend during the intervening hours — of which she had no hope — that she would seek for better fortune — in the Thames.

She told her story, not all at once, but at different times, and in answer to her lover’s urgent solicitations. She herself at first evinced a desire for reticence. The theme seemed too painful a theme for her to dwell upon. But the man’s hungry heart poured forth such copious stores of uncritical sympathy that, after a while, it seemed to do her good to pour into his listening ears a particular record of her woes. She certainly had suffered. But now that the days of suffering were ended, it began almost to be a pleasure to recall the sorrows which were past.

In the sunshine of prosperity the woman’s heart became young again, and softer. It was not only that she became plumper — which she certainly did — but she became, inwardly and outwardly, more beautiful. Her lover told himself, and her, that she was more beautiful even than she had been as a girl. He declared that she was far prettier than she appeared in the old-time photograph. She smiled, and she charmed him with an infinite charm.

The days drew near to the wedding. Had he had his way he would have married her, off-hand, when he found her in the top attic in that Chelsea slum. But she said no. Then she would not even talk of marriage. To hear her, one would have thought that the trials she had undergone had unfitted her for wedded life. He laughed her out of that — a day was fixed. She postponed it once, and then again. She had it that she needed time to recuperate — that she would not marry with the shadow of that grisly past still haunting her at night. He argued that the royal road to recuperation was in his arms. He declared that she would be troubled by no haunting shadows as his dear wife. And, at last, she yielded. A final date was fixed. That day drew near.

As the day drew near, she grew more tender. On the night before the wedding-day her tenderness reached, as it were, its culminating point. Never before had she been so sweet — so softly caressing. They were but to part for a few short hours. In the morning they were to meet, never, perhaps, to part again. But it seemed as if he could not tear himself away, and as if she could not let him go.

Just before he left her a little dialogue took place between them, which if lover-like, none the less was curious.

“Tom” she said, “suppose, after we are married, you should find out that I have not been so good as you thought, what would you say?”

“Say? — nothing.”

“Oh yes, you would, else you would be less than man. Suppose, for instance, that you found out I had deceived you.”

“I decline to suppose impossibilities.”

She had been circled by his arms. Now she drew herself away from him. She stood where the gaslight fell right on her.

“Tom, look at me carefully! Are you sure you know me?”

“Nelly!”

“Are you quite sure you are not mistaking me for some one else? Are you quite sure, Tom?”

“My own!”

He took her in his arms again. As he did so, she looked him steadfastly in the face.

“Tom, I think it possible that, some day, you may think less of me than you do now. But” — she put her hand over his mouth to stop his speaking— “whatever you may think of me, I shall always love you” — there was an appreciable pause, and an appreciable catching of her breath— “better than my life.”

She kissed him, with unusual abandonment, long and fervently, upon the lips.

The morning of the following day came with the promise of fine weather. Theirs had been an unfashionable courtship — it was to be an unfashionable wedding. Mr. Gibbs was to call for his bride, at her lodgings. They were to drive together, in a single hired brougham, to the church.

Even before the appointed hour, the expectant bridegroom drew up to the door of the house in which his lady-love resided. His knock was answered with an instant readiness which showed that his arrival had been watched and waited for. The landlady herself opened the door, her countenance big with tidings.

“Miss Brock has gone, sir.”

“Gone!” Mr. Gibbs was puzzled by the woman’s tone. “Gone where? For a walk?”

“No, sir, she’s gone away. She’s left this letter, sir, for you.”

The landlady thrust an envelope into his hand. It was addressed simply, “Thomas Gibbs, Esq.” With the envelope in his hand, and an odd something clutching at his heart, he went into the empty sitting-room. He took the letter out of its enclosure, and this is what he read:

“My own, own Tom, — You never were mine, and it is the last time I shall ever call you so. I am going back, I have only too good reason to fear, to the life from which you took me, because — I am not your Nelly.”

The words were doubly underlined, they were unmistakable, yet he had to read them over and over again before he was able to grasp their meaning. What did they mean? Had his darling suddenly gone mad? The written sheet swam before his eyes. It was with an effort he read on.

“How you ever came to mistake me for her I cannot understand. The more I have thought of it, the stranger it has seemed. I suppose there must be a resemblance between us — between your Nelly and me. Though I expect the resemblance is more to the face in Mr. Bodenham’s picture than it is to mine. I never did think the woman in Mr. Bodenham’s picture was like me — though I was his model. I never could have been the original of your photograph of Nelly — it is not in the least like me. I think that you came to England with your heart and mind and eyes so full of Nelly, and so eager for a sight of her, that, in your great hunger of love, you grasped at the first chance resemblance you encountered. That is the only explanation I can think of, Tom, of how you can have mistaken me for her.

“My part is easier to explain. It is quite true, as I told you, that I was starving when you came to me. I was so weak and faint, and sick at heart, that your sudden appearance and strange behaviour — in a perfect stranger, for you were a perfect stranger, Tom — drove from me the few senses I had left. When I recovered I found myself in the arms of a man who seemed to know me, and who spoke to me words of love — words which I had never heard from the lips of a man before. I sent you to buy me food. While you were gone I told myself — wickedly! I know, Tom it was wickedly! — what a chance had come at last, which would save me from the river, at least for a time, and I should be a fool to let it slip. I perceived that you were mistaking me for some one else. I resolved to allow you to continue under your misapprehension. I did not doubt that you would soon discover your mistake. What would happen then I did not pause to think. But events marched quicker than I, in that first moment of mad impulse, had bargained for. You never did discover your mistake. How that was, even now I do not understand. But you began to talk of marriage. That was a prospect I dared not face.

“For one thing — forgive me for writing it, but I must write it, now that I am writing to you for the first and for the last time — I began to love you. Not for the man I supposed you to be, but for the man I knew you were. I loved you — and I love you! I shall never cease to love you, with a love of which I did not think I was capable. As I told you, Tom, last night — when I kissed you! — I love you better than my own life. Better, far better, for my life is worthless, and you — you are not worthless, Tom! And I would not — even had I dared! — allow you to marry me; not for myself, but for another; not for the present, but for the past; not for the thing I was, but for the thing which you supposed I had been, once. I would have married you for your own sake; you would not have married me for mine. And so, since I dared not undeceive you — I feared to see the look which would come in your face and your eyes — I am going to steal back, like a thief, to the life from which you took me. I have had a greater happiness than ever I expected. I have enjoyed those stolen kisses which they say are sweetest. Your happiness is still to come. You will find Nelly. Such love as yours will not go unrewarded. I have been but an incident, a chapter in your life, which now is closed. God bless you, Tom! I am yours, although you are not mine — not yours, Nelly Brock — but yours, Helen Reeves.”

Mr. Gibbs read this letter once, then twice, and then again. Then he rang the bell. The landlady appeared with a suspicious promptitude which suggested the possibility of her having been a spectator of his proceedings through the keyhole.

“When did Miss Brock go out?”

“Quite early, sir. I’m sure, sir, I was quite taken aback when she said that she was going — on her wedding-day and all.”

“Did she say where she was going?”

“Not a word, sir. She said: ‘Mrs. Horner, I am going away. Give this letter to Mr. Gibbs when he comes.’ That was every word she says, sir; then she goes right out of the front door.”

“Did she take any luggage?”

“Just the merest mite of a bag, sir — not another thing.”

Mr. Gibbs asked no other questions. He left the room and went out into the street. The driver of the brougham was instructed to drive, not to church, but — to his evident and unconcealed surprise — to that slum in Chelsea. She had written that she was returning to the old life. The old life was connected with that top attic. He thought it might be worth his while to inquire if anything had been seen or heard of her. Nothing had. He left his card, with instructions to write him should any tidings come that way. Then, since it was unadvisable to drive about all day under the ægis of a Jehu, whose button-hole was adorned with a monstrous wedding favour, he dismissed the carriage and sent it home.

He turned into the King’s Road. He was walking in the direction of Sloane Square, when a voice addressed him from behind.

“Tom!”

It was a woman’s voice. He turned. A woman was standing close behind him, looking and smiling at him — a stout and a dowdy woman. Cheaply and flashily dressed in faded finery — not the sort of woman whose recognition one would be over-anxious to compel. Mr. Gibbs looked at her. There was something in her face and in her voice which struck faintly some forgotten chord in his memory.

“Tom! don’t you know me? I am Nelly.”

He looked at her intently for some instants. Then it all flashed over him. This was Nelly, the real Nelly, the Nelly of his younger days, the Nelly he had come to find. This dandy sloven, whose shrill voice proclaimed her little vulgar soul — so different from that other Nelly, whose soft, musical tones had not been among the least of her charms. The recognition came on him with the force of a sudden shock. He reeled, so that he had to clutch at a railing to help him stand.

“Tom! what’s the matter? Aren’t you well? Or is it the joy of seeing me has sent you silly?”

She laughed, the dissonant laughter of the female Cockney of a certain class. Mr. Gibbs recovered his balance and his civility.

“Thank you, I am very well. And you?”

“Oh, I’m all right. There’s never much the matter with me. I can’t afford the time to be ill.” She laughed again. “Well, this is a start my meeting you. Come and have a bit o’ dinner along with us.”

“Who is us? Your father and your mother?”

“Why, father, he’s been dead these five years, and mother, she’s been dead these three. I don’t want you to have a bit of dinner along with them — not hardly.” Again she laughed. “It’s my old man I mean. Why, you don’t mean to say you don’t know I’m married! Why, I’m the mother of five.”

He had fallen in at her side. They were walking on together — he like a man in a dream.

“We’re doing pretty well considering, we manage to live, you know.” She laughed again. She seemed filled with laughter, which was more than Mr. Gibbs was then. “We’re fishmongers, that’s what we are. William he’s got a very tidy trade, as good as any in the road. There, here’s our shop!” She paused in front of a fishmonger’s shop. “And there’s our name” — she pointed up at it. “Nelly Brock I used to be, and now I’m Mrs. William Morgan.”

She laughed again. She led the way through the shop to a little room beyond. A man was seated on the table, reading a newspaper, a man without a coat on, and with a blue apron tied about his waist.

“William, who do you think I’ve brought to see you? You’ll never guess in a month of Sundays. This is Tom Gibbs, of whom you’ve heard me speak dozens of times.”

Mr. Morgan wiped his hand upon his apron.

Then he held it out to Mr. Gibbs. Mr. Gibbs was conscious, as he grasped it, that it reeked of fish.

“How are you, Gibbs? Glad to see you!” Mr. Morgan turned to his wife. “Where’s that George? There’s a pair of soles got to be sent up to Sydney Street, and there’s not a soul about the place to take ’em.”

“That George is a dratted nuisance, that’s what he is. He never is anywhere to be found when you want him. You remember, William, me telling you about Tom Gibbs? My old sweetheart, you know, he was. He went away to make his fortune, and I was to wait for him till he came back, and I daresay I should have waited if you hadn’t just happened to come along.”

“I wish I hadn’t just happened, then. I wish she’d waited for you, Gibbs. It’d have been better for me, and worse for you, old man.”

“That’s what they all say, you know, after a time.”

Mrs. Morgan laughed. But Mr. Morgan did not seem to be in a particularly jovial frame of mind.

“It’s all very well for you to talk, you know, but I don’t like the way things are managed in this house, and so I tell you. There’s your new lodger come while you’ve been out, and her room’s like a regular pig-sty, and I had to show her upstairs myself, with the shop chock-full of customers.” Mr. Morgan drew his hand across his nose. “See you directly, Gibbs; some one must attend to business.”

Mr. Morgan withdrew to the shop. Mr. Gibbs and his old love were left alone.

“Never you mind, William. He’s all right; but he’s a bit huffy — men will get huffy when things don’t go just as they want ’em. I’ll just run upstairs and send the lodger down here, while I tidy up her room. The children slept in it last night. I never expected her till this afternoon; she’s took me unawares. You wait here; I shan’t be half a minute. Then we’ll have a bit of dinner.”

Mr. Gibbs, left alone, sat in a sort of waking dream. Could this be Nelly — the Nelly of whom he had dreamed, for whom he had striven, whom he had come to find — this mother of five? Why, she must have begun to play him false almost as soon as his back was turned. She must have already been almost standing at the altar steps with William Morgan while writing the last of her letters to him. And had his imagination, or his memory, tricked him? Had youth, or distance, lent enchantment to the view? Had she gone back, or had he advanced? Could she have been the vulgar drab which she now appeared to be, in the days of long ago?

As he sat there, endeavouring to resolve these riddles which had been so suddenly presented for solution, the door opened and some one entered.

“I beg your pardon,” said the voice of the intruder, on perceiving that the room was already provided with an occupant.

Mr. Gibbs glanced up. The voice fell like the voice of a magician on his ear. He rose to his feet, all trembling. In the doorway was standing the other Nelly — the false, and yet the true one. The Nelly of his imagination. The Nelly to whom he was to have been married that day. He went to her with a sudden cry.

“Nelly!”

“Tom!” She shrank away. But in spite of her shrinking, he took her in his arms.

“My own, own darling.”

“Tom,” she moaned, “don’t you understand — I’m not Nelly!”

“I know it, and I thank God, my darling, you are not.”

“Tom! What do you mean?”

“I mean that I have found Nelly, and I mean that, thank Heaven! I have found you too — never, my darling, please Heaven! to lose sight of you again.”

They had only just time to withdraw from a too suspicious neighbourhood, before the door opened again to admit Mrs. Morgan.

“Tom, this is our new lodger. I just asked her if she’d mind stepping downstairs while I tidied up her room a bit. Miss Reeves, this is an old sweetheart of mine — Mr. Gibbs.”

Mr. Gibbs turned to the “new lodger.”

“Miss Reeves and I are already acquainted. Miss Reeves, you have heard me speak of Mrs. Morgan, though not by that name. This is Nelly.”

Miss Reeves turned and looked at Mrs. Morgan, and as she looked — she gasped.


La Haute Finance

A TALE OF THE BIGGEST COUP ON RECORD


CHAPTER I. 

“By Jove! I believe it could be done!”

Mr. Rodney Railton took the cigarette out of his mouth and sent a puff of smoke into the air.

“I believe it could, by Jove!”

Another puff of smoke.

“I’ll write to Mac.”

He drew a sheet of paper towards him and penned the following: — 

“DEAR ALEC, — Can you give me some dinner to-night? Wire me if you have a crowd. I shall be in the House till four. Have something to propose which will make your hair stand up.

“Yours, R. R.”

This he addressed “Alexander Macmathers, Esq., 27, Campden Hill Mansions.” As he went downstairs he gave the note to the commissionaire, with instructions that it should be delivered at once by hand.

That night Mr. Railton dined with Mr. Macmathers. The party consisted of three, the two gentlemen and a lady — Mrs. Macmathers, in fact. Mr. Macmathers was an American — a Southerner — rather tall and weedy, with a heavy, drooping moustache, like his hair, raven black. He was not talkative. His demeanour gave a wrong impression of the man — the impression that he was not a man of action. As a matter of fact, he was a man of action before all things else. He was not rich, as riches go, but certainly he was not poor. His temperament was cosmopolitan, and his profession Jack-of-all-trades. Wherever there was money to be made, he was there. Sometimes, it must be confessed, he was there, too, when there was money to be lost. His wife was English — keen and clever. Her chief weakness was that she would persist in looking on existence as a gigantic lark. When she was most serious she regarded life least au sérieux.

Mr. Railton, who had invited himself to dinner, was a hybrid — German mother, English father. He was quite a young man — say thirty. His host was perhaps ten, his hostess five years older than himself. He was a stockjobber — ostensibly in the Erie market. All that he had he had made, for he had, as a boy, found himself the situation of a clerk. But his clerkly days were long since gone. No one anything like his age had a better reputation in the House; it was stated by those who had best reason to know that he had never once been left, and few had a larger credit. Lately he had wandered outside his markets to indulge in little operations in what he called La Haute Finance. In these Mr. Macmathers had been his partner more than once, and in him he had found just the man he wished to find.

When they had finished dinner, the lady withdrew, and the gentlemen were left alone.

“Well,” observed Mr. Macmathers, “what’s going to make my hair stand up?”

Mr. Railton stroked his chin as he leaned both his elbows on the board.

“Of course, Mac, I can depend on you. I’m just giving myself away. It’s no good my asking you to observe strict confidence, for, if you won’t come in, from the mere fact of your knowing it the thing’s just busted up, that’s all.”

“Sounds like a mystery-of-blood-to-thee-I’ll-now-unfold sort of thing.”

“I don’t know about mystery, but there’ll be plenty of blood.”

Mr. Railton stopped short and looked at his friend.

“Blood, eh? I say, Rodney, think before you speak.”

“I have thought. I thought I’d play the game alone. But it’s too big a game for one.”

“Well, if you have thought, out with it, or be silent evermore.”

“You know Plumline, the dramatist?”

“I know he’s an ass.”

“Ass or no ass, it’s from him I got the idea.”

“Good Heavens! No wonder it smells of blood.”

“He’s got an idea for a new play, and he came to me to get some local colouring. I’ll just tell you the plot — he was obliged to tell it me, or I couldn’t have given him the help he wanted.”

“Is it essential? I have enough of Plumline’s plots when I see them on the stage.”

“It is essential. You will see.”

Mr. Railton got up, lighted a cigar, and stood before the fireplace. When he had brought the cigar into good going order he unfolded Mr. Plumline’s plot.

“I’m not going to bore you. I’m just going to touch upon that part which gave me my idea. There’s a girl who dreams of boundless wealth — a clever girl, you understand.”

“Girls who dream of boundless wealth sometimes are clever,” murmured his friend. Perhaps he had his wife in his mind’s eye.

“She is wooed and won by a financier. Not wooed and won by a tale of love, but by the exposition of an idea.”

“That’s rather new — for Plumline.”

“The financier has an idea for obtaining the boundless wealth of which she only dreams.”

“And the idea?”

“Is the bringing about of a war between France and Germany.”

“Great snakes!” The cigarette dropped from between Mr. Macmather’s lips. He carefully picked it up again. “That’s not a bad idea — for Plumline.”

“It’s my idea as well. In the play it fails. The financier comes to grief. I shouldn’t fail. There’s just that difference.”

Mr. Macmathers regarded his friend in silence before he spoke again.

“Railton, might I ask you to enlarge upon your meaning? I want to see which of us two is drunk.”

“In the play the man has a big bear account — the biggest upon record. I need hardly tell you that a war between France and Germany would mean falling markets. Supposing we were able to calculate with certainty the exact moment of the outbreak — arrange it, in fact — we might realise wealth beyond the dreams of avarice — hundreds of thousands of millions, if we chose.”

“I suppose you’re joking?”

“How?”

“That’s what I want to know — how.”

“It does sound, at first hearing, like a joke, to suppose that a couple of mere outsiders can, at their own sweet will and pleasure, stir up a war between two Great Powers.”

“A joke is a mild way of describing it, my friend.”

“Alec, would you mind asking Mrs. Macmathers to form a third on this occasion?”

Mr. Macmathers eyed his friend for a moment, then got up and left the room. When he returned his wife was with him. It was to the lady Mr. Railton addressed himself.

“Mrs. Macmathers, would you like to be possessed of wealth compared to which the wealth of the Vanderbilts, the Rothschilds, the Mackays, the Goulds, would shrink into insignificance?”

“Why, certainly.”

It was a peculiarity of the lady’s that, while she was English, she affected what she supposed to be American idioms.

“Would you stick at a little to obtain it?”

“Certainly not.”

“It would be worth one’s while to run a considerable risk.”

“I guess.”

“Mrs. Macmathers, I want to go a bear, a large bear, to win, say — I want to put it modestly — a hundred millions.”

“Pounds?”

“Pounds.”

It is to be feared that Mrs. Macmathers whistled.

“Figures large,” she said.

“All the world knows that war is inevitable between France and Germany.”

“Proceed.”

“I want to arrange that it shall break out at the moment when it best suits me.”

“I guess you’re a modest man,” she said.

Her husband smiled.

“If you consider for a moment, it would not be so difficult as it first appears. It requires but a spark to set the fire burning. There is at least one party in France to whom war would mean the achievement of all their most cherished dreams. It is long odds that a war would bring some M. Quelquechose to the front with a rush. He will be at least untried. And, of late years, it is the untried men who have the people’s confidence in France. A few resolute men, my dear Mrs. Macmathers, have only to kick up a shindy on the Alsatian borders — Europe will be roused, in the middle of the night, by the roaring of the flames of war.”

There was a pause. Mrs. Macmathers got up and began to pace the room.

“It’s a big order,” she said.

“Allowing the feasibility of your proposition, I conclude that you have some observations to make upon it from a moral point of view. It requires them, my friend.”

Mr. Macmathers said this with a certain dryness.

“Moral point of view be hanged! It could be argued, mind, and defended; but I prefer to say candidly, the moral point of view be hanged!”

“Has it not occurred to you to think that the next Franco-German war may mean the annihilation of one of the parties concerned?”

“You mistake the position. I should have nothing to do with the war. I should merely arrange the date for its commencement. With or without me they would fight.”

“You would merely consign two or three hundred thousand men to die at the moment which would best suit your pocket.”

“There is that way of looking at it, no doubt. But you will allow me to remind you that you considered the possibility of creating a corner in corn without making unpleasant allusions to the fact that it might have meant starvation to thousands.”

The lady interposed.

“Mr. Railton, leaving all that sort of thing alone, what is it that you propose?”

“The details have still to be filled in. Broadly I propose to arrange a series of collisions with the German frontier authorities. I propose to get them boomed by the Parisian Press. I propose to give some M. Quelquechose his chance.”

“It’s the biggest order ever I heard.”

“Not so big as it sounds. Start to-morrow, and I believe that we should be within measureable distance of war next week. Properly managed, I will at least guarantee that all the Stock Exchanges of Europe go down with a run.”

“If the thing hangs fire, how about carrying over?”

“Settle. No carrying over for me. I will undertake that there is a sufficient margin of profit. Every account we will do a fresh bear until the trick is made. Unless I am mistaken, the trick will be made with a rapidity of which you appear to have no conception.”

“It is like a dream of the Arabian nights,” the lady said.

“Before the actual reality the Arabian nights pale their ineffectual fires. It is a chance which no man ever had before, which no man may ever have again. I don’t think, Macmathers, we ought to let it slip.”

They did not let it slip.


CHAPTER II. 

Mr. Railton was acquainted with a certain French gentleman who rejoiced in the name — according to his own account — of M. Hippolyte de Vrai-Castille. The name did not sound exactly French — M. de Vrai-Castille threw light on this by explaining that his family came originally from Spain. But, on the other hand, it must be allowed that the name did not sound exactly Spanish, either. London appeared to be this gentleman’s permanent place of residence. Political reasons — so he stated — rendered it advisable that he should not appear too prominently upon his — theoretically — beloved boulevards. Journalism — always following this gentleman’s account of himself — was the profession to which he devoted the flood-tide of his powers. The particular journal or journals which were rendered famous by the productions of his pen were rather difficult to discover — there appeared to be political reasons, too, for that.

“The man is an all-round bad lot.” This was what Mr. Railton said when speaking of this gentleman to Mr. and Mrs. Macmathers. “A type of scoundrel only produced by France. Just the man we want.”

“Flattering,” observed his friend. “You are going to introduce us to high company.”

Mr. Railton entertained this gentleman to dinner in a private room at the Hotel Continental. M. de Vrai-Castille did not seem to know exactly what to make of it. Nothing in his chance acquaintance with Mr. Railton had given him cause to suppose that the Englishman regarded him as a respectable man, and this sudden invitation to fraternise took him a little aback. Possibly he was taken still more aback before the evening closed. Conversation languished during the meal; but when it was over — and the waiters gone — Mr. Railton became very conversational indeed.

“Look here, What’s-your-name” — this was how Mr. Railton addressed M. de Vrai-Castille— “I know very little about you, but I know enough to suspect that you have nothing in the world excepting what you steal.”

“M. Railton is pleased to have his little jest.”

If it was a jest, it was not one, judging from the expression of M. de Vrai-Castille’s countenance which he entirely relished.

“What would you say if I presented you with ten thousand pounds?”

“I should say — —”

What he said need not be recorded, but M. de Vrai-Castille used some very bad language indeed, expressive of the satisfaction with which the gift would be received.

“And suppose I should hint at your becoming possessed of another hundred thousand pounds to back it?”

“Pardon me, M. Railton, but is it murder? If so, I would say frankly at once that I have always resolved that in those sort of transactions I would take no hand.”

“Stuff and nonsense! It is nothing of the kind! You say you are a politician. Well, I want you to pose as a patriot — a French patriot, you understand.”

Mr. Railton’s eyes twinkled. M. de Vrai-Castille grinned in reply.

“The profession is overcrowded,” he murmured, with a deprecatory movement of his hands.

“Not on the lines I mean to work it. Did you lose any relatives in the war?”

“It depends.”

“I feel sure you did. And at this moment the bodies of those patriots are sepultured in Alsatian soil. I want you to dig them up again.”

“Mon Dieu! Ce charmant homme!”

“I want you to form a league for the recovery of the remains of those noble spirits who died for their native land, and whose bones now lie interred in what was France, but which now, alas! is France no more. I want you to go in for this bone recovery business as far as possible on a wholesale scale.”

“Ciel! Maintenant j’ai trouvé un homme extraordinaire!”

“You will find no difficulty in obtaining the permission of the necessary authorities sanctioning your schemes; but at the very last moment, owing to some stated informality, the German brigands will interfere even at the edge of the already open grave; patriot bones will be dishonoured, France will be shamed in the face of all the world.”

“And then?”

“The great heart of France is a patient heart, my friend, but even France will not stand that. There will be war.”

“And then?”

“On the day on which war is declared, one hundred thousand pounds will be paid to you in cash.”

“And supposing there is no war?”

“Should France prefer to cower beneath her shame, you shall still receive ten thousand pounds.”


CHAPTER III. 

The following extract is from the Times’ Parisian correspondence — 

“The party of La Revanche is taking a new departure. I am in a position to state that certain gentlemen are putting their heads together. A league is being formed for the recovery of the bodies of various patriots who are at present asleep in Alsace. I have my own reasons for asserting that some remarkable proceedings may be expected soon. No man knows better than myself that there is nothing some Frenchmen will not do.”

On the same day there appeared in La Patrie a really touching article. It was the story of two brothers — one was, the other was not; in life they had been together, but in death they were divided. Both alike had fought for their native land. One returned — désolé! — to Paris. The other stayed behind. He still stayed behind. It appeared that he was buried in Alsace, in a nameless grave! But they had vowed, these two, that they would share all things — among the rest, that sleep which even patriots must know, the unending sleep of death. “It is said,” said the article in conclusion, “that that nameless grave, in what was France, will soon know none — or two!” It appeared that the surviving brother was going for that “nameless grave” on the principle of double or quits.

The story appeared, with variations, in a considerable number of journals. The Daily Telegraph had an amusing allusion to the fondness displayed by certain Frenchmen for their relatives — dead, for the “bones” of their fathers. But no one was at all prepared for the events which followed.

One morning the various money articles alluded to heavy sales which had been effected the day before, “apparently by a party of outside speculators.” In particular heavy bear operations were reported from Berlin. Later in the day the evening papers came out with telegrams referring to “disturbances” at a place called Pont-sur-Leaune. Pont-sur-Leaune is a little Alsatian hamlet. The next day the tale was in everybody’s mouth. Certain misguided but well-meaning Frenchmen had been “shot down” by the German authorities. Particulars had not yet come to hand, but it appeared, according to the information from Paris, that a party of Frenchmen had journeyed to Alsace with the intention of recovering the bodies of relatives who had been killed in the war; on the very edge of the open graves German soldiers had shot them down. Telegrams from Berlin stated that a party of body-snatchers had been caught in the very act of plying their nefarious trade; no mention of shooting came from there. Although the story was doubted in the City, it had its effect on the markets — prices fell. It was soon seen, too, that the bears were at it again. Foreign telegrams showed that their influence was being felt all round; very heavy bear raids were again reported from Berlin. Markets became unsettled, with a downward tendency, and closing prices were the worst of the day.

Matters were not improved by the news of the morrow. A Frenchman had been shot — his name was Hippolyte de Vrai-Castille, and a manifesto from his friends had already appeared in Paris. According to this, they had been betrayed by the German authorities. They had received permission from those authorities to take the bodies of certain of their relatives and lay them in French soil. While they were acting on this permission they were suddenly attacked by German soldiers, and he, their leader, that patriot soul, Hippolyte de Vrai-Castille, was dead. But there was worse than that. They had prepared flags in which to wrap the bodies of the dead. Those flags — emblems of France — had been seized by the rude German soldiers, torn into fragments, trampled in the dust. The excitement in Paris appeared to be intense. All that day there was a falling market.

The next day’s papers were full of contradictory telegrams. From Berlin the affair was pooh-poohed. The story of permission having been accorded by the authorities was pure fiction — there had been a scuffle in which a man had been killed, probably by his own friends — the tale of the dishonoured flags was the invention of an imaginative brain. But these contradictions were for the most part frantically contradicted by the Parisian Press. There was a man in Paris who had actually figured on the scene. He had caught M. de Vrai-Castille in his arms as he fell, he had been stained by his heart’s blood, his cheek had been torn open by the bullet which killed his friend. Next his heart he at that moment carried portions of the flags — emblems of France! — which had been subjected to such shame.

But it was on the following day that the situation first took a definitely serious shape. Placards appeared on every dead wall in Paris, small bills were thrust under every citizen’s door — on the bills and placards were printed the same words. They were signed “Quelquechose.” They pointed out that France owed her present degradation — like all her other degradations — to her Government. The nation was once more insulted; the Army was once more betrayed; the national flag had been trampled on again, as it had been trampled on before. Under a strong Government these things could not be, but under a Government of cowards —— ! Let France but breathe the word, “La Grande Nation” would exist once more. Let the Army but make a sign, there would be “La Grande Armée” as of yore.

That night there was a scene in the Chamber. M. de Caragnac — à propos des botte — made a truly remarkable speech. He declared that permission had been given to these men. He produced documentary evidence to that effect. He protested that these men — true citizens of France! — had been the victims of a “Prussian” plot. As to the outrage to the national flag, had it been perpetrated, say, in Tonkin, “cannons would be belching forth their thunders now.” But in Alsace— “this brave Government dare only turn to the smiters the other cheek.” In the galleries they cheered him to the echo. On the tribune there was something like a free fight. When the last telegrams were despatched to London, Paris appeared to be approaching a state of riot.

The next day there burst a thunderbolt. Five men had been detained by the German authorities. They had escaped — had been detected in the act of flight — had been shot at while running. Two of them had been killed. A third had been fatally wounded. The news — flavoured to taste — was shouted from the roofs of the houses. Paris indulged in one of its periodical fits of madness. The condition of the troops bore a strong family likeness to mutiny. And in the morning Europe was electrified by the news that a revolution had been effected in the small hours of the morning, that the Chambers had been dissolved, and that with the Army were the issues of peace and war.

* * * * * * * *

On the day of the declaration of the war between France and Germany — that heavy-laden day — an individual called on Mr. Rodney Railton whose appearance caused that gentleman to experience a slight sensation of surprise.

“De Vrai-Castille! I was wondering if you had left any instructions as to whom I was to pay that hundred thousand pounds. I thought that you were dead.”

“Monsieur mistakes. My name is Henri Kerchrist, a name not unknown in my native Finistère. M. Hippolyte de Vrai-Castille is dead. I saw him die. It was to me he directed that you should pay that hundred thousand pounds.”

As he made these observations, possibly owing to some local weakness, “Henri Kerchrist” winked the other eye.


Mrs. Riddle’s Daughter

When they asked me to spend the Long with them, or as much of it as I could manage, I felt more than half disposed to write and say that I could not manage any of it at all. Of course a man’s uncle and aunt are his uncle and aunt, and as such I do not mean to say that I ever thought of suggesting anything against Mr. and Mrs. Plaskett. But then Plaskett is fifty-five if he’s a day, and not agile, and Mrs. Plaskett always struck me as being about ten years older. They have no children, and the idea was that, as Mrs. Plaskett’s niece — Plaskett is my mother’s brother, so that Mrs. Plaskett is only my aunt by marriage — as I was saying, the idea was that, as Mrs. Plaskett’s niece was going to spend her Long with them, I, as it were, might take pity on the girl, and see her through it.

I am not saying that there are not worse things than seeing a girl, single-handed, through a thing like that, but then it depends upon the girl. In this case, the mischief was her mother. The girl was Mrs. Plaskett’s brother’s child; his name was Riddle. Riddle was dead. The misfortune was, his wife was still alive. I had never seen her, but I had heard of her ever since I was breeched. She is one of those awful Anti-Everythingites. She won’t allow you to smoke, or drink, or breathe comfortably, so far as I understand. I dare say you’ve heard of her. Whenever there is any new craze about, her name always figures in the bills.

So far as I know, I am not possessed of all the vices. At the same time, I did not look forward to being shut up all alone in a country house with the daughter of a “woman Crusader.” On the other hand, Uncle Plaskett has behaved, more than once, like a trump to me, and as I felt that this might be an occasion on which he expected me to behave like a trump to him, I made up my mind that, at any rate, I would sample the girl and see what she was like.

I had not been in the house half an hour before I began to wish I hadn’t come. Miss Riddle had not arrived, and if she was anything like the picture which my aunt painted of her, I hoped that she never would arrive — at least, while I was there. Neither of the Plasketts had seen her since she was the merest child. Mrs. Riddle never had approved of them. They were not Anti-Everythingite enough for her. Ever since the death of her husband she had practically ignored them. It was only when, after all these years, she found herself in a bit of a hole, that she seemed to have remembered their existence. It appeared that Miss Riddle was at some Anti-Everythingite college or other. The term was at an end. Her mother was in America, “Crusading” against one of her aversions. Some hitch had unexpectedly occurred as to where Miss Riddle was to spend her holidays. Mrs. Riddle had amazed the Plasketts by telegraphing to them from the States to ask if they could give her house-room. And that forgiving, tender-hearted uncle and aunt of mine had said they would.

I assure you, Dave, that when first I saw her you might have knocked me over with a feather. I had spent the night seeing her in nightmares — a lively time I had had of it. In the morning I went out for a stroll, so that the fresh air might have a chance of clearing my head at least of some of them. And when I came back there was a little thing sitting in the morning-room talking to aunt — I give you my word that she did not come within two inches of my shoulder. I do not want to go into raptures. I flatter myself I am beyond the age for that. But a sweeter-looking little thing I never saw! I was wondering who she might be, she seemed to be perfectly at home, when my aunt introduced us.

“Charlie, this is your cousin, May Riddle. May, this is your cousin, Charles Kempster.”

She stood up — such a dot of a thing! She held out her hand — she found fours in gloves a trifle loose. She looked at me with her eyes all laughter — you never saw such eyes, never! Her smile, when she spoke, was so contagious, that I would have defied the surliest man alive to have maintained his surliness when he found himself in front of it.

“I am very glad to see you — cousin.”

Her voice! And the way in which she said it! As I have written, you might have knocked me down with a feather.

I found myself in clover. And no man ever deserved good fortune better. It was a case of virtue rewarded. I had come to do my duty, expecting to find it bitter, and, lo, it was very sweet. How such a mother came to have such a child was a mystery to all of us. There was not a trace of humbug about her. So far from being an Anti-Everythingite, she went in for everything, strong. That hypocrite of an uncle of mine had arranged to revolutionise the habits of his house for her. There were to be family prayers morning and evening, and a sermon, and three-quarters of an hour’s grace before meat, and all that kind of thing. I even suspected him of an intention of locking up the billiard-room, and the smoke-room, and all the books worth reading, and all the music that wasn’t “sacred,” and, in fact, of turning the place into a regular mausoleum. But he had not been in her company five minutes when bang went all ideas of that sort. Talk about locking the billiard-room against her! You should have seen the game she played. Though she was such a dot, you should have seen her use the jigger. And sing! She sang everything. When she had made our hearts go pit-a-pat, and brought the tears into our eyes, she would give us comic songs — the very latest. Where she got them from was more than we could understand; but she made us laugh till we cried — aunt and all. She was an Admirable Crichton — honestly. I never saw a girl play a better game of tennis. She could ride like an Amazon. And walk — when I think of the walks we had together through the woods, I doing my duty towards her to the best of my ability, it all seems to have been too good a time to have happened in anything but a dream.

Do not think she was a rowdy girl, one of these “up-to-daters,” or fast. Quite the other way. She had read more books than I had — I am not hinting that that is saying much, but still she had. She loved books, too; and, you know, speaking quite frankly, I never was a bookish man. Talking about books, one day when we were out in the woods alone together — we nearly always were alone together! — I took it into my head to read to her. She listened for a page or two; then she interrupted me.

“Do you call that reading?” I looked at her surprised. She held out her hand. “Now, let me read to you. Give me the book.”

I gave it to her. Dave, you never heard such reading. It was not only a question of elocution; it was not only a question of the music that was in her voice. She made the dry bones live. The words, as they proceeded from between her lips, became living things. I never read to her again. After that, she always read to me. Many an hour have I spent, lying at her side, with my head pillowed in the mosses, while she materialised for me “the very Jew, which Shakespeare drew.” She read to me all sorts of things. I believe she could even have vivified a leading article.

One day she had been reading to me a pen picture of a famous dancer. The writer had seen the woman in some Spanish theatre. He gave an impassioned description — at least, it sounded impassioned as she read it — of how the people had followed the performer’s movements, with enraptured eyes and throbbing pulses, unwilling to lose the slightest gesture. When she had done reading, putting down the book, she stood up in front of me. I sat up to ask what she was going to do.

“I wonder,” she said, “if it was anything like this — the dance which that Spanish woman danced.”

She danced to me. Dave, you are my “fidus Achates,” my other self, my chum, or I would not say a word to you of this. I never shall forget that day. She set my veins on fire. The witch! Without music, under the greenwood tree, all in a moment, for my particular edification, she danced a dance which would have set a crowded theatre in a frenzy. While she danced, I watched her as if mesmerised; I give you my word I did not lose a gesture. When she ceased — with such a curtsy! — I sprang up and ran to her. I would have caught her in my arms; but she sprang back. She held me from her with her outstretched hand.

“Mr. Kempster!” she exclaimed. She looked up at me as demurely as you please.

“I was only going to take a kiss,” I cried. “Surely a cousin may take a kiss.”

“Not every cousin — if you please.”

With that she walking right off, there and then, leaving me standing speechless, and as stupid as an owl.

The next morning as I was in the hall, lighting up for an after breakfast smoke, Aunt Plaskett came up to me. The good soul had trouble written all over her face. She had an open letter in her hand. She looked up at me in a way which reminded me oddly of my mother.

“Charlie,” she said, “I’m so sorry.”

“Aunt, if you’re sorry, so am I. But what’s the sorrow?”

“Mrs. Riddle’s coming.”

“Coming? When?”

“To-day — this morning. I am expecting her every minute.”

“But I thought she was a fixture in America for the next three months.”

“So I thought. But it seems that something has happened which has induced her to change her mind. She arrived in England yesterday. She writes to me to say that she will come on to us as early as possible to-day. Here is the letter. Charlie, will you tell May?”

She put the question a trifle timidly, as though she were asking me to do something from which she herself would rather be excused. The fact is, we had found that Miss Riddle would talk of everything and anything, with the one exception of her mother. Speak of Mrs. Riddle, and the young lady either immediately changed the conversation, or she held her peace. Within my hearing, her mother’s name had never escaped her lips. Whether consciously or unconsciously, she had conveyed to our minds a very clear impression that, to put it mildly, between her and her mother there was no love lost. I, myself, was persuaded that, to her, the news of her mother’s imminent presence would not be pleasant news. It seemed that my aunt was of the same opinion.

“Dear May ought to be told, she ought not to be taken unawares. You will find her in the morning-room, I think.”

I rather fancy that Aunt and Uncle Plaskett have a tendency to shift the little disagreeables of life off their own shoulders on to other people’s. Anyhow, before I could point out to her that the part which she suggested I should play was one which belonged more properly to her, Aunt Plaskett had taken advantage of my momentary hesitation to effect a strategic movement which removed her out of my sight.

I found Miss Riddle in the morning-room. She was lying on a couch, reading. Directly I entered she saw that I had something on my mind.

“What’s the matter? You don’t look happy.”

“It may seem selfishness on my part, but I’m not quite happy. I have just heard news which, if you will excuse my saying so, has rather given me a facer.”

“If I will excuse you saying so! Dear me, how ceremonious we are! Is the news public, or private property?”

“Who do you think is coming?”

“Coming? Where? Here?” I nodded. “I have not the most remote idea. How should I have?”

“It is some one who has something to do with you.”

Until then she had taken it uncommonly easily on the couch. When I said that, she sat up with quite a start.

“Something to do with me? Mr. Kempster! What do you mean? Who can possibly be coming here who has anything to do with me?”

“May, can’t you guess?”

“Guess! How can I guess? What do you mean?”

“It’s your mother.”

“My — mother!”

I had expected that the thing would be rather a blow to her, but I had never expected that it would be anything like the blow it seemed. She sprang to her feet. The book fell from her hands, unnoticed, on to the floor. She stood facing me, with clenched fists and staring eyes.

“My — mother!” she repeated, “Mr. Kempster, tell me what you mean.”

I told myself that Mrs. Riddle must be more, or less, of a mother even than my fancy painted her, if the mere suggestion of her coming could send her daughter into such a state of mind as this. Miss Riddle had always struck me as being about as cool a hand as you would be likely to meet. Now all at once, she seemed to be half beside herself with agitation. As she glared at me, she made me almost feel as if I had been behaving to her like a brute.

“My aunt has only just now told me.”

“Told you what?”

“That Mrs. Riddle arrived — —”

She interrupted me.

“Mrs. Riddle? My mother? Well, go on?”

She stamped on the floor. I almost felt as if she had stamped on me. I went on, disposed to feel that my back was beginning to rise.

“My aunt has just told me that Mrs. Riddle arrived in England yesterday. She has written this morning to say that she is coming on at once.”

“But I don’t understand!” She really looked as if she did not understand. “I thought — I was told that — she was going to remain abroad for months.”

“It seems that she has changed her mind.”

“Changed her mind!” Miss Riddle stared at me as if she thought that such a thing was inconceivable. “When did you say that she was coming?”

“Aunt tells me that she is expecting her every moment.”

“Mr. Kempster, what am I to do?”

She appealed to me, with outstretched hands, actually trembling, as it seemed to me with passion, as if I knew — or understood her either.

“I am afraid, May, that Mrs. Riddle has not been to you all that a mother ought to be. I have heard something of this before. But I did not think that it was so bad as it seems.”

“You have heard? You have heard! My good sir, you don’t know what you’re talking about in the very least. There is one thing very certain, that I must go at once.”

“Go? May!”

She moved forward. I believe she would have gone if I had not stepped between her and the door. I was beginning to feel slightly bewildered. It struck me that, perhaps, I had not broken the news so delicately as I might have done. I had blundered somehow, somewhere. Something must be wrong, if, after having been parted from her, for all I knew, for years, immediately on hearing of her mother’s return, her first impulse was towards flight.

“Well?” she cried, looking up at me like a small, wild thing.

“My dear May, what do you mean? Where are you going? To your room?”

“To my room? No! I am going away! away! Right out of this, as quickly as I can!”

“But, after all, your mother is your mother. Surely she cannot have made herself so objectionable that, at the mere thought of her arrival, you should wish to run away from her, goodness alone knows where. So far as I understand she has disarranged her plans, and hurried across the Atlantic, for the sole purpose of seeing you.”

She looked at me in silence for a moment. As she looked, outwardly, she froze.

“Mr. Kempster, I am at a loss to understand your connection with my affairs. Still less do I understand the grounds on which you would endeavour to regulate my movements. It is true that you are a man, and I am a woman; that you are big and I am little; but — are those the only grounds?”

“Of course, if you look at it like that — —”

Shrugging my shoulders, I moved aside. As I did so, some one entered the room. Turning, I saw it was my aunt. She was closely followed by another woman.

“My dear May,” said my aunt, and unless I am mistaken, her voice was trembling, “here is your mother.”

The woman who was with my aunt was a tall, loosely-built person, with iron-grey hair, a square determined jaw, and eyes which looked as if they could have stared the Sphinx right out of countenance. She was holding a pair of pince-nez in position on the bridge of her nose. Through them she was fixedly regarding May. But she made no forward movement. The rigidity of her countenance, of the cold sternness which was in her eyes, of the hard lines which were about her mouth, did not relax in the least degree. Nor did she accord her any sign of greeting. I thought that this was a comfortable way in which to meet one’s daughter, and such a daughter, after a lengthened separation. With a feeling of the pity of it, I turned again to May. As I did so, a sort of creepy-crawly sensation went all up my back. The little girl really struck me as being frightened half out of her life. Her face was white and drawn; her lips were quivering; her big eyes were dilated in a manner which uncomfortably recalled a wild creature which has suddenly gone stark mad with fear.

It was a painful silence. I have no doubt that my aunt was as conscious of it as any one. I expect that she felt May’s position as keenly as if it had been her own. She probably could not understand the woman’s cold-bloodedness, the girl’s too obvious shrinking from her mother. In what, I am afraid, was awkward, blundering fashion, she tried to smooth things over.

“May, dear, don’t you see it is your mother?”

Then Mrs. Riddle spoke. She turned to my aunt.

“I don’t understand you. Who is this person?”

I distinctly saw my aunt give a gasp. I knew she was trembling.

“Don’t you see that it is May?”

“May? Who? This girl?”

Again Mrs. Riddle looked at the girl who was standing close beside me. Such a look! And again there was silence. I do not know what my aunt felt. But from what I felt, I can guess. I felt as if a stroke of lightning, as it were, had suddenly laid bare an act of mine, the discovery of which would cover me with undying shame. The discovery had come with such blinding suddenness, “a bolt out of the blue,” that, as yet, I was unable to realise all that it meant. As I looked at the girl, who seemed all at once to have become smaller even that she usually was, I was conscious that, if I did not keep myself well in hand, I was in danger of collapsing at the knees. Rather than have suffered what I suffered then, I would sooner have had a good sound thrashing any day, and half my bones well broken.

I saw the little girl’s body swaying in the air. For a moment I thought that she was going to faint. But she caught herself at it just in time. As she pulled herself together, a shudder went all over her face. With her fists clenched at her side, she stood quite still. Then she turned to my aunt.

“I am not May Riddle,” she said, in a voice which was at one and the same time strained, eager, and defiant, and as unlike her ordinary voice as chalk is different from cheese. Raising her hands, she covered her face. “Oh, I wish I had never said I was!”

She burst out crying; into such wild grief that one might have been excused for fearing that she would hurt herself by the violence of her own emotion. Aunt and I were dumb. As for Mrs. Riddle — and, if you come to think of it, it was only natural — she did not seem to understand the situation in the least. Turning to my aunt, she caught her by the arm.

“Will you be so good as to tell me what is the meaning of these extraordinary proceedings?”

“My dear!” seemed to be all that my aunt could stammer in reply.

“Answer me!” I really believe that Mrs. Riddle shook my aunt. “Where is my daughter — May?”

“We thought — we were told that this was May.” My aunt addressed herself to the girl, who was still sobbing as if her heart would break. “My dear, I am very sorry, but you know you gave us to understand that you were — May.”

Then some glimmering of the meaning of the situation did seem to dawn on Mrs. Riddle’s mind. She turned to the crying girl; and a look came on her face which conveyed the impression that one had suddenly lighted on the key-note of her character. It was a look of uncompromising resolution. A woman who could summon up such an expression at will ought to be a leader. She never could be led. I sincerely trust that my wife — if I ever have one — when we differ, will never look like that. If she does, I am afraid it will have to be a case of her way, not mine. As I watched Mrs. Riddle, I was uncommonly glad she was not my mother. She went and planted herself right in front of the crying girl. And she said, quietly, but in a tone of voice the hard frigidity of which suggested the nether millstone:

“Cease that noise. Take your hands from before your face. Are you one of that class of persons who, with the will to do evil, lack the courage to face the consequences of their own misdeeds? I can assure you that, so far as I am concerned, noise is thrown away. Candour is your only hope with me. Do you hear what I say? Take your hands from before your face.”

I should fancy that Mrs. Riddle’s words, and still more her manner, must have cut the girl like a whip. Anyhow, she did as she was told. She took her hands from before her face. Her eyes were blurred with weeping. She still was sobbing. Big tears were rolling down her cheeks. I am bound to admit that her crying had by no means improved her personal appearance. You could see she was doing her utmost to regain her self-control. And she faced Mrs. Riddle with a degree of assurance, which, whether she was in the right or in the wrong, I was glad to see. That stalwart representative of the modern Women Crusaders continued to address her in the same unflattering way.

“Who are you? How comes it that I find you passing yourself off as my daughter in Mrs. Plaskett’s house?”

The girl’s answer took me by surprise.

“I owe you no explanation, and I shall give you none.”

“You are mistaken. You owe me a very frank explanation. I promise you you shall give me one before I’ve done with you.”

“I wish and intend to have nothing whatever to say to you. Be so good as to let me pass.”

The girl’s defiant attitude took Mrs. Riddle slightly aback. I was delighted. Whatever she had been crying for, it had evidently not been for want of pluck. It was plain that she had pluck enough for fifty. It did me good to see her.

“Take my advice, young woman, and do not attempt that sort of thing with me — unless, that is, you wish me to give you a short shrift, and send at once for the police.”

“The police? For me? You are mad!”

For a moment Mrs. Riddle looked a trifle mad. She went quite green. She took the girl by the shoulder roughly. I saw that the little thing was wincing beneath the pressure of her hand. That was more than I could stand.

“Excuse me, Mrs. Riddle, but — if you would not mind!”

Whether she did or did not mind, I did not wait for her to tell me. I removed her hand, with as much politeness as was possible, from where she had placed it. She looked at me, not nicely.

“Pray, sir, who are you?”

“I am Mrs. Plaskett’s nephew, Charles Kempster, and very much at your service, Mrs. Riddle.”

“So you are Charles Kempster? I have heard of you.” I was on the point of remarking that I also had heard of her. But I refrained. “Be so good, young man, as not to interfere.”

I bowed. The girl spoke to me.

“I am very much obliged to you, Mr. Kempster.” She turned to my aunt. One could see that every moment she was becoming more her cool collected self again. “Mrs. Plaskett, it is to you I owe an explanation. I am ready to give you one when and where you please. Now, if it is your pleasure.”

My aunt was rubbing her hands together in a feeble, purposeless, undecided sort of way. Unless I err, she was crying, for a change. With the exception of my uncle, I should say that my aunt was the most peace-loving soul on earth. I believe that the pair of them would flee from anything in the shape of dissension as from the wrath to come.

“Well, my dear, I don’t wish to say anything to pain you — as you must know! — but if you can explain, I wish you would. We have grown very fond of you, your uncle and I.”

It was not a very bright speech of my aunt’s, but it seemed to please the person for whom it was intended immensely. She ran to her, she took hold of both her hands, she kissed her on either cheek.

“You dear darling! I’ve been a perfect wretch to you, but not such a villain as your fancy paints me. I’ll tell you all about it — now.” Clasping her hands behind her back, she looked my aunt demurely in the face. But in spite of her demureness, I could see that she was full of mischief to the finger tips. “You must know that I am Daisy Hardy. I am the daughter of Francis Hardy, of the Corinthian Theatre.”

Directly the words had passed her lips, I knew her. You remember how often we saw her in “The Penniless Pilgrim?” And how good she was? And how we fell in love with her, the pair of us? All along, something about her, now and then, had filled me with a sort of overwhelming conviction that I must have seen her somewhere before. What an ass I had been! But then to think of her — well, modesty — in passing herself off as Mrs. Riddle’s daughter. As for Mrs. Riddle, she received the young lady’s confession with what she possibly intended for an air of crushing disdain.

“An actress!” she exclaimed.

She switched her skirts on one side, with the apparent intention of preventing their coming into contact with iniquity. Miss Hardy paid no heed.

“May Riddle is a very dear friend of mine.”

“I don’t believe it,” cried Mrs. Riddle, with what, to say the least of it, was perfect frankness. Still Miss Hardy paid no heed.

“It is the dearest wish of her life to become an actress.”

“It’s a lie!”

This time Miss Hardy did pay heed. She faced the frankly speaking lady.

“It is no lie, as you are quite aware. You know very well that, ever since she was a teeny weeny child, it has been her continual dream.”

“It was nothing but a childish craze.”

Miss Hardy shrugged her shoulders.

“Mrs. Riddle uses her own phraseology; I use mine. I can only say that May has often told me that, when she was but a tiny thing, her mother used to whip her for playing at being an actress. She used to try and make her promise that she would never go inside a theatre, and when she refused, she used to beat her cruelly. As she grew older, her mother used to lock her in her bedroom, and keep her without food for days and days — —”

“Hold your tongue, girl! Who are you that you should comment on my dealings with my child? A young girl, who, by her own confession, has already become a painted thing, and who seems to glory in her shame, is a creature with whom I can own no common womanhood. Again I insist upon your telling me, without any attempt at rhodomontade, how it is that I find a creature such as you posing as my child.”

The girl vouchsafed her no direct reply. She looked at her with a curious scorn, which I fancy Mrs. Riddle did not altogether relish. Then she turned again to my aunt.

“Mrs. Plaskett, it is as I tell you. All her life May has wished to be an actress. As she has grown older her wish has strengthened. You see all my people have been actors and actresses. I, myself, love acting. You could hardly expect me, in such a matter, to be against my friend. And then — there was my brother.”

She paused. Her face became more mischievous; and, unless I am mistaken, Mrs. Riddle’s face grew blacker. But she let the girl go on.

“Claud believed in her. He was even more upon her side than I was. He saw her act in some private theatricals — —”

Then Mrs. Riddle did strike in.

“My daughter never acted, either in public or in private, in her life. Girl, how dare you pile lie upon lie?”

Miss Hardy gave her look for look. One felt that the woman knew that the girl was speaking the truth, although she might not choose to own it.

“May did many things of which her mother had no knowledge. How could it be otherwise? When a mother makes it her business to repress at any cost the reasonable desires which are bound up in her daughter’s very being, she must expect to be deceived. As I say, my brother Claud saw her act in some private theatricals. And he was persuaded that, for once in a way, hers was not a case of a person mistaking the desire to be, for the power to be, because she was an actress born. Then things came to a climax. May wrote to me to say that she was leaving college, that her mother was in America, and that so far as her ever becoming an actress was concerned, so far as she could judge, it was a case of now or never. I showed her letter to Claud. He at once declared that it should be a case of now. A new play was coming out, in which he was to act, and in which, he said, there was a part which would fit May like a glove. It was not a large part; still, there it was. If she chose, he would see she had it. I wrote and told her what Claud said. She jumped for joy — through the post, you understand. Then they began to draw me in. Until her mother’s return, May was to have gone, for safe keeping, to one of her mother’s particular friends. If she had gone, the thing would have been hopeless. But, at the last moment, the plan fell through. It was arranged, instead, that she should go to her aunt — to you, Mrs. Plaskett. You had not seen her since her childhood; you had no notion of what she looked like. I really do not know from whom the suggestion came, but it was suggested that I should come to you, pretending to be her. And I was to keep on pretending till the rubicon was passed and the play produced. If she once succeeded in gaining a footing on the stage, though it might be never so slight a one, May declared that wild horses should not drag her back again. And I knew her well enough to be aware that, when she said a thing, she meant exactly what she said. Mrs. Plaskett, I should have made you this confession of my own initiative next week. Indeed, May would have come and told you the tale herself, if Mrs. Riddle had not returned all these months before any one expected her. Because, as it happens, the play was produced last night — —”

Mrs. Riddle had been listening, with a face as black as a thunder-cloud. Here she again laid her hand upon Miss Hardy’s shoulder.

“Where? Tell me! I will still save her, though, to do so, I have to drag her through the streets.”

Miss Hardy turned to her with a smile.

“May does not need saving, she already has attained salvation. I hear, not only that the play was a great success, but that May’s part, as she acted it, was the success of the play. As for dragging her through the streets, you know that you are talking nonsense. She is of an age to do as she pleases. You have no more power to put constraint upon her, than you have to put constraint upon me.”

All at once Miss Hardy let herself go, as it were.

“Mrs. Riddle, you have spent a large part of your life in libelling all that I hold dearest; you will now be taught of how great a libel you have been guilty. You will learn from the example of your daughter’s own life, that women can, and do, live as pure and as decent lives upon one sort of stage, as are lived, upon another sort of stage, by ‘Women Crusaders.’”

She swept the infuriated Mrs. Riddle such a curtsy.... Well, there’s the story for you, Dave. There was, I believe, a lot more talking. And some of it, I dare say, approached to high faluting. But I had had enough of it, and went outside. Miss Hardy insisted on leaving the house that very day. As I felt that I might not be wanted, I also left. We went up to town together in the same carriage. We had it to ourselves. And that night I saw May Riddle, the real May Riddle. I don’t mind telling you in private, that she is acting in that new thing of Pettigrewe’s, “The Flying Folly,” under the name of Miss Lyndhurst. She only has a small part; but, as Miss Hardy declares her brother said of her, she plays it like an actress born. I should not be surprised if she becomes all the rage before long.

One could not help feeling sorry for Mrs. Riddle, in a kind of a way. I dare say she feels pretty bad about it all. But then she only has herself to blame. When a mother and her daughter pull different ways, it is apt to become a question of pull butcher, pull baker. The odds are that, in the end, you will prevail. Especially when the daughter has as much resolution as the mother.

As for Daisy Hardy, whatever else one may say of her proceedings, one cannot help thinking of her — at least, I can’t — as, as they had it in the coster ballad, “such a pal.” I believe she is going to the Plasketts again next week. If she does I have half a mind —— though I know she will only laugh at me, if I do go. I don’t care. Between you and me, I don’t believe she’s half so wedded to the stage as she pretends she is.


Miss Donne’s Great Gamble

You cannot keep on meeting the same man by accident — not in that way. To suggest such a possibility would be to carry the doctrine of probabilities too far. Miss Donne began herself to think that such might be the case. She had first encountered him at Geneva — at the Pension Dupont. There his bearing had not only been extremely deferential, but absolutely distant. Possibly this was in some measure owing to Miss Donne herself, who, at that stage of her travels, was the most unapproachable of human beings. During the last few days of her stay he had sat next to her at table, in which position it had seemed to her that a certain amount of conversation was not to be avoided. He had informed her, in the course of the remarks which the situation necessitated, that he was an American and a bachelor, and also that his name was Huhn.

So far as Miss Donne was concerned the encounter would merely have been pigeon-holed among the other noticeable incidents of that memorable journey had it not been that two days after her arrival at Lausanne she met him in the open street — to be exact, in the Place de la Gare. Not only did he bow, but he stopped to talk with the air of quite an old acquaintance.

But it was at Lucerne that the situation began to assume a really curious phase. Miss Donne left Lausanne on a Thursday. On the day before she told Mr. Huhn she was going, and where she intended to stop. Mr. Huhn made no comment on the information, which was given casually while they waited among a crowd of other persons for the steamer. No one could have inferred from his manner that it was not his intention to end his days at Lausanne. When therefore, on the morning after her arrival, she found him seated by her side at lunch she was thrown into a flurry of surprise. As he seemed, however, to conclude that she would take his appearance for granted — not attempting to offer the slightest explanation of how it was that he was where he was — she presently found herself talking to him as if his presence there was quite in accordance with the order of Nature. But when, afterwards, she went upstairs to put her hat on, she — well, she found herself disposed to try her best not to ask herself a question.

Those four weeks at Lucerne were the happiest she had known. A sociable set was staying in the house just then. Everyone behaved to her with surprising kindness. Scarcely an excursion was got up without her being attached to it. Another invariable pendant was Mr. Huhn. It was impossible to conceal from herself the fact that when the parties were once started it was Mr. Huhn who personally conducted her. A better conductor she could not have wished. Without being obtrusive, when he was wanted he was always there. Unostentatiously he studied her little idiosyncrasies, making it his especial business to see that nothing was lacking which made for her own particular enjoyment. As a conversationalist she had never met his equal. But then, as she admitted with that honesty which was her ruling passion, she never had had experience of masculine discourse. Nor, perhaps, was the position rendered less enjoyable by the fact that she was haunted by misgivings as to whether her relations with Mr. Huhn were altogether in accordance with strict propriety. She was a lady travelling alone. He was a stranger; self-introduced. Whether, under any circumstances, a lady in her position ought to allow herself to be on terms of vague familiarity with a gentleman in his, was a point on which she could hardly be said to have doubts. She was convinced that she ought not. Theoretically, that was a principle for which she would have been almost willing to have died. When she reflected on what she had preached to others, metaphorically she shivered in her shoes. She was half alarmed by the necessity she was under to acknowledge that it was a kind of shivering which could not be correctly described as disagreeable.

The domain of the extraordinary was entered on after her departure from Lucerne. At the Pension Emeritus her plans were public property. It was generally known that she proposed to return to England by way of Paris and Dieppe. In Paris she was to spend a few days, and in Dieppe a week or two. Practically the whole pension was at the station to see her off. She was overwhelmed with confectionery and flowers. Mr. Huhn, in particular, gave her a gorgeous bouquet, and a box of what purported to be chocolates. It was only after she had started that she discovered the chocolates were a sham; and that, hidden in the very midst of them, was another package. The very sight of it filled her with singular qualms. Other people were in the carriage. She deemed it prudent to ignore its existence in the presence of what quite possibly were observant eyes. But directly she had a moment of comparative privacy she removed it from its hiding-place with what — positively! — were trembling fingers. It was secured by pink baby-ribbon tied in a true-lover’s knot. Within was a leather case. In the case was a flexible gold bracelet, with on one side a circular ornament which was incrusted with diamonds. As she was fingering this she must have touched a hidden spring, because all at once the glittering toy sprang open, revealing inside — of all things in the world — a portrait of Mr. Huhn!

She gazed at it in bewildered amazement. All the way to Paris she was rent by conflicting emotions. That a perfect stranger should have dared to take such a liberty! Because, after all, she knew nothing of him — absolutely nothing, except that he was an American; which one piece of knowledge was, perhaps, a sufficient explanation. For all she knew, the Americans might have ideas of their own upon such subjects. This sort of behaviour might be in complete accord with their standard of propriety. The contemplation of such a possibility made her sigh. She actually nearly regretted that her standard was the English one, so strongly did she feel that there was something to be said for the American point of view, if, that is, it truly was the American point of view; which, of course, had still to be determined.

Had the bracelet been trumpery trash, costing say, fifteen or twenty francs, the case would have been altered. Of that there could be no doubt. But this triumph of the jeweller’s art, with its costly diamond ornaments! She herself had never owned a decent trinket. Her personal knowledge of values was nil. Yet her instincts told her that this cost money. Then there was the name of “Tiffany” on the case. She had a dim consciousness of having heard of Tiffany. It might have cost one hundred — even two hundred — pounds! At the thought she burned. Who was she, and what had she done, that wandering males — the merest casual acquaintances — should feel themselves at liberty to throw bank notes into her lap? As if she were a beggar — or worse. There was a moment in which she was inclined to throw the bracelet out of the carriage window.

The mischief was that she did not know where to return it. She had Mr. Huhn’s own assurance that he also was leaving Lucerne on that same day. Where he was going she had not the faintest notion. At least, she assured herself that she had not the faintest notion. To return it, by post, to Ezra G. Huhn, America, would be absurd. She might send it back to the person whose name was on the case — to Tiffany. She would.

Then there was the portrait — hidden in the bracelet — which he had had the capital audacity to palm off on to her under cover of a box of chocolates. It was excellent — that was certain.

The shrewd face, with the kindly eyes in which there always seemed to be a twinkle, looked up at her out of the little gold frame like an old familiar friend. How pleasant he had been to her; how good. How she always felt at ease with him; never once afraid. Although he had never by so much as a single question sought to gain her confidence, what a curious feeling she had had that he knew all about her, that he understood her. How she had been impressed by his way of doing things; his quick resource; his capacity of getting — without any fuss — the best that was obtainable. How she had come to rely upon him — in an altogether indescribable sort of way — when he was at hand; she saw it now. How, in spite of herself, she had grown to feel at peace with all the world when he was near. How curious it seemed. As she thought of its exceeding curiousness, fancying that she perceived in the portrayed glance the twinkle which she had begun to know so well, her eyes filled with tears, so that she had to use her handkerchief to prevent them trickling down her cheeks. During the remainder of her journey to Paris that bracelet was about her wrist, covered by her jacket-sleeve. More than once she caught herself in the act of crying.

She found it impossible to remain in Paris. The weather was hot. In the brilliant sunshine the streets were one continuous glare. They seemed difficult to breathe in. They made her head ache. She longed for the sea. Within three days of her arrival she was hurrying towards Dieppe. In Dieppe she alighted at the Hotel de Paris. The first person she saw as she crossed the threshold was Annie Moriarty — at least, she used to be Annie Moriarty until she became Mrs. Palmer. The two rushed into each other’s arms — Mrs. Palmer going upstairs with Miss Donne to assist in the unpacking. When they descended Miss Donne was introduced to Mr. Palmer, who had been Annie’s one topic in the epistolary communications with which Miss Donne was regularly favoured. Mr. Palmer, who was a husband of twelve months’ standing, proved to be a sort of under-study for a giant, towering above Miss Donne’s head in a manner which inspired her with awe. While she was wonderful whether, when he desired to kiss his wife and retain his perpendicular position, he always lifted her upon a chair — for Annie was a mere pigmy in petticoats — who should come down the staircase into the hall but Mr. Huhn!

At that sight not only did Miss Donne’s cheeks flame, but she was overwhelmed with confusion to such an extent that it was impossible to conceal the fact from the sharp-eyed person who was in front of her. Although Mr. Huhn merely raised his hat as he passed into the street, her distress continued after he was gone. She accompanied the Palmers — in an only partial state of consciousness — into the Etablissement grounds. While her husband continued with them Annie was discretion itself; but when Mr. Palmer, going into the building — it is within the range of possibility on a hint from her — left the two women seated on the terrace, she assailed Miss Donne in a fashion which in a moment laid all her defences low.

The whole story was told before its narrator was conscious of an intention to do anything of the kind. It plunged the hearer into raptures. Although, with a delicacy which well became her, she concealed the larger half of them, she revealed enough to throw Miss Donne into a state of agitation which was half pathetic and altogether delightful. As she sat there, listening to Annie’s innuendoes, conscious of her delighted scrutiny, the heroine of all these strange adventures discovered herself hazily wondering whether this was the same world in which she had been living all these years, and whether she was awake in it or dreaming. After all the miracles which had lately changed the whole fashion of her life, was the greatest still upon the way?

Eva Donne was thirty-eight and three-quarters, as the children say. For over twenty years she had been a governess — without kith or kin. All the time she was haunted by a fear that the fat season was with her now, and that the lean one was coming soon. She was not a scholar; she was just the sweetest woman in the world. But while of the second fact she had no notion, of the first she was hideously sure. She had strained every nerve to improve her mental equipment; to keep herself abreast of the educational requirements of the day; to pass examinations; to win those certificates which teachers ought to have. Always and ever in vain. The dullest of her scholars was not more dull than she. How, under these circumstances, she found employment was beyond her comprehension. Why, for instance, Miss Law should have kept her upon her teaching staff for nearly thirteen consecutive years was to her, indeed a mystery. That Miss Law should consider it well worth her while to retain in her establishment a well-mannered, dainty lady; possessed of infinite patience, kindliness, and tact; the soul of honour; considering her employer’s interests before her own; willing to work late and early: who was liked by every pupil with whom she came into contact, and so was able to smooth the head mistress’s path in a hundred different ways; that the shrewd proprietress of St. Cecilia’s College should esteem these qualifications as a sufficient set-off for certain scholastic deficiencies never entered into Miss Donne’s philosophy. Therefore, though she said not a word of it to anyone, she was tortured by a continual fear that each term would be her last. Dismissed for inefficiency at her age, what should she do? For she was growing old; she knew she was. She was grey — almost! — behind the ears; her hair was thinner than it used to be; there were tell-tale wrinkles about her eyes; she was conscious of a certain stiffness in her joints. A governess so soon grows old, especially if she is not clever. Many a time she lay awake all through the night thinking, with horror, of the future which was in store for her. What should she do? She had saved so little. Out of such a salary how could she save? — with her soft, generous heart which could not resist a temptation to give. She sometimes wondered, when the morning dawned, how it was that she had not turned quite grey, after the racking anxieties of the sleepless night.

And then the miracle came — the god out of the machine. A cousin of her mother, of whom she had only heard, died in America, in Pittsburg — a bachelor, as alone in the world as she was — and left everything he had to his far-off kinswoman. Eight hundred sterling pounds a year it came to, actually, when everything was realized, and everything had been left in an easy realizable form. What a difference it made when she understood that the incredible had come to pass, and what it meant. She was rich, independent, secure from want and from the fear of it, thank God. And she thanked Him — how she thanked Him! — pouring out her heart before Him like some simple child. And she ceased to grow old; nay, she all at once grew young again. She was nearly persuaded that the greyness had vanished from behind her ears; her hair certainly did seem thicker. The wrinkles were so faint as to be not worth mentioning, while, as for the stiffness of her joints, she was suddenly conscious of an absurd and even improper inclination to run up the stairs and down them.

Then there came the wonderful journey. She, a solitary spinster, who had never been out of England in her life, made up her mind, after not more than six month’s consideration, to go all by herself to Switzerland. And she went. After the strange happenings which, in such a journey, were naturally to be expected, to crown everything, here, on the terrace at Dieppe, sat Annie Moriarty that was — and a troublesome child she used to be — telling her — her! — the young woman’s former and ought-to-be-revered preceptress — that a certain person — to wit, an American gentleman — was in love with her — with her! Miss Eva Donne. Not the least extraordinary part of it was that, instead of correcting the presumptuous Annie, Miss Donne beamed and blushed, and blushed and beamed, and was conscious of the most singular sensations.

A remark, however, which Mrs. Palmer apparently inadvertently made, brought her back to earth with a sudden jolt.

“I suppose that whoever does become Mrs. Huhn will become an American.”

It was just a second or so before she comprehended. When she did it was with a quick sinking of the heart. Something, all at once, seemed to have gone out of the world. Perhaps because a cloud had crept over the sun.

Was it possible? A thing not to be avoided? An inevitable consequence? Of course, Mr. Huhn was an American; she did know so much. And although — as she had gathered — this was by no means his first visit to Europe, it might reasonably be imagined that he spent most of his time in his native country. It was equally fair to assume that his wife would be expected to stop there with him. Would she, therefore, perforce lose her nationality, her birthright, her title to call herself an Englishwoman? To say the least of it, that would be an extraordinary position for — for an Englishwoman to find herself in. Mischievous Annie could not have succeeded better had it been her deliberate intention to make Miss Donne’s confusion worse confounded.

She dined with the Palmers at a little table by themselves. Mr. Huhn was at the long table round the corner, hidden from her sight by the peculiar construction of the room. Mrs. Palmer announced that he had gone there before she entered. Miss Donne took care that she went before he reappeared. She spent the evening in her bedroom, in spite of Mrs. Palmer’s vigorous protestations, writing letters, so she said. It is true that she did write some letters. She began half-a-dozen to Mr. Huhn. Among a thousand and one other things, that bracelet was on her mind. Her wish was to return it, accompanied by a note which would exactly meet the occasion. But the construction of the note she wanted proved to be beyond her powers. It was far from her desire to wound his feelings; she was only too conscious how easy it is for the written word to do that. At the same time it was necessary that she should make her meaning plain, on which account it was a misfortune that she herself was not altogether clear as to what she did precisely mean. She did not want the bracelet; certainly not. Yet, while she did not wish to throw it at him, or lead him to suppose that she despised his gift, or was unconscious of his kindness in having made it, or liked him less because of his kindness, it was not her intention to allow him to suspect that she liked him at all, or appreciated his kindness to anything like the extent she actually did do, or indeed, leave him an excuse of any sort or kind on to which he might fasten to ask her to reconsider her refusal. How to combine these opposite desires and intentions within the four corners of one short note was a puzzle.

It was a nice bracelet — a beauty. No one could call it unbecoming on her wrist. She had had no idea that a single ornament could have made such a difference. She was convinced that it made her hand seem much smaller than it really was. She wondered if he had sent for it specially to New York, or if he had been carrying it about with him in his pocket. But that was not the point. The point was that, since she could not frame a note which, in all respects, met her views, she would herself see Mr. Huhn to-morrow and return him his gift with her own hands. Then the incident would be closed. Having arrived at which decision she slept like a top all night, with the bracelet under her pillow.

In the morning she dressed herself with unusual care — with so much care, indeed, that Mrs. Palmer greeted her with a torrent of ejaculations.

“You look lovelier than ever, my dear. Just like What’s-his-name’s picture, only ever so much sweeter. Dosen’t she look a darling, Dick?”

“Dick” was Mr. Palmer. As this was said not only in the presence of that gentleman, but in the hearing of several others, Miss Donne was so distressed that she found herself physically incapable of telling the speaker that, as she was perfectly aware, she intensely disliked personal remarks, which were always in the very worst possible taste.

Nothing was seen of Mr. Huhn. She went with the Palmers to the market; to the man who carved grotesque heads out of what he called vegetable ivory; to watch the people bathe, while listening to the band upon the terrace; then to lunch. All the time she had that bracelet on her person. After lunch she accompanied her friends on a queer sort of vehicle, which was not exactly a brake or quite anything else, on what its proud proprietor called a “fashionable excursion” to the forest of Arques. It was nearly five when they returned. The Palmers went upstairs. She sat down on one of the chairs which were on the pavement in front of the hotel. She had been there for some minutes in a sort of waking dream when someone occupied the chair beside her.

It was Mr. Huhn. His appearance was so unexpected that it found her speechless. The foolish tremors to which she seemed to have been so liable of late seemed to paralyze her. She gazed at the shabby theatre on the other side of the square, trying to think of what she ought to say — but failed. No greetings were exchanged.

Presently he said, in his ordinary tone of voice: — 

“Come with me into the Casino.”

That was his way; a fair example of his habit of taking things for granted. She felt that if, after a prolonged absence, she met him on the other side of the world, he would just ask if she liked sugar in her tea, and discuss the sugar question generally, and take it for granted that that was all the situation demanded. That was not her standpoint. She considered that when explanations were required they ought to be given, and was distinctly of opinion that an explanation was required here. She intended that the remark she made should be regarded as a suggestion to that effect.

“I didn’t expect to see you at Dieppe.”

He looked at her — just looked — and she was a conscience-stricken wretch. Had he accused her, at the top of his voice, of deliberate falsehood, he could not have shamed her more.

“I meant to come to Dieppe. I thought you knew it.”

She had known it; all pretence to the contrary was brushed away like so much cobweb. And she knew that he knew she knew it. It was dreadful. What could she say to this extraordinary man? She blundered from bad to worse. Fumbling with the buttons of her little jacket she took out from some inner receptacle a small flat leather case.

“I think this got into that box of chocolates by mistake.”

He glanced at it out of the corner of his eye, then continued to draw figures on the pavement with the ferrule of his stick.

“No mistake. I put it there. I thought you’d understand.”

Thought she would understand! What did he think she would understand? Did the man suppose that everyone took things for granted?

“I think it was a mistake.”

“How? When I sent to New York for it specially for you?” So that question was solved. She was conscious of a small flutter of satisfaction. “Don’t you think it’s pretty?”

“It’s beautiful.” She gathered her courage.

“But you must take it back.”

“Take it back! Take it back! I didn’t think you were the kind of woman that would want to make a man unhappy.”

Nothing was further from her desire.

“I am not in the habit of accepting presents from strangers.”

“That’s just it. It’s because I knew you weren’t that I gave it to you.”

“But you’re a stranger to me.”

“I didn’t look at it in just that way.”

“I know nothing of you.”

“I’m sorry. I thought you knew what kind of man I am, as I know what kind of woman you are — and am glad to know it. If it’s my record you’d like to be acquainted with, I’m ready to set forth the life and adventures of Ezra G. Huhn at full length whenever you’ve an hour or two or a day or two to spare. Or I can refer you for them to my lawyer, or to my banker, or to my doctor, according to what part of me it is on which you’d like to have accurate information.”

She could not hint that she would like to listen to a chapter or two of his adventures there and then, though some such idea was at the back of her mind. While she was groping for words he stood up, repeating his original suggestion.

“Come with me into the Casino.”

She rose also. Not because she wished to; but because — such was the confusion of her mental processes — she found it easier to agree than to differ. They moved across the square. The flat leather case was in her hand.

“Have you found the locket?”

“Yes.”

She blushed; but she was a continual blush.

“Good portrait of me, isn’t it?”

“Excellent.”

“I had it done for my mother. When she was dying I wanted it to be buried with her. But she wouldn’t have it. She said I was to give it to — someone else one day. Then I didn’t think there ever would be a someone else. But when I met you I sent it to New York and had it mounted in that bracelet — for you.”

It was absurd what a little self-control she had. Instead of retorting with something smart, or pretty, or sentimental, she was tongue-tied. Her eyes filled with tears. But he did not seem to notice it. He went on.

“You’ll have to give me one of yours.”

“I — I haven’t one.”

“Then we’ll have to set about getting one. I’ll have to look round for someone who’ll be likely to do you justice, though it isn’t to be expected that we shall find anyone who’ll be able to do quite that.”

It was the nearest approach to a compliment he had paid her; probably the first pretty thing which had been said to her by any man. It set her trembling so that, for a moment, she swayed as if she would fall. They were passing through the gate into the Casino grounds. He looked at the case which she still had in her hand.

“Put that in your pocket.”

“I haven’t one.”

She was the personification of all meekness.

“Then where did you have it?”

“Inside my jacket.”

“Put it back there. I can’t carry it. That’s part of the burden you’ll have to carry, henceforward, all alone.”

She did not stop to think what he meant. She simply obeyed. When the jacket was buttoned the case showed through the cloth. Even in the midst of her tremors she was aware that his eyes kept travelling towards the tell-tale patch. For some odd reason she was glad they did.

They passed from the radiance of the autumn afternoon into the chamber of the “little horses.” The change was almost dramatic in its completeness. From this place the sunshine had been for some time excluded. The blinds were drawn. It was garishly lighted. Although the room was large and lofty, owing to the absence of ventilation, the abundance of gas, the crowd of people, the atmosphere was horrible. There was a continual buzz; an unresting clatter. The noise of people in motion; the hum of their voices; the strident tones of the tourneur, as he made his various monotonous announcements; all these assisted in the formation of what, to an unaccustomed ear, was a strange cacophony. She shrank towards Mr. Huhn as if afraid.

“What are they doing?” she asked.

Instead of answering he led her forward to the dais on which the nine little horses were the observed of all observers, where the tourneur stood with his assistant with, in front and on either side of him, the tables about which the players were grouped. At the moment the leaden steeds were whirling round. She watched them, fascinated. People were speaking on their right.

“C’est le huit qui gagne.”

“Non; le huit est mort. C’est le six.”

Someone said behind her, in English: — 

“Jack’s all right; one wins. Confound the brute, he’s gone right on!”

The horses ceased to move.

“Le numéro cinq!” shouted the tourneur, laying a strong nasal stress upon the numeral.

There were murmurs of disgust from the bettors on the columns. Miss Donne perceived that money was displayed upon baize-covered tables. The croupiers thrust out wooden rakes to draw it towards them. At the table on her right there seemed to be only a single winner. Several five-franc pieces were passed to a woman who was twiddling a number of them between her fingers.

“Are they gambling?” asked Miss Donne.

“Well, I shouldn’t call it gambling. This is a little toy by means of which the proprietor makes a good and regular income out of public contributions. These are some of the contributors.”

Miss Donne did not understand him — did not even try to. She was all eyes for what was taking place about her. Money was being staked afresh. The horses were whirling round again. This time No. 7 was the winning horse. There were acclamations. Several persons had staked on seven. It appeared that that particular number was “overdue.” Someone rose from a chair beside her.

Mr. Huhn made a sudden suggestion.

“Sit down.” She sat down. “Let’s contribute a franc or two to the support of this deserving person’s wife and family. Where’s your purse?” She showed that her purse — a silver chain affair — was attached to her belt. “Find a franc.” Whether or not she had a coin of that denomination did not appear. She produced a five-franc piece. “That’s a large piece of money. What shall we put it on?”

Someone who was seated on the next chair said: — 

“The run’s on five.”

“Then let’s be on the run. That’s it, in the centre there. That’s the particular number which enables the owner of this little toy to keep a roof above his head.”

As she held the coin in front of her with apparently uncertain fingers, as if still doubtful what it was she had to do, her neighbour, taking it from her with a smile, laid it upon five.

“Le jeu est fait!” cried the tourneur. “Rien ne va plus!”

He started the horses whirling round.

Then with a shock, she seemed to wake from a dream. She sprang from her chair, staring at her five-franc piece with wide-open eyes. People smiled. The croupiers gazed at her indulgently. There was that about her which made it obvious that to such a scene she was a stranger. They supposed that, like some eager child, she could not conceal her anxiety for the safety of her stake. Although surprised at her display of a degree of interest which was altogether beyond what the occasion seemed to warrant, Mr. Huhn thought with them.

“Don’t be alarmed,” he murmured in her ear. “You may take it for granted that it’s gone, and may console yourself with the reflection that it goes to minister to the wants of a mother and her children. That’s the philosophical point of view. And it may be the right one.”

Her hand twitched, as if she found the temptation to snatch back her stake before it was gone for ever almost more than she could bear. Mr. Huhn caught her arm.

“Hush! That sort of thing is not allowed.”

The horses stopped. The tourneur proclaimed the winner.

“Le numéro cinq!”

“Bravo!” exclaimed the neighbour who had placed the stake for her. “You have won. I told you the run was on five.”

“Shorn the shearers,” commented Mr. Huhn. “You see, that’s the way to make a fortune, only I shouldn’t advise you to go further than the initiatory lesson.”

The croupier pushed over her own coin and seven others. Her neighbour held them up to her.

“Your winnings.”

She drew back.

“It’s not mine.”

Her neighbour laughed outright. People were visibly smiling. Mr. Huhn took the pile of coins from the stranger’s hand.

“They are yours; take them.” Him she obeyed with the docility of a child. “Come let us go.”

He led the way to the door which opened on to the terrace. She followed, meekly. It seemed that the eight coins were more than she could conveniently carry in one hand; for, as she went, she dropped one on to the floor. An attendant, picking it up, returned it to her with a grin. Indeed, the whole room was on the titter, the incident was so very amusing. They asked themselves if she was mad, or just a simpleton. And, in a fashion, considering that her first youth was passed, she really was so pretty! Mr. Huhn was more moved than, in that place, he would have cared to admit. Something in her attitude in the way she looked at him when he bade her take the money, had filled him with a sense of shame.

Between their going in and coming out the sky had changed. The shadows were lowering. The autumnal day was drawing to a close. September had brought more than a suggestion of winter’s breath. A grey chill followed the departing sun. They went up, then down, the terrace, without exchanging a word; then, moving aside, he offered her one of the wicker-seated chairs which stood against the wall. She sat on it. He sat opposite, leaning on the handle of his stick. The thin mist which was stealing across the leaden sea did not invite lounging out of doors. They had the terrace to themselves. She let her five-franc pieces drop with a clinking sound on to her lap. He, conscious of something on her face which he was unwilling to confront, looked steadily seaward. Presently she gave utterance to her pent-up feelings.

“I am a gambler.”

Had she accused herself of the unforgivable sin she could not have seemed more serious. Somewhere within him was a laughing sprite. In view of her genuine distress he did his best to keep it in subjection.

“You exaggerate. Staking a five-franc piece — for the good of the house — on the petits chevaux does not make you that, any more than taking a glass of wine makes you a drunkard.”

“Why did you make me, why did you let me, do it?”

“I didn’t know you felt that way.”

“And yet you said you knew me!”

He winched. He had told a falsehood. He did know her — there was the sting. In mischievous mood he had induced her to do the thing which he suspected that she held to be wrong. He had not supposed that she would take it so seriously, especially if she won, being aware that there are persons who condemn gambling when they or those belonging to them lose, but who lean more towards the side of charity when they win. He did not know what to say to her, so he said nothing.

“My father once lost over four hundred pounds on a horse-race. I don’t quite know how it was, I was only a child. He was in business at the time. I believe it ruined him, and it nearly broke my mother’s heart. I promised her that I would never gamble — and now I have.”

He felt that this was one of those women whose moral eye is single — with whom it is better to be frank.

“I confess I felt that you might have scruples on the point; but I thought you would look upon a single stake of a single five-franc piece as a jest. Many American women — and many Englishwomen — who would be horrified if you called them gamblers, go into the rooms at Monte Carlo and lose or win a louis or two just for the sake of the joke.”

“For the sake of the joke! Gamble for the sake of the joke! Are you a Jesuit?” The question so took him by surprise that he turned and stared at her. “I have always understood that that is how Jesuits reason — that they try to make out that black is white. I hope — I hope you don’t do that?”

He smiled grimly, his thoughts recurring to some of the “deals” in which his success had made him the well-to-do man he was.

“Sometimes the two colours merge so imperceptibly into one another that it’s hard to tell just where the conjunction begins. You want keen sight to do it. But here you’re right and I’m wrong; there’s no two words about it. It was I who made you stake that five-franc piece; and I’d no right to make you stake buttons if it was against your principles. Your standard’s like my mother’s. I hope that mine will grow nearer to it. I ask you to forgive me for leading you astray.”

“I ought not to have been so weak.”

“You had to — when I was there to make you.”

She was still; though it is doubtful if she grasped the full meaning his words conveyed. If he had been watching her he would have seen that by degrees something like the suggestion of a smile seem to wrinkle the corners of her lips. When she spoke again it was in half a whisper.

“I’m sorry, I should seem to you to be so silly.”

“You don’t. You mustn’t say it. You seem to me to be the wisest woman I ever met.”

“That must be because you’ve known so few — or else you’re laughing. No one who has ever known me has thought me wise. If I were wise I should know what to do with this.”

“She motioned towards the money on her lap.

“Throw it into the sea.”

“But it isn’t mine.”

“It’s yours as much as anyone else’s. If you come to first causes you’ll find it hard to name the rightful owner — in God’s sight — for any one thing. There’s been too much swapping of horses. You’ll find plenty who are in need.”

“It would carry a curse with it. Money won in gambling!”

He looked at his watch.

“It’s time that you and I thought about dinner. We’ll adjourn the discussion as to what is to be done with the fruit of our iniquity. I say ‘our,’ because that I’m the principal criminal is as plain as paint. Sleep on it; perhaps you’ll see clearer in the morning. Put it in your pocket.”

“Haven’t I told you already that I haven’t a pocket? And if I had I shouldn’t put this money in it. I should feel that that was half-way towards keeping it.”

“Then let me be the bearer of the burden.”

“No; I don’t wish the taint to be conveyed to you.” He laughed outright. “There now you are laughing!”

“I was laughing because—” he was on the verge of saying “because I love you;” but something induced him to substitute— “because I love to hear you talking.”

She glanced at him with smiling eyes. His gaze was turned towards what was now the shrouded sea. Neither spoke during the three minutes of brisk walking which was required to reach the Hotel de Paris, she carrying the money, four five-franc pieces, gripped tightly in either hand.

In his phrase, she slept on it, though the fashion of the sleeping was a little strange. The next morning she sallied forth to put into execution the resolve at which she had arrived. I was early, though not so early as she would have wished, because, concluding that all Dieppe did not rise with the lark, she judged it as well to take her coffee and roll before she took the air. It promised to be a glorious day. The atmosphere was filled with a golden haze, through which the sun was gleaming. As she went through the gate of the Port d’Ouest she came upon a man who was selling little metal effigies of the flags of various nations. From him she made a purchase — the Stars and Stripes. This she pinned inside her blouse, on the left, smiling to herself as she did so. Then she marched straight off into the Casino.

The salle de jeu had but a single occupant, a tourneur who was engaged in dusting the little horses. To enable him to perform the necessary offices he removed the steeds from their places one after the other. As it chanced he was the identical individual who had been responsible for the course which had crowned ‘Miss Doone’ with victory. With that keen vision which is characteristic of his class the man recognised her on the instant. Bowing and smiling he held out to her the horse which he was holding.

“Vlà madame, le numéro cinq! C’est lui qui a porté le bonheur à madame.”

It was, indeed, the horse which represented the number on which she had staked her five-franc piece. By an odd accident she had arrived just as its toilet was being performed. She observed what an excellent model it was with somewhat doubtful eyes, as if fearful of its being warranted neither steady nor free from vice.

“I have brought back the seven five-franc pieces which I — took away with me.”

She held out the coins. As if at a loss he looked from them to her.

“But, madame, I do not understand.”

“I can have nothing to do with money which is the fruit of gambling.”

“But madame played.”

“It was a misunderstanding. A mistake. It was not my intention. It is on that account I have come to return this money.”

“Return? — to whom? — the administration? The administration will not accept it. It is impossible. What it has lost it has lost; there is an end.”

“But I insist on returning it; and if I insist it must be accepted; especially when I tell you it is all a mistake.”

The tourneur shrugged his shoulders.

“If madame does not want the money, and will give it to me, I will see what I can do with it.” She handed him the coins; he transferred them to the board at his back. Then he held out to her the horse which he had been dusting. “See, madame, is it not a perfect model? And feel how heavy — over three kilos, more than six English pounds. When you consider that there are nine horses, all exactly the same weight, you will perceive that it is not easy work to be a tourneur. That toy horse is worth much more to the administration than if it were a real horse; it is from the Number Five that all this comes.”

He waved his hand as if to denote the entire building.

“I thought that public gambling was prohibited in France and in all Christian countries, and that it was only permitted in such haunts of wickedness as Monte Carlo.”

“Gambling? Ah, the little horses is not gambling! It is an amusement.”

A voice addressed her from the other side of the table. It was Mr. Huhn.

“Didn’t I tell you it wasn’t gambling? It’s as this gentleman says — an amusement; especially for the administration.”

“Ah, yes — in particular for the administration.”

The tourneur laughed. Miss Donne and Mr. Huhn went out together by the same door through which they had gone the night before. They sat on the low wall. He had some towels on his arm; he had been bathing. Already the sea was glowing with the radiance of the sun.

“So you’ve relieved yourself of your ill-gotten gains?”

“I have returned them to the administration.”

“To the —— did that gentleman say he would hand those five-franc pieces to the administration?”

“He said that he would see what he could do with them.”

“Just so. There’s no doubt that that is what he will do. So you did sleep upon that burning question?”

“I did.”

“Then you got the better of me; because I didn’t sleep at all.”

“I am sorry.”

“You ought to be, since the fault was yours.”

“Mine! My fault that you didn’t sleep!”

“Do you see what I’ve got here?”

He made an upward movement with his hand. For the first time she noticed that in his buttonhole he had a tiny copy of the Union Jack.

“Did you buy that of the man outside the town gate?”

He nodded.

“Why, it was of that very same man that I bought this.”

From the inside of her blouse she produced that minute representation of the colours he knew so well. They looked at each other, and....

 

When some time after they were lunching, he forming a fourth at the small table which belonged of right to Mr. and Mrs. Palmer, he said to Annie Moriarty, that was: — 

“Since you’re an old friend of Miss Donne you may be interested in knowing that there’s likely soon to be an International Alliance.”

He motioned to the lady at his side and then to himself, as if to call attention to the fact that in his buttonhole was the Union Jack, while on Miss Donne’s blouse was pinned the American flag. But keen-witted Mrs. Palmer had realized what exactly was the condition of affairs some time before.


Skittles


CHAPTER I. 

Mr. Plumber was a passable preacher. Not an orator, perhaps — though it is certain that they had had less oratorical curates at Exdale. His delivery was not exactly good. But then the matter was fair, at times. Though Mr. Ingledew did say that Mr. Plumber’s sermons were rather in the nature of reminiscences — tit-bits collated from other divines. According to this authority, listening to Mr. Plumber preaching was a capital exercise for the memory. His pulpit addresses might almost be regarded in the light of a series of examination papers. One might take it for granted that every thought was borrowed from some one, the question — put by the examiner, as it were — being from whom? On the other hand, it must be granted that Mr. Ingledew’s character was well understood in Exdale. He was one of those persons who are persuaded that there is no such thing as absolute originality in the present year of grace. From his point of view, all the moderns are thieves. He read a new book, not for the pleasure of reading it, but for the pleasure of finding out, as a sort of anemonic exercise, from whom its various parts had been pilfered. He held that, nowadays, nothing new is being produced, either in prose or verse; and that the only thing which the latter day writer does need, is the capacity to use the scissors and the paste. So it was no new thing for the Exdale congregation to be informed that the sermon which they had listened to had been preached before.

Nor, Mrs. Manby declared, in any case, was that the point. She wanted a preacher to do her good. If he could not do her good out of his own mouth, then, by all means, let him do her good out of the mouths of others. All gifts are not given to all men. If a man was conscious of his incapacity in one direction, then she, for one, had no objection to his availing himself, to the best of his ability, of his capacity in another. But — and here Mrs. Manby held up her hands in the manner which is so well known to her friends — when a man told her, from the pulpit, on the Sunday, that life was a solemn and a serious thing, and then on the Monday wrote for a comic paper — and such a comic paper! — that was the point, and quite another matter entirely.

How the story first was told has not been clearly ascertained. The presumption is, that a proof was sent to Mr. Plumber in one of those wrappers which are open at both ends in which proofs sometimes are sent; and that on the front of this wrapper was imprinted, by way of advertisement, the source of its origin: “Skittles: Not to mention the Beer. A Comic Croaker for the Cultured Classes.”

The presumption goes on to suggest that, while it was still in the post office, the proof fell out of the wrapper, — they sometimes are most insecurely enclosed, and the thing might have been the purest accident. One of the clerks — it is said, young Griffen — noticing it, happened to read the proof — just glanced over it, that is — also, of course, by accident. And then, on purchasing a copy of a particular issue of the periodical in question, this clerk — whoever he was — perceived that it contained the, one could not call it poem, but rhyming doggerel, proof of which had been sent to the Reverend Reginald Plumber. He probably mentioned it to a friend, in the strictest confidence. This friend mentioned it to another friend, also in the strictest confidence. And so everybody was told by everybody else, in the strictest confidence; and the thing which was meant to be hid in a hole found itself displayed on the top of the hill.

It was felt that something ought lo be done. This feeling took form and substance at an informal meeting which was held at Mrs. Manby’s in the guise of a tea, and which was attended by the churchwardens, Mr. Ingledew, and others, who might be expected to do something, when, from the point of view of public policy, it ought to be done. The pièces de conviction were not, on that particular occasion, actually produced in evidence, because it was generally felt that the paper, “Skittles: Not to mention the Beer, etc.” was not a paper which could be produced in the presence of ladies.

“And that,” Mrs. Manby observed, “is what makes the thing so very dreadful. It is bad enough that such papers should be allowed to appear. But that they should be supported by the contributions of our spiritual guides and teachers, opens a vista which cannot but fill every proper-minded person with dismay.”

Miss Norman mildly hinted that Mr. Plumber might have intended, not so much to support the journal in question, either with his contributions or otherwise, as that it should aid in supporting him. But this was an aspect of the case which the meeting simply declined to even consider. Because Mr. Plumber chose to have an ailing wife and a horde of children that was no reason, but very much the contrary, why, instead of elevating, he should assist in degrading public morals. So the resolution was finally arrived at that, without loss of time, the churchwardens should wait upon the Vicar, make a formal statement of the lamentable facts of the case, and that the Vicar should then be requested to do the something which ought to be done.

So, in accordance with this resolution, the churchwardens waited on the vicar. The Rev. Henry Harding was, at that time, the Vicar of Exdale. He was not only an easy-going man and possessed of large private means, but he was also one of those unfortunately constituted persons who are with difficulty induced to make themselves disagreeable to any one. The churchwardens quite anticipated that they might find it hard to persuade him, even in so glaring a case as the present one, to do the something which ought to be done. Nor were their expectations, in this respect, doomed to meet with disappointment.

“Am I to understand,” asked the vicar, when, to a certain extent, the lamentable facts of the case had been laid before him, and as he leaned back in his easy chair he pushed his spectacles up on his forehead, “that you have come to complain to me because a gentleman, finding himself in straitened circumstances, desires to add to his income by means of contributions to the press?”

That was not what they wished him to understand at all. Mr. Luxmare, the people’s warden, endeavoured to explain.

“It is this particular paper to which we object. It is a vile, and a scurrilous rag. Its very name is an offence. You are, probably, not acquainted with its character. I have here — —”

Mr. Luxmare was producing a copy of the offensive publication from his pocket, when the vicar stopped him.

“I know the paper very well indeed,” he said.

Mr. Luxmare seemed slightly taken aback. But he continued — .

“In that case you are well aware that it is a paper with which no decent person would allow himself to be connected.”

“I am by no means so sure of that.” Mr. Harding pressed the tips of his fingers together, with that mild, but occasionally exasperating, air of beaming affability for which he was peculiar. “I have known some very decent persons who have allowed themselves to become connected with some extremely curious papers.”

As the people’s warden, Mr. Luxmare, was conscious of an almost exaggerated feeling of responsibility. He felt that, in a peculiar sense, he represented the parish. It was his duty to impress the feelings of the parish upon the vicar. And he meant to impress the feeling of the parish upon the vicar now. Moreover, by natural constitution he was almost as much inclined to aggressiveness as the vicar was inclined to placability. He at once assumed what might be called the tone and manner of a prosecuting counsel.

“This is an instance,” and he banged his right fist into his left palm, “of a clergyman — a clergyman of our church, the national church, associating himself with a paper, the avowed and ostensible purpose of which is to pander to the depraved instincts of the lowest of the low. I say, sir, and I defy contradiction, that such an instance in such a man is an offence against good morals.”

Mr. Harding smiled — which was by no means what the people’s warden had intended he should do.

“By the way,” he said, “has Mr. Plumber been writing under his own name?”

“Not he. The stuff is anonymous. It is inconceivable that any one could wish to be known as its author?”

“Then may I ask how you know that Mr. Plumber is its author?”

Mr. Luxmare appeared to be a trifle non-plussed — as did his associate. But the people’s warden stuck to his guns.

“It is common report in the parish that Mr. Plumber is a contributor to a paper which would not be admitted to a decent house. We are here as church officers to acquaint you with that report, and to request you to ascertain from Mr. Plumber whether or not it is well founded.”

“In other words, you wish me to associate myself with vague scandal about Queen Elizabeth, and to play the part of Paul Pry in the private affairs of my friend and colleague.”

Mr. Luxmare rose from his chair.

“If, sir, you decline to accede to our request, we shall go from you to Mr. Plumber. We shall put to him certain questions. Should he decline to answer them, or should his replies not be satisfactory, we shall esteem it our duty to report the matter to the Bishop. For my own part, I say, without hesitation, that it would be a notorious scandal that a contributor to such a paper as Skittles should be a minister in our beloved parish church.”

The vicar still smiled, though it is conceivable that, for once in a way, his smile was merely on the surface.

“Then, in that case, Mr. Luxmare, you will take upon yourself a great responsibility.”

“Mr. Harding, I took upon myself a great responsibility when I suffered myself to be made the people’s warden. It is not my intention to attempt to shirk that responsibility in one jot or in one tittle. To the best of my ability, at any cost, I will do my duty, though the heavens fall.”

The vicar meditated some moments before he spoke again. Then he addressed himself to both his visitors.

“I tell you what I will do, gentlemen. I will go to Mr. Plumber and tell him what you say. Then I will acquaint you with his answer.”

“Very good!” It was Mr. Luxmare who took upon himself to reply. “At present that is all we ask. I would only suggest, that the sooner your visit is paid the better.”

“Certainly. There I do agree with you; it is always well to rid oneself of matters of this sort as soon as possible. I will make a point of calling on Mr. Plumber directly you are gone.”

Possibly, when his visitors had gone, the vicar was inclined to the opinion that he had promised rather hastily. Not only did he not start upon his errand with the promptitude which his own words had suggested, but even when he did start, he pursued such devious ways that several hours elapsed between his arrival at the curate’s and the departure of the deputation.

Mr. Plumber lived in a cottage. It might have not been without its attractions as a home for a newly-married couple, but as a residence for a man of studious habits, possessed of a large and noisy family, it had its disadvantages. It was the curate himself who opened the door. Directly he did so the vicar became conscious that, within, there was a colourable imitation of pandemonium. Some young gentlemen appeared to be fighting upstairs; other young gentlemen appeared to be rehearsing some unmusical selections of the nature of a Christy Minstrel chorus on the ground floor at the back; somewhere else small children were crying; while occasionally, above the hubbub, were heard the shrill tones of a woman’s agitated voice, raised in heartsick — because hopeless, — expostulation. Mr. Plumber seemed to be unconscious of there being anything strange in such discord of sweet sounds. Possibly he had become so used to living in the midst of a riot that it never occurred to him that there was anything in mere uproar for which it might be necessary to apologise. He led the way to his study — a small room at the back of the house, which was in uncomfortable proximity to the Christy Minstrel chorus. Small though the room was, it was insufficiently furnished. As he entered it, the vicar was struck, by no means for the first time, by an unpleasant sense of the contrast which existed between the curate’s study and the luxurious apartment which was his study at the vicarage. The vicar seated himself on one of the two chairs which the apartment contained. A few desultory remarks were exchanged. Then Mr. Harding endeavoured to broach the subject which had brought him there. He began a little awkwardly.

“I hope that you know me well enough to be aware, Mr. Plumber, that I am not a person who would wish to thrust myself into the affairs of others.”

The curate nodded. He was standing up before the empty fireplace. A tall, sparely-built man, with scanty iron-grey hair, a pronounced stoop, and a face which was a tragedy — it said so plainly that he was a man who had abandoned hope. Its careful neatness accentuated the threadbare condition of his clerical costume — it was always a mystery to the vicar how the curate contrived to keep himself so neat, considering his slender resources, and the life of domestic drudgery which he was compelled to lead.

“Are you acquainted with a publication called Skittles?”

Mr. Plumber nodded again; Mr. Harding would rather he had spoken. “May I ask if you are a contributor to such a publication?”

“May I inquire why you ask?”

“It is reported in the parish that you are. The parish does not relish the report. And you must know yourself that it is not a paper” — the vicar hesitated— “not a paper with which a gentleman would wish it to be known that he was associated.”

“Well?”

“Well, without entering into questions of the past, I hope you will give me to understand that, at any rate, in the future, you will not contribute to its pages.”

“Why?”

“Is it necessary to explain? Are we not both clergymen?”

“Are you suggesting that a clergyman should pay occasional visits to a debtor’s prison rather than contribute to the pages of a comic paper?”

“It is not a question of a comic paper, but of this particular comic paper.”

The curate looked intently at the vicar. He had dark eyes which, at times, were curiously full of meaning. Mr. Harding felt that they were very full of meaning then. He so sympathised with the man, so realised the burdens which he had to bear, that he never found himself alone with him without becoming conscious of a sensation which was almost shyness. At that moment, as the curate continued to fixedly regard him, he was not only shy, but ashamed.

“Mr. Harding you are not here of your own initiative.”

“That is so. But that will not help you. If you take my advice, of two evils you will choose what I believe to be the lesser.”

“And that is?”

“You will have no further connection with this paper.”

“Mr. Harding, look here.” Going to a cupboard which was in a corner of the room, the curate threw the door wide open. Within were shelves. On the shelves were papers. The cupboard seemed full of them, shelf above shelf. “You see these. They are MSS. — my MSS. They have travelled pretty well all round the world. They have been rejected everywhere. I have paid postage for them which I could very ill afford, only to have them sent back upon my hands, at last, for good. I show them to you merely because I wish you to understand that I did not apply to the editor of Skittles until I had been rejected by practically every other editor the world contains.” The Vicar fidgetted on his chair.

“Surely, now that reading has become almost universal, it is always possible to find an opening for good work.”

“For good work, possibly. Though, even then, I suspect that the thing is not so easy as you imagine. But mine is not good work. Very often it is not even good hack work, as good hack work goes. I may have been capable of good work once. But the capacity, if it ever existed, has gone — crushed perhaps by the burdens which have crushed me. Nowadays I am only too glad to do any work which will bring in for us a few extra crumbs of bread.”

“I sympathise with you, with all my heart.”

“Thank you.” The curate smiled, the vicar would almost have rather he had cried. “There is one other point. If the paper were a bad paper, in a moral or in a religious sense, under no sense of circumstances would I consent to do its work or to take its wage. But if any one has told you that it is a bad paper, in that sense, you have been misinformed. It is simply a cheap so-called humorous journal. Perhaps not over-refined. It is intended for the olla podrida. It is printed on poor paper, and the printing is not good. The illustrations are not always in the best of taste and are sometimes simply smudges. But looking at the reading matter as a whole, it is probably equal to that which is contained, week after week, in some of the high-priced papers which find admission to every house.”

“I am bound to say that sometimes when I have been travelling I have purchased the paper myself, and I have never seen anything in it which could be justly called improper.”

“Nor I. I submit, sir, that we curates are already sufficiently cribbed, cabined, and confined. If narrow-minded, non-literary persons are to have the power to forbid our working for decent journals to which they themselves, for some reason, may happen to object, our case is harder still.”

The vicar rose from his chair.

“Quite so. There is a great deal in what you say — I quite realise it, Mr. Plumber. The laity are already too much disposed to trample on us clerics. I will think the matter over — think the matter over, Mr. Plumber. My dear sir, what is that?”

There was a crashing sound on the floor overhead, which threatened to bring the study ceiling down. It was followed by such a deafening din, as if an Irish faction fight was taking place upstairs, that even the curate seemed to be disturbed.

“Some of the boys have been making themselves a pair of boxing gloves, and I am afraid they are practising with them in their bedroom.”

“Oh,” said the vicar. That was all he did say, but the “Oh” was eloquent.

“To think,” he told himself as he departed, “that a scholar and a gentleman should be compelled to live in a place like that, with a helpless wife and a horde of unruly lads, and should be driven to scribble nonsense for such a rag as Skittles in order to provide himself with the means to keep them all alive — it seems to me that it must be, in some way, a disgrace to the English Church that such things should be.”

He not only said this to himself, but, later on, he said it to his wife. His words had weight with Mrs. Harding, but not the sort of weight which he desired. The fact is Mrs. Harding had views of her own on the subject of curates. She held that curates ought not to marry. Vicars, rectors, and the higher clergy might; but curates, no. For a poor curate to marry was nothing else than a crime. Had she had her way, Mr. Plumber would long ago have vanished from Exdale. But though the vicar was ruled to a considerable extent by his wife, there was a point at which he drew the line. That a man should be turned adrift on to the world to quite starve simply because he was nearly starving already was an idea which actually filled him with indignation.

If he supposed that his interview with Mr. Plumber had resulted in a manner which was likely to appease those of his parishioners who had objections to a curate who wrote for comic papers, he was destined soon to learn his error. The following morning one of his churchwardens paid another visit to the vicarage — the duty-loving Mr. Luxmare. Mr. Harding was conscious of an uncomfortable twinge when that gentleman’s name was brought to him; he seemed to be still more uncomfortable when he found himself constrained to meet the warden’s eye. The story he had to tell was not only in itself a slightly lame one, its lameness was emphasised by the way in which he told it. It was plain that it was not going to have the effect of inducing Mr. Luxmare to move one hair’s breadth from the path which he felt that duty required him to tread.

“Am I to understand, Mr. Harding, that Mr. Plumber, conscious of his offence, has promised to offend no more? In other words, has he undertaken to have no further connection with this off-scouring of the press?”

Mr. Harding put his spectacles on his nose. He took them off again. He fidgetted and fumbled with them with his fingers.

“The fact is, Mr. Luxmare — and this is entirely between ourselves — Mr. Plumber is in such straitened circumstances — —”

“Quite so. But because a man is a pauper, does that justify him in becoming a thief?”

“Gently, Mr. Luxmare, let us consider our words before we utter them. Here is no question of anything even distantly approaching to felony. To be frank with you, I think you are unnecessarily hard on this particular journal. The paper is merely a vulgar paper — —”

“And Mr. Plumber is merely an ordained minister of the Established Church. Are we, then, as churchmen, to expect our clergy to encourage, not only passively, but, also, actively, the already superabundant vulgarity of the public press?”

The vicar had the worst of it; when he was once more alone he felt that there was no sort of doubt upon that point.

Whether, intentionally or not, Mr. Luxmare managed to convey the impression that, in his opinion, the curate, while pretending to save souls with one hand, was doing his best to destroy them with the other, and that, in that singular course of procedure, he was being aided and abetted by the vicar. Mr. Harding had strong forebodings that the trouble, so far from being ended, was only just beginning. Those forebodings became still stronger when, scarcely an hour after Mr. Luxmare had left him, Mrs. Harding, entering the study like a passable imitation of a hurricane, laid a printed sheet in front of her husband with the air almost of a Jove hurling thunderbolts from the skies.

“Mr. Harding, have you seen that paper?”

It was the unescapable Skittles. The vicar groaned in spirit. He regarded it with weary eyes.

“A copy of it now and then, my dear.”

“I have just discovered its existence with feelings of horror. That such a thing should be permitted to be is a national disgrace. Mr. Harding, you will be astounded to learn that the curate of Exdale is one of its chief contributors.

“Scarcely, I think, one of its chief contributors.”

Mrs. Harding struck an attitude.

“Is it possible that you are already aware that your ostensible colleague in the great task of snatching souls from the burning has all the time been doing Satan’s work?”

“My dear! — really!”

“You know very well that I have objected to Mr. Plumber from the first. I have suspected the man. Now that my suspicions are more than verified, it is certain that he must go. The question is, when? Of course, before next Sunday.”

“You move too fast, Sophia.”

“In such a matter as this it is impossible to move too fast. Read that.”

Turning over a page of the paper, Mrs. Harding pointed to a “copy of verses.”

“Thank you, my dear, but, if you will permit me, I prefer to remain excused. I have no taste for that species of literature just now.”

“So I should imagine — either now or ever! The shameful and shameless rubbish has been written by your curate. I am told that it has been cut out and framed, and that it at present hangs in the taproom of ‘The Pig and Whistle,’ with these words scrawled beneath it: ‘The Curate’s Latest! Real Jam!’ Is that the sort of handle which you wish to offer to the scoffers? I shall not leave this room until you promise me that before next Sunday Exdale Parish Church shall have seen the last of him.”

He did not promise that, but he promised something — with his fatal facility for promising. He promised that a meeting should be held at the vicarage before the following Sunday. That Mr. Plumber, the churchwardens, and the sidesmen should be invited to attend. That certain questions should be put to the curate. That he should be asked what he had to say for himself. And, although the vicar did not distinctly promise, in so many words, that the sense of the meeting should then be allowed to decide his fate, the lady certainly inferred as much.

The meeting was held. Mr. Harding wrote to the curate, explaining matters as best he could — he felt that in trusting to his pen he would be safer than in trusting to word of mouth. Probably because he was conscious that he really had no choice, Mr. Plumber agreed to come. And he came. Besides the clergy and officers of the church, the only person present was the aforementioned Mr. Ingledew. He was a person of light and leading in the parish, and when he asked permission to attend, the vicar saw no sufficient ground to say him nay.


CHAPTER II. 

That was one of the unhappiest days of Mr. Harding’s life. He was one of those people who are possessed of the questionable faculty of being able to see both sides of a question at once. He saw, too plainly for his own peace of mind, what was to be said both for and against the curate. He feared that the meeting would only see what was only to be said against him. That the man would come prejudiced. And he felt — and that was the worst of all! — that, for the sake of a peace which was no peace, he was giving his colleague into the hands of his enemies, and shifting on to the shoulders of others the authority which was his own.

The churchwardens were the first to arrive. It was plain, from the start, that, so far as the people’s warden was concerned, the curate’s fate was already signed and sealed. The sidesmen followed, one by one. The vicar had had no personal communication with them on the matter; but he took it for granted, from his knowledge of their characters, that though they lacked his power of expression, they might be expected to think as Mr. Luxmare thought. Mr. Ingledew’s position was not clearly defined, but everybody knew the point of view from which he would judge the curate. He would pose as a critic of Literature — with a capital L! — and Mr. Harding feared that, in that character, the unfortunate Mr. Plumber might fare even worse with him than with the others.

The curate was the last to arrive. He came into the room with his hat and stick in his hand. Going straight up to the vicar, he addressed to him a question which brought the business for which they were assembled immediately to the front.

“What is it that you would wish to say to me, sir?”

“It is about your contributions to the well-advertised Skittles, Mr. Plumber. There seems to be a strong feeling on the subject in the parish. I thought that we might meet together here and arrive at a common understanding.”

Mr. Plumber bowed. He turned to the others. He bowed to them. There was a pause, as if of hesitation as to what ought to be done. Then Mr. Luxmare spoke.

“May I ask Mr. Plumber some questions?”

The vicar beamed, or endeavoured to.

“You had better, Mr. Luxmare, address that inquiry to Mr. Plumber.”

Mr. Luxmare addressed himself to Mr. Plumber — not genially.

“The first question I would ask you, sir, is, whether it is true that you are a contributor to the paper which the vicar has named. The second question I would ask you, sir — —”

The curate interrupted him.

“One moment, Mr. Luxmare. On what ground do you consider yourself entitled to question me?”

“You are one of the parish clergy. I am one of its churchwardens. As such, I speak to you in the name of the parish.”

“I fail to understand you. Because I am one of the parish clergy it does not follow that I am in any way responsible for my conduct to the parish. My life would be not worth living if that were so. I am responsible to my vicar alone. So long as he is satisfied that I am doing my duty to him, you have no concern with me, and I have none with you.”

“Quite right, Mr. Plumber,” struck in the vicar. “I have hinted as much to Mr. Luxmare already.”

The people’s warden listened with lowering brows.

“Then why have you brought us here, sir? — to be played with?”

“The truth is, Mr. Luxmare — and you must forgive my speaking plainly — you have an exaggerated conception of the magnitude of your office. A churchwarden has certain duties to perform, but among them is not the duty of sitting in judgment on his clergy.”

“Then am I to understand that Mr. Plumber declines to answer my questions?”

“It depends,” said Mr. Plumber, “upon what your questions are. I trust that I may be always found ready, and willing, to respond to any inquiries, not savouring of impertinence, which may be addressed to me. I have no objection, for instance, to inform you, or any one, that I am, or rather, I have been, a contributor to Skittles.”

“Oh, you have, have you! May I ask if you intend to continue to contribute to that scandalous rag?”

“Now you go too far. I am unable to bind myself by any promise as to my future intentions.”

“Then, sir, I say that you ought to be ashamed of yourself.”

“Mr. Luxmare!” cried the vicar.

But the people’s warden had reached the explosive point; he was bound to explode.

“I am not to be put down, nor am I to be frightened from doing what I conceive to be my bounden duty. I tell you again, Mr. Plumber, sir, that you ought to be ashamed of yourself. And I say further, that it is to me a monstrous proposition, that a clergyman is to be at liberty to contribute to the rising flood of public immorality, and that his parishioners are not to be allowed to offer even a word of remonstrance. You may take this from me, Mr. Plumber, that so long as you continue one of its clergy, the parish church will be deserted. You will minister, if you are to minister at all, to a beggarly array of empty pews. And, since the parish is not to be permitted to speak its mind in private, I will see that an opportunity is given it to speak its mind in public. I will see that a public meeting is held. I promise you that it will be attended by every decent-minded man and woman in Exdale. Some home truths will be uttered which, I trust, will enlighten you as to what is, and what is not, the duty of a parish clergyman.”

“Have you quite finished, Mr. Luxmare?”

The vicar asked the question in a tone of almost dangerous quiet.

“Do not think,” continued Mr. Luxmare, ignoring Mr. Harding, “that in this matter I speak for myself. I speak for the whole parish.” He turned to his colleague, “Is that not so?”

The vicar’s warden did not seem to be completely at his ease. He looked appealingly at the vicar. He shuffled with his feet. But he spoke at last, prefacing his remarks with a sort of deprecatory little cough.

“I am bound to admit that I consider it somewhat unfortunate that Mr. Plumber should have contributed to a publication of this particular class.”

Mr. Luxmare turned to the sidesmen.

“What do you think?”

The sidesmen did not say much, but they managed, with what they did say, to convey the impression that they thought as the churchwardens thought.

“You see,” exclaimed the triumphant Mr. Luxmare, “that here we are unanimous, and I give you my word that our unanimity is but typical of the unanimous feeling which pervades the entire parish.”

“Has anybody else anything which he would wish to say?”

The vicar asked the question in the same curiously quiet tone of voice. Mr. Ingledew stood up.

“Yes, vicar, I have something which I should rather like to say. I am not pretending to have, in this matter, any locus standi. Nor do I intend to assail Mr. Plumber on the lines which Mr. Luxmare has followed. To me it seems to be a matter of comparative indifference to which journal a man, be he cleric or layman, may choose to send his contributions. Journals nowadays are very much of a muchness, their badness is merely a question of degree. There is, however, one point on which I should like to be enlightened by Mr. Plumber. I am told that he is the author of some verses which were published in the issue of Skittles, dated July 11th, and entitled ‘The Lingering Lover.’ Is that so, Mr. Plumber?”

As Mr. Ingledew asked his question, the curate, for the first time, showed signs of obvious uneasiness.

“That is so,” he said.

Mr. Ingledew smiled. His smile did not seem to add to the curate’s comfort.

“I do not intend to criticise those verses. Probably Mr. Plumber will admit that by no standard of criticism can they be adjudged first rate. But, in this connection, I would make one remark — and here I think you will agree with me, vicar — that even a clergyman should be decently honest.”

“Pray,” asked the vicar, who possibly had noticed Mr. Plumber’s uneasiness, and had, thereupon, become uneasy himself, “what has honesty to do with the matter?”

“A good deal, as I am about to show. Mr. Luxmare asked Mr. Plumber if he intended to continue to contribute to Skittles. Mr. Plumber declined to answer that question. I could have answered it; and now do. No more of Mr. Plumber’s contributions will appear in Skittles.”

The curate started — indeed, everybody started — vicar, churchwardens, sidesmen and all.

“What do you mean?” stammered Mr. Plumber.

“I base my statement on a letter which I have this morning received from the editor of Skittles. In it that great man informs me that he will take care that no more of Mr. Plumber’s contributions appear in the paper which he edits.”

Mr. Plumber went white to the lips.

“What do you mean?” he repeated.

Mr. Ingledew looked the curate full in the face. As Mr. Plumber met his glance, he cowered as if Mr. Ingledew’s words had been so many blows with a stick.

“Can you not guess my meaning, Mr. Plumber? Were you not aware that there are such things as literary detectives? In future, I would advise you to remember that there are. Directly I saw those verses I knew that you had stolen them. I happened to have the original in my possession. I sent that original to the editor of Skittles. The letter to which I have referred is his response. The verses which you sent to him as yours are no more yours than my watch is. Are you disposed contradict me, Mr. Plumber?”

The curate was silent — with a silence which was eloquent.

“Mr. Plumber has given a sufficient answer,” said Mr. Ingledew, as the curate continued speechless. He turned to the vicar. “This is not one of those cases of remote plagiarism which abound: it is a case of clear theft, which are not so frequent. Mr. Plumber sent to this paper what was, to all intents and purposes, a copy of another man’s work. He claimed it as his own. He received payment for it as if it had been his own. If he chooses, the editor of Skittles can institute against him a criminal prosecution. If he does, Mr. Plumber will certainly be sentenced to a turn of imprisonment. As an example of impudent pilfering the affair is instructive. Perhaps, vicar, you would like to study it. Here are what Mr. Plumber calls his verses, and here are the verses from which his verses are stolen. As you will perceive, from a literary point of view, Mr. Plumber has merely perpetrated a new edition of another man’s crime. Which is the worse, the original or the copy, is more than I can say. Here are the verses as they appeared in the peculiarly named paper of which you have, perhaps, already heard too much, and which, while it professes to be humorous, at least succeeds in being vulgar.”

Mr. Ingledew handed Mr. Harding what was evidently a marked copy of the paper which, no doubt, has its attractions for those who like that kind of thing. Mr. Plumber remained silent. He leant on his stick. His eyes were fixed on the floor. The vicar seemed almost afraid to glance in his direction.

“And this,” continued the softly speaking gentleman, who in spite of his carefully modulated tones, seemed destined to work the curate more havoc than the noisy parish mouthpiece, “is the publication in which the verses originally appeared. As you will see, it is a copy of a once-talked-of University magazine which is long since dead and done for. Possibly Mr. Plumber relied upon that fact to shield him from exposure.”

The vicar received the second paper with an air of what was unmistakably amazement. He stared at it as if in doubt that he was not being tricked by his eyes, or his spectacles, or something.

“What — what’s this?” he said.

Mr. Ingledew explained,

“It is a copy of Cam-Isis; a magazine which was edited and written by a body of Camford undergraduates some forty years ago.”

The more the vicar stared at the paper, the more his amazement seemed to grow. He was beginning to turn quite red.

“Good gracious!” he exclaimed.

“The original of Mr. Plumber’s verses you will find on the page which I have marked. They are quite equal to their title, ‘The Lass and the Lout.’”

The Vicar’s hand which held the paper dropped to his side. He looked up at the ceiling seemingly in a state of mind approaching stupefaction. As if unaware, words came from his lips.

“It’s a judgment.”

Mr. Ingledew rubbed his chin. He seemed to be pleased.

“It certainly is a judgment, and one for which, I am afraid, Mr. Plumber was not prepared. But I flatter myself that no man, if the thing comes within my cognisance, is able to print another man’s works as his own without my being able to detect and convict him of his guilt. I have not been on the look out for plagiarists all my life for nothing.”

The vicar’s glance came down. He seemed all at once to become conscious of his surroundings. He looked about him with a startled air, as if he had been roused from a trance. He seemed quite curiously agitated. The words which he uttered were spoken a little wildly, as if he himself was not quite certain what it was that he was saying.

“I have to thank you for all that you have said, gentlemen, and I can only assure you that the remarks which you have made demand, and shall receive, my most serious consideration. With regard to the papers” — he glanced at the two papers which he still was holding— “with regard to these papers, with your permission, Mr. Ingledew, I will retain them for the present. They shall be returned to you later.” The owner of the papers nodded assent. “And now that all has been said which there is to say, I have to ask you, gentlemen, to leave me, and — and I wish you all good-day.”

The vicar himself opened the study door. He seemed almost to be hustling his visitors out of the room, his anxiety to be rid of them was so wholly undisguised. It is possible that both Mr. Luxmare and Mr. Ingledew would have liked to have made a few concluding observations, but neither of them was given a shred of opportunity. When, however, Mr. Plumber made a movement as if to go, Mr. Harding motioned to him with his hand to stay. And the vicar and the curate were left alone.

A stranger would have found it difficult to decide which of the two seemed the more shame-faced. The curate still stood where he had been standing all through, leaning on his stick, with his eyes on the ground; while the vicar, with his grasp still on the handle of the door, stood with his face turned towards the wall. It was with an apparent effort that, moving towards his writing table, placing Mr. Ingledew’s two papers in front of him, he seated himself in his accustomed chair. Taking off his spectacles, with his hands he gently rubbed his eyes as if they were tired.

“Dear, dear!” he muttered, as if to himself. He sighed. He added, still more to himself, “The Lord’s ways are past our finding out.” Then he addressed himself to the curate.

“Mr. Plumber!” Although the vicar spoke so softly, his hearer seemed to shrink away from him. “I have a confession which I must make to you.” The curate looked up furtively, as if in fear.

“When I was a young man I did many things of which I have since had good reason to be ashamed. Among the things, I used to write what Mr. Ingledew would say correctly enough it would be flattering to call nonsense. I regret to have to tell you that I wrote those verses to which Mr. Ingledew has just called our attention in that dead and gone Camford magazine.”

The curate stood up almost straight.

“Sir! — Mr. Harding!”

“I did. To my shame, I own it. I had nearly forgotten them. I had not seen a copy for years and years. I had hoped that there was none in existence. But it seems that that which a man does, which he would rather have left undone, is sure to rise, and confront him, we will trust, by the grace of God, not in eternity, but certainly in time.”

Mr. Plumber was trembling. The vicar continued, in a voice, and with a manner, the exquisite delicacy of which was indescribable.

“I have esteemed it my duty to make you this confession in order that you may understand that I, too, have done that of which I have cause to be ashamed. And in making you this confession I must ask you to respect my confidence, as I shall respect yours.”

Mr. Plumber made a movement as if to speak. But, possibly his tongue was parched and refused its office. At any rate, he did nothing but stare at the vicar, with blanched cheeks, and strangely distended eyes. When Mr. Harding went on, his glance, which had hitherto been fixed upon the curate, fell — it may be that he wished to avoid the other’s dreadful gaze.

“I think, Mr. Plumber, you might prefer to leave Exdale and seek another sphere of duty. As it chances, I have had a recent inquiry from a friend who desires to know if I am acquainted with a gentleman who would care to accept a chaplaincy at a health resort in the Pyrenees. One moment.” The curate made another movement as if to speak; the vicar checked him. “The stipend is guaranteed to be at least £200 a year; and, as there are also tutorial possibilities, on such an income, in that part of the world, a gentleman would be able to bring up his family in decent comfort. If you like, I will mention your name, and, in that case, I think I am in a position to promise that the post shall be place at your disposal.”

The curate’s hat and stick dropped from his trembling hands. He seemed unconscious of their fate. He moved, or rather, it would be more correct to say, he lurched towards the vicar’s table.

“Sir!” he gasped. “Mr. Harding.”

It seemed that he would say more — much more; but that still his tongue was tied. His weight was on the table, as if, without the aid of its support, he would not be able to stand. Rising, leaning forward, the vicar gently laid his two hands upon the curate’s. His voice quavered as he spoke.

“Believe me, Mr. Plumber, we clergymen are no more immaculate than other men.”

The curate still was speechless. But he sank on his knees, and laying his face on the vicar’s writing table, he cried like a child.


Em


CHAPTER I. THE MAJOR’S INSTRUCTIONS

“Don’t tell me, miss; don’t tell me, I say.”

And Major Clifford stood up, and shook his fist and stamped his foot in a way suggestive of the Black Country and wife beating. But Miss Maynard, who sat opposite to him, meek and mild, being used to his eccentric behaviour, was quite equal to the occasion. When he got very red in the face and seemed on the point of breaking a blood vessel, she just stood up, moved across the room, and put her hands upon his shoulders.

“Uncle,” she said, and her face was very close to his, “I’m sure I’m very much obliged to you.”

“It’s all very well,” the Major replied, pretending to struggle from her grasp. “It’s all very well, but I say — —”

“Of course. That’s exactly what you do say.”

And she kissed him. Then it was all over.

When a young woman of a certain kind kisses an elderly gentleman of a certain temperament, it soothes his savage breast, like oil upon the troubled waters. And as Miss Maynard was a young woman whose influence was not likely to be ineffective with any man whether young or old, Major Clifford was tolerably helpless in her hands.

Now, they called her “Em.” Emily was her name, Emily Maynard, but from her babyhood the concluding syllables had been forgotten, and by general consent among her intimates she was “Em.” There could be no doubt whether you called her Em or whether you did not, she was a young woman it was not unpleasant to know.

She was pretty tall and pretty slender, quiet, like still waters running deep. She never made a noise herself, being a model of good behaviour, but she created in some people an irresistible inclination to look upon life as a first-rate joke.

She had a tendency to throw everything into inextricable confusion by the depth of her enthusiasm. She managed many things, and with complete impartiality managed them all wrong. In that unassuming way of hers she took the lead in all well-directed efforts, and had a wonderful genius for setting her colleagues by the ears.

At the present moment things had occurred which were the cause to her of no little sorrow. She was the treasurer of the District Visitor’s Fund, and at the same time of the Coal and Clothing Clubs. In that capacity she had taken a view of the duties of her office which had caused some dissatisfaction to her friends.

Being possessed of a bad memory, it had been her misfortune to receive several subscriptions to the District Visitors’ Fund, of which she had forgotten to make any entry, and which she had paid away in a manner of which she was totally incapable of giving any account. In moments of generosity, too, she had bestowed the greater portion of the Coal Fund on unfortunate persons who were not of her parish, nor, it was to be feared, of any creed either. And in moments still more generous, the funds of the Clothing Club she had applied to the purchase of books for her Sunday School Library. Therefore, when the quarter ended and a request was made to examine her accounts and rectify them, she was in a position which was not exactly pleasant.

Now there happened to be at St. Giles’s a curate who was a Low Churchman. Miss Maynard had a tendency to “High;” and between these two there was no good feeling lost. It was this curate who was causing all the trouble. He had not only made some uncomfortable remarks, but he had gone so far as to suggest that Miss Maynard should resign her office, and on this particular morning he had made an appointment to call in order that, as he said, some decision might be arrived at.

Major Clifford, I regret to say, was no churchgoer. In addition to which he had an unreasonable objection to what he called “parsons,” and was wont to boast that he knew none of them, except the vicar, who was a sociable gentleman of a somewhat older school, even by sight. However, when he heard that the Rev. Philip Spooner was calling, and what was the purport of his intended visit, he announced his intention to favour the reverend gentleman with a personal interview, and to present him with a piece of his mind. Hence the strong words which head this chapter.

Miss Maynard was not at all unwilling that he should see the Rev. Spooner, but she was exceedingly anxious that he should not wait for him as he would for a deadly enemy.

“Uncle, promise me that you will be calm and gentle.”

“Calm and gentle!” cried the Major, banging his fist upon the table. “Calm and gentle! Do you mean to say, miss, that I would harm a fly!”

“But I am afraid, uncle, that Mr. Spooner will not understand you so well as I do.”

“Then,” said the Major, “if the man doesn’t understand me, he must be a fool!”

In which Miss Maynard begged to differ, so put her hands upon his shoulders, which was a favourite trick of hers, and said:

“Uncle, you do love me, don’t you? And I am sure you wouldn’t hurt my feelings. You will be kind to Mr. Spooner for my sake, won’t you?”


CHAPTER II. HIS NIECE’S WOOING

It was a warm morning in a pleasant country lane, and a young gentleman, with a very broad brimmed hat, a very long frock-coat, and a very small, stiff shirt collar, was pacing meditatively to and fro, evidently waiting for someone. Every now and then he glanced up the lane which seemed deserted by ordinary passengers, and if he had not been a clergyman would no doubt have whistled.

At last his patience was rewarded. Over the top of the low hedge a coquettish hat appeared sailing along, and presently a young woman came meekly round the corner, enjoying the fresh country air. It was Miss Maynard. The young gentleman advanced. He seemed to know her, for taking off his broad-brimmed hat, he kissed her, much in the same fashion as a short time before she had kissed the Major, only much more forcibly, and apparently with much enjoyment.

“Em, I thought you were never coming.”

“I don’t know,” she said, and sighed. “I don’t know. It’s all vanity. I was thinking of your last Sunday’s sermon,” she continued as they wandered on, seemingly unconscious that his arm was round her waist. “It was so true.”

They walked on till they reached a gate which opened into a little woodland copse. Here, under the mighty trees, the shade was pleasant, and the grass cool and refreshing to the eye. They sat at the foot of a great old oak.

“Em,” said Mr. Roland — by the way, the Rev. John Roland was the young gentleman’s name— “these meetings are very pleasant.”

“Yes,” said Em, who was always truthful, “they are.”

“Therefore, I am afraid to run the risk of ending them.”

“What do you mean?” cried she.

To be candid, four mornings out of five were taken up by these pleasant little meetings, and to end them would be to rob her of one of her most important occupations.

“Em, you know what I mean.”

“I don’t,” said she.

“You do,” said he.

“I do not,” she said, and looked the other way.

“Then I’ll tell you.” And he told her. “Em, I can keep silence no longer. I must tell your uncle all. And if he forbids me—”

“I don’t mind saying,” she observed, taking advantage of the pause, “that I don’t care if he does.”

“What do you mean?”

“John,” she whispered.

“Call me Jack.”

“No; it’s so undignified for a clergyman.” Some people would call it undignified for a young woman to lay her hand on a clergyman’s shoulder. “What do I care if he says no? He never does say what he means the first time. I can just turn him round my finger. Whatever he said to you he would never dare to say no to me; at least, when I had done with him.”

“Let us hope so,” said Mr. Roland. “But whatever happens, I feel that I have already been too long silent.”

“I don’t know,” murmured Em, with a saintlike expression in her eyes. “I rather like meeting you upon the sly.”

Mr. Roland, as a curate and so on, perceived this to be a sentiment in which, under any circumstances, it was impossible for him to acquiesce — at least, verbally.

“No,” he declared; “it must not be. This is a matter in which delay is almost worse than dangerous. I must go to him at once and tell him all.”

Miss Maynard yielded. She was not disinclined to have their little mutual understanding publicly announced, if only to gratify Miss Gigsby and one or two other young ladies.

“Yes, Em,” he continued, “I will go at once, and doubt will be ended.”

They went together to the end of the lane, then she departed to do a few little errands in the town, and the Rev. John Roland went on his visit to Major Clifford.


CHAPTER III. THE LADY’S LOVER

The Major waited for his visitor — waited in a mood which, in spite of his promise to Miss Maynard, promised unpleasantness for Mr. Spooner. Time passed on, and he did not come. The Major paced up and down stairs, to and from the windows, and from room to room. Finally, he took a large meerschaum pipe from the mantelshelf in the smoking-room and smoked it in the drawing-room, a thing he would not have dared to do — very properly — if Miss Maynard had been at home.

“I promised young Trafford I’d go and see what I thought of that new gun of his,” growled the Major, “and here’s that jackanapes keeping me in to listen to his insulting twaddle.”

The Major probably forgot that at any rate the jackanapes in question had no appointment with him.

At last he threw open the window, and thrusting his head out, looked up and down the street to see if he could catch a glimpse of the expected Spooner.

“The fellow’s playing with me!” he told himself considerably above a whisper. “Like his confounded impudence!”

Suddenly he caught sight of a shovel hat and clerical garments turning the street corner, and re-entering the room with some loss of dignity, commenced reading the “Broad Arrow” upside down. Presently there was a knock at the street door, and a stranger was shown upstairs unannounced.

“I have called,” he began.

The Major rose.

“I am perfectly aware why you have called,” said he. “My niece is not at home.”

“No,” said the visitor. “I am aware—”

“But,” continued the Major, who meant to carry the thing with a high hand, and give Mr. Spooner clearly to understand what his opinions were, “she has commissioned me to deal with the matter in her name.”

The Rev. John Roland — for it was the Rev. John Roland — looked somewhat mystified. He failed to see the drift of the Major’s observation, and also did not fail to see that, for some reason, his reception was not exactly what he would have wished it to be.

“I regret,” he began, with the Major standing bolt upright, glancing at him with an air of a martinet lecturing an unfortunate sub for neglect of duty, “that it is my painful duty—”

“Sir,” said the Major, stiff as a poker, “you need regret nothing.”

The Rev. John Roland looked at him. It was very kind of him to say so, but a little premature.

“I was about to say,” he went on, feeling more awkward than he had intended to feel, “that owing to circumstances — —”

“On which we need not enter,” said the Major. “Quite so — quite so!”

He rose upon his toes, and sank back on his heels. Mr. Roland began to blush. He was not a particularly shy man, but under the circumstances the Major was trying.

“But I was about to remark that — —”

“Sir,” said the Major, shooting out his right hand towards Mr. Ronald in an unexpected manner, “once for all, sir, I say that I know all about it — once for all, sir! And the sooner we come to the point the better.”

“Really,” murmured Mr. Roland, “I am at a loss—”

“Then,” cried the Major, suddenly flaring up in a way that was even startling, “let me tell you that I wonder you have the impertinence to say so. And I may further remark that the sooner you say what you have to say, and have done with it, the better for both sides.”

Thereupon he went stamping up and down the room with heavy strides. Mr. Roland was so taken aback, that for a moment he was inclined to think that the Major had been drinking.

“Major Clifford,” he said, with an air of dignity which he fondly hoped would tell, “I came here to speak to you on a matter intimately connected with your niece’s future happiness.”

“What the dickens do you mean by your confounded impudence? Do you mean to insinuate, sir, that my niece’s happiness can be affected by your trumpery nonsense?”

“Sir,” said Mr. Roland. “Major!”

There was no doubt about it, the Major must be intoxicated. It was painful to witness in a man of his years, but what could you expect from a person of his habits of life? He began to wish he had postponed his visit to another day.

“Don’t Major me! Don’t attempt any of your palavering with me! I’m not a fool, sir, and I am not an idiot, sir, and that’s plain, sir!”

“Major,” he said— “Major Clifford, I will not tell you — —”

“You will not tell me, sir! What the dickens do you mean by you will not tell me? Do you mean to insult me in my own house, sir?”

Mr. Roland was disposed to think that the insult was all on the other side, and inclined to fancy that a man who abused another before he knew either his name or errand, could be nothing but a hopeless lunatic.

“This pains me,” he observed— “pains me more than I can express.”

“Well, upon my life!” shouted the Major. “A fellow comes to my house with the deliberate intention of insulting me and mine, and yet he has the confounded insolence to tell me that it pains him!”

“Major,” Mr. Roland was naturally beginning to feel a little warm, “you are not sober.”

“Sober!” roared the Major. “Not sober! Confound it! this is too much!”

And before the curate knew what was coming, the Major took him by the collar of his coat, led him from the room, and — let us say, assisted him down the stairs. The front door was flung open, and, in broad daylight, the astonished neighbours saw the Rev. John Roland, M.A., of Caius College, Cambridge, what is commonly called “kicked-out,” of Major Clifford’s house.


CHAPTER IV. THE MAJOR’S SORROW

After the Major had disposed of his offensive visitor, he went upstairs to think the matter over. It began to suggest itself to him that, upon the whole, he had not, perhaps, been so kind and gentle as Miss Maynard had advised. But then, as he phrased it, the fellow had been so confoundedly impertinent.

“Bully me, sir! Bully me!” cried the Major, taking a strong view of Mr. Roland’s, under the circumstances, exceedingly mild deportment. “And the fellow said I wasn’t sober! I never was so insulted in my life.”

The Major felt the insinuation keenly, because — for prudential reasons only — he was rigidly abstemious.

When Miss Maynard returned, she was met at the door by the respected housekeeper, Mrs. Phillips, and her own maid, Mary Ann.

“Oh, Miss,” began Mrs. Phillips, directly the door was opened, “such goings on I never see in all my life — never in all my days. I thought I should have fainted.”

Miss Maynard turned pale. She thought of the mild, if aggravating, Spooner, and was fearful that her affectionate relative might in some degree have forgotten her emphasised directions.

“Oh, Miss Em!” chimed in Mary Ann. “Whatever will come to us I don’t know. If the police were to come and lock us all up, I shouldn’t be surprised. Not a bit, I shouldn’t.”

“Pray shut the door,” observed Miss Maynard, who was still upon the doorstep. “Come in here, Phillips, and tell me what is the matter.”

Miss Maynard looked disturbed. Mr. Spooner was bad enough before, but he might make things very unpleasant indeed if anything had occurred to annoy him further.

“Oh, Miss Em, Mr. Roland has been here.”

“Mr. Roland!”

“Yes, miss. And there was the Major and he a-shouting at each other, and the next thing I see was the Major dragging of him downstairs and a-shoving of him down the front steps.”

Miss Maynard sank upon a chair. She seemed nearly fainting.

“Mrs. Phillips, this is awful.”

“Awful ain’t the word for it, miss. It’s a case for the police.”

“Mrs. Phillips, this is worse than you can possibly conceive. I must see the Major.”

“The Major’s in the drawing-room. Can’t you hear him, miss?”

Miss Maynard could hear him stamping overhead as though he were doing his best to bring the ceiling down.

“Thank you; I will go to him.”

She did go to him. But first she went to her own room, shutting the door carefully behind her. Going to the dressing-table she put her arms upon it and hid her face within her hands.

“Oh!” she said, “whatever shall I do?” Then she cried. “It’s the most dreadful thing I ever heard of. Oh, how could he find it in his heart to treat me so?” She ceased crying and dried her eyes, “Never mind, it’s not over yet. If he drives me to despair he shall know it was his doing.”

Then she stood up, took off her hat and coat, washed her face and eyes, and entered the drawing-room in her best manner.

The Major was alone. He was perfectly aware that Miss Maynard had returned. He had seen her come up the street, he had heard her enter the house, but for reasons of his own he had not gone to meet her with that exuberant warmth with which, occasionally, it was his custom to greet her. He was in a towering passion. At least, he fully intended to be in a towering passion, but at the same time he was fully conscious that, under the circumstances, a towering passion was a very difficult thing to keep properly towering. And when Miss Maynard entered with the expression of her countenance so sweet and saintlike, he knew that there was trouble in the air. He looked at his watch.

“Five-and-twenty minutes to two. Five-and-twenty minutes to two. And we lunch at half-past one. Those servants are disgraceful!”

And he crossed the room to ring the bell.

“Please don’t ring,” said Miss Maynard, quite up to the manœuvre. “I wish to speak to you.”

“Oh, oh! Then perhaps you’ll remember it is luncheon-time, and when we’re likely to have any regularity in this establishment, perhaps you’ll let me know.”

Miss Maynard drew herself up.

“Pray don’t attack me,” she observed. “I don’t wish to be kicked out of the house.”

The Major turned crimson. It was true that someone had been so kicked that morning, but it was unkind of Miss Maynard to insinuate that he had any desire to kick her.

“Look here!” he cried, actually shaking his fist at her.

“Don’t threaten me,” remarked Miss Maynard.

“Threaten you! You leave me at home to meet a scoundrel!”

“How dare you!” exclaimed Miss Maynard, who had momentarily forgotten whom it was she had left him there to meet.

“How dare I. Well, upon my soul, this is a pretty thing!”

“I had never thought that in a matter in which my happiness was so involved, my existence so bound up, you could have treated me so cruelly!”

The Major stared. Like Mr. Roland, he was a little puzzled.

“You tell me that your existence is bound up in that fellow’s?”

“Fellow! The fellow is worth twenty thousand such gentleman as you!”

The Major was astounded. The remark amazed him. He really thought Miss Maynard must be demented, not knowing that Mr. Roland had thought the same thing of him not long before.

“Oh, Major Clifford, when I am broken-hearted, and you follow me, if you ever do, to a miserable tomb, then — then may you never know what it is to be a savage!”

The Major began to be alarmed. He feared Miss Maynard must be seriously unwell.

“Eh! ah! you — you’re not well. You — you don’t take enough care. It’s — it’s indigestion.”

“Indigestion!” cried Miss Maynard, and she sank upon the couch. “Indigestion! He breaks my heart, and he says it’s indigestion!”

She burst into a flood of tears. The Major was terrified.

“Mrs. Philips!” he shouted. “Mary Ann!”

“Don’t!” exclaimed Miss Maynard. “Call no one. Let me die alone! You have robbed me of the man I love!”

“Love!” cried the Major, racking his brains to think where the tinge of insanity came in the family. “You love Spooner!”

“Spooner!” replied Miss Maynard with contempt. “I love John Roland.”

“John Roland!” yelled the Major, thinking that he must be going mad as well. “Who the deuce is he?”

“He asks me who he is, and he kicked him from his house this morning!”

“I kicked him!” cried the Major, indignant at the charge. “I kicked Spooner!”

“You did not!” persisted Miss Maynard between her tears. “You kicked Roland!”

“I kicked Spooner!” said the Major.

“Do you mean to say,” enquired Miss Maynard, on whom a light was dimly breaking, “that you didn’t know the gentleman you kicked was Mr. Roland?”

“Roland!” exclaimed the Major, staggered. “Roland! I swear I thought the man was Spooner.”

“Oh!” gasped Miss Maynard, overwhelmed by the discovery, “Major Clifford, what have you done?”

“Heaven knows!” groaned the Major as he sank into a chair. “Chanced six months’ hard labour.”

There was silence for a few moments then the Major spoke again:

“I know what I’ll do, I’ll write.”

Miss Maynard was agreeable. Getting pens, ink and paper he sat down and commenced his composition.

“My Dear Sir,

“As an unmitigated idiot and an ungentlemanly ruffian, I am only too conscious that I am an ass — —”

“I don’t think I would put unmitigated idiot and ungentlemanly ruffian,” suggested Miss Maynard mildly. “Perhaps Mr. Roland would not care to marry into a family which contained such characters as that.”

“Marry?” said the Major, arresting his pen.

“Yes,” replied Miss Maynard. “I think I would put it in this way: ‘My Dear Mr. Roland — —’”

“But I never saw the man before. I don’t know him from Adam.”

“Never mind,” said Miss Maynard; “I do.”

So the Major wrote as he was told.

“My Dear Mr. Roland,

“I have to apologise for my conduct of this morning, which was entirely owing to a gross misconception on my part. If you will kindly call at your earliest convenience I will explain fully. I may say that your proposition has my heartiest approval—”

“But I don’t know what his proposition is,” protested the Major.

“Mr. Roland’s proposition is that he should marry me,” explained Miss Maynard. There was silence. Miss Maynard prepared to raise her pocket-handkerchief to her eyes. “Of course, if you wish to break my heart — —”

Then the Major succumbed, and Miss Maynard continued her dictation.

 — — “and I shall have the greatest pleasure in welcoming you as my nephew.

“Believe me, with repeated apologies,

Very faithfully yours,

“Arthur Clifford.”

Miss Maynard possessed herself of the epistle, and while the Major was addressing the envelope, added a postscript of her own:

“My Dear Jack,

“You see, I call you Jack for once — my silly old uncle has made a goose of himself. Please, please come this instant to your own Em, because — I will not say I want to kiss you. It would be most unseemly in the afternoon.

“Ever, ever your own

“Em.”

This choice epistle, containing additions of which he was unconscious, the Major packed into an envelope, and, under Miss Maynard’s supervision, dispatched to its destination by a maid. Then they went down, models of propriety, to luncheon.

It was after that meal, when they were again in the drawing-room, that there came a knock at the street door. Steps were heard coming up the stairs.

“It is he!” cried Miss Maynard, with that intuition bestowed upon true love preparing to receive him in her arms.

Fortunately, however, he eluded her embrace, because the visitor happened to be Mr. Spooner.

“Mr. Spooner!” cried Miss Maynard.

“Miss — Miss Maynard,” said Mr. Spooner, “I — I beg your pardon.”

“The Rev. William Spooner — Major Clifford.”

Miss Maynard introduced them. The gentlemen looked at each other. At least, the Major looked at Mr. Spooner. Mr. Spooner, after the first shy glance, seemed to be studying the pattern of the carpet.

“With regard to the purport of your visit,” went on Miss Maynard, using her finest dictionary words, “I have to place in your hands my resignation of the offices I have hitherto so unworthily held. With reference to the unfortunately mismanaged — er — book-keeping, to make that all right” — it was rather a comedown— “Major Clifford wishes to present you with a donation of,” she paused, “of twenty-five guineas.”

“Fifty,” growled the Major, much disgusted. “For goodness sake, make it fifty while you are about it!”

“Just so,” said Miss Maynard blandly. “The Major is particularly anxious to make it fifty guineas.”

The Major glared at her. If they had been alone, and the circumstances had been different, he would no doubt have given her a small piece of his mind. As it was — well, discretion is the better part of valour.

Mr. Spooner began his speech:

“I — I am sure we shall be very happy; I — I should say we shall exceedingly; that is, no doubt the donation is — is — At the same time, Miss — Miss Maynard’s services, though — though—”

He went blundering on, Miss Maynard looking at him stonily, raising not a finger to his help. The Major took his bearings. He was a tall, thin young gentleman with a white face — which, however, was just now pinkish — white hair upon the top of his head, and a faint suspicion of more white hair upon his upper lip. It would have been cruel to apply assault and battery to one so innocent.

While Mr. Spooner was still stammering, and stuttering there came another knock at the street door. Miss Maynard gave a slight jump. There was no mistake about it this time. Somebody came bolting up the stairs apparently three steps at a time. The door was thrown open. Somebody entered the room, and in about two seconds in spite of the assembled company Miss Maynard and the Rev. John Roland were locked breast to breast. To do the young man justice it was not his idea of things at all. He was plainly taken a little aback. But the young woman’s enthusiasm was not to be restrained.

“This,” explained Miss Maynard, holding Mr. Roland by his coat sleeve, “this is the Rev. John Roland. John, this is my uncle.”

There was a striking difference between the tones in which she made the two announcements. The two gentlemen bowed. They had had the pleasure of meeting before. One, if not both, felt a little awkward. But Miss Maynard did not care two pins how they felt. She transferred her attentions to Mr. Spooner.

“I am going to leave St. Giles’s,” she observed; “the service is too low. I am going to St. Simon Stylites. I suppose, John, I may as well tell Mr. Spooner that you are going to be my husband.”

John was silent. So was Mr. Spooner. The latter was gentleman amazed not to say indignant. In his heart of hearts he had been persuaded that Miss Maynard was consumed by a hopeless passion for William Spooner.

“Perhaps Miss Maynard will become treasurer of the Clothing Club at St. Simon Stylites.”

Had it not been a case of two clergyman, Mr. Roland might possibly have liked to have had a try at knocking Mr. Spooner down. As it was he refrained.

“If Miss Maynard does so honour us, she at least need fear no insults from the clergy.”

Miss Maynard favoured him with a lovely smile, and Mr. Spooner was annihilated.

Since then Mr. Roland and Miss Maynard have been united in the bonds of holy matrimony. The ceremony was performed at St. Simon Stylites, and the Rev. William Spooner was, after all, one of the officiating clergy. Mr. Roland is at present Vicar of a parish in the neighbourhood of Stoke-cum-Poger, of which parish Mrs. Roland is also Vicaress. He is very “High,” and it is darkly whispered that certain courts possessing very nicely defined spiritual powers have their eyes upon him. Of that we know nothing, but we do know that he is possessed of a promising family, and that, not so very long ago, Mrs. Roland presented him with a second Em.


A Relic of the Borgias


CHAPTER I. 

Vernon’s door was opened, hastily, from within, just as I had my hand upon the knocker. Someone came dashing out into the street. It was not until he had almost knocked me backwards into the gutter that I perceived that the man rushing out of Vernon’s house was Crampton.

“My dear Arthur!” I exclaimed. “Whither away so fast?”

He stood and stared at me, the breath coming from him with great palpitations. Never had I seen him so seriously disturbed.

“Benham,” he gasped, “our friend, Vernon, is a scoundrel.”

I did not doubt it. I had had no reason to suppose the contrary. But I did not say so. I held my tongue. Crampton went on, gesticulating, as he spoke, with both fists clenched; dilating on the cause of his disorder with as much freedom as if the place had been as private as the matters of which he treated; apparently forgetful that, all the time, he stood at the man’s street door.

“You know he stole from me my Lilian — promised she should be his wife! They were to have been married in a month. And now he’s jilted her — thrown her over — as if she were a thing of no account. Made her the laughing stock of all the town! And for whom do you think, of all the women in the world? Mary Hartopp — a widow that should know better! It’s not an hour since I was told. I came here straight. And now Mr. Vernon knows something of my mind.”

I could not help but think, as he went striding away, as if he were beside himself with rage — without giving me a chance to say a word — that all the world would quickly learn something of it too.

The moment seemed scarcely to be a propitious one for interviewing Decimus Vernon. He would hardly be in a mood to receive a visitor. But, as the matter of which I wished to speak to him was of pressing importance, and another opportunity might not immediately occur, I decided to approach him as if unconscious of anything untoward having happened.

As I began to mount the stairs there came stealing, rather than walking down them, Vernon’s man, John Parkes. At sight of me, the fellow started.

“Oh, Mr. Benham, sir, it’s you! I thought it was Mr. Crampton back again.”

I looked at Parkes, who seemed sufficiently upset. I had known the fellow for years.

“There’s been a little argument, eh, Parkes?”

Parkes raised both his hands.

“A little argument, sir! There’s been the most dreadful quarrel I ever heard.”

“Where is Mr. Vernon?”

“He’s in the library, sir, where Mr. Crampton left him. Shall I go and tell him that you would wish to see him?”

Parkes eyed me in a manner which plainly suggested that, if he were in my place, he should wish to do nothing of the kind. I declined his unspoken suggestion, preferring, also, to announce myself.

I rapped with my knuckles at the library door. There was no answer. I rapped again. As there was still no response, I opened the door and entered.

“Vernon?” I cried.

I perceived at a glance that the room was empty. I was aware that, adjoining this apartment was a room which he fitted up as a bedroom, and in which he often slept. I saw that the door of this inner room was open. Concluding that he had gone in there, I went to the threshold and called “Vernon!”

My call remained unanswered. A little wondering where the man could he, I peeped inside. My first impression was that this room, like the other, was untenanted. A second glance, however, revealed a booted foot, toe upwards, which was thrust out from the other side of the bed. Thinking that he might be in one of his wild moods, and was playing me some trick, I called out to him again.

“Vernon, what little game are you up to now?”

Silence. And in the silence there was, as it were, a quality which set my heart in a flutter. I became conscious of there being, in the air, something strange. I went right into the room, and I looked down on Decimus Vernon.

I thought that I had never seen him look more handsome than he did then, as he lay on his back on the floor, his right arm raised above his head, his left lying lightly across his breast, an expression on his face which was almost like a smile, looking, for all the world as if he were asleep. But I was enough of a physician to feel sure that he was dead.

For a moment or two I hesitated. I glanced quickly about the room. What had been his occupation when death had overtaken him seemed plain. On the dressing table was an open case of rings. Three or four of them lay in a little heap upon the table. He had, apparently, been trying them on. I called out, with unintentional loudness — indeed, so loudly, that, in that presence, I was startled by the sound of my own voice.

“Parkes?”

Parkes came hurrying in.

“Did you call, sir?”

He knew I had called. The muscles of the fellow’s face were trembling.

“Mr. Vernon’s dead.”

“Dead!”

Parkes’ jaw dropped open. He staggered backwards.

“Come and look at him.”

He did as I told him, unwillingly enough. He stood beside me, looking down at his master as he lay upon the floor. Words dropped from his lips.

“Mr. Crampton didn’t do it.”

I caught the words up quickly.

“Of course he didn’t, but — how do you know?”

“I heard Mr. Vernon shout ‘Go to the devil’ to him as he went downstairs. Besides, I heard Mr. Vernon moving about the room after Mr. Crampton had gone.”

I gave a sigh of relief. I had wondered. I knelt at Vernon’s side. He was quite warm, but I could detect no pulsation.

“Perhaps, Mr. Benham, sir,” suggested Parkes, “Mr. Vernon has fainted, or had a fit, or something.”

“Hurry and fetch a doctor. We shall see.”

Parkes vanished. Although my pretensions to medical knowledge are but scanty, I had no doubt whatever that a doctor would pronounce that Decimus Vernon was no longer to be numbered with the living. How he had come by his death was another matter. His expression was so tranquil, his attitude, as of a man lying asleep upon his back, so natural; that it almost seemed as if death had come to him in one of those commonplace forms in which it comes to all of us. And yet —— 

I looked about me to see if there was anything unusual which might catch the eye. A scrap of paper, a bottle, a phial, a syringe — something which might have been used as a weapon. I could detect no sign of injury on Vernon’s person; no bruise upon his head or face; no flow of blood. Stooping over him, I smelt his lips. There are certain poisons the scent of which is unmistakable, the odour of some of those whose effect is the most rapid lingers long after death has intervened. I have a keen sense of smell, but about the neighbourhood of Decimus Vernon’s mouth there was no odour of any sort or kind. As I rose, there was the sound of some one entering the room beyond.

“Decimus?”

The voice was a woman’s. I turned. Lilian Trowbridge was standing at the bedroom door. We exchanged stares, apparently startled by each other’s appearance into momentary speechlessness. She seemed to be in a tremor of excitement. Her lips were parted. Her big, black eyes seemed to scorch my countenance. She leaned with one hand against the side of the door, as if seeking for support to enable her to stand while she regained her breath.

“Mr. Benham — You! Where is Decimus? I wish to speak to him.”

Her unexpected entry had caused me to lose my presence of mind. The violence of her manner did not assist me in regaining it. I stumbled in my speech.

“If you will come with me into the other room, I will give you an explanation.”

I made an awkward movement forward, my impulse being to conceal from her what was lying on the floor. She detecting my uneasiness, perceiving there was something which I would conceal, swept into the room, straight to where Vernon lay.

“Decimus! Decimus!”

She called to him. Had the tone in which she spoke, then, been in her voice when she enacted her parts in the dramas of the mimic stage, her audiences would have had no cause to complain that she was wooden. She turned to me, as if at a loss to comprehend her lover’s silence.

“Is he sleeping?” I was silent. Then, with a little gasp, “Is he dead?” I still made no reply. She read my meaning rightly. Even from where I was standing, I could see her bosom rise and fall. She threw out both her arms in front of her. “I am glad!” she cried, “I am glad that he is dead!”

She took me, to say the least of it, aback.

“Why should you be glad?”

“Why? Because, now, she will not have him!”

I had forgotten, for the instant, what Crampton had spluttered out upon the doorstep. Her words recalled it to my mind. “Don’t you know that he lied to me, and I believed his lies.”

She turned to Vernon with a gesture of scorn so frenzied, so intense, that it might almost have made the dead man writhe.

“Now, at any rate, if he does not marry me, he will marry no one else.”

Her vehemence staggered me. Her imperial presence, her sonorous voice, always were, theatrically, among her finest attributes. I had not supposed that she had it in her to display them to such terrible advantage. Feeling, as I did feel, that I shared my manhood with the man who had wronged her, the almost personal application of her fury I found to be more than a trifle overwhelming. It struck me, even then, that, perhaps, after all, it was just as well for Vernon that he had died before he had been compelled to confront, and have it out with, this latest illustration of a woman scorned.

Suddenly, her mood changed. She knelt beside the body of the man who so recently had been her lover. She lavished on him terms of even fulsome endearment.

“My loved one! My darling! My sweet! My all in all!”

She showered kisses on his lips and cheeks, and eyes, and brow. When the paroxysm had passed — it was a paroxysm — she again stood up.

“What shall I have of his, for my very own? I will have something to keep his memory green. The things which he gave me — the things which he called the tokens of his love — I will grind into powder, and consume with flame.”

In spite of herself, her language smacked of the theatre. She looked round the room, as if searching for something portable, which it might be worth her while to capture. Her glance fell upon the open case of rings. With eager eyes she scanned the dead man’s person. Kneeling down again, she snatched at the left hand, which lay lightly on his breast. On one of the fingers was a cameo ring. On this her glances fastened. She tore, rather than took it from its place.

“I’ll have that! Yes! That!”

She broke into laughter. Rising she held out the ring towards me. I regarded it intently. At the time, I scarcely knew why. It was, as I have said, a cameo ring. There was a woman’s head cut in white relief, on a cream ground. It reminded me of Italian work which I had seen, of about the sixteenth century. The cameo was in a plain, and somewhat clumsy, gold setting. The whole affair was rather a curio, not the sort of ring which a gentleman of the present day would be likely to care to wear.

“Look at it. Observe it closely! Keep it in your mind, so that you may be sure to know it should you ever chance on it again. Isn’t it a pretty ring — the prettiest ring you ever saw? In memory of him” — she pointed to what was on the floor behind her— “I will keep it till I die!”

Again she burst into that hideous, and, as it seemed to me, wholly meaningless laughter. Her bearing, her whole behaviour, was rather that of a mad woman, than a sane one. She affected me most unpleasantly. It was with feelings of unalloyed relief that I heard footsteps entering the library, and turning, perceived that Parkes had arrived with the doctor.


CHAPTER II. 

When Vernon’s death became generally known, a great hubbub arose. Mrs. Hartopp went almost, if not quite, out of her senses. If I remember rightly, nearly twelve months elapsed before she was sufficiently recovered to marry Phillimore Baines. The cause of Vernon’s death was never made clear. The doctors agreed to differ; the post-mortem revealed nothing. There were suggestions of heart-disease; the jury brought it in valvular disease of the heart. There were whispers of poison, which, as no traces of any were found in the body, the coroner pooh-poohed. And, though there were murmurs of its being a case of suicide, no one, so far as I am aware, hinted at its being a case of murder.

To the surprise of many people, and to the amusement of more, Arthur Crampton married Lilian Trowbridge. He had been infatuated with her all along. His infatuation even survived her yielding to Decimus Vernon — bitter blow though that had been — and I have reason to believe that, on the very day on which Vernon was buried, he asked her to be his wife. Whether she cared for him one snap of her finger is more than I should care to say; I doubt it, but, at least, she consented. At very short notice she quitted the stage, and, as Mrs. Arthur Crampton, she retired into private life. Her married life was a short, if not a merry one. Within twelve months of her marriage, in giving birth to a daughter, Mrs. Crampton died.

I had seen nothing since their marriage either of her or her husband. I was therefore the more surprised when, about a fortnight after her death, there came to me a small package, accompanied by a note from Arthur Crampton. The note was brief almost to the point of curtness.

Dear Benham, — 

My wife expressed a wish that you should have, as a memorial of her, a sealed packet which would be found in her desk.

I hand you the packet precisely as I found it.

Yours sincerely,

Arthur Crampton.

Within an outer wrapper of coarse brown paper was an inner covering of cartridge paper, sealed with half a dozen seals. Inside the second enclosure was a small, duodecimo volume, in a tattered binding. Half a dozen leaves at the beginning were missing. There was nothing on the cover. What the book was about, or why Mrs. Crampton had wished that I should have it, I had not the faintest notion. The book was printed in Italian — my acquaintance with Italian is colloquial, of the most superficial kind. It was probably a hundred years old, and more. Nine pages about the middle of the volume were marked in a peculiar fashion with red ink, several passages being trebly underscored. My curiosity was piqued. I marched off with the volume there and then, to a bureau of translation.

There they told me that the book was an old, and possibly, valuable treatise, on Italian poisons and Italian poisoners. They translated for me the passages which were underscored. The passages in question dealt with the pleasant practice with which the Borgias were credited of having destroyed their victims by means of rings — poison rings. One passage in particular purported to be a minute description of a famous cameo ring which was supposed to have belonged to the great Lucrezia herself.

As I read a flood of memory swept over me — what I was reading was an exact description, so far as externals went at any rate, of the cameo ring, which I had seen Lilian Trowbridge remove after he was dead from one of the fingers of Decimus Vernon’s left hand. I recalled the frenzied exultation with which she had thrust it on my notice, her almost demoniac desire that I should impress it on my recollection. What did it mean? What was I to understand? For three or four days I was in a state of miserable indecision. Then I resolved I would keep still. The man and the woman were both dead. No good purpose would be served by exposing old sores. I put the book away, and I never looked at it again for nearly eighteen years.

The consciousness that his wife had spoken to me, with such a voice from the grave, did not tend to increase my desire to cultivate an acquaintance with Arthur Crampton. But I found that circumstances proved stronger than I. Crampton was a lonely man, his marriage had estranged him from many of his friends; now that his wife had gone he seemed to turn more and more to me as the one person on whose friendly offices he could implicitly rely. I learned that I was incapable of refusing what he so obviously took for granted. The child, which had cost the mother her life, grew and flourished. In due course of time she became a young woman, with all her mother’s beauty, and more than her mother’s charms: for she had what her mother had always lacked — tenderness, sweetness, femininity. Before she was eighteen she was engaged to be married. The engagement was in all respects an ideal one. On her eighteenth birthday, it was to be announced to the world. A ball was to be given, at which half the county was expected to be present, and the day before, I went down, prepared to take my share in the festivities.

In the evening, Crampton, his daughter, Charlie Sandys, which was the name of the fortunate young gentleman, and I were together in the drawing-room. Crampton, who had vanished for some seconds, re-appeared, bearing in both his hands, with something of a flourish, a large leather case. It looked to me like an old-fashioned jewel case. Which, indeed, it was. Crampton turned to his daughter.

“I am going to give you part of your birthday present to-day, Lilian — these are some of your mother’s jewels.”

The girl was in an ecstacy of delight, as what girl of her age would not have been? The case contained jewels enough to stock a shop. I wondered where some of them had come from — and if Crampton knew more of the source of their origin than I did. Wholly unconscious that there might be stories connected with some of the trinkets which might not be pleasant hearing, the girl, girl-like, proceeded to try them on. By the time she had finished they were all turned out upon the table. The box was empty. She announced the fact.

“There! That’s all!”

Her lover took up the empty case.

“No secret repositories, or anything of that sort? Hullo! — speak of angels! — what’s this?”

“What’s what?”

The young girl’s head and her lover’s were bent together over the empty box. Sandys’ fingers were feeling about inside it.

“Is this a dent in the leather, or is there something concealed beneath it?”

What Sandys referred to was sufficiently obvious. The bottom of the box was flat, except in one corner, where a slight protuberance suggested, as Sandys said, the possibility of there being something concealed beneath. Miss Crampton, already excited by her father’s gift, at once took it for granted that it was the case.

“How lovely!” she exclaimed. She clapped her hands. “I do believe there’s a secret hiding-place.”

If there was, it threatened to baffle our efforts at discovery. We all tried our hands at finding, it, but tried in vain. Crampton gave it up.

“I’ll have the case examined by an expert. He’ll soon be able to find your secret hiding-place, though, mind you, I don’t say that there is one.”

There was an exclamation from young Sandys.

“Don’t you? Then you’d be safe if you did, because there is!”

Miss Crampton looked eagerly over his shoulder.

“Have you found it? Yes! Oh, Charlie! Is there anything inside?”

“Rather, there’s a ring. What a queer old thing! Whatever made your mother keep it hidden away in there?”

I knew, in an instant. I recognised it, although I had only seen it once in my life, and that once was sundered by the passage of nineteen years. Mr. Sandys was holding in his hand the cameo ring which I had seen Lilian Trowbridge remove from Decimus Vernon’s finger, and which was own brother to the ring described in the tattered volume, which she had directed her husband to send me— “as a memory” — as having been one of Lucrezia Borgia’s pretty playthings. I was so confounded by the rush of emotions occasioned by its sudden discovery, that, for the moment, I was tongue-tied.

Sandys turned to Miss. Crampton.

“It’s too large for you. It’s large enough for me. May I try it on?”

I hastened towards him. The prospect of what might immediately ensue spurred me to inarticulate speech.

“Don’t! For God’s sake, don’t! Give that ring to me, sir!”

They stared at me, as well they might. My sudden and, to them, meaningless agitation was a bolt from the blue. Young Sandys withdrew from me the hand which held the ring.

“Give it to you? — why? — is it, yours?”

As I confronted the young fellow’s smiling countenance, I felt myself to be incapable, on the instant, of arranging my thoughts in sufficient order to enable me to give them adequate expression. I appealed for help to Crampton.

“Crampton, request Mr. Sandys to give me that ring. I implore you to do as I ask you. Any explanation which you may require, I will give you afterwards.”

Crampton looked at me, open-mouthed, in silence. He never was quick-witted. My excitement seemed to amuse his daughter.

“What is the matter with you, Mr. Benham?” She turned to her lover. “Charlie, do let me see this marvellous ring.”

I renewed my appeal to her father.

“Crampton, by all that you hold dear, I entreat you not to allow your daughter to put that ring upon her finger.”

Crampton assumed a judicial air — or what he intended for such.

“Since Benham appears to be so very much in earnest — though I confess that I don’t know what there is about the ring to make a fuss for — perhaps, Lilian, by way of a compromise, you will give the ring to me.”

“One moment, papa: I think that, as Charley says, it is too large for me.”

I dashed forward. Mr. Sandys, mistaking my purpose, or, possibly, supposing I was mad, interposed; and, in doing so, killed the girl he was about to marry. Before I could do anything to prevent her, she had slipped the ring upon her finger. She held out her hand for us to see.

“It is too large for me — look.”

She touched the ring with the fingers of her other hand. In doing so, no doubt, unconsciously, she pressed the cameo. A startled look came on her face. She gazed about her with a bewildered air. And she cried, in a tone of voice which, long afterwards, was ringing in my ears.

“Mamma!”

Ere we could reach her, she had fallen to the ground. We bent over her, all three of us, by this time, sufficiently in earnest. She lay on her back, her right hand above her head; her left, on one of the fingers of which was the ring, resting lightly on her breast. There was the expression of something like a smile upon her face, and she looked as if she slept. But she was dead.

THE END
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A PET OF THE BALLET

I

She was regarding, ruefully, the condition of her white satin shoes. They were articles which the ladies of the ballet had to provide for themselves. Twice she had sewn on fresh uppers, and now both uppers and soles had gone. Clearly it was a case in which a new pair would have to be bought. And yet, this week, money seemed shorter than ever. She wondered if skilful patching would not make them do till treasury. And, while she wondered, there was a knock at the door.

“Come in.”

Polly Steele was the only visitor who ever came her way. She took it for granted that it was Polly now — though why Miss Steele should be so ceremonious as to knock she did not stop to think. She was continuing to consider the question of the possibility of repairing the shoes when a voice behind her caused her to spring to her feet with a start.

“Pardon — Miss Lizzie Emmett?”

Standing in the doorway was an individual who was dressed in a fashion in which gentlemen in the immediate neighbourhood of Hercules Buildings were not accustomed to dress. His clothes were beautiful, he wore patent leather shoes, his tie was a marvel, he carried a glossy silk hat in a well-gloved hand. He became his costume — so tall and so slender; with a little beard cut to a point; a charming moustache, the ends of which curled gracefully upwards. The vision was such an unexpected one that Lizzie, forgetful, for the moment, of her manners, stared at the stranger with bewildered surprise. “I’m Liz Emmett.” The stranger bowed and smiled.

“In that case, Miss Emmett, I believe that I have the honour of being the bearer of a little parcel for you. I trust that the contents may have the pleasure to meet with your approbation — also the source from which it comes.”

He advanced into the room — the poor, scantily-furnished, untidy, tawdry little room! — holding out to her a small, neatly-fastened package. She took it with what was almost an air of sullen indifference, evincing neither curiosity nor satisfaction. “I don’t know you.” Again a bow and a smile.

“That is my misfortune, which I hope is on the high road towards amendment. My name is Philippe Rossignol. It may be that the day is not far distant when mademoiselle will come to look upon me as a friend — as a very good friend indeed — eh?”

There was something in the fellow’s obsequious bearing which savoured of impertinence — something which it seemed as if the girl resented.

“I shouldn’t think that you’d ever be a friend of mine. You don’t look as if you was my sort.”

The smile became more pronounced, and also more insulting.

“Not your sort? I pray that I have not so much ill fortune.”

He paused, as if for her to speak. She spoke.

“I don’t care for foreigners. Can’t abide ’em. Never could.”

The man drew himself up as if she had struck him. The smile lingered about his lips, though something very different was in his eyes. He was silent, as if considering what to say. His words, when they came, ignored her unflattering remark.

“The abode of mademoiselle is a little difficult to discover, unless one happens to know just exactly where it is.”

“No one asked you to discover it, as I know of, so I don’t see what odds that makes to you.”

The girl’s insistent rudeness seemed to occasion the stranger not only surprise, but something else as well, something approaching to curiosity. He observed her with more attention, as if she suggested a problem to his mind which was of the nature of a puzzle. She was young, strongly built, healthy. Beyond that, so far as he could see, she was nothing. She had neither face nor figure. Her movements were ungainly, her features were, emphatically, plain. Her dress was not only poor — worse, it was in execrable taste. She seemed to have decked herself in as many colours as she conveniently could, none of them being in sympathy with her complexion. Her manners were those of a woman of the people, her voice was a female Cockney’s. Metaphorically, M. Rossignol shrugged his shoulders; to himself he said, — 

“What there is attractive in her is for him to decide; for my part, I would rather that it were for him than for me. It is a folly even for a fool, even such a fool as that!”

Aloud he bade the lady farewell. “I have the pleasure of wishing mademoiselle a very good day.”

As he backed towards the door he favoured her with a bow which could scarcely have been lower had she been an empress. She let him go without a word or sign of greeting. It was only when he had vanished, and the sound of his footsteps had ceased upon the stairs, that she found her tongue.

“Greasy foreigner, nasty, sneering beast! Coming shoving his nose in here as if he was somebody and me the dirt under his feet. I’ll show him! If he’d stayed much longer, a-trying it on with me, I’d have give him one for himself, and helped him to the door. What’s this, I’d like to know.” She glanced down at the package she was holding, as if suddenly remembering it was there. She read the address which was on it. “‘Miss Lizzie Emmett, 14 Hercules Buildings, Westminster.’ He’s got my address all right, though how he’s got it is more than I can say. What’s inside? Feels as if it was something hard.” She made as if to open it. Then in a fit of sudden petulance she threw it from her, so that it landed on the bed which was at her back. “I’m not going to trouble myself about his rubbish. I never set eyes on him in all my life before — who’s he, I’d like to know. If ever he shows himself inside my place again, I’ll start him travelling.” She resumed her consideration of the vexed question of the shoes. “I can’t get no more till Saturday, so they’ll have to do, and that’s all about it. I’ll fake ’em up with cardboard, same as I did once before, and if anybody notices it, why, they’ll have to.”

Seating herself on the only chair the room contained she began to cut, with a pair of scissors, pieces out of the lid of a cardboard box, which was yellow on one side and white on the other. She was not deft with her fingers, nor quick. The job promised to be a long one, and not remarkable for neatness when done. As with hunched shoulders she pursued her task of cobbling, for a second time there came a knock at the door.

“Now who’s that? If it’s that bloke back again, he’ll get what for.” This, sotto voce; then, aloud, “Is that you, Polly?”

It was not Polly, as the voice which answered showed.

“Does anyone live here named Emmett?”

The visitor this time was a woman. Lizzie eyed her with as much surprise as she had eyed the man; certainly she was every whit as much out of place in Hercules Buildings as he had been. Like him, she was tall and slender, and beautifully dressed. Lizzie’s feminine gaze, taking in the details of her costume, dimly realised its costliness.

“May I come in?”

“If you like you can.”

Apparently the stranger did like. She closed the door behind her, standing, for a moment, to regard Miss Emmett. Then her look wandered about the room. She wore a big hat, to which was attached a veil which was so thick as almost to entirely obscure her features. But one realised, from something in her attitude, that what she saw filled her with amazement.

“I think that I may have made a mistake.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised but what you had.”

“Is it a Miss Lizzie Emmett who lives here?”

“Yes — Liz Emmett — that’s me.”

“You!” The astonishment in the speaker’s voice was unequivocal, and not complimentary. One understood that she was studying Lizzie from behind her veil as if she could scarcely believe her eyes. Her speech faltered. “Excuse me, but are you in the profession?”

A hint of defiance came into Lizzie’s tone. She was beginning to suspect that her visitor might be something in the district-visiting line.

“I’m in the ballet at the Cerulean Theatre — that’s what I am!”

The stranger seemed to shiver as she heard; as if the answer removed from her mind the last traces of doubt, leaving her, instead, with a feeling of uncomfortable certainty. Turning towards the tiny fireplace, she began to trifle with the odds and ends which were on the mantelshelf. Then, once more confronting Lizzie, with a deliberate movement she raised her veil.

“Do you know me?”

“I can’t say as how I do.”

“I am Agnes Graham.”

Lizzie was moved to genuine emotion. She rose from her chair in a flutter of excitement. She became more awkward than ever.

“Think of me not knowing you! I ought to, seeing how often I’ve seen your picture. I beg your pardon, Miss Graham, I’m sure, but won’t you take a chair?”

“Thank you, for the present I’ll stand.” She eyed the other steadfastly; it seemed as if the more she gazed the more her wonder grew. “I’m afraid that I have come to you on a foolish errand, and that you will laugh at me before I’ve done, if you don’t do worse.”

“Laugh at you, Miss Graham. That I’m sure I won’t.”

“May I ask, Miss Emmett, if you know anything of my private history?”

“Me!” The inquiry might have conveyed a reproach, Lizzie’s denial was uttered with so much earnestness. “I don’t know nothing at all about you, miss, except what’s in the papers.”

“Except what’s in the papers!” Miss Graham smiled, not sunnily. “In that case you know more about me than I do about myself. Still, I am disposed to inflict on you a fragment of personal history. You might not think it, but, in spite of what is in the papers, I’m a dreamer.”

“Indeed, miss? I’m a dreamer too.”

The words were spoken so simply that it seemed difficult to suspect the speaker of a second intention. Miss Graham, however, shot at her a sudden doubting glance. Her tone became harder.

“I trust, for both our sakes, that our dreams do not run on the same lines. I have always dreamed of a home; of a harbour at last; of peace at the end; of a time when I shall be able to take my seat among the best, with a mind at ease. It may sound odd, but I have always looked forward to making a good marriage.”

“I should think, miss, that you might have done that over and over again.”

“I might, but I haven’t. But lately I have thought that I might. I am sick of the stage, sick to death!”

She gave a little passionate gesture. In her voice there was a ring of sincerity.

“I shouldn’t have thought, miss, that you would ever have been sick of the stage.”

“You wouldn’t have thought! What do you know of it? You!” She cast a look at Lizzie which was as scornful as her words. Then glanced at the empty rust-worn grate. Then again met Lizzie face to face. “I will be as frank with you as I would ask you to be frank with me. I have dreamed — I use the word advisedly! — I say that I have dreamed of being Countess of Bermondsey.”

“Countess of Bermondsey! I’d like to lay, miss, that you could be anything you please!”

Miss Graham’s lips were drawn close together.

“Are you laughing at me?”

“Laughing at you! Me, miss! I shouldn’t think of doing such a thing.”

“Then may I ask you to be as candid as myself? Before this my dream might have been something more solid than a dream, if it had not been for you.”

“For me!”

Lizzie was open-eyed and open-mouthed.

“Pray don’t let us play the actress off the boards. Don’t you think we might confine that sort of thing to our hours of business?”

“But I don’t understand you, miss. Do you mean that you might have been the Countess of Bermondsey if it had not been for me?”

Miss Graham’s eyes were as keen and cold as the other’s were hot and eager.

“I see that a denial is trembling on your lips. Pray don’t trouble yourself to utter it. Is that the sort of person you are? I assure you that, in this case, at least, you make a mistake; for unfortunately I speak from knowledge.” She stopped, then resumed with a strain of passion in her voice which, almost with every word, became more strenuous. “The Earl of Bermondsey, as, doubtless, you are aware, although for reasons of your own you may feign ignorance, has, for some time, been a friend of mine. I had reason to believe that he might become more, until, recently, the outward tokens of his friendship waned. I looked for the reason. I found it. He has, lately, become an assiduous patron of the Cerulean Theatre. This morning I taxed him with it. He offered no denial. I asked him for the lady’s name. He floundered — as you may be aware his lordship is an adept at floundering — and, as he floundered, a piece of paper fell from his pocket on to the floor. I picked it up. On it was a lady’s name and her address. I asked if she was the attraction at the Cerulean. He owned that she was. He said things of her,” the speaker’s voice quivered, “which I do not care to recount at second hand to you. ‘Lizzie Emmett, 14 Hercules Buildings, Westminster,’ was on the paper, and it was of you those things were said.”

“Me!”

The actress moved slightly away from the fireplace, speaking with a strength of feeling and an eloquence of gesture which, had she been capable of such efforts on the stage, would have gained her immortality.

“It may be sport to you — I daresay it is, there was a time when I used to think that sort of thing was sport — but it is death to me. Death! He has as good as promised that I shall be his wife. I have staked everything upon the fulfilment of his promise. Nothing can compensate me for his breaking it. I won’t try to make you understand why — you mightn’t understand me if I tried! But if he does, I’ll go under — under! If you only knew what I’ve endured since he’s begun to tire, you’d pity me. I’m here to ask you to pity me now. We’re both women — be generous — I’ll be sworn it’s not of much consequence to you — be good to me. If you’ll only send him back to me, help me to be his wife, there’s nothing I won’t do for you, in reason or out of reason. I swear it. I’ll put it down in black and white in any form you like!” With trembling hands she caught hold of Lizzie’s shabby sleeve. “But don’t be cruel to me — don’t be cruel!”

Lizzie shrunk away from her.

“You’re making a mistake, Miss Graham, a big mistake!”

“Don’t say that, for pity’s sake, don’t say that! Show mercy to me, as one day you may want some other woman to show mercy to you.”

Lizzie withdrew herself still farther from the other’s eager pleading.

“You’ve got it all wrong, I’m not the girl you’re taking me for. I don’t know no Earl of Bermondsey, nor yet no Earl of anything, and I don’t want to.”

“Why should you deny it?”

“Because it’s the truth. I’m straight, I am, and I always have been, and I always mean to be, and if any of your toffs came playing it off on to me he’d get a bit more than he quite wanted.”

The girl’s tone and manner carried conviction even to her hearer.

“Is it possible that he is known to you under some different name? Tell me, what friends have you?”

The singularity of the request did not seem to occur to Lizzie. The reply came as promptly as if the question had been a commonplace.

“Friends? Do you mean fellows? The only fellow that ever was a friend to me, and he’s only a sort of a one, is Joe Mason, what’s carpenter up at the theatre; he’s no earl. Ask yourself the question — do I look the sort of girl an earl would take up with?”

Miss Graham felt that she did not — had felt so all along; not although the earl was possessed of such peculiar tastes as was the one in question.

“You might look different on the stage — one can make oneself look like anything there.”

“I might and I mightn’t. As far as I know no one ever took me for a beauty even on the stage, not even Joe Mason.”

The girl’s eyes twinkled with laughter, as if the bare possibility of such a thing struck her as comical. Her visitor returned to the fireplace. She made a little troubled movement with her hands.

“I wish you would be frank with me. You must know something of him, even if you don’t know him, else how came your name and address to be in his pocket, and why should he claim your acquaintance?”

“It beats me fair, it does. I never gave it him, that’s certain. There’s a muddle somewhere.”

“Is there anyone else of your name at the theatre?”

“If there is I never heard of it, and I’ve been there now getting on for two years. There’s no one else of that name in the ballet, that I do know.”

“Have you ever acted for him as a go-between? Just think! I’ll tell you what he looks like. He’s quite young, only twenty-two; short, rather stout, light hair parted on the side, no moustache, red face, blue eyes; and when he’s at all excited he speaks as if he had a plum in his mouth.”

Lizzie shook her head.

“If he’s like what you say he’s not a beauty, but, so far as I know, I never set eyes on him; and as for being a go-between, either for him or for anybody else, I’d scorn to do it.”

Agnes Graham’s glance returned to the empty grate. She seemed to be reflecting.

“I believe you. You sound honest, and you look it. But that there’s a mystery somewhere I’m persuaded. I’m in a desperate strait, and I want you to do something for me. I’ll pay you for it well.”

“I don’t want your pay.”

The other went on unheeding.

“I want you to use your eyes, and to find out who it is at the Cerulean he is after. That there is someone I have the best of reasons for knowing. When you have found out I want you to tell me. And if you won’t do it for pay, do it out of kindness.”

Lizzie hesitated.

“I’m not fond of spying, and I’m not fond of them as is, but as he don’t seem to be using you well, if I do find out who he’s playing it off with — though, mind you, I don’t see how I’m going to — still, as I say, if I should happen to find out, why, I’ll tell you, straight!”

“Thank you.”

Agnes Graham held out her hand, in order that, by grasping it, the girl might ratify the bargain. And she did.

When she was again alone, Liz Emmett was lost in wonder. As she had said, she also was a dreamer and, as became a dreamer, had her heroes and her heroines. Theatrical heroines hers, for the most part, were; not, that is, the creations of the dramatist’s fancy, but their flesh-and-blood enactors. The popular actress was the ideal creature of her waking visions. Who, on the contemporary stage, was more popular, in her own line, than Agnes Graham? There was a time when Lizzie had been more than half inclined to bate her voice when uttering her name. Even to this hour she had regarded her with a kind of reverence. Now this idol, whom the public voice had set upon such a lofty pedestal, had actually been to visit her; had come unceremoniously into her room and filled it with her presence, with, for purpose, such an errand.

The errand was not the least strange part of this strange happening. Agnes Graham, famous as she was beautiful, in the theatrical firmament a bright particular star, had supposed that she, Lizzie Emmett, was her rival for the heart, and possibly the hand, of an earl; a belted earl, as she remembered to have seen it printed somewhere. The thing was most confounding. How could such a notion have got into the air?

Lizzie, taking down the oblong shilling mirror from the nail on which it hung, surveyed her face in it relentlessly. She was conscious of her imperfections, and indifferent to them. She had supple limbs, was fairly quick upon her feet, sufficiently smart at rehearsals, equal to the average figurante. She was aware that, when so much was said, about all was said. She had neither good looks nor cleverness, was no scholar, nor wished to be, had a rough tongue, a quick temper, and a clumsy, if a willing, hand. And Agnes Graham had imagined that she had out-distanced her in the affections of a belted earl! Was ever idea more ludicrous? As the ridiculous side struck Lizzie she began to laugh; she continued laughing till her merriment threatened to become hysterical.

As it approached a climax she caught sight of the package which she had thrown upon the bed. She checked herself.

“Then there was that foreign bloke. I wonder what rubbish is in that paper of his.”

Putting down the looking-glass, she took up the parcel. She cut it open with her scissors with a contemptuous air. Inside was a leather case. She paused to examine it. She had seen others like it in the windows of jewellers’ shops. Pressing a spring, the top flew open. As it did so she gave a sort of gasp. On a bed of satin reposed a necklace of shimmering crystals. They gleamed and glistened like drops of dew. The pupils of her eyes dilated. She spoke in a whisper.

“Diamonds? They can’t be diamonds?” She had seen diamonds in shop windows and on other women. “They can’t be real.”

Suddenly she gave utterance to an exclamation which the squeamish would have called an oath and a vulgarity. Presently she joined to it a snatch from the slang of the streets.

“This cops the biscuit.”

She was staring, with wide-open eyes, at a strip of pasteboard which was in the centre of the necklace, so that it was surrounded by a stream of light. It was a gentleman’s visiting-card. On it was engraved “Earl of Bermondsey.” She glared at it, as if she fancied that her seeing sense must be playing her tricks. Her voice, when she spoke, was vibrant; in it there was a curious ringing.

“Well, if this don’t take the blooming barrowful, straight it does. ‘Earl of Bermondsey’! If that ain’t the bloke she was a-talking of. If this ain’t a case of Queer Street, I’m a daisy!”

She picked the card up between her finger and thumb gingerly, as if she was afraid it might burn her. She turned it over; on the reverse something was scribbled in pencil. Not being skilled in reading illegible handwriting, it was with difficulty she deciphered it: “With Mr Jack Smith’s compliments.”

“And who may Mr Jack Smith be, I’d like to know, when he’s at home. Anyhow, one thing’s certain sure, this little lot ain’t meant for me. I don’t know nothing about no Jack Smith, nor yet about no Earl of Bermondsey neither, and I don’t want to; and as for oily foreigners, I can’t abide ’em. I’ll just take the entire boiling to Miss Graham. Perhaps she’ll be able to twig the bloke’s little lay; it’s more than I can.”

II

Lizzie Emmett had already departed some time when fresh visitors made an unceremonious entry into her empty room. The door was opened and, without giving any premonitory notice of her intention, a girl came in.

“Lizzie!” she cried. Then perceived that there was no one there. “Well, if Lizzie isn’t out!” She slightly raised her voice. “Tom, Lizzie’s out, but she’s not gone far, because she hasn’t locked the door. You can come in — I’ll give you leave. We’ll wait for her.”

There entered the room, with something of a shuffle, a man with a rough, untrimmed brown beard. He was big and broad, also, it seemed, a little shy; attired, obviously, in his best clothes. He seemed ill at ease in them, as if, somehow, they deprived his limbs of their wonted freedom. He gripped the brim of his brown billycock with both his large red hands. There was on his good-natured face a mixture of amusement with confusion, as though he was in possession of some happiness of which he was, at one and the same time, proud yet ashamed.

The girl looked him up and down, as if searching for something wrong in his costume or his bearing.

“Now you’ve got to behave yourself.”

He shuffled from one foot to the other. And he grinned.

“Don’t I always behave myself?”

“You’ve got to behave yourself extra special well, you’re in a lady’s room.” He looked about him, his grin continually expanding. The girl, propping up the mirror which Lizzie had left upon the table against a box, began, by its aid, to fidget with her hat, talking as she did so. “Tom Duffield, you’re on your good behaviour; as I might say, you’re on appro. If I’m going to be your wife you’ve got to do something to show that you deserve it, so don’t you seem to forget it.” The man laughed, for so big a fellow, with curious softness. “It’s all very well for you to laugh, but perhaps it is not all so cut and dried as you quite think. You’re going to take two ladies out for a holiday to Kew Gardens, Mr Duffield, by the boat, so just you behave to them in a way that’ll show you’ll do credit to me as a husband.” He laughed again. She faced him. “Well, and what might you be laughing at?”

He shuffled with his feet.

“Nothing — at you.”

“That’s a nice thing to say, upon my word. If you think I’m nothing, or that I’m going to be treated as nothing, you’ll soon find that you’re mistaken, and so I tell you. Don’t stand fidgeting there like a great gawk; go and get some sweets — chocolates — good ones, none of your cheap truck, mind, and some fruit — grapes; Lizzie’ll be ready by the time you’re back.”

The man put on his hat. He went, without a word, to do her bidding, with the obedience and the silence of a well-trained dog. Indeed, on his face, in his eyes, even in his bearing, there was something which was dog-like. The girl stared for a moment at the door through which he had gone.

“He’s useful if he’s not ornamental.”

She returned to the mirror. Not impossibly it suggested to her that exactly the contrary might have been said of herself — she was ornamental if she was not useful. Even stronger than the man’s resemblance to a dog was hers to a humming-bird. Like it, she was small; like it, too, she was exquisitely, daintily fashioned, almost too fragile for human nature’s daily food. She seemed singularly out of place in that poor, tawdry chamber. Fitted, rather, for a gilded cage, or at least for some shrine of elegance and glitter. Everything about her was in proportion, tiny, and, if she was a little overdressed — if, for instance, in the details of her costume there was too much colour, the accentuation became her peculiarly exotic beauty. Her attitudes, her gestures, her little tricks of movement, all were bird-like; one felt, so free from grossness was her frame, that she scarcely was a thing of earth at all.

She preened herself before the poor apology for a looking-glass as if there was nothing in the world which could be better worth her doing. In it her pretty black eyes flashed back their enjoyment of the situation; they loved to see themselves imaged in a mirror; nor were they ashamed to confess their pleasure. If, on her cheeks, there was the suspicion of a bloom which was not Nature’s, it was not there because either youth or health was failing; when one earns one’s living behind the floats one’s roses fade. The blood-red line of her lips was real enough, as also was the rose-pink of her delicate nostrils.

She had scarcely been alone a minute, and with so small a looking-glass had had no time to examine all that there was of herself that would repay examining, when she heard the sound of footsteps coming up the stairs. She listened.

“Who’s that?” Her small white teeth gleamed between her scarlet lips. “It’s that silly Tom come back again. Now, what’s he forgotten? Perhaps he’s met Liz, so they’ve both come back together.” The steps were but a single pair, hardly a woman’s. There was an audible uncertainty in the way in which they negotiated each separate tread which suggested that the road was unfamiliar. “It’s that Tom! Now, what’s he want, I wonder?” Someone tapped at the door. “That doesn’t sound like Tom. Someone, I expect, for Lizzie. Bother!” Then aloud, “Come in.”

The abuse which had been on the tip of the girl’s tongue, ready to be hurled at the offending Tom, gave place to something very different indeed. She appeared, for the moment, to be overcome by something which was akin to consternation, to have lost her presence of mind, her readiness of speech. Nor, possibly, was her confusion lessened by the fact that the newcomer seemed to be, every whit, as embarrassed as she was. He was a young man, except, perhaps, in a legal sense, nothing but a boy. Not a very intellectual nor healthy-looking boy either. For a person of his age he was unpleasantly stout; so stout as almost to merit the epithet of bloated. His cheeks were puffy, so also was his body. That the redness of his face was not the ruddiness of physical vigour was demonstrated by the obvious fact that the mere exertion of climbing the staircase had made him short of breath. Although his dress was that of a man of fashion he scarcely seemed a gentleman. Not only was he gauche and clumsy, there was about him an atmosphere of coarseness which was redolent rather of the tap-room than the drawing-room. One perceived, instinctively, that the society in which he would be most at home would be that of the convives of the bar.

That the girl knew him was evident — as evident as that he knew her. He looked at her with something in his eyes which was not spiritual; she at him as if she would infinitely have preferred his room to his company.

She was the first to speak.

“Well, you’ve got a cheek! Upon my word! What do you mean by coming here?”

There was a curious quality in his voice as he replied, which almost amounted to an impediment in his speech.

“When you gave me your address last night, Miss Emmett, I told you I’d look you up. You didn’t suppose I gave you a fiver for it unless I meant to use it.”

The girl continued to look at him for still another second. Then a burning flush set all her face in flames. She turned away trembling, as if she were positively frightened. She murmured to herself, — 

“Here’s a pretty kettle of fish! The brute! If I hadn’t clean forgotten all about it! Whatever shall I say?”

He came farther into the room.

“I hope you’ve received my little present, Miss Emmett, and that you like it.”

She angrily confronted him.

“My name’s not Emmett, so don’t you think it.”

“Not Emmett!” He winked. “Of course not. Still, as it’s been good enough for me to find you with, it’s near enough, for me. If it comes to that, my name’s not Smith.”

“I don’t care what your name is, and the sooner you get out of this the better it’ll be for you.”

“Don’t be cross, my dear. I only want you and I to understand each other.”

“I don’t want any of your understandings. I don’t want to have anything to say to you. My friend’s just stepped out; if he comes back and finds you here he’ll throw you down the stairs quicker than you came up them.”

“Your friend?” An ugly look came into the young man’s eyes. “So you’ve got a friend.”

As she met his glance the girl’s face hardened.

“What do you mean? You think yourself too clever. I’m not the sort you take me for. When I say my friend I mean the young man to whom I’m engaged to be married, so don’t you make any error.”

“On my honour, I believe that you look prettier by day than you do by night.”

“Don’t try any of your nonsense on with me. Are you going to get out of this?”

“You might at least thank me for the pretty present which I sent you!”

“Don’t talk stuff to me about your presents, you’ve sent me none of them.”

A look of inquiry came into the young man’s face, and of annoyance.

“Hasn’t Rossignol been yet? Do you mean to say you haven’t had it?”

“Had what? Oh, stow this, do! Do you think I don’t know what kind of chap you are? You’re a barber’s clerk, that’s what you are. You’ve got a pound or two in your pocket, and you go gassing about and pretending you’re a don, and talk about sending presents as if you’d got the Bank of England at your back, when, I lay odds, it breaks you to pay for your clothes. We girls come across lots of your sort, so we come to know your trade mark, don’t you see.”

“I do assure you that in my case you’re wrong, Miss Emmett.”

“Don’t I tell you that my name’s not Emmett? When you said last night that you’d give me five pounds for my name and address I saw that you were fool enough for anything, so I gave you the first that came, and that happened to be a friend of mine’s, and I’m in her place now, waiting for her to come back with my young man, so that’s how you’ve chanced to find me here.”

Her companion eyed her as if he were endeavouring to ascertain from her countenance whether or not she was speaking the truth.

“If what you say is true, then I shouldn’t be surprised if your friend has got the present I sent to you.”

“Oh, has she? Then she’s welcome. I daresay fifteen pence would pay for it.” With an exclamation as of alarm she ran to the door. “There’s my young man. If you don’t go, I’ll call out to him. If there’s anything you want to say to me you can say it to-night at the theatre. Now, are you going?”

“Honour bright, if I come to the theatre will you let me speak to you?”

“Of course I will. Haven’t I always done. Hark! there’s my young man coming along the pavement, I know his step. Go, there’s a good chap, you don’t want to get me into trouble.”

“Will you give me a kiss if I go?”

“What, here, now? What do you take me for? Do you want me to get my head knocked off my shoulders? If my young man caught me at any of those games he’d do it as soon as look at me, and yours too. We’ll talk about that sort of thing to-night, at the theatre. Can’t you go when I ask you?”

It appeared that he could, because he did. She shut the door behind him the instant he was through it, keeping fast hold of the handle with her hand. She listened to his descending footsteps with an expression of satisfaction not unmingled with anxiety. As they died away she sighed — a sigh of unequivocal relief.

“That was a near thing, it ought to be a lesson to me, it’s given me quite a turn.” In spite of its artificial bloom, her pretty, dainty face had assumed a sudden pallor, a fact of which her candid friend, the mirror, at once informed her. “I declare that I look quite white; that sort of thing’s enough to make anyone look white.” She repaired her loss of complexion with the aid of something which she took from her pocket. “It’s a mercy Tom wasn’t here, or even Lizzie. She’s a queer sort, is Lizzie, and she might have wanted a lot of explanation before she could have been got to see the joke of my giving him her name and address instead of mine. Of course I only did it for a lark. If I’d thought he meant to do anything with it I wouldn’t have given it him for a good many fivers, though the coin was useful.” There came from between her lips a little ripple of laughter almost like the burst of music which proceeds from a song-bird’s throat. “What fools fellows are! He’s no toff, anyone can see it with half an eye, he’s only a clerk or something got hold of ‘a little bit of splosh’ and trying to do the swagger. He’s said his last words to me, anyhow; Saturday, the theatre’ll see my back for good and all. And until then I’ll take care that Tom comes and does the dutiful.” She stood in an attitude of listening. “That is Lizzie. It’s lucky that Mr Jack Smith was off the premises before she came.”

Lizzie came boisterously in, her cheeks red with the haste she had made, her eyes glistening with excitement.

“Polly Steele!” she exclaimed. “You here!”

The other girl bestowed on her one mischievous glance, then returned to the mirror.

“It looks like it, doesn’t it? You don’t happen to have seen Tom, I suppose?”

“Tom? Tom Duffield?”

“That’s the gentleman. I’ve got a bit of news for you, my dear. Tom and I have made it up.”

“Made it up?” She looked at the speaker inquisitorially, then read her meaning. “Oh, Polly, I’m so glad!”

“I thought you would be. He doesn’t seem sorry.”

“When was it? Last night at the theatre I didn’t seem as if I could get a word with you.”

“No? I wonder how that was.” Polly eyed her friend, her face alive with mischief. “It was this morning, my dear. He came round while I was at breakfast, and he went on so, and he seemed so set on it, that I couldn’t find it in my heart to keep on saying no. So the banns are to be put up on Sunday, and we’re to be married a month to-day.”

“Oh, Polly!”

“And Saturday’ll be my last appearance on any stage. Tom’s going to allow me forty shillings a week until we’re married; and of course I shall have my meat for nothing — he won’t hear of my keeping on at the theatre. He’s making money hand over fist at that shop of his; sold ten beasts last week and I don’t know how many sheep. You should hear him talking! I shall be riding in my carriage before you know where you are.”

Lizzie was leaning against the mantelshelf as Agnes Graham had leaned, and, as the famous actress had done, was looking down at the empty grate.

“I’m glad you’re leaving the theatre. I was beginning to get worried about you.”

“Worried about me! Whatever for?”

Again Miss Polly’s countenance was instinct with impish roguery.

“Oh, you know very well what I mean, my lady, so no pretending. You’re too pretty for the theatre, and that’s the truth.”

“Why, I thought a theatre was just the place where pretty girls are wanted.”

“Maybe. But pretty girls don’t want a theatre, leastways, not if they can help it, they don’t.” Lizzie spoke with sudden animation. “But talk about your news! What do you think’s come my way?”

“A set of diamonds?”

There was mockery in Polly’s tone, and in her eyes.

“You may laugh, but that’s just what it was — leastways, a diamond necklace.”

“Lizzie!”

“Yes, as fine a one as ever you saw — better than Maggie Sinclair’s, and they say hers is worth a thousand.”

“It wasn’t meant for you.”

“Wasn’t it? There it was upon the parcel as plain as print, ‘Miss Lizzie Emmett, 14 Hercules Buildings, Westminster,’ and inside there was the fellow’s card— ‘With Mr Jack Smith’s compliments.’”

“What? Lizzie! Where is it?”

“It’s where it ought to be — with her as Mr Jack Smith ought to marry.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

“Why, Polly, it’s like a story, just like it is in the books. Who do you think’s been here this morning? In this very room?”

Polly drew back, as with a sudden accession of timidity.

“Not Jack Smith?”

“Jack Smith! I’d have Jack Smithed him if he’d shown his nose inside my place. Someone as is worth a good few Jack Smiths — Agnes Graham!”

“Agnes Graham!”

“Yes, you may stare, but it’s truth, she came into this very room. And I’ve just come from her place. And what do you think she done as I was coming away? Kissed me — yes! straight. It seems as this here Jack Smith he’s as good as promised to marry her, and she’s been driving herself half silly because he’s been carrying on with a girl at our show — yes! And this morning, as they was having a few words, something fell out of his pocket. She picked it up. On it was my name and my address. She asks him if that was the girl. He says it was — like his blamed impudence! So she comes round to me and asks me not to sneak away her bloke.”

“Asks you?”

“Yes, queer start, ain’t it? I’m the sort to sneak away anybody’s bloke! I’d give a bit to know how he got hold of my name and address.”

“It does seem odd!”

“Odd ain’t the word for it. There’s something what’s a little more than odd about it, as it seems to me. And who do you think Jack Smith is?”

“Some barber’s clerk or other, I suppose.”

“Barber’s clerk! Why, he’s the Earl of Bermondsey!”

“Who? Lizzie! You don’t mean that!”

“I do, it’s gospel truth! His name was printed on the card; ‘With Mr Jack Smith’s compliments’ was wrote on the back. Miss Graham told me it was him, she knew his writing directly she set eyes on it. He’s been passing himself off as Jack Smith to some girl or other up at our place, and going on no end.”

Miss Steele, her face turned away from Lizzie, was drumming on the table with the fingers of her left hand.

“Did you say that he was going to marry Miss Graham?”

“It seems that he as good as promised that he would, but now she’s afraid that he’ll take up with this other girl what he’s been carrying on with.”

“What makes her think so?”

“Don’t I tell you that he about equal to up and told her so.”

Miss Steele was silent.

“Does she think” — there was a tremulous break in her voice— “that he would marry the other girl?”

“That’s what she’s afraid of, though, if I was her, I’d let him. If I was Miss Graham I wouldn’t marry him, not if he was a hundred times the Earl of Bermondsey. Don’t you remember what we was reading about him only the other day — how he’d just come into his money, and what a lot of it there was? And houses, and parks, and forests, and I don’t know what? My truth! He’s only a kid, and a pretty sort of kid he seems to be; one of them fools what’s worse than the clever ones, just because they’re fools. I shouldn’t be surprised if this girl what he’s been carrying on with — I’ll find out who she is before this night is gone, and if she gave him my address I’ll mark her!”

“Perhaps she only did it for a joke!”

“A nice sort of joke! What do you think? I’ll spoil her beauty, the nasty cat! I shouldn’t be surprised, if she played her cards cleverly, but what she got him to take her to church.”

“I wonder!”

“The Countess of Bermondsey! That’s a mouthful, ain’t it?”

“The Countess of Bermondsey!”

As Miss Polly Steele echoed her companion’s words she was still standing against the table, her little slender figure drawn as upright as a dart. Her cheeks were flushed, her eyes were sparkling, her lips were parted; one could see how her bosom rose and fell as her breath came in quick, eager respirations. Something had filled her with a strange excitement which each moment was mastering her more completely.

It was Lizzie who first heard the ascending footsteps.

“Hullo!” she cried. “Here’s Mr Duffield.”

A sudden peculiar change had taken place in the expression on Polly’s countenance; it had become hard, even angry, her gleaming teeth had closed upon her lower lip. Lizzie admitted the returning lover.

“Morning, Mr Duffield.” She looked at him with what was intended to be archness. “Polly has been telling me all about it. I wish you joy.”

He laughed, as though she had perpetrated a capital joke.

“Thank you, Miss Emmett. We mean to have a bit if we can get it, don’t we, Polly?” He was laden with paper parcels. He advanced with them towards the little silent figure which was standing at the table, his good-humoured face one mighty smile. “I’ve brought the whole shop full. Here you are, old girl. You’ll want a cart to carry them.”

She struck out at him with her clenched hands, dashing the parcels he was holding out to her in confusion on to the floor. She was in a flame of passion.

“I don’t want your rubbish! And how dare you call me old girl? Who do you think you are, and what do you think I am? Keeping me waiting here, dancing attendance on your pleasure, and then insulting me; if you ever try to speak to me again I’ll slap your face.”

She pushed past him towards the door.

“Polly!” cried Lizzie, staring at her in a maze of wonder.

Miss Steele shook her fist so close to Lizzie’s face it grazed her skin. Rage transfigured her. Her voice was shrill with fury.

“You great, ugly, stupid idiot! You’ve done more harm this morning than you’ll ever do good in all your life! Let me pass!”

At the door she turned to shake her fist at Mr Duffield.

“Don’t you dare to follow me!”

She vanished, flying down the stairs three or four steps at a time, in a whirlwind of haste, leaving her lover and her friend in speechless amazement, as if the heavens had fallen.


A CHRISTMAS MIRACLE

“Bank holidays are admittedly common nuisances; they are neither Sundays nor week-days; they disorganise everything, both public and private life; and what is Christmas Day but a bank holiday, I should like to know! Here am I actually having to make my own bed and prepare my own breakfast; goodness only knows what I shall do about my lunch and dinner. And this in the twentieth century.”

It was a monstrous fact. Granted that to a certain extent I had to thank my own weakness, still, Christmas Day was to blame. When, about a month before, Mr and Mrs Baines had begun to drop hints that they would like to spend Christmas Day with relatives at some out-of-the-way hole in Kent — it was three years since they had spent Christmas Day together, Mrs Baines told me with her own lips — I was gradually brought to consent. Of course I could not remain alone with Eliza — who is a remarkably pretty girl, mind you, though she is a housemaid — so I let her spend Christmas Day with her mother. They all three went off the day before — Eliza’s home is in Devonshire — so that there was I left without a soul to look after me.

I allow that to some small extent the fault was mine. My bag was packed — Baines had packed it with his own hands, assisted by his wife and Eliza, and to my certain knowledge each had inserted a Christmas present, which it was intended should burst upon me with the force of a surprise. I had meant to spend Christmas with Popham. It seemed to me that since I had to spend it under somebody else’s roof it might as well be under his. But on the morning of the twenty-fourth — Tuesday — I had had a letter — a most cheerful letter — in which Popham informed me that since one of his children had the measles, and another the mumps, and his wife was not well, and his own constitution was slightly unbalanced owing to a little trouble he had had with his motor — he had nearly broken his neck, from what I could gather — it had occurred to him that Christmas under his roof might not be such a festive season as he had hoped, and so he gave me warning. Obviously I did not want to force myself into a hospital, so I wired to Popham that I thought, on the whole, that I preferred my own fireside.

But I said nothing about my change of plans to Mr and Mrs Baines or Eliza, for it seemed to me that since they had made their arrangements they might as well carry them out, and I had intended to go to one of those innumerable establishments where, nowadays, homeless and friendless creatures are guaranteed — for a consideration — a “social season.”

Eliza started after breakfast, Mr and Mrs Baines after lunch. I told them that I was going by the four o’clock and could get my bag taken to the cab without their assistance. When the time came I could not make up my mind to go anywhere. So I dined at the club and had a dullish evening. And on Christmas Day I had to make my own bed and light my own fire.

A really disreputable state of affairs!

I never had such a time in my life. I was bitterly cold when I first got up — it had been freezing all night — but I was hot enough long before I had a fire. The thing would not burn. There was a gas stove in the kitchen, I could manage that all right, to a certain extent — though it made an abominable smell, which I had not noticed when Mrs Baines had been on the premises — but I could not spend all Christmas Day crouching over half a dozen gas jets. Not to speak of the danger of asphyxiation, which, judging from the horrible odour, appeared to me to be a pretty real one. I wanted coal fires in my own rooms, or, at least, in one of them. But the thing would not behave in a reasonable manner. I grew hot with rage, but the grate remained as cold as charity.

I live in a flat — Badminton Mansions — endless staircases, I don’t know how many floors, and not a Christian within miles. I had a dim notion, I don’t know how I got it, but I had a dim notion that a person of the charwoman species ascended each morning to a flat somewhere overhead to do — I had not the faintest idea what, but the sort of things charwomen do do. Driven to the verge of desperation — consider the state I was in, no fire, no breakfast, no nothing, except that wretched gas stove, which I was convinced that I should shortly have to put out if I did not wish to be suffocated — it occurred to me, more or less vaguely, that if I could only intercept that female I might induce her, by the offer of a substantial sum, to put my establishment into something like order. So, with a view of ascertaining if she was anywhere about, I went out on to the landing to look for her.

“Now,” I told myself, “I suppose I shall have to stand in this condition” — I had as nearly as possible blacked myself all over— “for a couple of hours outside my own door and then she won’t come.”

No sooner had I shown my unwashed face outside than I became conscious that a child — a girl — was standing at the open door of the flat on the opposite side of the landing. I was not going to retreat from a mere infant; I declined even to notice her presence, though I became instantly aware that she was taking the liveliest interest in mine. I looked up and down, saw there were no signs of any charwoman, and feeling that it would be more dignified to return anon — when that child had vanished — was about to retire within my own precincts, when — the child addressed me.

“I wish you a merry Christmas.”

I was really startled. The child was a perfect stranger to me. I just glanced across at her, wishing that I was certain if what I felt upon my nose actually was soot, and replied — with sufficient frigidity, — 

“Thank you. Your wish is obliging. But there is not the slightest chance of my having a merry Christmas, I give you my word of honour.”

My intention was to — metaphorically — crush the child, but she was not to be crushed. I already had my back to her, when she observed, — 

“I am so sorry. Are you in any trouble?”

I turned to her again.

“I don’t know what you call trouble, but on a morning like this I am without a fire and it seems extremely probable that I shall have to remain without one.”

“No fire!” Even from across the landing I was conscious that that child’s eyes were opened wider. “Why, it’s freezing. Haven’t you any coals or wood?”

“Oh, yes, I’ve plenty of coals and wood, but what’s the good of them if they won’t burn?”

“Won’t burn? Why ever won’t they burn?”

“I don’t know why they won’t burn — you’d better ask ’em.”

I am altogether without a clear impression of how it happened. I can only say that that child came across the landing, and, as I returned into my own quarters, she came after me — quite uninvited. We moved to the dining-room, the scene of my futile efforts. She regarded the recalcitrant grate with thoughtful gaze. It began to be borne in on me that she was rather a nice-looking child, with brown hair, and a great deal of it, and big brown eyes. Presently she said, — 

“I have seen people make a fire.”

Which was an absurd remark. I snubbed her.

“I don’t know that there’s anything remarkable in that. I also have seen people make a fire.”

“One would never think it to look at that grate.”

“What’s the matter with the grate?”

“It’s too full of everything. To make a fire you begin with paper.”

“Haven’t I begun with paper? There are at least six newspapers at the bottom of that grate; it’s stuffed full of paper.”

“That’s just it; I believe it’s stuffed too full. And I feel sure that you don’t want to start with a whole forest full of wood. And it looks to me as if you had emptied a whole scuttle full of coals on the top of all the rest.”

“I have.”

“Then how ridiculous of you. How can you expect it to burn? I think I can show you how it ought to be.”

She showed me. I ought not to have let her; I do not need to be told that, but I did. I held the scuttle while she put back into it nearly all the coal; then she removed about five-sixths of the wood and nine-tenths of the paper, and started to lay that fire all over again. And she kept talking all the time.

“Have you had your breakfast?”

“I emphatically haven’t.”

“I haven’t had any either.”

It struck me that there was a suggestiveness about her tone.

“I’m afraid I can’t ask you to share mine.”

“Why? Haven’t you any food?”

“Oh, I daresay there’s food, but — it wants cooking.

“Well, let’s cook it! Oh, do let’s cook it! I should so love to cook my own breakfast; I never have; it would be just like a picnic.”

“I don’t know that I care for picnics; I’m too old.”

“I’ve seen people older than you are.” I felt flattered; I am not so very old after all. “What have you got? Have you any eggs?”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if I have some eggs.”

“Then, to begin with, we’ll say eggs. How shall we cook them?”

“Boil them.”

“Couldn’t we fry them? I’m rather fond of fried eggs.”

“So far as I’m concerned I’m sure we couldn’t fry them.”

“I’m afraid I might make rather a mess of it. Then we’ll say boiled eggs. What else — bacon?”

“I imagine that there may be bacon.”

“Then we’ll say eggs and bacon; that’ll be lovely. Don’t you like bacon?”

“I don’t object to it — occasionally — if it’s properly cooked.”

“How do you like it cooked?”

“I haven’t a notion. I’ve never even seen anyone cook bacon.”

“I don’t think I have either. But we’ll see what we can do. And cocoa?”

“No cocoa. I doubt if there’s any in the place. And we won’t say coffee. I don’t believe there are more than half a dozen people in the world who can make good coffee. And I feel convinced that I’m not one of them.”

“I don’t care for coffee. We’ll say tea — and toast.”

“I think I could make some toast, if pressed.”

“I’m glad you can do something. You see; now the fire’s going to burn. Where’s the pantry? Let’s go and look what’s in it.”

The fire certainly did show signs of an intention to behave as a fire ought to. I don’t know how she had done it, it seemed simple enough, but there it was. Feeling more and more conscious that my conduct was altogether improper, not to say ridiculous, I led that child from the dining-room, across the kitchen, to the receptacle where Mrs Baines keeps her store of provisions. She looked round and round and I knew she was not impressed.

“There doesn’t seem to be very much to eat, does there?”

The same thing had struck me. The shelves seemed full of emptiness, and there was nothing hanging from the hooks. Still, as coming from an entire stranger, the remark was not in the best of taste.

“You see,” I explained, feebly enough, “it’s Christmas.”

That child’s eyes opened wider than ever; I was on the point of warning her that if she went on like that they would occupy the larger part of her face.

“Of course it’s Christmas. Do you suppose that I don’t know it’s Christmas? That’s just the reason why you should have more to eat than ever. Some people eat more at Christmas than they do during all the rest of the year put together.”

This was such a truly astonishing statement to make that, unless I wished to enter into a preposterous argument, I had nothing to say. I also realised that it did not become me to enter at any length, to a mere child — and she an utter stranger! — into the reasons why, at Christmas, it had come to pass that my larder did not happen to be so well filled as it might have been. I merely endeavoured to pin her to the subject in hand.

“There are eggs and bacon and bread, and I believe there’s tea — all the materials for the morning meal. I don’t know what else you require.”

“That’s true — that’s quite true. There are eggs in three different baskets; I expect one basket’s for cooking eggs, one for breakfast eggs and one for new-laid. We’ll have new-laid. How many shall we have? Could you eat two?”

“I have been known to eat two; especially when, on occasions like the present, breakfast has been about two hours late.”

“Then we’ll have two each. Then there’s the bacon; fortunately it’s already cut into rashers, but — how shall we cook it? I know!” She clapped her hands. “I’ll fetch Marjorie!”

“Marjorie!” As she uttered the name I was conscious of a curious fluttering sensation, which was undoubtedly the result of the irregular proceedings. I had known a person of that name myself once, but it was absurd to suppose that the fluttering had anything to do with that. “Who’s Marjorie?”

“Marjorie’s my sister, of course.” I did not see any of course about it, but I had too much self-respect to say so. “She’s ever so fond of cooking; she’s a splendid cook. I’ll go and get her to cook that bacon.”

Before I could stop her she was off; the child moved like lightning. What I ought to have done would have been to slam my front door and refuse to open it again. Who was Marjorie? Extraordinary how at the mere mental repetition of the name that fluttering returned. Her sister? She might be a young woman of two or three-and-twenty. I could not allow strange persons of that description to cook my bacon, with me in my dressing-gown and soot upon my nose.

I am practically persuaded that I was nearly on the point of closing the front door, with a view — so to speak — of not opening it again during the whole of the day, when that child returned, with another child a little taller than herself. This child had black hair, dark blue eyes, and was as self-possessed a young person as I ever yet encountered; grave as a judge — graver! She looked me straight in the face, with her head inclined just a little forward.

“I beg your pardon. It seems curious that I should call on you without even knowing your name, but my sister Kathleen told me that you were in rather a trouble about your breakfast, so I thought I would come and see if I could help you.”

“That’s — that’s very good of you. Will — will you both of you breakfast with me?”

I wasn’t one quarter so self-possessed as she was; indeed, I was all of a quiver.

“Kathleen tells me that she has already consented to do so, and I should be very pleased to join her. Now, Kathleen, where is that bacon you spoke about?”

They went into the pantry and took matters into their own hands as if the place belonged to them and as if they had been cooking my breakfasts for years. I positively felt in the way, and hinted as much — with an inclination to stammer.

“Perhaps — perhaps you’ll be able to do without my assistance.”

The young woman was quite clear upon that subject, and did not hesitate to say so.

“Thank you; I would much rather be without your assistance. I don’t care to have men meddle in domestic matters.”

She spoke as if she had been fifty instead of perhaps twelve. I wondered if she had her sentiments from her mother; I could have sworn she had them from someone.

“Then in that case I might — I might have a wash and — and put myself into another coat.”

She looked me up and down with something in her air which was not suggestive of approval.

“I’m sure you might. You don’t look at all tidy; not in the least like Christmas Day. Only please be ready in five minutes.”

I was, so was the bacon; everything was ready in that five minutes. I do not know how they did it, those two children, but they did. There was the table laid, places for three, and we three sat down to an excellent meal. Marjorie served the bacon. I have tasted a good deal worse, mind you, and the plates were hot! Kathleen poured out the tea, and I ate and drank and looked on, and wondered how it all had happened. Presently Marjorie asked a question.

“Have you had any Christmas presents yet?”

“No, I can’t say that I have, not just yet, but — my goodness!” An idea occurred to me. “A most extraordinary thing; do you know, I was positively forgetting to give you two people your Christmas presents.”

Both looked at me, their faces notes of exclamation. Marjorie spoke.

“You can’t really have presents for us — not really. I daresay half an hour ago you didn’t know we were in the world.”

“Can’t I? Such an observation simply shows the limitations of your knowledge.”

I rose from the table; I left the room. When I returned I had a parcel in either arm.

“Now if those two parcels don’t contain the very Christmas presents you want, then all I can say is, I have misjudged your wants entirely and beg to apologise.”

You should have seen their countenances! their looks of wonder when inside each parcel was discovered a doll, the very finest and largest article of the kind that could be procured, although I say it. Of course they had been meant for Popham’s girls, but more dolls could be bought for them and sent on afterwards. In the meantime those two young women were in a state of almost dangerous agitation.

“Why,” cried Marjorie, “mine has black hair and blue eyes!”

“And mine has brown hair and brown eyes!”

“You dear!”

They said this both together. Then they precipitated themselves at me, and they kissed me — absolute strangers! Then the dolls had breakfast with us. Each sat on a chair beside its proprietor, and I, as it were, sat in the centre of the four. I have seldom assisted at a livelier meal. We laughed and we talked, and we ate and we drank, and we fed the dolls — those dolls had both a large and an indigestible repast. I felt convinced they would suffer for it afterwards. And in the midst of it all I heard a strange voice; at least it was strange to me.

“I beg ten thousand pardons, but I couldn’t think what had become of those children — I thought I heard their voices. What are they doing here?”

I looked up and there, standing in the open doorway, was a lady; a young lady, a charming, and, indeed, a pretty young lady. Those two young women flung themselves at her as they had flung themselves at me; only, if anything, more so.

“Mamma! mamma! just look at our dolls! Aren’t they beautiful? And when you lay them down they shut their eyes and say good-night.”

The lady was their mamma; exactly the right sort of mamma for them to have. I explained, and she explained, and it was all explained. By a most amazing coincidence she was in almost the same plight as I was. She was a Mrs Heathcote; had recently come with her two girls from India; had taken the flat opposite mine in the expectation of her husband joining her by Christmas Day, instead of which his ship had been delayed in the Suez Canal, or somewhere, somehow, and he could not possibly reach her for at any rate a day or two. And on the previous day, Christmas Eve, her cook had behaved in the most abominable manner, and had had to be sent packing, and her sympathetic friend, the housemaid, had gone with her, so that on Christmas Day Mrs Heathcote was positively left without a soul to do a thing for her; precisely my condition. She had gone out to see if temporary help could be procured, and during her absence those two daughters of hers had slipped across to me. She had found no help, so that she had to deal with precisely the same problem which confronted me. She had breakfast with us — and the dolls! — Marjorie explaining that it was she who had cooked the bacon, and in an amazingly short space of time we were all of us on terms of the most delightful sociability.

I insisted that they must all go out with me to lunch at a restaurant. It might not seem to promise much entertainment to have to go for a meal to a place of the kind on Christmas Day, but the girls were delighted. It is my experience that most children like feeding in public, I don’t know why, and when pressed their mother was willing, so I was charmed.

“Now,” I observed, “that it is settled we are to go somewhere, the question is — where?”

“May I choose?” asked Mrs Heathcote.

“My dear madam, if you only would, you would confer on me a really great favour. On the subject of the choice of a restaurant I consider a lady’s opinion to be of the very first importance.”

That was not, perhaps, the whole truth, but on such matters, at such moments, one need not be a stickler. She smiled — she had an uncommonly pleasant smile; it reminded me of someone, somewhere, though I could not think who. She rested her elbows on the table, placing her hands palm to palm.

“Then I say Ordino’s.”

When she said that I had a shock. I stared.

“Excuse me — what — what did you say?”

She smiled again.

“I suppose you’ll think I’m silly, and I daresay you’ve never heard of the place, and I myself don’t know where it is, and anyhow it mayn’t be at all nice — mind I’m not giving it any sort of character. But if the place is still in existence, since it is Christmas Day and we are to lunch at a restaurant, if the choice is left to me, I say again — Ordino’s.”

“May I ask if you’ve any special reason for — for choosing this particular place?”

There was an interval of silence before she answered. Although I had purposely turned my back to her I had a sort of feeling that there was an odd look upon her face.

“Yes, I have a special reason, in a sort of a way. When we’ve lunched perhaps I’ll tell it you. If the lunch has been a very bad one then you’ll say — quite rightly — that you’ll never again rely upon a woman’s reason where a restaurant’s concerned.”

It was — I had to hark back into my forgotten mental lumber to think how many years it was since I had entered Ordino’s door. I had told myself that I would never enter it again. And yet here was this stranger suddenly proposing that I should visit it once more, on Christmas Day of all days in the year. Why, the last time I fed there — the very last time — it was a Christmas Day.

I should write myself down a fool were I to attempt to describe the feelings with which I set about that Christmas morning’s entertainment. We lunched at Ordino’s. It was within half a mile of where I lived, and yet I had never seen or passed it since. The street in which it was had been to me as if it were shut at both ends. If a cabman had wanted to take me down that way I had stopped him, even though it meant another sixpence.

It had scarcely changed, either within or without. As the four of us trooped inside — six with the dolls, for the dolls went out to lunch with us — I had an eerie sort of sensation that it was only yesterday that I was there. The same window with the muslin curtain drawn across; the same small room with the eight or ten marble tables; the same high desk, and if it was not the same woman who was seated at it then she was a very decent imitation.

“What a queer little place it seems.”

Mrs Heathcote said this as we stood looking about for a table.

“Yes, it does seem queer.”

It did — for a reason I was not disposed to explain. I chose the same table — that is, the table next to the desk in which the woman sat. As might have been expected, we had the place to ourselves, and the whole services of the one waiter. I fancy that the establishment provided us with a tolerable meal; the cooking always had been decent at Ordino’s. Judging from the way in which the others despatched the fare which was set before us, the tradition still survived. So far as I was personally concerned I was scarcely qualified to criticise. Each mouthful “gave me furiously to think;” I thought between the mouthfuls; never before had I had a meal so full of thinking. My guests were merry enough; those two young women were laughing all the time.

At last we came to the dessert. “Madam,” I began, “have you been badly treated or well?”

“Excellently treated, thank you. I think it has all been capital, only I’m afraid you haven’t had your proper share.”

“Oh, yes, I have had my proper portion and to spare. Is it allowable to ask you to gratify my curiosity by telling me for what special reason you chose Ordino’s?”

She toyed with a pear which she was peeling.

“You will laugh at me.”

“There will be no malice in my laughter if I do.”

“Then the story is not mine.”

“Whose then?”

“It’s about my sister — Marjorie.”

I gripped the edge of the table, but she did not notice, she was peeling her pear. Her daughters were occupied with their dolls. They were teaching them the only proper way in which to consume a banana. Judging from his contortions the one waiter seemed to find the proceedings as good as a play.

“You have a sister whose name is Marjorie?”

“Oh, yes, she is all the relations I have.”

“Marjorie what?”

“Marjorie Fleming.” Then I knew that a miracle had happened. “My eldest girl is named after her.” I might have guessed it; I believe I did. “She’s the dearest creature in the world, but she hasn’t had the very best of times.”

I said nothing, having nothing to say. I waited for her to go on, which presently she did do, dreamily, as she peeled her pear.

“Do you know that it was in this place — I suppose in this very room — perhaps at this very table, that her life was spoilt one Christmas Day.”

“How — how spoilt?”

It seemed as if my tongue had shrivelled in my mouth.

“What is it that spoils a woman’s life?”

“How should I know?”

“I thought that everyone knew what spoils a woman’s life — even you cynical bachelors.” Cynical bachelors! I was beginning to shiver as if each word she uttered was a piece of ice slipped down my back. “Different people write it different ways, but it’s all summed up in the same word in the end — a lover.”

“I thought that it was a lover who is supposed to make a woman’s life the perfect thing it ought to be.”

“He either makes or mars it. In my sister’s case he — marred it.”

“A woman’s life is not so easily spoilt.”

“Hers was. All in a moment. It was years and years ago, but it’s with her still — that moment. I know, I know! Poor Marjorie! The whole of her life worth living is in the land of ghosts.”

My heart stopped beating. The sap in my veins was dried. It seemed as if the world was slipping from me. All Marjorie’s life worth living was in the land of ghosts? Why, then, we were in the land of ghosts together!

“She told me the story once, and only once, but I’ve never forgotten it — never; a woman never does forget that kind of story, and I’m sure Marjorie never will. I know it’s just as present to her now as if it had only happened yesterday. Dear Marjorie! You don’t know what a dear sister my sister is. Although, in those days, she was only a young girl, she lived alone in London. Our father and mother died when we were children. She was full of dreams of becoming a great artist; they are gone now, with the other dreams. She had a lover, who was jealous of her artist friends. They had lovers’ tiffs. They used often to come to this place. They came here together one Christmas Day, of all days in the year. And it is because of what happened on that Christmas Day that Ordino’s Restaurant has been to me a sort of legend, a shrine which had to be visited when occasion offered. They quarrelled. Marjorie told me that she never could remember just how the quarrel began, and I believe her. Quarrels, especially between a man and a woman, spring out of nothing often and often. They grew furiously hot. Suddenly, in his heat, he said something which no man ever ought to say to any woman, above all to the woman whom he loves. Marjorie stood up. She laid on the table the locket he had just given her — a Christmas gift — with, in it, his portrait and hers. And she said, ‘I return you your locket. Presently, when I get home, I will return all that you have given me. I never wish to see you, or to hear from you, again.’ And she went towards the entrance, he doing nothing to stop her. As she opened the door she saw him stand up and give the locket, her locket, to the woman who sat at the desk, as that woman is sitting now, and he said, in tones which he evidently intended that she should hear, ‘Madam, permit me to beg your acceptance of this locket. Since it is associated with someone whom I wish I had never met, you will do me a great favour by relieving me of its custody.’ Marjorie waited to hear no more. She went out, alone, into the street, that Christmas Day, and she has never seen him since or heard if he is alive or dead.”

I was speechless. I could only sit and stare at the ghosts who stared at me.

All at once “the woman who sat at the desk,” as Mrs Heathcote had put it, came down from her place and stood beside us.

“Madam,” she exclaimed, in what struck me, even then, as tones of singular agitation, “it is a miracle, a true miracle. You must forgive me, I could not help but listen; my parents have told me the story many and many a time. It all happened as you have said. It was to my mother the locket was given. She wished very much not to take it, but the young gentleman, he was very excited, and at last, to avoid a scene, my father said to her, ‘At least in your keeping it will be safe; worse might befall it than to be left in your hands. These foolish young people will make it up again. Presently they will return; you will be able to give back the locket to its proper owner.’ But they did not return, neither the one nor the other, never, not once! At last my mother died; the locket came to me. She wished that when I was in the desk I should always carry it as she had done, for she believed that, at last, there would arrive a day when one or the other would return and the locket would be restored. Madam, here is the locket. I entreat you to permit me to beg you to return it to your sister, to whom it properly belongs.”

The speaker held out something which I vaguely recognised as the locket of that eventful Christmas Day, which I had purchased with such loving thought and tender carefulness, and of which I had rid myself in such a storm of rage. Mrs Heathcote stared alternately at it and at the woman who for so long had held it, as a sacred charge, in such safe keeping, as if its sudden appearance had robbed her of her power of speech. I was conscious that someone had come into the place. Instantly those two young persons — who were still instructing their dolls in the proper manner of eating a banana — tore off towards the door, crying, at the top of their voices, — 

“Father! father! Oh, mother, here’s father!”

And all at once Mrs Heathcote went pushing past me, then I knew that she was in the arms of a man with a beard — I believe she was crying! — and exclaiming, — 

“Robert, have you dropped from the skies?”

“No,” he responded, reasonably enough, “I’ve merely dropped in from the overland route. I made up my mind I’d get at you somehow by Christmas Day, and I have. But before I was allowed to go to you, where I supposed you to be, I was made to come here. For some mysterious reason of her own that sister of yours, before she went anywhere else, insisted on visiting Ordino’s Restaurant; for an explanation, if you want one, I can only refer you to Marjorie.”

Marjorie! Behind him was a woman whose face, whose form, whose everything I knew. It seemed that “the woman who sat at the desk” recognised her also. She held out the locket.

“Madam, allow me to have the happiness to return to you your locket. That it is yours I am sure because of your portrait which is in it. You have scarcely altered at all since the day it was taken.”

I snatched it from her.

“Give it to me!” I stormed. “Since, through all these years, it has been held in such safe keeping, Marjorie, won’t you take your locket back again?”

She had never moved her eyes from off my face, just as I had kept mine on hers. She moved a little forward. And — then I had her in my arms and her cheek was next to mine, and the locket was in her hand, and — we both of us were crying — I admit it.... Oh, yes, it was a miracle of grace and healing, since by the grace of God the open wound was healed. For us — for Marjorie and me — the life worth living is no longer in the land of ghosts. We are living it now, together; dear wife! together.

And it is universally admitted that we are the best customers Ordino’s Restaurant has. Those two young persons have been there again and again since then, with their dolls, whom they are still instructing in the proper manner of eating a banana. I should be afraid to estimate how many bananas they have themselves consumed in the process of instruction. And to think that that Christmas miracle all came about because that child intruded herself into my apartments — actually! — with a view of showing me how to make a fire!

In itself, was that not a miracle too?


OUR MUSICAL COMEDY

“I forbid you to do it!”

Of course when George said that, with such an air, and in such a tone, I should have been perfectly justified in making an end of everything. The idea of his actually ordering me, when we had been engaged scarcely any time at all, was really too much. But I remembered what was due to myself and — I think! — behaved beautifully. I was merely crushing.

“You will remember, if you please, that, at present, I am not your wife. And may I ask if you propose to speak to me like that when I am?”

“I trust that whenever I see you contemplating a false step I shall always use my influence to endeavour to persuade you not to take it.”

“Persuasion is one thing — ordering is quite another.”

It all began with the private theatricals in aid of the parochial charities. Almost for the first time since I had been in the place people seemed to have found out my existence. It was the rector’s son — Frank Spencer — who was the actual discoverer. I really believe it was that fact which George did not like. Mr Spencer came and said that they were going to have theatricals and would I take part in them? I told him that I had never acted in my life. He declared that they could not do without me. I explained that I did not see how that could be, since I had not had the least experience, and, indeed, doubted if I should not make a complete spectacle of myself and spoil everything. He replied that it was ridiculous to talk like that — which I thought was rather rude of him, since he was sure that I should make a first-rate actress — though I could not even guess what made him sure; and everybody was certain that the whole thing would be an utter failure without me — then look how the parochial charities would suffer! I confess that I did not understand why everybody should take that view; though, on the other hand, I did not want the charities to languish on my account, and — well, I may as well own it — I rather liked the idea. I thought it was not half a bad one. Because I never had acted was no reason why I never should; at any rate, it occurred to me that it would be capital fun to try.

So when I informed Mr Spencer that I would consider the matter, I fancy that I rather conveyed the impression that my consideration might have a favourable issue.

Then the trouble began. George objected. When I wrote and told him that I was thinking of taking part in an amateur dramatic performance in aid of some most deserving charities, which were much in need of help, he sent me back a letter which rather surprised me. In the course of it he observed that there was a great deal too much of that sort of thing about — if that were so then certainly hitherto none of it had come my way; that not seldom amateur theatricals were but a cloak for something about which the less said the better — what he meant I had not the least idea; that they were generally exhibitions of incompetent vanity — which was not exactly a pleasant remark to make; that he could not understand how any sane person could wish to be connected with proceedings which, as a rule, were merely the outcome of a desire for vulgar notoriety. He concluded by remarking that while he had not the slightest desire to bias my judgment, of which, as I was aware, he had the highest opinion, at the same time he hoped that I would consider very carefully what he had said before arriving at a final decision.

Two days afterwards I met Mr Spencer, and he overpersuaded me. It is not to be denied that he had a most persuasive manner, and was, decidedly, not bad-looking; though, of course, that had nothing to do with it. It was the moving fashion in which he depicted the lamentable condition of the Coal Club, and the Clothing Club, and the Soup Kitchen, and that kind of thing, which induced me to promise to do all that I could for the Good Cause.

Still, when later Mr Spencer informed me that it was suggested that A Pair of Knickerbockers should be one of the pieces, and I had read it, and understood that it was proposed I should play Mrs Melrose to his Mr Melrose, I admit that I was taken aback. It was at this point that George came on the scene. When he heard, there was quite a storm.

“Do you actually propose to appear upon the public stage attired in a pair of knickerbockers?”

“Do you call the Assembly Room at the ‘Lion’ the public stage?” I asked.

“I do, since anyone will be admitted who chooses to pay at the door.”

“I’m sure there’s nothing wrong in the piece or the rector wouldn’t allow it to be played.”

“The rector! You’re not engaged to the rector, you’re engaged to me, and I forbid you to do it.”

It was then I made that crushing retort about not being his wife yet. Still, at the bottom of my heart I felt that there was reason in what he said. I doubt if any girl ever has looked well — really well! — in knickerbockers, and I was sure that they would not suit me. I had not the faintest intention of appearing either in public or private in any garment of any kind whatever which I knew would make me look a fright. So I made a great show of my willingness to meet George’s wishes on every possible occasion, and promised that I would not act in A Pair of Knickerbockers. He was delighted, and — well, we had rather a nice time.

When I told Mr Spencer of my decision I quite expected that he would not like it. On the contrary, he did not seem to mind in the least; indeed, he seemed to be almost relieved.

“That decides it!” he exclaimed. “Your refusal is the last straw; it brings me to the sticking point; now I have made up my mind.”

Then he made of me a confidant.

It appeared that he was a dramatist; he had written a play. It was most interesting. He had sent it to the manager of every theatre in London, and to a good many out of London too, and not one of them would bring it out. Which showed that there was something in it.

“Because,” as he explained, “it’s notorious that a man who’s an outsider, and by that I mean one who wasn’t born on the stage, or doesn’t own a newspaper, or fifty thousand a year, or a handle to his name, has no more chance of getting a decent play accepted than he has of flying to the moon. If this play of mine was piffle, or the usual kind of stodge, then it might have a chance of being produced. The mere fact that it has not been produced, and probably never will be, proves that it is out of the common ruck.”

He looked so handsome as he said this, and so full of scorn for the people who were incapable of seeing merit when it stared them in the face, that I felt a wave of sympathy sweep over me.

“Not that it matters,” he continued. “In this world nothing matters.”

It seemed rather a sweeping assertion. But I understood the bitterness which called it forth. So, with one fleeting glance out of the corner of my eye to let him know that there was one who comprehended, I suffered him to go on. And he went on.

“However, where there’s a will there’s a way, and when a man’s set on gaining his end it’s hard to stop him — if he is a man! There’s more roads lead to Rome than one. My play shall see the light in the same fashion that many a work of genius has done before. Who knows how and where Shakespeare’s first play was produced? We’ll act it at the ‘Lion.’”

“How splendid!” I exclaimed.

“Mind you,” he added with a modesty which did him credit, “I don’t say that my play’s a work of genius.”

“But I’m sure it is.”

He shook his head.

“Frankly, it’s not. In fact, it’s a musical comedy in one act.”

“But a musical comedy may be a work of genius.”

He regarded me with what I felt almost amounted to an air of mystery.

“Did you ever know a musical comedy that was?”

“Yours may be an exception to the rule.”

He suddenly seemed to make up his mind to adopt an air of perfect frankness.

“I know whereabouts my piece is as well as anyone living, and I give you my word it’s not a work of genius. It’s a kind of a go-as-you-please sort of thing; you’ll see what I mean when you’ve read it.”

I did see; or, rather, it would be more correct to say that I did not see. I told him so when we met again.

“I found it so difficult to make out what it’s all about; it seems so vague. Nothing that anybody does seems to have any connection with anything that anybody else does.”

The way in which he received my criticism was charming; he did not show the slightest sign of being hurt.

“You think that’s a fault?” he said.

“It does appear to be rather a disadvantage. You know when people go to the theatre they like to have some idea of what they’re looking at.”

“I suppose they do. The fact is, that that’s where the trouble was — I got stuck. When anyone had been doing anything I couldn’t think what they ought to do next, so I started someone else doing something else instead. That’s why I said it was a kind of a go-as-you-please. You observe I call it A Lover’s Quarrel. Don’t you think it’s rather a good title?”

“It’s not a bad title. But I don’t understand which the lovers are supposed to be, or where the quarrel comes in.”

“Perhaps not. You see the title was used in a sort of general sense.” A bright idea seemed all at once to strike him. I was beginning to suspect that that was a kind of thing which did not strike him very often. “I tell you what — you’ve got the dramatic instinct — couldn’t you give me a hint or two? What I want is a collaborator.”

I felt convinced that he wanted something.

“Of course, I’m quite without experience. I think you’re rash in crediting me with a dramatic instinct. I’m not sure that I even know what you mean. But I’ll look through it again and see if I can be of any use.”

“Do! and, mind you, do with it as you like; turn it inside out; cut it to pieces; anything! I know you’ll make a first-rate thing of it. And I tell you what, we’ll announce ourselves as joint authors.”

In a weak moment — he certainly had very seductive eyes! — I yielded what amounted to a tacit consent. I read his play again, and came to the conclusion that while, as it stood, it was absolute rubbish, it yet contained that of which something might be made. I re-wrote the thing from beginning to end. What a time I had while I was in the throes of composition! and what a time everyone else had who came within a mile of me! I was scarcely on speaking terms with a single creature, and when anyone tried to speak to me I felt like biting them.

When it was finished Mr Spencer was in ecstasies.

“It’s splendid! magnificent! there’s nothing like it on the London stage!” I admit that I thought that that was possible. “There’s no mistake about it, not the slightest shred of a scintilla of doubt, we’ve written a masterpiece!”

The “we” was good, and as for the “masterpiece,” it was becoming plainer and plainer that Mr Frank Spencer was one of those persons who are easily pleased; which, as that sort is exceedingly rare, was, after all, a fault on the right side.

“Everybody,” he went on, “will be enraptured with it; they won’t be able to help it; they’re absolutely bound to be.”

I wished I felt as certain of that as he did. Indeed I doubted so much if rapture would represent the state of mind of a certain gentleman that, in the daily letter which I always wrote to him, I never even hinted that I was engaged on a work of collaboration; though, for a time, that work filled my mind to the extinction of everything else.

“Now,” continued my co-author, “the thing is to cast it, and, mind you, this will want casting, this will; no round pegs in square holes. We don’t want to have a fine play spoilt by anyone incapable; everyone will have to be as good as we can get.”

Although he spoke as if it would be a task of the most delicate kind — and, for my part, I did not see how, in the neighbourhood of West Marden, we were going to cast it at all; yet, in actual practice he seemed to me to make nothing of the matter. When he came with what he called the “proposed cast” I was really amazed.

“Do you seriously mean, Mr Spencer, that these are the people whom you suggest should act in our play?”

“Certainly. I’ve thought this thing out right to the bed-rock, and I assure you that we couldn’t do better. Of course, you must remember that I shall do a good bit myself. I fancy you’ll be surprised when you see me act. I haven’t much voice, but it isn’t voice, you know, that’s wanted in this sort of thing; and though I can’t say that I’m a regular dancer I can throw my feet about in a way that’ll tickle ’em. And then there’s you — you’ll be our winning card; the star of the evening. You’ll carry off the thing on your own shoulders, with me to help you. The others, they’ll just fill in the picture, as it were.”

“I do hope, Mr Spencer, that you won’t rely on me too much. I’ve told you, again and again, that I’ve never acted in my life, and have not the faintest notion if I can or can’t.”

Putting his hands into his trouser pockets he tried to patronise me as if he were a wiseacre of two hundred instead of a mere child of twenty.

“My dear Miss Wilson, I know an actress when I see one.”

“You have an odd way of expressing yourself. I hope that you don’t mean that when you see me you see an actress; because I assure you that I trust that you do nothing of the kind.”

I wondered what George would think and say if he heard that hare-brained young simpleton accusing me of looking like an actress.

“You give my words a wrong construction. I only meant to express my profound conviction that in your hands everything will be perfectly safe.”

“I can only say, Mr Spencer, that I hope you’re right, because when I think of some of the people whose names you have put upon this piece of paper I have my doubts. I see you have Mrs Lascelles to act Dora Egerton, who is supposed to be a young girl, and who has to both sing and dance. I should imagine that Mrs Lascelles never sang a note; her speaking voice is as hoarse as a crow’s. And as for dancing, why, she must weigh I don’t know what, and is well past forty.”

“There’s nothing else Mrs Lascelles could act.”

“Nothing else she could act! Act! I’m perfectly convinced that she can’t act anything.”

Mr Spencer winked, which was a reprehensible habit — one of several which I was meaning to tell him I objected to.

“She’ll take two rows of reserved seats.”

“Indeed, is that her qualification? Then am I to take it that the qualifications of all the rest of the people whom you have down on your piece of paper are of a similar kind?”

His manner immediately became confidential; he was very fond of becoming confidential. It was a fondness which I was commencing to perceive that it might become advisable to check before it went too far. There were moments when I never knew what he was going to say. I felt that he might say anything.

“You see, between ourselves, on the strict QT, it’s like this; if we want to make the show the howling success it ought to be, what we’ve got to do is to see that everyone in the cast represents money.”

“I don’t understand.”

I did not.

“Oh, yes, you do; only — I know!” He winked again; there was positively an impertinent twinkle in his eye. “You can see as far through a brick wall as anybody, when you like, only sometimes you don’t like. What we’ve got to do is to fill the Assembly Rooms with money, and with more money, mind you, than the room holds. And the way to do that is to get the people to act whose names I have got down on that piece of paper.”

“I still don’t follow you. However, since you are managing the affair I suppose it’s no business of mine. You are responsible for its success, not I.”

“Exactly; you’ve hit it! I am responsible, and you may take it from me that in a little matter of this sort I know my way about. It’s going to be a success — a bumper.”

In spite of his confidence, when we came to actual business, things did not begin auspiciously.

By way of a commencement, he read the piece to the people who were going to act it. He said that dramatists always did do so, and that it was necessary to do everything in regular order. The reading took place at Mrs Lascelles’s house, The Grange. I had not been in the house before, and from the manner in which she received me I inclined to the opinion that she would just as soon I had not come into it then. As I looked round the room I could not but feel that, for the performance of a musical comedy, Mr Spencer had gathered together a truly curious company. I began to wish that I had had no hand in the collaboration. Before he had finished the reading that wish took a very much more definite form.

He was not a good reader; that fact forced itself upon one’s attention before he had got through three lines. But had he been the finest reader in the world it would not have made a great deal of difference. A more dreadful set of people to read a musical comedy to one could not by any possibility imagine. The jokes — especially as he read them! — did not strike even me as being very good ones, and sometimes they were a little frivolous. What does one expect in a musical comedy? Had they been the finest jokes conceivable it would not have mattered. I do not believe there was a person present who could have seen a joke at all, even with the aid of a surgical operation. Each time there was a touch of frivolity the faces of the audience grew graver. And as for the songs! Everybody knows the kind of songs one does hear in musical comedies. The words are not suggestive of either Shakespeare or the musical glasses. I had planned mine on the same lines. There was one chorus which struck me as rather catchy.

“It tickled me so I had to smile;
I told the girl she was full of guile.
She said, ‘What ho!’
I replied, ‘Oh, no!
To put salt on my tail you must walk a mile!’”

I do not pretend that that’s poetry, or anything but nonsense. You expect nonsense in a musical comedy. But when Mr Spencer had read two verses, Mrs Parker, who is the wife of the chairman of our local bench, rose from her chair with an expression of countenance calculated to sour all the milk for miles around, and observed — in such a tone of voice! — 

“Excuse me, Mr Spencer. I must go. When I received your invitation I did not expect this kind of thing.”

“What kind of thing?”

Mr Spencer looked up with a start. It was rapidly becoming more and more obvious to me that he was one of those young men who are incapable of seeing even as far as the tips of their own noses. He had been stammering and stumbling on in apparently sublime unconsciousness of the sort of reception which our masterpiece was receiving. The singularity of Mrs Parker’s bearing seemed to take him entirely by surprise.

“May I ask, Mr Spencer, what you call the — stuff you have been reading?”

“Stuff? You mean the piece? It’s a musical comedy.”

“Indeed. I haven’t noticed any music yet, and as for comedy — there is none. It appears to me to be a mere tissue of meaningless vulgarity. Where did you get it from?”

“Miss Wilson and I wrote it together — that is, she did the greater part of it. In fact, Miss Wilson practically wrote it all.”

Which was true enough, but he need not have put it quite so emphatically just at that moment.

“Miss Wilson?” Mrs Parker put up her glasses and she looked at me. How she looked! “I have not the pleasure of Miss Wilson’s acquaintance, but I cannot help thinking that she might have been better employed.”

Then she went. Fancy my sensations!

Mr Spencer must have been pachydermatous. He seemed unable to feel either on his own account or on mine. Candid criticism of that ultra-candid sort was to him like water on a duck’s back. Directly Mrs Parker was out of the room he turned to Mrs Lascelles.

“I don’t think it’s so bad, do you? — considering!”

“Considering.” She said this with an accent for which I could have thrown something at her. That wretched boy only smiled. It seemed to be his role in life — to smile. Mrs Lascelles was good enough to add a sort of saving clause. “I daresay it will be better on the stage than it is off.”

Mr Spencer jumped at the opening.

“Of course! On the stage it will be simply ripping! It’s meant to be acted, not read; no good play ever reads well. The better it is the worse it reads.”

“This one doesn’t read well, does it? In any case I think you made a mistake in asking Mrs Parker to take part in a piece of the kind.”

“It was a mistake, wasn’t it?”

That young man beamed as if he were congratulating himself on having done something exceedingly clever. In return, Mrs Lascelles observed him with an air which was not exactly beaming.

“Frankly, Mr Spencer, I don’t see much of a part in the piece for me.”

As a matter of fact there was no part; there was just a song and a dance and nothing else. But I, personally, was convinced that that was too much. That extraordinary young man, however, put the matter in a way which staggered me.

“You see, Mrs Lascelles, it’s like this: your part at present is simply outlined — the outline has to be filled in. That’s the advantage of a piece like this, you can do that so easily. What I want is your idea of what you’d like the part to be, and then I’ll write it up. See what I mean?”

I did not see what he meant. Under the circumstances I think I was to be congratulated on having been able to hold my peace — till later.

The reading limped to a finish. Then came the chorus. So far as I was able to gather, not a creature thought anything of the play, and they thought still less of the parts which had been allotted them. Mr Spencer scattered promises like leaves in autumn. It made my ears burn to listen to him. I was not so pliable. For instance, Major Hardy came up to me to make some truly sensible remarks.

“Candidly, Miss Wilson” — everybody was candid, it was in the air— “my idea was that we should represent Hamlet. I don’t know if you are aware that I am by way of being a Shakespearian scholar. I have formed my own notion of the Prince of Denmark. I fancy that I might give shape and substance to that notion if I were allowed to read the part. I should have to read it. Between ourselves, my memory is so imperfect that I could never hope to get anything off by heart. You will therefore see that it is something of a jump to the — eh — kind of thing we have just been listening to. So far as I understand it is proposed that I should play a negro minstrel. Now Mrs Hardy would never permit me to black my face — never! She’d be afraid that it wouldn’t come off again. On some points she is extremely nervous. Could the part not be transformed into that of a Highland piper? I have the kilts, and I have the pipes, and I can do some remarkable things with the bagpipes when I am once fairly started. Sometimes it takes me a little time to get into my stride, apt to make two or three false starts, don’t you know; wind goes wrong or something, but really, people seem to find that the most amusing part of it.”

I informed him that the character could not be “transformed” into a Highland piper; that as for bagpipes, they were out of the question. I had heard of his “pipes.” He was fond of playing on them in remote portions of his grounds; people had mistaken them for foghorns. In fact, I tried to convey the impression that I was not to be trifled with. From the look which came on his face I fancy that, to a great extent, I succeeded.

What does anyone suppose was the first remark which Mr Spencer addressed to me when at last we were alone together? — with all the assurance in the world!

“Went off magnificently, didn’t it? I told you it would; with a regular bang!”

My attitude, when confronted by this amazing observation, was one of polar frigidity.

“I noticed the bang; it was one of those bangs which accompany a final explosion. Of course, I need scarcely observe that, so far as I am concerned, the whole affair is at an end.”

“Miss Wilson! you’re joking! You’re not going to let them see that you’re afraid of them?”

“Afraid! Mr Spencer, you use the most extraordinary language. Why should I be afraid? I beg to inform you that I am afraid of nothing, and of no one.”

“I’m sure of it! All you have to do is to show a bold front and you’ll do as you like with the lot of them.”

“So far I’ve not observed much of the bold front about you. You kowtow to everyone as if you liked nothing so much as being trampled on.”

“That’s diplomacy; bound to be diplomatic. This sort of thing always begins like this.”

“Does it? Then I wish you’d told me so at the beginning. I hate diplomacy.”

“Miss Wilson, you have the dramatic instinct—”

“Mr Spencer, I wish you wouldn’t talk nonsense. I believe you say that to everyone. I heard you tell Mrs Lascelles that when she appears on the stage she’ll hold the audience in the hollow of her hand.”

“So she will. She’s going to appear in short skirts. When they catch sight of her they’ll kill themselves with laughing.”

When he said that a dreadful suspicion flashed across my mind that he was making fun of us all, including me; having a joke at our expense. I had little doubt, after what I had seen and heard that afternoon, that he was perfectly capable of such disgraceful conduct. I did not hesitate to let him know at once what I suspected.

“Mr Spencer, is it your intention that we shall all of us make laughing-stocks of ourselves for your amusement? Because, if so, I beg to state that I, for one, decline. I heard what you said to Mrs Lascelles; I heard you tell her that she would make the hit of the piece.”

“So she will; a hit’s made in all kinds of ways.”

“Do you dare to tell me that all the while you were intentionally leading her on to making a complete idiot of herself?”

No eel that ever lived could compare with that young man for slipperiness. He always had an explanation handy — the more impossible the position the readier the explanation was.

“It’s like this. If people are bent on making fools of themselves, and will only bite your nose off if you try to stop them, what are you to do? I tell you that the burden of the piece will be on your shoulders and mine before the night comes round, and we’ll carry it off. But it’s no good telling people that now, it has to be managed. Let’s wait till they’ve got themselves into a fine old hole, and all the tickets are sold. All the country-side will crowd to see them make fools of themselves. Then, when they’ve muddled themselves into a state of semi-idiocy, they’ll come and beg us — as a favour — to do what they wouldn’t let us do at any price if we were to propose it now. You leave it to me. I’ve perhaps got a funny way of my own of doing things, but I’ve a knack of getting where I want at the end. You keep your eyes wide open and you’ll see some sport.”

He closed one of his eyes that very moment and winked at me again. It was clear enough that he was a reprehensible young rascal, and all the while there was a doubt at the back of my head as to whether he would not wind up by landing me in a disagreeable situation. But, as I think I have already said, he had such a way about him, and such a plausible air, and he really was so good-looking, that he actually succeeded in persuading me — after all that had already happened — to continue my connection with that miserable play.

We had the first rehearsal. Oh, dear, it was dreadful! Not only were we all at sixes and sevens — no one knew anything of his or her part, or had the faintest notion what to do — but not a creature seemed to have an idea of how to put matters even a little into shape. As for that Spencer boy, he was worse than useless. It seemed to me that he took either an imbecile or a malicious pleasure in making confusion worse confounded. As for order! Everybody was talking together, and as no one could get anyone to pay the least attention to what he or she was saying, by degrees some of them began to sulk.

“You ought,” I yelled to Mr Spencer when, for a moment, I succeeded in catching him by the coat sleeve, “for the first rehearsal to have called the principal performers only; we shall never get on like this.”

Although the piece was only in one act there was a long cast, and a tremendous chorus, besides no end of people who were just supposed to dress up and walk on and off. “Get half the parish on the stage, and the other half is bound to come and laugh at them” — that was Mr Spencer’s idea. The consequence was that that ridiculous little platform at the “Lion,” which was going to be the stage, was so crammed with people that there was scarcely room to move, so that the proceedings almost resembled a scrimmage in a game of Rugby football.

Miss Odger, who was standing by, heard what I said, although Mr Spencer apparently continued oblivious of my presence. Quite uninvited she answered for him.

“And pray, Miss Wilson, who would you describe as the principal performers? I suppose you, of course, are one.”

She certainly was not another, she was only in the chorus.

“Anyhow, Miss Odger, one would hardly speak of the members of the chorus as principals, would one?”

“Is that so? I had no idea. In my ignorance I thought we were all supposed to be equal. Since we are all doing our best I did not know that some of us were to be treated as inferiors. May, did you?”

She turned to Miss Taylor, who, I was aware, hated the sight of me, as her answer showed.

“Didn’t you know, my dear, that Miss Wilson not only wrote most of the piece, but proposes to act most of it too? I daresay she will let Mr Spencer do a little, but the rest of us, I imagine, are only to form a kind of background.”

“If that is the case the sooner it becomes generally known the better. Miss Wilson will find that she will be at liberty to do it all by herself, though she may have to do it without the background.”

It was no use my attempting to match myself against them at saying disagreeable things there, even had my dignity permitted it, which it did not. I simply walked away.

That rehearsal, which really never was a rehearsal at all, ended in something like a general squabble. Everybody went away on pretty bad terms with everybody else. I doubt if one single creature left that room in a good temper, except Frank Spencer. He seemed absolutely radiant. I should not have been a scrap surprised to learn that, directly the last of us was out of sight, he had to hold his hands to his sides to keep himself from bursting with laughter.

The next day, as regards my share in the proposed entertainment, there came the final straw in the shape of a visit from his mother. Such a visit! Mrs Spencer was an individual to whom I never had felt drawn. A little, fussy woman, with a fidgety manner, who was always tangling herself up in her own sentences. When she was announced, what she wanted with me I could not guess. It was with indescribable sensations that I gradually learnt.

“Miss Wilson,” she began, “you are an orphan.” I admitted it. From the way in which she was regarding me she might have been expecting me to deny it. “Therefore, much should be excused you. Providence does not wish us to press hardly on the motherless.” I did not know what she meant, or why she was nodding her head as if it were hung on springs. “My dear young lady, I would ask you to excuse me if, on this occasion, I speak in a manner calculated to show you that I appreciate your situation, if I ask you to regard me as if I were your mother.” I stared. I could not at all fancy Mrs Spencer as my mother. But that was only the beginning. What she proceeded to say next took my breath away. “I know my boy. I know his faults. I know his virtues. He has many fine qualities.” Had he? I could only say I had not noticed them. “But it has not been always altogether fortunate for him that he is such a universal favourite — especially with young women.” She looked at me in a style which made me go both hot and cold. “He has generous instincts; noble impulses; a natural inclination to do only what is right and proper. But — alas! — he is of a pliant disposition, as clay in the hands of the modeller; easily led astray.”

“Is that so? I am bound to admit that your son has not struck me as being a very vertebrate creature, but I don’t see what his peculiarities have to do with me.”

“Miss Wilson, I don’t like to hear you talk like that. I don’t like it.”

“Mrs Spencer!”

“It shows a callous disposition, especially in one who is, apparently, so young.”

“What do you mean?”

“You know what I mean perfectly well. Your own conscience is telling you, as you sit there, that you have taken advantage of his simplicity to induce my boy to do what he never would have done if he had been left alone.”

“Mrs Spencer! This is monstrous!”

“It is no use your jumping up from your chair in that excitable manner and raising your voice. I am here to do my duty as a mother, and as the wife of the rector of this parish. Already your machinations have created a scandal, and you have set the whole place by the ears. Can you deny that you have entangled my son in a dreadful business, the end and aim of which is to perform in public a stage play for which you are responsible?”

“I presume that you are aware that you are alluding to Mr Frank Spencer’s own musical comedy.”

“It is not straightforward of you to attempt to take up such an attitude, Miss Wilson. Is it not a fact that for the play — which Mrs Parker informs me is of an absolutely impossible kind—”

“Oh, Mrs Parker was your informant, was she?”

“Certainly. She was never more shocked in her life. To think that she should have been invited — actually invited! — to listen to such dreadful stuff!”

“It was your son who invited her; it was he who read the dreadful stuff, of which he is part author.”

“Miss Wilson, it is unworthy of you to try to put the blame upon my boy, who is a mere lad.”

“He’s older than I am.”

“In years, but we do not count by years only. I insist upon your telling me if for that dreadful play you are not principally, and practically, solely responsible?”

“I certainly have tried to make sense of your son’s nonsense.”

“And you really propose to perform it in public?”

“For the benefit of the parochial charities.”

“For the benefit of the parochial charities!” You should have seen the expression which was on her funny little face as she repeated my words. “Miss Wilson, you dare to say such a thing! When you are perfectly well aware that neither the rector nor I would ever permit a farthing of any money obtained by such means to be devoted to such a purpose!”

“This is the most extraordinary thing I ever heard. Don’t you know that the inception of the whole affair is your son’s? He came and begged me to take part in an entertainment in aid of the parochial charities; he forced me to read his wretched play—”

“Oh, Miss Wilson! Miss Wilson! How can you talk to me in such a manner!” She actually wrung her hands, or seemed to. “Your painful behaviour compels me to ask if it is a fact that you are engaged to be married?”

“I am, though I do not see what that has to do with the matter under discussion.”

“Then, under such circumstances, do you think it right and proper to encourage my poor boy?”

“Encourage your poor boy! I!”

I thought when she said that, that I should have had a fit.

“He is always with you; it is common talk. He is continually at your house—”

“Do you imagine that I invite him?”

I believe that I screamed at her.

“He has a photograph of yours in his cigarette-case; another in his pocket-book; another in his desk; a fourth on his bedroom mantelpiece.”

“That’s where my photographs have vanished to! Now I understand! Let me inform you, Mrs Spencer, that if, as you say, your son has my photographs, he has stolen them. Yes, stolen them — without asking my permission, and without my knowledge — like any common thief.”

I do not deny that I lost my temper, but who, under the circumstances, would not have done? We had a brisk discussion. When we parted it was with a mutually-expressed hope that it was to meet no more.

Soon afterwards I went out to get some stamps. Old Bunting, who keeps the general shop and the post-office, received me with what he perhaps meant for an ingratiating simper.

“I hear, miss, that we’re to have lively doings up at the Assembly Rooms; real old-fashioned ballet dancing and all sorts of things.”

“I don’t know what you mean, Mr Bunting.”

I did not.

“Regular music-hall performances, so I’m told; short skirts and no end. It seems a bit unusual for ladies and gentlemen to go in for that kind of thing, but you’ll have the place crammed to the doors, I promise you so much.”

When I left Bunting’s almost the first person I encountered was Mr Frank Spencer. I had it out with him then and there.

“Mr Spencer, will you at once return those four photographs of mine which you have stolen, or will it be necessary to communicate with the police?” He had the assurance to pretend to look surprised, but then he had assurance enough to pretend anything. “Your mother informs me that the whole idea of a performance in aid of the parochial charities is an invention of your own; on your father’s behalf she repudiates it altogether. How dare you attempt to drag me into such a thing? As for that miserable musical comedy of yours—”

“Of ours.”

If I could believe my senses there was still a twinkle in his eye.

“Of yours; you will give me your word of honour that you will destroy it at once, or I promise you that you shall hear from my solicitors.”

“Really, Miss Wilson, I think it’s rather hard of you to assail a fellow tooth and nail like this.”

“You think I’m hard on you, do you? Here comes someone who, I fancy, you will find is of a different opinion.” For who should come sailing into sight but George. Although I had not the faintest notion where he had sprung from, on the whole the sight of him was not unwelcome. “George,” I began, “Mr Spencer has stolen four of my photographs. I want him to return them to me at once.”

“So this is Mr Spencer.” George looked him up and down in a style which was not exactly flattering. “I am sure, Mr Spencer, that it is unnecessary for me to emphasise Miss Wilson’s request.”

“Quite. Here are two of the photographs in question.” He took one from a cigarette-case, and a second from a pocket-book, as his mother had said. That boy’s audacity! “I will see that the other two are forwarded directly I reach home.”

I still addressed myself to George.

“Mr Spencer appears desirous of associating me with a scrawl which he calls a musical comedy. Will you request him to see that the manuscript of the thing is entirely destroyed?”

“You hear, Mr Spencer?”

“Perfectly. I will do better than Miss Wilson asks. I will send the ‘scrawl’ in question with the two photographs. She will then be able to do with it what she pleases. While apologising for any inconvenience which Miss Wilson may have been occasioned, I would beg to be allowed to add that I think that Miss Wilson is disposed to regard me with almost undue severity. She forgets how hard up for amusement a fellow may be in a place like this. My idea was to get her to join me in playing off a joke on the aboriginals which wouldn’t be forgotten for years. I can only express my regret that she should have taken up the point of view she has.”

The impertinent young rascal walked off with his head in the air, and a look on his face which nearly suggested that he was the injured party. And, of course, George proceeded to lecture me.

“So this is your idea of taking part in amateur theatricals on behalf of the parochial charities!”

“It’s not my idea at all,” I retorted. “You know very well it isn’t.”

But he refused to admit that he knew anything of the kind. He would keep on making the most uncalled-for observations, instead of showing me the sympathy of which I stood so much in need. We almost quarrelled.

Mr Spencer sent back the photographs and the musical comedy. I tore that into shreds and burnt them every one. But I did not hear the last of it for ages. It created quite a schism in the place. All sorts of people were offended; I have not the faintest notion why. Although some of them even went so far as to attempt to lay the blame on me. I have been the victim of a good deal of injustice in my life, but that really was the most unjustifiable injustice of all.


STAGGERS

A grey, watery sky, through which there are occasional glimpses of the sun. A sloping and a muddy field. A large crowd. I suppose it is attributable to the proximity of the village; but I had no idea that there would be such a gathering. A long line of vehicles in the adjoining lane — principally dogcarts. Most of them seem to be as full as they can hold, occasionally fuller. Philipson informs me that the occupants of these vehicles intend to follow the hunt by road; he adds that they will probably see more of it than we shall. His observation occasions me surprise. If it be possible to hunt in a comfortable dog-cart, along decent roads, in a civilised manner, why should he have induced me to spend a guinea on the hire of an animal which, I am convinced, is of uncertain temper?

I was aware that meets were popular functions, but I had no notion they were so popular as this. It may be owing to the fact that we are only about twenty miles from town, but the place is inundated by what can only be described as an actual rabble. Men and boys, and even women and girls, line the hedges, many of them without hats, or, in the case of the latter, bonnets. The inhabitants seemed to have turned out en masse. They escorted us from the station much in the fashion in which a crowd escorts a regimental band through the streets of London, only they got in our way much more than the crowd is ever allowed to get in the way of the band. There was no footpath in the lane, and I am sure that sometimes as many as half a dozen people were under my horse’s feet at once. A strong feeling of sociability seems to reign among the spectators; and, as several of them are shouting to each other right across the field, the noise is considerable. Some of the remarks which fall upon my ears can scarcely be regarded as flattering by the enthusiastic sportsmen present who are members of the hunt. Among all these people the horsemen seem to be in an insignificant minority. Yet there are quite a number of them, too.

In a cleared space in the centre of the field is a cart. It looks very much like the carts which are used to convey bulls through thoroughfares in town. Only, unlike those, this is roofed over. It is also more elegantly fashioned. The wheels, which are tolerably clean, are painted bright scarlet, while the cart itself is chastely decorated in two shades of green. Some little distance behind it, in the charge of the huntsman and two whippers-in, are the hounds. I am bound to say that those sagacious animals appear to me to be taking less interest in the proceedings than one might reasonably expect.

Presently an elderly gentleman, who weighs, perhaps, seventeen or eighteen stone, and who is attired in magnificent apparel, as befits the Master of the Hunt, gets out of the carriage in which he has driven to the ground, and scrambles on to the back of a horse which promises weight-carrying power rather than speed. “Ready, Jenkins!” he cries. A respectable-looking individual, in a long green coat, which he wears ostentatiously unbuttoned in front, goes to the rear of the deer-cart, and, presumably, unfastens the door. A hush, as of expectation, follows. Nothing, however, happens. The man in the green coat seems to be having an argument with something inside the cart.

“Twist his tail!” shouts a voice in the crowd — decidedly a boy’s.

“The brute won’t uncart,” says Philipson.

I immediately have visions. I think of the tales I have read of the cruelties which always attend stag-hunts; of the poor, frenzied, frightened creature tearing madly, blindly, beside itself with terror, to escape the merciless pursuit of the ferocious, eager hounds. Only a short time ago I had read somewhere a piteous account of a stag which, in its agony, had broken its heart and died. And they called it sport! I had half a mind to express myself on the subject, there and then, strongly; to declare that I, for one, would not take part in such an orgy of senseless cruelty. I had my hand upon the rein, and was about to turn my horse’s head stationwards, resolute to forfeit the guinea which I had paid for its hire rather than continue to be a constituent fraction of such a ruthless throng, when the deer uncarted. I fancy that the man in the green coat punched it in the ribs, or adopted some similar means of persuasion. But the animal certainly did get out of the cart.

In appearance it was not all my imagination had pictured it. It was undoubtedly a deer, but of what kind I have no notion. I am no sort of an authority on the subject, but I apprehend that this one was of a breed which does not run to size. When one thinks of a stag one thinks of antlers; if that stag had antlers, then they were in what may be described as an apologetic state. I protest that I saw nothing of them. What struck me most was the animal’s demeanour. Whether it was paralysed by fear, or by forebodings of the horrible fate that was in store for it, is more than I can say. When it got out of the cart, it walked about a dozen feet, then stopped to crop the grass. “Hi-hi-hi-i-i!” shouted the crowd, unnecessarily, it seemed to me. Even the hounds showed signs of interest. Some of them began to bark quite noisily. Everyone was excited — except the deer. It looked up, as if actuated by a certain indifferent curiosity, went on about another dozen feet, then stopped to crop the grass again. The excitement was increasing. At this rate of progression the creature would be out of the field by the time “the shades of night were falling.” The man in the green coat, coming to the front of the deer-cart, took down the whip which was beside the driver’s seat. With the whip in his hand he walked after the deer. When he had got within a foot or so of it, he cracked the whip in the air with the report of a pistol-shot. The deer looked up, as if surprised and even pained at such conduct. The man cracked the whip a second time. The deer seemed annoyed. Kicking up its heels like a skittish colt, it ambled down the slope and over the hedge.

Immediately the whole place was in a turmoil. The vehicles in the lane began to move. A large proportion of the crowd streamed across the field with the apparent intention of seizing the deer by the heels before it had a chance of getting away. The hounds barked; men shouted; boys whistled. It was a scene of pleasing confusion. In a few seconds, I take it, the word to start was given, the huntsman blew his horn, and the hounds, barking as if with the intent to split their throats, went rushing after the people, who already were rushing after the deer. The hunt was off. I, also, was nearly off, because, in the muddle, which was the most marked feature of the moment, a man in pink cannoned against me, and almost succeeded in laying my steed and its rider low. “Look out where you’re coming to!” he exclaimed, as he went pushing past me — which struck me, then, as being the most unreasonable remark I had ever had addressed to me.

When I had had time to regain my own and my horse’s equilibrium, I perceived that Philipson, some little distance off, was being borne away in the seething crowd of riders. Looking back towards me he waved his whip. “Come on!” he cried. I came on. It was about time I did. Everyone, with one accord, was making for the gate which was in the corner of the field, and as I, unwittingly, was in the direct road to it, perfect strangers were addressing me with that absence of restraint which we look for only in the case of our lifelong friends. The process of getting through the gate reminded me not a little of the crowd which one sees outside the pit door of a popular theatre. Everyone seemed anxious to get through first, and everyone seemed to be under the impression that everybody else was doing his best to hinder him. I daresay it took me five minutes to reach the other side of it. When I did, I quite expected that Philipson would have been with the hounds, a mile away. However, somewhat to my surprise, I found him awaiting me, like a true friend, but a little wanting on the point of temper.

“You’ve been a nice time!” he observed.

“It hasn’t been my idea of a nice time,” I ventured to observe.

It hadn’t.

“We may as well go home,” he went on further to remark, “for all the chances we have of seeing any sport to-day.”

If that indeed were so, we, at least, had not the galley to ourselves. We all scampered across the field, scattering as we went. Through another gate, across one or two more fields, until at a sudden dip in the ground we found ourselves confronted by a wire fence. We had not seen a sign of the hunt. Obviously the fence was unsurmountable. We moved along in search of a gate. When found, it proved to be locked, and of diabolically ingenious construction. To open it was beyond our powers. One man proposed pulling up a yard or two of the fencing, but as he made no attempt to put his own proposal into execution, we let it pass. The language employed was unprintable. We separated, Philipson and I going off in search of a hedge — or of what, I believe, is called upon the stage a “practicable” gate; Philipson, on the way, being more voluminous on the subject of wire fencing than I ever thought he could have been.

We discovered ourselves, at last, to be in a lane, though we had not the faintest notion of where we were, or of where the hunt was either. However, we trotted on, as if we still entertained hopes of being in at whatever it may be which, in “stagging,” takes the place of death. Suddenly we reached a point at which another lane turned into ours. As we did so, three men in pink came tearing along it as if they were riding for their lives. At sight of us they almost pulled their horses back upon their haunches.

“Where are they?” demanded the man in front.

Philipson was able to supply him with but scanty information.

“Haven’t seen them since they started,” he remarked.

“Confound it!” cried the man.

Off rode the trio, as if the hounds were at their heels. We followed at a milder pace. We had not gone far before we heard the sound of wheels approaching from behind us. Looking back, we perceived that three dog-carts were advancing in Indian file. Judging from the rate at which they were coming, one might have been excused for supposing that, being without the fear of pains and penalties for furious driving, they were matched against time. They slowed when they reached us.

“Where are they?” inquired the driver of the leading vehicle — if he was not a publican, then I am prepared to assert that he was a butcher.

“Haven’t the faintest notion,” replied Philipson.

The driver of the second cart struck in. There could not be the shadow of a doubt as to what he was— “Vet” was written large all over him.

“It’s all right, push along, Jim! He’s making for the cinder-heaps, I tell you; I know he is. When the wind’s like this, he always makes for there.”

Two girls were in the hindmost cart — probably relations of one or other of the gentlemen in front. The one who was acting as Jehu waved her whip impatiently.

“Yes, do let’s hurry on! What’s the good of hanging about? — we’re only wasting time!”

The procession re-started. I do not remember to have ever seen vehicles careering along what, I presume, was a public highway, at such a rate before. You could hardly see the wheels go round. From a purely spectacular point of view it was exhilarating — really!

“Do you call this stag-hunting?” inquired Philipson, his eyes fixed on the rapidly retreating dog-carts.

“No,” I said, “I don’t.”

I was unable to tell what prompted his inquiry. It seemed an uncalled-for one just then. But I could but answer it.

We jogged on for, perhaps, another mile without, it seemed, getting nearer to anything, or to anywhere, when an astonishing thing took place. We were still in the lane, and, judging from appearances, we bade fair to continue in the lane during the remainder of the day. All at once, without giving us the slightest warning of its approach, something, springing over the hedge upon our right, alighted on the road only three or four yards in front of us. It stared at us, and we at it. Not impossibly, we were the more surprised of the two. Certainly it was the first to recover its presence of mind. Swerving to one side, it cleared the hedge upon our left with a degree of agility which did it credit. It was only after it was over that we realised what it was.

“It’s the deer!” cried Philipson.

“It’s the deer!” I echoed.

We watched it moving across the field at a pace which, though it appeared leisurely, a little observation showed us was much faster than it seemed. While we hesitated, wondering what, under the circumstances, would be the proper thing for us to do, the whole pack of hounds came through the hedge over which the deer had first appeared. Without condescending to notice us, dashing helter-skelter through the hedge in front of them, they continued the chase.

“Come on!” shouted Philipson.

And I came!

Forcing our horses through a gap in the hedge, we found ourselves in a position which, from a sportsman’s point of view, was as pleasant as it was unexpected. A glance over my shoulder showed me that we were not alone. Three or four horsemen, who seemed to be racing, were close behind us, while a not inconsiderable field tailed off in the distance. For what seemed three-quarters of an hour but what, probably, was more like three minutes, we enjoyed something like a burst. Our horses were comparatively fresh; the going was easy; the quarry, at the start, at any rate, was well in view. We passed over field after field — they were divided from each other by apologies for hedges; although, so far as I am aware, my steed did not pretend to be much of a jumper, the animal took them in its stride. It seemed as if the blood was growing warmer in my veins. I felt that this sort of thing really was worth paying a guinea for; that, if this was “stagging,” you might give me as much of it as you chose. On we went, with such determination that I did not even slacken rein when a row of hurdles rose right in front of me. I went at them with the sang-froid of a steeplechaser. My horse negotiated the obstacle in gallant fashion, clearing it with his forelegs and bringing it down with his hind. Philipson, who was somewhat in the rear, with a want of spirit of which I had scarcely thought him capable, steered for the gap which I had made. Taking full advantage of the opening I had given him, he crept up to my side.

“This is something like!” he gasped.

“Magnificent!” I answered.

I but voiced the feelings of my heart — it was magnificent. The ground, which was open pasture, descended in a gentle slope for fully half a mile. Far away, and getting farther and farther, was the deer. Although it still seemed to be travelling at its leisure, plainly enough it kept away from the hounds with ease. A hundred yards behind they followed it like a single dog. You could not have covered them with the proverbial pocket-handkerchief, because they were scattered pretty widely, both to the right and to the left, and behind and in front; but evidently they were animated by a common purpose, to get on even terms with their quarry.

“This is too hot to last!” gasped Philipson.

I was becoming conscious of that fact myself. Horses jobbed out at a guinea a day are not supposed to be Derby fliers; nor are they guaranteed to keep on at top speed for an indefinite distance. Away we raced — it was, literally, racing; but, the further we went, the more clearly I realised that something was going wrong with my animal’s works. I should have to ease up soon or stop entirely. The stag, and the hounds, and the country together, settled the question for me in a fashion of their own.

We had come down a reasonably graduated incline, I know not how far, and I know not how long, when I suddenly perceived that the graduation of the incline was ceasing to be reasonable. From a mere slope it was becoming transformed into a positive declivity. Instead of falling, say, one in a hundred, it was beginning to fall one in ten, and, so far as I could perceive, bade fair, ere long, to fall one in something less than two. Indeed, not more than a couple of hundred feet in front of us, unless appearances were deceptive, the ground dropped away into what looked uncommonly like a sheer precipice. At any rate, the deer and hounds, passing over it in their wild career, had disappeared from view as if by magic. Philipson and I reined up our horses as short as we could. I do not fancy that either of the brutes objected. As we did so, several other men came up one after another from behind; the legitimate hunt they were, who had followed from the first, and whom we had all but robbed of their laurels. They reined up almost in a line with us.

“Pretty steep bit here,” said a man upon my left.

A man upon his left replied to him.

“Beastly! That’s an old quarry ahead; you can get down it, but it isn’t easy. There’s the railway in front; there’s a devil of a fence, and a devil of a hedge to tackle before you reach it. Then ditto, ditto on the other side, then a brook, then a plantation of young trees which want thinning, and which is not so well adapted to horse exercise as the maze at Hampton Court.”

The speaker’s knowledge of the country proved to be correct — at least, as far as Philipson and I investigated it, which was as far as the old quarry. It might have been possible to get down it — indeed, the speaker proved that it was by going down it himself, and inducing three other idiots to go down with him; but precipice-climbing on horseback had not been the sort of experience we had been in search of when we went “stagging.” Philipson and I refrained. We remained up above with several other sensible persons, and watched those enthusiastic “staggers” tearing — with no slight expenditure of labour — bars out of the strongly and carefully-constructed fence, the property of the railway company. Then, with their pocket-knives, they commenced to cut a gap in the thickest six-foot hedge, an appurtenance of the same corporation. When we had seen so much, Philipson and I had seen enough. We induced our horses to retrace their steps uphill.

The descent had been delightful, the ascent was not so pleasant. If it was half a mile down, it was, certainly, three miles up. Nor was the sum total of our satisfaction heightened when, after sundry divagations, we found ourselves in what bore a singular resemblance to that unending lane which we had originally — and so gladly! — quitted.

“It strikes me,” remarked Philipson, as he looked to the right and to the left of him, “that I’ve been here before. I seem to know this lane.”

I seemed to know it, too. But it was no use making the worst of things. I endeavoured to put a fair front upon the matter.

“I dare say if we keep on we shall get somewhere soon.”

“I hope we shall,” said Philipson, in what struck me as being a tone of almost needless gloom.

We did keep on — that I do earnestly protest. Not very fast, it is true — our horses, for reasons of their own, seemed to object to hurry. I said nothing, and as Philipson, if possible, said still less, conversation languished. We had pursued the devious twistings of that eternal lane for what seemed to be ten miles, and which, possibly, were nearly two, when an exclamation from Philipson roused me to a consideration of the surroundings.

“Hallo! — I say! — what’s that?”

“What’s what?”

I followed, with my eyes, the direction in which he was pointing with his outstretched hand. He had stayed his horse, and was raising himself in his stirrups with what seemed to be positive excitement. His interest seemed centred in a flock of sheep which browsed unconcernedly in the meadow on our left. At the first glance I thought that they were sheep, “and nothing more.” A moment’s inspection, however, disclosed the fact that among them was a creature of another species, a little larger than themselves, but not much, and of a different shape and colour. Like them, it grazed, “the world forgetting,” if not “by the world forgot,” and seemed to be so very much at its ease, and so entirely at peace with all the world, that some seconds elapsed before ocular demonstration succeeded in convincing me that it might be a relation to the noble animal which a large number of enthusiastic sportsmen were ardently pursuing.

“It is a deer?”

The words came from me in the form of a query. For some reason the inquiry seemed to nettle Philipson. He seemed to think that there could be no possible room for doubt.

“Of course it’s a deer. What’s more, it’s the deer.”

“No!”

That did seem to me to be almost inconceivable. How came the creature there? Why did it not betray more symptoms of anxiety? Did it suppose that it was out for a holiday, the programme of which included refreshments by the way? Was it possible that it could already have forgotten its wild flight from the red-hot ardour of the heated chase? What had become of the hounds, and the hunt, and the array of dog-carts, and the excited pedestrian throng? Were we two all that was left of them?

While such questions passed through my brain, for which I in vain sought answers, we sat on our horses on one side of the hedge, while on the other the proud monarch of the woodland cropped the sweet grasses with the humble sheep, for all the world as if he were one of them. Plainly, we were more interested in him than he in us; the close proximity of men caused him no annoyance.

Philipson volunteered an observation.

“I fancy we’d better stop here till the cart comes along. Someone ought to keep an eye on him. The last time I was out the deer was lost. I believe it was over two months before he was found again.”

It occurred to me that Philipson was proposing that we should act towards this denizen of the forest glades very much as if we were a couple of policemen — we were to guard, not to hunt it. The responsibility which Philipson was desirous that we should assume was not, however, forced upon us. Before I could say “Yes” or “No” to what struck me as being his somewhat singular proposition, who should come trotting along the lane but the Master of the Hunt himself. He was alone. One perceived that he had not unduly spurred his willing beast. Philipson nodded. He jerked his thumb over the hedge.

“There’s the deer.”

“Eh?” The Master pulled up. He looked where Philipson pointed. He saw that the thing was so. “What the dickens is it doing there?” That is what I wanted to know. He was a portly man. The peculiar behaviour of the deer seemed to fill his soul with indignation. His face put on an extra tinge of ruddiness. “Where’re the hounds?”

“I expect the stag threw them off in the forest; we quitted when we crossed the line and made for it — didn’t think it was good enough.”

I thought that Philipson’s words were neatly chosen; they conveyed the impression that we had been in the hunt from the beginning, all the way, to the point alluded to.

“Where’s the cart?”

“Haven’t a notion. My friend and I thought that we would keep an eye upon the stag till we had news of it.”

Although he did not say so, the Master appeared to think that it might be advisable that he also should keep an eye upon the stag. His interest in the creature’s safety was certainly likely to be of a more personal kind than either Philipson’s or mine. I take it that stags are animals of intrinsic value, not to be regarded as things to be lightly trifled with, deserving of as much care and consideration as, say, the domestic cow. So we sat, all three in a row; pretty silent, on the whole; staring over the hedge at the monarch of the woodland, as he enjoyed an adventitious meal.

Presently a boy came into the field through a gate at the side. I imagine he was a shepherd boy — I have no positive proof to adduce of the fact, but such is my impression. I noticed that he cast at the flock what I felt was an interested glance, and, as he did so, observed the stranger in their midst. It was enough for him that there was a stranger; he did not stop to inquire who he was or what had brought him there, but on the instant he obeyed what I suspect to be the natural instinct of the natural boy. I believe that I was the only one of the trio who had noticed his approach — as yet he had not noticed us at all. Had I foreseen his fell design, I should, undoubtedly, have given tongue; but by the time I had so much as an inkling of his intention it already was too late, the deed was done. It is possible that he was under the impression that the intruder was, uninvited, taking a gratuitous meal, and that he resented both his impertinence and his dishonesty. Anyhow, stooping down, he picked up a stone and hurled it at the deer with that force and that directness of aim with which boys can throw stones. The missile struck the animal a resounding blow, I should judge, in the neighbourhood of the ribs, at a moment when it was not expecting anything of the kind. It leaped high in the air in the first flush of its surprise; then, without staying to make inquiries, it bolted across the field and over the hedge at a pace which was very much in excess of anything which I had seen it display in the presence of the hounds.

I conceive that the Master was to the full as amazed as the deer had been, and also, when he understood what had happened, as indignant. He looked after the vanished animal as if totally at a loss to comprehend the cause of its curious conduct — no doubt he had known that deer before — then he brought his head round slowly, scouring the landscape as he did so, till the boy came within his line of vision. Having sighted him, he glared as at some monstrosity, his cheeks purpling, and the blood-vessels becoming more and more distinct. Philipson explained.

“The young beggar threw a brick at him — nice young rascal!”

The Master shook his clenched fist at the boy across the hedge. I never before saw an elderly gentleman in such a passion.

“You somethinged somethinged something, what do you mean by throwing your somethinged somethinged bricks at my blankety blankety deer?” Even the casual reader must have read something about the remarkable language which occasionally exudes from the lips of gentlemen, in moments of excitement, on the hunting-field. The Master flavoured the atmosphere with examples of that sort of language then. “If I get hold of you, I’ll twist your somethinged somethinged head off your blankety blankety shoulders!”

If there had been a handy gate, it is probable that the Master would have used it to pursue that boy, and, regardless of consequences, when caught, have given him something for himself. But there was no gate just there. The hedge was well established and closely grown. The Master’s horse was not the kind of quadruped to force its way through such an obstacle, or to surmount it by a jump, especially with its owner on its back.

The Master’s stentorian tones were the first intimation the boy had received that there had been spectators of his action. When he heard that strident voice, and was saluted by that flow of language, and recognised the Master’s “pink,” no doubt he realised the full enormity of his offence. As he did so, like the deer, “he stood not on the order of his going, but went at once,” rushing pell-mell through the gate by which he had entered, and passing from our sight.

“I’d give five pounds,” declared the Master, “for a chance of breaking every bone in the scoundrel’s body!”

As I was hoping that he did not mean exactly what he said, Philipson, who kept his eyes open, diverted our interest into a new channel.

“Hallo! There’s the hounds!” he cried.

Turning round, as Philipson had done, sure enough, in the field behind us, there were the hounds. At least, there were some of them. Each individual member of the pack was wandering about in a desultory fashion, doing nothing in particular, apparently not a little bored, and wondering what it was that had brought it there.

“What are those dogs doing there by themselves? Where’s the hunt?” inquired the Master.

That was the question. So far as could be seen, not a person was in sight. Since the deer had come in one direction, and now a portion of the hounds had come in another, perhaps, shortly, the hunt might appear in a third. One never knew. There seemed to be little or no connection between the various parties. That this was so seemed to occur to the Master. The reflection excited him. It moved him to action. There was a gate into that field, a decrepit gate, which hung loosely on its hinges. Pushing it open, the Master bustled into the meadow, holloaing and shouting with much zeal, but to little purpose. The hounds did not seem to understand him in the least, or to know him either. But when he rode right into their midst, and commenced to strike out at them indiscriminately with the lash of his hunting-whip, they began to bark at the top of their voices, and, as the poet has it, to make “the welkin ring.” If clamour was what he was aiming at, then he succeeded to perfection — the “music of the pack” was deafening. But if, as I rather fancy, he entertained some dim idea of whipping the dogs on to the trail of the stag, then the result was ignominious failure. They barked and jumped about, and jumped about and barked, and he lashed them and shouted, but, beyond that, nothing and nobody got any “forwarder.”

The performance might have continued until one side or the other had had enough of it — the probability being that the Master would have been the first to tire — had not the deer, finding that the hounds did not come to it, saved them trouble by coming to them. That sagacious animal — I was beginning to suspect that it was a sagacious brute, and at least as well acquainted as anyone else with the rules of the game — put in a fresh, and, as usual, wholly unexpected appearance on the scene. Philipson, as his habit seemed to be, had his eyes the widest open.

“By Jove! There’s the deer!”

There was the deer, in the very next field to the one in which the Master, with ideas of his own, was whipping the hounds. And, what was more, there were some of the hunt as well. Nor were they entirely unprovided with dogs; they were being shown the way by, so to speak, their share of the pack — some six or eight hounds. On they came in gallant style. The stag, leaping the hedge, found himself confronted by the major portion of the pack. When he saw the dogs, the dogs saw him. Then there was music! In an instant the Master and his antics were forgotten — they went for their quarry with a tumultuous welcome. With perfect ease he doubled on his tracks, and, leaping back over the hedge, returned at an acute angle to the course he had come. The Master went spluttering after him. Philipson and I did our best to get a share of the fun.

The scene was changed like a transformation scene in a theatre. A moment or two before, the place had been deserted, and not a soul had been in sight. Now people came hurrying from every quarter, as if they had been concealed behind unseen wings and waiting for the signal to appear. Half a dozen horsemen and a line of dog-carts came scurrying along the lane. You would have thought they had been flying for life, the dog-carts in particular. Horsemen and horsewomen seemed to spring up out of the ground on every side. On a sudden, the entire hunt appeared to be gathered together almost as it had been at first. Everyone went pounding away across the turf, crashing through the hedges — preferentially selecting the gates, however, when they could find them — as if, whatever they might have been doing hitherto, they meant business at last.

Certainly, there is something contagious in such surroundings. I found that there was, and my horse did, too. Just now the animal had appeared dead tired, and I should have said also a little lame. But when the flurry began, and eager riders, on all sides, went pressing hastily forward, moved by a common mastering excitement, my wearied guinea’s-worth, forgetting its fatigue, became as lively as the best of them. The revival of the interest had also freshened me. Away we went, my steed and I, as light-heartedly, apparently, as if it had been the first move we had made that day.

We had another burst — though I am bound to admit that in a singularly short space of time both the deer and the hounds were out of sight. They had gone before, not improbably, so far as I was concerned, for good. But as a large number of people, who were undoubtedly as much out of the hunt as I was, went pounding eagerly on, I went pounding too. Philipson was on my left. It was more than doubtful if he would catch a glimpse of the stag again that day — it would be entirely owing to the benevolence of that intelligent creature if he did. Yet on his face was mirrored a stern, concentrated purpose, which might have suggested to a stranger that he had at last made up his mind to hunt the quarry, single-handed, to its final doom.

That burst did not continue long — fortunately. I was becoming conscious that a good many people seemed to be getting in front, and that my horse was exhibiting no marked anxiety to occupy a post of honour, when, having edged my way through still another gate, I found myself on the high road. Soon the road began to bear a striking resemblance to a street. Shortly I found myself, in company with a number of other individuals, clattering down what was obviously the leading thoroughfare of a country town.

Among the inhabitants our advent created the liveliest interest. We might have been royalty, from the way in which they stared at us. Someone looked out of every door and window. Numbers of persons lined the pavements. As I passed one house I heard a woman shrieking up the stairs, — 

“Bill, ‘ere’s the ‘unters; come and ‘ave a look at ’em.”

I suppose Bill came. Encouraging remarks were addressed to us by miscellaneous spectators, principally boys.

“You’re all right, mister, ‘e’s gone down there; if you ‘urries up, you’ll get a sight of ‘im.”

I do not know if the observation was directed to me; if it was, I could have assured the speaker that neither my horse nor myself had the slightest intention of “hurrying up” to catch a sight of anyone.

About a hundred yards farther down we found ourselves in the midst of what looked very like an actual riot. Although the street was very wide just there, it was rendered almost impassable by a motley concourse of vehicles, horsemen and pedestrians. On one side of the street was a butcher’s shop. Towards this butcher’s shop all faces were turned. From it there proceeded an amazing din — there were sounds of dogs barking, of men’s voices, and of one voice in particular.

I turned to Philipson in search of an explanation. The explanation which he proffered, although succinct and to the point, took me somewhat by surprise.

“Stag’s taken shelter in the butcher’s shop.”

It seemed to me to be a curious shelter for a stag to choose — a butcher’s shop! And so, judging from his words, which, in an interval of comparative silence, were distinctly audible, the butcher seemed himself to think.

“Don’t let any of your dogs come into my place, or I’ll cut their somethinged throats for them. Your deer — if it is your deer — has done me ten-pounds’-worth of damage. You pay me that ten pounds, and then I’ll talk to you; but not till then. You know who I am; there’s my name and my address!” — the speaker pointed with his cleaver to the name over his shop-front— “and if you want anything from me, you know how to get it. There’s the law for me as well as for you! But don’t let any of you chaps — I don’t care who he is — try to set foot in my premises, or he’ll be sorry, and so I tell you.”

The butcher seemed to be very angry indeed, which, if the deer really had done him ten-pounds’-worth of damage, was not to be wondered at.

Philipson and I did not wait to see the discussion ended. We adjourned to an inn and there refreshed. A roaring trade that inn was doing. The stag’s behaviour did someone good. And very sociable were the customers. I gleaned from them several interesting scraps of information. It appeared that that was not the first time a stag had sought refuge in that particular butcher’s shop; and since the enterprising tradesman invariably demanded compensation for damages which he alleged the creature had done him, dark suspicions were entertained as to the means which he adopted to get him there.

As I journeyed homewards, on the whole I was disposed to conclude that chasing a carted stag, under certain given conditions, might be made a not unamusing pastime — with about it a flavour of something Gallic, perhaps. They have some odd notions of sport on the other side of the Channel.

The stag-hunter’s pleasure depends, it seems to me, entirely on the intelligence of the particular stag whose services happen to be retained for the day. If, being ill-tempered, or obstinate, or stupid, the moment it is uncarted it runs straight on, and keeps straight on, then, I should say, the probability is exceedingly strong that no single member of the hunt will ever catch sight of it again till the hunt is over. If, on the other hand, the creature is generous, not to say charitable — as our stag was! — and wanders about looking for disconsolate “staggers” — as our stag did! — then, I take it, the affair may be managed — by the stag! — in such a manner that everyone concerned may be justified in thinking that he has done something worth his talking about.


MY WEDDING DAY

The night before my wedding day I could scarcely sleep a wink — that is, to speak of. I suppose it was partly the excitement; because, of course, I could not help thinking — and there were so many things to think of. “Now, Maud,” said mamma, when she was bidding me good-night, “don’t you girls stop up talking. You get between the sheets as soon as you’re upstairs, and go to sleep at once.” But she might as well have talked to the moon. Of course, Eveleen came in to have what she called a “few last words”; from the way she said it there might have been going to be a funeral instead of a wedding. I had not previously suspected her of being sentimental; but that night she was positively depressing. And so horridly hopeful. She hoped that George would make a good husband, and that we should be happy, and that I should never regret what I was doing, and that it would all turn out for the best, and that marriage would suit me, and that I should not go into a rapid decline, like Aunt Louisa did, and that George would not quarrel with mamma, and that he would not estrange me from all my relations and friends, and that whatever happened I should always remember she was the only sister I had; she kept on hoping that sort of thing till I had to bundle her off.

To crown all, when at last I was between the sheets, who should come creeping into the room like a ghost but mamma herself, though it must have been frightfully late; and her manner was positively sepulchral.

“When you were a small child,” she began, “I always used to come and kiss you before you went to sleep; have you forgotten?” Of course I had not forgotten. “So I have come again to kiss you, for the last time.”

“Dear mother, I’m not dying to-morrow; at least, I hope not.”

“That depends on what you mean by dying” — which was a cheerful thing to say! “I trust, my dear daughter, that events will prove you have chosen wisely, and that you will have every happiness; my own married life has not been without its trials. Only, in the midst of your own happiness, do not forget that you have a mother, and that you are still my child. God bless you!”

As she stooped over to kiss me I felt her tears fall on my cheeks. That finished me. After she had gone I had a good cry — the first I had had for years and years. I was more than half disposed to jump out of bed and run after her and promise that I would never leave her — never! never! never! — but — I managed not to. Still I was anything but comfortable, lying all alone in the dark there. Because I could not shut my eyes to the fact that mamma had said things to George, and that George had said things to mamma, and that papa had said things to both of them; and everybody knows how that sort of thing grows, till a breach is made which may never be bridged over. Then there was my dress. Three times I had had to have it altered; till, finally, in desperation, I had made up my mind to have an entirely new bodice made. I could not go to the altar screwed up so tight as to be in continual terror of my seams bursting, or else being suffocated. George would be furious if anything did happen. The new bodice was something of a fit. But it had not yet come home, though Mme. Sylvia had promised — pledged what she called her professional reputation — that it should come before ten o’clock to-morrow morning. Still, I could not help owning to myself that I had scarcely any faith in the woman; and suppose it did not come? My wedding dress!

The horror of such a prospect was too much for me. I believe it frightened me to sleep, if you could call it sleep. Because then I dreamt — such dreams! They were really dreadful nightmares. I know that in one of them George was throwing mamma out of the window and I had on scarcely a rag, and papa, laughing like a maniac, was cutting my wedding dress into tiny shreds and Eveleen was shrieking; when, in the very midst of it, I woke with a start — a frightful start — to find that someone was gripping my shoulder with a clutch of steel, and that a voice was saying to me in the pitchy darkness, — 

“Maud, wake up! — wake up! There are burglars in the house; they are in the drawing-room stealing your presents!”

Roused out of sleep by a thunder-clap like that, it was not surprising if I were disposed to wonder where I was and what had happened.

“Who is it?” I inquired. “And what’s the matter?”

“It’s Eveleen! And as for what’s the matter, they’re not my presents, so it’s not of the slightest consequence to me what becomes of them, though I should not be in the least surprised if they’re all of them gone by now. Do wake up!”

Before I really knew it I was not only wide awake, but I was stealing along the pitch dark passage in my night-gown, with Eveleen’s hand in mine. Sure enough, as we leaned over the baluster, we could see, through the open door, that there was a light in the drawing-room, where all my wedding-presents were laid out for inspection.

“What are you doing in there?” I cried. “Who are you?”

Looking back they seemed rather foolish questions to have asked. It was, perhaps, because she felt this strongly that, without the slightest warning, Eveleen burst into the most appalling shrieks and yells.

“Help! help! — murder! — thieves! — burglars! — help-p!”

I had never suspected her of having such powerful lungs. It was partly owing to the surprise occasioned by the discovery, and partly to the thrill which the noise she made sent right through me, that I was induced to do the most daring — and also the rashest — thing I ever did do. Without giving Eveleen the least hint of my intention, I flew down the stairs and dashed into the drawing-room in my night-gown, just as I was. What would have happened if the burglar had stayed and attacked me is too terrible for thought. Fortunately, he did nothing of the kind. Just as I tore through the door the light in the room went out; I heard a scrambling noise, as if somebody was stumbling against furniture and knocking over chairs. Then I saw a blind lifted and a figure leaped through the open window. I believe I should have leaped after him if Eveleen had not stopped me. I had already lifted the corner of the blind when she shouted, — 

“Maud! What are you going to do?”

“I can see him running across the lawn, and I believe he’s taken all my presents!”

“If he has, whatever good do you suppose you’ll be able to do by jumping through the window after him?”

“There he is! He’s going through the gate! He’ll escape!”

Eveleen, coming rushing across the room, flung her arms around me and held me tight.

“Come back!” she cried; which were hardly the correct words to use, since, as a matter of fact, I had not actually gone.

Then papa and mamma and the servants came hurrying in, and there was a fine to-do. That burglar had apparently supposed that those wedding-presents had been laid out for his inspection. Anyhow, he had gone carefully over them and selected the very best. As Eveleen rather coarsely — and also ungratefully — put it, the things he had left behind were hardly worth having. He had taken Aunt Jane’s turquoise bracelet, and Uncle Henry’s pearl necklace, and Mrs Mackenzie’s diamond brooch, and, indeed, nearly every scrap of jewellery, and the silver tea-service, and the dressing-case — George’s own present to me — and five cheques, and all sorts of things; though, of course, in the excitement of the moment, we could hardly be certain what he had taken; but I may say at once that it turned out to be worse even than we feared. When, at last, a policeman did appear upon the scene, he was anything but sympathetic. From his manner we might have left my presents lying about on purpose, and the window open too. He was the most disagreeable policeman I ever did encounter.

Anyone would easily imagine that after such an interruption there was no more sleep for me that night. But mamma insisted upon my going back to bed. Extraordinary though it may seem, I believe I was no sooner between the sheets than I was fast asleep. And that time I had no dreams. I was visited by no premonitions of what was to happen to me on what I had meant should be the happiest day of my life. My existence had been uneventful up to then. Scarcely anything worth speaking of had occurred, except my meeting George. It appeared that Fate had resolved to crowd into a few hours the misfortunes which might very well have been spread over the nineteen years I had been in the world. Everything went wrong; some evil spirit had been let loose that day to play on me as many cruel pranks as it possibly could — I feel sure of it. Stealing my wedding-presents was only the beginning. I had worked and schemed, planned and contrived, so that everything should go smoothly and be as nice as it could be. Instead of which anything more tragic could hardly be conceived.

To begin with, Eveleen, who seemed destined on that occasion to act as a bird of ill-omen, awoke me, for the second time, out of sleep with a piece of information which was really almost worse than her first had been. Indeed, for a moment or two, when I realised all that it meant, it seemed to me to be an absolutely crushing blow. She waited till she was sure that I had my eyes wide open; then she let fall her bombshell.

“Maud, I have another pleasant piece of news for you. Bertha has the measles.”

“Eveleen,” I exclaimed, starting up in bed, “what do you mean?”

“Exactly what I say. And as Constance slept with her last night she will probably have them also, so that you will, at any rate, be two bridesmaids short. Read that.”

She handed me a letter which she had been holding in her hand. Seating herself on the side of my bed, she watched me with an air of calm resignation while I read it. It was easy enough for her to be calm; it was different for me. I had arranged for four bridesmaids. Bertha Ellis was to be one; her cousin, Constance Farrer, was to be another. Bertha had had for some days what we had thought was a cold; during the night it had turned into measles — at her time of life, because she was as old as I was. And Constance had actually slept in the same bed with her. So, as Mrs Ellis had written to point out, it was altogether out of the question that either of them should be present at my wedding.

“Now,” I demanded, “perhaps you will be so good as to tell me what I am to do.”

“I suppose it would be too late to get anyone to take their places?”

“At the eleventh hour — practically at the church door? And who is to get into their dresses? They are both of them so ridiculously small.”

“You would have them like that in order to make you look tall. It seems as if it were a judgment.”

“How can you say such awful things? Why don’t you suggest something?”

“The only thing I am able to suggest is that you should do without them and put up with Ellen and me.

“You know very well that I only asked Ellen Mackenzie because I knew that her mother was going to give me a diamond brooch — and now it’s stolen. It’s not alone that she’s hideous, but she won’t harmonise with me in the very least; and, anyhow, having only two bridesmaids will spoil everything.”

“Then there’s nothing for you to do except postpone the wedding, unless you know of some establishment where they hire out bridesmaids of all shapes and sizes on the shortest notice.”

“If it were your wedding day I wouldn’t talk to you so heartlessly. How can you be so unkind?”

“Pray, Maud, don’t start crying. Red eyes and a red nose won’t improve either your appearance or anything else. You are perfectly aware how your nose does go red on the slightest provocation.”

Talk about the affection of an only sister! Mamma came in just as I felt like shaking Eveleen.

“Oh, mamma,” I burst out, “Bertha Ellis has the measles, and Constance Farrer is almost sure to have them, so I shall be two bridesmaids short, and I had set my heart on having four.”

Mamma was, if anything, less demonstrative in the way of sympathy even than Eveleen.

“Be so good, Maud, as not to excite yourself unnecessarily. You will have need of all your self-control before the day is over. Anything more unreasonable than your father’s conduct I cannot imagine. He insists on going to the City.”

At that both Eveleen and I jumped up.

“But, mamma, he’s to give me away at half-past twelve!”

“That makes not the smallest difference to your father. It seems that there’s some absurd foreign news which he says will turn that ridiculous City upside down, and he simply insists on going.”

I was beginning to put some clothes on anyhow.

“Then he sha’n’t! — I won’t let him! Mamma, you mustn’t let him!”

“It’s all very well for you to say that, and goodness knows I have done my best; but you might as well talk to a wooden figure-head as to your father when he is in one of his moods. He’s gone already.”

“Gone! Mamma!”

“He said that if he was not back at twelve he would meet you at the church door at half-past; but you know how he may be relied upon to keep an appointment of that kind; especially as he went out of his way to inform me — not for the first time — that the whole business is a pack of rubbish.”

There are fathers, no doubt, who take the tenderest interest in everything which concerns their children; especially when they have only two, and both of them are daughters. But if my father has any tenderness in him he manages to conceal the fact from the knowledge of his family. And as for interest, I doubt if he takes any real interest in either of us. When George was coming to the house about seven times a week mamma dropped a hint to papa to sound George as to what was the object of his dropping in so often. But papa could not be induced to take it.

“Don’t you try to induce me to ask the man if he intends to make a fool of himself, because I won’t do it.” That was all that papa could be induced to say.

When, after all, without any prompting from anyone, George put to me the question on which hinged so much of my life’s happiness, it was ever so long before anyone said a word about it to papa. As to referring George to him, as some daughters, more fortunately situated, might have done, I knew better. At last, one evening, when I was alone with him in the drawing-room after dinner, I managed to find courage enough to tell him.

“Papa, I think you ought to know that I am engaged to be married.”

He looked up from the book which he was reading.

“What’s that? Rubbish!”

He looked down again. It was a promising beginning.

“It may be rubbish, but it is a simple fact. I am engaged to be married.”

“How old are you?”

“I should have thought you would have known my age. I was eighteen last birthday.”

“In another ten years it will be time enough to think of nonsense of that sort.”

“Ten years! I am going to be married in six weeks from to-day.”

“Be so good as not to interrupt me when I’m reading with nonsensical observations of that kind.”

That was the form my father’s congratulations took. It may easily be imagined what trouble we had with him. He could not be brought to regard things seriously. It was not merely because he thought I was too young; if I had been fifty it would have been exactly the same. It was simply because he hated being bothered. And yet when, after repeated trials, it was driven home to his understanding that I was going to be married, and that George was a respectable person, he surprised me by the generosity which he all at once displayed. One morning, as he was leaving the breakfast-table to start for the City, he slipped a piece of paper into my hand.

“That’s to buy clothes.”

When I had looked at it, and saw it was a cheque, and the figures which were on it, I jumped up and ran after him into the hall, and kissed him.

“What’s that for?” he demanded. I explained. Putting his hand on my shoulder he turned me towards the light and looked me up and down. Then he remarked, “Perhaps, after all, that young man’s not such a fool as I thought him.” It was the nearest approach to a compliment he had ever paid me.

What we had to endure from him on the great question of the wedding! His ideas on the subject were barbarian.

“Let us all go in a four-wheeler — we can put the young man on the box — and drive round the corner to the nearest registrar. It will all be done in a business-like manner inside ten minutes.”

That was his notion of what a wedding ought to be. I need scarcely say that mine was entirely different. I had made up my mind to have a really pretty wedding. May Harvey had been married the year before. Hers was a pretty wedding; I had resolved that mine should be prettier still. Mamma, Eveleen and I arranged everything. By degrees we persuaded him, if not exactly to agree, then at least to wink at what was going to happen. On one point I was firm — that he should give me away. He promised that he would. But when he began to realise what a pretty wedding really meant he became restless and more and more trying, and he said the most horrid things. And now on the very day itself he had gone off to the City! If I could have relied on his returning at twelve, or even on his meeting me at the church at half-past, I should not have minded. But I was perfectly aware that if business was at all pressing he would think nothing of sending one of his clerks to take his place; on some absolutely essential matters I knew to my cost that he had not the slightest sense of propriety. As, however, all I could do was to hope for the best, there was nothing left but to appear resigned.

“I presume if my own father doesn’t care enough about me to trouble himself to be present at my marriage it’s not of the slightest consequence.”

Just as I was about to sigh Eliza, the housemaid, appeared in the doorway, addressing mamma.

“If you please, ma’am, cook’s going.”

Mamma turned round to her with a start.

“Cook’s going — where?”

“She’s leaving the situation.”

“Eliza! What do you mean?”

“If you please, ma’am, Mary and she have been having words about who it was left the drawing-room window open last night; and then Mary she said she believed as how it was cook’s young man who broke in and stole Miss Maud’s presents; and then cook, she said that after that she wouldn’t stay with her in the same house not another minute; so she’s gone upstairs to put her things together.”

Off went mamma to interview cook. I turned to Eveleen, who was still sitting on the side of my bed with an air of complete unconcern, as if nothing whatever mattered. I always did say that she was almost too much like papa.

“It seems as if everything was going wrong — everything! Eveleen, what is the time?”

“Just past ten.”

“Past ten! Has my dress come?” She shook her head with an air of the utmost nonchalance. If it had been her dress! “But Mme. Sylvia promised that I should have it before ten! And I’ve had no breakfast!”

“There is breakfast waiting for you downstairs.”

“As if I wanted any breakfast! As if I could eat, feeling as I do! You know that I had arranged to commence dressing at ten! Eveleen, what am I to do?”

“You mean about the dress? It’s only just past ten; it may come still.”

“May come! Eveleen, do you want me to — to hit you? Eliza or someone must go at once and fetch it, finished or not.”

“I daresay Eliza can go, if you think it necessary. If you take my advice you won’t excite yourself.”

“Won’t excite myself! If it were your wedding and your dress you’d talk in a different strain.”

“I should have made different arrangements.”

“You would have made—” I bit my lip till it nearly bled; I had to do something to stop myself. “I know how nice you can be if you like; but I don’t mean to quarrel with you, to-day of all days, if I can help it.” As I was speaking Eliza reappeared in the doorway. “Eliza, I want you to get a hansom and to tell the man to drive you to Mme. Sylvia’s as fast as he can. I’ll give you a note to her. You’re to bring my dress back with you. I’ll write the note while you’re putting on your hat. Do be as quick as you can.”

“If you please, miss, Miss Mackenzie’s downstairs.”

A voice exclaimed behind Eliza, — 

“Oh, no, she’s not; she’s here.” There stood Ellen, in her bridesmaid’s dress, all smiles. She came bustling into the room — in that bustling way she always has. “Well, my children, how are you? And how’s the sweet young bride? You told me to be here by ten — ready dressed — and here I am. What do you think of it?” She turned and twisted herself about so as to show off her dress. “It’s a bit tight under the arms and a shade loose in the back, but it’s not so bad. Am I the first? Where are Bertha and Constance?”

I waved my hand towards Eveleen.

“Tell her — I can’t!”

Eveleen told her everything, and I will say this for her, she made out things to be as bad as they very well could be. Ellen Mackenzie’s face was a study. She is one of the plainest girls I know — her dress did not suit her at all; I knew it wouldn’t; nothing ever does; and she seemed to grow plainer and plainer as she listened. But she was more sympathetic than any of my relations had been. She threw her arms round me, quite indifferent as to what might happen to her dress.

“You poor darling! To have had your presents stolen — and two bridesmaids down with the measles — and your father gone to that horrid City — and the servants quarrelling — and now no wedding-dress! As to that Mme. Sylvia, if I were in your place I should feel like wringing her neck.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if I did wring it if my dress isn’t ready by the time that Eliza gets there. Eliza, haven’t you got your hat on?”

She had actually stood there looking on and listening, with her eyes and mouth wide open. But she was ready almost as soon as the note was — it was a note! And just as we had started her off, with strict injunctions to come back at once and bring the dress back with her, if she had to snatch it out of the dressmaker’s hands, a person arrived who stated that he was a detective and had come to inquire into the burglary, and who insisted on seeing me. So we saw him all three of us together, and a most unpleasant interview it was. He asked me the most disagreeable questions, wanting to know what I valued the missing presents at, and how much they had cost, and if the jewellery was real, and unpleasant things of that sort. While we were in the very midst of it mamma came in in a state of painful excitement.

“Are you a policeman?” she demanded. “Because if you are I should like you to tell my cook and my parlourmaid that if they leave my house this day without giving me due and proper notice they will do so at their peril, and that I shall prosecute them both as sure as they are living.” The detective stroked his chin and seemed disinclined to do as mamma desired. She went on, “My parlourmaid has been making the most unwarrantable accusations against my cook, in consequence of which she declares that she won’t stay in the house another minute; and when I told my parlourmaid what I thought of her behaviour she announced that she should also go at once. They are both perfectly well aware that it is my daughter’s wedding day, and that if they do go everything will be in a state of confusion; so I want you to speak to them and bring them to a proper sense of their duty.”

The detective still seemed dubious.

“I am afraid, madam, that that sort of thing hardly comes within my jurisdiction. But if they are going I should like to ask them a few questions about this burglary before they leave the house.”

Cook with her hat on, and Mary with hers in her hand, had been standing in the doorway all the while. Cook now came forward — battle in her eye; we always had had trouble with her temper.

“I’m quite ready to answer any questions that’s put to me; but if anyone says a word against Mr Parsons, who’s as honest and respectable a man as ever walked this earth, then I say they’re liars.”

Then came Mary, who, as we had all of us noticed, always had a way of hinting more than she actually said.

“What I say is true, and I’m not going to be frightened from speaking the truth by anyone. I say that Mr Parsons was hanging about this house last night till after twelve o’clock; and so he was.”

There was a frightful scene. I believe, if the detective had not been present, that those two women would have attacked each other. When Eveleen and Ellen got me back into my own room my nerves were in such a state that I was trembling all over. It was past eleven. There were still no signs of Eliza or my dress. The carriage was to come to take me to the church at twelve; the wedding was to be at half-past; as we wanted to catch the afternoon train for Paris we had arranged to have it early. I was feeling both miserable and desperate, altogether different from what I had intended to feel.

“I shall go and fetch the dress myself,” I said.

“Rather than you shall do that,” exclaimed Eveleen, “I’ll go myself.” And she went, giving me a few words of advice before she departed. “Do control yourself, Maud, and don’t give way. Everything will be all right if you keep calm. I promise to bring you your dress in twenty minutes, if I don’t meet Eliza with it on the way.”

It was all very well for her to talk about keeping calm, but I had reached a stage when something had to be done. So I threw myself on the bed and had a cry. Although Ellen did try to comfort me it was not the slightest use. Then, when she saw the state I was in, she started crying too. And while we were both of us at it in came mamma. She was almost in a worse condition than we were. Cook and Mary had both left, and the detective had gone without having done the slightest good, and everything was topsy-turvy. The refreshments for the reception which was to take place after the wedding were to come in from outside, and the waiters also; still, it was dreadful to be practically servantless. Mamma was in such a state of painful agitation that she almost drove me to hysterics. Then Jane, the kitchenmaid, came rushing in. Since Eliza had not yet returned, she was the only maid we had in the house.

“If you please, ma’am, the carriages have come.”

“Carriages! What carriages?”

“To take Miss Maud and her bridesmaids to the wedding, ma’am.”

“Wedding!” Mamma laughed; it was an awful sound. “Since it does not seem likely that there will be any wedding, it will hardly be worth their while to wait.”

“Shall I tell them to go, ma’am?”

When the idiotic Jane asked that question I leapt right off the bed on to the floor.

“Mamma! Jane! How can you be so absurd?”

I was just going to give both of them a piece of my mind — because mamma’s conduct really was ridiculous — when someone else came tearing up the staircase. It was Eveleen, followed by a smartly-dressed young woman carrying a large box — which I made a dash at — with Eliza in the rear.

“Here’s your dress!” cried Eveleen.

The young woman began to explain.

“Mme. Sylvia sends her apologies, and hopes you will excuse her for having kept you waiting; but there has been an unavoidable delay owing to an unfortunate misunderstanding—”

Eveleen cut her short.

“We’ll have the apologies and all that sort of thing afterwards. What you have to do, Maud, is to put on that dress in the shortest time on record, and let’s hope it fits. You’ve been crying — so have you, mamma — and Ellen! You’re three nice people. As for you, Ellen, nothing will get those marks off your face except clean water, and you’ll have to wash.”

Ellen’s complexion takes a tremendous time; she uses all sorts of things for it, so that that was a bad blow for her. We all began to bustle. The young woman began to unpack the box, and I got quite ready to slip into the dress when it was unpacked. Suddenly there was an exclamation from Mme. Sylvia’s assistant.

“My goodness! what is this?” She was holding up what looked as if it were some weird sort of a blouse made of all the colours of the rainbow; it was certainly not part of my wedding-dress. She stared and we stared. Then she dropped on to a chair with a groan. “There’s been a mistake,” she gasped. “In the hurry I’ve brought a dress which we have been making for Mrs Markham for a fancy-dress ball, and I’m afraid your dress has gone to her.”

There are moments in life when, the worst having come to the worst, obviously the only thing left to do is to look it boldly in the face. I realised that one of those moments had come to me then. All hope was gone; nothing remained but to calmly face despair. I gave myself a sort of mental pinch, and walked quietly up to that young woman, feeling — and no doubt looking — almost dangerously cool. I picked up the parti-coloured garment, which was all that had been brought to me after all that strain and stress.

“This looks as if it might be some sort of fancy dress. Am I to understand that it is a fancy dress?”

I believe that that assistant was overawed by my manner.

“Yes; it’s for one of our customers — a Mrs Markham — for a fancy-dress ball.”

“And, pray, where is my wedding-dress?”

“I expect it has been sent to Mrs Markham in mistake for hers.”

“And when may I rely on receiving it back from Mrs Markham?”

“Not before to-morrow, at the earliest; it has been put on a train at Euston — she lives in the North.”

“Since I am to be married to-day, it will not be of much use to me to-morrow, will it? Put this article back in your box. Return it to Mme. Sylvia, and inform her, with my compliments, that she will hear from my solicitors. I should imagine that she will probably hear from Mrs Markham’s solicitors also. Take Mrs Markham’s fancy costume — and yourself — away as fast as you possibly can. Eveleen, I will be married in my going-away dress.”

I have little doubt that they were all impressed by what, under the circumstances, seemed my almost preternatural calmness. Scarcely a word was spoken by anyone. Even mamma merely remarked that the assistants in Mme. Sylvia’s establishment seemed to be as utter idiots as their principal; and that, for mamma, was nothing. I bundled her off to dress, and I made Eveleen and Ellen go too. I attired myself for my wedding, which was far from what I had intended to do. It had been arranged that I should be costumed by a sort of committee consisting of my four bridesmaids, with mamma acting as my supervisor. But since that arrangement had been made everything had been altered; and as now nothing remained but my going-away dress, I needed no assistance in putting on that. With a travelling costume a bridal veil seemed almost painfully out of place, so I resolved to do without that also. I wore a hat.

Just as I was putting the finishing touches to my hat there came a tapping at my bedroom door. When I cried, “Come in!” to my amazement who should enter but George’s best man, Jack Bowles.

“Maud!” he exclaimed. “Whatever’s up? Do you know it’s nearly two, and George is almost off his head, and the parson’s going to a funeral?”

I turned to him with what he has since assured me was the air of a tragedy queen.

“I am ready now. We will start at once.”

He stared, as well he might.

“Like that?” he cried.

“Like this. You and I will drive to the church together, and I will explain everything to you as we go.” I hurried with him down the staircase, calling to the others as I went; unseen, unnoticed, a quiver passed all over me as I recalled how, in the days gone by, with a prophetic eye, I had seen myself, a vision of snowy white, descend that staircase “with measured step and slow,” surrounded by my bridesmaids. “Mamma, I’m going to drive to the church with Mr Bowles. You and Eveleen and Ellen had better follow in another carriage.”

“My dear!” mamma’s voice came back. “What do you mean? I’m not nearly ready yet.”

“Maud!” Eveleen distinctly shouted.

But I waited for nothing; for no one. Hastening to a carriage with Mr Bowles, off we started. It was rather an invidious position; there had been passages with Mr Bowles which made my situation one of some delicacy. When George told me that he had asked him to be his best man, I felt that he was hardly the person I should have chosen for the part. However, I had not quite seen my way to acquaint him with the manner in which Mr Bowles had behaved at Mrs Miller’s dance; to speak of nothing else. So there we were alone together perhaps for the last time in our lives. Possibly what had passed between us made him all the quicker to feel for me in the plight in which — as I explained to him — I found myself. He showed the most perfect sympathy. Even George could not have been nicer.

But, for me, disasters were not ended. I was to be the victim of another before the church was reached. It seems to me that motor cars are always doing something. As we were passing along the busiest part of the High Street one of them did something then. It skidded — or something — and took off one of our back wheels. Down dropped a corner of the brougham with a crash which sent me flying into Mr Bowles’s arms. Presently, when, apparently uninjured, we found ourselves standing in the road, the centre of an interested and rapidly-increasing crowd, we realised that it might have been worse.

“The stars,” I murmured, with a presence of mind which, now that I look back upon it, seems to have been really phenomenal, “are fighting against me in their courses.”

“Poor old George,” said Mr Bowles, who was always rather inclined to slang, “will be fairly off his nut.”

All at once I espied papa coming along in a hansom cab. I called out to him. Stopping the cab he sprang out to us.

“What are you two doing here?” he demanded, in not unreasonable astonishment. Then he went on to offer exactly the kind of explanation I had expected. “Do you know, I’ve been so occupied that I quite overlooked the fact that I was due with you at half-past twelve. I hope it made no difference. Where’s George?”

“He’s at the church.”

“At the church? What’s he doing there?”

“He’s waiting for me to come and be married.”

“Waiting? How’s that? Aren’t you married already?”

“No; and — it — doesn’t look — as if — I — ever — shall be.”

“Jump into my hansom — you and Bowles — we’ll soon see about that.”

We jumped in, Mr Bowles and I, and we drove off to the church — to my wedding! — three in a hansom cab! If ever anyone had foretold that such a thing would — or could — have happened to me I should have expired on the spot.

When we reached the church — we did reach it! — we found that such of the people as remained were standing on the steps or in the doorway. George, who was nearly distracted, came rushing forward at the sight of me; the people actually cheered. It appeared that the clergyman — our vicar — who had been specially retained, had gone to a funeral; but a curate, of some sort, had been routed out from somewhere, and he performed the service. Just as it was begun in came mamma and Eveleen and Ellen. The instant it was over George and I tore off home, got my trunks — George himself helped to carry them — and rushed to Charing Cross just in time to catch the boat-train.

When it had started, and he and I were in a compartment alone together, I put my head on his shoulder and I cried — with joy. Everything had gone as wrong as it very well could have done; but we were married!


TWO OF A TRADE

“Fares, please!”

The omnibus conductor stood in front of a lady, young, and not ill-looking, and waited. As he waited he flicked his packet of tickets with the forefinger of his right hand. The lady addressed seemed to experience some difficulty in finding the sum required. She felt in a bag which was hanging at her waist. She dived into the recesses of a pocket which was apparently placed in an even more inaccessible position than a lady’s pocket is wont to be. Without result. Her proceedings attracted the attention of all her fellow-passengers; and the ‘bus was full; — indeed, her manœuvres were the cause of some inconvenience to her immediate neighbours. At last she delivered herself of a piece of information.

“I’ve lost my purse!”

The conducter eyed her stolidly. He was not so young as he had been. Possibly a long experience of ‘bus conducting had brought him into intimate relations with ladies who did lose things; so that his sympathies were dulled.

“Lost your purse?”

He echoed her words as if the matter was not of the slightest interest to him.

“Yes; — that is, I had it when I came into the ‘bus; — I’m afraid it has been stolen.”

“Stolen?” echoed the conductor; — still with an air of complete indifference.

“Yes,” said an old man, who was on the seat opposite, at the end farthest from the door; “and that man sitting by you is the man as took it.”

Since Bruce Palliser was the only man sitting by her the allusion could only be to him. He turned on the speaker in surprise.

“Are you suggesting, sir, that I have stolen the lady’s purse?”

“That’s it; that’s what I’m suggesting. Only it’s more than a suggestion. I see you fumbling with the lady’s skirt. I wondered what you was up to. Now I know.”

A woman sitting on the other side of the purseless lady interposed.

“Here’s a penny, if that’s any good; — or, for the matter of that, here’s twopence. It’s not nice for any of us to be crowded in the same ‘bus with parties who say they’ve had their purses stolen.”

“I’m afraid it isn’t,” admitted the sufferer. “I’m very sorry, but — all my money was in my purse. If you would let me have a penny I should be very much obliged.”

The penny was forthcoming.

“Do you make any charge?” inquired the conductor, as he handed over the ticket in exchange.

“No,” rejoined the lady. “I do not.”

“He’s got it on him now,” asserted the old gentleman in the corner. “If you’ll hand him over to a policeman you’ll find he has.”

“I trust,” exclaimed Mr Palliser, “that you’ll afford me an opportunity to prove that what this person says is absolutely false.”

The young lady stood up.

“Please stop the ‘bus. I’m going to get out.”

“You call a policeman,” persisted the old gentleman. “You’ll soon find where your purse is.”

“But, madam!” cried Mr Palliser. The ‘bus stopped. The young lady began to move towards the door. Bruce Palliser following, appealing to her as he did so. “Madam! — if you will give me your attention for a single instant!”

The young lady alighted. Mr Palliser alighted also. The ‘bus went on.

“I see him take it,” announced the old gentleman in the corner. “Put it in his pocket, I believe he did.”

Bruce Palliser, standing in the roadway, tried to induce the young lady to give him a chance to establish his innocence.

“If you will permit me to explain who I am, I will make it quite clear to you—”

She cut him short.

“Have the kindness not to address me.”

She climbed into a passing hansom. He had to spring to one side to avoid being cut down by a furniture van. By the time the van had gone the cab had gone also.

Later in the day he rushed into the station with just time enough to enable him to catch the train which was to take him home. He had already entered a compartment before he realised that a seat near the door was occupied by the young lady of the omnibus. The recognition was obviously mutual. Something in her attitude made him conscious of a ridiculous sense of discomfort. He felt that if he did not leave the carriage she would — although the train was about to start. Scrambling back on to the platform he was hustled into another compartment by an expostulating guard. When the train stopped at Market Hinton, and he got out, he observed that the young lady of the omnibus was emerging from the compartment from which he had retreated with so small a show of dignity. Apparently she also had reached her journey’s end. He thought he knew most of the people who lived thereabouts, at least by sight. He had certainly never seen her before. Who could she be?

Stupidly enough he hung about the station, allowing himself to be buttonholed by an old countryman who was full of his sufferings from rheumatism — one of that large tribe with which every doctor is familiar, the members of which never lose a chance of obtaining medical advice for nothing. He was not in the best of tempers by the time that he reached home. Nor was his temper improved by the greeting which he received from Jack Griffiths, who had acted as his locum during his enforced absence in London.

“You’re not looking any better for your change,” declared Jack, who had an unfortunate — and exasperating — knack of seeing the pessimistic side of things. “You’re looking all mops and brooms.”

“I’m not feeling all mops and brooms — whatever state of feeling that may be. On the contrary, I’m feeling as fit as I ever felt in the whole of my life.”

“Then you’re not looking it; which is a pity. Because it’s my opinion that you’ll want all the stock of health you can lay your hands on if you’re to continue to hold your own in Market Hinton.”

“What might you happen to mean? — you old croaker!”

“It’s easy to call me a croaker, sir, but facts are facts; and I tell you that that new doctor’s making things hum — cutting the grass from under your very feet.”

“What new doctor?”

“The new doctor. I wasn’t aware that there was more than one. If there is then you’re in greater luck even than I thought you were.”

“Are you alluding to that female creature?”

“I am. I am alluding to Dr Constance Hughes, M.D. (London). Mrs Vickers is of opinion that she’s a first-rate doctor.”

“Mrs Vickers! — Why, she’s one of my oldest patients.”

“Precisely; which is perhaps one reason why she feels disposed to try a change. Anyhow she called Dr Constance Hughes in one day, when that medical lady happened to be passing; and I’m inclined to think that, if she could only see her way, she’d like to call her in again.”

“Pretty unprofessional conduct! What does the woman mean by it?”

“Which woman? Dr Constance Hughes? She’s nothing to do with it. She had to go in when they stopped her on the high road; but, from what I understand, when she learnt that Mrs Vickers was your patient she declined to call again. Than her conduct nothing could have been more professional. But it isn’t only Mrs Vickers. I hear golden opinions of her on every side. And she drives some of the finest horses I ever saw.”

“So I’ve been told. Thank goodness, so far I’ve seen neither the woman nor her horses; but if half they say is true, she knows more of horse flesh than of medicine.”

“Then, in that case, she must be a dabster. Heaps of money, I’m informed; taken up the profession simply for the sake of something to do, and because she loves it. Bruce, Dr Constance Hughes is going to be a dangerous rival!”

Such, ere long, was to be Bruce Palliser’s own opinion.

When, the following afternoon, he returned from his rounds, he learned that an urgent summons had come for him, earlier in the day, from Mrs Daubeny, one of his most influential patients. He hurried round to her. On his arrival at the house the maid who opened the door informed him that the other doctor was upstairs. As he had not come, and Mrs Daubeny was in such pain, they had sent for other assistance. While she was speaking, the maid conducted him upstairs. Opening a door, she ushered him in, announcing his appearance.

“Dr Palliser.”

He found himself in a bedroom, with someone lying in the bed, and two women standing on either side of it. One of the women he recognised as Foster, Mrs Daubeny’s housekeeper; and the other — as the lady of the omnibus. He stared at her in blank amazement. Although she had her hat on, her sleeves were turned up, and she was holding in her hand what he perceived to be a clinical thermometer. Foster went — awkwardly enough — through a form of introduction.

“Oh, Dr Palliser, I’m so glad you’ve come! This is Miss Hughes — I mean Dr Hughes. Mrs Daubeny has been so bad that if she hadn’t come I don’t know what we should have done.”

Mr Palliser bowed; so stiffly that the inclination of his head only just amounted to a movement. The lady was as stiff. Although she looked him full in the face there was that in the quality of her glance which almost hinted that she did not notice he was there. She explained the position, in a tone of voice which could hardly have been more frigid.

“Mrs Daubeny has had an attack of acute laryngitis, rather a severe one. Fortunately, however, the worst is over; unless, that is, it should recur.”

“I am obliged to you. I have had the honour to treat Mrs Daubeny on former occasions. I will see that all is done that is necessary.”

The lady returned her thermometer to its case. She turned down her sleeves. She donned a sable jacket which Mr Palliser could not but feel was not unbecoming. With the curtest possible nod to the newcomer she quitted the room.

At his solitary meal that night, the more Bruce Palliser turned matters over in his mind the less he liked them.

“This is a nice kettle of fish! To think of her being Dr Constance Hughes! For all I know she may actually be of opinion that it was I who stole her purse — as that lying old scoundrel asserted — I should like to wring his neck! She wouldn’t condescend to even give me a hearing; the vixen! She has a first-rate tale to tell against me, anyhow. Why, if she chooses to tell everyone that someone stole her purse, and that there was a man in the omnibus who declared he saw me take it, I sha’n’t even be able to bring an action for slander; the thing is true enough. I ought to have dragged that old ruffian out by the hair of his head, and made him own then and there that he lied. I’ve half a mind to write to her and insist on her giving me an opportunity to explain. But she wouldn’t do it; she’s that kind of woman. I know it! I could see by the way she treated me this afternoon that she means to get her knife into me — and well in, too. A male rival is bad enough — I’ve had one or two passages-of-arms with old Harford — but a female — and such a female! I may as well announce my practice for sale while there’s any of it left to sell. That woman won’t leave a stone unturned to ruin me!”

During the next few days he was destined to hear more of Dr Constance Hughes than he cared for. She seemed to have impressed other people a good deal more favourably than she had him. Market Hinton is in the centre of a hunting country. The fact that she had quite a string of first-rate horses, and that she could handle the “ribbons” as well as any coachman, and had an excellent seat in a saddle, appealed to the local imagination in an especial degree. To be a “good sportsman” meant much at Market Hinton; of anyone who reached that high standard they could think no evil. Bruce Palliser found that, because Dr Constance Hughes had hunters who, with her on them, could hold their own in any country, and in any company, people were taking it for granted that her medical qualifications must necessarily be unimpeachable.

Old Rawlins, of “The King’s Head,” put the case in a nutshell.

“She drives a mare that would win a prize at any show in England; and it does you good to see the way she drives her. That mare wants some driving! I say that a woman who can handle a horse like she can handle that mare ought to be able to handle anything. She shall have the handling of Mrs Rawlins the next time she’s ill; I’ll have her sent for.”

Bruce Palliser was to make the close acquaintance of the mare in question before very long, and in a fashion which did not tend to give him such a high opinion of the creature as Mr Rawlins possessed.

Just as he was preparing for dinner a call came to a patient who lived the other side of the town. His stable only contained one horse, and that had already done a good day’s work. Taking out his bicycle he proceeded to the patient’s house on that. He was not detained long. Glancing at his watch as he was about to return he perceived that if he made haste he would not be so very late for dinner after all, and would have a chance of getting something to eat before everything was spoiled. So he bowled along at a pace which was considerably above the legal limit. It was bright moonlight. Until he reached Woodcroft, the residence of Dr Constance Hughes, he had the road practically all to himself.

Woodcroft was a corner house. As he neared it he became suddenly conscience that a vehicle was coming along the road which bounded it on one side. As he came to the corner the vehicle swept round it. He had just time to see that it was a high dog-cart, and that Dr Constance Hughes was driving. For some reason the discovery caused him to lose his head. Forgetting that he was riding a free wheel, instead of jamming on the brakes he tried to back pedal. Before he had realised his mistake he was under the horse’s hoofs, and the dog-cart had passed right over him.

Mr Palliser was conscious that the startled animal first reared, then bolted — or rather, tried to. Fortunately her master sat behind her in the shape of her mistress. Not only was she brought to a standstill, but, in less than half a minute, Dr Constance Hughes had descended from the dog-cart, and was kneeling at Mr Palliser’s side.

Her first remark was scarcely sympathetic.

“You ought to have rung your bell,” she said.

“I hadn’t a bell to ring,” he retorted.

“Then you never ought to come out without one, as you’re very well aware. What’s wrong?”

“Nothing’s wrong.”

He proved that there was nothing wrong by quietly fainting in the middle of the road.

“What’s up?” was the first remark which he made when he returned to consciousness. “What’s happened? Where am I? What on earth—”

He stopped, to groan with pain, and to recognise the futility of an attempt to sit upright. He lay still, looking about him with wide-open eyes. He was in bed — not his own, but someone else’s. And in someone else’s room; one, moreover, which was strange to him. On one side stood Dr Constance Hughes; behind her was that very general practitioner and ancient rival — Joseph Harford. It was the lady who replied.

“As to where you are, you’re in my house. And you’ve come back to your senses just in time to let us know if you would like your leg cut off.”

“My leg?”

“I said your leg. At present it’s a question of that only. It may be necessary to proceed further later on.”

“What do you mean?”

Bruce Palliser was conscious that his right leg was subjecting him to so much agony that beads of sweat stood on his brow.

“Compound fracture. Tibia and peroneal both broken. Mr Harford is of opinion that the only thing is to amputate at once.”

“Is he? I’m much obliged.”

“I say no.”

“Do you?”

“I do. I say they can be set, being of opinion that it’s worth while risking something on the off chance of being able to save your leg, since it’s better to go about with two than one.”

Mr Harford shook his head.

“I’ve had my say; having done so I wash my hands of all responsibility. If we amputate at once your life will not be endangered. If there is any postponement we may not be able to operate at all; you may lose your life and your leg.”

“That is your opinion?”

“It is — emphatically.”

“Then I’ll keep my leg. Set it.” He closed his eyes, he had to, the pain just then was so exquisite. Presently he opened them again to address the lady pointedly. “You set it.”

“I intend to. Would you like an anæsthetic? It won’t be pleasant.”

“No.”

“Then grit your teeth. I’ll be as quick as I can; but I’m afraid you’ll have a pretty bad time.”

He gritted his teeth, and he had a pretty bad time. But through it all he recognised that the work was being done by a workman, with skill and judgment, with as much delicacy also as the thing permitted. He had not thought that such a slip of a girl could have had such strength or courage. When the task was over she gave what sounded like a gratified sigh.

“That’s done. You’ve behaved like a man.”

“And you’re a surgeon born.”

That was all he could mutter. Then he swooned, unconsciousness supervened; he had come to the end of his tether.

The bad time continued longer than he cared to count. The days slipped by, and still he lay in that bed. One morning he asked her, — 

“How’s it going?”

“As well as can be expected; better perhaps. But this is not going to be a five minutes’ job — you know better than that?”

“I ought to have let old Harford cut it off; I should have made a quicker recovery.”

“Nonsense. In that case you would never, in the real sense of the word, have recovered at all. Now there’s every probability of your being as sound as ever. You only want time. There’s no inflammation; the wound keeps perfectly sweet. You’ve a fine physique; you’ve lived cleanly. I counted upon these things when I took the chances.”

Two days afterwards he broached another matter.

“You know I can’t stop here. I’m putting you to tremendous expense, and no end of inconvenience. The idea’s monstrous. I’m ashamed of myself for having stopped so long. You must have me put into the ambulance at once and carted home.”

“You will stay where you are. I’m in charge of this case. I decline to allow you to be moved.”

“But — !”

“But me no buts. As your medical adviser I refuse to permit of any interference. In such a matter you of all persons ought to set a good example.”

He was silent. Not only was he helpless and too weak for argument, but there was in her manner an air of peremptory authority before which he positively quailed. Yet, the next day, he returned to the attack.

“I don’t want there to be any misunderstanding between us, so please realise that I’m quite aware that the accident was entirely my fault, that you were in no way to blame, and that therefore you are not in any sense responsible for my present position.”

“I know that as well as you do. You ought to have had a bell; no bicyclist ought to be without a bell, especially at night. I did not hear you coming, but you heard me; yet you ran right into me although you heard.”

“I lost my head.”

“You lost something.

“Therefore I wish to emphasise the fact that I have not the slightest right to encroach upon your hospitality, or your time, or your services.”

“Does that mean that you would rather dispense with the latter? Or are you merely again trying to display a refractory spirit?”

“I’m not doing anything of the kind. I simply don’t wish to take advantage of your — your generosity.”

“Generosity? My good sir, you are mistaken. Yours is an interesting case. I flatter myself that not everybody could have saved that leg of yours. You know how seldom one gets an interesting case at Market Hinton; I mean to make the best of this one now I’ve got it. You’ll regard this as a hospital. And you’ll stay in it, as patiently as your nature permits, until, in due course, you receive your discharge.”

There was silence. He watched her while she adjusted fresh bandages. He thought that he had never seen work of the kind more deftly done. As she bent over him he noticed what a dainty profile she had, and what beautiful hands. Presently he spoke again.

“Miss Hughes—”

“Dr Hughes, if you please. I didn’t proceed to my M.D. degree for nothing.”

“I beg your pardon. Dr Hughes, what has become of my patients while I’ve been lying here?”

“I’ve been taking them. Do you object?”

“Object! Indeed, no; only — I’m afraid—”

He stopped.

“Yes? What are you afraid of?”

“Nothing; that is — I hardly know how you’ll take it.”

“What are you afraid of?”

“Only that, when they’ve once tried you, they won’t care to return to me.”

“That’s it, is it? I thought so. Do you take me to be that kind of person? I’m extremely obliged.”

“You’re quite mistaken. I didn’t mean it in that way at all, as you know. I meant it for a clumsy compliment.”

“It’s a kind of clumsy compliment I don’t care about, thank you very much.”

“But, professionally, you are infinitely cleverer than I am.”

“Professionally, I am nothing of the kind. It’s not fair of you to laugh at me. Wherever I go people tell me how skilful you are, especially those who know. Besides, you need have no fear of illegitimate competition. It is not likely that I shall remain in Market Hinton.”

He started.

“You are not going away?”

“I am, most probably. I only came here as an experiment; from my point of view it is an experiment which has failed.”

He was still, to speak again after another interval. A more serious note was in his speech.

“Dr Hughes, when that man in the omnibus said I had stolen your purse, did you believe him?”

“I did not.”

“Not for an instant?”

“Not for a single instant. And that for the best of reasons; my purse had not been stolen. I could have bitten my tongue off directly I had allowed myself to hint that it might have been; because it instantly occurred to me that it was well within the range of possibility that I had left it behind me at a shop at which I had been making some purchases. I drove straight back to the shop, and there it was.”

“Why didn’t you allow me to explain?”

“There was nothing for you to explain. As a matter of fact the explanation would have had to come from me, and I was in too bad a temper for that. Women have a reputation for making spectacles of themselves in that particular fashion; it didn’t please me to think that I’d fallen in line with my sisters.” She added, after a pause: “You’ve no notion what a vile temper I have.”

“I doubt if it’s such a very bad one.”

“You doubt? You don’t! You, of all people, ought to know what kind of temper I’ve got.”

He smiled enigmatically.

“I do.”

It was some time afterwards, when he had advanced to the dignity of an easy-chair and a leg-rest, that some of the points of that conversation were touched on again. It was he who began.

“Dr Hughes.”

“Doctor Palliser?”

The emphasis which she laid upon the “Doctor” was most pronounced.

“Pardon me, I am not a doctor, I am a mere F.R.C.S.”

“Is it necessary that you should always ‘Doctor’ me?”

“Pardon me again. I remember an occasion when you went a little out of your way to make it plain to me that you had not proceeded to your M.D. degree for nothing.”

“You needn’t always flaunt that in my face.”

“I won’t, since you appear to have changed your mind — until you change it again.” She looked at him, with a gleam in her eyes which was half laughter, half something else. He went on: “At the same time, since what I have to say to you is strictly professional, I don’t think that, on this occasion, the ‘Doctor’ Hughes will be out of place. You once said to me that you had some vague intention of not remaining in Market Hinton.”

“It wasn’t a vague intention then; it is less vague now. I am going.”

“That is a pity.”

“Why? It will be all the better for you; one competitor less.”

“I am afraid I don’t see it altogether in that light. You see, I was thinking of taking a partner.”

“A partner?”

“Exactly, a partner. The practice was getting a little beyond me. When I am able to move about again, as I soon shall be, thanks to you, it may get beyond me again. Now what would you say to taking a partner?”

“I! What! Bring another woman here?”

“No, I was not thinking of that. Indeed, I was not thinking of a woman at all. I was thinking of a man.”

“A man!”

“I was thinking of myself.”

“You! Mr Palliser!”

“Why shouldn’t we — you and I — be partners? Miss Hughes — Dr Constance” — suddenly, as he went on she looked down— “don’t you think that it is possible that we might work together? That an arrangement might be made which — would be agreeable to us both?”

“Of course — there is always a possibility.”

“Don’t you think that, in this instance, there’s a probability?”

“There might be.”

“Don’t you feel that such an arrangement would be, from all possible points of view, a desirable one? I do; I feel it strongly.”

“Do you?”

“Don’t you?” She was silent; so he continued, “I’d give all I have in the world, all I hope to have, to hear you say that you’d like us to be partners.”

She looked up at him.

“I’d like to have — you for a partner,” she said.


REWARDED

I

“Am I altered?”

She was, and yet was not. In one sense, not so much as he had expected. In another sense, more. Or was the alteration in himself? Mr Ferguson was conscious of a curious qualm as he recognised that at least the thing was possible.

He had told himself, over and over again, not only that he was not a romantic man, but that there was no romance about the story. He had loved Helen Sinclair when he was scarcely more than a boy, and when she was, certainly, nothing but a girl. Sir Matthew Griswold had come her way, and — well — she had married him. How much her mother had had to do with the match, and how much she herself had had to do with it, was a matter Mr Ferguson never could determine. Griswold was scarcely more than half an Englishman. His mother had left him large estates in South America. To those estates he had departed with his wife. On those estates for eighteen — or was it nineteen? — years Lady Griswold had practically resided.

If Mr Ferguson was broken-hearted when his love forsook him, he concealed the fact with admirable ability. Indeed, it is an open question whether, very soon, he did not tell himself that it was just as well. A poor wife, possibly any sort of wife, might have proved a drag on his career. For he had a career. And, in a certain way, he had succeeded in that career to quite a remarkable extent. He was M.P. for the Culmshire Boroughs. He had made a name in literature. Literature, that is, of a kind. Not light and fanciful, but matter-of-fact and solid. He was, in fact, that wholly indescribable personage, a promising politician. He was beginning to feel, and possibly others were beginning to feel as well, that there was only one thing needed to enable him to turn the promise into fulfilment. That thing was money. He was not, in a positive sense, a poor man. In a relative sense, he was. He was very far from being as rich as he felt that he ought to be if he was ever to occupy that position in politics which he would like to occupy.

Helen Sinclair had sent him a little note when her marriage with Sir Matthew was finally arranged. Mr Ferguson had not replied to it. She had particularly desired that he would not reply. After that there had been no communication between them for years. Mr Ferguson, of course, was aware that Lady Griswold was still alive. The Griswolds were sufficiently important personages in English society to be heard of now and then, even from that remote portion of the world, from an English social point of view, in which they chose to dwell.

One day a certain young friend of Mr Ferguson’s made up his mind to travel in South America. He came and asked Mr Ferguson if he could make him known to any persons “over there.” The request was, geographically, rather vaguely worded, but Mr Ferguson, smiling to himself as he wrote, gave him a note of introduction to Lady Griswold, in case he should get, say, within a hundred miles of her. That young man got within a hundred miles of her. He made a long sojourn with the Griswolds. They made much of him. Lady Griswold even went so far as to write and thank Mr Ferguson for having thought of her. Mr Ferguson replied to her letter. The lady replied again. And so, between them, there grew up a curious correspondence, a correspondence which, if they had only known it, was in its way pathetic. Perhaps, after a fashion of their own, they did recognise the pathos of the thing. Then Sir Matthew died. He was thirty years older than his wife. The widow, in her distress, wrote to Ronald — Mr Ferguson was once more “Ronald” to her — in her grief. And, in soothing her sorrow, Mr Ferguson had dropped a hint. When he wrote again he dropped another hint. And then another, and another, and another. By degrees the widow began to take the hints. The end of it was, that, after many years of exile, Lady Griswold had come home.

Mr Ferguson understood quite well that it was because of those hints which he had dropped that Lady Griswold had come home. He had not written one plain word. Nothing which she would be able to fasten on and say, “Did you not write this, or that, and so deceive me?” His political training had tended to develop the bump of caution which he had originally possessed. “Non-committal” was the watchword for him. He was unwilling to commit himself to any person, in any way, on any subject whatsoever. Experience had taught him, or had seemed to teach him, that that was the safest policy. But he certainly had dropped those hints. And, as it appeared to him, with cause.

It is true enough that, since he was left forlorn, he had never thought of marriage. Never once, until Sir Matthew died. He had discovered, with an old sensation of surprise, that he had still a tenderness for his boyhood’s love. Though until he saw Lady Griswold’s handwriting — she wrote the same hand which she had written as a girl — he had been unaware of the fact during all these years. That young man had sent Mr Ferguson a glowing account of his sojourn with the Griswolds. According to him, Lady Griswold was the most charming woman in the world. And so young. The traveller protested that she scarcely looked as if she were more than twenty. Even allowing for the natural exaggeration of grateful youth, this sounded well. In her letters Lady Griswold had herself declared that she felt young. She only had one child, a girl. That young man scarcely spoke of the girl. Lady Griswold alluded to her rarely. When Mr Ferguson heard that Sir Matthew had divided his vast possessions equally between his wife and his daughter, and that the widow was free to do with her portion exactly what she pleased, his heart actually throbbed a little faster in his breast. Here was the wealth he needed to make his standing sure. It was then he dropped a more decisive hint than any other of the hints which he had dropped, the hint which had induced Lady Griswold to come home.

She had told him that he was not to meet her on her arrival in her native land. She would let him know when he was to call on her in town. She had let him know. He had waited on her command. He had been conscious of a slight internal fluttering as he came up the stairs. Now he held her by the hand.

“Am I altered?”

It was when she asked that question that Mr Ferguson had been made aware of that curious qualm. She had not altered anything like so much as might reasonably have been expected. She showed not the slightest sign of having lived in such a very trying climate. She was, perhaps, a little filled out. Perhaps a little more stately. There was about her the certain something which so distinctly divides the woman from the girl. But there was not a wrinkle on her face. Not a line of sorrow or of care. She looked at him, too, with the eyes of a girl; she certainly looked very much more like twenty-six than thirty-six. And yet! — 

And yet, what? It is rather difficult to put the matter into words. The truth is, that as he stood in front of her, holding her hand in his, looking into her eyes, he felt an absolute conviction that this was not the sort of woman that he cared for. That this was not the sort of woman that he ever could care for now. But he could not tell her so. Just as little could he leave her inquiry unanswered.

“No, I do not think that you have altered.”

Her womanly perception was not to be deceived.

“You are saying that to please me. I see you do think that I have altered.”

“I think that you have grown younger.”

“Ronald!”

She dropped her eyes, as a young girl might drop her eyes on receiving her first compliment. The blood showed through her cheeks. He felt that she expected him to say something else. But he could not say it.

“And me — what do you think of the changes which have taken place in me?”

She looked up at him shyly, with a shyness which he found curiously embarrassing.

“You are just what I expected you would be. See here.”

Taking him by the hand she led him to a table. On the table lay a photographic album. The album was of considerable size. It seemed to be full of photographs. She opened it.

“See,” she said, “I have them all. At least, I think I have them all.”

The album contained nothing but photographs of Mr Ferguson. He filled it from cover to cover. When he perceived this was so, he was tongue-tied. He felt, almost, as if he were some guilty thing. She went on, — 

“I made arrangements with someone over here — he is in a news agency, or something. I told him to find out whenever you were photographed and to send me copies. So you see that I have been able to follow the changes which have taken place in you from year to year.”

He said nothing. He could say nothing. He could only turn over the leaves of that photographic album.

“But I not only have your photographs, I have every speech you ever made. I have read them over and over again. I believe I know some of them by heart. I have everything you ever wrote. I have records of you which will surprise you, one day, when you see them, Ronald.” She paused. Then added, half beneath her breath: “And you? Did you take any interest in me?”

“Were not my letters proofs of that?”

“Yes, indeed! Ah, Ronald, if it had not been for you I should never have come home.”

He was startled.

“But what was there to keep you out of England now?”

“Nothing, only you. I always told myself that I never would come back unless you wrote and said you wished me to.”

He was silent for a second, oddly silent. It was with an effort that he seemed to speak.

“You take my breath away.”

“Do I?” she laughed. “Ronald, instead of being eighteen years, it does not seem to me as if it were eighteen days since we were parted.” Not eighteen days! It seemed to him as if it had been eighteen hundred years and more. “I want to tell you all about it. I always said to myself that I would tell you all about it the very first time I saw you, if I had to tell you on my bended knees.”

“What is there to tell?”

“What is there not to tell! Now sit down and listen.”

He had to sit beside her on a couch, and he had to listen. He did not know how to help it. He would have given something to have known. He felt that between himself and this woman there was a great gulf fixed. While she — she seemed to be so happy in his presence as to be unconscious that anything was wrong. She seemed to be unconscious that there was a single jarring note which marred the perfect harmony.

“Ronald, do you remember Major Pettifer?”

Pettifer! The mere mention of the name brought back to him the long passage of the years. Why, Pettifer had been dead these dozen years and more. He told her so.

“Has he? Well, it was owing to Major Pettifer that I married Sir Matthew Griswold.”

“Owing to Pettifer? How do you mean?”

“He came down with you one day to mother’s. At that time mother was worrying me to marry Sir Matthew, and Sir Matthew himself was worrying me even worse than mother. Between them I was nearly driven out of my mind. I chanced to be passing an open window when I overheard a remark which Major Pettifer addressed to you. ‘To you,’ he said, ‘marrying a poor girl means ruin.’ ‘Well,’ you answered, ‘it shall mean ruin.’ Your words struck me as with a sudden light of revelation. I made up my mind upon the instant. I told myself that if marrying a poor girl did mean ruin, then a poor girl you should not marry. Sir Matthew seemed even older than he was. My mother had told me, with her own lips, that it was quite possible that he would not live a year. I knew all through that you never would marry anyone but me. I knew you, Ronald! Even supposing Sir Matthew lived two years — then I should not be poor. You would not be ruined by mating yourself with poverty.”

She was silent. And he was silent. This was far worse than he could possibly have expected.

“Do you mean to say that you married Griswold because of some chance words which you heard Pettifer address to me, a mere fragment of a conversation to which you did not even possess the key?”

“I do. I simply made up my mind that you should not be ruined by marrying me, even though, for love of me, you courted ruin. I resolved that when I became your wife, in every possible sense of the word I would bring you fortune.”

“But during eighteen years of married life have you had no sort of compensation?”

“I have had the compensation of looking forward, the compensation of expecting this.”

What could he say to her? He vowed that never again would he commit himself even to the extent of dropping a hint. He ought to have better learnt the lesson which had been taught him on many and many a platform.

“You have had children.”

“One child — a girl.”

“Was she no compensation?”

“Really, I can hardly tell you. I seem to have seen so little of her; though, of course, she has been with me nearly all the time. But, somehow, to myself, I never seem yet to have become a mother.”

“How old is she?”

“Let me see, she was born the year that I was married, so she must be nearly eighteen. Frankly, Inez is so different to me in all respects that she never seems to me to be my daughter. Here she is.” If Lady Griswold did not welcome the opening door, which was possible, she allowed no sign of annoyance to escape her. “Inez, this is Mr Ferguson.”

Mr Ferguson stood staring, as if spellbound, at the girl who had entered the room. He felt more than half inclined to rub his eyes. It was an extraordinary thing. This big-eyed girl, who was so unlike the fair and stately Lady Griswold that she might almost have belonged to a different race of human beings, he seemed to have seen many and many a time in his dreams. He who flattered himself that he was no dreamer. Her appearance was so familiar to him that he could have drawn her likeness even before she entered the room. It was odd. It was even preposterous. Yet it was so. She advanced with outstretched hand. Even her soft, musical voice, with its faint suggestion of a foreign accent, seemed familiar to him.

“Mr Ferguson, I have seen you before.”

“You have seen me, Miss Griswold? Where?”

“In my dreams.”

Her mother interposed.

“In your dreams? Inez, don’t be so silly! What do you mean?”

“I mean what I say.” She turned to Mr Ferguson. “In your dreams, have you not seen me?”

Mr Ferguson hardly knew what to make of her, or of himself.

“It is an extraordinary thing, but I do seem to have seen you in my dreams, many and many a time.”

“It was not seeming. It was reality. We have seen each other in our dreams.”

“Inez! Mr Ferguson, let me show you some photographs of our home in South America.” She led Mr Ferguson towards a table on which there was a large portfolio. As they went, she whispered, “Ronald, I sometimes really think that Inez is a little mad.”

Mr Ferguson answered her never a word. For in an instant of time, in the flashing of an eye, something seemed to have come into his life which had never come into it before. For one thing, there had come into his life the real presence of the ideal woman of his dreams.

II

“I think that I have earned him, Marian!”

Mrs Glover, putting up her glasses, surveyed Lady Griswold through them quizzically.

“Earned him? You have earned him, over and over again, a hundred thousand times, my dear.”

Lady Griswold positively blushed with pleasure.

“Do you really think so? Do you really think that he will think so too? To look at me you would not think I was romantic, but I suppose I am.”

“If there is a more romantic creature at present existing in the world I should like to meet her, or rather, I am almost tempted to say I shouldn’t. Are you sure that after all your romance will end well?”

“Sure?” Lady Griswold seemed surprised. “How do you mean?”

“Are you sure that this Mr Ferguson of yours will adequately reward you for your eighteen years of — what shall I say? — servitude or waiting?”

Lady Griswold dropped her eyes in that girlish way she had. Her fingers trifled with a fold in the skirt of her dress.

“You do not know him.”

“I fancied that I did. I assure you I hear enough of him from Mr Glover. Mr Glover seems to think that some fine day Mr Ferguson is going to save the country.”

“I have no doubt that he will, when there is need of him. I mean that you do not know him as — I know him. He will adequately reward me for — oh, for more than I have done.”

“Indeed.” There was an odd smile about the visitor’s lips. “He seems to be very much struck with that girl of yours.”

“With Inez? He is good to her for my sake. I know what he suffers, because, you see, she is so different from me in all respects. But it is like him, to suffer for me.”

“Frankly, Helen, is there a definite engagement between you?”

“Well, Marian, you are trying to dig deeper into my secrets than I quite bargained for. But I don’t mind telling you that it was he who asked me to come home.”

“He asked you to come home, did he? Did he ask you to come home to be his wife?”

Lady Griswold’s cheeks went flaming red.

“Marian, I will tell you nothing else than this, that I am the happiest woman in the world.”

There was an odd smile about the visitor’s lips.

“You are at least the funniest woman in the world, my dear. It appears to me that you have devoted one portion of your life to the pursuit of one chimera. I only hope that you are not going to devote the remaining portion to the pursuit of another.”

“A chimera! Do you call Ronald a chimera?” Lady Griswold laughed. “I will tell Ronald that you called him a chimera.”

Mrs Glover rose to go.

“You may tell him that I called him what you please. I don’t think he is likely to care for what I may call him. He has been called too many things in his time to be super-sensitive. Mr Ferguson was born hard. The life he has lived has made him one of the hardest men I know. I am not saying it at all as a reproach, my dear; it seems to me that coming statesmen have to be hard, but it is so.”

“My dear Marian, you don’t know Ronald. He may seem hard outwardly. Inwardly, it only requires a touch to turn him into a naming fiery furnace.”

Lady Griswold stated the truth more exactly than, for an instant, she imagined. Mrs Glover would not allow that it was the truth.

“You really are the funniest woman, my dear Helen. If Mr Ferguson’s temperature ever gets to summer heat he will be in danger of — well, cracking. But never mind that. All’s well that ends well. I only hope that it will all end well with you, my dear.”

“All end well!” Lady Griswold told herself, when her visitor had gone. “She only hopes that it will all end well with me. As though it could end any other way but well! Foolish Marian! These women of the world have not, in their keeping, all the wisdom. Their besetting weakness is that they are so apt to measure other people’s corn with their own bushels.”

There was a photograph frame, fastened with a clasp, on the table at which she was standing. She unclasped it. It contained the usual photograph of Mr Ferguson, the very latest.

“Ronald, she does not know you, she says that you are hard. My Ronald!” She pressed her lips against the pictured lips in the pictured face. “How often I have kissed your effigy! When—” she was actually trembling— “when shall I kiss your living lips instead?” Laying the photograph down upon the table, she covered her face with her hands. “When, when? How often have I cried for you in the dead of the night, and — and yearned to hold you in my arms!”

She seemed to be positively crying. She was crying, there was not a doubt of it. Removing her hands from before her flaming face, with her handkerchief she dried the tears which stood in her smarting eyes.

“I think, as Marian says, that I have earned you. I have waited for you eighteen years. You must not make me wait much longer. I will not let you, Ronald. When one has loved, for eighteen years, as I have loved, one’s love — one’s love becomes — too much for one.” She looked down as if, although she was alone, she was ashamed. “I wonder if it was the climate, or whether it is I. I think — I think that it is I. Love with me is not, I think, an affair of climate.” She stretched out her arms in front of her with a strange gesture of strange passion. “I think that I am made for love! Ronald, I am made for love! That day of which, almost in my madness, I have dreamed, that day for which I have waited eighteen years, that day when you shall take me in your arms, I shall go mad — with joy — that joy which follows after waiting. Ronald! Ronald!”

Again she put her hands before her face. She trembled as with fever. She began to pace, feverishly, about the room.

“I wonder what he is waiting for? I wonder if he thinks it is too soon? Too soon! Too soon! If he thinks it is too soon, I, even I, I myself, will show him if it is too soon. Ronald! Ronald!”

Even while the name was still upon her lips a servant was standing with the handle of the open door in his hand, announcing, — 

“Mr Ferguson!”

And Mr Ferguson came in.

As Lady Griswold turned to greet him, one could not but feel that she was beautiful. Beautiful with the beauty which is the crowning beauty of all beauty in the eyes of many men. The beauty of the beautiful woman who is in the full, rich, ripe glory of her summer’s prime. She advanced to him with both her hands held out.

“Ronald!”

There was a look of welcome on her face, and in her eyes and about her lips, and, as it seemed, in every curve and outline of her body, for which some men, to have had it appear for them, would nave given a good slice of their possessions. But Mr Ferguson seemed, positively, as if he would rather that it had not been there.

He seemed reluctant, even, to yield her one of his hands in exchange for both of hers.

“Lady Griswold—”

“Lady Griswold! Why do you call me Lady Griswold? Call me Helen! Am I not Helen?”

He was silent. To himself he said, — 

“It is going to be more difficult even than I fancied. After all, I almost wish that I had written. Bah! I am a coward! Better to face it once and for all.” Then, to her, “Lady Griswold, who once was Helen.” Before she could interpose, he added, “There is something I wish particularly to say to you.”

“To me?” She caught her breath. “Ronald! What is it?”

He saw she caught her breath. It made him awkward. He began to blunder, — 

“I trust that what I am about to say to you will not — cause you to feel annoyed.”

“Annoyed! As though anything which you could say to me could cause me to feel annoyed! Ronald, how little you know me after all.”

He wished to Heaven that she knew him better.

“I can only hope that, when you have heard me out, you will not think that I have, in any way, misled you.”

“Misled me! As though you had misled me, as though you could mislead me — Ronald.”

Mr Ferguson was a cool and a courageous man. But his courage almost failed him then. He felt that he was face to face with the most difficult and the most delicate task that he had ever had to face in all his life. The look which was in this woman’s eyes, which was on her face, which was, so to speak, all over her, was, to him, nothing less than terrible. He would rather have encountered a look of the deadliest hatred than the love-light which was in her eyes. As a rule, in his way he was a diplomatist. Now, his diplomacy wholly failed him. He struggled from blunder on to blunder.

“I feel that — that, in this matter, I may not, myself, have been wholly free from blame—”

“Blame? You have not been free from blame? I will not have you say that you have been to blame in anything, I will not let you say it, Ronald.”

“But—”

“But me no buts! If there has been blame, then it has been wholly mine. But, Ronald, you will not blame me — now?”

“If you will permit me to explain—”

“Oh, yes, I will permit you to explain. Will you do it standing up? I would rather, since you ask my permission, that you make your explanation sitting at my side. I would rather, Ronald, have it so?”

It was maddening. Did she mean to compel him to play the brute?

“Lady Griswold, I — I must really beg you to hear me, without interruption, to an end.”

“Ronald! Is that your House of Commons manner when the Opposition won’t be still?”

He was a man whom it was notoriously, exceedingly difficult to irritate. But he was beginning then to be conscious of an unwonted feeling of irritation.

“I am simply here, Lady Griswold, to inform you that I propose to marry.”

“Propose to marry! Is that the way in which you speak of it? And you do really think that it is news to me — after all your letters? Ronald! Ronald!”

It was inconceivable that a woman could be such a fool. Yet it was so. There was a rapturous suggestion in her voice which, literally, frightened him. The devil fly away with those letters of his! If ever he even dropped so much as a shadow of a hint again! She actually began to woo him. She came to him, she took both his hands in hers, she looked into his eyes — how she looked into his eyes! And he — he almost wished that he had no eyes to look into.

“Ronald! Ronald!” With what an unspoken eloquence of meaning she pronounced his name. “News to me? Rather — I will say it, after all these years — tidings of great joy. News to me! I will make you my confession, sir, in full.” Why did he not nip her confession in the bud? Why did he stand there as if spellbound? He was speechless. A bolt seemed to have come out of the blue, and to have struck him dumb. And she went on, — 

“For eighteen years, my lord, I have dreamed of this — this one hour. I cannot tell whether I am a wicked woman, or whether I am not. I tell you just how it has been with me. I have done what seemed to me to be my duty, from day to day, from month to month, yes, from year to year, and I do not think that anyone has ever heard me once repine. But all the time it has seemed that I, my own self, have been far away, and I watched and waited till I could join my own self — where you were. I knew that this day would come. I knew it, with a sure and a certain knowledge, all along. You see, Ronald, I knew you. I think it is that knowledge which kept me young. For I am young. I still am young, Ronald, in every sense. Indeed, I have sometimes feared that I am too young to be a fitting mate for a leader among men. Ronald, love of my life, speak to me, my dear.”

He was looking away — down at the floor. He was standing in front of her, wearing the hang-dog air of a convicted criminal. He spoke to her.

“It is Inez.” That is what he said.

She did not catch his meaning. Perhaps she did not distinctly catch his words. “Inez? What is Inez? Inez has nothing to do with us, my dear.”

“Whom I am going to marry.”

She looked at him as if she were dimly trying to realise what, by any possibility, could be his meaning. She seemed almost to think that great joy had caused him to lose his mental equilibrium, as it most certainly had caused her to lose hers. She put out her hands, as if he were a child, and advanced them towards his face.

“Ronald — kiss me, — after all these years.”

Then the man blazed up. He seized her wrists just as her fingers touched his cheeks. He broke into a fury. “Don’t.”

She looked at him askance.

“Ronald — won’t you kiss me?”

Still he could not tell it to her, not face to face. He roughly dropped her hands. He turned away. She looked at him in wondering amazement.

“Ronald, what do you mean?”

Then he turned to her. On his face there was that expression of resolution with which, in certain of his moods, the House of Commons was beginning to be very well acquainted.

“Lady Griswold, the purpose of my visit was to inform you that, with your permission, I propose to do myself the honour of marrying your daughter Inez.”

Still she did not understand him.

“Ronald, what — what do you mean?”

She compelled him to be brutal, or, at least, it seemed to him that she compelled him.

“Lady Griswold, you must forgive my saying that you have made what I had hoped would be the happiest hour of my life one of the bitterest. If you had permitted me to speak at first you would have spared us both much pain. It would be absurd for me to pretend that I do not understand your meaning. You seem to take it for granted that things are to be with us as they were before the war. You appear to be wholly oblivious of the fact that eighteen — or is it nineteen? — years ago you jilted me.”

“Jilted you? I — Ronald — I — I jilted you?”

“It is always my desire to use the most courteous and the gentlest language which will adequately convey my meaning. I know not how you may gloze it to yourself. To me it seems simply that — you promised to marry me, and you married Sir Matthew Griswold.”

“But — Ronald — I — I have explained — just — how it was.”

“Madam, did I require your explanation?”

She shrunk away, cowering as if she were some wild, frightened thing.

“But — but you wrote and asked me to come home.”

“Lady Griswold, if you will refer to the letters of mine to which you are alluding, you will perceive that I merely suggested that it was possible that you might find more congenial surroundings in England than in Mexico.”

“You — you meant more than that. And, Ronald — Ronald, I haven’t ceased to love you all the time!”

“Lady Griswold, you compel me to use what may seem to be the language of discourtesy. How was I to know that, married to one man, you loved another? When you married him you died to me. I thought that, for me, all love was dead. But when I saw your daughter Inez — I have a constitutional objection to use the language of violence, or of passion. It is a plain statement of the naked truth that, when I saw your daughter Inez, that instant I knew that for me all love was not yet dead. It may appear to you that I have known her but a short time. Too short a time for knowledge. But I will say to you what I would not say to all the world. I seem to have known her — yes, certainly for years. I must certainly have known her in my dreams. I could have drawn her portrait, which would have been her very duplicate, instinct with all but life before she came into this room.”

“Indeed. Is — is that so, Ronald?”

“I must have loved her in the spirit before I met her in the flesh. I must have done. And the strangest part of it all is that she seems, also, to have loved me.”

“I do not think that that is strange, though the whole affair is, perhaps, a little strange.”

“So, Lady Griswold, I have come to crave your permission to make your child my wife.”

“I see. You want to marry Inez. Now — now I understand. Well, Ronald, I think I have known you long enough to be able to trust you with my child.” The door opened to admit Miss Griswold. “Inez, the strangest thing has happened, which I am sure will overwhelm you with surprise. Mr Ferguson actually tells me that he loves you.”

How we can smile, some of us, both men and women, when our very hearts are weeping gouts of blood. It is a curious illustration of the dual personality which is in each of us.

“My dear mother, that is no news. I know he loves me!”

“And what is even stranger, he tells me that you love him.”

“That thing is less strange even than the other. I have loved him — oh, for years. Really, since the hour I was born. I believe that I was predestined to love him when I still was in the womb of time. I certainly have loved him for eighteen years, dear mother.”

“For eighteen years? How odd! Well, Mr Ferguson, you will make her happy — always happy — won’t you? And, Inez, you will be a good wife to — to Ronald? And so may every happiness be yours, you foolish pair!”

And before they suspected her intention, Lady Griswold had departed deftly.


ON THE RIVER


AN IDYLL OF A BEANFEAST

I


THE PLEASURES OF THE PEOPLE

Yes, I went on the river. I thought it would give me a chance to blow off steam — and it did.

I ran down to Richmond, and I got a craft from Messum, and I turned her nose up stream, and I started to scull for Molesey, but I never got there.

It was a lovely day. There was a cloudless sky. A twittering breeze, springing into being when least expected and most desired, plashed against one’s cheeks with cooling kisses, It was a day when the glamour of the waters, the magic of the stream, the poetry of the river, should have been at its best. And it was. There had been an extensive beanfeast.

And the beanfeasters had been beanfeasting.

I afterwards became acquainted with the name of the firm which had beanfeasted. It was one which stands high in the commercial aristocracy of this country. Its products are known, and respected, and bought, and eaten, and liked! the wide world over. It is understood to treat its employees well. Undoubtedly that day it had treated them well — uncommonly well — or somebody had. If there was any male person who could have been adequately described as perfectly sober, I did not see him, while there were as many as several who would have been most inadequately described as quite another kind of thing.

It was between four and five when I got afloat, an hour at which, I have since been informed, the average beanfeast begins to be beanfeasty, a point to be borne in mind. There were about five thousand beanfeasters — the statistics are pure guess-work — of whom four thousand nine hundred and ninety-nine were on the river. If there were any who had been on it before they hid themselves away in nooks and crannies, and dissembled, for I am willing to assert, and even bet sixpence, that if any of those I saw had handled a scull on a previous occasion, it was in the days of their innocence, and that since then they had become hazy as to which end of it ought to be put in the water.

When I was clear of the bank I started to take my jacket off. Immediately I was the object of remarks which, by a slight effort of the imagination, might almost have been described as personal.

“He’s undressing! I say, Jim, ‘ere’s a bloke undressing! Now, you girls, turn yer ‘eads away!”

“Excuse me, sir, but do you ‘appen to ‘ave observed as there’s lydies present?”

“If you’re a-goin’ to bythe don’t you do it. Git be’ind a tree. It ain’t to be allard. Where’s them coppers?”

“Can’t yer let the gentleman alone? ‘E’s a-goin’ to wash ‘isself! Ain’t no one got a kyke of soap to lend ‘im?”

“Gar on! ‘E’s Beckwith’s brother, that’s who ‘e is. ‘E’s goin’ to give a little entertainment. Now then, ‘and the ‘at round, you’ll ‘ave to mike it thirteenpence before ‘e’s goin’ to begin!”

These remarks were made in tones which were distinctly something more than audible. It was gratifying to find that the advent of an inoffensive and sober stranger could be an occasion of so much public interest. If the mere removing of my coat caused such comment, what would happen if I turned up my shirt sleeves? I am bound to admit that the large majority of the other oarsmen kept their coats on, either in the interests of decency or something else, and their hats too — which if the same were not “billy-cocks” then they were “toppers.” The sight of an amateur sculler with a black coat buttoned tightly across his chest, and a billy-cock hat set on his brow at an angle of seventy-five degrees, digging the handle of his scull into the back of his friend in front of him in his efforts to keep out of time, always pleases.

Steering I found a trifle difficult. There were boats to the left and boats to the right of me, boats in the front and boats at the back of me, and as few of them seemed to have any real notion as to which direction they were going, the question became involved. I had not got properly under way before I found this out.

“Now, then, where are yer goin’ to?”

This question was put to me by a gentleman in a check suit and a top hat, who was tugging at a pair of sculls as if he was having an argument with them, two male friends being fore and three females aft. Two of the ladies had, in a playful manner, each hold of a rudder string, and as one jerked against the other the movements of the boat were of the teetotum order.

I replied to the inquiry with the courtesy which I felt that the occasion required.

“Where am I going to? Shortly, sir, I expect to go into the river, when you have finally decided to send me there.”

This courtesy of mine the gentleman in the check coat and the top hat mistook for humour.

“Funny, ain’t yer?”

“I shall be when they fish me out. Not a doubt of it.”

“I shouldn’t be surprised but what you fancies yourself.”

“Should you not be surprised? Indeed. Think of that now!”

This remark of mine seemed to rouse the gentleman’s ire. I do not know why. He became personal.

“I’ve seen better blokes nor you sold down our street two for three ha’pence, with a plate o’ whelks thrown in — long-faced lardy!”

“Go a’ead, Bill, never mind ‘im!”

“‘Is mother don’t know ‘e’s out!”

This from his two friends in the bow. Bill went “a’ead.” He thrust his sculls into the stream, or meant to, and pulled with all his might, and caught a crab, and went backwards on to the twain in the prow. It was a marvel the craft did not go over. The ladies screamed, the gentlemen struggled, but there is a providence which attends on fools, and the last I saw of them, Bill, having another row with the sculls, was starting in pursuit of his top hat, which floated on the shining waters.

This sort of thing was doing me good. Ordinarily I should have resented Richmond emulating Hampstead Heath on a Bank Holiday; but, things being as they were, the position gave my nervous system just that fillip it required. I felt that if I could only have a row royal with some half-dozen of those beanfeasters — a good old-fashioned shindy — they would enjoy themselves and I should, and I should go back to dream dreams with a sound mind in a sound body, even though the latter was ornamented by a bruise or two.

I had that trifling argument, dear me, yes. Shades of my sires! what displays of oarsmanship I saw that afternoon.

“I say, matey, give us ‘old of that there oar!”

The request came from an individual who formed one of a crew of four, with the usual eight or ten passengers, and who was looking with a certain amount of longing at a scull which was drifting on the stream towards me.

“How did you happen to lose it?” I inquired, as I drew it towards me.

“It was my friend as done it; ‘e ‘it it out of my ‘and.”

This was an allusion to the rower in front of him, which the rower resented.

“‘Ow do yer make that out? Didn’t you clout me in the middle of the back with it, and ain’t you been clouting me with it all the way along, and didn’t I say to you, ‘‘Enery, if you keeps on a-doing that something’ll ‘appen’?”

The gentleman who had been deprived of his scull dissented.

“If you knocks your back against my oar what’s that got to do with me?”

“Why, you crackpot, don’t you know better than that? If you was to ‘old your oar as you ought to, I shouldn’t come agin it, should I?”

“It’s easy talking!”

“Ain’t I sittin’ in front of yer?”

“Course you are.”

“Then why don’t you keep your eye on the middle of my back?”

“So I do.”

“Then why don’t you move when I move?”

“‘Ow can I? ‘Ow am I to know when you’re goin’ to move? Sometimes you never move at all.”

“You’re a pretty sort to come out rowin’ with, you don’t know no more about a boat than a baby. ‘Ere, put me ashore! I’ve ‘ad enough of bein’ mucked about by the likes o’ you. I should enjoy myself more if I was lookin’ on from the land.”

The last speaker was, I believe, the most sensible man on the river that afternoon.

On a sudden I found myself in the middle of a race. I was lazying past the Island. I had long since given up all thoughts of Molesey, and was taking my ease, anticipating what might happen, when three boats which I had just passed all at once went mad. There was a single and a double skiff, and a four-oared tub. With one accord they started racing. I was only a yard or two in front, and though I might have pulled clear, on the other hand I might not; and, anyhow, it was their business not to run me down, a fact which they did not seem to be aware of. On they came, shouting and splashing, the steering, in particular, being something frightful to behold. In a minute we were all four in a heap. They yelled at me, passengers and crews, with an unanimity which was amazing.

“Why don’t yer get out of the way?”

“Pardon me, ladies and gentlemen, but, really, how could I?”

“If yer don’t know ‘ow to row what d’yer want to get into a boat for?”

“That, curiously enough, was an inquiry which I was about to address to you.”

The stroke of the four diverted public attention from me by falling foul of the lady who was supposed — it was the purest supposition — to be acting as coxswain.

“Don’t pull both strings at once! Pull this ‘and, now pull the other! Don’t I tell you not to pull both strings at once! What d’yer think yer doin’?”

“Fust you says pull this ‘and, then you says pull that ‘and, ‘ow am I to know?”

A gentleman in the double skiff interposed.

“That’s right, my little dear, don’t you tyke none of ‘is lip. You jump inter the water and swim to me, I’ll look arter yer!”

Apparently this gentleman had forgotten that there was somebody else whom it was his duty to look after, a fact of which he was suddenly reminded.

“I’m sure if the lydy’d like to chynge places with me, I’m willin’; it don’t myke no manner o’ odds to me. If this is your idea of lookin’ arter a lydy, it ain’t mine, that’s all I sye.”

When I at last drew clear they still were wrangling. I have a faint recollection that the ladies were threatening to “mark” each other, or anybody else who wanted it. It seemed clear that their ideas of pleasure were inseparably associated with words of a kind.

II


THE ROMANCE OF THE LADY IN THE BOAT

As I was abreast of Ham House my attention was caught by the proceedings of the occupants of a boat upon my left. These were two gentlemen and a lady. The gentlemen were not only having “words;” quite evidently they were passing from “language” to something else. I thought for a second or two that they were going to fight it out in the boat, in which case I should quite certainly have enjoyed an opportunity of earning the Royal Humane Society’s medal, but, apparently yielding to the urgent entreaties of the attendant lady, they changed their minds.

“Don’t fight ‘ere!” she exclaimed. “You’re a pretty sort to come for a holiday with, upon my word!”

They undoubtedly were, on anybody’s word. With the possible intention of meeting her views to the best of their ability, they began to pull to the shore as hard as they could, each keeping severely to a time of his own. Before the boat was really close to land the gentleman in the bow sprang up, jumped overboard, and splashed through the foot or two of water to the bank. Declining to be left behind in an enterprise so excellent, his companion was after him like a shot, and in less than no time they were going it like anything upon the sandy slope. In their ardour it had possibly escaped their attention that the result of their manœuvres would be to leave their fair associate in what, all things considered, might be described as a somewhat awkward situation. There was the boat drifting into the middle of the stream, the oars, which the enthusiastic friends had left in the rowlocks, threatening every moment to part company, while the lady called upon heaven and earth to witness her condition.

Pulling alongside, I took off my cap.

“Pardon me, madam, but since your natural protectors appear to have deserted you, might I hope to enjoy the extreme felicity of your presence in my boat?”

She stared at me, askance.

“Who would yer think ye’re talking to?”

“You, my dear madam. Do me the pleasure of sharing my craft.”

She smiled bewitchingly.

“I don’t mind if I do. It’ll just about serve ’em right, the — !”

Then she used words. And she hopped into my boat and I thought that we were over. But there is a providence which watches over us, so we only shipped about a bucketful. I began to row her over the sunlit ripples, and made conversation as we went.

“Your friends appear to have had a little difference of opinion.”

“Couple of bloomin’ fools, that’s what I call ’em, straight! Tom ‘e says Joe splashes ‘im, then ‘e splashes Joe, then Joe splashes ‘im, then they gets to words, then they wants to fight it out in the middle of the river. Nice I should ‘ave looked if I’d a let ’em!”

“You would.”

“What do you think? silly softs! No, what I says is if two blokes wants to fight, let ’em do it on dry land, or else let ’em put me on dry land before they does it in a boat.”

“Your sentiments do you credit.”

“All I ‘opes is they’ll give theirselves a fair old doin’. I’d like to see ’em knock the stuffin’ clean out of theirselves, straight, I would.”

“So should I. They appear, however, to have decided not to. They seem to have had their attention diverted by the discovery that you are missing.”

My impression was, and is, that they had been made acquainted of my abduction of the lady by persistent shouts of interfering friends upon the river. They left off fighting, and, instead, took to running along the bank and yelling at us.

“Eliza, what are you doing in there? Come out of it!”

This question and command, shouted by the shorter of the two, a sandy-haired young ruffian, with a voice like a brass trumpet, seemed, under the circumstances, to be singularly out of place. The observations of his companion were more to the point.

“All right, guv’nor, you wait a bit! you wait till I get a ‘old on yer! If I don’t play a toon on yer, I’ll give yer leave to call me names!”

The lady comforted me.

“Don’t you mind what they say.”

“I don’t.”

But presently someone came upon the scene whose remarks I decided to mind, in a way. An unwieldy tub bore down upon us, containing perhaps twelve or fourteen people. A stalwart young fellow, standing up in the bow, addressed himself to me.

“Excuse me, guv’nor, but might I ask what you’re doin’ along of that young lady?”

“Pardon me, sir, in my turn, but might I inquire what business that is of yours?”

“I don’t want none of your sauce! Just you tell me what’s your little game.”

This struck me as being tolerably cool, sauce being evidently at least as much in his line as in mine.

“My little game, sir, is a saunter on the stream. Good-bye.”

And with that I pulled away. The stranger became almost inarticulate with rage.

“Set me alongside of ‘im! put me aboard of ‘im! I’ll knock ‘is somethinged ‘ead off ‘is somethinged shoulders!”

His friends yelled in chorus. One shouted question caught my ear.

“What are you doing along of the bloke’s wife?”

I looked at my companion.

“Is it possible that the gentleman is your husband?”

“Course ‘e is. You put me into the boat ‘long with ‘im right away! Tom and Joe, they’re friends of ‘is, but you ain’t no friend of ‘is, nor yet of mine. I don’t want to get into no trouble along o’ you! Do you ‘ear what I tell you, put me into ‘is boat!”

“With the greatest possible pleasure.”

But the thing was not so easy. The whole dozen were screaming at once, and, judging by the threats they used, it seemed tolerably plain that if I brought my craft within reach of theirs an attempt would be made to board me, and there would be every probability of an awkward spill. So, deeming discretion to be the better part of valour, I made for the Surrey shore, intending to there land my passenger and restore her to a — I trusted — fond, though excited, husband’s arms. My intentions, however, were misconstrued; they supposed I was running away, proposing to save my skin from a drubbing instead of the lady’s from a ducking, so they started hotly in pursuit, their shouts redoubling. What was worse, the lady thought so too, and commenced to give me a side of her tongue which I trust, for his sake, it was her wont to spare her husband.

I never was better abused; the bawling crew behind were good at the game, but the ungrateful virago I had snipped was easily first. I grew a trifle warm. If I was to be slanged I would be slanged for something. I decided to give the husband a chase and the wife a little excursion. It would have been easy enough to have shown a lead to the pursuing tub until the end of time. I bent to the oars and let her have it. You should have heard the hubbub. They saw that if I played that trick they would never catch me, and how they raved! The joke was that my lady passenger raved with the best of them — and her adjectives!

“Something, something, something you! If you don’t put me into my husband’s somethinged boat, I’ll spill the somethinged show!”

“Spill it.”

For a moment I thought she would. Then she hesitated, reflected that she not improbably might be left to drown, and didn’t.

“I’ll mark your face for you!” she screamed.

“If you move from your seat, my dear madam, I’ll upset the show.”

“Do!” she yelled. Then, as an afterthought, “‘Elp! murder! police! ‘E’s a-goin’ to drown me!”

It seemed absurd to exhaust oneself for the sake of giving a pleasant trip to a lady who would persist in shouting for the police in a voice loud enough to be heard a mile away, especially as people on the Twickenham shore evinced signs of misconstruing the situation. I resolved, by way of vengeance, to concede what she wanted, and let the pursuers catch us.

“My dear madam, as I have already informed you, nothing would give me greater pleasure than to put you on board your husband’s boat — I will prove it.”

Precisely what I expected happened. The lumbering tub came up. The husband, with half a dozen of his friends, tried to board us. The frail skiff careened. There was the crowd of us, including, thank goodness! the lady passenger, in the stream. I had taken the precaution to draw close into shore before staying my wild career, foreseeing the inevitable catastrophe, so that it was only an affair of wading, yet I do believe that I was the only one who really enjoyed the thing. I doubt if the lady did. She swooned, or pretended to, directly she reached dry land. As for her friends, the whole gallant gang would have set on to me at once. But I will do her husband the justice to admit that he was a man. He claimed the affair as his own, and he insisted on taking it on as his own, and he took me on with it.

I had wanted a row royal and I had got it. Beanfeasting had not knocked the fighting qualities out of him. If he was not a professional pugilist he was a near relation. I can use them a bit, but he gave me as good as I sent, and a trifle better. It was the difference between the amateur and the professional; at his own game the tradesman always wins. If we had fought to a finish I should have had enough, but we didn’t. A policeman came across the stream and stopped us. I had escaped a black eye, but that was about all I had escaped. I had landed a few, but they had been returned with interest. Twice had I been fairly grassed, once with a tingler under the chin. I felt for a moment as if I had swallowed every tooth in my head. I had the devout satisfaction of knowing that my nervous system had received just that fillip which it stood in need of.

“I’ll have a lesson or two,” I told myself, “from someone who can kill me at sight, and the next time I meet my lady passenger’s husband I will do the grassing.”

There’s nothing like argument a priori for clearing the air or cobwebs from the brain. Do not talk to me of arbitration. I am a physical force man. I returned to town feeling twice the man I left it.


A MEMBER OF THE ANTI-TOBACCO
LEAGUE

I


THE SIX CIGARS

Sunday morning. A cold wind blowing, slush in the streets, sleet drizzling steadily down. For the moment the market was deserted. Not because of the weather, wretched though the weather was, but because of the excitement which was in the air.

A crowd buzzed about the entrance to the court. A crowd which grew every second larger. A crowd which overflowed from the street itself, so that its tributaries streamed into the network of lanes and of alleys. An excited, a noisy, a shouting crowd. An angry crowd. A crowd which gave utterance to its opinions at the top of its voice, in language which was plain-spoken to a fault.

Jim Slater caught sight of a friend. He twisted himself round to shout at him.

“Wot yer, Bill! That’s another one he’s done for — that makes seven!”

“It is true then? He ‘as done it.”

“Done it! I should think he ‘as done it! Found the pore gal just as he left ‘er, lying up agin the wall, with ‘er clothes over ‘er ‘ead, and ‘er inside, wot ‘e’d cut out, lying alongside — a ‘orrid sight!”

“I’d like to ‘ave the ‘andlin’? of ‘im!”

“‘Andling of ‘im! My Gawd!” A volley of expletives from Jim. “If I ‘ad the ‘andling of ‘im once I wouldn’t want it twice. I’d cut the —— up for cat’s meat!”

There was a chorus of approval from those who had heard. A woman’s voice rose above the hubbub; she shook her fist at the police who guarded the entrance to the court.

“What’s the good of you p’lice? You lets a chap carve us women up as if we was cattle, and you never don’t trouble yourselves to move a finger! I’d be ashamed.”

She was supported by a lady friend, a woman with a shawl over her head, her hair streaming down her back; a woman who, evidently, had risen hastily from bed.

“You’re right, Polly! If a pore bloke steals a ‘aporth o’ fried fish, they takes jolly good care, them slops, they runs him in, but a —— can do for as many of us gals as he —— well chooses, and they don’t even trouble themselves to ketch ‘im. Yah-h! I’d like to see him do for some of them, I would — straight!”

From the crowd another loud-voiced chorus of approval. Jim Slater formed a speaking-trumpet with his hands, and yelled, — 

“Why don’t yer ketch ‘im?”

A hoarse, husky murmur from the throng, rapidly rising to a roar, — 

“Yes, why don’t yer?”

The inquiry was repeated over and over again, each time more angrily. The people began to surge forward, pressing towards the entrance of the court, where the police were standing. A sergeant was heard shouting, in staccato tones, — 

“Now then! Stand back there! No pushing!”

Policeman YZ 001 spoke to the comrade at his side.

“We shall have to call some more of our chaps out. They look to me like meaning mischief.”

“Now then, stand back there! What do you want to shove like that for?”

Then came back question for question.

“Why don’t yer ketch ‘im?”

But none of these things troubled the Rev. Simon Chasuble. His house was within a few minutes’ walk of the scene of all the hubbub. It was a new house, newer, even, than the church which it adjoined. Both church and house stood in a side street, within a stone’s throw of the great thoroughfare in which something like a riot seemed to be threatening.

As yet no whisper of the growing excitement seemed to have penetrated the sacred precincts of the clergyman’s home. The Rev. Simon was in his study. A man of medium height, with iron-grey hair, shaven cheeks, and light blue eyes.

He appeared to have been engaged in what, considering all things, was a somewhat singular pursuit. He seemed to have been manufacturing cigars. On a table in front of him was tobacco, both in roll and in leaf, and some of the implements which are used, when pursuing their trade, by the makers of cigars. It seemed clear that some of these implements had been in recent use, for actually with his own fingers the Rev. Simon was putting finishing touches to six cigars.

For many reasons the thing seemed strange. It was Sunday morning. The Rev. Simon had, not very long since, returned from officiating at early celebration. The bell would soon be rung to announce the commencement of another of the multifarious services in which the soul of the reverend gentleman delighted. His surplice, his bands, his hood, his biretta were lying ready on a chair, so that, without loss of time, he might slip them on, hurry across the courtyard which divided the house from the church, and plunge at once in medias res.

It seemed an odd moment for a clergyman to select to engage in the manufacture of cigars! Especially bearing in mind the Rev. Simon’s well-known and peculiar tenets. He was the leader, through all that district, of the Anti-Everythingites. “Down with every sort of Reasonable Enjoyment!” was the motto which, metaphorically, he had nailed to his banner. And, among the other varieties of reasonable enjoyment, especially “Down with Tobacco!” He was a member of the Anti-Tobacco League. He had spoken, preached, and written against the use of tobacco in any and all of its forms. Indeed, at that very moment, cheek by jowl with the tobacco itself, was a heap of anti-tobacco literature. That curious tract, in the form of a leaflet, “Is Tobacco Smoked in Heaven?” lay on the top of the pile.

There must have been some curious cause which had impelled the Rev. Simon Chasuble to engage, even on a small scale, in the manufacture of cigars. And, in fact, there was, and curious cigars they were which he was making.

As he covered, with a really credible dexterity, each cigar with an outer wrapper, he left the bottom of it open. After covering the six cigars he did some rather funny things. Unlocking a drawer in a cabinet, which stood against a wall, he took out an unusually large pair of plain glass goggles. He put them on. He stuffed two small corks, which seemed to have been shaped for the purpose, up his nostrils, as far as they would go. He tied an enormous, and peculiarly shaped, respirator over his mouth. After completing these preparations he produced, from a corner of the same drawer, a small metal box and a little instrument, fashioned something like the tiny spoon with which we serve ourselves to cayenne pepper. As very carefully he unscrewed the lid, it was seen that the interior of the box was of ingenious construction. It was divided into two halves. In one division was a colourless liquid, in the other a powder of a vivid violet hue. In the centre of each of the pieces of glass was a hole which was just large enough to allow of his inserting the delicate instrument which, at one extremity, was shaped something like a tiny spoon. With this he took out first a spoonful of the violet powder, which he dropped into the end of one of the cigars which he had purposely left open, the thin end; then a spoonful of the colourless liquid, which he dropped on to the powder. Without an instant’s loss of time he re-screwed the lid on to the box and, with an almost simultaneous movement, completed the manufacture of the cigar, closing and shaping the end in a manner which, if it was his first attempt in that direction, was not a little to his credit.

He repeated the operation with each cigar, reopening and re-closing the box each time, and that with a degree of celerity which was not the least singular part of the whole performance. When he had finished his proceedings he removed the goggles, the plugs from his nostrils, the respirator from his mouth, and, together with the metal box, and the spoon-shaped instrument, he replaced them in the drawer.

With a smile of beaming satisfaction he turned to the result of his handiwork. There they lay, six very fair-looking cigars, not too pointed and not too stubby, all in a row in front of him upon the table.

“An old secret adapted to a new purpose. These cigars are likely to be more efficacious in repressing the nicotine habit than all the sermons that were ever preached, and all the books that were ever written.”

The Rev. Simon chuckled, a startling chuckle it was. It distorted his whole countenance; made another man of him; turned a not ill-looking gentleman into a hideous thing. It was the chuckle of a lunatic. It came and went in, as it were, a twinkling of the eye; but the Rev. Simon Chasuble had only to indulge in that sinister chuckle in public once, and the incumbency of St Ursula’s Church would there and then be vacant.

“I’ll put them in the case.”

He placed the cigars carefully, one by one, in a handsome case, which had been lying beside them on the table.

“How fortunate that the secret should have been in my possession; that it should have been given to me to adapt it to so rare an end! What a power for good the adaptation places in my hands! Given the opportunity it may be mine to remove the nicotine habit for ever from the world. One whiff and the slave is gone. And none shall know from whence the blow has come. It will seem as though it has fallen from on high.”

Again that dreadful chuckle, coming and going in a second, as the Rev. Simon was in the act of making the sign of the cross.

Someone tried the handle of the door; then, finding it locked, rapped upon the panel.

“Papa! papa!”

The Rev. Simon turned towards the door, a sudden look of keen suspicion in his light blue eyes. But his voice was smooth and soft. “Helena?”

“Oh, papa, another of those poor women has been murdered!”

The Rev. Simon seemed to hesitate. The fashion of his countenance was changed. It became unrelenting, pitiless. His voice became harsh and measured.

“Do you mean that another of the inhabitants of Sodom has met with the reward of her misdeeds? Well? God has judged!”

“Oh, papa, don’t talk like that! The poor creature has been almost cut to pieces, it is dreadful! The whole place is in excitement, we are afraid there’ll be a riot. Do open the door!”

“Have you yet to learn that, under no circumstances, do I allow secular matters to interfere with the due performance of my spiritual duties on the Lord’s own day? If the woman is dead, she is dead. I am no trafficker in horrors. To-morrow I shall hear all that I need to hear. Go. I am engaged.”

The girl went. The Rev. Simon listened to her retreating footsteps. And, as she went, there was heard a sound which was very like the sound of a woman’s sobbing.

The Incumbent of St Ursula’s stood with his hands clasped in front of him, his eyes turned upwards. He quoted scripture.

“‘The adulterers shall surely be put to death!’ ‘It is the day of the Lord’s vengeance!’ ‘Vengeance is mine, I will repay, saith the Lord!’ And am I not thy minister, O God, that Thou hast appointed to work Thy will?’ The harlot’s house is the way to hell, going down to the chambers of death!’ Yea, O God, yea! ‘So let the wicked perish!’”

The Rev. Simon took a crucifix, which dangled from the cord of his cassock, and held it in front of him. He crossed himself. He pressed the crucifix to his lips. He seemed, for some seconds, to be engaged in silent prayer. Then, very methodically, he removed the evidences of his having been engaged so recently in the manufacture of cigars. The cigars themselves, oddly enough, he slipped, case and all, into an inner pocket of his cassock.

All at once there was borne on some current of the air the distant murmur of a crowd. He stood and listened. The sound grew louder; it seemed to be coming nearer. The light faded from the Rev. Simon’s eyes; every faculty was absorbed in the act of listening. The sound was approaching; it rose and fell; now dying away in a sullen murmur, now rising to a startling yell. His hand stole into his bosom. When it reappeared it held a knife, shaped something like a surgeon’s scalpel.

“‘The sword of the Lord and of Gideon.’”

Again that chuckle, the revelation of the lunatic.

Momentarily the noise increased. One began to individualise voices; to realise that the tumult was the product of a thousand different throats.

“Some riot, I suppose. One of their periodical differences with the police. What’s that?”

II


THE CIGAR WHICH WAS SMOKED

“That” was the sound of heavy footsteps hastening towards the study door. The handle was turned; a fist was banged against the panel.

“Who’s here?”

“I am here! Let me in!”

The voice was quick, sharp, abrupt, distinctly threatening. The Rev. Simon looked round the room with shifty, inquiring eyes. He whispered to himself.

“Philip Avalon? My sister’s son? What does he want with me?” He felt, with his fingers, the edge of the knife which he was holding. He asked aloud, in a voice which was more than sufficiently stern, “What do you want with me, sir?”

“I want to speak to you. Do you hear? Be quick and let me in!”

The speaker’s tone was even more threatening than before; it was as if he defied disobedience. The shifty look in the Rev. Simon’s eyes increased. Again he whispered to himself.

“It is nothing, only some fresh insolence, some new bee he has in his bonnet.”

Then aloud, “You speak with sufficient arrogance, sir, as if the house were your own.”

For response there came a storm of blows upon the panels of the door.

“By —— , if you don’t open the door I’ll break it in!”

Wheeling right round with a swift, crouching movement, the Rev. Simon ran towards the window. It seemed, for the moment, as if he meditated flight. He already had his hand upon the sash, to throw it open, when he changed his mind. He drew himself up, he thrust the knife back into his bosom; he strode towards the door with resolute, unflinching steps. With unfaltering hand, turning the key in the lock, he flung the door wide open. His voice rang out in tones of authority.

“Philip Avalon, how dare you conduct yourself in such a fashion? Do you forget what day this is, and that I suffer no bawling intrusion to divert my thoughts from my ministrations at the altar?”

The rejoinder which came from the young man who, regardless of the Rev. Simon’s attempt to prevent his ingress, thrust his way into the room, was more forcible than civil.

“You villain! You damned villain!”

The Rev. Simon drew himself still straighter. His bearing, while it suggested horror and amazement, commanded reverence.

“Philip Avalon! I am the priest of God!”

“The priest of God!” In a fit of seemingly uncontrollable passion, the young man struck the elder to the ground. “Lie there, you hound!”

For some seconds the Rev. Simon lay where he had fallen.

The young man who had used him with such scant ceremony was tall and broad. He had a fair beard, and was about thirty years of age. His dress was careless. He stood glaring down upon the clergyman with gleaming eyes. He seemed mastered by irresistible excitement.

The Incumbent of St Ursula’s raised himself sufficiently from the floor to enable him to glance up at his assailant.

“You have laid the hands of violence not only upon a much older man than yourself, and one who is your own flesh and blood, but also upon a priest of God. It completes the measure of your crimes. Coward! as well as sinner!”

For a moment the young man remained speechless. When he did speak the words came rushing from him in a torrent.

“If you continue to play the hypocrite and to adopt that tone with me I’ll go and I’ll stand upon your doorstep, and I’ll shout to the people — you hear them? They are already beside themselves with rage!” As he spoke yells and execrations were borne from the street without into the room. “I’ll shout to them, ‘You want Tom the Tiger, the fiend in human shape who has butchered seven helpless women in your midst? He’s in here! He’s my uncle, Simon Chasuble, the Incumbent of St Ursula’s! I deliver him into your hands! Come in and use him as you will!’ And they’ll come in, come swarming, yelling, rushing in — men, women, children — and they’ll tear you limb from limb, and will mete out on your vile body the punishment which, after all, will be less than it deserves!”

As he paused the young man stood with clenched fists and flaming looks, as if it was as much as he could do to keep himself from a repetition, in a much more emphatic form, of his previous assault.

The Rev. Simon rose to his feet gingerly. He withdrew himself, with commendable prudence, further from where Philip Avalon was standing. The shifty look came back into his eyes. But his voice was firm.

“What wild words are these?”

“The words may be wild, but they are true ones. Since these hideous butcheries have been taking place in the surrounding slums and alleys a Vigilance Committee has been formed, with a view of assisting the police. I am a member. This morning I was out on my appointed beat. I saw someone coming down Rainbow Court. I drew back into the shadow, and I stood and I watched. It was you. You had on a rough black overcoat and a cloth cap, and though you were laughing to yourself you seemed desirous of avoiding observation. I wondered what you were doing there at that hour in such a guise. I hesitated a moment whether to follow you. Then I plunged into the court. Just where I had seen you standing I found a woman lying on the ground, dead — murdered — disembowelled; unmistakeably the handiwork of Tom the Tiger. I was so amazed, so horrified, so actually frightened, that for the life of me I could not think what I ought to do. I’ve been walking about London all night trying to make up my mind. And now I have come to ask you if there is in you sufficient of the man to give you courage to go at once and yield yourself to the police; if there isn’t, I shall drag you.”

“It’s a lie!”

“What is a lie?”

“All that you have said is a lie. You always were a liar, Philip Avalon.”

The nephew stared at his uncle. It seemed that he found it hard to believe that a man could be so shapen in iniquity.

“You can still speak to me like that, knowing that I know you. You certainly are, to me, a revelation of infinite possibilities in human nature. But I am not here to palter. Do you intend to surrender yourself, or am I to drag you to the police, or am I to call in the assistance of the people in the street? I give you a minute in which to decide.”

The young man took out his watch. Layman and cleric eyed each other. As they did so the Rev. Simon’s countenance was transfigured in a fashion which startled his nephew not a little. Before Philip Avalon had guessed his intention, the Incumbent of St Ursula’s, hurrying past him, had locked the study door and pocketed the key. As he did so he broke into chuckling laughter. As his nephew surveyed him a glimmer of new light began to find its way into his brain.

“Man! what is the matter with you? What have you done?”

The Rev. Simon continued chuckling. Indeed, it seemed as if he would never stop. And there was something so unpleasant about his laughter that, considerably to his own surprise, Philip Avalon found himself giving way to shudder after shudder.

“Mad! stark mad!” he told himself. “And to think that none of us ever guessed it!”

Now that the fact was actually revealed he perceived, too late, what a lurid light it threw upon the puzzles of the past. As to the man’s madness there could be no shred of doubt. He stood gibbering in front of him. And though Philip was very far from being, in any sense, an expert in mental pathology, he was acute enough to realise that an element of something horrible, of something altogether dangerous, differentiated this man’s madness from that of the ordinary lunatic. As by the stroke of a magician’s wand the clergyman had been transformed into a fiend. He held out his hand toward Philip, never ceasing to chuckle. Even his voice was changed; it had become an almost childish treble.

“Yes, I did it. I! I! Seven, Philip — seven harlots slain by my single hand! All England rings with it, yet no one guesses it was I!”

In the sudden horror of the situation the young man found it difficult to preserve his presence of mind. He endeavoured to collect his thoughts. He resolved to continue to speak with the voice of authority. With some recollection of stories which he had read, or heard, of the power of the sane man’s eye, he did his best to unflinchingly meet the madman’s glance.

“Give me the key of the door, at once!”

“The key? Of the door? Oh, yes! Here is the key of the door.”

The Rev. Simon produced from the bosom of his cassock what looked to Philip Avalon very like a surgeon’s scalpel. The weapon gleamed ominously in the madman’s hand. Involuntarily the young man shrank back. His uncle noticed the gesture. His chuckling increased. He held out the knife.

“Yes, Philip, this is the key of the door. It is with this key that I unlocked the gates of the chambers of death for the seven harlots.” The madman’s voice sank to a whisper, a whisper of a peculiarly penetrating kind. “Philip, the Lord came to me in a dream one night, and bade me go out among the armies of the wicked and kill! kill! kill! And I arose and cried, O Lord, I will do as thou biddest me! And I have begun. The tares are ripe unto the harvest, and I have my hand upon the sickle, and I’ll not stay until the whole of the harvest is reaped and cast into the fire which never shall be quenched!”

Philip Avalon found that his uncle’s manner and conversation was beginning to have on him an effect which he had often heard described, but which he had never before experienced, the effect of making his blood run cold. What was he to do? It seemed to him that to attempt to grapple with a homicidal madman, while he was in the possession of such a weapon, was not an adventure to be recommended. A thought occurred to him. He moved across the room. The madman immediately moved after him.

“What are you going to do? Stand still!”

Philip turned.

“I was merely about to ring for a glass of water.”

The madman’s suspicions were at once on the alert.

“A glass of water? What do you want with a glass of water? No! You sha’n’t ring! you sha’n’t!”

He brandished his weapon in a fashion which induced his nephew to take temporary refuge behind an arm-chair.

“Take care, sir! You will do yourself a mischief.”

The Rev. Simon proved that he was, at least, in certain directions, sufficiently keen of apprehension.

“No, Philip, it is not myself I shall do a mischief to, it is you. You would prevent a servant of the Lord from doing his master’s will; it is meet, therefore, you should die.”

Philip braced himself for the struggle which seemed to him to be inevitably impending. But, as he paused, a sudden idea seemed to come into the Rev. Simon’s disordered brain. His chuckling redoubled.

“No! no! no! — a better way! — a better way! Philip, you’re a smoker; smoke one of my cigars.”

The Rev. Simon took a cigar case from an inner pocket in his cassock. Opening it, he held it out towards Philip Avalon. It contained six cigars. The young man’s bewilderment grew more and more. That the Rev. Simon Chasuble, whose fulminations against what he was wont to speak of as the “nicotine habit,” had always made him seem, to his nephew, to be more or less insane, should actually produce a case of cigars from a pocket in his cassock, and offer him one to smoke, to Philip Avalon the action seemed to paint the disorder of his uncle’s brain in still more vivid hues.

In his bewilderment the young man refused his uncle’s offer.

“Thank you, I do not care to smoke just now.”

But the Rev. Simon was insistent.

“But I say you shall, you shall! You never smoked a cigar like mine before, and you never will again!”

Again that accentuation of the chuckle. Thinking that by humouring his uncle’s whim he would at least be afforded breathing space, Philip took, from the proffered case, one of the six cigars. The Rev. Simon watched him with eager eyes.

“Cut off the tip! Quick, Philip, quick!”

“What does he think he’s up to now?” inquired Philip of himself. He cut off, with his penknife, the point of the cigar, and as he did so an idea came also to him. “I’ll strike a match and light up; then I’ll drop the match into the fireplace, and that’ll give me a chance to ring the bell.”

Only the first part of this programme, however, was carried into effect. He struck a match, smiling in spite of himself at the eagerness with which he perceived that his uncle watched him. He applied the lighted match to his cigar. And as the slender whiff of smoke came from between his lips, as if struck by lightning, he fell to the floor stone dead.

The Rev. Simon Chasuble’s experimental essay with his ingenious contrivance for the conversion of smokers had been a complete success. He knelt beside the silent figure. He kissed his crucifix; he crossed himself.

“I thought that it would be a better way. So shall all the enemies of the Lord perish from off the face of the earth! Shall I?”

He made, with his knife, a dreadful significant gesture over the region of the dead man’s abdomen. As he did so the bell of the adjoining church was heard summoning the worshippers to service. On the Rev. Simon the sound had a marvellous effect. He rose to his feet. Every appearance of madness passed away from him. He seemed clothed again in his right mind. He glanced at the clock upon the mantelshelf. His manner became clerically stern.

“It is time for service to begin. I must suffer nothing to interfere with my ministrations at the altar.” Going to the door, he unlocked it, and threw it open. He called, “Helena!”

A girl’s voice replied, she thought he was calling her to church.

“Yes, papa, I’m coming! I am almost ready.”

“Come here at once. Something has happened to Philip.”

The girl came hurrying in, buttoning her gloves as she entered. She exclaimed at the sight of her cousin lying so still upon the floor.

“Oh, papa, what is the matter with him? Is he in a fit?”

Her father was rapidly donning his surplice, his stole, and his hood, surveying himself, as he did so, in a mirror.

“He is in something of the kind. As I was talking to him he fell suddenly to the ground. See that he receives every necessary attention. It is time for service to commence. I cannot stay.”

The Incumbent of St Ursula’s left the room. Directly afterwards he was seen, in his clerical vestments, hurrying across the courtyard towards the church.


THAT FOURSOME

“Come with me,” said Hollis, “down to Littlestone.”

Littlestone? Never heard of it. Didn’t know there was such a place. Told him so.

“I cannot help your ignorance, my dear Short. I can only tell you that it is the spot for you.” He looked me up and down. “For a man of your build the very spot.” What he meant I hadn’t the faintest notion. “If you do there what you ought to do, and what everyone does, it’ll get seven pounds off you inside a week.” I began to guess. “Such air, such breezes, and the finest links in England!”

“Links?” I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye, commencing to perceive that there was something at the back of this man’s mind.

“Links, Short, which are links. Better than Sandwich. St Andrews are not to be compared with them. And as for Wimbledon, bah! You come down with me to Littlestone and I’ll teach you how to play golf — golf, sir! The Royal and Ancient! The king of games! You’ll feel yourself a different man from the moment your fingers close about a club.”

I knew it was all nonsense. Was perfectly aware of it. Entirely conscious that it was mere flummery to talk about my being a different man from the moment my fingers closed about a club. But I’m one of the best-natured souls alive. If a man wanted me to go tobogganing with him down the icebergs round the North Pole — wanted me strongly enough — I do believe I should have to go. I should be positively unhappy if I let him go alone, though I should be a good deal unhappier if I didn’t. There is nothing I dislike so much as cold. Unless it is tobogganing. I once tobogganed down a hill in Derbyshire. I wish to say no more except to mention that I am still alive. Though when part of me reached the bottom of the hill that was all there was to it. To this hour, when I touch certain portions of my frame I remember.

But I wish to harrow no one’s feelings.

I went down to Littlestone. Found it was in a remote corner of Kent. Travelled by the South Eastern. Dismal, dirty, draughty carriage. Cold wind blowing. Tried every means of escaping it short of hiding underneath the seat. Stopped once at each station and twice between most of them. Changed whenever it occurred to the officials that they’d like a sort of game of “general post.” Arrived at a shed which did duty as a station, chilled to the bone and feeling as if I had had the longest journey of my life. Was bumped along in a thing which I imagine was called an omnibus to Littlestone. Found Hollis awaiting me.

“Welcome to Littlestone, Short! You look another man already.” I felt it. “I’d have come to the station only no one ever knows when those trains will get in.” Mine had been about an hour and three-quarters late, at least, according to the time-table. “Did one of the best rounds of my life this afternoon; sixteenth hole in four; stroke under bogey.”

A person who could talk of “rounds” and “bogey” when I felt as I felt then, I had no use for. I stood before the fire trying to get warm.

Had a pretty bad dinner. Heard more golf in half an hour than during the preceding ten years. Then more golf afterwards. In ordinary society one is not supposed to talk of one’s own achievements, good, bad or indifferent. Unless my experience was singular, the people in that place talked of nothing else. Went to bed as early as possible to escape it. Dropped off to sleep wondering if the wind would leave anything of the house standing by the morning.

Forgot to lock the door. Roused by Hollis entering my bedroom. It was broad day. But it seemed to me that I had only just closed my eyes.

“Come out and have a swim. The water’s like ice, brace you up. Strong current. Man drowned here last week.”

“Thank you. I’ve no intention of being the man who’s drowned here this week. I prefer a tub.”

Had a tub. Went down to survey the scene. Never more surprised in my life. Road. Strip of rusty grass in front. Vast quantities of stones beyond. Then sea. Confronted by perhaps twenty houses. Cheap stuccoed structures of the doll’s-house type of architecture. Beyond, on either side, desolation. A flat, rank, depressing, stony wilderness. Whether Nature or man was most to blame for making things as bad as they seemed under those leaden, before-breakfast skies, it would have needed an expert to determine.

No one was in sight. Until Hollis appeared I was the only idiot about. His teeth were chattering.

“Not a pretty place,” I observed.

“No, it isn’t.”

“Neither the place nor its surroundings seem to have many claims in the direction of the picturesque.”

“It’s a beastly hole. That’s what we want.”

“You want it to be a — beastly hole?”

I looked at him askance. Wondering, for the moment, if he was joking. But he wasn’t.

“Rather. Crowds of people would come if we made it attractive. Place’d be ruined.”

“Ruined?”

“For golf. As it is the place is packed in summer. People come from all over the place. Can’t play on our own links. Regular mob. Confound ’em, I say. Why, this last summer a man brought his wife with him. She rowed him like anything when she found out what sort of place it was. Had brought a lot of pretty dresses with her, and that sort of thing. Didn’t see being left alone all day with nothing to do except sit on the beach and throw stones in the sea. That wasn’t her idea of a holiday. We should have a lot of women of that sort about if we didn’t take care.”

Unreasonable some women are who do not golf. Especially when they are attached to men who do. So selfish on their part to even hint that they have ideas, or tastes, of their own.

At breakfast the great theme was broached. Hollis regarded me with what I was dimly conscious was a cold and a scornful eye. I had had no idea that he was the kind of man he really appeared to be. Or I should certainly never have come. In a manner of speaking our acquaintance, of some fifteen or sixteen years’ standing, had been merely superficial. I was beginning to wish that it had continued on those lines.

“I believe you’ve never played.”

“I’ve handled a club.”

So I had. I had once been round some fields with six balls and a club. I brought the club back — that is, most of it; the man from whom I had borrowed it seemed to be tolerably satisfied, on the whole; though I had, as it were, scattered the balls about me as I went. Amazing the capacity those six golf balls had for losing themselves. I was without a caddie. Grass was long. Even when I managed to hit one, I seldom saw where it went. That is, with sufficient precision to be able to lay my hand upon it afterwards. With balls at a shilling apiece I concluded that golf might prove expensive.

Hollis read more meaning into my words than I actually intended.

“That’s all right. I didn’t know you’d gone as far as that.” I did not propose to correct him; though without an adequate understanding of what it was that he might mean. “What’s your handicap?”

“I can’t say that I have one.”

“I suppose you belong to a club.”

“Well, not exactly.”

“Not exactly? What do you mean? Either you do or you don’t. Speak up, man, and say what you mean.”

His manner was positively warm. I endeavoured to explain. It was not the last explanation I did endeavour to make.

“You see, it was this way. I thought of putting up for a club—”

“What club?”

“Oh, a little local one; nothing of any account; a sort of place where people in the neighbourhood go and mess about.”

“Mess about?”

“I fancy the word adequately describes what takes place. They’ve knocked up a course of a kind on some local common-land, it’s quite rudimentary. I don’t think that any serious play takes place. It was that, in a measure, which actuated me.”

“Weren’t you elected?”

“Elected? I never put up. I’d no doubt that they’d have been delighted to have me, only I didn’t go so far. I only thought of doing so.” Something in the expression of his face induced me to hasten on. “My dear Hollis, you may take it for granted that in everything which concerns golf I’m a novice.”

“There are novices and novices. I call a man with a handicap of eighteen a novice.”

“You may certainly credit me with a handicap of eighteen. I would remind you that you asked me to come to Littlestone in order that you might teach me golf.”

“I’ll teach you, if the thing’s to be done.” He regarded me in a manner which I did not altogether like. I do not know why people are apt to look at me in a peculiar way when I propose to make myself proficient in some branch of athletics. “I have arranged a foursome with old Pickard. He has a friend who ought to be about your mark. I’m told that he’s a perfect ass.” I imagine that Mr Hollis perceived that there was something on my countenance which made it desirable to throw light upon words which distinctly needed it. “I mean, of course, in a golfing sense only. I daresay that in any other sense he’s all that could be desired, as you are, old man.”

Almost immediately after breakfast, Hollis and I started for the links, where we were to meet our antagonists. As we had but a short distance to go we walked, each of us carrying a bag full of clubs. After we had gone a few steps I became conscious that Hollis was regarding my bag with what I could not but feel was a considerable amount of interest.

“You seem to have a newish lot of clubs.”

“They’re brand new, all of them. I bought them on purpose to come down here.”

During the interval of silence which followed, Hollis stroked his moustache. I had an idea that he was smiling; though I did not know what at. I was not aware that I had said anything humorous.

“You seem to have a goodish few.”

“I told the assistant at the shop to let me have everything that was requisite. I must admit that he seems to have interpreted my intentions in a generous spirit. I appear to have more clubs than you do. I don’t know if that’s an advantage or not.”

Rather to my surprise Hollis stood still and turned to me.

“I say, you know, that friend of Pickard’s has played.”

“So I gathered.”

“He’s not a regular idiot.”

“I thought you said he was.”

“Well, there are degrees even in idiots. And Pickard himself is a bit short-tempered.”

“If he has a wife, if that is the case, I am sorry for her. Otherwise I don’t see how the fact of his good or bad temper can concern me.”

“No? Perhaps not. He can control himself. After all, a foursome has to give way for a twosome. I think I ought to tell you that we’re lunching at two.”

“At two? That’s all right. Why, it’s only just past ten.”

There was that in Hollis’s words and manner which I could not but regard as cryptic; though I did not feel disposed, at the moment, to point this out to him. Presently he asked a question.

“By the way, what club do you use for your tee-shot?”

“The tee-shot?” I had heard the expression. I have no doubt that, if I had had a little time for reflection, I should have recalled in what connection. As it was, feeling a trifle flustered, I — if I may put it in that way — hedged. “It depends upon the — eh — position of the ball and — so on. What club do you use?”

“I always use a putter.”

“A putter? Do you? Indeed. I can’t say that I invariably use — ah — a putter, not for a tee-shot. What are you laughing at?”

Hollis had burst into a loud, and so far as I could perceive, wholly unprovoked guffaw. The man was developing a keenness of scent for what was funny with which I had not credited him. I wondered if I had said anything which was unintentionally amusing. In my pocket was a little manual of terms used at golf. I was disposed to refer to it with a view of ascertaining exactly what a putter was; but I refrained.

“Short,” continued Hollis, “I’ll get you the smartest caddie obtainable. If you’ll take my strong advice, you’ll act on any hint he may happen to drop; and, in particular, you’ll use each club as he hands it you without a word.”

Again there was that something in Hollis’s words and manner which I can only once more describe as cryptic. Indeed, I will go further and say that I found it a little disconcerting. We had but another hundred and fifty yards to go. While we were traversing that short distance I was almost moved to suggest that I was not feeling altogether inclined to play that morning; and that, therefore, if a substitute could be found to fill my place he had better find him. I wish I had suggested it. It was merely the desire not to spoil Hollis’s game which stayed my hand. And a lamentable lack of gratitude, to speak of nothing else, he displayed. I have seldom had a more uncomfortable experience. To think that I had gone to that wretched place, out of the purest good-nature, simply and solely to allow myself to be subjected to such treatment. Nothing could have been more unexpected. To say not a word about the money which I had expended on that bagful of clubs. Quite a sum.

We came to a spot where three or four men were hanging about, and where one man was hitting at a ball.

“Is this where we start?” I asked.

“This is the first tee.”

“The first tee? Oh! Indeed.”

I wish to state here, before going further, that that was the first time I had ever been on a golf course in my life. The desire was borne in upon me very strongly to mention this to Hollis before any misunderstanding could possibly arise; because I foresaw, even then, that misunderstandings might arise, in consequence of which I might find myself in a false position. But, for one thing, I felt that Hollis might possibly think that the moment was ill-chosen to make such a communication; and then, striding up to the other men, he began talking to them as if he had known them all their lives; and so, since I could hardly interrupt him, the opportunity was lost. Which I have ever since regretted.

Presently I was aware that Hollis was calling the attention of one of the strangers to me.

“This is my friend Short. Short, this is Pickard. Pickard, Short’s a dark horse; one of those unattached men who have no handicaps.”

“I take it that you’re a plus man, Mr Short.”

I perceived at once that Mr Pickard was a Scotchman. I do not desire, in any illiberal spirit, to say that I object to Scotchmen as a nation; but I do not hesitate to affirm that I realised, on the instant, that this was the type of Scotchman with whom I was not likely to find myself in sympathy. He was six feet high and grey-bearded, and had a dry way of speaking which made it difficult to determine, especially for a stranger, what it was he really did mean, and a trick of looking at you from under his beetle brows, which was actually threatening. I did not know what a plus man was, but I supposed that he was endeavouring to perpetrate something in the way of a joke, so I made an effort to fall in with what I imagined to be his humour.

“Oh, yes, Mr Pickard, I’m a plus man.” Directly I said it Mr Pickard looked at me a little oddly, and as the other men who were within hearing turned towards me as if I had said something surprising, not knowing what it was I really had said, I tried to pass it off, as it were, with a little joke of my own. “That’s to say, I’m a surplus man.”

Nobody laughed except myself, and I only did it with difficulty.

Hollis had walked off with my bagful of clubs. Just then I saw it advancing towards me slung across the back of a disreputable urchin of about twelve or thirteen years of age. Hollis had talked of getting me the smartest caddie procurable. If that little ragamuffin was his idea of smartness, I could only say we differed. Mr Pickard was not unnaturally struck by the incongruity of the association of my beautiful new clubs with that unwashed youngster.

“My gracious!” he exclaimed. “Here’s some pretty things! And who might be the owner of these pretty things?”

“They’re mine,” I explained.

“Yours? Mr Short, have you had a fortune left you? To be sure they look as if they were all of them new.”

“They are. I bought them yesterday.”

“Did you, indeed? And what have you done with the old lot?”

“I left them behind me.”

As a matter of plain fact, the clubs in that bag were the first I had possessed in my life. But in view of that old man’s malicious glance, and with a suspicion flashing through my brain that some of the other men were grinning, I did not feel called upon to admit it. Mr Pickard continued, — 

“I think, Mr Short, you said that you were a plus man. To a player of your calibre I take it that it doesn’t matter how new a club is. Unfortunately, some of us weaklings can’t touch a ball with one that isn’t an old friend.” He turned to a little slip of a man, with an eyeglass and a vacuous smile, and a pair of perfectly ridiculous stockings. “Let me introduce you to Mr Barstow, who is to be my partner in the thrashing you are about to give us.”

Mr Barstow’s smile expanded. I immediately perceived what Hollis had meant by speaking of him as a perfect ass; though why he had coupled him with me I did not understand.

“I suppose you and I are the duffers,” he observed, which was an uncalled-for remark to make. One, moreover, which, so far as he could tell, was without a shadow of justification. “I hope,” he added, “that you are a bigger duffer than I am.”

“I can only trust that I am not,” I retorted with what, I imagine, was some dignity.

The game was started. Mr Pickard hit off, his ball going what seemed to me a terrific distance. Hollis went next, his ball going as far as Mr Pickard’s. Then Barstow went. He went through a series of acrobatic contortions which were simply ludicrous. Recorded by the cinematograph they would have been side-splitting. When he did play his ball did not go anything like so far as either of the others.

“Barstow, you’ve a pretty way of addressing a ball,” remarked his partner.

“Yes,” he said, “that’s the best part of my game.”

What Mr Pickard meant by “addressing a ball” I did not know. It appeared to me to be an absurd phrase to use. But I did not doubt that it conveyed a scathing comment on Barstow’s performance. My turn followed. Remembering what Hollis had said, I took the club that young ruffian handed me without a word of remonstrance; though it seemed somewhat hard that, as the possessor of such a number — and such an expensive lot — of clubs I was not at liberty to select which one of them I chose; particularly as it seems only reasonable to assume that in such matters each man has his own ideas. However, my cue was to be docile, and to defer, so far as was possible, to the judgment of one whose knowledge of the game was, presumably, greater than mine. Though I did resent being dragooned by an unwashed urchin whose whole attire would have been dear at five shillings; especially as I had a kind of feeling that there was that in his bearing, and in the way in which, out of the corner of his eye, he kept looking at me, and at my clubs, which was positively impertinent.

I had noticed, with that quickness of observation for which I am peculiar, that each of the others had swung his club two or three times through the air before actually striking the ball. I did not know why they had done this. So far as I was able to judge there was no ostensible cause for such a proceeding. But as it was apparently one of the formulas of the game, and I was desirous of avoiding anything approaching to irregularity, I followed their example.

Unfortunately I must have moved my arm before I was quite prepared; and also with more vigour than I had intended. Because, not only did I almost lose my own balance, but the end of the club, not travelling quite in the direction I had meant it should, struck the wretched boy who was carrying my clubs with what, I must admit, was considerable force. He gave a yell which must have been heard a mile off. He dropped to the ground with a degree of promptness which took me quite aback. I was commencing to explain that really the boy ought to have had sense enough to stand farther off, when Hollis cut me short with a brusqueness which was most embarrassing.

“If you hadn’t hit him you’d have hit someone else. Haven’t you sense enough to know that you ought to see that you’re well clear of everyone before you start to swing? You’ll be committing murder next.”

I need hardly say that I did not like being addressed, in public, in that way, by one who called himself my friend. Nor was my sensation of annoyance lessened when it was discovered, as of course it was discovered, that the boy had been scarcely touched. Presently, getting up, through his grimy tears he expressed his willingness to continue to carry my clubs, though, so far as I was concerned, I was quite ready to let someone else carry them. Under the circumstances, the way in which Hollis spoke to him was unnecessary.

“You’re a well-plucked lad,” he said. “Never mind, bear up! If you’ve luck you’ll get round without being killed.”

If Hollis’s words were unnecessary, which, I hold, they were, Mr Pickard’s interposition was monstrous.

“That ought to cost you five shillings, Mr Short. I shouldn’t like you to hit me a crack like that for a good deal more than twice the money.”

In pecuniary matters the stinginess of Scotchmen is proverbial; which was perhaps the reason why he was disposed to make so free with other people’s money. I said nothing. One had only to glance at my bagful of clubs to perceive that it was going to cost me enough to play golf as it was. If I had to pay five shillings, or anything like five shillings, every time some clumsy boy chose to place himself where I did not expect him to be, and where, therefore, he ought not to be, golf, as a game, would be placed out of my reach on the mere ground of expense only.

In silence I approached the little heap of sand on the summit of which my too-obvious caddie had planted my ball. I prepared to hit it. Before doing so I glanced round in order to make sure that, this time, no one was within reach; and was gratified to find that, taking, as it were, the hint, everyone had withdrawn to a respectful distance; though I could not see why they need have moved either so fast or so far.

“We’re giving you plenty of room, old chap,” said Hollis.

Since there was no one within perhaps twenty yards of me I could see that for myself, so that that was another unnecessary remark which he thought it worth his while to make. Then I made my stroke.

There is more in hitting a golf ball than some might imagine. There is more, even, in swinging a club — with anything, that is, approximate to ease. It is not so easy to do either as it seems to be when you watch other people doing it. When I saw Hollis and Pickard hitting their balls, what struck me most was the simplicity of the thing. Barstow’s comparative failure to hit his had caused me to regard him almost with contempt. To begin with, it was only when I got the club into my own hands, and was making ready to strike with it, that I realised how long it was, how uncomfortably long. I had to put myself into quite an ungainly attitude in order to swing it clear of the ground. After what had already occurred I did not wish to say anything; but had I been left to myself, I should have gone carefully through that bag of clubs, and selected one the mere handling of which did not fill me with a feeling of comparative helplessness.

Then again, it was only when I stood in front of it that it was brought home to my sense of perception how small the ball was, how unreasonably small. The two things seemed so out of proportion; the long, unwieldy club, the minute ball. It was difficult to make up one’s mind just where to stand in order to reach it to the best advantage. If you stood straight over it you not only could not see it, but you had to hold the club half-way down the butt in order to strike with it at all. If, on the other hand, you stood at a little distance, it seemed to me not easy, owing to the size of the ball, and its peculiar situation, to make sure of hitting anything but the vacant air.

I own that, actuated by these considerations, I tried first one position and then another, and then, possibly, a third, and soon, in order to ascertain by actual experience, which would suit me best; but my legitimate anxiety did not afford Hollis a ghost of an excuse for still one more of his unnecessary remarks.

“Make up your mind what you are going to do, Short. I think I told you lunch was at two.”

Without another moment’s hesitation I made my stroke, in what I may almost speak of as an access of temper. I closed my eyes and let fly. Quite what had become of the ball I could not say, but I was conscious of having hit it; and when I opened my eyes again I found that everyone was gazing to the right of where I was standing with what was evidently a considerable amount of interest.

“That was a fine drive!” exclaimed Mr Pickard. “It must have had a carry of a couple of hundred yards.”

“It’s about that distance off the line,” said Hollis.

What he meant I could not tell. I was finding myself at a continual disadvantage in not being acquainted with the technical terms of the game; but from a certain sourness in his tone I suspected him of being jealous of a more generous player’s commendation. He and Pickard and Barstow started off, each with a caddie in attendance; while, apparently ignoring their movements, my wretched boy started off in quite a different direction. I heard Hollis’s coarse laugh, and Pickard’s Scotch chuckle, and Barstow’s vacuous snigger. Wondering what was amusing them, I called after my caddie, who was walking away, totally oblivious of the fact that I was standing still.

“Boy, where are you going to?”

Without troubling himself to stop, or even to glance in my direction, he answered me over his shoulder as if, instead of being his employer, I was not a person of the least importance.

“I’m going after your ball. Don’t you want it?”

The youngster’s impertinence was so marked that a stranger who was standing beside me was moved to nearly uncontrollable merriment. When I turned and stared at him he offered what he possibly meant for an explanation.

“I fancy you’ll find your caddie’s right, sir; you sent your ball in that direction.”

Refraining from a reply — the man was beneath my notice — I strode on after the boy. On and on we went, and the farther we went the farther we were from Hollis and the others.

“It must have been a tremendous hit,” I observed, “if the ball came all this way.”

“The hole’s not over here,” was all that boy condescended to say. Then he added, as if by way of an afterthought, “You might as well have hit it behind you. Now you’d better drive it back to the sandbox, if you can do it. It’s the shortest road to the green — and the easiest.”

When at last we reached the ball we found that it was in a wholly inaccessible position, amid uneven ground, at the bottom of a small hole, surrounded by grass and weeds, principally thistles, which were almost breast-high.

“It is unfortunate that it should have stopped just here,” I remarked.

That boy said nothing. He looked at me. He handed me a club, which was rather shorter than the one I had used at first, and had a piece of metal at the lower end, with an air which was partly sulky and partly something worse. Then, with a sort of hop, skip and jump, which was grotesque in the extreme, he withdrew himself ten or twelve feet from where I was, and waited in the apparent expectation that, with that ridiculous implement, I was going to strike the ball just where it was. As this was evidently a boy who needed keeping in his place, I addressed him with a certain degree of sternness, holding out the club which he had given me.

“What do you call this thing?”

“That’s your lofting iron.”

“It might have been of some use if you had given it me when I made my first shot—”

“You can’t drive with a lofting iron.”

“Can’t I! I don’t know how it is that you are in a position to say what I can or what I can’t do. You have never seen me play before.”

“No, that I never have.”

He said this with an emphasis which was in itself an impertinence. I eyed him with an even greater sternness than at first.

“It occurs to me, my boy, that you’re not the sort of lad I should have chosen for a caddie had I myself had a voice in the matter. Let me give you fair warning that I am not a person whom it is safe to trifle with, so be careful. Lift that ball — at once, and place it in a position where it will be more convenient for me to strike it.”

“Lift the ball!”

His eyes and mouth opened wide. I might have said something amazing.

“I told you to lift the ball; and I added, at once.”

“Lift the ball!” he echoed, with parrot-like stupidity. “If I was to do it they might never let me on the links again.”

“Don’t talk nonsense. And don’t attempt to take advantage of my inexperience. I am not so simple as you may imagine, as you will shortly learn. Do you suppose that I, or anyone else, with a thing like this, can hit a ball out of a hole like that?”

“You have only to give it a bit of a twist and it’ll come flying out.”

“Will it? Indeed. That is your opinion, it isn’t mine. However, since I emphatically do not wish to bandy words with a mere child like you, I will give you a practical demonstration of the truth of what I assert.”

I gave him one, which, as I expected, was entirely successful. I made at least a dozen attempts to get the ball out of that hole, while he stood looking on, with feelings which I do not attempt to depict. Really serious attempts, which increased in vigour as they multiplied. I struck at it with all the force of which I was capable, repeatedly, again and again. But so far from it “flying out,” to adopt that ignorant lad’s ignorant phrase, I doubt if I moved it so much as an inch. I sent the sand and dust “flying,” but I sent nothing else. It was not for want of perseverance, because I kept on hitting until I not only became hot, but until I realised that, if I persisted in my futile efforts much longer, I, a man of the world, of ripened years, of good social and commercial position, might run the risk of becoming a ridiculous spectacle in the eyes of that soapless little vagabond. So, snatching up the ball out of its preposterous position, with it in one hand, and the useless implement which that boy had given me in the other, I started at a good round pace towards where Hollis and the others were waiting for me at a distance of a quarter of a mile.

I need scarcely mention that, by the time I reached them, I was hotter than ever; hot, also, in more senses than one. It was very present to my mind that I had not gone to Littlestone for that kind of thing. I had gone to play golf, and not with the intention of performing a series of monkey-like antics in front of a dirty little ragamuffin who — to all intents and purposes — had been thrust upon me against my will. Such being my dominant sensation it will easily be believed that I was not inclined for badinage, whatever shape it might take. However, with complete indifference to what my feelings might be, Hollis began practically as soon as I was within shouting range.

“I hope we haven’t hurried you, Short. I think I told you lunch was at two.”

Even under difficult circumstances I was dignified.

“I hope, gentlemen, that I have not kept you waiting.”

“We’re blocking the course, but we will devoutly trust that that doesn’t matter. Two men who passed us just now — after waiting, they declared, a quarter of an hour — seemed disposed to think strong thoughts, but some men are like that. We were afraid we’d seen the last of you. You went with your ball for a trip into the country, and you seemed disposed to stay there. What’s happened? Have you holed out in two?”

Completely ignoring the singularity of Hollis’s manner I did my best to make clear how the delay had been caused.

“I am a stranger here, so it is far from my wish to make any complaint; so I will only say that the lad who is supposed to act as my caddie has totally disregarded my instructions, and thus much time has been lost.”

“What is it that the young rascal wouldn’t do? We noticed that you seemed to be enjoying a little discussion; we wondered how long it was going to last.”

I explained, or rather, I had better put it that I endeavoured to, because after events proved that I endeavoured in vain.

“My ball was lying in a position in which it was perfectly impossible for anyone to hit it; yet when I asked him to place it somewhere where it would be more get-at-able, I won’t say he refused, but he certainly didn’t do it.”

“Do you mean to say he wouldn’t put your ball somewhere where you could get an easy whack at it?”

“At least he didn’t. As a consequence I have been pounding away at it in the most ridiculous manner, so that, finally, rather than lose any more time I picked up the ball myself, and I’ve brought it with me.”

The three men looked at each other in a way which was significant of something, though I was not able positively to decide of what. There was a momentary silence. Then Hollis remarked, with an air of gravity which was almost too portentous to be real, — 

“So you brought it with you, and that is it in your hand; I see. Perhaps you adopted the shortest way of getting it here. Short, you’re a more remarkable player than I suspected. Pickard, I think we’ll give you this hole. We may have better fortune with the next — that is, if Short is lucky.”

We all marched forward in a body. Not a word was spoken. For some reason no one seemed to be in a conversational mood. Beginning to feel the silence almost irksome, I was trying to think of some appropriate remark with which to start the ball of conversation rolling, when, without the slightest warning, one of the caddies — not my caddie, but one of the others — stopped short, and began to emit yell after yell of laughter. What had caused him to behave in that unseemly way I could not even guess. I was amazed. I stared at him.

“What is the matter with him?” I asked.

Directly I did so Mr Pickard clapped his hands to his sides and began to yell even louder than the caddie. And Mr Barstow joined him. And the other caddies, even my own. There they were, all of them, doubled up — positively doubled up — by uncontrollable mirth, caused goodness alone knew by what. Hollis and I were the only persons who preserved our gravity; and, as I glanced at Hollis, I noticed that his features seemed to be distorted by pain.

“Don’t — don’t!” he gasped, waving his hands feebly in the air. “You’ll put me off my game!”

“What’s the matter with them? What’s the joke?” I inquired with, I am sure, the most exemplary mildness.

Hollis’s reply was extraordinary.

“Don’t speak to me like that, Short — don’t — or the consequences may be serious! My suffering’s internal.”

What he meant I had not a notion. Few things are more annoying than to feel that individuals in whose society you are are revelling in a joke the entire identity of which is hidden from you. In my judgment, in such a situation, it is someone’s plain duty to drop some sort of a hint as to where the jest comes in. However, once more, I refrained from comment.

We reached the starting-place for the second hole. They wanted me to commence, but I declined. So they had their strokes, and then my turn came. I had very carefully noticed how they managed, so that I approached the ball feeling that I had picked up several more or less valuable hints, of which I promised myself that I would not be slow to take advantage. And I have little doubt that I should have done very well had not Hollis chosen that moment to make some more, to say the least of it, unnecessary remarks.

“Let me point out to you, Short, that the second hole lies over there, and that therefore you should drive your ball neither to the right nor the left, but as straight in front of you as you can, because the straighter you drive, the nearer to the hole your ball will be, and the object is to reach the hole in as few strokes as possible. And I may take this opportunity to observe that it is not one of a caddie’s duties to place a player’s ball in the exact position in which the player would like it to be placed.”

Again someone laughed. I fancy more than one, but I did not look to see who. I began to suspect that this was a case of actual bad manners.

“I can’t play with this thing!” I exclaimed, eyeing the club which that impudent boy had given me.

“What’s wrong with it? The gentleman whom you requested to provide you with every requisite for the game has supplied you with a liberal assortment of drivers; you ought to have no difficulty in finding one to suit you.”

I myself chose a club from those in the bag.

“That’s a niblick. You can hardly drive with a niblick.”

“Why not? Is it an essential condition of the game that you should play a certain stroke with a particular club?”

“Not that I’m aware of. Still, I cannot but think that you will hardly do yourself justice if you drive with a niblick. If you are in search of a little variety why not drive with a putter? These are the clubs with which one generally drives.”

He gripped half a dozen clubs, all of them more or less like the one with which I had played my first shot.

“But they are so long — and so unwieldy.”

“That you should be of that opinion is unfortunate. Still, one generally drives with them. However, as you please. Drive with what you jolly well like. Only drive. Not only is lunch at two, but we are still blocking the course.”

As it happened, two other men had come up, with their caddies. One of them said, — 

“If you gentlemen are not in a hurry perhaps you won’t mind our going on.”

“Not in the least. Time is of no object to us. We are here for the day. You will probably find us still here when you come round again, should you propose to do a second round. Go on, please.”

While they went on I examined the clubs which Hollis had suggested; finally deciding on one, though it was not at all to my taste.

“Mind you, this is much too long for me.”

“It does not look as if it were the kind of club to which you’re accustomed. Perhaps you would prefer a hockey-stick. Should I send for one while we’re waiting?”

“I thought,” growled Pickard, “that we’d come here to play golf.”

With that I let fly. I did not propose to wait for the repetition of such an insinuation as that; emanating, moreover, from a complete stranger. I did not pause to consider, to take aim, for anything. Scarcely were the words out of that unmannerly Scotchman’s lips than I made my stroke. Owing, no doubt, to the haste to which I was impelled, I hit nothing but the vacant air, though I had used such force that I myself almost tumbled to the ground.

“That would have been a good shot,” commented Hollis, “if you had hit the ball. It’s a pity you missed it. Have another go.”

I immediately repeated my stroke, hardly giving myself time to recover my equilibrium. Not at all to my surprise, in view of the excessive length of the club, I struck the end of it against the earth so violently as to break it clean in two, to say nothing of the jarring sensation which went right up to my shoulder.

“You hit something that time,” murmured Hollis, “though it wasn’t the ball. Have another club. There are plenty more where that came from.”

I took another club from that impudent lad. I was hot — more, I was indignant. It galled me to be compelled to suspect that it could be possible that I was providing unintentional amusement for a number of persons, not one of whom, under ordinary circumstances, I should have thought worthy of my serious attention. Again I made my stroke. And this time I not only hit the ball, but, in consequence, I presume, of the almost frenzy with which I was actuated, the club itself slipped from my hand, and went careering through the air.

“You hit the ball that time,” admitted Hollis. “But — you are a remarkable golfer, Short, and it’s an extraordinary fact that your club should have gone farther than the ball.”

“We’ll give you this match, Hollis,” growled Mr Pickard, with an air which I could only call uncouth. “I’m off.”

“My good Pickard, we’ll give it you. Or — should we postpone it to a day on which we can all get up early, say at sunrise, so that we can have the whole day before us, and the links to ourselves?”

“No thank you, I’ve had enough.”

“I am sorry, gentlemen,” I observed, “if I have spoilt your game.”

No statement, as coming from me, could have been handsomer, bearing in mind that I was the principal sufferer. But Mr Pickard was incapable of saying anything handsome.

“I didn’t know we’d had a game.”

“Come, Pickard,” suggested the vacuous Barstow, “it hasn’t been so bad as that. I’ve enjoyed it — as far as it’s gone, thanks to Mr Short. I’m sorry, Mr Short, that I’m not staying down here long enough to enable us to finish it.”

I said nothing. I was not disposed to cross swords in what he might imagine to be a duel of repartee with a man like Barstow. The two men marched off with their caddies without another word. I walked off with Hollis.

Seldom have I had a more disagreeable walk than that was. Not that, so far as Hollis was concerned, it lasted for any considerable distance; though it was longer than I desired. In the course of a very few minutes he showed me the kind of man he was; and, in so doing, revealed a side of his character of whose existence I had not even dreamed. Scarcely had we left the golf links behind than he remarked — until that moment he had not uttered a single word, nor had I, — 

“If you’re going by the 12.48 I’ll see you off.”

“Twelve-forty-eight!” I cried. “I thought you said that lunch was at two.”

“I had forgotten that I have an engagement for lunch with a man which I shall be compelled to keep. You needn’t stay. There’s nothing here but golf.”

He looked at me in a manner which I resented with every fibre of my being.

“Allow me to remind you, Hollis, that I came here at your express invitation, on the understanding that you were to teach me golf.”

“Did you? I’m sorry. I shall be happy to refund any expenses to which you have been put. But, if you take my strong advice, after your exhibition of this morning you will not stay here any longer than you can help. You might not find it agreeable. As I say, if you are going by the 12.48 I will see you off.”

“Will you? I am obliged. You needn’t. Nor need you come with me another step. Indeed, I would rather you did not. I will wish you good-morning here — and good-bye.”

“Good-bye,” he echoed.

Without uttering another syllable he swung round on his heels and strode back towards the golf-links, leaving me to pursue my way alone. My sensations I will not attempt to depict. What a discovery I had made! What a character had been revealed, as it were, by a flash of lightning! I had regarded this man as an acquaintance, almost as a friend, and yet had never known him till that moment.

I did not travel by the 12.48. I went up by the afternoon train to town. I lunched alone; and, in that place, could not have had better society. I am of a buoyant disposition. By the time I reached London I had, practically, wiped the whole regrettable incident off the tablets of my mind. And I had arrived at a decision. I had resolved to hire a field, or an open piece of ground, and engage the services of an expert golf player, a professional, to coach me in the rudiments of the game. And the next time I play a foursome I will undertake to surprise certain persons whose names I do not care to mention.


AN EPISCOPAL SCANDAL

It had been an eloquent sermon; the Bishop had been at his best. That was the general feeling. At the informal meeting which was held in the Dean’s parlour, the morning after, this feeling was strongly expressed.

“If,” said Mr Dean, “words can make men temperate, then surely the words which we were privileged to hear proceeding from the pulpit in our beloved cathedral yesterday afternoon must have carried conviction to many an erring soul.”

So said all of them. Canon Gorse, in particular, felt bound to say that he had heard many temperance sermons in his time, but never one which had impressed him more strongly than the one which the Bishop had delivered yesterday to the clerical and lay workers in the cause of total abstinence. When the Canon made this outspoken declaration, every parson in the room — and every man of them had preached temperance sermons in his time, so they ought to have been good judges — exclaimed, “Hear, hear!”

Perhaps the enthusiasm was rendered greater by the fact that, until quite lately, the Bishop had scarcely been a stalwart. Always on the side of temperance — oh, yes, certainly that — but on the question, the vital question, of total abstinence his views had scarcely been so pronounced as some of his admirers, both clerical and lay, would have wished. Indeed, it was understood that the Bishop himself favoured a good glass of wine at times. In fact, it was reported that he was even esteemed a connoisseur in the matter of certain Spanish wines which are nowadays esteemed old-fashioned. That this should have been so was, in a degree, unfortunate; because how could teetotalism, as a propaganda, assume those dimensions which were in every way desirable in a diocese, the bishop of which, as it was well known, himself looked with a by no means unloving eye on the wine when it is red! When, therefore, it was announced that, if only for example’s sake, the Bishop would henceforward shun the spirit which is man’s universal curse, it was felt, and rightly felt, that a victory had been won. That victory had, so to speak, been consummated by the Bishop’s sermon in the cathedral yesterday, in which he had declared himself a teetotaller, on the side of the teetotallers, and willing, nay, anxious, to stand in their forefront and to lead the van.

“One thing,” observed Canon Gorse, “seems plain — that is, that we now shall be on safe ground in refusing to renew the lease of ‘The Rose and Crown.’ For that, thank goodness!”

Again the reverend Canon seemed but to give voice to the opinion of all who heard him. This question of “The Rose and Crown” had been as a thorn in the side of the cathedral chapter. “The Rose and Crown” was an inn which actually faced the door by means of which the choir and officiating clergy were wont to gain admittance to the sacred edifice. Sad tales were told of it: of how quarts of stout, and such like obnoxious fluids, had been sent in from “The Rose and Crown” to the choirmen while they had actually been engaged in practice, and other dreadful stories. The lease of the inn was running out. The landlord — one George Boulter — desired its renewal. The house, and the ground upon which it stood, was the property of the cathedral chapter. Mr Boulter had already been privately notified that, in all probability, his lease would not be renewed. It was the desire of the chapter that the house should be transformed into a Church institute. The only factor which might upon this point breed dissension had hitherto been the Bishop. But now, as the Bishop himself had signed the pledge, it seemed plain that, as Canon Gorse had observed, the scandal of a number of clergymen owning a public-house would be put an end to.

The Canon had scarcely uttered his remark when the library door opened, and a servant, entering, advanced to Mr Dean.

“Mr Boulter, sir, says he wishes to see you most particular.”

“Mr Boulter!” exclaimed the Dean. The man himself, the landlord of “The Rose and Crown.” The Dean reflected. He rubbed his nose with his glasses. “What is it that Mr Boulter can wish to say to me? However, I will see him. Tell him so.” The servant vanished. The Dean turned to the assembled clergymen. “It is, perhaps, just as well that I should see the man at once, and let him know clearly what our position is.”

“Exactly,” said Canon Gorse. “Let him understand that plainly. It will not only be fair to ourselves, but it will also be fair to the man.”

Mr Boulter was a portly person: his countenance was ruddy; in manner he was affable. He was, all over, Mine Host of the Inn; a type of Boniface which, if we may believe the chroniclers, used to abound, but which, under the present advance of the teetotal forces, is, we will say fortunately, becoming extinct. He reverenced a gentleman, but above all things he reverenced the cloth. His motto as a boy had been “Church and Crown”; but in these latter days he had begun to fear that both Church and Crown were on the side of the enemy.

“Mr Boulter,” observed the Dean, as he entered the room in which that gentleman was waiting, “I am pressed for time. Indeed, I have a meeting in the library. I must therefore ask you to tell me in as few words as possible what it is you wish to say.”

Mr Boulter turned the brim of his hat round and round in his hands.

“It is about the lease, Mr Dean.”

“I thought so. I may as well be brief with you, and clear. You may take my word for it that the lease will not be renewed, and that, in short, ‘The Rose and Crown’ will cease to be an inn.”

“I think not, Mr Dean.”

“You think not, Mr Boulter! May I ask what you mean?”

There was something in the tone in which Mr Boulter said that he thought not which the Dean did not understand. He stared at Mr Boulter with dignified surprise. Mr Boulter actually smiled.

“I think that ‘The Rose and Crown’ will continue to be an inn. That is what I meant, Mr Dean.”

The Dean shrugged his shoulders.

“If you choose to persist in thinking so, in spite of my assurance to the contrary, that is your affair, not mine.”

The Dean turned to go, as if the interview were already at an end. Mr Boulter coughed behind his hand.

“I should like to have one word with you before you go.” The Dean faced round. “Then am I to tell my tale?”

“Your tale? What tale?”

“About the Bishop, Mr Dean.”

“About the Bishop?” The Dean looked the innkeeper up and down. A vague suspicion crossed his mind. Already, at this hour of the morning, could the man be drunk? There was nothing in the fellow’s bearing to denote anything of the kind. And, indeed, it was matter of common notoriety that, personally, the landlord of “The Rose and Crown” was an abstemious man. But, none the less, there was at that particular moment something about Mr Boulter’s manner which the Dean was at a loss to understand. “What do you mean by your tale about the Bishop, sir?”

For a moment or two Mr Boulter continued to turn his hat round and round in his hands, as if he found some difficulty in choosing the exact words in which to frame what he wished to say.

“I understand,” he began at last, “that yesterday the Bishop preached a sermon upon temperance.”

“You understand quite rightly. It would have done you good, Mr Boulter, to have heard that sermon. Had you done so, you would understand how strong would be the Bishop’s opposition to any renewal of the lease of ‘The Rose and Crown.’”

“Indeed!” Mr Boulter’s tone was dry. “I am not so sure of that.”

The Dean stared. The man’s manner was so very odd.

“Be so good, Mr Boulter, as to say plainly what it is you mean.”

“I don’t know what you think, sir, of a bishop who comes straight from preaching a sermon on temperance into my public-house.”

“Mr Boulter!”

“It’s no good you’re looking at me like that, sir. I was surprised, I don’t mind owning it. But just let me tell my tale.”

The Dean let him tell his tale.

“Yesterday afternoon I was standing at my private door, looking out into the street. It was getting dusk. The service in the cathedral was over, and I thought that everyone had gone. All of a sudden I saw the little door open which we call the Dean’s door, and which you know is right in front of my house. Someone came out and walked quickly across the street towards my place. I drew back and went inside. When I got inside the bar I saw that there was some one in a little compartment which only holds about two comfortably, and which I call a private wine-bar. I heard him ask Miss Parkins, one of my young ladies, if we had such a thing as a glass of good sound port.”

The Dean shuddered — he scarcely knew why. The fact is that port was the liquid of which the Bishop, in his less stalwart days, had been esteemed such an excellent judge.

“The compartment in which he was is meant for parties who wish to keep themselves quite private. It’s boarded up on either side, and in front of it, facing the bar, is a panel of glazed glass set in a mahogany frame, with just enough room between it and the counter to pass, say, a glass of wine. If the party inside wants to keep himself to himself, it’s next to impossible to see his face unless you go round by the door in the front. I couldn’t see this party’s face, but I could see enough of him to see he was a parson. He was short and stout” — the Bishop was short and stout— “and though he had the collar of his coat turned up, it wasn’t turned up enough to hide the collar of his shirt. Seeing that I had seen him come out of the Dean’s own door in the cathedral, and that he was a parson, things seemed a little queer. So I asked Miss Parkins, on the quiet, if she knew who it was. I could see she couldn’t altogether make it out. She said, although she hadn’t seen his face, she seemed to know his voice. Well, he liked my port. I heard him say so; and I heard him tell Miss Parkins that he was considered as good a judge of port wine as any man in England.” Again the Dean was conscious of a shiver. “Anyhow, he drank a bottle of it before he went.”

“A bottle, Mr Boulter?”

“Yes, sir, a bottle, and one glass over. Directly he had gone my potman went into the private wine-bar for something or other, and as soon as he got inside he called out, ‘Hallo! the gentleman’s left his bag behind.’ And he handed a little leather bag across the bar. Any gentleman who had put away a bottle of port wine in the time that gentleman had done might forget a trifle of a bag like that. It was a beautiful little bag. I had never seen one quite like it before. It had got some initials and a crest stamped on one side. I opened it to see if there was anything inside by means of which I could identify it, and return it to the owner. There was something inside — a sermon. I never saw anything more beautifully written than that sermon — it was like copperplate.” Once more the Dean was conscious of a shudder travelling down his spine. The Bishop’s beautiful caligraphy was famous — a fair handwriting is nowadays too rare. “On the front page was written the Bishop’s name and address in full, and in the top left-hand corner was written: ‘Preached in the cathedral on the afternoon of the 13th of November, 189 — .’ That’s yesterday afternoon, sir. I’ve brought that bag with me. You’ll find the sermon still inside. Perhaps you know whose bag that is, sir.”

Mr Boulter picked up a small leather bag which had been lying, hitherto unnoticed, upon a chair, and handed it to the astonished Dean. The Dean did know whose bag it was — he knew too well. There was no mistaking those initials and that crest. There was no necessity to examine the sermon which Mr Boulter assured him was inside. The Dean gazed at that excellent example of fine workmanship in leather bags as if he realised that he had all at once become an actor in what might turn out to be a tragedy. Words proceeded from his stammering lips.

“You are, I am sure, too reasonable a man, Mr Boulter, to jump at impossible conclusions from imperfect premisses.”

“I don’t know what you call ‘imperfect premisses.’ Directly I saw the name and address which was written on the front page of that sermon, Miss Parkins cried out, ‘Why, it was the Bishop’s voice!’ She stared at me as if she was going to have a fit — and well she might. Miss Parkins is a good girl, as all my young ladies are, and, indeed, everybody else about my place, although I say it.” Mr Boulter glared at the Dean with eyes which were full of meaning. “She never misses a chance of hearing the Bishop preach when she can get one, and if there’s anyone who ought to know the Bishop’s voice it’s her. It seems to me, begging your pardon, sir, that I ought to have a reward for bringing that leather bag back safe and sound.”

“Certainly, Mr Boulter. Any sum in reason you like to mention.”

“The reward I want is the renewal of my lease.”

“That, as I have already told you, is—”

“Excuse me just one moment, sir. You see that?” Taking an envelope out of an inner pocket of his coat, Mr Boulter flourished it in the Dean’s face. “I’ve a boy who lives in London, and writes for the papers; a smart chap he is, and well respected in his trade. I’ve written an account of how the Bishop preached a sermon on temperance in the cathedral — a fine sermon it was, I’m told by those who heard it — and of how he then walked straight out of the cathedral into my public-house, and put away a bottle of old port, and got so drunk that he forgot his bag and left it behind him, with the sermon which he had just been preaching on temperance inside of it. That account’s in this envelope. I’m going to send it to my boy, and I’m going to tell him to turn it into money; and I’ll lay you what odds you please — although I’m no more a betting man than you are — that, before a week is over, the tale will be told in every paper in England, ah! and known all the world over. You’re going to take away my living. My grandfather kept ‘The Rose and Crown’ decent, my father kept it decent, and I’ve kept it decent; there’s never been even so much as a shadow of a complaint made against me by the police, nor by no one. And yet you cathedral gentlemen have taken a sudden fad into your heads, and you’re going to ruin me. Very well, ruin me! You think you’re going to do good to the cause of temperance by shutting up ‘The Rose and Crown.’ What harm do you suppose will be done to the cause of temperance by that tale being told, as they do tell that sort of tale nowadays, in all the newspapers of the world? I guess the cause of temperance will not get over that tale for years — it will be always being told. At the very least, if I do have to go I will take care that somebody else goes with me. Now which is it to be — am I to have my lease renewed, or am I to post this envelope?”

The Dean hesitated.

“In any case, as you must be aware, Mr Boulter, the matter is not one which can be decided on the spur of the moment; the decision is not with me.”

“Understand me, sir. If I go away from here without a promise of renewal, I post this letter. I know as well as you know that in the whole business your voice will be the ruling voice. You give me a bit of writing in which you undertake to do your best to get my lease renewed, and I will give you this envelope, with what’s inside. And I will give you my promise never to breathe a word that the Bishop ever so much as came near my place. As for Miss Parkins, I know she won’t speak unless she’s forced. She’s a religious girl; she thinks a lot of the Bishop, and she’s too much shocked at the whole affair. I never saw a girl so upset. Now which is it to be?”

The Dean still hesitated — with sufficient cause.

“What term of renewal would you require?”

“The last lease was for ninety-nine years, and I want this lease to be for ninety-nine.”

“Ninety-nine years, Mr Boulter?”

Mr Boulter did not get a promise of renewal for ninety-nine years, or anything like it, but he did get “a bit of writing.” With that “bit of writing” in a secure division of his plethoric pocket-book he went away. The Dean was left to his reflections. The leather bag he held in one hand, the envelope which the landlord of “The Rose and Crown” had given him he held in the other. Putting down the bag, he tore the envelope into halves, then into quarters, and crossing the room he dropped the fragments in the fire which burned brightly in the grate.

“Terrible! terrible!” This he said as he watched the pieces of paper being consumed by the flames. Then he seemed to endeavour to pull himself together. “Well, I shall have to tell them. I must give reasons for the thing which I have done. The tale will have to travel so far, but” — the Dean pressed his lips together; few men’s countenances were capable of assuming a severer aspect than Dean Pettifer’s— “I will make it my especial business to see that it goes no farther.” He still seemed to hesitate before returning to the apartment in which his colleagues were awaiting him. “I must say that I never thought it of him. I have been always conscious that in his latitudinarianism there was a certain element of danger. But I never dreamed that he was capable of such a thing as this — no, never!”

It was with a distinctly unsatisfactory look upon his face that he made his reappearance in the little impromptu meeting. The criminatory leather bag he carried in his left hand. It is not impossible that those who were present became immediately conscious that with the Dean, since they had seen him last, all things had not gone well. The buzz of conversation, which had been audible as he opened the door, ceased upon his entrance, as though something in his bearing acted as a damper.

The somewhat awkward silence was broken by Canon Gorse.

“Well, was Boulter troublesome?”

The Dean laid the bag in front of him upon the table.

“He was.” The Dean carefully wiped his glasses. There was a suggestion of curious expectation in the eyes which were fixed upon him. Their owners already perceived that there was something in the air. Was it possible that the landlord of “The Rose and Crown” had behaved in the manner which, in the estimation of some persons, is a natural characteristic of individuals of his class, and had been guilty of actual violence in the sacred precincts of the Deanery? “He was troublesome in a sense for which, on this occasion, I will simply say that I was unprepared; and to such a degree that I have given him what amounts to a virtual undertaking that his lease shall be renewed.”

This was evidently not the sort of thing for which his listeners had been waiting — one could see it by their faces. Some of them changed colour, and some of their jaws dropped open. Canon Gorse stared at the speaker, as if he found it difficult to believe that his own ears were capable of fulfilling their normal functions.

“Pettifer, impossible!” Perceiving that the word might seem too strong, he amended it. “That is to say, how do you mean?”

The Dean leaned over the table. His attitude, indeed his whole manner, suggested severity tempered by sorrow.

“Before I say anything further I wish to have an understanding with all of you that not one word of what I am about to utter will be breathed by any one of you to any creature living — and by that I mean neither to your wives, nor to your daughters, nor to any member of your households — that it will be received as though it came to you under the seal of the confessional.” There was silence. “If anyone feels himself, for any cause whatever, unable to give such a pledge, then I must respectfully ask that person at once to withdraw.”

No one did withdraw. No one said either Ay or Nay. So it may be supposed that the pledge which the Dean required was unanimously given. That the Dean understood that to be the case was evident. He held up the little leather bag in front of him as if it were some dreadful thing.

“This bag is the Bishop’s — our beloved Bishop’s bag. I know it, of my own knowledge, to be the bag which he had with him in the cathedral yesterday afternoon. It still contains the MS. of the sermon which the Bishop preached, and which we all rejoiced to hear. This bag has just been brought to me by the landlord of ‘The Rose and Crown.’ It was left, unintentionally left, on his premises by a person who, at the close of yesterday afternoon’s service, went out of the Dean’s door of the cathedral into one of Mr Boulter’s private bars, and there and then consumed a bottle of port wine.”

The Dean ceased. There again was silence — there well might be. The Dean again went on, — 

“A son of Mr Boulter’s is engaged on one of those scurrilous journals which are called society papers. Mr Boulter proposed to send this story up to his son to print. On the understanding that the matter shall be confined to his own breast, I have deemed it wisdom to give him, as I have said, what virtually amounts to an undertaking that his lease shall be renewed. That is all I have to say. You will feel with me that it is too much. May I ask you not to speak of this matter even among yourselves, but, as I shall do, to do your best to blot it from your minds? Let us, if we can, forget that this thing has ever been. And now, with your permission, I will wish you all good-day.”

They went like a flock of sheep, although there was almost a suspicion of pathos in the manner of their parting. When they were gone the Dean set himself to perform a task of the exceeding delicacy of which, to say the least, he was fully conscious. He was not a man to palter with what he deemed his duty. He was certainly not a man to shrink from doing a thing merely because the thing was disagreeable. Therefore, scarcely had the last of his colleagues turned his back on the Deanery than he put the little leather bag into a larger bag, and, with that larger bag grasped firmly in his hand, he strode off to the Palace.

He was going to make it his business to see that without any further unnecessary loss of time the Bishop came into what was, undoubtedly, his own again.

He found his lordship in the library. The Bishop was dictating to his secretary, the Rev. John Budgen. The secretary was seated at a table; the Bishop took his ease in a capacious arm-chair. As the Dean entered, his lordship greeted him with that genial heartiness for which the Bishop of Boundersville is famed. Not a trace of guilty consciousness about him anywhere — not a trace! It was with a sort of shock that the Dean noticed that there was nothing of the kind.

“How do, Pettifer? I’m doing what I call my morning task of stone-breaking — writing letters, by proxy, to a lot of people who have more time on their hands than they know what to do with, and who, therefore, insist upon wasting mine. Anything particular to say to me?”

The Dean was, perhaps, too refined — the thing is possible. He was not only a fine scholar, he was a fine gentleman. He was of opinion that dignitaries, and particularly all dignitaries of the Church, should have the standard of manners which was peculiarly his own. The Bishop’s heartiness, his rough-and-ready methods of expression, had always grated on his high-strung sensibilities; especially did they grate just then.

“I am bound to state, my lord, that what I have to say to you is of the first importance.”

The Bishop looked at him a little quizzically. Possibly the Dean’s exaggerated preciseness appealed to a sense which there is no reason why even a bishop should be without.

“Excuse me, Budgen; I’ll ring when I’m ready.” The secretary withdrew. “Now, Pettifer, fire away. Who killed the cat, and which cat’s been killed?”

Such a fashion of speech was actually offensive to the Dean. Perhaps the spirit of mischief still lingered in the Bishop’s breast; perhaps, at times, the Bishop found the Dean almost as trying as the Dean found him. Under the circumstances such a bearing on the part of the Bishop shocked the Dean almost into speechlessness. He gazed at his spiritual superior in a manner which, unless he was mistaken, made his lordship wince. “Has your lordship not missed your lordship’s sermon-bag?”

At the question his lordship plainly started.

“My sermon-bag, Pettifer? What do you mean?”

“My lord, I mean what I say.”

The Bishop was perturbed. Rising from his chair, he began to fidget about the room. “Why do you ask?”

“Because it has been returned to me.”

“Returned to you — no!”

“Yes, my lord; I have it here.” The Dean produced the little bag from inside the larger one. He held it up in front of him as he had held it up in front of him at the impromptu meeting at the Deanery. “I will not ask how it came to stray from your lordship’s keeping.”

The Bishop looked at the Dean; the Dean looked straight at him. It was evident that his lordship was not completely at his ease.

“I perceive that you have heard the story.”

“I regret, my lord, to say that I have.”

The Bishop plainly flushed; perhaps he found the Dean’s tone and manner slightly galling.

“Perhaps it was not quite the thing to do, but” — his lordship shrugged his shoulders— “what does it matter?”

The Dean, in his turn, winced.

“What does it matter, my lord? Surely your lordship knows that it matters.”

“How did the bag come into your possession, Pettifer?”

“It was brought to me by Mr Boulter, the landlord of ‘The Rose and Crown.’”

“Boulter!— ‘The Rose and Crown!’ — No, by George!”

His lordship said “By George!” and as he said it the Dean shrunk back as if he had received a blow.

“Mr Boulter, as the price of his silence, extracted from me a promise that his lease should be renewed.”

The Bishop woke up. He showed more alertness than he had hitherto displayed.

“You promised him that his lease should be renewed — the lease of ‘The Rose and Crown’?”

“I did. I thought it better that I should do so than that such a story should be told.”

“Story? What story?”

The Dean, before he answered, indulged himself with a pause for consideration.

“My lord, if any word which I may utter seems lacking in respect, as coming from me to you, I entreat your pardon. My lord, when I heard that, after preaching a sermon, and so grand a sermon, upon total abstinence, you passed straight from the cathedral pulpit to the bar of a common public-house, and there drank so large a quantity of wine that, in the temporary forgetfulness which it occasioned, you left the sermon itself behind you in the bar, I felt that it were better that I should promise almost anything than that such a story should be told.”

As he listened the Bishop’s countenance underwent a variety of changes. When the Dean had finished the Bishop dropped into a chair, and — laughed. Not a genteel simper, but a loud and a long guffaw. The Dean felt that he could not endure such levity even from a bishop — his own bishop, too.

“My lord, in such a matter you may see occasion for merriment, but if you could have seen, at the Deanery, the faces of the cathedral clergy as I told to them the story—”

“Pettifer, what do you mean?”

Springing to his feet, the Bishop grasped the speaker by the arm. The Dean was startled.

“I say, if you could only have seen their faces—”

“Do you mean to say that you have told this story to anyone?”

“I was constrained to state my reasons for giving such a promise to the landlord of ‘The Rose and Crown.’”

“I hardly know if I ought not to strike you, Arthur Pettifer.”

“My lord!”

“I hardly know if I ought not to pillory you in the market-place, and so compel you to do penance for your slanderous tongue. I have long been conscious of a certain pharisaical narrowness in your mental and in your moral outlook. I have seen in you what has seemed to me a hideous tendency to think the worst both of women and of men. But I never thought you capable of such gross obliquity of judgment as you yourself appear now to own to. Is it possible that you believed that such a story as you have told me could be true?”

The Dean had turned quite pale. He seemed to speak beneath his breath.

“Is it possible that Boulter lied?”

“Is it possible, Arthur Pettifer, that you could believe that I — I, Ralph Ingall, with whose life’s history you are as well acquainted almost as myself — could so perjure myself that, as God’s minister, in God’s house, I could pledge myself never again to let alcohol pass my lips in any shape or form, and that then, with that pledge still warm upon my lips, I could pass straight into a pot-house and stupefy myself with wine?”

“Was it — was it Budgen, then?”

“Budgen? Budgen? Pettifer, this is worse and worse! You know that Budgen has never touched a drop of alcoholic stimulant since the day that he was born. I will tell you the story of that bag so far as I know it myself. And I will see that your promise to the man Boulter is kept both in the spirit and the letter. I will place it upon you, as an enduring penance, that for the continued existence of his drink-shop you, and you alone, shall be responsible.”

The Dean was silent. He seemed to totter as a man who received a crushing blow. The Bishop paced up and down the room. Like an accusing spirit — possessed of a tolerable corporation — he poured out upon the Dean a curious, correct, and circumstantial history of the adventures of his sermon-bag.

“There was a man at my college whose name I need not mention. We were ordained together. I will put it gently, and will say that he did not take full advantage of his opportunities. I believe that, for some time now, he has ceased to exercise his clerical office. He has become a reporter for the ‘ — —’” — the Bishop named a paper which all good Churchmen are supposed to read— “and he came to me yesterday afternoon, into the vestry, after I had done my sermon. Possibly you may have seen him there. He told me that he had come down from town specially to report my sermon. According to him the train had been late, and he only arrived in time to hear a part. He asked me if I would let him see my notes. On the spur of the moment I handed him my bag, with the sermon in it. I told him that he might make, what he expressed a desire to make, a verbatim copy, and that he was then to return to me my property. I felt immediately afterwards that I had, perhaps, not done the wisest possible thing. But it was then too late. After the story you have told me, what he did with bag and sermon I can guess.”

While the Bishop was still speaking a servant appeared at the door.

“My lord, a person — I believe a clergyman — desires me to inform your lordship that he wishes to see you at once upon very pressing business.”

“Yes, my lord; that is so.”

The scandalised servant turned to find that the person alluded to had, uninvited, found his way into the Bishop’s presence. The Bishop recognised his visitor; he signified the same to the servant who had not shown him in.

The visitor in question was an individual of somewhat doubtful appearance. He looked half cleric, half layman. He was short and stout, and so far resembled the Bishop, but the resemblance went no farther. The Bishop, taking possession of the little leather bag which the Dean still retained, held it out to the newcomer.

“Well, sir, have you come to make another copy of my sermon? As you perceive, it has been returned to me, but not by you.”

The stranger wiped his brow. He seemed more than a trifle embarrassed.

“I regret to say that I have not yet taken a copy of it, my lord. The fact is, my lord, that, as I told you yesterday, I left town without having lunched, and after leaving your lordship in the cathedral I felt so exhausted that I just stepped across the road to take a glass of wine—”

“Quite so, sir. I understand too well. Since my sermon upon temperance has once been returned by the landlord of a tavern, I do not think that I care to run the risk of its reaching me by means of a similar channel a second time. So far as you are concerned, sir, my sermon must go unreported.” The Bishop rang the bell. The servant reappeared. “Dawes, show this gentleman out.”

The gentleman was shown out, though it seemed, from his manner, that there still was something which he would have wished to say.

When he had gone the Bishop placed the little leather bag upon a table. He turned to the Dean. He looked at him, and he said, more in sorrow than in anger, — 

“Pettifer, how long does it take you to know a man?”


MR BLOXAM AND THE BRITISH
CONSTITUTION

 

I say that the British constitution is in a shameful condition. I say that any system of legislation which breeds matrimonial discord and sets a husband against his wife, or, what is much worse, a wife against her husband, is a disgrace to civilisation. I say it without hesitation. I have said it before, and I say it again.

Look at me and Mrs Bloxam. From the first I have had difficulties with that woman. She has never properly perceived the inevitable and natural superiority of the husband over the wife. No, not once. I can prove it out of the mouths of a cloud of witnesses. But when it comes to making the husband the laughing-stock of his native land, not to speak of his own parish, and an object of derision in the low columns of a ribald press, then I assert, emphatically, that something must be done. And it will have to be done, too, and that before very long. I’ve had enough of it, I do know that. The time has come to throw aside the entangled folds of the cloak of dignity, and to wave the impassioned arms of a threatening Nemesis. Let her beware. And her aiders and abettors, let them beware also.

I had a difference with our rector. I do not deny that the Reverend George Crookenden has his good points. Every man has. Although Mr Crookenden failed to see that I have mine. Therefore, when it was pointed out that the parish of Copstone was in a state of educational inefficiency, I threw my weight into the scale of intelligence. It was shown that the Church school was a failure. So I said, “Let there be a School Board.” And there was a School Board. And what is more, I was put forward as a candidate. I admit that, at first, I was unwilling. I declare, positively, that I refused five distinct and separate times. But at last I was overpersuaded. I stood. And now I wish to goodness that I hadn’t. But who can foresee the march of events as they trickle through the convoluted waterways of an impenetrable thicket?

Mrs Bloxam has always been an enemy to the intellectual advance of the age.

“Bother your books and things!” she would say. “I want a girl with some knowledge of housework. Is she going to get it out of them?”

“Certainly, if she looks for it in the proper quarter.”

“And pray, what do you call the proper quarter?” Mrs Bloxam looked at me in a way I particularly dislike, as if I were an inferior animal. “You are yourself such an omnivorous reader that no doubt you will be able to throw light upon the subject.”

I knew what she meant, but I declined to let her see it.

“It is true that I do not read trashy novels, or sickly love tales, which present a false picture of the stern realities of life. I confine my attention to works of a higher class.”

“There are not many of them published, are there?”

“What do you mean?”

“Because I have never seen you read anything but newspapers since we were married, and I doubt if you ever read a whole book through in your life.”

The assertion took my breath away. But I declined to argue. I always do decline when circumstances permit. They did most clearly then. Though, when I considered the matter afterwards, I perceived that, had I chosen, I might have overwhelmed her with the force of my reasoning. In my opinion, reading is a finite process. I read a great deal when I was a lad, though I do not quite remember what. There the matter ended. Life is, as it were, divided into sections. Each section should be devoted to a different object. For me the section devoted to reading is passed.

The bombshell fell while we were at dinner, and while Jane was still in the room.

“What rubbish is this I hear about your being a candidate for this tuppenny-hapenny School Board which is going to plague the unfortunate people?”

“My dear, I am not responsible for all the rubbish you may hear.”

“Then you admit that it is a rubbishing idea?”

“I do nothing of the kind; at least, so far as my standing is concerned. On the contrary, I am standing in deference to the earnestly-expressed wish of the more intelligent portion of the inhabitants of this parish.”

“Meaning Broadbridge the cobbler, Tyler the blacksmith and their friends, who never attend any place of worship, but spend most of their time at the ‘Fox and Hounds’ instead. They know that you have been silly enough to quarrel with Mr Crookenden and propose to use you as a catspaw.”

“I traverse the whole of your assertion, but decline to dwell on so delicate a subject. Any discussion had better be postponed to when we are alone.”

“Jane, leave the room.”

I did not wish Jane to leave the room. Not at all. On the contrary, I wished her to stay. I had yet occasion for her services. But, on the other hand, I did not desire to humiliate Mrs Bloxam by forbidding the girl to carry out her mistress’s commands. So Jane went. And then Mrs Bloxam expressed herself on the subject of my candidature with a fluency which I found it difficult to curtail. As usual, she allowed her language to become stronger than the occasion required. But when it came to her “positively prohibiting” — her own words — me to go to the poll, I put my foot down. I pointed out, with irresistible clearness of reasoning, that I was pledged to represent the conscience of a well-defined section of our neighbours, and by that pledge my sense of honour constrained me to stand. And, in fact, that I would stand by it. Nothing she could say would turn me from my purpose. Not of such weak materials was I made. The sooner she understood that the better. And, at last, she did understand — in a measure.

“Then all I can say is that your quarrel with Mr Crookenden will be life-long. Which will be nice for me, and for all of us. So the sooner you sell this place and go to live elsewhere, the better it will be.”

“Henrietta, I am ready to forgive Crookenden at any moment of any day. He has only to ask me; he will find me quite prepared. Do you mean to say that he is so dead to the beauty and the sweetness of a united parish that he is unwilling to allow to others that freedom of conscience which he claims for himself.”

“It is unfortunate, Augustus, that when there are two ways between which to choose, you should always prefer the silliest. Still I feel that it is rather your misfortune than your fault, since it is in that way you are constituted. I can only hope that, on this occasion, you will yourself see your folly before it is too late.”

There the discussion ended. I was not disposed to bandy personalities with Mrs Bloxam. I never am.

At the same time I am prepared to confess that I was not altogether satisfied with the persons who were bracketed with me as associates in my candidature. There were to be seven members of the Board, so there were seven of us. We found it rather difficult to complete the tale, but it was done. We called ourselves Progressives. We stood for intellectual advance. Our motto was “Brain Emancipation. Unchaining of the Intellect. Cultivation of the Mind.” It was of my own composition, and was generally found to be pregnant with suggestion. As someone, I forget who it was, himself pointed out to me, “The more you look at it, the more you understand what it means.” That I felt myself to be the case.

Unfortunately, my colleagues were hardly up to the standard to which this motto pointed, as a whole. Nor to be quite correct, even in part. There was Broadbridge, who undoubtedly does mend shoes, and who also, it is equally certain, drinks. He is the person I dislike most in the whole country side. Ever since this School Board business has been in the air he has endeavoured to borrow small sums of money from me, and has been in a state of almost continual intoxication. Tyler, the proprietor of the smithy on Wayman’s Hill, calls himself a Red Republican, and is the most ignorant, argumentative and I may add, quarrelsome person I ever encountered. We three were the actual candidates. The other four were dummies, dragged in by the head and heels to make up the tale of the seven. One of them, Isaac Harding, who styles himself an “odd man,” and who is in reality a loafing, able-bodied vagabond, who makes his wife support him by taking in washing, told me that his name had been used without his authority, and that he “didn’t know nothing at all about it.” Which I thought extremely probable. It is not easy to find seven Progressive candidates in a parish like Copstone.

Not the least of our misfortunes, from my point of view, was the fact that we were compelled to hold our meetings at the “Fox and Hounds.” The parish room is practically under the control of the rector, and even had I been willing to ask his permission, which I was not, I doubt if he would have allowed us to have them there. So we were driven to what they call the “large room” at the “Fox and Hounds.” I liked our quarters none the more because they were so exactly suited to the tastes of my associates. They loved the place; had they had their own way I believe they would have lived there altogether; the proximity of the bar was, to them, an unqualified, unceasing delight. I do not know what is the state of the law on the subject of treating at School Board elections; but if there is no clause objecting to candidates treating each other, then there ought to be. I never, at any hour of the day or night, met my colleagues without their suggesting something to drink, which, if I wished to avoid unpleasant observations, I had to pay for. It was most unsatisfactory. I found myself on the high road to being held up as an inciter to drink and an encourager of drunkenness. It was a decidedly undesirable condition of affairs.

But I could have borne it all. I could have put up with being seen with Broadbridge when he had to cling to my neck to prevent himself reclining in the gutter. I could have swallowed my feelings at being coupled with Tyler in his idiotic denunciations of all that is decent and respectable in my native land. It was to suffer in the cause of truth and progress, it was to show Mr Crookenden that there are persons who will not be trampled on rough-shod, and that he is not the only creature in the parish who dare call his soul his own. But there was something which I could not endure. And it was that which came soon. It was that which has caused that epoch in my life to become branded with indelible letters of flaming fire.

When I say that the first intimation was received from a third party, I say more than enough to show what was the state of affairs which obtained in my domestic circle. I was driving up Wayman’s Hill, when, as I was passing his smithy, Tyler, coming out, called to me to stop. He was in his shirt-sleeves; had his hammer in his hand; and I could see that he was shoeing Mr Rudd’s brown mare. As usual, he did without a preface.

“I don’t know if you call this the proper way in which to treat us, Mr Bloxam, because, if you do, I don’t. I thought that in this election business you were with us heart and soul. We’re standing by you like men, why don’t you stand by us?”

“What on earth do you mean?”

I wondered if, at that hour of the day, he had already been drinking.

He took a printed paper out of his pocket, smoothed it open with his dirty hand and passed it to me. It was the election address of the opposition candidates.

“That’s an advance copy which I got from Briggs the printer on the quiet. Perhaps you’ll let me know what explanation you have to offer.”

There had been some mystery as to who Crookenden’s supporters were to be. Now it seemed that the names were out. But what did the fellow mean by asking me for an explanation? What had I to do with Mr Crookenden’s puppets? I glanced at the list. The first name was Crookenden’s. Of course, it always would be first, where he had a voice in the matter. The second was “Ada Kate Laughton.” It seemed incredible. Actually Mrs Laughton. Well, if Laughton chose to let his wife make a public exhibition of herself, all I could say was that I was extremely sorry for him. Hadn’t the woman any household duties to attend to? Everybody knew who was the grey mare in that establishment. Some men do not know how to rule their wives. Still, that such a woman as Mrs Laughton should take it upon herself to oppose me was — I will be mild and say surprising. The third name was — it was a hoax, a silly hoax. Tyler, or someone, was trying to make me a butt for a practical joke. But I was not to be so easily caught, the thing was too preposterous. Yet there it was, in all the dignity of print. “Bloxam, Henrietta.” Address, “The Chestnuts.” Description, “Married Woman.” The letters danced before my eyes. I stared at them with unseeing gaze.

“What nonsense is this?” I muttered.

“That’s what I want to know, what nonsense that is. That’s what I thought I’d ask you to explain, like a man.”

I looked at Tyler. Tyler looked at me. There was something on his face which I did not relish; something which approximated to a grin, an unfriendly grin.

“Where did you get this paper from?”

“I tell you — from Briggs the printer. He’s printing them. That’s a private copy.”

“It’s a hoax. Someone’s been having a joke with you.”

“Don’t you make any mistake. No one would play a joke off on me, not round these parts.”

He grasped his hammer in an eminently suggestive way. What he said was probably correct. He had the reputation, a well-deserved one, of being a man with whom one would joke with difficulty and danger.

“All the same, Mr Tyler, the statement on this paper is ridiculously incorrect. Mrs Bloxam, my wife, is not a candidate; she has no intention of becoming a candidate; and, I may say at once, that under no circumstances would I permit her to do so. Especially in opposition to me, her husband. The idea is really too ridiculous for contemplation. I beg you will dismiss it at once and finally from your mind.”

I prepared to start. He held my horse’s head.

“But suppose she is a candidate, what then?”

“You don’t flatter me, Mr Tyler. Should you allow your wife to act in direct antagonism to your wishes?”

“I reckon not.” He grinned significantly. “Then shall you leather Mrs Bloxam if she tries any of her little games? I rather fancy you’ll find you’ve put off leathering her too long. They want a lot of strap when you’re first starting.”

What did the fellow mean? How dare he talk to me like that? Really, this business was bringing me on terms of uncomfortable familiarity with the most curious characters. Leather Mrs Bloxam! I shivered at the thought. What did he take me for? And her? Henrietta is not the sort of person to whom it is necessary to do more than remotely hint at what are the channels in which the course of a wife’s duty flows. And yet — 

I wished the fellow had never shown me his wretched, nonsensical, trumpery paper, which he had apparently stolen from the imbecile Briggs. As though my mind was not already sufficiently occupied. If I had dreamt that this preposterous School-Board business would have been such a source of worry, so far as I was concerned Crookenden and his Church school might have gone on for ever. In my agitation — I am agitated, sometimes, by a very little — I touched Toby with the whip, so that, when I got him home, he was in quite a lather.

Mrs Bloxam was in her own sitting-room. I found her there. I had worked myself into something approaching a state of indignation. I produced Tyler’s handbill with a sort of flourish.

“Henrietta, some scoundrel has been taking liberties with your name.”

“Mr Bloxam!”

She was engaged on some needlework of a domestic character, from which she looked up at me with an air of apparent surprise.

“I shall cause immediate legal proceedings to be taken against the man who has acted in a manner calculated to bring you and myself into public contempt.”

“To what man do you allude?”

“To the man who put your name on this.”

I gave her Tyler’s handbill. She looked it up and down, very carefully, as it seemed to me.

“I fail to see what there is here to which you have any reason to take objection.”

“Nothing there! When the impertinent rascal has dared to put you forward as one of Crookenden’s puppets.”

“If he has done so, he is to blame, for I certainly am no one’s puppet. I have merely availed myself of that of which you have so freely availed yourself, the right to call my soul my own.”

“Henrietta! I don’t understand what you mean.”

“And yet it is simple enough. Ever since I have been able to think on such subjects at all, I have had my own views on the subject of education — true education as opposed to false. When I see such creatures as Broadbridge and Tyler endeavouring to promulgate their hideous notions and notorious malpractices in the place in which I live, I cannot refuse to listen to the call of duty which summons me, both as a Christian and a woman of education and refinement, to take my stand against them.”

“Then am I to gather that that name — that your name — that my name — is there by your authority?”

“Your name, certainly not. My name, undoubtedly.”

“But have you forgotten that I am myself a candidate?”

“So, I am sorry to say, I have been given to understand.”

“I represent the cause of progress and advance.”

“Both, I imagine, in the direction of the public-house. I am credibly informed that since your candidature there has been more drunkenness in Copstone than has ever been known before in the annals of the parish.”

It was a monstrous thing to say. Yet I wished that my associates had been teetotallers, and that we could have had the use of the parish room.

“Henrietta, I will not characterise the statement which you have just now made. I content myself by taking up my position as head of this household to prohibit your pursuing any farther the dangerous pathways along which your feet have been induced to stray by the Jesuitical teachings of an insidious foe.”

“Speak English, Augustus, if you please, at home. Rodomontade, if you choose, where nobody understands you, or wants to. Here say plainly what you mean.”

“I forbid you to carry the farce of your candidature any farther.”

“That I readily undertake to do. I promise you it shall be no farce.”

“Farce or no farce, I command you to take your name from off that list.” I regret to say that Henrietta snapped her fingers in the air. “Am I to understand that you snap your fingers at the expression of my wishes?”

“You have not even troubled yourself to do that. You have known all along what my wishes were, yet you have chosen to entirely ignore my most sacred aspirations.”

“Henrietta, the husband is the head of the wife.”

“Who says so? Your friend Tyler? It is notorious that he scoffs at the sanctity of the marriage tie.”

“Don’t call that man my friend.”

“No? Do you authorise me to state in public that you repudiate his friendship?”

“I won’t chop phrases with you. I will merely remind you that at the altar you promised me obedience.”

“Suppose you were to instruct me to commit murder, would you consider it my duty to carry the promise even so far?”

“I am not instructing you to commit murder.”

“You are requesting me to do something analogous, to murder all that is best and noblest in the parish of Copstone.”

“That’s an outrageous falsehood.”

She stood up.

“Of course, if you accuse me of deliberate untruth—”

“You won’t get out of it like that. I tell you, frankly, that if you are not careful I shall go straight to Crookenden and tell him with my own lips that I have forbidden you to stand.”

“He knows already that you would forbid me. They all know it. It is because of that knowledge they have urged me to take up the position I have done, and to persist in it; in the hope that my action may do something to mitigate the evil example which you are setting to the parish.”

“This is awful. When I stood beside you at the altar I never thought that you would speak and behave to me like this — never!”

“Nor I that I should be constrained to such a course. You may, however, easily make the situation more tolerable.”

“How?”

“By withdrawing your candidature.”

“Indeed! Now I see the point at which the whole thing’s aimed. Crookenden has egged you on to make a public exhibition of yourself in order to drive me from the righteous stronghold which I have occupied. I see the Jesuit hand.”

She shrugged her shoulders as calmly as if we were discussing the question of thick or clear soup for dinner.

“You see things which do not exist. It is a condition of a certain mental state. There is one thing I should like to say. I have been told that courtesy is the characteristic note of English politics. That men may sit on opposite sides of the House and yet be very good friends both in and out of it. I hope that may be the same with us. You have taken up the cry of ‘Beer and the “Fox and Hounds,”’ I that of the ‘Bible and Clean Living.’ Let each admit that the other may be actuated by conscientious motives. Then we shall still be good friends, though we may agree to differ.”

It was no use talking to such a woman, not the slightest. We all have to bear our burdens, and I bore mine, though I never supposed that it would have taken the shape of being opposed by my own wife in an election for the School Board. As a matter of fact, it was unendurable — yet I bore it. Not only did she persist in her candidature, but she carried it on with a degree of activity which was little less than astounding. The contest afforded considerable entertainment to the parish. From the public interest point of view there might have been only two candidates — she and I. It was a subject of constant comment in the public prints. “Husband and wife oppose each other at a School-Board election. Amusing situation. Lively proceedings.” That was the sort of headline which confronted me in I do not know how many papers.

Some of my colleagues actually chose to regard me as responsible for Mrs Bloxam’s conduct. It is a painful moment when a man, of a naturally sensitive disposition, has to state in public that his wife is acting in direct defiance of his wishes. And the delicacy of his position is intensified when his hearers begin to criticise her conduct. It is in accordance with the fitness of things to abuse your opponent; but when your opponent is your own wife, it is an open question whether, even if you are entitled to abuse her yourself, your associates have a right to do so too. It is obviously a problem of an exceedingly complicated character, and one which, I believe, has never been properly thrashed out. I shall never forget my sensations when, at a meeting at the “Fox and Hounds,” Tyler began to call Henrietta names. I had to stop him. Then he said I was a traitor. He certainly succeeded in creating a suspicion that I was in collusion with my own wife to cause him and myself to be defeated. I had to put great restraint upon myself to prevent a vulgar brawl.

One morning, as I was walking along Church Lane, I met Crookenden. I stopped him. There was no beating about the bush. I went straight to the point.

“I hope, Mr Crookenden, that you are able to reconcile it with your conscience that you have succeeded in sowing the seeds of discord between husband and wife.”

“Pray how have I done that?”

“You know very well what I mean, sir. Have the goodness not to feign ignorance with me.”

“You refer to your wife’s action with reference to that pet scheme of yours, the School Board with which you are about to saddle the parish.”

He actually laughed. That is the kind of man he is. No wonder that some say the Church of England totters to a fall! Just then Colonel Laughton came through the clapper gate. Crookenden turned to him.

“Ah, Mr Bloxam, here is the man you should assail. Laughton, Mr Bloxam wants to know who induced Mrs Bloxam to put herself forward in connection with that School Board of his.”

“Why, Madge, of course.” The Colonel addressed himself to me. “Mrs Laughton said to your wife, ‘Here’s Bloxam making an ass of himself’—”

“Sir!”

“I’m not implying that that’s the exact word she used, but that’s the sense of it. ‘Let’s do something to show that it’s not always the women who are idiots. If you’ll stand, I will.’ But your wife wouldn’t, so Madge kept on, and kept on at her, till she did; few people can hold out against Madge when she’s made up her mind about a thing.” Laughton put his feet apart, his stick under his arm, and his hands in his trouser pockets. “Why, you don’t mean to say that you object to your wife standing. My wife is, and I don’t mind.”

“The cases are not identical. Mrs Laughton is not standing in opposition to you.”

“No, I’m not a fool — at least, I’m not that kind. Now, look here, Bloxam, we all know what’s the matter with you, and why you’ve gone out of your road to set the parish by the ears. Crookenden’s rubbed you the wrong way, that’s the beginning and the end of it. Now here is Crookenden, and I’m speaking for him when I say that he’ll be delighted to shake hands with you and say ‘As we were.’ Then your wife’ll withdraw her candidature in favour of yours, and be only too glad to get the chance of doing it.”

Crookenden held out his hand.

“Whether Bloxam prefers to stand as an opposition candidate or not makes no difference to me. But I do trust that he won’t allow a friendship of many years’ standing to be interrupted by a little difference of opinion on the subject of education.”

There was a twinkle in the rector’s eyes which I did not altogether relish. But I believe I should have taken his hand if Tyler had not just then appeared in sight. I remembered what I had said to him, and in his hearing, and I refrained. I observed, with dignity, — 

“I am afraid that there is more in question than a difference of opinion on the subject of education.”

And I walked away.

Tyler fell in beside me as I went along the field-path, inquiring, — 

“Well, have you finally decided to give us the chuck?”

“May I ask, Mr Tyler, what it is you mean?”

“Oh, it’s plain enough. I always am plain, I am.” He was, confound his impudence! “Have you arranged to back out in favour of Mrs Bloxam? That’s what I want to know. So long as one of the family gets in, I dare say you don’t care which it is. But that won’t do for me.” He laid his great, grimy hand upon my shoulder, and kept it there in spite of my effort at withdrawal. “You’ve been stirring us up, you’ve been worriting us till you’ve got us all alive about this here School Board, you’ve got us all to stand, and now it looks to me as if you was going to dish us and leave us to be laughed at; because, don’t tell me that a man can’t get his wife to do what he chooses — leastways, a man that is a man.” He looked at me with his great black eyes in a way I did not like. “You mind me, Mr Bloxam, if after all that’s passed I’m left out in the cold, for folks to snigger at, no matter by whom it is, man or woman, you’ll be sorry — you hear that? you’ll be sorry. I’m not the sort to play a joke on, as perhaps you’ll find before you’ve done.”

He slouched off without affording me an opportunity to give him a piece of my mind, even had I been disposed to do so, of which I am not sure. The fact is, he is such an impossible character, having been convicted several times of assaults with violence, that he is not at all the sort of person with whom I should condescend to remonstrate, beyond, that is, a certain clearly-defined limit.

Two days afterwards the poll was taken. Very thankful I was. Had it been postponed much longer I should have gone away for a change of air. My system was completely run down. I saw most plainly that for a person of my constitution public life was not desirable. I wished, very heartily, that I had never had anything to do with the business from the first.

My emotions cannot be pictured when the result was announced. Mrs Bloxam and I were bracketed together at the head of those who were elected. We had each received the same number of votes. And it is my belief that all the idiots in the country-side, of every shade of opinion, thought it would be a joke to plump for the pair of us. On no other hypothesis can I understand such an obvious coincidence. Crookenden came next. And, after him, came four of his nominees. I was the only one on our side who was returned.

There, at present, the situation remains. The first meeting of the Board has yet to take place. I need not point out how, in anticipation of that event, my situation is painful in the extreme. That solemn truth is only too obvious. I am one against six; and one of those six is Henrietta. It is dreadful to think that, in public matters, my wife should be in a position to trample on me whenever she pleases. How can a woman respect her husband when he is in such a humiliating minority? Situated as we are she has only to contradict me to prevail. What, then, becomes of marital authority? Such a condition of affairs is an unnatural one.

My recent colleagues, by some perversion of reasoning, choose to consider, as they put it, that I have “dished” them. I do not know how they make it out. I can safely affirm that my conduct defies criticism. Yet Tyler has already nearly assaulted me in the street; while in the presence of a large number of persons, Broadbridge has asked me if I call myself a gentleman. It seems to me that I could hardly be in a more uncomfortable position.

I say — I have said it more than once before, but I repeat it again — that the fact that such a state of things should be even possible, points to a radical defect in the fabric of the British constitution. One, moreover, which calls for instant and drastic remedy, if we are not to relapse into a condition of worse than savagery. To speak of nothing else, how can a woman give due and proper consideration to the Apostolic teaching, “Wives, obey your husbands,” if she is not only in active and even organised opposition to her husband, but actually in a majority against him of six to one?

I ask the question without having the slightest doubt of what is the answer which I must receive. It is not in accordance with the Divine intention that a husband should be made to look like a fool. And what else can he do if he finds himself in such a situation?


FOR DEBT

Fourteen days for “contempt of court” — ominous phrase that between the commas. The county court judge has made an order that a certain debt shall be paid within a certain time. Circumstances have been too strong — compliance has been impossible. You are summoned to show cause why, in default, you should not be committed to prison. The hearing takes place in a distant town. Circumstances are, just then, so strong that you are unable to put in a personal appearance — being without the money with which to pay your fare. Shortly afterwards — you having, in the interim, received no sort of notice as to what has taken place at the distant court — the high bailiff of your district writes to tell you that he has received a warrant for your arrest. He has, he says, written of his own initiative to your creditors’ solicitors, asking if they will allow him to suspend the execution of the warrant for a week — to give you a further opportunity to pay. They have complied with his request. He hopes — in his letter — that, within the week, the money will be paid. You go at once to see him. You tell him you would if you could — you only wish you could! You never have been able to pay since the debt was incurred — circumstances have been too strong. He is a kindly-hearted man — though a shrewd man of the world. He is convinced, of his own experience, that imprisonment for debt does no one any good, neither the man who owes, nor the man who is owed, nor the onlookers who have to contribute to the support of destitute debtors. In your case he will write again, asking still to be allowed to give you time. You return home, hoping that some miracle may happen so that you still may pay. Four days afterwards you admit a young man at your front door. He has come to enforce the warrant. Your creditors have, that morning, instructed the high bailiff to take his prisoner at once — they decline to concede another hour. You and your wife put a few things in a bag — your wife trying her best not to let you think that she will cry her eyes out directly you are gone. She wishes you to take four and threepence in your pocket. Argument, at such a moment, would mean hysterics — and a scene. Her breath comes in great sobs as she kisses you. You give way. You take the money — leaving her with just one shilling. A small payment is due to you upon the morrow; it is on that she is relying; you hope, with all your heart and soul, that it will come. You go with the bailiff — to gaol — because circumstances have been too strong.

The bailiff is a communicative youngster, kindly hearted, like his chief. You are only the third one he has “taken.” He is paid by the job, he will receive five shillings for “taking” you. He considers it money easily earned — he would have received no more had you “dodged” him for days. The county gaol is two-and-twenty miles away, in a lovely country, on the side of a hill, on the edge of the downs. You reach it about half-past four on a glorious July afternoon. You and your custodian are admitted through a wicket in the huge doors. The bailiff shows his warrant. The gatekeeper tells you to go straight on. You go straight on, across an open space, up half a dozen steps, under a lofty arch, which has some architectural pretensions, to a room on the left. The room is a sort of office. In it are two warders, a policeman and a man from whose wrists the policeman is removing a pair of handcuffs. The bailiff delivers his warrant to one of the warders. Certain entries are made in a book. The bailiff obtains a receipt for you — and goes. It is only when he has gone that you realise you are a prisoner. One of the warders favours you with his attention.

“What’s in that bag?”

“Only a change of clothing and my work. Can I not work while I am here?”

“Don’t ask me questions. You oughtn’t to have brought any bag in here — it’s against orders. How much money have you got?” You hand him over four and twopence — on the way you have expended a penny on a bottle of ink. “Can you write? Then put your name here.”

You affix your signature to a statement acknowledging that you have handed the warder the sum of four and twopence. Another warder enters — an older man. He addresses you, — 

“What’s your name?” You tell him. “Your age? your religion? your trade?” You allow that you are a poor devil of an author. He goes. The first warder favours you again.

“Take your boots off! Come here!” You step on to a weighing-machine. He registers your weight. “Put your boots on again. Come along with me, the two of you.”

He snatches up your bag, you follow him, accompanied by the gentleman who wore the handcuffs. Unlocking a door, he leads the way down a flight of stone steps to cells which apparently are beneath the level of the ground. “In there!” Your companion goes into one of them. The door is banged upon him. “In here!” You go into another. The door is banged on you. You find yourself alone in a whitewashed cell which contains absolutely nothing but a sort of wooden frame which is raised, perhaps, twelve inches from the floor of red and black lozenge-shaped tiles. After some three or four minutes the door is opened to admit the older warder. He hands you some books — without a word. And, without a word, he goes out again and bangs the door. He has left you in possession of a Bible, a prayer book, hymn book, an ancient and ragged volume of the Penny Post — in its way a curiosity — and a copy of Quentin Durward — Routledge’s three-and-sixpenny edition, almost as good as new. Presently the first warder reappears.

“What property have you got about you?”

You give him all you have, he returning your handkerchief. Having given him everything, he satisfies himself that you have nothing more by feeling in your pockets.

“Can’t I have my work? It is in my bag. Can’t I work while I am here?”

“Ask all questions when you see the governor to-morrow.” He vanishes. Another five minutes, he appears again. “Come along. Bring your books!”

You go into the corridor. Another person is there — in a brick-coloured costume on which is stamped, at irregular intervals, the “broad arrow.” You recognise the gentleman who wore the handcuffs.

“Here you are!” The warder hands you a distinctly dirty round tin, holding, as you afterwards learn, a pint, filled with something which is greyish brown in hue, and a small loaf, of a shape, size and colour the like of which you have never seen before. The warder observes that you are eyeing the contents of the tin distrustfully. “That’s good oatmeal, though you mayn’t like the look of it. But it isn’t the body you’ve got to think about, it’s the soul — that’s everything.”

He says this in a quick, cut-and-thrust fashion which suggests that, behind the official, there is marked individuality of character. With the gentleman in the brick-coloured costume, you follow him up the flight of steps you not very long ago descended. He unlocks the door. “Stand here.” Your companion stands. “You come along with me!” He unlocks another door, you follow him down another flight of stone steps into a lofty ward, on one side of which are cells. He shows you into one. Being in, he bangs the door on you. You are in a cell which is own brother to the one which you have quitted, only that this one makes some pretence to being furnished. It is, perhaps, ten feet by eight feet. The roof is arched, rising, probably, to quite twelve feet. Walls and roofs are of whitewashed brick. The floor is tiled. Opposite to the door, about five feet from the ground, is a small window. Panes of ground glass about two inches square are set in a massive iron frame. The only thing you can see through the window are iron bars. If you get through the window, you will still have to reckon with the bars.

The furniture consists of a wooden frame about two feet by six. An attenuated mattress, which you afterwards learn is stuffed with coir. A pillow of the same ilk. A pair of clean sheets which, by the way, the warder gave you, and which you have brought into the cell. A pair of blankets which look as if they had not been washed for years. A coverlet which, in common with the rest of the bedding, is stamped with the “broad arrow.” There is a heavy wooden stool. A table perhaps eighteen inches square. In one corner is a shelf. On it is a wooden soap-box, containing an ancient scrap of yellow soap, a wooden salt-box containing salt, a small comb and a round tin, very much like a publican’s pint pot. On the floor are a tin washing-basin, a covered tin, which you find you are supposed to use for personal purposes, a home-made hand broom, an odd collection of rags, some whiting, by the aid of which latter articles you are required to keep your cell and your utensils clean and in good order.

While you are taking a mental inventory of your quarters a voice addresses you. Turning to the door you perceive that near the top of it is a “bull’s eye” spy-hole, covered on the outside by a revolving flap. This flap has been raised, someone is looking at you from without.

“Where are you from?” You vouchsafe the information.

“How long have you got?” You again oblige. “Never say die! keep up your pecker, old chap!”

“Are they going to keep me locked in here?”

“Till you’ve seen the doctor in the morning, then they’ll let you out. Cheer up!”

The speaker disappears, the flap descends. You try to cheer up, to act upon the advice received, though, to be frank, you find the thing a little difficult. You taste the stuff in the tin. It may, as the warder said, be good oatmeal, but to an unaccustomed palate it is not inviting. You try a morsel of the mahogany-coloured loaf. It is dry as sawdust, and sour. Opposite you, against the wall, hangs a printed card. It is headed, “Dietary for Destitute Debtors.” You are a destitute debtor — for the next fourteen days this will be your bill of fare. For breakfast and for supper daily, a pint of gruel, six ounces of bread. For those two meals there does not seem to be a promise of much variety. For dinner, on Mondays and Fridays, you will receive six ounces of bread, eight ounces of potatoes and three ounces of cooked meat, without bone; or as a substitute for the meat, three-quarters of an ounce of fat bacon and eight ounces of beans — you wonder how they manage to weigh that three-quarters of an ounce. On Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays, four ounces of bread, six ounces of potatoes and three quarters of a pint of soup. On Wednesdays and Sundays, four ounces of bread, six ounces of potatoes and six ounces of suet pudding.

Stretching out the mattress upon the wooden frame, you endeavour to digest the circumstances of your situation and the prospect of such a dietary. In the ill-lighted cell the shadows quickly deepen. There is a clock somewhere in the prison. It noisily clangs out the half-hours and the hours. Soon after it has announced that it is half-past seven there is a sound of hurrying footsteps, a clattering of keys, a banging of doors. All is still — curiously still. In your cell it is much too dark to read. You make your bed. Undressing, you get between the sheets — immediately discovering that they rival sandpaper for roughness. The bed is just wide enough to enable you to lie flat upon your back — if you turn, unless you are very careful, you either strike against the wall or fall upon the floor. Also, you are not long in learning that it contains other occupants besides yourself. You have heard and read a great deal about the cleanliness of prisons. However that may be, it is quite certain that cleanliness has no connection with that particular set of bedding. It is alive. All night you lie in agony — literally. The clanging clock makes darkness hideous — it seems to accentuate the all-prevailing silence. Your brain is in a whirl — thoughts are trampling on each other’s heels. To mental discomfort is added physical. When the earliest glimpse of dawn peeps through the caricature of an honest window you rise and search. There is slaughter. Rest is out of the question. Putting on your clothes you pace the cell. Soon after six the door is opened, an officer thrusts in his head.

“All right?”

You answer “Yes “ — what can you tell him? He disappears and bangs the door. At half-past seven there is a sound of the unlocking of locks and of footsteps. The warder, reappearing, hands you a tin and a loaf, own brother to those which you received last night.

“Can’t I wash?”

“Haven’t you any water?” He looks round your cell. “You haven’t a water can. I’ll bring you one.”

He presently does — a round, open tin, painted a vivid blue, containing perhaps three quarts of water. You fill your basin and wash — the first pleasant thing you have done since you saw the gaol. Then you consider your breakfast. You are hungry, hungrier than you would have been at home — but you cannot manage the gruel, and the bread still less. Apart from the flavour, the gruel is in such a dirty tin that you cannot but suspect its contents of being dirty too. The bread is hard, dry and sour, bearing not the faintest resemblance to any of the numerous varieties of bread which you have tasted. Hungry as you are, you give up the attempt at eating. Sitting on the bed, you take up Quentin Durward, which these many years you have almost known by heart. About half-past ten your door is thrown wide open.

“Stand up for the governor!” cries a warder.

You stand up. A short man is in front of you without a hat on, attired in civilian costume. Between fifty and sixty, with grey hair and beard, carrying a pair of glasses in his hand, quiet and unassuming — a gentleman, every inch of him. He puts to you the same sort of questions which have already been put to you by the officers at the gate.

“What are you here for? Where do you come from? Have you” — here was a variation— “anything to ask me?”

“Can I not work while I am here?”

“What are you?”

“An author. I have a commission for some work. If I cannot do it while I am here, I shall not be able to get it in in time.”

“Did you bring anything with you?”

“I brought everything — paper, pens and ink.”

“Certainly you can work, you are entitled to work at your trade. I will see that the things are sent to you.”

He goes, leaving, somehow, an impression behind him that you are not entirely cut off from the world after all. Another half-hour passes; the officer who received you at the gate fetches you “to see the doctor!” “Seeing the doctor” entails the unlocking and locking of doors and quite a journey. You are finally shown into a room in which a young man sits writing at a table. He looks up. “Is this a debtor?” Then to you, “Is there anything the matter with you?”

You tell him that, to the best of your knowledge and belief, there is not. He looks down. You have seen the doctor and he has seen you; you are dismissed. The officer escorts you back to your ward.

“Now you’ve seen the doctor,” he tells you, as he unlocks the door, “you needn’t go back to your cell, if you don’t like.”

He lets you through, re-locks the door and vanishes. You go down the steps alone and at your leisure. You perceive that the ward is larger than you last night supposed. It is paved with flagstones. On one side there are two tiers of cells — one tier over yours. The upper tier is on a level with the door through which you have just come. An iron gallery runs down the front of it the whole length of the ward. Strolling along the flagstones, you find that an open door, almost opposite your cell, admits you into what, were the surroundings only different, would be quite a spacious and a pleasant garden. There is grass in the centre — in excellent condition — flower-beds all round. Between the grass and the beds is a narrow pathway of flagstones. Three or four men are walking on this pathway. At sight of you, with one accord, they come and offer greeting. It reminds you, in rather gruesome fashion, of your schooldays, of your first arrival at school — there is such a plethora of questions. You vouchsafe just so much information as you choose, eyeing the while your questioners. There are four of them — as doleful-looking a quartette as one would care to see. These men in prison because — they could pay, but wouldn’t! — or can, but won’t! Upon the face of it the idea is an absurdity. Apart from the fact that the clothes of all four would not, probably, fetch more than half a sovereign, there is about them an air of depression which suggests, not only that they are beaten by fortune, but that they are even more hopeless of the future than of the past. Yet they strive to wear an appearance of jollity. As to their personal histories, they are frankness itself. One of them is a little fellow about forty-five, a cabman. He is in for poor rates, £1, 12s. It seems funny that a man should be taken twenty miles to prison, to be kept there at the public expense, because he is too poor to pay his poor rates. Another is a hawker, a thin, grizzled, unhealthy-looking man about fifty; his attire complete would certainly not fetch eighteenpence. As he puts it, there is something of a mystery about his case — a moneylending job — two-and-twenty shillings.

“The worst of it is, I paid two instalments. The judge he ordered five shillings a month. I pays two months; then I has a slice of bad luck; then I gets here; and there’s ten bob thrown clean away.”

A third is an old man — he owns to sixty-six — unmistakably an agricultural labourer. He is the healthiest looking and the best dressed of the lot. He has evidently put on his best clothes to come to gaol, the chief feature of the said best clothes being a clean pair of corduroys. The story he tells is a queer one. He was away harvesting. His “old woman” bought a dress from a tallyman. She said nothing of her purchase to him, said nothing even when two months afterwards she died, aged sixty-eight — she must have been a dress-loving old lady! It was only after he had buried her that he learned what she had done. The tallyman presented a claim for eighteen shillings.

“This here dress wasn’t no good to me; it were as good as new, so I says to this here chap, ‘You can have it back again’; but this here chap he wouldn’t have it, so here I be.”

The fourth man appears to be the clearest-headed member of the party. He is a bricklayer’s labourer, aged thirty-four. He is in for £1, 16s., an ancient baker’s bill. His story also has elements of queerness. The bill was incurred nearly four years ago. He fell from a scaffold, was in hospital six months, his home was broken up; the baker, taking pity on his misfortunes, forgave the bill. Later on the baker himself was ruined. A speculator — you are destined to hear a good deal about this speculator; it seems that he sends a regular procession to the county gaol — bought up the baker’s book debts. He immediately “went for” the bricklayer’s labourer, who had the worst of it, and who, in consequence, is here. When in full work the labourer earns a pound a week. He was out of work for four weeks before he “came in.” The day after he did “come in,” his wife and six children went upon the parish. A pretty state of things.

I seems that there are four other prisoners for debt. But just now they are shut off in a room at the end of the ward, having an exercise-ground of their own; there is apt to be too much noise if the prisoners are all together.

Presently a warder appears, not only with your writing materials, but also with your bag, its contents left untouched, with all your property, indeed, except your watch, your tobacco, and your money. Almost simultaneously dinner appears, at noon. You are presented with two tins and a tiny loaf. The door leading to the exercise-ground is closed. With your dinner in your hand you troop up the stone steps with your companions. You discover that there is a large room at the end of the upper tier of cells, “First Class Misdemeanants” being painted on the panels of the door. There being, for the moment, no prisoner of that particular class, you have the use of it. It contains tables and stools, all sorts of things — among others, wooden spoons. Armed with a wooden spoon you investigate your tins. It is Wednesday. At the bottom of the large one, which is dirtier than ever, is a slab of suet pudding, brown in hue. With the aid of your spoon and your fingers you eat it; though lukewarm and sticky, it is grateful to your anxious stomach. In the smaller tin are two potatoes, in their jackets, said jackets having, apparently, never been washed. You eat the potatoes, too; but though you are hungrier than ever, the bread you cannot manage. On your mentioning that you could dispose neither of your supper nor of your breakfast, the labourer and the cabman tear off to your cell downstairs, immediately returning in possession of your despised food, which they eat with voracity. They assure you that you will be able to eat anything after you have been here a few days, even the tins. You learn that if you make your wants known to an officer, he will purchase whatever you choose to pay for. Your chief anxiety is to work. You know from experience that you cannot do good work upon an empty stomach. Slender though your resources are, you resolve that you will devote at least a portion of them to the purchase of something which you will be able to eat for breakfast and for supper.

In the afternoon, as you are working in your cell — with the door open — a warder enters the ward. You make known to him your wants. He says he will send you the officer whose duty it is to make purchases for prisoners. When the officer comes, you request him to lay out two shillings for you to the best advantage, and learn, to your dismay, that on the day on which you make a purchase you are supposed to be keeping yourself, and therefore receive none of the prison rations. It is too late to recede, so you tell the officer to make the best of your two shillings. You work till half-past four, then go into the exercise ground, which was opened again at two till five. At five it is closed for the night. Supper is served. You dispose of the greater portion of the gruel, this time you even dispose of some of the bread. Work in your cell till past seven, then stroll with the others up and down the ward. The room at the end of the lower ward has been unlocked. The prisoners are all together. The four you have not seen prove to be very like the four you have — two of them are here at the suit of the speculator in old and bad debts, who is responsible for the presence of the bricklayer’s labourer; for poor rates another. A small calculation discloses the fact that a little over ten pounds would set all the eight men free. Shortly before eight you are locked in your cells till the morning. Another night of agony! When at half-past six the warder looks in to ask if you are all right, you answer “No” — you have not closed your eyes since entering the gaol — you have been eaten alive.

“I’ll bring you a change of bedding.” He does. “You’ll find these all right, they’ve never been issued. You can’t keep things clean this side — most of them wear their own clothes, you see, and they come in all alive, oh!”

You exchange your bedding for that which he brings, thankfully, wishing you had spoken before. About seven the same officer reappears. He brings your “things.” There is a half-quartern loaf, two ounces of tea, quarter of a pound of butter, half a pound of cheese, tin of corned beef, couple of lemons; you never knew what good food was till you found yourself in possession of those supplies. Directly his back is turned, breaking a corner off the loaf, you rub it against the butter. If they would only allow you the use of a tin knife, what a godsend it would be! A kettle of boiling water is brought at breakfast time. Putting some tea in your pint pot, with a piece of lemon peel, you fill it from the kettle. Although you have to drink your tea from the teapot, you make a sumptuous meal.

At half-past eight you go with the other Church of England prisoners to chapel, a large room, which would probably seat five hundred, allowing to each person the same amount of space which he occupies outside. The debtors occupy the back seats. There is a gallery overhead. There are four raised seats on either side, against the walls; a warder sits in each of them. A pulpit is at the other end, an altar of rather a nondescript kind — which it need be, seeing that the Roman Catholic service is held here too — a couple of screens, more raised seats. A warder is standing before the altar; a door is at either side of him. Through these doors, so soon as the debtors are seated, begins to enter a stream of men, a space of several feet being between each. Those who are awaiting trial are the first to come. The prison costume of blue serge worn by the majority means that their own clothes are unfit to wear. So far as appearance goes, the four or five men in their own apparel would come within the scope of the immortal definition of a gentleman. You have heard about some of them in the debtors’ ward. The slight, young fellow in black is a post-office clerk; he has to stand his trial for stealing a letter which contained a cheque. So soon as he reaches his place he falls upon his knees and prays. He wants all the help which prayer can bring him; in all human probability there is penal servitude ahead. The highly respectable-looking individual, with carefully-trimmed black hair and whiskers, who sits on the bench in front of you upon your right, is charged with stabbing his wife; luckily, she is not dead. The big, sandy-haired fellow upon his left, right in front of you, has rank murder to answer for. The story of his crime has been for weeks the talk of the countryside; a dramatic story, with glimpses of livid tragedy. He and his paramour, being shut out one night from the workhouse, took refuge on the hills under the shelter of an overhanging rock. In the night they quarrelled; he slew her with a stone. In the early morning a shepherd met him running across the hills, wet with her blood. Stopping, the man told the shepherd what he had done. Returning together they found the woman under the rock, dead, her head and face battered and broken, the stone beside her.

The trial men are followed by the convicted prisoners, in brick-coloured costumes; some with knickerbockers — those sentenced to penal servitude, who are waiting to be drafted to a convict station; some in trousers — those who are sentenced to not more than two years’ imprisonment. The warders stand up as they enter, watching them as cats do mice. Each man is careful that he is a certain distance behind the man in front of him. They sit five on a bench which would comfortably accommodate twenty, in rows, each man exactly behind his fellow. While the procession continues, a woman passes behind one of the screens — a female warder. She commences to play a series of voluntaries on an unseen harmonium— “The Voice that Breathed o’er Eden,” “There is a Green Hill” — airs which seem strange accompaniments to such a procession. The chaplain is away for his holidays. The schoolmaster reads the service — an abbreviated edition of Morning Prayer. He does not read badly. The congregation seems to listen with reverent attention, which is not to be wondered at, with the warders eyeing them like hawks. They join heartily in the responses, which is, again, not strange, considering that the only chance they have of hearing their own voice is in chapel. At the end a hymn is sung— “Thine for ever! God of love” — under the circumstance, an odd selection. The congregation sing with the full force of their lungs; perhaps strangely the result is not unpleasing. The female prisoners are in the gallery overhead. A woman’s voice soars above the others, clear as a bell. You wonder who it is — officer or prisoner. After the hymn the schoolmaster pronounces the benediction. The service is over.

You work nearly all that day. How your companions manage without work is beyond your comprehension. This is an excellent school for the inculcation and encouragement of the Noble Art of Loafing. In the afternoon another prisoner is introduced. He calls himself a blacksmith, is about sixty, has scarcely a shirt to his back, and is here for poor rates! Later on, two more. One is in prison clothes, the other cowers in a corner of his cell, refusing to have intercourse with anyone. Presently the story goes that he is crying. The fellow in the prison clothes has been brought from a town more than thirty miles away, sentenced to fourteen days imprisonment, for a debt of twelve-and-sixpence.

When, shortly before five, ceasing work, you go into the exercise-ground for a breath of air, you find a warder with a bundle under his arm. In the corner is a brick erection with, fitted into the wall, a thermometer to register over 300° Fahrenheit. It is the oven in which they bake the prisoners’ clothes. In the bundle under the warder’s arm are the clothes of the twelve-and-sixpenny debtor. A debtor’s clothes must be in an indescribable condition before they constrain him to wear the prison uniform. This man’s rags — the warder, who is in a communicative mood, declares that you cannot call them clothes — are about as bad as they can be. It is only after the thermometer has continued for some minutes to register a temperature of over 230° that their unmentionable occupants are effectually destroyed.

You sleep better that night; the new bedding — from, at any rate, one point of view — is clean. The next day you come again upon prison rations, eked out, if you choose, with what is left of your own supplies. It is Friday. The Litany is read in the chapel. With what strenuousness do the members of the congregation announce that they are miserable sinners! After chapel you are beginning work when a warder calls your name.

“Put your things together — bring your sheets and towel — your discharge has come. Don’t keep me waiting; come along!”

In a maze you ram your things into your bag. You follow the warder. He takes you to a room in which the governor is seated at a table. He addresses you.

“Your discharge has come.” To the officer: “Get this man his discharge-note and such property as you may have of his.”

Bewildered, you question the governor.

“But who has paid the money?”

“No one. You are discharged at the instance of your creditors. I will read you my instructions.”

He does. They are to the effect that your creditors having made an application for your release, the registrar of the county court from which you were committed directs the governor of the gaol to discharge you from his custody forthwith. When he has finished reading, he hands you a letter which has come to you from your wife. Still at a loss to understand exactly what has happened, a few minutes later you find yourself outside the gates.

You have been a prisoner not three whole days. As you look around you — realising that you are once more your own man — you wonder what a man feels like, in his first moments of freedom, after he has been a prisoner three whole months. And years? Think of it!...

On reaching home you find that your wife has received a letter from your creditors. Somewhat late in the day they have been making inquiries into the truth of your statements. They have ascertained that it is a fact that circumstances have been too strong for you, that you have been unable to pay. That being the case, they tell your wife, being unwilling to keep you any longer in gaol, they have given instructions for your immediate release. So here you are. It seems strange, in these days of abolition of imprisonment for debt, that creditors should still have the power of sending their debtors to gaol when they please — and when they please, of letting them out again.


THE THIRTEEN CLUB

I

George Gardiner is a man whose ideas — when he has any — are beneath contempt. I always treated them as they deserved, save on one occasion. That I ever swerved, so far as he was concerned, from the paths of the scornful will, I fear, be the cause to me of lifelong regret.

He had been reading somewhere some nonsense about a number of weak-minded persons who had gathered themselves together in what they called a Thirteen Club. It had been the object of this preposterous association to trample on all sorts of popular superstitions. The members had made it their business to throw down the gage to Fortune, whenever, so to speak, opportunity offered. To challenge Luck, in and out of season, to come on and do its worst. Presumably they derived some sort of satisfaction from this course of conduct. Though, for my part, I cannot see what shape it can have taken.

It was at his own dinner-table he told us about what he had read. Having enlarged upon the subject at quite sufficient length he startled us all by suggesting that we should form a similar society on our own account. I was astounded. My own impression is that we all were. Though I am free to admit that we concealed the fact with a degree of success which, now that I look back, fills me with amazement.

There were eight of us present besides Gardiner. We were his guests. Some of us were sensible men. We must have been. Personally I have never heard so much as a hint breathed against the presumption that I am in possession of a considerable amount of commonsense. My mother has told me, times without number, that she always relies upon my strong commonsense — observe the adjective. If certain of my relatives have not treated me on all matters with that respect to which I consider myself entitled, I feel it is because Providence has seen fit to endow them but scantily with what I have in such abundance. By way of clinching the question I would remark that Miss Adeline Parkes — the young lady whom I trust one day to make Mrs Augustus Short — has more than once declared that the only fault she has to find with me is that I have too much sense. She has two or three times assured me — with the prettiest pout; there is a quality about Adeline’s lips which gives charm even to a pout — that my point of view is always the sensible one, and that I do not make sufficient allowance for those whose strength in that direction is not so great as my own.

It would be ridiculous to assume that I was the only level-headed person among the eight individuals whom Gardiner had assembled in his dining-room. Indeed I have reason to believe that Ernest Bloxam is not entirely an idiot. And from the way Bob Waters has treated me I cannot but conclude that he has some notions of what is right and proper. Three of the men present were entire strangers to me. Though it would be wrong to set them down, merely on that account, as fools. Still I cannot forget that it was owing to one of these three, who told me his name was Finlayson, that I found myself involved in that cataclysm of events, my connection with which I shall continue to lament.

Gardiner waited till the cloth had been removed before he made his nefarious suggestion. I cannot but feel that he selected the moment with malicious intention, because at that period of the entertainment we had each of us already disposed of two or three glasses of champagne, and were engaged in the consumption of what I should describe as three or four more. Champagne is, to my mind, a most insidious liquid. It affects me before I really know what is happening. I am credibly informed that no sooner had Gardiner made his proposition than I seconded it with acclamation. I can only say that I am surprised. When I am further assured that I entered into the scheme with zest, and that some of the wildest proposals came from me, I can but turn to the pages of history and reflect, with a sigh, that even the greatest men have had their moments of weakness.

The outlines of the scheme which we drew up between us — I decline to allow for a single instant that I was the leading spirit; Gardiner was the instigator, and I have the clearest possible impression that the man Finlayson was his chief aider and abettor — were as follows. We were to form ourselves into a Thirteen Club. There were to be thirteen members, commencing with Gardiner and his eight guests, to whom four others were to be joined. We bound ourselves to act, under all possible circumstances, in opposition to the teachings of popular superstition. When we were told that a thing was unlucky we were at once to do it, and when lucky we were not to do it on any terms. For instance, we were always to look at a new moon through glass; always to walk under ladders; always to cross people on staircases; always to arrange for the most important events to occur on a Friday. On the other hand we were not to turn over the money in our pockets at the first glimpse of a new moon; not to make the sign of the cross when we met a person who squinted; not to salute a black cat; not to occupy a chair which was reputed lucky when engaged in a quiet hand at cards; not to pick up pins. The subscription was to be thirteen shillings. There was to be a dinner, which was to be a sort of glorification of our principles, at which all the members were to be present. The dinner ticket was to cost thirteen shillings, and thirteen shillings was to be spent in wine.

It was that Thirteen Club dinner which was the cause of all the trouble.

When, the following day, I was gradually recovering from the headache which had kept me in bed till afternoon, I was informed that Gardiner and the man Finlayson wished to see me. It was between three and four o’clock. Simply attired in a dressing-gown and slippers I was wondering whether it would or would not be advisable to venture on another seidlitz powder. I was trying to remember how many I had already taken. I had a notion that the box was full, or nearly full, in the morning, and as there were only two in it now it would seem as if I had taken nearly as many as were good for me. It will be seen that that was not a moment at which I would be likely to extend a warm welcome to the man who had caused me to spend the day in the society of a box of seidlitz powders. My instinct would have been to deny myself entirely, had I been afforded the opportunity, but I was not. Before I knew it they were showing themselves into my room.

Not the least irritating part of it was that they both of them seemed in the best of health and spirits. They glanced at me, then at each other. I am almost persuaded that I detected the man Finlayson in the act of winking.

“Hollo!” began Gardiner. “Got a cold?” I signified that I had something which perhaps might not be inaccurately diagnosed as being of the nature of a cold.

“Ah,” remarked Finlayson, “there was a bad draught where you sat last night. What are you taking for it?” He perceived the box which was in front of me. “Seidlitz powders? Best thing possible for a cold — like yours.”

I had not previously heard seidlitz powders spoken of as being of use in an affection of the kind. But I allowed the remark to go unanswered. I was not in a mood to chop straws with a person who was to all intents and purposes a stranger to me.

An observation, however, which Gardiner immediately made was productive of something very much like a shock to my system. Tapping the toes of his boots with his cane he said, in quite a casual tone of voice, as it seemed to me, apropos of nothing at all, — 

“By the way, Short, it strikes me that we shall have some difficulty in arranging to have the tables shaped like coffins.”

“Tables — shaped like coffins?” I stared at him. “What do you mean?”

“It was your idea, and not a bad one. As you said, we may as well be thorough. But, you see, it would involve our having the tables specially made for us, and that would come expensive.”

While I was asking myself what Gardiner might be talking about, Finlayson struck in.

“We can manage about the skeletons as menu holders.”

“And skulls and cross-bones as table ornaments.”

“And a real live black cat for every guest; though it’s doubtful if we shall be able to induce each waiter to carry one on his shoulders.”

“You’ll find that we shall have to confine them in wicker-work cages. If we left them free they’d make a bolt for the door. If we fastened them to the legs of the chairs there might be shindies. The waiters might object to being scratched. Not to speak of the guests. Some folks are so fussy.”

I glanced from one to the other. I suspected them of a desire to amuse themselves at my expense. But, although their remarks were entirely beyond my comprehension, they appeared to be as serious as it was in their power to be.

“May I ask what it is you’re talking about?”

My inquiry seemed to occasion Gardiner surprise.

“Why, about the inaugural dinner of the Thirteen Club, of course. I say, Short, has your cold caused you to lose your memory?”

It had. Actually. My mind was a blank page as regards what had taken place on the previous night bearing on that particular theme. When they favoured me with what they called a simple recital of what they stated had occurred I found it simply incredible. It was only when Gardiner produced a sheet of paper covered with my writing that I was compelled to belief. It was crowded with a number of memoranda on the subject of the rules and constitution of the proposed club. There was a list of the names of the first nine members, with my own in front. Notes having special reference to that ridiculous dinner. And, to crown all, a form of declaration by which each signatory had bound himself to do certain things, to which each person present had attached his name, with my own again, in front.

It is not too much to say that I gazed at this amazing document with eyes which almost refused to credit what they saw. The caligraphy was mine beyond a doubt, though here and there a trifle shaky. But in what condition I could have been when I penned such stuff as that I altogether failed to understand.

“I suppose,” I observed tentatively, “that this is a joke.”

“A joke?” echoed Gardiner. “Rather! It will be the best joke that ever was.”

“Will be? What do you mean by will be?”

“Why, the whole thing will be. As for that dinner, if it’s carried out on the lines which you laid down — and it sha’n’t be our fault if it isn’t — it will not only be the talk of London, but it will be a joke which we shall none of us forget as long as we live.”

“Let us understand each other, Gardiner. I am not quite well to-day.”

“You’re not looking well.”

“I’m not feeling well.” There was something in his manner I resented. I desired that the tone of my reply should bring that home to him. “Something I had at your rooms last night has disagreed with me.”

“Perhaps it was the oyster sauce.”

This was Finlayson.

“I am not prepared to say exactly what it was.”

“It couldn’t have been the wine,” Gardiner declared. “I was careful to see that every bottle was of the best.”

“It might have been the olives,” murmured Finlayson. “You never know.”

“I repeat that I am not able to precisely locate the blame, but it certainly was something. I therefore beg you to understand that I am not in a condition to argue. So that when I ask you to forget, as I have done, what seems to have been a very poor jest, and when I tear this sheet of nonsense into shreds, as I now proceed to do—”

“Short!” Gardiner caught me by the wrist. “What are you up to? I had a clean copy made of that, and it’s gone to the printer’s. I felt that the original ought to be preserved.”

“Gone to the printer’s! Gardiner, what are you saying?”

“We left it at the printer’s on the way to engage the room for the dinner.”

“Engage the room for the dinner! Gardiner, are you in earnest?”

“Certainly, at the Coliseum Restaurant. We’ve settled the preliminaries. It’s to be on Friday week, the fifth Friday of the month, the unluckiest day of all, in accordance with your suggestion.”

“Is it possible that you seriously suppose that I could allow myself to become associated with such a — such a travesty as this?”

I held up the sheet of paper.

“Allow yourself! Why, when you were unanimously elected president you spoke of the delight it would give you to serve.”

“And you collected the subscriptions.”

“Collected the subscriptions?”

“And deposited them in my tobacco jar, where, at the present moment, they repose. You appointed the first meeting for next Friday at my rooms, and promised you would occupy the chair.”

“Gardiner, I have already alluded to the ill-health from which I am suffering—”

“Possibly,” interrupted Finlayson, “it was the anchovy toast. You ate a plateful.”

“I ate a plateful?” I looked at the speaker to see if he was gibing. He showed no signs of it. “If I ate anything like that quantity it probably was. But I do not wish to enter into that matter now. To show how constitutionally unfitted I am to become associated with such a scheme, I have only to point out that I am myself extremely superstitious in little things.”

When I said that the man Finlayson broke into a gust of laughter, in which Gardiner immediately joined him. I observed their merriment with a growing sense of umbrage.

“I don’t know what you see to laugh at in my plain statement of a plain fact. And to show you that it is a fact, I have only to inform you that with the fall of a great-aunt’s portrait from its place against the wall I directly connect a long chain of disasters which presently followed.”

On my volunteering that piece of information their screams of laughter increased to such an extent that I thought they would have done themselves an injury. It was some time before Gardiner was able to gasp out, between his guffaws, and with both hands held to his sides, — 

“You’re splendid! You’re immense! Why, last night you suggested that each man should bring to the dinner a portrait of a relative; that the whole thirteen should be hung against the wall, and be sent, at intervals, toppling headlong to the floor.”

“I suggested that — I?”

“Great Scott!” shouted Finlayson; and he actually slapped me on the back, as if he were the friend of a lifetime. “I thought last night you were the most amusing man I had ever met, but to-day, in that dressing-gown, and with that box of seidlitz powders in front of you, you’ll be the death of me if you don’t take care.”

I never had been regarded as a humorist before. At least, so far as my recollection carries me. I do not know why, but such is the case. That these two persons should find me funny, especially as I felt in anything but a frivolous mood, was unexpected. They certainly persisted in their refusal to take me seriously. The graver I became the more they screamed with laughter. It was really disconcerting. And finally resulted in so destroying the mental equipoise on which I pride myself, not without reason, that I actually found myself indulging, without the slightest desire to do so, in those extravagances which they seemed so singularly disposed to relish.

With such completeness, indeed, was the balance of my mind destroyed, that when they went away they left me irrevocably committed to a scheme for which I felt the greatest possible natural distaste. My earnest desire was to contemn the very notion of a Thirteen Club. Instead of which I found myself in the position of president of such an association; regarded almost as its originator; certainly as one of its leading spirits. How it had come about I was at a loss to imagine. Moreover, I had undertaken to assist at a so-called dinner, which was to be an orgie of a character, the very thought of which sent cold shivers down my back.

During the next few days I felt most uncomfortable. As it were, as if I were under a ban. My life had hitherto been so regular. I had been so careful to observe the conventionalities; to do exactly what other people did, in exactly the same way, that I was ashamed to think of my connection with so extravagant a coterie. Not the least annoying part of the matter was that the very fact of my having joined a society which had undertaken to disregard all the trivialities of superstition seemed to compel me to treat them with more respect than ever before. The thing became quite an obsession. For example, someone had told me that in walking on the pavement one should be careful to place one’s foot well in the centre of the flagstones, since it was unlucky to let it come in contact with one of the lines of union. This absurd remark came all at once to the forefront of my brain with such force that I more than once caught myself playing fantastic tricks in the open street in my desire to avoid the conjunction of the paving-stones. What opinion passers-by must have formed of my condition I do not care to think. Some equally weak-minded person had mentioned, at some period of my career, that it was a sure forerunner of misfortune if one walked through a street in which there were three black dogs. I had forgotten all about the nonsensical allegation till I joined the Thirteen Club. Then it came back to me in such a fashion that whenever I had to turn into a fresh street I would quite involuntarily pause to discover if anything could be seen in the shape of three black dogs. I am rather short-sighted, and am persuaded that in consequence I sometimes saw them when they were not there to be seen. But as a trampler on current superstitions I was not taking any risks. I must have walked unnecessary miles to avoid such an encounter. Not to speak of the money I lavished on cab fares.

Once, when walking with Adeline, as we were about to enter the park I saw a man leading three black poodles along the row. I started back, but Adeline addressed me in such a tone that I thought it prudent to pursue our original intention. So soon as we entered, the man with the poodles turned right round, and passed so close that one of his charges sniffed at me. I was conscious of a sense of vague discomfort. It is a curious commentary on the occurrence, that when I returned home I found that I had lost a five-pound note. It had been in my cigarette-case and I must have dropped it when taking out a cigarette. The accident did not tend to weaken my objection to three black dogs.

I was not reassured by the proceedings at the first meeting of the Thirteen Club which took place on the Friday in Gardiner’s rooms. Several things were said and done to which I objected. Some of them, I regret to add, were said and done by me. The whole tone of the thing was most distasteful. A code of fines was drawn up which was monstrous. If you did not go out of your way to flout every credulous fancy you had to pay for it; sometimes a considerable sum. You were supposed to make open confession of your faults. But as I was conscious that the paving-stones and the black dogs between them might cost me a little fortune, in my case this was supposition only. For the future I would make a point of promenading up and down the thoroughfares which were ornamented by a trio of sooty-hued canine quadrupeds, and would persistently step on the seams in the pavement. But the past was past. It was not for me to resurrect it.

As the day appointed for that travesty of a dinner approached I became more and more alive to the unsatisfactory nature of my relations with Adeline. It had been my constant habit to tell her everything. There had been moments when she had seemed to hint that I had a tendency to tell her too much. As if my desire to make of her a confidante in the little matters of my daily life suggested a tendency in the direction of the egotistical. She even went so far as to assert that I was too fond of talking about myself. Which observation I felt to be uncalled for. For if a man may not talk to his future wife about himself what ought he to talk about?

I had this most uncalled-for insinuation in my mind when I refrained from mentioning to Adeline that I had become associated with the Thirteen Club. I own that I had a suspicion that she might not care for my having done so. But then I did not care for it myself. And in the delicate position in which I found myself placed my chief desire was to avoid unnecessary friction. Still as the fatal hour approached I did wish that I had been more open.

Especially in the light of a little conversation which took place during the usual afternoon call which I was paying her on the very day before.

“I see that some more ignorant and wicked persons have joined themselves in what they call a Thirteen Club.”

She was looking at a newspaper, and I was thinking of Gardiner’s obstinacy in insisting on having skeletons for menu holders. Her words, which were entirely unexpected, made me jump.

“Adeline, whoever told you that?”

“It’s in the paper.”

“In the paper!”

For an instant I felt as if I were in imminent danger of a paralytic stroke. Whoever could have put it in the paper? Had they dared to mention any names? Fortunately it appeared that they had not. Her next remark, however, added to my sense of discomfiture.

“It says in the paper that the whole thirteen of them are going to dine together to-morrow. To show, I suppose, how stupid people can be if they like. It will serve them right if they’re all dead within the year.”

“Adeline!”

Under the circumstances it was dreadful to hear her say such things. But she went on, wholly regardless of what I might be feeling.

“I’ve no patience with people who want to make fun of the most cherished beliefs of their ancestors.”

“Surely, Adeline, you are not superstitious?”

“I am. All nice people are in their heart of hearts. I wouldn’t walk under a ladder for anything, nor sit at a table on which the knives were crossed. And whenever I spill the salt I’m unhappy.”

I was silent. I had myself driven up to the house because there seemed to be three black dogs in every street. What could I say?

When, the following evening, I went to that preposterous, and, I had almost begun to think, sacrilegious dinner, my heart was in my boots.

II

Somewhat to my surprise, just as I was about to start, Lawrence Jackson called. Jackson is an invertebrate, lymphatic creature, of whose mental equipment I have no opinion at all. How he ever brought himself to belong to such an organisation as the Thirteen Club was to me a mystery. I had not quite finished dressing when he arrived. When I entered the room I found him fidgeting in his usual purposeless way from chair to chair, and from table to table. I noticed at once that his shirt front was creased; a sure sign, in a man of his class, of cerebral disturbance. He rushed to me as I entered, gazing at me through his eyeglass.

“Now that I have come I don’t know what to say to you, you are such an enthusiastic upholder of the club.”

I was not so sure of that myself. Though I was aware that such an idea was current among certain of its members. To use what I believe is an Americanism — in my reply I sat on the fence.

“In its President what would you expect?”

“Quite so! quite so! I suppose it is all right?”

“All right? Jackson? What do you mean?”

“In going on as we are going on we’re doing nothing wrong, running no unwise risks, or that kind of thing?” As I had been putting a similar inquiry to myself I was without an answer. When I turned away he broke out, in agitated accents, “Short, I’ve come to warn you!”

“To warn me, Jackson?”

“Whatever you do, don’t ride in a cab drawn by a white horse.”

“Why?”

“Don’t ask me, but don’t! Don’t walk under a ladder when there’s a red-haired woman looking on.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Don’t take the last piece of bread and butter off a plate.”

“I never did such a thing in my life.”

“Above all, don’t sleep in a house in which there is a man with one leg shorter than the other.”

“Jackson, occupying the position which I hold, which we both hold, I am surprised to hear you speak in such a strain.”

“I knew you would be, but I can’t help it. I suppose we’re not allowed to believe in dreams?”

“Several of the rules are aimed at that particular form of foolish credulity.”

“Foolish, is it? Then all I can say is, that the things I’ve dreamt about you during the last night or two have been enough to turn a man’s brain. I’ve seen you in the most frightful situations, awful. Such dreams must mean something — they must. Anyhow, Mrs Jackson insisted on my giving you warning. She believes in everything.”

“In a woman, Jackson, that sort of thing is excusable. We, as men, know better.”

“If she knew that I was going to this — this flare-up I don’t know what she would do. She’d expect to see me brought home dead on a shutter. I do hope no harm will come of it all.”

“My dear Jackson, it is time to start. Suppose we have a glass of sherry before we go.”

“It would brace us up.”

I cannot say why he supposed that I required bracing up. Though his need was plain enough. As we drove to the Coliseum — I noticed, quite by accident, that the cab horse was not white — he entertained me with conversation of a kind to which I had a strong objection.

“I suppose that when thirteen people sit down to dinner, it’s the one who rises first who dies within the year. Of course, as President you’ll do that.” Would I? we should see. “I have heard that if all rise together all are marked for death. I’ll see that nothing of that sort happens, because I’ll take particularly good care that I sit tight. I don’t want to leave my wife a widow, and — and my children.” His tone became lugubrious. “Not that I shall get much good by sitting tight, because I had an aunt who used to have it that it was the one who remained last at table who died. Mrs Jackson maintains that when thirteen people dine together the consequences are such that those who don’t die within the year wish they could. Which is a cheerful way of looking at the thing.”

It was. More than once during the drive I was on the point of informing Jackson that if he did not divert his conversation into different channels I should be moved to take the extreme step of throwing him out of the cab. By the time we reached the restaurant my depression had increased to what I felt must be a visible extent.

As the hansom drew up at the door the horse slipped. It was only by something in the shape of a miracle that the vehicle escaped being overturned. For a second I certainly thought that we were over. I was in a state of tremulous agitation.

“Ah,” sighed Jackson, when at last we stood upon the pavement, “that’s a precursor of what’s to come. If we were sensible men we should act upon the warning, and go and have a chop together round the corner. I feel as if a grim, relentless fate was marching me to execution.”

It was with no pleasurable anticipations that we approached the feast which had been prepared for us. My own impression is that if it had not been for the attendants we might have acted on Jackson’s suggestion and dined upon a chop. A uniformed individual, advancing with what he possibly intended to be an ingratiating smile, murmured, — 

“Thirteen Club, gentlemen?”

I do not know why he took it for granted that we belonged to an association of the kind. It is hardly probable that we bore the fact upon our faces. There were other persons coming to the establishment to dine to whom he did not address a similar inquiry; persons who looked quite as likely to belong to such an organisation as we did.

As we were being ushered up the stairs we encountered Boulter, Tom Boulter, who had apparently arrived just in front of us. He regarded me with what I felt to be a doubtful eye.

“Feeling peckish?” he cried.

“Well, I can’t say that I do — very. Do you?”

The tone of his reply was decidedly emphatic.

“Not likely. Wish I hadn’t come. I’ve a lot of delicate things on hand just now and want all the luck I can get, instead of fooling it away on a silly show of this kind.”

Boulter is a member of the Stock Exchange. I understood him to be referring to speculations in which he was at that time engaged. The reference touched me on a tender spot. The shares of a company in which I was interested had fallen three-quarters that very morning. Suppose I discovered to-morrow that they had dropped another three-quarters, I should feel that the fall was of the nature of a visitation. If, by a sort of sympathetic consequence, all my investments were to become depressed, what would my emotions be?

We were shown into a room which was in partial darkness. Gardiner came forward and gripped me by the hand.

“What,” I inquired, “is the matter with the light?”

“My dear Short, what a question. Evil fortune is supposed to lurk in shadows. It is our end and aim to laugh at all such fancies.”

As I was about to observe that that was no reason why we should be driven to tread upon each other’s toes, to my surprise he made quite a speech to the assembled company.

“Mr President and Gentlemen of the Thirteen Club, — We are all arrived and will now proceed to partake of that hilarious banquet which has been specially designed to enable us to express our scorn and contempt for those ridiculous superstitions which have bound our ancestors about as with swaddling clothes. We will show that we have risen superior to those foolish traditions, the fear of which haunted them by day and kept them awake at night. By way of making our position quite plain we will commence by doing something the mere thought of which would have made our great-grandmothers shiver and shake. A mirror will be handed to each of you. As you pass into the dining-room you will dash it to the ground with sufficient force to shatter it to fragments, exclaiming, as you do so, ‘So much for the bad luck a broken mirror is supposed to bring!’ It will be to begin as we intend to go on.”

My own mother used to lay stress on the bad fortune which attends the fracturing of a mirror. It was with sensations almost amounting to dismay that I heard Gardiner’s cold-blooded announcement of his determination to compel me, among others, to treat my mother’s feelings with what was really equivalent to filial disrespect. Something of the kind, I am convinced, was nearly general, and would have found utterance, had not the man Finlayson stifled any attempt at remonstrance by bustling about and forcing each of us to take a small round mirror, which was without a frame. At the same time Gardiner, putting his hand upon my shoulder, actually impelled me towards a door leading to an inner room.

“I must protest—” I began.

But he cut me short, pretending to misunderstand what I was about to say.

“In one instant so you shall. You shall be the first to break your mirror, as you suggested.”

“As I suggested!”

“Only give us time, and all your suggestions shall be acted on. You will find, my dear Short, if you will only have a little patience, that the whole affair has been planned on the lines which you yourself laid down. Gentlemen, Mr Augustus Short, as our President, will lead the way.”

I do not know exactly what happened. I fancy that Gardiner jerked my arm, anyhow, the mirror slipped from my grasp, and although I certainly did not “dash” it to the ground, directly it touched the floor it was shivered into fragments with quite an extraordinary amount of noise. My conviction is that those mirrors were specially and artfully arranged to smash with a kind of explosion directly they came into contact with a resisting substance. I caught myself stammering, while I was still bewildered by the din the thing had made, — 

“So much for the bad luck a broken mirror is supposed to bring!”

I have a vague idea that the others did as I had done, but my impressions were of such a variegated hue that for some seconds I hardly knew what was taking place. I found myself in an apartment the lights of which were shaded by globes of a peculiarly ghastly green. The walls were hung in black. Mottoes sprawled across them. I noted two, “The Thirteen Club laughs at luck.” “Down with all Omens.” There was a table in the centre shrouded in the same funereal shade. One presumed that it was laid for dinner. But the articles upon it were of such an unusual sort, and were arranged in such fantastic forms, that the thing was but presumption. Gardiner, however, did what I suppose he considered his best to make the matter clear.

“I think, Mr President and Gentlemen, you will agree with me that this is a fitting environment for such a function as the inaugural dinner of the Thirteen Club.”

I, for one, disagreed with him entirely. But at that instant I found myself without the capacity to say so. To be frank, the look of the whole thing had surprised me into speechlessness. Gardiner went on in a tone of voice which suggested that he was enjoying himself immensely. If that were the case then I am convinced that he in his enjoyment was singular.

“We find ourselves surrounded by the proverbial attributes of gloom. The lighting is uncanny, it lends to us all the attributes of sick men. The walls and tables are decked with the traditional trappings of the tomb. The only ornaments upon the festive board are skeletons, cross-bones, and skulls. You will notice that the knives are crossed. The drinking cups are of funereal ebony. Beside each chair is a black cat in a black wicker cage.”

That explained the peculiar sounds which were arising. Most of those cats were objecting to the position in which Gardiner had placed them.

“So far as we have been able, Mr Finlayson and I have spared no pains to provide a harmonious whole. Without self-conceit we are conscious that we have made just those arrangements for you which you would have wished to have made for yourselves. It only remains for the Thirteen Club to show that it can be gay and light-hearted even among surroundings the most forbidding. To your seats!” Gardiner bundled me to mine. “One little ceremony still has to be performed. Each will find in front of him a salt-cellar full of salt. Take it between your right finger and thumb and spill the contents on the board.”

He forced what I perceived to be a salt-cellar between my fingers, then, giving my wrist a twist, he compelled me to upset it. I objected, strongly, to the unceremonious manner in which he persisted in making me behave as if I were an automaton. Moreover, I thought of Adeline’s view on the subject of the spilling of salt.

“This is beyond a joke,” I exclaimed.

“Beyond a joke!” he echoed. “I should think it was. It’s a challenge from the Thirteen Club to the gnomes and goblins of Demon Fortune to come on and do their worst. One word as regards the waiters. We have been at some trouble to select notoriously bad characters, most of them with crime-stained hands. The costume is a little notion of my own. Waiters!”

There was a rustling behind us. From under the sombre hangings which screened the wall there appeared a number of the most forbidding-looking figures I ever beheld. They were enveloped from head to foot in some shiny material which was red as blood. Slits were cut for their eyes, nose, and mouth. Beyond that there was nothing to show that the creatures within were men. The sight of them made me positively uneasy. Especially after Gardiner’s allusion to “notoriously bad characters” and “crime-stained hands.” Had I anticipated anything of that sort I certainly should not have come.

“Another observation,” he continued, in that strident voice which grated more and more upon my ears, “I would ask to be permitted to make before you fall to the feast with that appetite which, I am well aware, grows every instant sharper.” Did it? That was decidedly not the case with mine. “Referring to the menu, I would beg of you to bestow on it a little careful study, and then to tell me if you are not of opinion that it is a masterpiece from the point of view of its suitability to this unique occasion. The conception, I hasten to add, is again my very own.”

I glanced at the menu card which a small white skeleton thrust out towards me in its attenuated hand. This is what I read: — 


MENU OF THE INAUGURAL DINNER OF THE THIRTEEN CLUB.

Potages.
Consommé Tete de Mort.
Crème d’Entrepreneurs des Pompes Funebres;

Poissons.
Soles a la Pierre Tumulaire.
Saumon, Sauce Fossoyeur.

Entrees.
Ris de Veau au Jus Mortuaire.
Pajasky de Volaille en Cercueil.

Releves.
Quartier d’Agneau Roti, Sauce Cadavre.
Boeuf Braisé aux Revenants.

Legumes.
Pommes de Terre Meurtriere.
Petits Pois Nouveaux a la Suicide.

Rotis.
Canetons Rotis a la memoire de la Fin de Touts.
Salade des Espoirs Evanouis.

Entremets.
Savarin au Cimetiere.
Parfait Woking.
Gateaux Kensal Green.

My knowledge of French is, in a manner of speaking, limited. It was only after some moments’ consideration that the monstrous nature of the thing began to dawn on me. Was it possible that we were supposed to eat food prepared in such fashions as the menu suggested? What connection could sweetbreads have with “mortuary juice,” and potatoes with murder? What were “tombstone” soles, and “gravedigger” sauce? The allusions to “Woking” and “Kensal Green,” at a dinner-table, in association with sweets, was enough to destroy one’s appetite entirely. Was the intention to hint that the dishes so named would send us there? One shuddered at the thought.

I had not yet succeeded in realising the full horror of this final outrage when one of the gruesomely-attired figures which it had been Gardiner’s humour to provide as waiters planted itself at my side. A voice issued from one of the slits in the scarlet envelope, deep, harsh, threatening, addressing me as if presenting a pistol at my head, and demanding my money or my life.

“Death’s Head Soup, or Cream of Undertakers?”

The question so startled me that I nearly jumped out of my chair. What could the creature mean? A glance at the card which I was holding showed that the reference was to the first two dishes on the bill of fare. He was asking which of them I wished to have. I felt as if I were on the point of choking. The same inquiry, uttered, as it seemed to me, in the same sinister accents, came in a chorus from all round the table.

Silence followed. Then a voice was heard which I recognised as Tom Boulter’s.

“Excuse me, Gardiner, but if you don’t mind I think I’ll slip round to a tripe shop I know and dine off a saveloy. I’ve heard a saveloy described as a ‘bag of mystery’; but, anyhow, it can hardly be more mysterious than ‘cream of undertakers.’”

“Personally I never eat a dish of which I know nothing — never. And it’s outrageous — simply outrageous — that we should be expected to play tricks with our digestion by attempting to eat such — such extraordinary things.”

This was James Rutherford, whose one hobby is what he calls “dieting” himself. What he would think of such a bill of fare I could dimly fancy. Lawrence Jackson spoke next. Judging from his tone he was on the verge of tears. He is a man who is easily moved in the direction of the melancholic.

“It isn’t only what there is to eat. It’s everything. Making us sit in a chamber of horrors, with a possible murderer behind your chair, and a green light always makes me ill. If I stay here much longer I shall have to be carried out, I know I shall. I was far from well when I came. Each second I’m growing worse. What my wife would say if she were here I do not dare to think.”

“If this is a Thirteen Club dinner I’m off it. Stomach’s turned.”

I am thankful to say that this distinctly vulgar remark was made by a person who was a perfect stranger to me. A remark which was immediately afterwards made by the man Finlayson transfixed me with astonishment.

“I must own that I think our President’s carried the whole thing a little too far.”

I sprang to my feet.

“I carried the whole thing a little too far!”

“One cannot but feel that some of your ideas are a little morbid.”

“My ideas!”

To my surprise, and also to my indignation, a chorus of voices rose from round the table, all, actually, condemning me.

“Certainly!”

“Beyond all reason!”

“Show a disordered imagination!”

“Monstrous that we should have to submit to them!”

“If we’d had the faintest notion of what you proposed to do we should none of us ever have come.”

“Gentlemen,” I shouted, “I protest that my ideas have not been carried out.”

“Not in their entirety,” the man Finlayson had the audacity to retort. “The notion that corpses should be scattered about the room, and that we should sit in coffins, and wear graveclothes, was a little — it really was a little, don’t you think?”

“Mr Finlayson, do you dare to affirm that I — I — suggested that there should be corpses in the room, and coffins, and — and graveclothes? I have no hesitation in affirming that a more abominable insinuation I never heard.”

The objectionable stranger to whom allusion has already been made rose from his chair.

“At last, Mr Short, I do agree with you. The business is an abominable one from beginning to end. As our President you have subjected us to a series of outrages against which it is our duty to protest in the most forcible manner.”

“Hear! hear!” muttered someone. I do not know what ridiculous person it was.

“The most effective protest we can offer,” continued the preposterous stranger, “is to at once leave the room. And that I for one shall instantly proceed to do. Those gentlemen who think with me will no doubt follow my example. You will be left to enjoy an orgie which a mentally, morally, and physically diseased imagination alone could have conceived.”

Nearly every person present stood upon his feet. There were all sorts of exclamations.

“Hear! hear!”

“Bravo!”

“Excellently said!”

“Serve him right!”

One peculiarly offensive idiot observed, — 

“Let him gorge himself upon his Death’s Head Soup and his Cream of Undertakers!”

There was every symptom of a general stampede from the apartment. Just as the rush was beginning Gardiner’s voice made itself audible above the din.

“Gentlemen, one moment, if you please. Am I to understand that the arrangements which have been made for you, as Members of the Thirteen Club, do not meet with your approval?”

“You are!”

“Then — they shall be changed!”

Precisely what took place I do not know. On a sudden the greenish coloured lights went out. The room was plunged into darkness. In the midst of the consequent confusion mysterious sounds were heard as of persons rushing hither and thither; of the swishing of draperies. People cannoned against me when I moved. That we were about to be the victims of some final, stranger outrage I greatly feared. Perhaps those miscreants whom Gardiner had engaged as waiters were preparing to dip their hands deeper still in crime. I endeavoured to retain my presence of mind, prepared to play the man, though expectant of the worst.

All in an instant, while I was straining my eyes to see what was happening in the darkness, the gloom was gone, the room flashed into radiant brightness. Not lit this time by greenish globes, but by a hundred incandescent lamps which starred the ceiling. And when by degrees our dazzled gaze became accustomed to the unexpected illumination, we recognised that a transformation scene had taken place. There were no funereal hangings, but gaily-frescoed walls. No sombre-looking board, fantastically disfigured, but an inviting-looking table, covered with snow-white drapery, decked with glittering glass and flashing silver. No blood-red figures suggestive of the assistants of the Holy Office, but a dozen smiling waiters, immaculately clad. And at the table’s head stood Gardiner, who, with outstretched hand, invited us to take our seats. “Gentlemen, the Inaugural Dinner of the Thirteen Club is at an end, and with it the Club. A dinner of another sort is ready to be served. I beg you will do me the honour of partaking of it as my guests.”

III

Yes, George Gardiner and the man Finlayson had arranged it all between them. I am conscious that, in a fashion, they made of us their butts. They had their little joke at our expense. But, in the end, the laugh was on our side. So we forgave them easily, at least I know I did. I never yet sat down to a better dinner than Gardiner had had prepared for us that night, nor one as good. No doubt the reaction, the surprise, the laughter, provided a piquant sauce. For when we realised that that monstrous menu had been but a ghastly joke, and that a banquet calculated to tempt the jaded palate of an Epicurus was awaiting the favour of our consumption, we enjoyed the joke as heartily as its perpetrator could have himself desired.

As I departed homeward I purchased from an urchin for a shilling his last copy of the night’s paper, and found that those shares in which I was interested had been firm, when the Stock Exchange had closed, at an advance of one and a half. Most satisfactory, really. On the following day, when I paid Adeline my usual call, I learned that a lately-deceased aunt had left her quite a snug little legacy. Nothing could have been more agreeable from every point of view. The foolish child assured me that she knew she was going to be visited by a stroke of good fortune since, only two days before, she had found a money spider on the brim of her hat. While I congratulated the dear girl I laughed at her credulity, pointing out that it is only the ignorant who believe in omens. In the present age of enlightenment and progress educated men and women treat them, as of course, with that indifference they deserve. I went on to explain that as articles of faith such trivial superstitions were only possible in the childhood of the world.

But whether or not she was in complete agreement with me I am not wholly sure.

THE END


JUDITH LEE: SOME PAGES FROM HER LIFE
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As well as writing occult thrillers with detective story elements, Marsh also wrote non-supernatural detective stories for periodical publication. One of his most imaginative creations in this genre was Judith Lee, a teacher of deaf children and an expert lip-reader. Her vocation (along with her talent for martial arts and cunning disguises) equips Judith with the perfect skill-set for detective work, although her investigations are not always undertaken voluntarily — her hatred of injustice taking precedence over her inclination to avoid danger wherever possible!

The stories originally appeared in The Strand, a magazine famous for the detective fiction it regularly carried – including, of course, Conan Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes adventures. The stories were later collected in two volumes: Judith Lee: Some Pages from her Life (1912) and The Adventures of Judith Lee (1916). 
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An edition of The Strand magazine from 1891
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An illustration from the first book collection of Judith Lee stories


THE MAN WHO CUT OFF MY HAIR

MY NAME is Judith Lee. I am a teacher of the deaf and dumb. I teach them by what is called the oral system — that is, the lip-reading system. When people pronounce a word correctly they all make exactly the same movements with their lips, so that, without hearing a sound, you only have to watch them very closely to know what they are saying. Of course, this needs practice, and some people do it better and quicker than others. I suppose I must have a special sort of knack in that direction, because I do not remember a time when, by merely watching people speaking at a distance, no matter at what distance if I could see them clearly, I did not know what they were saying. In my case the gift, or knack, or whatever it is, is hereditary. My father was a teacher of the deaf and dumb — a very successful one. His father was, I believe, one of the originators of the oral system. My mother, when she was first married, had an impediment in her speech which practically made her dumb; though she was stone deaf, she became so expert at lip-reading that she could not only tell what others were saying, but she could speak herself — audibly, although she could not hear her own voice.

So you see, I have lived in the atmosphere of lip-reading all my life. When people, as they often do, think my skill at it borders on the marvellous, I always explain to them that it is nothing of the kind, that mine is simply a case of “practice makes perfect.” This knack of mine, in a way, is almost equivalent to another sense. It has led me into the most singular situations, and it has been the cause of many really extraordinary adventures. I will tell you of one which happened to me when I was quite a child, the details of which have never faded from my memory.

My father and mother were abroad, and I was staying, with some old and trusted servants, in a little cottage which we had in the country. I suppose I must have been between twelve and thirteen years of age. I was returning by train to the cottage from a short visit which I had been paying to some friends. In my compartment there were two persons beside myself — an elderly woman who sat in front of me, and a man who was at the other end of her seat. At a station not very far from my home the woman got out; a man got in and placed himself beside the one who was already there. I could see they were acquaintances — they began to talk to each other.

They had been talking together for some minutes in such low tones that you could not only not hear their words, you could scarcely tell that they were speaking. But that made no difference to me; though they spoke in the tiniest whisper I had only to look at their faces to know exactly what they were saying. As a matter of fact, happening to glance up from the magazine I was reading, I saw the man who had been there first say to the other something which gave me quite a start. What he said was this (I only saw the fag-end of the sentence):

“...Myrtle Cottage; it’s got a great, old myrtle in the front garden.”

The other man said something, but as his face was turned from me I could not see what; the tone in which he spoke was so subdued that hearing was out of the question. The first man replied (whose face was to me):

“His name is Colegate. He’s an old bachelor, who uses the place as a summer cottage. I know him well — all the dealers know him. He’s got some of the finest old silver in England. There’s a Charles II salt-cellar in the place which would fetch twenty pounds an ounce anywhere.”

The other man sat up erect and shook his head, looking straight in front of him, so that I could see what he said, though he spoke only in a whisper.

“Old silver is no better than new; you can only melt it.”

The other man seemed to grow quite warm.

“Only melt it! Don’t be a fool; you don’t know what you’re talking about. I can get rid of old silver at good prices to collectors all over the world; they don’t ask too many questions when they think they’re getting a bargain. That stuff at Myrtle Cottage is worth to us well over a thousand; I shall be surprised if I don’t get more for it.”

The other man must have glanced at me while I was watching his companion speak. He was a fair-haired man, with a pair of light blue eyes, and quite a nice complexion. He whispered to his friend:

“That infernal kid is watching us as if she were all eyes.”

The other said: “Let her watch. Much good may it do her; she can’t hear a word — goggle-eyed brat!”

What he meant by “goggle-eyed” I didn’t know, and it was true that I could not hear; but, as it happened, it was not necessary that I should. I think the other must have been suspicious, because he replied, if possible, in a smaller whisper than ever:

“I should like to twist her skinny neck and throw her out on to the line”

He looked as if he could do it too; such an unpleasant look came into his eyes that it quite frightened me. After all, I was alone with them; I was quite small; it would have been perfectly easy for him to have done what he said he would like to. So I glanced back at my magazine, and left the rest of their conversation unwatched.

But I had heard, or rather seen, enough to set me thinking. I knew Myrtle Cottage quite well and the big myrtle tree; it was not very far from our own cottage. And I knew Mr. Colegate and his collection of old silver — particularly that Charles II salt-cellar of which he was so proud. What interest had it for these two men? Had Mr. Colegate come to the cottage? He was not there when I left. Or had Mr. and Mrs. Baines, who kept house for him — had they come? I was so young and so simple that it never occurred to me that there could be anything sinister about these two whispering gentlemen.

They both of them got out at the station before ours. Ours was a little village station, with a platform on only one side of the line; the one at which they got out served for quite an important place — our local market town. I thought no more about them, but I did think of Mr. Colegate and of Myrtle Cottage. Dickson, our housekeeper, said that she did not believe that anyone was at the cottage, but she owned that she was not sure. So after tea I went for a stroll, without saying a word to anyone — Dickson had such a troublesome habit of wanting to know exactly where you were going. My stroll took me to Myrtle Cottage.

It stood all by itself in a most secluded situation on the other side of Woodbarrow Common. You could scarcely see the house from the road — it was quite a little house. When I got into the garden and saw that the front-room window was open I jumped to the very natural conclusion that some one must be there. I went quickly to the window — I was on the most intimate terms with every one about the place; I should never have dreamt of announcing my presence in any formal manner — and looked in. What I saw did surprise me.

In the room was the man of the train — the man who had been in my compartment first. He had what seemed to me to be Mr. Colegate’s entire collection of old silver spread out, on the table in front of him, and that very moment he was holding up that gem of the collection — the Charles II salt-cellar. I had moved very quietly, meaning to take Mr. Colegate — if it was he — by surprise; but I doubt if I had made a noise that that man would have heard me, he was so wrapped up in that apple of Mr. Colegate’s eye.

I did not know what to make of it at all. I did not know what to think. What was that man doing there? What was I to do? Should I speak to him? I was just trying to make up my mind when some one from behind lifted me right off my feet and, putting a hand to my throat, squeezed it so tightly that it hurt me.

“If you make a sound I’ll choke the life right out of you. Don’t you make any mistake about it — I will!”

He said that out loudly enough, though it was not so very loud either — he spoke so close to my ear. I could scarcely breathe, but I could still see, and I could see that the man who held me so horribly by the throat was the second man of the train. The recognition seemed to be mutual.

“If it isn’t that infernal brat! She seemed to be all eyes in the railway carriage, and, my word, she seems to have been all ears too.”

The first man had come to the window.

“What’s up?” he asked. “Who’s that kid you’ve got hold of there?”

My captor twisted my face round for the other to look at.

“Can’t you see for yourself? I felt, somehow, that she was listening”

“She couldn’t have heard, even if she was; no one could have heard what we were saying. Hand her in here.” I was passed through the window to the other, who kept as tight a grip on my throat as his friend had done.

“Who are you?” he asked. “I’ll give you a chance to answer, but if you try to scream I’ll twist your head right off you.”

He loosed his grip just enough to enable me to answer if I wished. But I did not wish. I kept perfectly still. His companion said:

“What’s the use of wasting time? Slit her throat and get done with it.”

He took from the table a dreadful-looking knife, with a blade eighteen inches long, which I knew very well. Mr. Colegate had it in his collection because of its beautifully chased, massive silver handle. It had belonged to one of the old Scottish chieftains; Mr. Colegate would sometimes make me go all over goose-flesh by telling me of some of the awful things for which, in the old, lawless, blood-thirsty days in Scotland, it was supposed to have been used. I knew that he kept it in beautiful condition, with the edge as sharp as a razor. So you can fancy what my feelings were when that man drew the blade across my throat, so close to the skin that it all but grazed me.

“Before you cut her throat,” observed his companion, “we’ll tie her up. We’ll make short work of her. This bit of rope will about do the dodge.”

He had what looked to me like a length of clothes-line in his hand. With it, between them, they tied me to a great oak chair, so tight that it seemed to cut right into me, and, lest I should scream with the pain, the man with the blue eyes tied something across my mouth in a way which made it impossible for me to utter a sound. Then he threatened me with that knife again, and just as I made sure he was going to cut my throat he caught hold of my hair, which, of course, was hanging down my back, and with that dreadful knife sawed the whole of it from my head.

If I could have got within reach of him at that moment I believe that I should have stuck that knife into him. Rage made me half beside myself. He had destroyed what was almost the dearest thing in the world to me — not because of my own love of it, but on account of my mother’s. My mother had often quoted to me, “The glory of a woman is her hair,” and she would add that mine was very beautiful. There certainly was a great deal of it. She was so proud of my hair that she had made me proud of it too — for her sake. And to think that this man could have robbed me of it in so hideous a way! I do believe that at the moment I could have killed him.

I suppose he saw the fury which possessed me, because he laughed and struck me across the face with my own hair.

“I’ve half a mind to cram it down your throat,” he said. “It didn’t take me long to cut it off, but I’ll cut your throat even quicker — if you so much as try to move, my little dear.”

The other man said to him :

“She can’t move and she can’t make a sound either. You leave her alone. Come over here and attend to business.”

“I’ll learn her,” replied the other man, and he lifted my hair above my head and let it fall all over me.

They proceeded to wrap up each piece of Mr. Colegate’s collection in tissue paper, and then to pack the whole into two queer-shaped bags — pretty heavy they must have been. It was only then that I realized what they were doing — they were stealing Mr. Colegate’s collection; they were going to take it away. The fury which possessed me as I sat there, helpless, and watched them! The pain was bad enough, but my rage was worse. When the man who had cut off my hair moved to the window with one of the bags held in both his hands — it was as much as he could carry — he said to his companion, with a glance towards me: “Hadn’t I better cut her throat before I go?”

“You can come and do that presently,” replied the other; “you’ll find her waiting.” Then he dropped his voice and I saw him say: “Now you quite understand?” The other nodded. “What is it?”

The face of the man who had cut my hair was turned towards me. He put his lips very close to the other, speaking in the tiniest whisper, which he never dreamed could reach my ears: “Cotterill, Cloak-room, Victoria Station, Brighton Railway.”

The other whispered, “That’s right. You’d better make a note of it; we don’t want any bungling.”

“No fear, I’m not likely to forget.” Then he repeated his previous words, “Cotterill, Cloak-room, Victoria Station, Brighton Railway.”

He whispered this so very earnestly that I felt sure there was something about the words which was most important; by the time he had said them a second time they were printed on my brain quite as indelibly as they were on his. He got out of the window and his bag was passed to him; then he spoke a parting word to me.

“Sorry I can’t take a lock of your hair with me; perhaps I’ll come back for one presently.”

Then he went. If he had known the passion which was blazing in my heart! That allusion to my desecrated locks only made it burn still fiercer. His companion, left alone, paid no attention to me whatever. He continued to secure his bag, searched the room, as if for anything which might have been overlooked, then, bearing the bag with the other half of Mr. Colegate’s collection with him, he went through the door, ignoring my presence as if I had never existed. What he did afterwards I cannot say; I saw no more of him; I was left alone — all through the night.

What a night it was. I was not afraid; I can honestly say that I have seldom been afraid of anything — I suppose it is a matter of temperament — but I was most uncomfortable, very unhappy, and each moment the pain caused me by my bonds seemed to be growing greater. I do believe that the one thing which enabled me to keep my senses all through the night was the constant repetition of those mystic words: “Cotterill, Cloak-room, Victoria Station, Brighton Railway.” In the midst of my trouble I was glad that what some people call my curious gift had enabled me to see what I was quite sure they had never meant should reach my understanding. What the words meant I had no notion; in themselves they seemed to be silly words. But that they had some hidden, weighty meaning I was so sure that I kept saying them over and over again lest they should slip through my memory.

I do not know if I ever closed my eyes; I certainly never slept. I saw the first gleams of light usher in the dawn of another morning, and I knew the sun had risen. I wondered what they were doing at home — between the repetitions of that cryptic phrase. Was Dickson looking for me? I rather wished I had let her know where I was going, then she might have had some idea of where to look. As it was she had none. I had some acquaintances three or four miles off, with whom I would sometimes go to tea and, without warning to anyone at home, stay the night. I am afraid that, even as a child, my habits were erratic. Dickson might think I was staying with them, and, if so, she would not even trouble to look for me. In that case I might have to stay where I was for days.

I do not know what time it was, but it seemed to me that it had been light for weeks, and that the day must be nearly gone, when I heard steps outside the open window. I was very nearly in a state of stupor, but I had still sense enough to wonder if it was that man who had cut my hair come back again to cut my throat. As I watched the open sash my heart began to beat more vigorously than it had for a very long time. What, then, was my relief when there presently appeared, on the other side of it, the face of Mr. Colegate, the owner of Myrtle Cottage. I tried to scream — with joy, but that cloth across my mouth prevented my uttering a sound.

I never shall forget the look which came on Mr. Colegate’s face when he saw me. He rested his hands on the sill as if he wondered how the window came to be open, then when he looked in and saw me, what a jump he gave.

“Judith!” he exclaimed. “Judith Lee! Surely it is Judith Lee!”

He was a pretty old man, or he seemed so to me, but I doubt if a boy could have got through that window quicker than he did. He was by my side in less than no time; with a knife which he took from his pocket was severing my bonds. The agony which came over me as they were loosed! It was worse than anything which had gone before. The moment my mouth was free I exclaimed — even then I was struck by the funny, hoarse voice in which I seemed to be speaking:

“Cotterill, Cloak-room, Victoria Station, Brighton Railway.”

So soon as I had got those mysterious words out of my poor, parched throat I fainted; the agony I was suffering, the strain which I had gone through, proved too much for me. I knew dimly that I was tumbling into Mr. Colegate’s arms, and then I knew no more.

When I came back to life I was in bed. Dickson was at my bedside, and Dr. Scott, and Mr. Colegate, and Pierce, the village policeman, and a man who I afterwards knew was a detective, who had been sent over post-haste from a neighbouring town. I wondered where I was, and then I saw I was in a room in Myrtle Cottage. I sat up in bed, put up my hands — then it all came back to me.

“He cut off my hair with MacGregor’s knife!” MacGregor was the name of the Highland chieftain to whom, according to Mr. Colegate, that dreadful knife had belonged.

When it did all come back to me and I realized what had happened, and felt how strange my head seemed without its accustomed covering, nothing would satisfy me but that they should bring me a looking-glass. When I saw what I looked like, the rage which had possessed me when the outrage first took place surged through me with greater force than ever. Before they could stop me, or even guess what I was going to do, I was out of bed and facing them. That cryptic utterance came back to me as if of its own initiative; it burst from my lips.

“‘Cotterill, Cloak-room, Victoria Station, Brighton Railway!’ Where are my clothes? That’s where the man is who cut off my hair.”

They stared at me. I believe that for a moment they thought that what I had endured had turned my brain, and that I was mad. But I soon made it perfectly clear that I was nothing of the kind. I told them my story as fast as I could speak; I fancy I brought it home to their understanding. Then I told them of the words which I had seen spoken in such a solemn whisper, and how sure I was that they were pregnant with weighty meaning.

“‘Cotterill, Cloak-room, Victoria Station, Brighton Railway’ — that’s where the man is who cut my hair off — that’s where I’m going to catch him.”

The detective was pleased to admit that there might be something in my theory, and that it would be worth while to go up to Victoria Station to see what the words might mean. Nothing would satisfy me but that we should go at once. I was quite convinced that every moment was of importance, and that if we were not quick we should be too late. I won Mr. Colegate over — of course, he was almost as anxious to get his collection back as I was to be quits with the miscreant who had shorn me of my locks. So we went up to town by the first train we could catch — Mr. Colegate, the detective, and an excited and practically hairless child.

When we got to Victoria Station we marched straight up to the cloak-room, and the detective said to one of the persons on the other side of the counter: “Is there a parcel here for the name of Cotterill?” The person to whom he had spoken did not reply, but another man who was standing by his side.

“Cotterill? A parcel for the name of Cotterill has just been taken out — a hand-bag, scarcely more than half a minute ago. You must have seen him walking off with it as you came up. He can hardly be out of sight now.” Leaning over the counter, he looked along the platform. “There he is — some one is just going to speak to him.”

I saw the person to whom he referred — a shortish man in a light grey suit, carrying a brown leather hand-bag. I also saw the person who was going to speak to him; and thereupon I ceased to have eyes for the man with the bag. I broke into exclamation.

“There’s the man who cut my hair!” I cried. I went rushing along the platform as hard as I could go. Whether the man had heard me or not I cannot say; I dare say I had spoken loudly enough; but he gave one glance in my direction, and when he saw me I have no doubt that he remembered. He whispered to the man with the bag. I was near enough to see, though not to hear, what he said. In spite of the rapidity with which his lips were moving, I saw quite distinctly.

“Bantock, 13 Harwood Street, Oxford Street.” That was what he said, and no sooner had he said it than he turned and fled — from me; I knew he was flying from me, and it gave me huge satisfaction to know that the mere sight of me had made him run. I was conscious that Mr. Colegate and the detective were coming at a pretty smart pace behind me.

The man with the bag, seeing his companion dart off without the slightest warning, glanced round to see what had caused his hasty flight. I suppose he saw me and the detective and Mr. Colegate, and he drew his own conclusions. He dropped that hand-bag as if it had been red-hot, and off he ran. He ran to such purpose that we never caught him — neither him nor the man who had cut my hair. The station was full of people — a train had just come in. The crowd streaming out covered the platform with a swarm of moving figures. They acted as cover to those two eager gentlemen — they got clean off. But we got the bag; and, one of the station officials coming on the scene, we were shown to an apartment where, after explanations had been made, the bag and its contents were examined.

Of course, we had realized from the very first moment that Mr. Colegate’s collection could not possibly be in that bag, because it was not nearly large enough. When it was seen what was in it, something like a sensation was created. It was crammed with small articles of feminine clothing. In nearly every garment jewels were wrapped, which fell out of them as they were withdrawn from the bag. Such jewels! You should have seen the display they made when they were spread out upon the leather-covered table — and our faces as we stared at them.

“This does not look like my collection of old silver,” observed Mr. Colegate.

“No,” remarked a big, broad-shouldered man, who I afterwards learned was a well-known London detective, who had been induced by our detective to join our party. “This does not look like your collection of old silver, sir; it looks, if you’ll excuse my saying so, like something very much more worth finding. Unless I am mistaken, these are the Duchess of Datchet’s jewels, some of which she wore at the last Drawing Room, and which were taken from her Grace’s bedroom after her return. The police all over Europe have been looking for them for more than a month.”

“That bag has been with us nearly a month. The party who took it out paid four-and-sixpence for cloak-room charges — twopence a day for twenty-seven days.”

The person from the cloak-room had come with us to that apartment; it was he who said this. The London detective replied:

“Paid four-and-sixpence, did he? Well, it was worth it — to us. Now, if I could lay my hand on the party who put that bag in the cloak-room, I might have a word of a kind to say to him.”

I had been staring, wide-eyed, as piece by piece the contents of the bag had been disclosed; I had been listening, open-eared, to what the detective said; when he made that remark about laying his hands on the party who had deposited that bag in the cloak-room, there came into my mind the words which I had seen the man who had cut my hair whisper as he fled to the man with the bag. The cryptic sentence which I had seen him whisper as I sat tied to the chair had indeed proved to be full of meaning; the words which, even in the moment of flight, he had felt bound to utter might be just as full. I ventured on an observation, the first which I had made, speaking with a good deal of diffidence.

“I think I know where he might be found — I am not sure, but I think.”

All eyes were turned to me. The detective exclaimed:

“You think you know? As we haven’t got so far as thinking, if you were to tell us, little lady, what you think, it might be as well, mightn’t it?”

I considered — I wanted to get the words exactly right.

“Suppose you were to try” — I paused so as to make quite sure— “Bantock, 13 Harwood Street, Oxford Street.”

“And who is Bantock?” the detective asked. “And what do you know about him, anyhow?”

“I don’t know anything at all about him, but I saw the man who cut my hair whisper to the other man just before he ran away, ‘Bantock, 13 Harwood Street, Oxford Street’ — I saw him quite distinctly.”

“You saw him whisper? What does the girl mean by saying she saw him whisper? Why, young lady, you must have been quite fifty feet away. How, at that distance, and with all the noise of the traffic, could you hear a whisper?”

“I didn’t say I heard him; I said I saw him. I don’t need to hear to know what a person is saying. I just saw you whisper to the other man, ‘The young lady seems to be by way of being a curiosity.’”

The London detective stared at our detective. He seemed to be bewildered.

“But I — I don’t know how you heard that; I scarcely breathed the words.”

Mr. Colegate explained. When they heard they all seemed to be bewildered, and they looked at me, as people do look at the present day, as if I were some strange and amazing thing. The London detective said: “I never heard the like to that. It seems to me very much like what old-fashioned people called ‘black magic.’”

Although he was a detective, he could not have been a very intelligent person after all, or he would not have talked such nonsense. Then he added, with an accent on the “saw”:

“What was it you said you saw him whisper?”

I bargained before I told him.

“I will tell you if you let me come with you.”

“Let you come with me?” He stared still more. “What does the girl mean?”

“Her presence,” struck in Mr. Colegate, “may be useful for purposes of recognition. She won’t be in the way; you can do no harm by letting her come.”

“If you don’t promise to let me come I shan’t tell you.”

The big man laughed. He seemed to find me amusing; I do not know why. If he had only understood my feeling on the subject of my hair, and how I yearned to be even with the man who had wrought me what seemed to me such an irreparable injury. I dare say it sounds as if I were very revengeful. I do not think it was a question of vengeance only; I wanted justice. The detective took out a fat note-book.

“Very well; it’s a bargain. Tell me what you saw him whisper, and you shall come.” So I told him again, and he wrote it down. “‘Bantock, 13 Harwood Street, Oxford Street.’ I know Harwood Street, though I don’t know Mr. Bantock. But he seems to be residing at what is generally understood to be an unlucky number. Let me get a message through to the Yard — we may want assistance. Then we’ll pay a visit to Mr. Bantock — if there is such a person. It sounds like a very tall story to me.”

I believe that even then he doubted if I had seen what I said I saw. When we did start I was feeling pretty nervous, because I realized that if we were going on a fool’s errand, and there did turn out to be no Bantock, that London detective would doubt me more than ever. And, of course, I could not be sure that there was such a person, though it was some comfort to know that there was a Harwood Street. We went four in a cab — the two detectives, Mr. Colegate and I. We had gone some distance before the cab stopped. The London detective said:

“This is Harwood Street; I told the driver to stop at the corner — we will walk the rest of the way. A cab might arouse suspicion; you never know.”

It was a street full of shops. No. 13 proved to be a sort of curiosity shop and jeweller’s combined; quite a respectable-looking place, and sure enough over the top of the window was the name “Bantock.”

“That looks as if, at any rate, there were a Bantock,” the big man said; it was quite a weight off my own mind when I saw the name.

Just as we reached the shop a cab drew up and five men got out, whom the London detective seemed to recognize with mingled feelings.

“That’s queered the show,” he exclaimed. I did not, know what he meant. “They rouse suspicion, if they do nothing else — so in we go.”

And in we went — the detective first, and I close on his heels. There were two young men standing close together behind the counter. The instant we appeared I saw one whisper to the other:

“Give them the office — ring the alarm-bell — they’re ‘tecs!”

I did not quite know what he meant either, but I guessed enough to make me cry out:

“Don’t let him move — he’s going to ring the alarm-bell and give them the office.”

Those young men were so startled — they must have been quite sure that I could not have heard — that they both stood still and stared; before they had got over their surprise a detective — they were detectives who had come in the second cab — had each by the shoulder.

There was a door at the end of the shop, which the London detective opened.

“There’s a staircase here; we’d better go up and see who’s above. You chaps keep yourselves handy, you may be wanted — when I call you come.”

He mounted the stairs — as before, I was as close to him as I could very well get. On the top of the staircase was a landing, on to which two doors opened. We paused to listen; I could distinctly hear voices coming through one of them.

“I think this is ours,” the London detective said.

He opened the one through which the voices were coming. He marched in — I was still as close to him as I could get. In it were several men, I did not know how many, and I did not care; I had eyes for only one. I walked right past the detective up to the table round which some of them were sitting, some standing, and stretching out an accusatory arm I pointed at one.

“That’s the man who cut off my hair!”

It was, and well he knew it. His conscience must have smitten him; I should not have thought that a grown man could be so frightened at the sight of a child. He caught hold, with both hands, of the side of the table; he glared at me as if I were some dreadful apparition — and no doubt to him I was. It was only with an effort that he seemed able to use his voice.

“Good night!” he exclaimed, “it’s that infernal kid!”

On the table, right in front of me, I saw something with which I was only too familiar. I snatched it up.

“And this is the knife,” I cried, “with which he did it!”

It was; the historical blade, which had once belonged to the sanguinary and, I sincerely trust, more or less apocryphal MacGregor. I held it out towards the gaping man.

“You know that this is the knife with which you cut off my hair,” I said. “You know it is.”

I dare say I looked a nice young termagant with my short hair, rage in my eyes, and that frightful weapon in my hand. Apparently I did not impress him quite as I had intended — at least, his demeanour did not suggest it.

“By the living Jingo!” he shouted, “I wish I had cut her throat with it as well!”

It was fortunate for him that he did not. Probably, in the long run, he would have suffered for it more than he did — though he suffered pretty badly as it was. It was his cutting my hair that did it. Had he not done that I have little doubt that I should have been too conscious of the pains caused me by my bonds — the marks caused by the cord were on my skin for weeks after — to pay such close attention to their proceedings as I did under the spur of anger. Quite possibly that tell-tale whisper would have gone unnoticed. Absorbed by my own suffering, I should have paid very little heed to the cryptic sentence which really proved to be their undoing. It was the outrage to my locks which caused me to strain every faculty of observation I had. He had much better have left them alone.

That was the greatest capture the police had made for years. In one haul they captured practically every member of a gang of cosmopolitan thieves who were wanted by the police all over the world. The robbery of Mr. Colegate’s collection of old silver shrank into insignificance before the rest of their misdeeds. And not only were the thieves taken themselves, but the proceeds of no end of robberies.

It seemed that they had met there for a sort of annual division of the common spoil. There was an immense quantity of valuable property before them on the table, and lots more about the house. Those jewels which were in the bag which had been deposited at the cloak-room at Victoria Station were to have been added to the common fund — to say nothing of Mr. Colegate’s collection of old silver.

The man who called himself Bantock, and who owned the premises at 13 Harwood Street, proved to be a well-known dealer in precious stones and jewellery and bric-a-brac and all sorts of valuables. He was immensely rich; it was shown that a great deal of his money had been made by buying and selling valuable stolen property of every sort and land. Before the police had done with him it was made abundantly clear that, under various aliases, in half the countries of the world, he had been a wholesale dealer in stolen goods. He was sentenced to a long term of penal servitude. I am not quite sure, but I believe that he died in jail.

All the men who were in that room were sent to prison for different terms, including the man who cut my hair — to say nothing of his companion. So far as the proceedings at the court were concerned, I never appeared at all. Compared to some of the crimes of which they had been guilty, the robbery of Mr. Colegate’s silver was held to be a mere nothing. They were not charged with it at all, so my evidence was not required. But every time I looked at my scanty locks, which took years to grow to anything like a decent length — they had reached to my knees, but they never did that again — each time I stood before a looking-glass and saw what a curious spectacle I presented with my closely clipped poll, something of that old rage came back to me which had been during that first moment in my heart, and I felt — what I felt when I was tied to that chair in Myrtle Cottage. I endeavoured to console myself, in the spirit of the Old World rather than the New, that, owing to the gift which was mine, I had been able to cry something like quits with the man who, in a moment of mere wanton savagery, had deprived me of what ought to be the glory of a woman.


EAVESDROPPING AT INTERLAKEN

I have sometimes thought that this gift of mine for reading words as they issue from people’s lips places me, with or without my will, in the position of the eavesdropper. There have been occasions on which, before I knew it, I have been made cognisant of conversations, of confidences, which were meant to be sacred; and, though such knowledge has been acquired through no fault of mine, I have felt ashamed, just as if I had been listening at a keyhole, and I have almost wished that the power which nature gave me, and which years of practice have made perfect, was not mine at all. On the other hand, there have been times when I was very glad indeed that I was able to play the part of eavesdropper. As, to very strict purists, this may not sound a pleasant confession to make, I will give an instance of the kind of thing I mean.

I suppose I was about seventeen; I know I had just put my hair up, which had grown to something like a decent length since it had come in contact with the edge of that doughty Scottish chieftain’s — MacGregor’s — knife. My mother was not very well. My father was reluctant to leave her. It looked as if the summer holiday which had been promised me was in peril, when two acquaintances, Mr. and Mrs. Travers, rather than that I should lose it altogether, offered to take me under their wing.

They were going for a little tour in Switzerland, proposing to spend most of their time at Interlaken, and my parents, feeling that I should be perfectly safe with them, accepted their proffered chaperonage. Everything went well until we got to Interlaken. There they met some friends who were going on a climbing expedition, and, as Mr. and Mrs. Travers were both keen mountaineers, they were very eager to join them. I was the only difficulty in their way. They could not say exactly how long they would be absent, but probably a week; and what was to become of me in that great hotel there all alone? They protested that it would be quite impossible to leave me; they would have to give up that climb; and I believe they would have done so if what seemed to be a solution of the difficulty had not turned up.

The people in the hotel were for the most part very sociable folk, as people in such places are apt to be. Among other persons whose acquaintance we had made was a middle-aged widow, a Mrs. Hawthorne. When she heard of what Mr. and Mrs. Travers wanted to do, and how they could not do it because of me, she volunteered, during their absence, to occupy their place as my chaperon, assuring them that every possible care should be taken of me.

In the hotel were stopping a brother and sister, a Mr. and Miss Sterndale. With them I had grown quite friendly. Mr. Sterndale I should have set down as twenty-five or twenty-six, and his sister as a year or two younger. From the day on which I had first seen them they had shown an inclination for my society; and, to speak quite frankly, on different occasions Mr. Sterndale had paid me what seemed to me to be delicate little attentions which were very dear to my maiden heart. I had some difficulty in inducing people to treat me as if I were grown up. After a few minutes’ conversation even perfect strangers would ask me how old I was, and when I told them they were apt to assume an attitude towards me as if I were the merest child, of which I disapproved.

What attracted me to Mr. Sterndale was that, from the very first, he treated me with deference, as if I were at least as old as he was.

On the third day after Mr. and Mrs. Travers had left Mrs. Hawthorne came to me with a long face and a letter in her hand.

“My dear, I cannot tell you how annoyed I am, but I shall have to go to England at once — to-day. And whatever will become of you?”

It seemed that her only sister was dangerously ill, and that she was implored to go to her as soon as she could. Of course, she would have to go. I told her that it did not matter in the least about me; Mr. and Mrs. Travers would be back in a day or two, and now that I knew so many people in the hotel, who were all of them disposed to be friendly, I should be perfectly all right until they came. She must not allow any consideration for me to keep her for a moment from obeying her sister’s call. She left for London that afternoon; but, so far from everything being perfectly all right with me after she had gone, the very next day my troubles began.

They began in the morning. I was sitting on the terrace with a book. Mr. Sterndale had been talking to me. Presently his sister came through an open French window from the lounge. Her brother went up to her; I sat still. She was at the other end of the terrace, and when she saw me she nodded and smiled. When her brother came up to her, he said something which, as his back was towards me, of course I did not catch; but her answer to him, which was very gently uttered, I saw quite distinctly; all the while she was speaking she was smiling at me.

“She has a red morocco jewel-case sort of a thing on the corner of her mantelshelf; I put it under the bottom tray. With the exception of that gold locket which she is always wearing it’s the only decent thing in it; it’s full of childish trumpery.”

That was what Miss Sterndale said to her brother, and I saw her say it with rather curious feelings. What had he asked her? To what could she be referring? I had “a red morocco jewel-case sort of a thing,” and it stood on a corner of my mantelshelf. I also had a gold locket, which, if I was not, as she put it, always wearing, I did wear pretty often. Certainly it was the only article in my jewel-case which was worth very much; and with a horrid sort of qualm I owned to myself that the rest of the contents might come under the definition of “childish trumpery.” She said she had put something under the bottom tray. What bottom tray? Whose bottom tray? There were trays in my jewel-case; she could not possibly have meant that she had put anything under one of them. The idea was too preposterous. And yet, if we had not been going to St. Beatenberg I think I should have gone straight up to my bedroom to see. I do not know how it was; the moment before I had been perfectly happy; there was not a grain of suspicion in the air, nor in my mind; then all of a sudden I felt quite curious. Could there be two persons in the house possessed of “a red morocco jewel-case sort of a thing,” which stood on a corner of the mantelshelf, in which was a gold locket and a rather mixed collection of childish trumpery? I wondered.

The evening before we had arranged to make an excursion to St. Beatenberg on the Lake of Thun — five or six of us. I was dressed ready to start when Miss Sterndale came through that French window. She also was ready, and her brother. Presently the others appeared. I was feeling a little confused; I could not think of an excuse which would give me an opportunity of examining my jewel-case. Anyhow, I kept trying to tell myself it was absurd. I wished I could not see what people were saying merely by watching their lips.

My day at St. Beatenberg was spoilt, though I kept telling myself that it was all my own fault, and nobody else’s. Every one was gay, and full of fun and laughter — every one but me. My mood was so obviously out of tune with theirs that they commented on it.

“What is the matter with you, Miss Lee?” asked Mrs. Dalton. “You look as if you were not enjoying yourself one little bit.”

I did not like to say that I was not; as a matter of fact, when they rallied me I said that I was — but it was not true.

When I got back to the hotel and was in my bedroom, I went straight up to that “red morocco jewel-case sort of a thing” and looked at it. It was locked, just as I had left it. Clearly I had been worrying myself all day long about nothing at all. Still, I got my keys and opened it; there was nothing to show that the contents had been touched. I lifted the two trays — and I gasped. I do not know how else to describe it — something seemed all at once to be choking me, so that it was with an effort that I breathed. In the jewel-case, under the bottom tray, was a pendant — a beautiful circular diamond pendant, of the size, perhaps, of a five-shilling piece. It was not mine; I never had anything so beautiful in my life. Where did it come from? Could Miss Sterndale have put it there? Was that the meaning of her words?

I took the pendant out. It was a beauty; it could not be a present from the Sterndales, from either the sister or the brother. They must have known that I could not accept such a gift as that from strangers. And then, what a queer way of making a present — and such a present!

As I looked at it I began to have a very uncomfortable feeling that I had seen it before, or one very like it, on some one in the house. My head, or my brain, or something seemed to be so muddled that at the moment I could not think who that some one was. I had washed and tidied myself before I decided that I would go down with the pendant in my hand and, at the risk of no matter what misunderstanding, ask Miss Sterndale what she meant by putting it there. So, when I had got my unruly hair into something like order, downstairs I went, and rushed into the lounge with so much impetuosity that I all but cannoned against Miss Goodridge, who was coming out.

“Good gracious, child!” she exclaimed. “Do look where you are going. You almost knocked me over.”

The instant I saw her, and she said that, I remembered — I knew whom I had seen wearing that diamond pendant which I was holding tightly clasped in the palm of my hand. It was the person whom I had almost knocked over, Miss Goodridge herself — of course! One of the persons in the hotel whom, so far as I knew anything of them, I liked least. Miss Goodridge was a tall, angular person of perhaps quite thirty-five, who dressed and carried herself as if she were still a girl. She had been most unpleasant to me. I had no idea what I had done or said to cause her annoyance, but I had a feeling that she disliked me, and was at no pains to conceal the fact. The sight of her, and the thought that I had nearly knocked her over, quite drove the sense out of my head.

“Oh, Miss Goodridge!” I exclaimed, rather fatuously. “You look as if something had happened.”

“Something has happened,” she replied. “There’s a thief in the house. I have been robbed. Some one has stolen my pendant — my diamond pendant.”

Some one had stolen her diamond pendant! I do not know if the temperature changed all at once, but I do know that a chill went all over me. Was that the explanation? Could it possibly be —— I did not care to carry even my thought to a logical finish. I stood there as if I were moonstruck, with Miss Goodridge looking at me with angry eyes.

“What is the matter with the child?” she asked. “I did not know you dark-skinned girls could blush, but I declare you’ve gone as red as a lobster.”

I do not know if she thought that lobsters were red before they were boiled. I tried to explain, to say what I wanted to say, but I appeared to be tongue-tied.

“Can’t you speak?” she demanded. “Don’t glare at me as if you’d committed a murder. Anyone would think that you had been robbed instead of me. I suppose you haven’t stolen my pendant?”

She drew her bow at a venture, but her arrow hit the mark.

“Oh, Miss Goodridge!” I repeated. It seemed to be all I could say. She put her hand upon my shoulder. “What is the matter with the girl? You young wretch! Have you been playing any tricks with that pendant of mine?”

“I — I found it,” I stammered. I held out to her my open hand with the pendant on the palm.

“You — you found it? Found what?” She looked at me and then at my outstretched hand. “My pendant! She’s got my pendant!” She snatched it from me. “You — you young — thief! And you have the insolence to pretend you found it!”

“I did find it — I found it in my bedroom.”

“Did you really? Of all the assurance! I’ve always felt that you were the kind of creature with whom the less one had to do the better, but I never credited you with a taste for this sort of thing. Get out of my way! Don’t you ever dare to speak to me again.”

She did not wait for me to get out of her way; she gave me a violent push and rushed right past me. It was a polished floor; if I had not come in contact with a big arm-chair I should have tumbled on to it. My feelings when I was left alone in the lounge were not enviable. At seventeen, even if one thinks oneself grown up, one is still only a child, and I was a stranger in a strange land, without a friend in all that great hotel, without a soul to advise me. Still, as I knew that I was absolutely and entirely innocent, I did not intend to behave as if I were guilty. I went up to my room again and dressed for dinner. I told myself over and over again as I performed my simple toilette that I would make Miss Goodridge eat her words before she had done, though at that moment I had not the faintest notion how I was going to do it.

That was a horrid dinner — not from the culinary, but from my point of view. If the dinner was horrid, in the lounge afterwards it was worse. Miss Sterndale actually had the audacity to come up to me and pretend to play the part of sympathetic friend.

“You seem to be all alone,” she began. I was all alone; I had never thought that anyone could feel so utterly alone as I did in that crowded lounge. “Miss Lee, why do you look at me like that?” I was looking at her as if I wished her to understand that I was looking into her very soul — if she had one. Her smiling serenity of countenance was incredible to me, knowing what I knew. “Have you had bad news from home, or from Mr. and Mrs. Travers, or are you unhappy because Mrs. Hawthorne has gone? You seem so different. What has been the matter with you the whole of the day?”

I was on the point of giving an explanation which I think might have startled her when I happened to glance across the room. At a table near the open window Mr. Sterndale was sitting with Miss Goodridge. They were having coffee. Although Miss Goodridge was sitting sideways, she continually turned her head to watch me. Mr. Sterndale was sitting directly facing me. He had a cigarette in one hand, and every now and then he sipped his coffee, but most of the time he talked. But, although I could not even hear the sound of his voice, I saw what he said as distinctly as if he had been shouting in my ear. It was the sentence he was uttering which caused me to defer the explanation which I had it in my mind to give to his sister.

“Of course, the girl’s a thief — I’m afraid that goes without saying.” It was that sentence which was issuing from his lips at the moment when I chanced to glance in his direction which caused the explanation I had been about to make to his sister to be deferred.

Miss Goodridge had her coffee-cup up to her mouth, so I could not see what she said; but if I had been put to it I might have made a very shrewd guess by the reply he made. He took his cigarette from his lips, blew out a thin column of smoke, leaned back in his chair — and all the time he was looking smilingly at me with what he meant me to think were the eyes of a friend.

“It’s all very well for you to talk. I may have had my suspicions, but it is only within the last hour or two that they have been confirmed.”

She said something which again I could not see; his reply suggested that she must have asked a question.

“I’ll tell you what I mean by saying that my doubts have been confirmed. A man was passing through this afternoon with whom I have some acquaintance — the Rector of Leeds.” I wonder he did not say the Bishop of London. “He saw — our friend — —” He made a slight inclination of his head towards me. “At sight of her he exclaimed: ‘Halloa, there’s that Burnett girl!’ For a parson he has rather a free-and-easy way of speaking; he’s one of your modern kind.” I believed him! “‘Burnett girl?’ I said. ‘But her name’s Lee — Judith Lee.’ ‘Oh, she calls herself Lee now, does she? That settles it.’ ‘Settles what?’ I asked, because I saw that there was something in his tone. ‘My dear Reggie,’ he said (he always calls me Reggie; I’ve known him for years), ‘at the beginning of the season that girl whom you call Judith Lee was at Pontresina, staying in the same hotel as I was. She called herself Burnett then. Robberies were going on all the time, people were continually missing things. At last a Russian woman lost a valuable lot of jewellery. That settled it — Miss Burnett went.’”

Miss Goodridge turned so that her face was hidden; but, as before, his reply gave me a pretty good clue as to the question she had asked.

“Of course I mean it. Do you think I’d say a thing like that if I didn’t mean it? I won’t tell you all he said — it wouldn’t be quite fair. But it came to this. He said that the young lady whom we have all thought so sweet and innocent — —”

Miss Goodridge interposed with a remark which, in a guessing competition, I think I could have come pretty near to.

He replied:

“Well, I’ve sometimes felt that you were rather hard on her, that perhaps you were a trifle prejudiced.”

Miss Goodridge turned her face towards me, and then I saw her words.

“I’m a better judge of feminine human nature than you suppose. The first moment I saw her I knew she was a young cat, though I admit I didn’t take her to be as bad as she is. What did your clerical friend say of her, of the Miss Burnett whom we know now as Miss Lee?”

I did not wait to learn his answer — I had learnt enough. What his sister thought of my demeanour I did not care; I had been dimly conscious that she had been talking to me all the while, but what she was saying I do not know. My attention had been wholly taken up with what I did not hear. Before he began his reply to Miss Goodridge’s genial inquiry I got up from my chair and marched out of the lounge, without saying a word to Miss Sterndale. When I had gone a little way I remembered that I had left my handkerchief — my best lace handkerchief — on the table by which I had been sitting. Even in the midst of my agitation I was conscious that I could not afford to lose it, so went back for it.

Miss Sterndale had joined her brother and Miss Goodridge. Two or three other people were standing by them, evidently interested in what was being said. I found my handkerchief. As I was going off with it Miss Sterndale turned round in my direction, without, however, thinking it worth her while to break off the remark she was making, taking it for granted, of course, that it was inaudible to me. I came in, as it were, for the tail end of it.

“... I am so disappointed in her; I have tried to like her, and now I fear it is only too certain that she is one of those creatures of whom the less said the better.”

That these words referred to me I had not the slightest doubt. Yet, while they were still on her lips, presuming on her conviction that they were hidden from me, she nodded and smiled as if she were wishing me a friendly good night.

The treachery of it! Now that I am able to look back calmly, I think it was that which galled me most. Her brother, with his gratuitous, horrible lies, had actually been pretending to make love to me — I am sure that was what he wished me to think he was doing. What a fool he must have thought me!

That was a sleepless night. It was hours before I got between the sheets, and when I did it was not to slumber. The feeling that I was so entirely alone, and that there was not a soul within miles and miles to whom I could turn for help, coupled with the consciousness that I had scarcely enough money to pay the hotel bill, and, what was even worse, that Mr. and Mrs. Travers had gone off with the return-half of my ticket to London, so that I could not go back home however much I might want to — these things were hard enough to bear; but they seemed to be as nothing compared to that man and woman’s treachery. What was their motive, what could have induced them, was beyond my comprehension. It was a problem which I strove all night to solve. But the solution came on the morrow.

I soon knew what had happened when I went downstairs. Miss Goodridge had told her story of the pendant, and Mr. Sterndale had circulated his lie about his clerical friend. Everybody shunned me. Some persons had the grace to pretend not to see me; others looked me full in the face and cut me dead. The only persons who were disposed to show any perception of my presence were the Sterndales. As, entering the breakfast-room, I passed their table, they both smiled and nodded, but I showed no consciousness of them. As I took a seat at my own table, I saw him say to his sister:

“Our young friend seems to have got her back up — little idiot!”

Little idiot, was I? Only yesterday he had called me something else. The feeling that he was saying such things behind my back hurt me more than if he had shouted them to my face. I averted my gaze, keeping my eyes fixed on my plate. I would learn no more of what he said about me, or of what anyone said. I was conscious that life might become unendurable if I were made acquainted with the comments which people were making on me then. Yet, as I sat there with downcast face, might they not construe that as the bearing of a conscience-stricken and guilty wretch? I felt sure that that was what they were doing. But I could not help it; I would not see what they were saying.

Later in the morning matters turned out so that I did see, so that practically I had to see what the Sterndales said to each other. And perhaps, on the whole, it was fortunate for me that I did. I had spent the morning out of doors. On the terrace the Sterndales were standing close together, talking; so engrossed were they by what they were saying that they did not notice me; while, though I did not wish to look at them, something made me. That may seem to be an exaggeration. It is not — it is the truth. My wish was to have nothing more to do with them for ever and ever; but some instinct, which came I know not whence, made me turn my eyes in their direction and see what they were saying. And, as I have already said, it was well for me that I did.

They both seemed to be rather excited. He was speaking quickly and with emphasis.

“I tell you,” he was saying, as I paused to watch, “we will do it to-day.”

His sister said something which, as she was standing sideways, was lost to me. He replied:

“The little idiot has cooked her own goose; there’s no need for us to waste time in cooking it any more — she’s done. I tell you we can strip the house of all it contains, and they’d lock her up for doing it.”

Again his sister spoke; without, because of her position, giving herself away to me. He went on again:

“There are only two things in the house worth having — I could give you a catalogue of what every one has got. Mrs. Anstruther’s diamonds — the necklace is first-rate, and the rest of them aren’t bad; and that American woman’s pearls. Those five ropes of pearls are worth — I hope they’ll be worth a good deal to us. The rest of the things you may make a present of to our young friend. The odium will fall on her — you’ll see. We shall be able to depart with the only things worth having, at our distinguished leisure, without a stain upon our characters.”

He smiled — some people might have thought it a pleasant smile — to me it seemed a horrid one. That smile finished me — it reminded me of the traitor’s kiss. I passed into the house still unnoticed, though I do not suppose that if I had been noticed it would have made any difference to them.

What he meant by what he had said I did not clearly understand. The only thing I quite realized was that he was still making sport of me. I also gathered that that was an amusement which he proposed to continue, though just how I did not see. Nor did I grasp the inner meaning of his allusion to Mrs. Anstruther’s diamonds and Mrs. Newball’s pearls — no doubt it was Mrs. Newball he meant when he spoke of the American woman. The fine jewels of those two ladies, which they aired at every opportunity, were, as I knew perfectly well, the talk of the whole hotel. Probably that was what they meant they should be. When Mrs. Anstruther had diamonds round her neck and on her bosom and in her ears and hair and round her wrists and on her fingers — I myself had seen her wear diamond rings on all the fingers of both hands and two diamond bracelets on each wrist — she was a sight to be remembered; while Mrs. Newball, with her five strings of splendid pearls, which she sometimes wore all together as a necklace and sometimes twisted as bracelets round her wrists, together with a heterogeneous collection of ornaments of all sorts and kinds, made a pretty good second.

Not a person spoke to me the whole of that day. Every one avoided me in a most ostentatious manner; and every one, or nearly every one, had been so friendly. It was dreadful. If I had had enough money to pay the hotel bill, as well as the return half of my ticket home, I believe I should have left Interlaken there and then. But the choice of whether I would go or stay, as it turned out, was not to be left to me.

Depressed, miserable, homesick, devoutly wishing that I had never left home, almost resolved that I would never leave it again, I was about to go up to my room to dress for what I very well knew would only be the ghastly farce of dinner, when, as I reached the lift, a waiter came up to me and said that the manager wished to see me in his office. I did not like the man’s manner; it is quite easy for a Swiss waiter to be rude, and I was on the point of telling him that at the moment I was engaged and that the manager would have to wait, when something which I thought I saw in his eye caused me to change my mind, and, with an indefinable sense of discomfort, I allowed him to show me to the managerial sanctum. I never had liked the look of that manager; I liked it less than ever when I found myself alone in his room with him. He was a youngish man, with a moustache, and hair parted mathematically in the centre. In general his bearing was too saccharine to be pleasant; he did not err in that respect just then — it was most offensive. He looked me up and down as if I were one of his employees who had done something wrong, and, without waiting for me to speak, he said:

“You are Miss Judith Lee — or you pretend that is your name?”

He spoke English very well, as most of the Swiss one meets in hotels seem to do. Nothing could have been more impertinent than his tone, unless it was the look which accompanied it. I stared at him.

“I am Miss Lee. I do not pretend that is my name; it is.”

“Very well — that is your affair, not mine. You will no longer be allowed to occupy a room in this hotel. You can go at once.”

“What do you mean?” I asked. The man was incredible.

“You know very well what I mean. Don’t you try that sort of thing with me. You have stolen an article of jewellery belonging to a guest in my hotel. She is a very kind-hearted lady, and she is not willing to hand you over to the police. You owe me some money; here’s your bill. Are you going to pay it?”

He handed me a long strip of paper which was covered with figures. One glance at the total was enough to tell me that I had not enough money. Mrs. Travers was acting as my banker. She had left me with ample funds to serve as pocket-money till she returned, but with nothing like enough money to pay that bill.

“Mrs. Travers will pay you when she comes back, either to-morrow or the day after.”

“Will she?” The sneer with which he said it! “How am I to know that you’re not at the same game together?”

“The same game! What do you mean? How dare you look at me like that, and talk to me as if I were one of your servants!”

“I’m not going to talk to you at all, my girl; I’m going to do. I’m not going to allow a person who robs my guests to remain in my house under any pretext whatever. Your luggage, such as it is, will remain here until my bill is paid.” He rang a bell which was on the table by which he was standing. The waiter entered who had showed me there. He was a big man, with a square, dark face. “This young woman must go at once. If she won’t leave of her own accord we must put her out, by the back door. Now, my girl — out you go!”

The waiter approached me. He spoke to me as he might have done to a dog.

“Now, then, come along.”

He actually put his hand upon my shoulder. Another second, and I believe he would have swung me round and out of the room. But just as he touched me the door was opened and some one came rushing in — Mrs. Anstruther, in a state of the greatest excitement.

“My diamonds have been stolen!” she cried. “Some one has stolen my diamonds!”

“Your diamonds?” The manager looked at her and then at me. “I trust, madam, you are mistaken?”

“I’m not mistaken.” She sank on to a chair. She was a big woman of about fifty, and, at the best of times, was scant of breath. Such was her agitation that just then she could scarcely breathe at all. “As if I could be mistaken about a thing like that! I went up to my bedroom — to dress for dinner — and I unlocked my trunk — I always keep it locked; I took out my jewel-case — and unlocked that — and my diamonds were gone. They’ve been stolen! — stolen! — stolen!”

She repeated the word “stolen” three times over, as if the heinousness of the fact required to be emphasized by repetition. The manager was evidently uneasy, which even I felt was not to be wondered at.

“This is a very serious matter, Mrs. Anstruther — —”

She cut him short.

“Serious? Do you think I need you to tell me that it’s serious? You don’t know how serious. Those diamonds are worth thousands and thousands of pounds — more than the whole of your twopenny-halfpenny hotel — and they’ve been stolen. From my trunk, in my bedroom, in your hotel, they’ve been stolen!”

The way she hurled the words at him! He looked at me, and he asked:

“What do you know about this?”

What did I know? In the midst of my confusion and distress I was asking myself what I did know. Before I could speak the door was opened again and Mrs. Newball came in. And not Mrs. Newball only, but six or seven other women, some of them accompanied by men — their husbands and their brothers. And they all told the same tale. Something had been stolen from each: from Mrs. Newball her five strings of pearls, from Mrs. This and Miss That the article of jewellery which was valued most. I am convinced that that manager, or his room, or probably his hotel, had never witnessed such a scene before. They were all as excited as could be, and they were all talking at once, and every second or two some one else kept coming in with some fresh tale of a dreadful loss. How that man kept his head at all was, and is, a mystery to me. At last he reduced them to something like silence, and in the presence of them all he said to me — pointing at me with his finger, as if I were a thing to be pointed at: “It is you who have done this! You!”

Some one exclaimed in the crowd: “I saw her coming out of Mrs. Anstruther’s room.”

The manager demanded: “Who spoke? Who was it said that?”

A slight, faded, fair-haired woman came out into the public gaze.

“I am Mrs. Anstruther’s maid. I was going along to her room when I saw this young lady come out of the door. Whether she saw me or not I can’t say; she might have done, because she ran off as fast as ever she could. I wondered what she was doing there, and when my mistress came I told her what I had seen, and that’s what made her open her trunk.”

“What Perkins says is quite true,” corroborated Mrs. Anstruther. “She did tell me, and that made me uneasy; I had heard something about a diamond pendant having been stolen last night, so I opened my jewel-case, and my diamonds were gone.”

“Mine was the diamond pendant which was stolen by this creature last night,” interposed Miss Goodridge. “She came to my room and took it out of my trunk. Since she did that it seems not impossible that she has played the same trick on other people to-day. If she has, she must have had a pretty good haul, because I don’t believe there is a person in the hotel who hasn’t lost something.”

The manager spoke to an under-strapper.

“Have this young woman’s luggage searched at once, in the presence of witnesses, and let me know the result as soon as you possibly can.”

As the under-strapper went out I noticed for the first time that Mr. Sterndale was present with the rest, and almost at the same instant his sister came in. She looked about her as if wondering what was the cause of all the fuss. Then she went up to her brother, and he whispered something to her, and she whispered something to him. Only three or four words in each case, but my heart gave a leap in my bosom — I mean that, really, because it did feel as if it actually had jumped — courage came into me, and strength, and something better than hope: certainty; because they had delivered themselves into my hands. I was never more thankful that I had the power of eavesdropping — you can call it eavesdropping, if you like! — than I was at that moment. Only a second before I had been fearing that I was in a tight place, from which there was no way out; which would mean something for me from which my very soul seemed to shrink. But God had given me a gift, a talent, which I had striven with all my might to improve ten, twenty fold, and that would deliver me from the wiles of those two people, even when hope of deliverance there seemed none. I feel confident that I held myself straighter, that trouble went from my face as it had done from my heart, and that, though each moment the case against me seemed to be growing blacker and blacker, I grew calmer and more self-possessed. I knew I had only to wait till the proper moment came, and the toils in which they thought they had caught me would prove to be mere nothings; they would be caught, and I should be free.

All the same, until that moment for which I was waiting came, it was not nice for me — standing there amidst all those excited people, between two porters, who kept close to either side of me, as if I were a prisoner and they had me in charge; though I dare say it was as well that they did keep as close to me as they did, because I fancy that some of the injured guests at that hotel would have liked to give me a practical demonstration of what their feelings towards me were.

That under-strapper came back in a surprisingly short space of time with a hand-bag — a brown bag, which I recognized to be my own.

The agitated guests crowded round him like a swarm of bees. He had difficulty in forcing his way through them. The manager did his best to keep them in something like order — first with a show of mildness.

“Ladies, gentlemen — gently, gently, if you please.” Then, with a sudden ferocity: “Stand back, there! If you will not stand back, if you will not make room, how can anything be done? Keep these people back!”

To whom this order was addressed was not quite clear. Thus admonished, the people kept themselves back — at least, sufficiently to enable that under-strapper to pass with my bag to the table. The manager said to him:

“Go to the other side; what have you in that bag?” When, as he said this, his guests evinced an inclination to press forward, he threw out his arms on either side of him and positively shouted:

“Will you not keep back? If you will keep back, everything shall be done in order before you all. I ask you only to be a little sensible. If there is so much confusion, we shall not know what we are doing. I beg of you that you will be calm.”

If they were not precisely calm, the people did show some slight inclination to behave with an approach to common sense. They permitted the bag to be placed on the table, and the manager to open it, having first put some questions to the young man who brought it in.

“Where did you find this bag?”

“In her room.” I was the “her,” which he made clear by pointing his finger straight at me.

“Was anyone else present in the room at the time you found it? Did you find anything else?”

“There were three other persons present in the room. That bag was the first thing I touched. When I opened it and saw what was inside, I thought that, for the present, that would be enough. I think you also will be of my opinion when you see what it contains.”

Then the manager opened the bag. He looked inside, then he turned it upside down and allowed the whole contents to fall out on to the table. Of all the extraordinary collections! I believe there were articles belonging to every person in the hotel. When you came to think of it, it was amazing how they had been gathered together — in what could only have been a short space of time — without the gatherer being detected. As for the behaviour of the guests of the hotel, it was like Bedlam broken loose. They pressed forward all together, ejaculating, exclaiming, snatching at this and that, as each saw some personal belonging.

“Keep back! Keep back!” shouted the manager. “Will you not keep back?” As he positively roared at them they did shrink back as if a trifle startled. “If you will only have a little patience each lady shall have what belongs to her — if it is here.”

Mrs. Anstruther’s voice was heard above the hubbub: “Are my diamonds there?” Then Mrs. Newball’s: “And my pearls?”

The under-strapper was examining the miscellaneous collection which my bag had contained with all those women breaking into continual exclamations, watching him with hungry eyes. He announced the result of his examination.

“No; Mrs. Anstruther’s diamonds do not appear to be here, nor Mrs. Newball’s pearls; there is nothing here which at all resembles them.”

The manager held out towards me a minatory finger; every one seemed to have developed a sudden mania for pointing, particularly at me.

“You! Where have you put Mrs. Newball’s pearls and Mrs. Anstruther’s diamonds? Better make a clean breast of it, and no longer play the hypocrite. We will find them, if you do not tell us where they are, be sure of it. Now tell us at once.”

How he thundered at me! It was most embarrassing, or it would have been if I had not been conscious that I held the key of the situation in my hand. As it was, I minded his thunder scarcely a little bit, though I always have hated being shouted at. I was very calm — certainly the calmest person there — which, of course, was not saying very much.

“I can tell you where they are, if that is what you mean.”

“You know that is what I mean. Tell us at once! at once!”

He banged his fist upon the table so that that miscellaneous collection trembled. I did not tremble, though perhaps it was his intention that I should. I was growing calmer and calmer.

“In the first place, let me inform you that if you suppose I put those things in my bag — the bag is certainly mine — or had anything to do with their getting there, you are mistaken.”

My words, and perhaps my manner, created a small diversion. “What impudence!” “What assurance!” “Did you ever see anything like it?” “So young and so brazen!” “The impudent baggage!” Those were some of the things which they said, which were very nice for me to have to listen to. But I was sure, from a glimpse I had caught of Mr. and Miss Sterndale, that they were not quite at their ease, and that was such a comfort.

“No lies!” thundered the manager, whose English became a little vulgar. “No foolery! No stuck-up rubbish! Tell us the truth — where are these ladies’ jewels?”

“I propose to tell you the truth, if you will have a little patience.” I returned him look for look; I was not the least afraid of him. “I am going to give you a little surprise.” I was so conscious of that that I was beginning to feel almost amused. “I have a power of which I think none of you have any conception, especially two of you. I know what people are saying although I do not hear them; like the deaf and dumb, who know what a person is saying by merely watching his lips.”

There were some very rude interruptions, to which I paid no notice whatever. An elderly man whom I had never seen before, and who spoke with an air of authority, advised them to give me a hearing. They did let me go on.

I told them what I had seen Miss Sterndale say to her brother on the balcony the morning before. It was some satisfaction to see the startled look which came upon the faces of both the brother and the sister. They made some very noisy and uncivil comments, but, as I could see how uncomfortable they were feeling, I let them make them. I went on. I told how unhappy I had been all day, and how, when I returned, I found under the bottom tray of my jewel-case the diamond pendant. How, astounded, I went down to ask Miss Sterndale why she had put it there, and how, encountering Miss Goodridge bewailing her loss, utterly taken aback, I held out to her her pendant in a manner which, I admitted, might very easily have seemed suspicious.

By this time the manager’s room was in a delightful state of din. Mr. and Miss Sterndale were both of them shouting together, declaring that it was shocking that such a creature as I was should be allowed to make such monstrous insinuations. I believe, if it had not been for that grey-haired man who had suddenly assumed a position of authority, that Miss Sterndale would have made a personal assault on me. She seemed half beside herself with rage — and, I was quite sure, with something else as well.

I continued — in spite of the Sterndales. I could see that I was creating a state of perplexity in the minds of my hearers which might very shortly induce them to take up an entirely different attitude towards me. I told of the brief dialogue which had taken place between the sister and brother that very morning. And then you should have seen how the Sterndales stormed and raged.

“It seems to me,” observed the grey-haired man to Mr. Sterndale, “that you protest too much, sir. If this young lady is all the things you say she is, presently you will have every opportunity of proving it. Since she is one young girl among all us grown-ups, it is only right and decent that we should hear what she has to say for herself. We can condemn her afterwards — that part will be easy.”

So I went on again. There was very little to add. They knew almost as much of the rest as I did. Some one had effected a wholesale clearance of pretty nearly every valuable which the house contained. I did not pretend to be certain, but I thought it extremely probable that it was Miss Sterndale who had done this, while her brother kept the owners occupied in other directions. At this point glances were exchanged. I afterwards learned that Mr. Sterndale had organized a party for an excursion on the Lake of Brienz, which had been joined by nearly every one in the place with the exception of Miss Sterndale, who was supposed to have gone for a solitary expedition up the Schynnige Platte. When Miss Sterndale saw those glances, as I have no doubt she did, she commenced to storm and rage again, and continued to the end. I do not think, even then, she guessed what was coming; but she was already more uncomfortable than she had expected to be, and I could see that her brother felt the same. His face was white and set; he looked like a man who was trying to think of the best way in which to confront a desperate situation.

I went on to explain, quite calmly, that as, owing to the machinations of Mr. Sterndale and his sister, every one in the house had come to look upon me as a thief, their evident intention was to allow suspicion to be centred on me, and that that was why they put those things in my bag.

“But what were they going to gain by that?” asked the grey-haired man, rather pertinently. His question was echoed in a chorus by the rest — particularly, I noticed, by the Sterndales, who laid emphasis on the transparent absurdity of what I was saying.

“If you will allow me to continue, I will soon make it perfectly clear to you what they were going to gain. If you remember, when Mr. Sterndale was talking to his sister on the balcony this morning, I saw him say to her that there were only two things in the house worth having — —”

Here Mr. Sterndale burst into a very hurricane of adjectives. The grey-haired man addressed him with rather unlooked-for vigour.

“Silence, sir! Allow Miss Lee to continue.”

Mr. Sterndale was silent. I fancy he was rather cowed by what he saw in the speaker’s eyes. I did continue.

“The only two things which, according to Mr. Sterndale, were worth having were Mrs. Anstruther’s diamonds and Mrs. Newball’s pearls. If they put the whole of the rest of the stolen things into my bag it would be taken for granted that I was the thief, and they would be able to continue in unsuspected possession of the two things which were worth much more than all the rest put together.”

The moment I stopped the clamour began again.

“And where do you suggest, young lady,” asked the grey-haired man, “that those two articles are?”

“I will tell you.” I looked at Miss Sterndale and then at her brother. I believe they would both have liked to have killed and eaten me. They can scarcely have been sure, even then, of what I was going to say, but I could see that they were devoured by anxiety and fear. “I have told you that I can see what people are saying by merely watching their lips. When Miss Sterndale came into the room she whispered something to her brother, in so faint a whisper that her words could have been scarcely audible even to themselves; but I saw their faces, and I knew what they had said as plainly as if they had shouted it. He told her that he had Mrs. Anstruther’s diamonds in the pocket of the jacket he has on.”

I paused. The first expression on Mr. Sterndale’s face was one of blank astonishment. Then he broke into Billingsgate abuse of me.

“You infernal liar! You two-faced cat! You dirty little witch! I’m not going to stay in this room to be insulted by a miserable creature — —”

He made for the door. “Stop him!” I cried. As he reached the door it was thrown back almost in his face, and who should come into the room but Mr. and Mrs. Travers. How glad I was to see them! “Stop him!” I cried to Mr. Travers. “Stop that man!” And Mr. Travers stopped him. “Put your hand into the pocket of his jacket and take out what he has there.”

Mr. Travers, knowing nothing of what had been taking place, must have been rather at a loss as to what I might mean by such a request; but he did as I told him, all the same. Mr. Sterndale struggled; he did his best to protect himself and his pocket; but he was rather a small man, and Mr. Travers was a giant, both in stature and in strength. In a very few seconds he was staring at the contents of his hand.

“From the look of things, this gentleman’s pocket seems to be stuffed with diamonds. Here’s a diamond necklace.”

He held one up in the air. Heavy weight though she was, I believe that Mrs. Anstruther sprang several inches from the floor.

“It’s my necklace!” she screamed.

“And where are my pearls?” demanded Mrs. Newball.

“Miss Sterndale whispered to her brother that your pearls were inside the bodice of her dress.”

The words were scarcely out of my lips before Mrs. Newball sprang at Miss Sterndale, and there ensued a really painful scene. Had she not been restrained, I dare say she would have torn Miss Sterndale’s clothes right off her. As it was, some one opened her bodice, and the pearls were produced.

The scene which followed was like pandemonium on a small scale. It seemed as if every one had gone stark, staring mad. Guests, manager, and staff were all shouting together. I know that Mrs. Travers had her arm round me, and I was happier than — only a few minutes before — I thought that I should ever feel again.

We did not prosecute the Sterndales — which turned out not to be their name, and they were proved not to be sister and brother. Law in Switzerland does not move too quickly; the formalities to be observed are numerous. I did not very much want to have to remain in Switzerland for an indefinite period, at my own expense, to give evidence in a case in which I was not in the faintest degree interested. The others, the guests in the hotel, did not want to do that any more than I did. Their property was restored to them — that was what they wanted. They would have liked to punish the thieves, but not at the cost of so much inconvenience to themselves. So far as we were concerned, the criminals got off scot-free; but, none the less, they did not escape the vengeance of the law. That night they were arrested at Interlaken on another charge. It seemed that they were the perpetrators of that robbery in the hotel at Pontresina which, according to Mr. Sterndale, his apocryphal clerical friend had laid at my door. They had passed there as Mr. and Mrs. Burnett, and were found guilty and sentenced to a long term of imprisonment. I have not seen or heard anything of that pseudonymous brother and sister since. I hope I never shall.

To find out what people are saying to each other in confidence, when they suppose themselves to be out of the reach of curious ears, may be very like eavesdropping. If it is, I am very glad that, on various occasions in my life, I have been enabled to be an eavesdropper in that sense. Had I not, at Interlaken, had the power which made of me an eavesdropper, I might have been branded as a criminal, and my happiness, my whole life, have been destroyed for ever.


CONSCIENCE

I had been spending a few days at Brighton, and was sitting one morning on the balcony of the West Pier pavilion, listening to the fine band of the Gordon Highlanders. The weather was beautiful — the kind one sometimes does get at Brighton — blue skies, a warm sun, and just that touch in the soft breeze which serves as a pick-me-up. There were crowds of people. I sat on one end of a bench. In a corner, within a few feet of me, a man was standing, leaning with his back against the railing — an odd-looking man, tall, slender, with something almost Mongolian in his clean-shaven, round face. I had noticed him on that particular spot each time I had been on the pier. He was well tailored, and that morning, for the first time, he wore a flower in his button-hole. As one sometimes does when one sees an unusual-looking stranger, I wondered hazily what kind of person he might be. I did not like the look of him.

Presently another man came along the balcony and paused close to him. They took no notice of each other; the new-comer looked attentively at the crowd promenading on the deck below, almost ostentatiously disregarding the other’s neighbourhood. All the same, the man in the corner whispered something which probably reached his ears alone — and my perception — which seemed to be a few disconnected words:

“Mauve dress, big black velvet hat, ostrich plume; four-thirty train.”

That was all he said. I do not suppose that anyone there, except the man who had paused and the lazy-looking girl whose eyes had chanced for a moment to wander towards his lips, had any notion that he had spoken at all. The new-comer remained for a few moments idly watching the promenaders, then, turning, without vouchsafing the other the slightest sign of recognition, strolled carelessly on.

It struck me as rather an odd little scene. I was constantly being made an unintentional confidante of what were meant to be secrets; but about that brief sentence which the one had whispered to the other there was a piquant something which struck me as amusing — the more especially as I believed I had seen the lady to whom the words referred. As I came on the pier I had been struck by her gorgeous appearance, as being a person who probably had more money than taste.

Some minutes passed. The Mongolian-looking man remained perfectly quiescent in his corner. Then another man came strolling along — big and burly, in a reddish brown suit, a green felt hat worn slightly on one side of his head. He paused on the same spot on which the first man had brought his stroll to a close, and he paid no attention to the gentleman in the corner, who looked right away from him, even while I could see his lips framing precisely the same sentence:

“Mauve dress, big black velvet hat, ostrich plume; four-thirty train.”

The big man showed by no sign that he had heard a sound. He continued to do as his predecessor had done — stared at the promenaders, then strolled carelessly on.

This second episode struck me as being rather odder than the first. Why were such commonplace words uttered in so mysterious a manner? Would a third man come along? I waited to see — and waited in vain. The band played “God Save the King,” the people rose, but no third man had appeared. I left the Mongolian-looking gentleman still in his corner and went to the other side of the balcony to watch the people going down the pier. I saw the gorgeous lady in the mauve dress and big black picture-hat with a fine ostrich plume, and I wondered what interest she might have for the round-faced man in the corner, and what she had to do with the four-thirty train. She was with two or three equally gorgeous ladies and one or two wonderfully attired men; they seemed to be quite a party.

The next day I left Brighton by an early train. In the compartment I was reading the Sussex Daily News, when a paragraph caught my eye. “Tragic Occurrence on the Brighton Line.” Late the night before the body of a woman had been found lying on the ballast, as if she might have fallen out of a passing train. It described her costume — she was attired in a pale mauve dress and a big black picture-hat in which was an ostrich-feather plume. There were other details — plenty of them — but that was enough for me.

When I read that and thought of the man leaning against the railing I rather caught my breath. Two young men who were facing each other at the other end of the compartment began to talk about the paragraph in tones which were audible to all.

“Do you see that about the lady in the mauve dress who was found on the line? Do you know, I shouldn’t wonder a bit if it was Mrs. Farningham — that’s her rig-out to a T. And I know she was going up to town yesterday afternoon.”

“She did go,” replied the other; “and I’m told that when she started she’d had about enough cold tea.”

The other grinned — a grin of comprehension.

“If that’s so I shouldn’t wonder if the poor dear opened the carriage door, thinking it was some other door, and stepped out on to the line. From all I hear, it seems that she was quite capable of doing that sort of thing when she was like that.”

“Oh, quite; not a doubt of it. And she was capable of some pretty queer things when she wasn’t like that.”

I wondered; these young gentlemen might be right; still, the more I thought the more I wondered.

I was very much occupied just then. It was because I had nearly broken down in my work that I had gone for those few days to Brighton. I doubt if I even glanced at a newspaper for some considerable time after that. I cannot say that the episode wholly faded from my memory, but I never heard what was the sequel of the lady who was found on the line, or, indeed, anything more about her.

I accepted an engagement with a deaf and dumb girl who was about to travel with her parents on a long voyage, pretty nearly round the world. I was to meet them in Paris, and then go on with them to Marseilles, where the real journey commenced. The night before I started some friends gave me a sort of send-off dinner at the Embankment Hotel. We were about half-way through the meal when a man came in and sat by himself at a small round table, nearly facing me. I could not think where I had seen him before. I was puzzling my brain when a second man came across the room and strolled slowly by his table. He did not pause, nor did either allow a sign to escape him to show that they were acquaintances, yet I distinctly saw the lips of the man who was seated at the table frame about a dozen words:

“White dress, star in her hair, pink roses over left breast; to-night.”

The stroller went carelessly on, and for a moment my heart seemed to stand still. It all came back to me — the pier, the band of the Gordon Highlanders, the man with his back against the railings, the words whispered to the two men who had paused beside him. The diner in front of me was the Mongolian-looking man; I should have recognized him at once had not evening dress wrought such a change in him. That whispered sentence made assurance doubly sure. The party with whom I was dining had themselves been struck by the appearance of the lady in the white frock, with the diamond star in her hair, and the pink roses arranged so daintily in the corsage of her dress. There had been a laughing discussion about who was the nicest-looking person in the room; more than one opinion had supported the claim of the lady with the diamond star.

In the middle of that dinner I found myself all at once in a quandary, owing to that very inconvenient gift of mine. I recalled the whisper about the lady in the mauve dress, and how the very next day the body of a lady so attired had been found on the Brighton line. Was the whispered allusion to the lady in the white dress to have a similar unpleasant sequel? If there was fear of anything of the kind, what was I to do?

My friends, noticing my abstraction, rallied me on my inattention.

“May I point out to you,” observed my neighbour, “that the waiter is offering you asparagus, and has been doing so for about five minutes?”

Looking round, I found that the waiter was standing patiently at my side. I allowed him to help me. I was about to eat what he had given me when I saw some one advancing across the room whom I knew at once, in spite of the alteration which evening dress made in him — it was the big, burly man in the red-brown suit.

The comedy — if it were a comedy — was repeated. The big man, not, apparently, acknowledging the existence of the solitary diner, passed his table, seemingly by the merest chance, in the course of his passage towards another on the other side of the room. With a morsel of food on his fork poised mid-way between the plate and his mouth, the diner moved his lips to repeat his former words:

“White dress, star in her hair, pink roses over left breast; to-night.”

The big man had passed, the morsel of food had entered the diner’s mouth; nothing seemed to have happened, yet I was on the point of springing to my feet and electrifying the gaily dressed crowd by crying “Murder!”

More than once afterwards I wished I had done so. I do not know what would have happened if I had; I have sometimes asked myself if I could say what would not have happened. As a matter of fact, I did nothing at all. I do not say it to excuse myself, nor to blame anyone, but it seemed to me, at the moment, that to do anything was impossible, because those with whom I was dining made it so. I was their guest; they took care to make me understand that I owed them something as my hosts. They were in the merriest mood themselves; they seemed to regard it as of the first importance that I should be merry too. To the best of my ability I was outwardly as gay as the rest of them. The lady in the white dress, with her party, left early. I should have liked to give her some hint, some warning — I did neither; I just let her go. As she went across the room one or two members of our party toasted her under their breath. The solitary diner took no heed of her whatever. I had been furtively watching him the whole time, and he never once glanced in her direction. So far as I saw, he was so absorbed in his meal that he scarcely raised his eyes from the table. I knew, unfortunately, that I could not have mistaken the words which I had seen his lips forming. I tried to comfort myself with the reflection that they could not have referred to the vision of feminine loveliness which had just passed from the room.

The following morning I travelled by the early boat-train to Dover. When the train had left the station I looked at my Telegraph. I read a good deal of it; then, at the top of a column on one of the inside pages, I came upon a paragraph headed: “Mysterious Affair at the Embankment Hotel.” Not very long after midnight — in time, it seemed, to reach the paper before it went to press — the body of a young woman had been found in the courtyard of the hotel. She was in her night attire. She was recognized as one of the guests who had been staying in the hotel; she had either fallen or been thrown out of her bedroom window.

Something happened to my brain so that I was unconscious of the train, in which I was a passenger, as it sped onwards.

What did that paragraph mean? Could the woman who had been found in her night attire in the courtyard of the Embankment Hotel be the woman who had worn the white dress and a diamond star in her pretty brown hair? There was nothing to show that she was. There was nothing to connect that lightly clothed body with the whispered words of the solitary diner with a touch of the Mongol in his face; yet I wondered if it were not my duty to return at once to London and tell my story. But, after all, it was such a silly story; it amounted to nothing; it proved nothing. Those people were waiting for me in Paris; I could not desert them at the last moment, with all our passages booked, for what might turn out to be something even more fantastic than a will-o’-the-wisp.

So I went on to Paris, and, with them, nearly round the world; and I can say, without exaggeration, that more than once that curious-looking gentleman’s face seemed to have gone with me. Once, in an English paper which I picked up after we had landed at Hong-Kong, I read about the body of a woman which had been found on the Great Western Railway line near Exeter station — and I wondered. When I went out into the streets and saw on the faces of the people who thronged them something which recalled the solitary diner at the Embankment Hotel — I wondered still more.

More than two years elapsed. In the summer of the third I went to Buxton, as I had gone to Brighton, for a rest. I was seated one morning in the public gardens, with my thoughts on the other side of the world — we had not long returned from the Sandwich Islands — and I was comparing that land of perpetual summer with the crisp freshness of the Buxton air. With my thoughts still far away, my eyes passed idly from face to face of those around me, until presently I became aware that under the shade of a tree on my left a man was sitting alone. When I saw his face my thoughts came back with a rush; it was the man who had been on the pier at Brighton, and at the Embankment Hotel, and who had travelled with me round the world. The consciousness of his near neighbourhood gave me a nasty jar; as at the Embankment Hotel there was an impulsive moment when I felt like jumping on to my feet and denouncing him to the assembled crowd. He was dressed in a cool grey suit; as at Brighton, he had a flower in his button-hole; he sat upright and impassive, glancing neither to the left nor right, as if nothing was of interest to him.

Then the familiar comedy, which I believe I had rehearsed in my dreams, began again. A man came down the path from behind me, passing before I had seen his face, and under the shady tree paused for an instant to light a cigarette, and I saw the lips of the man on the chair forming words:

“Grey dress, lace scarf, Panama hat; five-five train.”

His lips framed those nine words only; then the man with the cigarette passed on, and I really do believe that my heart stood still. Comedy? I had an uncomfortable conviction that this was a tragedy which was being played — in the midst of that light-hearted crowd, in that pleasant garden, under those laughing skies. I waited for the action to continue — not very long. In the distance I saw a big, burly person threading his way among the people towards that shady tree, and I knew what was coming. He did not pause even for a single instant, he just went slowly by, within a foot of the chair, and the thin lips shaped themselves into words:

“Grey dress, lace scarf, Panama hat; five-five train.”

The big man sauntered on, leaving me with the most uncomfortable feeling that I had seen sentence of death pronounced on an innocent, helpless fellow-creature. I did not propose to sit still this time and allow those three uncanny beings, undisturbed, to work their evil wills. As at the hotel, the question recurred to me — What was I to do? Was I to go up and denounce this creature to his face? Suppose he chose to regard me as some ill-conducted person, what evidence had I to adduce that any statements I might make were true? I decided, in the first place, to leave him severely alone; I had thought of another plan.

Getting up from my chair I began to walk about the gardens. As had not been the case on two previous occasions, there was no person in sight who answered to the description— “Grey dress, lace scarf, Panama hat.” I was just about to conclude that this time the victim was not in plain view, when I saw a Panama hat in the crowd on the other side of the band. I moved quickly forward; it was certainly on a woman’s head. There was a lace scarf spread out upon her shoulders, a frock of a very light shade in grey. Was this the woman whose doom had been pronounced? I went more forward still, and, with an unpleasant sense of shock, recognized the wearer.

I was staying at the Empire Hotel. On the previous afternoon, at tea-time, the lounge had been very full. I saw a tall lady, who seemed to be alone, glancing about as if looking for an empty table. As she seemed to have some difficulty in finding one, and as I had a table all to myself, I suggested, as she came near, that she should have a seat at mine. The manner in which she received my suggestion took me aback. I suppose there are no ruder, more ill-bred creatures in the world than some English women. Whether she thought I wished to force my company upon her and somehow scrape an acquaintance, I cannot say. She could not have treated my suggestion with more contemptuous scorn had I tried to pick her pocket. She just looked down at me, as if wondering what kind of person I could be that I had dared to speak to her at all, and then, without condescending to reply, went on. I almost felt as if she had given me a slap across my face.

After dinner I saw her again in the lounge. She wore some very fine jewellery — she was a very striking woman, beautifully gowned. A diamond brooch was pinned to her bodice. As she approached I saw it was unfastened; it fell within a foot of where I was sitting. I picked it up and offered it to her, with the usual formula.

“I think this is your brooch — you have just dropped it.”

How do you think she thanked me? She hesitated a second to take the brooch, as if she thought I might be playing her some trick. Then, when she saw that it was hers, she took it and looked it carefully over — and what do you suppose she said?

“You are very insistent.”

That was all, every word — in such ineffable tones! She was apparently under the impression that I had engineered the dropping of that diamond brooch as a further step in my nefarious scheme to force on her the dishonour of my acquaintance.

This was the lady who in the public gardens was wearing a light grey dress, a lace scarf, and a Panama hat. What would she say to me if I told her about the man under the shady tree and his two friends? Yet, if I did not tell her, should I not feel responsible for whatever might ensue? That she went in danger of her life I was as sure as that I was standing there. She might be a very unpleasant, a very foolish woman, yet I could not stand by and allow her quite possibly to be done to death, without at least warning her of the danger which she ran. The sooner the warning was given the better. As she turned into a side path I turned into another, meaning to meet her in the centre of hers and warn her there and then.

The meeting took place, and, as I had more than half expected, I entirely failed to do what I had intended. The glance she fixed on me when she saw me coming and recognized who I was conveyed sufficient information. It said, as plainly as if in so many words, that if I dared to insult her by attempting to address her it would be at my own proper peril. None the less, I did dare. I remembered the woman in the mauve dress, and the woman in the white, and the feeling I had had that by the utterance of a few words I might have saved their lives. I was going to do my best to save hers, even though she tried to freeze me while I was in the act of doing so.

We met. As if scenting my design, as we neared each other she quickened her pace to stride right past. But I was too quick for her; I barred the way. The expression with which, as she recognized my intention, she regarded me! But I was not to be frightened into dumbness.

“There is something I have to say to you which is important — of the very first importance — which it is essential that I should say and you should hear. I have not the least intention of forcing on you my acquaintance, but with your sanction — —”

I got as far as that, but I got no farther. As I still continued to bar her path, she turned right round and marched in the other direction. I might have gone after her, I might have stopped her — I did move a step or two; but when I did she spoke to me over her shoulder as she was moving:

“If you dare to speak to me again I shall claim the protection of the police; so be advised.”

I was advised. Whether the woman suffered from some obscure form of mental disease or not I could not say, or with what majesty she supposed herself to be hedged around, which made it the height of presumption for a mere outsider to venture to address her — that also was a mystery to me. As I had no wish to have a scene in the public gardens, and as it appeared that there would be a scene if I did any more to try to help her, I let her go.

I saw her leave the gardens, and when I had seen that I strolled back. There, under the shady tree, still sat the man with the touch of the Mongol in his face.

After luncheon, which I took at the hotel, I had a surprise. There, in the hall, was my gentleman, going through the front door. I spoke to the hall porter.

“Is that gentleman staying in the house?” The porter intimated that he was. “Can you tell me what his name is?” The porter answered promptly, perhaps because it was such an unusual name:

“Mr. John Tung.” Then he added, with a smile, “I used to be in the Navy. When we were on the China station I was always meeting people with names like that — this gentleman is the first I’ve met since.”

An idea occurred to me. I felt responsible for that woman, in spite of her stupidity. If anything happened to her it would lie at my door. For my own sake I did not propose to run the risk. I went to the post office and I sent a telegram to John Tung, Empire Hotel. The clerk on the other side of the counter seemed rather surprised as he read the words which I wished him to wire.

“I suppose this is all right?” he questioned, as if in doubt.

“Perfectly all right,” I replied. “Please send that telegram at once.”

I quitted the office, leaving that telegraph clerk scanning my message as if he were still in doubt if it was in order. In the course of the afternoon I had another idea. I wrote what follows on a sheet of paper.

“You threw the woman in the mauve dress on to the Brighton line; you were responsible for the death of the woman in the white dress at the Embankment Hotel; you killed the woman who was found on the Great Western line near Exeter station; but you are going to do no mischief to the woman in the grey dress and the lace scarf and the Panama hat, who is going up to town by the five-five.

“Be sure of that.

“Also you may be sure that the day of reckoning is at hand, when you and your two accomplices will be called to a strict account. In that hour you will be shown no more mercy than you have shown.

“That is as certain as that, at the present moment, you are still alive. But the messengers of justice are drawing near.”

There was no beginning and no ending, no date, no address — I just wrote that and left it so. It was wild language, in which I took a good deal for granted that I had no right to take; and it savoured a good deal of melodrama and highfalutin. But then, my whole scheme was a wild-cat scheme; if it succeeded it would be because of that, as it were, very wild-cat property. I put my sheet of paper into an envelope, and I wrote outside it in very large, plain letters, “Mr. John Tung.” Then I went into the lounge of the hotel for tea — and I waited.

And I kept on waiting for quite a considerable time. It was rather early for tea, but as time passed and people began to gather together, and there were still no signs of the persons whose presence I particularly desired, I began to fidget. If none of them appeared I should have to reconsider my plan of campaign. I was just on the point of concluding that the moment had come when I had better think of something else, when I saw Mr. John Tung standing in the doorway and with him his two acquaintances. This was better than I had expected. Their appearance together in the public room of the hotel suggested all sorts of possibilities to my mind.

I had that missive prepared. I waited until I had some notion of the quarter of the room in which they proposed to establish themselves, then I rose from my chair and, crossing to the other side of the lounge, left on a table close to that at which they were about to sit — I hoped unnoticed — the envelope on which “Mr. John Tung” was so plainly written. Then I watched for the march of events.

What I had hoped would occur did happen. A waiter, bustling towards the new-comers, saw the envelope lying on a vacant table, picked it up, perceived that it was addressed to Mr. John Tung, and bore it to that gentleman. I could not hear, but I saw what was said. The waiter began:

“Is this your letter, sir?”

Mr. Tung glanced, as if surprised, at the envelope which the man was holding, then took it from between his fingers and stared at it hard.

“Where did you get this?” he asked.

“It was on that table, sir.”

“What table?”

“The one over there, sir.”

Mr. Tung looked in the direction in which the man was pointing, as if not quite certain what he meant.

“How came it to be there? Who put it there?”

“Can’t say, sir. I saw an envelope lying on the table as I was coming to you, and when I saw your name on it I thought it might be yours. Tea, sir?”

“Tea for three, and bring some buttered toast.”

The waiter went. Mr. Tung remained staring at the envelope as if there were something in its appearance which he found a little puzzling. One of his companions spoke to him; but as his back was towards me I could not see what he said — I could guess from the other’s answer.

“Some rubbish; a circular, I suppose — the sort of thing one does get in hotels.”

Then he opened the envelope, and — I had rather a funny feeling. I was perfectly conscious that from the point of view of a court of law I had not the slightest right to pen a single one of the words which were on the sheet of paper inside that envelope. For all I could prove, Mr. Tung and his friends might be the most innocent of men. I might find it pretty hard to prove that the Mongolian-looking gentleman had whispered either of the brief, jerky sentences which I had seen him whisper; and, even if I could get as far as that, there still remained the difficulty of showing that they bore anything like the construction which I had put upon them. If I had misjudged him, if my deductions had been wrong, then Mr. Tung, when he found what was in that envelope, would be more than justified in making a fine to-do. It was quite possible, since I could not have eyes at the back of my head, that some one had seen me leave that envelope on the table, in which case my authorship might be traced, and I should be in a pretty awkward situation. That woman in the grey dress would be shown to have had right on her side when she declined, with such a show of scorn, to allow me even to speak to her. So, while Mr. Tung was tearing open the envelope and taking out the sheet of paper, I had some distinctly uncomfortable moments. Suppose I had wronged him — what was I to do? Own up, make a clean breast of it — or run away?

I had not yet found an answer when I became perfectly certain that none was required. My chance shot had struck him like a bombshell; the change which took place in his countenance when he began to read what was written on that piece of paper was really curious. I should have said he had a visage over whose muscles he exercised great control — Mongols have as a rule. But those words of mine were so wholly unexpected that when he first saw them his expression was, on the instant, one of stunned amazement. He glanced at the opening words, then, dropping his hands to his sides, gazed round the room, as if he were wondering if there were anyone there who could have written them. Then he raised the sheet of paper again and read farther. And, as he read, his breath seemed to come quicker, his eyes dilated, the colour left his cheeks, his jaw dropped open. He presented a unique picture of the surprise which is born of terror.

His companions, looking at him, were affected as he was, without knowing why. The big, burly man leaned towards him; I saw him mutter:

“You look as if you’d had a stroke. What’s the matter? What’s that you’ve got there? Don’t look like that. Every one is staring at you. What’s up?”

Mr. Tung did not reply; he looked at the speaker, then at the sheet of paper — that time I am sure he did not see what was on it. Then he crumpled the sheet of paper up in his hand, and without a word strode across the lounge into the hall beyond. His two companions looked after him in bewildered amazement; then they went also, not quite so fast as he had done, but fast enough. And all the people in the lounge looked at each other. The manner of the exit of these three gentlemen had created a small sensation.

My little experiment had succeeded altogether beyond my anticipation. It was plain that I had not misjudged this gentleman. It would be difficult to find a more striking illustration than that presented by Mr. John Tung of the awful accusing conscience which strikes terror into a man’s soul. I could not afford to let my acquaintance with these three interesting gentlemen cease at this moment; the woman in the grey dress must still not be left to their tender mercies.

After what seemed to me to be a sufficient interval, I left my tea and went after them into the hall. I was just in time. The three men were in the act of leaving the hotel. As they were moving towards the door a page came up, an official envelope in his hand.

“Mr. John Tung? A telegram for you, sir.”

Mr. Tung took it as if it were some dangerous thing, hesitated, glanced at the men beside him, tore it open, read what was on the flimsy sheet of pink paper, and walked so quickly out of the building that his gait almost approached a run. His companions went after him as if they were giving chase. My wire had finished what those few plain words on the sheet of paper had begun.

I was lingering in the hall, rather at a loss as to what was the next step that I had better take, when the woman in the grey dress came out of the lift, which had just descended. A cab was at the door, on which was luggage. Although she must have seen me very clearly, she did not recognize my presence, but passed straight out to the cab. She was going up to London by the five-five train.

I no longer hesitated what to do. I, too, quitted the hotel and got into a cab. It still wanted ten minutes to five when I reached the station. The train was standing by the platform; the grey-frocked lady was superintending the labelling of her luggage — apparently she had no maid. She was escorted by a porter, who had her luggage in charge, to a first-class carriage. On the top of her luggage was the tell-tale thing which has probably done more harm than good — the dressing-bag which is so dear to the hearts of many women, which ostentatiously proclaims the fact that it contains their jewels, probably their money, all that they are travelling with which they value most. One has only to get hold of the average travelling woman’s dressing-bag to become possessed of all that she has — from the practical thief’s point of view — worth taking — all contained in one portable and convenient package.

At the open door of the compartment next to the one to which the porter ushered her the big, burly man was standing — rather to my surprise. I thought I had startled him more than that. Presently who should come strolling up but his more slightly built acquaintance. Apparently he did not know him now; he passed into the compartment at whose door he was standing, without a nod or a sign of greeting. My glance travelling down the platform, I saw that standing outside a compartment only a few doors off was Mr. John Tung.

This did not suit me at all. I did not propose that those three gentlemen should travel with the grey-frocked lady by the five-five train to town. Rather than that I would have called in the aid of the police, though it would have been a very queer tale that I should have had to tell them. Perhaps fortunately, I hit upon what the old-time cookery books used to call “another way.” I had done so well with one unexpected message that I thought I would try another. There were ten minutes before the train started — still time.

I rushed to the ladies’ waiting-room. I begged a sheet of paper and an envelope from the attendant in charge. It was a queer sheet of paper which she gave me — and on it I scribbled:

“You are watched. Your intentions are known.

“The police are travelling by the five-five train to London in attendance on the lady in the grey dress. If they do not take you on the road they will arrest you when you reach town.

“Then heigh-ho for the gallows!”

I was in doubt whether or not to add that last line. I dare say if I had had a second or two to think I should not have added it; but I had not. I just scrawled it off as fast as I could, folded the sheet of paper, slipped it into the envelope, which I addressed in large bald letters to Mr. John Tung. The attendant had a little girl with her of, perhaps, twelve or thirteen years old, who was acting as her assistant. I took her to the waiting-room door, pointed out Mr. Tung, and told her that if she would slip that envelope into the gentleman’s hand and come back to me without having told him where she got it from, I would give her a shilling.

Officials were examining tickets, doors were being closed, preparations were being made to start, when that long-legged young person ran off on her errand. She gave Mr. Tung the envelope as he was stepping into the carriage. He had not time even to realize that he had got it before she was off again. I saw him glance with a startled face at the envelope, open it, hurriedly scan what was within, then make a dart into the compartment by which he was standing, emerge with a bag in his hand, and hurry from the station. Conscience had been too much for him again. The big, burly man, seeing him going, went hurrying after him, as the train was in the very act of starting. As it moved along the platform the face of the third man appeared at the window of his compartment, gazing in apparent astonishment after the other two. He might go to London by the five-five if he chose. I did not think it mattered if he went alone. I scanned the newspapers very carefully the next day; as there was no record of anything unusual having happened during the journey or afterwards I concluded that my feeling that nothing was to be feared from that solitary gentleman had been well founded, and that the lady in the grey dress had reached her destination in comfort and safety.

What became of Mr. Tung when he left the station I do not know; I can only say that he did not return to the hotel. That Buxton episode was in August. About a month afterwards, towards the close of September, I was going north. I started from Euston station. I had secured my seat, and, as there were still several minutes before the train went off, I strolled up and down the platform. Outside the open door of one of the compartments, just as he had done at Buxton station, Mr. Tung was standing!

The sight of him inspired me with a feeling of actual rage. That such a dreadful creature as I was convinced he was should go through life like some beast of prey, seeking for helpless victims whom it would be safe to destroy — that he should be standing there, so well dressed, so well fed, so seemingly prosperous, with all the appearance about him of one with whom the world went very well — the sight of him made me positively furious. It might be impossible, for various reasons, to bring his crimes home to him, but I could still be a thorn in his side, and might punish him in a fashion of my own. I had been the occasion to him of one moment in which conscience had mastered him and terror held him by the throat. I might render him a similar service a second time.

I was seized with a sudden desire to give him a shock which would at least destroy his pleasure for the rest of that day. Recalling what I had done at Buxton, I went to the bookstall and purchased for the sum of one penny an envelope and a sheet of paper. I took these to the waiting-room, and on the sheet of paper I wrote three lines — without even a moment’s consideration:

“You are about to be arrested. Justice is going to be done.

“Your time has come.

“Prepare for the end.”

I put the sheet of paper containing these words into the envelope, and, waylaying a small boy, who appeared to have been delivering a parcel to some one in the station, I instructed him to hand my gentleman the envelope and then make off. He did his part very well. Tung was standing sideways, looking down the platform, so that he did not see my messenger approaching from behind; the envelope was slipped into his hand almost before he knew it, and the boy was off. He found himself with an envelope in his hand without, I believe, clearly realizing whence it had come — my messenger was lost in the crowd before he had turned; it might have tumbled from the skies for all he could say with certainty.

For him the recurrence of the episode of the mysterious envelope was in itself a shock. I could see that from where I stood. He stared at it, as he had done before, as if it had been a bomb which at any moment might explode. When he saw his own name written on the face of the envelope, and the fashion of the writing, he looked frantically around, as if eagerly seeking for some explanation of this strange thing. I should say, for all his appearance of sleek prosperity, that his nerves were in a state of jumps. His lips twitched; he seemed to be shaking; he looked as if it would need very little to make him run. With fingers which I am sure were trembling he opened the envelope; he took out the sheet of paper — and he read.

When he had read he seemed to be striving to keep himself from playing the cur; he looked across the platform with such an expression on his face and in his eyes! A constable was advancing towards him, with another man by his side. The probability is that, scared half out of his senses, conscience having come into its own, he misinterpreted the intention of the advancing couple. Those three lines, warning him that he was about to be arrested, that his time had come, to prepare for the end, synchronized so perfectly with the appearance of the constable and his companion, who turned out to be a “plain clothes man” engaged on the company’s business, that in his suddenly unnerved state he jumped to the conclusion that the warning and its fulfilment had come together — that those two officers of the law were coming to arrest him there and then.

Having arrived at that conclusion, he seems to have passed quickly to another — that he would not be taken alive. He put his hand into his jacket pocket, took out a revolver, which had no doubt been kept there for quite another purpose, put the muzzle to his brow, and while the two men — thinking of him not at all — were still a few yards off, he blew his brains out. He was dead before they reached him — killed by conscience.

They found his luggage in the compartment in which he had been about to travel. The contents of his various belongings supplied sufficient explanation of his tragic end. He lived in a small flat off the Marylebone Road — alone; the address was contained in his bag. When the police went there they found a miscellaneous collection of articles which had certainly, in the original instance, never belonged to him. There were feminine belongings of all sorts and kinds. Some of them were traced to their former owners, and in each case the owner was found to have died in circumstances which had never been adequately explained. This man seemed to have been carrying on for years, with perfect impunity, a hideous traffic in robbery and murder — and the victim was always a woman. His true name was never ascertained. It was clear, from certain papers which were found in his flat, that he had spent several years of his youth in the East. He seemed to have been a solitary creature — a savage beast alone in its lair. Nothing was found out about his parents or his friends; nor about two acquaintances of whom I might have supplied some particulars. Personally, I never saw nor heard anything of either of them again.

I went on from Euston Station by that train to the north. Just as we were about to start a girl came bundling into my compartment whom I knew very well.

“That was a close shave,” she said, as she took her seat. “I thought I should have missed it; my taxi-cab burst a tyre. What’s this I heard them saying about some one having committed suicide on the platform? Is it true?”

“I believe there was something of the kind; in fact, I know there was. It has quite upset me.”

“Poor dear! You do look out of sorts. A thing like that would upset anyone.” She glanced at me with sympathetic eyes. “I was talking about you only yesterday. I was saying that a person with your power of what practically amounts to reading people’s thoughts ought to be able to do a great deal of good in the world. Do you think you ever do any good?”

The question was asked half laughingly. We were in a corridor carriage. Two women at the other end of it suddenly got up and went, apparently, in search of another. I had been in no state to notice anything when I had got in; now I realized that one of the women who had risen was the one who had worn the grey dress at Buxton. She had evidently recognized me on the instant. I saw her whisper to her companion in the corridor, before they moved off:

“I couldn’t possibly remain in the same compartment with that half-bred gipsy-looking creature. I’ve had experience of her before.”

I was the half-bred gipsy-looking creature. The experience she had had of me was when I saved her life at Buxton. That I did save her life I am pretty sure. I said to my friend, when they had gone:

“I hope that sometimes I do do a little good; but even when I do, for the most part it’s done by stealth, and not known to fame; and sometimes, even, it’s not recognized as good at all.”

“Is that so?” replied my friend. “What a very curious world it is.”

When I thought of what had happened on the platform which we were leaving so rapidly behind, I agreed with her with all my heart and soul.


MATCHED

This gift of mine of entering into people’s confidence, even against their will, has occasionally placed me in the most uncomfortable situations. Take, for instance, what I will call “The Affair of the Pleasure Cruise,” or “Matched.”

The story began at Charing Cross Station. I had just entered the station and was looking about for the platform from which my train was going to start, when I saw one man hurrying up to another. I do not know what it was which caused him to catch my eye, unless it was that he was in such desperate haste, and was so covered with freckles, and had such a very red moustache; but I distinctly saw him say to the other — what he meant I had not the dimmest notion; some of the language he used was strange:

“She’s done a bunk all right, and is away with the best of the swag. Here’s her brief.” He handed to the other man what looked to me like a continental railway-ticket. “I don’t fancy the bloke is going; you’ll have to go on and get the lot out the other end. It’s worth having, you know; we’ll be able to plant it easily. You understand? Move yourself; the train’s just starting.”

The man addressed did move himself, tearing through a gate over which was a board inscribed “Folkestone Harbour and Continent.” His doing so made me think of Mr. Brookes. I had been to his wedding that morning, and had, indeed, only just come away from the reception which followed. I had gathered that he and his bride were to travel by that boat-train.

Thinking thus about the bride and bridegroom, who, since the train had started, I took it for granted were already on their way, what was my surprise to see coming through the wicket on to the platform which the boat-train had just quitted — Mr. Everard Brookes! He had discarded the orthodox “frocker” in which he had been married, and in which I had seen him last, for a grey tweed suit — but it was he. And he seemed to be in a state of great disturbance, as if he were looking for some one he could not find. A railway official was on either side of him, each of whom seemed doing his best to calm his obvious agitation. What struck me as the strangest part of it was that he was alone. An idea occurred to me as I walked towards him.

“Mr. Brookes,” I asked, “have you missed your train? You haven’t let your wife go off alone?”

“She hasn’t gone on alone,” he rejoined. “She isn’t in the train at all.”

“She might have been in the train, you know, sir,” struck in one of the officials. “It’s not easy to make out every one who’s travelling in a long train like that.”

Mr. Brookes turned on him with a show of anger which I knew was quite foreign to his character.

“I tell you I saw her go through the gate as clearly as I see you now, but though I watched for her to come back she never returned, although I never once took my eyes off the gate; that I am prepared to swear.”

He turned to me with an explanation of his discomposure which filled me with surprise.

“We were standing, my wife and I, outside the compartment in which I had reserved our seats, when, about ten minutes before the train was due to start, she said to me: ‘Everard, I’ve forgotten something. I must go and see about it at once. I’ll be back in a moment.’ She got into the compartment, took her travelling-bag off the seat, and was about to hurry down the platform. I asked her what she had thought of so suddenly; if it was something she wanted I offered to go and get it for her. She laughed at me. ‘You stay where you are and let no one get into our carriage. I’ll be back in less than a minute.’ She was off before I could stop her. I thought it rather odd that she had thought of something so very pressing at the last minute, and had actually taken her bag with her, which contained all her belongings. I saw her go down the platform and through the gate; then, when I had waited two minutes, I strolled down the platform to see if I could discover her. I could see nothing. I was afraid to go through the gate lest we should miss each other, so I stood close to the gate, and I’ll swear that no one the least like her came through it.”

Mr. Brookes took off his bowler hat and passed his handkerchief across his brow. I had never seen him so disturbed.

“It occurred to me, after I had been waiting some little time, and the train was due to start, that, at her suggestion, I had put the tickets in her bag and practically all my money. I did not know what to do. I had never been in such a position in my life; I had not dreamt that I could be in such a position. They were calling out, ‘Take your seats,’ and were shutting the doors. What had become of Clare? I could not imagine. I could not go without her. Our luggage was in the train, I could not ask the officials to delay the train on our account, and while I was in a state bordering on distraction the issue was taken out of my hands — the train started; and now” — turning to one of the officials— “this man wants me to believe that she was in the train after all. I am perfectly certain that she was nothing of the kind. What has become of her I don’t know, but I’ll swear she wasn’t in that train.”

The amazing part of it was that he never did know what had become of her — the bride had left the bridegroom on the eve of their wedding journey and vanished into space. Unfortunately, there were one or two suspicious circumstances about that vanishing. She had taken her brand-new dressing-case with her, a present from him, which contained all their portable property which was worth having — besides two hundred pounds in English money which was to have been spent upon the honeymoon. Mr. Brookes never saw any of that again. The heavy luggage which had gone on by the train was claimed at the Gare du Nord by an individual who produced the checks for it, as well as the keys, which permitted of the Customs examination — and that vanished. The wedding reception had been held at a South Kensington hotel, at which the presents had been exhibited. Before Mr. Brookes got back to it some one called for the presents, armed with a letter from Mrs. Brookes — it seemed that she had made arrangements with the hotel people before she left to hand over the presents to some one who was to call for them — and they were never seen again.

The thing was very well done; Mr. Brookes found that he had been robbed in almost every direction in which he could have been robbed. To an onlooker it had its comical side, but it was a tragedy to him. He told me afterwards that, in one way or another, he reckoned he had been done out of more than a thousand pounds — to say nothing of his wife.

He had gone on one of those cruises, which are so in vogue nowadays, to the Norwegian fiords. On the boat was a most charming lady, a Miss Clare Percival. He was a well-to-do bachelor, about forty years of age — the lady struck him as being the wife he had been looking for for years. Affairs of that sort on yachts I believe grow rapidly. Ere long she owned that she liked him, when he asked her; before they reached England — I think it was a twenty-eight-day cruise — the liking had turned to love, or so she said. Three weeks after they were back in London they were married — that episode at Charing Cross Station was the result. The whole affair was decidedly funny — except for the mourning bridegroom.

About eighteen months afterwards I went for a yachting cruise — mine was to the Morocco coast and all sorts of pleasant-sounding places. Our party — we were called a “party” — consisted of about fifty persons. We had not been two days at sea when I had become impressed by two facts. One was that we had on board the proprietor of “Ebenezer’s Grey-Blue Pills” and samples of his large and ebullient family, and the other was that among the passengers was a lady whose appearance had the most singular effect on me. The moment I saw her I had a feeling that I had seen her somewhere before, but for the life of me I could not think where and when.

She was a delightful person; full of resource, skilled in all sorts of what are known as “parlour tricks”; she could sing and recite, tell funny tales, perform conjuring tricks, and play on the piano and the banjo and the fiddle, and, what was then the latest craze in musical instruments, the balalaika. She was good at bridge — some of the people said she was the best lady-player they had seen, and her knowledge of the sort of games which are calculated to amuse a general company was simply abnormal. She seemed to have lots of money, and some pretty dresses and some nice jewels. Before we were out of the Bay of Biscay she was the most prominent and popular person on board. By that time she had given people to understand, in a casual kind of way, that she had been an actress, and that she had been a singer, and that she had been an entertainer, and that she had written things and painted things — but I was commencing to wonder if she had ever been Mrs. Everard Brookes.

I frankly admit that the idea first came into my head because of the similarity of the cases; Mrs. Brookes had once been a single lady on a yachting cruise, and here was Marianne Tracy — she took pains to explain exactly how “Marianne” ought to be spelt — occupying precisely the same position. Of course, that was merely a coincidence; lots of single ladies go on yachting cruises, and they are all of them charming and respectable; and beyond that coincidence there was nothing, absolutely nothing. She bore no physical resemblance, from what I remembered, to Mrs. Brookes. I had only seen that lady once, and that was at her wedding, and I had a more or less vague recollection that she had fair hair, which matched her complexion, and that she was tall and slender, and, to my mind, uncomfortably prim; just the colourless sort of person one would expect Mr. Brookes to marry. Miss Tracy was black as night — black hair, black eyes, black eyebrows, and even the faintest shadow of what might be a black moustache. She was no taller than I was, but she was much plumper, and she was full of vivacity and high spirits; and as for prim — I do not wish to do the lady an injustice, but even by abuse of language one could not call her prim. She was hail fellow with every one on board — the officers, the passengers, the stewards, the crew, and, I dare say, the stokers down below; she had a knack of making friends with every one with whom she came in contact. Seeing, as I do, a great deal more than many people suppose, I was not a little tickled by some of the conversations in which I saw her take a very active part. She was a flirt. Before we were out of the Bay I believe that most of the male creatures on board, of all sorts and kinds, were under the impression that she was in love with them.

It was that faculty which I possess of seeing so much more than many folks guess which caused my vague suspicion to take, by degrees, a very concrete form. It was the evening on which we were leaving Gibraltar, where we had spent the day. Most gorgeous weather — the sky was ablaze with stars. I was prowling about the ship when, in a corner on the lower deck, I came upon an individual the sight of whom gave me quite a start. He was in a steward’s uniform, but I had certainly never seen him on board before. Whatever his duties might be, they had never brought him into the passengers’ saloons; I should have recognized him on the instant if they had. His was a face which, once seen by an observant pair of eyes like mine, was not likely to be forgotten, even after a lapse of eighteen months — and that period of time had passed since I had seen him.

The last, and first, time I had beheld that gentleman was at Charing Cross Railway Station on the afternoon on which Mrs. Everard Brookes had disappointed her husband by vanishing on the eve of their honeymoon. He was the individual who had hurried up to a masculine acquaintance and told him, right in front of me, that some one feminine had “done a bunk all right,” and was “away with the best of the swag”; and had handed him what he called “her brief,” and which had seemed to me to be a continental railway-ticket. There was no mistaking those freckles and that flaming moustache — or, indeed, the man as a whole.

My surprise at seeing him there was so great that for some seconds I did not realize whom he was talking to; then I saw that it was Miss Marianne Tracy; and, as I watched what they were saying, I began to understand. He said to her:

“The best of the old girl’s things he takes care of; those diamonds and pearls which we got the office about, which the old girl flashes around, are in a bag which he keeps in his locker. Some of the girls’ things are in it too; I dropped into the cabin as if by accident the other morning, and I saw him put them into his bag.”

The man winked at her when he said “by accident”; I have no doubt that Miss Tracy grasped his meaning. I had had no intention of playing the spy — I had made no attempt to conceal myself; so that when Miss Tracy looked round, as she did just at that moment, she saw me at once. With perfect presence of mind she came straight up to me.

“Taking a stroll about the ship, Miss Lee?”

I do not know what possessed me; I do sometimes yield to impulse, and I did then. This person did seem to me to be such an impudent piece of goods that, without counting the cost, I felt bound to have a shot at her — and I did then and there. I looked her very straight in the face, and with what I am sure was the most perfect civility I asked her a question.

“Aren’t you Mrs. Everard Brookes?”

She did not change countenance — the baggage! She must have had a front of brass. She just looked at me inquiringly, and she smiled, and she said:

“So! We have met before, Miss Lee!”

She put her lips together, and she gave a tiny little whistle; it was scarcely audible, but I fancy it was heard by some one, because, without a moment’s warning, some one, stealing on me from behind, put something over my head which blocked out all the light and made it difficult for me to breathe, and I was dragged down backwards on to the deck. I would have screamed when I got there, only a hand was pressed against my mouth, on the outside of the stuff which covered my face, and I could not utter a sound. The same hand held me down tight, another took me by the throat and almost choked me, while a second pair of hands took hold of my wrists and tied them together, and then did the same to my ankles. I could not struggle, because the pressure on my mouth and throat seemed to be driving the sense all out of me. Then two hands were slipped under the cloth, my jaw was forced open, something was thrust into it — and there was I as helpless as a trussed fowl, and incapable of uttering a sound.

I am free to admit that it was very well done, evidently by persons who had done that sort of thing before. I had not the use of my eyes, but, if I could trust my ears, not a word was spoken nor an instant wasted. Presently two pairs of hands lifted me by the head and heels; I was carried a few feet, and deposited under what I have no doubt was cover, and there I remained for I have not the faintest notion how long. And in the cabin, as I was perfectly aware, they were waiting for me to make a four at bridge. I could picture Miss Tracy explaining how I had been overcome by a sudden headache, and how I had asked her, with their permission, to take my place; and as I continued to lie in that ignominious position I have no doubt that the creature who had been chiefly instrumental in putting me there was playing my hands.

Time passed; the hours went by — they seemed to me years — and as I was wondering if I had become an old woman and my hair had turned grey, I was lifted again by two pairs of hands, though I had not heard a sound of anyone approaching. I was carried this time some distance; a rope was tied round my waist, and immediately afterwards I became pleasantly conscious that I was being lowered over the side of the ship. I took it for granted that my two friends, desirous of avoiding the noise of a splash, had adopted this method of dropping me into the sea. I feared my end had come, and was momentarily expecting to come in contact with the water, when I went plump against something solid instead, and on what I had bumped against I stayed. The tension of the rope ceased. I was being lowered no longer; apparently I was on, or in, something. I suppose I was there some minutes before I discovered that the ligature which bound my wrists together was not so taut as it had been, and it did not take me very long after the discovery was made to wriggle both my hands loose. Then I put them up and pulled that covering off my head and face. I found it was a canvas-bag which had contained something undesirable, because my eyes, and nostrils, and mouth were full of grits, and something gritty was worrying my hair and skin. I took the gag out of my mouth; they had actually used a piece of cotton waste. Then I sat up, and I learned that I was in a small boat, which was all alone on what — literally to me — was a trackless ocean. My sensations on making this discovery were of the most exhilarating kind. I would have cried if I had thought it would do any good. As a matter of fact, I was consumed with rage; my one craving was to get that freckled man and that false woman by their throats, one hand at the throat of each, and knock, knock, knock their heads together; there would not have been much left of them if I had had a chance of knocking them together then. I would have just smashed them up like egg-shells.

I nursed my pleasant dreams of being revenged on them for quite a while. Then I untied my ankles, got on the one seat in the boat, and looked around. There was nothing to see, except water; and there was too much of that. I must have been lying for hours with that disgusting bag over my head, because it was clear, from the appearance of the heavens, that the dawn was on the point of breaking. It did break; I floated on, and on, and on. All of a sudden I saw something straight in front of me which caused me to get on to my feet and stare with all my might.

It was land — I believed it was land; I was sure it was land. It was ever so far away; but if I only had — then I realized that there was a pair of oars on board that boat. Whether that pretty couple had put them there on purpose, with the intention of giving me a chance to save my life, I have never known — but there they were. Presently I put them in the rowlocks, and I was pulling for dear life. I can row, but never before or since have I rowed as I rowed then. I sincerely hope I shall never have such a long pull again. I reached land, or I should not be telling the story. When I did I just lay down and felt as if I were as good as dead. If there had been so much as a ripple on the sea, I doubt if I should ever have gained the shore at all — my strength was utterly spent; but not only was the sea as calm as a mill-pond, but I have been told since that there is a strong current in that part of the world which sets towards the land. No doubt that helped to carry me in as much as my straining at the oars.

I want to get over this part of the story as fast as possible. I don’t like to think of it even now. After a while I became conscious that people were standing by and looking down at me. I never knew quite who they were, but I suppose they were Moors, because I had got ashore in Morocco. They could not speak English, and I could not speak what they spoke, so neither side understood a word of what the other side said; but I followed them, because a man took me by the wrist and made me go to a disreputable-looking sort of village, which I dare say an artist would have called picturesque; but I like my villages to be clean and wholesome, and that certainly was not. There I met an old man who had some English, of rather a curious kind; he must have acquired it in some strange company, because every third or fourth word was an oath; still, it was better than nothing. I knew, of course, that the yacht was making for Tangier, and I asked him how far that was. As far as I could gather from what he said, it was about six months’ journey; but I did not believe it was anything of the kind, because I knew that the yacht expected to get there early that day, and in that cockle-shell of a boat I could not possibly have gone very far out of its course.

As a matter of fact it was four days before I reached Tangier. The sight I must have presented when I got there! I walked nearly all the way. I had never had a wash, or been able to brush or comb my hair — considering when I was lowered into that small boat I was in full evening-dress. I had on a costume of sky-blue satin covered with chiffon, the corsage cut low, no sleeves, a pair of blue silk stockings to match, and the flimsiest of shoes. When you have got those details clearly in your mind, and remember that I had spent a night at sea, rowing in a small boat, and that afterwards I walked for four days on the roads of Morocco, without once coming within sight of soap or water, brush or comb, I don’t think I need say any more of what I looked like when I reached Tangier.

I created a sensation when I did get there; for that matter, I created a sensation all along the road. I was the centre of a highly amused mob of the inhabitants of the place, when, of all people in the world, who should I encounter but the proprietor of Ebenezer’s Grey-Blue Pills, his wife, his son, his two daughters, together with other passengers from the yacht which I had so unintentionally quitted. And they fell on me all at once, not with sympathy, but with accusations of robbery and theft.

We all adjourned to the house of the British Consul, and half the population of the town seemed to be waiting in the street without. There I was informed that jewels, and other valuables, belonging to John T. Stebbings, had been taken out of his cabin on the night I had gone, and every one took it for granted that they had gone with me. So there I was, charged with leaving that yacht of set purpose and intention, with no end of valuables belonging to other people.

Looking back, I find that I have omitted something; it comes back to my mind at this moment just as it did then. It is not very much — just a trifle; but one of those trifles which turn the scale.

As, on that eventful night, Miss Marianne Tracy looked round and beheld me, she was in the very act of saying something to her freckled friend. I only saw her lips form part of the sentence; how it began I do not know, and it never ended. The words I saw her lips form were only these:

“… the Villa Hortense, in the Street of the Fountain — —”

In the excitement of the thrilling moment which immediately ensued I think I scarcely realized that those words had reached my brain — anyhow, I should not have known to what they referred. But in that room in the Consul’s house, confronted by my accusers, they came back to me. I even had some inkling of what they might mean.

I told my tale. They listened with an amazement which grew; then, when I had come nearly to an end, and I felt that I had made some sort of impression, I asked the Consul a question:

“Is there in this town a Street of the Fountain?”

He said there was; he ventured on a statement, eyeing me sharply.

“You have been here before — this is not your first visit to Tangier?”

I told him not only that it was, but that I hoped it would be my last. I explained the circumstances in which I had seen the words uttered. How he stared, and how they all stared, as if I were some wonderful creature! It is a continual source of amusement to me how many people think I am doing something wonderful when I am merely putting into practice the principles by the teaching of which I make my living.

“I understand,” I added, “that Miss Tracy left the yacht the night before last, to spend a day or two ashore. I think it possible that you will find she prefers to remain ashore when the yacht goes.” I put another question to the Consul: “Do you happen to know, sir, if in the Street of the Fountain there is a house called the Villa Hortense?”

“By repute I know it very well. It is a house which, at various times, has had some curious occupants — persons of whom somewhat queer tales have been told. I believe that at the present moment it is without a tenant.”

“I venture, in spite of your belief, sir, to express my belief that if Mr. John T. Stebbings would like to learn something about the jewels belonging to Mrs. Stebbings and the Misses Stebbings, he cannot do better than make inquiries at the Villa Hortense, in the Street of the Fountain.”

They all trooped off to that poetically named street; I tried to get it into their heads that that was not the most desirable way of making what ought to have been a discreet approach. Each was willing that some one else should stay behind, but was bent on going him or herself. So they all of them went together. Some one, I do not know who, had lent me an aboriginal sort of wrap which I believe was called a burnous; that covered the worst of me, but there was still enough of me visible to make me one of the most striking figures in that singular procession.

The Street of the Fountain proved to be very narrow, so the procession had to tail off, whether it wished to or not. From the outside the Villa Hortense seemed to be quite a good-sized house. While people were wondering how we were going to get in I turned the handle and opened the door. The door led directly into a room. As I entered I saw a feminine figure passing through a door which was on the other side. Although she looked quite different, I knew that she was Miss Marianne Tracy. As I made a dash at her she shut the door with a bang, I heard a key turned in the lock and bolts shot home. As the door was a solid construction, apparently six inches thick, my desire to get through it had to be postponed. Others had come in after me, and they were eyeing with surprise the contents of the room — which certainly were rather amazing. There were articles of clothing which had undoubtedly belonged to Miss Tracy, and what is known as a “transformation,” which had probably belonged to her too, to say nothing of some odds and ends of an extremely intimate kind. The great discovery was made by Mrs. Stebbings and her two daughters; they dashed forward with a chorused cry: “Father’s bag!”

There, on a sort of stool, was the bag which Mr. Stebbings had kept in his locker, and which had contained the most valuable possessions of the feminine part of the family. There were some of them left still — what the family seemed to regard as unconsidered trifles; the articles really worth having were there no more. They had probably gone with the lady who had locked and bolted — on the other side — that extremely solid door. While we were assimilating this interesting fact a person garbed as a sailor appeared in the doorway and informed us, at the top of his voice, that if we wanted to continue our yachting cruise we had better get on board at once, as the boat was on the point of starting.

There was a nice to-do. Every one seemed to be strongly of the opinion that the captain was an exceptionally unreasonable person; but, as no one wished to be left behind, a common inclination was shown to rush to the shore. As nobody was more eager to get on board than I was, for divers reasons, I kept well to the front. We reached the quay just as the ship’s boat was about to put off, and I was the first one in. They all came tumbling after me. We discussed the captain’s conduct on the way to the ship, and we kept on discussing it to the end of the voyage. He was tried by a sort of court-martial, no two members of which agreed.

Mr., Mrs., the Misses, and Master Stebbings were of opinion that the captain ought to have kept the ship at Tangier while search was made for that disreputable woman, and at least endeavoured to recover their valuable property. As the ship had stayed there already much longer than she ought to have done, the captain made it quite clear that his first duty was to the owners, and that if the Stebbings family had wished to remain they might have done so and come on by another ship. But as their remaining property was on board and they had only a few pounds on their persons, it was not strange that they had not seen their way to act on the captain’s suggestion. Mrs. Stebbings asked him pointedly if he thought she could live for a fortnight in the clothes she stood up in, and the young ladies hinted that he was not the kind of person they had taken him for. So the captain retired, and I should not be surprised if he bullied the crew. I believe efforts were made by wireless to ascertain the woman’s whereabouts and to regain the Stebbingses’ gems, and that directions were given to leave no stone unturned which should bring these things about. But, so far as I know, nothing ever came of what was done.

The yachting cruise went on, under a sort of blight. Everything seemed different without Miss Tracy and the Stebbingses’ gems. The numerous inquisitions which were held on me, and the myriad questions which I had to answer, caused me seriously to consider whether it would not be desirable to remain at one of the ports at which we touched and continue my journey later. But the truth was that I had had enough of yachting, and the one thing for which I craved was to have done with that pleasure trip and get back home. I did get back home — we all got back home — and I think that most of us parted from each other in the hope that we might never meet again.

This story is episodical, with an interval between each episode. There was another interval of about eighteen months, during which I managed to keep myself alive, though, for the most part, I was badly over-worked; and one afternoon I went to call upon a friend who was staying at the Hotel Metropole in town. I stayed in the lounge while she went to write some letters. Right on the other side was a party of Americans. They seemed to be so much amused by what they were talking about that I could not help watching them, and I saw one of them tell this story. He struck me as a man who had been in this world about sixty years, and who had lived them every one.

“Have I told you about Alexander King?”

He asked the question, and with one accord his listeners said that he had not; so he told them then.

“Last fall Alexander went on a pleasure cruise to the coast of Florida. On board there was a lady — I don’t mean that there weren’t other ladies on the ship, but she was the only one for Alexander. Alexander had had three wives already, and he told me himself that he thought enough was as good as a feast; but the sight of her made him think he’d try again. All the way there and back he made hay of that young female’s heart to such an extent that, when he got back to New York, nothing would suit him but that he should rush off to the first handy place, and make her the fourth Mrs. King. But she was not taking any; she was a modest creature, and wanted time to prepare her mind. So he gave her time, as little as she would let him give her, and he spent most of it in buying such articles as New York had to sell; so that when they had the wedding he had quite a nice collection to pour into the lap of his bride. They were going to Tennessee for the honeymoon, and they went down to the depot, and they boarded the train. And just before the train was going to start she remembered that she had forgotten something somewhere, and she caught up a bag which contained all he had worth having, as well as some trifles of her own, and she started off to get it. And she left Alexander alone in the train — and he’s been alone ever since. Yes, boys, he has. That train started with Alexander alone in it, without even his bag. She had recommended him, like a good and thoughtful wife, careful of her husband’s interest, to put all his cash into that bag, and everything he had worth taking; and he had acted on her advice, and now the bag was gone, and she with it. That’s the last he’s ever seen of either. Yes, boys, that’s a fact. What honeymoon he had he spent all alone, which didn’t amount to much; and, from what I have heard, it would seem that he has been spending most of the money he had left on telegraphing descriptions of the bag and the lady to every part of the world. He has met with no success so far, and I take it that his money will give out before he does. So he’s a widower once more.”

His hearers laughed, and I had to laugh — he had such a comical way of telling a story — but I laughed with rather a wry face. I had no doubt that Mrs. Everard Brookes, and Miss Marianne Tracy, and Mrs. Alexander King were one and the same person. The audacity of the creature was almost incredible! I believe I should have gone across to them and told them so, only just then my friend came up and insisted upon bearing me off without giving me a chance to explain.

A few days afterwards I was in Bond Street, when a beautifully attired lady came out of a shop, and stopped to stare at me. I could not believe my eyes — it was Marianne Tracy, though transformed into quite another being. Her coolness was almost supernatural.

“It is Miss Lee, isn’t it? I thought it was. I’m so glad to have met you.”

That was all she said, in the sweetest tone of voice. Then she got into a gorgeous motor-car, which I had been conscious had been standing at the kerb, and as she pulled the door to she leaned over and said:

“By the way, how did you enjoy that little trip to sea?”

Before I could answer the car was off. What was I to do? I could not run after it; it was lost in the traffic before I had got my wits about me. I could not give a description of the car — I had scarcely noticed it; I was not sure either of the shape or colour. That woman had slipped through my fingers, merely because her presence of mind was greater than mine. If I had only kept my head enough to take her by the throat in the middle of Bond Street!

A week afterwards I had a call from Mr. Everard Brookes. He began to talk about his wife — he still called her his wife. The man struck me as being more than half a lunatic. He told me that he had more than once thought of going into mourning. The very notion! I thought of what her feelings would have been if she had seen him in widower’s weeds. He said that he felt that in the first flush of his agitation he had misjudged her; he was sure that she had cared for him; he had had proofs of it. I wonder what they were. He was nearly convinced that she had been the victim of one of those tragedies of which one reads in the newspapers; she might have been run over by a motor-bus; he had a morbid feeling that he himself would one day be run over by a vehicle of that description. Something had happened to her, he believed; one day it would be made known what it was.

I hoped that it never would, for his sake. He was one of those men who — because nothing ever has happened to them — like to think that something has happened to them at last — something wonderful, altogether out of the common way; that they have been the victim of some supreme tragedy. I doubt if he would have made much of a husband, anyhow. He was actually happy under the delusion that some strange, mysterious fate had in some altogether incomprehensible way robbed him of what might have been his life’s bright star. His existence might have been so blissful had Destiny only stayed its hand. It is my belief that he endeavoured to make this clear to everybody he met after five minutes’ acquaintance; so that, if he lost his wife before she was really his, at least he had an object in life.

The next morning I met William B. Stebbings, the son of Ebenezer’s Grey-Blue Pills, and, as soon as he had made up his mind who I was, the very first words he said to me were:

“I say, Miss Lee, I’m going to be married — yes, I am; and I hope to see you there; you must have a card. It’s on Tuesday week.” Then, though we were out in the open street, he closed his left eye and winked. “Have you ever heard anything of Miss Tracy? She was a dandy of a girl, she was; and, between ourselves, I believe that she didn’t object to me. If it hadn’t been for that little upset, matters between us might have gone farther than —— Well, strictly between ourselves, I don’t mind telling you that she told me herself that she would like to be my wife; she meant it too. She was fond of me, that girl was. Pity she made such a mistake.”

I did not know to which mistake he alluded, and I did not ask him. I did not want to know. He was an extremely plain, clumsily built, stupid young man; and I was half inclined to wish that she had married him. Where women are concerned, men are the most amazing things. What all those men, of different ages, different tastes, different altogether, saw in her was beyond my comprehension. The proof that she had a fatal fascination for the male animal came to me in still stranger shape only a few days later.

I was standing in one of the Tube stations, when a decently dressed young man came up to me and took his cap off.

“Excuse me, but aren’t you Miss Lee? I don’t suppose you know who I am, but I remember you because of Miss Balfour.”

“Miss who?” I asked. I was quite certain I had never seen him before; he was almost a gentleman and quite nice-looking, about twenty-three or four.

“Miss Balfour spoke to you in Bond Street, now rather more than a fortnight since. You were passing when she came out of a shop and spoke to you, and then she got into the motor-car. I was the chauffeur. She told me afterwards who you were.”

“So she calls herself Miss Balfour now, does she?” A light was beginning to dawn on me. “I shall be very much obliged if you can tell me where Miss Balfour is to be found at the present moment.”

He pulled rather a long face.

“I wish I could; that is what I hoped you would be able to tell me.”

“No one is less likely to be able to tell you about the movements of the woman who, according to you, now calls herself Miss Balfour than I am. Are you no longer in her employ?”

He shifted his cap a little to one side and scratched his head. I thought what a rueful-looking object he was all at once.

“Well, it’s rather a long story. It’s like this.” He paused, as if to try back to the beginning. “I wasn’t exactly in her employ; the fact is, an uncle of mine left me a legacy, and I laid it out in buying a motor-car, meaning to hire it out to people who wanted one. It’s a first-rate car, and I wanted to get at people of better class. Miss Balfour hired it — first by the day, then by the week, and then by the month. We used to go off together for tours in the country, and” — he began to look sheepish— “she made herself very pleasant to me. Of course, she paid my expenses, and nothing would suit her but that we should take our meals together — late dinner and all that; and — well” — he looked more sheepish— “she began to make out that she had taken a liking to me, and, of course, I liked her; so then I gave her the motor-car.”

“You did what?” I almost shouted in that Tube station.

“You see, we were going to be married — —”

“Oh, you were going to be married!”

“Of course; I knew she’d got lots of money, and that it would be a first-rate thing for me, and so I thought, there being only one thing I could give her worth having, that was the least I could give her, so I gave her the motor-car, thinking,” he quickly added, “that, as what was hers would be mine, it would make no difference, and that it would be as much mine as ever; only the mischief was I gave it her before witnesses; and that very same night, if she didn’t get up in the middle of the night, and go down to the garage, and take the car out, and drive off with it, and I’ve seen nothing of either of them since.”

This was such an astounding story that if it had not been for the sincere air of depression which marked the man I should have thought that he was having a joke at my expense; but he was serious enough, as he had good reason to be.

“It was no use my going after her, even if I had known where she was, because, of course, she hadn’t stolen the motor-car, seeing that I had given it to her in the presence of witnesses — and that’s how it was.”

“Do you mean to say you’ve lost your motor-car?”

“It looks as if I had. I did hear by a sort of side-wind that she’s taken it to France, but, seeing that it’s hers, I don’t see what I can do to her if she has. She’s had me fairly. It was one of the best motor-cars that money could buy; I didn’t grudge anything in the way of fittings.”

He sighed. My train came up, and I left the youth lamenting. He was only another example of what absolute idiots all sorts and conditions of men, old and young, can make themselves over a woman.

It was not very long afterwards that a letter reached me which bore the Paris post-mark. As a specimen of — I will call it courage — I give it verbatim. There was no date and there was no address.

“My dear Miss Lee — may I call you Judith? . . .”

It was at this point that I realized that the letter was from that woman. Might she call me Judith! I read on — with my teeth set pretty close together.

“When I saw you the other day in Regent Street — I don’t know if you saw me; I was in a motor-car and you were walking — quite a wave of emotion passed over me. It was so sweet to see again one of whom one has such sunny memories. And you were looking so well; a little older, perhaps, but a few years more or less would make no difference to your appearance. I should have liked to stop my motor-car and begged you to have a cup of tea. I cannot help sending you just a line to say so, if only to recall to your recollection one who I hope you look upon as an old friend.

“A great change is about to take place in my life. I am shortly to be married — to a Russian merchant of immense wealth. One has to be married some time. I wonder if you will ever be? There are men who will marry anything — who knows?

“I had no idea until the other day that you were the famous Judith Lee. It was a surprise. I had heard so much about you — about how wise and clever and wonderful you were. You are not the least like what I expected. And yet how beautiful it must be to be able to read people’s thoughts, even the secrets of their hearts, as I am told you can. Who would have thought it? I shall look forward to meeting you again some day, in order that you may teach me some of the strange magic — I am bound to call it magic — of which you are such a mistress. You will find me an apt pupil; don’t you think you will?

“You must be able to do a great deal of good in the world with such a gift as yours. I love doing good — don’t you? It must be so nice to detect an improper person directly you see one. Your friendship for me was almost a certificate of character. If only it had not been so brief — but the night was fine, and the boat was handy, and we did not tie you very tight. — Your affectionate friend, MARIANNE TRACY.

“Pray remember me to the gentleman whose name you once mentioned to me — Mr. Everard Brookes. Is he married?”

The audacity of the woman in writing to me at all! And such a letter, with such innuendoes! I could hardly contain myself till I got to the end. For quite two days after I had received that effusion I could hardly bring myself to speak civilly to a single person I came across. And even now sometimes I tingle all over when I think of it — and that was ages ago, and I have never heard of nor seen the woman since.


THE MIRACLE

People sometimes say that they envy me because, with my power of reading thoughts — that, they say, is what it comes to — I must have so many opportunities of doing people good. It must be so sweet, they add, with what I occasionally feel to be an irritating smirk, to be able, with very little trouble to oneself, to benefit one’s fellow-creatures. That sort of remark is very easy to make, but it is not easy to benefit one’s fellow-creatures. And as for doing people good, it is surprising how many people would rather not be done good to. Take that case of what happened at Dieppe.

I was spending my summer holidays at Dieppe. I had been there about a fortnight. One evening I was sitting, all alone by myself, on the terrace outside the Casino. I had been dancing; my partner had gone to fulfil another engagement, and, as I was not engaged for that dance, I had asked him to leave me where I was. I was taking my ease in a long chair close to the sea-wall. In front of me, in the glow of the electric light, people were seated at little tables having refreshments. At one of these was a gentleman whose name I knew, talking to one who was to me a complete stranger.

The first gentleman’s name was Armitage — Cecil Armitage. He was an amazingly handsome young man, perhaps in the late twenties. He was staying in my hotel, and was the cause of no little amusement to some of the other visitors. He, a young man of seven or eight-and-twenty, evidently of birth and breeding, was paying the most marked attention to a woman who was one of the greatest jokes in Dieppe — Miss Drawbridge.

Miss Drawbridge, commonly known as “Gertrude” to people who had never spoken to her in their lives, was a sort of standing dish at Dieppe. She was supposed to have been there longer than the oldest inhabitant; she had certainly been a frequenter for quite a number of years. What I had seen of her I rather liked. She was staying at my hotel, and there was a time when she had asked me to share her table; and, although that time had passed and she never asked me to share it now, we were still on quite good terms. She was certainly a curious person — people who haunt the same foreign watering-place year after year generally are; and what an extremely presentable young man like Cecil Armitage could see in her was a mystery — unless it was her money.

Imagine the sensation which stirred the air when it became known that this perfect Adonis was engaged to “Gertrude.” Had not Miss Drawbridge announced the fact herself, I fancy few people would have believed it. And the things which were said of Miss Drawbridge, especially by some of the women! The men just sneered.

There was I on the terrace, in my long chair (I could say things about men, but I think I had better get on with my story), and there was Mr. Armitage, drinking what looked to me very like absinthe — fancy drinking absinthe at that time of night, or, so far as that goes, at any time! — and talking to a perfect stranger. Of course, the man was quite entitled to be a stranger; but I have seldom seen a man whose looks I liked less. The contrast between him and Mr. Armitage was amazing. He was a sallow, hatchet-faced man, with an upturned moustache — which I hate! — and something the matter with one of his eyes which made him seem to be looking in two directions at once. Nor did I like his manner towards Mr. Armitage; he seemed to me to be positively bullying him. That was one reason why I watched what they said, and some very surprising observations — I cannot say I heard — I saw. And, as always is the case on such occasions, I could not have gained a more intimate acquaintance with them had they bawled them in my ear.

The first thing I saw was the stranger’s thin lips contorting themselves as, in what I imagined to be an angry undertone, they formed these words, which I have no doubt, judging from the expression of his face, he snapped out at Mr. Armitage as if he were an angry terrier:

“Don’t you make any mistake about it, my boy. I’ve not come over to Dieppe to be fooled with. I’m either going to have you or the money in four-and-twenty hours. If I have to have you, it will be penal servitude, and then the smile will come off that pretty face of yours.”

Mr. Armitage was not smiling at that particular moment, as anyone could see; on the contrary, he looked very much disturbed. The way in which he leaned across the table helped me to realize the earnestness which I felt sure was in his voice as he replied to the other’s threat, in words which, as I saw each fresh one shaped on his lips, surprised me more and more.

“Don’t be absurd, Clarke. I can’t perform the impossible. I can’t get it in four-and-twenty hours; but you shall have your money, with a thumping interest, if you will only give me reasonable time.”

“And pray, what do you call reasonable time, my beautiful — forger?”

“It won’t take very much to make me break this glass against your face, Clarke. You may have the whip-hand of me, but I’ll break your neck before you get a chance of laying the lash across my back.”

I held my breath, expecting every moment to see something dreadful happen. The way Mr. Clarke snarled back at him!

“That’s the tone you take, is it? You talk to me like that again, and I’ll have you jailed to-night. Do you think you can both rob and murder me? I say you’re a forger — forger — forger! Now you touch me with a glass, or anything else, if you dare. This will be the last time you ever show yourself in a decent place if you do.”

There was a pause. Mr. Armitage leaned so far forward that I quite expected that he would take the other by the throat and strike him with his glass. I was just on the point of jumping up and doing something which would divert his attention, when he seemed all at once to change his purpose, and, leaning right back, positively laughed.

“What nonsense it is, Clarke, our talking like this. You’ll do no more good by calling me names than I should do by knocking you down. I tell you again, you shall have your money, with thumping interest, if you’ll wait.”

“I know a good deal about you, my lad — about all there is to learn — but I don’t know where you’re going to get anything like that amount of money from, unless you’ve found some one else to rob.”

I thought Mr. Armitage would resent this remark as he had done the others, and I believe that for a moment it was his intention to do so, but again he changed his purpose, and I saw these remarkable words come from his lips instead:

“I have — I’ve found a woman.”

It was not strange that Mr. Clarke looked at him as if he wondered if he was in earnest; then he asked, with a smile which made him an even more unpleasant-looking person than before:

“What woman have you found this time?”

“If you are suggesting, as you appear to be, that I ever have robbed a woman up to now, I can only inform you, Clarke, with all possible courtesy, that you are a liar. I have not always treated women well — few men have; but no woman has ever suffered in pocket because of me up to the present time of speaking.”

“That’s between you and your conscience. Who is the woman you purpose, according to your own statement, to rob, at the eleventh hour?”

“It’s the woman I intend to make my wife.”

“Oh, so there is a woman you’re going to make your wife — at last. What about — —” I do not know what he was going to say; Mr. Armitage stopped him so suddenly, and positively shook his fist in his face.

“Stop that, Clarke; don’t you mention any names. You keep your tongue between your teeth. I’m going to marry the woman I’m going to marry because I’m a thief, and because I’m such a cur that I shrink from paying the penalty. She’s a wretched old fool who comes all to pieces; Heaven knows what’s left of her when the various aids to beauty are put away for the night; but she’s got money, and she’s willing to give me money, enough to be rid of you and save myself from the treadmill. That’s why I’m going to enter the bonds of holy matrimony, and that’s a perfectly frank confession; franker, I dare say, than most men make in similar circumstances.”

“This sounds as if it were going to be a marriage of real affection; a genuine love-match.” The sneer which was on Mr. Clarke’s face as he said this; the indescribable look which was on Mr. Armitage’s as he replied:

“If you only knew how I hate the woman; how every pulse throbs with loathing when she comes near me.” He gave what seemed to me to be a great sigh. “As I live, it’s a comfort to say that to some one. It makes me ill to be in the same room with her — got to that stage already. Heaven knows how far it will go by the time we’re married. I shouldn’t wonder if I were to murder her on our wedding night.”

“Is that so really? What a honeymoon you’ll have if you do. Is the lady young?”

“Young! I shouldn’t care to ask her age for fear of the depth of the lie she’d tell me; she’s at least old enough to be my mother — my grandmother, for all the woman that’s left in her.”

“What a very charming couple you will make — full of vivacity! Has the lady physical charm?”

“She never had, I tell you she takes all to pieces nowadays. She is one of those women the ladies’ papers always suggest to the masculine mind; she gets her hair from one of the persons advertised on the back pages; her complexion from some wretched harridan whose advertisement is to be found a page or two in front; her figure from a person the editor specially recommends — at so much a time; and her teeth from the Lord knows who. Oh, she’s a regular specimen of love’s young dream.”

“Is she really? She must be a walking nightmare. What is the fortunate lady’s name? I take it she has tons of money.”

“Her name is Drawbridge, and she has, at any rate, enough money to pay you, Clarke.”

“I hope there will be a little left for you when I am paid, I do really, my dear boy.”

“Well, there may be or there mayn’t; but I’m marrying her to get the money to pay you, and that’s the whole, plain truth.”

Mr. Armitage was about to rise from his chair when the other leaned right over the table and stopped him.

“One moment, Armitage, one moment. When are you going to touch that money, eh?”

“I can’t tell you the exact day now, can I? I only proposed to her yesterday. It was your telegram that brought me to the sticking-point.”

“I’m afraid I shall have to push you a little beyond the sticking-point. I’m in a hole myself. I’m pressed for money. I’ve got to find at least five hundred pounds in four-and-twenty hours.”

“Is that true?”

“Perfectly true. I shall be in a very inconvenient position if I don’t find it; and it’s got to come from you. You’ll be in a more inconvenient position than I shall if it doesn’t; so that’s plain. I’ve come all the way to Dieppe to make it clear to you that it is plain. Can you get five hundred pounds out of your fair lady between this and to-morrow night? If you can I’ll wait a few days for the rest, but five hundred I’ve got to have before I go to bed to-morrow night; or — you know the alternative if I don’t. That engagement will be off; I don’t suppose even she will want to marry you after you’ve done a term of penal servitude. There’s something else — I should like a hundred to-night.”

“I haven’t ten pounds left in the world. I’m practically broke; I’ve been losing steadily ever since I’ve been at this place.”

“Then it looks as if you’ll have to get a hundred for me and a bit over for yourself. I’ve got to have my hundred, and the other four to-morrow.”

Mr. Armitage, looking steadily at the other, seemed to see something in his face which made it clear that he meant what he said. A grim look came on his own face as I saw him say: “I’ll see what I can do.”

“You’d better. Where is the lady?”

“Punting, in the club; playing baccarat.”

“Then you’d better cut off to the club as fast as ever you can, and take her by the scruff of the neck and squeeze that hundred out of her while she’s got it to squeeze. After you’re married you’re not going to let her play baccarat with your money, are you? She’ll make a pauper of you if you don’t take care.”

“You mind your own business, and leave me to manage my matrimonial affairs after my own fashion.” Mr. Armitage got up from his chair. “Where shall I find you, at the hotel or here?”

“You’ll find me all over the place, my lad, don’t you make any mistake. I’m not going to lose sight of you till I’ve got my money, or got you in jail. You can go, but just you understand I shall be close behind you — and I’m not the only one who’ll be close behind you either. If you keep looking over your shoulder you’ll see two or three — friends of mine.”

Mr. Armitage took himself off, with an air of indifference which was very well done; he could not have had a very careless feeling in his heart. Almost immediately Mr. Clarke followed with the evident intention of dogging his steps. And I was left alone, nearly overcome by feelings which were altogether indescribable.

What on earth was I to do? It was no business of mine, this affair of the old maid and the young bachelor. She must have known what a risk she was running when she agreed to his preposterous proposal. If, by what I will call an accident, I had become acquainted with facts which made the gentleman’s position in the matter abundantly clear — still, it was no concern of mine.

But it was no use my talking to myself like that. I could not allow a person of my own sex to enter into what I knew would be such a hideous marriage without making some attempt to lay before her the facts upon which my knowledge was based. In other words, here was one of those opportunities for doing good of which people were so fond of talking; and, if the thing was in my power, good should be done.

I got up from my seat and went in search of Miss Drawbridge; finding her, as I had expected, in that part of the building which is found in every French casino, and which — I presume ironically — is called “Cercle privé,” as if it ever is, in any sense of the word, a “club,” or has anything “private” about it. She was seated at one of the baccarat tables, and I could see at a glance that she was winning; she had quite a quantity of bank-notes in front of her, and kept adding to the store. Presently the bank was closed and the players rose. Miss Drawbridge rose too, with her spoils in a white satin handbag. As she moved towards the door Mr. Armitage came into the room, with Mr. Clarke not very far behind him. When he accosted her, I thought, as I suppose every one else did in the room, what an extraordinary couple they were — to think that they were ever going to be married. I saw him ask her, with an attempt at a smile:

“Well, what luck? How many banks have you broken?”

Her back was towards me, so that I could not see her answer, but I guessed what it was from his rejoinder.

“That’s great news.” I fancy he hesitated. Would he have the assurance to ask for that hundred pounds for Mr. Clarke without a moment’s warning? He approached the subject by what I suppose he meant to be a delicate way. “I’m awfully glad you’ve had a bit of luck, because the fact is it’s all the other way with me; I can’t do anything right, and, between ourselves — —” I saw him hesitate again; I imagine that the decent man which was in him made it difficult for him to ask a woman for money when it came to the pinch.

What she said I could not see, but I conceive of her as saying, struck by his hesitation: “Well, and what is it, between ourselves?”

He made a stumbling effort to explain what it was he wanted.

“You know, it’s like this: I’m awfully pushed for coin. If you could manage to lend me, say, a hundred out of those winnings of yours — —”

She cut him short. I could not tell with what words, but her hand dived into her white satin bag just as they passed through the swing-door out of sight.

Two or three minutes afterwards, when I returned to the Casino, I saw in the crowd round the “little horses” Mr. Clarke sidle up to Mr. Armitage. Both their faces were in plain sight. I could see Mr. Clarke ask:

“Well, have you got it? Has the sweet young thing been kind?”

Mr. Armitage turned away, as if the other’s gibe had roused him to sudden anger; but I saw him hand his companion something as he moved away, and I knew what it was. A few minutes later I saw Mr. Armitage again, going towards the club. He was addressed by a fat, florid-looking man, with an exaggerated moustache. A moustache sometimes screens a man’s mouth almost completely; but his was so formed that, despite the absurd dimensions of that hirsute adornment, I could see his lips distinctly. He said to the man he had stopped, with what I fancied was an evil gleam in his bold, blood-shot eyes:

“I’m sure Mr. Armitage has a five-pound note which he can spare for an old friend who’s a little on his uppers.”

Mr. Armitage recognized him with what was evidently not a start of satisfaction.

“So it’s you, Morgan, is it? What on earth are you doing here? I thought you were — —”

Mr. Morgan raised his finger to his lips, to prevent the other bringing his sentence to a close.

“Quite so — we won’t say where. How about a five-pound note, Mr. Armitage, for a very old friend?”

Mr. Armitage looked at him angrily for a few seconds, then grabbed something out of the pocket of his dinner-jacket which might have been a hundred-franc note. He thrust it into the other’s hand and, without waiting for a word of thanks, went quickly on. Mr. Morgan looked at what he had been given, then he looked after the door — the expression on his face was not that of a grateful man.

I found Miss Drawbridge sitting at the very table on the terrace which had been lately occupied by Mr. Armitage and his friend. As I took the chair in front of her she said to me:

“That’s right, come and talk to me — and have something.” She herself was having some curious concoction in a big glass; for me she ordered a lemon-squash. “I’ve had a good night, my dear. It seems as if I can’t lose at baccarat lately — as if my luck had turned; I’m sure it’s about time it should. You look a little moped. What’s been troubling you?”

I considered for a second or so; then I decided, by degrees, to make the plunge. I approached the subject by what I meant to be a roundabout fashion of my own.

“I’ve just learnt something rather disagreeable.”

“Have you? That’s easy; the difficulty is to learn anything else. Is it private, or for publication?”

“I’ve just learnt that a man who I thought was rather a decent sort is a thief and a rogue, and two or three other things which are rather worse.”

“When you’ve had my experience of life, my dear — which Heaven forbid you ever will — you’ll know that that sort of thing is quite common with a man — you must take a man at his own valuation, my dear. We should never get one at all if we took them at ours.”

“This man is not only going to marry a woman for her money, but because he doesn’t know where he will get money from if he can’t from her, and if he doesn’t get her money at the earliest possible moment he’ll be sent to jail. He’s a thoroughly all-round bad lot, the man is, though he doesn’t look it.”

Miss Drawbridge had her fish-like eyes — they always looked as if they had been boiled — fixed on me with a watery stare.

“What’s the gentleman’s name?” I knew from her manner that, as the children have it in their game, she was “getting warm.” “Does it begin with the first letter of the alphabet?”

“I’m afraid it does.”

“What have you found out about Mr. Armitage? Stay — before you speak I ought to tell you that what you say will in all probability be repeated to him; and while I’m about it I ought, perhaps, to tell you something else — and that is not a very easy something to say.”

She sipped at her glass; then she took a cigarette out of a gold case and began to smoke. I thought what an extremely unprepossessing person she seemed. I wondered by what process of evolution a sweet, simple, fresh, clean young girl had become transformed into such a being. Rather to my surprise, and a good deal to my confusion, she showed an unexpected capacity to read my thoughts.

“You don’t think I’m very much to look at, do you? I’m not; I never was. Time has not improved me, either outside or in. When I was young I was very poor. For seven years I was governess at sometimes twenty, sometimes thirty pounds a year, and lived upon my earnings — if you know what that means. I couldn’t expect to get married on that, could I? And no one wanted me anyhow, though I wanted to marry very badly. I never remember the time when the one thing of which I dreamed was not to become some decent man’s wife. It sounds funny, doesn’t it? Isn’t it a shocking confession to make? I wonder how many women would make it if they told the truth?”

She flicked the ash from her cigarette. I was beginning to wish that I had left her alone, that I had not embraced an opportunity of doing her good.

“When I was about thirty-eight I came into a lot of money from an uncle, whom I don’t remember to have ever seen. It turned my head; I thought that money could do anything. I decided that now I would marry, and that I would marry just the sort of man I had always hoped I would do. You see, I had practically no knowledge of the world at all — how can a woman have who has lived a life like mine? It took seven or eight years to make it clear to me that, in thinking because I had got money I could marry the sort of man I wanted to, I was a fool.”

She smiled, and the whole of her face seemed to be dislocated to enable her to do so, and she beckoned the waiter to fill her glass.

“Men wanted to marry me — oh yes; but they were the kind of men whom I would not, as the saying is, have touched with the end of a barge-pole. I sent them about their business. Whenever I saw a masculine creature to whose appearance I particularly objected, I knew that, sooner or later, he would ask me to be his wife — which was nice. No one else ever did, so I made a fool of myself by way of seeking consolation. I know they call me ‘Gertrude’ here, and some equally silly name at other places which I favour regularly with my society. As a matter of fact, my name is Elizabeth. Since my mother died, when I was a girl, no one has ever called me by my Christian name — think of that!”

The waiter brought her a fresh edition of that curious concoction; she put the glass to her lips.

“Don’t suppose that my desire to marry grew less as my years grew more; that’s a silly notion which some young girls seem to have. If I have to advertise for a husband, I’m going to have one before I die; so you can imagine what it means to me that Cecil Armitage has asked me to be his wife. I don’t know that I’m particularly fond of him; I’m quite aware that he isn’t at all fond of me. But he’s so young — you don’t know what a young man means to a woman like me — and so handsome, so beautiful, so healthy, so strong, so well shaped! In my most sanguine moments I never dreamed that I should have such a perfect specimen of a man for my very own. Of course, I shall have to pay for him — you needn’t tell me that; my experience is that one always has to pay for anything that’s worth having — and generally through the nose. I expect to have to pay through the nose for him. I’ve got more money than some people think, or, I believe, even than he suspects. I believe he thinks that I’ve got two or three thousand a year; I’m a rich woman, my dear. My money has gone on increasing and increasing, and now I don’t spend a tenth of my income. I don’t mean to let him know how much money I really have; he’d want too much if I did. I don’t suppose for a moment that he isn’t what I’ve seen described as ‘shop soiled’; he wouldn’t want to get money out of me at the price of making me his wife if he wasn’t in a nasty hole. And, bless you, I don’t mind that; I’ve grown out of all my illusions. You can tell me all you know against him if you like, though I don’t know how you found out; it will give me a pull over him when it comes to talking matters over a little later on. Nothing you can tell me to his discredit will surprise or hurt me in the least. I’m prepared to pay a good lump sum to get him clear of all his messes, then I’m going to have one of the finest weddings ever seen in town; I’ve had a special sum set apart for it for years. Won’t he make a picture of a bridegroom? I never dreamed that I should marry a man like him.”

Her cigarette being nearly consumed, she lit another, while I looked at her with, I have no doubt, amazement in my eyes and something like terror in my heart. I had never supposed that there were such women as she existing in the world, who looked at what, to me, were sacred things from such a point of view. It seemed to me that I was listening to some one in a nightmare when she went on.

“There will be crowds of people at my wedding; you can always get crowds of people if you don’t care what it costs to get them. And the papers will be full of it; the ladies’ papers send their own lady reporters to weddings, and give pages and pages, and lots of illustrations, if you make it worth their while. It’s all a question of making it worth their while. I tell you that with such a bridegroom I’m going to have the wedding of the season; and I do believe you thought you were going to choke me off him by telling me that he is what you call a thief. You funny little thing! How many really honest men do you suppose there are, if the truth were known?”

I had nightmares because of Miss Drawbridge that night — real nightmares. I had a broken and disturbed night absolutely on her account, and I got out of bed with the feeling strong upon me that, if I could possibly help it, that, to my mind, impossible marriage should not take place — I would do that unfortunate woman good in spite of herself.

When I got down almost the first person I saw was Mr. Cecil Armitage, looking so glum, so unhappy, so desperate, and, I could not but think, so ashamed of himself, that my resolution was strengthened — particularly when, as I was having my coffee and roll, the man Morgan, with the huge moustache, came and planted himself at my table, and actually began to talk to me.

“I rather fancy, Miss Lee, that you are interested — shall I say? — in our mutual friend Armitage?”

He seemed to have got my name off pat, though where he had got it from I could not think; how he dared to address me I could not think either. I had never seen the man except the night before in the Casino for about thirty seconds — and then at a distance. I did not answer him, I just looked at him; he went on:

“I may mention I am Captain Morgan, of the Fusiliers.” I think it was the Fusiliers, I know it was some regiment — as if I cared. “I’m an old friend of Mr. Armitage, and if you like I can place you in possession of certain facts concerning that gentleman — —”

I did not wait for him to finish. I got up and walked off, leaving my coffee and roll unfinished. I dare say if I had stopped to finish them he would have offered to sell me secrets about Mr. Armitage for five pounds apiece. I had an instinctive feeling that he was that kind of man.

It is quite the thing at Dieppe to go down to the quay to see the boat come in from Newhaven. After déjeuner, as there was a pretty stormy sea, I thought I would go and see what the passengers looked like. As I was going I fell in with Mrs. Curtis, one of the dearest old ladies I have ever met. She was an American, and, so far as I could make out, had been doing Europe very much on her own, although she had a husband who everybody said was a millionaire. It seemed that he was coming to Dieppe by that very boat.

“I haven’t seen him,” she told me, “for more than six months. He’s so occupied with business that he hasn’t time to spare for such a trifle as a wife, except between whiles. I understand that he’s been making another million dollars, I wish he wouldn’t; every fresh million he makes only seems to fill him with the desire to make more; and as we’ve neither kith nor kin, and are just a lonely old couple, what we’re going to do with all the money I can’t think.”

It was a funny thing to say, but then people do say funny things, and there are such funny people, and so much of the world does seem queer. A few people have too much money and so many have nothing like enough — it’s all a jumble.

When the boat drew up at the quay she began to wave her handkerchief with all her might to an elderly gentleman who stood on the deck, and he began to wave his to her; so I drew off in order that they might meet without being worried by a stranger. As I was strolling off the quay after most of the people had gone, a girl who had a small brown bag in her hand looked at me as if she wondered if I were very dreadful, and then as if thinking that perhaps I was not, summoned up courage to speak to me.

“Can you tell me,” she asked, “the name of a cheap and respectable hotel where — where I can go alone?”

I told her of one which I thought answered that description — I offered to show her where it was. She was quite the prettiest girl I had seen for ages, with a face, I thought, which had character and strength, as well as being good to look at. I fell in love with her at sight. She did not accept my offer to show her to the hotel, but she thanked me for giving her the name; and then, after favouring me with a further inspection, she made a remark which took me aback.

“I believe that in these foreign places, if they have been there any time, English people begin to know each other by name as well as by sight. Will you pardon my asking how long you’ve been here?” I told her. Then came a staggering question: “Can you tell me if there is now staying in Dieppe a gentleman named Cecil Armitage?”

I informed her that to the best of my knowledge and belief there certainly was. I do not know what there was in my tone which she resented, but there seemed to be something; because, barely thanking me, she gave me a cold little nod and walked on.

That evening, after dinner, I was sitting in the Casino gardens when I saw a fragment of conversation between Mrs. Curtis and her newly returned husband which both amazed and tickled me. I may say at once that, unless I blindfold myself, whether I want to or not I cannot help seeing what people are saying whenever I look out of my eyes. I was rather in the shadow, and they were in the full glare of the electric light, so that I could not help seeing them. The old lady was speaking when I saw them first.

“So you’ve been making more money?” she said; and as she said it she looked at her husband rather severely.

“I’ve been making a pile, Elinor; a regular pile. I wish money wasn’t so easy to make, or that I hadn’t the knack of making it.”

As he said it he looked to me as if he groaned. In spite of the severe expression on the old lady’s face I dare say there was a twinkle in her eye.

“And what are you going to do with it now you’ve made it?”

“I’m hanged if I know — I’ll be bothered if I do. It’s of no use to me; and I suppose it’s of no use to you, is it?”

“None whatever. I’ve all the money I’m ever likely to need and rather more; it’s piling up at the bank as it is, so that I’m ashamed to look my bank-book in the face, there’s such a lot of it. I wonder you can’t find some better occupation for your time than making money when you’ve got more than you want already.”

The old gentleman, bending towards her, took her hand in his. I could see how his face softened as he touched her, and how hers softened too.

“I tell you what I should like to do with some of that last money I’ve been making — I’d like to do some one a good turn. Do you think it would be easy? I don’t mean just give it away to the first Tom, Dick, or Harry who thinks he wants it — there are plenty of them. You don’t happen to know of a man, woman, or child to whom a certain amount of money would mean the difference between heaven and hell? There must be such people in the world somewhere. Wouldn’t you like to set some fellow, who wasn’t quite a bad one, on his legs, or give some woman, who was very much in need of it, happiness — if money could do it?”

She did not answer, but I fancy she pressed the hand which was holding hers, and I stole off. I did not dare to stay longer for fear I really should be intruding.

I walked as far away from them as I could get, to the other end of the terrace, where I was a witness of quite a different scene. There was Mr. Armitage, standing close up against the sea-wall, looking out across the night-black sea; and somehow his attitude told me that it could not be blacker than his mood. I paused a little distance from him and sat on the wall itself. I wondered how long he would stay. I did not wish to intrude — I had nearly been intruding at the other end — but I did not wish to go; I had a right to be somewhere. After a while he turned, and I thought he was going; then out of the darkness there came — I knew no more than he did from where — the figure of a woman. When she saw him she stopped, and he stopped also. There was a lamp close to the sea-wall which let me see their faces, and how, at the sight of each other, they changed. Then I saw each pair of lips form at the same moment a Christian name— “Cecil!” “Margery!” and in an instant they were in each other’s arms. I had to stop and look at them, because this was the girl I had met on the quay, to whom I had lost my heart. They were silent for quite a perceptible period, as if each was content to know that the other was there. Then, as he held her at arm’s length, I saw him ask her:

“Margery, how do you come to be here?”

And I saw her answer, with the light of love all over her:

“I came for you.”

“For me? Good God!” The hands which had held her fell to his sides; he seemed to stagger as if he had been dealt a blow. “Margery, you shouldn’t have come.”

“I had to come; I couldn’t help coming; I couldn’t stay away. I thought you might want me.”

“Want you? As if there’s ever likely to be a time when I don’t want you! I was half beside myself for want of you then.” She moved forward; he put up his hands as if to stop her. “You mustn’t, you mustn’t.” He drew himself a little more erect. “Margery, I’m going to be married.”

There was a look on her face as if she were bracing herself to bear.

“Is that true? Is it quite, quite certain that you’re going to be married?”

“It’s either that or jail.”

“You are sure — perfectly sure?”

“Absolutely. Clarke is here; he wants his money; he’ll take a warrant out if he doesn’t get it soon. I can only get it from — her.”

There was such an accent on the pronoun — I knew it from the look which was on his face. I could see she winced.

“I know; I’ve heard all about her. I don’t know what to advise you to do. You know you will be committing a great sin — if you marry her.” I noticed that both parties seemed to avoid mentioning her name. “I know you, Cecil, your weakness and your strength. I do not think you will ever cease to love me.”

“I am as sure of that as that you and I are standing here; it’s the only thing of which I am sure. You are part and parcel of my life, of my very being.”

“That being so, do you think you ought to marry — her, even to save yourself?”

“It’s not only to save myself — it’s to save you. If I don’t marry her I shall be sent to jail — there’s no alternative. Then, when I come out, as likely as not I shall marry you.”

“Well — what then?” The smile which lighted up her face was one which, my instinct told me, only comes to the woman who holds the world well lost for love. Her question made him flame into anger.

“What then? Everything then! Margery, you shan’t marry a jail-bird — you shall not. If I’m to be branded as a felon I’ll never carry on the brand to you, and to our children — never, never. As God is my witness, you shall not be a felon’s wife. So the thing resolves itself into this: If I don’t marry this woman I shall become a jail-bird — Clarke will make me one; then — you’ll be such a temptation to me, Margery. I’ve been tempted once and I’ve fallen, but what was that temptation compared to you? I’ll not dare to risk it. So it’s good-bye, Margery. I’ve no right to kiss you; the mere thought of your lips against mine drives me mad. I’m going — I’m going to marry that woman — and I’m going to her now.”

And apparently he went — he positively ran. And the girl never turned even to follow him with her eyes, but remained stock still where he had left her; then did as he had done — looked out across the night-black sea,

I sat still and watched her till I could bear it no longer; then I went to her and said:

“Will you come with me, please, while I speak to some friends?” She glanced at me as she might have done at a ghost; I do not think she quite realized that I was a creature of flesh and blood. So I reached out and took her by the hand and said to her again: “I — I think I can help you if you’ll come with me while I speak to some friends.”

She did not utter a sound, or try to. I think her heart was broken. She just let me take her by the hand and lead her where I would; she moved as if she were a docile child. I saw, in the distance, that Mr. and Mrs. Curtis were still where I had left them; so I placed her on a chair within sight, and I said, as if I had been speaking to a child:

“Sit there, please, and don’t move; in a few minutes I hope I’ll be able to come to you again with some good news.”

She sat down with meek and heart-rending obedience — she was such a picture of misery I could have cried; but I bore up till I got to Mr. and Mrs. Curtis, even though I believe there was something moist in the corners of my eyes. I got to the heart of my subject without any sort of preamble.

“You know, Mrs. Curtis, I told you that I was a teacher of the deaf and dumb, and that I could tell what people are saying by watching their lips?”

“Of course you did, my dear. This is my husband, who has just come to me from New York City. Fred, this is Miss Judith Lee, of whom I was speaking to you. She’s a very wonderful young woman, and I hope she’s going to be my very dear friend.”

I did not wait for Mr. Curtis to speak; I just went on. I could see he was beginning to look at me with a sort of wonder.

“I just saw you and Mr. Curtis talking, and I saw him say to you that with some of the money he had just been making he would like to set some fellow, who wasn’t quite a bad one, on his legs, and give some woman, who was very much in need of it, happiness. Well, I know just such a pair, and if he meant it I can give him a chance of doing, right now, exactly what he said he wanted to do.”

They looked at me, and they looked at each other, which I did not wonder at — I was so hot and eager, so very much in earnest. With that girl sitting there, right in my line of vision, I felt that I had got to take these people’s hearts by storm; and I was not going to stick at a trifle in doing it. Mr. Curtis asked, with something in his voice which made me wonder if he was quizzing me, but I did not care if he was:

“Who are your deserving couple, Miss Lee?”

Then I told them all about it, in just as few words as I could, and as close to the point as I could get them. It did me good to see how quick he was at getting at my meaning. I had heard a deal about American quickness; I saw an example of it then. I believe that before I had finished he understood it all — just got at what I wanted him to get. The quizzical note was still in his voice when he made what, from an Englishman, would have seemed a simply amazing speech, but which seemed to come quite naturally from him.

“If fifty thousand dollars — that is, ten thousand pounds sterling — would do for this lady and gentleman what you want to do, you can have the cash to-night, on one condition, Miss Lee — that you don’t say from whom it comes. You’re to regard that as your secret and mine.”

In about three minutes I went tearing off after Mr. Armitage. I found him sitting at a table in a corner of the restaurant, a suspicious-looking glass in front of him and a most dismal expression on his face. Just as I reached him I saw Mr. Clarke coming in at the other end, but I paid no attention to him.

“Mr. Armitage, I want you to come with me at once on business which is to you almost a matter of life and death.”

He looked at me as if amazed, which was not odd. I fancy I seemed pretty excited, and my acquaintance with him was of the slightest. But I gave him no chance to talk. Almost before he knew it, I was sailing down the room with him at my side. We encountered Mr. Clarke, who tried to stop us.

“Armitage, there’s something which I’ve got to say to you.”

I gave him no chance either.

“Then you’ll have to have something. Mr. Armitage has business which won’t permit of an instant’s delay.”

And I bore that young man right past him. I dare say they both of them thought I was mad. I was conscious that Mr. Clarke was looking after us as if he would like to bite me, but did not dare; he did not even dare to try to speak to Mr. Armitage again. I believe Mr. Armitage did ask some questions, but he got no answers; I took him at such a pace to my hotel that he had not time to ask many. I had arranged with Mrs. Curtis that she should carry off the girl to her private sitting-room. As I opened the door, with the young gentleman in tow, she came out, and she slipped into my hand what I knew to be a wad of notes. Then I showed Mr. Armitage into the room, and when he saw the girl and the girl saw him their faces were a study.

Off I went, without any preamble, as hard as I could to the point.

“I have no time to waste in explanations — at least, not now; I merely want you to understand that owing to circumstances over which I have practically no control I know all about you — and that’s all, I believe, Mr. Armitage, that you have some regard for this young lady, whose name I don’t happen to know, except that it’s Margery. Is it correct that you have a regard for her?”

The bewildered look with which that young man regarded me, as if he wondered if something had happened to the foundations of the world!

“I have only the pleasure of knowing you very slightly, Miss Lee; I’m afraid I don’t understand — —”

I stopped the flow of his eloquence with a wave of my hand.

“We shall be able to talk about all that later. In the meanwhile, may I ask you to inform me if you have a regard for this young lady? You’ll find it worth your while to say just ‘Yes’ or ‘No.’ I know you are supposed to be engaged to Miss Drawbridge, but that doesn’t matter. Will you please answer my question?”

“I don’t know what use you intend to make of the information, but I have no objection, since you appear to know already, to telling you that Miss Stainer is dearer to me than anything else in the world.”

“I knew it, but I preferred to get the fact from you. Without thrusting myself too much upon your confidence, may I ask, Miss Stainer — I should prefer to call you Margery, but as it seems your name is Stainer — —”

“Please call me Margery,” she murmured — just murmured; I could see the words better than I could hear them.

“May I ask, Margery, if you have in the least degree any feeling of the same kind for Mr. Armitage?”

She did not answer — she looked at me. I don’t know what she saw on my face, but she seemed to see something which induced her to draw close and take my right hand in both of hers, and — that was all; but I understood; as I immediately made clear.

“That being the case, it is evidently desirable that you should be married at the earliest possible moment” — you should have seen their faces— “and a friend has placed funds at my disposal which will enable you to do so. Please don’t speak, not yet. Mr. Armitage, you’ve been doing something disgraceful; I’m ashamed of you. How much do you owe that man Clarke?”

That bewildered look on his face was increasing; he seemed all eyes.

“How do you know I owe him anything? Has he been telling you?”

“He has not; and I’m the only one who is to ask questions. You can ask all you like later on, but at present please content yourself with answering mine. How much money do you owe that objectionable Clarke person?”

“It was eight hundred, but now he makes it out to be a thousand.”

I did not ask what hold the man had over him, not out loud; but I dare say the question was formulated in my brain. I cannot explain how it was, but I seemed to see the answer in his eyes, or somewhere: “He’s got a forged acceptance.” And it gave me such cold shivers down my back that I went hurrying on.

“Mr. Clarke will be paid his thousand pounds; and you will sit down at that table and write on that sheet of paper a list of the moneys you owe; they will all be paid — out of the fund which I have at my disposal. Now, do not ask questions, but do as you’re told. Yes, it is a miracle if you like to think it so, it’s the miracle which is going to be the making of you. Now, sit down and write.”

He sat down and wrote; it took him some minutes. A young gentleman cannot be expected to set down all he owes in an instant; I dare say there were omissions in that list of his when it was finished, though it came to a nice little total as it was.

“That’s a very great deal of money,” I told him when I glanced at it. “Nearly three thousand pounds. It’s dreadful that a young man who is practically penniless should owe all that. If, by a miraculous interposition, it is paid, is this sort of thing going to recur? Wait before you answer. You will leave Dieppe to-night, by the boat which starts at half-past one. Miss Stainer will leave also, in charge of a lady who is a very dear friend of mine. You will go to London, there you will obtain a marriage licence, and the day after to-morrow, which will be Thursday, you will be married.”

“Oh!” Margery gasped. I had to put an arm round her waist to hold her steady.

“You will book two berths by the boat which starts for New York on Saturday. On your arrival there employment will be found for you, and you will be provided with funds which will enable you to live until your salary falls due. The future will be in your own hands. Live decently, keep out of debt, work like an honest man should do who has given hostages to fortune, and there’s no reason I know of why you shouldn’t be the happiest couple in the world — because you are starting with a very valuable capital, your love for each other. Now, Margery, you’re not to do that.”

The girl, having come close up to me, had laid her head against my breast and was crying. I had to comfort her.

“Now, my dear, you must keep your head; you mustn’t give way; there are heaps of things you must do. To-morrow you must buy your trousseau, and all sorts of things you will have to have; and — now, Margery, if you will keep on crying you’ll make me cry too, you will — and I won’t.”

And I did not cry; I never do. I look upon crying as an absurd feminine weakness; and if I did, it was nothing to speak of.

Everything happened as I intended. They left by the early morning boat — Mr. Armitage was so shamefaced. He was still bewildered; even as the boat was starting I believe he had a sort of feeling that his brains were addled. Mrs. Curtis shared a cabin with the girl. And Mr. Curtis stayed behind with me.

The next morning I interviewed Mr. Clarke. I sent for him to Mr. Curtis’s sitting-room, and he came. Mr. Curtis was present to see that everything was fair. I began at the visitor before his nose was well inside the door — I did have such an objection to the man.

“Mr. Clarke, I presume you’re aware that you have placed yourself in a very serious position?”

He glared at me as if he wondered who I was; then he looked at Mr. Curtis, and perhaps that kept him from saying some of the things he would have liked to say.

“You have in your pocket a forged bill of acceptance which you received, well knowing it to be forged, and which you have used for the purpose of extorting blackmail. I need not tell a person of your experience that by so doing you have placed yourself within the reach of the criminal law.”

He began to bluster.

“Who the deuce are you, and what do you mean by talking to me like this?”

“Mr. Armitage has instructed me to act on his behalf.” I laid some notes on the table. “There is the money he owes you. You’ll give me the bill you hold and a quittance in full of all the claims you have against him.”

The man made quite a pretty little scene — or, rather, he tried to; because a few remarks from Mr. Curtis brought him to before he had really got under weigh. When he left that room he had got his money, and I had the bill and the quittance and everything I wanted. Then I interviewed Miss Drawbridge.

I found her in the courtyard of the hotel having what she called her “aperitive.” As always, I came to the point with her at once.

“Miss Drawbridge, Mr. Armitage wishes me to tell you that the engagement which he entered into with you is at an end. As you made it clear to me that there was no sentiment about the matter, I am sure you will excuse my treating it as a business proposition — which is off.”

She did not seem to mind my talking to her like that in the very least. She was a most extraordinary woman. Instead of my taking her aback, she took me.

“That’s all right. I’ve been turning matters over in my mind, and I think myself that it would be better to cut the loss. Between ourselves, I’ve almost decided to marry Captain Morgan. He’s a gentleman I’ve known for some considerable period. Every time I meet him he asks me to marry him, and I think, on the whole, he will suit me better than Cecil Armitage; he’s more my sort.”

I believe my breath failed me. The rapidity with which she adjusted herself to fresh matrimonial prospects was a trifle startling. I saw that the person whom she called Captain Morgan was coming out of the hotel.

“You were so kind as to lend Mr. Armitage a hundred and fifty pounds, which he returns, and for which he thanks you. I think you’ll find that correct.”

I laid a hundred and fifty pounds in bank-notes on the table and tore off. Captain Morgan was within a yard or two.

I left with Mr. Curtis by the afternoon boat for London. The next day that affectionate pair were married. Mr. Curtis gave the bride away, and I was her bridesmaid. Afterwards we had quite a festive time with Mr. and Mrs. Curtis. On the Saturday Cecil and Margery sailed. I doubt if they had realized the situation even then. I believe they still thought it was a miracle — and it was.

It was a miracle which materialized and, if I may mix my metaphors — and I shall if I choose — bore fruit and flourished. Mr. Curtis, that miracle-worker, gave Cecil a post in his own business — a small one at first, but which rapidly grew in importance. Cecil Armitage proved himself to be an excellent man of affairs; hard-headed, shrewd Mr. Curtis both trusts and likes him. Margery wrote to me only the other day that she and Cecil were the happiest pair in the United States of America. That seems a tall order; I hope there are lots of couples who are as happy as they are — but they are happy.

The same mail brought me a letter from Mrs. Curtis. She said she hoped to see me before very long with a husband of my own. She never, never will. Never, never, never!


AULD LANG SYNE

One of the few cases in which I had any association with the police was in connection with the affair of the shooting in Great Glenn Street.

There was, about that time, an epidemic of shooting in that part of London in which the inhabitants, for the most part, are certainly not natives of the great city. The police had made a raid upon a club which they had reason to believe was in reality nothing but a gambling house. On their gaining entrance the lights had been extinguished and firearms had been used by persons who, in the darkness, had been invisible. Three of the constables had been shot — one of them had been killed on the spot, the two others seriously wounded. In the confusion the assassins had escaped. My connection with the matter began on a Tuesday morning, some three weeks after the tragedy had taken place. On the preceding afternoon an arrest had been made in a house in Park Street. The man had made a desperate resistance; there had been shooting on both sides. He had actually killed two officers before he himself was rendered helpless. On the Tuesday morning of which I speak I had business in the City. I learnt, casually, that Park Street was quite close to the spot to which my business took me. I thought I would go and see what sort of place it was; but only persons who could prove that they had business there were allowed to pass into it.

When I saw the crowds which thronged the approaches I wished to go no farther. I never saw such faces. Seldom has that gift of mine for reading what people are saying merely by watching their lips had on me a more curious effect.

On the fringe of the crowd on my right was a thin, undersized, yet intellectual-looking man, on whose sallow cheeks the blue beginnings of a beard lent him an appearance which was almost ghastly. There could be no doubt that he was a foreigner, and one who was ill at ease. He kept giving furtive glances round him, as if he feared that something unpleasant might come at any moment from either side. Presently something did come. A ginger-haired man, with a greasy cloth cap on the back of his head, came shambling past me. He paused as if to look about him. A more unpleasant-looking person one could hardly imagine. Suddenly he caught sight of the individual I had been observing. As he did so his whole being changed. It reminded me of what one reads of the wild beast which bristles and quivers at the sight of its prey. Moving stealthily towards the man with the shallow cheeks, he gripped him by the shoulder. The man, springing from the ground, leaped forward as if to tear himself free, but he of the ginger hair had him in too fast a hold. They eyed one another. Words came from the sallow man’s lips, a torrent of them; I could see them, but what they meant I had no notion. They were in a language of which I had no knowledge.

One thing was evident from the words I saw him utter — he spoke with a strong accent. I had a vague general idea, but his exact words I could not have reproduced. The ginger-haired man turned round so that I could see the whole of his face. There was no mistaking what he said. The words he uttered were sufficiently startling:

“I’ve only got to say a word to these blokes here, and they would tear you to pieces. You mind what you’re saying.”

Whatever the other might have been saying, the ginger-haired man’s words affected him in a manner which it was not pleasant to see. There was an odd movement in his throat, as if there were something the matter with the muscles. Then he spoke again, just two or three words. That time I could see what he said.

“You go away — you let me go.”

“If I let you go, where shall I see you to-night? Don’t you make any mistake about it, I’ve got to see you.”

The other replied:

“Why have you got to see me? What for?”

“Some one will be on the road to the gallows by this time to-morrow if I don’t see you to-night — and you know who.” It was obvious from the sallow man’s bearing that he did. I was conscious of an uncomfortable sensation as I realized the fact. The ginger-haired man went on: “That is, if they don’t out him before the hangman does. I’ve only got to say half a dozen words and the hangman will never have his chance — these here coves would do him out of his job.”

The look in the sallow man’s eyes became accentuated, but for the moment the faculty of speech had gone. The ginger-haired man continued instead.

“All right, you needn’t speak if it hurts you to try. I shall be at Sam’s to-night at ten sharp. I shan’t stop if I don’t find you there; I shall go straight off and make a few remarks to some gentleman who will pay me handsomely for every one of them — and don’t you make any mistake about it.”

The instant he disappeared the sallow-faced man slipped into a street which was in front on the right.

I also departed — in a singularly disturbed state of mind. In the first place, I wished that I had never come; and in the second, I had a most uncomfortable feeling that by my coming I had placed myself in possession of information for which, figuratively, all London was groping. This feeling of discomfort was strengthened by an incident which immediately followed.

A few paces ahead two men were strolling side by side. They were apparently foreigners of the decent mechanic class. At the end of the street they stopped. One of them turned towards the other. I saw him say:

“Come into Sam’s; I’ll introduce you.”

At the corner where they were standing was a shop-front which reminded me of a type of café one finds abroad. There was a good-sized window; the lower half was painted a deep chocolate colour; across the upper half a muslin curtain was drawn which badly needed washing. It was to the building to which this window belonged that the speaker had referred with a motion of his hand. Sam’s? The ginger-haired man had advised the sallow-faced alien to meet him at Sam’s at ten o’clock. Could this be the Sam’s to which he had referred? The pair in front passed through a swing-door. I hesitated. There was nothing to show what the place might be — no name, no sign, no anything. I saw two constables advancing towards me. I addressed them.

“Can you tell me what that place is?”

I motioned towards the window at the corner of the street. They eyed me with what seemed inquiring glances.

“That’s Sam’s,” said one; as he said it he smiled, as if something in my question had amused him.

“Are ladies admitted?”

“Ladies? Well, I don’t know about ladies — it depends upon what you call ladies. Chaps take their wives and sweethearts, and plenty of women — respectable women — go in there by themselves; but as for ladies — well, begging your pardon, I don’t suppose many of Sam’s lady customers pay quite so much for their frocks as I dare say you do.”

“Is the proprietor’s name Sam?”

“I don’t suppose he pays rates and taxes under that name, if that is what you mean. I fancy he is a Pole or a Russian, though he speaks English as well as you or I do; but everybody about here knows him as Sam.”

That night I paid a visit to Sam’s. I had to go, drawn there by a magnet which was stronger than I. The compelling cause was the little scene which I had witnessed between those two men. If they would be there I felt that I must be; that I had to be there, if only to see if they were. I could not make up my mind whether I should, or should not, communicate with the police. I had an intuition that if that meeting did take place, confidences might be exchanged which the police might consider it extremely desirable that they should share. And yet — I could not decide. Not improbably a telephone was available at Sam’s; in a moment a message might be sent to the nearest station; I could give them notice, at the last minute, that assistance might be required, in time for it to reach me.

It was about twenty minutes to ten when I arrived at Sam’s. I need hardly say that I was not wearing the frock to whose cost the policemen had rather pointedly alluded, for I had no wish to have the attention of Sam’s customers attracted to the splendours of my costume. I passed the place four or five times before I actually entered.

When I was in I wondered why I had hesitated as to entering. It seemed quite respectable and fairly clean; and some of the customers, both male and female, were of a better class than I had expected from what the policeman said.

The apartment into which one came after passing the doors was a good large one. I dare say there were between twenty and thirty marble-topped tables, some of them quite large ones. At nearly all of them people were seated; trade was brisk, and there was a babel of voices. I took my seat at a table at which there were already a couple seated. In the hasty glance which I had given round the place I had been unable to discover either of the actors in the scene of the morning. Most of the people seemed to be drinking coffee. I ordered a cup. As it was being brought I looked carefully round; the whole place was visible from where I sat; it was certain that neither of the men was there. I glanced at the clock. It wanted four or five minutes to ten. I sipped my coffee when it came, and found it surprisingly good.

What the people around were talking about I had not a notion; watching their lips told me nothing. I had a feeling that more than one language was being spoken. If there were a dozen, they were all equally unknown to me.

The minutes passed. It was just on ten o’clock when the swing-door opened and the man with the ginger hair looked in. He was probably the only Englishman there. I thought of what I had heard of the unpleasant type of countenance found among low-class aliens. He was to my mind by far the most unpleasant-looking creature there. He glanced round. Not seeing the person he sought, he came farther in and searched more minutely. He glanced at the clock, hesitated, then took a seat at a table near the door. He ordered a cup of coffee from the waiter. When it came he began to swallow it in little gulps, glancing every moment at the clock. The minute-hand marked ten minutes past. He emptied his cup and rose to his feet, muttering something to himself. He might as well have shouted at the top of his voice; it could not have been more audible to me. His face seemed to be distorted by a sudden frenzy of rage.

“I’ll pay him!” Those were the three words he muttered; they were followed by a string of oaths. Then he moved as if to go, and as he did so the sallow-faced man came in.

In the white glare of the electric light he seemed sallower than ever. He was a curious figure as he stood there with one hand still on the swing-door; so short, so slight, such a bundle of nerves; yet, as it were, all instinct with electricity. When he saw the ginger-haired man he held himself straighter, as if he had stiffened; as in the morning, a look came into his eyes which was half rage, half terror. No greetings were exchanged. The new-comer placed himself on a vacant chair. The ginger-haired man sat down on the opposite side of the table. From where I was I could see them perfectly. Then the ginger-haired man said:

“Another half-minute and you’d have been too late.”

The sallow man, resting his arms on the table, seemed to consider the other’s face. Then he spoke in what was no doubt a whisper, which only reached the ears of the man whom he addressed. His accent must have been less marked than it had been in the morning, because I saw so clearly what he said.

“What do you think to gain by going to the police?”

“They offer a reward, don’t they?”

“I see — it is like that — it is the money you are after; so!”

“You take care what you’re saying; you keep a gag on that tongue of yours, or you’ll be sorry.”

“You continually threaten. If it was me you threatened I would not mind — not that.” He made a little movement with his hand. “But my friends — my brother — that is another thing.” The speaker leaned farther forward; probably he dropped his voice still more. “You are a brave man to threaten, to my face, to sell my brother to the police for money.”

The only effect which his words had on the ginger-haired man was to make him angry.

“Do you think I’m afraid of you, or of your friends either? I’ll learn you, if you talk to me like that. I’ll call Sam over here and tell him right out what will settle you and your brother too!”

“My brother did not mean to shoot them.”

“What do I care? You tell that to the police; it don’t interest me.”

“He was a fool. He meant to frighten them; but he had the wrong pistol, and in the dark he did not know it. He thought the pistol was loaded with blank cartridge.”

“I say again, you tell that to the police, it don’t interest me. I don’t care what he meant to do or what he did; that’s his affair, not mine. It’s business I’m after.”

“What do you mean by ‘it’s business you’re after’? What do you want from me?”

The ginger man had been sitting back in his chair. Now he also leaned over the table, so that their faces almost met. He uttered one word: “Money!”

“So I It is money you want from me? You know very well I have no money.”

“I know that I want a hundred pounds from you — and I know I’m going to get it.”

“You’re a fool! I have no hundred pounds, nor have I the moon.”

“You’re going to pay me by instalments, so much a week, until the whole is paid. You’re going to start by giving me this week five golden goblins.”

“I tell you I have not the money; I do not know where to find it.”

“How much have you got on you?”

“Three or four shillings — and that is all the money I possess.”

“Hand it over.”

The sallow-faced man stared as if he did not comprehend.

“But if I give you all that I have got I shall have nothing left. I do not know where the next money is to come from; I shall have none with which to buy food for to-morrow.”

“You hand over what you’ve got, and you turn your pockets inside out to prove that it’s all you’ve got.”

“Do you think I am the sort that will let himself be robbed by such as you? And if I say ‘No,’ what then?”

“Your brother will be in quod to-night — that’s what then. I’ll begin by telling Sam and the blokes here that you’re the brother of the chap that’s wanted for the shooting in Great Glenn Street; they’ll look after you. Then there’ll be some one who’ll get him — don’t you make any mistake about it.”

The sallow man’s big eyes seemed to have grown on a sudden still larger, as if they had been distended by the stress of his emotion. His lips twitched.

“You don’t know where he is!”

The ginger-haired man did not respond upon the instant. Possibly, realizing how the other hung upon his expected answer, he chose to play upon his feelings. When he did speak it was with that hideous grin which made his evil face seem positively diabolical.

“Oh yes, I do know; I know as well as you do — perhaps better.”

“Then where is he?”

“Your precious brother is at No. 3 James Buildings, in the third-floor front — that’s where he is. The room don’t belong to him; it belongs to a lady, and the rent’s a week behind. Perhaps that’s news to you. The lady is trying to find the money to-night to pay the rent in the morning.”

“How do you know?”

“That’s tellings, how I know. I’ve a way of finding out things when I want to. Look here, I’ve had enough of talking. Are you going to hand over?”

“I will give you a shilling to-night, and I will see if I can find some more for you in the morning.”

“A shilling! My crikey, there’s generosity! A shilling for your brother’s life! Chuck that! You’ll not only hand over all the coin you’ve got, you’ll give me your watch and chain and every blessed thing you’ve got about you. And if you can’t find me some more by the morning, I’ll have the clothes off your back. That’s what you’re going to give me as a start for your brother’s life, my lad. Quick, too! Hand over, now, or I’ll call Sam. Which is it to be?”

The ginger-haired man stretched out a huge, filthy hand, palm uppermost, across the table. The other met his eyes, saw what was in them, then proceeded to empty the contents of his pockets into the upturned palm — a pocket-knife, a wooden pencil, a packet of cigarettes, all sorts of oddments, even to his pocket-handkerchief. Still the ginger-haired man was not satisfied.

“Sure that’s all? There’s not much here, you know. You haven’t got a revolver? It’s not a nice thing to carry about with you if it’s loaded.”

“I have nothing of the kind, I swear to you. I never had such a thing; I am not that sort of man.”

“I thought you might have your brother’s. If you haven’t, perhaps you will be able to get it for me. I shall be at the corner of Market Street at half-past eleven to-morrow morning. I am going to have five pounds out of you somehow this week, or — you know what. And don’t you dare to be ten minutes late.”

The ginger-haired man rose from his chair, thrusting the other’s miserable belongings into the side-pocket of his jacket as he did so. Then, pushing the swing-door back, he passed into the night.

I was endeavouring to make up my mind what course I ought to pursue. As I watched the sallow man I kept repeating to myself, “3 James Buildings.” There could be no doubt who was the occupant of that third-floor front; or, at least, it seemed to be clearly my duty to give the police the earliest possible opportunity of resolving what little doubt there was. I asked the waiter, who was a dwarf-like person with scarcely a hair on his parchment-coloured scalp, if there was a telephone in the house. He informed me that there was not, but that there was a public telephone within a couple of minutes’ walk. While I was speaking to the waiter the sallow man, getting quickly off his chair, went swiftly through the swing-doors. Following him in less than half a minute, I found him on the pavement without, talking to a young woman who had a check shawl drawn over her head. They were carrying on what seemed to be an animated conversation, in what was probably a foreign tongue. Cutting it suddenly short, he went hurrying down the street at what was very nearly a run. The girl stood looking after him. Then, I presume, hearing my footsteps, she glanced round towards me. She had quite a pleasant face; was scarcely more than a child — possibly seventeen or eighteen; but in her eyes was that uncomfortable look of something more than terror which had lent such grisly character to the face of the man I could still see hurrying through the street.

I left her there and went to seek the telephone. It was in a small tobacconist’s shop. The people at the exchange put me on at once.

“Is that Scotland Yard?” I asked. “Who is that speaking? Put me on to Inspector Ellis. I am Judith Lee. I have an idea that I can put you on the track of the man you want for the shooting in Great Glenn Street.”

There came along the wire a sound which was very like an ejaculation of surprise, even of incredulity.

“Are you serious, Miss Lee? Where are you speaking?”

“I want you to send half a dozen men in plain clothes, made up to look as little like policemen as they can manage, to the corner of Perrivale Street as soon as possible. Let them go singly and appear not to know each other when they get there. I fancy it’s a ticklish job they’ll have to handle. The great thing is not to arouse suspicion till the thing is done. You had better come with them. How long will it be before you are there?”

“I’ll be there as soon as a taxicab can bring me.”

“Will you be there, say, in fifteen minutes?”

“Before that — probably in less than ten.”

When I came out of the telephone-box there were two women standing under a lamp-post on the edge of the pavement. I recognized one as the girl with a shawl over her head who had been outside Sam’s talking to the sallow man. The other was bare-headed, so that I could see her scanty grey hair and how her face was seamed with wrinkles. They were so absorbed in what they were saying that they did not notice me standing at the door of the telephone-box. They seemed to be in a state of almost hysterical agitation; unless I erred, tears were in the voices as well as in the eyes of both. I looked at their lips, expecting to find that they were still speaking in that unknown tongue, and that, therefore, what they were saying was sealed from me. After watching them a moment, however, it struck me that, while they were not speaking in English, some of the words they uttered were not unfamiliar.

A few months before the occurrences of which I am writing I had received an invitation from certain persons who were starting an institution for the education of deaf-mutes in the town of Posen, in the province of that name, in that part of Eastern Germany which is adjacent to Poland. I was invited for a month, but I stayed four. I had a fair knowledge of German before I went, but the variety of the language which was spoken in that part was new to me. Before, however, I came away it had become more familiar. I had only to watch the two women standing under the lamp-post closely for a few seconds to perceive that that was the tongue they were speaking.

At first I merely caught a word here and there. Only by degrees did I obtain anything like a clear insight into what they were saying. When I did understand I lost words here and there, so that I had to guess at them, but I learnt sufficient to render me thankful that I had been able to learn so much.

One of the first words I caught was “bomb” — which in German is “Bombe.” My interest in their conversation grew when I realized that the word was being formed on the younger woman’s lips again and again, and the sense in which it was being used. She repeated the same statement two or three times.

“I tell you he has got a bomb on a little table by his bed.”

“But why a bomb?” the elder asked.

“Because he will not be taken. I have a particular way of entering the room; he would know in a second if it was anyone else who wished to enter. He says that if anyone tries to enter the room, some one who is not me, he will push the bomb over on to the floor — and that will be the end of everything.”

“He must be mad to have a thing like that at his bedside. Suppose the table were to tumble over?”

“That would be the end! I tell you I am afraid to go near it, to look at it. I would not touch it for all the money in the world. It is made of some sort of glass; he says that if you hold it in your hand and squeeze, closing your fingers on it sharply, like that” — she demonstrated her meaning with her outstretched hand— “that would be enough. What I have suffered because of that thing!”

The girl covered her face with the edge of her shawl, as if to hide from herself the dreadful picture her imagination had conjured up. The tears were streaming down the old woman’s wrinkled cheeks.

“He must be mad,” she wailed, “to have a thing like that beside his bed.”

“That is not the worst,” continued the girl. “How can I tell you what I suffer when I return? When I am going up the stairs my knees tremble so that I can scarcely mount them; I tremble so that I can hardly think of the signal which tells him it is I. Consider what would happen if I made one little slip; he would not wait to give me a chance to put it right — he has sworn it. That same moment the bomb would fall.”

The two women were reducing themselves almost to a state of nervous collapse by their own words. They both of them trembled and cried.

“What is the signal which you give?” asked the elder.

“It begins when I enter the house. I give one whistle — like that.” She gave utterance to a clear, bird-like note. “As I ascend the stairs I sing, something different nearly every day. He is so afraid that some one will hear me and imitate that he makes me continually change. To-night it is to be a verse of an English song — like this.”

As I stood on the step of the telephone-box she sang, just above her breath, so that the air reached me, the chorus of “Auld Lang Syne,” with the strangest accent.

“It is an English song; I do not know what it means. He sang it to me — you know how well he sings.”

“He can still sing?” There was an anxious note in the elder woman’s voice.

“Yes, a little; enough to make me understand. I do not ask him to explain; I copy him as nearly as I can f for him that is sufficient. I sing this song as I am ascending, my knees shaking, my tongue dry in my mouth. When I reach the top, I pronounce what he calls the password loud enough for him to hear it on the other side; to-night it is ‘Gruss.’ Then I knock on the door, three times; first one tap, then two taps, then three taps; then I go in, and I sigh with thankfulness because I am still alive. Then I see the bomb upon the table, and I am worse than ever, because the sight of it terrifies me more than I can tell you.”

“But there are other people in the house; they cannot go through all this performance each time they go in or out?”

“That is where you are wrong; there is no one else in the house; except that one, all the rooms are empty — that has been arranged. See, I have here the street-door key; with that I let myself in; and — —”

The elder woman interrupted her, without glancing in my direction; so that if I had not been observing her lips I should not have guessed that it was to me she referred.

“Why does that woman stay so long upon the step? You see how she is watching us?”

The younger answered not a word. Without a look in my direction she glided away, up the street on my left; while, without so much — so far as I could perceive — as a peep towards me, the elder went trudging past me on the right.

Within a very few minutes I was at the corner of Perrivale Street. As I neared it a man came and accosted me.

“Miss Lee? I thought that you were not coming, that some hoax had been played. I am Mr. Ellis — you telephoned to me just now.”

“Where are the men I asked you to send?”

“They are about the street, separately. They will gather at a word from me. They are in charge of Inspector Davis, who is standing in front of that shop-window smoking a pipe.”

I noted the burly figure to which he referred. So far as I could judge, there was nothing to point to the presence of his six policemen. He went on:

“Where is this man of whom you spoke? Are you sure that you are on his track, or is it merely surmise?”

“This is going to be a much more delicate business, Mr. Ellis, even than I supposed. The man who tries to arrest him will do so not only at the peril of his own life, but of the lives of others.”

“Do you mean that there will be more shooting? We are prepared for that.”

“I do not mean that there will be more shooting.”

I told him of the conversation with which I had just been made acquainted. He heard me with growing amazement.

“Do you mean to say that the fellow has a bomb with him in his room, which he will explode if anyone tries to take him? He will do for himself if he does. Where’s the gain?”

“That I cannot tell you. These people seem to have their own ideas. He will not only do for himself and his would-be captor, or captors, but he’ll work wholesale havoc in the neighbourhood. That is a consummation not to be desired.”

Mr. Ellis’s manner suggested that he was excited.

“But, even if you are right, even if the fellow is such a hideous monster — because he is a hideous monster, is he to defy us, to escape us? Are we not to take him? What are we to do?”

“I’ll tell you what we will do. I will take him.”

“You! You will take him! What do you mean by you will take him? Do you imagine that we will allow you to do our work, to do what we dare not do, to run a risk which we should be afraid to take? You are dreaming.”

“I am not dreaming. It is because I am very wide-awake that I make the proposition. There will be not only risk in your case, there will be certainty. It would be absolutely certain that you would bring destruction upon innocent heads; while, in my case, there will be practically no risk at all. Let me explain.”

He condescended to listen as I went scampering on.

“This girl, from whom I learnt about the bomb, is the only person who is allowed to approach his room. You must remember that the house is empty. She is the only person he permits to enter. I propose to pretend to be her.”

“Do you mean that you’re going to make up to imitate her? He would probably detect you in an instant.”

“Not at all. I’m not going to try to imitate her in appearance. Haven’t I been telling you about the elaborate series of signals by which she announces to him her coming, and how she described them in detail to the other woman? They’re what I’m going to imitate. I know them off by heart. Before he’s begun even to suspect that there’s anything wrong I shall be in his room.”

“There is, I am free to admit, a certain amount of sense in your suggestion. The idea of imitating the girl’s signals is not bad; but if you try that we shall have to enter the house with you — some of us, at any rate; and, keeping close at your heels, go into the room with you, and trust to luck to down him before he’s reached his bomb. There are women in the force. I’ll get one here. You can tell her about the signals, she can work them instead of you. It’s her business — as I said, each to his job.”

“And don’t you realize that by this time that girl has probably gone back to him, or may go back at any moment, and that then your chance is lost? If anything is to be done, it must be done at once — now, and I will do it.”

“Where’s the fellow to be found?”

“He’s at 3 James Buildings, in a room on the third-floor front.”

“That’s just round the corner, less than a minute from here. If you and I go on in front, my men will follow.”

He turned into a narrow side-street. There was not a soul in sight. A woman came out of a doorway on the left perhaps a dozen yards in front of us. I whispered to my companion:

“That’s the girl — the one I saw talking about the bomb. She is probably going to him now; if she gets to him first we are done.”

Mr. Ellis made a curious sound — I think he did it with his tongue between his teeth. The girl hurrying along in front stopped and looked round, as if to see from whom it came. Two men, appearing from what I take it was an alley on the right, were on her before she could move. Each had her by an arm.

She never uttered a sound or attempted to struggle. When we got to her she seemed paralysed with terror — trembling as if, without the support of her captors, she would have fallen.

Mr. Ellis spoke.

“You two had better look after her — take her to the station; detain her till I come.” He addressed the girl. “Do you speak English?”

“I have no English.” It was with difficulty that she spoke. Then she saw me. “You!” she exclaimed in German. “You were on the step.”

I said to Mr. Ellis:

“Can’t I have her shawl? It might enable me to carry the deception a little further if I have it. He’ll spot the trick at once if I enter the room with a hat and jacket on. Apparently she wears neither.”

They took her shawl. Removing my hat and jacket, entrusting them to the men who had her in charge, I donned the shawl in their place. A notion seemed to dawn on her of what the proceeding meant. She began all at once to struggle violently, breaking into voluble speech.

“Off with her,” directed Mr. Ellis. “We don’t want any fuss here.”

I sped on in front. After a second or two he joined me.

“James Buildings is the next turning on the left,” said Mr. Ellis. “You had better go on ahead. When you have got the door open we will follow — my men are all here. But for Heaven’s sake run no more risk than you can help.”

His words were sounding in my ears as I stole down the narrow street. All the windows seemed to be in darkness; there was not a creature to be seen. As I went a thought suddenly occurred to me — I had no key. The girl had spoken about gaining admission with a key. It seemed that the only thing to be done was to go back to her in search of it.

As I decided that the only thing to be done was to return and tell Mr. Ellis of my stupidity I drew the shawl closer around me and — something struck me quite a smart blow over the breast as I swung the corner over. There was something concealed in the shawl. I felt for it; something hard was tied in a knot in the corner. I unloosed it. It was a key — possibly the key I wanted.

I hurried on with the key in my hand. Odd numbers were on one side of the street, even on the other. The door of No. 3 was in a shocking state. I could see how grimy the windows were, and how the blinds which veiled them were in keeping. There was not a glimmer at one of them. I was just about to insert the key into the lock when I thought of the whistle the girl had said she always gave before she did so. I am rather a good whistler; but it was odd how, on a sudden, I had become doubtful of my capacity. With difficulty I produced the note. I had not intended it to be a loud one, yet it seemed to me that it must have been audible streets away. Then I put the key into the lock and opened the door.

As I did so some one came up behind me. It was Mr. Ellis. I had seen him coming, but so noiselessly had he moved that I had heard nothing. Four other men came after him. We entered the hall — I first, Mr. Ellis and his four men after me. The moment my foot crossed the threshold I began to sing the chorus of “Auld Lang Syne.” The girl’s voice had been soprano; hers had struck me as being very soft and sweet; I felt that mine was shriller. I tried to pronounce the words as she had done, so that they seemed to an English ear to be so much gibberish. I do not know to what extent I succeeded in rendering it as she would have done; I do know that singing that immortal chorus under such conditions had on me the most singular effect. I wondered what effect the performance was producing upstairs.

One of the constables had a dark lantern, by whose light we ascended the uncarpeted, rickety staircase. Two men remained below to keep an eye on the street; Mr. Ellis and the two others went up with me. Not a word was spoken; my singing was the only sound there was. I was through the chorus before we were up the second flight of stairs, so, in order to cover a possible stumble on the part of the men behind me, I started it again.

We reached the third floor. There was a door immediately in front of us. As I paused my heart was beating so noisily that it seemed to me it must be audible to whoever might be within.

I gritted my teeth as I knocked at the door — one tap; then knocked again — two taps; another interval — three taps. Then I grasped the handle, turned it, opened the door, and went into the room, with my heart in my mouth.

The programme we had arranged was that I was to enter the room alone, divert the attention of the man within, then give a tiny whistle, and Mr. Ellis and his companions were to appear, and ensure his never reaching the bomb at all.

When I opened the door it was to find that there was darkness in the room. This was unlooked for. I had expected to find a light of some sort, if only a candle or a lamp. It was a strange sensation to enter a room of which I knew nothing and could see nothing, with the consciousness strong upon me that it was occupied by a desperate, blood-stained wretch, who had that hideous weapon of destruction within reach of his fingers. No words of mine could describe my feelings. I did not know whether to move or to speak, or what to do. Any instant, in the darkness, before we knew what he was about to do, the bomb might be thrown — death would be on us.

I longed for a light; yet how was I to get one, ignorant as I was of the geography of the room and of what it contained? I ventured to move, and struck against the back of a chair. He must have heard. I had a sudden feeling that the dreadful silence could not continue. I summoned up my knowledge of the sort of German the girl had spoken.

“Where are you? Why do you not speak to me? Why are you hiding? Why is it so dark?”

When I had put my four questions I had a fresh access of fright. Now I felt the bomb must come, but it did not. The silence continued, and on the instant I became conscious of a quality in the silence which made me behave as if I had lost my head. I broke into reiterated exclamation, throwing open the door.

“Give me a light! Give me a light! Give me a light!”

The constable turned the shutter of his dark lantern, and allowed its light to travel round the room.

“What’s that,” he asked, “upon the bed?”

The light was resting on what seemed to be a truckle bed, on which something was lying. It was a man, huddled up anyhow, partially dressed, amid some filthy scanty bed-clothes. I thought for the moment he was dead. But as we looked he turned slowly over on to his side, and stretched a lean, brown hand towards an old deal table within a foot of his bedside, on which was a quantity of the sort of wool which they use for stuffing chairs. Resting on this was what looked like one of the gleaming glass balls which serve as decorations for Christmas-trees.

It burst on me what it was. Ere his hand got there I snatched it up. As I did so he rolled off rather than rose from his bed, jerking towards me his claw-like fingers. I shrieked; I had to. Mr. Ellis and his men rushed forward. Some one caught the man by the shoulder. The instant he was touched he collapsed on the floor — dead; so near he had been to dying when we came in.

Later inspection by experts made it clear that the glass ball I had caught up was a bomb of a particularly diabolical sort. Had it been exploded in that small room the whole of James Buildings might have been destroyed with their inhabitants. Death, however, removed its owner before he had been able to put his benevolent design into execution.

The girl whose shawl I had annexed made a statement to the police, by which it appeared that the man’s name was Stepan Grilovitch. His chiefly had been the hand which had dealt out death in Great Glenn Street. There the shooting had taken place in a darkened room. As, in the circumstances, was not surprising, a shot from one of his friends had struck him; he had been conveyed to that upper room, where he had been in charge of the girl ever since. The wound had gangrened. A doctor might have prevented it; on the other hand, a doctor would almost certainly have sent him to the gallows. He preferred to die in another way instead. What became of his brother I do not know; he has never crossed my orbit since. Nor, thank goodness, have I seen anything more of the man with the ginger hair.

I shall never forget mounting that rickety staircase, singing “Auld Lang Syne”; or those awful moments in the pitch-black room.

It was only afterwards I remembered that when I reached the top of the staircase, before tapping at the door, I had omitted to give what the girl said Stepan Grilovitch called the password: “Gruss!” What a shudder went all over me in the first shock of recollection! Sometimes that shudder comes over me still.


ISOLDA

Experience has taught me that people discuss the most confidential matters in public places; chiefly, probably, in establishments in which persons eat and drink in public. I have often been disconcerted in a restaurant by the discovery of the amazingly intimate themes of the conversations which are being carried on around me. It is on such occasions that the gift I have of learning what people are saying by merely looking at their faces becomes a very questionable possession. I have had to keep my eyes fastened on my plate to avoid having observations forced upon me which were certainly intended for no one but the individual to whom they were addressed. Once, when I was lunching with Mr. Carryer at the King’s Restaurant, I actually saw a girl proposing to a man — she was quite a pretty girl too; I had been admiring her hat. I saw her say to the man with whom she was sharing a table:

“Arthur, won’t you marry me? Say you will. I don’t believe you have any idea how fond I am of you; I’d love to be your wife.”

I did not see what his reply was; I looked away, feeling that this was certainly a case in which a third person was not company. I had scarcely got over the embarrassment which my unintentional eavesdropping had occasioned me when Harry Carryer said:

“You see that fellow over there? That’s Isolda.”

I did not dare to lift my eyes; I might be forced to glance in the direction of that table, and goodness only knew what the couple might be saying. I just murmured a question:

“And who may Isolda be?”

“I thought every one knew who Isolda was. He’s the fortune-telling Johnnie, chiromancer, palmist, or whatever he calls himself, whom every one is rushing to consult. Women tell me that they think he is so beautiful, and are quite rude when I tell them that I don’t think so.”

I knew to whom Harry was referring without looking, though to please him I looked again. There was a person seated alone at a table on our right, the moment I saw him I had set him down to be something of the kind. As I observed him, Mr. Carryer went on talking.

“All sorts of queer tales are told about Isolda. I know a girl who never does a single thing without consulting him; she made me swear that I wouldn’t tell her mother how often she goes to him, but I have often felt that I should like to — silly idiot! Then I know a married woman who declares that he told her the exact sum an uncle of hers would leave her, and the precise date on which he would die, three years before the event came off — she is quite mad with me when I say I don’t believe it.”

Isolda was a tall, narrow-chested, thin-faced, large-lipped, big-eyed, long-haired, dandified individual, who, I felt sure, reeked with perfume. Presently a man crossed the restaurant and took a seat at Isolda’s table. In appearance he was a contrast to Isolda — short, thickset, red-cheeked, blue-eyed, even at that distance I was convinced that he smelt of the country and the open air. Harry Carryer proceeded to regale me with a variety of anecdotes in which Isolda was the chief character; some of them were such odd ones that I glanced at him again. The red-faced man was speaking with such emphasis that I had to see what he was saying.

“You understand, I am going to post you up in everything about her, and you must let it off on her as if you had got it from the stars. You are to tell her that the consumption of which her sister Elsie died was brought on by a broken heart, because she was in love with a dark man with a slight cast in one eye — that’s Tom Harvey; I know she was spoons on him — she couldn’t marry him because he had got no money. Then you are to tell her that her fate is mixed up — well, describe a man like me; lay it on thick. Tell her I have proposed to her five times — which I have; and that if she don’t take me when I make it the sixth there’ll be no end of a rumpus. And, look here — this is what I particularly want you to tell her.”

The speaker, leaning over the table, I have no doubt dropped his voice to a whisper — he had grace enough to do that.

“Tell her that she once cheated at baccarat, that the secret is known to two persons, and that the only way she can save herself from a scandal is by marrying me. Tell her also that she owes money for bets — so she does, a good bit — and that exposure is bound to come unless she protects herself by becoming my wife. Make it as hot as you please — you can invent two or three things for yourself if you like; she’s expecting such a lot from coming to see you that she’ll swallow anything. My idea is that you give her a regular fit of the blues; if you manage things properly, when I propose to her again, to-night or to-morrow, she’ll accept me right away — and if she does accept me I’ll give you fifty pounds.”

Isolda made merely one remark.

“Fifty pounds is not a large sum — for a wife.”

I was conscious that Harry Carryer was saying: “You seem to be taking a great interest in the Isolda chap; do you think he’s so beautiful?”

“I don’t; you know I’m a student of character — I was studying his.”

As a matter of fact I was amused by the expression which had come on the red-cheeked person’s face; he was staring at the palmist as if he would have liked to hit him.

“Fifty pounds isn’t bad pay for a few minutes’ talking; you will have to say something to her, anyhow; I’m giving you a distinct leg-up by dropping you a hint or two.” Isolda said nothing; he was apparently engrossed with the contents of his plate. The other plainly resented his silence. “Well, aren’t you going to tell her what I want you to? I would never have sent her to you at all if I’d thought you were going to turn up rusty. You’ve done this sort of thing for me before.”

“At your request I told a friend of yours that a certain horse would win a race which you knew it would not win, and it didn’t. It is possible that she lost a considerable sum of money by backing it.”

The other smiled; I did not at all like the look on his face when he smiled.

“She did — a pot full; she came a regular cropper; served her right — I owed her one: that made us even. Are you going to do this for me now?”

“I tell you again that fifty pounds is not a large sum — for a wife.”

“How much do you want?”

“At least a hundred.” The palmist ate his luncheon as if the conversation had no interest for him. The other did not look pleased.

“A hundred? — for ten minutes’ talk? — You’ve a conscience!”

“Can as much be said for you? — Some people have none.”

“If I give you a hundred, will you make it a dead certainty for me?”

“I will follow out your instructions; you are aware that I am an artist in such matters.” Something which might have been a smile flitted across the speaker’s curious features; the other seemed to be screwing himself to the sticking-point.

“Very well, you shall have a hundred; only mind — I trust you.”

“Fifty now and the rest to-morrow.”

“What do you mean by fifty now? You shall have your money when the job’s done.”

“I’ve told you my terms. You must excuse me, I have an appointment; I have stayed too long.” The speaker made as if to rise; the other laid his hand upon his arm.

“Sit still — I’ve a cheque in my pocket; you shall have your fifty. What difference does it make, to-day or to-morrow?”

The speaker produced a blank cheque and a fountain-pen. As he was filling up the cheque the palmist asked:

“What is the lady’s name — this time?”

“The lady’s name — this time — is Lucille Godwin. She is coming from Hyde Park Gate. I impressed on her the necessity of being punctual — she will be with you at three-thirty sharp. I told her to wear a sprig of white heather; as I believe it’s not your custom to ask your clients for their names; it impresses them so much more to find that you know them without asking; that sprig of white heather will tell you who she is. Here’s your cheque; you shall have the same to-morrow if the job is well done.” The slip of paper changed hands.

“And if she doesn’t wear the sprig of white heather?”

“She’ll have cornflowers in her hat; cornflower blue is her favourite colour; it does become her. She thinks cornflowers bring her luck — she’s always got one stowed away somewhere about her.”

“That’s the most significant item of information you’ve given me yet; it’s possible that I may be able to make more of that than of anything else. I wish you good morning.”

He slipped the cheque into his waistcoat-pocket as he rose from his chair. I was struck by his, of course, fanciful resemblance to a bean-stick — he was so tall, so straight, so slender. I do not think I ever saw a thinner man, nor one more beautifully tailored. His frock-coat, shaped to his figure, coming to below his knees, emphasized both his slimness and his height. There was a weird something about the garment which suggested a cassock; as he moved between the tables, the observed of all observers, he might have been a priest rather than a layman.

“Queer looking fish,” commented Mr. Carryer, with a certain acidity. “You are like all the rest of the women, you’re more interested in him than in your lunch; what you all see in him I can’t imagine.”

“Nor can I.” I glanced at the watch on my wrist. It was just after two; I wondered if I could communicate with Miss Lucille Godwin before she started for Isolda. I asked the waiter for the telephone call book. Harry surveyed me, as I searched its columns, with disapproving glances.

“If you’ll hand that over to me I shall probably be able to find the name you’re hunting quicker than you; your coffee is getting cold.”

“I’m looking for a person named Godwin. Ah, here we are — Godwin; there seems to be lots of them, they are all over London — Hyde Park Gate, that looks like the one I’m after. If you don’t mind, I rather want to send a telephone message.”

I went out and sent it. This is the sort of dialogue which took place.

“Yes! — Who’s there?”

“Is that Mrs. Godwin’s? — I want Miss Lucille Godwin.”

“I’ll go and fetch her; what name, please?”

“Ask her to be quick — I’ve something very important to say to her.” I ignored the question; the person at the other end departed. Apparently I had hit upon the right Godwin the first time of asking. I waited for several seconds; suddenly the sound of a girlish voice reached my ears.

“Yes? — Who are you? — What do you want? — I’m in a hurry — I’ve got an appointment — I’m just rushing off to keep it.”

“You are going to Isolda.”

There was a note of surprise in the clear young voice.

“How do you know that? Who are you? I don’t recognize your voice. To whom am I speaking?”

“You are wearing a sprig of white heather for luck.”

“Who told you that? — What do you mean? — Whoever are you?”

“I want you to pay particular attention to what Isolda says to you. He has been told to tell you that your sister Elsie really died of a broken heart, because she was in love with a Mr. Harvey.”

“Good gracious! — Who told you that? Will you tell me who you are!”

“He has also been told to tell you that your fate is mixed up with a short, square man, with red cheeks and blue eyes, whom you will recognize from his description.”

“Why, that’s George Ratton; this is awful! Before you say another word will you please tell me who you are?”

“He’s also been told to tell you that you once cheated at baccarat.”

“Oh!” A shriek came over the wire. “Please — please tell me who you are.”

“Also that you owe money for bets; that cornflowers are your favourite flowers, and that you carry a cornflower about with you for luck. Isolda has been told these things about you in order that he may convey to you the idea that he has occult powers which he doesn’t possess. The blue-eyed person has proposed to you five times; he hopes, with Isolda’s help, that you will accept him at the sixth time of asking. Be on your guard. Good-bye.”

I hung up the receiver and walked away. Something had constrained me to give Miss Lucille Godwin a friendly warning; a man who could conspire with such a creature as Isolda against the girl he professed to love was the kind of person one ought to be warned against. Having conveyed that warning I felt that I had done all that was required of an utter stranger. I did not wait for Miss Godwin’s acknowledgments; I left her to act on the hint I had given, or to ignore it, as she chose.

Some days afterwards I was glancing down the advertisement columns of a daily paper when these words caught my eye:

“Will the stranger who sent the telephone message to L. G., about two-fifteen on Friday last, communicate at once with L. G. at her address, and so render a very great service.”

“L. G.”? I considered a moment. Clearly those were the initials of Lucille Godwin. About two-fifteen on the previous Friday I had sent a telephone message to Lucille Godwin. Could the advertisement refer to me? I was reading the paper in my own sitting-room, after breakfast; there was a telephone at my elbow — I should not be likely to do much harm by ascertaining. I again looked up Miss Godwin’s number; found it; and was presently informed that the connection was made. There came, unless I was mistaken, the same voice over the wire.

“Yes, who are you?”

“Can I speak to Miss Lucille Godwin?”

“I don’t know about Miss Lucille, but I dare say you can speak to Miss May. What name, please?”

“If Miss Lucille can’t come, send Miss May.” I wondered why Miss Lucille could not come. All at once there came a voice which was very like the one I had heard on Friday, but not quite the same.

“Yes? Who are you? I am May Godwin.”

“Do you happen to know anything about an advertisement which appears in to-day’s Morning Post?”

“Oh dear, are you the person who telephoned on Friday? Please tell me who you are. Come and see me, or let me come and see you; I’m in such frightful trouble.” Something in her voice suggested distress.

“Are you Miss Lucille Godwin’s sister?”

“Of course I am; you know I am. Please tell me to whom I am speaking.” Then, with a sudden burst, which somehow made me wonder if it were a child who was speaking: “Oh, please will you come and help me? Lucille told me all about what you said to her — it was she who put the advertisement in, and now she’s disappeared.”

“Disappeared? What do you mean by disappeared?”

“She went out two days ago, and nothing has been seen or heard of her since — suspense is driving me half out of my mind. Papa and mamma are both abroad, but they’re coming back to-morrow, and what will happen if Lucille isn’t here I daren’t even imagine.”

The speaker’s voice was broken by what sounded very like a sob.

“Have you no idea of what’s become of your sister?”

“Yes, I have; that’s the worst of it. Oh, please come and see me — do, do, do!” Each note of exclamation was emphasized by a sob.

“Have you no friends to whom you can apply? I am an utter stranger.”

“That’s one reason why I want you to come. If I go to any of our friends they’re sure to give Lucille away, and then I don’t know what will happen. Oh, please come and see me; please! — please! You must know something about us, or you wouldn’t have sent that message — I like the sound of your voice, I can hear that you’re a woman, and I’m sure that you can help me. Oh, please — please do come.”

As the tearful, eager, young voice kept flashing her entreaties along the wire, I was turning things over in my mind; interference with matters which were no concern of mine was leading me, as so often was the case, much farther than I wanted to go. I had nothing very particular to do that morning; the speaker’s anxiety and distress seemed genuine enough; after all, there was no real reason why I should not run round and see what all the pother was about; why and where Miss Lucille Godwin had disappeared, and what help this frantic young lady supposed I could render. I said:

“I’ll be with you in about twenty minutes; will that suit you?”

There came to me what almost amounted to a scream of joy.

“Oh, thank you, thank you, thank you! — Please do come as fast as ever you can.”

About twenty minutes afterwards I was knocking at the door of a big house at Hyde Park Gate. It was opened by a footman.

“Can I see Miss May Godwin?”

A slender figure came rushing across the hall; an eager face looked at me in the open doorway. “Are you — —”

“I’ve just been talking to you over the telephone.”

“Of course — yes — please come in; do you mind coming up to our room, Lucille’s and mine?”

I did not mind where I went, having once embarked upon the enterprise. She led me to a pretty sitting-room on the second floor, evidently the sanctum of something both feminine and young. Everywhere were those odds and ends, trifles, knick-knacks, which are dear to the souls of very young girls.

“Please will you sit down? May I ask you for your name?”

The speaker assumed a dignity which became her rather well; the telephone had not misled me; she was extremely young. I set her down as just turned sixteen; her skirts barely reached her ankles. She was quite small, I dare say not much over five feet, very slight and dainty, with small features, bright eyes, and the sweetest mouth. I fell in love with her at sight.

“My name is Judith Lee.”

“I am May Godwin.”

“So I imagined; I recognized your voice.”

“What do you know of us, Miss Lee?”

“Absolutely nothing; if possible, less than that.”

“But — —” The girl looked mystified, as if she were confronted by a problem which was rather beyond her. She screwed her mouth up into the most delicious pout. “Didn’t you send a telephone message to Lucille last Friday?”

“I did.”

“Then you must know something about us, because you told her the most private things, some of them known only to herself, and some, at most, to two or three others.”

“Before I answer your questions, will you tell me if I understood you rightly that your sister has disappeared?”

“She went out two days ago, and I’ve seen and heard nothing of her since.”

“You knew where she was going?”

“Well, in a way I did, but —— Oh, I wish I knew who you are; won’t you tell me, please?”

It was rather a wail than an appeal. The dainty face was distorted as by a spasm of pain.

“Is your sister older than you?”

“Of course she is — she is nearly four years older — she has just turned twenty-one.”

Then it seemed that the speaker was seventeen — she scarcely looked it.

“I don’t wish to encroach upon your confidence; what I said to your sister over the telephone I learnt by the merest accident. Did she go to see Isolda?”

“Of course she did — he told her exactly what you said he would; he made her so wild that she told him that she knew he was going to say it — and there was quite a scene; she said that she felt that he would like to kill her.”

“What has happened since? — Understand, tell me nothing if you’d rather not.”

She knit her brows in dire perplexity.

“I’ve simply got to tell some one. Things can’t go on as they are; to tell any of our friends would be to give Lucille away.” She eyed me very hard, as if she were trying to discover what kind of person I was. “Can I trust you?”

“You can.”

“Then I will. I liked your voice, and now I like your looks, Miss Lee. You are sure your name is Lee?” Under the circumstances the question was a pretty naive one; I assured her that it was. She favoured me with a further scrutiny, then seemed to come to a final resolution. “I’ll tell you everything.”

Then she drew a long breath, as if she sighed with relief. Her tongue began to move almost faster than I could follow it.

“George Ratton — you know George Ratton?”

“Short, square, red cheeks, blue eyes.”

“That’s George; then you do know him?”

“I saw him once.”

“When Lucille came back from Isolda she wrote him such a letter! When he came over the next morning, she wouldn’t see him. He wrote a note in the hall — when he sent it up by Tomkins, she sent it back unopened. Then he sent her a telegram; she had to open that, because, of course, until she opened it she didn’t know who it was from — such a telegram! He begged and prayed of her to see him, let him explain, not to condemn him unheard — in that telegram there were over a hundred words — and there was a reply paid. She made me fill it up with just seven words: ‘Wire received. Lucille has nothing to say.’ Soon after there came another telegram. She made me open that, and when I told her who it was from she wouldn’t let me read it; then he called to see me, and she wouldn’t let me see him; he was quite rude to Tomkins.”

“May I ask if you two girls are in the house alone?”

“Well, you see, it’s like this.” To do her justice she did seem rather confused; then her face was irradiated by a smile which, to my thinking, made her perfectly lovely. “The fact is, we’ve been a pair of perfect idiots. I may as well admit it, as that is where all the trouble began. Mother and father are abroad; we didn’t want to go, so they put Mrs. Cotterill in charge. Of course, Mrs. Cotterill is quite nice, but we found her rather trying, so we got up a scheme to get rid of her, so that we might have a fortnight’s perfect time before the mater and pater came home. It was rather a neat scheme” — I was sure it was from the way that young woman’s eyes danced in her head. “I won’t tell you about it now; it was a perfect success in one way, but in another it was a dreadful failure — almost from the moment that Mrs. Cotterill left the house everything began to go wrong. Lucille quarrelled with Jack — —”

I ventured to intrude a query. “May I ask who Jack is?”

“Jack? Oh — well, Jack’s Jack; he’s the one that Lucille is really in love with, and every one approves of. They are engaged, and were to be married this year; but now, of course, it’s impossible to say. Sometimes Lucille is rather trying; it can’t be expected that Jack is to put up with everything; so when he told her, as far as I can make out, quite politely, that he really couldn’t, Lucille declared that she would never speak to him again — and that’s how the trouble began. She started encouraging George Ratton, who may be fond of her, but I’m nearly sure is fonder still of her money — she’s got some now and will have a great deal more. Everybody says how frightfully hard up George is, and anyhow he’s not a very nice person, or he would not induce her to gamble and bet as he does — but when I told her so, she quarrelled with me, so that I had half a mind to wire to Mrs. Cotterill to come back again. She has always been mad to go to one of these palmist people, but both mamma and papa have forbidden her. Of course, every one is full of Isolda; we know lots of people who have been to him, and George Ratton so cracked him up, that nothing would satisfy her but that she should go. Just as she was starting there came your telephone message. How did you find out those things you told her?”

I explained. The excitable child broke into rhapsodies, as if I were some extraordinary person.

“Oh, how wonderful! Oh, how I should like to be you! How lovely it must be to be able to tell what people are saying.”

I cut her short. “There are one or two matters which require my attention; would you mind telling me what has happened to Lucille?”

“I was getting to it. When she came back from Isolda she was as mad as a hatter; she can fire up when she likes, and there must have been quite a scene. This is Thursday. On Tuesday morning she had a wire from Jack Upcott, telling her he had been frightfully unhappy, begging her to forgive him, entreating her to meet him, of all places of the world, in Richmond Park. ‘Why Richmond Park?’ I said when she showed me the telegram. ‘How can I tell?’ she answered. ‘Perhaps because it’s the loneliest place round London. I think it’s quite a good idea of his. We can spend the day in the park, have dinner somewhere, and then drive back to London in the moonlight’ ‘There doesn’t happen to be a moon just now’ I said. ‘Oh, of course you are frightfully literal,’ she snapped, and off she bounced.

“There may be a very simple explanation; she may be staying with Mr. Upcott’s friends; there must be lots of persons who would be willing to have her as a guest.”

“Of course there are — that’s just what I thought she was doing, though I thought it jolly mean of her to leave me all alone in the house after the plans we had made; but last night there came a letter for her in Jack Upcott’s handwriting, postmarked Nice. It seemed queer that he should be writing to her from Nice on the same day on which he had been telegraphing in town asking her to meet him in Richmond Park. I hesitated, and hesitated, and hesitated; then at last I opened the envelope; then I saw at once that somewhere there must be something wrong. It was just a short note to say that since she didn’t want him in London, he thought he had better try Nice for a change, and that when she did want him she had only to send a wire and he would return at once; I expect that if Lucille had opened the envelope herself she’d have first of all been madder than ever, and then afterwards sent him a wire. One thing was clear — he couldn’t be in two places at once; I didn’t sleep a wink all night, wondering where Lucille was, and what it all meant. This morning, while I was having breakfast in bed, some one came with one of Lucille’s visiting-cards, and said that she had sent him for the desk which stood on her writing-table, her jewel-case, and her dressing-bag. I said I would be down as soon as I could to see the messenger, but when I did get down, he was gone. Tomkins says that he was quite a respectable-looking person, in a light overcoat and a grey felt hat; but evidently he had not courage enough to wait and see me. Here is the visiting-card he brought.”

As I looked at the card she handed me I saw that there were three lines pencilled on the back in very minute writing. “Desk on writing-table. Jewel-case in drawer. Dressing-bag in wardrobe.”

“Is this your sister’s handwriting?”

“Not the least bit like it — she writes a great, big, sprawly hand. I’ve never seen that writing before; I’m sure I should remember if I had, it is so very tiny. Who can that man have been who brought the card? Where can he have got it? What did he want those things of hers for? Why didn’t he wait for them?”

“I fancy that the answer to your two last questions is pretty obvious. What was she wearing when she went out on Tuesday?” The girl gave me a long and minute description. “How did she propose to get to Richmond, and whereabout in the park was the meeting to take place?”

“They were to meet at the gate on Richmond Hill, and she dashed off without giving me the faintest notion of how she was going to get there.”

“When do you say your parents are returning?”

“To-morrow; if Lucille isn’t back before they arrive there will not only be a frightful rumpus, but they will probably find out all sorts of things that will put us into their black books for ages to come; I tell you we’ve behaved like a pair of perfect idiots.”

That at least was clear enough; I only hoped that nothing worse would come of their folly than what she called a “frightful rumpus.” I went up to a large photograph of a very pretty girl which stood on the mantelshelf.

“That’s Lucille,” the girl informed me. “How odd that you should know so much about her and yet have never seen her. She’s tremendously pretty — very, very fair; her hair is almost white — and shines. When it’s parted in the middle she looks a perfect saint, as if butter would never melt in her mouth — but it does. She says that she’s as full of life as a kitten; and I tell her, and also of mischief; then she tries to scratch me. But, truly, she’s a real good sort, and if you only stroke her the right way there’s nothing she wouldn’t do for anyone.”

The girl was perhaps a trifle incoherent; but she gave me a pretty clear idea of the person in the photograph.

“Obviously, the first thing we have to do is to find out where your sister is,” I told her as I went. “I promise nothing, but I think it’s possible that I may be able to do that before very long — in time to permit of her reappearance before Mr. and Mrs. Godwin return to-morrow; though, mind you, I don’t hesitate in saying that I think it’s quite possible that you both deserve that ‘frightful rumpus’ of which you spoke.”

She put her head on one side, like some dainty bird, and gleamed at me — as a bird might have done.

“Are you quite sure that you never did anything that you oughtn’t to have done, and that you never felt how lovely it was to do it? I believe that the very best and wisest people sometimes feel that they’ve got to do what they ought not; I know that Lucille and I do. Don’t you?”

I left her question unanswered — and I went to lunch at the King’s Restaurant. I gathered, from certain trifles, which I had noticed on the preceding Friday, that this was the place at which Mr. George Ratton, the short, square, red-cheeked, blue-eyed young man, made it his custom to lunch; not only had he seemed familiar with the staff, but he had not paid his bill — as though he kept a running account. I thought it just possible that he might lunch there again on that Thursday morning. I had not been seated five minutes before he came in — going straight to a table which was evidently reserved for him, and which was not quite so well in my line of sight as I might have wished. Other tables were in the way, so that I could only see him clearly when he was in certain positions. It struck me that he looked worried, and that it was with an effort he smiled as he nodded to various acquaintances who were possibly, like himself, habitués. Nothing happened, except that food and drink were brought to him, which he seemed to enjoy. As both his meal and my own drew towards a conclusion, I was considering what steps I ought to take to obtain from him certain information which I required. Should I accost him there? or should I allow him to leave and address him in the street? I had still not made up my mind upon the point, when a person whom I had already noticed moved towards the table at which he was seated.

This person looked as if he might be an actor — a comedian for choice. He was of barrel-like proportions; a small, almost bald head, shaped like a Gouda cheese, and nearly of the same colour, was set on a short, thick neck, as a climax to his enormous body. His attire was striking. The ends of a bright blue necktie, tied in one of those flamboyant bows which are dear to a certain type of French student, flowed loosely over an extensive shirt front, which was of another shade of blue. He carried a wide-brimmed straw hat in his hand, and as he approached Mr. Ratton he waved it at him as a sort of salute. He stood where I could see him clearly — there was no mistaking what he said.

“Excuse me, sir, but might I have a word with you? I believe you are Mr. Ratton — George Ratton.”

There was something flamboyant in the words he chose, in the way he pronounced them; if he was not an actor, he ought to have been. Mr. Ratton seemed to eye him rather askance.

“My name is Ratton, sir; but I have not the pleasure, I think, of knowing you.”

“No, sir — yet I know you; more persons know Tom Fool than Tom Fool knows; no personal allusion intended.” Mr. Ratton coloured up as if he thought the allusion very personal indeed. The stranger, resting both hands on the end of the table, addressed him in what I presume he meant to be a confidential whisper. “I came here, Mr. Ratton, in the express hope of seeing you; I have something to say to you which, I venture to assert, you will not only find interesting and important, but also to your advantage — possibly, very much to your advantage.”

“What may that something be? May I ask your name?”

“My name does not matter, sir — no, it does not matter.” The speaker made a movement with his hat as if to signify how little it did matter. “With your permission, sir, I will take a seat.”

When he did sit down, without, so far as I could judge, having permission accorded him, I had to move my seat in order to get anything like a satisfactory sight both of Mr. Ratton and of him. This took some seconds, and I had to pick up the conversation at a point which necessitated my guessing at what had been already said. The stranger was leaning right over the table, and Mr. Ratton was still very red, as if he resented his words and manner and his appearance altogether. The barrel-like man was saying, with what, no doubt, were bland, unctuous, softened tones:

“He was naturally hurt by the feeling that you had sold him.”

I fancy Mr. Ratton’s tones were considerably louder, and were certainly less bland.

“I told him, and I tell you, that I won’t have it said that I sold him; I’ll allow no one to say it.”

“You tell him what to say to the young lady, then you tell the young lady what you said to him — what is the inference one draws? In consequence he is placed in an extremely unprofessional position — by you.”

Mr. Ratton seemed to be growing momentarily redder in the face.

“What he meant, and what you mean by saying that I said a single word to the young lady is beyond me altogether; I told him it was a lie — I don’t know who you are, but I tell you the same.”

The stranger gave a little movement of his hand, as if deprecating the other’s warmth; he seemed calm enough.

“However that may be, he was placed in an unprofessional position — by some one — the fact remains. The young lady as good as told him he was a humbug. No man in his position cares to be spoken to like that, especially by a client on whom he had every reason to believe he was about to make a profound impression. No one, I am sure, can exaggerate the pain the whole affair has caused him — it touched him on his tenderest spot. He vowed he would be even with you both — for his reputation’s sake. The consequence is that the young lady has disappeared.”

“Disappeared? What the devil do you mean?”

Mr. Ratton not only raised his voice, he half rose from his chair; the lunchers looked round at him. The stranger was the soul of suavity.

“Gently, Mr. Ratton, gently. If your feelings are likely to be too much for you, had we not better continue our conversation outside?”

Mr. Ratton sat down, apparently conscious that he had allowed his feelings too much play.

“What do you mean by telling me that the young lady has disappeared?”

The big man, touching the tips of his fingers together, moved them softly to and fro.

“The young lady has disappeared. That, Mr. Ratton, is what I mean.”

“If he has been playing any of his hanky-panky tricks with her I’ll wring his long-drawn-out neck; that to begin with.”

“I cannot, of course, say if her disappearance has any connection with the injury which was done to his feelings, but — it is at least a coincidence.”

“If you don’t tell me what you mean in plain English — —”

“Now you’re getting warm again. Had we not better continue our talk outside, where there is no risk of your making a scene?”

Not only the people who were lunching, but the staff of the restaurant, were taking rather marked interest in the proceedings of that little table. Mr. Ratton’s agitation was obvious; one felt that it was as much as he could do to keep himself from throwing a bottle at the big man’s head. He had realized that that was not the place in which to indulge in amusements of that kind. He got up from his chair.

“You’re quite right; we had better have this talk outside; so perhaps you’ll be so good as to come outside at once.”

The other seemed less eager.

“If you’ll be so good as to sit down again.”

“I prefer that we should go outside. We don’t want to have a row in here.”

“Why should there be what you describe as a ‘row’? My dear sir, I come with an olive branch, not a sword. I believe that the dearest wish of your life is to marry this young lady. Very well, I’m as good as authorized to say that opportunity can be afforded you to marry her at once.”

Mr. Ratton eyed the speaker in a very curious way, as if he heard what he said with emotions which were too strong for expression. He declined the other’s invitation to resume his seat, but stood with his hands on the back of a chair, as if he might be moved at any moment to use it as a weapon of defence.

“I can’t talk about that sort of thing in here. I don’t know who you are; but whoever you are, you will be so good as to come to my rooms and I’ll talk to you there.”

“Nothing could give me greater pleasure, Mr. Ratton, than to come to your rooms. There we shall be able to arrive at an understanding of the most cordial kind, in a very brief space of time. — After you, Mr. Ratton, after you.”

Mr. Ratton led the way across the restaurant, looking like a very excited country gentleman; the barrel-shaped man followed, apparently enjoying to the full a delicious piece of comedy. I watched them go in a rather uncertain frame of mind; their precipitance was unexpected. I hardly knew whether to remain where I was or to follow them. A moment’s consideration — and I remained. Instead of hurrying away, I took my time over what remained of my luncheon. I was putting two and two together after a fashion of my own; the more I reflected, the less hazy the situation became. If my inferences were right, I ought to be able to treat these gentlemen to another act in the comedy which the barrel-shaped man seemed to be enjoying.

To begin with, I sent a telegram to Miss May Godwin as follows: “I am coming to dine with your sister and you to-night. Trust that eight o’clock will be convenient. — JUDITH LEE.” Then I summoned the head waiter.

“Do you know a palmist who calls himself Isolda?”

The man smiled benignantly; I fancy he thought he saw something in my words which was not there.

“Very well indeed, madam; he’s one of our regular customers.”

“Do you know where he lives? I thought you might be able to tell me.”

“As to where he lives, that I do not know; but the address at which he receives clients, that I do know; I will write it down for madam.”

He wrote it down. Isolda’s studio, as he called it — there are studios of so many different kinds — was in Bond Street; that popular resort of curious characters. At a quarter to four I paid him a call. His “studio” was, it seemed, on the first floor; at the top of a rather steep flight of stairs was a door painted black; near the top, on the right-hand corner, in small red letters, was the word “Isolda.” I knocked. The door was almost instantly opened by a youngish man. I entered without waiting for the invitation which something in his manner suggested that I might not have received. He eyed me askance.

“What is your business, madam?”

I did not answer; I was looking about me. I was in a sort of ante-room, apparently the young man’s own quarters. On some pegs in a corner were a grey felt hat and a light grey overcoat; their presence gave me the clue I wanted. He repeated his question, it struck me, rather surlily.

“I asked, madam, what your business was.”

“I wish to see Mr. Isolda.”

“Has madam an appointment?”

“I have not.”

“Then it is impossible that madam can see him. Mr. Isolda only sees clients by appointment made several days ahead.”

“Is that so? I rather fancy that he will make an exception in my case. I am going to see Mr. Isolda now.”

The man seemed doubtful, as if he did not know what to make of me.

“I assure madam that it is impossible. Mr. Isolda only sees clients who have no appointment under very special circumstances for a very special fee.”

“Mr. Isolda will see me without any fee at all.”

The young man sought in another direction for an explanation for what clearly struck him as my peculiar manner.

“Perhaps madam is a friend of Mr. Isolda?”

“I am not — thank goodness! I am very much the other way. Young man!”

He started at the tone in which I said “Young man.” He was probably older than I was. “Madam!” he exclaimed, as if about to remonstrate with my inclination towards over-familiarity. I allowed him to go no further.

“This morning,” I told him, “you called at a house in Hyde Park Gate, and you endeavoured to obtain, by false pretences, a writing-desk, a jewel-case, and a dressing-bag. Is there any reason why I should not at once give you into the custody of the police?”

The change which took place in that young man’s manner; all at once he seemed to go at the knees, as if a couple of inches had gone from his stature.

“I — I — I think you are making a mistake,” he stammered. Apparently he was under the impression that he had to say something, and as he did not know what to say he said that.

“Oh no, I’m not, as you’re perfectly well aware. Let me give you a piece of information; it is not impossible that the police will be here in a few minutes, on business with which you are not immediately concerned. If you are on the premises when they arrive you will certainly be arrested with your principal, and unpleasantness will probably follow. If you prefer not to be found on the premises you can take yourself off. You are the best judge of which course you prefer.” He looked about him like a rat which seeks a way out of a trap; glanced towards the door at the other side of the room. “No, you can’t give Mr. Isolda warning. If you don’t want to be found, you’ll make yourself scarce inside of thirty seconds, by my watch.”

When he saw how I regarded it, he went straight to those pegs, took down the grey felt hat and the grey overcoat; put the hat on his head, the coat over his arm, and, without even so much as a word, went hurriedly out of the door through which he had admitted me; still another illustration of how conscience can make a coward of a man. Within ten seconds of his going through one door I crossed the room and passed through another. It opened into a sort of passage way, on either side of which were what I can only describe as cubicles, screened by heavy curtains. I presume that in them expectant clients waited until it pleased the great man to admit them to his presence. At the farther end of this passage way a corridor branched off to the right and left; there were doors in both directions. I stood still and listened; voices were coming from a door on the left. I walked up to it; turned the handle; ushered myself in.

I found myself in what Isolda probably intended to be a really remarkable room; it struck me as rather worse than tawdry. What appeared to be black velvet screened both the walls and ceiling; a green carpet covered the floor; in the centre was a table covered with a scarlet tablecloth; on this table was what seemed to be a large solid glass sphere — I believe that in Isolda’s trade an article of that kind is known as a “crystal.” There were odds and ends about the room which were perhaps meant to be awe-inspiring, but which were merely silly. There seemed to be no window to the room, which reeked of what, perhaps, was some variety of incense; although it was broad day outside, and the sun was shining, a single electric light flamed in the ceiling.

Three men were the occupants of what seemed to me to be this stuffy and extremely undesirable apartment — and as I stood there in the doorway facing them, an excessively surprised three men they seemed to be. One was the great Isolda himself, another was Mr. George Ratton, and the third was the man with the barrel body and the cheese-shaped head. They had, apparently, up to the moment of my entrance, been engaged in an animated discussion, which my unlooked-for appearance, in the middle of it, brought to a very awkward close. The great Isolda was the first to speak.

“Who are you? and what do you want in here?”

He struck a bell which was on the scarlet-covered table.

“It’s no use your ringing that bell,” I informed him; “the tool whom you sent to Hyde Park Gate this morning on a felonious errand has deemed it discreet to fly from the wrath which is coming.”

My words seemed not only to add to their surprise but to confuse them. The long man and the round man eyed each other as if in doubt what this thing might be. Mr. Ratton said:

“Isolda, who is this young lady?”

I answered for the great Isolda.

“I, Mr. Ratton, am Nemesis. Mr. Isolda, if I may add what seems to be an unaccustomed prefix, is a worker of wonders; I represent that power which brings those wonders to naught, proving them to be the poor antics of a clumsy charlatan.”

Isolda cried, with what he probably meant to be crushing dignity:

“Brayshaw! Put this woman outside at once.”

The command seemed to be addressed to the barrel-shaped person. There was dignity neither in the manner of his approach nor in the words he used.

“Now, young woman, out you go; we’ve seen your sort before; we want none of your nonsense here. Not another word — outside! I don’t want to touch you, but I shan’t hesitate to do so if you make me.”

I smiled at the barrel-shaped man; the idea of such a creature putting me out of the room really was too funny.

“I will recommend you, Mr. Brayshaw, not to touch me, unless you wish to discover what an extremely ugly customer a woman can be.”

He tried to touch me, stretching out his hand with, I fancy, the intention of taking me by the shoulder; I am quite sure, before he knew what had struck him, he was on his back on the floor. The others stared as if they had witnessed some remarkable feat; as a matter of fact, the man was as incapable of offering resistance to a normally robust person, who had had even a smattering of physical training, as if he had been a barrel of lard.

“If you will be advised by me, you will allow me to make the remarks I intend to make without any interruption, because, in any case, I intend to make them.”

Mr. Ratton made a movement as if to induce the great Isolda to act on my advice.

“Let her speak — the lady seems to be a bit of a character. Are any of these remarks of yours meant for me, or would you rather I went?”

“I would rather you stayed. You, Mr. George Ratton, have conspired with this — creature against a young girl, whose honour and happiness it should have been your first duty to guard at the risk of your own.”

Mr. Ratton again went very red in the face — it was queer how red he did go. “What the dickens do you mean?” he muttered.

“Last Friday afternoon you bribed him to make certain statements to her, which you hoped would induce and, indeed, practically compel her to become your wife. A monstrous marriage it would have been!”

I told them what some of these statements were. He was divided between astonishment and rage.

“How in thunder do you know that I said anything of the kind?” He turned to Isolda. “Did you tell her? Is that the secret of your pretending that I gave the show away? If you did — —”

He clenched his fists — for the instant it looked as if matters might be breezy. I interposed.

“Mr. Ratton, God sometimes uses the foolish to confound the wise, and gives to the weak power to bring the strong to confusion. Your accomplice charges you with having, to use your own phrase, given the show away. You attribute to him the same offence; whereas it was I who gave you both away. I saw what you said; I warned your intended victim over the telephone. She came to this man armed with a knowledge which enabled her to convict him of imposture out of his own mouth. The shame of his detection, and of her plain speaking, rankled. He sent her a telegram signed by the name of the man whom she intends to marry, asking her to meet him in Richmond Park. In Richmond Park she was met by one of this man’s emissaries, who drugged and kidnapped her. He holds her at present in confinement, and sent this thing just now to the King’s Restaurant with a proposal to hand her over to you for a consideration, so that you might practise such vile arts as you thought proper to force her to become your wife, and use her money to pay your debts — which are some of them, as you are aware, of a very peculiar kind, and give you something approaching a respectable position in society. How the law punishes such offences as yours you know; I would put it instantly into action were it not that I am reluctant to allow that ignorant, innocent, unsuspecting child — in everything that counts she is but a child — to run the risk of becoming the leading figure in a hideous public scandal. If she is back again in her own home, sound in mind and body, this evening by seven o’clock sharp, I may keep silent. If she is not, by a quarter-past, warrants shall be issued against all three of you; I promise you they shall be put into execution.”

I turned to the door, and, with the handle in my hand, while they eyed me as if amazement had deprived them of the power of speech, I delivered my parting words:

“You understand — for her — home, at seven; or for you — jail, at a quarter-past.”

On that I went, leaving them to make such comments on their visitor as they might think most appropriate. More than once, during the intervening two or three hours, I wondered if I had been wise; if, for the girl’s sake, I ought not to have taken more active steps to bring them to a proper sense of what the situation required. It was with feelings which were distinctly mixed that I alighted from the taxi-cab which drew up at the door of the house in Hyde Park Gate a few minutes before eight. The moment, however, that the door was opened, I knew that my knowledge of masculine human nature had not been at fault, and that my fears, at least in one direction, had been baseless. As I entered the hall I saw May’s dainty face peeping over the staircase. When she saw who it was she came rushing down the stairs, two or three at a time, and tore towards me. When she was, to all intents and purposes, in my arms, she said, in what was intended as a whisper for my ear alone:

“Oh, Miss Lee, Miss Lee, Lucille has come home. Do come upstairs and see her.”

I went upstairs, and on the threshold of the drawing-room there stood a tall, slim maiden, dressed in some wonderful concoction of cornflower blue, with flaxen hair, in which there was a natural waving ripple, which was parted in the middle and brushed close to her well-shaped head. I thought of what her sister had told me; in a sense she certainly did look as if butter would not melt in her mouth — all the same, as May had admitted, I felt sure that it would; there was that light and laughter in her eyes which, when one is very young, goes hand in hand with mischief.

“I am Lucille Godwin; it was you who sent me that telephone message; I put an advertisement in the paper asking whoever it was to communicate with me. It is just as well you did, because I meant to put it again and again, until you did; I might have been almost ruined if I had had to keep on putting it in for years.”

“Have you anything to do,” asked May, “with her being here now?”

“There have been certain incidents since I saw you this morning. I don’t know if there will be time to speak of them before dinner is ready.”

“Dinner won’t be ready till at least half-past eight, so just you tell us everything. Please — please! I’m simply boiling over with wanting to know.”

I told them what had happened since the morning. Their excitement was amusing. They interrupted me with interjections, ejaculations, exclamations of horror and surprise. When I had finished, Lucille clasped her hands in front of her with what might almost have been the rapt enthusiasm of a medieval saint; she looked the character too.

“Oh, it’s just simply wonderful. Listening to you sends little thrills all up and down my back. Do you know you’re a miracle worker, Miss Lee?”

“Should I be intruding myself upon your confidence if I asked where you have been since last Tuesday?” I replied.

“That’s just it — I don’t know. Isn’t it awful? But I tell you what I do know. I took a cab up to Richmond Park Gate. Instead of Jack, who I was dying to see, a dapper little man, in a grey overcoat and a grey felt hat — —”

“The same man,” interposed May, “it must have been — who brought her card this morning, and wanted her jewel-case and things.”

“I saw that grey overcoat and grey felt hat this afternoon,” I observed.

“He said that Jack was waiting with a motor down by the Penn Ponds. Something had happened to the engine, and he was waiting to see it put right. Would I mind walking down to him? I thought it rather odd, but I didn’t see what else I could do, so I walked down. As we went — I remember we were right off the road, close to a plantation — the man took a box out of his pocket, and said Mr. Upcott had told him to give it to me. When I opened it, there were chocolates inside. Of course, Jack knows how fond I am of chocs, and I supposed he sent them to beguile the way. I put one in my mouth and I bit it in half. It seemed to be full of some queer tasting liqueur, which I had swallowed before I knew it, and — that’s all I remember.”

“What do you mean by ‘that’s all you remember’?”

“I mean what I say. The next thing I do remember is that I had rather a headache, and was feeling stupid, and couldn’t make out where I was. Then, all at once, I realized that I was in a railway carriage which was standing at a platform, and that an official of some sort was standing at the open door of the compartment, looking at me as if he wondered what was wrong. ‘Your ticket, please, miss. Isn’t that it in your hand?’ There was something in my hand; I held it out to him; he took it, and off he went, so I suppose it was my ticket, but how it got there, or where it was from I have not the vaguest notion. Presently the train stopped again. I asked a porter who came to the door what station it was, ‘Waterloo, miss — any luggage?’ I told him that I had no luggage, but I wanted him to get me a taxi-cab. He got me one. I told the driver to drive me home; he did; and here I am. That’s every bit I know about it. Who’s that at the front door? It can’t be — —”

Who it could not be she did not say. These were lively young ladies. May rushed to the door and listened. Footsteps were heard ascending the staircase. May threw the door wide open and a tall young man came in, his countenance wreathed in smiles.

“Oh, Jack!” cried Miss Lucille Godwin. “Oh, you darling, darling Jack!”

Almost before I knew it, and quite regardless of my presence, she was in the new-comer’s arms. He seemed a hearty young man.

“You are a nice sort,” he told her. “Directly after I wrote you that note from Nice I won a handful at the tables; with it I bought a necklace, which I felt bound to bring you straight away. So here I am, and here’s the necklace.”

He held out to her a string of gleaming stones which he had taken from a flat leather case.

“Oh, Jack, what a beautiful necklace! What a treasure you are! Please will you put it on.”

As we watched he fastened it round her lovely neck; for all they seemed to care, May and I might not have been present. The girl said to him, with a look of the demurest malice:

“Now, Jack, I forgive you. If you only knew what a wretch I’ve felt, and how I’ve wanted you!”

“Well, you won’t have to want any longer.”

As the young man was saying this in what I take was his heartiest manner, a footman appeared at the door to inform us that dinner was served. Jack took me down, the two girls following arm in arm behind. I have seldom spent a livelier evening.

The next morning, when I went to Bond Street, I found that Isolda was missing, as I had anticipated might be the case. It seems possible that he had kept that helpless girl unconscious for two whole days by means of repeated injections of one of the numerous preparations of morphine, as doctors nowadays keep patients in the later stages of cancer oblivious of their sufferings sometimes for weeks; nor might it have been the first time he had tried the same villainous trick. He probably still practises on feminine credulity elsewhere, but, so far as I know, he has not reappeared in London. Nothing has been seen either of him or of his barrel-shaped friend. Lucille Upcott — she has not long been back from her honeymoon — told me the other day, with that demure air which, where she is concerned, may mean anything, that she had recently heard that Mr. George Ratton had established himself on a ranch in Argentina. Whether Mr. Upcott has been made acquainted with the various passages which marked a certain week I cannot say; whenever I see him he seems to radiate happiness.


WAS IT BY CHANCE ONLY?

It is not easy to determine what part accident plays in the affairs of daily life. I have not been able to decide where, so far as I was concerned, it began, and where it ended, in what was known to the public as the Fulham Mystery. Who can say, for instance, that it was not by design — the design of a force beyond our ken — that I entered that tea-shop in the Brompton Road? It was full of people, as at that hour of the day, I take it, it generally is. Was it by chance that two persons were seated at the table next to mine? Was there not an intention even in that? Anyhow, there they were — a dark-haired girl and a red-headed youth.

The girl was, after a fashion, good-looking; it was not a fashion I care for. Her nose was too thin; her eyes, though undoubtedly fine ones, were, to my mind, too big — I have seldom seen larger ones. They were what I call roving eyes. One felt that they were taking in half a dozen things at once. I had not the slightest doubt that she noticed me, but she took it for granted that since she and her companion spoke in whispers, so that their words were only audible to themselves, my watching them was of no consequence at all.

What first attracted my attention towards their table was not only the singularity of their appearance — and the fiery-headed youth, with his thin face, high cheek-bones, small eyes, deep-set in a web of freckles, presented an even more remarkable appearance than the girl; what really in the original instance caught my eye was the pantomime the girl was going through. She had a handkerchief in her hand, with which she was going through some quite singular evolutions. Her lips, which were very red, were rather prominent; the sort of lips which, from my point of view, when she was speaking, were as easy to read as large print. I was not the only person who was watching her evolutions with the handkerchief — I fancy she rather liked attracting attention — but I was the only person who, because of the key I had to the words which formed on her lips, had any notion what she was after.

I saw her say to the red-headed youth, in a whisper which was so faint that I am sure it only just reached his ears:

“There are all sorts of ways of signalling; you can signal with anything; soldiers have found out that. You can signal with a blind; almost any information can be conveyed to a passer-by by the way in which you draw it up. Now, take your case; it’s impossible to meet you again. I’m only meeting you now by a tremendous risk.”

The youth said something, He had his hand up to his face, so that I could not see what it was, but I guessed it was something tender. His whole attitude was that of an adoring lover. The girl went on.

“Of course I care for you. You know I care for you. Should I ask you to do this for me if I didn’t?”

Again the youth said something which again I lost; and again the girl went on, with a sigh which I would have bet anything was a pretence.

“My dear Dan, if you only knew how, when you talk like that, you make me quiver. But we mustn’t speak of such things now — there isn’t time; there really isn’t time enough for me to try to make you understand, so pay particular attention. You want to know when the coast is clear, don’t you?”

What he answered I could not say. She continued:

“If you want to do this thing for me — and if you care for me as you say you do, you must want to — it must be done at the first opportunity which offers. And as I may not be able to get at you in any other way — —”

He took his hand away from his mouth, so that I could see what he said.

“Couldn’t you write?” he asked.

“My dear Dan!” She looked shocked. “Think of the danger. Do you want me to place myself in your hands as I have done in his? Of course I know I can trust you — you needn’t fly out; but I shall never be easy in my mind again. No, no, no, writing is out of the question. We must try some other way, so pay attention to me. You know the window of my room?”

“I’ve looked at it often enough.”

He still had his hand away from his mouth. I thought, as I saw him speak, what an odd mouth it was, and how his curiously saturnine face was lighted up by his smile.

“Then look at it more carefully than ever each time you pass. If the blind is drawn right down or right up it will mean nothing; if it is half-drawn, a little crooked, at an angle like this” — she demonstrated with her handkerchief— “it will mean— ‘Meet me here, at this tea-shop, this afternoon at four.’ I have taken it for granted that you will pass at the usual hour, so that you will have plenty of time.”

“Of course I shall pass at the usual hour. I hope that tell-tale blind of yours will be at that angle tomorrow. I’ve got it well fixed in my mind’s eye.”

“If — now pay particular attention — if it’s drawn up more than half-way, and is crooked on the other side, like this, that will mean that the coast will be clear, and the angle at which the blind is set will tell you the day and the hour. Now, just you notice very carefully.”

She was going to manipulate her handkerchief, and I was watching with some curiosity to see how she was going to do it, when, considerably to my surprise, she changed the subject altogether. With the corners of the handkerchief still between her fingers, and with exactly the same expression on her face, she said:

“There’s the girl at the table next to you staring at us in a way which I don’t quite like. Of course she can’t hear, and she wouldn’t understand if she did, but I think I’ll just wait and see how long she’s going to stay. In the meantime I think I’ll have another cake. Don’t look round; she’ll know I’ve noticed her.”

Of course I understood that the reference was to me, and I was not exactly pleased. Apart from the question of good manners, I do not wish to let anyone be aware that they have been observed by me. Clearly I had been staring at them more intently than I supposed. So I called the waitress, paid for my tea, and went. I had no wish to intrude upon their confidence, nor to give them ground for comment on my breeding.

Two days afterwards I went to lunch with some friends near The Boltons. When I left them I walked to the Fulham Road, meaning to catch a motor-bus. On my way I passed down a street of rather shabby-looking houses, in which there was only one other pedestrian besides myself — a man who was approaching, on the same side, from the other end. As he came nearer I recognized, with some amusement, that it was the red-headed youth of the tea-shop in the Brompton Road. I doubt if he noticed me at all; his glance was fixed on the houses on the other side of the way. When he was twenty or thirty feet away from me, stopping short, he stared harder than ever. There was something in his attitude and in the way he stared which suggested considerable agitation. I looked to see what could have caused it.

Immediately facing him was a house which was like its fellows, but rather less shabby perhaps, as if it had been more recently painted. My eyes, passing over its front, rested on one of the windows of the upper floor — on the other side of which was a very crooked blind. That blind quite startled me, especially when I coupled it with the young man’s evident emotion. I thought of the girl with the handkerchief, how she had explained how one could signal with a blind. Did she live in the house at which he was staring, or who did live there? Was some one signalling to him with that crooked blind?

I was convinced not only that he understood what the signal was, but that its meaning occasioned him something like actual distress. He stood staring, as if unwilling to credit his eyes. Then, as if conscious of my approach, he broke again into movement, and, quickening his pace, went past me at a speed which was very nearly a run. He never glanced at me; I doubt if he realized whether I was a man or a woman.

Here was a pretty problem on which I had stumbled — ought I to write by chance? Who lived in that house? Who was responsible for the position of that blind? What was the meaning it was intended to convey? I will not say that I puzzled over these things; that would be to speak too strongly; but, as I have a trick of doing, I kept them, as it were, in some pigeon-hole in my mind. The next day the papers were full of what came to be known as the Fulham Mystery.

George Ryder had been murdered in a house in Helena Grove, Fulham, not very far from the road in which I had met that red-headed youth. At first it looked like a commonplace murder — if a murder ever is commonplace. It was afterwards that features began to appear which caused it to occupy so prominent a place in the public interest. George Ryder was a young man of thirty-seven. Not long before he had been knocked down, at night, presumably by some sort of motor vehicle. He was picked up near Barnes Common insensible; he had concussion of the brain. When, several days afterwards, consciousness returned, he could only say that he had been crossing to the other side of the street at a point where four roads met, and that a car, coming round one of the corners, had knocked him down. It was afterwards shown that he had been spending the evening with some bachelor friends, and that he was not perhaps so sober as he might have been, so that the fault was not altogether with the car; but that was no reason that it should have gone on and left behind it no sign by which it could be identified.

He had nearly recovered from the effects of this accident when he was murdered — at five o’clock on an April afternoon. He was alone in the house — by what really seemed to be a most curious chance. It was the servant’s afternoon out; his nurse, who had charge of his case, had gone out to take tea with a friend; his wife and four-year-old child were left at home. Just before five a telegram was brought to his wife, informing her that her mother, who lived at Hampstead, had had another attack, and was dying; if she wished to see her alive she must go at once. Only a week before her mother, who suffered from a weak heart, had had an attack from which she had only by a miracle recovered. Mrs. Ryder showed the telegram to her husband. Both the maid and the nurse were to be back at six. He declared that he wished to rest, that he would be all right till they returned, and that she was to go without delay to see her mother. She left the house between a quarter and twenty past five, taking, at her husband’s request, her little girl with her. The nurse, whose name was Verrion, returned before her appointed time. As was her custom, she entered the house with a latch-key at about a quarter to six. She was going into her bedroom, when, struck by the silence of the house, she opened the door of Mr. Ryder’s room, to see how her patient was. He was lying on the floor, dead — some one had struck him a heavy blow on the temple with an electro-plated candlestick which lay beside him.

The whole tragedy had taken place inside twenty minutes — the twenty minutes which intervened between Mrs. Ryder’s going out and Nurse Verrion’s coming in. Nurse Verrion brought in a doctor who lived on the other side of the street, who gave his opinion that Mr. Ryder had been dead about a quarter of an hour — so that the murder must have been committed probably not more than ten minutes after his wife went out.

Just before seven a taxi-cab drew up in front of the house, and Mrs. Ryder came rushing out of it; that telegram which had reached her just before five had been a hoax. She had found her mother, if anything, in better health than usual. Amazed, wondering what the thing meant, oppressed by a consciousness that her husband might still be alone in the house, she had rushed back home, to find her husband dead.

This, succinctly, was the Fulham Mystery, as it was presented to the public. Not a trace of the murderer was discovered. There was nothing to show that anyone, except Mr. Ryder, had been in the house during those fatal twenty minutes. Suicide was out of the question, as well as accident. It was shown conclusively that neither by accident nor design could he have dealt himself that fatal blow. There were those who suspected both the wife and the nurse. It was, however, made perfectly clear that husband and wife were on excellent terms; there was, besides, the almost unconscious testimony of the intelligent four-year-old child, who told how her father had gone to the door to see them off, and kissed her before she started; so that he must have been alive when his wife went out. Nurse Verrion, on her part, established two facts — she was accompanied by a friend to the house, who only left her as she opened the door, and that within three minutes she was at the doctor’s on the other side of the way. George Ryder had certainly not been killed within those three minutes.

For reasons which I can hardly define, I took more interest in the Fulham Mystery than I generally do in matters of the kind. Of course it was the merest coincidence, but it did strike me as odd that I should have met the red-haired youth that same afternoon, and have been puzzled by the agitation he showed as he stared at the signalling blind. I suppose I met him, so far as I could judge, at about half-past three, some two hours before the murder took place within a quarter of a mile of where I saw him. I recalled what the girl had said at the tea-shop — that her object was to let him know, as I took it, by means of a signal conveyed by the blind in her room, when the “coast was clear.” Two hours afterwards the coast had been cleared in Helena Grove in a truly singular manner. However, I told myself, the thing was the merest coincidence; the puzzle of the signalling blind remained, and, more or less vaguely, I continued to wonder.

Whether, again, the second chapter of this strange story owed its inception to mere chance, he would be a bold person who ventured positively to affirm. I was spending the week-end on the cliff at Boscombe. George Ryder had been dead two years; the Fulham Mystery, still unsolved, had practically slipped from the public mind. I arrived on the Friday, and had to leave on the Monday afternoon. On Monday morning, since rather a cold wind was blowing, I enjoyed the open air in the pretty, sheltered public gardens, from which the cliff on either side keeps off the wind. I occupied a chair under a tree. On the other side of the path, perhaps a dozen yards from where I sat, a lady was the sole occupant of a seat. We were both of us reading. An exclamation caused me to glance up from the page of my book. A lady, holding a child by each hand, had come along the path; at sight of her the occupant of the seat had sprung up; the two women were staring at each other as if each saw in the other a ghost.

The woman with the two children seemed to be the more amazed; it was she who had uttered the exclamation. I judged her to be perhaps thirty years of age, but she looked so worn and worried that she might have been younger than she seemed. Her clothing was worn and shabby — I noticed that she wore old black cotton gloves; it was not easy, from her appearance, to judge to what station of life she belonged.

The person who had risen from the seat was the first to speak; though I could not hear her, I could see distinctly what she said. Her expression was one of sheer bewilderment, as if she were still in doubt of the other’s identity.

“Annie! — It is you! — Have you tumbled from the sky? Where have you been hiding? What are you doing here? And who are these? — these two young people? Where is your own small daughter? Surely this is not she.”

The woman addressed as Annie seemed to be so overcome by the other’s unexpected appearance as to be almost incapable of speech. She seemed to be positively frightened, giving nervous glances on this side and that, as if afraid of she alone knew what. When she spoke, although I heard nothing, I could see from the twitching of her lips that her voice was tremulous. Agitation made her stammer.

“Laura, I — I never expected to see you; I — I can’t stop now, but I — I want to speak to you very much; I would like to speak to you. I — I’ve got to take these two children to a friend’s, just — just over there; but I’ll be back in — in ten minutes, if you’ll wait for me — here. — Laura, say you’ll wait for me.”

She seemed to me to be gasping for breath, as if the strength of feeling which she put into the appeal that the other would stay for her was almost more than she could bear. Her friend’s bewilderment seemed to be growing. The expression in her eyes showed clearly that she could not make the speaker out.

“Stay for you?” She smiled, as if to reassure her. “Of course I’ll stay for you, ten minutes, or as long as you like. Only — don’t forget I’m waiting.”

The woman, with her two charges, hurried off. I hardly knew whether to go or stay. Where I was I was partially screened from the occupants of the seat by a big rhododendron; I could probably see them better than they could see me. I was perfectly comfortable where I was; I really saw no reason why I should move, so I stayed where I was.

I imagine that it was nearer twenty than ten minutes before the other returned; when she came she was nearly running. When she sat down beside her friend her breath was coming in little gusts.

“They — they kept me longer — than I thought they would. I — I couldn’t get away. I — I’m not my own mistress, and — and when people want me to stay — I have to.”

I could see that the other’s puzzlement was momentarily growing.

“But, my dear Annie, what do you mean by you’re not your own mistress?”

“I’m — I’m a nursery governess. Didn’t you know I was a nursery governess?”

“A nursery governess?” The speaker’s surprise was so marked that she gave a little bound on her seat. “You! — Annie I — A nursery governess! But I thought that George Ryder — —”

The other put her hand upon her arm, glancing about her as if in sudden terror.

“Hush! — I’m not Mrs. Ryder now — at least I don’t call myself that. I — I call myself Mrs. Brown.”

“You call yourself Mrs. Brown! — Annie — I understand you less and less. Are you ashamed of your husband’s name?”

“Indeed no. But when I told people that I was Mrs. Ryder they began to ask me questions; and when they found out that I was Mrs. George Ryder, and — and that it was my husband who was — murdered, they didn’t want to have anything to do with me.”

“But why ever not? It wasn’t you who murdered him.”

“I don’t know that, exactly, they thought it was.”

“Exactly? But, my dear girl, I never heard anything so monstrous. Do you mean to say that anybody ever dared to let such an idea enter their heads?”

“Laura, I don’t mean to say anything at all, but I have to live. And when people found out who I was, they wouldn’t give me a chance, so — I call myself Mrs. Brown. If they found out, in my present situation, that I — I wasn’t Mrs. Brown, they’d turn me off at a moment’s notice.”

“But what do you mean by you’ve got to live? Didn’t your husband leave you plenty of money?”

“Not a penny, or, at least, only a few pounds. And shortly after, my mother died, and she left nothing. So there was I, with my child to keep, with nothing to live on. — Laura, you don’t know what I’ve been through.”

“But I thought that your husband not only had money of his own, but that he had excellent expectations.”

“He did; but nobody seems to have understood, and that has made it seem so much harder. His aunt, Mrs. Dawson, told him herself that she had left him all her money; and so she had, but her will was rather oddly worded. She left all her money to her nephew George Ryder, but if he died before she did, then all her property was to go to her other nephew, Athelstan Ward. The will was an old one; it had been made before George and I were married, or, I think, in case of George’s dying first, she might have left something to me, to say nothing of his child. We were great friends, she and I. She was always very fond of me, and I am sure she would have altered her will to that effect if she had ever dreamt that matters would turn out as they did. She was ill when George was — killed. Some one, stupidly enough, went blundering into her bedroom, crying out that George had been murdered. The shock had such an effect on her that it brought on a paralytic seizure, from which she never recovered. In less than a month afterwards she was dead. By her will, as I have explained, she left nothing to George, who was dead, and nothing to me, or to Daisy either. Everything went to Mr. Ward.”

“What a very unfortunate state of affairs for you. Did Mr. Ward do nothing? He must have seen the iniquity of such an arrangement.”

“Athelstan Ward had never expected to inherit anything. He and his aunt did not get on at all; he had offended her in all sorts of ways. At the last upset they had she had told him that she would leave him nothing. He knew that everything was left to George, who was her favourite nephew. When she died he was a clerk in the city, at a salary of something over a hundred a year. The news that he was the heir almost turned his head; at least I hope that was the explanation of his conduct to me. He told me to my face — gratuitously — that I would never get a farthing out of him. He said that George would have stuck to the lot, and he meant to do the same. I had — I had to keep Daisy and myself as best I could.”

“But what has become of the man? What a dreadful creature he must be!”

“He’s married, that’s all I know about him. He married Miss Lisle.”

“What, Lily Lisle? The girl with the dreadful eyes, who acted as Mrs. Dawson’s companion? I never could stand her; I never could make out why Mrs. Dawson kept her in the house. I could have told her some tales about her.”

“Mrs. Dawson liked her well enough, I believe; though, in the end, in a sense, she was the actual cause of the old lady’s death, because it was she who rushed into her bedroom screaming out that George Ryder was murdered. However she could have done such a thing, considering that the doctor had warned her to allow nothing to disturb or agitate the old lady, was beyond me altogether. It turned out that she and Mr. Ward had been engaged, under the rose, for ages. After the will was read they were married — within a week or two. Everyone believed that the old lady was well off, but no one guessed how well off until things were gone into. She had not been living on a quarter of her income, and had been investing the other three-quarters as it came in. I’m told that she left over two hundred thousand pounds. Think what even a little of it would have meant to Daisy and me. I’m getting twenty-five pounds a year, and out of that I have to clothe myself and keep my child. They give me lodging, and my food, such as it is, but if I could only manage to earn a little more money.”

“How long are you free now? I’m staying at the Burlington Hotel. Can’t you come and lunch with me?”

“I’m free for this afternoon. My mistress, Mrs. Levison, is out. The children have gone to lunch with a friend. If — if I’m not too shabby, I should like to come and lunch with you very much. It would be a treat.”

The two got up from their seat and walked away. I remained where I was, thinking. It did seem extraordinary that I should have been there when such things were being talked about — things which brought back such odd memories. The girl with the “dreadful eyes,” could she, by any chance, have had any connection with the young woman whose singular eyes had attracted my attention in the tea-shop in the Brompton Road? And Mr. Athelstan Ward — was he red-headed? I wondered.

Suppose that those two chance encounters, in the tea-shop in the Boscombe public gardens, had put into my hands the key to the unsolved mystery, would that not be something very like a miracle? If I had had anything tangible to go upon, I would have spoken to those two women then and there. But what a figure I should have cut if my fashion of putting two and two together had proved all wrong. I might never have seen Mrs. Dawson’s companion in my life — if they had mentioned where Mrs. Dawson had lived I might have got nearer to certainty — and Mr. Athelstan Ward might be a bald-headed gentleman of portly presence. I should have been regarded as a meddler. I have suffered in that direction more than once in my time; I had no wish to suffer again. I endeavoured to dismiss the whole subject from my mind, and went up to Waterloo by the afternoon train.

That the third and last chapter of my connection with the Fulham Mystery seemed to have been brought about by fortuitous circumstances I am ready to agree; but that it was by accident only I am not so sure. So strange a sequel to such singular beginnings, to my mind suggests design.

Nearly another two years elapsed, and I was at Eastbourne, staying with some friends at a big hotel on the front. My friends had gone up to town for a day or two, and I was left in sole possession of their apartments. One morning I was walking rapidly along the Parade. The sky was blue, but the east wind, of which Eastbourne is perhaps rather too fond, did not breathe warmth. One had to move quickly if one wished to keep warm. As I was about to move over to what I hoped was the warmer side of the road, I was accosted by a woman selling flowers. I had already passed two or three, at whom, I am afraid, I had not even glanced; but something about this one’s method of address and manner caused me to look at her. Where, I asked myself, had I seen her before? Her face seemed familiar. I had gone past her perhaps half a dozen steps when it came back to me. The Boscombe public gardens, the two women on the seat — surely this was Mrs. George Ryder. And yet it was impossible. She would not be selling flowers in a public road.

I must have been mistaken, a chance resemblance had taken me in. I thought I would go back and, while buying some of her flowers, have a good look at her. Anyhow, I could always do with a few flowers.

It was Mrs. Ryder — or the resemblance was supernatural. Of course she had altered: she had grown so thin; her cheeks were hollow; her eyes cavernous, even hungry; her skin seemed to be all furrows; yet that she was the woman whom I had seen sitting on the seat, telling her friend the tragic story of the will which had passed her by, I was certain. What to say to her, what to do — these were points on which I could not make up my mind. I bought nearly all her flowers; her gratitude was piteous. Then I gave an order for more, and directed her to bring them to my hotel the next morning at a certain hour. I left her there, standing in the bitter east wind, which I hoped she did not feel to be quite so bitter as before, while I walked away, wondering by what possible means she could have reached so dreadful a position. She was a lady; such a short time ago a happy wife, with such prospects of happiness in front of her — and now selling pennyworths of flowers in the gutter. It was an object lesson on the mutability of human affairs.

I kept thinking of her, even when I got back to the hotel. She was with me all that day; when I was dressing for dinner, as I was going down to the great meal of the day. What sort of dinner was she having — there was much hunger in her eyes, she looked so hungry altogether — and where?

In the absence of my friends I was the solitary occupant of their table. I was down early, and watched the people coming in. I had just finished my fish course when four or five persons came down the room, at the sight of one of whom I almost jumped.

It was the girl of the tea-shop, she of the dreadful eyes. I was sure it was she, though she was altered out of all conscience. To begin with, she was beautifully dressed — rather too well dressed, in fact, for such a place. Her hair was dressed in a way which was really an exaggeration of the latest fashion; she held herself as if she were a person of importance. She had filled out, grown plumper; in many respects she had altered altogether. Yet it was she — surely no other woman in the world could have such eyes as she had. They seemed to have grown larger; they roved as much as ever. They passed all round the room, resting, I should say, on every one in it, as she moved with her party towards their own table.

I observed the other members of her party as they took their seats. Remembering the quickness with which she had noticed my observation when we met for the first time, I did it as furtively as possible. One thing I saw at once — the red-headed youth was not there. This was by way of being a surprise; somehow I had taken it for granted that he would have been. There were three other men and two other women. One of the other men was her husband. I was sure of it from the obvious way in which he was acting as host. She was hostess, the others were guests.

The man, who I was convinced was her husband, was the antipodes of that red-headed youth. He was rather under-sized; his scanty brown hair was parted in the centre and plastered down at the sides. He wore glasses; his clothes did not seem to fit, his shirt front bulged; altogether he appeared to me about as insignificant an individual as one might expect to see. I could not believe that that woman had married him for love. I was as sure as if she had told me so that he was not the sort of man she admired, and that when she decided to become his wife it was for very solid and sufficient reasons.

The head waiter was coming down the room. That was not the first time I had stayed at that hotel; he and I were old acquaintances.

“Can you tell me who those people are who have just come in?”

His manner as he answered was most discreet. He smoothed an imaginary crease out of the tablecloth.

“It’s a dinner party. The lady and gentleman who are giving it are Mr. and Mrs. Athelstan Ward; they arrived this morning — old customers; this is their fifth or sixth visit. — Have you everything you want?”

I assured him that I had. He departed, and my appetite went with him; the feelings which came rushing over me left me no desire to eat.

So, actually, this was Mr. and Mrs. Athelstan Ward, and my wild surmise had been right. The crooked blind in the top window of the house in the street leading off the Fulham Road — the girl whom I had seen demonstrating with her handkerchief how one may signal with a blind had done it; it had been crooked because she had carefully arranged it at the precise and proper angle. In that house Mrs. Dawson had lived, the aunt of the man who had been murdered two hours after I saw that crooked blind. At that time, if what Mrs. George Ryder had told her friend in the public gardens at Boscombe was true, this girl was engaged to the other nephew, who, in a certain eventuality, of which he seemed to have been ignorant, was to benefit by his aunt’s will; that eventuality, by which the girl was to benefit as much as Mr. Ward occurred within two hours of that crooked blind having been seen by that red-headed youth — with whom she had arranged that particular signal. For what purpose?

A cold something stole up my spine as I groped about for an answer. She knew the delicate state of Mrs. Dawson’s health, she was her companion; the physicians had laid on her a special charge; yet the moment the news of the tragedy reached her, well knowing that she ought to do nothing of the kind, she rushed into the presence of the aged invalid, who was really and truly at her mercy, and struck her down by yelling out the news at her.

Things began to look very ugly. Was it by accident, or design, that I was stumbling on these things? What I still had to understand was the relation between the red-headed youth and the girl. That, when I saw them together in the tea-shop, he was her lover I was convinced. Not impossibly, he was so beside himself with love of her that he was ready to be guilty of any folly, or perhaps worse than folly, for her dear sake; unless I erred, he was that sort of youth. Could she have used him as a tool and then thrown him over? Unless I erred again, she was that sort of girl; it was an action of which she was quite capable. Apparently she had attained the object of her ambition; she was prosperous, as happy, perhaps, as it was in her nature to be. What had become of the red-headed youth? The widow of the murdered man was selling flowers in the gutter.

A page came down the room with a telegram on a waiter. He handed it to Mrs. Athelstan Ward. With a murmured apology to her guests, she tore it open. I do not think I ever saw such a change take place on a woman’s face in public as took place on hers as she read that telegram. She appeared to be incapable of concealing the effect it had upon her. What was the dominant expression on her countenance I could not say; fear and rage were two. She seemed unconscious that the boy was waiting, that her guests were looking at her — until her husband’s voice recalled her to herself. He was facing me. As he pronounced his words with a punctilious correctness which I should say was characteristic of the man, I saw clearly what he said.

“My dear Lily, from whom is your telegram? It appears to be of absorbing interest. Permit me to see it.”

He held out his hand across the table. Then she came back to herself, after a fashion. She looked, or rather she glared, at him. When she saw his outstretched hand, and caught his meaning, she crushed the telegram up into a ball, thrust it into the bosom of her dress, and turned to the page, who instantly departed. She was sitting sideways to me, so that it was not easy for me to read the reply which she made to her husband; but I am quite sure that it was not an expression of her willingness to let him see that telegram.

I resolved to keep my eye on Mrs. Athelstan Ward. By way of a beginning, I thought it might be just as well to see if she would recognize me. To reach the private sitting-room which my friends had at the other end of the building it was necessary for me to pass her table, which I presently did, with something like ostentation. As I approached she looked at me, and I at her. I could see that she recognized me, and was aware that I did the same to her. Her face changed again, and a look came into her eyes which haunted me long after I had quitted the room. The hungry look in the eyes of the murdered man’s widow, and now that dreadful look in hers — they were with me that night even in my dreams.

The next morning I got up early; I could not sleep, and I hate lying between the sheets with my eyes wide open. My window looked out across the garden. As I peeped to see what sort of weather it was, I saw Mrs. Athelstan Ward come through the great front door of the hotel. She was dressed for walking. Crossing the garden to the street, turning to the right, she moved quickly in the direction of Beachy Head. I had one of those intuitions to which I am subject. I felt sure that the purpose which had taken her out at that extremely matutinal hour was of interest to me. It was not only chance which had taken me to the window at just that moment. I dashed into the bath, rushed into my clothes — I do not believe anything feminine can dress quicker than I can — and was out in the street in I am afraid to say how few minutes. Mrs. Ward was out of sight, but I knew the direction in which she was going, and off I tore.

Presently I saw her. She was walking almost as quickly as I was, and was nearly at the point where one begins to ascend the grassy slopes towards Beachy Head. That some special attraction was drawing her to Beachy Head at seven o’clock in the morning I felt convinced. She went round to the right — evidently she knew the shortest way. When I reached the grass I went straight on; I did not wish to keep too closely in her footsteps, lest she should look round and see that she was followed. The ascent at the part at which I took it was pretty steep. I was a little short of breath when I gained the ridge, and was sufficiently on the level to enable me to see what was ahead. There was Mrs. Ward some distance in front, striding rapidly along what I knew to be the better path. She was nearly out of sight when I gained the point from which one can see the top of the Head. A minute or two later some one came out of the little hotel which lies in the hollow on one side, and crossed to her. So this was it — she had an appointment with something masculine; it was a man who had joined her, on the top of Beachy Head, at an hour when they were likely to have it all to themselves.

I had with me a pair of those folding opera-glasses which lie down flat, so that they occupy scarcely any space at all. I focussed them on to the pair in front. I was anxious to see who the man might be. Something within me gave quite a little jump — I never have been able to get quite the better of that sort of thing — as I recognized the red-headed youth of the tea-shop and the signalling blind. Their backs were towards me, so of course I could not see what they were saying, but one had only to observe the man’s gestures to be able to form a very shrewd guess that the subject under discussion was of paramount interest to him. He was talking both with heat and volubility. The woman, on the other hand, was stiff and rigid — suggesting no desire to hear him, and disapprobation of whatever he might be saying.

They passed the signal station, passed the lighthouse, moved on towards Birling Gap, he still talking nineteen to the dozen, she listening with what I would have been willing to bet was contempt. Presently they stopped on a little knoll which was just on the other side of the lighthouse. Down I dropped in a little grassy dell which was just large enough to contain me as I lay full-length, face downwards, and raised myself just sufficiently on my elbows to permit me to have a view of the knoll in front.

I was particularly anxious that they should not see me. That the Fulham Mystery was going to be solved at last some instinct told me, and by that pair ahead. I did not intend to run any risk of losing what I had so long sought. They might, if they looked closely, have seen the top of my hat, but they would have been no wiser if they had. With the aid of that pair of folding glasses I watched their faces.

They were good glasses, the definition was excellent, the morning was clear; they were at a distance, as the crow flies, of perhaps under a hundred yards. When they turned my way I could see even the slightest movement of their lips as well as if they had been within a dozen feet.

It was some seconds, however, before they did turn my way. She had placed herself upon a sort of natural seat, formed by a ridge of earth, with her face at not quite the proper angle to allow of my seeing her mouth; he stood close up to her, saying something which — as he said it — needed a great deal of gesticulation. Suddenly, however, she stood up, fronting him, and also me, and I saw her say, as distinctly as if she had been speaking within reach of my hand:

“It’s no use your ranting. What I’ve said I’ve said, and as I’ve no more to add, there’s an end of it.”

He was silent for an instant. I was sure that he was silent from the way in which he stood motionless. Then he also turned slightly, occupying such a position that, while he looked across the sea, his mouth was as visible as if he had looked at me. I followed his answer through the glasses. He did not gesticulate that time; he spoke rather with what struck me as being an air of profound conviction.

“Lily, if ever there was a heartless devil in the shape of a woman, you are she.”

She replied, with a little flick of the cane she was carrying:

“You’ve told me so before. The remark is not in the least novel. Have you brought me here to make it again?”

“You have lied, and lied, and lied to me.” His gesticulations recommenced. “You have fooled me practically my whole lifelong. I have stolen for you — you know how often you have induced me to steal for you — —”

“You didn’t need much inducement.” Her air was contemptuous.

“I did not; you are right. There was nothing I would not have done for you at a word from you; at last, at a word from you, I committed murder.”

“Put it that way if you like. From my point of view you made a mess of the whole thing; I never wanted you to actually kill the man.”

“No, you wanted me to play him some infernally clever trick which would result in his killing himself — as you afterwards killed that old woman. That was as much a murder as mine was. But I was not born with the instinct of killing, as you were, so I blundered, and had to do the poor wretch out of his life with an actual blow. And then you denied me my reward.”

“I never promised you anything.”

“Not in so many words; you were much too clever. But you know what you wished me to understand that you had promised me, and how, afterwards, you robbed me of the price which you had made me believe I was to receive.”

“Listen to me.” Her attitude became all at once that of a person who was giving utterance to a final decision. “You have been to me a continual nuisance — not practically all your life, but actually all your life. There was a time when I tried to put up with you, though it wasn’t easy. You’ve always been a penniless beggar, so that if you wanted to make me a present you had to steal it; now you throw it in my face. Afterwards — you know when — I explained that if a certain person were to die before a certain time it might be an advantage both to you and to me.”

“Especially to you.”

“Yes — especially to me; that is obvious.” The air of scorn with which she said it! “I took the greatest pains in explaining to you how, if certain things were done, other things would necessarily follow. You offered to do them. If you had done them as I had explained no crime would have been committed.”

“No legal crime, you mean; it would still have been murder.”

“Murder for which you can’t be punished doesn’t count. Do you suppose that if I had known you were going to do what you did I would have allowed you to do it?”

“I’m not so sure; I have my doubts. You were very keen, you know.”

“Yes, but not keen like that; I’m not such a fool. — Well, anyhow you did do it — the wrong way. And I had to bear the brunt.”

“You had to! — You beautiful creature! — You miserable thing!”

The marked variety of emphasis with which he delivered himself of these two remarks was most perceptible through the glasses.

“It is easy enough for you to speak in that cock-a-doodle sort of tone, but the fact remains that it is as I said. To begin with, haven’t I kept you ever since?”

“Kept me! — My God! — Kept me! When I think of how and why you’ve kept me, how often I wish that he had killed me instead of I him.”

“He didn’t. If you really wished it, you made a mess even of that. — Now you have the assurance to send me that telegram. — It came to me last night, in the middle of a dinner party, ordering me to come and meet you here. And now that I’ve come, what is it you want me to do? You want me to desert my husband, to throw away everything for which I’ve worked and struggled, and — think of it! — to come and live with you. Let me tell you this — I wouldn’t live with you if there wasn’t another man in the world; I wouldn’t willingly stay in the same house in which you were, or even in the same town. I’ve grown to hate you — if you only knew how I hate you as I see you standing there, and how willingly I’d see you tumble dead at my feet.” She drew a great breath — the glasses made it perfectly plain. “I believe I should go back to Eastbourne almost a happy woman again if I knew that you were dead.”

“You mean that?”

“I never meant anything half so much.”

“Then — you shall go back a happy woman.”

They were standing within a few feet of the edge. The turf sloped downward. He ran down this little slope; when he had run as far as he could, he gave a sort of jump and sprang into space more than five hundred feet above the rocks below. The woman was left alone on the knoll. I was so taken aback by the horror of the thing that my joints seemed to have got locked; my limbs seemed rigid.

There stood the woman, alone, and there I lay watching her through the glasses. For several seconds we remained motionless, as if incapable of movement. Then, with what seemed to me to be a violent effort, I scrambled on to my feet and went rushing towards the woman across the intervening grass. When she turned and saw me coming, she staggered — she obviously staggered, and I thought she would have fallen. But, recovering herself just as she seemed to have lost her balance, she stood awaiting me. When I got to her I took her by the arm; I was beside myself with a strange sort of passion — when I look back I understand how people feel when they kill each other. At that moment I certainly felt like killing her.

“You’ve murdered him,” I gasped. “I’ve a mind to send you after him.”

“Send me.” Her face was white; her great eyes glared at me; but she never flinched. “I am perfectly willing that you should send me after him. He’s better off than I am.”

The consciousness which came to me, even in that terrible moment, that this might be so, gave my thoughts a new direction. Still gripping her by the arm I turned and shouted: “Help! Help!” Two men came running out of the coastguard station; they were followed by a third, and then a fourth. When she saw them coming she asked me, as coolly as if it were the most casual question:

“What are you going to tell them? — Lies? — He jumped over of his own accord.”

I said nothing to her, but when they came within hail I called to them:

“A man has just jumped over the cliff; he was with this lady.”

“I did not know he was going to jump,” she declared. “I believe he’s mad.”

The coastguards took her address and mine, then began to search for what was left of the man. People came out of the hotel; women and children came out of the coastguards’ station; on that lonely cliff, even at that hour of the morning, a small crowd began to assemble. I took the woman back with me to Eastbourne, holding her by the arm all the way.

“You needn’t hold me,” she said, when we were half-way down. “With you holding me like this it is not easy to walk on this rough ground. I shan’t run away. Besides, why should I run away? There’s no reason why I should run.”

But she knew better. I kept my hold. My friends had a private sitting-room at the hotel, on the ground-floor, to which admission was gained by a separate entrance. I led her to that sitting-room.

“Where are you taking me?” she remonstrated. “You’ve no right to keep hold of me like this; you are hurting my arm. I’m not your prisoner.”

I paid no heed. When I had got her into the sitting-room I rang the bell.

“Send up to Mr. Stephens, in number one hundred and twenty, and tell him that I shall be glad to see him here as soon as he can make it convenient to come.”

“Who’s Mr. Stephens?” asked the woman, as soon as the waiter had gone. “And what are you going to say to my husband? And who are you, anyhow? — Who are you? — Let go of my arm.”

She spoke savagely, trying to shake herself loose. But she was weaker than I, and she could not do it.

“I am Judith Lee,” I told her. “I am going to tell your husband everything I know about you.”

“And what do you know? I only saw you once before in my life.”

“Only once. — You will presently hear what I know about you, if you have not already guessed.”

I think she had; I saw it on her face. Almost immediately her husband came hurriedly into the room. He seemed disturbed.

“I am told that Miss Lee wants to see me. Are you Miss Lee? What are you doing here with my wife?”

I told him — she kept still. I told him everything; she never even attempted to interrupt. As I pieced my story together I think she began to have a feeling that I was something almost supernatural — that she was afraid of me. I fancy that she recognized in me the pointing finger which, though it sometimes seems to move so slowly, touches the criminal on the spot at last, showing that from the very first, when all seemed most secure, there was already starting in pursuit the avenging hand of justice.

I told about that interview on which I had tumbled in the tea-shop; about the experiment with the handkerchief illustrating the signals which might be made with a blind — how her eyes seemed to distend as she heard me! I spoke of the chance meeting with the red-headed youth, who was staring at the crooked blind, and then of the murder which was done two hours afterwards. I passed the next two years and came to the interview which I had witnessed in the Boscombe gardens. When I narrated what the dead man’s wife had said to her friend, Mr. as well as Mrs. Athelstan Ward stood there like images of guilt stricken by their own consciences. Then came the story of what had happened that morning. When I repeated, word for word, the conversation which had taken place between the guilty pair, the woman sank on to the floor, and the man seemed dazed. Then came the horror of the suicide which she had prompted.

“I am aware,” I said, “that it would be difficult, Mr. Ward, to bring home against your wife the full measure of her guilt to the satisfaction of a criminal court. I admit the dexterity with which she has eluded responsibility. On one condition I am willing to let her go with you, to wherever you may choose to take her, and to hold my tongue. She has done all these things to gain possession of the fortune left by the late Mrs. Dawson. Render an account of the money she left; resign all claim to it; transfer it in its entirety to the woman to whom it rightfully belongs, and I will leave Mrs. Ward to her conscience. I do not, at this moment, suggest on your part complicity with your wife, though I cannot but feel that at some period you have probably had some sort of guilty knowledge. But if you ask why you should make this sacrifice to cover her, I will remark that I believe, if the whole truth were to be made public, that it would be held that you, at any rate, have no claim to the money which you pretend to have inherited. That is a point for you to consider. I may add that I communicated last night with the authorities at Scotland Yard, and that a detective is coming to Eastbourne by the first train which leaves London. If this matter is settled as I have suggested before he appears — so far well; if not, the matter will pass out of my hands into his. I have sent a message to a friend, who is staying in the hotel, Mr. Arthur Stephens, a solicitor of high standing. He will probably be here in a minute or two, ready to draw up a formal assignment to Mrs. George Ryder of what ought to have been hers at the beginning. I must ask you to give your answer, Mr. Ward, at once. How is it to be?”

I could see that his lips were dry; with the tip of his tongue he moistened them. His voice was husky.

“I — I’m willing to do what you wish, Miss Lee. I am willing to do everything, and anything, if only you will say nothing to anyone else of what you have just now been saying to us.”

Then I knew that my surmise had been correct, and that he had at least some sort of guilty knowledge of his wife’s nefarious conduct. Arthur Stephens entered.

“I’m very sorry to have disturbed you, Mr. Stephens, but I am in pressing need of your services. This is Mr. Athelstan Ward. He is in possession of certain property, to which he has no title; at any rate, no moral title. Conscious of that fact, he wishes to assign it to the rightful owner. I want you to draw up a short form which shall give legal and valid expression to that wish of his. Afterwards, I may have to request you to go with him into matters of account. That you will be able to do later in the day. At present, all I ask you to do is to draw up a brief form which shall have the effect I have mentioned. — Here are pen, ink, and paper.”

Within a very few minutes that form was drawn up. As Mr. Ward was in the act of affixing his signature the door opened, and some one else I knew came in.

“This,” I explained, “is Inspector Ellis of Scotland Yard. — Inspector, this is Mr. Athelstan Ward. He is about to sign a document; perhaps you wouldn’t mind acting as one of the witnesses to his signature.”

The paper was signed and witnessed. Then I made certain other explanations. I kept within the letter of my bond, and I gave Mr. and Mrs. Athelstan Ward to understand that if they did not keep strictly within the letter of theirs, their trouble was only just beginning. After breakfast the Inspector and Mr. Stephens went up to London with that undesirable husband and his still less desirable wife. In the evening they returned to Eastbourne. They rendered their report: Mr. and Mrs. Ward had been called to a strict account; in the course of the day they had been stripped of every farthing of their ill-gotten gains. Berths had been booked for them on a steamer which was leaving the very next day for a South American port. They were informed that a certain amount of money would be credited to their account when they landed; with that they would have to begin the world afresh. Whether they succeeded, or failed, they would return to England at their peril. I do not think that either of them is ever likely to set foot on English soil again.

Soon after the quartette quitted the hotel on their way to London I kept an appointment which I had made the day before. A woman, who was selling flowers, was shown into the sitting-room. I met her on the threshold.

“Come in,” I said. “I am very glad to see you.”

She seemed alarmed, as if the way in which I tried to be friendly and treat her as an equal was terrible — since decent treatment from any quarter was a thing she was unused to.

“Please don’t look so frightened; there’s nothing to alarm you. I have asked you here because I want the flowers I see you have brought, and also because I wish to tell you something which I fancy you will think very wonderful, and also, I hope, very pleasant. I believe you are Mrs. George Ryder.”

At once she turned to flee, but I had her by the hand.

“Please — please don’t call me by that name — please don’t.”

“Why not, since it is your name? Is it not your name?”

“How do you know it’s my name? Who told you it was my name? Is it written on my forehead?”

Her looks were so wild that she looked almost like a person who was out of her senses. When I began to tell her, in her turn, my story, the change that took place in her! Many times have I been thankful for the gift which God gave me — never, I think, more thankful than I was then. She has often told me since that she felt, more and more, as the tale unfolded, that she was in the presence of a miracle — a miracle of blessing. I doubt if she has ever quite rid herself of the notion until this hour.

When I explained that she was to have the money which was meant for her husband, after all, and laid before her Mr. Athelstan Ward’s assignment, she broke into dry-eyed sobbing.

“Do you know” — the words broke from her between her sobs— “my child is dying for want of sufficient and proper nourishment — she is dying of starvation, and now — thank God! — thank God!”


UNCLE JACK

Why are some men so silly — so many men — nearly all of them? I was once almost prevented from doing a man a very signal service by the very singular delusion he was under that I was in love with him. I was staying at the Cliftonville Hotel at Margate with a Mr. and Mrs. Hastings, and their daughter Netta, who was a pupil of mine. Netta, although deaf and dumb, was an extremely intelligent young lady of about eighteen, and by no means ill-looking. She and I were having tea one afternoon in the gardens on the cliff. She could speak quite well when she chose — although she had never heard a sound in her life, but there were occasions on which, if only for convenience’ sake, she used the sign language. She used it then. She said to me:

“Watch those two women who are having tea at the table under the tent.”

I had noticed the pair. They were under the shade of a big umbrella which rose from the centre of the table at which they were sitting, and the top of which could be adjusted at any angle. As I glanced round, induced to do so by Netta’s words, I saw one say to the other:

“What about John Finlayson?”

The other was smoking a cigarette as she stirred her tea. She withdrew the cigarette, expelled the smoke, and I saw her say:

“I don’t know whether or not to marry him.”

“My dear,” rejoined the first speaker, “if you are ever likely to get a chance of marrying him, take my advice and do.”

The smoker considered; then she smiled — rather as if she sneered.

“I’m not so sure. You can pay too dear even for a husband with money; Finlayson would bore me stiff inside a week. What I want is ready cash — you could do with a little.”

“You bet.” The reply was to the point, if not elegant. Then the speaker added: “I could do with more than a little, I could do with a lot — I fancy you could too.”

The smoker indulged in a whiff; she sipped her tea; then she asked, as if she were putting a very serious question:

“Meg, what do you say to a thousand golden sovereigns — could you do with them?” The other glanced sharply at the speaker — I never saw a woman whose eyes were more flagrantly made up in the broad daylight. She was made up altogether, but her eyes were the worst. I thought they were dreadful. She answered, echoing the other’s words.

“Could I do with a thousand golden sovereigns? — Just couldn’t I?”

“You wouldn’t stick at a trifle to get them?”

“My love, I’d stick at nothing — I’d rob a bank.”

“I wouldn’t for anything suggest your doing that; besides, I think we could get them easier out of Finlayson than out of a bank.” Then she added something which rather startled me. “See how those two creatures at the next table are watching us; they can’t possibly hear what we are saying, but suppose we talk of something else.”

I dare say we had been rather more attentive to them than was good manners — that chance shot of hers went home. Netta laughed outright — she can read lips almost as well as I can; I taught her how to do it — I could have shaken her. To be accused of eavesdropping was not nice; especially as, although the speakers might not know it, we had been caught in the very act. I did not look again in their direction. A few minutes after I got up with Netta and walked away.

“Did you see what they were saying?” she asked me as we went. Of course I had seen; I had an uncomfortable feeling that they knew that I had seen. No consideration of the kind seemed to trouble Netta. She continued: “It was of Uncle Jack that they were talking.”

That was precisely the point — it was because of that that I had watched. Mr. John Finlayson was Mrs. Hastings’ brother — Netta’s uncle; a bachelor of about forty years’ standing, with a good opinion both of himself and of his money. There was a great deal of the latter; but so far as I was able to judge, there was nothing of the former worth considering. All the same, I did not like to feel that he was being talked about in that fashion by those two striking-looking women who were the talk of the place, and that in Margate is saying something.

Some persons — probably most of them of the masculine sex — might think that the one who had been smoking was beautiful; and she certainly was what I believe is called “a very fine young woman.” She was probably nearly six feet high; she held herself very straight; her figure was perfect; her features were regular; her hair wonderful; her clothes expensive. How much she owed to nature and how much to art was a problem I should not have cared to determine. What any decent man can see in a person of that kind I suppose we women never will understand; I had reason to suspect that Mr. Finlayson saw a good deal. He had taken her and her companion out with him in his motor-car; he had dined at their table; and, very much to his sister’s disgust, had associated himself with them in more ways than one. All the same, I had been startled to see the young woman hint that if she chose she could marry him; I had no idea that matters had gone so far as that; what his sister would say if she knew I really almost trembled to think. Keen-witted Netta seemed to read my thoughts.

“Shall I tell mamma,” she asked, “what I saw them say?”

I hesitated — it was not an easy question to answer; then I said:

“I don’t think, if I were you, I should — it would only upset her; and probably they were only talking nonsense.”

Netta was silent till we had quitted the garden; then as we were crossing the road to the hotel she said, still speaking in the sign language:

“I shouldn’t wonder if Uncle Jack did marry Miss Parsons — I believe I nearly caught him kissing her last night on the veranda.”

She spoke with a little malicious smile; I was aware that she had not too high an opinion of her relative, but her words took me aback. Before I could reply, her mother came towards us down the steps, with Mr. Finlayson himself at her heels.

Mrs. Hastings bore Netta off into the town; Mr. Finlayson returned to the balcony of the hotel, and I went with him. He was a scanty-haired little man, inclined to stoutness. A monocle was rarely absent from his right eye, and he wore two tiny tufts of hair upon his upper lip, which he had once confided to me he thought made him look French, and which I thought made him look ridiculous. He had inherited a large fortune from a relative, had never done anything useful — so far as I could see, his chief occupation was changing his clothes. I do not know how many suits he had, but I do not think it is any exaggeration to say that he changed from head to foot half a dozen times a day. My belief is that the majority of men are conceited — in that respect he was far ahead of his fellows. Yet, since his sister and her husband had shown themselves very good, and thoughtful, and generous to me, and I owed them many kindnesses, I felt that I could not allow his simplicity to make him the victim of that intriguing young woman, who called herself Parsons, without at least attempting to put him on his guard.

The veranda of the Cliftonville Hotel rims along the road, being raised a few feet above the pavement. As I stood there with him, Miss Parsons and her friend, coming out of the garden across the way, passed close by us. Mr. Finlayson acknowledged their presence with a sweeping bow, and Miss Parsons smiled — a smile which evidently pleased him.

“Most attractive young lady that — don’t you think so?” He was the sort of person who always spoke of a woman as a lady. “Very odd how strange some ladies are. My sister, now, has taken up a most extraordinary position as regards Miss Parsons — she simply doesn’t like her.”

“I fancy Mrs. Hastings’ instinct in such matters is generally to be relied on. Of course, Mr. Finlayson, you are much older than I am, and should know more of the world — —” He cut me short.

“I don’t know about being much older, Miss Lee; but there’s no doubt that I do know more of the world. A man in my position would.”

He spoke with a smirk which I thought comical.

“In spite of your wider knowledge of the world, Mr. Finlayson, I hope you won’t mind my suggesting that it might be the part of wisdom to be on your guard against Miss Parsons.”

“My dear Miss Lee, I’m always on my guard against all ladies — I know them. I always say to myself when I meet a fresh one: Now what designs has she on me? In such matters I’m the soul of caution.”

The man was perfectly absurd; what he meant by his last words I could not guess. If I had not felt that the danger was a very real one, and was thinking more of Mr. and Mrs. Hastings than of him, I would have left him alone in his conceit.

“Is it not possible that you imagine yourself to be better acquainted with the sex of which I am a member than you really are? Isn’t it conceivable that Miss Parsons, for instance, may understand you better than you do her?”

His rejoinder was so preposterous that I could have shaken him.

“What I said to my sister I say to you — jealousy in a lady’s breast takes many forms; Eleanor is jealous of Miss Parsons, and so are you. You will excuse me saying so, won’t you? — but facts are facts.”

“Facts are facts!” Despite his impertinence I was disposed to laugh at him. “On what conceivable grounds do you say that I am jealous of — that woman?” He gave a sort of little hop.

“There you are— ‘that woman’ — the very phrase betrays you. Now, Miss Lee, permit me for one moment. I do not say that jealousy in your case is unbecoming — quite the contrary. I’ve had — shall we say an idea? — for some time past that your feelings towards me were — of the most flattering kind. I have known you, off and on, at frequently recurring intervals, for about three years. During that time I have observed you with, I may say, growing interest. The result has been that I have come to the conclusion that you are in all respects an estimable young lady — yes, Miss Lee, I really mean it. I discussed you with my sister — —”

“You discussed me with your sister!”

“Yes, and with her husband; and they both agree that, since the period has arrived at which it is desirable that I should have an establishment of my own, although the difference in our fortunes is immense, you are a young lady eminently fitted to become the head of it. Therefore your jealousy of the fascinating Miss Parsons is excusable, but, I assure you, baseless; one does not marry such persons; no, no, do not suppose it for one moment. My choice, Miss Lee, is fixed on you — there is no reason why I should not take advantage of this opportunity to tell you so; it may relieve your mind. I have cause to know that the announcement of our engagement will relieve my sister’s mind. Therefore, with your permission, I will make that announcement this — no, not this evening at dinner, I happen to have an engagement this evening” — he wore a slight air of confusion— “but — on the first occasion which offers.”

When he stopped, which he did just as I was wondering when he was going to, I could only gasp. A foolish person I had always supposed him to be, but such folly eclipsed my conception of him altogether. What he expected me to say I do not know; he beamed at me with a most fatuous air; but when he permitted himself to put out his hand and touch my glove, I rapidly withdrew. He affected to be amused.

“My dear Miss Lee — what harm is there, even in such a public place as this? — especially as our relations to each other will soon be public property.”

I saw that it was necessary to make myself quite plain to this little man.

“Mr. Finlayson, I won’t pretend that I don’t understand what you have been talking about, though anything funnier I never heard.”

“Funny? — My dear young lady! — Nothing was further from my intention than to be funny.”

“That’s the funniest part of it — that anyone could be so unintentionally funny. I don’t know if I may take it that you have just been offering me your hand in marriage?”

He nodded his head like some brightly hued and foolish bird.

“Exactly, precisely — you have it — there is that way of putting it.”

“As you observe, there is that way of putting it — though I notice that is not the way you put it; you seem to be under the impression that you have only to throw your glove at my feet and I will pick it up and be grateful. I don’t know what gave you that impression; you are quite mistaken if you suppose that I ever meant to. You certainly have amused me, Mr. Finlayson; I always have felt that you were a funny little man; but as for anything else — I, at an early age, made up my mind to live and die an old maid, and if anything could strengthen my resolution, it is the fact that there are in the world such funny little men as you, and that some women, poor souls! have to have them as husbands.”

I just walked off the balcony and left him there. It so chanced that as I entered the hotel Miss Parsons came into the hall. Not a little to my surprise — it was an afternoon of surprises — she addressed me,

“I should like to say two or three words to you, Miss — I believe it — is Lee. May I ask why, since you are quite a stranger to me, you take such an interest in my movements?”

It was no use my telling her that I did not know what she meant, because I did. Her assault, coming so quickly after my surprising interview with Mr. Finlayson, took me aback. I had no answer ready. She went on:

“This afternoon, to give an example of the sort of thing I mean, you and that deaf and dumb young woman, whose governess I believe you are, watched my friend and myself while we were having tea, as if you were doing your very best to overhear every word we said. I don’t like that sort of thing; don’t let it happen again, or I may show my dislike in a way you won’t like.”

She walked off, with her nose in the air, very much as I had just walked off from Mr. Finlayson. Had I been the dirt beneath her feet she could not have treated me with more contempt — and in that public place!

I could hardly have said, when I reached my bedroom, with whom I felt maddest — with her, Mr. Finlayson, Netta, or myself; Netta, for calling my attention to them first of all; Mr. Finlayson, for his astonishing stupidity; Miss Parsons, for her studied insolence; myself, for ever having had anything to do with any of the three. But the crowning blow was to come. I was stamping up and down, feeling that I must do something to some one, when Netta came into the room; without an instant’s warning she burst out with:

“Well, why wouldn’t you marry him?” I stared, wondering if I could have understood her; she repeated the question with a clearness which put the matter beyond all doubt. “Why wouldn’t you marry Uncle Jack when he asked you?”

“Netta! — What are you talking about? — What do you mean?”

She explained, with a horrible lucidity.

“I was on the cliff on the other side of the garden. I looked over the hedge, and there were you with Uncle Jack on the balcony — and I saw a good deal of what you were saying.” She was, as I have already said, quite an adept at lip-reading, especially in the case of persons she knew well. “I didn’t see all he said, but I did see that he was what he meant to be proposing; then you strutted off as if you were twenty feet high — which is a trick you have — and left poor Uncle Jack despairing. Why on earth wouldn’t you marry him?”

I could not tell her — plainly the absurdity of the affair did not appeal to her so clearly as it did to me. I could not even try to explain — I do not often lose my temper with my pupils, but I nearly lost it with Netta then. Her persistence nearly drove me mad. When she had gone, on one point, it seemed to me, there were no two opinions — Cliftonville was no longer the place for me. I would not stop and confront the insolent Miss Parsons, with whom I wished to have no sort of traffic; still less would I give the keen-eyed Netta a chance of enjoying herself at my expense, in observing my efforts to avoid her singular relation. Mr. and Mrs. Hastings were leaving in two or three days in any case. I had had a letter that morning from an aunt who was passing through London, and who wanted me, if I was in town, to meet her. I resolved that I would be in town that night. I packed my trunk; scribbled a note to Mrs. Hastings; and departed for the station — without anyone of the least consequence, so far as I knew, becoming conscious of my departure. I congratulated myself on the manner in which, avoiding explanations, I had contrived to slip away. But I got no farther than the station; in spite of the fashion in which I had congratulated myself, I did not go to town that night.

I reached the station several minutes before my train was due to start. The arrival platform was crowded with passengers; a train had just come in from London. As I went towards the bookstall to buy some papers I passed two men whose appearance had a curious effect upon me; I was conscious of what I call one of those premonitory little shivers which I say are sent to me as warnings — it may be a mere superstition, but it is one which I hold strongly, that certain evil things emanate, in a sense which is perhaps my own, an atmosphere to whose presence I am acutely sensitive; it gives me what I call a premonitory shiver. That shiver went all over me as I passed those two men, and it startled me. Close behind them were two other men. I saw one of them say to the other:

“See those two? The one on the right is Chicago Charlie. It isn’t often he’s walking about; if he’d had his rights he’d have been strung up long ago. I shouldn’t like to be within reach of him if I’d anything on me worth having; he’s more like a wild beast than a man. I wonder what his game is down here — some one’s in for trouble. I could tell you some tales of him.”

I should have liked him to tell me some of those tales — I could not have said why, but I should. He was a hard, weather-beaten individual, who looked as if he might have had some queer experiences of his own. At the bookstall I turned and looked after the two men who had passed me. A woman was coming down the platform to meet them; it was the woman who had been having tea with Miss Parsons at the next table to ours. Her presence there gave me shock number two. She greeted the pair with an air of a familiar acquaintance; was “Chicago Charlie” Miss Parsons’ friend as well as her own?

They were going out of the gate at the end of the platform; I went to a door on the left, and, hurrying, got there first. Under cover of the paper I had bought I watched them coming; the woman was too engaged in talking to her companions to notice that a female was holding her newspaper up in front of her face. I saw Chicago Charlie ask:

“What’s the fellow’s name?”

“John Finlayson — he’s soft as butter — one of nature’s own mugs. She says he’s good for fifty thousand pounds — if properly handled.”

“Soft as butter, is he? And he’ll be handled by a master. If there’s anything left when I’m through with him he can keep it.”

She looked at him sharply. I should very much like to have known what her answer was, but I could not see from the back of her — they were past before she spoke again. Apparently, since they paid no heed to the cabman who hailed them, they were going to walk to where they were going. What was I to do? I had my ticket, my luggage was labelled, my train was due; I had advised Mrs. Hastings of my departure, I had washed my hands of Mr. Finlayson for ever and a day, what might happen to him was no concern of mine; the obvious course was for me to carry out my intentions and go to town. And yet —— That was it — and yet!

It is contrary to every instinct in my being to stand by and see anyone, even the meanest of God’s creatures, in danger without offering help — such help as I can offer; or even helping without offering, if it comes to that. It was certainly impossible for me to offer to help Uncle Jack. He had misunderstood me once; he should have no chance of misunderstanding me a second time.

There was the sound of a whistle; a train was steaming into the station — my train. I should have to hurry if I meant to catch it — they would send my luggage by it, since it was labelled, if I went or not. That consideration did start me moving. I rushed over to the departure platform; caught a porter — my porter — in the act of putting my luggage into the van; stopped him, explaining that I had changed my mind and did not propose to travel by that train; induced him to take my luggage back and put it on to a cab — and then looked to see if the three persons on whom my interest was centred were still anywhere in sight. They were; they were at a distance of perhaps two hundred yards, and were moving at a leisurely pace towards the town. I said to the cabman:

“I suppose your horse can go slowly?”

The cabman grinned; he thought I was joking.

“It isn’t his fault if he ever does anything else — about two miles an hour is what he likes — either that or standing still.”

“I don’t want him to stand still, but two miles an hour will about suit me; I want to read my paper and enjoy this beautiful evening. You go straight along at not more than three miles an hour — until I give you further directions.”

That cabman carried out my instructions to the letter; we certainly did not exceed the limit I had imposed, and I pretended to read my paper. The trio in front were going about as fast as we were — straight on, with us still about two hundred yards behind. Presently I saw them turn into an hotel overlooking the sea. When we reached it I stopped the driver.

“Pull up, please. I want to see if they can let me have a room here.”

They could, rather a pleasant one, looking towards Cliftonville. Then it struck me that it was about time to consider. I was quite aware that I had done an eminently foolish thing. I had given way to my irresistible inclination to meddle in other people’s affairs without having the faintest notion what sort of meddling it was going to be. What kind of mental standard Miss Parsons’ friend might have I did not know; unless she was extremely unobservant, she had taken sufficient stock of me that afternoon to know me again. Even if she had not noticed me before, I had noticed her several times, and had an idea that she was supposed to be a Mrs. Hammond. Miss Parsons had a room at the Cliftonville — where Mrs. Hammond was staying I did not know; she might not be residing at the hotel in which I had taken a room, but might merely have entered, with the two men, for the purpose of refreshment. I had to risk that — I have taken a good many risks of that sort in the course of my adventures; what I did not want to risk was the chance of being recognized.

Reluctantly — I do not like to do it, though there are occasions when I have to — I say, reluctantly I took out of a case which was in my trunk an article which is known as a “transformation.” It is simply amazing what an alteration is produced in a woman’s appearance by a change of hair — if the change is well done. My hair is very dark brown; it has been called black, but I doubt if there is any really black hair in the world. When I am crowned with scarlet, a casual acquaintance would have to stare and stare, and yet be in doubt. “Transformation” is a polite synonym for a wig; the one I donned that night was scarlet. I touched my countenance here and there — I did not want the contrast between my complexion and my hair to be too striking; attired myself in my most gorgeous robe — I had a notion that a red-haired, unattached young woman, in an hotel at Margate, ought to be gorgeous; and I went down to dinner. The first thing I saw when I entered the dining-room was a table at which were seated Mrs. Hammond and her two male acquaintances.

As I entered Mrs. Hammond bestowed on me the glance which, under such circumstances, every woman does bestow on every other woman. But for that I was prepared; I was pretty nearly certain that she did not recognize me as a person whom she had ever seen before. There was a difficulty about my table. All the small tables were occupied. The waiter offered me the choice of sharing a very small table with a pimply-faced old gentleman, who looked as if he might be a publican, or of a seat at the large table which occupied the centre of the room. I accepted the latter; although I did not tell that waiter so, nothing could have suited me better. There were seats at the table for I suppose a dozen people; I was quite content, at least on that occasion, to be one of a crowd, especially as it was decorated with old-fashioned ornaments in the shape of epergnes and tall vases full of flowers, and my chair was directly in front of a structure, half metal, half glass, than which nothing could have served me better as a screen. The table with which I was concerned was directly in my line of vision; I had only to lift my eyes from my plate to see the three persons who were at it perfectly, while I was behind a quantity of flowers and foliage which made it impossible for them to see me at all without a special effort. One trial I foresaw I should have to face — on one side of me was a middle-aged man, on the other was a mere boy. I thought it not improbable that before very long they would both of them be trying to talk to me. That I did not mind; my attention does not wander because I have to listen to inane remarks; my eyes serve me quite as well when I am talking.

Mrs. Hammond had on a not unbecoming dress of violet silk; her hair was fair — I fancy it was as much hers as my scarlet crown was mine. Chicago Charlie had what seemed to be rather a nice diamond in the middle of his shirt front. His companion was a big, bullet-headed man, who looked as if he were something in the prize-fighting line. “Charlie” was a lean, hatchet-faced man, with an over large nose, too wide a mouth, a protruding chin. He had small blue eyes, which had the fixed, stony stare of the glass beads which you see in the head of a doll. Had he only known it, his mouth was his most unfortunate feature; every word he uttered was so distinctly shaped on his long, thin lips, that, from my point of view, he might as well have shouted. I have no doubt that they spoke in the most decorous, subdued tones — they had need to do so, for they said some very curious things — but that made no difference to me; that man’s mouth was like a magnifying glass, giving almost uncanny prominence to every syllable he uttered. The first words of his I saw were sufficiently startling.

“What did I do to him? I killed him, that’s what I did to him. They think nothing of that sort of thing out there; it’s a man’s business to see — that he isn’t killed.”

He raised his glass of champagne and emptied it. Mrs. Hammond and the other man exchanged glances; I fancied they were asking each other if the speaker was to be taken seriously. For my part, I set him down as that homicidal type of criminal who holds human life of no account at all; who, indeed, in the gratification of his own lusts, holds nothing of any account. Mrs. Hammond remarked, as she carefully removed the head and tail from a smelt on her plate:

“You know, Charlie, there mustn’t be any killing here. As some French gentleman said — I believe it was a Frenchman — in England that’s not a crime, it’s a blunder; no man’s life is worth to you so much as your own.”

Charlie’s reply was characteristic.

“I’m not so sure of that; I have met men — and women — for whom I’d be glad to swing. — How long has Finlayson been here?”

“Baby says that he came down last week, but it doesn’t necessarily follow that he did. She’s a curiosity, Baby is. She’s been down here about a month; I’ve been here nearly three weeks. It seems that she began planning this almost directly after she came, but she never so much as breathed a word about it to me till this afternoon; for keeping a thing dark I never saw her equal.”

“Baby Parsons can hold her tongue better than any woman I ever met.” This was the bullet-headed man. “I’ve been in more than one little game with her, when silence was everything, so I know.”

“There are times when a dumb woman is more precious than rubies.”

As he delivered himself of this profound sentiment, Charlie smiled. Mrs. Hammond retorted — and I smiled as I saw what she said:

“Then in that case there’s a girl stopping up at the Cliftonville who ought to suit you — she’s deaf and dumb. She’s in charge of some governess kind of creature whose neck I’d like to wring.”

It was at those latter words I smiled. I wondered if her desire would have been intensified if she had suspected the identity of the scarlet-headed creature at the centre table. It was towards the end of the meal that the trio began to touch upon the topic which interested me most; I feared that they might never touch on it at all, preferring to leave so delicate a theme for private discussion. Probably what they ate and drank loosened their tongues; or they might have been excused for taking it for granted that speaking together in lowered tones, at their own particular table, they were as private as need be. They probably were not aware that there was in the world such an ability for taking notes as was possessed by the creature with the scarlet head. The table had been cleared for dessert, when, without any preamble, Chicago Charlie plunged into the very middle of things.

“So Mr. Griffiths, or Miss Parsons, or both of them together, have taken a house in a retired neighbourhood, at a convenient distance from this town, in a position in which uninvited interruptions need not be feared; and to this house the excellent Mr. Finlayson has been invited for a little evening party.”

“Prefaced by a little dinner for three, like ours — Bob Griffiths, Baby, and Uncle Jack.” So Mrs. Hammond — for she was the speaker — had picked up the Hastings’ trick of speaking of him as “Uncle Jack.” “There was some idea of having the Kitten in for dinner, and so making the party square, but it was felt that even Uncle Jack might find her a little hard to swallow. The Kitten will eat with her knife, and is never quite sure whether to use her fork or her fingers.”

“The Kitten,” observed the bullet-headed man, who seemed to answer to a variety of names — I had seen them address him as “Lobster,” “Arthur,” and “Puncher”— “is a child of nature. If it weren’t that she will get outside the contents of a bottle, I know few women I’d sooner have beside me in a row.”

“I presume,” continued Charlie, “that the programme is that Mr. Finlayson is to be well done at dinner, so that he can be done better afterwards, when we come in to complete the party.”

Mrs. Hammond explained, leaning over the table with a cigarette between her lips:

“Baby has found out all about him; he is so fond of braying that any woman can do that who likes — I don’t know any girl who’s better at that sort of thing than Baby is. It seems that he has been telling her all about himself — the silly ass! A mortgage of over fifty thousand pounds has just been paid up; the money is lying at his banker’s. He’s going to buy something with it when he’s made up his mind what — stock, I mean; in the meanwhile, as Baby says, there’s a chance for some one.”

“That certainly is so; when we have got the confiding Mr. Finlayson to ourselves, there ought to be a chance for all of us. I’m not greedy; so long as I get my bellyful that’s all I want.” Charlie took his cigar from between his lips and examined it. “The smokes in this hotel do not seem to be so good as they might be, if this one I’ve got is a fair sample.”

The bullet-headed man looked at his watch.

“Isn’t it about time we start? What time are we supposed to get there?”

“No particular time, Baby said — somewhere about ten. They dine at eight; Uncle Jack is very fond of his food, and of his wine; to do him really well, as Charlie put it, takes time. The idea is to get him just drunk enough to make him think that he is still sober.”

“It’s past half-past nine. How are we to get there?”

“Taxi-cab; Baby’s got a friend who drives one. He’s going to call for us.”

“Hanged if Baby doesn’t seem to have friends everywhere. At what time is this particular friend of hers to call? Perhaps he’s come. — Waiter, see if there’s a taxi-cab outside.”

The waiter presently returned with his report: “There is a taxi-cab outside, sir.”

“Good; we’ll be with him in a minute.”

This was the bullet-headed man. Charlie struck in:

“I don’t promise that I’ll be with him in a minute. When I’ve had a decent dinner I hurry over my coffee for no man; as for gulping my liqueur, you may as well throw it down the sink.” Then he asked a question which solved for me what I had been fearing might become a problem. “By the way, where is this house at which the party is to be held? Even when I’m in a strange country I like to know as nearly as may be where I am — I may have to find my way back on my lonesome.”

Mrs. Hammond gave him the information he wanted, and at the same time she gave it me; if she had only known that I needed it so much more than he did!

“The house is called ‘The Wilderness’; it is off the Broadstairs Road, lies back perhaps two hundred yards, is approached by an avenue of trees. Everybody about here knows ‘The Wilderness’; it’s a house which has had a history.”

“To which another page is to be added to-night.” If Charlie had only known how true that was, his smile might have been less suggestive of amusement. “If our dear Mr. Finlayson only knew what pleasures are in store for him!” — and if only the speaker had known!

I left the trio at table; Mrs. Hammond and the bullet-headed man wanted to go, but Charlie declined. It seemed that, to him, coffee was a sacred rite, to say nothing of the liqueur which was to follow — I fancy that after a good dinner he was not a very persuadable person. The three pairs of eyes were fixed on me as I went out; I saw Charlie say:

“That’s rather a fine girl; bit of a stepper.”

Mrs. Hammond said: “I can’t think where I’ve seen some one like her before.”

If only she had cultivated the faculty of observation! Her puzzlement tickled me. I was in the highest spirits, foreseeing that, quite possibly, I was in for the sort of adventure that I loved. I slipped on a long, black coat, with a hood attached, which I drew over my head, and I took a taxi-cab — preferring to take mine off the rank. I did not wish to light, if I could help it, on another of Baby’s many friends. There was a taxi-cab waiting at the door of the hotel; I eyed the driver — wishing to take particular note of him for future reference. I even noted the number of his vehicle.

There were plenty of taxis on the rank. I did not hail the first, but walked past them all, until I saw a lonely taxi in the distance, moving slowly, with its flag up. I advanced towards it.

“Do you know a house called ‘The Wilderness’?”

“On the Broadstairs Road? — Mr. Macfarlane’s?”

“Mr. Macfarlane is not there now, is he?”

“I couldn’t say; I fancy he’s about the town, I saw him only the other day; he’s a gentleman what’s very well known, Mr. Macfarlane is. I know the house you mean. I don’t know that I care to go there at this time of night — there’s my fare back. It’s a lonely place, his house is. There won’t be a soul about. I shall have to come back empty.”

“Don’t you worry about that; I’m going to keep you; I’ll see that you have a fare back. Are there more roads to the house than one?”

“Well, in a manner of speaking, there is, but one of them isn’t a very good one; it gets to the back of the house, the servants’ entrance.”

“You take me by that road — and move. I suppose you can move?”

He grinned — as the cabman had done at the station. “She can do about forty — a bit more, if she’s pressed.”

“Then — I think you might press her. By the way, is there a lodge at the back entrance?”

He shook his head. “No lodge anywhere that I know of.”

“How far is the back entrance, to which that other road takes you, from the house itself?”

“Oh — may be — —” He pushed his cap back. “I couldn’t rightly say, it’s a good distance; the grounds are large, and the house stands in the middle.”

“In the house would they hear a taxi-cab approaching along that road?”

“It depends; you see, it’s lonely out there, and in the country, at night, sound travels; there’s no reason why they should know it was me coming along.”

That was sound reasoning, in its way. I got in the cab; we started. I do not know at what pace we travelled, but we did move pretty fast. I know that the vehicle stopped before I expected. The driver came to the door. “Here’s, the house, miss, and this is the back entrance — through the gate. Do you want me to drive you in?”

I alighted. There was no moon, but it was a starlight night, and I could see the gate quite plainly.

“Thank you — I want you to wait here till I come back. I suppose if I go through the gate and follow the path I shall have no difficulty in finding the house?”

“Not a bit, miss — you’ve only got to go straight on; there’s a broad drive; as it gets near the house there’s a turning on the left which goes round to the front; but, if you want the servants’ entrance, you don’t turn — you go straight forward.”

“I may be some time, perhaps an hour; but if I’m more than an hour, you had better come up to the house and knock until some one answers — I may require assistance.”

He stared at me as if he did not understand my words — and was not sure that he liked them if he did understand. I quite expected him to ask me for a deposit which would at least guarantee his fare, because for all he knew I might never be coming back at all; in which case, after waiting an hour, he would look awkward. But I imagine that he was of a trusting disposition, or that I inspired confidence; he let me go without a hint of the kind, just touching his cap as I walked off.

It was darkish along that avenue; when — as in places they did — the trees met overhead, I had simply to grope my way. The house came rather with the force of a surprise; there were no lights at the windows — I was on it before I knew that it was there, pulling up only just in time to save myself from blundering into a door.

I waited and listened. There seemed to be no sound on the other side. I tried the handle; the door yielded at once — I slipped through it without a moment’s hesitation. I seemed to be in a sort of entry — there was a light in what was probably a passage round the corner. I explored — there was a passage, and there was a light, a flaring jet of gas; but still not a sound nor a creature in sight. Nothing venture, nothing win, was ever a motto of mine; I sped along that passage, reached a flight of steps, ascended them. There was a glass panelled door at the top, on the left a sort of recess into which it opened; as I reached it I heard steps approaching; I drew back into the recess. Two women appeared; they pushed back the door wholly unconscious of me.

“I thought I heard some one come up the stairs,” said one to the other; “didn’t you? — just as we were coming along?”

“It was your fancy,” replied the other. “There’s no one down there to come upstairs.”

They descended; I waited some moments, then slipped through the door. I was in quite a decent sized hall, lighted by incandescent gas; I could hear voices, but could see no one. Advancing, I came upon rather a good staircase, with lights above. Up I went. The door of a room stood wide open, the brilliant lights came from within. On the left was another door, closed. I chanced it and went through. Where I was I had no idea — all was dark. I had a small electric torch in my pocket, and I switched it on. Apparently I was in a sort of sitting-room; there were double doors on the other side. I went to them, switching off my torch. All at once I heard voices — and a laugh. I had had my doubts about the voices, I had none about the laugh. Anyone who had heard Uncle Jack’s queer little cackling laugh could scarcely fail to recognize it when heard again. Mr. Finlayson was entering the adjoining room with, at least, one companion. I could only catch one other voice besides his, a woman’s — it was Miss Parsons. Were they two alone? I listened, but could not make sure; I should have liked to try the handle of that door and peep. Just as I had almost decided that I might venture, there was the sound of other voices — at least three or four. Then a man said, in what I should have called rather boisterous tones — every word he said was audible to me:

“These people have found their way here at last — I believe, Mr. Finlayson, you know Mrs. Hammond.”

Uncle Jack’s rather ringing voice replied, with another cackle of laughter:

“Oh, yes, yes, yes. I know Mrs. Hammond — of course I know Mrs. Hammond, very well indeed — don’t I, Mrs. Hammond? — Pleased to see you.”

“Not so pleased to see me as I am to see you, Mr. Finlayson; I pay you no compliment in saying that.”

“It’s very good of you to say so; I always like people to be glad to see me — especially if it’s a lady.”

The boisterous voice was heard again.

“Mr. Finlayson, allow me to introduce you to my two friends — Colonel Stewart, of the United States army, a distinguished officer whose name is no doubt well known to you; Mr. Arthur Poyntz, a first-rate sportsman, like yourself.”

I took it that Colonel Stewart was “Chicago Charlie,” and that Mr. Arthur Poyntz was the gentleman with the bullet head. There was a good deal of loud talking, all joining in paying the most egregious compliments to Mr. Finlayson, he swallowing them all with continual little cackles of laughter; I felt sure that he must have been very well done at dinner. Then in a little lull in the conversation, I heard Miss Parsons ask:

“What are you gentlemen going to play? — I believe poker is your game, Mr. Finlayson.”

Uncle Jack laughed — I doubt if he would have been able to explain why; and, as if it were a signal, the others broke into a simultaneous roar of laughter — I have no doubt that they would have been able to explain what caused that mirth. They saw the joke better than he did. The boisterous voice exclaimed:

“Mr. Finlayson, you’re bad to beat — I’ve no doubt all games are the same to you. I shouldn’t wonder if you learnt poker on your mother’s knee.”

“No, no, no. I assure you I did nothing of the kind. I have played the game, oh yes — as you say. I’ve played a good many games, and I don’t say I mightn’t be able to hold my own.”

The boisterous voice spoke again. “Hold your own! I don’t pretend to be a poker player, Mr. Finlayson, in the presence of a man like you I’m timid; I expect we all are.”

“There’s no reason why you should be — not the slightest — you will find me merciful — not a bit alarming.”

“I’ve got some poker chips somewhere. Ah, here they are. Now, boys, to business — I tell you quite frankly, Mr. Finlayson, I’m frightened of you. Miss Parsons, may I ask you to see that we have something to drink? Mrs. Hammond looks as if she were thirsty; Mr. Finlayson looks as if he would like something to drink. You’ve got all the chips you want, gentlemen? Good! Who deals?”

For several minutes the voices were subdued; there were occasional bursts of Uncle Jack’s cackling laughter.

“You’re clearing us all out, Mr. Finlayson. I told you how it would be — I shall have to have more chips. How goes it, Colonel?”

“More chips for me. Mr. Finlayson plays the game as I never saw it played before, and I thought I had seen it played most ways. Mr. Finlayson, you’re a remarkable player.”

Uncle Jack cackled and said:

“I do seem to have got the best of it — I told you I’d played the game before — seem to have most of the chips, haven’t I? — I don’t know how much these chips are worth?”

The boisterous voice rejoined: “You’ve got nearly ten thousand pounds’ worth of chips in front of you, Mr. Finlayson, and here am I buying two thousand five hundred more. We’ll be ruined if this goes on.”

“What!” There was a vibrant note in Uncle Jack’s voice which suggested that the speaker’s words had got through the vinous mists which fogged his brain. “Ten thousand pounds’ worth of chips! You don’t mean to say —— What is the value of each chip?”

“The white are ten pounds, the blue are fifty, the red are a hundred, the green are five hundred. We started with two thousand five hundred pounds’ worth of chips each, and you’ve got them nearly all.”

“But I — I had no idea.” In Uncle Jack’s tremulous tones there was no hint of an inclination to cackle. “Really, you know, this kind of thing is quite out of my line — altogether out of my line. I — I never gambled in my life — I’m not a gambler.”

“I don’t know about being a gambler, Mr. Finlayson. You’ve won ten thousand pounds of our money.”

“But I — I had no notion we were playing for such stakes. What am I to do with these — these chips? We’ve none of us paid for them.”

“I’ll pay for mine right now, sir, if you don’t mind. It’s the general custom for gentlemen in the circles in which I move to pay for their chips at the end of the game. But since you put it that way, I’ll put my money up.” This was unmistakably Chicago Charlie. I wondered how much money he really had — that was money. “Here, Mr. Griffiths, is two thousand five hundred pounds in Bank of England notes.” Although I could not see them, I doubted. “You’re banker; perhaps you’ll just go through them, and at the end of the game pay this gentleman with that money for any of my chips he may have won; and while I’m at it, I’ll have two thousand five hundred pounds’ worth more. And here are the notes, sir.”

The tone of Uncle Jack’s voice when he spoke again gave me some notion of the expression which was on his countenance as he beheld Chicago Charlie’s off-handed manner of dealing with such enormous sums.

“But, my dear sir, I repeat that I never dreamed of playing for such stakes.”

“If the stakes are not large enough for you, Mr. Finlayson, the value of the chips can be raised. We are not children, sir. It may be but a trifle that you’ve won, but, as my friend Griffiths remarked, you have won our money, so what’s the use of talking? — Arthur, it’s you to deal. Mr. Finlayson, your very good health; I like a good game once in a while; I’ve brought a little money with me here to-night, and may you win it all — you’ll find me all smiles if you do. Won’t you drink to me, sir?”

I fancy Uncle Jack did drink to him — in imagination I could see how he did it; his state of fluster; his tremulous hands, causing him to take a bigger drink than he had meant to — and he was in a state in which every thimbleful counted. I supposed the cards were dealt. Several hands were played — I should like to have seen how Mr. Finlayson played them. I could not make out who won; comparative silence reigned — they spoke in lowered voices; only a word or two got through to me. My fingers itched to turn the handle of that door. Then, after an interval of several minutes, during which only murmurs came to me now and then, the boisterous voice was raised.

“I say, you know, I don’t mind a rousing good game, but isn’t this getting rather serious? I don’t know, Mr. Finlayson, if you’re keeping count of the losses — Miss Parsons keeps ladling out the chips — and now you’re cleaned out again. How much has Mr. Finlayson had?”

“I’ve got it all down on this piece of paper.” It was Miss Parsons who replied. “That last lot makes twenty eight thousand six hundred and fifty pounds.”

“What!” This was a sort of shriek from Mr. Finlayson.

“Sure you’re right?” This was the man with the boisterous voice.

“I don’t pretend to be very good at addition — I put down the figures as I give him each lot of chips; you’d better add it up yourself.”

I took it that a paper was handed to Mr. Griffiths, who cast up the various amounts which were on it.

“That’s all right — twenty-eight thousand six hundred and fifty, didn’t you say? There were ten thousand which he had from me. I don’t know how far you’re prepared to go, Mr. Finlayson, but that makes nearly forty thousand.”

“I’m good to go on all night. I’m spoiling for a rousing gamble; what’s forty thousand pounds!” This was Chicago Charlie; I wondered if he had as many farthings of his own in the world.

There was another silence; then Mr. Finlayson began to speak in weak, quavering accents, which made it impossible for his words to reach me. The crisis was approaching — I had to hear what he said; I resolved to risk opening the door; I calculated that they would be so absorbed in listening to and watching him that a slight movement of the door would go unheeded. I had better fortune than I had hoped. I turned the handle, noiselessly — to find that it opened inwards, and that it was screened on the other side by curtains, so that what I had done was entirely unnoticed. I was even able, without being perceived, to glance between the curtains and observe what was happening in the room beyond.

It was a large room, well lit by several inverted incandescent gas-burners. There was a card-table in the centre, at which four men were seated — Chicago Charlie, on his left Mr. Poyntz, opposite Mr. Finlayson, on his right a bullocky sort of man, whom I took to be Mr. Griffiths. There was a little table between each two men, on which were glasses; evidently Mr. Finlayson, for one, had been drinking much more than he should have done, possibly assisted by Mrs. Hammond, who sat on his left to see that his glass was kept filled, and possibly, also, to inform the others what sort of cards he had. On his right was Miss Parsons, with a box divided into partitions, in which were ivory counters of different colours, which are used for the game of poker, and are known as “chips.” Chicago Charlie was leaning back, a big cigar in his mouth, on his face an insolent grin. Poyntz was eyeing Mr. Finlayson as a dog might a rat on which he proposes presently to spring. Griffiths was apparently cast for the part of the genial host, who desires above all else to avoid unpleasantness. The only unhappy looking person present was Uncle Jack. He was sober enough to know that he had made a consummate ass of himself, but too drunk to understand clearly how he had managed to do it, and, still less, how he was to avoid paying the penalty of his folly. The others eyed him with amusement as he did his best to make his position plain.

“You must understand, gentlemen, that I am no gambler — never was. It’s against my principles. My idea was a little friendly game — I had no intention to play for high stakes — so let’s hope there’s no harm done.”

“Certainly there’s no harm done. What’s forty thousand pounds to a man like you?” This was Charlie — the insolence of his grin grew more pronounced; I wondered how often he had played the same sort of part in similar scenes. Uncle Jack tried to wag his finger at him.

“Excuse me, sir — I beg your pardon, Colonel; I forgot for the moment that you were a military gentleman — I say, excuse me, but forty thousand pounds is more money than I ever had in my life.”

Charlie took his cigar from between his lips and carefully knocked off the ash. “And will you excuse me, Mr. Finlayson, if I say you are a liar?”

“Sir! What — what language do you use!”

Griffiths interposed. “Come, Colonel, isn’t that sort of thing a little irregular? We’re all friends here; Mr. Finlayson is both a gentleman and my particular friend.”

“Mr. Griffiths, I’m a man of peace, as you’re aware, so I merely make this remark — Mr. Finlayson has lost to me twenty-three thousand one hundred and fifty pounds; if Mr. Finlayson will hand me his cheque for that amount I will consider the matter closed.”

“Very handsomely said, Colonel, very handsomely indeed. How do you stand with Mr. Finlayson, Poyntz?”

“Mr. Finlayson has lost a few hundred to me, but as he seems to be a bit on the wrong side, they can stand over.”

“I say the same, Mr. Finlayson. You’re just on sixteen thousand down to me, but I’ll wait.

“I won’t wait; it has always been my rule to play for cash, as all my friends are aware.”

“It’s quite right, Colonel, and a very good rule too. So all you need do, Mr. Finlayson, is to give Colonel Stewart a cheque for the twenty-three thousand odd you are down to him, and we’ll leave the other little matters for friendly discussion later on. You have your chequebook on you, Mr. Finlayson?”

“No, sir, I have not, sir. And if I had it would make no difference. I — I — I give you my word — I’m not a fool.”

“What do you mean by that, sir?” The Colonel rose in sudden wrath.

“Now, Colonel — gently.” This was Griffiths, the peacemaker.

“Are you prepared to pay me, sir, the twenty-three thousand one hundred and fifty pounds you owe me in cash?”

Drink seemed to be having the effect of making Uncle Jack sleepy; he looked up at the irate Charlie with heavy eyes.

“I am not, sir — I am not prepared — to pay it — at all.”

“This is too much — you dirty little hound!”

Charlie, leaning over the table, lifted Uncle Jack off his chair and bore him across the green cloth as if he were but the small quadruped he called him. The action suggested that Charlie was strong. Then, laying him flat across the board, he ran his fingers through his victim’s pockets with a swiftness and dexterity which hinted at much practice. He held up a pocket-book.

“We’ll see what you have in this, sir.” He proceeded to do so. “You may not have a cheque-book on you, sir, but you do appear to have a cheque.” He unfolded one which he had taken from the pocket-book. “Now, sir, pen and ink will be given you, and you will fill up that cheque in my favour for twenty-three thousand one hundred and fifty pounds — at once, without any further nonsense.” He picked him off the table, sat him on a chair. “Griffiths, where’s a pen and ink?” Those requisites were produced by Miss Parsons. “Here, sir, are pens for you to choose from; find one which suits your hand and fill up this cheque. Try this one, sir — if you don’t take hold of it — —”

It was not necessary for Charlie to finish his sentence, because Uncle Jack did take hold. A woeful spectacle he presented, after the ignominious manner in which he had been handled — a fuddled, muddled, frightened little man, with those three great men, and two big women, looking down at him. Charlie continued to play the part to which he was accustomed.

“Now, sir, have you got well hold of that pen? Draw that cheque in favour of Colonel Frederick Stewart for twenty-three thousand one hundred and fifty pounds, put your usual signature at the bottom and leave it open. Why aren’t you doing as I tell you, sir?”

“I — I’d rather not,” stammered Uncle Jack.

“Then you’re a thief, sir. As it is the custom in the part of the world in which I was raised for a gentleman to shoot a thief at sight, if you don’t get a move on you and fill up that cheque, I’ll put the contents of this gun inside you.”

Charlie, producing a revolver from some part of his person, pointed it at Uncle Jack, whose terror was so great as to be almost ludicrous.

“Don’t shoot, don’t shoot!” he wailed. “I’ll draw the cheque.”

He made haste to do as he was bid. Charlie checked his enthusiasm.

“Steady, sir, steady, or your handwriting will be all shaky, and you’ll spoil the cheque. Just you fill up this cheque, without a shiver or a shake, in your usual handwriting — and you’ll make a friend of me for life.”

Whether the prospect held out to him by the other’s words charmed Uncle Jack I cannot certainly say; he filled up the cheque with what appeared to be a surprisingly steady hand. The others watched him. Charlie picked up the cheque when he had finished. He handed it to Griffiths.

“Seems all right.”

The two women and Poyntz came and looked at it over his shoulders as he held it between his fingers.

“It does seem all right,” he admitted, “as far as seeming goes.”

“I’ll see that it is all right. You keep him here a night. I’ll go up by the first train. If they make any fuss at the bank, I’ll put them on to the telephone. You see that he tells them to cash it — they probably know his voice. Only don’t you let him play the fool by seeming to hesitate.”

“I’ll make it my business to see to that.” This was Poyntz, who smiled as he spoke. “Trust me. Hadn’t you better put him to bed straight off, perhaps with something which will help him sleep?”

“There’s no reason why we shouldn’t — we’ve done with him.” Griffiths turned to Miss Parsons. “You can manage a little something, can’t you?”

Drawing a tiny bottle from her corsage, Miss Parsons took from it what seemed to be a minute globule, which she dropped into a glass, drowned in whisky to which she added soda and held to Uncle Jack.

“Drink that up, old man,” she told him. “It’s a night cap.”

It seemed to me that the time had come for me to interfere. For a minute or so I had been conscious of certain sounds without the house for which I had been waiting. While the dashing lady was endeavouring to induce her poor little dupe to take the tumbler, with its drugged contents, between his tremulous fingers, drawing the curtains asunder, I stepped into the room. Mine was quite an effective entry — they stared at me as if I were some strange object dropped from the skies. Before either of them had a chance of speaking or of moving, I whistled. I am rather a good hand at whistling. My whistle rang through the house. Before it died away, or they had an opportunity to recover from their amazement, half a dozen men came streaming through the door — uniformed policemen, with an inspector at their head. Him I addressed.

“That man, Inspector, with the revolver in his hand, is Chicago Charlie, a well-known American crook, for whom, I have no doubt, the police have had inquiries.”

Charlie’s stupefied astonishment was almost funny. For once in his life he had been caught napping. He stared at the inspector, then his glance came back to me — which was where he made a mistake; for while he glared in my direction two policemen stole on him from behind, one gripped the wrist which held the revolver and snatched it from him, while round the other wrist his colleague snapped a handcuff. His surprise was complete; he did not even attempt to struggle. He merely thundered, ornamenting his words with adjectives which I am unable to reproduce:

“Who in the name of all that’s wonderful are you?”

“I’m a person,” I informed him, “who takes a great interest in characters like you, and your friends. I am already well known to Mr. Finlayson; not so well to Miss Parsons; and only slightly to Mrs. Hammond. Allow me to recall myself to their recollections — I am Judith Lee.”

As I spoke I removed the scarlet transformation — and how they stared! It is surprising what a difference a little thing like that does make, under certain circumstances, to unobservant eyes. While seated at dinner, watching what that trio was saying, I had been scribbling a note on the back of a menu card, which I slipped into an envelope brought me by the waiter. When I left the dining-room I gave instructions that it was to be taken at once to the police station. In that note I had made it clear what I expected in that remote house, rightly named “The Wilderness,” and requested that adequate assistance might be sent; a certain signal was to advise me of the arrival of that assistance; my whistle was to serve as a signal for the police to enter. Everything worked as smoothly as could have been desired; that little party had quite a different ending from what had been intended. Uncle Jack was taken back to the hotel; his cheque was retrieved; the two ladies and three gentlemen who had proposed to share the proceeds of that cheque between them spent the night as His Majesty’s guests.

The unfortunate part of the business was that later the ridiculous little man expressed himself, to me as well as to others, as absolutely convinced that my action in the matter was inspired by the affection I felt for him. I have reason to doubt if even the plainest possible language from me sufficed to drive the preposterous notion wholly from his head. As I asked at the beginning — why are some men so silly?


MANDRAGORA

So many things come about by what seems accident, a caprice of chance. In this world few things seem hidden from me; I am a sort of general confessor to the universe at large; only the confessions are both involuntary and unconscious. So often, where people are gathered together, I have only to look about me to share their thoughts, their confidences, their secrets. How often I have made a special effort not to do so. Only once, perhaps, in a thousand times do I light on something worth a second thought, and then it is by the merest hazard.

Take what I call the case of George Young. Who would suppose that while eating a hasty lunch in a crowded restaurant I should have picked up the first threads of what was destined to prove one of my not least interesting experiences?

I had returned from week-ending with a friend, and was having lunch at the railway station dining-room before returning to my work. The place was crowded, with that miscellaneous assemblage which is the peculiarity of such places. Just as the waiter had brought me what I ordered, two men, coming hurriedly in, took the only two vacant seats in sight, at a little round table next to mine. Something in their appearance attracted my attention. They were of different ages. One was about thirty, tall, dark, square-faced; the other was possibly nearly twice that age, a little white-haired man, who looked as if his health was failing. What caught my attention chiefly was that he seemed to be in such a curious state of nervousness. He could not keep still; some part of his body was always in motion; watching him gave one the jumps. At last his companion commented on it; they were sitting sideways to me, so that I could see both their faces. The younger man spoke in a most matter-of-fact way, between the mouthfuls of cold roast beef which he was eating.

“If I were you, Hutton, I should take something for it.”

It was the first time either had spoken; perhaps it was the unexpectedness of the remark which caused the elder man to give a sort of lurch in his chair. He replied with his fork suspended between his mouth and his plate:

“For what?”

The other answered with a stolidity which was almost bovine:

“For whatever it is you’ve got.”

The elder looked as if, for a moment, he did not grasp the other’s meaning; then he sighed — a sigh which seemed to come from the very depths of his being.

“Ah, Walker, I wish I could take something for it; but — who can minister to a mind diseased? Mandragora would have no effect on me.”

Then he sighed again. An unpleasant look came upon the other’s face; then he said:

“I wish you wouldn’t talk such nonsense; what do you suppose is the good of it?”

“There is no good in it — that’s the worst of it; there’ll never be any good in anything any more; we’ve murdered goodness. You’re a different type of man from me.”

“Thank heaven!” The speaker took a long drink of beer.

“For one thing, I am nearer the grave than you are; perhaps that’s why I’m so much more disposed than you to think of what’s beyond it. I never thought that I should go to the Judgment Seat with such a crime to answer for; I don’t know what I shall say when I get there. If I feel like this now, what shall I feel like then?”

“If you don’t stop talking like that, taking up that pose, you and I will quarrel.”

“I’m not afraid of that, Walker; I’m inclined to wish that you and I had quarrelled before. Rather Dartmoor with Young than hell with you.”

“You are a pretty creature, Hutton; didn’t the first suggestion come from you? When we saw the way which things were going, didn’t you hint to me, pretty clearly, that our only chance was to put Young in the cart?”

“I dare say; I shouldn’t wonder. I don’t know how it all began; I only know what it’s come to; and, Walker, I’m afraid to think of how it’s going to end. What shall I say when I’m before the Judgment Seat of God?”

“Hutton, I can’t think what’s come to you; you didn’t use to be this kind of man. You’ll worry yourself into actual illness if you don’t look out.”

“I’m a sick man already, sick unto death.”

Although they were unaware of the fact, I had become more absorbed in their conversation than in my lunch; I thought, as he said that, how he looked it. There was a quality in the coming shadow which seemed to be upon his face which went to my heart. His companion took another mouthful of beef and another drink of beer.

“Of course, if it pleases you to feel like that, I can’t help it, can I? Only — let me give you a tip. You played a trick on George Young, don’t you try to play a second on me. It won’t benefit you to go to the Judgment Seat with two crimes to answer for.”

“That’s true; don’t I know it? That’s what holds me in bonds. I’d have made a clean breast of things before this if I were the only one who would have to suffer; but we stood together at a critical moment for both of us, and — how can I play the traitor to you?”

The younger man put down his knife and fork and, sitting back in his chair, regarded his companion fixedly. He pressed his lips close together; a savage something came into the expression on his face.

“Hutton, we did this thing together, but the first suggestion came from you. If I thought that because of any sophistical nonsense, or because your digestion was out of order, you were meditating putting me where we put him — I’m not sure that I wouldn’t kill you.”

“I wish you would kill me, Tom; if it weren’t that you’d have to pay the penalty, I’d say do it at once. I dare not determine my own life; but — God forgive me for saying so — if some one would do it for me — I’d be grateful. You don’t know it yet, but one can be in hell even in this life; I know it — because I’m there.”

His sincerity seemed to impress his younger companion, who looked at him as if seeking words with which to answer; then, as if finding none, he summoned the waiter, paid their joint bill, and rose from his chair.

“Come on,” he said; “aren’t you ready?”

“Yes,” said the old man, with the oddest smile, “I am ready.”

They went out; they had got through their lunch in a very few minutes. Since their entry I had barely touched mine. I had, before I knew it, become a confidante in a tragedy under circumstances which had deprived me of the little appetite I had had. I sat with that old man’s face in front of me long after they had gone. What would he have done if he had had the remotest idea that the brown-faced girl at the next table was drinking in the words which revealed his agony? Would his companion have liked to kill me? There was one of the moot cases which I was often putting to myself. Ought I to carry a board in front of me— “Warning to all those present! I can tell every word you are saying by merely looking at your faces”? Or ought I to go to each individual separately, observing, “Do be careful what you say — I have only to glance at your lips to know what it is. You just now asked the waiter for the mustard; suppose you had been discussing the family skeleton, I should have known what it was”? Neither of those courses commended itself to me; still I ought not to have watched the two men at the little table next to mine; yet — at the moment it had seemed as if I could not help it. For days afterwards I kept asking myself what was the nature of the tragedy which made that old gentleman so willing that his companion should kill him.

In the late summer of that year I went to a seaside town, which I will call Easthampton. I believed it to be an obscure hamlet, until, on getting there, I found it impossible to rent a bed and sitting-room, either for love or money. It seemed that every house in the place was crammed to the roof. When I had received the same answer for about the twentieth time, I asked the fly-man, who was taking me from one likely house to another, if there was still another he could think of.

“I can’t say, miss, that there is; at least there is a cottage in the fields about half a mile along the shore in which you might find accommodation, but I can’t say that I know much in its favour.”

“Do you know anything against it?”

“I can’t say exactly that I do, not against the house itself, that is.”

There was something in his tone which, ordinarily, might have prompted me to ask him what he meant; but there was my box, and there was I, and neither of us wanted to go back to town, and the outlook began to appear desperate. I told him to drive me to that cottage. It turned out to have just the accommodation I was looking for and to be quite a charming cottage in itself. It was not overburdened with furniture, but there was all I needed, and the rooms were spotlessly clean. Then, I liked the landlady: she was quite a pretty woman, possibly not more than twenty-six years old. She told me she had one child, a girl of six, and kept no servant but did all the work herself. When I touched on the question of terms, she asked if I thought fifteen shillings a week too much. As at the last house at which I had made inquiries they had told me that their terms at that time of the year were a guinea and a half per room, without extras, which amounted to I do not know how much more, I thought them absurdly little. I entered on my tenancy then and there.

I was never in more comfortable quarters. I had been threatened by one of those nervous collapses which do come to me when I have been overworked, and rest, comfort, and fresh air were the three things of which I had need. I found them all three at Laurel Cottage. And my landlady was a most charming person; no make-believe lady, but a very real one. Before I had been in the place four-and-twenty hours I was wondering how she could have come to be where she was. Although she showed herself unusually competent to do the work she had undertaken, I was certain that only very lately had she done anything of the kind.

She was very reticent. She told me that her name was Mrs. Vinton, and that she was a widow — her husband had been dead three years. I could see that she was very poor, but she never allowed a hint to escape her that she had ever occupied a different position. Since she was practically my sole companion, I saw a good deal of her. Mine was the only sitting-room the house contained. I asked her to share it with me, she and her little girl. She did bring her sewing and sit with me nearly every evening, and often I sat with her in the kitchen, which was quite as comfortable as my sitting-room. I never met a woman who had a finer gift of silence. She could sit for hours and say nothing; not because she had nothing to talk about; she was not only a highly educated woman but she had seen a great deal of the world. She had been to most of the places I knew, and to many I did not. What cause she had for silence I could not tell; she had a cause; she could talk freely, and brightly, and charmingly enough upon all sorts of subjects when she could forget it; then memory would return, and in an instant she would become almost like one of the dumb folks with whom so much of my life was spent.

I admit that she interested me greatly; in a way she mystified me still more. One or two trifles set me wondering. One evening, as I was going to my room to change my blouse for dinner, the door of the bedroom which she shared with her small child was wide open. She was putting the maid to bed. The child, kneeling at her mother’s knee, was about to say her prayers; the mother, bending over, said to her:

“I want you, Nellie, to pray for papa to-night very specially indeed; it’s his birthday.”

Tears fell from her eyes on to the child’s fair hair. I had left my walking shoes downstairs and was moving very quietly; I suppose that was why she had not heard me come. I just glanced in as I passed, and that was all I saw her say — and that left me with a feeling of having intruded on a sacred confidence. Yet in such fashion am I constituted that I could not help thinking — though it was no business of mine. I had been there ten days. She had told me, in so many words, that her husband was dead — had been dead three years; she had told me so more than once. If he had died three years ago, why did she direct her child to pray for him so specially because it was his birthday? She was not a Roman Catholic, she was a member of the Church of England. She did not pray for the souls of the dead; why had she made such a point of wishing her child to do so?

The very next day something else occurred. I made another intrusion on her confidence — I protest, quite unwillingly. It was when I was passing the kitchen window, which, like the bedroom door on the previous evening, was wide open. I could not help seeing that Mrs. Vinton was on her knees beside the kitchen table, that she had a photograph in her hands, that tears were streaming down her cheeks, and that her lips were forming words.

“My dear! my dear! May the Lord God bless and keep you, and send you back to me before my heart is quite broken.”

The words were undoubtedly addressed to the original of the photograph which she had in front of her. Plainly, there was a skeleton in this lady’s cupboard. Why did she say her husband was dead if she prayed the Lord God to send him back to her? It struck me that if he were to come back to her before her heart was broken he would have to be pretty quick. That some secret grief was eating into her soul was pretty clear. Observation has convinced me that a grief shared is a grief halved. This woman was fighting alone when she had much better have some one else at her side. I was so drawn to her that I was prepared to be that some one. I resolved to force her confidence.

It was the following evening, after dinner. We were at my sitting-room window, looking out across the wheat-field which divided us from the sea. Although she had done her best to hide it, I felt pretty certain that she had been crying nearly all day long. She looked worn and white, and almost like one at despair’s last gate.

“If you are not careful, Mrs. Vinton, you will make yourself ill.”

With this remark I broke a silence which was becoming almost painful. She started, and her cheeks were flushed with pink — I did not like the way in which that pink flush came and went.

“Why do you say that?” she asked, with startled eyes.

“Because it is so obvious. I wonder if you’ll forgive me if I say something. Do you know that each of us has been keeping a secret from the other?”

“What do you mean?” Her surprise seemed to increase. The sewing, which she had seemed for some time to have lacked energy to continue, slipped from her unconscious fingers on to the floor.

“The secret I have kept from you is that I have the gift of seeing what people say by merely watching their lips, even if they are speaking to themselves.”

“I don’t understand. How can you possibly do that?” Her eyes seemed to grow larger; they were very pretty eyes. She sat straight up on her chair; just now she had seemed to be a limp rag, I was certainly putting life into her.

“The secret you have been keeping from me is that your husband is still alive.” I had done it then — she got off her chair with quite a jump.

“Miss Lee!”

I thought she was going to say things to me, pointed things; she would have been quite justified. What she actually did was to collapse in a sort of heap on to the floor, pillow her head on the seat of the chair on which she had been sitting, and burst into tears. It was my turn to be startled. I sat for a moment silent, then, kneeling beside her on the floor, I put my hands on her shoulders, whispering:

“I am so sorry to have intruded on your confidence, but I could not help it; I would not have said a word about it, only I felt you were in such trouble and I thought that I might help; I can be of help at times. Keep your own counsel if you like; if you like I will never speak of it again; but if you think it just possible that a human being can be of help — give me a chance.”

She stood up, the tears still streaming down her cheeks.

“I am ashamed of myself, Miss Lee. I have been ashamed ever since I told you I was a widow, and afraid, because I knew you would find out; I suppose some one has been telling you something.”

“Not a word. All I know you have told me yourself.” I explained to her how that was. Her tears ceased to fall; the expression on her face was like a note of exclamation. “You see, it is because of this gift I have of reading people’s most secret thoughts — sometimes, as in your case, even against my will — that I thought I might be of some little help to you; that gift of mine has been of help to people now and then.”

“I don’t see how you can be of help to me; I am past helping; that’s — that’s where it is. It’s quite true, as you say, that my husband is alive; but he might as well be dead, because he’s in prison.”

She said it with what I dare say she meant to be an air of defiance, but even as she spoke she shuddered, and she put her hands up to her face. Her words were unexpected. I do not know why, but I had taken it for granted that he had deserted her, or that for some reason they had parted. I had not thought it was like that; I felt ashamed of myself for having touched upon so tender a spot. I told her so.

“I beg your pardon, Mrs. Vinton; I did not guess it was that way — please forgive me; still, perhaps I can be of help to you — please give me a chance. Don’t think me conceited — sometimes I have wrought wonders.”

Neither her attitude nor her words were encouraging; she stood very straight, her hands to her sides, her cheeks very white, her voice suddenly grown hard and cold; something in her manner went to my heart.

“My husband was sentenced to fourteen years’ penal servitude; he has served three; under those circumstances, I don’t see what help you, a perfect stranger, can be to me. I had a little money when — when it happened, but it is nearly all gone. I thought to make a little by letting lodgings, but I have not made enough to pay the rent even of this cottage.”

“I might at least be able to send you some lodgers.”

“Do you think people will come and lodge with me when they know who I am? They whisper all sorts of things about me in Easthampton — I know. I don’t suppose anyone knows the whole truth about me, I have done my best to hide it, but even as it is they shun me as if I were the plague. I sometimes think that I must create an atmosphere about me in which decent creatures cannot breathe.”

“That is nonsense; I have never breathed better than since I knew you; I believe that I am fairly decent.”

I was at a loss for things to say, the situation being one for which I was so utterly unprepared. Had I realized what was the real story of the missing husband, I might have had my mind in order; as it was, the thing of which I was chiefly conscious was that banalities were out of place. Presently she gave me unlooked-for help, while inflicting on me what was very like a snub.

“This is a subject, Miss Lee, on which you have forced my confidence — I am not sure, quite fairly; whether you go or stay, on one point there must be no misunderstanding — it is a subject on which you must never speak to me again. But before quitting it for ever, I should like to make myself clear to you on one matter; the jury found him guilty, the judge sent him to prison for fourteen years, the world thinks that punishment well merited; but I know that my husband is innocent. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ll see about your dinner.”

She turned to leave the room; but something within made it impossible for me to let her go — at least without an effort to detain her.

“Mrs. Vinton! — One moment, please! Don’t you see that if your husband is innocent, that is just the point on which I might be able to help you?”

Again her manner was not encouraging; she looked me up and down as if I were some one distinctly undesirable.

“Help me? — You? — How can you help me?”

“I might be able to make your husband’s innocence clear to the whole world.”

Her pretty face was distorted by a smile which was worse than tears.

“You must forgive me, Miss Lee, but circumstances have made me suspicious of the whole world. Why should you, an entire stranger, take such an interest in a woman who lets you lodgings for a fortnight or three weeks? Do you suppose that if it were an easy thing to establish my husband’s innocence that I should not have done it long ago? I truly believe I have done all that can be done; do you seriously think that you could succeed where I have failed? You say you have wrought wonders; I do not know who you are, nor anything about you; you will have to work a miracle to restore my husband to his former place among his fellow-men; yet I tell you he is innocent.”

“Even miracles may be worked. You say that he is innocent. I have sufficient confidence in your judgment, Mrs. Vinton — —”

“My name is not Vinton; nor is my husband’s. His name is George Young.” I suppose it was because I started that she added: “Now you will probably adopt a different tone; in common with all the world you held my husband to be guilty.”

“I know nothing of either your husband’s innocence or guilt.”

“You recognized his name; you must be acquainted with his case. The newspapers made it one of the topics of the hour.”

“Nearly four years ago I left England for a long tour round the world; your husband’s trial must have taken place while I was away. If there was an account of it in any of the few English papers I saw during my absence I never read it.”

“I saw you start when I said my husband’s name was George Young; if you did not know it, why start as if you did?”

Her tone was suspicious, even resentful.

“I have a retentive memory; I keep all sorts of facts there as it were in pigeon-holes; I had a feeling, when you mentioned it, that I had heard your husband’s name before, and was wondering in which pigeon-hole it was.”

“You probably heard it in connection with his trial; how else could you have done? What is the matter with you? Why do you jump up like that?”

“I do believe I’ve found the pigeon-hole,” I said. “Of all the extraordinary things. Talk about wonders.” I sat down again as suddenly as I had risen. “You have heard how the mouse helped the lion; I honestly think it is within the range of possibility that I may be able to help you. You say your husband’s name was George Young — tell me all about him; although what you say is quite true, and I am an entire stranger, I don’t think you will regret it. With what was he charged?”

She hesitated; looked at me very fixedly; then she asked herself, as if unwillingly — her lips moving so slightly that only my keen eyes could have caught the words which were shaped on them:

“I wonder if I can trust her?”

“Yes,” I exclaimed, the instant her lips had formed the words, “you can; Mrs. Young, you can trust me wholly.”

How she stared! — as if I were some amazing object.

“Miss Lee!” she gasped. “What — what do you mean?”

“Did I not tell you that by merely looking at a person’s lips I can tell what he is saying — even, sometimes, what he is thinking? I saw the words upon your lips, ‘I wonder if I can trust her,’ and I tell you that you can. I do not wish to gush, or to indulge in any high-fallutin, but I should not wonder if I turned out to be one of the best friends you ever had. Now tell me with what your husband was charged.”

Abandoning her intention of quitting the room to look after my dinner, she had sunk upon a chair, seeming like one who was suffering from shock. Her words limped a little.

“My husband was managing clerk to a firm of solicitors. He was about to be made a partner when it was discovered, that, among other things, a large number of securities which had been entrusted to his principals for safe-keeping were missing. They were very fond of George, and for his sake as well as their own they did their best to try to conceal the facts, in hope of restitution. There was a trust fund of rather more than twenty thousand pounds of which they were custodians; when the trustees wanted the money, it was gone; they charged George with taking it. Other charges were made against him in the course of the trial; but it was on that charge that he was found guilty and sentenced to fourteen years’ penal servitude. I have newspapers upstairs containing a full report of his examination before the magistrate, and afterwards of his trial. You can read them if you like; you will see that nothing can be clearer than the evidence against him; yet I tell you he is innocent.”

The story, told thus baldly, did not sound very lucid; it would have to be told at much greater length and with much more attention to detail if even the rudimentary facts were to be adequately grasped; but it was not those facts I was after. My thoughts were travelling in a direction of their own; they were in that railway refreshment-room, in which two men were lunching at a little table next to mine — two men whose conversation had so oddly affected me almost willy-nilly. Had they been sent to that particular table, and had I been directed to watch them, by what almost seemed to be a special Providence? I might be on a wrong tack altogether; it behoved me to be careful; I felt my way.

“What was the name of the firm by which your husband was employed?”

“Hutton — Hutton and Walker. Young Mr. Hutton had died sometime before the discoveries were made. The firm consisted of old Mr. Hutton, the senior partner, and Mr. Walker.”

“Was his name Thomas Walker? and did Mr. Hutton sometimes call him Tom?”

“You know the firm — or do you know Tom Walker? His name was Tom. I was almost engaged to him once, and should have been quite, if George had not — well, you know.”

A faint flush tinged her white cheeks; I wondered if that had had anything to do with the position Mr. Walker had taken up.

“Was Mr. Hutton a little man, all a bundle of nerves?”

“His nerves were strong enough before the trouble began; he was a very able man; his health broke down after it was over — he grew old all of a sudden. Now he is ill and, I believe, unhappy — at least he says so. It seems to have been almost as great a trouble to him as to me; once he found out where I was and came to see me; he was so changed that I hardly knew him. I cannot help thinking that he has my movements watched, because when I came here I not only concealed my address, but I changed my name. Yet the other day he wrote to me, a curious, rambling letter, parts of which almost suggested that he was in his second childhood. He is at Torquay, and hints that he does not expect to leave it again alive. But that I can hardly believe. He wants me to go and see him, but — I couldn’t.”

“What is his address at Torquay? It is just possible that I may go and see him.”

“You? Then you do know him?”

“I saw him once in my life — and I am not quite sure of that, but I think I did. He is not conscious of my existence — but it is possible that he soon will be.”

“You are very mysterious; I don’t understand you in the least. I tell you everything, you tell me nothing; I hope I have not been even more foolish than usual — that you are not going to make an improper use of what I have said.”

“Mrs. Vinton, or Mrs. Young, whichever it is: experience, if not nature, has made of me a non-committal, cautious kind of creature. I wish to make no positive statement, but I think it just possible that before many weeks have passed the miracle of which you spoke may not seem so impossible as you supposed.”

She plied me with questions, to which, I fear, she received but scanty answers. I was not sure that I had not said too much already; she grew quite excited. I had no right to raise her expectations, or to drop so much as a hint which might cause them to be raised. As perhaps I am prone to do, I had only jumped to conclusions from what might be quite insufficient premises; I had absolutely nothing positive to go upon; it might be the merest will-o’-the-wisp I was chasing; all the same, when she had given me old Mr. Hutton’s address at Torquay, and had gone to bed that night, I was convinced that something like a gleam of hope had come into her life, the responsibility for which lay on me. It was a pretty heavy responsibility, because if I failed to perform what the ordinary observer would have said was an impossibility her last fate would be worse than her first.

I went to Torquay the very next day, having to go right across London to do so. A tedious journey it was; especially as the nearer I came to my destination the stronger became the feeling, not only that I might be engaged on the veriest wild-goose chase, but that anyhow I was mixing myself up in matters which were not the slightest concern of mine, and behaving, generally, like a weak-minded busybody, who would put a finger into other people’s pies. So conscious was I of my folly, that when the train stopped at Exeter I got out of my carriage, resolved to go no farther; only when the train was on the point of restarting did I clamber back again, my impedimenta in both hands. It was the thought of the white-faced woman who was hoping such great things of this wild-cat expedition which urged me on again.

On arrival at Torquay I put up at an hotel on the Strand; dined; spent a very dull evening; and went to bed. The next morning when, waking up, I remembered where I was and what I was there for, I asked myself what on earth I was to do. I had no plan of campaign. I could hardly go to the rooms of that ailing old man and charge him with all sorts of misdemeanours on the strength of a few words he had uttered in a public dining-room, which, perhaps, he had never meant at all — or which, at any rate, had never been intended to bear the significance I had given them. I dressed, had breakfast, went into the public garden on the other side of the road, armed with a book and a newspaper. After I had had enough of reading, which was pretty soon, I wondered what I was to do next. I had hoped that inspiration would come while reading; it had not; it had had the cheering result of having left me more conscious of the futility of my quest. Rising from my seat, I began to walk about. There were not many people in the garden — I never have seen many people in Torquay. Somehow, in spite of its pleasant situation, it always seems to me to be one of the places which have been, and which now wear an air of decay. Even most of the people you do see there seem to be “have beens” — the few adults in those public gardens struck me as relics of humanity. I wondered what their pasts had been. There was an elderly woman alone on one seat, who was certainly an old maid, and a very old lady alone on the next, who looked as if she never could have been young; and on the third there was an old gentleman —— 

I stopped as I was approaching that old gentleman, suddenly conscious of a little catching of the breath. I had seen that old gentleman before — once; it was to see him a second time that I was there. He would certainly never recognize me; I was convinced that he had not recognized me in the first instance; yet it was with an effort that I brought myself to continue my walk in his direction, and it was with a feeling of absurd nervousness that I marched slowly past him. I need not have troubled — he paid not the slightest heed to me. He sat back in his seat, and his eyes were closed; but not even the most unobservant could have supposed that he slept — there was a look upon his face which no sleeper ever has. I thought of what Mrs. Young had told me he had said in his curious, rambling letter — that he did not expect to leave Torquay alive. He had not been very far from the mark there. He looked to me like a very sick man indeed; smaller than when I had seen him first — as if he had lost both flesh and vitality.

I passed and repassed him six times; not once did he change his position — he seemed at least to have acquired the art of keeping still. I was wondering whether or not to address him, and what method of address to employ, when I had another little shock of surprise. Some one else had entered the gardens; a tall, upstanding, quite young man, who certainly did not look as if he were a relic of the past. It was the square-faced man who had sat with the other at the adjoining table. He struck me as being the kind of man who does observe; I had an uncomfortable feeling that he had noticed me on what was likely to prove that momentous occasion. He eyed me as we passed each other as if my face was not entirely unfamiliar — as if he were asking himself where he had seen it before. It would matter little if he recalled the occasion; yet for some reason I had a feeling that I would rather he did not.

He went one way, I the other; I had no doubt that he was making for the old man on the seat. Turning into a side path upon the left, I turned again into another narrower path which ran parallel with the broad one I had left. I retraced my steps along it. Between the intervening shrubs and trees I could see the seats on the broader walk. When I came abreast of the one on which the old man had been sitting, he was talking to the newcomer. I was particularly anxious to know what was being said. A clump of rhododendrons was between us, high enough, unless particular search was made for a suspected presence, to serve as a screen. Standing as far back as I could without losing sight of the two men’s faces, I made it serve as a screen for me, and I watched, so far as I could, what was being said upon the seat.

The younger man came up while the elder still had his eyes closed. He stood for a moment observing him; then he greeted him: “Good morning.”

The old man opened his eyes, looking up at him as if he were not quite sure who he was; then he said:

“It will never be a good morning to me again — never, never.”

The other smiled ironically.

“Isn’t that rather a strong thing to say on a morning like this, when the sun’s in a cloudless sky?”

“Nor will there be any sun again for me — ever; for me there is only outer darkness.”

I could see from the look on the younger man’s face that he sneered.

“Aren’t you slightly melodramatic? Didn’t you sleep well?”

“I have not slept well since the day on which George Young went to jail; his going murdered sleep. All night I lie in agony.”

“You were saying the other day how you longed for something to give you sleep; here is something.”

The speaker took out of a waistcoat pocket a small, blue phial, offering it to the old man on his open palm. The old man looked at the phial and then up at the face of the person who offered it.

“What is it?”

“Mandragora.”

“Will it give me sleep?”

“If you choose; sleep which will know no waking.”

The two men exchanged looks, such strange ones; then the elder took with tremulous fingers the phial off the other’s palm. Then, when he had got it, he shut his eyes again. The younger, without another word, passed on. I saw him leave the gardens by the gate which was at the other end of the walk; I felt sure that he had not seen me. I waited — if I could help it I was not going to lose sight of the phial which was in the old man’s hand. Presently an empty Bath chair came down the walk. The chairman, assisting the old man to enter, began to draw him away. I followed. They stopped at what I recognized to be the house in Belgrave Road which Mrs. Young had given me as Mr. Hutton’s address. The old man entered the house leaning on the Bath chair man’s arm. The chairman, coming out again, went off with his chair; he was one of the unobservant sort; I doubt if he even noticed my existence. I walked up the road, then back again. Twenty minutes had elapsed since the old man entered. It was one of those lodging-houses in which the hall door proper is never closed in the daytime; you have only to turn the handle of the inner door to enter. I particularly did not wish to give warning of my coming; I preferred to announce myself. Turning the handle, I passed into the hall. I had noticed that the Bath chair man had led the old gentleman into a room on the left. After momentary hesitation I turned the handle of that room, and, without any sort of ceremony, passed in. It was, as I had expected, a sitting-room. There was a big arm-chair on one side. On this, propped up by cushions, was the old man. I perceived, in an instant, that my intuition had not been at fault — that I was only just in time. He had a small, blue phial in his hand; the cork was out; he was in the very act of raising it to his lips. I crossed the room, and it was in my hand almost before he knew it. There was no label on the phial, but one sniff at its contents was enough to tell me what it was.

“Do you imagine, Mr. Hutton, that by committing suicide you’ll escape the consequences of crime? That when you stand before the Judgment Seat you’ll be able to excuse yourself by pleading that you murdered yourself because you had murdered another?”

He stared at me as if I were some supernatural visitant; his jaw dropped open, his head fell back, he was one great tremble. I went on:

“When you allowed George Young to be sent to prison for the crime of which you were guilty, you practically committed murder — you slew the better part of him, his character and reputation; to say nothing of the unceasing torture which you propose to inflict on him for fourteen long years. Conscience has you by the throat; God punishes in this world as well as the next; do you think this will save you from the wrath to come?”

I alluded to the phial. He stammered out a question.

“Who are you?”

“I am the voice of the avenging angel, calling you to account for the evil you have done and still would do. You foolish old man! Are you so ignorant as not to know that only through repentance comes forgiveness? Repent! — there is still time — and God’s infinite mercy will give you peace at last.”

He gasped — I thought every moment he would collapse.

“If I only thought it — if I only could believe it!”

“Surely your own common sense must tell you that there is at least more chance that way than this.” I held out the phial. “Take your sin to God; show that you repent of it; try to right the wrong which you have done; make public atonement; it is not improbable that that way you will know once more the comfort of a mind at ease.”

“I do not know who you are, where you come from, what you want with me; but — if I only could believe that by doing what you say I could be at peace again with God and man. . . .”

He did believe before I had done with him, or, if his faith was not so perfect as it might have been, he did as I wished. He made a complete confession of the whole painful business. I wrote down every word he said. Then I read over to him what I had written; the landlady was called in, and in her presence and mine he signed it. The landlady, by the way, seemed surprised to see me, and rather disposed to wonder who I might be and how I came to be where I was. When she had gone again — with her curiosity unsatisfied — and I was alone again with Mr. Hutton, I was struck by what I have noticed on other occasions — that there is some truth in the saying that “Open confession is good for the soul.” Confession had done him good — visible and obvious good; he owned as much. His tongue once unloosed he became positively loquacious. He told me many things about himself which enabled me to understand the situation better than the bare outlines of the formal confession he had just now made.

His son had been the thief — his only child. When detection threatened, to escape punishment he had committed suicide. There was a good deal in this part of his story which impressed me in a manner which I tried to hide from him. The son had poisoned himself; how he had obtained the poison remained a mystery. And not only so, the tragedy had been handled in such a fashion as to make it appear that George Young had been to blame for it. At the trial certain evidence was produced which made it seem that he had been Young’s victim; that he was of such a sensitive nature that, rather than face what must be the result of George Young’s villainy, he preferred to die. As I heard this part of the tale I thought of the phial which had been given to the old man and I drew my own conclusion.

I was with Mr. Hutton altogether about four hours — I even lunched with him. It was a strange lunch. When I left I returned to my hotel — to find a telegram awaiting me. It was in answer to one I had sent while I had been following that Bath chair. I smiled as I read it; I glanced at the clock, and I thought I saw my campaign finished. I had learnt from Mr. Hutton where Mr. Thomas Walker was staying; he was in a house — in the higher part of the town — which belonged to a relative of his, and of which, in his relative’s absence, he was, with the exception of some sort of servant, the only occupant. About a quarter to four, at which time the London express reaches Torquay, I went to call at Mr. Thomas Walker’s — leaving a note for a person whom I told them I presently expected.

The address the old man had given me was “Tormohan, Ilsham Road.” Any idea I might have had of introducing myself to Mr. Walker as I had done to Mr. Hutton vanished directly I saw what kind of place “Tormohan” was. It was shut off from the main road on which it stood by a high wall. Admission was gained by a gate which opened on what was presumably some sort of passage-way; the way to get that gate to open was to pull at the old-fashioned bell which hung beside it. I pulled; when nothing particular happened I pulled again; I pulled four times before the door was opened a few inches, and the square-faced man looked through the opening. Rather an odd dialogue took place — which I commenced.

“Mr. Thomas Walker?”

“Who are you? What do you want?”

“I wish to see you on very important business, and my name is Judith Lee.”

“Haven’t I seen you somewhere before?”

“It is possible; if you will open the door a little wider, I shall be able to come in.”

“I don’t know that I want to see you — why do you want to see me?”

“I think I shall be able to satisfy you that I do want to see you when you have allowed me to enter.”

He opened the door just wide enough to allow me to enter, and I went in; the moment I was in he closed it. Now I rather wanted that door to be left open; but as I did not see my way to tell him so in so many words, I suffered him to close it. We were, as I had expected, in a sort of passage covered with a glass roof. He led the way to the house; I followed. We passed through another door, which, this time, was opened by turning a handle. We went into a dark hall, and then into a room at the back which was shadowed by a big tree which grew nearly up to the window; if it had been my house I should have had that tree cut down in less than no time. When we were in the room he eyed me with what I felt were inquiring glances.

“Did I understand you to say that you are Miss Lee? On what business, which is of such great importance, do you wish to see me? I should have told you, if you had not said your business was so very important, that I was alone in the house; the woman who acts as servant is out; which explains why you were kept waiting at the door and why I answered your ring myself.”

It did occur to me as I observed him that it would have been the part of discretion to have postponed my visit until I was accompanied by the person whom my telegram had brought from town; but I had all at once become convinced of this man’s utter baseness to such an extent that I was consumed by a desire to bring him to book on my own account, before the law began to deal with him. The thought of the innocent man, despairing, desperate with a sense of wrong, wearing his life out within the prison walls which must seem to him like some hideous, mocking, unending nightmare; and of the woman, young, pretty, gentle, delicate, refined, with her white face, hopeless eyes, broken heart, longing with a longing which she knew never would be gratified for the beloved husband of whom she had been so foully and cruelly bereft; these rose before me, moving me to sudden rage, so that I broke into language which amazed Mr. Thomas Walker.

“The business which has brought me here is to tell you that you are a contemptible, cowardly, murderous scoundrel, and that the hour is struck in which your sins are going to find you out; that, in the first place.”

I rather fancy that that fashion of opening the ball took him rather by surprise. He stared as if he wondered if I were mad. Then he smiled oddly.

“That, in the first place — and in the second?”

“In the second, I am going to enter into details by way of recalling certain facts to your recollection.” Then I jumped at my fences without stopping to consider what was on the other side. “How many years ago is it since you began to incite young Frank Hutton to rob his father?”

At that he did change countenance; I had found a safe landing on the other side of the fence.

“What on earth are you talking about? Who are you? and what do you want with me?”

“You taught Frank Hutton to be a thief — in a small way at the beginning, on a large scale later on. You shared his ill-gotten spoils, yet, when detection threatened, you so played upon his fears that you induced him to commit suicide in order to escape the consequences of what were more your misdeeds than his. Did you, a lawyer, forget that when A assists B in committing suicide, A is guilty of murder? When you put the poison within Frank Hutton’s reach, knowing perfectly well the use he was about to make of it, you committed murder; for that murder the law is presently going to call you to account. Part of the business which has brought me here is to tell you so.”

The way in which he looked at me! I already began to suspect that his fingers were itching to take me by the throat. He merely said:

“Is that so? May I ask from what quarter you have acquired the facts on which you base your rather surprising observations?”

I did not answer him; I just went on, warming to the work as I did so. The feeling was growing momentarily stronger that this man was one of those unspeakable creatures who are dangers to whom ever they are brought in contact with.

“Not content with destroying young Frank Hutton, soul and body, to cover your own offences, you proceeded to wreck his father’s happiness, and to lead him into crime. You lied to him about his son; you were so skilful as to be able to make him believe that his boy was the sole offender; and then, pretending that it was your desire to spare him shame, you put it into his head to lay the burden upon an innocent man; you were so skilful as to make it seem that the suggestion came from himself and not from you. You unutterable thing!”

This time, when I paused, he said nothing; I was aware that he was all the more dangerous on that account. But I cared nothing — so intent was I on speaking my mind.

“You made black seem white; you manufactured false evidence; you lied, and lied, and lied — and George Young was sentenced to fourteen years’ penal servitude; thief, murderer, liar, you have succeeded in doing that. I have no doubt you hoped that you were safe at last — you short-sighted fool! The mills of God grind slowly, but they grind exceeding fine — your sort they grind to powder. You are already being slipped between the stones — your course has run.”

That time, when I paused, the grimace which distorted his face was rather a grin than a smile. He asked:

“In the name of all that’s marvellous, from what madhouse have you been permitted to escape?”

“When you planned that grand coup, putting the onus of all your guilt upon an innocent man and shutting him up for fourteen awful years, you overlooked one small point — that all men are not devils; that to some is given the power to repent of their sins; and so poor a judge of character are you, that you were unaware that your own partner, your first victim’s unhappy father, was one of them. From the moment he sinned, he began to repent.”

He interrupted me — speaking for the first time savagely.

“Have you been talking to old Hutton? Has he been coaching you in this tissue of nonsense?”

As before, I left his questions unanswered; I simply went on:

“Fortunately for himself, your partner was one of those who cannot know happiness unless his conscience is clear and he is at peace with God; better be whipped in this world than through all eternity. Had you in your composition even a trace of the things which make for goodness you would have been moved by his remorse. Instead, you have made of it a mock; you seem to be all evil; instead of joining yourself with him in an act of atonement, you pressed him towards further crime. You had his son in your mind. By inciting him to self-murder you believed yourself to have escaped one danger. You hoped, by inducing the father to imitate his son, you would escape another. To-day — only a very little while ago — you murdered him.”

It was, if I may be allowed to say so, my coup de théâtre; I had planned it from the first; it produced the effect I had intended. He became, on an instant, another man. His skin became livid, his lips trembled, words stuck in his throat, fear touched his heart.

“What — what do you mean?”

I believe he meant to say more but could not; he shrank back from me as if in physical terror. I gave him no quarter. I held out my right hand, palm uppermost. On it was the small blue phial.

“Do you know that?”

He looked at it as if it were some dreadful thing; again he stammered his question: “What — what do you mean?”

“This morning I saw you give that phial to your partner, Michael Hutton. He has long had it in his mind to escape from the weight of remorse which has made life intolerable to him, as you are well aware. I saw you give him this phial a few hours ago in the public gardens. He said to you, ‘What is it?’ You replied, ‘Mandragora.’ He asked, ‘Will it give me sleep?’ You said, ‘If you choose; sleep which will know no waking.’ You let him take the phial between his shaking fingers, and you walked off, knowing that you had left death behind you.”

“Who are you? How do you know these things?”

“My knowledge is of God. He has given me the power to put to confusion such men as you.”

There was a momentary silence; he cast shifty glances round him, as if he sought on every side some way of escape, finding none. Presently he asked, moistening his parched lips with the tip of his tongue before he was able to pronounce his words:

“Is — is old Hutton dead?”

“Do not imagine that that will profit you; he made complete confession. The whole story is set down in black and white, signed by his own hand. This phial will avail you nothing.”

Suddenly I realized that he was eyeing the tiny glass bottle with a new expression in his glance.

“I don’t believe it’s empty.” He said it almost as if he were speaking to himself. He drew closer. “I don’t believe the contents have been touched.”

He made a sudden grab at the phial; I withdrew it just in the nick of time. There was a sound of an unmusical bell.

“Who is that?” he asked; he was probably so obsessed by other thoughts as to be unaware that he had all at once acquired the trick of speaking his thoughts out loud. “It is some one at the outer door; who can it be?”

I said: “Had you not better go to the door and see?”

He looked at me. As I have remarked, he was one of your observant men who have a trick of seeing what is beneath the surface. I suppose he saw something on my face which set his own thoughts travelling.

“Is it some one for you?”

“It is some one for you.”

“For me?”

“At last.”

“Is that so? Some one for me — at last.” He stopped; there was silence; the bell rang again. I was just about to suggest again that he should go and see who was at the outer door when — he leaped at me. No other word but “leaped” would so well describe the manner of his assault. And I was unprepared. He had me by the throat before I had even realized that danger threatened.

I was to blame; I ought to have been on my guard. As it was, so swift were his movements, so strong his grip, that I was already finding it hard to breathe before I had a chance to pull myself together.

I am a woman, but I am no weakling. I have always felt it my duty to keep my body in proper condition, trying to learn all that physical culture can teach me. He had the start of me; as I said, he was already choking the breath out of me before I was able to pull myself together; when I did, he did not find me so helpless as he perhaps had hoped. I only recently had been having lessons in jiu-jitsu — the Japanese art of self-defence. I had been diligently practising a trick which was intended to be used when a frontal attack was made upon the throat. His pre-occupation, his insensate rage, his unpreparedness, which was even greater than mine had been — these things were on my side. Even as, I dare say, he was thinking that I was already as good as done for — I tried that trick. His fingers released my throat, and he was on the floor without, I fancy, understanding how he got there. I doubt if there ever was a more amazed man. When he began to realize what had happened, he gasped up at me — he was still on the floor — 

“You — you — —” While he was still endeavouring to find adjectives sufficiently strong to fit the occasion, the person came into the room for whose attendance I had telegraphed to Scotland Yard. In the note I had left at the hotel I told him to follow me at once, and if he was not able to obtain instant admission to the house, then he was to use means of his own to get in quickly; I had had a premonition that I might have trouble with Mr. Thomas Walker. He had some useful skeleton keys in his pocket, which had once been part of a skilful burglar’s outfit; when there came no answer to his ringing, he promptly opened the front door with them.

Mr. Thomas Walker understood what the new-comer’s presence meant; he needed no explanation. In the struggle I had dropped the blue phial, a fact which he realized quicker than I did. Before I knew it had fallen, he — still on the floor — had snatched it, had the cork out, was putting the bottle to his lips — 

“Stop him!” I cried. “It’s poison!”

I cried too late; before we could reach him he had emptied the phial — he was dead — as quickly as if he had been struck by lightning. The phial had contained sufficient cyanide of potassium to kill fifty men. The death he had meant for his partner was his instead.

Representations were made to the authorities; Michael Hutton’s confession was placed before them, together with certain facts which came to light when examination was made of Thomas Walker’s papers. George Young was pardoned — for what he had never done. Old Mr. Hutton was arrested — he died before the magistrate’s examination was concluded; it was found that he had made a will by which all he possessed was left to the man he had so cruelly injured.

I was only in Torquay one night and part of a day; on the night of that day I slept in London. The following morning I returned to Easthampton. I had told myself, more than once, what a foolish person I was to meddle in such unpleasant matters which were no concern of mine; but when I explained to Mrs. Young what had happened, and saw the look which came upon her face as she listened and began to understand — I was not so sure that I had been foolish after all.


8 ELM GROVE; BACK ENTRANCE

This story is, in many respects, such a strange one, that it is not easy to know how to set it down; whether to tell it backwards, or to commence at the beginning. It is on that account that I preface it with a remark that when, one afternoon, I was at the Arnolds’, and the parlourmaid came into the room with a tea-tray in her hands, at the sight of her I was so startled that I nearly dropped the pastel I was holding.

But the story did not begin there. It began when I was returning from spending an evening with some friends at Blackheath. I came back by the Greenwich tram; I had to return or I would have stayed the night with my friends, who were most reluctant to let me go. I believe it was the last tram. It was most dreadful weather. I had the vehicle to myself until it was boarded by two men, whom I should have described as of distinctly suspicious appearance. They sat in perfect silence till one of them rose to get off, when the other said to him in tones which were inaudible to me:

“Now don’t you make any mistake — 8 Elm Grove — back entrance. Got it right?”

“Of course I’ve got it right. What do you take me for? Think that in my position I’m likely to make a mess of a thing like that?”

The speaker had a large square bag, made of what seemed to me to be a piece of old red carpet. It seemed to be full of something which was so heavy that it was all he could do to carry it. The car stopped; he got off; the other man remained. He was a square-faced, dark-visaged person; his cloth cap was crammed close down over his head. His cheeks were blue with the promise of a beard which badly needed a razor. As was the case with the man who had just departed, there was nothing to screen his lips, so that to me the words which they had uttered had been obvious.

Presently the car stopped again; a policeman got on. At sight of him the man started. If it had been possible, he would undoubtedly have got off. But it was too late. The policeman shook, as well as he could, the rain off his cape; left it near the door of the car, then entered and took his seat. He looked about him. He saw the black-visaged man, and the man saw him; plainly they knew each other. The man looked murder; the policeman grinned.

“So it’s you,” he said. “I didn’t know you were out.”

The man replied with a sort of venomous fury.

“Who asked you what you knew? You mind your own affairs, and don’t you talk to me when you’re not wanted to; that’s not your duty; you do your duty and leave me alone.”

“All right, Chippy, no harm intended. I hope you’ll keep out longer this time than you did last.”

The man made no reply; if looks could have killed there would certainly have been an end of that policeman. I wondered what had been the meaning of that reference to “8 Elm Grove — back entrance”; and what had been the contents of that bag. I should rather have liked to ask a question or two. The car stopped in the Westminster Bridge Road. The three of us descended. The policeman went his way; I presume the black-visaged man went his; I know that I went mine. I should probably have forgotten the incident had it not been for something which happened not many days afterwards — which brought it all back to my memory with a rush.

I was standing in Piccadilly, waiting for an omnibus. A shabby, unpleasant-looking individual was standing not very far from me, an ancient billycock crammed over his eyes, his hands in his breeches pockets, a broken clay pipe in the corner of his mouth. Suddenly some one came hurrying across the road, threading his way among the vehicles with the dexterity which is the birthright of a certain sort of cockney. He was an undersized youth, whose attire was in the last stage of decay. Apparently he wore no shirt; his coat was buttoned up to the neck, the collar turned up. He kept his hands in his jacket pockets as if he were unwilling to expose them to the air; I had a feeling that in one of those pockets there might be something about whose safety he was anxious. He went straight to the unpleasant-looking gentleman with a pipe in his mouth. The man’s lips formed themselves into a question.

“Got it?” The youth nodded, casting quick glances behind him and on either side. The man went on: “Then I told you what to do with it — if I was you, the sooner the better. Remember what I said? 8 Elm Grove — back entrance. Don’t you make any mistake.”

The youth passed into an entry which leads into Jermyn Street, and was gone before I had realized where I had encountered that unpleasant-looking person’s words before. “8 Elm Grove — back entrance” — that was what the black-visaged man had said in that Greenwich tramcar to his companion, who got out carrying the heavy carpet bag. My bus came up before I had quite grasped the singularity of this, and it was only after I had taken my place that I was inclined to think that I had been perhaps a trifle hasty. That unpleasant-looking person might have been worth a little observation.

I dare say it was a fortnight afterwards that I was at Waterloo Station. There had been a race-meeting on the line; I doubt if there are many places where one can see more evil-looking faces than at Waterloo Station on such an occasion as that. It sometimes seems to me that the place is full of the sweepings of the prisons. The race-goers were returning; a cheap train was in. I drew away from the horde of men who all at once crowded the platform. As I looked about me, thinking of what a great artist would make of these singular countenances, I noticed a man in a fawn-coloured overcoat go up to a short and sturdy person who — with his legs wide apart and his hat cocked on the back of his head — immediately accosted him. I saw quite distinctly what he said.

“Hullo, George! I’ve been waiting for you. What luck?”

The other replied — I saw his answer; I wished I had not. His mouth vomited forth foulness. He had had no luck; he had not been within ten miles of a winner; he had come back stony broke. The other looked at him; he had a toothpick between his lips, which he shifted from side to side.

“Then it’s about time we did something, ain’t it, George? As far as coin goes I’m about where you are. How about the girl? We’re ready for her.”

“She comes out of Wandsworth prison to-morrow morning at six sharp, and I’m going to be there to meet her; that’s what about the girl. She’ll be ready as soon as we are.”

“I suppose she’ll be all right.”

“You bet she will; I’ll see to that. She does what I tell her or — she’ll be sorry; she will.”

“Are you going to marry her, George?”

“Marry her? — Me? — Me marry her? — She won’t dare to ask me.”

“Suppose she cuts up rough — girls do sometimes, you know.”

“Yes, and so do men. That girl cares for me. I’ll show you how she cares for me before we’ve done with her.” The speaker smiled — a thin, horrible smile. “She’ll do just as I tell her without so much as a whimper; she’d go through hell for me, and she shall.”

“She comes out to-morrow morning? Perhaps she’d better stay inside.”

“They won’t keep her, not this time they won’t. I shouldn’t wonder if next time she makes more of a stay. When a woman’s been really useful to you, it’s just as well to have her for once in a while out of your way.”

“But this one’s very young, ain’t she?”

“All the better, you can work them easier when they’re young; and when they’re young they are so fond of you — that makes it easier still.”

The two men grinned, and I could have struck them for it. The man who had been racing stood closer up to the other, he showed him something which was in his overcoat pocket. What it was I could not see; but I saw him say, in tones which were clearly meant to reach the other only:

“I’ve got a little something here — out of a lady’s bag.”

“Seems to me you’re always fond of the ladies, George. I suppose it’s another case of 8 Elm Grove — back entrance.” Again the two men grinned. “I have got a bob left; suppose we have something liquid.”

The pair moved off to the refreshment-room. I had been a spectator of one of those scenes of which I see more than I like; I had been made, after a fashion, a confidante of two individuals who I had no doubt whatever were seasoned criminals. And again there had been that reference to “8 Elm Grove — back entrance”; I could guess at what was the nature of the something which the fellow had in his overcoat pocket, but what stuck in my mind — what hurt me most — for when they were gone I felt as if I were smarting all over — were their allusions to the girl who, the next morning, was coming out of Wandsworth prison. To what a fate she seemed to be coming; as the short man had hinted, she had much better stay inside. The fellow in the overcoat was, to a superficial eye, not bad-looking. He was about five foot nine or ten, slightly built, upright; about him an air of jauntiness. His features were fairly regular — he had a tiny moustache; but apart from the fact that he had those whity-blue eyes which I, sometimes perhaps unjustly, associate with cruelty and treachery, there was in his whole expression a something mean, underhand, cunning, which would have made me, had I stood near him in a crowd, look after my belongings very carefully. He was, in short, the sort of person whom I would have expected to “find” something in a lady’s bag. The idea that he was going to get a young girl into his hands at the moment she was coming out of the jail to which she had been sent for what, probably, was her first offence; that she should be at his mercy to be fashioned into whatever thing of evil he might choose; this was an idea which I found it very hard to digest. The result was that at a very early hour the next morning I set forth on a quixotic errand. Before six o’clock I was outside the gates of Wandsworth jail.

Early though it was, I was not the first arrival. Perhaps a dozen people were there before me — such specimens of humanity. There was nothing to be seen of the man in the fawn overcoat. It suddenly burst upon me that I should not be able to recognize the girl to whom he and his companion had referred unless he addressed her first. While I was glad enough that he was not there, in his absence what was I to do when the discharged prisoners began to come out? I decided to await events.

The prison clock had struck six some minutes when the great gate which fronted us swung back — and a procession came out. Such a procession! Whether such a procession is a daily occurrence I cannot say; I imagine not. Probably chance had it that a number of sentences should terminate together; I should say that more than twenty persons emerged through the gates. I presume that they were liberated at such a matutinal hour in order that they might re-enter the world before people were up and about to observe from whence they came; yet, early though it was, nearly without exception, each prisoner was met by some one at the gate. For those who had no personal friend, there was a Salvation Army lass and a bearded individual who bore the insignia of that great organization. A slight, grey-headed man in tweeds who had a notebook in his hand was, I took it, a representative of some society.

I kept my eye on the gate. No one at all resembling the person I sought had, so far, appeared. Then, at the tail of the procession, she came; I knew her in a moment. As she came, there appeared, I could hardly have said from where, the man in the fawn-coloured overcoat. He was dressed precisely as he had been on the previous afternoon. He lifted his hat as she appeared, took her hand, and kissed her before us all; and all at once she was in his arms crying as if her heart was breaking.

It was a delicate situation — by me wholly unexpected. I could hardly interfere in such a tender meeting; on what grounds? Because of something I had not heard but seen the man say the previous afternoon. If I proffered such a reason I might be laughed to scorn. I might have misjudged him; I might have got the thing all wrong. How she cried; how tenderly he soothed her. So far as intervention went, it struck me with unpleasant force that I had not a leg to stand upon. I let them pass me, the man’s arm round the weeping girl’s waist — I making no attempt to thrust myself upon them. He led her to a taxi-cab, which was standing by the kerb at a little distance. As they entered and the cab drove off I recognized what a wild-goose errand I had come upon.

The procession ceased; the gates reclosed; prisoners and their friends went their several ways. I moved off, with the feeling strong upon me that I might just as well have stayed away. I went so slowly that the others who went with brisker steps, before I had gone any distance, were out of sight. Just as the last of them had vanished round a corner, round that same corner there came a woman running — a matronly woman, in a state of what, to me, seemed frenzied agitation. She was moving quicker than I should say she had done for many a year. When she got to me she stopped, her breath failing her.

“Have they — have they come out?” she gasped.

“Do you mean the prisoners — from the jail?”

“Of course I do. Who else would I mean?” She spoke like a person from the country, setting her old-fashioned bonnet straight with trembling hands. “I meant to have been here before, and I ought to have been, only my train was late. Do you know if they’ve come out, young woman?”

“Some minutes ago; they’ve all of them gone their different ways.”

“Then — my daughter — has she come out?”

In her voice there was a note of anguish and of terror. Her agitation increased. An idea occurred to me.

“Was your daughter a slight, dark-haired young woman, with big brown eyes?”

“That’s my Mary, miss; did you see her, miss? If she’s out, where is she? She knew I was coming; she might have guessed my train was late; where has she gone?”

“If she’s the young woman I suppose, she was met by a slightly built man, with very light blue eyes, who took her away with him in a taxi-cab.”

The woman shrieked, positively shrieked, out there in the open street. I have seldom been more startled.

“You don’t mean to say she’s gone with him! She can’t, she can’t! Not when she knew that her mother was coming to meet her and take her home! I’m her mother, and I tell you, she’s my girl.”

Before we parted I had heard her story and the story of her daughter’s downfall. A painful one it was, though I am afraid it is one which is only too common. The poor old lady was nearly broken-hearted. I saw her to the railway station, into the train which was to take her back home — alone. I promised that I would make all the inquiries that could be made; and though I was occupied with very many matters, I did my best.

But more than three months passed, and I learned nothing of the whereabouts of her erring daughter until that afternoon when I was at the Arnolds’ and that parlourmaid came into the room with the tea on a tray. She was the young woman whom I had seen that morning emerge from Wandsworth Prison, whom her mother, because the train which brought her had been behind the scheduled time, had been too late to meet. It was not surprising that I nearly dropped the pastel I was holding; which brings me to the real beginning of my tale.

Mrs. Arnold’s drawing-room is a charming room; in the best sense of the word, a feminine room — delicate, refined, delightful. Amy Arnold had had her portrait done by a fashionable pastellist; it had just come home; I had been looking at it when tea appeared. That parlourmaid struck such a jarring note; she, as it were, projected me into another world. Those doubtful characters on the Greenwich tram; the young thief in Piccadilly; the pair of rascals at Waterloo; the scene at the Wandsworth Prison gate — that dreadful procession, with the girl at the tail; the despairing mother who had lost her child — all these things came back to me in a series of discordant notes as the parlourmaid put down the tea-tray. The shock was so sudden that I hardly knew what to do; the pastel did not fall, but I laid it on my lap lest it should fall next time.

It was undoubtedly the girl; her uniform made a difference, but there was no mistaking her. I doubted if she had noticed me or what an effect her entrance had had on me. I had probably gone unobserved by her in the little crowd outside the prison gate.

When she had left the room I hardly knew what to say. They continued to speak of the pastel; my thoughts were with the maid. As I thanked Amy for the cup of tea she gave me I asked if the servant who had brought it in was not a fresh one.

“Do you mean Jane?” she asked.

“Is her name Jane?” I inquired.

“Jane — or to give her her full style and title — Jane Stamp. I suppose she has been with us about six weeks.”

“Nearly two months,” chimed in her mother, “and a very nice girl she is, and a good servant. She is quite refined for a servant, yet not a bit above her place. Don’t you think she’s pleasant looking?”

“I think she looks pale.”

“She is pale. I fancy she has troubles of her own. I have suspected her, more than once, of crying.”

“Where did you get her from?”

“Through an advertisement. I got sick of the creatures they sent me from the registry offices, so I tried an advertisement in the Post. She was the result.”

“Did you have a character with her?”

“Of course I had a character.” Mrs. Arnold opened her eyes as if I had suggested something utterly monstrous. “Does she look to you like a girl who hasn’t a character? She was three years in her last place; she only left it just before she came to me.”

“Where was her last place?”

“She was with some people named Reynolds who had a flat near the Marble Arch — 9A Waterman Mansions.”

“Did you see Mrs. Reynolds?”

“Of course I saw her; do you suppose that I should be satisfied with a written character? My dear Judith, what are you thinking about? I called one afternoon. She was rather a florid-looking person, but the character she gave Jane was excellent. She only parted with her because they were giving up the flat. I have found that sometimes servants don’t come up to the characters I have had with them, but I must say that, up to the present, Jane hasn’t given me any cause for dissatisfaction. Of course, I’m aware that new brooms sweep clean, but I am venturing to hope that I’ve found a jewel at last. You seem to be very interested in Jane.”

I was — though Amy spoke casually. We returned to the subject of the pastel. Amy thought that the artist had given her a little too much colour; but while we talked my thoughts were with the parlourmaid. I was wondering what I ought to do. I knew that her name was not Jane Stamp — nor Jane anything; I knew that she had not been three years in her last place, nor, at any time, with people named Reynolds. I knew, in short, a great many things about her which would have surprised Mrs. Arnold not a little. The question I had to answer was — was it my duty to tell her what those things were? That would mean instant dismissal for Jane Stamp. No mistress would keep her in her house after such a revelation. And that would mean something of which I did not care to think for the maid. Placed as she had been, she could only have obtained such a situation by methods which would not bear the light of day; but, having obtained it, might she not intend to do her best, and, profiting by her past painful experience, be resolute not to sin again?

I went away from Mrs. Arnold’s leaving these questions unanswered. I admit that I was desirous of avoiding the responsibility of arriving at a too hasty decision. A few hours should make no difference; I would employ them in making certain investigations of my own. Afterwards it would be time enough to speak to Mrs. Arnold — or to Jane.

The first thing I did when I reached home was to get out a directory. I looked up the Elm Groves; as I had expected, there were plenty of them; there seemed to be Elm Groves in all parts of London. One at New Cross attracted my attention. My knowledge of that locality was not very exact, but I took it that that tramcar had been somewhere about New Cross when that man with the carpet bag got out. So far as I could judge, there might be an Elm Grove within quite a short distance of where he had alighted; and No. 8, at the time that directory went to press, was empty. It might have become occupied since then. At any rate, I thought I would go and see; and I went, by the Greenwich tramcar.

When we had gone some little distance I asked the conductor if he knew of any Elm Grove in that district. He did not; tramcar conductors never do know anything about places which are not immediately on their line of route. But there were persons who had heard my question — then the car was as full as it could hold — who were able to supply me with the information I required. I received the most precise directions from more than one of my fellow-passengers as to how I was to reach Elm Grove; but precise as they were, it did not prove an easy place to find.

Elm Grove was one of those surprises which one often encounters in suburban London; it was a relic of the past; a street of old-fashioned, solidly built houses, each standing in its own garden. There seemed to be about a dozen on either side. I came to No. 8 — there was nothing to show that it was to let. A person came out of what I took to be No. 10, whom I addressed.

“Can you tell me,” I asked, “if this house is to let?”

He was rather a fussy-looking person, with a red face and whiskers to match.

“That’s more than I can tell you,” he replied; “and, so far as I know, more than anyone else can tell you either. I have been here going on for five years, and it was like that when I came, and it’s like it still. I believe that some of the rooms are furnished, because I have seen lights in some of the windows, and I have heard that people have been seen going in and out — but not by me. Between ourselves, round about here that house is looked on as a bit of a mystery.”

He went his way and left me thinking. The front gate was locked. Remembering that there had been some mention of a back entrance, I went to the end of the road and turned to the right, and presently came upon a sort of narrow lane which I proceeded to explore. These were evidently the back doors to the houses in Elm Grove. Clearly some of them were never used; some of them were overgrown with cobwebs and creepers; one or two were boarded up. Then I came to a door which did show signs of occasional usage. It was not easy to determine the number to which it belonged — but I tried the handle. It yielded and the door was open. Trusting that my boldness might have no serious result, I passed through — to find myself in a garden which was a mere wilderness of weeds. I do not think I ever saw one which suggested more shocking neglect. There were thistles and nettles which came up to my waist. It was only after momentary inspection that I perceived that there was a sort of pathway through them; one which I fancied had been lately used. The vegetation on either side had been quite recently trodden down by somebody’s feet; I should have said by the feet of more than one person. Pursuing my way along this apology for a path, I found that it led to what had probably once been a solidly constructed outhouse but which was now nothing but a ramshackle shed. The door, which hung on a single hinge, looked as if, were it moved in either direction, it might fall off. I looked to see what might be on the other side of that door; I can only excuse my persistent curiosity by saying that I felt convinced that there was something very odd about No. 8 Elm Grove. The shed was littered with all sorts of what seemed rubbish, mostly so buried under a wealth of dust, and dirt, and cobwebs that it was not easy to guess what they might once have been.

There was one exception to this state of dust and dirt, and that instantly caught my eye. In the corner stood what might have been a huge corn bin; it was painted a dark green; it was covered by a lid which seemed to be still intact — which was more than could be said for anything else inside that shed. On the lid was an old packing-case. That green-painted bin would have been all the better for another coat of paint, but in other respects it was in such a good state of preservation that it piqued my curiosity. I removed that packing-case, and found that in the lid there was an aperture something like the slit in a post-office letterbox, only on a slightly more generous scale. It almost looked as if that packing-case had been meant to conceal its presence. I had shut the garden gate as I had entered. As I was wondering what that slit might mean, I heard the gate softly opened and closed. There was a quantity of rubbish at the other end of the shed. It was in a state of indescribable dirt and confusion. Bolting towards it, I used it, so far as the thing was possible, as a cover, crouching down behind it, regardless of the creatures of all sorts whom I suspected my advent had disturbed.

Steps were approaching; I did not know how much of me was visible, but I did not dare to risk the noise which would result from an attempt to alter my position. Some one came quickly into the shed — a decently dressed boy of perhaps thirteen or fourteen years of age; not at all the sort of person I had expected to see. He had a good-sized leather bag in his hand. Going straight to the bin in the corner, taking a key out of his pocket, he slipped it into a lock which I had not noticed, and part of the front came away in the shape of a door — of sufficient size to enable him to thrust his entire body into the bin. When he came out again his hands were filled with a number of different-sized packages, done up, for the most part, in the rudest fashion — some in pocket-handkerchiefs, some in grimy rags, some in scraps of newspapers. One or two were secured in well-corded sheets of brown paper; but, generally, they were innocent of string, or of anything which could secure whatever they contained.

The boy made no attempt to examine them. He quickly counted them — I could see his lips moving as he did so; nine he made the number. He dropped them into his leather bag, which he shut with a snap, relocked the door of the bin, and passed out of the shed as quickly as he had come in — without once glancing in my direction. Apparently it had never occurred to him as possible that anyone could be in the shed beside himself.

So soon as I heard the garden gate open and shut again, regardless of the state I was in, making the best of my way through the nettles and the thistles, I was after him. When I reached the entry he was already at the other end; when I gained the end, he was turning another corner. I quickened my pace, determined, if possible, to see where that bag was going; but it proved not to be possible, for when I caught sight of him again he was getting into a taxi, which stood waiting by the pavement, and whose head was turned the other way. I believe I would have boarded that cab if I had had a chance, and made a snatch at that leather bag; but before I had an opportunity to do anything the vehicle had passed from sight, and I was left lamenting. Pursuit was out of the question. There seemed to be no cabs at all in that part of the world; that taxi had been brought from a distance. The only means of locomotion seemed to be the tramcar, and by that I returned to Westminster Bridge.

My rooms were at the bottom of Sloane Street; Mrs. Arnold’s house was in an old-fashioned square within five minutes’ walk. My impulse, when I arrived home, was to go round to her at once and warn her against Jane Stamp. But for two or three reasons I did nothing of the kind. In the first place I was in rather a bad temper, and I have made it a rule never to do anything of the slightest importance when I am the least like that. Then I was dirty, tired, and hungry, and it was dinner-time, and, also, I was in rather a mystified frame of mind. I felt that when I had washed and changed and had had something to eat I might be able to look at the position with clearer eyes.

After dinner I decided that I would do nothing, at any rate until the morning. I had half a mind to get on to the telephone and talk to them at Scotland Yard about “8 Elm Grove — back entrance”; I had very little doubt about the meaning of that bin in the corner of the shed, nor about the contents of the parcels which the boy had taken out of it, nor the place to which they were being taken. The bin, I fancied, represented an ingenious system of dealing with stolen goods. I wondered how many of them were scattered over London; who were the enterprising persons who had their contents cleared, as if they had been pillar-boxes, at stated intervals. None the less, I left that telephone alone, deciding that that also was a matter which might be left to the morning. At what to me was an early hour I went to bed. However, going to bed I found was one thing; going to sleep was another. Ordinarily I sleep well; no sooner do I lay my head upon the pillow, and close my eyes, than slumber comes — I sleep till it is time to get up. That night, for what I have since thought must really have been some occult reason, I could not sleep. I had to think — and when, in bed, one starts to think, it is nearly always fatal. As the minutes slipped by I became conscious of what I cannot but call an extraordinary obsession — it seemed to me that some one was calling to me at Mrs. Arnold’s. Of course, the feeling was a ridiculous one, but there it was. Worse — it became stronger and stronger. At last, getting out of bed, switching on a light, donning a dressing-gown, I went into the sitting-room to read. But the feeling followed me there — it was really too absurd. I told myself that it was absurd; yet I began to have a most uncomfortable doubt as to whether there might not be something in it after all.

Then something curious happened — I thought so then, I think so now. I dare say it will read like nonsense, written down in cold blood — but the actual thing was indescribable. All at once it was borne in on me that my presence was needed at Mrs. Arnold’s house, that something was happening which made it necessary that I should be there. I did not ask if I might not be in one of those super-sensitive states of mind in which nothing is easier than to delude oneself. I put away the book which I was reading; I returned to my bedroom, dressed, let myself out into the street.

I had glanced at the time while dressing and noticed that it was after two; as I stepped on to the pavement a clock somewhere struck the quarter. It was not a pleasant night — or rather morning. The air was filled with a hazy dampness; it did not exactly rain, but everything was wet. So far as I was able to judge, not a soul was in sight; nor was there anywhere a sound. It was one of those rare moments between the night and the day in which the whole great city seems to be either dead or sleeping. I have known them before, and also since, but I do not recall one in which I was so struck by the perfect stillness. I walked round to Mrs. Arnold’s without seeing a creature on the way. So soon as I had gained the street the poignant feeling that some one stood in need of my instant help had passed away. Its going was quite a relief; while it lasted it had seemed to press upon some nerve in my brain. I stepped out quickly, but when I came to Tedworth Square I slackened my pace. Mrs. Arnold’s house was at the corner, on the other side of the garden.

I cannot explain the motives which prompted me that night; I can only say that directly I reached the square something told me that, if it were possible, it was of the first importance that I should not allow my movements to reveal my presence. I stole along the railings, eyes and ears wide open, with a felonious stealthiness which I am sure would have inspired a constable with just suspicion.

When I was close to Mrs. Arnold’s I paused; if only because my ears were so wide open that I became conscious of a sound. Two voices were speaking — in what was little more than a whisper. Soft though their utterance was, I knew that they were angry — that one of the speakers was more angry than the other. I crept a few feet farther — to the pillar on one side of Mrs. Arnold’s gate. The voices came from her garden; the gate was open. I wished I could have seen the speakers; it was impossible to hear. I wondered what they were talking about, after two o’clock in the morning, in Mrs. Arnold’s garden. Suddenly one of the voices was raised — not much, but just enough to enable me, with my wide-open ears, to catch what was said.

“I tell you she says that she won’t open. How the — something — do you think I’m going to make her? If I could get hold of her it would be dead easy, but how do you suppose I’m going to get at her when she’s the other side of the window?”

The second voice was audible — I fancy, expostulating with the other for speaking so loud. I slipped through the open gate, on to the grass — Mrs. Arnold’s old-fashioned house is detached and has quite a garden in front. A sudden idea had come to me — I guessed at the identity of those two speakers and at what they were doing there. They were so absorbed in what they were saying, and I was so noiseless, that I saw them long before they saw me — a tallish man and a shorter one, carrying on an animated discussion beneath their breath.

The shorter man seemed all at once to lose all control over his temper; he slightly raised his voice; I strained my ears.

“If she won’t she won’t, there’s an end of it — I’m off. No wild-cat games for me, that wasn’t in the bargain. Her letting us into the house and putting everything ready is one thing; what you are after is quite another — and not for me; it wouldn’t be for you if your monkey wasn’t up.”

The other man blazed out. “By —— , I’ll kill her!”

“Yes, I dare say you’d like to; and expect me to take a hand in that. No, thank you, not for me. There’d be trouble if we were found here, and as we’ve already been here longer than I like, or bargained for — I’ll say good night. You’d better come along with me.”

“As she won’t let me into the crib, as she swore she would, I’ll get in without her, and if I once have my hands on her throat — —”

He left his sentence unfinished; the other continued to remonstrate — both were speaking louder than perhaps they knew.

“Now don’t you be a fool; you don’t want to get into trouble, do you? The idea was to get her into trouble and keep out of it ourselves. You’ll be able to get hold of her before very long and give her all the handling she needs. Now you come along with me. What’s that?”

I had been standing under the shadow of a tree; unconsciously I had touched one of the lower branches. Both men spun round.

“By —— !” exclaimed the shorter man, “there’s some one there.”

He stood not on the order of his going — he went at once, before he had really finished speaking, and so quickly that in the same instant, as it seemed, he was through the gate and out of sight. The other hesitated — then he would have followed — but that I would not have. The tale which the girl’s mother had told me; the facts with which I was myself acquainted; the threat which I had just heard him utter against his miserable dupe; the conviction which I had that it was his set purpose to use her for his own horrible ends, to ruin her body and soul, and then to cast her aside, caring nothing if she spent years of her life in jail to pay for his misdeeds — I say that these things rose up within me, so that when he tried to follow his shorter friend I would not let him.

I rushed out of my hiding-place, and I caught him by the coat — he still wore that fawn overcoat — and I yelled with the full force of a healthy, vigorous pair of lungs:

“Police! Police! Help! Murder! Thieves!”

It was, perhaps, not the most dignified course I could have taken, but there was no time to consider; I did the only thing which, on the spur of the moment, it seemed to me I could do — I yelled and I stuck to him. And I will undertake to say that the noise I made travelled a considerable distance. So he seemed to think. For some seconds he let me hold him without making the slightest effort to break away; whether it was because he was dazed by the suddenness of my attack or amazed at the penetrative quality of my voice I cannot say.

“It’s a woman!” he ejaculated, as if that great truth had only just burst on him. “Stop that noise and let go of my coat, or — you’ll be sorry.”

I remembered that those were the words he had used on the platform at Waterloo to illustrate what would happen to his unfortunate victim if she dared, even in one jot or tittle, to call her soul her own; and the memory inflamed me.

“Oh no, I shan’t be sorry,” I told him; “I shall be glad; it is you who will be sorry. Police! Help! Thieves!”

Loudly I yelled again. He tried to shake me off; then finding that it was not so easy he caught me by the wrist. As he did so, I heard the window open in the house behind him, and a woman’s voice cried out:

“George! — Don’t hurt her! — Go, George, go! Go!”

The last repetition of the word “go!” rose through the air like a trumpet; or rather like a frenzied shriek. The woman’s whole force was in the injunction the word conveyed. He released one of my wrists, put his hand into his overcoat-pocket, swung round — I was for the moment stunned by the unexpected report of a pistol. Before I had even the dimmest suspicion of his intention, he had dragged a revolver out of his pocket, and fired at the shrieking woman at the window. Just one queer sound came from her, then all was still.

“I said I would give you something for yourself,” he remarked, speaking to the place where the woman had been as coolly as if he were making some commonplace observation, “and that’s it. I don’t think you’ll want any more.”

“You’ve killed her!” I screamed; “you murderous villain, you’ve killed her!”

I tried to grip him by the throat. Had I been cooler I might have done it, and held him fast — I might at least have been upon my guard; but I was in such a storm of rage that I neglected the most simple precautions. He was not the kind of man with whom, at such a moment, it was safe to do that. He swung suddenly back towards me and struck me with the muzzle of his pistol on the forehead. Down I went, and, to convey a famous phrase, the further proceedings interested me no more.

Nearly all the rest of the story was in most of the papers. What my screams and shouts had begun the report of his pistol finished — the whole neighbourhood had been alarmed. So soon as he had felled me, before he could even attempt to escape, the police were on him. It was the girl who had called herself Jane Stamp who had appeared at the window, and, aiming perhaps better than he knew, he shot her dead. She probably never spoke a word after his bullet struck her. For her it was perhaps as well. It is easy to be optimistic, and even sentimental, if you have no actual experience of the hard facts of life; if you have, it is difficult to see what promise of happiness life could have held for a woman who had begun as she had done. Beyond the faintest shadow of a doubt she was more sinned against than sinning; but in such matters the world has a standard of its own, and, even if it seems to forgive, when a woman has at the back of her what she had it never forgets.

They hung him. At the last moment strength had been given the girl to refuse to play the despicable part he had planned. She was to have let him into her mistress’s house — it contained many valuables. She was so to arrange matters that they would be placed within easy reach. She was even to drug not only Mrs. Arnold and her daughter but also her fellow-servants; he had supplied her with all that was necessary to do this in the most up-to-date manner. While they were drugged the house was to have been ransacked. But the girl was not all bad; the good rose up within her preventing her from descending to quite such depths of treachery and crime. She refused, after all, to carry out the programme he had planned, or even to admit him into the house — and for that he shot her. The first time I ever appeared in a witness-box was to give evidence against him. The judge complimented me on what he called the courage which I had shown; I congratulated myself on having been the means of bringing such a wretch to justice.

As to “8 Elm Grove — back entrance” — I told that story to certain officials at Scotland Yard. That same afternoon the messenger was trapped as he was dropping the contents of the bin into his leather bag. There was nothing on him to show who he was or whence he came. Even when they questioned him he told them, with unnecessary plainness, what would happen to them before they got anything out of him; so they got something out of the driver of the taxi-cab instead. The lad tried to give a warning whistle, but even as his lips were shaped to whistle a hand was clapped across his mouth. The vehicle was waiting, as before, by the pavement. Instead of the small boy, two adults went up to the driver, in whom one of them instantly recognized an old acquaintance.

They induced him to talk. To begin with, they made him drive to Scotland Yard. There it was made plain to him that unless he supplied certain information he would find himself in an extremely unpleasant position; so plain was this made to him that, after what was really only natural hesitation, he supplied it. He placed the police on the track of one of the greatest combinations for dealing with stolen goods which the criminal world has ever seen.

As is so often the case in these cosmopolitan days, the heads of the business were abroad. To begin with, the police had to content themselves with the tails. As I had surmised, “8 Elm Grove — back entrance” was only one of a dozen branches in all the different parts of town; so that when a man stole, let us say, a watch, he had only to go to the nearest, attaching to it his name or pseudonym, and within a very short space of time there would come to him, at an address which was previously arranged, its value in cash.

Thief and receiver never saw each other. On the face of it there was nothing to show that the thing was stolen; while the person who had “found” it never knew who had rewarded him for his ingenuity. The business had gone on for years; it might have gone on for years longer had not those two men had the misfortune to have me as a fellow-passenger in the Greenwich tram.

One need not remind those learned in worldly lore that, sometimes, great events from little causes spring.


THE RESTAURANT NAPOLITAIN

One of my most thrilling adventures was the result of my desire to look out of as many of life’s windows as one may. My friend Dr. Rodaccini, an Italian physician, practising among his compatriots in London, being aware of my insatiable curiosity, suggested to me that I might find something of interest in a function to which he had been invited. It was a ball given by the restaurant keepers, and waiters, who had come from a certain district in Italy, and who associated themselves in a sort of club. Dr. Rodaccini, as the physician to whom most of them went when attacked by illness, was to be an honoured guest. He invited me to go with him, and I went.

The ball was held in a street off Leicester Square, in a series of good-sized rooms, which I understood were, in the ordinary way, used by theatrical companies for purposes of rehearsal. The rooms were filled by as cheerful, light-hearted, well-dressed an assembly as one might wish to see. Every one danced; girls and boys in their early teens, men and women with snowy hair.

Not long before I had been to Italy on one of those errands which sometimes did take me abroad; an institute had been established for the oral instruction of the deaf and dumb, and my services had been retained to assist the staff in putting the work on a sound footing. I have, as I may have remarked before, what is called the gift of tongues, and I had come back to London knowing Italian almost as well as my mother tongue. The dancers struck me as a whole as being like a lot of grown-up children, and I saw with amusement the distinctly odd things which some of them said to each other. Then, all at once, amid the general gaiety, I came upon what might be the beginning of a tragedy.

The band was playing a waltz. I had had as partner a very energetic gentleman, whose name I had not caught. A few turns round the room at his idea of what was the proper rate of speed to dance a waltz was enough for me. “Let’s rest,” I said — so we rested. I was rather put to it for breath, but he, who was by no means as young as he had been, and was shaped like a barrel, was positively gasping. Chairs were not so plentiful as they might have been. We stood by an open doorway through which I hoped some air might come. I glanced about me. I had noticed all the evening an extremely pretty, fair-haired girl who had been an object of much attention from the men. When an Italian girl has fair hair she is nearly always worth looking at — this one was lovely. So a good many of the men seemed to think. Her partner of the moment was, in his way, almost as good-looking as she was; one did not need to have as good eyes as I have to suspect that they would have liked to be partners in something more than a dance. As I watched them, a short, broad, stout man, with a round, bald head, and no neck, took the girl’s partner by the arm and drew him away from her. The girl’s face had been all smiles and gaiety, but at sight of him she changed countenance, shrank away from her partner, and slunk off towards the other end of the room. Her act was eloquent. The big man drew the younger towards the wall, and going close up to him, whispered in his ear. No doubt his intention was that his words should be private and confidential, but as I had my eyes upon his face, and he had one of the most easily read mouths I ever saw, what he whispered was plain enough to me.

“It is not enough to warn you? — Good! — You have been warned for the last time. I do not waste words on such as you.”

The big man gave the youngster a contemptuous push which sent him cannoning against an advancing couple, and came with the little, rapid steps of a short-legged, fat man towards where I was standing. Just as he had nearly reached us the couple with whom the youngster had collided stopped within a couple of feet of where we were. The big man instantly addressed the lady, again in what he no doubt meant to be a confidential whisper.

“Pardon, madam, if I speak to Gaspare — for one moment. It is important.”

The lady yielded her partner with what struck me as a curious smile. Indeed, there was a curious smile on Gaspare’s face as he went off with the big man — and the big man himself was smiling. There was something about the fashion in which these three people smiled which gave me quite a shiver. One felt, somehow, that with neither of them was it natural to smile. When the big man and Gaspare had passed through the open doorway by which we were standing I said to my companion:

“Do you happen to know who that gentleman with the bald head may be?”

He replied — as if he knew him well:

“That is Signor Alessandro of the Restaurant Napolitain, in Greek Street. His restaurant is well known. You find there macaroni, spaghetti, and all that, in a hundred different ways. He is a rich man, Signor Alessandro — a man who is well esteemed.”

He might be; but somehow I felt that he never would be esteemed by me. I have been told that it is because I am a woman that I like and dislike so hastily — but I do; and the moment I saw Signor Alessandro, the well-esteemed proprietor of the Restaurant Napolitain in Greek Street, I disliked him.

I disliked him still more when, a short time afterwards, I saw him walking off with the fair-haired girl, her arm through his, as if she were an unwilling captive. She was not looking very gay then. Her cheeks were white; fear was in her eyes. The good-looking youngster with whom she had been dancing stood against the wall as she went past. She never glanced at him — I felt she dare not — but the big man whispered — I saw his words quite distinctly:

“I will settle with you to-night.”

Although he did his best to meet the other’s gaze, I had a notion that the muscles of the young man’s face were twitching; Signor Alessandro smiled. I was sure he squeezed the girl’s arm with unpleasant force — I saw her start. She kept her eyes fixed on the floor, as if both afraid and ashamed. The young man made as if he would have rushed after the vanishing pair, but he was stopped by some one who touched him on the arm; it was the lady with whom Gaspare had been dancing. She whispered in her turn, and I saw her words. She spoke the broadest Neapolitan.

“Are you, then, in such a hurry for the finish?”

She just whispered her question and went on; and that young man seemed to cling to the wall as if it were a friend.

I suppose I was the only one present who had been conscious of the drama which was brewing. My instinct told me there was more to come, but I did not know that there would be so short an interval between the first and second acts.

When I had had enough of the dance I left. It was a lovely night — even in that street off Leicester Square. Dr. Rodaccini suggested that we should stroll a little before he put me into a cab. I was willing. He took me along a street whose name I do not know. Presently we came to a house with an archway which led, it seemed, into some sort of yard. In this archway some one was lying. I saw him first — I stooped to see what was wrong. It was the youngster who had danced with the fair-haired girl. He lay on his face, quite still.

“Doctor,” I cried, “what’s the matter with him?”

But somehow I knew before I was told — a knife had been driven into his back, and he was dead. The thing made me hot with rage; it seemed so hideous, so monstrous, so cruel, so out of harmony with all that had gone before — that he should have been struck down and lolled almost on the threshold of the ballroom by a coward who had not even dared to attack him from the front. When others came to render what assistance they might I stole away. I do get into great furies sometimes. It seems to me that horrible wickedness forces one to be furious. The sight of that dead young man recalled Signor Alessandro, of the Restaurant Napolitain; how he had whispered that he would settle with him that night. He had kept his promise within a few minutes of its being given — this was the settlement. Now I would settle with him.

I had no evidence to take to the police. I could not say to them — I know it is this man who did it because of certain words which I saw him whisper. They would want more evidence than a whisper that I had not heard, but seen — they would be right in wanting it. I meant to get that evidence in my own way. I had some idea of the whereabouts of Greek Street — I would find the Restaurant Napolitain.

I had to be directed twice — by a policeman and the driver of a taxi-cab; they both stared at me as if they wondered what I would be at, marching over the pavements, in full evening-dress, in search of Greek Street. At last I came to it. There was the name on the wall at the corner.

As I stood there I became conscious that a man was on the pavement on the other side of the road. A window opened in the house in front of which he was standing. A woman put her head out. I knew her — she was the woman who had been dancing with Gaspare. Then I knew that the man on the pavement was Gaspare. The electric light shone on the woman’s face so that I saw it as clearly as if it had been the brightest day. She spoke as before in the Neapolitan of the streets. She began with a question.

“Well, is it done, the little business with Emilio?”

He said something which I could not see, since his back was towards me, but I could guess what it was from her rejoinder.

“That is fifty pounds in your pocket — and also mine — eh, Gaspare?”

Again I could not see what he said, but it made her laugh. Then, diverting her attention for a moment from her friend, she saw me.

“Hush!” she said, “there is some one opposite; I will see you to-morrow, at the usual time.” She withdrew her head — then instantly put it out again. “Bring the money — my share!”

Again she laughed — and again withdrew. This time the window shut and the blind came down — and the man on the pavement turned, and, with his hands in his pockets, stood and looked at me.

I was not in the least afraid of him — although I knew that only a few minutes before he had murdered that young man, like a coward, for the sum of fifty pounds. If any good purpose would have been served I would have gone across to him and said a word or two which would have surprised him. He might have tried to put his knife into me — but I don’t think he would have succeeded.

But what I wished to do could not be done by confronting him; he was the mere tool, the hireling, whose price, apparently, was fifty pounds, of which the woman who had so odd a sense of humour would have her share. I wanted the man who had paid the money, the master, the man who found everything in his purse — even murder. So I waited to see what the gentleman on the other side of the road would do.

It seemed that he did not know what to make of me, and presently he crossed the road to see if he could succeed better if he had a nearer view. I still waited. He came right up to me and stared me in the face. I did not move. I fancy he knew still less what to make of me when he saw me closer.

“You have been to the ball?” he asked. I said nothing. “Are you deaf, or do you not understand Italian?” When I still said nothing, he tried again. “You speak English — only?” He himself spoke English rather well. When I still said nothing, it began to dawn on him that I meant to say nothing. He shrugged his shoulders. “Very well; I wish you good night, miss. I hope you will not catch cold.”

With his hands in his coat-pockets he strolled off down Greek Street. I turned and watched him as he went. This was an impudent villain — with an assurance which was amazing. Perhaps the blood was still wet on his hands — the knife secreted somewhere on his person — yet he bore himself with an air of greater ease than I did. His was the coolness, within and without, of the man whose conscience was at peace; while I — I was burning. I watched him as he went — he was so entirely at his ease that he did not even take the trouble to look round to see if I was doing so. He paused under a lamp which, attached to a building, projected over the pavement. At that hour — it was perhaps two hours after midnight on a summer morning — the lamp was unlighted; I wondered if, when lighted, it served as an advertisement of the Restaurant Napolitain. He rapped at the door with his knuckles; somebody must have been awaiting him — he was almost instantly admitted.

When he was in I strolled up the other side of the road. It was as I thought — the lamp was an advertisement. It was by no means a large or a pretentious establishment. Over a small window, which was divided into three long panes, was a board— “Restaurant Napolitain. Alessandro.” Exactly; it was all as I had expected — was Gaspare being paid for the work he had done? Almost exactly opposite was an entry which ran by a picture theatre. I drew a little back into it and waited.

Not very long. Hardly ten minutes. Then the door of the restaurant opened — two men came out — Signori Gaspare and Alessandro. I could hear their voices, but I could not see their faces. After a few words they parted — Gaspare went back down the street, Alessandro came out on to the pavement, in search, perhaps, of the clean air, which he certainly must have wanted. He remained there after Gaspare had turned the corner. As he was about to return indoors, I darted out of my entry and quickly crossed to him.

“I want to speak to you,” I said.

He turned and looked at me.

“Pardon?” It was a question — he was probably wondering where I had come from; a second before the street had been empty.

“I want to speak to you,” I repeated. “I’ll come inside.”

I was inside before he guessed my intention and he was still on the doorstep. Clearly this was a restaurant; in the uncertain light I could see the marble tables. Presently he followed, coming closer to me than I liked.

“What do you mean by coming into my place like this? I will have no nonsense. You make a mistake if you think so.”

Possibly he mistook me for some improper character, whose intentions were of the worst. I did my best to disabuse him. I had no clear plan of action, I just felt that I wanted to strike — and I struck.

“That fellow Gaspare, with whom you were talking, has just killed a young man named Emilio.”

I could not see his face very clearly, but I think it very probable that he was startled.

“Of what are you talking?” He spoke very quietly. He was one of those big men with soft voices, whom a wise woman never trusts.

“You know very well of what I’m talking. He killed him at your instigation; you’ve just paid him fifty pounds for doing it.”

I rather lost my head, or I should have chosen my words more carefully, or felt my way a little first. I knew the man was dangerous. He pushed the street door to — the hinges must have been well oiled; it shut without a sound.

“Don’t you dare to touch me!” I was a little scared; the darkness was like a shroud; the silence was ominous.

“Come,” he said, “I want to talk to you.”

He gripped me by the wrist and began to pull me along. My wrists are not made of putty; his must have been made of steel. Besides, he took me unawares — I was powerless to offer any effectual resistance. I caught at a marble table as we passed. He snatched me away without pausing in his stride. He must have had cat’s eyes; he steered through the various impedimenta without coming into contact with so much as a chair.

We came to a door, which he opened. We were in a passage with stairs and a light somewhere above.

“I advise you to release me,” I told him, “and to be careful what you do. However it may be in Naples, you can’t commit murder with impunity here.”

He said nothing, but he caught me in some way by the shoulders and began to run me up those stairs as if it had been level ground. I am agile, but his agility was amazing. I have heard of men called “chuckers out,” who spend their lives in ridding public-houses, and similar places, of unwelcome characters, regardless of their size or disposition to be violent. Even in the midst of my rage, as he hustled me up the stairs, I caught myself wondering if he had ever been a chucker out — he handled me with a skill which must have been the fruit of experience.

We came to a landing; he swung me round a corner and along a passage; at the end there was a door through which he thrust me; having done so, he shut it, and I heard him turn the key. He himself remained outside. All was still — there was not a sound to show what he might be doing.

It would be silly to attempt to describe my feelings — they were chaotic. For some seconds I stood shaking with rage and gasping for breath. I realized what an idiot I had been in saying nothing to Dr. Rodaccini, to the police, to anyone, before turning out on this mad adventure. No one had a notion where I was. If Signor Alessandro chose to make an end of me in any of the various ways of which he was doubtless master my fate might remain undiscovered for all eternity — how was anyone to guess that in such an insane fashion I had visited the Restaurant Napolitain?

When I again became, in some degree, mistress of myself I tried to think what was the best thing I could do. My first impulse was to resort to the feminine device of screaming, to make the night hideous with my yells and screams. My feelings would have been relieved if I had done so if no other benefit had ensued. But I caught my tongue between my teeth just as I was starting, and waited for the impulse to pass.

If I had been a man I should have had matches about me somewhere, and I should have been able to see in what sort of place I was. Being a matchless woman I had to feel. First along the wall. I was in a good-sized room — I took twelve fairly long steps before I came to a corner which showed I was at the end of it. It seemed to be a sitting-room; there were chairs and a couch and a table. When I came to the table something caused me to put up my hand. I touched something overhead — it was the bulb of an electric light. It suggested that the room was lighted by electricity; then in that case somewhere about it there ought to be a switch. I got back to the wall, moved slowly along it, feeling up and down for what I sought. I came to a fire-place, then to something which I knew was the push-piece of an electric bell. I pressed my thumb upon it and kept it there; if a bell was ringing it was beyond my hearing, and anyhow, I didn’t want anyone to come into that room while it was still in pitchy darkness. I pursued my investigations — and found what I sought. In an instant the room was lit in a fashion which after the previous darkness was almost dazzling.

It was a sitting-room. There were two doors; one which I took to be that through which I had been propelled; and a second, by the fire-place, which perhaps led to an adjoining apartment. What I took to be the window was guarded by heavy dark green curtains. When I drew them I found that behind were iron shutters, painted white; there was nothing to show if there was a window on the other side, or if they were ever opened.

I sat down on a chair feeling rather bewildered. Clearly this was a curious place I was in. It was necessary that I should regain my presence of mind, and get hold of as much common sense as I could. Soon my courage, which had gone a little at the knees, stood up straight again. Probably, if I stayed there, sooner or later Signor Alessandro would return, and I ought to be prepared to meet him. I looked round for something which I could use as a weapon. There was a poker standing up against the fireplace, but I did not fancy that a poker would be of much service against him.

I examined the doors, first the one through which I had come, striking the panels, first with my open palm and then with my clenched fist. It was as solidly constructed a door as I have met; it would need a great deal of breaking down.

Then I went to the other door. There was a small brass bolt my side. I drew it back — nothing resulted, I had seen that kind of door before — there was probably a bolt on either side. I got that poker, gripped it hard, and brought the point with all my force against the panel. I did it twice — the third time the point went through. I used that poker as a lever and broke away enough of the woodwork to enable me to insert my hand and arm. I felt for the bolt which I believed to be on the other side — and found it — slipped it back, and the door was open.

I waited to see what was going to happen next. This might be a trap — there might be some one in that room waiting for me to enter. There seemed to be no one. I looked through the open door; it was a sleeping apartment. There was a bed, the usual equipments of a bedroom; I entered. The room was certainly empty. By aid of the light which came from the room I had just left I saw that there was a switch near to the bed. When I got the room lighted I saw something which pleased me almost more than anything else could possibly have done.

In that bedroom there was a telephone; there was the receiver on the mantelpiece. I rushed to it. With what anxiety I waited to learn if my call had been heard! It might be a telephone for domestic purposes only; if so I had better be careful what I said, Signor Alessandro might be at the other end. No, it was the kind of telephone I wanted. In a second or two there came the operator’s familiar query:

“What number, please?”

I asked for a number which I knew very well. There was another interval of waiting, during which I do believe I heard my own heart beating. Then there came the operator’s voice again.

“You’re on.”

And, almost in the same instant, there came another voice.

“Who are you?”

I dare say my voice trembled as I asked a question in my turn.

“Is that Scotland Yard?”

“Yes — who is speaking?”

I fancy I very nearly jumped — I knew I was within reach of a friend.

“Judith Lee. Can I speak to Inspector Ellis?”

“If you’ll hold the wire, Miss Lee, I’ll ascertain.”

I held the wire — I did hope they would not cut me off. What seemed to me at that moment to be the faintest voice I had ever heard answered before they had a chance.

“I’m here — just come in and just going out. What’s up?”

“I’m up — a tree.”

I fancy my voice quavered, and that a smile came back along the wire.

“I’m sorry to hear that, Miss Lee. Can we do anything to help you down? Where are you?”

“I’m in the Restaurant Napolitain, in Greek Street, which I believe belongs to a man named Alessandro.”

“We know the gentleman very well. What on earth are you doing there?”

“There’s been murder done — in a street near Leicester Square.”

“How do you know that? The report has only just come in.”

“A young man named Emilio has been murdered by a man named Gaspare, at the instigation of the Alessandro who owns this restaurant; I believe he paid Gaspare fifty pounds for doing it. I can’t stop to tell you how I know it; but perhaps you can guess. Instead of like a wise person communicating at once with you, I was so wild with rage at the cruelty of the thing that I was idiot enough to think I could tackle Alessandro single-handed. He has locked me in a room on the first floor of his restaurant, which seems to have no window, and which I can’t get out of.”

A cheery voice came back.

“That’s all right.” It did not seem to be all right to me. “We’ve had an eye on Signor Alessandro and his Restaurant Napolitain for a good long time. I’m obliged to you for putting the game into our hands. We shall probably be with you inside ten minutes.”

“Mind you are.”

Whether he heard or not I could not determine; there came no answer. I asked twice if anyone was there, but as no voice came back I took it that I had been disconnected. All I could do was to wait for deliverance to come. Ten minutes was not a very long time, even placed as I was, but I earnestly trusted that that period of time might not be very much exceeded.

They seemed to me to be a pretty long ten minutes. I had no means of knowing how the time was passing. There was a clock on the sitting-room mantelpiece, but it had stopped, and apparently wanted winding up, because it declined to go even when I set the pendulum swinging. There were no signs of any key with which to wind it — so I actually started to count six hundred slowly; at least that might give me some idea of how the minutes were going. I had got as far as three hundred — half the allotted period — when I caught the sound of a footstep in the passage without. It was not a very audible footstep, but my ears were wide open. Then I heard some one turning the key in the lock.

I had still that poker in my hand, and something in the feel of it not only set my courage up but gave me an idea. I thought of taking refuge in the bedroom; a moment’s reflection told me that I should gain nothing by doing that; I should be just as accessible to whoever might want me. I would try another way. First of all I switched the light off, then I stood by the side of the door at which it opened, and I held that poker tight; and the moment the door began to open, and I dimly saw the figure of a man without, I raised that poker above my head, and I brought it down with all my might.

Something had happened to some one — some one who went down on to the floor with quite a thud. I leaped right over him. There, in the passage beyond, was Signor Alessandro; I knew him — and that time I was on to him before he knew that I was coming. I struck him with the point of that poker in the chest, and I think I hurt him, because he made a curious sound, staggering back without making any effort to seize me as I passed.

He stood at the turn in the passage which led to the restaurant below, so that his huge figure blocked the way. There was a staircase beyond, so I made for that. I went up it three steps at a time. There was a light on the landing at the top — a passage to the left; one to the right. I chose the one to the right. There was a door at the end. I did not stop to consider what might be beyond, but I caught hold of the handle, and turned it. The door yielded — I found myself in a room with the fair-haired girl whom I had seen dancing with the youngster who was dead.

That did startle me. I had been occupied with so many other things that, at least for the time being, I had forgotten her existence. It was a bedroom — not by any means a large one, nor over furnished, nor over tidy. A ball-dress was thrown over a chair — the dress in which she had been dancing. Her hair was hanging loose over her shoulders — even then I thought what beautiful hair it was. She was standing in a stooping position, with her arms held out as if to ward off a blow. Apparently she had taken me for quite another person from whom she had reason to fear the worst. When she saw me I am inclined to think she was more frightened even than before; and really it was not surprising if she took me to be some sort of apparition.

Having realized on whom I had intruded, I paid attention first not to the occupant of the room, but to the door. I tried to lock it. There was no key.

“Where’s the key to this door?” I asked.

She replied to my question with one of her own.

“Who are you? — What do you want? — What do you mean by coming in here?”

I persisted in my inquiry.

“Haven’t you a key to this door?”

She shook her head. “No — they won’t let me have one. I used to have one, but they took it away.”

I did not stop to ask who “they” was, I was too pressed for time.

“Haven’t you anything with which you can keep the door fastened against intrusion — even for a few moments? Help me with that chest of drawers and the bed. If we can get them up against this door we may manage to keep them out just long enough.”

Without understanding what it was I would be at she did as I asked. Together we rigged up a sort of barricade. As she helped she rained questions.

“Who are you? Who is coming? Of what are you afraid? What has happened? Tell me, I beg of you.”

She spoke quite good English, but with a strong accent of Southern Italy. She was getting almost as excited as I was.

“They have killed Emilio.”

I spoke in her own language. She stared at me, her hands against her breast. Her voice dropped, the pupils of her eyes expanded.

“Emilio! — I feared it! — How do you know? — Who are you? — I feared it. Alessandro swore that he would do it. When I saw him speak to Gaspare I feared still more.”

“What is Alessandro to you? Are you his wife?”

“He is the patron; he wants me to be his wife, but I do not want to marry him; it is my mother who would force me. If it were not for him she would starve. He is a rich man, Alessandro. He says to my mother: ‘If Lucrezia will marry me’ — I am Lucrezia!— ‘all will be well. I will give you a regular income; you may live in comfort for the rest of your life. If not — out into the street you go; you die in the gutter, you starve, besides the other things you know I can do to you.’ He can do many things, Alessandro. ‘As for the nonsense Lucrezia talks,’ he says, ‘young girls do not know their own mind. You bid her to marry me, I will see that she obeys her mother.’ But I do not want to marry him — I do not.”

“What position do you occupy in this place?”

“I am the cashier. I have been here nearly a year. I wish I had never been here at all. Until lately Emilio was a waiter. He is from the same village from which I come; we have known each other all our lives. How can I help but be fond of him, since he is so kind, so generous, so tender, and so thoughtful — and also he is so handsome.”

“Are you the only woman in the house?”

“In general there are two others. We had, all three of us, a holiday until the morning. I was to sleep with my sister, whose husband has a restaurant at Brixton. But when Alessandro saw me dancing with Emilio he said that I must come home with him. I did not dare to disobey. He threw Emilio out of the restaurant, not yet a fortnight ago, because of something he thought he had discovered — I don’t know what. Since then he has been scolding me all the time. Gaspare told me only the other day that if I was not more attentive to Alessandro’s wishes, more careful to keep him in a good temper — I know what he meant! — he was afraid that something might happen to Emilio.”

“Who is this man Gaspare? It is he who is the actual murderer.”

“Oh yes, I know — it is always like that.”

“Always like that? — What do you mean? — Who is this man?”

The girl dropped her voice still lower; she glanced round as if fearful that a listener might be hidden in the corner. Clearly the girl, with her susceptible Sicilian temperament, was half out of her mind with fear, and grief, and I don’t know what besides. I was the match and she was tinder — my appearance had set her all aflame.

“I don’t know who you are, or why I tell you — but I feel you may be a friend, and I am so much in need of a friend. I have not one friend in all the world, for even my mother is against me. And now that you say Emilio is dead — it is still worse. I will be revenged on them, I will be revenged! You ask me who Gaspare is. I will tell you. I care not what they do to me; since it is he who has killed Emilio I will tell you. He is of the Mafia — Alessandro is of the Mafia — all of them are of the Mafia. This house, this Restaurant Napolitain, this is where they meet; I will show you the room in which they have their meetings. Gaspare is just back from America — it is not the first time he has been there, not the first time he has been chased by the police; I know. They think I don’t, but I do. As for Alessandro, with him it has come to this; he scarcely dares to show his face in the street for fear of the police. They are after him all over Europe, and if they once catch him — rich or poor — ah! — it is all over with him. I know, and he knows I know. It is partly because he knows that he so wishes to make me his wife. He thinks he shuts my mouth, but now that they have killed Emilio I will open it to its widest. I care not what they do to me! No, no, I care not!”

I do not remember to have ever before seen anyone in such a whirlwind of passion. At least at that moment she struck me as being more mad than sane. None the less she had her wits about her. Suddenly, with a gesture, she requested silence; the whisper in which she spoke was only just audible.

“There are footsteps on the stairs — who is it? Who is coming?”

“There are two of them. Alessandro is one, I think Gaspare is the other, but I am not sure. Whoever it is, I hit him with this poker.”

“This is good. I hope you hit him hard. I will hit him hard when I have a chance, I promise you. I also have a knife.”

To my amazement she stooped and whipped a gleaming blade out of her stocking. I foresaw lively times ahead. I did not wish Inspector Ellis to come and find me engaged in a fight to death with understudies for carving knives. I deemed it desirable to get that knife from that fair-haired damsel.

“Do not use that; let me have it.”

“Why should I let you have it? No, no, I will keep it for myself. I can use it better than you.” I did not doubt that for a moment. I had no desire to emulate her in that direction. Before I could say so she continued. “Be still! They are there, outside the door — more than one.”

As she spoke some one without tried the handle. When it was found that the door would not yield a soft voice demanded, in the broadest argot of Naples.

“Lucrezia, what have you against the door? Don’t fool, open at once.”

The girl said nothing. She beckoned to the other side of the room.

“To this cupboard.” Throwing back a door which was covered with the same paper as the wall she disclosed an aperture behind. “That is a door at the back; it is locked. They do not think I have the key, but I have. I am not such an idiot as they suppose.”

While she took a key from some curious hiding-place in her corsets she burst, as it were, into a sudden flood of explanation.

“This house is old, very old, hundreds of years old. It belongs to the Mafia, it was they who built it, it is their head-quarters in London. Strange things have happened in London — they happen still, though the people of London do not think it: what do they know of their own city, the people of London? This house could tell them tales — to which they would not listen. The police — they guess — but without proof — what can the police do without proof in London? And they have never had any proof at all, only what they guess.”

While words had been pouring from her at the rate of I do not know how many a minute, she had been unlocking that door. The lock seemed to be a trifle unmanageable. I doubt if the key she was using had been meant for it. But at last it stood open — just as the door of her bedroom yielded to the vigorous attack which was being made on it from without. As I passed through the door at the back of the cupboard I saw Alessandro rush into the bedroom, and behind him Gaspare. I thought they would catch the girl, but she was too quick for them. With surprising speed she had whipped the key out of the lock, she was through the door, had shut it, and was locking it again on the other side. The closing of the door had left us in pitch darkness — some vigorous Sicilian adjectives were coming from the other side of it.

“Where are we?” I asked. “I can see nothing.”

“This is a recess — here is another door; it is not locked.” She opened it, but it did not make things much clearer. “These steps lead down into the restaurant. Be careful, they are steep — it is little more than a ladder.”

Those steps were certainly steep. I went down backwards, as down a ladder. In the darkness it was not easy. The girl’s voice as she followed came from above.

“At the bottom is a door. They think it is locked, but it is not. I am not so simple as they suppose.”

I began to be of that opinion myself. There, sure enough, was a door, and it was not locked — it yielded to a turn of the handle. I could not see her, but I felt her arm. Her voice seemed less confident.

“This is the restaurant; I do not know what we can do now; the door into the street is certainly locked, and shuttered. I promise you I will use my knife. Have you a knife? I know of a place in which there is one — you can have that. Come.”

She began to lead me among the marble-topped tables through which I had been so unceremoniously conducted by Signor Alessandro. Her kind offer to furnish me with a knife did not appeal to me in the least.

“I want no knife,” I told her, “nor must you use yours. We shall not improve matters by making bad worse. Besides, the police are coming.”

She stopped so suddenly that she pressed me against the sharp corner of a marble table.

“What do you mean by the police are coming? Who has told them? How do you know?”

“I sent a message to a friend of mine at Scotland Yard — through the telephone.”

“The telephone? Then — you have been in that room?”

“I don’t know what you mean by that room. I have been in a room, a bedroom. Alessandro locked me in a sitting-room. I broke down the door which divided it from the next room — which is a bedroom; and there was the telephone.”

“There is only one apartment in the house in which there is a telephone, and that is the one which belongs to the chief of the Mafia. He is there sometimes for days without anyone knowing he is in the house — or, I fancy, even in England. There has been history made in those two rooms — I know it, although I am only a girl. Here’s the knife of which I told you.”

She thrust something into my hand, which I refused to take.

“Thank you, I would rather do without it. Inspector Ellis promised that the police should be here within ten minutes. The ten minutes must have more than gone. They will be here before any harm can be done to us.”

“You think so? We shall see. Gaspare and Alessandro move quickly — they will hide us where the police will never find us. For my part, I have no faith in the police, they always come a little too late — I know. I have a knife, and I will use it. If you are wise you will take this one and use it also.”

I still refused to fasten my fingers round the handle which she pressed against them, though there was that both in her tone and her words which grated on my nerves. I quite believed that Alessandro and Gaspare did move quickly, I had seen proofs of it; nor did I relish her allusion to a place in which they could hide us which the police would never find; it seemed to suggest a state of preparation for all eventualities which I did not fancy. Nor did I relish her hint that the police might come too late. Altogether, when presently a door at the back opened, I was more than ever disposed to wish that my adventurous spirit had not lured me into the Restaurant Napolitain. After all, the quarrels of the mad Sicilians were no affair of mine. I had a strong feeling that the less I saw of the working of that remarkable organization, the Mafia, the better it might be for my health.

I did not need that girl to tell me what the opening of that door portended, I knew it for myself — but she did tell me.

“You see now they come — we shall soon know which it is to be — us or them; down behind my desk.”

We were standing behind the sort of counter which served as buffet and caisse combined. She drew me down as the door opened — but I peeped round the corner. Alessandro came in, and behind him Gaspare; I fancied the latter held himself as if he were in pain; that poker, which I still retained, had not come down for nothing. Alessandro held an electric torch above his head. It tickled me — even then! — to see them whisper to each other, wishing to remain unheard, while all the time the flare of that torch upon their faces told me everything they said.

It was Gaspare who whispered first. “They are not here.” His glance travelled over the restaurant.

Alessandro’s eyes also searched. “They must be here. If they are not here, where are they? They could not get out of the house.”

“Have we searched it all?”

“Where have we not searched? You know the house almost as well as I do.” There was a moment’s pause, then Signor Alessandro added, with what I had no doubt was genuine feeling: “I will cut both their throats when I get them.”

“Lucrezia’s? — her pretty throat?”

“From ear to ear. I will send her to Emilio. And that black-faced devil’s spawn, only let me get her within reach of my hand.”

The last delicate allusion, I took it, was to me. Even allowing for the poetic licence which one associates with the wild tongue of Sicily, the prospect which these two gentlemen offered to the imagination was not alluring; to say nothing of the fact that I was solemnly convinced that they would do their best to be as good as their word.

“We have to get them first,” I saw Gaspare whisper. “Before you talk of cutting throats, let us have throats to cut.”

The girl behind me did something, tried to change her position, or to keep under cover — anyhow she moved, and a board creaked just loudly enough to be audible. Alessandro heard. Leaning towards Gaspare I saw him whisper:

“They are behind the caisse — we have got them — quick! You go one side and I the other.”

“Look out,” I whispered to the girl, “they know where we are. We will give them a chase before they get us.” I stood up straight, and by way of a little diversion I brought the poker down on the top of the counter. “You pair of murderous villains,” I cried, “do you think you have us at your mercy? We’ll teach you better!”

In my excitement, giving the poker a flourish, I swept half a dozen bottles off the buffet, and they fell crashing to the floor.

“Is that your black-faced beauty?” inquired Gaspare aloud. “It looks as if she means to ruin you — she starts to destroy your stock in trade.”

“Do you suppose, you idiot,” retorted Alessandro, “that there is anything in those bottles? They are dummies with which I dress the counter.”

“Be careful how you come.” This was the girl, who was standing by me even more excited than I was. She was flourishing a knife in either hand. “For each of you I have a knife. I will pay you with them for Emilio.”

Acting on Alessandro’s advice, they came at us from either side. As Alessandro passed, leaning over the counter, I knocked the torch out of his hand, and in the same instant, turning towards Gaspare, I struck him with the poker a blow which was more than brother to the first. He staggered back with curses which were deep, but not loud. I was past him in a flash. I hesitated whether to make towards the door which I knew led to the staircase; but he made a grab at me and almost caught my skirt. I rushed across the restaurant among the marble tables.

“Gaspare! Gaspare!” It was Signor Alessandro’s voice, considerably raised. Apparently he was having a little argument with Lucrezia, of which in the darkness he was not getting the best. There was a crash — what had happened I did not know; it sounded as if more bottles had fallen to the floor. Then I knew that Lucrezia, following my example, had got past Alessandro and was seeking refuge among the marble tables. Then there was silence — broken by Alessandro’s voice. It sounded as if he were a little discouraged.

“Gaspare, I believe that cat has knifed me in half a dozen places; my fingers are wet with my own blood.”

Then came Gaspare’s voice — he seemed angry. I should not like to report his exact language; your true Sicilian can be vigorous; but in effect he said:

“That black-faced friend of yours has struck me for a second time with that poker. I swear to you all by the saints that she shall not strike me again. Give us some light, we can do nothing in this darkness. Where are your switches?”

Alessandro said something which I could not catch; but I could hear him moving, and presently the whole place was flooded with electric light.

“Can they see these lights outside?” asked Gaspare.

“Not a glimmer. The door and windows are so constructed that from the street nothing can be seen.”

“Then to business!” — and Gaspare started to carry out what I presume was his idea of business.

There ensued a scene as remarkable, I take it, as any which was ever enacted in a London restaurant. They chased us, those two men. In the hand of each was a knife; I dare say Gaspare’s was still stained with Emilio’s blood. I knew quite well what would happen if he got that knife within reach of me. I also knew that at any moment the police might be knocking at the door. If Inspector Ellis had carried out his undertaking literally they would have been there before; I scouted Lucrezia’s idea that they were always too late. At any instant they might arrive and all would be well. Still, I did hope that they would not be very long, because —— Then Gaspare came towards me.

I suppose in that restaurant there were a dozen marble-topped tables — oblong, round, and square. Most of the chairs had been piled upon the tables — I was entrenched behind a row of them. When Gaspare came towards me at one end I pushed them towards him; he swept the lot of them upon the floor — and came round my side of the table towards me. I retreated as he came. He followed. He was not the sort of man who would have seemed to the casual critic as likely to be quick upon his feet; but he was — he was quicker than any man I had ever met before; how he did it I could not understand. I am quick — every one has always told me so, and I know it. I never moved quicker than I did then — but I could not get away from Gaspare. Among the tables we twisted and twirled; sometimes I vaulted them, sometimes I ran round — he was always just beyond reach of me, and only just. I began to realize that I was bound to be caught. In that circumscribed space I could not get away from him; and presently he had me, just when I least expected it. I had pushed a chair in his way and he fell over it, and in falling he caught me by the skirt with so sure a hold that he all but dragged me over backwards. I reached round at him with the poker, struggling to get free. I struck him again and again, but though he was still in difficulties with the chair I could not make him loose his hold. He was cursing with an intensity which was significant. I did not give him a chance to get upon his feet — I knew if he once did that there would be an end of me. He was still mixed up with that chair — I dragged both him and it forward. He held me with his left hand; suddenly I felt something prick me — I knew he had struck me with the knife which was in his right. Frantically I whipped round again at him with the poker. I fancied I had struck the wrist which held the knife, but I was not sure. I leaped forward — as his feet were still entangled in the chair it must have been all that he could do to retain his hold. But he did. I wondered what would happen if my skirt gave way. It was made of one of those flimsy stuffs which one uses for a dance dress. If I relinquished my skirt, could I get out of it, leave it, without me inside, in his hands? I tugged and tugged; I felt the stuff tearing; I felt sure I must have hurt his wrist or he would have been at me again with his knife. I was straining every nerve to tear myself loose, when all at once the skirt did give way — but not with the result I had hoped for. As it yielded, the strain being unexpectedly relaxed, I slipped, and he, probably without intention, gave an unlooked-for jerk. Down he went on his face, and down I went on him — backwards. At that same moment there came a hammering at the front door, a loud, insistent hammering — and I knew that Inspector Ellis’s ten minutes had expired.

With the sound of the knocking there came a scream from Lucrezia, something very like a roar from Alessandro. I was conscious that they were striking at each other with their knives, and that each was getting home in turn. Then I felt Gaspare’s knife in my shoulder. I twisted myself round — I felt it again. I caught him by the wrist; he slipped the knife from his right hand to his left — I do not know how, but he did it. It pricked me again.

Out in the street they were breaking down the door. The force of their blows shook the building. That door had been constructed on sound if peculiar principles. It was not easy to break it down. In my agony — because Gaspare’s knife hurt — I wondered how long they would take to do it. As Lucrezia had put it — would they be too late — for her, as well as for me? Those men were like two wild beasts — if they could kill us first they would care nothing for what might happen to themselves afterwards.

Gaspare got at me with his knife again and again, but he never had a chance to get home with a good straight blow; somehow I managed to break the force of each one before it reached me. But he had cut me all about the neck and shoulders. I was a reek of blood; I saw it falling on his face and on his hands. If they did not get that door down in a second or two it would be too late. Then I reeled, and Gaspare got up, and I thought it was too late.

That I am still alive to tell the tale is sufficient proof that it was not too late — I have been told by the merest fraction of a second. Inspector Ellis informed me that when he and his men succeeded in forcing an entrance he saw a man on his knees, with a knife held above his head, and a woman immediately in front of him, upon the floor; that he rushed forward and caught Gaspare’s wrist just as it was in the act of descending. When Gaspare turned and saw him, somehow — the Inspector assured me he did not know how it was done; but I had seen him perform similar feats before and could understand how that was — Gaspare slipped from his hold, stood up straight, buried the knife in his own bosom, and fell down right across me, dead.

Lucrezia had even a worse time than I had — and I was nearly three weeks in the ward of a hospital. They took Signor Alessandro alive — all the world knows that he expiated his crimes upon the gallows. There are still three marks upon my chest in front which I am told will never pass away, so I am not likely to be without reminders — if any were needed — of my adventure — which, when I look back, was really as mad a one as it could have been — at the Restaurant Napolitain.
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Sam Briggs is a lower-middle-class clerk – part of a new workforce that emerged in the late-nineteenth century as a consequence of the late-Victorian enlargement of the British service industry. Initially appearing in The Strand magazine, these stories relate Briggs’s comic misadventures, often highlighting his upwardly-mobile ambitions, his awkward love affairs and the unexpected (often farcical) consequences of the ensuing misunderstandings. 

These stories appeared between 1904 and 1914, affectionately poking fun at the figure of the clerk and his ambitions. They were collected in Sam Briggs: His Book in 1913.
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Photograph depicting the typical working conditions of a Victorian clerk
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THE GIRL ON THE SANDS

TALK about adventures! I had an adventure which beat anything I ever heard of, either in a novel or a play. It was last year at Sand by the sea. I was there for my holiday — ten days altogether. It happened on the Saturday before the Monday on which it was to be a case of first train up to town. I had been doing myself a fair treat — riding on char-à-bancs, sailing boats, rowing-boats, steamers; in fact, everything that was going. I give you my word that I’d missed nothing. That sort of thing makes the pieces fly. So that Saturday afternoon I was on the look-out for something that would provide the most amusement at the smallest cost. I was looking for it on the sands.

A lot of cheap excursions had come down that day — twenty-four in a compartment for half a crown — that kind of thing. And the crowds! You couldn’t see the sands because of the people. As for getting near the pierrots, or any one of the entertainments, it was not to be done, unless you were an acrobat, and could stand on any head that was handy. No doubt there were plenty who were enjoying themselves, but having been there all the week it was nothing new to me, and I was just beginning to feel that it would have to be a case of another twopence for the pier — the money a pier does run away with, what with the twopence every time you go on, and the feeling that you must spend something when you are on! — when — the adventure began.

She was a girl. Not much to look at. Certainly nothing in the way of dress. Plain brown holland — that was what she had on. One of those cloth caps with peaks. A bit of blue ribbon worn as a necktie. No gloves. Black shoes. Not one single article that could be called stylish. So it was not her get-up that drew me. She had two pockets in her skirt — queer-cut skirt I thought it. With a hand in each she was looking about her with a sort of a kind of a smile. I stood by her for about a minute, just to see how the land was lying; then I looked at her with a twinkle in my eye. She looked me straight in the face, and she smiled. So then, of course, I broke the ice.

“Fine weather, isn’t it?” I remarked, just by way of a beginning. She kept on looking me straight in the face; I never was looked at straighter. Then she said: — 

“It rained last month.”

There was something about the way she said it which took me a little aback. It was a second or two before I gave the conversation another turn.

“I daresay it did; but as that was some time ago I can’t say I remember much about it. Good many people on the sands to-day.”

She kept on looking me straight in the face, and a fine pair of eyes she had to do it with.

“I’ve counted ten during the last five minutes — you make eleven.”

Then I caught her drift.

“You’re fond of your joke, I see.”

“I always have been fond of a joke.”

She smiled till she showed as nice a set of teeth as anyone could want.

“Same here. Ever since I was a nipper.”

“A what?”

“A nipper; don’t you know what that is?”

She shook her head.

“I haven’t had your opportunities.”

“That’s very likely. Though I say it myself, I’ve seen as much as most and a good deal more than some.”

“You look as if you were a person who knew his world.”

“You may take it from me that anybody will have to know a bit who wants to teach Sam Briggs.”

“Sam Briggs?”

“Yours obediently. Allow me to introduce you to Samuel Briggs, Esquire.” I took my Panama off and did the graceful. “Staying here?” She nodded. “Cheerful place, I call it.”

‘At this time of the year it is — cheerful.”

She kept looking about her, still with that sort of a kind of a smile.

“I mean at this time of the year. In the winter it must be awful.”

“You think so?”

“I’m told that after September there’s hardly a soul about the place — no, thank you! None of your Nature for me; I like life. The study of humanity — that’s my hobby. Not, mind you, that after a time you don’t begin to have enough of it. I’ve been here ten days.”

“So long as that?”

“Ten days Monday. Then it’s back to the nuts and oranges.”

“Nuts and oranges?”

“I’m in the dry fruit trade — wholesale; at least, my governor is. Been there four years. Started with five shillings a week. Now I’m getting thirty. Mean to have three pounds before very long.”

“Three pounds a week?”

“I don’t mean to marry till I have got it. If a girl cares for a man she’ll wait for him. I say the same to you that I say to every young lady — I don’t hold with love in a cottage.”

“How old are you, Mr. Briggs?”

“Twenty-one the year after next. And up to now I’ve never been so much as engaged. How old are you?”

“There’s not much difference between us.”

“That’s what I thought. Might I ask if you’re engaged?”

“I can’t say that I am — as yet.”

‘Ah! You will be. He’ll find you. You’ll know him when he comes. There’s time.”

“I think myself that there still is time.”

“You may take it from me that there is. That’s a subject on which I’m allowed, by those who know me best, to be something of a judge. What might be your line?”

“My line?”

“What do you do for a living?”

She gave what you might describe as a sigh.

“I’m afraid that I’m not doing anything at present.”

“Out of a berth, are you? That’s hard lines. My sister, she was out most of last year. Fretted something cruel, she did. It’s not nice for a girl to have nothing coming in of her own, even when she has a good home.”

She sighed again. A sudden idea struck me. There was something about her I liked. So I did what I had never meant to do when I came out; as you might put it, I dropped a hint.

“It’s a bit thick on the sands. Would you like to come on the pier? I’ll pay.”

“You’ll pay?” She looked at me with those twinkling eyes of hers for I daresay a good half minute; they were twinkling more than ever. “That is very good of you. Do you know I have never been on the pier. Is it very exciting?”

That did tickle me. I suppose there are people who never do a turn on the pier because of what it costs; but it did seem rough on a girl like her.

“You’ll enjoy yourself if you never have been, I give you my word. For one thing, it’s much more classy on the pier than it is down here; but, of course, it would be. In fact, in my opinion, in the whole place there’s not a more agreeable way of spending an afternoon or evening.”

Off we went. I shelled out for the two. Before I started I hadn’t meant to spend so much as a copper; but when I saw the way she was enjoying herself I didn’t begrudge the money — not a mite. Soon as we had passed the turnstile she sort of laughed. I didn’t know what she was laughing at, but I liked to hear her; it made you feel that she was having a real good time. Presently we came to some automatic machines. The way she went on you would think that she had never seen anything like them in her life before. Nothing would suit her but that she should have a go at them. She had several goes. Bang went fivepence — of mine — in what you might call the twinkling of an eye. From what I could see she was game for a go at every blessed machine there was on the pier. A nice treat for me that would have been; especially considering that after I had paid my bill, and such like, I did not know how there was going to be more than four shillings, at the outside, to see me through my next week’s dinners, and everything else as well. So when she wanted to have another try at the cricket machine, which was supposed to return your penny if you hit a boundary, but which, so far as I could make out, would not act as it ought, I said, casual like: “You don’t happen to have twelve coppers for a shifting on you, do you?”

She shook her head.

“I’m afraid I haven’t.”

“Ah, that’s a pity, because these machines only take coppers.”

A party who was standing close to me said, as I felt, most officiously: — 

“I can give you twelve coppers for a shilling.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “I’ll get them from the proper person who’s appointed to give change, if you don’t mind.”

And off we went. Before we had gone very far I began to wonder if I wasn’t in for more than I had bargained for. I never saw anything like her for those automatic machines. There was not one she did not want to have a go at — or several goes, for all I could tell. And there was that party who kept on offering to give me change till I could have hit him, he made me so mad. There are a lot of people in this world who’ll hang about an automatic machine all day long waiting for someone else to put a penny in; and when he does, they’ll crowd round it and spoil his show. I know: I’m not so simple. It would not have taken much to tell that party that if he kept on wanting to give me change I’d give him change. But I kept myself in.

At last we got to the end, where they were having tea out in the open air. Then I had it full in the face. When she saw the people eating and drinking, she sang out: — 

“Oh, I should like to have some tea! Couldn’t we have some tea?”

That was what you might term a straight tip; so far as I am personally concerned I have never had one straighter. I felt in my pocket to make sure that there was still something there. Coming across a shilling and a sixpence, I made the best of things.

“Of course we could. And I’ll pay. Let’s find a table.”

We found a nice little marble table, and we had it to ourselves. After waiting maybe ten minutes she began to fidget.

“Where are all the attendants? Why doesn’t somebody come?”

I tried to take advantage of what I thought might be an opening.

“If they’re too busy to care for our custom we won’t force it on them. What do you say to going? Being kept waiting don’t suit me.”

But evidently she wasn’t one of those birds which are to be caught with salt. I’d got hold of a Tartar. My luck all over.

“Oh,” she went on, “but I want some tea. It’s ever so much past tea-time.”

I looked at my watch. Sure enough she was right. They would just be about finishing tea up at my boarding-house. Not only was I not having any, though I should have to pay for it, but here was I having to pay for two more teas as well. Next time I took a young lady on the pier I’d give her to understand that I was not going to keep on forking out. But there was something about her which made it difficult for me to even drop a distant hint. When the waitress did come up I asked her what she would have, hoping, I don’t mind owning, that she wouldn’t have much.

“Oh,” she said, “tea, and cakes, and anything nice they have. Let them bring us all sorts of things.”

Good hearing for me. I fingered my eighteenpence, and wondered if I had not better mention, before things had gone too far, what was the exact amount I ran to. While I was bringing myself to the point, back came the waitress with a whole tray full; pastry enough for a dozen, and not cheap-looking stuff either.

“Shall I give you a cup of tea?” says my young lady, as free as if she was doing it all on her own. “Milk? Do you like it sweet?”

She handed me my cup of tea; it seemed that a nice cup of tea I was going to find it. I had not meant to have any, feeling that it would take me all my time to pay for what she had; but she had such an off-handed way about her that I was sipping away almost before I knew it. She took hold of a plateful of pastry.

“What funny-looking cakes!”

“I shouldn’t be surprised if they were twopence each.”

I just managed to slip it in; so as to give her an idea of how things were going.

“Are they? Twopence each? Really?” There were three children looking on, as some children will when there’s food about. “Do you like cakes?” she said to them. “Would you like one of these?”

If you will believe me she gave them a whole cake each. I thought I should have choked. There was another sixpence gone to three strange kids! Saucy little monkeys as ever I saw. I was making up my mind as to whether I had not better plank down my eighteenpence, and say, “There you are. You can do what you like with that little bit; but you won’t get any more out of me, because that happens to be all I’ve got,” and then walk right off, and leave her to do as she pleased; when back came those three youngsters stuffing themselves with twopenny cakes — and with them were two more — boys!

“These are my brothers,” said one of them. My young lady was quick enough at taking a hint, when it was of the wrong sort.

“Are they? And do they like cakes?” She gave them one apiece; I suppose just to find out. Fourpence more; that left eightpence. She went on. “What a number of children there do seem to be about! And they all look as if they liked cake. Shall I try?”

She tried. She gave a cake to every kid that came crowding round till she had cleared two platefuls. I was speechless. By the time I had thought of something to say the plates were empty. Then I said it.

“Excuse me. I don’t want to seem unpleasant; but I don’t know who’s going to pay for this little treat of yours, eighteenpence being every farthing I’ve got on me.”

The waitress, who was standing by, must have heard me. She slapped a bill down on the table.

“Four-and-eightpence, if you please, sir.”

My young lady had given away two dozen cakes at twopence each; the eightpence was for the tea.

“You’ll have to take eighteenpence on account. I’ll bring you round the rest when I get to my boarding-house. There’s been a mistake.”

My young lady laughed, though I didn’t know what at. Her ideas of a joke were different to mine. I never felt so small in my life — or so done.

“I think I have some money,” she said.

She put her hand into one of her pockets and she pulled out a sovereign. I tell you I stared. She gave the waitress a shilling out of the change too; I saw her do it.

“You don’t seem stoney,” I said, “although you are out of a situation. Considering that there’s nothing coming in aren’t you a bit fond of throwing it about?”

“Oh,” she answered, “I get my money out of other people’s pockets.”

“I don’t understand.”

I did not. She leaned her elbows on the table, and she laughed again. Dead nuts she seemed on laughing; particularly as half the time it puzzled me what there was to laugh at.

“You see, it’s easier than working for it — getting it out of other people’s pockets.”

“I don’t see how you’re going to do that.”

“Why, by putting your hand in, of course.”

“Putting your hand in? That sounds like pickpocketing.”

“Well, some people might call it that. So much depends on a name.”

Whether she was in earnest or not I could not tell. I did not half like the look of it. I wished more than ever that I had kept myself to my own society. The feeling was growing on me strong that she was the sort who was capable of anything. On she went; — 

“Mr. Briggs, I have to thank you for a very delightful afternoon. And now I propose that, as a pleasant finish, we should go for a little ride together.”

“I’m sorry; but eighteenpence don’t go far when it comes to riding, and I never let a young lady pay for me under any circs. To my mind, it ought to be the other way about; and where I’m concerned it’s always going to be. And, anyhow, the char-à-bancs have left off before this.”

“I didn’t mean in a char-à-banc. I was thinking of a motor.”

‘A motor? Why, that costs more than a char-à-banc.”

“As it happens, a motor has been waiting for me all this time.”

“What motor?”

“Well,” she pressed the tips of her fingers together, smiling more than ever, “if it comes to that, I suppose it’s my governor’s.”

“Your governor’s? I thought you hadn’t got one.”

“I mean my father.”

“Is your father in the motor trade?”

“I can’t say that he is, exactly. Please Mr. Briggs, do come for a ride with me.”

She had such an I-lay-you’ll-do-as-I-want-you sort of way about her it fairly knocked me. Before I had made up my mind to do anything like it I found myself walking beside her down the pier. I didn’t half fancy what she had said about taking money out of other people’s pockets. There cannot be the slightest doubt that in such places there are any amount of bad characters. It would not suit me to get myself mixed up with a female swell-mobsman, not though she was as pretty as paint. I tell you I kept a sharp eye on her — without her knowing it — while we were going down the pier. Nice figure I should cut if she was to get up to any of her pranks, or get herself locked up, while she was in my society. She kept her hand clear of other people’s pockets while she was with me. But you never can be sure. That class of person is so artful.

I had been a bit doubtful about that motor of which she had been speaking; being more than a bit doubtful about her altogether. But when we got to the road there was a little car — one of those small ones with a single seat, and room for two. In it was sitting a young man about my age — a gentlemanly young fellow, so far as looks went. When he saw her he hopped out on to the road as if he was pressed for time.

“Get in, Mr. Briggs,” she said.

I got in. She got in also, paying no more heed to that young man than if he was not there.

“There’s plenty of room for your friend,” I said, squeezing to one side so that he could get between us.

“My friend? Oh!” She glanced at the young man. “It doesn’t matter about him. He understands.”

It was more than I did. I had not had a chance of saying another word when she had caught hold of a handle and we were off, leaving the young man standing in the road as if he was carved out of stone.

“I hope I haven’t turned your friend out of his seat,” I remarked. I never had seen anybody treated more off-handish.

“You have,” she said.

“Then if you don’t mind going back he can either have my place or there’s plenty of room for him between us.”

“Aren’t you comfortable as you are?”

“I’m not very eager to go for a ride anyhow, seeing how the time’s getting on. I want to get back to my boarding-house for dinner before six; we dine late at my place. By then I shall feel like handling a knife and fork. And, if you’ll excuse my saying so, if you was to treat me as you’ve treated that friend of yours I shouldn’t like it; and I shouldn’t forget to let you know it too.”

“Dear Mr. Briggs!”

If I was to try for a month I could not explain how she said it. It was just like they do it on the stage. She looked at me out of the corners of her eyes, with her face turned just a little up, and a smile that killing — and, I may say, crushing — it left me speechless. It was as if she was on the very tip top of St. Paul’s Cathedral and I was down in the crypt. I daresay we had gone a mile before I found my tongue, feeling bound to make some sort of conversation.

“Fancy your being able to drive a motor,” I said. “I should never have thought it.”

“Would you like to drive?” she asked.

“Me? I catch myself at it. Why, we should be over the hedge and goodness alone knows where else before I’d properly started.”

“I sometimes have accidents — particularly when I go like this.”

I am not prepared to take my affidavit as to what she quite did, but she gave a twist to the handle; the car gave a sort of jump, and, my word — were we not moving!

“Aren’t we going a bit fast?” I asked.

“We are going over the legal limit. We shall get into trouble if a policeman sees us; let’s hope we sha’n’t, or that nothing will turn up unexpectedly for us to run into.”

“Excuse me, but I don’t care myself for going quite so fast as this. If it’s all the same to you perhaps you’ll go a little slower.”

“Don’t you really like going fast? I do; as fast as one possibly can. I like to feel that one carries one’s life in one’s hand; that it all depends on the way in which one crooks one’s little finger whether or not one’s in for a glorious smash.”

“Then all I can say is that I don’t agree with you.”

I very much did not. To tell the truth, the way we were whizzing and bumping along was beginning to give me a nasty feeling in the small of the back. I was not made more comfortable by the way she talked.

“I think I’ve got as far as I care to go; so if you’ll turn round now, and start off back, I shall feel obliged.”

“Turn round?” she said. “Why should I do that? I’m not obliged to take you back.”

“Not going to take me back?”

“Of course I’m not, Mr. Briggs — the idea! I’m going to take you on, and on, and on.”

I stared. There was something about her I fancied less and less.

“I know you’re fond of your joke,” I said; “but there’s such a thing as carrying a joke too far. When I tell you that at my boarding-house they dine at six, and that if you’re not there to time the chances are that there won’t be much food left, and what is left isn’t worth having, you’ll understand how it is.”

“I assure you, Mr. Briggs, that you won’t dine at your boardinghouse this evening. I am not going to turn, either now or ever. I tell you again that I am going to take you on, and on, and on; unless, that is, you choose to drive yourself — and I shouldn’t advise you to try — because I’m perfectly certain you’ll come to everlasting grief if you do.”

In a general way I am not one to use what I call strong language; but I could have used some then. Out loud, too. To think that a man like me should have let myself get into a mess like that; trust myself alone with a strange young female in a motor-car — a thing I never had had a fancy for. I was beginning to suspect every moment more and more that she was not altogether right in her head, to speak of nothing else. I was so helpless. What she said was right enough. I might as well break my neck right off as try to drive the thing. All I could do was to sit still; while, as she put it, we went on, and on, and on; farther and farther from my boarding-house and my dinner. I give you my word that I was not feeling cheerful.

“How long are you going to keep this up?” I asked, when we had gone goodness alone knew how far.

“Your tone is not very flattering, Mr. Briggs,” she said. “No one to look at you, or to listen to you, would think that you were enjoying yourself very much.”

“I am not. Don’t you make any mistake about it. This may be your idea of fun, but it’s not mine. I never did care for practical jokes; and when it comes to this sort of thing it seems to me that it’s a case for the police. You’ve got me here by means of a trick, that’s what you’ve done; and if that’s not against the law I don’t know what is. If I’d thought you were going to carry on like this before I set foot in it I’d have—”

“Yes; you’d have — ?”

“Never mind what I’d have done. I’d have kept out of it; you can take that from me. No wonder that friend of yours didn’t mind being left behind. He knew a good thing when he saw it. How far have we come?”

“Fifteen or sixteen miles.”

“Fifteen or sixteen miles! Great smoke! Where’s the nearest railway station?”

“There are practically no railway stations round about here. You see, we are getting to a part of the world which may be said to be remote from civilization.”

I had not noticed, as we went flying along, that houses seemed to be getting fewer, and the country — from what you could catch of it — wilder and wilder. With eighteenpence in my pocket, when she did put me down what was I going to do in a place like that? I never was much of a hand at walking. It was growing dusk. It would soon be dark. The idea of me walking fifteen or sixteen miles, and maybe twenty, and maybe more, through the pitch darkness, when I had no more idea than anything where I was, was most ridiculous. And in my boarding-house that greedy crowd was putting away my dinner. In my mind’s eye I could see them at it. So that I was being got at both ends.

A kind of desperation came over me. I believe in another halfminute I should have made a grab at the handle, no matter what happened, because nothing much worse could happen than was happening already. Only just as I was bringing myself to do it the car gave a sudden twist, we went whizzing through a pair of great gates — which, as luck had it, were open — and she was flying along what looked like an avenue of trees.

“This is private property,” she said. “If trespassers are seen on it the gamekeepers pepper them with shot, or if the police catch them they lock them up.”

“So far as I’m concerned,” I gasped, hanging on to my seat by my eyelids, that sudden twist having all but jerked me on to the road, “the gamekeepers can do all the peppering they want to; and if it comes to locking up it won’t be me who’ll get the worse of that.”

On we whizzed — anything like the pace I never saw or heard of. All at once we came to a huge house; it was that big at first sight I took it for a public institution. She gave the car another twirl — almost jerking me off it again. Then, before I quite knew if I was off or on, she brought it to a sudden dead standstill right in front of the very hall door. Out of it she hopped. There was a party standing close by.

“Mr. Briggs,” she said, “allow me to introduce you to my governor.”

The party raised his hat.

“Very glad to see you, Mr. Briggs.”

I got a sort of general idea that he was a tall, handsome, straight-standing old party, with a stick under his arm. But I was in such a state of fluster that, so far as keeping my head went, I was not worth a row of pins.

“Pater,” she said, “Mr. Briggs is staying at Sand by the sea. He’s given me a most delightful afternoon, including tea on the pier. As I told Mr. Briggs, before to-day I was never on the pier; so he was so sorry for me he took me on it there and then. Wasn’t it good of him? So I took him for a run on my car. We had a charming run, didn’t we, Mr. Briggs?”

I could not answer her; just then I could not have said “Boo!” to a goose. I would never have believed that a man could have felt as I felt then, as if all the bone had gone out of my back and all the sense out of my head.

“Are you fond of motoring, Mr. Briggs?” asked the old party. I had to stammer out something.

“I can’t say that I’ve seen much of it, so to speak.”

He looked me up and down. Then he turned to her.

“Is Mr. Briggs an old friend of yours?”

“No; he introduced himself to me on the sands this afternoon.”

“Introduced himself to you on the sands, did he?”

“And he has been so kind to me; I must leave you to thank him properly. But in the first place you must persuade him to stop for dinner; his own dinner-hour is at six.”

“At six, is it? Mr. Briggs, you must dine with us.”

I could no more have refused than I could have flown. There was a commanding way about him which settled it. I mumbled something about being very glad and tried to look it, though I cannot honestly say it was much of a success.

“We dine at eight,” she said. “Pater, I’ll leave you to entertain Mr. Briggs till then.”

Off she skipped up the steps towards the house.

“Come back!” he shouted. “What do you mean by leaving me to — to bore your young friend?”

“Oh, pater, you won’t bore Mr. Briggs. Mr. Briggs isn’t so easily bored. Why, even I haven’t bored him. I’ve lots of things which I must do, and I’m quite sure Mr. Briggs will be quite safe in your hands till dinner.”

“You — you — !”

He shook his stick at her. She kissed her hand, laughed, and went into the house. And there was him and me left alone together. I would have given the eighteenpence I had in my pocket a good many times over to have been somewhere else. He had a way of looking at you which made you feel as if you were all over pimples, and as if he was wondering how on earth you got them.

“Well, Mr. Briggs,” he said, when he had had about enough of looking, and I had had a great deal too much, “what shall we do to amuse each other?”

“I’m sure I don’t know,” I said.

“Would you like me to show you round the place?”

“I don’t mind,” I said. “It doesn’t take much to amuse me.”

“Doesn’t it? That is fortunate. Because, in that case, even I may succeed. Perhaps it’s rather late for a tour of inspection. What do you say to a game of billiards?”

I can play billiards. Many is the game I have played at the Crown and Anchor. I can give my friend, Tom Pope, fifteen out of a hundred, and beat him every time; if I am on my game, and he keeps off his fluking. So I thought I could manage my end up in a game of billiards.

We went into the house. Talk about Buckingham Palace! Not that I have ever actually been there; but from what I have heard and read I should say it was not a bit better than that was. And the servants there were about! All men — powdered heads — and such liveries! Why, the hall alone was big enough to hold a couple of houses like ours — that is a solemn fact. And the furniture — and the pictures — and the wonderful things there were all over the place. But there, it is no use my trying to describe what I only saw in a kind of a dream. And the passages we went through — pictures on every wall — not to speak of statues, and men in armour. Holding on one side a velvet curtain, and opening a door which was beyond, the old party led the way into the finest room I was ever in in all my days. It was a billiard-room. He touched the button of an electric bell. Someone came in at another door. Turning, I saw my young cousin, Bob Williams, dressed like some sort of a page, getting out the billiard balls. At sight of him I felt more than ever that I must be dreaming.

“Bob!” I cried.

He never said a word or moved a muscle, but stared straight past me as if I was not there. I could have almost bet it was a nightmare I was having.

“If you will choose a cue which suits you, Mr. Briggs,” said the old party, “and will amuse yourself by knocking the balls about, I will return to you in a very few minutes.”

Directly his back was turned Bob burst out: — 

“Sam Briggs, what in goodness’ name are you doing here?”

“That’s what I want to know,” I answered. “I never had such a day! Before you ask another question or say another word, you just tell me this — where am I?”

Bob did stare.

“Where are you? Why, you’re at Woodgarde.”

“Woodgarde? Is that the name of the house? And who’s the old party who just went out?”

“You’d better not let anyone hear you call him an old party. That’s the Duke of — .”

I do not want to mention names — so far as that goes, this is private and confidential — but he mentioned the name of one of the best known dukes of all England, who, I have been told, is descended from Royalty itself. As the saying is, you might have knocked me down with a feather — and no wonder.

‘And who’s the girl?”

“What girl?”

“In a sort of holland dress, with big, brown eyes and a saucy smile; I believe she’s his daughter.”

“If she’s his daughter you must be talking about the Lady Adeline Beaumanoir.”

“Then I took the Lady Adeline Beaumanoir on the pier, so as to give her a bit of a treat.”

“Sam Briggs!”

“I thought she was one of them cheap excursionists, till she herself put the idea into my head that her lay was picking pockets.”

“Well, Mr. Briggs, have you found a cue to your liking?”

There was the old — I beg pardon, the Duke back again. Bob Williams, all at once, was as if he was a wooden image. I was all over confusion; but then that was nothing fresh. I got hold of some sort of a cue, then we started playing. I soon found out that the Duke did not play the kind of game I was used to at the Crown and Anchor. He made hay of me — simply. There was only one person in that game, and it was not me.

What with being all of a tremor, the way he had of looking at me every time I opened my mouth or made a stroke, and the feeling I had that Bob Williams’s eyes were piercing me like corkscrews, it was all I could do to hit the balls. I do not know how many I scored; I only know that he kept on scoring like a house on fire, while most of my time was taken up by making misses. After, I suppose, he had had about enough of making rings round me he told Bob to ring the bell. A party appeared with powder on his head.

“Show Mr. Briggs into a room where he can dress for dinner.”

Off I toddled with this party till we came to what I have reason to believe was meant for a dressing-room, though it was more like a drawing-room than some I have seen. There was silver lying everywhere — every brush had got a silver back to it. There were lots of silver-topped bottles with goodness only knows what inside them; not to speak of half-a-dozen different kinds of soaps, and, for all I know, a dozen different kinds of water. Why, the very water came out of silver taps.

“Is there anything I can do for you, sir?” asked the powdered party.

“No,” I said, “I don’t think there is.”

“When you are quite ready, sir, if you will ring I will come and show you downstairs.”

And off he went. When I came to have a glimpse at myself in a looking-glass — there were a few of them! — I felt worse than ever. My collar was not extra clean, nor my shirt either — the next day being Sunday. My suit of flannels, which I gave twenty-two and six for just before I left home, I had worn ever since I had been away, and, somehow, it did not look so fresh as it might have done. Altogether, I not only felt cheap, but, what was much worse, I had a sort of suspicion that I looked it; and, mind you, in a general way I rather prided myself on my appearance. When I had tidied myself up I never rang the bell; I had not got the nerve to do it. At last that powdered person came back of his own accord.

“If you are quite ready, sir.” I was not quite ready, far from it; but as I should never have been more ready in that place I went with him. “I think, sir, that Lady Adeline is in the small drawing-room.”

If he called that a small drawing-room, I wondered what he would have called the drawing-room in our house at Walham Green. She was there, but — changed! My word! She looked that beautiful — a queen she looked — a queen of beauty, if nothing else. And in a dress — I never saw one like it, not even in the shop windows. Now, if she had come on to the sands in that dress, or anything like it, I should not have made of myself the idiot I had done; I should have known her for what she was. It fairly dazzled you to turn your eyes her way. In front of her I felt as if I were nothing at all; I do not mind owning it. Especially with the Duke looming high overhead, in about a square yard of shirt front. We went in to dinner, me with the Lady Adeline on my arm. A pretty pair I lay we made. It did not make me feel any better when, on entering the dining-room, I all but ran into my Uncle Williams — with powder on his head. I stared at him, but, like Bob, he stared at me as if I was not there. Somehow it did not seem home-like to have your own uncle handing you the soup from over your shoulder, and you not daring to ask him how he was. I knew that Uncle Williams was in good service in high families, but I never had realized that he was in a place like that. And, between ourselves, I am rather partial to my cousin Susan Ann.

That was something like a dinner, fit for Windsor Castle, and that is where it was; it was above me, clean. I cannot say truly that I enjoyed myself on the whole. Lady Adeline was affability itself, and the Duke was all politeness; yet all the while I could not get rid of the idea that they were cutting me up between them. Afterwards we went back to the drawing-room. Lady Adeline played and sang. Hers was singing! Talk of the pierrots, or that young lady who drew such crowds to hear her on the beach — it was not the same thing! Presently another powdered person appeared in the doorway.

“The carriage is waiting,” he said. And almost before I knew it I was saying goodbye to the Duke and Lady Adeline, and walking along a wide passage to the front door, where there was a carriage waiting — an electric brougham, if you please! And in it I was whizzed back to my boarding-house. I do not mind admitting that I enjoyed that drive more than anything that had happened since I first spoke to her on the sands.

Some of the boarders were still hanging about the front door of my boarding-house; kept pretty late hours some of them did.

“Where have you been?” asked one of them, as I got out of the electric brougham.

Like his sauce it was to ask it, too; it being no business of his where I went.

“I’ve been dining with the Duke of — and Lady Adeline Beaumanoir,” I said.

“Go on! What ho! Cheese it!” That is what he answered. “Tell your tales to your uncle, and ask him what he’ll lend you on them.”

He was a vulgar monkey. Not that he was the last who doubted me when I told the simple truth. My own family, when I told them exactly what had happened, they would hardly believe me; at least, until there came a letter from Uncle Williams. And it was not a very civil letter either. I have felt a coolness towards him ever since it came. But I had the laugh of them, when a few days afterwards there arrived a parcel addressed to “Mr. Sam Briggs, junior.” In it was her photograph, in a silver frame, and on it she had written, in her own handwriting: — 

 

“To Mr. Sam Briggs, 

In memory of an Afternoon’s Entertainment, 

from Lady Adeline Beaumanoir.”

 

It is hanging in my bedroom at the present moment. It will hang in my drawing-room, some day, when I have a house of my own. And to think I took her for a tripper!


THE GIFT HORSE

I HAVE heard it said that you never ought to look a gift horse in the mouth. If the meaning of that is that you ought to take everything that’s given to you, and ask no questions, and look pleasant, and be grateful, and make out that it’s just what you have been looking for, then all I can say is that that’s not my opinion. I cannot say much about horses; but about a ticket for a steamer to Margate I can say something, because one was given me by my friend, William Huggins, not so long ago, and if he had kept it to himself I should have been obliged.

“Sam,” he said to me, one morning, “I’ve got something to give you.”

As he is not what you might call of a giving sort, I just gave my cigarette a twiddle, and I replied, “Have you?”

“No humbug,” he went on; and he looked me so straight in the face that I suspected him more than ever. “Would you like a day at Margate?”

“Were you thinking of giving me one?” I asked. “Because, if so,” I said, “I suppose you don’t happen to have it in your pocket?”

“That’s where you’re wrong” — he took out his pocket-book, and out of it he took a card and held it in front of him— “because I do.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“What I told you,” he answered. “A day at Margate.”

“I suppose you mean it’s a ticket for a beanfeast, or something like that?”

“That’s where you’re wrong again, because it’s not. If that ticket was yours you might go to Margate — and back — any day you chose — free, gratis, and for nothing — on a steamer.”

“I never have been on one of those steamers” — which, at that time, I had not; and I may say, straight off, that I am not particularly set on going again. “If that’s what you’re going to give me, hand it over.”

“One moment.” He drew the ticket back. “That ticket’s worth six shillings; you can have it for a bob.”

“I thought you said you’d give it me.”

“Letting you have it at a shilling is giving it you, considering that, as I say, it would cost you six.”

“Let’s look at it.”

He handed over the ticket as if he was afraid I should swallow it, and kept his eyes fixed on it as if he had made up his mind that when it did disappear he would see where it went to.
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It was like that — just an ordinary ticket. Across one of the corners was written in ink, “Complimentary.” I spotted that at once.

“It didn’t cost you anything,” I said, “so whatever you do get for it is all clear profit.”

“What it cost me is neither here nor there. The point is that it would cost you six shillings, and I’m letting you have it for one — giving it away, I am.”

“Are you? Then perhaps you’ll give it away for sixpence?”

“Sixpence!”

You should have seen his face and heard him talk. We had some conversation — William Huggins would have kept it up till tea-time if I had let him — but the end of it was that I got the ticket for sixpence— “a fair gift,” he called it — though I give you my word that that sixpence left my pocket pretty empty.

When I had got the ticket, the more I looked at it the more I grew to like it. Before William Huggins showed it me I had no more idea of going to Margate than I had of going to the moon, but from that time on it took fair hold of me. In less than no time, as it were, I had made up my mind that I would go. But that is my character all over; when I do resolve on a thing I do it in less than half the time some fellows take. On the Tuesday week after I had really got the ticket I decided, finally, that go I would, and on the Saturday three weeks following I went.

Having once decided to do the thing, of course I did it in style, which again is me. What I say is this: either do not do a thing at all or else do it properly, in a way that’s a credit to you and everyone you come in contact with. To begin with, I spent a good bit of coin in rigging myself out. I always do hold that a gentleman ought to attire himself in accordance with the occasion. It is not my wish to enter into private details, but I may mention that I bought a pair of new brown shoes at five-and-eleven, a straw hat at one-and-nine, a tie which was just the thing, one of those new-fashioned collars which are all the rage — they had not got my size, so they let me have it cheap because it was a trifle smaller than I usually take, and before I had done with it I wished I had never had it at all — and a pair of yellow dogskin gloves which you could see from one end of Cheapside to the other — not to go any farther. The governor gave me a Saturday off.

When I got down to London Bridge there was a crowd. There was more crushing than I care for. A young lady was in front of where I was, and if it had not been for me there would have been more crushing than she cared for; so that by the time we got on board we were quite on terms, as you might say, which made the way in which she behaved afterwards the more surprising.

We were fairly off, and I was just beginning to feel that I should have to thank William Huggins for a real good thing, when who should come sailing up but my young lady. I had been having a look round, and had noticed that among a lot of all sorts some very nice young ladies were on board, but the worst of it was that they all of them seemed what you might call attached.

Until she was quite close I never noticed that with her there was a sailor-kind of person — he might have been an officer, for all I know or care. All I know is that if all officers are like him the less I see and hear of them the better it will be for both of us. Before I could so much as pass a remark to her he said to me — though I don’t suppose he was more than a year or two older than I was, and not so very much bigger; from the way he spoke and looked at me he might have been everything and everyone, and me nothing at all: — 

“This young lady has lost her purse. Do you know anything about it?”

It struck me all of a heap. I stared.

“Lost her purse? What should I know about her purse?”

To my amazement she put in her word — in a tone of voice and with an air which made me bristle: — 

“You were close behind me, and you kept pushing, and my purse was there when you came, and it was gone when I got on the boat, and you had your arm round me all the time.”

That did set my back up, her talking like that.

“Had my arm round you! I had my arm round you to keep the people from pushing, as you very well know.”

“You were pushing me yourself.”

“They were pushing behind, and I was trying my best to keep them from pushing you in front, and this is all the thanks I get. Where was your purse?”

“It was hanging to my belt with my chatelaine, and my chatelaine’s gone too.”

An elderly party standing by struck in.

“That was a risky place to carry a purse in a crowd, you know — hanging to your belt.”

Another elderly party who seemed to be a friend of his had his say.

“Young ladies have got more courage than us old men; I wouldn’t carry my purse hanging outside my trousers.” Someone laughed. “I expect it got loosened in the crush and dropped without your noticing; it don’t follow that this young man took it.” Someone asked behind me: — 

“Was there anything in your purse, miss?”

“All my money. There was half a sovereign in gold, six shillings in silver, and fourpence in copper, besides my ticket, a packet of hairpins, a looking-glass, and two voice lozenges, because of my having a cold, and no pocket in this dress; and whatever I shall do I don’t know.”

Talking about what she had lost started her off crying. That finished me. I can’t bear to see a woman crying; especially a nice-looking girl. The elderly party who had been the first to interfere said: — 

“Don’t cry, missy. We’ll have a whip round, and I dare say between us we’ll make up for what was in your purse. I’ll start with sixpence, and this young gentleman will start with half a crown, which, under the circumstances, is the least he can do.”

He winked, though what at is more than I can say.

“Under what circumstances?” I demanded. I did not half fancy forking up half a crown because a young woman said she had lost her purse. My supply of cash was strictly limited. However, it cost me half a crown. It cast a gloom all over me. So much so that when we stopped at Tilbury I had as good as half a mind to walk right off the boat and go straight home. It would have been better for me if I had.

What cheered me up a little was seeing a young lady coming along the gangway whom I had met during my last holiday at Sand-by-the-Sea. By the name of Hickman — Adelaide Hickman. She made out that her father was something large in the cheesemonger way — quite wholesale. But a lady friend of hers who knew her, she told me that Mr. Hickman was an assistant in a large shop in the West-end and got fifty shillings a week. I don’t blame a young lady for making out to what you might describe as a comparative stranger that her father is something a bit bigger than he really is, but that Adelaide Hickman carried it too far. When she kind of dropped a hint that her mother was a sort of a distant cousin to a baronet, and that lady friend of hers told me that she took in washing, I must confess that that did strike me as strong. Particularly as she was so snubby when I mentioned, casually, that my mother’s great-aunt on her father’s side was next-of-kin to a captain in the navy. She asked me what I meant by next-of-kin, and if I was sure I did not mean a stoker. Considering what I had had to put up with from her it seemed uncalled for.

Still, the sight of her, in a manner of speaking, cheered me up. So soon as we were off again I strolled across. I found her looking over the side of the boat across the waters with what you might speak of as a thoughtful gaze, in an attitude which suited her. You could not help noticing that everyone was looking, and I do like a girl to stand out in a crowd. Perhaps she ran a little to seed, being, as she told me herself, five feet eleven and three-quarters in what she spoke of as her stockinged feet, but I will say this for her, that she was handsomely dressed. She had on a blue silk dress, with flowers on it, and a pink sash, and a white boa which reached down to her knees, and a big white lace hat with cherries on it, and patent leather shoes with buckles. Of course, you expect a young lady who is dressed like that to put on a few airs.

“How are you, Miss Hickman?” I said.

She looked me up and down — especially down — she being about six inches taller than I am; then she looked back over the side of the boat.

“I’m afraid you have the advantage of me. I don’t remember meeting you before.”

“Don’t say you’ve forgotten Sam Briggs, Miss Hickman, after the pleasant time we had together last year at Sand-by-the-Sea.”

“Mr. Briggs! Oh, yes, now you mention the name, I do seem to have some slight recollection. I met so many gentlemen while I was there that it’s most confusing, especially as I keep running across some of them almost every day. Did you go to Switzerland?”

“Switzerland?” Her question took me aback — being unexpected.

“You told me you were going to Switzerland for the purpose of climbing some of those mountains.”

“Did I? Oh — well, I didn’t go.”

“I thought you wouldn’t. I fancied it was only some of your talk. My friend, Miss Wheeler — you remember Miss Wheeler; young lady with reddish hair — she’s mentioned to me more than once that she kept catching sight of you Walham Green way.”

Miss Wheeler was the young lady who had told me a thing or two about her. But I didn’t say so — not then.

“Did you spend the winter in Italy, as you informed me you intended doing, Miss Hickman, along — if I remember rightly — with your uncle’s sister-in-law?”

It was her turn to start.

“I can’t say I did — not exactly.”

“Not exactly? You got no nearer to Italy than I did to Switzerland. I see.”

“I don’t know what you mean by that, Mr. Briggs.” Again she looked over the side of the steamer. There was silence. Presently she went off on another track — while I was trying to think of something to say which would put her, as it were, in a corner.

“Are you still in the same line of business?”

“I am.”

“Let me see; if my recollection isn’t playing me a trick, which is a thing it very seldom does do, you gave me to understand that you were a partner in one of the largest dried fruit firms in Europe.”

“Well — that is — a kind of a partner — as it were.”

I could see that she was just going to ask what I meant by a kind of a partner, and I was beginning to wish that I had left her alone and hadn’t started her showing off that memory of hers, when who should come along but the sailor sort of chap who had asked me if I knew anything about that young woman’s purse. He had a pair of ticket-clippers in his hand, and as he came he kept singing out: — 

“Tickets, please! All tickets!”

I had no reason to love the man; quite otherwise, since he had cost me half a crown, to speak of nothing else, yet the sight of him just then was a regular relief. I had no more idea that it meant more trouble than a babe unborn. What I wanted was to give the conversation a turn. I pulled out the ticket which I had got from William Huggins and handed it to him as innocent as a lamb. He looked at it and he looked at me — sharp-like.

“What’s this?” he said.

“Can’t you see what it is? I should have thought it was plain enough — it’s my ticket.”

He looked at it again, and then again he looked at me. There was something about his style I didn’t relish; especially right in front of Miss Hickman there.

“Ain’t you made some mistake?” he said.

“I don’t know what you mean by a mistake,” I answered; because what with his sauce and Miss Hickman’s icicles — her manner had all at once grown simply freezing — I was getting soured. “You asked me for my ticket, and there it is — and I don’t know what else you want.”

He never replied. He beckoned to another chap, who looked as if he was something superior in the sailor line, with a lot of gold braid on his cap and brass buttons on his jacket. He gave him my ticket, then he pointed my way; they exchanged a few words, and then this other chap came up to me.

“Come this way,” he said, very short and peremptory.

“Come what way?” I asked. “What’s the matter? What do you want with me? I’ve given up my ticket; isn’t that enough?”

“If you take my tip, young fellow, you won’t make any fuss, but you’ll come when you’re told; or — you’re not very big — we shall have to carry you. We don’t often have your sort on board these boats, but when we do we know how to deal with them.”

I tell you I felt queer — queerer than I had done since I got on board, and that’s saying a good deal. It seemed that I was in for a really pleasant day. Of course, I could not help suspecting that there was something wrong with that gift horse of a ticket; but what it was I had no more notion than the man in the moon. People were gathering round and saying things, and looking more; and Miss Hickman was sheering off, as if she wished everyone to understand that she had no connection with a person of my character, and never had had. There was nothing for me to do except go with the party with the gold braid on his cap; which I did. He took me to a little room on the deck, which seemed to be used as a kind of an office. The chap with the ticket-clippers came with us — he stuck to me closer than I cared for. Then another chap dropped in, with more gold braid on his cap than the other chap — from the way he seemed to fancy himself I took him to be the captain, though he had got only slippers on his feet. With him came another young fellow, in plain clothes and a dirty collar — perhaps he was a clerk. Anyhow, there we were, four against one, and I dare say the lightest of them two stones heavier than me. The chap who had brought me there started off: — 

“Now, my lad” — fancy his calling me a lad, and me twenty-one in another nineteen months; that put my back up to start with— “I’m going to ask you a few questions, and if you’ll take some good advice in answering them you’ll tell the truth — it’ll be better for you in the end.”

“Of course I’ll tell the truth — why shouldn’t I? What do you want with me? That’s what I should like to know. There’s enough of you, and you’re big enough, I do think.”

“Now, little boy” — little boy, he called me, upon my word!— “drop that style, or you’ll be sorry. What’s your name and address? — and mind that it’s the correct one.”

I gave it him; I am not ashamed of it. The young fellow in the plain clothes wrote it down. Then the other chap held out that gift horse of a ticket.

“Where did you get this from?”

“I got it from my friend, William Huggins.”

“Did you? And what might be the address of your friend, William Huggins?”

It is an odd thing that, though I have known William Huggins, on and off, for a good long time, and met him in all sorts of places, I have never known where he lived — never had the faintest idea. So I told him. He smiled — a nasty smile. He looked at the others, and they all smiled — nasty smiles. I could have thrown things at them with the greatest of pleasure.

“It is unfortunate that you should not know where Mr. William Huggins lives — most unfortunate for you; but I’m not surprised. And, pray, what did you give your friend, Mr. William Huggins, for this — piece of paper?”

“Sixpence.”

“Sixpence?” Again looks at each other; and again smiles. I give you my word my fingers were all tingling. “That’s frank, anyhow. You don’t seem to have had a high opinion of its value. Did you see the word ‘Complimentary’ written across one corner?”

“Of course I did.”

“Of course you did; and, of course, you know that complimentary tickets are not to be bought and sold; that they’re personal; that it’s a fraud to deal in them?”

“I didn’t know anything of the kind.”

“And, of course, you didn’t know — since it suits you just now not to know anything — that this ticket was two years old — since it was issued the season before last?”

“Two years old!”

As I repeated the words after him I went hot and cold. Cold because of the mess that I was in; and hot to think of William Huggins passing off a two years’ old ticket on me and calling it a gift horse. If William Huggins had been within reach of me just then, in spite of everything I would have given him a gift horse for himself.

“I don’t know if you’ve a face like a brass door-plate, or if you’re only silly; but I should have said off-hand that you were silly — trying to bring off an impudent fraud like this; you must have taken us for a pretty lot — if it weren’t that this man tells me that you were accused of robbing a young woman as you came on board the boat. That gives things a different look. So just you turn out your pockets and let’s see what you’ve got on you.”

I had to. I had to lay out all I had on me on a little table. Oh, I was boiling! Then he turned to the chap with the ticket-clippers. “What did you say was in the young lady’s purse?”

“She said there was half a sovereign in gold, six shillings in silver, fourpence in copper, and her ticket, some hairpins, looking-glass, and voice lozenges.”

“Then if Mr. Briggs did have it he’s managed to pass it and its contents over to a friend, because here is only five and ninepence all told, besides a valuable collection of rubbish which is possibly his own — so we’ll give him the benefit of the doubt. The first place we stop at is Southend; fare half a crown. Give Mr. Briggs a ticket for Southend; here’s the money for it.”

He handed over half a crown of my money, and the clerk chap handed me a ticket. No one seemed to have noticed that my gift horse of a ticket was for Margate, and that, perhaps, that was where I wanted to go. But after what had happened I did not care where I went; Southend would do for me. Only when I looked at the ticket they had given me I saw it was a single.

“Here, this won’t do,” I said. “I want a return.”

“Not by this boat you don’t,” said the chap with the gold braid. “If you want to get back from Southend — and for Southend’s sake it’s to be hoped that you won’t stop there long — you’ll have to get back some other way. You may thank your lucky stars that, so far, you’ve had a cheap escape. But if you so much as try to set foot on this boat again, when we’ve once got you off it, you’ll be handed over to the police as sure as you’re alive, so now you understand. We’re not far from Southend. You can take yourself out of this. Let me warn you that there’ll be plenty of eyes watching you, and if you’re not careful there’s still plenty of time for you to land yourself in the arms of a policeman directly we get there. Out with you!”

He opened the door and gave me a shove, and out I went. What my feelings really were not a creature beside myself can ever know. It seemed to me that all the eyes on board that boat were fixed on me, as if they were saying, “Here’s a pickpocket and a cheat, and, although up to now he’s saved himself from a policeman by the skin of his teeth, he may get himself locked up yet when we reach Southend, and serve him right!” And all because of that gift horse of a ticket.

So you may picture my sensations when, presently, who should I see coming in my direction but that young woman who had lost her purse! For a moment, I give you my word, I did not know what to do. I had never felt like that in all my life before — it was most embarrassing. She was not what I call bad-looking — though without much style. One of those quiet-looking girls, plainly dressed, with what always seems to me to be a kind of air of reserve — as if they were their own society, and liked it. Her eyes were right my way as she came along — I fancy she had seen me before I saw her — with something in them which made me feel as if I was not myself at all. I cannot describe it, but I had a sort of notion that she was pitying me. No young gentleman likes to feel that a strange young lady is pitying him for nothing at all — it is not likely. The more he knows his way about, and the better opinion he has of himself, the more it goes against the grain. I should have asked her what she meant by it, had I been up to my usual standard; but, if you’ll believe it, just then I seemed to be sinking into my shoes. As for looking at her — as an ordinary rule I am not a bad hand at looking anyone in the face, but just then I doubt if I could have given her glance for glance not if you had offered me a five-pound note, and that although she was staring at me as if she never had seen such a sight in her life. Past me she sailed, so close that she almost brushed against me as she went, and all the while she never took her eyes from off my face. I did not need to look at her to know it — I felt them. Even after she had gone she kept screwing her head round to look at me.

“That was a nasty one.”

When she had gone clean out of sight that was the remark I heard; and if I could believe my senses, it was made to me by a young fellow in a red tie and a brown felt hat. I looked at him, I tell you, sharp.

“Were you speaking to me?” I asked.

It seemed he was. What is more, he spoke again.

“I was remarking to you,” he said, “that that was a nasty one. She was staring at you all over, as if she was trying to make out whereabouts you’d stowed that purse of hers.”

It is not often that I change colour, as if I were a girl, but I did then. Fancy his having the audacity to say to me a thing like that — him, whom I had never seen in my life before, and who was not more than a half-grown lad. I did my best to crush him.

“What might you be meaning?” I said.

He winked — actually winked; and he grinned. I could have hit him for the way he grinned. There was not any crushing him.

“You’re a fly one! Putting your arm right round the girl’s waist, so as to get a better hold of her purse. And trying to pass off an old ticket as if it was a new one, and then facing it out — I never! I’ve seen a few, but you do beat all.”

I did not answer him. I would not demean myself. I walked right straight away, taking no more notice of him than if he was a sawdust doll. But I would have given a trifle to have been all alone with him by our two selves. I would have taught him manners, if it had taken me all day to do it.

I was still tingling with a wish that I had given him just one when we reached Southend. I was one of the first off the boat; I could not have stopped on it any longer if it had been ever so. Who should take my ticket but the chap with the ticket-clippers, who had made himself disagreeable to me more than once already, and he did not lose a last chance of doing it again.

“Don’t let’s see any more of you,” he said, at the top of his voice, as I was passing him. “It won’t be good for your health if you do.”

I could have said something back to him, and done something too, but, of course, I had more sense, though you can bet your life that it was not with the pleasantest feelings that I stepped upon that pier. All thoughts of pleasure were over for me that day. I did not want to enjoy Southend. I did not want to see anything of it, and I never should. Not me. Though I have heard that it is as amusing a place as anyone could wish. All I wanted was to get straight back to town — the sooner the better. The next train would suit me — all the more if it was an express. I had a sort of haunted feeling that my luck was off, and that if I was not careful worse things would happen than had happened already — because of that gift horse of William Huggins’s. Goodness knows, I was not in any need of that.

Thinking of taking the shortest cut to the railway station, not looking either to the right or left, I put my hand into my trouser-pocket to make sure that the money for my fare was there all right, when — a start went all over me. In that pocket, if my fingers were not playing me tricks, there was nothing, nor in the other pocket either. Where had I put my money? When that impudent party with the gold braid on his cap had taken the half-crown for my ticket I had three and threepence left — three separate shillings and three pennies. I remembered it distinctly. Could I have left it on the cabin table? I half turned to go back and see. Then I stopped.

I was as sure as I was sure of anything that I had taken up all the things which were on that cabin table and put them back in my pockets: my money in my trousers, my watch in my waistcoat, my pocket-book — why — my gracious! my watch was missing too, and my pocket-book! Where was that boat? Already moving off, that was what she was doing, and I was a good three hundred yards away; for length that Southend Pier does want some beating! If I shouted what would be the use? Supposing she stopped — and it was a thousand pounds to a farthing that she would not — it would be no good. I knew I had put all those things back into my pockets; if they were not there now they had been stolen. A nice lot there seemed to have been upon that boat! I thought of the young fellow with the brown hat and the red tie; how close he had stood up against me. It looked as if, while he was accusing me of picking that young lady’s pockets, he was picking mine. The assurance of him — to speak of nothing else. And he had talked about my being a fly one. What a day I was having! It seemed as if it was going to be a case of Shanks’s pony home. I began to wonder how far it might be from Southend to Walham Green, and how long it might take to step it — me not being much of a walker at any time.

Evidently there was going to be no riding for me. Not one thing had that young fellow in the brown hat and red tie left on me — not even a pocket-handkerchief; and I had only bought it new the night before. He was an artist — he was Ai. When he did a thing he did it well. Every one of my pockets was empty, except — something which was in the outside breast-pocket of my jacket. Something hard. I pulled it out.

“Why, what on earth is this?”

If I could believe my eyes — which I hardly could — it was a lady’s purse; one of those bags made of steel rings. As I was staring at it a voice said, as if it were addressing me: — 

“Why, you wicked man, you took it after all!”

I looked up, and there was that young lady in the cloth jacket who had lost her purse.

“Took it?” I asked. “Took what?”

I felt all stupid-like; though she thought I was something else.

“How dare you be so impudent, when you had my purse all the time?”

Then I understood what she meant. It was only natural that she should think it; though that did not make it any pleasanter for me.

“Is this your purse?”

“Of course it is! You know it is! Give it me at once!”

There was not any giving; she snatched it from my hand. She opened it, and found it empty.

“Of course you’ve taken everything out of it! You dishonest wretch!”

“Taken everything out of it, have I? In that case perhaps you’ll let me know where I’ve put it, because, as it happens, I have not a brass farthing on me, or a brass farthing’s worth. This does beat anything. I’ve been robbed and plundered of everything I possessed, and the thief who did it pops into my pocket an empty purse worth perhaps twopence, and I’m accused of having stolen it!”

My words touched her. She eyed me as if she could not make up her mind what to think, which was certainly no wonder.

“Are you sure — honestly — that you did not take my purse?”

“I’ll swear I never saw it in my life till I took it out of my pocket half a minute ago; and I’ll also swear that I didn’t know it was there, and that I didn’t put it in.”

“And do you really mean that you have been robbed too?”

“Of every blessed thing!”

I turned my pockets inside out to show her. She was still doubtful; I am not blaming her, I am simply stating the facts. There was she, staring at me; and there was I, with all my pockets turned inside out, staring at goodness alone knows what; and there were the people, passing up and down, looking at us curious like, as if it would not take much to induce them to join in the fun. I felt that wild that for a packet of pins I would have jumped over the side into the water! Then she said: — 

“If they really have robbed you of everything, what are you going to do?”

That was a thing to ask!

“That’s what I want to know,” I answered.

“Do you live in Southend?”

“Live in Southend! I never saw it till five minutes ago, and if I never see it again I shall die happy.”

“Then where do you live?”

“I live in Walham Green, that’s where I live — Acacia Villas, Walham Green.”

“But how are you going to get to Walham Green if you have no money and no ticket?”

“Walk it.”

“How ever long will it take you? You’ll never be able to do it.”

“Perhaps not; I can only die on the way. This is what comes of your gift horses.”

She seemed to hesitate.

“You subscribed half a crown when I found that I had lost my purse.”

“Don’t I know it?”

“I will give you back that half-crown. The fare to London, as I happen to know, is only two and twopence; it will be enough to take you home.”

She held out a coin — no money ever had on me the effect the sight of that did.

“You will not give it me, but I will accept it as a loan — and thank you. If you will let me know where to send it, the money shall be returned to you to-night.”

“My name is Lucy Miller, and my address is 16, Manchuria Road, Newington Butts.”

With that we parted. I could not stop to say any more — I was not sufficiently myself; all I wanted was to get away. And I got away. As luck would have it — it was the first stroke of luck I had had — I just caught a train as it was starting; so I left Southend almost as soon as I got there. It might have attractions for some, but it had none for me — not then. They seemed surprised to see me home so much sooner than they had expected; but I gave them to understand that I was in no mood for answering questions. I got a postal order for half a crown; and I wrote this letter, and put it in:

 

DEAR MISS MILLER, 

According to promise I have pleasure in enclosing herewith the half-crown with which you were so good as to oblige me as a loan this morning on Southend Pier, with many thanks for same. If you can make it convenient to meet me any evening next week after seven, at your own time and place, I shall be glad to be allowed to explain to you that I am not the sort of person you took me for. Again thanking you for past favours, and hoping to have the pleasure of seeing you soon again, — 

Yours obediently, 

SAM BRIGGS.

 

Sure enough there came an answer on Monday, very nicely written: — 

 

DEAR MR. BRIGGS, 

Thank you very much for the P.O. I shall be at the Houses of Parliament end of Westminster Bridge on Tuesday evening at 7.15, if you care to meet me. — Truly yours, 

LUCY MILLER.

 

Short, but to the point. I likewise shall be at the Houses of Parliament end of Westminster Bridge on Tuesday evening at 7.15, and perhaps a little before. And I shall have the pleasure of explaining to her how it all came about through that gift horse of Mr. William Huggins. I trust, with luck, shortly to have a little explanation with Mr. William Huggins also.


HER FOURTH

IT was a Saturday afternoon. Mr. Charles Potter, one of my governors, he came to me just as I was getting ready to leave the office, and he says: — 

“Briggs,” he says, “I want you to take this basket of fruit to Mrs. Dewsnap, 47, Bardolph Crescent, Maida Vale. She’s an aunt of ours, and it’s her birthday to-morrow, Sunday; it’s a little compliment we’re paying her — I thought you might take it on the way home. You’d better have a cab, and here’s the fare.”

I got into a hansom with the basket — a very fine basket it was; if my governors had not been in the trade I should have said it cost them a mint of money; as it was I knew, and what I didn’t know I could guess. We hadn’t got so very far before my hansom cannoned into a cart which pulled out suddenly, and over we very nearly went. Quite over the basket went; the fruit was spilt; three of the finest peaches rolled on to the road. I nipped after them, just in time to prevent a brewer’s dray spreading them all over the street. When I’d picked them up I said to my driver: — 

“Excuse my asking,” I said, “but is this the first time you’ve ever driven a cab? Because if so you might just as well have dropped me a hint before I trusted myself inside your coffin on wheels.”

He looked at me out of the corner of his eye, but he didn’t say anything, because he was saying all that he could think of to the driver of the cart. Off we went again, still all alive; but when I found that Mrs. Dewsnap’s fruit wasn’t improved by being bruised I pushed up the trap and had another go at my driver. We exchanged a few more remarks as we went along, so that by the time he pulled up and I got out we were not on what might be called the best of terms. I handed him the eighteenpence Mr. Charles had said was his fare. He looked at it as if it was something the likes of which he had never seen before.

“Here,” he said, “haven’t you given me too much? My fare’s only one and fivepence three-farthings; though, really, between ourselves, I merely drive a cab for pleasure. Here’s your change; your master’ll want it.”

He was holding out what I could see was a farthing.

“You keep it,” I told him, “and pay it to someone to give you a few lessons in driving, and then a gentleman won’t have to insure his life before he gets into your dirty cab.”

The language he used to me as I went up the steps to the front door I should not like to see in print. A nice-looking young lady opened the door.

“Mrs. Dewsnap?” I asked.

“No,” she replied, very sharp, “it’s not Mrs. Dewsnap.”

She would have shut the door if I hadn’t stopped her.

“Here,” I said, “one moment; there’s some mistake. Isn’t this 47, Bardolph Crescent?”

“No,” she answered, “it isn’t; and very well you know it isn’t. I don’t want any of your impudence.”

That time she did shut the door before I could stop her, leaving me standing on the steps. I felt a bit funny. A boy was passing with an empty basket over his shoulder. I called out to him: — 

“Isn’t this 47, Bardolph Crescent?”

“No,” he answered, “not unless it’s been and got itself moved since I was round here last.”

“Then where is 47, Bardolph Crescent?”

He swung his basket over on to the other shoulder; then he whistled; then he said: — 

“Bardolph Crescent, second on the right, third on the left, fourth on the right, round by the Nag’s Head, and then you ask again.”

Whether that boy was getting at me or not I couldn’t say; he went off whistling, so I shouldn’t be surprised. That cab of mine was strolling off down the road; the driver was looking back at me — I could see that he was grinning.

“Now, then,” I shouted, “what’s this? I paid you to put me down at 47, Bardolph Crescent; you come back and take me where I paid you for!”

He halloaed back: — 

“If you buy the cab you can get inside; I wouldn’t have you in it on any other terms. You step it, my sunny Sam!”

How he came to know my name is Sam is more than I can say; I expect he guessed it. He cracked his whip and off he went. If there had been a policeman about, I’d have shown him! I hadn’t the money for another cab if there had been one to be seen, which there wasn’t, nor an omnibus either. I can’t say how far it was to Bardolph Crescent, but, carrying that basket, it seemed to me some miles. An ornamental basket, loaded up with fruit to the top of the handle — artistic fashion, as they call it — is not an easy thing to carry; long before I got there I felt more than once like throwing the whole lot down an area.

No. 47, Bardolph Crescent, turned out to be a smallish house, painted green, with flower-boxes in all the windows. The door was opened by about the very tallest woman ever I saw.

“Well, young man,” she said, before I had a chance of opening my mouth, “is it the tea-cakes?”

“Mrs. Dewsnap?” I asked.

She stared at me all over; and I suppose she concluded that I wasn’t the tea-cakes.

“Who from?” she said.

“Messrs. Potter, Potter, and Sons.”

“Oh,” she said, “from them! If you are from them you’d better come inside.” She led the way into a room where a lady was sitting in an arm-chair; very small she was, and all wrinkled, and though the hair on her head was all brown and curly, if ever I met a wig that was one. “From them,” said the tall woman.

The little one looked me all over, like the other had done; then she asked, in a tone which was so loud and deep it took me aback: — 

“What do you want inside my house?”

“I’ve brought this from Messrs. Potter, Potter, and Sons,” I explained, “with their compliments.”

“What did they send it for?”

“Mr. Charles told me that to-morrow was your birthday,” I began; I was going to say something else, but she snapped me up in a manner there was no getting away from.

“He did, did he? Then it’s like his insolence. How dare he talk about such matters to a perfect stranger? You tell Mr. Charles Potter from me that I’ve changed the date, and that my birthday’s not for a good three months.” Then she looked at the basket, which I’d stood upon a chair. “Fruit this time, is it? Last time it was nuts and oranges. It’s generally something out of their stock for which they can find no sale.” She took hold of one of the peaches which had rolled on to the road. “It’s bruised! There’s no mistake about this being old stock. How dare they send such stuff to me? Their sweepings!” Then all of a sudden she asked me, in what you might describe as a regular shout, “Have you been eating any of this fruit?”

She fairly made me jump. There was something about the way in which I told her that I had not which seemed to strike her. She looked at me till I felt uncomfortable; then she put up a pair of glasses and looked at me through them. She kept on looking as she said: — 

“Not bad, Ashington. What do you think?”

The tall woman had kept on looking at me on her own account from the other side of the table.

“No intellect,” she answered.

“You don’t want intellect in a man.”

“I suppose not.”

“I’ve got all the intellect that’s wanted in my house. What is wanted in a man is something different. Is it your mother or your father who is fat?” she asked me, in that way she had of speaking as if she was firing a gun at you.

It struck me as being a funny question, but I made no bones about telling her.

“I shouldn’t say that either of them was out of the way,” I said.

“Aren’t they? Then let me tell you that you’d better be careful about what you eat and drink, or you’ll get a double chin. Come here.” I went as near to her as I dared. “Closer!” she said. “Closer!” She made me go as close to her as I could. Then she put up her hand and felt my chin, prodding me in the cheek as a butcher might a pig. I went hot all over; I never had been handled like that before. “Nice and soft,” she said.

“Like him,” remarked the tall woman, in a voice which I should term snappy.

“What’s the harm if he is? The softer a man is, the easier he is to manage. How old are you?”

“Twenty next birthday,” I told her. I tried to get farther away, but she wouldn’t let me.

“Keep still; stop where you are. That’s young.”

“He’s only a child,” said the tall woman.

“It doesn’t follow that he’s any the worse for that, Ashington. What’s your name?”

“Sam Briggs.”

“Briggs? It sounds plebeian. I don’t know that I should care to be Mrs. Briggs, but the name might be changed.”

“It would cost money,” said the tall woman.

“What if it did? I’ve spent money more foolishly; it’s mine to spend. How old would you think I am, Mr. Briggs?”

That was a facer. I might have made a fairly good shot at it, but I felt that she wouldn’t like it if I did; so I hedged.

“I’m no hand at guessing a lady’s age.”

“Then I’ll tell you. I’m thirty-three. Last year I was thirty-seven, and next I shall probably be thirty-two. I’ve made up my mind that I’ll never again be more than thirty-five. Are you married?”

“No,” I said, “I am not; and, what’s more, I’m not thinking of getting married either.”

I meant that to be by way of a hint; because, really, there did seem to be no knowing where she would be getting to. But it was no good dropping a hint to her; it was like water on a duck’s back.

“Then you’ll start thinking. What, for instance, do you think of marrying me?”

That was a nice question to be asked. It was what I call a paralyzer. I didn’t know what to say; all I could do was to stutter — she kept looking at me all the while as if I was something which she thought of buying.

“I — I’m sure I’m very much obliged to you, but I — I — if you’ll excuse me I — I don’t think I’d care to — thank you.”

“I didn’t ask what you cared; I asked what you thought. It’s in this way, Mr. Briggs. I’ve buried three husbands; and as I’m fond of married life, that’s hard on me — especially as I hadn’t a word to say against one of them. Some women manage to make one last them out; but I’ve been unfortunate. Providence moves in a mysterious way. And as I’m a woman who isn’t happy without a husband — to me a house feels as if it were empty without one — I’m thinking of taking a fourth. It has just occurred to me, why shouldn’t it be you? I’m a woman of business, and I don’t believe in long courtships. I married my last three days after I met him, and it was quite successful; only his health failed. I don’t make a definite proposal. I only ask you to give the matter your consideration, and I’ll give it mine. Come to-morrow to dine with me at half past one, and we’ll talk it over.”

Dine with her! I would have given a trifle to have been able to say “No” right out, and so I tried to make her understand; but it wasn’t to be done.

“I — I’m very sorry, but I — I’m afraid I’m engaged to-morrow.”

“Don’t tell me you’re engaged!” she thundered back. “You’ll come and dine with me to-morrow at one-thirty if you don’t want to lose your situation. I hold Potter, Potter, and Sons in the hollow of my hand; and so, if necessary, I’ll show them, and you too. Now you can go. Mind you; one-thirty, sharp. I don’t like to be kept waiting for my food. And as, since we’ve gone so far, I may as well admit that it is my birthday, you might bring something to commemorate the day.”

In the street I felt as I did once when I had had a penny electric shock — as if something had happened, but I didn’t quite know what. It was three or four minutes, and I had gone quite a way, before I got back my senses enough to think about going home. Took a bit of doing that thinking did. Seemed to me that whatever I did I was in trouble. Whether Mrs. Dewsnap was or was not off her dot I couldn’t make up my mind; but, looking at it all round, this way and that, considering that she was the governor’s aunt — aunt to all my governors, from what I could make out — it appeared to me that, if I kept my head, no serious harm worth speaking of could come to me if I did go and pick a bit with her. So I went, very much against the grain, mind you; but I went. Though if I’d known what was to come of it I’d have gone a hundred miles to keep away; and that’s where it was.

The tall woman opened the door — same as yesterday.

“You’re late!”

That was all she said, and not very cheerfully either; there was something about the manner in which she said it which made me feel uncomfortable right from the very start. She led me into a room in which Mrs. Dewsnap was sitting bolt upright in an armchair. Instead of saying “Good day,” and “How do you do?” and that sort of thing, what she did say was: — 

“Twenty-two minutes to two; I told you to be here by half-past one.”

“Excuse me,” I began, “but by my watch — —”

But she wouldn’t let me go on; not she.

“I want to know nothing about your watch. I keep the time, and there it is.” She pointed to a clock which was on the mantelpiece. The way she had of shouting at you was most upsetting; I didn’t know what to make of her. “Well,” she asked, while I was wondering if I was expected to sit or to keep on standing, “is that all you have to say to me?”

“I’m sure I’m very sorry; but I had no idea that I was late.”

“Have you forgotten what day this is?”

“Sunday.”

“Sunday?” She turned to the tall woman. “He has forgotten — it’s incredible.”

“I told you he’d no intellect.”

“It’s not a question of intellect, but of something much more serious. It’s a question of heart.”

Then it came on me, all in a flash, what she was after, and out I burst.

“How forgetful I am, to be sure!” I said. “Do you know, I’d clean forgotten it was your birthday, ma’am. With your permission I’ll wish you many happy returns of the day, if I may take that liberty.”

She never smiled; she never anything — she just sat there like a log of wood.

“It’s rather late to take that liberty, Mr. Briggs. And have you forgotten to bring me some little token in commemoration?”

I had, altogether; it was no use making any bones about it. So soon as the hint was dropped it had slipped my memory. All I could do was to try to explain.

“The truth is,” I said, “that I get my salary on Wednesdays, and being a bit short this week I hoped—”

She cut in before I had a chance to finish, which was just as well, because I really did not know what I hoped.

“No excuses, Mr. Briggs. Excuses are always contemptible. I never accept them; I have made that clear to all my husbands.”

She put up her glasses and looked at me through them. She had been looking at me hard all the time, but it seemed that she could look harder through her glasses; because, all at once, she gave what, for her, was quite a start.

“Mr. Briggs! — good gracious! — what have you got on?”

“My best suit,” I told her; which I had. Though I had been in two minds about putting it on, seeing the impression I had made on her in my weekday one. Therefore the way that she behaved surprised me to that degree that it was beyond me altogether.

“Your best suit!” she cried. “Is it possible? That conglomeration! Why, there are seven distinct colours in plain sight. Ashington, is there anything of my Henry’s which Mr. Briggs can wear?”

“The blue serge,” said the tall woman.

“Then for gracious’ sake let him wear that. I cannot sit down to dinner with such clothes; it is not possible. Take the man upstairs at once.”

And she took me, before I clearly knew what she was doing. They had such a sudden way of setting about things in that house that really you hardly seemed to know where you were not from one moment to another.

“Come along,” said the tall woman; and she laid her hand upon my shoulder — such a hand and such an arm! Before I gathered what she was after I was through the door and half-way up the stairs as well.

“What’s the meaning of this?” I asked, when I did have a chance of speaking. “I don’t care to be pulled about like this,” I told her. “Not when I come out to dinner,” I said.

She paid no more attention to me than if I was a monkey. She hauled me into a bedroom — a very nice room it was, and beautifully furnished. She took some clothes out of a drawer, and she threw them on the bed. Then she says: — 

“Now,” she says, “come out of those horrible things and put yourself inside some decent garments.”

“Excuse me,” I ventured to remark, “but if these clothes of mine are not good enough to sit down with a lady to table in, then I must be allowed to observe that all I can say is—”

She chipped in before I could finish.

“Don’t talk,” she said. “Come out of that frightful coat.” She took hold of me somehow; she whipped me round like as if I was a top; and there was I out of my coat, and she with it in her hands. “Now for that nightmare of a waistcoat; the creature who made it ought to be sent to penal servitude.” If you’ll believe me, she had unbuttoned it from top to bottom and torn it off me in less time than it would have taken me to sneeze. “The rest of the things you can manage yourself,” she said. “And mind you’re quick about it. I shall be back inside five minutes, and, dressed or undressed, downstairs you’ll have to come.”

Out of the room she flounced with my coat and waistcoat, leaving me scarcely knowing which end of myself I was standing on. The outrageousness of it was what beat me — left there with a blue serge suit of somebody else’s. However, since there was only one thing to be done, why, I did it. I took off the rest of my things, as tasty a pair — pale pink stripes on a light blue ground — as anyone could wish to see, and got into that blue serge — at least, as far into it as I could get. Whether it had been made for a man or a walrus was more than I could tell, but it was no manner of fit for me; I was like a pea in a pint pot. Just as I was wondering whether I should ever find myself again inside those things back the tall woman came.

“Aren’t you ready?” she asked.

“No,” I told her, “and I never shall be. Am I supposed to sit down to dinner with a lady in a suit of clothes like this? Why, if she looks my way she’ll wonder where I am.”

“Those clothes,” she said, “were made for a man, not a microbe. Let me button your waistcoat.” And she did, like as if I was a child. “We’ll manage somehow; the thing is to make sure that they’ll stop on you.”

She did manage, with about twenty pins, pinning me up behind and in front and at the side and all over.

“It’ll be a bit of all right,” I said, “if I happen to sit down on some of those pins.”

“If you do,” she said, “you’ll know it. Now, down you go.”

And down I went, with more help from her than I wanted. Mrs. Dewsnap looked at me through her glasses.

“At least at present you are possible; though the garments are a trifle large.”

A trifle? There was room inside them for a feather bed as well as me — pillows, bolster, blankets, and all.

“Mr. Dewsnap was a proper-sized man,” said the tall woman.

“He certainly was on the large side; which is perhaps the more reason why I should try a small one next. Variety is not necessarily to be despised. Mr. Briggs, give me your arm and take me in to dinner. We are already extremely late.”

I gave her my arm. We sat down at a round table — me, Mrs. Dewsnap, and the tall woman. There was a servant in the room, another six-footer, who I dare say was forty-five, though she looked more. Soup was handed round. I was just starting on a spoonful when Mrs. Dewsnap all but made me drop it by the way she shouted at me.

“Mr. Briggs! Please don’t hold your spoon like that! Taylor, show Mr. Briggs how to hold his spoon.”

And if that six-footer of a servant didn’t grab me by the wrist, twist the spoon out of my fingers, and then put it back again in a way that suited her.

“Hold it like that,” she said, “and not at the end, as if it was an umbrella.”

“And don’t take your soup from the end, but from the side of the spoon,” said Mrs. Dewsnap.

“And don’t pour it down your throat as if you were pouring it down a funnel,” said the tall woman.

“And pray, Mr. Briggs, don’t make that distressing noise when you swallow.”

It was very nice for me, but, strictly in confidence, my appetite for soup all went when they started at me like that. But yet, when I tried to explain that soup was not one of my favourite dishes, they wouldn’t let me leave it; not they.

“You can pay no worse compliment to your hostess,” said Mrs. Dewsnap, “than not to consume what she has placed before you. Please take your soup, Mr. Briggs; not too fast, for that is not elegant, nor too slowly, for that may keep others waiting. And please remember that there are ladies looking at you.”

I was not likely to forget; they took care of that. That soup very nearly choked me, and that’s the simple fact. It was the same with the fish.

“Pray don’t use a steel knife” — there she was interfering before I was able to get so much as a taste. “Nor a fork and your bread. Fish-knives are provided. Taylor, show Mr. Briggs which is his fish-knife.”

That there six-foot servant was at me again; snatched away my fork and my bread, and shoved between my fingers — as if I was a child — what I had thought was meant more for ornaments than anything else. However, I did the best with them I could. But it didn’t suit her — oh, dear, no.

“You haven’t a very graceful way of eating fish,” she said. Who would have had, treated as I was? It was all I could do to eat it at all. “For Heaven’s sake don’t drop the sauce down your waistcoat!”

Her shouting at me like that gave me such a start that I dropped it more than ever; as a matter of fact, I dropped all that I had on my fork. She made me all of a twitter. She did go on.

“Your table manners are unspeakable,” she halloaed — halloaing with her was the same as speaking with anybody else. “If you can’t eat your food without spilling it all over you put your serviette up in front of you. Taylor, show Mr. Briggs how to put his serviette up.”

If you will believe me, that impudent six-footer took hold of my serviette, which I had kept properly folded over my knee, opened it out, and tucked it inside my shirt-collar, all round my neck, like they do bibs in front of babies. The marvel is I did not up and hit her; very near throttled me, she did, and she was twice my size, even if she was a woman. But I was so flurried by the way they all behaved to me that I felt as if I could do nothing — nor yet say anything either. It went on like that all through the dinner; if I had thrown the plates and dishes at them, it would have served them right. I simply could not have believed that a man could have been so sat upon by three females; so squashed, if I may say so. I might have been a rag doll, the way they used me. Though, mind you, the dinner itself was first-rate — slap-up. I could have done it proper justice if I had only been left alone. Even as it was, by the time that we got to the dessert, and there were a couple of the governors’ peaches on my plate, and a glass of port wine in front of me, I felt that I hadn’t done myself so very bad. Just as I was taking a sip at my port — I didn’t dare to do more than sip at it, for fear that that six-footer should be told to take it from me — there came a knocking and ringing at the front door. Mrs. Dewsnap looked at the tall woman — not the servant, I mean, but the one who had hauled me up the stairs.

“It’s them,” she said.

“So I suppose,” said the other.

Mrs. Dewsnap turned to the six-footer — the servant, I mean, this time.

“Show them in here,” she said.

In about half a minute, to my utter astonishment, who should come marching into the room, one after the other, but five of my governors — Mr. John, Mr. William, Mr. Charles, and Mr. Charles’s two sons, Mr. Ferdinand and Mr. Adolphus. Mr. John, he went straight up to Mrs. Dewsnap, all smiles.

“My dear aunt,” he said, in the tone which he kept for the best customers, “once more, on this auspicious occasion, we have the felicity of offering you our united congratulations. And we do so with the greater pleasure since each year seems to make you younger.”

“Does it?” she replied, short and sharp. “If that’s your opinion, it’s not mine.”

The others had not been looking at her; they had been looking at me; and the more they looked the more they seemed to want to look.

“Who on earth,” remarked Mr. William, eyeing me most unpleasant, “is this person?”

“Why,” came out Mr. Charles, with a sort of a burst, “it’s Briggs.”

“Mr. Briggs,” said Mrs. Dewsnap, very straight and very loud, “has honoured me with his company at dinner on the occasion of my birthday.”

By now Mr. John was also casting his eyes in my direction — all the smiles went off his face when he saw me.

“Honoured you?” he said, speaking in the tone which he kept for the customers whose accounts were a little behind. “My dear aunt! — Sam Briggs!”

“The word I used was ‘honoured,”’ said Mrs. Dewsnap, loud as ever.

They stared at her; then they stared at each other; then they stared again at me. Mr. Charles, he turned to Mrs. Dewsnap.

“My dear aunt,” he said, “I fancy that there must be some misapprehension somewhere. This — lad, Briggs, is our office-boy.”

I was not their office-boy, nothing of the kind; I was one of their junior clerks, that’s what I was, but just then I didn’t feel like telling them so. In fact, I didn’t seem to feel like telling anybody anything. The way in which they kept eyeing each other and then me was proof that there was more trouble ahead. I wished with all my heart that I had never come to dinner; it was dead certain that I never wanted to. A remark which Mrs. Dewsnap dropped did not make it any better for me, not by any manner of means.

“Nephew Charles” — speaking, as always, as if she was a foghorn in the middle of a storm— “do not dare to make any unpleasant allusions to my honoured guest Mr. Briggs. It is extremely possible that he will be my fourth.”

“Fourth what?” asked Mr. Charles.

“Husband,” she replied, as if she wouldn’t mind if the ceiling did shake.

“Aunt!” they cried, all of them together. Once more they all of them looked at her, then once more they all of them looked at me.

“As you are aware,” she went on, in the same reach-right-across-the-Crystal-Palace tone of voice — she would have been a cure for the deaf if ever there was one!— “I own a large interest in the firm of Potter, Potter, and Sons, and it has occurred to me that it would be desirable that my fourth husband should be an active member of the firm, to represent that interest.”

The looks which came upon their faces!

“I’ve no doubt, my dear aunt,” said Mr. William, “that this is a little jest of yours; but, at the same time—”

She cut him short.

“I never jest,” she said. I should think she never did. “As you know, when I have once made up my mind, nothing can induce me to change it. Still, if there are any observations which you wish to make, and which it is fitting that I should hear, let them be made in an adjacent chamber. Ashington, let us go.”

She and the tall woman went; Mr. John, Mr. William, and Mr. Charles went with them; Mr. Ferdinand and Mr. Adolphus stayed behind — I wished they hadn’t. Mr. Ferdinand was my age, as I happened to know; Mr. Adolphus was a year younger; but either of them would have made two of me, all bone and muscle — and both of them Rugby forwards. I had seen them play many a time — they didn’t care who they killed to win the game. They both of them began at me almost as soon as the door was closed, as I’d expected.

“You’re a nice young blackguard, Briggs!” said Mr. Ferdinand.

‘A dirty little rascal!” said Mr. Adolphus.

“Excuse me,” I managed to get in, “but those remarks are not called for as addressed to me, because I shall be able to explain to you that I’m not here owing to any wish of my own—”

But they wouldn’t let me go on — not they.

‘And it won’t be owing to any wish of ours that you’ll stay,” said Mr. Ferdinand, in the very middle of my sentence.

“So out you go!” said Mr. Adolphus. And out I went — they outed me.

“Look here,” I shouted, “these clothes aren’t mine; that tall woman knows where my clothes are.”

“Never mind about your clothes,” said Mr. Ferdinand; “any clothes will do for you.”

“Here’s your hat,” said Mr. Adolphus, taking it off a peg and clapping it on my head harder than he need have done. “Think yourself lucky to get it.”

“How am I going to get home?” I asked, just as they were opening the front door. ‘All my money’s in my trouser pockets; these aren’t my trousers that I’m wearing — they’re upstairs.”

“Hang your trousers!” said Mr. Ferdinand. “Here’s half a crown for a cab fare; now hook it!”

And I hooked it, owing to the way in which they sent me running down the steps. A hansom happened to be passing.

“Halloa, cabman!” cried Mr. Adolphus; “take this young brute away from here as fast — and as far — as you possibly can!”

A nice way to be introduced to a cab in which you were going to ride!

“Pardon me,” I called out to them, as I was getting in, “but if you’ll allow me, I shall be able to explain—”

But I never had a chance. The cab started before I expected, and I was thrown all of a heap on to the seat — it was only by a wonderful chance I was not hurled on to the road. Before I had properly pulled myself together the driver put his nose through the trap-door.

“Had a nice little kick-up?” he said. “Isn’t it a bit early for that kind of thing? or is it that you’re leaving off very late?”

As familiar as if he had known me for years! I was not going to be spoken to like that by a common cab-driver, and so I let him see.

“Never mind what I’ve had,” I told him. “You mind your own affairs, and then perhaps no harm will come to you.”

“Whose togs have you got on?” he asked.

“That’s my affair,” I said. “You look after your own togs, and leave other people’s alone.”

“I should think that that’s what you’d better have done yourself, from what I can see.” He was still peeping at me through the open trap — the impudence of him! “I only hope that they won’t fall off you while you’re inside my cab; they look to me as if they very easily might.”

The fact was that, principally because of the style in which Mr. Ferdinand and Mr. Adolphus had handled me, most of the pins which the tall woman had put in had come out, and some of them were sticking into me at that moment; the consequence being that I did not feel safe in those clothes myself. I know this: I shouldn’t have liked to have had to walk far in them. A nice game I had with that driver! He kept calling attention to me as we went along, bawling out to ‘bus-drivers, and people like that. A regular show that cabman made of me — on a Sunday afternoon! But I went back at him — I bet I gave him one or two stingers! When we got to Walham Green we had a row about the fare; when I proved that it was under five miles he said that he always charged double for carrying a Guy Fawkes. Then I talked to him! Luckily none of my people were at home, so that I was able to get in without their noticing what a sight I was; if anyone had said so much as a syllable to me there would have been ructions. Boiling with rage I was — simply boiling.

The next morning, being Monday, I did not altogether fancy going up to the office. But as I had to go, I had — so up I went, with the late Mr. Dewsnap’s blue serge suit under my arm in a brown-paper parcel. Mr. Charles came out to me directly I got there; he might have been hanging about waiting for me to turn up.

“Come in here,” he said.

He took me in to Mr. John’s private room, and there they all of them were, looking as if they would like to eat me, and as soon as I got my nose inside the door, off they started.

“May I ask,” I said, “what it is I am supposed to have done?” Because, between ourselves, it seemed to me to be about time that I should get my back up.

“None of your insolence to me!” bellowed Mr. John, jumping up in a way that made me jump back. “You know very well what you’ve done. You’ve crawled, like a wriggling snake, into the house of a lady who’s a relation of mine.”

“Believe me, sir,” I said, “I have not. All I did was to take round that basket of fruit—”

“Don’t tell me what you’ve done! I’ll tell you what we are going to do. We have been considering three alternatives. Shall we call in a policeman and give you into his custody?”

“What for?” I asked.

“You know very well what for,” he said. I did not — and he didn’t either. “Or,” he went on, “shall we kick you out into the street without a character? In which case we’ll take care that you don’t obtain another situation in the City of London. Or — will you give us, in black and white, your undertaking not to molest Mrs. Dewsnap again; that is, will you promise, on your word of honour, never, under any circumstances, to see her, speak to her, or communicate with her?”

In rushed Mr. Adolphus.

“Here she is,” he cried; “she’s coming along the passage.”

There was a pretty how-d’ye-do!

“What shall we do with him?” asked Mr. John, looking as if he would like to tear his hair — what there was of it.

“We can’t drop him out of the window,” said Mr. William; “it’s too high.”

“We can’t shove him up the chimney,” said Mr. Charles; “it’s too narrow.”

“There’s the cupboard,” said Mr. Ferdinand.

And there was; a nasty, dirty cupboard in a corner of the room, which hadn’t been cleared out, I should think, for a hundred years, with shelves; and under the bottom there was just room for a middle-sized man to crouch. I know; because they crammed me in under it, and not only shut the door, but locked it.

“Look here!” I said, as the cobwebs came tumbling down on top of me. “This won’t do!”

I heard Mrs. Dewsnap come into the room, and I was still, because I wasn’t very much more anxious that she should see me than they were.

“Where is Mr. Briggs?” she asked, in that shake-the-foundations-of-the-house voice of hers.

“You are an early visitor,” said Mr. John.

“I presume that I know that as well as you do. I have come to take him away with me at once.”

“Take him away with you? My dear aunt!”

“Don’t repeat my words; you heard what I said. And don’t ‘dear aunt’ me; I know you, John Potter. I ask you a second time, where is Mr. Briggs?”

“Mr. Briggs?” said the old serpent. “I really can hardly tell you. Do you know, William?”

“He’s not here just at present,” said Mr. William.

“In any case,” said Mr. Charles, “you would scarcely be likely to find him in here. At this hour he is probably engaged in his usual duty of sweeping the floors.”

Usual duty of sweeping the floors! — me!

“None of your lies,” said Mrs. Dewsnap, in that plain-speaking way she had. “They told me outside that Mr. Briggs was in this room.”

Then the fun began. I could hear everything from where I was, as plain as if I had been in the room — I shouldn’t have been much more comfortable if I had been. You can take it from me that they none of them spoke in whispers. The things they said to each other! — and the things she said to them! — and especially the things they said to her and about her! If half of them were true she must have been a warm one — the idea of me being her husband made my blood run cold. At last, when they were all getting hoarse, except her — I shouldn’t think she ever did get hoarse — she closed the discussion.

“I shall be back in an hour,” she said. “I’m going to see my solicitor, on business which you may guess; and if, on my return, I don’t find Mr. Briggs awaiting me, the consequences will be serious for all of you.”

Out she stamped — and didn’t she bang the door! They all started talking together again — this time under their breaths, so that I couldn’t hear a word they said.

“Halloa!” I shouted, hammering against the cupboard door. “Let me out!”

They let me out. Mr. Charles tackled me.

“Sam Briggs,” he said, “we’re going to look at this matter from the point of view of men of the world. We’re not going to lay all the blame for what has occurred upon your shoulders. So far, indeed, from blaming you, we’re going to give you a mark of our confidence; we’re going to entrust you with a confidential mission; we’re going to send you, as our confidential agent, on a ship of ours which is starting immediately to Palermo, for a cargo of lemons.”

“Thank you,” I said; “I’m much obliged,” I said; “but I don’t know that I quite care to go to — what’s the name of the place?”

“We’re not asking what you care to do — we’re sending you.”

“But — I’m no sailor.”

“That’ll be all right when once you’re out at sea.”

“When did you say this ship was starting?”

“At once; you’ll just have time to catch her.”

“I’m in no hurry,” I said.

“No; but we are.”

“But — one moment. What will my mother say when she finds that I don’t come home to supper?”

He paid no attention to me; he turned to Mr. John.

“Is that letter ready?” he asked. John gave him a letter which he had just been writing. Mr. Charles looked it through, put it in an envelope, and handed it to Mr. Adolphus. ‘Adolphus,” he said, “give that to Captain Ruddock. Now off you go with Briggs; there isn’t a moment to lose.”

“Thank you,” I said; “but I really don’t think,” I said, “that I’m what you might call keen,” I said, “about going,” I said.

Mr. Adolphus took me by the shoulders and he shook me — shook me, he did — till I thought he’d have shaken my bones right out of me. Then he observed: — 

“Briggs, you’re coming with me, and you’re going to do exactly as you’re told, and if you whimper, or if you object by so much as a word, I’ll — break — every — bone — in your body.”

He treated me to another shaking.

“I’ll go,” I gasped, when I could. “Only spare my life.”

“I won’t if you don’t behave,” he said. “But if you do behave, on board the Eleanora — that’s the name of the ship on which you’re going for your little jaunt — you’ll have the best time you ever had in all your days.”

I had my doubts about that myself, but it didn’t seem to be much use to say so.

Presently me and Mr. Adolphus were bowling along in a hansom cab, travelling faster than I ever saw a hansom cab move before, and there was I starting on a voyage to — what was the name of the place? — for lemons. As a confidential agent! Oh, dear, yes; a deal of confidence they were putting in me. What my poor mother would say when she found I wasn’t coming home to supper I couldn’t think — she has said things more than once to me before; she can say them! And it all came from taking a basket of fruit to a lady!


A MODEST HALF-CROWN

I HAVE been having an insight into life — right into the very heart of it. It was a Monday morning, and as we were going up in the train to business a party named Hitchcock leaned over, and he laid his hand on my knee.

“Sam Briggs,” he said, “do you want to make your fortune?”

“Well, Mr. Hitchcock,” I replied to him, “I’ve no particular objection, not that I know of. Were you thinking of showing me how to do it?”

“I was,” he said, “and I am. Back Solomon for the Park Hill Stakes.”

With that I looked his way, and I showed him how you wink with your left eye.

“Thank you, Mr. Hitchcock,” I remarked. “I’m obliged to you; but I don’t happen to be a racing man. I’ve seen too much of it.”

“I’m not asking you to be a racing man,” he went on, as if he was very much in earnest. “Nothing of the sort. I’m simply saying to you that if you want to turn half a crown into twenty-five shillings I’m giving you a chance to do it. A chance? I’m giving you a dead certainty; that’s all I say, and it strikes me that that’s about enough.”

“I suppose,” I observed, more for the sake of carrying on the conversation than anything else, “Solomon is a horse?”

“Oh, yes, he’s a horse right enough; he is a horse, he is.”

“And the Park Hill Stakes is a race?”

“Yes, and so’s the Park Hill Stakes a race; run this afternoon at 2.30. Mind you, Solomon belongs to a stable with which I’m in constant communication; and when I say to you for the Park Hill Stakes he can’t lose I’m only telling you the truth. He’ll start at about 10 to 1; so that half a crown’s worth five-and-twenty shillings.”

“Is it?” I said; and looked thoughtful.

Then someone else chipped in, and then another, as chaps will when they are going up to business in the train, and a conversation’s started. Presently pretty nearly all the lot of them were talking together. I don’t quite know how it happened, but the end of it was that when I got out at my station Hitchcock had half a crown of mine in his trouser pocket, and I was backing Solomon for the Park Hill Stakes.

Before I had put my foot on the platform I was sorry. I was a bit short that week. Money was wanted for one or two things. I knew no more about horse-racing than a bull’s hind leg; and to think that, with funds as they were, I had been such a soft as to hand over half a crown of mine to a man like Hitchcock, of whom I knew only a little more than I did about horse-racing — when I did come to think of it, it made me wild. I felt like going straight back and telling him that if he would shell out one-and-three he might keep the other half for his pains, and then something would be saved from the fire. But, of course, that was out of the question. All I could do was to wait until I had a chance to kick myself on the quiet.

That afternoon I was going to the Garden on an errand for the firm, when, as I was crossing Blackfriars Bridge, who should I all but run up against but Hitchcock? At sight of me he stopped.

“Well,” he burst out, “what do you think of it?”

“Think of what?” I asked, feeling that if I had to tell him what I thought of that lost half-crown he might not like it.

“Haven’t you seen?”

“Seen what?”

He stared.

“You’re a rum one. Mean to say you don’t know? Then I’ll tell you. Look at that.” He took a paper out of his pocket and held it out in front of me, pointing at something in it with his finger. “There you are — the 2.30 winner. ‘Park Hill Stakes. — Solomon I, Endive 2, Aristo 3. Won in a canter.’ Now who’s who?”

I could not quite make out what he meant. I took the paper into my own hand and read it for myself.

“Do you mean to say,” I put it to him, “that I’ve won? — that the horse has won which I had half a crown on?”

“That’s exactly what I do mean. Can’t you see for yourself? Didn’t I tell you he was a certainty? Now your half-crown’s a sovereign.”

“A sovereign? I thought you said it was worth five-and-twenty shillings?”

“Ah, that’s where I was wrong — that was my one mistake. When I came to try I found that I couldn’t get more than 7 to 1 nohow. Seven half-crowns are seventeen-and-six, and your own half-crown makes a sovereign; here’s the brief to prove it.”

He gave me a piece of pasteboard, on the back of which was printed, “Ernest Stollery, 37, Effingham Road, S.W. — Mondays.” And on the front was written, “Park Hill Stakes. — 7 to 1 Solomon — 2s. 6d.”

“What’s this?” I asked. Never having seen anything of the sort in my life before it was only natural that I should ask, though Hitchcock did smile.

“Well, Sam Briggs,” he said, “you are a simple youth.” He might find I was not so simple as he thought; however, I let him go on. “That’s your contract note — what sporting men call your ‘brief.’ That shows that you had half a crown on Solomon at 7 to 1. Here you are, here’s its fellow; I had half a dollar of my own on; we take a pound apiece.”

He pulled out a piece of pasteboard, which was just like the one he had handed me.

“Where’s my sovereign?” I asked.

“You’ll have it next Monday; don’t you see what’s printed in the corner there?— ‘Mondays’; that’s Stollery’s settling day.”

“Why should I wait for my coin till Monday? He’s had my half-crown, cash down.”

“My dear chap, how you do talk; you don’t understand. A man with a business like Stollery can’t keep forking out after every race; he’s bound to have a regular day; there’s his standing accounts. Don’t you be afraid for your money; Ernest Stollery’s as safe as the Bank of England, and as straight. Why, he’s what you might call a friend of my own. Really, his house is the Old Dun Cow, but, of course, he couldn’t give that as his address; it wouldn’t do — you know what I mean; but there it is. You’ll have your postal order, or your cheque, or what not — he gives cheques for all sums over a pound — by the first post on Tuesday morning, as safe as houses, and safer than some.”

I would sooner have had the coin there and then, but as it seemed that there was no getting it I did not mind admitting that an extra sovereign on Tuesday morning would come in most convenient. Hitchcock fell in by my side, and we went over Blackfriars Bridge together. He said, just as we were getting on to the Embankment: — 

“What I want to know is, what objection have you to our turning our sovereigns into five-pound notes?”

“I’ve no objection,” I told him, “not the least in the world.”

“Spoken like a man, and a sportsman! Then, in that case, I may as well tell you that I know something for the Billingshurst Plate which is as good as Solomon was to-day, and perhaps better.”

“Do you mean more betting?” I inquired of him; because, when he talked of turning our sovereigns into five-pound notes, it was not anything of that sort I had had in my head when I mentioned that I had no objection.

“Certainly — if you can call it betting when it’s a dead cert. I’ve got some private information about to-morrow — special information.”

“Where did you get it from?”

“Ah, where did I? There’s a good many would like to know; but that’s my business. It’s about an animal which could win at any weight and, mind you, she’s carrying five pounds less than she ought. See what I mean?”

I did not, exactly; but, as it seemed that it would not be much use my saying so, I let him go on — for one reason, because I could not stop him. He put his hand up to his mouth, and he leaned over towards me as if he were afraid of being overheard, and he said: — 

“The Maiden’s Prayer.”

“Is that his name?”

“Her name, my boy, hers; she’s a lady — a filly — Ai. The only thing is, she’ll be a bit short.”

“Not tall enough, you mean?”

He laughed; I did not know what at, but from the way in which he behaved something seemed to be amusing him. Some of the people who were passing stared.

“Something seems to tickle you,” I remarked.

“You are so funny,” he said, stopping himself with difficulty. “You are so full of humour, Briggs.” Then off he went again. “It wasn’t her size I was alluding to when I talked about her being short — that’s all right enough; but her price — her market price, my boy. At present she’s at11 to 2, and she may go shorter, but, after all, when it’s a certainty what does it matter? All you have to do is to rake it in — and we’ll rake it in.”

I was not so sure of that myself, and I dropped a hint to that effect when we parted on Waterloo Bridge. But he hopped on to a bus, and was off before I could say all that I really wanted to. I had had my little flutter, as it were, against my will; and I had had enough. What I wanted was my sovereign — it would have come in handy for one or two reasons just then. In fact, my feeling was that I should have been willing to sell it for fifteen shillings, cash down, and so be shut of the whole thing, if I could only have found a customer.

However, the next morning, when the train got into the station, there was Hitchcock hanging out of the window and calling to me like mad. Of course, I squeezed myself into his compartment — there were about fourteen in it already — and almost before I was in he said to me: — 

“We’re on!”

“On what?”

“The Maiden’s Prayer.”

“How much?”

“The lot.”

“What,” I said, “do you mean to tell me that you’ve bet a sovereign of mine on a horse?”

“I do,” he said. “We’re going for the gloves, that’s what we’re going for.”

“Then I’m very sorry to hear it,” I remarked. “That sovereign would have come in useful; now, I suppose, it’s done for.”

“Don’t talk silly,” he said. “You’re a pretty sort of sportsman.”

“I don’t care what I am,” I told him. “What I wanted was that sovereign, so now you’ve got it.”

“You’ll talk different when you see the numbers go up. Just now you don’t know what you are saying.”

I could have said something to him; only I did not want to have an argument in the train, so I let it alone. That day, for the first time in my life, I found myself taking an interest in horse-racing; to that extent that that afternoon I went out expressly to buy a ha’penny paper. The first thing I saw, among the “Stop Press” news, was this: — 

“Billingshurst Plate. — Maiden’s Prayer i, Cortina 2, Shafto 3. Won easily. Seven ran.”

When I saw it something queer seemed to go up and down my back. As I was still staring Mr. Charles Potter, one of our firm, came up.

“What’s the matter?” he asked. He saw the paper in my hand, and he twigged in an instant what I was looking at, surprising me. “Have you been betting, you young rascal?”

“Well, sir,” I said, hardly knowing what to say, yet not wanting to tell an untruth, “a friend of mine did put a little on for me.”

“And the little’s lost?”

“No, sir; not if what I can make out from the paper’s right, and The Maiden’s Prayer’s won the Billingshurst Plate.”

“Did your friend put you on The Maiden’s Prayer?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then I wish he had put me on; I was on a brute which was not even placed.”

He went stamping off into his office in what struck me as being quite a temper. What he said filled me with amazement. It is true that Mr. Charles was the youngest and the liveliest; but it was generally understood in the office that all the firm were most particular. I had no idea that any of them — even Mr. Charles — had anything to do with horses.

That night we left early, and when I got out there was Hitchcock waiting for me on the pavement.

“Well,” he began, “now who was talking silly? Now who was wrong in going for the gloves? What’s that?”

He thrust into my fingers a piece of pasteboard like the one he had given me yesterday; only what was written on it was different, like this: “Billingshurst Plate. — 7 to 2 Maiden’s Prayer — £1.” He went on: — 

‘As you see, and as I told you, the price was a bit short; but even 7 to 2’s not to be sneezed at, considering that we win three-pound-ten, which, with a sovereign yesterday, makes four and a half good golden sovereigns. What, ho!”

 

I felt myself that it was What, ho! Four-pound-ten — coming from half a crown — certainly was altogether beyond anything I had expected, and so I as good as told him. He went on: — 

“What I’m going to do is to stand myself a pair of trousers in honour of the event. If you look at these I have on you’ll see I want ’em, and, strictly between ourselves, they’re the only pair I have.” In that case he certainly did want them; anything shabbier than those he was wearing you could hardly want to see.

“And I would suggest,” he added, “that you should stand yourself a pair as well; you could do with them even if you have a boxful. You always ought to mark an occasion like this — everyone ought; and what’s the matter with a pair of trousers?”

Nothing, so far as I could see. The idea struck me as a good one. Thank goodness I was not reduced to one pair only; but, at the same time, an extra pair of trousers never did any harm to anyone.

“We’ll order a pair apiece,” he said, “made to measure — none of your ready-mades — and we’ll tell ’em to have ’em ready for Tuesday, so that we can pay for them when we get our cheques from Stollery. The question is, do you know a tailor who can make trousers — garments, mind you, which will do us credit when we’ve got them on?”

I did. I knew a tailor from whom I had had clothes more than once — very nice ones, too. To him I took Hitchcock. I chose a pair at fourteen-and-six — sort of dove colour, with a thin blue stripe, very neat indeed. Hitchcock’s were eighteen-and-six; evidently he was one of those who, when he could fly, flew high. He said that you might as well have a good pair while you were about it; though, so far as that went, I could not see that his were any better than mine. However, there it was; we were measured, and the trousers were to be ready — and were to be paid for — on the Tuesday following.

When we got outside Hitchcock said to me: — 

“I say, Briggs, you couldn’t lend me two or three shillings till Tuesday? I’m very short, old man.”

“If you’re shorter than me,” I answered, “you must be. I’m that pushed myself this week that how I’m going to manage till Saturday is what I’m wondering.”

He looked at me to see if I was in earnest; and when he saw that I was, we parted.

The next day — being Wednesday — I saw nothing of him as I went up to business, but about midday the boy came and said that someone wanted to see me; and when I got out there was Hitchcock standing on the pavement.

“Halloa!” I cried, “what’s up?”

Because, directly I saw him, I knew that something was.

“Well,” he began, passing his hand across his chin, which wanted shaving, “last night I went down to the Old Dun Cow to have a chat with Mr. Stollery, and I had a drink with him; in fact, I fancy I must have had three or four.”

“I thought you had no money?”

“I met a friend,” he said, “by accident.”

“And, I suppose, by accident, you got a bit out of him?”

Hitchcock coughed.

“That’s exactly what I did do; and now, strictly between ourselves, I rather wish I hadn’t.”

“Perhaps that’s what he’ll be wishing before he’s done with you.”

Hitchcock tried to look as if I had hurt his feelings.

“That remark’s uncalled for. It’s my intention to pay him punctually on Tuesday morning; that is” — he coughed again— “if it all comes right.”

“If all what comes right?” I asked. I could see from his manner there was something behind. “Out with it — what’s up? I can’t stand here all day; I’ve got my work to do.”

“Well, it’s this way.” He looked about him as if he was trying to find he did not quite know what. Then he went on with a rush. “As I was saying, last night I had a drink or two with Mr. Stollery down at the Old Dun Cow, and there were some other gentlemen there with whom I had a little conversation, and — and, to cut a long story short, we’re on Mark Antony.”

“What?” I cried. “We’re on Mark Antony — both the two of us?” He edged away as if he was afraid I should hit him. “Who’s Mark Antony?”

“It’s the name of an animal which I’m free to confess I never heard of before last night, but which I see from the paper is running this afternoon in the Esher Handicap.”

“And how much of my money have you put on this horse you never heard of?”

“The lot — nine pound — four-ten apiece. Here — here’s your brief.”

I took the piece of pasteboard he handed me, but I never looked at it. Just then I was called into the office, and back I had to go, luckily for him. At the very least he would have heard a few plain words. My feelings were beyond anything. When I thought of the pair of trousers I had ordered, and of what I had planned to do with the rest of the four-pound-ten, and of how, through getting among a lot of drinking vagabonds, he had thrown it all away on a brute which, for all he knew, had not four legs to stand on — well, there, I could have hit him.

It was a busy day at the office, and things were not made easier by the worry I was in. We were still hard at it when, latish in the afternoon, who should come bursting into the office, without a with-your-leave or by-your-leave, but Hitchcock himself? Before all the other chaps he caught hold of my hand and started shaking it as it never had been shaken before.

“We’re millionaires, Sam Briggs,” he cried, “and don’t you forget it. There’s no man in London — there’s no man in England — if it comes to that, there’s no man in the whole British Empire who’s got such an eye and nose for a horse as I have; I’ve always maintained it, and now it’s proved! Thirty-one-pound-ten is what we’ve won — fifteen guineas apiece. We’re millionaires, my boy, that’s what we are.”

He was in such a state of excitement that it was hard to make out what he was after; but, by degrees, when he had cooled down a bit it became plain enough — if a thing like that ever could be called plain. It seemed that this horse, of whom he had never heard before last night, and on whom he had staked our all, had actually won— “romped in,” he put it. At 5 to 2 we had won eleven-pound-five each, which with our original four-pound-ten made fifteen guineas. All come from half a crown! I am not one who wishes to conceal the truth; and I do not mind owning that, when I got a fair grasp of the situation, in a manner of speaking it knocked the wind right out of me. I dumped down on to a stool and stared; at the moment it was all I was fit for. Fifteen guineas! I had never had so much money all at once — my salary being paid weekly — in the whole of my life; and I don’t believe Hitchcock ever had either. To hear him talk you would have thought that it was all his cleverness had done it.

“There’s no one living,” he told us, “has a keener sense of perception for a horse that’s bound to win than I have. The only marvel is that I haven’t made my fortune before to-day.”

When the other chaps understood what had happened they all wanted me to stand them something; if I had won the National Debt they could not have wanted me to be more generous. Hitchcock pulled out a couple of sovereigns.

“Briggs,” he said, “I’ve got a couple of shiners from a friend, as you may say, on account. Here’s one of them for you — let’s celebrate. An occasion like this ought to be celebrated; it must be — it shall be; and these friends of yours shall celebrate it with us.”

“Hear, hear!” said the friends; or words to that effect. For my part I could not help feeling that he was more free-handed with my money than I should have been; especially as the kind of celebration he was thinking about I never did care for. However, there it was, and I was in for it.

“We’ll begin,” he went on, “by treating ourselves to a suit of clothes. Last night it was trousers; but what is the finest pair of trousers when you haven’t got a coat and waistcoat to wear with them? And when I tell you that the only articles of that kind I own I’m wearing, you’ll know what I mean.”

We did; it only needed half a glance in his direction to know that. Round to the tailor’s we went — six of us. I chose a suit in a tasty shade of light brown — champagne tint, the tailor called it. Sixty-three shillings it was to cost; and though it was more than I cared to pay for a suit of clothes, in a general way, at the same time I could not help owning that one was worth it. Four guineas Hitchcock was to pay for his; the more I saw of him the plainer I could see that he was one of that sort who, when he did go it, went it. Then nothing would satisfy him but that he should stand one of the four chaps who had come with us a fancy waistcoat. They tossed who should have it; and, after a little unpleasantness as to whether Flinders had his halfpenny down flat on the counter, Percy Saunders won. He picked out a startler; one of the kind you could see from the other side of London Bridge in a fog.

The rest of that night is one of my bitterest recollections; though I have been told that I seemed cheerful enough at the time. Flinders turned rusty, owing to the remarks which had been made about his style of tossing, and he went off; and Tommy Wood, who was his particular chum, went with him; and if I had had sense enough I should have gone too, but I had not. I do not know what time it was when we got down to the Old Dun Cow, but I know that when we did get there Hitchcock introduced me to Mr. Stollery, who turned out to be six-foot-four and a retired pugilist.

Very friendly he was when he saw what manner of man I was. He asked Hitchcock and me into his private room to have a bit of supper; I don’t know what had become of Percy Saunders and the other chap; I rather fancy we had dropped them somewhere on the way. There were a good many people in Mr. Stollery’s private room, though there was not much in the way of what you could exactly call supper. The talk was all about racing and horses, and someone mentioned a horse named Tintack. Of course, I had never heard the creature’s name before, and never wanted to again; the whole talk was so much double Dutch to me. I do not know what it was, but something induced me to express my opinion to the effect that Tintack was the finest horse at present on the Turf, though I knew no more about it than a baby.

Hitchcock, who was sitting by me, said that my opinion was one in which he had every confidence; and, what was more, he was willing to back it to any amount. What induced him to make a remark like that is more than I can say. However, I believe I said that Hitchcock’s sentiments were mine. Then Mr. Stollery asked me if I was willing to prove it by backing Tintack at S.P. for the Putney Plate, which was a race I had never heard of. I wanted to know what he meant by S.P., not hinting at never having heard of the Putney Plate. Some of them laughed, and Mr. Stollery said he meant at starting price. I told him I did not care what he meant, but that I would put my boots on Tintack, and, if he liked, my shirt as well.

My old dad let me in when I did get home. I rather fancy he made a few remarks. The next morning I never felt worse in my life; I got up to the office feeling not worth a row of pins. I made up my mind that henceforward horse-racing and I were strangers. When I got out about five for a cup of tea — I had had no lunch, I had not seemed as if I wanted any — and found Hitchcock standing on the pavement I could have thrown something at him, if there had been anything to throw. He fell in by my side without any invitation from me, and off we went together as if we were brothers, which we were very far from being. Not a word was spoken till we were sitting down to tea. I had a sort of general idea that he was looking about as much of a funeral as I was, and his first words showed it.

“There’s something fatal about us,” he said.

“Mr. Hitchcock,” I replied, “there will be if our acquaintance continues. Since I handed you that half-crown on Monday morning I have not known what it is to have a peaceful hour. I must ask you to consider our social intercourse closed.”

He sighed, and put his hand up to his head as if it ached. I dare say it did. Ache was not a word which would properly describe what I was feeling.

“Seventy-five guineas,” he observed, “is what we’ve won.”

I put down the cup of tea which I was raising to my lips, and I stared at him.

“Perhaps,” I remarked, “you’ll repeat that observation, and explain it.”

“Tintack’s won,” he groaned; it was more like a groan than anything else I could think of.

“What?” I gasped; a gasp was all I felt equal to.

“I should think,” he went on, “that when Stollery heard it he nearly dropped down dead. I’d have given a trifle to have seen his face. Briggs, we’re haunted; especially me. We sit here as men of means, men of substance; and it all comes from a modest half-crown.”

“Do you think he’ll pay?”

“Pay? He’ll pay all right; what we’ve got to do is to make him pay enough. I tell you that I’m haunted. What do you think I did last night? Dreamt! All night I kept on dreaming!”

“I never got so far as that,” I said; “never slept a wink.”

At that time of speaking it seemed to me that I had not slept for weeks.

“I might just as well not have had a wink for all the rest I got. Dream, dream, dream — I could do nothing else but dream. And what do you think I dreamt?”

I did not care. It didn’t interest me — nothing did; not though I was worth five-and-seventy guineas.

“I dreamt that Saltpetre would win the Hyde Park Cup. What do you think of that?”

I did not think anything. I told him so.

“Don’t talk to me about horses. I never want to hear a horse’s name again; I’m clean off.”

“So am I, when I’ve had this one more plunge. But, Briggs, don’t you see that we shall be running against fate if we don’t act upon this tip? I’m as certain that Saltpetre’ll win the Hyde Park Cup as I am that I am sitting here. I’m going to put my lot on him, and you’re going to put yours; we’re going to turn our pocketful into a cartload. It’s the chance of our lives; we’re in the vein, we can’t go wrong. We’re going to give Stollery the worst Monday he ever had. You mark my words and see.”

I did not want to argue; I was in no mood for it. I let him talk. So far as I could make out he was talking silly nonsense, but I let it go. All I wanted was another seidlitz powder — even a cup of tea was beyond me — and a quiet night. I had the seidlitz powder, and I wish I could say I had the quiet night. But the fact is, there was a little friction at home, and that did not make me any better. The next morning, instead of feeling like going up to town, I felt more like going into a hospital. Not having an extra strong constitution, and being used to regular ways, I suppose that what I had gone through had put me off my balance altogether. When I did arrive at the office I was not easy to get on with, and so some of them appeared to think. I seemed to be having words with someone all day long. When I went out to tea and again found Hitchcock waiting for me on the pavement it was all I could do to keep my hands from off him. I cut him short before he had a chance to speak.

“Look here,” I told him, “the less I see of you the better. I’ve seen too much of you already, and if you so much as name the word ‘horse-racing’ there’s no knowing what mayn’t happen.”

“Briggs,” he said — he took me by the arm, I could feel his fingers trembling as they gripped me; it was easy to see what was the matter with him— “we’ve pulled it off again.”

“Where were you last night?” I asked him.

“I went down to see Mr. Stollery on the little matter of business about which I spoke to you yesterday.”

‘A little matter of business! Don’t talk to me about your little matter of business, or about your Mr. Stollery either. I’m below par myself, thanks to you, but it strikes me that you’re very nearly a case for the hospital. Take your hand off my arm and let me go; if I must talk to you I’ll talk to you some other time — I’m in a hurry.”

“One moment, Briggs, one moment! I tell you we’ve pulled it off again — Saltpetre’s won.”

“Well, what if he has?

“What if he has?” He came closer to me; I could see that he was trembling all over; even his voice was shaky. “We’ve won three hundred guineas apiece, that’s ‘what if he has?’”

“Three hundred guineas!”

“Three hundred guineas, besides the seventy-five we had. We’re worth seven hundred and fifty guineas — the two of us — as we stand here. On Tuesday morning we shall each of us be able to put his hand into his trouser pocket and draw out a big handful of golden sovereigns!”

The tears stood in his eyes — I saw them. What is more, I began to understand that it was not all because of what he had been swallowing. I felt a bit shivery-shaky myself — more than a bit. Three hundred and seventy-five guineas! — all my own! Right there and then I started thinking what a man could do with such a fortune. I had to; I could not help it — it came over me all of a rush. Do with it! What could he not do with it? He could do pretty nearly everything! I could buy myself a home — a tip-top home. I could marry. Why, if I had only had half the money a few days before, I knew of a young lady who might be calling herself the future Mrs. Sam Briggs at that very moment.

‘Are you sure we’ve won it?”

 

“Sure! — my dear boy! Saltpetre won anyhow! — and here’s the brief.”

He handed me — still all of a shake — the usual piece of pasteboard.

“But will Stollery be able to pay the money?”

“Of course he’ll be able to pay it; it’ll be a mere flea-bite to him! If it were ten times the sum he wouldn’t turn a hair! There’s only — there’s only one thing.”

“What’s that?”

I saw, on the instant, there was more in his tone than met the eye.

“Well, it’s this way. I’ve made a little engagement for you — in fact, for both the two of us — for to-morrow.”

“What’s the engagement?”

“We’re going down with Mr. Stollery — as his guests, mind you; as his particular friends — to Kempton Park.”

“Not much we’re not; at least I’m not. I’m not going with Mr. Stollery, and I’m not going to Kempton Park.”

“But, Briggs, it’s like this. I’ve been having a little chat with him; in fact, I’ve just come from him. No one could be pleasanter; some men, you know, would be nasty if they’d lost all that money; but there’s nothing of that about him, not a mite. ‘Hitchcock,’ he said — I’m giving you his words— ‘you and your friend have won my coin, a sackful, but you’re welcome; I pay with a smile, as those who know me will tell you. All I ask is that you and your friend shall come down with me to-morrow to Kempton; I’ll drive you myself, it sha’n’t cost you a penny, nothing shall. I liked your friend Briggs, what I saw of him; he’s a gentleman with whom I wouldn’t mind being seen on any racecourse in England. You tell him from me that, as I’ve made a rich man of him’ — and he has, you know, Briggs, he has; he’s made rich men of both of us; seven hundred and fifty guineas we’re worth, as we’re standing here— ‘I sha’n’t take it nicely if he doesn’t come. Hitchcock,’ he said, and he clapped his hand upon my shoulder — you know what a hand he’s got; he pretty nearly doubled me up— ‘I’ll put it to you plainly, and you’ll put it plainly to your friend Briggs; if you want all that fortune out of me on Monday, you’ll both of you come down with me to Kempton Park to-morrow; see?’ I did see. There was something about the way in which he spoke which made me feel — strongly — that it would be the part of policy for us to go. We want his money, and we don’t want to offend him till we’ve got it. So if I were you I should smooth up matters with your people in the office somehow; because I’ve arranged that we shall both of us be down at the Old Dun Cow ready to start at 10.15 sharp.”

Nice ideas he seemed to have of business — to say nothing of Stollery — to think that a man could treat himself to a day off whenever the fancy took him. But, as it happened, things had been smoothed already, because that very afternoon Mr. Charles had remarked to me, with what struck me as a twinkle in his eye, that as I seemed a trifle peaked a day’s rest might do me good, and I might have it on the Saturday if I felt I wanted it. There did not seem to be much prospect of what might be termed rest in going down with Mr. Stollery to Kempton Park, and if I had had my choice I would not have gone near either of them. But, so far as I could judge from Hitchcock’s manner, it was not a case of choosing. If I wanted that three hundred and seventy-five guineas without any fuss I should have to be civil to Mr. Stollery. And as I did want it, very badly — every time I thought of it my heart seemed to jump up into my mouth — why, there I was.

The weather that Saturday was the last kind of weather I should have chosen to go racing in. As I wanted to do honour to the occasion, of course I put my best clothes on, though anything less suited to light grey tweeds and patent leathers than the cold wind which was blowing, and the nasty drizzle which kept on coming down, it would be hard to find. When I got to the starting-point I found that we were going down in an open waggonette, which, as I had not brought an overcoat, looked as if it were going to be nice for me. Hitchcock had a new suit on; I do not know where he got it from, and I did not ask; but it was not the one he had ordered at my tailor’s. There were ten of us going down, besides Mr. Stollery, and when they saw me they all of them seemed interested. Mr. Stollery introduced me.

“This is Mr. Sam Briggs,” he said, “a young sportsman who as nearly as possible has broke me, and I shouldn’t be surprised if, by the time we come back from Kempton, he’s done it quite.” Oh, he was an artful one, was Stollery! “I drink your health, Mr. Briggs,” he went on, “and I ask you, sir, to drink mine.”

I drank it in a glass of champagne.

“What do you think of that champagne?” he asked one of his friends who was smoking one of the very biggest cigars I ever saw in a gentleman’s mouth.

“Very extraordinary,” replied his friend.

“I sell that champagne at sixpence a glass across the counter, and I could let you have it wholesale at twenty-seven shillings a dozen.”

“Could you?” said his friend. “It’s a most extraordinary wine.” Perhaps it was because it was such an extraordinary wine that, by the time we started, I did not seem to notice what the weather was like. Long before we got to Kempton Park it would not have made much difference to me if it had been coming down in bucketfuls. I do not know how often we pulled up on the road, but I should not think we passed much at which we could pull up. Before starting I had made up my mind that I would not have a bet — not one; but before we reached the course I do not know how many bets I had made. And when I was on the course it seemed to me that I was backing everything for every race and losing every time.

I suppose sometimes something must have won; but, from what I could gather, it was always the one animal I was not on.

I never shall forget that day — never; what I can remember of it, which isn’t much. Oh, dear, how they did cut me up between them!

I can see it now; I could see it even at the time. But what could a young fellow do in a crowd like that? That was what Hitchcock and I were there for, to be cut up; and we were, in style. They treated him just as they did me. His friend Stollery was a beauty. So were his friend’s friends — all beauties.

One of the last things I can recollect is a race being run, and Stollery coming up to me and saying: — 

“Owed you three hundred and seventy five guineas, did I? Well, now I don’t; we’re quits; I don’t owe you a blessed farthing. And so, Mr. Sam Briggs, I’ll wish you a very good day.”

I believe he picked me up, and I suppose he put me down, but I do not know where. The next thing I do remember is someone holding me by the collar of my coat, and finding it was a policeman.

“Now, my lad,” he said, “you can’t sleep here all night, and it’s well for you you can’t — you’d be dead in the morning.”

All the racing seemed to be over, and all the people seemed to be gone.

“I don’t want to sleep here all night,” I told him; “I want to go home.”

“And so you shall,” he said. “And this is the nearest way.”

He led me to the gate. Outside it there was Hitchcock. I stared at the sight he was.

“Hitchcock,” I asked him, “where’s your coat?”

“That’s what I was wondering,” he replied. “I know I had it on. At the same time — and begging your pardon, Briggs — where’s your hat?”

I put my hand up to my head and found it was not there. I did not know what had become of it, and I did not seem to mind.

“What we have to find out,” said Hitchcock, “is how we’re going to get home. Have you any money?”

Money! Someone had taken from me everything that was worth the taking, even to my collar and tie, only they had left me my coat, which was more than they had Hitchcock. I do not know how I did get home — I lost Hitchcock, or else I left him somewhere on the way — but I did get home at last, and my old dad let me in. I can fancy what his face was like when he saw me by the few remarks which he made next day.

That was the first time I ever had anything to do with horse-racing, and it will be the last. Never again! A modest half-crown was all it cost me in money, but I am ashamed of myself when I think of what it cost me in other ways. Three hundred and seventy-five guineas was what I was worth once, and I should not be surprised if it was not the best thing that could have happened that I never got the money. Stollery and his friends would never have left me alone; much good it would have done me. I have not spoken to Hitchcock since; but the other day I saw him running beside a cab which had luggage on the top. He did not see me; perhaps because he did not want to. He had his coat — such a coat as it was — turned up to his neck; and there was a look about him altogether which sent a cold shiver up and down my back.


A SOCIAL EVENING

THE first time I met him was in the train. I was going up to business in the same compartment with my friend Tanner, and opposite to us was what I should describe as a long, lean, longhaired, long-bearded, yellow-skinned party, who looked as if he was just recovering from an attack of yellow jaundice. He nodded to my friend Tanner, and then he made a remark, and my friend made another, and I made one, and then conversation became what you might call general; and it had not started long before I began to wonder if that party had quite recovered from that attack of yellow jaundice yet. Anyone more cantankerous I never had the pleasure of meeting. I could hardly open my mouth without his wanting to bite my head off.

I certainly do not think it is the part of a gentleman to call another gentleman a fool simply because his opinions are not what yours are, right or wrong. Which is what he called me. I merely made a remark on a subject which is commonly allowed to be of the nature of politics, and if he didn’t lean forward in his seat and say to me, right out loud: — 

“You’re a young fool!” And then he added, most offensively, “If you were only to talk about what you know something about you’d never speak at all.”

Of course, I am not the sort of person to have a remark of that kind made to me without making the man who makes it prove his words. So, sharp as a razor, I said to him: — 

“Before you talk like that,” I said, “I should go home,” I said, “and have your hair cut.”

Yellow! He was yellow before; but when I said that to him he went as yellow as saffron. The general impression in the carriage was that there was going to be positive unpleasantness; and he did say something about throwing me on to the line; but my friend Tanner interfered, and though the atmosphere kept on being a little heated, there was nothing actually disagreeable. Still, at the same time, when we got to the City we were not on what you might call terms of real friendliness.

Therefore, you may imagine my surprise when, having parted from my friend Tanner, he came up to me and fell in at my side, as if we were going the same way, and said: — 

“That was a nice little talk we had in the train.”

I could not say I thought so; but I did not know what his motives might be, so I merely remarked: — 

“I’m glad you think so.”

“I do think so,” he said. “It was a talk which I sha’n’t easily forget. I’ve a good memory for some things — a very good memory; and the fact of having met you, and having had that talk with you, will linger in it long, Mr. — I’ve not the pleasure of knowing your name.”

“Briggs,” I said, “is my name — Sam Briggs, and I’m not ashamed of it.”

“I’m sure you’re not,” he replied. “You’re a very remarkable man, Mr. Briggs — one of the most remarkable men I ever met — and it’s because you’re such a remarkable man that I want you to do me a favour.”

I looked at him out of the corner of my eye; soaping me up like that! I wondered if he wanted to borrow a trifle — it seemed to me he had face enough; so I hedged.

“Depends on what it is,” I told him.

“I want you,” he said, “to spend a social evening.”

That took me aback; after what had passed between us, his saying a thing like that was unexpected.

“Thank you all the same, there’s one thing against it,” I informed him, “and that is that I don’t know who you are, or what your name is, or where you live, or anything at all about you.”

“That need make no difference,” he explained, “not the least — not to a man like you. What I want you to do is to call to-night at 44, Violet Villas, Hackney Downs, and ask for Mr. Macfarlane, and I assure you you’ll receive a welcome of a kind you’ve never had before; you’ll spend a social evening you’ll never forget.”

“Well,” I remarked, “as a matter of fact I am not engaged this evening.”

“Then I can rely on you — you’ll have a memorable experience.

You’ll find some other remarkable men there, and — some remarkable ladies; one in particular — a wonderful creature. You want a lady to appreciate you as you deserve to be appreciated; she’ll do it, Mr. Briggs, though you’ll find that the men won’t be backward. Now, do say ‘yes’!”

“Since you are so pressing, really ——  —— What name did you mention?”

I took out my note-book.

“That’s right — make a note of it, then you’ll make no mistake. Macfarlane — Willie Macfarlane — ask for Mr. Willie Macfarlane, 44, Violet Villas, Hackney Downs.”

“What about the time?”

“Shall we say as soon after seven as you can make it? Don’t be later than you can help, because the social evening begins at seven, and you don’t want to miss any of the fun, do you?”

I did not; I felt that myself. So that’s how we settled it; I was to be there as close to seven as I could; he was so pressing there was no saying “no” to him.

When we parted we shook hands in a way I never thought we should have done when he was sitting opposite my friend Tanner. Which only shows, I said to myself, as I was hurrying off, being a bit behind, that you never can tell a man’s character when first you see him.

It so happened that things at the office were slack that day, so I was able to leave early, and there being plenty of time, I went home to change. What with one thing and another it was some time before I got really started, and through my never having been in that part before it was later than I expected when I got to Hackney Downs; and when I got there I didn’t know where I was. Nobody seemed to have heard of Violet Villas. I rather wished I hadn’t put my new boots on. They are a bit what you might call close-fitting. One party said he thought it was that way; and when I had gone as far that way as I cared for, and, in fact, farther, another party said he thought it was the other way, so off I tramped again; the consequence of which was that before I found out where I was I was practically limping.

“I don’t know,” I said to myself, “if there’s supposed to be some joke about this,” I said; “but if there’s going to be much more of it I’m off home.”

My right boot seemed to have grown smaller since I started; I had to hold on to some railings to rest my foot. Presently an elderly gentleman came along.

“Can you tell me,” I asked, “which is Violet Villas?”

He looked at me as if he wanted to know me next time we met.

“Come this way,” he said. He took me to the corner. “Can you read?” he asked.

“Certainly I can read,” I told him.

He pointed up at the wall.

“Look up there; V-i-o-l-e-t, Violet, V-i-l-l-a-s, Villas. Next time you use your eyes, my lad.”

Off he went without waiting for me to say “Thank you”; which was perhaps as well. There was a policeman over the way. I cannot say that I care for policemen, not as a general rule; as a class they seem to me to be so wanting in intelligence. However, I made for him.

“Can you tell me,” I said, “where Mr. Macfarlane lives?”

“Willie Macfarlane?”

“Yes; Mr. Willie Macfarlane.”

I plucked up when he said that; after all, some of those policemen have sense.

“You see that house there? That’s where Willie Macfarlane lives — the house with the red blinds. It’s known round here as the Red House — as you’ll find, if you’re going there, not without reason.”

He looked at me and he smiled, and he went stamping down the street in the way those police have; though what there was to amuse him was beyond me altogether. I do not mind admitting, at the same time, that there was something about his words and his manner which made one, as it were, what you might call a trifle uneasy. Known as the Red House, was it? The Red House! There was something about a name like that which, when you came to think of it, was not, to be perfectly candid, what you might term altogether pleasant. I rather wished I had asked that policeman — I had half a mind to call him back again; I could not help feeling that I would just as soon he had explained. Because, of course, when you came to look facts in the face, my friend was a complete stranger to me; and when I recalled what I had felt about him when I first saw him in the train, and the decidedly unpleasant remarks he had made to me, I rather felt, upon the whole, that I wished I had not accepted his pressing invitation to spend a social evening. At the same time it would be ridiculous for me not to see it through, especially after coming all the way right across London, just because of what a policeman had happened to say. I would tell them about him; they would make a great joke of it. So I went up the steps of the house and knocked at the door.

No one answered. My impulse was to creep down the steps and sneak off as if I had never knocked at all; but if they caught me at it they might wonder what the game was, and that would be awkward. I did not want to begin a social evening with any unpleasantness; so I went to the other extreme — I caught hold of the knocker and I laid it on. And it was opened like a flash of lightning by a young fellow with the very reddest head of hair I ever did see — positively sinister it made him look. He asked no questions; he did not give me a chance to open my mouth; but he began at me at sight in a way that took me by surprise.

“So it’s you, is it? At last! And a nice noise you make now that you are here, trying to knock the door down. Come inside!”

I went inside — at least, he dragged me; taking me by the shoulder, swinging me round as if I were a teetotum, so that by the time I knew where I was the door was shut, and he and I were in the passage.

“Does Mr. Willie Macfarlane live here?” I asked.

“Willie Macfarlane? So that’s it, is it? You’ll get Willie Macfarlane soon. We’ll talk to you. Give me your hat and stick. That’s just about the kind of stick we shall be wanting.” I gave him neither, he took them both, and he cut my walking-cane through the air in a style which made me jump aside, in spite of the way my boot was hurting me. “You go in there!”

He opened the door of a room at the back, and he pushed me through it. Then he shut the door behind me with a bang.

I hope I am the last person in the world to find fault without cause, but all I can say is that that young fellow’s style of treating me was not my idea of starting what I should call a social evening. Anything less like sociability than the room looked like into which he had shoved me — because a shove it certainly was — I should say wouldn’t be easy to find. The photographs which covered the walls — well, there! the look of them was enough to crush any feeling towards gaiety I might have had. I was calling myself names for ever having come, when a sound rang through the house which — I can’t say it curdled my blood, but it did make me feel queerish. It was something between the bellow of a bull and the scream of a steam-whistle; and it was followed by a noise as if someone overhead was leaving no stone unturned to bring the house down. I was beginning to wonder if I was in a lunatic asylum, and was making up my mind to make a bolt for it while there still was time, when the door opened and there came in one of the most unprepossessing-looking parties I ever yet encountered. He was big, broad, and fat, with no neck, a small round head, ginger-coloured hair, and eyes which, so far as I could judge, were not only bloodshot, but odd ones. He never said a word as he came in, but planting himself in front of the fireplace he stood and stared at me in dead silence. I tried to say something, but — with him staring at me like that — all my words seemed nowhere. At last he did speak.

“I am Ebenezer Posford,” he remarked, in what was more like a croak than a voice.

“Are you?” I said; I felt as if I must say something. “I — I’m very glad to meet you, Mr. Posford. My name—”

“Never mind what your name is; I know all about you. What I want is for you to know something about me. I say my name is Ebenezer Posford.”

“Yes; you — you said so before.”

“Oh, that’s it, is it? Sauce! Very well, sauce away. Only let me tell you that if you speak again before I’ve finished I’ll knock your head off your shoulders — with that.” He stretched his fist out towards me; I never saw one like it for size, and colour, and hardness; it fascinated me, that fist did. “I say again what I’ve said before — that I am Ebenezer Posford. It is not so long ago that I was known as the Southwark Slogger; it’s a name you may have heard — a good many have. I tell you this so that you may know exactly where you are; so now you understand.” I would have given a trifle to have been able to slip out of the room unnoticed; I don’t think that boot of mine would have kept me from doing a bit of moving; but that was all I did understand. I certainly did not understand why he should speak to me like that, and with that fist of his stretched out I did not feel like asking. He went on: “So now that we do understand each other, is there anything you’d like to say?”

There were a good many things I would have liked to say; but, just then, I did not know how to say them. All I could do was to stammer: — 

“I — I — you don’t happen to be aware, Mr. Posford, which is the shortest way to Walham Green?”

“Never you mind about that. By the time I’ve done with you, you won’t want to know the way to anywhere. You’re going to be taught a lesson to-night which, although I dare say you’ve stood in need of more than once before, now that you are going to have it, will last you for the rest of your life.”

I did not know what he meant — at least, I hoped I didn’t — but to look at him, and to hear him, made my blood run cold. I sat down, though no one had asked me to take a chair; but the truth is, it was all I could do to stand.

“I can’t help thinking,” I managed to get out, “that there’s some mistake. I don’t say that the fault is yours, Mr. Posford—”

“No, I shouldn’t; you might be sorry for it afterwards.”

“But I don’t remember to have had the pleasure of meeting you before—”

“It’s a pleasure which, now that it has come, I don’t fancy you’ll care to have repeated.”

‘And — and the fact is I came to see Mr. Macfarlane.”

“You’ll see him soon enough, you may take it from me.”

“What’s that?” I cried.

The same sound which rang through the house before came again, only much louder than before, to say nothing of the noise which followed — it made me jump off the chair I had just sat down on.

“That is Mr. Macfarlane.”

“Is — is he ill?”

“It depends on what you call ill. He wants to get at you, and they’re trying to keep him off you, and, in consequence, that’s how he expresses his feelings.”

“But — but he asked me to come and spend a social evening.”

“A social evening is what he called it, is it? Macfarlane has his own ideas of humour. You’ll find it a very social evening before he’s done with you; you wait!”

“You’ll allow me to remark, Mr. Posford, that I also have my ideas, and you’ll permit me to state—”

I was getting warm, and was just about to inform him that I declined to stay in the house another single moment, when the door was opened again and that red-headed fellow reappeared.

“Getting on nicely together, you two?” he said.

“Oh, very nicely,” said Mr. Posford, “Ai; just starting to get friendly.”

“He’s not much to look at, is he?” said red-head, looking me up and down as if I was there for exhibition.

“You’ve got to look at him twice,” said Posford, “before you can see him once.”

“There certainly is not much of him to make a fuss about.”

“Fuss! Him! Why, he’s more like a monkey than a man, and not a fully-grown monkey either.”

“Extraordinary what some women can take to!”

“If they can take to him, it is.”

“Extraordinary!”

It dawned upon me that these observations were meant for my benefit; I could not help seeing it, they were so pointed. Now, I am a man who, when things reach a certain limit, puts his foot down; and so I proceeded to show them.

“You’ll allow me to remark,” I said, “that I’ve not met either of you gentlemen before — that may be my misfortune, or it may not — and I’ve not come here to meet you now. I came here to spend a social evening, at his special invitation, with Mr. Macfarlane.”

“Very well, then,” said red-head; “you’re beginning by spending the first part of it with me. I’m his son.”

His son! I stared. I had never dreamed that he was old enough to have a son like that.

“Perhaps,” I ventured to hint, “you mean that he’s your brother?”

“I mean that I’m his son; at least, I’m one of them, because I’ve got four brothers, and I’m the youngest — they’re trying to calm my father at this moment, or he’d have killed you before now. So now you’ll understand what my feelings are when I think that a miserable, half-grown, half-baked animal like you has been playing hanky-panky tricks with my sister.”

“Me! — playing tricks! — with your sister!” I gasped. I had to, because it burst upon me all of a sudden that there must be a misunderstanding somewhere. “But,” I said, “so far as I know, I never saw your sister in my life.”

Red-head looked at Posford. “You hear that? He has got a face, hasn’t he?”

“And no mistake! But we’ll spoil it for him before we’re through — that is, if you can spoil a thing like that.”

“If you’ll permit me to explain,” I cried, “I’ll make it perfectly clear.”

“Here comes my father — he’ll make things clear; he’ll do all the explaining you want, and perhaps a trifle more.”

There was a din outside as if half-a-dozen people were falling downstairs; then the door was burst open, and there entered what seemed to me to be half-a-dozen people fighting. The room was all anyhow, and Mr. Posford had me by the collar, as if it had anything to do with me, before I began to understand what really was happening. The biggest man I think I ever did set eyes on — he must have been six feet six if he was an inch, and he was broad to match — was behaving as if he was stark, staring mad. His hair, his beard, and his face were all of them bright scarlet, though there were white hairs here and there, because anyone could see that he was not so young as he had been. Four other chaps, a size smaller than he was, but not so very much smaller, were hanging on to him for all they were worth; there was no mistaking they were his sons, because their heads and faces were the same shade as his was. And when a big woman, who I dare say was somewhere in the fifties, came in at the back, with hair of another shade of red, I began to understand what that policeman had meant by saying that the house was known as the Red House; I couldn’t have believed, if I hadn’t seen it for myself, that people’s hair could have been so red. And there was that great scarlet-headed giant shouting and struggling, and going on like a lunatic, shaking the whole house every time he moved.

“Where is he?” he yelled. “Let me get at him! Let me get within reach of the villain who’s trifled with my daughter’s affections!”

“He’s all right — I’ve got tight hold of him,” said Mr. Posford, which, if he meant me, he had — a good deal tighter than I cared for. I should have liked to have told him that it was very far from being all right.

Old Macfarlane looked my way.

“What!” he shouted. “What — that!” I thought he was going to have a fit. And the way he shouted, getting louder and louder, it was a wonder it did not bring the roof down. “That thing — that microbe — played the fool with a girl of mine!”

“I did not play the fool with a girl of yours!” I bawled. “And don’t you call me a microbe.”

The red-head who had opened the door started to talk.

“Now, father, if you’ll be still I’ll see what I can make of this person, and then, if you like, you can deal with him afterwards. Be so good as to listen to me, Mr. Curling.”

Curling? It seemed that he was calling me Curling.

“My name’s not Curling,” I interrupted.

“Oh, now it’s not Curling; you’ve had so many names in your time that it’s a little difficult. What does your name happen to be just now?”

“I’ve only had one name all my life, and I’ve got it now, and that’s Briggs — Sam Briggs.”

“Briggs? And you’ve only had one name all your life? This is getting better and better. You introduced yourself to my sister—”

“I tell you I never did!”

“Posford, can’t you make him keep his mouth shut till I have had a chance to get a word in edgeways?”

“If he opens it again before you’ve finished I’ll twist his windpipe.”

“You introduced yourself to my sister under the name of Lancelot Montgomery, and you asked her to call you Lance; it was only later that she learned, by accident, that your name was Curling — Augustus Curling. I understand that she has known you as Augustus Curling for some time now; as Augustus Curling you as good as asked her to be your wife; and, in consequence of your conduct to her as Augustus Curling, my father, who is sitting here, wrote and requested you to come and make yourself known, as a man should do, to her relations and her friends, and to furnish those explanations which he felt, and which we felt, were required, and therefore it is as Augustus Curling you are here.”

“Pardon me—” I got no farther; Posford stopped me.

“One moment; then you shall speak. What we want you to do, in the first place, is to tell us, quite frankly and clearly, what, with respect to my sister, are your intentions. Posford, let him answer.” Posford let me answer — though it was some seconds before I had breath enough to do it.

“My intentions!” I said. “What’s the use of asking what my intentions are? I have no intentions.”

“You have no intentions?”

“No intentions!” roared the six-foot-sixer; up he jumped again. “Let me — let me!”

But they would not let him, luckily for me; there was another few minutes’ excitement; then peace once more; and the red-head again.

“Father, if you’ll only keep calm I shall soon have done with him, then you can have your turn.” He turned to me. “Did I understand you to say that, with respect to my sister, you have no intentions?”

“How can I have when I’ve never met your sister?”

“You have never met my sister?”

“I’ve never even seen her.”

“You — as my father says — you microbe!”

“Don’t you call me a microbe! And, anyhow, I’d as soon be a microbe as have hair the colour of some I see!”

Then I thought there was going to be trouble.

There was completer silence than there had been yet; I believe they were so taken by surprise that all idea of killing me was surprised right out of them. Off started red-head again.

“You’ve an agreeable way about you, Mr. Curling.”

“My name’s not Curling!”

“You have impudence enough to stand there and say, before all of us, that you never met my sister, that you never saw her. It seems to me that this is a most mysterious business, and I mean to get to the bottom of it. There’s something at the back of all this, unless I’m very much mistaken.” He turned to the old lady. “Mother, you go upstairs and send her down.”

Out went the old lady. Presently there was a noise outside, and then the door was opened and a female came in who must have been over six foot, and whose hair was the reddest of the lot. Whether she was young or not I am not in a position to say; no woman with hair that colour ever would be young to me.

“Oh, Augustus!” she howled, holding her handkerchief up to both her eyes, “why are you treating me like this? After all that’s passed between us, and all you’ve said and promised, I never thought you could have done it.”

“So,” chipped in Red-head No. I, “you are him, after all!”

“I’m nothing of the kind,” I said; “and don’t you make any error. Can’t the lady take the handkerchief from before her eyes and have a look at me?”

“Now, Flora” — fancy calling a female like that Flora!— “look at him and tell us who this is.”

She removed her handkerchief, and stared about her like a moon-struck calf.

“Where is my Augustus?” she inquired.

“Isn’t this him?”

“That!” She glanced my way; from her manner she did not seem to like the look of me any more than I liked the look of her. “That! My Augustus! How dare you insult me!” If she did not stride right over to me and pick me up off the floor and hold me right up in the air — which will show the kind of person she was! “What have you done with my Augustus?” she demanded; and she shook me so that I could almost feel my teeth rattling.

“If you don’t put me down,” I said, “I shall hit you!”

Hit her! I might as well have hit the Monument; I was like an infant in her hands. That is the worst of being a neat figure.

Oh, dear, there were some lively doings! Talk about Hampstead Heath on a Bank Holiday! — it was a wonder they did not bring the house down. What happened to me I can’t exactly say; seemed as if I was like the ball at a Rugby football match; everyone had a grab at me. All I know is that at last I was thrown down the front door-steps into the street, and my hat and stick thrown after me. I believe it was done to save my life.

But I was so addled that for ever so long I could not stand up; and when I did stand up I was so stiff I couldn’t move; and when I started to move, what with my aches and pains, and my tight boot, I could only hobble. It took me I don’t know how long to get round the corner, and then who should come sailing up to me but the party of the train, as bold as brass and as perky as a pigeon. “Good evening, Mr. Briggs,” he said, quite affable.

I could only gasp; it was a case where it was impossible for anyone to have done more.

“You!” I said; “you! Well, upon my word!”

“Have you had a social evening, Mr. Briggs? Been having a pleasant time with Willie Macfarlane and his family? Nice healthy lot, I’ve been given to understand, with hearty manners. And Miss Macfarlane — have you seen her? I hope that, as I said she would do, she has appreciated you at your proper worth.”

“You beauty!” I said, “if I wasn’t already pretty nearly falling to pieces,” I said, “I’d — I’d—”

While I was searching for language with which properly to express my feelings I heard a voice behind me which I had heard just lately.

“Augustus! Oh, there’s Augustus!”

He heard it too, and he gave a jump.

“You little hound!” he said, in quite a different tone of voice; “is this a trap you’ve laid for me?”

Off he scooted like a runaway motor-car.

I looked round, and there was Miss Macfarlane, and Posford, and some of her brothers. Some of them went after him, but they never caught him — too soon they came back to join in the fun.

“You young rat!” said Posford, “you told us that fellow was a stranger to you, and that you never saw him before this morning; and here he is hanging about round the corner, waiting to meet you. It’s a conspiracy between you, that’s what it is, and it would serve you right if we were to break every bone in your body!”

He started to do it, too; and he might have succeeded if the policeman of whom I had asked the way had not come up and stopped him.

“Here, what’s all this?” he asked.

Posford, what he called, explained.

“Officer, this young scoundrel has been treating a lady shamefully, disgracefully! It would be no more than he deserves if we were to take the skin right off his body!”

That policeman, with the sort of common sense a policeman generally shows, took it all for granted.

“I saw him hanging about some time ago, and I wondered then what game he was up to. Now, what you had better do is to take yourself right off.”

I took myself right off, with, as it were, my tail between my legs — as if I had done anything wrong! I got home at last — I don’t know how, but I did get home somehow; I know that when I did get home I was simply no good for anything. My word, what a night I had!

The next morning when I got down to the station my friend Tanner was asking me if I had brought my eye up against an open door or something, when in came the train, and if that party didn’t put his head out of one of the windows and begin shouting to me.

“Halloa, Briggs!” he shouted, at the top of his voice, so that everyone could hear. “How are you, Briggs? Come in here, Briggs, and tell me all about the pleasant time you had at Willie Macfarlane’s!”

I simply rushed at him.

“Let me get at him!” I yelled.

But they would not let me — they dared not; a porter held me tight, the train went out of the station, and left me standing on the platform. That was a nice thing! The consequence was that I was late at the office, and got a wigging — besides having unpleasant things said about the marks upon my features.

That was two months ago. This evening a small parcel came to me at my house. In it was a cardboard box, and in the box was a piece of wedding-cake, and on the top of the cake was a card, and on the card was: “With Mr and Mrs. Augustus Curling’s Compliments” — that was engraved; and underneath was written, in ink— “Mrs. Curling was Miss Macfarlane. In Memory of a Social Evening.”

Fancy me touching that piece of wedding-cake! Think of me eating it! Why, a crumb of it would have choked me! There are some nice people in this world!

I gave it to my sister. She tells me that it was not worth eating. I have no doubt whatever that she’s right — he was that kind of man.


THAT HANSOM

LAST Boxing Day! — my word! A day and a half that was. After breakfast I started off with Tom Edwards for a walk. Called on Arthur Timmins at Putney. His mother brought out a bottle of sherry wine and a cake, and everybody’s health was drunk. Then Tom and Arthur and I went over to Percy Saunders, Wandsworth way, and if he did not make us stop to dinner, all the three of us! After dinner Saunders wanted to come with us to see a football match, which Timmins was full of; but his wife said straight out that if he did he would find her missing when he came back; so, as there seemed to be a bit of breeze in the air, I and Tom and Timmins left them to it.

A good match it was, though I could not rightly say who it was between, one of the players on one of the sides being a friend of Timmins; but there was a good deal of warmth about, though the day was cold. The name of Timmins’s friend was Charlie Harris, and he was something like a player, he was. He was not going to let any referee sit on him, and so he told them plain. A bumptious little chap that referee was, always blowing his whistle, and when Charlie Harris could put up with him no longer he simply knocked him down. Then there was a nice few minutes. Pretty nearly everybody started fighting, though I could not quite see why. Someone bashed in my hat and gave me one in the eye which I knew I should carry about for a week. Charlie Harris, when he saw the state I was in, he behaved like a real friend. He took the three of us home to what he called tea. It turned out he was a butcher, and his was what you might describe as a butcher’s idea of tea. Pork chops and stout we had, and as that is not what I have for my tea — not as a general rule — by the time I had done in my share I did not seem to care much what happened, and by way of finishing up the evening in an appropriate and festive manner, we started for a stroll round town.

The farther we strolled the more we felt that it really was Boxing Day. And at last we came to a house where there was a hansom cabman who had been doing himself too well even for Boxing Day. His cab was at the door, and he offered to sell it to anyone who would give him the price of another quart. Whether the cab was or was not his to sell I don’t know, but they persuaded me to give him the price of a quart, and then, according to them, his cab was mine. They took off his badge and put it on to me, he wishing me a “Merry Christmas” while they were doing it, in spite of my explaining to him that, accurately speaking, Christmas might be said to be past, and then they went with me outside and helped me up to the box, or whatever they call the thing which is at the back of a hansom cab. There is no doubt that for uncomfortableness the seat of a hansom cabman is bad to beat; and so I told them as I was settling down.

“If I don’t take care,” I said, “I shall tumble off this,” I said, “and if I do tumble there’ll be damage done. I think I’ll get down before there’s an accident, if you don’t mind.” But they would not have it.

“You’re all right,” said Timmins, who was not what I should call quite himself. “All you’ve got to do is to catch hold of the reins, and before you get that cab home you’ll have made a fortune.”

“Excuse me,” I replied, “but I don’t see how I am going to do that, considering that I don’t know where I am.”

“You’re driving a hansom cab, that’s where you are; and very well you do it, Sam; you might have been doing it all your life.”

“I may be driving a hansom cab,” I explained, “or I may not; but that’s not what I mean when I say I don’t know where I am. What I want to know is, is this Westbourne Park or is it Lambeth Marsh?” — the plain fact being that we had been doing so much strolling about that I really had lost my bearings altogether. Before they could answer, a gentleman came rushing across the road.

“Hi, cabman!” he cried. “Get me to Euston Station inside twenty minutes and I’ll give you half a sovereign!”

The gentleman took me aback. The idea of me going in for fares, and driving people about as if I really was a regular cabman, had never entered my mind not for a single second. I was just about to explain that I was merely sitting up at the back of somebody else’s hansom cab for the sake of a little joke, by way of winding up the festive season, when Charlie Harris, who certainly ought to have known better, took the gentleman by the arm and helped him in, before I had a chance of saying even so much as a single word. And when I did begin they would not let me get out more than a word or two. I had got as far as, “You must allow me to remark, sir,” when Arthur Timmins, whose conduct was outrageous, reached up and caught me by the coat, and nearly pulled me off the seat.

“Now, Sam, look lively!” he cried. “If you get the gentleman to Euston inside twenty minutes it will mean ten bob for you to take home to your wife and family, and you know how much they are in want of it, so mind you get him there. The gentleman’s a family man himself, no doubt, and that’s why he’s so anxious to catch the very last train that will bring him to them.”

“Look here, Arthur Timmins,” I said, “I’ve no more got a wife and family than you have; and you very well know it,” I said.

I was just going to give him a few words of a kind when Tom Edwards nipped the nosebag off the horse’s head, who had been feeding as comfortably and nicely as any horse could have been. He ran round and hitched it up somewhere underneath where I was, and he gave me a bang in the back which almost knocked the wind right out of me, and he sang out: — 

“Now then, Sam, off you go! Don’t you hear the gent’s in a hurry?”

And, mind you, I had had as much confidence in that man as if he had been my own brother! Charlie Harris, who was a person I had already wished more than once I had never had the misfortune of meeting, asked the party who was inside the cab, “Did you say Euston, sir? The driver didn’t quite catch what you said.”

“Of course I said Euston,” he shouted. “Is the man deaf, or is he drunk? Why isn’t he moving? Didn’t he hear me tell him I wanted to get there inside twenty minutes?”

“You let me get down,” I said. “That’s what I want to do — I want to get down.”

If that there Arthur Timmins didn’t hang on to my jacket at the back, so that he kept me glued down on the thing which was supposed to be a seat, while Tom Edwards stuck to my leg, so that I could no more move than if I was a wooden image. The gentleman stood up and bawled at me over the top of the cab — touched in the temper he seemed to be.

“If you don’t start at once, my lad, you’ll be sorry.”

“You’ll be sorry if I do start,” I told him.

“None of your insolence!” he shouted.

“Now, Sam,” said Charlie Harris — he had no right to call me Sam, considering that he had only known me an hour or two, but that was the kind of character he was— “don’t you cheek the gentleman — behave!”

“Why, Sam Briggs,” said Timmins, “wouldn’t your poor wife be surprised if she saw you up there, going on like this!”

Then I was so mad that I could not find words to speak.

“It’s only his playfulness,” said Charlie Harris to the gentleman. “As a matter of fact he’s one of the most remarkable drivers in London, and when he’s once got his horse going he’ll take him along in a way that’ll startle you.”

It is my belief that Tom Edwards gave the animal a kick in the ribs, because before either the gentleman or I could say a word off he went with a sort of hop, skip, and jump which almost upset the show at the very start. It would have been better for me if it had done. The gentleman, who had been standing up, disappeared inside as if he had been a Jack-in-the-box. I had been standing up on the perch behind, and so I had to cling to the iron rail which ran round the roof, goodness alone knows how, to keep myself from going goodness alone knows where.

The first few minutes after the horse had started were among the very worst I ever had known. It is no joke sitting on the horrible perch they call a seat at the back of a hansom cab; from the experience I had I should say it takes some practice to do it anything like properly, especially when the horse is going he can’t tell where, and you can’t either. Owing to my not being so tall as some, when I was sitting on the thing there were my feet dangling in the air; and as there was only a thin rail about two inches high to keep me from tumbling on to the street, how I was going to get sufficient purchase so as to get a good hold on the horse’s mouth was what I should very much like to have been informed. When I did get myself something like settled I found that I was mixed up with a rug or something in such a way that I hardly dared to move for fear I should go flying overboard. Luckily the reins were knotted to the rail in front of me, and at last I was able to get hold of them just in time to stop the horse from walking into a public-house window. Up to then he had had the road all to himself, and had kept something like a bee-line, and what induced him to step on to the pavement all at once and make for that public-house window is more than I can say. There was a party leaning against it who had been keeping Boxing Day in style, and when he saw a hansom cab making straight for him I should not be surprised if he supposed he had been keeping it even better than he thought he had. He began to halloa.

“Here! What’s this? Where are you coming to? Am I on the pavement, or are you? Will you keep that horse of yours in its proper place, or shall I have to make you?”

He took hold of the creature’s head in a regular fury. I endeavoured to explain.

“Excuse me, but at the present moment I’m mixed up with something on this beastly seat so that I can hardly move a limb, but if you’ll kindly keep tight hold of that brute’s head I’ll get down as soon as ever I can, because I can assure you that it’s owing to no fault of mine that I’m up here, but on account of a little joke which some friends of mine have been having I find myself in a situation which I’ve no wish to occupy—”

He did not wait for me to finish, but he swung the horse’s head right round and shoved us off the pavement in a style which nearly laid the whole caboodle over on its side; then he gave a wild whoop and took his hat off and hit the horse with it, and off we started again about fifteen miles an hour. All the people had come out of the public-house to see the fun, and when we went off they all cheered. Anyone who felt less like cheering than I did it would be hard to find.

When I was younger I used occasionally to drive a goat-chaise at the seaside, and I remember once holding the reins of a char-à-banc while the driver went inside to get some refreshment; but beyond that I could not say that I had had much to do with horses; and considering that I was swaying about upon that perch at the back, expecting to find myself every moment I did not know where, and that the reins had got crossed or something, so that when I pulled the right one the horse went to the left, and when I pulled the left he went to the right, which I was convinced was what did not ought to happen, it was a position in which, as a driver of a hansom cab, it would have been as well that I should have had more experience of driving than I really had had.

It was latish, pretty near to closing time, and about there there was no traffic to speak of, so that the corkscrew style we had of going along, first on one side of the road and then on the other, did not attract so much notice as it might have done. How it was going to end was what I wondered, because stop that horse I soon found was more than I could do. Whether his master had any little trick of his own for stopping him I could not say; I only wished I could say. All I know is that every time I gave a pull at the reins he gave a kind of jump and went off faster than ever, making for the other side of the road, as if he thought that that was what I wanted, which showed what kind of animal he really was. What my sensations were as we went careering down that road will be understood when I mention that I had clean forgotten there was a gentleman inside, till all of a sudden he pushed up the trap-door in the roof, and a voice came out of it which gave me a start which nearly finished me.

“Do you know,” that voice said, “you nearly murdered me starting the way you did? I must have knocked my head against something which drove the senses right out of it, because I’ve only just come back to consciousness to find myself inside your cab; my head’s still going round and round like a teetotum, so perhaps you’ll explain what you mean by your behaviour.”

The ridiculousness of asking me to do a thing like that; as if my head was not going round and round as bad as his, and I was game to bet a good deal worse. I said nothing, but I held on to the reins as tight as I dared, and I gritted my teeth, and hoped that I should find out some dodge to get that horse to understand that I should be obliged if he would stop.

Up came the voice through the trap-door.

“Did you hear what I said?”

“Yes, I heard,” I told him.

“Then why don’t you speak? I believe there’s something injured inside of me; I feel queer all over.”

“That’s all right,” I said. “Don’t you worry; let’s hope you won’t feel any worse by the time we’ve finished.”

The voice sounded waspish.

“Don’t you speak to me like that; I won’t have it. How far are we from Euston?”

“No idea,” I said.

The voice sounded more waspish than it did before.

“What do you mean by talking in this way? Didn’t you hear me tell you I wanted to be at Euston inside twenty minutes?”

“I heard something about it, but it was no business of mine what you wanted.”

There was a sound inside the cab as if something had happened.

“You insolent scoundrel! Where are we?”

“That,” I said, “is what I should like to know myself.”

“Do you mean to tell me that you’ve lost your way?”

“I’ve no more idea where we are than you have. I’m a stranger in these parts.”

“A stranger! Why, good gracious, I’ve only eight minutes to catch my train. Shall I do it?”

“You’ll owe it to the horse if you do; you’ll owe nothing to me. Perhaps he’s more intelligent than he seems; up to the present I haven’t got to his intelligence myself, but there’s no knowing.”

“But I must catch my train — I must!”

“Then let’s hope you’ll do it; but I shouldn’t like to bet on it myself.”

“I insist on your telling me where we are.”

“I can tell you we’re alive, and if this animal takes it into his head to pull up before there’s much mischief done we shall keep on being alive, but that’s all I can tell you.”

“Stop your horse at once.”

“I wish I could. It’s what I’ve been trying to do ever since I’ve been up here.”

“Do you wish me to understand that he’s running away?”

“I don’t know what he’s doing, and if you knew as little about horses as I do you wouldn’t know either. I only know that it don’t seem as if he means to stop for me. I’ve always heard that when you wanted a horse to stop you tugged at his reins, but the more I tug the more he goes, until I’ve got to that state that I hardly dare to touch the reins at all. He’s doing just as he pleases so far as I’m concerned, and if you were up here like I am you’d know what that means. It’s all very well for you to go on while you’re safe inside, but if you were outside and me inside you’d feel different.”

“You’re a drunken scoundrel, that’s what you are. I suspected it when I got inside your cab. If you don’t stop this instant I’ll call to the first policeman I see.”

“You can call to who you please for all I care.”

But he had no chance of calling to anyone, because, all of a sudden, that horse turned round a corner sharp — sharper than I should care for as a general rule — so sharp, indeed, that one wheel went about a yard on the pavement. Why he did it I can’t say; I suppose he had reasons of his own; so far as I know I did nothing to induce him to do it. The consequence was that, before I had an idea of anything of the kind, there we were in the middle of a street full of traffic, and not only in the middle of the street, but going straight across it, as if we were making a bee-line for the other side. There was a terrible confusion; everyone seemed as surprised to see me and the hansom cab as I was to see them, especially where that horse had taken it into his head to go. We put a stop to everything; the wonder was that between them they did not put a final stop to us. There were ‘buses and cabs and carriages on either side, and some of them pretty well on top of us. The language I heard! That horse went so far as to look through the window of a motor-’bus, and then he did what I had not been able to induce him to do — he came to a standstill, with the hansom cab behind him, drawn right across the street. So far as I could make out everyone was speaking at once, and they all seemed to be talking about the same thing.

“Now, then, where do you think you’re coming to?”

“Where might you have come from?”

“Think you own the street?”

“Want someone to go right over you?”

“You driving the horse or the horse driving you?”

The gentleman inside jumped out and nipped into the cab whose driver was asking me that last question. He shouted something at me as he went, but what it was I neither heard nor cared; I fancy he made a remark to the effect that he was not going to pay me my fare — as if it was that that troubled me. It was impossible for me to speak to everyone at once, like everyone was speaking to me, or I would have tried to explain. Before I could do anything of the kind some officious person, taking hold of the horse’s head, brought the cab into safety alongside the kerb, and everything went on as before, except that there was a policeman on the pavement talking to me. The sight of him gave me an uncomfortable feeling of a fresh sort, and goodness knows I had already had uncomfortable feelings enough and to spare.

I have seen and heard enough of policemen to be aware how off-handed they can be, and what a trick they sometimes have of locking you up first and asking questions afterwards; and when I saw that one it suddenly struck me that I had no more right to be where I was than I had to break into the Bank of England. He might accuse me of stealing that cab, for all I could tell. If he found out that I was an unlicensed person driving another man’s hansom that would be sufficient to make it a case of the police-station for me, as safe as houses. The idea sent cold shivers all down my back, and I was cold enough to start with. The joke had been all on one side as it was, and if I was to spend Boxing Night in a lock-up and then be brought before a magistrate in the morning, that would be a joke, that would. At the least it might be twenty shillings and costs or a month, and then where should I be? Especially considering that I had to be at the office at eight o’clock to the tick. It was no good talking to him about the outrageous treatment I had been subjected to — and by those, mind you, who called themselves my friends. What I had to do was to look pleasant, and make out that I had been driving a hansom cab since the days of my early childhood, and try to settle myself on the thing they called a seat so that I should not feel every moment as if I was going to fall off; which would have been easier if I had not felt so uncertain in my mind as to what that horse would take it into his head to do next.

“That horse of yours fresh?” asked the policeman.

“He is a little that way,” I answered; if he wasn’t that, then he was something else.

“Got a bit out of hand?”

“He did a bit”; I could have sworn that safely!

“Yet he doesn’t look as if he was over and above fresh.”

“Some do and some don’t — you never can tell; some look one thing and some look another, and that’s what it is.”

Something in what I said, or in the way I said it, seemed to strike him. He glanced up at me with what I should call a touch of sharpness.

“You look very young to be up there.”

I felt it; if he had only known how young he would have been surprised; but it would never have done to have told him so. So I did a little dodging.

“There you are again — you never can tell what a man’s age is from his appearance. Look at you — in the prime of life, I dare say; and yet you look as if you were almost too young to be a policeman, from where I am.”

That seemed to rile him, though I don’t know why. He struck me as being quite a decent-looking young chap, for a policeman.

“I don’t know how old you are, but I do know you’re not big enough to drive a hansom cab. Why, your legs are dangling in the air and your feet don’t even touch the footboard.”

Now, the question of my size is a delicate one with me. While not holding with your giants, I am aware that I might, without much harm being done, be the merest fraction taller than I am. So I let him have one for himself.

“We don’t make ourselves,” I said. “I dare say if we had,” I said, “you’d have taken a little off your width and added it to your height.”

There was what I have heard described as an ominous pause. That policeman was, we will say, plumpish. If I had known what was the matter with the reins, and that horse had had any intelligence, I should have driven off; but, as it was, I had to wait and give him a chance of getting back at me. He took out his pocket-book, and his tone was grim.

“Where’s your badge?” he asked. I was ready for him there; I showed him the other party’s badge. He took down the number; it looked as if there might be trouble coming for the gentleman who ought to have been where I was. Then he asked a question which was in the way of something like a facer. “What’s your name and address?” he said.

While I was wondering what I should like him to think it was, another policeman came up, as if one at a time was not enough. The very first question he put to me showed his unfriendliness.

What do you mean, cabman, by taking your horse across the road like that?” His tone was nasty.

“Excuse me,” I explained, “I did not take my horse; it was my horse took me.”

“That,” said policeman No. I, “is how he answers when you speak to him. I was taking his name and address when you came up.”

“Quite right,” said policeman No. 2. “It’s a wonder there weren’t half-a-dozen accidents. From the way he brought that horse and cab of his across the road I should say he couldn’t drive.” I could not; but at that moment it was not for me to say so. People were gathering round, there was getting quite a crowd; I was getting more uncomfortable than ever — there was something so disagreeable about those policemen’s manners — when suddenly somebody said, speaking as if he thought he was someone: “Officer, I require a cab.”

That policeman with the pocket-book, as if he felt he had gone too far with me, and was disposed to change the subject — and it was well for him he was — moved forward.

“A hansom, sir?” he said. “Here’s a hansom.”

The gentleman who had spoken came into view.

“Oh, is that a hansom?” he observed. “Then why wasn’t I informed?”

It was not necessary for him to make any further remark; that was more than enough to show how he had been spending Boxing Night. A regular swell, he was — top hat, fur coat, and all, dressed up to the nines all round, he was. That policeman smelt something for himself at the sight of him.

“Yes, sir; this is a hansom, and the driver has a good horse, and he can drive it.”

“He’d better; he’s not to let him stand on his head, because I won’t have it.”

“No, sir; I shouldn’t. You hear, driver? You’re not to let your horse stand on his head, because the gentleman won’t have it.” Some of them laughed. They were beginning to enjoy themselves, which was a good deal more than I was. The notion of being supposed to drive somebody else somewhere, and him a swell who had been overdoing it, was one I did not like at all. It was all very well to laugh at the idea of the horse standing on his head, but if he wanted to he would, for all I could do to stop him, and that was certain. So I interfered.

“Look here,” I said, “this won’t do at any price; I’m not taking any more fares. I’m going to my stable at once — that’s where I’m going.”

The difficulty was that I could not own up how I really was placed in the presence of those two policemen; and that’s what made it so awkward. Of course, they took advantage of me at once.

“Talk sense,” said the one who had taken the old gentleman in hand. “You’re plying for hire. I just saw a fare get out of your cab. You take the gentleman where he wants to go.”

“I shall write to the papers if he doesn’t,” said the gentleman. “And, what’s more, I sha’n’t pay him anything either.”

“Very proper, too, sir; don’t you pay him anything if he doesn’t drive you where you want to go. And where might you want him to drive you, sir?”

The policeman handed him into the cab. Rather tottery he was, but he did manage to get in; I felt him drop with a thud on the seat. Wonderful how shaky a hansom seems when you are hoping you won’t fall off the thing stuck up in the air at the back.

“My name is William Shepherd,” said the gentleman, very solemn and serious— “William Shepherd; and I want him to drive me home. Everyone knows where I live. And, officer, here’s half a crown for yourself.”

“Thank you very much, sir. I rather fancy the driver’s an ignorant man, sir; hadn’t you better tell me where you live, and then I’ll let him know?”

But the gentleman would not have it.

“If the driver is an ignorant man, officer, then why is he driving a hansom cab to the public danger? In these days, when the ratepayers are being robbed to pay for other people’s education, I ask you why. And let me tell you I won’t have it.” All at once he got quite warm. I do not know what took him, but he did. He stood on the front of the cab and waved his stick in the air. “Why am I being kept waiting? If an ignorant driver won’t start his horse, then I will.”

And he did. He brought down his stick on the horse with a regular crack; more of a crack, I dare say, than he meant. The horse seemed taken aback, as if he wanted to know what he had been doing to be used like that. Up went his heels; over went the gentleman into the policeman’s arms. The policeman, as if surprised to find him coming, lay down on the pavement, with the gentleman on top. And that was the last I saw of them. Apparently that horse had had about enough of it; I expect he had found my style of driving a little trying, and the crack with that stick was the final straw. Off he went — my word, he did go! How I hung on was a marvel. To be frank, I was wondering whether to keep trying to hang on, or to drop at once and chance it. But I concluded that there would not be much chance about it if I did drop; so I decided to stick while I could.

After all, that policeman was right — that horse was fresh; he must have been, the way he went. The cab was first on one wheel, then on the other; how it managed to keep on one at all was a mystery; there was me being swung backwards and forwards like a monkey on a stick. Someone might have stopped us, or we might have run into something and stopped ourselves, for good and all, if the horse had kept straight on; but he did nothing of the kind. He showed that he had ideas of his own by sweeping round a corner as if there was no corner there. That was a sharp corner, that was; he went so close to a lamp-post that it seemed he was doing his best to take it with us. However, he left: it behind, and off we went without it — goodness only knows where we went, or how. It really had very little interest for me.

I had a sort of feeling that he had got among a lot of streets where everyone had gone to bed, which was like his artfulness, seeing that in consequence there was nothing to run against or stop us, though the wonder was that the clatter he made did not wake them all up again; fire-engines they must have thought we were, those who heard us. I had lost all reckoning where the reins had gone to — not that it made any difference, but as I had seen nothing of them since we had started again, they might have got mixed up with the horse’s feet for all I could tell; my hat had gone; the cushion off the thing they called a seat had gone after it; the rug in which I had got my legs tangled up at the beginning of that little jaunt had fallen overboard; I had got my feet on the footboard at last, and was clinging to the thin rail which ran round the roof in front of me for all I was worth.

Round another corner went that horse, then round another; the way he took them made me feel as if something had turned a somersault inside me; he paid absolutely no attention to the pavements, and I dare bet he took chips off the corners of some of the houses. Round another corner, swish! and I am bothered if he had not turned into some mews. Then he slowed down, and began to move along as if he thought the time had come for him to mind his p’s and q’s. He stopped in front of a stable door — and if he did not lift up his front leg and knock against it with his hoof, as if by way of giving a gentle hint to those inside that he was there!

That horse had come home — he had brought himself home, and me and the hansom; and if he had left my hat and the cushion and the rug and his master behind him on the road, you could hardly put that down as being any fault of his. I did not wait for him to knock again; it would not have done for me to have waited for someone to open that stable door — his master, or his master’s wife, or anyone else — and then start asking me questions; no, certainly not.

Now that I had the chance, I jumped down off that horrible perch faster than I had ever jumped before; and I nipped off down the mews as quickly and as quietly as ever I could. When I reached the corner there was that horse lifting his leg to knock again, standing as patient and sober as you please, and I dare say tired out and anxious to get to bed. After all, he was about the most intelligent creature I had seen that Boxing Day, that horse was — and I will say that for him.


THE STAR OF ROMANCE

THE first time I spoke to her on the top of the ‘bus we were not what you might call strangers, seeing that we had gone up to town by the same ‘bus, off and on, for I don’t know how long. That morning I found myself on the same seat as she was. She was reading — I had noticed that she generally was — but when her umbrella fell my way I picked it up, and that broke the ice. I mentioned that I had had the pleasure of travelling on the same omnibus with her on previous occasions, and how it had caught my eye that she generally had something of a reading nature in her hand. And when she said there were few things she liked better than a good story, that smoothed the way; and, having once started, she kept on — my word, she did! I have found it like that more than once before. Until you speak to a young lady she says nothing, but when you do speak to her it’s about the last chance of speaking you ever do have — she does all the talking for ever afterwards. There’s no mistake that some young ladies do have the gift of conversation. Miss Blott had.

Her name was Blott — Irene Blott. She asked me if I thought the name was a pretty one; but before I had a chance of answering she went on to remark that she was in a tea-shop off Cheapside, but her soul wasn’t there, and never would be. She said that when we were at the Walham Green end of the Fulham Road; and as she kept on talking until we reached Cheapside, there was not much about her I did not know by the time we got there. At least, that was the impression that was left upon my mind. Romance was what she cared for. Really and truly she could hardly be said to live for anything else. And if you couldn’t get romance in a story, where could you? She subscribed to the Star of Romance Series of Complete Novels by leading authors at one penny each. You couldn’t call that dear, could you? I should have said I couldn’t if I had had a chance; but I hadn’t.

She was what I call a pretty girl, Irene Blott was. And when she turned and looked at me — nice eyes she had, though there was something about one of them which made you wonder if they were quite a match — and said that she never should have thought my name was Briggs, because I reminded her of a character which was in a story she had read, it might have been a month ago, there was something about the manner in which she said it which made a sort of shiver go all over me.

The character in question was a nobleman of the highest rank, and my likeness to him was simply startling. The similarity had struck her the first time she had seen me on the ‘bus, and ever since, if she might use the word, it had haunted her. I asked her what kind of looking party this nobleman was — I did manage to get in that much. She said that all she could tell me then was that he was of striking appearance, and once seen never to be forgotten; but if I would meet her that evening she would go into the mystery to the very bottom, for a mystery she was persuaded there must be, and one which ought not to be hidden from me.

I said I would meet her, and I did — at the corner of Newgate Street — and she was twenty minutes late. As soon as we were on the ‘bus — there happened to be one waiting, so we hopped up — she asked me if there had ever been a nobleman in my family whose name began with a “D.” I said that so far as I was aware there had not been. She wanted to know if I was perfectly certain. I told her that I could not go so far as that, especially as I had an uncle whose name was Dawkins, and that began with a “D.” No; it was no name like Dawkins. Perhaps it would assist me if she were to ask if I had a pink scar on the small of my back shaped like a Maltese cross. I felt that that was rather a delicate question to be asked by a young lady on the top of an omnibus; and I looked round to see if anyone had heard it. Then I hinted that, though I wasn’t so well acquainted with the small of my own back as she might think, to the best of my knowledge and belief I had not.

“Oh,” she said, and she gave a kind of sigh; “then the mystery deepens. Have you any pressing engagement, Mr. Briggs?” As a matter of fact my supper would be ready for me when I got home, and I should be ready for it. But before I had a chance of saying so she went on: “Because if you haven’t, and we were to go together for a little walk in Hyde Park, where we should not be so likely to be overheard, I think I could make it plain to you that there is something mysterious about you of which you haven’t any notion.”

I did not see how that could be, since it stood to reason that I knew more about myself than she did; still, I did not like to disoblige a young lady, so the end of it was that we got down at Hyde Park Corner and turned into the park. When we had gone a little way she put a question which took me by surprise.

“Mr. Briggs, have you ever rowed in the University Boat Race?”

No, I said, I had not; though I perhaps knew as much about boats as most men; especially as I had nearly been drowned in one — which I was once, in Battersea Park.

“I asked,” she explained, “because I have a picture of last year’s Oxford crew, and you’re the very image of one of them.”

“Which one?”

“I couldn’t exactly tell you — not from memory; but the likeness is there, unmistakably.”

“Seems to me that I’m like more people than I thought I was.”

“Ah, you shouldn’t laugh at it. No one can ever tell. It may be the hand of destiny.” There was a way about her as she said it which was beyond me altogether. Then she asked another question which took me more by surprise than the first had done; though, at the same time, it put me more on my own ground. “Mr. Briggs, have you ever been in love?”

“That depends, Miss Blott, on what you call being in love.”

“I mean, have you ever been engaged to be married? Perhaps you are a married man?”

“Do I look it?”

“There’s no telling. Not long ago I was walking out with a gentleman who turned out to have buried two wives, and to be married to a third.”

“I have not yet had a chance of burying one. Sam Briggs is a bachelor, Miss Blott.”

‘Ah,” she said, “so was he!”

“I beg your pardon,” I remarked, “but who might you be referring to as ‘he’?”

“The nobleman I was telling you about. I should mention that I was mistaken this morning when I told you his name began with a ‘D.’ It really began with a ‘B.’”

“Same as my name does.”

“That deepens the mystery. What makes it more mysterious than ever is the fact that the young lady to whom he became attached was in a tea-shop.”

“Was she?”

“And her name began with a ‘B.’”

“Did it? Was she what you might call good-looking?”

“Oh, Mr. Briggs, you mustn’t ask me such a question. If I was to answer it you’d think that I was fishing. Do you like fair young ladies?”

Now she was dark, with that fuzzy-wuzzy, black, horse-hair kind of hair. So I said: “Certainly not. If there’s one thing I can’t abide it is a girl who looks as if there’d been soda in the water, and as if her colour had run in the wash.”

“Mr. Briggs, you are severe. Perhaps you don’t care for young ladies, whether fair or dark.”

“Don’t I? Do I look as if I was that kind?”

“To be quite candid, the young nobleman whom I’ve mentioned was extremely fond of the fair sex; and, as I’ve already told you, your likeness to him is striking.”

“In that respect it is. If there’s any man who’s fonder of the fair sex than I am I’d like to meet him. But perhaps you don’t care for men, Miss Blott?”

“Oh, Mr. Briggs!”

“Now what kind of men do you care for, as a rule?”

“Oh, Mr. Briggs, you mustn’t ask me, really! It isn’t fair.”

“Do you like ’em — what you might call — a bit — dashing?”

“Oh, Mr. Briggs, how can I answer such a question, after such a short acquaintance? Doesn’t it seem strange that we should only have spoken to each other for the first time this morning? Do you know, I feel as if we were quite old friends.”

“You don’t look it.”

“I suppose not. All my friends tell me how young I really look. It’s rather a drawback sometimes. How old would you think I was?”

“Seventeen; not a day more.”

“What a good judge of age you are! It’s wonderful. As a matter of fact, I’m eighteen; what you might call nineteen. If it’s not seeming too curious, Mr. Briggs, might I ask how old you are?”

“I’m what you might call nineteen; though, mind you, in many ways I’m more.”

“He was your age.”

“Meaning the mysterious nobleman?”

“Isn’t it extraordinary that you should be so alike in every respect?”

“It’s more than strange; it’s — it’s jolly queer.”

Then I got away as fast as ever I could. I was feeling peckish. For all I could tell she was getting the same. In fact, she did throw out a kind of a hint that there was rather a good restaurant over the road where a gentleman she knew once took a lady friend of hers to supper. The hint was enough for me. From the top of the Brompton Road to Walham Green the ‘bus fare is twopence, and twopence was every farthing I had on me. So we parted, as you might say, in a bit of a hurry. Still, I am not denying that she had made what you might describe as an impression on my mind.

The arrangement was that I should look her up the next morning about lunch-time in her tea-shop; and there I was, right to the tick. I saw her directly I put my nose inside the door, in spite of the crowd. She was carrying a large tray with about enough things on it for a small beanfeast. Just as I got in, she hit a young lady, who was lunching off a cup of tea and a sardine, on the head with one of the corners in a way that young lady did not seem to like, though I saw Miss Blott look round and beg her pardon, in a manner which made her drive another corner into an old gentleman who was putting on his hat. I found an empty seat at one of the tables she was serving. As I sat down I took off my hat, and I said, “Good morning, Miss Blott.”

But not only did she not answer, but, so to speak, she didn’t even notice me. She gave me, if you might call it so, one short side look, as if I was a stone image, and off she went. Two other parties were sitting at my table; one of them digged the other in the side with his elbow, and the other, he dug him back. Then they both of them smiled. I was just on the point of asking what it was they happened to see to smile at when up came Miss Blott again; as she came she drove the corner of an empty tray into the back of my neck. It might have been an accident, but I have my doubts.

“May I ask if you’re serving this table?” I inquired. “Good morning, Miss Blott.”

Again she gave me what you could not help but call the cold shoulder — with her head in the air. All she said was, “That seat you’re on is reserved for one of my regular customers.”

Those two parties laughed right out. I didn’t like it.

“When one of your regular customers comes he can have this seat; till then he can’t. In the meantime, perhaps you’ll be so good as to bring me a steak-pudding and a cup of cocoa; I’m in a hurry.”

Just then somebody at one of her other tables called her, or she pretended that they did; and off she went without paying the slightest attention to me. What was the meaning of her behaviour was more than I could imagine. Those two parties were positively offensive. They both of them got up.

“We’re going now,” one of them said. “If you like we’ll get you something at the counter as we go, in case you’re hungry.”

I could hear them sniggering together as they went down the shop. If it had been outside I would have talked to them in a different way. But I didn’t want to be the cause of unpleasantness with two strangers in a tea-shop. Some persons might not have a reputation to keep up; I have.

Hardly had they gone than back she came. I felt huffy; and I showed it.

“Perhaps you’ll let me know if you took my order for that steak-pudding; to say nothing of the cocoa.”

That is what I said. What she said was altogether different. Surprise is not the word to describe the feelings with which I heard her. She leaned over the little marble table, and she spoke in a thrilling whisper which reached my ear alone; which, on the whole, was perhaps as well.

“Why do you pursue me? Is it manly? I have discovered everything. Need you ask for more? Do not let us be seen talking together. Go while you are still safe. Delay may mean your ruin; to say nothing of mine.” She laid a folded slip of paper before me on the table. “Read that when you are outside. It will explain all. But, in the name of all that’s merciful, don’t glance at it till you’re outside — it may be my undoing. Go, I implore you — before mischief is done which may never be repaired — go at once!”

I went. I had not the dimmest notion what the trouble was; but I went. Without that steak-pudding, let alone the cocoa. Her words and manner gave me such a start that all I thought about was getting clear. When I got outside I opened that piece of paper. This is what was on it: — 

“I have discovered that the nobleman whose name begins with a ‘B’ was a monster of wickedness. Your likeness to him is simply frightful. I dare not tamper with my conscience. It is true that my innocence is all I have, but leave me that. I warn you I am not without friends. Cease to pursue me. I desire that our brief, but eventful, acquaintance should be at an end. — I. B.”

Taking it on the whole, it seemed to me that Miss Blott’s behaviour was peculiar. And so far from that paper explaining everything, to my mind it explained rather less than nothing at all. Considering that I had come a good deal out of my way for my lunch at her express request, and that I was pressed for time, it was precious poor consolation to have to go without it merely because — so far as I could gather — somebody else’s name began with a “B,” whether he was a nobleman or whether he wasn’t. And as for his being what she called “a monster of wickedness,” what that had to do with me was beyond me altogether. No one who knows me can say I’m “a monster of wickedness,” or anything near it, I do not care who it is. My jovial moments I may have, being as fond of a bit of fun as anyone; but farther than that Sam Briggs does not go — no! It was cruel hard that I should have to go without my lunch because someone else did.

All the rest of that day, as you might put it, I was off my usual; I am sure no one can say it was surprising. That evening I tried to catch her on a Walham Green, so that I could have it out with her as she was going home. I hung about for nearly an hour, but never caught so much as a glimpse, though I chased two or three wrong young ladies up the ‘bus steps, and nearly had trouble with one who had with her what might have been her husband. When I did get home they saw that something was wrong with me; but I am not one to wear my heart upon my sleeve, and when my mother talked about half an ounce of castor oil I as nearly as possible lost my temper.

All that night Miss Blott’s conduct towards me rankled to that extent that it almost kept me from my natural sleep. It seemed to me so uncalled for. The first thing the next morning I resolved that I would go again to that tea-shop, no matter what happened, being determined to find out just how I stood with her. I don’t care to have a young lady treating me as if I was so much dirt, for nothing at all. In such cases, when it is to be got, an explanation I will have. So I meant to show her. And I did.

About lunch-time round I went. It being Saturday it wasn’t so crowded. I saw her directly I was inside; and, what is more, she saw me. She was standing, twiddling the cloth she used to wipe the tables with between her fingers, looking towards the door, so that, as I entered, our eyes met. But beyond their meeting, which I could not help, I took no notice of her whatever. As for going to one of her tables, after her treatment of me the day before — not me; I had more self-respect. I chose a table as far from her as I could get — in the extreme corner, in fact. And there I planted myself. A very nice young lady waited on me — very nice — all smiles, as it were — as ready to pass the time of day as if we had known each other for years. Very quick she was in bringing what I ordered — quite different to what I had had to put up with yesterday.

All the time, though I might not have shown it, I kept looking at Miss Blott out of the corners of my eyes — to that extent I hardly knew what I was eating. Suddenly I glanced up, and there was she, looking at me with what I should describe as a stony gaze. When she saw that I saw her she clasped her hands in front of her, then passed them across her face, and turned away. Was it tears she was brushing from her eyes? Was she crying because of me? The thought made me go hot, then cold. Yet it was extraordinary how impossible I seemed to feel it to get up and speak to her a friendly word. Smoked sausages I was having. I was just getting to the end of my second when the young lady who was attending to me came up and said, in a mysterious whisper, like: — 

“Are you Mr. Briggs?” When I said I was she planked down a piece of folded paper. “Then that’s for you.”

And off she went to give an elderly party at the next table a sardine and butter. I glanced up, and there was Miss Blott peeping at me over a tray full of plates. So I took up the piece of paper, feeling a trifle nervous, because really in dealing with her it seemed that you never knew what might happen, and on it was this: — 

“What I have suffered because of you this past night no pen can tell. What can be the reason? I will trust you still. I cannot help myself. It seems that I am haunted. Be at the Cockspur Street corner of Trafalgar Square to-morrow afternoon at 2.45, and, to prove that my confidence has not been reposed in you in vain, wear a bunch of primroses and a blue necktie. All may still be well. Be merciful as you are strong; 2.45 sharp.

“P.S. — Can you have placed on me a spell?”

Referring to her last question, it was more than I could say. I seemed to have placed something on her. Some queer communications from young ladies have come my way, but to my mind she beat anything. Why she wanted to make an appointment in Trafalgar Square when we both of us lived out towards Walham Green was funny. And how I was going to show that her confidence had not been reposed in me in vain by wearing a bunch of primroses and a blue necktie was beyond me altogether.

However, a young fellow does not see as much of the world as I have without finding out that women are very different to men, and that sometimes the most agreeable young ladies behave as if they were not quite right in their heads. So I just waited to give her a nod as she was making out a customer’s bill, and on the Sunday afternoon 2.45 found me in Trafalgar Square. In fact, 2.15 found me; which was a pity, because just as I got there it began to drizzle. An umbrella I had not brought, but I had got on a light grey suit and patent leather shoes, so that rain was not altogether what I wanted. It did not come down what you might call hard, but by the time I had waited on a doorstep a good half-hour I began to think that there might be pleasanter ways of spending a Sunday afternoon. A quarter to three came, but no Miss Blott; ten minutes to three, five minutes to three, three o’clock, but still not so much as a glimpse of her. At a quarter-past three I was feeling that I had had about enough of it; when, just as it was coming down harder than ever, who should appear in sight but Miss Blott — under an umbrella which was hardly large enough to cover the whole of her hat.

“Halloa!” I called out, because she was sailing past without looking towards the doorstep on which I was. “Excuse me — one moment!”

Hearing my voice she came across the sloppy pavement with what you could not describe as a smile on her face.

“It seems to me, Mr. Briggs,” she said, “that you must have been born under a fatal star.”

“I don’t know what I was born under,” I replied, “but I do know that I’ve been standing in the rain for a jolly good hour, and that now it looks as if there was going to be a flood.”

‘And I’ve got on my new delaine,” she said, “and goodness only knows what it’s like round the bottom; and my hat’s spoilt. A nice thing your bringing me all this way on a day like this!”

That did strike me as being an uncalled-for thing to say.

“I thought,” I remarked, “that it was the other way round — that it was you who brought me. Who asked me to wear a bunch of primroses and a blue necktie?”

“I don’t know what right you have to speak to me like that, Mr. Briggs. I can soon tell you what I came for.”

“I was thinking that you might have come to see me.”

We were not having at all the sort of conversation I had hoped to have; so my idea was to try to give it a turn. But it was not to be done. Anything more stiff than her manner you could not imagine. Of course, I followed suit. As I have said, I am not one to wear my heart on my sleeve. I could be as cold as anyone.

“Then that’s where you’re wrong,” she said. “I have not come to see you; far from it. I have simply come to tell you that all is over between us.”

“All what?” I asked.

“Everything,” she said.

I am not denying that it was of the nature of a blow to be spoken to like that, especially after giving up my Sunday afternoon to stand in the rain; but you have to learn to bear things.

“All right,” I told her. I dare say my tone was a bit bitter; you cannot keep all your feelings hidden. “I’m willing.”

“A young lady has to be careful, Mr. Briggs; in my position she has to look ahead. I may tell you I have other friends in my eye.”

“Gentlemen?”

“Certainly. Do you imagine for one moment that I’d have anyone for a friend of mine who wasn’t a gentleman?”

“What I meant was, weren’t any of them ladies?”

“Of course, I have lady acquaintances — heaps; too many, perhaps; but hardly, as you might say, friends — at least, not in the same sense.”

“I suppose not.”

“You see, a young lady in my position has opportunities; and she owes it to herself to make the most of them.”

“I’m afraid I don’t quite follow.”

She smiled, and she put her hat straight. I could not help feeling that she was nice-looking. It seemed hard to be on such terms with her. If she had only talked as she had done that first night in Hyde Park! It only shows you how a girl does change.

“If you held a position in a tea-shop, Mr. Briggs, and were a young lady who has been considered to be not without attractions, you would understand what I mean. Why, if I chose, I might walk out with a fresh gentleman every evening of my life.”

“Might you?”

“I might, if I were that sort — which I’m not. There are few who have more chances than I have to pick and choose — though I say it.”

“I shouldn’t wonder.”

“You must admit that a young lady owes it to herself to take advantage of her chances while she has them; now do you follow me?”

“I’m beginning to.”

I was! But when she went on she took me right aback.

“To show what I mean,” she said, very seriously — she made me feel serious too— “I may mention that another gentleman is waiting for me on the other side of the Square, in front of St. Martin’s Church, with whom I have an appointment at a quarter to four.”

“Oh!” I said; practically, at the moment, that was all I could say.

“And I expect that shortly there’ll be another gentleman at the corner of Suffolk Street, whom I’m to meet at a quarter to five.”

That time I could say nothing; I could only look at her. It seemed to me that she had a partiality for the neighbourhood of Trafalgar Square.

“And perhaps later on,” she added, “there may be another in Spring Gardens.”

That was a shade too much, as I let her see.

“Pardon me, Miss Blott, but if I’d known that you’d had all these other appointments I should have stayed at home.”

“Now, it’s no use your adopting that tone, Mr. Briggs, because what is a young lady to do?”

“I’m sure I don’t know.”

“But I do; she has to do what she can. Situated as I am, having to make several new friends every week, I am bound, as I put it, to test them, or very soon I shouldn’t know where I was. And Sunday being the only day I have to myself, I use it to sift the false from the true — meaning no offence. But I cannot afford to waste my time — nowadays no young lady can; and what I have to ask myself, when a gentleman makes himself known to me, is, are his intentions serious, and can he afford to keep a wife and a servant; because a servant I will have, even though it’s only a young girl. Now, Mr. Briggs, I will be quite candid with you, knowing nothing of you, and will say this. Supposing we were to become attached to each other — and I own that there’s something about you which might soon make you dangerous to my peace of mind, because, as it is, you’ve kept me awake two nights; and if you don’t dislike me — because, of course, if you do, there’s an end of the matter—”

“I never said that I disliked you.”

“Then what I say is, supposing that we were to fall in love, so that I couldn’t be happy without you and you couldn’t be happy without me, and the whole world was full of each other; because I’m of a very loving nature, Mr. Briggs, and where a gentleman is fascinating might all too quickly become attached. In that case — and, of course, only in that case — are you in a position to provide a wife with all that a loving husband should provide her?”

“I’m afraid not — not at the moment. But, of course, I hope to be.”

“When?”

“That’s the question, isn’t it?”

“It is the question; because I don’t mind telling you that, if I were to fall in love with you — and I feel you’re dangerous — I should like to marry at once. I should feel safer.”

I did not know what to say to her. She had a way about her which made me feel confused. I had no idea she would talk to me like that when I left home, not having the faintest glimmering of an idea that she was that kind of girl. How often it is like that! Upon my word, when you are dealing with a young lady you never know where you are.

“It’s like this with me, Miss Blott,” I managed to get out at last, when I felt that her eyes were piercing me like gimlets: nice eyes they were, though not quite a match. “At present I’m getting thirty shillings a week, and I’m not marrying on that.”

“Hardly keep a servant on that, could you? And at least a young girl I will have.”

“I’m not saying you’re wrong, though servants are not all blessings — at least, so I’ve been given to understand.”

“Anything put by for the furniture?”

“Not one penny.”

“Ah!” she sighed. I could not have looked at her just then not for any amount; to that extent did her sigh go through me.

“You ought to save, Mr. Briggs.”

“I’ve always said to myself, Miss Blott, that under three pounds a week I’d never marry; my own tastes being what some might describe as a bit lofty.”

“And is there any immediate prospect of your getting that amount?”

“So far as I’m able to judge — no.”

“Is there any certainty that you’ll ever get it?”

“I can’t say that, either. The firm I’m with is not one that jumps you up by leaps and bounds.”

“Then am I not right in saying what I have said? Circumstanced as we are, is it not better that we should part — before our feelings get beyond us? And now, as the time is going on, I think that I had better keep the appointment with my friend who is waiting for me in front of St. Martin’s Church. So good-bye, Mr. Briggs; I hope we part as friends?”

“Certainly, Miss Blott, so far as I’m concerned; good friends. This is an experience I sha’n’t soon forget.”

“Ah, Mr. Briggs, I’ve had many such!”

As I watched her picking her way through the pools across the Square, under that small umbrella of hers — it was still coming down cats and dogs — I did not doubt that she had. Very attractive she looked from behind as she went through the rain, holding her skirt up. As I saw her going I seemed to have lost something.

I hoped that the party in front of the church would be worthy of her. Though I could not help thinking that if she was going to talk to him as she had talked to me, I should like to see his face and hear what he said to her. And it would not have been bad sport to have been present at the interview with her other friend at the corner of Suffolk Street; to say nothing of the party who might be in Spring Gardens.

The more I thought it over — and I did a deal of thinking before I went to sleep that night — the plainer it became to me that there’s something about a girl which is altogether different to a man. I am not saying that she was not right — I own that it is only common sense that a girl should look after herself — but it does seem strange that with a romantic nature like hers — and anyone more romantic I never met — she should be so practical. I dare say she will make a good wife to whoever gets her; and, from what I could see of the way she handles things, I should say that it will be no fault of hers if someone does not get her soon.

Though, considering that she did not take the least notice of them, why she made a point of my wearing a bunch of primroses and a blue necktie — and they both cost money — is beyond me altogether.


THE SKIPPER’S DAUGHTER

THERE was the wharf, there was Mr. Adolphus, and there was a ship just starting. Mr. Adolphus shouted to a man on board the ship.

“Look out, Ruddock — catch!”

He picked me up as if I was a baby, and, dash my buttons! if he didn’t throw me through the air. I thought that all was over, but it wasn’t. The chap on the ship caught me, somehow.

“You’ve got a way of your own of coming on board,” he said. He seemed surprised; the people on the wharf seemed surprised; everyone seemed surprised. No wonder! I was surprised myself.

“Here’s a letter for you, Ruddock,” shouted Mr. Adolphus. “Sam Briggs is coming with you as a passenger. This letter will explain to you why.”

He whizzed an envelope through the air, in the same way he had whizzed me; it fell at the feet of the chap who had caught me. I had a sudden thought.

“I’ve got no clothes,” I sang out to Mr. Adolphus. “Not even a change of pocket-handkerchiefs!”

“That’s all right,” said Mr. Adolphus. “You’ll find all that you want on board.”

I hoped I should, but I did not feel so sure of it as I should have liked to have done. Something gave a heave; bang I went against a party with ginger hair. He gave me a shove over towards a party the colour of whose hair I had no time to notice, he was so quick in passing me on to someone else; and there was I being handed about as if I was I don’t know what. By the time I had a chance to look about me the wharf was pretty well out of sight and a tug was towing us down the river. My feelings! I let ’em go.

“This is an outrage,” I said. “That’s what it is,” I said. ‘And if there’s a law in the land,” I said — 

A party gave me a clip on the side of the head; three times my size he was, with a peaked cap, and whiskers enough to stuff a cushion.

“Stow that!” he remarked. “Go and lend a hand with those ropes there; we don’t want no loafers aboard this craft.”

Before I knew it I was pulling at ropes, working like a nigger slave, hauling here, pushing there, tumbling over everything there was to tumble over, and being handled as if I was a bale of damaged goods. Then I was right in the front of the vessel, doing something at I don’t know what, being ordered by I don’t know whom, leaning forward to get at a rope which was just out of reach, when suddenly something gave a lurch, over the ship’s side I went, right into the water. Shall I ever forget my feelings as I remembered that I was being drowned in the only suit of clothes I had brought on board? Down, down I went, as it seemed to me about two thousand feet. As I came to the top, something was hitched into me, and I was being drawn up through the air at the end of what I have reason to believe was something of the nature of a boat-hook. Some people would have thought that the crew of that ship, on seeing me rescued from a watery grave would have been melted to tears, as I have read about in books, but they did not do things like that, not there they didn’t. The chap with the boat-hook planked me down on deck, and hardly had I come to the conclusion that I was still alive when the party with the whiskers picked me up by the scruff of the neck and shook me as if he was trying to shake the water right out of me; there was no signs of his being melted to tears.

“Don’t you try any of those tricks here,” he observed, “or you’ll be sorry.”

What he meant I have not a notion, unless he supposed I had tumbled into the water on purpose; I soon found out that on board that ship they were capable of supposing anything.

Scarcely had I got back some of the breath he had shaken out of me along with the water than someone else grabbed me by the shoulders, and if it was not what I should describe as a mere lad.

“Look here,” I cried, “I’ve had enough of being mauled about, and when it comes to a kid like you I’ll just trouble you to understand—”

He did not wait for me to finish.

“The captain wants you,” was all he said, and if he did not begin dragging me across the deck as if I was a sawdust doll.

It seemed that on board the Eleanora that was the fashionable way of saying by your leave; and lad or no lad I could feel by the grip of him it was no use my speaking; his fingers felt to me as if they were steel rods. He brought me to a standstill before a party whom I recognised as the party who had caught me when Mr. Adolphus threw me on board; short and square he was, with a face which was the colour of my mother’s mahogany sideboard.

“What on earth do you mean,” he asked, only the language he used was stronger, “by coming on to my quarter-deck in a state like this? Look at the state you’re making my deck in.” The truth is, I was a trifle moist, which wasn’t amazing considering that I had only just come out of the water. “Why the something,” he stormed, “don’t you change your things before venturing on my quarter-deck?”

“There are several reasons,” I explained, “and one of them is that I haven’t anything to change ’em for.”

I never was looked at in the way he looked at me; if he had ordered me to be taken down-stairs and cooked for his dinner I should not have been surprised; I was getting to feel that that was quite the sort of thing which was to be expected. However, instead of roaring at me he roared at the lad who had brought me.

“Take him away,” he said, “and put him into some other clothes, and bring him back to me when he’s got ’em on.”

What happened to me after he said that I do not rightly know unto this day. All I do know is that the lad who had brought me gripped me by the shoulder again and took me back the way I had come; and farther, right to the other end of the ship. And there was a sort of doorway which led down into a kind of a hole in the deck; and he gave me a shove, and down I went to the bottom, all bruises, with pieces chipped off all over me; and he followed me down what seemed like a ladder; and there we were in a sort of a kind of a cellar, only worse, the smell being like nothing I ever had come across before. And there were two or three other chaps, sailors or something, — and the things they said when they saw it was me! — and between them they stripped me of every single article of clothing, and put me into what if they were meant for garments were garments such as I had never seen before, no shape, no cut, no style, all odd ones, not two that matched. You could not even call the trousers a pair, seeing that one leg was patched with what looked as if it had once been a piece of scarlet cloth, and the other with a slice of Scotch plaid. And as for fit! all the things had been made for people of different sizes, and not one of them had ever been in the least like me. With one boot and one shoe on, what I must have looked like I do not care to think, though the job of dressing me up amused those sailor men, so that by the time they had finished they had almost killed themselves with laughing. Then a voice came down the hole in the deck.

“Captain Ruddock’s compliments, and if you don’t send that gentleman friend of his to dinner inside two two’s he’ll take the skins off all the lot of you!”

Up the ladder they hoisted and bundled me, just as I was; across the deck they shoved me; everybody who caught sight of me splitting himself with laughing; down a staircase I was pushed, and before I knew it I found myself in a kind of a sort of a room, which I afterwards learned was the captain’s cabin. There was a table laid for dinner; at one end sat the man with the mahogany face; on his right was the party with the whiskers; on his left was a chap who was smaller than me, and ugly! It did not dawn on me clearly till later how ugly he really was, but I could see even then that he seemed to have only one eye, and hardly a hair on his head. At the other end of the table, facing the captain, was a young lady. When Mr. Adolphus threw me off the wharf I had had an idea that she was on board the ship; I seemed to see her in a sort of dream as I was being handed about among the crew; when I was dragged on to the quarter-deck I had had a dim notion that she was standing behind the captain and now there she was at the end of the table. And me coming on her unexpectedly rigged out like that, and feeling — but what my feelings were no pen can picture. When they saw me the captain and those two other men they burst out laughing, and she laughed too; though not so loud or so long as they did. In fact, if it had not been for her I daresay they never would have stopped. She wiped the tears out of her eyes with her pocket-handkerchief, and she said, “Poor little man! It’s a shame to laugh at him. Come and have some dinner; you look as if it might do you good.” She put me into a chair beside her; and the moment she was seated off she went again. “Oh, you do look so funny!” she gasped; putting her handkerchief before her mouth as if she was choking. And off they all of them went; a young fellow who came into the room with a tray had to put it down for fear he should drop it. “Have some boiled beef and a dumpling,” she said, holding on to her sides as if they ached. “Oh, I really must not laugh any more, it will make me ill, but where did you get those things from?” and off everybody started afresh.

Boiled beef and a dumpling, with the place all going up and down, and me feeling as I was feeling then! I could as soon have eaten the Monument! She gave me a platefull, but all I could do was sit and look at it. Then the captain he began to talk; speaking to me as if I had been guilty of all the crimes in the Newgate Calendar.

“I don’t know if you’re aware, Mr. Briggs, that coming aboard the way you have done I should be entitled to treat you as a stowaway, and to put you in irons, and to clap you under hatches until I reach my port of lading.” I said nothing because, just then I seemed to have nothing to say; I could not have said it if I had had. “What I want to know is why you’ve come aboard my ship at all? What have you been doing, young man, that you should be chucked on to my deck as if you was a bundle of old rags?”

“Yes, Mr. Briggs,” said the young lady, “what have you been doing?”

Then I told her, as best I could.

“I’ve been fallen in love with; that’s what I’ve been doing.”

“Fallen in love with!” she put her elbows on the table, and clasped her hands, and looked at me with her big black eyes. “Oh how romantic! Mr. Briggs, who has fallen in love with you?”

“My governors’ old aunt. She wanted to marry me, and because my governors were afraid she would, they’ve put me on board this ship, so as to get me out of her way. It’s an outrage, that’s what I’ve been subjected to; it’s a case of kidnapping, that’s what it is; and if there’s a law in the land I’ll have it.”

“Don’t tell any of your tales in here,” said the man with the whiskers. “As if any woman in her senses would want to marry the likes of you.”

“I don’t think that you’re justified in saying that, Mr. Flanagan,” put in the young lady; and bad though I felt, I could see that as she said it every hair in his whiskers seemed to stand out straight; while the bald-headed man looked black; and the captain’s mahogany face was one big grin. “I can’t help thinking that lots of quite sensible women might be very glad to marry Mr. Briggs. Indeed, when he came on board I thought what a pretty little man he was; and even now he is not without a charm of his own. See, for instance, what pretty little hands he has.”

One of them happened to be on the table. She started stroking it in a way which made me snatch it off pretty quick.

“And how shy he is!”

“Pretty!” growled the bald-headed party. “Fancy a man that is a man, being pretty!”

“Of course, Mr. Mumford,” said the young lady, “there are different types of beauty. There is Mr. Briggs’ type, and there is Mr. Flanagan’s, and there is yours.”

Those two men looked like murder; both of them must have known they deserved to be in the Chamber of Horrors, if only because they were so hideous. When I found myself on deck again I was ill; the world was going round one way, and I was going round the other, and everything inside me was turning upside down. I had been on a steamer to Southend, and had meant to go to Margate, so that you could not quite say I was no seaman, but never before had I been on a sea like that was, never before in all my days. While I was leaning over the side, not caring if I was pitched into the water, and never taken out of it again — the sight of those waves as they kept going up and down! — Mr. Flanagan came on one side of me, and Mr. Mumford on the other, and they both of them began talking to me in a way which, if I had been feeling more myself, I should have let them know I was not accustomed to.

“Young man,” said Flanagan; he laid a hand upon my shoulder which weighed me down as if it had been a ton of lead. “My name’s Flanagan.” Which I knew already. “I’m first mate of the Eleanora.” That I’d guessed. “Miss Ruddock’s a particular friend of mine; a particular friend.” So much of his face as you could see for his whiskers looked as if he wished me to understand something altogether out of the common. “I don’t allow no liberties, my lad, where Miss Ruddock is concerned. You take my hint, or you’ll be sorry.”

“Same here,” said Mumford.

“Same there,” said Flanagan. “Mr. Mumford’s second mate on board this ship. Him and me’s both particular friends of Miss Ruddock, and where she’s concerned we don’t neither of us allow any liberties. So you watch out.”

“Or prepare for squalls,” said Mumford.

“I’m very sorry for her.”

Just at the moment that was all I could say; and that did not seem to please them. The language they used I should not care to print. In the very middle of it up came the young lady herself.

“Oh, Mr. Briggs, how ill you are!” I was ill; at the same time I was not too anxious to have attention called to it like that. “If you begin already what you will suffer when you get among the raging tempests, and are at the mercy of the storm-tossed billows.” That was how she went on; nice hearing it was for me. “If we encounter hurricanes, and our masts are all blown overboard, and the ship stands first on one end and then on the other, it may be months before we come in sight of land, and, even if our provisions last, and we spring no leak, what will become of you?”

I’m sure I did not know; and, at that time of speaking, I did not care. All I did was to keep myself glued to the side. I daresay Flanagan and Mumford found that sort of talk to their taste; but when she started on another line I don’t fancy they were so amused.

“But what,” she exclaimed, “shall we do about a berth for you, Mr. Briggs? This ship is not meant to carry passengers. I don’t know how we shall find you a cabin, unless Mr. Flanagan will give you his.”

“Me!” gasped Flanagan. “Give him mine!”

“Unless,” she added, “Mr. Mumford would care to give his up instead.”

Mumford said nothing; in fact neither of those two men said anything while I kept looking at the sea. If they had done I rather think it would have been no place for a young lady. Then, when I drew myself a little straighter, as the violence of the paroxysm abated, Flanagan suggested, “Let him go into the forecastle with the men. They’ll find a shakedown for him somewhere.”

“We can’t possibly do that,” she said. “Mr. Briggs is a passenger.”

“A passenger?” growled Flanagan. “He looks as if he was a passenger. Where’s his baggage?”

“In a manner of speaking he’s a friend of the owners. He came on board in a hurry.”

“Yes,” agreed Flanagan, “there’s no doubt he came on board in a hurry. I saw him come.”

“Same here,” said Mumford.

“There’s a kind of a cabin next to mine,” remarked Miss Ruddock.

“That’s where your father keeps his onions.”

“I know.” She seemed to sigh. “I wish my father wasn’t so fond of onions, and wouldn’t insist on bringing quite such a quantity with him to sea. It was always a bone of contention between him and my mother, especially when he wanted to store them underneath her bed.” Those two men were silent. For reasons I could not be sure, but I daresay they were looking at her with what they meant to be sympathetic eyes; pity they should have been two pairs of odd ones. “Still I think,” she went on, “that there might be room for Mr. Briggs, in spite of the onions. It isn’t as though he had much luggage, or was very big.”

“Big?” said Flanagan. “There’s nothing to him.”

“To speak of,” said Mumford.

“Do you think,” she asked, “that you’d mind sharing a cabin with my father’s onions?”

I couldn’t answer her, not just at the moment; I had to, whether I minded or not. She had forgotten to mention that besides onions enough to season all the geese in Leadenhall Market there were a few bushels of potatoes, turnips, carrots, and odds and ends like that. It seemed that Captain Ruddock had a small plot of land of his own, and that he made a rule of taking all that it produced with him to sea. As that cabin was not much more than a cupboard when that produce was inside there was not what you might call much room for a passenger as well. Not that it made much difference to me. I could sleep on top of a sack or two of onions as well as anywhere, when I wasn’t ill, which wasn’t often. Let no one talk about a life on the ocean wave for me; I am not built for it, and never shall be either. When the sea was like a pond, and there was not wind enough to move the ship, as it was once, I did manage to keep pretty well, but directly there was sufficient breeze to push us along, back it all came again. I have had some times in my life; but that was the time. The crew made game of me, the tricks they were up to! Even the very cabin-boys! The captain treated me as if I was a cut between a man and a monkey. When she was not making her sides ache with laughing Miss Ruddock pretended to make love to me, just enough to drive Flanagan and Mumford into punching my head, which they did do more than once. The third mate was an unhealthy kind of man who used to tell me stories which curdled my blood, about ships which were years at sea, without food or drink, until the crews had to eat each other; he told me that one voyage he ate as many as seven. Whether he was a liar or not it was horrid to listen to him especially with a delicate stomach.

At last it came to a crisis. One evening I was at my usual place, leaning over the side of the ship, when Miss Ruddock came up to me and said, “Sam” — everyone called me Sam, even the cabin-boys; I was not treated with an atom of respect by anyone— “would you like to get on land?”

“Would I like to get on land!” I groaned. “Would I!”

There had been what they called a choppy sea on, and I had been very bad that day. I was beginning to feel that there was nothing left of me but skin and bone.

“Suppose,” she said, “we were to fly together.”

She was fond of talking like that when I felt ill.

“I feel like flying,” I remarked, “with anyone.”

“But, Sam,” she held my arm a little tighter than I liked; that young lady was close on six feet high, and so far as strength went, she might have been made of steel wires; “I am in earnest. Are you happy on board this ship?”

“I’m that happy that if ever I do get off it I don’t care if I never see another ship for twenty years.”

“And do you think that I am happy?”

“I lay a shilling you’re happier than I am. Because of an old woman you haven’t been unexpectedly chucked on board as if you were a bundle of old rags, and you don’t have to get what sleep you can in a cupboard full of onions.”

A sound came from her which might have been laughter, but perhaps I was mistaken; her voice was steady enough.

“Ah, Sam, with all your knowledge of the world after all how little you can read what is in a woman’s heart. If you only knew what is in my bosom now you’d tremble.”

“I am trembling now,” I told her, “with the cold.”

“Ah, Sam,” she said, and slipped her arm round my waist, “how practical you are.”

“Stop that,” I observed. “It’s Flanagan’s watch. When you’ve gone he’ll give me one.”

“What does it matter if he does?”

“It mayn’t matter to you, but it does to me. It makes all the difference who he’s hitting.”

“Sam, to-morrow, the day after, in a day or two, it all depends upon the winds and tides, we shall be within reach of land. When we are will you fly with me?”

“Why can’t I fly alone? What’s the matter with your stopping on the ship? It seems to me you’re all right here. How about your father? To say nothing of Flanagan and Mumford? There’d be blue murder if I was to fly with you; peace is what I want, and dry land.”

“You cannot go without me.”

“Why not? Who’s to stop me? You don’t mean to say they’d try to stop me if I express a wish to go ashore. They can’t treat me as if I was a prisoner. It’s against the law.”

“They might; they might shut you in the cupboard with the onions, then what could you do? But it isn’t only that; we shan’t go close enough to land to enable you to step ashore; we shall stay outside the harbour mouth. Can you swim?”

“Not a stroke.”

“Can you row?”

“I tried my hand once on the lake in Battersea Park, but I can’t say I made much of a hit of it. I know the chap who had the boats wanted me to pay four and sixpence for the paint he said I’d knocked off, but I didn’t pay, not much.”

“Then you can’t go without me. I will take you ashore in my father’s gig.” I thought a gig was a thing on wheels, but I said nothing; I had learnt a thing or two since I had been at sea. She went on, “the fates are on our side; I will row you ashore with my own two hands; we will fly together. Hush! here comes Mr. Flanagan.”

I went; I did not want to talk to Flanagan. He had a way of talking, that man had, which I did not care for. If I had been within reach of a policeman I could have got him six months more than once for the way he’d handled me.

It blew hard the next day; I knew it blew hard because I did not feel like leaving that cupboard with the onions. A slip of paper was passed inside just as it seemed to me that it was blowing hardest. As you might put it, between blows I had a look at it.

“We are not yet in sight of land. A storm is raging. Bear up.”

It was in a woman’s writing; I guessed it was hers; like most of the things which had come my way from her I did not find it cheering. There was no need for her to say a storm was raging; I knew it without her telling me, and without going up on deck to see. It raged all that day and night, and the next day too. There were the onions, potatoes, carrots, turnips, and me, being pitched about together; I did not notice them, I was otherwise engaged, I dare say they did not notice me. A sack of onions burst just over where I was. I could not help remarking them as they came down, but as just about that time I seemed to be standing on my head, a trifle like that made no difference to speak of. Another slip of paper was passed inside.

“Yet no land. The storm still rages. Keep a stout heart.”

That was all I was keeping, if I was keeping that; everything else was going from me. Later in the day, as the night came on, it grew calmer, and although I had never moved outside that onion store, I did not need anyone to tell me a little thing like that. Just as I had come to the conclusion that I had better go in search of something to supply the place of all that I had lost, the door was opened, and there she was looking for me among the produce of her father’s plot of land.

“Sam,” she said, “how strong it smells of onions.”

I made no direct reply, the observation was too ridiculous. I had long ago decided that I should smell of nothing else but onions for the whole of the rest of my life.

“I’m mixed up with these vegetables,” I remarked, “so that I’m not quite sure which is me and which is them; but if you lend me a hand I daresay I’ll find out.”

She pulled me out of the cabin, and my arm nearly out of the socket.

“Sam,” she said, “the time has come.”

“If you felt like I do you’d know it. You don’t happen to have any food about you?” I inquired.

“Food! How can you talk of food at such a moment?”

“One reason is because I’m starving. A crust off last week’s loaf wouldn’t be amiss.”

“Come up on deck.” I went up on deck, not exactly because I wanted to, but because she hauled me; I had scarcely done anything for any other reason since I had been on board the Eleanora. It was dark, but it was steady; the deck did not keep jumping up at you. She led me to the side, and pointed. “See! there are the lights of the city — land at last!” It appeared to me that the lights were a good distance off, and so I told her. “Not so far as you think,” she said. “I have strong arms and a good boat; I will row you there before you know it; we will fly together. Look! there is my father’s gig.” I could see that in the water, close to the ship’s side, was some kind of a rowing boat, a long way down it seemed. She went on, taking as it struck me, a good deal for granted. “Everything is ready; here is a rope made fast; we have only to slip down it; in a couple of seconds we shall be in the boat, and away. You go first.”

Certainly there was a rope, and so far as I could make out, it was tied tight; yet I did not altogether care for her idea. The side of the ship, seen in the darkness, was like a great, high wall, with a lot of damp at the bottom. I never had slipped down a rope, or ever wanted to. How was I to tell I should not slip down it faster than I meant; to say nothing of the chance of finding the water at the end of it, instead of her father’s gig.

“Excuse me,” I observed, “but this is a game which I don’t believe I’m any good at.”

“Then I’ll go first,” and she did. She was over the side in a twinkle, and went skimming down that rope as if she had been doing nothing else since the day she was born. Presently she sang out, “It’s all right, Sam, now you come!”

Somehow I was no more disposed to slip down that rope than I had been before. Seeing the style she did it had not braced me up a bit. I was no monkey on a stick, and never should be. I leant over the edge to explain.

“If you don’t mind, and it’s all the same to you,” I said, “I’ll wait until to-morrow before I go ashore.”

What had struck me was that there did not seem to be anyone on deck, no watch or anything; it was all deserted. But all of a sudden she gave a little whistle, and if one of those cabin-boys did not come running forward, a great hulking lout they called Bolter; he had a rope in his hand, and if, without so much as a word to me, he did not begin tying it round my middle.

“Look here,” I said, “stop it!” I said. “I’ve stood enough from you, and I’m going to stand no more, so you take my tip and don’t you go too far. There’s land in sight, and if there’s a law I’ll have it, and I warn you that before you’re very much older—”

But I might as well have talked to the wind for all the notice he took; they had their own way of doing things on board the Eleanora. He went on tying that rope round me as calmly as if I were making no remarks at all, and if he did not lift me off my feet, and hoist me over the side really before I hardly knew it. And when I felt myself being lowered through the air, with that rope cutting me in two, and the side of the ship scraping off me all there was to scrape, the thought of what would happen to me if that there Bolter let go, kept me from even squealing. When I found myself at last in the boat at the bottom, and I came into it with a pretty hard bump, I seemed to go queer all over; by the time Miss Ruddock had untied me I was in a regular temper.

“Oh Sam,” she said, “I am so glad you’ve come.”

“That may be,” I answered. “But all I know is that I was chucked on board that ship, and now it seems to me that I’ve been chucked off it. There’ll be more heard about this than some people may think. Here! what’s happening?”

The boat had begun to rock from side to side like a seesaw. “I’m only settling in my seat, Sam, and getting out the oars. But what does it matter if we are upset? We shall be drowned together.”

“I’m not keen on being drowned, either with you or without you if you don’t mind. I’m still young.”

“I’m not old.”

“You may not be, but you’re older than I am.”

“You — you little wretch!” There was a change in the tone of her voice which surprised me. “There are not two years’ difference between us.”

“There may not be. I say nothing.”

“How old do you suppose I am?”

“Couldn’t say. I’ve no doubt that you look younger.”

“I don’t see that there’s any necessity for me to do that. I’m twenty-three.”

“I’m sure you are.”

“What do you mean by that? Who’s been telling you tales about me?”

“I happened to overhear someone saying that you’d been cruising about with your father for more than twenty years.”

“Sam Briggs! no wonder everybody loves you! It wouldn’t take much for me to drop you overboard.”

“Of course,” I observed, thinking I might have gone too far, and knowing that she could do as she said whenever she wanted. “I felt that, in that case, you must have been going about with him when you were in long clothes. I certainly should never have set you down as more than twenty; hardly that, indeed.”

She was silent; what you might describe as meaningly silent. And I was silent. In fact, we both of us were silent. I was rather inclined to wish that I had kept my tongue between my teeth. It’s a delicate matter to talk to a young lady about her age, especially in such a position as I was then. On she rowed, and on, and on, and on without our appearing to be getting nearer to anything.

“I suppose,” I ventured to inquire, “you do know where you are going.”

“Oh yes,” she said, what you might call grimly, “I know where I’m going.”

I tried to put a touch of lightness into my voice when I spoke again; it required an effort to do it.

“I need hardly say, Miss Ruddock, that in your hands I know I’m perfectly safe.”

“Don’t you speak another word to me, Sam Briggs,” she said, “or you won’t be so safe as you think.”

The way in which she said it was sufficient; after that I was dumb. I had once seen her handle Bolter; the way in which she had done it, considering that it was Bolter, did me good; but I did not want her to start to handle me; at least, not just then.

On she rowed, and on. At last we were creeping alongside what seemed to be a tremendously high wall; so high that, in the darkness, from where we were you could not see the top. The water was perfectly calm. Suddenly the side of the boat struck against something; she stopped rowing. Then she spoke.

“There are the landing steps. Jump ashore, Sam Briggs.”

“Excuse me,” I replied, groping and stumbling about as best I could, “being a stranger in these parts, and the light being what it is, I can’t pretend to do much in the way of jumping; but, at the same time—”

She gave me a push; I believe with the end of an oar. I found myself with one foot on what appeared to be a slippery stone step. Before I could get the other clear the boat was off. I all but fell back in the water; it was only by good luck that I kept myself from doing it.

“Good-bye, Sam Briggs,” she said, after I had been some seconds wondering if I was going to fall. I could hear her oars, though I could not see her. “I am going back to the ship.” The treachery of her, after proposing that we should fly together. Not that I wanted to fly with her, but the deceit of it. Then her voice came from further off. “I’m going to marry Mr. Flanagan,” she said.

“It was Flanagan,” I shouted, “who told me that you’d been cruising about with your father for more than twenty years!”

Language came back to me through the darkness which, especially considering it was a young lady who was speaking, I should be sorry to repeat.


A DIP IN THE BRINY

THE morning I left Sand-by-the-sea, my last holidays, I had a bathe in the sea. It was a thing I had not done before; but there are people who, when they know you have been to the seaside, ask you how you like sea-bathing, and I thought that next time they asked me it might be just as well if I was in a position to tell them, so that’s how it was. My time was up at my boarding-house after breakfast, and as I had arranged to go up to town by the one o’clock train I carried my bag round to the station, and off I started for a bathe. Having an appointment with a young lady at eleven-thirty I could hardly be said to have much time, but then, of course, I did not expect that the bath would take me long; I just wanted enough of it to enable me to pass an opinion. A nice young lady she was, of the name of Hopley — Gladys Hopley. I had had a few words with a young gentleman who was staying at the boarding-house only the night before about her, of the name of Carter — Horatio Carter. Although she had known him all the time she had been down there, and she had been there four days that Tuesday, and she was going to stay a fortnight, she had thrown him over, in a manner of speaking, in favour of me. When he heard she was going to meet me on the parade, and was going to see me off by the train, some of the remarks he made to me I should be sorry to repeat, though one of the things he said almost caused me to smile.

“Going to meet you on the front, is she? I shouldn’t be surprised if, when she sees you on the front, she doesn’t want to know you.”

The idea of Miss Hopley not wanting to know me was so ridiculous that, of course, the only thing to do was to treat him with that contempt which is implied by silence, which I did.

My intention was to bathe off the sands, and that for two reasons. In the first place bathing machines are so public, and the first time you go into what I have heard described as the “boundless deep,” you do not want to have all the world looking on at you. My second reason was that bathing off the sands is cheaper. When you are at the seaside money does fly, and when it comes to having to count your cash in pence it is not likely that you want to spend any more than you can help on such a thing as a bath. So I made up my mind that I would go down among the breakwaters, where I had been given to understand people did go, and take a towel, and have my bath for nothing. Somehow when I got there I did not seem so keen as I had been. However, after making up my mind about a thing like that, I was not going all that way for nothing, so I did go in, and when you were once in the water it was not by any means so bad, so long that is, as you did not go in too far. There was something treacherous about that coast, because once a wave came all over me, even wetting my hair; if it had carried me off to sea I might have been drowned for all there were about to save me. That gave me quite a turn, and when I got back to where it was really shallow I sat down to think things over. That was the best part of it, where it was shallow. It was a blazing hot day, so that the water was not what you could call cold, and so long as I sat down where I could sit down in comfort it seemed to me that sea-bathing was a thing which could not do anyone much harm; though, on the whole, my impression was that there is more fuss made about it than there need be.

When I had had enough I started off up the sands — though why they were called sands, when they were mostly great stones, which were uncommonly nasty walking when you had nothing on your feet, is more than I can say — meaning to get back inside my clothes. I had left them by one of the breakwaters, on the side farthest from the town, so that I might be more private like, but when I got to the place it seemed as if I must have made an error. My clothes were not to be seen. There was nothing like them anywhere. I must have mistaken the breakwater; there was a lot of them about. And yet I did not see how I could have done it. I had walked straight down from that breakwater right into the sea. I could have betted that I had not gone five yards on either side of it, and as the next one was fifty or sixty yards away, at least, how I could have mistaken one for the other was beyond me altogether. And yet my clothes certainly were not there, nothing like them. About the place where I could have declared I left them were what looked like some left-off garments of somebody else. Very much left off, they were. I hardly cared to stand too close, to say nothing of touching them. Positively offensive they struck me as being. I must have been wrong about that breakwater, at least that was what I told myself, because if those old rags had been there when I undressed I certainly should have given it the cold shoulder, if I had had to walk a mile to the next. At the same time if that was not the one, which was? It was not the one nearer the town, because I peeped over to look, and there were no clothes there. Between me and the next there were great rocks, and pools of water, and I remembered most distinctly saying to myself at the sight of them, “No, thank you, I’ll stop where I am,” and I stopped. Therefore, if it was not the one on the right, and it was not the one on the left, which was it? That was the conundrum.

My towel was there all right, folded up on the bottom rail of the breakwater, where I had put it, and that made it queerer than ever. Because, if my towel was there — Suddenly it struck me that there was something queer; because, as I was about to remark, if that was the breakwater by which I had left my towel, why was it not the one by which I had left my clothes? It appeared to me that was a nut which wanted cracking. It was no use telling me that I had put my towel by one breakwater, and my clothes by another. It was not likely that I should go wandering about those rocks with nothing on so that my towel could have a breakwater all to itself. I knew better. I am not that sort. Therefore if my towel was there my clothes ought to have been there; and if they were not there, where were they? That was what I wanted to know.

Just as I was casting my eyes about to look for some way out of the puzzle I saw some ladies walking along the shore, as if they were out for a stroll. A towel is not much, but I had to do what I could with it, and hide close down to the breakwater till they were past. Very nice that was for me. While I was down there wishing that I had never let such a silly thing as the idea of bathing get into my head, it struck me all of a sudden, suppose my clothes had been stolen? Those ladies were passing just as the idea came to me, yet it gave me such a shock that I almost dropped the towel. I know, in the first horror of the thought, I brought my toe against the sharp corner of a great stone, with a degree of violence which nearly made me yell. My word, if they had been stolen, I should be in a pretty pickle; with my bag up at the station, with all my other clothes inside it, and Miss Hopley expecting me on the parade at eleven-thirty. What to goodness was I to do?

The more I thought the more I saw how it might have been done. Let anyone ever catch me bathing again! I had sat in the shallow water for perhaps ten minutes, or it might have been a quarter of an hour, looking out to sea; anything might have happened behind my back without my knowing. Unsuspicious as a newly-born baby, I had never once thought of looking round; and all the time some scoundrel might have been helping himself to my clothes, while I was telling myself that, after all, sea-bathing was not so bad. It made me want to knock my head against a rock to think of it. If the villain had taken my clothes, were those things I had noticed his? My goodness if they were! Directly those ladies were far enough off to make it safe for me to move, I had another look at them. I do believe that never, on any tramp, did I see such things as they were, for being old, and ragged, and dirty. The idea that the party who had worn them, was now wearing mine, made me go over so queer that I sat down, without thinking, on a great heap of stones, which cut me as if they had been so many knives.

Seven articles there were altogether. One of them might have been a shirt, or it might not; there was not enough of it to show, and it looked as if it had not been washed for ages. Another was perhaps once a pair of trousers, a good many years ago. Another, about the same period, might have been a coat; what either of them was like when they were new I would have defied anyone to guess. There was a thing which might have been meant for a neck-tie, or a handkerchief, or a duster, but which I would not have touched with a pair of tongs. There was what appeared to be the remains of what had once been some sort of a stocking; it seemed as if the party who owned the things had only worn a stocking on one leg at a time; and there were two odd boots, one laced, the other buttoned; the laced one had hardly any sole, and the buttoned one no buttons, and holes all over it.

An agreeable position I was in, when it came to considering. Not only had I to meet a young lady on the front, when all the people were there, at half-past eleven, but I had my train to catch at one. I had lost my money, which was not of much consequence, because I had had precious little to lose; but what was a good deal worse, I had lost my ticket. How was I going to get up to town without a ticket? And how was I going to get to the station, anyhow, to explain? To say nothing of meeting Miss Hopley on the front. I could not bear the notion of getting into those filthy rags; yet I should have to get into something, and that soon. I could not walk about in a towel, and time was moving.

I had brought myself to the point of picking up the things which were meant to be trousers, when, all, at once, something caught my eye; though perhaps I should say someone. I kept looking about, to see if anyone came in sight, hoping if it was a man that he might turn out to be a friend in need; though how, under the circumstances, he was going to do that, was more than I could tell, because I could scarcely ask him to let me have the garments he was wearing as a loan, or even any satisfactory part of them. The breakwaters were high, a good deal higher than I was, so that I could not see far, and I was giving up all hope, when, happening to glance round the end of the one behind which I was, I saw a party running down the shore towards the sea, for a bathe. The idea struck me, there and then; what about his clothes? Someone had borrowed mine, and left his own in exchange; what about borrowing his, in my turn, and passing those others on? It was not a time for splitting straws, as the saying is. No one could expect me to hang about that breakwater all day long; and I could hardly march into the town in nothing but a torn towel. It was a case of needs must. Only let him go far enough into the sea, that was all; we would do all the talking that had to be done afterwards.

He was not my sort, that party, that was plain, he had been into the sea before, luckily for me. He walked right straight out into it, as if he knew all about it, and when the waves began to tumble over him he began to swim. He could swim — like a whale, or whatever it is that can swim.

Right out to sea he went. I watched him for a moment or two, and then, when it was quite plain that he could not see what was taking place behind him on the land, unless he had eyes at the back of his head, I nipped from my breakwater across to his. It was not so easy as it sounds, running bare-footed and bare-everything else, across those rocks and stones, with a bundle of rags in your arms, and having to use one eye to notice if there was anyone in sight on land, and the other to make sure that he was not looking round in the sea. I had one or two nasty accidents by the way, short though it was, coming down a regular sprawler once, over a slippery seaweed-covered rock, with sharp points all over it, which hurt me something cruel. But that was not a moment to think about whether I was hurt or not; I had other things to occupy my attention. When I got to the other breakwater there was his clothing piled in a neat heap. I dumped the rags which had been palmed off on me down by them, and started dressing for all I was worth; fortunately the other party was still swimming out and out, and had never once looked back.

It did not take me long to find out that he was a good many sizes larger than I was. It is not easy to find a man of my figure, but he really was almost beyond anything, especially considering that I had to get into what were supposed to have fitted him. Half a glance was enough to show that his trousers were simply a good six inches too large in every direction both as regards length and girth. And then the pattern of them, a check which would have looked out of place even on an elephant. As I thought of my pearl grey ones, with the light blue stripe running down them, I nearly felt like crying. When I was inside that pair I was absolutely lost. And his braces, I never had so much trouble with anything as I had with that man’s braces. There was no getting them short enough, even knotting them was practically no use, to say nothing of the fact that going about in a pair of braces with half-a-dozen knots tied in them is not what you might call comfortable, even at a pinch. Then his shirt, it would have made three of mine. His collar as near as possible went twice round my neck. And the height of it! It was no use pretending to attempt to wear a collar like that, it could not be done. To crown the matter his necktie was only a made-up green and yellow bow. When I thought of the sight I was making of myself, with Miss Gladys Hopley probably waiting and watching for me on the parade at that very moment, I wondered if, after all, it would not be better to get inside those rags. His socks, and boots! I take a small seven — I should say he took a large fourteen; I like mine pointed, his were nearly as broad as they were long; as big, ugly, shabby a pair of old brown boots as ever I saw, they were; soles about an inch thick, and nails in them.

Until I had them on I could not have thought the human foot could have been so disfigured. His waistcoat almost came down to my knees, and his coat to my heels; after I had turned the sleeves up eight or nine inches I still could not find my hands. Then his hat, that was the crowner! It was a curly brimmed white topper, with a mourning band nearly up to the top. If the idea of that was to hide the stains it was thrown away, that hat was stains all over. What manner of man it could be who wore a hat like that at Sand-by-the-sea was beyond me altogether, unless it was a ‘busman who was down for the day, and had brought his hat with him, or someone in the circus line. Perhaps he was a nigger minstrel. The idea of me being inside a nigger minstrel’s rig-out gave me the creeps all over. I believe that at the very idea I should have cast it from me, and taken up with those rags in spite of everything, if suddenly something had not almost made me drop right out of it without any trying. Just as I was least expecting it a voice, that was a voice, came and nearly cracked the drums of my ears, like a foghorn, not that I have had much experience of foghorns, but there it is.

“Here, you there! What the something are you doing with those clothes of mine?”

The party out at sea, without my noticing, through being otherwise engaged, had turned, and was swimming back to land, and seeing something was going on, was shouting at me in just the sort of voice you would have looked for in a man who owned such clothes as those. It gave me such a start that, without thinking, I clapped on that old white hat; it came down over my nose, so that I could not see an inch before my face; in the sudden darkness I caught the toe of his boot under a rock, and over I went into a pool of water, among the shrimps and seaweed. By the time I was up again, and out of it, he was shouting away, using language it was awful to listen to, in a tone of voice which was more like a bellow than a human organ. It was plain that that was no place for me. I did not want to stop and argue with a man who could so far forget himself as to talk like that, so off I started to run, at least as close an imitation to a run as could be managed over that class of country, and in that style of suit. I had not gone half-a-dozen yards when he got into shallow water, and I heard him come splashing after me, never ceasing for a moment to address me in language I should be sorry to describe. Talk about steam, I put it on, with his white top hat in one hand, and holding on, so to speak, to his clothes with the other. Some people, considering the condition he was in, when they got out of the water, would have made for a breakwater, or fetched a towel, or something; but not him, he came tearing after me as if he had been dressed for a ball.

“What are you doing with those clothes?” he kept on demanding, as if it was not plain for anyone to see what I was doing with them. “Take them off!” he shouted, as if I was likely to. “You wait till I catch you!” which was the very thing I was doing my best to show him, and everyone else, I had no idea of doing.

What surprised me was the way he kept on following, running right past the board on which it was painted as large as life that no one was allowed to bathe that side of it except out of a bathing machine. Really I was that steaming hot I was beginning to wonder if he had no more sense of what was right and proper than to dash right on to the parade among the people. One thing was sure, if the running was bad for me it was a good deal worse for him; how he got over those stones and rocks and things at all was a marvel. I should think they must nearly have cut him to pieces. At last he did have about enough of them. He came a frightful cropper, I did not look behind to see, I judged from the sound; and I fancy that about finished him. When he picked himself up he stood and had a last shout at me, he did not try any more running. According to him I was everything that was bad, and more. Of course it was no manner of use for me to stop and try to explain that I had a young lady to meet on the front, to say nothing of having to go up to town at one, and that as soon as I could get into my own clothes I would send his back again. It was as clear as anything could be that he was in no state of mind to understand. Most unreasonable, not to say scandalous, were the remarks he kept addressing to me from behind my back.

Not that I was much better off than he was, not when you came to look things in the face. Those clothes of his were something awful — they weighed a ton — on a hot day like that; so soon as I realised that he had given up the chase I had to sit down to get my breath. When he saw me doing that off he started again, so off I had to start, he would not give me a moment’s rest. The consequence was that by the time I reached the parade, I was in a condition which you would have thought would have moved anyone to sympathy, anyone, that is, with a grain of feeling in them. Not that it did, certainly not; it was quite the other way; which only went to show that there is something in human nature which there did not ought to be. The first person I met was an old gentleman; what you might describe as venerable; a grandfather I daresay he was; and what do you think he did? He stopped and stared as if I was a don’t-know-what, instead of my being a mere fellow-creature in an unfortunate situation. It so annoyed me that I stopped too, and I asked him:

“Might I inquire what you think you are looking at?”

And what do you think he answered, with, as you might say, one foot in the grave?

“Why,” he said, “that’s just what I was wondering.”

As if he did not know! Before I could address him again, as I should have done, and to the point, somebody laughed. Looking round there were two young ladies laughing, as if they saw something to laugh at, and staring straight at me. It was no good me asking if they noticed anything amusing; it was the same thing the whole way along; I should have had to put the same question to pretty nearly everybody. What I suffered as I walked along the parade in that other chap’s things is not to be told in mere words; no, I found out that day that some things are not. A young lady, who was sitting on a seat, said to me as bold as brass, as I was going by, “Would you mind putting on your hat, sir?”

I was so taken aback when I suddenly discovered that I was carrying the horrible thing in my right hand, that, in my surprise, without thinking of what had happened when I put it on before, I put it on again, and over my face, and eyes, and nose it dropped once more. The way the people laughed you would have thought there was something funny going on! By the time I had got it off again, which, in my annoyance, was not such an easy thing to do, the hat seemed to have got stuck. I was so hot with rage, as well as with ordinary heat, that I could have thrown it from me into the sea, only I knew they would have laughed more than ever if I had done.

All at once I ran up against a number of young fellows of the excursionist type, who, I daresay, had never been to a respectable seaside place before in their lives. When they saw me they began to fire off remarks at me, as if I had been one of their own class.

“Excuse me, sir,” said one, “but would you mind informing me if you’re a duke in disguise?”

“Can’t you see,” said another, “that the gentleman has got the family suit on; there’s only that one among seven. It’s not his fault if the rest of his family don’t happen to be in it just now.”

“What I should like to know,” observed another, taking his hat off his ginger head to me, as if I had been his particular friend, “is, where did you get those boots from?”

Another of them replied to his ridiculous inquiry, as if, anyhow, it was any business of his.

“They’re not boots,” he said, “they’re rafts. He walks on the sea in them instead of going out in a boat.”

I hope I need scarcely state that I paid no more attention to them than if they had not been there; though other people did. They seemed to be entertained by the silly, senseless things they said; it is a curious fact how little it does take to amuse some people. I give you my word that they did not amuse me. I marched along, with my chest out and my nose in the air, just to show how I regarded with scorn and contempt those persons, I cared not what their age, or sex, or position in life might be, who did not know the mere elements of proper behaviour! and the more I did it the more they nearly split themselves with laughing, really I thought some of them would have burst; they held their hands to their sides and went at it in such a manner again and again. In the middle of all the giggling and guffawing who should I see, on a seat, not a dozen yards in front of me, but Miss Hopley. The sight of her gave me quite a turn. Owing to what I had been going through, and the way in which everyone was misbehaving, the simple truth is that she had escaped my memory altogether, and when I saw her I stared, and she stared too. I had a sort of dim impression that she stared even more than I did. In fact, as I walked straight up to her, the impression she made on me was that I had never seen such a look on a young lady’s face before as there was on hers when she saw me coming. She went white, and red, and yellow, and green, and she put her hand to her side, and she gasped for breath. Upon my word I thought she was going to be ill, so I made all the haste I could to explain, fanning myself with that white topper to see if I could get myself a little cooler, because it is no exaggeration to say that perspiration was making me nearly as wet as the sea had done.

“You must allow me to apologise, Miss Hopley,” I said, “if I happen to be a trifle late, but you’ve only got to look at me to see that it has not been all plain sailing since I saw you last; the long and the short of it being that I have had a very nasty adventure, owing to my clothes having been stolen while I was bathing in the sea, in consequence of which, these being the only ones I could lay my hands on, I have had to make the best of them I could, which has been the cause of delay; but if you won’t mind walking with me up to the station, where my other clothes are in my bag, I’ll tell you all about it as we go along.”

To say that I was amazed by the manner in which she received my explanation is to say absolutely nothing at all; I was hurt. I could never have believed it of her. It cut me to the heart. She got up with a face on her as if I were something too dreadful for contemplation, and she drew herself away, and her skirts as well, and she said, in a tone of voice compared to which freezing was heat, “How dare you speak to me? A sight like that! You disgraceful creature! Make a laughing-stock of yourself, if you please, at this hour of the day, but don’t you make a laughing-stock of me, because I won’t have it. You have made a mistake in thinking that I would, Mr. Briggs.”

There was quite a crowd gathered round us, boys and girls, and grown-ups and all, and somebody sang out, “How dare he speak to her? yes, how dare he!”

And somebody else said, “Oh Mr. Briggs!”

Then, of course, everybody laughed. I would have given the whole lot of them one for themselves if I had had my way. While I was still boiling who should come dashing through the crowd but Mr. Horatio Carter, red in the face he was, as if he had been running. At the sight of me he pretended to be struck all of a heap.

“My uncle and my aunt!” he cried. “What’s this?”

The crowd roared; comical they seemed to think him. It was not like that he appeared to me. In the midst of the roaring I heard Miss Hopley say to him, “Mr. Carter, might I ask you to give me your arm, and to take me away out of this?”

He gave her his arm, like a shot, trust him!

“With pleasure,” he said, “delighted. I quite agree with you, Miss Hopley, that this is certainly no place for you.” When she was hooked on to him if he had not impudence to turn round, and say to me, with a grin all over, “Didn’t I tell you, if Miss Hopley saw you on the front, that I shouldn’t be surprised if she didn’t want to know you?”

Before I could answer, or get myself together enough to give him a little what for, such a noise arose that I wondered if the whole world was going mad. People shouting and laughing, and a great heap of them coming along the parade towards us. In front of them was a man who was the most extraordinary figure of fun ever I set eyes on, it was him all the noise was about. At the first glance I thought he must be stark, staring mad, but at the second glance I knew, I understood, I recognized my clothes although he was bursting out of them; my clothes on a great giant of a chap who would have made two or three of me. He was carrying my boots, and socks, and tie, and collar, and hat, in his hand, it was altogether hopeless for him to think of trying to get into them, and what he had got into — after a fashion! did not cover half of him. The sight of my things on such an object as that made me so furious that I was just going to leap at his throat, when a creepy crawly feeling went all over me as I recognized in him the man who had been swimming out to sea while I borrowed his clothes, which, distinctly owing to no wish or desire of my own, I still had on. What was I to do? When his eyes came my way he might make mincemeat of me; it would be no trouble to him to do it. It was right enough that if he would only give me time, it would be easy for me to explain that there really was no fault on my side, but then would he? From what I had seen, and more especially heard, of him, I had my doubts. My feeling was that he was one of the kind who would knock the stuffing out of you first, and then ask you if there was any reason why he should not do it afterwards.

My desire being to have no more unpleasantness than I could help, having had more than sufficient to last me for once already, what I wanted to do was to hide behind the people, and then slip off unobserved. But I had no chance, not a morsel! To begin with my feet, in his boots, felt as if they were glued to the asphalt, and then before I had time to unglue them he was on to me. Made straight for me he did, and picked me up into the air as if I was a baby. The crowd roared more than ever, though what at beat me.

“Put me down!” I shouted. “You put me down!”

“Put you down?” he said. “Yes, I’ll put you down!”

If he did not, still holding me, jump off the parade on to the beach below, a height of eight or nine feet if it was an inch. It was a mercy we were not both of us broken up in half-a-dozen places; I know the shaking I got as we landed among the stones and pebbles made me think that all was over. Then he went striding across the shingle with me tucked under his arm as if I were a small child; as they watched him the people on the front screamed themselves hoarse, and no more than he deserved, making himself so ridiculous. I told him what I thought of him, as plainly as I could from where I was.

“I’ll pay you for this!” I warned him. “I’ll make you smart! You wait! You put me down, that’s all!”

But he would not wait, or put me down either, not he, he knew better; not though I kicked, and struggled, and landed out with both my fists at what I could reach of him, for all I was worth. He paid no more attention to what I said or did than if I had not been there. We came to a bathing machine which a lady was just coming out of. If he did not take her by the hand and jump her down, without her saying a word about wanting to jump; and then if he did not go into her machine, with me still under his arm. So soon as we were in he put me down, and he bolted the door.

“You little whippersnapper!” he said. “What tomfool game have you been playing? You come out of those clothes of mine before I strip the skin right off you!”

“It strikes me,” I replied, “it’s the other way about! What do you mean by getting into those clothes of mine? a man of your figure!”

“Do you think,” he asked, “that a man of my figure wants to get into a lot of Tom Thumb’s doll-clothes? But what else was I to try to get into when you’d walked off with mine? Smarty, aren’t you? Here, just you hurry! I’m the Modern Hercules, the strong man; I’ve come here with the circus; we’ve got a parade at twelve; how do you suppose I’m going to get there without my clothes? Out you come!”

And out I did come; he got me out of his clothes faster than he got himself out of mine. The Modern Hercules, was he? I had heard the name. Now that I had encountered him again I noticed he looked it. As fine a figure of a man as ever I saw; with muscles like iron bands, and a chest that was a wonder. And much pleasanter than I had expected. In fact, as he was dashing into his clothes he burst into a roar of laughter which almost blew the roof off the machine.

“A nice sight,” he said, “you looked in my wardrobe!”

“I don’t know,” I returned, “that you were much of a picture in mine.”

“I should think not,” he roared. “Fancy me in General Tom Thumb’s costume! I should have liked to have seen myself walking along the front in it, it must have been a sight worth seeing. When they hear about it at the show they’ll burst themselves.” That was what he was very nearly doing then, laughing, and talking, and dressing all at once, the bathing machine shook as if it had been made of paper. “The next time,” he went on, “you change clothes with anyone I hope they’ll be a better fit. Goodbye, kiddie!”

Before I had a chance of answering back he had opened the door, and shut it again, and gone. Calling me kiddie! Me a grown man! So soon as he showed himself the people who had been waiting on the parade cheered and laughed; and if he did not shout at the top of his great voice — it was a voice!

“Ladies and gentlemen, I am obliged to you for this flattering reception. Allow me to introduce myself to you as the Modern Hercules, the strongest man now before the public. I form one of the innumerable attractions of Lord Alexander Cæsar’s world-famed circus, the parade of which, through this town, as you will shortly see for yourselves, will present a scene of dazzling magnificence. Performances will take place this afternoon at three, and to-night at eight, when I trust, ladies and gentlemen, to have the pleasure of meeting you all again.”

He was a smart chap, that Modern Hercules, turning the whole thing into a first-rate advertisement. But I was not going to hurry merely because he chose to, certainly not. Some of my clothes had suffered, and I am more particular about the way I put them on than some are. When there was a knocking at the door and a voice asked, “Now then, aren’t you coming out of that?”

“When I’m ready,” I said, “and not before,” I said.

And I did not go before, not me. When I did go a seafaring man came up with his hand held out.

“Ninepence,” he remarked, “is the charge for that machine.”

“Is it?” I inquired. “Didn’t the other gentleman pay?”

“No,” he said, “the other gentleman did not pay. No one’s paid.”

“Then,” I informed him, “no one is going to pay. I did not go into that machine of my own free will; I was carried in; you ask anyone who saw it. You won’t get ninepence out of me.”

And he did not.

I suppose that the people had scattered after the Modern Hercules came out, because, so far as I could judge, no particular notice was taken of me. Presently, when I got on to the parade, who should I see but Mr. Horatio Carter and Miss Gladys Hopley walking side by side. The sight of that fired my blood. I went straight up to them and I let fly.

“Mr. Carter,” I said, “you stole my clothes,” I said, “while I was bathing in the sea,” I said, “which was a low trick to play,” I said. “In consequence of which let me tell you that you’re no gentleman.” He was going to say something when Miss Hopley interfered. “Mr. Carter,” she asked, “can it possibly be true that you stole Mr. Briggs’s clothes?”

“It is true,” I told her. “He did it to prevent my meeting you. You’ve only got to look at him to see it printed on his face.”

Carter tried to carry it off with an air, which he did not do. “Let me tell you, Mr. Briggs,” he said, “that I did it to teach you a lesson, which I hope you’ve learnt.”

“Indeed!” exclaimed Miss Hopley, in a manner which took him rather aback. “Then let me tell you, Mr. Carter, that I’ve learnt a lesson too; because a person who can play a trick like that is not my idea of a gentleman, so I trouble you not to address yourself to me again while I remain at Sand-by-the-sea. Mr. Briggs, if you are going to the station I’ll walk your way.”

And she did; we both of us walked it together. I explained to her the whole affair as we went along. I won’t say she was not amused at certain parts of it, because she was; but she was amused in a ladylike way, and she saw Carter’s conduct in its proper light. We had a sandwich and a small lemon at the station. Then she saw me off by my train. And just as the train was starting she was very nice to me indeed. If Mr. Horatio Carter had seen what took place he would have suffered.


THE LIMERICK

IT’S an extraordinary thing that you never do know your luck.

Who would have thought that coming into what you might call a hatful of money would have been the cause of my very nearly losing every friend I have, to say nothing of their all wanting to knock me to pieces. I found the letter on the breakfast-table. Being a trifle late and in a hurry to catch the train, I tore it open anyhow, and took out what was inside between, as it were, a mouthful of bacon and a drink of tea. There were two papers. One was — well, I’ve taken a few cheques to the bank for the governor, so I ought to know a cheque when I see it, and if that wasn’t one it looked uncommonly like it. But when I saw what was written on it I thought someone was having a game with me; “Pay Sam Briggs or order — Eighty-nine pounds eleven shillings and sevenpence.”

“All right, my boy,” I said out loud, “whoever you are don’t you think you’ve got the laugh on me just yet; because we’re not quite so simple as we look.” But when I opened the other paper I stared. According to it the Editor of Tit-Bits had much pleasure in forwarding me a cheque for eighty-nine pounds eleven shillings and sevenpence, which was the prize that had been awarded me for the last line which I had supplied to that week’s Limerick.

For the first moment I had no more idea of what it all meant than the man in the moon. Then, by degrees, a hazy recollection began to come over me — and a pretty hazy one it was. I remembered that at that party at Tom Dowling’s there had been some conversation about what they called a Limerick, which was a thing I had never heard of in my life before; and — my word! If that was it, I knew, before I had had time to put the cup down in the saucer, that there would be more conversation about the cheque, by a good deal, than there had been about the Limerick. There was a bit there and then. While I sat there, with the cheque in one hand and the letter in the other, staring at them like a gaby, my sister Amelia came into the room.

“Sam,” she cried, “what was in that envelope with Tit-Bits at the back?” I hope I have sense enough to get in out of the rain; and the sight of her was quite enough to start me cramming the letter and the cheque into my jacket pocket. But she is so quick, is Amelia, that she had had a peep at the cheque before I could hide it away. “I do believe,” she said, “that you’ve won a prize! You’ve got a cheque! Oh, Sam! For how much is it? Let me look at it!”

“Excuse me,” I remarked, buttoning up my jacket, with the cheque safe in the right-hand bottom pocket, “but when I require your interference in my affairs I’ll let you know.”

“Sam Briggs,” she went on, “you have won a prize. Mind, I’m going to have my share, and Tom’s going to have his!”

“Your share! Tom’s! Really, Amelia, you do run on.” And so she did. “As I have to catch a train, if you’ll be so good as to stand away from that door I shall feel obliged — unless, of course, you want to get me the sack.”

She stood aside; but she ran on.

“All right, Sam Briggs; I know you! I’ll buy this week’s Tit-Bits — there’ll be all about it there; and, whatever it is you’ve won, you trust Tom to take care that you don’t cheat either of us!”

As I was going along the street, who should come running down it but Bob Willett. I heard him shouting after me.

“Halloa, Briggs! Stop a minute!” I did not want to stop a minute — not much. But he was coming along at such a pace that even if I had taken to running too he would have caught me. “Seen Tit-Bits?” he asked.

“No,” I told him, “I have not. And, if you’ll excuse me, I have to catch a train.”

“All right — plenty of trains! Briggs, we’ve won that prize!” I did not want to ask him what prize; I did not want to ask him what he meant by “we”; I did not want to have an argument with anyone. I could see plain enough that there was no call for me to say a word; he could talk enough for two.

“Look here! See that?”

He held Tit-Bits out open in front of me.

“There you are! — large as life! — my line!”

I did prick up my ears at that; his line! Was it his line? I had no more notion of whose line it was than the policeman over the way. I could see plain enough there was trouble ahead.

“Eighty-nine pounds eleven shillings and sevenpence that line of mine has won. I knew it was a topper! I say, Briggs, that cheque ought to reach you to-day; according to them, prize-winners get their cheques before they get the paper.”

I said not a word about what was in my jacket pocket. I desired to have no contention with him, or with anyone, out in the street. There would have been contention had I not been careful, as his next remark showed.

“Of course, according to law, the line being mine, the money’s mine — all the jolly lot of it; but I’m generous to a fault, and always have been; so I’ll not only content myself with two-thirds, but I’ll make you a present of the other third, and I think, Briggs, you’ll call that handsome.”

I did not tell him what I thought — as a matter of fact I did not think anything — I wasn’t feeling the same man I had been when I sat down to breakfast. Fortunately, his office lay in a different direction to mine, so I got rid of him before I reached the station. I did not gain much by getting rid of him, because when I came to the station there was Arthur Timmins standing in the doorway. He came rushing up at sight of me.

“I’m late for the office, and I’m in for a wigging, but I couldn’t go without seeing you, my Samuel. Have you seen Tit-Bits?”

“Excuse me,” I told him, “but I have to catch a train.”

“Right-ho! We’ll catch a train between us.”

Down the stairs we rushed. There was one at the platform; we got on to it just as the doors were being shut, and the train started. He began at me before I had had time to find a strap, to say nothing of a seat.

“Samuel, that coupon of mine has won one of the prizes.”

Coupon — what coupon? I did not know what he meant, so I as good as said.

“You remember that party Tom Dowling gave to celebrate his engagement to your sister?”

It did not look as if I was ever likely to forget it; but that I did not tell him. I kept it locked in my own breast.

“Very well, then; don’t you remember I took my copy of Tit-Bits there with me?”

I did not. The truth was that, after a certain point, I had no clear recollection of what took place at the party.

“Then I started talking about that week’s Limerick, and one person suggested a last line, and a second person suggested a line; then they all started talking at once, and one thing led to another, and the end of it was that I cut the coupon out of my paper, and on my coupon a line was written, and my coupon was sent in; and now, as it’s my coupon which has won one of the prizes, I’m fairly entitled to half of it, as you can see for yourself.”

If Bob Willett was going to have two-thirds and I was going to have a third, and Tom Dowling was going to have one share and Amelia another, I could not see how he was going to have half, try as I might. I saw it still less when Charlie Harris came squeezing in at Earl’s Court and began to make unpleasant remarks to me over another party’s shoulder.

“Now, Sam Briggs, hand over that twelve pounds fifteen shillings and elevenpence!”

That’s the way he began at me, right off! Without so much as saying good morning or asking how I was, as if I owed him money.

“When you explain,” I said, “I’ll talk to you.”

“Come off of it!” was his reply. “Don’t you try that on with me! You know very well what I mean! There were six of us put a penny each towards the postal order, and somebody else gave the stamp, and the understanding was that if anything came of it we were to cut it up between us.”

“Now that Mr. Harris mentions it,” exclaimed Arthur Timmins, who was on the other side of me, “I have a recollection of something of the sort.”

“I should think you had; it’d be funny if you hadn’t! So don’t you play any of your tricks, Sam Briggs, because there’ll be seven of us to talk to you if you do.”

“You’ll bear in mind, of course, Mr. Harris, that it was my coupon on which the line was written, cut out of the paper for which I’d paid; so as it was my coupon which won the prize it stands to reason that I’m entitled to come in with the rest of you, so that there’ll be eight of us to share,” said Timmins.

“I don’t know anything about any coupon, and I don’t see what a coupon’s got to do with it anyhow. All I do know is that the understanding between us seven who put up the money was that, if anything did come of it, it would be equal shares.”

It was unnecessary for me to enter into any argument; they did all in that line that anyone could have wanted, and more too. Timmins got out at the Mansion House, but Harris not only came on to Aldgate, but he walked with me right to the office door — I need not say uninvited. There are two other clerks in the same room with me; before I had had time to hang my hat on its peg they were both of them at me. Percy Saunders was the worst.

“How about that eighty-nine pounds eleven shillings and sevenpence?” he asked. “When that cheque comes along don’t you forget my share, my Highland laddie!”

Why he calls me Highland laddie beats me. But there is no knowing what the Postscript — which is what I call him — means by anything he says. It was like his impudence to speak to me at all, seeing that for some days we had not been on the best of terms, and that we had not so much as recognised each other the whole of that week. On he went. “Perhaps you are not aware, Mr. Briggs, that I was one of the subscribers to the postal order, and that, as such, I am entitled to a seventh share.”

“And I’m another of the subscribers,” said Augustus Brown. The Postscript turned to Brown.

“Excuse me, Brown, but that is not according to my recollection.”

“Who cares for your recollection? Who ought to remember best — you or me? I tell you that I subscribed a penny.”

“I have put down the names of the subscribers on this piece of paper, as I remember them, and I believe I have them right. This is most important, you know; because, Briggs, when you do get that cheque you’ll merely be holding it in trust for us. Here’s my list: Tom Dowling, Miss Briggs, Bert Barlow, Frank Martin, Jack Carter, and me. We subscribed a penny each, and Phil Davis contributed the stamp.”

“I beg your pardon,” cut in Augustus Brown; “I contributed the stamp.”

“Just now you said you gave a penny.”

“Doesn’t it come to the same thing?”

“You mentioned a coin — one penny. You said nothing about a stamp.”

“Davis handed over a stamp, and for it I handed him a penny. Now do you see what I mean?”

“I see what you mean; but I know nothing about your handing any penny to Davis; that you’ll have to talk to him about.”

I made an observation.

“I noticed one name wasn’t on your list — Charlie Harris; he says he gave a penny.”

“Charlie Harris! — says he gave a penny! He did nothing of the kind!”

“I’m under the same impression,” said Brown.

“All I can say is that he and Timmins came near to fighting about it in the train; and Harris walked with me right to this very door to tell me that he did about a hundred times over.”

Just then in came George Hopkins, as if he was in a hurry and short of breath.

“I can’t stop a second,” he began; “but I’ve just seen that your name’s in Tit-Bits as one of the winners in this week’s Limerick, Briggs. Of course, that’s rubbish; because, whatever part of it I may choose to give you, it’s my eighty-nine pounds eleven and sevenpence, as I wrote the winning line.”

“Do you mean to say,” I asked, “that it was you who made it up?”

I was thinking of what Bob Willett had said about its being him.

“Not exactly,” he replied. “As a matter of fact, I don’t think it could be said that any one person made it up — we made it up between us. What I mean is that it was I who wrote it on the coupon. If you’ve any doubt you can go to the office and you’ll see it’s my writing; and as the prize goes to the one who wrote the winning line, that settles it. So I just looked in to warn you not to touch a penny of that cheque when you get it; or, as it’s against the law to compound a felony, I shall be compelled to take steps which I shall be very sorry to have to take against one who was once a friend.”

We were still slanging away when Harold Parker appeared. Parker is a shop-walker at one of the large drapers in St. Paul’s Churchyard. If he is anything near such a big man as he fancies himself, I wonder he does not go about in a show. As he stood there in front of the empty fireplace, with his hands under the tails of his frock-coat and his top-hat a little on one side of his head, to look at him you would have thought he owned the street. The way he talks gives me the needle. They say he is president, or something or other, of the West Brompton House of Commons. I am sorry for them if he is.

“I have looked in, Mr. Briggs, with reference to an announcement which I have observed in the current issue of Tit-Bits — referring to the Limerick, Mr. Briggs, the Limerick. I note that your name is in the list of prize-winners. In view of that fact I wish to point out to you that, as you are, doubtless, already aware, my sister, Miss Lily Parker, was one of the subscribers to the cost of the postal order with which the entrance fee was paid.”

“Begging your pardon, Parker,” struck in Saunders, “but your sister was nothing of the kind; you’re wrong.”

“I’m not aware, Mr. Saunders, that I was addressing you. Kindly confine yourself to your own affairs. There were six persons who contributed a penny each and one who contributed a stamp. There then remained the question of the halfpenny with which to pay for the order. I happened to be near my sister when, drawing out her purse, she observed to Miss Maud Simpson, who was beside her, I’ll give one farthing, Maudie, if you’ll give another.’ And with that she took a farthing out of her purse, and Miss Maud Simpson took a farthing out of hers, and the two coins were added to the general fund. As the understanding was that all contributors were to be treated alike, I have to request you, Mr. Briggs, to see, when the prize money comes to hand, that my sister receives her proper share. There is another point. As the copy of Tit-Bits from which the coupon was taken was my property, that makes me a contributor, and I also become entitled to a pro rata share.”

“I don’t know, Mr. Parker,” I told him, “how you make out that it was your copy of Tit-Bits, seeing that Arthur Timmins says it was his.”

“The truth is,” said Saunders, “there were three or four Tit-Bits about the room, as I specially noticed, and I’ll defy anyone to say out of whose copy that coupon came.”

Parker gave one little sideways glance at him — like a whale might look at a sprat.

“Once more, Mr. Saunders, I was not aware that I was addressing you. I can only warn you, Mr. Briggs, that, as regards that money, unless my sister, as well as myself, receive, in the course of the next few hours, our proper shares, you will receive from my sister’s solicitor, as well as from my own, communications which will call you to a severe account. Good day, Mr. Briggs.”

Just as I was going out to dinner, who should come in but Tom Dowling and Frank Martin. The very first words Dowling said to me were these: — 

“Now, then, Sam, you know what I’ve come for. Hand over!”

“Hand over! Hand over what? I’ve got nothing of yours that I’m aware of.”

Dowling turned to Martin, who is about two inches bigger than he is.

“You see, Frank? I told you how it would be. The shortest way is, perhaps, the kindest.”

What he meant I had no notion; and before I could ask, if Martin did not take me from the back and Dowling from the front, lay me on my back on the top of my own desk, and start searching my pockets! And if Dowling did not take the cheque from out of one of my jacket pockets and the Editor’s letter from another — and me helpless! If that was not highway robbery, I don’t know what is; and so, as soon as they had taken their hands off me, I up and I did let them have it! But that Tom Dowling — what Amelia sees in him I never could understand — took no more notice of me than if I had not been speaking.

He examined the cheque and the letter — my cheque and my letter! — then he let Martin have a look at them; then he coolly folded them up and put them in his pocket-book.

“You don’t mean to say,” burst out Saunders — who, with Augustus Brown, had been looking on at what was nothing else than an outrage, without so much as offering to lend me a hand— “that he’s had the prize money on him all the time? If that isn’t a facer! You’re a beauty, Sam Briggs, upon my word you are!”

Dowling took him on.

“Don’t you bother yourself about Sam, Mr. Saunders — Sam’s all right. When you’ve once got used to his funny little ways you’ll find that there’s no more harm in him than there is in a baby, only you’ve got to get used to them first. As there seems to be some slight difference of opinion as to what ought to be done with this nice little cheque which the Editor of Tit-Bits has been so good as to send along, I’ve intimated to all those ladies and gentlemen who honoured me with their presence on a recent auspicious occasion that I shall be very glad to see them at my place again to-night at half-past eight sharp, when very probably we shall be able to arrive at a common amicable understanding. Perhaps, Mr. Saunders and Mr. Brown, you may find it convenient to be there also; and Sam, if you’re very good and promise to behave, we may let you come too.”

I was there at half-past eight to the tick. They were all there, in Tom Dowling’s front room; and there was not much room left for anyone else who might happen to drop in.

Then Tom Dowling made what you might call a sort of speech.

“Ladies and gentlemen, it is not long since you did me the honour to assemble in this humble apartment for the purpose of offering me your congratulations on my engagement to a charming young lady.”

“Hear, hear!” said someone. It was certainly not me.

Amelia bowed. Fancy anyone calling her a charming young lady! He would talk differently when he knew her as well as I did.

“You will remember that, after supper, someone introduced the subject of Limericks; in fact, someone produced a copy of Tit-Bits, in which all and sundry were invited to try their skill in supplying a last line to an unfinished Limerick. It appears that there were no less than four copies of Tit-Bits in the room that night, and the owner of each is under the impression that his was the copy which was used. The four lines which were given were these: — 

 

There once was a lady whose hair 

Was found on the back of a chair; 

It occasioned much talk, 

 

She had gone for a walk! — What was required was a fifth line.  I suppose some dozens of lines were discussed, and possibly a suggestion was made by nearly every person in the room.”

“The line which was actually chosen,” called out Bob Willett, “was my composition.”

“You’re mistaken,” cried someone who was not known to me. “It was mine.”

“My own impression, gentlemen, is that in its entirety it was no one’s; that it was a case of here a little and there a little; and that, in a manner of speaking, it was concocted between us.”

“Anyhow, I wrote the line upon the coupon.”

“I believe, Hopkins, that you did, and for that you shall have credit. There then arose the question of the sixpenny postal order. Six pennies, two farthings, and one stamp were contributed by, I am given to understand, thirteen persons. It seems as if there must be something a little wrong somewhere, and that, in four cases, memory must be playing tricks.”

Harold Parker put in his word.

“I trust that you are not suggesting, Dowling—”

“I am suggesting nothing, Parker, as, if you will let me finish, you will see. On one point I believe we shall be all agreed. When the line was found there arose the question of who was to sign the coupon. My honoured friend, and, I trust, soon to be relative, Samuel Briggs, Esquire, was asleep on the couch, his slumber having possibly, in a measure, been induced by his polite attention to the negus at supper.”

Some of them laughed — I do not know what at, I am sure. I was all ears. I had been wondering, ever since I saw it, how that cheque had got to me.

“He had taken no part in the discussion; was in complete ignorance of what had taken place; so I suggested that we should wake him up, and that he should sign. You will remember that he did not wake up in the very best of tempers; that he had not the vaguest notion of what it was to which we persuaded him to affix, with rather a shaky hand, his signature; and that, almost as soon as he had affixed it, he was asleep again.”

More laughter from some of them. It made no difference to me; so far as I was concerned, those might laugh who liked. Dowling went on: — 

“I gathered together the pennies, the farthings, and the coupon. The following day, with the money which had been subscribed, I purchased a postal order and dispatched the coupon. By what no one need regard, unless he likes, as a lucky fluke, our line has been adjudged one of the best sent in, and this morning a handsome cheque reached our dear friend Samuel. He feels, as we feel, that its coming to him was a mere form, and that, as it was a joint transaction, it should be regarded and treated as a joint cheque. There were twenty-two of us present on that occasion, and there are twenty-two of us present now. My proposition is that the proceeds of the cheque should be divided into twenty-two equal parts; that each of us should have one; and then there will be no room for feeling that anyone’s claim has been slighted.”

Before he had finished they were clapping their hands and stamping their feet and saying “Hear, hear!” So on he went again.

“I take it, ladies and gentlemen, from the kind way in which you have received my proposition that the sense of the meeting is in favour of it, and that it has been carried nem con. Now, you public benefactor, Sam Briggs, if you’ll oblige us with your signature a second time — this time on the back of this cheque — tomorrow I’ll get it cashed; and in the course of to-morrow you will each of you receive a twenty-second part.”

Oh, I put my signature on the back of the cheque; oh, yes, I always have been one to do anybody a good turn, and I was quite willing to oblige Tom Dowling, in spite of the way in which he had treated me. Anyhow, I did get four pounds, and four golden sovereigns are quite worth having. Though, of course, when you compare them with eighty-nine pounds eleven shillings and sevenpence! Still, all the same, I did not do so badly, considering. And Tom Dowling himself had to admit that I had been a public benefactor.
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MY PARTNER FOR A WALTZ

I WAS INTRODUCED to him by Florence Emmett at one of a series of subscription dances which were held at the Kensington Town Hall. He put his name down for a waltz, the only one for which I was disengaged. He danced well, being that not too common person, a partner whose steps go with your own. We began at the first bar, and we danced right through. I quite enjoyed it. Then he brought me something cool during the interval, and as I was sipping it he said — 

“It is not always easy to catch a name when you are introduced, but I believe yours is Judith Lee?” I acknowledged that it was. “I have heard a good deal about you.”

I looked at him. There was nothing unusual about his appearance. He was probably in the early thirties, of the average height, clean shaven, with dark brown hair, not bad looking, his weakest point being his chin, which receded, and which was smaller than it should have been. It seemed to me that there was significance in his tone.

“Yes; have you? I hope you’ve heard nothing very greatly to my disadvantage.”

“I am told that you have what I may call, for courtesy’s sake, a very singular power, Miss Lee.” I glanced at him, waiting for him to continue. I wondered what was the matter with the man; there certainly was significance both in his tone and manner. “I am informed that you act as — what shall I say — a spy on all the world.”

“Yes — who told you that?” He was eyeing me with what looked very like hostility, not at all as one expects one’s partner to do after an enjoyable dance. I wondered what I had done to him.

“Is it true that by merely looking at that man who is sitting with a girl over there you can tell what he is saying to her?”

“It is — perfectly true; I teach the oral system to the deaf and dumb.”

“Indeed! Is that all you teach?” He certainly sneered. “It seems to me that you ought to be labelled in order that innocent people might at least have fair warning of the inconvenience, to say nothing of the actual danger, with which your presence threatens them.”

He walked off without another word, in what seemed to me rather an amazing fashion. It is true that my partner for the next dance was advancing, but that was no reason why he should turn sharply on his heel and stride off as if I were some contemptible thing. What had induced the man to address me in that fashion I could not think — but it spoilt that dance for me. He put into words what I had often thought myself, that it was a dangerous gift I had; there were many occasions on which I wished that it was not mine. But then, what a moment to choose to tell me so — after a nice waltz, which he might at least have had the grace to tell me he had enjoyed — and he a perfect stranger! When Florence had introduced us I had not even caught his name — he seemed to have known mine beforehand.

I looked about for Florence, but when I found her she was so surrounded by other people, and so many persons kept worrying me, that I had no chance of asking her who the curiosity was. He did not stay very long; I doubt if he danced with any one after that waltz with me.

Until he did go, wherever I was I seemed to see him, watching me with an intentness which I very much resented. I was on the point of telling him so, and was crossing towards him when, as he saw me coming, again he turned sharply round, marched to the vestibule, offered a check, for which he received in return a coat and hat, and strode out of the building.

“Well,” I said to myself as I watched him go, “what an agreeable gentleman you seem to be! Was it conscience which drove you to rudeness and made you run away? — I wonder!”

Two days afterwards I was walking down the Brompton Road when a masculine person took his hat off and addressed me.

“I believe you are Miss Judith Lee?”

I stood and looked at him; to the best of my knowledge and belief he was a stranger. I was asking myself who he was and what he wanted when I heard a little click, and, glancing round, perceived that another male creature was standing within two or three feet, with a camera in his hand, with which he had apparently just snapshotted me. Before I had quite realized what he had done, there was another click — and it looked as if he had taken me in a second position. Before I could ask him what he meant by such behaviour — because no one likes to be snapshotted against one’s will — without even so much as a recognition of my presence, he walked to the edge of the pavement, got into a taxi-cab which was waiting there, followed by the man who had accosted me, and off the vehicle went.

I felt rather wild — apparently I had been made the victim of a little trick. These gentlemen were hunting in couples; the business of the one was to accost me and induce me to stop, so that the other might bring his camera to bear, and make a photographic record of me at an unexpected moment. What did they mean by such conduct?

I asked this question of myself still more vehemently when, a few mornings afterwards, a registered letter was brought to me while I was still in my bedroom, and which I found, on opening the envelope, contained two mounted photographs, both of myself. I had no doubt whatever that they were prints of the snapshots which had been taken of me in the Brompton Road, and not bad likenesses they were, as far as the likenesses went, but conceive what my feelings were when I saw that on the top of each mount these words were printed: “Warning! This is the portrait of a public danger”; and at the bottom, “Judith Lee, Spy” — then, in the corner, in smaller letters: “This photograph will be circulated broadcast. If you see any one at all resembling this portrait, shun her as you would the plague.”

For some minutes I really could do nothing else but stare; it was as though some one had unexpectedly struck me a violent blow and knocked the sense clean out of me. Of all the outrageous things! That I should receive such treatment! This was clearly a plot; brief reflection showed that it must be. Those two men were tools of the man with whom I had danced — they must be. Could he have gone to that dance expecting to meet me, intending to treat me in this remarkable fashion? It looked as if he had. What had I done to him? Why had he taken such means to get my photograph? What did his conduct mean? Above all, why had Florence Emmett introduced me to such a man?

I would have that question answered at any rate. Directly after breakfast I went across the park to Linden Gardens, where the Emmetts lived. Florence was just going out; she wanted me to go with her, but I declined. I told her there was something which I particularly wished to ask, and which, before she went out, she must answer. She took me into the morning-room.

“Good gracious, child!” she exclaimed. “What’s the matter? Has the Bank of England burst? You look at me quite oddly.”

“Florence, you introduced to me a man at Kensington Town Hall. What was his name?”

“Introduced a man to you at Kensington Town Hall? Did I? Oh, yes, I believe I did; but as for his name — what’s the matter with the man? Has he tried to borrow money?”

“What was his name? Please tell me, Florence. Was he a friend of yours?”

“A friend of mine? Good gracious, no! I never saw him in my life before. Some one introduced him to me. I can’t think who. Let me see, wasn’t he a bald-headed man, with a ginger moustache?”

“He was not.” I described the man. She seemed quite unable to recall him to her memory. “Do you mean to say you don’t even know what his name was?”

“My dear, you know how things happen at that sort of dance. Some one introduces you to a man who asks you for a dance, and he asks you to introduce him to some one else — and there you are. Sometimes I don’t know the names of half my partners, even in the houses of my most intimate friends. I do remember introducing some kind of a man to you, but what kind he was I do not remember. And as for your description — it leaves me cold.”

“But you must have introduced him by some name — I’m sure you mentioned some name — think.”

“I dare say; perhaps it was Brown. As Gus says” — Gus was her husband— “when in doubt about a man’s name, say Brown; there are lots of Browns; he might be one of them. Why are you so keen about this might-be Brown?”

I explained. I told her what he had said to me, how badly he had behaved; about the two men who had snapshotted me in the Brompton Road; I showed her the prints which had come to hand in the morning. She commented on the inscriptions which adorned the mounts in a way which was rather unexpected; they seemed to amuse her.

“Well, you know, Judith, of course, it’s perfectly horrid that any one should have treated you like this, but still the facts remain that I have asked myself if any one would ever dare to be so impertinent. I don’t know if you realize that there are people who are positively afraid of you — who fly from a room when you come into it.”

I had realized it, and I had suffered in consequence. More than once, when entering a room, I had felt a sort of blank silence descend on every creature in it. I told her so.

“But how can I help it? No one can say that I have ever made an unfair use of a conversation I may have seen.”

Florence rubbed her chin with the tip of her glove in rather an exasperating manner.

“My dear, I never said you did. I have always stuck up for you through thick and thin. But all the same, if I wanted to say something to a person which was intended for that person’s ear alone, I should take care not to say it while you were in the room. And, you know, there are lots of things, quite ordinary, innocent, funny things, which one likes to treat as secrets — what is life without its little privacies? And you know, you leave us none.”

“Florence, I’ve felt that over and over again; there are things which I’ve seen said which I could have kicked myself for seeing — though I saw them without ever meaning to. Since I can’t go about the world with my eyes shut, the only thing is not to go about the world, but to live the life of a hermit. This person, whose name you apparently never knew, has taught me a lesson which I shall not forget as long as I live. I will keep these photographs ever before me, so that they may become to me what the hair shirt was to the hermit in his lonely cell.”

I suppose something like two years passed. It was May in Paris; in Paris May is sometimes the most glorious month of the year — it was glorious then. The restaurants on the Champs-Élysées had their chairs out in the gardens — well filled chairs they were. I had been doing what I often do, giving lessons to would-be teachers of the oral system in an Italian city. On my way home I was staying for a few days in Paris. It was lovely weather; I thought I would lunch out of doors. I chose a restaurant whose name I did not know, not far from the Rond-Point. It had quite a nice garden. The chestnuts, which were already in full leaf, and of that delicious, delicate green which only lasts a few days, cast an agreeable shade. I looked about for a vacant table. In doing so, I passed behind one which was occupied by two men who were seated side by side. They were looking at something which one of them held in his hand. I gave but the most cursory glance in passing, but it was enough to show me that what they were examining was my photograph — one of the two photographs which had been taken by the ingenious gentleman in the Brompton Road.

The discovery gave me quite a shock. The memory of that photograph was still with me; I still regarded it as my hair-shirt. What could those two men be doing with it there? — so long after it was taken. I chose a table on the same side as theirs, but a little in front, so that I could not only see them, but they could see me. If they looked round and saw me, the recognition might be to them a pleasant surprise. But it gradually dawned on me, as I ordered lunch, that though they had seen me, and still had the photograph in their hands, they did not recognize the original. More, I gradually began to suspect that they believed that they saw me in an individual who was seated on the other side of the garden. Presently this individual got up and left the garden, and I saw one of them say to the other — 

“Good-bye, Judith. May the lunch you have had poison you, and may you be run over by a taxi-cab just as you are in the act of dying.”

The speaker uttered these Christian sentiments in French, but as French was as familiar to me as my own tongue, even when I was a child, there was no mistaking what they were. He was a rather good-looking person, with one of those moustaches with waxed turned-up ends, which some young Frenchmen still favour. He turned to his companion, giving my photograph a little jerk in the air.

“Do you believe that any one can do what he says she can?”

His companion replied — and I at once recognized my limitations. He was rather a big, fair-haired man, with one of those hirsute countenances which are so often seen abroad and so seldom at home. He had a long, square-cut, carefully trimmed beard, quite a foot long, and a voluminous moustache which, from the decorative point of view, was a triumph of the hairdresser’s art, and which effectively screened his mouth, so that, if it were open or shut, it was not easy to see his lips. Observing him as closely as I might, since his lips were to all intents and purposes invisible, by merely looking at him as he spoke, I could not get the faintest notion of what he said. I have sometimes thought that if all the people in the world were lip-readers, it would be necessary, for self-protection, to cultivate a beard and moustache. Here was a case in point. This man spoke to the other, who had arranged his moustache so that the whole of his mouth was visible — and I could not see a word he said. The other, laughing, answered him; there was no doubt about what he said.

“That is absolutely true — absolutely. I don’t know how long I’ve had this photograph. Pattison sent a copy to every one of us. I do not know what his notion was — I do not know if he thought that Judith Lee was all over the world at once, with an eye on everybody’s mouth. Between ourselves, I have thought that I have seen her more than once — in Vienna, Berlin, here in Paris, and in London — particularly in London. This is not an uncommon kind of face in London. I have compared this photograph again and again with women I have seen there, and I have said — well, it may be, or it may not be — as was the case just now. The lady who has just left — was she Judith Lee? Who can tell? What does it matter? I have come to the conclusion that if you have not seen the original a photograph, as a means of recognition, is of very little use.”

I had come to the conclusion that perhaps this lively gentleman did not make sufficient allowance for the change in feminine fashions. Since that photograph was taken everything a woman wears had been entirely altered — as it were, gone completely round. Then we dressed our hair quite differently; I certainly did — and in a photograph that makes all the difference.

The bearded man was speaking — he might as well have kept silence for all the information he conveyed to me. He seemed to have a trick of scarcely moving his lips at all, so that, confronted by that thatch of hair, it was impossible even to guess at what he was saying. When his companion spoke again it was quite another matter. I do not blow if my failure with his friend acted as a spur; I did seem to read his words with even unusual clearness.

“Two hundred and fifty thousand francs in five-franc pieces; a hundred thousand francs in franc pieces; two hundred thousand ten-sou-pieces — that was a pretty large order; it is for you to place them, to deal with them — I have to hand them over to you. There, so far as I am concerned, the matter ends.”

The bearded man said something — this time his companion’s words gave me an inkling of what it might have been.

“My friend, the production is enormous, immense, altogether beyond what might be supposed. And it is all good money, mind you — standard value.” He took something out of his pocket and held it out to his companion. “There are two five-franc pieces; they are in every respect precisely alike. No assayer, by the most delicate tests, could tell one from the other — because there is nothing to tell; so far as he is concerned, they have both come from the French mint. But the expert at the mint, he can tell; that is to say, perhaps three, perhaps four, men in France — that is because they have a way of their own of distinguishing. It is like the man at Sèvres — two pieces are placed before him, exactly alike; no dealer could tell one from the other, but he can. He knows that he made the one and did not make the other — that is all he does know. He knows because of certain minutiae, so minute that to an uninstructed eye even a microscope will not reveal them.”

Again the bearded man spoke — again the other’s answer gave me a clue to what he said.

“What the exact profit is I of course cannot tell you. We let you have money — good money, at fifteen per cent, less than the face value. You are content, you ought to be; we also are content — so you see there must be something in it.”

Once more there was what I can only describe as an interruption from the bearded man — then again his friend with the uplifted moustaches.

“Of course this sort of thing cannot go on, though it has already continued longer than you perhaps think. But that is where the great idea comes in — the idea of the great coup. Produce an enormous quantity at one time — silver coins, mind you, of all countries; flood the world with it before any one has a suspicion of what is in the air, and then, before discovery is made, retire from business — with what really, if all goes well, should prove to be a comfortable competence.”

The bearded man nodded, as if there was a good deal in the other’s words; as he uttered what appeared to be a brief sentence, I dare say he said as much. The other, drawing quite close to him, as if he whispered in his ear, waxed eloquent.

“You see there is no fraud in it, not a particle. If you give this five-franc piece to the waiter here, he cannot say it is a bad one — it is not a bad one; there’s nothing wrong about it; it is in all respects exactly like every other good five-franc piece.” In his ardour he struck his right fist against his open palm. “If he took it to the mint they would not dare to refuse it, because, if they did, the whole monetary system of the world would be disorganized — all the silver currency. No one would be able to tell what pieces had come from where — from our mint or theirs. The result would be that there would be a tendency everywhere to refuse silver pieces altogether. No, my friend, there is not the faintest suggestion of anything, in the true sense of the word, irregular about the business from first to last. The only thing is that ours is the manufacturer’s profit instead of the Government’s — why shouldn’t it be? Why shouldn’t there be competition in this sort of business as well as in any other? It seems so me that echo answers ‘Why?’”

I fancied that the bearded gentleman glanced round him rather anxiously, as if he were conscious that very private things were being said. I imagine he dropped a hint to his friend.

“My good Philippe, no Judith Lee is here — what do you fear? I speak in a whisper; there is no one near us. However, time goes; business calls; I must leave you. It is understood — to-night, at nine o’clock, 4, Rue Saint-Herbot.”

The pair shook hands in that demonstrative fashion which is common with their compatriots; the man with the upturned moustaches departed, the bearded one remained. He seemed in no hurry to go. Lighting another cigar, he ordered a waiter to bring him a liqueur and, taking a small notebook from his pocket, proceeded to make what was possibly a series of calculations.

The situation struck me as being rather humorous — in its way, so humorous that I was at a loss what to do. Here was a gentleman armed with a photograph of Judith Lee, so that he might be peculiarly on his guard against her, fancying he sees her again and again, all the while incredulous of the existence of the powers with which his principal has credited her, proving himself so unobservant, or so irresponsible, or both, that under her very nose he makes statements of the most delicate kind. As a matter of fact I had heard something about silver coins which had never seen a mint only a few days before at Milan. I was buying some trifles in a shop. An Italian friend who was with me, who was in the Government service, had asked me to let him look at a five-lire piece which I was tendering to the tradesman. I had done so. With a smile he had asked if I would exchange it for another — to which I, of course, agreed.

When we had got out of the shop he asked me where I got the coin from. I informed him that I had not the least idea; it was one of a number of others which I had got from some one somewhere. I inquired what was wrong with it. Then he told me, after some hesitation, what seemed to me to be rather a curious thing.

He said that there were silver coins in circulation which, while as regards the materials used in their composition they were good, at the same time were technically bad, since they had never been coined by the mint. That five-lire piece of mine was one of them. I could see that he was reluctant to say more than he could help, so I did not press him, but he left me with the feeling that there was something at the back of the business which was distinctly queer. This conversation, with one side of which I had been made so unexpectedly acquainted, threw a lurid light upon what my Italian friend had told me. These two men seemed to be trafficking in coins like that five-lire piece. From what I had gathered they were dealing with them in very large quantities. The bearded man was to take fifty thousand five-franc pieces, a hundred thousand franc pieces, two hundred thousand ten-sou pieces, which had been coined goodness alone knew where, and he was to take this immense amount of specie just by way of a single deal. I reckoned it up; it represented eighteen thousand pounds in English money. He was to have it at a discount of fifteen per cent., which meant a profit for him of two thousand seven hundred pounds. He must see his way to getting rid of it at a comparatively early date, or he would scarcely undertake such a risk. If other deals were taking place upon these lines in the currency of other countries, as that incredulous gentleman had hinted, before long the world would be flooded with what, let him phrase it as he liked, was really spurious coinage — and then what sufferings might not ensue? If what he had hinted was true, there must somewhere be a great factory, equipped with all the most modern appliances, which was about to let loose an ocean of bad silver coins, which it would be impossible to tell from good ones, which might play havoc with the monetary systems of the world.

The question for my consideration was — what was I to do? I did not want to be mixed up in affairs of that kind. I was not a thief-taker; I was not a detector of crime. I just wanted to enjoy a few days’ holiday in Paris in this glorious May weather. If I were forced into relations with the French police, that would be the end of my holiday. I should probably find myself associated with unpleasantness of all kinds from which I might not be able to disentangle myself for ages to come. I did not at all relish the prospect. Still —— 

I will be frank — those photographs rankled. They did; it is no use pretending they did not. And then, that this moustached gentleman, with my photograph in his hand, and no doubt what his associate had told him in his head, should treat me with open contumely — for that I felt that I should like to give him a rap across the knuckles. I am a woman, and sometimes women are almost as illogical as men, though not often — and perhaps that is one reason why I felt bound to see the matter through.

I left the bearded gentleman still struggling with the figures in his notebook, and I went for a stroll. Inquiring my way to the Rue Saint-Herbot, I was told that it was not far from the Gare de l’Ouest — so, as that is some way from the Champs-Élysées, I commenced my stroll by taking a taxi-cab. Alighting at the station, I did the rest of the distance on foot. It proved to be one of those wide, old-fashioned streets which are still to be found in that quarter of Paris, occupied by a nondescript population — shops, private houses, warehouses, maisons meublées, all mixed up together, and none of them very high class.

As far as I could see, part of No. 4 seemed to be some kind of warehouse; a great gate was at one side, a big board ran across the entresol, on which were painted the words: “Barrucand. Fournisseur. Gros et Détail.” “Fournisseur” is what I call an india-rubber word; it can be pulled this way and that; it may mean any one of a dozen things — it may mean them all. In this case it seemed that it might mean that silver coins, stamped and struck in some private mint, were supplied in quantities. There seemed to be not a soul about the place just then. I was making up my mind to knock at the door and put some innocent question, when the great gate swung back and a man came out. I had just time to escape him by retreating into the establishment of a charcutier, which stood on my side of the way.

A meeting would have been awkward; he might have recognized me, as he was the individual who had snapshotted me in the Brompton Road. His face was stamped very clearly on my memory; once seen, never to be forgotten. He was rolling a cigarette as he walked, stopping at the door of the shop in which I was to light a match. I bought a sausage — I had to buy something; as it was being put into paper, I asked if Monsieur Barrucand lived at his warehouse. The effect of my question was rather unexpected. The oily person who was enveloping my purchase paused in the operation to stare at me with what struck me as startled eyes.

“Monsieur Barrucand? What do you know of Monsieur Barrucand?”

Possibly it was the oddity of the man’s manner which caused me to say something which was not exactly true.

“I used to know a Monsieur Barrucand at Lille. I wondered if the one over the road was a relative of his.”

“You used to know a Monsieur Barrucand at Lille? What Monsieur Barrucand was that?”

“You know the Monsieur Barrucand who is your neighbour? In what does he deal?”

The man stared at me for some seconds in silence. Then he finished rolling up my sausage, saying, as he handed it to me over the counter — 

“I know nothing of Monsieur Barrucand; I am but lately come here. I wish madame good day.”

I took the hint and departed, conscious that the oily man had come to the door of his shop, and was watching me as I walked down the street. Looking round as I turned a corner, I saw a small boy coming out of his doorway. I had not gone very far before I began to entertain the suspicion that it was the intention of that small boy to keep me in sight. That charcutier knew more about Monsieur Barrucand than he had chosen to say; if he got five-franc pieces for fifteen per cent, less than their face value, he might have sound reasons for wishing to keep his knowledge dark.

An idea struck me. I had given him a louis for that sausage, having no small money. He had given me three five-franc pieces, besides other coins, by way of change. I immediately resolved to shake that small boy off, and with that intention dived into the Gare de l’Ouest, picked my way through the throng of people, and passing into the Place de Rennes, jumping into the first taxi, bade the driver take me to the Café de la Paix. Going into the interior, after first assuring myself that that small boy was nowhere in sight, I chose a seat at a table facing the door, and taking out the coins which that charcutier had given me, subjected them to a minute examination.

There was nothing peculiar about them so far as I could see. They were of different dates — 1888 was on one of the five-franc pieces; none of them were of very recent coinage; and yet — I wondered.

The appearance of that snapshotting gentleman through Monsieur Barrucand’s gate had enlarged the field of my doubts. Was it possible that my partner at the Kensington Town Hall had anything to do with this competitive mint? The man with the upturned moustaches had my photograph, which he could only have got from him; if he were connected with such a business as this, no wonder he resented the idea that any one could read what was being said by merely watching the lips. With agents of all sorts and kinds spread over the globe, the chance that one of them might encounter Judith Lee was not such a remote one as it might seem. One encounter with that dangerous creature might play havoc with the whole business. He was therefore but taking a simple precaution in making it his business to see that his associates were armed with a photograph which would serve as some sort of defence against this pestilent woman. Before I committed myself, if he had a finger in this pie, I should like to make sure of getting him. That would be a lesson to him not to go out of his way to be rude to his partners at a dance — even if she did not happen to know his name.

I had an acquaintance who was in the Paris office of a London newspaper. He was the brother of a girl with whom I had been to school; she had laid special injunctions on me when I was in Paris to look him up. So I looked him up, going straight from the Café de la Paix to do so. When I got to his office he seemed to be rather full of work. I explained that I had come to him at that busy hour of the day because I rather wanted to ask him a question.

“Do you know any one connected with the Mint here?”

“The Mint? You know the Mint here is at the Hôtel de la Monnaie — it’s a sort of museum. As for the part in which the coining goes on, any one may get a ticket to view by applying to the director.”

“That’s not exactly what I mean. Do you know any one connected with the part of it in which coins are struck?”

“I’m afraid I don’t, but there may be some one about the place who does. I’ll go and see.”

He went, and presently returned with a grey-headed man of distinguished appearance, whom he introduced as Monsieur de Brionne.

“De Brionne knows every one — it seems he knows just the very person I should say you wanted.”

It appeared that Monsieur de Brionne did. He wrote a few lines on the back of his visiting card, put the card into an envelope, and addressed it to Monsieur Théodore Duglère.

“Monsieur Duglère,” he explained, “is in the assaying department. He knows as much about the Mint as any man living. If you hand him this, I feel sure he will give you any information you may require.”

I found that the Hôtel de la Monnaie was on the Quai de Conti, next door to the Institute. Addressing myself to an official in some sort of bureau which was in the vestibule, I entrusted him with my envelope to take to Monsieur Duglère. Within ten minutes I was being ushered into an apartment on the first floor, the windows of which looked out upon the Seine. A short, wiry man, perhaps fifty years of age, with shrewd eyes and a clever face, bowed to me from the other side of a large table.

“Miss Judith Lee? In what way can I do myself the pleasure of serving you, Miss Lee?”

“I am afraid, Monsieur Duglère, that it may turn out that I have come to you on a very foolish errand; before I touch on it, may I take it that anything I say to you will be treated as confidential?”

“You wish to speak to me on official matters — connected with our work here? What is it you wish to ask me?”

“You have not answered my question, Monsieur Duglère.”

He looked at me with his shrewd grey eyes, and then he smiled.

“You understand that you may say certain things to me that it would be impossible for me to treat as confidential. I occupy an official position. I take it that it is not on such-like points you wish to touch? I have been in this place nearly all my life, Miss Lee. Monsieur de Brionne, who introduces you, would tell you that I am likely to be a pretty good judge of what may be regarded as confidential. I keep silence until I am forced to speak.”

I considered him for some further seconds; he standing up on the other side of the table, Monsieur de Brionne’s card in his hand, considering me. Then I decided not to try to make conditions. I took some coins out of my bag and laid them in front of him on the table.

“I want you to look at those three five-franc pieces, Monsieur Duglère.”

He continued to look at me; then looked down at the coins — then back at me. He delivered himself of a monosyllable.

“Why?”

“Please look at those five-franc pieces first, Monsieur Duglère; ask questions afterwards.”

He picked up the coins and examined them one by one: peering at them through a jeweller’s glass, weighing them in the palm of his hand, feeling them with the tips of his fingers. Then he laid them down again and resumed his former occupation of considering me closely.

I thought that he was never going to speak; it was quite a relief when he did.

“Where did you get these coins, Miss Lee?”

I returned him question for question; there began a sort of verbal fencing match, each of us, as it were, remaining on guard.

“Is there anything wrong with them?”

“Have you any reason to suppose that there is?”

“I have come to you for information, Monsieur Duglère.”

“Not to give it?”

“I give you the honour — precedence.”

“With us, Miss Lee, the rule is — ladies first.”

I pretended to sigh.

“Then in that case I’m afraid I must go.”

“I’m afraid, Miss Lee, that I can’t allow you to go just yet.”

“Then there is something wrong? I thank you.”

“That is rather neat — you score — touché. Now, Miss Lee, it is your turn. What do you suppose is wrong?”

“I merely wondered which of those pieces was struck in your mint, Monsieur Duglère.”

“Sit down, Miss Lee; allow me also to sit.” He sat on one side of the table, I on the other. “I have but to touch this button, Miss Lee, and this room will be filled with police. I am sure you would not wish for that.”

I laughed outright — when I had recovered from my first shock of surprise.

“I should not mind that in the least; I should find it very amusing.”

“You would not find it amusing — afterwards. The police are not so sympathetic to ladies as you may suppose. Two of these three coins, Miss Lee, are forgeries. Clearly you are aware of that. From whom did you get them?”

“They are part of the change I received for a louis.”

“Indeed? Do not imagine for an instant that I doubt you; your manner tells me that you will be able to point out the person from whom you received these coins. That is not the point. These five-franc pieces are exactly like other five-franc pieces — exactly. Not one person in a million would be able to tell that there was a difference — how come you to know that there is a difference? — that is the point.”

“Tell me what the difference is.”

“I think, Miss Lee, that you know what the difference is — don’t you? Do not fence with me, please. This matter is so serious that any attempt at trifling with it is inconceivable. Tell me frankly, do you not know what the difference is?”

“I know absolutely nothing, but I guess something.”

“What do you guess?”

“I guess that those coins were manufactured in a private mint — from standard silver.”

“Who are you, Miss Lee?”

“I am teacher of the deaf and dumb.”

“You are what? You are trifling with me again.”

“I am not; that is exactly what I am.”

There was a considerable interval before he spoke again. It tickled me to see what efforts he was making to find out by ocular inspection what kind of creature I really was. He failed; I puzzled him; he might have a wide knowledge of more worlds than one — I was in none of them. He recognized that I was something new in the way of specimens.

“You probably realize, Miss Lee, that nothing is easier for us than to find out who and what you are — what you do not adequately recognize is that this sort of thing” — he touched the coins— “might, quite conceivably, shake the whole fabric of society, and even destroy its foundations. You are an honest woman, I believe. Will you not be candid with me and tell me what your presence here means? These two coins represent a danger to the body politic which might bring injury to numbers of innocent people. Are you not aware of that?”

I reflected for an instant, and then I said: “I believe I am.”

“In that case, Miss Lee, will you not now show the candour which I invite from you?”

Again I considered. He continued to watch me with an intensity which almost suggested that he could not have moved his eyes from my face if he had tried. Then I told him all about it — as well as he would let me with his questions. When I came to the incident of the two men in the restaurant gardens, he checked me with a movement of his hand.

“One moment, if you please. It is only right that I should tell you that everything which has taken place since your coming into this room has been both heard and seen by another person as well as by myself. There is the push piece of an electric bell under this carpet; when I press it with my foot some one opens a door which is on the other side of this wall and enters a little cupboard, which is divided from us by so thin a partition that every word which is spoken here is audible to the unseen listener, while he can see all that takes place through some peepholes which are specially provided — as I will now proceed to show you.”

He did something to the wall with the tips of his fingers; part of it falling back, a short, squat man came into the room — and the wall was as it was. Exactly where that unsuspected door was it was not easy to perceive with the naked eye, though I had only a second before seen it open and shut. Monsieur Duglère introduced the new-comer.

“Monsieur Barron, one of the chief officers of our police. As you are aware, Monsieur Barron, Miss Lee has been favouring me with some very interesting statements.”

“If Miss Lee will go on,” was all that Monsieur Barron said.

I went on — under what I felt were disadvantageous conditions. I rather wished that I had not made use of Monsieur de Brionne’s introduction. Events were marching with a haste, and taking a form for which I had not bargained. However, I told the rest of my story, having at the end an uncanny feeling that those two elderly Frenchmen had me between their fingers and thumbs, and that, at a signal arranged between themselves, they could squeeze me to nothing.

They heard all I had to say, exhausting me with questions, some of them of the most inconvenient kind, but they gave me very little information in exchange. When I left that room, two facts had been impressed upon me; the first was that a raid was to be made upon No. 4 Rue Saint-Herbot, that evening at nine o’clock; the second that I was not to breathe a word touching on any part of the affair to any living creature. And as I crossed the quay towards the Pont-Neuf, it was with a feeling strong upon me that until I had left Paris behind me I should never be out of sight, except in the privacy of my own apartment, and quite possibly there might be in the wall of that a peep-hole of some agent of the police. I had spoilt my holiday.

I dined at my hotel that night, looking curiously about me to see which of the other diners suggested association with the police. I did not glean the slightest hint; yet that I was being watched I was as sure as that I was seated at that table. I lingered in the public rooms after the meal was over, gaining no information. I should have liked to treat myself to a trip to the Rue Saint-Herbot to see the fun, but I simply did not dare. I had a notion that I might spend a night in most uncomfortable quarters if I ventured on an escapade of the kind. It was borne in upon me that the Paris police had ways of their own. I realized this still more clearly when, soon after ten, my nerves a little on edge, tired with the silly book which I was trying to read in the deserted salle de lecture, I retired to my own apartment, and had only been there a few minutes when there came a tap at the panels, and, without any invitation, two visitors came in, both of the masculine sex. It was not my habit to lock my bedroom door, but I felt, when those two gentlemen came in, just as I was beginning to undress, that during the rest of my stay in Paris it was a habit which must be changed. The visitors were Monsieur Duglère and Monsieur Barron. Monsieur Duglère’s greeting was, to say the least, unusual.

“Well, Miss Lee, what next?” He put the question as though he shot it at me. I was not flattered.

“What next? I should imagine, Monsieur Duglère, the door. Is it the habit for gentlemen in Paris to enter a lady’s bedroom uninvited?”

He made a little contemptuous movement with his fingers, as if anything I might say was not worth noticing. He was a most unceremonious person.

“No stupidities, if you please, Miss Lee. Do you know what has happened?”

“It has happened that you two gentlemen have come into my room, and if you will not retire it will be necessary for me to ring the bell and have you shown out.”

Monsieur Barron spoke in the smoothest, softest undertone, which was much more menacing than bluster.

“If we go, Miss Lee, we take you with us — as a prisoner.”

“Certainly,” snapped Monsieur Duglère. “You pretend not to know what has happened; I will tell you. We went to your Rue Saint-Herbot, not only at nine; we have been there ever since you left us this afternoon. Nothing has occurred which you led us to expect. We have searched the shop of your charcutier: every coin we found was a good one; you will now have to prove that you obtained your two five-franc pieces from him. As for Monsieur Barrucand, he is a wholesale dealer in delicacies for the table — sardines, anchovies, pâtés — all things of that kind. We shall expect you, in the morning, to give us a further explanation of that singular story of yours, Miss Lee. There is nothing about Monsieur Barrucand’s premises which is in the least degree suspicious. Monsieur Barrucand will require an explanation from you, and so will the charcutier.”

Monsieur Duglère opened the door; both he and Monsieur Barron stood on the threshold, observing me; then, with no more greeting than they had offered on their coming, they went and shut the door behind them. After what I had taken to be Monsieur Barron’s threat, this abrupt departure was, as it were, another link in the chain of surprises. I concluded that the police of Paris had indeed ways of their own.

I spent a sleepless night. For one thing, I kept wondering if any one was stationed outside my door, and if I was virtually a prisoner in my bedroom. I cordially wished, as I turned and twisted between the sheets, that mine was not the gift of lip-reading. I called myself names for ever having gone with those two five-franc pieces to the Mint — by the way, Monsieur Duglère had kept them, so that at the best I was ten francs out of pocket. Could that man with the up-turned moustaches have been fooling me? Had he recognized me as the original of that photograph all along, and in what he said to his companion, had he been amusing himself at my expense? I did not believe it — he had not detected me; he had not been acting; he had meant every word that he had said, showing a frankness bordering on simplicity.

It was the charcutier who had found me out, how I could not say: possibly because my questions had roused his suspicions, he had set that small boy to watch me, and he had watched me better than I knew. It looked as if he had followed me to the Café de la Paix, then to that newspaper office, and lastly, to the Mint. If he had seen me enter the Mint he had, no doubt, got all the information he wanted; warning had been given; that charcutier got rid of his questionable silver; that appointment had never been kept — the result of which things was that Monsieur Duglère, and his friend, Monsieur Barron, suspected me of they alone knew what.

When, at last, as daylight was already beginning to peep through the curtains, I did go to sleep, I was roused after, as it seemed to me, I had only just closed my eyes, in a most singular and unpleasant fashion. I woke with a start, with the feeling strong upon me that something unusual had just been taking place in my room, though what I could not imagine. It was broad day; the sun was streaming in through the window; there was nothing to be seen; yet that there had been something a few minutes before I felt convinced. I got out of bed. After my experience with my uninvited visitors I had taken care to secure the door; it was as I had left it, both locked and bolted. No one — nothing — could have come in that way. I glanced at the window; then I understood — in part. It is my invariable custom to leave my bedroom window nearly wide open; some one had taken advantage of the fact to make me a present. On the dressing-table, which stood close to the window, was something which certainly had not been there the night before — a copy of one of the photographs which had been taken of me in the Brompton Road — mount, inscription, and all. It was fastened to the wood of the table by a knife which had been driven through the centre. Attached to the knife was a scrap of paper on which were the words, written with a pen in printed characters, “For the spy a knife.”

There was no more sleep for me. That the photograph had been slipped through the window was clear. How the person who had put it there had gained the window was also clear. A narrow balcony ran nearly right across the back of the building. The different rooms were divided from each other by spiked iron partitions. Although the ordinary person would have found them difficult to pass, whoever had put that photograph on my dressing-table had come that way, whether from the right or from the left there was nothing to tell. Quite possibly what had woke me was the noise which he made as he drove the knife through the photograph into the table. I saw by my watch that it was just after six o’clock. I rang for the chambermaid. I asked for a cup of coffee, and for my bath to be prepared. Before seven I was out on the street, no one having attempted to stop me on the way.

Yet I had an uneasy consciousness that though, apparently, my movements were unimpeded, it was not because they were unobserved. My hotel was near the Place de l’Étoile. The feeling was almost like a nervous affliction. As I moved up the Avenue du Bois I kept giving what I was quite aware were silly glances in front and behind, and all about me, in search of I knew not what. It was perhaps because the weather was so fine that so many people were abroad.

When more than half-way up the avenue I decided to sit down. I chose a chair under a great chestnut tree. In front of me was one of those big houses which are a feature of the avenue. It had been recently repainted. Boxes filled with flowers decorated all the window-sills; what seemed to be some armorial bearings on the iron gates had been regilded. I wondered who lived there. A woman alighted from a taxi, within a few feet of where I was, and walked quickly towards the gilded gates — and I stopped in the middle of my calculation to stare at her.

Could it be Florence Emmett? Something seemed to have happened to her if it was; perhaps it was the weird motor attire which obscured her from head to foot which lent her that appearance. I was on the point of jumping up from my chair and rushing after her, on the off chance that it might be she — when something occurred which caused me to do nothing of the kind. A man was coming rapidly up from the other direction, who, in spite of his huge overcoat and a cap the flaps of which hid his ears, I recognized at once — it was my partner for that waltz at the Kensington Town Hall. I had often told myself that if I ever did see him again I would favour him with a few candid observations; but his appearance at that moment was so unexpected, and what immediately followed so amazing, that I forgot all about what I had meant to do, and sat motionless.

The man and the woman were moving from different directions. They were evidently not only old acquaintances, but they had arranged to meet — they were even on such terms of familiarity that formal greetings were not necessary. He spoke to her as they met, and I could see his lips moving.

“Be careful — she is there; our friend the spy.”

It seemed that the woman said something from behind her motor veil, to which he replied — 

“Be easy; I’m not afraid of her; it is she who had better beware. If she had nine lives she’d lose them all before she finds us once.”

The woman spoke again. He laughed, saying — 

“Let them come in their battalions; we shall move quicker than they — behold our flying machine.”

As he spoke a motor-car drew up in front of the house I had been observing. It was a big, covered car, and, as if its owner were afraid of its paint being damaged, it was enveloped in what seemed to be a loose, canvas cover. My partner for that waltz held the door open and the woman entered; he followed — they were both instantly hidden from me. As they entered the car on the one side, the great iron gates of the house I had been observing swung open, and a man, coming through, entered the car, which was drawn up within three or four feet of the gates, so quickly that I had no chance of seeing what manner of man he was. Instantly the car, beginning to move, went bowling down the avenue towards the Bois.

The entire episode had been like a happening in a dream; it had only occupied a dozen or twenty seconds. It left me in a state of confusion — what did it mean? Of the identity of the man who had greeted Florence I had no doubt — but was she Florence? Under ordinary circumstances I should have unhesitatingly said yes, but it was difficult to reconcile what I knew of her with her presence there. Then a thought, as it were, came sweeping over me.

What was Florence’s husband — Cecil Emmett? Was he not, of all things in the world, a silversmith? Had not Emmett and Stacey some of the largest silversmith’s establishments, not only in London and the big provincial towns, but also in Paris and other continental cities? Cecil Emmett would be in a position to handle large quantities of raw silver and to use them for practically any purpose without arousing the least suspicion. If my partner for that waltz was connected with this business of minting silver, as the man with the uplifted moustaches had put it, on competitive lines, and he knew Florence — was it not possible that Cecil Emmett, one of the greatest buyers of virgin silver, had a finger in the pie? Then, in that case, Florence herself — I tried to keep my brain from working; my thoughts, if I gave them rein, would perhaps lead me — where I very much did not want to go.

I was still glued to that chair; I was conscious that the motor was vanishing from sight; I was observing, with unseeing eyes, the gilded gates through which that other man had come, wondering hazily what manner of man he was, when something struck me sharply on the side of the head, so acute a blow that I sprang up with an exclamation of pain. For a second or two I could not imagine what had struck me. I looked down; at my feet was a shining strip of metal, the key to a Yale lock. Could it have been that which had struck me? I picked it up. A label was attached to it, on which was written, “The key for the spy.”

What did it mean? Had it been thrown at me? By whom? I looked around. As I did so, a man came running up, who, if I had permitted it, would have snatched the key from my hand, and who seemed unabashed as I drew it back.

“I insist,” he exclaimed, “upon mademoiselle giving me that key.”

“You insist!” I retorted. “Pray what right have you to insist? Who are you? Is this your key?”

“I am an agent of police, and I insist upon mademoiselle giving me that key at once.”

I was conscious that other persons were advancing, both male and female; quite where they were coming from I was not sure, but I had more than a suspicion that they were all friends of the man who had accosted me.

“Where did this key come from?” I demanded.

“It was thrown at you by a young lad who took to his heels the moment he had thrown it, and who is now being pursued by an agent of police.”

How long that agent kept up the pursuit I cannot say — he never caught that young man, so that I have never seen him except with the eyes of imagination. I wonder if he was any relation of the young gentleman who followed me from the charcutier’s. Why was the key thrown at me at all? I can only imagine that it was as a mark of contempt, and because it was taken for granted that I would inform the authorities of the episode of the motor-car, of the man who had been my partner for that waltz, of the woman I took to be Florence, and of the man who had come through the gates on which were the gilded armorial bearings; and that because of my information inquiries would be made at the house on the other side of those gates — to which the presentation of the key in that ignominious fashion could make no difference whatever. However that may have been, the key which that young gentleman had thrown at my head proved to be the key of the house which I had been observing.

Monsieur Duglère and Monsieur Barron arrived on the field in an extraordinarily short space of time. Messieurs les agents were rapidly very much in evidence. I approached the door of the house with Messieurs Duglère and Barron and a select number of their satellites. As we advanced we saw that something was on the centre of the door. When we came close to we realized that it was my photograph, one of those famous two which had been snapped in the Brompton Road — with the legend at the top of the mount, “Warning! This is the portrait of a public danger”; and at the foot, “Judith Lee, Spy.” The lock yielded to a touch of the key which had scarred my cheek, and we entered the house. It was empty — save for the furniture.

There were cellars in the basement. In one there were many bottles of wine, in bins which covered the walls. At one point part of one of these bins had been drawn back, showing where it swung on hinges. Behind it was a door which stood open. On the other side of that cellar door was the mint in which silver was coined on “competitive lines”: the up-to-date, well-equipped establishment of which the man with the uplifted moustaches had spoken to his bearded friend.

It certainly was a remarkable place; I know that my companions stared about them in speechless amazement. There were all sorts of what were to me strange machines, but which were familiar enough to them. How they ever came to be erected in that place was a complete mystery. They were, I believe, machines the secrets of which were supposed to be known to Government mints only.

In one respect that visit was a failure — the stocks of silver coins which my associates would have been glad to find were not in evidence. There were specimens of nearly every current silver piece in the world, which had, no doubt, been coined on the premises, bearing all kinds of dates at which they certainly had never been struck. They were actually laid out upon a table as if to enable us to admire the perfect art with which they had been fashioned.

Of the persons concerned in that “competitive” mint, nothing, so far as I know, has been discovered. It is true that the police authorities in Paris are in a position which enables them to keep silence when they choose. It is also true that the authorities of the various mints have what they might judge to be sufficient grounds for wishing to say as little on the matter as they can help. Still, I think if anything had been learned I should have heard of it by a side wind — especially as a side wind did blow one or two facts in my direction. It was discovered afterwards that there had probably been large stores of silver coin kept in the cellars of that house in the Avenue du Bois, which it was not unlikely had been removed the night before. The owner of the house was supposed to be a Monsieur Alvirez, a South American millionaire. He was supposed to have been giving a party the night before we came. From certain facts which leaked out, it seemed likely that motor-cars which were presumed to be bringing guests left the house laden with cases of specie.

Another little waft of that side wind told me of a discovery which had been made at the establishment of Monsieur Barrucand in the Rue Saint-Herbot. The warehouse was stored with cases packed with sardines in tins, and other comestibles. When these tins came to be opened by curious French policemen, it was learned that while there certainly were sardines in some of them, there were silver coins in nearly all, and in many practically nothing else.

Some time after I returned to London I met Florence Emmett at the house of a mutual friend — at what the cards of invitation called an “At Home, with Music.” She was coming out as I went in. At sight of her I rather quailed, but she seemed perfectly at her ease. She said as she went by — 

“Why, wherever have you been hiding? I haven’t seen you for ages.”

I replied — on the sudden impulse of the moment — 

“And you? I haven’t seen you since I saw you in Paris.”

She stood still, staring at me with raised eyebrows.

“In Paris? Why, when did I see you in Paris?”

“Don’t you remember that morning in the Avenue du Bois?”

“In the Avenue du Bois? When?”

“Oh, perhaps two months ago.”

“Two months ago? Why, my dear child, I haven’t been in Paris for close on two years; and I’ll give you exact particulars of how I have spent every hour of every day for a good deal more than the last two months — when you come to see us in Linden Gardens.”

I never have been to see them in Linden Gardens; I do not suppose I shall ever go. She would probably be able to give me all the particulars of which she spoke; all the same I have my doubts, and I fear that those particulars would not entirely clear them away. It was certainly the man to whom she had introduced me, pretending afterwards that she did not know his name, and the woman was very much like her. I am looking for the man still. One of these fine days he and I may meet again. In the meanwhile I seldom see a piece of silver money, whether English or foreign, in my hands or in those of another, without wondering where it was coined — especially since I have learned that in England sixty-six shillings are coined out of twelve ounces of silver which cost the Government just over a pound.


CURARE

It commenced on the steamer “Norse.” We were a party of tourists on an excursion to Norway. We had pleasant weather nearly all the time, and we were, on the whole, a sociable party; the whole thing was a success from beginning to end. One morning, on the homeward journey, I was taking it easy on deck, when I noticed Mr. Bellasis and Mr. Tracey talking together at a little distance from where I was. I could not hear their voices, but I could hardly help seeing their lips. Mr. Tracey had a small, round, metal box in his hand, and was showing the contents to Mr. Bellasis.

“Do you know what that is?” I saw him ask. Mr. Bellasis was stooping over the box, so that for the moment I could not see his mouth, but apparently his reply was in the negative. Mr. Tracey went on — 

“That’s something which you won’t find in Europe, except after a great deal of looking — I don’t know where you’d begin — and then only in very small quantities. I’m told that it’s used by doctors — or, at least, by some of them — in cases of tetanus; but I doubt if they use it in this form; it would be a little bit too risky. They probably have a pharmacopœial preparation of their own.”

I saw Mr. Bellasis ask a question: “Is it anything very remarkable? It looks rather like powdered ginger.”

Mr. Tracey laughed. He was a grizzled bachelor of about fifty, who had been in all sorts of out-of-the-way places, from which he had brought some curious odds and ends of knowledge.

“I got that in South America, from a native who was piloting me in a dug-out on the Orinoco. When we parted he presented it to me as a mark of esteem. I don’t suppose it weighs half an ounce, but I’ve been told since that it’s worth quite a lot of money. I don’t know what use my pilot thought I should make of it; so I’ve made none. I have thought more than once of throwing it overboard, or of destroying it somehow — it’s such a very dangerous thing to have about one. I just found it in the leather pocket in my Gladstone bag. I don’t know how it got there. This box contains enough to kill every soul on board this boat, and probably half a dozen other boats as well.”

“You haven’t yet told me what it is.”

“It’s curare.”

“And pray what’s curare? I’m no chemist.”

“Very few chemists would be able to tell you. Curare is the arrow poison which was once commonly used by the aborigines in certain parts of South America. Smear the tip of an arrow with that stuff: it has only to graze a man’s skin and he is dead.”

“What a very pleasant kind of article to carry about with you!”

“I didn’t know I was carrying it about with me. I think, when I get to town, I’ll see if I can sell it. I believe you could swallow quite a lot of it and suffer no especial inconvenience; but if you’d got a sore place — a scratch, a broken bruise — you’ve only got to touch it with this; you would almost instantly become rigid, incapable of motion, and you’d die of something very like suffocation. The fellow who gave it to me said that it was not seldom used by husbands who wished to rid themselves of troublesome wives. He said that he knew a gentleman who had been bereft of nine wives in succession. I thought that Providence seemed to have been unusually kind to him; but that is what he said.”

Mr. Tracey, replacing the lid on the round tin box, slipped it into his jacket pocket as three or four people approached with what turned out to be a suggestion to get up some sort of game. It is amazing what games one does play on board ship.

The next day I was again the witness of rather an odd little scene between the same two gentlemen — Mr. Tracey and Mr. Bellasis. It was after breakfast. I was taking the air on the hurricane deck, and Mr. Bellasis was leaning over the rail, looking down on the crew below. Mr. Tracey, coming up the companion, looked about him, as it seemed to me, a little anxiously. Seeing Mr. Bellasis, he strode over towards him and touched him on the shoulder. What he said I could not see, but I saw the other’s answer, because he tinned right round.

“Speak away, man. What’s up? Another lovely day.”

The first part of Mr. Tracey’s rejoinder again I did not see; then, leaning sideways against the rail, he confronted Mr. Bellasis, and also me. I dare say he spoke in undertones, because the expression on his countenance suggested that he was speaking in confidence. But, willy-nilly, I saw quite plainly what he said.

“You know that stuff I showed you yesterday morning — that curare? You remember I put it in my jacket pocket? I left it there all day. It was there when I changed last night for dinner. This morning it was gone.”

“Perhaps you dropped it out. I am always dropping things out of my pockets.”

“This is the jacket I wore. It was in this pocket when I hung the jacket on a nail before getting into my dinner suit. Of that I’m sure. I couldn’t have dropped it out in the night; and yet it’s gone.”

“You’re not suggesting a thief? Surely no one would take a thing like that — a tin full of poison?”

“I’m not so sure. Some people might find it useful.”

There seemed to be significance in the speaker’s face; probably also in his tone. Mr. Bellasis appeared to be struck by it. He raised his eyebrows.

“What kind of people? Good gracious, Tracey, are you hinting that there’s some one on the ‘Norse’ who might find it useful on board this ship?”

“I never ought to have brought it on board with me. Some one may have taken it for a lark: some petty pilferer may have laid hands on it without knowing what it is. Think of the damage that might be done if it got into the hands of some ignorant fool. It makes me shudder. I think I shall go and report my loss to the captain. He would at least be able to let its present holder know that he’s in possession of something much more dangerous than dynamite.”

I take it that Mr. Tracey did report his loss, because the captain announced at table that Mr. Tracey had lost a small tin box which contained a very deadly poison, and that therefore the finder was requested to return it with the least possible delay. A similar announcement was, I believe, made in the steerage and posted on the notice-board. Yet, when the time of parting came, I travelled with some of my fellow-passengers in the same train to London, and as we were bidding each other farewell on the platform of King’s Cross Station, I saw Mr. Tracey whisper to Mr. Bellasis — 

“Never found that curare; so if you come across a case of mysterious poisoning, we may chance upon the finder.”

He smiled as he spoke, but I fancied that his mood was not merely jovial. There was a suggestion in the glance which he bestowed on Mr. Bellasis which I noticed but did not understand.

When people travel together, as it were, in one large party, they are apt to make acquaintances, some of which develop into friendship. I liked a good many of the people I had met on the “Norse,” and was quite willing to see more of them. Among these were a Dr. and Mrs. Ferrers — or, rather, the latter was not Mrs. Ferrers when I met her on the “Norse,” because the doctor fell in love with her during the trip and married her afterwards. I was present at the wedding, and we became, after a fashion, quite good friends. He has a practice at a watering place in the South of England, within easy reach of town, and at which I occasionally spend week-ends. When I do I not seldom join the doctor and his wife at their evening meal on the Sunday.

This was the case one Sunday in June. We had finished supper — they dined early on Sunday — and Helen and I were settling ourselves in the garden — it was a warm, lovely moonlight night — when the doctor announced that he was going out.

“What, again!” exclaimed his wife. “My dear Stanley, you’ve been out all day. Can’t you be allowed a little rest on Sunday evening? Where are you going to?”

“I’m going to see Mrs. Bellasis. That woman worries me.”

“Bellasis!” said his wife. “I thought you saw Mrs. Bellasis this morning. Is she so ill as that? I thought you said it was nothing of any consequence.”

“Superficially it seems to be. So far as I can see there is little or nothing the matter; and yet — well, there are features about the case that I don’t understand, and that’s what bothers me. When I’m treating a patient I hate to be puzzled.”

“Has your Mrs. Bellasis,” I asked, “any connexion with the Mr. Bellasis who was on board the ‘Norse’?”

“She is that man’s wife. Perhaps you remember he used to speak of her? They’ve taken a furnished house here. Last week they called me in, without knowing who I was, and I am still in attendance.”

The next morning, as I was sitting on the front listening to the band, I saw Dr. Ferrers on the roadway above; and when he saw me he came down.

“Miss Lee, you are the very person I’m looking for. Do you think it would be regarded as very scandalous if you came for a drive on my car? I haven’t brought my man this morning, and there’s room for you.”

I smiled.

“I shouldn’t care if it was scandalous; only I’m sitting here expecting to meet some one, so I’m afraid I can’t come. Is there anything particular which you wish to say to me?”

He placed himself on the next chair. I had grown to know him rather well, and it struck me that he was not quite his usual self.

“There is, rather; and that’s where it is. Quite a number of these people know who I am; some of them will expect me to speak to them. I can’t sit here and talk to you with an air of mystery, to say nothing of the fact that there may be a Judith Lee on one of those seats with her eagle glance fixed on my lips — and then the fat would be in the fire. Very inconvenient persons, sometimes, are Judith Lees.”

“In that case,” I told him, “rather than that you should run any risks from such an impossible person, I’ll come for a little way in your car. Then you can bring me back here; and let’s hope you’ll get me back before my friend arrives.”

Dr. Ferrers had the usual two-seater which is patronized by the young general practitioner who has not as yet a very large and lucrative practice, so that when he was in it, and I was in it, there was not room for any one else. He took me slowly along the south cliff and towards the golf links; and as we went we talked. He did most of the talking, while I listened.

“You remember,” he began, “that man Bellasis on the ‘Norse’? We said some free-and-easy things about our fellow-passengers now and then. Do you recollect some one once saying, in a spirit of jocularity, that he’d hazard a guess that his wife was a tartar, and that was why he had left her at home?”

I nodded.

“I remember very well. I remember also that he made a confidant of some one who passed his confidence on to me. Mr. Bellasis had more than hinted that he was not the happiest of husbands.”

“Well, I fancy he isn’t. And that’s it.”

“What’s it? What do you mean?” I asked, because the doctor had stopped. He appeared to find it difficult to make a fresh start. When he did start he was apologetic.

“You understand, Miss Lee, that I have no right to talk about my patients at all, but I’m rather in a peculiar position, and you’re a peculiar person — —”

“Thank you.”

My interpolation was not received in the spirit I had intended. He only emphasized his previous remark.

“You’re a very peculiar person, indeed; and that really is my excuse for saying to you what I’m about to say.” As if spurred by my silence, his pace grew a little quicker. “I’m going to tell you all about it in as few words as I can. Mrs. Bellasis is years older than her husband. In his way he seems fond of her; and in her way I dare say she’s fond of him. But her way is not a nice one. I had not been with her ten minutes before she informed me that she had all the money, that her husband had none, and that my bill was to be sent in to her. I have had that sort of communication made to me before; but not quite, I think, so brusquely. When a man marries for money he doesn’t know what he’s letting himself in for. He’d often do much better for himself if he went in for stone-breaking. That woman must give Bellasis the devil of a time. How he puts up with her I can’t understand. I should have cut her throat long ago. But, then I’m of a homicidal bent.”

“You are. A doctor naturally is.”

He looked at me; but I looked straight ahead. I believe he smiled.

“Thank you. Now we’re even.” There was a pause. When he spoke again his tone was graver. “It’s the consciousness of what I should have done had I been in Bellasis’s position which makes me uneasy.” He paused, as if seeking to clothe his thoughts in just the right words. “When I was called in to Mrs. Bellasis I was not sure that hers was not simply a case of malingering. Like most selfish and self-indulgent people, she is by way of being a hypochondriac. If anything really was the matter, I set it down as some form of indigestion. But the mischief is that it gets no better. If anything, it gets worse. There is either some remote functional derangement which escapes my diagnosis, or there is something else. And that’s why I want your help.”

I stared at him.

“Of what possible use can I be to you in finding out what is the matter with one of your patients? I have had no medical training.”

“I don’t want medical training. I want eyes — your eyes.”

I stared at him, if anything, still harder, which was not so easy, considering that I had to turn nearly half right round to do it.

“Pray, haven’t you any eyes of your own?”

He did something which caused the car to make a little spurt. His whole manner showed that there was something on his mind of which he found it difficult to be rid. His tone was quite irascible.

“Have you ever considered how difficult a doctor’s position is in a case of suspected poisoning?”

“You don’t mean to say — —” I stopped. I began to see what he was after, and it startled me.

“I want to say as little as I possibly can; I want you to use your eyes. You would possibly be able to find out more in five minutes than I should in five months. You have met Bellasis. I want you to renew the acquaintance. I want you to pay a visit or two to ‘The Deodars’ — that’s his house. Mrs. Bellasis, after a fashion of her own, likes my wife, and she’d like you. I want you to report to me anything unusual you may notice. Bellasis knows nothing about your parlour tricks, so you’ll have a fair field.”

“I see. You want me to play the spy. That’s very nice of you.”

We were on the road which runs across the links. There was a thicket on one side, a rising hill on the other. He stopped the car. He could hardly have chosen a more sheltered spot; and screwing himself round, spoke to me with sudden heat.

“I’ll put the case to you. There’s nothing the matter with that woman; yet she not only continues ill, she keeps on getting worse. When I got there last night she was just recovering from a sort of fit. She has had another this morning, before I came. Lately she has had several, always in my absence. They leave her in a state of curious weakness. Unless, I’ll put it, some one is playing tricks with her, I haven’t the faintest notion what they’re caused by. She never had a fit in her life until I was called in. She’s not the sort of person who is likely to have fits, and there’s nothing in her condition which explains them. I have been reading up certain articles on poisons. Luckily, the average doctor doesn’t have much practical experience of them. I have never seen a person under the influence of one; but, of course, the books give me a general idea of what to expect. Those fits of Mrs. Bellasis suggest to me a neurotic poison. They might be caused by one of a dozen things. What actually is the cause I cannot tell you. And that’s why I’m appealing to you for help. I can’t say straight out that I believe the woman is being poisoned. It quite possibly might turn out that she isn’t; and, in any case, directly I said that the process of dosing her would most probably cease.

“I haven’t a scrap of what the law calls proof. So where should I be? I should lay myself open to an action. I quite possibly should be ruined. People don’t want to employ a doctor who, when he can’t make out what ails a patient, hints at things of that sort without being able to prove it. So I’m in a cleft stick. If I hold my tongue the woman will very likely die; if, as things are, I say a word I incur a risk for which I have no liking. Now you understand why it is I wish you to use your eyes.”

“I’m beginning to. But I should like to understand a little more. You have been so far frank; you may as well be franker. Whom do you suspect? Any particular person or persons?”

“That’s a question to which I would rather not give a direct answer. But I will tell you what I know. I know that Mr. and Mrs. Bellasis had a serious quarrel. Theirs is a cat-and-dog life at the best of times; but this was something out of the common. From what I can gather the woman was in the wrong. She behaved like a female fiend. She drove Bellasis to such a pitch of exasperation that he was heard to declare that he would like to kill her. He said so in so many words. Two days afterwards I was called in. Mrs. Bellasis has attacks of a sort which I don’t understand, which always come to her in my absence, and which may be caused by any one of a dozen neurotic poisons. There’s the whole position for you so far as I’ve grasped it. Think it over while I take you back to the front.” We had just emerged from the shadow of the thicket when he gave an exclamation. “Hallo! there’s Bellasis crossing the links.”

“Who is the lady with him?”

“That’s Miss Orme. She’s a sort of neighbour. In her way, I believe she is also an heiress. She owns the place she lives in. There are eighty or ninety acres of ground which one day will be worth a lot of money.”

“She seems to be quite a pretty girl, and to be only a girl.”

“That’s all she is; she can’t be more than twenty-two or three. My wife says she’s the prettiest girl in the place.”

“Your wife says that, does she? I see. . . . Do you know what they’re saying to each other?”

They were coming down a slope which was at a distance from us of perhaps rather over fifty yards. They were so absorbed in each other that they looked neither to the right nor to the left, and were quite oblivious of our presence. The sun shone full on their faces, so that I could scarcely have seen them plainer had they been seated with me in the car. I was conscious that Dr. Ferrers was glancing at me sharply.

“You don’t mean that you can see what they are saying from where we are?”

It was my turn not to give him a direct answer. When I spoke I was aware that, in spite of myself, something had happened to my voice. My tone had changed. Something had disturbed me.

“Now I am playing the spy. Would you mind driving on? I have seen all I want to see — and rather more.”

The car progressed. The pair coming down the slope must have heard the noise it made; but if they did, they never glanced in our direction. We had gone right past them before my companion spoke again.

“What’s up? I see there’s something up. You may as well tell me what it is. You surely couldn’t make out what they were saying from where they were.”

“I wish that were so. I am sorry to say that I made it out only too plainly. We came at what was for them a very unfortunate moment. Dr. Ferrers, if Mr. Bellasis and that girl are not lovers they are something very like it.”

In his surprise he did something to the car which made it give a little jump.

“Lovers! Bellasis and Miss Orme? You say that simply because you saw them alone together. I confess that they seem very much interested in each other; but to draw such an inference — —”

“I will tell you what I saw them say. It’s a trespass on their confidence which, in the face of what you have just been saying to me, I am inclined to think is justified. You’ll be able to draw your own inference. When I first caught sight of them she was in the middle of a sentence. I saw the end of it. ‘I —— truly mean it — truly, Frank?’ That was the tag end of her sentence. He replied — I saw every word he said— ‘If Poppy dies —— Of course, that’s rather a large “if.” When she dies, I’ll marry you the day after — or after what you consider to be a sufficiently decent interval.’ ‘I’d marry you the day after,’ she answered, ‘if you’d have me.’ ‘Madeleine!’ he rejoined. ‘If I’d have you!’ It was at that point that I ceased to look at them and asked you to drive on. I did not know what he might be going to say next, and there are limits even to espionage such as mine. Now, before you speak, permit me to make a remark or two, lest you should doubt that I actually saw what I did. He used the name ‘Poppy.’ I don’t know who Poppy is. Do you?”

“That’s the name he calls his wife. I believe her name is really Florence; but I have heard him call her Poppy. . . . But that you should see him say it at such a distance!”

“That is nothing. Distance doesn’t count — nothing counts — if I can see at all. I saw him call her ‘Madeleine.’ Is that her name?”

“I have no idea. I shouldn’t wonder.” He gave a sort of little gasp. “No one’s safe. I shall have to give Helen a tip to try even to stop thinking — lest her thoughts should shape themselves on her lips — while you are about.”

“You tell me about the curious case of Mrs. Bellasis; you ask me to use my eyes. When I use them you talk like that. I think, Dr. Ferrers, you had better call in the assistance of another medical man. I’ll return to town this afternoon.”

He seemed to be alarmed.

“Don’t do that, for goodness’ sake! See what you’ve done already. Don’t you see how much more serious the position becomes in the face of the discovery you’ve just made? There was motive before. Bellasis was on bad terms with his wife; he was heard to threaten to kill her. But when he talks to that girl about marrying her directly his wife is dead, I’m afraid, Miss Lee, that things look even uglier than I thought.”

That afternoon, instead of returning to town, Mrs. Ferrers took me to call on Mrs. Bellasis. I do not think Helen had any idea of the suspicions which were in her husband’s mind, or of the purpose which really took me to “The Deodars.” The maid kept us waiting in an empty room for a moment or two, then told us that Mrs. Bellasis would be very glad to see us in her bedroom. Hers was rather a pleasant chamber. I took in all of it I could directly I entered. There were four windows in the room, one of them a French window. They were all wide open. It was a glorious day. The patient’s bed stood by one of the open windows. The blind was drawn, screening the sun from her face. Mrs. Bellasis was sitting up in bed with an arrangement of cushions behind her — a thin, grey-faced woman, with a wisp of hair twisted tightly on the top of her head. She looked as if she were not very far from sixty. I should have put down her husband as barely thirty. I could not help feeling that when he married her Mr. Bellasis must have been in a very tight place, or that she must have a very great deal of money.

We did not find her unpleasant. She seemed very weak. She said she had just recovered from one of her attacks. I pricked up my ears at this, getting her to tell us what form it had taken. She said that they generally came on when she was dozing, before she was quite asleep. All at once, as she put it, something had seemed to happen to her. She tried to wake, but couldn’t; she ceased to breathe, her muscles became rigid. She did not think she ever quite lost consciousness, yet she could neither speak nor move nor see. How long the attack would last she could not say; it seemed to her that if some one did not come to her assistance soon she might be dead. As it passed away she would break into a profuse perspiration; she trembled all over, as again she put it, inside and out; she would begin to cry simply because she could not help it.

Mr. Bellasis came in while we were there. He had not altered since I had met him on the boat; but it struck me that he was nervous and flurried. He was very friendly to me. I wondered what he would have felt like if he had known what I saw that morning. And his manner towards his wife was excellent — much better than hers towards him. The woman was self-conscious, jealous, irritable, as well as ill. She was too clearly aware of the difference between them in years, in looks, in health — in all those things in which youth triumphs over age. She did not say a word to him which was not intended to sting. He could not help wincing now and then — else he would have been more, or less, than human. But on the whole he bore himself very well.

Helen Ferrers said to me as we left the house — 

“I hope you won’t be very shocked, but if I were in Mr. Bellasis’s shoes I doubt if I should offer up very earnest prayers for his wife’s recovery. However came he to marry such a woman? The mystery seems greater every time I go there. Unless he was actually starving, I do not see how he ever could have done it.” She added, after a momentary interval, as if she had been reflecting deeply: “If anything did happen to her, I wonder if he would marry again?”

There came a note from “The Deodars” soon after Helen and I had returned. Helen read it first, and then passed it to me.

“DEAR MRS. FERRERS,” it ran, “will you and Miss Lee come and dine to-morrow night? I shall not be able to be present at the actual meal, but I shall be with you in spirit, though upstairs. Two sisters of mine are coming, and I must do something to entertain them. I am sure they will be very glad to see you. Mr. Bellasis has been telling me what good company he found Miss Lee on that Norwegian cruise of his. I am sure he will be delighted to see her, so tell her she must come — and you also; and, of course, the doctor. Don’t suppose because I am an invalid in bed that I will take a refusal from either of you. I shall expect you all three. — Yours sincerely,

“FLORENCE BELLASIS.”

Helen eyed me as I read it. She said, when she saw I had finished — 

“Don’t you think that’s rather a curious epistle? Let Jack see it.” I handed it to the doctor, who had just come in. She went on: “I suppose you won’t feel like going to the house of a perfect stranger, with the hostess in bed?”

“I’m not so sure.” I was regarding the doctor. “My inclination is to go.”

I do not know if the lady was aware of it, but her husband and I exchanged glances.

“I also am disposed to accept,” he said; “that is, Helen, if you don’t very much mind.”

Helen seemed puzzled, which I did not consider surprising.

“I can’t quite make you two out. However, if you’ve any special reason for accepting this very singular invitation, don’t let me stand in your way. I’ll come with you; though I think it will be the first time I ever had dinner in a strange house when I knew beforehand that my hostess was ill in bed.”

I exchanged a few words with Dr. Ferrers as I was going to dress for dinner — we met on the landing.

“Did you find out anything this afternoon?” That was the question he put to me.

“That depends upon what you call ‘anything,’” I replied. “By the way, you and I had better understand each other. What do you want? Do you want your patient to get better and run no risk of ever falling ill again from the same cause? And having satisfied yourself as to the patient’s recovery, will you take my word for it that there is no danger of a recurrence, and ask no questions? I have my own odd ways of doing things. I am going to try to do this thing on lines of my own. I promise you, on my part, to do my best, and all that I feel you ought to know I’ll tell you; but you, on your part, will have to promise that you’ll use no effort to make me speak when I’d rather not, that you’ll let me keep silent when I want to, and — as I said just now — ask no questions.”

He looked at me very hard and very straight.

“I want no scandal, if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s what I do mean; and I may have to take steps to produce the result which we are both of us aiming at of which I’d rather not say anything to you.”

He smiled; he eyed me so steadily that I feel sure he thought he knew what was passing through my mind. If that was what he did think, I fancy he was wrong.

“I certainly want to know nothing about any course of proceeding which is not in the strictest order. I think you can be trusted to be reasonably discreet; and on the understanding that you are responsible for your own actions, that whatever you may do has nothing to do with me, you may count upon my being absolutely dumb.”

It was very kind of him. He seemed to think that in allowing me to do his work in my own way he was condescending, but I did not mind — men are such queer things. I was prepared to accept responsibility.

The next evening there was quite a party at “The Deodars.” Mrs. Bellasis’s sisters proved to be two bustling, elderly spinsters, full of life and go, and, at least on the surface, very much pleasanter than their married sister. When Mrs. Ferrers began to talk of how strange it seemed to come to dinner when the mistress of the house was in bed, they pooh-poohed her altogether. They said that their invitation to “The Deodars” was of long standing, that Mrs. Bellasis had promised them a good time, and they did not see why they should be destined to dine alone with Mr. Bellasis every night because his wife chose to stop in bed. The elder Miss Wetherell — their name was Wetherell — whispered to Helen, it seemed to me rather gratuitously, that it was just as well, sometimes, that Florence should stay in bed.

There were also there as guests a Mr. and Mrs. Sydenham, a Mr. Sewell, and Miss Orme.

The latter young lady looked lovely, and she was beautifully dressed. She seemed to be without a chaperon, and under the circumstances I could not understand her being there at all, but since Mr. Bellasis was given an opportunity of comparing her with his lawful wife, I did not wonder that in the comparison Poppy suffered. As I looked at the girl’s face it seemed difficult to believe that the relations could exist between her and her host which I more than suspected; she seemed so flowerlike, so sweet, so pure, so innocent.

At dinner I sat at my host’s left, facing Mrs. Ferrers. The Misses Wetherell were at the other end of the table on either side of Dr. Ferrers. Miss Orme sat between Miss Wetherell and Mr. Sydenham. So far as I could see, she talked chiefly to her feminine neighbour, who had clearly fallen in love with her at sight. Mr. Bellasis talked to me. He recalled incidents of our trip on the “Norse.” I asked if he had seen anything more of Mr. Tracey, and I kept my eyes on him as I put the question. He said that he had not; that he and Mr. Tracey had exchanged cards, that he had meant to continue the acquaintance, but that somehow he had not.

“He was a very decent fellow,” he observed; “I liked him. The fact is, I don’t know what became of his card — what does become of all the cards one gets? If I ever come across it I shouldn’t wonder if I asked him to look us up.”

Mr. Tracey had given me his card; I knew where it was. I should not wonder if I looked him up. I had at that moment a certain incident with which Mr. Tracey was connected very much in mind.

“It’s very unfortunate,” I said, “that Mrs. Bellasis should be unwell; I feel quite guilty coming to her house while she’s in bed.”

“It is unfortunate,” he agreed, “and the worst of it is that I don’t know what’s the matter with her; and between ourselves” — he leant towards me— “I doubt if the doctor does, either.”

I hardly knew what to answer. I could scarcely tell him, right out at his own table, that certain suspicions were entertained. I changed the subject suddenly.

“What a lovely girl Miss Orme is.” I was mistaken if I expected him to change colour, or to show any sign of discomposure. He just glanced at her and smiled.

“Isn’t she? And she’s as good as she is lovely. Some men have all the luck!” I did not ask him what he meant. I fancied I could guess.

After dinner there arose a not unusual difficulty of how to entertain the company. Helen played; Miss Orme sang, not very well; then there was an interval, in which nothing was done. There was talk about bridge, about a round game — no one seemed keen on either. Mr. Bellasis got out a pack of cards and did some tricks; then Mrs. Sydenham volunteered to tell fortunes — and told them very badly; I could have done it much better myself. It was while she was making an exhibition of her incompetency to do what she pretended that a rather brilliant idea occurred to me.

“I don’t know if any one here is aware,” I observed when the lady had got herself into a hopeless muddle, “that I am by the way of being a witch, a magician, a kind of hereditary dealer in magic and spells.”

“No, are you really?” asked Miss Orme, her beautiful eyes seeming to have grown all at once to twice their usual size. “Oh, do do something, please.”

“Do all of you know,” I continued, “that my name is Lee, and that the Lees are the greatest family of gipsies in England, perhaps in the world — the purest Romanies still surviving are Lees? My father’s father was a pure Romany; my father lived under canvas till he was a well-grown lad — I heard him say so; my mother was of Romany extraction. When I was young my parents taught me many things which I don’t think are taught to ordinary English children. Although my father and mother were two of the most intellectual persons I think I have ever met, they had, both of them, what it is the fashion to call superstitions. My mother used to say that if she had been born two hundred years ago she would have been burned as a witch. To my knowledge she had what people would call some very singular powers. I won’t say anything about myself, but, is any one here a spiritualist — if it is not asking an impertinent question?”

“A spiritualist!” exclaimed Miss Orme, with her eyes still opened to their widest. “Why?”

“At any rate, does any one here know anything about table turning, or believe in it? I have produced some very singular results from a table, even in the presence of unbelievers; and as this room contains what seems to be quite a suitable table, I’ll give some demonstrations with it now if you like.”

I fancy that the people hardly knew how to take me. There was at one side of the room a round, old-fashioned table, which was attached to a sort of pedestal which served as a support.

“Mr. Bellasis,” I said, “do you mind our having this table somewhere where we can all sit round it? As a repository of Romany wisdom I think I might be able to show you something rather curious.”

The table was brought out; we all of us sat round, resting our extended finger-tips upon the top. Most people have at some period of their lives been present at a stance of table turning, and know what the preliminaries are.

“Now,” I observed when everything was ready, “I must ask you to keep silence, and not to press upon the table — just rest the tips of your fingers. This is such a heavy table that I doubt if we could move it by any amount of pressure on the top; but, anyhow, I don’t want the results I may have to be produced by any sort of pressure.”

I spoke so seriously that the company had grown serious also — at least, outwardly. If the Misses Wetherell showed an inclination to giggle, I fancy it was because they were unwilling to be impressed.

“Perfect silence, please.” And every one was silent. Miss Orme’s eyes seemed to be almost as large as small saucers; the Misses Wetherell ceased to simper. There was a perceptible interval, and then I asked, in what I imagined to be portentous tones: “Are the spirits present?”

The words were scarcely out of my lips when the table began to tremble, as if it had the ague; there was an odd sound like the rending of wood — thrice repeated. The company seemed startled. I spoke again — 

“Do you hear? The spirits are present; those three raps mean yes.”

“Oughtn’t we,” inquired Mrs. Sydenham in a mysterious whisper, “to have the gas lowered? I thought that these sort of things were always done in the darkness.”

“Not by me,” I informed her. “By me they are done in the light. I wish to be suspected of no trickery; to have everything open and above board.”

“Do you really think,” asked Miss Orme, with a most singular look in those wonderful eyes of hers, “that there are spirits present?”

“You must judge for yourself; I say nothing. Suppose some one puts a question, you will be able to judge from the answer if any occult force is present. I’d better explain to any force that may be present that when a question is put I will repeat the alphabet aloud, so that all of you can hear, and when I come to the proper letter we shall esteem ourselves favoured if the fact is signified in the usual way. Is there a sheet of paper and a pencil handy? Perhaps, Mr. Sydenham, you wouldn’t mind taking down the letters in order as they come, then when the answer is finished we shall be able to see if anything can be made of them. Now what would you like to ask, Miss Orme?”

The girl hesitated; then a faint tinge of colour came into her cheeks — I had no doubt that she was serious enough. When she spoke there was a little tremor in her voice.

“I should like to know if the dearest wish I have in the world will ever be fulfilled.”

It might have been my imagination, but my impression was that as she spoke she and Mr. Bellasis exchanged glances; they were such flitting ones that perhaps it was only fancy.

“That,” I remarked, “is a question which can be answered by a mere negative or affirmative. Miss Orme wishes to know if her dearest wish will ever be fulfilled. Force that is present, please tell her.”

Again there was an interval of silence — rather tense silence, then the table began to tremble. “Oh-h-h!” The exclamation came simultaneously from Miss Orme and the elder Miss Wetherell.

“Hush,” whispered Mrs. Sydenham, “that means that it’s going to speak.”

“When a question has been asked,” I observed severely, “will no one speak until it has been answered. Force that is present, please tell us if Miss Orme’s dearest wish will be fulfilled.”

The table wavered more and more; all our fingers were shivering; then there came two loud insistent crackling sounds, and the wavering ceased.

“I’m afraid, Miss Orme, that that’s a negative; it looks as if your dearest wish were not to be fulfilled. You had better wish for something else instead, something not so utterly out of reach, something which every girl has a right to wish. Has any one else a question to ask?”

The girl said nothing, but an odd change had taken place in the expression of her beautiful face. She looked as if she had just received some dreadful tidings and was unable to conceal the fact.

“Don’t believe a word of it,” said Mrs. Sydenham; “these sort of things always tell lies.”

Still the girl said nothing. She seemed all at once to have become incapable of speech.

“Suppose,” cried Dr. Ferrers, as if to break through the uncomfortable feeling which had all at once settled on the company, “I ask a question — if I may, Miss Lee.”

“You may ask anything you please; the answer doesn’t come from me.”

“Is that so? Well, then, I’ve got a patient upstairs in whom I am naturally very much interested, and whose condition I find rather puzzling; can your friends, the spirits, tell me exactly what ails her? I should like to know, on good authority, wouldn’t you, Bellasis?”

“I should, very much indeed.”

If, as he spoke, a shadow of what might have been anxiety passed across the speaker’s face, it was capable of a quite simple explanation.

“That’s very interesting,” cackled Mrs. Sydenham. “Now let the spirits tell us what’s the matter with Mrs. Bellasis. I shall have a much better opinion of them if they do.”

Miss Orme kept her glance on the table. Her long, slender fingers were twitching as if she were suffering from an attack of nerves.

“Spirits,” I said, with all the solemnity of which I was capable, “Mrs. Bellasis is ill; can you tell us, please, what is the cause of her illness? Silence! and listen.”

They were silent; for some moments there was not a sound. Then again the table began to waver, to shake, to tremble — I scarcely know how to describe it — so violently that it gave one an odd sensation to watch the shivering hands. I began to go through the letters of the alphabet, aloud, in the orthodox fashion. When I came to “M” there rang through the room that strange, tearing, rending sound which seemed to proceed from the very heart of the wood out of which the table was fashioned.

“The first letter, Mr. Sydenham, seems to be ‘M’; kindly put it down.”

And so I went on, until Mr. Sydenham had a long line of letters on his sheet of paper. Every now and then there came a double sound, signifying that the word was ended. Then, at last, three sounds, signifying that the answer was complete. The cracking sound ceased, the wavering died away; all was still, till Mrs. Sydenham spoke, in tones of awe.

“How very extraordinary. I never saw anything like that before.”

The elder Miss Wetherell asked, in a shaky whisper: “Can there really be something supernatural present? Are you in earnest, Miss Lee?”

I left her question unanswered and spoke to Mr. Sydenham.

“Can you make anything of what you have written down?”

I had noticed that the expression on his face was growing more and more peculiar. My inquiry seemed to add to his mental disturbance.

“This is most unpleasant. I am sure I have got the letters as you gave them me. I think, Miss Lee, I had better give you the paper and see what you make of it.”

“What have you got?” twittered the elder Miss Wetherell. “What is there strange about the answer?”

“I will read it to you, and then you’ll be able to judge for yourself. I asked what was the cause of Mrs. Bellasis’s illness. This, according to Mr. Sydenham, is the answer that has been given: ‘Mrs. Bellasis is being poisoned.’”

“What a horrible thing to say.” This again was the elder Miss Wetherell. There were several rather awkward moments. I did not like the look on our host’s face at all. He seemed to me to have had a sudden scare. Miss Orme had raised her eyes and was positively glaring at me. One might almost have said that her bearing was intended to convey defiance.

“And pray,” she asked, as if she were daring any one to answer, “by what is Mrs. Bellasis being poisoned?”

I put her question then and there. I think that my promptness rather took her aback. Silence had returned; on all the faces was a suggestion of gravity; people were taking the matter much more seriously than they had meant to. The tremulant movement of the table recommenced. I recited the alphabet, again and again, up to a certain point, till I was stopped by that mysterious sound, which was all at once thrice repeated.

“The answer,” I observed, “seems to consist of a single word. What have you got there, Mr. Sydenham?”

“I presume I have got it correctly,” replied the gentleman addressed. “I took down the letters as they came, but if I have got it right, I don’t know what the word means. It seems to be ‘Curare.’”

I imagined that the word was as strange to the larger part of the company as it was to Mr. Sydenham; if the word was unknown to Miss Orme her singular behaviour became the more inexplicable. Rising from her seat she gave the table a push; she must have exerted considerable strength, because she almost knocked it over.

“Lies! Lies!” she exclaimed, apparently in quite a paroxysm of rage. “Nothing but lies! I won’t stop here and listen to your silly, wretched stuff. It’s an insult to our intelligence. I’d sooner play blind man’s buff. I think, Mr. Bellasis, that it’s time I went home. Good night, every one.”

Her movements were so rapid that, before we could realize her intention, she had not only reached the door, but had gone through it, having included us all in one curt farewell greeting. We were, all of us, I fancy, a little troubled, but our host’s agitation seemed almost painful, as if he found it difficult to express himself coherently.

“I — I must go and see — what’s the matter — with Miss Orme,” he stammered; he also passed through the door as if he fled from the room.

“What does it mean?” gasped the elder Miss Wetherell. “What is the matter? Surely — surely — —” She stopped to raise her hands as if in an appeal to Heaven. “I don’t like to think —— I never did hold with trying to find out what we were never meant to know. This should serve as a lesson to us never to countenance this sort of thing again.”

I looked at Dr. Ferrers; the expression of amazement and distress on his face struck me as almost comical. But then, I was not so much taken by surprise as he was. While they were all talking together, I, in my turn, slipped from the room. As I had half expected, I found Mr. Bellasis standing in the open doorway which led into the garden. He turned to me as if bewildered.

“I can’t find Miss Orme,” he exclaimed. “She must have run away.”

I went into the garden; he followed me. The moon was so bright that I could see how the muscles of his face were working. I saw that he was in the frame of mind to suit my purpose. I did not beat about the bush, I went straight to the point.

“Mr. Bellasis,” I said, “can there be anything in what has just now happened? Mrs. Bellasis told me this afternoon a strange story about the kind of attacks she has; and — curare! Do you remember the curare which Mr. Tracey lost on board the ‘Norse’? Surely — surely — —”

I purposely left my sentence unfinished; he completed it for me.

“I found it — yes, I found it; and — I’ve lost it again, and that’s the trouble. I can’t think who can have found it.”

“Are you sure that you lost it?”

“Am I sure? What do you mean by asking if I’m sure? One would think from the way in which you look that you were accusing me. What do you mean? It isn’t possible that you think — —”

It was his turn to leave his sentence incomplete, and for me to finish it.

“You tell me that you found the tin of curare which Mr. Tracey lost. But I happen to know that you did not tell Mr. Tracey so, and that he went away under the impression that no one had found it. If, as you say, you did find it, when did you find it, and why did you not return it to its owner?”

“I did not know until after I had left the ship that it was in my possession — that I had found it. It was contained in an ordinary round tin, very much like those used for tooth-powder. I dare say once it had been used for tooth-powder. My impression is that whatever he may have thought about having left it in his jacket pocket, he must have dropped it in one of the bath-rooms, because I took away from one of them a tin which I thought was my tooth-powder. When I got home I was about to dip my tooth-brush into what I supposed to be a tin of powder, and found to my surprise that it was nothing of the kind, that it was a tin full of resinous-looking stuff; and then all at once it jumped to my mind that it must be Tracey’s curare; it gave me the cold shivers when I thought how near I had been to using it as tooth-powder. I told you at dinner that I had mislaid Tracey’s card and didn’t know his address. I’ve been hoping to come across him some day so that I can return him his property.”

He seemed to be earnest enough; I believed him to be speaking the truth.

“And you say that it is now no longer in your possession, that you’ve lost it? Knowing what dangerous stuff it was, how came you to do that? Did you speak of it to any one — your wife, for instance?”

“Not to my wife, but” — he seemed to add it with difficulty— “I did mention it to some one.”

“To whom?” I hazarded a guess. “To Miss Orme?”

“Yes, to Miss Orme. How did you know it?”

“I didn’t; I — just wondered. Under what circumstances did you mention it to Miss Orme?”

“I told her the story of what a narrow shave I’d had — the same morning on which I came across it. I did as Tracey said he did, I put it in my jacket pocket — that was in the evening. I went indoors to change for dinner, hung my coat on a peg, thought next morning when I was going to put it on what an ass I’d been to copy Tracey, felt for the tin and it was gone.”

“How long ago was that?”

“That was two days after I’d left you all in town. I made what seemed to me all possible inquiries, but I’ve seen nothing of it ever since.”

“And have had no suspicions?”

“Miss Lee, I believe you have a suspicion.”

“Mr. Bellasis, I believe your wife is being poisoned by curare; I fancy you believe it also.”

“It is impossible, absolutely impossible. I don’t believe it; I can’t believe it.”

“Yet you do believe it, and you suspect Miss Onne.”

“Miss Lee!” The way in which he glared at me. “How — how — —”

I shaped his question for him. “How do I know that? Because your manner betrays you; as her conscience has betrayed Miss Orme. Tell me on what you base your suspicions?”

He hesitated; he seemed to be undergoing a mental struggle; then he asked me a question which did take me aback.

“Miss Lee, do you believe that insanity is hereditary?”

“Under certain circumstances, undoubtedly. Why do you ask me?”

“Because — —” He seemed as if he could get no farther; there came a look upon his face which it was not nice to see — a look of agony.

“Is there insanity in Miss Orme’s family?”

I had hit on it. Again his manner betrayed him. He spoke as if the words were being wrenched from him.

“Her mother is in an asylum — dreadful story; her mother’s mother died raving mad; they are called ‘the mad Ormes.’ But I see no sign of anything of the kind in Madeleine, never; not one. I don’t believe — I am quite certain — —” I interrupted him.

“Then I am not quite certain; I have the gravest doubts. I am beginning to understand. Where does Miss Orme live?”

“The drive to her house is just outside our gates, but there is a short cut across the garden here, you know.”

Just then Dr. Ferrers came out of the open doorway.

“I thought I heard the sound of voices,” he explained. “What are you two people talking about out here? Every one is wondering what has become of you.”

“Dr. Ferrers,” I cried, “Mr. Bellasis and I are going to call on Miss Orme; will you please come with us? Come quickly, just as you are. I am afraid it is a matter in which we ought to make as much haste as we can. I’ve a feeling that it is.”

I was right; although we could hardly have moved more quickly, we arrived too late. A footman told us, when we arrived at the front door of the young lady’s house, that his mistress was not in. I pushed past him.

“Are you sure of that? I think you are mistaken. Is there no other way into the house beside the front door by which she may have entered without your knowledge?”

The man eyed me as if bewildered, which was quite excusable. Our eruption must have been unlooked for, and my manner probably seemed strange.

“Miss Orme may have come in through the conservatory, or by the drawing-room window; there are several ways into the house. I will make inquiries.”

He was not put to so much trouble. There was a sound above of a woman screaming. A maid appeared at the head of the staircase; at sight of the footman she screamed again.

“Jackson, Miss Orme has had a fit. I believe she’s dead.”

She was dead. But the fit had not come in the ordinary course of nature. A tin box was beside her, which was familiar both to Mr. Bellasis and to me. With the aid of a curious form of hypodermic syringe, which it almost looked as if she must have had manufactured to her special order, having first torn open her bodice, she had injected some of the contents of that tin into the region of her heart, and must instantly have died.

Her conscience, roused by the cracks emanating from that round wooden table, had sent her to her death.

Mrs. Bellasis recovered. The presumption is that, having obtained possession of that deadly little box, Miss Orme had injected minute doses of the poison, whose potency — with the cunning peculiar to the mentally unsound — she had probably previously decreased, into her intended victim while asleep — her attacks always occurred just after she had been roused from slumber, especially when she had been dozing in the daytime. It was quite easy for the girl, who was regarded as an habitué of the house, to gain admission, and there was more than one way of reaching Mrs. Bellasis’s bedroom unnoticed.

Possibly one day the dose would have been made stronger, with fatal results; the explanation would quite conceivably have been that the patient had died in a fit. Probably because — at least to some extent — of the pranks which were played with that table, at the present time of writing she still lives. I doubt if she has ever heard the word curare, or knows anything of the contents of that tin box. Those contents no longer exist. They were not returned to Mr. Tracey. I took upon myself the responsibility of their destruction. I burned them in the presence of Dr. Ferrers and of Mr. Bellasis, feeling strongly that it was the part of wisdom, since they had already been lost twice, to take care that they should not be lost a third time.


LADY BEATRICE

I was occupying a penny chair in Hyde Park one fine June morning, when there approached from the right one of the most beautiful girls I had ever seen. She was tall, slight, and stately; if her face had a defect, it was that her features were too perfect. She reminded me of what Galatea might have been — a triumph of the sculptor’s art come to life. Her dress was as perfect as her appearance. She seemed to know numbers of people, and as she strolled she nodded to this one and to that. As she neared me a man was approaching from the right — a tall, well-built man, broad-chested, head erect, who walked with a certain stiffness suggestive of a drill sergeant. His hat was set just the slightest shade on the side of his head, his moustaches were waxed. As this man neared the girl he eyed her with what struck me as an impudent stare. She did not glance in his direction at all, but was in the act of nodding to some friends who were on the other side of the railing; yet, as they passed each other, I saw her lips move and form the word “Clarice.”

Each continued to stroll. No greeting had been exchanged; there had been nothing in their demeanour to show that they knew each other; yet I felt pretty certain that the girl had conveyed a message to the man— “Clarice.” I wondered what the message meant, who Clarice might be; above all, why they wished the world to regard them as strangers.

A rather odd light was suddenly thrown on the little scene I had just witnessed. Among the usual loiterers leaning against the railing were two men, almost immediately in front of me. They seemed to be gentlemen, and to be there, like the rest of the world, to see the people and take the air. I saw the elder say to the younger — 

“You saw that fellow who passed just now? That’s one of the biggest blackguards in Europe.”

His companion asked — 

“Do you mean the man with his hat on the side of his head and the padded shoulders?”

“That’s the fellow. He calls himself the Vicomte d’Aubry. He is one of those semi-demi-professional gamblers whom you always find taking the bank at baccarat at the Continental casino. He was suspected of funny little practices for years; then they nailed him at Aix, and I believe somewhere else a little later. Still, I fancy, he plays the banker at places where he isn’t known, or where little peculiarities are overlooked. A friend in the Paris police told me two or three years ago that they were after him for chantage — and they got him, too; but the thing was hushed up, as those sort of things so often are. All the same, I believe he got the fright of his life. I wonder what the blackguard is doing in town?”

I also wondered. If what the speaker said was true, I could quite understand why that girl had been unwilling to advertise their acquaintanceship. Since she was so young, and seemed to be, every inch of her, a person of the great world, I wondered how she came to be on such intimate terms with him as to convey to him a secret message as she strolled through the park.

I had in my handbag at that moment a letter which the post had brought me that morning from a correspondent with whom I had some slight acquaintance — Lady Sarah Crawley. I had taken the letter with me so that I might have it at hand for further consideration — it told such a queer story, and contained such a singular request. Lady Sarah said that, for some time past, a series of petty thefts had been taking place in houses of her acquaintance. It was feared that the thief must have been one of the guests who, because exposure had not followed, had grown in boldness, since the articles stolen were increasing in value; until matters reached a climax a few days ago, when she was staying with her father, the Duke of Horsham. It was discovered, as one of the guests was about to leave, and her maid was packing, that a pearl necklace was missing from her jewel-case which had been there when she arrived. Lady Sarah went on to say that practically the same party was going to spend the week-end at a great house near London. Would I come down as one of the guests? If I exercised my gift, I might find out what no one else could. In other words, would I act as a sort of private detective? Lady Sarah was pleased to add, as delicately as possible, that my services would meet with a handsome reward.

The proposition did not commend itself to me in the least. I never have done that sort of thing. I never want to. The adventures I have had in that direction have been more or less in the way of casual accidents; I have very seldom set out, from the very beginning, with the deliberate intention of conducting an investigation. I did not know what to say to Lady Sarah Crawley. I owed her more than one kindness. I did not wish to say, point-blank, “No”; yet I wished she had not written.

The presence of Lady Sarah’s letter in my handbag was recalled very forcibly to my memory by the incident between that young and high-bred English girl and the foreign scamp of which I had been a witness. He had been accused of chantage. That meant blackmail. A simple, innocent, English girl might easily get herself sufficiently entangled with such an adventurer to enable him to make use of her in a manner which she had never dreamed was possible. I kept asking myself, over and over again, who was Clarice? Why had she, with such secrecy, breathed her name?

Tired of my penny chair, I joined the strollers. When I reached the corner by the statue, there, the centre of a group of persons who were chatting together like old friends, was the girl of whom I had been thinking. A superintendent of police with whom I had some acquaintance was standing a little way off.

“Can you tell me,” I asked him, “who that young lady is?”

He looked at me with a twinkle in his eye.

“Got anything against her, Miss Lee? She’s not in want of lessons. I don’t think she’s deaf and dumb.”

“No,” I admitted, “I don’t think she is. She’s chattering away just now. She’s so very beautiful that I thought I’d like to know who she was — if you know, and it’s not a breach of confidence to impart your knowledge.”

“Oh, yes, I know. She’s this season’s débutante, the prettiest of the lot. She’s Lady Beatrice Dacre, the youngest daughter of the Marquis of Putney.”

I lunched that morning at the club. After lunch I had my coffee in the reading-room. On the table was one of those silly ladies’ fashion papers which are nothing but a combination of advertisements. My eye caught a paragraph in one of the columns — 

“We hear great things of that well-known professor of the recondite art which professes to see such wonderful things in the lines of the palms of our hands — Clarice. We hear Clarice spoken of on all sides. The names of those who consult a palmist are never breathed in public, or we might mention some very great names whose owners are among Clarice’s most constant consultants. Rumour has it that Clarice’s studio at No. 37, Airedale Street, which is not a stone’s throw from Bond Street, is crowded whenever it is open, and yet that room can always be found for more ardent inquirers after truth.”

It was the name, I take it, which caused that paragraph to, as the French phrase it, “jump to my eyes” — Clarice. It was the name which Lady Beatrice Dacre had breathed to the Vicomte d’Aubry.

Did that mean that the palmist’s was to be made the scene of a rendezvous? I had heard of such places being used for such purposes; yet Lady Beatrice Dacre would have to be careful, or she might find herself in serious trouble. I wondered if she had no near and dear relative or friend on whose advice and discretion she could implicitly rely. She would need one if she had much to do with the Vicomte d’Aubry.

I felt interested in M. le Vicomte. It is perhaps not generally known that there are in London certain sources of information open to the initiated, where something may be learned about almost any one. I gleaned no actual facts about that illustrious foreign nobleman, but certain suggestions were made which induced me that evening to pay a visit to a much-frequented restaurant within a hundred yards of Piccadilly Circus.

It was, as usual, pretty full when I entered; there was only one vacant table within reasonable distance of the door. I looked carefully round before I seated myself. So far as I could see, if he was coming, the vicomte had not yet arrived. I ordered a cup of coffee. There was a solitary individual at a table nearly fronting me, with that unhealthy sort of complexion which marks a certain type of Frenchman — at least, to my mind. The man might have been made of wax; he could scarcely have seemed more inanimate if he had been. I had brought an evening paper. I held it up in front of me as a screen. My vis-à-vis, in spite of his immobility, was impatient; he kept glancing at his watch as if waiting for some one who did not come. I began to have an idea that I had seen him somewhere before; but I decided that the fact was that he was the croupier type of man, that machine-like creature in whom humanity seems dead, who is such a familiar figure in France in places where they gamble.

My cup of coffee was drawing to a close. The waiter was eyeing me; he would swoop on it in a minute. I should either have to order something else or go. So I ordered a crème de menthe — one can linger over a crème de menthe for an indefinite period. As the waiter was pouring the bright green liquid into a tiny glass I saw the Vicomte d’Aubry come through the door. I held up my paper. He looked about him; then came striding towards my vis-à-vis.

He sat down on the red plush seat beside the wax-like individual, so that both men fronted me. The greeting they exchanged was not particularly warm.

“You think I am your plaything that you keep me waiting as long as you please? You ought to have been here half an hour ago.”

It was the waxen man who spoke. As might have been expected, his lips barely moved; but they moved enough for me. Both men spoke in French. Precisely what the vicomte replied I was not sure. His face was sideways to me, so that it was not easy to be certain of the movements of his lips. That he was volubly apologetic was clear from the other’s answer, which was frigidly contemptuous — 

“You excuse yourself always. We all know your excuses. You will please to understand that the time has come when something else is required — something solid.”

Again the vicomte’s exact reply was lost to me; again the other’s rejoinder threw light on it — 

“We do not require you to do what you call your best; we desire from you a certain thing — that only. Nothing else in substitution. Above all, no excuses.”

Again the hiatus formed by the vicomte’s answer. I began to wish that he would turn his face round, so that I might not have to guess at his words from the other’s reply. The waxen man said very coldly, very dryly — 

“You have the presumption to suggest it. You are under a bond to pay ten thousand pounds at least. You give me instead a necklace in which there are not a dozen pearls worth anything. You pretend that that shows the sincerity of your desire to pay. It won’t do. We must either have the money or its equivalent before next Monday evening.”

Then the vicomte did look round, all warmth, gesticulation.

“It is impossible! I give you my word of honour, it cannot be done.”

“Your word of honour! That also is not required. As for impossible, I know better. Attend to me.”

There was something in the waxen man’s fashion of speaking which recalled a mechanical figure. He kept his tired, expressionless eyes fixed on the face of the Vicomte d’Aubry.

“You have a certain lady friend. I wish to mention no names; you understand — we also understand. She goes to a certain house on Friday for what here they call the week-end. To the same house are going two Americans, whom again I will not name.”

“How do you know?” The vicomte asked the question with an eagerness which was in odd contrast to the other’s phlegm.

“We do know; that is enough. The American woman is taking with her her jewels, among them her rubies. You have heard of her rubies? You know who I mean? I see you have heard of them. You do know who I mean.”

How he had learned this from the other’s face I could not tell. He moved his lips so slightly that while he was speaking, for fear of losing some essential word, I dared not move my eyes to observe the other. He continued — 

“You may put pressure upon your lady friend, as you have done before; and before this time on Monday you will hand me those rubies. I will give you a quittance in full and five thousand pounds in cash. You will be a rich man.”

I could now see the vicomte’s face quite plainly. He seemed to gasp.

“But,” he explained, “I have heard that those rubies cost a quarter of a million sterling — that there are no others like them in the world.”

“Americans often pay more for their jewels than they are worth. These things are exaggerated. I have explained that we require from you ten thousand pounds by Monday, or — —” He paused; the vicomte winced. “I need not continue. I offer you an alternative — for us the rubies, for you a quittance and five thousand pounds. From no one else would you get so much; to say nothing of an assurance of absolute safety. You understand? It must be either one or the other. Nothing will be accepted in substitution; and certainly no excuses.”

The vicomte sat up straight, breathing heavily, as one might do who is threatened with something he feared, yet could not escape. The waxen man had had a tiny glass of brandy in front of him ever since I entered. He took from it the tiniest sip; it was still half full. The vicomte had nothing in front of him. The waiter took advantage of the pause in their conversation to address him.

“What is it that monsieur desires?” He also spoke in French.

“Desires?” The vicomte looked at him with angry eyes. “I desire nothing; when I desire something I will let you know.”

I was conscious that, a few moments before, a woman had entered — alone; that she had looked round her, and was now sailing towards the table at which the two men sat. Something caused me to glance at her; something caused the vicomte to glance at her also. When he saw her he uttered an exclamation and half rose. What he meant to do I could not say; she was on to him before he had a chance of doing it, whatever it was. Planting herself in front of him, she exclaimed in French, in a voice which was audible all over the restaurant — 

“So, pig, wretch, thief, liar, cur, beast, it is you! It is you! It is you!”

She had in her hand a whip of some sort, with which, each time she said “It is you!” she struck at him. The first time, taken unawares, the lash caught him right across the face; the second and third times he warded it off with his hands. I never saw a man so utterly taken aback by the mere presence of a woman. He made not the slightest effort to snatch the whip, or to prevent her striking him. He did not even show any sign of resenting the volume of her abuse. When she had struck at him three times, still in the same very audible tones, she went on — 

“I have paid you this little visit to tell you that I know where you are to be found, and that presently you will hear from me again — for the last time.”

She stood confronting him for two or three seconds, then, turning, walked straight out. The place was in confusion; people had risen all over the room; persons in authority were hastening forward. But when it was seen that the incident was closed calm returned. The vicomte remained standing; he pressed with his handkerchief the place where the lash had touched him. Then, when he presently sat down, the waxen man observed — 

“I think that makes it still plainer how necessary it is that before this time on Monday we should have the rubies.”

I waited for no more. I had an idea. I hurried after that woman. When I got into the street I saw her some twenty or thirty yards away, walking leisurely. I hastened after her, caught her up, and fell in by her side.

The next day I called on Lady Sarah Crawley, instead of writing to her. When I had listened to all she had to say I accepted her invitation for the week-end on the understanding that I was not to go as a professional, with an honorarium of any sort in view, but as a simple guest. On the Friday, however, something occurred which would have rendered it very inconvenient for me to leave town. I telegraphed my excuses. On the Saturday, when I was nearly overwhelmed by the work which had come crowding in on me, demanding my immediate attention, a telegram was brought to me, with the intimation that file reply was paid. I tore it open. As my prophetic soul had warned me, it was from Lady Sarah Crawley — 

“Unless absolutely impossible, please come at once. Something very serious has happened. Unless you can help, the consequences may be dreadful. I implore you to let me know by wire that you are coming at once. — SARAH CRAWLEY.”

I read the telegram three times over. I considered for some seconds what it might mean; then, with a groan, I admitted that that work with which I had longed to deal after all would have to wait, and that I should have to go to Morebridge House. I could not easily forgive myself if dreadful consequences resulted because I refused to render such help as was in my power. All that part of the world which knows the upper reaches of the Thames knows Morebridge House. It stands in a prominent position on a treeless expanse of flat grass land which, when the Thames is in flood, is not seldom under water, close to the banks of the river. Possibly hundreds of thousands of people pass it and stare at it every year.

I arrived at about five o’clock on that Saturday afternoon. As I approached along the uninteresting carriage drive it struck me what a great barrack of a place it was. Architectural pretensions it had none; it was simply a huge, bare building. I felt that if I had been the Duke of Horsham I would have at least tried to make it outwardly more prepossessing.

But when the great doors were passed everything was changed. Within it was a fairy palace of delight; the beauty and splendour which are born of wealth and taste were on every side. I passed through three sets of doors before the hall proper was reached, and when it was I stared about me in amazement. The sun streamed through great windows of lovely painted glass on what seemed to me to be a crowd of people. Lady Sarah Crawley advanced to me with outstretched hands.

“I am so glad to see you.” This she said out loud; then she added beneath her breath: “If you only knew how anxiously I have waited for you!”

I had tea; every one was having tea. Then Lady Sarah herself showed me to my room. The instant the door was closed she began — 

“Oh, Miss Lee, if you only knew how glad I am to see you, and how earnestly I trust that you will be of help. I suppose no one ever was in a more unpleasant situation than I am. Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn’s rubies have been stolen.”

I was not a bit surprised. Lady Sarah seemed hurt because I showed that I was not.

“Of course, it doesn’t matter in the least to you; but consider what it means to me. The Baxter-Raeburns have been most civil to us. My father was under actual obligations to them. They are his guests. As a compliment to him, Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn brings her famous jewels. She is not twelve hours in the house before her rubies are stolen.” Lady Sarah sank on to a chair, as if distress had robbed her of the use of her legs. “They do say that Mrs. Baxter-Raebura’s rubies cost a quarter of a million sterling.”

“That sort of thing is often exaggerated,” I remarked.

Lady Sarah stared. She did not know that I was a plagiarist.

“Even if they did cost less, it is quite certain that they cost an enormous sum and are immensely valuable. Quite apart from their value, the dreadful thing is not that they have been stolen, but that they have been stolen in my father’s house. I almost feel as if I had taken them myself; while the duke told me this morning that, unless they were recovered, he would never again be able to look the woman in the face.”

“As I don’t suppose, Lady Sarah, that you have taken them, or your father, either, if you will tell me all about it I will see what I can do, though I warn you at the start, as I have warned you already, that I am no thief-catcher.”

She told me all about it, at much greater length than it is necessary that I should use; the strength of her feeling was the cause of continual diversions. Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn was a very foolish woman, as so many very wealthy women are. She had worn her rubies on the night of her arrival, which was the night before I appeared upon the scene. When the house was supposed to have retired for the night, she had a sort of party in her bedroom; some of the feminine guests went to view those precious rubies at closer quarters. When they had departed, and she had retired to bed, Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn herself admitted that she had left them lying on her dressing-table. The next morning, when her maid appeared, they were gone.

“And if you don’t mind my speaking plainly,” I remarked, “I should say, Lady Sarah, that it served her right. A woman who leaves such valuable jewels lying about her room, without any sort of protection, deserves anything.”

“I agree — in a sense, I quite agree; and if it had happened in anybody else’s house I should have told her to her face that it did serve her right. But in my own house it’s different. When a guest comes to visit me it is on the tacit understanding that she is not coming to a den of thieves, and that while she is beneath my roof she need fear nothing, either for herself or for her belongings.”

“Who were the ladies who visited Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn in her bedroom?”

“Here is the list. You see, there were five of them.” A glance at the paper she handed me showed that Lady Beatrice Dacre had not been one of the five. “It is impossible to suspect either of them. You see who they are. In fact, I have not dared to tell them that the jewels have been lost.”

“Have you told any one?”

“No one as yet.”

Lady Sarah betrayed the anxiety she felt by the manner in which, coming close up to me, she lowered her voice to a whisper, as if she feared that the walls might have ears.

“Not a soul — not one. I have induced Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn to keep still — luckily, she told me before she told any one else — by virtually promising that her rubies shall be returned to her before she leaves the house. You must perceive for yourself the scandal which the mere announcement that they were gone would make; it would be in every paper in the world, to speak of nothing else. I assure you that neither Mr. nor Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn is the kind of person to keep silent in the face of such a loss, and, for my part, I really can’t blame them. I have heard so much about the wonderful things you do, Miss Lee, that I dare to count upon your assistance in getting me out of the most uncomfortable position a woman was ever in.”

I thought that, considering all things, it was pretty cool of Lady Sarah. I did not, however, hint at what I felt, if only because just then I happened to be looking out of the window. A telegraph boy was going down the drive on his bicycle. A voice hailing him, he stopped. Some one ran towards him across the grass. It was Lady Beatrice Dacre. When she reached him she handed him what I had no doubt was a telegraph form. Possibly the message it contained had been scribbled with a pencil. To make sure that it would be understood, she apparently asked him to read it out to her, which he did, I staring at him with all my might. He stumbled over the first words, which were probably the address; I could not see her lips, but she probably helped him out. Then he got on better. I distinctly saw him say three words: “Clarice — four — Monday.” That was all, but for me it was quite enough. Lady Sarah turned to see what I was looking at.

“The girl,” she said, “is Lady Beatrice Dacre. She is only just out, and she is already engaged to Mr. Douglas Forrester — a most charming fellow, and, of course, from a monetary point of view, he is all that could be desired.”

“She is engaged, is she?”

“It has not yet been announced, but it is just going to be. She, of course, has not a penny, but she has everything else which a man can want to have in the woman he marries. . . . Say that you think you can help me.”

I had moved away from the window, and was turning things over in my mind. Lady Sarah watched me.

“I may observe,” I told her, “that I don’t think you are entitled to take it for granted that I can work miracles more than any one else; but it so happens that I think, by the merest chance, I may be able to help you. But we must understand each other at the start. My wish, Lady Sarah, is always, if possible, to keep matters out of the hands of the police.”

“Miss Lee, I had really sooner almost anything should happen than that we should have to call in the assistance of the police. That is the one thing both my father and I wish to avoid.”

“Then in that case I may be able to do something for you. What you want are the rubies?”

“That’s all I want — the only thing. Place me in a position to return them to Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn before Monday, if possible, and you will make me your debtor for life.”

“Suppose the thief, in carrying them off, had dropped them in the park, and we were to find them.”

“What do you mean?”

Lady Sarah’s eyes were open at their widest.

“You must ask no questions. If, as I say, you were to find them in the park, would you undertake to ask no questions, but be content with your find?”

“Am I not to know who took them?”

“You are to show no curiosity of any sort or kind.”

“But these thefts, on a smaller scale, have taken place before. At least I think I ought to know whom I can trust and whom I cannot. I cannot ask my friends to form one of a party which contains a thief whose identity is unknown to me.”

“I think I can undertake, Lady Sarah, that in future you will be able to trust every member of your present house-party as implicitly as yourself — if you will ask no questions.”

I am not quite sure if, when Lady Sarah went, she had not at the back of her mind vague suspicions of me. That she was thoroughly mystified was obvious; but for that I cared nothing. I had her assurance that she would make no inquiries of any sort or kind, but would leave matters entirely in my hands. With that I was content. Before she left I had made her give me a sort of plan of the house, on which were the names of the guests, the rooms they occupied, and how they were approached. She had left me perhaps half an hour when I started on a little voyage of exploration. The plan showed that on the same floor on which I was, and not very far away, was an apartment occupied by Lady Beatrice Dacre. Having first made sure that the coast was clear, I went straight to it. I tried the handle; the door was locked. Then the lady was inside. I rapped at the panel sharply. A voice inquired— “Who’s there?”

“Please open the door at once. It is some one who wishes to see you on very important business.”

Not nearly so much celerity was shown as I had requested. Two or three minutes elapsed before the door was opened five or six inches and a girl’s face looked out.

“Who are you? What do you want?”

For answer I pressed the door farther back, entered, shut it behind me, and turned the key. The girl stared as if in speechless amazement. I thought she looked more beautiful even than when I had seen her in the Park, if only because the absence of a hat enabled one to realize how lovely her hair was. We fronted each other in silence for several seconds before she exclaimed — 

“Who are you? What do you mean by this extraordinary conduct? How dare you come into my room like this?”

I saw that she was even more of a child than I had imagined — she spoke with a child’s impetuous heat. I also saw that somewhere inside her was an uncomfortable something which made her heart beat faster. I spoke coldly, allowing no sign to escape me which would show how much I was affected by her girlish loveliness.

“When I tried your door just now, and found it locked, I think you were trying on Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn’s rubies.”

She had more courage than I had expected. She gave one violent start; then made a great effort to recover herself. She was not so successful as she would have liked to be. She was shivering, as it were, both inside and out.

“What — what do you mean?”

“Give me Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn’s jewels at once; you were hiding them while you kept me waiting outside the door.”

The chance shot had found the mark. She repeated herself with a piteous stammer — 

“Who — who are you? What — what do you mean?”

“Last night — or, rather, early this morning — you entered Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn’s room when she was asleep; you saw her rubies lying on the dressing-table, and you stole them.”

She had fluttered back against the wall, like some hapless thing at bay. She tried to gasp out a denial — 

“It’s — it’s — —”

I stopped her.

“Don’t say it is a lie, or I shall hold you to be a more despicable thing than I do already, because you know it is true. The other afternoon you met the man who calls himself the Vicomte d’Aubry at the rooms of the disreputable creature who calls herself Clarice, and who is an associate of his. He suggested that you should take advantage of your friend’s hospitality to steal jewels belonging to a fellow-guest. You stole them. They are in your keeping now; you were trying them on when I came to your door; you propose to hand them over to him, in the palmist’s rooms, at four o’clock on Monday afternoon.”

She was, perhaps, at an age when one is easily impressed by what seems to be the marvellous. I fancy that she imagined herself to be in its presence then, and that I was a representative of the supernatural. Certainly, for some instants she was nearly paralysed by actual terror. She knew that what I said was true; she could have had no notion how I had acquired my information, and was terrified when it came, with what must have been such awful unexpectedness, from my lips. She stood close up against the wall, eyeing me as if I had been some terrible spectre. For nearly a minute she was incapable of giving utterance to an articulate sound. I was not going to help her out. Then all at once an idea seemed to come into her head and force from her a question — 

“Are you — are you anything to do with the police?”

“That depends on you — upon whether there’s anything in you which makes for good.”

“Did he tell you — the Vicomte d’Aubry?”

“I have never spoken to him, nor he to me.”

“Then how did you find out — what you have found out? Tell me who you are. Does any one — any one else in the house suspect?”

Before I could answer she was seized with a new and still greater fear — 

“You won’t tell — you won’t tell Douglas? Please, please, please don’t tell him. I’ll do anything — anything you like — if you won’t tell him.”

“You are engaged to one man, yet at the dictate of another you play the thief. What sort of person can you be, Lady Beatrice?”

“I’m not so bad as you think. I’m not — I swear I’m not. Only — only I’m in a terrible mess, and — and I had to do what he told me.”

“You wish me to believe that you had to play the thief — and such a mean thief — at the command of such a man as that? Pray, why?”

“It was — it was three years ago. I was — I was sixteen years old. I was sent to a school at Tours — at least, it wasn’t exactly a school; it was supposed to be a private family. Father wished me to learn French. The Vicomte d’Aubry was a friend of the person who kept the house. He paid attentions to me, and —— Oh, I was a fool! I was only a child — a silly simpleton. He pretended to care for me, and I thought I cared for him. I wrote him four letters — silly, idiotic, rotten letters. Then father took me away; he didn’t like what he heard of the place. I wish he’d never sent me there. I forgot all about the Vicomte d’Aubry directly I got home; I never heard or thought of him until — until about four months ago. Then he came up to me in Hyde Park. I tried to cut him, but he wouldn’t let me. He reminded me of the letters I had written to him. You see, I had forgotten all about them. I swear I never meant a single word I said in them. Don’t you know what an idiot a girl can sometimes be, what romantic rubbish she can get into her head, and how in moments of absolute lunacy she can put it down on paper? That’s what I did. I never dreamt that he would keep the letters. I thought he was a gentleman; I had no idea that any one ever did such things. When he told me that he still had my four letters, and that if — if I didn’t do something for him he’d send copies of them to Mr. Forrester, I — I was terrified out of my life.”

“Were you engaged to Mr. Forrester at the time?”

“Of course I wasn’t. I — I knew that he was — rather fond of me, and when that man spoke like that I knew that I was fond of him. I told the vicomte quite frankly that there was nothing I wouldn’t do to keep Mr. Forrester from finding out that I had written such letters.”

“You couldn’t have said to him a more foolish thing. If you had told him that it was a matter of complete indifference to you what he did with the letters, he might not have thought it worth his while to waste his time in threatening you.”

“I see that now — I saw it directly afterwards; but there it was. I — I did tell him, and never since has he left me alone. He’s — he’s been making me do all sorts of things which I — which I hate to think of. Oh, if you knew what I have gone through because I was such a simple-minded fool as ever to think that he was an honourable man! Then the other day Douglas asked me — asked me to marry him; and, of course, I said ‘Yes,’ though I was frightened half out of my life to think what the vicomte would do when he found out. So you can imagine what were my feelings when he told me that I must give him an interview at once. I knew what an interview with him meant. But what was I to do? I didn’t dare to make him angry. So, as you seem to know, I met him at Clarice’s rooms. And he told me that Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn was coming here with her rubies, and that if I got them for him he would give me back my letters.”

“Rubies which cost a quarter of a million for four letters which are not worth the paper they are written upon! Does that strike you as a good bargain — for you?”

“Do you take me for an utter idiot? Of course it isn’t. But he made it quite clear that if the rubies weren’t in his hands by Monday the copies of the letters would reach Douglas that day. And that might have meant the end of everything to me — of everything. Douglas thinks that I’m the most perfect saint that ever lived, and, you know, no girl who ever lived was that. And if he found out that I was the kind of creature who could write such letters he — he wouldn’t let me explain; I couldn’t explain even if he’d let me. I doubt if he’d ever speak to me again. And — and if things came to be like that — between Douglas and me, I’d — I’d commit suicide. I would!”

“Doesn’t it occur to you that you have committed suicide?”

“Does that mean that you’re going to tell him? Then — then — —”

Rushing to the dressing-table, she took a tiny bottle out of a handbag. I had her by the wrist the instant it was out of the bag; and the bottle passed into my possession.

“You wicked girl! You admit that you have behaved like a simpleton, and something worse. Do you imagine that you will prove your wisdom by this sort of thing?”

“You may take that bottle from me, if you like, but there are plenty of ways of killing myself. If you do tell Douglas — —”

She left her sentence unfinished. I had very little doubt that she would find out one of those ways, if the truth were ever told. I resolved then and there that, if I could help it, it never should be. After all, she was but a child; she was still more of a child when that scoundrel laid the trap in which he caught her. It was not difficult to understand how desperate her position must seem to her. I was not excusing her, but I made up my mind that it should not be my fault if she had not a chance to prove that in her there was the making of a good woman.

“First of all, Lady Beatrice, you will hand me those rubies.”

“What are you going to do with them?”

“I am going to hide them in the park. An anonymous hint will reach Lady Sarah which will result in her discovering their hiding-place. She will never learn from whom the hint came, or in whose possession the rubies were. Not a word will be whispered which will point to a thief having been concerned in the matter. You will come with me to that palmist woman’s rooms on Monday.”

“Without the rubies? I daren’t — I dare not! You do not know what he’s like, what — what a brute he can be.”

“It’s not a question of daring. I say you will come with me. I know what the Vicomte d’Aubry is like a good deal better than you do. He will hand you over your letters in my presence. You will find that he will not even attempt to expostulate. That will be the last time in your life that you will either see or hear of him. . . . Give me those rubies, please.”

She did not give them to me at once, but she did in the end. She clung to me when I left, imploring me not to breathe a word to Douglas. It was only about him she seemed to care. I doubt if she altogether believed me when I assured her that she need fear nothing. After she had gone I went downstairs and said a few words to Lady Sarah. I begged her to excuse me from appearing among her other guests, especially as I should manage things much better if nothing were seen of me. She stared.

“But I thought you had to watch people’s mouths, and that sort of thing, to see what they were saying. How can you do that if you can’t see them?”

“It’s a queer world, Lady Sarah; it is possible that I did all the watching of people’s mouths that was needed before I came to Morebridge.”

“But however could you? I don’t understand.”

“Our bargain was that you were to ask no questions and show no curiosity; perhaps in the course of to-morrow you will understand a little better.”

I dined alone, and I spent the evening alone, and I did some of the work which I had brought with me. There was a project on foot for founding, at The Hague, an institution for teaching the deaf and dumb by the oral system. I had been honoured by being consulted in the matter; certain papers had been laid before me on which my advice was required. Until I had thoroughly mastered those papers I knew perfectly well that I should not know a moment’s peace of mind. I had brought some of them down to Morebridge House. I set about studying them then and there.

The next morning I was witness of rather an odd little scene which took place in the breakfast-room. Breakfast seemed to be a go-as-you-please meal in that establishment. I was having mine at a little round table, all by myself, when Lady Sarah Crawley came bustling in, and, crossing to Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn, whispered in her ear. The pair went together to a window. I saw both their faces.

“The most extraordinary thing has happened,” began Lady Sarah. “Look at that!”

She handed Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn what I saw was a typed sheet of paper.

“What does this mean? However did you get this?”

“It came just now by the morning post” The lady read the paper through and stared at Lady Sarah. She spoke with what was evidently considerable warmth.

“Some one, by way of giving me a lesson on the imprudence of leaving my jewels about, has taken them, by way of a practical joke, and hidden them. Do you know the tree indicated?”

“Not in the least; but the description is so precise that we ought to have no difficulty in finding it, if the thing exists.”

“Precisely — if the thing exists, which, until it is proved, I shall take leave to doubt. Have you any idea who this comes from?”

“Not the vaguest. What we have to do, my dear, is to go and see if this is a hoax.” She touched the sheet of paper. “If it isn’t, and we do find the rubies hidden in the tree, what we shall have to consider is whether it wouldn’t be wisest for us to keep our own counsel — to say nothing. You don’t want to be made a laughing-stock of, and I’m sure I don’t. If ever I do discover the identity of this practical joker, he and I will have an account to settle.”

As Lady Sarah was leaving the room she perceived that I was there. I beckoned to her.

“I think,” I told her, “I must return to town this morning. As I explained, I have work which must be done, and, frankly, I shan’t be happy till I’ve done it.”

“I suppose — —” She had the typed sheet of paper in her hand which she had just been telling Mrs. Baxter-Raeburn had come by the morning post. I did not let her get beyond those two words.

“The understanding was that you were to show no curiosity and ask no questions.”

“It’s the most extraordinary thing of which I’ve ever heard,” she said.

I believe she thinks so still.

I went back to town, did my work; and during the intervals, which will occur even when one is working one’s hardest, I made certain arrangements. On the Monday I met Lady Beatrice Dacre at a point we had agreed upon, and together we went to 37, Airedale Street, the advertised address of the fool-snaring Clarice. I explained the programme I had arranged. Her lips quivered, but she only made one comment — 

“I feel as I used to do when I was a small child and was going to the dentist’s.”

“It isn’t all joy going to have a tooth extracted, even when one knows it’s a very bad one, and that one will feel much better when the operation is over. Yet the dentist is not such a formidable figure, after all.”

“But you don’t realize,” she said, “that during the last few months I’ve never thought of the Vicomte d’Aubry except with fear and trembling, and that night after night I have lain awake shivering at the thought of him.”

“After to-day you will never be afraid of him again; you will presently be pinching yourself at the thought that you ever were.”

When I rang at No. 37, Airedale Street the door flew back, opened by an invisible hand. A neat young woman ushered us into a room which was at the end of a passage. A big, flaxen-haired woman rose from behind a table. I addressed her — 

“You are Clarice? . . . I am Judith Lee. You will go behind that curtain, and remain there until I tell you to come out. I have no doubt that you or your accomplices have played the listener there many and many a time before. After I have finished my business you will have twelve hours in which to leave England; if, after that time, you are still on English ground, the consequences will be on your own head.”

The woman withdrew behind the curtain to which I had referred without a word. Lady Beatrice seemed to be amazed. Almost immediately an unseen gong was sounded twice. The sound had not died away when the door opened and the Vicomte d’Aubry entered. At sight of me he stared; there was something in his eyes which suggested to me that he was not so easy in his mind as he would have liked to be. I just looked at him, and an uneasy something rose up within him which made him bluster — 

“What is the meaning of this person’s presence here? I have told you on more than one occasion that it is always absolutely essential that I should see you alone.”

He spoke in French; I replied in English — plain English.

“This is an occasion, my man, on which you will not see this lady alone.”

I touched a bell which stood upon a table. A second man came through the door by which we had just entered, who simply came into the room and stood with his back to the door. The vicomte’s concern clearly increased.

“Who is this man? Where is Clarice? This room is privately engaged by me. Lady Beatrice Dacre, I require from you an explanation.”

I replied for Lady Beatrice — 

“This, my man, is an inspector of police, of Scotland Yard. You have in the breast-pocket of your coat four letters. You will be so good as to hand them to me at once.”

He answered in English which, although it was spoken with an accent, was almost as plain as mine was — 

“So this is what you call a plant, is it? You think you have trapped me. We shall see. This is a conspiracy of which you will hear again, Lady Beatrice Dacre. . . . Stand away from that door, sir, and let me pass.”

The vicomte ignored me utterly; I was more attentive to him — 

“You will either hand over those four letters at once, or I will have you arrested. I will give you five seconds in which to make up your mind.” I glanced at the watch at my wrist. “One — two — three — four — five. Inspector Ellis, arrest this man.”

The thing was ridiculously easy. He meant to rage and to bluster and to shout defiance. Instead of which, the moment the inspector moved he crumpled into nothing. He tore his coat open, took an envelope out of his pocket, and threw it on the table.

“Here are your letters. What is all this fuss about them? I would have given them up long ago if I had been properly approached, if I had been treated with that courtesy which to a gentleman is due. It is to hand them over that I am here.”

I said nothing to him; I spoke to the girl — 

“Will you be so good as to open that envelope and see if it contains what you require?”

She opened the envelope with fingers which I could see were shaking. She took out some sheets of paper which were covered with writing.

“Yes, they’re — they’re my letters.”

“You are sure of that?”

“Quite — quite sure.”

“This man has nothing else of yours? You are absolutely certain?”

“He — he can’t have.”

There was a stand full of matches on the table. Striking one, I held it out to her.

“Had you not better — —”

Taking it from me, she applied the flame to the corner of one of the letters. When they were all alight she laid them on a metal plaque which was on the table — for what purpose Clarice used it I cannot say. The letters made quite a little bonfire.

“That,” I said, “is, I think, the end of them, and of Act I.” Again a gong sounded twice. “That, I fancy, is the signal for the curtain to rise on Act II.”

The vicomte’s uneasiness increased; he moved to the door.

“You will now please permit me, sir, to pass, since this little matter is ended. I have business which requires my immediate attention.”

I interposed — 

“If you will have a moment’s patience, my man, I fancy that you will find this a friend to see you.”

“But I do not wish to see him. I do not desire — —”

Before he could conclude his sentence there came into the room the man with the waxen face whom I had seen conversing with him at that restaurant within a hundred miles of Piccadilly Circus. Although he did not move a muscle, it did not need a very keen perception to see that he found himself in the presence of the unexpected. He said, in French, in tones of perfect suavity — 

“It seems that I have made a mistake. A thousand apologies.”

He turned to withdraw. Inspector Ellis blocked the way. I addressed him — in my usual plain English — 

“I saw you the other night conspiring with this man to force a certain person, by means of threats, to commit felony. I need not tell you that this is a very serious offence; so serious that, for the common safety, I thought it wise to ascertain if anything was known of you. I found that a great deal was known.” Again I touched the bell. Two men came in. When he saw them he almost changed countenance. “These gentlemen, who are members of the police in Paris, know a great deal about you. They are anxious to renew with you an acquaintance they have already had.”

“Have I to thank you for this?”

The bitterness which the man with the waxen face put into the question!

The vicomte blustered.

“Upon my word of honour — —” he began; but he did not finish. The other cut him short with vitriolic scorn.

“Your word of honour!” He turned to the agents of the Paris police. “You will find me, gentlemen, at your service. I believe you have been looking for me some little time.”

“That,” I observed, “completes the second act. Now for the third, and last.”

I struck the bell again. Two women entered. One was the woman who had struck at the vicomte with her whip in the restaurant. She was cool with a coolness which was deadly. The other was a big, unwieldy female who was in a state of hysterical agitation. Behind them were two policemen. At the sight all the vicomte’s bones seemed to turn to jelly; he became a mass of invertebrate pulp. Inspector Ellis moved towards him.

“I arrest you, among other things, for bigamy. I have a warrant in my pocket which will be read to you when we get to the station.”

In another instant the Vicomte d’Aubry had a pair of handcuffs on his wrists, and stood between the two policemen, a pitiable wretch.

“Clarice!” I exclaimed. The woman came from behind the curtain. A pretty picture she presented. “You have now twelve hours in which to get out of England.”

She went out of the room so fast that I am very much mistaken if she did not leave England by that night’s boat. As we were leaving Airedale Street, Lady Beatrice said to me, with a sound which was rather a gust than a sigh — 

“And to think that I was ever afraid of that man; and, what is much more awful, that I should ever have treated him, even in the days of my most childlike simplicity, as if he were a decent man, and written him those four letters!”

I quoted Paul — 

“‘When I was a child I spake as a child, I understood as a child, I thought as a child.’” Then I paraphrased him. “Now that you have become a woman, I should recommend you to put away childish things, and try to be that sort of good woman who makes a good wife.”

She looked at me, and she said nothing; but I think she thought a good deal.

The waxen-faced man was the head of a gang of jewel robbers who had been wanted by the French police for some time. He was sentenced in Paris to a long term of imprisonment. The Vicomte d’Aubry met with the same fate in England. He was charged with marrying an amazing number of women, not only in England, but in most of the civilized countries of the world. He had swindled each of them in turn.

The day after he was sentenced there came to me an invitation to be present at the wedding of the Lady Beatrice Dacre to Mr. Douglas Forrester.

In the envelope which contained the invitation card was a scrap of paper on which was written, in a sprawling handwriting with which I had lately become familiar — 

“I have just been reading the verdict and sentence in to-day’s paper. To think that I ever could! At the thought of it I writhe! Shall I ever forgive myself? Mrs. B.-R. told me the other day about the amazing manner in which she and Lady Crawley found her rubies in a tree in the park at Morebridge House. Shall I ever be able to repay you the debt of gratitude which I owe you?”

It was a question which I was incapable of answering. I felt, as I burnt it, that it was rather a dangerous scrap of paper to enclose with a card for her wedding; and I caught myself wondering if she would ever learn to be quite discreet in the use of pens, ink, and paper.


THE FINCHLEY PUZZLE

As I cut the string, and, unfolding the brown paper, saw what the little package contained, some trick of memory bore me back to an incident which had happened nearly two years before. I had been with a girl friend to the theatre, and had come back alone in an omnibus which put me down at the corner of the road in which I then had rooms. There had been a promise of rain all day, and just as I descended from the vehicle, something seemed to happen to the clouded heavens which caused water to descend in pailfuls. I was lightly attired; owing to some stupidity I had omitted to take an umbrella. I had to take refuge somewhere; I found it in the entry to a mews which was at the beginning of the street.

It did rain! I wondered what would happen if it kept on. I was only a couple of hundred yards from my dwelling-place, but if I had to approach it in that downpour I should be drenched before I got there. All at once I heard footsteps coming along the pavement from the direction in which my rooms were. Presently a man came quickly past. He had no umbrella; his billycock hat was pressed close down on his head; his coat collar was turned up to his ears — he must have been soaked. Just as he passed the entry in which I stood a man came rapidly across the road, who wore a waterproof and carried an umbrella. At sight of him the other paused. There was a lamp-post on one side of the mews; in spite of the deluge they paused under its glow to exchange a few sentences, standing in such a position that both their faces were visible to me. I heard nothing, but I saw quite plainly what the new-comer said.

“Did you give it her?”

The other shook his head. “She wasn’t in. I said to the girl who opened the door, ‘Give this to Miss Lee directly she comes in.’”

“If the girl does and we have any luck, Miss Lee will be where there are no deaf and dumb in the morning.”

The man with the umbrella held a part of it over the other, and the two went striding off as if they were walking for a wager, leaving me to wonder. I was quite certain that they had mentioned my name, and, though I had heard nothing, something in the expression of their faces convinced me that it had been in no friendly fashion. I was sure that they were strangers to me. The wet man was an undersized, pale-faced, mean-looking youth, whose appearance did not appeal to me at all; the other was a scarlet-visaged, bloated individual, who looked as if he might have been a publican. What had he meant by saying that if they had luck I should be where there were no deaf and dumb in the morning? I was quite sure that those were the precise words which he had used. I am not a supersensitive person, but — something made me shiver.

When at last I did get in — I could not wait for the rain to cease entirely, but so soon as it showed signs of slightly slackening, I made a dash for it — among other matter lying on the table in my sitting-room was a small, oblong-shaped package, addressed in a bold hand, “Miss Judith Lee.” In those rooms a maid always sat up to let in latecomers; she had admitted me. As she commiserated with me on the state I was in — I was rather damp — I asked her, since it had clearly not come by post, how that packet had got there. She said that a young man had brought it who said it was most particular that she should give it to me directly I came in.

When the maid had gone I looked at that parcel for some moments before I even touched it. Although to the superficial glance it was the most commonplace-looking little parcel, there was something sinister about it to me. Had its contents anything to do with that red-faced man’s observation about my being where there were no deaf and dumb in the morning? I opened my other letters first, and left that parcel to the last. Then, telling myself that my hesitation was absurd, I took a pair of scissors, clipped the string, removed the wrapping, and there was an ordinary, white cardboard box within, bearing the imprint of a well-known manufacturer of sweet things. I opened it. It was filled with chocolates; on the top was a scrap of paper on which was written, in the same bold handwriting: “To Miss Judith Lee, from an Humble Donor. This Little Present Long Overdue.”

Nothing could seem more innocent. I did receive presents at times from anonymous givers, to whom, I presume, I had been so fortunate as to render services for which they felt they would like to make some sign of recognition. Had I not seen those two men under the lamp-post I should probably have put one of those chocolates into my mouth at once and scrunched it thankfully; but I had seen them, and I did not wish to be where there were no deaf and dumb in the morning.

I took one of the chocolates out of the box. I could hardly receive any hurt from the mere touch. It was a good-sized chocolate, looking as if it might contain a walnut. I was really curious as to what it did contain, and was regarding it attentively when some slight noise behind caused me to look round. I suppose I started; the sweetmeat fell from my fingers, and as it reached the floor there was a blinding flash, a sudden, extraordinary noise, a most unpleasant smell. I was left in a state of doubt as to whether I was alive or dead.

The advent of the maid made it clear that I was still alive. In a few seconds the whole household was there to learn what was the matter. I could not explain; I was myself without information, and actual, tangible information I have remained without until this day. Who sent that box I have never learned; what was the secret of the construction of that toothsome delicacy I do not know. I sought light from a friend who was a famous chemist; he declared that that seeming candy was a bomb in miniature, and that if I had put my teeth into it it would have blown my head off; so it was lucky I had refrained. It was the only candy in the box about whose construction there was anything peculiar; it had been so placed that it was nearly certain that it would be the first I should take. Analysis showed that all the other contents of the box were simple, albeit excellent chocolates, manufactured by a well-known maker, and were in the exact state in which they had left his hands.

Some one had tried to murder me. I caused inquiries to be made on lines of my own, but since nothing came of them, and for reasons of my own I was unwilling to place the matter in the hands of the police, the affair remained “wrapped in mystery”; and now, nearly two years afterwards, under altogether changed conditions, there had come addressed to me another seemingly innocent package — whose innocence I gravely doubted.

Two or three evenings before I had been with some friends in a box at a popular variety theatre. Glancing round the crowded house through an opera-glass, the lenses had rested for a moment on two men who were leaning over the partition in the promenade, and in that brief instant I distinctly saw one of them shape my name upon his lips, “Judith Lee”: just those two words. The lenses passed on before he had a chance of saying more. It was a curious sensation — to see my name being uttered all that distance off. I brought the lenses back again, just in time to see the second man asking a question, rather a full-flavoured one.

“Who the blazes is Judith Lee?”

I had been right; no doubt the first man had pronounced my name, because here was his companion doing it also. I allowed the glass to rest upon his companion’s face. He was in evening dress, a crush hat was a little at the back of his head; he had a cigar between his lips, which he took out to answer the other’s inquiry. I saw as clearly what he said as if he had been in the next box.

“Judith Lee is a young woman who calls herself a teacher of the deaf and dumb; in reality she is the most dangerous thing in England. The police aren’t in it compared with her: they make blunders, thank God; she doesn’t. If she catches sight of your face at a distance of I don’t know how many miles, and you happen to open your lips, you are done. The other day she saw — I won’t mention his name; he was talking business to a friend; before he knew that she was there he said something — only in a whisper, to his friend, you understand — which, when dealing with a sharp young devil such as she is, was enough to give himself clean away. He’s had the fidgets ever since, and I’m bound to say that I think he’s right. I shouldn’t like her to have half that hold on me.”

“What’s he afraid of? Is she connected with the police?”

“Not ostensibly; one would know where one was if she were. She has spoilt more good men and more good things by not being connected with the police than I should care to talk about. There has been more than one try to get her out of the way; now there’s to be another. It’s her or — him; and it’s going to be her. She’s going, and she’ll never know what struck her.” The other man looked round. “Take care, there’s a chap behind who seems to be all ears. Let’s stroll.”

They strolled, or, at least, they moved away from the partition and passed from my sight leaving me not at all in a suitable frame of mind to enjoy that variety show. That I should have lighted on such a conversation in such a place and in so odd a fashion was amazing. By what fortuitous accident had my opera-glass rested on that spot at just that moment? What would that speaker’s feelings have been had he known that quite unintentionally I was watching him from below, and that he was furnishing an illustration of his own words, that I had only to catch a glimpse of a man’s face, though only from afar, and if he opened his lips he would give himself away.

Whom the speaker had in his mind when he spoke of the man whose name he would rather not mention, and to whom I was supposed to have given the fidgets, I had not the vaguest notion. I have an idea that since more people know Tom Fool than Tom Fool knows, I might often give the “fidgets” to persons who might suppose that I had obtruded myself upon their confidence without my having, actually, done anything of the kind. Possibly the speaker, being himself a person of doubtful character, had acquaintances like himself; if I had given one of them a scare it served him right; only — I did not relish that reference to getting me out of the way. As he said, there had been “more than one try,” though I did not know how he knew it, and I did not desire that there should be another — just yet awhile.

Nearly two years before some one had tried to “get me out of the way” by means of a bomb in the shape of a chocolate bonbon; a shiver would go all over me when sometimes I thought of how narrow my escape had been. It was not the sort of thing one is likely to forget, so when I received that little package, of which I have already spoken twice, I hesitated before I inquired into what it contained.

It had come by post, the address was typed, the post-mark Fleet Street, the wrapping coarse brown paper, within was a box of stiff brown card-board. In the box there were four roses, arranged so as to form a small bouquet. Whether they were real I was not sure, imitations are, nowadays, so exquisitely done. They looked like four lovely Maréchal Niel blooms which had just been taken from the bush, deep golden yellow. It might seem very silly, but I was reluctant to take them out of the box. I raised it to enable me to eye them more closely. They must be real, imitations could not be so perfect. I had a strong impulse, as any woman would have had, to take them out and smell them; it was absurd to be afraid of roses.

I took them out and was advancing them towards my nose, when I saw something gleaming in the very heart of them, something which sprang out towards me. I gave the roses a swift twirl, and something went whirling out of them to the floor, a curiously coloured something which lay for a moment as if stunned, and then began to move across the carpet. About a week before some one had given me a Pomeranian puppy, the queerest, daintiest morsel of living jet. It had been asleep on a cushion. The noise of that thing being thrown to the ground disturbed him. He jumped up. Seeing the thing wriggling across the floor, imagining, I take it, that it was some new plaything, with its funny little bark the puppy dashed towards it. The thing on the floor reared itself, leaped at the puppy, not once or twice, but again and again.

It all happened so quickly that I hardly grasped what was taking place. Then all at once I realized that that simple-minded puppy was being attacked by that hideous little snake which had been contained in my bouquet of roses. When I rushed to its assistance it was already too late. I struck the creature with a poker I had snatched up, and with that one blow killed it; but the puppy was dead.

That was one of the most dreadful moments I have ever known when it was borne in on me that the puppy was actually dead, and how easily its fate might have been mine. I am not fond of snakes; to die from the bite of one — that is not the sort of death I would choose at all. If I had advanced those roses only a few inches nearer that creature would have struck me in the face — the puppy’s fate might have been mine. This was the second time I had been saved from attempted murder by what seemed very like a miracle. If I had not seen through the opera-glass those two men talking in the promenade I should have known no hesitation, I should have at once advanced those roses to my face, as most women would, and I should have been dead.

The whole episode, as may be imagined, set me furiously thinking. When something of the same sort had happened before I had not taken any special pains to discover the guilty party. But this time I had a feeling that it was a sort of challenge, that I was on my mettle; I had got off scot free, but my puppy had been slain, and for that some one should pay dearly. The question I had to put to myself was — who?

As I was casting about in my mind to find an answer, I had what seemed to me at the time to be almost an inspiration, though, as I realized afterwards, it was open to the most commonplace interpretation. I recalled a fragment of a conversation I had seen when crossing on the boat from the Isle of Wight. Two men had been walking up and down, talking together, apparently in undertones and very earnestly. I had been seated. I glanced in their direction while they were still at some distance, but were coming towards me along the deck. One was a shortish man with very fair hair and pink-and-white complexion. It was he who was speaking. He had a slight moustache, which was so fair as to be almost white, and which did not prevent my seeing his lips distinctly; his words came back to me from some forgotten cell in my memory with a vividness which — as I surveyed that dead puppy — almost frightened me. I had paid scarcely any attention to them at the moment; how they had got themselves stored in my brain I had no notion. Now they seemed so apposite.

“Get a man asleep, or unconscious, introduce the proper kind of snake to the proper part of his body, and that man will be dead inside sixty seconds, and I doubt if half a dozen doctors in the world would be able to tell you what had happened. Look at Finchley — —”

I remembered that at that point he looked towards me, and, seemingly for the first time, saw that I was there. As he did so he brought himself up with a sudden jerk, put his hand in his companion’s arm, turned him right round, and led him off the upper deck somewhere down below. At the time I was idly amused. The man was a stranger to me; I had no reason to suppose that I was not a stranger to him. Perhaps, conscious that he was talking in rather a curious strain, unwilling to be the object of a stranger’s observation, he had taken himself and his friend away. If I thought about it at all, that was the hazy conclusion I arrived at. But such episodes are so common. I endeavour not to look at people’s faces, since I suffer from a sort of obsession which suggests that, becoming conscious of my glance and the revelation of self which it portends, they remove themselves to where I cannot see them. I more or less vaguely took it for granted that this fair-haired man might be a case in point. I do not remember seeing him again on the boat, or when we landed. I never thought of him again until, all at once, he and his words came back with such terrific suddenness as I was looking at my dead puppy.

He had been speaking of how very easy it was to kill with the proper kind of snake. I had seen that fact illustrated. I wished he had not seen me; I might have heard more. Could the man in the promenade at the music-hall by any chance have been alluding to him? Could he have been the man to whom I had given the fidgets? Experience had taught me that coincidences are the rule rather than the exception, but what an astounding one that would be! And, in any case, why should he have been fidgety because of me?

Then, with the same odd suddenness, something else occurred to me. What was the word he had pronounced when, at sight of me, he stopped short? Was it not Finchley? I was sure that it was Finchley. But if that were so — again, how odd! Were not the newspapers still referring to what they had christened “The Finchley Puzzle”?

A Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc had lived in a house called The Elms, in Hill Avenue, Finchley. They were elderly folk, of rather eccentric habits — he was a naturalized Frenchman, and she was a Frenchwoman who had not been naturalized. One morning both of them were found dead in bed, each in a separate bedroom. They were alone in the house. They generally kept a French maid, but were for the moment without one. The question was how they died; it came out at the inquest that nobody was able to give a clear explanation. They had died, said the doctors, of shock, but of what sort of shock, and how it chanced to visit them simultaneously, there was the puzzle. The vital organs were fairly healthy, they had no congenital disease, they had been seen together the night before, they were supposed to have retired to bed about ten o’clock; according to the medical evidence about two hours afterwards they were dead. The medical theory was that while they lay asleep in bed something had happened to them of so astounding a nature that both of them were smitten with death. Eminent authorities were called, not one of whom was willing to bind himself to an exact definition. The inquest had dragged on, and finally the jury, acting under the coroner’s direction, had returned what he called an open verdict.

I regretted that that fair-haired man’s discovery of my presence on the boat had caused him to cut his observations short; he might have added something about Finchley which would have shown that the Le Blanc tragedy was not in his mind. I did not say, even to myself, that it was. I picked up that snake, put it back in the box in which it came, concealed in those Maréchal Niel roses, and paid a visit to the Zoological Gardens. I went straight to the snake house, and made inquiry of an attendant if there were any one about who might be regarded as an authority on its occupants. The chief authority, it seemed, was not there, but I was introduced to an elderly gentleman who, I was told, knew probably as much about snakes as I wanted to know. Opening my box I showed him what was in it. He regarded it with considerable interest, took it out, turned it over and over, examining it closely from tip to tip.

“Where did you get this from?” he asked.

I told him it had come to me that morning through the post.

“Alive?”

“Very much alive,” I said. “I killed it after it had killed my puppy.”

“Your puppy? It might have killed you. I can’t tell you exactly what it is, because I have never seen one quite like it before. There are probably a large number of snakes of which we have no record; I fancy this is one of them. But I can tell you it is one of the Viperidæ, and possibly West African. I have never seen one anything like so small before, but I have no doubt that it’s one of that family, and I should say all the more dangerous because it is so small. But I can tell you who might be able to give you information, that’s Dr. George Evans. He is not only an authority on snakes in general, he has made the Viperidæ his special study. He doesn’t live very far from here; he is always in and out. Here is his address.” He wrote something on a card. “Although it may seem odd to you, snakes are the things he chiefly lives for, and he’s always glad to see any one who wants to know something about them.”

I called on Dr. George Evans then and there, with the snake in the box. His house was within a quarter of a mile of the Zoological Gardens. He was at home, and came to see me at once: a big, burly man, with a quantity of grey hair which hung over one side of his forehead like a sort of mane. I told him what I had come about, showing him the snake, and asking what it was. The sight of it affected him in a manner which, by me, was unexpected. His naturally sanguine countenance turned purple.

“Good God!” he exclaimed. “Where did you get that from?” I told him. His surprise seemed to grow. “That thing came to you by post? But, my dear young lady, how came it to do that?” I told him that that I hoped shortly to find out. “You don’t know? What object could an anonymous person have had in sending it to you? I don’t know your name, but, my dear young lady, are you aware that if that dreadful creature had bitten you it would certainly have killed you on the spot?”

I told him how I had escaped being bitten, and how it had killed the puppy. He dropped on to a chair and seemed positively gasping for breath.

“It’s one of the most terrible things of which I ever heard. It almost looks as if some one had designed to do you mischief; but what a terrible means to have chosen!”

I had already felt that myself; as I listened to him I felt it more strongly every moment.

“This is a hitherto quite unknown member of the Viperidæ family. It is the smallest I ever met, and what is worse, I believe one of the most deadly. Until a little time back I was the owner of what I supposed to be a unique specimen. It was brought to me from the West Coast of Africa. It killed a native, and then, while trying to escape, got entangled in a quantity of calico which lay upon the ground, in which it was made a prisoner. The man who captured it was a friend of mine, who, knowing my tastes, and being aware that it was something unusual in snakes — although he knew the district well, he himself had never seen one like it before — refused to have it killed. At considerable risk to himself he transferred it to a metal case, in which he brought it home, and in due course presented it to me, and in my keeping it has been until a month ago last Sunday. I had it on the Sunday evening, but on the Monday morning it was gone; and do you know I am half inclined to suspect that the one you have here in this box is the one I had. I cannot see any other solution, since I am convinced that mine was the only specimen of the kind which has been seen in England.”

“How do you account for its getting out of your possession, since it was clearly a very dangerous thing to handle? Do you think that it escaped?”

It struck me that Dr. Evans seemed to be very curiously distressed.

“My dear young lady, that’s — that’s the trouble. I — I’m afraid that it was stolen.”

“Stolen? A thing like that? For what purpose — by whom? I should have thought that an attempt to steal it must have meant death to the thief.”

The doctor got up from his chair, he brushed the mane of hair off his forehead; his manner became what I should have judged to be more normal.

“Exactly; you put the case correctly. Under ordinary circumstances it would have meant sudden death to the thief. Have you no idea who can have sent it to you, not even a remote suspicion? I have not your name. May I ask who you are?”

“I am Judith Lee.” He stared at me hard.

“Not the — the young lady of whose lip-reading capacity I have heard so many tales which seem to me to border on the miraculous?”

“The same. I don’t know what tales you may have heard, but I assure you that there is nothing about me which is in the least miraculous.”

Then I told him all about it — about two men whom I had seen talking in the promenade. He stopped me at once.

“My dear Miss Lee, you say there’s nothing about you that’s the least miraculous, and then you tell me that you followed a conversation between two men who were removed from you by the whole auditorium of a great theatre, and that without hearing a word they said. That seems to me to be a miracle to start with.”

I laughed. “I assure you it is nothing of the kind. I assure you it is simply a question of constant practice. Given ordinary perception, and as much practice as I have had, with the greatest ease you would be able to do just the same.”

“I doubt it. I very gravely doubt it. However, that is by the way; that is a matter about which I should like to have a long talk with you presently. In the meantime, do I understand you to suggest that from what you saw those two men saying you draw the deduction that they may have had something to do with this?” He touched the box in which the snake was.

“Dr. Evans, I am making inquiries. I do not like to draw deductions, I prefer to deal with facts. Will you please to tell me, so far as you can, just how that snake came to pass from your possession? You see what importance anything you may say may have for me, and under the very peculiar circumstances of the case you must have your suspicions.”

“I don’t like suspicions any more than you like deductions, Miss Lee.” He turned quickly towards me. “Do you know anything about snakes?”

“No more than the average person, and you know that that is practically nothing. A little while ago I saw — not heard — a man say something on a boat about a snake, which was news to me. He seemed to hint that an artist in murder might find one rather useful.”

I told him precisely what I had seen. It seemed to me that the doctor’s eyes opened wider as he listened.

“What sort of man was this you saw — not heard?” I described him as well as I could. The doctor’s eyes grew more expansive. He plumped down on his chair again. “And yet you say, Miss Lee, that you are no dealer in the miraculous. What you saw I have heard him say. Because of him I have been suffering what I really believe to be much more than I deserve.”

The doctor looked furtively about the room as if in search of an unseen listener. He went to the door and looked outside; closing it carefully he came towards me with what was very like an air of mystery. He even lowered his voice as if he feared that the very walls had ears.

“Miss Lee, what I am about to say to you I perhaps ought not to say, and in any case I must beg you to let it go no farther. Have I your assurance?” He looked at me with an odd sort of disquietude.

“I tell you quite frankly that I would rather give you no assurance till I know what you are going to say to me.” Perceiving that he was about to speak, I stopped him. “Permit me to explain. You say you know this man who was on the boat; you are probably thinking of telling me something about him. Is it not possible that it may have something to do with this?”

I placed the tip of my finger on the box which contained the snake.

“Well, that was not at the moment in my mind; at least, not quite in that form.”

I had one of those inspirations which do come to me every now and then.

“Has it anything to do with Finchley?”

The bow had been drawn at a venture, but the arrow hit the target; he obviously started. He positively glared at me.

“With Finchley? What — what do you mean by ‘Has it anything to do with Finchley’?”

“I mean what you mean, Dr. Evans. Is it not odd that the same embryonic thought should have taken root in both our minds? That snake was meant to kill me; is it not possible that it killed some one else before it was sent to my address, two persons, say, at Finchley?”

“Miss Lee, what a horrible thought; how you jump at conclusions! I thought you liked to deal with facts?”

“So I do. I am about to deal with them. With your permission, Dr. Evans, we will deal with them together. The same thought in embryo is in both our minds; let’s leave it there. Now, tell me, please, all you know about the man I saw on the boat. I have only to go to the police — I have had a good deal to do with them in my short life — and tell them my suspicions. You will find it more agreeable to answer my questions than theirs. You must see for yourself that I have been in danger of my life, probably from your snake; I think I am entitled to ask you to help me from running a similar risk again.”

When Dr. Evans and I had said all we had to say to each other — and it took us an unconscionably long time — I paid a visit to The Elms, Hill Avenue, Finchley, the residence of the late Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc. There were certain theories which I wished to test by an actual inspection of the premises. Hill Avenue proved to be a broad, old-fashioned road, in which private houses were interspersed with shops. I walked straight past The Elms — I saw the name on the gate-post as I went — because, just as I reached it, a young lady alighted from a taxi-cab which had stopped at the gate. There were four more houses, and then a stationer’s shop. As I stopped to look at the window I kept one eye on the young lady who had descended from the taxi-cab. She was a distinctly pretty young person, about eighteen or nineteen years old, with something about her which told me that she was probably French. She appeared to be in a state of much agitation. From my post of vantage I saw her say to herself, in French — 

“Why is the gate locked?” She had tried the handle and found that it refused to yield. “I have never known it locked before. And all the blinds are down. What does it mean?”

An elderly woman came out of the adjoining house.

“Why, Miss Le Blanc,” she exclaimed, “so you have appeared at last? I have been wondering what had become of you.” She stood on the pavement in front of the house with her mouth sufficiently visible to enable me to see what she said. The girl turned towards her; I could see her plainly.

“Oh, Mrs. Green, what is the matter?”

The woman turned more towards her so that her lips were hidden. I had to guess at her words from the other’s reply.

“Dead!” said the girl. “My parents dead!” She seemed to reel. “Since — since when are they dead?”

Again I had to guess at Mrs. Green’s words from her answer.

“How could I know? I have been staying with my friends in different parts of France. My parents do not often write, they are not fond of writing, but when I had no letters from them at all I supposed they had gone astray because of my so often moving about. But when I could get no answers, not even to my telegrams, I began to wonder if anything were wrong. I hurried back to see. I have been staying in a little village where there come no news at all. It is now more than a month since I heard from them, and when I did last hear they were both well. I could not guess that they were dead, I only imagined it was too much trouble to write. I knew they did not like writing, especially when they had nothing to say.”

The girl’s distress was evident; she seemed bewildered by the sudden shock of the news which she had learnt from Mrs. Green, too bewildered to know what to say, think, or do. Mrs. Green said something. I fancy she was urging the girl to come into her house, but before the girl could reply another taxi-cab drew up in front of the house, from which still another woman alighted. This was a very gorgeous person indeed, very tall and big, dressed in the very latest fashion. The fact that she wore a veil rather obscured her mouth, but I saw enough of it for my purpose. She was all warmth and enthusiasm.

“My dear Freda,” she began. I could fancy the affectionate emotion which was in her voice. “Of all the lucky things, to have come on you like this. You poor, dear darling, to think that you have only just come home — to this! — without the slightest warning of what you were coming to.”

It was, perhaps, small wonder that the girl burst into tears. There was quite a little scene on the pavement. Mrs. Green was apparently urging her to go into her house, a suggestion which the newcomer did not endorse.

“My dear Freda,” she said — if here and there I missed a word because of that veil of hers, I did my best to fill in the hiatuses— “you must come home at once with me. A little bird whispered that you would be here to-day, so I simply had to come in the hope of catching you. And now that Providence has brought me here in the very nick of time, I am not going to lose sight of you for a single instant. I will tell you everything there is to tell when we get home. If you only knew how anxious Harold has been. Have your luggage put on my cab and we’ll start at once.”

“But can’t I get into my own home?”

“My dear, I believe the police have the keys and they’ve locked the whole place up. When you’ve heard what I have to tell you, you’ll know what it will be best for you to do. Come, let’s lose no more time. Driver, put the young lady’s luggage upon my cab.”

The driver did. The cab, with the gorgeous lady and the girl in it, departed. The other was about to start when I hailed it. The position was developing along unexpected lines. So far as I could recollect there had been no mention at the inquest of a daughter. It seemed terrible that she should come back in this haphazard way from a pleasure jaunt to find both her parents dead, and her own home shut by the police against her. I could quite understand how news from London might never reach a remote French village. I wondered who the lady might be who had turned up at such a very opportune moment. I thought, as I was making investigations of my own, that it might be worth my while to see where that fine lady was taking her. I asked the driver of my cab to keep the other in sight. He did. The vehicle in front took us right across London, but we never lost sight of it; my driver did it very well.

The cab ahead led us to Warwick Gardens, Kensington, stopping before an old-fashioned, detached house, guarded in front, as it were, by lofty iron railings. My cab drove on; the occupants of the other cab got out. My driver took me home. I, at that time, had a flat in Sloane Gardens. I had made a note of the address of the house at which that other cab had stopped. I looked it up in the directory. According to that encyclopædia of knowledge the tenant’s name was Harold Cleaver. I found the news a little startling. According to Dr. George Evans that was the name of the fair-haired man whom I had seen saying how easy it was to use a snake as an instrument of murder while crossing on the boat from Ryde to Portsmouth. Matters were beginning to take rather a peculiar shape. My search for the person who had sent me that specimen of the Viperidæ was taking me where I had never expected to go. I had to collect my thoughts, to put two and two together, from such facts as I had collected to draw — in spite of what I had said to Dr. Evans — my own deductions.

On a certain day Dr. George Evans missed a snake which, the night before, had been in his possession — a very deadly snake. Only a few persons knew that he had it; they knew what a very dangerous thing it was to handle. A few days before, Mr. Harold Cleaver, a well-known taxidermist, had brought back a case of stuffed snakes which he had been preparing under the doctor’s direction for exhibition in a museum of natural history. The doctor had shown him the West African snake. Mr. Cleaver had regarded it with singular interest. It appeared that he knew more about it than the doctor himself. He spoke of some of its peculiarities, pointing out that though it was a very deadly creature, whose bite was instantly fatal, yet it scarcely left any mark, and the poison it had injected into its victim’s body vanished almost directly it had done its work, leaving practically no traces behind

How the snake was taken the doctor was unable to determine. He kept it in a glass case; the case was left, the snake was gone. He thought at first that in some inexplicable way the creature had escaped, and had some very anxious minutes while searching for its whereabouts. After a while he came to the conclusion that its escape, unassisted, was impossible. It is true that the case was found open, but the creature was so small — less than ten inches long — and so slender that it could be concealed in a bouquet consisting of four roses, that the idea that, unaided, it would force the case open was absurd.

The doctor’s ophidians were housed in a sort of conservatory, which was heated by hot air. Close observation led him to suspect that the door which opened into the garden had been tampered with. Since it was extremely unlikely that a thief would care to enter a building which contained such singular inmates, he was content, at night, simply to turn the key in the lock of the outer door. When he looked into the matter he found that the key was missing. He could not remember if he had locked it the previous night, which was Sunday. What had become of the key he could not learn — he never learned. The door was locked; he had to summon a locksmith to open it. It was an ordinary lock, the workman had no trouble in finding another key to fit it. The door was open.

Dr. Evans said nothing about his loss. The members of his household were already sufficiently nervous on the subject of his pets; he had difficulty in getting servants to stay. If he had mentioned that a dangerous snake was missing, quite possibly his staff would have left him on the spot. Snakes are not popular; no maid would like to run the remote risk of finding a particularly deadly specimen between her sheets at night. A few days afterwards Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc were found dead in their beds. The more Dr. Evans read about the Finchley puzzle, the more uncomfortable he grew. At one time he nearly applied for leave to view the bodies. He had received from his friend a very vivid account of how the negro had looked whom that little snake had slain. He was haunted by a gruesome notion that Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc would be found to look very much as that black man had done. He remembered what Mr. Cleaver had said about the snake leaving no marks, and the vanishing of all traces of poison from its victim’s body.

Then he told himself it was absurd; the whole notion was too far-fetched. He did not know what had become of his snake; strange things had happened to his specimens before, which he had not plumbed to their deepest depths. How could that missing reptile have played such a prominent part in that Finchley puzzle? So, in spite of his first impulses, he said nothing, and he did nothing, until I appeared upon the scene.

Now I was confronted with the new fact that when they died the Le Blancs were alone in the house, not only because they were without a servant, but also because their daughter was visiting friends in some remote part of France. Somebody must have known of this; quite possibly some one knew her address, yet no communication was made to her until she stumbled on the truth on her return. It also looked as if some one knew that she was coming back. That gorgeous lady had talked about the whisper of a little bird, but little birds do not impart information which enables people to appear on the scene quite so pat as she had done.

There was one new fact, or series of facts; but there was still another, and that was the most curious of all. The gorgeous lady was presumably a relative of Mr. Harold Cleaver; she had actually taken Miss Le Blanc to a house of which he was the tenant.

So, to string facts together, the case stood thus: Mr. Cleaver shows interest in a snake with whose deadly properties he is better acquainted than its owner; that snake vanishes; shortly afterwards two people die in a lonely house without any doctor being able to give an adequate explanation of the cause of death; Dr. George Evans almost applies for permission to view their bodies, but is restrained because there is nothing to show what has become of his snake, because he has no reason to associate his interference with any act of Mr. Cleaver’s, because he has no notion that Mr. Cleaver has any acquaintance with the Le Blancs. Then, all at once, I discovered that he must have some acquaintance with the dead husband and wife, because their only daughter is taken to his house.

There was the man on the boat. He was Mr. Harold Cleaver. Was it not possible that he was the unnamed person whom the man in the promenade had said had the fidgets because he had given himself away to me? Quite possibly he knew very much more about me than I did about him. If, having something on his mind, having said what he did say to his companion on the boat, seeing me, all at once, sitting there and watching him, might he not jump to the conclusion that I was there for a purpose, and that, inadvertently, he had supplied me with the missing clue? He had certainly vanished with remarkable rapidity. Dr. Evans thought he recognized the snake. If it had been used in Hill Avenue, and the man who had used it had afterwards had reason to suspect that I was aware of the fact, might he not, in desperation, have sent it on to me, to do again what it had done at The Elms?

At this point I drew a long breath. Once more events seemed to be shaping themselves after a fashion of which I had never dreamt, as I had learned they had a trick of doing. I might, and probably should, never have concerned myself with the Finchley puzzle had it not been that the criminal’s conscience caused him to make a horrible attempt to destroy a peril which only existed in his own guilty imagination. I should never have touched the business had my hand not been forced in such a fashion. Now that I had been compelled to move I would not stop until I had seen the matter through.

As the day went on I paid another visit to the neighbourhood of Warwick Gardens, certain vague ideas floating through my head which I had a notion to develop. But when I got in sight of the house at which Miss Le Blanc had taken refuge, they went by the board. I had gone by rail to Earl’s Court Station, and from thence had proceeded on foot. As I entered Warwick Gardens I saw an old-fashioned four-wheeler cab approaching, on the top of which was piled a quantity of luggage. A feminine head protruded from the window, giving directions to the driver. It was when I saw that head and that luggage that, all in an instant, an idea came to me. I hastened forward; I stopped the cab; I addressed the feminine head.

“Pardon me, but are you the new maid who is expected at Mr. Cleaver’s?”

“I am,” she said. “I am Eliza Saunders, the new house-parlourmaid. Are you from Mr. Cleaver’s?”

“Will you allow me to get in the cab with you for one moment? I have something to say to you which is of very great importance.”

She allowed me, not too willingly, but she at least offered no active resistance. About an hour afterwards a second four-wheeled cab drew up at the servants’ entrance of Mr. Cleaver’s house, from which I descended. I flatter myself I was a good deal altered. I rang the servants’ bell and announced myself as Eliza Saunders.

“That’s all right,” the maid said. “Come in; we expected you before this.” So I went in.

Presently I was taken to a room upstairs — in the roof — a minute, scantily furnished apartment, in which, if there was only a tiny window, there were two beds.

“That’s for you and me,” said the maid who had answered my ring. “It isn’t a large room, but we at least do have a bed each, and that’s something. You’d better be as quick as you can and come downstairs. Miss Cleaver is sure to want to see you when she comes in.”

I was not afraid of Miss Cleaver. I had learned that she was Mr. Harold’s sister, and that the brother and sister formed the household, together with a Miss Le Blanc, who had arrived earlier in the day as a guest. I had made myself up to resemble the real Eliza Saunders as nearly as I could. I had little doubt that so far as appearance went I should be able to pass muster with the lady; it was from her brother’s keen eyes that I feared detection. I was put to the test almost directly. As I went downstairs there was a knock and ring at the front door, and the maid who was to be my room mate informed me that I should have to answer the door. I answered it, to find on the doorstep the fair-haired man whom I had seen talking on the boat, and, of all persons in the world, the man whom I had seen leaning over the partition in the promenade.

To find myself so suddenly confronting such a pair was rather nerve-shaking. I had not the slightest doubt that together they had planned the attack upon my life, and deemed it extremely probable that if they penetrated my identity I should find myself in a very parlous position. Luckily, neither of them so much as glanced at me. They came into the hall; and both marched off and disappeared through a door which was at the other end of the hall.

“What an escape!” I told myself. I found that I was positively trembling. “Don’t be an idiot,” I added. “How are you going to get even with that pretty pair if you shake at the mere sight of them?”

A few minutes afterwards Miss Cleaver entered by the same door, which I opened to admit her. With her was Miss Le Blanc; apparently they had been out to buy mourning, for the girl was attired from head to foot in black. Miss Cleaver looked me up and down, as I never had been looked at before.

“So you’ve come.” Her manner was distinctly curt. “I thought you were taller and not so thin. I hope you are strong. I will talk to you in the morning; in the meanwhile the housemaid will give you an idea of what your duties are.”

I said nothing; plainly I was not expected to. The two ladies passed up the stairs, and I was left with a feeling that I did not like being talked to in quite that tone. I wondered what the room was into which Mr. Cleaver had vanished with his companion. It might have been by accident that, instead of returning to the kitchen I found myself in what I took to be the drawing-room. It opened into a conservatory, which I entered for purposes of exploration. It was rather spacious; in the centre was a bed which was full of magnificent Maréchal Niel roses. The sight of them gave me quite a shock. Had four of them been sent to me that morning? Proceeding a little farther I came upon a window which looked into a room in which were Mr. Cleaver and the man of the promenade. Had I taken another step they must have seen me. As it was I drew up just in time, where I could see them without their having the faintest notion that they were observed. The man of the promenade was drinking something out of a tumbler. As he removed it from his lips I saw him say — 

“Any news of the fair Judith?”

Mr. Cleaver was less courteous.

“Darn her, none; at least, as far as I know.”

“The roses reached her?” The speaker grinned.

“So far as I know, unless something happened to them on the way. In which case, something probably happened to a Post Office official. It would be quite in the order of things if something did. Luck is on her side.”

“I shall believe it if she gets off this time; she certainly can have had no warning, and she couldn’t possibly guess what was in that box, and you say that what was in it was quick enough.”

“No mistake about that; it would probably be at her as soon as she had the lid off; one touch on the hand, wrist, anywhere, would be enough.”

“That young woman has got on your nerves.”

“She has, and she’ll keep there till I’ve got on hers, once and for ever. I doubt if there’s anything I wouldn’t do which would result in wiping her off the face of the earth.”

“I believe you,” said the man of the promenade.

And I believed him also. As I drew away from the window — for the two men had moved, and I had certainly no wish to be discovered at that particular moment — I told myself, not for the first time, that I would not stick at a trifle to dispose of him; my presence there proved it. Shortly afterwards, as I was on the landing of the floor above, the door of that room opened, and the two men came out. Mr. Cleaver himself opened the front door and said good-bye to his companion on the doorstep. When he had gone Mr. Cleaver came upstairs; he went into what I had learnt was his bedroom. I hurried to the apartment half of which was mine, then I hurried down again, bearing in a piece of tissue paper the body of the snake which had sprung at me from among those Maréchal Niel roses. I went into the conservatory; I cut four roses; the French window which opened into the room in which the two men had been sitting was open. I passed through it. On a table in the centre I placed those roses with the snake in full sight on the top of them, and I left it there.

It was perhaps half an hour afterwards when a bell sounded in the kitchen, which I was informed came from Mr. Cleaver’s study, and it was my duty to attend to it. I started to do my duty with my heart beating a little faster than it is wont to do. I knocked at the door, a voice bade me enter. I went in. Mr. Harold Cleaver was dressed for dinner; in his black suit he seemed fairer than ever. It needed but a moment’s glance to see that he was in a state of agitation. A paper was lying on the table in the centre of the room; I wondered if what I had placed there was underneath it.

“Who are you?” he asked.

“I am the new house-parlourmaid, Eliza Saunders.”

“Indeed? Come a little farther into the room, Eliza Saunders, I should like to have a look at you.”

I hesitated. He had his hand on an oblong box. I moved a little farther into the room; we eyed each other. He spoke again.

“Come a little closer, I can’t quite see you.”

I knew better. I vaguely wondered why he kept his hand upon that oblong box, as if it contained something precious. I was not afraid of him; the sight of him seemed to serve as a tonic, to brace me up. He might not know it, but I knew that his hour had come. I went right forward and I lifted the paper off the table. As I had expected, the four roses and the snake were underneath.

“Do you know anything of these?” I asked.

“You are Judith Lee!” he cried. “Of all the sluts — —”

“And you,” I told him — I was less afraid than ever— “are the coward who tried this morning to kill me with the same weapon with which you murdered Mr. and Mrs. Le Blanc. Here the weapon is, I have brought it back to you.”

I pointed to the snake. He never took his eyes off my face.

“So you know, do you?”

“I didn’t know when I saw you on the boat coming from Ryde, but you told me this morning when you sent this.” Again I pointed to the snake.

“Did I? That’s how you put it, is it? And now what are you going to do, or what do you think you’re going to do?”

“They know at Scotland Yard that I am here, and on what errand. When I put those roses on the table I sent them a message by your telephone to come here at once. In a very few minutes the officers of the law will be here; they’ll deal with you; they are the only sort of people who can.”

“Are they? Will they? When they come — if they come — they’ll find you dead.”

“I think not.”

“And I am sure. Can’t you see murder in my eyes? You see so many things, can’t you see that? You hell-cat! The man who rids the earth of you will perform a service to humanity. You are everybody’s enemy. By getting rid of you I shall prove myself to be everybody’s friend. I have tried once and failed. I shan’t fail again, this time I’m going to do it.”

“I tell you again that I think not.”

“Don’t you? Then I’ll show you, if there’s time.”

He lifted his arm off the oblong box; the lid flew off; a dreadful-looking head sprang out of it, attached to a sinuous body. A huge snake, as if it had been specially trained, made a rush at me across the table. I had a revolver in the pocket of my apron. As the reptile raised its head, opened its jaws, showed its hideous fangs, I struck it with the weapon. Exactly what I did to it I do not know, I only know that I struck it. It whirled right round. In his eagerness Mr. Cleaver leaned over the table as if to urge it on. As it wheeled the creature seemed to come right against his face. The man gave a strange cry; with both his hands he gripped the reptile by the throat. The serpent seemed to fight the man; it was like a nightmare. I did not know what to do. I dared not fire, I dared do nothing. My eye caught sight of a metal rod which was in a corner of the room. I rushed to it. I hurried back, the rod in my hand, and with all my force I struck the snake. As it seemed in that same instant the man fell to the ground, and the snake, limp, lifeless, broken-backed, fell with him.

Mr. Harold Cleaver was dead. The cobra had struck him again and again when once would have been sufficient. The death which he had meant for me was his.

I telephoned to Dr. George Evans, who arrived almost as soon as Inspector Ellis from Scotland Yard. A medical man was already there. There was no necessity for him to declare the cause of death, it was self-evident. Dr. Evans informed us that that particular cobra was almost as dangerous a plaything as that other specimen of the Viperidæ. It had once belonged to him. Acceding to his reiterated requests, he had sold it to Cleaver on the understanding that he was going to destroy it and stuff it, and dispose of it in the ordinary way of business.

For what seemed to me to be obvious reasons, nothing was ever made public. We had no positive proof, but there was a very strong presumption that Mr. Harold Cleaver had killed the Le Blancs. He had what probably appeared to him to be sufficient motives. Old Le Blanc was by way of being a usurer; Cleaver owed him a considerable sum; he was pressing for payment; Cleaver was in no position to pay. Cleaver knew that both the Le Blancs had made wills leaving all they possessed to their daughter. He had made surreptitious love to Freda Le Blanc, who, a simple-minded girl, had in a way encouraged him. After a fashion they were engaged — in secret. It was old Le Blanc’s discovery of the engagement which had caused him to put pressure on Cleaver, and to send his daughter away to friends in France, which action on his part brought about Cleaver’s opportunity.

No doubt he stole the doctor’s snake, which was of so small a size that it was easy to carry in his pocket; no doubt that with it in his pocket he gained entry to The Elms; no doubt he used it to slay both the husband and the wife; he thought that with the father and mother both dead — safely dead — he would be able to marry their daughter and sole heiress, and all that they possessed would be his.

Freda Le Blanc went with her fortune to France — to her relatives. I do not think she has any suspicion of how her parents came to die. The shock of her lover’s death had been a great blow to her. She had no notion that it had been his intention to kill me.

The entire episode was still another illustration of the power which conscience has. If, on the Ryde boat, a suddenly startled conscience had not caused him to behave in a fashion which caught my attention, if the same pricking conscience had not prompted him to send me that message of death, I should not have been aware even of his existence. It would scarcely be speaking figuratively if one said that his conscience slew him.


TWO WORDS

It was at a dinner party given by the Prices in Gloucester Terrace. I was taken in by a tall, grey-headed man, whose name I had not caught, but who I was rather disposed to think was a doctor, until he said, as the entrée was being served— “I don’t know if you know who I am, Miss Lee. I know who you are very well.”

“Do you? I am afraid I am more ignorant. I do not even know your name.”

“I am Philip Collier. Does the name convey anything to you?”

“Philip Collier! Isn’t there a lawyer of that name?”

“There is, and I am he. You, Miss Lee, are the victim of a plot. I begged Mrs. Price to give me an opportunity of meeting you, and this is the opportunity she has given me.”

“I suppose you expect me to say you flatter me. Was there any particular reason why you wished to meet me, Mr. Collier?”

“There was — a very particular reason. You are the wonderful person who, having eyes as well as ears, can see what people are saying by watching the words as they form upon their lips. I can fancy, Miss Lee, that such a gift is not an unmixed blessing.”

“It is not; quite the contrary. I often see things said which I would much rather not see, which the speakers, if they had guessed I should see, would much rather have left unsaid.”

“I can believe it. I suppose, without using your ears, you could tell what every one was saying by merely glancing round the table?”

“Exactly. Which explains why, at a dinner party, I often keep my eyes upon my plate.”

“I wish you would exercise your gift for me; because, on the other hand, there must be occasions on which you can render priceless services, not only to individuals, but to society at large. If you will allow me, I can offer you such an occasion.”

“Do you want me to look round the table and report what every one is saying?”

“Not at all. Have you heard of the Blindley Heath mystery?”

“I do read the newspapers, Mr. Collier.”

“Then, since it has been their chief item of news during the last few days, you have probably heard a great deal more about it than is true. You know that the police have arrested Charles Sinclair — that they charge him with Gerald Tansley’s murder?”

“I have already told you, Mr. Collier, that I do read the newspapers. I am aware that he has already been three times before the magistrates, and now I recollect that you are acting as his solicitor — if you are Philip Collier.”

“Charles Sinclair is much more than a client, Miss Lee. His father was one of my best friends, his mother is a sort of second cousin, and I like the youngster himself.”

“He is quite young?”

“He is twenty-five; he made his first appearance before the magistrates on his birthday. Then, he is engaged to the daughter of another dear friend, Gertrude Alloway; and, what is not of the least importance, I am absolutely convinced of his complete innocence.”

“That is not precisely the impression the evidence which has been given, so far, before the magistrates conveys to the public mind.”

“I know. I don’t deny for a second that matters, so far as they’ve gone, look bad. I wonder if I can enlist your sympathy on his behalf, Miss Lee? It is because I should so much like to do so that I was so anxious to meet you — so now the murder’s out.”

I was more than a little astonished. I told him so.

“What do you take me for, Mr. Collier? A professional detective, or what? I am a teacher of the deaf and dumb; I take the profoundest interest in my profession. My interests in it are so wide that they occupy all my time. I pass not only from city to city, but from country to country, engaged — much deeper than I ever meant to be — in a perpetual propaganda. Last month I was in Madeira, last week in Paris; next month I go to New York, then to Chicago — instructing people how to teach the dumb to speak. I am continually in receipt of requests like yours, Mr. Collier. I am not quite sure that it was altogether fair of Mrs. Price to ask me here to dine if she knew what was in store for me. I have read, in common with the rest of the world, about the Blindley Heath mystery, and how Charles Sinclair has become associated with it, but I really don’t think, Mr. Collier, that I care to have anything to do with it, except in the newspapers. I have already one or two matters on hand, besides my ordinary daily work, which just now engrosses all my time and energy. What is this we are eating, Mr. Collier? I can’t make up my mind.”

My right-hand neighbour kept silent while I consulted the menu. Then he asked — 

“Am I to accept that answer as final, Miss Lee? Won’t you allow me at least to state the grounds on which I solicit your sympathy?”

“I would rather you didn’t. How much sympathy do you suppose I have? Sometimes I receive more than a dozen appeals to it in the course of a single day; probably seventy or eighty a week. If I were to listen to them all I should be dead, or mad; so I shut my ears and close my eyes and pay no attention to them at all. I have to, in self-defence. I see we are supposed to be eating some preparation of sweetbread, but I don’t recognize it in the least — do you?”

“I never, on principle, make inquiries into what I am eating; so long as it is palatable I am content. I will try to be content now.”

His last words were spoken with an emphasis which I understood: he meant that he was willing to accept as final my refusal to allow my sympathies to be actively enlisted on behalf of Charles Sinclair, and was prepared to be as content as circumstances permitted. I heard not another word that night about the Blindley Heath mystery, and for the next few days took it for granted that, so far as I was concerned, the matter was closed. Then I was, I will put it, the victim of rather a curious incident.

I was considering a telegram which I had just received to say that my presence was urgently required at a conference dealing with certain pathological aspects of the deaf and dumb, which was taking place in Berlin, when a maid entered to inform me that a lady — a stranger — had called to see me on very important business, and begged that I would see her, if for a few minutes only. I hesitated; then, having listened to the maid’s description of the visitor, said yes. A young girl came in, well and quietly dressed, whose appearance prepossessed me in her favour, although the strained look which was on her face suggested that she was suffering from some great mental trouble. Directly she entered she drew herself straight up and announced, as if defiantly — 

“I am Gertrude Alloway.” I was aware that I had heard the name before, though for the moment I could not place it. “I have come to entreat you to — to save my lover.”

As, with a break in her voice at the end of her sentence, she made that remarkable statement, it all came back to me. Gertrude Alloway? Of course! She was the young woman who — so Mr. Philip Collier had told me — was engaged to be married to Charles Sinclair, the young man who was charged with having murdered Gerald Tansley in his house at Blindley Heath. It looked as though I had been made the object of another little plot. A feeling of resentment rose within me. I stood up.

“I believe I know who you are, Miss Alloway, and while regretting — —”

She cut me short, holding out her hands toward me with a gesture of earnest appeal.

“Please hear me for a moment, Miss Lee, before you refuse. Please do.” I could not help myself; she went on so rapidly that for some moments I seemed to have no chance of interposing. “This was to have been my wedding day — my wedding day! It was settled months ago. Now, instead of standing at the altar with me, the man I was to have married is in jail. And he’s as innocent of wrongdoing as the most innocent child — however appearances may seem to be against him, I am sure of it. Charles is sometimes hot-tempered — the best of us are sometimes that. He thought Gerald Tansley was not using him well. He quarrelled with him that night, but he never touched him. When Charles left him, Mr. Tansley was as well as he ever was. And as for Charles having taken anything from his house, the idea is too absurd. Such a judge of character as you are, if you knew him I am sure you would see that written on his face. They were associated in all sorts of inventions — although Charles had more than once suspected Mr. Tansley of sharp practice. The subject of their quarrel was an aeroplane, one which could move in any direction, regardless of wind, or storm, or anything, just as easily as if it were on land. The original idea came from Charles, but they were perfecting it together. I beg you to let me tell you — —”

I had to stop her. There was a clock upon the mantel, and that telegram from Berlin in my hand. She might go on for hours, for all I knew. If I went at all, it would have to be directly; I told her so.

“Whatever you may have to tell me, Miss Alloway, I cannot possibly listen to you now. I have to leave for Berlin in less than an hour. Before I go I have all these letters to answer, and there is nothing ready.”

Her face fell; she went white. As she clasped her hands I could see that she trembled. Stammering words came from her quivering lips.

“I — I — I — had hoped so much — and you won’t listen.”

“My dear Miss Alloway, it isn’t a question of won’t, but of can’t. I leave for Berlin at once; I arrive there to-morrow; I stay, probably, two days, perhaps three. Directly the business on which I am going is done, I return. I ought to be back here certainly within a week. If at the end of that time you are still of opinion that any good can be gained by my listening to what you have to say, I shall be to that extent at your service. But I tell you frankly, as I hinted to Mr. Philip Collier, that I know of no reason why I should intervene in this case any more than in fifty others like it, and I think it highly probable that I should not be in the least disposed to do so after I had heard all that you may have to say.”

That girl’s face haunted me all the way to Berlin. I had seen many sad faces in my life; there must have been a special quality on hers which struck a sympathetic chord. It certainly was not nice to think that her wedding day should have had to be postponed for such a very unpleasant cause; on the other hand, if it should happen that Mr. Charles Sinclair was more guilty than she supposed — and her eyes were likely to be prejudiced — then she was really more fortunate than might appear on the surface.

That Berlin conference was very exciting — at least, to me. Every second of my time was occupied for three days instead of two. When, at the close of the third day, the proceedings were terminated and every one was leaving, my thoughts could scarcely have been farther removed from Miss Gertrude Alloway and her affairs — till, all in an instant, they were brought back to her in a fashion which affected me more than I should have cared to admit. A big, brawny, broad-chested man was leaving the room — I suppose my eyes had singled him out because of his physique — when he was accosted by a grey-haired individual who was almost as small as the other was big. They only exchanged three or four short sentences, and, my attention being really occupied elsewhere, they would have gone unnoticed had it not been that all at once two words caught my glance. They were spoken by the bigger and younger man to the smaller and elder. They came at the end of a sentence which I had not caught, and apparently referred to some subject of which they had been speaking. “Blindley Heath” — those were the two words. Having uttered them to complete his sentence, the young man nodded, strode out of the room, and the elder returned to a group of persons with whom he seemed to be intimately acquainted. For an instant I could not have said what the two words “Blindley Heath” conveyed to my mind; then it came to me with a rush: the cause célèbre which was the topic of the hour in England. The mysterious death of Gerald Tansley; the accusation of Charles Sinclair; Mrs. Price’s dinner party; Philip Collier’s little plot; Gertrude Alloway — all these were associated in my mind with the two words “Blindley Heath.” How came those two words to have been spoken in that room?

I had never been to Blindley Heath in my life, but I knew it was a remote Surrey common, on what I understood was the best road for motorists from London to Eastbourne. That big young man was undoubtedly a German. I turned to an acquaintance to make sure of the other.

“You see that short, grey-haired man who is talking to the stout man with the glasses — do you know who he is?”

“That is Major Schrattenholtz, whose position in the army, it is understood, is, so to speak, much higher than his rank. He is entrusted with many delicate affairs.”

My informant told me various things about Major Schrattenholtz which set me thinking. I should have liked to go up and ask him what he knew about Blindley Heath, but time pressed, and I had to do several things before attiring myself for the banquet which was to be offered as a compliment to certain persons who had been present at the conference. After the banquet there was a reception, which was attended by all sorts of eminent personalities of both sexes resident in Berlin. Among the first persons I particularly noticed after my entry on the scene was the big young man of the afternoon. Major Schrattenholtz had been at the banquet. He was at the reception, in a dark blue uniform which made him look smaller than ever, when there advanced towards him a striking figure in the gorgeous uniform of some cavalry regiment, the big young man. I could see both perfectly from where I was, and I watched attentively each word they uttered. They did not say much, but to me each syllable of what they did say was pregnant with meaning.

Clearly it was a rendezvous — possibly the appointment had been made that afternoon. They, of course, spoke in German, but as I know that language about as well as I do my own, and had expressly gone to Berlin to make a few remarks on the peculiar structure of certain German words with reference to the oral instruction of German deaf and dumb children, I found no difficulty whatever in following what those two gentlemen said. To begin with, the big man produced from the sleeve of his coat something which was wrapped in what looked to me like oiled silk. This the major transferred to the same part of his attire — so quickly that only those who were watching closely would have noticed that anything passed between them. As he slipped the package up his sleeve I saw the major whisper — 

“You have examined it?”

To which the big man replied also in a whisper; they spoke in whispers throughout; evidently they wanted to keep what they were saying to themselves, and were sublimely unconscious of what a dangerous person — from their point of view — was present in the shape of a black-haired young woman who wore a biscuit-coloured frock.

“Closely; it is all right. I believe it to be not very far from perfection for its purpose — certainly better than ours. I am sorry it should have cost so much.”

Replying, Major Schrattenholtz put into German a proverb which was originally French.

“‘You cannot make omelets without breaking eggs.’ Besides, is it so sure that it is a misfortune” — he glanced about him as if fearful that his faint whisper might be overheard— “that he is dead? If this other one also dies, as from the latest advices seems likely, then the secret will be ours only. I fancy it will prove to be worth a great deal more than it cost, even if you appraise the cost from the sentimental point of view. That will do. Adieu.”

The big young man was curtly dismissed. Major Schrattenholtz, with that package up his sleeve, passed on; the other was left to do as he liked. A few minutes afterwards I was introduced to a gentleman with whose family I already had some acquaintance — Captain Otto von Arnheim, who was himself in a cavalry regiment, an extremely good-looking young fellow; I thought how well his uniform became him. Presently I saw the big young man crossing the room with a lady at his side.

“Do you know who that is?” I asked my new acquaintance.

“Perfectly well. That is Gustav von Hertzheim, a particular friend of my own. He is in the aviation department, and has done some very wonderful things.”

“But I thought from his uniform that he was in a cavalry regiment, like you.”

“So he is; but with us one is often detached from one’s regiment and detailed for special work. Gustav is becoming quite an authority on flight. Last month a cousin of mine was married to his sister.”

“And was — this gentleman present at the wedding?”

“Of course he was. Since his father is dead he was his sister’s chief supporter.”

“Last month? Let me see, this is July; that was June. Do you happen to remember what day of the month the wedding was?”

“Very well. It was the fifth. I have good reason to remember it, because that same evening my horse put its foot in a hole and cut a knee. It was a Monday — the end of the fine weather. A thunder-storm came that same night, and it seems to have been raining ever since. Of what are you thinking? You look as if you had a great deal on your mind.”

I had at the moment, though, after so brief an acquaintance, his question was perhaps a trifle impertinent. I was trying to think what was the date on which Gerald Tansley had been found dead in his house on Blindley Heath. I knew it was at the beginning of last month. Captain von Arnheim’s statement that the fifth had been a Monday placed it at once. It had been a Sunday; it must have been the fourth — the first Sunday in June — somewhere in the middle of the night, possibly on the early morning of the fifth. And on June the fifth Captain Gustav von Hertzheim had been in Berlin and present at the marriage of his sister.

“What time of the day,” I asked, “do marriages generally take place in Berlin?”

“Pretty nearly all times. My cousin, if you are thinking of him, was married in the morning, quite early, about eleven o’clock; but not in Berlin, in Cologne — they have a house there. They had to catch the afternoon train to Switzerland, to which, in English fashion, they were going for their honeymoon.”

“Then you do sometimes have honeymoons in Germany?”

He told me all about it, and while I seemed to listen I was thinking that before eleven o’clock on the morning of Monday, June the fifth, Herr Gustav von Hertzheim was in Cologne.

The following day I left Berlin, returning via Brussels, where I stayed the night with some friends who had journeyed with me. The next day I went straight on to town, where for the next three days I had scarcely time to breathe, so engrossed was I with a hundred things that had to be done upon the instant. During my absence the affair of the Blindley Heath mystery had dragged itself to an end, so far as the magistrates were concerned: Charles Sinclair had been sent for trial. Public opinion already judged him guilty. It was a conversation which I saw taking place in a railway carriage between three men who spoke to each other in whispers, each of whom declared himself to be of opinion that Sinclair was guilty, which brought back to me the anguished face of Gertrude Alloway and certain memories of Captain von Hertzheim and Major Schrattenholtz. The following afternoon I paid a visit to Blindley Heath.

The weather was July at its best; under such a sky I thought the heath looked lovely — it was a common, by the way, rather than what I understand by a heath. Right at one side was one of those old houses which are much better to look at than to live in. I imagine that people take them because, seen under a blue sky, they are so picturesque; then, when the rains and storms of winter come, wish they had not, because they are so ill-lighted, ill-drained, and in every respect so inconvenient. The house stood in the midst of a good-sized, old-fashioned garden which, it struck me, was in imminent need of a gardener’s care, and the garden was surrounded by a tall, ill-kept hedge.

In this delectable abode, remote from the habitation of man — the nearest cottage was a mile away — Gerald Tansley had dwelt, to all intents and purposes, alone. Servants refused to stop with him; they came and went. He tried to keep a cook and a couple of housemaids, but tried in vain. For various reasons no good servant could be induced to stay with him. On Sunday, the fourth of June, his only domestic was a Mrs. Keith, the wife of a labourer who dwelt in a cottage rather more than a mile away, who came in by the day to “do” for him. On that day she left at five o’clock; after that hour the only person who was known to have seen him alive was Charles Sinclair. When Mrs. Keith came on Monday morning she found doors and windows open, and Gerald Tansley lying dead on his study floor.

Inquiries which were set on foot elicited the fact that persons passing the night before had heard the sound of voices in the house raised in angry tones as of persons quarrelling. James Reid, a young country lout, stated that he was passing there a little before ten, when he heard the most dreadful language coming from the house on the other side of the hedge — and not only bad language, but the sound of blows. He admitted that he was so afraid that he did not dare to stop, but went hastening on. An aged man, Isaac Denman, at about the same time, had seen some one rushing out of the gate, and tearing across the heath as if for life. From the nearest railway station, three miles off, on a Sunday night the last train for London left at ten twenty-five. Among the passengers that night was a man without a hat, who arrived at the station in such a condition of heat and disorder that he was the observed of all observers. A hat had been found on the floor close to where the dead man was lying, the lining of which was stained with blood. The presumption was that it belonged to the man who had been heard quarrelling with Gerald Tansley, who had been seen flying across the heath, and afterwards, still half beside himself with excitement, at the local station. He was searched for and found: he proved to be Charles Sinclair.

He made a statement, when arrested, which was not so satisfactory as it might have been. He admitted that he was the person who had been heard quarrelling with Gerald Tansley, but he stated that when he left him Gerald Tansley was still alive. He had heard through the newspapers of his death, but had remained in the background for the simple reason that his tragic end had had nothing to do with him. Further investigations had by no means established the certainty of this. One piece of incriminating evidence was produced after another. His solicitor, Philip Collier, had professed to me his belief in his innocence, and his sweetheart, Gertrude Alloway; these were prejudiced persons. All the rest of the world seemed persuaded of his guilt. It seemed extremely likely, if no fresh evidence turned up, that the jury at the trial would find him guilty, and that he would be hanged.

It so happened, however, that on the subject of the guilt or innocence of Charles Sinclair I had theories of my own, which I had journeyed down to Blindley Heath to investigate.

After I had gone over the house — where I learnt nothing except that it was the kind of house in which I would rather not live — I passed on to the heath and looked about me. I spied at a little distance a man who was working on the road which bisected it. Him I accosted, and from him I learnt in a few moments all that I wanted.

He told me that he lodged at a little cottage at the other side of the common. He had given no evidence in the mystery case because he had none to give, but he remembered very well the night of the fourth of June; it was imprinted upon his memory because twice in the course of the night he had been woke up by a motor-car. He had never heard such a noisy motor-car on Blindley Heath before. I pricked up my ears at this. He was disturbed for the first time about midnight — he “never did hear such a noise as that there thing did make.” He must have dozed off again, and in the course of another hour or so, as well as he could judge, he was disturbed again— “that there motor-car was making more noise nor ever.” He did not sleep again; his night’s rest was ruined, and, since he generally slept like a top, that was something he resented. There were motor-cars about there, he said, plenty of them, but he never did hear one make a noise like that. He heard it coming from afar, so he declared, then he heard it long after it had started. His impression was that the car had pulled up somewhere on the common. As evidence in support of his idea, he took me to a spot where the ground was all cut up, gorse and brambles being torn right out of the ground. He believed the “dratted thing” had come off the road and stopped there. He had noticed the place on the Monday morning, and had picked up a piece of paper which had been caught in one of the uprooted brambles. He had it on him then. He took a metal tobacco box out of his pocket, and from it a sheet of fine tissue paper, which was neatly folded so as to fit into the lid. When I opened it and saw what it was, my heart seemed to give quite a jump: that sheet of tissue paper was quite a compliment to my powers of perception. To my mind it proved the theory I had formed up to the hilt.

I asked the road mender if I might have it for half a crown. He hesitated as if surprised at the largeness of my offer, then said that I might and welcome. He added that he could not make head nor tail of what was on it, and did not know that it was worth anything to anyone. He had just kept it because he had found it on that particular spot.

I returned to London, having learned even more than I had hoped, and spent that night in consideration. In the morning I had arrived at a resolution. Daniel Fletcher was acting in the case of the Blindley Heath mystery as solicitor for the Crown. He was by way of being a particular friend of mine; I had found him one of the most interesting men I knew. After breakfast I telephoned to him at his offices in Lincoln’s Inn Fields to ask when was the earliest moment at which I could see him. In consequence of the answer I received, shortly afterwards I was sitting in a great big, old-fashioned room, with Daniel Fletcher on one side of a great writing-table and myself on the other.

“I haven’t come here on business,” I told him. “What I am going to say is between ourselves.”

His eyes twinkled. What he lacked in height he made up in breadth. In the huge head, set on a short neck between broad shoulders, were a pair of the most curious eyes I knew.

“You pay me an unexpected compliment,” he replied, “in making me the subject of a confidence which is to go no farther than ourselves; you who are the most secretive soul alive.”

“I am not secretive, as I have told you before.” It was a subject which we had discussed again and again, and on which he was more outspoken than polite. “I have not come to wrangle; I have come to say something and go.”

“That’s right — speak and be off. Don’t stay a moment longer than you can help in a solicitor’s musty office. And I hoped that you would lunch with me.”

“I can’t. I will some other day, but this morning it is impossible.”

“Mention the day on which it will be possible; I’ll make a note of it.”

He had a pencil in his hand, with which he was about to write something on a pad. I ignored his suggestion.

“You have charge of the case against Charles Sinclair in that affair at Blindley Heath.”

“It’s in the papers; what is in them is sometimes true.”

“He is innocent — of the death of Gerald Tansley.”

The twinkle died out of his eyes, giving place to a light of quite a different kind. He watched me. It was some seconds before he spoke.

“You are sure of that? I ask you, although I know you would not say so unless you were, you being one of the few women who appreciate the meaning of words.”

“The average woman appreciates them better than the average man. However, you happen to be right when you say that I should not say such a thing if I were not sure.”

I told him of the two words which I had seen the big young man utter as he was quitting the conference room at Berlin; of the brief sentences he had exchanged with Major Schrattenholtz in the evening; of the package which had passed from one to the other; of my visit to Blindley Heath; and of the piece of paper which the road mender had found entangled in the brambles. That sheet of paper I laid on the table in front of Mr. Fletcher. He examined it carefully, then leaned back in his chair and looked at me.

“I wonder if you are aware what a wonderful gift this is of yours? I fancy sometimes that your very familiarity with it has bred something like contempt. To me it is a constant marvel. The whole machinery of the law is put into action, goes lumbering along; after great cost of time and labour it takes things very little farther than they were at the beginning. Then, with those seer’s eyes of yours, you glance round a crowded room, see a man pronouncing a couple of words, and what the whole resources of civilization fail to accomplish is done in a twinkling — the mystery is solved. After those remarks of mine you will not be surprised to learn that I think it quite possible this is the key to the whole thing.” He flicked that sheet of tissue paper. “The thing is, how are we going to prove it? As you are aware, in a case like this assumptions, or presumptions, go for nothing. We want cold facts. Can you get them?”

I told him that I thought I could, and how. He positively beamed. I do not understand why Daniel Fletcher always seems to find me so amusing.

“Do you know,” he exclaimed, “why I believe I like you? Because you remind me of those plays of which I was so fond in my youth and the likes of which one sees so seldom nowadays — you are so full of surprises. That most surprising notion of yours is not only a first-rate joke, it’s both practical and practicable. As an assistant, count me in. Let me know when my services are required, and they’re yours to command. Only please to bear in mind that time is of the first importance, and to be of use your friend must be brought to the scratch at once.”

“I think I may promise that he will; probably the day after to-morrow.”

“And if he declines to be brought to the scratch — what then?”

“He won’t.” I had risen from my chair, and was refolding that sheet of tissue paper. “This” — I held up the sheet of paper— “puts him in the hollow of my hand. You’ll see.”

“I hope I shall — and soon. Now how about that lunch? I’ll give you quite a banquet.”

“Thank you, I don’t like banquets in the middle of the day. Then it is agreed that you fall in with any arrangements which I may make?”

On that understanding we parted, and one of the first things I saw when I got into the street was a newspaper-boy with a placard held in front of him on which was printed in thick black letters “The Blindley Heath Mystery. Fresh Developments.” Although I was becoming much more interested than I had meant to be in that so-called mystery, I was not in the least interested in that paper’s promise of fresh developments. I wondered what its editor would say if I walked into his office, told him certain things, and placed before him that sheet of tissue paper with leave to print it. He would then indeed be able to appeal to the public on the grounds of “Fresh Developments.” His presses would be hard put to it to turn out copies fast enough for people to buy.

When I returned to my rooms I penned a letter to Captain Gustav von Hertzheim, which I sent to him at an address which I had procured before leaving Berlin — the rough copy I made for that letter had to be re-written perhaps half a dozen times before I arrived at the epistle which finally went. When I had stamped and posted it the only thing I could do in the matter was to await events. Everything went as I had expected. Captain von Hertzheim could not have received the letter before the evening post on the following day, yet on the evening of that same day I received a telegram to say that he would be in England on the evening of the day following — he would be with me about eleven o’clock.

Clearly the moment he had received my epistle the captain’s mind was made up. He must have gone straight off to send that wire, and then made haste to catch the Nord Express, which left the Schlesischer Bahnhof at 10.45. Possibly it was not necessary for him to go through any formalities in the matter of taking leave, but where the call, as he deemed, was sufficiently urgent he could go and come as he pleased. That call of mine was possibly the most urgent he had ever received in the course of his official life; an instant answer was the only way in which he could possibly save the situation. I went to bed that night realizing that a very important person in the German military service was speeding across Europe as fast as express trains could carry him, bringing with him the explanation of what had happened that Sunday night in that remote corner of a Surrey common.

On the following night it was considerably past eleven when a knock at the outer door of my flat in Sloane Gardens announced that the expected visitor had arrived. It was an uncanonical hour for a single woman to receive a visit from a solitary man, but the porter below, having been apprised of what was about to happen, was prepared for his coming, and everything was in readiness for the traveller who had come with such flattering speed to see me.

Captain von Hertzheim was admitted by my maid. I stood up as he came in. He slightly inclined his head, and we remained for some seconds observing each other; he was casting about in his mind for a clue which would tell him where he had seen me before. He was attired in a long grey coat which covered him from head to foot. It became him very well; I thought what a fine figure of a man he looked. As regards his face, he was a trifle coarse-featured, as young Germans of his stamp are inclined to be, but there was strength in every line. He addressed me at last in English which was marked by only a slight accent.

“You are Miss Lee?” I nodded an affirmative. “I have a good memory for faces — I do not remember to have seen you before.” I remained silent. “Where have I seen you before? Where have you seen me?”

“That is not a point which matters. Captain von Hertzheim, you were in England on the night of June the fourth.”

“How do you know that? Who told you? June the fourth? Let me remember. Was that not a Sunday?” Unbuttoning his paletot, he took a notebook from a pocket of the coat beneath. He consulted its pages. “June the fourth; that was a Sunday. I find that on that evening I supped with my regiment. On the next day, Monday, was the marriage of my sister Bertha, at which I assisted. How, then, please, can I have been in England on the night of June the fourth?”

“You flew here — from Cologne, where, on your return on the Monday, your sister was married.”

He did not start — he was not that kind of person; if anything, he grew more rigid, but there was a something in his eyes which suggested that if he had had me in some place where interruption was not to be feared I might have been subjected to some very singular usage. His tone was peremptory; he might have been reprimanding an awkward squad.

“What absurdity is this? Who put such ideas into your head? How can one fly from Cologne to England and back in the course of a single night?”

“You can tell me better than I can you, since you did it. I have a notion, Captain von Hertzheim, that it may have been rather by way of a trial flight. You may have had a new aeroplane with which you desired to experiment — one which was built for long flights at high speed.” I could see by a look which was on his face that I had hit on the truth. “You supped with your regiment — good; sometimes one sups early in Cologne — perhaps you had finished by eight. You went quickly to the flying-ground, where you had previously seen that everything was in readiness. Soon after eight the new aeroplane was two thousand feet up in the air. Was that not so? You do not answer in words, but, all the same, you answer. From Cologne to London, as the crow flies, is rather over three hundred miles. You must have known your way very well. I am inclined to think that it was not the first time you had flown the course; I dare say a great many flights take place at night of which the world hears nothing. That branch of the secret service to which you belong, Captain von Hertzheim, has no doubt its own way of doing things. You flew fast; that new aeroplane was specially built for speed. Your objective was not London, but — Blindley Heath.”

I paused. One could see he was annoyed. He glanced round the room, using language which was not becoming from a gentleman to a lady.

“Who are you? How do you happen to have become acquainted with the things you pretend to know? You talk nonsense, nothing but lies!”

I paid no attention to his annoyance or even to his discourtesy; I went quietly on. As I continued, his imperturbability, which was part of the discipline which had been drilled into him, became decidedly less.

“In a remote house on Blindley Heath resided one Gerald Tansley. You know all about it, Captain von Hertzheim, probably better than I do; I am only recalling certain facts to your memory. Mr. Tansley was an inventor whose attention at the moment was concentrated on aeroplanes. He had been in communication with the German Secret Service Department, of which you are so distinguished a member. He had offered to sell the patent of a new aeroplane which would manoeuvre so quickly, was so steady, and was so little affected by climatic conditions that it promised to be an almost ideal weapon of war. Of that you, and your superiors also, were convinced. The negotiations reached a certain point, then there came a hitch; they threatened to come to nothing. Since the matter had been entrusted to your hands, that would be for you a very serious state of affairs. In Germany, in such a matter, failure is regarded as almost an offence. You were expressly informed by Major Schrattenholtz, the superior officer to whom you were directly responsible, that if the affair did fall through there would be a black mark against your name.”

He positively approached a state of agitation. His language was even worse than before.

“How in the name of all that’s damnable do you come to know all this? It is impossible that any one could know it — impossible! You are amusing yourself with a tissue of inventions. There is no living creature who could have breathed a word of what you talk about — not one.”

When he paused I went on — 

“You dropped a hint to Major Schrattenholtz of what it was you proposed to do. In return he gave you a look which you took to mean approval if you were successful.”

“Clearly you talk balderdash. No one could have told you that.”

“So you went at a hundred and fifty miles an hour through the air that Sunday night — what sort of machine it was which carried enough petrol to take you there and back I do not understand. Even if you carried a Swift compass and knew your way very well, you still must be an excellent pilot, because you alighted within two hundred yards of Mr. Tansley’s house, coming down rather badly. In alighting you not only cut up the ground, but tore up the bushes and brambles.”

“How the devil do you know that? How the devil!”

All at once the German guttural accent showed very clearly in his speech. He actually banged his clenched fist on my table within two feet of my nose.

“You hurried into Mr. Tansley, who had not yet gone to bed, and who must have been very surprised to see you, and there ensued an angry scene. When you went you left him lying dead on the floor, and you took with you the plans of that aeroplane. I doubt if you paid him for them; possibly, since he was dead, you did not think it necessary. In England killing is murder, even when a distinguished officer kills an insignificant civilian. Don’t you know that, Captain von Hertzheim?”

His answer was to go to the door through which he had entered, and then stand confused.

“There is no key in that lock. It was removed before you came, with the express intention of preventing your making it fast against intrusion. The folding doors on the other side of those hangings at which you are glaring open into my bedroom. The door is unlocked; I don’t see how I can prevent your seeing who is on the other side. What good do you suppose you would gain by doing so? I have brought you here for a particular purpose.”

“Then what is contained in this letter is false?”

He held out a sheet of paper which I knew very well.

“Not necessarily, by any means. Like your new aeroplane, you move almost too quickly. Are you aware that Gerald Tansley had a partner?”

“I am aware of nothing, of nothing — you understand, of nothing!”

“That is the attitude you propose to take up. I see. Before we part you may change it. You are aware that Mr. Tansley had a partner. You are also aware that it was because of his partner that he hesitated about accepting the German offer for the plans of his new aeroplane. You also, Captain von Hertzheim, know perfectly well that that partner, Charles Sinclair, stands accused of the murder of the man you killed.”

“I did not kill him.”

“You did not kill him! You are aware, at least, of that? Perhaps presently you will become aware of a little more. If you did not kill Mr. Tansley, who did? He was alive when you entered his house, and dead when you left.”

His answer was both brusque and uncivil.

“I am not to be caught with salt — by a woman who is all lies. Tell me what truth there is in what is contained in this letter.”

Again he held out that sheet of foreign post.

“We are coming to that presently, Captain von Hertzheim. I have my own way of proceeding, which on this occasion must be also yours. I am about to place before you an alternative, Captain yon Hertzheim. There are certain persons watching this building, by my direction — —”

“Are you an officer of police? Tell me what you are — tell me!”

“I have only to give them a certain signal; you will be arrested before you leave this building for the murder of Gerald Tansley, which means that you will find yourself placed in a very delicate position. Your department will not regard with favour one of its officers who gets himself charged with murder while upon its service, to say nothing of the damaging revelations which may result.”

“So you think you have me in a trap? I see! And, by God, you shall see!” His language was most violent, especially when one remembers that it was addressed to a lady. “I was prepared for this kind of thing. You will find I am not so simple as you supposed.”

“Of the second alternative you have already been advised.”

“What do you mean by I have been advised? Of what have I been advised? I have been advised of nothing.”

“You informed Major Schrattenholtz that your mission had been entirely successful, that you had obtained what you sought, that you had examined the plans of the new aeroplane which Germany was so anxious to buy, that they were perfectly all right. When you said that you lied.”

The expression on his rather coarse features was remarkable. It might have been his intention to frighten me; if it was, he failed. I smiled at him, which seemed to make him still angrier.

“I believe you are a devil — I begin to believe it. No one but a creature who employs supernatural means can know what you pretend to know. I wish to be polite to you.”

“You don’t succeed; not very well, do you?”

“Will you tell me what exactly it is you pretend to know — tell me at once.”

The man shook his fist at me — actually! I believe if I had been a man he would have struck me. And when I continued merely to smile he seemed nonplussed.

“You have been travelling some time, Captain von Hertzheim; you must be tired. Wouldn’t you like to sit? Perhaps you will not feel so excited if you establish yourself on a chair.”

My soothing words did not seem to have the effect of calming him.

“I will not sit — I do not want a chair! I insist upon your telling me at once what you know.”

“The word ‘insist’ as coming from you is out of place. I am in a position to insist, not you. I am going to tell you just what I choose to tell you — no more — when I choose. And I don’t intend to tell you anything until you take a chair. Your violence distresses me.”

He hesitated, he glared, he even gasped. I have no doubt he was telling himself what he would have done had I been a man. I believe that what exasperated him most was the fact that I was only a woman, and that, therefore, he could not even challenge me to fight. At last he took a chair, placed himself on the extreme edge — I fancy he thought that his sword was hanging at his side, and that he had to give it room. Seeing that he had observed my wishes at least to that extent, I continued — 

“When you told Major Schrattenholtz that you had examined those plans and that they were perfectly all right, you omitted to mention that when you returned to Berlin on that new aeroplane, about five o’clock on the morning of the day on which your sister was married, you discovered, with feelings which I won’t attempt to describe, that a sheet of those plans was missing — which was the most essential sheet of all. Was your language very dreadful, Captain von Hertzheim, when you made that discovery? I fear that it was.”

He did not answer my question; he asked one of his own — 

“You have that sheet?”

“When you ask that question, do you not perceive how much you give yourself away? It is tantamount to an acknowledgment that you were at Blindley Heath on the night of the fourth of June; that you did enter Mr. Tansley’s house; that when you quitted it you had in your possession the plans of that aeroplane; that the breeze carried one of them from between your fingers without, in the darkness, your noticing it — and it is that sheet which you have come to England to recover.” He was about to speak, but I checked him. “That brings me to what I call the second alternative. You have lied to Major Schrattenholtz. You told him that you had left Gerald Tansley lying dead — —”

“How do you know that I told him? How do you know any of these things? Tell me how you know it. What sort of creature are you? Are you a witch? I cannot believe that it is from any human source that you got your information.”

“I repeat, Captain von Hertzheim, that you told Major Schrattenholtz that you left Gerald Tansley lying dead in the house; but you did not dare to tell him that you had not brought to Berlin what you knew to be the most essential part of the drawings of that aeroplane. You concealed its absence; you forged the missing sheet; you had had a hasty glance at the original; you thought you knew more or less what was on it; you trusted that it would turn out all right, and that luck would be on your side. But luck was against you, Captain von Hertzheim. Suppose I inform the major that that sheet is missing — what explanation will you be able to offer of the lies which you have told him? Suppose I place it before him — what will that mean to you? I am sufficiently acquainted with the German military system to know that that would be the end of you.”

My visitor looked at me in a fashion which made it clear that he would not have been averse to taking me by the throat if my silence and the missing sheet could not be secured in any other way; but he had himself pretty well in hand. He got the better of his impulse. He merely observed, in tones which were more guttural than before — 

“You talk of two alternatives. What do you mean by an alternative? You have not offered me one.”

“Would you rather I handed you over to the police to be tried for murder, or should I send a little explanatory note to Major Schrattenholtz? Those are the two alternatives I offer you. Choose one, Captain von Hertzheim.”

“I choose neither. There is a third; I see it on your face.”

“You have good eyes. There is. I believe you to be, in the common acceptation of the term, a man of honour; that as a rule you do not lie. Answer me one question: How did Gerald Tansley come by his death?”

“I do not know. He was in a great rage; he swore, he shrieked at me. I do not say he was not right to be in a rage; I only tell you the truth. All at once he fell forward. In falling he struck his head against the edge of the table, at which he caught with both his hands. He drew himself nearly upright, then fell again, backwards, on to the floor. I had not touched him; I was not within six feet of him. He lay still. When I went to look at him I thought that he was in a fit. I knew where the plans were. I thought when his senses returned there would be another scene — besides, I was pressed for time. I took them out of the drawer, and carried them away with me. I had been willing all along to pay the sum originally agreed. I could send him the money from Berlin. What I wanted was the plans. When I heard afterwards that he was dead, I was amazed — I was very sorry.”

“‘One cannot make omelets without breaking eggs.’”

As I said that he jumped up.

“That was what — —” He paused. Then, as he leaned over the table, I did think he was going to strike me. “Where did you hear that said?”

“Was it not said by a very famous Frenchman?” I inquired.

“It was said — —” He checked himself. “You are a devil — or a witch, which is the same thing. Well, I have told you that I do not know how Gerald Tansley came by his death. What then? What is your third alternative?”

“This. I have reason to believe your story. Medical evidence shows that he had a weak heart. Charles Sinclair, who is at present charged with his murder, asserts that Gerald Tansley was alive when he left him. That assertion, if I had not discovered you, might have hanged him; because, as the case stands against him, the presumption is that he struck his friend and is unwilling to acknowledge it. In Tansley’s condition, that blow, though a comparatively slight one, was enough to kill him, which would make Sinclair guilty of murder. You explain everything. You came after Sinclair went; you corroborate his story in every detail; you found Gerald Tansley alive; you explain how, when you left him, you thought he was in a fit. I repeat, I believe your story to be true. If you will go into the witness-box and tell that story simply, I think I can promise that no harm will come to you — that no charge shall be made against you; and as a reward you shall be placed in possession of the missing sheet, which has not left my keeping since I found it. Is that a bargain? Perhaps the presence of some friends of mine may assist you in arriving at a decision.”

I touched a little handbell which was on my table. Two men came from my bedroom, a third from the little hall without. Von Hertzheim eyed them with rather a disagreeable look.

“So there were listeners, after all. I thought as much. That is why you were so brave.”

I bestowed on him what I hoped was one of my sweetest smiles.

“Pray think so if you like. This is Mr. Daniel Fletcher, who in the case against Charles Sinclair has charge of the prosecution; this is Dr. Arnecliffe, a well-known medical authority, who was present at the autopsy on the late Gerald Tansley; this is a gentleman from Scotland Yard, whose personal acquaintance I trust you may not find it necessary to make.”

Practically the whole of the remainder of the story is public history.

Captain von Hertzheim did not tell all the truth, but he told as much of it as was actually required in some brief and pithy sentences.

He told how Gerald Tansley was an acquaintance of his, with whom he had been negotiating for the purchase of the plans of an aeroplane; how a hitch had occurred in the negotiations; how he had left Berlin on an aeroplane early on the evening of Sunday, June the fourth; how he had arrived about midnight; how he had had an interview with Gerald Tansley, which became rapidly more and more heated; how Gerald Tansley stumbled and fell, in what witness took to be a fit; how, in ignorance of the fact that he was alone in the house, being anxious to get away before he recovered sufficiently to renew the discussion, he had hurried off with the plans in his hand. After another question or two, having carried the witness so far, Counsel for the Crown sat down. Counsel for the defence had no questions to ask.

Major Schrattenholtz followed. He corroborated Captain von Hertzheim’s statement about his flying from and returning to Cologne, and he was allowed to go. Then came that aged road mender, who told of the noise he had heard, which he took to be a motor, and how he found the ground all cut up. Dr. Arnecliffe concluded with an expression of his conviction that the actual cause of Gerald Tansley’s death was a sudden attack of heart disease, of long standing, which had been brought on by excitement. A few minutes afterwards the case was at an end. Charles Sinclair was free.

As had been arranged, Captain von Hertzheim called on me immediately afterwards for his reward. He glanced at it; then broke into exclamation — 

“What is this written on the margin? You have read it? It is written here that these plans are obsolete, that a defect has been found in the working of the engine which makes it impracticable; the whole thing is no good.”

“I told you,” I blandly observed, “that that was the essential sheet. In your judgment does not that note in the margin make it so?”

Captain von Hertzheim looked quite angry.

“So I have done this for nothing! You have made a fool of me!”

He strode from my room, and joined Major Schrattenholtz in the street. Of what the major said to him when he saw that pencilled note upon the margin I have no record.

Shortly afterwards I was going to stay with some friends in the neighbourhood of a Scottish moor. At Euston I encountered Mr. Daniel Fletcher. As we were chatting I saw a feminine figure coming along the platform which I recognized — it was Miss Gertrude Alloway. I accosted her when she came near.

“I congratulate you, Miss Alloway,” I said, “on the completeness with which Mr. Sinclair was able to establish his innocence.”

“It is very good of you.” Her manner was cold — I might almost write disdainful. “It is extremely fortunate that we were able to manage, Charles and I, without your assistance, for which I so foolishly asked and which you so peremptorily refused. As for the German and his ridiculous story — if it was true! — the plans he took, if he took any, were worthless. Charles discovered a defect in that machine at the very last moment which rendered it impracticable; he pencilled a note to that effect on the margin of one of the plans. He then discovered how the defect might be remedied; it is a wonderful discovery. It was about that he quarrelled with Gerald Tansley. An aeroplane of his invention is now being built which will be the most wonderful engine of war the world has ever seen — which Germany will not have. For that also England owes no thanks to you!”

“Serves you right!” remarked Mr. Fletcher in his sympathetic way. “You wouldn’t let me breathe a word to anyone that you were — shall I say the man behind the gun?”

As we took our seats in the carriage I smiled at the thoughts which were in my mind.

“It’s a very queer world we live in,” I said. “Charles Sinclair’s life was saved by two words which I saw a stranger utter: ‘Blindley Heath.’”

Mr. Fletcher looked at me for a moment before he answered. His words, when they came, were oracular.

“It’s my profound conviction,” he declared, “that you’re one of the very queerest things in this very queer world. You may put that in your pipe, Miss Lee, and smoke it.”


THE GLASS PANELS

The first time I took an active, intentional interest in a criminal matter was in what afterwards came to be known as the “Fergusson Case,” and my association with that took, ultimately, what I cannot help calling a distinctly irregular form. The Fergusson Case had also for me an unusual feature. I see people talking, and, without hearing, I know what they say. But, as I may safely assert that more than ninety per cent of what every one says is undiluted rubbish, this is rather a misfortune than a blessing. In the Fergusson Case, on only three occasions, apart from hearing, did I see things spoken, and on each of those occasions not only were the words uttered of importance in themselves, but they were probably the most important utterances which their speakers, among very many thousands, had made.

I knew Dugald Fergusson very well, and his mother still better. His father was dead; he was his mother’s only child. He was what that respectable lady often spoke of as a “feckless loon”; in plainer Saxon, he was an impetuous, hot-headed young man of twenty-five or twenty-six, who I dare say meant well, but generally did badly. There was a time when he favoured me with his attentions; he gave me more than one opportunity of saying that I would be Mrs. Dugald. But as at least on one of these he had drunk more than was good for him, apart from all other considerations, the prospect was not a tempting one.

I had not seen anything of the Fergussons for some months, when, happening to be in the neighbourhood of their house one afternoon, I thought I would call and see the old lady. I found her in great tribulation; something had happened to Dugald — he had disappeared; she had had no news of him for more than a fortnight. Unfortunately it was not unusual for him to vanish without notice for two or three days at a time; he had never before been away for so much as a fortnight. And in this instance his absence was the more remarkable because he had promised to take his mother away to visit a relation in the North, and the day which had been appointed for her to start had been passed more than a week. She was sure that something was wrong with him. She had thought of going to the police, but the fact was that he resented too close interest being taken in his movements, and she was only too well aware that the less she knew about some of his habits and companions the happier she would be.

I tried to reassure her, but it was, not easy. Anxiety had affected her health. Dugald had some friends named Hutchings. Mrs. Fergusson had an idea that if she could only get to see them, and bore herself as a diplomatist, she might obtain from them some data which would put her on the track of her absent son. But she could not get to see them: rheumatism crippled her; she could hardly move from her chair.

As I saw how she was fretting, I volunteered to see these people for her. She gladly consented. The Hutchings — there was a Mr. and a Miss Hutchings, who were brother and sister — lived at Mortlake. The following afternoon I paid them a call. They had rather a pretty cottage, although it was quite a small one. It stood in its own garden, and was so constructed that to a stranger it was not quite clear which was the front door. There were two or three doors. I went to one at the side which had glass panels; it opened into a room. In the room a girl was writing. While I hesitated whether to knock or find some other entrance, the door of the room was opened, and a man entered, slamming the door to behind him with what I had no doubt was a bang.

His action had a singular effect upon the girl who was writing. She sprang to her feet, and she shrieked; then, when she saw who it was, she pressed her hands to her side, and I could see the man was trembling as with ague. His mouth was turned away from me, so that I could not see what he said, but I have no doubt he asked what ailed her, because she replied — I could see what she said, she spoke with hysterical violence — 

“You mustn’t slam doors; you mustn’t! That door — how it clanged! I’m always hearing it clanging, always. Every time a door is slammed I hear it clang again. You must not slam doors unless you want to drive me mad.”

Although not a sound was audible I could see with what passionate intensity she was speaking. Before either of them could speak again, I rapped with the small brass knocker on which I had had my hesitating fingers. Both started at the sound and stared at me.

“Who is it?” I saw the girl say. The man said nothing, but he strode up to the door and looked at me through the glass panels. Then he opened.

“You should not have knocked here,” he told me. “This is not the front door.”

“But there’s a knocker. I couldn’t tell which was the front door.”

“Oh, the knocker! I’d forgotten there was a knocker. That knocker is where it is owing to a practical joke of a friend of mine.” He stared at the knocker as if he saw it with surprise. “Of course there’s a knocker.” He turned to the girl. “Ellen, you’ve never had the knocker put back again.”

“I had forgotten all about it,” she replied.

I thought their conduct rather singular; and how they came to have forgotten the presence of a knocker on their own door was beyond me altogether. I told him my name, and that I wanted to speak to Mr. or Miss Hutchings. He asked me in, introducing himself as Mr. Hutchings, and the girl as his sister. I told him that I had come from Mrs. Fergusson, who was confined to her room by illness, and would be very glad if he could give her any news of her son.

Both of them were silent. The girl sat down and resumed her writing. I wondered what she was writing, because, apart from the discourtesy of the act, I could see that her hand was shaking, so that I was pretty sure that, whatever it was, it would be pretty hard to read. Mr. Hutchings stood by the table, drawing patterns with the tips of his fingers on the cloth. Then he looked up at me.

He was not bad looking. I suppose about thirty years of age, but he had the appearance not only of one who lived an irregular life, but also of one who suffered from insomnia. Those caverns about his eyes meant sleeplessness, unless I erred.

“I have been wondering where Dugald is, Miss Lee, as much as anyone, because, to speak quite frankly, he owes me money which ought to have been paid some time ago.”

The girl looked up from her writing.

“He owes every one money,” she said.

I thought her tone was curiously sullen.

“I’ll not go quite so far as that,” rejoined her brother; “but he certainly does owe one or two, who have been promised their money and want it. I know that I want mine. As nothing has been seen of him in his usual haunts, we have been wondering — to be quite frank, Miss Lee, again — if he has been keeping away because he does not mean to pay up.”

I received, to be brief, no information as to Dugald Fergusson’s whereabouts from them; they both protested that they would like to hear of him from me, or, indeed, from anyone. Yet I came away from their cottage with the impression strong upon me that, if they had chosen, they might have told me something, much more than I could have told them — though what I had not the faintest notion. Those words which I had seen the girl utter when her brother slammed the door kept recurring to my mind. I repeated them to myself over and over again. What door was it that had clanged? Why did she always hear it clanging, so that every time a door was slammed she heard it clang again?

Those very odd words of hers about some particular door which had “clanged” might merely be the utterance of a hysterical young woman — yet I wondered.

Two days afterwards I had a telegram from old Mrs. Fergusson asking me to go to her at once. I went, putting aside my own business to enable me to do so. I found her, though still tied to her chair, in a state of great excitement. She had found, among some of her son’s papers, the address of a man of whom she had heard him speak, and to whom she had written. She had had a reply from the man. She showed it to me; it was because of the reply that she had telegraphed.

The letter was from a betting man — a bookmaker. It was rather a characteristic effusion — 

“22, Beaconsfield Avenue,

“Wandsworth.

“DEAR MADAM,

“Your favour duly received. I have been wondering what has become of your son myself. He is an old customer of mine, and I expected to have seen or heard of him before this, because I owe him money. If he owed me money, as he often has done, the boot would have been on the other leg. I should not have expected to have seen or heard of him.

“The last time I saw him was at Lingfield, at the Spring Meeting. He won off me close on five hundred pounds. He wanted me to pay him in cash, and I did give him three hundred, and was, of course, prepared to pay balance on settling day. I have always settled with him at the club. If he was not going to turn up in person he has always let me know to what address to send the money. He did not turn up at the club, and I have had no address from him to which to send; whenever he does turn up and wants the money it is waiting for him.

“Again thanking you for your favour, I am, yours obediently,

“TOM BOWER.”

I knew nothing of betting men, but I had a feeling, when I read that letter, that Mr. Tom Bower was a character.

“You see what he says about the Lingfield Spring Meeting,” said the old lady as soon as she saw that I had reached the end of the page. “That was the day on which he left me; he must have gone straight from here to the races. There are all sorts of bad characters about those racecourses, sinks of iniquity they are. If that Mr. Bower paid Dugald three hundred pounds, who can say what those racecourse folk wouldn’t do to get hold of a sum like that?”

I perceived her point, and realized that she was right enough. Men returning from a racecourse have been murdered for much less than three hundred pounds. The first thing we had to do, as I explained to Mrs. Fergusson, was to ascertain with whom he had gone to Lingfield, and, what was much more important, with whom he had probably left. She wished to make these inquiries from Mr. Bower, but for some reason, which I could hardly have explained, I felt that, in the first instance, I would rather make them at that cottage at Mortlake. I had told the old lady about my fruitless visit there, but had said nothing about those curious words which I had seen coming from the girl’s lips, nor about the feeling with which I had left, that the brother and sister knew more than they had cared to say.

“I will go,” I told her, “first of all to Mortlake; then, if I find out nothing from either Mr. or Miss Hutchings — —”

She interrupted me.

“The girl knows nothing. How should the girl know anything? Dugald was never one for girls.”

I had my doubts, but I did not contradict her. I merely observed that I had a sort of feeling that I should like to pay another visit to Mortlake, and that, if I failed in that quarter a second time, then I would apply to Mr. Bower.

The next afternoon I paid a second visit to Mortlake. That time, when I reached the cottage I did not hesitate. I went straight to the side door with the glass panels. I wondered if the knocker was still there. It was not; it had been taken away, but on the paintwork there were still the marks of the place where it had been. I was about to take the hint, and go in search of the door to which the knocker had been removed, when, glancing through the panel, I saw that in the room on the other side was Mr. Hutchings. It was the middle of the afternoon, yet he was fast asleep; the explanation was within reach of his hand. On the table close to his chair was a hypodermic needle. To such a stage, it seemed, had his insomnia reached that he had to resort to such desperate means to get a snatch of sleep, even in broad day.

Yet, although he had drugged himself, his sleep was not undisturbed. He was in what seemed to me to be a very uncomfortable position in a great arm-chair. Though it was not turned towards the door at which I was standing, I could see his face very clearly. He appeared to be in the grip of a nightmare, of some horrid dream, in which he was suffering from unknown terrors. He was talking in his sleep; broken words were coming from his lips, so broken that they were unintelligible even to me. Presently he sat more upright in the chair, in a sort of spasm, and at least part of a sentence was formed by his lips — 

“Don’t go by Three Bridges — don’t go!”

The words burst from him by what seemed to be a muscular effort, so acute that it woke him up. His eyes opened. He looked gapingly about him, as people do when suddenly aroused from haunting dreams.

I did not wait to see what followed. I did not announce my presence. I withdrew as unnoticed as I had come.

I went home, and I hunted up a time-table and maps of Surrey and Sussex. With their aid I strove to make sense of the few words which had escaped from Mr. Hutchings in his dream. He had said, “Don’t go by Three Bridges — don’t go!” What baleful vision had forced him to say it? The words in themselves were simple, innocent enough; yet I had seen with what agony they were wrung from him. Something uncomfortable was underneath them, I felt sure. I made it my business to learn what that something was.

Three Bridges station, as a station, I knew very well. I had often passed through it on the road to and from Brighton. But from the time-table I learned something more: I found that it was one of the routes by which one could return from Lingfield. The direct route to London was via Oxted and Croydon, but one could, if one missed a train, or preferred it, go on to East Grinstead and return to London by Three Bridges. It was rather a roundabout way, but not necessarily much the worse on that account; nor, it seemed, if one caught connecting trains, was it bound to take much longer.

Nothing had been seen or heard of Dugald Fergusson since Mr. Bower had paid him that three hundred pounds on Lingfield racecourse. Mr. and Miss Hutchings had both denied that they knew anything of his whereabouts, but in their statements I had no faith whatever. Miss Hutchings had spoken of a door which had “clanged” to so much purpose that it still haunted her a fortnight afterwards; her brother, in the agony of a dream, implored some one not to go by Three Bridges — I wondered why. I had two or three free days. I decided to devote them in making inquiries, on lines of my own, as to the route by which Mr. Dugald Fergusson returned from Lingfield.

I began with Lingfield itself, a straggling, country village, and, as I had expected, learned nothing there; then I went by train to East Grinstead, which seemed to be quite a flourishing town, and still learned nothing; then, still by train, to Three Bridges, which seemed to be a mere congregation of not particularly prepossessing modern cottages, and still achieved no results.

That occupied the first day. On the second I tried another method. I had noticed, when travelling from East Grinstead to Three Bridges, a distance of some seven or eight miles, that the train passed leisurely through what, for the most part, was a garden of wild flowers. I spent the night at Three Bridges. The next morning, following directions I had received, I found myself, after some little walking, in a narrow lane which passed under a railway arch. There was a stile on my left, which I crossed; then scrambled over a fence, up a bank, and gained access to the line. I proposed to explore, on foot, until I was turned off, the strip of railway line between East Grinstead and Three Bridges. If anyone tried to interfere with me I proposed to explain my presence there by a desire to gather wild flowers. I have seen it stated somewhere that the strips of land running beside railway lines are the only places left in England in which wild flowers can be seen at their best. Certainly I never saw them in greater profusion than on the piece of line which I traversed that morning. Trains were not frequent. One — a motor train — went bustling by when I was on the top of a bank sampling what seemed to be a thicket of fern; another — a luggage train consisting of three empty wagons and an engine — passed in the other direction as I was gathering watercress from a tiny stream which was as clear as crystal.

I was enjoying myself hugely, forming a famous posy of pretty wild things, but I had achieved nothing towards the end I had in view. I reached a spot where the line ran between high banks, carpeted with Nature’s own wild flowers. A little distance ahead an archway carried a road across. When I gained this archway I saw, coming along the line towards me, a man, evidently a workman, carrying a tool of some kind over his shoulder. There was a footpath of sorts leading up the bank to the road above. I thought that it might be advisable that I should use it before that workman came up and ordered me off. In the bank, some nine or ten feet above the line, was a sort of shelf. As I reached it I was seized by a most curious sensation of dizziness. The arch, which was made of brick, rose from that shelf — that is, its outer span. In the brickwork itself, directly fronting me, was a door, an iron door. What caused my dizziness was that the sight of that door recalled Miss Hutchings’s words; it was just the kind of door that would “clang,” and it was on the road from Lingfield to London, via Three Bridges.

In spite of the odd feeling of bewilderment which the discovery of a door in such an unexpected place occasioned, I was perfectly conscious that my imagination had a tendency to move too fast, and that I was on a false track altogether. So conscious was I of this that my second impulse was to continue my ascent up the path and gain the road before that advancing workman was upon me. As I moved my foot struck against something. I looked down. There was something shining in a cluster of anemones. I picked it up. It was a gold locket. I had just time to conceal it in the palm of my hand when that workman was upon me. He addressed me very civilly — he was a big, round-shouldered man, with a pronounced stoop and a ragged black beard.

“You know, miss, you are trespassing here; the public aren’t allowed upon the line. There’s a notice-board to say so.”

“I have been stealing your flowers,” I told him, holding out my posy, but saying nothing about what was in the palm of the other hand. “What quantities of wild flowers you seem to have. Surely you can spare some?”

“There’s no doubt about that, miss, as far as sparing goes; you’re welcome to the flowers, but it’s against the rules to allow trespassing on the line. If people get hurt, or maybe killed, by passing trains — it’s very easy — they blame the company, and that’s where it is. No trespassing is allowed — it wouldn’t do.”

“I was wondering,” I said to the man — he seemed to be a decent creature, and not indisposed, even in the execution of his duty, for a little conversation— “what that door is doing in the brickwork of your arch. Isn’t it rather a queer place in which to put a door? Is there anything on the other side of it?”

“I was wondering,” he replied, “how it comes to be closed. The last time I saw it it was wide open enough. They have been putting fresh clinkers in the six-foot way, and, it coming on to rain, some of the chaps left their tools under cover. When they came for them a day or so after, they couldn’t get at them because the door was shut; that’s more than a fortnight ago, they’ve been there ever since. I told them I’d get the key and unlock the door. They’ll be coming along directly to get their tools again — the company’s tools they are.”

He had a huge piece of iron in his hand which was in the shape of a key. His words had increased my feeling of dizziness. He did not know how the door came to be closed; it was wide open enough when he saw it last, then it had been shut on the workmen’s tools. It was rather more than three weeks since Dugald Fergusson ought to have returned from Lingfield. Might not his more than a fortnight mean more than three weeks? I watched him fitting his monstrous key into the clumsy lock with sensations of which he certainly had no notion, and I slipped that gold locket between the buttons of my blouse.

When at last he had succeeded in opening the door he stood for a moment looking at what was beyond him, and then exclaimed excitedly — 

“What’s this? In God’s name, what’s this?”

I knew before he told me. His tone gave me all the intelligence I wanted — and more. On the other side of that iron door, which rang with a clanging sound each time he touched it with his key, in the chamber formed by the brickwork of the arch, was all that was left of Dugald Fergusson.

I have no wish to dwell on unpleasant details. One glimpse of him was too much for me; a hint will probably be enough for others. He had been lying there dead for more than three weeks.

While we were still in doubt as to what had better be done, four other workmen came along the line in search of the tools which the company provided for their use. The man with the key who had made the discovery appeared to be a ganger. Acting on his orders, two of them set off to give information in the proper official quarter of what had been found; two of them remained with the ganger to keep watch and ward, and I was allowed to go. It never entered the heads of any of those men that I could have any possible connexion with the grim discovery. The ganger saw the condition to which it had reduced me — how white I had grown, how unhappy I looked — and he said, with well-meant awkwardness — 

“This ain’t no place for you, miss; if I was you, I’d take myself off. You don’t want to get mixed up in anything like this.”

I most decidedly did not; at least, at that particular moment. I had found out all I wished to find out there; further discoveries would have to be made in another direction, unhampered by official interference. I climbed with uncertain steps up the remaining portion of that precipitous bank, gained the roadway, and walked rapidly along what was little more than a cart-track through the fields to the road at the other end.

Just before I reached the road, on one side of the cart-track, was a little spinney, formed, I believe, for the most part, of firs and beeches. Under the shade of this I paused; there was no one about. I took the locket from my blouse. It was of gold, with flat sides, large, and oval shaped. I opened it — my portrait was inside. I could scarcely believe, for an instant, that it was my portrait; then I remembered. I had given his mother my photograph. She had told me once, half jestingly, that Dugald had stolen it. I could hardly ask him to return it; so far as he was concerned I took no notice of what his mother had said. It looked as if he had cut my head out of the photograph, and fitted it into that locket.

I went straight back to town, with that locket in my handbag, which I had retrieved at Three Bridges station. I reached Victoria station at four o’clock on a summer afternoon. An hour later I was entering the garden of the Mortlake cottage. It was my intention to strike the iron while it was hot. I had been told by some one, of whom I had asked the shortest road, that there were two means of reaching the cottage, one by an alley-way which entered the garden at the back, the other by the main road along which, on my two previous visits, I had gone. I chose that way again.

I went, without hesitating, to the side door with the glass panels. There were two persons in the room beyond — Miss Hutchings, and a person whom I recognized as an acquaintance of Fergusson, to whom he had introduced me, and whose name, if I remembered rightly, was Pomeroy. It was an instant or two before I recalled who he was; he presented such a curious spectacle. The whole of his head was enveloped in bandages, his face looked out of a sort of frame. I recalled him as a big, fine-looking young man, by whose manner and appearance I had been favourably impressed. Now, with those ghastly bandages round his head, and his colourless face, he looked like some huge ghost. Evidently he had just risen from a bed of sickness. I was not sure that he ought not to have been on one then; he was clearly so weak that it was with difficulty that he stood on his feet.

I was so struck by the contrast he presented to the handsome, debonair person I had known that, before I could carry out my intention of announcing my presence, I saw his lips form words which caused me, almost involuntarily, to stay my hand.

“What’s become of Fergusson? For God’s sake, tell me, Nell.”

He asked the question as if his life depended on the answer; his physical condition was so weak that, as he asked it, the tears were rolling down his cheeks. For some reason or other the man was but a caricature of what he had been. He was a pitiable spectacle. They were standing sideways to the door, so that I could see both their faces quite clearly. The girl’s was white and tense and drawn; it struck me that she was making a great effort to bring herself to a desired point. Her lips moved once or twice, but I was sure that no words came from them; it looked as if her throat were so parched that, for the moment, she was incapable of speech. Then I saw her say — and such a look came on her face — 

“Fergusson’s dead.”

“Dead? Then — it wasn’t a dream.”

“I wish it had been.”

“Nell!” He just uttered her name, and then he stopped. I could see his muscles working underneath his skin. This man certainly ought to have been on a sick bed. “You know, Nell — I’ve been very queer.” She nodded; apparently she could not trust herself to speak. “I’ve been — in bed over there, having an awful time.”

“I know. I — I’ve been having an awful time, too.”

“I — I suppose I’ve been unconscious for I don’t know how long. I wish I’d remained unconscious. When I got my senses back I began to try and think of what had happened, and — I haven’t been able to.” The man shut his eyes; on the girl’s face was such a look of pity. His eyes were still closed as he asked her a question, as if he were afraid to look her in the face while she answered it. “Nell, who killed him?”

If he had seen the look which was on her face as she struggled to answer I believe that even he would have been startled. Her lips moved several times; it was only after a perceptible interval two words came from them.

“You did.”

Then he opened his eyes and looked.

“Nell! For God’s sake, don’t say that — don’t say it.”

“You asked me — so I had to tell you.”

The big man looked at her, then he sank on to the chair by which he was standing, his head fell on to the table, and he cried, not like a child, but like no one I had ever seen cry before; his were not tears, they were convulsions. The girl stood watching him; although she was dry-eyed, I did not doubt that her emotion was almost as great as his. She touched him on the shoulder. I saw words come from her as if by a series of shocks.

“George, please — please don’t do that. You — you’ll make yourself ill again. Don’t, George —— don’t. Please — please don’t!”

His sobs continued to shake his great frame just as they had done before she uttered a word. Then I saw a change come over her face as she watched him, a surprising change, as if something had entered into her all at once and made of her another woman. She still had her hand upon his shoulder. She bent down, and she said, speaking now quite calmly, with no outward show of emotion, save for the strange, new look which was in her eyes — 

“George, you must not cry. You have no reason to cry. What I told you was not true; you did not kill Dugald Fergusson.”

I could not tell how loudly she had spoken; not a sound reached me; not a sound seemed to have reached him. He still cried on. So she knelt on the floor beside him, and the sun, shining through a window, seemed to add a new beauty to her face.

“George, listen to me — listen. What I told you was not true. You did not kill Dugald Fergusson. Don’t you hear me, George?”

It seemed, that time, that he did. He lifted his tear-stained face, all blurred with weeping, with the tears still on it, and he looked at her with his half-blinded eyes.

“You are only saying that — to comfort me.”

There was a great gulp in the middle of his sentence. She moved a little closer so that their faces were nearly touching.

“I’m not, George! I’m saying it because it is true. What I said before is untrue. You did not kill Dugald Fergusson — you never touched him!”

“Who killed him then?” I could see that he asked in a whisper.

And in a whisper she replied — 

“I did!”

There was silence in the room — silence so profound that I was conscious of it even where I was. I held my breath, as if fearful of intruding on what, to both those persons I was watching, must have been an awful moment. Presently he asked her, still in a whisper, with his face so close to hers — 

“Is that true, Nell?”

“Perfectly true, George.”

“You — did kill him?”

“I did kill him!”

It was strange what resolution was on her face, and how unfaltering her tone was. He seemed to doubt her, staring at her as if he would look into her soul.

“You are sure you killed him?”

“Quite sure. I wish I weren’t. I’ve never had a happy moment since.”

“Why did you say that I killed him?”

“Because — because —— Oh, George!” She gave a great sigh. “Saying that was worse than killing Dugald. When I saw that you didn’t know who killed him, I thought I might escape that way.” Her face was lit by the queerest, wannest smile. “I think, George, if you would have killed me I might be happy. I suppose you couldn’t?”

He drew himself a little away from her, and he said, three times over — 

“I don’t understand! I don’t understand! I don’t understand!” speaking as a man might do who was groping for light in a fog.

She replied — 

“And yet it’s perfectly simple.”

I think she was going to add something more, but her ear heard something which mine did not catch. Evidently he had heard it, too. They both remained in an attitude of listening. Then the door at the back opened, and the girl’s brother came in. I took it that he had entered the house by the gate leading out of the alley-way at the back. I had not been conscious of his approach. He had not stayed to remove his cap; his agitation was such that he was apparently still unconscious that it was upon his head. He stared at Pomeroy in seeming surprise.

“So you’re here, are you? I’m pleased to see you. I’ve been wondering where you’d got to.”

Pomeroy did not answer. The girl seemed to see something behind her brother’s agitation. She asked him — 

“Edward, what is the matter?”

He rested both his hands on the edge of the table, and leaned over it towards them, and I saw him say — 

“They’ve found him.”

That was all he said, and the girl, at least, did not seem to need any more. She looked at him with comprehension in her eyes, and again there was silence in the room.

I, personally, did not know what to do. I was so absorbed by the tragedy which was being enacted on the other side of those glass panels that I had become oblivious of the purpose which had brought me there. It may seem strange that I had continued so long unnoticed; as a matter of fact, it was not. About the door was trained a fine wistaria, which at that period of the year was a mass both of leaves and flowers. I had only to draw myself a little back into the foliage to become nearly invisible to those within. And, moreover, they were so engrossed in the dreadful thing of which they talked that, wholly unsuspicious that anyone was in the neighbourhood, they had no faculty of observation left for me.

The tragedy continued to be played inside that little room while I still remained in a state of indecision as to the course of action to pursue; willy-nilly I had to play the part of audience. Never before, I think, had I been so conscious of the strange nature of that gift of mine which enabled me, without hearing a sound, to become a sharer of the secrets which these three people supposed they told only to each other.

A motor-car was passing on the other side of the privet hedge, when the silence was broken by the girl. She got up from her knees; she looked her brother in the face, and she asked him, in tones which I judged did not falter — 

“Do you mean that they have found Dugald Fergusson?” The expression on his face was apparently for her a sufficient reply. “How came that door to be opened?”

“I don’t know. I can’t say. I went down to Rowfant, meaning to see how Pomeroy was getting on, and I found he was missing. They told me he had got up this morning, and insisted upon going away; they had told him that he was not in a fit state to go, but he insisted. They did not know where he had gone; he refused to tell them. When I left Cooper’s cottage and was walking to the station, some children who were coming home from school stopped me, and informed me, quite gratuitously, that Mr. Garnett had just found — I learned afterwards that Mr. Garnett is a ganger — a dead man in an arch on the line; they seemed to think that they were giving me quite a pleasant piece of news. By the time I reached the station it was all over the place; they even knew that his name was Fergusson; some envelopes had been found in his pockets on which were his name and address. I do not know what is the usual course in these cases, but I suppose a warrant will have been issued by now.”

“Whose name will be on it?”

This question was asked by the girl. Her brother looked at her sharply, as if he read intention behind her words. He answered — 

“How do I know? Some poor devil’s, I suppose.”

She, perceiving that he had misunderstood her, proceeded to explain.

“You needn’t be afraid of speaking plainly — George knows.”

He started as if her words took him by surprise; for the moment his back was towards me, so that I could not see what he said. But her answer enabled me to guess. I saw her say — 

“I told him.”

Hutchings plumped down on to a chair, staring at her as if the statement she had made was wholly beyond his comprehension.

Pomeroy asked — 

“Is it true — what she says?”

The girl said — 

“You can tell him, Edward.”

Hutchings inquired of Pomeroy — 

“What has she said?” Then of the girl— “What have you told him?”

The girl replied — 

“I’ve told him that I killed Dugald Fergusson.”

She and Pomeroy both waited for Hutchings to speak. He thrust his hands into his trouser pockets, as men so often do in all sorts of unexpected moments; he tilted back his chair, and I saw him say — 

“That’s true enough — worse luck — though why she told you beats me altogether!”

Pomeroy looked at her; then, moving, he held out his hands as if he would take her in his arms. But she drew back.

“Don’t touch me; don’t come near me. I’m going to tell you exactly how it was. Don’t interrupt me, and don’t speak a word until I’ve finished. Edward here will tell you if I speak a word which isn’t true.” Pomeroy made as if to speak; the girl motioned him to be silent with an impatient movement of her hand. “Don’t you say a word until I’ve done, till I’ve quite, quite done; then you can say what you like. I want to get my thoughts in order so that I can tell you everything just as it happened.”

She stood for a moment as if thinking, both men watching her — her brother with his chair tilted back, and both hands still in his pockets; Pomeroy with one hand resting on the table, as if in need of its support. It was strange to watch the lights and shadows which passed across his tear-stained face, and the changes which took place in it as the girl proceeded with her story. The play of varied emotions on her face fascinated me as nothing of the kind had ever done before. I felt, before she began to speak, that she was standing there as a witness of truth; as I saw her lips form words, which came from her as if they had been drops of blood drawn from her heart, she impressed me with a conviction that her one desire was to give accurate expression to exact facts. If, sometimes, strength of feeling made the words which she chose seem strong ones, considering the theme on which she was engaged it was not strange.

“You remember the morning when he came and wanted us all to go to Lingfield — you haven’t forgotten that? You can speak.”

She made a little gesture which seemed meant to give Pomeroy permission to use his tongue.

“I do remember so much.”

“You had been spending the night here, and were just going when he came. He had been drinking, though it wasn’t eleven o’clock. He made such a fuss that we all agreed to go. I stood out. I wanted to do some work, but he made me go, too. While I was upstairs getting ready he took the knocker off the front door, and put it on the one with the glass panels — that one.”

She waved her hand towards the door outside which I was standing. I drew quickly back, but neither of the trio even glanced in my direction; they took what she said for granted.

“Edward was very angry when he found what he had done; it was such a fool’s trick, and there was very nearly a quarrel before we started. Dugald kept drinking all the way to Lingfield, every chance he had. By the time we reached the course he had had more than enough. He betted — Edward told me afterwards that he had betted recklessly.”

Her brother remarked, chair still tilted, hands still in his pockets — 

“Reckless wasn’t the word for it; he betted like an idiot — backed outsiders at short prices, most of it with Tom Bower. I fancy Bower thought he had a soft thing on, but he hadn’t. I’m not sure, but I fancy that everything Fergusson backed came off; it was one of those days of miracles which every fellow knows. Then he began ragging Bower about payment; he wanted him to give him cash. It ended in Bower giving him three hundred pounds in bank notes; he was to let him have the balance, whatever it was, on the usual settling day. There would have been a fight if Bower hadn’t met him; he was obviously spoiling for a row.”

The girl took up the thread of the story where her brother had dropped it.

“That three hundred pounds was his undoing. We had a fine time of it. I wanted to go a dozen times, but he wouldn’t let me. I wish I had gone.”

“There would have been a free fight if you had.” This was her brother.

“That would have been better than what followed.”

“I’m not so sure; he looked like murder then. He generally did when the drink was in him.”

“You know what he was like when, as Edward says, the drink was in him. We missed the special train from Lingfield, then we took a local one to East Grinstead. There he started drinking again at the refreshment room on the platform, treating all who would be treated. I believe he gave the girl behind the bar a sovereign.”

“He did; then he wanted to toss her for another. When she declined he began to make hay of all the things on the counter. He was stark mad by the time he got into the train.”

“He was. Oh, how ashamed I felt! I was pretty mad myself. Do you mean to say, George, that you don’t remember what trouble we had getting him into the carriage?”

“I’ve some hazy recollection; it may all come back some day, but at present it’s just haze. Was I sober? I have been haunted by a sort of horrid idea that I had been drinking.”

“He made you; he made us all drink something. I don’t know how many times he paid for drink for me which I never touched. I can’t say how much you’d had, but you and Edward were both perfectly sober. In the train his mood changed. He had a big gold locket on his watch chain. In it was a portrait of a girl. He insisted on showing it to us — the girl of whom he was always talking, whom he used to call ‘the miracle worker’ — Judith Lee.”

Judith Lee winced outside the window; it was so strange to see oneself spoken of like that. “Miracle worker,” he had called me. I felt as if I were in a place of miracles then. The girl went on. I began to find that I had played a part on that memorable night of which I had never dreamed.

“The stuff he spouted about Judith Lee! To begin with, she was the most perfect creature the world had ever seen. He told us, with tears in his eyes, that he had asked her again and again to be his wife. Then he began to storm at her at the top of his voice because she had very wisely refused his offer. The language he used! He worked himself into a blind rage; then he wrenched the locket off his watch chain and threw it out of the window — and the very moment he threw it the train stopped. I have often thought how queer that was. I suppose the explanation was that the signals were against us, and that the train had been slowing down without our noticing it. But it seemed to Dugald that the stopping of the train at that particular moment was a miracle caused by his throwing the locket through the window. Before we had guessed what he was going to do, he opened the door and fell out on to the line. You jumped after him to see if he was hurt, and Edward went after you. I was left alone in the compartment. I couldn’t have that. I had no ticket, no money, nor anything. So I went after the rest of you.”

She paused for a moment, as if to visualize, to reconstruct, what must have been a singular scene.

“Two things about that business have since struck me as odd. I didn’t close the carriage door. I wonder what they thought when the train came into the station with the door wide open. Then I don’t believe we were seen: that anyone in the whole train knew that four people had got out and been left standing on the line. I can only explain that by an idea which has since occurred to me. I do believe that, with the exception of ourselves, the train was empty: certainly the latter part of it in which we were. Very few passengers got in at East Grinstead, and I dare say they got out at the two stations at which we had stopped. Possibly the engine-driver was looking for the signals on the other side of the line, and the guard had got his head out on that side also. Anyhow, there is the fact that we four got out, the train went on, and left us standing on the line, and no one seems to have been aware of it — not even to this hour.”

Again she stopped; her eyes seemed to be looking at something which was at a distance, which yet she saw quite plainly.

“I shall never forget the place in which we were — how it looked in the moonlight. The line ran between two high banks; close to us it was spanned by an arch, which, with the moon shining behind it, looked quite beautiful. One of the strangest parts of it all was that I noticed, distinctly, that in the side of the arch was an open door, and I wondered what was beyond it. I must have noticed all this in the flash of an eye, because directly I realized that the train had actually gone I had something else to occupy me.”

Although I could not hear her, I knew that her tone became more serious.

“You and Edward had helped Dugald to his feet, but he had misunderstood the situation. He was fighting, mad drunk, and though he did not seem to be seriously hurt, I dare say he was badly shaken. He was under the impression that you had pushed him out of the carriage on to the line; he swore he would kill you for it, and he proceeded to do his best to put his threat into execution. You know what a great, strong man he was, and how impossible it was to do anything with him when he was excited and bent on some act of wrong-headedness.”

“He carried his drink worse than any man I ever met,” struck in her brother. “He was one of those men who ought to have been a teetotaller from his cradle; no one’s life was safe who came near him when the drink was in him.”

When the girl continued, as if unconsciously, she illustrated her narrative with gestures which lent it a grim significance.

“On the bank, close to the line, some workmen had left their tools — iron crowbars, and things of that kind. Fergusson was struggling with you, swearing he would kill you, when all of a sudden he stopped and picked one of these up; it looked like a long bar of metal. He struck you with it on the shoulder. You went down with a crash, and when you were down, without giving you a chance to get up or to move or to defend yourself, he struck you again and again. We couldn’t stop him; he was a madman, and he meant murder. Edward clung to his arm, but he shook him off as if he were nothing. I suppose madness had made him stronger than ever.”

“You must remember one thing,” interposed her brother, “he was above and I was below. I couldn’t get at him; he didn’t give me a chance to get on to the bank where he was — there wasn’t time.”

“But I got on to the bank, and I snatched up another of those iron things. I could hear the thud that the thing he had made each time it came down on you. I wasn’t going to stand there and see you beaten to a pulp, so, as I tell you, George, I caught up one of those iron things — it was a great, heavy thing, and it was all I could do to lift it, but I did lift it, and I struck him with it. I don’t know where — I struck blindly. My only thought was to stop him striking you. And be went tumbling down — and that’s all I remember. I think I fainted.”

“You did faint, for the first, and I hope for the last, time in your life.” This, of course, was her brother.

“When I came to, Edward was bending over me. The first thing he said was that Fergusson was dead. At first we thought you were dead, too; but you moved, so we knew you weren’t — quite. But Edward said that Dugald had never moved after I had struck him.”

The girl passed her hand before her eyes as if to brush away something which she did not wish to see.

“We had to do something; we couldn’t stop there and do nothing. I was clear witted enough by then. I looked round, trying my hardest to think of the best thing to do, and I saw that open door. I told you about the door which I saw on one side of the arch. I went up to it. Edward asked me what I was going to do. I said, ‘I’m going to see what’s in here.’ Beyond the opening it was all in shadow. I could not see what was there, but I could see that there was plenty of room. I said, ‘We’ll put Dugald in here,’ and we did, Edward and I between us. And when he was in I pushed the door to, and it shut — with a clang. I shall never hear a door shut again without that clang coming back to me.”

The first words which I had seen her say recurred to me; those first words which had put me on the scent of Dugald Fergusson.

“Edward said to me, when the door had shut with a clang, ‘They’ll hear that down the line; you’ll have them on to us.’ I don’t know if they did hear it, but we saw no signs of anyone. Edward knew that part of the world quite well.”

“I used to stay there a lot when I was a kid,” explained her brother. “I used to know every creature for miles round; there weren’t very many to know, anyhow, in my time.”

“He remembered that an old racing man, whom he knew very well, used to live close to there.”

“Cooper,” explained her brother, “used to be in a stable over at Lewes — training stable; got savaged by a horse, and took a job as under gamekeeper on some shooting near Rowfant, which, of course, was close to where it all happened. His cottage wasn’t more than a hundred yards from that cutting. I knew he was the sort of chap who would ask no questions and keep his mouth shut, so — —”

His sister continued — I could see that she took the words almost out of his mouth.

“So we carried you up the bank and to Cooper’s cottage — it wasn’t very easy — and we left you there. Mrs. Cooper had been a nurse, and knew something about dressing wounds, and she started dressing yours at once. Mr. Cooper undertook to go at once for a doctor, and tell him some cock-and-bull story about your having been in a row, and I don’t know what besides. I wanted to wait and hear what the doctor had to say, but Edward would not let me. We walked to Three Bridges station and caught a late train up to town. And you’ve been at Cooper’s cottage ever since, and Edward and I have been here, and we have both of us been haunted. Edward hasn’t been able to sleep, and I — I have been haunted whether asleep or waking. And now it seems that you are better, and Dugald has been found; so all that remains for me to do is to go and deliver myself up to the police and let them hang me.”

She made a movement as if she would have started upon that errand then and there. Pomeroy caught her by the arm. He seemed to have gained vigour since I had seen him first, to be better able to play the man, as if the story which the girl had told had braced him.

“You’ll do nothing of the kind. They wouldn’t hang you if you did; no judge or jury would ever find you guilty of having done anything wrong. What you did was to prevent murder.”

“But I did kill Dugald Fergusson!”

“To save my life, and all the rest of my life I’m going to devote to proving to you that I’m not ungrateful. I’ll never go on to a racecourse again, and I’ll never touch another drop of drink. But I’ll make no protestations; I’ll do — or, at least, I’ll try to do.” He drew himself up straighter, and I could see what a big man he was. “Nell, you’re going to be my wife.”

“Your wife — George! When — when — —” She held out her hands in front of her, as Lady Macbeth does in the play, as if to show the stain which was on them, which nothing might ever remove. He took her hands in his and drew her to him.

“Nell, you’re going to be my wife. We’ll be married to-morrow.”

“To-morrow? George, are you — are you daft?”

Her face was towards me, and I could see how she was trembling. I have no doubt he held her closer to stay her tremors.

“I tell you we’ll be married to-morrow. People can be married in four-and-twenty hours, and you and I will be. Listen to me — now you keep still until I’ve finished. You know I’ve got a goodish bit of money; I can get hold of all of it to-morrow if I want it. You and I are going to emigrate; we’re going to start afresh in a new world, and start fair; and, please God, Nell, we’ll continue fair and keep the slate clean. Edward, why shouldn’t you come with us? You’re as movable a man as I am; you can get everything ship-shape in a few days. Come with us. Nell and I will be married to-morrow, and we’ll start next week for Australia. I know something about things out there; it’s a real white man’s country. Edward, you come with us; there’s nothing to keep you here.”

Mr. Hutchings lowered the front legs of his chair on to the ground. He got up; he took his hands out of his pockets, and he stretched them above his head instead, as a man might do who is trying to rouse himself from the heaviness of sleep.

“You are quite right, my boy, there is certainly nothing to keep me here — and wouldn’t I like to come! But I’m a householder, and a man of property; this cottage isn’t much, but it is my own, and all the things that are in it. How is it to be done? Especially in the time you talk about.”

“I tell you it is to be done, and I’ll show you how.” Mr. Pomeroy banged his fist upon the table with sudden vigour. “Nell and I together will show you how it’s to be done.” Each second he seemed to be growing more and more of a man. A thought all at once occurred to him. “Nell, you’ve never kissed me — never once in all your life. You’re going to kiss me now!”

I moved quietly back from that door with the glass panels, along the little garden path, into the main road on the other side of the privet hedge, and so away from Mortlake.

I might have stayed their going, but I did not. I might have gone to the police and told them this, that, and the other; but I did nothing of the kind. That was the first criminal case in which I had intentionally meddled, and I proposed to conduct it on lines of my own; and I did. What I had seen through that door with the glass panels was not evidence. I had not heard a single word; I had not been witness of a single overt act. I might have misunderstood everything which had been said in that little room. I might be tolerably satisfied that I had done nothing of the kind, but my satisfaction was not evidence; I could produce no proof.

I have since learned, by what one may call a side wind, that those three people did go to Australia, and are there still, doing very well; that they promise to be good and faithful citizens, a credit to the land of their adoption. With all my heart I wish them well; my hopes and my prayers are with them.

So far as I am aware the Fergusson Case remains a mystery. How his body came to be in that strange hiding-place has never been made clear, or how he came by his death. That the object could hardly have been robbery was established by the fact that in his pockets were found notes and gold to the amount of considerably over three hundred pounds, besides personal belongings of all sorts and kinds. It was obvious that nothing he possessed of the slightest value had been touched. He was recognized, rather vaguely, as a person who had made a disturbance at East Grinstead station, and it was there believed that three other persons were then in his company. But on this point no one seemed certain; nothing was ever heard of these three persons, so the belief remained a mere surmise.

About a week after the day on which I was at Mortlake I saw a copy of a local paper which was published at East Grinstead. It contained an account of the death and funeral, at Rowfant, of an old man named Cooper. A line at the bottom stated that his wife, a very old lady, had left the neighbourhood and gone to reside with some friends at Lewes. Because of the old man’s death and of his wife’s departure, I take it, nothing came of what might have been a clue, if the story had got abroad of the sojourn of the injured Pomeroy at Cooper’s cottage.

Dugald Fergusson’s mother, though she could hardly be expected to admit it, is, I think, happier with him dead than living. Alive he was a constant cause to her of anxiety, and often of shame; now her mind is at rest. And not only so, she has enshrined him with a sort of halo. She regards him almost as a martyr, who met his death at the hands of wicked persons, under circumstances which were greatly to their discredit and his honour. If the whole truth were ever to be known, it is possible that that halo would have to come off, and that she would be the poorer and sadder for the loss of one of her most cherished illusions.

I believe that I am the only person, except his mother, who has a memento of that most erratic young man; and of the existence of that no one knows — not even his mother. It is a large, flat, oval-shaped locket made of gold, within it what I would describe as the portrait of a young lady. I have it in a drawer among other odds and ends, and sometimes, when I come upon it, I ask myself if it would not be the part of rectitude to hand it over to Mrs. Fergusson. But I tell myself that the act of handing over would have to be accompanied by such a vast deal of explanation that I doubt if I ever shall.


THE CLARKE CASE

He had cut the end off the cigar and was about to strike a match when the telephone-bell rang. The instrument was close to the matches, so that without moving he was able to take up the receiver. “Yes, who’s there?”

A voice came along the wires.

“If the man with the red moustache offers you a cigar, don’t smoke it.”

“What’s that? Who is it speaking?”

The voice came again.

“Are there three men with you — one with a red moustache, one with a scar on his cheek, and one with his hair parted in the middle? If so, you’re in bad company. Be on your guard; and mind — this is very particular — if the man with the red moustache offers you a cigar, don’t smoke it. That’s all. Good-bye.”

The voice ceased, but he remained where he was with the receiver still held to his ear.

“Who is that speaking?” he asked, but he was not surprised that no answer came. He still kept the receiver to his ear for an instant. He wanted to gain time, if only for a few moments, to think.

The voice which had come to him had been unfamiliar; he did not know if it had been male or female. It was strange how it had given expression to certain doubts which had been floating through his mind — so strange as to be almost miraculous.

Presently he hung up the receiver. One of his companions spoke to him, the one with the scar on his face, Fred Darlington; how was it that the person who had spoken to him through the telephone knew that at that moment there was in the room with him a man with a scar on his face?

“I don’t like a telephone in the room in which I live,” Darlington said. “You never know when it’s going to worry you. I hope that wasn’t anything worrying.”

“No; it was only a reminder,” replied the host carelessly. “You must excuse me for a moment while I attend to it.”

He passed from the room.

The moment he had gone the man with the red moustache, Clifford Sayers, spoke — 

“He took it with him, didn’t he?” he asked, and as Darlington nodded: “I wonder what the message was? If it hadn’t been for the telephone-bell ringing just then he’d have lit it.”

“He’ll light it all right when he comes back. What’s the matter with you, man? You speak as if you’d got the jumps.”

“I have; we are playing such a game of touch-and-go. Suppose he doesn’t — we’re done.”

Charles Arnold, the man whose iron-grey hair was parted in the middle, remarked sententiously, as if he were giving utterance to a profound truth — 

“There are other ways.”

The three men looked at each other; there was something odd in the glances they exchanged. Gilbert Clarke returned. As if moved by a common impulse the trio glanced sharply at him. He still had the cigar in his hand, unlighted.

“Wasn’t it my deal?” he observed as he was crossing the room. “Sorry to keep you waiting.”

He put the cigar which he was carrying between his lips, and, striking a match, applied it to the end. As if unconscious of the interest with which the three men were watching him, he drew a puff or two.

“Sayers, this is a nice cigar of yours,” he remarked. “Now let’s go on with business.”

He sat down to the table, drawing at the cigar with every sign of enjoyment. The three men eyed him with an interest which seemed to be momentarily growing — as if the spectacle of a man smoking a cigar were a strange one. He took up a pack of cards.

“Are these cards made?” he asked, and added as no one answered: “This is a rattling good cigar of yours, Sayers — top hole.”

He took the cigar out of his mouth, drew it to and fro across his nose, and examined the ash with the air of a connoisseur. Mr. Sayers, watching him with a very peculiar expression on his face, put out the tip of his tongue as if to moisten his lips.

“That’s not the cigar I gave you,” he said slowly.

“My dear fellow, what do you mean? Not your cigar? It’s the one you gave me.”

“It is not.”

“It is — of course it is; what else can it be?”

“I expect you put down the one I gave you somewhere when you were out of the room.”

“Sayers — what do you mean?” Clarke demanded, and, resting his elbows on the table, he looked the man with the red moustache very straight in the face. “How on earth can you tell this is not the one you gave me? What was the matter with that cigar?”

Arnold struck in: “Don’t be absurd. Why shouldn’t it be the one you gave him? Aren’t we going on playing?”

“Aren’t we?” Clarke echoed the other’s question.

At that moment a man came in with some things on a tray; he placed the tray on a sideboard. Clarke took something out of his waistcoat pocket which he held out across the table. “Sayers, have a cigar?”

“That’s my cigar.”

“Is it? Then smoke it.”

“What do you mean by that?”

“Ferguson, lock the door and put the key in your pocket.” The man who had brought in the tray, moving quickly to the door, did as he was told. Gilbert Clarke had risen.

“You’re quite right, Sayers,” he said. “This is your cigar, and before you leave this room you’re going to smoke it.”

Quite a perceptible change took place in Mr. Sayers’ complexion. Darlington’s scar seemed suddenly to gleam brighter. Arnold was the only one of the three who outwardly remained calm. He looked up at Clarke with what seemed quite natural surprise.

“Clarke, what is the matter with you?”

“Nothing is the matter with me. I just want Mr. Sayers to smoke his own cigar, and I’m going to see he does it before he leaves this room.”

“Hand it over.” Sayers held out his hand.

“Mr. Sayers, I’m quite willing to do what you call ‘Hand it over,’ but it’s on the distinct understanding that you put it straight into your mouth, light it, and smoke it while I watch you. If you don’t — if, for instance, you try to put it in your pocket, or break it up, or to play any trick with it — there’ll be trouble.”

“Mr. Clarke, have you suddenly gone mad?” This again was Arnold.

“Why should you suppose that I have gone mad merely because I wish Mr. Sayers to smoke his own cigar?”

“That’s not all you’ve done; you’ve ordered your servant to lock the door and pocket the key.”

“Precisely; because I wish him to remain and see fair play. Three to one are rather bigger odds than I care to face. I’m going to waste no time, either. Mr. Sayers, you smoke this cigar at once or I telephone for the police.”

“What was that call,” asked Darlington quickly, “that you had just now on the telephone?”

“You’ve hit it, Darlington. That call was a warning not to smoke the cigar which Mr. Sayers gave me. That is why I would like him to sample it himself.”

The three men stared at each other, amazed.

“I felt,” cried Sayers, “the moment I heard that confounded bell begin to tinkle that there was something up.”

“Your instinct guided you correctly, Mr. Sayers; there was something up. It looks as if there were going to be something more up presently. For the last time, are you going to smoke your own cigar?”

“If you’ll excuse me, sir,” interposed Ferguson, who was standing at the door, “the thing’s pretty plain. I think, if I were you, sir, I should let them go.”

“There’s something, Ferguson, in your idea.” Gilbert Clarke looked from one to the other of the three men as if they were curiosities, the spectacle they presented seeming to amuse him. “Ferguson, open the door. Gentlemen — save the mark — let me invite your attention to the open door.”

“You’ve won my money!” exclaimed Sayers.

“That’s perfectly true, Mr. Sayers. I think with the assistance of the cigar I didn’t smoke, and you won’t, it was your intention, presently, to win mine — Mr. Sayers, the door.”

“You give me back my money!”

“I’m afraid I can’t do that; but — your cigar?”

Sayers made a snatch at the cigar which the other held out. Breaking it in two, he began to crumble up the tobacco in his hands. Clarke watched him smilingly.

“Now that you’ve quite made an end of it, let me assure you that that wasn’t your cigar after all. It was one of my own. If you had smoked it, no results of any kind would have followed; only you didn’t even dare to try. It suggests that there must have been something really peculiar about the cigar you gave me, which I have under lock and key — and propose to keep for future use.”

Sayers held the remnants of the cigar which he had broken to his nose. He let them fall on to the floor with an oath.

“You give me back my cigar,” he demanded.

“You recognize that that isn’t yours? There must have been something peculiar even about the smell. No, Mr. Sayers, I shall not give you back your cigar; I never return a present. Let me again invite your attention to the open door.”

Arnold spoke as he moved across the room — 

“Come on, Sayers. I won’t comment upon Mr. Clarke’s behaviour, or on his notions of the duties of a host. We may have a few words to say to him on a future occasion — words which he will find very much to the point.”

“But I want my money,” persisted Sayers. “He’s won nearly forty pounds from me; he’s cleaned me out.”

Darlington went close up to Clarke, looking him very straight in the face. He was a bigger man even than his host, who was no pygmy.

“Although, Mr. Clarke, you have your servant here to protect you, I’ve a mind to give you the soundest thrashing you ever had in your life.”

“Have you, Mr. Darlington? Pray don’t consider my servant. I am at your service — to thrash.”

Arnold, who was standing near the door, called to him — 

“Come away, Darlington. What’s the use of making a scene? We’ll talk to him, in our own fashion, later on. Let him flatter himself for the moment that he has got the best of us.”

Clarke made a movement with his hand.

“You hear, Mr. Darlington, the voice of wisdom. May I ask, if you are going to thrash me, to do it at once; I want to be rid of you.”

The scar on Mr. Darlington’s cheek showed more clearly.

“It’s easy for you to talk, my foxy kid; but I could kill you if I liked.”

“Darlington!” exclaimed Arnold. “Come, don’t be an ass!”

Clarke smiled a little grimly.

“Don’t you think you had really better go — leaving me unkilled?” he suggested coldly.

Darlington moved still closer, raising his left hand. Gilbert Clarke did not flinch; he continued to smile. “If you touch me —— If you touch me — —”

“If you’re set on making an ass of yourself, Darlington,” said Arnold impatiently, “you can do it on your own — I’m going. Come along, Sayers.”

As he spoke Arnold quitted the room. Sayers followed after him. Darlington hesitated.

“You may think you have finished with me, Mr. Clarke, but I assure you I haven’t finished with you. You’ve got my money, and I assure you I’ll make you give full value for every penny.”

Mr. Darlington followed his companions.

Three days later Gilbert Clarke was at Brighton. On the morning after his arrival he was on the West Pier listening to the band. He was leaning over the railing of the balcony when a voice addressed him from behind — 

“Good morning, Mr. Clarke.”

Turning, he found that the speaker was a quiet, nice-looking young woman, with big, bright eyes, and a clear complexion. She perceived that he was at a loss.

“No, you’ve never met me before, nor have I ever seen you; but the man you were talking to just now — I saw him call you Clarke.”

“You saw him call me Clarke?”

“Why not? If you watch a man’s face you can see what he says. I hope you didn’t smoke that cigar?”

Gilbert Clarke stood with his hat in his hand, plainly more at a loss than ever.

“What cigar?” he asked. “I’m afraid I don’t quite follow.”

“Wasn’t it you I recommended over the telephone not to smoke a certain cigar?”

Light seemed to be dawning on him, causing some very curious changes to take place in his expression.

“Was it you? Great Scott! You don’t mean to say — but I don’t understand. To whom have I the pleasure of speaking?”

The girl let his question go unanswered.

“The man with the red moustache is here,” she went on quietly. “He’s on the deck below. You seem to be quite a decent sort of person; I wondered if you were, and if it would be worth my while to telephone. How came you to be in such society? I hope you’re not in the habit of choosing such companions.”

Her frankness seemed to take him aback. Her big eyes were fixed on his face, as if she were trying not only to read what was on it, but what was behind it, too. He positively blushed.

“The fact is,” he explained with marked hesitancy in his speech, “that I met them — that is, I met Darlington and Arnold — at Monte Carlo; you know how one does pick up men at that sort of place. But, I beg your pardon, I suppose, as you’re a woman, you don’t.”

“You may suppose I do.”

“May I? That’s good. They seemed to know a lot of other men there, and, after a fashion, I chummed up with them. We came back together, and in London they introduced me to Sayers — and that’s how it was.”

“I see. Well — they are not nice men.”

“May I ask what you know about them; and also I hope you won’t mind my asking who you are? You have the advantage of me.”

“Darlington is the man with the scar,” returned the girl, ignoring the more personal question. “He would kill you at sight, and without warning, if you had something he wanted and he couldn’t get it any other way. Arnold, the man with his hair parted in the centre, is more diplomatic; he would rather some one else killed you than do it himself. Sayers, the man with the red moustache, is a sneak; he would like to kill you on the sly. By the way, what have you done with his cigar?”

“I’m keeping it as a memento. One day it may come in useful.”

“He is preparing another for you — or its equivalent. This time it takes the shape of a woman. Is there a fluffy, fair-haired lady staying at your hotel, to whom you have paid attention — say, just a little?”

Gilbert Clarke blushed again. He was only a young man, after all, and this girl’s eyes never left his face.

“There was a lady who sat by me last night in the Winter Garden to whom I spoke a word or two,” he replied hesitatingly.

“She has a private sitting-room?”

“I believe she has; she did say something about it. She is staying in the house with her husband.”

“Her husband? Yes, quite so. Her husband wasn’t there last night?”

“I understood from her that he had gone away for a day or two.”

“Exactly; and you asked her to go for a spin with you in your car this afternoon?”

“How do you know that? Did she tell you? Is she an acquaintance of yours?”

“Never spoke to her in my life; but she’s an acquaintance of the man with the red moustache.”

“No! How do you know that?”

“She has just been talking to him on the front. He wanted to come on to the pier and listen to the band, but she told him that you were doing that already, so they had their little talk on the front instead. Apparently she has got rid of him,” she added hurriedly; “isn’t that she coming along the pier? A word of warning: Don’t go into her sitting-room, and be careful where you go with her in the car.”

The girl, laughing at him, held up a monitory finger; then, without the slightest warning, turned and walked quickly away.

“One moment,” he exclaimed, and would have hastened after her. She turned into the pavilion; when he reached the door she had vanished from sight.

“Who on earth is she?” he inquired of himself, “and what the goodness does she mean by tearing off like that?”

He glanced down the stairs, looked around the pavilion, went back to the balcony and stared on the deck below; there was not a trace of the girl to be seen. A lady coming down the pier, seeing him lean over the balcony, catching his eye, slightly waved her parasol to him.

“Hallo! There’s Mrs. — didn’t she say her name was Denyer? She’s uncommonly good to look at.” He took off his hat in recognition of her signal. “Who is that girl, I wonder? What does it matter? I shall do no harm by saying a few civil words to Mrs. Denyer, even if she has the misfortune to number Mr. Sayers among her acquaintances. And, after all, I actually have nothing against Mr. Sayers or his friends — that is, nothing substantial. It’s only surmise. It looks as if she were coming up here. I don’t see how I’m going to cut her if she does; I must be civil.”

He was civil to her to such an extent that — unheeding the stranger’s warning — he took her out for a spin in his car that very afternoon.

That was on the Friday afternoon. On the afternoon of the following Monday a young woman got out of the train at Bramborough station — Bramborough is a village something more than twenty miles from Brighton — and put rather a singular question to the man who took her ticket at the door.

“Is there a house in the village, or near the village, with a very large sycamore tree in front of it?”

“Sycamore?” echoed the man. He looked puzzled as if he would like to ask what a sycamore was.

A man who was on the box of a fly, which was standing in the road, called out: “There’s The Laurels, miss. That’s got a sycamore in the front garden.”

“How far is The Laurels from this?”

“I’ll drive you there, miss, in ten minutes.”

“Thank you; I think I’d rather walk, if you wouldn’t mind telling me where it is.”

“It’s just outside the village, miss. It’s an old-fashioned house, standing well back from the road; there’s a laurel hedge and a large sycamore tree in the front garden. It’s on your right as you go straight on; you can’t miss it.”

“Just outside the village” proved to be rather an elastic phrase. It seemed to her that she had left the village behind a good half-mile before she came to what she was seeking.

“This must be it,” she decided. “He said the house with the sycamore; there are hardly likely to be two houses with sycamores in a place like this.”

As she stood looking over the gate, she smiled to herself. “A nice wild-goose chase I’m on,” she went on to herself; “compared to what I’m doing, chasing a will-o’-the-wisp isn’t in it.”

She pushed back the gate, which swung on rusty hinges. “That wants oiling. The house seems empty; it looks as if it hadn’t been lived in lately. The windows look as if they hadn’t been cleaned for ages, or the blinds drawn up. I wonder who’s supposed to live there, anyhow.” She pulled a comical face. “A pretty figure I’m going to cut.”

She walked along the weed-covered path to the house; the nearer she came to it the more deserted it seemed. There was no knocker at the front door; she rang the bell, and could hear it clanging within. She rang three times, but no one answered.

“There’s no one in here now, that’s pretty certain. Somehow, the very way that bell clangs seems to tell you that the house is empty.”

She walked around the building. All the blinds were closely drawn. At the back, a pane of glass in a French window was broken. She seemed struck by it.

“That window seems to be broken in a rather convenient place. I wonder if I were to put my hand in if I could reach the fastening? I can — there is the window open. Now, if I enter this house, shall I be committing burglary, or what crime shall I be committing?”

She stood with the open window in her hand, hesitating; then she passed the threshold.

“How dark it is in here! That’s because the curtains are so thick and the blinds are all down. Shall I pull them up? Will that be a further offence, I wonder?”

While standing in the shadowed room — she still seemed to be of two minds — the silence was broken by a very curious sound. If for a moment she started, seeming about to retreat, it was but for a moment; almost in the same instant she recovered her presence of mind.

“What was that? I do believe I’ve not come on a wild-goose chase after all.”

The room, which was filled with odds and ends of furniture, was apparently a drawing-room. It had folding doors, which were the only means of egress. Throwing one open she entered the room beyond.

“It isn’t very long ago that some one was in here — some one, it would seem, who was having rather a good time.”

On the table were two champagne-bottles, which seemed to be empty; a champagne-glass lay broken on the floor; another stood by a dish of grapes; a half-consumed cigar lay on the carpet; a box of cigarettes was open on a chair. Near them was a woman’s glove; on this she pounced.

“That ought to be a piece of evidence, if evidence is needed.” As she examined the glove that curious sound was repeated. “That comes from upstairs.” She passed through the hall; at the foot of the staircase she halted. “I wonder what I’m going to see.”

Then she ascended the staircase. When she reached the top she pointed to a door.

“It comes from the other side of that.” Even with the handle between her fingers she stood to listen. “I wonder what is on the other side; I do hope it is nothing very dreadful.” She threw the door of the room right back. “Oh, what a smell!” Then she went in. “You poor, poor thing!”

It was a bedroom, and something was on the bed. A figure of a man tied hand and foot with a variety of ingenious fastenings. The atmosphere could scarcely have been more unpleasant. There were two windows; she ran to them, drew up the blinds, raised the sashes. A pleasant breeze came through. Then, turning to the bed, she repeated her previous cry of pity.

“You poor, poor thing; what have they done to you?”

The man was not only secured so he could not move a limb, he was gagged as well. It was the gag that, in the efforts which he made to give vent to his feelings, made it seem such a curious sound. The gag took the form of a towel, which had been folded over his mouth and tied at the back. When she had removed this, the man made an attempt to speak, but failed.

“Don’t talk; don’t try to. Don’t do anything till I have untied you,” she commanded, attacking the knot. But it was not an easy job, the untying. “Oh, if I had a pair of scissors or a knife; these knots are terrible. I wonder where the knives are kept? It will take me hours to untie these knots. There must be knives in the house; I’ll run downstairs and get one.”

“Don’t go,” the man managed to gasp.

“I sha’n’t be an instant; I’ll be back before you know I’ve gone. I must get something to cut those cords with.”

She was nearly as good as her word. Considering she was in a strange house, with no idea of where anything was kept, she was back with surprising quickness, with quite a collection of knives in her hands.

“I brought all these in case any of them should be blunt. Now we’ll see! This one is not blunt, anyhow; that cord’s cut, and that, and that. We’ll have them all off in less than no —— Oh, Mr. Clarke! What’s the matter? Surely I haven’t hurt you?”

Something had happened which seemed both to startle and surprise her — the man on the bed had fainted. Momentary reflection, however, told her that that was precisely what might have been expected. The shock produced by the sudden removal of his bonds was more than he could bear.

It seemed to her that the best thing she could do was to remove those ligatures which still remained and do her utmost to recall him to consciousness afterward.

Before very long she was pressing on him the contents of half a tumbler of champagne which she had taken from still another bottle which she had found below — this time a full one — and some biscuits which she had found in a tin.

He disposed of both with a ravenous appetite which it was not pleasant to see. It was some time before he was able to tell his disjointed story, then the chief part of it was prompted by her.

“So you took Mrs. Denyer for a drive on Friday, and she brought you here?” she began.

The man made an effort at recollection.

“Yes; of course,” he replied, the words coming from him awkwardly. “I remember — she brought me — somewhere.”

“And then you had a drink with her?”

“Yes, I did. She opened a bottle of champagne and — I had a drink with her.”

“And after that?”

He repeated her words. “And after that — after that — I — I don’t seem to remember — after that.” As if a thought had suddenly struck him, he asked a question. “How long have I been here?”

“Well, this is Monday. If you came here on Friday afternoon, you’ve been here practically three whole days.”

“Good Lord!” His jaw seemed to drop open; it was with an effort that he recovered himself. “You don’t mean to say that I’ve been here in this house three whole days — tied up — alone?”

“It looks like it, doesn’t it — if you came here on Friday?”

“It doesn’t feel like three whole days.”

“No — fortunately for you, it does not. I rather fancy that that champagne was like Mr. Sayers’s cigar — drugged. It would seem that the drug they used is such a powerful one that it has kept you here unconscious for three whole days.”

“But what can she have done such a thing for? She could have nothing against me.”

“I doubt if she did do it, on her own initiative. I expect Mr. Sayers was somewhere about the house when she brought you here, although she said nothing about that little fact and you did not guess it. Indeed, I may say that I know he was.”

“You know he was? Who are you? Aren’t you the girl who spoke to me on the pier and then tore off when I asked you what your name was?”

“I am that girl, and my name is Judith Lee. Quite by accident I learned that you had taken a lady out for a spin in your motor on Friday, and had not been back to your hotel since.

“I happen to be acquainted with the establishment which Mr. Sayers patronizes when he wants a little refreshment in the morning; it’s a most respectable one. I go there myself sometimes for a cup of coffee. I went there this morning.

“As luck had it, Mr. Sayers was standing in the entrance hall talking to Mr. Darlington as I went in. He was in a hurry — just leaving. All I could see him say was — —”

“‘See him say’?” interrupted Clarke. “That’s the second time you have used that expression. I don’t understand.”

“All I could see him say,” repeated Miss Lee, smiling tantalizingly but ignoring his interruption, “was: ‘The place is called Bramborough; all I can tell you about the house is that there’s a great sycamore tree in the front garden; that’s all I know about it.’

“Then he went, and Mr. Darlington with him. It didn’t seem much that he had said, but I turned it over in my mind when I was drinking my coffee. Bramborough? I knew where that was; just a nice, short motor run from Brighton. You had gone out on Friday without your chauffeur, as he understood, for an hour or two.

“Nothing since had been heard of you or your car or of the fluffy-haired lady. Suppose, I said to myself, I were to go down to Bramborough — I’ve nothing to do — and look for the house with a sycamore tree. So I came.”

Gilbert Clarke did not present a pleasant spectacle. He badly needed shaving; he would have been the better for washing; his hair was dishevelled; his attire was in disorder. But as he stared at the girl the thing which struck one most was the look of amazement which was on his face.

“You say you came as if it were just nothing at all; but if you hadn’t come, what would have happened to me?”

“I wonder; it does seem to be fortunate that I came.” She went to the open window. “There is some one passing down the road. I’m going to hail him. Hallo! Hallo!” She waved her handkerchief. “He sees me — he’s coming. He’s quite an intelligent-looking boy.”

Through the open window she spoke to the boy, who was in the garden below.

“Where is the nearest doctor? About a mile. Where do you live? Just down the road; that’s good. Who is there at home? Your mother and your sister; that’s still better. Do you think if you were to tell them that there was a gentleman lying ill here, and very much in want of some one to do for him, they would come to him at once, especially if they know that he would pay them well? You think they would; then there’s half a crown all for yourself. Now if you’ll go and send your mother and sister and go and tell the doctor to come at once to a gentleman who is very ill, when you come back with the doctor I’ll make that half-crown five shillings. Off you go as hard as ever you can.” She brought her head back into the room. “He’s gone; for a boy he seems quite sensible. I shouldn’t wonder if we have all the help we want in a little while.”

The help she desired came in the shape of a man of medicine. When the doctor saw the patient, instead of pronouncing him very ill, he declared him practically well. To judge from his manner, he had expected to find him trembling on the verge of the grave. His bearing conveyed the impression that, in his judgment, if Mr. Clarke suffered from anything it was from over-indulgence in alcoholic stimulant. When he heard what had happened to him he whistled — a lapse from the proper “bedside manner” for which he instantly apologized.

“I beg your pardon, but the fact is that not only is your case an extraordinary one — that such a thing should have taken place in broad daylight, under our very noses, and nobody know it — but the most extraordinary thing, from my point of view, is that I probably saw the miscreant leaving the premises and that I practically bade him Godspeed on his journey.”

The doctor, who was a little, bustling, bald-headed man with an inclination to rotundity, seemed quite excited.

“On Friday afternoon I was coming back from a patient; I was alone in my car — it’s a two-seater which I’ve had five years, and is a bit noisy — when I saw a motor-car, big grey one, standing outside the gate of this house.”

“That was mine,” said the man on the bed — he was still on the bed, though that was more for the sake of his being at his ease than anything else. “It’s a forty Daimler.”

“Oh, a forty Daimler, is she? I thought it was a very nice car. Just as I was coming round the bend I saw a man coming out of the gate with a woman in his arms — —”

“A woman in his arms?” exclaimed Miss Lee.

“Yes, in his arms; he was carrying her like a child. He put her into the car and propped her up into the corner. I stopped when I came along. ‘I hope the lady’s not unwell,’ I said. ‘She’s a bit off colour, that’s all,’ said the man, not noticing me.

“‘Can I be of any assistance?’ I asked. ‘I’m a medical man.’ ‘I do not know what even a medical man can do for a lady that’s been drinking; that’s the complaint she’s suffering from.’ He said this in what I thought was quite an unpleasant tone.

“I looked at the lady; she was breathing heavily, and her appearance was quite consistent with what he said. ‘You don’t mean that she’s intoxicated?’ ‘She’s drunk as a lord,’ he snapped; and as he said this he got on to the driver’s seat and off he went.”

“What sort of man was he to look at?”

“The chief point about him that I carry in my mind is that he had a heavy red moustache.”

“Mr. Sayers — what did I tell you?”

The girl looked at Gilbert Clarke, who remarked — 

“Anyhow, it doesn’t look as though Mrs. Denyer was quite the person you thought; it almost looks as if she did not know what was the matter with that bottle of fizz any more than I did.”

“Have you any reason to suppose,” asked the doctor, “that the outrage to which you have been subjected was prompted by robbery — or by what?”

That one, at least, of the motives was robbery was very soon made clear. To begin with, Mr. Clarke had been stripped of everything of value he had on him.

“Can you think of anything which has been taken,” asked Miss Lee, “besides your watch and chain and sovereign case and gold pencil-case and gold match-box and gold cigar-case and links and studs and diamond tie-pin? I suppose they were worth taking. It seems as if a man can carry a good deal of solid value about him, if he doesn’t wear jewellery.”

“I suppose my pocket-book’s gone.”

“Was there anything in it?”

“As it happens, there was a good deal. I drew two hundred pounds out of the bank when I left London, and that was in my pocket-book. There was a blank cheque besides. I always do carry a blank cheque in case anything should turn up and I should want one.”

“A very sensible custom. Something has turned up; probably that blank cheque of yours has been found very useful.”

Mr. Clarke looked as if he would have liked to say something to the young woman, but could not think what. She, however, proved to be correct. That blank cheque had been found useful; it had been filled up for five hundred pounds, presented by a dapper young gentleman about whose appearance there was nothing in the least suspicious, and paid across the counter.

The motor-car was recovered, which was more than Mr. Clarke’s other belongings seemed ever likely to be. Late on Friday night a car had been discovered by a policeman in the lane only a short distance from Harrow station. The lamps were not lighted; no one was in charge; there was nothing to show where it had come from or to whom it belonged.

The policeman waited and waited. When, after quite a long period of waiting, no one appeared, he gave information at the station-house — and the car was locked up. The owner was ultimately discovered; it was Mr. Clarke’s forty Daimler, though how it got to Harrow and who took it there, as the police put it, there was no evidence to show.

Gilbert Clarke went back to Brighton, where he made quite a stay. One morning he was again on the West Pier listening to the band, when, as on a previous occasion, a voice addressed him.

“Good morning, Mr. Clarke; I hope you’re feeling better, and I hope you have had no more adventures.” He turned with a start. It was Judith Lee.

“It’s you again!” he cried. “Why, I’d sooner see you than get back my seven hundred pounds. I’d sooner see you almost than anything. You’re looking awfully well. That’s a ripping hat, if you’ll forgive my saying so. What became of you that afternoon? I thought you were downstairs somewhere and were coming back with me to Brighton; then when it came to the scratch, no one could find you anywhere: you’d vanished.”

“I had gone back to town. I am glad you like my hat.”

“I do; it suits you splendidly — but never mind your hat.”

“But I do mind my hat; it cost quite a lot of money for me. You don’t think it’s a little big?”

“Not a bit too big; though, of course, it’s a pretty good size, isn’t it? It suits you down to the ground.”

“I’m so pleased that you think it suits me down to the ground — though I don’t quite know what degree in superlative that is.”

“I was thinking of putting an advertisement in the paper for you.”

“Why?” She was looking at him with something like laughter in her big, bright eyes. “You’re looking perfectly all right again.”

“Oh, I’m as fit as a fiddler. Miss Lee, I owe you an awful lot. First, the warning about the cigar; then the tip about that woman; then your coming to the rescue in that beastly house. I don’t know what would have become of me if you hadn’t.”

“I dare say somebody else would have found you sooner or later — before you were quite dead.”

“I believe if I’d remained there, gagged and bound, when consciousness returned, for many hours, I should have gone mad. I felt as if I were going mad when you appeared. I feel that I owe you more than my life. The queerest part is that I know nothing about you. I haven’t the faintest notion why you’ve done all these things for me.”

“You see, I’m a teacher of the deaf and dumb — that’s why.”

“Are you — are you — chaffing me?”

“Not on this occasion. I am a teacher of the deaf and dumb — the lip-reading system — and that is why. In my time I’ve had to make this explanation to a good many people. If all persons were like me there’d be a good deal less conversation. They would not only be afraid of being overheard, they would be still more fearful of being seen. I only have to see people to know what they are saying.”

Clarke stared at her in amazement, but found nothing to say.

“On the afternoon of the day I telephoned to you,” went on Miss Lee, “I saw three men sitting in a cafe — one had a scar on his face, one had his hair parted in the middle, one had a big, red moustache. I was rather interested in what they were saying. It’s queer when people are talking secrets and you know every word they’re saying; it’s a sort of sublimated eavesdropping.

“The man with the moustache took a cigar out of his pocket. ‘That’s for Mr. Gilbert Clarke,’ he said; ‘that’ll do his business!’

“‘What time are you going?’ the man with the scar asked.

“‘He said, come after dinner, about nine.’

“‘He didn’t ask us to dinner?’

“‘No, I noticed he didn’t ask us to dinner. He said to come after dinner, about nine, and have a little poker.’

“The man with the moustache held the cigar out again. ‘That’ll give him all the poker he wants,’ he growled. Then he put it very carefully in a case, which he placed in his pocket.

“Directly they had gone I asked for a directory, and I looked up Gilbert Clarke. I found that Clarke was spelled in half a dozen different ways, but that there was only one Gilbert Clarke, and he spelled his name C-l-a-r-k-e. He had a flat in Whitehall Court, and he had a telephone. I got on to that telephone, and I sent you that message. I thought it possible it might reach you about the time that cigar was making its appearance.”

“It did. I’ve had that cigar analysed since. It was loaded with some horrible drug, which would have had the effect of making me seem dead drunk. A few whiffs would have been enough, and while I was in that condition they would have been able to do with me what they liked — make me sign anything. It seems that not long ago a young fellow in Paris was made to sign cheques for large amounts under precisely similar circumstances, which were cashed before he knew anything about them. I have a large balance at my bankers; but they might have cleared me out.”

“I’m glad they didn’t. It’s one of the pleasures of living to be able to do one’s fellow-creatures little services.”

“Do you call what you’ve done me ‘a little service’? Could anyone have done me a greater? If you only knew how I feel about it — if I could only tell you.”

“Don’t bother to try; let’s talk about the weather.”

“I hope, Miss Lee, you’ll lunch with me?”

“Thank you, Mr. Clarke; I’m afraid not. Frankly, one of the reasons why I hesitate to render people — little services is the fear of that.”

“The fear of what?”

“The next man to whom I may render a little service may be that person down there with a big, black beard, his hands in his pockets, his hat on the back of his head, and his pipe in his mouth. It doesn’t follow because, in pursuit of my hobby, I may render him a little service that I should want to carry it further, does it?” Her smile robbed the words of much of their sting.

“I think I understand,” replied Clarke, flushing a little. “Then you are to place me under heavy obligations and I am not to be allowed to show that I am even conscious of what you’ve done. Is that quite fair?”

“You’re a young man, Mr. Clarke, younger than you think,” returned Miss Lee quietly. “I believe you are rich. You’ll find all sorts of people who will be ready to take advantage of your youth and — I won’t say innocence, because you might think I was insulting you — I’ll say money. If you wish to show your consciousness of what I have done for you, consider one or two copy-book maxims: ‘Be careful what acquaintances you make’; ‘Don’t ask people of whom you know nothing to your private apartments’; ‘Don’t play cards with strangers for money.’”

There was a brief period during which neither spoke. He seemed to be digesting her words, and to be finding the process not a very pleasant one.

“I fancy your three friends have deserted their usual trysting-place,” she said at last, and there was a subtle change in her tone. “I have seen nothing of them since that Monday. Have you any news from the police?”

“The police!” He uttered the words as if he scorned what they stood for. “I don’t expect to have any news from them. They seem to think that I dreamed the whole thing, and that, if I didn’t, it served me right.”

“It’s certainly very wrong of them to think that.”

He glanced sharply at her; on her face was an expression of perfect gravity. He was not sure even that there was a twinkle in her eye.

“I don’t care what the police think. What I want is to find myself face to face with Mr. Clifford Sayers, just we two alone, and I shall one day; those things come by waiting. When I do, I’ll hand over what is left of him to the police. This is a personal matter between him and me. At present he’s one ahead; some day, I hope very soon, that he’ll be one, or more, behind.”

It was her turn to glance at him. There was a grim look on his face. She thought it suited him; she felt that in a hand-to-hand encounter with his enemy this young gentleman might be at his very best.

“You believe in the old-fashioned methods — redressing your own wrongs: an eye for an eye, and that sort of thing?”

“Exactly, that sort of thing. You’ll laugh at me, but I never feel so much at home as in the thick of a row; it’s on the way to it that I make an ass of myself.”

“If that is the case, suppose” — she glanced at him again— “suppose I were to put you in the way of having a little private conversation with Mr. Clifford Sayers — what then?”

“What then? I should say, thank you, and please make it as soon as you can.”

“I rather fancy I saw Mr. Clifford Sayers strolling along the King’s Road a little while ago; he must be a courageous man.”

“He must be. Would you mind strolling with me along the King’s Road, the way he went?”

They went off the pier together. When they had gone a little way she stopped.

“If you really would like to have a little conversation with Mr. Sayers, I think you’re rather fortunate. Isn’t that he talking to a friend?”

A short distance from where they paused, the gentleman in question was waving a friendly adieu to an elegant young man.

“I do seem lucky,” observed Mr. Clarke. “I hope he’ll be pleased to see me. I fear it may be some time before that smart young man with the pink socks will see him again.”

The allusion was to the hose worn by the elegant young man who had just parted from Mr. Sayers. Mr. Sayers was walking toward Kemp Town, in happy obliviousness of the couple in the rear who were making it their business to keep him in sight. He bent his steps toward an hotel which looked out on to Castle Square, and passed through the door in blissful ignorance that they had entered immediately after. He was going up the staircase as they went in.

“I wish to speak to that gentleman,” said Mr. Clarke to the youth who was acting as hall-porter. “I’ll go up to his room.” He turned to Miss Lee. “Do you mind coming with me?”

The pair went up the staircase, the youth looking after them as if in doubt whether or not he ought to let them go. When they reached the passage on the first floor they saw Mr. Sayers opening the door of a room which was about half-way down it. He still had his back to them when Clarke spurted. Mr. Sayers had opened the door of the room, but by the time he had realized who was coming his recent victim was already on him, and he was assisted into the room with a swiftness which possibly surprised him.

“What the devil is the meaning of this?” he spluttered.

Mr. Clarke was standing at the still open door.

“Come in, Miss Lee, come in. I should like you to hear me say a word or two to Mr. Sayers, which won’t require me to detain you more than a few moments. This appears to be only a bedroom, but perhaps you won’t mind that.”

Miss Lee did not seem to mind in the least. She came in, closed the door, and stood with her back against it. Mr. Sayers stood staring at his visitors with an expression on his face which suggested that he was very far from pleased to see them.

“What do you mean by forcing your way into a gentleman’s room like this?” he demanded furiously.

“I am going to have a little conversation with you, Mr. Sayers,” replied Clarke coolly; “and I hope you will enjoy it as much as I feel sure I shall. You tried to drug me with a cigar; and when you failed you tried something else. Had the cigar succeeded, you would certainly have robbed me; when the other way came off as you desired, you robbed me on that occasion instead.

“You took from me my watch and chain, various trifles which I had about me, two hundred pounds in cash, and you got another five hundred for another cheque, which you first stole, then forged, and then presented. Those various items, added together, represent quite a formidable sum, Mr. Sayers. For that amount you are in my debt; but when we have finished our little conversation I will give you a receipt for it in full.”

The man had turned quite an uncomfortable colour; he showed white under his freckled skin. He seemed all at once to be short of breath.

“Don’t you play any of your monkey tricks with me,” he stammered.

“Not at all. I’m not going to play any tricks, Mr. Sayers; I’m merely going to teach you a little lesson.”

The man made a dash in the direction of the bell, but Clarke caught him by the shoulder with a grip which made him wince.

“If you should succeed in ringing the bell, Mr. Sayers,” he said quietly, “I should hand you over to the police, with the result that you would probably get a long term of penal servitude. I don’t want to have the police interfering in a little matter like this; when I’m through with you, I assure you, you’ll run no risk of penal servitude from me.”

He turned to the girl. “I am obliged to you, Miss Lee, for favouring me with your attention while I explained matters to Mr. Sayers; now I think I need detain you no longer.”

Miss Lee smiled and went out. As she went, the door was shut behind her, and she heard the key turned on the other side. The look which was on Mr. Sayers’ face as Gilbert Clarke, gripping him by the shoulder, explained his intentions, haunted her as she moved along the passage.

Two or three days afterward she was entering a Piccadilly restaurant when she noticed two men standing in the hall. One of them, a man of unusual height, had a scar on his cheek. She saw him say to the other — 

“So our dear old friend has had trouble.”

“He’s in the hospital,” the other replied, with a smile which hardly suggested mirth, “if you call that trouble.”

“It depends rather on the circumstances which have taken him there, doesn’t it?”

“Mr. Gilbert Clarke stood for the circumstances in this case. I understand that he, as nearly as possible, broke every bone in his body, and that he won’t be able to move for at least a month. A motor-omnibus could hardly have hurt him more.

“And I will tell you something else: from what I am told, if you were to meet that nice young man, I shouldn’t wonder if you found him one of the toughest propositions you ever tackled. He may be a simpleton, but he’s built on a steel frame, and he can use it.”

The speaker made a little movement with his fists which was full of meaning.

“I have not the slightest wish to meet him, I assure you,” the tall man replied; “not the very least. I’ve had enough of this effete old country, and between ourselves, the day after to-morrow I’m going to leave it for quite a while.”

“I’m thinking of leaving it also,” the other gentleman returned.

As she went in to lunch Miss Lee, was smiling. She had heard from another source quite a spirited account of that conversation with Mr. Clifford Sayers. As she was choosing a table she was saying to herself — 

“How strange it must feel to be a young man!”


THE AFFAIR OF THE MONTAGU DIAMONDS

Passing through the Embankment Gardens one cold, bleak afternoon in March, I saw a man accost a woman who was some little distance in front of me. As he spoke she turned her head, and, having looked at him, started running as for life. The man stopped, stared after her, and laughed; then, turning on his heels, began to retrace his steps. I saw his face quite clearly. Words which he muttered to himself were framed upon his lips, sufficiently obviously for me to follow them.

“Very well, my dear, you wait a bit. You haven’t quite learned your lesson yet.”

He was a nondescript-looking sort of person — indeed, although he was, perhaps, not more than thirty, in a sense the whole man showed signs of wear. As he neared me he had the impertinence to smile. I decided that there was something about him which I did not like at all.

When I got on to the Embankment I saw, on the other side of the road, the woman who had run away. She was leaning against the wall beside the river, holding one hand against her side, gasping for breath. My curiosity aroused, I asked her — 

“What’s the matter? Are you feeling ill?”

“A man — spoke — to me, and — frightened me — nearly — out of my senses,” she answered, brokenly.

“What did he say to you? What sort of man was he?”

“He — was the man — who — was the cause — of all my trouble. I — lost my situation — because of him.”

“How was that?”

“He — made them think — I had stolen things, and — I hadn’t. They — turned me away — without a character. I — haven’t been able — to get — another situation since, and — I’m nearly starving.”

I believed her; I had seen hungry women before.

“Come with me,” I said; “we’ll get something to eat.”

I took her to a popular restaurant in the Strand. I had to take her arm in mine to enable her to get as far.

In reply to my questions, she told me that her name was Maggie Harris. She had been a nursery governess in a family named Braithwaite in Camden Town. They lived over a sort of fancy shop, from which they got their living. She had been with them nearly a year. Then things began to be missed, both from the house and the shop. Suspicion began to fasten on her. She herself did not know why. There was an assistant in the shop named Turner. This man made overtures to her, which she resented. One day a number of new goods were missing from the shop. While she was out with the children her master and mistress searched her room; she felt sure it was at Turner’s suggestion. The missing articles were found in her box. Her employers turned her out on to the pavement there and then. That was six weeks ago. She had been trying to find other employment ever since, and had failed.

Her father, she said, was dead. She had a stepmother, who lived near Wisbech, in Cambridgeshire. She left her stepmother’s house because of some dispute over a young man. Practically she was without a friend in the world, without a penny, and with no prospects of earning one. So I took her home with me.

I was at that time in occupation of a flat in Sloane Gardens. Fifteen or sixteen days had gone by when, one morning there was a ringing at my front door, and Miss Marshall came rushing into the sitting-room, where I was at work with Maggie Harris. Miss Agatha Marshall had the flat immediately below mine. She was a rather eccentric person, somewhere in the thirties, who, although possessed of considerable means, found it difficult to induce a servant to stay with her.

“Oh, Miss Lee,” she exclaimed, “there have been thieves in my flat. I was alone; they might have cut my throat from ear to ear, and no one would have been any the wiser!”

“Are you quite sure, Miss Marshall, of what you say?”

“Miss Lee,” she replied, “they have taken my mother’s pearl necklace.”

“I expect,” I said, “you have mislaid the necklace. You will find it presently, when you have searched again.”

“Miss Lee, you don’t know what you are talking about.” All at once her tone was angry. “Last night I placed it in the biscuit-box. I filled it myself with biscuits and put the necklace at the bottom. Just now, when I went into the dining-room, there were the biscuits on the table, the box was empty, and the necklace was gone! And the worst of it is that something woke me in the middle of the night; I couldn’t imagine what it was. I lay listening, and I suppose before I made up my mind I dropped off to sleep again. Perhaps it was just as well, because, had I gone into the dining-room and found thieves in the act of robbing me, goodness knows what would have happened.”

I gave one or two directions to Maggie Harris and went downstairs with Miss Marshall.

Her story seemed to be correct. The pearl necklace did appear to have gone, and other things beside.

The mystery was how the robbery had been effected. Presently we had up Wheeler, the hall porter, and a policeman who was fetched off his beat. Both these persons were of opinion that entry had been gained by the simple process of unlocking the outer door of the lady’s flat, while the porter was certain that no suspicious character had entered the building after the lady herself had returned, just before midnight.

When I went back to my own sitting-room I found Maggie Harris still writing. My intention was not to keep her in my employment, but I felt that a month’s rest would not do her any harm, and at her request I had given her work of my own to do. The more I saw of the girl the more I liked her.

Directly I appeared she said a very singular thing.

“Wherever I go a robbery immediately follows. It’s happened again and again. I’m not a thief. But it seems I might just as well be. You had better have me locked up or turned into the street.”

As she looked at me I was struck, not for the first time, by the pallor of her cheeks, her bloodless lips, and her shining eyes. I knew that, while she was not exactly hysterical, she was super-sensitive.

“I take it, Maggie,” said I, “that you did not steal Miss Marshall’s pearl necklace and the rest of her belongings?”

“I didn’t! I didn’t! Don’t you know I didn’t?”

“I never suggested that you did, which makes it harder for me to understand why you should use such extremely foolish words as you did just now.” As I saw that words were about to drop from the girl’s eager lips I stopped her. “Please don’t let us discuss the subject, Maggie. Miss Marshall’s losses have nothing to do either with you or with me.”

The mystery of the robbery in Miss Marshall’s flat remained unsolved. Nothing was heard about the articles which she professed to have lost.

Some ten days after the robbery Wheeler, the porter to the flats, stopped me as I was entering the lift.

“Before I take you up, Miss Lee, if you don’t mind, there are one or two things which I should like to say to you.”

“What is it, Wheeler?” I asked.

“I was thirty-two last week, Miss Lee,” he began, with rather unexpected candour. “My mother died more than twelve months ago, and left me quite a tidy bit of money. I’m going to set up in business on my own account, but before doing so I want a wife, some one who can look after the house and the accounts while I look after the customers and the shop, and, with your permission, Miss Lee, I was thinking of Miss Harris.”

I was a little startled as well as amused. He was a big strong-looking fellow, with an honest face and nice manners.

“Does this mean that you have spoken to Miss Harris, Wheeler?”

“In a manner of speaking, Miss Lee, I have, and also I haven’t. She won’t listen to me because of a hulking chap with whom she has got herself mixed up, and who, I am dead sure, means her no manner of good.”

“This is news to me, Wheeler. I wasn’t aware that she had any masculine friends in London.”

“She’s got two, Miss Lee. She’s frightened out of her life at the sight of one, and she ought to be at the sight of the other.”

“Are you sure of what you say? How did you find out these things?”

“One afternoon Miss Harris came running in here as if for dear life. She ran up the steps without waiting for the lift, and she cried out: ‘Don’t you let him touch me!’ The very next moment a fair-haired, thinnish, shabby chap appeared in the doorway. ‘Here,’ I said, ‘you can’t come in here! What do you want?’ His eyes went all over me. I didn’t fancy his looks at all. ‘Does the young lady who just came in live here?’ he asked. ‘What young lady?’ I said. ‘You take yourself off. It’s not my business to answer questions asked by chaps like you. If you’ve got anything to ask, you take yourself to the office and ask it there.’

“Three or four days afterwards Miss Harris went out, as she generally does of an afternoon. I was going out myself. Barr” — that was the name of another porter— “was taking my place. I stood here talking to him with my hat on. I spoke to her as she went past; she paid no more attention to me than if I wasn’t there. I don’t mind owning that I followed her. There was something about her looks I didn’t understand. She walked down to the corner of the Pimlico Road. There she met a tall, thin chap, in a long black overcoat and a big, soft, black felt hat. A motor landaulette was standing by the pavement. He didn’t speak to her and she didn’t speak to him; they just got in and the thing went off. She came back about six o’clock, looking white and ill, and I could see that she’d been crying. ‘I hope there’s nothing wrong?’ I said. She looked at me for a moment or two, as if she couldn’t make out who was speaking to her, and then she said, ‘Everything’s wrong — everything. I wish I’d never been born.’”

Wheeler paused for a second or two, and when he continued his tone was almost oddly serious.

“I’ve reason to believe, Miss Lee, that she’s been to meet that chap twice since then, and each time she’s come back in the same condition. My feelings about her being what they are, I thought the best thing I could do would be to speak to you. I’ve got a feeling for her about which I don’t care to say more than I can help. I’m convinced she’s the very wife I want, and I’d make her a good husband; if, Miss Lee, you wouldn’t mind speaking a word to her.”

I liked the man; I liked the girl. I felt that they might not make at all a bad pair. The first chance I had I hinted as much to the girl. Instead of improving in health as I had expected, she seemed to me to be wasting away. She seemed always to be listening; it gave one an uncanny feeling to watch her.

One day, while she sat typing some papers, I noticed that absorbed look upon her face which I had come to know so well.

“What are you trying to hear?” I asked her, with a smile.

She looked round at me with startled eyes.

“I can’t think what it is,” she said. “Do you know, I’m always catching myself trying to listen to something — sometimes in the middle of the night — and I always wonder what it is.”

I changed the subject by saying — 

“Do you know what I think you want? A husband.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“Has Mr. Wheeler never spoken to you, or dropped a hint?”

She was silent. Presently she leaned over the typewriter and covered her face with her hands. Then she stood up and turned to me a face on which there was a mysterious something which was beyond my comprehension.

“You had better kill me — than talk to me like that.”

She scarcely spoke above a whisper; then she left the room. The young woman mystified me, gave me curious ideas. I had heard of dual personalities; I was beginning to wonder if hers was such a case.

The following morning I was walking up Sloane Street when I saw in front of me a figure which I recognized as that of the man who, by accosting Maggie Harris in the Embankment Gardens, had first brought her to my notice.

I thought of Wheeler’s story of the fair-haired man from whom the girl had fled as for her life. I decided that I would see where this gentleman was going.

When he reached the top of the street he entered a restaurant. I unhesitatingly went in after him. He had gone right down the room, and had joined a man who sat at a small table which stood in a sort of alcove. Looking round, I perceived that another small table stood in such a position that, if I occupied a chair at it, I could get a good view of their faces.

The person I had followed was the man of the Embankment Gardens; I had only to get one glimpse of his face to be sure of that. But he was in better fettle than on that first occasion. As regards his companion, he recalled Wheeler’s description of the man who had met Maggie Harris at the corner of the Pimlico Road. He was, if anything, a more unpleasant-looking person than the other. He was very dark, with a long, thin face, high cheek-bones, thin lips, and a pair of the most unpleasant eyes I have ever seen in a human head.

Their conversation was carried on, for the most part, in whispers; but they both had those peculiar mobile lips the movements of which are like printed pages to eyes like mine.

The dark man began by asking a question.

“Any news?”

“The best. It will have to be Saturday.”

“Why? Any particular reason?”

“A very particular and excellent reason.” The fair man leaned over the table so that his lips were closer to the other. “On Friday afternoon he brings home a parcel of diamonds, a bag full of money, and quite a number of other pretty things. The diamonds, the money, and the other pretty things are going to be put in the nice little safe which is let into the wall. There they will remain in quiet and safe seclusion while our Mr. Albert Montagu and his dear little wife run down to Brighton for the week-end. So now you see, my dear Professor Argus, why it will have to be Saturday — and that’s where you come in. I suppose you will be able to come in?”

The dark man’s features were contorted by a smile which did not appeal to me at all.

“I have her under my finger as I have that crumb; I can do with her as I please.”

“You’re a remarkable man, Professor,” the fair man observed; “but — this is a pretty remarkable thing you’re proposing to do.”

“Is it any more remarkable than the other things? There was a certain pearl necklace. Wasn’t it pretty remarkable how it came into our possession, without either of us moving a finger or incriminating ourselves in any way?”

“I dare say. But it does seem as if there were going to be unusual features about this little job. She’s got to enter the place with a pass-key; she’s also got to open a complicated safe with a very delicate and ingenious little instrument. That would take some doing if she were wide awake; in the state in which she will be it will be dashed difficult. I can’t help thinking that nothing could be easier than for her to make a little mistake, and the slightest slip, from our point of view, would be fatal, because if she spoilt our tool — which she probably would do — she’d be done, and, what would be worse, so should we.”

“You say you know the safe?”

“I do. At least, so far as the lock’s concerned, I’ve got its double; it cost a pretty penny.”

“Good! And you’ve got the key which will open it?”

“I have; you saw it yourself — both the lock and the key.”

“And you saw her rehearse; you saw her take that key into her hand and open that lock without my saying a word?”

“I did; it was a wonderful performance. You are a wonderful chap, Professor.”

“Then why do you worry? I’ve got that girl, body and soul. You may take it from me that if you’ve got your part of the business right, that little matter will come off on Saturday.”

“Professor, you really are a marvel — here’s to you, my boy. It was a stroke of luck my getting on her track again; and her having found such a comfortable home with our dear, tender-hearted, charitable Miss Judith Lee.”

As I sat there following the conversation of those two scamps the whole diabolical conspiracy was plain to me before they had finished. They went first. I remained after they had gone, doing my best to decide on what would be the proper course to pursue. At last I came to the conclusion that the wisest thing for me to do would be to go to Dr. Riderman — so I went.

On the way I stopped at a public telephone call-office, rang up Scotland Yard, and requested Inspector Ellis to meet me at Dr. Riderman’s residence in Harley Street in the shortest possible space of time.

Horace Riderman is not only a great surgeon, he is also one of the leading authorities on certain psychological aspects of disease. Shortly after reaching Dr. Riderman’s house Inspector Ellis was ushered in. I introduced them.

“Inspector Ellis — Dr. Riderman. I wish to tell you gentlemen a little story, and then to ask your advice — probably, also, your assistance.”

I told them the story of my first meeting with Maggie Harris, and of the man from whom she had fled; of the account she had given me of herself; of how I had taken her to my home, and of what had followed. When I came to the robbery of Miss Marshall’s pearl necklace Inspector Ellis interposed.

“It didn’t come actually into my hands, but I remember hearing of that. I believe that, so far, the thief has not been found, nor the pearls either.”

I said that was so. Then I described the effect the robbery had had upon Maggie Harris.

“Dr. Riderman,” I continued, “the girl has been hypnotized. She’s a hypnotic subject. That, to my mind, explains everything.”

“If that is the case, Miss Lee, I can only ask for details.”

Then I told of the interview which I had just witnessed in the restaurant, and of the conversation which followed.

“You remember that the girl told me that she had left her stepmother’s house because of a dispute she had had over a young man. My theory is that the man who caused trouble with her stepmother, the man who met her in the Pimlico Road, and the Professor Argus, to whom I have just been introduced in the restaurant, are one and the same person. He probably found out quite early the power he had over her. That power has grown with the years, her capacity of resistance being so slight, until now, as I just now saw him say, he can do as he likes with her. This is a case, doctor, of hypnosis by suggestion.”

“Is that sort of thing really possible?” asked the inspector.

I waved my hand towards the surgeon. “Ask Dr. Riderman.”

“It’s certainly possible; indeed, it is not easy, in the light of our present information, to say what in such cases is impossible. How far do your theories intend to go, Miss Lee? Are you asking us to believe that, at the suggestion of this man, Professor Argus, she took Miss Marshall’s pearls?”

“I made no positive assertion. I’m merely here to tell you of a conversation which has just taken place. The man Turner spoke of persons named Montagu. Now, on the first floor in my block of flats there is a Mr. Montagu, and he has a wife. He is a diamond merchant in Hatton Garden. It is his habit to bring home parcels of diamonds. He once told me that a parcel he had in his hand was worth nearly fifteen thousand pounds. When I asked what he did, in his flat, to ensure the safety of such valuable property, he replied that there was a little hiding-place close to his hand where it would be as safe as in the Bank of England. That suggests the safe of which the man Turner spoke, and the instrument in the nature of a key with which the girl is to open it.”

“Do you mean to say,” struck in the inspector, “that a girl in the condition in which, according to you, Miss Harris is to be, could, with any instrument whatever, open so complicated a piece of mechanism as the lock of a really good burglar-proof safe?”

“That, again, is a point on which I prefer to say nothing. Mr. and Mrs. Albert Montagu are in the habit of going away for the week-end. If it is the intention of those two ingenious gentlemen that, while in a state of hypnosis, Maggie Harris is to make a burglarious entrance into their flat, nothing is easier than that you, and the doctor here, and I should be there to see. We need not interfere — we can just stand and watch. Afterwards, when she hands over to the arch-villain the plunder which he has made her take — that will be the moment for us to move. What is your opinion, Dr. Riderman?”

“I think, in the first place, it’s a very remarkable story, Miss Lee. Dr. Milne Bramwell tells us of a woman who, being told while in a state of hypnosis to do a certain thing at a certain hour in a certain way, several days afterwards, being released from her hypnotic trance, did that exact thing, at the exact moment, exactly as required, without being conscious that such a suggestion had ever been made. I have seen that sort of thing myself more than once. I think your notion, Miss Lee, that we should be on the spot to see if she really does is not at all a bad one.”

And we were there, all three of us — and another, making four. The fourth person was Edward Wheeler; in my scheme he was essential.

“I’ll be there — you may depend on me, Miss Lee.”

On the Friday afternoon Mr. and Mrs. Montagu got into a cab and were driven away. Wheeler had been informed that the servants had been given a week-end holiday, and that the flat was to be shut up. So far the man Turner’s forecast of their movements had proved correct.

During the early part of the Saturday I noticed that Maggie Harris seemed to be in an acutely sensitive frame of mind. Towards evening she grew restless. She kept giving what seemed to be involuntary movements, as if suffering from a sense of physical discomfort. Soon after ten o’clock she went to bed; ten minutes afterwards I went to the telephone and rang up Dr. Riderman. In less than half an hour he appeared with Inspector Ellis.

We three sat in my room waiting and watching. At one o’clock Wheeler came upstairs and joined us.

“Is every one in?” I asked. He replied in the affirmative.

It was just past two o’clock before anything happened. We were in my sitting-room; the door was open; Dr. Riderman said that if the girl were really in a state of hypnosis she would not notice such a trifle as the fact that my sitting-room lights were shining out into the passage. All at once the doctor held up a forefinger.

“A handle is being turned. Which is her room?”

“It’s the next but one to this.” I listened. In the utter silence a faint sound was just perceptible. Soft footsteps came along the passage, then a figure passed my door.

“It’s she,” I whispered; “and I believe she’s dressed.”

“Why shouldn’t she be?” observed the doctor. “Do you think he’d be such a fool as to let her walk about the place in her nightdress?”

Some one had gone along the passage and opened my front door. We all rose.

“Now, recollect what I tell you,” said the doctor. “If I think it safe to speak I’ll let you know; till I do, be as still as you can. If he has her well in hand there’ll be no risk of our being seen; so far as we are concerned she will be stone-blind.”

When we got out on to the landing she was moving softly down the stone staircase.

“Do you mean to say,” whispered the inspector, “that she doesn’t know what she’s about? She moves as if she were in possession of all her senses.”

“Wait a bit,” replied the doctor, “and you’ll see.”

He spoke louder than the inspector. At that moment the girl, pausing, put the fingers of her left hand up to her cheek and seemed to listen.

“She heard you,” whispered the inspector.

“She didn’t; she may have received a suggestion from some one who is at goodness knows what distance from this; she never heard me. I’ll prove it to you presently. Unless I’m mistaken, this is the most remarkable case of hypnosis by suggestion that I’ve ever witnessed.”

Maggie Harris descended those four flights of stone steps, holding herself very upright, well in the centre, with as much assurance — in Inspector Ellis’s words — as if she had been in possession of all her senses. When she reached the first-floor landing, pausing in front of Mr. Montagu’s flat, taking a key out of the bosom of her frock, with it she opened the door, as steadily and surely as if she had been wide awake. We had followed her — a curious quartet — from step to step, without her once looking round.

“Where did she get that key from?” inquired Wheeler, as the Montagus’ door yielded to her touch. “There are only two other keys which fit that lock besides Mr. Montagu’s: one I’ve got, and the other is in the office.”

“That’s a master-key which she has,” murmured Ellis. “The man who is handling her is an artist. He’s seen that she’s provided with proper tools, and nothing’s easier, if you know how to set about it, than to provide oneself with a master-key which will open every door in a block of London flats.”

Dr. Riderman had hurried through the open door, and I was at his heels. Behind me was Inspector Ellis, with Wheeler in the rear. One thing we noticed at once: the girl had not switched on the light.

“That shows the state she’s in — light and darkness are the same to her.”

As he said this the doctor himself switched on the light. There she was, threading her way among the tables and chairs as if she could see them perfectly well — yet she did not give the slightest sign that she was conscious of the amazing change which had taken place when the doctor touched that electric switch.

Maggie Harris passed from the sitting-room to the bedroom. Some little time before Mrs. Montagu had been ill in bed. I had visited her on several occasions, but had seen nothing to suggest that a safe was in the room. Yet the girl, who, I should certainly say, had never been there before, went straight to it. There were twin beds in the room; the wall between them was covered with hangings. Maggie drew one of these aside, touched a spring, and a hinged panel flew back; behind was a small safe painted green. She did something to the lock, very much as a blind person feels for the Braille type with the tips of the fingers, then she inserted something into the keyhole, went through some further mysterious performances with the tips of her fingers, turned with the greatest of ease the something which she had put into the lock, and the safe was open. Within was a small black leather bag — we were within a few feet of her and could see it plainly. She opened it, took out a little paper parcel, a canvas bag, and a packet of papers; shut it, closed the door of the safe, returned the hinged panel; then, wheeling round, moved straight towards us. She came so close to me that I had to draw back to prevent actual contact. Her head was erect, her eyes open, but the pupils were fixed. I had seen hypnotized persons before that night; I recognized that I was looking at one then. We held our breath and she went by, though if we had made a noise it would have made no difference. Dr. Riderman proved it by exclaiming, just as she was passing into the sitting-room — 

“Young lady! Miss Harris!”

Obviously unaware that a sound had been uttered, she continued her progress across the sitting-room, passed through the hall door, and shut it in our faces. That was certainly unlooked for. Inspector Ellis, for one, was visibly disconcerted.

“After all,” he cried, “the whole thing may be a trap. What fools we shall look! If she’s locked it from the outside she may be clear away with her spoils before we can get out.”

“Yes; but as it happens it isn’t locked on the outside,” observed Wheeler. He showed it by pressing back the latch, and the door was wide open.

Ellis was first on the landing, but we were soon after him. There was the girl, two flights above us. We re-entered my flat, the girl in front, we four behind.

“Now, what’s to be done?” asked Ellis. “That piece of sugar-paper she’s carrying is a parcel of diamonds. As your friend said, Miss Lee, there may be fifteen thousand pounds’ worth. There’s money in that canvas bag which she’s got in her left hand; by the look of it, quite a decent sum. Those papers she’s carrying may be valuable securities. Hadn’t we at once better make sure that they’re safe?”

“If by that you mean,” I replied, “that you’d like to take them from her, I will remind you that what we want to do is to make sure of the scoundrel who has engineered all this. The only way to do that is to catch him with that stolen property in his possession. We want to establish her innocence, to make it clear that she’s the helpless victim of a nefarious plot, and, what is not least, remove her from his influence.”

“All I want to do is to make sure that the valuables are safeguarded,” said the inspector.

“I’ll make sure of that,” I told him. “I promise you that nothing which she has taken from Mr. Montagu’s flat shall pass out of mine without your knowledge. If you like, you might leave a man here to keep an eye on things; I don’t think it would be a bad idea if you did. But you’ve only seen the first act of the drama. Be here in good time to-morrow, and I fancy you’ll see the second act — and the end. What you’ll have to do will be to arrest Professor Argus and his confederate, the man Turner.”

The next day was Sunday. Maggie Harris rose at the usual hour; she seemed tired and depressed, as if her night’s rest had done her little good. At half-past ten she started out to church; so far as I was concerned, her Sundays were her own. While she was getting ready I opened her bedroom door to ask her a question. As I did so I was struck by the oddity of her manner. I spoke to her twice without her seeming to take any notice of what I said.

I put on my hat and gloves, sent a message over the telephone, and waited for her to go out. When I heard her bedroom door open I went out into the passage. She walked right past me without seeming to take any heed of my presence. She had a prayer book in one hand and a green leather handbag in the other. I jumped to a conclusion.

“Mr. Montagu’s property is in that bag. She’s going to meet that — that creature.”

I followed her down the staircase. Dr. Riderman and Wheeler were in the hall, the latter in mufti. Both of them took off their hats to salute her as she appeared an attention on their part which she utterly ignored. We all three followed her as she went out into the street. Inspector Ellis, in plain clothes, was on the other side of the road. Without crossing to us, he moved in the direction in which she was going.

“You’ll find she’s going to the corner of the Pimlico Road,” said Wheeler to me. “I believe that’s where she always does go; that’s where he always meets her. If I could only get within comfortable reach of him — —”

He stopped — in time. His agitation was obvious. Dr. Riderman deemed it necessary to address to Wheeler a warning word.

“Don’t you let yourself go; control yourself, my lad. You leave the conduct of this business to others.”

We were nearing the end of Lower Sloane Street when Inspector Ellis motioned to us from his side of the road. We stopped short, letting the girl go on. The inspector, on his side of the road, strolled carelessly on. Crossing the street, the girl disappeared round the corner. The inspector vanished too. In another moment the inspector reappeared; when he beckoned to us we moved forward. A taxi-cab was standing by the kerb. The inspector explained.

“She’s in that motor-car with the professor, as you say he calls himself.” We could see that a closed car was moving rapidly. “In you get; this cab’s mine.”

We got in; the cab started. The inspector continued to explain.

“Some of our men are shadowing our friend in front. I don’t propose to take him single-handed.”

The cab ran over Ebury Bridge into Warwick Street, turning into what I afterwards learnt was Alderney Street, then suddenly stopped. We were on the pavement in an instant.

“There’s that other motor going off in front,” observed the driver. “It’s put the pair down. There is the girl turning into Sussex Street. She don’t seem well. The man has gone into the house four doors from this; I fancy the door must have been kept open for him — he slipped in so fast.”

Four men were coming towards us down the street.

“There are my chaps,” said Ellis. “What we’ve got to do is to get into that house before the professor gets out of it — perhaps by a back door. For the moment we’ll leave the girl to herself.”

This did not appeal to Wheeler at all, for he made a rapid movement towards the street into which the girl had turned. We approached the house of which the driver had spoken.

Inspector Ellis had in his hand a key, which he inserted into the keyhole, and which opened the door as easily as if it had been made for it. An elderly woman was in the hall.

“Who are you?” she asked. “What do you want? What do you mean by coming into my house without knocking?”

There came a sound from somewhere above, as if a heavy piece of furniture had fallen. Thrusting the woman aside, the inspector ran up the stairs with us at his heels. There were two doors on the first landing, which he threw wide open; then, turning, sprang up three more stairs which were on the left, to a door beyond. He turned the handle — then exclaimed — 

“The door’s locked. He’s in here. Pankhurst, drive this door open.”

A great, big man, one of the four who had met us outside, went rushing forward, and by the mere force of his impetus carried the door away as if it were so much matchwood. In another second we were all of us swarming into the room. Then I heard some one shout — 

“Look out! He’s going to jump through the window.”

Just as I entered the man whom I had heard addressed as Professor Argus jumped, before anyone could stop him. There was an old-fashioned French window leading on to a little balcony; it was open when I got into the room. I saw a tall figure pass through it, then vanish. One of the inspector’s men, running on to the balcony, looked over the low railing.

“He must have struck the spikes of the railings and fallen on the wrong side to the bottom of the area. He’s lying all of a heap.”

Inspector Ellis’s voice, as he replied to this information, was cold and official.

“Two of you men go down and look after him.” He turned to some one else who was in the room. “You are my prisoner; if you are a wise man you won’t make any fuss.”

The man addressed did not look as though he were likely to make what the inspector called a fuss — it was Turner, from whom Maggie Harris had fled in the Embankment Gardens, and whom I had seen concocting his hideous plot in the restaurant. His confederate was dead, the arch-criminal. Whether his intention was to commit suicide, or merely to make a wild effort to escape from the police, was not clear. In his pockets were that whitey-brown paper parcel which we had seen Maggie Harris take out of Mr. Montagu’s safe, and which contained a large number of uncut diamonds; the canvas bag, in which there were nearly a hundred pounds in gold, besides bank-notes; and the bundle of papers. The two keys — the master-key with which the girl had opened the outer door, and the ingenious instrument with which she had manipulated the lock of the safe — were actually found in Turner’s hands.

When I returned to Sloane Gardens I found Maggie Harris in my sitting-room crying as if her heart would break; and by her side, doing his best to offer her consolation, was the hall-porter.


ON TWO TRAINS

I have scarcely ever become engaged in what I will call a case of set intention. I have nearly always drifted, the thing — to vary the word — has been thrust upon me. When, for instance, after having spent a very pleasant time with some friends in the north, I started on the journey to London, my only object was to reach my destination in the shortest possible space of time. I had work awaiting me in town; nothing was farther from my mind than to allow anything to divert my attention on the road. Yet, before the train drew up at the platform at King’s Cross I had become — although I did not know it at the time — engaged in what was destined to be one of the most singular experiences in my life.

At Peterborough, where the train stopped, a girl got into my compartment, which hitherto I had had all to myself. She was attended by a man; I say man, although he struck me as being little more than a boy. He was fair-haired, sunny-faced; as he stood chatting to her at the open carriage door it seemed to me that he had the sweetest smile I had ever seen. Neither spoke in very subdued tones, so I could not help hearing some of the things they said. Just as the train was about to start she said to him, in what was a high-pitched rather than a loud voice — 

“But I don’t know what address to write to.”

He smiled — that wonderful smile of his.

“Of course, how absurd of me! Here, I’ll write it down.” Taking a card from his pocket he wrote something on the back, which having written he proceeded to read aloud. “George Winnington, Old Times Club, Jermyn Street.” He handed her the card. “That address will always find me.”

“I never heard of the Old Times Club,” she said.

“No, very few people have. It’s a little nook where a few kindred spirits rub ideas together. I shall be there in the morning, so mind you write me to-night.”

She nodded. She stood in the open door glancing at the card he had given her. Just then some one called out, “Take your seats, pleas”; he got on to the foot-board, and I feel sure before she had guessed his intention, drew her down towards him and kissed her. Then he got down on to the platform again, the door was shut, he stood with his hat in his hand, smiling, repeating his previous words, “Mind you write to-night!” — and the train started.

The girl, whom he had left to be my companion to town, presented a picture which, from one point of view, was amusing; I do not think I ever saw a damsel in such a state of confusion; that young gentleman’s kiss had unhinged her utterly. She stood by the window till the train had moved clear of the platform; I believe it was only when she realized where she was that it occurred to her she might as well sit down, which she did in the corner at the opposite end of the carriage, facing me. Conscious of her condition, I hid myself behind the pages of an illustrated paper, so that she might not feel that she was the object of too close attention; yet I was sufficiently human to feel bound to peep at her occasionally round the edges of my journal.

She was extraordinarily pretty, and beautifully dressed; those two facts I grasped at once. She was very tiny — I doubt if she was over five feet — with a profusion of hair which was of a pretty shade of brown, big, dark grey eyes, a charming mouth, and a complexion which certainly owned none of its delicacy to art. She was perhaps twenty years old, yet there was something about her which, in these days of bachelor young women, was unusual, a suggestion of freshness, sweetness, simplicity, which nowadays is not often the attribute even of a child, and very seldom marks a young woman.

As I glanced at her from behind my paper I was not sure that it would not have been just as well for her if she had borne herself more like the modern young woman of her years; if she had, I doubt if that young man would have mounted the footboard to surprise her with his kiss. That her surprise had been so great as almost to overwhelm her was obvious. It was not only that a mantle of scarlet seemed to have settled permanently on her cheeks, but she seemed so dismayed, as if something had happened which for her had all at once turned the world upside down. All the way to town she never moved, but sat in her corner like a startled thing, staring straight in front of her at something which was so strange as to be incredible. It was only when we were nearing the terminus that it seemed to occur to her that she had in her hand the card which that young gentleman had given her. Its discovery seemed to occasion her another start. She glanced at it as if amazed to find it there; then up from the card towards me. I do not know if she had realized my presence before; she seemed to find the sight of me not only amazing, but alarming. Hurriedly opening her handbag, cramming the card inside, she turned her face towards the window and her back to me, and unless I was mistaken she was positively trembling. What became of her when we reached King’s Cross I do not know. Appreciating her desire to evade my scrutiny, I busied myself with my own affairs and was careful to pay no attention to her. I should possibly never have thought of her again had it not been for an incident which occurred a few days afterwards.

I went to a great London hotel to see Mr. and Mrs. Hastings, whose deaf and dumb daughter had more than once been in my charge. Failing to find them in any of the reception-rooms, I went to look for them in one of the lounges below. There are two lounges just outside the smoking-room, a large open one on the left, a smaller and more secluded one on the right. As I stood at the smoking-room door, wondering if at any rate Mr. Hastings was within, I glanced round, through the entrance of the small lounge which was on my right, and as I did so saw a man pronounce a name which seemed familiar — George Winnington.

Two men were seated at a table on the opposite side: a tall, lean man, with a long face and lantern jaws, and a shorter, plumper person, with one of those round faces through whose skin the blood vessels are unpleasantly conspicuous. It was he who had pronounced the name which struck me as familiar — George Winnington. My attention aroused, I caught the end of a sentence as it was framed on his loose lips.

“. . . If George Winnington don’t look out we’ll show him that there’s a thing or two he’s still got to learn.”

The lantern-jawed man replied, “His money or his life — is that the sort of thing you mean?”

“That’s what it comes to, only we’ll have something more than his life if we don’t get his money.”

“You’ll get his money fast enough, by way of his little lady.”

The fat man, laying his hand upon the other’s arm, said with an air of great solemnity — 

“If he has got her, really got her, my boy, our fortune’s made: we are rich men.”

The long man seemed to be amused by the other’s solemnity. He said with a grin — he had one of those big mouths on whose long, thin lips it always seems to me that every word ought to be as plain as print to the merest tyro — 

“I should like to see the colour of some of our riches if we are.”

The words were scarcely spoken when some one, passing me, entered the lounge. It was the young man who had kissed the girl at the door of my compartment at Peterborough station. Of course that was where I had heard the name before: it came back to me on the instant; it was the name he had read aloud from the card on which he had written it— “George Winnington, Old Times Club, Jermyn Street.” The expression on his face was very different from that which I had seen at Peterborough. I was struck by the difference. His sweet smile had gone; the sunshine, the look of careless, boyish happiness had vanished from his face; instead it was white and haggard; his eyes seemed to be inflamed; it was the face of one who was possessed by some overmastering, terrible anxiety. He had no eyes for me, although I stood quite close to him I doubt that he even realized that anyone was there. When he saw the two men seated at the table he paused, then took a few steps forward, exclaiming in a perfectly audible tone of voice — 

“So there you are, two thieves together! You’re a nice couple of blackguards! Damn the pair of you!”

The sentence was such a curious one, and seemed to presage a conversation of such an intimate character, that realizing that this was certainly an occasion on which auditors were not desired, I moved away from the entrance to the lounge, out of sight and hearing.

About a week afterwards I was at a dance in Lowndes Square. A waltz had just finished; my partner was leading me to a seat, when I caught sight of a face in the crowd of dancers which rather startled me: it was the face of the girl whom George Winnington had kissed on the foot-board of my compartment. I seemed destined to run against that pair. She was on the arm of a man with whom I had some acquaintance — Sir William Berry. I was taking my seat; she was lost in the crowd almost as soon as I had a glimpse of her. I should possibly have thought no more about her had it not been for a brief conversation which I saw taking place between two elderly ladies who were at some distance from me on my right. One, the elder, was on a chair; the other was standing close to her in such a position that her full face was turned towards me. I saw her ask the elder lady — 

“Who is that lovely girl who is dancing with Sir William Berry?”

I could see all sorts of things which were being said about me: banalities mostly; it was that one question which seized my attention. I watched for the answer. It was spoken in that confidential tone in which one does say such things in a ballroom; had I been seated by the speaker I should probably not have caught a word. As it was, from where I watched I saw each syllable distinctly.

“My dear, that’s the Braxham girl — Miss Beatrice Braxham.”

The other lady inquired, speaking just as confidentially — 

“Not of Braxham’s Balm?”

“The same, my dear — the young lady of the ointment and the millions. I understand she’s been brought up in the most extraordinary way. Her mother died when she was a child; her father, who was a person of imperfect education, had sense enough to distrust his capacity to bring up a girl unaided, so he transferred her to a convent somewhere in the wilds of Brittany, and there she’s been immured till quite the other day.”

“When did Braxham — the original Braxham — die?”

“Some six months ago — suddenly, without warning, on a chair in his office. When the girl came to England he was already buried. Practically he was an utter stranger to her; I’m told she only saw him three or four times in her life, and then only for a few minutes at a time. I’ve been informed that she knew absolutely nothing whatever about him, not even the business he was in. She had lived very simply in her convent all the year round, with very little money to spend, and nothing to buy if she had had heaps.”

“And did her father leave her all his money?”

“My dear, so far as a will was concerned he left her nothing, because he made no will — he died intestate. So, since she was his only child, and I believe his only known relation, everything is hers to do with exactly as she chooses. Although no formal announcement has been made, I hear he left several millions, and Braxham’s Balm is bringing in an enormous amount of money every year. There’s a situation for you — a simple child, who has possibly never had more than a five-pound note at a time, and who has probably never done anything of her own initiative, the sole possessor of untold wealth; no wonder London is asking what will she do with them. Will she throw her sacks full of sovereigns into the sea as if they were so many pebbles on the shore, or — —”

The elder lady stopped; the other completed her sentence on lines of her own.

“Or will she dower some impecunious and probably undeserving gentleman with the treasures which that singular father of hers — he must have been a singular sort of person — spent his whole life in amassing?”

“I need not tell you,” resumed the elder lady, “that the eyes of every fortune-hunter in Europe are fixed upon her. She’ll be lucky if she gets through the season without being caught by a scamp.”

The two ladies parted: the elder remaining on her chair, the younger moving off among the crowd. I am afraid my partner found me inattentive to the remarks with which he was endeavouring to entertain me. Indeed, later in the evening, I happened to glance at him as he was talking to a friend, and I saw him say — 

“Miss Lee can dance all right, but as a talker she’s a frost; it seems impossible to get a word out of her. One generally does find it difficult to know what to say to a girl at a dance, but from a conversational point of view she’s the absolute limit.”

I did not feel flattered. He is quite a nice man. I did not want him to have so poor an opinion of my capacity; I should have liked to explain to him that while he had been talking to me my thoughts were elsewhere, which is really why he had found it so difficult to get words out of me. I could have assured him that as a rule I can talk nineteen to the dozen; but that when he was wanting me to prove it I was thinking of Miss Beatrice Braxham, of Braxham’s Balm, that wonderful ointment whose merits are proclaimed on every hoarding and in the advertising columns of all our journals — the simple, inexperienced, convent-bred girl who, while still only a child, had the uncontrolled disposal of all those millions. Small wonder London was asking what she would do with them.

There was one question which I was disposed to ask myself — although it was no affair of mine, but then I am always interfering in the affairs of other folks — who was Mr. George Winnington; how came they to know each other; what were the relations between them? That she had been more than amazed by the liberty which he had taken at the door of that compartment in Peterborough station I felt convinced. My one question had become several. Although the affair was no business of mine, I should have liked to find answers to them all. I should like to have known also who those two undesirable-looking men were whom I had seen seated in the lounge at the hotel; what hold they had over Mr. George Winnington; what they had meant by their allusion to “his little lady.” Why had Mr. Winnington been in such an agitated state of mind as he approached them? Why had he addressed them in such unparliamentary language? Were they, indeed, a couple of thieves? If so, how came they to be associates of his — who had had the temerity to kiss the unsophisticated representative of Braxham’s Balm before a perfect stranger on a railway platform?

When I was going away from the dance I waited for some moments in the hall while some one was finding for me the electric brougham which I had jobbed for the occasion. People were coming down the stairs. Among them Miss Beatrice Braxham on the arm of a man who was nearly a foot higher than herself. They made a singularly ill-assorted couple. They were talking as they descended. Apparently he had asked if he might be permitted to call, for I saw her say — 

“I shall be very glad to see you. I’m at home every Thursday after four; 37, Curzon Street is my address.”

She dismissed him when they got into the hall.

“You really needn’t come any farther,” I saw her tell him; adding, when he was unwilling to be sent away, “I’m expecting to meet some one, if you don’t mind.”

He took his dismissal with, I thought, not a very good grace. I was standing close to the open door; looking through it I understood why his escort had been declined: on the pavement, looking at the people as they came out of the house, was the young gentleman of the train. He was in evening dress, his coat collar was turned up, his hat was pressed far on to his head; it struck me that he was in a state of curious agitation — as he had been during those brief moments when I had seen him in the hotel. He started as Miss Braxham appeared on the steps; then hesitated, as I fancied, to learn if anyone was with her. When he saw that she was alone he moved quickly forward. His agitation seemed to infect her: at sight of him her cheeks went crimson, as they had done in the train. He met her when she was half-way down the steps. I saw her whisper to him, as he held his hat in his hand — 

“You ought not to have come.”

“Ought not!” He replaced his hat with a defiant flourish. “I had to, you know I had to. I would not have come if I could have helped it.”

I wondered what he meant; his manner did not suggest that he was merely conveying a compliment. He seemed possessed by some overmastering excitement. I saw the startled look she gave him; unless I erred she trembled — they did not convey to me the idea that they were just a pair of lovers. Crossing the pavement they entered a big Limousine, the door of which was held open by a resplendent footman. My brougham had been found; the big car was starting just as I got into it. I said to my chauffeur — 

“You see that Limousine? Do you think you can keep it in sight until I tell you?”

The man said nothing, he merely touched his hat. I got in, and off we started.

Why I had told my driver to follow that Limousine I had myself only a very vague idea; I knew quite well that it was not exactly a legitimate thing to do, but the fact was I was devoured by curiosity — I sometimes am. Somehow I was convinced that that young man was not at all the sort of person who was entitled to ride alone at that hour of the night, or rather morning, with a young woman who was possessed of millions. She must have had a chaperon — a girl in her position would hardly go to Lady Bulkeley’s ball alone; what had become of the dame in whose charge she was supposed to be? Had she given her the slip and stolen away without her knowledge, in order to be alone with that very singular young man? It must have been a rendezvous — I had seen her tell her tall escort that she expected to meet some one. But, to put it mildly, what a bold thing to do — to make an appointment to meet that ineligible young man — I felt sure he was ineligible — on the pavement outside Lady Bulkeley’s house at half-past two in the morning. It seemed to me that they must have courage, those two. I wondered — I could not help it — what was taking place in that Limousine in front of us: what those two were saying to each other.

Suddenly my coupé stopped. I put my head out of the window to speak to the driver. He said — 

“That Limousine in front has just pulled up.”

I asked, “Where are we?”

“This is St. James’s Street; the Limousine has stopped at the corner of Jermyn Street.”

Jermyn Street! I recalled the address which Mr. George Winnington had scribbled on the card: Old Times Club, Jermyn Street. My driver went on — 

“A gentleman is getting out, miss — he is saying good-bye to a lady; I fancy the lady is crying, miss.”

“Crying!” I was surprised. “How can you tell she’s crying, at this distance?”

“Well, miss,” — the man’s tone was apologetic— “she’s got a handkerchief to her eyes. The gentleman’s turning into Jermyn Street; the car with the lady in is moving off. Do you want me to follow it, miss?”

That was precisely what I did not know. To be candid, I was feeling a little confused: almost, I may say, a trifle ashamed. What business had I to be playing the spy? What had those two people to do with me? I had not the slightest right to be interested in their movements. And yet — well, I find it hard to explain. But there are moments in my life in which my sense of intuition becomes so keen that it almost approaches what might seem to some to be the verge of the supernatural. With me it was one of those moments then: I was convinced that there was something about those two young persons which called to me. For what, or why, it called, as yet I could not tell; I only knew that within me was something — altogether different from mere vulgar curiosity — which insisted upon my concerning myself in the affairs of these two utter strangers.

It was 3 a.m., certainly time for me to be in bed; probably my driver, being human, also stood in need of sleep. Yet something which was stronger than I was suddenly began to tell me to follow that young man; it may seem ridiculous, but there was the fact. I sat still for a minute, then I asked my driver — 

“Do you know the Old Times Club in Jermyn Street?”

“The Old Times Club?” He repeated my words. “No, miss, I can’t say I ever heard of it. That Limousine has turned round and gone up into Piccadilly; where shall I take you to?”

It seemed to me that his words conveyed a hint; it was as good as saying that he was anxious to get home, and no wonder. I came to an instant resolution: I would take pity on the man.

“Drive me home,” I said.

We turned; re-entering Piccadilly we ran along towards Sloane Street. It was odd what I suffered directly that driver began to obey my orders; each yard he went seemed to cause me positive pain. I became all at once possessed by the most singular feeling that something had happened to that young man in Jermyn Street, and was still happening, which it was my business to prevent. It was no use my struggling against the feeling: my struggles seemed to make it worse. As the car went on and on I began to endure positive agony. We were nearing Knightsbridge when I came to the conclusion that I could stand it no longer. I turned the pointer of the index in front of me to Stop. The car came to a standstill. I was ashamed to put my head out of the window; I waited till the driver came to the door.

“You stopped me, miss?” he said.

I had — of course I knew I had, but there was that in the man’s tone which made it hard for me to admit it. I was conscious that he was eyeing me curiously.

“Anything wrong, miss?” he inquired.

“No; there’s — there’s nothing wrong, only” — I was aware of an unwonted tendency to stammer— “only — I should like to go back to Jermyn Street — please.”

Looking back, I am not surprised that he stared at me as if he could not make me out. The indecision in my tone, amounting to timidity, I have no doubt struck him as strange — to say nothing of the singularity of my request. Having just left Jermyn Street, why, at that hour in the morning — since my own abode was in Sloane Street — in such very quavering tones, should I ask him to take me back to it? I dare say he used strong language to himself — under the circumstances it was excusable; but fortunately he kept it to himself. Returning to his place, he took me back to Jermyn Street.

The moment the car went round the strange feeling of which I had been conscious assumed another phase: pain became excitement. When the car stopped I had become obsessed by a singular state of expectation; though what it was I expected for the life of me I could not have said.

“Wait,” I said, and I got out of the car. Outwardly the driver remained silent, but I think it quite possible that he was full of speech within. The weather had changed: clouds obscured the sky, drops of rain were falling, there was a chilly little breeze, the atmospheric conditions were hardly inviting for a young woman attired in a ball dress. I held my skirt up well off the ground, drew my long blue wrap closer, and passed into Jermyn Street. I had hardly gone twenty steps when I almost stumbled over something which was lying on the pavement. It was the body of a man.

He lay on his back, with his face turned towards me — it was the shorter of the two men whom I had seen talking in the lounge, the one on whose lips I had first seen George Winnington’s name.

While I hesitated, conscious that my heart was beating faster, a door opened in a house a little farther down the street. There was a deep doorway on the other side of the road: hardly knowing why, I made a rush for it. As I gained its shelter a man came out on to the pavement opposite. He paused as if to consider the state of the weather, spoke to some one in the house, then started to walk quickly towards St. James’s Street. He reached the recumbent figure. He bent over it, then called aloud, “Hallo, Jukes!”

Another man came out of the house, apparently some sort of servant. He went to the man who had called. Together they bent over the figure on the pavement. Close to them was a lamp, which cast so bright a light that their faces from where I was were plainly visible. Some of their words escaped me, but I caught enough to be able to supply their places.

“I believe he’s dead,” said the man who first came out. I have no doubt he spoke in lowered tones because I could not hear a sound; I had to rely upon my eyes. The other man rejoined — 

“This is a bad business. There has been foul play. Take care how you touch him; he’s a reek of blood — look, my fingers are wet.”

There was silence — the silence of awe. Then the first man said, in what I felt sure were quavering tones — 

“Young Winnington has done this.”

“I shouldn’t wonder,” agreed the other. “He owed Mr. Haseltine one; I heard him tell him that he’d pay him. They were having a few words just now; it looks as if this is what has come of them.”

Another period of silence; perhaps they were thinking of what young Winnington had done. Then the first man suggested — 

“Jukes, you’d better get on the telephone to the police — and to a doctor.” He seemed to add the last words as an afterthought.

“Right,” said Jukes, “I will. I fancy that this is a job for the police, and that a doctor will be too late. It looks to me as if Mr. Winnington had done him in.”

Jukes returned to the house; the other man remained on guard. He had his back towards me. Coming out of my doorway I walked quickly towards St. James’s Street; that man was so absorbed in eyeing the figure at his feet, and probably with his own reflections, that I doubt if he even saw me. I got into my coupé, and that time I went straight home.

I got into bed, but I did not go to sleep. I cast about in my mind as to what I ought to do. Having begun to meddle in matters which were no concern of mine it seemed to me that I must keep on. Mr. George Winnington might go red-handed to Miss Beatrice Braxham and, keeping her in ignorance of the thing he had done, might induce her to take some rash step which, at its very outset, might spoil her life for ever. It seemed to me that I must keep her from running such a risk as that. And I tried to. I had made a note of the address which I had seen her give to her tall escort as he brought her down the staircase at Lady Bulkeley’s, and soon after ten o’clock I was asking for her at the door of her house in Curzon Street. The servant who answered my ring seemed to regard me as if I might be something in the millinery line.

“You can’t see Miss Braxham now,” he assured me; “it’s impossible, Miss Braxham is in bed.”

“Take my name up to Miss Braxham,” I told him, “and tell her that I must see her on most important business at once. I will come up to her bedroom if she likes, but, for her own sake, see her I must.”

The man, after ushering me into a little anteroom, departed with my message. Presently a woman appeared.

“I am Miss Braxham’s maid,” she informed me. “Miss Braxham wants to know on what business you wish to see her — she does not know your name. She is not feeling very well this morning and would rather not see strangers.”

There was some note-paper on a side table. I wrote on a sheet just two words— “George Winnington.” I put it into an envelope, which I handed to the maid.

“Give that to Miss Braxham at once. Tell her that she will find the subject on which I wish to see her inside this envelope.”

Three minutes after she returned.

“Will you please come this way,” she said; “Miss Braxham will see you.”

She led me to a smallish room on the first floor, which was apparently used by its owner as a sort of boudoir. While I was looking about me, a door which led into an adjoining apartment opened and Miss Braxham entered.

Plenty of girls look well at night, when they are dressed in their best clothes, and seen by artificial light; many girls look well in the afternoon, when attired for out of doors, or for receiving guests at home; but the number of young women who present a pleasing appearance when, taken by surprise, they jump out of bed in the morning, is not so large as the unsophisticated may suppose. If only they all of them made such a charming picture as Miss Beatrice Braxham did as she stood at the door of her bedroom looking at me!

“What do you want with me?” she asked as she came a step or two into the room with that sheet of note-paper in her hand. “They woke me out of sleep to tell me you were here; then — they brought me this.” She held out the sheet of paper. “I do not think I know you — do I?”

“At least you have seen me before — I travelled up with you from Peterborough.”

She regarded me with wide-open eyes.

“Oh dear!” she exclaimed, as suddenly it came back to her. “I remember you — of course; you were in the carriage. But how did you find out who I am, and where I live — and what do you know about George Winnington?”

“I’m inclined to put the question in another way — what do you know?” She started back with what was a very natural gesture of resentment. I hastened to add, “Pardon me, Miss Braxham, but I must beg you to believe that it is very far from my wish to be in the least degree impertinent; but it so happens that facts have come to my knowledge which — make me anxious for you. Is Mr. Winnington an old friend of yours, or is he a mere chance acquaintance?”

She stood at her straightest, with what I am sure she meant to be an air of dignity. I thought what a dainty little thing she was; she did not need to be framed in her father’s millions for men to fall in love with her.

“I have known George Winnington,” she said, “ever since he was a little boy. I was at a convent in Brittany where his father was consul. Whenever I had a holiday I used to spend it with his father and mother, and of course with him. Now that his father and mother are dead I think I may say that he is the best, indeed the only, friend I have in the world. That is what I know of Mr. George Winnington. Now what do you know?”

There was a ring as of defiance at the end of her sentence, but it was the pathos of her words that appealed to me — that a girl in her position should feel herself entitled to say that that young gentleman was the only friend she had in the world. Yet, as I looked at her, I felt that it might be true; I suppose that is why I wanted to put my arms about her and kiss her. I had been aware all along that in her presence mine would be a delicate position — I was more conscious of it then than ever. That consciousness making me hesitate caused her to repeat her question.

“I have told you what I know about George Winnington, now perhaps you’ll tell me what you know. It must be something very particular, since you have come to me at this hour and sent me such a message.”

“I’m afraid that even you will find it, as you put it, something very particular that I’ve come about,” I told her. “Indeed, it is so particular that it is not easy to find words in which to say it. Do you know if Mr. Winnington is in any financial trouble?”

She changed colour; drawing a little back she eyed me in silence. Then she asked, very properly — 

“What business is that of yours? What have Mr. Winnington’s private affairs to do with you? You are a complete stranger to me, and for all I know you are the same to him.”

“I am; indeed, I am more of a stranger to him than I am to you. You did see me in the compartment of that train; I don’t think he ever did.”

“Then how dare you come here asking me such a question? Pray, Miss Lee, who are you? What has Mr. Winnington, or what have I, to do with you?”

With her dainty head held well back, her pretty cheeks flushed, her big eyes sparkling, somehow her air of injured dignity reminded me of an outraged bird of paradise.

“If you’ll let me tell my story in my own way, I think, Miss Braxham, you will admit that I am more of a friend than you are willing to suppose.”

“I don’t see how you can possibly be a friend when I don’t know you.”

But she saw better before I had finished. I told her just everything, as it is written down here, and I believe in nearly the same words; and as my tale — such as it was — continued her eyes seemed to grow wider open. When I explained how it was that I had seen what those two men said to each other in the lounge of the hotel, and the two ladies at the dance the night before, and her words to her escort as she had come with him down the staircase, and what she had said to Mr. Winnington and he to her when she had met him on the pavement, her expression, her attitude, was like one big note of exclamation.

“But,” she observed, when I had got to the point where I had made my driver take me back to Jermyn Street, “although what you say is very interesting, and full of the most curious coincidences, I don’t see that it suggests that there’s anything in it which entitles you to say that you have something to tell me about George Winnington which is so very wonderful.”

“Have you heard anything of, or from him, since you put him down at the corner of Jermyn Street?”

“How could I, since that was at nearly three o’clock this morning, and now it is only just past ten?”

“Do you know anything about a Mr. Haseltine?” I inquired, and I described the round-faced man I had seen in the lounge.

“I only know,” she said, “that he and George are not on the best of terms. I don’t think he can be a very nice man. What do you know about him?”

“I know that I saw him soon after three o’clock this morning lying dead on the pavement in Jermyn Street, outside what a reference to the directory shows must be the Old Times Club.”

“Miss Lee!” She uttered my name as with a gasp of horror.

I described the scene which I had witnessed, the brief sentences which I saw the two men exchange. When I told her what I saw them say about that young man her manner changed: she became almost white with rage, reminding me of nothing so much as an infuriated kitten. Even the tone of her voice had changed.

“Is it possible that you dare to hint that — that George Winnington had anything to do with — with what happened to that horrible man?” Then she suddenly seemed to do her best, as it were, to scratch me. “What a wretch you are!”

I was a little taken aback; the attack was as unexpected as uncalled for. I said so.

“I don’t think you’re entitled to speak to me like that, Miss Braxham. I’m only telling you what has happened, what I saw those two men — who seemed to know what they were talking about — say about a person in whom I knew you were interested, and I came here actuated by the best possible wishes for your welfare, to put you on your guard.”

“Against what? You really are an extraordinary person!” She positively seemed to scintillate sparks — again like a kitten whose fur has been rubbed the wrong way. “Do you imagine that anything you could possibly say would induce me to believe that George Winnington did what you are hinting he did? What you are capable of, of course I can’t say, but I can guess. But I do know that nothing in all this world could ever cause George Winnington to do anything of which he was ashamed; as for — as for killing a man, under any provocation — oh, that you should have the courage, and the impudence, and the cowardice to come here and breathe such things! I think it’s very possible that you’re the sort of person who is capable of doing anything — anything! But George Winnington! Will you please take yourself out of this room and out of this house before I do something which I may afterwards regret.”

What she supposed she would do to me I cannot say; I should not have been a bit surprised if she had started scratching me in real earnest — and I should have liked her none the worse for doing it. It did me good to hear her champion the cause of her absent lover — that he was her lover was clear. Her heat warmed me. I felt that there must be good in the man in whom she had such entire faith. I was about to say so when the sound of a voice behind me caused me to look round. A tall, portly lady stood just inside the door.

“What new story is this about Mr. George Winnington? Of what fresh disgraceful act has he been guilty?”

Whether the lady’s questions were addressed to me was not clear; Miss Braxham took it upon herself to answer them. The maiden seemed, if anything, angrier than ever.

“Pray, Lady Gill, what right have you to speak of a friend of mine like that?”

The portly lady rejoined: “If that young man is a friend of yours, my dear — —” Miss Braxham cut her short, really speaking like a small virago, which, in fact, for the moment she was — 

“Don’t you call me ‘my dear,’ and don’t you speak of Mr. Winnington as ‘that young man,’ my good woman. You mistake the position, Lady Gill. I am your mistress, you are not mine; you are paid by me to act as a chaperon when I want one. When I don’t, you have no more right to interfere with what I choose to do, or so insult my friends, than this impertinent person here.” I was the impertinent person alluded to. “I’ve just told this young woman” — that, again, was me— “to leave this room and this house, and while I’m about it, I’ll extend the same invitation to you. If you will let me know what I owe you, your account shall be settled; kindly understand that your residence beneath my roof is at an end.”

With that the little lady flounced back into what I presumed was her bedroom, leaving the portly dame and me to regard each other. I was disposed to smile; she certainly was not.

“Ill-bred little upstart!” Her tone was grim enough. “Of what fresh outrage has that Winnington scamp been guilty?”

I emphatically did not propose to take her into my confidence; I was frigidity itself.

“For information on that subject, Lady Gill, I will refer you to Miss Braxham.”

With that I went out of the room, down the stairs, and out of the house. I felt like pinching myself when I got on to the pavement.

“This comes,” I told myself, “of meddling in matters which are no concern of mine — it serves me right. If that furious little thing had had me thrown down the steps it would have been no more than I deserved. This ought to be a lesson to last me the rest of my life. If ever I interfere in what doesn’t concern me again — —”

I pulled up before I committed myself too far — before I vowed a vow which I was sure to break. I know myself sufficiently well to be aware that there are occasions on which I find it absolutely impossible to keep my fingers out of other people’s pies — so what was the use of pretending? And the point of the joke is that before I was through with Beatrice Braxham I had justified myself, even to her, for putting my fingers in her pie.

I had not left the angry maiden very far behind before I came upon a boy who was selling the early editions of the evening papers. On the placard which he had in front of him was the announcement, “Murder of a well-known sportsman in Jermyn Street.” I bought a copy of each of his papers. The well-known sportsman, as I had expected, was the round-faced person whom I had heard spoken of as Mr. Haseltine. He had been found stabbed to death that morning outside the Old Times Club. According to the paper the police had a clue which was presently expected to result in the capture of his murderer. When that came about, I told myself, it was possible that Miss Beatrice Braxham might be disposed to talk to me in a different tone.

“If the police once lay their hands on Mr. George Winnington it will go pretty hard with Miss Beatrice Braxham.”

It might have done if the police had laid hands on him, but they never did. Events began to follow each other so fast that I was in the midst of a wild tragedy almost before I knew it.

The next day I paid a visit to some friends at Windsor. Returning, just as the train was leaving the platform, two men came scrambling into my compartment. I resented their presence; judging from their appearance I doubted if they had first class tickets, and quite apart from their attire they really were such an evil-looking pair. They began whispering together almost as soon as the train was clear of the station. I had had enough of playing the unintentional eavesdropper; such persons could have nothing to say which would interest me; I studiously held my paper up in such a fashion that I could see nothing of their faces. The journals, by the way, were full of what had become known as “The Jermyn Street Mystery.” The clue which the police were supposed to have had so far resulted in the arrest of no one. I wondered if by some lucky chance George Winnington had managed to get clear away; I wondered also, in the light of what I had told her, what Miss Beatrice Braxham was feeling.

For my part, I did not find my paper pleasant reading. I had already had more than enough of the Jermyn Street Mystery. I sincerely wished that I had never told the chauffeur of that jobbed electric brougham to drive me back again. I almost resolved that this should be a lesson which would induce me in future to confine myself rigorously to my own affairs, and just as I was at the point of arriving at this resolution, glancing from my newspaper, I looked for a second at those two whispering men, and as luck would have it I saw what one of them was whispering to the other. I saw just one word — Haseltine.

Having had no intention of observing them, the accident that he should have just been uttering the name with which my own mind was already too much occupied was a little startling. Really unwittingly I watched to see what else he might say — I say unwittingly because in my case I sometimes do that sort of thing without consciousness or intention. I did then. The one man had come to an end of his sentence, and the other spoke. He was a little, mean-looking creature, with foxy hair, and a foxy face, and an old, brown cloth cap, which he wore on one side of his head.

“I should have liked to have treated Mr. Thomas Haseltine to six inches of knife myself, I would that — the —— !” He added some words which were not nice to see.

The other replied: “That Winnington lad gave him what he deserved, I will say that; he was a pretty —— , Haseltine was.”

By this time my attention was on the alert. Those two men were speaking as if they were acquainted with both the parties they had named. I watched to see what else they would say. The foxy man, glancing in my direction, leaned closer to his friend, and so brought his face a few inches nearer to me. Although I was pretty certain that he had seen nothing in my attitude to arouse his suspicion, he was clearly about to speak of subjects which, in his judgment, required to be spoken of with the profoundest secrecy. He scarcely breathed his words, but so long as he framed them on his lips that made no difference to me.

“Young George Winnington?” I saw him whisper. “He done it? What do you think!”

“I don’t think nothing,” replied his foxy friend, “I only know what everybody’s saying.”

“He no more put that knife into Tom Haseltine than you or me, but if I was asked I could tell who did.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t know, if it comes to that; but I tell you what, I’m betting, and what’s more, I’m laying the odds.”

“Who did it if young Winnington didn’t?”

“Why — —” again the speaker glanced in my direction; I had just time to avert my eyes and get them back upon his face before he continued to speak— “what price Lantern-jawed Jack?”

“What, John Dutton of Rudgeton?”

“Don’t mention no names, you fool.”

“That young woman can’t hear.”

“I don’t say she can, but all the same I don’t want to have no names mentioned in a job like this.”

“What makes you think he did it?”

“I don’t say I do, I only say I’m betting. However, that’s enough of it. I’m sorry I’ve said as much as I have; you get out of your head that I’ve said anything at all.” The foxy-faced man drew farther away from his friend; plainly he regretted the indiscretion of which he had been guilty, though he could scarcely have guessed how indiscreet he really had been. He abruptly changed the subject. “Nice thing,” he said, “our getting into a carriage where you can’t smoke.”

“Suppose,” suggested his friend, “we was to ask the lady if she minds our smoking.”

“It would make no difference if you did ask; I should object.”

The two men stared at me; I had lowered my paper and was looking at them.

“Excuse me, miss,” said the foxy man, “but what was that you said? Was either of us speaking to you?”

“I saw you grumbling to your friend because you had not got into a smoking carriage, and I saw your friend suggest that you should ask if I minded smoking; I merely wished you to understand that I do object.”

“But — but — —” The foxy man looked from his friend to me, and from me back to his friend; he was apparently suffering from some confusion of mind. Leaving the remark which he had commenced unfinished he addressed a question to his associate. “Charlie, did you say anything to the lady?”

“Not me, not a word; I haven’t spoke to her; you know I haven’t spoke to her.”

“That is correct,” I agreed, “you neither of you spoke to me; it was not necessary. You merely whispered to each other; you might as well have shouted, since I saw — and understood — every word you were saying.”

There came that expression upon their faces which I was so used to seeing — a muddled, hazy look, as if they wondered if I were in jest or earnest.

“I don’t know if you’re getting at us — —” the foxy-faced man began. I interrupted him.

“I will tell you what I saw you say and then you will be able to answer that question for yourselves. You were talking about the Jermyn Street Mystery, of how that man Haseltine deserved his fate. Your friend spoke of George Winnington as the one who killed him; you hinted that he was innocent, and were willing to lay odds that the guilty man was John Dutton of Rudgeton. Now I should like to ask you if what you said was mere idle chatter, or if you have any grounds on which you based your insinuation. Who, in the first place, is John Dutton of Rudgeton, whom you spoke of as Lantern-jawed Jack?”

I have seen some startled people in my time, but I don’t think I ever saw any quite so moon-struck as those two unpleasant-looking persons. Their jaws had dropped open, their eyes were distended what would have happened if the train had not begun running into Paddington station I cannot say. When they realized that our speed was slackening they made a simultaneous rush for the door. While the train was still moving at a dangerous speed they flung it open and sprang out upon the platform. Porters shouted — whether they heeded them or not I cannot tell. When I looked out to see if they had come to grief, the pair had already vanished out of sight. As I was about to alight, an official came up to me as I stood framed in the door.

“Did those two men jump out of your compartment?”

I nodded. “They seemed in a hurry,” I said.

“It’s a wonder they didn’t break their necks,” he growled. “What was the matter with them? Have you any complaint to make of them?”

“Not I; but I rather fancy that they were travelling in a first class compartment with third class tickets, which might explain their haste.”

“Weren’t the tickets collected at Windsor?”

“Not from them; they got in just as the train was starting — too late for the collector to reach them.”

“Then probably they had no tickets at all — that’s about the size of it.”

I crossed the departure platform to find a telephone box. As I was coming out I all but ran into Mr. George Winnington — he seemed to be in as great a hurry as those two men had been.

“Mr. Winnington,” I exclaimed.

“Hallo!” He stopped to stare; then took off his hat. “I beg your pardon, but I’m afraid I don’t remember who you are.”

“I am just going to see Miss Braxham.”

“Are you? Then I’m afraid you won’t see her. I’ve been trying to, but they told me a very queer story about her having gone to see me — into the country somewhere, no one seems to know quite where — in consequence of a wire I’m supposed to have sent — a wire to ask her to come and see me. Now, I never sent her a wire. Who has been forging my name, where she’s gone, what it all means, is beyond me altogether. Do you know anything about it?”

“I don’t.” While he had been speaking I had been noticing two men who were striding towards us. Suddenly one of them perceived us. I saw him say to the other — 

“Look down there; there’s our man, talking to the girl. We’re in luck; we’ve got him.”

I grasped the situation in an instant; they were constables. They were alluding to George Winnington — they were about to arrest him.

“Mr. Winnington,” I said to him, “there are two policemen coming to arrest you — you haven’t a moment to lose. Go to that address,” — I slipped a card into his hand— “and wait till I come. Quick, or they’ll have you.”

He was as swift to understand the position as I had been — possibly one glance at the two policemen was enough for him — he was gone almost before I had ceased to speak. As he moved off the constables came rushing forward. One of them almost knocked me over — perhaps I did get a little in his way.

“You’ve been helping that man to escape,” he said.

The other called to him. “Never mind her; push along, we ought to get him yet.”

The pair tore off. People standing about stared: those officers were two big men; folks perhaps wondered at the rapidity of their movements. Hurry seemed in the air. I caught the infection. Slipping through one door while they rushed through another, getting into a taxi, I was away from that station I should say in less than ten seconds. I gave the driver the first address which came into my head. “Hyde Park Hotel,” I said. What became of those two policemen I do not know. I feel sure they did not attempt to follow me.

As my cab was nearing Knightsbridge I altered my instructions to the driver — I told him to take me home. As I opened the door of my fiat my maid advanced.

“There’s a gentleman named Winnington in the sitting-room, miss. He’s just come; he says you sent him.”

The young gentleman greeted me as one who was not quite sure of where he stood.

“Did they find out where I’d gone?” he asked.

“I cannot tell you positively, but I should say not. There’s one question I should like to ask, Mr. Winnington, before I go any farther. What had you to do with what happened to Mr. Haseltine?”

“Nothing — absolutely nothing. I assure you, Miss Lee — I suppose you are Miss Lee,” — he was glancing at my visiting card which he had in his hand— “I assure you that I had no more to do with it than you had. I’d just had a row with him, I gave him a piece of my mind — I don’t mind admitting that, because it’s true, and I’m not ashamed of it; but I didn’t know anything had happened to him till yesterday. It was only just now that I heard that I am supposed to have had anything to do with it. Off I tore to Beatrice — I mean to Miss Braxham — because the idea that such a lie should reach her almost drove me mad. Then, when I got to Curzon Street, I found that she had gone off somewhere into the country; what does it mean?”

I was unable to say; but I was beginning to get an inkling of one of the causes of that girl’s faith in him. That he was telling the truth I was persuaded. That he had got himself into some tangle with the disreputable Mr. Haseltine was probable — young men will do such things; sometimes only after painful experience are they able to distinguish a rogue from an honest man. But that this eager-eyed lad in front of me was the soul of truth I was sure; I had only been two minutes in his company before I agreed with Miss Beatrice Braxham that he was absolutely incapable of such an act as was being charged against him. However, I did not tell him so; instead, I asked a question.

“Mr. Winnington, have you ever heard of a person who is known as Lantern-jawed Jack?”

Obviously he was mystified by my inquiry.

“Why, that’s what they call long Jack Dutton — Mr. John Dutton, that is. I don’t know if that’s who you mean.”

“Who is Mr. John Dutton?”

“Well, he’s — he’s a pretty bad lot. I don’t like to say anything against anyone, but he really is a wrong ‘un, upon my word, Miss Lee — that is if you mean John Dutton of Rudgeton.”

“Where is Rudgeton? Is it a house or a place?”

“I’m not quite sure, but I fancy it’s somewhere on the Sussex coast, somewhere near Pevensey, I think. They tell all sorts of stories about it; most of them I expect are lies. Haseltine and Dutton, I believe, were intimates; but I’ve a notion they weren’t over-fond of each other, for all that. What do you know about Jack Dutton? Indeed, what do you know about Beatrice, or about me? I don’t remember to have heard of or seen you before; if it hadn’t been for you I might have been — good God! I might have been in prison at this very moment.” He shivered at the picture his imagination conjured up. “I should never have dared to look Bee in the face again; they might have handcuffed me — think of it! I’m nothing compared to Bee as it is — I’ve scarcely got a shilling, and she’s got millions; but when I first fell in love with her I didn’t know that, nor did she. On the very night that she heard her father was dead we had arranged to elope together. I was waiting by the convent wall, as we had agreed; but instead of her, the head of another girl appeared over the top of the wall — Felice Ramont, a French girl. She dropped me a note, ‘From Beatrice,’ she said, and then she went. I opened the note. She wrote that she had just heard that her father was dead, and so it was quite impossible for her to run away with me. She added in a postscript that she had heard that he had left her millions; what was she to do? I didn’t know what she was to do; I didn’t know what I was to do myself. I had got her railway ticket in my pocket: we were to have been married at Brest. And now here am I, owing to the intervention of a perfect stranger, escaping by the skin of my teeth from being locked up for murder — and for all I know they’ll have me yet. I suppose, as a matter of plain fact, I may as well be hanged as anything else.”

It was a sort of philosophy which did not commend itself to me — I doubt if it did to him, only the poor lad was in such a desperate plight that he did not know where to turn for a glimmer of hope. The more I heard of him, the more I saw of him, the better I understood how it was that Miss Beatrice Braxham had raged at me. I was at my old trick of rushing at my fences again. Instead of telling myself that I would never meddle with the affairs of other people, I had scarcely made that young gentleman’s acquaintance five minutes before I had resolved that I would leave no stick or stone unturned in order that that couple of romantic youngsters should be brought together in what I was convinced would be a perfect union — though she had billions, and he had not a cent.

Arriving at such a resolution and putting it into practice were two quite different things. While I was trying to get some dim notion of what immediate steps it would be best to take, I started on what I intended to be a series of instructive observations.

“I don’t like to hear young men talk like that, Mr. Winnington: I really think there may be some better fate in store for you than hanging — —” I had got as far as that, and I fancy he was about to interrupt with some tragic remark to the effect that he did not know what there could be, when some one knocked and rang at my hall door. I stopped to listen. His attitude was gloomy.

“Perhaps that’s the police after me,” he said.

I heard the hall door open; then the door of my sitting-room was opened; some one came rushing past the maid, who was holding the handle — and there was Miss Beatrice Braxham standing just inside the doorway. Which was the most surprised, that young man, the young woman, or myself, I should not care to have to determine. The girl stared at my masculine visitor as if he had been a ghost.

“George,” she exclaimed, “whatever are you doing here?”

“Bee!” he cried, and in an instant they were almost in each other’s arms. Almost, but not quite, for just as his arms were about to close round her she drew back and motioned him from her with her outstretched hand.

“One moment,” she remarked, “I should like some sort of explanation; I was not aware you knew this — lady.”

“I don’t,” he declared; “I only know that she has just saved me from the police, and that if it hadn’t been for her I should at this moment be the inmate of a felon’s cell, perhaps with gyves upon my wrists. I was within an ace of being arrested for murder; if it hadn’t been for Miss Lee I should have been.”

His language was a trifle lurid. It had such an effect on Miss Braxham that it seemed she had to sink upon the nearest seat.

“I never thought,” she said, “that she would have saved you from arrest; I supposed she would have made it her special business to give you in charge.”

“Then you were all wrong; she gave me shelter — me, a perfect stranger. I don’t know yet how much I owe her, but I do know that I owe her my liberty. And pray where have you been? What was the tale they told me about your having that telegram from me? I never sent you a telegram.”

“Didn’t you? Oh dear, then what an escape I’ve had! I’ve been in a frightful state of mind. I had a telegram, signed George — here it is, see it for yourself.”

From her handbag she took a pink slip of paper, the contents of which he proceeded to read aloud.

“‘For the sake of all that has ever passed between us meet me at Victoria Station, Brighton line, at once. Something dreadful has happened. I implore you not to fail me. George.’” He lowered the slip of paper to stare at her. “Well, I never did read such an effusion. Did you suppose such an effusion could have come from me?”

“I wondered. It didn’t seem like you. I hadn’t seen you for ever so long — —”

“I had made up my mind that you should never see me again.”

“George, however can you say such things!”

“I wasn’t a fit person for you to see, a creature like me! I had taken money from you — —”

“George, if you talk like that I shall cry!”

The threat awed him; she already had six square inches of cobwebby linen in her hand.

“Bee, for Heaven’s sake don’t do that. Don’t make me feel a bigger brute than I do already. But, my darling child, when you got this ridiculous effusion, what did you do?”

“I went to meet you — of course I went to meet you; I’d have gone across the world to meet you if I’d thought you wanted me — —”

“My angel!”

“And when I got to Victoria station you weren’t there.”

“Of course I wasn’t there. How could I be there? I never meant to be there.”

“And a man came up to me — a tall, thin man, with a big nose, and a horrid face — and he took his hat off and said, ‘Miss Braxham? I come from Mr. Winnington.’”

“He came from me! The villain!”

“‘Mr. Winnington,’ he said, ‘has had to leave town,’ then dropped his voice and looked round, as if anxious that no one should hear. ‘As you perhaps know, the police are making themselves unpleasantly active.’”

“Did he say that? The scoundrel!”

“The way he said it made me shudder. ‘I’m glad to say,’ he went on, ‘that I’ve been able to give him shelter in a little house which I have in the country, at Rudgeton — —”

“Rudgeton! Had he a long chin and hollow cheeks?”

“He had, and he said his name was Dutton.”

“Lantern-jawed Jack! It was Lantern-jawed Jack, Miss Lee. You suspected the man — but there’s a villain for you! Then what did he say, this nice cup of tea?”

“He said you’d not dared to tell me where you were in the telegram, but that you’d asked him to take me down to you. He had got a ticket for me, and he took me to a train. I was trembling all over, and I was so frightened that I didn’t know what to do. So I got into the train, and off it started.”

The little lady gave a great sigh; the young gentleman seemed half beside himself with excitement.

“Did anybody ever hear the likes of that! Were you and he alone together in the carriage?”

“We were, that made it so much worse. There was something about him, the way he looked at me, the way he spoke, which made me feel that I’d do anything if only he’d sit at the other end of the carriage. But he wouldn’t; he sat right opposite me, and leaned forward — the idea of being alone with him in that compartment for I didn’t know how long was more than I could stand. When we got to Clapham Junction, I turned the handle, which fortunately was inside the carriage door, and I was out on the platform before he even guessed what I was going to do. He did try to stop me, but just then one of the railway people came up, and I said to him, ‘ Guard,’ — I don’t think he was one, but I called him Guard— ‘this person is quite a stranger to me, will you ask him to leave me alone?’ The railway person looked at him, and you should have seen how that dreadful man shrank back into the carriage! The train went on and I was left upon the platform. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted advice and help from some one, and I didn’t know who in the world to turn to. Then I thought of Miss Lee, who had made herself so officious and so disagreeable — I simply couldn’t think of anyone else. I found her card in my bag, and I looked at it, and though I knew I was a perfect idiot, I came tearing off to see if she could help me.”

The business of making matters even relatively clear took considerably more than an hour. By that time we had had tea — a really good tea — and we were on terms of something like friendship — those two young persons did move so quickly. We were still talking as hard as we could when the maid came in with a card, “Inspector Ellis, Scotland Yard.” Before I could decide what to do the inspector appeared in the doorway.

“I must ask you to forgive my intrusion, Miss Lee,” he began, “but I wish to see you on a very pressing matter and I did not gather that you were engaged.”

I had become so convinced of George Winnington’s entire innocence that I there and then took the bull by the horns — I introduced both my visitors.

“Miss Braxham, let me introduce to you Inspector Ellis. Inspector, this is Mr. George Winnington.”

The inspector stared. “Not the George Winnington, and the Miss Braxham?”

“I fancy, inspector, that from your point of view, that’s precisely who they are.”

The inspector turned to me. “Then you know?”

“I know that there’s some nonsensical notion among your people that Mr. Winnington had something to do with what happened in Jermyn Street the other morning, and I also know that he hadn’t.”

“That’s correct, he hadn’t — we also know it. That’s what I’ve come to talk to you about. You travelled up from Windsor this afternoon in a compartment with two men?” I nodded. “I thought it was you from the tale they told. At Paddington station one of our men tried to arrest Mr. Winnington, and you gave him the office?”

“I did; that is, I told him they were coming.”

“I thought, again, it was you. Our men were pretty mad. Just as they were giving up hope of getting their man they came upon a gentleman who is known in his profession as the Snide-Pitcher, who was wanted for quite a different job, so they buckled him. I fear the Snide-Pitcher is not much of a sportsman, and on the way to the station he began to hint that he knew who was responsible for the Jermyn Street murder, and that, if it were considered favourably in the matter of the charge which was about to be brought against him, he would turn King’s evidence. They informed him that they knew as much about that as he did and thanked him for nothing. He said, ‘You think it was George Winnington — well, it wasn’t.’ They pricked up their ears at that and asked him what he knew about it and who it was. Then he told a tale about how he had come up by train with a friend from Windsor, and how they had had a chat together, and how there was a lady in the carriage who had heard every word they said though they had never spoken above a whisper: and how the way she had sprung it on them had upset them altogether, so that for his own peace of mind he felt that he had better make a clean breast of it. When they got him to the station they telephoned for me, and he told me a pretty yarn.”

The inspector, placing his hat on a chair, took out a pocket-book.

“I believe, Miss Braxham, that the other day you drew a cheque for a thousand pounds?”

“I did — what then? I suppose I can draw a cheque if I like.”

“Certainly. You took it yourself to the bank and received bank-notes in exchange. The night before last those bank-notes were given by a gentleman whom I will not name to Mr. Thomas Haseltine at the Old Times Club. This gentleman said some rather plain things to Mr. Haseltine. After he had gone Mr. Haseltine, who had been drinking, ostentatiously made a list of the numbers of those bank-notes and handed it to the porter at the club. When, soon afterwards, Haseltine was found murdered, there were no bank-notes on his person. Yesterday morning Mr. John Dutton, also a member of the Old Times Club, gave the Snide-Pitcher a ten-pound note, in settlement of some sum which he owed him; there had been some very funny dealings between those two gentlemen. A few minutes afterwards, the Snide-Pitcher, according to his own tale, saw in a newspaper for the first time what had happened to Mr. Haseltine, and also the numbers of the notes which had been missing from his person. That note which Dutton had given him was one of them. Dutton had taken it from a large wad of others. The Snide-Pitcher had reasons for knowing that only the day before Dutton was impecunious. He naturally jumped to a certain conclusion. He was talking about that conclusion, as such men will — they can’t keep their mouths shut — to a friend in the train when you startled him by telling him what you had seen him say. That seems to have frightened him half out of his senses; when our men arrested him that finished it — the whole tale came out, at much greater length than I have told it to you.”

Returning his notebook to his coat pocket, the inspector picked up his hat.

“I wired to Rudgeton to instruct the local police to call on Mr. John Dutton. I’ve just had a wire back from them to say that they did call; that they came upon Mr. Dutton as he was entering his house; that at sight of them he took out a revolver, and before they could get near enough to stop him, he blew his brains out. So I thought, Miss Lee, that since it’s a matter in which you had so considerable a hand, the least I could do was to call and post you in the latest news.”

When the inspector had gone, those two young persons kissed each other, solemnly; and then, with equal solemnity, they both kissed me. George Winnington did it in accordance with instructions received. The lady saw them carried out. It was most embarrassing. Then the girl snuggled into my arms, and had one of those good cries which are so comforting to some young people. While the young gentleman danced about the room, and kept saying things.

There, again, was the result of putting my finger into other people’s pies.


SAM BRIGGS V.C.
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With the outbreak of the First World War, Marsh published a new collection of Sam Briggs stories (once again first appearing in the Strand Magazine) detailing his heroic exploits on the battlefield and celebrating the noble resilience of the cockney clerk in adversity. The second set of stories was collected in Sam Briggs V.C. in 1916.
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TWO STRIPES

I’M an officer — that’s what I am — an officer in the British Army!

If anyone had told me, only last July, that I should ever be an officer in the British Army, I unhesitatingly affirm that I should have thought the man mad. Yet here I am, a lance-corporal. I wrote to the mother, and I wrote to Dora — I spread the news around, and on the following Sunday they both of them came down to see me.

“Sam,” said my mother, as she stood looking at those thousands and thousands of men assembled together to fight for their country, and the miles and miles of canvas — there were lots of other regiments besides ours— “I never thought that I should see an army on the cliffs of my native land. Why, there are soldiers everywhere, wherever the eye can turn. It’s wonderful! It takes my breath away.”

I held up my hand and I beckoned with my finger. “Private Sparrow,” I observed — I don’t know that I should have done it if it had been anybody else but Bob Sparrow, because every chap isn’t so impressed by the authority of a lance-corporal as I felt he ought to be; but Sparrow, he came forward and he saluted, because he knew it would please me. So I introduced him to the ladies.

“Mother, this is Private Sparrow, of my section. Bob, this is my mother, and this is Miss Dora Wilkinson, of whom you’ve heard me speak. The ladies have come down to see the camp; perhaps you wouldn’t mind showing my mother round.”

Bob saluted both my mother and Dora — he knew they’d like it, too. There’s more in Bob than you might think.

“Mrs. Briggs,” he remarked, in a stand-at-attention sort of attitude, “your son’s an officer, I’m only a private — perhaps you’ll look over that. I hope to be an officer myself one day.”

Mother looked at Sparrow, then she looked at me.

“An officer, is he? So I’m told. There doesn’t seem to be much difference on the outside of you, does there?”

“Mrs. Briggs,” explained Bob, “the difference, perhaps, has escaped your notice. Your son has a stripe upon his sleeve; I have none.”

Bob pointed to what he meant. Still mother didn’t seem to be impressed.

“A stripe, has he? That doesn’t seem to be much difference. What is to prevent your putting a stripe on your sleeve? It’s easily done.”

“Extraordinary ideas,” I observed to Dora, as she strolled off with me in one direction and Sparrow with mother in another, “women do have. Fancy mother asking Bob Sparrow why he don’t put a stripe on his sleeve like mine! It isn’t the chap himself that puts the stripe on his sleeve; it’s the Army — the British Army. This represents authority.”

She slipped her arm through mine and came closer.

“And what is a lance-corporal, Sam? Yes, I know he’s an officer; but what has he to do besides being a soldier? I saw in a paper the other day that every officer has special duties to perform. Has a lance-corporal any special duties, Sam?”

“A lance-corporal is a non-commissioned officer; it’s the first step on the road to being a general.”

“Is it, Sam? Think of that, now!”

“His first duty is to call the British Army; to see that it gets out of bed. It’s his duty to see that it doesn’t oversleep.”

“Sam! Is it really? The whole British Army — by yourself?”

Her eyes were wide open. I explained that one man could hardly be expected to do that single-handed.

“I don’t know how many lance-corporals there are in the British Army; they call it as a whole. Each one calls his own particular company — that’s sixteen sections, say a hundred and sixty men. Réveillé — that’s the first bugle-call — I’ll whistle a few notes so that you may know what it sounds like — goes at a quarter past five. As soon as it sounds I go round the tents where the men are sleeping, and I call out in each of them, ‘Show a leg!’ — like that. They all jump up, and by six they are all dressed, and they fall in.”

“Fancy the hours, Sam! And your mother used to say it was so hard to get you up in the morning.”

“So it was, but it’s different now; everything’s different when you’re a soldier — especially in a place like this. When the men are up I’ve got to take the names of the sick; every man who feels he’d like to see the doctor has got to tell me, and I’ve got to see that he does. After I’ve got the names of the sick I’ve got to take the orderlies to fetch rations for breakfast. The bugle sounds; it says, ‘Come to the cook-house door; come to the cook-house door.’ I go to the cook-house door with the orderlies. We have breakfast. Then there’s another bugle-call; it says, ‘Another letter from home, boys; another letter from home.’ That means that the letters have come. I have to hand them round. And let me tell you, Dora Wilkinson, that there are few things a soldier likes better than to have a letter from home. Remember that next time you’re thinking whether you can’t put off writing till to-morrow.”

“Oh, Sam, I do write to you as often as I possibly can.”

“I don’t say you don’t; I’m not complaining; but every time I see your writing outside an envelope it’s a sight for sore eyes. You bear that in mind, that’s all.”

“I will, Sam, I promise you. You are a dear. And do you have to go on working as you’ve been telling me, all day and every day?”

“I do not — or there would be nothing left of me. A lance-corporal always has his special duties to perform.” I hurried on lest she should ask me what they were. I could see there was nothing about a lance-corporal which she didn’t want to know, and, as there were one or two trifles I didn’t know myself — although I was a lance-corporal — and I wanted to keep my flag flying, the sight of Bob Sparrow coming down the slope with my mother at his side was welcome. I had arranged to have dinner with the ladies and Bob down the town.

We did ourselves well. I’m bound to say that prices, quantity, and quality were all that could be desired. That’s what we all felt. Then, while we were having our pudding, mother started to talk.

“As it says in the good Book,” she began, “‘I have been young, and now I am old,’ but it was never till quite recently did I speak to a soldier in my life. Until the last few weeks you never used to see a soldier. Now here, for instance, you see nothing else. It’s wonderful to think that all these gentlemen are going to battle. Now, how many regiments are there here?”

It was Sparrow who answered.

“In a way, Mrs. Briggs, this room represents England. Within a mile or two of where you are sitting there are representatives from all her four quarters — Worcesters, Leicesters, Suffolks, Norfolks, Lancashires, Yorkshires, Devons. The men in the Devons are mostly countrymen, sometimes a bit slow, I’m told, but mostly big-boned and broad-shouldered — they’ll make a sort of heavy brigade. When they charge they’ll carry everything before them by mere force of brawn and muscle. The Lancashires are a lot of them miners. They are men of a different build — shorter, smaller, but they are all muscle, and it’s a sight to notice how quick they are. They’ve got the next camp to ours. It does you good to watch how they swing along when they’re route-marching or on parade. Mrs. Briggs, I tell you what!”

Sparrow leaned over the table, as if he wanted my mother to follow every word.

“Round about where you are there’s a sample of one of the finest armies in the making that the world’s ever seen — and I’ll tell you why; because the men in it are all volunteers. They haven’t enlisted for the King’s shilling, or because they don’t know what else to do, or anything of that sort. Every chap among them has been ‘called,’ like they are at a revival meeting or a Salvation Army meeting, if you’ve ever been to one. They’ve been ‘called’ to stand up and testify for their country — and they’re doing it. And they’re going to keep on doing it with all their might and all their main, while there’s breath left in their bodies. There are men of all classes in the ranks. In my own regiment we are most of us Londoners — there are rich men and poor, clerks, mechanics, hawkers, representatives of good families, doctors, parsons’ and lawyers’ sons, chaps from the public schools, chaps who don’t seem to have been to any school at all. Sam, here, will tell you that two or three hundred young fellows who have been in the habit of playing hockey together, in matches and such-like, have joined a certain regiment — which I’m not going to name — in a body, because they can’t get commissions and they’ve had the ‘call’ to fight. They are gentlemen’s sons, they are, and they themselves are gentlemen, and not poor ones either. They’re just ‘Tommies’ like the rest of us. The place is full of such chaps— ‘called’ to stand up and testify for their country.”

Sparrow was coming out in what was to me a new character.

‘And what made you, Mr. Sparrow,” asked my mother, as he paused — it might be — to take breath, “join the Army?”

He’s rather a queer-looking chap, is Sparrow, and one of the queerest things about him is the way in which his whole face alters when he smiles — and he smiled then.

“You don’t look as if you were very strong,” added my mother; “and yet, from your looks, I shouldn’t have thought there was much the matter with you. I should have thought you were healthy.”

“Yes, I am — considering; though I’m not strong, I’m a giant compared to what I was. Mrs. Briggs, I’m not very good at hating anyone or anything, but there is one thing I’ve always hated — and that is war.”

“You hate war — and you a soldier!”

“I hate war because I’m a soldier, and I’m a soldier because I hate war. War is a disease, that’s what war is; and if men, as nations or individuals, were to live the lives they ought to live, most of the diseases which prey upon humanity would cease to exist. I have always felt that I would like to be a doctor, and make war upon disease; but if you come to think of it, in a way a soldier’s a doctor.”

“A soldier’s a surgeon, that’s what he is!”

The unexpected interruption came from Sergeant Judkins, who was sitting with an elderly lady near to where we were. I don’t know that Sparrow was talking loud, but a sort of silence had come over the room, and, without our noticing, people had begun to listen to what he had to say; and, being all friendly-like together, some of them joined in. Sergeant Judkins was the first. Before Sparrow could go on, a young chap who was sitting close behind me added something to what the sergeant had said.

“The Germans are the disease; they’re like a mass of gangrene which has attacked the health of the world. Gangrene has to be cut away, all signs of it destroyed; until it has been there will be health for no one. We, as surgeons, have got to take our operating knives in our hands and fight the gangrene, knowing very well that it is so deadly a thing that if so much as a speck of it touches us we are dead as ninepins — knowing very well, also, that there will be no chance of health for us until it is utterly destroyed.”

“That’s something like the idea,” agreed Sparrow; “that’s the idea which made me a soldier and brought me — I take it, brought all of us — where we are. We hate disease, and because we hate it we’re going to put up the best fight we can to stay its course. A doctor or a surgeon has to be educated and trained till he is as well fitted for his job as he can be made. They are fitting us for our job. Great Britain is doing all that experience, science, and money can do to make us accomplished fighters.”

“I hope you’ll never have to fight, Mr. Sparrow, all the same.”

My mother said it with a sigh. I knew she had the corners of her eyes on me.

“If the disease is extirpated, stamped out, destroyed utterly, root and branch, I’m with you, Mrs. Briggs; but so long as it threatens danger we all of us hope that the day is not far distant when we shall be in the fighting-line. I speak for every man in England who is training to be a soldier. There is a strip of water between us and the disease, but it isn’t a very wide one, and any night or day those German microbes may take advantage of some germ-carrying breeze to get across it. Think what you’d feel, Mrs. Briggs, if even ten thousand Germans set foot in England, bringing disease, death, destruction, to English homes.”

That night, after mother and Dora had gone, we had the first storm of the season. The weather couldn’t have behaved better while they were with me. Sparrow and I went to see them off at the station.

“That’s a nice girl, Miss Wilkinson,” he remarked to me as we were coming away. “If you’ll excuse my saying so, Sam, you’re in luck. I hope one day to meet your sister — I understand her name’s Louisa. Your mother was good enough to say that she’d like to introduce me to her.”

I looked at Sparrow — I wondered how it was that mother came to talk to him about Louisa. I shouldn’t have thought he was a lady’s man; but I’ve had experience of the world enough to know that that’s a subject about which you never can be sure. What I said to him was: — 

“There’s going to be a change in the weather, and something’s going to happen.”

Something did happen. Clouds came rolling across the sky — they might have been waiting for Dora and mother to start; in less than no time there wasn’t any blue to be seen. And all day there had been nothing but blue. Where the clouds came from all of a sudden was a mystery — and they were clouds — inky masses. Presently it began to rain. I turned into the recreation-tent with Sparrow — chaps were crowding in.

After a while the wind got up; all of a sudden it was blowing half a gale. It was all Sparrow and I could do to stand up straight against it as we walked from the recreation-tent to our sleeping-tent. When “Lights Out” sounded the rain was coming down in such torrents, and the wind was blowing so strong, that, what with them and the noise the tent was making, we had to shout to hear each other speak, and then it wasn’t easy. It didn’t look as though there was going to be much sleep for us that night — and there wasn’t.

I don’t know if the storm seemed worse because we were on the open cliffs beside the sea, but I know that in that sleeping-tent we had a sort of feeling that it was the worst one that had ever been — and every moment it seemed to be getting worse. We none of us undressed, though we got between the blankets and hoped for the best. What kept the tent from blowing right away beat me — it seemed as if we were going to be blown away if the tent wasn’t. The wind got under our bed-boards and our mattresses and lifted us right off the ground — funny it was, the way we got jumbled together. The mystery was how the rain kept out as it did; every moment we expected it to come through the canvas and drown us out.

As soon as ever it was light enough to see your hand before your face I got up and went outside. Scarcely had I put my nose in the open air when the tent blew down — it was like a conjuring trick. You might have thought that I had pulled a string or something which set machinery in motion and brought the whole thing down.

A fine spectacle the camp presented when it was light enough to take it all in. Tents were down, or nearly down, all over the place. The poles of the big recreation-tent were still standing, but the canvas had been cut as if by knives. Tables and chairs were all over the place — some of them were never found again. The canteen was gone; the tent, which I understood the canteen caterer supplied himself, had been blown to smithereens.

That was the day we went into the hutments. They had been building them about a quarter of a mile from where the camp was, lower down the hill, more protected from the wind and the weather; and though some of them weren’t quite finished, luckily they were ready enough for us to take possession. After all those weeks under canvas it was a change to five in what seemed to be substantial buildings, with doors and windows and boarded floors, and walls in which you could stick a nail.

It seemed as if mother’s visit to camp had broken the weather. I don’t think we had two fine days running after that Sunday evening on which Sparrow and I had seen her and Dora off by the train. But the weather didn’t stop our working — not much!

Dora once wrote that she hoped I was keeping well in spite of the bad weather. She need not have worried, as I wrote and told her. I soon learnt that one secret of keeping well was having plenty to do — in any weather. We had that. It’s odd how many things it takes to make a soldier — that’s another thing which I soon found out.

Look how we put our backs into it that bad weather. The drills we got through! Don’t think it was overdone, because it wasn’t. We were in the hands of those who knew just how much a chap wants to bring him to the pink of condition, and who take care that he gets it. There was no risk of their training a chap till he went stale. Health was what they were aiming at — perfect health.

“Keep a chap healthy,” old Judkins used to say, “and he’s happy; it’s the happy man who makes the good soldier and when I say healthy” — he used to hold out his cane and point it at us, as if that helped him to get what he was driving at home to us— “I’m not talking of the chap who thinks he’s healthy because he can eat and drink and sleep well, or enjoy a stroll along the front, or up and down a pier. Plenty who can do that are rotten.” He would wave his cane as if he had to. “The chap who physically is in condition — as fine condition as he can be, without an ounce of spare flesh on him, whose muscles are like whipcord and india-rubber, and his skin like satin, who doesn’t know what it is to sweat or tire, who is not hurt by heat or cold, wet or dry, who can do all the human body can do — do it easy, on his head, as it might be, and be all the better for it afterwards — that’s the chap I call healthy, and that’s the kind of health which makes a good soldier.”

The difference training of that sort made in some of our chaps had to be seen to be believed. It was wonderful! Look at me. It made me taller — it’s a fact. That’s because I held myself better. I got a chest that was a chest, and shoulders. The way strength came to me! Compared to what I used to be I grew as strong as a horse. I became handier, quicker, sharper, more all there. There were some in my office in the old days who talked about punching my head — I should have liked to see them have a try at punching it then!

In part the improvement which was made in us was owing to the different sorts of drill they put us through. Swedish drill is good for a fellow whose limbs are rusty and whose joints want oiling; so is gym. Then there are various exercises — bayonet exercise, to take one example, wants a bit of doing. The man who can go through a course of bayonet practice without losing breath or getting a trifle warm has not got much the matter with him.

A bayonet’s a funny thing — just a long knife, with a point and a sharp edge, which a sergeant carries instead of a sword, and which a private attaches to his rifle to cut and thrust with. Men have told me that in an actual bayonet charge troops attacked seldom wait for the attack to get right home; they discharge their guns, and if that doesn’t stop the gentlemen coming on, just as the points of the bayonets are getting uncomfortably close, not seldom they up and run. I don’t know how true this is; I shall one day. Anyhow, I don’t wonder that few people want to wait to have bayonets stuck into them. It’s a horrid weapon. As with all weapons, there’s a wrong and a right way of using it. Our instructor used to tell us that if you thrust it into a man the wrong way you could never get it out again; you might be killed yourself half-a-dozen times over while you were struggling to get it free.

That was a cheerful idea. I found it was an awkward article to handle; and somehow never got to like the idea of using it against anyone, or of anyone using it against me. I doubted if the time ever would come when I should really enjoy the idea of taking, say, a trench at the point of the bayonet; though I expect that when I am out for business, and we are formed in line with bayonets fixed and the word is given to charge, I shall be as ready, and as keen, to do a bit of persuading with what some of them call the “toasting-fork” as any of the rest. Ormiston, who used to sleep in the next bed to me, who was a big man, with ideas of his own on the subject of fighting, said to some of us after bayonet practice one day: — 

“I’m fighting for pleasure, because it will be a pleasure for me to fight those German brutes, who boast of their intention to turn England into a smoking ruin, and of putting our women and children and old men, if they raise a finger to try to stop them, to the sword; but I’m also fighting for business; and as I hope to have other occupations in life besides fighting, I want to bring that business to a conclusion as soon as I can. I have got an idea for bringing it to the rapidest possible finish which I believe would be fair for all parties concerned. I’d turn all the soldiers who mean business, supplied by all the nations interested, on to a huge plain, or other convenient place, and supply them with nothing but rifles with bayonets fixed, and then I’d let them fight it out until one side or the other was wiped out. Victory would go to the one which could make the best practice with its bayonet — that is, use it to the greatest advantage. Personally, I like a bayonet, and I like bayonet practice, and every time I am moving to the charge I like to think that there are at least half-a-dozen Germans in front of me, and that it all depends upon my adroitness whether I stick the lot before one of them sticks me. I don’t object to the support of big guns, and trenches have their uses, but when it comes to business I like to do my fighting in the open; because where there’s no cover — as in a sixteen-foot ring — it becomes simply a question of who’s the better man.”

Each to his taste — for Ormiston a bayonet, for me a rifle; which means that musketry practice was what I liked. It is chock-full of interest from the very start. Every chap likes a gun — though it isn t everyone who gets a chance of handling one, not by a long way. He doesn’t know how much — from the trained soldier’s point of view — there is to know about one till he begins to find out. I wonder how many men who think they do know something about a rifle could say right off how many parts there are in it. Our instructor taught us that there were a hundred and four. When we got our rifles in our hands he put us through a sort of drill.

“Private Parkes, show me the cut-off.” He would expect Private Parkes to hold his rifle out and show him the cut-off before you could say Sam Brown.” Then he’d pass to someone else. “Private Dawes, the body-head; Private Wilkes, the nose-cap; Private Short, the magazine-catch; Private Griffin, the bolt-rib.”

By this time — the orders were sometimes given so quickly you hadn’t got time to breathe — some of the men had perhaps got things a little mixed. There would be a pause in the proceedings. Sergeant Turpin — he was our instructor — would probably express himself with some freedom.

Of course, if none of you men know one end of a gun from the other, let the same be mentioned, and we’ll start afresh. “No, Private Wilkes, that is not the nose-cap, nor, Private Dawes, is that the body-head. Can anyone point out the muzzle?”

Those men who did not know the sergeant would be quick in complying with this request — which quickness on their parts would not be received with enthusiasm.

“It’s a comfort to know that in this lot of first-rate soldiers — Heaven save the mark! — there are some who know which the muzzle is. Perhaps some of you will be able to tell which the trigger is before you’ve done.”

My idea of musketry exercise was that they’d give you a rifle and let you start off firing at a target right away — not much! You’ve got to be what some would call an expert before you ever see a rifle — anyhow, the rifle you’re going to fire. When we started our practice there weren’t enough rifles to go round — nor even a quarter enough. And they weren’t wanted. They gave us dummies. With those you had to learn not only the mechanism of the piece itself, and the names and uses of the different parts, but just how to handle it, and the exact way in which to take up positions when firing. It’s easy enough for the sportsman, who goes out rabbit shooting, or popping at sparrows, or something like that, to say that any fool knows how to hold a gun, and in what position to stand when firing — that s just what every fool doesn’t know; also a good many who aren’t fools.

You must remember that, so far as our lot were concerned, probably a good three-quarters had never touched a gun. Practically, I hadn’t — beyond having penny shots at bottles and corks, and such like, at fairs and that sort of thing; and perhaps it was just as well I hadn’t, because I soon found out that there are plenty of people who think they can shoot, who know that if you pull the trigger the gun goes off, and that is about all. Sportsmen will tell you that they’ve been shooting rabbits and birds for years who know no more about shooting as it is practised in the Army than they know about shooting at the moon. Sniping is all right; you go out sniping, you pick out your mark, you watch your chance, and you take your time — you’ve nothing else to think of but yourself and the man you’re aiming at. I’m not sure that sniping is pretty sport, and I’m dead certain that sniping isn’t much good in the Service. So far as I can make out, the sportsman only thinks of himself and of his bag, and he don’t mind wiping someone else’s eye. That sort of chap is not wanted in the Service.

The soldier hasn’t got to think of himself at all, he’s only got to think of his comrades — and the word of command. Firing at the word of command and when it pleases yourself are entirely different things. It’s wonderful how well they teach you your business nowadays in the Army. I used to read in the papers about what good marksmen British soldiers were; it seemed as if every soldier could shoot well. Before I had got through my musketry practice I understood how that was.

You do more than half your work before you touch a gun. Not only, as I have said, are you taught to know your gun, both inside and out — how to hold it, how to stand, or sit, or lie, or kneel in I don’t know how many positions, when firing, but also a good many things besides. They teach you aiming, range-finding, rapidity of firing, collective firing; they train the eye before you’re ever asked to use it. The trick — or the art, whichever you like — of range finding, I am told, is quite new. A range-finder is a cunning little instrument; knowledge of how to use it to the best advantage, and putting that knowledge into practice, is an explanation of a lot of good shooting. If I had been told before I joined the Colours that I could be taught to hit a man I couldn’t see, and never had seen, I should have been rude. I’ve learnt better manners now. I know that, in one way, you shoot better at a man you can’t see — it’s done with the range-finder. Fighting goes on nowadays sometimes for quite a while, you kill lots of the enemy, to say nothing of the wounded, and you never see one of them. Battles are sometimes lost and won without one side ever getting a glimpse of the other. That’s why Ormiston says he likes the bayonet; according to him, it is a satisfaction to see who you are killing.

Not that good shooting doesn’t count, because a great part of it’s mechanical. It does — as we soon learned. When we’d got through the preliminaries, rifles were issued and each man was given a chance to show what he could do. Some units start with the Morris tubes; we didn’t — we began with the Service rifle right away — twelve shots at two hundred yards. It was surprising what a good average was reached the very first time, especially considering the weather. The light wasn’t very good, half a gale was blowing in fits and starts, there were occasional splashes of rain. The conditions were not good, but none of us gave an exhibition of incapacity. Sergeant Turpin himself admitted, when the practice was over, that the results might have been worse — and for him that was saying a good deal. It was just a proof, he was good enough to say, that they teach even blindworms to shoot in the British Army. Personally, I was quite a success. I don’t want to say what my score was, for fear of seeming to brag. When I wrote to Dora I mentioned that when I did come in sight of a German, and had got a rifle in my hand and was allowed to use it, you might count him out.

What surprised myself were the results I got at rapidity of firing — eight shots a minute at a figure target. You’ve got to put eight cartridges in your magazine, load, aim, fire, and eject — the whole eight shots, using a figure target at two hundred yards — and do it all inside a minute. It isn’t everyone who can fire eight shots a minute and keep anything like a steady hand, to say nothing of direction. When I had fired my eight I expected to find that my score was expressed by a single figure — it was twenty-nine, within three of the possible. I am not pretending that it was I who did it — it was the training I’d had. That’s how they train you to shoot in the British Army.

I don’t know how things used to be in the old times; in the present year of grace I don’t think there is anything in the world to equal it — the training, I mean, they give the soldier in all directions. They’re training soldiers — they’re training us — at a disadvantage. There weren’t guns to go round, there weren’t uniforms, there weren’t quarters. It has all been makeshift, and in some respects it still is — and we’re all the better for it. You may write that down as the considered opinion of yours faithfully, Sam Briggs, Esquire. They say that the German army is like a machine — moves like one, works like one, and, so far as I can judge, thinks like one. Everything is done for the German soldier; he’s just part of the machine — he does not have to think at all. He is led into battle like a sheep to the slaughter, and he’s killed in the shambles without ever being given a chance to live; as they used to say, he’s just “food for the cannon.” So I am told.

We haven’t had facilities for turning out soldiers on those lines in England; we haven’t had the machinery, nor the time. We’ve had to do in a few months what takes a German years, and we haven’t had the tools to do it with — we’ve just had ourselves and our brains, and we’ve been as keen as mustard. That’s the secret of how the English quickly-made soldier has been equal — and more than equal — to the German machine-made article. Every man-jack in the Army — the brand-new Army which is still in the making — is keen as mustard, officers and men. And he has not gone stale — that’s a factor. No doubt it does take a term of years to train some armies; people who know say so, so I say nothing; but the chap who’s been doing a thing five years is more likely to get tired of it than the one who’s been doing it five months — I do know that.

None of the fellows in our lot have gone stale, and they’re not going to go stale till they’re through their training and the war as well. We’ve had some pretty rough times. The weather was a fair treat — the men in the trenches got wet, but they couldn’t have got much wetter than we did sometimes. The hutments were badly built — oh, those Government contractors! Ormiston, who is a scholar, told us that the first Duke of Wellington — the Great Duke — said, even in his day, that he’d like to hang a few British Government contractors; and so said all of us. They were badly built, of bad materials — scamped work most of it was. The drainage was wrong — everything was wrong. But it was all good training for us, hardened us for what was coming; that’s the way we looked at it. I read about the chaps at the Front getting out of the trenches soaked to the skin, lying down just as they were and going to sleep straight off, and not one of them getting a touch of pneumonia, or even a cold. That’s how we’re going to be when our time comes — hard as nails inside and out. And our time was coming. It was flying about all over the place that the Ninth Royal British Rifles was down for foreign service at an early date — which meant that we had got on so well that our C.O. was satisfied that we should do credit to King and Country. And so we shall — although I say it — you watch out and see! It was in the early days of the rumours that I got my second stripe and was made full corporal — another step upwards towards becoming field-marshal — a real, proper non-commissioned officer. They count the lance-corporal hardly anything. Corporal Briggs, that is who I was from that day on. Paid ten shillings a week and allowances — making altogether, as things were there and then, nearly sixteen shillings a week, and everything found.

“DEAR DORA, — You will be glad to receive the intelligence, which may be published, if desired, in the daily and weekly Press, that I am yours always, CORPORAL BRIGGS.”

That was the postcard I sent to Dora directly the news reached me. She began the letter which she wrote back “Dear Corporal” — which showed that she had a proper sense of what the situation required. I showed the beginning of her letter to Bob Sparrow, and I’m blowed if he didn’t begin about my sister Louisa!

“Are you going to ask Miss Wilkinson down to see you? If so, don’t you think you might ask your sister as well?”

That is the remark he made to me. How my mother came to mention Louisa to him I can’t think. He’s never stopped talking of her since.

“I should like to meet her before we go to the Front.” That’s what he said next. While I was wondering what on earth the man was after he seemed to be thinking; then he added, “You know, Briggs, my life has been a queer one; one day I’ll tell you all about it. But, do you know, I’ve never really known a woman, that you might call a girl — not to speak to. You’ve got to be my friend, the first I’ve ever had, if you don’t mind my saying so. Perhaps it’s because you are my friend, and I’ve met your mother, that I’d like to meet your sister — before we go out to the Front. I do hope, if you ask Miss Wilkinson, that you’ll ask her too.”

I could not make Sparrow out a little bit. I did hope that mother hadn’t been drawing fancy pictures about Louisa. I’m not saying that she’s not all right, as a sister; but, my word! when you compare her to Dora — but of course that’s different. No one would think of comparing her with Dora — it simply can’t be done. But I did trust that nothing my mother had let fall in the course of conversation was going to upset Sparrow’s mind.

For more than a week after I’d got them, every time I put on my tunic I looked at those two stripes. I was a soldier, that’s what they meant — a trained soldier, considered competent by those who were able to judge to be set in authority over other trained soldiers. And soon I was going to the Front, to fight for King and Country. Properly sorry I was for those who weren’t. There would come a day when they would be sorry for themselves. I can see in imagination a time coming — after the war is over — when a Royal Proclamation will be issued summoning all those who fought in the war to meet — somewhere, I don’t know where — and be presented with the insignia of the Legion of Honour. All masculine England will be there, except the blind, halt, deaf, dumb, very old, or very young — and a few male odds and ends who will be left outside.

But I see that in imagination only; perhaps — may it be! — there will be no one left outside. At present what concerns me most is that I’m a trained soldier, I’ve got two stripes. I’m a full-blown corporal, and soon, with the rest of the chaps, I am going to the Front. The bugle calls — to me!


BAPTISM OF FIRE

HERE I am in the trenches — yours, Sam Briggs. That I should ever have lived to see this day! What I am asking is, how much longer am I going to live now?

We left England, so to speak, without hardly a moment’s warning. We didn’t even know where the train in which they took us from our quarters was going to. But they put us down at last, after midnight, not in a station, but on what seemed to be the lines themselves. They marched us, in the glare of the electric light, through a huge shed right on board a ship, and it was only by chance I learned that the ship was in Southampton Docks.

Hardly, I suppose, was the last man on board than the boat was off. The rain was pouring in torrents, the wind was blowing a gale. We had a passage! If that is what they call “crossing the Channel,” give me some other sort of amusement, if you please!

“Sunny France” I’ve heard it called. When I first set my foot ashore it was coming down cats and dogs — the same cats and dogs as we had left behind, only worse; extra large size and quantity they seemed to be keeping there. A large town it was they had brought us to, and I dare say in decent weather a fine one — Havre, I afterwards heard it was called.

They marched us up a hill on to the cliff, beyond a place they call Sainte Adresse, into huts, and there they kept us for four solid days digging trenches. And during those four days I should think that the record fell in the water line, to say nothing of a wind blowing that you couldn’t stand against.

Then they marched us down again and put us in another train — a French train — in which they took us for ever and ever and ever. I should think we were in it for two whole days. A nice-tempered lot we were by the time they were good enough to tell us to turn out. There seemed to be no station, no nothing; just fields, ditches, water, and mud. Coming from afar there was some sort of a noise.

“What’s that?” I heard one chap ask another.

“I do believe,” he said — he spoke in what I should call a husky whisper — no wonder he’d caught a cold, we all had— “it’s cannon.” A sort of hush went over all the lot of us. We didn’t know, positively, even then that it was cannon, but we sort of guessed. It was not at all what we had looked for; I for one had never expected to get my first sound of cannon in a place like that. Something seemed to go pit-a-pat inside me. The more you listened — and that first time of hearing you had to listen — the more you found that it wasn’t one kind of a noise, but all sorts of kinds. That was caused by the different varieties of cannon they were firing; each made a noise of its own. We got to know them quick enough, and to call each by a name of its own; but at first it seemed funny.

They marched us for miles along a lane which was all mud till we came to what I suppose was meant for a village. And there we were billeted. I don’t quite know where they put the rest of the chaps, but I was with about a hundred others in a sort of great, old barn, with no walls, and only a roof to cover us. Luckily they did give us something to eat, and presently a nice hot meal was being served out by the fatigues. We did it justice. That was the first time I had ever properly appreciated food in my life — but it wasn’t the last; before long I had got to know what grub means to a hungry soldier, who is cold to the bone and wet to the skin.

According to what the A.S.C. fellows had let drop, within ten miles of where we were there had been fighting for weeks.

We turned in early — for one reason, because there was absolutely nothing to sit up for, and then we were tired out. I had just settled down and was closing my eyes — I dare say in another fifty seconds I should have been asleep — when someone came to the side of the shed (it was so dark we couldn’t see who it was) and said, in a sort of mysterious whisper: — 

“Here, you chaps, ‘tention! Don’t go to sleep; get up! Silence — don’t anyone speak a word. Fall in, and look sharp about it. Corporal Briggs, where are you? Step lively and come here.”

By the time he had finished speaking I had recognized the voice as belonging to Sergeant Billington — the sergeant of my own section. I was up and beside him in a brace of shakes.

“Yes, sergeant,” I said, “here I am. What’s up?”

“Some sort of night attack, I think; but I’m not sure. Whether the Germans are coming for us or we are going for them I can’t tell you. Now, you men — all there? Fall in! Got your rifles and everything? Fall in. ‘Tention! Forward — march! And don’t make a sound to let anyone know that you’re alive.”

That was not the first night attack I’d been in; we had practised them over and over again. The whole battalion was up, and in almost less than no time we were all in order. It had stopped raining, but it was so dark that we didn’t know if the C.O. was there till we heard his voice.

“Men, you are soldiers; you will probably have a chance of showing it before you are many minutes older. Keep your eyes and ears wide open; you’ll find it pretty awkward going. Silence is the order of the day; don’t let any of you breathe if you can help it; we don’t know how near the enemy may be. We don’t want them to surprise us; we want to surprise them. March!”

Off we went. That was a march, my first bit of soldiering. Not at all the sort of thing I had expected, but thrilling enough, goodness knows! Who was showing the way I couldn’t tell. We none of us could see where we were going. We weren’t allowed so much as a match to show us the worst bits — and there were some bad ones. We got along somehow — whoever was leading knew what he was up to — over I don’t know how many miles of rotten going. And just as I fancy that some of the chaps had had about enough the order to halt went round. Then somebody said: — 

“My lads, you’ve done well — very well indeed. Now you’ve got to take cover — in platoons; each platoon will be shown to its proper place.”

Considering all things, it didn’t take so long as you might have expected. My officer was Second-Lieutenant Baring — quite a boy he was, as full of beans as they make ’em.

“Look out, you fellows,” he said, as we were starting. “I’m told the ground drops here; don’t come a cropper if you can help it.”

Presently he spoke again.

“I should think that’s far enough — pick yourself up, whoever it is who has come down there. I was told there are bushes here: there seem to be. Keep close together, using the bushes for cover as well as you can. I don’t know how long we shall have to stop, but I hear that the Germans are proposing to make an attack upon our fellows in the trenches from the back, and are sneaking round to do it — we rather want to meet them at a point where our presence is not expected. It’s rather thought that they’ll come this way — that’s why you were told to keep your eyes and ears wide open.”

I dare say it wasn’t quite in order for young Mr. Baring to talk to us as if we all of us were chums together, he being in command and all that, but it was wise of him all the same. The one thing we wanted was to know what we were there for. If we had been kept there, in the pitch darkness, knowing nothing, however it might have been at first, some of the chaps’ spirits might have gone down with a run. As it was, we waited there I dare say at least three hours, and not a man was sick or sorry — or tired; we were as keenly on the look-out as ever we were for what we knew was coming.

It was our first experience of the kind, our baptism of fire; not one of us had ever handled a rifle, meaning business, before. A queer feeling it was to know that over a thousand men were within a stone’s throw of where we were, though we couldn’t see them, couldn’t even guess at their direction, each with a gun in his hand waiting for what we were. Spying is a game two can play at. We must have learnt from some sort of spying of what was in the air. They might have done the same. But it turned out on that occasion that that was a game which we played better than they did — because, at last, they came.

It was a faint sound which the cold morning breeze seemed to be bringing from miles away. Until that moment the silence had been so great that we could hear ourselves breathe; not a cannon had disturbed the stillness.

“I believe it’s men marching,” whispered Sparrow. “Perhaps it’s the gentlemen we’re expecting.”

Then the lieutenant spoke — in tones which were not too loud, but loud enough. He had been sitting most of the night with his back against a bit of a tree, smoking a pipe. I had wondered myself if he was awake; he became wide awake enough just then.

“Steady, you chaps; that sounds as though someone were bringing us a message.” Someone was — his senior, Mr. Durrant. By climbing up a bit of a slope I could see his figure running towards us through the lessening shadows. He had a little talk with our Mr. Baring — talk which we were meant to hear.

“Everything all right, Mr. Baring?”

“Quite all right, sir.”

“That’s good. Hear anything?”

“I hear what may be the sound of men marching; I fancy we all do. If it is men marching, at present they seem to be some distance off.”

“It’s men marching, all right — our German friends. They hope to make an early morning surprise attack upon our trenches and catch our fellows napping — probably as part of a concerted movement.” He raised his voice. “Now, you men, I want you to understand. There’s a sort of rough road within perhaps fifty yards of where you are, along which they propose to make their way — it is the best bit of going there is. We’re lying all round; if they keep on they’ll walk right into the trap. So far as we know, they’ve not a suspicion that there’s anyone in the neighbourhood. Don’t you do anything to give yourselves away. When they’ve got where we want them to be a whistle will be blown — once. When it is, you are to take aim at those nearest to you. Directly afterwards it will be blown again. Then you are to fire; keep steady, and take care that your shots are all hits. They are probably two or three times as many as us, so we can’t afford to waste a single shot. You’re to keep on firing till the whistle sounds again — you know the ‘Cease Fire’? Almost immediately afterwards it will be blown again — a double call — you know the ‘Charge.’ Then you’re to charge for all you’re worth. They’ll be all in confusion; you’ll have them at a disadvantage; if you manage the business properly you’ll do them all in. Now, do you all understand?” There were murmurs from the men that they did. Then he wound up: “Then that’s satisfactory. It’s getting lighter every moment; you’ll be able to get a good shot at them by the time they come. In the meanwhile don’t you move or make a sound till the first whistle goes.”

Off he went — to someone else who, though we could neither see nor hear them, it was clear were not very far from us — and we readied ourselves for what was coming. I gave my rifle a last rub over — we all of us, N.C.O.’s, officers, and all, had got guns. I rather wished that my hands weren’t quite so cold. It’s not easy to get a good hold on your rifle if your fingers won’t bend and all sense of feeling has gone out of you. Not that I pretend for one moment that it was nothing else but the cold which was the matter with me. Presently I was going to be shooting at men — real live men; I was going to do my best to shoot them dead. I was a raw young hand, as green as they are made; the idea of what I was presently going to do made my hands seem a bit colder, perhaps, than they actually were. I shouldn’t wonder if it was the same with all the lot of us.

Louder and louder came the sound of the marching feet — there was no doubt that they were marching feet before very long.

I grew to know the sound of German soldiers on the march, even when I heard it half a mile away. There was a steadiness about their tramp, tramp, tramp, almost as if the men had been worked by machinery. Not one of them appeared ever to be out of step — not like the French or the Belgians, who seem to go along anyhow. They took long, swinging strides, seeming to bring their feet down heavily, squarely, flatly. That first time I heard them marching I thought that they moved as if they were very much in earnest, without a thought for us lying in wait for them there in front. I wondered what they would have done if they had had a suspicion of that which awaited them. They meant to catch our chaps napping, to send them to kingdom come before they guessed even that danger was threatening. As I thought of that my grip on my gun grew steadier.

I shall not forget those last few minutes we spent in waiting, the strain they seemed to be upon our nerves, each man with his gun well held, the butt to his shoulder, all but taking aim, longing to fire. I am sure that some of them were in such a state of fidget that the wonder was that they didn’t fire. At last the German vanguard came in sight, perhaps a dozen men, moving in single file, eight or ten feet apart, acting, as it seemed, as scouts, whose business it was to scent the first hint of danger, and having scented it to warn those behind before it was too late. Big chaps they seemed. As they came abreast of me I could have picked them out one by one and laid the whole lot out. I would have backed myself to do it if I had been given the chance. They wouldn’t have had one; of that I’m sure. Then came the main body, six abreast. Fine men they were, soldiers every inch, seeming above the common height in their long, grey overcoats, which I should have thought were a bit too long, considering they almost touched the ground. Hundreds of them there were. It is difficult to judge numbers unless your experience is very large, but I should have said thousands. Every moment I expected to hear the whistle. Instinctively, again and again, I made a special mark of some tall grey figure swinging right across my line of fire.

No whistle sounded; the procession moved on. In those moments of nervous strain it seemed never ending. I began to wonder if the whistle had been mislaid, and that was why it wasn’t blown. It wasn’t a battalion which was marching past; it was an army. It seemed to be an immense time since they had begun to move past us, and still there was an unending line behind them, a line which faded into the shadows which had not yet lifted. They might have swallowed us if they had known that we were there. They outnumbered us at least half-a-dozen times over. It seemed nonsense to suppose that we should ever be a match for them. When they did discover our whereabouts they would make mincemeat of us, owing to sheer superiority of numbers — if we didn’t run away, or throw down our guns and yield ourselves prisoners, and so make an inglorious finish to our careers at the very beginning.

“What has become of that whistle?” whispered Sparrow. “Why don’t he blow it?”

It blew that very moment, not loud, but clear — clear enough for every man to hear. And they heard it, too, those German soldiers, both officers and rank and file. As if moved by some curious mechanism, the sound of the tramping feet was stilled, the whole long procession paused. Voices were heard. Officers who here and there marched beside their men spoke to each other. Probably there was not one officer or private who was not startled by that whistle, knowing what it meant. Words of command were used; there was a noise of many rifles being moved, and the whistle sounded again.

A thousand British rifles fired, not once — again, again, again. It seemed that they would never cease to fire. The procession of grey-coated men fell into confusion. Figures went swaying this way and that, striking against each other as they fell to the ground.

I did not look, but I was conscious that if I had looked, that as far as the eye could reach in that half-light rifles were carrying messages of death. By the time the whistle sounded again nothing was left of that mighty procession but a disorderly rout of panic-stricken men.

The fate which they had meant to mete out to others had been meted out to them.

When the whistle sounded again the firing ceased. Every man rushed from his cover, charging at what was left of that grey-coated host with levelled bayonets.

They did not wait for us to come. They became a disorderly mob, throwing down their guns, looking for safety in this direction and that. Words were shouted in what I supposed was German which were meaningless to me, but were plain enough to those who commanded us. Again the whistle sounded, the order to cease the attack; the enemy had surrendered.

The information that we were not to fight any more, because there was no one to fight, I do believe unnerved me more than anything. In a few minutes more I should have been stark mad. As I got the point of my bayonet up against a giant German chest, quite oblivious to the fact that I was just as likely to be the victim as he was, as beside himself with fear he tried vainly and fenziedly to draw himself away, and I knew that in another second I should have spitted him to the heart — a little chap like I am, and him six foot two or three — I knew what was meant by seeing red. I would have stuck my bayonet into as many of those Germans as I could reach, and have revelled in the fun. I don’t mind owning that if that whistle hadn’t sounded when it did I believe that I should have refused to notice it, but have bayoneted all the Germans I could reach. I should have had no trouble; I doubt if they would have offered resistance. I should have learnt to the full what killing meant.

But the whistle did sound in time, and it pulled me up. It pulled us all up. There we were, a great crowd of panting men, staring at the grey-coated strangers with murder in our eyes, our hearts raging with the desire to kill, the weapons with which to do it quivering in our longing hands.

We should have taken a proper toll for that night’s waiting.

We had not done so badly as it was. The day promised to be finer than any we had had for a long while. A rosy blush was stealing over the eastern sky. Clouds had vanished. One suspected that the haze which floated like a veil above us but served to obscure a radiant sky. The first golden rays of a glorious coming dawn looked down upon heaps of grey coated men lying on the broken road — dead, dying, wounded. Clearly some of the figures which still stayed upright had not escaped scot-free. Those who had had about them a look which I had never seen on men before — that beaten, hang-dog air which I have learned to associate with prisoners of war.

We had taken nearly a thousand prisoners. That was not so bad. It turned out that nearly six thousand Germans walked into the trap. Of course, if they had not been trapped we should never have had an earthly chance — not much. As it was, more than half of them escaped. If they had kept their heads there were still enough of them left to account for the whole jolly lot of us, victorious though we were. But it seems that when a soldier has really lost his head it’s a deuce of a time before he gets any of it back again. I have heard that some of their officers had a good idea of how matters really stood, and how few of us there really were, and did their best to get their chaps into something like order, and induce them to face the music a second time. But it couldn’t be done. They might have succeeded to some extent, only just as they were trying their very best some more of our fellows hove in sight, and that was the finishing touch. Those Germans made a bee-line for they only knew where, and so far as I know none of them were ever seen or heard of again. I fancy that our chaps, seeing them run, went after them, but what came of it I never heard.

If the rest of those German gentlemen had surrendered instead of running away, I don’t know what we should have done with them; we had our hands full as it was, and more than full. The remainder of those proceedings had its funny side. There wasn’t an officer present who had ever taken a prisoner before, and, of course, we chaps knew nothing about it. Orders to go out and do what we had done had been brought by a staff officer who had not expected to find us, but someone else — as a matter of fact, the chaps who were coming along the road behind us. He knew German, spoke it fluently; some of our own officers were supposed to know it, too. But it seemed to me that supposition with them went a good long way. Our C.O., Colonel Stanway, a soldier of an older school, didn’t appear to know a word. There was a fine old mix-up between them.

Instructed, I take it, by the C.O., orders were issued by the staff officer, whose name I did not know. Hardly had he opened his mouth when there was trouble. One of the German officers — a major, I fancy he was — shouted out something at the top of his voice in his own language, whipped out a revolver, and pointed it at our C.O. Luckily I had my eye on him; there was something about his looks which I didn’t like; he meant murder if ever a man did. He fired once before anything could be done to stop him, but before he could do it a second time I had my gun up and shot him in the back of the head.

His action seemed to be a signal to the rest of his fellows. In less than no time it looked as if we were going to have the row all over again. Had they had their rifles — because they were still as many as we were, and that time we should have been taken unprepared — it might have gone badly for us, but they hadn’t. They had most of them thrown them away in their anxiety to save their lives by surrendering. A lot of them did stoop down to pick them up again, but they were a bit behind the fair. We gave them no chance to get them within reach of their fingers.

For some ten minutes there was about as fine a scrimmage of its kind as you might want to see. Rough and tumble most of it was. We were so close that some of them caught hold of our guns and tried to wrench them from our hands. It wasn’t a question of courage on their part, but of muddle. I don’t believe one out of ten of them knew what he was doing. All the same, it is quite possible that we should have had to kill the lot had not some of their own officers, seeing, I take it, that the game was up, roared orders in German. Then, with a quickness which did credit to their discipline, every one of them ceased to struggle, and for the second time the fun was over.

We were marched out the evening before just as we were turning in, we had had no sleep all night; then, right off, we had to take those prisoners back to where we had started, without rest or food, or even a drink of water. It was a nice first experience of what was meant by being in the fighting-line. I don’t know which was the more tired of the two, the prisoners or us.

When we came to the place from which we had started we were met by a lot of chaps who, I rather fancy, had originally been detailed to do the job we had taken on. I know I heard one of their officers say to one of ours: — 

“Seems you have taken on the work we were to have done.”

“Sorry,” said our man; “I don’t think you’ll find we’ve done so badly.”

“It seems as if you hadn’t,” said the other chap, looking about him as if he were all eyes. “Yet I’m told that it’s the first time your fellows have been under fire, and they couldn’t have carried themselves better if they had been at it all their lives. They will all of them get themselves mentioned in despatches if they keep on as they’ve begun.”

It sent a thrill all over me to hear him talk like that. He was only a youngster — not more, I dare say, than three or four and twenty, and I dare bet a penny that, like the rest of us, it would have been his first time under fire. He seemed tired, and he wasn’t over clean — they are awful chaps for washing, officers are — but there was something about his boyish face which made me think that he looked as if he had been having a rare good time. Taking it all in all, we all of us had.

Those other chaps took the prisoners over. Luckily they had turned up, or I don’t know what we should have done. We had something to eat, those of us who weren’t too tired; then we had a sleep. We slept nearly the whole of that day. When we woke — at least, when I woke — a whole lot of motor-omnibuses had turned up, all sorts and kinds. There was one on which you could distinctly see the remnants of two words which had been painted on it — Walham Green. The sight sent a lump into my throat. Possibly I had been on that omnibus again and again, from my home in Walham Green to the office in the Borough. Fancy my meeting it again in a place like that, which seemed to be a thousand miles from anywhere, altered out of recognition, and with the windows boarded up!

They put us chaps in those motor-buses. I managed to get a place in the one which had been a Walham Green, and off they took us.

Awful going it was. How they moved at all beat me, to say nothing of how they managed to hang together. We couldn’t see where we were going — not that we should have been much the wiser if we had, but we couldn’t, to say nothing of its getting darker every minute. There were boards instead of windows.

What a jolting we did get to be sure. It was just as well, perhaps, that we were packed as close as we were, because if there had been room it might have jolted the bones clean out of us, but there wasn’t.

It seemed to me to be the middle of the night by the time we stopped, and I was tired again. It wasn’t raining, but, like the night before, it was as dark as pitch. It was no use trying to use your eyesight to learn where it was they had landed us. There seemed to be a lot of people about, not to be seen but heard. There seemed to be voices speaking in what I supposed was French and what I was sure was English. They got us into something like order, and then, with my lot, I was taken to what seemed to be a sort of impromptu shed, thrown together anyhow with just enough of some kind of roof to keep the rain from drowning us. It wasn’t particularly cold — at least, it wasn’t when we turned in. We had nothing to lie on and nothing to cover us. We slept in our clothes. That was the best night’s sleep that ever I had in all my life. I have slept under worse conditions since then, sound, dreamless sleep, but I never shall sleep better than I did in that make-believe of a shed. It’s one of my memories, that sleep is.

In the morning — wonder of wonders! — the sun was shining. They weren’t over particular about réveillé. I fancy they were anxious not to make unnecessary noise. They formed us up, and our major — Major Clifton — addressed us. The sun was up, so that we could see him plainly. I gathered that our C.O. was on the sick-list. That night out in the open, when that German beggar had played that dirty trick on him with his revolver, which, luckily, I had been able to stop him from playing again, had done him in. Major Clifton had a short, sharp way of speaking.

“My lads, you are going to the trenches — now. Don’t you ever lose one when you’re in it; that’s all I have to say.”

We were taken to the trenches in platoons. It was a funny job. Lieutenant Baring had charge of us. I am sure we all looked upon it as a joke, and he as much as any of us. They marched us three miles, over as bad going as you’d want to see. Then we stopped at what looked like the beginning of a ditch. Anything more ugly than the whole country you can’t imagine. There were no signs of war, or soldiers either. Cannon kept booming, but it was so far off, most of it, that we could see nothing, only hear the noise.

When we came to a halt someone put his head up out of the earth.

“Halloa! — what-ho! Glad to see you.”

This was an officer. I could tell by his voice, though he didn’t look it.

“We have come to relieve you, if you’re the 22nd.”

“Step right in and make yourselves at home. Porter, show these gentlemen the ropes.”

The very dirtiest man I think I ever did see came out of that trench, and seemed to take our measurements.

“A nice clean lot you look. Anyone can see you’re fresh ‘uns.” He spoke to the officer. “Let the others come out, then I’ll take them in.”

There began to emerge from what was evidently a sort of narrow ditch a lot of chaps who with all that on them would never have dared to show their faces in town. In we went as they came out, and when we were in I could see what he meant by saying that we were “fresh ‘uns.” There was at least a foot of water at the bottom of that ditch, and it was so narrow that you couldn’t help pressing against the reeking sides. He led us along, scrambling anyhow — we weren’t good at the job — then bore to the right, and the ditch widened, then to the left, and the going became perhaps four foot wide. Then he pulled us up.

“The Germans are in front of you, about seventy yards away. You’ll be fairly all right while you keep down, but directly you show your heads you’ll be sniped for sure. Some of those beggars can shoot. You’ve had your tucker?” We had, if by that he meant breakfast. “You’ll have your dinner somewhere about the proper time; it may be earlier, it may be later, you never can tell. Here’s your telephone. Where’s your telephone-man? This is a field-telephone — you understand a field-telephone? Central is the General Commanding, where they can switch you on to anywhere. Good day, gentlemen. You’ll probably be here to-morrow morning. You’ll receive your orders over the ‘phone.”

Somehow things are never quite what you expect they will be. Goodness knows I had read enough about trenches, and we had been practising enough in them. Yet, after all, the kind of game we found ourselves actually in for was a bit of a facer. I think it had that effect upon us all. Anyhow, we all of us looked at each other, and some of us laughed, even Lieutenant Baring. In fact, he did what we didn’t; he whispered: — 

“So this is a trench? My aunt!”

What struck me most was the solitude — and the silence. There were we below the ground with a sort of shelf in front of us on which we had to step to see out into the world at all. There was firing, cannon-firing, at some distance — from what I had learnt of the way in which sound travels, at least ten miles. There was a good deal, probably a regular duel. But within easy sound of us, although some piece or other was nearly always going off, it didn’t seem to me that anyone was very much in earnest — at least, just then. As for rifle-fire, there was none.

“Isn’t there any place where we can look out?” asked Sparrow. “The gentleman who showed us in said there was a German trench within seventy-five yards of us, but it seems to me that we’ve got the whole place to ourselves. We don’t even know the direction in which the enemy lies. There seems to be a sort of look-out over me. Can I take a peep, sir?”

Having received permission, Sparrow got on to the shelf and looked through a sort of break in the soil which seemed as if it might have been left to serve as a sort of look-out. Presently he reported.

“The place is like a plain of the dead. Nothing human in sight. Halloa! What’s that? Looks as if they might be corpses lying on the broken ground in front, perhaps a quarter of a mile ahead. Been left there after a bit of a scrap. The longer you look the plainer you see that there’s more of the same dotted around pretty nearly everywhere. But there’s not a sign of anything living, and where our own particular friends are there may be something to show, to eyes which are old at the game, but if so, I don’t know what it is.” He stooped down and picked up something which was lying at his feet. “Here’s an old helmet which is fastened to a stick. Looks as if someone might have been having the same trouble as we have. May I raise this, sir, above the trench and see if it attracts fire, and from what direction?”

After a moment’s hesitation Baring said he could. Up went the helmet. Almost instantly, “ping! ping!” went a couple of bullets. The helmet came down with a run. The startled look on Sparrow’s face was funny. Even the lieutenant couldn’t help smiling.

“Where did those shots come from?” he asked.

“Couldn’t give you the exact place, sir, but they seemed to come from the solid ground right in front of us. Lucky my head wasn’t in that hat. I believe both of those shots went through it. Look out, here’s more of them!”

After a bit it seemed that the Germans slackened. Presently there was silence. Somehow it had seemed queer to feel that one was being fired at. Yet, oddly enough, it now seemed queerer still to feel that one wasn’t being fired at.

The real thrill came immediately after. In the stillness which followed, Sparrow, who seemed to be keeping a look-out, exclaimed: — 

“Say, chaps, look there!”

We looked, every one of us. A great, round thing was coming through the air, high up, and rapidly, yet not so rapidly but that you could see it was turning over and over as it came, as if it had got a spin on it. We didn’t need Lieutenant Baring, looking through his field-glasses, to tell us that it was coming towards us; we could see that for ourselves. I believe we might all of us have got out of its way if we chose, but we didn’t, and perhaps it was as well it was a bit faster than we thought. Someone called out: — 

“It’s coming right down to us!”

The lieutenant’s voice rang out, “Silence, sir! Now, men, keep your eyes open. I fancy it’s one of the things they call a ‘Jack Johnson.’”

That was all he had time to say. I don’t know if he was going to tell us what a “Jack Johnson” was. We had a practical demonstration before he had the chance. Talk about the world coming to an end; I thought it had that time, and we with it. Quite where the thing fell I couldn’t say — at least, not at the time; I knew more about it afterwards. I do know that if it had fallen only two or three feet nearer we should have finished our fighting before it had really begun.

A great clumsy brute of a thing it seemed when it came close to; a horrid noise it made, coming through the air with broken shrieks. It struck the ground with a kind of tremendous gasp, continuing to gasp as it forced its way below the surface. Then it went off. That was our baptism of fire, if you like. The terrific row it made, all sorts of rows at once, shrieking, yelling, whistling, banging, bursting, tearing, crashing, smashing, and the blaze and flash of the actual explosion. The air was full of what seemed everything — I can’t pretend to describe what. To begin with, there seemed to be thousands of bullets, and twisted nails, and jagged lumps of iron, each making its own different sort of shrieking sound, as if ten thousand venomous kinds of bad temper had been let out all together.

Things came raining down all about us. Knowing nothing of that sort of thing from actual experience, I expected that we were all of us going to be killed. But we none of us were; a lot of us got struck or touched, we ourselves didn’t know by what, but there wasn’t one seriously hurt. And when the whole jolly show was over, the lot of us burst out laughing. That there had been all that to-do and nothing had really come of it did seem funny. I wondered how much in time and trouble it had cost those Germans. Lieutenant Baring seemed nearly tickled to death. He touched his cap, like the boy he was.

“That’s our first time of meeting, Mr. Johnson. Pleased to have met you. You seem to be a creature of peculiar habits. Halloa! What’s that?”

“Telephone call, sir.” There was a familiar sound at one end of the trench. The telephone-man was speaking. “Someone says, sir, that the postman is bringing letters along.”

We all burst out laughing again. We thought the chap was joking. It seemed so funny for him to talk about letters after the display that “Jack Johnson” had just been making, but it was the postman, sure enough. Presently two queer-looking chaps came along. I don’t know what countrymen they were; they certainly weren’t English, though both of them spoke English after a fashion of their own. They might have been tramps, judging from their appearance. One, the dirtier of the two, seemed to be in charge of the other. He spoke first.

“Is this the 9th Royal British Rifles? Who is the officer commanding? Here are your company’s letters. I will read the addresses to you aloud; you will please tell me if they are right.”

He ran through a list of addresses so fast that it wasn’t easy to follow him. By the time he was through we found there was a letter for nearly every man present, two or three for some. That extraordinary man Sparrow sang out, as if the matter was one which interested me: — 

“Corporal Briggs, your sister Louisa has sent me a letter. I asked her to, and she has. I’ve never seen the handwriting before, but I know it’s hers. What do you think of that? Your sister Louisa, Sam!”

There was a letter for me from my mother, and one from Dora Wilkinson, which, of course, was a bird of a different colour. Then there was a brief note which at first I couldn’t make out.

“Colonel Stanway presents his compliments to Corporal Briggs, and regrets to say he is at present under doctor’s orders. He learns that not only would matters have been much worse if it had not been for Corporal Briggs, but in all probability he owes his life to his promptness. Colonel Stanway trusts to have an early opportunity of tendering to Corporal Briggs his personal thanks.”

Fancy the C.O. taking the trouble to send me a note like that! It was jolly decent of him. That upset me if you like, that did. Talk about a “Jack Johnson” after that. My fingers were quite shaky when I put the letter back into its envelope.


IN THE TRENCHES

COME to think of it, seems odd that you’re game to give your life, half-a-dozen times a day, for the life of people you don’t know.”

Sparrow it was who spoke. He was getting to be quite a card.

I just took and had a look at him.

“Seeing I don’t know what you’re talking about, I can’t say that I have much to add to the conversation; but I’m pretty sure that there’s no one in this wide world I’d give my precious life for — unless it might be, perhaps, my old mother — and, might I add, Dora?”

“Sergeant Briggs” — a sergeant I had been made since I had been out at the Front; all of a sudden I had been made one— “don’t you make any mistake; you have been gazetted a sergeant because you’d give every breath in your body for any Tom, Dick, or Harry who happened to be sneaking around. Fact is, we all of us would. Among the things on earth which want carefully keeping out of, a trench — which means the worst kind of ditch — wants a good deal of beating. Yet here we are, we grown chaps, taking up our residence in one — what a one! My gosh! Just look at it! — risking our lives every moment of the day, laying up the seeds of all the diseases which anyhow make life not worth living. Look at me, warned not to get damp, yet without a dry thread on me — and haven’t had for more than a month.”

“I quite see your point, Sparrow.” This was Lieutenant Durrant, who was sharing a bit of board with his subaltern, Mr. Baring, just close. “The fact is, it’s a tangle; you’ve got to think it out a bit.” Sparrow put in his word: “Among all the rotten places, a trench takes the bun, yet just at this moment I wouldn’t be out of this trench, not — not for a bag of buns. Just look at it — look at the rain, the mud, the air of darned awful misery. I’m told, by those who don’t know, that this is rather a good sort of a trench. I can’t speak for myself — What’s that? That sounded pretty close!”

“That was one of those new things — what d’you call ’em? One of the nice little dears which take off a dozen heads all in a row; never saw where it went.”

“You may thank your lucky stars you didn’t.” This was Lieutenant Durrant. “Now, you men, keep down. Are you looking for trouble? Ormiston, you ought to know better; you know perfectly well that if they find you they find us all.”

“If they should shoot me, sir — I’m beginning to wonder if worse things can’t happen than that. Here have we been four days in the rain — nothing but the rain — without firing so much as a shot or seeing anyone to fire at. If we could be allowed to fire one round a day — say at noon — it would be something. There’s one thing I didn’t expect when I came out to the Front, sir; did you ever enjoy such boredom in your life as we are enjoying now? If we could climb up now and then and do a step-dance out in the open, it might be a little excitement, but to squat in the mud and the rain from dawn to dark, listening to Sparrow talk — do let us go out and talk to the Germans!”

“To-night so you shall.”

That did it. I had had my eye on Lieutenant Durrant, and had got to know him well enough to guess when something was happening in the inside of his mind. The men all gave a jump; they all heard him — couldn t help it. His voice isn’t loud, never, but it carries. Lieutenant Baring put in one of his wonderful phrases.

Now you have torn it! I thought orders were that mum was to be the word.”

Durrant took a cigarette from his pocket and put it between his lips. That was the maddening part of it. You could put anything you like in the tobacco way into your mouth, but you mustn’t smoke it. If you don’t chew, where’s the fun of that? Every man twisted his neck and crowded closer to get a good look at him. He thought for a moment, looked at Baring and at me, then went quietly on: — 

“I really don’t see what harm there’ll be. Sergeant Briggs, what do you think?”

“Thinking’s not much in my way, sir; never was.” Someone said, “Hear, hear!” I couldn’t see who he was. “If that gentleman,”

I told him, “will send in his name and address I’ll say a few words to him. I’m sure he don’t think much.”

Just as the words were out of my mouth, who should come down the traverse into our own run but Captain Newstead, who was in command of our company. Lieutenant Durrant addressed him.

“Halloa, Newstead! you’re the very man I was thinking of. So much doesn’t happen down here that we get into a sort of family party. I shouldn’t wonder if something of the sort happens round your way.”

“We are a family party, aren’t we? What else should we be? Look here, you chaps, I’ve been sent to have a straight talk to you. I’ve been sent by Colonel Stanway. In some respects he’s a believer in the old ways. As Mr. Durrant says, we are a family party, the 9th Royal British Rifles. Rather a large family party — a thousand men and more — it’s a pity we’re not all here. I gather from what I’ve heard that you haven’t been having much better sport than we have. Round my way we are dead sick of it, every man-jack of us — that’s between ourselves, because, although we may not like it we have to lump it, and discipline has to be kept.” He has got a slow way of talking, Captain Newstead has, and often takes his time when you’d think he wouldn’t. “I’m coming to what I’m aiming at, if you gentlemen would only not make noise enough to disturb the country for ten miles round.” A lot of chaps were whispering together; even though they were doing it pretty loudly, they would have found it difficult to make the enemy hear, considering the next trench was a good quarter of a mile off. The whispering he spoke of was nothing compared to the hubbub which followed when he spoke next; just a few words he added, and those quite enough: “What would you chaps say to doing a little real fighting?”

You should have heard how he was down on them then.

“One thing’s sure — either you’ve got to keep still or I have. Choose for yourselves and do it quickly, if you please.”

In a few seconds he was talking again, though I’d bet a trifle that every man’s tongue was aching to wag. Newstead was as calm as you please; he knew how to work them up.

“After all, we did come out to fight; I suppose that has occurred to some of you. Trench work appears to be the German idea of fighting. It isn’t everyone’s, and just now it isn’t ours; though, mind you, I’m not saying a word against it, nor is anyone. But we’ve had In the Trenches enough of it, just for a while, and the word has gone out to try a little change. But before I say another word — I’m a new kind of officer, with a way of my own, and like to have everything fair, square, and above board — I should like to remark that this sort of trench fighting, as being practised by us, is fair to middling safe; what I am going to talk about is quite the riskiest game you can play; so I’ll tell you what it is. Then, if it don’t suit, say so. You know, although you can’t see it, the whole of this country is a maze of trenches — a regular tangle. Sergeant Briggs has handed over a plan of them to the C.O. which would surprise you. Haven’t you, Briggs?”

“I don’t know about surprising them, sir; they’re not chaps who are easily surprised; but there do happen to be a few trenches round about.”

“How on earth did you find that out?” asked Sparrow.

“Sergeant Briggs,” explained Captain Newstead, “has been engaged for the last few nights on scout duty, and the consequence is that we know one or two things about what’s all round which would surprise the Germans. We’re going to take the whole jolly lot to-night. There is a masked battery at the top of the hill at the back which they have been building up for days; we’re going to take that, too. If we have any luck, by the morning a change will have come o’er the spirit of the scene; which means that between this and then there’ll perhaps be some as fine hand-to-hand fighting as you could want to see.”

You couldn’t have kept them still then, try as you would. They were all at it together; they hadn’t done so much talking since the Lord knows when. Sparrow turned on me.

“So, Sam Briggs, while we’ve been lying in bed — box-mattresses, down quilts, and all the latest luxuries — you’ve been out and about? I don’t call it fair!”

“What do you mean by that, sir?” This was Captain Newstead. “Sergeant Briggs has to do what he’s told — pity you can’t do the same.”

“Well, sir, I’m going to have a try. Scouting! It’s a thing I’ve dreamt of doing all my life. Sam Briggs, you’re lucky. Out in the mud and the darkness and the rain — I believe it always rains cats and dogs at night — and the awfulness — and me lying all the time sound asleep in bed.”

“What Sergeant Briggs has done has made certain things possible for you. You do them; if you find yourself alive in the morning you may think yourself lucky. Well, gentlemen, my instructions are to tell you that you are to get out of this to-night a little earlier than usual. We’re going straight back to quarters, where we’ll have something extra special in the grub line.”

“Hear, hear! I say ditto to that — something hot for me!”

“As soon as you’ve finished you’ll get yourselves ship-shape, and you men here will be under the guidance of Sergeant Briggs. Your lives will depend on your not making a sound, so don’t you breathe. You must sling your guns — you’ll do most of your work with your naked bayonets. Sergeant Briggs will take you to a German trench just over there” — Newstead nodded in the direction he meant. “You’ll take cover till you get the word. The trench is one of the new ones, with a double entrance. You’ll wait till their relief has arrived, then you’ll slip along until you’re in front of them — and with your bayonets you’ll take their measure.”

“It doesn’t sound dead easy.”

“It’s not; it’s very nearly dead impossible, because, you understand, that sort of thing will be going on all over the place, and you mustn’t make a sound. They must be dead before they hear a whisper. I believe it can be done by men who can keep their heads and know how to use their weapons. But I may say this, if it can’t be done that way I doubt if it can be done at all. If we keep on like this we shall be pottering about all through the summer. That’s the game the Germans mean to play; it will suit them, but it won’t us. If you’re the sort of chaps you’re supposed to be, and can sneak the whole lot of trenches in one night, you will have captured the whole position, battery and all. In the morning this part of the world won’t be the same place for our friends from Berlin. It will be the biggest thing that’s ever happened to them — upset their plans in all directions, the worst blow that ever struck them. We admit at headquarters that it will be an almost impossible thing to do. A lot of you fellows will practically have to account for two of theirs at once — that’s why I’m talking to you like this; it will be your lives which will be at stake.”

“Sounds as if it might be their lives.”

“We shall be on their ground; they’ll be as good as two to one — if we make one false stroke or breathe a sound, ten to one! Every thrust has got to mean a man. So strongly do we feel that it is impossible that the C.O. has instructed me to tell you, right out, that if any man feels it’s impossible, all he has to do is to say nothing, but to spend a quiet night in bed. If it weren’t that the gain would be so much more than the loss — enormous, mind you, that will be — we should have left the idea untouched. You won’t be blamed for thinking it ought to have been. Now my lads” — Captain Newstead drew himself straight up, and they all did. His glance passed from face to face; there was a grim something in their eyes as they settled on him— “volunteers are invited.”

At that moment a “Jack Johnson” exploded about a hundred yards away. It made us jump — for noise they take a bit of beating — though directly afterwards we laughed. Newstead touched his cap.

“Good afternoon, sir — and good-bye. If we can get within striking distance of your masters to-night you’ll be the last of the kind they’ll send. Once more, gentlemen — volunteers are invited. You’ve heard what I’ve said — I’ve tried to make myself plain; it’s a busman’s chance, perhaps ten to one. Will you take it? The right men, at the right moment, in the right mood, will to-night transform the map of at least Belgium — to say nothing of France, and it may be Europe. That’s the busman’s, the outsider’s chance. It won’t come off; those sort of things scarcely ever do. All you have to do is to say you’re not betting.”

He put his hands into the outside pockets of his greatcoat — a nice state it was in, soaked through and through; as for dirt, you couldn’t tell what the original colour had been. He paused for quite a while; on his own face, as his glance passed from one countenance to another, an odd little smile. Then he said, as if he were asking if they took milk in their tea: — 

‘Any takers, gentlemen?”

Then there was silence again. Clearly the men saw what a reply would mean. Sparrow was the first to speak. There was something about his tall, quaint figure as he spoke which gave me a kind of a flutter.

“I’m a taker, sir.”

Newstead gave an almost imperceptible nod — and Ormiston came next.

“I’m another, sir — always liked a busman’s chance.”

It seemed that they all of them did, because all of them took it. There wasn’t a man in the trench that afternoon — it did keep on pouring; it seemed as if we could watch the mud rising higher and higher — who didn’t volunteer for death that night. I admit that I had been the first to speak of the whole thing, and fairly ashamed of myself I was — I wasn’t the same man since I had spoken. I had dropped a word to Baring; he had passed it on to Durrant; it had gone higher and higher till it reached headquarters. I never guessed that they would give it a second thought. When it was pointed out to me that I might pass a few nights finding out the lie of the land I nearly jumped out of my boots. A funny time I had, in the pitch-blackness, all alone by myself, as the boys say, picking my way about those German trenches — which you couldn’t see even in the broad daylight — which was how I had been amusing myself those last four nights.

When I sent in my report and the heads had me up and said they had made up their minds to have a try you might have knocked me down with a feather. It wasn’t for me to say a word, but I suppose they saw by the look on my frontispiece that I thought there was no more chance of the try coming off than of flying to the moon — they themselves up and said so.

“All the great things in war,” said old Stanway, “have been impossible; all the things worth doing are what couldn’t be done. If there are enough fools in this regiment ready to lay down their lives for the fun of laying them down — you understand, gentlemen, please, the responsibility will be our own, and not a word must ever be whispered at Whitehall.”

“Good afternoon, gentlemen,” said Captain Newstead. “I hope presently to see you again. Anything you don’t understand, Sergeant Briggs?”

I saluted, and he strolled through the mud and slush along the trench to the cut at the end which led him to the next. Durrant and Baring went with him. Bob Sparrow, as usual, expressed himself plainly.

“Coy fish, the captain; always seems to me to be half asleep; but that’s his little way. He’ll be awake enough when there’s any real fighting to be done. Sam Briggs, what’s the meaning of this? Are you false to your friends?”

“No, Bob Sparrow, I’m not — and very well you know it — even in talking nonsense don’t you allow yourself to go too far. What’s going to happen is nothing to do with me. I do as I’m told, and there my duty ends. You know that I’m not much good at talking, but let me just tell you that, as matters stand, I don’t believe our lives are worth a row of pins.”

“Thank you, Mr. Briggs. When you do talk there’s generally some point in what you say.” This was Ormiston.

“But that’s no business of ours. Our lives are not our own, they’re our country’s — that’s why we’re here. But why I opened my mouth to Lieutenant Baring in the first place — as I believe I did — was because it seems to me that if we go on as we are doing we shall never finish. We’ve been fighting in the trenches since the war began — and where are we? Where we began — and that’s where we shall finish. It will take us about five hundred years to get to Berlin. No, thank you; not for me! This little trip to-night is non-official. Everyone can stop in his bed if he likes. You heard what was said, and it was meant. No orders have been issued — that is, no special orders; but if anyone cares to come for a night-stroll he is specially invited to enjoy himself as much as he can. That telephone-bell’s ringing. Who’s in charge there? Can’t you hear?”

“Relief will be here inside ten minutes.”

“Good! If you take my tip, when you get to quarters you’ll take all the rest you can. We’re going to make a night of it — the fresher we are the more we shall enjoy it.”

I don’t think any of the chaps went out of their way to take much in the way of extra rest — all the same for that! They ate themselves as full as they could — seems most soldiers don’t miss a chance of doing that. There wasn’t much drink going about; I don’t fancy all of that was drunk; every man seemed to want to get to business feeling at his best. Arms were cleaned; they might have been going to parade before the King, the trouble they took in doing that. Rifles were taken to pieces more than once — more than twice; there wasn’t a speck of dust left on a bayonet. I tore up certain memoranda I had made — I didn’t want to be taken with them upon me; tried to get the notes I had to have, if the whole thing wasn’t going to get into a glorious muddle, as clear and brief as possible, when who should come along but Sparrow. I was beginning to be afraid of Sparrow. As a man I hadn’t a word to say against him, not a syllable; but when he came to what he thought was sentiment it turned you up, it really did. He sneaked up behind me before I had guessed that he was anywhere near, beginning to peer down the muzzle of his rifle-barrel in search of a speck or something which he pretended to have overlooked. I will say this, he was looking through it by the light of one of the very worst lamps you could ever want to meet; whatever there had been in the barrel I doubt if he could have seen it.

“Sam,” he began — I knew his voice and what it meant— “what do you advise me to do?”

“I shouldn’t advise you to strain your eyesight by trying to see anything by the help of that lamp.”

“It is a beast!” His voice was hearty. “I don’t believe it is paraffin they burn, pudding-headed idiots!” His tone became less natural. “But that isn’t what I meant to say.”

There was a distinct pause; then it came: “Sam, what shall I say to Louisa?”

“Say? You? Why should you say anything?”

“By this time to-morrow I may be dead.”

“So may all of us. What do you think Louisa cares about that? What difference would it make to her?”

Bob might have thought that the remark was something in the nature of a smack in the face; he screwed up his eyes in a more desperate effort to see down the muzzle.

“She’s your sister.”

“But you’re not her brother. Look here, Bob Sparrow, no offence intended, but it seems to me that where my sister Louisa is concerned you’re barmy on the crumpet.”

Bob sighed. “It’s hard when you talk to me like that; especially at such a time as this.”

“You think so? Then, let me tell you I don’t. You’ve only spoken to the girl once in your life, and then for a few chance minutes at a railway-station. I don’t know if she’s ever written to you—”

“You know she has.” The reproach which he meant his voice to convey! “I’m always trying to show you her letters.”

“Letters! I saw one. ‘DEAR MR. SPARROW, — Thank you for yours. Unfortunately, unlike most girls, I don’t care for chocolate-creams. — Yours faithfully, LOUISA BRIGGS.’ And that’s what you call a letter! It’s enough for me! and so like her! Bob Sparrow, you’re quite a decent chap, I like you; but do shove somebody else’s sister down my throat, not my own! Where a woman is concerned, it’s odd how a man can lose his head.”

“Aren’t you going to leave a line of any sort or kind for Miss Wilkinson — in case anything happens?”

I stood up straight; he did put my back up dragging in Dora. “Mr. Sparrow, on previous occasions I have asked you not to mention Miss Wilkinson’s name in a public place. My position towards her has nothing in the very least in common with yours towards my sister Louisa. Kindly remember it if you conveniently can.”

We were well on time when we reached the point at which we were to get to business. Practically the whole of the regiment was there; certainly all of them who weren’t on leave or sick. They might have been out for a little pleasure picnic, the way they carried on; hadn’t seen them in such a joky mood for I don’t know how long.

“Pipes out, please! No smoking allowed!” was the order which went out as file after file turned up. Then Captain Newstead spoke; I didn’t know he was there until I heard his voice.

“Sergeant Briggs wishes to say a thing or two, and then no one is so much as to whisper till the fun is over. Silence is what we want; surprise is the thing we’re counting on. You’ll find it may be a bit of a bore: moments have a trick of hanging on your hands in times like this; but on this occasion every one of them should be well worth waiting for. Now, Briggs, away you go.”

“Yes, sir; I’ve pretty well let everything go already. I just want to explain where we are and what is expected, and do it as quietly as possible. The telephone is just where we are — their telephone; our chaps are going to do all that’s wanted while we’re waiting. We brought all the stuff with us, and have laid it as we came along, so we’ve only got to make the final connection, and the Germans will be talking to our own headquarters. Word will be passed the moment the fun begins. The German trenches are all in front of us. The main entrance to the first is down there on the right, among that broken ground — just far enough off, I hope, to be out of sight and hearing. Keep as low down, please, as you can. They’ll come along down the road over the hill; we have reason to believe that they may be a bit lively tonight, so we may hear them before they come. We don’t want them to hear us. They will come right down the hill — very good path, though we can’t see it — and fall in at the bottom, perhaps a thousand of them. Those going to be relieved will come out as soon as the relief appears — they’re always sharp at doing that. As soon as they are out they go off. We keep quite still till the last of them has gone. By that time the relief should all have gone in, leaving a guard outside. As soon as the last of those going out have gone a signal will be given — by us — one whistle. Four of ours will be under cover close by the entrance. The moment the whistle sounds their guard will be knocked out. The men of my section must follow me down the slope; sharp is the word and not a sound — each with his bayonet ready. There should be an end of their guard before we get there. You’ll keep close to me, doing nothing else but follow; in no circumstances are you to attempt to do a single thing until the word is given. Most of the trenches — there are miles of them; it is really a great work — are in two storeys; we shall press along the bottom, right among the men, paying no attention to them as we go. With luck, they won’t pay any to us — but that’s where the trouble is going to be. If they do spot us we’re done; we’ll be either dead or missing. They are sometimes a bit lively as they get into their places for the night. They’ve had what they call a ‘feast day’ to-day, and have probably had a drop extra to drink — we’re counting on it. So, suspecting nothing, we may slip through. I shall take you right to the far end of the trench. If we get there I shall go like that.” I made a sort of hissing sound with my teeth. “You’ll mark your man and you’ll send your bayonet right into him, far enough to out him at one go. Don’t you give him a chance to make a sound, or he will out you — silence is what we want. If the thing is properly done and you keep cool and we have luck, they won’t get a chance to give tongue. The same game will be played in a very few seconds all over the trenches — each section will be led by a man who knows the way — they’ll all be dead before they know they’re dying; they never will know what killed them. And the trench will be ours from start to finish — cuts and all.”

Captain Newstead put in a word.

“That’s the idea — so, gentlemen, you understand what you have to do. Anyhow, we’re going to fight. They’ll want the trench back again to-morrow; they’ll do their best to get it, probably, if they have to call in a whole division. We’ve got a few men waiting to come to our assistance — so perhaps you’ll be so good as to start by taking the place to-night. Sergeant Briggs” — I went a few steps aside with him; he spoke so low and stood so close I could hardly hear what he said— “what do you think? How is it going to be?”

“Can’t say, sir, I’m sure.”

“Does each of the men understand what it is they’re in for?”

“Pretty well, sir. I don’t suppose any of us will quite do that until we’ve got well started. I know I sha’n’t.”

I see what you mean — no, I suppose we sha’n’t. Anyhow, you don t think they’ll lose their heads? After all, they’re only young at the game.”

“They won’t do that, sir, old or young; there isn’t a man among them who doesn’t mean to give as good as he gets — and a bit better. Don’t you let any idea of that sort worry you. This mayn’t be quite the sort of thing they’ve been waiting for since they first joined, but it’s not so very far off; so — meaning no offence — when there’s any mention of their losing their heads, you don’t know what it is you’re talking about.”

That was a time of waiting, that was. The surprise party, the first night we got there, was bad enough, but nothing compared to this. I knew about certain things which were taking place behind the scenes, so, to some extent, I was in the know. They knew nothing, they couldn’t have done, but no one could have behaved better. Not allowed to smoke, or whisper, or move — they couldn’t have behaved better if they had been the soldiers of a lifetime, instead of its being their first time out — which it was, because I counted the surprise party nothing. So far as I could tell, they never even breathed.

I wondered what they were thinking of, half sitting, half lying, taking such cover as they could, in some of the worst weather you ever saw. There must have been some of them who were thinking of the folks at home — not one who didn’t know perfectly well that the chances were he would never live to see another day. I know that’s about where I was, but all that really worried me was how to keep my bayonet perfectly dry and ready for use. All those little things do worry you at a time like that.

We waited there for quite two hours — I kept glancing at my watch and thinking things each time I looked — a lot longer than we ought to have done. They were more than an hour overdue. My fingers were getting so cold, I felt that if something wasn’t done soon they would be too cold to get a good grip on my rifle. The men were probably worse off than I was. Then two things happened for which I wasn’t prepared. I believe it made the whole lot of us a little jumpy; that our nerves were as tight as fiddle-strings. We itched to be at them almost past bearing-point. First of all we could hear them coming over the hill — heard them, I should think, half a mile away. We hadn’t expected them to be quite as quiet as they usually were. What festival they had been keeping we didn’t know, but someone over at headquarters had heard a whisper that they were keeping something, and that some of them might be expected to be as good as drunk; but the noise they made was a bit too thick.

The night, speaking generally, was as black as ink, never ceasing to rain; but as the front ranks reached the top of the hill they seemed to get into a sort of glow as if the shadows there had lifted, so that they stood out quite plainly. Anyhow, we could see them, and hear them, too. The slope went up perhaps two or three hundred feet; as they came in sight the second thing happened, at what seemed to be the top of the slope. There was a sudden illumination; gun after gun was fired, shell after shell rose in the air, moving through the pitch-blackness like a great flight of so many rockets. We could follow them every inch of the way; they seemed to me to go for miles; then down they came in a mass, bursting as they descended. The darkness was illuminated as by a display of fireworks. What they had been aimed at it was impossible even to guess, but it seemed that either by wonderful shooting or amazing luck they got there. Not only had the shells themselves burst into flame, but, alighting upon some object on the ground below, in an instant the whole country was a blaze of fire.

The effect was as unexpected as it was glorious and grand; but a moment’s reflection showed that the glory and grandeur were all on one side. The beggars had been building up their battery on the top of the hill; the whole position of the trenches was covered; the work was finished; they had chosen that night to treat us to a trial show. That was the festival they had been keeping; we were to have an exhibition of what their new guns could do. Plainly they had done something. Whether they struck us or the French we could not say, but they seemed to have worked fine havoc somewhere, havoc with which they were contented; because as the mischievous flames continued to light the country, the beggars on the side of the hill actually sang out, “Hoch! Hoch! Hoch!” which was as if we had yelled “Hurrah!” And I’ll be hanged if they didn’t burst out laughing and come down the hill with a sort of hop, skip, and jump.

That beat the band. It was the top brick off the chimney. It made me mad. No hint could be plainer that the fun was not going to be all on our side. Instead of our catching them napping it looked as if they had caught us, as if the great mass of flame, still showing in the far-off sky, meant that they had done us more mischief than we could do them.

The actual result was that I gritted my teeth and made up my mind that it was those who laughed last who sometimes laughed the best. The idea of sticking bayonets into men who had not been expecting anything of the kind hadn’t quite suited my stomach, but the sound of those “Hochs!” and the sight of that blaze put all ideas of that kind dead off.

I should doubt if they ever came down that hill quicker than they did that time. They were forming up at the foot, and the chaps who were doing their spell in the trenches were coming out at a pace which did them credit. The noise they made — I can’t help thinking that, not guessing we were within ten thousand miles of them, the order had been, “Go as you please!” They shouted together, and joked — a lot of them speaking English. The way many of those Germans do speak English is surprising — almost as well as we do. A great voice roared out — he’d been keeping the festival— “Oh, Mr. Englishman, how about your magazine? Have they blown your bombshells up, and bust the whole thing in?”

A fine thing it was for us, keeping cover there, to hear his nice friends laughing.

They did move themselves in spite of the noise they made. The chaps who had been on duty went tearing up the hill as if they were anxious to see the last of the flames.

The fellows who had been doing themselves well were turning into the trenches with an ordered precision which suggested that the noise they made and the jokes they cut did not prevent their attention to business. I was right in front of our lot and could see all that was going on. Suddenly there was a faintish whistle; their guard went down, in a sort of lump, in the very middle of enjoying a joke — it was a lesson to him that sentries were not supposed to do that kind of thing.

I went quickly down the slope, rifle slung, bayonet in hand, the others so close behind that they almost trod on my heels. In a brace of shakes I was in that trench, the others close up; there wasn’t any of the inclination to be funny which the Germans had shown; though, come to look at it from one point of view, that walk of ours, or march, or stroll, was one of the funniest things which took place that night. There was a fine old hubbub in the trench itself. I don’t fancy that a German is very quick at seeing a joke, not in a general way, but when he does he takes care to see all there is of it, and enjoys it to the very end. That song about “Oh, Mr. Englishman,” seemed to have been enjoyed by every man of them; what it meant we Englishmen did not understand. The remark about “bust the whole thing in” seemed to convey humour of so rare a sort that they couldn’t have too much of it. The way they kept telling each other so, while we picked our way among them, keeping tight hold upon our bayonets, was, to my thinking, full of a humour which they were to see, if they saw it at all, a little later on.

Judging by what we saw, the trenches seemed to be becoming regular fortifications. We were at the bottom, about eight or nine feet from the open air above. About half-way up, four or five feet from the ground, the earth had been banked; a ridge, perhaps eighteen inches wide, ran right along. On this ridge, just then, the men seemed to be settling themselves for the night — quite a job they made of it. I don’t suppose they did it as a rule, they could scarcely always have been so full of beans; and I don’t suppose that every night they were encouraged to make that shindy. How, in spite of everything, we came to escape their notice is beyond me altogether.

Bend down as we might, our heads were within reach of their feet on the ridge on which they stood.

They didn’t keep their feet still by any means. How it came that we weren’t kicked a dozen times beats me; I know that I was touched oftener than I quite cared for — and harder. One fellow put the sole of his huge, filthy military boot right up against the point of my nose — took the skin off, and almost broke the bone; it took all I knew to keep still as if I hadn’t noticed what he had done. I think he noticed it anyhow, because he glanced down as if to see what it was he had come into contact with. If he had stooped a little lower, as it seemed to me, he might have got the bayonet that was meant for another chap.

What was happening behind, of course, I couldn’t say; it was a comfort to learn that our other chaps didn’t seem to notice such trifles as having their noses kicked off their faces. It wouldn’t have surprised me in the least if, in spite of orders, they had done a little kicking back again. Had the circumstances been other than they were there would have been trouble in the first five seconds. The idea of those Germans trampling us underfoot — which, of course, was what it came to!

I thought that we should never stop going on. The story of how the first time I got along those workings from end to end wouldn’t make a bad yarn. But it was different then; I had only carried my own life in my hands; now there were a thousand and more depending upon the smallest accident. The first time I went alone it took long enough — it seemed ages; later inquiries showed that it occupied well over a quarter of an hour. Measurements showed that the way I went was not so very much under a mile; so that, under the conditions, twenty minutes wasn’t bad going — especially with your heart in your mouth every inch of the way and your life shivering in the balance. How they would have liked to put more than their boots in our faces, those joking Huns!

Although they did not know it, their festival was their undoing. Their fine show of fireworks, instead of being a great success, had been their ruin. If some kind of a hitch had prevented the inauguration of their wonderful battery — with some of the biggest guns on record — they might have been disappointed at the moment, but ultimately they would have scored. Had they been a little less fond of “celebrating,” we shouldn’t have been on the map.

We had got to the very last cut — I call them “cuts,” never mind what other people do. Someone far away back had set the whole works in a roar; it seemed that it must have been a top-hole joke; nothing would please the others than that they should see the point of it. What the officers were doing all that time was beyond me; perhaps, at the beginning of the night-spell, some of them hadn’t turned up — there was no reason why they should; some of those who had were making jokes of their own. I am told that where discipline is concerned German officers can be cruel devils; but sometimes, especially when, for some official reason, the drink is in them, discipline is let slide — the men do as they please. Of course, it is only on the surface. Let an officer suddenly change his mind, or his mood, for any reason whatever, you should see the difference which takes place then. A private is flogged to death for what a second ago he did for nothing.

At last we came as far as I meant to go. The jokes were at their highest. Men had taken bottles out of their pockets and were drinking final toasts — we couldn’t see much, but we could hear them well enough. It was those toasts which brought matters to the sticking-point. A chap by me, who owned to having been a German waiter and who spoke English as well as if he had been born in Walham Green, began what seemed to be a sort of game with them: starting a kind of poem which they all seemed to know well, taking it in turns to say a fine or two. In English the poem was — and the language! You never heard more crowded into that size of space. It was all abuse, sheer impudence. They cursed us from top to toe, and then started cursing all about us — but when they started on Dora Wilkinson, that was the signal for our lot of rockets to go off! One chap said something impudent about Dora’s mouth — though, mind you, they didn’t mention her name, never having heard it — and then they all of them, said “Hoch!” and had a drink together. The chap who started the game was drinking when I stood straight up, braced myself, and let him have it.

What was happening elsewhere, of course, I couldn’t say; I was too much occupied with my own affairs; but I could guess from the sounds which reached me. That poem stopped — sudden! The queerest noises came instead, as if something was happening which took away their breath. It did! There was a sort of exclamation here and there, a choking cry, but so far as I know there was not an articulate utterance in the whole of those workings. The trenches were ours!


A NIGHT SURPRISE FOR THE GERMANS

WHEN you came to listen, it was not so still as it seemed.

A long way off you could hear the sound of guns; closer there were all sorts of noises; in the trenches themselves all sorts of things were going on, it was not easy to say what; in the darkness it was hard to tell. There were voices not far away; someone was whispering; there were grunts and groans, queer noises which, although I had never heard the like of them before, meant that men were struggling for breath. All at once there was the sound of a telephone-bell; the receiver was close to my hand.

“Look alive,” I said. “What do they want?”

In the new conditions, with all those dead, dying men, right and left, all round, I did not recognize my own voice. I seemed unable to speak above a whisper. A chap named Hart was looking after the ‘phone, a youngster, a sapper, who I had a sort of a feeling was all of a shake. It sounded like it when he spoke.

“They want to know what’s happened.”

“Tell them we’ve done it — the trenches are ours.”

“You don’t mean to say that we’ve done them all in, bayoneted the lot?”

“How can I tell you what we’ve done? I can answer for my man. There doesn’t seem to be a kick left in him. Do as I told you — answer that ‘phone.”

He answered. Somehow his voice sounded queerer than before. “Sergeant Briggs says that the trenches are ours. He doesn’t quite know what has happened, but there seems to have been no resistance.” At that moment noises which could be heard better came along what one began to see was a dimly-lighted passage. “Something seems to be going on now.” Hart was plainly listening to someone who was speaking to him. “Yes, sir, I quite understand. Sergeant, our chaps are coming in. They’re going to fetch the Germans away. They’ve got the ambulances outside.”

“I know all about that!” I had to speak sharply, the youngster gave me the jumps. “You chaps, stay where you are; the reliefs coming. All those drunken beggars can’t be dead.”

It was Ormiston’s voice which replied.

“Mine very much isn’t, but I don’t think he’s very happy. There’s quite a series of discussions going on down the street.”

Fifteen minutes afterwards the trenches were alive with newcomers, men who scarcely spoke. The recent owners, so full of jubilant pride, which had vanished they themselves probably did not know how or where, were being borne away. Men had come in quietly, strangely quietly, lots of them. They spoke to each other in broken sentences, half-tones. There was nothing to show at what they were working. We could guess. Presently someone came along who spoke out, a voice of authority. It was Captain Newstead.

“Sergeant Briggs, I can only just see you, but I’m told that you’re all right. I congratulate you. There doesn’t seem to have been a hitch. My compliments. How did it happen? It seems to have been almost miraculous. I suppose most of them were drunk?”

“Well, sir, they had been drinking. All the same, our chaps managed very well. Of course, they’re nothing like all of them dead. I expect most of them are more frightened than hurt — that and the drink between them. It’s taken the wind right out of me. I don’t understand what’s happened in the least. Those great strong men — all in a moment, and not one of us hurt. Hart, who’s that at that bell?”

Someone was calling. There seemed to be some misunderstanding, as if Hart were in a bit of a muddle. He seemed to be replying to the call, without result. The arrangement had been that we should tap the ‘phone at the main German line about a hundred yards from the chief entrance. Now, at the last moment, we had connected ourselves. Without knowing it, the Germans at their own headquarters were talking to us. But just at the moment, from the fuss Hart was making, that seemed to be just what they weren’t doing.

“Anything gone wrong? Can’t you get an answer? What’s up?”

“That’s just what I can’t make out. Halloa!” His voice changed, and dropped.

He spoke in a language which I didn’t understand but had already learnt to recognize from the sound — German. He talked it perfectly himself, which was why we had brought him along. All the men who were to use a telephone, as far as possible, spoke German as well as they did English. I understand that funny games had been played on some men who could only speak English. Had on toast all round they’d been, and the whole lot of us with them. You never caught a German on the telephone who could only speak his own tongue. Why, they talked to each other in English; when they had anything private to say they used a code. It is so easy to tap a telephone that I’m told it’s simpler to make out what a man is telephoning about than to keep it dark. They are deep, those German chaps! Did us down every time. But we were improving. We shall do a bit better than they do before we’ve done. We’d not been used to playing the game on the lines they did; it takes time and practice.

Directly I heard Hart speak German I knew that something was queer. Captain Newstead is a German scholar. The way he caught hold of my arm and gave me a squeeze showed that Hart’s replies were startling. A lively conversation was going on after a fashion under my very nose. What was being said was clear enough to Captain Newstead and Hart. It might have been Choctaw Indian to me, which was hard, as I have found it before and since. When I do get back, if ever, it will be evening classes for me. I’m not going to be the one chap left in the world who can speak only English.

When those two had finished, with me still not understanding a word, Newstead asked Hart, speaking with what I should call downright excitement — I’d never known him within a hundred miles of that sort of thing before— “What does he mean? Who’s that talking at the other end?”

“Well, sir, that’s what I don’t quite understand, and as you can see for yourself I daren’t ask. Seems as if this is one of those new machines of which they’re talking, which you can switch on to two lines. By George! I’ve got it. There’s a switchboard with two keys; they must have switched me on from the other end.”

Captain Newstead interposed.

“All right, all right! Bar explanations! Who’s talking?”

“There’s a calling-station at the top of the hill. I don’t yet quite see how they’ve worked it, but they’ve switched me on. It’s the new battery which they’ve just been installing. Something or other has happened down here which has made them think that everything isn’t as it might be. They want to know what’s up. I believe we’re spotted.”

“Do you mean that they know we’ve taken the trench?”

“They’re so foxy it’s not easy to say what they do know, but I believe they’re on to it that I’m English — that I’m a new operator, anyhow — whose presence here they do not understand. They’ve asked for my name, and told me to turn on someone — some German beggar — whose name I can’t catch. He may be dead for all I know; Sergeant Briggs may have done him in.”

Captain Newstead cut him short.

“Look out! They’re ringing you up again.”

Hart hadn’t been at the receiver more than three or four seconds before he said, under his breath, in English — I’ve noticed that some operators have got a way of talking so that it doesn’t go along the wires— “that’s torn it! They’re on to the game.”

He didn’t speak again until he hung up the receiver in what seemed to be a bit of a paddy.

“Oh, ring off! What’s the good of talking?” There was no mistake about the temper he was in. “They’ve got it all right. I suppose, Sergeant Briggs, you didn’t know that there was a calling-station at the top of the hill?”

“How was I to? I never knew there was anything at the top of the hill. I only knew about the trench.”

‘All right, Hart, no talking. So far as I know, we none of us knew that there was anything at the top of the hill. A new battery of big guns seems to have got itself installed there somehow. I shouldn’t wonder if it turns out that the whole purpose of these trenches was to cover it. They’ve been building their battery. A regular fortress they’ve probably made it. Those guns which they fired were some of the biggest things I’ve seen. We only knew about the trenches. Where the deuce the battery really is I don’t understand. You’ll find in daylight that these trenches command the country for miles — certainly on this side. How the battery is to be reached I don’t understand. Must be at the top of a mountain. Look out, Hart; they’re calling you again.”

The man’s language — in German — when he replied to the call was clearly not what the captain thought it ought to be.

“What on earth, man, are you up to? What on earth is the use of sending such language along the wire?”

“The chap at the other end is cheeking me. You take the receiver, sir, then you’ll see what I mean.”

The instrument changed hands. For some seconds the captain was evidently trying to carry on a conversation with someone at the other end in his very best German; then, all of a sudden, he used words which I have been told are unbecoming an officer and a gentleman.

“The impudent blackguard!” We’ll put it that that’s what he said. Anyhow, he stopped the conversation. “What does the idiot mean? He must be drunk!”

“I doubt it. They’ve got their rag out, and are playing a game with us, that’s all. This is possibly not the only means they have of communicating with the trenches. They’ve found out that something very queer has happened down here, and they’re going to pay us back what we’ve paid them. If possible, they’re going to keep us ragging at the ‘phone, wasting time — cheeking us, and all that — so that we sha’n’t guess what it is they’re really up to.”

“You think that’s the idea, do you? Perhaps it’s a game which two can play. Halloa! Is that headquarters? Is that the C.O.? I’m Newstead, sir. We’ve taken the trench all right, but somehow the show’s been given away. There appears to be a big battery of guns which the Germans have been building at the top of the hill — something very special in the way of guns, they seem to be. They’ve got a big telephone-station, and are evidently on to what has happened here. I think they’re telephoning the news to their own headquarters. What shall we do?”

You could tell from what the captain said that the answer was, “Keep the trench.”

“Yes, sir; quite so. We’ll do our best to do that; but can’t we have reinforcements? They’re probably telephoning in half-a-dozen different directions. We don’t know from which direction an attack may be coming, whether from above or below. We’ll hold on to the trench all right, no fear about that; but if you could let us have enough men as soon as possible — say before it begins to get light — we might spring another surprise on Germany, and have a shy at their brand-new battery, while they’re taking it for granted that we’re thinking of nothing else but holding the trench.”

That was a night! I don’t pretend I’ve got it all clear now, because I haven’t; then I was all in a muddle. Considering how things turned out altogether different to what I had expected, it wasn’t strange, and I certainly don’t pretend to know just what it was Captain Newstead arranged with the C.O. I believe that his arrangements got a bit tangled, whatever they were.

This is about what I do know, so far as I can get what happened into proper order. For goodness gracious’ sake, don’t let anyone imagine that things are done in the Army in the way they were done that night, because they’re not. I don’t want to get broken for telling tales out of school.

“Briggs,” said Newstead to me — no intention on my part to be disrespectful and forget an officer’s rank, but there wasn’t much respect flying about just then— “Briggs,” he said, “would you like to go for the gloves — a regular buster?”

“Well, sir, I don’t care what I go for, but I’d like to go for something.”

“Then we’ll go for that brand-new battery of theirs. That infernal beggar said something to me for which I’ll cut his throat, if ever I do get at him. A German swine is not going to be insolent to an English officer and get off scot-free if I can help it. The colonel’s sending reinforcements. We’re not bound to wait till they actually do come. Fifty or sixty men may be able to do now what an army won’t be able to bring off a little later. Is that you, Durrant?”

A figure which had come through the shadows somehow now stood at attention.

“Yes, sir. They told me that you wanted me.”

“So I do; they’re quite right. I want you pretty badly. Durrant, I’m going to leave you in command.”

“In command, sir? What of?”

“Of the trench. The Germans have got a new battery of guns on the top of the hill, as perhaps you know.”

“I do, sir. The chap I forked was telling me more about it than he meant. They brought the whole bag of tricks just as it stands from Essen, Krupp’s place. They’ve been planning it for months.

It cost no end of a lot of money, some of the biggest things in guns that ever have been used in the open — been no end of a job to get the foundations right. Now the whole thing is rigged up it commands the country for miles. The battery doesn’t contain guns of one size only, but of all sorts and kinds, so that they can get any range, and fire what they please. Seems as if this trench was only one of a network running all round the hill, and intended to cover the battery.”

“Oh, that’s all, is it? Well, we’ll show ’em. Durrant, we’re going to take that battery.”

“Newstead, what on earth do you mean?”

“What I say. Didn’t I tell you that I was going to leave you in command of the trench? So I am. And while you’re in command I’m going to slip out with fifty or sixty men — I won’t take one more than I can help — and stroll up the hill. The C.O. is sending reinforcements as hard as they can pelt, so you’ll be all right. Got the idea?”

“I’ve got a sort of a glimmer.” Mr. Durrant’s voice sounded as if he did not like what he had got.

“I’ll take every other man. I don’t suppose I need ask for volunteers; it would be fairer to take them as they come. The first fifty alternate men will do for me. Attention! Stop that talking! Briggs, give them a call. Each odd number Sergeant Briggs calls, the man it stands for hauls himself out of the trench and waits outside. Right, Briggs; call up to a hundred.”

I did. There was a bit of an argument before I had got very far. The wrong men pretended they were the right ones. In that light we couldn’t see. The whole lot of them would have got out of the trench if it hadn’t been that Captain Newstead wasn’t the sort of officer to be caught napping.

“Stop that!” he shouted. “Even numbers stand still; only the odd ones move. If I catch anyone disobeying, I’ll have the whole lot back again, and start at the other end.”

It was easier for him to talk than do, even for him. I believe that when I had got the fifty out a lot of them were wrong ‘uns; judging from things they said to each other they certainly were. The captain caught some of them at it, or thought he did. The way he sent them back to that trench was a treat. If they were right and he was wrong — as, of course, they all of them swore — it was hard on them.

“How long will you be?” inquired Lieutenant Durrant, anxiously, when at last some sort of a squad was ready.

“My dear chap, I don’t know the exact distance, but I doubt if it’s a hundred yards to the top, and the same distance down. How long they are going to keep us when we are at the top is more than I can tell you. I assure you we sha’n’t be a moment longer than we can help. You’ll be comfortable and happy while I’m away.”

“Shall I? Glad you think so. What shall I tell the colonel if he wants you?”

“The colonel knows where I’m going. Hart will send him any kind messages you want him to.”

A rueful voice came from somewhere beneath my feet.

“Can’t I come with you, sir?”

“No, sir, you cannot. How dare you want to desert your post? You men stand closer. I want to say one word to you before we start. There is the word — What in thunder — ?”

As we stood in a broken crowd by the side of the open trench out of which we had just scrambled, waiting for the word he spoke about, the world was lit by a blaze of light. Some sort of newfangled shell was being fired which came from the battery above. We were so close that it almost made it light enough for us to read. Up it went, up and up and up a flaming thing, spinning round as it mounted in the air. I fancy we all of us thought that it would explode like a rocket when it got up high enough; but it didn’t. It began to curve, towards us, making a sort of arch of flame through the darkness. It took my breath clean away as I saw the thing beginning to descend when it seemed right above our heads. Someone said — I don’t know who, but he seemed to be about the first to get on to the idea of what was going to happen: — 

“It looks as if they were aiming at us. They can’t have got a periscope up there which would enable them to see us by this light!”

Judging from the sound, there seemed to be a disposition among the chaps left in the trench to get into a bit of a scare. The captain stopped it.

“Easy, men, easy! If they are aiming at us they’ve made a rotten bad shot. They’re going to miss us by nearly five miles.”

The thing wasn’t so far off as that, but another moment showed that it was not going to come uncomfortably close to us.

I couldn’t tell how far off it did drop, but it was a sight as it neared the ground, making half-a-dozen noises at once, zigzagging as if it weren’t quite sober. It exploded before it was still quite down; then the sight it was — and the din it made! It wasn’t so very far off, because pieces of something, we couldn’t tell what, passed quite close to us.

“I wonder how much a show like that costs,” said Captain Newstead, when it was over, and the darkness seemed blacker than ever. “I doubt if it was worth the money. Now, my men, you saw where that came from. That’s where we want to go. They probably keep a stock of those little playthings. If we have luck, and get on to them before they guess we’re within a thousand miles, we may give them a pleasant surprise and take that stock of playthings over. Forward, men; keep close together, and go as you please. The only order you’re likely to get from me is the retreat, and that you’re not likely to get in a hurry.”

We weren’t; we never got it at all. All the world knows it, so there’s no harm in blurting it out. I had seen Ormiston among the chaps who had got out of the trench. So soon as we had started, I wasn’t surprised to hear his voice and to find that he was at my side.

“Do you know what I believe they were doing with that shell? I believe they were finding the range. When they’ve got it — which they jolly soon will do — they’ll drop what the gallant captain calls their ‘pretty playthings’ right into the trench. That will mean marching orders — if there are any of us left to march. If Durrant and his friends take my tip, they’ll move while there are. Who may that happen to be?”

That was what I was asking myself. We were going up the hill in a straight line, so far as that was possible. Someone seemed to be coming down it a little to the left. Newstead halted us.

“That may be the German army come out for a stroll.” Although he only spoke in a whisper, we heard plainly what he said. “If it is, we don’t want to have our fun spoilt before it’s properly begun. Steady! All ears, please.”

We were all ears; the men who were moving could not have been aware what keen ears there were quite dose to hand, or they wouldn’t have made so much noise. Not that I suppose they were really noisy, but to us, in the silence, taking such cover as we could in the sodden undergrowth, every sound was audible. What was clearly a considerable body of men was coming down the slope at a pace which showed, at any rate, that someone among them knew the way they were going.

“Making for our trench,” whispered Ormiston in my ear. He seemed to be in a cheerful mood. “Not for the first time, either. Lieutenant Durrant and Co aren’t going to be dull. If our friends above don’t succeed in finding them, with their pretty playthings, those chaps will find them with theirs.”

“Our chaps’ll do the finding first, unless they’re up to some deep game. If they keep blundering on like that, those beggars, if they don’t get themselves filled with lead, will be sent back quicker than they came down.”

We remained where we were, all ears, for what seemed to us to be an endless time. Then the noise on the left suddenly stopped. Possibly the men who had made it had reached a break in the ground which took them farther from our ears. Up we went again; pretty hard it was. Chaps were stumbling all the while; three or four of them came down regular crackers.

“If those German gentlemen,” growled the captain, “can’t hear us, it’s because Providence must have suddenly made them stone-deaf.”

As he spoke he came down a oner himself. If someone hadn’t given a grab at his coat, it would have been worse than it was. When we had reached what seemed to be a bit more like open ground, we paused to look round. It seemed pretty light behind. In the valley below lights were burning; we couldn’t tell what they were, perhaps made by soldiers, ours or theirs. In front there wasn’t a gleam; it was so dark we could scarcely see our hands before our faces. A clump of trees rose in front of us, so close, so high, so dark, we might have been standing on the edge of an impenetrable forest. It was only a trick of the light and of the position in which we stood. I had taken observations in the daytime, and knew that there weren’t anything approaching forest trees within miles.

“It’ll be all right, sir, if we keep straight on. I don’t know what the trees are, but they’re no forest. There are about a dozen of them; they seem to have lost their way. They stand out like a landmark; you can see them for miles as you come along the road to the trench. I shouldn’t wonder if the battery is somewhere just behind them.”

We pressed forward, acting on a sort of hint with which I favoured Captain Newstead. It might not have been a forest we had entered, but there were a good many more than a dozen trees; they seemed to be bigger than I had supposed. When we got right into the thick of them we lost our way.

“Now, Sergeant Briggs, perhaps you’ll tell us which way we’re to turn. This is a case for cats’ eyes, and a cat which knows the lie of the land.”

It was. It struck me as we stood there cowering together that I had bit off a trifle more than I could chew. We didn’t know whether to turn to the left or right, or which was our left and right, back and front. If we had carried on like that in the daytime, pretty idiots we should have looked. Bad words were used; I don’t know if they all came my way, but they sounded as if they did.

“It’s no use your swearing at me, Private Ormiston,” I said to him right out. “If you want to take on the job of guiding us you can. I’m sure I never asked for it.”

“There’s one thing some of you chaps might do — point your guns down. Seems as if every bayonet you’ve got has been prodding me. I don’t say you’re all doing it on purpose, but some of you might prod each other for a change.”

That was the captain. If it was one of the men he wouldn’t have used quite that sort of language. I will say this for Captain Newstead — he had a way of seeing a thing was funny when other people couldn’t. As someone had just been sticking the point of his bayonet none too gently into the fleshy part of my thigh, I knew what it meant.

Then all in an instant we were out in the open; the forest had gone. I don’t know how we managed it, but we did.

“I wish I dare switch on my torch. This seems to be almost as bad as the forest. We mayn’t be standing on the edge of a precipice, but we might be. I thought we were over one just then.”

I knew that Captain Newstead had an electric torch. Lots of people had, officers and men; but if he was going to switch one on just there, so far as taking anyone by surprise went, we might as well have stopped in the trench. We not only didn’t know where we were, but who was about us. A spark of light might have given us away, to say nothing of a glare. It was a wild-goose chase we were on, anyhow; one didn’t need to be told that. I doubted if Captain Newstead himself quite knew what it was we were after, but having started, it was quite as well that we should see it through. I could just make out one thing, without his torch.

“It seems to be a pretty steep descent we’ve got in front of us, but I don’t think it’s quite a precipice. I fancy it’s only a break in the ground. If you’ll let me go first, I’ll pick my way and give you chaps a line.”

Ormiston cut in just as I was starting.

“With your leave, Sam Briggs, I’ll give the line. I fancy I may be almost as good over bad ground as you are. What I can’t make out is not if there’s a precipice, but what’s below. Listen.”

We did — for all we were worth. In a lonely place like that, at the top of a hill, one might have expected there would be nothing to listen to; but there was. You couldn’t hear it unless you listened; then it was plain enough — a dull, throbbing sound, seeming to come from immediately in front of us, but from somewhere a long way down.

“It’s the beat of an engine,” whispered Ormiston; “that’s what it is. Don’t you catch its regular pulse — throb, throb, throb? It shakes the ground. I shouldn’t wonder, Captain Newstead, if it was the battery, and we’ve almost fallen on top of it. If they’ve got the latest thing in guns they’ll want machinery — electric for choice. Unless I’m mistaken, that’s a dynamo working for all it’s worth.”

I don t know if he knew what he was talking about, or if he only guessed, or if a dynamo makes a different noise to any other kind of engine; but he was right enough about its being the wonderful new battery in front of us, and about the noise being made by an engine. Something happened which made that clear. Another shell was fired. As we stood there, in a dozen different minds what to do, there came a rift in the darkness down below, and all at once we were looking at something which was brighter than the brightest day. There was din enough to deafen us. It came so unexpectedly that half the chaps caught hold of the other half as if they were shaky on their feet. A howitzer was fired, which was a bit startling, considering we had not the faintest notion that one was there. As before, a great flaming ball, cutting through the blackness, mounted upwards towards the sky, so close to where we stood that we could see it giving out spurts of fire as it went.

“What diabolical machine is that? The thing is red-hot.”

Whether it was or not I couldn’t say, but it certainly seemed to be, just as the other had done. I fancy the idea was that it would act as a sort of searchlight, and if it was being used, as Ormiston suggested, to find the range, its course could be followed by whoever had fired it, so that it was possible to tell just how near to the mark it came. Captain Newstead wasn’t interested in anything of that sort; he was all eyes front. While the fiery ball was still ascending he issued his orders. It wasn’t necessary to be particular about speaking softly with that roaring thing going through the air.

“You saw where that came from; if you use your eyes you can see it now.”

There was what seemed to me to be a group of buildings perhaps twenty or thirty feet beneath. There was not a gleam of light. If it hadn’t been for the glare made by the shell, or the howitzer which had fired it, there was nothing to show that it was there.

“That’s the German battery, the latest article of the kind. We’re going to take it. I don’t know how. That’s frank, but we’re going to. Each man is going to make the best of his way down the hill, and each man is going to find his own way in. And when we are in, we’re going to give the Germans a shock which they won’t get over for many days to come. It’s no good to think of getting back, because it can’t be done. Now, men, pull yourselves together. To the battery, if you please!”

I believe that what he said about not being able to get back was what did it. I don’t know what else did. Looking back now, I don’t need to be told that we couldn’t have done anything madder if we had tried. We should have realized that then if we had stopped to think, but we didn’t. The captain had a way of getting a little off his head; he thought nothing of hurling himself against a stone wall when he did — and that time he hurled us. When he started to run down the hill we ran too, all in a crowd. When we reached the bottom, some of us came smashing against something which was there. What it was we couldn’t tell. The light of the flaming shell no longer came our way; we were too deep down. But some of the din it made did, or they would have been bound to have heard us.

So far as I was concerned, I had come down so fast that it was only when I was down that I wondered what I was there for. I was breathless, fogged, muddled. We all were. I was up against a wall of some kind. The captain kept saying, “Look down. We shall be falling into some infernal trap if we’re not careful.”

Considering that we couldn’t see our feet beneath us, it was all very well for him to talk of looking down. I was glad enough to be able to grope my way along without stumbling. The wall came to an end. Coming round the corner revealed a gleam of light. Apparently there was a break in the wall, and an open doorway. The gleam came from within. We were so taken by surprise — the sudden light after the utter darkness — that we none of us knew what to do. We stood looking round the corner like a lot of stupid sheep. I can safely say that no sheep ever felt more stupid than I did that night. The captain was the only one who seemed to keep his head. Apparently he was on one of the excursions he was fond of.

“I’m going to have a look inside that door. You men stop here and keep still.”

Orders or not, we weren’t taking that; at least, I know I wasn’t. If he went on and did the peeping by himself, and got himself spotted, where should we come in?

“If you don’t mind, sir,” I said, “I’ll come with you.”

“All right, then, come — all the lot of you, if you choose. Only don’t make more noise than you can help.”

Luckily — there was a good deal of luck about it — noise wasn’t of much importance. Just as he spoke that shell went off. In face of the row it made, while it was doing its best, it wouldn’t have mattered if we had yelled ourselves hoarse, which was what somebody else seemed to be doing inside that building. When we could hear something except the shell, a lot of voices seemed to be shouting together. They belonged to men who were on the other side of that open doorway. They seemed to be enjoying themselves in their own fashion, quite satisfied that no one could hear them — nor, so far as that went, could anyone see them either, although the door was open. That was partly owing to the position in which it stood — at the bottom of a hollow surrounded by rising ground — and partly to the way in which it was constructed. The entrance I was peeping through, with the captain and Ormiston, and as many more as could manage, was merely a break — one of several — in what seemed to be a sort of sliding wall, which in its turn was screened by a much taller wall, which stood perhaps four or five feet away from it, so that there was a sort of passage between the two. Whether the passage was closed at either end I cannot say; I hadn’t much chance of getting beyond a guess. My impression is that when that sliding door was closed there were two distinct buildings, the one which contained the real battery being hidden in the huge outer shed.

As, just then, as many of us as could peeped in, the noise which was going on inside was funny. What it meant I cannot say. I fancy that the progress of that shell had been watched from somewhere, and that the result of the explosion was causing great excitement. Possibly it represented some feature which was the last thing in shells, and great interest was taken in its behaviour. I could imagine no other reason why all the members of the garrison seemed to be shouting together.

We slipped through the opening without a soul attempting to stop us. Captain Newstead spoke in his ordinary tones; it was not the least necessary to lower them.

“Straight ahead, men; keep your guns handy. Fire if necessary. If you can manage without firing, use your bayonets.”

It was a biggish sort of place we were in. What purpose it served I cannot say, possibly some sort of anteroom. Everything in it looked brand-new. A narrow wooden table was on the opposite side; stools were round it which looked as if they had been recently in use. What Captain Newstead meant by “straight ahead” I can’t say. I noticed four entrances to the place, not one of which could have been described as straight ahead. In consequence we hesitated; some of us turned to the left, some to the right, some seemed disposed to stay where they were. Probably some of them were in my position, and didn’t know what they did, or why. I found myself looking into an apartment in which were a lot of what seemed telephones. I fancy it was a sort of machine-room, in which a good deal of the working of the place was done. But there certainly were some telephone receivers on a sort of shelf up against a wall. Someone came into the room and went to them. I must have been in the queerest state of mind, because as he moved I thought of what Ormiston had said, about the kind of noise made by a dynamo, as we stood listening on the edge of the ridge above; what I was hazily telling myself was that he was probably right — the whole place was a blaze of electric light. The throb, throb, throb of the dynamo was heard even above the noise made by the men.

The new-corner was an enormous man; in comparison I was a pygmy. There were no signs of unusual excitement about him. Obviously he was unconscious that anything uncommon was in the air. It struck me that he had entered the room in the ordinary course of his duty. Glancing casually round, he saw me. I must have taken him by surprise, but he allowed nothing to escape him which suggested it. His bearing could not have been cooler. Casually he reached for a receiver. I had sense enough to realize what it might mean if he used it to send a warning message. Before he could get it to his lips I shot him dead. The action, so far as I was concerned, was automatic rather than intended. As he moved to do something which in the ordinary course he was in the habit of doing a hundred times a day, my rifle stirred, as if of its own accord, the trigger moved, the big, heavy German reeled, fell, and stayed where he had fallen.

The sound of my gunshot was heard above all the other noises of the place. There was just a moment’s silence, as if, taken by surprise, people wondered what the noise was caused by, then the rush of trampling feet, followed by startled exclamations. The rightful occupants of the building had discovered the liberty which had been taken with their premises. No doubt very much to their amazement, they found that we had entered uninvited. From where I was I could see nothing; I did not require to be told to know that the fun had begun. Guns were fired, blows were struck, men struggled. A hand-to-hand fight was taking place. Each side was doing its best to dispose of the other. Someone pushed me from behind; I swung round, thinking I had been taken unawares. It was Ormiston, who seemed beside himself with excitement.

“Get a move on you!” he shouted. “Don’t stand there going to sleep.”

I was very far from going to sleep, but I admit I was at a loss what to do. Ormiston rushed me across the room. As he did so someone appeared at the entrance through which the big German had come. His only weapon, or, at any rate, his handiest, seemed to be a revolver, one of those huge ones which some German soldiers carry. He raised it, pointed it at us, fired — and missed. He did not have a second chance. Ormiston seemed to be without a gun of any sort. What he had done with his rifle I don’t know; possibly he had dropped it as we had come helter-skelter down the slope. Anyhow, he was empty-handed. He looked about for something to throw. I moved my rifle, and, as in the case of the big German, it went off. The man with the revolver went down. I was conscious of Ormiston shouting approbation.

“Bravo, Sam! That’s finished him. Let’s see what they’ve got round here.”

He made a dash towards an entrance on our extreme right. I tried to check him, to bring him to a consciousness of his defenceless condition.

“Take the man’s revolver from him while you have the chance. Anyhow, it’ll be better than nothing.”

The man I had shot lay sprawling on the floor. As he went down his revolver had dropped to the ground. All Ormiston had to do was to stoop and pick it up to have some sort of weapon. If he understood what I had said to him I have never been able to decide. He paid no heed to me if he did.

“Ormiston, you idiot,” I shouted, “take his revolver! What good can you do without anything to fight with?”

Stooping myself to pick it up, I hurried after him with the weapon in my hand. I believe that the excitement had sent him off his head; he had rushed through that entrance, still empty-handed, yelling what, for all I could tell, were curses in German. When I tore after him, again shouting out to him to take the revolver, for an instant I could not make out where he was. Somehow I seemed to have got out of the main building into the open air.

A breeze was blowing against my cheek. Another entrance was just in front, on the left. There was Ormiston on the other side of it, in a sort of cupboard. It might have been a pantry, with wide shelves which were filled with what looked to me like balls, grey rubber balls, perhaps six inches round. There were two other men in the cupboard, Germans, who were doing their best to hustle him out. They were biggish men, but he was too much for the pair. He slipped away from both. He yelled like a wild Indian, made a grab at one of the shelves, and caught up a ball in either hand. Out-yelling him, they moved back, as if his action in touching the balls had filled them with feelings to which they were quite unable to give proper expression. Another entrance at the back led into an inner room, into which they endeavoured to force their way. He was too quick for them again. Raising both hands at once, he threw, in spite of all they could do to prevent him, the two balls he held into the inner room. So far as he was concerned, that was the end of the world. Knowingly or not, he had fired the magazine.

There was a noise like no noise I had ever heard before, shaking the earth to its foundations, rending it to its core, tearing the solid ground into a million pieces. I had a feeling that I was being borne into space — up, up, up, into another world. To say that sense left me is to say nothing; I was conscious that I was dead. Then I knew that through endless space I had come back to earth with what was distinctly a bump which shook every bone in my body. In what sort of position I was I could not make out. How long I remained motionless I cannot say; then, all at once, it dawned on me that I was in the open air. Above me were what seemed like myriads of stars. Presently I realized that I was not so dead as I thought; I was still in the same old world. The discovery of my actual position came with a second shock, which was almost as great as the first had been. It was strange how clear the realization was.

I was feet upwards and head downwards in some sort of tree, into which I had been thrown at the moment the battery had been destroyed. It had been torn from its root by the force of the explosion, with me lodged in its branches, borne through the air, to be deposited with comparative gentleness in a tangle of underwood at the end of an adventurous journey. Scrambling myself free, I found myself on very tottery feet, torn, scorched, bruised, still more dead than alive. I heard voices; I knew they were English voices. I heard someone exclaim — I still had my wits about me to recognize an English voice — in accents of startled surprise:— “Who in the name of all that’s wonderful is this?”

I staggered a few steps in some direction — I didn’t know which; I slipped — over the edge of the trench I myself had had a hand in taking, to be caught in stalwart arms, which saved me from what might have been death indeed.

“Sergeant Briggs,” I gasped; “come to report.”


IN THE NICK OF TIME

“THE great game of war.” I remember reading that somewhere soon after I had joined the forces, and at the time I was a bit puzzled as to what it meant, but by degrees I understood better. In a sense war is a game — so to speak, a game and a half; but I never did think that part of it was being blown through the air in a tree. If it comes to that, no one else did either. When I rolled over the edge of the trench, first of all they thought I was dead; then they thought I was dying; when they found that I wasn’t even that, nothing seemed to be able to stop their asking questions. That’s the impression left on my mind; although I refused to answer them they kept on asking. I simply went to sleep. They didn’t go so far as to refuse to let me do that, because, I suppose, they saw I couldn’t help it.

When at last I did wake up, it was a long while before I could make out where I was. I was on a heap of straw; in front was a rickety wooden table; some stools were round it, made out of empty wooden boxes, which didn’t look too safe or comfortable either. Several people were present — too many for the stools, and likewise for the table; most of them seemed to be looking at me.

The first thing I remember was a voice saying: — 

“All right now, eh?”

I did my best to scramble up to a sitting position. I didn’t know who was speaking, though I did my best to answer him. But I could have screamed if I had had breath enough to do it with, the beans it gave me!

“Beg pardon, sir — can’t quite say.” That, at first, was all the answer I could find.

He seemed to be satisfied, which was more than I was.

“Well, Sergeant Briggs, I congratulate you on being able to say as much as that.”

“Thank you, sir.” I didn’t know what I was thanking him for. The fact is, I was such a wreck — afraid to touch myself, I was so sore and aching. I didn’t know anything; certainly not where I was or who was there. Then all at once a voice spoke which I did recognize.

“Well, Sergeant Briggs, I’m glad to hear the doctor congratulate you, because that means that matters are not by a long way so bad as they might be, and I understand that you’ve been engaged in operations from which your escape seems a miracle. What is it, Sergeant Briggs, that you have been doing?”

“Haven’t been doing anything, sir.” The sound of Colonel Stanway’s voice so took me by surprise I still didn’t know what I was saying. I had a sort of notion that my reply amused him.

“You haven’t, haven’t you? What’s this I hear about the blowing up of a battery? What do you know about that?”

“Nothing, sir.”

“Is that so? Don’t you trouble about standing up; I see you re a bit shaky on your legs. You had nothing to do with blowing it up? Take your time, my lad; I wouldn’t worry you with questions if it weren’t absolutely necessary that we should have some idea of what has happened, so that we may make preparations for what is likely to follow. You appear to be the only man available to give it. What has become of your companions? You were in the command of Captain Newstead?”

I looked at him as straight in the face as I could, which is not saying much; but though I had a sort of feeling that before long I should be able to stand up, I couldn’t get as far as that just then, I was sitting kind of bunched up on top of the heap of straw, on which it seemed I had been to sleep. When he asked me that question, it seems silly, but I had to make an effort to clear my mind before I was able to make an answer of any sort — then it was a queer one. — 

“I believe he was, sir. I remember his saying — I don t quite remember what he said, but I know what stuck in my head-that he said ‘We can’t get back.’”

“‘We can’t get back’? Captain Newstead said that? Then what happened? Was Captain Newstead wounded?”

“I don’t know what happened, sir; I don’t think anyone was wounded.”

“No one was wounded? You mean that the explosion came too soon? Try to think. How did that happen? Did they blow the place up, or did you?”

It came to me in a flash; something in his words seemed to lift a veil. I sort of looked up and I saw Ormiston with those two balls in his hands. I tried to explain, but just at that moment it wasn’t easy.

“Ormiston had a ball in either hand. He picked them up off a shelf — two Germans tried to stop him, but they couldn’t. He threw them — I think it must have been — into the magazine; but — that’s all I remember.”

That’s all I ever have remembered — or ever shall. It is practically all that anyone has ever discovered. It was the beginning and the end of the story of the attack on the German battery. I don’t want to use any tall talk, but there it is. It’s as much as anyone has ever found out with certainty of the end of the English attacking and the Germans defending. I was all that was left of the lot — a miserable little under-sized chap like me! There were some fine fellows among them; Ormiston was over six foot, tall and straight, with a hooked nose like they give an eagle. Captain Newstead was almost as tall. Good-looking he was — we all thought he was good-looking. There was a look about him which always made me feel that it wouldn’t take much for him not to care what he did. There came a time when I saw his wife, and I saw his mother, and I told them both — begging their pardon — that I’d been thinking things over a good deal since that night, and I had come to feel that if he had had his way his end was a good deal like what he would have had it be. He did a great thing that night, whether he quite meant to do it that way or not. Somehow I felt quite sure that he would have given his life with pleasure for a chance of doing it again.

“Then we are to understand that you’re the sole survivor of Captain Newstead’s entire company? I’m told that, so far as can be learnt, he had with him fifty-two men, including himself.”

“That I can’t tell you, sir.”

“They’ve all gone, excepting you, and the battery is utterly destroyed.”

“That again, sir, I cannot tell you.”

“Well, I can tell you; scarcely even the ruins remain. I should imagine that the enemy could scarcely have suffered a severer blow. Captain Newstead acted throughout on his own responsibility. I doubt if I should have given my permission if it had been asked. The result is of a kind which makes it very difficult for me, in my position, to pass judgment. I believe, Sergeant, that the Brigadier here, General Loring, has a word to say.”

Colonel Stanway was a biggish man, inclining to the heavy side. By him, at the table, on a box which looked as if it had held wine, was a shortish, sparely-built man — I shouldn’t think he carried an ounce too much — with a short, grizzled moustache, and dark eyes which were set far back in his head. He spoke in a very quiet voice, which I liked the sound of.

“I don’t know, Sergeant, that Colonel Stanway puts the case quite clearly, but since — if there was any acting without orders — there is nothing to show that you are to blame, I may tell you that you have had better luck than I have. You have been a soldier only a few months, I possibly as many years as you are old; but no chance has ever come my way to do what you did last night. There is reason to believe that the German authorities proposed to work wonders with their new battery, whose very existence had only been discovered by accident. I will be frank with you. You and your associates have destroyed as it were in the course of an evening stroll, what quite possibly they will not be able to replace, and which, quite probably, might have caused us losses of which I do not care to think. I will say no more on that point at this moment, except that it is one of which you will certainly hear again. It is not to be supposed that the Germans will take what has happened to them lying down. It seems not unlikely that they will strain every nerve to win back what they have lost. We are in for some very warm fighting. Would you like to take your share of the fun, or go on sick leave, as you are perfectly entitled to do?”

It was a silly sort of question to ask, because, put that way, a chap with one leg wouldn’t have hesitated what to answer. Within half an hour I was one of a party which was going up to survey what was left of the battery, though, mind you, I was really no more fit to do it than nothing at all.

There was the Brigadier and the whole of his staff, or pretty nearly the whole of his staff, anyway, and the C.O. and his lot, and goodness knows who else besides — I should think a hundred of us altogether. It seemed to me that there were too many. A pair of good glasses would have made us plain for miles; but, of course, it was no business of mine, and I will say this, that nothing happened to stop us — not at the beginning.

My wrist-watch had gone, vanished; I couldn’t think where myself. I supposed I had dropped it, perched in that tree, coming through the air from the fort to the trench. So having no watch I couldn’t tell what the time was, but I judged it to be between four and five. The sun, though overdue, hadn’t appeared; the sky was covered with heavy grey clouds. There was a mist about which looked as if it might turn to rain. There was plenty of light for us to see, but it was quite easy to understand how we escaped notice from anyone at even a little distance who wanted to be disagreeable. At the start two chaps each lent me an arm to help me along, but I had rather hobble than stand that, and hobble I did. I didn’t dare show what it cost to put a foot to the ground and get along, but if it hadn’t been that I’d made up my mind I wouldn’t be beat, before we had gone a dozen yards I could have lain down and cried.

It’s a fact. But I didn’t. Instead of giving in I got to the battery. They looked upon me as a sort of guide; it was as that they were taking me, because, if it came to taking, they were doing more of that than I was. We had the same experience as in the darkness; nothing was seen till we reached the top of the slope. Then, looking down, we saw that something beneath was smoking, here and there in actual flames. It was just as difficult as it had been overnight to make out just what was there and what was going on. The doctor, a party named McCann, who was a sportsman if ever there was one — as it seems to me doctors generally are — who had been called up to the trench on the telephone to see what was left of me, looked at what was smoking down below as if it was a joke.

“Suppose,” he said, “there’s still something down below there to blow up, and chooses an awkward moment to do it. Hadn’t inquiries better be made, General, before we go too far?”

“If you mean,” said the Brigadier, “that I’m going to stop up here an indefinite time while you fellows go pottering about down there — no, thank you.”

I don’t pretend that that was exactly what he said, because I don’t claim to state exactly what anyone said, and I don’t want to run the risk of misreporting a Brigadier; but, anyhow, down the slope we all of us went together, so far as we could. I tell you I was surprised to find how steep it really was; the mystery was how none of us had broken our necks the night before. I had to take advantage of a helping arm more than once, or I should never have got down.

We were all halted at the bottom. The Brigadier, the C.O., and that lot had a sort of pow-wow. I noticed that the C.O. looked as if he had had about enough of it; he wasn’t built for that sort of work, not at his time of life. He as good as owned it when he spoke to me, being even then a little short in the wind.

“I quite understand, Sergeant, what Captain Newstead meant when he said, as you tell us, that having once got down it was not easy to get back. It’s a deuce of a climb up there.”

As, turning, he glanced up at the broken ground which we had scrambled down, I couldn’t help feeling that nothing but a lift would ever get him up at all. Of course, the night before I had seen nothing; now, if anything, I could see less — there was nothing left to see; nothing but a great, untidy sort of pit. It was incredible to think that a solid, well-planned, soundly-constructed building of considerable size could have been there only an hour or two before. So far as I could see, there was only one thing left to show what might have been — that was a sort of mound standing up about the centre of the pit, though what it was doing there, or what its presence meant, was beyond me. But one of the officers who had come with the Brigadier seemed to understand in a moment. I heard the General say: — 

“This seems to be a case of not one stone being left upon another.”

The officer I was referring to pointed to the mound and replied: — 

“There is what’s left of the battery — perhaps half a million’s worth of guns. Unless I’m mistaken, there’s still one left. It may have possibilities about it of doing mischief yet. I doubt if that has been really moved; it’s possibly only covered by a dozen feet of earth. Investigation might disclose the presence of others.”

“Investigation,” said another officer standing by his side, “might discover the presence of other things. The main building, with all in and about it, has been blown to kingdom come, but I shouldn’t wonder if the men had their spades they would soon show that there’s a good deal more of real interest left than you might suppose.”

“The great thing, from my point of view,” struck in the doctor, “is — is anything left of human interest? Is Sergeant Briggs all that is left of those good fellows? Haven’t even the Germans left so much as a shoulder strap?”

An answer came from one of our fellows who was wandering about with some of the rest, looking for what they could find. What he had found he didn’t quite seem to know, but it was something. Presently the doctor announced that it was part of a German officer’s tunic, which had been torn from the wearer’s person. In what seemed to have been a sort of secret pocket was a roll of papers; like the whole thing, they were as black as soot. When the roll came to be unwrapped, it became evident that it was part of what was probably an official plan. In the very centre of the roll was a woman’s photograph — an unmounted print, evidently taken by an amateur. I never saw it, but from what I heard it was the photograph of an uncommonly pretty girl. The doctor, annexing it, slipped it into a pocket of his own.

“You can have the plans,” he said; “I’ll have the lady. You’ll probably find in the papers something to show who the gentleman was; if you do it may comfort her to know that at the moment of his death he still held her to be the most precious thing he had.”

I suppose we hung about there a good two hours. Quite what the idea was I can’t say. Most of the men were nosing about in an anyhow sort of way, and some curiosities some of them hit on. The Brigadier and his staff were coming to certain conclusions of their own — I don’t know, they didn’t consult me; I only guessed it, but I have got a pair of eyes; so far as I could see, they kept putting their heads together and writing down things on bits of paper, so I suppose they were doing something. I don’t mind admitting that I didn’t carry on my observations for very long, because I fell fast asleep. I somehow got a little aside from the others — and oh, how I did ache! I felt sure that every bit of skin was coming off me, and every bone was bruised. There was some nice tufty grass round there; I sat down on it, because stand any longer I didn’t seem as if I could, and — well, I suppose that was how it happened.

My experience is that the sweetest sleep you get is when you didn’t ought to be sleeping at all. That was sleep, that was; in a kind of a sort of a way I can still look back and remember all about it — straight I can. If you had seen as much soldiering as I have you would find it easy to believe me. All at once I got into that state in which you’re not quite sure if you’re asleep or waking. Presently I got pretty nearly sure that at any rate I wasn’t asleep — I was awake enough to lie quite still and do my level best not to breathe. Someone close to me was behaving rather funny. He was lying pretty near full length on his stomach; every now and then he moved a little forward, crawling on his hands and knees, as if he thought that was the best way in which to avoid attention. The grass was pretty high and pretty thick — I snuggled well into it, which I suppose was why he hadn’t noticed me; because he certainly hadn’t — he wouldn’t have behaved like he was doing if he had. When I opened my eyes I found that he was within a couple of feet of where I was, his back and head turned the other way. He was only moving forward an inch or two at a time, flat on his belly, like a snail; the uniform he was doing it in was never made in England.

I thought the matter over; I had plenty of chance of doing it — like a snail he moved so slowly. Somehow the sight of him made me wake up jolly quick, though what I was to do now that I had woke up I couldn’t think. I could see he had a gun and a bayonet and a revolver; and though that was enough for me to see, especially all together at a moment like that, I dare say he had half-a-dozen other useful articles as well. Well, I had nothing — I hadn’t even my rifle. What had happened to it while I was in that tree I couldn’t say; but if I had tried to bring a gun when I started from the trench I doubt if I could have done it. Carrying myself had almost been a bit too much for me. I wished Ormiston had been at hand and tried to force a revolver on me as I had done on him before the whole bag of tricks blew up — it wouldn’t have been long before I had hold of it. Then I’d have tackled my German friend.

But what could I do with nothing at all — not even so much as a hairpin? Evidently the gentleman in front didn’t want to make any more noise than he could help; I was just as anxious to be on the quiet side as he was. Probably he had friends just handy, who it might be just as well shouldn’t know that we were there till it suited us to give them the information.

On my part there was quite an anxious spell of indecision.

Presently he began to do something which made it clear that it wouldn’t pay to leave all the doing to him. Very gingerly, and very slowly, he started getting himself — and his gun — into a position in which he could shoot. Evidently from the way he was going on, wriggling and squirming, he had some target in front at which he proposed to aim. I couldn’t see much from where I was, but every now and then, over the tussocky grass, I caught a glimpse of an officer’s cap. I wasn’t sure, but I had a sort of notion that that cap was being worn by the Brigadier. Possibly my friend proposed to do two things — to give the alarm which was being eagerly awaited by anxious friends quite close at hand, and at the same time to kill someone worth killing. To shoot an officer in the position of General Loring might render it worth while to throw away his own wretched carcass.

That might be his point of view, but it wasn’t mine. I woke up still wider in less time than you might have thought was possible. There we were, playing a little game with each other, which might have been amusing for an onlooker to watch. Inch by inch up came his gun; keeping pace, I turned more over towards him in the grass. We were so close that we were almost touching. He had brought his gun into a position that it only needed a touch and it was ready to aim and fire. The rest only depended on what sort of marksman he was. General Loring only needed to continue absorbed in whatever it was he was doing, and that part of the British Army would be left without a commanding officer.

The joke was that the Brigadier was not the only person who was too much absorbed in what he was doing. That German gentleman had every faculty strained much too tightly to suspect that just at the back of him there was me. I imagine that he took it for granted that he had that piece of ground entirely to himself, and never for a moment suspected that actually almost touching him there was me. His nervous system could not have been in such good order as it should, because when he did discover my near neighbourhood he was so petrified with amazement that he was like one whose wits had left him altogether. His hand was reaching down towards the trigger, almost touched it. I expected he would fire. But just at the critical moment I suppose the General did something which slightly altered his position. The unseen sniper waited what he probably intended to be a moment to get a better aim, which was a bad mistake on his part, because he never got it. Reaching right over, my fingers closed on the trigger instead of his.

I don’t know what he thought had happened, but he seemed to be looking at the fingers which had been substituted for his as if he were looking at something supernatural. Then, very slowly, he turned his head round, and he saw me. How he did stare. It must have been the surprise of his life. While he stared I gave a little shake and a twist. The rifle came away from his grasp; I had it in mine. Then, I take it, he regained possession of his senses sufficiently to enable him to realize, at least to some extent, how he was being diddled. He made a grab at his gun. I threw it just beyond his reach, on which he transferred his attention to me. His two great hands came towards my neck. I had learnt a trick or two of what I had been told the Japanese call ju-jitsu. I slipped between his hands and, possibly before he guessed what I was after, had him by the throat instead of his having me, so tightly and so quickly that I had the breath nearly squeezed out of his body before he had a chance.

Of course, that sort of thing wasn’t going to go on for long without attracting attention. Presently a dozen chaps or more came crowding round, and the German was done. Up came the Brigadier, and the C.O., and a lot of the officers, and I had to explain. They questioned the prisoner; they wanted to know what his game was, but apparently he was keeping his breath to cool his porridge, because all he did was to look as if he would like to have a quiet word or two with me in private. I did what I ought not to have done; I got a quiet word with the Colonel, and took the liberty to tip him what might be called an uninvited wink.

“If you’ll excuse me, sir, I fancy this chap has got a lot of his friends somewhere close. If they discover you’re here, and General Loring, they’ll do all they can to take you prisoner. It will take you some time to get back to the trench.”

The whole lot of them grinned at me. Of course, I know it was like my cheek to shove in my oar, but it seemed to me that the General and his staff were like that German, too much engaged with their own plans to think of anything else. No doubt the General and part of his staff had come up there as hard as they could pelt to draw up some sort of plan for the defence of the battery which we had captured, and which the Germans might be counted on to do everything that was possible to regain. What that meant the General, of course, knew much better than I did. One of his staff laughed right out, a young fellow with a waxed moustache which turned up at the ends, as if he thought it was beyond anything for a chap in my position to open his mouth to drop a hint to his commanding officer — and I dare say he was right. I have a trick of being a bit too forward when I’m not wanted. But the General let me down lightly.

“I’m not so sure that Sergeant Briggs isn’t right. The sooner, Stanway, you and I get back to cover, perhaps the better it will be.” Then he spoke to the prisoner, whose game, whatever it might have been, I had rather spoiled. “You, sir, what explanation have you to offer? To what do we owe the favour of your presence here? Don’t pretend you can’t speak English.”

The man’s answer was a little unexpected.

“I speak English as well as you do. Is that information of any use to you? If so, you are welcome.”

The fellow’s manner wasn’t impudent, it was just self-possessed. What I felt sure was a sudden inspiration gave me an insight into the game he would like to play. I had to open my mouth again.

“Beg your pardon, sir, for speaking again, but bluff is what he’s playing at; he wants to trick you and the Colonel into staying as long as he can — till his friends come up.”

At that moment a private of ours came hurrying forward — pretty excited he was.

“There’s a lot of men coming up the hill. I believe they’re trying to take us by surprise.”

A chap, whose name I knew afterwards was Captain Waller, had his say. Some of our men were beginning to fidget; it was about time someone did speak.

“Steady, my lads! Don’t lose your heads. Everything ready? Don’t make more noise than you can help.” He addressed the Colonel. “I fancy it’s a largish force which is approaching. What are your orders, sir? Shall we hold them in check, or cover you?”

It seemed a funny question to address to the C.O., but somehow the whole jolly lot of us seemed to have got into a funny position. It didn’t seem dignified for Commanding Officers to run away, but that was all there was left to do. It was out of the question to run any risk of having our chief pinched by the enemy; it might result in the entire dislocation of the general operations. Our whole fate lay, to a very large extent, in General Loring’s hands. If he were made prisoner the whole lot of us might be in the cart. Recognizing, a little late, the truth of this, he turned to his own personal staff and began to ascend the slope. It would obviously not be easy for the C.O. to keep pace with him, but he did his best to try.

The men began to get themselves into something like order. Captain Waller, whom the departure of the others had evidently left in command, though he was a stranger to my battalion, and I had never heard of him before, showed himself no fool — I should have liked to have had him take charge of things before. I stooped down and picked up the German’s rifle; they had strapped his hands behind him, so he couldn’t do much; but his language — even in English — was unworthy of a gentleman. Captain Waller had our chaps under cover, so far as he could get them — a smart piece of work it was. The general order it was not easy to give, but the understanding was that each man should fire as soon as he saw something to fire at, breaking fresh ground as he signalled.

It was some time before anything actually happened — very trying some of those moments of waiting are, with your heart in your mouth and your fingers itching to play the fool with your trigger. We all knew that probably the gentlemen coming up the hill had smelt a rat — in fact, several. They had no doubt expected to have news of some sort from their scouting associate. His silence no doubt roused suspicion. Their comrades had had enough of falling into traps during the last few hours; if they only knew it, they were within an ace of falling into something like another then. A few steps farther, they would have been greeted with a broadside of lead which would have been of the nature of an unpleasant surprise. Someone ought to have been looking after the German, someone instructed to thrust a gag into his mouth and keep it there — the omission to keep a properly watchful eye on him was not the only blunder which was made that day. Anyhow, just as I was hoping that the ascending force would offer itself in the open as an unsuspicious mark, a sound rent the air which could not have been more objectionable had it come from a dozen bulls of Bashan. Instead of that it came from the throat of a solitary German gentleman, who must have been collecting all his breath to enable him to bellow. He bellowed in German. What he said I did not know, but his friends did. There ensued an instant general stampede which spoilt the game for us entirely. How far those Germans ran, after taking the trouble to come all that way up, I could not say. I thought for a moment that Captain Waller was going to take advantage of their flight to send us after them, but, in my judgment very wisely, he didn’t. Instead, he began to give orders as to how to hold the position — at least temporarily. Half the men he sent to the top of the slope up which the Brigadier and C.O. were still struggling and from the top of which a comparatively good view could be obtained. Half the remainder, numbering some twenty men, he sent away to the left to form a flank guard and to keep an eye in that direction. Our noisy prisoner, trussed like a fowl and safely gagged, was persuaded to mount the slope, assisted by a man on each side and a useful bayonet from behind. Then Captain Waller himself proceeded to ascend in order to talk over matters with the C.O. and the Brigadier.

Personally, I was about done up. I’d have given all my chances of a war-medal to have got three hours’ sound sleep on something soft. Wherever I touched myself something seemed to ache, and the more I tried to find a soft spot to lie on the more uncomfortable I became.

“Say, Sergeant, what do you think that affair might be?”

A man next to me — one of my section, named Drew; and a very cute chap and wide-awake I had always found him — pointed to what looked like a tumble-down shed about thirty yards from where the main battery had stood.

“I was having a look round there just before those chaps came on,” he continued, “and it seemed to me as it might have been some sort of machine-gun store, judging by the short look I was able to give round.”

When I heard that word “machine-gun” I began to feel very wide awake again, just as I had when that German chap stole up alongside of me.

“Machine-gun? Where? Bring another chap, and we’ll go and have a look.”

I knew what an extremely dangerous position the party was in. We were many hundred yards from our nearest supports, to get to which we had to cross country which at this hour — it being about eight o’clock and perfectly light — was open to the enemy’s enfilade fire; and then, besides, our chiefs evidently didn’t want to let go their hold of the battery without a struggle, and knowing the fewness of our number and the likelihood of the enemy bringing up a big force, I didn’t feel very cheerful about the prospect of an attack. But I knew something about machine-guns — I had been in our section for about a month — and I knew well their value at such a crisis and in such a struggle.

So you can imagine I was all on fire to have a look at this store, though really I couldn’t feel much hope of finding anything that wasn’t absolutely bust in, so tremendous had been the explosion of the night before. However, we three advanced to the ruined shed. It was bigger and stronger than I had at first supposed. Nowhere had the force of the explosion been more clearly shown. The strong wooden planks of the walls and the solid rafters of the roof, all of new sound wood, lay flattened out as if blown down by some devastating hurricane. One end was smashed and splintered by a huge mass of twisted iron which had landed plump into it. Through this gap one could plainly see tripods, and the double-handled brass holding-pieces of machine-guns. Down we rushed eagerly through the gap. But at the first glance my hopes were considerably dashed. The guns at that end of the shed were completely done in; bent and twisted and broken clean off their tripods, they were absolutely useless.

“Let’s try the other end,” said Drew. “There’s probably some sort of door where we can get in.”

So round to the other end we went. Drew was right. A double swing door had been made in this end, and the knocking down of the shed had crumpled the doors up, leaving plenty of space for us to wriggle through. I got through first; I had to bend double to do so. The first things I set eyes on caused me to give a shout of joy. They were boxes — small, grey-painted, tall, oblong-topped boxes. I seized one excitedly, pressed the spring, and opened the lid. Plunging my hand in, I took hold of the contents and held it out to the others — a completely-filled cartridge belt.

“That’s all right for ammunition,” I said. “Now for a workable gun.”

We groped our way in and struck a match. We had difficulty in advancing, as we had to remain doubled up, and the floor was covered with objects. The match showed up these objects — lines and lines of machine-guns. Drew exclaimed: — 

“Crikey! They don’t ‘arf seem to have some guns, these Germans. I almost forget what a Maxim looks like, one sees so few in our Army.”

But the guns did not seem as though they were going to be much use to us. A great rafter had come down plump in the middle of the nearest line and broken all their backs, so to speak. Very delicate things, machine-guns. And the worst of it was we couldn’t go on any farther as the roof had smashed into the middle of it all.

Drew and the other man began hauling out all that lay near them, passing them to me for examination. Bashed in they all seemed to be — smashed water-jackets, smashed casing, crank handles bent or broken. All seemed pretty useless. Suddenly my companions gave an exclamation, and handed me one that appeared to be in perfect order. I tried it; it seemed to work all right.

“Come along now, you chaps,” I said. “Let’s get away with this. We can’t mess about much longer, or they’ll be on us before we get back. You carry the gun, Drew, and you, Sharp, bring as many cartridge-boxes as you can carry. I’ll bring some more.”

Out we got. Drew pulled the gun along on its sledge. All the German machine-guns are mounted on a sort of wooden sledge, otherwise they are practically the same as ours. When we got back you should have seen the excitement. All our chaps were well aware of the critical position, and, knowing the value of a machine-gun, they all fairly gasped with relief. Captain Waller so far forgot himself as to shake hands with me and say: — 

“Sergeant Briggs, you’re a wonder. You’ve found the very thing that will enable us to hold out till help comes. I thank you.”

“’Tisn’t me, sir.” I pointed to Drew. “That’s the chap as found it out.”

The Captain shook Drew by the hand too, and thanked him, and promised him promotion at the very first opportunity.

“Fancy me a-swanking round at home as a blooming corporal!” he said to me later, grinning from ear to ear; but a thought seemed to strike him, and the smile flickered away. “But sha’n’t I have to stand drinks all round, though!”

After talking it over with Captain Waller, we decided that the best place for the gun was at the top of the slope, so, without wasting any more time, I sent Drew up with the gun and belts and started to climb up myself. First, though, I sent a man for water, which there was no difficulty in getting, the Germans not having forgotten to construct a big well not far from the battery.

All this hadn’t taken very much time, so that the first excitement had carried me through. But that slope brought me back to the fact that I was not in the finest possible condition for mountaineering, and long before I had got half-way up I had to sit down and take a rest. I thought I never should do it. But that moment news was brought that a big body of the enemy was sighted at not many hundred yards’ distance, making for the battery.

That did it. I heaved myself up, set my teeth, and told myself, “Now, Sam Briggs, you’re not going to make a fool of yourself at such a moment. You’re the only man here who knows how to work a machine-gun, and you’re not going to give in. So buck up!” I got to the top of that slope. I collapsed into Drew’s arms at the top. Everything went round me, including a short, tubby man, with a grey moustache, who seemed to be throwing something at my face.

I came to, and found it was only Dr. McCann pouring brandy down my throat. The Brigadier and C.O. stood close by.

“If you can only keep them for twenty minutes, Sergeant,” said the Brigadier, “we shall be all right. By then we shall have over two thousand men to our help.”

That finished it. We went off in a body to select a position for the gun. I pointed out a mound on the left flank, where we had a good view of their probable line of approach at a range of at least twelve hundred yards.

“That will be a first-rate place to catch them by surprise. They don’t think we have a machine-gun, and nothing but that could do them any harm from that point. We’ll have time to lay several hundred out before they’ll be able to turn their fire on to our position, and by the time they do that we can clear out, gun and all, and take up a nice position in the centre, where we can rake them on all sides.”

This was decided on. We fixed the gun up at the top of the mound, just behind a small bush, laid the gun at the estimated range, filled up the jacket with water, loaded up, and waited.

Well, I think the rest is what they call “history.” At least, I know it came out in the daily papers, a full report, somewhat too full in fact. I know I was said to have fired two machine-guns at once, one with each hand, at the same time controlling the firing-line on each flank, and many other such absurdities, whereas what I did do was simple enough. When the enemy, some thousand strong, walked across the alignment of my gun, I just put my thumb on the double button and pressed. As a matter of fact, any fool could have done that, but if you had seen the Brigadier, with his glasses in his hand, dancing — or rather wriggling, as he was flat on his stomach — with joy, you would have thought it was something wonderful. I kept my thumbs on that button, until — whiz! — the water in the jacket boiled over and out shot a great cloud of steam. We hadn’t got a condenser, and hadn’t had time to look for one. Like greased lightning we sheered out of that position, and even as we did so we heard the bullets fly over us. In ten seconds they had the range of that mound, and there wasn’t a square inch untouched by bullets.

But we were well away by that time, as you know, though it isn’t true that I carried two machine-guns on my shoulders and a couple of ammunition boxes on my back. That report accounted for Dora writing to me, and saying how strong I must have grown to be able to carry two cannon at once!

No, far from it. Drew carried the gun, the C.O. carried one ammunition box, and the Brigadier, to all intents and purposes, carried me.

You know how afterwards the Germans, furious at their loss, began to close round on us on all sides; how tremendous was their fire; how fierce their rushes; how the gun had to clear out from position to position as they started turning their fire on to it; how the Colonel was shot through the arm while bringing up another cartridge box; how I tripped over a log while changing position once, and lay there fast asleep until the end of the action and the day was ours; and how the Brigadier was the first to pick me up, and how, on my being laid out, the Brigadier had gone on firing the gun until they ran out of water and the barrel gave way; how he then picked up a rifle and fought with the rest, until with a rush and a cheer a thousand of our men came up on each flank, and after a short bout of cold steel the Germans put their arms down and their hands up.


SANCTUARY

WHAT surprised me about war was that you seldom seemed to know what was going on. If you were a private soldier you might have been in the Battle of Waterloo without knowing it for goodness only knows how long afterwards. I was in the Battle of Battery Hill without being aware of it till afterwards, when I came upon an old newspaper with the headline, “Battle of Battery Hill — Twelfth Day.” It was only when I began to read that I realized I was reading about the fight on the slope of which I had had rather more than I quite cared for. I had never guessed it was a regular battle — and doubt if any of us chaps in the ranks did.

After Ormiston had blown up that battery on the very first night of its existence, the Germans never stopped trying to get it back again. I don’t mean the battery itself; that couldn’t be done, since there was nothing of it left, but the ground on which it had stood. They never gave us any peace, day and night.

Most of our time was spent in a series of trenches which had been dug amongst a lot of bushes which were so tall as almost to reach to the dignity of trees. The Germans seemed to pass their time in finding out just where we were. When they had located us — or thought they had — they began to pepper us with shells, or shrapnel, or stuff of that sort. We could do nothing in return, having nothing with which to reply. At the back of the trench in which I spent most of my time the ground was dug away so as to form a shelter which was practically bomb-proof; but I give you my word that it is not pleasant to be in such a place for hour after hour, or perhaps day after day, hoping that none of the would-be visitors would intrude themselves too closely.

But I don’t think for a single hour was the fighting really stopped. The chap who put our trench where it was knew what he was up to. We did hear that the guns which were attacking us were five or six miles off, some of them more; even at that distance they kept us on the jump. There came a time when they did a good deal more. It is queer to me how, in a position like that, one side finds out what the other is about to be up to; long before anything happened our headquarters people gave us warning that something very special was in the air.

The morning was dull; quite early heavy banks of cloud came rolling up; before noon rain was falling smartly. We had had a spell of drought — that part of the country runs soon to dust — so that ordinarily rain would have been welcome; but as it happened, that was just an occasion on which it suited them and not us. Captain Baring gave us a tip about what had come over the ‘phone — he was one of those level-headed chaps who take it for granted that Tommy Atkins would do better if he had some idea of what he was up against.

“We’re in for some fun,” he said. “So far as I can make out, all Germany is on the war-path. They mean to out us before the sun goes down — or, from the look of things, before it even gets up.

I don’t know what they’re up to, but according to the messages which have been sent it is something very special indeed.”

We did not find out directly — indeed, it was not for some time that we really got on to their devilry; but hardly had the captain stopped talking when we got a hint. The guns whose business it was to pay us special attention had been taking a rest. Suddenly they began again; shells came showering down all round us. They did not quite get our range, but they were sufficiently close to drive us to cover.

A chap named Clark happened to be standing next to me. He had not been with us long — it seemed as if every week or so a whole lot of us were wiped out; it was a wonder how I hung on, without a scratch. Clark was an undersized chap like me, as keen as a razor — there I hope he was also like me. After firing had recommenced a few seconds a sort of general sniffing began. Clark turned towards me.

“Something seems to be smelling very queer, Sergeant; what’s happened?”

That was our first introduction to the new German way of making war — by poisoned gas. One of the shells which had fallen and exploded somewhere near us was filling the air, not with the ordinary contents of a shell, but with an atmosphere which no man could breathe. How many had been destined for us we had no means of knowing, but so far we were conscious of only one having reached its destination. Presently, when another followed, we had to get as far as we could underground, so as to enable the fumes to escape by ways of their own.

So far as we were concerned, the first German experiment was not an entire success, though the conditions could scarcely have been more in their favour. Rain was just what they wanted; the horrible poison might be counted on to do its worst in wet weather — but their marksmanship must have been bad. So far as we could judge, only three or four of their little pots of perfume burst within smelling distance; and, as luck would have it, one of them came just as they were making a frontal attack. We were as much surprised as they were. Before we had the slightest warning of what was about to happen we saw their uniforms glancing among the foliage of a copse upon our left. A consultation was taking place as to whether information had not better be invited from headquarters on what might be the cause of the extraordinary smell which filled the air when the first glimpse of the attack which was coming was seen.

That first attack of theirs was an entire failure. My impression is that they took it for granted that their precious poison would have put in some of its deadly work. They quite possibly had expected to find us stretched out gasping for life — it was they who had to do the gasping. There was some misunderstanding somewhere. No doubt arrangements had been made that firing should cease when it didn’t. We had, of course, no actual proof, but judging from appearances a shell must have reached the copse about the same time as they did, exploding much closer to them than the other two had done to us. They had no underground gallery. We saw them suddenly begin to reel before our eyes. While they were staggering about Captain Baring gave us the word to let them have it — and we did.

It was rather a long shot, and the copse gave them some excellent cover, but still we managed to do more mischief with our lead than they had done with their poison. All the same, as I always found was the case where the German soldier was concerned, they were equal to the occasion. Though plainly struggling with difficulty and looking for a moment as if they would collapse before our eyes, with an effort which was obvious even to us they pulled themselves together, retiring in something like order until, vanishing among the brushwood, they presently reappeared upon our right, to favour us with the contents of their rifles. If, however, their intention was of serious assault, the result was an ignominious failure. Not a man among us was damaged. Plainly their own infernal atmosphere was more than they could stand. What conclusion they arrived at we could not say, but without even attempting a second shot they vanished out of sight.

Not only so; they continued out of sight. Had they put their heads together and arranged the best way of giving us the most discomfort possible they could hardly have succeeded better. All day long we waited in a state of continual fidget for their immediate return. All day it rained; all day the firing continued, without any injury worth speaking of to us. The autumn evening approached without there having been any perceptible interval between the falling shells. Had their bad marksmanship been intentional they could hardly have succeeded in hurting us less. But if we had counted on finishing the day as well off as we were when we began it we reckoned without the methods of our German friends. For the first time the rain was showing signs of stopping; the shadows were deepening. We did not know what the time was, but I do know we had to keep our eyes very wide open to make reasonably sure that there was nothing amid the surrounding trees. The hail of shells had lessened; we were beginning to wonder if they had ceased for the night, when without an instant’s warning our nostrils were saluted by the fumes with which we were already unpleasantly acquainted. Just as we were hoping that we were safe from them, another poison bomb had fallen in our immediate neighbourhood. It was impossible to tell where the visitor alighted; it was only possible for us to know that it must be uncomfortably close at hand. It is not easy to describe the effect produced by those emissaries of the devil. I can only say that all at once it began to grow increasingly unpleasant to breathe. Some penetrating powder might have been thrown into the air. One’s eyes began to irritate, one’s head to reel. Breathing was difficult; when you did succeed in getting a long breath the result was painful.

We cowered as low down in our trench as we could, but without avail. That time the diabolical missile had burst too near for us to escape. Captain Baring gave an order which it was not easy to follow — speaking had become increasingly difficult.

“You chaps had better get out of this while it is possible, and make for the ‘Sergeant.’”

The “Sergeant” was a trench which, in a laughing moment, they had nicknamed after me, I, as luck would have it, having been the first to discover its existence. The trench we were in at the moment was one of the newest type, with all the latest improvements. The “Sergeant” was simply a cutting in the ground rather over five feet deep, in which one could find partial shelter from unwelcome fire. It was away from the trees, practically out in the open, probably half a mile from where we were. On more than one occasion, for various reasons, we had left our present address to try the hospitality of the “Sergeant.” As Captain Baring put it, we should have to be quick if we wished to try it again; it was becoming momentarily less and less possible to move or breathe.

I fancy I was in a position in which I was more accessible to the fumes which were poisoning the air; or perhaps I was more easily affected by those which reached me. I was conscious of bringing up the tail of a lot of men who reeled out of the trench in what seemed to be the last stage of drunkenness. When I got on to the solid ground without things grew worse instead of better — I was totally unable to stand. Something was pressing on my chest with a force which made me feel as if my whole body was about to burst. I was vaguely conscious that my companions had gone staggering off into the gathering shadows, swaying from side to side, hardly conscious of where they were going, unaware that at least one of their number had been left behind.

Striving with all my might to remain upright, my feet had taken me, willy-nilly, off the beaten path, luck only knew where, and then had deposited me in a little clump of brushwood which had served as a trap for my erring steps. How long I lay there I cannot say; possibly the mischance had been my salvation. A breeze had sprung up which bore the fumes away from me. I must have remained unnoticed for hours. The next thing which struck me was the toe of somebody’s boot, which came into such violent contact with my frame that it recalled me to sudden consciousness. The sound of an unknown tongue greeted my ears; an unwelcome something assailed my ribs; the point of a bayonet was pushed against my body; strange words and phrases addressed me again. Then a rough, unfriendly, foreign voice spoke to me in English, in tones which could hardly have suggested more unpleasant intentions.

“You are a prisoner! Get up, before I stick my bayonet right through you.”

It was easy to bid me get up, and to cap his injunction with a threat, but the thing was not so easy to do. I made three or four efforts to obey before, with the aid of a huge, rough, helping hand, I was able to get on to my own feet. Then, so soon as the hand began to be withdrawn, I showed such signs of being unable to stand that the stranger’s grip tightened so suddenly that it cut into the muscles of my arm. I had to bite my lips to keep from audible exclamation.

“Gently!” I substituted for the stronger language which had been trembling on my lips. “You will break my arm if you are not careful. What is it you want to do with me?”

“You little English worm, what is the matter with you? Why do you not hold yourself up?”

“That is more than I can tell you; something seems to have happened to my ankle, though I can’t say what. Who are you?”

“Who I am does not matter. What does matter is who you are. Where are your associates?”

This was a gentleman who could speak English almost as fluently as if it were his own tongue. His accent might not be particularly good, but there was no misunderstanding what he said. I wished I had spoken German only a tenth part as well. I was in the hands of the Philistines. Disaster, which I congratulated myself upon having escaped so long, had me by the throat at last.

What had happened since I had last been conscious I could not tell. The growing morning light was just beginning to brighten the world. I was one among many, an object of interest to a number of gallant soldiers. An officer came towards me, one of those tall, smart, well-uniformed young gentlemen which the German army seems to turn out in endless numbers. His English was even better than his subordinate’s. Had I been a reptile beneath his feet his manner could hardly have been more contemptuous.

“What do you want here? Are you a deserter?”

The suggestion stung me, half stupid though I still was.

“It is because of your way of making war if I am! The poison which you send at us through the air has robbed me of my senses. No German would have got the better of me by fighting fair, but when it comes to poison it seems that I am beaten.”

I am sure that that in effect was what I said to the gentleman; which shows that I must have been still wool-gathering. He looked at me, then he struck me across the face with something which he carried in his hand. I was so little master of myself that I would have struck him back again had it not been for the man who still held me by the arm. He gave my elbow a twist which seemed almost to tear the limb from its socket. While I did my best to hide all signs of the pain which the fellow caused me, the officer seemed to be taking my measure.

“I have a mind to shoot you, and so finish; you are one of those little English pigs who take advantage of their smallness to be insolent.” He addressed the soldier by a name which I did not catch. “Take him down below. Shoot him if he gives you the slightest trouble.”

He added something in German which was beyond me altogether. Two men closed up to the first. The officer issued an order. The main body swung off to the right towards what I judged to be the trench which we had vacated overnight. Each of the two newcomers took me by an arm, half dragging, half carrying me away to the copse down the hill upon the left.

I had escaped many mischances, only to find, after all, that the worst thing had happened to me which could have done — I was a prisoner in the hands of the Germans.

My share of the journey down the hill was not pleasant. What had happened to my ankles I did not know; both were useless for purposes of support. My right foot I could not put to the ground without longing to yell. You would have thought that the hardest-hearted captor would have shown some realization of how matters stood. Not so mine. They bumped and swung me along as if my unmistakable agony was most amusing. I was small; they were big; they could hardly have found it very difficult to get me along. At length, more merciful than usual, they let me fall into a patch of herbage which kept me from coming into actual contact with the painfully hard earth. Where I had fallen I lay; every nerve in my body was screaming with agony. The two plumped down beside me; the third, after a brief conversation, joined his friends; the three of them produced food. What the hour was I had no means of knowing; they were plainly of the opinion that it was breakfast time. In spite of the pain I was enduring, I became suddenly conscious that I was quite ready for something to eat. The idea of such a possibility struck my original captor; he held out a lump of some sort of sausage.

“Are you hungry, English pig?”

His voice and manner did not suggest whole-hearted hospitality. I was wise enough not to answer. He considered my silence as bearing a meaning of its own.

“So, swine, you have the manners of your pigsty! When a gentleman asks you a question, can you not answer? I asked if you are hungry — you say nothing. Good! Perhaps it is your custom not to breakfast. Then you shall have the pleasure of seeing three gentlemen eat theirs.”

I certainly had what he called the pleasure of seeing those three generous souls enjoying what, from their point of view, was a fairly good meal. Then tobacco-pouches were produced and three pipes lit up. While they smoked it required no interpreter to make it clear that I was the chief topic of their conversation.

Presently, leaning over where I lay, incapable of movement, the ruffian who had first kicked me as I lay in his path and then prodded me with the point of his bayonet, made their attitude towards me more than sufficiently clear. He asked me a question which was sufficiently blunt.

“What will you give us if we do not shoot you?”

The inquiry, coming from such a quarter, was startling. Apparently the gentleman required to be paid not to commit murder. I found it difficult to believe that he could be in earnest — although some very unsatisfactory stories were told about the manner in which Englishmen were treated in exactly such circumstances as mine. The fellow seemed to read what was in my mind.

“You think you have nothing to fear? Blockhead! We will quickly show you — though too late for you to profit by your lesson. Why should we drag you with us like a sack of potatoes, when it is so easy to be rid of you and walk at ease? How do you English treat us Germans? How many reach their prisons alive? As if we did not know! You kill us as if killing Germans did not count. How much will you give us to deliver you into the hands which do not want you? If we were to keep alive all you English whom we take prisoners our prisons would not hold you. A plague would lay all the country waste.”

How far the fellow spoke truth, in view of the stories which were heard on every side, it was impossible to say. Soldiers who were capable of carrying on war by means of poison were quite probably prepared for anything. At any rate, there was something very unpleasant about the words he used and the manner in which they were uttered — and I may add, so far as his companions were concerned, about the looks with which they were heard. As a matter of fact, I had only a few coppers about my person. Had my pockets been full I should have hesitated about handing over what the ruffians might demand, since I was convinced that the sum I paid would make no difference to them. If they made up their minds to kill me, no amount of blood-money would stay their hands. Explanations would be so easy, a plausible story so readily concocted. Even if it occurred to their C.O. to ask questions, very little would be required to satisfy him as to what had become of me.

We remained a silent four. A horrible something shone from the three pairs of eyes which looked at me. I was painfully aware that in the way all three rifles were held there was the shadow of death for me. Probably they had become so used to killing that one life more or less counted as nothing.

“Well” — the fellow’s bayonet was advanced a foot nearer me— “is that all the answer you have to give? Make no mistake and try to play the fool. Everyone will be content enough to have you out of the way. How much will you give us to spare your life? Quick — out with it! How much money have you in your pocket?”

I considered for some seconds. Had I any sort of weapon about me I should have made an effort to get even with at any rate one of them. But as luck would have it I was without even so much as a penknife — and I could see the fellow knew it. He announced the fact with a chuckle which made me see red.

“So — it is like that! You would shoot us first? But you cannot, you have nothing with which to shoot, not even a popgun. And that is your answer to my question? I ask you again — how much money have you in your pocket? It is the same whether you tell me or not; we can always find out afterwards.”

At any rate, I would not give him the satisfaction of a reply. The trio looked at each other — again they looked at me. One of the German-speaking pair said something to which his colleague responded. It perhaps had all the worse sound because it was spoken in a tongue I did not understand. I did not need to have it turned into English to realize that my life was hanging in the balance. There was a momentary silence.

“Once more,” said the gentleman of the threats, “how much will you give for your dirty life?”

I do not know what possessed me. Something in the fellow’s manner stung me beyond bearing. On a sudden the feeling flamed up in me that the three of them were such dirty cowards — I was so helpless, the odds were so completely on their side. The big, hulking ruffian seemed so keen to sting as well as to kill — and afterwards to rob. A great clod of earth was lying loose — I caught it up with my right hand and flung it in his face. I had luck; the shot told. The lump of dirt, hitting him full on the nose, broke into pieces, covering him with dust and filling his eyes.

That that was the end of the world for me I took for granted. Not only did the dust get into his own eyes and all over him, but it did not add to the comfort of his friends. Exclamations burst from all three; one in particular seemed momentarily to have lost the capacity to see. He clapped his hand up to his eye, an action which, considering how filthy his hand looked, could not have improved the clearness of his vision. The big man raised his rifle.

“For that,” he exclaimed, “you die! You play the fool for the last time!”

In that he was mistaken. I have played the fool a great many times since; if fortune continues kind, I hope to do so a few times more. But at the moment I certainly thought he was telling the truth, and that in a few seconds he would have had me spitted. But it is the unexpected which happens. I fancy that just for a second he hesitated whether to shoot or thrust — and that hesitation was his undoing. As it happened, before he could do either, as his weapon was still raised, there was a report. His rifle fell from his hold, his body seemed to collapse — he was dead. So close was he to me that his blood spurted on to my tunic.

The thing was so unexpected, so amazing, that, not understanding how it could otherwise have happened, I was not sure that it had not been caused by his own or his comrades’ weapons. The same thought occurred to the others, who stooped forward as if to make sure that they were not the victims of a delusion. For a second time a shot was fired — with the result as before. This time the victim, in falling, came into contact with his friend, who thrust him from him on to the ground and, rising to his feet with surprising agility, took to his heels with a rapidity which showed that, at any rate, he had not lost his presence of mind. So quickly did he move that I did not doubt he would get clean away. But the gun was quicker than the man. He was dashing across a little strip of open ground, another step or two would have taken him into cover — he might at least have gained temporary shelter — when, crack! — there was the sharp whiz made by a military rifle when fired at close quarters. As if struck by lightning, without making a sound, the fellow threw out his arms and fell forward on to his face, never to move again. It was, to speak gently, a curious situation for me to find myself in. Without warning, the position had changed so completely that it was not strange that the only one of my senses left was the sense of wonder. A few seconds before it was as if I had already felt that for me life was over; it was almost as if I had actually tasted the bitterness of death. It is a fact that I was already wondering what explanation the trio would give of what had become of me; instead of which the explanation would have to come from me.

What had happened I yet did not understand. Three fatal shots had been fired, presumably by an English rifle; whether by more than one was a question. So soon as I had realized that much I looked for something to occur which would make matters a little clearer. Nothing happened; not a sound was audible. I was disposed to swear that those three shots had been fired from less than a distance of a hundred yards. You soon get the knack of judging distances from which shots have been discharged when you get into the habit of listening to rifles being fired almost continuously for hours, and even days, together.

As it happens, I have a curiously quick ear in judging of the distance from which a gun has been fired. You see so little of the person behind the gun that sometimes it is a knack which it is extremely useful to have. I mentally decided that those three shots had been discharged from a distance of probably between sixty and seventy yards. I glanced round; on all sides you could see as far as that. It was long since broad daylight; the sun was shining brightly. What reason had my saviour to conceal his identity? I could imagine none.

I tried to struggle to my feet that I might have a better view of my surroundings — it was beyond my power. So callously had my captors handled me in the downward descent that the slightest movement on my part was agony. I did my best to gain a footing, but the thing was beyond my power. My feet, ankles, and legs refused to hold me up. With what I have no doubt was an audible groan, I had to sink back into a struggling heap; and as I struggled a voice — a feminine voice — exclaimed: — 

“Do not struggle. I come! Do not hurt yourself by trying to do what you cannot.”

The voice came from immediately in front of where I sprawled upon the earth. Looking to learn who the speaker was, I perceived it was a woman, who had obviously but that moment emerged from a little copse which limited my range of vision immediately in front. She was at a distance, perhaps, of seventy or eighty yards. As she spoke she moved a little forward, standing very straight with her arms behind her, wearing nothing on her head, as if she had just stepped out of her house.

I should set her down as somewhere in the early twenties — what we soldiers had learned to call a Fleming, of powerful build; not so much tall, though well up to a woman’s average height, but broad and strong. One had no doubt that as regards mere muscular strength she was equal to the average strong man. I did not, for instance, require a second glance to tell me that in her hands I should be a baby. She wore a dark blue short serge skirt, nearly half-way up to her knees, showing a pair of sturdy legs which you felt were very much in keeping with her form. The turned-up sleeves of her blouse, which was a little open at the neck, disclosed a pair of arms which more than matched the rest of her. As, in speechless amazement, I was wondering who she was, whence she came, what she was doing there, moving a few steps forward, taking her arms from behind her back, she revealed the fact that she was holding an Army rifle. Leaning on it with both hands with what was almost an air of ostentatious bravado, she stood and stared at me across the intervening space.

Then she came perhaps half-a-dozen yards nearer, pointing to the bodies of the three Germans. She held her rifle well up in the air, and said, in a tone which affected me more than I should have cared to admit: — 

“An eye for an eye! Why do they stay in my country? Why do they not go back to their own? The blood of all I loved is on their hands. I will have some of theirs in exchange. So long as a German remains on Belgian soil it is the duty of a Belgian woman to carry a gun — and to use it when she can.”

As I listened, something very curious was happening to me; I was becoming conscious that this was a woman I had encountered before. The garb was strange, but not only was the voice, with its excellent English — so far as I could judge about it there was not a trace of a foreign accent — familiar, with a familiarity which was bewildering, but the manner, the bearing, was one to which use had made me accustomed.

I stared at her with startled wonder. Was I the victim of some trick of memory? Was I not mistaking her for someone whom she probably only slightly recalled? It was incredible that I really should have met such a creature before. At the moment of my telling myself that it was incredible it all came back. The explanation was perfectly simple. It was not strange that about her voice, her bearing, her manner, there was something to which I had grown accustomed in what seemed to be an unusual fashion. The stalwart female who had destroyed the three Germans with such unerring aim — I believe that each of them had been shot straight to the heart — was a woman whom I had known as a waitress in a London tea-shop, who was known to regular customers as “The Belgian,” or “Netta” — which, I learnt one day, was short for Antoinette. The discovery so startled me that the name by which we knew her best broke from my lips before I knew it was coming.

“Netta!”

She did not jump; I should say she was physically incapable of doing that, but she did what was probably with her the same thing — she made a startled movement forward, and, bending towards me, stared with all her might. Recognition came to her.

“Mr. Briggs! Think of you becoming a soldier! You fight for my native land? What has happened which causes you to be here?”

“What would have happened if it had not been for you? I was supposed to be a prisoner; in another second those Germans would have made me a dead one.”

“Do you think I did not hear? They did not speak too softly — it is not a German custom. I heard you coming down the hill; I saw them enjoying their breakfast — and then I ran for my gun. By good fortune I got it in time — but only just. What is the matter with you? Can you not walk?”

“It seems not. I do not quite know what is the matter, but it appears that it will be some time before I can even stand. They have hauled me as if I were a log of wood from the top of the hill.”

“You were in the fighting yesterday?

“I was in the fighting not only yesterday, but for many days before.”

She stood as if considering, then announced the conclusion at which she had arrived.

“It is certain you cannot stay here. Quite close is all that is left of my home, of the house in which my father and grandfather were born and lived, and in which my father was killed because he dared to be found on his own property in his native land. My mother lives there still. She is old, but she is still strong. When I tell her of you, and of who you are, nothing will give her greater pride or pleasure than to give you the shelter of her roof till your feet are well enough to carry you again. There is nothing she loves better than an English soldier. I will fetch her; in half a minute she will be here.”

She turned to go; I stayed her.

“I doubt if I shall be much better off if she comes. I am afraid I shall be unable to walk, even with assistance.”

She smiled in a fashion which used to annoy me in the days gone by.

“I beg your pardon, Mr. Briggs, but you did not use to be so very big and heavy. My mother is still as strong as I am; she and I will make nothing of carrying you between us.”

Before I could think of any appropriate remark to make she had swung round into the copse, and, carrying her gun as one to whom its presence was familiar, vanished among the trees.

In less than ten minutes she was back again, accompanied by a woman whose relationship to herself was obvious. Like herself, she had every appearance of having just left the house. Although her hair was iron grey, she certainly did not look old, and carried herself almost as straight as her daughter, who made short work of the introduction.

“This, Mr. Briggs, is my mother; she has no English, but she wishes me to tell you how glad she will be to give you the shelter of what is left of her house. She is sorry to hear you cannot walk, but she does not think that, with my help, it will be very difficult to carry you the short distance we have to go.”

Those two women, the old and the young one, crossing their hands, gave me what as a child I used to call a “Sedan chair.” Picking me up from the ground, they made as little of bearing me over it as if I was nothing at all.

I had always been conscious that I could hardly be called gigantic; how small I really was I never appreciated until that moment.

When they put me down again it was in the living room in what had once been a comfortable farmhouse. When, later, I heard her story told by the younger woman, I began to understand the way she looked at things. Fate could hardly treat her worse than it had done already. Nearly everyone she held near and dear had been killed before her eyes by the ruthless invaders for no reason whatever, so far as one could judge, except the lust for blood. The happy, thriving home had been turned into a ruin from which even hope was banished. Neither age nor sex had been spared. Brutal, senseless cruelty had usurped the place of law and justice. Anything more dreadful than the tale she told I never heard. By the time she had finished I did not wonder that it was always of the rifle she was dreaming; that one was never far from her hand; that, considering what the sight of a German soldier had come to mean to her, the opportunity of using one was never lost. In her unhappy country “German” and “devil” have come to mean the same thing. Wherever a German foot has trod will be found the stain of innocent blood.

On the other hand, she regarded an English soldier almost as if he were something sacred. With all my heart I trusted that her good opinion of him was no higher than he deserved.

One fact was sure — no sacrifice could be too great which would keep an unfriendly German foot from being set upon English ground.


IN THEIR OWN GAS

FOR five days I was practically unable to move. Whether that horrible gas had had any poisoning effect upon my feet and legs, or whether the way those Germans had dragged me down the hill had done it, I cannot certainly say, but there I was, practically unable to move. You might not have thought there was any house left. There had been a flourishing farm a little time before, but the Germans had destroyed that, all that remained being a wall, some roof, and a chimney. You would not have guessed there was a room, but there was. You went round by a patch of evergreens and there you were in a sort of general living-room, rigged up by madame and her daughter, so far as I could judge, from the odds and ends the Germans had left about. By the way, I always was a bit shaky about the names out there, but Wiertje I believe the farm was called, and Swerts was madame’s name. About the spelling I am not sure, but that was how her daughter pronounced the names to me.

“I was a waitress,” Netta told me, “at the tea-shop in London, because my fiancé Henri was in London also. He was a chef in the employment of the company which owned the shop in which I was engaged. We proposed, Henri and I, to set up an establishment together. We were not quite sure where, and that was what we were in London for — to learn the business. Then came the war. Henri rushed back to fight; I went with him. My mother and my sister wanted me, particularly my sister. She was expecting a baby very soon. I went straight to her to her home close to the Luxembourg frontier. Two days after I arrived there came a German troop of soldiers. They destroyed the village with cannon. My brother-in-law had some garments which were part of an old uniform. He put them on. With other men in the village he had some idea of attempting to defend his home, his wife, his unborn babe. Exactly what happened I cannot say, but it seems that the Germans shot him in the street — found him with a gun in his possession. So they destroyed the whole village, together with the inhabitants, women, children, old and young. They shot my sister; I saw her fall. They burned her house. They would have killed me, only by some accident I escaped. I left everything behind which I possessed. I walked for eleven days; what I suffered cannot be told. At last I reached home. My brother was with the army. The afternoon of the day on which I returned we heard that he had been killed at Alost, and that my father was wounded at Louvain. They killed him when the fighting was over. It was sheer murder. My mother and I were alone. One day, happening to be in this part of the world, because they could find no fault with us, they set fire to our house. Those German soldiers, they are things unspeakable! They left us without a roof to cover us. Together, my mother and I have built up what you see; it is all we possess in the world. They are not soldiers, those Germans; they are murderers. It is those who are unable to defend themselves that they love to kill. Is it strange that my mother and I have both of us learnt how to use a gun? No German soldier shall come near us if we can help it. Does that cause you to wonder?”

I told her that it did not. I thought of Dora in the same position, to say nothing of Louisa. I pictured English women at the mercy of German soldiers. I did not doubt that they would make use of any weapon on which they could lay their hands rather than trust themselves to them.

The apartment which served the two women as living-room was of the smallest dimensions. Towards the evening of my first day Netta, with a great show of secrecy, drawing aside a cupboard which she called an armoire, showed that behind it a piece of paper could be lifted from the wall as if it were a curtain, and behind it was a door. Quite what she did to it I never knew, but I know she induced it to open, and there was what looked as if it might be the entrance to a cellar. Into it she and her mother lifted me — that first day I couldn’t move my feet — carrying me along until we reached some place where it was light enough to enable you to see.

“This,” explained Netta, “is our hiding-place. Many people have hidden here when the Germans were looking for them outside. It is not luxurious — no, I do not suggest it — but it can be made more comfortable than you would think.”

She was right; I am in a position to speak, since most of the time I was with them I passed in the “Retreat,” which was what Netta and her mother called it.

It was a sort of barn, or rather the remnants of what had been a barn; I fancy that once it had been a building of considerable size. Some of the original beams were standing still, great balks of timber some of them were. Apparently at one time it had been used to store all sorts of farmers’ stores. It was a good size, much larger than the living-room, perhaps fifteen or sixteen feet long and eight or ten broad. Light came through a number of cracks on one side and an opening at one end. The floor was the bare earth. On one side lay bundles of litter covered with sacking.

“There,” said Netta, “are your beds, your couches, your chairs, the furniture of your apartment.”

As she had said, it was not luxurious, but the trenches had introduced me to much less agreeable quarters.

“Let me recommend you,” she told me, “not to choose this end bed. Underneath is our chief stock room, with most of our stores.

I will show you.”

She did, drawing aside the litter which formed a couch, disclosing the fact that it rested on some boards which concealed what seemed to be a pit in the ground, a good large pit, filled with all sorts of things. She explained what they were.

‘As you perhaps know, in this country there is no food. They will not only rob us of all we have, they will feed themselves at our expense. But that is impossible, because there is no food for them to eat; there is not so much as a sack of corn. If it were not for you English, and for the Americans, who must have hearts in their bosoms, all the Belgians left in Belgium would starve in a week. The Germans would murder us a hundred times over. We have to depend upon foreigners for our daily bread. For my mother, and for me — before you is our larder, before you are our bags of flour, our potatoes, our vegetables, our salt, our bacon. Only let the Germans get scent of what we are hiding there, we shall starve in a week. Those German pigs, they go about trying to rob us of the little we have left for food. Two unprotected women — those brave Germans, they would think nothing of killing us for half a bag of flour, even for a dozen potatoes. They themselves are badly fed. Their Kaiser, he stuffs himself, so they tell me; but the cowards who do his murdering, he gives them as little to eat as he can.”

One thing she said stuck in my ears.

“You talk about unprotected women. To me you don’t look as if you were exactly unprotected.”

On the top of a lot of potatoes, carrots, turnips, onions, a number of arms were lying — revolvers, rifles, swords, I knew not what. She smiled. Just as she was about to speak her mother held up her hand with a warning gesture. Leaning towards me, Netta spoke in a whisper.

“Make no noise. I will show you something.”

Stooping forward, she took two rifles from the top of the heap of vegetables; one she gave to her mother. She pointed to the cracks in the walls.

“Those are our windows; we can see anything that may be passing outside. They cannot see us. Half a moment’s patience and you will see.”

They placed me in a position in which, by dint of peering through a break in the wall, I saw everything that was taking place without, through openings in the foliage of the bushes and shrubs which hid the fact that there was anything suspicious upon that side. Presently, along the open ground beyond, men began to appear, German soldiers, mounting upwards towards the top of the hill.

“What are they wearing on their faces?” I inquired.

“Those are what they call respirators. They are to enable them to breathe in the suffocating gas which is the new way they have of fighting. I will get some perhaps to-day. From the Germans you can get whatever they have, if you only know how to set about it. For the matter of that, my mother and I can kill six or seven of them as they go. They will never know what has hit them. Only, of course, it is a little dangerous; their comrades might take it into their heads to hunt us out. There will be a short shrift for us if they find us.”

The two women thrust the muzzles of their guns through the cracks, pointing them at the passing soldiers. I induced them not to fire.

“If they knew, those gentlemen,” said Netta, “how often they pass across the line of death. We can shoot, my mother and I. I promise we should not often miss. Sometimes they pass a dozen times a day, sometimes even every hour. But we wish to run no risk. Such creatures bring out the worst that is in a man or woman. We do not kill even a German unless we are pretty nearly sure to avoid discovery. There is a piece of ground on the other side which we call the ‘Graveyard.’ One day we are going to send a note to the officer in command to suggest that they should dig it up. They would find it full, just a little way under the surface, of dead men, who, no doubt, they have reported to their emperor, that king of murderers, as missing. It is they who have taught us that to murder is nothing. Presently, now that they have introduced their poisonous gas, they will learn that it is less than nothing. They will discover, also, what they will not find so amusing — that it is a game which two can play at.”

My feet grew rapidly better. On the third day I could walk about. Netta and her mother gathered information from I knew not where. From them I learnt that the battle was still raging, that in spite of all their efforts the Germans had not driven us from our trenches, that the storm of shells still rained down on us, gas bombs and all. But it seemed that we had learnt some trick to get the better of the worst of the suffocating gas.

“It seems,” explained Netta, “that they have not enough of it. If they could only get enough of it they would soon drive your people out of the trenches, or kill them if they persisted in staying in.”

My position was a strange one. All day and night I longed to join my company, to fight with the others. Again and again, thinking I was better, I started off to do it — to find out, before I had gone very far, that it was impossible. I was glad enough to return to the Retreat, not much worse than I started. Netta and her mother were very patient. Were it not for their assistance more than once I should have come to a bad end. Not only were German soldiers often passing; there were English soldiers, too. Once, in the early morning, four men of my own company came stealing past. I almost tried to attract their attention by calling out to them, but, after all, I considered, what was there to gain? The rain of shells had just commenced for the day. They were perhaps on a special errand, the success of which might be imperilled by delay. There would be nothing gained by my calling their attention to the fact that I was there.

It was the morning of the sixth day. I was finishing my breakfast, when Netta came hurrying in. She had been on one of those mysterious missions on which she seemed to go each morning. She was nearly all mystery to me. I was eating my breakfast in the Retreat.

“How are your feet this morning?” asked Netta.

“Right as rain,” I told her, “good for a ten-mile walk. I am going to report myself to-day. They will have reported me as missing. A nice state they will be in at home.”

“You can put that right in five minutes when you get near a telegraph, or even a telephone. I want you to do something before you report yourself.” She looked at me in a way which I knew showed that her words had a special meaning of their own. Leaning over towards me, she lowered her voice as she asked me a question. “You say you can walk ten miles. Can you get half-way up the hill and back again? I will give you a hand, but I would rather you did without my mother if you can manage it. I am starting on an adventure which I would rather she were kept out of if we can do without her.”

The idea nettled me; I was ready to give her my word that I was good to go a dozen times up and down the hill, without the slightest help from anyone. But when it came to the scratch I found that I was not so clever on my pins as I had supposed. She led me by a by-path which kept under cover of the trees nearly the whole of the way. It might have been a little more difficult than if we had kept to the open, and a little longer, but certainly that was not the reason why I had to stop every fifty yards or so and take a rest on anything handy. I was reluctantly coming to the conclusion that I should have to give up the effort to get up farther when she announced that we had gained our journey’s end.

“You can stretch yourself on the moss at the foot of this tree and rest as long as you please. No one passing need see you unless you choose if they are not on a special look-out for you. I am going to show you something which is of particular interest to the Germans, but the existence of which is, I daresay, not known to fifty men. You are the first Englishman to whom it has ever been introduced. Just look about you. Is there anything in sight to cause you to suspect that you are within reach of the most dangerous spot in Flanders?”

I did as she suggested — looked about me. I could see nothing in any way unusual. At one point the ground showed signs of unevenness, amid a clump of young saplings, but there was nothing anywhere to attract attention from a casual passer-by. I told her so. She smiled.

“Those Germans,” she said, “are in some ways the cleverest devils that ever were. You remember that battery you Englishmen blew up?” I remembered it very well; I had reason to. “That was farther up. If you mount a trifle higher on to that little slope you can see the place where it was. Its destruction was one of the greatest blows they have had. It was meant to be used in more ways than one, and to place the whole country at their mercy. When it was destroyed they only had one consolation — something which was almost as important as the battery itself was left untouched. I am going to show you. I came on it by accident. It is a way I have, when I see German soldiers, to follow them. One morning, some days ago, I followed a dozen of them to some purpose. Two of them came here, the others spread themselves about on guard.” Approaching the clump of saplings, she walked right into their midst. “With their entrenching tools, they moved a little heap of broken branches, and scraped the ground quite clear. Apparently some sort of handle was exposed in the earth at their feet. One of them, taking hold of it, gave it a short, sharp pull to one side; some sort of door came away, bringing with it a considerable portion of earth. It reminded me of the pit in which we keep the stores in our Retreat. Something of the kind had been exposed by what the man had done. He lowered himself into a hole four or five feet deep. Evidently that gave him access to a door which he quite easily opened, and through which he vanished. After a second or two the other man followed; the others stayed at their posts outside. I had no idea where they had gone, or what they were doing, but it was a good hour before they reappeared. Not five minutes after their return the whole twelve marched away, leaving things exactly as they were when they arrived, so that no one would have guessed that a soul had been near the place.”

Kneeling down, she began to take something from among the long trailing weeds which covered the ground in front of her. Presently she held up something in her hand.

“I have an entrenching tool of my own. I felt that I could not bring one up every time I wanted to pay a visit to what is down there. Are you sufficiently rested to come and see what it is?”

I was. Had my fatigue been greater I could have managed to do that. With deft: hands she did as she had described, I leaning against a tree and watching while she did it. The ground was first of all laid bare; then an opening some six or eight feet square and five or six feet deep was exposed. Into this she sprang. What looked like a door of some sort of metal was in front of her.

“This door,” she explained, “was a bit of a puzzle. I thought I was beaten; I fancy it is made of steel. You see there is a handle but no keyhole. The door itself is quite solid. You take hold of the handle; it refuses to budge. Now, I had watched the man who was the first to enter. I was lying down among the bracken just over there where I could see quite easily everything he did. I have uncommonly good eyes, as you have perhaps noticed.” I had; I had observed that nothing, however trivial, seemed to escape her notice. “The other man stayed outside. The man in the hole stood facing the door like this.” She gave me an object-lesson there and then. “He had the handle in both hands; most of his weight was on his left foot, which was a little behind. His right was well forward so that it touched the door at the bottom. All at once, with a sort of spring, he shifted his weight from the left foot, to the right, at the same time giving a sideways jerk to the handle, just as you might do if you were trying to shoot the bolt of a door — like this.” Even as she spoke she suited her actions to her words. The door was open.

“As I expected,” she continued, “the door was worked by a spring bolt, and by the greatest luck in the world I had hit upon the trick by which the thing was done. You see, it is easy enough when you know how, but you would never find your way in unless you did, except by accident. You see how beautifully it is kept oiled?

Not a sound when you open or shut it. There is a very curious place inside here when the door is open. Come and see it.”

I did; my descent was not so easily managed as hers. Within was what seemed to me to be a sort of cellar. Whether there had been a kind of cavern there in the first place, or whether it entirely owed its presence to man, I could not say; man had made it what it was. The floor and the ceiling were of brick; the place seemed as dry as a bone.

“There seems to have been an idea,” explained Netta, as, stepping inside, she surveyed its contents, “that something might happen to the magazine in the battery, so that they provided this place where all the necessary stores might be replenished — they are thoughtful brutes, those Germans! There is pretty nearly every kind of shell kept in stock down here. But there is something else as well as shells. You see these?” She tapped something with the toe of her boot. “These are cylinders. It almost looks as if they had prophetic eyes. They are full of gas — poison gas. There is enough gas here to poison all the country-side. They make it on the premises also down below.”

“What is down below?” I asked.

“You people do not seem to know it, but there is a German camp. You go straight down — it is not far — and at the bottom you turn to the left, and there you are. It is within half a mile of the farm, but I believe they know no more of us than you do of them, although they have been there ever since I came home. They have been up to something lately, because the number in the camp has increased. One thing I can tell you they have been planning — to poison all the country-side. You see these cylinders? There must be a thousand at least. Lately they have been bringing them up almost daily. You see this thing? I suppose it is a sort of reservoir; it is full of gas — goodness knows how much it holds! The ground is piped. By turning on taps the gas can be sent in all directions, almost up to the first trench which you English are occupying up at the top. You see this sort of switchboard with signs upon it, and the little taps — I do not know how they are worked, but they do. One of them can come, and I believe that by turning certain of these little things can suffocate you without your having any idea of what is happening.”

While I listened, thinking what nice chaps she made them out to be, she suddenly stopped and held up a warning hand.

“Be still!” she whispered. “Here he is.” I could hear the sound of approaching footsteps, but who the new-corner was, and to whom she alluded, I had not a notion. Going out into the open air she waited for some seconds in silence to allow the approaching footsteps to come closer. Presently she exclaimed, speaking to the owner of the footsteps, “So, it is you! You are in good time.” Then she spoke to me. “I think, Mr. Briggs, you will find that this is a friend of yours.”

Coming out to learn who the new-corner was, I was accosted by a voice which I certainly did not expect to hear.

“Why, Sam, old man, you are a surprise-packet! You’re about the last person in this world I expected to meet. What is the meaning of this little game? This young lady has ways of her own; at keeping things dark she is a marvel. Why, I only wrote to your sister the day before yesterday to tell her you were missing.”

“Naturally,” I told him, “that is just the sort of thing you would do. I wonder you did not write and tell my old mother that I had been blown to pieces first and poisoned afterwards.”

Bob Sparrow — it was Bob Sparrow, looking rather longer and thinner than ever — stared as if he were rather under the impression that he was suffering from a grievance.

“You are a nice sort of chap! Your sister kept wondering why it was no one heard. What was I to tell her?”

“I have been away from the camp six days; my feet have been so bad that I’ve been unable to move on them. Miss Swerts and her mother have been so good as to give me the hospitality of their house. There was not the slightest necessity for you to tell my sister anything — I am not in the habit of writing to her every day. Confound you and my sister, too! By the way, I notice you have got three stripes on your arm; things have been moving with you pretty quickly.”

“They have. Our chaps have been thinned out fast. We’ve been doing some fighting, I can tell you! This looks as if it were going to be a day off. I have gone up three steps inside a week. Now, Sergeant Briggs, I’m Sergeant Sparrow. I shouldn’t wonder, when they find out you’re still in the land of the living, if they gave you a commission.”

His saying such things made me open my eyes.

“What nonsense are you talking? Give me a commission! They have got more sense. Look here, Bob Sparrow, how did you come to make Miss Swerts’s acquaintance?”

Netta thrust in her oar. I could see that my question put Bob rather in a mix.

“He didn’t make my acquaintance; I made his. When I found that he knew you I thought of a way in which it seemed that you might be of use to each other. I found out that the Germans have got everything ready; at any time, at a moment’s notice, they can turn on their accursed gas and destroy all you English for I do not know how far. They will reconquer this hill — you know it was theirs before you took it from them. If it is theirs again you will not get it back so easily. I ask for your advice as to the best to be done to prevent their carrying out their little scheme. It is a matter in which you are better able to judge than I am.”

I was not so sure of that. I was not aware that Bob Sparrow was much of a strategist — I was sure I wasn’t. In the circumstances I was quite prepared to admit that this was a matter in which her head was worth our two. I was not, however, prepared to go quite so far as to tell her so — but one suggestion I did make.

“Don’t you think,” I asked her, “the best thing we could do is to tell the whole thing to the Colonel and take our orders from him?”

She looked as if she were a little doubtful.

“There is only one thing,” she said; “sometimes your British officers are a little slow. By the time they would do anything it might already be too late.” Checking herself in what seemed to be the middle of a sentence, again she held up a warning hand. “Perhaps it is late already. There are some Germans coming up the hill.”

That someone was coming was plain. There was the tread of heavy feet, which suggested the clumsy tramp of the German soldier. Quite what happened I do not know. Netta sprang out of the pit as lightly as any boy. In trying to follow her my feet gave way beneath me. I stumbled and fell. Trying to recover myself, my ankles simply refused to hold me up. Snatching at the door as I came down backwards, I dragged it with me, so quickly that before I realized what was happening I had gone tumbling to the ground, and the door, moving on its too well oiled hinges, had shut without a sound. I was left, I knew not in what position, in pitch darkness.

I had come down with such suddenness on to a heap of what I took to be shells, which seemed to scatter in all directions, that it was some seconds before I had even a glimmer of what had happened. Anything like the darkness which surrounded me I never knew. I had lost all sense of direction; whereabouts the door was I had no idea. Every movement I made seemed to cause havoc to something. To crown all, I did not seem to have a match in my pocket. There had been no smoking for me at the farm lest the smell should have reached a passer-by and roused curiosity as to the cause of it. A pretty pickle I was in. I believe all would have been up with me had not Netta kept her wits. Before I realized how desperate my position really was, I became conscious that someone was trying the door from without. Suddenly something happened to it; it opened, there was a burst of light. Netta was standing in the open doorway, with the handle in her hand.

“Mr. Briggs,” came her voice, “are you hurt? Where are you?”

“That is what I can hardly tell you,” I replied. “I am somewhere on the ground amid a lot of something. I don’t feel as if I could get up.”

“That’s a pity, because here are a lot of those German brutes, who will make short work of us if they find us here. Mr. Sparrow, come and help Mr. Briggs.”

Sparrow’s voice came from without.

“I’m afraid there isn’t much time. What is wanted most is a gun.”

‘A gun? There are guns enough in here.” Going into the cellar — or whatever it was called — she turned to where a number of rifles were in a rack fastened to the wall. She handed one to Sparrow, whose figure in the open doorway threw the whole place into shadow. “You will find that it is loaded.” She turned to me. “Give me a hand.” I gave her one. With a sudden twist she not only hauled me to my feet, but practically lifted me into the open air.

“Lend a hand, Mr. Sparrow. Let us get Mr. Briggs among those tall grasses. If you are quick, there still may be time.”

How they did it I don’t know. Presently I was peeping out from among a tangled growth of greenery, towards where heavy steps ascended the hill, growing momentarily closer. Netta gave Sparrow no time for consideration.

“Quick, Mr. Sparrow, quick! We may still conceal from those Germans that we have so recently been here. Don’t stand still and dream, but help!”

Urged by her, Bob Sparrow obeyed, without, I fancy, quite realizing what he did. The door was shut, the entrance to the pit covered, the leaves, twigs, and brushwood, which had concealed the fact that there was anything unusual there, restored as nearly as possible to the position in which they recently were. The whole performance occupied a surprisingly short space of time. Presently Netta was lying full length amid the tall weeds and grasses on my right. Sparrow, directed by her, was under cover of a clump of bushes right in front, the entrance to the cellar between us. She brought a rifle for me and one for herself, then issued her instructions.

“Do nothing; do not move. Do not make a sound until I fire, then let them have it for all you’re worth. If we manage properly, we might induce them to take to their heels. Taken by surprise, we might trick them into supposing we three are three hundred. I have known it done. I do not fancy there are very many of them.”

There weren’t, luckily for us. They came into sight just as Sparrow had taken cover. So far as I could make out, there were fourteen. Four of them, in charge of an officer, came right forward, the remaining ten spread themselves out as if with a view to guarding all the approaches and preventing their being taken by surprise. The position had a very odd effect on me. It seemed that, if they used their eyes, they could hardly help seeing us. They were all round us. Every moment I expected Netta to fire. But all she did when I glanced her way was to give her head a slight shake and lie still.

The whole business might have ended in nothing had it not been for the stumble which had landed me backwards on top of that heap of shells. The entrance to the cellar was exposed again; the door was opened. The moment the man who opened it entered a hubbub arose. The conversation took place in German, which Netta interpreted in a whisper.

“They have discovered that someone has been making free with their hiding-place, that it has had a recent visitor. Keep your rifle ready; there is going to be trouble.”

She was right; there was. The German officer in charge carried on what seemed to be a warm discussion with his three companions, in tones which were perfectly audible, as Netta made clear by acting as interpreter.

“They are not ordinary soldiers; they are chemists, those men. They have come up here to put the finishing touches to the mischief which is brewing there. That man with the black moustache is the leader; he is in charge. He is going to telephone to someone. Somewhere they have been making gas; they are going to turn it on and choke you English out. Discovering our visit has given them the alarm. He is going to do something which he takes it for granted will mean destruction to you. If something is not done — quickly — it will be too late. What shall we do? See, he is feeling for a tap, or something, which will set the diabolical stuff in motion. We can, at any rate, stop him.”

The man came for a moment to the door which gave access to the deadly store-house. He had a paper in his hand which he was studying. Apparently the contents of the paper were not easy to decipher; he raised it to his face, studying it closely; lowered it; and spoke to the man I presumed was his superior officer, as if asking for instructions. He was not so audible, but it seemed that Netta could still hear.

“He says,” she whispered, “that in about a quarter of an hour he might be able to do for the whole lot of you. He wants to know if he shall let you have it. The officer says yes, so in a quarter of an hour he hopes that you will all be dead. We shall see. He will be the first to go — afterwards his officer! You find targets amid those fellows in front. I hope that Mr. Sparrow will find his, behind. Fire!”

Her action came in the same breath as her word of command; she had the barrel of her weapon trained upon the man she had been interpreting. He stepped back, presumably with the intention of carrying out his diabolical plan. As he was in the act of turning, his face was full towards us. Netta’s rifle cracked; the fellow fell where he stood. The officer close to his side looked to see whence the shot had come; the rifle cracked again; he toppled on to the motionless figure at his feet. These things I saw as if in spite of myself — actually I was otherwise engaged. I doubt if there were half-a-dozen seconds between her shot and mine. I aimed at a tall chap whom I had an uncomfortable feeling was staring straight over at us. If he was, he had no chance of proclaiming that we were discovered. I don’t think that in this world he ever spoke again. About ten or twelve feet from him a colleague was taking the greatest interest in what was happening at the entrance to the cellar, leaning on his rifle as he bent forward. At my second shot he went crashing forward on to his face, as if the support of his weapon had failed him. Sparrow was equally fortunate. I did not see at whom he had aimed, but I was conscious that each of his shots had found the mark for which it was intended.

There was no mistaking the sensation we had made. In their surprise the remaining Germans seemed to have lost their senses. Leaping forward in startled wonder, clearly — their attitudes showed it — they had not a notion whence the shots had come. I always seem to notice that without instructions from his superior officer the German soldier has no initiative of his own. The familiar voice of his officer was still, not an order was issued; the confusion in his mind caused by this unnatural state of things was heightened by the continued silence. Before they had a chance to pull themselves together — those chaps were pretty slow-witted — we fired again.

I had marked a fellow who was glancing about as if he thought his assailants might be on all sides. He never learnt where they were; I touched the trigger, down he came — where he fell there he lay. As regards the others, both of their shots had again gone home. Netta’s forecast was proved almost ludicrously correct. One of the Germans had fired; I am not sure that a second didn’t. I am sure that he fired blindly into space. Then the fellow farthest from where I was threw away his rifle and started to run. I should not be surprised if he was under the impression that the last two shots, coming from his own friends, had been fired by fresh assailants, and that they were attacked — as Netta had prophesied — by an indefinite number of foes. I let him run, but both Netta and Sparrow tried flying shots. One of the shots was a hit; Sparrow made clear whose it was.

“My word,” he exclaimed, speaking as if it were now quite clear that all danger was past, “you brought the beggar down. You can aim! It’s the first time I ever knew that a woman could fire a gun.”

He received then and there further proof that she could. Rising to her feet she stood looking about her. Some little distance behind us was the prostrate figure of a man. Sparrow had brought him down, and from the attitude in which he lay, motionless as a log, one concluded that he had been killed on the spot; but I noticed, as Netta’s glance passed on, that the hitherto motionless figure moved, that the gun, which had seemed to be gripped by nerveless fingers, was raised. I murmured a warning.

“Look out,” I told her, “the fellow is going to fire.”

He did, but she was as quick as he was. I take it that she was perhaps a shade the quicker, because that his shot went wide and that hers went home was shown by the fact that he never moved again.

The rest had done my feet good; unaided I crossed with Netta to the German storehouse. The open doorway was almost blocked by the two recumbent figures. Springing down, Netta took the crumpled paper from the hand of the man who lay beneath. As she was smoothing it out there came the sound of a low whistle. Sparrow, who had joined us, started. He held up his hand, commanding attention.

“Listen! They’re here!” Obviously someone was there; someone, it seemed, who was signalling to him; someone not very far from us, who was whistling the first bars of “Tipperary.” I inquired who the whistler was. His reply was a trifle vague. “It’s the regiment. I arranged with Mr. Chandler that I was to meet this young lady here, and that if I didn’t turn up at a certain time he was to come and bring some of the chaps to find out the reason. Look out, I’m going to give him a call.”

He did, whistling another bar of “Tipperary.” Presently English soldiers began to appear among the trees on the ground above. The main body was halted; three or four figures came forward, among them Mr. Durrant. At sight of me he appeared to be surprised.

“Briggs, is that you? Glad to see you. Where have you been hiding?”

I explained — as well as I could — in half-a-dozen sentences. Netta had her say.

“They will be back presently, those Germans. As there was no pursuit they will conclude that they have been tricked, that there is something wrong. Is either of you gentlemen a chemist?”

Sparrow explained.

“Mr. Chandler is a chemist.” He addressed a lieutenant who was a stranger to me, a man who was somewhere in the thirties, with a short moustache turned up at the ends and keen black eyes. “This, Mr. Chandler, is the young lady of whom I told you. It seems that we got here at a lucky moment, that they were just going to try to poison us all.”

Netta held out the paper which she had taken from the dead man’s hand.

“This seems to be a sort of plan of what the Germans were doing. If you will come down here, sir, I think I shall be able to give you a sort of hint of what it means. You speak German?”

Apparently Mr. Chandler spoke German like a native. Going down to Netta’s side, holding the paper in his turn, he followed her explanations rapidly enough, it seemed, even for her. Drawing Mr. Durrant to one side, the pair held a hurried consultation. Then Durrant questioned me.

“Briggs, do you know anything about this young woman? Is she to be trusted?”

I told him that she was to be trusted absolutely. Then Mr. Chandler spoke.

“According to this,” he referred to the sheet of paper, “we’ve hit on a find. We’ve been wondering where they got their supplies of gas with which the whole country-side has been devastated, and which seemed to be getting worse and worse each day. According to this young woman, she has hit on the place of manufacture. They have laid pipes underground over miles and miles of country, leading in all directions, and all of them regulated by a series of taps. I don’t quite understand her story, but according to her we’ve only just been saved from a horrible catastrophe by a stroke of good fortune.”

“And, if you’ll excuse my saying so, by her presence of mind — and something more. She’s one of the finest shots with the rifle I ever saw. I think you may safely count on the correctness of whatever she may say.”

Again there was a brief consultation between the two officers. Then Mr. Chandler joined forces with Netta. The pair of them entered the cellar, Mr. Chandler listening with all his ears to what Netta had to say. Then he called out to us.

“Mr. Durrant, would you mind stepping in here? I would like to have you as a witness to what this young lady has to say. The responsibility is rather more than I care to undertake alone. Briggs, if your feet will bear you, you might come here also.”

My feet were good enough for a job like that. Mr. Chandler made it clear that he understood all that Netta had said — more, all that she had hinted at.

“The gas, which is something novel in gases, is being manufactured somewhere below; here it is being stored. These taps act on the various pipes which carry it off. This is the master tap, acting on all of them together. It can be manipulated to send the gas in all directions at once. I think it probable that it can be made to descend so that it will affect the men who are making it in the camp below. If that is the case, the would-be destroyers can be made to destroy themselves. Do you think that I should try?”

“You simply have to turn a tap?”

As Mr. Durrant put this question Mr. Chandler was bending over what looked to be a network of shining slender metal pipes.

“Practically that’s all; but you understand that I have not any very definite data to go on. This young lady doesn’t claim to have any either. The results may not be what I expect.”

Netta interposed.

“There is always a risk; in affairs of this sort you cannot often have a certainty. But then, for some time I have been watching what they were doing. The chances are in our favour. You may take it that what it says upon that plan is correct. By following what it says you will not go very far wrong.”

Mr. Chandler referred the point to Mr. Durrant.

“You hear. Shall I take the chance? It may not be one that will quickly occur again.”

“At any moment also,” Netta dedared, “the Germans may return. All the time I am afraid they will return. Then the chance will be theirs. Not a second time will they let it slip from their fingers.”

“Chandler,” said Mr. Durrant, “we won’t let the first chance slip. Let them have all the gas they want.”

“Good,” agreed Mr. Chandler. “I think you’re right. To let the beggars poison themselves would be the sort of reprisal which would appeal to the German sense of humour. Take care, I don’t know what the immediate consequences will be. It is a game we’re playing in the dark. But when we have started things going, the atmosphere in here, even with the door open, suggests that we should lose no time in making for the open air, shutting the door, and leaving them to enjoy their own gas. Are you ready? Then out you go.”

And out we went. Quite what Mr. Chandler did I can’t pretend to say, but he did something with a little brass tap which he singled out from among the others. A pungent odour became instantly obvious. We made what haste we could to where the air seemed to have an opportunity of keeping pure. Being on the right side of it, Mr. Chandler allowed the heavy door to move on its well-oiled hinges. Then we stood motionless, as if expecting some dreadful convulsion of Nature to follow the closing of the door.


AN OFFICIAL MISTAKE

I DON’T know much about war, you know that; and the more I have seen the less I seemed to understand. But this I do know — that a good half of the things which have happened weren’t exactly what were meant to happen. I don’t know about other wars, but I do know that that is what seemed to me to be the funny part about this. I suppose that the strangest thing which has happened up to the present date is what people have come to know as the mystery of the poison gas. It came of what you might call a young woman playing with fire — in fact, with a good deal more than fire! If it hadn’t been that Netta Swerts was a bit keen to take her fences without seeing what was on the other side, those German gentlemen would not have been taught a good deal more than they cared to learn, and the whole fashion of the war might have been changed.

It was that poison gas to which access could be had by turning a tap in that secret cellar. Netta, jumping too fast to her conclusions, had got her facts a little wrong. I won’t say that Lieutenant Chandler wasn’t to blame — to say nothing of me for starting his belief in her. Indeed, it is no use trying to apportion the blame; we all of us had a finger in the pie; but still the truth remains that if Netta had not been so cocksure that she understood a good deal more than she did I think it is pretty probable that nothing would have happened as it did. Whether things would have been better for that is not a point on which I pretend to pronounce an opinion.

When Lieutenant Chandler turned that little brass tap, came out of the secret store-house and shut the door, we stood waiting for something to happen. We had no more idea than the Man in the Moon what might happen, but I do know that our expectations were pretty keen.

“We got blown up here before,” murmured Captain Durrant, alluding to the destruction of the battery; “perhaps we may be permitted to hope that exactly that sort of thing won’t happen again.”

It didn’t; though I am bound to admit that I was conscious of an inclination to take myself as far away as I could. But nothing blew up — what, perhaps, was worse, something smelt. I had learnt from experience what the Germans could do in the way of bad smells; nothing I had hitherto seen of their powers in that direction could come within many miles of their achievement then. In a very few seconds we were all of us gasping for breath.

“I don’t know what is going to become of this poison gas of yours,” said Captain Durrant to Netta, “but it seems pretty clear that we are to be shown, in this immediate neighbourhood, something of what it can do, and as it is something against which it will be useless to attempt to fight, the sooner we take ourselves off to a neighbourhood where breathing does not mean death the better. Perhaps you will suggest which direction it is best for us to try to take?”

It was an easy question to ask; a more difficult one to answer. The whole air was becoming so much asphyxiation. It was useless for me to suggest that the cellar should be reopened and the tap turned off; the probability seemed to be that death would ensue before any good could be gained. The poison seemed to act on me more quickly than on the others; it seemed to deprive me both of speech and sight. I had just sense enough left to realize that in a very few seconds I should fall unconscious to the ground, and then Heaven only knew what might happen. We must have presented an extraordinary spectacle, reeling in all directions like beings in some strange stage of helpless drunkenness. I was actually falling when I became hazily aware that I was not only being lifted off my feet but being borne through the air. How far I was carried I had no notion, but on a sudden I became hazily aware that the world had ceased to be.

How long it was before consciousness returned I could not say. I found myself wondering where I was. I was still out of doors, sitting up, looking about me at people whom presently I began to recognize. There was still an unpleasant quality in the air; my head reeled, but I could breathe. People were about me on all sides; standing and looking down at me were Sparrow on my left and Netta on my right. Netta, I afterwards learnt, it was who had carried me in her arms to a place of safety — a nice position for a non-commissioned officer in the British Army! Rain was falling heavily; that was what, I suspected, had done me more good than anything. It seemed to cleanse the atmosphere and drive away that horrible gas. My condition mended every moment, but I was quickly undeceived if I thought that I was out of the wood. When I struggled to my feet and tried to move I was instantly overcome by the former fumes. I should have come down with force upon the ground had I not been caught and upheld by Netta.

A whispered consultation took place; what they said to each other I could not tell, but I knew they spoke about me. Some general conclusion, I presume, was arrived at, because I became dimly aware that men were moving off — movements, however, in which I was unable to join. I take it that I was again left to Netta’s tender mercies. When, once more, I returned to life it was by degrees borne in upon me that I was back again in the “Retreat” at the farm. I moved; someone else moved also. I looked round — there was Netta’s mother, busying herself with work of some kind. When she saw that I was restored to consciousness she exclaimed something in Flemish — Netta herself came in.

“Thank the good spirits you are still alive!”

Crossing to where I had managed to gain a sitting position, she began to busy herself with good offices.

“How long have I been here?”

“It is now nearly a day; also a night. You were at first unconscious, then struggling for life. It has been impossible to say which the result was to be. But to-day something has happened; for the present, at least, the gas seems to have gone. All night the world seems to have been dying of suffocation; at last it seems possible for people again to breathe.”

“Where are my friends?”

She shrugged her shoulders.

“They are everywhere. Many of them have suffered — how is it possible to be helped? — but most of them have fared better than you.”

“And the Germans?”

“Everywhere they seem to be lying like dead flies. It would seem that their intention was to destroy the world, to suffocate all the men who are in it. But it is they themselves who have suffered most. They have been taught a lesson which they will not easily forget. I do not think we shall hear much more from them about poison gas. In the German camp at Laeken they tell me that not a man is left alive, that it is still impossible to stay there and breathe; that for miles in one direction it is impossible to do that. If destruction was their intention they must have succeeded better than they hoped — but it is among themselves that death has come. And you — you have suffered, but you seem better.”

I was; I could stand upon my feet, and I could eat — I ate an excellent breakfast. The use of my limbs seemed to have been restored to me. I struggled to my feet; my legs were my own; it seemed that I could move as I chose. A sound came to us from without, the meaning of which I had learnt to understand — it was a signal that friends were at hand. Apparently the signaller was a person whom both women recognized. The moment the sound was heard mother and daughter hurried out. It was some minutes before Netta returned with a man clad in some curious garments. As regards costume, at that time most of the natives were not particular. They were not in a position to pick and choose. To have clothes of any sort was something. He was a biggish man, with fair hair, who wanted shaving. He might have cut an odd figure in a London street, but I liked the look of him — he was full of smiles. Netta introduced him.

“This is my cousin, Otto. He is an aviator. I do not know what he calls his aeroplane, or where he got it from — do not ask too many questions! — or how long ago it is since it was German. He says he has great news. Do you fly?”

I wondered if she could be in earnest; it seemed that she was. “I don’t know if you think that in the English Army every man can fly; if so, you may set me down as an exception. I don’t.”

“But at least you are willing to fly; you are not afraid?”

I wondered if the question was asked maliciously; anyhow it was one which it was awkward to answer. In other circumstances it was one to which, I think, I might have dared to answer Yes. Her cousin’s attitude rendered that impossible. He actually scolded her for talking to me in such a strain.

“Netta, you go too far. Herr Briggs, I must ask you to excuse my cousin. Netta, you will find that Herr Briggs is a better pilot than I am. It is his modesty which makes him say No. For myself, do not imagine that I am an aviator, that I have been properly taught, that I know anything at all. The little I have learnt I have picked up by accident. Every time I ascend I do not expect to come down alive. But what does it matter? In Belgium we want men who can fly; if we want to learn we must teach ourselves. It is not for us to pick and choose.”

I had wondered if she had been speaking seriously; I wondered still more if he was. I had never before met an aviator, a flying man, who had admitted that he could not fly. I suppose it was because she saw the look with which I regarded him that she tried to set my mind at ease.

“You perceive, Mr. Briggs, that my cousin is a person of humour; he would make of you a coward. How far have you come to-day?”

The inquiry was addressed to Otto. He laughed again.

“It is true I have come some way. That is by good fortune and accident rather than because any credit is due to me. I came upon my aeroplane by chance — I stole it — I am here. Really and truly it is a miracle that it is not destroyed and I not dead. You have heard about this plague of death?” I nodded. “It would almost seem that someone must have been playing the Germans tricks; they have been killed like flies — by their own horrible inventions. I came to a place where they all of them seemed dead. It seemed to have been some kind of flying-ground. Scattered about were three aeroplanes, one of a sort which I had never seen before. I am of a character like Netta. When there is any madness about I am best suited. With me were two friends, both real aviators — one in particular. He said to me, ‘I have never seen a machine like this before.’ I said to him, ‘Then, let us see what it can do.’ But he had more sense — both he and my other friend — because I was a lunatic he was not disposed to join me. I got into the pilot’s seat. They tried to get me out of it again, but I was not to be moved. It is for four pilots, this machine; there are two engines, two seats, two everything. Since, if my friends refused to come, I should be alone, it seemed useless to attempt to do anything. But I was more insane than usual. I said to Albert, one of my friends: ‘I will set the two engines in motion; if you will help me to start I will see what can be done.’ They laughed; they thought I was jesting. They did not see how a machine requiring four pilots could be worked by one. However, the engines were started. Albert kept the machine steady — off I went! I tell you I was a little taken by surprise when I found that I was moving. The sensation was peculiar. As I went up into the air I thought that my end had come. The engines being once started, it seemed impossible that they should be stopped by only a single man. Never was I in such a position before! How I came to manage any steering is a mystery. It was no thanks to me. To persons below I must have presented a curious spectacle. I succeeded better than I should have thought was possible. Somehow I made my way across country — if there is one thing I can do it is steer. I made for my aunt’s farm, and here I am. I knew that if I wanted the assistance of a person as mad as myself that here I should get it. My cousin tells me, Herr Briggs, that you will give me any assistance I may require. Shall I be so fortunate as to find in you a kindred spirit?”

Netta did not wait for me to answer. She gave for me the reply which was required — not the reply which I should have given, but the one which was suited to her own frame of mind.

“Indeed, Otto, but I know Herr Briggs very well. There is nothing he cannot do, as is the case with most of the English soldiers. As for courage, I shall not be surprised to learn that already he has gained the VC.”

I was surprised to hear it — her assurance. As for my being a person who could turn his hand to anything — a sort of Jack of all trades — that is exactly where she was wrong. I was the last person in the world who could be called a handy man. About aeroplanes I knew nothing. I had not the slightest notion how to pilot one or what was the proper thing to do should I be so unfortunate as to find myself in one which was up in the air. The young man’s story of his own adventures made the prospect of venturing in the one in which he had travelled truly appalling. I should have thought that that would have appealed to the meanest intelligence — even Netta’s. To my astonishment that was what it did not do. Directly she opened her mouth I realized that the pair of them were mad together.

“How far have you come?” she inquired.

“I cannot exactly tell you — quite a distance.”

“Then, evidently you are quite safe; the second time you will be safer still. Certainly, Mr. Briggs, you and my cousin will make an excellent pair.”

I was not at all of her opinion. On the contrary, I was convinced that any chance of safety there might have been would be destroyed by my presence in the machine. But she would not listen.

“But I have not told you,” he explained, “why I wish someone to come at once. I have been told of the accumulation of gas which you found up here upon the hill, by which everywhere the Germans are being destroyed. It is because I heard of a similar store in the field in which I stole this aeroplane that I am so anxious, Herr Briggs, that you should come with me to complete the work which you have here so excellently begun.”

“That is a great notion!” Netta exclaimed. “After all, Otto, you are splendid! It only needs another object-lesson — I do not fancy that in this country the Germans will use gas again.”

“That is what I thought,” Otto exclaimed. “They do not like to be poisoned themselves, these fellows. Use it against themselves, and you will soon find that they are willing to make it a rule that in this war nothing in the shape of poison gas is to be employed again. So long as it is not employed against them they are willing to use it against others for four-and-twenty hours a day. For once in a way they have met their match. I hear that thousands have been killed. You and I, if the conditions are only what we would desire, might be able to drive the whole lot of them across the frontier — so many of them, that is, as are still alive.”

Netta did not wait for her cousin to add any more remarks. She took me by the arm.

“Captain Briggs,” she said.

“I’m not yet captain,” I told her. “That I shall never be.”

“You will be after this,” she declared. I knew better. “After this you will be General — you will see!”

It was not because I was deluded by any such absurdity that I permitted her to tighten her grip upon my arm and lead me out into the open. Frankly, I do not know why it was, I had not yet recovered from my distressing adventures of the previous day.

I was unable to offer adequate resistance to the pressure which she put upon me. The ridiculous suggestion which Netta made seemed to add to my mental confusion.

“If I came with you should I be of any assistance? Three in such a position is perhaps better than two. I promise I will let loose all that gas.”

Otto greeted the madness of such a proposal as if it were the finest which could have been made. We had gone out of doors; guided by him we were looking at the most extraordinary machine I have ever seen. I did not understand it in the least. What it meant I had not the faintest notion. It appeared, from the way she talked, that Netta understood it much better than I did.

“You perceive,” she observed, “Herr Briggs, that this is a double machine; in fact, it is two in one. It must move through the air at a terrific speed.”

“Indeed,” exclaimed Otto, “it moves so fast that it is not easy to be sure of the direction in which it is going. Halloa! It seems as if someone were coming. Surely these are your English compatriots.”

While we stood staring at the curious object which Netta’s cousin assured me was an aeroplane, there came moving towards us through the trees down the hill two men who, as soon as they came in sight, I was very sure were what Otto called my compatriots. They were Bob Sparrow and Lieutenant Chandler. Apparently they had been conscious of our presence for some little time, and only because of that had ventured to make themselves known. Sparrow was the first to speak.

“Sam!” he exclaimed, “thank goodness you’re still alive! We have been hunting for you all the morning.”

Lieutenant Chandler made straight for the flying-machine, wasting no time in preliminaries.

“Whose is this?” he asked. Otto laughed.

“You ask more, Herr Lieutenant, than we can tell you. It is stolen property. How it came here I cannot tell you, except that by a miracle it came with me.”

The irregularity of the transaction did not seem to trouble Mr. Chandler at all.

“That’s luck! Isn’t it their new double biplane? It’s just the thing we want! How many will it carry?”

“That is more, Herr Lieutenant, than I can tell you; I came in it alone.”

“But—” the Lieutenant paused to stare. “You can’t drive a thing like that alone!”

Otto laughed. “I do not pretend to be a ‘driver.’ It was not driven, but somehow it came. Properly, I imagine it requires a crew of four, but it can be worked by one, as I have proved. How many it can carry beyond the crew I could not decide. I fancy six or eight. You are a pilot, Herr Lieutenant?”

“Of the ordinary aeroplane, but not of a thing like this. If you worked a thing like this at first sight, single-handed, you must be something remarkable.”

Otto laughed again; I never met such a man for laughter. “Mine was the courage of ignorance, Herr Lieutenant; I am like the horseman who, because he has never been on a horse before, rides anything. It is his ignorance which gives him courage — and luck. Will the Herr Lieutenant pilot us?”

“Us? Who are us?” Chandler stared — as well he might! The cousin smiled. To him everything seemed to be a joke — nothing seemed to be dangerous.

“All of us, including my cousin, if she will come.”

“Certainly I will come if I can be of any use. I cannot manage an aeroplane, but what does that matter in the face of what we have seen? It seems that all that is wanted is a light heart.”

“It appears that, after all, a light heart is something; one hears so much of aeroplanes that with a little willingness one may perhaps do more with than one supposes.”

The Belgian’s theory seemed to tickle Mr. Chandler.

“Scientific people may be of a different opinion, but in the light of actual experience there seems to be something in what you say. If all are volunteers, including the lady, there will be five of us.”

“There will be five of us,” announced Sparrow, “if, as you say, sir, all are volunteers. But as I have never been in a flying-machine of any kind, and am no mechanic, I don’t see how my presence will be of any assistance.”

“It will be as much as mine,” I hastened to add. “There are a good many things I can’t do, and anything in which a touch of the mechanic is required is perhaps among my strongest.”

Lieutenant Chandler cut the discussion short, with an air of grim amusement which scarcely suggested Otto’s continuous careless laughter.

“Good! Then this airship bids fair to carry a remarkable crew. Let us hope that good luck will continue to attend us. As Sparrow and I came up we thought that you looked as if you were preparing to restart. May I ask in what direction?”

The cousin explained, as well as he could. The conditions caused by the escaping gas seemed to have disorganized the entire country. What Otto was I could not make out — whether he was attached to some regular force, or was merely a loafer looking out for trouble. It seemed that he and his two friends had been strolling about in search of what they could find. They had come upon the field which, as Otto had told us, contained the three aeroplanes. Germans seemed to be everywhere, either dead or dying, or in a state of what, in different circumstances, would have been regarded as piteous disorganization. Men were scattered over that particular field incapable of doing anything. The reputation of the place seemed to be well known all over the neighbourhood — as a centre of iniquity. It had been turned by the murderous Germans into a sort of chemical laboratory; it was strange how easily they seemed to contrive such things. Somewhere in this field they had managed a rough sort of building in which they manufactured one of the many varieties of the diabolical stuff which was known to the world as poison gas. Mr. Chandler seemed to have heard of it; but not with the knowledge which marked both Otto and Netta. According to them the purport of the gas was two-edged. It was to be used as a weapon of attack as well as of defence, as something in the face of which it would be impossible for us to advance and force them to unwilling retreat. The theory had been excellent, the practice not quite so good. Advantage had been taken of the huge quantities of the stuff which had been stored to use for purposes for which they were not prepared. It did not seem to have occurred to them that this might easily become a weapon which could destroy them as well as us.

It must have been a sight to see us start! Although the consequences were among the most serious which had hitherto marked the war, the way we started to set about it was certainly not of a kind to suggest gravity. Five of us in that weird-looking machine, which none of us understood, and which I do not mind admitting I would have given a goodish sum to keep out of.

Lieutenant Chandler was at what we supposed to be the main steering-wheel, about the centre. Otto was on his right; Sparrow, who probably was of no more use than I was, upon his left. Netta and I were standing on a platform which was suspended from the pilots’.

“They will have you first,” Otto declared, “you are in the place of danger. If anyone starts to shoot, you will act as cover for us.”

Something of the kind had occurred to me, but when the engines started to move no time was given to enable me to consider matters of that kind. The noise the engines made! the pace at which we moved! the rapidity with which all of us darted from the ground and seemed in an instant to be in mid-air! Whether it was the amateurish way in which the machine was being driven, which bid fair to shake the whole thing to pieces, or whether it was the rapidity with which we were torn through space, which had the curious effect of causing the world itself to vanish from sight — which of these things affected me most I cannot say, but I know that I was left without any capacity for either thought or action. I was vaguely conscious that Otto was shouting to the Lieutenant.

“What do you think of this?” he seemed to be saying. “We are going at over a hundred of your English miles an hour, and yet we have only just begun to move. I believe we could double our speed if we chose.”

“Don’t trouble,” the Lieutenant answered. “This is fast enough for us.” I thought what a sensible man he was. “We shall all of us be blown to pieces by the force of the gale we ourselves create.”

I dare say we should have been had there been time, but there was not. Where we were, towards what point of the compass we were moving, I had not the faintest notion. I had no goggles, nothing to shield my eyes. To all intents and purposes I might have been a blind man moving through pitch blackness; so far as seeing anything was concerned I found I had better keep my eyes fast closed. And then the temperature! It was a lovely day; on the ground below it had been almost too hot; up there in the vastness of space — true enough, there was the sun, but warmth there was none. I doubted if there had been a breath of air below, but up there there was a ceaseless, penetrating air, which cut you to the bone. I should have liked to ask to be taken down before all life was frozen out of me. Suddenly there was an exclamation from Netta, which seemed to be addressed particularly to me.

“Look out! They’re firing at us! Hold as tight as you can.”

It was easy enough for her to talk, but had she not caught hold of me, I believe I should have fallen to the ground. I am free to admit that I doubt if I was ever so startled in my life; it was a frightful sound to have come unexpectedly from inconceivable distances below. Otto, who, I was becoming more and more convinced, was merely a lunatic, broke into a roar of laughter, as though there were anything funny in having a bullet whistle close to your ear in such a situation; and then to have him cap his conduct with the exclamation which followed!

“Don’t worry! Nothing to agitate yourselves about! That bullet missed us by quite twelve inches. If that man was shooting up to his general average he must be a sniper of value. Halloa! he is trying his hand again. The fellow must be the champion shot in the German army.”

Whether the fellow was or not I didn’t care. It seemed incredible that his shots weren’t flukes. I was convinced that that second shot skimmed across my cheek. Precisely what happened I can’t say, but I do not believe that whoever it was who actually caused the machine to descend did it on purpose. The way he did it made it evident that it was not by design.

“What is it, Otto?” demanded Netta. “Take us up again! You will break us all to pieces if you don’t.”

No one answered: a fact which in itself was ominous. We began to jerk about in a fashion which could not have been done on purpose. We had reached the ground.

I was shot from the machine to a distance of I do not know how many feet. That I was not killed outright was in itself, perhaps, a miracle. I think that Otto and the Lieutenant were responsible for our descent between them. Of course, the wonder was that it was not infinitely worse than it was. With the greatest of ease nothing might have been left of us but fragments. As a matter of fact, I was the only person who was actually parted from the machine.

Of course, it was not pleasant to find that I had fallen on to a heap of German corpses, but the matter might have been so very much worse that I was quite ready to overlook that. That I did not even lose consciousness was obvious when I found myself struggling to gain my footing, holding a rifle in either hand. Whose the rifles were I had not a notion; they certainly were not mine. I had my wits about me sufficiently to try to make out where I was. A voice exclaimed: — 

“Hands up, you English fool! Or would you prefer us to blow your head off your shoulders?”

Really, it was a question which required no formal answer. I raised my hands, a rifle in each, and I looked to see who the speaker was. The same harsh voice came again. In front of me, on the other side of the corpses, was a body of men, some seventy or eighty German soldiers, pressing forward in disorderly array, no friendly glances on their faces. The speaker was in front — a tall, middle-aged man, red-faced, with waxed moustaches.

“Be careful, and drop those rifles if you wish to keep yourself alive.”

On the whole, I did wish to keep myself alive, but I had become so used, each time I met a German, to being advised what to do if I wished to avoid instant death, that, impressed as I had been at the beginning, I took it for granted that I should still continue to live even when threatened by the Germans. I lowered the rifles, but I did not drop them. Where the aeroplane and the remaining passengers were I could not make out. I supposed they were behind. That they were at least as comfortably placed as I was I sincerely hoped. I seemed to be standing in front of an open door in some kind of building. I thought of the structure which it was stated was used as a storehouse for the gas. If I stepped back and closed the door I might at least get even with them before the fellows in front made an end of me. The same idea seemed to have occurred to them. The man with the waxed moustaches seemed again disposed to shout himself hoarse.

“Move away from that door! Step forward, do not step back!” There followed a string of strong German language; at that they are every bit as good as we are! Exactly what he said I could not tell; I was still no good at understanding German, but I was prepared to bet a trifle that my guess was not far out. “Guns up! Take aim! At the word ‘fire!’ shoot him dead. Do not miss him — make certain he is dead. At the word of command!”

I am not suggesting that I am attempting to reproduce in English the words he employed in German, but I am pretty sure that that is what they meant. It was not very nice to be confronted by all those guns, the muzzles of which were within a foot or two of where I stood, nor was the position improved by the conviction that the contents of a large number of them would certainly hit me if I pressed the national patience a little bit too far. I was hardly entitled to blame them even if I was riddled with lead. I can hardly see how I could have excused my conduct in making such an untimely appearance in their midst by means of such an unexpected plunge from the skies. Had I been wise I should have dropped the rifles, which, after all, were not mine, and yielded myself a meek and apologetic prisoner. That is what I ought to have done; I ought, at least, to have said that I was sorry, had I been in a proper frame of mind.

But I was not; I was in quite a different spirit. It would have been strange, if you begin to think the matter over, if, after my adventures of the morning, I had been disposed to show such beautiful submission. From the moment in which I had opened my eyes in the Retreat at the farm I had been in a state in which I hardly knew if I was standing on my head or my heels. Indeed, my whole existence during the last few days had been of a nature which reminded me of the thrilling dramas which one sees in the picture-palaces, where, as each scene follows another on the screen, you may be thrilled and startled, but you are also a little bewildered. The happenings which chased each other were not a kind to cool the blood and induce you to offer yourself a meek victim to whatever hardship Fate — or the cinema-man — might bring you.

Therefore, probably, it was on that account that I dropped nothing and did not yield myself a submissive prisoner. Instead, I ducked, moved towards the back and not the front, slipped into the house and closed the door. It was only when the door was closed that that officer with the harsh voice seemed to realize what had happened. Whether, then, he kept his head and the order he issued was quite the one he meant to give I can’t say. I only know that every gun handled by his men seemed to be fired at once, that every bullet seemed to penetrate either window, wall, or door — obviously the building was very badly built — and although I have reason to express my belief that not one of them seriously damaged me, they produced an effect which had much more serious consequences on the world at large. Yet here again the effect was of a kind which renders it extremely difficult to describe in detail exactly what it was.

I can only say that, to the best of my knowledge and belief, the place was a storehouse for the extremely inflammable gas of which the Germans were supposed to be so unnecessarily fond, and that that sensible officer caused his minions to blow it up.

I can only add that, so far as I was concerned, that was the end of the world for me. The adventures of the morning seemed to have joined in leaving me with my head more mad than sane. The wild and, as it seemed to me, purposeless flight in that strange airship; the fashion of its ascent; the more amazing manner of its coming down — drop rather than ordered descent; the lucky leap from that unimaginable height and unexpected return to solid soil before I had a clear notion that the earth was reaching up to greet us; the ghastly alighting-place — that small series of adventures, following each other so quickly, was enough to add the last touches to a brain and body which the happenings of the last few days seemed to have brought to a point at which nothing could be left to bear.

And then those few mad moments in which I was hazily aware that there was nothing left to expect except the last agonies of death; owing to the bewildered officer’s loss of his presence of mind there had burst a flood of bullets into my unintentional refuge — which was no hiding-place — had it been built of paper? — of what had happened so far I remembered something, but nothing whatever of what had followed. I learnt afterwards that thousands of gallons of gas might have been in that unsubstantial storehouse. The hail of bullets had set them loose. First came the suffocating air; then the flashing flame; the amazing explosion. Then for me, as has been written already, the end of the world. The whole country-side was peopled with unsuspecting Germans, among them at least one Englishman. And the most amazing part of it is that I have a hazy, indistinct idea of seeing myself mounting through space, through clouds of yellow smoke, in a blaze of blinding, roaring flame.


ON THE WAY HOME

IT was nearly five weeks before I realized that I was lying in a hospital in bed. I had had some dim notion of something of the kind before, but it was very vague. I had had a sort of idea that I was in a place where there weren’t any bombs or things of that sort, and where I was more comfortable than I had ever been before — that was all. Then, one day, I must have opened my eyes unexpectedly wide, for the world had grown lighter; I could see quite well — I was in a big room crowded with people and all sorts of things, yet which was so still. Women were moving about, lots of women — queerly dressed. I couldn’t think who they might be. Then I suddenly remembered — they were nurses. One of them came in front of me, paused, smiled; I could see distinctly that she smiled — as if waiting for me to speak. So I spoke.

“Halloa!” I said. She spoke back again.

“Halloa!” Presently she added, “Oh, Mr. Briggs, I am so glad to hear your voice, and to see you are well again.”

It seems easy now, but it was not then, to understand what she meant. The sound of her voice was a strain; an unconscious effort was required to realize that she was speaking. It was a fatigue to know that there was such a thing as consciousness, as life. The conversation went no further.

Two days afterwards I spoke again. The conversation was between three. I was lying awake, taking an interest in what was going on around me. A man and a woman came along; the woman was the same one who had spoken to me before. I suppose she called his attention to my open eyes — so much as could be seen of them, because across the top of my head I wore a bandage.

“I say, Briggs, this is a change! You are looking quite another man! Nurse Fullerton, you and I are entitled to shake each other by the hand. Briggs, are you beginning to feel like a steak and tankard?”

I didn’t know what he meant, but I dare say that without knowing it I smiled, because they both laughed. Later on I had a sort of idea of where the joke was meant to come in, and I dare say that then I really did smile, though it didn’t seem to be much of a joke to me. I felt no more like eating a steak and drinking a tankard of beer than starting to dance round the room. I don’t seem to remember much of what the doctor said; I remember better what nurse said when, later, she came back after he had gone.

“Do you know, Mr. Briggs,” she began, “there have been a good many wounded men in here — thousands of them, I am told — and I understand that you have been the most remarkable case of the lot. Dr. Deming is very proud of you.” I asked who Dr. Deming was. “That was Dr. Deming who was here this morning, and wanted to know if you felt like eating a steak. If you had seen yourself when I first saw you, you would understand better where in such an idea the joke came and why he laughed. I’m told that when they first found you — they couldn’t find you. That isn’t meant for a joke, it’s just a fact. You were all over the place. They began by finding ten or a dozen pieces — it was three days afterwards that the last piece of you was found. I believe Dr. Deming is going to keep a record of the case. People said it was no use trying to join the pieces together again; but Dr. Deming had his own way, and he joined you. It was more than a week afterwards when I saw you for the first time in this bed, and then I wasn’t certain what you were. You were a mass of bandages, and then I couldn’t tell what parts of you were here and what parts missing; I’m sure your own mother wouldn’t have known you if she had been here. You couldn’t feed yourself; it wasn’t clear where your mouth began and ended. I’ve seen some pretty bad cases in my time, but not the like of yours. I never saw such a recovery before. Dr. Deming says he thinks you must be a remarkable man; I am sure of it.”

Somehow it cheered me up to have her speak to me like that. I still didn’t feel very grand. Directly she had gone I was asleep, before she was half-way down the ward. What is more, I slept, I do believe, for three more days on end. The next time I woke I was wider awake than I had been yet. The doctor was standing by the nurse’s side.

“How are you, Briggs?” he began. “You seem to have some useful gifts; one is the gift of sleep. I am informed, also, that when occasion requires there are few men who beat you at keeping awake. What at present you require is sleep. It is the finest medicine you can possibly have — your steak and tankard promise to be on your bill of fare in less than no time. The day you get your VC. I shall claim to have qualified for the D.S.O.”

“Talking about the VC.,” I said to nurse, when the doctor had gone. “Did you ever hear such stuff? The fact is I have had no chance. There’s a good deal of luck about that sort of thing; many a man gets the VC. because the luck is on his side. There’s many a chap who can’t help saving someone. I don’t mean to say that there isn’t pluck about it, but you can’t save a chap if, so to speak, there isn’t one to save. I’ve just had to be content to rub along — as most of us do.”

“Is that so?” She looked at me with what you might call a twinkle in her eye; my sight was rapidly improving, and I particularly noticed the twinkle. “You have no idea what funny stories I’ve been hearing. Only the other day I heard someone say, ‘Jolly hard luck if Briggs does go under. Think of the record he’s got — another VC. gone wrong.’”

The woman was really going a bit too far; I had to stop her short.

“Steady! Steady! I don’t think I’ve got as many pieces missing now as perhaps you think. That man who spoke like that was pulling your leg.”

“Maybe; I don’t know. I can only tell you what he said. It’s well known that anyone can practise on my simplicity. I only know that he said something about trenches being taken without a drop of blood being spilt; about some wonderful battery being destroyed; about gas killing a whole countryside full of Germans; about more gas which destroyed seventy other Germans, and goodness knows how many more besides — a feat which landed you here. Of course, there may be people who think nothing of anything; it all depends upon the way the story’s told. I suppose you think no one deserves the Victoria Cross?”

That time I didn’t go to sleep directly she left me. I started thinking. Was there really anything in what she said? I had felt more than once that as a soldier I had been a failure. Of course, I never expected to be a success; a chap like me isn’t likely to be much good on the field of battle. But all the same I felt that I might be able to do my bit, so that I might tell my people all about it when we did meet, especially Dora. I had an idea that Dora was expecting a lot. There had been sentences in her letters which showed that she might be expecting a good deal more than she was ever likely to get. She might be disappointed when she learnt that I wasn’t mentioned in despatches. I had a sort of feeling that I had wasted my time if I hadn’t done as much as that.

Of course, I knew perfectly well that there wasn’t much in what nurse had been saying, but even if there was something, how Dora would look at me then, and mother, and dad! As a matter of fact, I was perfectly well aware that I hadn’t the slightest right to pay the least attention to what anyone had said, but all the same I do not mind owning that when I did go to sleep I could not help dreaming of nurse.

The very next day I had a startler. I was lying half awake, half sleeping, when all at once I caught sight of a figure which was moving on the other side of the room, a figure which was moving towards me. I tell you that then I was wide awake enough in half a brace of shakes. Both my eyes were still partly bandaged, and I couldn’t see so well as I might, but if that wasn’t Louisa — my sister Louisa — who was crossing the room, then I was still as good as blind. But what her appearance there meant was beyond me altogether. I had been better for days and days; if she had been about the place, why hadn’t someone mentioned her name? And where were the rest, my old mother, and dad, to say nothing of Dora? I couldn’t understand it in the least.

I half sat up, though it was still as much as I could do to move. I suppose I did it unintentionally, but I fancy that when I did move I called out her name, “Louisa!” louder perhaps than I imagined.

“Louisa,” I said, “whatever are you doing here?”

“Oh, Sam!” she answered, as she came round to me. She had a lot of things in her hands, and she let some of them drop. “To think of its being you.”

“Why, whoever did you think it was?” There was something about the way she spoke which gave me a sort of feeling. “Who did you expect to see if it wasn’t me?”

“Of course, Sam, I didn’t expect to see anyone except you, but I didn’t expect to see you as well as this.”

“Why, didn’t they tell you?”

“Tell me? Who should have told me? Tell me what?”

“Hasn’t nurse told you that I’m so much better, and am talking about getting up?”

“Talking about getting up! Sam, since whenever is that? And, mind you, you’re looking like getting up compared to what you did when I saw you last.”

“Why, I’ve been getting better for days and days. When did you see me last?”

“Well, it must have been nearly a fortnight ago.”

Something about her manner and the sort of confusion she was getting herself into made me stare. I don’t like to say it about my own sister, but I sometimes have a sort of feeling that there are ways which are dark about Louisa, and I had reasons of my own for feeling sore just then.

“But, Louisa, wherever have you been all that time? I didn’t know you were within a hundred miles of this.”

I was pretty nearly sure she didn’t like to have to answer questions; it is a way she has.

“I’ve been with Netta.”

“Netta! Who’s Netta?”

“Netta! Netta Swerts! Surely you haven’t forgotten her already, considering the way she seems to have saved your life. She’s in the hospital at Henloo. Although she hasn’t been so bad as you, nothing like, she has been bad enough, and she’s got a nasty scar across her face which looks as if it will never go. She does little else but talk about you all day. It seems that she was rushing down to do you a good turn — another — when you blew the place up with all those Germans.”

“I blew the place up!” I stared; she stared back.

“You blew the place up. If you didn’t, who did? Why, Sam, all the world is talking about your bravery. It seems that Netta was caught in the tail of the explosion. She thought that no one would ever see anything of you again.”

“But how came you to know anything about Netta? Who told you anything about her?”

An odd look came on to Louisa’s face, one which somehow made me feel uncomfortable. I’m sure that it required an effort to enable her to speak with that air of take-it-for-granted indifference.

“Oh, of course, it was Mr. Sparrow — Bob — who did that. He has told me everything, and has been looking after me all the time.”

When she said that I dropped back upon the bed. When I first saw her walking along the ward I had had a feeling that there was something funny. Now I saw the whole thing, or at least I began to. And just as I was starting to speak Sparrow himself came along; he came at seven or eight miles an hour.

“Why, Sam,” he began, “here’s news! Everyone is talking. It seems that you are as good as on the discharge list.”

“Is that all everyone’s talking about? I suppose nobody has been coupling her with you? I wasn’t aware that she even had your acquaintance. If you came to see me, Louisa, why didn’t you stay and do it? I didn’t know that even a line had come from you, or from mother, or from anyone.”

“Why, Sam, you goose, there have been a sackful of inquiries made about you; but it has been like this. When I heard about Netta and the trouble she was in, they told me here that it might be weeks before you regained consciousness, and goodness knows how long before you were able to speak a sensible sentence; and really, Sam, it doesn’t seem as though they were so very far wrong. If you only knew how I looked forward to meeting you again, and then this is the sort of meeting we have! I could cry!”

She looked as if she would do it, too; it made me feel quite uncomfortable.

“It wasn’t as though there was anything for me to do here. Talk about women being wanted — they aren’t. I believe, if they wanted them, they might get three or four nurses to every patient — trained nurses, not raw hands like me, who, anyhow, would be more nuisance than they were worth. I have used my eyes, and I can see that there are a good many of that sort about. I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to go back, but, as we had arranged that I was to stay and watch — and you know, Sam, what I have been doing isn’t done for nothing — I thought I had better stop and make the best of things.”

“Make the best of things!”

“You make me say it. I was getting so sick of it — there’s a lot of monotony in a place like this — that I was glad to jump at Mr. Sparrow’s suggestion that I should go and see Netta. I’ve been staying with Netta’s mother, who is living not far off, and I’ve been learning both French and Flemish. But as it seems so difficult to get any news, I thought I would come and see for myself what news there was. And, oh, Sam, do say that you’re glad to see me!”

Of course I said what she wished me to, and I was glad to see her, goodness knows!

“I’ll go and get your letters,” she said, “and then you’ll see for yourself if anyone has been making inquiries.”

Louisa came back with a man behind her who was carrying one of those canvas bags in which they keep letters and parcels. Bob spoke to her. “So you’ve got Sam’s inquiries; looks as if they would take him a few minutes to get through.”

The man put down the canvas bag, which was as nearly full as it need be. Beside it Louisa laid a number of letters.

“There,” she said, “that lot will keep you occupied for a few spare moments. When they know at home how much better you are, you will find it won’t be long before you hear from them. My dear Sam, you’ll have no idea until you’ve opened some of those how important a man you are.”

I had not, that’s a fact. Off went Louisa with Bob and the chap who had carried the bag, and I was left alone to tackle the bag. Silly stuff some of its contents were. From all parts of the world some of it came; I never before realized what it meant to get your name into a newspaper. How it came about I couldn’t understand. There didn’t seem to be a place in the world where they hadn’t heard about Sam Briggs. Rubbishy stuff and nonsense most of it was, but just think of what it must mean if a real soldier does a really fine thing! Who had sent me some of the papers, I couldn’t think; there was just the paper with the address— “Sergeant Samuel Briggs,” and my regimental number — and a marked paragraph inside telling something wonderful about me — not correctly once in half-a-dozen times. Sometimes there were comments in the column — comments such as “What it is to be a brave man!”

“If only we girls could have a chance!” — and observations of that kind, which one could only regard as in the nature of hints. Sometimes photographs were enclosed of perfectly unknown young ladies; sometimes a hope was expressed that one day the “hero” might be met. I was the “hero”! That did tickle me when I was called a “hero” by a lady who might be twenty stone and sixty years old!

Then there were letters, half a peck; it was quite impossible for me to think of reading them. I felt, somehow, that it wasn’t fair even to look inside, considering the position in which we stood towards each other, and the things they said. Somehow I couldn’t help feeling that a large number were looking out for “heroes” of their own.

Then there were letters from people I knew, friends of my own. Even then I didn’t know sometimes if the writer was in jest or earnest, especially when it was a man who was writing — and pretty often it was.

“What-ho! Sam, old boy! I always did think that there must be something in you, but, as a bright, shining example of courage in the British Army, you do want focusing. I was speaking about you to another friend of yours only the other day, and the remark he made was this: ‘Cheese it; Sam Briggs is all right in his way, but when you talk about his having done for the whole German army, as it were single-handed, I must ask you not to regard me as one of the army of mites.’”

That was one of the observations which came to me among the inquiries — and quite right, too! When I thought of some of the incidents which had taken place between me and the chap who wrote that letter, I did hope that he would not be among the first lot of chaps I should knock up against when I got home. Of course they weren’t all of them so bad as that, nothing like! All the same, they did make a fellow think. You should hear the sort of stuff some of the chaps talk, when they are in the trenches or somewhere, and are a bit fed up; because, you know, it is quite easy to get fed up even out in the trenches when you have done nothing else except get wet and cold for days and weeks — I don’t know how long! It isn’t the exciting part of a soldier’s life which a chap seems to notice, it’s the waste of his own time, and things like that, when for weeks together nothing happens, as I have known it do. Then he wonders what he’s there for, anyhow. What’s the use of him? What does anybody care?

It seemed from my inquiries that a good many people cared all the time, that there wasn’t an hour of a day or night when Great Britain wasn’t caring. When in those dreary trenches so many of her fighting men were sick and tired unto death, in a sense that was the time when Great Britain — Greater Britain — in so many parts of the world, cared most. Fancy a chap like me, a worthless unit among a million finer men, being inundated with inquiries. Never again should I be sick and tired at the bottom of the coldest and wettest trench, and feel that I was wasting my time.

I didn’t sleep much that night. Getting through my mail was out of the question, though Louisa came in and lent me a hand, and Bob, and even nurse. There was a great deal of talking, and most of the ward joined in; of course, it was irregular, but when Dr. Deming came along and did nothing to stop it — why, there you were! I don’t think anyone was a penny the worse. I noticed that both the doctor and nurse had keen eyes to see that none of the patients were likely to suffer. I believe that the little jobation did all of us good; I know it did me. I heard things about the great world outside of which I had known very little for months, and which were exactly what I wanted to hear. The talk kind of gave the inside of my head a freshener.

My word! there was some news in the morning! There is that to be said about being in the fighting-line — you feel that if there is anything to be heard anywhere you are right in the middle of it. But my news was personal. First of all there was a telegram from Dora — and the rest of them. I don’t know what time it reached me, but it was before the regular time. The sort of confused language Dora used! She seemed to be too surprised to telegraph plainly.

“Louisa’s telegram surprised me more than I can say.” Then there was a pair of them! It was just as well that Dora was telegraphing at some special rate, or that wire would have broken her. “I thought you weren’t going to be conscious for months and months, and now it seems you are almost well again.” I certainly wasn’t quite that. If Louisa had said that, then she was going a good bit further than she ought to do. “You must be a wonderful person; yes, but you seemed to be that all through. When I read Louisa’s telegram to father he said that you seemed as if you ought to be a son-in-law any man could be proud of; you never seemed to do anything as other men did it; there was something remarkable even about the way you had of getting well. Think of father talking like that!”

I couldn’t think. Mr. Alexander Wilkinson wasn’t at all the sort of person I fancied talking like that. He was a good man of business, Mr. Wilkinson was, and until I joined he never struck me as being very keen about my acquaintance, to say nothing about my marrying Dora. Something must have taken him badly if that was the sort of thing he was trying for a change.

“You are going to make his fortune, Sam, that is what you are going to do,” the telegram went on. I began to understand. Mr. Alexander Wilkinson wasn’t so absolutely insane as I had fancied. “He is using you,” wired Dora, “as the finest advertisement that ever came his way. You know those threepenny smokes of his, ‘Britain’s Brightest’? You should see how he is advertising them. It seems that he sent you a box just as you were going away, and that you acknowledged them. That recognition of yours was worth to him — I don’t know what it wasn’t worth. You must have been in a big hurry. It looks as if it were written on half a sheet of common paper picked up anywhere. He has had it photographed in twenty different ways — some of them do make pictures! You should see one of them which he calls ‘Britain’s Brightest in the Trenches. Britain’s Hero Smokes some in the Trenches.’ Underneath there is a picture of you, a photograph it looks like, only there is not the slightest resemblance, in an overcoat, your hat on the back of your head, sitting down goodness knows where, in the pouring rain, a very big cigar in your mouth, smoking and writing for all you’re worth. And this is what you are writing — think of it! ‘You remember that box of cigars you gave me — I am smoking one of them now. They have one thing in common with Dora, they can cheer a man up in any weather.’ Fancy your writing a thing like that! Did you ever do it? — for publication! Anyhow, people are beginning to see it on every wall in London, and underneath, in a smaller size, is a girl’s head— ‘Dora.’ Nice for me; but father says it is going to make his fortune. He wants to make you a partner.”

Did he? Well, anyhow, there was something practical about that. It struck me so forcibly that I actually put that telegram down in what you might call the middle. There is money in most things if properly worked. I once heard a man say — a keen hand he was! — that there wasn’t an article his wife had on out of which he couldn’t make a fortune if he could only get it properly worked. “Britain’s Brightest,”

“the National Hero” — handle them together — at any rate there might be a trifle for the “hero.” It looked as if the respect I had always had for my future father-in-law wasn’t likely to diminish.

The inquiries of yesterday had some of them done me good; a great deal of Dora’s telegram, in a manner of speaking, was doing me better, even the business part of it. When I read that part — well, I was properly grateful that I had been blown into a thousand pieces. I began to understand that dying for your country is great, and if you don’t quite die, why, of course, it is better still. And Dora has such a way of putting herself into words. She had a way of expressing herself which made me feel that I was the happiest man on earth. And as soon as she could get away she was coming to see me! The way she expressed herself upon that point — oh, it was great! I had been feeling what an utter failure I was because I had done nothing for my country — worth talking about. That didn’t seem to be Dora’s opinion. As she told me, quite frankly, the only thing to which she was looking forward was the moment of our meeting. It did me good to read her words.

When a young man has jogged along through life, glad enough to be able to just make bread and cheese and for a chance of keeping a roof of some sort above his head, and is placed suddenly in the position of national hero, with a dear little girl like Dora saying the things she had to telegraph because she couldn’t wait to utter them by word of mouth, that is a condition of affairs which only one man in ten million appreciates, because he is about the only one who gets the chance.

I suppose I was still pretty sleepy when they brought that telegram to me in bed. I know that I must have dropped asleep before I reached the end. I was very far from being the well man Louisa seemed to have suggested I was. I was still in that state in which a man doesn’t even know that for him real happiness is slumber. I suppose that when nurse came along she found me fast asleep. I feel sure she didn’t try to wake me; she would have found it difficult if she had. She just turned me over in bed, made a neat parcel of that unfinished telegram, and left me there to sleep it out. And how long do you think it took me to do it? Two days and nights — just upon!

I wonder what she said to inquirers and to the doctor? I dare say she herself had had a peep into that telegram. She was only human — and a woman. I don’t care what she did. Parts of that telegram left lying about anyhow must have been very tempting. I dare say she told Louisa some of what that telegram contained, and she passed it on to Sparrow. And somehow it got round to Deming. Things do get round! I dare say that all over that hospital, and a bit farther, things were being whispered. Sergeant Briggs was a pretty famous man. I fancy he wasn’t any less famous when the whispers were done.

On the Tuesday morning I had that telegram; on Wednesday I was still asleep, waking only, it seemed, for a few passing minutes. The impression on my mind was that I only just opened my eyes and shut them again. I doubt if afterwards I was quite awake or asleep; I was just in a state of bliss — and on the Thursday I was wide awake. The ward was full of people. Patients were being made ready, nurses were engaged in various duties, doctors were coming and going, all sorts of people were there — and I was wide awake. Louisa was sitting on the side of the bed. Sparrow was there with his face all smiles. I was conscious of that in a second — Sparrow seemed to be always smiling. A couple of orderlies had letter-bags in their hands. One of them had a letter. Nurse seemed to be eyeing it askance, as if in two minds what to do with it. Dr. Deming seemed to have suddenly woke to the consciousness that at any rate for the present sleep had gone. He proclaimed the fact.

“Halloa, Briggs! Then you’ve slept it out for the present? So, nurse, this is an answer to your question. Sergeant Briggs has slept it out. Orderly, give Sergeant Briggs his letter — now he may be able to read it. Now, you people, don’t you bother the sergeant. Perhaps he feels more disposed to be left alone. Nurse, don’t you let them disturb him.”

The words seemed to be a joke; I felt as if I had slept it out until the end of my life. Louisa came cutting in.

“Sam, I never saw anyone like you for sleep! That was a sleep, if you like! Here’s Dora’s wire, which I don’t believe you ever finished reading, and here are two more come since. There’s another bundle of letters, and there’s something official the orderly has brought this morning. Orderly, let the sergeant have it.”

The orderly let me have it. In his turn he was smiling — everyone seemed to be in a smiling mood.

“News from the War Office, Sergeant Briggs. They’ve made you Commander-in-Chief; there’s lots of that sort of thing going about just now. When you get one of those documents you never know what it contains.”

No, you don’t know, and sometimes if you do you don’t half understand. It’s a bit upsetting, especially when the news is as startling as that news was. Louisa was the first to notice my face. She’s got eyes, that girl has!

“Has the War Office really distinguished itself this time?”

“It’s all very well for you to laugh, Louisa, and laugh you may; but the War Office has appointed me to His Majesty’s commission. Lieutenant Briggs I am, of the Ninth Royal British Rifles. That’s what I call a bit startling.”


A FIGHTING MAN

AN officer in His Majesty’s Army! Well, for one thing, he is a gentleman. I don’t mean to say anything silly, but the one thing I never should be was that; I’ve got more sense. I might be any jolly old thing — a real good sort, a fine soldier, anything the Commanding Officer liked; but exactly what I mean by a gentleman — never! The funny part of it was that I didn’t mind; and in one sense, since I had fought for my King and country, nothing else mattered. I felt that from the first moment in which I had joined the great host of Tommy Atkins.

As for the special sense in which an officer should be a gentleman — well, it couldn’t be helped, I wasn’t; that was all there was to it. I had been appointed an officer — on a sudden the feeling went all over me — because I had been held to be worthy; that was all that was needed. I would take care that I should never be held unworthy. Did any regiment want more? Well, if it did, the regiment wasn’t worth much.

I was thinking things over — I am pretty quick sometimes in doing it — while the others stared.

“Well, Sam,” asked Louisa, “what’s the matter? I am glad to hear that you’ve been appointed Lieutenant Briggs, though perhaps you’ll tell me if, in your opinion, I am to laugh or cry; because perhaps you will let me say, before anyone expresses an opinion of any kind, that to my thinking there is no position in the Army you’re not entitled to hold.”

I tried to keep her in her place — women do say such silly things; but it wasn’t easy to do it.

“Louisa, it’s a pity you can’t talk more sense. It will be enough for you and for all of us. I shall find it hard to be a lieutenant without making a fool of myself. When you talk, even in joke, about going on to be majors and colonels and all the rest of it — why, I am no more capable of being that than I am of flying to the moon, and that’s all there is about it.”

But it was not easy to keep Louisa in her place, and everyone knows that, in some ways, where women are concerned, no man ever can do that. The funny part was when it began to be something more than whispered round the ward what had happened. Men, and boys, and nurses, and everyone came offering their congratulations — some of the patients came out of bed and right down the ward. Of course, all I had to say was that I had nothing else to do but let them say it.

“There is one remark I have to make,” I told them, “and that is, that it’s just as well I’ve had a good bit of sleep, or you chaps would make me lose my silly head, and then a fine start I should have as Lieutenant Briggs. Louisa Briggs,” I said, “there’s another remark I have to make. You notice how these gentlemen, men of the world and brave soldiers, regard your brother with something almost like respect — mind that you do likewise.”

But when I observed her manner as she took the War Office document in her hand I had my doubts; nor did the remark she made fill me with complete conviction.

“Oh, yes, Sam dear,” she observed — and smiled, “you may be quite sure of my doing that. Lieutenant Samuel Briggs! How splendid it sounds! When you are present in the room shall I ever dare to lift my frightened eyes towards your awe-inspiring face, and form, and figure? Robert Sparrow, salute your future brother-in-law, and remember what a mere private owes to a lieutenant!”

She got on to her feet and she bowed, to me. I believe she really meant her bow to be a salute. Some of them laughed. She held her head up higher.

“I fear I amuse the company; my military methods are a little off. It’s all practice; I shall know precisely how to salute even a general before very long; you wait until the Briggs family gets going. A telegram for Lieutenant Briggs. The nation sends congratulation? — what?”

An orderly had come down the ward. I took the telegram he brought. Louisa might laugh — she seemed to be laughing at everything — but I valued the message conveyed in that telegram before anything I had ever had.

“The Commanding Officer and officers of the Ninth Royal British Rifles congratulate Lieutenant Samuel Briggs on his promotion.”

I read it aloud at Louisa’s suggestion. Afterwards the subject was changed. Men scattered in every direction; I was left alone with my letters, my papers, my inquiries. It seemed to me that the nation had sent its congratulations. A chap of my sort promoted to a commission in His Majesty’s Army! I had a sort of feeling that I had gone up higher; it was a hard task which was set me — never to come down again.

After lunch, when the hospital was taking it easy, Dora came. She just came slipping down along the beds, and although my back was towards her I knew it was she. She leaned over me, her arm was round my neck, and then she kissed me. Presently she whispered two shaky words: “Lieutenant Briggs!” and I felt something wet upon my cheek.

It was worth going through; I would have gone through it all again if I had had the chance. That girl’s kiss crowned everything. I didn’t know then if I ever could be a man again — the whole of a man; I was half blind and I was lame, and there were pieces missing from me all over the place; I didn’t know if I should ever stand up with other men in the ranks again; and she didn’t know if I was ever going to be more than odds and ends again — and she kissed me! I looked at her after a while.

“You looked at me before you kissed me?”

“Sam!” and she kissed me again.

“I’ve asked nurse to let me look at myself, but she never would let me; am I very bad?”

She was very frank. It isn’t Dora’s way to shirk the truth — if the truth were better told.

“Well, Sam, it’s not easy to see how you look just at present, you are such a lot of bandage; but as far as I can see, before very long every girl in England will be looking for a chance to kiss you. What I’m afraid of is that they may be inclined to forget that you’re private property already.”

“Do you know what I’ve been wondering?”

“Something silly; I saw it coming.”

“If they have given me my commission because I never shall be able to take my place in the ranks.”

A voice came from behind.

“What’s that? What does he mean? I am Dr. Deming, his medical man, the chap who put him together.”

Dora was silent for some seconds, then she looked round and said to Dr. Deming: — 

“I am Dora Wilkinson, the girl who is willing to marry him, if he will have her. He’s afraid that his brother officers won’t admit him to their ranks, because you have made such a mess of him.”

He came to my bedside and, leaning forward, looked at me.

“Briggs, one man can’t pronounce on the appearance of another. There have been times when I’ve wondered what you were going to look like. I never saw you until you blew up half Germany. At the beginning you looked like nothing on earth — you certainly didn’t look as if you were a man. Miss Wilkinson, a hero isn’t necessarily all that a woman’s fancy paints him; but if Lieutenant Briggs has nothing worse to find fault with than his looks, he will do. When you take your place among those whom the King delighteth to honour you will find, Lieutenant Briggs — and I am betting a fiver on it! — that you will pass muster with the rest.”

Of course, I know that Nature hasn’t done much in the way of making me attractive. Well, if I am not so much worse than I was, a little of me on the wall in a photograph to illustrate “Britain’s Brightest” may not ruin the cigar altogether.

Dr. Deming stayed to tea. Quite a crowd of people were at Dora’s tea-party; as this was a special occasion there was a sort of a kind of a feast. It is extraordinary how many people there were I seemed to know, and who knew me, though it seemed years since I had seen them. There were chaps from my own mess who “teaed” with us. Dora seemed to make quite a hit; she is every inch a lady, trust her! — whatever her husband is going to be. Second cups were going round when there came the sensation of the day, from Dr. Deming. He took a letter-case out of his pocket, and from the case a scrap of paper.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said, “I have an announcement to make. I don’t know to what extent it is news to you; but as I have received it from a very private source, however many of you may have guessed it, the actual information is fresh. I’ve learnt this afternoon that there has been another addition to the list of honours. He is rather an anxious individual just now, that I happen to know; considering what he was a little while ago I am not surprised. You can pay, I’m told, too dearly even for valour. If out of a number of pieces lying round the country-side you’re not certain which is you, the position is a little delicate. I admit quite frankly that there were moments in which I wasn’t certain which was Sam Briggs; to-day that is a matter which I leave you to decide for yourselves — as possibly Miss Wilkinson has done. The announcement, ladies and gentlemen, which I have to make — I see that some of you have been guessing already — I say, the announcement I have to make is that among the names of those who have achieved the Victoria Cross — for valour — is Lieutenant Samuel Briggs!”

I got away on what they called “short sick leave” after all; it took me weeks instead of days. They kept passing me on from one sick man’s place to another. One or other of my numberless wounded points was always going wrong. I thought there never would be an end to it — wasn’t I sick of myself! When at last I started from Havre on what they called “short sick leave” I wondered after what sort of “short sick leave” they would get me back again. I had never taken any sort of leave since I had been out, not even for one day. Dozens of men had had week-ends, days, even weeks; somehow circumstances of all sorts had been against me; either I had been too busy when I wanted it, or I was in the wrong place. I don’t know how it was, but somehow things always had happened, and now I was down for “short sick leave.”

The women were in England. Bob Sparrow was to act as sort of orderly-companion. We crossed from Havre, got to Southampton in the early afternoon — and there the fun began. Mother, Dora, and Louisa were waiting for us on Southampton pier. As we came up alongside the quay I was struck by the number of people who seemed to be about.

“What’s all this?” I asked of an official who stuck pretty close to my side, and who seemed to be more interested in me than I was in him.

“Well, sir, that depends.” The fellow looked at me in a way I didn’t understand. I don’t know if he was a sailor, or what he was doing; from the way in which he exchanged glances with the other people on the boat I understood still less. “It depends on whether you are Lieutenant Samuel Briggs.”

I stared at the man. “What on earth do you mean? What on earth does it matter to those loafers who I am?”

“Well, sir, I think you’ll find it matters a good deal. Would you like to dodge them?”

“Dodge them? What’s up? Those people are total strangers to me. I see my mother as well as two ladies, who, I suspect, are here with her to meet me. I shall be very much obliged if you will see that I am able to land without any fuss. Sparrow, see about it, there’s a good chap.”

Sparrow laughed; I am afraid the other man did likewise.

“Aren’t you aware, Lieutenant Briggs, that at this present moment you are perhaps one of the most famous men in the world, and that whenever you are likely to be seen there will be a crowd to see you? The crowd won’t inquire if you wish to see them, they want to see you — and they are going to see you if they can.”

So it seemed from my first experience. How they came to find out that I was coming by that boat is more than I can say. How long it took me before I was able to get rid of them I am unable to state in plain words; all I know is that I was ready to get back to hospital, and that my mother, who can’t bear crowds, and the two girls didn’t know whether to go off their heads. I had meant to go straight on to town, but by the time it had been made clear that accommodation of a reasonable kind was not likely to be obtainable by any ordinary train, I came to the conclusion that it would have to be a case of still another hospital.

I won’t say where we slept the night — it cost a great deal of money and is a sort of State secret — like the censored letters which we used to send, headed “Somewhere in Flanders.” So far as I was concerned I slept like forty tops; I did no talking; I believe I was asleep before my head was on the pillow, and at some extraordinarily early hour in the morning, almost as early as any in the trenches, I was propped up in the corner of a railway carriage on my way to town. Advice had been obtained, and it had been suggested that we should step off the train before it reached its journey’s end. While the day still was young we were being hurried from one platform to another of, at that season of the year, a little-used river station; twenty minutes afterwards we were having breakfast within a short distance of Waterloo Junction; and still a little later I, for one, was congratulating myself on being back again in the ancestral halls at Walham Green.

The curious sensation — England again! I should not have thought that I should have been so struck by its curiosity. Everything was familiar, except the one feeling — the feeling that I was a hunted man. The pater was even better than I expected — lighter in his movements, brisker. He had actually been taking a regular course of some sort of gymnastic exercises; he wanted to give me hints as to the best sort of thing of the kind for me to do. My description of the events of the previous day obviously struck him as funny.

“My dear Sam,” he assured me, lightly, “you’ll soon get used to that kind of thing. I assure you that two or three times lately I have found it difficult to get through the streets myself — because I was your father. Getting from the General Post Office to the Broadway, Walham Green, the other evening took me nearly two hours. If the police hadn’t interfered I don’t know how long it mightn’t have taken!”

“My dear father, which way did you come?”

“Oh, by bus; the people followed us nearly all the way.”

“But, surely, you might have escaped that form of attention.”

“Why should I? It was a lovely evening; why should I be forced to go indoors in a fusty tube? Besides — I will be frank — it was rather amusing after all; the public interest was not inexcusable. You should hear Dora’s father, Mr. Wilkinson — your partner, my dear boy — upon the subject.”

Presently I began to hear about other things — principally about my uniform as an officer. It seemed that a cheque had come from the Government to pay for all that was required some weeks before, when I was still hanging between life and death, with an inclination towards the latter. It was for a sum which startled me; I knew very little about such matters. That a sum of nearly one hundred pounds should have been sent me to buy the necessary things, which I never should have been able to purchase unaided — to me, in my ignorance, that was a startler. The cash had already been deposited with Messrs. Cox and Co., the Army bankers. For the first time in my life I was the proud possessor of what my father never had had to this hour — a banking account. Sums had come of various amounts from different quarters; I did not understand it in the least; it seemed to me that altogether they made of me almost a millionaire.

According to the pater it was essential that I should have my uniform at the earliest possible moment. The King was expected shortly to present personally the latest batch of VC.’s and other decorations. I should have to be present dressed in my best; inside a week at the latest they ought to be in my possession. All the money wanted to pay for them was in my keeping, and more; yet, according to my father, the last thing wanted from me, in that connection, was money. I was astonished to learn that the impression of my conduct made upon the world at large was such that nothing would please the world at large so much as to pay for my clothes — not once, it seemed, but two or three times over. That is what it came to. There had actually been competition among various firms for the honour of doing so. My father, left to himself, with perhaps a little assistance from mother, suggested that the honour should be assigned to Messrs. Jones and Co., a famous firm of military outfitters with at least one establishment in Long Acre, and that the following day I had better see this firm — a state of affairs which, considering what the nature of my dealings with such gentlemen had been, I was scarcely prepared for. Doubting if my father knew more about such things than I did, I was anxious to have it made perfectly clear how the matter stood.

“The best thing you can do,” my father said, “is to let Messrs. Jones come here and explain. Don’t take my advice; act on your own judgment.”

Which I did do. The next day Mr. Jones came — in a gorgeous motor-car which must have cost hundreds of pounds. He apologized for coming at all.

“I can’t tell you, Lieutenant Briggs,” he assured me, amid I don’t know how many bows, “how conscious I am of your receiving me so soon after your return to your own country; nor how clearly I realize that at the present moment you are probably the most famous person within these shores.”

I looked at him to see where the laugh came in. It was incredible that a man of his splendid appearance should be serious in speaking in such a strain to a man of mine. If I ever had a motorcar of any kind I should think the world was coming to an end.

“This is rather a nice car,” he said, speaking as if his attention had been called to it by accident. “It’s rather a nuisance; this makes my fourth. But in these days, when a customer expects you to send him and a half-guinea pair of trousers home together, I don’t know what we are coming to. In your case, Lieutenant Briggs, it is of course a different matter. If you will consider us at your service we shall be only too glad if you will use the contents of our establishment as if they were your own. I need hardly tell you that any question of payment between us is one not to be considered. There is nothing underhand being kept in the background; you need fear no tricks of that sort with us, Lieutenant Briggs. No bill, either now or at any other time, will be rendered for goods supplied at our establishment. And to make that perfectly satisfactory a formal memorandum will be handed to you by us to that effect before business of any sort or kind is done.”

“From all that I gather, what you propose to give me is a good deal.”

“That is so. We propose to give you a finer outfit than you would probably buy for yourself; everything of the finest quality and a more than sufficient quantity. And we shall charge you nothing, not one farthing from beginning to end. At this moment, as I said, you are possibly the most famous man in England, and, if my judgment is to be relied upon, such you are likely to remain. All we ask of you is to be allowed to tell the world that from the sartorial point of view we turn you out — at our expense. For our own sake, as well as yours, we shall avoid anything in the shape of vulgar publicity, but we shall ask you to tell your friends that it is Jones and Co who do you; and we shall ask you, also, to tell us if you are satisfied with the result of our labours — or otherwise. There, Lieutenant Briggs, is our proposition. It is one which, we trust, you have already undertaken to consider, or you would hardly have paid me the honour of asking me to meet you here.” The following morning at ten that car returned. I looked to see if it was disfigured by any advertisement— “Jones and Co. — Uniforms” — or something like that. But, no, there was nothing of the sort. My mother, father, Dora, and myself got in. The chauffeur was most respectful. Presently, pulling up in Long Acre, he deposited us before a most respectable-looking establishment. And it was not so easy. Already the crowd in the street was thick; fresh arrivals were appearing all the time. The reason was obvious. What was stated on all the announcements attached to the front of the building I cannot say; a few of them were enough. “Lieutenant Briggs is expected to-day. See announcement in morning papers.”

“The Greatest Hero in the World is coming to the Greatest Tailor!”

“Messrs. Jones and Co present their compliments to the public and trust that Lieutenant Briggs will not be overcrowded!” And so on. I dare say there were fifteen or sixteen of them. A little crude, perhaps, not saying much for our English taste of literature, but they certainly were better than I expected. And it certainly was funny to hear the people in the street reading them out aloud one to another, as if they conveyed instructions to the lookers-on. I don’t know what time it was when it began to be inconveniently crowded, but it did — both in and outside the building.

On the whole, I had quite an interesting morning, and so I think did my companions. Dora, I am sure, did. And they had an excellent stock of clothes. There was nothing we wanted that they hadn’t got, and they never pressed us to buy the cheaper article.

When you buy the best you buy the cheapest. Mr. Jones, the great man, who waited on me almost entirely himself, impressed this on me over and over again. It was all very well, but when you are not paying, and never will, it isn’t difficult to see how true that is — he got his way with me every time.

“Is that the best?” I asked him.

“Yes,” he replied. “You may rely upon that being absolutely the best.”

“Then let me have it.” It was handed to a deferential assistant, who joined it to a gathering pile. It did my heart good to see what a handsome pile it was by the time I was through; and it was a real comfort to feel that there was nothing — absolutely nothing! — to be paid. I felt that I really ought to offer a vote of heartfelt thanks, or do something; but directly I began to express my feelings he actually began to indulge in a series of what I should have called discourteous winks, and looked positively annoyed. When he kicked his foot against mine, and I began to ride the high horse again, his happiness returned.

To crown all we lunched with him. He gave me one of the best lunches I have eaten, and actually apologized for having resented my solitary attempt to keep him in his place. Presently he began to press his extraordinary conduct farther.

“I actually learn, Lieutenant Briggs,” he went on, “that it is your intention to benefit the present generation by a timely marriage.”

When I found that he meant that I was going to marry Dora practically right off I assured him he was wrong.

“I should like to” — I bowed to the lady, who blushed— “but, unlike you, Mr. Jones, I am not a millionaire.” He shook his head sadly, as if he wished he were. “Perhaps after I have grown old in the service of my native land I may be able to struggle along on a pittance, but at present I should not be able even to furnish the tiniest house, so I fear, Mr. Jones, that you have been misinformed.”

The result of my words took me aback; I had no idea that there was anything of that kind in the air. He laughed at my remarks as if the reason they conveyed was really too absurd, and there and then told me, before I started for home, that he proposed to do for a house what he had done for my person. He had a friend, he assured me, who had the same sort of interest in me as he had, and he had persuaded the friend, who apparently happened to be in the immediate neighbourhood, to just drop in. And he dropped — quite the gentleman, if possible finer even than Mr. Jones. There was a good deal of talk. It had occurred to him that, in a different way, he would like to do very much the same thing as his friend Mr. Jones. He should like to furnish a house — never mind the cost; let such gross considerations not trouble us! He was not only prepared to furnish a house entirely free — a good house; one of which any gentleman might be proud — but I might buy, or my good lady might buy, the furniture myself. What he would do would be to pay. He would even buy a house. We might choose the house; we might tell him the district we preferred; he would suggest to us a list of houses from which we might take at our leisure an absolutely untrammelled choice. It seemed a singular proposal, but when he repeated the proposition Jones had made one hardly knew what to say. We might, it appeared, have the tenancy of the house for a reasonable term of years, and pay absolutely no rent at all, on the mere condition that we purchased our furniture from his stock and paid him nothing — not one stiver, he assured me!

Advertisement, he told me, was what he wanted, and that, he declared, was the finest and cheapest advertisement the world could offer.

We went home at last in that beautiful motor-car to think the matter over.

The more I personally did think it over the more I saw there was something — indeed, a good deal — in it. The more I received from Mr. Jones the better the return had to be, for him, and I was quite prepared to admit, also for me.

The first great what I call function which happened to me was the presentation in state of the Victoria Cross by the King in person. Although the weather was pretty bad the presentation took place in the gardens at Buckingham Palace. Mother, Dora, and I went together in a taxi, but when we reached the palace we went different ways. Outside there were crowds and crowds, and didn’t they cheer when we went in! An explanation of what each of us had got the Cross for had been sent to me on a gorgeous card enclosed with the invitation, printed large enough for anyone to read:

“No. 986. Sergeant Samuel Briggs, 9th Battalion, Royal British Rifles. For most conspicuous gallantry on July 9 th, 1915. He crawled out repeatedly under very heavy machine-gun fire to bring in wounded men who were lying some hundred yards in front of our trenches. He rescued four men, one of whom he dragged back by placing a rifle-sling round his own neck and the man’s body. This man was so severely wounded that unless he had been attended to immediately he must have died.”

The King did his part of the job so quickly that you could hardly follow; there were a few of them to be done! When they heard my name there was a row; they oughtn’t to do that sort of thing, but they did. When the job was finished the King walked through the grounds; the rest of the people talked — to anyone. There was a fine noise when we got outside. I was glad enough to get away — I was beginning to feel like that. You do begin to feel like that; I can’t explain, but you do.

The next function was an entertainment given by my regiment. It wasn’t confined to my regiment, and I wasn’t the only guest, but I was very much in the front. It was to do the honours of the mess to the fellows who had risen from the ranks — and weren’t there a few! Very nice things were done. Presentations were made. I had no end. I don’t know why they were given me, but they were. On examining them afterwards I found that there were all sorts, principally cash, and of course, I knew what that meant. These gentlemen didn’t know what they were doing. Their idea was that I was a pauper, but in one way or another I was becoming a millionaire. Funny, wasn’t it?

I talked it over with Dora when I got home. She laughed.

“Sam, you’ll be rich before you’ve done.” We had a sort of a kind of count up. I was amazed to find how much coin had rolled in since I had come back from the war — from nearly every quarter. “But I never knew,” she said, “that soldiering was a way to fortune.”

“It depends. It’s the way it’s done.”

“You, Sam, are to the manner born. Whenever there’s anything to be got you’ll get it.”

I didn’t like her way of putting it at all.

“Do you mean to say, Dora, that when I joined the Army I was on the make?”

“Not a bit of it! I don’t mean anything the least degrading. I don’t suppose you knew why you were going into the Army — except just to fight for King and Country. And that’s just it. You joined for the best possible reason, and in this world I believe that is the way to get the best possible things. You’re a fighting man to your finger-tips — though you mustn’t mind my telling you, Sam, that sometimes I don’t think you look it. But if ever there is a fight anywhere about — in your sweet, unpretentious, quiet little way, it’s yours. I’m always finding out about fights you have enjoyed, and which you yourself don’t seem hardly to have heard of. It’s a way you’ve got.”

Of course she would keep on exaggerating, but she was not so far out as folks might think; I don’t like to live in the public eye. It didn’t seem as if I could do a thing without its getting into the papers; and I don’t like the papers. I tell you there were times when I felt like punching the paper’s head — or the chap’s who wrote for it. I don’t suppose it was his fault he wrote for it; he had to earn his bread and cheese; but all the same I didn’t think I should like to do it.

I wonder what the next war will be like when this is done. People talk, but before long there is going to be an end to this war, and England will come out on top. I can’t exactly tell you how, but that’s how it’s going to be. And the man who fought from the very beginning — for King and Country — and who held up his end, and never groused or slacked, when it is over and the victory is won, is going to have one of the very best places when it comes to handing them out. You wait and see!

Look at me, at what I am and at what I was. The other day I was entertained by the regiment — think of that! And yet I’m not sure that it wasn’t as much an advertising caper as anything else. And why not? Uniforms, and “civies,” and furniture, and houses of a kind, and even matrimony of a sort — these things put together might bring fortune to me. But England’s victory means the greatest fortune of us all. And that is the fact which I am straining every nerve to advertise. “Go out and fight, O ye men!” I keep on shouting that morning, noon, and night. “There is still one tip to follow, and that is England and her Glory!”
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In 1910, Marsh moved to Haywards Heath, Sussex, with his wife Ada and their five children. He lived there until his death in 1915.
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The only known image of Marsh
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Luscates Avenue, Haywards Heath, West Sussex, 1911 — Marsh died from heart disease in his home The Ridge on Luscates Avenue in 1915.
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